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As early as 1928, the first typologies of phonological systems of the world’s languages proposed by 
Troubetzkoy (1939) revealed that languages make use of relatively limited choices among all the 
phoneme possibilities determined by a simple combinatory rule. Thus, there is a strong bias in favor of 
systems with 5 vowels and 22 consonants. The most frequent consonant systems contain at least six 
plosives /p t k b d g/. If a language has three plosives (as in 3% of UPSID451 languages, e.g., Ainu, 
Maasai, Nicobarese, Yagua), it has /p t k/, rather than other combinations of place or a combination of 
place and secondary articulation contrasts (e.g., /p th kw/). If a language has six plosives, which is the 
most frequent number (in 24% of the languages of UPSID451), it has /p t k b d g/, rather than /p t c k q 
//, /b d g ! //, or /p nt ch k! qw //. With 9 plosives, the basic /p t k b d g/ series combines with secondary 
feature sets such as aspiration, prenasalization, palatalization or laryngealization (see for details 
Maddieson 1986b: 116–120). Altogether, in the UPSID extension to 556 languages (Maddieson 2001), 
45% of the systems include the 6 plosives /p t k b d g/. 

The three bilabial, coronal and velar places are thus omnipresent whereas the palatal (71 
languages, 15.7% in UPSID) and uvular (62 languages, 13.7%) places are less frequently observed; 
the pharyngeal (or epiglotto-pharyngeal), observed and described (Elgendy, 2001; Maddieson, Wright, 
1995), only appears in 3 languages in UPSID (0.7% with Bats and Avar, two caucasian languages and 
Iraqw, an afro-asiatic language). From Preliminaries to Speech Analysis (Jakobson, Fant, Halle , 
1952), to Acoustic Phonetics (Stevens, 1998) [b d g] places have been associated with the three 
universal vowels /i a u/ as a triangle with binary contrasts: [g] being [+compact] vs. others [+diffuse], 
[b] [+grave] and [d] [+acute]. However, the acoustic vowel space associated to plosives in the [a ], [i ], 
[u ] context does not display [b d g] as extreme configurations for two reasons. Firstly, the vowel 
influence is very large, because of coarticulation. Secondly, the pharyngeal plosive ["] provides a 
strong candidate in terms of maximal distance, rather than the other competing plosive places, 
particularly rather than [b] in the [a] context (Berrah et al., 1995). 

Recently Abry (2003) proposed to revisit the question of the perceptual optimality of [b d g] in the 
context of the Frame then Content (FC) theory (MacNeilage, Davis, 1990, 1998): 

« In speech development, F1 is the audio movement corresponding to the carrier of speech, 
the mandibula, with labial [bababa] or coronal [dadada] "frames" […] Whereas F2-F3 stream 
carries the information on places of contact, when independence of carried articulators (lip 
and tongue) from the jaw becomes settled. […] When coarticulation emerges, after one year, 
the [a] vowel can now be produced during the closure phase, before opening, i.e. vocalic F1 
is coproduced. Up to 4 years the mastering of the control of the whole vocal tract for [i] and 
[u] vowels will be in progress, if, like almost all languages, the mother tongue gets them. The 
differentiation process is thus comparable within the final two streams, F1-F2 mainly for 
universal [i]-[a]-[u] vowels, and F2-F3 for universal [b]-[d]-[g] consonants ». 

Abry thus suggested that the consonantal acoustic triangle [b d g] in the F2–F3 plane is indeed 
acoustically optimally dispersed, provided that it is resituated in the developmental course of the FC 
theory, that is restricting the acoustic space to the consonants provided by jaw raising in the [a] 
context. The objective of the present paper is to reinforce Abry’s proposals by providing articulatory-
acoustic simulations of his predictions, thanks to a generic model of speech production (derived from 
Boë, Maeda, 1998). With this model: (i) we 
propose, in the [a] context, articulatory prototypes for [b d g " "], together with the corresponding 
acoustic transitions; (ii) we verify that in this context, coronal, velar and pharyngeal places realize the 
maximal acoustic contrast; (iii) we show that when the jawraising principles of the FC theory are 
applied, [b d g] do appear as the solution of an auditory optimality problem for close configurations 
(rather than [d g "], since the pharyngeal plosive cannot be produced during the closure phase), which 
provides a substance-based explanation of their frequency in human languages, just as [a i u] are 
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solutions of an auditory optimality problem for open configurations. Altogether, an auditory dispersion 
principle combined with a natural unfolding of speech gestures within development (FC) provides a 
global solution for vowels, plosives and their combinations within syllables: the perceptuo-motor 
solution is part of the Perception-for-Action-Control Theory (PACT) that we have proposed for the 
explanation of phonological systems (Schwartz et al., 2002, 2007). 

 

 
 

Schematic representations of the [ba da ga �a �a] syllables 

REFERENCES 

Abry, C. (2003) [b]-[d]-[g] as a universal triangle as acoustically optimal as [i]-[a]-[u]. 15th ICPhS, Barcelona. [CD-

ROM] 727–730. 
Boë, L.-J., Maeda, S. (1998) Modélisation de la croissance du conduit vocal. Journées d’Études Linguistiques,La 

voyelle dans tous ses états, Nantes, 98-105. 
Berrah, A.R., Boë, L.J., Schwartz, J.L. (1995) Emergent syllable using articulatory acoustic principles. 13th ICPhS, 

1, 396-399. 
Elgendy, A.M. (2001) Aspects of pharyngeal coarticulation. Amsterdam: ACLC. 
Jakobson, R., Fant, G., Halle, M. (1952) Preliminaries to speech analysis. The distinctive features and their 

correlates. Cambridge: MIT Press (1969, ninth printing). 
MacNeilage, P.F. (1998). The frame/content theory of evolution of speech production. Behavioral and Brain 

Sciences 21: 499–546. 
MacNeilage, P.F., Davis, B.L. (1990). Acquisition of speech production: Frames then content. In M. Jeannerod 

(Ed.), Attention and Performance XIII. Hillsdale, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum, 453–475. 
Maddieson, I. (1986a) Patterns of sounds. Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press. 1rst ed. 1984. 
Maddieson, I. (1986b) The size and structure of phonological inventories: Analysis of UPSID. In J.J. Ohala and 

J.J. Jaeger (eds.), Experimental Phonology, 105–123. 
Maddieson, I. (2001). Typological patterns, geographical distribution and phonetic explanation. ZAS, Conference 

on Phonetics-Phonology Interface, Berlin. 
Maddieson, I., Precoda, K. (1989). Updating UPSID. UCLA WPP 74: 104–111. 
Maddieson, I. Wright, R. (1995). The vowels and consonants of Amis: A preliminary phonetic report. In I. 

Maddieson (Ed.), UCLA working papers in phonetics: Fieldwork studies of targeted languages III (No. 91, pp. 

45-66). Los Angeles: The UCLA Phonetics Laboratory Group. 
Schwartz, J.L., Abry, C., Boë, L.J., Cathiard, M.-A. (2002). Phonology in a theory of Perception-for-Action-Control. 

In J. Durand and B. Laks (Eds.) Phonetics, Phonology, and Cognition. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 254–
280. 

Schwartz, J.L., Boë, L.J., Abry, C. (2007) Linking the Dispersion-Focalization Theory (DFT) and the Maximum 
Utilization of the Available Distinctive Features (MUAF) principle in a Perception-for-Action-Control Theory 
(PACT). In Honor to Peter McNeilage. In press. 

Stevens, K.N. (1998). Acoustic Phonetics. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
Troubetzkoy, N.S. (1939) Grundzüge der Phonologie. Travaux du Cercle Linguistique de Prague 7. 


