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Chapter 1 Introduction

Ample research has been conducted on clause topics in Chinese ever since Chao
(1968/1979.45) proposed that it is more appropriate to treat subject and predicate
in Chinese as topic and comment in that subject-predicate clauses, if the subject is
an actor, account for at most about half of all clauses. Li and Thompson’s (1976)
widely accepted view that Chinese is a topic-prominent language while English is a
subject-prominent language has further added impetus into investigation in this
area. Clause topic as a syntactic phenomenon has attracted broad attention from
different stances and its properties gradually come to light with plentiful studies
being published. Nonetheless, the features of clause topic are on no account
understood adequately or thoroughly. Different types of clause topics have been
identified in Chinese. Yet, not much in-depth research has been carried out on a
specific type or extended to explore its discourse functions from an empirical
perspective though the idea has been proposed repeatedly that clause topics possess
discourse properties. This is where the current study is set out. Drawing on
previous studies, this book is intended to be a unique probe of its type, for the
author of the book is convinced that concentrating on one particular type of topics
is essential and worthwhile, if we expect in real earnest to gain a full and insightful
picture of the features of those topics, rather than tackling all types of topics en
masse without giving them separate treatment and thus leaving type-specific
features still veiled.

1.1 Scope of the study \\\

From the angle of syntax, Xu and Langendeon (1985) identify clause topics as

coming under six major categories, namely, NP (including quantifier phrases as a
special case), S, S’, VP, PrepP (prepositional phrase) and PostP (postpositional
phrase). More than a decade later, taking semantic factors into consideration, Xu
and Liu (1998) reclassify clause topics into four types as argument and quasi-



argument co-reference topics, domain topics, copy topics and clause topics®. Each
of the four types can be subdivided in one way or another. In Xu and Liu’s
classification, semantic relation is taken into account that holds between the topic
and comment or an item contained in the comment within a topic structure. In this
book, the author follows Xu and Liu’s classification and focuses on one sub-type of
argument and quasi-argument co-reference topics: clause-initial patient topics,
shortened as CIP topics. The study is not limited to the topics, though. The
syntactic types of clauses that contain a CIP topic, i.e. clause-initial patient topic
clauses, shortened as CIPT clauses, are also probed into. Moreover, it will extend
to cover discoursal associations of the topics in question.

Based on the definition of CIP topics given by Xu and Liu (1998:250), an
operational definition of CIP topics adopted in this study is:

(1) A CIP topic is a topicalized constituent within a clause that occupies the
initial or near-initial position. It is coreferential with a gap behind a verb
in the comment no matter whether the verb is a matrix one or not and
thus forms the internal argument of that verb through the gap.

The instance below from the autor”’s corpus data is an illustration of the definition.
(2) XMFRBIE/ 9,0

Example (2) is a typical CIPT clause in which the demonstrative noun phrase “iX
Mii” is a CIP topic. It has a definite reference to something mentioned earlier and

“y

is coreferential with the gap behind the verb ”. The topicalized noun phrase
hence forms the internal argument of “i&”. The agent “f*” of the predicate verb

plays the grammatical role of subject in the clause. Though a CIP topic is termed as

@ Xuand Liu"s works is published in Chinese. The types of clause topics in their classification are
translated by the author.

@ Examples used in the present study are mainly taken from the corpus created by the author for the
purpose of the present study and will not be stated specifically later. When other scholars’ examples are cited,
illustrations will be given.

® The slash symbol “/” rather than the punctuation mark “,” or “,” is employed throughout this book to
indicate the end of a clause.



