


The International 
Phonetic Alphabet 

A standard that is not quite standard enough. 



Three Important 
Parameters 

�  Place. Where you make it. 

�  Manner. How you make it. Its kind. 

�  Voice. What your glottis is doing when you make it. 

�  There are other microparameters, but these are the big 
ones. 



Place 

�  Place 
�  Where in the vocal tract the closest (and second closest) 

constriction is made. 

�  For example, [b] has bilabial place because the tightest 
constriction (a complete closure) is made with two lips. 



Manner 

�  Manner 
�  How the tightest constriction in the vocal tract is made. 

�  For example, [b] has the manner stop or plosive because 
it requires a complete closure. 



Voice 

�  Voice 
�  What the vocal folds are doing during production of  a 

sound. 

�  For example, [b] is voiced because the vocal folds are 
vibrating during its production. 



Human Readable Phonetics 

�  Now, the International 
Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) is 
structured according to 
these three parameters. 

�  This wasn’t always the case. 

�  In its current form, the IPA 
can plausibly be used in 
language technologies (but 
not without additional 
stipulations). 



The IPA 

�  The International Phonetic Alphabet. 

�  Meant as a way of  transcribing physical speech sounds, 
not theoretical abstractions. 
�  Hah! Linguists and speech scientists were so naive! 

�  Now we sometimes use it for both purposes. 

�  Symbols are defined in terms of  articulation, not in 
terms of  acoustics. 



Whence the IPA? 

�  There were already alphabets and other systems for 
transcribing speech sounds before the IPA. 

�  However, the early phonetician Paul Passy saw the 
need for a universal system of  phonetic transcription to 

�  Make it easier for linguists to communicate with one another. 

�  Establish world peace. 

�  The IPA has been more successful at the first goal than 
at the second. 



Paul Passy (1859-1940) 



Basic Consonants 



Non-Pulmonic Consonants 



Co-articulated Consonants 



Basic Vowels 



Suprasegmentals 



Modifiers 


