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Abstract

Psycholinguistic study is like a pendulum, swinging between the
conflicting efforts that attempt to uncover universal language processing
mechanisms and that endeavor to expose language-specific characteristics in
language processing. So is the field of research into visual lexical access.
Lexical access, in the broad sense, is treated as a process whereby its semantic
properties, syntactic properties, spelling and pronunciation become available
(Taft, 1991:2). In the narrow sense, lexical access only involves some minimal
(dictionary-like) word information (see Carr & Pollatsek, 1985; Tan et al.,
1995). Lexical access is treated in this study in its broad and more generally
recognized sense.

In the literature of this field, a lot of evidence reported strongly suggested
that visual word access in alphabetic languages, especially the orthogra-
phically shallow ones, is via phonological mediation (e.g., van Orden, 1987;
Fleming, 1993; Lesch & Pollatsek, 1993; Lukatela & Turvey, 1991, 1994;
Lukatela et al, 2002; Pexman, Lupker & Jared, 2001; Pexman, Lupker &
Reggin, 2002; but see Taft & van Graan, 1998; Ziegler, Benraiss & Besson,
1999). However, this strong conclusion about the obligatory role of phonology
in access to lexical meaning was challenged by various kinds of findings
(Coltheart, 1999).

One challenge was directed at the universality of such conclusions above.
It was argued that alphabetic languages like English have a set of GPC

(grapheme-to-phoneme conversion) rules so that phonological activation may
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be an inherent property of the visual lexical access process in these languages.
In particular, it was believed that in such lexical access, phonology is generated
both pre-lexically (for nonwords and regular words) and lexically (for irregular
and regular words). The pre-lexical route to phonology is based on GPC rules,
and the phonology thus accessed was called assembled phonology. In contrast,
the phonology accessed through the lexical route was called addressed
phonology. Accordingly, Coltheart et al. (1977) proposed the dual-route model
(see also Coltheart et al., 1993; Rastle & Coltheart, 2000). Nevertheless, it is
believed that the situation may be different in non-alphabetic languages like
Chinese, because such languages do not have a set of systematic rules to rely on
for efficient conversion from grapheme to phoneme.

Another challenge was directed at the validity of the experimental
evidence. For example, the results reported in studies manipulating
homophony with the PMP (phonologically mediated priming) paradigm (e.g.,
Fleming, 1993; Lesch & Pollatsek, 1993; Lukatela & Turvey, 1991, 1994) and
the task of semantic categorization (e.g., van Orden, 1987) were on suspicion
of having confounded phonological effect with orthographic effect, because
homophones in alphabetic languages are usually also orthographically similar
(Zhou & Marslen-Wilson, 1999a). It was believed that the situation may not
be the same for homophonic manipulation in non-alphabetic languages like
Chinese, because Chinese homophones have far lower chance to share high
orthographic similarity than those in alphabetic languages like English.

Thus, as the Chinese writing system is quite different from alphabetic
scripts, a shift of research interest to Chinese was believed to hold promise in
revealing some truths about phonological processing involved in visual word

access. As a result, a focus on the involvement of phonological processing in
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visual Chinese word access arose. Generally, studies in this area used to
unfold around seven major issues: the automaticity of phonological activation,
the time course of the activation of lexical components, prelexical phonology
and sublexical phonology, phonological mediation, the relative importance of
meaning access routes, the relative importance of orthography and phonology,
and the role of phonology in word access, etc.

Nevertheless, disputes lay almost everywhere around all these issues in
the literature. In particular, some studies suggested the existence of
phonological mediation in Chinese word access (e.g., Cheng & Shih, 1988;
Yeung, 1989; Hung, Tzeng & Tzeng, 1992; Perfetti & Zhang, 1991, 1995a,
1995b; Tan & Peng, 1991; Tan, Hoosain & Peng, 1995; Tan, Hoosain & Siok, |
1996; Perfetti & Tan, 1998; Tan & Perfetti, 1997), lending support to the ‘
emphasis on language universality. In contrast, some studies admitted only a
limited role of phonological mediation (e.g., Zhou & Marslen-Wilson, 1999a;
Zhou, et al., 1999), and others even proposed an absence of it (e.g., Wydell,
Patterson & Humphreys, 1993; Leck, Weekes & Chen, 1995; Chen, Flores
d’Arcais & Cheung, 1995; Sakuma, et al., 1998; Zhou & Marslen-Wilson, 1996,
2000), tending to stress language specificity.

Clearly, it is important to find the causes of these disputes because finding
such causes will shed light on the role and importance of phonological
activation in visual Chinese word access. This, in turn, will help to give an
account of the role of phonology in visual word access in terms of universality
or specificity across different scripts. Consequently, one fact attracts attention,
namely the manipulation of homophony differently defined in the experiments

of many studies. It is this fact that motivated the whole research here.
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