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Introduction ;
English may be said to be a “hot” language' because pronouns cannot in
general be omitted from grammatical sentences, and the information
required to understand each sentence is largely obtainable from what is
overtly seen or heard in it. On the other hand, Chinese may be said to be a
very “cool” language in that such pronouns are usually omissible ( and are
often more naturally omitted). - C. T. James Huang (1984)

This article focuses on the question of the frequency of ellipsis in informal
written Mandarin texts. It compares the output of native speakers with that
of learners in their second year of study, describing their use of NP ellipsis,
pronouns, and nouns in short written texts. Subsequent analysis (see
Charters 1996a) investigates the syntactic structures, in which ellipsis
occurs.

It is hoped that a better understanding of such differences will
suggest areas where explicit instruction might be profitably given, and
indicate areas where it is unnecessary. ,

Ellipsis in Mandarin
Modern Standard Chinese (Mandarin) has regular definite ellipsis, that 1s,
any NP can be ellipsed so long as its referent is retrievable from context
(Fillmore, 1986; Shopen, 1972, 1973). It also has lexical indefinite ellipsis,
that is, some verbs have intransitive as well as transitive valency options.
Intransitive counterparts of a normally transitive verb, like the use of ‘kill’
in ‘he has killed twice’, represent a distinct phenomenon, both syntactically
and referentially, from the omission of arguments with a definite, specific
and retrievable interpretation. It is the latter which account for the greatest
differences between English and Mandarin referential strategies.

Mandarin has no verbal agreement or other explicit co-indexing
strategies. The minimal sentence in Mandarin is a verb with no realised
arguments at all:

! Marshall. McLuhan (1964) characterises a “hot” language as one involving little
audience participation and a “cold” one as one requiring active audience
participation.
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1) (@) yao (D) ) o : .
(@) want (3) (@ = predictable entity i.e. definite ellipsis).

Acquisition of zero anaphora

Most studies of learners’ use of ¢ anaphora have involved English, where
NP ellipsis is relatively constrained, as the target language (see for example
White, 1985, Williams 1989). These studies have found a greater use of zero
anaphora by learners than is customary for native speakers, even using
descriptive, rather than prescriptive, standards of comparison (White 1985,
Williams 1989).

Three' explanations have been offered for the differences in
employment of anaphoric devices in learner Inter-Language: firstly that
ellipsis is a device employed by learners to reduce the demands on their
production, when the referent is readily available in the discourse (Klein
1986, Williams 1989); secondly that'they are the result of L1 interference
(White 198S); and thirdly that they may result from universal tendencies
(Gundel and Tarone,1983).

For native speakers of English, where ellipsis is highly constrained,
learning Mandarin, where definite ellipsis is free, the effects of ‘limited
resources’ vs transfer will be in contrast: if learner ellipsis is largely the
consequence of ‘limited linguistic resources’, we can expect English-
speaking learners of Mandarin to also display a relatively high degree of
ellipsis. On the other hand, if it is largely the consequence of L1 transfer, we
can expect learners to display levels of ellipsis considerably less than those
of native speakers. Thus a study of the acquisition of ellipsis in Mandarin by
English-speaking learners is a useful contribution to an inquiry into L1
transfer.

Of course the patterns of acquisition and use arising out of L1
transfer may be complex. Larsen-Freeman and Long (1991) state that while
the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis predicts that L1 transfer may either
cause difficulty or facilitate acquisition of L2, ‘recent research, however, has
shown that transfer manifests itself in unexpected ways as well’ (Larsen-
Freeman and Long, 1991:97).. Specifically, L1 transfer can prolong the
period of error commission in areas of typological contrast between L1 and
L2; ‘[z]ero contrast (i.e. the L2 possesses a category that is absent in the
learner’s L1) affects I[nter] L{anguage] in more subtle ways than originally
believed. One effect is to delay passage through a developmental
sequence...’'(Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991:99). Such a typological
contrast pertains for Mandarin and English in the area of ellipsis: Mandarin
has regular definite ellipsis, while English does not. Alternatively, L1
transfer may result in overuse of a parallel L2 structure (Larsen-Freeman
and Long, 1991:99). This may account for the overuse of ellipsis in English
by Chinese and Spanish-speaking learners, as discussed below.

Eckman’s (1977,1985) Markedness Differential Hypothesis predicts
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that those areas of the L2 which differ from the L1, and are more marked
than L1 will be difficult to acquire. On the other hand, there is some
evidence of elementary learners transferring more marked forms from L1
into L2 (Larsen-Freeman and Long, 1991).

Each of these predictions has some relevance to the issue of
contrasting patterns of ellipsis in Mandarin and English and they will be
taken up again in the discussion below.

Past research

There is an extensive literature on anaphora in general, and more
particularly on zero anaphora, but there is rather less dealing specifically
with Mandarin. Fillmore (1986) and Shopen (1972, 1973) discuss a
typology of ellipsis with reference to English discourse and semantics; Aoun
(1985), and Givon (1983, 1984), discuss the use of different anaphoric
devices, including overt and covert forms, in referent tracking; Chomsky
(1980, 1981, 1982), Chung (1989), Farmer and Harnish (1987), Haegeman
(1991), Kaplan and Bresnan (1982) Levinson (1983, 1987a, 1987b, 1991),
Reinhart (1976, 1983) and Rizzi (1986), among others, discuss the
distribution and interpretation of zero anaphors and pronouns, as well as
other anaphoric and syntactic devices; Lust (1986) focuses on the question
of the acquisition of anaphora in general, not just zero anaphora; James
Huang (1982, 1984, 1989, 1993), Huang Yan (1992, 1994), Li and
Thompson (1979), Chen Ping (1984), and Battistella (1985) all discuss zero
anaphora with specific reference to Mandarin, though they take very
different approaches to the subject.

Learner use of zero anaphora

Givon (1983) proposes that all speakers conform to a suggested universal-
hierarchy of topic accessibility, in that they use more marked forms (ie more
morphologically and phonologically complex) when referring to less
accessible topics and vice versa. Givon (1984) compares transcripts of
spoken narrative from two speakers of Hawaiian Pidgin English, one
Korean and one Filipino, and conversation of a Spanish speaker of ‘early
stage English’. He uses referential distance as the measure of discourse
function. Referential distance is quantified as the average of the number of
clauses between one mention of an entity and the nearest previous mention
of the same entity (Givon, 1983:13). Distances greater than 20 clauses are
deemed to constitute re-establishment of a topic, and not continuity of
reference. :

In Givon’s 1984 study, the Korean-English text has more zero
anaphora than pronouns in both subject and object role, and regardless of
person. By contrast, the Filipino has more pronouns than zero anaphora in
all cases, though the figures for Object pronouns are so low as to be
inconclusive. The Korean speaker’s usage also differs from that of the
Filipino in terms of referential distance. The Korean’s average referential
distance for pronouns is higher in 1st and 2nd person (mean referential
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distance of 3.46 clauses). Givon puts this down to the Korean’s greater use
of zero anaphora at short distances. The relative lack of 1st and 2nd person
overt pronouns at short distances raises the Korean’s overall mean
referential distance for pronouns.

In 3rd person references, the Korean subject’s mean value for both
zero anaphora and pronouns is the minimum: 1 clause. This is consistent
with the fact that 1st and 2nd persons are more contextually immediate
than 3rd persons, i.e. a less marked context. The Korean’s use of nouns for
3rd person references is therefore consistent with Givon’s predicted
correlation.

On the other hand, in 3rd person, the Filipino subject’s referential
distance for pronouns is much higher than-that of the Korean. Since the
Filipino subject uses primarily pronouns even at short distances, avoiding
zero anaphora, the Filipino’s high mean does not reflect a differentiation
between zero for short distances and a pronoun for longer ones. It must
actually reflect a greater range of values for pronouns, including some much
longer distances. This illustrates that the choice of referential device for a
specific referential distance varies with L1.

Givon (1984) also suggests that learners’ deviations from the values
for specific devices expected of 1st-language users, are typically instances
of using more marked (bigger, more morphologically complex, more
semantically rich etc) forms at ‘a much less marked functional point’ (i.e. in
environments of much higher topic-continuity).

However, there is some evidence from his 1984 study that this
prediction does not hold true for the part of the continuum covered by zero
anaphora and pronominals. Both Givon’s (1984) Korean-English text, with
a mean referential distance of 3.46 for 1st and 2nd person Subject pronouns,
and the Philippine-English text, with a mean referential distance of 3.6 for
3rd person Subject pronouns, surpass the mean referential distance cited by
Givon (1983, 1984) for pronoun use in Native English texts. He states
(1984:131) that in English, pronouns.have a mean referential distance of 1,
the same as for zero anaphora. In this case native speakers must be using
nouns (more marked) for greater referential distances, where the Korean and
Filipino were using pronouns.

Williams (1989) and others also report considerable use of ellipsis
(less marked) by learners of English where native speakers would use
pronouns (more marked). Again this is contrary to Givon’s (1984)
prediction. Givon suggests the overlap of scores for pronouns and zero
anaphora is an indication that the two devices serve much the same
discourse functions, both within and across languages. If we accept this,
then we would expect the variation to be at the level of chance, but the data
for Mandarin, presented below, show significant differences in ' the
frequency of ellipsis used by native speakers and learners of Mandarin.

~ Results of Williams' (1989) study suggest a more complex picture.
- Williams (1989) compares the functions of pronoun copies, pronouns and
zero anaphora, in varieties of spoken English: Singapore English, American
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