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Abstract:


The present study provides a cognitive-functional account of the NP/S+ne question in Chinese.  It is argued that the formation of this question does not have to do with the mechanism of ellipsis, but is the functional extension of topicality.  Therefore it may be termed the “topic-only question”, following Comrie (1984).  Whether a topic is interpreted as a topic-only question depends on whether it is conceptually salient and whether an information gap is received by participants in the conversation.  On the basis of this, this paper characterizes two types of topic-only questions in Chinese: the context-dependent type and the context-free type.  Though the context-dependent topic-only question in many languages remains a discourse device, it may be considered more grammaticalized in topic-prominent languages such as Chinese.  Moreover, it is demonstrated in this paper that the context-free NP+ne question is a highly grammaticalized construction, as its meaning of asking about the location of an object referent is not the composite meaning of the topic form, neither is it derivable from conversational implicature.  The study further suggests that such a context-free topic-only question may be motivated by human beings’ cognitive basis about spatial perception, which is grammatically realized in topic-configurational languages.  Our observation on this type of topic-only question in Chinese should thus be relevant to linguistic typology.  
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1. Two Types of NP/S+ne Questions
It is held that Chinese has a question type with the form of “NP/S+ne (呢)”, where the NP or S is non-interrogative (Lu 1982; Shao 1989, 1996: Chap. 3).  The NP+ne question form is associated with two grammatical meanings.  One is “how about NP”, as shown by the example in (1); the other is “where is NP”, as in (2).
1) A: (这本  书    五十块  钱，) 那本   字典    呢？         B: 八十块。
(this-cl book    fifty-cl money) that-cl dictionary ne                          eighty-cl
        (The book costs five hundred dollars.) How about the dictionary?           Eighty dollars.
2) A: 你  的   钢笔 呢？ (我  想  用  一下。)                 B: 在  桌上。
2sg poss pen   ne    (1sg wish use one-mv)                                        at  desk-loc
Where is your pen? (I’d like to borrow it for a while.)                              On the desk. 
The S+ne question may be described as “a hypothetical interrogation” (Alleton 1981), in the sense that the S in this question corresponds to a conditional clause, and the question has the meaning: “If S, then what is to be done?”, as shown in (3).
3) 有       人      不  同意  呢？
have people not agree  ne
And what if some people don’t agree?
As can be seen, when the “NP+ne question” means “how about NP”, it needs a context to provide clues to what question is being asked about that NP.  Therefore, this use is dependent on the previous discourse or context (hence the “context-dependent NP+ne question”), and is pragmatic in nature.  However, the “NP+ne question” asking “where is NP” is independent of the previous discourse or context (hence the “context-free NP+ne question”).  Likewise, the use of the S+ne question is also quite uncontextualized, and also reflects that this question form has been conventionalized.  In this paper, I shall characterize the context-dependent NP+ne question as one type of questions, while the context-free NP+ne question together with the S+ne question as another. 
2.  Previous Accounts of the NP/S+ne question
Recognized as a “special” question type (Shao 1996: 17), the NP/S+ne question has attracted attention from many grammarians.  Nonetheless, there are only a small number of studies that are directly focused on this question type, including Lu (1982), Shao (1989; 1996: Chap. 3), Li (1989), etc., while in many other cases it is touched upon in discussions on the particle ne (see e.g., Chao 1968; Alleton 1981; Hu 1981; Jin 1996; Lü 2000; Zhu 2000; Shi 2000; Tsao 2000; Liu et al 2001; Qi 2002; Shi 2004).  In the literature, the interest on this question type is mainly on its various uses, and how the “NP/S+ne” form is mapped to the questioning function.  

Regarding the uses of the NP/S+ne question, in previous research it was commonly treated as the short form of a “full” question form which may co-occur with the particle ne.  Since ne and ma  (吗) are in complementary distribution, i.e., ma is taken to be the marker of yes-no questions, while ne can co-occur with question forms except yes-no questions (Zhu 2000: 202; Lü 2000: 412; Liu et al 2001: 415-420), therefore the NP/S+ne question is called “the short form of the non-yes/no question” (非是非问句的简略形式) in Lu (1982).  For example, 那本字典呢? In (1) can be considered as the short form of the wh-question 那本字典多少钱呢?, and 你的钢笔呢? in (2) the short form of 你的钢笔在哪里呢?.  However, as Li (1989) points out, in certain contexts the NP+ne question may also be equivalent to a yes-no question in meaning.  For example, 那本字典呢? in (4) may be replaced by 那本字典有用吗? as in (5).  Therefore, the NP+ne question may virtually correspond to any question type, depending on context.
4) (这本       书     很   有用，) 那本      字典       呢？
 (this-CL book very useful)  that-CL dictionary NE
(The book is very useful.) How about the dictionary?’

5) (这本       书     很  有用，) 那本       字典       有用  吗？
 (this-CL book very useful)  that-CL dictionary useful  Q
(The book is very useful.) Is that dictionary useful?

Moreover, the context-free NP+ne question is not identical to the corresponding where-question.  Sometimes they are not at all interchangeable.  For example, in telephone conversations one may ask the hearer 你/你们在哪里? (‘Where are you?’), but not *你/你们呢?.  On the other hand, in another context the NP+ne question may be more appropriate: when a child comes back expecting to see her/his mother at home but meets somebody else, “妈妈呢?” (‘Where is Mom?’) would be more readily plumped out of her/his mouth instead of “妈妈在哪儿?” (‘Where is Mom?’), and only the former can most properly express the unique mood of the speaker.
Moreover, there are also cases where S+ne expressions are highly formulaic.  For example, when the clause S is in the form of a second person subject plus a predicate verb of assumption such as 认为 (‘think’), it will invariably mean “what do you think?’, as shown in (6).
6) 你    认为/   猜/     看/  说 呢？
2SG think/ guess/ see/ say NE
What do you think?
In some contexts this kind of formulaic S+ne questions are also more appropriate than their corresponding longer question form “What if S?”.  For example, when a child asks his mother a question that the mother wishes to encourage the child himself to think of the answer, she may typically respond: 你说呢? or 你觉得呢?, both meaning “What do you think?”, which is hard to be expressed with a similar communicative effect by another question form.
The above examples suggest that the NP/S+ne form is a conventionalized question-forming device, and such a term as “the short form of the non-yes/no question” may not be accurate and explanatory for this question type.

Now I shall turn to the second question prominent in the literature, which concerns how this NP/S+ne form may be mapped to the questioning function at all.  The controversy is on what element in this form carries the questioning message, the particle ne or something else such as intonation?
The particle ne has received much attention in Chinese grammatical research.  The controversy mainly lies on the meaning(s) of ne, and whether it should be counted as an interrogative particle.  Some grammarians are affirmative about this, e.g. Chao (1968), Lu (1984), Lü (2000), Zhu (2000), and Liu et al (2001), etc., while others are negative, e.g., Hu (1981), Shao (1989), Chu (1999), Tsao (2000) and Shi (2004).  Besides, Shi (2000) and Qi (2002) both take a somewhat compromise position and assert that ne in the “NP/S+ne” question is to indicate doubt
, which then is further interpreted as questioning.  Therefore, if the particle can be demonstrated to convey the questioning message in the NP/S+ne question, this will lend strong support to its status as an interrogative particle.  If not, the other opinion(s) will win favor.
Among previous studies, scholars for ne as an interrogative particle include Chao (1968), Lu (1982; 1984), Lü (2000), Zhu (2000) and Liu et al (2001), etc.  The main reason for this, as Lu (1984) argues, is that the absence of ne in NP/S+ne questions, as in (1), (2), (3), (4) and (6), will change the whole meaning of the utterances.
However, Hu (1981) and Shao (1989) argue against this, and propose that in this question form, it is not the particle but the intonation that carries the questioning message; ne is not a question particle but generally serves to remind the hearer of a specific point in the utterance, be it a statement or a question.  For example, as Hu proposes, in examples (7)-(9) the specific points “highlighted” by ne are 刚, 过新年and 说相声, respectively.
7) 大会           刚   结束  呢。

convention just finish NE
The meeting has just finished.
8) 小坡     怎样  过     新年          呢？
Xiaopo  how  pass New:Year  NE
How will Xiaopo spend the New Year?

9) 那么 说      相声         呢？

and  speak cross:talk  NE
Then how about cross talk?
Apart from this, Shao (1989) adds that ne in questions implies the questioner’s persistence with the inquiry.  Shi (2004) also agrees that the questioning function of the NP/S+ne form depends on intonation and context, but he stresses that ne only functions to emphasize the “factuality” of the utterance it follows, and not, as Hu (1981) suggests, to remind the hearer of that point.
Still another understanding concerning the function of ne in the NP/S+ne question argues for the identification of the particle in this question form with the theme/topic marker ne (Chao 1968; Alleton 1981; Tsao 2000).  Chao is the first to note that in Chinese the grammar of topic
 resembles that of questions in interesting ways so that there is a “close parallel between the pause particles
 and the interrogative particles” (1968: 82).  That is, the topic markers me (么), a (啊), ne (呢), and ba (吧) may all occur as interrogative particles as well
.  Therefore, a question-answer adjacency pair may combine to form a full sentence by “posing a question in the subject and answering it oneself in the predicate”, as illustrated by the following example (ibid.):
 SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 



In a similar vein, Alleton (1981) holds that the ne in the “NP+ne” question functions very similarly to the intra-sentential ne in that both are said with the suspensive intonation.  Tsao (2000) also relates the ne in the NP/S+ne question to the topic marker ne, based on which he proposes an “elliptical” theory concerning the formation of this question form, which he calls the “elliptical question” (删节问句).  That is, the question 你呢? in (10) is supposed to be derived from the topic construction 你呢, 要去哪里? in (11), in which the comment component 要去哪里 is omitted.

10) 张三         要   去  日本, 李四要  去  韩国, 你    呢? 
Zhangsan will go Japan   Lisi will go Korea 2SG NE
Zhangsan is going to Japan, Lisi is going to Korea, and how about you?
11) 张三         要   去  日本, 李四要  去  韩国, 你    呢, 要   去  哪里? 
Zhangsan will go Japan  Lisi will go Korea 2SG NE will go where

Zhangsan is going to Japan, Lisi is going to Korea, and where are you going?
Tsao’s elliptical theory is different from the traditional one in Lu (1982), which regards the question 你呢? in (10) as “the short form of the non-yes/no question”, in this case the wh-question ‘你要去哪里呢?’.  Regarding Tsao’s elliptical analysis, Qi (2002) puts forward a challenge that the question status of 你呢 in (10) is actually a fluctuating one---it may either be a topic, as in (11) and marked with a comma, or it may be a question (i.e., an NP+ne question) itself, marked by a question mark, as in (12), and with the following 要去哪里 as a kind of “second-string” utterance, which may be viewed as a kind of extension of the previous question, making up for the relevant information that is absent from the previous question (Li 1989).
12) 张三         要  去  日本, 李四要  去  韩国, 你    呢? 要   去  哪里? 
Zhangsan will go Japan  Lisi will go Korea 2SG NE will go where
Zhangsan is going to Japan, Lisi is going to Korea, and how about you? Where are you going?
From the literature as reviewed above, it may be seen that a satisfactory explanation has not been found for either the questioning function of the topic form “NP/S+ne”, or for the meaning of the particle ne in this question.  Apart from this, there is an outstanding problem for virtually all previous studies, that is, the context-free NP+ne question.  As a matter of fact, many have touched upon it, but given no account of this phenomenon.  Among them, only Shi (2000) has offered one paragraph on it.  But he simply says that ne in this question indicates doubt, as it does in all other question forms such as the wh-question, as well as in the context-dependent NP+ne question.  Moreover, he also suggests that the NP in the context-free NP+ne question indicates contrastiveness, and conveys new information.  He gives an example as in (13), but does not explain how contrastiveness or new information is involved:

13) 那双        鞋   呢?

that-CL  shoe NE
Where is that pair of shoes?
By contrast, he argues that examples like (14) are not acceptable because the NP contained refers to definite old information.
14) *非洲  呢?

Africa  NE
(Intended) Where is Africa?

But compare (14) with the well-formed where-question in (15), I do not quite understand in what sense the NP 非洲 in the former is old or how it differs from the NP 非洲 in the latter.

15) 非洲   在  哪儿?

Africa at  where

Where is Africa?
Actually, the NP in the context-free NP+ne question does not need to be either contrastive or new, as shown in (16)B: at the time that 信呢? was uttered, the information conveyed by the NP 信 had just been expressed in the previous utterance, thus is old and non-contrastive.
16) A: 你    有     封   信。                                        B: 信     呢?
2SG have CL letter                                             letter NE
You’ve got a letter.                                             Where is the letter?
Apart from this arguable issue, there is an even more basic question remaining unaddressed: why does the NP+ne question have the meaning “where is NP?”  Further questions include: what is the relationship between the NP+ne question and the S+ne question?  What is the relationship between the context-dependent NP+ne question as in (10) and the context-free one as in (13) and (16)B?  What are the differences between the NP/S+ne question and other question types if they may occur in the same discourse environment?  And what discourse-pragmatic constraints is the NP/S+ne form subject to when it functions as a question?  All these questions will be answered in this paper in a coherent manner from a cognitive-functional perspective.

3. NP/S+ne Questions are Topic-only Questions
The present research is highly inspired by Chao’s (1968) insight about the inherent relationship between topic and question.  Through exploring the cognitive-functional relationship between “NP/S+ne” as a topic form and “NP/S+ne” as a question form, I argue “NP/S+ne” questions are “topic-only” questions (a term first used by Comrie 1984).  From now on, these two terms---the “topic-only” question and the “NP/S+ne” question---will be used interchangeably. 

The term “topic-only question” implies a fundamental difference between the present treatment and previous ones.  We do not think of the NP/S+ne question form as the ellipsis of some full form. Instead, it is regarded as a separate and independent question form in its own right. 

3.1 Topic-only Questions in Human Languages
As mentioned earlier, the term “topic-only questions” is first used in Comrie (1984), when he describes the grammar of questions in Russian.  In a short separate section, he points to the phenomenon of “topic-only questions” in English and Russian and says that one can raise a question by simply indicating the topic of the question, if the context can provide clues to what question is being asked about that topic.  The difference between English and Russian is that in English, the indicated topic is usually prefaced by wh-words like “what about” or “how about”, while in Russian, the topic-only question takes the form of a topic following a connective a, with the topic NP being said in a particular “high-rising” intonation.  The rising pitch starts form the stressed syllable of the topic NP and is kept high through the rest of the NP (Comrie 1984: 27-28), as indicated by  SHAPE  \* MERGEFORMAT 


in the following two examples:
17) Boris ljubit Tanju. A  
[image: image3]
Boris love Tanya. and Victor.NOM
Boris loves Tanya. What about Victor? (i.e., whom does Victor love?)
18) Boris ljubit Tanju. A 
[image: image4]
Boris love Tanya. and Masha.ACC
Boris loves Tanya. What about Masha? (i.e., who loves Masha?)
As a matter of fact, in English, the connective and also often appears before “what about”, and the presence or absence of and nearly makes no difference in meaning, according to native speakers, as in (19) and (20): 
19) He is going. What about you? 
20) He is going. And what about you?
Besides, “what about” in (20) may also be omitted, only that the topic will be said with a rising intonation, as indicated by ↗ in (21):

21) He is going. And you↗?
The connective and here in (21) is normally not to be omitted, as in the very unnatural (22):
22) ???He is going. You↗?

The following two are corresponding utterances of (21) in German and French, respectively:
23) Er                     geht                   nun.  Und   du↗?          (German)

3M.SG.NOM go+3SG+PRES now  and   2SG.NOM
He is going. And you?
24) Il                      va.                       Et    tu↗?                     (French)

3M.SG.NOM go+3SG+PRES and  2SG.NOM
He is going. And you?
It can be seen that in languages like Russian, English, German and French, if no other device of questioning is used (such as question word and change of word order of some grammatical items), the simple use of a topic to ask a question needs the accompaniment of both a particular intonation (a rising one, typically) and a connective before the topic (i.e., and in English, a in Russian, und in German and et in French).
In Mandarin Chinese, the topic-only question is in the form of “topic+ne”, as in (25), with a connective 那(么) (‘then’) optionally used before the topic, as in (26).
25) 他   去, 你    呢?

3SG go  2SG NE
He is going. And you?
26) 他   去, 那     你   呢?

3SG go  then  2SG NE
He is going. And you?
In addition, it is held that examples in (27)B and (28) are also acceptable: though there is no ne used in the question, the rising intonation is enough for the communication of the questioning message (Hu 1981; Shao 1989).
27) A: 你   是      认打                                  认罚                   吧？             (Shao 1996: 27)

2SG FOC take:corporal:punishment agree:to:be:fined prt
Will you prefer a corporal punishment or a fine?
B: 认打↗?

 take:corporal:punishment

(How about if I) take a corporal punishment?.’

A: 认打                                 四十    门闩。
take:corporal:punishment forty    latch

If you take a corporal punishment, you will be beaten forty times with a latch.
28)  袁       先生， 您               的      事↗?                                                (ibid.: 25)

Yuan  mister  2SG-HON POSS matter
Mr. Yuan, (and how about) your business?
This, on the one hand, supports my account of the topic-only question.  On the other hand, however, to native speakers including myself, intonation questions like (27)B and (28) are limited to speech situations where the participants are occupied with a restricted set of tasks at this point in the interaction.  Without appropriate contexts, e.g., the utterance in (29) would sound quite unusual.
29) ?他    去,   那   你↗?

3SG go, then 2SG
(Intended) He is going. And you?
Moreover, such questions in Chinese tend to be interpreted as yes-no questions. For example:
30) 小    王，   你    的      笔↗?

little Wang  2SG POSS pen

Little Wang, (is this) your pen?
Cases such as (30) are not to be taken as the topic-only question, as the question is posed via intonation but not via indicating the topic only.  But notably, 你的笔 in (30) may indeed be a topic brought up for the discourse.  I will come to this point later when considering two interrelated discourse functions of topics in the next section.
While topics without a topic marker may or may not convey questions in Chinese, corresponding forms in other languages such as Russian (e.g., (18)), English (e.g., (21)), and French (e.g., (24)) make acceptable topic-only questions.  In my opinion, the reason may be this: for languages like English, intonation is a most important device for achieving communicative purposes, while in Chinese, similar communicative duties may be assumed by particles and/or intonation.  With the topic-only question in Chinese, the particle ne is used (hence the form of “topic+ne”).  The other two features which appear in its English counterpart---the rising intonation and the connective (such as 那(么) ‘then’))---may be found, but more often than not, they are not present
.
Based on the above facts, it may be said that topic-only question is a commonly-used cross-linguistic question-forming device.  The difference is that in languages like English, this particular question form is very restricted in that only simple NPs, e.g., proper names (as in ‘Mary is going, and John?’) and pronouns (as in ‘He is going, and you?’), may be used as the topic; while in Chinese, the topic-only question may ask about both topics in NP forms and in S forms.  Moreover, this question form occurs with high frequency, especially in casual conversational dialogues (Shao 1989; 1996: Chap. 3).
The topic-only question is also commonly used in various Chinese dialects.  Examples from Cantonese and Shanghainese are given below:
31) 佢    想    去, (噉)  你    呢?                   (Cantonese)

3SG want go (and) 2SG NE
He’d like to go. And you?
32) 伊   去  个, (葛末) 侬   呢?                    (Shanghainese)

3SG go PRT (and) 2SG NE
He is going. And you?
Moreover, in languages such as Zhuang, Japanese and Korean, the use of the topic-only questions is found to be quite similar to that in Chinese. For example:
33) Ran  dou cieg   12-du      gae.        Ran   sou  ne?                  (Zhuang)

family  I  raise twelve-CLchicken, family you PRT
My family raises 12 chickens, and your family?

34) Watashi no     hon  wa     yonjyuu doru.  A-san         no      wa↗?    (Japanese)

I          POSS book TOP  forty     dollar. Mr./Ms.A POSS TOP
This book of mine cost me 40 dollars, how about yours, Ms. A?
35) Na  e         czek   un   saship won.  Nor  e        czek   un/   Ni gor  nun↗?   (Korean)

I     POSS book TOP forty  dollar. you POSS book TOP/ yours  TOP
This book of mine cost me 40 dollars, how about your book/yours?
It is generally agreed that Japanese and Korean are both subject- and topic-prominent languages (Li & Thompson 1976).  They have specific markers for both subject (i.e., ga in Japanese and ka/i in Korean) and topic (i.e., wa in Japanese and un/nun in Korean).  Thus the use of the topic markers in questions in (34) and (35) also attests to the nature of the topic-only question.
All these facts in the above lend further support to my conjecture that the device of using topic is a cross-linguistic device for forming questions.  In the next section, I will account for this question form via considering the cognitive-functional relationship between topic and question.
3.2 Cognitive-Functional Relationship between Topic and  Question
As early as in Chao (1968), the linguistic parallel between topic and question (and between comment and answer) in Chinese has been pointed out.  Chao’s insight is much revealing for an understanding of some inherent relationship between the two functional categories of topic and question.  Ten years later, Haiman (1978) put forward his famous argument that conditionals are topics.  His study is based on a cross-linguistic examination of markers of conditionals, topics and questions in a number of etymologically unrelated languages, as well as similarities between conditions and topics in their definitions and pragmatic functions.  He finds that in many languages (such as Hua, a Pypuan language), the same marker (such as the suffix –ve in Hua) is used for conditionals, topics and questions. For example:
36) E-si-ve                         baigu-e.

come-3SG.FUT-INT  will:stay-1SG
If he will come, I will stay. (Lit. ‘Will he come? I will stay.’)

37) Dgai-mo-ve                      baigu-e.

1SG.EMPH-CONJ-TOP will:stay-1SG
As for me, I will stay.
The example in (36) indicates that Hua codes the conditional in the form of polar questions, therefore the literal meaning of the conditional clause is a yes-no question.  This, as Haiman says, is not unusual, considering that, as Jespersen noted, in all the Germanic languages, notably English, subject-verb inversion may mark polar questions as well as conditionals, e.g., ‘Is any among you afflicted? Let him pray.’ and ‘Had it been otherwise, I would have told you’ (1978: 570).  Furthermore, the English polar interrogative whether may be replaced by the conditional if in indirect questions, e.g. ‘I don’t know whether/ if he’s at home’.  The Hua example in (37) shows further that the question and conditional marker –ve is also the topic marker. 
Haiman’s point about the identity of conditionals and topics can be fully supported by facts in Chinese that conditional clauses may occur with topic markers, and may be regarded as clause topics (Chao 1968: 118).  This also explains why, when the topic is in the form of a sentence, the topic-only question “S+ne” may be “a hypothetical interrogation” (Alleton 1981), in the sense that the S in this question corresponds to a conditional clause, with the meaning: “If S, then what is to be done?”  See the example in (3), repeated below as (38):
38) 有     人        不  同意  呢?
have people not agree  NE
And if some people do not agree, what then?
The topicality of the S in (38) may be even more explicitly indicated by adding the conditional topic marker 的话 (‘GEN speech’, literally ‘(as for) the talk of (a certain condition)’) (Matisoff 1991)
, as in (39).  Note that in such a case, 的话 is optional while ne is obligatory.
39) 有     人        不 同意  的话   呢?
have people not agree  TOP  NE
And if there are people who do not agree, what is to be done?
The explanation for the similarity between topics (including conditionals as clause topics) and questions, as given in Haiman (1978), is that both involve the speaker’s seeking agreement of the hearer as to the existence of an entity or validity of some knowledge.  For example, he quotes Li & Thompson (1976: 484) and mentions that the construction ‘You know NP?’ may be regarded both as a question and as a marker of topics.
It may be noticed that what Haiman explicates is a parallel between topics and yes-no (polar) questions.  The topic-only question studied here, however, points to a further discourse function that topic serves.  That is, not only does it represent an entity whose existence is agreed upon by the speaker and his audience, as Haiman demonstrates with his Hua and other examples, a topic, once established, also indicates that the starting point of an utterance/ discourse has been provided and there is something more to follow, which is relevant to this topic, i.e., the comment (Xu & Liu 1998: 212).  These two related discourse functions of topics may lead to two different types of questions, as shown by the Chinese examples below in (40)B1 and B2.
40) A: 老  王      啊,     真      是    个   大     好     人。
old Wang TOP, really COP CL great good person

Old Wang, (he) is really a good guy.
B1: 老 王     吗? (对，真     是     个  大     好     人。)

old Wang Q  (right really COP CL great good person)
(Did you say) Old Wang? (Yes, (he) is indeed a good guy.)
B2: 老 张     呢? (他          人      怎么样?)

old Zhang NE (3SG   person   how)
How about Old Zhang? (How is this guy?)
While the question in (40)B1 is to seek the agreement of the establishment of a topic, that in (40)B2 is to seek further information (i.e., comment) of a presumably established topic.  This difference also suggests a differentiation in function between topic markers in Chinese.  I will address this issue in the next section when the function of the particle ne in the topic-only question is explicated.
The basis for both discourse functions of topic may be the cooperative principles of quality and quantity (Grice 1975).  When a potential topic appears, it needs first be something the speaker believes in, and at the same time expects the hearer to believe in also (cf. Gricean quality maxim that “say what you believe to be true”).  Any uncertainty about such a belief will give rise to a topic-checking question (i.e., a yes-no question) seeking the confirmation of this belief, as indicated in (40)B1.  Furthermore, once the topic is established, i.e., both the speaker and the hearer agree on its existence and validity, a relevant comment is expected, in light of the Gricean quantity maxim that a contribution to the conversational interaction should be as informative as required.  In case the comment part does not show up immediately, an information gap related to the potential comment will show up, and incur a topic-only question requesting the relevant comment, as showed in (40)B2.
Figure 1 illustrates the cognitive-functional relationship between topic and two types of questions---topic-checking questions and topic-only questions.  

[image: image5]
Since topic as a discourse phenomenon is universal in human languages with similar discourse functions, both the topic-checking question and the topic-only question are found cross-linguistically.  The topic-checking question is by nature a yes-no question.  For example, languages like Chinese and English may both use the rising intonation to express the topic-checking yes-no question (e.g., 你的笔↗? and “Your pen?’), or they may also use their typologically specific devices, such as subject-auxiliary inversion in English (e.g., ‘Is this your pen?’) and the question morpheme ma in Chinese (e.g., 你的笔吗?).  Therefore, the cross-linguistic difference about the topic-checking question is a matter of its grammatical realization, just like with the yes-no question in general.  However, there is a typological difference with regard to the grammatical status of the topic-only question.  In English, this question is mostly in the form of the topic prefaced by a wh-expression ‘what about’ (as said, the form which dispenses with ‘what about’, as such ‘And you?’, is very restricted in use), therefore it may not be considered a separate question form.  In Chinese, as well as other topic-prominent languages such as Japanese and Korean, explicit question forms (including intonation) seem not obligatory for a topic-only question, but a topic marker needs to be present.  In this sense, the topic-only question in these languages is by itself a (relatively) grammaticalized question form, hence its wide use (i.e., both the use of the context-dependent and the context-free types) and high frequency of occurrence.  Such a typological difference in the topic-only question presumably has to do with the fact that languages differ as to the linguistic status of topic (that is, whether topic is a purely pragmatic notion or a grammaticalized one).  This is why I leave in dotted lines the two boxes in Fig. 1 of “Topic+Comment” and “Topic-only Question”. 

In the next two sections, I will focus on the forms (including the prosodic form) and functions of the two types of topic-only questions in Chinese: the context-dependent and the context-free.
4. The Context-dependent Topic-only Question
In the previous sections, I have argued for the nature of “topic-only questions” for the NP/S+ne question in Chinese, and that such a question form is not derived from ellipsis.  However, as mentioned earlier, topics in Chinese may be marked by other markers than ne, such as a, ma, de-hua, or simply a pause or word order, but only the “topic+ne” form functions as topic-only questions.  Presumably, this has something to do with the particle ne (cf. the previously-mentioned topic-checking ma-question).  In this section, however, I will show that it is both the discourse and pragmatic features of the topic-only question that lead to the choice of ne for this question form.  But before doing that, I shall need to make some comments on the prosodic feature of the topic which appears in the topic-only question, which I will argue reflects its conceptual salience at the time the speaker utters it.

4.1 Conceptual Salience of the Topic in the Topic-only Question 
As Xu & Liu (1998) have argued, since the sentence topic “directs the hearer that there is topic-relevant content in the following, which is supposed to be the focus of the utterance”, it “cannot exist independently from the comment”.  This, as they assert, is also a fundamental difference between the sentence topic and subject, which can be used independently (1998: 212).  Such a view is arguable.  For example, Xu & Liu claims that in (41)B1 我 is the subject and it can stand alone with the rest of the sentence left out, as in B2; by contrast, in (42)A/B1 老王 is the topic; consequently, it may be omitted (as in (42)B2), but cannot be used alone (as in (42)B3) (1998: 213).
41) A: 哪个  来      推     我?

which come push 1SG
Who’s going to give me a push?
B1: 我   来      推     你。 
1SG come push 2SG
I’ll give you a push.
 B2: 我。
  1SG
   Me.

42) A: 老   王     啊,     真     是     个  大      好    人。
old Wang TOP, really COP CL great good person

Old Wang, (he) is really a good guy.
B1: 老  王     啊,     真     是     个  大    好      人。
old Wang TOP, really COP CL big good person

Old Wang, (he) is really a good guy.

B2: 真    是     个   大    好      人。
really COP CL great good person

(He) is really a good guy.
B3: *老王        (啊)。
old Wang (TOP)
*Old Wang.

It is true that a sentence topic as in (42)B3 cannot stand alone.  The reason, as given by Xu and Liu (1998: 212), is that it is not the focus of the utterance.  However, on the contrary it must also be noted that 我 in (41)B2 is not only a subject, but also a focus, a piece of new information
 that fills a gap established in the immediately prior context.
Also examined from the perspective of discourse, the unacceptability of (42)B3 may be due to the fact that it is not contributive to the development of the discourse.  That is to say, it does not offer new information to the discourse development.  In this sense it violates Horn’s (1984) R-principle governing conversational interaction that a contribution should be as informative as required (Horn 1984).  By contrast, though (42)B1 and B2 are only (partial) repetitions of A’s utterance, they still contribute to and move forward the conversation in their own way---with such repetitions, the speaker B shows agreement or acknowledgement to A---therefore they are eligible responses.  Such an informative criterion may be seen even more clearly if (42)B3 and (41)B2 are compared.  The latter, as may be seen, is the answer to the previous question and is therefore very informative and contributive to the discourse development.
For (42)B3 to be informative and contributive, it may be understood as a topic-checking question, as in (42)B4 below, in which the whole utterance, said in a rising intonation, conveys a meaning like ‘Did you say Old Wang?’, thereby checking about the topic established in the previous utterance.
42) A: 老  王      啊,    真      是     个  大      好    人。
old Wang TOP, really COP CL great good person

Old Wang, (he) is really a good guy.
B4: 老  王     啊？
old Wang PRT
(Did you say) Old Wang? 
In this connection, it may be necessary to consider the nature, types and linguistic manifestations of topics.  As mentioned earlier, a distinction may need to be made between a topic to be established and a topic already established and to be commented on.  According to Tao’s (2005) conversational analysis of topics which appeared in naturally-occurring conversational contexts, topics may be categorized into three groups based on the role of the speaker and originality of the topic: i) self-initiated [+self, +new topic] (i.e., the speaker initiates a new topic in the conversation), ii) self-repeat [+self; -new topic] (i.e., the speaker repeats a topic s/he has established her/himself), and iii) other-repeat [-self, -new topic] (i.e., the speaker repeats a topic initiated by another party in the conversation).  In (42), there is no self-repeat topic, while 老王 in A is self-initiated, and those in B1 and B4 are both other-repeat.  As pointed out by Tao, a main distinction among these three types of topics is whether the topic is newly initiated or not.  If it is, it stands for a new proposal (to be ratified by co-participants), which the speaker feels noteworthy and wishes the hearer to pay attention to; therefore it usually receives prosodic prominence, with high concentration of demonstratives and often with hand gestures.  For a repeated topic, it represents given information, facilitates topic continuity, and tends to be said in a low pitch.  But at the same time, as noted by Tao, all types of topics may receive high prosodic prominence, depending on the speaker’s communicative strategies, such as attention-getting or showing involvement.  Presumably, if a topic is to be established, or activated, it needs to attract the hearer’s attention at the time of utterance; if it is already an established one, the attention will tend to be focused on the comment only.
Indeed, at a more fundamental cognitive level, the prosodic prominence assigned to a topic has to do with focus of attention, or conceptual salience.  In both perception and conceptualization, our attention naturally flows to the figure which “stands out” against its background; and as the other side of the coin, once attention is focused on a feature or an aspect of a scene, a thing, or an event, this feature or aspect becomes more salient conceptually.  It is such conceptual salience (manifested as a prosodic prominence) that makes it possible that a topic form such as in (42)B5 stands alone in the discourse.
42) A: 老  王      啊,    真      是     个  大      好    人。
old Wang TOP, really COP CL great good person

Old Wang, (he) is really a good guy.
B5: 老  张     呢？
old Zhang NE
How about Old Zhang? 
(42)B5 differs from (42)B4 and (42)B1 in that it marks a topic-shift in the discourse.  By topic-shift it is meant that the current topic is different from that in the immediately previous utterance, but is still a relevant topic, one way or another, in the discourse.  Usually it is a topic that the speaker wishes to address in contrast with some established background information.  Therefore, at the time it is uttered, it bears the speaker’s focus of attention.
In the next section, I shall consider the particle ne in the topic-only question.
4.2 Topic Marker ne in the Topic-only Question 
As demonstrated in Zhang & Fang (1996: 47), Yuan (2002) and Chu (2003), there is a “division of labor” among different topic markers in Chinese such as a/ya, ba, ma, and ne, in that they serve different discourse functions.  The main points include: i) a/ya and ne may be used to introduce either a new topic or an old one, while ba and ma mainly for old topics; ii) a/ya may mark a topic in the opening utterance, while ne is mostly used to introduce a new topic which is contrastive or coordinate with an event or entity whose validity or existence has been established in the previous discourse or context.  Simply put, when there is topic-shift, ne may serve the purpose most appropriately.  At the same time, as all these topic markers come from modal particles (Fang 1994), scholars generally agree that they carry over, more or less, the grammatical meanings and functions of the corresponding modal particles.  Among a/ya, ba, ma, and ne, while there is relatively little dispute about the core meaning of the first three particles, ne has been very controversial in the literature.  This is perhaps because the modal meanings of the other three particles are less elusive than ne.  For example, it has been agreed that a/ya “reduced forcefulness” (Li & Thompson 1981: 313-317) and softens the tone (Liu et al 2001: 412); while the basic meaning of ba is to express speaker’s uncertainty (Hu 1981; Chu 1998: 132), and that of ma is to indicate that the proposition of the utterance is presumed to be factual or obviousness (Hu 1981; Liu et al 2001: 428).
On the other hand, however, there is much controversy in the literature about ne, which seems to play a range of roles under different situations.  For instance, when this particle is used in a statement, the meanings of which, according to different researchers, may range from “mitigative” (Lee-Wong 1998; Liu et al. 2001: 419) to “exaggerative” (Lü 2000: 413) or “emphasizing”(Liu et al. 2001: 421) or “augmentative” (Zhu 2000: 213), from indicating a continued state (Chao 1968: 802; Lü 2000: 413; Zhu 2000: 209; Liu et al. 2001: 423) to indicating a deliberate (sentence-internal) pause (Chao 1968: 802).  Its value in questions is also controversial. One opinion is that it reinforces the questioning tone (Shao 1996), but another thinks it makes the questioning tone mild (Liu et al. 2001).
While it is not possible in the present study to go into a lengthy discussion about the meaning(s) of ne, I would like to call attention to the discourse function of this particle.  In this regard, two papers are rather illuminating: King (1986) and Chu (1999).  In King (1986) ne is proposed to be a “pragmatic discourse particle”, the basic function of which is to highlight or evaluate “certain portions of background information in the discourse” and “bring them to the attention of the hearer for the immediate interaction”.  Utterances with ne are of “particular relevance to the point the speaker wants to make” (King 1986: 27).  King’s viewpoint is largely taken up in Chu (1999), which adds that since the basic function of ne is to indicate a “relevance” to a previous utterance or situation, it contributes in politeness by “reduc(ing) the rudeness or a sudden change of subject matter in a discourse or that of a sudden emergence of new subject matter in a given situation” (Chu 1999: 558).  Such a discourse-pragmatic view of ne may well explain the difference between the following two sentences, one with ne and the other without (Jin 1996):
43) 老师， 我     明天       可不可以       请假?
teacher 1SG tomorrow may-not-may ask:for:leave
Sir, can I ask for leave tomorrow?
44) 老师， 我     明天        可不可以      请假            呢?
teacher 1SG tomorrow may-not-may ask:for:leaveNE
Sir, can I ask for leave tomorrow then?
As Jin (1996) points out, the difference between (43) and (44) lies in that the latter implies whether the student may ask for leave under a certain condition, as indicated by the English translation, therefore it is most appropriately used when both the student asking for leave and the teacher are aware of some precondition which is relevant to the leave.  If there is no relevance, the use of ne as in (44) would sound rather odd to the hearer.  Simply put, the presence or absence of ne may have an effect on the discourse position of an utterance.  That is, an utterance with the final particle ne is more suitably used when there is relevant established background in the discourse or context.  This is exactly consistent with the discourse-pragmatic features of topic-only questions.
When the particle ne appears after a topic, it enhances the relevance of the topic with the previous utterance or context.  When the topic form is taken as a question, the role of this particle then is to indicate that the question is asked against some background information, thus reminding the hearer of this information from which the clue to the point of question may be found.  Such a function of ne in topic and in topic-only questions is consistent with its function in other types of questions, considering the difference between (43) and (44).
In the next section, I will present another strong piece of evidence for the claim that the topic-only question in Chinese is to a certain extent a grammaticalized utterance type, which is the context-free type of the NP+ne question.
5. The Context-free Topic-only Question
The following example illustrates the context-free NP+ne question:
45) 你    的      钢笔 呢?（我  想    用   一下。）

2SG POSS pen  NE (1SG wish use one-Mv)

Where is your pen? (I’d like to borrow it for a while.)
Comparing (45) with the context-dependent NP+ne question such as (42)B5, there are two major differences.  First, the point of question, or the meaning, of the context-free NP+ne question is invariable, which is asking about the location of the referent of the topic NP.  Second, the context-free NP+ne question may felicitously begin a conversation without a certain established background, as the term “context-free” indicates.
As shown earlier, the context-dependent NP+ne question may be found in all human languages. However, the context-free NP+ne question exists in relatively fewer languages, which are categorized as topic-configurational languages in typology (Kiss 1995; Xu 2002), including Chinese, Zhuang, Japanese and Korean, etc.  Examples below are taken from Japanese, Korean and Chinese dialects including Cantonese and Shanghainese.
46) Watashi no       hon   wa?        (Japanese)

1SG       POSS book TOP
Where is my book?
47) Na     e         czek  un?              (Korean)

1SG  POSS book TOP
‘Where is my book?’
48) 我    本            书     呢?           (Cantonese)
1SG DEM.CL book NE
‘Where is my book?’
49) 我    书      呢?                          (Shanghainese)
1SG book NE
‘Where is my book?
These facts indicate that the context-free NP+ne question is closely related to language types.  In this section, I will discuss the information and referential features of the topic NP, the differences between this question form and the where-question, and finally, human spatial cognition as reflected by this question type.
5.1 Information Status of the Topic NP in the Context-free Topic-only Question 
In Shao (1996: Chap. 3), the two types of the NP+ne question are compared with regards to their distributional patterns in discourse.  Simply put, the context-free type occurs rather freely in the discourse, but the context-dependent type is rather restricted in that it is only found in a contrastive sequence, asking about a new topic, and with specific relevant background propositional content in the context.  In the present study, I will differentiate the two types of NP+ne questions by resorting to the information features of the NP.
In the previous section, I have shown that the topic in the context-dependent topic-only question is a newly activated topic but has relevance to the previous utterance or background, i.e., it indicates a topic-shift in the discourse.  But this is not true with the topic NP in the context-free NP+ne question.  The NP in this use may be either completely new (as in (45)), or old (as in (50)B).

50) A: 你    有     封   信。                               B: 信     呢？
2SG have CL letter                                    letter  NE
You’ve got a letter.                                    Where is the letter?
The difference in information status of the topic NP between the context-dependent and the context-free topic-only questions may be clearly seen when B1 and B2 in (51) are compared:
51) A: 老  王      啊,    真      是     个  大      好    人。
old Wang TOP, really COP CL great good person

Old Wang, (he) is really a good guy.
B1: 老  张     呢？
old Zhang NE
How about Old Zhang? 
B2: 大   好    人       呢? 

great good person NE
Where is the good guy?
Given B is coherent in the interaction, B1 would tend to be interpreted as the context-dependent topic-only question, asking whether Old Zhang is also a good guy; while B2 would be taken as the context-free NP+ne question most naturally, asking about the whereabouts of the “good guy” referred to in the previous utterance.  The key difference here is that 老张 is newly activated and still related to the previous utterance (in this case, contrastive with 老王 the topic of the previous utterance), while 大好人 is a repeated old information.  To summarize, the key difference between the NP in the context-dependent NP+ne question and the NP in the context-free type is that the former needs to be new but still related to the previous utterance(s), i.e., a shifted topic (as in (51)B1); while the latter may be either new and unrelated to the previous utterance (as in (45)), or old (as in (50)B and (51)B2).
5.2 Referential Properties of the Topic NP in the Context-free Topic-only Question 
With respect to the referential properties of the topic NP in the context-free NP+ne question, it needs to be definite.  It cannot be indefinite or generic.  For example, the topic NP in (52) is indefinite, hence the ungrammaticality of the utterance.  And for (53) to be grammatical, the NP 植物 can not be generic, but definite, referring to a particular plant or plants.
52) *一盆   植物  呢?

one-CL plant NE
*Where is a plant?
53) 植物 呢?

plant ne
Where is the plant?
Moreover, in the world knowledge of language users, the referent of the NP, no matter whether it is animate or not, and irrespective of its size, is supposed to physically exist somewhere in space, and its location is mobile and maneuverable.  These two points may explain the acceptability of (54)-(57) and the unacceptability of (58)-(60).
54) 老  王       呢?

old Wang NE
Where is Old Wang? 

55) 桌子  呢?

table NE
Where is the table?
56) 饭                呢?

cooked:rice NE
Where is the cooked rice?

57) 细胞呢?

cell  NE
Where is the cell?
58)*邓小平              呢?

Deng-Xiaoping NE
(Intended) Where was late Deng Xiaoping?

59) *香港           大学        呢?

Hong Kong University NE
(Intended) Where is the University of Hong Kong?
60) *清朝/           *世界/ *传说/ *经济     呢?

Qing-Dynasty/world/legend/economy NE
*Where is the Qing Dynasty/ world/ legend/ economy?
Apparently, the reason for the unacceptability of (58)-(60) is either that the referent of the NP in the question does not exist physically in the space (e.g., 邓小平, 清朝, 世界, 经济) or that its location is normally fixed (e.g., 香港大学).  But examples like (58) and (59) may become natural when used in particular communicative situations such as talking about pictures or maps, since placement is involved in taking a picture or drawing a map.  See the following examples.
61) A: 邓小平              呢?                    B: 在最    左边。
Deng-Xiaoping NE                                               at most  left
Where was  late Deng Xiaoping?                         At the leftmost.
62) A: 香港            大学        呢?               B: 在这里
Hong Kong university NE                                     at here
Where is the University of Hong Kong?               Here.
We may use the NP+ne question to ask about its “location”, even when the referent of an abstract NP which does not occupy any physical space is cognized as existing physically somewhere in space.  Such questions are usually rhetorical.  For example:
63) 老天爷   呢? 出来        评评理                     吧! 

Heaven  NE come:out judge:which:is:right PRT

Where is Heaven? Please come out, judge which is right!
64) 你      的      勇气/     自信/         良心/          尊严   呢? 去  哪里   了?
2SG POSS courage/confidence/conscience/dignity NE go where PRT

Where is your courage/confidence/conscience/dignity? Where is it gone?
65) 我     的        根/ 前途   呢? 我   看  不  到。

1SG POSS root/future NE 1SG see not COMPv
Where is my root/future? I cannot see it.
As can be seen, the meaning of the NP+ne question may definitely be independent of the context.  It is also independent of the two units it contains.  Nor is this meaning derived from implicatures in conversation.  In this sense, I contend that the context-free NP+ne question is a highly grammaticalized device in Chinese.  This may be further proved by its metaphorical use as in (63)-(65).

5.3 Differences between the Context-free NP+ne Question and the Where-question 
The context-free NP+ne question may be replaced by the correspondent where-question “NP在哪儿” (‘where is NP’), with nearly no difference in meaning.  Compare the following where-questions with the examples in (54)-(57) and (61)-(65), respectively:
66) 老王/        桌子/ 饭/             细胞在 哪里?
old Wang/table/cooked:rice/cell  at where
Where is Old Wang/ the table/ the cooked rice/ the cell?
67) 邓小平              在 哪里?
Deng Xiaoping at where
Where was late Deng Xiaoping?
68) 香港            大学        在 哪里?
Hong Kong university at where
Where is the University of Hong Kong?
69) 老天爷  在 哪里? 出来        评评理                    吧!
Heaven  at where come:out judge:which:is:right PRT
Where is Heaven? Please come out, judge which is right!
70) 你     的       勇气/     自信/         良心/          尊严  在 哪里? 去  哪里 了?
2SG POSS courage/confidence/conscience/dignity at where go where PRT
Where is your courage/confidence/conscience/dignity? Where is it gone?
71) 我     的       根/  前途 在 哪里? 我    看  不   到。

1SG POSS root/future at where 1SG see not COMPv
Where is my root/future? I cannot see it.
Besides, similar to (61), the acceptability of (67) also presupposes a specific speech situation, e.g., talking over a picture, because the referent of the NP is known not to exist physically. (69)-(71) are also the same with (63)-(65) in the metaphorical and rhetorical meanings. 

However, “NP在哪儿” and “NP+ne” questions are definitely not interchangeable in all situations.  For example, compared with 香港大学呢? in (62), which is used only in particular speech situations such as talking over a map, the where-question 香港大学在哪里? in (68) is much more widely used.  For instance, when asking the way, it is very common and natural to use the where-question instead of the NP+ne question.
In my opinion, the reason for the difference between the two examples is that, according to world knowledge, 香港大学 as a sizeable institution is normally immobile in space, and the chance of changing its physical location is very rare.  That is to say, whether the NP+ne question can be used to ask the location of the NP referent depends on whether the referent is conceptually fixed in its physical position or mobile in space in our world knowledge.   If it is the former, only the where-question can be used.   For example, we may hear philosophical questions like 宇宙在哪里 (‘Where is the universe?’), but definitely not *宇宙呢?.  If it is the latter, both the NP+ne question and the where-question may be used.  But there is still a slight difference between the two.  That is, the use of NP+ne question may sometimes imply that the NP referent is not where it is expected to be at the speech time, due to one reason or another.  In other words, the NP+ne question implies that the NP has been repositioned or relocated.  Therefore, sometimes it may be closer in meaning to “NP去哪儿了?”(‘where is NP gone?’) instead of “NP在哪儿?” (‘where is NP?’).  For this reason, (72) may sound more natural than (73).
72) 钢笔 呢? 刚才  还  在 这儿 的。

pen  NE    just  still at  here PRT
Where is the pen? It was here just now.
73) 钢笔在 哪儿? 刚才 还  在这儿 的。

pen  at where   just  still at here PRT
Where is the pen? It was here just now.
Notably, in telephone conversations it is the where-question 你/你们在哪里 (‘Where are you?’) that is used to ask the hearer rather than *你/你们呢?.  When a person comes around, it is also 我/我们在哪儿 (‘Where am I/ are we?’) that s/he might ask, but not *我/我们呢?.  This should have to do with the particular speech role of first person 我/我们and second person 你/你们, which are the direct speech roles in ordinary conversations.  In most cases, there should be no doubt about the existence or location of such speech roles.  In other words, such information is taken for granted, and would not be the focus or point of attention in the interaction.  This is perhaps why first person and second person may not be explicitly expressed in discourse.  In telephone conversations, although the two parties are not face to face, they have come into contact with each other and therefore are situated in the same communicative space.  The question 你/你们在哪儿? (‘Where are you?’) is concerned with 在哪儿 only, i.e., the more specific physical location of the addressee, therefore 你/你们 may be omitted.  Regarding the case when a person asks where s/he herself/himself is, besides 我/我们在哪儿? (‘Where am I/ are we?’), s/he may often ask 这是哪儿? (‘What place is here?’).  From these two examples a third nuance may be seen between the where-question and the NP+ne question.  That is, in the NP+ne question, NP is the point that the speaker would most like the hearer to pay attention to.  In this sense, this topic NP is the focus of attention (cf. section 4.1).  By contrast, in the where-question “NP在哪儿”, the sentence focus is on 哪儿, which is conceptually more salient. 

Such a difference may also apply when context-dependent topic-only questions and their corresponding “full” question forms are compared.  For example, comparing (74) and (75), it may be seen that the former brings attention to the hypothetic fact 不去, while the latter focuses specifically on the point of question 行不行.  Since the topic-only question is not explicit regarding the point of question, it leaves more space for the answer to it (Shao 1996: 41-42).
74) 不  去  呢?
not go NE
How about not going?
75) 不  去 行   不   行?
not go OK not OK
Is it OK if (I am) not going?
5.4 Spatial Cognition in the Context-free NP+ne Question and Linguistic Typology 
In this section, I shall attempt to link the context-free NP+ne question to spatial cognition with linguistic-external evidence from cognitive neuroscience.
A considerable amount of work in the Cognitive Linguistics tradition has shown that language involves basic cognitive capacities such as conceptualization, especially conceptualizations of human perceptual and kinetic experiences (Johnson 1987).  Due to the human body structure and gravity, human beings are born with perception of the spatial relation between self and the external world.  And through recurring bodily movement and manipulation of objects develops the perception of the spatial location and motion of other entities.  Such spatial cognition concerning the location of an object is supposed to be a basic component in object perception.  This may be supported by an interesting finding in recent cognitive neuroscience regarding the what-where pathways for object recognition.

Based on physiological experiments on primates, Ungerleider & Mishkin (1982) propose two separate cortical pathways along which processing occurs simultaneously in visual perception.  The ventral (or occipito-temporal) pathway specializes for determining what the object is that is being looked at, and the dorsal (or occipito-parietal) pathway for determining where the object is, and for analyzing the spatial configuration between different objects in a scene.  Put another way, when an object is perceived, clues to “what is it” and “where is it” will first and foremost attract the attention.  Such a proposal has largely been supported by later studies such as Ungerleider & Haxby (1994) and Kohler et al (1995). 

It is thus quite likely that, in object perception, when “what is it” is not in question, the other concern, “where is it”, will come to the fore.  As said, in the context-free NP+ne question, the NP referent is definite or specific, i.e., something or somebody that is known to both parties in the conversation.  In other words, “what is the NP” is not a question in the interaction.  Therefore, when the NP referent is posed as a topic in the conversation, and provided with no further information by the speaker or any clue to what information gap is about it in the speech context, the questioning point of its spatial location will rise to the surface.  I believe such a cognitive basis is rather plausible for the context-free NP+ne question, but this awaits further relevant psychological or neurological evidence. 
Furthermore, the NP+ne question in Chinese can also ask about the “location” of abstract NPs, as shown in (63)-(65) in section 5.2.  Following Lakoff & Johnson (1980) and Lakoff (1987), I contend that this reflects human metaphoric reasoning that involves mapping from the more concrete to the more abstract domains.  Such metaphorical uses also indicate further that the NP+ne question asking about the location of the NP has been a highly grammaticalized construction in Chinese.

Notably, although spatial cognition may be a universal cognitive mechanism for all human beings of different languages, the grammatical phenomenon of NP+ne question may only be found in the topic-configurational languages (Kiss 1995; Xu 2002), hence of typological significance.  Put simply, it is the fact that in languages like Chinese topic is grammaticalized (or in the process of grammaticalization, as scholars like Yuan 2002 believe) and used with high frequency that makes it possible that the cognitive basis about spatial cognition (in human object perception) is linguistically realized as in the topic-only question in these languages.
6. Conclusion

In this paper, I argued for a non-elliptical account of the NP/S+ne question in Chinese.  In this account, this question form is traced to the cognitive-functional relationship between topic and question, therefore it may be termed the “topic-only question” (Comrie 1984).  Whether a topic is interpreted as a topic-only question depends on whether it is conceptually salient and whether an information gap is received by participants in the conversation.  On the basis of this, this paper characterizes two types of topic-only questions in Chinese: the context-dependent type and the context-free type.  Though the context-dependent topic-only question in many languages remains a discourse device, it may be considered more grammaticalized in topic-prominent languages such as Chinese, which may be evidenced by the unlimited forms of the topic (i.e., any non-interrogative NP or S) in the topic-only question, and its high frequency of occurrence in actual use.  Moreover, it is demonstrated in this paper that the context-free NP+ne question is a highly grammaticalized construction in Chinese, as its meaning of asking about the location of an object referent is not the composite meaning of the topic form, neither is it derivable from conversational implicature.  Moreover, the context-free NP+ne question may even have metaphorical uses.  Behind this grammatical phenomenon I suggest is human beings’ cognitive basis about spatial perception, which is linguistically realized in topic-configurationally languages only.  Due to this, the context-free topic-only question is typologically significant.
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Fig. 1  The cognitive-functional relationship between topic and question
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( This paper is taken from one of the chapters in my Ph.D thesis A Cognitive-Functional Investigation of Questions in Chinese. I am most grateful to my supervisor, Dr. K. K. Luke, for his continual support and invaluable advice through all the stages of my study. Many thanks also to the members of my thesis examining committee, who have offered useful questions and feedback for my revision. All errors, of course, are my own.





� Shi (2000) acknowledges in the endnotes that the view point that ne indicates “doubt” was first proposed in Zhang (1959).


� As pointed out in Li & Thompson (1976), although Chao (1968) uses the terms subject and predicate throughout, these terms should be interpreted as topic and comment, as evidenced by Chao’s own comment that “the grammatical meaning of subject and predicate in a Chinese sentence is topic and comment, rather than actor and action” (1968: 69).


� Chao uses the term “pause particles”; but we prefer “topic markers” or “theme markers” in that the element preceding the particles is surely a topic or theme while a pause does not necessarily appear in speech.


� However, in more recent studies, e.g. Hu (1981), Lu (1984), and Shao (1989), it is agreed that only ma is counted as a true interrogative particle, while a and ba are not, since they do not automatically cause a sentence to become a question. As for ne, whether it should be regarded as an interrogative particle is still a question at issue. 


� Though there have been suggestions that ne may take on a higher pitch in this question (Chu 1999: 557), my observation (Gao 2003) agrees with Alleton (1981: 102) that such a higher intonation for ne is not at all obligatory.


� Syntactically, 话 (‘speech’) appears to be the head of NP with the conditional clause as the modifier (marked by the preceding subordinate marker 的). As Matisoff (1991) mentions, such a use may reflect a universal grammaticalizational tendency, as witnessed by the English use of say to introduce a hypothetical clause, e.g., ‘Say you give me two coconuts,…’


� By “new” and “old/given” in this study, I refer to “newly activated at the point of utterance in the conversation” and “already active at the point of utterance in the conversation”, respectively, following Chafe (1994: 72).





