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Overview

* Orthographic grammar
* Radicals as affixes

— Linguistic diagnostics

— Corpus evidence

— Experimental evidence
* Grammaticalization

— Radicals as proto-affixes

Homo grammaticus

* Humans have an innate drive for grammar
— Productivity allows communication of new ideas
— Predictability reduces burden on rote memory

* Grammar can arise in any modality
— Spoken languages, sign languages

* Does orthography trigger the grammar drive?
— Phonetic orthographies can piggyback on speech
— But logographic systems need their own structure
— Chinese is the sole survivor of this ancient type

Number of characters

Chinese characters are productive
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Formal character coinage operations

* Does this productivity depend on the same
operations as in spoken/signed word coinage?

Reduplication
— E.g. ¥k 7 EF (see Myers, 2016)
* Compounding

— More common in other systems (as we'll see)
Affixation
— “Semantic radicals” (55 &)

— A misnomer (Behr, 2017): They aren’t “roots”

Radicals have been key for millennia
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Some diagnostics of affixation

* Closed-class:
farmer (*farmip) =1 AM [ 7L
* Bound
farmer (*er)
* Semantically bleached:
readable (cf. abletoread) [+ HAJEE]
* Fixed locations (usually one word edge):
farmer (*erfarm) unhappy (*happyun)
* Phonologically reduced:
read[a]ble (cf. [ei]ble to read) F5eF (cf. J5F)
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Radicals are closed-class, bound,
and semantically bleached

* Inventory isn’t fixed, but they’re hard to coin
— “Non-Chinese-ness” of other Sinographic systems
* E.g. Viethamese (Chir Ném) 5 ba ‘three’ (Nguyen, 2015)
* There ain’t no “free radicals”
— & is “its own radical” as much as — is ] ’s radical
— Some radicals are never free: =~ ) 7% §_ ...

— Some radicals have bound forms: | ¥ 7 **...

* Radical meanings are vague or inconsistent

—-Eg. i FiF#E Iz UIFUE




Radicals have semi-fixed locations

* Radicals have their own favored positions

— Most radicals (90%) have a dominant position (in
13,060 traditional characters in Tsai, 2006)

— Most characters (87%) have a radical on one edge:
Left (zd]), right (3&), top ({5), bottom (&)
* The system as a whole favors the left
— (Cf. suffixation > prefixation in English & Chinese)
— Most characters (61%) have radicals on the left
— More radicals (33%) favor left than other positions
— The left is also the most productive in coinage

Where characters have their radicals
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Where radicals prefer to go
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Radical position productivity
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Radicals reduce in form

* Some radicals have suppletive forms at left/top
L~ A~ K~Ea  F~8B
W~  Fr~2

* But not at right or bottom (generally)
ft~% A~% B~ R @~%)

* Other radicals reduce in a more regular way

— Wang (1983): Diagonalization and stroke reduction
& H~E &+ h~E & Y~E
Kidf~F KB~ K~
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Experiments on radical position

* Readers use character component position
when recognizing characters (Taft et al., 1999)
— Recognizing 5 is not affected by existence of I
* Our questions:

— Are readers aware that particular components
tend to appear in particular positions?

— Do they also know the system-wide preference
for left-sided radicals?

Testing fake character acceptability

» Readers judge if they are/aren’t like characters
* Lexicality: Component is/isn’t a “real” radical

* Grammar: Do/don’t appear in dominant position
— “Radical” appears at left/top (vs. right/bottom)

Lex Nonlex

Gram Ungram Gram Ungram
OB | % | B
& BB | B

(Myers, 2011, 2012) °
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Does position itself have an effect?

* A ongoing experiment (with Chen Tsung-Ying)
tests “radical” position, regardless of reduction:
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Affixes, or just proto-affixes?

» Affix diagnostics don’t work perfectly here:
— Closed-class, bound: Mostly true...?
— Semantic bleaching: True, but not very consistent
— Fixed locations: Also more variable than affixes
— Reduction: Inconsistent: X vs. = in & vs. #
* Grammaticalization frozen in ink?
— The journey from free word to affix is gradual
* Quasi-affixes in English and Chinese: pro- -#F
— Semantic bleaching before reduction (Booij, 2005)
— Frequency speeds grammaticalization (Bybee, 2011!9

Other steps along the continuum

* Vietnamese (Chit Nom)
— Its radicals are more root-like than affix-like
« Often “synonymic”, not “taxonymic” (Handel, 2016)
* Also often lack formal reduction: ¥ tay ‘arm’
« Cf. early logographic systems (Rude, 1986)
* Standard simplified characters of the PRC
— Left-side reduction applies to more radicals:
G Hink T~F (T BB O~F)
— But also degrammaticalization...?
I~ is no longer fully bound (cf. traditional &)

Frequency affects grammaticalization

w
S | W Higher frequency o
& W Lower frequency Much more.n.eductlon in left
o and top positions...
L -
g o ... but also a tendency for
B higher-frequency characters to
= 2 be more “canonical” in
2 reduction:
@ o~
xr = .
Frequency decreases reduction
2 | ‘ on right/bottom, increases
o reduction on left/top
=
[=]
Right/Battom LeftTop (using Tsai, 2006, database)
(Mixed-effects logistic regression by radical: Left/top vs. right/bottom : p <.0001;
interaction between frequency and position only marginal: p = .06) 21

Summary and conclusions

¢ Chinese character semantic radicals are:

— Closed-class, bound, bleached, consistent in
position (mostly on one edge), regularly reduced

— May be even more affix-like if not standardized

* So what?
— Written Chinese (affixing) is typologically quite
different from spoken Chinese (compounding)
— Chinese characters seem to invoke the same
human capacity for grammar-driven word
formation as in speech and sign
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