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Abstract 

Phonetics is the study and classification of speech sounds. It is an important branch of 

linguistics. We are able to segment a continuous stream of speech into distinct parts and 

recognize the parts in other words. Everyone who knows a language knows how to segment 

sentences into words and words into sounds. Our linguistic knowledge allows us to ignore non-

linguistic differences in speech and we are capable of making sounds that are not speech sounds 

in English but are in other languages. For some words even though we write an alphabet in a 

word we skip them and those are called silent letters. Similarly many other ways are also 

followed like using a combination of same letter to represent a single sound and etc. Syllabic 

sounds that can function as the core of a syllable. Phonetics mainly helps us the speaker to 

pronounce the words clearly using the vocal chords followed by the respiratory system. It 

includes the speed, pitch, tone language, stress and intonation. Whereas for the listener 

phonetics focuses on the perception of sounds or the way in which sounds are heard and 

interpreted. Phonetics describes the sounds using symbols of IPA which is INTERNATIONAL 

PHONETIC ALPHABET which helps one to study a language especially languages that use 

letters that are silent or have multiple pronunciations. With phonetic languages, there is a direct 

relationship between the spelling and the sound. It is important to understand that English is not 

a phonetic language. That is because we often do not say a word which is spelled the same way 

as it is written. Three categories of sounds should be recognised at the outset which is phones, 

phonemes and allophones. 

Keywords: sound segment, speech sound, phonetic alphabet, phonetic classes.
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PHONETICS IN LINGUISTICS 

 

Introduction 

 

The word ‘Phonetics’ comes from the Greek word phone meaning sound or voice. It is a 

branch of linguistic that comprises the study of the sounds and their production. One way of 

looking at the grammar of a language is to consider it to be a set of statements that explains the 

relation between the meanings of all possible sentences in a language and the sounds of which 

they are composed. 

The Phonetic Alphabet that is in 1888 the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) was invented 

in order to have a system in which there was a one-to-one correspondence between each sound  

 

in language and each phonetic it helped others in a way that how can they pronounce any word 

in any language. 

 

 

Phonetics can be categorized to 3 types as follows: 

 

Articulatory 

Phonetics 

Acoustic Phonetics Auditory Phonetics 
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Articulatory Phonetics 

 

 

Most speech sounds are produced by pushing air through the vocal cords 

Glottis = the opening between the 

vocal cords 

Larynx = ‘voice box’ 

Nasal cavity = nose and the passages  

Pharynx = tubular part of the throat above 

the larynx 

Oral cavity = mouth 

connecting it to the throat and sinuses
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It is the study of the production of speech by the organs of speech by the speaker. Speech 

sounds is in terms of the movements of the vocal organs that produce them in a traditional 

method. The main part consists of lungs and respiratory system along with all the vocal organs. 

The organ of speech consists of lips, teeth, alveolar ridge, hard palate, velum, uvula, glottis and 

various parts of the tongue. And can be further divided into passive articulators and active 

articulators. 

The airstream passes the vocal cords. The space present between the vocal cords is known as 

the glottis. When the vocal cords are apart, as they are normally while breathing out, the air 

from the lungs have a free passage into the pharynx and the mouth. But when the vocal cords 

are adjusted in such a way that there is a narrow passage between them, the airstream will cause 

them to be sucked together. As they are together there will be no flow of air, and the pressure 

below them will be built up until and unless they are blown apart. The flow of air between them 

will cause them to be sucked together again, and this vibratory cycle will continue. 

Sounds produced due the vibration of the vocal cords and are said to be voiced, as opposed to 

those in which the vocal cords are apart, which is to be voiceless or is to be mute. 

The air passages above the vocal cords are known collectively as the vocal tract. For phonetic 

purposes they are divided into: 

the oral tract within the 

mouth 

the pharynx  the nasal tract within the nose 

Many of the speech sounds are characterized by movements of the lower articulators those are 

the tongue or the lower lip that is toward the upper articulators within the oral tract. The upper 

surface includes several important structures from the point of view of speech production, The 

upper lip and lower lip help to produce bilabial sounds /p, b, m/. If they are held together, the 

sounds produced in that position are bilabial stops: / p, b/. If the lips are held together, they 

produce different vowels. 
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The alveolar ridge which is a small protuberance that is just behind the upper front teeth that 

can easily be felt with the help of tongue. The 80% part of the roof of the mouth is formed by 

the hard palate in the front, and the soft palate which is velum at the back. The soft palate is a 

muscular flap that can be raised so as to shut off the nasal tract and prevent air from going out 

through the nose. At the lower end of the soft palate is a small hanging appendage also known 

as the uvula. 

There are many specific names for different parts of the tongue. The tip and blade are the most 

mobile parts. Behind the blade is the called front of the tongue which is actually the forward 

part of the tongue and lies underneath the hard palate when the tongue is at rest. The remainder 

of the body of the tongue is divided into: 

 the centre,  

 the back  

 and the root 

The centre is partly beneath the hard palate and also partly beneath the soft palate. 

The back that is beneath the soft palate and the root that is opposite to the back wall of the 

pharynx. 

The tip of the tongue helps to produce /t, d, z, etc/. The blade of the tongue helps to 

produce /t∫, dÎ, ∫, etc. The front of the tongue helps to produce palatal sound /j/ and the back of 

the tongue helps to produce /k, g/ sounds. 

The major division in speech sounds is between vowels and consonants. According to most 

authorities vowel is a sound and is also a syllabic that is produced without any major 

constrictions in the vocal tract. Thus, there is a relatively free passage for the air. 
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Consonants 

 

In the formation of consonants, the airstream through the vocal tract is obstructed in 

some way. Consonants are mainly classified according to the place and manner of this 

obstruction. The principal terms that are required in the description of English articulation are 

mainly the structures of the vocal tract that they involve are: 

 bilabial 

 dental, blade and the upper front teeth 

 alveolar, blade and the teeth ridge 

 retroflex, tongue tip and the back part of the teeth ridge 

 palatal-alveolar, tongue blade and the back part of the teeth ridge 

 palatal, front of tongue and hard palate 

 Velar, back of tongue and soft palate. 

 

Velar mainly denotes a sound in which the back of the tongue and the soft palate are involved 

and retroflex implies a sound involving the tip of the tongue and the back part of the alveolar 

ridge. 

 

There are six basic manners of articulation that can be used at these places of articulation: 

stop 

fricative 

 

 

 

 

approximant 

trill 

tap 

lateral 
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1. Stops: involveclosure of the 

articulators to obstruct the 

airstream. When the soft palate is 

down so that air can go out through 

the nose, there is said to be a nasal 

stop. The words such as my and nigh 

have the sounds that occur at the 

beginning. When the articulators are 

open, the airstream will be released 

with a plosive quality. The words such 

as pie, tie, buy, die, and guy have 

sound occur in the consonants. 

2. A fricative sound: mainly involves 

the close approximation of two 

articulators, so that a turbulent airflow 

is produced when the airstream is 

partially obstructed. Examples of such 

types are the initial sounds which are 

present in the words thigh,  sigh, and 

shy. 

3. Approximants: are produced only 

when one articulator approaches 

another but does not make the vocal 

tract so narrow that results a turbulent 

airstream. Examples of such types are 

the sounds made with semivowel, and 

glide words like we and you. 

4. A trill: results when an articulator is 

held loosely fairly close to another 

articulator, so that it is set into 

vibration by the airstream. 

5. A tap: is produced only if one 

articulator is thrown against the other, 

when the loosely held tongue tip 

makes a single tap against the upper 

teeth or the alveolar ridge it is said as 

tap. 

6. Lateral: the sound which is produced 

when the airstream is obstructed in 

the mid-line of the oral tract, and 

when there is incomplete closure 

between one or both sides of the 

tongue and the roof of the mouth. The 

sounds at the beginning and end of 

the word lull will come under this 

category. 
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Vowels 

 

Vowels have been mainly specified in terms of the position of the highest point of the tongue 

and the position of the lips. The highest point of the tongue is in the front of the mouth for the vowels 

in 

Heed 

Hid 

Head 

Had. 

 

The height of the tongue for the vowels is between the two extremes, and they are therefore called 

mid-vowels. 
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High vowels: [i] [ɪ] [u] [ʊ] 

 

Mid vowels: [e] [ɛ] [o] [ə] [ʌ] [ɔ] 

 

Low vowels: [æ] [a] 

Front vowels: [i] [ɪ] [e] [ɛ] [æ] 

 

Central vowels: [ə] [ʌ] 

 

Back vowels: [u] [ɔ] [o] [æ] [a] 

 

 

 The specification of vowels in terms of the position of the highest point of the tongue is 

not entirely satisfactory for a number of reasons. 

 the shape of the tongue as a whole is very different in front vowels and in back vowels 

 the height of the tongue in front vowels varies by approximately equal amounts for what 

are called equidistant steps in vowel quality 

 the width of the pharynx varies considerably, and to some extent independently of the 

height of the tongue, in different vowels 

 

Many languages have a strong tendency for front vowels which is to have spread lip positions, 

and back vowels to have lip rounding. But languages such as French and German have front 

rounded vowels. 

 

 

. 
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Acoustic Phonetics 

 

Acoustic phonetics is the study of the acoustic characteristics of speech, which includes 

analysis and description of speech in terms of its physical properties, such as frequency, 

intensity, and duration. The study of acoustic phonetics was greatly enhanced in the late 19th 

century by the invention of the Edison phonograph. The phonograph allowed the 

speech signal to be recorded and then later processed and was analysed. Speech sounds consist 

of small variations in air pressure which can be sensed by the ear. Like other sounds, speech 

sounds can be divided into two major classes 

 

those that have periodic wave forms those that do not have periodic wave forms 

 

The first class consists of all the voiced sounds, because the vibrations of the vocal cords 

produce regular pulses of air pressure. The pitch of a sound with a periodic wave form which is 

voiced sound and is determined by its fundamental frequency, or rate of repetition of the cycles 

of air pressure. Irrespective of the fundamental frequency that is determined by the rate of 

vibration of the vocal cords, the air in the vocal tract will resonate on some overtone 

frequencies as long as the position of the vocal organs remains the same. In this way a vowel 

has its own characteristic auditory quality, which is the result of the specific variations in air 

pressure caused by the superimposing of the vocal tract shape on the fundamental frequency 

produced by the vocal cords. 

The principal instrument used in acoustic phonetic studies is the sound spectrograph. This 

device gives a visible record of any kind of sound. 
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Auditory Phonetics 

 

 

 
 

 

If articulatory phonetics studies the way in which speech sounds are produced, auditory 

phonetics focuses on the perception of sounds or the way in which sounds are heard and  
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interpreted. Thus, we can say that auditory phonetics deals with the other important participant 

in verbal communication, the listener. 

It is a field of linguistic study which relies heavily on biology and more specifically on anatomy 

and physiology. In auditory phonetics, we deal with two distinct operations which are closely 

interrelated and influence each other. Keeping it very simple, we can state, that any sound 

coming from any source, be it someone speaking to you, is spreading from that source as a 

sound wave, causing the molecules on its way to crowd together and move apart again or in 

other words, to vibrate. When these vibrating air molecules reach your ear, they cause the 

eardrum in your middle ear to vibrate, too and this vibration is then carried on from the eardrum 

to the three little bones: mallet, incus and stirrup. 

From the stirrup, the vibration is carried on to the inner ear, and into the cochlea, a little coil-

like organ filled with liquid. Inside the cochlea there are two membranes: the vestibular 

membrane and the basilar membrane. It is the latter that plays a central role in the act of 

audition, because this is, where the auditory receptor cells are located. 

Depending on the frequency of the sound coming in, a different part with different receptor 

cells of the basilar membrane is stimulated. Thus, low-frequency (grave) sounds will make the 

membrane vibrate at the less stiff (upper) end, while high- frequency (acute) sounds will cause 

the lower and stiffer end of the membrane to vibrate. The cells on the basilar membrane convert 

these vibrations into neural signals that are transmitted via the auditory nerves to the central 

receptor and controller of the entire process, the brain, where we identify the incoming sound as 

actual sound with a specific pitch. 
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Conclusion 

From the above all context we can understand how phonology and phonetics interact 

over the course of phonetic change with the hope of broadening our knowledge of both sound 

change, and the general relationship between phonology and phonetics. 
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