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The topic of phonemic inventories of languages may be divided into two separate questions: 

1. How do these phonemic inventories evolve? How do speakers of a specific language "choose" 
or construct its individual and unique phonemic inventory? 
 

2. How do phonologists explain these choices and describe these sounds according to the specific 
features associated with their theories (Tobin 2000, 2009b)? 

 

In this presentation I will address the second question first. I will offer a new way of organizing 
phonemic inventories, this new model will provide an answer to the first question as well. 

The development of the phonemic repertoire of a language is a non- random and non- arbitrary 
process that can be explained in evolutionary terms (Tobin 2011). 

The current phonemic charts of the world's languages are based on the several general IPA charts 
which distinguish between consonants and vowels, and categorize sounds according to place and 
manner of articulation as well as voicing and other phonetic processes that are often descriptively 
inaccurate and opaque. My proposal is to present the phonemes of a language (all phonemes = both 
consonants and vowels together) on a single and unified hierarchical scale according to the number 
of sets of muscles involved in their production, i.e., how many and which sets of muscles exactly 
are participating. Additionally, the chart will present for each phoneme its relative degree of 
stricture and aperture and the direction and type of their airflow. 

After presenting a few examples of phonemic inventories of languages (Wolf and Tobin 2011), I will 
discuss the option of transforming the several and separate IPA consonant and vowel charts into a 
single unified phonetic hierarchical table of the type discussed above. 

The novelty of this new format lies in the fact that it will still maintain all the objectives that the IPA 
charts propose (IPA handbook 1999) but will further provide a holistic explanation for the 
distribution of all sounds both within and across languages. 

This proposal is derived from the theory of Phonology as Human Behavior (PHB) (Davis 1984/1987, 
Diver 1979, Tobin 1997, 2009a) of the Columbia School (CS) of Linguistics (Diver 1995, Tobin 
1990), which defines language as a system of signs used by human beings to communicate: i.e., a 
tool of communication whose structure is molded by the characteristics of it users. This definition of 
language reflects a constant compromise in the struggle between the desire to achieve maximal 
communication (based on oppositions) while investing minimal effort. It will be shown how the 
phonemic inventories of languages presented in the new model, follow the principles of PHB. 
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