The role of voice quality in Japanese stylized femininities

Japanese femininity has been a popular area of study in the field of language and gender
(Okamoto & Shibamoto Smith 2004, Inoue 1996). Much has been made of Japanese
Women's Language (JWL), the grammar and expressions associated with female speech
(Takahara 1991). Japanese 'cuteness' (kawaii) has also been subject to academic scrutiny
(Kinsella 1995, Miller 2004b). However, we have found most accounts of Japanese
female voices to be unsatisfactory. The common claim that the ideal female voice in
Japan is high-pitched and cute (Kristof 1995) does not capture the range of styles
available to Japanese women. Moving beyond high pitch, it is apparent that there is more
than one way of performing femininity in Japanese. Our work follows recent critiques of
the discourse surrounding JWL (Matsumoto 1996, Miller 2004a) in presenting alternate
ways of being feminine in Japan. In this analysis, we focus on voice quality features of
one extreme, prototypical style of speech, as it is represented in the media.

Rather than all conforming to one standard ideal, Japanese female stylized voice types
employ a variety of possible pitch ranges, phonation types, and other voice quality
features. Some styles are indeed high-pitched and cute, while others use features such as
low pitch, nasality, and creaky phonation, subverting traditional notions of Japanese
femininity. Here we focus on one non-cute stylized voice type which we dub 'sweet
voice.' Sweet voice is prevalent in Japanese animation (anime) and in 'voiceover' contexts
such as public announcements, commercials, etc. In anime, this voice type is associated
with attractive older women, and mature oneesan (‘older sister') types. In our analysis, we
describe the distinctive acoustic characteristics of sweet voice, and address how the
interaction of sweet voice and features of JWL reflect ideologies of style and meaning.

Employing quantitative measures of acoustic properties, such as spectral tilt, as well as
perceptual analyses, we examine data from 10 distinct producers of sweet voices found in
anime and other media contexts, and conduct a comparative analysis of the sweet and
non-sweet voices produced by a single voice actress, Naomi Shindou. We propose that
sweet voice is characterized by a non-modal phonation type, extensive use of breathy
voice, and low pitch relative to other common stylized voice types and to the average
pitch range of Japanese women (Ohara 1997, Teshigawara 2003).

We find that several features of JWL, including sentence-final wa, commonly co-occur
with sweet voice. Analysis of the relationship between linguistic features and voice
quality reveals that this sweet voice quality is crucial to a positive evaluation of characters
who employ these feminine linguistic features; characters who use features of JWL
without the sweet voice quality are rich spoiled brats with violent tendencies, the
ojousama ('princess') type. The role of voice quality in character formation suggests a
system of meaning in which voice quality is taken to be emergent from an individual's
true internal nature, while other linguistic features, such as lexical choice, may be a
deliberate projection of 'false' femininity.
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