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When we compare the phonet ics o f  today w i th  that o f  the p a s t  

we see p rog ress .  Looking ahead some o f  us may envision a g lor ious 

future fo r  our d isc ip l ine,  o the rs  s tagnat ion o r  even c r i s i s .  

Present -day phonet ics d i f f e r s  in severa l  ways from that o f  

nineteenth century pioneers such as Passy ,  Sweet ,  Rousselot  and 

o thers .  We can point t o  the technological sephis t icat ion o f  our 

computers,  speech synthesis or  other experimental equipment, 

the development o f  an acoust ic  theory o f  Speech or t o  the p rac t i ca l  

use that  our understanding o f  human Speech might be  put t o  in 

various technological ,  educational and medical  appl icat ions.  I t  

i s  a l so  inst ruct ive t o  con t ras t  pas t  and present  by  recal l ing how 

c lass ica l  phonetics dea l t  w i th  the s t i l l  cur rent ,  fundamental 

problem o f  finding a universal  phonetic framework f o r  spoken 

language. This task  i s  essent ia l l y  that  o f  descr ibing phonetical ly 

an a rb i t ra ry  u t te rance in any language (analys is)  and t o  represent  

i t  in such a way that the descr ip t ion can be reproduced in audible 

form (synthes is )  and with the l inguist ical ly relevant features  

( t h e  or ig ina l  n a t i v e  a c c e n t )  p r e s e r v e d .  

The solut ion o f  c l ass i ca l  auditory phonetics was the concept 

o f  the universal  phonetic alphabet and the u s e  o f  sk i l led 

phoneticians fo r  the ”recording” and "playback” o f  phonetic f a c t s .  

However,  this preposal  f a i l s .  I t s  inadequacies cannot b e  remedied 

by invoking the insights contr ibuted la ter  by functional phonemic 

analysis and d is t inc t ive feature theory t o  def ine the terms 

”alphabet” and ”universal" more p rec i se l y .  Nor would i t  mat ter  

i f  the quest fo r  the ul t imate phonetic framework could be  brought 

t o  a successfu l  c l ose  and i f  suddenly phoneticians became capable 

o f  using i t  ideal ly.  Contemporary phonetics r e j e c t s  this solut ion 

since the sc ient i f i c  descr ipt ion o f  Speech sounds must necessar i ly  

aim a t  character iz ing exp l ic i t ly  and quanti tat ively — ra ther  than 

merely ski l l fu l ly imitating - the acoust ic  events as we l l  as the 

psychological and physiological  p rocesses  that speakers and 

l is teners use in generating and interpretat ing u t te rances .  

Phoneticians accordingly construe their task  o f  speech sound 

speci f icat ion as a physiological ly and psychological ly rea l i s t i c  
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modeling o f  the entire chain o f  speech behavior.  

Experimental and theoret ica l  progress up t o  now thus makes 

i t  possib le to  embed phonetics within a much broader intel lectual  

context than previously.  We might reasonably expect i t  t o  en joy 

a favored posi t ion in future research  on the forms and u s e s  o f  

Spoken language in acquisit ion, production and percept ion. A f te r  

a l l ,  why should i t  not  be poss ib le ,  on a long-term bas is  a t  l e a s t ,  

for  phoneticians t o  extend their inquiry into the sounds o f  human 

speech t o  ever deeper physiological and psychological leve ls  using 

the speech signal as a window t o  the brain and mind o f  the learner,  

ta lker and l istener? Why should we not expect  more complete, 

theoret ical  models and computer simulations to  be proposed fo r  

speech production, speech understanding and speech development 

that match the present quantitative theory o f  speech acoust ics in 

r igor and explanatory adequacy? There seems t o  be part icularly 

good reason for such optimism in the area o f  language universals 

where phonetics in fac t  has a privi leged posi t ion.  Linguistic 

behavior presumably a r i ses ,  bo th  ontogenetical ly and phylo- 

genetical ly,  as the resul t  o f  an interplay between the (commu- 

nicat ive,  cognit ive, social)  functions that language is  t o  sub- 

serve ,  biological prerequis i tes (brain, nervous sys tem,  speech 

organs, ea r ,  psychological mechanisms such as memory e t c . )  as  

wel l  as environmental fac to rs .  Languages thus evolve the way they 

do because o f  the body, the mind and the linguistic environment. 

They are the way they are on account o f  the functions they serve 

and owing t o  the propert ies o f  bo th  innate and acquired mechanisms 

o f  learning, production and percept ion. This view assigns a novel 

and important future ro le  to  phonetics whose contents appears 

capable o f  o f fe r ing  general l inguistic theory a great deal o f  

explanatory force — a novel ro le  a t  leas t  t o  those who assign one 

major responsibi l i ty t o  phonetics in l inguistics vi£., the 

instrumental analysis o f  the phenomena below the level o f  narrow 

phonetic t ranscr ipt ion in grammars. 

Looking back and ahead we see phonetics transform from more 

or less  an ar t  into a natural science. This development has ye t  

to  be completed but i t  i s  no doubt an inevitable consequence o f  

the very nature o f  the sub jec t  mat te r  o f  phonetics and the natural 

ambition o f  any discipline to  attain sc ient i f ic  matur i ty .  This 

trend has been and no doubt wi l l  be further stimulated by the 
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prospect  o f  applying phonetic theory to  pract ica l  needs such as 

pedagogical methods and technical aids fo r  the dea f ,  handicapped, 

second language learners,  the diagnosis and treatment o f  pat ients 

with phonetic symptoms as wel l  as the automatic analysis and 

synthesis o f  speech fo r  various technological purposes.  

I t  may o f  course be ob jec ted  that the program suggested above 

i s  ent irely premature and unreal is t ic .  I t  might be argued tha t ,  

although i t  may be true that phonetics both  could and should b e  

pursued along such lines the pract ica l  d i f f i cu l t ies  must not  be  

underestimated. At  present i t  i s  far from a unif ied f ie ld .  

Progress so far  seems o f ten  to  have occurred in the form o f  

fortuitous secondary spin-of f  e f f e c t s  from other adjacent f i e l d s .  

with d i f fe rent  goals rather than as a resul t  o f  premeditated 

planning on the par t  o f  phoneticians and l inguists. And by the 

way who i s  a phonetician these days? The heterogeneity o f  educa- 

tional backgrounds in our f ie ld is  str ik ing. Recruiting 

researchers ac ross  d iscipl ines has demonstrably had an extremely 

v i ta l iz ing influence. However, t o  meet the future challenge o f  

developing a more comprehensive, unified phonetic theory wi l l  

such heterogeneity be sa t i s f ac to r y?  Wil l  sc ient is ts  coming into 

phonetics as bas ica l ly  facul ty o f  a r t s  students have the adequate 

training in mathematics and physics? Conversely wil l  peeple 

trained in science and medicine have a chance t o  acquire the 

necessary background in l inguistics and psychology and so for th? 

Who could claim the breadth and depth o f  competence that the 

present goals seem t o  imply? Perhaps we should accept that 

inevitably both applied and theoret ical  progress in our f ield 

has t o  occur on a bas is  o f  ”mutual consultation” among a d ivers i ty  

o f  spec ia l i s ts .  Science i s  a machine that develops very slowly 

under the influence o f  many forces and possib ly more according t o  

an Open—100p mechanism than under the constraint o f  foresight and 

negative feedback. The problem boi ls  down to  that o f  adjusting 

research goals t o  the competence o f  the researchers or o f  adjust ing 

the competence o f  the researchers t o  the research program. The 

former occurs easi ly enough. The la t ter  requires more e f f o r t .  

Although the preceding considerations are relevant and may 

serve t o  temper the Optimism expressed earl ier we shall conclude 

this summary on a posi t ive note.  Clearly there are act ive steps 

that can and should be taken to  achieve a match between the 
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training for a research career in applied or theoret ical phonetics 

and the long- and shor t—term object ives o f  the f ie ld .  There are 

also ways o f  achieving a greater  unif icat ion of  phonetics and 

eventually i t  i s  the quest ions asked that determine the fu ture o f  

a discipline. 


