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The Discourse Functions of Chinese Complementizer SHUO
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INTRODUCTION
Complementation structure refers to a context in which a sentential or phrasal unit serves as
an argument of the predicate. The argument can either be a subject, an object of a predicate verb or

a complement of a copula as shown in (1), (2) and(3) (Noonan 1985:42):

(1) That Elliot entered the room annoyed Floyd.
(2) Zeke remembered that Nell left.

(3) Your problem is that you are arrogant.

Complementizers are the items which function to identify complements and link them to the
predicate verb. Noonan (1985) maintains that complementizers can be a word, a particle, a clitic or
an affix as different languages require different types of complementizers. As different
complementizers are employed, different interpretations of the complements are also yielded.
Previous studies have proved that languages may use different types of complementizers to code
complementation structure and different complementizers in turn perform different functions. It
has been pointed out that in English the use of different complementizers gives rise to different
interpretations of the complement clause.

Along this line, how different forms of complementation structure in Chinese perform different
functions deserves more discussion. In examining the function and meaning of Chinese
complementizer shuo, some of the studies analyzed its function in terms of sentence grammaticality
(Li and Thompson 1981) while some resort to the semantic feature of shuo (Huang 1982, 2003).
Unlike the previous studies, the present study wants to argue that the presence and the absence of
shuo as a complementizer perform different discourse functions and that these functions are
associated with the nature of interaction in conversation.

The present study aims to probe into the following research questions: As shuo is employed as a
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complementizer, what types of matrix predicates does shuo co-occur with? What discourse
functions does shuo perform when shuo is employed as a complementizer? What discourse factors

condition the discourse functions of complementizer shuo?

LITERATURE REVIEW

This section firstly focuses on how past studies view the roles of complementizers in English.
Secondly, it will be devoted to the discussion on how complementizers are grammaticalized from
verbs of saying in different languages. At last, we will proceed to review the relevant studies on the

use of Chinese saying verb shuo.

Complementizers in English

Previous researchers have attempted to account for how complementizers in English are
employed from different perspectives. This subsection will review how generative grammarians and
functional grammarians view the use of complementizers in English.

Generative grammarians attempt to explain how complementizers in English are manifested in
a sentence structure and there is difference between the earlier generative grammarians’
perspective and the later generative grammarians’ perspective. The earlier generative grammarians
maintain that complementizers are neither syntactically significant nor semantically substantial.
That is, complementizers are not distinguishable in the underlying structure; instead, it is inserted
into the underlying structure through transformation. However, in order to better the traditional
transformational account on complementizers, Bresnan (1970) proposes that the presence of
complementizers is not a result of transformation but that of “the phrase-structure hypothesis” and
that complementizers actually have semantic value.

While generative grammarians concern more with the role of complementizers in the syntactic
structure, other linguists attempt to take semantics into account when trying to explain why one
rather than another complementizer is employed in the complementation structure. Bresnan (1972)
takes the factor of semantics into account to further elaborate the distinction between
that-complement and for-to complement by claiming that the semantics of that-complement is
associated with definiteness while for-to complement is related to subjectivity, intention and
motivation. In the same vein, to examine the difference between that-complement from for-to
complement, Noonan (1985) attributes the difference to two factors: the
dependence/independence of time reference of the complement and the state/action distinction of
the complement.

In the same attempt to further probe into the semantic differences, Frajzyngier proposes that
the notions of de dicto and de re are suitable for accounting for the differences among English
complementizers: that, -ing and to (Frajzyngier 1991, 1995). The concept of de dicto refers to the
semantic domain in which the reference of the proposition is made to the speech world, while that
of de re refers to the domain which is refereed to the world of reality. With the distinction between
de dicto and de re, Frajzyngier argues that complementizer that marks the domain of de dicto while
complementizers -ing and (for)-to belong to the domain of de re.

Moreover, Thompson and Mulac (1991)adopt an approach of discourse analysis to examine the
20



omission of complementizer that. They propose that the presence and the absence of
complementizer that are actually conditioned by discourse factors including personal pronoun
subjects, subjects of the complement clause, matrix verbs and the occurrence of auxiliaries, indirect
objects and adverbs in main clauses.

The foregoing studies all contribute to the investigation of the complementation structure and
the complementizers in English.

Saying Verbs as Complementizers

Unlike the complementizers in English, it has been documented that complementizers in a
number of languages derive from verbs of saying. Saxena (1988) examines different grammaticalized
functions of verbs of saying in the investigation on a number of South Asian languages and
Tibeto-Burman languages, she concludes with three historical stages of the development of the
grammaticalized functions of verbs of saying. She maintains that most of the verbs of saying can
grammaticalize into a complementizer which also serve as a quotative linker, a causal conjunction, a

purpose conjunction, a conditional conjunction or a comparative marker.

Complementizer Shuo in Chinese

In most of the Chinese dictionaries, shuo is deemed as a typical verb of saying because its
content meaning is to signal an act of speech. In addition to the content meaning, verb of saying
shuo actually is deriving new meanings in different contexts. Lin (2004) draws attention to the
conversational functions of wo shuo and ni shuo by examining how interaction between
interlocutors motivates these two speech frames to undergo grammaticalization.

In addition to the verbal uses, shuo can also be employed in the complementation structure in
Mandarin Chinese. Li and Thompson (1981) examine the function of shuo as part of the serial verb
construction. They observe that the whole construction serves as an indirect discourse frame
because the verbal meaning of shuo indicates that the verb phrase or clause actually represents
something being spoken or reported.

Huang (1982) further proposes that there is a strong relationship between mental verbs and
verbs of saying. It is argued that since people think in words, people’s thought can also be put into
words and be presented in a speech act. Therefore, due to the homogeneity of saying verbs and
mental verbs, it is expected that the verb of saying shuo can co-occur with mental verbs. In other
words, verb of saying shuo tends to follow both other verbs of saying or mental verbs and in that
case, shuo usually functions more like a complementizer.

In addition, based on Frajzyngier’s (1991) classification of de dicto and de re complementizers,
Huang (2003) also proposes that Chinese complementizer shuo should be better understood as a de
dicto marker. The reference of the complement clause following shuo “is made to the elements of
speech rather than to the elements of reality” (2003:438). That is to say, the presence of shuo
indicates the following complement as belonging to the domain of de dicto whereas the absence of
shuo means that the complement belongs to the domain of de re.

In summary, previous studies have attempted to examine how shuo has grammaticalized from

a verb of saying, to a part of a serial verb construction, to a complementizer and at last to an
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expressive marker.

DISCOURSE FUNCTIONS OF SHUO AS A COMPLEMENTIZER

This section aims to discuss the discourse functions of shuo when it serves as a
complementizer following matrix clauses. In order to investigate the discourse functions of shuo as a
complementizer, we will firstly detail the categorization of the matrix predicate types which
complementizer shuo usually co-occurs with and the distribution of each matrix predicate type.
Next, it will move on to discuss the discourse functions of shuo based on its distribution with
different types of matrix predicate and on its occurrence in different conversational contexts.
Furthermore, we also attempt to discuss the discourse factors that condition the discourse

functions of complementizer shuo.

Categorization and Distribution of Matrix Predicates

The data collected in the current study regarding the matrix predicates that complementizer
shuo follows can be categorized into five types: utterance verbs, cognition verbs, perception verbs,
copula verbs, negative modal auxiliaries predicates and others. The detailed information of the

types of matrix predicates in the spoken data is shown in Table 1:

Table 1: Types of the Matrix Predicates in the Spoken Data

Categories Matrix predicate types Number | Frequency Sum
Utterance’ jiang “speak; say” 34 26.4 % 55 (42.6 %)
wen “ask” 7 54 %
xie “write” 4 31 %
xuancheng “declare” 2 16 %
zhengshi “prove” 2 16 %
gausu “tell” 1 08 %
taulun “discuss” 1 0.8 %
jiau “teach” 1 08 %
heiying “respond” 1 08 %
guanshu “instill” 1 08 %
biaoshi “claim” 1 0.8 %
Cognition xiang “think” 26 20.2% 48 (37.2 %)
wo/ni deyisishi 12 93 %
“what |/you mean is”
juede “feel” 7 54 %
zhidao “know” 2 16 %
pa “be afraid” 1 08 %

% The utterance predicates adopted in the current study subsume the verbs which mean to express meaning with verbal
words. Some of these predicate verbs can be very typical utterance verbs such as jiang “say” while some of them may
be very typical utterance verbs such as biaoshi “claim” which can also mean “report” or “present.”
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Negative  Modal | bushi “it cannot be” 6 47 % 14 (10.9 %)
Auxiliary buneng “it cannot be” 3 23 %
buhei “it cannot be” 3 23 %
bukeneng 1 08 %
“it couldn’t be”
buyao “it cannot be” 1 08 %
Copula zueixihuandedifangshi 1 08 % 3(2.3%)
“what (1) like best is”
wentishi 1 08 %
“the problem is”
yingkaishi “should be” 1 0.8 %
Perception kan “look” 2 16 % 2 (1.6 %)
Others tiyen “experience” 1 08 % 7 (5.4 %)
bijiao “compare” 1 08 %
shifan “demonstrate” 1 08 %
xianshi “show” 1 0.8 %
biancheng “become” 1 08 %
kongji “control” 1 0.8 %
liuyi “notice” 1 08 %
Total 129 100 % 129 (100%)

As shown in Table 3, which manifests the distribution of shuo in the spoken data, there are in
total 129 entries of complementizer shuo following matrix predicates. Most of the entries fall into
the category of utterance verbs (42.6%) followed by that of cognition verbs (37.2%) and then
negative modal auxiliary predicate (10.9%). The rest 10% of entries consist of copula verbs (2.3%),

perception verbs (1.6%) and other verbs (5.4%).

Discourse Functions of Shuo as a Complementizer

We will discuss the discourse functions of complementizer shuo by looking into how different
functions of shuo are derived in different discourse contexts. It will be discussed that the function of
shuo evolves from being a saying verb to forming a reported speech frame, a reported thought
frame, a mitigator frame and finally a conditional verbal frame. It will also be pointed out that the
presence and the absence of complementizer shuo are subject to discourse-pragmatic factors which

are all related to psychological distance.

Reported Speech Frame

To perform the function of expressing meanings with words, shuo can be employed alone or
co-occur with other verbs to form reported speech predicates. These verbs which shuo can
formulate reported speech frames with are mostly utterance verbs which functions and properties

very much resemble that of shuo. It is because the meanings and functions of utterance verbs and
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shuo are similar that they are more likely to co-occur. According to the data collected in this study,
there are 55 entries of utterance predicates (42.6%) forming reported speech frames with shuo and
these entries are constituted by 11 types of verbs as seen in Table 1.

The presence of shuo serves not only to mark the complementizer position but also to perform
certain discourse functions. It is observed that the reported speech frame formulated by utterance
verbs and shuo can not only function as a de dicto marker as documented by Huang (2003) but also
signal the speaker’s intention of marking psychological distance. The psychological distance is
signaled by the matrix subject and other words denoting uncertainty. With regard to the matrix
subject, take those matrix subjects of jiang as an example, the reported speech frame jiang shuo is
more likely to take the third person such as ta “he/she” as the matrix subject (52.9%). On the other
hand, regarding the cases where shuo does not occur and jiang functions singly as the matrix
predicate, the most prominent matrix subject is more likely to be the first person wo (56.3%)
instead of the third person ta (18.8%). In addition, the tendency that the presence of
complementizer shuo accompanies the third person matrix subject is not exclusive only to the cases
of the reported speech jiang shuo. This distribution can also be observed from the data of other

reported speech frames including wen shuo and xie shuo as shown in the following table.

Table 2: Matrix Subjects of Reported Speech Frames

first person second person third person
jiang shuo 44.1% (29.4%") | 2.9% 52.9%
jiang 56.3% 18.8% 18.8%
wen shuo 28.6% 14.3% 57.1%
wen 73.9% 4.3% 21.7%
xie shuo 25% 25% 50%
xie 33.3% 66.7% 0%

The relation between de dicto complementizers such as shuo in Chinese and the third person
subject has been discussed by Suzuki (2000). She argues that the de dicto complementizer such as
to in Japanese tends to co-occur with the third person subject and that the selection of de dicto
complementizer to instead of de re complementizer koto is related to the psychological distance
yielded by the third person subject. It is because the speaker who are speaking for or quoting
another person senses the need to create a certain distance to avoid sounding too assertive or too
judgmental. The utilization of de dicto complementizer which renders the complement clause to
belong to the world of speech instead of the real world thus can help create such psychological
distance. Likewise, Chinese complementizer shuo which presence is meant to mark the de dicto
world is prone to be present when the matrix clause takes the third person subject.

In addition to the third person matrix subject, the psychological distance signaled in the

reported speech frame with complementizer shuo is also manifested by the words carrying

10°29.4% out of 44.1% of the reported speech frame jiang shuo with the first person matrix subject wo take the third
person indirect object especially ta.
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uncertainty interpretation such as bushi...ma “isn't it?” or sheme. The following example typifies the

speaker’s psychological distance by utilizing the uncertainty phrase bushi...ma.

(6) wo ganggang zai gen ta jiang a shuo ni Xiexie
I justnow BE with she speak PAT say you thank
nanpengyou jianglai fenshou le bushi  hen ganga ma
boyfriend future  breakup PER not-BE very embarrassing QUE
“I was telling him just now that if you thank your boyfriend now, isn’t it embarrassing in the

future when you break up?”

The speaker was mentioning about her previous talk with one of her friends who wanted to write a
thank-you note to her boyfriend. However, the speaker held an opposite viewpoint, so instead of
using an indicative sentence to assert her opinion, she used a question form to tone down her
judgment. The employment of the question form bushi...ma signals the speaker’s uncertainty about
the judgment, which gives rise to the speaker’s psychological distance.

We have argued that the presence of complementizer shuo in the reported speech frame tends
to signal the speaker’s psychological distance which is also marked by the utilization of words or
phrases with uncertainty interpretation. In other words, the absence of complementizer shuo tends
to signal the speaker’s certainty and assertiveness, in which case uncertainty words are less likely to
occur. The current data also proves this tendency because only 18.8% of the entries with reported
speech frame jiang contain words or phrases with uncertainty interpretation while 38.8% of the
entries with reported speech frame jiang shuo co-occur with words or phrases with uncertainty

meaning.

Reported Thought Frame

In addition to forming a reported speech frame with utterance verbs, the saying verb shuo can
also formulate a reported thought frame with cognition verbs. The co-occurrence of shuo and
cognition verbs stems from the proximity of an act of speech to the thought in one’s mind as
discussed by Huang (1982) and Su (2002, 2004). Since a person speaks what he or she thinks, there
is a strong relation between one’s speech and one’s thought. Due to the iconicity of speech and
thought, the saying verb shuo can co-occur with cognition verbs to form reported thought frames in
which shuo functions more like a complementizer “voice for” the speaker’ mind shown in the
complement clause. The data collected in the current study also shows a close relation between
complementizer shuo and the cognition verbs in that 48 entries (37.2%) in the data where shuo
functions as a complementizer co-occur with cognition verbs.

While the reported speech frame containing complementizer shuo tends to take the third
person matrix subject, the reported thought frame is more likely to co-occur with the first person
matrix subject. Such a difference results from the fact that it is possible for the speaker to quote a
sentence uttered by the third party previously whereas it is impossible for the speaker to access to
the third party’s mind. A person can only “think for oneself” but cannot “think for other people”. As

a result, no matter complementizer shuo is present or absent, cognition predicate verbs such as
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xiang, wodeyisishi or juede usually take the first person subject as shown in the table below.

Table 3: Matrix Subjects of Reported Thought Frames

first person second person third person
xiang shuo 88.5% 0% 11.5%
xiang 93.8% 0% 6.2%
wodeyishishi shuo | 58.3% 41.7% 0%
wodeyishishi 100% 0% 0%

It is found from Table 3 that although cognition predicate verbs tend to co-occur with the first
person subject, it is less likely to be so when complementizer shuo is present. We would like to
attribute such a difference to both the discourse function of complementizer shuo and the role of
the first person subject in conversations. As discussed in the previous section, the presence of
complementizer shuo in the reported speech frame which usually takes the third person subject
facilitates the speaker to establish psychological distance to mark the uncertainty about his or her
quoting the third party’s utterance. Similarly, employing complementizer shuo in the reported
thought frame, the speaker also aims to signal a certain degree of psychological distance in order to
soften or lessen the assertiveness of his or her thought. The discourse function of the psychological
distance in the reported speech frame is to mark the speaker’s uncertainty about his or her quoting
the third party’s speech, while that in the reported thought frame is to tone down the speaker’s
assertiveness of his or her own thought.

Furthermore, the speaker tends to employ complementizer shuo in their reported thought
frame because of two factors: the speaker’s uncertainty and the concern of politeness. First of all,
complementizer shuo is usually present in the reported thought frame when the speaker is not
certainty about the information asserted in the complement clause. The uncertainty results either
from the speaker’s later finding that the proposition made in the complement clause is beyond the
speaker’s original anticipation or from the speaker’s having no knowledge of the complement clause.
It is due to the uncertainty about the complement proposition that the speaker tends to use

complementizer shuo to soften the assertion of his or her own thought as we can see in (7).

(7) nage shihou mingming jiushi qi dian sishi  fen
that time obviously namely seven o’clock forty minute
wo benlai xiang shuo wo jintian hai jao  qi de le
| originally think say | today still early wake POSS PER
na jintian  yinggai buhei chidao qai duei a
that today supposedly not late should right PAT

jeguo haishi chidao le
result still late PER
“At that moment, it was obviously seven forty. Originally, | was thinking | really got up early this

morning. | should probably not be late today. However, | was still late as usual.”
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This speaker originally thought that she was supposedly able to arrive at her office earlier than usual
because she got up quite early on that day. However, the actual result was against her original
expectation. This example typifies the employment of the reported thought frame xiang shuo to
manifest the speaker’s unexpectedness of the final outcome, which is shown by the words benlai
“originally”, yinggai “supposedly” and jeguo “as a result; however”.

Secondly, when the speaker is aware that the listener holds a different point of view and senses
the need to further elaborate on his or her own thought without offending the listener,
complementizer shuo tends to be included to mark the speaker’s psychological distance, which
helps the speaker to sound less offensive or judgmental. In this case, the reported thought frame is
likely to co-occur with words or phrases with contrast interpretation such as keshi “but”, faneh

“instead”, fanzheng “anyway”, gishi “but actually”, buneng “cannot” and so forth as shown in (8).

(8) huoshi shuo xiangwo la
or say like |  PAT
wo shi juede shuo
I BE feel say
ni na zhong jiushi zhe zhongen
you that kind namely this kind PAT
tai shengdong de  dongxi wo feneh bu  zhidao wo xuedao le sheme
too vivid POSS thing | instead not know |learn PER what

“Or like my case. | feel that your ... something too vivid ... | didn’t know what | have learned.”

The speaker in example (8) attempted to oppose her interlocutor’s opinion, so she uttered her idea
by using wo juede shuo to lead in her different viewpoint, which was coded by the contrast adverb
feneh “instead”. In dealing with possible confrontation to the interlocutor’s different thought,
speakers sense the need to establish a certain degree of psychological distance in order not to

sound too offensive or hostile, which contributes to the maintenance of politeness.

Mitigator Frame

In addition to such constructions as the reported speech frame and the reported thought
frame, according to the data in the current study, complementizer shuo can also occur in the
negative modal auxiliary predicate to mitigate the speaker’s strong assertion. In the following, we
will detail these negative modal auxiliary predicates co-occurring with complementizer shuo and
also discuss the discourse function performed by complementizer shuo. As can be seen in Table 1,
complementizer shuo follows not only predicates such as utterance verbs and cognition verbs but
also negative modal auxiliaries including bushi, buneng, buhei, bukeneng and buyao. All of these
negative modal auxiliaries should be translated as “it is not” or “it cannot be” and be deemed as the
matrix predicates. It is because they are not auxiliaries which are directly followed by verbs; instead,
they are usually followed by clauses.

What distinguishes the mitigator frames from the reported speech frame and the reported
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thought frame is that most of the mitigator frames in the data do not take subjects. Even if few of
them do have pronouns particularly the second person ni “you” as the subjects, these second
person pronoun subjects in essence do not have a specific referent; namely, they function as generic
pronouns. The selection of different types of pronoun subjects which co-occurs with different

negative modal auxiliary predicates is detailed in Table 11.

Table 4: The Selection of Subject in Mitigator Frames

bushi (6)" buneng (3) | buhei (3) | bukeneng (1) | buyao (1)
first person 0% 0% 66.7% 0% 0%
second person 16.7% 0% 0% 0% 0%
third person 16.7% 0% 33.3% 0% 0%
generic 33.3% 66.7% 0% 0% 0%
pronoun
no subject 33.3% 33.3% 0% 100% 100%

It can be concluded from the table above that except for buhei, most of the negative modal auxiliary
predicates do not take any subject or take the generic pronoun subject.

The reason that most of the mitigator frames seldom take any matrix subject has a lot to do
with the central function of negative modal auxiliary predicates. Unlike reported speech frames and
reported thought frames which aim to enact the report of someone’s words or thoughts, mitigator
frames are meant to assert a strong opposite contention. In face-to-face communication, strong
objection in essence is always deemed unpleasant and undesirable and should be avoided at any
cost. However, it is impossible for a person to always refrain oneself from asserting a strong
opposite opinion. Therefore, a feasible conversational strategy of expressing one’s strong opinion is
to tactfully avoid using subject or to use generic subject so that no specific referent is thus attacked
or harmed and politeness can be maintained.

In view of maintaining politeness, in addition to not referring to any specific subject, the
speaker can also chooses to add complementizer shuo in the negative modal auxiliary predicate to
lessen his or her assertiveness. As discussed previously, the employment of complementizer shuo
can facilitate the speaker to establish psychological distance which softens the speaker’s
assertiveness. Therefore, the presence of complementizer shuo helps the speaker to show

politeness.

Conditional Verbal Frame
In addition to forming reported speech frames with utterance verbs, reported thought frames

with cognition verbs, mitigator frames with negative modal auxiliary predicates, complementizer

' The number in the parenthesis stands for the token number of that negative modal auxiliary predicate.
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shuo can also form conditional verbal frames with other common verbs. The current study has
found that the psychological distance marked by complementizer shuo also results in the
co-occurrence of complementizer shuo and other common verbs to signal conditionality. These
verbs including copula verbs and other verbs do not seem to belong to a certain type of verb as we
can see in Table 1. Although these verbs altogether amount to 9 entries (7.0%), there is one
commonality that most of them share, which is also related to psychological distance. That is, the
contexts where these verbs and complementizer shuo are utilized are conditional in the following

example of bijao shuo.

(29) zhang tongxue zhang tongxue tiyian dao
let students let students experience come
ni  shen wei vyige laushi
you body as one teacher
ni  keyi ni  keyi bijao shuo
you can you can compare say
zhan  zai tai gian  zhihui  yige youxi
stand at stage front conduct one game
gen wo xiaqu tai xia zhihui  yige  youxi de  chabie
with | come down stage off conduct one game POSS difference
“Letting students experience that being a teacher, you can compare the difference between

managing a game on stage and off stage”

In the context of this example, there is no word with obvious interpretation of conditionality.
However, the whole context is hypothesized and thus conditional. In order to create a discoursally
conditional context, complementizer shuo is employed to establish the speaker’s psychological
distance toward this hypothesized context and thus forms the conditional verbal frame with the

verb bijao “compare”.

CONCLUSION

The present study has focused a lot on how complementizer shuo performs discourse functions
by examining the function of matrix subjects, the meaning of matrix predicates, the words or
phrases with interpretation of uncertainty, objection or conditionality and the context of
face-to-face communication. It has proved that these discourse factors all condition the presence of
Chinese complementizer shuo. In principle, the presence of complementizer shuo marks the
speaker’s psychological distance and the psychological distance helps the speaker to signal his or her
uncertainty about the information in the complement clause, to soften the assertiveness when
uttering his or her own thoughts and also to maintain politeness when expressing a strong objection.
Therefore, we can conclude that as different complementizers in many languages perform different
functions and yield different meanings, the presence and the absence of Chinese complementizer
shuo also perform different functions and make difference in the interpretation of the whole

discourse. Furthermore, these functions are indeed conditioned by discourse factors including the
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selection of matrix subject, the content meaning of the matrix predicate, the words or phrases with
interpretation of uncertainty, objection or conditionality and the politeness maintained in

face-to-face conversation.
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