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Typological Studies of Prosodic Features and Prosodic Units

Hongming Zhang

Macau University of Science and Technology / University of Wisconsin-Madison

The typological nature of prosodic features is closely related to the prosodic hierarchical units
of a human language, a complete inventory of which will contain various levels including the
mora, the syllable, the foot/phonological chunk, the prosodic word, the clitic group, the
phonological phrase, the intonation phrase, and the utterance. The prosodic units of any specific
language can find expression on different levels of the prosodic hierarchy, which is part of
Universal Grammar, but a specific language may not necessarily include all the units on the

prosodic hierarchy. The set of prosodic units a specific language encodes depends on whether
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this language makes use of the parameter that defines these prosodic units. To take ‘foot’ for
example, one of the prosodic units on the prosodic hierarchy relevant to stress languages with
binary-contrast: the features of the parameter relevant to the stress include prominence,
predictability, rhythmicity, culminativity, hierarchical structure, etc. However, as a tonal
language without binary-contrast, Chinese does not have structural categorized stress on the
lexical level. The neutral tone is not equivalent to the unstressed syllable. As opposed to other
tones, its phonological demonstration is the tone changing process, such as spreading,
downstep, upstep, downdrift, floating, tone terracing, tone sandhi, neutralization, etc. The
unstressed syllable, in contrast to the stressed syllable, is the process of metrical operation,
such as iambic, trochee, clash, line conflation, etc. To distinguish tone and stress, we should
employ phonological means, rather than phonetic ways. The parameters in phonetics like pitch,
intensity, and duration are not workable to distinguish the differences holding among tone,

stress and pitch-accent which are concepts in phonology instead of phonetics.

Within the typological framework presented here, I will demonstrate that it would be
conceptually misguided and empirically groundless to claim that Mandarin Chinese is a stress
language, as the language does not possess any of the phonological properties required of such

a phonological classification.



