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THE MODERN CHINESE “TA &€” AND THE ENGLISH “IT?,
STUDIED FROM THE ANGLES OF ANIMACY AND PRO-DROP

L1u HAalvoNG *

ABSTRACT This article aims to reveal that there is a close connection between the de-
gree of animacy of a noun and its pronoun-worthiness by comparing how Chinese
and English use third-person singular pronouns. I further contend that the dummy
subject it in English and the non-human third-person singular pronoun it are the
same word, both serving as expletive pronouns. Judging from linguistic typology, very
few languages have an exclusive pronoun whose sole function is to refer to nouns with
low animacy, which explains why Chinese uses null pronouns and demonstratives for
non-human and inanimate nouns. From this perspective, the Chinese “ta ‘" and the
English “it” are not exactly the same; the former is omissible but the latter’s presence is
obligatory. I also argue that if we study closely the expletive object in the Chinese ba-
structure, we can conclude that Chinese is not an unconditionally consistent pro-drop
language as has been assumed by linguists.
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