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ABSTRACT

Prosodic phonology represents phonological
structure as independent of phonological content.
This concept has been very useful in describing a
vartety of phonological patterns in both spoken
and natively acquired signed languages. In this
poster I argue that prosodic structure is also found
in the shape of Chinese characters.  Specifically,
a single shape template can be used to describe
four otherwise unrelated generalizations about
Chinese characters:

(1) the location of long strokes and enlarged

components;

(2) the legal patterns for duplicated elements;

(3) the location of curved vertical strokes;

(4) tendencies in the location and form of

radicals.

The existence of a single explanation for these
disparate generalizations suggests that prosodic
structure was a real force 1n the evolution of
modern Chinese characters. It is also possible
that this structure is used by experienced readers
and writers of Chinese in the processing and
mental storage of characters.



WHAT IS PROSODIC STRUCTURE?

Prosodic phonology represents phonological structure
(¢.g. moras p and syllables c) as independent of
phonological content (e. g. features, tones):

[ma]

Prosodic structure

Featural/tonal content

/ HL
[+nas]
Lab

[+low]

The fundamental claim made by the theory of
prosodic phonology is that prosody is represented by
constituents. For example, English uses a binary,

left-headed metrical foot, which can be represented
with the following template:

[x ]

(“x” represents the head, <. represents the nonhead)



Prosodic constituents demonstrate their existence by
providing simple, uniform explanations for a wide
variety of different phenomena:

(1) Prominence (stress).

In many languages, the location of prominence is
predictable by the use of metrical feet. Syllables
dominated by the heads of metrical feet are stressed.
Thus, in English, feet are built from right to left:

[x] x I xIx 0 [xx]
big happy stupendous  obligatory

ol Jix I Ix x Jx )

supercalifragilisticexpialidocious

(2) Prosodic morphemes.

In some languages, prosodic constituents can be used
to build new words.  For example, in Arabic, the

plural affix is the right-headed foot [oy Oupl:
(from McCarthy and Prince 1990)

singular  plural
nafs nufuus  “soul”
qidH qidaaHH  “arrow”




(3) Rule domains.

Phonological rules can refer directly to prosodic
constituents. For example, aspiration in American
English occurs only at foot boundaries, and vowels
that are not linked to heads are reduced:

x .1 [x ]
[o thamik] [a rom]
“atomic’” “atom”

(4) Morphological domains.

Morphology can also refer directly to prosodic
constituents. In English, the comparative -er can
only suffix to words with a single foot:

[x ]
happy + er ACCEPTABLE

[x][x ]
stupendous + er UNACCEPTABLE

[x] [x]
abstract + er UNACCEPTABLE
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“PHONOLOGY” BEYOND SPEECH

Scholars have argued that patterns similar to
phonology can be found outsjde of spoken language.
Evidence is particularly strong in natively acquired
sign languages. Sign languages are linguistically
and neurologically very similar to spoken languages
In many ways (Poizner, Bellugi and Klima 1989). It
1s thus not surprising that researchers have found
evidence for prosody in sign language. For example,
Padden and Perlmutter (1987) argue that hand
movement patterns in American Sign Language are
best described with prosodic constituents like moras
and syllables. |

Prosody has been claimed to be important in
nonlinguistic domains as well. For example, Lerdah]
and Jackendoff (1983) show how the rhythmic |
Structure of music parallels the metrica] structure of
spoken language.

What about orthography? Many scholars have
independently claimed that writing systems also have
an nternal structure analogous to phonology (e.g.
Albrow 1972, Eden 1961, Herrick 1966, McCawley
1989, Wang 1983, Watt 1979).



THE CHINESE CHARACTER
TEMPLATE

I propose that the basic prosodic constituent in
Chinese characters 1s the following two-dimensional
template:

(“x” represents the head, ““.” represents the nonheads)

Characters are built out of subsets of this template
that include a head, and out of combinations of such
templates (sometimes there is unanalyzable material
left over):
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