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Lecture 5 
Phonetics: beyond English 

 
English doesn’t have all possible combinations of the phonetic features it uses. 

E.g., English has velars and fricatives, but no velar fricatives. 
 
Examples: 
• Dutch has velar fricatives: voiced [ɣ] and voiceless [x]: 

 [ɣān] ‘go’, [axt] ‘eight’ 
• German has a labiodental affricate [pf] and an alveolar affricate [ts]: 

 [ˈpfɛfɐ] ‘pepper’; [tsen] ‘ten’ 
• Spanish has a palatal nasal [ɲ] and a voiced bilabial fricative [β]: 

 [maˈɲana] ‘tomorrow’; [ˈkaβo] ‘(geographic) cape’ 
• Japanese has a voiceless bilabial fricative [ɸ] 

 [ˈɸuta] ‘lid’ 
 
A labiodental nasal [ɱ] actually exists in English, though it’s hard to notice: 

It’s often used in place of other nasals when adjacent to a labiodental. 
So symphony is often [ˈsIɱfəni], with [ɱ] replacing [m]. 

This is a phonetic process called assimilation: 
a segment changes its features to resemble a segment adjacent to it. 
Thus [m] picks up labiodental feature from adjacent [f] and becomes [ɱ]. 

This is easier to articulate, since you don’t have to change place of articulation. 
 
Manners of articulation not used in English: 
• trill: a sonorant in which airflow makes part of the vocal tract vibrate rapidly 
  Spanish, Italian, and Russian all have an alveolar trill [r]: Sp. [pero] ‘dog’ 
• lateral fricative: noise as air escapes around sides of tongue; center is stopped 
  Welsh has voiceless alveolar lateral fricative [ɬ]: [ɬʊId] ‘gray’ 
 
Places of articulation not used in English: 
• uvular: rear of tongue on uvula 
  Arabic and Hindi have voiceless uvular stop [q]: Ar. [qurˈʔān] ‘Koran’ 
  German has uvular trill [R]: [Rat] ‘wheel’ 
  French usually has voiced uvular fricative [ʁ]: [ʁɛv] ‘dream’ 
• retroflex: curl tip of tongue up to roof of mouth 
  very common in languages of India; Hindi has stops [ʈ ɖ]: [ʈal] ‘postpone’ 
 
Secondary articulation: semivowel at the same time as another consonant 
 e.g. palatalization: simultaneous [j]. Russian uses palatalization: [njɛt] ‘no’ 
Gemination: literally doubling the length of a consonant 
 used e.g. in Italian: [ˈbevve] ‘drank’, [t∫iˈtta] ‘city’ 
 



Vowel feature combinations English doesn’t use: 
 Front rounded vowels are very common in French and German: 
  [y ø œ] rounded counterparts of [i e ɛ] 
  French [ʁy] ‘road’, [pø] ‘a little’, [bœʁ] ‘butter’ 
 High back unrounded vowel is used in Turkish: [ɯˈlɯk] ‘warm’ 
 High central unrounded vowel is used in Polish: [mɨʃ] ‘mouse’ 
 
Vowel length: literally the duration of the vowel. 
 Long vowels are marked with a horizontal bar [ā] or a colon [a:]. 
Very important in some languages: Danish [mæsə] ‘mass’ vs. [mæ:sə] ‘mash’. 
In English, vowel length can still be heard: [æ] in sad is longer than in sat. 
 
Nasality: air escapes through the nose and mouth simultaneously. 
 Nasal vowels are marked with a tilde [ã]. 
French famously uses vowel nasality robustly: [bɔ̃] ‘good’. 
 
Important suprasegmental feature: pitch 
 (i.e., how  high or low the sound is; speed of vibration of vocal folds). 
Two manifestations of pitch: 
• Intonation: overall pattern of pitch variation over the course of an utterance; 
  can be used to change interpretation of a sentence. Compare: 
     con-            test?? 
  You  the         won  con- 
   won       test!! You  the 
   (excited announcement)   (sarcastic incredulity) 
• Tone: using the pitch of individual syllables to distinguish different words 
 E.g., Mandarin [ma] is 4 different words depending on pitch contour: 
 high level tone ‘mother’; high rising ‘hemp’;  low rising ‘horse’, falling ‘scold’ 
 
Other phonation types: 
Most speech sounds are voiced (vocal folds vibrate) or voiceless (don’t vibrate). 
Other possibilities include: 
• Creaky voice: vocal folds very tight and vibrate just a little, very slowly. 
  Hausa has creaky-voiced stops: [ba:b ̰e] ‘quarrel’ vs. [ba:be]  ‘locust’ 
• Breathy voice: vocal folds far apart, vibrate loosely and let lots of air through. 
  Hindi has breathy-voiced stops: [bha:l] ‘forehead’ vs. [ba:l] ‘child’ 
  Gujarati has breathy-voiced vowels: [mɛ̤l] ‘palace’ vs. [mɛl] ‘dirt’ 
 
Other airstream mechanisms: 
Most speech sounds are produced with air coming from the lungs. 
 However, some stops in some languages use other sources of air. 
• Ejective: close glottis, force out air trapped above larynx to produce a sound 
  produces voiceless stop with a sharp sound: Lakhota [k’u] ‘give’ 
• Implosive: pull larynx down, so air flows over it without change in pressure 
  produces voiced stop with a hollow sound: Sindhi [ɓəni] ‘field’ 
• Click: close vocal tract at velum and suck air in with the tongue 
  used in a few southern African languages: Xhosa [ukukǀola] ‘grind fine’ 
 


