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LNGT0101
Introduction to Linguistics 

Lecture #5
Sept 24th, 2012

Announcements 

 Any questions on Homework 1, or otherwise?

 Don’t forget to press F5 to update the syllabus 
table when you visit it. 

 Presentation on Wednesday on Myth 5 
“English spelling is kattastroffik.”

 Aphasia in reading and writing (Yannick’s
question). 
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Today’s agenda

 Wrap up our discussion on ‘grammar’ and 
transition into our course plan for the rest of 
the semester. 

 Introduce phonetics. 

 Describe consonants and introduce their  IPA 
symbols. 
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What is ‘grammar’? 

 The word ‘grammar’ can have different 
meanings. 

 Prescriptive grammar.* 

 Descriptive grammar.

 Mental grammar. 

*We’ll revisit the effects of prescriptive grammar on language 
attitudes in a society later in the semester. So, we’ll get back to this.
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Linguistic knowledge is largely unconscious

 Why do we think there is anything called a 
mental grammar? 

 Because we know far more about our language  
than what prescriptive grammarians talk about 
in their grammar books. 

 And what is amazing is that we happen to have 
that knowledge even without knowing how or 
why. Let’s consider some examples.
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Stuff that you know, even though you don’t 
know that you know it. 

So, how did you know it?
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Stuff that you know, even though you don’t know 
that you know it. So, how did you know it?

“klirb” vs. “mgla” 

 Which one do you think can be a name of a 
new kind of edible CDs in English? 
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Stuff that you know, even though you don’t know 
that you know it. So, how did you know it?

 And consider your pronunciation of the plural -s in 
the following words:

cats

dogs

kisses

 You may or may not have noticed that before, but the 
-s is actually pronounced differently in each case. 
You know that, even though it’s something you were 
never taught. 
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Stuff that you know, even though you don’t know 
that you know it. So, how did you know it?

- I ate a turkey sandwich. 
- I devoured a turkey sandwich. 

 Now: 
“Would you like to join us for lunch?”

- No, thanks. I just ate. 
- *No, thanks. I just devoured.

(Note that a star is linguists’ convention to indicate that a 
language form is bad.)
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Stuff that you know, even though you don’t know 
that you know it. So, how did you know it?

 How about the following two sentences? What 
does each one mean to you?

Anne hit the man with an umbrella.

Visiting relatives can be a nuisance. 
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Stuff that you know, even though you don’t know 
that you know it. So, how did you know it?

 Again, this sentence has two meanings: 

Anne hit the man with an umbrella.

 Now, let’s form a question: 

What did Anne hit the man with? 

 Is the question still ambiguous between two 
meanings? 
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Stuff that you know, even though you don’t know 
that you know it. So, how did you know it

 We can go on listing tens of examples like 
these. Refer also to the example about 
question-formation in English in Myth 12. 

 But the moral is the same: We know far more 
about our language than what our linguistic 
experience (or language teachers) could have 
possibly provided us with.
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Plato’s paradox

 This remarkable feat of language acquisition 
by children raises an interesting question, the 
so-called Plato’s paradox:

“How can a system of knowledge with 
such complexity and abstractness arise 
in the mind when the stimulus bearing on 
that system is so impoverished?”
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The poverty of the stimulus

 One possible answer: It must be that part of 
our linguistic knowledge is “built-in”. 

 This argument for the biological basis for 
language is typically referred to as the 
“poverty of the stimulus” argument.
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Prescriptive vs. descriptive grammar

 It is important, therefore, to point out that 
linguistics is descriptive, not prescriptive. 

 Linguists do not concern themselves with 
telling people how to use the language. Rather, 
linguists assume that people already know 
their language, and set out to describe the 
different kinds of knowledge that people have 
of their language.
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Goals of linguistic theory

 There are three main questions that linguists 
are primarily concerned with:

a. What is it that we know when we know a 
language?

b. How does this knowledge arise in the 
mind of the native speaker?

c. How is this knowledge put to use? 
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Grammar is a “mental” entity

 The answer to the first question is to study 
language as a system of knowledge in the mind 
of the speaker/hearer, that is, a grammar. 

 Linguists typically break down a grammar into 
subcomponents and work on each:
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Components of a mental grammar

 Phonetics: The study of the articulation and 
perception of speech sounds.

 Phonology: The study of the sound system in a 
language. 

 Morphology: The study of word structure.

 Syntax: The study of sentence structure.

 Semantics: The study of meaning of words 
and sentences. 
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Other subfields within linguistics

 The answer to the second question is in the study of 
first language acquisition. 

 When language is put to use, other phenomena arise 
that are equally worthy of investigation. 

 So, linguists raise questions for the mutability of 
linguistic knowledge, i.e., the fact that language 
changes over time. This is the domain of historical 
linguistics. 

 Linguists also raise questions for how we come to use  
language in social contexts and how people’s forms 
of speech vary (the so-called dialects). This is the 
domain of sociolinguistics. 
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Other subfields within linguistics

 Psycholinguistics, on the other hand, studies 
the cognitive processes that we engage in in 
the production and perception of language. 

 Neurolinguistics deals with how language is 
physiologically represented in the brain. 

 Computational linguistics is concerned with 
ways to model natural languages so they can 
be used by machines. 
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Course plan henceforward

 We will cover most of these (check the syllabus), 
though you have to remember this is primarily an 
introduction to the study of language as a system, 
so all of the first six weeks of the semester and 
perhaps a lecture or two in the second half will be 
devoted to the study of the five main components 
of linguistic knowledge. 

 Importantly, though, understanding these is 
crucial to understanding other areas of linguistics, 
hence the way the syllabus is organized. 
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Goal 1: Studying language as a system

What is it that we know when 
we know a language?
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Phonetics 

 Phonetics is the study of speech sounds in 
human language. 

 In this class we’ll be mainly concerned with 
articulatory phonetics. 
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Spelling and speech

The one-l lama,
He’s a priest.

The two-l llama,
He’s a beast.

And I will bet
A silk pajama

There isn’t any
Three-l lllama.

Ogeden Nash
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Spelling and speech

 Even though alphabetic spelling is meant to 
represent the pronunciation of words, it is not 
always reliable in figuring out how a word is 
pronounced. Why? 

 Different letters may represent the same sound:

to too two through threw clue shoe
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Spelling and speech

 A single letter may represent different sounds:

dame dad father call village many.

 A combination of letters may represent a 
single sound:

ship chrome phonetics

 Some letters have no sound at all in certain 
words:

know numb sword
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Spelling and speech

 Spelling may also fail to represent sounds that 
are actually pronounced:

futility university
 Also, one letter may represent two sounds:

box Xerox
 Also, the majority of human languages do not 

have a writing system, which makes spelling 
completely irrelevant for pronunciation in 
these languages.
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Introducing the IPA

 If we cannot rely on spelling, then what do we 
do? 

 Linguists rely on a special alphabet to 
represent speech sounds in human language:  
The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA).

 The IPA represents speech in the form of 
individual sounds like [p], [s], [a], etc.
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Some IPA links

 Link to the chart

 Link to an interactive chart to insert symbols
on the class website. 

 There is also this website for the IPA chart 
with audio files. 

 And another LINK with animations for the 
sounds of American English, German, and 
Spanish.
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Consonants vs. Vowels

 There are two major types of sounds in human 
language: consonants and vowels. How do they differ? 

 In terms of articulation, consonants are produced when 
the airflow is obstructed in the vocal tract, while 
vowels are produced with relative free flow of the 
airstream in the vocal tract.

 Both consonants and vowels can be described in terms 
of a number of individual articulatory features. 

 We start with consonants. But let’s look at the human 
vocal tract first.
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http://wso.williams.edu/~jdowse/ipa.html
http://blogs.middlebury.edu/linguistics101/files/2012/09/IPA_chart_2005.pdf
http://weston.ruter.net/projects/ipa-chart/view/keyboard/
http://www.uiowa.edu/~acadtech/phonetics/
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The vocal 
tract
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Articulation of consonants 

 Consonant sounds can be characterized 
according to three main phonetic properties: 

a) place of articulation,

b) manner of articulation, and

c) voicing.
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Places of articulation

 Labial, e.g., bilabial [p] and labiodental [f]. 

 Dental, e.g., French [d] in dire. English has 
interdental [T] as in thorn and [D] as in there. 

 Alveolar, e.g., [t], [s], [n], and [®].

 Alveopalatal, e.g., [S] as in shoe, [Z] as in 
vision, [tS] as in choose, and [dZ] as in jam.

 Palatal, e.g., [j] in yes.

33

Places of articulation

 Velar, e.g., [k], [ɡ], and [N], the last one is 
the final sound in king.

 Uvular consonants: These are produced by 
raising the back of the tongue to the uvula, 
e.g., French [{] and Arabic [q].

 Pharyngeal consonants: These are produced 
at the pharynx, e.g., Arabic [] and [÷]. 

 Glottal consonants: These are produced at 
the glottis, e.g., [h] in hill and [Ɂ] in uh-oh. 
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Manner of articulation

 Speech sounds are also differentiated by the 
way the airflow is affected as it travels from 
the lungs up and out of the mouth and nose. 
This is referred to as the manner of 
articulation for the sound. 
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Stops, Fricatives, and affricates

 Stops, e.g., [b], [p], [t], [d], [k], [ɡ], and [/].

 When the air escapes through the nasal, rather 
than the oral, cavity, nasal stops are produced, 
e.g., [m], [n], and [N]. 

 Fricatives, e.g. [f], [v], [s], [z], [T], [D], [S], 
[Z], and [h].

 Affricates, e.g. [tS] as in church, and [dZ] as in 
jump.
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Fricatives and affricates

 Acoustically, fricatives and affricates can be 
divided into two types based on their relative 
loudness. The noisier ones are called stridents
(aka as sibilants): [s], [z], [S], [Z], [tS], and 
[dZ]), whereas the quieter ones are called ([T] 
and [D]) are nonstridents. 
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Liquids (aka Approximants)

 Liquids: In the production of these sounds, 
there is some obstruction of the airflow in the 
mouth, but not enough to cause any real 
constriction or friction, e.g., [l] and [r].

 [l] is called a lateral sound, because the air 
escapes through the sides of the tongue. 
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Liquids (aka Approximants)

 There are several varieties of “r” in the world’s 
languages. The “r” could be a trill, as in Spanish 
perro (=‘dog’), in which case it is transcribed as [r].

 The “r” could also be a retroflex, as the case is in 
American and Canadian English, and is transcribed as 
[®] in the IPA.

 Another sound commonly identified with “r” is the 
flap, which occurs in North American English in 
words like writer and rider. This sound is transcribed 
as [R].
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Glides (aka Semi-vowels)

 Glides, e.g., [j] as in yes and [w] as in wood. 
 Some English speakers produce a voiceless 

glide at the beginning of words like when, 
which, and where. It is transcribed as [„].

Wheat thins
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Voicing 

 Consonant sounds are also divided into two 
types, voiced and voiceless, based on whether 
they are produced with or without vibration of 
vocal cords. 

[b], [d], and [z] are voiced. 
[p], [t], and [s] are voiceless. 
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Describing consonants

 A consonant can thus be described in terms of 
these three parameters: place of articulation, 
manner of articulation, and voicing. 

 For example, [p] is a bilabial, voiceless stop, 
whereas [z] is an alveolar, voiced fricative. 

 Now, describe [f], [m], and [w].
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http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V8cy-Axp4mQ
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English consonant chart (from O’Grady et al 2005)
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http://www.uiowa.edu/~acadtech/phonetics/#

 Visit this link for the articulation of the 
consonants of American English (German and 
Spanish are also available, so have a look at 
these as well).

 Notice that there are some differences between 
this link and your textbook concerning 
phonetic terms and symbols, but it is a very 
useful link, particularly the animated diagrams. 

44

Next class agenda

 Presentation of Myth 5. Read before class. 

 Articulation of vowels, Chapter 6, pp. 246-251. 

 Phonetic Transcription. Have a look at the following 
exercises from the textbook (pp. 261-262): Exercises 
1, 2, 3, and 5. 

 Prepare ahead: For prosodic features, read Chapter 6, 
pp. 252-255, as well as the section on Prosodic 
Phonology in Chapter 7, pp. 296-302.
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