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Chinese has been characterized in different typological frameworks as
isolating, analytic, discourse-oriented, pragmatics-oriented, topic-prominent,
tense-Jacking, pervasive in iconicity, and satellite-framed or equi-pollent-framed,
and so on. This paper takes a relativist view and Jeans toward functionalism
and cognitive grammar. It proposes that isolating and analytic features together
with monosyllabicity cluster holistically as the 'gestalt' of Chinese. It also
suggests the desirability of examining Chinese from the perspectives of sign
languages and creoles.
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1. Introduction
The main purpose of this paper is to reflect on the characteristics of Chinese
grammar within different frameworks oflanguage typology. Since the characteristics
of any language can only become apparent when they are compared to those of
other languages within different typological frameworks, it is necessary to
consider the goal of linguistic typology within different theoretical frameworks
with different philosophical orientations.
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apply the metalanguage developed from one single language, say English, to
those of other individual languages to uncover universality. They also adopt
formal analyses for the purpose of constructing universals and parameterization
principles. For example, in the works of practitioners of different versions of
generative grammar, and their corresponding typological studies, categorial
universalism is assumed, and cross-linguistic formal categories are adopted, and
parameterization principles for variants are discrete (Newmeyer 2010).
Linguistic relativists are empiricists. They adopt an inductive approach and

The goal of linguistic typology is not only to provide a description of the
range of variation among natural languages but also to search for general
principles and language-specific rules. The general principles cannot properly be
stated without reference to theoretical frameworks with different philosophical
orientations toward nature of human language in both form and meaning (cf.
Comrie 1981, Hammond et al. 1988, Shibatani & Bynon 1995).
There have been two different philosophical orientations that provide the
backdrop for studies in linguistic typology since the historical and comparative
study of languages in 18th and 19th centuries in Europe, namely, rationalism and

focus on the differences and variants rather than similarities and invariants. They
take the position that individual languages are developed for communication in
different cultures and societies, and they often opt for functional approaches and
cognitive-functional approaches. 1 Their typological framework assumes categorial
particularism and comparative concepts such as relative clause, passive voice,
and adposition (Haspelmath 2010a, 2010b). Furthermore, instead of discrete
parameterization, gradient divergence from prototype as stated in Sapir (1921) is
the rule of thumb for language typology.

It should be noted that with respect to universalism vs. relativism, scholars in

empiricism. Linguistic universalism is based on rationalism, assuming that there
are underlying mental invariants and variants exist only on the surface, and thus
one can take a deductive approach to uncover invariants and surface variations
by parameterization. In contrast, linguistic relativism is based on empiricism,
taking the position that individual languages are historical entities developed by

the past made a distinction between lexicon and syntax. For example, Humboldt
supported universalism for grammar but he departed from the universalist position
2

in claiming that concepts are language-specific. Chomsky (1980) made a clear
distinction between the computational and the conceptual system for human

their speakers according to cultural needs for communication to construct their
1

respective societies for survival. Each individual language thus represents a unique
segmentation of the external world and the universe of human experience.
Linguistic universalists are rationalists. They adopt a deductive approach
and focus on the underlying similarities across languages. They feel confident to

Language for communication is the basic tenet for functionalism. The caveat, as pointed out by
one anonymous reviewer, is that "not all functional linguists reject the existence of linguistic
universals, but they typically assume that any universals, should they exists, are likely to be
grounded in certain functional or cognitive primitives." Also, in theory, fonnal analyses need not
preclude an empirical approach as often in practice.
See Losonsky (1999) on Humbolt's view oflanguage diversity and Chomsky's misinterpretation
ofHumbolt's thoughts on human language.
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languages. Computational system is universal, even innate, but conceptual system

attached to the root, and in 'inflectional' languages, they are expressed fusionally

can be relative from culture to culture. One is tempted to assume that while

with the unit expressing the root meaning. Chinese was characterized as an

computational system underlies the core syntax in minimalism, conceptual system

isolating language in which the grammatical relations are expressed by word order

involves conceptualization in lexicons and language-specific morphological and

(Shibatani & Bynon 1995:1-25). 5 In this view, Chinese is an SVO language. 6

syntactic constructions which have construction meanings (Tai

2002a).3

However,

Sapir (1921) also added a dimension of 'synthesis' in terms of morphological

the distinction between lexicon and syntax along with innate universals has been

complexity in words. This dimension is also gradient, ranging from 'analytic' to

rejected by cognitive grammarians (Langacker 1987, 1991, Goldberg 1995, 2013,

'synthetic' to 'polysynthetic', with 'mildly synthetic', and 'mildly polythetic'. Thus,

Croft 2001 ). One important reason for me to adopt a relativist approach to Chinese

Chinese is both 'isolating' and 'analytic', in contrast with 'fusional' and 'analytic'

grammar is that due to the lack of an indigenous metalanguage for analyzing

languages (e.g. English), 'agglutinative' and 'polysynthetic' languages (e.g.

Chinese grammar. Chinese grammarians have in general adopted metalanguage

Nookta), and 'fusional' and 'polysynthetic' languages (e.g. Algonquin), and so on.

compatible with inflectional lndo-European languages since Ma-shi Wentong (~

In the total classificatory scheme arrived at by Sapir, Chinese is 'pure-relational,

~3Z:im) in 1898. 4

isolating, and analytic' (ibid.: 138).
The analyticity and monosyllabicity of words in Chinese allows the language

2. Chinese in different typological frameworks

to use a small set of monosyllabic words to generate a larger set of compound
While it is commonly held that linguistic typology was developed by
Greenberg in the 1960s, European scholars in the 19th century had already worked

words by subcategorization based on the modifier-head categorization principle.
To wit,

on language classification based on morphological characteristics (Greenberg

(1) a.

1974:10-34). Indeed, Shibatani & Bynon (1995:1-25) noted that August Schleicher

che 'vehicle': huoche 'train', qiche 'car', kache 'truck', etc.

b. yu 'fish': guiyu 'salmon', xueyu 'cod', zunyu 'trout', etc.

(1821-68) observed that morphologically different types of languages have

c.

different ways of expressing grammatical relations of subject and object. He

hua 'flower': lanhua 'orchid', meiguihua 'rose', mudanhua 'peony'

d. cai 'vegetable': baoxincai 'cabbage', qincai 'celery', huayecai

pointed out that in 'isolating' languages such as Chinese which do not have

'cauliflower', etc.

morphology, the grammatical relations of subject and object are expressed by
word order; while in 'agglutinative' languages, they are expressed by affixes
5
3

4

As pointed out by the anonymous reviewer that to mix minimalism and construction grammar
would be to put two incompatible linguistic ideas together.
See Tai ( 1989) for a brief discussion of metalanguage issues and his proposed cognition-based
functional grammar of Chinese for a partial solution.

6

It appears that this important observation of correlative patterns in language anticipated the
different versions of implicational universals proposed later by Sapir (1921), Jakobson (1941),
and Greenberg (1966).
However, Tai (1973) argued that Chinese can also be characterized as an SOV language based
on Greenberg's implicational universals ( 1966).
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Tai (1984) argues that Chinese in general doesn't have monosyllabic

constructed with the modifier marker de (Efl) in Chinese. An illustration,

accomplishment verbs. Instead, resultative verb compounds which express action
and result are used. Thus, there is no monosyllabic Chinese word for 'to kill'
(Tai & Chou 1975). Instead, one finds,

(3) ta

de

shu

he

DE

book

'his book'
(2) shasi 'to kill by using instruments', dasi 'to hit to death', dusi 'poison',
etc.
I have taken the position that the resultative complements are semantic heads
serving as the center of predication, with the action verbs serving as modifiers

(4) hao
good

de

shu

DE

book

'good books'
(5) shujia-shang

de

shu

DE

book

specifying the various methods to 'to cause to die' (Tai 2003). Here, si ('.9E) 'to

bookshelf-top

die, to cause to die' is subcategorized by different kinds of action verbs. The

'books on the bookshelf'

contrast between opaque English accomplishment verbs and transparent Chinese

(6) ta xie

0

de

shu

GAP

DE

book

action-verb compounds again attest to the explanatory value of Sapir's

he write

characterization of Chinese as analytic. Chinese resultative verb compounds also

'the books he wrote'

present a problem for Talm.y's (1985) well-known typological dichotomy between
'verb-framed' languages like French and Spanish on the one hand, and 'satelliteframed' languages like English and German. Talmy (1985) also treated Chinese
as a 'satellite-framed' language since the cognitive component of Manner is

(7) ta shuo

hua

he speak word

de

shengyin

DE

voice

(gapped relative clause)

(gapless relative clause)

'the voice of his talking'

incorporated in verbs in this language. However, Slobin (2000) argues that serial

The function of relative clauses is to restrict and identify referents, and

verb languages including Chinese should belong to the third-type, referred to as

categorization is a necessary first step for referential identification. Examples

'equi-pollent' language. 7

(3)-(7) also show that the de (Efl) construction does not differentiate between

Constructions based on modifier-head categorization principle are also

relative clauses from other types of modifying constructions. Comrie ( 1996) and

pervasive in nominal phrases and relative clauses (both gapped and gapless)

Shuanfan Huang (2007) therefore argue that Chinese doesn't have relative clauses.

7

On the other hand, the existence of relative clauses is supported by formal
Slobin (2000) remarks that "serial-verb languages like Chinese may represent a third type of
lexicalization pattern, lying between S-languages and V-languages." (ibid.:134) This third type
is referred to by Slobin as 'equi-pollent' in contrast with 'satellite-framed' and 'verb-framed'
languages.

arguments made by Huang, Li & Li (2009) and the experimental findings made
by Charles Lin (2008) that Chinese subject-extracted relative clauses are easier
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than object-extracted relative clauses to process, no different from English and

across languages into law-like implicational universals for the sake of formal

other languages. Nonetheless, in accordance with a series of works by Matsumoto

formulation as well as for exhibiting the explanatory power of different versions

(1988, 1997) on Japanese relative clauses, I would like to take a relativist view

of generative grammars. It appears that while most cognitive linguists subscribe

to the effect that both East Asian languages and European languages have

to prototype theory of categorization, generativists subscribe to the classical theory

structurally-operated relative clauses for the same function of restricting and

of categorization. The notion of 'type' in Sapir's framework is 'holistic', arising

identifying referents, but East Asian languages use the nominal categorization

from a 'cluster of properties' (Greenberg 1974). In essence, the 'analyticity'

marker de (1'.19) to group both gapped and gapless relative clauses under the

together with 'monosyllabicity' can be used to characterize 'holistically' the

general category of noun modification constructions.

'gestalt' of Chinese.

In recent years, C.-T. James Huang (2005, 2012) has adopted the concept of

With this 'holistic' view, we can give a brief review of typological

analyticity to the analysis of light verb in Chinese to account for some systematic

characteristics of Chinese which have been stated by various Chinese

differences between Chinese and English syntax, including the absence of English

grammarians. First, Chinese has been characterized by various scholars as more

denominal verbs (e.g. to water, to shelf, etc.). Thus, it appears that 'analyticity'

'discourse-oriented' or 'pragmatic-oriented' (Chao 1968, Tsao 1990, Y. Huang

as well as 'isolating' typological features string lexicon and syntax together, as

1994, Chu 1998). Chao's (1968) proposal of double-subjects in Chinese was

been observed by earlier Chinese scholars, morphology and syntax in Chinese

redefined by Li & Thompson's (1976) characterization of Chinese as a

share the same combinatory rules.

topic-prominent language. In a similar vein, Tsao (1990) proposed that discourse

Sapir's approach, though morphology-based, took two important departures

chunks linked to the same topic form a long but one single sentence rather finite

from the 19th century classical morphological typology in Europe. First, it is

sentences defined by tense in English. C.-T. James Huang's (1984, 1989)

gradient and relative, as opposed to absolute. Second, languages types are defined

proposal of Chinese as a pro-drop language in GB, and researches on word order

in terms of combination of properties, as opposed to single features. In essence,

and definiteness/specificity of bare nouns, and occurrences of BA and BEi

the classical theory is based on the classical approach to categorization, while

sentences in conversations and texts are all pointing to the discourse-oriented

Sapir's approach is based on the prototype theory of categorization. Greenberg

nature of the Chinese grammar. In accounting of tense/aspect interpretations, Li

was a student of Sapir. The well-known implicational universals proposed by

& Thompson (1981) use a functional approach to describe how Chinese uses

Greenberg (1966:73) take the logic form of X ~ Y, that is, in a particular

aspect to derive tense interpretation, and in a series of work on tense and aspect

language, if we find X, we always find Y, but not conversely. The implicational

in the framework of formal semantics, Jo-wang Lin (2006) also views Chinese

universals are based on surface syntactic structures sampled from 30 languages

as a pragmatic-oriented language lacking formal tense categories but relies on

with a wide range of genetic and areal coverage. Generative grammarians of

aspect marking to determine tense in a sentence.

different generations, however, have translated Greenberg's statistical tendencies
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Tai (1985, 2002b, 2011) has demonstrated that word order in Chinese can
be explained in terms of the principle of temporal sequence to the effect that 'the

(I 0) a.

Ta cong gongyuan zou-dao
he

relative word order between two syntactic units is determined by the temporal
order of the states which they represent in the conceptual world' (Tai 1985:50).

An illustration:
(8) a.

tushuguan] [na

reach library

shu].

take book

'John went to the library to get the book.'
b. Zhangsan [na
Zhangsan

walk-arrive library

2

1

shu]

take book

[dao

tushuguan].

reach library

'John took the book to the library.'

3

'He walked from the library to the park.'
b. *Ta zou-dao

Zhangsan [dao
Zhangsan

frompark

tushuguan.

tushuguan

he walk-arrive library

cong gongyuan.
from park

'He walked to the park from the library.'
Newmeyer cannot explain why temporal sequence is more pervasive in word
order in Chinese. As a matter of fact, the so-called prepositions in Chinese were
treated as 'co-verbs' (Defrancis 1964, Li & Thompson 1974). Tai (2011) argues
that 'co-verbs', like main verbs, are susceptible to temporal interpretation. Thus,
'cong' means 'starting from' and not just 'from', and 'dao' doesn't mean 'to' but

While the principle of temporal sequence is characterized by Tai as a syntactic
principle oflinearization in Chinese, Newmeyer (1992, 1998) argues that temporal
sequence in Chinese is not a syntactic principle, but rather a grammaticalized
discourse principle. He argues that the meaning difference in the two sentences

means 'to arrive at'. Various types of sentences including serial verb constructions
as illustrated below are subject to the principle of temporal sequence.
(11) Didi

da-po-le

beizi.

hit-break-ASP

cup

in (4) can be accounted for by the well-known conversational implicature in

younger brother

temporally-ordered conjoined sentences.

'The younger brother broken the cup.'

(9) a.

Mary bought some motor oil and went to the supermarket.

b. Mary went to the supermarket and bought some motor oil.

(12) Mama

(action-purpose)

gu shichang mai cai.

mother go market

(action-result)

buy vegetable

'The mother went to the market to buy vegetable.'
Putting the debate between Newmeyer and Tai aside, it is clear that Chinese
word order is more in line with temporal sequence than English word order as
can be illustrated by (10).

(13) Meimei

zhuanshen

younger sister tum around

likai

fangjian. (consecutive actions)

leave room

'The younger sister turned around and left the room.'
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(14) Chushi
cook

yong dao
use

gie rou.

(manner-action)

knife cut meat

Examples (15)-(20) show that a transitive verb in Mandarin Chinese like chi 'to
eat', besides its regular theme object argument, can take location, instrument,

'The cook cut the meat with a knife.'

time, reason, and metaphorical expressions as its object argument. Tzong-Hong

Chinese is 'pragmatic-oriented' can further be observed in the relatively free
selection of surface arguments in Chinese (Tzong-Hong Lin 2001) as illustrated
below,

Lin (2001) adopted light verb analysis to account for this and other kinds of
selection of subject and object arguments in Mandarin Chinese. Thus, the surface
transitive verb chi embedded under the empty higher light verb phrase and verb
phrases containing abstract verbs such as AT, USE, and FOR. However, the

(15) chi niuroumian
eat

(theme object)

formal account would not be able to explain why the transitive verb he 'to drink'

beef noodles

cannot have the same set of unselected object arguments as chi 'to eat'. One is

'eat beef noodles'

tempted to speculate here that eating activities occupy a central place in Chinese

(16) chi

Sichuan

guan

eat

Sichuan

restaurant

culture, and for communicative efficiency, its syntax is simplified with pragmatic
(location)

inferences. In a frequency count by Tao (2000), the frequency of chi (llZ:) 'to eat'
is much higher than

'dine at a Sichuan restaurant'

he(~)

'to drink' and other related verbs. Tzong-Hong Lin

(2001) also observes similar phenomenon in subject selection for Chinese verbs.
(17) chi

da

eat

wan

(instrument)

big bowl

Thus, in addition to agent argument (21), locative and patient arguments can also
be selected in the subject position as shown in (22) and (23).

'eat the food in the big bowl'
(18) chi wanshang
eat

(time)

evening

eat

touteng

(reason)

headache

chi fumu,

chuwai

tank

Laozhang drive-ASP one-CL

(22) Gaosu-gonglu

kai-zhe

express-highway drive-ASP

yi-pai

tanke-che.

one-CL

tank

(location)

'There is a line of tanks on the expressway.'

'(The medicine) is for headache.'
(20) Zaijia

(agent)

'Laozhang drove a tank.'

'(The banquet) is in the evening.'
(19) chi

yi-liang tanke-che.

(21) Laozhang kai-le

chi pengyou. (metaphorical)

at home eat parents go outside eat friend
'One lives on his parents when at home, but on friends when traveling.'

(23) Zhe-liang

poche

kai-de

this-classifier broken car drive-DE

wo xia-si

le. (patient)

scare-die LE

'Driving this broken car made me scared to death.'

1
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The relative free selection of arguments on the surface structure abounds in

3. Denominal verbs

Chinese. While the light verb theory accounts for the phenomena in elegant
syntactic manners, I am tempted to think that on closer examination, the light

In English and many other languages including French, German, Spanish,

verb theory would run into the same kind of complication as it is applied to the

and Indonesian, certain words naming concrete objects, such as 'bottle', 'skin',

derivation of denorninal verbs (to be discussed in §3). It is important to observe

'truck' and 'water', can also be used as verbs. These verbs, 'to bottle', 'to skin', 'to

that while Chinese grammar tends to be more pragmatically oriented in argument

truck' and 'to water', are used to name events associated with the corresponding

selection than English, it is not so pragmatically oriented as English in the for-

concrete objects. In the literature on English grammar, these verbs have been

mation of denominal verbs (Tai 1997). Perhaps, following Sapir's idea of gradient

referred to as 'denominal verbs' and has been treated by Jespersen (1942) as a

typology, we can develop a framework in which we can measure different degrees

shift in morphological category from noun to verb. This morphological process

ofbeing 'pragmatically-oriented'.

has been referred to as 'conversion' or 'zero derivation' (Lyons 1977:522fi).

As a matter of fact, pragmatics entrenches every language with various

Generative semanticists such as Mccawley (1971) and Green (1974) derived

kinds of deictic categories as can be illustrated by (24) of which all three deictic

denominal verbs from a conflation of underlying universal semantic constants,

categories of person, time, and place are employed.

such as 'to cause something to be in the bottle' and 'to cause the skin to be
removed'. In a more recent treatment by generative syntacticians such as Hale &

(24) I'll be here tomorrow.

Keyser (2002), the Larsonian VP-shells theory was applied to derive denominal
verbs from moving a noun upward to position of 'light' verb in the VP-shell.

The famous Chinese ambiguous sentences like (25) are no different from English
sentences like (26). Both are subject to different interpretations depending on
contexts.

Culicover & Jackendoff (2005) correctly point out that Hale & Keyser's
treatment of denominal verbs is inadequate for at least three reasons. First, one
cannot predict which particular nouns can become verbs. For instance, 'chair' and

(25) Ji
chicken

chi-le.

'table' can become 'to chair' and 'to table' but 'desk' and 'sofa' cannot. Second,

eat-ASP

the theory cannot predict idiosyncratic meanings associated with denominal

'The chicken was fed.' I '(We) have eaten the chicken.'
(26) Missionaries are ready to eat.

verbs. For instance, 'to father a child' means 'to bring about the child's birth',
but 'to mother his students' means 'to treat his students like a mother.' Third, the
light verb treatment cannot predict the thematic status of the associated nouns.

We also find some aspects of English syntax to be more pragmatically oriented

For instance, 'to carpet the van' means 'to cover the van with carpet', but not 'to

than in Chinese. This has to do with abundance of denominal verbs, be they

put her van in the carpet' as in 'to garage the van', which means to put the van in

established or innovative.

the garage. In fact, we need only to take a good look at the denorninal verbs in

1
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English as documented in Clark & Clark (1979) to realize that the creation and

pretation of what he has said, not only from the meanings of the words alone, but

meaning of denominal verbs in English as well in other language are determined

also from the context as well on the basis of what they mutually know. Thus, as

by pragmatic and not syntactic factors.

contextual expressions, innovative denominal verbs can have, in theory, a very

Clark & Clark (1979) argue that denominal verbs should be treated as con-

large, if not infinite, number of senses. Clark & Clark's theory appears to

textual expressions rather than denotational or indexical expressions. Particularly

account for established denominal verbs as well as innovative ones. It explains

with respect to innovative denominal verbs, such as 'to porch the newspaper'

the phenomenon in English that an established denominal verb can often have a

(meaning 'to put the newspaper on the porch' as by the newspaper carrier) and

number of conventionalized meanings. For example, 'to water' in English can

'to Houdini one's way of the locked closet' (meaning 'to escape by trickery'),

mean 'to moisten, to sprinkle, to soak with water'; in addition, it has other

they propose that such contextual expressions shifted sense and denotation

meanings, including 'to supply with water for drink', 'to supply water to' and 'to

according to different contexts. These are distinguished from denotational

dilute by the addition of water'.

expressions, such as 'man' and 'bachelor', which have fixed sense and denotation,
and from indexical expression, such as 'he' and 'the bachelor'.

It should be noted that the demarcation between innovative verbs and

established innovative verbs cannot always be clearly made. Once an innovative

Clark & Clark propose a denominal verb convention to treat innovative

denominal verb is introduced, it may become fully established. Alternatively, it

denominal verbs in English. This convention, the Innovative Denominal Verb

may have become established for some speakers but not for others in a speech

Convention (IDVC), patterned after Grice's cooperative principle, is stated as
below:

community; or, it may even fall into disuse completely. For example, 'to parent'

The Innovative Denominal Verb Convention (IDVC)

is still not acceptable to many speakers ever though it is widely used. The
denominal verb 'to money' now seems unacceptable in British English even
though the Compact Oxford English Dictionary lists the following meanings: 'to

In using an innovative denominal verb sincerely, the speaker means to

mint money; to supply with money; to furnish money for an undertaking'. In

denote the kind of situation that he has good reason to believe that on this

short, every language is pragmatically oriented, but in different degrees and in

occasion the listener can readily compute uniquely on the basis of their

different manners. Thus, with respect to some aspects of syntax, Chinese is more

mutual knowledge in such a way that the parent noun denotes one role

pragmatically-oriented than English, but with respects to some other aspects of

in the situation, and the remaining surface arguments of the denominal

syntax, English is more pragmatically-oriented than English. It is only after we

verb denote other roles in the situation. (Clark & Clark 1979:787)

have identified all or most of the principles of pragmatic entrenchment in syntax
that we are able to construct a continuum for the degree of pragmatic entrench-

The main idea in Clark & Clark's theory is that, in using an innovative
denominal verb, the speaker intends the listener to come to a unique inter-

ment in different languages.

I
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4. Iconicity

5. Chinese, Creole and sign language

In a series of works arguing against the arbitrariness and autonomy thesis of

There are two major modalities of natural human language: visual-gestural

syntax, Tai (1985, 1993, 1994) has demonstrated the pervasiveness of iconicity in

modality of signed languages and auditory-vocal modality of spoken languages.

Chinese grammar. Important iconic motivations identified by Haiman (1980, 1985)

These two modalities of human language share several fundamental properties.

are (1) order motivation, (2) distance motivation, (3) separateness motivation, (4)

However, there are also modality effects which contribute to the drastic

juxtaposition motivation, and (5) reduplication motivation. They appear more

differences between signed and spoken languages in lexicon, morphology and

clearly in Chinese than in English. For instance, the order motivation can be

syntax. Two most important effects are iconic representation of objects and actions

stated as ''the order of linguistic expressions corresponds to their order in the

and indexic/ostensive identification of referents in signed languages (Meier

conceptual order". The principle of temporal sequence is just an obvious appli-

2002). These two modality effects result in relative uniformity in morphology

cation of this principle. Iconicity in signs in human languages originally pro-

and syntax across signed languages.

posed by Peirce (1932), expounded later mainly by Jakobson (1968[1941]), and

At the same time, signed languages share some similarities with creoles

Haiman (1980, 1983) presents a fundamental different view against Saussurian

because of their similar ambience of language acquisition (Fischer 1978, Aronoff:

doctrine of arbitrariness of human languages. As a matter of fact, Saussure

Meir & Sandler 2005). As summarized in Aronoff, Meir & Sandler (2005),

(1959[1916]) also proposes the notion of motivation to account for the trans-

"These commonalities [between creoles and sign languages] include: no distinction

parency and translucency of internal structure oflexical items.

between tensed and infinitival clauses, no tense marking but a rich aspectual

We have earlier noted the analytic nature of Chinese noun and verb

system, no pleonastic subjects, no true passives, the occurrence of transitive

compounds. It is also worth noting that a large number of nominal expressions

verbs with agent subjects as intransitives with patient/theme subjects as well,

such as names for the twelve months and names for the seven days in a week are

pervasive topic-comment word order; both young creole languages and ASL

<+=F.l)

'December' and

make extensive use of content words as grammatical markers; neither young

xingqiliu (£~7'\) 'Saturday'. The decimal system for accounting in Chinese also

creole languages nor ASL use prepositions to introduce oblique cases; both use

provides an epitome of analyticity and transparency of numerals. For example,

preverbal free morphemes to express completive aspect; and both rely heavily on

shiyi (+-) 'eleven' and shier(+=) 'twelve'. Recently, Tsai (2011) has also

prosodic cues for expressing certain syntactic relations (such as those encoded

argued that iconicity in Chinese syntax is also largely due to the analyticity of

by relative clauses and conditionals in other languages)." (ibid.:307)

constructed with numbers. For example, shieryue

syntactic structures for the transparent mapping between syntax and semantics.

One cannot fail to notice that Chinese grammar also exlnl>its common
structural features shared between sign languages and young creole languages.
Yet, Chinese is not a young language. The Chinese puzzle is therefore created: if

1
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the development of inflectional morphology in spoken language is a function of
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the same, other details can be very different. Thus, relative clauses in Chinese

age as cogently argued by (Aronoff, Meir & Sandler 2005), why didn't Chinese,

subsume both 'gapped' and 'gapless' under the modification construction marked

during the course of its long history, develop a rich inflectional morphology, as

with de (1¥:7). In contrast, English only allows 'gapped' relative clauses and uses

did European languages? The question can be tentatively answered, if pending

wh-words as relative pronouns. Similarly, grammatical categories including

further evidence, we hypothesize that Chinese was a creole language to start with,

traditional notions of parts of speech can be relative within and across languages

and that Chinese had opted to utilize functional mappings rather than inflections

(Mccawley 1992, Bisang 2008).

for making distinctions among different word classes to indicate different parts

Following Sapir ( 1921 ), I have explored language typology of Chinese in an

of speech. This strategy of functional mapping is compatible with Nisbett' s (2003)

attempt to construct a holistic view with which we can hope to find the 'gestalt'

theory that Chinese cognition focuses on relations between individuals rather

of Chinese grammar. Jakobson (1971) points out that in contrast to Saussure's

than on the attributes of an individual. The introduction of Chinese characters for

claim that "signs that are wholly arbitrary realize better than the others the ideal of

monosyllabic words in the early history of this language may also have contributed

the semiological process" (1959(1916]:68), Peirce's thesis is that a system of

to the perpetuation of the monosyllabic structure.

signs blending as equally as possible all three types of signs-namely, icon,

6. Conclusion
In this paper, I have briefly examined different frameworks of language
typology and how Chinese grammar has been characterized in these different

index and symbol-is 'the most perfect of signs' (Jakobson 1971). This means
that each language blends the three types of signs differently, and the 'gestalt' of
each language is to be in the particular way it blends all the grammatical rules of
the three types.

frameworks. In summary, Chinese is isolating, analytic, verb-initial or verb-final,

In this paper, I have also suggested the desirability to use typological

discourse-oriented, pragmatic oriented, topic-prominent, tense-lacking, pervasive

characteristics drawn from signed languages to provide new perspectives for

in iconicity, creole-like, and satellite-framed or equi-pollent-framed, and so on,

language typology. Design features of human language and language universals

depending on different philosophical orientations, different theoretical frameworks

as well as language typology cannot be constructed solely based on spoken

and approaches to linguistic analysis and language universals. One thing that

languages.

seems to be clear is the continuum with respect to any typological features

Along with sign language, co-speech gestures have recently gained the

employed for cross-linguistic comparison. On this continuum, lexicon is then

attention of cognitive linguistics (McNeill 2000, Kendon 2004). From the view

largely relative, while syntax is limitedly relative. Relative clause constructions

point of functionalism, we communicate not only with speech or sign but also

serve as a good case in point. While recursive and embedded structure along with

with the accompanying gestures. If we do not want to limit ourselves to only

communication function of identifying a referent in discourse is cross-linguistic

idealized spoken language, then a comprehensive theory of language universals
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and typology must encompass our deep understanding of both co-speech gestures

Perspective. Oxford & New York: Oxford University Press..
Culicover, Peter W., and Ray Jackendoff. 2005. Simpler Syntax. Oxford & New York:

and signed languages. 8

Oxford University Press.
Defrancis, John. 1964. Intermediate Chinese. New Haven: Yale University Press.
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