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Close but not proximate: The
significance of phonological
segments in speaking depends on
their functional engagement

Converging evidence points to a difference between European
and Chinese languages in the type of the initial units of phono-
logical encoding for speaking. The phonological access points
or “proximate units” (1, 2) are segmental in Indo-European
languages but whole syllables in Chinese. Accordingly, Chinese
speakers, unlike English speakers, do not register the presence
of consistent initial consonants in several word production tasks.
Qu et al.’s (3) intriguing report both supports and challenges this
interpretation. In their experiment, Mandarin speaking partici-
pants produced picture descriptions comprising a color-adjective
and noun that shared or did not share initial segments
(e.g., green guitar vs. blue guitar in English). Consistent with
previous findings, there was no response time benefit of shared
initial phonemes. In seeming contrast, there was an early dif-
ferentiation between shared and different onset conditions in
event-related potentials (ERPs).
In combination, these findings can be interpreted as particu-

larly compelling evidence for the subordinate role of phonemes
in production of Chinese: Even though the electrophysiology
reflected the presence of shared phonemes, there was no be-
havioral effect. However, how exactly are phonemes subordi-
nated? Qu et al. (3) proposed a complex account involving
override of phonological activation by a monitoring process.
However, this does not fully comport with the evidence. Because
object name retrieval is rapid but adjectives are prenominal, it
is plausible that adjectives and nouns are coactivated. What is
not clear is how the ERP signature of the resulting phono-
logical concord relates to production. The ERP patterns arose
in a 200- to 400-ms window, whereas speech was not initiated
until about 900 ms, fully 300 ms later than that typically ob-
served in single word production (4). This suggests that the
ERPs may index phonological connectivity but not necessarily

functional engagement of segments in preparation for pro-
duction. Moreover, if the cancelling process account is cor-
rect, one would expect facilitation, rather than a null effect, in
faster single-word production tasks for which monitoring is
not needed.
We also question Qu et al.’s equation of the proximate unit

account (1) with the view that phonemes are vestigial in pro-
duction of Chinese. We certainly do not endorse the idea
that “phonemes are artifacts resulting solely from experience
with an alphabetically organized orthographic system” (ref. 3,
p. 14266). In the report by O’Seaghdha et al. (figure 1A in
ref. 1), we spelled out a model for Mandarin Chinese in which
syllables are primary but in which phonemic specification oc-
curs for every selected syllable. Our statement that speakers
of Mandarin “intend to produce syllables, perhaps to the ex-
clusion of subsyllabic ingredients” (ref. 1, p. 285) thus refers to
an early intentional phase of production rather than to the
entire process.
These concerns aside, Qu et al.’s findings (3) bode well for

future more complete accounts of word production across
languages. Their article promises that comparison of ERP
patterns for conditions sharing a variety of phonological
units (e.g., syllables and segments among others) in Chinese,
European, and other languages will be very informative.
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