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My Links to Thailand

Arthur S. Abramson
Haskins Laboratories and the University of Connecticut

I have often been asked how I became so
interested in Thailand and why I devoted so much
of my professional career to research on the Thai
language as well as some of the minority
languages of the land. This interest did not arise
suddenly. It began to grow early in my graduate
studies at Columbia University in New York City.

In my three years in the United States Army
during the Second World War, I spent much time
not only in other regions of the United States but
also, for two years, abroad in Britain and France.
In addition, I spent the summer of 1950 roaming
around France, Switzerland, and Italy as a civilian.
After earning my M.A. degree in 1950, I began to
feel a strong desire to spend some time in another country with a culture
somewhat different from those of America and Western Europe. Contacts with
foreign graduate students and reading that I was doing caused me to focus my
interest on Southeast Asia. The problem was how to arrange to go there and
support myself with interesting work for perhaps one year. I was advised that at
that stage of my career I was not in a good position to apply for a research grant,
especially since 1 was not yet at the point of starting work on a doctoral
dissertation. Instead, my best plan was to apply for a Fulbright teaching grant. I
soon learned that the only Southeast Asian country with a Fulbright program was
Thailand. Well, further reading convinced me that the possibility of going there
to teach English was an exciting idea. By the time that I was awarded my
Fulbright grant, I was married. I had told my wife-to-be long before the wedding
that I was likely to get the grant and asked her whether she was willing to spend a
year in Thailand with me. She said yes.

We arrived in Bangkok early in April 1953. After a brief orientation, we, as
the only married couple among the Fulbright teachers, were sent to Songkhla, the
principal town of the Province of Songkhla. For a year I taught English at two
schools, Mahavajiravudh and Woranari Chaloem. The principal of the latter, the
late Khun Phathara Aphichaisiri, gave me weekly Thai lessons. Later in the year I
gave a short course on The Phonetics of American English for teachers in the
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school system. My wife Ruby taught conversational English at the Haatyai
branch of the American University Alumni Association (AUA) School. With a
good background in modern dance, she also took lessons in Thai classical dancing
with a retired dancer living in Songkhla.

Not only did we make good friends during our year in Songkhla, we also
became admirers of the Thai people and their culture. Thus, it was easy for me to
agree to an extension of my grant and move to Bangkok to become the
coordinator of the largely new group of Fulbright teachers. This happened
because the specialist in the teaching of English as a second language who was to
come with his family to take charge of our group, was frightened by the growing
warfare between the Viet Minh and the French and decided not to come. Our
adviser for the past year, Prof. Aileen Kitchen of Teachers College, Columbia
University, was about to leave for home. Anyway, Ruby and I stayed for another
year and a half in Bangkok. In addition to working at the Fulbright Foundation a
few hours a week, I taught English, Methods of Teaching English, and
Introduction to Linguistics at Prasarnmit, which was then a college of education.
One of my students was Udom Warotamasikkhadit, who later earned his doctorate
in linguistics in the United States and became a distinguished scholar and
administrator in Thai academic circles. In Bangkok Ruby continued her training
in Thai classical dancing and her teaching for AUA.

Upon our return to the United States at the end of August 1955, I resumed my
graduate studies in linguistics at Columbia University. Having used up all my
wartime military benefits, I covered my expenses by teaching part time in the
English program for foreign students. My experience with Thai and varying
degrees of competence in other languages had aroused in me a great interest in
phonetics; therefore, I eagerly enrolled in a new course on acoustic phonetics to
be given by the physicist Dr. Franklin S. Cooper at Haskins Laboratories, where
he was President and Director of Research. He had agreed to a proposal of the
Department of Linguistics that he become an adjunct professor at Columbia and
teach the course. This was a turning point in my life. The intoxicatingly rich
interdisciplinary environment of Haskins was a doorway to a career in
experimental phonetics with attention to the acoustics of speech production and
perception as well as the study of physiological mechanisms.

For the next few years I was very busy with my coursework at Columbia and
with teaching. During that time I was in close touch with Thai graduate students
at Columbia and other universities in New York City. Ultimately, many of them
were the informants and test subjects for my doctoral dissertation. After the
completion of my course with him, Franklin Cooper urged me to continue
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spending time at Haskins Laboratories to do the pilot work for my dissertation on
the vowels and tones of Standard Thai, for which he became my principal adviser.
In 1959 he invited me to join the Haskins research staff. This was wonderful,
because even while working on x-ray motion pictures with stretched speech of
several languages, the job for which I had been hired, I could also spend time
working on my dissertation, which was finished and defended in 1960. In 1962,
with some revisions, it was published as a supplement to the International
Journal of American Linguistics. In the meantime, my son Joseph was born in
1957 and my son David in 1961.

While working full time at Haskins for a few years, I was called upon from
time to time to teach a graduate course in the evening or on the weekend at one or
another institution in New York City. Finally, I accepted a regular position on the
Speech and Hearing faculty of the City University of New York and stayed there
for three years. This made it necessary to change my status at Haskins to that of
associate scientist. In 1967 I moved to Connecticut with my family to become
Professor of Linguistics and head of the new department at the University of
Connecticut, where I remained until my retirement in 1992. Shortly after that
move, Haskins Laboratories moved to New Haven, Connecticut, which made it
convenient for me to keep up my affiliation there.

Although I had been working on Thai on and off and therefore kept up my
contacts with Thai people, it was not until the American academic year of 1973-
74 that I could once again spend time in Thailand. With the help of research
grants from both the American Council of Learned Societies and the Ford
Foundation I was able to be there for twelve months with my wife and two sons.
The boys attended the International School and Ruby, once again, taught at the
AUA school in Bangkok. I had two host institutions, the Faculty of Humanities
at Ramkhamhaeng University and the Central Institute of English Language
(CIEL). Dr. Udom was Dean of the former and Ajaan Mayuri Sukwiwat, who as
a young woman had been my assistant at Prasarnmit, was the Director of the
latter. A precious benefit of my time at CIEL was my becoming acquainted with
a number of young Thai scholars who were soon to become colleagues and
friends at Chulalongkorn University. At Ramkhamhaeng I deeply appreciated the
gracious and friendly way in which I was helped to gather large numbers of
students for my perceptual experiments. This, I hasten to add, has always been
my experience at Thai institutions whether working alone or in collaboration with
a Thai colleague.

In my many long and short visits since then, I have always had the Department
of Linguistics at Chula as my base and my academic home away from home.
Indeed, the cordial welcome given to me at my first visit by the founding head,
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Prof. Dr. Vichin Panupong, was heartwarming. The nature of my research
interests has put me into closest contact, including collaboration, with three of the
staff members, Prof. Dr. Theraphan Luangthongkum, Dr. M.R. Kalaya
Tingsabadh, and Dr. Sudaporn Luksaneeyanawin; however, over the years I have
had fruitful interactions with all other members of the department and many
graduate students. Two staff members who have been valuable friends and
colleagues for a very long time are Prof. Dr. Amara Prasithrathsint and Prof. Dr.
Pranee Kullavanijaya.

My last several stays in Thailand were sponsored by the Golden Jubilee Ph.D.
Program of the Thailand Research Fund. I was brought to Chula each time to
serve as co-adviser with Ajaan Theraphan to one of her current doctoral
candidates. I would be in residence for two or three months not only to do my
research but also to spend considerable time looking over the candidate’s
dissertation work.  Ultimately, I would arrange with the Department of
Linguistics at the University of Connecticut to offer that person the position of
Visiting Scholar. Altogether I have had three such people, all very competent
young women: Phinnarat Akharawatthanukun, Chommanad Intajamornrak, and
Yanin Sawanakunanon. Phinnarat and Yanin each spent six months in the United
States; Chommanad, who had additional financial support, spent a whole
academic year with us. My general procedure for each one was finding housing
for her before her arrival, spending two or three hours each week discussing her
dissertation work and helping with her English, and involving her as much as I
could in family events and other social activities. In addition to continuing work
on her dissertation, each of the women improved her spoken and written English
and sat in on graduate courses close to her interests. The professors whose
lectures they attended were very happy to have them. All in all, I found it to be an
excellent program. I am glad to have been able to cooperate in it with Ajaan
Theraphan, my excellent colleague and dear friend.

My links with Thailand have enriched my life with many warm friendships,
fascinating insights into Thai culture, and fruitful research into the phonetics of
the Thai language as well as work on a number of minority languages of the land.
A few of the friendships have lasted more than 50 years! As I look back over the
past 57 years, I am happy to have devoted so much time and effort to Thai studies,
although certain professional obligations often made me turn my attention to other
matters.
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Professor Emeritus Dr. Arthur S. Abramson’s
Publications on Thai Phonetics and Phonology
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The perception of English stops by speakers of English, Spanish,
Hungarian and Thai: A tape-cutting experiment. Language and Speech, 3,
71-71.

Abramson, A. S. (1962). The Vowels and Tones of Standard Thai: Acoustical
Measurements and Experiments. Indiana University Research Center in
Anthropology, Folklore, & Linguistics, Pub.20, Bloomington.
[=International Journal of American Linguistics, 28, No.2, Part III].

Lisker, L., & Abramson, A. S. (1964). A cross-language study of voicing in initial
stops: Acoustical measurements. Word, 20, 384-422. [Reprinted in R. J.
Baken & R.G. Daniloff (Eds.) (1991), Readings in clinical spectrography
of speech (pp. 247-285). San Diego: Singular Publishing Group and Kay
Elemetrics. ]

Abramson, A. S., & Lisker, L. (1965). Voice onset time in stop consonants:
Acoustic analysis and synthesis. Rapports du 5e Congres International
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Lisker, L., & Abramson, A. S. (1965). Stop categorization and voice onset time.
Proceedings of the 5th International Congress of Phonetic Sciences,
Munster (pp. 389-391). Basel: S. Karger.

Lisker, L., & Abramson, A. S. (1970). The voicing dimension: Some experiments
in comparative phonetics. Proceedings of the 6th International Congress
of Phonetic Sciences, Prague, 1967, pp. 563-567. [Reprinted in D. B. Fry
(Ed.), (1976) Acoustic phonetics: A course of basic readings (pp. 348-352).
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.]

Abramson, A. S., & Lisker, L. (1970). Discriminability along the voicing
continuum: Cross-language tests. Proceedings of the 6th International
Congress of Phonetic Sciences, Prague, 1967, pp. 569-573.

Lisker, L. and Abramson, A. S. (1971). Distinctive features and laryngeal control.
Language, 47, 767-785.

Abramson, A. S. (1972). Tonal experiments with whispered Thai. In A. Valdman
(Ed.), Papers on Linguistics and Phonetics to the Memory of Pierre
Delattre (pp. 29-44). The Hague: Mouton.
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Abramson, A. S. (1974). Experimental phonetics in phonology: Vowel duration in
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in Thailand, 4, 71-90.

Abramson, A. S. (1975). The tones of Central Thai: Some perceptual experiments.
In J. G. Harris, & J. R. Chamberlain (Eds.), Studies in Tai Linguistics in
Honor of William J. Gedney (pp. 1-16). Bangkok: Central Institute of
English Language.

Abramson, A. S. (1976). Thai tones as a reference system. In T. W. Gething, J. G.
Harris, & P. Kullavanijaya (Eds.), Tai Linguistics in Honor of Fang-Kuei
Li (pp. 1-14). Bangkok: Chulalongkorn University Press.

Abramson, A. S. (1978). The phonetic plausibility of the segmentation of tones in
Thai phonology. Proceedings of the 12th International Congress of
Linguists, Vienna, pp. 760-763.

Abramson, A. S. (1979). Lexical tone and sentence prosody in Thai. Proceedings
of the 9th International Congress of Phonetic Sciences, vol. 2, pp. 380-387.
Copenhagen: Institute of Phonetics, University of Copenhagen.

Abramson, A. S. (1979). The coarticulation of tones: An acoustic study of Thai.
In T. L. Thongkum, P. Kullavanijaya, V. Panupong, & K. Tingsabadh
(Eds.), Studies in Tai and Mon-Khmer Phonetics and Phonology in
Honour of Eugénie J. A. Henderson. (pp. 1-9). Bangkok: Chulalongkorn
University Press.

Abramson, A. S. (1979). The noncategorical perception of tone categories in Thai.
In B. Lindblom & S. Ohman (Eds.), Frontiers of Speech Communication
Research (pp. 127-134). London: Academic Press.

Abramson, A. S. (1989). Laryngeal control in the plosives of Standard Thai.
Pasaa, 19, 85-93.

Abramson, A. S., & Ren, N. (1990). Distinctive vowel length: Duration vs.
spectrum in Thai. Journal of Phonetics, 18, 79-92.

Abramson, A.S., & Erickson, D.M. (1992). Tone splits and voicing shifts in Thai:
Phonetic plausibility. In Pan-Asiatic Linguistics: Proceedings of the Third
International Symposium on Languages and Linguistics, Vol. I (pp. 1-16).
Bangkok: Chulalongkorn University.

Tingsabadh, K., & Abramson, A. S. (1993). Thai. Journal of the International
Phonetic Association, 23, 24-28. [Reprinted with revisions in International
Phonetic Association (1999). Handbook of the International Phonetic
Association (pp. 147-150). Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.]

Abramson, A. S. (1996). The stability of the Thai three-way voicing distinction in
conversation. In Pan-Asiatic Linguistics: Proceedings of the Fourth



(13)

International Symposium on Languages and Linguistics, Vol. 1 (pp. 1-10).
Salaya, Thailand: Institute of Language and Culture for Rural
Development, Mahidol University.

Abramson, A. S. (1997). The Thai tonal space. In A. S. Abramson (Ed.),
Southeast Asian Linguistic Studies in Honour of Vichin Panupong (pp. 1-
10). Bangkok: Chulalongkorn University Press.

Abramson, A. S. (1999). Fundamental frequency as a cue to word-initial
consonant length: Pattani Malay. Proceedings of the 14th International
Congress of Phonetic Sciences (pp. 591-594). Berkeley, CA: University of
California Press.

Abramson, A.S. (2000). The perception of voicing distinctions. In D. Burnham, S.
Luksaneeyanawin, C. Davis, & M. Lafourcade (Eds.), Interdisciplinary
approaches to language processing (pp. 25-31). Bangkok: National
Electronic and Computer Technology Center.

Abramson, A. S. (2001). The stability of distinctive vowel length in Thai. In: K.
Tingsabadh & A. S. Abramson (Eds.), Essays in Tai Linguistics (pp. 13-
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In Tribute to Arthur S. Abramson
Professor Emeritus of Linguistics
at the University of Connecticut

Jackson T. Gandour
Perdue University

Arthur S. Abramson was born on 26 January
1925 in Jersey City, NJ, USA. He served in the
Medical Department of the U.S. Army as an x-
ray technician during WWII (1943-46). As part
of his tour of duty in Europe, he was assigned to
a field hospital in France taking care of battle
casualties. This wartime experience piqued his
interest in the French language. After the war he
attended Yeshiva University earning a B.A. in
French (1949) and then a M.A. in French (1950)
at Columbia University. He became aware of the
existence of the discipline of linguistics through
a course in applied linguistics for language
teachers given at Teachers College, Columbia. It was during his graduate
program at Columbia that Arthur felt a strong need to feed his wanderlust. After
doing much reading about Southeast Asia, he consulted with State Department
personnel who advised him to apply for a Fulbright teaching grant in Thailand,
because no other Southeast Asian country offered such opportunities. And that’s
how Arthur first came to Thailand - as a teacher of English and linguistics in
Songkhla and Bangkok under the auspices of the Fulbright program (1953-55).
He then continued his postgraduate education and completed a Ph.D. in linguistics
from Columbia University in 1960. His affiliation with Haskins Laboratories, one
of the world’s premier research institutes on speech perception and production,
began in 1959 and continues to present day. He was a member of the linguistics
faculty at the University of Connecticut for 25 years (1967-92), including seven
years as Department Head.

Arthur’s pioneering dissertation on tones and vowels in the standard Thai
language introduced modern-day acoustic measurements and experimental
phonetics to Thailand (1960). His visionary work has truly inspired succeeding
generations of scholars, including myself, to investigate phonetic questions
related to the perception and production of lexical tones, vowel quality, and vowel
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quantity. However, the impact of his dissertation is not restricted to the Thai
language. His dissertation has been emulated by scholars investigating lexical
tones and vowels in other languages (e.g., Mandarin, Cantonese). It’s only by
standing on his shoulders that we have been able to push forward the scientific
frontier of Thai sounds.

In his list of 80+ scientific publications, one cannot fail to notice that
Arthur has devoted more than 50 years to the study of Thai sounds. His
dissertation on Thai tones and vowels was hailed as a major achievement, and
subsequently published as a monograph (Abramson, 1962). Arthur’s work was
seminal because it demonstrated the potential of acoustic phonetics to illuminate
suprasegmental features of speech. It continues to be cited up to present day as
the seminal study on experimental phonetics of lexical tone. Another seminal,
crosslanguage study was published on voice onset time (VOT) including Thai
stop consonants (Lisker & Abramson, 1964). This work easily ranks as one of the
most influential papers in experimental phonetics of the 20™ century.

Arthur has enjoyed a longstanding professional relationship with faculty
colleagues in the Department of Linguistics at Chulalongkorn University. His
collaboration with K. Tingsabadh produced what has now become the
authoritative reference for Thai phonetics (Tingsabadh & Abramson, 1993) and
extended his work on Thai stop consonants (Abramson & Tingsabadh, 1999).
More recently, his collaboration with T. Luangthong-kum has focused on voice-
register languages (Abramson, Luangthongkum, & Nye, 2004; Abramson, Nye, &
Luangthongkum, 2007) and how they differ from tone languages (Abramson &
Luangthongkum, 2009). Arthur is also no stranger to Chulalongkorn University
Press, having edited one book on Southeast Asian linguistics (Abramson, 1997)
and co-edited another on Tai linguistics (Tingsabadh & Abramson, 2001).

In recognition of his scientific achievements, Arthur was named a Fellow
of the Acoustical Society of America (1989), Linguistic Society of America
(2006), and International Society of Phonetic Sciences (1980). Another important
contribution of Arthur’s was his service on the editorial board of Journal of
Phonetics (1973-89) and co-editor/editorship of Language and Speech (1975-
78/1979-88). In further recognition of his groundbreaking contributions to the
field of experimental phonetics, not to mention his administrative talents and
amiable personality, he was named Secretary-Treasurer (1974-78) and elected
President of the Linguistic Society of America (1983).

Though our paths crossed infrequently, usually only at linguistics
conferences or in Thailand itself, one personal vignette comes to mind from
Bangkok in 1980 that illustrates why I’ve always considered Arthur to be a friend
as well as a mentor in absentia. I was in Thailand conducting field research. The
rainy season was upon us. Arthur had just arrived in Bangkok, and I was excited
about having him over for dinner the next Sunday to meet my family. He insisted
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on bringing the dessert. In the meantime, the rains were torrential over the next
several days and flooded the soi where we lived. On the evening Arthur was
expected for dinner, the water was at least a foot deep. I reached Arthur by phone
to alert him of the flooding situation. I suggested that maybe we should
reschedule the dinner. Arthur said he'd be fine and insisted that he'd be there as
planned. At the appointed time, the door bell rang, and there stood Arthur in
knee-high rubber boots, a raincoat, and a large floppy rain hat. He was holding a
plate of gorgeous pastel petit-fours to be our dessert for the evening! It was then I
realized how fully acculturated Arthur had become to Thailand and that the reason
he kept coming back to Bangkok for a half-century involved far more than
linguistics.

Though Arthur was never my official mentor, I sought out his advice on
Thai phonetics frequently. He was always very encouraging and eager to help
someone get started in the study of Thai sounds. It was Arthur who generously
provided me with his original VOT, vowel duration, and tonal stimuli that I used
for a research project in Thailand in the late 70s. I have never forgotten that act of
generosity. As I grow older, and perhaps a little wiser, I’ve come to believe his
model for nurturing the next generation of scholars is one that we all should strive
to emulate.
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