
  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

* CRINI (Centre de Recherche sur les Identités Nationales et l’Interculturalité), EA1162, 

Université de Nantes & CPER 10, Pays de la Loire, Axe 1 

(Andrew.Arleo@univ‐nantes.fr) 

 

Since the pioneering work of Brailoiu (1984[1956]) and Burling (1966) in the middle of the last 

century, a number of studies have presented and discussed empirical data suggesting that there 

may well be universal trends regarding the metrics and phonological patterns of children’s 

rhymes in various languages (e.g., Hayes and MacEachern, 1998; Arleo, 2006 & 2009; Dufter & 

Noel Aziz Hanna, 2009), including sign languages (Blondel & Miller, 2009). Given the 

counter‐examples to the binary models proposed by Brailoiu and Burling (e.g., five‐beat lines in 

some handclapping games), Arleo (2006) has proposed a Hypothesis of Metrical Symmetry 

(HMS), which combines and reformulates the earlier models in relative terms, testing it with 

samples of counting‐out rhymes in English and in French as well as jump‐rope rhymes in 

English. More recently, Arleo (2010) has discussed some of the empirical and theoretical issues 

that need to be addressed in any account of the Universal Children’s Rhythm (UCR) hypothesis: 

representativity and cross‐cultural comparison; textual segmentation and counting beats per 

metrical unit; performance dynamics; linguistic and musical rhythm; and the cognitive status of 

the metrical grid. The present paper deals with these concerns by focusing on children’s 

handclapping games, a genre of sung verse that is widespread in the world (Corpataux 2010), 

and by analyzing data collected in various research sites around the world (Australia, France, 

Korea, Norway, UK, USA) for which reliable transcriptions of speech, music and movement are 

available, usually with contextual information (e.g., Arleo 2001, Marsh 2008, Chauvin‐Payan 

2010). This paper aims to contribute to several conference topics by exploring the UCR 

hypothesis (and specifically testing the HMS) within a flourishing oral tradition that exists in 

writing cultures and by expanding the notion of textsetting to include not only text‐tune 

alignment but also synchronization of these levels with clapping patterns. This study also looks 

at how the multiple musical, verbal and kinesthetic constraints linked to these games favor 

individual and collective memory, making them a valuable part of the child’s cultural 

experience and heritage. 
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