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A Study of Syntactic Constituent and Semantic Role of New Branch Topic

LU Dawei
(School of Liberal Arts /Research Center for Digital Humanities, Renmin University of China, Beijing 100872, China)

Abstract: Topic Continuity and Topic Shift are important pragmatic functions in discourse. From the perspective of
topic sharing at the beginning of a punctuation clause (P-Clause), this paper classifies the Topic Continuity and
Topic Shift into five categories: Topic Continuity at the beginning of a P-Clause, Sub-topic Continuity among a
P-Clause , Completely Topic Shift, Pivotal Topic Shift and New Branch Topic Shift. Then focusing on the New
Branch topic, we conduct a statistic analysis of the syntactic constituents and semantic roles of the New Branch topic
based on a corpus of Generalized Topic Structure with 330,000 characters. As for syntactic constituents, the sub-
ject of an object clause or a complement clause, the small subject of a sentence with S-V structured predicate, the
subject of an adverbial starting sentence, the object at the end of a sentence, the object of a co-verbal sentence, the
pivot of a pivotal sentence, the prepositional object, and even the adverbial can serve as New Branch topics, which
introduce one or more New Branch clauses. Among them, the object at the end of a sentence is the most frequently
used as a New Branch topic, but no indirect object was found to be a New Branch topic. As for semantic roles, most
of subject arguments (agent, sentiment, experiencer, theme) and object arguments ( patient, relative, result.,
target » dative) are found to be New Branch topics. As for the supporting arguments (manner) and environment ar-
guments (location . goal). a few of them can function as New Branch topics and lead to New Branch clauses.
Among them, relative and patient are the most typical New Branch topics. followed by agent, result and target .
but cause and aim can hardly function as New Branch topics. Our study reveals a possible path for syntactic and se-
mantic constraints on Topic Shift.
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