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James Myers’s research focuses on the links between psycholinguistics and
grammatical theory, particularly in phonology, but sometimes also in
morphology and syntax. He received his Ph.D. in linguistics from the University
of Arizona (Tucson) in 1993, worked as a postdoctoral researcher in the
psychology department at SUNY-Buffalo, then as an instructor in the linguistics
departments of York University (Toronto) and the University of Michigan (Ann
Arbor), before moving to Taiwan in 1997 to work in the linguistics department at
National Chung Cheng University, where he became distinguished professor in
2006. He is still there, and occasionally publishes in journals like Cognition,
Journal of Memory and Language, Journal of Phonetics, Lingua, Journal of
Statistical Software, The Mental Lexicon, Written Language and Literacy, as well
as in Taiwan’s Concentric, International Journal of Computational Linguistics and
Chinese Language Processing, Language and Linguistics, and Taiwan Journal of
Linguistics. He also has chapters in books put out by publishers like John
Benjamins, Brill, Elsevier, Mouton de Gruyter, Oxford University Press, and
Taiwan’s Academia Sinica. Aside from his Chinese character book, he also co-
edited (with James H-Y. Tai) a special issue of Language and Linguistics on sign
languages, edited the book In search of grammar: Empirical methods in
linguistics (Academia Sinica), and co-edited (along with Wolfgang Behr, Yuego
Gu, Zev Handel, C.-T. James Huang, and editor-in-chief Rint Sybesma) the five-
volume Encyclopedia of Chinese language and linguistics (Brill). Other
encyclopedic contributions include articles on acceptability judgments
(Cambridge University Press) and Chinese wordhood (forthcoming from Oxford
University Press). Visitors to his website will discover a variety of other interesting
things, including a free statistics textbook, free software for running online

experiments, and free linguistic databases.
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Linguists have long recognized that the many natural sign languages of the
world have genuine grammars, including productive rules of morphology
(meaningful word structure) and phonology (pronunciation, in this case the
visual analog of it). Much more controversial is the idea that writing systems also
have genuine grammars, since not every culture and person can read and write.
Nevertheless, as many previous authors have argued, not only are writing
systems partly independent of speech, but they also have strikingly specific
analogs to grammatical rules and structure. These analogs are particularly clear
in Chinese characters, which even millennia ago linguists recognized as highly
systematic, both at the level of interpretable components (analogous to
morphology) and at the level of strokes (analogous to phonology, visual as in sign
languages). The book The grammar of Chinese characters merely codifies these
ideas more precisely and provides richer and more rigorous evidence. To start
with, traditional character classifications can be reanalyzed in terms of
morphological operations: affixation (adding a bound and reduced component
with abstract semantics in a fixed position, as in F+3% —%%), reduplication
(copying in a restricted way to represent a restricted set of concepts like
abundance, as in ZK—#K), and compounding (combining components without
restrictions, as in & +3 — £ ). Affixation is the most productive of these

operations, with new characters being created this way even today (like the
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recently discovered chemical element £+ H tidn ‘tennessine’). Chinese
readers have mentally active knowledge of reduplication as well, as
demonstrated experimentally by judgments for invented characters that obey or
violate reduplication patterns (like copying two vs. three components in a row).
Moreover, the positions favored by affixes (left and top) relate to visual
phonology, since these positions are where strokes and components are reduced
in general, compared with the regular stress-like enlargement at the right and
bottom (as in the rightmost stroke in JI|, the bottom stroke in T, the right
component in #K, and the bottom component in &). Also like stress, stroke
enlargement has lexical exceptions () and is sensitive to component structure
(the lowest horizontal stroke in ZE is often lengthened in 3= , with X as a
separate component). Another phonology-like pattern is curving, which is only
permitted in the “unstressed” left-edge position ([ ]), but is often blocked in
components that are wide enough to allow stressing of both sides ([']). As
demonstrated experimentally, these patterns in visual phonology are generalized
by readers to invented characters as well, suggesting that, like character
morphology, they are indeed mentally active. Recognizing Chinese character
grammar as psychologically real has practical applications (for example, even
beginning readers and writers should be exposed to rarer characters, since, as
with English past-tense verbs, they are morphologically more regular), but more
fundamentally, character grammar suggests that the human language capacity

may have a much broader scope than is traditionally assumed.
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