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A Functional Trend in the Study of Chinese
Fang Yan (58%) & Shen Mingbo GABR;E)

T'singhua University
1. Introductory Words

This paper addresses itself to the verification of the hypoth-
esis that a functional trend may exist in the study of Chinese, a
language with few morphological inflections (Lu Shuxiang 1979
Halliday 1991), with a view to promote the setting up of a theo-

ry serving a better description of the Chinese grammar.
2. Concept of Functionalism

‘Functionalism’ in this paper is used in a broad sense. It

covers the following aspects:

A. Language is an instrument of social interaction (Richards
et al 1985; Halliday 1973; Scheffcyzyk 1986; Ducrot & Todorov
1979; Crystal 1991; Thompson 1992; Trask 1993; Lyons
1981).

B. Language is seen as multi-strata with semantics as the
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focus (Halliday 1985).

C. A language is interpreted as a system of meanings, ac-
companied by forms through which the meanings can be realized

(Halliday 1985).

D. Text is the focus of study, and is studied with reliance

upon context(Lyons 1981; Halliday 1985).

E. Particular importance is attached to grammatical rela-
tions (Subject, Complement, etc.) and/or to semantic roles
(Agent, Patient, Goal, etc. )(Trask 1993).

F. Each element in a language is explained by reference to
its function in the total linguistic system (Halliday 1985; Ducrot
&. Todorov 1979; Crystal 1991; Trask 1993).

3. Development of Chinese Functionalism

We shall hereafter sketch the development of the functional
trend in four periods in the tradition of Chinese linguistic study:
the embryonic period, the imitation period, the reform period
and the flourishing period, following Gong Qianyan(1987) in his
A History of Chinese Grammar.

3.1 The Embryonic Period of Chinese Linguistic Study
(475BC—1897AD)

This period is also referred to as the ‘prelinguistic period’ ,
attention being given to interpreting ancient texts (JI|i§2%) with
its focus on the study of lexical meaning such as synonyms,
antonyms, and polysemy. But this does not mean that syntactic
features were never studied. Some aspects of syntax such as
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function words and inversion were investigated, not for the study
of form, but for explaining ancient texts, or for the study of
meaning. Even in this stage, we can find traces of functional-
ism, despite their being fragmentary and unsystematic, as exem-

plified in the study of function words in On the Structures of Chi-

nese Characters (Xu Shen), and in the initial exploration into

context.

3.2 The Imitation Period of Chinese Linguistic Study (1898—
1937)

The publications of Ma’s Grammar and Li Jinxi’s A New

Chinese Grammar, which marked the beginning of systematic

grammatical study of Chinese, were modeled following the tradi-
tional Western grammars; as a result, many special features of

Chinese were ignored.

Chinese Functionalism, if there was any, still remained as
an undercurrent. Liu Fu grouped adjectives and verbs together
as they were similar in function (Gong Qianyan 1987). Ma
Jianzhong realized the influence of context on word class (Ma
Jianzhong 1988).

3.3 The Reform Period of Chinese Linguistic Study (1938—
1949)

The reform period is characterized by an effort of Chinese
linguists to shake off the fetters of Western grammars and probe
into the unique features of Chinese. Chen Wangdao, Lu Shuxi-
ang and Wang Li are three representative linguists of this period.

e 3.



Chen Wangdao was the first to state explicitly the necessity
to study Chinese in a functional way. ‘In the study of Chinese
grammar, many grammarians are wavering between a form-cen-
tered theory and a meaning-centered theory. Both theories have
some weaknesses, which, in my opinion, can be counteracted by
a function-centered theory. ’ (Chen Wangdao 1980) He suggested
that function be used as a criterion to classify words. He defined
function as the capacity of a word to combine with other words
(Ibid. ). Here the meaning of function in Chen’s term is similar
to that of collocation. However, he extended function to the con-
cept of word class in a sentence (Ibid. 1978). But he didn’t state
clearly the relationship between meaning and function and his

study was not yet systematic.

Chen’s contributions to the functional view of grammar also
lie in his revealing the importance of context in studying Chi-
nese. In his work On Rhetoric, he emphasized that ‘rhetoric
must accord with context’ (Ibid. 1982). He further formulated
the Theory of Six Wh-, referring to ‘the six elements of
context’ (Ibid. ). Although Chen’s study of context was limited
exclusively to rhetoric, his recognition of the significance of con-

text merits our notice.

In Lu Shuxiang’s and Wang Li’s works we can also see their
functional bias. Since Hu Zhuanglin (1991) already discussed
Wang Li’s functional points of view at length, the following
paragraphs will be devoted to discussing Lu Shuxiang’s represen-

tative work Essentials of Chinese Grammar and some articles

only.
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3.3.1 Essentials of Chinese Grammar

3.3.1.1 Linguistic Outlook
1) Language as a Social Product

Functionalists hold that language is a product of social pro-

cess; LLu Shuxiang expressed a similar idea in his works (1990a).
2) Meaning as the Starting Point

Functionalists interpret a language as a network of rela-
tions, with structures coming in as the realizations of these rela-
tionships; they take semantics as the foundation. What Lu did in

the second part of Essentials of Chinese Grammar— ‘On Expres-

sion” coincides with the functional interpretation. In this part,
Chinese is interpreted as a system of meanings, such as the sys-
tems of number, place and time, and the forms through which

the meanings can be expressed are also studied.

Lu’s approach to linguistics, therefore, is a combination of
formal approach and functional one — both form and meaning

are emphasized.
3) Language as a Multi-Level System

Lu shared the functionalist point of view of regarding lan-
guage as a multi-level system, which is well manifested in his
analysis of mood in Chinese. He said, ‘Mood can be expressed
by both intonation and mood particles. Intonation is indispens-
able, while mood particles sometimes can be omitted. ’ So mood
can be expressed at both lexico-grammatical level (by mood par-
ticles) and phonological level (by intonation)(1990a).
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3.3.1.2 Grammatical Concepts
1) Complement Theory

In discussing the narrative sentence, Lu pointed out that
any word involved in an action plays a role in illustrating the ac-
tion, and it is thus called a complement. There are mainly ten
types of complements: initiator, terminal, beneficiary I, benefi-
ciary II, coinitiator, means, location, time, cause and aim(Eng-
lish translations by the authors). Thus, a clause in the indicative
mood can be analyzed from the angle of the relation between the
verb and various complements. Bearing remarkable resemblance
to Fillmore’s Case Grammar and Halliday’s Transitivity System,
Lu’s Complement Theory was proposed in 1942, over 20 years

earlier than its Western counterparts.
2) Starting Word—End Word Theory

In his article “An Analysis of Chinese Sentence Patterns by
Distinguishing Subject and Object” (1990b), Lu proposed Start-
ing Word — End Word Theory. In this article, he summarized
and analyzed 14 types of sentence patterns according to word or-
der and the relation between actor and goal. The following are

two types of sentence patterns which are of significance here.
a. Sentence Pattern: Goal+ Actor+ Verb
(1) EMGORAFRHE V),
b. Sentence Pattern: Verb+Actor
@) BEREV)—AMELFA).

Lu concluded that these two patterns were built on the same
. 6 .



psychology: in Group a, something about which the hearer al-
ready knows is put at the beginning; in Group b, circumstantial
elements are put at the beginning, while the new information is
reserved to the end. In short, the information which is already
known will precede the new information. Lu called the former
‘starting word’ and the latter ‘end word’, which coincide with
Theme and New in Prague School’s terminology. The way he an-
alyzed the sentence (3) ‘Big fish eat small fish. Small fish eat
shrimps. Shrimps hump their backs to eat mud.’ is similar to
Danes’ simple linear Thematic Progression pattern. Nonethe-
less, due to the influence of formal linguistics, Lu’s approach to
language is still different from functional linguistics. For in-
stance, he analysed 14 types of sentence patterns by following
the traditional concepts of the above mentioned article; in addi-
tion, his study of Chinese grammar was mostly organized around

the sentence instead of the text.

3.4 The Flourishing Period of Chinese Linguistic Study
(1949—)

3.4.1 1949 — 1960s

This period saw the booming development of Chinese lin-
guistic studies: (1) the publication of a great variety of linguistic

works (For example, A Guide to Grammar and Rhetoric (1951)

by Lu Shuxiang and Zhu Dexi); (2) two nation-wide discussions
on linguistics (the Discussion on the Classification of Word Class.
es and the Discussion on Subject/Object Distinction). However,
because of the weak basis of linguistic research in China, no sys-
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tematic linguistic theories came into being in this period.

Though no functional theories took shape in China, the
functional trend manifested itself by taking meaning as the focus
of study, conducting word classification according to functions
and contexts; the functional trend can also be witnessed by look-
ing at the functional bias as manifested in some works, which
laid a foundation for the development of Chinese Functionalism
in the 1980s. Due to the limit of space, we shall elaborate on the

functional bias only.

For example, a certain functional bias was shown in A
Guide to Grammar and Rhetoric by Lu Shuxiang and Zhu Dexi.

First, the book took a pragmatic view of language, with the
purpose of ‘correcting errors’. Gong Qianyan (1987) pointed
out, ‘this book played a great part in standardizing the Chinese
language. ’ Second, the authors provided a functional interpreta-
tion of punctuation marks. ‘Punctuation marks are an integral
part of language, rather than things added to the language. «-
Each punctuation mark performs a specific role; therefore, it is
reasonable to classify them as one type of function words. They
should be treated in the same way as function words “Eg7, “Og>,
and “M&”, ... For instance, due to the use of the question mark,
mood particles like “G” and “BE” are often omitted. ’ (Lu Shuxi-
ang & Zhu Dexi 1951) .

3.4.2 Late 1970s on

Suspended for more than ten years during the Cultural Rev-
olution, Chinese linguistic study resumed only in the late 1970s.
L] 8 .



In the following paragraphs, we shall sketch the develop-
ment of functionalism in China from two perspectives: develop-
ment in theory and application of Western functional theories to

the study of Chinese.
3. 4. 2. 1. Development in Theory

Chinese Functionalism was beginning to take shape in theo-
ry in the 1980s. The first one is the three-level theory, that is,
grammatical analysis should be carried out on the levels of syn-
tax, semantics and pragmatics (Wen Lian & Hu Fu 1984; Zhu
Dexi 1985; Hu Yushu & Fan Xiao 1985).

Because of the limit of space, we shall focus our attention on
Hu and Fan’s article only. They (1985) distinguished the three
grammatical levels corresponding to syntactic analysis, semantic
analysis and pragmatic analysis respectively. Please look at the

following examples (Ibid. )
(4) RiE(AHER)T.
G) (IR IREST .

Sentence (4), on the syntactic level, can be analyzed as
‘Subject +Predicate +Object’ and on the semantic level, as ‘Ac-
tor + -+ +Goal’ (“:+-’ not specified). Sentence (5) has the
same semantic structure as Sentence (4), while its syntactic
structure is rather different from that of Sentence (4). Why is
the same semantic structure expressed by different syntactic
structures? This question can be answered only when these sen-
tences are analyzed from the pragmatic perspective. In Sentence
(4),“#”is Topic (¥ M), which the hearer already knows; in
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