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Abstract:

Generally, people form certain impressions of a language or dialect.
For example, Japanese native speakers tend to regard the Tohoku and
Kyushu dialects as “naive” and “daring,” respectively, even if they
have not actually heard the dialects. These impressions are based to a
large extent, on language-external effects, such as the prestige and/or
stereotype of the dialect. In addition, language-internal effects, such as
phonetic characteristics, may influence speakers’ impressions of a dialect.
However, few studies have examined how people form impressions of a
dialect when they listen to it without any prior information about it.

This study aims to clarify (i) the impressions of native Japanese speakers
when they listen to several Japanese dialects, and (ii) whether certain
phonetic characteristics influence speakers’ impressions of Japanese
dialects. To this end, the study conducted a perceptual experiment in
which 16 native Japanese speakers listened to the narrations of Japanese
folk tale “Momotaro” in 14 Japanese dialects and they evaluated their
degree of listening comfort with each dialect. The experiment revealed
that the degree of comfort tends to be higher when participants know
the dialect or can identify it from how it sounds. In other words, familiar
dialects tend to be highly rated. Regarding phonetic characteristics,
listening comfort tends to be lower for dialects with central vowels (e.g.,
[i], [&]) or palatalized consonants (e.g., [wja], [mja]), both of which
rarely occur in standard Japanese and most Japanese dialects. In addition,
the frequent occurrence of voiced obstruents can decrease the rating

of listening comfort. In sum, this study concludes that several phonetic
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characteristics as well as familiarity influence speakers’ impressions of

Japanese dialects.

Keywords: dialectal impressions, listening comfort, familiarity, central

vowel, palatalized consonant, voiced obstruent
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