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EPP), 2 which assumes that all clauses must have a structural subject (Chomsky 
1981: 38; 1982: 10). Given that the understanding of null subjects is built on the 
de�nition of subject, and the annotation of subjects in my corpus also requires 
a clear identi�cation rule to ensure accuracy, I need to clarify the de�nition of 
a subject in Chinese �rst. It is widely accepted that both syntactic criteria and 
semantic criteria should play a part in de�ning a subject in Chinese (see Wang, 
1956; Lü, 1979; Zhu, 1982; Gao, 1986 among many others). I basically agree with 
this view but with a slight modi�cation, the subject in Chinese is described as a 
NP or nominalised phrase which typically occurs immediately before the pred-
icate, and it has to be one of the obligatory arguments of a predicate; it cannot 
be an optional argument unless the obligatory argument is ful�lled by another 
grammatical function.

While a large amount of previous literature has focused on NSs in isolated 
sentences (C. T. J. Huang 1984, 1989; Y. Huang 1994, 2000; etc.), this study is con-
cerned with NSs in Chinese written narrative discourse within the framework 
of Centering �eory (Grosz, Joshi and Weinstein 1986, 1995; henceforth GJW). 
Centering �eory is proposed to model the local component of attentional state 
and to examine interactions between local coherence and choice of referring ex-
pressions within a discourse segment (GJW 1995). Although CT has been employed 
in Chinese before (Yeh and Chen 2001, 2003, 2007; Wang 2004, 2011; Duan 2006; 
etc.), their focuses are usually on the (zero) anaphora resolution rather than on 
the properties of zero anaphor particularly in the subject position (one type of 
referential NS). In other words, what role does NS play in discourse coherence? In 
addition, it is not clear what factors determine the generation of NSs within the 
CT framework. �is paper aims to �ll these gaps by particularly examining the dis-
tribution of NSs and their antecedents in Chinese written narratives, emphasizing 
the distribution of NSs in terms of centering transition types to explore properties 
of NSs as well as the relation between the discourse function of NSs and centering 
transitions. Besides, I will also investigate how the grammatical function of their 
antecedents and clause type (main vs. subordinate) in	uence the choice of NS. Five 

�.	 EPP was �rst formulated by Chomsky (1981). Since then, there has been a long-running 
dispute as to whether Chinese is an EPP-language. �ere are di
erent opinions, with some, such 
as Alexiadou and Anagnostopoulou (1998) and Fu (2008), holding the view that EPP cannot 
apply to Chinese; some others, such as Lin (2011) and Li (2014), argue that EPP e
ects exist 
in Chinese. Furthermore, Lin (2011) claims that the EPP in Chinese could be satis�ed by a 
phonetically empty element such as a phonetically empty subject, since one of the functions of 
the EPP is to provide an edge position for semantic/pragmatic purposes (e.g., thematization; 
see Chomsky, 2005; Miyagawa, 2005). In addition, Li�s (2014) study has shown that EPP e
ects 
exist respectively in the LvP-, TP- and CP-domain in Chinese. I agree with the second view, but 
discussing this issue is beyond my study; a detailed discussion can be found in Li (2014).
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press editorials were collected from the Lancaster Corpus of Mandarin Chinese 
(henceforth, LCMC) to build my own corpus. I hypothesize that the use of NSs 
strongly relates to the CONTINUE transition. �is appears to be a cross-linguistic 
phenomenon (see Di Eugenio 1998; Iida 1998). I am particularly interested in the 
question of whether there is a di
erence between the transition types signaling NSs 
and those signaling the overt forms.

�e organization of the article is as follows. Section 2 introduces the typology of 
NSs in Chinese. Section 3 provides a brief overview of Centering �eory. Section�4 
gives speci�cations of centering parameters in Chinese. In section 5, the corpus 
and method of the present study are introduced. Section 6 presents the results and 
detailed analysis, including the distribution of NSs and their antecedents. Finally, 
general conclusions can be found in section 7.

�e typology of null subjects in Chinese

In this study, by following Y. Huang�s (2000) typology of NSs on a cross-linguistic 
view and Lü�s (1979, 1986), Rong�s (1989), Shao�s (1991) and Chen�s (2009) classi-
�cations particularly in Chinese, I use three criteria to categorize NSs in Chinese, 
namely, [referential] [argumental] [lexicalized] (henceforth, [R], [�], [L]). Firstly, 
I combine anaphor with pronominal for referential property. Secondly, the argu-
mental feature here means it should be an obligatory argument of the predicate. 
�irdly, the lexicalized feature implies that if the NS can be lexicalized, it must 
retain the original sentence meaning. Based on these criteria, I divide NSs into two 
major types according to the type of reference that they constitute, i.e., referential 
NSs and non-referential NSs.

Referential null subject

Referential NSs are coreferential with nominal entities in the discourse, and have 
two subtypes, i.e., anaphoric NSs and cataphoric NSs. Anaphoric NSs pick out their 
references from previous expressions (Levinson 1983), while cataphoric NSs �nd 
their antecedents from the following context.

Anaphoric null subject
�ere are two cases of this type; one case is that the content of NSs can be recov-
ered without changing the meaning of the clauses/sentences. It is described as an 
anaphoric NS, and I assume that it is the default case of referential NSs. It can be 
written as: ([+R], [+�], [+L]), for example:
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Centers

�e terminology �centers� is adopted to de�ne the entities linking that utterance 
to other utterances in the discourse segment that contains it. �erefore, centers 
are discourse constructs, i.e., semantic objects, rather than words, phrases, or syn-
tactic forms (GJW 1995: 208). �ere are three types of centers in a discourse seg-
ment (DS): forward-looking, backward-looking and preferred centers (GJW 1995; 
Walker et�al. 1998).

	 (9)	 �ree types of centers
		  (9.1)	 �e set of forward-looking centers (herea�er referred to as Cf ) in each 

utterance, Cf (Un) represents discourse entities evoked by an utterance 
Un in a DS; the elements in Cf (Un) are ranked according to discourse 
salience.

		  (9.2)	 �e backward-looking center (herea�er referred to as Cb) is a special 
member of Cf ; Cb (Un) represents the most centrally concerned discourse 
entity in the utterance Un which links it to the previous utterance Un-1.

		  (9.3)	 �e preferred center (herea�er referred to as Cp) is the highest-ranked 
member of the set of Cf and presents a predication about the Cb of the 
following utterance.

As mentioned in (9.1), the ranking of Cf depends on discourse salience, which 
can be a
ected by a number of factors such as grammatical role, surface position, 
and thematic role, etc., among which GJW (1995) think that grammatical role is a 
major determinant of the Cb. Typically, subjects are taken to outrank objects, and 
objects outrank other entities. �us the members of the Cf list are partially ordered 
(for English) in GJW�s (1995: 214) version is: SUBJECT > OBJECT > OTHERS (in-
cluding prepositional phrases and adjuncts).

Transitions

�ere are four transition types in the Centering framework by comparing the centers 
of two adjacent utterances: Continue, Retain, Smooth-Shi� and Rough-Shi�, and 
they re	ect four degrees of coherence. Two variables are used to distinguish the 
four types: whether the two utterances Ui-1 and Ui share the same Cb or not, and 
whether the Cb (Ui) is also the Cp (Ui). �e rules for computing the transition types 
are shown in Table�2.
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Table�2.  Transition types in CT (Walker et�al. 1998, 6)

� Cb(Ui)= Cb (Ui-1)
OR Cb (Ui-1)=[?]

Cb (Ui) � Cb (Ui-1)

Cb (Ui)=Cp(Ui) CONTINUE SMOOTH-SHIFT
Cb (Ui)�Cp(Ui) RETAIN ROUGH-SHIFT

Table�2 clearly shows that if two adjacent utterances share the same Cb, and Cb (Ui) 
is also the Cp (Ui), they should be classi�ed as CONTINUE. If the two utterances 
Ui-1 and Ui share the same Cb, but the Cb (Ui) is di
erent from Cp (Ui), the transition 
type across them is RETAIN. In contrast, if two adjacent utterances have di
erent 
Cb, the type of transition relation between the two utterances is SHIFT. �is type 
is further divided into two subcases according to whether or not Cb (Ui) equals 
Cp (Ui), namely SMOOTH-SHIFT when Cb (Ui) =Cp (Ui) and ROUGH-SHIFT 
when Cb (Ui) � Cp (Ui).

Constraints and rules

In addition to the three types of centers, Cf-ranking and transitions, CT also in-
cludes a set of constraints and rules, as summarized by Walker, Joshi, and Prince 
(1998: 3�4) based on the work of GJW (1986, 1995) and BFP (1987).

Constraints

	 (10)	 For each utterance Ui, in a discourse segment D, consisting of utterances of 
U1�Um:

		  (10.1)	 �ere is precisely one Cb(Ui,D).
		  (10.2)	 Every element of the Cf -list, Cf(Ui,D) must be realized in Ui.

5

		  (10.3)	 �e center, Cb(Ui, D), is the highest-ranked element of Cf(Ui-1, D) that 
is realized in Ui.

Rules
�ere are two rules listed as below:

	 (11)	 For each utterance Ui, in a discourse segment D, consisting of utterances of 
U1�Um:

�.	 According to GJW (1995: 208�9), the realization is used to describe the connection between 
Cb(Ui+1) and Cf(Ui). It includes two relations, i.e., realizes and directly realizes. As for English, 
Cb can be directly realized by a de�nite description or a pronoun, another possibility is that it is 
�realized but not directly realized� (GJW 1995: 217); it occurs in utterances containing NPs that 
are an element of the Cf in previous utterances.
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		  Rule 1 (Pronoun rule)
		  If some element of Cf (Ui-1,D) is realized by a pronoun in Ui, then the Cb (Ui,D) 

must be realized by a pronoun also.
		  Rule 2 (Transition ordering rule)
		  Transition states are ordered. �e CONTINUE transition is preferred to the 

RETAIN transition, which is preferred to the SMOOTH-SHIFT transition, which 
is preferred to the ROUGH-SHIFT transition.6 � Walker et�al. (1998: 4)

�e combination of the constraints, rules and de�nitions discussed above constitute 
the basic framework of the Centering model.

Specifying centering parameters in Chinese

�e Centering model can explain a range of variations in local coherence and can 
be used to form pronoun resolution algorithms. However, as noticed by many 
researchers (Walker, Iida and Cote 1994; Poesio et�al. 2004; etc.), employing the 
theory on naturally occurring data of a particular language other than English 
brings to the surface issues that were le� unspeci�ed in Centering. Open issues in 
CT are, for example, the de�nition of utterance and discourse segment, the rule 
determining Cf ranking, etc., which are regarded as parameters of CT. �erefore, 
I have to specify the de�nitions of terms and revise these constraints and rules in 
CT in order to apply them to study NSs in Chinese discourse.

Utterance

Utterance is basically regarded as a sentence in CT (GJW 1995). However, Kameyama 
(1998) argues that this speci�cation encountered problems with complex sentences 
which contain multiple clauses. �is is also the case in Chinese, where a sentence 
may contain more than one null subject, which makes it di�cult to locate a speci�c 
one. It not only violates the constraint 1 in CT, but also poses a big challenge to 
apply the centering analysis such as Cf-ranking in this study. �us, it is better to 
treat a clause as the basic unit, i.e., an utterance in CT. Following Yeh and Chen�s 
(2001, 2003, 2007), Wang�s (2004) and Hu�s (2008) studies, I de�ne an utterance 
as an independent clause which corresponds to at least one predicate-argument 
structure and is demarcated by punctuation such as commas, colons, full stops, etc.

�.	 �e distinction between SMOOTH and ROUGH SHIFT was �rst made by BFP, but some 
work in centering does not distinguish these two types of shi� (Walker et�al. 1998: 06).
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as topicality, empathy and animacy, etc. have also been proposed in cross-linguistic 
studies related to Centering. For example, in topic-prominent languages such as 
Chinese, Japanese, Korean, �ai, etc., the grammatical subject does not always 
indicate the most salient entity, and the topic is observed to rank higher than the 
subject as shown below (Walker et�al. 1994; Han 2006; etc.):

	 (12)	 TOPIC > SUBJECT > INDIRECT OBJECT > DIRECT OBJECT > OTHERS

Most studies on Chinese zero anaphora within the CT framework have adopted 
the Cf-ranking above (Yeh and Chen 2001, 2003, 2007; Wang 2004; Duan 2006; 
etc.), and they also take some other grammatical roles into account such as pivotal 
object, oblique, adjunct and NP modi�ers. In addition, the linear order, parallelism 
of grammatical roles and the hierarchy structure of clauses are considered as factors 
that may a
ect the salience status of members in the Cf list in Chinese discourse. 
I basically agree with the above ranking criteria for Chinese since they have been 
largely veri�ed in previous studies. I mainly follow the Cf-ranking in Duan�s (2006) 
study with minor modi�cations. Firstly, based on Yeh and Chen�s (2001, 2007), 
Duan�s (2006) and Hu�s (2008) studies, the main/subordinate distinction will be 
re	ected in my ranking with the entities in main/matrix clauses ranked higher 
than those in adverbial/embedded clauses. Secondly, as for the types of grammat-
ical roles included in the ranking, I attempt to keep them as simple as possible, so 
only topic, subject and object are considered. For other grammatical roles such as 
pivotal object and oblique (object a�er preposition), I will rank them according to 
the surface linear order and main/subordinate distinction. To sum up, I propose 
two Cf-rankings in this study below:

	 (13)	 �e Cf -ranking in Chinese
		  MAIN RANKING:8

		  MAIN (Topic > Subject > Object > Other) > SUB (Topic > Subject > Object > Other)
		  COMPLIMENTARY RANKING:
		  MAIN (Topic modi�er > Subject modi�er > Object modi�er > Other) >  

SUB (Topic modi�er > Subject modi�er > Object modi�er > Other)

Rule 1

Rule 1 is also known as the pronoun rule, which for English states that Cb must be 
pronominalized if there is a pronoun in the Cf list. Since Chinese allows both zero 
and full pronouns in both subject and object position, I assume that both forms 

�.	 MAIN means main/matrix clause, while SUB refers to subordinate clauses such as adverbial 
clauses or embedded clauses.
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can be realized as Cb. But if they occur in the same utterance, Cb is expressed by a 
zero form. �is is the case for most null subject languages such as Turkish, Italian, 
Japanese, Korean, �ai, etc. By following Yeh and Chen�s (2001), Xu�s (2006) and 
Duan�s (2006) studies, I modi�ed the pronoun rule for Chinese as explained below.

	 (14)	 Pronoun Rule (Chinese)
		  For each utterance Ui in a discourse segment U1, �, Um:
		  If some element of Cf (Ui-1) is realized as a null subject in Ui, and no other zero 

forms occupy a higher grammatical position than the null subject, then the null 
subject is Cb(Ui). If there are no zero forms in Ui, but there is an entity realized 
as a pronoun in Ui, then so is Cb (Ui).

It is important to note that there are utterances Ui where neither have zero forms 
nor pronouns, but only full NPs. �e full NPs in subject positions Ui have some 
lexical cohesions (Halliday and Hasan 1976) with the full NPs in the Cf list (Ui-1). 
�ey may be synonyms, near synonyms (when they have the same reference), 
superordinate-subordinate, inclusive relation, part-whole/whole-part. In this 
case, their connections cannot be ignored. So, by following Zabala and Taboada�s 
(2006) study, I allow for indirect realization of entities when computing the Cb of 
an utterance.

Rule 2

As discussed before, Rule 2 hypothesized a preference of center movement among 
types of transitions to measure the coherence of the discourse segment (GJW 1995; 
Walker et�al. 1998; etc.). In addition to the four transition types, Kameyama (1998) 
and Poesio et�al. (2004) have suggested three more transition types, i.e., Center 
Establishment (EST) for utterances that establish a Cb a�er an utterance without 
one; ZERO transition for a Cb-less utterance following one which does have a Cb; 
NULL transition where Cb-less utterances follow other Cb-less ones. Among the 
three types, I will only include EST in my annotation of the corpus, since it has not 
yet been widely veri�ed how NULL and ZERO transitions can measure the dis-
course coherence. �e de�nition of EST is modi�ed slightly in this study as for the 
utterance Ui that establishes a Cb which does not occur in the Cf list (Ui-1). While 
for the utterance Ui that establishes a Cb which can be found in the Cf list (Ui-1), I 
regard it as a Continue transition if Cb (Ui)=Cp (Ui-1)=Cp(Ui), and I regard it as a 
Smooth Shi� if Cb (Ui)=Cp(Ui)�Cp (Ui-1). �erefore, Rule 2 is tentatively revised 
for Chinese as given below:

	 (15)	 Rule 2 (Chinese)
		  CONTINUE > RETAIN > SMOOTH SHIFT > EST > ROUGH SHIFT
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Corpus and method

In this study, a Centering analysis is applied to the corpus which amounts to about 
10,000 words.9 It is composed of �ve texts from category B (press editorials) of �e 
Lancaster Corpus of Mandarin in Chinese (LCMC) (McEnery and Xiao 2004). �e 
main reason to choose press editorials for this study is that they have three charac-
teristics that make them of particular interest. First of all, this genre is compact and 
concise, well organized and includes formal syntactic structures (see Christensen 
2000). Second, they have not been widely considered in previous studies on NS 
within the CT framework. �ird, they are strongly entity-centered, so the hypoth-
eses about coherence formulated in centering are likely to play an important part 
in the way these texts are constructed.

�e primary goal of the corpus analysis conducted in this study is to provide 
reliable and generalizable results concerning the behaviors of NSs in naturally oc-
curring Chinese discourse. �e coding procedure largely followed the manuals by 
Hadic Zabala and Taboada (2006), Xu (2006) and Hu (2008), as they provide de-
tailed guidelines within the Centering framework. In the analysis procedure, every 
text was �rst segmented into discourse segments according to the paragraph marker 
<p>. In each discourse segment, utterances are identi�ed based on the de�nition 
in 4.1, and then the three centers, i.e., Cf, Cb and Cp were coded for each utterance 
with the Cf ranking in 4.3. As for transition types, I basically followed Hurewitz�s 
(1998) and Xu�s (2006) coding systems. �ey were coded for every two adjacent 
clauses in the same discourse segment within the de�nitions in 3.2 and 4.5. �e 
indirect realization of entities in two adjacent utterances mentioned in 4.4 will be 
regarded as a Continue transition if the full NPs both occur in the subject/topic po-
sition, i.e., Cp(Ui)=Cp(Ui-1), otherwise a Smooth Shi�, i.e., Cp(Ui)�Cp(Ui-1). Besides, 
discourse deictic (zero) pronouns referring to the whole utterance or chunks of 
discourse are collapsed into the Smooth Shi� category when they occur in sub-
ject/topic positions, given that they do not correspond to a particular entity in Cf 
(Ui-1). Since two discourse segments may have an embedding relationship, when 
processing the cases such as reported speech, quoted speech complements and 
embedded dependent clauses, I have loosely adopted Kameyama�s (1998) model 
of Hierarchical Intransentential Centering (IC), where multiple Centering states 
are possible at di
erent levels of embedding. �us, they are regarded as embedded 
discourse segments and are broken down into a linear sequence of centering units 
if they have more than one utterance. However, there is a contrast between the 

�.	 �e size of this corpus seems very small, but it is a standard size concerning the Centering 
analysis in previous studies (e.g., Poesio et�al. 2004). �anks to one of the anonymous reviewers 
for pointing this out.
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entities within reported speech, quoted speech complements and the entities within 
subjective, objective and relative clauses. For the former ones they are not accessible 
to the higher level, while for the latter ones they are.

Besides the proper centering analysis, each utterance in the corpus was also 
coded with syntactic information:

	 (16)	 Position of the grammatical functions of topic, subject, object, oblique and 
their modi�ers (when they are the antecedents of NSs).

	 (17)	 �e part of speech of Cb if the utterance has one, mainly pronoun, noun and 
noun phrase (NP).

	 (18)	 �e types of NSs, as already discussed in 2.2.

	 (19)	 �e types of clauses, as mentioned in 4.1; I distinguish two types of clauses, 
namely, independent clauses which include a simple clause, matrix clause, main 
clause and coordinate clause; dependent clauses which include a subjective 
clause, objective clause, complement clause and relative clause.

	 (20)	 For each null subject and pronoun, it is co-indexed with its antecedent. �e 
anaphoric relation is represented with the same index.

In order to extensively explore the properties and function of NSs in Chinese dis-
course, all NSs appearing in both independent clauses and dependent clauses are 
annotated and analyzed. Based on the above guidelines, both CT terms and syn-
tactic information were manually coded by me but automatically generated by 
computer programs. �e syntactic information was annotated �rst, and then the 
annotated corpus was coded in terms of CT.

Results and analysis: �e distributions of null subjects 
and their antecedents

�e quantitative data for the NSs under examination is presented in this section, 
with a focus on the signi�cant contribution of NSs to discourse coherence. �e 
results are discussed mainly from the perspective of distributions, including the 
distributions of NSs by typology and clause type, the distributions of their ante-
cedents by grammatical function and clause type, and the distribution of NSs by 
transition type and Cb realizations (syntactic forms) by transition type.

�e distribution of null subjects

�ere were 453 NSs identi�ed in the corpus; they are displayed by the typology and 
clause types in which they occur, as shown in Table�3 and Table�4.
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Table�3.  �e distribution of null subjects by typology

NS type Number Percentage of 
overall NSs

NS sub-type Number Percentage of 
overall NSs

Referential NSs 
(RNS)

351 77.48% anaphoric NS (ANSs) 218       48.12%
obligatory ANS   80       17.66%
Cataphoric NS   53       11.70%

Non-referential 
NSs (N-RNS)

102 22.52% deictic NS   33         7.28%
inferable NS   39         8.60%
arbitrary NS   26         5.74%
existential NS     4         0.90%

NSs in total 453 100% � 453 100%

Table�3 shows that among the total number, 77.48% are referential NSs, overwhelm-
ing in frequency of occurrence. In contrast, only 22.52% are non-referential NSs; the 
percentage is much smaller. Indeed, the bias toward referential NSs is not surprising 
due to the fact that they are able to link the current utterance to the previous one, 
thus building discourse coherence. Of all referential NSs, 48.12% are anaphoric. If 
I include obligatory ANSs, the percentage would be 65.78%. �is suggests that the 
anaphoric NS is the main type of referential NS. Cataphoric NSs normally occur 
in relative clauses, and their antecedents are the NPs that they modify. Among 
non-referential NSs, deictic NSs and inferable NSs together account for 70.59% of 
this type, while arbitrary NSs, especially existential NSs are rare. �is result indi-
cates that the use of NSs in Chinese discourse is not completely free; rather, it is 
mainly (93.36%) constrained by the condition that it has either to �nd an explicit 
antecedent in discourse (referential NS 77.48%) or it can be inferred from the given 
information in discourse (deictic NSs 7.28%) or world knowledge (inferable NSs 
8.60%) about the context. In this way, the subject position can be empty.

In Table�4, the clause refers to the immediate clause in which a null subject 
occurs, no matter whether it has any other parent clause. �e le� part of this ta-
ble shows that the occurrence of NSs is a half-and-half mixture in independent 
(47.90%) and dependent (52.10%) clauses. Henceforth, I cannot ignore either of 
the two portions of NSs in discourse. Of the independent clauses, the number of 
NSs occurring in coordinate clauses is the most (32.89%). It is quite conceivable 
given that coordinate clauses have parallel structures, and they tend to persist with 
the same �topic� (subject). According to Givón (1983), the most continuous topic 
is zero anaphora (normally referential NSs). By comparison, NSs in main clauses 
(7.06%) slightly outrank those in adverbial clauses (6.18%). �is is because main 
clauses and adverbial clauses must occur in pairs, where the latter one normally 
precedes the former one in the corpus, giving rise to the claims that more ellipses 
occur in main clauses. Interestingly, the di
erence is not signi�cant due to the fact 
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that it must have an explicit subject in either clause. In contrast, NSs in simple/
matrix are rare (1.77%), which can be explained by the observation that they are 
generally the initial utterance of a discourse segment, so subjects should be ex-
pressed as full NPs rather than zero forms or pronouns. �e dependent clauses in 
which NSs occur are mainly complement (20.31%), relative (17%) and objective 
clauses (9.49%). �is can be attributed to the factor of syntactic structure, in which 
subjects must be deleted, otherwise the clauses are ungrammatical.

�e distribution of antecedents

Of 453 NSs in the corpus, 351 are referential and have an antecedent or postcedent. 
�eir distributions are demonstrated under grammatical function and clause type 
in Table�5 and Table�6.

Table�5.  �e distribution of antecedents by grammatical function

Grammatical function Number Percentage

Subject 208        59.26%
Object   81        23.08%
Topic     8           2.28%
Oblique   13           3.70%
Subject modi�er   17           4.84%
Object modi�er     7      2%
Oblique modi�er     9            2.56%
Spilt antecedent     8            2.28%
Total 351 100%

Table�4.  �e distribution of null subjects by clause type

Clause type Number 
of NS

Percentage of NS 
over clause type

Clause 
sub-type

Number of 
NS

Percentage of NS 
over clause type

Independent 217 47.90% coordinate 149 
(68.66%)

32.89%

Simple/Matrix   8   1.77%
Main 32   7.06%
Adverbial 28   6.18%

Dependent 236 52.10% subjective   8   1.77%
objective 43   9.49%
relative 77 17.00%
Complement 92 20.31%
oblique 13   2.87%
appositive   3   0.66%

Total 453 100% � � �
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SMOOTH transition, where NS (52.59%) is the most preferred referring expres-
sion, while pronoun (16.38%) is the least preferred. It is not surprising that NS is 
dominant (84.60%) in EST, since it means the establishment of a Cb which is mainly 
realized as a NS in Chinese. As far as RETAIN, ROUGH and EST are concerned, 
the numbers are too small to draw any de�nitive conclusion, so I do not discuss 
them further in this study. Secondly, it is striking that the full NP is used even more 
frequently than the pronoun in both CONTINUE and SMOOTH. �is behavior is 
not consistent with most discourse-related models on zero forms (anaphora) such 
as the topic continuity model (Givón 1983), the Givenness Hierarchy (Gundel, 
Hedberg and Zacharkski�s 1993) and the accessibility theory (Ariel 1988, 1990, 
1994, 2001), in which a referential full device such as full NPs has a lower degree 
of activation than a reduced referential device such as zeros and pronouns. �is 
indicates that the full NP, as long as it has lexical cohesion with the entity in the 
previous utterance, can be used as a cohesive device (maybe a better one than the 
pronoun) for the making of a coherent discourse. Lastly, unfortunately, the results 
do not show a signi�cant di
erence between the transition types signaling NSs and 
those signaling the overt forms, given the fact that NSs in all transition types have 
the highest proportion (�50%).

Conclusions

In this paper, I presented a corpus-based analysis of the distribution of NSs and 
their antecedents in Chinese written discourse within the framework of Centering 
approach. Firstly, among 453 NSs identi�ed in the corpus, referential NSs are over-
whelming in frequency of occurrence. �e almost equal distribution of NSs in 
independent and dependent clauses indicates that NSs in both clause types have 
the equal importance. As for the distribution of antecedents, the results suggest 
that entities mentioned in main/matrix clauses are more salient than entities in 
embedded clauses, and subjects are more salient than objects and topics (see also 
Duan 2006). Secondly, the initial assumption that the use of NSs strongly relates to 
the CONTINUE transition (64.84%) is basically supported. It is compatible with 
previous �ndings that the use of null subject for CONTINUE transition is a robust 
cross-linguistic phenomenon (see e.g. Di Eugenio 1998). However, there is an un-
expected �nding that NSs can also occur in other transition types, particularly in 
SMOOTH transition. �e di
erence is that NSs in this transition type are mainly 
non-referential NSs, while that in CONTINUE transition type are largely referen-
tial NSs. �is implies that referential NSs instantiates a continuous topic whereas 
non-referential NSs instantiates a new topic which may be expected to persist or 
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not. �irdly, the di
erence between transition types signaling NSs and those sign-
aling the overt forms is not very signi�cant, although a certain disparity of di
erent 
forms in di
erent transition types was found. Moreover, the number of NSs even 
outranks the number of overt forms. �is indicates that the e
ect on discourse 
salience is not adequate to fully distinguish the two forms. �erefore, additional 
syntactic and semantic factors might be further investigated in the future work. At 
last, the distribution results show that the speci�cation of CT parameters in this 
study is basically supported, but with slight modi�cations concerning Cf ranking 
and rule 2. It upholds the idea that CT is a parametric theory with empirical data 
from Chinese on the one side, and it improves the explanatory power of CT par-
ticularly on null subjects in Chinese on the other. Furthermore, the re�nements 
might be considered as an instruction to the study null subjects in other languages 
within the same theoretical framework.
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However, there are a few problems with the judgment methods mentioned above. 
First, who should be asked in linguistic acceptability judgements, linguists or native 
speakers in general? As suggested by Cowart (1997: 2), the binary model or the 
n-point scale is quite unstable. Sometimes there may be extreme disagreements 
from linguist to linguist. Consequently, a method for more people to be tested is 
necessary so that the acceptability judgements can be more reliable.

Second, how should acceptability judgements be reported? Bard et�al. (1996: 35) 
suggest that a binary model or symbol/ numerical scale is not precise enough to 
reveal di
erences in sentence acceptability among various subjects. For instance, 
there are three sentences, Sa and its corresponding sentences Sb and Sc. Informants 
make acceptability judgments on a �ve-point numerical scale. Imagine that Sa is 
marked point 3. Sb is less acceptable, but not completely unacceptable, so it is judged 
as 2. �en what should the participants do if the acceptability of Sc is between 2 
and 3? Participants are restricted by the scales set by linguists, hence not able to 
make judgements so as to provide enough information about sentence acceptability, 
which makes the traditional way of judgements not �ne-grained enough.

Confronted with the problems mentioned above, Bard et�al. (1996) suggest a 
technique developed in psychophysics for judgements of loudness or brightness 
which can be adapted for linguistic-acceptability judgements, namely magnitude 
estimation (ME). Basically the informants present their evaluation of each stimulus 
(a test sentence) by assigning it a number. �e number given to the �rst sentence 
may be as small or as large as the participants like (as long as it is not negative). 
�en the subjects assign all following items scores as well, with the numbers in 
proportion to the other stimuli. If a sentence is judged twice as good as another 
one, the former should get a number twice as high as the latter.

In order to ensure that ME can elicit acceptability judgements, Bard et�al. 
(1996) conducted further studies, namely validation studies and reliability studies. 
According to them, a method for accessing human judgements must be reliable, 
not only among but across informants. Validation studies verify reliability within 
subjects, whereas reliability studies test across subjects. According to Bard et�al. 
(1996: 63), the results suggest that ME can be applied to linguistic acceptability 
judgements: its validity �comes from intrasubject consistency� and its reliability 
from intersubject consistency.10 �e two tests together sugest that ME is a useful 
tool for linguistic acceptability.

ME addresses the problems with the traditional ways of judging acceptability. 
First, it is easy to obtain acceptability judgements from a large group of native 

��.	 For more information about the two tests, see Bard et�al. (1996).
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Understanding stancetaking through gestures 
and linguistic practices in a public political 
debate in Hong Kong

Helen Wan
University of California, Los Angeles

Hong Kong has enjoyed partial universal su
rage in both District Council elec-
tion as well as the Legislative Council election since the handover in 1997. �is 
paper looks into the 2016 Hong Kong Legislative Council electoral debate with 
the combination of discourse analysis using the Stance Triangle (Du Bois 2007) 
and gesture-unit analysis (Kendon 2004) to study how verbal and non-verbal 
activities are being strategically organized to project both a
ective and epistemic 
stances by the elected incumbent, Alvin Yeung, and his opponents. �e �ndings 
suggest Cantonese utterance �nal particles and gestures are strategically and 
aptly employed to achieve both expressive and communicative purposes in the 
political debates where they can not only elucidate their policy agenda but also 
defeat the opponents and win the votes.

Keywords: political discourse, Hong Kong political debates, Cantonese utterance 
�nal particles, gesture-unit analysis, Stance Triangle

Background of the study

We use languages to help project di
erent stances, for instance, using a
ective to-
kens, �love�, �hate�, �like�, �being afraid of �, etc. to express a
ective stances whereas 
tokens such as �think�, �reckon�, �know� etc. can express epistemic stances. �e 
use of di
erent linguistic forms to represent one�s stance has been center of vari-
ous linguistic-related research including the study of using pronouns (Scheibman 
2002), or phrase like I guess (Kärkkäinen 2007), or the word stance (Englebretson 
2007) itself to understand stancetaking in conversation. Biber and Finegan (1989) 
also look into the lexical and grammatical marking of stances such as evidentiality 
and a
ect in speech style of English. Similarly, speakers of Cantonese also project 
their stance through subjective expression of their mood, attitude, assessment as 

https://doi.org/��.����/scld.��.��wan
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�is paper aims to shed light on how gestures play an integral part of under-
standing the intended expressive and communication goals of the candidates in 
the political debate and overthrow the long-standing belief that gestures are merely 
secondary, if not being completely ignored, in conveying meaning in discourse 
analysis. �e paper will also look into a speci�c linguistic feature in Cantonese�� 
utterance �nal particles (UFPs in short) to investigate how they play a crucial role 
in stancetaking in political debates and to see the relationship between the use of 
utterance �nal particles and gestural activities in the genre of political discourse. 
Lastly, this paper will also suggest how the elected candidate, Alvin Yeung, manip-
ulates his gestures and verbal cues in this political debate to secure his votes from 
the audience and win the election.

Methodology

Gesture analysis

�e status of gestures in human interaction
Gesture analysis will be included in this paper in order to look into how non-verbal 
communicative practices along with verbal practices can be employed to help con-
vey meaningful messages to the audience and the opponents. As Kendon (2004) 
suggests gestures can be deployed to serve various purposes, for instance, deictic 
references, describing objects or actions, and as a means of punctuating, marking 
up or showing aspects of the structure of their speech. It is crucial to investigate 
how gesture and speech are organized by speakers in relation to one another to 
help convey meanings. Similar to verbal communication, �rstly, gestures can also 
be performative such as making a request, an invitation, and a rejection, etc. which 
all denote pragmatic meanings in the gestural expression. Secondly, gestures are 
operators that they can serve as negatives and indicate the evidential status of some-
thing that is being said. �irdly, there are gestures that have parsing or discourse 
structure marking functions, for example, one of the most commonly employed 
gesture, called the �air quote�, indicating the quotation marks in written discourse 
can be expressed with two �ngers (the index and the middle �ngers) of each hand 
in the air.

In Kendon�s term (2004), utterance is used to refer to the collaborative of ac-
tions, they can be a composition of speech alone, or of visible action alone, or of 
speech and visible action, that counts for the speakers as a �turn� or �contribu-
tion� or �move� within the occasion of interaction in which they are engaging in. 
Utterances, therefore, will be used to represent both the spoken component and a 
gestural component in this paper. Moreover, speakers may organize their gestural 
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the words that being uttered which together carry a semantic sense that achieves a 
combination of semantic coherence with one another (Kendon 2004: 124�125). It 
supports that when producing gestures, the speaker must have already organized 
it at the same time as he plans for the verbal part. �erefore, Kendon suggests that 
gesture and speech are planned for together and gestural expression is an inevitable 
integrated component of the utterance�s construction. Example�(1) is an extract 
from Kendon (2004) as a brief introduction of how the data will be transcribed:

	 (1)	 M: He used to go down there and throw (......) GROUnd rice over it
		  RH            |~~~~~~~*********/***-.-.-.-.-.-.-.-.-.-|
		                    |preparation|      stroke      | recovery      |
		                    [ ___________________ ]
		                          GESTURE PHRASE
		                    [ _______________________________ ]
		                              GESTURE UNIT
		  (Notes: RH right hand; ~~~ preparation, *** stroke action; -.-. recovery; (�) 

indicates a pause in speech. Length of pause in tenths of a second. Tonic syl-
lables in � ›�� �›���›��.) � (in Kendon 2004: 114)

Stancetaking and the stance triangle

�e stance triangle
Stancetaking is considered to be one of the most fundamental properties of commu-
nication (Ja
e 2009). Ja
e argues that there is no such thing as a completely neutral 
position regarding one�s linguistic production even some types of discourse and 
writing tend to be more stance-saturated than others, neutrality itself is a stance 
(Ja
e 2009). Recent research in the area of stancetaking provides new insights 
for the study of social positioning (e.g. Du Bois 2007; Ja
e 2009; Linell 2009). 
Di
erentiating from other approaches, Du Bois� approach is not to interpret the 
variety of stances into distinct types of stance, for instance, assessment, appraisal 
or evaluation, etc., and such a question of how many stance types is remained 
unsolved (Du Bois 2007). �e diversity of stances, in Du Bois� words (2007), are 
�simply as di
erent facets of a single uni�ed stance act� (p. 145). Speakers perform 
speci�c stance acts, which have particular contents and are situated in a particular 
dialogic and sequential context, instead of simply performing generic stance types 
(Du Bois 2007: 145). Du Bois� (2007) de�nes that:

Stance is a public act by a social actor, achieved dialogically through overt com-
municative means, of simultaneously evaluating objects, positioning subjects (self 
and others), and aligning with other subjects, concerning any salient dimension of 
the sociocultural �eld (p. 163).
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�e three types of stance in Du Bois� framework, therefore, include the concepts 
of evaluation, positioning, and alignment. �e interpretation of the stance triangle 
suggests that they are simply three subsidiary acts of a single central, uni�ed stance 
act (Du Bois 2007: 163). How these concepts intertwine depending on three crucial 
roles in the triangle, two of which are the stancetakers, who are responsible for their 
speci�c stance utterances, and the last role will be the stance object which is what 
the stancetakers are responding to (see Figure�1).

Subject 1

Subject 2

Object

eva
luate

evaluate

positio
n

position

Figure�1.  Du Bois� stance triangle (Du Bois 2007)

�e object of stance is the entity being oriented to (Du Bois 2007: 152). �erefore, 
the coherent expression of the speaker�s subjectivity requires both a subject and an 
object of stance. It also requires sociocognitive relations of objective, subjectivism, 
and intersubjective intentionality. As Du Bois suggests, �stance is to be understood 
as three acts in one, that is, a triune act, or tri-act. Evaluation, positioning, and 
alignment represent three di
erent aspects of a single stance act. �ey are subsidi-
ary acts of a single overarching uni�ed stance act� (Du Bois 2007: 162). �erefore, 
the stance triangle is a crucial framework for this current paper to analyze the 
realization and interpretation of stance in this set of Cantonese data of political 
debates to explore how taking a particular stance is habitually and conventionally 
relevant to particular subject positions which associate to one�s political roles or 
identities, or even the notion of partisanship, and interpersonal relationships that 
play along during the political debates.

A�ective and epistemic stances
Prior to the analysis of the individual speech and political debates, it is necessary 
to specify that the use of a
ective and epistemic stances which are the focus of 
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this current study, as Ja
e (2009) suggests �both a
ective stances that represent 
emotional states of the speakers and epistemic stances that convey speakers� de-
grees of certainty about their propositions are socially grounded and consequen-
tial� (Ja
e 2009: 7). �ese two stances are both sociocultural related and thus can 
re	ect one�s identities and roles through the stancetaking activities. However, they 
are two fundamentally di
erent types of stances: �rstly, the a
ective display can 
not only project the emotional state of the speakers but also serve the functions of 
evaluation, self-representation, and positioning that are crucial in taking stances. 
Secondly, the a
ective display can index various social and moral values that they 
help index shared, culturally speci�c kinds of feelings or norms and thus, can be 
utilized to draw social boundaries. It is fundamental for the work of social catego-
rization and di
erentiation, which is also perspicacious in partisanship. �erefore, 
the a
ective display can serve as a kind of resource for speakers to lay claims to 
particular identities and statues and evaluating others� identities and statues at the 
same time (Ja
e 2009: 7). On the other hand, the epistemic stance is also culturally 
grounded as an interlocutor claims to know or possesses some kind of knowledge 
that will then index particular regimes of knowledge and authority (Ja
e 2009: 7). 
Epistemic stance can also be used as resources for speakers to pursue social capital 
that accrues to being recognized as having authentic and authoritative knowledge 
in certain sociocultural �elds and thus, consolidate as well as legitimate their role 
to evaluate others� claims. Studying the projection of both epistemic and a
ective 
stances is, therefore, a useful resource to analyze how candidates manipulate and 
negotiate their socio-cultural and professional roles through the application of their 
authoritative knowledge to simultaneously consolidate and position their political 
stances as well as e
ectively evaluate their opponents.

Data

�e data comprises a televised debate hosted by the Television Broadcast Limited 
dated on 25th February 2016. �e taped episode lasts for roughly 70 minutes. �is 
episode was designated for a particular group of candidates for the re-election for 
the East New Territory Constituency. �e episode �rst starts with an individual 
section where each candidate can present their agenda individually which is then 
followed by a debate over various political or social policy and current issues of the 
society. �is current study includes the elected candidate, Alvin Yeung, who won 
the election and was selected to be the legislator for the East New Territory district 
and one of his opponents, Holden Chow, to see how and what strategies they deploy 
linguistically and non-verbally in the debate.
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pointing is accusation-loaded. �e second line shows that Yeung used his index 
�gure to point at the subtitle while he delivered the utterance �I hope the subtitle 
here is displayed as traditional Chinese (refer to screen capture 1). �is pointing 
gesture does not carry an accusation sentiment but can be categorized as a gesture 
of reference which is employed to direct audience attention to a certain spot on the 
television screen. When he uses the index-�nger pointing at line 2, his attempt is to 
direct the audience�s attention to the subtitle. �is gesture supports Yeung to direct 
his audience to pay extra attention to the subtitle in screen capture 1 and guide 
them to his verbal message simultaneously as he delivers the rest of the message in 
individual speech. It can thus assume the he has already successfully secured the 
attention of the audience in the �rst two lines by the time he �nished his gesture 
unit of pointing at the subtitle. He subsequently continues his speech with a list 
of con	icts that Hong Kong society has been experiencing. He uses a downward 
open-palm gesture (refer to screen capture 2) when he asks the question �but is the 
battle of the word choice between using traditional Chinese or the simpli�ed the 
only con	ict we have in Hong Kong?� at line 3. Nevertheless, this particular gesture 
is not being categorized as conveying a particular meaningful message to the audi-
ence. It might instead, help us locate our attention to the lectern which is placed in 
front of each candidate. Other gestures that are performed with the lectern in the 
later part of the debate will be discussed in Section 4.2.

(Screen capture 1)
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(Screen capture 2)

From the above analysis, it can be concluded that utterance �nal particles are not 
paying a particularly crucial role in individual speech. On the contrary, gestural 
activities are su�ciently important here to address the audience to secure their 
attention and thus help build on a further argument along with the speech. In the 
following section, the Stance Triangle is being employed to elucidate how stance-
taking activity is being projected in his speech.

Analyzing the individual speech with the Stance Triangle

�e Stance Triangle proposed by Du Bois is to describe how speakers project 
stances in their speech. It is supposed that there should be more than one speaker 
in the exchange to see how stance is being positioned, evaluated and projected in 
the interaction. It is, therefore, relatively more di�cult to analyze the sociocognitive 
processes for the individual speech through the original stance triangle proposed 
by Du Bois because one of the stancetakers, the audience, is not physically pres-
ent. Besides, Du Bois (2007) claims that stance is a public act which produced by 
the social actors and achieved dialogically through overt communicative means. 
However, not being physically present in the scene does not mean that the stan-
cetaker, i.e, the audience, is not included in the stancetaking activity especially 
if Yeung has to make certain that his speech is meaningful to the audience and 
is e
ective in the communication. �erefore, this study attempts to assign both 
Yeung and his targeted audience onto the stance triangle to understand how the 
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sociocognitive process works within the 60-second speech for the candidate to 
impress his voters. Generated from the analysis in the section above, a di
erent 
stance triangle is modi�ed as follow:

Object 1: Subtitle

Object 2: Con�ict(s)

Object 3: Vote/choice

Object 4: Alvin Yeung

position
Evaluate

1

2

3

4

Y

A

Figure�2.  Modi�ed stance triangle in individual speech

In place of being a shape of a regular triangle, the �triangle� of the Yeung�s indi-
vidual speech transforms into a stance multi-triangle as multiple objects are be-
ing evaluated within the same speech. Although there is no overt two-way verbal 
interaction involved in the individual speech as it appears to be a �monologue� 
produced by Yeung alone, there are two stance subjects in this example, i.e., one is 
Yeung and the other one is the �overhearing� audience who is watching the broad-
cast. He starts his speech by greeting and proceeds by addressing the audience 
with the second singular pronoun �you� in �welcome and you are now watching 
TVB Channel J5�. He includes a palm-opening gesture when he produces the above 
utterance to directly invoke the audience�s attention and invite them to join him for 
the stancetaking activity. �e entire speech is inundated with the second singular 
pronoun �you� (6 times) as well as the use of the inclusive pronoun �we� which have 
the e
ect of inviting the audience to engage in the content of his speech. He also 
uses rhetorical questions, for instance, �but is the battle of the word choice between 
using traditional Chinese or the simpli�ed the only con�ict we have in Hong Kong?�, 
to provoke thinking or response from the audience. �e entire speech is rather 
interactive including asking thought-provoking questions to invite the audience 

 EBSCOhost - printed on 2/10/2023 5:19 AM via . All use subject to https://www.ebsco.com/terms-of-use



���	 Helen Wan

themselves towards the stance objects, their �responses� and the stance will be ex-
plicit and be re	ected upon on when they cast their votes. �is is the reason why 
the individual speech is crucial to be understood and be explained through the 
modi�ed stance triangle because Yeung has to be aware of the involvement of in-
tersubjectivity of the stancetaking act. He can thus be assumed to have strategically 
included his audience�s thoughts into consideration when he is cra�ing his speech. 
�e 	ow of speech allows him to construct a favorable identity as a politician, i.e., 
the best candidate for the election, to attract the audience�s votes.

Interim summary for stancetaking in individual speech

�rough the above modi�ed stance triangle, it provides an understanding of how 
the sociocognitive process of how individual speech is being cra�ed carefully for 
Yeung to communicate with his audience in the speech. Although the frequency 
use of UFPs is the emphasis of the study, the content and the use of lexicon items 
cannot be ignored in the process of deciphering stance. �e limited use of UFPs 
in the above individual speech indicates that UFPs are preferred only when Yeung 
asks rhetorical questions which is to project an epistemic stance of knowing. �is 
phenomenon applies to the linguistic behaviors of other candidates in the same 
setting when the use of UFPs is rather limited in individual speeches. On the con-
trary, the functions of gestural activities employed by Yeung in his individual speech 
intend for attention-seeking and deictic references instead of projecting any obvi-
ous stances. It is thus the linguistic forms being the most important feature in the 
individual speech to deliver the messages and various stances whereas the gestural 
activities are employed to direct his audience�s gaze to the screen and secure the 
attention of his audience/voters. �erefore, we can conclude that although UFPs 
play a limited role in individual speech, they still help project epistemic stance in 
individual speech. In the following section, I will look closely into the interplay 
of gestures, verbal cues as well as UFPs to investigate how epistemic and a
ective 
stances are being projected with these communicative forms.

�e debate between Alvin Yeung and Holden Chow

�e extract used in Example�(3) below is the one that focuses on the exchange 
between Alvin Yeung and Holden Chow, another candidate of the election who is 
also a lawyer belonging to another political party called Democratic Alliance for the 
Betterment and Progress of Hong Kong (DAB herea�er), which is a pro-government 
political party. �e main topic of their exchange involves an incident happened in 
early February of 2016 when there was civil unrest occurring in Mong Kok. �e 
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It can thus help explain why gestures are being frequently employed during the 
entire overlapping exchange. All of these gestures project a relatively strong a
ective 
stance, particularly anger in Example�(5). �e video extract displays that there are 
two types of gestures Yeung employs. Although these two types can be both cate-
gorized as pointing, they occur at di
erent linguistic environments when they are 
conveying di
erent meanings and representing di
erent entities. �e �rst type is 
�pointing at the opponent�, i.e., Chow, and it always occurs when Yeung starts the 
statement with the pronoun �you� (underlined in text), for instance, �you are now 
standing right here trying to lie to the Hong Kong people� (refer to screen capture 3), 
�You are destroying the legal system of Hong Kong with the Hong Kong government�, 
etc. Yeung points his �nger at Chow when he is accusing Chow of being an in-
competent lawyer and sabotaging the legal system. Another type of gesture is �the 
downward-pointing towards the lectern� when he mentions about the Hong Kong 
legal system, the Hong Kong government, and the DAB party which are italicized in 
the example above. �is group of �entities� can be categorized as a group of distant 
objects that Yeung intends to emphasize when they are not physically present in 
the political debate.

(Screen capture 3)

�erefore, he employs the downward-pointing gesture to amplify the importance 
of the message as well as making accusations against these distant objects including 
the Hong Kong government and the DAB party in this case. �ese two types of ges-
tures carry an exceptionally strong accusation sentiment. It is nearly impossible to 
produce this type of gesture without any emotion. �erefore, combining the study of 
gestures and the linguistic forms together allow us to read Yeung messages in both 
epistemic and a
ective perspectives. His anger and disdain are clearly displayed 
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through the non-verbal cues of pointing. �e a
ective stance is thus being projected 
more prominently through gestural activities, especially when it comes to pointing 
at the opponent and his associated party and alliance in this example. �e a
ective 
stance is being ampli�ed by the display of the pointing gestures while the epistemic 
stance is clearly projected in the linguistic forms and occasionally through the use 
of UFPs as shown in Examples�(3) and (4) when overlapping is absent.

Analyzing the debate with the Stance Triangle

�e stance subjects of the Stance Triangle are Yeung and Chow in the debate. �e 
objects they are evaluating in the above extract is the incident happened in February 
of 2016. Yeung evaluates the incident as a lawyer and keeps emphasizing that law-
yers should be cautious about how they are labeling an incident before a trial. When 
he evaluates the incident with an epistemic stance, Yeung usually emphasizes that 
he has a positive epistemic stance, i.e., he has better knowledge in relation to law 
whereas Chow has negative epistemic stance in terms of law because Chow fails to 
respect the law and wrongfully labels the incident as a �riot� and thus, he does not 
deserve to be called as a lawyer, according to Yeung. It can be concluded that Yeung 
positions himself with a relatively higher epistemic stance when he is evaluating 
the incident. On the other hand, the most salient stance Chow employs is also the 
epistemic stance but the role he takes is the identity of a father. Contradictorily 
though, he calls those young protestors as �mob� who caused a �riot� which im-
plies that he takes on another role, as a political member of the pro-government 
party, DAB, and accuses those who caused a riot should take legal responsibility. 
�erefore, how Chow is evaluating the incident contradicts with how he positions 
himself with an epistemic stance of being a father. Chow strategically positions 
himself as a father to explain how he can relate to the feelings of those parents in-
volved but he continuously calls the protestors as a group of mob, which is usually 
referred to those who may bear legal responsibility, before a trial. It can be argued 
that political candidates are actively negotiating and manipulating multiple social 
roles they play in order to appeal to the audience in the debate. �e social roles that 
Chow adopts in his speech include the role of a father, a lawyer as well as a member 
of the DAB party whose legal and political stance is against the young protesters. 
Although Chow�s role as a lawyer is the main focus that Yeung brings up a few times 
in the debate, it is obvious that Yeung and Chow shows divergent alignment in the 
entire stance act as they are evaluating the incident in di
erent points of views with 
di
erent positioning even though they are sharing the same professional role. It 
can be challenging to understand the debate through the original stance triangle 
as shown in Figure�3 below. However, if it is allowed to include more nodes to be 
added to Chow�s as in Figure�4 to represent di
erent sociocultural identities he is 
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simultaneously playing in the debate, the speech can be analyzed more compre-
hensively to understand what roles he takes to appeal to his voters. Combining the 
gestural analysis, we could see when gestures are involved, the a
ective stances are 
being intensi�ed. �erefore, it can be argued that when gesture and verbal practices 
are both included in the analysis, the data as a whole is being enriched and there is 
no single perfect framework can illustrate how the stances are evaluated or how the 
stance subjects position themselves as their roles or sociocultural identities change 
following the 	ow of the debates.

position
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Evaluate
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C
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isalignm
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Figure�3.  Simpli�ed stance triangle for the debate
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Figure�4.  A modi�ed stance triangle for the debate
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di
erent social roles, he or she perhaps perceives the stance object with di
erent 
perspectives. However, it does not seem to be the case for Chow, he evaluates the 
stance object, the civil unrest, with the same accusation sentiment even he positions 
himself in di
erent roles, be it as a father, a DAB member, or an electoral candidate, 
whereas Yeung emphasizes his role only as a lawyer and evaluates the civil unrest 
with the professional role most of the time in this extract of the debate. Yeung, 
therefore, seems to be able to stay focused on just a single professional role in the 
debate and displays to be possessing more authority in his professional �eld and 
thus he has more authority to e
ectively evaluate Chow�s claim legitimately with 
his professional knowledge. In this piece of an information-loaded extract of the 
debate, the use of UFPs can be found in expressing epistemic stance but when the 
debate becomes heated and �lled with overlapping talk, pointing gestures come 
into play with intensive a
ect displays. �e content of the discourse embeds both 
a
ective and epistemic stances. �erefore, gesture and linguistic forms both estab-
lish irreplaceable and distinctive roles in political debates to assist the speakers to 
project their stances appropriately.

Conclusion

From the above analysis, it can be concluded that gestural activities play an integral 
part in understanding the comprehensive meaning of this political genre. In the 
individual speech, the main functions of gestural activities employed by Yeung 
are to direct his audience�s gaze to the subtitle of the screen, addressing them, 
and secure the attention of his audience/voters. �is kind of attention-securing 
gesture is important especially the electoral candidate has only a minute to deliver 
his speech while the audience who are watching the debate at home may not be 
paying full attention. �erefore, there are di
erent kinds of strategies needed in 
order to secure the audience full attention while delivering the entire message. �e 
frequency of UFPs being used in his individual speech is fairly limited yet the role 
they play is display interactive nature of the individual speech to invite the audience 
to engage in his speech through answering or thinking about his questions and the 
social issues that he raises. �e structure of how he organizes his speech and his 
thoughts re	ects upon the modi�ed stance triangle in Figure�3 where it shows that 
four stance objects are being evaluated within the 48-second speech. �e modi�ed 
stance triangle elaborates how intersubjectivity works even in an individual speech. 
�e stancetaking activity helps Yeung to overtly index his political identity as a 
pro-democracy member (working in the Civic Party). However, how the audience 
evaluates all the stance objects that he proposes, how they position themselves, 
whether they convergent or divergent alignment remains unknown until the release 
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