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Module1: Introduction  

  1 Introduction 

 2 Language as primarily speech; Speech and writing  

 3 Phonetic transcription 

 4 Units of speech 'segmental' and 'supra segmental'; Vowels and consonant; Stress, 

Tone and Intonation 

 5 Phonetics and phonology as levels of linguistic analysis 

 6 ‘Physicalist’ vs. mentalist approaches to the study of speech sounds  

Objectives 

 To introduce students to the main aspects of the phonetic study of speech sounds by 

showing its differences from writing as well as from phonology.  

 To make students aware of the main phonetic units dealt with in the present paper.  

 

 1 Introduction  

 

Humans have faculties that are acquired and faculties that are inborn. For example, the 

faculty to swim is acquired, but the faculty to walk is inborn. Among all the inborn faculties, 

the faculty of language is considered not only universal but also unique (Chomsky 1965, 

Pinker 1994). All normal humans have language that is not shared by non-humans. How 

precisely a language is structured is a controversial subject and is the basis of linguistic 

theorizing, but there is no disagreement that all languages have sounds and meaning. In fact 

the capacity for language is crucially dependent on sounds. When we hear an unknown 

language, we are not able to understand the meanings of words and sentences in it, but we 

are not in doubt about identifying them as language. We thus have a biological disposition 

for language- for producing and hearing sounds and relating them to meaning. It is the 

sounds of language that is the topic of the present course.    
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 2 Language as primarily speech  

 

As individuals in literate societies, we often associate language with writing, and assume 

that language is primarily writing. And many of us also share the conventional assumption 

that speech is dependent on writing. These conventional misconceptions may have mainly 

to do with books and written documents being the storehouses of languages. Written 

language is also more constant, while spoken language varies across regions and 

educational levels of speakers. On close examination we find that written language is not 

primary to language. Rather, it is the other way round. We can enumerate many factors that 

will lend support to the fact that speech is primary and writing is secondary. The following 

are the most easily noticeable. 

 

a. Speech is universal, writing is specific to some communities. There are many 

communities in the world, especially in Asia, Africa and Australia, which do not have any 

writing system. In India, for example, many of the tribal communities, such as the Jarawas 

and the Onges of the Andaman islands do not have any script of their own, and are now 

learning to read and write Devnagari script used for languages such as Hindi and Marathi. 

 

b. In literate societies, we learn to speak much before we learn to read and write.  

 

c. In the development of human species, speech came much earlier; writing was invented 

relatively recently. According to biologists, speech came at least 50,000 years ago, whereas 

the history of writing is about 3000 years old.  

 

d. Learning to speak happens spontaneously. Although most parents teach their children 

how to speak, children would acquire speech anyway. Writing however HAS to be taught.  

There are many more differences between speech and writing that show that speech is a 

more natural human faculty than writing. You can try to find them out.  

 

 3 Phonetic transcription 

One important point that we must remember in the study of speech sounds is that we must 

think of how we hear or produce the sound and not how we are used to seeing it on the 

printed page in conventional spelling. This is so because sounds and spellings do not always 
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match. Look at the following words and notice the different sounds the letter ‘a’ in them 

represents: 

 (1) tap, tape, above, tall, father   

Each of the five occurrences of the letter ‘a’ has a different pronunciation. The 

pronunciations are represented by means of phonetic symbols. For the above words, the 

different pronunciations of ‘a’ are as follows:  

 (2) t[æ]p, t[eɪ]pe, [ə]bove, t[ɔ:]l, f[ɑ:]ther.  

The vowel letters in English have a lot more variety in the sounds they represent than 

consonant letters. But consider the ways in which ‘t’ is pronounced in the words ‘tap’ and 

‘nation’.   

The phonetic symbols enclosed in the square brackets in (1) and (2) aim at representing 

the pronunciations of the sounds the substituted letters stand for. For the study of language 

to be scientific, it is necessary that the units in it have a one-to-one correspondence with 

what they signify. For the study of speech sounds, thus, phonetic symbols are used that have 

a one-to-one relation with the sounds they represent. These symbols are drawn from a set 

of International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) proposed by the International Phonetic 

Association (also abbreviated as IPA) and revised periodically.  A close familiarity with IPA 

is necessary to be able to represent speech in terms of the phonetic symbols of the IPA. The 

representation of speech in terms of phonetic symbols proposed within a system such as 

the IPA is known as phonetic transcription. One of the objectives of the present course is to 

enable you to be efficient in the skilful use of phonetic transcription.   

 

 3 Speech sounds and units of speech: 'segmental' and 'supra- 

segmental'  

In the study of speech sounds, it is useful to distinguish between phenomena and units of 

sounds. Both are referred to as being of two types, known as segmental and 

‘suprasegmental ’. 

Segmental units are vowels and consonants. All of you are familiar with the terms vowels 

and consonants. Vowels are speech sounds that are produced without any obstruction in 

the oral avity, for example, the second sound, in the word do. Consonants are sounds that 

are produced with some obstruction in the oral cavity, for example, (you would have 

guessed), the first sound in the word do.  
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The gestural combinations of Tongue Tip, Tongue Body, Lips in the production of the   consonants [s] 

and [l] and vowels [i] and [a]. 

Source:http://www.ling.yale.edu:16080/ling120/Gestural_structure/Xray_Films/ptk.html  

Segmental phenomena are those that involve single segments, as when the sound ‘p’ is 

pronounced with extra breath force (symbolized as [pʰ]) in some contexts in Standard 

English, as at the beginning of words in put, and without any extra breath force [p], as in 

most pronunciations of Indian English, for example, in speak. The process of the 

pronunciation of ‘p’ with extra breath force is known as Aspiration. In colloquial Standard 

Hindi, short vowels are pronounced long in the word final position, as in the words अपित ु

apitu ‘but’ and अततथि atithi ‘guest’. This process of pronouncing the vowel as long is known 

as Vowel Lengthening. Processes such as Aspiration and Vowel Lengthening are segmental 

processes, since they affect single segments, that is, vowels and consonants.  

In addition to consonants and vowels, our speech involves phenomena and units 

that occupy longer stretches, and that is why they are known as ‘suprasegmental’.  

Suprasegmental sounds and units are also known as prosodic sounds and units. We 
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will use the term ‘prosodic’ to refer to them. The most well-known example of a 

prosodic unit is the syllable, and of a prosodic sound is stress. A syllable is a unit that 

groups consonants and vowels together. Normally it is centred round a vowel, so 

that identifying a syllable is easy: as many vowels, so many syllables. For example, in 

the word, America, there are 4 vowels and 4 syllables: A-me-ri-ca. Stress is best 

understood as the relative prominence of a syllable. If a word has two syllables, as 

paper and degree in English, one of them is more prominent than the other. In 

ˈpaper, the first syllable is relatively more prominent than the second, and in 

deˈgree, the second is more prominent than the first. In a word with many syllables, 

there may be two stresses, or sometimes even more, as in Garawa, an Australian Aboriginal 

language of northern Australia, in which every alternate syllable is stressed e.g. 

ˈwaciˈpangu ‘armpit’, ˈyakaˈlakaˈlampa ‘loose’. In some languages, a difference in the 

placement of stress can distinguish words. In English, for example, there are many 

pairs of words like this, called doublets, for example, r̍ebelN/ reˈbelV, ˈrecordN/ 

reˈcordV, etc. Most languages have predictable stress patterns, and that is why, they 

sound different from one another. In Adi, a Tibeto-Burman language of Arunachal 

Pradesh, stress in words is placed on the final syllable, and in Tamil, a Dravidian 

language, stress is commonly placed on the beginning syllable in a word. The 

difference in stress patterns in languages leads to different pronunciations of words 

from other languages. Thus, the given English words are pronounced with different 

stress patterns (shown with the underlined syllables) in Adi and Tamil. 

 

Adi English: i. university ii. develop iii. cartoon, iv. possibility v. merchant vi.  

engineer. 

Tamil English: i. university ii. develop iii. cartoon, iv. possibility v. merchant vi. 

engineer.   

 

The English words in the pronunciations of the two varieties of Indian English thus 

sound quite different. Note that the stress pattern in some of the words in each  

variety is the same as native English. Which are those words in each of the varieties?  

These are cartoon and engineer in Adi English and merchant in Tamil English. 
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Another prosodic sound is tone. Tone may be defined as the use of pitch to 

distinguish the meaning of words. Languages in which differences in pitch levels 

distinguish words are called Tonal languages. The best known tonal language is 

Chinese, in which there are a large number of words with identical vowels and 

consonants but different pitch levels. For example, the sequence ma makes four 

different words meaning ‘mother’, ‘hemp’, ‘horse’ and ‘scold’, when said with four 

different pitch patterns, high flat, high rising, low falling-rising and high falling, 

respectively. The Indo-Aryan language Punjabi too has developed tones. The word 

‘kar’ said with one tone means ‘do’, and said with another tone, means ‘house’.  All 

languages use pitch at the sentence level to distinguish meanings of sentences. 

Languages which use pitch to distinguish meanings only at the sentence level are 

known as Intonational languages. Sometimes the pitch level differences are 

indicated in writing with the help of punctuation marks, like the full stop (.), or the 

question mark (?) or the exclamation mark (!): My friend’s mother is a teacher . Is 

your friend, too, a teacher? What a teacher she is!  

 

Given below in Figure 1-1 is a picture of the intonation contours of a complex 

sentence in Hindi, WahāN JahāN ākāsh meN bādal haiN, laRkī ko ek ādmī dekh rahā 

hai ‘Where there are clouds in the sky, a man is watching a girl’. It has two parts, the 

top is known as the ‘spectrum’ , containing the wave forms produced in the 

production of the speech sounds. The relatively flat spaces are for consonants and 

the large dark forms are for vowels. Below the spectrum are the pitch contours 

showing the movement of pitch in the production of the sentence. 
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 4 Phonetics and phonology as levels of linguistic analysis 

Speech sounds are studied at two different levels, known as levels of Phonetics and 

Phonology.  

The two levels differ in some significant ways, as given in the chart below:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The above points of difference between the phonetic and the phonological levels can 

be briefly explained as follows. The first point of difference is that the aim of 

phonetics is to characterize all the physical facts of speech sounds, mainly in terms 

of three aspects- articulation (in the mouth), transmission (in the air) and reception 

(by the ear and the brain). Some of these physical facts help in characterizing the 

abstract generalizations in phonology regarding how the sounds pattern in a 

ʋəhã: jəhã: a:ka:ʃ mẽ: ba:dəl hæ: ləɽki: ko: e:k ʔa:dmi: de:kh rəha: hæ:

Where there are clouds in the sky, a man is watching a girl.
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language in various ways. For example, the sounds [p] and [pʰ] which are found in 

the speech of an English speaker and of a Bengali speaker have approximately 

similar physical characteristics in both. But whereas in English substituting one with 

the other does not distinguish meanings of words and the sounds are thus treated as 

variants of one another, in Bengali one of them cannot substitute the other, and they 

are thus treated as two different sounds, and not variants of one another. The 

second point of difference between the two levels can be understood by the same 

examples. Phonetic descriptions of the sounds [p] and [pʰ] in the two languages give 

us their physical characteristics, which are roughly the same. Phonological 

descriptions of the sounds will be different, as the relations between the sounds are 

different. In English the sounds have complementary patterning; they occur in 

different contexts in words: [pʰ] always occurs in a stressed syllable, [p] never 

occurs in a stressed syllable. In Bengali, the sounds have contrastive patterning: [p] 

and [pʰ] both can occur in the beginning of words, and the words differ in meaning,  

for example, পল written as ‘pal’ in roman script, meaning ‘moment’ and  ফল  written as ‘phal’ 

‘fruit’.    

 

 5 ‘Physicalist’ vs. ‘mentalist’ approaches to the study of speech sounds  

 

If we were to summarize the main trends in the study of speech sounds in the fields of 

phonetics and phonology, we could not do better than echo the view of Bromberger and 

Halle (1986) and say that they are characterized by two main approaches, namely, 

Physicalist and Mentalist. The difference between the two approaches consists in seeing the 

relation between the fields of phonetics and phonology. The Physicalist approach looks at 

the relation mainly in terms of the most significant notions to be rooted in articulatory and 

acoustic properties of speech. From this perspective, phonetics and phonology must be 

concerned with identical issues; phonology is purely substantively and phonetically 

grounded. From the Mentalist perspective, phonetics is a manifestation of human intention 

to speak, and only those aspects of articulatory and acoustic facts of speech sounds are of 

concern that account for how the intention of speech is realized. From this perspective, 

phonological facts are not identical with phonetic facts. Although the two components share 
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the same object, spoken language, and have a lot in common, they also have their own 

principles of organization. 

Are we concerned in the present course with following one of the two approaches to the 

study of speech sounds? Not really. In an introductory course such as this, we want both to 

be familiar with the details of phonetic facts and to be aware of those aspects of the details 

that are instrumental in realizing the intentions of speech.  

Wish you a very happy beginning with the present course.  

###   

 


