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FEIE and Y1 Li 7541, “Ao’diao de zhonglei MTIHEY
Fh2" [A classification of dipping tones], Zhonggué
yliwén HETE 5, 2012, 420-436.

Xiaonong Zhu

Topic and Comment

In his Grammar of Spoken Chinese (1968), still the
best grammar of Mandarin available, Y.R. Chao
states that all clauses in Chinese are topic-
comment, and there are no exceptions, though
there are some clauses that only have com-
ments, as in (1):

L P T
Xia yu le.
fall rain csm
‘It’s raining.’

Put very simply, the structure of the clause has
two parts: the topic, which is reference to some
referent available for comment; and the com-
ment, which supplies some information about
that topic. Chao (1955, 1959) argued that word
order is not determined by and does not affect
the interpretation of actor vs. non-actor; he saw
the clause as analogous to a function in logic: the
argument is an argument of the function, and
the truth value is unaffected by its position
in the clause (1959:254). Chao (1968), and Lit
(1979:70-73), used the term ‘subject’ when writ-
ing in English, or zhiyi F55 when writing in
Chinese, but they were simply talking about
topic, not a grammaticalized subject such as that
in English (see LaPolla 2006a, 2006b, -~ Notions
of “Subject”) for discussion of the origin and
nature of grammatical relations/referent track-
ing systems such as what is called “subject” in
English and why that is different from what we
find in Chinese). Li (1979:72—73) also argued

that “subject” and “object” can both be filled by
any semantic role, and are to a certain extent
interchangeable. One of the examples of what
he meant by “interchangeable” is the following:

. B RO TR
Chuanghu yijing hule zhi.
already paste-pFv paper
‘The window has already been pasted with
paper.
b. AREFEM TEF
Zhi yljing ha-le chuanghu.
paper already paste-pvF window
‘The paper has already been pasted on the
window.’

window

The difference is just in which element is chosen
to be the topic that the clause is about; there
is no difference in the verb or any other mark-
ing or behavior. There are no grammaticalized
selectional (subcategorization/argument struc-
ture) restrictions on the relationship between
the topic and the comment, in the way there
are in the subject-predicate structure and many
other constructions in English. The topic may
not even be an argument of the verb at all, as
in the first part of (5) below. In Mandarin, the
only requirement is that the addressee can infer
the aboutness relation between the topic and
the comment. This means that the structure
does not assist in referent role tracking (does
not constrain the inference of the role of refer-
ents in discourse) in Chinese the way it does in
English; it is simply based on information struc-
ture (see Van Valin 1987; Comrie 1989; LaPolla
2006a, 2006b on grammatical relations as refer-
ent tracking devices restricting the interpreta-
tion of the role of referents in discourse). Tsao
(1987, 1990) accepted the topic-comment nature
of the Chinese clause and expanded it to define
the sentence as a topic chain, where a single
topic may have more than one comment. He
also showed that a single clause may have up to
three topics. I have argued a similar line (LaPolla
1993, 1995, 2009; LaPolla and Poa 2005, 2006),
and will exemplify that view in this article. Li
and Thompson (1976, 1978, 1981:15—20) also rec-
ognized that word order does not determine
grammatical relations, and recognized topics in
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371 TOPIC AND COMMENT

Chinese, but also argued for subject in Chinese,
distinguished from the use of the word by Chao
and Lii, saying it must have “a direct semantic
relationship with the verb as the one that per-
forms the action or exists in the state named
by the verb” (1981:15). They also distinguished
it from the concept of subject in English, as in
Chinese “subject’ is not a structurally definable
notion” (1981:19) the way it is in English. In this
view then the clause has a subject (defined on
semantic rather than grammatical grounds, i.e.,
it is the actor), but there is often a topic (defined
as some topical element other than “the one that
performs the action or exists in the state named
by the verb”) that precedes the subject as well.
This is different from English and other Euro-
pean languages, and so they argued there are
two types of language: “subject-prominent” (e.g.,
English) and “topic-prominent” (e.g., Chinese).
Both types of language have both subject and
topic, but the prominence of subject vs. topic
differs in the two types. In saying that there is
no grammatically definable subject, though, Li
and Thompson are actually agreeing with Chao
and Lii that there is no grammatical subject, but
differ from Chao and Lii in defining subject as a
particular semantic role, whereas Chao and Lii
each explicitly said their conception of subject
is not related to semantic role; Chinese sub-
jects are simply topics. Many linguists, though,
in China and without (e.g., Shi 2000; Liu 2001,
2004, 2009), incorrectly assume that what Li
and Thompson meant by “topic-prominent” is
that there is a grammatical subject-predicate
relation, and only when a non-actor argument
appears as topic is it a topic-comment construc-
tion, even though Chao and Lii showed there is
no empirical justification for such a distinction,
and Li and Thompson did not argue for such a
grammatical subject.

In this article we will look at various con-
structions in Mandarin Chinese and show that
the patterns found can all be explained using
concepts of information structure, essentially
topic-comment. As argued in LaPolla (2009), if
information structure can explain all of the pat-
terns found, then there is no justification for
positing grammatical relations. We will be using
the framework proposed by Lambrecht (1994)

for discussing information structure. The topic-
comment structure, called “predicate focus” in
Lambrecht’s framework, is seen as one of three
types of information structure, and the most
common type found in texts. The other two
are less common, and have marked meanings/
usages: narrow focus (or “argument focus”), in
which a single argument or other element in the
clause is singled out as the focus of information;
and “sentence focus”, where there is no topic,
and the entire clause is in focus. The latter is
what we often find in presentational clauses and
event-reporting, as with the example mentioned
above, Xia yii le NRY T [fall rain csm] ‘It’s rain-
ing’ (ex. 1) and also you rén zhdo ni 5 NHAK
[ExiST person look.for 2sG] ‘There is someone
here looking for you'.

We will begin with the basic topic-comment
structure, as in the bracketed parts of the fol-
lowing natural examples. In the second line of
(4b) and in (5) there are two comments follow-
ing one topic. (Note: the sources of the example
sentences in this article are listed at the end of
the article.)

3. B, WET.
Duibug, [wO]ropic
sorry 1SG
‘Sorry, I'm tired’

[lei le]comment
tired csMm

4 a A THE, L FNEEREET
FEH o
[Xuéshéng]opc [fa-le
student distribute-prv

chéngji]commenn [hdizimen de xuéxi

marks children assoc study
chéngji]yopc, [ting  bu-cuo

marks very NEG-wrong
de]comment

NMLZ

‘The students were given their marks today,
the children’s marks were really not bad.’
b. Zhl# TGRSR, HEOERE EEH
W& 7.
[Laoshi] opc [fa-le
teacher distribute-prv

chéngji-dan]conment [WO]ropic
marks-sheet 1SG
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TOPIC AND COMMENT 372

[jie-guo-lai]copmenr [Mashang  tanlan
immediately greedy
de  kan-le-qilai]comment
ADV read-pFv-begin
‘The teacher distributed the marksheets,
(and) I received (mine and) and immedi-
ately greedily began to read it
o HRFA, BHEERR.

Jintian kaoshi, [chéngji] opc [fa

receive-over-come

today test marks distribute
jiazhdng]comment
parents

‘Today (I take the) test, the marks will be
sent to the parents.’

5 RENEEREAL, EAEBIRL

[Yinggud]ropc [ni  pisa guo
England clay bodhisattva cross
jiang]commenm  [hdi wéi  Héangud
river still for Korea
€Ca0XIN ] comment?

concerned

‘England can’t help itself (‘clay bodhisat-
tva crossing the river is part of a longer
expression for showing vulnerability), and
yet is still worried about Korea?’

The topic can be any argument of the verb in the
comment (compare (4a)—(4¢)), but it does not
have to be an argument of the verb, that is, it does
not have to have a selectional relationship to the
verb in the comment; there only needs to be an
inferable topic-comment relationship, as in (5).
Notice in comparing (4a)—(c) that the interpre-
tation of the role of the topic relative to the verb
in the comment (i.e., that the student is a recipi-
ent but the teacher is an actor and the marks
are the thing sent) is based entirely on inference
from assumptions about the nature of the ref-
erents and the action involved; it is not marked
grammatically anywhere in the clause, that is,
the grammar does not constrain the inference
of the relationship between the referent and
the action, as it does, for example, in English.
There are a number of variations on this basic
structure in terms of what appears in the com-
ment. It can be a simple comment, as in (3)—(5),
or the comment can be a complex structure
which is an event structure or a construction

with a secondary topic such as the “double
topic” construction or the bd- ! and béi-
constructions.

The double topic construction (sometimes
called the “double subject” or “double nomina-
tive” construction—Teng1974) is where the com-
ment about the topic is in fact a topic-comment
structure, i.e., [Topic [Topic-Comment]comment]-
The two topics often are understood to be
related in some way, such as whole-part or
possessor-possessed, and can often be rephrased
as a single noun phrase. Related to this construc-
tion is another common clause pattern with
two elements related as whole-part or possessor-
possessed, the “retained object” (or “split refer-

» o«

ent”, “split topic”) construction (e.g., Liti 2001).
The “double topic” and “retained object” con-
structions are actually variants of each other,
though they are often treated as very differ-
ent structures by grammarians. In the “retained
object” construction the two elements do not
appear together; one appears as a topic (often
primary but sometimes secondary topic) and the
other appears in the focus, instead of also being
topical. Again, the difference between these two
is simply whether a certain element is treated
as a topic or as part of the focus. In the two
examples in (6) the skin of the apple is treated
either as part of the focus (6a) or as a secondary
topic (6b). That is the only grammatical differ-
ence between these two structures.

6. a. VRIRIETHESERCACHILT T 5o
[Luo Wanqging shou-zhong de
Luo Wiénging hand-middle assoc
pinggud|ropic [yijing xido-hdo-le
apple already peel-complete-prv
Pi]comment-
skin
‘The apple in Luo Wanqing’s hand had
already been peeled of its skin.’

b. FERFE B IR EHAR R, FHa95

REEAEHIEF T
Mu Shiqing zai «cl taiqi
Mu Shiqing again time liftup head
de shihou, [shou-zhong de

tou

ASSOC time hand-middle Assoc
pinggud]ropic  [[Pllroric  [yijing
apple skin already
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xiao-hdo-le]comment] oyt
peel-complete-PFv

‘When Mu Shiqing again lifted his head,
the apple in his hand, the skin was already
peeled.’

In other cases there are two topics, but they
are not related as possessor-possessed or whole-
part, as in Chao’s (1968:325) well known exam-
ple, given in (7), often used in grammar texts
as an example of an ambiguous sentence, as in
different contexts it can mean either of the two
translations given.

7. B ENFHEEA TS
Zhé-ge rén shéi dou bu
this-cLF man who all NEG know
‘Nobody knows this man.’ / ‘This man doesn’t
know anybody.’

rende.

The bd- and béi-constructions also have a pri-
mary topic and a secondary topic. In the bd-
construction (8) the primary (initial) topic is
some sort of cause, and the secondary topic,
which follows bd, is the one most affected by the
action indicated in the comment (cf. Tsao 1987).
As shown in LaPolla (2013), there is no necessary
selectional relationship between the post-bd ele-
ment and the main verb, and the element follow-
ing bd does not have to be an NP. The use of ba
is also optional in many cases (compare (9a-b)).
In those cases the secondary topic nature of the
post-bd constituent is very clear.

8. WAEEXKRICHENLTET, ..
Yinwéi zhe tao yifu ba wo bian
because this set clothing BA 1SG change
de tai ké&ai le[...]

ADV too cute CsSM
‘Because these clothes made me (look) too

cute, [...]
o.a HILEEAKE 7R 7 W, FAE R K
.

W06 ba qian
1SG BA money all

dou géi-le ni le
give-PFV 28G CSM
a, xianzai shuo wo méi qian.
1SG not.have money
‘I gave all the money to you, now you say

TOP Nnow  say

I have no money.’

TOPIC AND COMMENT

b, HEEERHG TR A M
Wo qidn  dou géi-le ni pa
186G money all give-PFv 2SG fear
shénme la!
what UFP
‘I gave all the money to you, what are you
afraid of"

In the béi-construction (10) the primary topic
is the one most affected by the action of the
comment, while the secondary topic is some
sort of cause. As pointed out by Chao (1968:75),
and as we have seen in the examples above,
Chinese verbs have no predetermined “direction
of action”, so these constructions can be used in
order to make the direction of action explicit.
Very often only the primary topic, the effected
element, is mentioned, and there is no overt rep-
resentation of a cause as secondary topic, so the
use of béi, which is optional in many cases, helps
to constrain the interpretation of the role of
the referent to non-actor rather than actor (see
LaPolla 1992, 1994 on the frequency of such non-
agentive marking in Sino-Tibetan languages).

1o K& ““Ean BEEBHHE AT Ry e TLREYE o
Witthan “shéngming” didosu  bei
Withan life sculpture BEI
wangyou pingwéi zui  chou diaosu.
netizens judge.as most ugly sculpture
‘The “Life” sculpture in Withan has been
judged as the most ugly sculpture by
netizens.’

The sentence-focus event-reporting structure,
such as xia yu le [fall rain csm] ‘It's raining’
((1) above), has the representation of the main
participant of the action represented by the
expression in post-verbal position to show that
it is not the topic of the action. Compare the
bracketed structures in the following examples,
where in one case the referent of giao-mén-shéng
fifI%E is a topic (9a), and in the other the
referent of gido-mén-shéng is part of an event
structure (11b) (in (ub) there is only the event/
comment and no topic; the elements preceding
the comment are temporal and spatial scene-
setting elements, not topics in the sense of being
what the comment is about).
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n a ANOEAERFTREER, (K&
[0 2
[Rénkoupucha de qiao-mén-
census assoc  knock-door-
sheng]ropic  [xidng-qi]commenr  shi,
sound make.sound-INCHO time
ni hui kai mén ma?
285G will open door Q
‘When the sound of the census (people)
knocking at your door is heard, will you
open the door?’
b. B3, FIINBIREGE T RPRPRTAY
TR T
Zheng shuo-zhe, mén wai [haran
just  talk-DUR door outside suddenly
xiang-qi-le pengpéngpéng
make.sound-INCHO-PFV  ONOMA
de  jiji de
ASSOC urgent-urgent ASSOC
qiao-mén-sheng]covment-
knock-door-sound
Just as (he) was talking, suddenly outside
there was the sound of urgent knocking
on the door.

(Ouyéng 1959:245)

In (11a), the knocking at the door is treated as
a topic, and so appears before the comment
xidngql 25 ‘begins to sound'. In (11b), on the
other hand, the knocking at the door is treated
as part of an event that suddenly happened,
and so appears after xidngql as part of the event
structure. This simple difference explains the
difference in word order.

Aside from being used in sentence focus situ-
ations (i.e., without a topic), the same event
structure can also appear as the comment about
some topic. For example, in (12), the dying of
the horse is treated not as a comment about the
horse (although that would be possible with a
different word order); in this context the dying
of the horse is treated as an event, and this event
is made the comment about the woman in the
story. The usual interpretation of this structure
(topic + event structure) is that the event had
an effect on the topic (often a negative one, as
in this case, as shown by the second comment).

374
2. WBET—UC, (BRI,
[Ta]ropic [si-le  yi  pi méd]commenm

3SG die-PFv one CLF horse
[bian zheme

ka ge ba-zht]copmpnt
then this.much cry cLF NEG-stop
‘She had a horse die on her, (and she) cries

this much without stopping.’

If we assume an SVO or any other subject-
based analysis of Chinese, we run into serious
problems with the type of structure in the first
topic-comment structure of (12), which is quite
common in Chinese. If we try to say that ‘she’
is the subject and ‘one horse’ is the object, then
we must assume that ‘die’ is a transitive verb, or
at least has a transitive use. But this goes against
what Chinese speakers feel about this sentence.
Itisn’t that ‘she’ caused the death of the horse, or
had anything to do with the death of the horse,
but that the horse died, and this has affected her
in some way, that is, she experienced the event
of her horse dying. If we use the topic comment
analysis, we can see that ‘she’ is the topic, and
‘die a horse’ is presented as an event. It is the
horse that died, but the dying is not presented as
a comment about the horse, that it died, but as
an event of horse-dying, and this event functions
as the comment about ‘she’.

In the following example we see both uses in a
single stretch of discourse:

ERHITEITCHY

3. FAIEETE. B8NS
— FRAFH R, FEASENE—
BE BB
1. Tebié xthuan xia xué.

especially like fall
2. Xthuan xia xué hou baimangmang

sSnow

like fall snow after glisteningly.white
de yi  pian hén chunjing
ASSOC one CLF vVery pure
de ganjué.
assoc  feeling

3. Xiwang [jinnidn de di-y1 chang

hope this.year ASSOC ORD-one CLF
xué]ropc [zd0 didn xia bal!]covmmnt

Snow early a.bit fall HORT
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(I) especially like snow (lit: ‘the falling of ~ gb: http://blog163.com/just_luanru@i26/blog/static/

snow’). (I) like the feeling of purity of the
glisteningly white snow after a snowfall.
(I) hope this year the first snow (of the
season) will fall a bit earlier!

In lines (13.1) and (13.2) ‘snow’ is not treated as
topical, but is treated as part of the event ‘the
falling of snow’, and so follows the verb, whereas
in line (13.3) the (first) snow (of the season) is
treated as topical, and so precedes the verb.

In this chapter we have discussed the major
clause types of Mandarin Chinese, and shown
how they can be explained using the concepts
of topic and comment. We have also seen that
word order does not determine, and is not deter-
mined by grammatical or semantic relations,
so calling Chinese an “SVO” language, or even
“topic-prominent” language, as this is often
understood, is inappropriate. The appearance
of what is called “SVO” is due to the fact that the
topic precedes the verb and the focal elements
follow it, and actors are much more frequent as
topics and undergoers are much more frequent
as focal elements (see Sun and Givén 1985 for
statistics; see LaPolla and Poa 2005, LaPolla 2009
for more discussion on Chinese clause struc-
ture as being governed by information structure;
LaPolla and Poa 2006 on why terms like “SVO”
are inappropriate in word order typology; and
see Lee 2001 for data showing that Cantonese is
largely governed by the same principles).

WEB-REFERENCES FOR EXAMPLE
SENTENCES

3: http://www.duwenzhang.com/plus/view.php?aid=
240974

4a: http://blog.xuemai.cn/blog/MyBlog/lookBlogInfo
.do?aid=564275189353282&uid=564273196237017

4b: http://ahfcmbcz.30edu.com/news/8fg736a4-geos-
423b-go5f-42966a098e13/0c3bgd2d-1801-4220-
a883-eodacc22ofad.htm

4¢: http:/[page.renren.com/601028769/fdoing/4153050
034?curpage=5

5: http://blog.ifeng.com/article/1815482.html

6a: http://www.fymm.cn/book/zjyd.php;jsessionid=4
B3999409EDEBF9957796986611479EE.jvmgo_
1?bid=12928&cid=18684

6b: http://www.readnovel.com/novel/100912/3.html

8: http://www.wretch.cc/blog/gitbox/4658325

ga: http://www.show160.com/xiaopin/23551.htm

17093200620137111018159 /

10: http://news.sina.com.cn/s/p/2012-12-21/021225860428
.shtml

na: http://dg.focus.cn/msgview/500126/201373178. html

12: Jin Yong < [#: Lidn Chéng Jué BIER, Chapter 6;
http://louisville.edu/journal/weiming/wuxia/lian
006.txt

13: http://blog.ytenc.net/user1/abco8os/archives/2006/
2275.html
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Traditional Chinese Phonology

Chinese historical phonology differs from most
domains of contemporary linguistics in that its
general framework is based in large part on
a genuinely native tradition. The non-Western
outlook of the terminology and concepts used
in Chinese historical phonology make this
field extremely difficult to understand for both
experts in other fields of Chinese linguistics and
historical phonologists specializing in other lan-
guage families.

The framework of Chinese phonology derives
from the tradition of rhyme (= rime) books and
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