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PREFACE

I am very happy to see the publication of Dr. Tsao Feng-fu's "'A Functional Study of
Topic in Chinese: The First Step Towards Discourse Analysis.”" It was when I served as the
outside member of his dissertation committee that I read the first draft of this remarkable
work which he was writing then as his Ph.D. dissertation at the University of Southern
California.

I was very pleased to find that Dr. Tsaoc was tackling the thorny problems of topic-
comment relations from the point of view of discourse analysis—an approach which ! had
claimed to be in the right direction but did not undertake persenally in my work on universe
scope relations (1967).

Compared to Japanese or English, Chinese sentences generally lack a large number of
markers of grammatical relations. Because of this fact, the result has been that in spite of
the existence of quite a few brilliant works on Mandarin syntax, Chinese syntactic works
have not contributed very much to the development of the general syntactic theories: this
is because Chinese linguistics, so far, has kept itself within the confines of the sentence
boundary.

Markers of grammatical relations within the domain of the sentence are so meager in
Chinese that we can hardly evaluate one solution to be better than another. Once we extend
our domain of syntax from the sentence to the topic chain or even the paragraph, Chinese
linguistics is likely to have something to offer the general theory of syntax. This is because
there are more constraints among sentences in Chinese than in English or other Buropean
languages on which current linguistic theories are based.

Dr. Tsao's present work is to be highly recommended for the big step toward the
discourse approach to the problems of topic and subject in Chinese and for contributing to
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the development of linguistic theory in general. With findings and claims presented in this
work, theoreticians should be in a better position to work out a model that is better suited
for inter- and intra-sentential constraints which we have observed not only in Chinese but
also in almost every natural language of the world,

There are many scholars in the field of Chinese language who think that modern
linguistics is not applicable to Chinese. Linguists, however, claim that linguistics is the
study of man's language in general and of any specific human language. Since the Chinese
are human beings, any linguistic theory that fails to account for the significant facts found
in Chinese needs to be modified. It is my belief that Dr. Tsao's treatment of topic in
Mandarin is much more readable to non-linguists than most of the previous linguistic works
on Mandarin and may change many scholars’ views on the applicability of linguistics to

Chinese.

Robert L. Clieng
October 1978
University of Hawaii
U.S.A,
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FOREWORD

In the year 1968, when I first joined the staff of the Mandarin Training Center,
National Taiwan Normal University, and began to be interested in Chinese grammar,
Chao's book, A Grammar of Spoken Chinese, was published. When I first read it, soon after
its publication, I was greatly impressed by the data that Chao has amassed and by his many
interesting, and often detailed, observations. However, a few years later, when I studied it
carefully, 1 was somewhat disappointed. Not that it lacks deep structure and transforma-
tions (I have never been an ardent adherent of the generative-transformational camp of
grammar), but that there seems to have no general theory to hold those interesting ob-
servations together. In particular, I have tried to extend Chao's grammatical analysis, and
other more recent transformational ones, to the analysis of discourse in Chinese and have
found, to my great dismay, that what has been defined as a sentence in Chinese by these
grammarians does not actually function as a discourse unit in Chinese. Something must be
wrong,but what?

After two years of deliberation and careful examination of actual discourse data, I
have come to the conclusion that a topic chain, a stretch of discourse composed of one,
and often more than one, clause, headed by a topic which serves as a common link among
all the clauses, actually functions as a discourse unit in Chinese. That's why I have, perhaps
rather presumptuously, entitled this book 4 Functional Study of Topic in Chinese: The
First Step Towards Discourse Analysis. Of course, before such a conclusion was reached,
I had studied the syntactic, semantic, discoursal, and communicational aspects of topic in
Chinese and the result is the study that I am going to present.

Since this book originated as a Ph.D. dissertation at the University of Southern

California, T would like to take this opportunity to cxpress my gratitude to Prof. James T.
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Heringer, Chairman of my dissertation committee, who has given me careful guidance and
encouragement since the first conception of this topic. Deep gratitude also goes to
other members of the committee, Professors Robert B, Kaplan, Dallas Willard, and Robert
L. Cheng, who have all given me many valuablc comments on the contents as well as the
presentation in the course of writing the dissertation. Dr. Cheng has also written a preface
for this version especially, which to use a Chinese expression, "'adds much color to the
book." I would also like to extend my deep appreciation to Prof. T. C. Tang of National
Taiwan Normal University, who, besides carefully reading an earlier draft and giving me
many valuable comments, has prepared for this book a lengthy introduction, which can be
read as a research paper in its own tight.

Special thanks go to the National Science Council, Republic of China, whose 1974-76
study grant enabled me to finish all the reqllirements leading up to the actual writing of the
dissertation and whose 1978 grant further enabled me to get the book published. Iam also
indebted to Mrs. Jya-wei Li-Hwang, Miss Yan-hwei Li, Mr. Fa-shin Fan, Mr. Deng-ming Liu,
Mr, Chang-shyi Chiang and Miss Si-chiu Lin, who in various ways have helped prepare the
manuscript for publication.

Last but not least, I would like to thank my wife, Ai-chu, without whose constant and
unflagging assistance and encouragement, both during my two-year absence from home and
during the time I was writing and revising this study, this book could never have become a
reality.

Feng-fu Tsao
May 15, 1979

Department of English
National Taiwan Normal University
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