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QUEST FOR THE ESSENCE OF CHINESE GRAMMAR
James H-Y. Tai
National Chung Cheng University, Chiayi

ABSTRACT

Some key issues in the analysis of Chinese grammars in the past five
decades are identified and discussed from typological perspectives. They
include 1) the wordhoodin [ %] and [ ] , and word formation; 2) parts
of speech; 3) syntactic pivots (topic, subject, and object); 4) active vs.
passive voice; 5) cognitive principles of word order; 6) SOV vs. SVO.
Typological characterizations of Chinese are also summarized, pointing to
the importance of understanding Chinese from perspectives of creole and
sign language. Mental lexicon of [ 7 | , [ i | and four-character idioms should
be constructed with syntactic structures for the processing of reading Chinese.
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One reviewer suggested that ‘some controversial issues in the Chinese grammar’ may be
used for this article. The suggestion has not been taken for the following reason. Controversy
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each issue would require space beyond the limit. Thus, the summary of issues in this article
is intended to be as theoretically neutral as possible, though with a general orientation of
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of Chinese Linguists have identified the following 10 key issues in the study of Chinese
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FEFN 2 55 2 R BLAVE A Rl 0 — BOrE [ 7R R AR T L SR R RE AR AL B AL
VR Q)BLRE A B A G AR PR B[R | A FE AR 9)REER K R B 2N, SOV &l 7 Al
B0 AR 10)73 55 58 R A5 179 5] 5 A v BLAS 2 J& 14 4. This article touches upon 6,
7 and 9 of the above issues only in essence. To identify the essence of all the ten issues would
require, at least, a book-length manuscript. When the author has a chance in the near future
to work out such a manuscript, he would certainly keep the 10 issues in mind.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Due to the lack of indigenous Chinese grammar on the one hand,
and the paucity of morphology on the other hand, Chinese grammarians
since Md shi wén tong F5IKCi# in 1898 have largely been based on
grammatical theories derived from studies on Indo-European languages.
The influence of American grammatical theories, traditional or
contemporary, is particularly notable. In addition to the adoption of meta-
language suitable for analyzing Indo-European languages, Chinese
grammarians have taken English translations of Chinese sentences for
constructing Chinese grammar, treating them as semantic equivalents
without considering the possibility that different languages can reflect
different world views. Cognitive relativity, as subscribed to by
anthropological linguists in the well-known Sapir-Whorfian hypothesis, is
completely abandoned. However, cognitive grammar, which has only
emerged in early 1980s, has restored the spirit of the weak form of Sapir-
Whorfian hypothesis in that structures in different language can be derived
from different cognitive principles in different cultural contexts. Thus, with
the perspectives from cognitive grammar, language differences can be
uncovered more clearly than the principles-and-parameters approach
adopted in generative grammars, which tend to overemphasize the
universality at the cost of the differences which can be attributed to different
world views and cognitive relativity in more revealing manners (Tai 1989).

The author received his training in generative grammar in late 1960s
in US. In 1975, he was invited by Professor William S-Y. Wang to serve as
one of the associate editors for the Journal of Chinese linguistics launched
in 1973. He served the post until Professor Wang retired from the Journal
as the editor-in-Chief in 2018. The Journal has generated a wealth of
invaluable knowledge of Chinese language and linguistics. It was with the
development of the Journal of Chinese Linguistics, the author has learned
about some of the key issues of Chinese grammar to be highlighted in this
short essay.
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2. WORDHOOD
217 Fandci 7

Since the inception of grammatical studies of Chinese, the
wordhood has been a complex issue. In his seminal work, Chao (1968, 136)
has pointed out that “the Chinese sociological equivalent of the word is zi
. While zi % is the indigenous concept of subunits in the Chinese
sentence, ¢/ 71 a loan concept. The English word ‘dictionary’ has two
renditions in Chinese, i.e., zididn 7M. andcidian & (&) M. But zidian
7 M is unmarked, cidign &) # 1is marked. Therefore, in colloquial
Chinese, the former is the default translation of ‘dictionary’ and much more
frequently used as in W6 yao mdi yibén yingwén zididn B H — RKYL3L
F W and Zhe yibén zididn dudshdogian 1 — A7 Z /&7

Zi T represents a monosyllabic, monomophemic word in most
cases. Therefore, it constitutes as the basic unit in the lexicon and grammar
of Chinese, even though through the historical process, the disyllabic-
monomorphic words have reached an estimated 50% of the words in the
lexicon. The half-and-half composition of monosyllabic and disyllabic
words thus yields to two different views of Chinese morphology and
grammar, as expressed in zi bénwéi T AL versus cf bénwei i AL, The
former view was espoused by (XU Tongqiang i 8§ 2008, etc.), and the
latter view by (Chao 1968; LU Jianming [ 1% 2011). Correspondingly,
two views of learning Chinese exist. Zi bénwei T A7 introducing basic
vocabulary with Chinese characters and their pronunciations at the same
time in literacy training in traditional Chinese school across Chinese
dialectal regions with textbooks such as wénzi ménggin L F 5 3R,
sanzijing = 7%, bdijiaxing H X W and gianziwén T ¥ 3. This
method has also been adopted in second language teaching of Chinese
language (Bellassen 1989; LU Bisong = %4 2016). On the other hand,
ci bénweéi il A fif takes the position that spoken language need to be
introduced first, followed by Chinese characters. This method is justified
by the fact that disyllabic vocabulary cannot be easily learned and taught
directly with Chinese characters. This approach to learn to read Chinese
has been adopted in literacy training in elementary schools as well as in
teaching Chinese as a second language (DeFrancis 1965).

A dual method of teaching of Chinese reading as a second language
would be to adopt both zi bénwéi F AL and cf bénwei 7 A i
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simultaneously or alternatively depending on different functional needs of
learning Chinese. As a matter of fact, the two views of language acquisition
also have non-trivial implication for child language acquisition of both
spoken and written Chinese across the vast dialectal areas of China.

For several reasons not to be repeated here, Chao (ibid) has termed
the concept of zi ¥ as “sociological word” to be distinguished from cf
i as the “linguistic word”. Many examples can be provided to show that
zi % is fundamentally rooted in Chinese mental lexicon, but a couple of
them are sufficient for the purpose of illustration. For example, it is
common for ordinary people to refer to new words in English as shengzi
A, rather than shéngei =5, Similarly, when seeing the disyllabic word
tanté &.5 for the first time, one might ask “iZ Wi 74T & E? 7,
instead of “i& & 541 # & . ?  In fact, some linguists have proposed that
characters are the basic lexical units for Chinese (e.g., Huang et al. 2022).

At the same time, even with the concept of “linguistic word”, the
question of wordhood in Chinese is still recalcitrant to linguistic analysis.
Thus, different approaches to Chinese word formation are presented in
Packard (1997), followed by an in-depth analysis of Chinese words by
Packard (2000), in which different views of words such as “orthographic”
“sociological” “lexical” “semantic” “phonological” “morphological”
“syntactic” and “psychological” word are adopted to define the word in
Chinese. In both works, Packard shows that while Chinese does not have
grammatical agreement, and has little morphophonemic alternation and
inflection, the wordhood still can be properly defined in the Chinese mental
lexicon. More recently, Myers (2022) has presented more evidence for
wordhood in Chinese.

Still, Zhang (2007) clearly shows that the syntactic and semantic
computation of compound words in Chinese are resistant to the standard
theory of syntactic merge of root morphemes as proposed by Chomsky
(2000). For instance, two antonymous adjectives can be compounded as
noun with the sematic polarity neutralized, as in daxido K/ ‘size’,
changdudn =% ‘length’, and gdodi =& ‘height’. Zhang’s account is
that the root morphemes such as da K and xido /> do not have syntactic
or semantic features to begin with, and only when they form a compound
together, they get to assign a function which map these root morphemes
into nominals with antonymous meaning neutralized. Yet, the nature of this
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function is not clear at all. This kind of phenomena cannot be accounted
for by the theory of “distributed morphology”, since nowhere in Chinese
syntax does such kind of rule exist. Therefore, it appears more apt to treat
this kind of nominals with “construction morphology” (Xu 2018).

2.2 Compounds

Chinese exhibits only a paucity of inflection and derivation,
therefore compounds constitute the core of Chinese morphology. A
compound word is a word formed by combining two or more words.
However, as noted by Chao (1968, 359), in practice, any word written with
two or more characters is treated as a compound in the tradition of Chinese
linguistics. Thus, disyllabic monomorphemic words such as hidié B
and méigui PP are treated as compound words. See Sproat (2000) for a
list of such disyllabic words represented by two characters. They function
as one single word in reading Chinese. They help the segmentation of
Chinese written text without word space to facilitate processing Chinese
reading. They are processed faster than compound words such as shiizhuo
FH5L, taideng TEJ%, and other kinds of compounds which have internal
syntactic and semantic structures (Sung 2021).

There is such a wealth of data in two characters compound words
that Chao (1968) has devoted a whole chapter of more than 120 pages to
discuss the nature and classification of compounds (ibid., 359—480). His
classification focuses on the syntactic and semantic relationship between
the two characters which form a compound. The classification of
compounds include: subject-predicate (S-P) compounds, e.g., dizhén HifE
and téuténg HHIE, coordinate compounds, e.g., shibao #FH¥ (N-N) and
yikao #K%E (V-V), subordinate compounds, e.g., nivrou Pl (N-N),
xiangliao &KL (A-N), feiji Bk (V-N); koushi 154 (N-V), daxido
K& (A-V), xianshéng Sc'E (H (adverb)-V); bingléng ¥K¥% (N-A),
feikuai TP (V-A), xiangjin FIT (H-A).

The three groups of examples listed under subordinate compounds
do not exhaust Chao’s detailed documentation of the versatility of
subordinate compounds. It suffices here to show that the three groups of
compounds represent nouns, verbs, and adjectives as centers of the
subordinate compounds, respectively. They serve to illustrate the point that
syntactic principles can be largely employed to account for compound
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formation, and thus in accordance with the theory of distributional
morphology.

It is worth noting that while form classes (parts of speech) are
employed by Chao (ibid) to analyze the composition of compounds,
semantic considerations are also used. The most interesting examples can
be found in the section of coordinate compounds via semantic synonymy,
e.g., jiannan ¥R and fensan 43 #Y; antonymy, e.g., chdngdudn =FH
and mdimai E B ; parallelism, e.g., shanshui 117K and fiumi HF;
Pk

It should also be noted that genuine coordinate structure in syntax
lies in the free word order of the two or more coordinated constituents
without changing the meaning. For example, there is no meaning difference
between ‘apple and peach’ and ‘peach and apple’. However, the great
majority of coordinate compounds are not of genuine coordinate structure.
All the examples in the above paragraph cannot have their word order
reversed. Furthermore, there are quite a few compounds of which the word
order can be reversed, but with different meaning, e.g., jisuan FF&H vs.
suanji $E1 and libié BE) vs. biéli FEfE. Only few examples are hard
to discern the differences in meaning, e.g., l&iji 2 f# and jiléi T2 and
suojian HE)% and jidnsuo JKAE.

In reading Chinese texts, segmentation of one-character, two-
character, and multi-character words and four character idioms such as
gianshan wanshui T 118K and gianydn wanyi T 5 H & works as a
parser of lexical chunks stored in the mental lexicon to interact with various
kinds of syntactic parsers. On this view, the transparency of syntactic and
semantic relationships between the two characters facilitates the reading.
We can roughly divide the degree of transparency into three levels from
“transparent” to “translucent” to “opaque” as shown in ex. (1)—(3) below.

(1) level I (transparent)
shangdo lIfE vs. gdoshan =il
shuishén KR vs. shénshui 7K
(2) level II (translucent)
niiér 5L vs. érnii 5L
siinzi 4T vs. zisin T
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(3) level III (opaque)
gdoti¢ T8 (abbr. of gaosu ticln =ik %) vs. tisgao ¥ (abbr.
of tieli gaojia ¥HIE = 4E)
vishéng B&'f: (abbr. of yibing shiishéng B9 FH42) vs. shéngyt 45
(abbr. of shéngwi yixué 1) %55

On level 1, shangdo 1115 has subject-predicate structure, while
gdoshan & 111 has adjective-noun structure. Similarly, the contrast
between shuishén 7KIE and shénshui IR/K. On level 11, érnii 5% is an
abbr. of the coordinate phrase “érzi 58+ F niiér 257, Similarly, zisin
“F{% is an abbr. of the coordinate phrase “érzi 5T M sinzi % F”. On
Level 111, while gdotié f=## ‘high speed rail is lexicalized, tiégdo
‘the elevation of railway’ is not lexicalized, since the project of railway
elevation is hard to become part of the daily life. In contrast, both yishéng
B8 and shengyi £ are lexicalized.

Due to rapid development of science and technology, more and more
abbreviated two-character compounds have emerged. For example, héféi
1% 8% from hénéng féilico 1%RERERL, hdidan #1% from hdishui danhua
W 7K % 4K . Even for the literate in Taiwan, they have to learn newly
abbreviated compounds in reading the Chinese newspapers.

It appears that two-character compounds constitute the core of Chinese
compounds. In fact, there is an important phonological reason for this
phenomenon. A metrical foot usually consists of two syllables with stress on
one of the two syllables to create different metrical patterns in different
languages (Myers 2022). The one-syllable-morpheme-character template
naturally yields the two-character compounds as optimal units in the mental
lexicon of the literate in reading Chinese. This optimality induces Chinese
readers to segment the text by two-character chunks to facilitate their reading.
At the same time, this default segmentation strategy also creates all sorts of
“garden path”, as shown in the following examples (4)—(5).

(4) 1E G RIS LA i B IRFR -
a. fE6R / Ko / 84/ /1R / RE.
Zaitai dabufen xuéshéng you jiankang baoxian
b fE/ QK Eay / BAE A MR R

Zai taida bufeén xuéshéng you jiankang baoxian
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(5) F LR AETAN, HREHE.,
a. FEL/FEIR/E /BT, AL,
Me¢inii dufan shéngyi rémén zhaoldi jingcha
b. K () LR/ LR/, AR,

Méi (gud) nlidufan shengyi rémén zhaolai jingcha

The mental lexicon along with rules in “distributed morphology”
and meaning in “construction morphology” enables Chinese readers to
process Chinese texts. The mental lexicon, proposed originally by Miller
(1986,1991), focuses on the matric relationship between sound and
meaning, leaving the third dimension of orthography unanswered.

With the complex system of Chinese characters, compound word,
and idioms, syntactic rules of distributed morphology, and construction
meanings of compounds and idioms, the Chinese mental lexicon for the
native Chinese readers must be more complex than that of alphabetic
languages like English.

In characterizing Chinese language for the readers of Scientific
American, Prof. William Wang had a succinct statement that “Although the
Chinese system of writing is complex, the basic structure of the language
is simple” (Wang 1973). Yet the Journal of Chinese Linguistics he founded
in that year has uncovered the complexity of both spoken and written
Chinese in numerous ways.

2.3 Word and Phrase

In addition to the entanglement between zi ¥ and ¢/ 7, the
distinction between compound words and phrases has also been an issue
concerning the wordhood in Chinese, for example, hdénghua #L 1&
‘safflower’ and hdng de hua 4L )4t ‘red flower’; hudnggua ¥ /N
‘cucumber’ and hudng de gua ¥ ) ‘yellow melon/gourd/squash’.

Yet, on both semantic and syntactic tests, hdnghua #AL 1t and
hudanggua ¥ J\ are words, while héng de hua #LHI1t and hudng de gud
% 1) are phrases. Semantically, hénghua %1% is a kind of flowers
which are usually red, but also can be yellow, but héng de hua #LFITE
cannot have yellow-colored flowers as its members (Myers 2022). In other
words, hénghua #L1¢, like yinghua #1t and méihua 44, is a member
of the category of hud 1%, while héng de hua ALHIAE is the intersection
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of the category of hud {£ and the category of hdng #L. Syntactically, as
shown in (6), the two have different syntactic restrictions.

(6) a. RALHIAE,
Hénhong de hua
b. *RALAE .
Hén honghua

Similarly, the color of hudnggua %) is green, but it has two
varieties, namely dahudanggua K3# )X and xidohudnggua /3K, akin
to dabdicai K 3% and xidobdicai /N 1 3¢ . The examples in (7)

illustrate the same point.

(7) a. IEIERRFNKANT .
Zhe tido dahuanggua taixiao le
b. B ANFHURKT

Zhe¢ tido xiaohuanggua taida le

There are other kinds of test which can distinguish between words
and phrases and provide more evidence for the wordhood in Chinese (Xu
2018; Myers 2022).

3. PARTS OF SPEECH

Regardless of the paucity of inflection and derivation in Chinese
morphology, parts of speech in Chinese can still be defined by semantic
contents and syntactic distributions. However, distinctions in parts of
speech can often be blurred. Most of the prepositions in Chinese are
developed from verbs, and their verbal meaning is still transparent. They
often co-occur with the main verb, thus called ‘coverbs’ (Defrancis 1963;
Chao 1968; Li and Thompson 1981). The underlined words in sentences
(8)—(10) are coverbs.

(8) PRI T 2R
Zhongguorén yong kuaizi chifan
(9) MAEH FHTRL T o
Ta ba beizi dapo le



QUEST FOR THE ESSENCE OF CHINESE GRAMMAR 591
(10) T #AhFTHE T .
Beizi béi ta dipo le

The underlined word yong ] in (8) is the coverb for the main verb
chi 7. Sentence (8) can be translated into English both as (11) and (12).

(11) Chinese eat meals with chopsticks.
(12) Chinese use chopsticks to eat meals.

On the other hand, the preposition “with” in the following English
sentences (13)—(15) must be translated into different coverb phrases.

(13) George had dinner with Mary.
TR ER A — B B .
Qidozhi gén mali yiqi chi wancan

(14) George had dinner with great pleasure.
A AR Al bR H e G
Qidozhi hén yukuaide chi wancan

(15) George had spaghetti with meat balls.
LA VNP

Qidozhi chi rouwan yidalimian

Sentences in (13)—(15) also show that the preposition “with” does
not have a clear meaning of itself, but can form different syntactic phrases
yielding different meanings. The English “with” may have the original
meaning of ‘accompanying’, but it has 26 meanings as listed in the
Webster’s Dictionary. In contrast, yong f] has a transparent meaning of
‘to use’.

McCawley (1992), on a universal basis of cross-linguistic
identification and implicational universals proposed by Greenberg (1963),
has concluded that most of the so-called “coverbs” are prepositions, but
some are verbs. However, while the original meanings as main verbs are
bleached, they still maintain the temporal aspects of verbs. For example,
yong kudizi F ¥ precedes the action of eating in the real world, as
shown in (8) . The temporal aspect of prepositions, such as céng #£ ‘from’
and dao F| ‘to’, can be further illustrated by the following pair of
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sentences (16a)—(16b) and their English equivalents.

(16) a. fthfE 2 &l 7 21 s 35 67
Ta cong gongyuan zoudao tushliguan
‘He walked from the park to the library.’
b. A 2] fi] 35 6 1 23 [ AE
Ta dao tushliguan coéng gongyudn zou
‘He walked to the library from the park.’

Note that in English the ‘from” phrase and the ‘to’ phrase can be
reversed in word order without affecting the grammaticality of both
sentences. It is not the case in Chinese. As céng 1t and dao | still
maintain the temporal aspect of their original verb meaning, they must obey
the temporal sequence principle of word order in Chinese (Tai 1985, 2011).
Therefore, (16b) is not grammatical.

As a matter of fact, the verb-hood of dao %I is stronger than that
of céng ¢ . This can be illustrated by different degrees of
ungrammaticality in (17) and (18), in which the nouns are preposed to the
front of the sentences.

(17) 20 &8, e A REER
Thshiigudn ta cong gongyuan zou dao
(18) * A, Mk 2 & & 6 .

Gongyuan ta cong zou dao tishiigudn

An event can be divided into sub-events in terms of temporal
sequence. Sentences (8)—(10) can be segmented into sub-events, as in
(8’)—(10’), and their word order is naturally explained by the principle of
temporal sequence.

CRLC PN S lA
Zhongguorén yongkuaizi chifan
1 2 3
O) M AEH T HATHE T o
Ta babgizi dapole
1 2 3
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(10°) ¥F /4 /3T B T
Baizi beita dapole
1 2 3

Grammaticalization, a process of deriving ‘functional words’ (xiici
5 from ‘content words’ (shici E7i) through “semantic bleaching” or
“semantic weakening”, has played a key role in the development of
Chinese grammar (WU Fuxiang %4 £ 2005). Grammaticalization forms
a continuum, so does the category of coverb/preposition in Chinese in their
residual verbal meanings in temporal aspect.

With respect to parts of speech in Chinese, McCawley (1992) also
concluded that (1) auxiliary verbs are verbs; (2) “localizers” such as shang
I, xia F, i #, and words such as yigign VAT and yihou LA1%, are not
prepositions, but nouns; (3) adjectives are verbs, as recognized in Chao
(1968).

Finally, the issues regarding the distinction between nouns and verbs
in Chinese have been raised in SHEN Jiaxuan 7L % /& (Shen 2014).
Perhaps, through semantic criteria and syntactic distribution patterns, the
distinction can be made as attempted in Tai (1997).

4. CLASSIFIERS VS. MEASURES

Classifiers are subsumed under the general category of measures as
individual measures (Chao 1968, 585). Li and Thompson (1981) also
grouped classifier phrases together with measure phrases (ibid.104). Tai
and Wang (1990), in search of the nature of human categorization, opted to
separate “classifiers” from “measures” as an independent form class, even
though both have the function of counting objects, entities and events. The
distinction is that “while classifiers categorize nouns by picking up some
salient perceptual features physically or functional based, measures do not
categorize but only denote the quantity of objects” (Tai and Wang 1990,
38). This distinction claims that while all languages have measures, only
some languages like Chinese and Thai have classifiers.

Therefore, Chinese is a classifier language, but English is not, even
though English has a couple of expressions such as “one head of cabbage”
and “two ears of coin”. The distinction also has typological implications
regarding how a language makes distinction between count nouns and mass
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nouns, plurality, and quantification, etc. (Aikhenvald 2000; Zhang 2013;
Chen et al. 2022).

The cognitive basis of Chinese classifiers can be more clearly
detected from the subset of cognitive properties underlying the learnability
of human languages (Pinker 1989, 183-192). For example, inanimate
entities can be schematized as 1, 2, and 3 dimensional entities. Thus, the
classifier tido 14 categorizes perceptually 1-dimensional long and thin
entities such as hudnggua ¥ JN, In % and hé 1. Metaphorically, it
extends to ming i and fali % (Tai and Wang 1990). The classifier
zhang 5k categorizes 2-dimensional flat surface such as zhi A% and
zhuozi %-F (Tai and Chao 1994). Then, there are several 3-dimensional
classifiers such as kuai ¥, k¢ $8 and 4i I which also involve other
properties such as rigidity and size. The classifier gé fE is a default
classifier which can be treated as 0-dimensional, thus semantically empty,
yet syntactically required to form numeral classifier phrases (Myers 2000).

In terms of grammaticalization, Chinese classifiers are derived from
“content” words. Tido 4 originally is a noun denoting tiny and flexible
tree branches. Zhang 5 originally is a verb meaning ‘to open, to stretch’.
Thus, it also serves as the classifier for ‘mouth’ as in yizhang zui — 5% W§.

There are other classifiers which have the nominal origins from
animal body parts as in yitou niv —HHf and lidngwéi yu W JE fit. In
Southern Min, the classifier wéi J& also serves as a classifier for “snake”
and “worm”, in addition to fish (Tai 1999a). Chinese dialects provide a
wealth of data for the understanding of human categorization (Tai 1992,
1994).

Classical Chinese as expressed in Confucius analects and other
literature does not have classifiers, e.g., san rén xing bi you wo shi yan —.
NAT 7 FATE . Classifiers emerged in large quantities during the period
of wei jin nan béi chao ## FL# (LIU Shiru I fF 1965). Its
emergence remains an enigmatic research question (Wang 1994, Her 2022).

The rich variations in classifiers across Chinese dialects are still to
be uncovered. In addition to the traditional method of asking the native
informants to provide data, psycholinguistic approaches can also be
designed to elicit hidden data of classifiers in Chinese dialects (Kuo, Lee
and Tai 2008).
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5. SUBJECT, OBJECT, VS. TOPIC

In Western traditional grammar, subject and predicate constitute the
two main components of a sentence or proposition. In semantic term,
subject is the entity to be included in the property set of the predicate, as
in “John is smart.” However, the notion of subject-predicate has been
mixed with that of topic-comment as early as in Sapir (1921) and Hockett
(1958) (Lyons 1977, 501). While “topic” is relatively easy to be defined as
“someone or something to talk about”, the notion of “subject” has been
defined in various ways in different languages (Keenan 1976).

Chao (1968, 69) states that “the grammatical meaning of subject and
predicate in Chinese is topic and comment, rather than actor and action”.
Chao’s original idea was implemented into the topic vs. subject language
typology proposed by Li and Thompson (1976). Topic is what to talk about,
be it an entity or event. Thus, topic is a discourse notion, and a paragraph
in Chinese can consist of one topic sentence, followed by several clauses
to form a topic chain (Tsao 1990). For example, the following paragraph
(19) contains one topic followed by three (or more) clauses.

(19) WERAE K HLuhE B —EE L BRI R4 (a), NREIRE (D), W
FHZEWEATH(c), W LEER AT E), KN HREE)
W6 zuétian zai hudchézhan yujian yige cong meigué laide xuésheng (a)
Rén zhang de héngao (b)
Liangshou lazhu liangge xingli (c)
Beishang haiyou yige béibao (d)
Zhuangman le dongxi (e)

The whole paragraph is like one single sentence talking about the
American student I ran into on the train station yesterday.

Li and Thompson (1976) concluded that “the topic is discourse
notion, whereas the subject is to a greater extent a sentence internal notion”.
On the surface structure of an English sentence, “subject” can be defined
morphologically as the unit which can agree with the verb, e.g., singular
third person agreement in English, syntactically by auxiliary-subject
inversion as in “Can I help you?”, and semantically by the selection
restriction between subject and verb.

In the deep structure defined in Chomsky (1965), the subject is the
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NP immediately dominated by the S node, while the object is the NP
immediately dominated by the VP node. Chomsky (1986) further defined
the subject as external argument and the object as internal argument. In
terms of semantic compositionality, the object combines with the verb in
VP, and the subject combines with the whole VP in S.

The asymmetry between subject and object with respect to several
grammatical patterns in Chinese has been observed within the framework
of generative grammar. To wit, Huang (1984) shows an asymmetry between
subject and object with respect to pro-drop; McCawley (1989) observes the
asymmetry in Chinese comparatives; and Tang (1989) observes the
asymmetry in Chinese reflexives. In the long literature of psycholinguistic
processing of subject and object relative clauses, it has been shown that
subject relatives is easier to process than object relatives, thus establishing
the primacy of subject (Lin 2018).

Semantic concepts such as “agent” and “patient” can be used to
distinguish “subject” from “object” or “external” from “internal” argument
from the point of view of a universal argument selection principle proposed
by Dowty (1991, 576) as stated below:

In predicates with grammatical subject and object, the
argument for which the predicate entails the greatest number
of Proto-Agent properties will be lexicalized as the subject of
the predicate; the argument having the great number of Proto-
Patient entailments will be lexicalized as the direct object.

Lapolla (1990) has argued that there are no “syntactic pivots”, such
as “subject” and “object” in Chinese, which neutralize different semantic
roles. The notions of “subject” and “object” as syntactic functions
independent of their semantic roles simply do not exist in Chinese. The
author’s own observation, however, is that while subject and object as
syntactic pivots may not play as an important role in Chinese as in English,
it can still be argued that the distinction between subject and object not only
can be, but needs to be made in Chinese, as shown in the asymmetry between
the subject and the object in Chinese syntactic operations in aforementioned
studies (Huang 1984; McCawley 1989; Tang 1989; Lin 2018).

Li and Thompson (1981) introduce topic both as a discourse notion
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and a syntactic one. While still claiming topic is a discourse notion, they
attempt to distinguish topic from subject at the sentence level. Topic is
identified as the preverbal noun phrase appearing in the sentence-initial
position. Subject is then defined as the noun phrase which bears a “doing” or
“being” relationship with the verb. While they give several arguments based
on functional, semantic, and typological considerations, almost no valid
syntactic tests were provided.

Jiang (1991) and Tai (1997) have used the placement of sentential
adverbs which modify the whole sentence and the adverbs which modify
only verbal phrases to make a distinction between the subject and the topic.
In short, “topic”, “subject” and “object” as syntactic constructs in Chinese
syntax may not as clear-cut as in the syntax of English and other European
languages. They can be identified through a cluster of semantic and syntactic
criteria.

6. ACTIVE VS. PASSIVE

With some rare exceptions, Chinese linguists have treated (20) as
the active, and (22) as the corresponding passive, while (21) is a variant of
active voice with a causal meaning.

(20) ABFTHE T AT o
Ta dapo le beizi

(21) A FFTHE 7o (ba #2 sentence)
Ta ba beizi dapo le

(22) T HEMITHE 1o (béi ¥ sentence)

Bgizi béi ta dapo le

Tai (1989) took a non-objective approach by treating the bd #°
sentences as active and béi # sentences as corresponding passive. Formally,
the operation in word order is simply the reversed order between “agent” and
“patient” on the action tier. Then (20) is an event on the thematic tier. The
distinction between action tier and thematic tier was first made by Jackendoff
(1985). The non-objectivist view is also a world view underlying the
structure of Chinese language as originally stated in Tai (1984). Unlike
English accomplishment verbs such as “to kill” and “to learn” which can be
expressed by single verbs, their Chinese equivalents cannot be expressed by
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monosyllabic words shd #% and xué 2, and must be expressed by action-
result compounds shdsi #%%E and xuéhui “: & . Chinese does not have
monosyllabic accomplishment verbs. It uses action-result compounds to
ensure the attainment of goal as required in accomplishment verbs.

There are two important questions in human communication. One is
“what has happened”, and the other is “who did what to whom”. If we focus
on the former question then the thematic tier is used to report the happening
of an event as in (20), but if we focus on the latter, then we need to make a
distinction between the “agent” and “patient” as bd % sentences for the
agent-orient view and béi # for the patient-orient view. In terms of basic
word order, Chinese uses SVO for thematic tier, but “S bad OV” and “O bei
SV” on the action tier. Note that both bd 2 and béi #% constructions on
action tier put the verb or verb compound in the final position. The verb-final
word order and the order of relative clause before head noun constitute two
important syntactic features for treating Chinese as an SOV language
typologically (Tai 1973, 1976).

7. TIME AND SPACE
7.1 Temporal Relationship Between Two Events

As a sequel to temporal sequence between two events (Tai 1985), seven
different kinds of temporal relation are further identified with illustrative
sentences (23)—(29) as below (Tai 2011; Hwang and Tai 2014).

(23) fibseBIE FHAE A EELD), R E TIEE).
Ta xiandao tashiiguanjiéshii zai hui yanjiushi gongzuo
(E1 occurs before E2, or E2 occurs after E1.)
(24) fhiEE(EL), #E T (E2).
Ta zhuanshén jiu zoule
(The ending point of E1 is also the beginning point of E2.)
(25) M= (E1)IE [ 5 67 12 & (E2) -
Ta néshi jin tushiiguan huanshi
(E1 overlaps with E2. )
(26) (R=PRZ=PUFEH), OSSR ER(EL), ZEDUIELE I8 (E2).
(Zhangsan gén lisi séupao) Zhangsan yijing pdodao zhongdian
Lisi hudnzai banta
(E1 and E2 have the same beginning point, but different ending points.)
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(27) FRAEHE T (B, b fardthE T (B2).

Wo zai shuiwtjiao de shihou ta toutoudi zoule

(During E1, E2 occurs.)
(28) /K¥E T (El), PO T HUE KA & (E2).

Shui gunle zai ba jidozi fangjin shuili zhu

(E1 starts first and continues till E2 occurs and finishes.)
(29) fih—iBnZR(E1), —iEHE(E2).

Ta yibian chifan yibian kanshi

(E1 and E2 occur simultaneously.)

Chinese is abundant in serial verb constructions (SVC) (Li and
Thompson 1981, 594-620). SVC consists of a sequence of verbs or verb
phrases which act together as a single predicate in one single event without
overt markers of coordination or subordination, e.g., sentence (25). SVCs
also follow temporal sequence principle and are widespread in Creole
languages and in the languages of West Africa, Southeast Asia, Amazonia,
Oceania, and New Guinea (Aikenvald and Dixon 2006, 1). In fact, Sinitic
languages, including Mandarin Chinese, Cantonese, Southern Min, exhibit
a rich variety of SVC (Hwang 2008; Matthews and Yip 2011)

7.2 Spatial Arrangement

There are two basic ways to map the three-dimensional spatial
arrangement into one-dimensional sequencing in spoken language. One
way is “from-whole-to-part-to point”. The other is “from-point-to-part-to-
whole”. For example, the word order of an address in Chinese is from a
street name to section of the street and to the number (avenue, section X,
number), while in English and other languages, the word order can be the
reversed (number, section X, avenue). In Chinese, the word order of
temporal relationship “from-whole-to-part-to-point” is an isomorphic mapping
from the spatial relationship, e.g., “2022 year, August 1, afternoon five o’clock,
and twelve minutes”. In fact, logical scope in Chinese is also an isomorphic
mapping from spatial scope, though metaphorically (Tai 1985, 1999b).

The contrast is analogous to “zoom in” vs. “zoom out” in photo
taking. In terms of nesting image, “nesting inwards” applies in Chinese,
where a larger unit is viewed or ordered before a smaller one; that is, the
smaller unit is embedded or contained within the next larger one. The effect
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is similar with the use of a video camera that first shows a long shot with
foreground, and then slowly disappears as the camera lens eventually
zooms in for a close-up of the intended object. The converse then holds
true for English, where the zoom lens first focuses on the object, receding
to the distant background for a broad view in the final, longshot of the
scene. We can also extend the container-contained relationship to the
reporting of the location of an object. Again, the contrasting strategies can
be illustrated by the Chinese sentence in (30) and its English equivalent in
(31). Note that they are in reverse order.

(30) FEJ5F b5 L 51 1 b T ) & T A .
Zai chufang-li-de zhudzi-de shangmian-de hézi-li you gian
1 2 3 4 5
At kitchen-in-GEN table-GEN top-GEN box-in have money
(31) There is money inthe box onthe top of the table in the kitchen.
5 4 3 2 1

In addition to the mapping of container-contained relation, spatial
relation can also be mapped on the cognitive axis of trajectory (Figure) and
landmark (Ground). Thus, (32) and (33) represent two basic principles of
spatial arrangement in Chinese, respectively.

(32) Zhuodzi-shang  you qian (container-contained)
table-top have  money
‘There is money on the top of the table.’

(33) Qian zai zhudzi-shang (trajectory-landmark)
money at table-top
‘The money is on the top of the table.’

8. SPATIALIZATION OF TIME

The spatial relationships such as “before” vs. “after” and “above”
vs. “below” can also be metaphorically mapped onto temporal relationship.
For example, spatial conceptualization of time in Chinese is as the

following sentence (34):
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(34) a. Qian-tian HjK (front-day) ‘the day before yesterday’
b. Hou-tian 1%k (back-day) ‘the day after tomorrow’
c. Shang-xingqi 2 H] (above week) ‘last week’
d. Xia-xingqi F 21 (below week) ‘next week’

The hypothesis that spatial expressions are more basic,
grammatically and semantically, than various kinds of expression has been
referred to as “localism”. It was first proposed by linguist Anderson (1971)
and then by psychologists Miller and Johnson-Laird (1976). The
spatialization of time is an obvious and pervasive phenomenon often noted
by linguists. Notable English examples are “in the house” and “in a week”;
and “long object” and “long time”. Various issues in child language
acquisition (Clark 1971, 1973) were also centered on the development of
temporal expressions derived from spatial expressions such as “before” and
“after”. Tai (1985) also put out the temporal scope principle based on the
spatialization of time. Thus, in both spatial scope and temporal scope the
principle is “from-container-to-contained”, as illustrated in the following
pairs of sentences (35)—(36).

(35) G G AL #E i i = B 100 5%
Taiwan taibéishi ludsifulu sanduan yibaihao
‘No.100, section 3, Roosevelt Rd, Taipei, Taiwan’
(36) BIFEAE 2022 49 A 10 H N4 5 B 45 4.
Xianzai shi erlingeérérnian jitiyue shiri xiawt wudidn sishiwufén
‘It is now 45 minutes past 5p.m., Sept. 10, 2022.”

Tai (1985) demonstrated that a large set of word order in Chinese
can be explained by cognitive-conceptual principles of temporal sequence
and spatial scope. Both principles are isomorphism to the perception of the
external world, thus both are iconic principles. Other aspects of iconicity
in Chinese have been observed in Greenberg (1995) and Tai (1999b). In
retrospect, Tai (1985, 1999b) countered the autonomous thesis of syntax as
espoused by generative grammarians (Newmeyer 1998).

9. INFORMATION FOCUS
The information center of a sentence does not have to be on the main
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verb. Consider the contrast between Chinese and English sentences
(37)—(38) below.

Question: Does he run fast?
(37) a. fbEEfFRIG?
Ta pdod¢ kuai ma
b. Al PRAR 2
Ta paodé kuaibukuai
Answer: Yes, he does./ No, he doesn’t.
(38) T AP/, *ANHl

Kuai bukuai/pao. bupao

The question concerned is not whether “he runs or not”, but about
whether the speed is fast or not. While Chinese answers with the relevant
information focus ‘fast’, English answers with the syntactic head — the
verb. It also accounts for why, in addition to (37a), (37b) is also a question
form in Chinese. Similarly, in action-result verb compounds, the
information focus is on the result, not on the action, to wit, as shown in the
following examples (39)—(42),

(39) G /HEfE TG ?
Ni kan tingdong le ma
‘Do you understand (by reading or listening).’
(40) T 7. WRHE/*E T, FHET
Dong le modong kan le ting le
‘Yes,  do.”/’No, I don’t.’
(41) FRAEMASE 75 ?
Ni bé ta shasi le ma
‘Did you kill him?”
(42) AT M, (HRABIRIE,
W6 sha le ta danshi ta méi si
“*] killed him, but he didn’t die.’

Also, the information focus also plays a role in word order for
conjoined sentences (43)—(44) expressing causal and conditional
relationship.
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(43) a. il 1, FTLAASHE R B ek
Ta bing le sudyi bunéng chixi huiyi
b. AN RE I &Rk, R AN T
Ta bunéng chiixi huiyi yinwei ta bing le
(44) a. MAFAERE, REEHET-
Rugud wo you qian wo hui mai fangzi
b. EH T, WREAR.

W6 hui mai fangzi rigud wo you qian

Some pragmatic contexts need to attend first to the most urgent task,
as shown in the ex. (45), in imperative speech acts.

(45) PREARH, BT EBTRT .
Kuai paokai wiizi yao taxialai le
‘Run away quickly! The house is falling down.’

10. CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this paper, distinctive features of Chinese grammar for further
understanding of the essence of Chinese grammatical have been identified.
Chinese grammar has been characterized in different typological
frameworks as isolating, analytic, discourse-oriented, topic-prominent, and
pervasive in iconicity with a variety of serial verb constructions. These
typological characteristics are shared by Creole and sign language, both are
“young” languages for different reasons (Tai 2013).

The hypothesis originally put forth by Hashimoto (1976) that
Chinese has gone through Altaicization through interaction with Altaic
people from the north is certainly a reasonable hypothesis which can be
supported by the mixed typological features of SOV and SVO languages
(Tai 1973), and the change from SVO to SOV languages (Li and Thompson
1975; Tai 1978). Given the long history of interaction between Sino-
Tibetan language people and Altaic language people, Chinese has certainly
been creolized in tone patterns and word order. What remains to be an
enigmatic question is that the monosyllabic template seems to have not
changed.

One-syllable-one-morpheme-one-word “gestalt” might have also
played a key role in the persistence of zi 7 in the Chinese writing system.
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From the point of view of the mental lexicon, how zi “ and ¢/ 7 are
represented in sound and in graph in reading Chinese is an important
research area for Chinese reading for the hearing as well as the deaf with
implication for reading disability and second language acquisition.
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