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Abstract

The purpose of the article is to provide a detailed disclosure and justification of the specifics of the
topic-comment organization in Chinese historical discourse texts. The objectives involve identifying the
specific features of such texts’ organization, analyzing the theoretical significance of the topic-comment
structure, and providing practical recommendations for their further linguistic analysis. The methodology
is based on distributive, discursive, and contextual analysis. The study relies on the theory of functional
sentence perspective, the concept of “micro-topic schemes” (MTS), and a pragma-discursive approach
that views the text as a complex communicative event and a hierarchical network of topics and comments.
The scientific novelty lies in the comprehensive synthesis of structural-syntactic and pragma-discursive
approaches to studying historical discourse as an integrated phenomenon. It is substantiated that the
traditional imposition of the SVO (subject-verb-object) grammatical structure onto classical Chinese
historical texts leads to a distortion of their informational essence. It is proven that temporal and spatial
adjuncts, as well as subordinate conditional constructions, function as full-fledged macro-topics that
establish the conceptual framework for the narrative unfolding. Results of the study. It was found that
classical Chinese historical discourse functions based on “topic chains,” where the paragraph, rather
than the individual sentence, is the basic functional unit of meaning. Here, the topic emerges primarily
as a macrostructural discursive concept, the boundaries of which were historically marked by pauses
or specific particles (1, #). Furthermore, it was established that constructions with #Z bd and # beéi
markers are best treated as specific structures with a double topic, which eliminates the need for the
artificial application of Western categories of the passive voice. For accurate syntactic and discursive
analysis, as well as the translation of Chinese historical texts, scholars should abandon the formal SVO
approach in favor of the pragma-discursive one.
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CIIELIU®IKA TOMNIK-KOMEHTAPHOI OPTAHI3AILLIL
KUTAHCbKOMOBHMX TEKCTIB ICTOPUYHOI'O
JIMUCKYPCY: TEOPETUYHUMN ACIHEKT

AHoTauis

MeTo10 CTATTI € JeTallbHE PO3KPUTTS Ta OOIPYHTYBaHHs clield(iKU TOMIK-KOMEHTapHOI OpraHizarii
KHTaliCBKOMOBHHUX TEKCTIB ICTOPUYHOTO JUCKYPCY. 3aBIaHHS TOJISATAIOTh Y BUSIBICHHI CeUU(pIYHUX
puc opraHizauii TakuX TEKCTIB, aHalli3i TEOPETUYHOrO 3HAUECHHS TOIIK-KOMEHTapHOI CTPYKTYpU Ta
Ha/IaHHI PAKTUYHUX PEKOMEH/AIIH IS TXHBOTO TMOAAJBIIOr0 JIHIBICTHYHOTO aHamizy. MeromoJiorist
0a3yeThCs Ha 3aCTOCYBAaHHI METOJIB JUCTPUOYTHBHOTO, AUCKYPCUBHOTO Ta KOHTEKCTYaIEHOTO aHAIIi3Yy.
JlocipKeHHSI CITUPAETHCS HAa TEOPII0 aKTyaIbHOTO WICHYBAHHS PEUCHHS, KOHIIEIIIII0 «MIKPOTOIIKOBHX
cxem» (MTS) ta mparma-aucKypCcUBHUH MiXiJ, IO PO3IIISIAE TEKCT SIK CKIaAHY KOMYHIKAaTUBHY HOAII0
Ta iepapXidHy Mepexy TOIMIKIB i koMeHTapiB. HaykoBa HOBHM3HA TOJSrae y KOMIUICKCHOMY CHHTE31
CTPYKTYPHO-CUHTAKCHYHOT'O Ta [IparMa-IuCcKypCUBHOIO MiAXOAIB 10 BUBYEHHS iICTOPUYHOIO AUCKYPCY
SIK IuTicHOTO (heHOMeHY. OOIpyHTOBAHO, IO TPaAWLiiHe HAKIIQJAaHHS TpaMaTuaHol cTpykTypr SVO Ha
KJIaCHYHI KUTAHCHbKi ICTOPUYHI TEKCTU NMPU3BOJIUTH 0 BUKPUBJICHHS IXHBOI 1H(GOPMALiIHHOI CyTHOCTI.
JoBeneHo, mo 00CTaBHHH Yacy Ta MPOCTOPY, a TAKOXK MiAPSIHI YMOBHI KOHCTPYKIii B HUX MilOTh 5K
MIOBHOLIHHI MaKpPOTOIIIKH, SKi 3aJal0Th KOHLENTYJIbHY PaMKy [UIsl pO3rOpTaHHs HapaTuBy. Pe3yabTaTn
AOCJTiIZKeHHsl. 3’COBAaHO, M0 KIACHYHUH KUTaWCHKUH iCTOPHYHUN AUCKypc (YHKIIOHYe Ha 3acamax
«TOTIKOBUX JIAHIIOTIB», ¢ 0a30BOK (DYHKIIIOHATHHOK OJMHUIICIO CMHCIY € ab3ail, a He OKpeMme
pedenHs. TomIIK TYT IOCTae IepexyciM MakpOCTPYKTYPHHM AMUCKYPCHBHHM KOHIIETITOM, MEXi SKOTO
icTOpMYHO MapKyBaIucs nay3amu ado x crienupiganmu yactkamu (1, ). KpiM TOro, BCTaHOBJIEHO, IO
KOHCTPYKIIii 3 Mapkepamu {1 ba Ta #f béi soninpHO TpakTyBaTH K cienU(iuHi CTPYKTYPH 3 TIOBIHHEM
TOIIKOM, III0 HIBEIFOE OTPeOy B IITYYHOMY 3aCTOCYBaHHI 3aX1IHUX KaTEropii MacMBHOTO cTany. Jlis
TOYHOTO CHHTAKCHYHOTO Ta IUCKYPCHBHOTO aHATI3y, @ TAKOXK IePeKJIay KUTaHCHKIX ICTOPUYHHX TEKCTIB
HAYKOBIISIM BapTO BimMOBUTHCS BiJ popmasibHOro SVO-TiIX0ay Ha KOPUCTH TparMa-IucKypCruBHOTO.

Kurrouosi cioBa: xuraiicbka MOBa, TEKCT, ICTOPIsl, IMCKYPC, CHHTAKCHUC, TOIIK-KOMEHTAp.

Introduction. Modern linguistics, in its study of syntax and text structure, increasingly
moves away from the traditional understanding of the sentence solely through the lens
of the «subject-predicate» (SVO) structure, turning instead to information structure and
pragmatics, where topic-comment organization plays a key role (Fisac & Moratto, 2023).
In turn, the comment is the message or statement that adds new information regarding the
given topic. Research into topic-comment structure has deep theoretical roots in linguistics,
originating from the works of G. von der Gabelentz (1901), C. Hockett (1958), M. Halliday
(1985). Researchers have demonstrated that the topic is not merely a syntactic element
but primarily a discursive one, as its function lies in linking the sentence to the preceding
discourse. Consequently, the topic takes precedence over the grammatical subject in
determining coreference during text construction.

Despite a solid theoretical foundation regarding topic-prominent languages and
information structure in general, the problem of the specific nature of such organization
within historical discourse remains insufficiently explored. Historical texts demonstrate
a unique method of information presentation, where topic-comment structure has been
fundamental since the very beginning of written literacy. In classical texts, basic discursive
relations were constructed through topics without the use of modern punctuation, relying
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on simple juxtaposition. The specificity of historical discourse lies in the fact that it often
employs temporal and spatial expressions not merely as adverbials, but specifically as
topics that set extensive frameworks for the subsequent description of events. Furthermore,
historical narrative actively utilizes «topic chains,» where a single topic extends its
influence over numerous subsequent comments within an entire paragraph, while the topic
itself may be omitted as it is already known from the context. The lack of a clear theoretical
understanding of how exactly topic-comment relations constitute a historical text leads to
significant difficulties in linguistic analysis, interpretation, and, notably, the translation of
historical monuments into languages of a different typology.

Analysis of the latest research and publications. The study of the specific nature of the
topic-comment organization of text is based on fundamental works in general linguistics,
discourse analysis, and syntactic typology. The basic principles for understanding topic-
comment structures were laid down by Zhao Yuanren (1979), who was the first to argue
that the grammatical meaning of the subject and predicate in a Chinese sentence is, in fact,
a relationship between topic and comment rather than between agent and action. This idea
was conceptualized by C. Li and S. Thompson (1981), who introduced the typological
division of languages into subject-prominent and topic-prominent. They defined the topic
as an element that establishes spatial, temporal, or individual boundaries within which
the main predication operates. Subsequently, the development of topic theory followed
two paths: structural-syntactic and pragma-discursive. Xu Liejiong and D. T. Langendoen
(1985) investigated the topic from the perspective of generative grammar, analyzing its
syntactic links with the comment. In contrast, Tsao Feng-fu (1990) and Shi Dingxu (2000)
emphasized the discursive nature of the topic.

Understanding the specifics of historical discourse requires the involvement of a broader
linguistic paradigm. As modern researchers note, discourse is a complex communicative
phenomenon that combines linguistic units with extralinguistic, sociocultural, and pragmatic
factors. Regarding the material of historical and classical Chinese texts, significant
contributions to the study of their information structure have been made by scholars such
as E. Pulleyblank (1995), Chou Fa-kao (1961), and C. Harbsmeier (2008).

Recent approaches to the formalization of discursive structure are offered by Xi
Xiaoming and Zhou Guodong (2017), who developed the «Micro-Topic Scheme» (hereafter
MTS). It relies on the theory of functional sentence perspective (theme-rheme structure)
and examines the unfolding of discourse through dynamic models of thematic progression.

The main purpose of the article is to provide a detailed disclosure and justification
of the specifics of the topic-comment organization in Chinese-language texts of historical
discourse.

Presentation and discussion of the main research material. In the modern paradigm
of linguistic knowledge, discourse is viewed as a multifaceted phenomenon — a complex
communicative occurrence that includes both the text and the extralinguistic factors
(sociocultural, pragmatic, psychological) necessary for its comprehension. Discourse is
not merely a sequence of sentences, but an array of thematically related texts “embedded
in life,” underpinned by a specific grammar, lexicon, and rules of syntax. When analyzing
historical discourse texts created in different sociocultural and linguistic realities, the
traditional syntactic approach based on the “subject-predicate” (SVO) structure often
proves insufficient. Instead, analysis through the lens of topic-comment organization serves
as a more adequate theoretical tool.

The fundamental theoretical distinction between subject-prominent and topic-prominent
languages was proposed by linguists C. Li and S. Thompson (1981). The specificity of
topic-comment organization lies in the fact that the topic always acts as definite, known, or
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identified information that establishes the starting point for the message. According to W.
Chafe’s (1976) definition, the topic is not necessarily what the sentence is «abouty; rather,
it sets the spatial, temporal, or individual framework within which the main predication
(comment) operates.

In modern generative and functional linguistics, several structural types of topics are
distinguished, among which the so-called «topics of relevance,» or «Chinese-style topics»
(first described by W. Chafe (1976) and C. Li & S. Thompson (1981)), are of key importance
for historical discourse. Unlike Left Dislocation or Hanging Topics, where the topic must
have a syntactic link to the comment (e.g., via a pronoun or null anaphora), «topics of
relevance» have no direct grammatical connection to the verb or any other element in
the comment. This proves that in historical discourse, the topic is primarily a discursive
concept marking an information domain boundary rather than a syntactic position.

Animportant theoretical property ofhistorical discourse is that subordinate clauses within
the information structure function precisely as topics. J. Haiman (1978) demonstrated that
conditional constructions are inherently «givensy that form a coordinate system for the main
clause. In historical chronicles, the description of events is often built through a chain of
preconditions. According to Haiman’s (1978) concept, conditions and temporal adverbials
in such texts are not merely syntactic markers but full-fledged topics that actualize shared
background knowledge or establish a new temporal frame so that the subsequent comment
can convey new information.

In historical discourse, the following patterns of thematic progression are most frequently
observed:

1. Constant Progression: The topic of the first sentence becomes the topic of subsequent
ones (T1 > T2). This is a classic mechanism for creating biographies of historical figures,
where the same individual (T1) remains an implicit or explicit topic for a series of event-
comments.

Example: ZIH 24— 7 HE, [0k, [0] fALAEFE . Qin Shi Huang unified
China, [@] abolished the feudal system, [@] replaced [it] with a system of commanderies
and counties.

T1: Z&lf & — explicit macro-topic.

T2: [@] — null topic (T1=T2). Instead of repeating the name or using the pronoun
“he” (fth), the topic is simply omitted in Chinese because the focus of attention remains
unchanged.

2. Simple Linear Progression: The rheme (comment) or a part of the rheme of the
preceding statement becomes the topic (theme) for the next one (R1 > T2). In historical
chronicles, this mechanism is the primary tool for detailing: a comment introduces a new
event or person, which immediately transforms into the topic of the next sentence, allowing
the narrative to move forward continuously.

Example: ZRHIARFLEK TARRGA L, AL SCHIBBL T —Ar Tl A . 08 5 ok
7 TP, At the end of the Qin Dynasty, a peasant uprising broke out. During the
uprising, a leader named Liu Bang emerged. Liu Bang later established the Han Dynasty.

T1: Z2§K4F — initial temporal macro-topic.

R1: @K 1 RS X — new information regarding T1.

T2: ji2 X — the final word of the previous comment (R1) instantly becomes the new
(embedded) topic for the next part of the statement.

R2: Jl I 7 — A7 4048 1Y X1 — this comment describes the new topic (the uprising), not
the initial one.

T3: X3 — the final word of the previous comment (R2) becomes the new topic for the
subsequent part of the statement.
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R3: #5377 HA — comment regarding T3.

3. Derived Progression (Nested Topics): A global macro-topic (e.g., an era or a war)
is split into micro-topics in subsequent comments, allowing for the description of different
aspects of a large-scale historical event without losing coherence.

Example: JHHH, SCHb, #FAR, KPR . Regarding the Tang Dynasty, [its] culture,
[specifically] poetry, [has] the highest level.

T1: EH — macro-topic establishing the global frame for the entire statement. It declares
the historical period under discussion. Everything following in the sentence pertains to the
Tang Dynasty.

T2: 3CAK — secondary micro-topic that narrows the macro-topic T1 to a specific aspect:
culture.

T3: K — tertiary micro-topic that further details the characteristic of micro-topic T2:
poetry.

R1: 7K*F 1% & — the only piece of new information, which syntactically relates only to
T3 but is logically subordinate to the global macro-topic T1.

Researchers emphasize that in languages and texts with a topic-comment dominance, the
basic functional unit is not the sentence but the paragraph (or “topic chain”). Furthermore,
the application of modern Western punctuation (oriented toward SVO structure) to classical
historical texts often distorts their true information structure. In the original topic-comment
organization, pauses separated not grammatical parts of a sentence, but specifically topics
from comments, or marked the boundaries of information domains. A single macro-topic
could encompass information that, by modern standards, would be broken down into
several separate sentences, leading to an artificial severance of semantic links during the
translation or interpretation of the text.

Expanding the theoretical framework of topic-comment structure requires addressing
syntactic typology and the architectonics of discourse. In modern linguistics, three main
types of topics are distinguished:

1. Left Dislocation. Left dislocation is characterized by the fact that the topic leaves
behind an empty category in the comment, as it is the result of syntactic movement.

Example: [ (3£21C) 1, 5L £ e;e;. Shiji [Records of the Grand Historian],
he has studied [it] for many years. In this example, the index i indicates the topic, and e;
e; (empty category) marks the position in the comment that refers to the same denotatum.
This serves as a graphical confirmation that the element was syntactically moved, leaving
behind a «trace.»In this sentence, the object Shiji is syntactically moved from its base
position after the verb fiff 7T to the beginning of the sentence into the topic position. Since
this is precisely a case of left dislocation, an empty category remains in the position after
the verb. We do not place the pronoun ‘&"it" there, as the structure is a direct result of a
syntactic shift.

[MKZ], KB K578 [ e;e;c From Chang'an, Zhang Qian set out for the
Western Regions.

A special place in historical discourse is occupied by these “Aboutness Topics,” which
have no direct grammatical connection to the verb or any other syntactic element in the
comment. They are linked solely through semantic and pragmatic means. Their function is
to establish a conceptual frame for the utterance, allowing the author to introduce macro-
themes without rigid grammatical constraints.

During the analysis of complex event descriptions, specific constructions with the
markers % ba and #% bei merit particular attention.

Example: f #3EEIE 0 T - Shang Yang changed the laws.
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Traditionally,  ba is considered a marker for object preposing, but from a discourse
standpoint, two topics are present here:

T1: F %t — a macro-topic that establishes the global frame for the entire utterance.

Influence Marker: % bid — signals that the subsequent element is a definite object
undergoing manipulation.

T2: ¥/ — a specific, identified referent that is affected.

R: 24 1 — the comment, directly revealing the result of the action, which logically
pertains to both topics.

Similarly, #% beéi constructions are double-topic structures where the first topic is the
patient (the entity targeted by the action), and the second topic acts as the cause or source
of influence.

Example: &) [E#73EE KT- T . (The Kingdom of Shu was destroyed by the Kingdom
of Wei.)

T1: #%j[E — the macro-topic, a definite object under discussion in the discourse and the
target of the action.

T2: 4 [F — the second definite object, introduced as the cause or source of influence on
T1.

R: KT- | —provides new information about what happened to T1 because of T2.

This approach allows for an adequate explanation of information organization in
historical texts without an artificial reliance on Western categories of the passive voice.

The existence of a sentence-level topic (clausal topic) localized in the lower inflectional
zone is well-founded. A crucial regularity is that within this zone, the sentence topic always
hierarchically dominates the sentence focus and precedes it. This explains the complex
hierarchy of historical narratives, where an additional object of attention can be introduced
after the main subject.

While the topic identifies known information, the focus highlights the new, most
important information within the comment. Historical texts frequently employ contrastive
topics (e.g., marked by the particle 4 y&), which single out a certain element to contrast it
with another object. Furthermore, specific comment markers such as #& shi, i jiu, or #f
dou function as focus markers. They shift the communicative emphasis to a specific part of
the comment while leaving the overall macro-topic unchanged.

Discursive markers and the phenomenon of ellipsis play a significant role in the macro-
structural unfolding of discourse. Certain conjunctions (e.g., FTLA sudyi “therefore” or
SRJ5 ranhou “then”), through the process of grammaticalization, have expanded their
functions from expressing direct consequence or sequence to acting as topic initiators
or means of resuming a previous theme after a digression. They mark the boundaries of
discourse domains and manage topic shifts within the text.

Conclusions and prospects for further research. In conclusion, the theoretical
understanding of the topic-comment organization in historical discourse requires a shift
from a narrow syntactic approach toward a pragma-discursive one. A historical text
unfolds as a hierarchical network of topics (including spatio-temporal circumstances and
conditional constructions) and their respective comments. Recognizing the specific nature
of topics, the mechanisms of thematic progression, and the role of the paragraph as the basic
unit of information structure is key to adequate linguistic analysis and the preservation of
the authentic logic of historical narratives.

The specificity of such texts lies in their construction around «topic chainsy—segments
of discourse headed by one or more topics followed by a series of comments, frequently
utilizing null anaphora. In historical monuments, topics were often marked not syntactically
but through specific discursive particles (notably tH y& and 35 zh&) or pauses. Furthermore,
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a distinctive feature is the foregrounding of constructions, which acquire the status of full-
fledged topics, establishing global frames for the further unfolding of historical events.

Theoretical analysis demonstrates that in historical discourse, the topic is primarily
a macro-structural, discursive concept rather than a mere syntactic position. The topic-
comment organization serves the function of information structuring, where the topic
acts as a point of reference and the comment as the focus. This proves that the cohesion
and coherence of a historical Chinese text are achieved through the semantic-pragmatic
alignment of information domains rather than formal grammatical government.

Recommendations for linguists and translators are proposed:

1. Rejection of the SVO framework: During the syntactic and discursive analysis
of Chinese historical texts, it is essential to avoid the artificial imposition of Western
European «subject-predicate» structures. This prevents the erroneous search for «hidden»
grammatical subjects where only a topic-comment frame exists.

2. Shifting the basic unit of analysis: Instead of the isolated sentence, the basic unit of
analysis should be the paragraph or a discourse fragment unified by a single topic chain.

3. Application of Micro-Topic Schemes (MTS): To track the dynamics of historical
narratives, it is recommended to use micro-topic schemes based on the theory of theme-
rheme progression. This allows for the formalization of the process where information
transitions from a historical fact (rheme) to the status of background knowledge (theme/
topic) for subsequent utterances.

4. Pragmatic analysis of markers: Special attention should be given to discursive
markers (e.g., focus adverbs or particles), treating them not merely as lexical units but as
indicators of the boundaries of information structures.

Prospects for further research in this direction lie in conducting corpus studies of thematic
progression across various genres of ancient Chinese writing and creating formalized
models for the machine analysis of the information structure of classical Chinese texts.
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