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would eventually develop into a systematic sound change. Labov (1963; 1990; 1994) has famously
emphasized social motivations in sound change such that a particular phonetic variable may gain
some social meaning and trigger imitation by other speakers. Sound change is an end result of the
regularization of the advanced forms through spreading among the speech community. This project
concerns two well-known phonetic variations, namely sibilant merger in Taiwan Mandarin (TM)
and stop VOT merger in Seoul Korean (SK). The goals of the current research program are two-
fold: 1) to establish patterns of the merger through varying experimental paradigms and ii) to probe
into the interactions between social factors and abstract linguistic representations that give rise to
such variations.

Study I investigates the conditions in which social context may influence phonetic imitation by TM
speakers with varying degrees of the phonemic sibilant merger. Listeners are known to imitate a
model talker more when that talker is cast in a positive sociolinguistic context. This study is
expected to elucidate the specific conditions in which TM speakers respond to social preference
and demonstrate the unmerging of the contrasts. Study II consists of a series of perception
experiments, which collectively contribute to shed light on interactions between social and
phonetic factors and between perception and production. First, a discrimination study is proposed
to address the sensitivity to phonetic cues alone without the influence of social factors. Second, a
perceptual learning study is proposed wherein the talkers’ dialectal characteristics are made
available through linguistic means. The last perception experiment examines the role of linguistic
cues inferred from implicit linguistic priors. Study III addresses a long-standing theoretical inquiry
concerning the contemporary sound change primarily led by female speakers in SK. Some scholars
proposed the tonogenetic account for the VOT merger of the Korean aspirated-lenis stops, while
others argued for prosodically-driven variation. In this study, we utilize a novel method—

contrastive hyper-articulation conditioned by the lexical status of the words—to disambiguate

phonetic cues involved and phonological representations of the Korean stop categories.

Variation, as an essential aspect of speech sounds, provides a window into the linguistic
architecture connecting abstract mental representations and the way they are implemented in
production and perception. The variable patterns of sibilant and stop mergers offer valuable test
grounds for the examination of how linguistic and social factors are connected and influence each
other to achieve coherent speech communication. In addition to the theoretical merits, scientific
studies of dynamic sound patterns are expected to contribute to promoting linguistic diversity. 3
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