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Chapter 1 Introduction 

1.1. Background and Motivation 

 Taiwanese Southern Min and Mandarin Chinese have closely interacted in 

Taiwan for more than 60 years. Taiwanese Southern Min (for the sake of simplicity, 

it will henceforth be referred to as Taiwanese) is one of the local languages1, and has 

long been the native language to more than 70% of Taiwan’s population (Kubler 

1981, Grimes 1984, Chen 1989, Tung 1991, and Huang 1993). Mandarin Chinese 

(henceforth referred to as Mandarin), on the other hand, has been the official 

language and the lingua franca in the multi- lingual Taiwanese society since 1945 

(Tse 1986). According to a survey conducted by Huang (1978), 93.6% of the 327 

college students in the research speak both Mandarin and Taiwanese. In another 

survey by Berg (2000, cited from Wu 2006), 90% of his respondents considered 

themselves to have bilingual proficiency in Mandarin and Taiwanese. With so much 

interaction, mutual influences between these two languages are inevitable. 

Mandarin’s influence on Taiwanese is fairly recent. With the success of 

education and promotion, most of the younger generations are raised in Mandarin

                                                 
1 Other languages in Taiwan include Hakka, Austronesian languages, and other Chinese dialect 

families (Wu, Yue, Hsiang, and Gan). 
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rather than in Taiwanese. The socio-economically stronger Mandarin, therefore, 

recently starts to show more influence on Taiwanese, which is first documented in 

Chen (2004). According to Mufwene (2002) and Nettle & Romaine (2000), 

language contact is usually, but not always, favorable to the socio-economically 

stronger language. Huang (1993: 17) also noted that, in order to understand the 

future development of Taiwanese or Taiwanese Mandarin, researchers must 

concentrate on the linguistic behaviors of the L (weaker) languages. 

The Mandarin accent of Taiwanese shows a phonological modification that lies 

somewhere between Mandarin to Taiwanese. The speakers can pronounce some of 

the Taiwanese segments that are absent in Mandarin, such as the voiced bilabial stop 

/b/, but not so much with other segments, such as the voiced velar stop /g/. The 

accent pronunciation partly overlaps with Mandarin and partly with Taiwanese, 

showing a pattern that can be seen as a kind of inter- language, or a half-way stage in 

the process of language acquisition. This inter- language modification might help 

show some insight on the interaction between the two phonological systems, which 

may in turn shed some light on the Universal Grammar (UG). Some sounds may 

appear to be more difficult to one speaker than to another.  
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1.2. Research Issues 

This study focuses on Taiwanese spoken by young people born after the 1980s 

in Taipei area, presuming that this is where Mandarin influences Taiwanese the most. 

We also assume that Mandarin’s influence on Taiwanese mainly results from 

disproportionate frequencies of usage.  

Huang’s survey on college students outside Taipei City (1988:128) pointed out 

that Mandarin is the most often used language even for a large proportion of 

Taiwanese native speakers, as shown in table (1).  

 

Table (1). Relationship between native language and most often used language 2 

MUL Mandarin Taiwanese 

Mandarin 53  (89.83%) 80  (34.33%) 
Taiwanese 6  (10.16%) 153  (65.66%) 

Note: NL = Native language 

MUL = Most often used language 

 

As Table (1) indicates, more than a third native speakers of Taiwanese use Mandarin 

more frequently than they do Taiwanese. In the capital city Taipei, the proportion of 

Mandarin native speakers is higher3, and Mandarin is used more frequently than any 

                                                 
2 Table (1) is an excerpt from Huang’s survey. The original data discussed the relationship among 

more Taiwan’s languages. The percentages in Table (1) concerns solely Mandarin and Taiwanese, 
as they are the main focus in this present study. 

3 For detailed accounts, please refer to Huang (1993:125-69). 
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other city in Taiwan. It is therefore reasonable to assume that Mandarin would have 

a higher influence on Taiwanese in Taipei area. 

Young people who were born after the 1980s speak Mandarin with their friends, 

classmates, and even with parents; therefore, they have less chance to use Taiwanese 

on a daily basis. Therefore, many young people, even those who were born in a 

Taiwanese-speaking family, have a Mandarin accent when they speak Taiwanese. 

Chen’s study (2004) pointed out that the speakers with such an accent can 

pronounce some, but not all, of the Taiwanese sounds that are absent in Mandarin, 

which shows that their phonological system is neither the same as Mandarin nor as 

Taiwanese. This study aims to analyze this phenomenon under the framework of 

Optimality Theory (Prince and Smolensky 1993). More specifically, this study 

utilizes the Floating Constraint model proposed by Reynolds (1994) in our analyses 

of our phonological variation data. 

 The study of accent serves as the linguistic evidence for Optimality Theory 

constraints. The traditional rule-based analyses might be able to show the derivation 

of some surface structure, but they fail to provide convincing motivation for 

phonological modifications that underlie accent phenomena. The constraint-based 

Optimality Theory, on the other hand, provides reasonable motivation and 

interaction model for such modifications. 
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 Within the framework of OT, the Floating Constraint (FC) model by Reynolds 

(1994) is especially suitable in accounting for linguistic variation. It allows one 

single FC grammar to result in multiple optimal outputs, and at the same time 

predicts fairly accurate percentages for all the possible outputs.  

 

1.3. Organization of the Study 

 With a corpus of recorded speech data, this study aims to analyze 6 informants’ 

Taiwanese pronunciation under the framework of Optimality Theory’s (Prince and 

Smolensky 1993) Floating Constraint model (Reynolds 1994). 

 This thesis is composed of six chapters. Chapter 2 reviews relevant literature on 

the phonological inventories of Taiwanese and Mandarin, corpus analysis, and the 

theoretical framework appropriate for the present study. Chapter 3 presents the 

construction and the statistics of the corpus built for this study. Chapter 4 analyzes 

the onset data under the Floating Constraint model (Reynolds 1994). Chapter 5 

analyzes the coda data with the same theoretical model. Chapter 6 concludes the 

thesis, discusses the theoretical implication, and suggests directions for further 

researches.
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