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Speech Rhythm: 
An Epiphenomenon or A Substrate? 

Research on speech rhythm is arguably one of the most controversial areas in phonetics and speech sciences. 
Since the early 20th century, phoneticians have observed two major types of rhythmicity in languages. In the 
early 21st century, with the advent of easier spectrographic analysis, various "rhythm metrics" were 
introduced, based on the duration of vocalic and consonantal segments in the speech signal, in an attempt to 
classify languages into distinct rhythm types. This approach gained signi�cant popularity, but about a decade 
later, researchers increasingly recognized that it failed to capture the true essence of rhythm. I argue that the 
study of speech rhythm must be both ontologically valid and methodologically sound. In this talk, I will (1) 
brie�y review the history of speech rhythm research, (2) explain why rhythm serves as a foundational 
substrate in speech, and (3) present the approaches I have developed over the past �ve years, including 
ongoing work.

Abstract

Dr. Lei He is a full-time research scientist at the associate professor level at the Institute of Modern Languages 
and Linguistics, Fudan University, Shanghai. Before joining Fudan, he served as a group leader in phonetics 
and speech sciences at the University of Zurich, where he was the principal investigator for several projects 
funded by the Swiss National Science Foundation and the University of Zurich. His research primarily focuses 
on individual di�erences and pathological characteristics in the temporal aspects of speech production. In 
particular, he aims to develop more e�ective methods for characterizing rhythmicity in speech and to 
investigate the role of rhythm in language communication.
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