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摘要 

本論⽂主要以訊息結構的⾓度探討洋涇浜英語(China Coast Pidgin)的主題及主題位置。

不同於傳統語法以主詞-受詞為主描述語⾔結構，訊息結構理論(information structure)重

視語⽤及語境，以功能為導向歸納在傳遞訊息或語⽤上如何影響語法。本研究的重點

為：洋涇浜英語的主題位置傾向於句⾸、句中或句尾？另外，次要的研究則會探討以

訊息結構的⾓度，洋涇浜英語受到較多廣東話或英語的影響。本論⽂的研究⽅法採⽤

Knud Lambrecht 的理論架構，以其理論中的預設 (presupposition)、可識別性

(identifiability)和指稱對象的活躍程度(activation)三個訊息結構範疇作為判斷句⼦中最

適合作為主題的指稱，及主題位於句⾸、句中或句末。所分析的語料來源為清代語⾔

學家唐景星所著«英語集全»⼀書第六集，該書中所記錄之洋涇浜英語為相關研究者認

為可信度⾼的相關語料。 

經過分析，我們發現洋涇浜英語的主題傾向位於句⾸，且該語⾔以主題-述題的訊息結

構為主。然⽽，我們也發現了許多不存在主題的句⼦以及其他訊息結構，特別是識別

結構(identificational structure)在語料庫中亦有可觀的佔⽐。除此之外，我們發現洋涇浜

英語中許多與訊息結構有關的現象，受到廣東話的影響較英語的影響多。 

 

關鍵詞：訊息結構、主題、洋涇浜英語、語⽤學、⽪欽語 
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Abstract 

This thesis evaluates topic and topic position in China Coast Pidgin, a contact language spoken 

in the 19th century in Canton, from the point of view of information structure, which reveals 

how a piece of information or the context influences grammatical phenomena in a language. 

Our major research is to observe the features of topic and topic position in the China Coast 

Pidgin data. Our secondary analysis is to identify whether the language is influenced more by 

Cantonese or English. We rely on the theoretical framework by Knud Lambrecht and use the 

three information categories in his framework, namely presupposition, identifiability and the 

status of activation of a referent, as the criteria to evaluate the most suitable topic in each clause 

in our China Coast Pidgin corpus. 

Our analysis discovered that topics in China Coast Pidgin tend to occur clause-initially, and the 

majority of the clauses are the topic-comment structure. Furthermore, a large proportion of 

China Coast Pidgin clauses have no topics. Additionally, there is a diversity of information 

structure categories in China Coast Pidgin, including the identificational structure, the scene-

setting structure and the event-reporting structure. The frequency of the identificational 

structure is particularly noteworthy. Finally, most of the phenomena in China Coast Pidgin 

related to information structure are substantially influenced by Cantonese rather than English.     

   

Keywords: Information structure, Topic, China Coast Pidgin, Pragmatics, Pidgin language  
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Chapter 1 Introduction  

Once the dominant trade language in Southern China and one of the first witnesses of the early 

international exchange between Chinese and Western in the Qing Dynasty, China Coast Pidgin 

is an interweave of Chinese and European languages and cultures. It combines the linguistic 

characters from both Sino-Tibetan and Indo-European language families: While its lexicon is 

mainly adopted from English, its grammar, such as the use of classifiers before nouns, is 

typically based on Sinitic languages (Ansaldo et al. 2010: 78). Yet China Coast Pidgin is far 

from just a hybrid of English and Cantonese. Analyses of the true nature of this language have 

yet to be conducted. Researchers including Bisang (1985, as cited in Baker & Mühlhäuser 1990: 

91) pointed out that we should also take universal forces or independent development of pidgin 

languages into consideration when we evaluate linguistic features of China Coast Pidgin. For 

instance, there are features in China Coast Pidgin which belong to the universal principle of 

pidginization or the sign of relexification of an earlier Portuguese pidgin (Baker & Mühlhäuser 

1990: 91 & 104-105). Therefore, in order to achieve a comprehensive analysis of China Coast 

Pidgin, it is important to consider all the factors which shape the language.  

Since the first publication of a glossary on China Coast Pidgin in the 1830s by Morrison, the 

language and its distinctive nature has been a focus of interest for pidginists (Baker & 

Mühlhäuser 1990: 89). Also, its history of origin and its linguistic features has been extensively 

discussed by researchers. Many of its specific characters like copulas in the language have been 

further evaluated in detail. Notable researches including grammatical analyses by Shi (1991, 
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1993), who provides the reference grammar and pieces the skeleton of the language together. 

Articles from Baker and Mühlhäuser (1990) as well as Bolton (2000) analyzed the origin and 

the documentation of the language. Recent studies by Ansaldo et al. (2010) focus more on 

particular phenomena such as adverbial structures or serial verb constructions. In a general 

sense, the diverse analyses of China Coast Pidgin allow us to capture a basic view of the 

language. 

Even though these studies provided diverse observations regarding the grammar and the 

development of China Coast Pidgin, some aspects of the language remain unexplored. This 

includes the information structure of the language which does not exceed short mentions in the 

articles by Shi (1991: 29) and Ansaldo et al. (2010: 299), stating that the information structure 

of China Coast Pidgin is influenced by Cantonese substrate, and two types of topic can be 

categorized. Furthermore, this thesis observes that other research on topic structure in pidgins 

and creoles is rare. Notable examples like Faraclas’s (2005: 121-124) analysis of partials, 

movement and dislocation of topic in Nigerian Pidgin, or discovery by Goodman (1967: 53-

54) that the topic-comment structure is the basic in Japanese Pidgin English. Yet these analyses 

remain rare exceptions. In-depth analysis of pidgin and creole’s information structure stays 

underprovided in the field of linguistics. Therefore, this thesis is motivated by the immense 

research potential of information structure when it comes to providing a yet-to-be-added 

composite picture of China Coast Pidgin’s nature. This thesis also aims at generally 

establishing topic-structure analysis as an anchor in the linguistic discussion of pidgin and 

creole languages.   
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This analysis evaluates: To which degree are the features or characters of topic and topic 

position of the language observable in the available language data. In addition, as a secondary 

evaluation, we investigate: to what extent does the substrate and superstrate language influence 

the topic and information structure of China Coast Pidgin. Thus, the main goal of this analysis 

is to identify the topic in a clause, including its position in a clause and its features. Incidentally, 

we will also investigate the influence of English and Cantonese on China Coast Pidgin, that is, 

compare the English and Cantonese constructions with those of China Coast Pidgin to 

understand whether they are derived from the parent languages or not. This thesis hypothesizes 

that more than the topic-comment structure can be observed in the limited data and that topics 

are not restricted to the clause-initial position, which challenges Shi (1991: 30) and Ansaldo et 

al. (2010: 79). As a minor hypothesis, this thesis conjectures that the influences of English on 

topic, topic position and information structure in China Coast Pidgin are equally noteworthy, 

which contradicts the argument from Ansaldo et al. (2010: 79) that the information structure 

of China Coast Pidgin tends to follow the pattern of Cantonese.  

In order to test the hypotheses, this thesis first defines the notion of topic and the crucial criteria 

for being a topic in a language. Chapter 2 describes the historical development of information 

structure in the field of linguistics and defines the notion of topic to be applied to the analysis 

of China Coast Pidgin. Different approaches to information structure will also be introduced. 

This is followed by Chapter 3 with the methodology and scientific justification of the China 

Coast Pidgin data that is used in this thesis. Chapter 4 will provide the historical background 

and sketch grammar of China Coast Pidgin. We define the word classes and the grammar of 

China Coast Pidgin based on their functions. In Chapter 5, we take a conversation from the 
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China Coast Pidgin corpus and analyze topic, topic position, and the information structure of 

each clause. In addition, we evaluate whether these clauses have influences from English and 

Cantonese. In Chapter 6, we discuss the general distribution of topics in China Coast Pidgin 

and different types of topic we observe in the corpus. Furthermore, we will examine 

phenomena or constructions that interact with information structure and topicality. In Chapter 

7, we conclude the results and the scientific contribution of this thesis.  
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Chapter 2 The Basic Notion of Topic  

There are various approaches to analyze information structure, and linguists agree that the 

notion of topic has divergent interpretations. In general, there are two main schools of thoughts 

on the analysis of information structure, namely the Prague school and Halliday (Hajičová & 

Korbayová 1999: 225). Each of the approaches has its distinctive view of what a topic is.  

The aim of chapter 2 is to understand the development in the academic discussion of 

information structure and to define the concept of topic for this thesis’s analysis. Starting with 

the earlier accounts about information structure by Henry Weil’s in 1844 that he realized the 

insufficiency of traditional grammar. Following by a description of the most recent works in 

this research field such as Halliday, Krifka and Lambrecht. The other main section of chapter 

2 is the definition of topic that this paper applies for the analysis. Based on the approach from 

Lambrecht, this thesis defines topic which fulfills the linguistic convention of China Coast 

Pidgin.      

2.1 The Development of Information Structure and Topic  

The development of the study of information structure can be traced back to German philologist 

Henri Weil in 1844. In his research De l’ordre des mots dans les langues anciennes comparées 

aux langues modernes: question de grammaire générale (The Order of Words in the Ancient 

Languages compared with that of the Modern Languages) he realized that traditional grammar 
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is insufficient to evaluate sentences in a single language because it only focuses on studying 

isolated words and their syntactical connection in one sentence (Weil 1844: 11). Yet the order 

of words actually represents the order of ideas (Weil 1844: 11), therefore, the analysis of the 

formation of a group of words is the way to understand the progressions of thoughts and how 

information is conveyed. Weil gave an example from the Orator written by Cicero: 

(1)  O  Marce  Druse  patrem   appello.  

Oh Marcus Druse father.ACC  call.PRS.1P.SG 

“Oh, Marcus Druse. Father of the dead, one thee I call.” 

Tu   dicere solebas  sacram   esse   rem   publicam. 

 2P.SG  to  wont  sacerd.ACC  be.INF.PRS thing   state.ACC.SG 

 “You were wont to call the state scared.”  

quicumque  eam    violavissent,      

 whoever  be.3P.SG.F  dishonor, violate.PST.PRF   

ab   omnibus  esse    ei  poenas  persolutas.  

 from  all  be.INF.PRS  oh penalty pay.PL.ACC 

 “That all who had harmed her had paid the penalty” 

Patris   dictum  sapiens  temeritas    filii   comprobavit.  

 father.GEN  3P.SG  wise  recklessness,rashness children approve 

‘The rashness of the son demonstrated the wisdom of the father.’         

(Cicero 46 B.C./1971: 484-487) 

Henry Weil noticed that the word order of the last sentence is an ingenious arrangement by 

Cicero. Since Latin is a language with free word order, it is also grammatically correct to write 

comprobavit filii temeritas instead of temeritas filii comprobavit. However, comprobavit filii 
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temeritas does not create “rhetorical harmony” for the audiences’ ears and “[the text] will no 

longer have the same [rhetorical] effect”, even though the words are still the same (Weil 1844:  

13). Weil explained the reason why Cicero used the word order temeritas filii comprobavit to 

make the text more powerful: it creates the rhyme in the prose, which makes the text sound 

more poetic (Weil 1844: 13). Moreover, the ideas that the author wanted to convey are slightly 

different between comprobavit filii temeritas and temeritas filii comprobavit. In the original 

text, Cicero put the two antonyms sapiens ‘understanding, the wise’ and temeritas ‘recklessness’ 

together. Sapien ‘understanding, the wise’ describes the father, while temeritas ‘recklessness’ 

describes the son. This contradiction between the father and the son catches readers’ attention 

(Weil 1844: 13). In the end, the verb comprobavit ‘approve’ not only means that the wised 

father predicted accurately and confirmed the son’s recklessness, but also his wisdom is 

confirmed by his wise words (Weil 1844: 14). If the verb comprobavit ‘approve’ were placed 

before filii temeritas ‘the son’s reckleness’, the stark contrast between the father’s wisdom and 

the son’s reckleness would no longer be emphasized. Henry Weil’s analysis is the pioneer of 

the study of information structure, as he began to notice another factor besides syntax that 

influences the formulation of a text or a sentence. He also separated the conceptual level from 

the syntactic level (Dietrich 1999: 62). Such observations laid the foundation that was followed 

by other researchers after him. 

The next important scholar after Henry Weil in the field of information structure is Georg von 

der Gabelentz. He was a Humboldtian linguist and a sinologist. One of his significant 

contributions is that he introduced the concepts of psychological predicate and psychological 

our analysis shows that the pronominal system has very little influence on topic and 
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information structure in China Coast Pidgin. subject in 1869, which are considered the embryo 

of Theme-Rheme and topic-comment in the modern approaches to the information structure 

(McElvenny 2016: 40 & Elffers 2019: 27). The concepts are inspired by his observations on 

grammatical subjects in European languages: The grammatical subject in a sentence i.e. the 

word that is typically marked in the nominative case in a sentence, and triggers the alignment 

agreement of the verb in the sentence, is often not the center of the discourse (McElvenny 

2017). To solve this paradox, he proposed the academic terms psychological predicate and 

psychological subject as a solution. He defined psychological subject as that which stimulates 

a person’s mind and what a person is thinking about (“Offenbar ist es dies, dass ich erst 

dasjenige nenne, was mein Denken anregt, worüber ich nachdenke, mein psychologisches 

Subject (von der Gabelentz 1891: 353-354).”), and psychological predicate is the thing that the 

person is thinking about, which also enables the interlocutors to continue their conversation 

(“[D]as, was ich darüber denke, mein psychologisches Prädicate, und dann wo nöthig wieder 

Beides zum Gegenstande weiteren Denkens und Redens mache (von der Gabelentz 1891: 353-

354).”). See, sentence (2) as an example to explain the concepts behind these two terms: 

(2)  [Mit  Speck]    [fang-t   man      Mäuse].  

with  bacon   catch-3.SG  3.SG.GENERIC   mouse.PL 

 [psychological subject ]  [psychological           predicate] 

          grammatical subject 

‘With bacon one catches mice.’ 

(von der Gabelentz 1891: 354-355) 
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Example (2) is a German idiom. The generic noun phrase man ‘one’ is the grammatical subject 

of the sentence. It is a nominative case and has the same alignment agreement with the third 

person singular verb form fängt ‘catches’. However, the center of the discourse is the 

construction mit Speck ‘with bacon’. This center of discourse is therefore the psychological 

subject of the sentence, because it is “the point of departure the speaker has in mind in 

constructing their utterance” (McElvenny 2017). On the other hand, the psychological 

predicate is fangt man Mäuse ‘one catches mice’, because it is what the speaker wants to say 

about mit Speck ‘with bacon’. Although these terms were afterwards abandoned and replaced 

by Theme-theme or topic-comment (Elffers 2019: 29), his analysis was a turning point in the 

field of information structure, guiding the researchers in the twentieth century to develop 

comprehensive approaches.   

In the twentieth century, the two dominant approaches to information structure were the Prague 

School and a group of linguists including Michael Halliday, Manfred Krifka and Knud 

Lambrecht. In the Prague School, former, there are two important scholars in terms of the study 

of information structure: Vilém Mathesius and Jan Firbas. Vilém Mathesius introduced the 

concept of information structure to the Prague School in 1915 and began to analyze it (Hajičová 

1994: 246). He was the first scholar to apply the concept of information structure to describe 

the differences between word order in English and Czech. He observed that the main factor 

determining word order in Czech is its topic/focus articulation; whereas word order in English 

is determined by traditional grammar (Hajičová 1994: 246). This makes it possible to have the 

object-verb-subject structure in Czech to express the passive form, as shown in example (3) 

(Hajičová 1994: 246). But this cannot happen in English (Hajičová 1994: 246).  
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(3)  Čern-ý   lobouk    má     dáma.  

black-M.ACC hat.SG.ACC  have.3.SG  lady.NOM 

    object  verb   subject  

‘The lady has a black hat.’ 

In example (3), Černý lobouk ‘a black hat’ is the object and dáma ‘the lady’ is the subject of 

the sentence. The object Černý lobouk ‘a black hat’ is in the sentence-initial position because 

it is highlighted as the topic of the sentence. If we want to translate this sentence correctly into 

English, we have to use the passive form A black hat is owned by the lady.  

The scholar who has adopted the efforts of Vilém Mathesius in the Prague School is Jan Firbas. 

His Functional Sentence Perspective approach is a representative framework of the Prague 

school on information structure. In the framework, he considered information as a 

communicative dynamism or a flow of information provided by a piece of discourse (Firbas 

1992: 16 & 25). In other words, each clause has an element that is “oriented” and “conveys the 

information that completes the development of the communication taking place within the 

sentence or the sub-clause” (Firbas 1992: 6). This element is defined as the most dynamic 

element of the clause. While the other elements of the clause can be further categorized into 

those conveying information retrievable and conveying information irretrievable through the 

previous context (Firbas 1992: 6). The elements conveying information retrievable are less 

dynamic compared to those conveying information irretrievable. Also, if an element is more 

retrievable, it contributes less to the further development of a discourse (Firbas 1992: 6). The 

idea of the most dynamic element of a sentence is parallel to the concept of psychological 

predicate from von der Gablentz. However, unlike von der Gablentz who dichotomized the 
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elements into psychological subject and psychological predicate, Firbas believed that different 

degrees of communicative dynamism of different elements in a sentence are a result after 

comparing them with each other, and communicative dynamism creates a continuous flow of 

information (Firbas 1992: 8). Firbas further explained his concepts with an excerpt from Les 

Misérables: 

(4) (a) There is, in the cemetery of Père Lachaise, in the neighborhood of the poor side, far from 

the fashionable quarter of this city of tombs, far from those fantastic sepulchers, which 

blazon in the presence of eternity the hideous fashions of death, in a deserted corner 

alongside an old wall, under a lofty yew upon which bindweed climbs, and amid couchgrass 

and moss, a tombstone. (b) This stone is no more exempt than others from the ravages of 

time. (c) Water turns it green, (d) and the atmosphere blackens it. (e) It is not near any path, 

(f) and people do not care to visit that part because the grass is long and they get their feet 

wet. (g) When there is a little sunshine, lizards disport themselves on it. (h) All round there 

is the rustling of wild oats, (i) and in the spring linnets sing on the trees.  

(Hugo 1862/n.d., as cited in Firbas 1992: 3-4) 

Paragraph (4) consists of four clauses. The communicative purpose of sentence (a) is to give a 

long description about a tombstone. In other words, “the development of the communication 

is oriented [or perspectived] toward the element a tombstone (Firbas 1992: 5). Thus, a 

tombstone is the most dynamic element. The retrievable information in context includes the 

personal pronoun it in sentence (c) and the relative pronoun which in sentence (a) (Firbas 1992: 

7), since one can easily refer the information back to the element a tombstone. Moreover, they 

are not dynamic as they do not play a significant role in completing the development of the 
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content. On the contrary, the irretrievable information in the text is conveyed by finite verbs, 

such as turns in sentence (c) (Firbas 1992: 7): it is difficult to retrieve and refer information to 

other elements in the text, yet they serve an important position to keep the context continue.   

After Jan Firbas, his followers, including Eva Hajičová and Jana Chamonikolasová, improved 

and modified the Functional Sentence Perspective Approach. It is widely adopted among 

Czech linguists in the study of information structure. However, it is not commonly used outside 

the Czech linguistic circle. Although this thesis does not apply this approach to the analysis of 

China Coast Pidgin, the concept of the most dynamic element from the framework has a 

correspondence to the topic that we will discuss in the following sections.  

The other major system for analyzing information structure in the twentieth century was 

introduced by Michael Halliday. He established the term information structure in 1967 (Büring 

2007: 1), which is now a term widely used among linguists. In his framework, the two main 

concepts are Theme-Rheme and Given-New structure. Theme-Rheme is “the system of the 

[clause]” which is speaker-oriented, while Given-New is “the system of [information]” which 

is audience-oriented (Halliday 2004: 88 & 93). Theme and Rheme are a complementary pair of 

concepts. The notion of Theme is the element in a sentence that functions “as the point of 

departure of the message” (Halliday 2004: 64). Furthermore, a Theme “sets the scene for the 

[whole] clause”, and “positions it in relation to the unfolding text” (Halliday 2004: 66). The 

elements that are not Theme belong to the Rheme (Halliday 2004: 64). A complete message 

structure is a clause that consists of a Theme and that is accompanied by a Rheme (Halliday 

2004: 65). Different languages have different patterns to express Theme. For instance, in 

Japanese, the particle –wa is an indicator of the Theme in a clause; while in English, a Theme 
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can be combined with some expressions including as for, with regard to, or about (Halliday 

2004: 64 & 67). The following example (5) explains how Theme-Rheme is applied in a 

language: 

(5) [Chert]THEME  [is microscopically fine-grained silica (SiO2)]RHEME. 

(Foster 1971: 87) 

The noun Chert in (5) functions as the Theme of the sentence, fulfilling the criteria of being 

the scene-setting for the sentence and the starting point of the message. The elements follow 

the Theme Chert automatically fulfill the role of Rheme. It is worth noting that according to 

Halliday, a typical Theme is a noun phrase. However, other word classes or phrases may be 

possible to also be a Theme of a sentence (Halliday 2004: 66), as the following example (6). 

(6) [On the ground or in the air]THEME  [small creatures live and breathe]RHEME 

  (Halliday 2004: 74) 

Unlike the Theme-Rheme distinction, which deals with the structural units of a language, 

Given-New structure focuses on information units of a language (Halliday 2004: 87-89). An 

information unit, explicitly “a unit of information” (Halliday 2004: 89), is independent of 

traditional grammar and exists in parallel with clause structure, which is detected by pitch 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202101423

	
 
 

16 

contour or tone (Halliday 2004: 88-89). A clause can be mapped to one or more information 

units since the information units do not precisely correspond to any traditional grammatical 

unit (Halliday 2004: 89). However, mapping one information unit to one clause is the most 

unmarked situation (Halliday 2004: 89). An ideal information unit consists of a Given element 

accompanied by a New element. But this ideal situation cannot exist at the beginning of 

discourse because the initial information unit consists only of New information (Halliday 2004: 

89). Moreover, in an ideal information unit, the Given element appears as a phoric form, such 

as an ellipted argument (Halliday 2004: 89). Only the New element is mandatory for an 

information unit and the Given element is optional (Halliday 2004: 89). Example (7) explains 

Given-New structure. 

(7) In this job, Anne, we’re working with silver.  

[Now silver]GIVEN  [needs to have love]NEW 

(Halliday 2004: 90) 

One can identify the Given and New element and a complete Given-New structure in example 

(7). In the second sentence, silver is the Given information, since it was previously given in the 

first sentence. Moreover, silver separates the Given from New. The element needs to have love 

is New, and the tonic prominence falls on the word love which serves as an indicator of the end 

of the New element.  
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It must be emphasized that the term topic is not a major concept in Halliday’s approach. He 

considered topic only as a subtype of Theme, and usually includes the idea of Theme and Given, 

which he argued as the two separate concepts (Halliday 2004: 65). Yet this thesis agrees with 

LaPolla (2019: 172) and considers topic as a separate concept that need not to be part of the 

starting point of an utterance. Linguistic features of China Coast Pidgin show that topic is 

sometimes not in the scope of Theme.    

One of the most active contemporary scholars working on information structure is Manfred 

Krifka. His approach is based on the model of Common Ground and information packaging 

(Krifka 2008: 243-244). Based on these primarily ideas, he proposed the concept of topic, focus 

and givenness.  

The terminology Common Ground is borrowed from Paul Grice (Stalnaker 2002: 701). Grice 

originally used this term to explain the shared or common idea to which both sides of the 

interlocutors agree (Grice 1989: 64-65). Krifka adopted Stalnaker’s (1974, 2002) explanations: 

a Common Ground is the mutually recognized, modified, or inferred information when a 

conversation takes place (Stalnaker 2002: 704 & 715, Krifka 2008: 245). It is also where 

presupposition and assertion i.e. the essential elements for its input and output take place 

(Krifka 2008: 245). For instance, if the Common Ground is identified as the common belief of 

interlocutors, the presupposition of a speaker is also his belief about the common belief of the 

conversation (Stalnaker 2002: 715). The other basis of his approach, namely information 

packaging1, refers to that “information structure is a phenomenon of information packaging 

                                                
1 This notion of information packaging in Krifka’s approach is originated and developed from Chafe (1976) 
(Krifka 2008: 243-244). 
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that responds to the immediate communicative needs of [the] interlocutors” (Krifka 2008: 243). 

Information “must be packed in correspondence with the Common Ground” when it is uttered 

(Krifka 2008: 245). Example (8) can be used to explain the two basic models in Krifka’s 

approach. 

(8) (a) I have a cat, and I had to bring my cat to the vet. 

(b) *I had to bring my cat to the vet, and I have a cat.  

(Krifka 2008: 245)  

Sentences (a) and (b) in example (8) have the same information package, expressing that the 

speaker has a cat and that the speaker took the cat to the vet. The reason why (a) is acceptable 

but (b) is not is because of their Common Ground. In sentence (a), the clause I have a cat 

appears initially to introduce the information that the speaker has a cat in the Common Ground. 

The Common Ground provides the shared information for the second clause I had to bring my 

cat to the vet. On the other hand, sentence (b) introduces the information I had to bring my cat 

to the vet in the Common Ground, which already indicates that the speaker has a cat. The 

information in the second clause I have a cat overlaps with that already stored in the input in 

Common Ground. In other words, sentence (b) is not acceptable because it does not follow the 

model of Common Ground.  

Under the base of Common Ground and the information packaging, Krifka developed three 

major categories of information structure: topic, focus and givenness. The concept of topic in 
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Krifka’s approach developed from Reinhart (1982): just as digital information must be stored 

into file cards, entities bare propositions. Propositions need to be stored or added to Common 

Ground when they are associated and carried by entities (Krifka 2008: 265). Topic, therefore, 

is the constituent in a sentence that detects “the entities under which the information expressed 

in the comment constituent should be stored in the Common Ground content” (Krifka 2008: 

265). Krifka uses the following two sentences (9) and (10) to illustrate topic: 

(9) [Aristotle Onassis]TOPIC  [married Jacqueline Kennedy]COMMENT 

(10) [Jacqueline Kennedy]TOPIC  [married Aristotle Onassis]COMMENT 

           (Krifka 2008: 265) 

The proposition of (9) and (10) is the same, which denotes that Aristotle Onassis and Jacqueline 

Kennedy are a married couple. However, the structure and the topic of the two sentences are 

completely different. Aristotle Onassis is the topic of sentence (9), while Jacqueline Kennedy 

is the topic of sentence (10). In other words, the topic of sentence (9) indicates that the 

information about Aristotle Onassis should be stored in Common Ground (Krifka 2008: 265). 

In the same way, the topic Jacqueline Kennedy in sentence (10) indicates that the information 

about Jacqueline Kennedy should be saved in Common Ground (Krifka 2008: 265).   

Another vital concept in Krifka’s approach is givenness. Krifka’s givenness differs from Given 

in Halliday’s approach which is based on information units (Halliday 2004: 88-89) — it is 

always linguistic features or grammatical indicators of an expression that indicate whether the 
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denotation of the expression already exists in the Common Ground, or to what extent it is 

present at the immediate level of Common Ground (Krifka 2008: 262). Some typical 

grammatical indicators include anaphoric expressions, deletion and word order (Krifka 2008: 

262-263). The following example (11) shows givenness expressed by deletion: 

(11) Bill went to Greenland, and Mary did Ø too. 

           (Krifka 2008: 263) 

Sentence (11) demonstrates verb ellipsis as a givenness feature of the sentence. The coordinator 

and indicates that the first clause and the second clause have the same verb phrase went to 

Greenland. While the verb phrase has been expressed in the first clause, it appears in the second 

clause with the givenness feature i.e. ellipsis.  

The third concept focus in Krifka’s approach developed from the alternative semantics 

framework2 proposed by Rooth (1992, 2016), and the definition of focus is that “the presence 

of alternatives relevant to the interpretation of linguistic expressions” (Krifka 2008: 247). In 

other words, the elements that can alter and influence the interpretation of the sentence are the 

focus of the sentence. Therefore, a direct technique to determine a focus in Krifka’s approach 

                                                
2 Alternative semantics is a semantic approach which “finds application in the analysis of questions, focus, 
disjunction, negative polarity, presupposition triggering and implicature” (Rooth 2016: 19). Its main concept is 
“one of semantic, pragmatic, or discourse-structural operations or constraints referring to “alternative phrasal 
meanings” (Rooth 2016: 19).   
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is through corrective and confirmatory information, such as the below conversation (12) 

provided in his article.  

(12)   A: Mary stole the cookie 

  B: (No), [Peter]FOCUS stole the cookie! 

 (Krifka 2008: 252) 

The response X stole the cookies is the structure to either confirm or correct the information 

from speaker A. The constituent Peter is a possible alternative to the structure. By changing 

the element from Mary to Peter in the answer sentence, the expression and the interpretation 

of the whole sentence X stole the cookies becomes different. Therefore, Peter is the focus of 

the sentence structure in response B.  

Krifka’s approach is contributive because he analyzes information structure from a formalist 

perspective. However, we do not apply it for the following reasons: We consider information 

structure from a functionalist point of view, and the evaluation is a corpus-based analysis. Next, 

his concepts of information structure come from different scholars or different frameworks, 

which makes the approach inconsistent. Moreover, Krifka’s approach to information structure 

depends heavily on form or grammatical features. In other words, his approach relies on the 

form of a language to explain the function of information structure categories. The approach 

overlooks the original purpose of information structure, which is rooted in the insufficiency 

and inadequacy of traditional grammar. Additionally, his approach is not suitable for China 
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Coast Pidgin because the language is grammatically inconsistent. All things considered, 

Krifka’s approach is not applied to the topic analysis of China Coast Pidgin in this thesis.  

The last significant linguist that this thesis would like to discuss is Knud Lambrecht. His 

approach is influenced by Halliday. The main concepts of his approach include presupposition, 

assertion, identifiability, activation, topic and focus (Ward & Birner 2001: 119, Lambrecht 

1994: xiv).  

The two concepts presupposition and assertion are interrelated. Their full names are pragmatic 

presupposition and pragmatic assertion, which emphasize that the two concepts refer not to 

the truth condition of a proposition but to “the information status of propositions in utterance 

contexts” (Lambrecht 1994: 61). They are responsible for propositions3  or propositional 

information and consider propositions from the speaker’s perspective (Lambrecht 1994: 52). 

Presupposition is “the set of propositions” evoked by the use of a sentence which “the speaker 

assumes the hearers already know or ready to take for granted” when the sentence is uttered 

(Lambrecht 1994: 52). Moreover, presupposition is evoked by lexical grammar in a sentence 

(Lambrecht 1994: 52). According to Lambrecht (1994: 53-54), there are two important 

categories of presuppositions in the domain of information structure, namely consciousness 

presupposition and relevance presupposition. The term consciousness presupposition mainly 

focuses on presuppositions about “the state of CONSCIOUSNESS or AWARENESS of the 

[audience] at the time of utterance” (Lambrecht 1994: 53), while relevance presupposition 

deals with the speaker’s concern about “contextual RELEVANCE or TOPICALITY of a 

                                                
3 Note that proposition in Lambrecht’s approach does not mean denotation or connotation, but “states of affairs, 
situations, events, etc.” (Lambrecht 1994: 53). Therefore, the definite article in the sentence I met the man can 
be a proposition.  
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referent” in a context (Lambrecht 1994: 54). The following example (13) can explain the 

concept of presupposition:        

(13) I finally met the woman who moved in downstairs.      

(Lambrecht 1994: 51) 

There are various presuppositions evoked by sentence (13). One can identify at least the 

following different presuppositions:  

I. A female individual can be identified by the hearer via the definite noun phrase the woman. 

This proposition belongs to consciousness presupposition;  

II. someone has moved into the speaker’s downstairs, which is triggered by the expression 

moved in downstairs;  

III. the speaker is expected to have met the female individual earlier than the moment of the 

conversation, which is evoked by the expression finally; 

IV. the propositions expressed by the sentence are relevant information about the speaker, 

which is evoked by the first person singular pronoun I. This presupposition belongs to 

relevance presupposition (Lambrecht 1994: 55-56).    

On the other hand, assertion is “the proposition expressed by a sentence” which the speaker 

expects his audience to know or to acquire after the sentence is uttered (Lambrecht 1994: 52). 
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In other words, the presuppositions are part of the basis of the assertion. Focus and 

presupposition formulate an assertion. To explain assertion with example (13): the above-

mentioned presupposed propositions are taken for granted by the interlocutors, which the 

hearer uses to process together with the focus finally met the woman who moved in downstairs. 

An assertion is comprised of the sets of presuppositions and the focus, namely the whole 

sentence (Lambrecht 1994: 56).   

To conclude the discussion of assertion and presupposition, it is worth noting that the two 

concepts are not completely complementary. As mentioned earlier, presupposition is an 

important basis of assertion. In Lambrecht’s approach, focus is the counterpart of 

presupposition (1994: 213). Focus is also the element that distinguishes assertion from 

presupposition (Lambrecht 1994: 213). We will discuss focus below.  

The next two important concepts in Lambrecht’s approach are identifiability and activation, 

which are responsible for the mental status of discourse referents4 in the interlocutors’ minds 

(Ward & Birner 2001: 119). Every discourse has a group of discourse referents that both sides 

of the interlocutors are assumed to share, which is called discourse register (Lambrecht 1994: 

74). In other words, there are some documented or filed referents in each discourse. The 

concept of identifiability, which is originated from Chafe (1976), is a parameter for 

distinguishing whether a referent has already been filed or registered (Lambrecht 1994: 76). 

Note that identifiability is also an assessment or evaluation from the speaker’s perspective 

                                                
4 For instance, in the sentence John told me the story, the referent John can refer to a specific person whose 
name is John. Apart from referring to a real-world entity, referents can also be text-internal propositions 
(Lambrecht 1994: 74).   
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about the hearer’s mind (Lambrecht 1994: 76). Under the concept identifiability, one can 

differentiate between identifiable referents and non-identifiable referents.    

Although identifiability belongs to a cognitive domain, one can observe some grammatical 

indicators to explain it in some languages like English and German. For example, articles and 

determiners in English sometimes give clues to identifiability, as in the following example (14): 

(14) I saw a woman yesterday. She wore a blue T-shirt. 

The discourse referent a woman has an indefinite article, indicating that the speaker assessed 

that the discourse referent is not filed in the audience’s minds. In the second clause, a third 

person singular feminine pronoun is used to refer back to a woman in the first clause. The 

speaker uses the pronoun she as he assumes that the hearer should have the referent already 

filed when the second clause is uttered.       

Lambrecht emphasizes, however, that grammatical indications do not perfectly match 

identifiability (Lambrecht 1994: 79). One of the typical examples is the specific and non-

specific referent, such as example (15).  

(15) I am looking for a book. Now I found it. / I found a book/I found one.  

(Lambrecht 1994: 80) 
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Example (15) shows that the interpretation of the sentence I found it, I found a book and I found 

one is completely different. The pronoun it refers back to a book in the first sentence, the 

speaker implies that he is looking for a specific book. Thus, a book is a specific referent. On 

the contrary, when the speaker uses a book or one, he indicates that he is searching for one 

book in general. Thereby, a book or one refer to non-specific referents. Example (15) shows 

the imperfect match between grammatical indicators and identifiability.       

Activation is a concept that further differentiates the status of identifiable discourse referents 

(Lambrecht 1994: 93). This concept inherits Chafe’s (1976 & 1987) view of knowledge and 

consciousness: Human brains have limitations, and only a certain amount of information can 

be focused (Chafe 1987: 22). Therefore, not all identifiable discourse referents (knowledge) 

are able to maintain the same degree of focus; those referents that are focused on at the moment 

of discourse are at the stage of consciousness (Lambrecht 1994: 93). Lambrecht’s uses the term 

activation to describe this situation. According to different levels of activation, referents can 

be divided into active, semi-active and non-active (Lambrecht 1994: 93-94). Be aware that the 

degree of activation is a result of comparison and it is a consecutive scale. The three categories 

are a concise way to understand different referents.   

Activation also has grammatical correlates. The correlations may be through prosody, 

morphology, or syntax (Lambrecht 1994: 95). Example (16) illustrates different degrees of 

discourse referents through morphology: 

(16) I saw the black dog last week. It was sick. 
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The speaker uses the full noun phrase the black dog to express a referent in the first sentence, 

showing that the status of the identifiable discourse referent is inactive. The speaker later uses 

the pronoun it in the second sentence to refer to the same referent the black dog. The pronoun 

indicates that the referent is active in the second sentence. From this example, we can also 

observe the correlation between activation and morphology: the active status of a referent is 

expressed via the pronominal encoding, while the inactive status of a referent is denoted via 

the full lexical encoding (Lambrecht 1994: 95).    

The two central concepts in Lambrecht’s approach are topic and focus. Topic determines “the 

pragmatic relation of aboutness between discourse referents and propositions in given 

discourse contexts” (Lambrecht 1994: xiv). Unlike Halliday’s approach, which defines topic 

as a sub-type of Theme (Halliday 2004: 65), which is the initial element of a sentence, his idea 

of topic is associated with subject in traditional grammar (Lambrecht 1994: 117). He defines 

topic as “[the thing] which the proposition expressed by the sentence IS ABOUT” (Lambrecht 

1994: 118). The idea of about and aboutness adopts Strawson’s (1964) viewpoint in his 

principle of relevance5. Subjects, according to this notion, are usually but not necessarily topics, 

and vice versa. Example (17) is a typical example of a subject that is not a topic. 

                                                
5 We do not, except in social desperation, direct isolated and unconnected pieces of information at each other, 
but on the contrary intend in general to give or add information about what is a matter of standing current 
interest or concern (Strawson 1964: 97, as cited in Lambrecht 1994: 119) 
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(17)   Q: What happened? 

A: The children went to school. 

 (Lambrecht 1994: 121)  

Intuitively, one might treat the subject the children as the topic. But in this discourse, the 

question what happened? indicates that the given assertion in the answer does not link to the 

children or be about the children.  

Based on the aboutness of a topic in a clause, Lambrecht (1994: 121-127) observes four basic 

types of information structure: I. top-comment structure, II. identifiable structure, III. scene-

setting structure, and IV. event-reporting structure. We now explain each structure type: 

I. Topic-comment structure. This is usually the unmarked information structure in a language 

(Lambrecht 1994: 121). See example (18) below: 

(18)  A: What did the children do? 

 B: The children went to school. 

 (Lambrecht 1994: 121) 

According to the context, speaker A wants to obtain information about the children. Therefore, 

the referent the children in the answer sentence is “what the sentence is about” (Lambrecht 

1994: 121). In other words, the referent is the topic of the sentence. On the other hand, comment 
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is the predicate construction went to school. In English, for example, topic is usually expressed 

by a low pitch prominence and is syntactically unmarked (Lambrecht 1994: 121-122). 

II. Identifiable structure. An identifiable structure has an open proposition (Lambrecht 1994: 

122). See, for example, conversation (19):  

(19) A: Who went to school? 

B: The children went to school.  

(Lambrecht 1994: 121) 

The conversation states the proposition that X(someone) went to school, which is an open 

proposition because the argument X(someone) is missing. Speaker A expects speaker B to 

provide the information X(someone) to complete the proposition. Therefore, the referent the 

children in the answer sentence is not “what the sentence is about” but a focus that produces 

an assertion (Lambrecht 1994: 121-122). An identificational structure has no topic.  

III. Scene-setting structure. The structure functions as a background setting for another 

structure. See, for example, sentence (20). 

(20) John was very busy that morning. After the children went to school, he had to clean the 

house and go shopping for the party.  

 (Lambrecht 1994: 121) 
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Example (20) shows that the referent the children is part of the adverbial clause of the sentence 

(Lambrecht 1994: 125). The clause itself serves as a background information for the 

proposition in the main clause, it is thus presupposed (Lambrecht 1994: 125). The referent the 

children is not the topic because it is not what the main clause is about. However, if we consider 

only the proposition of the adverbial clause, we find that the referent the children is indeed the 

topic of the adverbial clause (Lambrecht 1994: 125). Lambrecht (1994: 125) therefore defines 

it as a scene-setting topic to distinguish the real topic in the sentence and the topic in a scene-

setting structure. 

IV. Event-reporting structure. The complete proposition of an even-reporting structure is in 

focus. In other words, there is no presupposition in this type of structure (Lambrecht 1994:  

137). Lambrecht (1994: 137) also calls this sentence focus. Example (17) above is a typical 

event-reporting structure. The question what happened indicates that the speaker does not 

presuppose any information, including the referent the children. Therefore, the answer the 

children went to school is a focus and the clause has no topic.  

From the brief description of the four types of information structure, we realize that not every 

clause has a topic, and we again observe the mismatch between form and function, that is, topic 

does not equal to subject and vice versa.   

Focus is the “element in a pragmatically structure proposition whereby the assertion differs 

from the presupposition”, and “makes the utterance of a sentence informative” (Lambrecht 

1994: xiv). As mentioned earlier, focus is the complement of presupposition (Lambrecht 1994:  
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213). It is “an element of information which is ADDED TO [rather] than superimposed on” 

and a portion of an assertion (Lambrecht 1994: 207). Example (21) illustrates the idea of focus: 

(21) It is [Mary]FOCUS who went to the school. 

Clause (21) has a presupposition X (someone) went to the school. The focus domain is the 

position X, and the focus is the noun phrase Mary. By adding the focus Mary, the whole 

sentence has an assertion X is Mary. Lambrecht (1994: 127) further distinguished focus into 

sentence focus, argument focus, and predicate focus. However, we will not discuss them in 

detail in this thesis as we primarily focus on analyzing topic.  

Among all the approaches to information structure, in this thesis we select Lambrecht’s 

approach to analyze the clause topic of China Coast Pidgin for the following two reasons. First, 

his approach also focuses on the clause topic rather than discourse topic. Second, all concepts 

in his approach mutually interact, which is a systematic model that we can use to evaluate topic 

over other concepts.  

Having discussed the development of the approach to information structure and notable 

scholars who have analyzed information structure, we will now focus on the notion of topic. 

We will define the conceptual definition, the operational definition, and the criteria that this 

thesis will use to evaluate clause topic in China Coast Pidgin.     
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2.2 The Notion of Topic  

As mentioned in the previous section, this thesis applies Lambrecht’s approach (1994) to 

evaluate topic in China Coast Pidgin. Our conceptual definition of a topic is as follows: When 

a speaker intends to increase knowledge or build more information on a referent through a 

proposition in a clause for his audience, the referent would serve as the topic of the clause. 

Topics are realized at the expressional and surface level in a discourse of a language when it 

plays the role of topic at the informational level. The expressional and surface level can be 

realized through other information structure categories. That is, the operational definition of 

topic in this thesis is that a referent which is part of the presupposition in a clause, can be 

identified as a definite referent and if it is the most accessible i.e. most activated referent 

compared to the other referents in the clause.      

Based on the operational definition, we evaluate topic via the concepts of presupposition, 

identifiability, and activation, since each influences and is interrelated with the topic 

(Lambrecht 1994: xiii). These three concepts are the main criteria for detecting the topic in 

each sentence in the corpus of China Coast Pidgin.  

According to Lambrrecht (1994: 150-151), the proposition of a topic referent should be one 

part of the presupposition. We make use of this characteristic as one criterion in our analysis. 

One of the most observable feature of presupposition is that the negator or the element of 

negation in a clause cannot influence its truth value, since its content is “necessarily taken for 

granted by the interlocutors (Lambrecht 1994: 152-153). This pattern of presupposition is 

universal, and therefore applies to China Coast Pidgin. In brief, examining negation is an 
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effective technique to distinguish whether a piece of proposition is presupposed or not, 

meanwhile to detect if a referent belongs to the presupposition. Two methods are used to 

evaluate the scope of negation of a clause in the analysis. The first method is to paraphrase the 

sentence into I say of X that it is not true that Y (Lambrecht 1994: 153). The elements that 

belong to the position X are bounded elements, while those at the position Y are the free 

elements. Only free elements can be negated. For example, if one analyzes the presupposition 

of the answer from B in the following example (22): 

(22) A:  You   savvy  true? 

2P.SG  know  truth 

  ‘are you sure?’ 

 B: I   no savvy true 

  1P.SG  NEG know  truth 

  ‘I am not quite sure.’ 

  (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p. 40) 

Regarding the analysis of the clause I no savvy true, one can reformulate it into I say of me that 

it is not true that I know the truth. Thus, it is clear that the first-person singular pronoun I in 

the answer of the dialogue is outside the scope of negation, and has a high chance to be the 

topic of the clause.  
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The second technique is to estimate the potential position for the negator no in each clause, or, 

if a clause has already been negated, its scope of negation. For instance, if one evaluates the 

example (23): 

(23) A:  What  thing  you   wantchee? 

Q  thing  2P.SG  want  

  ‘what do you want?’ 

 

B:  I   wantchee   one   piecee   woolen. 

  1P.SG  want   one  CLF   woolen 

  ‘I want a piece of woolen.’ 

Negatedà  I  no  wantchee  one  piecee  woolen.  

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.1) 

Based on the China Coast Pidgin corpus, the only possible position for the negator no in the 

affirmative clause I wantchee one piecee woolen is between I and wantchee. The negated clause 

(23) is therefore I no wantchee one piecee woolen. According to the morphological grammar 

of the negator no in China Coast Pidgin, no negates all the elements following it (Shi 1991: 

27). Therefore, the first person pronoun I is excluded from the scope of negation in the sentence, 

whereas the elements wantchee one piecee woolen are negated. Thus, one can determine that 

the pronoun I in example (23) belongs to the presupposition of the sentence.  

Apart from the evaluation of a proposition, this thesis uses identifiability and activation to 

analyze the equivalency of referents to serve the role of topic. Identifiability refers to the mental 
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representation of a referent and distinguishes between identifiable and non-identifiable 

referents (Lambrecht 1994: 76). Topics should be identifiable to the audience, as they are 

presupposed and mutually exists in both the speaker’s and the hearer’s mind (Lambrecht 1994: 

79). In many languages, such as German and English, identifiability is mainly reflected by the 

property of definiteness, but the two domains are not equivalent to each other (Lambrecht 1995: 

79). Identifiability in languages without a fully grammaticalized system of definiteness, such 

as Sinitic languages, can be reflected by lexical indicators such as demonstratives, morphology 

such as a reduplicated classifier, the position of the referent in a construction, or context (Chen 

2004: 1150-1175).     

We observe that in China Coast Pidgin, the features of identifiability are a combination of those 

in English and Sinitic languages. Articles and definiteness markers occur in China Coast Pidgin, 

yet they are not fully developed. It is sometimes difficult to determine if a referent is 

identifiable even when taking context into account. Therefore, in this thesis, all referents will 

be treated as non-identifiable, unless there are indicators that suggest otherwise. We will 

consider both the encoding methods of identifiability in English and Sinitic languages to 

evaluate China Coast Pidgin. Therefore, we will determine the identifiability of a referent 

according to its definiteness, context, and morphology, although “an imperfect” match may 

occur occasionally (Lambrecht 1995: 79). Example (24) illustrates how to use identifiability to 

detect a potential topic. 
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(24) Bring  one  basin  water.  What for thisee  water  so  dirty.  

Bring  one basin.CL water  Q  DEM  water  so dirty 

 ‘Bring me a basin of water. Why is this water so dirty?’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.37) 

One can observe that the two referents one basin water and thisee water refer to the same real-

world entity. The referent one basin water in the first clause occurs in the form of a full noun 

with the indefinite numeral one and the classifier basin as its modifier, which is a noticeable 

marker of non-identifiability. In contrast, the second referent thisee water, based on its 

demonstrative marker as well as the previous context, becomes identifiable in the hearer’s mind. 

Therefore, one can say that the referent in the first clause is non-identifiable, while turns into 

identifiable in the second clause. (24) is a very good example that illustrates Lambrecht’s 

conceptual definition of identifiability: The first referent is a newly established and a discourse 

register to file the referent in the hearer’s mind, therefore it is non-identifiable. Subsequently, 

it becomes identifiable in the second clause as it has already been filed.  

Apart from the fact that a topic referent should be identifiable, it is also more acceptable in a 

language that a topic referent be active in the hearer’s mind. A topic tends to reside in the 

interlocutors’ short-term memory and should be temporarily activated when a conversation is 

uttered (Chafe 1987: 22). Also, a topic should be in “a person’s focus of consciousness 

(Lambrecht 1994: 94)”. As a topic is highly active in the interlocutors’ minds, it tends to be 

cognitively more accessible. That is, the degree or the status of activation of a referent is highly 
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associated to its cognitive accessibility (Lambrecht 1994: 164-165). Figure 1 below shows the 

relationship between activation, accessibility and the level of acceptance as a topic: 

 

(Lambrecht 1994: 165) 

Figure 1 Schema of the Relations between Activation, Accessibility and Topic-Acceptability  

 

In this thesis, we will therefore use the degree of accessibility as the circumstantial evidence to 

evaluate the status of activation of a referent.  

Linguists have proposed various ways to determine the accessibility of a referent. Chafe (1987: 

22) offered a prosodic perspective, that is, he determines the degree of accessibility via 
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intonation units6. Using English as an example, an intonation unit consists of about five to six 

words and there is a two-second pause between each intonation unit (Chafe 1987: 22-23). 

During the pause, the status of the information in the interlocutor’s mind may change i.e. it 

becomes active or inactive (Chafe 1987: 24). This methodology is adopted by several 

researchers including Du Bois. Du Bois (1987: 816) proposed a concrete norm of twenty 

intonation units. He defined that a highly accessible referent is mentioned immediately after it 

is mentioned, and a semi-accessible referent is mentioned again within twenty intonation units. 

A referent that has not been mentioned again within twenty intonation units is considered not 

accessible. Besides prosodic analysis, another notable approach to estimating accessibility is 

Centering Theory, which is a syntactically based framework (Hudson-D’zmura 1998: 72). The 

approach is advocated especially by Gordon et. al (1993), among others. This framework is 

particularly useful for designing a natural language processing model when simple formulae 

are given to decide what is the center of discourse and what is the readily accessible referent 

is. Another methodology adopts a more morpho-syntatic strategy, by following the 

Accessibility Theory and the accessibility marking scale put forward by Ariel (1988, 1990, 

2001), which promotes the level of activation interplays with the degree of cognitive 

accessibility. Comparing different strategies for evaluating the accessibility of a referent, we 

find that it is challenging to apply most of the theoretical frameworks above except Ariel’s 

Accessibility Theory (1988, 1990, 2001) to evaluate the activation of referents in China Coast 

Pidgin for the following reasons: First, China Coast Pidgin is typologically different from 

European languages in its syntactic structure, which is not suitable for the syntactic framework 

                                                
6 “An intonation unit is a sequence of words combined under a single, coherent intonation contour [and] usually 
preceded by a pause.” (Chafe 1987: 22)   
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like Centering Theory. Second, the limitation of the available audio recordings of China Coast 

Pidgin makes it difficult to identify the twenty intonation units threshold. Therefore, it is 

difficult to evaluate the accessibility of a referent in China Coast Pidgin through the prosodic 

framework. Third, this thesis focuses on the analysis of China coast Pidgin from a morpho-

syntatical viewpoint. The accessibility marking scale from Ariel (2001), which also based its 

model on the form of morpho-syntatic markers, provides us the most suitable criteria to analyze 

referents in clauses and determine topics in China Coast Pidgin. It will therefore be adopted in 

the analysis. 

One of the main arguments in the Accessibility Theory (Ariel 1988, 1990, 2001) is that 

referential expressions are not providing us conventional codes particularly for different types 

of information. Instead, they are accessibility markers and code indicating specific degree of 

mental accessibility (Ariel 2001: 29-30). They can also be used for encoding information 

mentioned in the previous context. Ariel (2001) proposed a prototypical marking scale for 

specifying forms of referential expressions according to degree of mental accessibility, as 

shown in schema 2 below. Note that the scale is not arbitrary but influenced by the three major 

factors: I. Informatively; II. rigidity; and III. attenuation (Ariel 2001: 32). If a referential 

expression is more informative, rigid, and unattenuated, it indicates a lower degree of 

accessibility for the referent. Inversely, when a referent has higher degree of accessibility, its 

form of expression would be less informative, rigid, and attenuated (Ariel 2001: 32). Other 

potential factors may influence the degree of accessibility include distance, grammatical role, 

head complexity, and restrictiveness of a referent (Ariel 2001: 36). None of these factors are 

dominating the result of the referent’s accessibility (Ariel 2001: 37).     
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 (Ariel 2001: 31) 

Figure 2 The Accessibility Scale  

 

Accessibility Theory and its scale have been widely adopted and supported by many 

experimental studies like in the research field of language acquisition and neurolinguistics. 

Allen et al. (2015: 123 & 130) describes how several cross-linguistic studies have observed 
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that children develop a sensitivity to accessibility in their referential choice at a fairly young 

age (around 1.5 years old). Hofmeister et al. (2007: 5) tested WH-argument indicators with 

morphologically simple (e.g. who) and complex form (e.g. which politician) under the varying 

condition provided by the accessibility scale (Ariel 2001), which confirm the role of 

accessibility in processing the word order of WH-word. These studies corroborate the usability 

of the scale and the theory, which proof that this scale can serve as one of the parameters to 

assess and compare the degree of activation between multiple referents in one clause, which in 

turn helps in our evaluation of the topic in China Coast Pidgin.         

Adapted from Ariel’s (2001) scale, we employ a simplified version which is suitable for the 

analysis of China Coast Pidgin, presented in Figure 3 below:  

 

Figure 3 The Adapted Accessibility Scale for this Thesis’s analysis 
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Note that the degree of accessibility of referents in China Coast Pidgin shows a binary 

distinction. Referents generally shows either a high or low accessibility. Only a few exceptions, 

such as generic noun phrases, are semi-accessible. Example (25) below demonstrates how this 

scale is applied to evaluate the status of activation in the analysis: 

(25) You   got    fine  broadcloth?  

2P.SG  have.possess fine broadcloth 

 ACTIVE    INACTIVE       

 ‘Have you any fine broadcloth?’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.3) 

Clause (25) contains two discourse referents, with the first realized as a second person pronoun 

you and the second as a full noun phrase fine broadcloth. The degree of accessibility of a 

pronoun, according to the scale in Figure 3, is close to the edge of the highly accessible. This 

indicates that the first referent, realized as a pronoun, has higher accessibility (and thus higher 

degree of activation) than the second referent, which is realized as a full noun phrase.  

Having applied the three concepts, we expect to detect the most appropriate discourse referent 

to play the role of the clause topic. In the next step, we need to consider the information 

structure of the clause, i.e., we need to decide whether the clause belongs to the topic-comment 

structure, the identificational structure, the event-reporting structure or the scene-setting 

structure. As mentioned in section 2.1, not all clauses have topics. Therefore, we need to decide 

if the topic we identify is the valid topic. If our result conflicts with the information structure 
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of the clause, the information structure takes precedence. And we will explain the reason why 

the referent we found is not the topic of the clause.  

This section has focused on discussing what is meant by topic, along with the three criteria that 

we will use to evaluate the topic in a clause, namely, presupposition, identifiability and the 

status of activation. The following chapter will describe the characteristics and structure of 

China Coast Pidgin. We will provide an historical overview of how and where the language 

was developed, and will propose a sketch grammar for the language in order to gain a detailed 

understating of the word classes, the morphology and the China Coast Pidgin before analyzing 

its topic and topic position.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202101423

	
 
 

44 

Chapter 3 Data and Research Methodology 

3.1 Language Sources and Data 

The language sources of China Coast Pidgin available today are written texts and books. They 

come from either memoirs or travel diaries written by British merchants and missionaries who 

lived in Canton, or from English textbooks or reference books written by Chinese merchants 

who had contact with international firms and wanted to teach English to the locals. Westerners 

and Chinese had different views about the prestige of China Coast Pidgin. Therefore, the 

motivation why Westerners and Chinese made records of China Coast Pidgin was different – 

Westerners appeared to regard China Coast Pidgin as humor or joke, while Chinese had the 

neutral attitude and considered the language as a tool for communication (Ansaldo et al. 2010: 

74).   

Among all the available sources, The Chinese-English Instructor (英語集全) was selected as 

the source of data for this analysis in this thesis. It is an English textbook and dictionary 

published in 1862 (Bolton 2003: 172), the period of time when China Coast Pidgin was much 

developed and spread from the Canton area to other parts of China. The author of the book is 

Tong King-Sing (唐景星), who was a Chinese comprador. The book has a total of six volumes. 

The author documented China Coast Pidgin in volume four and volume six. The data of China 

Coast Pidgin in volume four are mainly single sentences, and those in volume six are 

conversations. We include the data from volume four and volume six in China Coast Pidgin 

corpus to obtain a more comprehensive sketch grammar for the language. However, since the 
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analysis of topic and information structure is based on pragmatics, we decide to focus only on 

the conversations from volume six for the analysis of topic and information structure. The data 

of China Coast Pidgin collected in this book is considered by contemporary scholars to be the 

major and the most important source for analysis of China Coast Pidgin (Bolton 2003: 172). It 

is also recognized by scholars such as Ansaldo et al. (2010: 77) as the most reliable and largest 

source of China Coast Pidgin.      

Tong King-Sing was himself a successful businessman, comprador, interpreter and linguist. As 

a child, he attended a school founded by a Catholic church in Hong Kong, where he began to 

learn English (Bolton 2003: 176). Later, he worked as an interpreter in a court in Hong Kong 

(Bolton 2003: 176). After that, he started his job as a comprador and businessman. During his 

life, he had adequate experience in communicating with foreigners and sufficient knowledge 

of English. The book The Chinese-English Instructor he wrote was for local Chinese to learn 

English. It is considered by even today’s linguist a well-structured English reference book. 

Figure 4 below is the portrait of Tong King-Sing.     
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(Liu 1982) 

Figure 4 The Portrait of Tong King-Sing 

 

According to Tong, the target readers of the book were Cantonese who had transactions or 

connections with foreigners, and foreigners who wanted to learn Chinese (Tong 1862: preface). 

His goal was to use Chinese-English Instructor as a bridge between the two language 

communities and reduce the language and cultural barriers between Western merchants and 

locals. The publication has a total of 524 pages in six volumes (Bolton 2003: 172). Table 1 

shows the table of content of the book: 
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Table 1 The Table of Content of The Chinese-English Instructor  

 
 

Table 1 shows that the words and the conversations in the book were mainly about business 

and everyday life. Therefore, one can get an idea of how and in what context Western merchants 

and Chinese interacted with each other at that time. It seems that the interaction between 

Westerners and Chinese was only of a business nature, as topics such as friendship and 

philosophy were not discussed. In order to for a Chinese language learner to better understand 

the pronunciation of English words, Tong spelled the English words in the alphabetic system 

and simulated the pronunciation with Chinese characters. For example, he spelled the word sea 

with the Chinese character 思 ‘si’. Figure 5 below shows the typesetting of the book. 

Volume Content Page 
Preface Page 1-23
Qie zhi theory (���) Page 24-27
Pronouncation (��) Page 28-36
On austronomy Page 1-3
On geography Page 4-12
On times and season Page 13-20
On ranks and titles Page 21-44
On body Page 45-51
On edifience, buildings &c. Page 52-61
On musical instruments Page 62-64
On armament Page 65-68
On ships and appendages Page 1-15
On carriages &c. Page 16-17
On implimirnys, furniture &c. Page 18-29
On books, stationary, forms &c. Page 30-36
On works Page 37-46
On wearing apparels &ornamanets Page 49-57
On food, wine, tea  &c. Page 58-69
On plants, fruits, flowers &c. Page 70-87
On the animal kingdom Page 1-17
On stone and jade Page 18-20
On minirals, coins &c. Page 21-26
On tariff of improts Page 27-45
On tariff of exprots Page 46-62
On dutyfree and contraband goods Page 63-65
On sundry goods Page 66-68
On opium, tobacco &c. Page 69-70
On lacquered & ivoryware &c. Page 71-75
On peice goods Page 76-81

Volume 1

Volume 2

Volume 3

On peice goods Page 76-81
On numbers Page 1-6
On colors Page 7-9
On words-adjectives Page 10-14
On measurement Page 15-16
On weights Page 17-20
Tea table Page 21-29
On law suit Page 30-36
On single words Page 37-38
On sentences Page 39-79

Volume 5 Words and short sentences Page 1-114
Dialogue on buying piece goods Page 1-5
Dialogue on buying piece goods Page 6-12
Dialogue on selling tea Page 13-24
On the butchers stall Page 25-26
Dialogue on selling poultry Page 27-28
Dialogue on selling sundry goods Page 29-31
On chartering ships Page 32-36
Conversation in the moring Page 37-39
On the breakfest table Page 40-41
On getting orders for dinner Page 42-44
On tiffin Page 45
On the dinner table Page 46-48
On supper Page 49-50
On getting servants Page 51-52
Evening orders Page 53-54
Comprador Page 55-58
Shroff Page 59-63
Godown man Page 64-68
Cooly Page 69-70
On a visit Page 71-83
On nosology Page 84-91
On healing and medicine Page 92-95

Volume 6 

Volume 3

Volume 4
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Figure 5 The Typesetting in Chinese-English Instructor  

 

As mentioned earlier, Tong-King Sing included Canton foreign language (gwóng dòng fàan 

wá 廣東番話), now so-called China Coast Pidgin, in the margin of the pages in volume four 

and volume six. China Coast Pidgin in Chinese-English Instructor is written in Chinese 

characters. Li, Matthews, and Smith (2005) transcribed and systematized the China Coast 

Pidgin texts into the alphabetic writing system. This thesis will use the transcribed version for 
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the convenience of the analysis. The China Coast Pidgin data are glossed, interlinearized and 

analyzed using the software program FLEx Fieldwork Explorer 8 (see Figure 6). China Coast 

Pidgin corpus contains a total of 1106 China Coast Pidgin sentences, including 708 unique 

words and 5075 word tokens. The data from volume four are ordered by page number, and the 

data from volume six are ordered by conversation.  

 

Figure 6 The Corpus of China Coast Pidgin in FLEx 

 

The data of China Coast Pidgin in volume 6 are generally already formulated into some well-

structured conversations. Even if some components are missing, the missing information does 

not have a great impact on the whole discourse. In the following analysis, this thesis will add 

brackets to the missing parts of the conversation in English to make the whole discourse more 
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comprehensive, but these English sentences will not be included in the evaluation of topic and 

information structure in China Coast Pidgin. 

3.2 Methodology and the Procedure of Analysis  

The analysis of this thesis is based on Lambrecht’s (1994) approach to information structure 

and the notion of topic in section 2.2. The procedure of the analysis includes the following 

steps: First, since our analysis focuses on clause topic, we will evaluate whether a sentence is 

a single clause, or whether it is a complex clause. Second, we will identify all potential topic 

referents and evaluate them using the three criteria mentioned in section 2.2, namely 

presupposition, identifiability and the status of activation. The potential candidate that fulfills 

the most criteria will be assigned the role of clause topic. Next, we will evaluate the type of 

information structure of each clause and categorize them into topic-comment structure, 

identifiable structure, scene-setting structure, or event-reporting structure. Each clause can only 

be assigned one information structure category based on its function in a conversation. In this 

step, we check whether a clause belongs to the structure type that has no topic. Finally, we will 

calculate the topic and the type of information structure observed in the dialogues and the 

corpus.   
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Chapter 4 Sketch Grammar of China Coast Pidgin 

4.1 General Background 

4.1.1 History of China Coast Pidgin: A Story of Sino-Foreign Interaction  

China Coast Pidgin has a deep historical connection with the arrival of British merchants in 

Southern China. The very first English business voyage to China was in 1637, which 

encountered the late Ming dynasty in China (Coates 1966/2009: 1). Four ships belonging the 

English East Indian Company under the command of captain John Weddell anchored at 

outlaying islands of Macao on 27th June 1637 (Coates 1966/2009: 1). They intended to go 

ashore on Macao, which was at that time controlled by Portuguese and through Portuguese 

conducted their trading business with Chinese (Coates 1966/2009: 3-4). However, they were 

warned by the Portuguese not to approach further to Macao (Coates 1966/2009: 1). Their plan 

to build a business partnership via Portuguese was also not successful (Coates 1966/2009: 4). 

From the British’s perspective, Portuguese monopolized the rights and the opportunities to 

trade with China (Ansaldo et. al 2010: 66). Even though the negotiations with the Portuguese 

failed, John Weddell did not give up his efforts to establish a British commercial presence. He 

decided to directly sail up the Pearl river to have a direct contact with Chinese officials in 

Canton on 29th July 1637 (Coates 1966/2009: 5). This action forced the Chinese military to 

communicate with them. The British ships were allowed to anchor at Bocca Tigris and waited 

for the permission to enter China (Coates 1966/2009: 7). During the time of waiting, they were 
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repeatedly ignored by the Chinese administration and facing some aggressive behaviors from 

locals. Eventually they left on 27th December 1637 without successfully building any trading 

relationship with China (Coates 1966/2009: 25). According to Peter Mundy, one of the 

members of the fleet, they were expelled out of the country in a hostile way (Coates 1966/2009: 

25).  

 

(Open streeetmap n.d.) 

Figure 7 Geographical Location of Macao, Pearl River and Bocca Tigris 

 

This British voyage to China in 1637 is an important initial points not only historically but also 

linguistically. Peter Mundy, which was one of the members of the fleet, documented in his 
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travel diary the local Chinese custom in the Southern China at that time. Moreover, his diary is 

the pioneering documentation of how Chinese people tried to pronounced English (Bolton 2002: 

184 & Bolton 2003: 145). For example, he noticed that Chinese could not pronounce /p/, /l/, /t/ 

and /r/ accurately when these consonants appear at the word final position. (Temple 1919: 313, 

as cited in Bolton 2003: 145). Therefore, the diary is also significant in the research field of 

China Coast Pidgin, especially with regards to the development of China Coast Pidgin’s 

phonology. However, China Coast Pidgin had not evolved during this period yet, since 

Portuguese was still the dominating language and lingua franca in Southern China (Rogério 

Miguel 2001: 99).                      

Chinese perspective toward Westerners and international trade remained conservative until 

1684. In 1684, Kangxi Emperor of Qing Dynasty legalized private trade and international 

business with China, at the four different areas in China, including Canton, Fujian, Zhejiang 

and Jiangnan (Zhao 2013: 79 & Jia 2014: 596). According to this policy, British were also 

allowed to establish an official warehouse and live in the controlled area in Canton. Yet they 

were not allowed to leave Canton. Meanwhile, some influential local merchants at open ports 

established private united associations named Co-hong7(公行) to deal with foreigners (Bolton 

2003: 147). Co-hong gradually became a powerful semi- official institute after they published 

a guild regulation in 1720 which standardized the international businesses in Canton (Bolton 

2003: 147). They even cooperated with the local custom institute named Hoppo (戶部) and 

monopolized the international business (Porter 2016: 292). At the high of its power, Hoppo 

                                                
7 Co-hong (公行), from Western merchants’ perspective, is a monopolistic association established by Chinese 
merchants to intervene free market and eliminate their benefits (Van Dyke 2011: 2). But for Chinese merchants, 
it is a supervision system to prevent vicious competition and monitoring their foreign business partners (Van 
Dyke 2011: 2).      
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was corrupt and demanded a large amount of bribe from Western merchants. This situation 

eventually became intolerable for the Westerners. Therefore, they hired James Flint, the only 

British merchant who knew how to speak Chinese back then, to directly petition against the 

situation to the emperor (Platt 2018: 3). The result of this petition was eventually a failure from 

Westerner’s perspective: Although the Hoppo was changed as they wish, the Qing government 

punished the foreign businesses at the same time by closing all the other three ports except 

Canton (Platt 2018: 8). James Flint was also sentenced to jail for three years (Platt 2018: 8). 

Additionally, his Chinese teacher, who helped him formulate the petition, was executed as a 

warn to the locals not to teach foreigners Chinese (Platt 2018: 8). This event resulted in the 

normalization of the Canton System: Foreign businesses were only allowed via Co-hong in 

Canton, the contact between the locals and the foreigners were even restricted, and foreigners 

were not allowed to learn Chinese (Ansaldo et al. 2010: 66). The Canton System remained in 

effect until the First Opium War in 1839.  
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(Open streetmap n.d.) 

Figure 8 James Flint’s Journey of Petition  

 

During this period, Canton jargon was developed. To supervised the trade of European trade, 

the Co-hong provided interpreters, who translated through broken English, for the Western 

merchants (Bolton 2002: 39 & Bolton 2003: 157). It was reported that on the one hand, those 

interpreters were lacking of environment and motivation to learn proper English. The broken 

English is now called Canton jargon and is regarded as the premature phase of China Coast 

Pidgin. Furthermore, the sociolinguistics origins of Canton jargon reflected the cultural and the 

social barriers between locals and the Western merchants. Both of the social communities did 

not intend or have any motivation to learn each other’s language (Williams 1837: 279). The 

documentation of Canton jargon during this period was mainly conducted by the British 

merchants who had a direct contact with these Chinese interpreters. This includes the memoir 
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of George Anson about his visit in Canton and Charles Nobel’s diary of adventures to East 

Indies (Bolton 2003: 148-149). They usually noted down either their dialogues with their 

interpreters or some glossary of Canton jargons. For instance, once a Chinese merchants told 

Anson that “Chinese man very great rogue truly, but have fashion, no can help (Chinese men 

are real rogues but that’s how it is, can’t help it)” (Walter & Robin 1748/1974, Baker & 

Mühlhäuser 1990: 103). Beside describing Canton jargon, they typically criticized or gave 

negative comments on the language: For example, Anson complained in his memoir that they 

had to deal the transaction by using “the ridiculous jargon of broken English” or by the 

woefully inadequate interpreters (Walter & Robin 1748/1974: 361 & Bolton 2003: 148).  

Apart from the record from British merchants, there are documentation about Canton jargon 

from English missionaries during this period of time. Wells Williams published two articles 

1836 and 1837 in the journal called Chinese Repository (中國叢報) (Bolton 2003: 150) and 

they were the most influential scientific discussion of Canton jargon. Williams observed that 

the language was a compromise between Chinese and Western merchants, as they did not have 

enough motivation to learn each other´s language (Williams 1836: 429-430). Furthermore, he 

noticed that the Chinese government even intended to maintain the sociolinguistic situation for 

the purposes of reducing unnecessary contact between the British merchants and Chinese 

(Williams 1836: 429-431). Besides, he mentioned that “in writing the sound of English words, 

the native uses p, t, l and sz; and in pronouncing, comes as near the sound he hears as possible” 

(Williams 1836: 432). Additionally, he discovered that the Chinese used Chinese characters to 

note down the pronunciation of English words. Compared to the perspective from Western 

merchants, how missionaries saw Canton jargon was much more neutral and with less bias in 
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comparison to the British merchants (Bolton 2003: 153). Also, they tended to take record of 

Canton jargon with a scientific and systematic approach.  

After being defeated by British in the first opium war, the Qing government was forced to open 

five treaty ports, including Canton, Ningbo, Xiamen, Shanghai and Fuzhou, for British and 

other Westerners to have the freedom to trade with any kind of Chinese units in 1842. The 

freedom to trade in China also initiated more interaction between Chinese and foreigners. The 

Canton jargon, which was already an important language for international businesses in Canton, 

became even a stabilized pidgin and spared to other treaty ports (Bolton 2003: 159). 

Furthermore, the comprador system8 developed during this time also help stabilized the jargon 

into a pidgin language (Bolton 2003: 159). As such, from the middle of nineteenth century until 

the beginning of twentieth century was the maturation of China Coast Pidgin. It became widely 

used by Chinese, British and other European business communities in China, including French, 

Dutch and German (Bolton 2003: 159). The heyday of China Coast Pidgin was from the first 

opium war until the end of 19th century. After losing the second opium war, the Qing 

government signed the treaty of Tianjin in 1860s and opened about forty ports (Bolton 2003: 

159). Even more Western settlements were established in China according to the treaty. 

Moreover, the access to English language education became easier for Chinese (Bolton 2003: 

159-160). As a result, Chinese who spoke fluent English drastically increased (Green 1934: 

331 & Bolton 2003: 160). This led to the decay of China Coast Pidgin and the language 

eventually died out in the end of 20th century (Hall 1944: 95 & Bolton 2003: 161).                        

                                                
8 Comprador was Chinese managers of a foreign company in China, and they mainly serve as intermediaries to 
deal with Chinese bureaucracy for foreigners (Hao 1970: 446).    
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Compared to the past, there most documentation about China Coast Pidgin between the first 

and the second opium war, and the documentation was much more multifaceted than in 

previous days. Besides books from Western merchants or missionaries, discussions of China 

Coast Pidgin from Chinese perspective also became visible. Notable publications during this 

period include The common foreign language of the redhaired people (redhaired glossary), 

Chinese Pidgin sing-song and The Chinese-English instructor. The common foreign language 

of the redhaired people was a chapbook written in around 1830s. The author is anonymous, yet 

one can draw from the content and its title that it should be written by a Chinese: Its name 

redhaired is a negative way how Chinese typically referred to foreigners. Furthermore, the 

author used Chinese characters to spell and gloss the English vocabularies, which indicates it 

should be written by a Chinese and for Chinese. The other book about China Coast Pidgin 

written by a Chinese is The Chinese-English instructor. Its author, Tong King-sing, was a 

comprador and spoke fluent English himself (Bolton 2003: 176-177). The main function of the 

book was as reference book for Chinese to learn English. Thus, it was formulated as a 

dictionary and English words and texts were collected (Bolton 2003: 176). Apart from English 

words and texts, Tong also noted down some sentences of China Coast Pidgin in the headnote 

of the book. His documentation of China Coast Pidgin is considered the largest and the most 

authentic source for pidginists to analyze this language (Bolton 2003: 176). The corpus used 

in this thesis’s analysis is also based on this book. Compared to The Chinese-English instructor 

and red-haired glossary, the language data from Chinese Pidgin sing-song is questioned by 

scholars. The author of Chinese Pidgin sing-song was a British writer Charles Leland, who has 

never visited China in his life (Bolton 2003: 186). Therefore, his knowledge about China Coast 
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Pidgin was second-hand. Additionally, he considered China Coast Pidgin as a joke, and used it 

to make some funny poems (Bolton 2003: 188). Charles Leland’s book was nevertheless 

contributive and significant as he made the China Coast Pidgin well-known in English-

speaking society back then (Bolton 2003: 188).                    

4.1.2 Linguistic Features of China Coast Pidgin: Neither Fish nor Fowl 

China Coast Pidgin is catalogued by the International Organization for Standardization (ISO) 

as scheme 639-3, and its own identifier is cpi (International Organization for Standardization 

2007). Glottolog’s language code for China Coast Pidgin is chin1253 (Glottolog n.d.). It is an 

extinct language (Shi 1991: 1 & Ansaldo et. al 2010: 71-73). Beside the name China Coast 

Pidgin, some writers or researches also called the language Chinese Pidgin English. It is one 

of the earliest English- based pidgin languages which was developed in Canton and eventually 

spread out to other coastal cities of China (Holm 1989: 512).  

One of the most notable linguistic features of China Coast Pidgin is its Sino-Anglophone 

integrated characters. The majority of lexicons in China Coast Pidgin were directly adopted 

from English, and they still carry their original English connotations and usages (Shi 1991: 9); 

While its phonological and the morphological structures reveal Sino languages influences. On 

top of that, China Coast Pidgin has some insignificant influences on vocabularies from other 

languages such as Hindi and Portuguese (Shi 1991: 9). Based on the substratum theory, English 

is defined as the superstrate language of China Coast Pidgin because it was the socially 

dominate language among the language community which was spoken by English merchants, 
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whereas Cantonese is the substratum language because it was spoken by the local Chinese 

servants which are socially inferior.    

4.2 Phonetics and Phonology 

Since China Coast Pidgin already extinct in the end of 20th century, and language recording 

audio files are not available, it is problematic to analyzed the phonetics and phonology of the 

language (Ansaldo et al. 2010: 16-17). The problems include that some China Coast Pidgin 

data were documented and transcribed with Chinese characters. Consequently, it is not clear 

whether the pronunciations of the characters are in Cantonese or in Mandarin (Li et al. 2005: 

83). On top of that, Chinese characters can only an approximate transcription of the sound. 

Through the Chinese character documentation some of the sounds are not able to be accurately 

transcribed (Ansaldo et al. 2010: 17). For instance, the phonemes [r], which might exist in 

China Coast Pidgin, is difficult to be represented by Chinese characters (Shi 1993: 461).      

Yet it is still possible to catch a glimpse of the phonetics and the phonology of China Coast 

Pidgin through second-hand materials and studies. We take the phonetics and phonology 

analysis of China Coast Pidgin by Hall (1944) as the major reference. His research was based 

on the last few informants who could still speak China Coast Pidgin in the end of the 19th 

century and the beginning of 20th century (Hall 1944: 95). Also, his result is recognized by 

other researchers including Shi (1991: 11-15) as a significant research of the sound of China 

Coast Pidgin. Besides, observations from other scholars, such as Shi (1991 & 1993) are also 

taken into consideration.  
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4.2.1 Phonetics  

This thesis generalizes the phonemic inventories of China Coast Pidgin based on Hall’s (1944: 

96) findings as in Table 2 and Table 3 below:  

Table 2 Consonant Inventory of China Coast Pidgin (Hall 1944: 96) 

 

Table 3 Vowel Inventory of China Coast Pidgin (Hall 1944: 96) 

 

4.2.2 Phonology 

Linguistics has observed systematic phonological change or substitution in China Coast Pidgin 

which have substantial influence from Cantonese (Shi 1993: 461). We list some important 

features which have been discovered by pidginists or observed from the corpus: 

(26) [ɹ] à [l]  (Shi 1993: 462) 

E.g.  very /vɛɹiː/ à velly /vɛliː/  

(27) [labial dental, fricative] à[labial dental, plosive] / _#  (Shi 1991: 13) 

E.g.  have /haf/ à hap /hap/ 

(28) them/him à [əm] / [+verb, +word final [l] _ #  (Shi 1991: 18-19) 

E.g.  sell /sɛl/ à sellum /sɛləm/  

call /kɔːl/ à callum / kɔːləm/ 

Bilabial Labiodental Dental Alveolar Postalveolar Palatal Velar Glottal Labial-Velar 
Polsive /p/ /b/ /k/ /g/
Nasal /m/ /ŋ/

Fricative /f/ /v/  /θ/ /ð/ /s/ /z/ /ʃ/ /ʒ/ /h/
Approximate /j/ /w/

Lateral approximate
Affricate /t͡ʃ/ /d͡ʒ/

/t/ /d/
/n/

/l/

front near front central back
close /i/ /ɪ/ /ʊ/ /u/

close-mid /e/ /ə/ /o/
open-mid /ɛ/ /ʌ/ /ɔ/

open /ɶ/ /a/
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(29) Ø à [ə, i,] / [+plosive, +affricate]_ #  

E.g.  much /mʌt͡ ʃ/ à muchee /mʌt͡ ʃi/ 

(30) [θ, ð] à [t, d] or [s, z]  (Shi 1991: 13) 

E.g.  this /ðis/ à thisee /disi/ 

(31) Ø à [ə, i, a] / [-nasal] _ #  (Shi 1991: 17) 

E.g. put /pˈutˈ/ à putee / pˈutˈə / 

(32) [l], [ɹ], [t] à Ø / _#  (Hall 1944: 96) 

E.g. fall /fɑl/ à/fɑ/  

4.3 Word Classes 

This thesis defines word class categories in China Coast Pidgin based on their functions, 

semantics and morpho-syntax in the corpus. Ten word class categories are identified, including 

noun, verb, adjective, adverb, pronoun, determiner, numeral, auxiliary, conjunction and 

preposition.  

4.3.1 Noun 

Nouns designate “things, persons and places” and are typically arguments in clauses 

(Haslepmath 2001: 16541). The majority of nouns in China Coast Pidgin refer to real-world 

entities or physical objects. The main reason to explain this situation is that China Coast Pidgin 

was a pidgin used during international business, which has restricted functions and contexts. 

Furthermore, a large proportion of nouns in the language copy their meanings and the use 

directly from English words (Shi 1991: 9).    
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The following characters of nouns are observed in China Coast Pidgin: Nouns are genderless 

and do not differentiate different cases. They can be combined, but not necessarily, with a 

definiteness marker, demonstrative or article. They occur comparatively more frequently 

without any article, definiteness marker or determiner. Singular and plural nouns are in the 

same form, yet sometimes one can encode the number of a noun through its numeral. For 

instance, the word tea in the example (33) is a typical noun in China Coast Pidgin. It has the 

equivalent connotation and function as the word tea in English.      

(33)  my  hear  you  wantchee buy tea 

1P.SG   hear  2P.SG  want  buy tea 

‘I hear that you want to buy some tea.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.13) 

Moreover, we observe that compound nouns occur frequently in the corpus, such as tea man in 

the sentence (34). The word tea man should be treated as a compound noun and refer to the 

occupation of tea seller. 

(34)   thisee  tea belong tea man       

   DEM  tea belong tea man 

‘the tea belongs to a tea man’   

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.14) 
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4.3.2 Verb 

Verb is typologically one of the major word classes which designate actions, processes or states 

(Velupillai 2012: 125). This word class possesses a sizeable proportion of the lexicon of China 

Coast Pidgin. The majority of verbs in China Coast Pidgin also adopted the connotation of 

English verbs. However, unlike English, verbs in China Coast Pidgin do not have alignment 

agreement with their subject arguments. Furthermore, they are lacking of affixes which mark 

tenses, aspects and voices. Such grammatical information is usually denoted through the 

context or other adverbial elements. This phenomenon in China Coast pidgin is a typical and 

universal mechanism of pidgin languages (Mühlhäuser 1986: 152-153). For example, one can 

observe a verb sendee in sentence (35) which occurs without any alignment agreement.  

(35) he  sendee  answer  justee now  

 3.SG send  answer just now   

‘he will send an answer just now’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.39) 

The verb sendee does not attach any alignment agreement which indicates the third person 

singular pronoun he. Also, the verb itself does not reveal any information about tenses, cases 

and voices. Moreover, the information regarding the tense of sentence (35) is implied through 

the adverbial phrase justee now at the sentence final position.  
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Apart from this, verbs also have the tendency to “maximum use of a minimum lexicon” 

(Mühlhäuser 1986: 171). This phenomenon in China Coast Pidgin is also mentioned by Shi 

(1991: 9) in his research, that verbs sometimes “acquired a much wider range of interpretation”. 

An example with regards to this phenomenon is the verb talkee in sentence (36), (37) and (38): 

(36) my  no can talkee you 

1P.SG  NEG can tell  2P.SG 

 ‘I cannot tell you.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.39) 

(37)   I  no talkee so 

1P.SG  NEG say  so 

  ‘I did not say so.’ 

 (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.49) 

(38)   We   go (a)nother side sit  down  talkee 

1P.PL  go another side sit down  chat 

  ‘let us rise and have a little talk.’ 

  (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 P.76) 
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The verb talkee shares the connotation to the English word talk. Yet its meaning is expanded 

in China Coast Pidgin and has other interpretations including chat, say or tell which describe 

some speaking actions.  

4.3.3 Adjective 

Adjectives are typically modifiers of nouns (Velupillai 2012: 126). We observe that they 

usually are the copy of English adjectives with regard to their connotations. Also, they fulfill 

the typological definition of adjectives: They can be specified for degree words too or too 

muchee, or they adopt their comparative form from English. But they do not have any 

alignment agreement with the nouns they modify. Therefore, through adjectives in China Coast 

Pidgin, one is not possible to identify such as the cases and the numbers of nouns. 

There are two main types of adjectives, namely as a modification of a noun or a predication 

(Velupillai 2012: 126). These two types of adjectives are both discovered in the China Coast 

Pidgin corpus. See the following example (39) and (40):                                            

(39)   see   how   good  leafoo   

    see  Q  good  leaf 

‘see how good leaves it has’ 

  (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.16) 
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(40)   thisee  dollar  no  good    

DEM  dollar NEG good 

‘This is a bad dollar’ 

 (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.59) 

The adjective good in (39) is a modifier of the noun leafoo ‘leaf’; While the one in (40) is a 

predication of the noun thisee dollar ‘this dollar’. Note that sentence (40) is a typical 

predicational sentence lacking of a copula which occurs often in China Coast Pidgin. 

4.3.4 Adverb 

Adverb is a heterogeneous and fuzzy word class which does not have a semantic prototype 

(Haslepmath 2001: 16543 & Velupillai 2012: 130). Unlike the three other open word classes, 

there is no clear definition or criteria of what an adverb is. According to topologists, however, 

there are some properties that one might observes from adverbs: First, they can modify verbs, 

adjectives, other adverbs, or even function words like preposition, yet they cannot modify 

nouns (Velupillai 2012: 130). Second, there are roughly five major subclasses of adverbs, 

which are setting adverbs of space and time, manner adverbs, degree adverbs, linking adverbs 

and sentence adverbs (Velupillai 2012: 130).  

For the definition of adverbs in China Coast Pidgin, we categorize adverbs as those content 

words that are difficult to classify as nouns, verbs or adjectives. This thesis observes a 

considerable number of adverbs in China Coast Pidgin, especially setting adverbs of time such 

as the adverb justee now in the example (41).  
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(41) Justee now  my  no can talkee you. 

just now  1P.SG  NEG can tell  2P.SG 

 ’I cannot tell you just now.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.8) 

4.3.5 Pronouns 

Pronoun is one of the most important closed word classes in China Coast Pidgin. They are 

frequently used and there are many types of pronouns found in the language, including personal 

pronoun, interrogative pronouns, demonstrative pronouns, reflexive pronouns and indefinite 

pronouns, which will be discussed in detail in the following paragraph. Their role is the 

substitution of nouns or noun phrases in clauses (Velupillai 2012: 133). In a general sense, this 

thesis observes that pronoun systems in China Coast Pidgin demonstrates the “minimum 

requirements for pronoun systems in human language” (Mühlhäuser 1986: 171), which is a 

common illustration among pidgin languages. For instance, the personal pronouns in China 

Coast Pidgin do not distinguish plural and singular form (Mühlhäuser 1986: 158), and they 

have no gender distinction.    

(a) Personal pronoun: The personal pronoun system of China Coast Pidgin including first 

person, second person and third person pronoun. Despite the 5 English reproduction sentences 

with the neutral personal pronoun it, the personal pronouns in China Coast Pidgin do not 

differentiate genders. This might have happened not only because of the pidginization, but also 
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because of the Cantonese influence. In Cantonese, personal pronouns also do not distinguish 

genders.    

According to the observation, the personal pronouns have a variety of form for the same 

concept. This character also matches the typical linguistic development of pidgin languages 

(Mühlhäuser 1986: 158). In the case of China Coast Pidgin, subjective, objective and 

possessive form of personal pronouns are not used in a consistent norm and followed the syntax 

as in English. Example (42), (43) and (44) show how the personal pronoun my in China Coast 

Pidgin plays different roles.  

(42)   that   belong  my    duty 

DEM  COP  1P.SG.POSS  duty 

  ‘It is my duty.’ 

 (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.65) 

(43)   but my   can  sellum 

but 1P.SG  can  sell 

  ‘but I can sell it.’  

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.14) 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202101423

	
 
 

70 

(44)   you  give  my  one piece  receipt 

2P.SG  give  1P.SG  one CL  receipt 

  ‘You give me a receipt.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.4) 

In sentence (42), my is used as a first person possessive pronoun, which is the same as in 

English; the one in (43) function as a subjective pronoun, and in (44) it is used as an objective 

personal pronoun.    

(b) Demonstrative pronouns: This thesis observes two demonstrative pronouns thisee ‘this’ and 

that ‘that’, which both “serve to point out something” (Velupillai 2012: 135). They can also be 

determiners in China Coast Pidgin. thisee ‘this’ is a proximate demonstrative pronoun, and that 

‘that’ is a distal demonstrative pronoun. Note that the interoperability between demonstrative 

pronouns and determiners is a common linguistic feature which also appears in other creoles 

and pidgins such as Sranan (Bruyn 1994: 265). (45) and (46) are the examples of demonstrative 

pronouns in China Coast Pidgin:  

(45)   thisee belong  you? 

DEM  COP  2P.SG 

‘Is this yours?’ 

  (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.53) 
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(46)   that  belong me 

DEM  belong 1P.SG 

  ‘That belongs to me.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.58) 

(c) Reflexive pronoun: Only the second person reflexive pronoun yourselfoo/ yourself are 

discovered in China Coast Pidgin, and it occurs only three times in the corpus. This shows that 

reflexive pronoun is rarely used in China Coast Pidgin. Sentence (47) is an example of the 

reflexive pronoun.  

(47)   you  makee weigh you(r)selfoo 

  2P.SG  CAUS  weight yourself 

  ‘you can weigh it yourself’ 

 (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.28) 

Example (47) clearly shows that the reflexive pronoun is a reproduction and the copy of an 

English sentence structure. In other words, reflexive pronoun is only at a premature stage of 

development in the China Coast Pidgin, which has not become a fixed norm. The case of China 

Coast Pidgin also affirms the general observation by Muysken and Smith (1994: 273) that 

English and French have restricted influences on pidgins’ and creoles’ reflexives.             
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(d) Indefinite pronoun: Unlike the three types of pronouns mentioned above, indefinite 

pronouns are used to indicate non-specific referents (Velupillai 2012: 140). According to the 

observation, indefinite pronoun is also not comprehensively developed in China Coast Pidgin. 

This thesis finds only one indefinite pronoun something in the corpus, which has been used 

only three times. Mostly, the adverbial element some occurs in China Coast Pidgin to refer to 

indefinite noun phrases. (48) is an example with the indefinite pronoun something: 

(48)   I  wantchee something  more  

1P.SG  want  something  more 

‘I want several articles more’ 

  (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.5) 

(d) Interrogative pronoun: Interrogative pronouns occur infrequently in China Coast Pidgin. 

Two interrogative pronouns what and who are found in the corpus, and they have the same 

functions as in English, for example in the sentence (49). Nevertheless, the result based on the 

corpus shows that interrogative pronouns are much less preferred than analytic expression like 

who man. This preference is correspondingly a typical feature of pidgin languages (Mühlhäuser 

1986: 163).  
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(49) what  he  talkee 

 Q  3P.SG  say 

 ‘what did he say’ 

 (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.38) 

4.3.6 Articles  

Articles are indicators whether a referent is identifiable (Velupillai 2012: 144). Typologically, 

nouns in pidgins and creoles often occur without an article (Bruyn 1994: 263). This feature 

also appears in China Coast Pidgin. Definite articles and determiners are observed in our corpus. 

Additionally, this thesis notices that indefinite articles were under development, because one 

sentence with indefinite article a was discovered. Nevertheless, this thesis observe that the 

numeral one, which denotes indefinite and non-identifiable in China Coast Pidgin, not only has 

the tendency to become even more grammaticalized, but also occupies the same syntactic 

position as determiners or definite articles, and it is complementary with them. This process in 

China Coast Pidgin is attested to be cross-linguistically common (Gívon 1981: 35).  

In China Coast Pidgin, two determiners thisee ‘this’ and that are found. They can also be used 

as demonstrative pronouns (see section 3.3.5). Thisee ‘this’ is a proximate demonstrative, while 

that is a distal demonstrative. Sentence (50) is an example of the proximate demonstrative 

determiner, and (51) is an example of the distal demonstrative determiner. 
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(50)   thisee cargo  no good 

  DEM.DET cargo  NEG good 

  ‘this cargo is bad’ 

 (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.6) 

(51)   my   can   settle  that   pidgin  for  you 

1P.SG  can  settle  DEM.DET pidgin for 2P.SG 

  ‘I will get the matter arranged for you.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.32) 

In the comparison to determiners, definite articles are seldom used. This thesis found only 

seven noun phrases with the definite article the. Such as example (52) below: 

(52)   the tea belong first  crop 

  DEF tea COP  first   crop 

  ‘this is first crop tea’ 

 (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.14) 

The case of numeral one is relatively complex. It is categorized as a numeral in this sketch 

grammar, which follows the opinion from previous scholars because of the two reasons: First, 

indefinite noun or noun phrases are still preferred to appear without articles, namely one is not 
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systematically used as an indefinite article in China Coast Pidgin. Second, one is still at the 

premature stage in the direction of becoming an indefinite article. In most of the cases in China 

Coast Pidgin, it still has a concrete connotation which indicates the actual number of entities.          

4.3.7 Numeral 

Because China Coast Pidgin is a trading language, numerals are frequently used, especially for 

calculating the number of goods or the value of products. Their connotations are one-to-one 

mapping to English numerals. Numeral is also an important category in China Coast Pidgin to 

indicate whether a noun is singular or plural. Typologically, there are ordinal numerals and 

cardinal numerals9 (Velupillai 2012: 142), and they both exist in China Coast Pidgin. (53) is 

an example of cardinal numeral: 

(53)   catchee twenty good  man 

  get  twenty good  man 

  ‘get twenty active man’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.67) 

On top of that, we observe that the construction of ordinal numerals is [number + cardinal 

numeral] in China Coast Pidgin, such as the following example (54): 

                                                
9 Ordinal numerals are for indicating the rank of entity in a series or a system, while cardinal numerals are for 
illustrating the number of entity in one collection (Velupillai 2012: 142).  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202101423

	
 
 

76 

(54)   my   number five  son  last  year  make  marry. 

1P.SG  number five son last year CAUS  marry   

‘My fifth son married last year.’ 

 (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.82) 

However, it is striking that the ordinal numeral refers to the number one is an exception. 

Sometimes, the ordinal numeral first/firstee instead of number one is used in the conversations.  

This construction is found also in Cantonese, such as example (55). Whereas, ordinal numerals 

in English has developed its own system. 

(55) daih luhk  lìhng-gām 

number six  sense 

 ‘sixth scene’ 

 (Matthews & Yip 1994: 392) 

4.3.8 Auxiliary   

Auxiliaries are verbs with strong grammatical functions and weak connotations (Velupillai 

2012: 146). They are frequently used in China Coast Pidgin, especially the causative auxiliary 

makee ‘make’, the pass and perfect tense auxiliary hap ‘have’ and the modal verb can. The 

abundant of axillaries compensate the inadequacy of inflectional morphology in the language. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202101423

	
 
 

77 

In example (56) the auxiliary hap ‘have’ expresses past tense, which precedes a content verb 

marry that only expresses the action:         

(56) thisee  year  my  young  daughter hap  marry 

 DEM  year  1P.SG  young daughter PST.PERF  marry 

  ‘and my youngest daughter has been married this year’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.82) 

4.3.9 Conjunction 

Conjunctions rarely exist in China Coast Pidgin. Only one sentence found in the corpus using 

the coordinating conjunction and, which is the example (57).  

(57)   my  piecee goodsee number one good  and strong 

1P.SG  CLF  goods number one good  and  strong 

‘my piece goods are good and strong’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.5) 

Lacking of conjunctions is a typical development that found cross linguistically among pidgins, 

since they have the scarcity of derivational depth and complex clauses (Mühlhäuser 1986: 161). 

Yet it does not mean that no conjoined structure is found in China Coast Pidgin. This thesis 
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observes that China Coast Pidgin uses juxtaposition as the strategy to express the conjoined 

relationship between two concepts, which is also commonly found in pidgin languages. The 

strategy is that one concept concatenates another and leaving the expression through the 

semantics explanations of the sequences (Mühlhäuser 1986: 162), as in the following example 

(58) in China Coast Pidgin: 

(58)   sometime   run  one  way  sometime   run  (a)nother  way 

sometimes  run one way sometimes  run another way  

‘(which made me) to run forward and backward.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.77) 

The two sentence components sometime run one way and sometime run (a)nother way have a 

concatenation which logically should be linked with a conjunction and. However, juxtaposition 

is applied in the example to express the coordinating connotations. 

4.3.10 Preposition 

According to Mühlhäuser (1986: 160), only a very few cases of English-derived pidgin 

languages adopts prepositions from their English lexifier. China Coast Pidgin is one of the few 

cases - There are many fixed prepositional collocations structure which copies from English in 

the China Coast Pidgin corpus. It has a preposition (a)long which is derived from along with 

in English (Ansaldo et al. 2010: 84). A detailed analysis regarding the preposition in China 

Coast Pidgin has been conducted by Li (2011). (59) is an example of the preposition. 
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(59) I   wantchee along   you   buy  something   

1P.SG  want  from   2P.SG  buy something 

 ‘I want to buy somethings from you.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.1) 

4.4 Phrase Structures and Syntax 

4.4.1 Noun Phrase  

Noun phrases in China Coast Pidgin have the both Sinitic and non-Sinitic characters (Ansaldo 

et al. 2010: 17). They serve “as arguments of verbs” (Dryer 2007: 151) in clauses. The simplest 

noun phrase structure is a single word of noun or pronoun. Two noticeable noun phrase 

structures [Numeral- classifier- noun], such as example (60), and [demonstrative- classifier- 

noun], such as example (61), appear regularly in the language. They are according to Ansaldo 

et al. (2010: 17) structures influenced by the Sinitic language, namely the Cantonese substrate 

language.  

(60) Catchee  [one   piecee  man]  go   

catch  [one  CL  man ] go 

‘engage a man to go’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.66) 
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(61) [Thisee  chop  tea ]  what  name   

[DEM  CL  tea  ]  Q  name 

‘What is the name of this tea?’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.15) 

4.4.2 Verb Phrases and Complex Verb Constructions  

The minimal verb phrase in China Coast Pidgin consists of one verb, such as the verb catchee 

in the above example (60). In terms of complex verb construction in China Coast Pidgin, we 

observe auxiliary verb constructions and serial verb constructions. Auxiliary verb constructions 

refer to the complex verb constructions which consist of an auxiliary and at least one lexical 

verb (Anson 2006: 7), while serial verb constructions are a sequence of lexical verbs which 

constitute one cohesive event (Aikhenvald 2006: 3). We determine a complex verb construction 

an auxiliary verb construction only when a clear auxiliary verb is observed in the construction. 

Otherwise, it is defined as a serial verb construction.   

Auxiliary verb constructions in China Coast Pidgin are contiguous, namely the auxiliary verb 

always precedes the lexical verb. Examples of auxiliary verb construction in China Coast 

Pidgin are sentence (62) and (63). Sentence (62) contains an [auxiliary- verb] auxiliary verb 

construction. Sentence (63) contains a [causative verb-verb] auxiliary verb construction.  
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(62)   he  [ hap   go  ]   Canton  

3P.SG [ PST.PERF  go   ]  Canton 

  ‘he has gone to Canton.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.40) 

(63)   [ makee  stand ]  [ makee  wait  ]  alla  day. 

[ CAUS stand ] [ CAUS wait ] all day 

  ‘you have to stand and wait there the whole day.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.32) 

Serial verb constructions, a widespread phenomenon in contact languages (Aikhenvald 2006: 

1), also occur frequently in China Coast Pidgin. They are flexible: They can be either 

contiguous or interrupted by noun phrase structures (Aikhenvald 2006: 3). The construction 

itself represents one single event. Example (64) is a sentence with contiguous serial verb 

construction. Clause (65) is an example of serial verb construction [talkee… pay] which is 

interrupted by a noun phrase comprador. The two action talkee and pay is a continuous action 

and has a precedence relationship.  
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(64)   my   no  [  can  help ]. 

  1P.SG  NEG  can  help 

  ‘I cannot help it.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.41) 

(65) Ø  [talkee comprador  pay] you  one dollar 

Ø2P.SG tell  comprador  pay 2P.SG  one dollar 

 ‘Tell the comprador to give you $1.’  

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.54) 

4.5 Syntax and Complex Construction 

The syntactic pattern of China Coast Pidgin is SVO (Shi 1991:24). The very basic sentence 

structure is a composition of argument + predicate. This is a wide-spread and a common 

sentential word order among various unrelated pidgin languages (Mühlhäuser 1986: 155). In 

China Coast Pidgin, the argument precedes a predicate is frequently a personal pronoun or an 

empty slot which represents an omitted noun phrase. Pidginsts including Shi have observed 

that some common syntactic structures in English and Cantonese, such as passive voice, are 

not discovered in China Coast Pidgin; In contrast, the majority of syntactic structures in China 

Coast Pidgin are also found in both English and Cantonese (Shi 1991: 19).      

In general, the syntactic structures of China Coast Pidgin are mostly those structures that exists 

in both Chinese and English due to the following reasons: Since China Coast Pidgin is a pidgin 
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with limit functions such as trading, the language does not develop complex syntactic structures 

(Shi 1991: 19). The language users were mainly Cantonese who did not have knowledge about 

English. The two reasons resulted in that the speakers automatically used simple syntactic 

structures which are shared in the both languages.  

A typical China Coast Pidgin sentence structure is like example (66): 

(66)   Mailee steamer   hap   come. 

  mail steamer  PST.PERF come 

  ‘The mail steamer has arrived.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.40) 

4.5.1 Copula Construction 

China Coast Pidgin has copula, which is an atypical feature in pidgin languages. Most of the 

pidgin languages are zero-copula languages (Ferguson 1971: 147-148), as their structures are 

simplified. Two copulas belong and hap are found in China Coast Pidgin (Baker & Mühlhäuser 

1990: 103). But hap occurs more frequently as a past perfect auxiliary than as a copula. (67) is 

an example of copula construction in China Coast Pidgin: 
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(67)   This  belong my    prime kashee.  

  DEM  COP  1P.SG.POSS  prime cash   

  ‘This is what I paid for.’  

  (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.3) 

However, using China Coast Pidgin corpus, we observe that the difference between belong as 

a verb and as a copula is sometimes blurred and ambiguous. We found a total of ten sentences 

using the word belong. In one of the nine cases what place you belong ‘Where you belong?’, 

we can confirm that belong functions as a verb. In the remaining nine sentences, it is acceptable 

to explain belong as either a full verb or a copula. 

We also notice that copula sentences without copulas in China Coast Pidgin has a Cantonese 

influence. In English, a copula verb must be expressed in such sentences, whereas Cantonese 

allows a copula ellipsis in most situations without affecting the structure or the proposition of 

the sentence (Matthews & Yip 1994: 129). 

 4.5.2 The Syntax of the Negator 

We found two negators no and not in China Coast Pidgin Corpus. This observation shows that 

the previous study from Shi (1991) is not entirely accurate: He stated that “[n]o is the only 

negative morpheme found in the data” (1991: 27). Example (68) and (69) below illustrate the 

two types of negator in the corpus.   
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(68)  Justee now  makee  settle  not  too  late  

 just now  CAUS  settle  NEG too late 

  ‘It is not too late to arrange it now’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.48) 

(69)   He   no  hear   me   speakee. 

  3P.SG  NEG hear  1P.SG  speak 

  ‘He won’t listen me’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 4 p.41) 

Nevertheless, we notice that no is much more frequently used. Not occurs only three times in 

the corpus. In the majority of the cases, the negators precedes verbs or auxiliary verb 

constructions. They sometimes exist before a noun or a noun phrase or an adjective. The 

negations have scopes over all the constructions that follow them (Shi 1991: 27). That is, in 

(68), the negator not negates the adverbial structure too late. In example (69) the negator no 

negates the predicate hear me speakee.  

4.5.3 Complement Clause 

Little attention has been paid to the analysis of complement clauses in China Coast Pidgin. 

Complement clauses in China Coast Pidgin have no complementizers (Shi 1991: 28). How we 

can identify a complement clause is through the valency of the verbs and the context. In this 

thesis, we observe that complement clauses can be briefly categorized into those with and 
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without subject raising to object. Example (70) illustrates a complement clause without subject 

raising to object. 

(70) I        fear that=see   too   muchee. 

  1P.SG       fear DEM=COP  too  much 

  ‘I am afraid that is too much.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.2) 

Note that the word that in (70) is a demonstrative pronoun according to the context. The matrix 

clause is [I fear X], and the complement clause is [thatsee too muchee]. The verb fear is a 

transitive verb, which means that what follows the verb should be a core argument. However, 

instead of an argument, we observe the structure [thatsee too muchee]. This phenomenon 

satisfies the basic properties of a complement clause10.     

                                                
10 The two basic principles of a complement clause is: (I) It has the internal constituent structure of a clause. (II) 
It functions as a core argument of a higher clause (Dixon 2006: 4).  
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Chapter 5 Analysis: Taking a Dialogue as an Example  

As explained earlier in Chapter 2 and Chapter 3, we will apply the three essential features of 

topic, namely presupposition, identifiability and activation, as the criteria to analyze the 

conversations.   

This thesis selects the dialogue on buying piece good from page one to five in the volume six 

(Tong 1862: 1-5) to explain the evaluation of the topic and to demonstrate the process of the 

analysis. The dialogue involves a merchant and a costumer. The frame of the conversation, 

according to the context, is a retail store selling textile products. The two interlocutors were 

asking and bargaining the prices of products. The conversation in the corpus and the following 

analysis is marked with either M (merchant) or C (costumer) in the following 

interlinearization11 to clarify the turn of speaking. The complete dialogue will be presented in 

the appendix and marked with numbers. 

(1) M:  How  de =e   do,  Sir ? 

 Q  do 2P.SG  do VOC.2P.SG 

 NO TOPIC     NO TOPIC 

 ‘How do you do, Sir?’ 

                                                
11 The abbreviations used for glossing the information structure categories are as follow: PRE presupposition; 
NPRE non-presupposition; (N)PRE either presupposed or not presupposed based on the different information 
value; IDN identifiable; NIDN non-identifiable; ACT active; SACT semi-active; NACT inactive; TOP topic; SSTOP 
scene-setting topic; NO TOPIC no topic; Ø ellipted element; CANNOT IDENTIFY cannot identify.    
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(2) C: Ø    velly  wellee,   

Ø.1P.SG   very  well  

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP  

 

(3)   thankee you,   Sir.  

  thank  2P.SG  VOC.2P.SG 

  NO TOPIC    NO TOPIC 

‘Very well, thank you Sir.’ 

The conversation begins with a greeting How dee you do? Sir from the merchant. Clause (1) 

How dee you do which is a direct copy of the English question How do you do. The Oxford 

English Dictionary (OED) categorizes this sentence as a fixed phrase to inquire about 

someone’s health or current state of life (how-do-you-do, 2021). In the 1800s, speakers 

sometimes elided do and you as d’ye (how-do-you-do, 2021), which is the colloquial form also 

adopted in the corpus of China Coast Pidgin. In clause (1) we observe a potential topic, namely 

the elided second person pronoun. According to our three criteria, we cannot identify if it 

belongs to the presupposition, but it is realized as an identifiable referent and its degree of 

activation is high. It satisfies two of the three criteria, therefore, it should be the topic. However, 

according to Fillmore et. al (1988: 505), a fixed phrase is a decoding idiom that a speaker must 

learn separately in order to understand and use it in the proper context. Moreover, it cannot be 

analyzed separately word-by-word because its meaning has been fixed and conventionalized 

(Fillmore et al. 1988: 504-505). In short, its syntax and information structure is a unit. 

Therefore, clause (1) does not have a clause topic because of its structure. All the fixed phrases 

and interjections in the following context follow the same evaluation and will not be repeated 

herein.   
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Yet it is worth noting that if they are treated as a sub-construction of a clause, such as He said 

“how do you do?”, they are part of the information structure of the clause. In this case, how do 

you do? belongs to the comment of the clause.  

In the sentence (1), sir is a vocative construction which serves to raise the attention of the 

addressee. It has an interpersonal function to “establish or maintain a relationship between this 

addressee and some proposition” (Lambrecht 1996: 267). It is neither an argument nor a 

complete clause. Therefore, sir is not a topic. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that Lambrecht 

(1996) has observed some pragmatic similarities between topics and vocatives: The deictic 

character of vocatives implies that the referents of vocative noun phrases are assumed by the 

speaker to be identifiable in the listener’s mind, since the speaker has to know the person he is 

invoking when he addresses that person (Lambrecht 1996: 276). Simultaneously, the referent 

should be active, namely accessible because the person invoked should be able to hear the 

speaker and be notified by him (Lambrecht 1996: 277). These two pragmatic characters of 

vocatives are identical with the nature of topics, since topics should also be identifiable and 

active in the hearer’s mind. However, the basic motivation of the accessibility of vocatives 

differs from topics despite their similarity – the speaker’s assumption about the addressee’s 

mind is irrelevant in the case of vocatives because the addressee and the referent must be the 

same individual (Lambrecht 1996: 277). In summary, even though vocatives and topics do have 

some similar functions, but they differ fundamentally in their roles in a conversation.  

After the greeting by the merchant to his costumer, the conversation is turned over the customer, 

which is clause (2) and (3). The answer from the costumer consists of two clauses and a 

vocative phrase. Clause (2) velly well is the response to the greeting. According to the corpus, 
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when velly well is not used as an interjection, it can be used to describe the states of someone 

or something, namely as a predicator of a predicational sentence12. According to the context, 

the speaker expresses that he himself is well, thus a first person pronoun is ellipted and can be 

recovered in this clause. The syntactic rules of China Coast Pidgin allow the head noun phrase 

to precede its predicator in predicational sentences. Thereby, the ellipted first person argument 

in this clause is only allowed in the clause-initial position. The construction velly welle in this 

clause is a predicator to ascribe a property i.e. characteristic, role, or function of the ellipted 

argument (Declerck 1988: 55), therefore, velly welle does not refer to any referent. The only 

possible candidate for the topic in this clause is the ellipted argument which is realized as a 

first person pronoun. Using the three criteria to evaluate whether the ellipted argument is indeed 

the topic, the following result can be observed: First, the evaluation of presupposition shows 

that the ellipted argument cannot be negated. If we add a negator to the clause, it becomes Ø 

no velly well ; if we rephrase this clause by using the negation-test sentence13, the paraphrased 

sentence is I say of me that it is not true that I am not very well. Neither way of negating the 

clause affects the truth value of the ellipted argument, meaning that the argument is part of the 

presupposition. Second, the ellipted argument is self-deictic, that is, it refers to the speaker 

himself and should be identifiable in the listener’s mind. Third, the referent is highly accessible 

because it presents in the form of the zero noun phrase, which indicates that it is active. The 

ellipted argument meets all three criteria for being a topic, and it is the only potential candidate. 

Therefore, it is assigned the pragmatic role of clause topic.           

                                                
12 The function of a predicational sentence is to predicate something, i.e. a role, a characteristic, a function, of 
the subject noun phrase (Declerck 1988: 55). 
13 The negation-test sentence herein refers to the construction I say of X that it is not true that Y to test the 
presupposition. 
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The sentence (3) contains a fixed phrase thankee you and a vocative phrase sir. Thankee you is 

analyzed as a fixed phrase for the following two reasons: First, it occurs only twice in the same 

form in the entire corpus. The available data cannot prove that you can be replaced by other 

noun phrases in the construction thank you. Second, the other use of this fixed phrase in the 

data is too much thankee you, in which thankee you is treated as a constructional unit and means 

thankfulness. With the limited data we conclude that thankee you has the property of a 

conventionalized fixed phrase instead of a clause. It must be taken as one unit, namely, it has 

no topic. The analysis of the vocative construction sir follows the same evaluation as 

mentioned above.  

(4) I    wantchee  along   you    buy  something 

1P.SG   want  from (source) 2P.SG   buy INDEF 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP      NPRE/IDN/ACT  NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

‘I want to buy something from you.’ 

Sentence (4) is a clause that contains three possible candidates for the topic, namely the first-

person referent I, the second-person referent you and the indefinite pronoun something. Using 

the three criteria to identify the clause topic, we observe: first, the analysis of the presupposition 

by negation of the clause shows that the negator is can be place in three different positions:    

I.   I no wantchee along you buy something.  

II.  I wantchee no along you buy something.  

III.  I wantchee along you no buy something.  

The first-person referent I can always be excluded from the scope of negation, while the 

indefinite pronoun something is always part of the negated construction. The situation of you 
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is more controversial: it is part of the negated proposition in the sentence I and II, but is outside 

the scope of negation in the case III. To verify the situation of the proposition you, we 

paraphrased the clause that becomes I say of me that it is not true to want something from you. 

This paraphrased sentence confirms that I is included in the presupposition but not you. Second, 

the evaluation of the identifiability of the three candidates classifies that the referents I, you are 

identifiable because they are previously mentioned in the discourse and are present in the form 

of the personal pronoun and refer to the interlocutors themselves. Whereas the referent 

something is an indefinite noun phrase, namely it is not identifiable. Third, regarding the degree 

of activation of the three referents, the referents I and you are active with the same degree, as 

the pronouns fall in the highly accessible part of the scale. The pronoun something, although it 

is also a pronoun, has a lower accessibility rate than the pronouns I and you because it does not 

refer to a definite and specified referent, which means the accessibility and activation status in 

the hearer’s mind is very low. To conclude, the three criteria indicate that the referent I takes 

the role of clause topic in the clause (4). Additionally, it is worth noting that the observation of 

the clause topic in clause (4) corresponds to Chafe’s (1992: 40) idea that the interlocutors of a 

conversation are normally active referents throughout the entire conversation.  

(5) M:  Velly well,  I     velly  glad.  

  INTERJ  1P.SG    very  glad 

  NO TOPIC  PRES/IDN/ACT =TOP 

‘Very good, I am very glad.’ 
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Sentence (5) contains an interjection velly well and a clause I velly glad. The interjection has 

the pragmatic function to express one’s emotion. Just like fixed expressions, interjections are 

a conventionalized use of a language and must be understood and used as a unit. The 

construction is not separable. This property shows that interjections also have no topic.   

The clause I velly glad is a classical predicational sentence in China Coast Pidgin with a non-

ellipted head noun. It has one possible candidate for the topic, namely the first person pronoun 

I. We now use the three criteria to evaluate the candidate: Analysis of the presupposition by 

determining the possible position for the negator shows that the clause can be negated to I no 

velly glad, with I excluded from the scope of the negation. This means that the truth value of 

proposition I is not affected. Moreover, the paraphrased clause using the negation-test sentence 

is I say of me that it is not true that I am not glad. The two analyses show that I is part of the 

presupposition. In terms of identifiability and degree of activation, as the above analysis shows, 

the referent I is realized as an active and identifiable referent. Since the pronoun I meets the 

three criteria, it fills the role of topic in the clause. This evaluation simultaneously verifies the 

position and pragmatic function of the ellipted argument in sentence (2). On top of that, it is 

worth noting that our result here is consistent with Declerck’s (1988: 63-64) theoretical 

observation that “the subject of a [predicational copula] sentence is also usually the topic of 

the sentence”.  
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(6) You   have  come  to  patronize  me 

2P.SG  PRS.PRE  come  to patronize 1P.SG 

‘You have come to patronize me.’ 

Clause (6) is not pidginized but a direct copy from English based on phonological and 

grammatical evidence from the corpus. Phonologically, the coda consonant of the perfect 

auxiliary is a bilabial positive [p], i.e. its pronunciation is /hap/. This is one of the representative 

features in China Coast Pidgin. However, the perfect auxiliary in this clause has a [v] coda 

consonant which is a characteristic of English pronunciation. Grammatically, the preposition 

to in the clause is not a feature found in China Coast Pidgin. The prepositions conventionally 

used in China Coast Pidgin are (be)long ‘with, for, of’, for ‘for’, maski ‘in spite of’ and olsem 

‘as, like’ (Hall 1944: 98), of which to is not one. From the two evidence, we see that it is not a 

clause of China Coast Pidgin but an English one. The reason why the author of the Chinese-

English Instructor documented this English sentence as part of the pidgin conversation remains 

unclear. However, since we focus on evaluating the topic of China Coast Pidgin, this sentence 

is excluded from our analysis.  

(7) What  thing  you   wantchee ? 

Q  thing  2P.SG  want 

NO TOPIC 

‘What things do you want?’ 

Three types of question forms are found in the corpus which correspond to Shi’s (1991: 25) 

categorization:  
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I. Yes-no questions, such as You talkee true? (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6: 50)  

II. Question-word questions14, such as clause (7).  

III. Verb-no-verb questions, such as Can no can? (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6: 44) 

Clause (7) belongs to question-word questions.  

There are two possible candidates in the question that might be the topic, namely what thing 

and you. Based on the three criteria, we see that you is a more appropriate topic than what thing. 

However, a question-word question belongs to a special type of identificational structure, in 

which its proposition misses an argument (Lambrecht 1994: 282). In other words, this type of 

sentence is an open proposition which has no topic (Lambrecht 1994: 282). Following 

Lambrecht’s approach, clause (7) is thereby defined as an identificational sentence which does 

not have a topic: The presupposition of the clause you wantchee X, which the position X is a 

focus domain missing a focus. The second person pronoun you in the presupposition is a topic 

expression instead of the clause topic. The speaker uses the question word what thing to signify 

the hearer the missing focus argument, which serves to invite audiences to complete the 

proposition with a suitable focus. All other question-word questions in the corpus herein follow 

the same evaluation and are classified as identificational sentences which do not have clause 

topics. Besides, the evaluation of question word questions correlates with Clements and 

Mahboob’s (2000: 460) observation of other contact languages, showing that this is a typical 

cross-linguistic strategy to highlight its nature of focus structure.  

                                                
14 In Shi (1994: 282) he named the question word questions as “WH-questions”. Yet this thesis observes that 
not all the question words in the corpus are WH-question words. Accordingly, this thesis therefore gives the 
general term question-word questions. 
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On top of that, clause (7) reveals the nature of China Coast Pidgin that the indicator of the focus 

domain, i.e. the question word, can be placed at the sentence initial position. 

(8) C: I    wantchee  one  piecee woolen 

1P.SG    want   one  CLF  woolen  

PRES/IDN/ACT =TOP    NPRES/NIDN/NACT 

‘I want a piece of woolen.’ 

In clause (8) there two potential topics. They are the first-person pronoun I and the noun phrase 

one piecee woolen. The following process is applied to evaluate the presupposition of the 

clause: negation with the negator no, yields the result I no wantchee one piecee woolen. 

Rephrasing the sentence using the negation-test sentence, yields the sentence I say of me that 

it is not true that I want one piecee woolen, which I is the free element and the its truth value 

is not affected. The analysis of the presupposition verifies that only the pronoun I belongs to 

the presupposition.  

With regard to the question whether the two discourse referent I and one piecee woolen are 

identifiable and active, one can observe clear distinctions. The pronoun referent, as mentioned 

already previously, is an identifiable and highly active referent because it is self-deictic in the 

discourse. In comparison to that, the referent one piecee woolen possesses the indefinite 

numeral one and a classifier piecee. Also, it appears in the form of a full noun phrase. The two 

parameters emphasize its nature as a non-identifiable inactive referent. This indicates that the 

speakers evaluate that one piecee woolen is neither mentioned before nor specified in the 
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listener’s mind. To briefly sum up, the analysis of clause (8) shows that the role of clause topic 

is assigned to I. 

(9) M: You   wantchee   what  color? 

  2P.SG  want   Q  color 

 NO TOPIC 

  ‘What color do you want?’  

 

(10) C:  You   hap   got    what  color? 

  2P.SG  PRS.PRF have,possess Q  color 

  NO TOPIC 

  ‘What colors have you?’ 

Clause (9) and (10) are also identificational sentences that do not have topics. However, it is 

noteworthy that they have a different information structure compared to (8): The 

presupposition precedes the indicator of the focus domains, namely the question word, in 

questions (9) and (10), whereas it follows the indicator in clause (8). The comparison between 

clause (8), (9) and (10) shows that the order of the focus domain and the presupposition is not 

restricted, which proves that the information structure of question-word questions in China 

Coast Pidgin is flexible.  

Apart from this, our observation shows that (9) and (10) have influences from Cantonese, 

which is the substrate language. Question words in Cantonese do not usually stand in the 

clause-initial position, as shown in example (a), unless they simultaneously serve as sentence 

subjects of sentences (Matthews & Yip 1994: 323), as shown in example (b) below. 
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(a)  Léih  wán  bīngo   a  ? 

 2P.SG  seek Q  PRT 

 ‘who are you looking for?’ 

(Matthews & Yip 1994: 323) 

(b) Bīngo  wán ngóh  a ? 

 Q  seek 1P.SG.DAT PRT 

 ‘Who is looking for me?’ 

(Matthews & Yip 1994: 323) 

On the other hand, (9) and (10) are unlikely to be affected by English, since the question-words 

in English must be in the clause-initial position (Greenbaum 1996: 47) as shown in example 

(c). Also, when the question word serves as a complement associated with a preposition, it 

should be moved to the beginning of the clause (Greenbaum 1996: 47), as we can observe in 

example (d). In brief, the information structure of the question-word questions in English do 

not accept the indicator of the focus domain to occur anywhere other than in the clause-initial 

position. 

(c) What is my book?      

(d) First of all, what companies does that scheme apply to?      

(Greenbaum 1996: 47) 
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(11) M: My    hap  got    alla  color. 

  1P.SG    PRS.PRF have, possess GENERIC color 

  PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP       NPRE/IDN/SACT 

   ‘I have all sorts of colors.’ 

Clause (11) is the answer to question (10). It has a similar information structure as the previous 

question. The only difference is that (10) has a missing focus argument in the question indicated 

by the question word. The argument alla color in clause (11) fills the missing argument in 

question (10). In other words, clause (10) is an open proposition, but clause (11) is a complete 

proposition. From the information structure of the question, we can infer that my should be the 

clause topic and alla color is part of the comment and the focus.     

This can also be deduced by applying our three criteria: First, if we add a negator to the clause 

to evaluate the presupposition, the clause becomes my no hap got all color. The proposition 

alla color is part of the scope of negation, while my is not. We verify this observation with the 

negation-test sentence, and the paraphrased sentence is I say of me that it is not true that I have 

got all color. The paraphrased sentence shows that the proposition I cannot be negated i.e. the 

truth value of the proposition my is not affected, while the noun phrase alla color can be negated. 

Both evaluations show that the proposition my is presupposed.  

The first personal pronoun referent my in this case is indisputably an active and identifiable 

referent. The evaluation of the generic noun phrase referent all color is relatively complicated: 

a generic noun phrase, which is defined by Gívon (1978) is used when “the speaker does not 

have a commitment to its existence within the relevant universe of discourse [and rather] is 

engaged in discussing the genus or its properties, but not commits himself/ herself to the 
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existence of any specific individual member of that genus (1978: 293).” In Lambrecht’s 

approach, listeners are supposed to identify a semantic domain but not a specific entity through 

a generic noun phrase (Lambrecht 1994: 82-83 & 88). Following Lambrecht (1994), generic 

noun phrases are considered to be identifiable. Thus, all generic noun phrases in the corpus are 

determined as identifiable in this thesis. Alla color in clause (11) is thus an identifiable referent. 

Considering the degree of activation, we assess that the degree of accessibility of generic noun 

phrases are ranked lower than the demonstrative (-NP) and higher than the full name in the 

accessibility scale. Therefore, it is marked in the middle of the accessibility scale. Whereas the 

accessibility of the referent my tends to mark high in the accessibility scale because it is realized 

as a pronoun. The activation degree of the referent I is higher than alla color because it has a 

higher degree of accessibility. In summary, the referent my meets the three criteria and is the 

clause topic. In contrast, alla color only meets one of the three criteria. 

(12) C: What  quality goodsee ? 

 Q  quality goods 

 NO TOPIC  

 ‘What kind of goods are they?’ 

 

(13) M: firstee quality    goodsee. 

 first  quality    goods 

 CANNOT IDENTIFY 

 ‘They are goods of the first quality.’ 

Clause (12) and (13) is a question-answer pair. Regarding the analysis of the topic in clause 

(12) and (13), it should first be addressed that their construction is controversial: observation 
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from the corpus shows that the question word is most of the time treated as an independent 

construction, such as what thing in clause (7) and what color in clause (10). However, in a few 

cases, the grammar of China Coast Pidgin also allows that a question word serves as a sub-

construction, namely as a modifier of a head noun phrase. This means that both [[what 

quality]+[goodsee]] and [[what quality] goodsee] are acceptable constructions, although the 

latter is less frequent in the corpus. The two different ways of evaluating the construction of 

clause (12) affect the analysis of the information structure. If we decompose it as [[what quality] 

+ [goodsee]], the open proposition is X quality goodsee, which X quality is the missing focus 

argument; if we treat it as [[what quality] goodsee], clause (12) is a more complex question 

word, namely an indicator of a focus domain. Nevertheless, according to Lambrecht’s approach 

and our methodology, clause (12) has no topic regardless of its ambiguity.  

The construction of clause (13) has the same problem as clause (12). On the one hand, if we 

analyze the clause as [[first quality] +[goodsee]], the clause is a predicational sentence which 

the topic is assigned to the noun phrase goodsee. The element first quality denotes the property 

of its head noun phrase. If, on the other hand, it is evaluated as [[first quality]goodsee], the 

entire nominal construction serves to fill in the missing focus argument indicated by the 

question word. Accordingly, the topic is not addressed by it. In brief, the position of the topic 

in clause (13) is difficult to determine because of its ambiguous structure.    

(14) C: let me   see.     

  let 1P.SG.DAT  see   

   NO TOPIC  

  ‘Let me see.’ 
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(15)   What   pricee ? 

  Q   price 

   NO TOPIC 

‘What is the price of this?’ 

Li, Matthews and Smith (2005) suggest that clause (14) let me see is a fixed expression that 

originated in English (2005: 93). We agree with this observation because this clause should be 

understood as a unit and its elements cannot be replaced by other constructions. Therefore, it 

is treated as a fixed phrase. In doing so, it has no topic.            

Clause (15) is a question-word question. Therefore, it belongs to a special type of 

identificational sentence, which also has no topic. It is noteworthy that in this case only the 

focus domain is addressed. The presupposition is omitted. This shows that the only obligatory 

element in a question-word question in China Coast Pidgin is the focus domain indicator. From 

the discourse, the interlocutors can infer that the omitted presupposition is the noun phrase one 

piecee woolen mentioned five rounds of conversation earlier.  

(16) M: Four  dollar  one yard.  Ø 

 four  dollar  one CLF  Ø 

 CANNOT IDENTIFY 

 ‘Four dollars a yard.’ 
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Sentence (16) is the focus which completes the open proposition of question (15). The 

presupposition is not addressed. Therefore, it is difficult to apply the three criteria to evaluate 

whether this clause has a topic and the position of topic. 

Apart from the difficulty to evaluate the topic in clause (16), we would like to draw attention 

to the issue that the head noun ellipsis in a noun phrase occurs that we observe in (16), which 

is the structure one yard Ø. It occurs often in China Coast Pidgin. The comprehensive structure 

of one yard Ø should be one yard cloth. As cloth has been established already, it is ellipted, 

and only the new information one yard is mentioned as the representative of the noun phrase.   

(17) C: I        fear that=see   too   muchee. 

 1P.SG       fear DEM=COP  too  much 

 PRE/IDN/ACT/=scene-setting topic   PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP 

 ‘I am afraid that is too much.’ 

Sentence (17) is a complement clause with two possible candidates of topic I and the determiner 

that. The demonstrative that refers back to the construction (16) rather than being a 

complementizer, because China Coast Pidgin has no complementizer or infinitive marker to 

indicate the subordinate clause (Shi 1991: 28). Clause (17) is analyzed as an embedded 

structure, including the subordinate clause thatsee too much and the matrix clause I fear X. 

Therefore, the evaluation of clause (17) includes three step: first, we analyze the subordinate 

clause. Next, we investigate the matrix clause. Finally, we evaluate the complement clause as 

a unit.  
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Our first step is to analyze the subordinate clause. It has a potential topic that. When the clause 

is negated, which becomes thatsee no too muchee and I say of that (thing) that it is not true to 

be too much, the proposition that is excluded from the scope of negation. Furthermore, that is 

realized as an identifiable and active referent, which can be indicated by the form of a 

demonstrative determiner. Also, the referent was only mentioned by the last speaker in the 

previous speech turn. The three criteria lead to the conclusion that the demonstrative pronoun 

that is the clause topic of the subordinate clause.   

The second step is to evaluate the matrix clause I fear X. The first person pronoun I is the 

possible topic. It is an active and identifiable referent. Additionally, when the clause is negated, 

the proposition I is not affected (I no fear X and I say of me that it is not true that I fear X). I is 

thus the topic of the matrix clause. Across the two steps of the analysis, we observe that the 

matrix clause and subordinate clause each have their own qualified topic respectively.  

However, to evaluate (17) as a whole, the proposition of the matrix clause in this case is a 

complement-taking mental predicate and pragmatically a discourse marker. What is expressed 

in the matrix clause is not a process of fear in this sentence and it is grammaticalized (Boye & 

Harder 2007: 750). We also observe that the complement clause does not provide any new 

information about the referent I for the addressee. Instead, the construction I fear X is the 

“hitching post for the new knowledge” (Chafe 1976, as cited in Lambrecht 1994: 118). The 

clause thatsee too muchee is the center of the conversation. Going back to the Principle of 

Relevance, which is a fundamental idea of topic in Lambrecht’s approach (1994), we further 

confirm that the referent I at the matrix clause is not “what is a matter of standing current 

interest or concern (Strawson 1964: 97, as cited in Lambrecht 1994: 119) because the 
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conversation is relevant to referent realized by the demonstrative pronoun that. Therefore, the 

referent I is not the topic of the entire complement clause but that. We consider the structure I 

fear X belongs to the category of scene-setting structure because it is “conversationally 

subordinate” (Boye & Harder 2007: 750) to the proposition thatsee too much, and the referent 

I is a scene-setting topic. 

(18) M: no,  that    proper price. 

 NEG  DEM    moderate price 

   PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP   

 ‘No, that is the moderate price.’ 

Sentence (18) contains a negative particle and a clause that proper price. According to the 

context, this clause is again a predicational sentence without copula, namely, that refers to four 

dollar one yard, and proper price denotes the property of that instead a discourse referent 

(Declerck 1988: 55 & Karttunen 1968, as cited in Declerck 1988: 56). Therefore, there is only 

one potential candidates in clause (18) for the clause topic, namely the demonstrative pronoun 

that. Applying the three criteria, we observe that the referent that are also suited to fulfill the 

role of the clause topic: First, the analysis of negation shows that the proposition that cannot 

be negated (that no proper price and I say of that that it is not true to be proper price), namely 

the truth value of the proposition that is not affected and it is part of the presupposition. Second, 

the referent that, refers to the previous mentioned argument four dollar one yard, is identifiable. 

The referent is realized as a demonstrative pronoun, which is also the other identifiable marker. 

Finally, according to the accessibility scale, the demonstrative pronoun belongs to the medium-
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high accessibility marker. That is, we mark it as an active referent. To conclude, the clause 

topic in (18) is that because it satisfies all three criteria for a clause topic.         

(19) C: Can you    chargee more  lessee? 

 can 2P.SG    charge more  less 

  PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP 

 ‘Can you reduce the price a little.’ 

Clause (19) is a yes-no question in which the addressee can agree or disagree with the speaker. 

Unlike question-word questions which have open propositions, yes-no question have complete 

propositions. When a yes-no question is uttered, the speaker usually assumes an answer, which 

the respondent can either negate or support it. Therefore, the main pragmatic function of yes-

no questions is for the speaker to verify his assumption (Matthews & Yip 1994: 310). In the 

case of question (19), the speaker moves the model verb can to the clause-initial position, which 

is an atypical case in China Coast Pidgin. Typically, yes-no questions in China Coast Pidgin 

have the same structure as declarative clauses, and only through context can we recognize them. 

Question (19) is a phenomenon with English influence, since English yes-no questions 

prototypically have subject-auxiliary inversion (Payne 2011: 201), while in Cantonese the 

simplest yes-no question is a declarative sentence with a question particle (Matthews & Yip 

1994: 310). Subject-auxiliary inversion does not occur in Cantonese yes-no questions 

(Matthews & Yip 1994: 310).  

Regarding the evaluation of the clause topic in (19), we observe that the second person referent 

you is the potential topic. We evaluate its suitability based on the three criteria: First, due to the 
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limited data from our corpus on atypical yes-no question, it is difficult to confirm the potential 

position for the negator no in (19). Nevertheless, we can apply the negation-test sentence and 

paraphrase the sentence as I say of you that it is not true that you can charge more less, which 

shows that the second-person referent you is not negated. Next, the referent you, which refers 

to the listener in this case, is realized as an identifiable and active referent same as in the 

previous evaluation. Thus, the referent you meets all three criteria and is assigned the role of 

clause topic.  

(20) M: I   fear    ∅  no can chargee too muchee lessee. 

 1P.SG  fear    ∅1P.SG NEG can charge too much   less 

 PRE/IDN/ACT/=scene-setting topic PRE/IDN/ACT/=TOP  

 ‘I fear I cannot reduce much.’ 

Clause (20), like clause (17), is a complement clause containing two layers. The matrix clause 

I fear X has its own topic, which is the first-person referent I, while the topic of the subordinate 

clause ∅	no can chargee too muchee lessee is the ellipted first-person argument in clause-initial 

position. Following the same analysis as we evaluated clause (17), the matrix clause is the 

“hitching post for the new knowledge” (Chafe 1976, as cited in Lambrecht 1994: 118) and a 

grammaticalized complement-taking mental predicate. The matrix clause is thus a scene-

setting structure with a scene-setting topic I. The subordinate clause no can chargee too muchee 

lessee is the center of information. The clause topic of the complement clause is the ellipted 

first-person argument. 
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It is noteworthy that the subordinate clause in (19) has an ellipted first-person argument 

because of the avoidance of repetition. Since the first-person referent in the matrix clause and 

in the subordinate clause are co-referential, the speaker may omit the latter one accordingly. 

This phenomenon occurs frequently in China Coast Pidgin. Speakers can omit any element that 

is overlapped by the preceding clauses. We observe that this phenomenon is so-called topic 

chaining and is influenced by Sinitic languages (Tsao 1979: iv). Topic chaining is a common 

feature in Sinitic languages and has to do with discourse topic (Tsao 1979: iv). Since our 

analysis focuses on clause topic, we will not discuss this issue in detail. 

(21) C: How  muchee you  chargee? 

 how  much  2P.SG  charge 

 NO TOPIC  

 ‘What will you sell it for them?’ 

 

(22) M: three  seventy-five no lessee. 

 three  seventy-five NEG less 

 CANNOT IDENTIFY  

 ‘3.75$ the least.’ 

Clause (21) and (22) are a question-answer pair. The question-word question (21) is an 

identificational sentence. It has an open proposition you chargee X, and its focus domain is 

indicated by the question word how muchee in clause-initial position. Question (21) has no 

topic. On the other hand, the argument three seventy-five no lessee in (22) is the focus argument 

that the speaker wishes to know. The argument fits into the focus domain of the open 

proposition in question (21). We have by far observed three question-answer pairs ((12) & (13), 
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(16) & (17)) with the same ellipsis pattern. The presupposition of their answers are ellipted, 

and only the focus argument is uttered. This is a common situation in China Coast Pidgin. 

Moreover, our evaluation shows that when a question-answer pair occurs in a conversation, the 

topic does not turn out to be a necessary component that must be present in the answer clause.    

(23) C: Velly well,  you   sendee my   houso. 

 INTERJ  2P.SG   send  1P.SG.POSS  house 

 NO TOPIC  PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP      NPRE/IDN/SACT 

 ‘Very well, send it to my house.’ 

Sentence (23) contains the interjection velly well and the clause you sendee my houso. The 

interjection does not have a clause topic. In the clause you send my houso, we observe two 

candidates, the second-person referent you and the noun phrase my houso, for the clause topic. 

Evaluation of the presupposition shows that: when the proposition of this clause is negated (I 

say of you that it is not true not to send (it) to my house and you no sendee my houso), the 

second-person argument you is excluded from the scope of negation. The two way of negating 

the clause show that you belongs to part of the presupposition. Regarding the indefinability of 

the referents you and my houso, they are both realized as identifiable referents: you is a personal 

pronoun referring to the hearer, and the noun phrase my houso has the possessive pronoun my, 

which is a marker that the noun phrase is identifiable to the hearer. However, the degree of 

activation of the two referents is different. Using the accessibility scale, we observe that the 

referent you, which is realized as a pronoun, is much more accessible than my houso, which is 

realized as a full noun phrase with a possessive marker. According to the scale, the degree of 
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accessibility of my houso is in the middle position of the scale, thereby the pronoun you is 

glossed as an active referent and the noun phrase my houso is glossed as a semi-active referent.    

The evaluation shows that the referent you is more suitable than the noun phase my houso to 

be the clause topic.             

(24) You    got   fine broadcloth?   

2P.SG   have, possess fine broadcloth 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP     NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

‘Have you any fine broadcloth? 

Unlike clause (19), clause (24) is a typical structure of a yes-no question in China Coast Pidgin 

– it does not have subject-auxiliary inversion. Note that unlike Cantonese, yes-no questions in 

China Coast Pidgin do not have question particles. Therefore, the speech participants have to 

rely on the context decide whether it is a yes-no question in China Coast Pidgin or not. In clause 

(24), there are two possible candidates for the clause topic, i.e. the pronoun you and the full 

noun phrase fine broadcloth. The evaluation of the two candidates is as follows: First, we 

negate and rephrase the clause, and we get the result (You no got find broadcloth? and I say of 

you that it is not true that you got fine broadcloth.) that the second person pronoun is excluded 

from the scope of negation, namely, the truth value of its proposition is not affected. Whereas 

the other candidate fine broadcloth can be negated, indicating that it is not part of the 

presupposition. Moreover, you is realized as an identifiable referent, while the referent fine 

broadcloth, according to the previous context, is a non-specific, newly anchored referent that 

has never been mentioned. Therefore, it is non-identifiable. Finally, the pronoun you is realized 
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as an active referent, and the noun phrase fine broadcloth is realized as an inactive referent 

according to their degree of accessibility. To conclude, after our evaluation, we determine that 

the second-person referent you is assigned the role of the clause topic in this clause.       

(25) M: No,  Ø  just no got   Ø.     

NEG Ø1P.SG just NEG have, possess Ø       

   PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP    NPRE/IDN/ACT 

 

(26) Becauso alla  man  no give proper price. 

because GENERIC people NEG pay moderate price 

   PRE/IDN/SACT=TOP    NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

‘I have none just now for people here would not pay what it costs me.’ 

 

(27) So fashion    no can sellum. 

such way of doing thing NEG can sell 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP 

‘Therefore it was difficult to get rid of them.’ 

The response to question (24) comprises three clauses, namely clause (25), (26) and (27). 

Clause (25) is a direct reply to the previous question. Only the predicator of the clause is present, 

and the other elements, including focus and topic are omitted. This is because its information 

structure is the same as that of question (24). In other words, clause (25) has ellipted 

components and should originally be my/I just no got fine broadcloth. This is another example 

of omitting elements that overlap with the previous context.  
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Since the information structure of the clause is identical with the previous question, the topic 

of the clause just no got should therefore be in the clause-initial position as well and, 

accordingly, should be a first-person argument.    

Clause (26) and (27) is a long conditional construction. Clause (26) has the generic noun phrase 

alla man and the noun phrase proper price which can possibly be the topic. According to the 

previous discussion of generic noun phrases, alla man is an identifiable and semi-active 

referent. The noun phrase proper price appears in the form of a complete noun phrase without 

a specific definite indicator, and it is not mentioned in the previous context. Therefore, it is a 

non-identifiable referent. As for the degree of activation of the two candidates, the generic 

referent is realized as a semi-active referent, while the noun proper price is according to the 

accessibility scale realized as a fairly low accessible referent, namely, it is inactive.   

The proposition of the clause (26) is analyzed as follows: The negator occurs after the generic 

noun phrase alla man in the clause. All the other propositions expect for alla man, including 

the noun phrase proper price, are negated. Furthermore, when we rephrased the clause using 

the negation-test sentence, we get the result I say of alla man that it is not true that they give 

proper price. Only the truth value of the generic noun phrase alla man is also not affected in 

this paraphrased sentence. As such, the clause topic in (26) is alla man because it meets two of 

the three criteria and it is more active than the other candidate proper price.             

Clause (27) has the potential candidate for the clause topic, that is, the phrase so fashion. So 

fashion15 is a conventionalized phrase in China Coast Pidgin. It is a pronoun-like referent and 

                                                
15 We observe two functions of so fashion in the corpus: First, it is an exclamation that the speaker uses it to 
express his feelings. Second, it a pronoun-like referent which refer back to something mentioned in the previous 
conversation, as in clause (27).   
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refers back to clause (26). Therefore, it is an identifiable and active referent. In terms of the 

analysis of the presupposition, we see that the referent so fashion precedes the negator no in 

the clause. And when we paraphrase the sentence using the negation-test sentence, we observe 

its truth value is not affected (I say of so fashion that it is not true that so fashion can sell).In 

conclusion, the evaluation based on the criteria confirms that the pronoun-like referent so 

fashion is the topic of clause (27) because it is presupposed, identifiable and active.  

(28) C: you   got   fine calico? 

 2P.SG   have, possess fine calico 

 PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP    NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

 ‘Have you any fine calico?’ 

 

(29) M: Ø	 	 	 	 No got   Ø.     

 Ø1P.SG	 	 	 NEG have, possess Ø  

 PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP     

 

(30)   My  got   some  fine linen. 

1P.SG  have, possess some  fine linen. 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP    NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

‘no, I have some fine linen.’ 

Clause (28), (29) and (30) is a question-answer pair. Question (28) is a yes-no question, and it 

is found that its information structure is the same as that of question (24). In short, the 

evaluation should come to the same conclusion that the topic of the clause is the second-person 

referent you.  
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Clause (29) is the respond of the question (28) and it has again omitted constructions to avoid 

the repetition of the same element which is the same situation as (25). The omitted elements 

can recover from the question and should be my no got fine calico. As the information structure 

is identical to the question, the topic and the topic position should be also the same. That is, the 

topic should also be at sentence initial like the question (28).      

Clause (30) also has the same construction and evaluation as clause (28). Therefore, we can 

come to the same conclusion that the topic of the clause is the first-person referent my in the 

clause-initial position. On top of that, we would like to briefly mention that the noun phrase 

some fine linen is a contrastive focus in this context according to Lambrecht’s approach: It 

major pragmatic function in this conversation is correct question (28). However, we will not 

explore this issue in detail now, since our main focus is on the clause topic not the pragmatic 

focus.  

We find again in this part of evaluation that ellipsis and topic chaining is a constant strategy in 

China Coast Pidgin when a clause has an identical information structure or the same elements 

as the previous context.    

(31) C: You  wantchee what  price?  

2P.SG  want  Q  price  

NO TOPIC  

 ‘what do you want for them?’ 

 

(32)   You  sellum so muchee  one yard? 

2P.SG  sell  Q   one yard  

 NO TOPIC 
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(33)   So muchee  one   piecee ?  

  Q   one  CLF 

NO TOPIC  

 ‘do you go by so much a yard or so much a piece?’ 

 

(34)   One   piece  got    how  muchee  yard? 

  one  CLF  posess.have Q    yard 

NO TOPIC  

   ‘how many yards are there in each piece?’ 

Sentences (31) to (34) are identificational clauses with the open propositions. As such, they do 

not have clause topics. Unlike question-word questions such as question (9), the speaker uses 

an atypical indicator of the focus domain, that is, so muchee, instead of a WH question word 

like how muchee. This does not occur frequently in China Coast Pidgin, as so muchee is rather 

frequently used as an adverbial or adjectival phrase in the corpus.   

(35) M: My    talkee true price. 

 1P.SG    tell  true price. 

 PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP    NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

 ‘I will tell you the true price.’ 

Sentence (35) contains two possible candidates for topic, which are the first-person referent my 

and the noun phrase true price. The analysis of the presupposition shows that the negator can 

precede the verb or the noun phrase, namely my no talkee true price and my talkee no true price 

are grammatically acceptable in China Coast Pidgin. In both cases, the proposition my is 
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excluded from the scope of negation, while true price can be negated. However, if we 

paraphrase the sentence, it becomes I say of me that it is not true not to talk true price, which 

the truth value of the proposition my cannot be influenced. Regarding the identifiability and 

the activation status of the referents my and true price: The pronoun my is identifiable and 

active. On the other hand, the referent true price is not identifiable because it refers to the true 

price of fine linen that was not mentioned previously in the discourse. The referent is in the 

form of a full noun phrase without any possessive pronoun or a definite article. The referent 

marker corresponds to the full name which is approaching the edge of low accessibility 

according to the scale. In other words, my is much more active than true price in this clause. 

Only the referent my meets all three criteria and is therefore the topic.      

(36) C: How=fashion you  can chargee  so   muchee16?  

how   2P.SG  can charge  so  much 

NO TOPIC  

‘How can you charge such a price?’ 

Question (36) is a question word question with the question word how fashion. It corresponds 

to the English question word how. Thereby, clause (36) is an identificational clause and its open 

proposition is X way you can charge so muchee. It does not have a topic. 

                                                
16 So muchee in (36), unlike in question (31), is used as an adverbial phrase instead of a question word. The 
word fashion itself does not contain literal meaning and cannot be treated individually.  
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(37) M: This    belong   my   puleime kashi17.   

 DEM   COP   1P.SG.POSS prime cost   

 PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP       

 ‘That is what I paid for it.’  

Clause (37) is a predicational sentence with a copular belong. The demonstrative pronoun this 

refers to true price in the prior context. According to the function of a predicational sentence, 

the noun phrase my plueime kashi is to reveal the property of this which fails to establish a 

discourse entity.  

The application of the three criteria shows that that is an active and identifiable referent. 

Meanwhile, since my plueime kashi is a property noun phrase, it cannot be an identifiable and 

active referent. To negate the proposition of the clause, it becomes I say of this that it is not 

true that this belong my plueime kashi. To add the negator in the sentence, the sentence 

becomes this no belong my plueime kash, in which the proposition this is not affected. The 

analysis shows that the referent this is the clause topic.   

(38) You    better  give little more. 

2P.SG    better  pay little more 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP  

‘You better add a little to your price.’ 

                                                
17 Li et al. (2005) was not certain the meaning of布林咖時 written in the Chinese-English Instructor. They 
transcribed it as plum? Cashee. Based on the framework of the conversation and the pronunciation of the 
Chinese characters in Cantonese, this thesis infers it should refer to prime cost.    
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One pronoun referent you, which is potentially the topic, is found in clause (38). In this case, 

it is only necessary to confirm if the referent you belongs to part of the presupposition. We 

observe that the negated version of the clause (38) is You better no give little more, and if we 

paraphrase the sentence by using the negation-test sentence, the proposition of (39) is I say of 

you that it is not true that you better give little more. The referent you is in either way part of 

presupposition. As such, you is the topic in clause (38) 

(39) C: You    more  better  sellum little more  cheap 

 2P.SG    more  better  sell  little more  cheap 

 PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP  

 ‘You better abate a little from your price.’ 

Clause (39) has again one potential topic you. And its information structure is identical to (38). 

Therefore, we do not repeat the evaluation herein. The topic in clause (39) is the pronoun you.  

(40) M: Velly well,  two  piecee man    cuttee differencee. 

 INTERJ  two  CLF  person   cut  different 

    PRE/IDN/(N)ACT=TOP 

 ‘Well then, let us spilt the difference.’ 

Example (40) includes an interjection which does not have a topic and a clause two piecee man 

cut differencee. One observes that instead of using a first person inclusive pronoun, the speaker 

refers himself and the addressee together through a third person noun phrase two piecee man. 

This shift from the use of a first person inclusive plural pronoun to a third person plural noun 
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phrase has been attested twice in the corpus, indicating that it might be used often in China 

Coast Pidgin. This phenomenon will be further discussed in detail in the section 5.2.   

In the clause (40), we found the referent two piecee man is the only possible candidate for the 

topic. The following is the brief report of the evaluation: First, the referent is part of the 

presupposition. If we rephrase the clause, it becomes I say of two piecee man that it is not true 

that two piecee man cut difference. Additionally, the negator is acceptable to precede or follow 

the verb cut. The truth value of the proposition two piecee man cannot be affected. Second, the 

referent is identifiable to the interlocutors as it refers to the speaker and the hearer, regardless 

it is expressed in the form of full noun phrase. Finally, the degree of activation of the referent 

is rather controversial: It is in a full noun phrase, which theoretically indicates its cognitive low 

accessibility according to the scale. However, considering this is the pragmatic strategy of 

politeness, its accessibility might not be a canonical case discussed by Ariel. Since current 

available data in the corpus makes it difficult to identify its status of activation, this thesis 

marks it as an in/active referent, which is glossed with (N)ACT. Nevertheless, the noun phrase 

two piecee man is identifiable and presupposed. As it fulfills two of our three criteria, and no 

other compatible candidates of topic found in the clause, this thesis assigns the role of clause 

topic to two piecee man.   

(41) My   watchee money   justee  now 

1P.SG  want  money   just  now 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP  NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

‘I want ready cash.’ 
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In clause (41) one observes two referents my and money which might be the clause topic. The 

analysis will focus on discussing the referent money. The evaluation of the presupposition 

shows that if the sentence is negated, which becomes my no wantchee money justee now, the 

proposition my is excluded from the scope of negation. Moreover, if one paraphrases this 

sentence by using the test-sentence, the result is I say of me that it is not true that I want money 

just now. The paraphrased negated sentence also does not affect the truth value of the 

proposition my. In contrast, the noun phrase money cannot avoid being negated. Moreover, the 

referent money is non-identifiable and inactive because it is a full noun phrase which is not 

marked as definite. The evaluation shows that my in this clause is a much more suitable topic 

than money.   

(42) C: so fashion    no can. 

 such way of doing thing NEG can 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP 

 ‘That will never do.’ 

(42) has one referent so fashion that might be the topic. So fashion is again a pronoun-like 

referent and refers back to the proposition of the clause (41). The evaluation of the 

presupposition reveals that so fashion is excluded from the scope of negation. Thereby it is 

presupposed. The negation-test sentence is challenging to apply here to rephrase the sentence. 

In terms of identifiability and the degree of activation of the referent, the evaluation is the same 

as the case in clause (27). The referent so fashion is the only possible topic and the analysis 

shows that it is the most suitable topic.  
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(43) M: One  moon  Ø my    pay you 

 one  month Ø 1P.SG    pay 2P.SG 

 PRE/NIDN/NACT   PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP   NPRE/IDN/ACT 

 ‘I want one month’s credit at least.’ 

There are three referents one moon, my and you which are the candidates for topic in (43). Note 

that the referent one moon is an ellipsis of one moon money. Since the referent money has been 

established cognitively, it is partly ellipted and only the numeral and classifier is presented. 

Partly ellipsis happens often in China Coast Pidgin.  

From the evaluation of presupposition through negating the clause, we obtain that it becomes 

one moon my no pay you, which the referent one moon and my are both excluded from the 

scope of negation. In order to verify the presupposition, we again rephrase the clause through 

the negation-test sentence. The proposition of the clause is therefore I say of me that it is not 

true not to pay you one-month money.   

The referent one moon, although it has partially ellipsis, is not identifiable. Because the 

numeral one indicates that the noun phrase is indefinite. Furthermore, it also tends to be low 

accessible according to the accessibility scale compared to the other two referents my and you, 

which are pronouns. Therefore, the referent one moon is marked inactive and not identifiable. 

To conclude, the referent my is presupposed, active and identifiable; the referent one moon is 

presupposed but non-identifiable and inactive; the second person pronoun you is active and 

identifiable but not presupposed. As such, the pragmatic role of topic should assign to the 

candidate my. 
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(44) C: You   give   my   one  piecee receipt.   

 2P.SG  give   1P.SG.DAT  one  CLF  receipt  

 PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP   NPRE/IDN/ACT NPRE/NIDN/NACT   

 

(45) 		 ∅	 	 	 Give   me    pen ink. 

 ∅2P.SG  give   1P.SG.DAT   pen ink 

 PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP    NPRE/IDN/ACT  NPRE/NIDN/NACT   

 ‘You give me a receipt. Give me pen and ink.’ 

(44) and (45) are imperative clauses. The speaker intends to give the orders to the hearer. The 

evaluation of topic of imperatives sentences will be treated the same as the other declarative 

clauses, although it is a heated debate whether imperative clauses have topics. The issue about 

imperative clauses will be further discussed in detailed in the following section 5.2.4.   

It is also worth mentioning that the second person pronoun you, namely the receiver of the 

orders, are spoken out in clause (44) but omitted in (45). The omission can be explained from 

two perspectives: First, the referent in (44) and (45) are the same, so omission occurs to avoid 

repetition, namely the topic chain plays a role in this case. Second, the imperative clauses 

automatically contain a noun phrase or a pronoun with the feature of second person. Therefore, 

it is often ellipted.        

Apart from this, (45) also display the coordinate construction in China Coast Pidgin. To put it 

more simply, the coordinate construction in the language has no conjunction linking the two 

coordinated noun phrases together, such as the noun pen and ink. This phenomenon can be 

traced back to Cantonese influence, since “spoken Cantonese does not readily conjoin phrases” 

(Matthews & Yip 1994: 65). Concerning the evaluation of this sentence’s information structure, 
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this should be treated as one complex noun phrase structure and will be treated as one discourse 

referent.  

Turning back to the evaluation of topic and topic position in (44) and (45). In clause (44), topic 

falls to the second person pronoun you. Two other potential candidates for topic, my and one 

piecee receipt, are relatively less suitable. The negated version of (44) is you no give my one 

piecee receipt, and the rephrased sentence of it is I say of you that it is not true that you give 

me one piecee receipt. In both sentences, one can observe that only the pronoun you is excluded 

from being negated. Unfortunately, the pronoun my is not part of presupposition, although it is 

also active and identifiable. The topic in clause (44) is accordingly you. 

Regarding the topic in (45), the topic clearly falls to the omitted noun phrase instead of the 

complex noun phrase structure.      

(46) What=time makee pay you    send my   billee  

 when  CAUS  pay 2P.SG    send 1P.SG. DAT  bill  

      (N)PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP  NPRE/IDN/ACT NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

‘You send the bill to me in due time.’ 

 

(47) My    give  you     money. 

1P.SG   give 2P.SG    money 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP  NPRE/IDN/ACT  NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

‘and I will pay you.’ 

Clause (46) and (47) is a relative clause with two sub-clauses. What time in clause (46) is a 

conjunction means at the specific moment. Therefore, it should be treated as a discourse 
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referent which refer to a point of time. In addition, clause (46) has the three referents you my 

and billee. One of the them might be the topic. 

It is unfortunately problematic to apply the negation-test sentence to paraphrase (46). Therefore, 

we can only identify the presupposition though directly negating it. One can observe the 

following two possibilities:  

(a) What time no makee pay you send my billee.  

(b) What time makee pay you no send my billee.  

In the possibility (a), none of the abovementioned referents is excluded from the scope of 

negation. In the case (b), the pronoun you is not negated. Thereby, the pronoun you is marked 

non/presupposition, which is glossed (N)PRE, based on its dual nature, whereas the other 

referents are marked non-presupposed. Regarding the identifiability and the status of activation 

of the referents, bille is non-identifiable because it has not been established in the previous 

discourse, and it is not attached with any marker indicating that it is identifiable. Both pronoun 

you and my are identifiable and active. The evaluation shows that the referent you is the most 

qualified topic in (46).        

Having analyzed clause (46), we now move on to evaluate (47). We found that my, you and 

money are the three possible referents that might be the topic. The possible slot for the negator 

can be before the verb give. That is, the negated clause is my no give you money, which the 

negator influences the subsequent elements. The referent my and you are active and identifiable. 

Whereas money is non-identifiable, as it has no indicator of definiteness. Moreover, the referent 

is in the form of a full noun phrase, namely it is categorized as low accessible according to the 
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scale. Compared to the two other pronoun, the referent money is also relatively low accessible. 

This thesis marks money in active, and the two other referents active accordingly. The analysis 

reveals that the referent my is the most suitable topic.      

(48) M: My   think        you     pay   

 1P.SG  think        2P.SG    pay 

 PRE/IDN/ACT/=scene-setting topic (adverbial clause)  PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP   

 

my     Mexican dollar 

1P.SG    Mexican dollar 

NPRE/IDN/ACT  NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

‘please pay me in Mexican dollar.’ 

The construction my think indicates that this sentence is again an embedded complement clause. 

The subordinate clause is you pay my Mexican dollar, and the matrix clause is my think X. 

Moreover, the construction my think is the same as I fear which appeared in (17) and (20). It is 

also a grammaticalized complement taking mental predicate. Following the analysis of (17) 

and (20) regarding complement taking mental predicates, the first person pronoun my in my 

think is a scene-setting topic. The subordinate clause embraces the center of the information of 

the clause.     

Focusing on the subordinate clause, this thesis observes three possible candidates for the clause 

topic, of which are you, my, and Mexican dollar. This thesis reformulates and negates the 

proposition of the clause using the negation test sentence, which the result is I say of you that 
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it is not true that you do not pay me Mexican dollar. The slot for the negator in this clause can 

be before the verb pay. The truth value of the proposition of you is not influenced.  

Both the referent you and my are active and identifiable. The referent Mexican dollar is non-

identifiable and relatively inactive compare to the two other referents. It has no definite marker 

and it is freshly introduced into the conversation. Moreover, the speaker addresses the referent 

in the form of full noun phrase, indicating its low accessibility according to the scale. To sum 

up, the referent you fulfills all three criteria; my does not belong to presupposition but is active 

and identifiable; Mexican dollar does not satisfy any of the three criteria. The evaluation 

conclude that you is the most suitable one to be the topic of this clause.     

(49) C: No,  my    pay   you    Englishee money 

 NEG 1P.SG   pay  2P.SG   English money 

 PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP    NPRE/IDN/ACT NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

 ‘No, I will pay you in Sterling money.’ 

The clause has a parallel information structure to the subordinate clause of (48). One can 

therefore assign the role of clause topic to the referent my which occurs in the clause-initial 

position. 

(50) M: I   lossee too much  discount 

 1P.SG  lose  too much  discount  

 PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP     NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

 ‘I lose too much by the discount’  
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We identify two referents I and discount from clause (50) which might be the topic. The 

position allowed for the negator in the clause is before the verb lossee. Regarding the 

presupposition of the clause (50), we see the paraphrased proposition using the negation test-

sentence is I say of me that it is not true that I lossee too muchee discount. The truth value of 

the proposition I is also not affected. Additionally, the negator can only precede the verb lossee. 

The proposition of I is not negated but the noun phrase discount. In terms of the identifiability 

and the degree of activation, the referent discount is a full noun with no definite marker. Also, 

based on the previous context, this referent has not been established. Furthermore, full noun is 

categorized as low accessible according to the accessibility scale, which means that it is 

inactive. The result illustrates that the topic of this clause is I.                

(51) C: So fahion  my   pay   you    one  half  Mexican dollar  

 INTERJ 1P.SG  pay  2P.SG   one half Mexican dollar 

   PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP  NPRE/IDN/ACT NPRE/IDN/NACT  

 

 ‘Well, I will pay you one half in Mexican dollars’ 

one   half   Englishee  money. 

one  half  English money 

‘and one half in Sterling.’  

Clause (51) has three discourse referents which might be the clause topic, which are the 

pronouns my, you and the complex noun phrase one half Mexican dollar one half Englishee 

money.  
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We would like to centered on the evaluation of the presupposition of the clause, the 

identifiability and the degree of activation of the referent one half Mexican dollar one half 

English money. The result of negating the proposition by applying the negation-test sentence 

is I say of me that it is not true that I pay you one half Mexican dollar one half English money. 

I is the bond element which its truth value is not influenced. That is, it is presupposed, while 

other propositions are in contrast not presuppositions.  

The complex referent one half Mexican dollar one half English money is evaluated as 

identifiable because the referent was mentioned in the three speak-turn before. The numeral 

one is a modifier of the quantifier half instead of the head nouns. In terms of its degree of 

activation, it is toward the edge of low accessibility in the accessibility scale, since it is a full 

noun phrase.  

To conclude, the evaluation shows that the first person pronoun I satisfies all the three criteria. 

Therefore, it is the topic in clause (51).     

(52) M:  You   wantchee  buy  something   more? 

 2P.SG  want  buy INDEF    more 

 PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP   NPRE/NIDN/NACT  

 ‘Do you want anything more?’ 

The yes-no question (52) has two potential topics which are the pronoun you and the indefinite 

pronoun something. As the analysis already compared the identifiability and the status of 

activation of them in clause (4), we only center on the evaluation of the presupposition. The 
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negated proposition of this clause is you no wantchee by something more? where no is placed 

before the verb wantchee. The negated proposition of the clause by using the negation-test 

sentence is I say of you that it is not true that you wanchee buy something more. The tests reveal 

that you belongs to the presupposed proposition. The clause topic is assigned to you.   

(53) C:  I     wantchee  something   more,  

 1P.SG    want  INDEF    more 

 PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP    NPRE/NIDN/NACT    

 ‘I want to buy something more.’ 

 

(54) because   you     so much  dear, 

 CONJ  2P.SG    so much  dear 

   PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP 

‘but your things are so dear’ 

 

(55) my    no  can  buy  anymore  justee  now. 

1P.SG   NEG can buy anymore just  now 

 PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP 

‘I will not buy anymore just now.’ 

Clause (53) has the identical structure as (52) and their potential candidates for topic are the 

same. As such, the topic should be assigned to the pronoun referent I. Clause (54) also has one 

referent you which can be the topic. In brief, its truth value is not affected, namely it is 

presupposed. Therefore, it is the topic of clause (54). The pronoun referent my in clause (55) 

has the same informational condition, therefore, it is the topic of the clause (55). 
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(56) M:  Good  cargo  how  can  sellum  cheap?  

 good  goods how can sell  cheap 

NO TOPIC  

 ‘How can good things sell cheap?’ 

Clause (56) is an identifiable clause with the open proposition good cargo in X way can sellum 

cheap. This sentence does not have a clause topic. It is worth noting that the focus domain of 

this identificational clause is placed at the sentence middle position. The topic expression good 

cargo appears at the sentence initial position.  

(57) My   piecee  goodsee  number  one  good   and  strong.  

1P.SG.POSS  CLF  good  number one good  and strong 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP  

‘My piece goods are good and strong.’ 

Cause (57) is again a predicational sentence that has no copular. The adjectival construction 

number one good and strong is to ascribe the characteristic of the noun phrase referent my piece 

goodsee. As the evaluation of predicational sentences has already explained in clause (2) and 

(4), this thesis would like to briefly conclude that the referent my piece goodsee is the topic of 

the clause.        

(58) Next  time    you    come  along    my   buy. 

next   time   2P.SG   come  from, source function 1P.SG.DAT buy 

  PRE/NIDN/NACT PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP       (N)PRE/IDN/ACT 

‘Come and patronize me another time.’ 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202101423

	
 
 

131 

Three potential candidates are observed in the clause (58) for the topic: the referent next time, 

you, and my. We will focus on analyzing the presupposition of the clause (58) and the referent 

next time.  

When we negate the clause, we observe two possibilities to place the negator in this clause:  

I. Next time you no come along my buy.  

II. Next time you come along my no buy.  

In the both cases, you and next time are excluded from the scope of negation, whereas the 

proposition my is only negated in I but not II. Furthermore, by applying the negation-test 

sentence, the sentence turns into I say of you next time that it is not true not to come along my 

buy. Though the evaluation of presupposition, this thesis observes that the proposition you and 

next time can always be presupposed as its truth value is never affected. Regarding the referent 

next time, it is non-identifiable and not active, since it is freshly established in the discourse 

and it is a full noun. According to the evaluation, the referent you is the most appropriate clause 

topic.       

(59) C: Velly well,  goodbye. 

 INTERJ  INTERJ 

 NO TOPIC  NO TOPIC 

 ‘Well, good bye.’ 

Clause (59) contains two interjections. They do not have topics.  



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202101423

	
 
 

132 

In Chapter 5, we demonstrate how the topic of China Coast Pidgin is analyzed, based on the 

three criteria, namely presupposition, identifiability and the status of activation. The analysis 

shows that the three criteria can effectively identify the topic of a clause in China Coast Pidgin. 

We will therefore apply the same procedure to the rest of the conversations in the corpus. In 

Chapter 6, we will discuss the general observations of the analysis of topic and minor 

observations regarding information structure in China Coast Pidgin.      
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Chapter 6 Discussion 

When we look at topic position in the conversation dialogue on buying piece good, which is 

analyzed in Chapter 5, we observe the following distribution: 

Table 4 The Distribution of Topic Position Observed in the Dialogue on Buying Piece Good 

Position of Topic Number of Times 

Clause Initial 38 

Clause Medial 4 

Clause Final 0 

No Topic 21 

Unrecognizable  3 

Vocative ＆ particle  4 

 

The dialogue contains 66 clauses. Among them, 3 clauses are ambiguous, or have too many 

ellipted elements which pose a challenge to a clear determination of their topics. 38 clauses 

have clause-initial topics, which is the most common position found in the dialogue. The 

second most common one are the clauses that have no topic, of which our text had 21 clauses. 

The absolute frequency of a clause-initial topic is around twice as high as the one of clauses 

with no topics. Further, 4 clauses have their topics in the clause-medial position. Finally, there 

are no clauses that have clause-final topics in the dialogue. The result after analyzing the 

dialogue already shows that a topic has a very high tendency to occur clause-initially. 

Additionally, it is striking that the frequency of clauses without clause topics is also common 
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in the dialogue. Looking back at the text in Chapter 5, we find that they are frequently fixed 

phrases, exclamation or question word questions that have open propositions, and question 

word questions in this respect. We give two explanations for this unforeseen result: First, it is 

natural that in the context of buying goods, the seller and the buyer have questions and answers 

regarding the prices and products. Therefore, question word questions are relatively frequent. 

Second, the author of the Chinese-English Instructor appeared to document dialogues reflecting 

or imitating a realistic spoken version of China Coast Pidgin possibly spoke the language. 

Therefore, many interjections or exclamations are recorded. Overall, one can learn from Table 

4 that is a general pattern of the conversation dialogue on buying piece good is that the clause 

topics are leftward.  

Besides findings concerning topic and topic position presented in Table 4, we also identify 

different types of information structure from the dialogue. We can classify them according to 

Lambrecht’s categories of information structure, namely topic-comment structure, 

identificational structure, event-reporting structure and scene-setting structure. Table 5 shows 

their frequency.      

Table 5 The Information Structure Observed in the Dialogue on Buying Piece Good 

Categories of Information Structure Number of times 

Topic-Comment 39 

Identificational  12 

Event-Reporting 0 

Scene-Setting  3 

Others (Vocative, particle)  4 

Unanalyzable 9 
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In the dialogue, 39 of the 66 clauses belong to the topic-comment structure. Next, 12 clauses 

have identificational structures and they are all question words questions. We also observe that 

3 clauses have scene-setting structures and they have scene-setting topics. In addition, the 3 

scene-setting structures in the conversation are all matrix clauses of complement clauses. They 

are the complement-taking mental predicates (Van Bogaert 2011) and the “hitching post for the 

new knowledge” (Chafe 1976, as cited in Lambrecht 1994: 118) in the complement clause. 

None of the clauses in the dialogue can be classified as even-reporting structures. 9 clauses 

turn out to be unanalyzable because they are fixed phrases and interjections with no information 

structure to be analyzed. Table 2 shows that topic-comment is the most common structure, as 

more than half of the clauses in the dialogue belong to this type. On top of that, the proportion 

of the identifiable structure is worth noting. This type of information structure accounts for 

around one fifth of the structures we observed in the dialogue.  

In brief, we can see a clear skewing in the distribution regarding topic position and the types 

of information structure in China Coast Pidgin from Table 4 and Table 5. We are now turning 

to the general distribution of topic position and the types of information structure in the entire 

China Coast Pidgin corpus. Table 6 present the general distribution of topics that we found in 

the entire corpus.   
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Table 6 The Distribution of Topic Observed in the Corpus  

Position of Topic Number of Times 

Clause Initial 590 

Clause Medial 28 

Clause Final 2 

No Topic 208 

Unrecognizable 15 

Vocative ＆ particle 29 

 

Table 6 shows that in the 22 conversations in the China Coast Pidgin corpus, clause topics also 

tend to be in the clause-initial position. After removing English sentences that we do not 

consider in this analysis, there are 876 clauses. 590 of them have their topic in in the clause-

initial position, which account for around two third of the clauses we observed. We also found 

a total of 208 clauses which have no topics, which is the second most common type in the 

corpus. Clauses with no topics account for about one-fifth of the clauses in the conversations. 

Topics in the clause-medial and clause-final position occur with a relatively low frequency in 

China Coast Pidgin. Particularly, clause-final topics are very rare. The quantitative data in 

terms of topic position of the whole corpus shows the identical distribution as the result of the 

analysis of the conversation dialogue on buying piece good. This is important because it shows 

that the conversation is representative of the situation of topic and information structure in 

China Coast Pidgin. From Table 6 and the qualitative analysis in Chapter 5, we can conclude 

that the topic occurring in the clause-initial position is the typical topic of China Coast Pidgin.  
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The general distribution of the information structure that we found in the whole corpus can be 

seen in Table 7 below.  

Table 7 The Distribution of Information Structure Observed in the Corpus  

Categories of Information Structure Number of times 

Topic-Comment 589 

Identificational  119 

Comment-Topic 2 

Event-Reporting 42 

Scene-Setting  18 

Others (Vocative, particle)  29 

Unanalyzable 66 

 

The most common information structure we observed from the corpus is topic-comment 

structure (see example (8)) which occurs 589 times. Compared to the second most common 

structure, the identificational structure (see example (9)), occurs 119 times, the topic-comment 

structure occurs about five times more often. Both event-reporting (see the following example 

(60)) and scene-setting structure (see example (17)) have very low frequencies. They account 

for not more than 10% of the clauses. It is worth noting that comment-topic constructions rarely 

occur in China Coast Pidgin: we only observe 6 in the 876 clauses.  
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(60) Ø   Talkee cook man makee proper 

Ø.2P.SG   Tell  cook  make  proper 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP   NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

‘tell the cook to make it properly.’ 

 

Hap got three  piecee gentleman  come  dinner 

AUX  three  CLF  gentleman  come  dinner 

NO TOPIC 

‘3 gentlemen dine with me.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.43) 

The quantitative data illustrates that the topic-comment structure is the typical and unmarked 

information structure in China Coast Pidgin. Nevertheless, it is striking that we observe 2 

comment-topic structures. Moreover, apart from the topic-comment structure, it can be 

observed that the identificational structure is the other notable information structure in China 

Coast Pidgin. 

Comparing the quantitative results of the selected dialogue (Table 4 & Table 5) and those of 

the entire corpus (Table 6 & Table 7), we notice that The Dialogue of Buying Piece Good is a 

proper illustration that is representative of the distribution of topic positions and types of 

information structure in the entire corpus. When we look at the relationship between the data 

of topic position and those of information structure type, the high frequency of clause-initial 

topic corresponds to the prevalence of topic-comment information structure in China Coast 

Pidgin. This is because clauses with a clause-initial topic in China Coast Pidgin are topic-

comment structures unless they serve the scene-setting function in particular pragmatic 
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circumstances. Moreover, the substantial number of no-topic clauses implies the notable 

incidence of the identificational structure instead of the scene-setting structure and the event-

reporting structure which also does not have topic. Finally, the low proportion of clause-final 

topic suggests a low incidence of comment-topic structure in China Coast Pidgin.  

6.1 Different Types of Topics in China Coast Pidgin  

So far our discussion has focused on the quantitative data in Chapter 5 and in our entire corpus. 

The following sections will discuss different phenomena that we uncovered regarding topic, 

topic position and information structure in China Coast Pidgin.   

6.1.1 Canonical Topics 

The qualitative and quantitative data show that the canonical18 topic position in China Coast 

Pidgin is clause-initial, and the most canonical information structure is the topic-comment 

structure. Ideally, canonical topics fulfill all three criteria of a clause topic, namely it is part of 

presupposition and an identifiable and active referent, like in the following example is (61) 

which corresponds to the sentence (35) in Chapter 5. 

                                                
18 The concept of canonical in this thesis refers to “pragmatically unmarked sentences” (Lambrecht 1986: 203), 
namely those sentences not required to be uttered under “a [special] discourse context” (Lambrecht 1986: 203). 
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(61)   My     got    some  fine linen   

  1P.SG    have.possess INDEF  fine linen 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP     NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

‘I have some fine linen.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.3) 

However, not all canonical topics comply to all three criteria, especially when a clause involves 

multiple potential topic candidates. Particularly, clauses with more than one pronoun referent 

are challenging as illustrated by example (62) below.  

(62) My    give  you   one sample. 

1P.SG   give  2P.SG   one sample 

PRE/IDN/ACT   NPRE/IDN/ACT NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

‘I will give you a sample.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p. 10) 

In (62), the first-person pronoun my and second-person pronouns you are both identifiable and 

have the same status of activation. The only difference is that the first-person pronoun is part 

of presupposition but not the second-person pronoun. Additionally, we observe that when a 

situation like (62) occurs, presupposition is usually the determining criterion to decide the most 

suitable topic in a clause. This issue again shows that the idea of topic does not perfectly match 

any grammatical or syntactic category, and none of the three pragmatic concepts i.e. 
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presupposition, identifiability and status of activation should be overemphasized. In other 

words, the three criteria should be equally valued when we assign the role of topic.            

As mentioned in the introduction, Shi (1991) and Ansaldo et. al (2010) had observed the topic-

comment structure in the Chinese-English Instructor and roughly defined the sentence-initial 

element as the topic. Additionally, they pointed out Cantonese influences. Our analysis 

responds to their observations as follows: First, our quantitative results that clause-initial topics 

and the topic-comment structure are the canonical and typical condition in China Coast Pidgin 

correspond to their observations. Second, we discover more than just topic-comment structure 

in China Coast Pidgin. In particular, we observe an unneglectable number of clauses with an 

identificational structure and clauses without topics. This extends their preliminary 

observations of information structure in China Coast Pidgin. Third, we identify many 

phenomena related to topicality and information structure in China Coast Pidgin that are 

derived from Cantonese. To conclude, our analysis so far provides supportive data for the 

previous argument and extends our understanding regarding topic and information structure in 

China Coast Pidgin.                   

6.1.2 Scene-setting Topics in Complement Clauses   

China Coast Pidgin has complementation strategies. One type of complement clauses has 

matrix clauses with scene-setting topics and structures. These matrix clauses have verbs 

including thinkee ‘think’, fear ‘fear’, which expressed psychological feelings. In our corpus, 

we observe that instead of referring to the action of think and fear, their pragmatic function in 

the dialogues is grammaticalized. Also, they are “hitching post for the new knowledge” (Chafe 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

DOI:10.6814/NCCU202101423

	
 
 

142 

1976, as cited in Lambrecht 1994: 118) expressed in the subordinate clauses. Meanwhile, 

propositions carried by the subordinate clauses are the center of these complement clauses and 

the chief components to keep the flow of the discourse. Van Bogaert (2011) defines them 

complement-taking mental predicate. This is shown in the example (63) below which 

corresponds to the sentence (17) in Chapter 5.           

(63) C: I        fear that=see   too   muchee. 

  1P.SG       fear DEM=COP  too  much 

  PRE/IDN/ACT=scene-setting topic   PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP 

  ‘I am afraid that is too much.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.2) 

According to our three criteria, the matrix clause I fear X in (63) has a clause topic, namely the 

pronoun I. However, the topic of the complement clause is not the pronoun but the 

demonstrative pronoun that, because the demonstrative pronoun is actually what the 

complement clause is about. The function of the matrix clause is reduced and grammaticalized. 

The matrix clause also highlights the subordinate clause. The pronoun I thus is the scene-setting 

topic in the complement clause and the matrix clause is the scene-setting structure of the 

complement clause.      

Lambrecht (1994: 125) mentions the semi-topical character of a scene-setting topic: it has the 

duality of being a topic in its matrix clause and a scene-setting topic in the complement clause. 

In this thesis, we still count scene-setting topics when calculating the number of clause topics 

and the position of the topics, since it is nevertheless the topic of the matrix clause. But when 
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we evaluate the different types of information structure, we categorize them as scene-setting 

structures.  

6.2. The Issue of Personal Pronouns 

In the documented conversations, there are usually two interlocutors. Oftentimes they are a 

seller and a buyer, or a master and his servant. Therefore, personal pronouns occur frequently 

in the China Coast Pidgin corpus, especially first and second person pronouns. For example, 

the conversation dialogue on buying piece good evaluated in Chapter 5 is about bargaining and 

discussing goods with each other. From our analysis, it gets clear that personal pronouns are 

often clause topics.  

The pronominal system in China Coast Pidgin has been the subject of discussion because of its 

unstable and complex paradigm. It is difficult to clearly explain the principle behind the 

selection and the use of different forms of pronoun in China Coast Pidgin. This includes the 

question of why the different variants of pronouns are allowed occur in the same syntactic 

position of the same verb, e.g. the construction I thinkee X, Me thinkee X and My thinkee X.   

Therefore, we expected to uncover how the pronominal system and their syntactic functions 

affect the information structure and topic in China Coast Pidgin. We also aspired to observe 

whether there is any regulation of the pronominal system in China Coast Pidgin from a 

pragmatic point of view.   

It is striking, however, that our analysis shows that the pronominal system has very little 

influence on topic and information structure in China Coast Pidgin. Take, for example, the 
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system of singular first person pronouns: One can observe three different variants forms, 

namely I, my and me. All the three variants can function as topics, showing that the interplay 

between information structure and the pronominal system is negligible. This is shown in 

example (64), (65), (66) below. 

(64) M:  Velly well,  I     velly  glad.  

  INTERJ  1P.SG    very  glad 

  NO TOPIC  PRES/IDN/ACT =TOP 

‘Very good, I am very glad.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.1) 

(65) My    give  you     money. 

1P.SG   give 2P.SG    money 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP  NPRE/IDN/ACT  NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

‘and I will pay you.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.4) 

(66) Me     thinkee no (o)ccasion. 

1P.SG    think  NEG occasion 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP    NO TOPIC 

‘I think there is no occasion.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 P.65) 
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Still, some phenomena stand out in our analysis. First, among the three variants, my is the most 

common one in the corpus. For this reason, it is also the most common variant functioning as 

topic in the corpus. Second, whenever the variant I occurs in a topic-comment clause, it is 

always the clause topic. Next, the variant me is the least common form in China Coast Pidgin 

and there is only one clause in our corpus with the variant me as the clause topic, while it occurs 

mostly in the comment of a clause. Thus, we infer that the variant me is less likely to be topic 

compared to the other two variants. Despite our observations, little progress has been made in 

revealing the complicated pronominal system in China Coast Pidgin. The information structure 

cannot explain why different variants occurs in the same syntactic position of the same verb. 

Further research is needed to analyze the issue of personal pronouns. We hereby suggest several 

possible approaches: The application of radical construction grammar could provide a different 

understanding regarding the use of the different pronominal variants We conjecture that the 

construction I thinkee X, Me thinkee X and My thinkee X might be three completely different 

types of constructions. Another direction is to re-evaluate whether Li et. al (2005) 

misinterpreted the pronunciation of the original China Coast Pidgin texts when they transcribed 

the Chinese orthography. This could be the case, as it is sometimes controversial to identify 

whether these characters represent the Mandarin or Cantonese pronunciation in the 19th century 

(Smith 2008: 76).   

Another observation about personal pronouns in China Coast Pidgin is the non-prototypical 

impersonal use of the first personal plural pronoun. Instead of the pronoun like we, the noun 

phrase two piecee man ‘we’ is used. See for example, clause (67) below which corresponds to 

sentence (40) in Chapter 5. 
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(67) M: Two  piecee man     cuttee  differencee. 

  two  CLF  person    cut  different 

  PRE/IDN/(N)ACT=TOP 

  ‘Well then, let us spilt the difference.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.4) 

The noun phrase two piecee man ‘we’ is the topic in (67) which is an atypical topic. According 

to our three criteria, it belongs to the presupposition, but it is an identifiable and inactive 

referent because it is a full noun phrase without an identifiable marker. Nevertheless, in the 

context it refers to you and me, namely the two interlocutors involved in the conversation. The 

referent should be identifiable and active according to the context. Non-prototypical 

impersonal use of the first personal plural pronoun does not occur frequently in the corpus. 

And it is one of the few exceptions where our methodology is ineffective to identify topic in a 

clause.    
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6.3 Ellipsis in China Coast Pidgin  

Ellipsis is another notable feature in China Coast Pidgin. In our analysis, we observe three 

types: (i) topic ellipsis, (ii) ellipsis due to the parallel information structure, (iii) partial noun 

phrase ellipsis.  

6.3.1 Topic Ellipsis 

Topic ellipsis is the process that a clause topic undergoes the process of ellipsis. Even though 

the ellipsis has a significant impact on topicality in China Coast Pidgin, it is not the only factor. 

There is no one-to-one mapping between topic and ellipsis. Typical examples of topic ellipsis 

are in conversation (68) below. 

(68) Servant: What thing  makee curry? 

Q thing  make  curry 

  NO TOPIC 

  ‘what kind of curry Sir ?’ 

Master:  Ø   can catch  shrimp? 

Ø2P.SG  can catch  shrimp 

  PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP    NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

 

  ‘Can you got any shrimps? 

Servant: Ø   no can catch  Ø 

  Ø2P.SG  NEG can catch  Ø.shrimp 

  PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP     NPRE/IDN/ACT 

  ‘I cannot get it.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.42) 
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According to the context, there is a second person ellipsis in clause-initial position in the yes-

no question. Therefore, we observe two possible topic candidates in the question clause, 

namely the ellipsis and the noun phrase shrimp. Our three criteria show that the most suitable 

topic is the ellipted argument in the clause-initial poistion because it belongs to the 

presupposition of the clause, an identifiable and active referent. In contrast, the noun phrase 

shrimp is not part of the presupposition, not identifiable and inactive in the discourse. From the 

previous context, we can see that the ellipsis in the yes-no question is a topic ellipsis instead of 

ellipsis because it has the similar information structure as the previous clause or it is a partial 

noun phrase ellipsis.          

6.3.2 Parallel Information Structure Ellipsis  

Many question-answer pairs in the corpus have ellipses that are not topics. We also observe 

that even foci can be ellipted. See, for example, the answer clause Ø no can catch Ø from 

example (68) above. The noun phrase shrimp is ellipted. It has been mentioned in the previous 

clause and it can be recovered from the previous context that it is in clause-final position. It is 

not the clause topic because it is negated, that is, it is not part of the presupposition. Instead it 

is part of the focus that completes the proposition of the clause. In other words, the fact that 

the noun phrase is ellipted is not because it is a topic, but because it was mentioned in the 

previous clause. We notice that this type of ellipsis happens particularly often when a question-

answer pair occurs. Our preliminary observation is that this phenomenon corresponds to topic 

chaining which has to do with the discourse topic instead of clause topic (Tsao 1979: iv). 

Further analysis on topic chaining in China Coast Pidgin is to be done. The parallel information 
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structure ellipsis is a good example to illustrate that an ellipted argument is not equal to a topic. 

This phenomenon also relates to Lambrecht’s (1994) observation that form and function do not 

always coincide.    

6.3.3 Partial Noun Phrase Ellipsis 

China Coast Pidgin also has a partial noun phrase ellipsis in which the head noun of a complex 

noun phrase is elided and in which only its adjectival elements or classifier are present. The 

structure one piecee Ø in example (69) is such a case. 

(69) Catchee  one  market  boy. What  placee  can  catchee  one  piecee Ø?  

catch  NUM market boy Q  place  can catch  one CLF  Ø 

‘Get a market boy. where can I get one.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.26) 

From the preceding context, it can be concluded that the structure one piece Ø is actually one 

piecee market boy. The head noun market boy has already been mentioned, and is therefore 

omitted. In other words, it is a headless noun phrase. From the information structure point of 

view, the overt adjectival elements are new information about the noun that has not been 

mentioned before. Therefore, the whole noun phrase structure should be treated as a not 

identifiable and inactive referent, even if the head noun market boy is ellipted. This type of 

ellipsis again correlates with discourse topic chaining instead of clause topic on which this 

thesis focuses. 
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This feature is clearly derived from Sinitic languages: It commonly occurs in both Cantonese 

and Mandarin (Tang 2011: 111; Osborne & Liang 2015: 277) such as the Cantonese example 

(70) and Mandarin example (71) below:  

(70) Bīn   gāan  Ø dōu  dāk 

which CLF  Ø also   ok 

‘Any restaurant will do’ 

(Matthews & Yip 1994: 94) 

(71) Wǒ   pù  hē   piányi  de  kāfē.  

1P.SG  NEG drink  cheap CLF coffee 

 

Wǒ   zhǐ   hē   guì    de  Ø 

1P.SG  only  drink  expensive   CLF Ø 

‘I do not drink cheap coffee; I only drink the expensive one.’ 

On the other hand, this type of ellipsis is not acceptable in English. A pronominal count noun 

one must be placed at the slot for the head noun, such as example (72) (Osborne & Liang 2015: 

276).  

(72) I don’t like the blue shirt, I like the red one.  
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To sum up, ellipsis is a complex syntactic phenomenon. It is not an absolute factor in 

determining the topic in a clause in China Coast Pidgin. One can observe other reasons that 

cause ellipsis such as discourse topic chaining.  

6.4 Imperative clauses in China Coast Pidgin  

Imperative clauses appear frequently in our corpus. This is because the conversation 

documented in the Chinese-English Instructors are in general between a merchant and a 

customer, or between a servant and a master. In other words, the interlocutors usually have a 

clear dominant- subordinate relationship. As these constructions occurs frequently in the 

corpus and it is debatable in other languages whether imperative clauses have topics, it is 

necessary to investigate this issue in detail in China Coast Pidgin.    

If we evaluate an imperative clause using our three criteria presupposition, identifiability and 

the status of activation, imperative clauses have a clause topic, namely the ellipted noun phrase 

which is an implied second person. First, it is always part of the presupposition which can never 

be negated; second, it is an ellipted zero referent which indicates that it is identifiable and its 

status of activation is high. It matches all the three criteria as a clause topic. See the following 

example (73). 
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(73) Ø    makee repair thisee piecee lock 

Ø.2P.SG   CAU  repair DEM  CLF  lock 

PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP     NPRE/IDN/NACT 

‘Get this lock repaired.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.54) 

The information structure of clause (73) is identical to the information structure of the 

canonical topic-comment structure which we discussed in section 6.1. What makes them 

different is their communicative function19. In other words, both types of clause serve to 

increase knowledge or information about the topic. Nevertheless, this piece of information 

about the topic in an imperative clause is an order or a task to the hearer. Also, the topic of 

imperative clauses always involves a second person feature which is not an absolute condition 

for a canonical topic-comment structure in China Coast Pidgin.       

Apart from the discussion about the topic and information structure of imperative clauses in 

China Coast Pidgin, we would like to compare them to imperative clauses in English and 

Cantonese. The China Coast Pidgin data shows that the ellipted second person pronoun at the 

sentence-initial position of imperative sentences can be present and is often present. This 

feature is similar to imperative clauses in Cantonese but not to those in English (Matthews & 

Yip 1994: 359), as the second person referent in English imperative clause is normally omitted. 

                                                
19 Declarative, interrogative, imperative and exclamatory are the four basic communicative function one can 
observe cross-linguistically (Dryer 2007: 224). Linguists do not have a fixed nomenclature for these functions. 
Some scholars called them speech act, mood, or sentence types. This thesis uses the term communicative 
function.      
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Example (74) is a Cantonese imperative clause in which the second person pronoun léh ‘you’ 

can either be ellipted or not.  

(74) (Léh)  faai=di  jāp  yéh   jáu! 

 2P.SG  fast=ish  pack  things leave 

‘Hurry up and get ready to leave!’ 

(Matthews & Yip 1994: 359) 

6.5 Cantonese Influences in China Coast Pidgin 

The discussion and the analysis above seems to suggest that phenomena related to information 

structure and grammatical constructions of China Coast Pidgin are influenced more by 

Cantonese, its substrate language, than by English, its superstrate language. In this section, we 

summarize Cantonese influences.  

First, parallel information structure ellipsis is related to discourse topic and topic chaining, 

which is a common phenomenon observed in Cantonese and other Sinitic languages. such as 

conversation (68) above on page 146, here repeated as (75).  
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(75) Servant: What thing  makee curry? 

Q thing  make  curry 

  NO TOPIC 

  ‘what kind of curry Sir ?’ 

Master:  Ø   can catch  shrimp? 

Ø2P.SG  can catch  shrimp 

  PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP    NPRE/NIDN/NACT 

 

  ‘Can you got any shrimps? 

Servant: Ø   no can catch  Ø 

  Ø2P.SG  NEG can catch  Ø.shrimp 

  PRE/IDN/ACT=TOP     NPRE/IDN/ACT 

  ‘I cannot get it.’ 

(Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.42) 

There is second-person ellipted argument shrimp in the answer can catch and we can recover 

the referent and its syntactic position because the information structure of the clause is same 

as the previous question can catch shrimp. Such ellipsis does not happen in English, as the 

patient argument of the predicate catch must be present as example (76) below. 

(76) Can you catch shrimp? 

On the other hand, arguments in Cantonese can be readily ellipted when the referent is clear in 

the context (Matthews & Yip 1994: 77 & 84) as example (77). 
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(77) Mai  tak tó  há   m  né? 

Buy  can  shrimp NEG Q 

‘Can you buy some shrimp?’ 

 

m mai tak tó. 

NEG buy can 

‘I cannot get it.’ 

 (Chinese-English Instructor Volume 6 p.42) 

Second, partial noun phrase ellipsis is also an observable feature in China Coast Pidgin 

influenced by Cantonese. We have compared the similarity in section 6.3.3, therefore, we will 

not repeat the discussion here.   

Finally, the topic and information structure of imperative clauses have similarity with 

Cantonese but not with English. This includes the second person referent in the sentence-initial 

position, which is frequently present as in Cantonese.  

To summarize Chapter 6, this thesis detects that the most unmarked topics in China Coast 

Pidgin tend to be in clause-initial position. Moreover, clauses without a topic occurs often. We 

also observe how different constructions or syntactic features affect the information structure 

in China Coast Pidgin. In general, topic and information structure China Coast Pidgin is diverse 

but with a general distribution of clause-initial topic and topic-comment structure. In terms of 

the influence from Cantonese or from English, we notice that Cantonese influence is more 

noteworthy in the comparison to English influence.   
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Chapter 7 Conclusion 

This thesis aims to evaluate the pattern of clause topic in China Coast Pidgin through the 

approach of information structure proposed by Knud Lambrecht in 1994. We apply three 

criteria, namely presupposition, identifiability and the status of activation to effectively verify 

the topic and the topic position of each clause. It is illustrated that these three criteria are 

feasible and efficient to identify the topic in China Coast Pidgin. The quantitative and 

qualitative analyses in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6 show that the topic in China Coast Pidgin tends 

to be in the clause-initial position, following those topics at the clause-medial position rank 

second. Only rarely does the topic in China Coast Pidgin occur in clause-final position. 

Furthermore, the analysis shows that the topic-comment structure is the canonical structure in 

China Coast Pidgin. However, the other three types of structure i.e. identificational, event-

reporting, and scene-setting structure are also observed in the corpus. Among these, the 

identificational structure occurs particularly frequently. Regarding the superstrate and substrate 

influence on the information structure of clauses in China Coast Pidgin, we find that topic, 

topic position and information structure appear to have substantial influence from Cantonese 

rather than English. For example, topic ellipsis and parallel information structure ellipsis in 

China Coast Pidgin stem from Sinitic languages, and we can see the similar phenomenon in 

Cantonese. Our analysis confirms the hypothesis that topics in China Coast Pidgin are not 

limited to being in clause-initial position, and we observe diversification of information 

structure in China Coast Pidgin. Additionally, the evaluation rejects the secondary hypothesis 

that English and Cantonese influence are equally notable.  
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We also uncovered the following phenomena in our analysis: first, we find the interplay 

between ellipsis and topicality. Our analysis shows that topicality is not a mandatory condition 

to elide a referent and vice versa. However, ellipsis is often a crucial feature when determining 

the topic in a clause in China Coast Pidgin. Second, we observe that the complex pronominal 

system in China Coast Pidgin has little influence on topicality. Finally, imperative clauses have 

the same information structure and topicality as the canonical topic-comment structure.  

A number of limitations and issues are worthy of further research. This thesis has already 

provided a good starting point for a discussion of the other phenomena of information structure, 

such as pragmatic focus, in China Coast Pidgin. The pragmatic focus and its relation to topic, 

although briefly mentioned in Chapter 5 and Chapter 6, should be examined in detail. Also, 

since the current analysis mainly focuses on the issue of topic, the discussion of the influences 

from Cantonese and English on China Coast Pidgin’s information structure has been 

rudimentary. Our discussion provides a first and rudimentary comparative analysis. Future 

investigation can provide a structured comparison with the help of parallel corpora.  

Apart from this, the observations with respect to pronouns demand further investigation. The 

pronominal system appears to have minor influences on the topicality and information structure 

in China Coast Pidgin. Therefore, this thesis proposes to analyze this aspect via other 

approaches. One of the proposed ideas is to evaluate pronouns through radical construction 

grammar, as we observe that a same verb may attaches with different form of pronoun, such as 

I wantchee X and My wantchee X. We preliminarily hypothesize that this is due to different 

function of the different construction.  
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To conclude, this thesis aims to be a paradigm for analyzing the topic and information structure 

of pidgins and creoles and contributes to a deeper understanding of China Coast Pidgin. Our 

study fills the research gap of the pragmatics of China Coast Pidgin. Moreover, through our 

study, which is a functional pragmatic analysis of a pidgin language, we offer a new aspect of 

understanding contact languages besides traditional grammar and syntax. We hope that our 

analysis can draw the attention to the research potential of information structure in pidgins and 

creoles.  
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Appendix 

(1) M: how dee _ do, Sir.  

(2) C: velly wellee,  

(3) thankee you, Sir.  

(4) I wantchee along you buy something. 

(5) M: velly well, I velly glad.  

(6) you have come to patronize me.  

(7) what thing you wantchee? 

(8) C: I wantchee one piecee woolen. 

(9) M: you waantchee what color?  

(10) C: you hap got what color? 

(11) M: my hap got alla color. 

(12) C: what quality goodsee?  

(13) M: firs(t)ee quality goodsee. 

(14) C: let me see.  

(15) what pricee?  

(16) M: four dollar one yard.  

(17) C: I fear that’see too muchee. 

(18) M: no, that proper pricee. 

(19) C: can you chargee more lessee. 

(20) M: I fear no can chargee too muchee lessee.  

(21) C: how muchee you chargee?  

(22) M: three seventy-five no lessee.  

(23) C: velly well, you sendee my houso.  

(24) You got fine broadcloth (colour?).  

(25) M: justee now no got.  

(26) becauso alla man no give proper price.  

(27) so fashion no can sellum. 

(28) C: you got fine calico?  

(29) M: no got,  
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(30) my got some fine linen.  

(31) You wantchee what pricee. 

(32) C: You sellum so muchee one ya(rd)  

(33) so muchee one piecee?  

(34) one piecee got how muchee ya (rd)?  

(35) M: my talkee true price. 

(36) C: how fashion you can chargee so muchee? 

(37) M: this belong my puleime kashe.   

(38) you more better give littee more. 

(39) C: you more better sellum littee more cheap. 

(40) M: velly well, two piecee man cuttee differencee.  

(41) my wantchee money justee now. 

(42) C: so fashion no can. 

(43) M: one moon my pay you. 

(44) C: you give my one piecee receipt. 

(45) give me pen inkee.  

(46) what time makee pay you send my billee.  

(47) my give you money. 

(48) M: I thinkee you pay my Mexican dollar. 

(49) C: no, my pay you Englishee money. 

(50) M: I losee too muchee discount. 

(51) C: so fashion my pay you one half Mexican dollar one half Englishee money. 

(52) M: you wantchee buy something more? 

(53) C: I wantchee something more.  

(54) becauso you so muchee dear.  

(55) my no can buy anymore justee now. 

(56) M: good cargo how can sellum cheap.  

(57) my piecee goodsee number one good and strong.  

(58) nextee time you come along my buy. 

(59) C: velly well, goodbye 


