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This book develops an information-structure based theory for the
analysis of Mandarin Chinese. It explores ways in which the same
syntactic structure may convey different messages when used in dif-
ferent contexts, and the fact that the same propositional content
needs to be packaged in different syntactic patterns to express what
is appropriate for a given situation. In this book Wu Guo examines,
in particular, how messages are organized in two major groups of
syntactic structures in Chinese—the pragmatically unmarked struc-
tures represented by the double nominative construction, and the
pragmatically marked ones represented by the shi... de construc-
tion. The focus patterns which emerge from the analysis in fact cov-
er the basic information structures of Chinese. The study aims to re-
veal the motivating forces underlying grammatical structures in the
language, thereby contributing to the description and understanding
of Chinese grammar.
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Abbreviations and Glosses

Chinese examples in this book are transcribed in pinyin, the
Chinese romanization system, with tones suppressed. Each Chinese
example has two lines of English glosses below it. The first line
glosses individual Chinese words and the second offers a translation
of the utterance. The translation is done in a way that tries to reflect
the original structure of the utterance, sometimes at the sacrifice of
idiomatic English. The abbreviations used in glosses are:

Abbreviations Terms

ASP Aspect marker

BA Ba in the ba construction

BEI “Passive” marker

CON Conjunction

DE Modification marker, or No-
minalizer, or Sentence parti-
cle

CL Classifier

PAR Sentence particle

SHI Copula or Focus marker

™ Topic marker

Aspect markers are gathered under the blanket abbreviation
ASP without specifying individual functions since this is not the ma-
jor concern of the book. The sentence particle le is also abbreviated
as ASP for convenience on the grounds that it could be seen as mark-
ing perfect aspect (Li, Thompson & Thompson 1982). Similarly
the modification marker de, the nominal de and the sentence parti-
cle de are all glossed as DE, their different uses explained in the
text.

The third-person singular pronoun in Chinese ta makes no dis-
tinction between animate and inanimate or between masculine and
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feminine. Depending on the context, ta is glossed as ‘he’, ‘him’ or
‘she’ ‘her’ or‘it’. A neuter third-person animate za will be glossed
as ‘he’ or ‘him’ for convenience.
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Introduction

This book develops an information-structure based theory for
the analysis of Mandarin Chinese through examining, in particular,
patterns of “information packaging” (Chafe, 1976, 1987) in two
major grammatical constructions: the double nominative construc-
tion and the shi... de construction. The study aims to reveal the
motivating forces underlying grammatical structures in the language
and contributing to the description and explanation of Chinese
Grammar.

I have chosen this area of study because, firstly, the ultimate
goal of linguistic communication is to effect changes in the pragmatic
information® of the discourse participants. Thus the pragmatic func-
tions of grammatical structures are essential for communication. Sec-
ondly, traditional grammar is mainly structural, and formal gram-
mar, as a recent development from the structural tradition, shares
with structural grammar the focus on the “packaged” linguistic
forms, i.e. on the syntactic, and sometimes semantic functions of
grammatical structures. The pragmatic functions of such structures
are relatively less explored. Thirdly, unlike English, Chinese is
more pragmatically controlled ( Chao 1968, Tsao 1977, Li &
Thompson 1981, Lapolla 1990, Wu 1995). Pragmatic motivation is
often manifested in Chinese grammatical structures. Thus, the
study on this level not only contributes significantly to the overall
description of Chinese grammatical structures, but may also, to a
certain extent, explain in terms of their pragmatic functions why
structures are organised the way they are.

Dik (1983:3) points out:

Among the many cross-cutting and intertwining develop-

@  According to Dik(1981:128), the full body of knowledge, beliefs, and assumptions
available to an addressee is pragmatic information.
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ments characterising modern linguistics, one which stands out
rather clearly is a shift of interest away from a purely formal
approach to language, towards more functionally, pragmatical-
ly, and discourse-oriented conceptions of the nature of human
language.

.. . the basic assumption is that linguistic expressions are
not arbitrary formal objects, but that their properties are sensi-
tive to, and co-determined by, the pragmatic determinants of
human verbal interaction. The structure of the instrument is
judged to be at least in part explainable in terms of the condi-
tions under which, and the purposes for which, it is put to use.

Underlying various functional analyses and statements is the
view of language as comprising multi-functional systems, of which
the system of communication function is fundamental.

Linguists of the Prague School adopt a three-level approach to
syntax. For each sentence, they distinguish three patterns: the Se-
mantic Sentence Pattern (SSP), the Grammatical Sentence Pattern
(GSP) and the Communicative Sentence Pattern (CSP), which is
best known as functional sentence perspective (FSP), concerning
the distribution of information in sentences (Firbas 1974:16, Danes
1966). The concept of FSP was first suggested and elaborated by
Mathesius, and further developed by Czech scholars such as J. Fir-
bas, who has advanced and refined the FSP-analysis by introducing
the notion of communicative dynamism (CD) (Danes 1987:23ff).
According to Firbas (1992:7), communicative dynamism is:

. a phenomenon constantly displayed by linguistic ele-
ments in the act of communication. It is an inherent quality of
communication and manifests itself in constant development to-
wards the attainment of a communicative goal; in other words,
towards the fulfilment of a communicative purpose. Participat-
ing in this development, a linguistic element assumes some po-
sition in it and in accordance with this position displays a degree
of communicative dynamism.
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Halliday has also developed the ideas of Mathesius and his
Czech followers and regards (1967:199) the English clause as the
domain of three main areas of syntactic choice: transitivity, mood
and theme. He sets up four components in English grammar, repre-
senting four functions: the experiential, the logical, the speech-
functional or interpersonal and the discoursal (1968:210). The
transitivity systems represent the experiential and logical elements in
the clause, and the mood systems, the interpersonal function. His
theme systems represent the discoursal function:

Theme is concerned with the information structure of the
clause; with the status of the elements not as participants in ex-
tra linguistic processes but as components of a message; with
the relation of what is being said to what has gone before in the
discourse, and its internal organization into an act of communi-
cation. (1967:199)

Dik (1983:7) also distinguishes three types of function in his
“Functional Grammar” ;

(a) Semantic functions (Agent, Goal, Recipient etc.), which
define the roles that participants play in states of affairs, as
designated by predictions.

(b) Syntactic functions (Subject and Object), which define
different perspectives through which states of affairs are
represented in linguistic expressions.

(c) Pragmatic functions (Theme and Tail, Topic and Focus),
which define the informational status of constituents of lin-
guistic expressions as used in given settings.

Lambrecht (1994 :xiii) proposes a theory of the relationship be-
tween the structure of sentences and the linguistic and extralinguistic
contexts in which sentences are used as information units. He uses
Halliday’ s term “information structure” to name the grammatical



4 INFORMATION STRUCTURE IN CHINESE

component which governs this relationship:

INFORMATION STRUCTURE: That component of
sentence grammar in which propositions as conceptual represen-
tations of states of affairs are paired with lexicogrammatical
structures in accordance with the mental states of interlocutors
who use and interpret these structures as units of information in
given discourse contexts. (1994:.5)

The present study makes similar assumptions that clause struc-
tures are the domain of choice on three levels—syntactic, semantic
and pragmatic—that correspond to Dik’s three types of function and
the Prague school’s grammatical, semantic and communicative pat-
terns. It focuses on what Dik calls pragmatic functions, which cor-
respond to the Prague School’s functional sentence perspective, Hal-
liday’ s theme, and Lambrecht’s information structure: why the
same syntactic structure may have different information patterns and
why the same propositional content may be packaged in different
forms. The term information structure as used in this book, howev-
er, also refers to information patterns on Dik’s pragmatic level and
to the information structure of the clause as in Halliday’ s original
formulation.

Recognition of this level of language function is witnessed by
various dichotomies used in the description of information structure:
theme vs rheme (Mathesius 1975, Danes 1974, Kuno 1976; Quirk
et al 1985; Halliday 1967, 1985, 1994; Firbas 1992), topic vs
comment (Lyons 1977, Dahl 1974, Gundel 1977), topic vs focus
(Sgall 1975, Sgall et al 1987; Lambrecht 1986, 1994), presupposi-
tion vs focus (Chomsky 1968, Akmajian 1979). However, the pro-
liferation of terms also causes confusion. For the present study, I
will define my use of terms in Part I of the book.

The main body of the book consists of three parts. Part I con-
tains three chapters, dealing with theoretical and terminological pre-
liminaries. Chapter I distinguishes between the cognitive status and
informational status of referents, conventionally covered under the
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terms old or given, and new. The cognitive status of referents has
two aspects: locatability and accessibility. Locatability, based on
Hawkins’ location theory (1978), is a necessary condition for topic
acceptability. Accessibility is based on Chafe’s (1987) activation
states of concepts and Prince’s (1987, 1981) taxonomy of given-
new information in terms of “Assumed Familiarity”, and is a pre-
ferred condition for topic well-formedness. The informational status
of referents is determined by whether a referent is in the scope of fo-
cus (Lambrecht, 1986). Chapter 2 distinguishes between two levels
of grammatical analysis - syntactic and pragmatic - and defines sub-
ject as a syntactic term and topic as a pragmatic one. Chapter 3 de-
scribes various focus patterns and the thetic-categorical distinction as
expressed in Chinese sentences. It is emphasized that in identical
grammatical structures, their constituents will have the same syn-
tactic relations, but their information structures may vary with the
context.

Based on the theoretical preliminaries presented in Part I, Parts
II and I discuss two syntactically distinct but pragmatically related
grammatical constructions: the double nominative construction and
the shi. .. de construction. Part I[ covers Chapter 4 and Chapter
S, on the double nominative construction and the ba construction
respectively. The latter is regarded as a special case of the former,
where the second nominative is marked by ba. Both the double
nominative construction and the da construction typically display a
double topic-comment (T-C(t-c)) structure, as well as a topic-com-
ment (T-C) or a comment (C) structure on the pragmatic level in
different contexts.

Part [l deals with the shi...de construction. While shi func-
tions as a focus marker, de is a sentence-final particle expressing
certainty, often serving as a special topic marker. Due to this topic-
marking function of de, the shi... de construction usually has as
well an underlying double topic-comment structure with the VP
marked by de as a secondary topic. This may be interpreted as a
pragmatic compromise to maintain the basic syntactic structure with
subject preceding predicate and modifiers preceding the modified.



