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Abstract:

This paper argues that mainstream Chinese syntactic perspective may be irrelevant to the practicum of Chinese. It attempts to inquire why Chinese language theorists, having written much on lexicology and phonology, did not develop any syntactic theory while there were constant contemporary demands on a unified and standardized structure of Chinese language in the history of ancient China. In the light of regional structural differences in the Chinese language; no historical record indicates that Chinese rulers or scholars proposed any unification of Chinese language structure in the first two thousand years of recorded history of China. Word order and the structural patterns of the Chinese language expressions were ignored by Chinese scholars for most part of the scholastic reflection on the Chinese language. By analyzing the Chinese perspectives on philosophy, logic, art and literature, this paper interprets a long-existing argument that Chinese remains close to its “original state” in a different way. It suggests that bounding of Chinese constraints comes mostly from the meaning of words rather than from the form of the words or word sequence. Meaning-governing and formal constraints are different restrictions that appeal to different cognitive mechanisms. Meaning (semantic?) constraint is conceptual image-oriented while formalistic (syntactic?) constraint is formal logic-oriented. As a language with larger range of syntactic tolerance and semantic involvement in machine translation, Chinese can be characterized as conceptual image-oriented. 
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Introduction
The fact that no syntactic theory evolved in the history of Chinese language and only after a massive exchange between the Chinese and the westerners there occurred various kinds of westerner-interpreted Chinese syntactic theories may suggest that syntactic perspective is not as important in communicating in Chinese as in a western language like English and the current “Chinese” syntactic perspective maybe irrelevant to the practicum of Chinese, language pedagogy and language processing.   
1. Syntax ignored: Historical background
In foreign language education at least, the framework and the terms that Chinese teachers used to describe Chinese grammar and that used by English teachers to describe English grammar were largely the same: noun, verb, adverb, adverbial, adjective, subject, object, etc., meaning that the scholastic conceptualizations of these two languages are largely the same. The legitimacy of transporting grammatical framework of one language to another has been challenged (see Tai and Hsueh 1996, Huang and Li 1996, Chu 2002) – in the Chinese case, the challengers are mostly Chinese scholars, who pinpoint the uniqueness of the Chinese language, rather than western theorists who focus on the commonness of it. This factual reality itself is interesting and, to a large extent, revealing, that may deserve more in-depth investigation.. Chinese intellectuals have gone through three phases of psychology toward western grammatical theories in regard to the Chinese language: accepting – doubting – challenging. Still are a large group of Chinese linguists studying and working within the frameworks created by western linguists, and trying to prove these frameworks are applicable to Chinese. This group of linguists is mostly trained in the western hemisphere, with some of them residing and working in a western country for the most part of their lives. They are apparently riding with the mainstream of scholastic linguistics of the western hemisphere. On the other side of the globe, mainstream Chinese linguists are casting doubts on the adoption approach and arguing that a language fundamentally different deserves a more suitable dynamics. It is undeniable that Chinese language had evolved from a greatly different origin, history and culture that set it apart from any of the western languages that has been setting references of modern syntactic theories (see Zhou 2003). The never-ending debates depicting Chinese as an SVO, SOV or OSV language, and the seemingly never-solvable problem of classifying Chinese lexicon into nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions, etc. questions the fundamental of those debates: is it appropriate to adopt western grammatical framework to describe the phenomena of Chinese and prescribe structures for it? It is likely that this adoption approach is causing these debates rather than giving answers. In other words, the adoptive concept, perspective and procedures on the anatomy of Chinese language may have created dissections with artificial lines that conflict with the internal structure of the language. Emphasizing that Chinese scholars did not dance on “syntactical” feet until western grammar was introduced, this paper attempts to inquire why Chinese language theorists, having written much on lexicology and phonetics, did not develop any syntactic framework even when there were needs in most part of the history of China to ‘unify’ and ‘standardize’ the structure of the language.

     As the so-called imperial examination system (科举制度/ke1ju3 zhi4du4) was established in the Tang dynasty, writing became the most important issue in Chinese academics. Among all the civilian skills to be tested, writing largely determined whether a test-taker could be elevated to the next level and/or awarded with an official academic title. Being the only path for civilians to enter the stage of Chinese politics, the national imperial examination factually promoted a long-existing political need for standardization of the Chinese language(s) and the writing system(s), relevant to the political need for unification of Chinese States, regions and territories, -- a prevailing issue of Chinese language throughout the history of China. Even under these political circumstances however, no one in the recorded history of Chinese academia attempted to write any books, articles, essays, or even lecture notes to describe the principle of Chinese sentence construction or to probe into the language’s syntactic or structural rules. Chinese scholars, who attempted to standardize the writing systems and the phonetic systems of the Chinese language (广韵/Guang3 Yun4, 切韵/Qie1 Yun4中原音韵 / Zhong1yuan2 Yin1yun4), and who noticed the dialectal differences (杨雄/Yang2 Xiong2 方言/ Fang1yan2), never showed any interest in standardizing Chinese syntax, even though syntactic differences occurred at least during the Warring States period.  As Wang (1980) noted, ancient Chinese scholars sensed the structural differences among dialects. Wang cites Meng Zi as follows.
“楚人谓乳毂，谓虎於菟 故名之曰, 窦毂於菟”

Chu3ren2 wei4 ru3 gu3, wei4 hu3 yu2tu4, gu4 ming2 zhi1 yue1 
dou4 gu3 yu2tu4. (Meng Zi, Teng Wen Gong Shang).


“People from the State of Chu call bread-feeding Gu, call tiger Yu Tu, 
therefore he was called Dou Gu Yu Tu.”
     According to Wang’s interpretation, people from the State of Chu called breast-feeding ‘毂/gu3’, and tiger ‘菟/tu4’. This sentence states that Dou, who was breast-fed by a tiger, was described as 窦毂於菟/dou4gu3yu2tu4 in the State of Chu, using the structure of the Chu dialect, instead of  窦於菟毂/dou4yu2tu4gu3 which people from China proper would say.  

     Obviously, regional structural differences did exist in Chinese language(s) before the first emperor of Qin took the rein of China. There was certainly a need from the Chinese ruler’s point of view to unify the grammar of Chinese for the same reasons as “Unite the writings and unite the width of the road” (书同文，车同轨/Shu1 tong2 wen2, che1 tong2 gui3) that the first emperor of Qin actually did. Reading the history of Chinese language development after Qin, including the current state of the Chinese language(s), we believe these structural differences carry on. No historical record however, indicates that Chinese rulers or scholars pursued any unification attempt on Chinese language structure in the history of ancient China. It may be true that only the Han Chinese language had a writing system at that time. Many minorities even foreign nations adopted or learned from the Han writing system. It is therefore possible that the structural differences between dialects in early times were apparent only when they were spoken, while their written forms were similar. It is also possible that since the Qin dynasty had done so much in terms of character writing unification, people saw little need to further standardize the writing system after the Qin because ancient Chinese scholars focus on character, equivalent to word in classical Chinese, instead of the combination of characters (words) in expressing ideas. Word order and the structural patterns of the Chinese expressions are essentially ignored by Chinese scholars. As Liu Xie said “There is no rule of writing. The rule of writing emerges only after the writing is finished” (文无定法/wen2wu2ding4fa3，文成法立/wen2cheng2fa3li4). A prominent character of classical Chinese writing is that it has no punctuations, or at a later stage, only a period at the end of an article. It may well suggest that the sense and feel of Chinese writing, in terms of structural pauses, fluency, connectivity and acceptability, is on the word or word relation level rather than the “complete” sentence level. 

2. Language, literature, art and culture: a never lost consistency 

Literature collects the quintessence of language, with poetry being the soul of literature. Developments in literature reflect changes in the language. During the Han, Wei and Jin, Tang and Song dynasties, Chinese literary writing styles matured and Chinese prose and poetic writing styles were formulated and formalized. This becomes apparent examining the development of writing styles from literary works written by Pre-Qin masters  (先秦诸子散文/ Xian1Qin2 zhu1zi3 san3wen2), Han rhythmic prose writings (汉赋/Han4fu4), Wei and Jin’s parallel prose writings (魏晋骈文/Wei4jin4 pian2wen2) to the prose writings of the Tang and Song dynasties (唐宋散文/Tang2 Song4 san3wen2); from poems written before the Qin dynasty (先秦诗歌民谣/Xian1Qin2 shi1ge1 min2yao2), folk songs written during the Han and Wei Dynasties (汉魏乐府/Han4Wei4 Yue4fu3) to poems written in the Tang and Song Dynasties (唐诗宋词/Tang2shi1 Song4ci2). However, this standardization or formalization was neither syntactic nor semantic; it was rhetorical. Scholars and artists at that time focused on the expression of the language rather than its structure. A typical example is the so-called  ‘Metrical Pattern of Poetry’ (格律诗/Ge2lü4shi1) that has many strict regulations for constructing a poem. But these rules are phonological rather than syntactical, emphasizing the rhythm of poems, the imagination of mind, the power and beauty of the sound, rather than the structure of language expressions. The same applies to a far later writing style in prose, the so-called ‘Eight-Part-Essay’(八股文/Ba1gu3wen2). Although it used a relatively ‘plain’ style of language writing, its focus was still laid on the effect and power of expression rather than the structure of the language even at the sentence level. Looking into Chinese literary theories on writings, we can find that the emphasis of rhetorical structure  remains on the forefront throughout the history of Chinese literature. 

     Literature and the art in the history of China are viewed as means to express thinking and feeling rather than as artistic forms of aesthetic appreciation. Even the most formalized art of calligraphy is taken as a way of depicting spirit (写神/xie3shen2). Scholars of dynasties wrote many articles and books on the ideas of painting, calligraphy and poetry, making one permanent theme, and depicting the nature of Chinese art and literature and the spirit of Chinese philosophy.
 
得意忘象，得意忘形

De2 yi4 wang4 xiang4, de2 yi4 wang4 xing2


Forget the image if you can get the spirit


Forget the form if you can get the meaning,

It matches perfectly with claims made by philosophers: “Don’t know whether I dream to be the butterfly or whether the butterfly dreams to be me (不知周之梦为蝴蝶欤？蝴蝶之梦为周欤/Bu4 zhi1 Zhou1 zhi1 meng4 wei2 hu2die2 yu3? hu2die2 zhi1 meng4 wei2 Zhou1 yu3?)”, “The space is my heart. My heart is the space (宇宙便是吾心，吾心便是宇宙/Yu3zhou4 bian4 shi4 wu2 xin1, wu2 xin1 bian4 shi4 yu3zhou4)”, “My heart is my Buddha (我心即我佛/Wo3 Xin1 Ji2 Wo3 Fo2)” .
 
     The same philosophical view extends to every other aspects of Chinese culture: the power of the emperor being assumed second only to the heaven, ideological concerns being weighted over business developments and technological inventions, laws and regulations being interpreted rather freely by the persons who practice them, and physical human bodies being imaginatively sensed and reconstructed in doctors’ minds upon which treatments were based (Brown 2002). It is the same mindset that led the Chinese in ancient times not to make efforts in discovering the syntactic rules for their language, and helped create the character of Chinese art, literature and culture.

3. Language,  logic, and the Chinese characters

     Language being the material form of thinking and sound being the material form of spoken language, character is the material form of the Chinese written language. Lu Bing-fu (1986) argues that Chinese mathematics could not progress any further after it reached a certain level because Chinese mathematicians did not develop a set of abstract symbols in the Chinese language. Variables in ancient Chinese mathematics were represented by imagery daily words, unlikely to evolve into an independent set of abstract symbols. There are three related aspects in the interpretation of the findings: firstly, the Chinese way of thinking seems imaginarily linked to concrete objects; secondly, the Chinese written language, the Chinese character form precisely, constrains on the Chinese way of thinking; and thirdly, the Chinese way of thinking limits the use of the Chinese language as reflected in the use of Chinese characters. It is noticed that the Chinese sign language for numbers 6 to 10 associates with the shapes of these numbers while the Japanese, Korean and American refer to the numeric value of these five numbers for sign indication. It may suggest that the Chinese mind is affected by the fact that Chinese character is a visually oriented construction. Dr. Sophie Scott (2003) found that Mandarin speakers use both side of the brain while English speaker use only the left temporal lobe. She claims that “People who speak different sorts of languages use their brains to decode speech in different ways,” and that “…the structure of the language you learn as a child affects how the structure of your brain develops...” The finding may analogically be applied to reading and writing of the Chinese language: the shape of the Chinese characters invokes much brain power in imagery processing that even logical reasoning in Chinese has to rely on imagery to form.

     Ancient Chinese examples of argumentation in logic were mostly philosophical (such as “White horse is not horse (白马非马/Bai2 ma3 fei1 ma3)”) rather than mathematical, and imagery rather than symbolizing. Without concrete images and perceivable links between images, Chinese logical reasoning seems have no ground to stand. No abstract symbols or logical relations were invented in the history of Chinese logics, or rather, logical reasoning. The so-called ideographs, the Chinese characters, are, to a great extent, pictographic, associated closely with the objects, events and relations they are assumed to represent. The fact that Chinese language does not have inflectional changes, often found in western languages, made some western linguists claim that Chinese is a “primitive” language still in its original state of development or underdevelopment. Their conclusion maybe wrong but their observation, namely, what prompted this argument is probably more meaningful than some offended Chinese linguists take it to be. They seem observe that Chinese uses different means to express meaning and the means that modern Chinese uses to express meanings remain largely the same as does in Classical Chinese (because there is no recording of ancient spoken Chinese, classical written Chinese is used as a reference), namely, word formation and word relation. In this regard, Chinese is a language that remains close to its original state where bounding comes mostly from the meaning of words and word relations rather than from the form of the words, or a strict word sequence. It is likely that for the same reason, the Chinese language uses fewer abstract symbols to indicate relations between objects, events, words and concepts. 

     Since long ago, Chinese theorists have taken language as way of expressing oneself as evidenced in Chinese art such as painting. Zhuang Zi used to say:
    语有贵也，语之所贵者意也。意有所随，意之所随不可以言传也。《庄子天道》
     Yu2 you3 gui4 ye3, yu3 zhi1 suo3 gui4 zhe3 yi4 ye3. Yi4 you3 suo3 sui2, yi4 zhi1 suo3 
     sui2 bu4 ke3 yi3 yan2 chuan2 ye3. Zhuang Zi Tian Dao


     There is something important in language. What a language emphasizes is the meaning (+ 
 
     intention). Meaning has something to refer to. However, what is referred cannot be 
     expressed by using language.
     Obviously, Chinese scholars like Zhuang Zi take language as a vehicle to express meaning. Both meaning and language have truth/rules to follow, but that truth/rules cannot be explained explicitly in language.  

     Similarly,

     言者意之声，书者言之记。《书序正义》

      Yan2 zhe3 yi4 zhi1 sheng1, shu1 zhe3 yan2 zhi1 ji4. 


      Shu Xu Zheng Yi


      Spoken language is the voice of meaning, written language is the recording of the spoken 
      language.
     It is fairly simple to define 语、言、声、记/Yu3, yan2, sheng1, ji4. It is impossible to define 意/yi4 as clearly. In fact, 意/yi4 is the most un-clarified concept in classical Chinese philosophy, literary and art criticisms, and traditional Chinese language theories. One common ground in the interpretations of意/yi4 is that it is expressive rather than descriptive. Chinese scholars in literature, art, philosophy and language, generally take意/yi4 as intangible, individualized feeling and perception. In language studies, taken as of a subconscious sort, 意/yi4 constraint has never been presented in a logical form. It is either that the Chinese do not know how to describe the subconscious pattern their language expression follows or that they don’t feel compelled to do so. 

4.   Natural  imagery constraints

Researchers noticed an often-overlooked feature of natural language communication:

“One of the striking things about human language use is that our speaker will attach an interpretation to almost any utterance she hears. Even a nonsense stream of sound will be heard as phonemes and words. Sentences with ‘errors’ in them yield numerous amounts of information, e.g., they will be broken into phrases even if they contain mostly (or perhaps all) nonsense words” (Rager 1992:143-144).
     This statement describes spoken language. Its conclusion however, can be applied to written languages as well. When isolated words are presented randomly, a reader will automatically create a context for them and link these words into expressions. This is just as when several snapshots are put together, the viewer will naturally organize them into a short movie. A famous experiment in the history of film went as follows: When a world renowned director, Eisenstain, cut-in a plate of soup before the shot of a neutral face of an actor, the actor seemed to smile as perceived by the viewing subjects. When an image of a coffin was cut-in instead, the same face looked sad. This shows that human minds tend to associate one thing with another, link one image with another and thus connect one word with another no matter how far apart they seem to be.

     If you present the following words in a circular order like I did at both the University of Hawaii and the Ohio State University,



‘hair’

‘stone’

‘no’,

     and ask subjects to make one shortest possible sentence or word string using these words. They most probably will come up with “Stone does not have hair” or “Stone no hair” and such rather than “Hair doesn’t have stone” or “Hair no stone”.  If the words put down are “hair / bald-men / no”, the chance that the subjects come up with “bald-men no hair”, “bald-men do not have hair,” or “hair does not grow on bald-men” and such is almost 100% guaranteed. This experiment suggests that words, which are conceptual images in our mind, rely heavily on possible natural relations that may exist between them. Words themselves thus are charged with compositional electrons associated with people’s cognitive imagination. That compositional potential does not require any grammarian-prescribed syntactic structure to formalize into meaningful expressions. Word combination follows a compositional rule that is somehow in accordance with the film editing rule revealed by Montage. 

· Is there any difference in people’s ability to associate different images? 

The answer is Yes. It is usually called a degree of being imaginative. 

· Is there any difference between people from different cultures? 

The answer is Yes. The differences mainly manifest through people’s ways of thinking and behaving.

· If two groups of people behave differently, do they think differently?

The answer is Yes, because human conducts are mostly results of conscious thinking.

· If two groups of people think differently, do they use their language differently?

The answer is Yes, because language use reflects the process of thinking.

     If the ways of thinking and the ways of utilizing their own languages are different, based on the above suppositions, the question of whether these differences exist between languages must be positive. Depending on the interaction between people and their languages, different languages must be adept or distinct in processing different types of data.  It is astonishing that scholars who agree to cultural uniqueness and diversities would argue for uniformity across languages, forgetting that language is a product of cultural activities. 

     Chinese has a broader range of syntactic tolerance, manifesting through the high tolerance rate of word movement within a given meaningful string of words. Research shows that a Chinese-related machine translation system demands less syntactic but more semantic input. Compared to existing Russian, English, Japanese systems, the Chinese machine translator demands less syntactic but more semantic involvement (Feng 1992:96):

Table 1: Syntactic and Semantic Constraints in Different Languages.
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     Feng’s finding is in accordance with our hypothesis that languages are different in deploying imagery association and in the flexibility of word-grouping. The more formal structural constraints are employed in a language, the less it depends on the meaning of the words to form a legitimate string. Chinese as a language that has fewer formal rules in word phrase and sentence formation as widely postulated is one that “primitively” relies on the meaning of words to form legitimate expressions. A recent pop-song of Chinese goes as follows.

1) 爱你的姑娘，爱你的姑娘，听我来听我来讲；


ai4ni3de5 gu1niang5,ai4ni3de5 gu1niang5,ting1wo3lai2 ting1wo3lai2jiang3;


爱你的姑娘，爱你的姑娘，不要装模作样.

ai4ni3de5 gu1niang5, ai4ni3de5 gu1niang5, bu2yao4 zhuang1mu2zuo4yang4.
     Syntactically, the string “爱你的姑娘/ ai4ni3de5 gu1niang5” should be interpreted as “The girl who loves you;” but semantically it actually means “the girl I love.”
     In recent years, many experiments are conducted to explore the relation between brain usage and language processing in human mind. The linguistics department at the University of Hong Kong utilizes functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) method to map syntactic and semantic processes onto the brain (Luke et al 2002). The researchers asked Chinese-English bilingual subjects to perform two tasks: a syntactic plausibility judgment task in which the subject had to decide whether a viewed verb phrase was syntactically legitimate, and a semantic plausibility judgment task in which the subjects had to decide whether a viewed phrase was semantically acceptable. The researchers found that a large-scale distributed neural network covering the left mid-inferior frontal and mid-superior temporal cortices was responsible for the processing of Chinese phrases. The right homologue areas of these left cortical sites were also active, although the brain activity was obviously left-lateralized. Unlike their previous research with monolingual English speakers that showed distinct brain regions mediating syntactic and semantic processing of English, the cortical location contributing to syntactic analysis of Chinese phrases coincided with the cortical location relevant to semantic analysis. The researchers interpret their findings as “syntactic processing is less independent in reading Chinese. This is attributable to the linguistic nature of the Chinese language that semantics and syntax are not always clearly demarcated.”  

     Wang (1980) claims the characteristics of a language determine its theoretical orientation. 
 He postulates that the main characteristic that makes Chinese Xun Gu Xue / 训诂学 well ahead of its grammatical and phonological theories is that it rarely has morphological change. For a language that focuses on lexicon, it is natural to emphasize lexical combinability rather than formalistic syntactic binding or governing. As an organic body expresses its needs naturally, language, as a product of biological existence in a stage of biological evolution, must flow along the same line of biological adaptation (Hung and Tzeng 1996). An experienced doctor says that the desire to eat a specific food reveals specific need of a physiological body. Culture as an entity formed by organic bodies is expected to carry on this character. If we take all natural outputs as logical consequences of combined factors, we have to say that Chinese did not have a syntactic theory because it did not need one. Most grammatical functions that western languages assume, inflections for instance, are processed on the lexicon level in Chinese. In extreme cases of Chinese, a meaningful order of words is determined by the meanings of words rather than the physical order of them as exemplified below.
2) 红豆啄余鹦鹉粒，碧梧栖老凤凰枝。(杜甫《秋兴》)

      Hong2dou4 zhuo2yu2 ying1wu3 li4, bi4wu3 qi1lao3 feng4huang2 zhi1. 


      Red bean pecked left parrot grain, Green parasol dwelled old phoenix branch.

      Red bean, grain pecked left by the parrot, Green parasol, branch dwelled old by the 
      phoenix.
It would be more logical both semantically and syntactically if sentence order is as that in (3). 
  3)  鹦鹉啄余红豆粒，凤凰栖老碧梧枝。
Parrot pecks left the red bean,  Phoenix dwells old the green parasol branch.
Of all possible 720 combinations of the words contained in this poetic sentence, more than 400 are acceptable in terms of both meaning and grammatical structure, such as the following 21 combinations:
4) 红 豆 鹦 鹉 啄 余 粒 , 碧 梧 凤 凰 栖 老 枝。

红 豆 鹦 鹉 啄 粒 余 , 碧 梧 凤 凰 栖 枝 老。

红 豆 鹦 鹉 余 粒 啄 , 碧 梧 凤 凰 老 枝 栖。

红 豆 鹦 鹉 粒 余 啄 , 碧 梧 凤 凰 枝 老 栖。

红 豆 余 粒 啄 鹦 鹉 ,  碧 梧 老 枝 栖 凤 凰。

红 豆 粒 余 啄 鹦 鹉 ,  碧 梧 枝 老 栖 凤 凰。

鹦 鹉 余 粒 啄 红 豆 ,  凤 凰 老 枝 栖 碧 梧。

鹦 鹉 余 啄 粒 红 豆 ,  凤 凰 老 栖 枝 碧 梧。

鹦 鹉 啄 余 粒 红 豆 ,  凤 凰 栖 老 枝 碧 梧。

鹦 鹉 粒 余 啄 红 豆 ,  凤 凰 枝 老 栖 碧 梧。

鹦 鹉 红 豆 啄 余 粒 , 凤 凰 碧 梧 栖 老 枝。

鹦 鹉 红 豆 啄 粒 余 , 凤 凰 碧 梧 栖 枝 老。

鹦 鹉 红 豆 余 粒 啄 ，凤 凰 碧 梧 老 枝 栖。

鹦 鹉 红 豆 余 啄 粒 ，凤 凰 碧 梧 老 栖 枝。

余 粒 鹦 鹉 啄 红 豆 ，老 枝 凤 凰 栖 碧 梧。

余 粒 鹦 鹉 啄 豆 红 ，老 枝 凤 凰 栖 梧 碧。

余 粒 鹦 鹉 红 豆 啄 ，老 枝 凤 凰 碧 梧 栖。

余 粒 鹦 鹉 豆 红 啄 ，老 枝 凤 凰 梧 碧 栖。

余 粒 啄 豆 红 鹦 鹉 ，老 枝 栖 梧 碧 凤 凰。

余 粒 红 豆 啄 鹦 鹉 ，老 枝 碧 梧 栖 凤 凰。

余 粒 豆 红 啄 鹦 鹉 ， 老 枝 梧 碧 栖凤 凰。
     Each of the combinations listed above expresses certain meaning rather clearly. Any educated native Chinese reader will not be confused with “the bean ate the parrot” or “the parrot ate the bean”. “The parasol branch stayed on the top of the phoenix” or “the phoenix stayed on top of the parasol branch.”  Of course, nobody knows in Du’s original poem whether the phoenix turns old or the parasol branch ages or both. This indistinctness may be an effect the poet wanted to create. As long as the conceptual images of the parrot, the bean, the phoenix and the parasol branch are kept intact, the string of combination words is permissible.

     It is not that we stick our images to those originally created by Du Fu and therefore we can manipulate freely the sentence structures. Qi Gong (1991) noticed this feature of Chinese and manipulated a famous poetic sentence of Wang Wei (王维) with his own images. The original poetic sentence of Wang Wei reads as follows.

5) 大 漠 孤 烟 直 ， 长 河 落 日 圆 。

      Da4 mo4 gu1 yan1 zhi2, chang2 he2 luo4 ri4 yuan2.


      Vast desert stands out a vertical smoke toward the sky,


      Long river backgrounds a round sunset on the west.
     Qi’s manipulations are as follows.

6) 巨 潭 悬 古 瀑 ，Ju4tan2 xuan2 gu3 pu4,


     长 日 落 圆 河 。Chang2 ri4 luo4 yuan2 he2.


7) 壅 扉 窥 斜 照 ，Yong1 fei1 kui4 xie2 zhao4,


     河 圆 日 落 长 。He2 yuan2 ri4 luo4 chang2.


8)  瀑 边 观 夕 照 ，Pu4 bian1 guan1 xi1 zhao4,


      河 日 落 长 圆 。 He2 ri4 luo4 chang2 yuan2.


9)  夕 照 瀑 边 观 ，Xi1zhao4 pu4 bian1 guan1,


      河 日 长 圆 落 。 He2 ri4 chang2 yuan2 luo4.


10) 潭 瀑 不 曾 枯 ，Tan2 pu4 bu4 ceng1 ku1,


       圆 河 长 日 落 。Yuan2 he2 chang2 ri4 luo4.


11) 西 无 远 山 遮 ，Xi1 wu2 yuan3 shan1 zhe1,

       河 长 日 圆 落 。He2 chang2 ri4 yuan2 luo4.
     The only combination he did not come up with a matching sentence for is as follows.

12) 河 圆 落 长 日   He2 yuan2 luo4 chang2 ri4
     However, we can write a sentence as follows to complete the poem.

13)  湖 阔 升 晚 云，Hu2 kuo4 sheng1 duan3 yun2,


        河 圆 落 长 日 。 He2 yuan2 luo4 chang2 ri4.
     Some may argue that word order flexibility to this degree is true only in literature or, more narrowly, in poems. We can offer a commonly used sentence as another example. The only criterion here is that the sentence should have the so-called “typical” Chinese structure, i.e., include subject, verb, object, and time and location words.

14) 今 天 他 不 在 家 学 习 汉 语。(original sentence)


       Jin1tian1 ta1 bu2 zai4 jia1 xue2xi2 Han4yu3.


       Today he does not study Chinese at home.


15)  今 天 他 在 家 不 学 习 汉 语 。

        今 天 他 在 家 学 习 汉 语  不 ?


        今 天 他 学 习 汉 语, 不 在 家。 


        今 天 他 不 学 习 汉 语 ,在 家。 


        今 天 在 他 家 不 学 习 汉 语 。

        今 天 在 他 家 学 习 汉 语 不 ?


        今 天 学 习 汉 语 不 在 他 家。  


        今 天 不 学 习 汉 语 ,在 他 家。 


         他 今 天 不 在 家 学 习 汉 语 。

         他 今 天 在 家 不 学 习 汉 语 。

         他 今 天 在 家 学 习 汉 语 不 ?


         他 今 天 学 习 汉 语 , 不 在 家。

         他 今 天 不 学 习 汉 语 , 在 家。

         在 他 家 今 天 不 学 习 汉 语 。

         在 他 家 今 天 学 习 汉 语 不 ?
     Even though one may eliminate some of the sentences listed above as “ungrammatical,” no sentence among them will confuse anyone who can read Chinese in terms of what it means. One may argue that this kind of word order flexibility is common to any language, including English. The translation of the Chinese examples does not generate as many readable permutations (Wang 1996). Another example is that the structure of a sentence loses its ground to the meaning of words (Hsieh 1996). Hsieh cites some English sentences as follows.
  
16a) I received an unexpected call this morning.
16b) I received a call unexpectedly this morning.


17a) The speaker gave an invited paper.

               17b) The invited speaker gave a paper.
In these sentences, despite the dislocation of the words ‘unexpected’ and ‘invited’, each pair of sentences share the same meaning semantically. Our observation is that more sample sentences like these can be found in Chinese, in which the supposed syntactic or formal constraints submit themselves to semantic or meaning or imagery constraints.


18a) 我 找 不 着 老 师 学     Wo3 zhao3 bu4 zhao2 lao3shi1 xue2.


          I cannot find a teacher to learn (from).


18b) 我 找 不 着 老 师 教     Wo3 zhao3 bu4 zhao2 lao3shi1 jiao1.


          I cannot find a teacher to teach (me).


19a) 今 天 没 有 水 浇 Jin1tian1 mei2you3 shui3 jiao1.


          Today there is no water (to use) to water (plants).


19b) 今 天 没 有 水 喝. Jin1tian1 mei2you3 shui3 he1.


          Today there is no water to drink.


20a) 鸡 不 吃 了 ， 不 要 再 喂 。

         Ji1 bu4 chi1 le5, bu4 yao4 zai4 wei4.


         The chicken does not (want to) eat any more, don’t feed it. 


20b) 鸡 不 吃 了 ， 不 要 再 炒 。

         Ji1 bu4 chi1 le5, bu4 yao4 zai4 chao3.


         (We) won’t eat chicken any more, do not cook it.


21a) 我 们 打 败 了 他 们 Wo3men5 da3bai4 le5 ta1men5.


          We defeated them.


21b) 我 们 打 胜 了 他 们 . Wo3men5 da3sheng4 le5 ta1men5.


          We won over them.



     From 18a) to 21b), the syntactic structures of the two paired sentences are exactly the same. Because of the change of lexicon, the sentences’ semantic structure changed, i.e. the meaning of the word surpassed the constraint of the structure of the sentence and forced the structure to reorganize in the mind of language users. Let’s illustrate the semantic structural change of (21a and 21b) using the techniques of CCG (Hsieh 1992) (see Figures 1 & 2).
Figure 1. Semantic Structure of (21b).
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(21b)   我们打胜了他们。
Figure 2. Semantic Structure of (23a).

	
	
	
	AC

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	AC, = k

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	

	AC
	AC
	AC

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	A’
	
	A’
	
	A’

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	
	
	
	
	
	

	I
	A
	R
	I
	A
	R
	I
	A
	R



	xi
	打
	yj
	xj
	败
	0
	K
	了
	0


我们


 他们
      他们 

Note: i=我们;j=他们

          I = initiator; A = action; R = receiver; AC = action complex.

21a) 我们打败了他们。
It is worth emphasizing that all of these changes, either in meaning or in structure, are done in the minds of language users. Unlike the cited English examples, there is no formal indication of these changes in the Chinese sentences. To further demonstrate the dominating semantic constraint in Chinese, we offer the following reverse examples. In the following grouped sentences, the syntactic structure may look different in each group, while their semantic structure or meaning remain the same (except for the ambiguous ones -- noted by double English translations).

22a) 阳 光照遍田野 .

         Yang2guang1 zhao4bian4 tian2ye3.


         The Sunshine is all over the fields.


22b) 田野照遍 阳 光 

          Tian2ye3 zhao4bian4 yang2guang1.


          The fields are full of sunshine.


23a) 沙发罩着单子 .


         Shafa1 zhao4zhe5 dan1zi.

         The sofa (is) cover(ed) (by) the blanket.


23b) 单子罩着 沙发 .

          Dan1zi zhao4zhe sha1fa1.


          The blanket covers the sofa.


24a) 我 跑 了 一 身 汗 Wo3 pao3 le5 yi4 shen1 han4.


          I run and sweat all over.


24b) 跑 了 我 一 身 汗 Pao3 le5 wo3 yi4 shen1 han4.


          Running (made) me sweat all over.


24c) 把 我 跑 了 一 身 汗 Ba3 wo3 pao3 le5 yi4 shen1 han4.


          (Running) Made me  sweat all over.


24d) 汗 我 跑 了 一 身 Han4 wo3 pao3 le5 yi4 shen1.


          I sweat all over (because of) running. 


24e) 我 汗 跑 了 一 身 Wo3 han4 pao3 le5 yi4 shen1.


         24e-1. Sweat runs all over my body.


         24e-2. I sweat all over (after) running.  


24f) 一 身 汗 ,我 跑 了 . Yi4 shen1 han4, wo3 pao3 le5.


         Sweat all over after my running.


25a) 我 吃 了一 天 炒 饭  Wo3 chi1 le5 yi4 tian1 chao3fan4.


          I ate fried rice the whole day.


25b) 炒 饭 吃 了 我 一 天 Chao3fan4 chi1 le5 wo3 yi4 tian1.


          Fried rice (was) eaten (by) me the whole day. 


25c) 炒 饭  我 吃 了一 天  Chao3fan4 wo3 chi1 le5 yi4 tian1.


          Fried rice, I ate the whole day.


25d) 吃 了 我 一 天 炒 饭  Chi1 le5 wo3 yi4 tian1 chao3fan4.


         25d-1. (I) Ate fried rice for a whole day.


         25d-2. (Some people) Ate my fried rice the whole day.


25e) 炒 饭 把 我 吃 了 一 天.  Chao3fan4 ba3 wo3 chi1 le5 yi4 tian1.


          Made me eat fried rice the whole day.


25f)  一 天 炒 饭 , 我 吃 了 .Yi4 tian1 chao3fan4, wo3 chi1 le5.


          Fried rice for the whole day, I ate.
     Although the syntactic structure may be greatly different in each group (under same numeric number), the change of syntactic structure doest not affect the meaning these sentences originally express before the syntactic change. It is interesting to note that all the dislocated English sentences cited by Hsieh can have a translation equivalent in Chinese, but not all of the dislocated Chinese sample sentences cited in the same paper have an English translation equivalent:

 26a) I received an unexpected call this morning.


          今 天 早 上 我 接 到 一 个 意 想 不 到 的 电 话 。

           Jin1tian1 zao3shang4 wo3 jie1dao4 yi2ge5 yi4xiang3bu2dao4de5 dian4hua4.


 26b) I received a call unexpectedly this morning.


          今 天 早 上 我 意 想 不 到 地 接 到 一 个 电 话 。

          Jin1tian1 zao3shang4 wo3 yi4xiang3bu2dao4 de5 jie1dao4 yi2ge5 dian4hua4.

 27a) The speaker gave an invited paper.


          该 发 言 人 提 交 了 应 邀 的 论 文 。

          Gai1 fa1yan2ren2 ti2jiao1 le5 ying4yao1 de5 lun4wen2.


27b) The invited speaker gave a paper.


          应 邀 的 发 言 人 提 交 了 论 文 。

          Ying4yao1 de5 fa1yan2ren2 ti2jiao1 le5 lun4wen2.


28a) 他 喝 了 一 碗 热 热 的 茶 。

          Ta1 he1 le5 yi4 wan3 re4re4de5 cha2.


          He drank a bowl of hot tea. 


28b) 他 热 热 地 喝 了 一 碗 茶 。

          Ta1 re4re4de5 he1 le5 yi4 wan3 cha2.


          He hotly drank a bowl of tea. 
     Meaning governing and formal constraints are different restrictions in the sense that they appeal to different cognitive mechanisms. These examples confirm to the claim made by Luke et al. (2002) that syntactic processing is less independent in reading Chinese than in reading English and that in the Chinese language semantics and syntax are not always clearly demarcated. 

     Meaning constraint is conceptual image-oriented while syntactic constraint is formal logic-oriented. They interact with each other, but they are different in thinking modes. The meaning of words or the images that represented by words have their own rule to generate meanings. If there were a scientific method to measure the quantity of weight of the meaning constraint and that of the form constraint on the judgments of syntactic and semantic plausibility of native language users, it would demonstrate important contrasts between any two languages. Before a scientific measurement is invented, however, we can postulate that if one language features more morphological rules than another language, for example, Russian vis-à-vis Chinese, the former can then be considered more form-driven while the other meaning-driven in terms of word formation and sentence construction. Theoretically, this is a derivative explanation of why Chinese language users, including scholars, did not pay attention to the syntactic structural rules of their language for more than two thousand years while the emphasis and descriptions of “meaning” (意) was seen in almost any early texts discussing language, literature, painting, philosophy and all other types of Chinese intellectual work. 

5.  Concluding Remarks: When grammar is needed

Grammar is needed in language teaching. Traditional language teaching in China was an expansion of natural acquisition habits. While babies were trying to imitate their parent’s utterances, school children were working hard to memorize famous essays and poems. Even scholars and advanced students were mastering writing by imitating well-known works written by elite writers and poets throughout the history of China. It was widely accepted that “Read over ten thousand books, and one will be able to write freely”  (读书破万卷， 下笔如有神/Du1 shu1 po4 wan4 juan4, Xia4 bi3 ru2 you3 shen2) and “Read repeatedly the three hundred poems of the Tang dynasty, and one will be able to appreciate poetry, if not to write it” (熟读唐诗三百首，不会做诗也会吟/Shou2 du2 Tang2shi1 san1bai3 shou3, bu2 hui4 zuo4 shi1 ye3 hui4 yin2). Even today, Chinese parents are still forcing their children to recite the Three Hundred Poems of the Tang Dynasty. This is partially due to the fact that the Chinese language bears a heavy literature tradition, and partially due to a veiled traditional cultural consciousness that learning Chinese, to a great extent, requires memorization of the conceptual images and their combining function that come along with Chinese words. This scenario did not change until events forced it to do so.

      When westerners broke the gate of China and sent a large number of missionaries across the seas to deliver ‘the message of God’ to ordinary Chinese people (Zhou 1986:214-227), they need to find formal rules to map two different languages and thus perform translations. That is how the first Chinese grammar book emerged. It may be argued that since the Qin, Han and Tang dynasties, there have been great cultural and linguistic exchanges between ‘China Proper’ and ‘marginal/foreign’ nations, whereas no grammar book was invented during that period of history. However, this argument will collapse if we contrast not only the scale of foreign cultural exchanges in ancient China and that in modern times but also the role of China in international exchange during the days of ‘old glory’ and its role after the country’s gate was broken. It can be summarized that the two major factors that fostered the birth of Chinese grammar as an intended formal system are: the influx of foreign language learners and missionaries and the fall of the old imperial empire. During the Han and Tang dynasties, China influenced other cultures much more than was influenced by them. At the time when foreign missionaries flocked to China, the combined effect of weak political and military power forced China to accept much more foreign influence. This may be one of the reasons why the first several grammar systems in China were proposed by foreign missionaries, and the first Chinese grammar system proposed by Chinese was a copy of western grammar （《马氏文通》Ma3 Shi4 Wen2 Tong1). It is very likely that the missionary-initiated Chinese language learning and teaching at that time was also grammar-driven and translation-oriented.
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� 	For valuable and enlightening comments and suggestions, I wish to thank the 2 anonymous referees of this article


�  	《 庄 子 · 齐 物 论 》 : 昔 者 庄 周 梦 为 蝴 蝶 ，栩 栩 然 蝴 蝶 也 ， 自 喻 适 志 与 ! 不 知 周 也 。 俄 然 觉 ， 则 遽 遽 然 周 也 。不 知 周 之 梦 为 蝴 蝶 与 ， 蝴 蝶 之 梦 为 周 与 ? 周 与 蝴 蝶 ， 则 必 有 分 矣 。


     公 孙 龙 《白 马 论 》 ：马 者 ， 所 以 命 形 也 ;  白 者 所 以 命 色 也 。 命 色 者 非 命 形 也 。 故 曰: 白 马 非 马 。


     陆 九 渊 《杂 说 》: 四 方 上 下 曰 宇 ， 往 来 古 今 曰 宙 。 宇 宙 便 是 吾 心 ， 吾 心 便 是 宇 宙 。 千 万 世 之 前 ， 有 圣 人 出 焉 ， 同 此 心 ， 同 此 理 也 ； 千 万 世 之 后 ， 有 圣 人 出 焉 ， 同 此 心 , 同 此 理 也 ； 东 西 南 北 海 有 圣 人 出 焉 ， 同 此 心 , 同 此 理 也 。 宇 宙 内 事 ， 是 己 分 内 事 。 己 分 内 事 ， 是 宇 宙 内 事 。 人 心 至 灵 ， 此 理 至 明 ， 人 皆 有 是 心 ， 心 皆 具 是 理。


� 	王 力  《 中 国 语 言 学 史 》: 在 中 国 语 言 学 史 上 ， 训 诂 学 最 先 出 现 ， 这 是 合 乎 发 展 规 律 的 。 汉 语 的 特 点 决 定 了 这 样 一 条 发 展 道 路 。 印 度 在 纪 元 前 二 世 纪 或 三 世 纪 产 生 了 一 部 梵 语 语 法 (巴 倪 尼 语 法 )。 中 国 上 古 时 代 不 需 要 这 样 一 部 语 法 ， 因 为 汉 语 是 分 析 语 ， 很 少 形 态 变 化 。 在 梵 语 语 法 中 ， 语 音 是 语 法 的 组 成 部 分 ， 所 以 语 音 学 在 古 印 度 也 很 发 达； 中 国 则 由 于 不 是 拼 音 文 字 ， 语 音 学 的 发 展 也 要 晚 一 些 。 只 有 训 诂 学 是 最 能 适 应 社 会 需 要 的 ， 所 以 训 诂 学 首 先 产 生 了 。





� 	Examples from 18a) to 28b) are mostly extracted Hsieh’s paper (1996) and expanded (made more varieties) by the author.






