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Abstract

Complex sentences in Mandarin Chinese are a challenge for the traditional analysis of complex sentences into a “subordinate” and a “main” clause.

When subordinate is taken as a syntactic term referring to a position that is lower than the main clause, this cannot apply to an adverbial clause such as a conditional
clause in Chinese, whose default position is the sentence-initial Topic Phrase, more precisely its specifier. Since the “main clause”, i.e. TP, is a complement to the head of TopP,
Topic®, it is clearly lower than the adverbial clause: [TopP [adv.cl. ...] [Top’ [Top®...] [main cl. TP....]]].

(1) [TopP [cond.clause RUguod ditié ba gong] [Top' [TPWS bu chiqul]]
if  subway stop work 1SG NEG go.out
‘If the subway is on strike, | won’t go out.’

In fact, as argued for by Haiman (1978), conditional clauses in English (and other languages) can be analysed as topics from a semantic and morphosyntactic point of view.
Furthermore, when Greenberg’s (1963) universal 14 (“In conditional statements, the conditional clause precedes the conclusion as the normal order in all languages”) is
transposed into structural terms, the conditional clause ocupies a position higher than the consequent clause, as demonstrated by Whitman (2008: 235) with the following
example:

(2) [’ If conditionals are specifiers of S’ [S they precede the consequent]].

The configuration in (2) is the same as in (1) where the conditional clause is hosted in the specifier of the same head that selects the consequent clause as complement.
Naturally, this does not imply a “reversal” of hierarchical relations such that now the main clause is subordinate to the adverbial conditional clause. Instead, an adverbial
clause as topic can serve as a (modifying) frame for the TP, like “simple” topics such as jintian ‘today’:

(3) [TopP [NPJintian] [Top’ [TP WO bl chiqu]] ‘Today | won’t go out.’
Today 1SG NEG go.out

A comparison between (3) and (1) also shows that a sentence with an adverbial clause as topic is precisely not more complex structurally than the corresponding “simple”
sentence with an adverbial NP as topic. The only difference concerns the type and projection of the topic XP itself, i.e. an NP in (3) and a clause in (1).

In addition, the clause “linking” items constitute a heterogeneous group as well and are not necessarily “subordinating” in the sense that they select a clausal complement.
Instead, besides the categories adposition and complementiser, adverbs, i.e. phrases, likewise serve as “clause linkers” (cf. Paul 2015: ch. 8.3.4.3). This phenomenon also
holds for English: items with lexical content such as before, after are in general analysed as prepositions (with a clausal complement), in contrast to that and if analysed as
complementisers, while whether and when are not heads, but phrases.

Based on a detailed analysis of Mandarin “complex” sentences, subordinate clause, adjunct clause and the like are shown to be foremost semantic labels which do not
necessarily reflect the structural hierarchy. The same holds for the labels conjunctions and adverbial subordinators, which as in English do not identify a unique category in
Chinese, either. Instead, they serve as cover terms for items belonging to different categories whose only common denominator is a “clause linking” function. In other words,
all these terms are non-operational notions and should therefore be avoided.
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