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On Foreground-Background and Transitivity in Chinese Shiwu

(5+4)) Expository Discourse
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Foreground-background and transitivity are very important in discourse linguistics, the features of which vary from
types of discourse. Chinese shiwu expository discourse has its own semantic features about foreground-background;

and this type of discourse is characterized by low transitivity, especially in foreground.
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Introduction

Robert E. Longacre (1983) divides discourses into four types by two parameters: agent orientation and
contingent succession. The four types of discourse are narrative discourse, procedural discourse, behavior
discourse, and expository discourse, among which, the expository discourse is shown as [- agent orientation -
contingent succession], and the narrative discourse is shown as [+ agent orientation + contingent succession].
Those two types of discourses are opposite in the given two parameters. As for Chinese shiwu expository
discourse, it can also be represented as [- agent orientation - contingent succession], but the two features are too
vague to recognize Chinese shiwu expository discourse. We can consider Chinese shiwu expository discourse as
a subtype of expository discourse, here we further refines Chinese shiwu expository discourse as [- agent
orientation - contingent succession + objectivity + description + substantiality]. What interests us is the feature of
foreground-background and transitivity of Chinese shiwu expository discourse.

Foreground directly serves the speaker’s intention, while the background is supportive information, which
does not directly serve the speaker’s intention. Hopper (1979) summed up features of the foreground and

background of narrative discourse; we list them in matrix form as follows:

Table 1
Features of Foreground-Background in Narrative Discourse
Foreground Background

Time sequence + -

Event integrity

Subject consistency
Focus unmarked

+/-
+/-

Human topic

Activity

Dependence on narration
Realistic voice
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Non-narrative types of discourse also have foreground and background; the specific can refer to Hopper and
Thompson (1979; 1980), John Myhill (1992), Kawai Chui (2003), Chen Manhua (2008), Liu Yun and Li Jinxia
(2017). Zhang BolJiang (2018) often emphasized that the foreground and background vary from types of
discourse in classes; he put that the foreground and background in non-narrative discourse should be regarded as
a metaphor and he provided a judgment method of the foreground and background in non-narrative discourse: to
translate the characteristics of the foreground and background in narrative discourse into that of the target
discourse. The transitivity of one discourse usually related to foreground and background; for details, we can
refer to Hopper and Thompson (1980), Robert E. Longacre (1996), Kawai Chui (2003), Liu Yun and Li Jinxia
(2017), and so on.

Semantic Features of Foreground-Background of Chinese Expository Discourse

The research of foreground-background is mainly about narrative discourse. Expository discourse and
narrative discourse are opposite in many features; so compared with narrative discourse, we can get the main
features of foreground-background of Chinese shiwu expository discourse. We will discuss this topic from three

aspects as follows.

The Subjectivity and Foreground-Background
As for the relationship between subjects’ consistency and foreground-background, we need to be clear that,
narrative discourse is directly related to human beings, while Chinese shiwu expository discourse is directly
related to substantive objects but not men. Therefore, Chinese shiwu expository discourse can be expressed as:
foreground [+ subject consistency - human subjects], background [- subject consistency +/- human subjects].
The status of the explanatory objects in the narrative discourse is equivalent to that of the human agents in the
narrative discourse, so Chinese shiwu expository discourse can be adjusted as: foreground [+ subject consistency
+ explanatory object], background [- subject consistency - explanatory object]:
(1) Songshu bu xiang shanshil nayang yi dao dongtian jiu zhéfi budong. Tamen shi shifen jingjué de, zhiyao yourén
shaowei zai shugén shang chudong yixia, tamen jiu cong woli pao chillai, dudzai shuzhi dixia, hudzhé tdo dao bié¢ de
shushang qu. (Songshit)

—The squirrels do not lie in the winter like a mountain rat. They are very alert, as long as someone touches the roots
a little, they will run out of the nest, and hide under the branches, or flee to other trees. (The squirrels)

In (1), except one clause’s subject is rén (human), other clauses’ subjects are the explanatory
object—songshii (squirrel). The clauses whose subjects are songshii (including different reference forms) are
foreground, and the clause whose subject is human is background.

In Chinese shiwu expository discourse, explanatory objects do not usually appear in the full name. Whether
explanatory objects appear as full name or as other related forms, they are all in the same system, so they are
foreground information; other information which outside the explanatory objects’ system is background
information. Thus Chinese shiwu expository discourse can be described as: foreground [+ systematic content],
background [- systematic content]:

(2) Jing gé yiding de shijian bixt hixi yici. Butong zhongléi de jing, pénchi de qi xingchéng de shuizhu y& bu

yiyang: Xujing de shuizhu shi chuizhi de, you xi you gao; chijing de shuizhu shi qingxié de, you cii you ai. You jingyan
de yiimin génju shuizhu de xingzhuang, jiu kéyi panduan jing de zhonglei hé daxido. (Jing)
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—The whale must breathe every once in a while. The water column formed by the ejected gas from different whales
is different: the water column ejected by the baleen whale is vertical, thin and high; and the water column ejected by the
toothed whale is inclined, thick and short. According to the shape of the water column, experienced fishermen can judge
the type and size of the whale. (The whale)

The explanatory object of (2) is jing (whale). Although jing (whale), Xijing de shuizhu (water column of
baleen whale), and chijing de shuizhu (water column of toothed whale) are not the same, they belong to the same
system, and the relevant descriptions are foreground. You jingyan de yumin (experienced fishermen) does not

belong to the explanatory object’s system, so the relevant description is background information.

The Expression and Foreground-Background

The way of introduction of the explanatory objects is mainly description or explanation in Chinese shiwu
expository discourse, which is different from that of narrative discourse. Therefore, Chinese shiwu expository
discourse can be described as: foreground [+ dependence on description/explanation], background [- dependence
on description/explanation]:

(3) Plitao zhong zai shanpd de titian shang. Maomi de zhiyé xiang simian zhankai, jiu xiang daqi le yigége liis¢ de
liangpéng. Dao qifiji, pitao yidichuan yidachuan guazai liiye dixia, you héngde, baide, zide, anhongde, danliide,
wuguangshiseé, méili jile. Yaoshi zhéshihou ni dao pttaogdu qu, réqinghaoke de wéiwl’érzu laoxiang, zhlin hui zhaixia
zui tian de putao, rang ni chi ge gou. (Putao gou)

—Grapes are planted on the terraces of the hillside. The dense branches and leaves spread out on all sides, as if that
there is a green pergola. In the autumn, a large bunch of grapes hang under the green leaves, red, white, purple, dark red,

light green, very beautiful. If you go to the Grape Valley at this time, the hospitable Uighur fellows will pick up the
sweetest grapes and treat you warmly. (The Grape Valley)

The description of putao (grapes) in (3), such as fitidn (terraces), zhiye (leaves), and putao (grapes) are all
closely related to explanatory object—purtaogou (Grape Valley), which are foreground. Ni (You) and wéiwu erzui
laoxiang (Uygur fellows) are independent of the explanatory object, and the related contents of the narrative
words are background.

Activity is very prominent in narrative discourse, while static state usually prominent in Chinese shiwu
expository discourse. The explanatory object in Chinese shiwu expository discourse can be either animate (such
as animals) or inanimate (such as buildings). The animate explanatory object owns the active ability; in fact the
behavior of the animate explanatory is usually regular. The regular action can also be regarded as a description of
state to some extent. So Chinese shiwu expository discourse still does not highlight the active or punctual nature
in foreground, while the background may present the active nature. Therefore, Chinese shiwu expository
discourse usually manifests as: foreground [- active/punctual], background [+/- active/punctual]:

(4) Xan lingmén hou shiji€ ji zhi beiting, zhé shi yizuo pingmian fangxing de tingshi jianzhu. Ting néi zai guifu
shang 1i 8 mi gao de shib&i yizuo, shang ké qgianjin kaishi: “Zhonggué gudémindang zang zongli siinxianshéng yu ci,
zhonghudminguo shiba nian liuyue yiri.” (Weiwei zhongshanling)

—Along the stone steps behind the mausoleum, you can reach the tablet pavilion. The pavilion is a flat square
pavilion-style building. There is a stone monument of 8 meters high on the turtle in the table pavilion. Engraved gold

inscriptions on the stone tablet: “Chinese Nationalist prime Minister Mr. Sun buried here, June 1, the 18th year of
Republic of China.” (Sun Yat-sen Mausoleum)
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There are one judgment clause and two existential clauses in (4), both of which are static expressions, and
they are directly related to the explanatory object—zhongshanling (Sun Yat-sen Mausoleum), so they are
foreground. Xun (along) and zhi (reach) are the behaviors of visitors, which are active and not directly related to

the explanatory object, so the clause belongs to background.

The Spatiotemporal and Foreground-Background
Chinese shiwu expository discourse does not highlight contingent succession, so the foreground of the
discourse usually repels information related to time sequence, while there are no special restrictions on the
background. Therefore, the discourse is characterized by: foreground [- time sequence], background [+/- time
sequence]:
(5) W0 yueéguo guangchang, tazhe jihuangse huagangshi shidao, xuxt zoéudao jinianbéi taijie qian, cong jinchu zixi
zhanyang jinianbgi...... zhe shi zhdongguo ziglyilai zuida de yizuo jinianbéi, cong dimian dao beiding gao da 37.94 mi,
you 10 céng l6u name gao. (Rénminyingxiong yongchuibuxili—zhanyang shouda rénminyingxiongjinianbei)
—I crossed the square, stepped on the orange granite stone road, and slowly walked to the monument stairs, and look
carefully at the monument with reverence from a close... This is the largest monument in China since ancient times, from

the ground to the top of the monument, it is 37.94 meters high, which as high as 10 floors. (The People’s Heroes Are
Immortal—to look at the Monument to the People’s Heroes of the Capital with reverence)

Yueguo (go through), tazhe (stepping), zéudao (arrive), and zhanydng (to look at with reverence) are the
actions that are done in chronological order. Those actions are outside the explanatory object, and those
information belongs to background. The introduction about the explanatory object—Rénminyingxiongjinianbéi
(Monument to the People’s Heroes) is the foreground, and there is no chronological order here.

The main work of Chinese shiwu expository discourse is to introduce the given objective entities that are
explanatory object. The given objective entities are usually spatial and objective, so the discourse can be
described as: foreground [+ objective existence + spatiality], background [+/- objective existence +/- spatiality]:

(6) Changlang de yimian shi 17 shan chao huayuan kai de juda de gongxing chuangmén, lingyimian xiangqian zhe

yu gongxingchuang duichén de shiqi mian jingzi, zhexi€ jingzi you 400 dud kuai jingpian zluchéng...... manbu zai
jinglang néi...... fangfu zhishén zai fangcdortyin, jiamuconglong de yuanlin zhong. (Fan’€rsaigong)

—On one side of the promenade are 17 large arched windows and doors that open towards the garden, and the other
side is a seventeen mirrors that are symmetrical with arched windows. These mirrors are made up of more than 400
lenses...walking in the mirror gallery... It seems to be in the garden full of grass and good wood. (The Versailles Palace)

Fan’érsaigong (Versailles Palace) described in (6) is a real entity. The gongxing chuangmén (arched
windows and doors), shigi mian jingzi (seventeen mirrors), etc., that belong to Fan’érsaigong are also real
existing entities, and they all occupy a certain space. The related descriptions of those entities are all foreground.
Someone’s actions such as manbu (walking), is subjective information, which is not controlled by the
explanatory object; this information belongs to background.

From the above, the features of foreground and background of Chinese shiwu expository discourse are

mainly as follows:
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Table 2
Features of Foreground-Background in Chinese Shiwu Expository Discourse
Foreground Background

Time sequence - +/-
Systematic content + -
Subject consistency + -
Explanatory object’s topicality + -
Active/punctual - +/-
Dependence of description/explanation + +/-
Objective existence + +/-
Spatiality + +/-

Transitivity Characteristics of Chinese Shiwu Expository Discourse

Transitivity here is a continuum; Hopper and Thompson (1980) summed up 10 factors that affect transitivity,
which are: Participants, Kinesis, Aspect, Punctuality, Volitionality, Addirmation, Mood, Agency, Affectedness
of O, and Individuation of O. In fact, the importance of the 10 features is different in practice. We will analyze the
transitivity characteristics of Chinese shiwu expository discourse from the perspective of the subject, predicate,

and object of the sentences.

Subjects and the Transitivity

The explanatory objects are the main topics of Chinese shiwu expository, and they usually act as subjects of
sentences. Most of the explanatory objects are inanimate; and some explanatory objects are plants and animals,
which are low animate. The non animacy and low animacy of the explanatory objects make the subjects’
affectedness and volotionality present weak characteristics:

(7) Chongging shi yizuo glichéng. (Céng yibin dao chongqing)
—Chongqing is an ancient city. (From Yibin to Chonggqing)

In (7), the subject—Chongging (Chongqing) is an inanimate entity, which determines that it does not have
the ability or autonomy of doing things, and the transitivity of the subject also makes the sentence low transitivity
as a whole.

Although plants are animate, they hardly own the volitionality and the agency. Even if the explanatory
objects are living animals, when they act as subjects of sentences, they seldom act as the executor of the action:

(8) Songshu shi yizhong piaoliang de xiao dongwu. (Songshii)
—The squirrel is a beautiful little animal. (The squirrel)

In (8), the subject—songsht (squirre) is animate; in this sentence it does not present the kinesis and agency.
We examined all the 4,581 sentences in 49 Chinese shiwu explanatory discourses, and found that in 86.3%

(3,957/4,581) of the sentences the subject is non-human. Therefore, in terms of the subjects of sentences in the

discourse, the transitivity of Chinese shiwu expository discourse tends to be low.

Predicate and Transitivity
Here we discuss the transitive sentences and intransitive sentences respectively.

Of the 2,716 transitive sentences with non-human subjects above, 58.8% (1,597/2,716) are non-action verb
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predicates; and 34.4% (934/2,716) are action verb predicates; and the remaining 6.8% (185/2,716) are pivotal
sentences, ditransitive sentence, Ba sentences, and Bei sentences. For the perspective of predicate’s feature, the
transitivity of non-verb predicate sentence is lower than that of verb predicate sentence; the transitivity of simple
verb predicate sentences is lower than that of pivotal sentences and ditransitive sentences; Zhang Bojiang (2001)
inspected the transitivity of Chinese BA sentences and Bei sentences, and concluded that both types of sentences
are strong transitive:

A. (9) Yonghégong shi yizuo lama mido. (Yonghégong)

—Yonghégong is a Lama Temple. (The Lama Temple)

B. (10) a. Er qita 10 de ji#o jian dou zhixiang qianfang. (Milt)

—The tips of the other deer’s horn point to the front. (The Elk)

b. Daole chiintian huanshang xia mao. (Shuidiao)
—1In the spring, its hair becomes summer hair. (Mink)

C. (11) a. Shi tingba de b&ishén xidndé gengjia zhuangyan, xiongwéi. (Rénminyingxiong yongchuibuxii—zhanying
shoudd rénminyingxiongjinianbéi)

—Make the tall and straight body look more solemn and majestic. (The People’s Heroes Are Immortal—to look at
the Monument to the People’s Heroes of the Capital with reverence)

b. Géi rén yizhong xiongwéi didnya de ganjué. (Xiongwei de rénmindahuitang)

—Give people a sense of grandeur and elegance. (The majestic Great Hall of the People)

c. Bé xidoyu xidoxia tin jin duzi li. (Jing)

—The whale swallowed the small fish and shrimp into the stomach. (The whale)

d. Blixing de chan béi huohuo yio shang. (Liis¢ gudguo)
—Unlucky cockroaches are bitten. (Green Grasshopper)

The above sentences are divided into three groups according to the predicate. Group A is the non-action verb
predicate sentence; among the above sentences, the transitivity of sentences in this group is lowest. Group B is the
action verb predicate sentence; the transitivity of sentences in this group is higher than that of group A. In group
B, not all verbs that act as predicates are real actions; for example, the verb zhixiang (point to) in (10)a indicates
an attribute without highlighting the dynamic nature, while, the verb huanshang (become) in (9)b has dynamic
properties. The transitivity of (10)b is higher than that of (10)a. Group C contains pivotal sentence ((11)a),
ditransitive sentence ((11)b), Ba sentence ((11)c), and Bei sentence ((11)d). In this group, the transitivity of
sentences is higher than that of group A and B.

It is found that the number of sentences decreases with the improvement of transitivity. In addition, the verbs
in some transitive sentences do not represent the actual actions in the discourse, which also indicates that the
sentences in the discourse are of low transitivity.

To a certain extent, the naming of the intransitive sentence itself indicates the low transitivity of the sentences.

Among the intransitive sentences, there are 1,241 sentences’ subjects which are non-person, among which
56.6% (702/1,241) are non verb predicates and 43.3% (539/1,241) are verb predicate sentences:

A. (12)a. Ciruiqun yuanzhuxing. (Chang rui mulan)
—Pistil group is Cylindrical. (Long Mulan)
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b. Qigliyti de yanjing yuanlialit de. (Furao de xishaqiinddo)
—The eyes of the Gas drum fish are round. (The rich Xisha Islands)

B. (13) Houzhi wanquan tuihua le. (JTng)
—The hind limbs are completely degraded. (The whale)

In (12)a, the predicate yuanzhuxing (cylinder) is a noun, and the sentence is a nominal predicate sentence; in
(11)b, the predicate yuanliiliii (round) is an adjective, and the sentence is an adjective predicate sentence; in (13)
the predicate ruihua (degenerate) is a verb, and the sentence is a verb predicate sentence. The number of non-verb
predicate sentences is higher than that of verb predicate sentences, while the transitivity of non-verb predicate
sentences is significantly lower than that of verb predicate sentences, which shows that the predicate with low
transitivity is dominant in intransitive sentences.

It is found that most of predicates in both transitive and intransitive sentences are non dynamic or weakly
dynamic. When a predicate does not represent an action, it has nothing to do with aspect and punctuality. And
usually, the effect of addirmation on transitivity varies little from types of discourse. So, from the perspective of

predicate, sentences also present low transitivity.

Objects and Transitivity
Speaking of the relation between object and transitivity, we will examine the influence of participants,
affectedness of O, and individuation of O on transitivity.
As for the participants, the transitivity of a sentence with two objects is higher than that of a sentence with
one object, and the transitivity of an object with one sentence is higher than that without an object:
(14) Géi rén yizhong xiongw¢i didnya de ganjué. (Xiongwei de rénmindahuitang)
—It makes people feel grand and elegant. (The majestic Great Hall of the People)

(15) Yonghégong shi yizuo ldmamiao. (Yonghé gong)
—Yonghégong is a Lama Temple. (The Lama Temple)

(16) Houzhi wanquan tuihua le. (Jing)
—The hind limbs are completely degraded. (The whale)

In (14), the sentence owns two objects—rén (people) and gdnjué (feeling); in (15), the sentence owns one
object—Idmamiao (the Lama Temple); in (16), there is no object.

Statistics indicate that among 3,277 transitive sentences which own more than one object only account for
0.1% (4/3,277) of the total transitive sentences; 99.9% (3,273/3,277) of the sentences own only one object. And
there are 1,304 intransitive sentences. In a word, sentences present low transitivity in the factor of participants.

As for the affectedness of O, which is closely related with predicates of sentences:

(17) Shuidiao shu burtgang shirouléi de yizhong zhéngui de méaopishou. (Shuidiao)
—Mink is a precious fur beast that belongs to the carviores of the mammalia. (Mink)

In (17), the predicate shu (belong to) is a non-action verb, and the object mdopishou (furbeast) is not affected
by the predicate. So in this way, the factors of affectedness of O lose their due effect in judging transitivity.

We analyzed 2,716 sentences with non-human subjects in transitive sentences, among which 58.8%

(1,597/2,716) are predicates with non-action verbs, which indicates that in a large number of sentences the factor
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of the affectedness of O is meaningless in determining sentence transitivity.
As for individuation of O, this factor also related with predicates of sentences. When the predicate is
non-active verb, the individuation of O is a little meaning:
(18) Dongx1 lidngce ge you yige mian kuod sanjian de xidowi. (Weiwei zhongshanling)
—There is a three room sized cottage on each side of the east and west. (Sun Yat-sen Mausoleum)
(19) Fujin dadud shi chongjipingyuan hé xido qitiling. (WEiwei zhongshanling)
—Most of the surrounding areas are alluvial plains and small hills. (Sun Yat-sen Mausoleum)

In (18), there exist a quantifier yige (one) to command the object, so we realize that the object is individual,
while in (19), there is not quantifier to command the object. Compared with the two sentences, we cannot say that
the transitivity of sentence (18) is higher than that of sentence (19). The fact that a large number of non-active
verb predicate sentences indicates that the factor of the individual of O is meaningless in determining sentences’
transitivity.

From the perspective of subject, predicate, and object of sentences, it indicates that Chinese shiwu
expository discourse is of low transitivity.

There are some differences in transitivity between the foreground and background of the discourse. Chinese
shiwu explanatory discourse’s main work is to introduce the given entity objectively, which makes the discourse
always be static but not dynamic, especially in foreground. Since the topics in background often change, most of
the information related to person’s activity belongs to background. Persons are high animate; they own obvious
characteristics in volitionality and agency, so there are more opportunities for background to own higher

transitivity than foreground.

Conclusion

The distinction between foreground and background usually depends on the attribute of the discourse itself.
As far as Chinese shiwu expository discourse is concerned, the distinction between foreground and background
mainly depends on the following factors: whether the explanatory objects’ topicality, whether the systematic
content, whether the subject consistency, whether objective existence, whether spatiality, whether dependence of
explanation, and so on. Restricted by the theme of the discourse, the low transitivity of the discourse is very

prominent. And we can also find that the transitivity of foreground is obviously lower than that of background.
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