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THE RHYTHM OF LANGUAGE

Cao Jianfen
Institute of Linguistics, CASS

ABSTRACT

In order to study the characteristics of the rhythm in
Chinese, the author of the present paper have conducted
several related investigations in the past decade. This paper
try to discuss the essence of Chinese rhythm based on these
investigations. According to the preliminary results
obtained so far, we suggest that: (1) the rhythmic structure
of Mandarin Chinese contains three basic layers, i.e.,
prosodic word, prosodic phrase and intonation phrase. Each
of them is characterized by certain prosodic coherency and
demarcation markers. These features and markers are all
embodied as certain pattern of acoustic parameters both in
spatial and temporal dimensions. (2) Both the coherency
and demarcation of the rhythm are the reflection of
semantic distance between different linguistic units. As the
phonetic embodiment of the strategies in prosodic word

formation or sentence segmentation, which is strongly
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related to semantic expression or comprehension, rhythm is
a kind of prosodic organization pattern that determined by
the requirement in semantic expression and comprehension,
and is mainly manifested through the lengthening and
shortening of syllables and the distribution of pausing.
Consequently, in this sense, rhythm essentially is the
regular pattern or rule on temporal distribution of the
linguistic information in a language. Generally, this pattern
or rule is embodied as the regular occurrence of certain
prosodic phenomenon, such as the marked variations of
pitch and /or duration, taken place in certain position; in
stead of the so-called “isochronic” occurrence of any
particular prosodic event (such as accent) or speech unit
(such as syllable) in time dimension. Rhythm is an
universal phenomenon commonly existed in different

languages, but the manifestation is language-specific.





