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Abstract

Although traditional grammars widely accept that Mandarin Chinese lacks an overt
complementizer like that in English, recent literature shows that a ‘say’ verb is undergoing
grammaticalization, serving as a semi-complementizer in a wide range of variants or dialects
of Chinese. This study conducts a pilot corpus analysis of the grammaticalization status of
Pt shuo ‘say’ using the most recent natural speech data from Mandarin podcasts. Contrary
to most previous studies, the results indicate that ¥ shué ‘say in Mandarin can introduce
a complement clause in various semantic contexts, notably including specific emotion and

factive verbs, which signifies a high level of grammaticalization.
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1. Introduction

It is well-established in traditional reference grammars and syntactic studies that Mandarin
Chinese (henceforth Mandarin) lacks overt complementizers like that in English or que in
French (Li and Thompson 1981: 598-602; Ramsey 1987: 86). However, more recent research
suggests that the ‘say’ verbs in several variants and dialects of Chinese have grammaticalized
into a quotative marker or a complementizer to varying degrees (e.g., Wang et al. 2003 for
i shué in Taiwanese Mandarin; Fang 2006 for ¥ shué in Beijing Dialect; Yeung 2006 for
i% waab in Cantonese; Huang 2016 for "™ 3 in Jieyang Dialect; see also Chapell 2008 for &
kong in Southern Min and a systematic analysis of this grammaticalization process in Sinitic
languages and dialects).! The grammaticalization pathway SAY VERBS > QUOTATIVE MARKERS
AND COMPLEMENTIZERS is widely observed across a wide range of languages, including African
languages like Bemba (Givon 1980) and Ewe (Saxena 1995; Lord 1993), Austronesian languages,
such as Buru and Tukang Besi (Klamer 2000), and various other languages listed in Kuteva et
al. (2019: 375-379). It is argued that in these languages, the ‘say’ verbs first cooccur with various

communicative verbs in serial verb constructions. The possible contexts then gradually extend

147



ERSLfge  4530% 4> 51 VIRES 5 R
to cognition and perception verbs, or even modal and factive verbs in later stages. The ‘say’
verbs are grammaticalized into complementizers along the process.

However, there are also linguists who oppose the complementizer analysis of ‘say’ verbs
in variants of Chinese. Paul (2014) provides counterexamples from a generative perspective,
challenging the complementizer analysis of shuo in Mandarin. For example, the embedded
clause introduced by shuo cannot be fronted or used as a sentential subject, and shuo cannot be
stranded (Paul 2014: 98). Long and Deng (2023) question the complementizer status of shuo from
a functional perspective. They argue that shuo in Mandarin is more likely to be a quotative
marker introducing direct quotations instead of a complementizer marking complement clauses.

Apart from the theoretical discussions of this phenomenon in various dialects of Chinese from
different perspectives, corpus studies have become a significant approach towards language
changes, or more specifically, the grammaticalization status of an evolving grammatical marker.
However, no corpus studies on the grammaticalization of shué in Standard Mandarin have been
conducted since Chappell (2008), which only surveyed dialogues in one single novel written in
1993. In order to address this gap and investigate the most recent usage of shuo in Mandarin,
I conduct a corpus analysis using a self-compiled corpus of Mandarin podcast transcripts,
encompassing a significant volume of conversational speech produced in 2023. Specifically, I
focus on instances where the term shuo follows another event-denoting verb and precedes
a complement clause. I analyze the attested collocation patterns and further examine the
occurrence of certain unreported collocations in The Chinese Web Corpus (zhTenTen), a large-
scale corpus of web language. In addition to the possible contexts of shuo, I also briefly discuss
three other major parameters of grammaticalization as defined by Narrog and Heine (2022):
Desemanticization, Decategorization, and Erosion.

This paper is organized as follows. Section 2 introduces the methodology of this study,
including the data collection process and some theoretical prerequisites. Section 3 presents
major findings of the corpus study and the relevant discussions. Section 4 addresses Long and

Deng’s (2023) recent arguments against the complementizer analysis of shuo in Mandarin.

2. Methodology
2.1 Data Collection

I collected natural speech data from nine episodes of open-access Mandarin podcasts from
nine different podcast channels. The episodes selected were among the most popular in
September 2023, played over 50,000 times within the two weeks following their release’ The
length of each episode ranges from 16 minutes to 111 minutes, and the constructed corpus

(henceforth “the podcast corpus”) comprises 11 hours and 29 minutes of conversations in total.
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The audio data was transcribed using Ifyrec’s speech transcription service®, and the transcripts
contain a total of around 224,000 Chinese characters. Subsequently, I manually identified all the
instances where shuo follows another primary verb and is followed by a complement clause.

To ensure that these usages were not idiosyncratic to specific speakers, all collocations found
in the podcast corpus were further verified using The Chinese Web Corpus (zhTenTen)’. There
are two main reasons for using zhTenTen for the secondary analysis. First, since it is likely
that shuo as a complementizer is still in preliminary grammaticalization status in Mandarin
(spoken in Mainland China), its usages are more likely to occur in informal and casual contexts
such as web languages. Second, zhTenTen is the most recent and largest corpus of Mandarin
web language to the best of my knowledge. The corpus was compiled in 2017 and comprised of
13.5 billion Chinese words using simplified characters.

Additional features of each relevant instance are further annotated. First, the main
verbs cooccurring with shuo are classified into four major semantic classes according to
the semantic contexts of the four grammaticalization statuses proposed by Chapell (2008,
2017): communicative speech act verbs, cognition and perception verbs, emotion and stative
verbs, and modal and factive verbs. Second, I categorized the complements in the relevant
instances into three types: direct reports, indirect reports, and unclear cases. The distinction
between direct report complements and indirect report complements in Chinese is not always
conspicuous, given that there are no overt and obligatory tense markings and the data sources
in this study are recordings. Nevertheless, the classification is possible for a part of the
instances which contains hints from person indexations or discourse particles. This distinction is
relevant in that an indirect report generally represents a higher degree of grammaticalization
of the complementizer than a direct report, since the indirect complement is better embedded
under the matrix clause and better bonded with the complementizer (cf. Long and Deng's 2023
argument that a direct report/quotation is not a complement clause). Finally, instances where
shuo appear to be shortened or unstressed are also noted, as these cases may represent some
form of erosion and thus a high level of grammaticalization (see also Chapell 2008: 56 for cases
where kong ‘say’ is shortened in Southern Min).

All selected instances and categorizations of the aforementioned features are presented in

the Supplementary Materials.”
2.2 The grammaticalization of ‘say’ verbs as complementizers

Chapell (2008, 2017) proposes several hypothetical stages on a continuum of the ‘say’ verb

grammaticalization.
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(1)  Stages of the ‘say’ verb grammaticalization (adapted from Chapell 2008: 58-62)

Stage I (Quotative constructions):

NPsubject Vsay [quotative verb]: [QUOTATION]
Stage II (Serial verb constructions):

NPsubject V1[speech act verb] VZsay [quotative/semi-complementizer]: [QUOTATION]
Stage III (Complement constructions with cognition verbs):

NPsubject V1[cognition/perception verb] VZsay [complementizer] [COMPLEMENT]
Stage IV (Complement constructions with emotion and stative verbs:

NPsubject V1[emotion/stative verb] VZsay [complementizer] [COMPLEMENT]
Stage V (Conventionalized complement constructions):

NPsubject V1[modal/factive verb] VZsay [complementizer| [COMPLEMENT]

As introduced in Section 2.1, I categorized the “V1” that occurs in each of the relevant
instances into one of the four semantic classes, corresponding to Stage II through Stage V in
Chapell's framework. In this way, the attested collocations in the podcast corpus reflect the
grammaticalization status of shuo as a complementizer in the most up-to-date usage.

In addition to the context extension, I will also briefly discuss the other three major
parameters of grammaticalization defined by Heine and Narrog (2022) in Section 3, i.e.
Desemanticization, Decategorization, and Erosion. Finally, I will explore the implications of this

corpus study for Long and Deng’s (2023) recent analysis.

3. Results and Discussion
3.1 Semantic contexts of shué complement constructions

Within the constructed podcast corpus, a total of 129 instances were found where shuo
follows another lexical verb and precedes a complement clause’ The frequencies of the co-
occurring verbs, categorized by semantic context, are presented in Table 1, while Table 2

aggregates these frequencies according to semantic classes.

Table 1: Frequencies of main verbs followed by shué ‘say’ and a complement clause.

Cooccurring main verbs Frequencies  Semantic classes

W15 juéde ‘feel' / ‘think’ 32 cognition/perception

i wén ‘ask’ 12 communicative speech act
Y jiang ‘speak’ 9 communicative speech act
5 xie ‘write’ 5 communicative speech act
K faxian ‘discover’ / ‘find’ 5 cognition/perception

75 ¥ xiwang ‘hope’ / ‘wish’ 4 cognition/perception

A3 xidngdao ‘think of 4 cognition/perception

R tan ‘talk’ / ‘discuss’ 3 communicative speech act
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Cooccurring main verbs Frequencies  Semantic classes

W tdolin ‘discuss’ 3 communicative speech act
JiE zhidao ‘know’ 3 cognition/perception

HIF gdosu ‘tell 2 communicative speech act
Y3 jiangdao ‘mention’ 2 communicative speech act
W0 Iizo ‘chat’ 2 communicative speech act
% ma ‘scold’ 2 communicative speech act
FRVE guanzhu ‘pay attention to’ 2 cognition/perception

W5t huaiyi ‘doubt’ 2 cognition/perception

% 3| kandao ‘see’ 2 cognition/perception

NN rénwéi ‘believe’ / ‘think’ 2 cognition/perception

{EF zaihu ‘care about’ 2 cognition/perception

22/ anwél ‘comfort’/ ‘console’ 1 communicative speech act
(another 22 communicative verbs with a frequency of 1) 1 communicative speech act
fifiE queding ‘confirm’ 1 cognition/perception

18 xidng ‘think’ 1 cognition/perception

13t xidngguo ‘have thought of 1 cognition/perception

G xidngxiang ‘imagine’ 1 cognition/perception

If#F haoqi ‘be curious about’ 1 emotion

1 pa ‘be afraid of 1 emotion

S5 ddozhi ‘cause’ 1 general factive

WEB] zhéngming ‘prove’ 1 general factive

Summary 129

Table 2: Frequencies of main verbs by semantic classes.

Semantic classes Frequencies
communicative speech act 63
cognition/perception 62
emotion 2
general factive 2

The results indicate that, within the podcast corpus comprised of conversations, shuo most
frequently cooccurs with communicative speech act verbs, exemplified by jiang ‘say’ in (2) and

wen ‘ask’ in (3).

2 At it H Bl 1 zA T3 &
ta Ji Jiang shuo zal zhége huédong  shang
3sGM then say say on this event on
i —H i R 5 R i
ta yizhi x1dngyao  gén wuaérshan  jianghua
3sGM always want to W. talk

‘He then said that on this event, he has always wanted to talk to W.
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Rz N KAME L] & Ui, R B4
hénduo  rén fasixin wen wo shuo ni zénme
a lot people send-message  ask 1sG say 25G how
1 EEE i [ H 4
zal wutaishang  name zira
on on-stage SO easy

‘A lot of people sent me messages and asked me (say) “how can you be so easy on the

stage?”

Although the cooccurrence of shué with communicative verbs in serial verb constructions

is well-documented in traditional grammars (e.g., Li and Thompson 1981: 601-602), the nearly

equal frequency of shud's occurrence with cognition/perception verbs in Mainland Mandarin

has been scarcely noted in existing literature. This corpus investigation demonstrates that shuo

in Mandarin can actively appear after various cognition/perception verbs, such as juéde “feel’ /

‘think’ in (4), faxian ‘discover’ in (5), and xiwang ‘hope’ / ‘wish’ in (6).

@
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i AT i o fat % AR Ef] o

ta Jjuedé shuo gél juesé chuanshangyifu de guochéng
3SGF think say for character get dressed REL process
X b ke 1t 2 - M A5tk i T
duitalaishuo shi yi gé Jjushénhua de guochéng
for her COP one CL embodiment ATTR process

‘She,; thinks that the process of getting the characters dressed is a process of embodiment

» 7
for her;.

& i K Tt Fese W H K% 1] X3
wo Jia faxian shuo  qishi mérl you taiduo de qubié
1sG then discover say actually NEG exist much ATTR difference

T then discovered that there is actually not much difference.

BHEE pUAy S Ei:! Pt Ho =
chuangzuozhé  haishi xiwang  shuo ziji shi
creators still hope say self FOC
H Ho i} ERUN G

you zIjl de zhutixing

have self POSS individuality

‘The creators still hope that they can have their own individuality.’
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In addition, there are also instances where shuo, introducing a complement clause, appears

after emotion verbs such as pa ‘be afraid of in (7), or factive verbs such as ddozhi ‘cause’ in (8).

7 K e 1R gl i i =
ni yé hén pa shuo ta hut
25G also very afraid say 3sGM would
Hh i - f AN HA i)
de ZUo yige ta bu xthuan  de
ADV create one 3s6M NEG like REL

BEERN

Wéixin

against one’s will
N

dongxi

thing

(you would hope that his work can satisfy our requirements and expectations, but at the

same time---)

‘you are also afraid that he would make something he does not like against his will’

8 JFrTE T Wi A N © il B
suoyi ddozhi  shuo zhege dongxi ta de yunzuo
SO cause say this thing 3SGN POSS operation
S ) = tt A 2 e = K w2
zhouqi  hui br yuxiangzhong  yao chang  féichangduo
period  will CMP expectation will long a lot

‘so (the situation) caused that this thing, its operation period will be much longer than

expected.

According to Chapell’'s (2008: 58-63) hypothetical stages of grammaticalization of ‘say’ verbs,

the presence of emotion and factive verbs as semantic contexts represents the final two stages

of the grammaticalization and the “onset of conventionalization of the complementizer usage”.

It has not been reported in any previous studies that shuo in Mainland Mandarin has reached

this stage.

I further examined the collocations attested in the podcast corpus using zhTenTen, a large-

scale Chinese web language corpus. All collocations attested in the podcast speech were also

observed in zhTenTen, including more occurrences where shué cooccurs with emotion verbs

(e.g. haoqi be curious about’ in [9a], pa ‘be afraid of in [9b]) and factive verbs (ddozhi ‘cause’ in [9c]

and zhéngming ‘prove’ in [9d]).

9 a. Ja ok AT IfAr Bt Hi % EIRS
houlai womén  haoqi shuo zIjl qu kéyr
later 1rL curious  say self g0 can

‘Later, we were curious saythat if we can go by ourselves.
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b, T (EZ A = iiE| i LTy
wéibolu hénduo  rén hui pa shuo fushe
microwave.oven many person will afraid say radiation
b PN
bijido da
quite strong

‘As for microwave ovens, many people are afraid saytwat the radiation could be quite

strong-* (So it is even more necessary to choose a reliable brand)

c. & % A DA AN = T i
ni zhe ge yinggai bu hui ddaozhi  shuo
2 this CL probably  NEG will cause say
TR R =
weéndu tebié gao
temperature  very high

“This [problem] of yours will probably not cause saythat the temperature to be very

high--- (it mainly depends on the temperature of the CPU and background processes)

d. 7B kY Bt = AN & - A
na zhéngming  shuo ta bu shi yi ge
then prove say 3sGN NEG coP one CL
AR i} T3
VOUXIAO de fangfa
effective  ATTR method

‘(if there is one method that can solve whatever problem---) then it proves saythat it

is actually not an effective method.” (zhTenTen)

In summary, the results show that shué in Mandarin Chinese may have undergone major
context extension in the past one or two decades as it can now introduce complement clauses

following various cognition/perception verbs, certain emotion verbs, and even factive verbs.

3.2 Other parameters of grammaticalization

In examples (4) through (9), the literal meaning ‘say’ is largely incongruent with the semantic
contexts where the complement clauses describe certain wishes, beliefs, themes of emotions,
or even factive events. There is no actual speech being uttered or conveyed in these contexts,
indicating a noticeable level of desemanticization of ‘say’.

The ‘say’ verb also exhibits signs of decategorization since it is not marked for aspect or
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modality markers in all relevant instances found in the podcast corpus. The loss of aspect/
modality marking is particularly evident in semantic contexts involving emotion verbs
or factive verbs. For example, it is impossible to mark any aspect or modality on shuo in

constructions like pa shuo ‘be afraid say’ or ddozhi shuo ‘cause say'.

(10) s ik 1R 18 xfE) W (x7T) [ b 2 "']complement
nl yé hén pa ("néng) shuo ("le) ta hui
25G also very afraid  (*can) say (*PFv) [3scm  would -]

Intended: ‘you can be afraid that [complement]

or ‘you have been afraid that [complement]

Yeung (2006) reported a similar pattern on the Cantonese waa6 ‘say’: it loses its ability to
take aspect markers or undergo verb-doubling when introducing a complement clause.
Finally, I observed that shuo in several instances is either unstressed or pronounced as /

zuo/ or /uo/ instead of the usual /suo/.

(1) JEF # = iy Bt = M . 4 " s FERA
dixia dou ma ta shuo baiiti  wénhua zhén shi Zaopo
down all scold  3scM say liqguor culture really cor dregs

‘People down there all scolded him (saying) that the liquor cultures are really dregs.

In (11), shuo was shortened to /uo/ in speech and was unstressed. This may represent a
certain degree of erosion and loss of morphological freedom. However, as Chapell (2008: 56)
noted for the shortening of kong in Southern Min, it is also possible that this is simply an effect
of fluent speech. I have not conducted sufficient analyses to address this phonological process in

depth, and I will leave this aspect of the grammaticalization process for future studies.

4. Addressing Long and Deng'’s (2023) analysis of shuo as a quotative marker
Long and Deng (2023) is one of the latest functional analyses concerning the
grammaticalization of shuo in Chinese. Contrary to the majority of prior research that
considers shuo as a complementizer, they argue that in Standard Mandarin, shuo functions as
a quotative marker, introducing a quotative parenthetical clause rather than a complement
clause. Specifically, they argue that a complement clause must be an indirect report without
illocutionary force. The actual structure of constructions such as ffIJIAN AU tamén renwéi
shuo [complement] ‘3pL think say [COMPLEMENT] consists of two coordinated events, ‘think’ and

‘say’. The subject of shuo is omitted and the following clause is actually a direct quotation
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which can take sentence final particles and thus have illocutionary force, as in examples like (12)

and (13).

(12) At it A (fbArT) B, X 153 BT 7
tamén  jiu renwél  tamén shuo  zhe de zhéngft gél
3rL thus think they say DEM should  government for

&AM fig e (o)
womén jiéjue a
1rL solve SFP

“They thus thought and (they) said, the government should solve the problem for us.” (Long
and Deng 2023: 147)

(13) & iefg P i /N A 75 % x il
wo Jidé shuo ta xidoshihou  hén ar ku yé
1rL remember say she young time very love cry
1R % e (%)
hén ar X140 ya
very love smile  SFpP

‘T remember (saying) that she cried a lot and smiled a lot in her childhood.” (Long and

Deng 2023: 148)

I intend to present counterarguments to this analysis partially based on the findings from
this corpus investigation.

First, the specific analysis of examples (12) and (13) presents two significant issues. If the
proposed subject of ‘say’, i1 tamén ‘3pL, is restored, (12) cannot have the intended meaning
suggested by the translation without a significant prosodic pause between iAA rénwéi ‘think’
and fbA1] tamén ‘3rL. The sentence would instead be understood as “they thought that they
said [complement]”. In addition, the presence of sentence-final particles does not confirm that
the purported quotative clause possesses illocutionary force, as these particles can also operate
at the matrix clause level. This is evident in example (14), where an indirect report complement
clause appears with the sentence-final particle a (cf. Examples [5] and [7] in Long and Deng

2023).

(14) -4l /S ng 2 - fil W il A /s Mg
ta lai ma ta shuo-le  ta bu lai a
3s6M come Q 3sGM say-PFV  3sGM NEG come SFP

-“Will he come? -'He did say that he would not come’
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Second, the results of this corpus study constitute conspicuous counterexamples to Long
and Deng’s (2023) argument that the clauses following shuo ‘say’ in Mandarin are quotative
parenthetical clauses and shuo is a quotative marker/verb in those cases. As briefly mentioned
in Section 2, although Mandarin lacks overt tense marking and many other inflectional verbal
categories, person indexation clearly identifies some of the instances in question as indirect
reports. The frequencies of direct reports, indirect reports and unclear cases are presented in
Table 3.

Table 3: Frequencies of direct reports and indirect reports following V shuo
constructions.

Complement types Frequencies
Indirect Report 15
Direct Report 51
Unclear 62
Summary 129

Fifteen instances of indirect reports following the V shué construction are observed in the
podcast corpus, as illustrated by, for example, (4) and (14).

The remaining relevant examples are available in the Supplementary Materials (see Section
2.1). The shuo (semi-)complementizer is capable of introducing not only quotative direct reports
but also indirect reports or propositions.

Third, the quotative marker analysis might still be acceptable in the semantic contexts
involving cognition verbs given that the metaphor “thinking is speaking” is widely encoded in
human languages. However, this analysis becomes less acceptable in the contexts of perception
verbs like ‘see say that’, and completely untenable in factive contexts like ‘prove say that' and
‘cause say that’, as illustrated in (8), (9c), and (9d). In these situations, nothing is uttered or even
thought of. The complement clauses denote factive events in the reality and such usages signify
a relatively high degree of grammaticalization of shuo into a complementizer as proposed in
Chapell (2008: 61-63).

5. Conclusions

This study aims to explore the current grammaticalization status of shuo ‘say’ as a
complementizer in Mandarin Chinese, using a self-constructed corpus of recent podcast
conversations. The results show that shué ‘say’ can introduce a subordinate clause across
various semantic contexts, including those involving emotion and factive matrix verbs, although
communicative verbs and cognition verbs remain the most frequent contexts. In addition to

context extension, shuo ‘say’ in Mandarin has also undergone some degree of desemanticization,
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decategorization, and presumably erosion. It appears that shuo ‘say’ in Standard Mandarin
has made significant progress on the grammaticalization continuum, when compared with its
status described in Chapell (2008). This study also shows the significance of a corpus linguistic
approach within the field of grammaticalization, capturing recent usages of shuo in natural

speech which may be neglected in major theoretical discussions.
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Note

1  The Chinese characters for ¥t shué and other words will be omitted in the remaining text for the sake of

simplicity.
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2 I referred to the public statistics of Mandarin podcasts available on https://xyzrank.com/#/hot-podcasts.

3 https//www.iflyrec.com/.

4 https://www.sketchengine.eu/zhtenten-chinese-corpus/.

5 https://docs.google.com/spreadsheets/d/1eSA8cTxe9r-TOG84_u2EMIPNB_jOv]5rTX8tJX_beHU/
edit?usp=sharing

6  The cooccurring lexical verb may appear directly before shuo or is positioned with one intervening word
before shué. The purpose of including the latter situation is to include communicative verbs that take an
addressee argument together with a complement argument, such as “he told me say [complement]”.

7  The two pronouns in (4) refer to the same referent, indicating that the complement clause is an indirect

report. This will be further discussed in Section 4.

(Liwei GONG International Graduate Program in Language Sciences, Graduate School of

International Cultural Studies)
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