Abstract
Two experiments employing the visual world paradigm were conducted to investigate
whether morpheme is a valid processing unit in Chinese speech comprehension and
how meanings are accessed when a single character can map onto different
morphemes. Experiment 1 was conducted on 2-character words that start with an

ambiguous character (e.g. “Z>{f]”; “5>"” can mean “education” or “religion”). Results

showed that the dominant meaning of an ambiguous character was more activated
than the subordinate meaning initially (though both were more activated than the
unrelated control) and activation started well before its acoustic offset. This pattern
was interpreted as reflecting an incremental speech processing in Chinese which maps
the minimal acoustic features onto the morpheme with higher frequency. Experiment
2 attached a biasing context before the same set of 2-character words and found that
the context-fit meaning was more highly activated relative to the control condition.
Moreover, stronger contextual bias produced faster and higher target activation before
target onset. Implications of prior context on meaning access in speech
comprehension are discussed. Finally, results in the two experiments are related to
more general issues of morpheme representation, ambiguity resolutions and the
interactivity of language system. Briefly stated, the validity of a morpheme level of
representation is confirmed and ambiguity resolution in processing spoken Chinese is
accomplished through a highly interactive system that takes all information available

into consideration.
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