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This special issue of the Journal of Phonetics owes its exis-
tence to the pioneering work of Leigh Lisker and Arthur S.
Abramson. Their focus on the phonetics of voicing led to the
metric of Voice Onset Time (VOT) (Abramson & Lisker,
1965; Lisker & Abramson, 1964). Although Abramson was
able to see his final contribution to the literature published
(Abramson & Whalen, 2017), he unfortunately passed away
on December 15, 2017, before the publication of this special
issue on VOT. It is only fitting that we dedicate this special
issue to his memory.

Arthur Seymour Abramson was born on January 26, 1925 in
Jersey City, New Jersey. Starting in 1943, he served two years
in the US Army in World War Il, after which he began studies at
Columbia University, receiving an M.A. in 1950 and a Ph.D. in
1960. During that time, he spent three years in Thailand on a
Fulbright fellowship. His dissertation (published as
Abramson, 1962) was a thorough phonetic study of both the
tones and vowels of Standard Thai, and it is still highly cited
today. After briefly teaching at the City University of New York,
he assumed a position as chair of the newly created Depart-
ment of Linguistics at the University of Connecticut in 1967.
He held that position for 7 years and retired from teaching in
1992.

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wocn.2019.01.001

Throughout this time, Abramson continued to work at Hask-
ins Laboratories, both when it was based in New York City and
after its move to New Haven, Connecticut, in 1972. Abram-
son’s long-term collaboration with Lisker, through Haskins,
revealed a simple yet powerful measure of voicing distinctions
across the world’s languages, VOT. Since its introduction,
many hundreds of studies have reported VOT values and used
VOT in perceptual studies. Further aspects of VOT are dis-
cussed in the accompanying introduction to the special issue.

Abramson continued to work on other aspects of language,
particularly tone and voice quality (Abramson &
Luangthongkum, 2009; Abramson, Luangthongkum, & Nye,
2004; Abramson, Tiede, & Luangthongkum, 2013, 2015). His
startling discovery that Pattani Malay perceptually maintained
a contrast between single and geminate voiceless stops even
in absolute initial position (Abramson, 1987) continues to gen-
erate competing theories. He also contributed to theoretical
discussions, including tonogenesis (Abramson, 2004) and
tone in general (Abramson, 2013).

Arthur was an energetic, optimistic, erudite yet humble per-
son who was loved by those who met him. He was active in his
synagogue, and he provided expert advice on linguistic
aspects of Hebrew and Yiddish. He was engaged and produc-
tive until his final days and is sorely missed by the many com-
munities he touched. It is still possible to hear his charming
voice in his contributions to the oral history of Haskins Labora-
tories  (http://haskinslabs.org/news/haskins-laboratories-oral-
histories-and-transcriptions).

References

Abramson, A. S. (1962). The vowels and tones of Standard Thai: Acoustical
measurements and experiments. Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press.

Abramson, A. S. (1987). Word-initial consonant length in Pattani Malay. In Proceedings
of the Xith International Congress of Phonetic Sciences (pp. 68-70). Tallinn:
Academy of Sciences of the Estonian SSR.

Abramson, A. S. (2004). The plausibility of phonetic explanations of tonogenesis. In G.
Fant, H. Fujisaki, J. Cao, & Y. Xu (Eds.), From traditional phonology to modern
speech processing: Festschrift for Professor Wu Zongji’s 95th birthday (pp. 17—-29).
Beijing: Foreign Language Teaching and Research Press.

Abramson, A. S. (2013). Tones and voice registers. In H. Winskel & P. Padakannaya
(Eds.), South and Southeast Asian psycholinguistics (pp. 223-232). Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Abramson, A. S., & Lisker, L. (1965). Voice onset time in stop consonants: Acoustic
analysis and synthesis. In Rapports du 5e Congrés International d'Acoustique
(pp. A51).

Abramson, A. S., & Luangthongkum, T. (2009). A fuzzy boundary between tone
languages and voice-register languages. In G. Fant, H. Fujisaki, & J. Shen (Eds.),


http://haskinslabs.org/news/haskins-laboratories-oral-histories-and-transcriptions
http://haskinslabs.org/news/haskins-laboratories-oral-histories-and-transcriptions
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0005
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0010
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0015
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0020
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0025
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0030
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wocn.2019.01.001
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.wocn.2019.01.001
http://www.sciencedirect.com/science/journal/00954470
http://www.elsevier.com/locate/Phonetics

84 D.H. Whalen/Journal of Phonetics 72 (2019) 83-84

Frontiers in phonetics and speech science (pp. 149-155). Beijing: The Commercial
Press.

Abramson, A. S., Luangthongkum, T., & Nye, P. W. (2004). Voice register in Suai (Kuai):
An analysis of perceptual and acoustic data. Phonetica, 61, 147—171.

Abramson, A. S., Tiede, M. K., & Luangthongkum, T. (2013). Mon voice registers:
Acoustics and laryngeal control. Journal of the Acoustical Society of America, 134,
4199.

Abramson, A. S., Tiede, M. K., & Luangthongkum, T. (2015). Voice register in Mon:
Acoustics and electroglottography. Phonetica, 72, 237-256.

Abramson, A. S., & Whalen, D. H. (2017). Voice Onset Time (VOT) at 50: Theoretical
and practical issues in measuring voicing distinctions. Journal of Phonetics, 63,
75-86.

Lisker, L., & Abramson, A. S. (1964). A cross-language study of voicing in initial stops:
Acoustical measurements. Word, 20, 384—-422.

D.H. Whalen
Haskins Laboratories,

Graduate Center, City University of New York,
United States


http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0030
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0035
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0040
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0045
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0050
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0055
http://refhub.elsevier.com/S0095-4470(19)30004-X/h0055

	Obituary: Arthur S. Abramson
	References


