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3. Phonetics and phonology 
Hyman (1975: 2) says: “A phonetic study tells how the sounds of a language 
are made and what their acoustic properties are. A phonological study tells how 
these sounds are used to convey meaning.” 
 
• Phonetics simply describes the articulatory and acoustic properties of phones 
(speech sounds). In other words, it is concerned with how the sounds of a 
language are made and what their acoustic properties are. 
• Phonology studies how sounds interact as a system to convey meaning in a 
particular language. 
• Stated another way, phonetics studies which sounds are present in a 
language; phonology studies how these sounds combine and how they 
change in combination, as well as which sounds can contrast to produce 
differences in meaning (phonology describes the phones as allophones of 
phonemes). 
Trubetzkoy, one of the founders of the Prague School of Linguistics, wrote 
(1939: 10): “It is the task of phonology to study, which differences in sound are 
related to differences in meaning in a given language, in which way the 
discriminative elements [...] are related to each other, and the rules according to 
which they may be combined into words and sentences.” 
As an illustration of this point, consider the status of ts in English and 
German. Compare the German word Salz [zalts] `salt’ with the English plural form 
salts [s lts]. Although one might argue that these two words end with equivalent 
sound sequences, a closer examination of the two languages reveals that these 
sequences are analyzed quite differently byspeakers of the two languages. The final 
ts of salts is considered to be two consonants by speakers of English for two 
reasons. First, they know that the singular form is salt and that the plural form is 
obtained by adding the additional segment `s’. Second, ts is not found at the 
beginning of English words, unlike the single affricate segment ʧ as in chalk, which 
phoneticians break up into a [t] closure and a [ʃ] release. If ts were one consonant, it 
would be expected to occur in all of the general positions where single consonants 
are found in English. On the other hand, analyzing ts as two consonants allows the 
possibility of identifying ts with other consonant sequences such as ps and ks, which 
are also are not found at the beginning of English words (see Sapir, 1925: 20). In other 
words, there is a structural principle in English ruling out sequences of certain 
consonants followed by [s] in word-initial position. The analysis of ts as t + s 
therefore fits the pattern or structure of the language. In German on the other hand, 
ts (which is frequently spelt z) is found in initial position as well as in final position, 
for example, Zahl [tsa:1] ‘number.’ Because of its relatively free distribution, 
speakers of German analyze the [t] closure followed by an [s] release as theone 
segment ts. While ps and ks are not found at the beginning of German words, ts is 
found in this position. This difference in the structuring of ps and ks, on the one 
hand, and tson the other, makes German ts different from English ts. Since the two 
are identical phonetically, a purely phonetic study would miss this distinction. It is 
in a phonological study that the difference between ts and ts is captured. Thus, it is 
claimed that English has two phonological segments /t/ and /s/in sequence, while 
German has, in addition to /t/ and /s/, a phonological segment /ts/. Such 
phonological segments or phonemes are written between phonemic slashes. 
3.1 Redundancy and Distinctiveness 
Every language consists of speech sounds called phones or phonetic segments 
segments, e.g. p-d-f-h-z-n.These different sounds do not all have the same status in 
the system of English phonology. The occurrence of certain phonetic features is 
entirely predictable, as is the case in English with aspiration of the fortis plosives 
[ph,th,kh] which is said to be redundant. However, the same fortis plosives are said to 
be distinctive, not redundant, in Thai language as [p] and [ph] are regarded as two 
different phonemes, e.g [phàa] ‘to split’ [pàa] ‘forest’. In a broad phonetic 
transcription, redundant features can be ignored, and only the elements of 
pronunciation that are important for distinguishing meaning are shown. Moreover, 
two languages may have the same phonetic segments and yet may have distinct 
phonological perspectives in the two languages, e.g, French /R/ and Arabic / /. Ladefoged (1971: 12) illustrates the same difference between [ph] and [p] as in the 
English words pin [ph ɪn] and spin [spɪn]. 
3 
However, if the comparison were to stop at the observation that English and 
Thai share a common inventory of aspirated and unaspirated stops, an important 
phonological distinction would be missed. 
The occurrence of other sounds and features in a particular language is not 
predictable based on phonetic context. In English, for example, voicing in 
obstruents is never predictable: pat/bat/ tip/dip/ girl/curl , and the contrast between 
fricatives and stops is also not predictable: three/tree. Such features are called 
distinctive, or contrastive, phonetic features. Phonetic features whose presence or 
absence can alter meaning are called phonemic features. The presence of a 
phonemic feature is not predictable according to phonetic context. Adding or 
subtracting a phonemic feature normally results in a change of meaning as well as 
in a change in pronunciation. 
3.2 Complementary and contrastive distribution 
Phonetic features that are redundant in one language can be distinctive, i.e., 
phonemic, in the other. The two phones [r] and [l] are present in English and 
Korean but play an entirely different phonological role in each language. They are 
phonemically different in English, always signaling a difference in meaning: 
list/wrist war/wall. In Korean, [r] is word initial and [l] is syllable final: rupi ruby; 
mul water. The two sounds never contrast to produce a difference in meaning. In 
English the two sounds are in contrastive distribution; in Korean they are in 
complementary distribution. As pointed out by Sapir (1925: 16-18), “two 
languages can have the same inventory of phonetic segments but have very different 
phonologies.” 
3.3 Phonemic analysis and syllable structure 
To determine which phonetic features in a given language are phonemic and 
which are not, one needs first to determine which speech sounds are present in a 
particular language in the first place. A researcher studying English for the first 
time for instance will soon discover that English has aspirated [ph] and unaspirated 
[p]. The first stage of phonological analysis simply involves an exhaustive phonetic 
analysis. 
Second, having determined which speech sounds occur in a particular language, 
the linguist must determine whether or not the phonetic difference between these 
sounds is redundant or phonemic. Phonology is concerned with determining which 
speech sounds contrast with one another to produce differences in meaning and 
which speech sounds are in complementary distribution and never produce 
meaninful contrasts. To find which sounds are redundant and which are phonemic, 
linguists usually try to find a pair of words with different meanings that differ 
formally by only a single sound. A pair of words which are distinguished by a 
difference in only one sound is called a minimal pair: bed/bad; cat/sat; law/raw. In 
the case of a minimal pair, the two contrasting sounds are obviously capable of 
distinguishing meaning, so the difference between them is phonemic. Some sounds 
contrast directly with one another in only a few minimal pairs: ether/either, 
thigh/thy, dilution/delusion, Confucian/confusion. 
A third phase of phonological analysis is to try to remove from consideration all 
redundant phonetic features and focus only on the distinctive, phonemic features. 
The most widely employed means of accomplishing this is to group together all the 
sounds that actually occur in a language into contrastive sets called phonemes. For 
example, sounds which are in complementary distribution, such as the English 
sounds [p] and [ph] are treated as a single phonological unit, or phoneme /p/ , their 
redundant phonetic differences ignored. The actual phones that act as positional 
variants of one and the same phoneme are only realizations of that phoneme and 
called allophones; thus, the two English p's are allophones of a single phoneme. 
The phoneme is an abstract unit, so we do not hear or pronounce the phonemes of a 
language; we hear and pronounce their allophones. 
Since there are two ways of looking at the sound system of language, one 
phonetic and the other phonemic, there are also two types of transcriptions. The 
phonemic transcription is enclosed between slashes and includes vowels, 
consonants and stress and the narrow one intended to portray as much phonetic 
information as possible and is enclosed in square brackets. The International 
Phonetic Alphabet IPA is used in phonetic transcription to transcribe any language 
of the world. 
3.4 Co-occurrent articulation 
In specifying vowel sounds, we need to mention two places of interference, 
namely the tongue and lips since for every tongue position we may have two or 
more lip positions, e.g, [i] close front vowel. In consonants too we may have to 
specify two places of interference or articulation. 
3.4.1 Double articulation 
        In [kp] there are two places at which the air stream is blocked when both plosives 
(stops) are realized simultaneously and the resulting sound is different from [ ] and 
[P] separately or from a sequence [kp] as in the English word `backpedal’. Sounds 
such as [kp] can be found in an African language called Igbo. This articulation is a 
labio-velar with an equal interference, bilabial and velar, going on at the same time. 
Such sounds are not found in English, French or Arabic. One case of double 
articulation we may hear in English is the glottal stop with the fortis plosives (stops) 
as in ‘super, letter, lucky’ when pronounced [`su:pɁə], [`le tɁə] [`lʌkɁi], or in 
French ‘maintenant’ (now) [menɁnã]. 
Double articulation requires that the two strictures should be of equal rank, 
i.e., plosive+plosive or fricative+fricative. If not we are dealing with subordinary 
articulation, one primary and the other secondary. 
3.4.2 Secondary articulation 
An obvious example of primary/secondary articulation is the production of 
sound [s] with close lip-rounding as in ‘soon’ or ‘swim’ the alveolar stricture is 
primary and the lip stricture is secondary. We may say that [sw] is a labialized 
alveolar fricative (the lip rounding is a secondary articulation); e.g, in [ w ] 
[ w] is a labialized alveolar plosive; the diacritic w shows that [ ] is influenced by 
the neighbouring consonant [w] in the word ‘twins’ and a lip rounding occurs. 
Dark [ɫ] as in ‘feel’ and ‘cold’,/ in theis so-called dark [ɫ], the tongue-tip 
forms a complete closure at the alveolar ridge and at the same time the back of the 
tongue is raised rather high towards the velar. In this case we say that the alveolar 
closure is primary and the open velar articulation is secondary. 
In Arabic, four speech sounds represented by the letters ظ ط ض ص are said 
to be velarized as the back of the tongue is raised high towards the velar during their 
production. In the velarized dental fricative ظ [ ] the primary articulation is the 
tip of the tongue against the upper teeth while the secondary articulation is the back 
of the tongue raised high towards the velum in approximately the same as for dark 
[ɫ]. However, the distinction between Arabic and English is that in Arabic these four 
speech sounds are different phonemes while clear [ ] and dark [ɫ] in English are 
rather allophones of the same phoneme as they are not distinctive. In Arabic /s/ س 
and / / ص are regarded as two different phonemes. Here is a minimal pair of 
words: [ ə ] `smile’ vs. [ ] `footprint’ . 
N.B * English / / and / / have a post alveolar primary articulation and a secondary 
palatal articulation. *Nasalized sounds are symbolized this way: [ ] -[ l ] 
* Palatalised sounds may be represented as follows: [tj] - [dj] e.g channel nine [l]  
Quite apart from these co-occurrent articulations, we find a great deal of 
overlapping articulation in the production of sound sequences: while the first sound 
in a sequence is being formed the next is being prepared; e.g., ‘bought’ vs. brought: 
in this example we notice that in the sequence ‘br’ the tongue-tip is brought into 
post-alveolar position during the lip closure for [b]. 
3.5 Exercise 
examples. 
2. What is velarisation? Illustrate 
