
Chapter 5 

From clause towards discourse: 
the system of VOICE 

5.1 Introduction 

Unlike the systems of TRANSITIVITY, MOOD, THEME, and INFORMATION, the system of 

VOICE is not a universal phenomenon. According to Matthiessen, "while many languages 

have a textual system of VOICE for "distributing" participants in the clause as message, 

there are certainly languages that do not have such a system" (Matthiessen in press: 492). 

It is thus not an assumption of the present study that there exists a VOICE system in the 

grammar of Chinese. The first question in this chapter is thus not what exists in the 

Chinese VOICE system; instead the question is whether, apart from the systems of THEME 

and INFORMATION, there is another textual system in Chinese that distributes participants 

in the clause as message. 

A system of VOICE in general is taken as a way of modelling the resources for "assigning 

variable discourse status to participants (and other elements) within the clause" (Halliday 

1997: 2). This means that this system is mainly concerned with the textual mode of 

meaning. On the other hand, as Matthiessen (in press) has pointed out, a system of VOICE 

can be "metafunctionally complex". It involves the assignment of textual statuses 

(textual); the assignment of modal responsibility to one element of the clause and 

possibly also some kinds of assessment, like adversative, of the Subject (interpersonal); 

and variation in the degree of transitivity of the clause (experiential). 

In this chapter some previous studies of the passive voice in Chinese in general, and the 

ba- and bei- constructions in particular, will be reviewed in Section 5.2. In Section 5.3, 

eight short discourses will be analysed in order to examine whether the ba- and bei-

constructions are textually motivated. In Section 5.4, the variants of the two constructions 

and how they regulate the flow of information will be examined. In Section 5.5, the 

difference between the systems of THEME and VOICE will be explored in order to find out 

whether the ba- and bei- constructions are strategies in the systems of THEME or VOICE. 
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In addition, the differences between these two constructions and SOV (Subject A 

Complement A Predicator) and OSV (Complement A Subject A Predicator) constructions 

will be examined. Then in Section 5.6, a system of VOICE in Chinese will be proposed. 

Finally, as the ba- and ^-constructions are increasingly productive in the Chinese 

language, the direction and range of their extended functions will be explored in Section 

5.7. 

5.2 Studies of passive voice in Chinese 

The issue of voice in Chinese has attracted much attention. In general the bei-

construction is widely regarded as the counterpart of the English passive voice (Tsai 

1972; Tsao 1982; Li & Thompson 1981; Tiee 1990; Fong 1994; to name just a few). The 

marker bei in this construction is commonly regarded as the 'passive marker' and is thus 

translated into the English proposition 'by'. However, instead of the feei-construction, the 

OSV construction in Chinese is believed by others the closest translation equivalent of 

the English 'passive' (Chu 1979; Tsao 1982; Yu 1972, 1981). Lin (1981) suggests that 

while the ^'-construction is a 'passive' construction, its 'active' counterpart is the 

'diposal' 6a-construction instead of the unmarked SVO construction. In contrast, Hsueh 

(1989) argues that the Z>e*'-construction is not a 'passive' construction and the ba-

construction not a 'disposal' one. These two constructions are simply considered 'mirror 

images' of each other. Due to the limitations of space, it is impossible to discuss every 

study in detail here. Instead, three studies will be reviewed because they represent the 

most common point of view on the issue. On the other hand, their arguments reveal the 

controversial nature of the issue. 

5.2.1 Fong's point of view - word order 

According to Fong (1994), 

... the notions of active and passive refer to the agent-recipient relationship 

between the nominal group and the verbal group in the clause. When the subject 

of a clause is an agent of the verb, the clause is an active one. In contrast, when 

the subject is a patient, it is a passive one. (Fong 1994: 319-325; my 

translation). 
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The subject is always encoded in the first nominal group in a clause, which is also the 

topic and always conveys some known information. In this way Fong considers the 

constructions (1) to (3) 'active' and (4) to (5) 'passive': 

(1) N (agent)A verb A N (recipient), i.e. the SVO construction; 

(2) N (agent)A N (recipient) A verb, i.e. the SOV construction; 

(3) N (agent) A bd A N (recipient) A verb, i.e. the ^-construction; 

(4) N (recipient)A N (agent) A verb, i.e. the OSV construction; and 

(5) N (recipient)A beiA N (agent)A verb, i.e. the 6e/-construction. 

However, Fong does not mention the difference between the ^-construction and the 'N 

(agent) A N (recipient) A verb' structure nor the differences between the 6e/-construction 

and the 'N (recipient) A N (agent) A verb' structure in his study. In addition, Fong makes 

no distinction between the notions of 'Subject', 'Topic' or 'topical Theme', and 'Given'. 

As a result, he does not allow the possibility of the 'subject' or the topical Theme 

conveying new information. This standpoint contradicts many examples in the corpus. 

5.2.2 Tiee's point of view - sense of passivity 

Tiee (1990) argues that the 'subject' of a 'passive' clause must be a "recipient" of the 

verb and has been handled or disposed of in certain ways by someone: 

Thus, the passive voice can easily be understood from the context without the 

speaker/writer having to mark the sentence with bei or an agent... Very often 

Chinese speakers use sentences that carry the sense of the passive voice but are 

not overtly marked by bei or an agent. The listener/reader knows from the 

context that the sentence is passive. (Tiee 1990: 299; my italics) 

Then Tiee distinguishes two types of 'topicalised' clause, namely passive and active. He 

argues that "the passive shows a kind of recipient-agent relationship between the subject 

and object in a disposal nature, whereas in the topicalised active sentence the object is 

fronted simply for focus, clarity or contrast" (Tiee 1990: 299). The probe of a passive 

topicalised clause is that "either the passive marker or an appropriate agent or both can 
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easily be inserted into the passive but not in the active" (Tiee 1990: 300). Examples (5.1) 

to (5.4) are part of the examples provided in Tiee's study to support the above argument 

but they are based on my analysis. The clause in (5.1) is a topicalised passive clause and 

the insertion of an agent into it produces a clause that is grammatically acceptable as in 

(5.2), whereas the insertion of an agent into a topicalised active clause as in (5.3) 

produces a clause that is ungrammatical as in (5.4). 

(5.1) 

td de wenzhdng 
s/he POSS article 

Goal 

yijlng 
already 

VADV 

deng chu-ldi 
publish go-come 

Process: material 

(His/her article has already been published.) 

(5.2) 

Td de wen zhdng 
s/he POSS article 

Goal 

yytng 
already 

VADV 

bei 
DISP: rec person 

(Actor) 

le. 
ASP 

deng chit- lai le. 
publish go-come ASP 

Process: material 

(His/her article has already been published by someone.) 

(5.3) 

tamen 
they 

Senser 

dou 
all 

VADV 

dong 
understand 

Process: mental 

ni de hud 
you POSS speech 

Phenomenon 

(They all understood what you said.) 

(5.4) 

*ni de hud, 
you POSS speech 

Phenomenon 

(They all understo 

bei 
DISP:rec 

od what you 

tamen 
they 

Senser 

;aid.) 

dou 
all 

VADV 

dong 
understand 

Process: mental 

Based on Tiee's examples we can see that in terms of transitivity all the 'topical passive' 

clauses are transitive material clauses, whereas all the 'topical active' clauses are non-

transitive material, mental, verbal or relational clauses. To put it another way, Tiee 
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suggests that apart from the Z>e/-construction, transitive material clauses with the OSV 

structure are also passive. In addition, the ^'-construction is used in material clauses but 

not in the other clause types. 

However, like Fong (1994), Tiee (1990) also does not mention the difference between the 

6e/-construction and the OSV structure. In addition, though he is right to claim that the 

feei-construction is used in material clauses, he fails to observe that its productivity 

extends from material clauses to the other clause types as well. 

Tiee further points out that though topicalised active clauses may appear to have the same 

form as 'passive' clauses in written Chinese, they can be distinguished from 'passive' 

clauses in spoken Chinese. "In the topicalised active sentence, there is a distinct pause 

after the direct object, represented in romanised script with a comma" (Tiee 1990: 301). 

However, as we observed in the previous chapter, the pause exists after most of the 

'marked' topical Themes (including the OSV construction), disregarding the process 

types, and even in an OV clause. 

Again based on the examples in Tiee's study, we can say that what he refers to as 

"unmarked topicalised passive" (unmarked here means without passive marker bei) is a 

single participant clause where the sole participant is the Goal as in (5.5): 

(5.5) 

zhexie yifu 
these clothes 

Goal 

dou 
all 

VADV 

xihao le. 
wash-well ASP 

Process: material 

(These clothes have all been well washed.) 

Tiee obviously does not distinguish the ergative point of view from the transitive one. 

Without this distinction, he is bound to distinguish between the participant as Actor and 

the participant as Goal in a one-participant clause (see Section 4.4.7 for further 

discussion). However, it is always difficult if not impossible to do so because many, if 
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not all, verbs in Chinese can be used in both intransitive and transitive processes. This 

means that we have to rely on what Tiee calls "the sense of passive voice", an assumed 

instinct possessed by all native speakers of a language. Even if we succeeded in arguing 

that the sole participant in a clause is Goal, we have no way of determining which of the 

following four structures applied in an elliptical clause: (1) (Actor) A Goal A Process; (2) 

Goal A (Actor) A Process; (3) (Actor) A (bd) A Goal A Process; or (4) Goal A (bei) A 

(Actor) A Process. Unless we define all these possible structures as 'passive', it is 

unconvincing to treat the one-participant clause as 'unmarked topicalised passive' in 

Chinese. 

5.2.3 Hsueh's point of view - no VOICE in Chinese 

Hsueh (1989) argues that the ^-construction is not a 'passive' construction nor the ba-

construction a 'disposal' one, instead regarding these two constructions as merely "mirror 

images" of each other. Further, Hsueh considers that the difference between them is 

nothing more than a shift of emphasis, from the Actor in the fo-construction to the Goal 

in the ^'-construction. 

To reach the above conclusion, Hsueh tries to show first, that not every ^'-construction 

is 'passive' in meaning; second, that not every clause with a 'passive' interpretation is 

formed with bei; and third, that this construction has a peculiar semantic implication of 

its own. The following examples are employed by Hsueh to show that not every bei-

construction clause is 'passive' in meaning. 

(5.6) 

w6 
I 

Senser 

ring 
BEI 

Cau 

ta 
he 

Actor 

neime 
such 

Manner 

yi shuo, 
one say 

Process: 
Active 

se: reason 

dao 
then 

VADV 

bu zhidao 
NEG know 

Process: 
mental 

Actor 

gai 
must 

zenme 
how to 

Manner 

ban le. 
do ASP 

Process: 
material 

(I do not know what I should do now, after listening to him.) 
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(5.7) 

lao ZhSng 
old Zhang 

Carrier/Possessor 

bei 
BEI 

Caus 

ta taitai 
his wife 

Actor 

e: reason 

ku 
cry 

Process: behaviourial 

de 
CC 

mei le zhuyi. 
NEG ASP idea 

Process: Attribute/Possession 

(Old Zhang was completely at a loss because of his wife's crying.) 

(5.8) 

ta 
s/he 

Sayer 

bei 
BEI 

Ca 

nei shou ger 
that MEAS song 

Goal 

use: reason 

chang 
sing 

Process: material 

de 
CC 

liu yanlei. 
shed tear 

Process: behaviourial 

(S/he shed tears due to the singing of that song.) 

The following examples are quoted by Hsueh to show that sometimes clauses with a 

passive interpretation cannot even be expressed with bei (or its equivalents jiao, rang, 

and gei). 

(5.9) 

dianhua 
telephone 

Goal 

yijing 
already 

VADV 

da le. 
hit ASP 

Process: material: intransitive 

(The phone call has already been made.) 

(5.10) 

nei jie ke 
that MEAS class 

Goal 

zhi 
only 

VADV 

shang le 
held ASP 

Process: material: intransitive 

sanshi fenzhong. 
thirty minutes 

Extent: duration 

(That class was held for only thirty minutes.) 
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(5.11) 

ta 
s/he 

Goal 

shengfi le 
promote ASP 

Process: material: intransitive 

mei-youl 
yes/no 

Negotiator 

(Has he been promoted?) 

All the clauses claimed by Hsueh not to have a passive meaning are not transitive 

material clauses. Furthermore, the clauses that he claims have a passive sense, but cannot 

be encoded by the ^-construction, are in fact intransitive clauses (from a transitive 

perspective) or middle voice (from an ergative perspective). 

As the system of VOICE can be 'metafunctionally complex,' I would suggest that VOICE 

has to be examined and described not only in the environment of the textual metafunction 

but also in the environment of the ideational and interpersonal meta-functions as well. To 

put it in a more exact way, VOICE is a way of modelling the resources in a language, and 

its primary function is to control the flow of information in a text (textual metafunction); 

as a secondary system, it is basically employed in a certain clause type instead of in all 

clause types (ideational metafunction); and each type of VOICE is strongly associated with 

the role of a particular element in the clause that is assigned with modal responsibility 

(interpersonal metafunction). 

5.2.4 Functions of the 6a-construction 

Generally speaking, many previous studies have shown interest in the nature, especially 

in terms of constraints, of the object and the verb-complement of the 6a-construction in 

order to specify the conditions that must be met to produce a 'grammatically correct' 

clause. These studies have also attempted a definition that will not 'generate' or include 

any 'ungrammatical' ^-construction clauses, in Wang's (1987: 72) terms, a definition 

"to generate all and only all the acceptable 6a-sentences." However, in the present study 

my greater interest is in the function of the ^-construction. 

The most common functions that have been observed are that the ^-construction is a 

kind of emphatic or contrastive structure (c.f. Lin 1981; Sun & Givon 1985) or a stylistic 
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variation and means of focussing (Tiee 1990). However, what the meanings of 'emphatic 

or contrastive structure' and 'stylistic variation and means of focussing' are has not been 

clarified. 

Adopting a functional approach, Li (1971: 163) suggests that: 

... the function of ba in terms of FSP (Functional Sentence Perspective) is to 

put sentence focus on the verb by moving an object which is a patient into the 

thematic portion of the sentence, thus isolating the verb in rheme position and 

that it "uniquely communicates a particular configuration of logical 

relations and particular distribution of information" (1971: 177). 

Tsao (1983: 107) also mentions that its function is "to bring into focus the verbal 

complex by moving the object of the verb to the front and placing it after ba" 

Similarly, Ho (1993: 109) considers the foz-construction as a kind of 'marked dislocation' 

which means "dislocation realised by a number of special constructions that serve to free 

the sentence-final position and move an item to the position intermediate between the 

theme and the verb." Ho also notes that "front shifting an NP to the pre-verbal position" 

is only one of the many functions of the ^-construction. He suggests that fronting 

through the ^-construction is usually motivated by the consideration of both 

'focalisation' of the information and 'thematisation' of the preposed noun phrase. This 

thus involves a 'two-step fronting': (1) through the 6a-construction, i.e. the object which 

usually occupies clause-final position is moved to precede the verb in order to focalise 

the verb; and then (2) if the speaker wants to assign thematic status to the preceding 

object, he can thematise it by moving it to clause-initial position while leaving a 

pronominal copy after the operative marker bd. 

Halliday & McDonald (in press: 364) regard the ^-construction as an option in the 

Chinese VOICE system, "a structure whereby in a transitive material clause the Process 

gains unmarked information focus by being located at the end of the clause." 
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5.2.5 Functions of the ^/'-construction 

Lin (1981: 248) argues that the main reasons for using the passive voice in Chinese are to 

emphasise the agent of the verb and to show that both the agent and the patient are 

animate. However, we do observe in the corpus that the agent and the patient need not be 

animate. For instance, when the agent can affect the action on its own or an adverse 

situation can be inferred, it can be inanimate. Other linguists have noted that the function 

of this construction is to mark the object of the verb as the topic by its occupation of 

clause-initial position (Li & Thompson 1981; Ho 1993). Ho (1993), on the other hand, 

regards this construction as a special construction of a 'focalising devices' for regulating 

the information structure, but not the thematic structure. 

Fong (1994: 318-325) regards the ba- and bei- constructions as two options of VOICE. 

The ^/-construction is regarded as the active voice in Chinese and the 6e/-construction is 

its passive counterpart. According to Fong, the common word order in Chinese is topic 

being followed by focus. The topic represents the known information and the focus the 

new information. The function of the ^/'-construction then is to give emphasis to a 

particular element of the clause by placing it in clause-initial position. 

Halliday (1956) and Halliday & McDonald (in press) consider the 6e/'-construction as one 

of the options in the Chinese VOICE system, the 'passive' voice, in which the Goal is 

retained as 'unmarked' Theme. 

5.2.6 Conditions of the use of the ba- and bei- constructions 

Without specifying the meaning of 'emphatic', Lin (1981: 240-241) suggests some 

conditions under which the Zw-construction is preferred and of these, two conditions are 

related to the sense of emphasis: 

(1) it is used in imperative clauses in order to strengthen the command; and 

(2) it is used to stress that the object is unique in character or represents a special case. 
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Li & Thompson (1981: 487) cite two conditions under which the ^-construction is 

preferred. They express the conditions by means of a continuum as follows: 

bd bd bd bd 
impossible unlikely likely obligatory 

indefinite or non-referential object definite and highly prominent object 
no disposal strong disposal 

According to Li & Thompson (1981), "the more obvious in the speech context and more 

immediate to our discussion" the greater the prominence of the object and "the more the 

verb elaborates or specifies how the direct object is being handled or dealt with" the 

stronger the 'disposal' of (Li & Thompson 1981: 484). 

Some linguists, however, assert more definite conditions by distinguishing 'optional' 

from 'obligatory' ones (cf. Wang 1987). According to Wang (1987: 60), an 'optional' 

situation means "the situation in which there is a corresponding SVO construction, and 

the object fronting with bd is optional", whereas an 'obligatory' situation means "the 

situation in which there is no corresponding grammatical SVO construction, i.e., the 

object after the verb will result in an ungrammatical sentence." Here Wang interprets "no 

corresponding SVO construction" in a very strict sense, i.e. comparison of the ba-

construction with its corresponding SVO structure does not allow the addition or 

omission of even a single word. However, Wang adds, this "is not to say that there is no 

other SVO construction to express the same meaning" (Wang 1987: 60). This means 

that if we do not interpret the concept of correspondence in as strict a sense as Wang 

does, the alternative 'unmarked' form is always available as an option. 

Similarly, Wang (1998) lists four circumstances under which the ^-construction must be 

used. However, all the examples used by Wang to support his argument have unmarked 

equivalents that are also grammatically acceptable if we allow some minor additions or 

omissions. 
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Hopper & Thompson (1980) relate the conditions favourable to the employment of the 

^-construction to the concept of transitivity. They suggest that the ^-construction is 

highly transitive and that the 'subject' has to behave actively or volitionally while the 

'object' has to be definite or referential. Wang (1987: 72), adopting Hopper and 

Thompson's 'transitivity hypothesis', suggests that the ^-construction is a highly 

transitive construction but rejects their constraints on the 'subject' and the 'object'. He 

proposes the following transitivity constraint: "if two similar sentences (a) and (b) differ 

in that (a) is higher in transitivity according to any of the features... then, if one sentence 

cannot be accepted in the ^-construction, it must be the one that is lower in transitivity" 

(Wang 1987: 75). 

For the 6e/-construction alternative 'unmarked' SVO structures are always available as 

options in the system of VOICE. However, its semantic constraint of carrying an adverse, 

negative or unfavourable meaning has been widely addressed. And the relaxation of this 

constraint in contemporary Chinese and especially in certain registers has been 

acknowledged (cf. Chu 1979; Li & Thompson 1981; Tsao 1982,1983; Ho 1993). 

5.3 The bei- and ba- constructions and textual motivation 

Halliday (1997: 2) notes that "what is common to all VOICE systems is that they are 

resources for assigning variable discourse status to participants (and other elements) 

within the clause." The present study adopts his position as the starting point for 

exploring the issue of VOICE in Chinese. 

There are a total of 56 6e/-constructions and 99 ^-constructions in the Chinese corpus. It 

is impossible here to analyse all the contexts in which the two types of construction are 

employed. The present study will examine eight short discourses in the corpus instead to 

show that the employment of these two constructions is textually motivated. This means 

that they are not only able to distribute participants in a clause as message, but their 

existence in a discourse is to regulate the flow of information. 

Discourse (1) is a dialogue between Poirot and Dr Constantine, a Greek doctor. They are 

talking about the murder that happened on the train on which they were travelling. It is 
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quite common for the Sayer to be given the status of Theme in a clause complex of 

parataxis projection. Here the ^'-construction in (5.18) regulates the information flow 

so that the Sayer of the projected clause, which is Poirot in this case, can serve as the 

Theme of the clause - in other words, its existence is textually motivated. 

• Discourse 1 

5.13 

5.14 

5.15 

5.16 

5.17 

5.18 

5.19 

5.20 

bdiluo 
Poirot 

(topical) Theme 

shensi zhe shud, 
thoughtful ASP say 

« bu hui shi zisha ba-e?" 
NEG possible be suicide NTR:ass 

Rheme 

(topi.) Theme Rheme 

(Poirot thoughtfully said, "Might it be a case of suicide?") 

nd wei xild yishl 
that MEAS Greece doctor 

(topical) Theme 

(he) 

(topical) Theme 

zhang kou feng xiao le ji sheng, 
open mouth cynical laugh ASP several sound, 

Rheme 

wen dao, 
ask say 

" [\y> ge ren zishS,]] * 
one MEAS person suicide 

- > 

Rheme 

(topical) Theme Rheme 

* hui chdo ziji shen shdng cl shdng shi dao 
possible towards oneself body upon stab upon ten knife 

-shier dao, shenzhi shiwu dao ma?" 
twelve knife even fifteen knife NTRrint 

(The Greek doctor laughed cynically several times, and (he) asked, "Does a man who commits 
suicide will stab himself in ten, twelve or even fifteen times?) 

bdiluo 
Poirot 

(topical) Theme 

(he) 

(topical) Theme 

bei wen de deng yuan le yanjlng, 
DlSP:rec ask CC stare circle ASP eye 

Rheme 

zhi tu chu yT jit, 
only vomit out one sentence 

you ruci cdnren?" 
have such crude 

Rheme 

(topical) Theme Rheme 

(Poirot was asked untill he opened his eyes widely, (he) only said, "Is it so crude?") 
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Discourse (2) is part of a narration about how the murdered man related to a kidnapping 

case in America. In this discourse, Mr and Mrs Armstrong, as 'known' information, is the 

topical Theme in (5.21) and (5.22), whereas their daughter is the information focus. Then 

the topical Theme switches from the parents to their daughter as the discourse moves on 

because the daughter was the one who was kidnapped and naturally is thus given 

thematic status in the following clauses. Here the fei'-construction in (5.23) makes it 

possible to assign her the role of topical Theme in the clause in an 'unmarked' way, as 

otherwise the clause would be a 'marked' one or the role of topical Theme would be 

assigned to an unknown entity, viz. rhn (people). Once again we can say that the bei-

construction here is textually motivated. 

• Discourse 2 

5.21 

5.22 

5.23 

5.24 

tamen fufii 
they husband-wife 

(topical) Theme 

(they) 

(topical) Theme 

dingjii meiguo, 
stay America 

Rheme 

sheng you 
bom have 

yi ming ai nu. 
one MEAS love daughter 

Rheme 

Given New 

(They stayed in America, (and) they had a daughter that they loved.) 

zhe ming zhang shan 
this MEAS palm upon 

g mingzhu 
pearl 

(topical) Theme 

bing 
and 

(textual) (topical) Theme 

zai san sui shi bei_ ren bangpiao, 
at three year time DlSP:rec people kidnap 

Rheme 

lesuo yi bi qi gao de shujm. 
extort one MEAS strange high NOM random 

Rheme 

(This daughter was kidnapped by someone at three year of age who demanded an extremely large 
amount of ransom.) 
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In Discourse (3), Poirot explained how Cassetti, the kidnapper, escaped the law. In this 

monologue, td (he, referring to Cassett) remains the topical Theme of every clause 

throughout the whole paragraph and the ^'-construction in (5.31) is obviously employed 

to make this possible, i.e. to keep this referent in clause-initial position - in other words, 

the ̂ '-construction here is also textually motivated. 

Discourse (4) is taken from the beginning of the novel. It serves to introduce a new 

character into the story, Mary Debenham. The whole narration is about what had 

happened to her and naturally she is the topical Theme of the whole text. Furthermore, 

the text exhibits a very typical Theme-chain structure in Chinese; the elliptical 

Theme/Subject serves as a reference to create a cohesive link between the clauses. Again, 

the 6e/-construction in (5.36) enables the chain to continue through the elliptical 

Theme/Subject. This means that the 6ei'-construction here is also textually motivated. 
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• Discourse 3 

5.25 

5.26 

5.27 .. 

5.28... 

5.291 

5.30L 

5.31 

danshi 
but 

(textual) 

jiayi 
further 

(textual) 

ta 

(topical) 
Theme 

ta 
he 

> 

(topical) 
Theme 

> 

((topical) Theme) 

- > i 

(topical) Theme 

jitun le da bi bit yi zhi cdi, 
hoard ASP large MEAS NEG righteous ASSOC money 

Rheme 

shoutou you zhua-jin le xuduo shehui xianyao * ~^ 
hand-head again hold-tight ASP many society prominent 

* di babing, 
ASSOC unfavourable evidence 

Rheme 

liyong tamen dl yingxidngli, 
make use of their POSS influence 

Rheme 

zuihou jingneng yi jishii shang zui zheng bu zu * —^ 
finally able with technical upon sin evidence NEG enough 

* er tuo shin fa wai. 
then escape body law outside 

Rheme 

(But he piled up an enormous amount of unlawful money, and he also held a large amount of 
unfavourable evidence of those socially prominent figures, (he) made use of their influence, then 
(he) was acquitted on some technical inadequacy.) 

jinguan rucl, rub 
even that, if 

(textual) 

bii shi 
NEG be 

(interpersonal) 

ta 
he 

S * 

(topical) 
Theme 

Theme of i 

> 

(textual, interpersonal, & topical) Theme 

jidohud duo duan, 
tricky many way 

Rheme 

5.31) 

meng gud le shehui er mu, 
deceive through ASP society ear eye 

Rheme 

Theme of (5.31) 

* he 

(topical) Theme 

zao bei dajia ji wan dao gua le. 
early DISP: rec everybody give ten thousand knife cut ASP 

Rheme 

(Even though, if he was not tricky enough, (and he) succeeded to deceive the surveillance of the 
populace s/he would have been lynched by the populace.) 
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• Discourse 4 

5.32" 

5.33 .. 

5.34 

5.35 -

5.36 

5.37 • 

5.38. 

mdTi daibenhan 
Mary Debenham 

(topical) Theme 

> 

((topical) Theme^ 

dacong tou tian xingqisi likai bagedd yildi, 
since first day Thursday leave Baghdad till now 

Rheme 

jiu buceng shui hdo. 
then NEG:pf sleep good 

Rheme 

(Mary Debenham, since she left Baghdad on Thursday till now, had never had a good sleep.) 

daojTerkuke de che shdng zai mosuer de bingquan, yiji zudye zai che shdng, 
to Kirkuk ASSOC car upon, at Mosul ASSOC guest house, and last night at car upon, 

(topical) Theme 

dou shui de hen bu tdshi. 
(she) all sleep CC very NEG solid 

Rheme 

(In the train to Kirkuk, in the guest house at Mosul, and last night on the train, (she) did not 
sleep properly.) 

> 
(she) 

(topical) Theme 

> 
(she) 

(topical) Theme 

zheng zhe yanjing, 
open ASP eye 

Rheme 

bei che shdng gud qidng de nuanqi men de fahuang, 
DlSP:rec car upon too strong NOM heating bore CC mad 

Rheme 

((She) opened her eyes, and (she)was bored to death by the overheated train.) 

> ta 
she 

(topical) Theme 

(she) 

(topical) Theme 

pa qi shen lai, 
crawl up body come 

Rheme 

wdng wdi kuikdn. 
toward outside peer 

Rheme 

(She got up, and (she) peered out.) 
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Discourse (5) is an interview conducted as part of Poirot's investigation. He asks the 

secretary of the murdered man why he went to Persia. So the secretary naturally assigned 

himself the status of topical Theme in his response to the question. This is made possible 

in (5.42) by the 6e/'-construction in an 'unmarked' way, as otherwise the clause would be 

a 'marked' one or the topical Theme would be given to an unknown entity, viz. rin 

(people). Once again we can say that the iei'-construction here is textually motivated. 

• Discourse 5 

5.39 

5.40 

5.41 

5.42 

> ^ 
•^ you 

(topical) Theme 

zai nali you he guigan?" 
at there have what doing 

Rheme 

("What were you doing there?") 

>. "wd 
> I 

(topical) Theme 

benlai shi cong niuyue qu kankan [[kaicai shiyou de]] 
originally EMP from New York go see-see exploit oil SUB 

shengyi jthul de. 
business opportunity EMP 

Rheme 

("Originally, I went there from New York to see if there was any opportunity in the oil 
exploiting business.) 

nl 
you 

(topical) Theme 

dagai bit xiang ting wo zhi fangmiam de fei hua ba. 
perhaps NEG want listen I this aspect ASSOC useless talk NTR:ass 

Rheme 

(You perhaps don't want to listen to all this useless talk.) 

fdnzheng, 
in fact, 

: ;:::; vizr;3* 
(textual) 

wd yu youren 
and friend 

(topical) Theme 

zai shengyi shang be[ ren shua le." 
at business upon DlSPrrec people trick ASP 

Rheme 

(In fact, my friend and I were tricked in it.") 



From clause grammar towards discourse 323 

Discourse (6) is a description of how Poirot conducted a simple experiment; the focus of 

the text is thus on the actions that he carried out. Here apart from one 'unmarked' 

material clause (5.43), clauses (5.44) to (5.47) are variants of ^-construction clauses. As 

a result, the information prominence is assigned to the Process/Predicator in each clause, 

that is if we disregard the three circumstances in (5.44), (5.45) and (5.47) at the moment; 

the issue of the circumstance in the Z>a-construction will be discussed in Section 5.4.6.2. 

This means that the four variants of the ^-construction in this discourse are employed so 

that the Processes are the focus of information. In short, their employment is textually 

motivated. 

Discourse (7) is part of the second interview in the investigation. Poirot asked 

MacQueen, the secretary of the murdered man, whether a train door leading to the 

platform was bolted, so whether or not it was bolted is the information being negotiated 

throughout this discourse. And the ^-construction in (5.54) enables this information to 

remain as the focus of information. That means, once again, its employment is also 

textually motivated here. 

Discourse (8) is part of a dialogue between Poirot and Edward Henry Masterman, the 

valet of the murdered man, where Poirot asks Edward about his duties as valet. The 

valet's service was thus the focus of the information. Here the 6a-variant (Jiang) in (5.56) 

and the 6a-construction in (5.57) are employed to enable the particular information -

what he performed - to remain as the focus of information in the clause-final position. 
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• Discourse 6 

5.43 

5.44 

5.45 

5.46 

5.47 

bdiluo 
Poirot 

(topical) Theme 

Jiang Hang quart tiisi zh&n-ping, 
DISP: op two MEAS wire extend-flat 

Rheme 

Given New 

ranhou 
then 

(textual) 

(he) 

(topical) 
Theme 

very carefully NOM DISP: op burnt ASSOC paper piece put 

zai yi quan tiesT shang, 
at one MEAS wire upon 

Rheme 

(Poirot flattened two humps of wire.then with great care, (he) put the charred scrap 
of paper onto one hump of wire.) 

(he) 

(topical) Theme 

(he) 

(topical) Theme 

zai nang line vf quan tiesT fu <; 
again DISP: op another one MEAS wire cover 

zai shang tou, 
at upon head 

Rheme 

> • . • . • • - • » ^ 

yong xiao qianzi jia nao. v ; 
use small pliers clap good 

Rheme 

((he) again put another hump of wire on top of it, (and he) used a pair of small 
pliers to clamp it properly.) 

ta 
He 

(topical) Theme 

. . „ . . » _ _ , , ^ 

nans lians auan tiesi qingqing fang ^ 
DISP: op two MEAS wire slightly put 

zai dianrdn de jiuflng ding shang. 
at burning NOM spirit lamp upon 

Rheme 

(He carefully put two humps of wire on top of the burning spirit lamp.) 
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• Discourse 7 

5.48 

5.49 

5.50 

5.51 

5.52 

5.53 

5.54 

"m 
you 

(topical) Theme 

fide 
remember 

men 
door 

shi 
EMP 

shuan-shang de ma?" 
bolt-upon EMP NTR:int 

Rheme 

(topical) Theme Rheme 

(Do you remember if the door was bolted?) 

maikun 
MacQueen 

(topical) Them 

xidng le xidng. 
think ASP think 

e Rheme 

(MacQueen thought for a while.) 

"e, shi de, 
er, yes, 

(textual) (t< 
1 

w6 
I 

epical) 
Tieme 

fide 
remember 

hdo xiang shi shuan-shang de.**-
good like EMP bolt-upon EMP 

Rheme 

Topical Theme Rheme 

(("Er, yes, I remember that it seemed to be bolted.) 

zhishdo 
at least 

(Interp.) 

men de bdshou shang 
door ASSOC handle upon 

(topical) Theme 

you ge 
have Ml 

tie gun shi cha-shang de> 
-AS iron rod EMP insert-upon EMP 

Rheme 

(At least, there was an iron bar that fitted across the handle.") 

"nimen 
you 

(topical) Them< 

shang che zhihou, 
arise car afterward 

: Rheme 

Theme of (5.54) 

(You) 

(topical) Them 

ydu-mei-you ba_ che me 
haveNEGrpf DlSP:op car do 

n shuan-hao?" < -
or bolt-good? 

z Rheme 

("After you got back to the train, did you bolted the door?") 
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• Discourse 8 

5.55 

5.56 

5.57 

5.58 

"HI de zhiwu 
you POSS duty 

(topical) Theme 

dou shl shenme?" 
all be Q-what 

Rheme 

("What are your duties all about?") 

(My duty) 

(topical) Theme 

nan 
(is) Disi 

- J - LX «.«• ^ 

g ta de yizhuang zhenglt gu- hao. <i. 
>:op he POSS clothes tidy hand-good 

Rheme 

("(My duty is) to tidy up his clothes and to hand them (in the wardrobe) properly.) 

xiansheng, 
Mr, 

(interpersonal) 

(my duty) 

(topical) 
Theme 

ba, ta de jia yd pao-hao. <[ 
(is) DISP:op he POSS false teeth water-good 

Rheme 

(Sir, (my duty is) to put his dental plate in water,) 

(my duty) 

(topical) Theme 

zai kankan ddngwan ta hdi you shenme biede fenfu." 
(is) again see that night he still have Q-what other order 

Rheme 

(and to see if he had any other order.) 

Based on the first five discourses, we can see that the employment of the 6e/-construction 

enables a certain participant to occupy the thematically prominent position so that: 

(1) the Sayer of the projected clause can serve as the topical Theme of the clause; 

(2) the information focus of a previous clause can become the topical Theme in the 

following clauses, and follow the change of topic in the discourse; 

(3) a particular participant can remain the Theme of the whole discourse; 

(4) a topical Theme/topic chain is able to continue in the discourse; and 

(5) the Subject of a question in an initiating turn can remain the Subject in the responding 

turn. 
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In contrast, based on the last three discourses, the employment of the Z?a-construction 

enables the Process/Predicator to become the focus of information, i.e. to be assigned 

prominence of information by occupying clause-final position. The above list of 

observations is not an exhaustive one; however, the conclusion is unescapable. Though 

the two constructions have different effects on the flow of information in the texts, their 

employment is textually motivated - in other words, they assign variable discourse status 

to participants within the clause and, as a result, they regulate the flow of information as 

the text unfolds. 

5.4 Variants of the ba- and bei- constructions and the flow of information 

Both the ba- and bei- constructions have several variants. As both constructions are 

textually motivated, we will examine how their variants affect the flow of information in 

this section. 

For every 6a-construction and its variants, the status of topical Theme is always given to 

the Actor in a material clause; whereas for every 6e/-construction and its variants, it is 

always given to the Goal. This means that their variants will not affect the assignment of 

thematic status. In contrast, the variants of both constructions might effect the assignment 

of the information focus. Their effect on the information focus is the central concern in 

this section. 

A general feature of the verb in the ba- and bei- construction is that the verb must be 

preceded by an adverb or followed by at least one grammatical element (including the 

reduplicated verb itself). The following patterns are found in the corpus: 

• Pattern 1: Process A particle le 

This pattern indicates a completed action or a change in status. The Process in both ba-

and bei- constructions is assigned information prominence as in (5.59) and (5.60) 

respectively. 
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(5.59) 

wd 
I 

Actor 

Subject 

Theme 

ba 
DISP: op 

zhexie shishi 
these facts 

Goal 

Complement 

dou 
all 

VADV 

Adjunct 

ylnmdn le. 
conceal ASP 

Process 

Predicator 

Rheme 

Given < New 

(I concealed all these facts.) 

5.60 

fanzheng, 
in fact, 

HCON 

(textual) 

wo yu youren 
I and friend 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

zai shengyi shang 
at business upon 

Circumstance: matter 

Adjunct 

bei 
DISP: rec 

ren 
people 

Actor 

Adjunct 

shua le. 
trick ASP 

Process 

Predicator 

Rheme 

Given ^ New 

(In fact, my friend and I were tricked on the business by someone.) 

The referent encoded in the Goal in the ^-construction can also be assigned thematic 

prominence as in the invented example (5.61). Here the absolute Theme is picked up 

anaphorically by the pronoun tdmen (them) serving as Goal. 

(5.61) 

zhexie shishi, 
these fact, 

(absolute) 

wo 
I 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

bd 
DISP: Op 

tamen 
them 

Goal 

Complement 

dou 
all 

VADV 

Adjunct 

ylnmdn le. 
conceal ASP 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

Given < New 

(These facts, I concealed all of them this morning.) 
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In the ^'-construction, the Actor (marked by bei)cm be ellipsed when it is an unknown 

entity or known in the context as in (5.62), whereas in the ^-construction, the Goal 

(marked by ba) cannot be ellipsed as in (5.63). This difference can be explained from an 

ergative perspective (see Section 5.6). 

(5.62) 

fdnzheng, 
in fact, 

HCON 

(textual) 

wd yu youren 
I and friend 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

zdi shengyi shdng 
at business upon 

Matter 

Adjunct 

bei 
DISP: rec (people) 

(Actor) 

Adjunct 

Rheme 

S" 
V 

shud le. 
trick ASP 

Process 

Predicator 

New 
(In fact, my friend and I were tricked on the business.) 

(5.63) 

*wd 
I 

Actor 

Subject 

Theme 

Given 

bd 
DISP: Op (these facts) 

(Goal) 

(Complement) 

Rheme 

< 

dou 
all 

Extent 

Adjunct 

yinman le. 
conceal ASP 

Process 

Predicator 

— New 

(I concealed all these facts.) 

In additon, the co-verb gei can be placed in front of the main verb in the ba- and fez-

constructions to enhance the sense of disposal as in (5.64) and (5.65): 
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(5.64) 

dagai 
perhaps 

VADV 

Modal Adjunct 

(interpersonal) 

shi 
EMP 

luqjiade 
Cassetti 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

ba 
DISP: op 

ta 
him/her 

Goal 

Complement 

gii chumii le. 
GEi betray ASP 

Process 

Predicator 

Rheme 

Given < New 

(Perhaps Cassetti betrayed him/ her.) 

(5.65) 

che 
car 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

ting xi-lai le, 
stop down-come ASP, 

Process 

Predicator 

Rheme 

Given 

(Goal) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

bei 
DISP: rec 

feng xue 
wind snow 

Actor 

Adjunct 

gii /eng-zhu le. 
GEI block-stop ASP 

Process 

Predicator 

Rheme 

^ XT 
V. •" INCW 

(The train stopped because it was blocked by the snow.) 
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• Pattern 2: Process in reduplicated form 

This pattern indicates the repetition or the short duration of an action such as (5.66). In 

this pattern the Process is the focus of information in both ba- and bei- constructions. 

(5.66) 

ta 
s/he 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

weile 
in order to 

Adjunct 

Given 

gei zijt 
to oneself 

Beneficiary 

Complement 

liu-xia 
leave-down 

Process: material 

Predicator 

bit zai xianchang de zhengju, 
NEG at the spot ASSOC evidence 

Goal 

Complement 

Rheme 

^ 

(S/he, in order to leave himself/herself with the alibi of not being at the place,) 

(Actor) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

(Given) 

shdowan 
a bit latter 

CON 

Adjunct 

lai-ddo 
come-reach 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

S 
v 

fdngjian If, 
compartment inside 

Circumstance: spatial 

Adjunct 

t I New 

( came to the compartment a bit later,) 

(Actor) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme 

bd 
DISP: op 

shizhen 
the hand of the clock 

Goal 

Complement 

s 
v. 

wdng hbu 
toward backward 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

Rheme 

bo le bo. 
move ASP move 

Process 

Predicator 

- New 

move the clock a little back.) 

There are only two occurrences of this pattern in the corpus and both of them are ba-

constructions. This pattern, however, is grammatically acceptable in the ^'-construction 

as in the invented example (5.67). 
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(5.67) 

shizhen 
the hand of the clock 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

bei 
DISP: rec 

ta 
him/her 

Actor 

Adjunct 

wang hou 
toward backward 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

bo le bo. 
move ASP move 

Process 

Predicator 

Rheme 

Given < New 

(The clock was moved a little back by him/her.) 

• Pattern 3: Process A circumstance (zai + nominal group of place) 

This pattern indicates the location where the process takes place as in (5.68). 

(5.68) 

wd 
I 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

ba 
DISP: Op 

wo de luxingdai 
I POSS baggage 

Goal 

Complement 

gua 
hang 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

Given 

zai li&ng Man xiangtong de na shan men shang le. 
at two side through NOM that MEAS door upon ASP 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

Rheme (continued) 

< New 

( I handed my baggage in at the door that gave access to the next compartment.) 
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(5.69) 

women de che 
our POSS car 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

you 
again 

VADV 

Adjunct 

gei 
DISP: rec 

(Actor) 

Adjunct 

du 
block 

Process: material 

Predicator 

zm zheli 
at here 

Place (deictic) 

Adjunct 

le. 
ASP 

Rheme 

Given < New 

(Our train was blocked here again.) 

(5.70) 

wo 
I 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

gua le 
hang ASP 

Process: material 

Predicator 

wo de luxingdai 
I POSS baggage 

Goal 

Complement 

Rheme 

Given 

zai 
at 

<r 

Hang 
two 

bian 
side 

xiangtong de na 
through NOM that 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

Rheme (continued) 

New 

shan 
MEAS 

men 
door 

shang 
upon 

le 
ASP 

(I handed my baggage in at the door that gave access to the next compartment.) 

Unlike the first two patterns, the circumstance of location instead of the Process occupies 

clause-final position here. When we compare the 'unmarked' structure in (5.70) with the 

^-construction in (5.68), we find that they have the same Theme, i.e. the Actor, wo (I). 

In spoken Chinese we can still rely on the prosodic contrast to indicate where the New is. 
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However, in written Chinese we usually make the assumption that clause-final position 

marks the information focus unless the New is structurally marked (see Section 4.4 for 

details). In this case the 'unmarked' structure and the ^-construction shown in the above 

examples have the same New i.e. the Location, zai Hang bian xiangtong de na shan men 

shang (at the door that gave access to the next compartment). The ^-construction thus 

seems to achieve nothing textually in comparison with the unmarked structure. This 

observation certainly needs an explanation if we argue that the unmarked structure and 

the ^-construction represent two different options in the same textual system or 

subsystem because we assume that different options in a system realise different 

meanings. 

The observation can be explained in terms of the 'diminuendo effect' of prominence (for 

details, see Matthiessen 1988 and Section 4.2.1 of this thesis). As mentioned in Section 

4.2.1, textual waves are non-discrete, whereas the carrier of a representational element is 

represented by constituency. We therefore have to impose experiential-like discreteness 

by drawing constituency boundaries in the wave-like organisation of a message. 

Concerning the news prominence, a left-facing arrow is drawn from the element of the 

tonic prominence to indicate it. Though the constituent occupying clause-final position 

attracts the greatest news prominence, the penultimate position still attracts some 

prominence. This means that inspite of not occupying the most information-prominent 

position, the Process in both ba- and bei- constructions still attracts more prominence 

than the Process in an 'unmarked' SVO structure by occupying the penultimate position. 

In the same way, the 'diminuendo effect' of the prominence also sheds much light on the 

thematic status of the Goal in the ^-construction as well, that is, inspite of not occupying 

the most thematically prominent position, the Goal in a ^-construction is comparatively 

more thematically prominent than in an 'unmarked' SVO structure. Similarly this also 

sheds some light on the debate about the status of Goal in the Z>a-construction in 

traditional grammar, viz. whether the Goal is the 'subject', the 'topic' or the 'second 

topic' of the clause (see e.g. Tsao 1979, 1987; Hsueh 1989). The above explanation can 

also be applied to the circumstance of Location which indicates the destination as in 

Pattern 4; the circumstance of Extent which indicates the time duration or the frequency 



From clause grammar towards discourse 335 

of occurrence as in Pattern 5; and the circumstance of Manner which indicates the degree 

and manner of action as in Pattern 6. 

• Pattern 4: Process A postverb + (nominal group of place) + (verb 2) 

This pattern indicates a process which is marked with completive phase, either directional 

as in (5.71) and (5.72) or resultative as in (5.73). This is the most frequent pattern of the 

Zw-constructions in the corpus. 

(5.71) 

hudbo taitai 
Hubbard Mrs 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

ba 
DISP: op 

bdiluo 
Poirot 

Goal 

Complement 

la- dao 
pull-reach 

Process: material 

Predicator 

yipdng 
aside 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

Rheme 

Given ^ New 

(Mrs Hubbard pulled Poirot aside.) 

(5.72) 

rdnhou, 
then 

HCON 

(textual) 

(Actor) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

jiang 
DISP: op 

maozi 
hat 

Goal 

Complement 

fang-fin 
put-into 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

S* 
V 

he It. 
box inside 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

(Then, (he) put the hat into the box.) 
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(5.73) 

ta 
s/he 

Sayer 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

qingsongde 
cheerfully 

Manner 

Adjunct 

shuo, 
say 

Process: verbal 

Predicator 

Rheme 

^ XT 

(he said cheerfully,) 

" women 
We 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

bit fang 
NEG matter 

VADV 

Adjunct 

b& 

DISP: Op 

S* 

*^ 

chuanghu 
window 

Goal 

Complement 

Rheme 

guan-shang." 
close-upon 

Process: material 

Predicator 

— New 

(we might as well shut the window.) 

(Sayer) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

^ 
(Given) v. 

shuo zhu, 
say ASP 

Process: verbal 

Predicator 

Rheme 

New 
((While he) was saying,) 
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(Actor) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

jiang 
DISP: op 

che chuang 
car window 

Goal 

Complement 

guan le shang-qit. 
close ASP upon-go 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

(Given) ^ New 

((he) shut the train window.) 

In the corpus the nominal group of place in this pattern need not be a concrete place; it 

can be an abstract one as in (5.74). 

(5.74) 

jidding 
suppose 

HCON 

(textual) 

zhe yi hud ren 
this oneMEAS people 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

shi 
EMP 

bei 
DISP: rec 

si shen 
dead god 

Actor 

Adjunct 

jiu- dao 
draw-reach 

Process: material 

Predicator 

yikuaier 
together 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

de 
EMP 

Rheme 

Given ^ New 

(Suppose that this group of people was drawn together by the devil.) 

(5.75) 

ni 
you 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

ba 
DISP: Op 

WO 

me 

Goal 

Complement 

diu-jin 
throw-into 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

< 

quantao? 
trap 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

New 

(You wanted to throw me into the trap?) 
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• Pattern 5: Process A (le/guo) + numerical expression + measure word 

This pattern indicates the time duration of the action (i.e. Extent: duration) as in (5.76) or 

the frequency of occurrence (i.e. Extent: frequency) as in (5.77). 

(5.76) 

heqiuli bailuo 
Hercule Poirot 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

xiaoxmyiyide 
carefully 

Manner 

Adjunct 

ba 
DISP: Op 

S* 
^ 

zijX na zuo rendanhuzi 
himself that MEAS moustaches 

Goal 

Complement 

zhingtt le yl fan. 
handle ASP one MEAS 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

New 

(Hercule Poirot handled his moustache carefully for a while.) 

(5.77) 

yuhairen 
the deceased 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

bei 
DISP: rec 

(Actor) 

Adjunct 

ci le 
stab ASP 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

c-' 
^ 

bit xia shi-er dao. 
NEG down twelve knife 

Extent: frequency 

Adjunct 

New 

(The deceased was stabbed not less than twelve times.) 
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Pattern 6: Process A (de) + stative verb/clause 

This pattern indicates the degree of action (i.e. Manner: degree) as in (5.78) and (5.79) or 

the manner of action (i.e. Manner: quality) as in (5.80). The word de denotes overtly that 

what follows it concerns the degree or manner of the action; however, it is an optional 

element in the two constructions. 

(5.78) 

bdiluo 
Poirot 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

qingqing 
slightly 

Manner 

Adjunct 

jiang 
DISP: op 

fang men 
room door 

Goal 

Complement 

xu yan de 
false cover cc 

Process: material 

Predicator 

TM sheng yi tido feng, 
only leave one MEAS crack, 

Manner: degree 

Adjunct 

Rheme 

Given •< New 

(Poirot opened his compartment door a crack,) 

(Actor) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

(Given) 

xidng wdi 
toward outside 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

kukan 
peep 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

^, 
^ New 

(and (he) peeped outside.) 

(5.79) 

[[ta zdihiizhao shdng shuxie de]] mingzi 
she at passport upon write SUB name 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

bei 
DlSPrrec 

yi kudi you dian 
one MEAS oil spot 

Actor 

Adjunct 

ndng de mohu le. 
make CC messy ASP 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

f-t- ^ XT 

(Her name on the passport was made messy by a spot of oil.) 



From clause grammar towards discourse 340 

(5.80) 

wd 
I 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) 
Theme 

ba 
DISP: op 

zhe jian shi 
this MEAS matter 

Goal 

Complement 

gan de 
do esc 

Process: 
material 

Predicator 

xidng {[n&ren zud de]] luan cl yT tong. 
like woman do SUB massy stab one through 

Manner: quality 

Adjunct 

Rheme 

Given *C New 

(I wanted to make the matter look like being done by a woman, stabbing in a messy way.) 

• Pattern 7: Ditransitive clause 

In a ditransitive clause there exists a third participant, the Beneficiary, which is also 

known as the indirect object in traditional grammar and is always marked by the coverb 

gei. In the case of an unmarked SVO construction, the Beneficiary can occupy clause-

final position, i.e. Actor A Process A Goal A gei + Beneficiary, or the position in front of 

the Process, i.e. Actor A gei + Beneficiary A Process A Goal. Similarly, in a ditransitive 

ba/bei construction the Beneficiary can occupy clause-final position, i.e. Actor A ba/bei A 

Goal A Process A gei + Beneficiary as in (5.81) and (5.82). In this way, the gei + 

Beneficiary construction looks very much like the circumstance of Location denoting 

place in Pattern (3), destination in Pattern (4) and direction in Pattern (5)9. Conversely, it 

can precede the Process, i.e. Actor A ba/bei A Goal A gei + Beneficiary A Process as in 

(5.83). 

Different types of Participant and Circumstance lie on a cline (see Halliday 1994; Martin, Matthiessen & 
Painter 1997; Halliday & Matthiessen 1999), with Beneficiary lying closer to Circumstance than Actor and 
Goal. This means that, like the Circumstance, the Beneficiary lies nearer at the peripheral position in a 
'figure'. 
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(5.81) 

yao-bu-yao 
want-NEG-want 

Cause 

Adjunct 

(interpersonal) 

wo 
I 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

ba 
DISP: op 

liixingdai 
baggage 

Goal 

Complement 

na xia-ldi 
take down-come 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

s 
V 

g&i nlmenl 
for you 

Beneficiary 

Complement 

— New 

(Do you want me to take down the baggage for you?) 

(5.82) 

ta 
he 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

jiang 
DISP: Op 

yT feng xin 
one MEAS letter 

Goal 

Complement 

<<— 
v. 

di 
hand 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

gei le bdiluo. 
to ASP Poirot. 

Beneficiary 

Complement 

New 

(S/he handed a letter to Poirot.) 

In (5.82) the particle le does not follow the main verb di but the coverb gei, separating gei 

from the Beneficiary. One might conclude that gei is the postverb of di in this case so that 

the aspectual particle le follows the whole verb complex di gei (hand to). However, gei in 

the above example is still interpreted in this study as the coverb which introduces the 

Beneficiary, just like all the other ditransitive clauses in the corpus, and the new position 

of le exhibits the verb-like nature of the coverb in Chinese. The aspectual particle le can 

in fact occupy the position right after the main verb in the above example. 
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(5.83) 

yao-bii-yao 
want-NEG-want 

Adjunct 

(interpersonal) 

I 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

ba 
DISP: op 

lOxingdai 
baggage 

Goal 

Complement 

gii nlmen 
for you 

Beneficiary 

Complement 

nd xid-ldi? 
take down-come 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

Given < New 

(Do you want me to take down the baggage for you?) 

There is another type of bd/bei ditransitive construction which is also known as 

'compressed sentence'. This type of construction has the particular structural formula 

Actor A bd A GoalA Pro- < gei + Beneficiary> -cess A (complement) 

(5.84) 

nimen 
you 

Actor 

Subject 

(topi.) Theme 

zhi 
only 

VADV 

Adj. 

yao 
have to 

ba 
DISP: op 

Given 

zhe kuai shoupa 
this MEAS handkerchief 

Goal 

Complement 

nd 
take 

Pro-

Pre-

Rheme 

< 

gii tamen 
to they 

Beneficiary 

Complement 

kan. 
see 

-cess 

-dicator 

New 

(You only need to show this handkerchief to them.) 

(5.85) 

ta de zixingche 
s/he POSS bicycle 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

bei 
DISP: rec 

ta 
s/he 

Actor 

Adjunct 

jie le 
lend ASP 

Pro-

Pre-

< -

gei wo 
to me 

Beneficiary 

Complement 

Rheme 

ta 
ride 

-cess 

-dicator 

jitian. 
several days 

Extent: duration 

Adjunct 

New 

( His/her bicycle was lent to me by him to ride for a few days.) 



From clause grammar towards discourse 343 

Unlike in the previous type of ditransitive clause, the Beneficiary in (5.84) cannot 

precede the main Process nd (take) here because the Beneficiary is the Actor of the 

following Process kan (see). And sometimes the Pro- < gei + Beneficiary> -cess 

constituent in the clause can be followed by an Adjunct as in (5.85). In both cases the 

Beneficiary, together with the 'complement', always occupies clause-final position. This 

type of ditransitive clause is very common in the 6a-construction but not in the bei-

construction in the corpus. 

• Pattern 8: The shl.. .de construction 

This pattern indicates a strong sense of emphasis, showing that the speaker strongly 

believes in the truth of the proposition encoded in the clause as in (5.86). 

(5.86) 

m 
you 

Senser 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

shi-fou 
yes/no 

VADV 

Adjunct 

zai caixiang 
at guess 

Process: mental 

Predicator 

Rheme 

Given 

(Do you think that) 

luqjiade xiansheng 
Cassetti Mr 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

shl 
EMP 

bei 
DISP: rec 

ren 
people 

Actor 

Adjunct 

Rheme (continued) 

S 
V 

haisi 
murder 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

X T . . . . 

del" 
EMP 

(Mr Cassetti was murdered by someone?) 
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In this construction shi always precedes the bd or bei marker as in (5.86) or any modifier 

of them as in (5.87), whereas de usually, if not always, occupies clause-final position in a 

clause simplex as in (5.87) and sometimes in a clause complex as in (5.86) and (5.88). In 

the latter case shi and de occur in two successive clauses in the complex. 

(5.87) 

wo 
I 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

shi 
EMP 

bit yinggai 
NEG should 

Mod. Adjunct 

Given ^ ~ 

ba 
DISP: op 

chuanghu 
window 

Goal 

Complement 

Rheme 

kai zhe 
open ASP 

Process: material 

Predicator 

New 

de. 
EMP 

(I should not leave the window opened.) 

(5.88) 

mousha shike 
murder time 

Carrier 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

keneng jiao wan, 
possible comparative late 

Process: ascriptive/Attribute 

Predicator 

Rheme 

Given ^ New 

(The time of the murder might be later,) 

er 
and 

CON 

(textual) 

[[ na zhi shoubiao sudzhi de]] shike 
that MEAS watch point SUB time 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

r^.™. 

shl 
EMP 

bei 
DISP:rec 

ren 
people 

Actor 

Adjunct 

dbng guo shou jiao, 
move ASP hand foot 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

^ TT 

C. -• — New 

(and the time indicated by the watch has been manipulated by someone) 
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Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

guyi 
deliberately 

Manner 

Mod. Adj. 

wei wdmen 
for we 

Beneficiary 

Complement 

< 

zhizao 
create 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

cud jue 
wrong feeling 

Goal 

Complement 

New 

de. 
EMP 

(in order to deceive us.) 

• Pattern 9: Process A postverb + (complement) A de construction 

This pattern looks like a combination of Pattern (5) and Pattern (9). As with Pattern (5), 

all the processes in this construction are composed of the [verb + postverb] structure as in 

(5.89). 

(5.89) 

rugud 
if 

HCON 

(textual) 

shi zhen 
watch needle 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

digue 
really 

VADV 

Mod. Adj. 

bei 
DISP: rec 

Theme 

ren 
people 

Actor 

Adjunct 

Rheme 

bo gud de 
move ASP EMP 

Process: material 

Predicator 

(If the hand of the watch was really moved by someone,) 

<< wo 
I 

Sayer 

Subject 

Topical Theme 

zhishi 
only 

VADV 

Mod. Adj. 

shud 
say 

Process: verbal 

Predicator 

ruguo» 
if 

Verbiage 

Complement 

Rheme 

Given ^ New 

( « I only said i f » ) 
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name 
then 

HCON 

(textual) 

[[tS bo de]] na ge sheke 
s/he move SUB thatMEAS time 

Carrier/ Possessor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

yiding 
must 

ydu 
have 

Process: possessive 

Predicator 

Rheme 

Rheme (of the previous clause) 

S 
V 

then the time that s/he moved it to must have special implications.) 

tebie yiyi. 
special meaning 

Attribute/ Possession 

Complement 

New 

As with Pattern 9, de in this pattern always occupies clause-final position as in (5.90) and 

it is always possible to add shi before the bd or bei marker. 

(5.90) 

"men shuan 
door bolt 

Medium 

Subject 

(topical) Thenw 

shi 
EMP 

anzhuang 
install 

Process 

Predicator 

zai li men bashou hen gSo de shangfang 
at away door handle very high NOM top 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

Rheme 

^ 
^ — New 

de, 
EMP, 

(The bolt is installed high above the handle,) 

yinci 
thus 

CON 

(textual) 

(Goal) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

wdnquan 
totally 

VADV 

Adjunct 

bu kSneng 
NEG possible 

Pro-

Adjunct 

Rheme 

(Given) 
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bei 
DISP: rec 

[[ta gua zai men bashou shang de]] da shdutidai 
she hang at door handle upon SUB big sponge-bag 

Actor 

Adjunct 

Rheme (continued) 

<<. 
v. 

dangzhe de." 
obstruct EMP 

-cess: material 

predicator 

X T 

(so it is impossible to be masked by the sponge-bag that she hung on the handle of the door.) 

• Pattern 10: Separate clause as complement 

Past studies have noted the constraint in past studies that the main verb of both ba- and 

bei- constructions must be followed by a grammatical element. In addition, numerous 

examples have been constructed to illustrate what the 'grammatical element' can be. 

However, many of these invented examples are individual clauses, isolated from their 

discourse context. In the present study, when this constraint is examined in the context of 

discourse, there are some interesting observations to be made. There are eight instances in 

the corpus in which there is no grammatical element following the main verb; five 

instances are ^/-constructions as in (5.91), (5.92) and (5.94) and three are ba-

constructions as in (5.93). 

The question thus arises, whether these eight instances can be interpreted as counter 

examples to the constraint mentioned? The answer is negative but the constraint needs 

some modifications. First of all, all of these instances occur in clause complexes, with 

seven not occurring in the last clause of the complex. The only instance where it occurs in 

the last clause (5.94) refers to an unreal situation. Though not conclusive, this seems to 

suggest that: (1) when the proposition of the clause is concerned with something that has 

happened, i.e. is real, its main verb is always followed by a grammatical element; (2) 

when the ba- or the bei- constructions occurs in the first clause of a clause complex, the 

following clause of the clause complex can function as the 'grammatical element' and 

thus fulfil the constraint; and (3) when the proposition encoded in the clause concerns 

something that has not happened, i.e. is unreal, the above constraint does not hold. 
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(5.91) 

zhe ming zh&ng shang mingzhu 
this MEAS palm upon pearl 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

zai san sui shi 
at three year time 

Location: temporal 

Adjunct 

bei 
DISP: rec 

ren 
people 

Actor 

Adjunct 

bangpiao, 
kidnap 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

Given < New 

(This daughter was kidnapped by someone at three years of age,) 

bing 
and 

CON 

(textual) 

(Goal) 

(Subject) 

(topical) Theme 

(Actor) 

(Complement) 

lesud 
extort 

Process: material 

Predicator 

yl bi qi gao de shujin. 
one MEAS strange high NOM random 

Range 

Complement 

Rheme 

^VJIVCHJ 
s' 
v ^lew 

(who demanded an extremely large amount of ransom.) 

(5.92) 

daran le, dique 
of course NTR: ass, really 

VADV 

Adjunct 

(interpersonal) 

you 
exist 

Process: existential 

Predicator 

(topical) Theme 

^ 
v. 

zhen de 
real NOM 

VADV 

Mod. Adj. 

konghe xin 
threaten letter 

Existent 

Subject 

Rheme 

-VT 

INCW 

(Of course, there were some really threatening letter) 
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(Sayer) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme 

(Given) 

jinggao 
warning 

Process: verbal 

Predicator 

ludjiade 
Cassetti 

Receiver 

Complement 

Rheme 

s 
v 

xidoxin ta de xingmlng, 
careful he POSS life 

Verbiage 

Complement 

XT 

(which warned Cassetti to be careful of his life,) 

danshl 
but 

PCON 

(textual) 

(Goal) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

(Given) 

already 

VADV 

Mod. Adj. 

bei 
DISP:rec 

maikun 
McQueen 

Actor 

Adjunct 

Rheme 

s 
V 

fenhul, 
bum 

Process: material 

Predicator 

— New 

(but which were burnt by McQueen) 

qie 
and 

CON 

(textual) 

(Goal) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

(Given) 

yi zhexie jid zao de kdnghe xln 
with these false make NOM threaten letter 

Actor 

Adjunct 

Rheme 

s 
^ 

lai daiti. 
come replace 

Process: material 

Predicator 

New 
i and replaced by these false threatening letters.) 
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(5.93) 

xiongshdu 
Murderer 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

cong zijl fangjian 
from oneself room 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

liu-jin 
flee-into 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

f 
V 

luqjiade de fangjian, 
Cassetti POSS room 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

„, 

(The murderer stole into Cassetti's compartment from his/her compartment,) 

(Actor) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

(Given) 

sha le 
kill ASP 

Process: material 

Predicator 

ta, 
him 

Goal 

Complement 

Rheme 

^ I T 
V. [NCW 

killed him,) 

(Actor) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

(Given) 

zi litou 
from inside 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

ba 
DISP 

<s 
V 

op 
fdngmen 
door 

Goal 

Complement 

Rheme 

fan suo, 
against lock 

Process: material 

Predicator 

- New 

locked the door from inside) 

(Actor) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

(Given) 

shuan shang 
bolt upon 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rhei 

S 
v 

suo lian. 
lock chain 

Goal 

Complement 

ne 

New 

chained it.) 
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(5.94) 

yinwei ta yu amusizhuang jia de quanxi, 
because she with Armstrong family ASSOC relationship, 

(textual) Theme 

ta 
she 

Carrier 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

dangrdn 
of course 

VADV 

Mod. Adj. 

shi 
be 

Process: categorising 

Predicator 

[[zui yongyi bei ren huaiyi de]] ren. 
most easy DlSP:rec people suspect SUB person 

Attribute 

Adjunct 

Rheme 

< New 

(Because of her relationship with the Armstrong family, she, of course, will be the person most suspected 
by the others.) 

ta 
she 

Goal 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Given 

hui 
perhaps 

VADV 

Mod. Adj. 

bei 
DISP:rec 

(Actor) 

Adjunct 

Rheme 

<* 
^ 

xunwen, 
interview 

Process: material 

Predicator 

•fcj 

—" INCW 

(She will be interviewed,) 

(Goal) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

shenzhi keneng 
even possible 

VADV 

Modal Adjunct 

bei 
DISP: rec 

(Actor) 

Adjunct 

bu. 
arrest 

Process: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

(Given) ^ New 

even arrested.) 
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• Pattern 11: Relative or rank-shift clauses 

The ba- and bei- constructions are also found inside relative and rank-shifted clauses as 

in (5.95). In this case, the process of the clause may not be the focus of information. 

(5.95) 

[[zhe ge bei sha de]] 
this MEAS DISP: rec kill SUB 

Actor 

Subject 

Topical Theme 

(Given) 

mousha le 
murder ASP 

Process: material 

Predicator 

wd de xiao waishengnti. 
I POSS little niece 

Goal 

Complement 

Rheme 

^ T.T 

v. New 

(The person who was killed murdered my little niece.) 

Tables 5.1 and 5.2 give the thematic and information focus in the variants of ba- and bei-

constructions respectively. 

Table 5.1: Thematic and information focus in the variants of the 6a-construction 

construction/condition 

1. Process A/e 

2. Process in reduplicated form 

3. Process A zai + place word 

4. Process A postverb A (place)A (Process 2) 

5. Process A (le/guo) Numerical expression 
+ measure word 

6. Process A de + stative verb/clause 

7a. The ditransitive (simple clause) 

7b. The ditransitive (with complement) 

8. The shi... de construction 

9. Process A postverb A de 

10. Clause as complement 

initial/Theme 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

post-initial 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

final/New 

Process + aspect 

Process + le + Process 

Process + Complement 

Process + Complement 

Process + Complement 

Process + Complement 

Process + Beneficiary 

Process + Beneficiary + 
Complement 
Process + de 

Process + Complement 

Process 
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Table 5.2: Thematic and information focus in the variants of the 6e/-construction 

construction/condition 

1. Process A le 

2. Process in reduplicated form 

3. Process A zai + place word 

4. Process A dao + place word A (lai/qu) 

5. Process A (le/guo) Numerical expression 
+ measure word 

6. Process A de + stative verb/clause 

7a. The ditransitive (simple clause) 

7b. The ditransitive (with complement) 

8. The shi... de construction 

9. Process A postverb A de 

10. Clause as complement 

initial/Theme 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

Goal 

post-initial 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

Actor 

final/New 

Process + aspect 

Process + le + Process 

Process + Complement 

Process + Complement 

Process + Complement 

Process + Complement 

Process + Beneficiary 

Process + Beneficiary + 
Complement 
Process + de 

Process + Complement 

Process 

The number of occurrences and percentages of the variants of ba- and bei- constructions 

in the corpus are given in Table 5.3. The number of instances of the 6a-construction (99) 

is much higher than that of the ^-construction (56). This may be due to the semantic 

constraint of the 6e/-construction of mainly using this in an adversative context. The most 

common structure among the variants of the 6a-construction in a Chinese translation of 

an English-language novel like this one is Actor A ba A Goal A Process A postverb A 

(place) A (Process 2), whereas, the most common structure among the variants of the bei-

construction is GoalA beiA Actor A Process A le. 
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Table 5.3: Number of occurrences and percentages of ba- and bei- constructions 

construction/condition 

1. process A le 

2. process in reduplicated form 

3. process A zai + place word 

4. process A postverb A (place)A (verb 2) 

5. process A (le/guo) Numerical 
expression + measure word 
6. process A de + stative verb/clause 

7a. ditransitive (simple) 

7b. ditransitive (with complement) 

8. the shi... de construction 

9. process A postverb A de 

10. clause as complement 

11. the relative or rankshifted clause 

TOTAL 

operative voice 

4 4.0% 

2 2.0% 

14 14.1% 

44 44.6% 

3 3.0% 

7 7.1% 

10 10.1% 

6 6.1% 

2 2.0% 

3 3.0% 

3 3.0% 

1 1.0% 

99 100.0% 

receptive voice 

16 28.7% 

0 0.0% 

4 7.1% 

10 17.8% 

4 7.1% 

3 5.4% 

0 0.0% 

0 0.0% 

6 10.7% 

2 3.6% 

5 8.9% 

6 10.7% 

56 100.0% 

TOTAL 

20 12.9% 

2 1.3% 

18 11.6% 

54 34.9% 

7 4.5% 

10 6.4% 

10 6.4% 

6 3.9% 

8 5.2% 

5 3.2% 

8 5.2% 

7 4.5% 

155 100.0% 

At this point we have concluded that the employment of the two constructions is textually 

motivated and we have examined how their variants affect the information flow. But how 

do we know that the two constructions are options in the system of VOICE instead of 

THEME? In Section 5.2 we also reviewed research showing that the SOV structure is 

widely regarded as 'active' and the OSV structure as 'passive'. How do we know that 

these two constructions are options in the system of THEME instead of VOICE? The 

central concern in the next section is thus the differences between VOICE and THEME, 

between the fea-construction and the SOV structure, as well as between the bei-

construction and the OSV structure. 

5.5 The systems of THEME and VOICE 

In his article 'Towards a closer relationship between the study of grammar and the study 

of discourse' Halliday (1997) states that 

what is common to all VOICE systems is that they are resources for assigning 

variable discourse status to participants (and other elements) within the clause. 

In other words, they help to control the information flow. (Halliday 1997: 2) 
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However, as mentioned in Chapter 4, the system of THEME also helps to control the 

information flow. So what are the differences between VOICE and THEME? 

Although both are textual resources which control the flow of information through 

assigning discourse statuses to participants and/or other elements in terms of thematic and 

informational prominence, they are different in at least three ways. 

First, VOICE is a secondary system while THEME is a primary one. The VOICE system is 

secondary, as Matthiessen (in press: 492) points out, because it has evolved as "strategies 

for distributing textual statuses within a clause." In addition, it is secondary because it has 

a narrower distribution across process types than the THEME system. Unlike THEME, 

which is a resource for all process types, VOICE is basically a resource applicable in 

transitive material process. 

Second, VOICE provides alternative options for making participants the 'unmarked' 

topical Theme (cf. Matthiessen & Halliday 1997:23). In contrast, the central systemic 

terms of THEME are 'marked' and 'unmarked' topical Themes. For example, when the 

Goal of a transitive material clause occupies clause-initial position, it is textually 

'marked'. In contrast, the Goal in a 6e/-construction is textually 'unmarked'. 

Third, VOICE can only assign subjecthood to a participant, whereas THEME assigns 

thematic status to participants, circumstances or the Process. These concepts of 'primary' 

system, 'markedness' and assignment of subjecthood serve to distinguish the various 

constructions as options in the systems of VOICE or THEME. 
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5.5.1 The Aa-construction vs. the SOV structure 

One of the reasons that the Zw-construction has attracted so much attention is its 

distinctive SOV order. This has been widely taken as an issue of language change, i.e. 

whether Chinese has been undergoing a change from SVO to SOV (Li 1975). In past 

studies, the ̂ -construction has attracted much more attention than the SOV structure due 

to its higher relative frequency compared with the SOV structure in most texts. The 

reason may also be due to the unjustifiable belief that either (1) the fo-construction is the 

sole representative of the SOV structure in Chinese, or (2) the SOV structure is an 

elliptical case of the ^-construction (Sun & Givon 1985). Language change is not the 

concern of this study; instead, my main concern is to decide whether the ^-construction 

and the SOV structure represent alternative options in the same system or two separate 

options in different systems, namely VOICE and THEME. 

The first question to be addressed is whether the SOV structure is an elliptical case of the 

^-construction. If the answer is affirmative, then there should be no differences in terms 

of meaning and syntactic constraint between the two constructions. But the fact is that 

they are different in meaning and operate under different syntactic constraints. Li (1990: 

2) points out that "the SOV structure is not equivalent to the subject-BA-object-verb 

construction." He employs the following examples to show that the two constructions are 

not equivalent in meaning. 

(5.97) 

ta fan chT le. 
s/he meal eat ASP 

(S/he has had the meal.) 

(5.98) 

ta ba fan chi le. 
s/he DlSP:op meal eat ASP 

(S/he finished the meal.) 
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Li argues that in the above examples, the SOV structure as in (5.97) emphasises the fact 

that the Actor of the clause has had the meal, implying that he is not hungry, whereas the 

^-construction as in (5.98) focuses on the completion of eating. 

As for the structural constraint, there are at least three differences between .he two 

constructions. First, there must be a 'grammatical element' following the main verb in the 

^-construction, whereas this constraint does not apply to the SOV structure. This is quite 

clear in 'negative' clauses such as in (5.99) and (5.100). 

(5-99) 

ta fan mei-you chT. 
s/he meal NEG:pf eat 

(S/he did not have the meal.) 

(5.100) 

* ta mei-you bd fan chT. 
s/he NEG:pf DlSP:op meal eat 

(S/he did not have the meal.) 

Second, the negative particle mei-you in any negative clause precedes the Process in the 

SOV structure as in (5.102), just like the 'unmarked' SVO clause as in (5.101). In 

contrast, the negative particle precedes the dispositive marker bd in the ^-construction as 

in (5.103). 

(5.101) 

S NEG V O 

m hdi mei-you fa yueli. 
you yet NEG:pf distribute calendars 

(You have not distributed the calendars yet.) 

(5.102) 

SO NEG V 

ni yueli hdi mei-you fa 
you calendars yet NEGrpf distribute 

(You have not distributed the calendars yet.) 
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(5.103) 

S NEG ba O V 

ni hdi mei-ydu ba yueli fa chuqu. 
you yet NEG:pf DlSP:op calendars distribute out 

(You have not distributed the calendars yet.) 

Third, the question marker ydu-mei-you in any A-not-A interrogative clause precedes the 

Process in the SOV structure as in (5.105), just like the 'unmarked' SVO clause as in 

(5.104). In contrast, the question particle precedes the dispositive marker ba in the ba-

construction as in (5.106). 

(5.104) 

S Q- V O 

ni ydu-mei-you fa yueli? 
you have NEG: pf distribute calendars 

(Have you distributed the calendars?) 

(5.105) 

S O Q- V 

ni yueli ydu-mei-you fa? 
you calendars have NEG: pf distribute 

(Have you distributed the wall calendars? 

(5.106) 

S Q- ba O V 

ni you-mei-ydu ba yueli fa chuqu. 
you have NEG: pf DBP:op calendars distribute out 

(Have you distributed the wall calendars?) 

Furthermore, when both the Actor and the Goal, i.e. the Subject and the Complement in 

the interpersonal clause grammar, in the SOV structure are animate, it is difficult to 

establish whether it is a SOV structure or an OSV one without referring to the context of 

the text, especially when both the Actor and the Goal are encoded in personal pronouns 
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as in (5.108). In this case, the clause is more likely to be interpreted as an OSV 

construction. But this confusion will not arise in the ^-construction because of the 

marker such as in (5.109): 

(5.107) 

s 

td 
s/he 

Actor 

V 

da le 
hit ASP 

Process: material 

O 

wd 
me 

Goal 

(S/he hit me.) 

(5.108) 

0 

td 
him/her 

Goal 

S 

wd 
I 

Actor 

V 

da le. 
hit ASP 

Process: material 

(Him/her, I hit.) 

(5.109) 

s 

ta 
s/he 

Actor 

ba 

bd 
DISP: op 

O 

wd 
me 

Goal 

V 

da le. 
hit ASP 

Process: material 

(S/he hit me.) 

For the above reasons we can conclude that the SOV structure is not an elliptical case of a 

6a-construction. At this point we are ready to address the question whether the ba-

construction and the SOV structure represent alternative options in the same system or 

two separate options in different systems. 

The SOV structure has a wider distribution across process types than the ^-construction. 

For instance, the verb of perception ting-shuo (hearsay) can appear in the SOV structure 

as in (5.111) but not in the ^-construction as in (5.112). 
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(5.110) 

wd 
I 

Senser 

ffngshud guo 
hearspeak ASP 

Process: mental 

nei jian shi. 
that MEAS matter 

Phenomenon 
(I have heard about that matter.) 

(5.111) 

wd, 
I, 

Senser 

nei jian shi 
that MEAS matter 

Phenomenon 

ffngshud guo. 
hearspeak ASP 

Process: mental 

(I have heard about that matter.) 

(5.112) 

* Wd bd nei jian shi ffngshud guo. 
I DlSP:op that MEAS matter hearspeak ASP 

To put it in another way, the SOV structure is available not only in material clauses, but 

also in other clause types. In contrast, although the ^-construction is sometimes 

available in other clause types, it is primarily availabe in transitive material clauses (see 

Section 5.7 for detail). The SOV structure is thus a resource in the THEME system instead 

of an alternative option or an elliptical form of the ^-construction in the VOICE system. 

In short the two constructions represent two separate options in different systems. 

5.5.2 The ^/-construction vs. the OSV structure 

In both ^'-construction and OSV structure, the thematic prominence of a message is 

assigned to the Goal, whereas the news prominence is assigned to the Process. At first 

glance the only difference between the ^'-construction and the OSV structure is just a 

structural one, namely the existence of the marker bei. So the first question to be 

addressed in this section is whether the OSV structure is an elliptical case of the bei-

construction. If the answer is no, then the second question is whether the Z>e/-construction 

and the OSV structure represent two alternative options in the same system or two 

separate options in different systems. 
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The OSV structure is not semantically equivalent to the ^/-construction. Let us compare 

the meaning of the SOV structure in (5.113) and of the ^'-construction in (5.114). 

(5.113) 

tamen de duihua, 
they POSS talk, 

Phenomenon 

I 

Senser 

tmg-dao le. 
hear-reach ASP 

Process: mental 

(Their talk, I heard.) 

(5.114) 

tamen de dulhua 
they POSS talk 

Phenomenon 

bei 
DISP: rec 

wo 
I 

Senser 

ting- dao le. 
hear-reach ASP 

Process: mental 

(Their talk was heard by me.) 

Here (5.113) simply states the fact that the Senser of the clause has heard 'their talk', 

whereas (5.114) implies that 'their talk' is not intended to be heard by the Senser. In 

addition, the semantic adversative constraint of the 6e/-construction does not exist in the 

OSV structure (Li & Thompson 1981; Halliday & McDonald in press). 

As for structural constraints, there are at least three differences between the two 

constructions. First, there must be a 'grammatical element' following the Process of a 

id-construction clause as in (5.115). This constraint does not apply to the OSV structure 

as in (5.116). The difference is quite obvious in the negative clause as in (5.117). 

(5.115) 

fan 
meal 

Goal 

mei-you bei 
NEG: pf DISP: rec 

ta 
s/he 

Actor 

chT-wdn. 
ear-finish 

Process: material 

(The meal has not been finished by him/her.) 
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(5.116) 

fan 
meal, 

Goal 

ta 
s/he 

Actor 

mei-ydu chT. 
NEG: pf eat 

Process: material 

(S/he did not have the meal.) 

(5-117) 

* fan mei-ydu bei ta chT. 
meal NEG:pf DlSP:rec s/he eat 

Second, the negative particle mei-ydu in any negative clause precedes the Process in the 

OSV structure, just as in the 'unmarked' SVO clause, whereas the negative particle 

precedes the marker bei in the ^/'-construction, just as in the ^-construction. 

Third, the question particle you-mei-you in any A-not-A interrogative clause precedes the 

Process in the OSV structure, whereas it precedes the dispositive marker bei in the bei-

construction. 

Thus the OSV structure is not an elliptical case of the 6e/-construction and we can move 

on to address the question whether the 6e/-construction and the OSV structure represent 

alternative options in the same system or separate options in different systems. 

The OSV structure has a wider distribution across process types while the bei-

construction is basically restricted to transitive material process. For instance, the verb of 

perception gdn dao (feel) in (5.118) can appear in an OSV structure but not in a bei-

construction as in (5.119). 
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(5.118) 

she jian shi, 
this MEAS matter, 

Phenomenon 

wd 
I 

Senser 

(This matter, I felt very pleased.) 

(5.119) 

* zhe jian shi bei 
this MEAS matter DlSP:rec I 

gan-dao hin kaixin. 
feel-reach very happy 

Process: mental 

wd g&n-dao hin kaixin. 
feel-reach very happy 

This indicates that the OSV structure, just like the SOV structure, is an option in the 

THEME system instead of an alternative option in the VOICE system or an elliptical form 

of.the 6e/-construction. 

At this point we can conclude that apart from THEME there is a secondary system which 

has evolved to control the flow of information particularly in transitive material clauses 

in Chinese discourse. And I am content to call it the system of VOICE as most of linguists 

do . In addition, I have identified the SOV and the OSV structures as resources in the 

THEME system while the ba- and bei- constructions are resources in the VOICE system. In 

the following section, the nature of the VOICE system in Chinese will be examined. 

Another possible name is DISPOSAL because the primary opposition in the system is between [neutral] 
and [dispositive]; the relationship between the Actor and the Goal in both ba- and bei- constructions shows 
a kind of disposal nature (see Wang 1947; Chao 1968; Li 1974; Li & Thompson 1981; Wang 1987; Tiee 
1990; Song 1996; and Section 5.2 and 5.6 of this thesis). The 6e/-construction also shows a kind of 
'patient-agent' relationship between the Subject/the Goal and the Complement/the Actor. Its 'active' 
counterpart is the ^-construction. However, the verb form does not distinguish between 'active' and 
'passive' in Chinese, and so the feei-construction realises the option [receptive] instead of [passive] while 
the fea-construction realises the option [operative] instead of [active] in the system. 
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5.6 The system of VOICE 

According to Halliday, the transitivity system of a language embodies two models (or 

two perspectives), namely transitive and ergative. The transitive perspective is a specific 

one which sorts our experience into a limited number of process types. Each type 

specifies how the participant(s) are involved in the process. In contrast, the ergative 

perspective is a general one which generalises the interaction between the participant(s) 

and the process across the process types (see Halliday 1994; Matthiessen 1995; Halliday 

& Matthiessen 1999; Matthiessen in press). As Matthiessen (in press) has pointed out, 

"these are ideational models of patterns in the transitivity system in the first instance; 

they are not just (lower-ranking) case marking patterns." 

Viewed from the transitive perspective, a participant, the 'Controller' in Matthiessen's 

terms, controls the unfolding of the process. It is the sole participant in an 'intransitive' 

clause. This unfolding process, however, may extend to impact on another participant, 

namely the Impacted. The Controller and the Impacted are the two participants in a 

'transitive' clause. In material processes, these two participants are manifested as the 

Actor and the Goal respectively. Sometimes, there may be a third participant, namely the 

Beneficiary, who is the one benefiting from the process. A clause with three participants 

is called a 'ditransitive' clause. The Beneficiary is regarded as peripheral to the Actor + 

Process + Goal nucleus of a 'transitive' clause. This peripheral nature is indicated by the 

fact that the Beneficiary is always preceded by a covert) gei in Chinese. There are two 

possible sequences in a ditransitive clause: Actor A Beneficiary A Process A Goal as in 

(5.120) and Actor A Process AGoal A Beneficiary as in (5.121): 

(5.120) 

ta 
s/he 

Actor 

gei wo 
for me 

Beneficiary 

mai le 
buy ASP 

Process: material 

yT ben shu. 
one MEAS book 

Goal 

(S/he bought a book for me.) 
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(5.121) 

ta 
s/he 

Actor 

m&i le 
buy ASP 

Process: material 

yl ben shu 
one MEAS book 

Goal 

gei wo. 
for me 

Beneficiary 

(S/he bought a book for me.) 

In this study, the ditransitive clause is treated as a special type of transitive clause. Four 

general types of process have been identified from this perspective, namely material, 

mental, verbal and relational (see Chapter 2 of this thesis). 

According to Matthiessen (in press), the transitive perspective works particularly well in 

material clauses in English, in which the sense of transitivity is high (in terms of Hopper 

& Thompson's (1980) transitivity hypothesis). However, the power of generalisation of 

this perspective seems to be limited in other clauses. In contrast, since verbs or verb 

complexes in Chinese do not distinguish active and passive, most of them can be used in 

both intransitive and transitive clauses. Given a one-participant clause, it is sometimes 

extremely difficult to determine whether a participant is the Actor or the Goal of the 

process. As a result, it is difficult to determine whether the clause is 'intransitive' or an 

elliptical case of 'transitive'. This creates a fuzzy area in the language. 

Viewed from the ergative perspective, the process unfolds through one participant. To put 

it in another way, this participant is the one through which the process is actualized, 

called 'Medium' (Halliday 1994; Matthiessen 1995; Halliday & Matthiessen 1999; 

Matthiessen in press). The Medium and the process form the nuclear domain of the 

figure. This actualisation process through the Medium is sometimes caused by another 

participant, namely the Agent, which can be considered 'external' to the Medium + 

Process nucleus. This perspective has obviously greater explanatory power for one-

participant clauses in which the sole participant cannot be interpreted as actively 

controlling the unfolding of the process as in (5.122) to (5.124). In Halliday's terms, the 

one-participant clause is a 'middle' clause, whereas the clause in which an Agent is 

identified is an 'effective' clause. 
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(5.122) 

chudn 
boat 

Medium 

kai le. 
open ASP 

Process 

(The boat has departed.) 

(5.123) 

pingzi 
bottle 

Medium 

pb le. 
break ASP 

Process 

(The bottle broke /The bottle has been broken.) 

(5.124) 

WUZl 

house 

Medium 

dao le. 
fall ASP 

Process 

(The house fell.) 

Thus the core question from the transitive perspective is whether the action carries over 

to affect an additional participant and, as far as the VOICE system is concerned, the 

primary opposition is between 'transitive' and 'intransitive'. In contrast, the central 

question from the ergative perspective is who or what brought the happening about and 

the primary opposition is between 'middle' and 'effective'. This can be formulated 

systemically as in Figure 5.1. 
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Figure 5.1: Transitivity system from transitive and ergative perspectives 
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5.7.1 Neutral voice 

Unmarked transitive material clauses in Chinese have the structure Actor A Process A 

Goal. This is known as 'neutral' voice in this study, following Halliday and McDonald's 

(in press) terminology. The Goal can, however, occupy clause-initial position and is thus 

given thematic prominence as in (5.125). 

(5.125) 

0 

fish, 

Goal 

S 

wo 
I 

Actor 

V 

chi le. 
eat ASP 

Process: material 

(The fish, I ate.) 

This is commonly known as the OSV structure, 'topicalisation' and 'left-dislocation', 

being interpreted by some linguists as 'passive'. However, VOICE concerns the assign

ment of candidates to 'unmarked' Theme whereas 'topicalisation' or 'left-dislocation' are 

strategies for giving an element the status of 'marked' Theme (see also Matthiessen & 

Halliday 1997; Halliday & McDonald in press). In addition, Halliday & McDonald (in 
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press) have observed that the OSV structure carries the predicted prosody of contrast. 

Furthermore, negation, yes/no interrogative and relative clause formation can operate 

freely in this structure but not in the 6e/-construction (Keenan 1985 and Section 5.5.2 of 

this thesis). The OSV structure is thus considered a 'purely' thematic device in the 

THEME system but not in the VOICE system. Similarly, the Goal can also precede the 

Process but follows the Actor, i.e. Actor A Goal A Process, and is commonly known as 

SOV structure. This is a textual device in the INFORMATION system but not in the VOICE 

system (see Section 5.5.1). 

5.7.2 Dispositive voice 

Apart from the neutral voice, the ba- and bei- constructions have been identified as 

resources in the system of VOICE (see Sections 5.5.1 and 5.5.2). Halliday & McDonald 

(in press: 378) formulate the Chinese VOICE system as in Figure 5.2. In their model, the 

primary options of VOICE are 'neutral', 'dispositive' and 'passive'. 

Figure 5.2: Halliday & McDonald's description of VOICE 

r- neutral 
VOICE 

transitive ^ |- dispositive 

L passive 

As mentioned in the previous sections, ba- and bei- constructions are very similar to each 

other. First, from a historical point of view both ba and bei underwent the same change, 

i.e. from functioning as full-fledged verbs into the coverbs of specific voice marker; see 

Chao 1968; Ding et al 1979; Li & Thompson 1981; Lin 1981; Tsao 1982, 1983; Wang 

1987; Hsueh 1989; Tiee 1990; Ho 1993; Wang 1998; Halliday & McDonald in press. 
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Second, the data show that these two constructions are similar to each other in the 

following structural respects: 

(1) The Processes in the two constructions have similar properties. They can follow or 

precede a similar set of possible 'grammatical elements' (Wang 1955; Chao 1968; Henne 

et al 1977; Li & Thompson 1981; Lin 1981; Li 1990; Tiee 1990; Halliday & McDonald 

in press and Section 5.4 of this thesis). 

(2) Both constructions have the same general word order of Participant 1 A coverb + 

Participant 2 A Process + (circumstance). 

(3) The negative particle mei-you in any negative clause precedes the markers bd and bei 

in both constructions instead of the Process, unlike in the case of the neutral voice. 

(4) Similarly the question particle ydu-mei-you in any A-not-A interrogative clause 

precedes the markers bd and bei in both constructions instead of the Process, unlike in the 

case of the neutral voice. 

Third, these two constructions have many semantic similarities: 

(1) The 'object' of the 6a-construction has similar semantic properties to the 'subject' of 

the fee/-construction. The following table shows the characteristics of the 'object' in the 

fta-construction that have been noted in the previous studies. 

Table 5.4: Nature of the 'object' in the 6a-construction in the previous studies 

Lu(1955) 
Wang (1959) 
Chao (1968) 
Li (1971) 
Teng(1973) 
Ding (1979) 
Li & Thompson (1981) 
Wang (1987) 
*he prefer to call the 'object' 
affectedness' 

Tiee (1990) 
Ho (1993) 
Fonfc (1994) 

definite 

*** 

*** 
*** 
*** 
*** 
*** 
*** 

*** 
*** 
*** 

generic 

*** 

specific 

*** 

*** 

*** 

pre-existing or 
referential 

*** 

*** 

*** 
*** 
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(2) Similarly the 'subject' of the 6a-construction has similar semantic properties to the 

'object' of the 6e/-construction (see Ding et al 1979; Hopper & Thompson 1980; Li & 

Thompson 1981; Hsueh 1989; Tiee 1990). 

(3) Most of all, if we define the term 'disposal' broadly, we can say that both 

constructions carry a very strong sense of'disposal' (Wang 1947; Chao 1968; Li 1974; Li 

& Thompson 1981; Wang 1987; Tiee 1990; Song 1996). 

Based on the similarities between the two constructions, I propose that the primary 

opposition in the system of VOICE in Chinese is between 'neutral' and 'dispositive'. The 

choice of 'dispositive' leads to two further options, namely 'receptive' and 'operative'. 

The 'receptive' voice is realised by the ^'-construction, which is comparable, but not 

identical, to the English 'passive', whereas the 'operative' option is realised by the ba-

construction, which has no counterpart in the English 'passive'. They are called 

'operative' and 'receptive' instead of 'active' and 'passive' because, unlike in English, 

the verb form does not distinguish 'active' and 'passive' in Chinese. 

In addition, the choice of 'receptive' leads to another two options, namely 'agentive' and 

'non-agentive'. In the case of 'agentive', the Actor is specified in the clause and the 

syntactic structure is Goal A bei + Actor A Process + (Complement). In the case of 'non-

agentive', the Actor is not specified and the structure is Goal A bei A Process + 

(circumstance). Unlike in the system of VOICE in English, the receptive marker bei 

remains in the clause in both 'agentive' and 'non-agentive' cases. Thus the VOICE system 

in Chinese can be formulated systemically as in Figure 5.3. 
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Figure 5.3: The system of VOICE 

i— effective 
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i— relational 

— verbal 

— mental 

— material 
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1— dispositive -
^ +marker 

I— intransitive 
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^ Goal/Subject 
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^ Actor/Subject 

marker: ba 

j— agentive 
^ 6e i A Actor 

•— non-agentive 
^ beiA Process 

5.7 The ba- and bei- constructions beyond transitive material clauses 

Though the ba- and bei- constructions are highly transitive, and the processes in both 

constructions are mostly encoded by transitive verbs, a few intransitive verbs are used in 

them. The following example is taken from Li (1990: 79): 

(5.126) 

ta 
s/he 

Actor 

bd 
DISP: op 

ydnjTng 
eyes 

Goal 

ku hong le 
cry red ASP 

Process: material 

(He cried so much that his eyes became red.) 

Li explains that though ku (cry) in Chinese is usually intransitive, it is used as a transitive 

verb in the above example. In this study I look at the issue from another point of view 

and interpret the above example as an indication of an increasing productivity of the ba-

construction. This means that the employment of this construction has been extended 

beyond the transitive material process into the behavioural process. Halliday and 

McDonald (in press) note that until recently the ^-construction was largely restricted to 

material clauses, and to a few verbal and mental clauses marked for completive phase. Its 
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extension to processes of other types, especially in written Chinese, further weakens the 

original concrete sense of ba as a lexical verb. In this section, the main concern is the 

direction and the scope of this extension. 

In the corpus the ^-construction is used in intransitive material clauses as in (5.127). The 

Process xiang qidn qing le gud-lai (leaned forward) in this example is obviously an 

intransitive material one. In contrast, there is no instance in the corpus of a bei-

construction being used in intransitive material clauses. 

(5.127) 

zheng ge rin 
whole MEAS person 

(absolute) 

jmgshen 
spirit 

Carrier 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

(His whole person was filled with spirit,) 

(s/he) 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

Jiang 
DISP: op 

shenzT 
body 

Goal 

Complement 

(His body leaned forward.) 

weizhl yT zhen, 
respond one shake 

Attribute/ Process 

Predicator 

Rheme 

xiang qidn 
toward in front 

Location: spatial 

Adjunct 

Rheme 

qing le gudldi. 
lean ASP come 

Process: material: intransitive 

Predicator 

The data also show that both the ba- and the bei- constructions have been extended into 

both verbal processes as in (5.128) and mental processes as in (5.129), (5.130) and 

(5.131). 
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(5.128) 

wd 
I 

Sayer 

Subject 

(topical) 
Theme 

yi 
already 

VADV 

Adjunct 

bd 
DISP:Op 

wdde po an lundidn xidng gewei 
IPOSS break case argument toward everyone 

Verbiage 

Complement 

Receiver 

Complement 

fenxT shuo-ming wan le, 
analyse say-clear finish ASP 

Process: verbal 

Predicator 

Rheme 

(I have already analysed and told you my point of view towards the case,) 

wd 
I 

Senser 

xidng 
think 

Process: mental 

interpersonal metaphor 

(interpersonal) 

wd 
I 

ye 
also 

gai 
should 

gongchenggdotui le. 
retire from the case ASP 

Actor 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

VADV 

Adj. 

Process: material: intransitive 

Predicator 

Rheme 

(I think I should retire from the case.) 

(5.129) 

Wd 
I 

Senser 

Subject 

(topical) Theme 

dao 
even 

VADV 

Modal Adjunct 

bd 
DISP: op 

ta 
him/her 

Phenomenon 

Complement 

wdnghudi le 
forget ASP 

Process: mental 

Predicator 

Rheme 

(I even forgot her. i 

(5.130) 

(ta) 
(she) 

(Senser) 

(Subject) 

((topical) Theme) 

bei 
DISP: rec 

che shdng gud qidng de nudnqi 
car upon too strong NOM heating 

Phenomenon 

Adjunct 

men de fahuang. 
bore CC mad 

Process: mental 

Predicator 

Rheme 

(S/he) was bored to madness by the overheated compartment.) 



From clause grammar towards discourse 374 

(5.131) 

luojiade 
Cassetti 

Phenomenon 

Subject 

shi 
EMP 

shenme shijidn 
Q-when time 

Temporal 

Adjunct 

bei 
DiSP: rec 

ren 
people 

Senser 

Adjunct 

kdnjidn 
see 

Proa: mental 

Predicator 

(topic.) Theme 

(he) 
hdi 
still 

hud zhe 
live ASP 

del 
EMP 

Actor 

Subj. 

VADV 

Adj. 

Proc.: material 

Predicator 

Rheme 

(When was Mr Cassetti seen alive?) 

Among the relational processes in Chinese, the data also show that the ^'-construction 

has been extended into categorising processes as in (5.132). 

(3.132) 

rub 
if 

HCON 

(textual) 

fei 
NEG (be) 

(Process: existential) 

(Predicator) 

(topical) Theme 

huxu de chdngdu yu jid gu de xidntido, 
moustache ASSOC length and cheek bone ASSOC shape 

Existent 

Subject 

Rheme 

Theme of the following clause 

(If it is not the length of his moustache and the shape of his cheek,) 

(he) 

(Carrier) 

(Subject) 

(topical) Theme 

hen rongyi 
very easy 

VADV 

Modal Adjunct 

bei 
DISP:rec 

renwei 
regard as 

Process: categorising 

Predicator 

yingguo qingnidn shenshi. 
Britain youth gentleman 

Attribute 

Complement 

Rheme 

((he) could very easily be regarded as a young English gentleman.) 
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The number of occurrences and percentages of the two constructions in different process 

types are given in Table 5.5. 

Table 5.5: Relative frequency of ba- and ^'-constructions in different process types 

process types 

material (transitive) 

material (intransitive) 

mental 

verbal 

relational (existential) 

relational (attributive-circumstantial) 

relational (attributive-possessive) 

relational (attribute-ascriptive) 

relational (attributive-categorising) 

relational (identifying) 

TOTAL 

no. of ^-constructions 

99 84.63% 

1 0.85% 

2 2.55% 

14 11.97% 

0 0.00% 

0 0.00% 

0 0.00% 

0 0.00% 

0 0.00% 

0 0.00% 

117 100% 

no. of ^-constructions 

56 65.88% 

0 0.00% 

10 11.77% 

13 15.29% 

0 0.00% 

0 0.00% 

0 0.00% 

2 2.35% 

4 4.71% 

0 0.00% 

85 100% 

In the corpus both constructions are strongly associated with the transitive material 

process type. However, both have been extended into other process types as well. The 

scope of this extension in the ^/'-construction (34.12%) is greater than in the ba-

construction (15.37%). In addition, both constructions have mainly been extended into 

the verbal and mental process types: in the case of the ^'-construction, 15.29% and 

11.77% respectively and in the case of the ^-construction, 11.97% and 2.55% 

respectively. Lastly, only the 6e/-construction but not the for-construction has been 

extended into the relational ascriptive and categorising process types; whereas only the 

^-construction but not the ^'-construction has been extended into the intransitive 

material one. 
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5.8 Contrastive analysis of the system of VOICE in Chinese and English 

In this section, I will examine the similarities and differences between the systems of 

VOICE in the two languages. As in the previous chapters, I will approach the system from 

the three angles: from above, around and below. In addition the relative frequency with 

which the various options in the system networks have been chosen in the corpus will 

also be compared. 

The system of VOICE in Chinese was explored in the previous sections. The system of 

VOICE in English is illustrated in Figure 5.4. 

Figure 5.4: The system of VOICE in English from an ergative perspective 
(adapted from Halliday 1994: 169) 

material 
clause 

—middle 
<Jk Process: active 

'-reflective— 
\ +Agent 

— active (operative) 
^J Agent/ Subject; 

Process: active 
-> 

— passive (receptive) -
\ ^ Medium/ Subject; 

Process: passive 

• ^ 

l— agentive 
^ +Agent/ Adjunct: by. 

"-: non-agentive 
<i -Agent 

5.8.1 Approaching the system from around 

The VOICE systems in both languages resemble one another at the most general level. In 

both systems, the primary contrast is between 'middle' and 'effective', with differences 

arising in 'effective' clauses. In Chinese, 'effective' clauses are either 'neutral' or 

'dispositive'. The choice of 'dispositive' leads to the options of 'operative' and 

'receptive'. Finally, 'receptive' clauses can be either 'agentive' (explicit) or 'non-

agentive' (implicit). In English, 'effective' clauses are either 'active' or 'passive'. 

'Passive' clauses are either 'agentive' or 'non-agentive'. The differences are illustrated in 

Figure 5.5. In short, neutral and receptive voices in Chinese closely resemble, but are not 

identical, with active and passive voices in English respectively. The operative voice in 
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Chinese does not have a counterpart in English. 

Figure 5.5: Contrasting the options in the system of VOICE in Chinese and English 

material ^ 
clause ^ 

— middle 

— effective —^ 

Chinese 

— neutral 

— dispositive-^ 

— operative 

— receptive-^ 

— agentive 

— non-agentive 

English 

-^ 

— active 

• 

— passive—^ 

— agentive 

— non-agentive 

5.8.2 Approaching the system from below 

The grammatical realisations of different voice types in the two languages are illustrated 

in Figure 5.6 One of the significant differences between Chinese and English is that in 

Chinese the verb is not inflected for voice and the verb form is always the same in all 

options. In English the 'active' verb is the 'default' form while the 'passive' verb is 

formed by 'be + V-en'. In English therefore the Process differentiates between 'Process: 

active' and 'Process: passive', as shown in the realisation statement in Figure 5.6. 

Examples from the two corpus are given in Table 5.6. 
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Figure 5.6: Contrasting the realisation of different VOICE types in Chinese and English 

Chinese 

middle 
^ ^ Medium A Process 

effective: neutral 
N i ^ AgentA Process A Medium 

effective: dispositive: receptive: agentive 
" ^ Medium A bei+AgentA Process 

effective: dispositive: receptive: non-agentive 
\ ^ Medium A beiA Process 

effective: dispositive: operative 
N ^ AgentA fca+Medium A Process 

English 

middle 
^ ^ Medium A Process: active 

effective: active 
\ ^ A g e n t A Process: active A Medium 

effective: passive: agentive 
^^Medium A Process: passive A by+Agent 

effective: passive: non-agentive 
^ ^ Medium A Process: passive 

(no counterpart) 

Table 5.6: Example of different voices in Chinese and English 

Chinese 
Middel 
jiti shi yike, Heche zhunshi 
nine o'clock fifteen minutes train punctual 

shi-chu le yuetai. 
depart ASP platform 

Effective: neutral 
tamen fufit dingju meiguo. 
they husband-wife stay America 

Effective: dispositive: receptive: agentive 
ta zao bei dajia ji wan dao gud le. 
he early DISP: rec everybody give ten thousand knife cut ASP 

Effective: dispositive: receptive: non-agentive 
ta hui bei xunwen, 
she perhaps DISP: rec interview 

shenzhi keneng bei bu. 
even possible DISP: rec arrest 

Effective: dispositive: operative 
ta jiang Hang quart tiest qtngqing Jang 
he DISP: op two MEAS wire slightly put 

zai dianrdn de jiujing deng shang. 
at burning NOM spirit lamp upon 

English 
Middle 
At 9.15 punctually the train pulled out 
of the station. 

Effective: active 
They lived in America. 

Effective: passive: agentive 
He would have been lynched by the 
populace. 

Effective: passive: non-agentive 
She would have been questioned -
arrested, perhaps. 

He held the whole thing over the flame 
of the spirit lamp. 
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The realisation statements for middle voice and effective: neutral/active voice are the 

same in both languages, with differences arising in the dispositive voice in Chinese and 

the passive voice in English. 

The closest counterpart of the English passive voice in Chinese is the receptive voice. In 

English 'agentive' passive clauses are realised by Medium A Process: passive A 

by+Agent. In 'non-agentive' passive clauses, the Agent is absent (Medium A Process: 

passive). In Chinese 'agentive' (explicit) receptive clauses are realized by Medium A 

6e/+Agent A Process, in which 'bei' is the receptive-marker. In 'non-agentive' (implicit) 

receptive clauses only the Agent, but not the receptive-marker, is ellipsed (Medium A bei 
A Process). Thus the receptive marker is present in both 'agentive' and 'non-agentive' 

clauses. In short, the passive voice in English is indicated by word order and verb form. 

In contrast, the receptive voice in Chinese is indicated by word order and receptive-

marker. 

The operative voice in Chinese has no counterpart in English. It is realized by Agent A 

W+Medium A Process, in which 'bd' is the operative-marker. The Agent can be left 

implicit under at least two conditions: (1) when it is understood in context, especially in 

the environment of Theme-chain structure; and (2) when its presence is of no significance 

to the information exchange in the discourse. In contrast, the Medium, which follows the 

operative-marker, cannot be absent because the Medium and the Process form the nucleus 

of the figure and so there is no implicit option in the 'operative' voice. 

In addition, there is a further subtle difference between the two languages in the system 

of VOICE. The passive-marker 'by' in English is a preposition. The prepositional phrase 

in English can be analysed as a minor Process and interpreted as a miniature clause (see 

Halliday 1994; Matthiessen in press). In Chinese, the dispositive-markers, bd and bei, are 

coverbs, which are a subclass of verb (cf. Chao 1968; Halliday & McDonald in press). 

Both bd and bei can sometimes be used as full verbs. In this respect, the coverbal phrase 

in Chinese is more clause-like than the prepositional phrase in English. For instance, the 

negative and yes/no interrogative particles precede the main verb in English. In contrast, 
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they precede the operative and receptive markers instead of the main verb in Chinese. 

5.8.3 Approaching the system from above 

Contrasting the two VOICE systems from above, we will first focus on three semantic 

features, namely the sense of 'agency', the sense of 'passivity' and the sense of 

'disposal', before focussing on the flow of information. Figure 5.7 shows the semantic 

differences between the various options in the two VOICE systems. 

Figure 5.7: Semantic differences between the two VOICE systems 

Chinese English 

middle voice middle voice 
(-Agent) (-Agent) 

effective voice effective voice 
(+Agent) (+Agent) 

effective: neutral voice - effective: active voice 
(+Agent, -disposal) (+Agent, -passive) 

effective: dispositive: receptive voice effective: passive voice 
(+Agent, +disposal, +passive) (+Agent, +passive) 

effective: dispositive: operative voice - (no counterpart) 
(+Agent, +disposal, -passive) 

The primary difference arises from the sense of 'disposal' conveyed in Chinese which is 

absent in English so that the neutral voice in Chinese is subtly different from the active 

voice in English. Similarly, the receptive voice in Chinese is different from the passive 

voice in English. 

However, as mentioned in the previous sections, the primary function of the VOICE 

system is to manipulate the flow of information through distributing participants in the 

clause as message. That means VOICE is a textual 'mediating' system, as Matthiessen (in 

press: 574) calls it. Figure 5.8 shows how different participants are assigned different 

thematic and new prominence in the various options of the two VOICE systems. 
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Figure 5.8: Contrasting the two VOICE systems in terms of thematic and new prominence 

Chinese 

Theme/Medium; New/Process 

effective: neutral voice 
Theme/Agent; New/Medium 

effective: dispositive: receptive: explicit voice 
Theme/Medium; New/Process 

effective: dispositive: receptive: implicit voice 
Theme/Medium; New/Process 

Theme/Agent; New/Process 

English 

middle voice 
Theme/Medium; New/Process 

effective: active voice 
Theme/Agent; New/Medium 

effective: passive: explicit voice 
Theme/Medium; New/Agent 

effective: passive: implicit voice 
Theme/Medium; New/Process 

(no counterpart) 

The difference between the receptive voice in Chinese and the passive voice in English 

arises from the focus of information. In Chinese, the new prominence is assigned to the 

Process while it is given to the Agent in the case of English. Furthermore, the operative 

voice in Chinese provides an 'unmarked' combination - Theme/Agent and New/Process 

- which is not available in the English VOICE system. Similarly, the 'explicit' passive 

option in English offers an 'unmarked' combination - Theme/ Medium and New/ Agent 

- which has no counterpart in the Chinese VOICE system. As mentioned in Chapter 4, in 

addition to position, new prominence is marked by pitch prominence in spoken language. 

In the case of the ditransitive clause, both languages provide the alternatives of either 

assigning the Medium or the Beneficiary the status of information focus in the effective: 

neutral/ active voice. In the passive voice in English the information focus falls on the 

Agent in the 'agentive' case or on the Beneficiary in the 'non-agentive' case. In Chinese 

the information focus falls on the Beneficiary in both the operative and the receptive 

voice. 
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5.8.4 Relative frequency of various options 

The number of occurrences and the relative frequencies of dispositive voice in Chinese 

and passive voice in English are shown in Table 5.6. 

Table 5.6: Relative frequency of 'dispositive' in Chinese and 'passive' in English 

number of clauses (N) 

(N) per total number of clause complex 
in the corpus 

(N) per total number of clause simplex 
in the corpus 

Chinese 
dispositive 

operative 
99 

1.88% 

0.983% 

receptive 
57 

1.08% 

0.57% 

English 

passive 
382 

6.54% 

3.85% 

The number of occurrences in the corpus of the dispositive voice in Chinese is much 

smaller than of the passive voice in English. Among the options of the dispositive voice 

in Chinese, the number of occurrences of the receptive voice is much smaller than of the 

operative voice. Given that the receptive voice in Chinese is the closest equivalent of the 

passive voice in English, the data indicate a significant difference between them in terms 

of both the number of occurrences and their relative frequencies. This reflects the 

difference in systemic probabilities, i.e. the systemic categories are not the same in the 

two languages. Semantically, the receptive marker (bei) in Chinese embodies a sense of 

adversity, which is not present in the passive voice in English. Thus, while the passive 

voice in English is quite frequent in certain text types, it is not so frequent in Chinese 

(although it is becoming more common, especially in certain text types, such as technical 

or scientific articles). Furthermore, while the implicit option of the passive voice is the 

'unmarked' one in English, the implicit option of the receptive voice is the 'marked' form 

in Chinese (cf. Halliday & McDonald in press). 
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5.9 Conclusion 

This chapter is treated as a transition between the study of clause grammar and the study 

of text semantics. In this chapter, the system of VOICE is taken as a way of modelling the 

resources for assigning variable discourse status to participant(s) within the clause. This 

means that this system is mainly concerned with the textual mode of meaning. However, 

it can be distinguished from the system of THEME in at least three ways. First, VOICE is a 

secondary system while THEME is a primary one. Second, VOICE provides alternative 

options for making participants the 'unmarked' topical Theme. In contrast, the central 

systemic options of THEME are 'marked' and 'unmarked' topical Themes. Third, VOICE 

can only assign subjecthood to a participant, whereas THEME assigns thematic status to 

participants, circumstances or the Process. 

Since VOICE is not a universal phenomenon, I cannot take the assumption that there exists 

such a system in Chinese and present an account of it in a way like presenting the system 

of THEME in the previous chapter. Thus the first issue that I have to address is not what 

exists in the system of VOICE in Chinese; instead I have to answer the question whether, 

apart from the systems of THEME and INFORMATION, there is a secondary textual system 

in Chinese, which distributes participants in the clause as message. In other words, I have 

to take a painstaking step to show that there are some resources in the language, which 

are textually motivated, with the function of assigning variable discourse status to 

participant(s) within the clause, but which are distinguishable from the resources 

represented in the system of THEME. 

Based on the result of the analysis of eight short discourses, I reached a tentative 

conclusion that the ba- and bei- constructions are textually motivated. The next step was 

to examine the thematic and information focus in the eleven types of variant of the two 

constructions in order to investigate how these constructions affect the information flow. 

Then I distinguished the ^-construction from the SOV structure and the ^'-construction 

from the OSV structure. At this point I was ready to examine and present an account of a 

system in Chinese which I am content to call it the system of VOICE, though another 

possible name is DISPOSAL. The system of VOICE in Chinese is presented as a system 
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with an entry condition of 'effective/ material: transitive', in which the primary 

opposition is between 'neutral' and 'dispositive'. The choice of'dispositive' leads to two 

further options, namely 'receptive' and 'operative'. The 'receptive' option is realised by 

the ^/'-construction, whereas the 'operative' option by the ^-construction. In addition, 

the choice of 'receptive' leads to another two options, namely 'agentive' and 'non-

agentive'. In the case of 'agentive', the Actor is specified in the clause and the syntactic 

structure is Goal A bei + Actor A Process + (Complement). In the case of 'non-agentive', 

the Actor is not specified and the structure is GoalA beiA Process + (circumstance). 

As the ba- and ^/'-constructions are increasingly productive in the Chinese language, I 

have examined the direction and range of their extended functions. In the corpus both 

constructions have mainly been extended into the verbal and mental process types. On the 

other hand, only the 6e/'-construction but not the ^-construction has been extended into 

the relational ascriptive and categorising process types; whereas only the ^-construction 

but not the ^/'-construction has been extended into the intransitive material one. In 

general, the scope of these extensions in the ^/-construction is greater than in the ba-

construction. 

Lastly, as the previous chapters, I have compared the system network of VOICE in 

Chinese and in English from the three angles: 'above', 'around' and 'below', as well as 

the relative frequency with which the various options in the system network have been 

chosen in the corpus. Neutral and receptive voices in Chinese closely resemble, but are 

not identical with, active and passive voices in English respectively. The differences 

between the receptive voice in Chinese and the passive voice in English arise from the 

focus of information, the sense of 'disposal' and the sense of 'adversity' which are 

conveyed in the receptive voice in Chinese but absent in the passive voice in English. The 

operative voice in Chinese does not have a counterpart in English. In the corpus the 

number of instances of the dispositive clause in Chinese is much smaller than of the 

passive clause in English. Among the options of the dispositive voice in Chinese, the 

number of instances of the receptive clause is much smaller than of the operative clause. 


