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Preface

The ideas presented in this book originated from my observations of several
grammars of the Chinese language. What struck me most was the common
isolating style in which syntax was described to students. Among the many
syntactical phenomena, the ba-construction has been the most controversial.
The way it is generally dealt with causes confusion and frustration in me both
as native speaker and as a student of linguistics.

What is missing is a coherent explanation for the many peculiarities, syn-
chronic and diachronic, that are observed of this construction. In the absence
of a unitary explanation, observations scatter like pearls unconnected by a
steady string. As a result, the construction has received a veil. For students ac-
quiring Chinese as a foreign language, the Mandarin ba-construction appears
to be a mystery or even an enigma. Quite often, these students are discouraged
by the piles of “constraints” imposed on the use of ba, fearing that they may
never master it.

But syntax is not dead piles of constraints. Syntax functions in the service
of communication – a vital activity in human existence.

The abstract and mostly atomistic fashion in which the ba-construction is
presented in textbooks and in linguistics has a hypnotic effect: It forces one to
forget that syntax is a device of communicating people’s different intents. Who,
in real life, doesn’t try to best express his ideas by choosing the most suitable
sentence among many possibilities? Thus, if the most obvious is denied, it is
hard not to feel that there must be something very wrong with much of what
has been done with syntax.

This book, therefore, is more concerned to explain why exactly the Man-
darin ba-construction is used where it is used than to describe the constraints
in isolation. To do so, I consulted real textual occurrences of ba-sentences along
with their contexts as much as possible. The examination of sentence structure
in context permitted me to identify the common semantic-pragmatic ground
on which all the uses are based. Thus I was able to postulate that semantic-
pragmatic substance which motivates all the textual occurrences. The postu-
lation of an invariant meaning for the ba-construction versus its “syntactic
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variants” provided me with a unitary explanation. With the invariant mean-
ing pinned down, the seemingly disconnected arbitrary constraints become
analyzable.

Meanwhile, language is used by people. Therefore, to consider the “human
factor” as a relevant aspect of linguistic analysis is inevitable. Specifically, hu-
man cognition and psychology offer a powerful tool with which to tackle the
issue of bridging linguistic meanings with actual uses. In this book, cognitive
salience of events on the one hand and speaker’s subjectivity and emotionality
on the other are taken to be the motivating strategies of conceptualization and
communication.

By now, the reader has surely realized that my treatment of the ba-
construction is about the interface between syntactic forms and pragmatic
considerations. I hope that those who read this book will come to notice many
things about the ba-construction they never noticed before. I hope that the dis-
coveries they make through this book will help clarify some of the confusions
they encounter.
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(a) ungrammatical or semantically anomalous forms;
(b) forms which are well-formed in isolation, but which create ill- formed

discourse in context.

5. Question mark ? is used for semantically or pragmatically questionable
uses.

6. Chinese characters: Simplified Chinese characters are used in the examples.
7. Spell sound: pinyin, the standard pronunciation system of Mandarin Chi-

nese adopted in the People’s Republic of China, is used in examples. All
tone markers are left out because they are irrelevant to the analysis con-
ducted here.

8. Glosses and translations: Each Chinese element is glossed with the most
literal English equivalent possible.

9. Hyphens:

(a) for linking two syllables of a compound word such as hao-chi ‘good-
eat’ or ‘tasty’;

(b) for linking main verb and a verbal modifier such as da-si ‘hit dead’.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

This study offers a data-driven discourse analysis of the ba-construction of
Mandarin Chinese.1 The analysis concerns the synchronic function of the ba-
construction on the one hand and the historical development of this function
on the other. This double task is pursued on the basis of the fundamental
confidence in understanding language as “a uniquely human instrument of
communication” (Diver 1995:43). Communication is defined as “a social ac-
tivity requiring the coordinated efforts of two or more individuals” (Gumperz
1982a:1). Communication can be understood either in the narrow sense of
immediate face-to-face interaction in the form of direct exchange of messages
and responses or in the broad sense that language is directed by a sender to-
ward a recipient (immediate or eventual) for a meaningful interpretation (see
Schiffrin 1987:5–6).

If language is designed for communication, it follows that language is goal-
directed and always occurs in a specific context. That is, speakers of a language
normally do not walk about making random statements that are irrelevant to
the given context in which the speakers are situated, however grammatically
well-formed these statements may be. In fact, the communicative function of
language determines that whatever is said or not said and how something is
said are governed by the communicative intent of the speaker. That is, “we
communicate with some end in mind, some function to be fulfilled”, as Bruner
(1985:36) puts it. The interpretation of a verbal utterance is to recognize the
intent in the given context in which the utterance occurs. This idea was artic-
ulated by Austin (1962) who introduced the theory of speech acts in his How
to Do Things with Words. Austin argued that when people speak, they are nec-
essarily performing social acts by the use of language. Searle (1969), following
Austin, proposed that people, upon hearing an utterance, interpret it by going
from the sound of it to the intent encoded by the sound. That is, people hear
others talk in terms of social acts. If the purpose of language is to express an
intent, then the crucial task in analyzing language is to reconstruct that intent.
Diver saw the reconstruction of the speaker’s intent as key to the analysis of
linguistic constructions. He wrote (1995:53):
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One step in the analytical procedure [. . .] will be to pin down the nature of
the intent. In fact, more generally, pinning down the nature of the intent is the
solution of the problem as a whole, the motivation for the configuration of the
sound waves is largely to be found in an intent, an hypothesized intent, on the
part of the speaker.

If our job is to identify the speaker’s intent conveyed by means of a construc-
tion, then we cannot ignore the context in which the construction is used to
convey that intent. The necessity of taking into consideration discourse envi-
ronments of the construction under investigation becomes compelling. Dis-
course environment is the linguistic representation of the real-world context in
which a sentence is intentionally uttered. It consists of linguistic elements that
form a coherent structure beyond a single clause.2

Based on the above considerations, the present study will not take as the
primary target of examination decontextualized introspective sentences com-
posed by the linguists, as, for instance, (1)–(2) below:

(1)
Zhang-san
pn

ba
ba

Li-si
pn

piping-le.
criticize-pfv

‘Zhang-san criticized Li-si.’

(2) a.
Wo
1sg.

ba
ba

Zhang-san
pn

da-le.
hit-pfv

‘I hit Zhang-san.’
b.

Wo
1sg.

da
hit

Zhang-san
pn

-le.
-pfv

‘I hit Zhang-san.’
[Li & Thompson 1974b:203, tone markers in the original are omitted
here; glosses are mine, Z.J.S.]

Rather, we will provide an analysis on account of real occurrences of the ba-
construction in texts together with the contexts in which it occurs, as, for
examples, (3a, b)–(8a, b) below from the corpus S. The ba-clauses in the exerpts
are underlined:

(3)

‘Xiaocui, whose pumpkin face turned alternately blue and red in anger,
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is speaking to Lisiye with exaggerating gestures: “Don’t you see? As soon
as I pulled out the rickshaw, they cleared the street! How can you make
a living this way? Kill me with one stab of a dagger! That’s rather neat.
Slashing me like this is utterly unbearable.”’

a.
Ganggang
just

ba
ba

che
rickshaw

la
pull

chu-qu
out-go

b.
Yi
one

dao
dagger

ba
ba

wo
1sg.

zai
slay

le
pfv

(4)

‘Old Qi called Ruiquan from the yard: “Ruiquan, good child, go burn all
the Western books and the like. They all cost a lot of money, but can we
keep them for them to cause trouble?”’

Ba
ba

yang
Western

shu
book

shenme
what

de
nom

dou
all

shao-le
burn-pfv

ba
p

(5)

‘He starts to think for her. If she stays in Peking, what will become of
her? Her father will possibly give her to the Japanese in exchange of a
well-paid post! This thought made him suddenly sit up. Let her go serve
the Japanese? Let her give all her beauty, tenderness, and a thousand and
a myriad kinds of wonderful voice, gaze, and movement to the beasts?’

a.
Ta-de
3sg.gen

fuqin
father

hai
yet

hui
will

yin
for

qiu-guan-de-lu
ask:post:get:money

er
thus

ba
ba

ta
3sg.

songgei
give

ribenren
Japanese

ne
p

b.

Jiao
make

ta
3sg.

ba
ba

meili,
beauty

wenrou,
tenderness,

yu
and

yi
one

qian
thousand

zhong
kind

yi
one
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wan
myriad

zhong
kind

meimiao
wonderful

de
assoc

shengyin,
voice

yanshen,
gaze

dongzuo,
movement

dou
all

songgei
give

yeshou?
beast

(6)

‘Her voice suddenly becomes clear and high: “Why didn’t you tell me ear-
lier? Let’s go. I’ll go with you!”
“Are we walking there?”
“Can’t we get an automobile?”
“All the stores have closed their doors.”
“Even if it were an iron door, I would crash it open! Come on!”’

Jiu
even

shi
be

tie
iron

men,
door,

wo
1sg.

ye
too

hui
would

ba
ba

ta
it

za
crash

kai!
open

(7)

‘They all feel that it isn’t the best time for shopping for wood-ears and
wish to criticize her a bit. But everyone knows that her behavior is out of
a good heart, so no one says a word. Seeing that no one responds to her,
she gives a sigh and shrinks her head back like a snail .’

Xiang
resemble

woniu
snail

shide
like

ba
ba

tou
head

suo
shrink

hui-qu
back-go

(8)
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“‘Will China ever defeat Japan? The foreigners all say that in about three
months, at most a half year, the matter will be finished!” Ding-John says
very objectively, as if he were not a Chinese, but an English ambassador.
“How is it finished?”
“The Chinese army gets smashed.”
Upon hearing this, Big-Red-Pepper gets so excited that she almost drops
the wine bottle onto the floor. “Guan Xiaohe! Did you hear it? Although
I’m a woman, I’ve got no less insight than you men! Boost your courage
and don’t miss the chance!”’

a.
Jihu
nearly

ba
ba

jiu
wine

ping
bottle

diao
drop

zai
on

di
earth

shang.
top

b.
Ba
ba

danzi
gallbladder

zhuang
strengthen

qi
up

dian
a:bit

lai.
come

Sentences (1)–(2) are neatly formed and perfectly grammatical. However, com-
pared to the ba-clauses in (3)–(8), they are meager and anemic, devoid of
human voice shaped by human intentions, motivations and emotions. They
are simply out of context. Though they may well illustrate how individual
constituents, namely the subject, the verb and the object, are sequentially or-
ganized into a grammatical sentence, they do not allow any inquiry beyond the
syntactic structure as to, for example, why a speaker would want to utter a sen-
tence like (2a) and not its apparent syntactic variant (2b) if they were indeed
semantically equal, as many assume. To a question like this, an analysis based
on isolated introspective sentences provides no answer except the superficial
observation of the appearance, as stated by Li and Thompson (1974b:203):

It is important to note that the bă-construction has become the preferred form
in Modern Chinese when the verb is polysyllabic. As we have mentioned ear-
lier, many of the present-day SVO sentences have monosyllabic verbs such as
dă ‘hit’, mà ‘scold’, ài ‘love’. . .etc. However, even such remaining SVO sentences
are now facing the competition of an alternate SOV form, [. . .] On the other
hand, if the verb is morphologically complex or modified, the bă-construction
is usually preferred and often the only acceptable form.

Appearance, however, is no explanation: The syllabic structure and the mor-
phological complexity of the verb do not explain the motivation underlying the
actual choices speakers make between the ba-construction and its SVO alter-
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nate. Wishy-washy words like “usually” and “often” in the linguist’s vocabulary
suggest the existence of murkiness in the analysis and leave the impression that
a speaker’s preference of one structure over another may be arbitrary at times.
This illusion of arbitrariness is most ardently preached in the generative treat-
ment of the ba-construction. Sybesma (1999:132), for instance, declares to the
reader:

[. . .] I will capitalize on the less-well-acknowledged fact that, generally speak-
ing, every ba-sentence has a counterpart without ba, with (in all relevant
respects) the same meaning.

Clearly, Sybesma regards the ba-sentence and its non-ba counterpart as syn-
onymous. It may be true that every ba-sentence has a counterpart without ba,
but it is an error to say that the two have the same meaning and vary freely in
any context. In fact, the claim of “free variation” has been invalidated, time and
again, by sign based analyses of linguistic constructions. In her Introduction to
Meaning as Explanation: Advances in Linguistic Sign Theory, Contini-Morava
(1995:11–13) summarizes the studies that formidably challenge the notion of
free variation. She emphasizes the existence of semantic contrast as an expla-
nation for the conveying of particular messages in communication. In keeping
with the communicative nature of language, structural preference must never
be considered arbitrary. The reason is straightforward: apparent variation is al-
ways motivated by the speaker’s communicative intent and the speaker’s intent
is not only relevant but central to linguistic analysis.3

As a matter of fact, none of the ba-clauses in the above examples (3)–(8)
can be replaced with a so-called syntactic variant without the particular com-
municative intent being either weakened or even distorted. In fact, in each of
these sentences the expression of intention, emotion or stance is systemati-
cally accomplished by means of linguistically real and analyzable structures that
construct a coherent discourse: The subjunctive mood, the universal quantifier
dou ‘all’, the hyperbolic quantifiers yi-qian ‘a thousand’ and yi-wan ‘a myr-
iad’, the conceptual metaphor yeshou ‘beast’, the simile woniu ‘snail’, the modal
adjunct jihu ‘almost’, the cohesive evaluative markers dao ‘rather’ and jiu. . .
ye ‘even if ’, et cetera, are not used arbitrarily. They help to constitute the re-
spective discourse environments in which the ba-construction occurs. In this
sense, these correlating linguistic elements can be understood as contextual-
ization cues with the aid of which we are able to interpret the respective ut-
terances as expressions of indignation, request, determination, identity, etc., in
short, as speech acts. Clearly, our interpretation of these messages immediately
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dwells on the coherent discourse structures formed by the ba-construction,
the correlating contextualization cues and the larger context in which the ba-
construction occurs. As far as the larger context is concerned, we can see from
the exerpts that the ba-clauses are used in describing theatrical excitement, as
in (3a, b), (5a, b), (6) and (8a), in issuing compelling commands, as in (4)
and (8b), or in depicting elaborate scenes, as in (7). In any case, the context of
the ba-clause can be characterized as “dramatic”. The non-interchangeability
of the syntactic forms exactly reflects the coherent construal of the discourse
environments.

By the same token, even the two introspective sentences (2a) and (2b) are
not readily interchangeable in a given context, although they are statements of
the same fact. Because human beings normally do not make arbitrary state-
ments of facts, we shall imagine that (2a) and (2b) are meaningful expressions
uttered for specific communicative purposes in certain contexts. Unsurpris-
ingly, the contexts in which they may occur are indeed very different. For
instance, (2a) and (2b) can be used as answers to the respective questions (2A)
and (2B) below, which can be reconstructed in imagination:

(2) A.
Ni zenme zheme gaoxing?
‘You look so happy. Why?’

a.
Wo ba Zhang-san da-le.
‘I hit Zhang-san.’

B.
Ni haoxiang xinli you gui, gan shenme huai shi la?
‘You have a guilty look, what crap did you do?’

b.
Wo da Zhang-san-le.
‘I hit Zhang-san.’

Both (2a) and (2b) state the fact of the speaker’s hitting Zhang-san. However,
sentence (2a) can be identified as a braggart. That is to say, it gives a self-
glorification account of the fact, showing that the speaker is proud of his deed.
In sharp contrast, sentence (2b) is a low-key concession that is likely to be reluc-
tantly made in front of a perceptive and strict parent or educator. The speaker
is forced to admit committing an act that he feels bad about and does not wish
to profile. It is clear that the choice of sentence types is not arbitrarily made
here; rather, it reflects the way the speaker defines the discourse situations and
produces according reactions. In short, the choice of the respective sentences
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types is motivated by the speaker’s intent in the given situations. For this con-
sideration, the present study will attempt to identify the intent underlying the
use of the ba-construction. We will do so by seeking the semantic-pragmatic
property with which the syntactic difference between the ba-construction and
its apparent variation may be correlated.

In this study, we shall argue that discourse dramaticity is the semantic-
pragmatic property to which the choice of syntactic structures is sensitive.
When the speaker’s communicative intent favors high discourse dramatic-
ity, the ba-construction is chosen; when the speaker’s communicative intent
prefers low discourse dramaticity, a non-ba-construction is chosen according
to the concrete “background of expectation” (Sasse 1987) in the given context.
Thus, synchronically, the ba-construction is used as a dramatizing strategy to
draw the hearer’s attention to the events being communicated. By virtue of
this dramatizing function, the ba-construction stands in semantic-pragmatic
opposition to other syntactic forms in Mandarin Chinese including the fun-
damental SVO, the contrastive OSV and SOV, and the fossilized VS thetic sen-
tences. To be precise, the use of the ba-construction as a discourse dramatizer
gives the instruction to the hearer that the speaker is making an investment
of his own perspective, his emotion or attitude in the proposition and wishes
to be so interpreted by the hearer. The function of discourse dramatization
is realized by a number of correlating linguistic strategies. These are: (1) the
grammatical representation of cognitive salience of the event being communi-
cated and (2) the expression of subjectivity and emotional intensity by means
of lexical, grammatical and stylistic tools. The validation of this argument shall
reveal the inadequacies of treating the ba-construction on the clausal level only,
as previous approaches uniformly do.

Diachronically, the syntactic change from a serial verb construction to the
dramatizing ba-construction is no mysterious “drift” through time, as has been
assumed. The change is structurally triggered and pragmatically motivated and
is subject to functional selection within the synchronic system of grammar at
each historical stage of development. From an evolutionary perspective, the
development of the ba-construction constitutes an adaptive change whereby a
minor structural change in syntactic representation triggers radically diverged
communicative behavior (cf. Lieberman 1984, 1991). This behavior has a selec-
tive value towards enhanced social advantage by virtue of enhanced pragmatic
value. The new communicative function in turn reinforces the structural elab-
oration of the ba-construction, which leads towards high expressiveness and
dramaticity. Both internal (formal) and external (social) factors shape the path
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of the development, which shows a strong tendency of semantic-pragmatic
enrichment in the sense that a propositional meaning has come to express
subjective messages (see Traugott 1982, 1989, 2003). The discussion of the di-
achronic development of the ba-construction will invalidate the notion of an
“object marker”, which has been imposed upon the morpheme ba by previous
approaches, synchronic and diachronic.

Given our assumption that structural preference is always motivated by
the communicative intent of the speaker, we view linguistic constructions as
signs with indexical meanings, which the speaker uses to make instructions
for the hearer to make appropriate inferences in communication. This view
gives rise to our hypothesis of an invariant instructional meaning for the ba-
construction that reflects the intent underlying the use of this construction.
It is in the representation of this particular semantic substance that the ba-
construction contrasts to other syntactic structures. The postulation of the
invariant instructional meaning assures a semantic ground on which the inter-
action between syntax and pragmatics becomes linguistically analyzable. This is
to say, we do not treat pragmatics as “radical pragmatics” independent of gram-
mar and syntax; rather, pragmatics is solidly anchored on language structures
with which meanings are conveyed (cf. Sadock 1984). The respective instruc-
tional meanings postulated for the ba-construction and its syntactic variants
will explain the interrelations between the superficial phenomena observed
with the ba-construction such as the presupposition of the subject and the
object, the morphological complexity of the verbal phrase, the use of the per-
fective aspect marker le, etc., which otherwise seem mysterious and unrelated
to one another.

This study points to an ultimate goal, which is to show that a syntactic
structure viewed in isolation from discourse is deceptive, and that an analysis
of isolated syntax reveals neither the function of the structure nor the motiva-
tion for structural change through time. Such an approach dissociates language
from its speakers, whose experience is the very content of linguistic expressions.
Because “that language is a perfect symbolism of experience, that in the actual
context of behavior it cannot be divorced from action and that it is the car-
rier of an infinitely nuanced expressiveness are universally valid psychological
facts” (Sapir 1949:11), an explanatory analysis of syntactic structures must take
into account the human factor and study the syntax-pragmatics interface. The
functional aspect of linguistic structures is key to both the synchronic analysis
of actual uses and the diachronic study of syntactic change. In other words, if a
framework enables us to penetrate the ”what and why” of a structure synchron-
ically, then the same framework will empower our diachronic explanation of
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that structure. To be precise, the concern with the interaction between syntax
and pragmatics, or, more directly, the concern with the pragmatic function of
syntax, shall answer both synchronic and diachronic questions with respect to
the ba-construction, and in that spirit, any other linguistic structure. This is
the commitment we will make with this study.

An overview of chapters is in order. Chapter 1 as an introduction informs
the reader of the basic assumptions about language and syntax in particular
on which the present study is based and offers the reader a clue of what to
expect in this book; Chapter 2 outlines the database with a remark on the
adequacy of the use of literary texts as the primary database; Chapter 3 in-
troduces the ba-construction of Modern Mandarin in a syntactic overview
with a wealth of examples as the raw material with which the characteristics
and uses of the ba-construction are illustrated. A discussion of the controversy
with regard to Mandarin Chinese word order is intended to shed light on the
functional complementarity of sentence types in Mandarin Chinese. Chapter 4
reviews previous studies of the ba-construction on the synchronic level and dis-
cusses the unsolved problem. Attention is given to the disposal approach, the
transitivity approach and the causativity approach, three influential analyses
that predominate the understanding of the ba-construction in the literature.
Chapter 5 provides the hypothesis of the system of speaker’s instruction to
discourse dramaticity where the ba-construction contrasts to its syntactic vari-
ants. The hypothesis is made within the tradition of the form-content analysis
that treats linguistic constructions as signs carrying invariant instructional
meanings which reflect the speaker’s communicative intent. Two strategies,
namely (1) cognitive salience and (2) subjectivity and emotionality, are pre-
dicted on the basis of the hypothesis of discourse dramaticity; Chapter 6 and
Chapter 7 aim to validate the two strategies that directly bear on the hypoth-
esis. Chapter 6 explores linguistic cues correlating with the ba-construction in
the representation of cognitive salience on the clause level and the trans-clause
level. Chapter 7 confronts the phenomenon of linguistic subjectivity and emo-
tionality inherent in the discourse context where the ba-construcion is used
to describe events. The analyses are carried out on account of quantitative
textual data on the relevant linguistic properties predicted by the hypothesis.
Frequency counts across two discourse types serve as extra evidence; Chapter 8
is an interim conclusion summarizing the synchronic analysis conducted in the
previous chapters. Chapter 9 is devoted to the description and explanation of
the diachronic development of the pragmatic function of the ba-construction.
The notion of a “drift” and the notion of a grammaticalized object marker as
a result of the drift are invalidated. Instead, a rich history of interwoven struc-
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tural changes and functional innovations is reconstructed on the background
of the given sociocultural contexts. The development of the ba-construction
as a syntactic device for discourse dramatization is an adaptive process of lan-
guage in use. Chapter 10 contains concluding remarks and a brief statement of
future goals.
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Database

The database for the synchronic analysis consisted of the following corpora:
the corpus S, which is the core of the database, consisted of the first 16 chapters
(165 pages) of Lao She ([1945]1999), a Modern Mandarin novel about the fate
of a multi-generation Pekinger family during the dire time of the Sino-Japanese
War from 1937 to 1945. The novel is written in the voice of the third-person
narrator, it is however packed with constructed first-person dialogues. The cor-
pus W (Lao She [1940]1999) and the corpus C (Lao She [1957]1999), which
consisted respectively of 58 pages and 105 pages of two modern Mandarin
plays, were sporadically consulted. Apart from the narrative texts, corpus M
(Yang & Gan 2000), which consisted of the first eight chapters of a contem-
porary introductory philosophical textbook for university students, provided
data on the distributions of the ba-construction in the non-fictional type of
discourse.

For the diachronic analysis, we used two types of text material. The first
type was purported for the token-based non-quantitative examination of the
ba-construction in the earlier phase of its development where large bodies of
colloquial narratives are unavailable. The second type was intended for the
quantitative study of the grammatical regulation and systemization of the ba-
construction in relation to its rivals in the later phase of development where
colloquial texts abound. The first type of data contained a mixed source of his-
torical textual examples either adopted from previous studies or cited from
historical texts including Bian and Zhou (1999), Zhang (2000), and Guan
(2000). The second type of data consisted of four corpora: corpus Y contained
ten vernacular plays of the Yuan dynasty, corpus J contained the first 16 chap-
ters of a vernacular novel of the Ming dynasty, corpus H contained the first 16
chapters of a renowned novel of the Qing dynasty, and corpus S was the same
as the main corpus used for the synchronic analysis. In Section 9.3.1, we will
describe this part of the historical data in more detail.

Since the central idea underlying this study is the communicative nature of
language, it is necessary to discuss the adequacy of the database on which the
hypothesis, namely that the ba-construction signals high discourse dramaticity,
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is presented and validated. Specifically, we shall ask the question: Is literary
discourse an adequate source of data?

The answer is affirmative insofar as literary discourse resembles speech in
its communicative nature. The broader sense of communication, as has been
mentioned in Chapter 1, suggests that literary discourse is necessarily com-
municative because it is directed toward intended and eventual recipients, that
is, the readers, within the shared symbolic system and is intended for mean-
ingful interpretations. In fact, not only is literary discourse communicative
in the broad sense of communication, many thinkers have expressed the idea
that literary discourse actually resembles conversational discourse in its very
mechanism. E. Sapir (1949:11) observes:

The history of writing is in essence the long attempt to develop an indepen-
dent symbolism on the basis of graphic representation, followed by the slow
and begrudging realization that spoken language is a more powerful symbol-
ism than any graphic one can possibly be and that true progress in the art of
writing lay in the virtual abandonment of the principle with which it origi-
nally started. Effective systems of writing, whether alphabetic or not, are more
or less exact transfers of speech.

Goffman (1974), who uses examples drawn from novels or dramatic produc-
tions throughout, judges them a fruitful source of material by saying that “their
deepest significance is that they provide a mock-up of everyday life, a put-
together script of unscripted social doings and thus are a source of broad hints
concerning the structure of this domain” (1974:53).

Searle (1969) claims, “The literary is continuous with the non-literary. Not
only is there no sharp boundary, but there is not much of a boundary at all”,
for, he argues (1969:59–64):

[F]ictions and non-fictions contain the same illocutionary acts such as mak-
ing statements, asking questions, giving orders, making promises, apologizing,
thanking, and so on. Anyone [. . .] who wishes to claim that fiction contains
different illocutionary acts from nonfiction is committed to the view that
words do not have their normal meanings in works of fiction. The difference
between fictions and non-fictions, then, is that the author of a work of fiction
pretends to perform a series of illocutionary acts.

Searle regards the identifying criterion for whether or not a text is a work of
fiction as necessarily lying in the “illocutionary intentions” of the author. He
concluded that “there is no textual property, syntactical or semantic, that will
identify a text as a work of fiction”.


