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Lessons from machine-readable Chinese applied to managing 
retrieval of graphical and textual information

During the last 20 years the medical and cognitive science literatures have 
reported several experiments on North American subjects which indicate a right cerebral 
hemisphere (left visual field) preference in performing spatial-gestalt tasks. In the last 
decade studies conducted with Japanese subjects show a right cerebral hemisphere (left 
visual field) preference for recognition of the ancient Kanji ideograms but a left cerebral 
hemisphere (right visual field) preference for recognition of the phonemic Kana scripts. 
A study involving Chinese students enrolled at the University of California in 1979 
produced the same results.
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It is obvious that all cultures utilize different cerebral storage and retrieval 
techniques for different types of visual images. In some cultures, the organizing and 
accessing of such images without a linear or alphabetic sequence has been achieved by 
focusing on the "Appearance’’ (the shape or complexity) of the image. Dictionaries of 
Chinese and Japanese are organized by the number of strokes required for each 
character so characters are grouped not according to similarity of sound or meaning, but 
by format. Information retrieval systems designed to manipulate these scripts 
incorporate the same breakdown of characters but may also add a further breakdown by 
"general shape" as well. Thus, the format, pattern or presentation of the image is of 
greater importance to the retrieval and indexing procedures than the actual meaning or 
concept to be expressed.
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