Conjunction as Topicalizer in Vietnamese
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Conjunctions such as English then appear to introduce predicative clauses by
setting off the units of speech immediately preceding them. Such a conjunction

“in Vietnamese is the conjunction thi then, so then’. It occurs interclausally and
also between a subject noun phrase and its predicate, between an initial outer
(peripheral) time phrase or clause and the sentence, or between a noun phrase or
proposition and a stative predicate. These structures are widely used i in many
styles of speech, both oral and written. The claim is made here that thi has a
general discourse-related topicalizing function, explicitly marking background
for the main proposition which the speaker wishes to communicate, and that it
is this explicit marking allowing for ‘immediate’ communication that makes
this conjunction so popular. A subsidiary claim is that such a function is an
inchoative one, that conjunctions such as thi introduce inchoative predncatnons
Given X then predicate Y as coming about.}

I. Introduction

Ideas in Mainland Southeast Asia tend to be expressed in seemingly coordinate
or sequential units, in a linear fashion rather than in clause—within—clause construc-
tions. These units are frequently unmarked by conjunctions. Therefore, when
conjunctions are used, they signal the likelihood that the speaker wishes to make
some point about the relationship between the clauses involved with that conjunc-
tion. Some conjunctions do not have meanings that are restricted enough to be
quite clear about the relationship being expressed. It is that sort of conjunction that
I will examine here, principally one conjunction in Vietnamese but with a brief de-
scription of a similar conjunction in Hmong, in an attempt to clarify the function of
the Vietnamese conjunction.

I will not touch on the issue of topic prominence versus subject prominence as
discussed in Li & Thompson 1976 and Dyvik 1984. I will discuss merely the spe-
cific cluster of structures involving one particular conjunction. In this respect, I
will assume subjects, not topics, in ordinary Vietnamese sentences.

1 This paper owes much to carlier work done on the Hmong conjunction discussed in Sec. 1.1
ind to persons who were helpful 10 me in writing that paper. For helpful consultation on this
raper I am particularly indebted to Phuong Tonthat, as well as to his wife, Lo-Giang Tran. t~
-ong Nguyen, and to Anthony Diller.
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92 | Conjunction as topicalizer in Vietnamese
1.1 A Hmong conjunction

In an earlier paper (Clark 1988) I discussed a sentence-linking word in the
White Hmong language of Laos which I claimed was a conjunction with inchoative
properties (becoming, happening, ‘and so’, ‘(and) then’), which occurs mainly in
the environment S; __ S;. Sometimes S; is a conditional sentence, sometimes it is
an independent sentence. I suggested that this conjunction functioned to

‘topicalize’, to background or state as given, the first sentence, with S; being the
main foregrounded proposition, which is often new information. The same con-
junction may intervene between a subject NP and its verb and serves to topicalize
the subject in a discourse context. This Hmong conjunction appears to be derived
from an intransitive goal verb meaning ‘come (back), return’. The following
Hmong sentences illustrate these types.2 In (1) S; is, by the presence of los, ex-
plicitly stated as given for the proposition in S;. In the complex sentence in (2) S
is a conditional clause. (For discussion of conditionals as topicalized clauses see
below and Haiman 1978.) (3) has the form (X implied); NP __ Pred, where los
topicalizes or backgrounds the subject NP, and either the NP or the Pred have ref-
erence to X.

(1) Peb los txog tim no
we come reaching place across this
los  tsis muaj covn  Hmoob nyob ntawm no.
then not have group Hmong stay placeat this
‘We’ve come over here and there aren’t any Hmong living here.’

(2) (Yog) koj tsis pomqgab sau no
bethat you not know write this
los tsis ua Ii cas.
then not make as how
‘If you'ion’t know how to write this, (then) it doesn’t matter.’

(3) ...Peb los tseem nojqgabnyobzoo li qub thiab
we then still  be happyandwell as old also
. ‘As for us, we’re still fine as usual.’

1.2 The Vietnamese language

The Vietnamese language, the primary language spoken in Vietnam, is a mem-
ber of the Austroasiatic language family. It is spoken along the coastal and delta
regions of eastern Mainland Southeast Asia by approximately sixty million people
and by some tens of thousands of refugees and residents in the United States,
Canada, Australia, France, many other countries, and in refugee camps in
HongKong, Thailand, etc.

2 Like Vietnamese, Hmong (Hmong-Mien/Miao-Yao language family) is a tonal, uninflected
primarily SVO language. The romanization used here is that used by the Hmong in Laos prior to
1975 (see Smalley 1976:87-88 and Bertrais 1979) and by the White Hmong in the U.S. and
elsewhere. Double vowel symbols indicate Vng and orthographic final consonants indicate tone:

-b high, -j high falling, -v mid rising, 0 mid, -g low falling breathy,

-s low, -m low with final glottal, -d low rising.
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Vietnamese fits well into the areal linguistic patterns of Mainland Southeast
Asia. Whether the type of conjoined structures discussed here is one of these areal
patterns, a typological feature, or a general language pattern is still a question. I
would hypothesize at this point that it is the latter but perhaps with particular areal
characteristics related to the overall configurations of speech in the area, especially
the running linear pattern of sentences mentioned above.

2. A Vietnamese conjunction

I will discuss here a Vietnamese word which appears to be a conjunction with a
discourse function similar to that of the Hmong conjunctlon The word is thi then,
so then’. Nguyen D.H. (1968:143) states that ‘grade—school teachers admonish
children for overusing the particle thi ... but actually [it] occurs very frequently in
natural speech, serving as [a] marker separating the comment from the topic.” In
fact, usage is quite common, as illustrated in this section. The sentences in (4) and
(5) are two of his examples (1968:144 and 148, respectively). More examples of
natural conversation follow, (6) and (7) from Huffman & Tran 1980:204. In all
cases, thi implies some degree of contrast or comparison, usually with an actual or
1mphed antecedent.

(4) Anh Lim (thi) &  nha
older bro. Lam then stay home
‘(Elder brother) Lam stayed home.’

(5) May thi gdy, né6 thi béo
youFam then thin 3sg then fat
‘You are skinny, and he is fat.’

(6) Nhac Viét Nam hay tdy phuong thl tiy anh chon
music Vietnam or the West then upto brother choose
‘Vietnamese music or Western music, it’s up to you to choose.’

(7)  Anh lo..; con i thi Io vilc dondep va...
bro. worry and I then worry work arrange and
“You take care of ... and I'll take care of straightening up and ...’

(8) HOémnay t6i badn nhung  mai thi di duoc
today I busy but tomorrow then go able
‘I’'m busy today but tomorrow I can go.’

(9) Néu chi thich thi chﬂngta sé di viéng Seattle
if  sister like then welncl will go visit Seattle
‘If you like, we’ll go visit Seattle.’ |

This conjunction is not uncommon in letters (10); modern fiction, as in (11)

from Tran 1988:20, and (12) and (13) from Nguyen N.N. 1986:93 & 96;
and in written discussion, as in (14) from TCNN:1 and (15) from Le 1986:15.
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(13)

(14)

(15)

Conjunction as topicalizer in Vietnamese

C6 chi Kim sang diy thl vui ldm.
have sister Kim cross here then happy very
‘Kim, if you come over here (to visit), that will be great.’

Biygiy thi Thu sé.. mong dén ngay &y
now then Thu will expect to day that
‘So now, I (Thu) will wait and hape for that day.’

... nhung nguoi thl gia ' qué nguoi tré qud
but person then old toomuch person young too much

‘... but then they’re too old or too young.’

Vit xdo mang thi nhat.

duck cook with bamboo shoots then first
‘Duck cooked with bamboo shoots is the best.’
Pang hic toan  quay Ve thl thdy mét dam...
in midst moment aboutto turn return then see one  group
‘He was about to turn to go back when he saw a group of ...’

V& phin chingtéi thi chingtdi xin thi ring...
about part weExcl then weExcl request admit that
‘For our part, we readily acknowledge that ...’

Nhung sau nam 1637 khi chinh phtt  Nhét ...
but after year 1637 time when government Japan
thi s6 nguoi Nhit & HoiAn gidm  hdn di

then nu. person Japan at Hoi An decrease completely away
‘But after 1637, when the Japanese government,
the number of Japanese in Hoi An greatly decreased.’

Furthermore, this conjunction is common in proverbs, as in (16) and (17) from
TNLG: 5&7, and can be found in plenty in retold folktales, as in (18) from TCNN:
11 (1932) and (19) from CTTD (1989).

(16)

(17)

(18)

An mdm thi  ngdm vé sau
eat fishsauce then aim,view regarding after
‘When one is poor (eats fish sauce), one has to look ahead.’

Biét thi thuathét khong biét thi dua c6t ma nghe
know then speak—out not know then lean pillar yet listen
‘If one knows then one should speak out (but politely); if one doesn’t
know then one should lean against the pillar and listen to others.’

bén Ihic md ra,... dinh chia nhau,

arr;ve moment open out intend divide each other

thi vang ching thdy da

then golﬁ not see atall

‘When the time came to open it, intending to divide the gold, they saw no
gold at all.’
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(19) Co6dau, hay ding hon kK vo anh
bride or exact more be wife he
thi ngdi & moét ban Ion
then sit at one table big
“The bride, or more precisely his own fiancée (!), sat at a big table.’

It occurs as well in classical literature. The classic poem Chinh Phu Ngdm
(The Song of a Soldier’s Wife) was first written in classical Chinese in the 18th
century by a Vietnamese poet; the most well-known Vietnamese version was writ-

en, from the original Chinese, later in the same century by another poet. (See
Juynh 1986:vii-viii.) The word thi occurs both in the Sino—Vietnamese transcrip-

ion of the Chinese version and in the Vietnamese version, an example of the latter
hown in (20) (Huynh 1986:64-65,lines 363-4).

(20) Thiép xin chang chd bac diu,
I(to husb.) request you(husb.) don’t silver head

thiép thi git  mdai By mau  tré trung

I then  keep forever take color ydéuthful

“To silver may age never turn your hair! And may I ever keep the looks
of youth!’

Thi also occurs in popular contemporary songs, such as in Pham Duy’s 1960
\i v6 x1it Hué thi vé (‘Whoever wants to go down to Hue can go’), popularized by
luy—Khanh’s 1964 Ai ra x@t Hué (Whoever goes up to Hue), and in the following
xtract from Song Ngoc’s 1964 Gia tir ky niém (‘Farewell to memories’).

(21) Co  yéu thi xin “dung ... phulong em”
have tolove then request don’t reject young sib.

‘If you love me, I beg you: don’t let me down.’

It is clear from all these examples that thi is used in many ways, both formal
1d informal, spoken and written, as well as in both early and modern times. The
llowing sections will elaborate on the different types of grammatical structures in
hich thi occurs.

Types of sentences with thi

Unlike the conjunction los in Hmong, which occurs most intersententially, (1)-
) above, the Vietnamese conjunction thi.occurs more often following subject
P’s, as in (4-7), (11-12) and (19-20) above, or between a conditional clause and
¢ following main proposition, as in (9-10), (17) and (21) above. However, it
ay occur following other types of phrases and clauses with, I believe, a similar
nction. In this section, I will comment on the various types of environments oc-
irring with thi. To facilitate the discussion I will refer to the environment of thi
- X1__X5,, where X; may be a noun phrase (NP), a marked or unmarked
bordinate clause ([S]), or an independent clause (S;), and X3 is a predicate (V)
“an independent clause (S/S>7).
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96 " Conjunction as topicalizer in Vietnamese
3.1 NP topics: NP__ VIS

In the NP-marked sentences mentioned above and in (22) from Huffman &
Tran 1980:203 and (23) from Le 1986:13, the NP is the subject of the sentence
(NP__V). The subjects set off by the conjunction are clearly topicalized in a dis-
course context. The marked sentence has an external referent with which the topic
NP is typxcally in contrast; i.e., it occurs in a context something like ‘(and/but) as
for The issue of old versus new information, etc., will be taken up following
the illustrations of sentence types. (Note that the verb in (23) is a stative verb
meaning ‘get, have the opportunity of, be able to’ and requires an embedded transi-
tive sentence whose logical ObJCCt is the subject of the stative verb, i.e. the NP topi-
calized by thi.)

(22) Ruou manh thl chic mic tién 1im
whiskey then surely expensive money very
‘Whiskey (as opposed to something else) is surely very expensive.’

(23) ... 4nh hudéng  cda dé thi c8 nay
influence belonging city old this
thi it duoc cic ticgid decidp toi
then litle get  Plural writer mention to
“The influence of this ancient town on ... (nevertheless) has been little
touched on by writers.’

Additional topicality can be given to a noun phrase by preposing it to its sen-
tence, setting it off by thi, and then allowing the same NP or anaphoric reference to
it repeated in its proper place within the sentence, as shown in (24) and (25), both
from Nguyen K.T. 1975: 201-202, and in (26). Thican be replaced by a pause in
these sentences. In (24) and (26) it is the subject which is topicalized; in (25) the
object is topicalized.,

(24) Té6i thi t6i dongy
1 then 1 agree
‘As for me, I agree.’

(25) Thdng bé nay thi t6i biét né Iim
boy this then I know he very
“This boy, I know him well.’

(26) Ba An thi  ba dy khong di duoc
Mrs. An then  she not go able
‘(As for) Mrs. An, she can’t go.’

In (27), from Dyvik 1984:32, the inalienable possessor of the subject is made a
topic in the same manner but without explicit reference within the sentence. The
sentences in (28) are untopicalized versions of (27), the second being the most
usual.

(27) Téi (th)) ring dau
I then tooth ache

‘As for me, I have a toothache.’ (‘Me, m fy tooth aches.’)
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(28) Rang t6i dau T6i dau rdng
tooth I hurt I hurt tooth
‘My tooth aches.’ ‘I hurt/ache in the tooth.’

Sometimes the topic NP is more specifically marked by being introduced by a
preposition, as the abstract locative preposition ‘about, with respect to, (returning
to)’ in (14) above. In Hmong this introductory marking is also done with a locative
word, the noun meaning ‘the place of/at/where’, as in (29). In Thai as well, the
same type of locative noun is used for this purpose (Tony Diller, personal commu-
nication). Vietnamese seems to prefer verb-like prepositions and conjunctions.

(29) Ntawm kuv thiab kuv niam los  noj gab nyob zoo
placcof I and I  mother then happy and well
‘As for me and my mother, we’re fine.’

Frequently such NP’s (or PP’s) with implied contrast are time phrases, giving
NP(time)__S, as in the second sentences in (8) and (10) above and the examples
here. In (30) the subject ‘I’ can be repeated following thi, but without it is more
natural. Note that the contrasting antecedent presupposed by®thi (and by ‘but’) is
given here; the presence of thi implies particular emphasis on the time period
‘noon’. (31) is from Le 1986:15 and (32) from Thompson 1984-5:244. For those
who would analyze ‘inside’ and ‘after’ as prepositions, the time phrases in (31) and
(32) would be PP’s rather than NP’s; I agree with Thompson’s (1984-5: 200-202)
analysis as nouns in Vietnamese.

(30) Sdng  nay t6i bin nhung trua thi gap anh duoc
morning this [ busy but noon then meet bro. able
‘I’m busy this morning but at lunchtime I can meet you.’

(31) Trong khi d6
inside  tme that
thi nguoi Trung Hoa khéng ngiing tang lén
then person China not stop increase up
‘During that time the Chinese people did not cease to increase.’

(32) Sau  khi cu bam 4n sdng xong ...
the time after old Mr. Dam  eat morning finish
thi gap hai 6ng Vy va Dong
then meet two man Vy and Dong
‘After Mr. Dam ate breakfast, he ran into the two fellows Vy and Dong.’

The discourse context of these topicalized NP’s can be specifically marked by
another conjunction roughly meaning ‘and as for (and it remains that)’ which oc-
curs sentence initially, as in (7) above and (33) from CTTD and (34). Earlier in
this section it was suggested that Vietnamese uses ‘verb-like’ conjunctions. The
conjunction con is synchronically derived from a homophonous verb meaning
‘remain, be remaining, still be’.
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(33)

(34)

Conjunction as topicalizer in Vietnamese

Con Luc thi t6i vin v& ngid trong kho hia
and Luc then night stll return sleep inside storehouse paddy
‘As for Luc, he still slept in the barn at night.’

... con chi i thi hoc lichst Do6ng Nam A
and sister I  then study  history Southeast Asia
‘(My brother studies ...) and my sister studies SE Asian history.’

3.2 Conditionals and other subordinate clauses: [S] S,

The sentences in (9-10), (17), and (21) above are introduced by conditional
clauses, although only (9) is lexically marked as such, by the subordinating hypo-
thetical conjunction ‘if’. Following are more examples of conditional clauses
marked by subordinating conjunctions and set off from the main clause by thi.
Note that the conjunction thi is optional with such conditional clauses as in (35),
but that thi is preferred when there is no subordinating conjunction, as in (36),
which has the same meaning. (37) is from TCNN:11 and (38) from Nguyen K.T.
1975:185 (with his gloss “if’; the gloss ‘yet’ in (39) is my own).

(35)

(36)

(37)

(38)

(39)

Néu anh khong thdy ai ¢ bén dé

if brother not perceive who at side that
(thi) anh khéng cin & ki  mot minh.
then brother not need stay back one self

‘If you don’t see anyone over there, you don’t have to stay there by
yourself.’

Anh  khéng thdy ai & bén dé

brother not see who at side that
thi anh khéng cn 6  lai mét  minh
then brother not need stay back one self

(Same meaning as (35).)

Ngé dem nay c¢6 dia nao ldy maét
if by chance night this have person which take lose
thi lam  thé nado?

then do so  which

‘And if tonight somebody steals it, then what do we do?’

Anh ma dén  thi chidy rit vuilong.
you© if come then she very glad
‘She will be very glad if you come.’

Thu ma trédqua Iin nay
Thu  yet returnacross occasion this
thi Thu dau co ¢  Saigon nda.

then Thu notatall have stay Saigon more

‘If you come back over now (however), you won’t be staying in Saigon
any more.’
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Some conditionals are expressed by means of question words, which imply
indenfiniteness, as in (40) from TCNN:11, and many are introduced by the exis-
tential ‘to exist, have’, as in (10) and (21) above and (41) from TCNN:13.

(40) ... dua ndo né liy thl 14y, tao khéng tié
person which he take then take IFam not regret
“Whoever(if somebody) takes it then they take it; I have no regrets.’

(41) C6 phai cua gioi  cho,
have correct belonging heaven give
thi twrkhdic né phdi bo ve nha

then naturally it must crawl back to house
‘If it’s true that it’s a gift of heaven then naturally it must come home to
us.’

As stated above with respect to (10), (17), and (21), conditionals with thi are
frequently otherwise unmarked as conditionals. More examples are in (42) from
TCNN:12, (43) from Thompson 1984-5:256, (44) from Dyvik 1984:29, and (45)
from Nguyen D.H.1968:144. Dyvik (1984:30-31) states that (44) is ambiguous,
as shown, as to whether it should have a conditional or temporal interpretation but
may be disambiguated by a subordinating conditional conjunction or a nominalizing
rime noun. Without thi, (45) is a complex causative sentence; it is the presence of
thi which marks the first clause as conditional and subordinate and implies a
sreceding warning ‘don’t laugh!’ (Phuong Tonthat and Lo—Giang Tran, personal
rommunication).

(42) Bo ¢ gida  gioi
leave at middle sky
thi it c6  dia né phdi khiéng di
then surely have person he must -carmry away
‘If you leave it out in the open, of course someone is going to take it.’

(43) Sau nay nhiéu nha khoéng c¢6 canh dao
after this many house not have branch peach
thi hp vé «canh dio vao 9 gidy bua
then they draw branch peach onto paper amulet
‘After this many families, if they didn’t have peach branches, they drew
peach branches on amulets.’

(44) Anh di Saigon, thi tol di voi anh
you g0 Saigon then I - go join[with] you
‘If you go to Saigon, then I will go with you.’
‘When you go to Saigon, then I will go with you.’

(45) Anh cudi (thl) lam em then
brother laugh then make young.sib. be ashamed
without thi : “Your laughing made me bashful.’
with thi : ‘If you laugh, it will make me bashful.” (LGT)

F'w' F I™re Aarmswvw
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For some of the time elements which occur as subordinates with thi and a fol-
lowing sentence, it is difficult to say whether they are time phrases (NP__S) or
clauses ([S]__S3). Such is the case with (13) above and (46) here from TCNN:11.

(46) Pang Iic ‘hai  vg chong  tro chuyén nhau
during moment two wife husband talk each other
thi hai thing ké trém rinh & ngodi  nha
then have two thief ., . spy at outside house
‘While the couple were talking together there were two thieves outside
listening.’

The word dang is ordinarily a preverbal auxiliary with the approximate meaning
‘to be in the process of, be in the midst of’. When it occurs preceding a noun
instead of a verb, as in (13) and (46), its status comes into question. One could
hypothesize that it is a synchronically derived preposition which occurs with certain
time nouns, introducing time phrases. Alternatively, one might claim that it is a
verb which, because of its [+durative] semantic property, may occur with a time
noun, in which case it introduces a time clause. (Thompson (1984-5:270) considers
dang in this use to be a noun but does not clarify his analysis.) That the time
phrase/clause introduced by dang is subordinate to the sentence introduced by thi
there is no question (i.e. [X]__Sj7). The time clause in (18) above and repeated
here is clearly a subordinate clause. Note that the proposition introduced by thi has
a topicalized object, giving the sentence an ergative-like construction.

((18)) Dén Iic mé ra,.. dinh chia nhau,
arrfive moment  open  out intend divide each other
thi vang chdng thdy dau
then gold not see atall

‘When the time came to open it, intending to divide the gold, they saw no
gold at all.’

3.3 ‘Interdependent’ non—subordinate clauses: S; S

When two grammatically independent sentences are related by thi, as in (47)
from CTTD, (48) from TCNN:12, and (49), the status of both sentences is in
doubt with respect to whether or not subordination is involved. It appears that
although such sentences frequently translate into English with subordinate clauses,
in their Vietnamese structure they are grammatically independent (although the
presence of ‘just’ in (47) may mark its clause as a temporal subordinate).

(47) Anh vita dinh nhat dao...
brother ]USt decide pick up knife
thi bdng thdy métldotruong ... dilng truéc mat
then sudden see  one old man stand before face
‘He just decided to pick up his machete ..., when suddenly he saw an
old man standing in front of him.’
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(48) Nguoi 4y dem mé ra xem
person that take open out see
thi thdy vang vincon nguyén nhu truéce
then see  gold still intact as  before
‘He opened it up to see and saw that the gold was still there as before.’

(49) Mot ngay sau toi dén do
one day after I reach there
thi ¢6 & bé di r1di
then Miss already leave go already
“The day after, I came there and she had left already.’

However, for proper interpretation, such sentences are semantically interdepen-
dent. In most cases, the first clause provides backgrounding for information in the
second clause. Foley & Van Valin (1984:256ff) and Olson (1981) have given the
term ‘cosubordination’ to clause linkages that do not involve embedding but are not
ltogether independent. This is a useful term if it is understood that cosubordina-
1on is a cover term for several types of interdependencies. Even just with the use
f the conjunction thi there are different semantic relationships, such as back-
rrounding for new information, new information for contrast foregrounding, predi-
:ation (see discussion on stative verbs below), consequential, sequential, etc.

).4 Sequential events: §;, S>

Truly independent sentences expressing logical sequence can be conjoined by
hi Compare (50), whose sentences do not express sequence, with (51) and (52),
/hich have sequential events. In (50) thi acts rather like a copula which sets off the
irst sentence as background to the resultative fact stated in the second sentence.
Vhether the first clauses of such sequential constructions as in (51)ff can be con-
idered to be topicalization is open to question, although they are certainly, at least
1 the examples here, some form of backgrounding, and not just sequential event
sporting.

(50) Chi di cudi dudng LéLoi
sister go end street lLeloi
thi  toi dudong Hai Ba Trung
then reach street Hai Ba Trung
‘“When you get to the end of Le Loi Street, you’ll have reached Hai Ba
Trung Street.’
(“You go to the end of LL Street and you reach HBT Street.”)

(51) Chi di cubi duong LéLoi
sister go end street LeLoi
thi dib6 toi cho
then walk reaching market
‘When you get to the end of Le Loi Street (then) walk to the market.’
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(52) (Chi) 6  duong HaiBaTrung thl queo tay tréi
sister reach street HaiBaTrung then turn hand left
‘When you reach Hai Ba Trung Street, (then) turn left.’

Huffman & Tran (1980:46) consider a clause such as the ﬂrst clause in (52) to
be a conditional clause. It is true that in a sense the first action is ‘a prior condition
to the second’, but grammatically I do not believe this to be a subordinate condi-
tional clause in Vietnamese. Nevertheless, even in these seemingly independent
clauses, thi realizes a definite relationship in which the first clause does provide a
prior condition for the event of the second clause. In true sequential sentences, thi
is interchangeable with rdi ‘and then (having finished, then...)’ or may be preceded
by roi as shown in the following sentences:

(53) Em doc chuyén dé (r8i) thl Ilim bdi
young.sib. read story that & then then do lesson
‘Read that story then do the lesson.’

(54) Tsi hém qua t6i xem TV (r8i) thl di ngt
night yesterday I watch TV &thenthen go sleep
‘Last night I watched TV and then went to bed.’

3.5 Phrases and clauses with statives: NPIS__V(sttv)

The copula-like function of thi is most pronounced in sentences in which X3 is
a stative predicate. There are many such thi sentences as this, as can be seen in (5),
(11-12), and (22) above, where, as in (55), X, is a noun phrase. X; may as fre-
quently be a full clause, as in (10) above and (56) here.
<
(55) C4i nén biitho chi mua & Hué thi rit dep
thing conical hat poem  sister buy at Hue then very pretty
“The hat of poetry you bought in Hue is very beautiful.’

(56) Gin bén chi thi... xa chi thi bovo, c6 doc ...
be near side sister then be far sister then friendless lonely
“To be near you is (to feel happy), to be far from you is to be friendless
and lonely.’

In these cases thi states an identity between X; and X», with X5 describing the
state of the dbject or event of X;. Although a simple predicate may be a grammati-
cal sentence in Vietnamese, here the stative prcdlcate may not be a full sentence, it
does not take a subject NP following thi. In fact, it is X, that becomes the logical
subject or topic descrlbed by stative X.

These and the following sentences appear to be true topic—comment sentences.
From this it could be said that thi nominalizes the preceding clause. However, in
Vietnamese, nominalization tends to occur only lexically, except in the case of time
clauses (as can be seen in some examples in Sec.3.1). Furthermore, since condi-
tionals and other clauses, as well as NP’s, can be set off by thi, it is not necessary

to postulate nominalization for these clauses, especially in a language which is so
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highly ‘verbal’. The sentence in (57) is from Khai 1972:200 and in (58) and (59)
from Huffman & Tran 1980:42, 127.

(57) Anh  chia céngtéc cho t6i thi  duoc
brother divide work to I then be possible
‘It will be alright if you apportion the work to me.’

(58) Bi xelam thl mic hon... nhung tién hon
go taxi-bus then expensive more but handy more

“To go by taxi—bus is more expensive but more convenient.’-

(59) dng noéi  lam ruéng thi tu-do nhat
he say work ricefield then free first
‘He says that farming provides the most freedom.’

3.6 Interesting miscellany

Dyvik, in discussing NP topics in Vietnamese (1984), gives some
constructions which are not included in the sections above. The NP topic in (60)
(from p.60) is the object from both the conditional clause precedmg thi and the main
clause following thi It is grammatically possible (though awkward) for the object
to be repeated in the subordinate (first) clause but not possible in the main (second)
clause.

(60) Chiéc xe nay, néu anh thich lim, thl t6i sé mua
Clsfr car this if you like very then I shall buy
‘As for this car, if you like it very much then I’ll buy it.’

The sentence in (61) poses a grammatical problem, although not startlingly
exceptional in Vietnamese. Thi sets off a locational phrase and introduces a kind of
stative predicate having a postposed Patient, a structure I will not attempt to go into
here. Regarding (61) Dyvik states (pp. 37-38) that ‘some monovalent verbs are
able to assign to a nominal complement the same semantic role which they
otherwise assign to the topic/subject’, as ‘die’ assigns to ‘many people’ here, and
that the nominal complement cannot be ‘markedly definite’.

(61) Trong cubéc hda-hoandy, thi  chét nhiéu ngudi
inside Clsfr fire that then die many person
‘During that fire many people died.’

(62) (from p.34) has a structure similar to the sentences (24) — (26) above
having topicalized NP’s which are repeated in the sentence. The topicalized
element here, however, is the verb.

(62) Noi thi bi B ndéi rdt nhidu
speak  then Mrs. Ba speak very much
‘As for talking, Mrs. Ba talks a lot.’

An interesting multiple embedding allows the object NP from the innermost
(sentence—final) embedded clause to be topicalized to the front of the sentence. The
topicality of ‘this car’ is enhanced by the presence of thi, although here thi does
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not imply contrast with another NP. Clauses are enclosed in brackets. (63) is from
p.59.

(63) Chiéc xe nay, thi [t6i biét [6ng Hai da héi c6 Ba,
Clsfr car this then 1 know Mr. Hai already ask Miss Ba
[ai néi véi cob dy rdng [t6i mudén muall]]
who speak with Miss that that I want buy
‘As for this car, I know that Mr. Hai already asked Miss Ba who had
said to her that I wanted to buy it."

In these examples the function of thi is essentially the same as in the examples
cited earlier. It is this function which I will address in the following sections.

4. The function of conjunction thi

Despite the quite varied types of sentences in which thi occurs, I believe that
these types share some common attribute. I further believe that that attribute can be
stated in terms of some form of topicalization of X, usually in a discourse context.

4.1 Some analyses

Larry Thompson (Thompson 1984-5) labels thi ‘then, in that case’ as a focal
head particle (257) and as an ‘isolating particle’, i.e., its clause (X37) is a head and
the partner (X) of its clause is not necessarily a head (261), and he implies (244)
that thi gives some special marking to X;. However, thi seems to play no role in
what he calls ‘emphatic topics’ (245) and it is not clear that he would consider thi
to be involved in a topicalization process.

L
Nguyen Dinh Hoa in his 1968 discussion of thi and I ‘to be, be equal to’ gives
(148-9) the uses of thi as being for parallelism or contrast (see the sentence in (5)
above), emphasis of the predicate or adverbials (time phrases), and as a topic
marker. When sentence—initial in conversation (examples not given in this paper),
thi shows transition or expresses reluctance. Later (Nguyen D.H. 1974:103) he
states specifically that thi is a conjunction meaning ‘then, in that case’ and acts as a

topic marker for noun phrases, occurring between ‘the topic or theme’ and the
predicate.

Jones & Thong (1979:119) also label it a conjunction or connecting particle
‘which is used to introduce phrases which define situations occurring at the same
time, relatively, as the situation stated in the immediately preceding phrase, and
may be the result of that situation’, ‘then, at that time’. They include examples of
X1 as NP, subordinate clause, and independent clause.

Liem (1969) states that thi ‘then, as far as it concerns, consequently’ contrasts
one clause with another or one tagmeme with a similar tagmeme in another clause
(161), and operates as a clause level coordinator (175). Khai (1972:244) says that
a main clause after a subordinate clause is marked by thi, but also (200) that thi is a
verb which ‘changes a kernel structure into its subject’, referring to the X in the
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X1__V(sttv) structure. Nguyen K.T. (1975) defines thi ‘be’ as denoting bilateral
grammatical relations (153), a relation of condition (185), and a relation of interde-

pendence ‘not subordination’ (186). He also discusses (201) the use of emphasis
as in (24) and (26) above: NP;__NP; V.

Huffman & Tran (1980:133) state that thi marks topics and conditional

clauses, but in fact has ‘the same grammatical function wherever it occurs,...“given
A, then B”.’

Dyvik (1984:63), characterizes topics as expressing givenness and wide scope
(referential or ‘scene—setting’ function in relation to other constituents of the sen-
tence ((10)), as not being assigned a semantic role by any co—occurring predicate,
and, in Vietnamese, the possibility of being marked by thi However, the non—
assignment of semantic role surely applies only to some cases of NP’s with thi.
One would question that, where thi intervenes between a ‘subject’ NP and its
predicate, that NP is not assigned a role by the verb; i.e., is ‘Miss Ba’ in (64) (from
p.16) a non-argument with respect to the verb ‘prepare’?

(64) Téi khong biét  6ng Hai lam gi

I not know Mr. Hai do what »
C6 Ba thl sda-soan tét.

Miss Ba then prepare festival

‘I don’t know what Mr. Hai is doing.

As for Miss Ba, she is preparing the festival.’

There are obviously degrees of topicality and it appears that phrases and clauses
marked by thi ver a range of degrees. In general, I am in agreement with Huffman
& Tran’s statement and will discuss the function of thi as a topicalizer of givens in
the next section.

4.2 Topicalization, backgrounding, and givens

Most analysts of conjunction thi rccognize it as ‘setting off’ whatever precedes
it (X;) and stating some sort of relationship ‘connecting’ X, with the clause intro-
duced by thi, X;. Some recognize the function of thi as a topic marker, at least of
noun phrases.

Most definitions of topic in linguistic literature are concerned with NP topics
only, not clauses. However, Dyvik (1984) discusses clauses as topics and Haiman
(1978) discusses at length the question of subordinate conditional clauses as topics.
His definition of topic (585) is as follows:

The topic represents an entity whosc existence is agreed upon by the speaker and
his audicnce. As such, it constitutes the framework which has been sclected for
the following discoursc.

His argument for conditionals as topics is based strongly on identity of mark-
ing: the assumption that ‘superficial similarities of form are reflections of underly-
ing similarities of meaning’ (586, also discussion on p.565), i.e. identity of NP
topic markers with markers for conditionals. Considering that thi marks both sub-
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ordinate and non—subordinate clauses as well as NP’s, and considering the fact of
similar judgments of meaning, the argument for identity of marking is very sound

for Vietnamese thi.

I prefer the term ‘given’ to ‘topic’ but see the explicit marking of givens as a
form of topicalization, that is, one technique for background—foreground
processing (see Hopper 1979). Regarding old versus new information, the facts
favor instead the concept of given and new-information. (See Prideaux 1987:310
and papers cited in Prideaux.) In some structures with thi, particularly the NP__V
structures, the givens are Dyvik’s (1984:9) referential givenness (presupposition of
unique reference), while with other structures they are his content—givenness
(without presupposed reference). He states (19) that ‘the less highly referential a
[topic] is, the stronger is the suggestion of induced content—givenness,” which
applies of course to X as clause.

With respect to those ‘interdependent’ structures S1__S», discussion by Givon
(1989) seems relevant. He discusses degrees of semantic and grammatical integra-
tion for complementation, and, for inter—clausal relations, degrees of pragmatic and
grammatical integration:

The more cohesive (predictable) the inter—clausal transition is pragmatically, i.e.
the more integrated a clause is into a single thematic unit, the more integrated
the discourse will be grammatically, i.e. the less finite the clause is.

Interdependent clauses presume this loss of finiteness in both clauses, and in

the S;__S, structures thi serves to signal greater pragmatic cohesion in terms of
explicitly designating S; as a given for S,.

My own definition of topic, at least applicable for this case, is a little more
qualified than Haiman’s:
<
A topic is what is assumed by the speaker to be given background information.
Since this information may not necessarily be old information, agreement regard-
ing givenness may occur at the time of utterance; that is, the topic is assumed to
be received by the audience as given background to what follows. Thus, a topic
may be any grammatical structure which is marked for this property.

In the case of thi, the marking of both background and foreground is so
explicit as to leave no doubt of immediate reception. It seems apparent that it is for
this reason that thi is used so often and in so many different styles of speech. This
aspect of immediate reception of backgrounding, then, could be said to be the
central function of thi. It should be added that the foregrounded discourse
following a topic set off by thi is usually a single comment.

4.3 Inchoative conjunctions

I will make the same claim here that was made for several conjunctions in
Hmong (Clark 1988), that is that thi is an inchoative conjunction, that it marks its
following clause with a semantic value of inchoation, i.e., it evokes commencement
of actual or perceptual change, realization, consequence (sometimes contrary to
expectation), discovery, etc. I claim that it 1s this semantic feature of [+inchoative]
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that allows such conjunctions to be used in topicalizing functions, to background
phrases or clauses as givens for foreground comment. Finer distinctive features of
inchoative conjunctions determine the selection of conjunction for any particular
background—foreground processing.

Finally, I tentatively claim that it is a universal tendency to use inchoative con-
junctions or markers to set off or topicalize particular portions of speech. It is inter-
esting to note the various uses of the English conjunction then. One use is as a co-
ordinating temporal conjunction marking sequential events, as in(65). There are
two inchoative then’s, one which sets off NP’s (66), and one which introduces
main clauses following conditional clauses (67). A subordinate clause is the only
kind of clause preceding inchoative English then. The quote from Dyvik (1984:10)
in (68) uses both inchoative then’s.

(65) We chopped the veggies then cut up the meat.
(66) This menu, then, is the one we will use.

(67) If he’'s going to do the cooking, then I’ ll do the shopping.
(68) ‘The generalization, then, is that when topics have . . .,
then the scope of their sentence operators . ..’

It is interesting to note that if the English conjunction then is derived from the
deictic time noun then, ‘at that time’, there is a parallel with Vietnamese thi. Thi is

generally considered to be derived from the Sino—Vietnamese noun thi ‘time’.
(Chinese shi has roughly the meaning ‘(fixed) time’.)
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