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Abstract

Topic chain, one of the essential organization devices in Chinese discourse, is highlighted
by the use of many co-referential zero forms. Although topic chain plays an important role
in organizing discourse, few attempts have been made to explore how topic chain forms
an integrated and meaningful unit, and how it facilitates discourse organization through
the so-called “integration functions”. This study, based on a comprehensive review of topic
chain studies, re-examines the core characteristics of the topic chain. Later on, integration
functions of the topic chain are analysed at internal and external levels. Topic chain itself
can manage its internally different clauses to form a cohesive, meaningful and unified unit.
At this stage, this paper clearly demonstrates why so much information within a topic chain
assembles in a compact structure. At the discourse level, one topic chain can associate with
another topic chains or non-chain constructions to establish textual coherence. Making the
use of zero anaphora, co-reference, cognitive orders, and other non-morph-syntactic
devices, topic chain can combine different discourse units together to construct Chinese
discourse. The study provides a systematic and well-developed account of the integration
functions for the Chinese topic chain, which plays a significant role in understanding the
nature of a topic chain as well as in understanding on how discourse coherence establishes
in Chinese.

Keywords: co-referential topic; connection of clauses; unified unit; textual coherence;
compactness; meronymy

Povzetek

Tematsko verigo, eno izmed osnovnih organizacijskih sredstev v kitajskem diskurzu,
zaznamuje uporaba Stevilnih soreferencnih nicelnih oblik. Navkljub dejstvu, da tematska
veriga igra pomembno vlogo pri organizaciji kitajskega diskurza, je le malo raziskav na temo,
kako le-ta oblikuje celostno in smiselno enoto ter kako pripomore k lazji organizaciji
diskurza preko t.i. itegracijskih funkcij. Studija, ki temelji na celovitem pregledu raziskav o
tematskih verigah, ponovno preverja glavne znacilnosti tematske verige. Hkrati analizira
integracijske funkcija na zunanjih in notranjih ravneh verige. Tematska veriga lahko upravlja
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s stavki, ki so notranje razli¢ni, in iz njih oblikuje oblikuje smiselno povezano, celostno enoto.
V tem delu Studija jasno prikaZe, zakaj se tako veliko informacij zbere v kompaktni strukturi.
Na nivoju diskurza se ena tematska veriga poveze z drugo tematsko verigo ali kakSno drugo
strukturo in tako se vzpostavi besedilna skladnost. Z uporabo nicelne anafore,
soreferencénosti, kognitivhega zaporedja in drugih pripomockov, ki niso morfoloski ali
sintakti¢ni, je tematska veriga zmoZna povezati razlicne diskurzne enote v kitajski diskurz.
Studija ponuja sistemati¢en in dobro razvit pregled integracijskih funkcij za kitajsko
tematsko verigo, kar mocéno prispeva k razumevanju narave tematskih verig kot tudi k
razumevanju nacina vzpostavljanja diskurzne skladnosti v kitajscini.

Klju¢ne besede: soreferencna tema; povezava med stavki; poenotena celota; besedilna
skladnost; kompaktnost; meronimija

1 Introduction

The Chinese language is known as a discourse-oriented language (Tsao, 1979, 1990;
Chu, 1998; Li, 2005). Meanwhile, Chinese is regarded as a topic-prominent language (Li
& Thompson, 1976, pp. 457-461). Topic chain is the intersection of the two salient
characteristics, as well as the bridge between syntax and discourse. It is characterized
by the use of co-referential zero forms in successive different clauses, and is regarded
as one of the typical landmark characteristics of the Chinese language.

In comparison with English, topic chain in Chinese is a compact construction stored
with large qualities of information, and readers of other languages will wonder why so
much information is assembled into a compact and short structure, and how the
structure works effectively.

Most studies on topic chains tend to explore how a topic and its co-referential
zeros are produced within a topic chain, but ignore how topic chains form a larger
propositional meaningful unit or establish textual coherence. An innovative term,
“integration function”, is used here to specify how a topic chain works to construct
small units into a meaningful coherent unification and create textual coherence in
Chinese. The term includes two layers, i.e. a topic chain is able to construct its inner
unification as an integrated and meaningful unit, and a topic chain can establish textual
coherence through cooperating other topic chains or other constructions. Being
different from textual coherence, this term “integration function” is characteristic of
its form (a structural configuration) and function (coherence establishment) for a topic
chain. The purpose of the study is to probe into integration functions of a topic chain
from a textual perspective.

The present study first reviews literature on the Chinese topic chain by presenting
their linear features. Following this, the paper focuses on integration functions of the
topic chain, which is the theme of the study.
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2 A brief review of studies on Chinese topic chain

2.1 Definitions of topic chain

The term “topic chain” was first put forward by Dixon (1972, p. 71), who investigated
an Australian aboriginal language Dyirbal. Tsao (1979) first defined the concept of topic
chainin Chinese, which is different from that of Dixon. After him, many linguists worked
on Chinese in this field.

Tsao (1979, p. vii) gives his definition of a topic chain for Chinese as, “a topic chain,
a stretch of actual discourse composed of one —and often more than one — clause,
headed by a topic which serves as a common link among all clauses, that actually
functions as a discourse unit in Chinese”. He gives an example: (Tsao, 1979, p. 38)

(1)

B OBEWN, £ A e T K e R OHE A

na ké shu hua xido ¢ yézi da ¢ hén nan kan
That M tree flower small, (tree) leaves big, (tree) very plain looking,
JiT A *Ow kK.

sudyi ¢ wod méi mai

so (tree) | NOT buy.

According to Tsao, a topic chain can occur in a simple sentence, where he defines
two types: a simple-sentence topic chain and a complex-sentence topic chain. Tsao’s
definition has been accepted and cited by Li (1985, p. 138), Shi (1992, p. 15), and Li
(1995, p. 32).

Li & Thompson (1981, p. 659) define a topic chain as follows.

One common situation in which noun phrases are unspecified is the

topic chain, where a referent is referred to it in the first clause, and then
there follow several more clauses talking about the same referent but not
overtly mentioning that referent.”

Chu (1998, p. 324) offers a more inclusive definition stating that “a topic chain is a
set of clauses linked by a topic in the form of ZA (zero anaphora)”. His typical example
is shown as (Chu, 1998, p. 335):

(2)

— K, 2 fl ¥, W 2 = e
yitian, @ chen ta xizao, wo bian qu jiancha
One-day, (I) take-advantage-of he bathe, |  at-once go search
filn ) AR, i T R 4,
ta de yifuy, ¢ fan le shangyt de méigé koudai,

his DE clothes, (I) turn-over- PFV top-clothes’ DE every-M pocket,
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X 2 # ¥ 1 D48,
you qu fan kuzi de koudai
further go turn-over slack DE pocket

Chu’s definition is strikingly similar to Li and Thompson’s, but he introduces
another term, the so-called “zero anaphora”, which had not been explicitly mentioned
before.

Although Li (2005) does not present a clear definition, her underlying assumption
about a topic chain is basically in accordance with Chu’s, where zero anaphora is
regarded as the core characteristic. Further, Li (2005, p. 56) holds that the overt topic
of a topic chain does not have to occur in the initial clause of a chain, and that some
zero NPs can be linked to an overt topic not in the immediate sentence, but in the
previous sentence or even previous paragraph, instead. Therefore, Li suggests more
forms of a topic chain, such as multi-sentence topic chain; multi-paragraph topic chain;
discontinuous topic chain; modifier topic chain.

These definitions all implicitly agree that each clause in a topic chain shares the
same topic, but as for the performance requirements of these topics, they display
substantial differences. Tsao has no description for the performance of a topic in each
clause, while Li and Thompson (1981), Chu (1998) and Li (2005) all are in favor of using
zero forms within a topic chain. However, they differ slightly from each other: Li and
Thompson think that the overt topic should be located in the initial-sentence position;
Chu believes that the topic does not have to appear in the initial position. The clause
(the topic clause) with the topic mentioned firstly often occurs at the beginning of the
topic chain, but it also possibly occurs in middle of or at the end of the chain (Li, 2004).

By comparison, Li has a more inclusive analysis of zero form performance in a topic
chain, and summarizes three features of this phenomenon (Li, 2005, pp. 54-55):

a) a topic is overtly mentioned in the first clause;
b) a topic is anaphorically referred to by a zero form in the subsequent clause(s); and
c) a topic chain is basically a sentence.

What is a topic chain? Generally, the nature of a topic chain can be explored from
several aspects such as including its grammatical category, behaviour and function, just
to name a few. The perspective of its category is one such aspect. So far, most studies
have failed to explicitly delineate its category of a topic chain except for Shi (1989), who
considered a topic chain as a syntactic category. Despite of the implicit descriptions,
most studies basically agree that a topic chain is a discourse category though it can play
an important role in syntax. The discussions on the definitions of the topic chain in
previous studies show that making of a topic chain needs the same topic and zero
forms, but there nevertheless remain some problems that no previous study seems to
deal with. Is a topic chain a unified and meaningful unit, or just a loosely structured
discourse? If it is an integrated unit, how do its inner components work together?
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With regards to functions of a topic chain, studies agree that a topic chain is an
important device in organizing Chinese discourse, but they have seldom demonstrated
how topic chains help build up discourse coherence in detail.

2.2 Behaviour of the co-referential topic within a topic chain

The format of the topic chain can be roughly shown as in the diagram below: a shared
topic (T) is followed by a series of different comment constituents (C1, C2, Cn), and a
co-referential zero form with a topic is situated in the initial position of each comment
clause. Each comment constituent and invisible zero form can be considered to be a
clause within a topic chain, such as ¢ C2, and @ Cn, and is therefore called a comment
clause. T-C1 is called a topic clause.

’T——Cl ...... (g) Cy...... (g) Cs...... (@) Cn‘

There raises a question on whether a visible co-referential form in the position of
C2, C3 or Cn symbolizes that the topic chain will come to the end.

Actually, a topic chain is strung by a topic clause and several comment clauses
sharing a co-referential topic, and zero forms within a topic chain are maintained by a
co-reference. Co-reference is a topic mechanism which controls each comment clause,
so it is assumed that a topic can work to delete each co-referential topic in a clause. In
this way, zero forms can be considered to be the result of a deletion run by topic.
Therefore, zero forms should not be regarded as the only criteria to judge the boundary
of a topic chain. Instead, a co-referential topic is the underlying criteria which should
be used to determine the boundary of a topic chain. In most cases, a co-referential
topic occurs as a zero form, however, it can also occur visibly (pronominal or nominal
forms).

These previous studies show that the following two qualities can constitute a topic
chain: zero anaphors and an overt topic (occurring once or invisible). It is important to
note that on the surface, the two qualities are able to constitute a topic chain, but
besides this, there exist two hidden qualities which ensure the build-up of a topic chain:
a co-referential topic and zero forms co-referential with a topic. The co-referential topic
is the underlying mechanism to control zero forms instead of zero forms themselves.

Table 1: The possible qualities of a topic chain

underlying superficial
the co-referential zero forms co-referential zero an overt topic (occurring
topic with the topic anaphors once or invisible)?

Li and Thompson (1981), Chu (1998) insist that the referent (co-referential with a
topic) should not overtly be mentioned, and an overt form co-referential with the topic
will only occur once, or not occur at all, but they have different ideas whether the overt
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topic should be located in the initial-sentence position. In term of their descriptions, a
topic chain is tolerant of an overt topic, indicating that the occurrence of an over topic
has no impact on a topic chain which is propped by the underlying qualities (a co-
referential topic and zero forms co-referential with a topic). Suppose an overt topic or
its co-referential form occurs twice or more in a cluster of clauses, the two underlying
gualities are maintained in a cluster of clauses. In other words, when zero forms co-
referential with the topic prevail in the cluster in spite of the occurrence of two or more
overt topics, all qualities do not violate essential qualities of a topic chain, which carries
an over topic or no topic at all. The case of two overt topics is identical with the
situation where an overt topic occurs. If an overt topic is seen as one part of a topic
chain, two (or more) overt topics are equally treated as parts of a topic chain under the
condition of zero forms co-referential with a topic being maintained. However, there is
an extreme case where all co-referential topics are not manifested by zero forms, and
the cluster of clauses in this case is not seen as a topic chain because the frequent
occurrence of overt topics results in no zero forms, completely damaging one
underlying quality of making a topic chain.

So we claim that when the occurrence of overt topics has no impact on underlying
qualities, the cluster is still treated as a topic chain. Since the occurrence of an overt
topic has no direct relation with the underlying qualities, it cannot be treated a
necessary quality in making a topic chain despite of the fact that an overt topic often
occurs in it once. In such a sense, the requirement of an overt topic just occurring once
is neither rational nor justified. When an overt form co-referential with the topic occurs
twice or more with zero forms co-referential with the topic being prevalent in a cluster
of clauses, the cluster is still a topic chain. Table 2 is a hierarchy of these qualities where
“>” indicates that the previous is more important than the latter.

Table 2: A hierarchy of the qualities for a topic chain

the
co-referential >
topic

zero forms(anaphors) zero _ an overt topic
co-referential with the topic anaphors  (visible or invisible)

It is concluded that the clause where the overt co-referential forms with a topic
occur should be considered as one part of a topic chain. A topic chain in a real context
can be shown as the following diagram:

T——Ci. (3/T) G () Ga...... (9D Cf

‘e/ T’ signifies that zero form, or overt co-referential form, can occur in this position.
Compared to the first diagram, this diagram shows that the clause, containing an overt
form co-referential with a topic, can be seen as a part of a topic chain.
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3 Integration functions of a topic chain

Two clauses in English are combined through two different means: subordination and
coordination. Sentences or clauses are coherently integrated through different
cohesion devices, such as reference, ellipsis, lexical conjunction (Halliday & Hasan,
1976). Also, more connective devices, as specified by Quirk et al. (1985, pp. 1437-1487),
which are more elaborate than those given by Halliday and Hasan, such as pragmatic
and semantic implications, intonation, punctuation, and information processing, were
identified.

Having special faculties, a topic chain in Chinese can work to connect small units
into discourse by making use of their own mechanisms. A topic chain in Chinese
performs its integration functions interiorly and exteriorly: firstly, a topic chain itself
can manage its different internal clauses to form a cohesive, meaningful and unified
unit, without relying on many grammatical devices or markings. Secondly, at the
discourse level, one topic chain can cooperate with other topic chains or non-chain
constructions to establish textual coherence. Sections 3.1 and 3.2 will discuss its inner
and external functions, for which the term “integration function” is used in this study,
separately.

3.1 The inner unification of a topic chain

A topic chain is considered to have a topic followed by several comment clauses, as
shown in the diagram ’T——Cl ...... (g) G...... (g) Gs...... (g/T") Cn‘. Within a topic
chain, a topic has the power to control and manage its comment clauses, and
meanwhile comment clauses are linked coherently, dependent on some mechanism.

3.1.1 Topic’s control on comment clauses

Firstly, a topic can control each comment clause through its co-referential mechanism.
It is assumed that the topic can work to delete each co-referential topic in a clause. In
this way, zero forms can be considered to the result from a deletion performed by the
topic, so its co-referential form is encoded as a zero form.

Secondly, a topic chain permits other syntactic constructions to enter, and the
inserted construction (embedment) exerts almost no influence on the topic’s effective
control of its subsequent comment clauses, as illustrated below.

(3) [ (a) fln &0 7 /D4E HHE fFk W W U, [
ta que dai shaonian xishi déldi de jido féngtong,
he yet bring youngster happy-event attain MOD feet pain,

(b) KT — K AR H oK i
g maile vyi tido liu jiang bai mu
(he) buy PFV a M six-oared white wooden boat,
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) M % — N5% M E [..]
@ z0 géi yi gé giong chuan zhu,
(he) rent give a M poor boat
(d) e i,

0] giyun hao

(He) luck good
il (e) [ & ZW AR H),

[ban nidn zhinei chuan bu hui shi]

[half year in boat NOT bad thing](embedding element),
liii] () T2 fib M Jl 1 4k &,

yushi ta cong sud zhuan de  qidn  shang

SO he from earned MOD money up,

(8) Xoow 7T = A AP il
@ you tdo le vyi ge lié youchanye de
(he) again marry PFV a M fairly well-to-do MOD

S)ivi BKR /NEEIH RT3 >
bai lidn hei fa xido guafu

white-face black-haired young widow.

[Translation] He went home, though with bad feet. He bought a simple six-man
wooden boat with his modest savings and rented it out to a boat captain ... Luck
was with him; the boat sailed safely, and in six months he’d saved money enough
to marry a pretty, black-haired young widow. (Shen Congwen Border Town)

It is noted that several clauses led by the subject “he” are presented (omitted in

the ellipsis [......] due to too many clauses in the original version). The embedment in
part [ii], “ban nian zhi néi chudn bu hui shi”, does not interfere with the control of its
consequent comment clauses from the topic “ta (he)”. Although inserted by other
constructions, this topic chain is still very cohesive and unified.

Thirdly, as for some topic chains, a topic has two means of dominating each

comment clause. For example,

(4) (a) FEE Ece:] 2F 7 HEm O 8 W e,
dégué quanjing shoudao le yéman zhanzhéng de  xijié,
Germany whole land suffer to PFV savage fighting MOD loot,

(b) WE k%,
o] shichan xiaotido,

(Germany) town  devastated,
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(c) HE ik,

@ tidanyé huangwu,

(Germany) land desolated,
(d) ER IR,

@ shéngling tutan,

(Germany) people plunge into misery,
(e) + = IR

@ shi shi jit  kong

(Germany) ten houses nine empty

[Translation] In the savage fighting, Germany itself was laid waste, the towns and
countryside were devastated and ravished, the people decimated.

Example (4) is conducted by the topic “Dégud” (Germany). Each clause in the chain
is identified as a double-nominative construction when a zero form is recovered as the
first NP. For example, the real form of “@ shichan xiaotidao” is “Dégud npishichdnye:
xiaotido”. Within such a construction, a co-referential zero form usually occupies the
initial position of each clause. Consequently, a zero form and the initial nominative
entity form a double-nominative construction in each clause of the topic chain. As a
common structure, double-nominative construction (DNC) often occurs in Chinese,
which has been explored considerably (Shi, 2000; Chen, 2004; Sun, 2018). Its general
pattern of a DNCis NP1, NP2 and a predicate following. Therefore, the topic “Germany”
has a relation with “town”, “land”, “people” etc., in this way, when NP1 in each clause
is omitted. The topic forms a whole-part, class-member, or possessor-possesee lexical
semantic relation with NP2 in each clause and NP2 in each clause can be called a sub-
topic.

Zero forms ahead of each sub-topic have a topic as their shared referential
antecedent, which can well control each of its clause. Besides, a topic and its sub-topics
have a meronymous! relation, both at the semantic-lexical level and the textual level,
just as analysed in (4). The topic “Dégud” (Germany) has a meronymy relation with
those items “shi chan, tidan yé, shéng ling” in semantics, i.e. Germany encompasses
town, land, people and ten houses, as its components. Therefore, the lexical-semantic
connection and co-reference, conducted by the topic, together make this topic chain
significantly unified and cohesive.

L We use “meronymy” to refer to part-whole relations. It is a kind of lexical relation studied carefully
by Cruse (1986, pp. 157-180), and it was also analyzed as a lexical cohesion device in text firstly by
Hasan (1984). Winston et al. (1987) propose six different types of meronymic relation: component-
integral object, member-collection, portion-mass, stuff-object, feature-activity, and place-area. In
Chinese discourse, meronymy is not only a kind of lexical cohesion device, but a device for
connecting different clauses with the help of zero forms.
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An English example is given to show a meronym in a discourse, “The car will not
move. The engine is broken”. Unlike English, a topic chain in Chinese uses different
ways to combine its clauses, and as illustrated in Example (4), it prefers to use
successive short parallel constructions (often four-character structure) containing
subordinate words (town, land, people), which forms meronymous relationship with
the superordinate word (Germany). Such a way of using a meronym in a topic chain can
not be found in English or other languages (Lassalle & Denis, 2011).

3.1.2 The connection of comment clauses

Comment clauses within a topic chain are not arranged randomly; they are closely
related in terms of one of the following three principles: cognitive orders, conjunction
linking, and parallelism (or pian-ou construction).

Cognitive sequence, mainly embodied by the temporal consequence principle and
spatial conceptual principle, is one general principle for Chinese to obey with respect
to clause-clause and sentence-sentence combination. Tai (1985) explores the word
order within a clause (sentence), proposing the Principle of temporal sequence (PTS),
“The relative word order between syntactic units is determined by the temporal order
of the states they present in the conceptual world”. Tai’s discussion is also applicable
to the order of comment clauses within a topic chain. As shown in (5), comment clauses
led by the topic “Xiao Zhang’, a series of actions, are arranged in order of their
occurrence in the physical world.

(5) (a) ik WER AE O B N S L3
xido zhang: zudtian chd mén méi dai san,
Xiao Zhang vyesterday walk out NOT carry umbrella,

(b) I 2OW T,
?1 lin dao yu le,
(XiaoZhang) exposed to rain PFV,

(c) % 7 KN %,
?1 shou le féng han,
(XiaoZhang) affect PFV wind chill,

(d) REE S fE IR B A 8 3T,
@1 fashao tang zai chuang shang bu néng dong le
(XiaoZhang) fever lie on bed up NOT can move PTCP

(e) % FIAS TR HR Mg 1
@1 yé gai da ge dianhua gingjia a

(XiaoZhang) also should make a phone call ask for a leave MOD

[Translation] Without carrying any umbrella yesterday, Xiao Zhang was affected
with chill after being exposed to the rain. Consequently, he could not move lying
on the bed with a fever. In spite of this, he still should call to ask for a leave.
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The comment clauses are stated according to the temporal order of event
occurrence in Chinese. Their English translations, however, need not follow the original
order due to many grammatical devices, such as conjunctions, relativization, etc., with
which events are arranged flexibly in English.

Tai (1980) also mentions that, at the syntactic level, “Chinese tends to place the
whole before the part, but English tends to do the reverse”, and he holds “the whole-
part relation is part of our (Chinese) perceptual system and is also a language universal
principle”. The general “whole-part” principle is quite easy to observe from Chinese
word order, but how does the principle of whole-part relation effectively fulfil its
function in the topic chain? Different from English, Chinese has few grammatical
devices to implement the word order principle. As another cognitive sequence
principle, the whole-part relation is supported by a lexical device to ensure that the
type of a topic chain presented in (4) maintains orderly, meaningful and cohesive forms.

Developing an English paragraph by space is to arrange things according to their
order of location and their relationship to each other. In a spatial sequence,
information is arranged on the basis of geography or location, such as from east to
west, from north to south, and so on. Take the description of digestion system, for
example. In describing how we digest food, we begin with the mouth and work our way
down the food pipe to the stomach and then to the intestine, and so on. The spatial
sequence is commonly used to develop English paragraph, and it is also effective to
arrange the order of comment clauses within the topic chain in Chinese. Temporal
sequence and spatial sequence, as usual, are frequently used as cognitive order
principles to organize Chinese sentences and discourse. Consider Example (6):

(6) (a) T4 A BEH R (e ORINE [

zhongwl wo zai méiyou daoydu  péiban de shihou
Noon, | at nothave tour guide accompany de time
My EP K,
dizi manbu jiétou,
alone stroll  street corner
(b) 7 thok KiE MHE KRBT —
@ zai zhongyang dadao fujin faxian le yi ge
(1) at Central Avenue nearby find PFV a M
wooR WP,
hén da de pénghuqq,
very large de concentration of huts
() 2 HiE 7 A

hén dud mdopéng Ii hdi zhu le rén.
many  huts in still live PFV persons.
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[Translation] Strolling unescorted at midday past a major concentration of the huts just
a block from the city’s Central Avenue | none the less saw many signs of occupation.

After “Central Avenue” precedes “a major concentration of huts”, the locations
described just follow the order of “observing”, which is in accordance with the spatial
order for Chinese readers/hearers, so all these geographical locations should be
presented according to the logic order of “observing”.

The relationship between comment clauses with zero forms is implicit. Consider
the relationship among (a), (b), (c) and (d) in (5) by referring to its English translation.
The clauses (a), (b) and (c) lead to the result “Xiaozhang could not move with a fever”.
The relationship among the first three clauses have been identified to be progressive
cause-effect, that is, clause (1) directly causes clause (b), and clause (b) establish the
cause of Xiaozhang’s chill. Additionally, the four clauses are presented according to the
temporal sequence. The following diagram shows implicit relationship among the four
clauses in (5). No implicit conjunctions, connectives or other linking words can be found
among the four comment clauses, but the topic chain can make the implicit relationship
work out to tie with each clause closely.

Before Before Before

Chinese tends to use quite a few conjunctions or connectives (or other linking
devices) between clauses, in comparison with English which uses explicit conjunctions
or connectives to join clauses. This tendency often occurs in a topic chain. The
comment clauses within a topic chain are arrayed in their logical order in a physical
world. Therefore, when we say that Chinese uses few conjunctions/connectives, the
tendency is more appropriate for describing order of comment clauses within a topic
chain. Sometimes semantic relationships between clauses are left implicit, so
interpretations may sometimes require considerable creativity on Chinese
speakers/readers. Take (5) as an example. There seems to be a missing link between
clause (d) and clause (e), so Chinese natives probably predict that the missing link is
about the fact that “Xiaozhang didn’t go to work but failed to ask for a leave”. The
implicit semantic relationships between clauses often occur in a topic chain.

For complex actions and events, the cognitive order is sometimes difficult to
perceive. In such cases, overt conjunctions or other linking words should be precisely
inserted to indicate the complex relations. Normally, the reverse relation and other
anti-cognitive relations should be specifically signified by the use of conjunctions,
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shown as “que” (but) in (7). Observably, such conjunctions have a great influence on
the topic expression forms (co-referential zero, pronominal) within a topic chain.

(7) (a)

(b)

(c)

(d)

(e)

(f)

Tk sk 76 O 1 R SO 5
wiukui; yangtéu wang shan shang kan,
Wukui raise head to hill top  look,

AR G

@1 kan bu dao mao lidng
(Wukui) cannot see ridge

#H M
?1 qué xiang
(Wukui) but think,
#r OSLRp i B o, g B g
ruo Liji ta gido gud hé shan mao shang bishi
if Immediately step on bridge cross river, knoll up surely
A =R S T
néng kan dejian de le

can be able to watch clearly DE PFV,

stoH W mwe M W — & &
@1 jiu yong zul ndondo zudcé de yi chu ying zul
(Wukui) MA Use mouth purse leftside DE one M eagle beak

"
wo yan
wall rock
Yo [onn] gk,
?1 shuo: yao  zhan qilai,
(Wukui) speak (Wukui) ready riseup,
#H O ORW BHCD & . HH H,
?1 qué faxian ziji hai dao zai caowo i

(Wukui) but find out himself still collapse into straw lair in

[Translation] Wukui lifts his head from the ground and looks up toward the top of
the mountain. The ridge is obscured from his view. It occurs to him that if he should
cross the bridge now, whoever is up there would be able to see him. He purses his
lips and nods toward the left, indicating a cliff that juts out starkly from the wall of
rock, like the beak of an eagle. He wants to rise, but finds himself collapsing into
the straw lair.
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Parallelism (or pian-ou construction)? is a frequently used method to organize
Chinese clauses. “A parallel structure is a sequence of identical or near identical
elements in the same corresponding positions in consecutive clauses” (Li, 2005, p. 113).
Similarly, the device, parallelism or pian-ou, is also efficient to combine comment
clauses, for example:

(8) & XH, M2 WAL e T BEg — A4
zai zheli, tai bibushang chichuang I de yi ge

At here, he cannot match up shop window in DE one M

1 E 1L

fang gl huaping
imitation ancient vase
tEA | e o — 5 Rt KE,
@1 bibushang e shen érguo de yi  shén zise de yiqun
(he) cannot match up sweeping by DE one M purple DE skirt
BoOHAL #E Lt A1 FoF i}
@1 géng bibushang gian zai nlshi men shdéu zhong de

(he) still cannot matchup pullin lady PL hand middle DE
o % M.

na tido xidogdu

that M dog
[Translation] Here, he is no match for an imitation of an ancient vase in the shop
window, no match for the purple skirt sweeping by, and still no match for the little
dog pulled by the hand of a lady.

The three comment clauses make use of the similar construction
‘cannot match up + NP + Preposition + Modifier DE N ‘ to create repetition effect;
accordingly, the three comment clauses are closely connected, largely by aid of the
parallel structure.

Additionally, as four-character structure and parallelism are used properly, the
Chinese topic chain will possibly become more readable because the two devices work
effectively to strengthen the coherence among comment clauses. Look back at
example (4). Comment clauses (b, ¢, d, and e) are presented by four-character

2 The so-called symmetric sentence is two or two against the move, while the number of words is
not required to be equal or symmetrical, and do not require similarly structured sentences.
Symmetrical sentences were called pian-ou sentences in ancient China. Actually, pian-ou, similarly
to parallel construction, functions as an effective syntactic mechanism to combine different
syntactic units in Chinese. pian-ou is also a kind of hypotactic device to strengthen semantic
cohesion in Chinese (Pan, 1997, pp. 352-355; Feng, 1997, pp. 133-144). Topic chains make use of the
pian-ou device to strengthen combinations.
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n  u.

structure, such as “shichan xiaotido”, “tianyé huangwu”, etc., and they have formed a
parallel relationship. As a whole, the passage in (4) therefore produces a coherent,
powerful and musical effect with repetitious rhyme. However, the two strategies
should be used in moderation, and too much abuse will result in undifferentiated
effects, not only stale but wearisome.

3.1.3 The compactness of the topic chain

As mentioned at the beginning, readers of other languages will wonder why so much
information is assembled into a short and compact structure and how the structure
works effectively. We know that English will use several sentences and more linguistic
devices to express the same amount of information that is stored in a Chinese topic
chain with just several short clauses to form a chain-like structure. After so many
clauses are compressed into such a compact structure like a narrow passageway, the
subject (the topic) in each comment clause will be omitted and sometimes the same
constituents adjacent to the subject (the topic) in the former clause will be invisible.
Further, interestingly in many cases, Chinese has no need to use linking words in order
to clarify temporal and logical relations between the clauses. These omissions may be
caused by economic principles of the Chinese language. Due to such economic
principles clauses are mostly arrayed according to natural and logical orders. When
readers/hearers interpret a topic chain where much information is assembled into this
narrow passage, they must heavily rely on their logical orders in physical world (such
as PTS, spatial order, cause-effect, etc.) and the co-referential topic to find the implicit
relationships, interpret their logical relationships and then understand the information
in a topic chain.

In many cases the exact relationship between two clauses may be inferred from
several optional logical orders which represent tacit knowledge for native Chinese
speakers. However, sometimes the interpretation of implicit relationship needs
creativity, inference or cognitive relevance. For example, when a clause (e), follows
clause (d) in (5), the topic (Xiao Zhang) is still present in this clause, and therefore clause
(e) is still one part of the topic chain though no linking words are used. Consider the
relationship between (e) and other clauses. There is no implicit conjunction to indicate
it, but readers/hearers are able to infer that (e) bears a concession relationship to the
former four clauses. The concession relationship, different from the cause-effect
relationship established by the former four comment clauses, is developed through the
cognitive relevance to the former cause-effect and reasonable inference. If we use
English to express the meaning, some linking word, such as “in spite of”, must manifest
itself visibly.

As we know, when two English clauses are combined, an explicit linking word will
be used to connect them, which makes the order of the two clauses relatively free.
Meanwhile it is obligatory for English to indicate which clause is the main clause or
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subordinate clause if these clauses are in subordination, that is, English requires one
clause to establish an explicit grammatical and logical relationship with its adjacent one
by the use of grammatical devices, such as conjunctions, non-finite verbs etc. By
contrast, it is very hard to say which clause is the main clause in a topic chain in many
cases, although these clauses bear some semantic relationship by means of their logical
orders or reasonable references. Perhaps readers can judge which clause can be
considered as the focus of information. Additionally, a Chinese topic chain seems to
have an ability to continue only by adding short clauses if speakers want to extend the
chain. For example, we can add more comment clauses followed after clause (e) in (5),
“(f) @ (Xiao Zhang) zui hao huan shi dao yiyuan qu kan kan” (it’s better for him to go to
hospital to see the doctor.), “(g) ¢ (Xiao Zhang) nian ji bu xiao le, @ (Xiao Zhang) zén me
yé bu zhi dao zhaogu zi jia!” (He is not young, but why not know how to look after
himself). If speakers still want to continue, more relevant comment clauses like (e), (g)
can be added. These added clauses are still able to establish a close relationship with
the former ones. In such a sense, this is one characteristic of the topic chain.

A topic chain can become a unified, meaningful and integrated construction with
the help of a topic control and with close connection of clauses. Chinese tends to
assemble amounts of information into very compact structure; in comparison with the
Chinese topic chain, English is likely to use several sentences to express and indicate
the small unit of subject-predicate by the use of finite verbs, as well as to demonstrate
the referents of these zero forms. In such a sense, a topic chain is probably a quite
convenient and effective tool to express large quantities of information through simple
linguistic codes.

3.2 The external integration functions in discourse

Apart from having a powerful internal combination function, topic chains can
effectively fulfil the function to construct discourse, through extending externally. In
this section, the external integration functions of topic chains will be analysed from two
aspects: how a topic chain links to other topic chains to develop discourse; how topic
chains make use of non-chain constructions to advance discourse.

3.2.1 Alliance of topic chains

In Chinese, several different topic chains can be assembled together to construct
discourse; resting on the association of several topic chains, a discourse comes into
being. The alliance of topic chains can be viewed in two ways: as a sequence or as a
hierarchy. When topic chains are organized as a sequence, this indicates that topic
chains will occur in a sequence according to their chronological sequence or spatial
order mentioned in 3.1. When topic chains are arranged as a hierarchy, it means that
they are integrated into hierarchical whole-part relations. In accordance with their



Integration Functions of Topic Chains in Chinese Discourse 45

linear characteristics and semantic relations, at least four kinds of modes can be

summarized.

1) Mode of alternation between topic chains

A passage is filled with several topic chains, but only led by two topics. One topic and

then the other

alternate continuously, which often occurs in narrative passages.

Consider the following example:

9 [l @1ME = 17 HE K, A B ' TR,

(b)

[ii] (d)

dan dao le diertian, rén; sui gi le chuang
but arrive PFV the second day, he although rise PFV bed

S TR . R HH
@1 téu hai chénchén de. zuflu, dang zhén
(Grandfather) head still dazed PTCP Grandfather really
ol T
yi bing le
getill PFV.

BE B HHE 07 &,
cuicui; xiande dongshi le Xié,
CuiCui seem sensible PTCP a little,
N R T — W Rk,
@2 wéi zufu jian le vyi guan dafayao,
(CuiCui) for grandpa concoct PFV a M medicinal herbs,

| oEF MR M,

) b1 zhe zufu hé,
(CuiCui) force PTCP grandpa drink,
X fEEE S el i B OWEC wREE
@, you zai wihou caiyuandi [ zhaiqu suanmido

also behind the house vegetable plot in pluck garlic shoot

" K BAF K.

pao zai mitang I zu0 suan suanmido
soak into rice soup in do sour garlic shoot
—IH Rk i,
@, yimian zhaoliao chuanzhi
at the same time take care boat
—I Iz e GSHEER
) yimian hai shishi keke choukong ganhuijia

(CuiCui) at the same time still hourly find time return home
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Bk F OHKL
M lai kan zufu
in come see grandpa,
(i) | IXEE R

?> wen zhéyang nayang
(CuiCui) ask this that

lii] j) AR "7 A # A4, R N — A
zufu, ké bu shuo shénme, @1 zhishi wéi yi ge

Grandpa yet NOT say anything (Grandpa) only for a M
WE e Ao [..]

mimi  tongkl zhe

secret suffer PTCP

livl (k) E FHAH FHAZ 7 a4 ER e
cuicuiz kan bu ch zufu you shénme yaojin shiging
CuiCui couldn’t find out grandfather have what  emergent thing
WA R I,
bixd dangtian jinchéng
must that very day go into town

(1) RO = E. G O

@2 ginggiu ta mo qu

(CuiCui) request him NOT go

[Translation] Though he (grandfather) gets up next day, his head is still heavy.
Cuicui, rising to the occasion, prepares a cooling concoction and makes him take it,
after which she picks some garlic behind the house to boil with congee for him.
Between trips on the boat, she runs home to see how he is. He says nothing, but
his secret preys on his mind. Three days in bed restore him enough to walk about
a little; and although his bones still ache, he decides to go into town. Cuicui can not
understand what could be so important as to make Grandpa go to town so soon.
She begs him not to go. (Shen Congwen, bidn chéng)

The passage is composed of several topic chains ([i], [ii], [iii] and [iv]), but is led by
just two topics “grandfather” and “CuiCui”. The topic chains led by the two topics are
switched easily and smoothly without the use of any grammatical marking or
conjunction to strengthen the cohesion. The topic chains are arranged in terms of
Temporal Sequence, so the way of association is viewed as a sequence mentioned at
the beginning of this part; as a result, the discourse woven by two kinds of topic chains
is quite natural and fluent. Based on the mode (two or three topics alternate
repeatedly), several topic chains are successively connected to construct narrative
discourse, which especially occurs in novels.
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2) Mode of meronymous topic chains

After one topic chain comes to an end, other topics in the successive topic chains have
some semantic relations with the topic of the previous topic chain. Semantic relations
are expectedly meronymous, expressing either whole-part, class-member, or
possessor-possesee relation. For example:
(10) [i] (a) ¥l & — A R WEE oKk,
luga ha;:  shi yi gé tianrdn neilu  danshui hd
Lugu Lake is a M natural inland freshwater lake
fHE Wk zm 5 M1 W %A SETHAL,
weiyddian xibéi yannan yuU sichuan lidang shéng jiaojiechu
locatein NW Yuannan and Sichuan two provinces juncture

[ii] (b) (78) A 50 P~ H,

(1 mianji 50 pingfang gongli,
(Lugu lake) area 50 square kms

(c) ik 2680 K,
?1 haiba 2680 mi

(Lugu lake) sea level 2680 meters

(d) (i) Py oKk ) 45 K.
@1 pingjan shui  shén 45 mi]
(Lugu lake) average water depth 45 meters,

[iii] (e) WA VAN PO — AN EIRIES,
huzhong, you badao shisi wan hé yi gé haidiliandao
lake middle have 8 islands 14 coves anda M sea bank dyke

(f) Ny MRS,
@2 xido ddo gibu xinglud
(lake middle) small island spread all over the place

[iv] (g) R e
hd'anz  zhibei congyu,
lake bank plants verdant,
(h) =1 s, Mot Jig e o
@3 gingshan huanrao @3 fengguang yini
(lake bank) green hills surround (lake bank) scenery exquisite

[Translation] Lugu Lake is a natural freshwater lake located at the juncture of
southwest China’s Yunnan and Sichuan Provinces, with an altitude at 2680 meters
above sea level and an average depth of 45 meters. It covers an area of 50 square
km in which there are eight islands, 14 coves and a dyke, and small islands
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spreading throughout the lake, with verdant plants thriving on its banks.
Surrounded by green hills, the lake shows exquisite scenery.

Part [ii] in Example (10) is assembled by several double nominal constructions,
having several co-referential zero forms with the topic “Lugu Lake”. Since part [i] is
defined as a zero-form topic chain, [i] and [ii] together make a larger topic chain. The
same pattern recurs in two other topic chains [iii] and [iv] which have different topics,
led by ‘ht zhong’ (lake middle) and ‘hd an’ (lake bank) respectively. Obviously, entities
of the two topics and co-referential zero forms in [iii] and [iv] can be regarded as
components of “Lugu Lake”, which makes us conclude that the first topic, from the
lexical relation perspective, has set up a merynomous relation with the latter two topics.
Topic chains are thus organized hierarchically, and compared to the first topic chain
conducted by “Lugu Lake”, the second (lake middle) and third topic chains (lake bank)
appear at lower ranks. .

In this way, topics establish a meronymous relation lexically, with the three
different topic chains being integrated into a hierarchical whole-part relation. The
example illustrates that different topic chains with meronymy relations can build
discourse efficiently.

3) Mode of network form

Generally, linear characteristics of topic and comment clauses can be described as the
topic being the focus, and comment clauses as its radiated items, A traditional zero-
form topic chain therefore can be drawn into a radioactive diagram. When several zero
form topic chains occur successively, they are woven into a network-shape
construction as shown in (11):

(11) [ (a) ME R i,
Xido Wang; fangxia  shibao
Xiao Wang put down bag,

(b) 8 L] B Pk,
@1 ba git, réng guoqu

(Xiao Wang) BA ball throw pass over
(c) IE G iz %,

®> zhénghdo zadao chuanghu

(ball) just fall to window
(d) (BRAE  BeE 73R 71,
@3 boli dahuai le

(ball make) glass broken PFV,
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[iii] () T 1 i 1T M,
suipian shang le Xiao Ming.
fragments hurt PFV Xiao Ming

(f) F OB T,

@4 shous po le
(Xiao Ming) hand injure PFV

(8) MBI w7 A 1w,

@s lid le [iv] bushao xués

(Xiao Ming hand) lose PFV alot of blood
(h) B Kk E,

@6 lin dao yifu shang

(blood) flow to clothes up

(i)  CMABRARED 40 Tl NI
Be héng le yi da  pian
(blood) dyered PFV a large piece

(i) Ba M 1EAME,
@6 zénme yé zhibuzhu
(blood) anyway also cannot stop

vl (k) CRNBED)  BERE KSR,

@a wawa da ka qilai

(Xiao Ming) onomatopoeia big cry up
[Translation] After putting down his bag, Xiao Wang threw the ball away, but the
ball just hit the window; as a result, the window glass broke into pieces. The broken
glass fragments injured Xiao Ming’ hands and he lost quite a lot blood. The blood
spread into his clothes and largely dyed them red. Anyway, the blood could not be
stopped, so Xiao Ming cried loudly.

The example above displays a network formed by several different topic chains.
The passage consists of several zero form topic chains, and each topic chain is advanced
progressively ([i], [ii], [iii], [iv], [v]). The eight topics are mentioned successively in the
passage: Xiao Wang—qiu—chuan wai—sui pian—Xiao Ming—shou—xue—Xiao Ming.
The second topic ([ii]) is mentioned in the comment clause in the first topic chain([i]).
After the first topic chain terminates, the second topic begins to form its chain. A similar
pattern recurs with all further topic chains, and we can say that the previous chain is
transited onto the next, and therefore all topic chains together form a network.

Through transiting from one to the next, each topic is related with the next
consistently and smoothly. Finally, these topic chains are woven into a complex
network, shown in Figure 1:
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Figure 1: Representation of combination process for Example (11)

In this way one topic chain is associated with the sequential topic chain through
the transitional progression; consequently, different topic chains are interwoven into
a larger network, but the general order of arrangement for the sequence of topic chains
should be in accordance with PTS. The two means ensure that cohesion in the passage
is substantially enhanced.

Noticeably, Chu (1998, pp. 330-337) mentions two types of a topic chain: the
embedded topic chain and the telescopic topic chain. The embedded topic chain is the
performance of one topic chain permitting other structures to enter, which also proves
strong domination of the topic over the whole chain. A telescopic topic chain is defined
as involving two topic chains merging into each other at the end of one and at the
beginning of another chain. Just as a discourse pivot serves as the object of the first
verb and the subject of the second verb, it also serves as the last link of one chain and
the first link of another. The piece of discourse that consists of two or more topic chains
linked in this manner can be called a telescopic topic chain. From Chu’s examples, we
find that a telescopic topic chain coincides with the network formed by different topic
chains through the transited manner. The transited connected manner is more
complex than the pivot which serves as the object of the first verb and the subject of
the second verb, so a telescopic topic chain is a special case of our network mode. In
this way, the mode in the study is more inclusive than the telescopic topic chain.

Additionally, Cheng (1988) proposes a model of topic continuity which You (1998,
p. 32) bases on in the following diagram. The model is similar to the mode in this study,
showing that this mode of network form is a continuation of Cheng’s and Chu’s work.
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opening statement (a)

statement (b) ) opening statement (d)
Tovic sub-Topic
P statement (c) continuity statement (e)
continuity
statement (g) statement (f)

statement (h)

Figure 2: The model of topic continuity (Cheng 1988)

4) Embedding modes of topic chains

Embedded topic chain (Chu, 1998, p. 330) can be considered as the performance of a
topic chain permitting other structures to enter, where the embedded topic chain is
regarded as a part of a larger chain. At the same time, an embedded topic chain and its
larger topic chain can also be viewed as the two separate topic chains, so the
embedded relation can also be defined as a mode of different topic chains establishing
discourse. For example,

(12) (=W X ik, & B K Atk % i,

(Lisi1 zhé jiahuo [wo, yinwei jiu ta @; shou le shang,]o

Lisi  this dude | because save him, (I) receive PFV wound,
@1 jingran bu lai kan wo
(Lisi) even  NOT come see me
HE AL JEAR x T
@1 paodao Niluyué  dujia qu le.),

(Lisi) run-to New York have vacation go PFV

[Translation] Lisi, that dude | was wounded in saving, doesn’t even come to see me
and went to New York for a vacation.

The topic chain controlled by “wd” (1) is embedded within a larger topic chain
conducted by “Lisi (a name of a person)”. As stated in 3.1, a topic chain is tolerant to
being inserted by other syntactic constructions, and the inserted syntactic construction
is possibly identified as another topic chain. So the language phenomenon can be
described as a large topic chain having a small, different one attached. This is also one
method for topic chains to create textual coherence.

Concerning this mode, we should pay special attention to the change in
antecedents of zero forms. In Example (12), the first zero form refers to “I”, but the
second zero has the antecedent of “Lisi”, the same as the third zero. The question that
arises is how speakers/readers know that the referents of the second and third zero
form have been shifted. It is the clause, “@1jingran bu lai kan wd”, that provides many
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cues for speakers/readers to know who performs the actions. The predicate “not come
to see me”, for example, denies that “I” will come to see me, so only “Lisi” will be
qualified to take the action. Since “I” was wounded, it is impossible for “me” to go to
New York, and thus the third zero must refer to “Lisi”. The continuous zero forms
having different referring entities can be judged from the clues provided from the
context, and are called switch referents (You, 1998; Lee, 2003; Tao, 1996, 2001).

Primarily dependent on the four modes, topic chains take full advantage of lexical
semantic linkage and cognitive consequence principles to constitute Chinese discourse.
Compared with other languages, it is distinctive of Chinese to construct discourse
through the four modes by using few grammatical devices. This has not been found in
English (Esser, 2009) or other European languages (Longacre, 2007, pp. 372-420) so far.

3.2.2 The incorporation of topic chains and non-chain forms

It is almost impossible for Chinese discourse to be entirely composed of one topic chain
alone. Once one topic chain determinates, it is likely to be followed by other topic
chains, and sometimes by other constructions. In the realistic context, one topic chain
is possibly subsequently connected with other non-chain constructions. Observe the
following examples.

(13) (a) AR agiil} b2/ N wR/ G/ OB/ =
(T1) chudnfa, (C1)fangmian hai yiwéi shangci géshéng ji gut
Ferryman (T1) side (C1) still think last time song attribute
—% n& 1,
erlao chang de

the second sing DE

(b) FEMLEILANEHTFR, A% & <« WE B M 3.
zai ci hou ji gerizi IV zirdn  hai hui tingdao na zhdng géshéng
In the next few days in, should still can listento that kind song

() —2 1 Wi\ At 1653 D175 SR -

yidaole  wanjianjiu (C2) guyi cong biéyang shiging shang

arrive PTCP evening MA intentionally from other things up,
(d) e BB OEE R M .

?1(C3) cu cuicui zhuyi yewan de géshéng

(ferryman)(C3) urge CuiCui notice evening DE song.
(e) M A Wz 58 IR A HERH,

[liang rén cht wan fan zuod zaiwa li

[Two persons eat PFV dinner sit inthe house,
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J& i K,
yin wi gidn  bin shui

because front near water,

(f) By 3 EE UL oL ] GUEEESHP

changjido wénzi yidao huanghin jit wéngweéng de jiao zhe]

long leg mosque to arrive musk MA buzz DE drone]

(g) AR il 48 EX % ) A R,
cuicui; (T2) bian ba haoai shuchéng de yanbao dianran
CuiCui(T2) then BA Artemisia bunchinto DE smoke coil light

(h) [T S ks At S <
@, (C1) xiang wi zhong jidoyu geéchu huang zhe
(CuiCui) (€C1) to house middle corner every place wave PTCP
IXE .

qizhd wénzi
drive mosquito.

(i) 3% T —BE. C G D
@, (C2) huang le vyizhen

(CuiCui)(C2) wave PFV a while

[Translation] The ferryman thinks that, since Number Two was the singer, they will
hear more of his songs in the next few days. When evening falls, he encourages
Emerald to listen for songs that night. After supper they sit indoors. Because their
hut stands above a stream, it is filled with the droning of mosquitoes at dusk, and
Emerald waves a lighted coil of Artemisia in every corner to drive the mosquitoes
away. (Shen Congwen bian chéng)

There are two types of topic chains constructed by “T1 (ferryman)” and “T2 (CuiCui)”
respectively in the passage. Nevertheless, other non-chain forms marked in grey in the
passage are embedded within the two topic chains, and the embedment (clause e and
f) performs the background? to transit from the first chain to the second. Although the
non-chain constructions are not directly related to the time of the narrative, which has
a clear line of progression formed by topic chains in the passage, the constructions, as
the background information, still link the two events stated in the two topic chains.

3 Thompson (1987) and Givén (1987) published a detailed analysis of a background and foreground,
but so far the relations of the two terms have not been clearly stated. They state simply, a
background is often considered to be the material that represents sidetracks and thus does not have
to be in temporal order, generally takes stative verbs, and is usually coded in imperfective aspect.
By contrast, a foreground is regarded to be the material that presents the event line of a narrative.
(Chu, 1998, p. 219).
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(14) (@) Tt fF W KRER a ¥, L]
wu kui bian jian tian ging zao shi fen
Wukui MA see morning gather animal droppings
(b) & F M = 1 ® W BhE,
@ kan zhe liu jia mén qian de dongjing

(Wukui) look PTCP Liu house gate front DE come and go.
(c) &#—H, XM & &fH Wk

[zhong vyiri taiydng hai méiydu chilai

Oneday, sun still NOT come out
(d) AFHES = —F #® % W3 H Bt
cln koéu, hé an yi céng bdo wu shandong zhe languang.]

village entrance, river bank a layer thin mist waver PTCP blue light

(e) Tt HEN LA & F HEy B Wi

[wi kui gidojian nlirén  ti zhe ldnzi dao hébian
Wukui see woman carry PTCP basket arrive riverbank
w Kk T

Xi yifu le]
wash clothes PFV.

() AN &% Ma &6, (e Kk B &1 17 W2,

niirén haishi name jungiao lidn qué cangbaile xuduo

woman still  so pretty, (woman) face but pale PFV very much
(8) 7 M ¥ B M B IS AR

@ wan le xitzi jiang bdiou ban de gébo shén jin

(she) roll PFV sleeve JIANG white lotus root like DE arm put into
Ko B SR T, CCRED D

shui I laihui cuobai

water in repeatedly twist
[Translation] He takes up the practice of gathering animal droppings at the crack
of dawn.... Or he stands afar on the opposite bank of the river that flows past it,
watching the comings and goings. Finally, one day, before the sun has arisen, when
the entryway to the village and the river as well are both bathed in a luminous
bluish mist, he sees the woman carrying a basket of laundry to the riverbank. She’s
as pretty and charming as ever, though her face is paler than he remembers. After
rolling up her white lotus root-like arms, she puts her arms into water to twist away
clothes repeatedly. (wd kui)

The passage consists of two topic chains, (a)—(b) and (f)—(g), and two non-chain
constructions, (c)—(d) and (e). The non-chain construction (c)—(d) does not participate
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in the narrative process of the passage as background information, while the non-chain
structure (e) manages to connect one topic chain (a)—(b) and the other chain (f)—(g)
together through its participation into their shared narrative progression and event-
line time. At the moment, non-chain construction (e) works as the foreground
information to advance the narrative progression, and strengthen the combinations of
two topic chains as well as narrative and non-narrative information.

The functions of non-chain constructions can be summarized as:

1) the non-chain construction is encoded as background information, which is
closely relevant with what is discussed in the topic chain, but a non-chain
construction does not participate in the narrative process of topic chains,
shown as in (13);

2) the non-chain construction also serves to associate one topic chain with the
other through its narrative participation and time trace, and sometimes the
construction possibly participates in the time process of topic chains, as in (14).

4 Conclusion

Clearly, the topic chain in Chinese can construct discourse and help achieve textual
coherence. The topic chain in Chinese discourse has its own special mechanism for
combining different discourse units into a large textual segments, which is only found
in a few languages, particularly in East Asian languages.

The study concentrated on the integration functions of the topic chain in Chinese
discourse. To clarify how topic chains integrate smaller units into larger ones in
discourse, many efforts have been made to investigate its internal unification and
external integration functions in discourse. The study tentatively presented several
discourse organizational modes of topic chains, illustrated by many realistic Chinese
texts. It carefully and closely examined the integration functions for the topic chain,
and is thought to be significant for deeper understanding the nature of topic chain and
how discourse coherence is established in Chinese.
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Abbreviations and symbols

CONJ conjunction

DE modifier (de)

MSTC  meronymy style topic chain

M measure word

MA modality adverbs (jiu, cai, you, hai, etc.)
MOD  modifier

@ zero form

PASS passive

PROG progressive

PFV perfective aspect
PTCP particle

ZA zero anaphor
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