
 
 
 

Chapter Two 

 

 Literature Review 

 

2.0 Introduction  

This thesis focuses on the discourse functions of the negative meiyou, and the 

possible tendency for its semantic variation.  In this chapter I review major studies 

concerning negation in Section 2.1, discourse markers in Section 2.2, and the 

discourse functions of negatives in Section 2.3.  The theoretical framework for my 

analysis is introduced in Section 2.4, and the studies of the influence of Taiwanese on 

Mandarin Chinese are reviewed in Section 2.5.  The studies of the lexical meaning of 

meiyou are discussed in Section 2.6, and Section 2.7 is the summary.   

 

2.1 Relevant studies in negation/negatives 

There is a large literature on negation either in general or in specific languages.  

However, the majority focuses on the syntactic and semantic characteristics of 

negation at the sentential level, and pays little attention to the pragmatic or discourse 

function of negation.  Literature on the discourse function of negation in Mandarin 

Chinese is rare, too.  In the following, I review three studies of negation in Mandarin 

Chinese, all of which focus on the syntactic and semantic aspects of negatives 

(Section 2.1.1).  I also review two studies of negation in other languages, which 

center on the pragmatic-discourse aspect of negation (Section 2.1.2).  In Section 

2.1.1, I review Li and Thompson (1981), Chu (1999), and Wiedenhof (1993), since all 

of them analyze the negatives in terms of scope, meaning, function, and restriction on 

co-occurrence with other linguistic forms.  In Section 2.1.2, I review Givon (1978) 
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and Yamanashi (2000).  Givon examines the function of negation in discourse and its 

correlation with syntax and semantics.  Yamanashi discusses the grammaticalization 

of the negatives in Japanese. 

 

2.1.1 Studies of negation in Mandarin Chinese 

Li and Thompson (1981) study the position, scope, and function of the four 

common negatives in Mandarin Chinese: bu, bie, mei, and meiyou1.  They observe 

that the negatives usually precede verb phrases or auxiliary verbs and include verbal 

phrases in the scope of negation.  In terms of function, bie is used in imperatives, 

(e.g. bie guan chuang 別關門 ‘Don’t close the window!’) (p.415), mei negates the 

existential verb you, and mei(you) negates the completion of an event (e.g. ta mei(you) 

kanjian ni 他沒(有)看見你 ‘He didn’t see you.’) (p.417).  Bu provides a neutral 

negation.  It simply negates the existence of a state or an event.  In addition, bu 

would indicate the meaning of ‘refusal’, which is inferable from the contexts (e.g. ta 

bu zou 他不走 ‘He refused to go’).   

Li and Thompson further discuss how the functions of bu and mei(you) restrict 

their co-occurrence with aspect markers, such as the perfective marker –le, the 

durative-action aspect marker –zai, and the experiential marker –guo.  They argue 

that neither bu nor mei(you) can co-occur with –le, since the meaning of 

non-occurrence (encoded in bu) and non-completion (encoded in mei(you)) are 

incompatible with the meaning of boundedness asserted by –le, e.g., *ta bu/mei(you) 

chi le na kuai dangao 他不/沒(有)吃了那塊蛋糕 (p.430).  Mei(you) would not be 

used with –zai, which signals an on-going activity without completion, e.g., *ta 

mei(you) zai shuijiao 他沒(有)在睡覺 (p.437), but it can be used with –guo to deny 

                                                 
1 The correlation between mei and meiyou and their meaning and function will be further discussed in 
Section 2.6. 
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the completion of an experience, e.g., wo mei(you) zuo guo feiji 我沒(有)坐過飛機 

‘I haven’t been on an airplane yet’ (p.436).  In contrast, bu can co-occur with –zai, 

but it would not be used with a –guo sentence.  In addition, the authors discuss the 

use of bu and mei(you) in yes-or-no questions2, and the co-occurrence of bu and the 

copula shi.  They state that the construction with mei(you) in yes-or-no questions 

would be related to the influence of the Southern dialects.  The expression bu shi 

denotes the meaning ‘It is not the case that…’.  It negates the noun phrase marked by 

shi, and denies what someone has said and implied. 

 Li and Thompson distinguish the four negative forms in Mandarin Chinese in 

terms of their syntactic structure and semantic meaning.  Nevertheless, there are four 

problems in their discussion for our purpose here.  First, their observation is limited 

to the sentential level, at which the negatives are simply regarded as constituent 

negators.  Second, they do not explain why they treat mei and meiyou as two distinct 

negatives, since mei is the variation form of meiyou.  Third, they present some 

examples in which the negatives signal denial of explicit or implicit messages in the 

sentences, but they do not discuss what the negated implicit messages are.  The 

isolated sentences cannot show how the negatives can deny what someone else has 

said and implied, due to the lack of contexts.  Fourth, the discussion is limited to the 

prescriptive level, and neglects the use of the negatives in real talk.  In fact, many of 

the examples that they consider unacceptable occur frequently in interpersonal talk3.  

In order to examine the use of the negatives in real talk, we need to go beyond the 

sentential level, and take the discourse level into consideration. 

 Chu (1999) echoes Li and Thompson’s findings in that he also differentiates the 

                                                 
2 The formation of a yes-or-no question is called an A-not-A question by Li and Thompson (1981:535), 
and is discussed in Section 18.3.2 in their book.  The construction with mei (you) is further discussed 
in Section 2.6 in this thesis. 
3 The occurrence of the ‘unacceptable’ sentences in real talk reflects the influence of the Southern 
dialects on Mandarin Chinese.   
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negative bie from bu and mei(you) according to the sentence types in which they 

occur, and focuses on bu and mei(you) in terms of the scope of negation, the 

correlation between the negatives and adverbials, and the co-occurrence with the 

aspect markers that signal perfection (e.g. –le), duration (e.g. –zai), and experience 

(e.g. –guo).  He further discusses (1) the restriction of bu and mei(you) on the 

structure, action verbs + the complements that signal potential (e.g. kan de jian 看得

見 ‘be able to see’), result (e.g kan jian 看見 ‘saw’), and direction (e.g. zou guo lai  

走過來 ‘come over’) (p.42), and (2) the correlation of the two negatives to the 

indefinite words (e.g. yixie 一些  ‘some’, yidian 一點‘a little/a few’) and the 

question words (e.g. shei 誰 ‘who’, sheme 什麼 ‘what’).  The author states that bu 

negates the action verbs followed by potential complements, but it only includes the 

complements in the scope of negation.  Bu and mei(you) negate the action verbs with 

the resultative and direction complements, but their scopes of negation are different.  

Bu would negate both the action verbs and their complements, while mei(you) can 

only negate the complements.  In terms of indefinite words and question words, bu 

and mei(you) negate the importance implied in these content words, rather than the 

propositional meaning of the words (p.156).  Chu gives a more complete 

introduction to the negation in Mandarin Chinese than Li and Thompson do.  

Nevertheless, his discussion is limited in single sentences as well.  The functions of 

the negatives at the discourse level are still left unexplained. 

Wiedenhof (1993) also studies the meaning, function, and scope of bu and 

mei(you).  His analysis is different from those of Li and Thompson (1981) and Chu 

(1999) in that it is based on natural spoken conversations of native speakers from 

Mainland China and Taiwan, and can reflect the language in use.  According to 

Wiedenhof, bu is ‘the most widely applicable marker of negation in Standard 

Mandarin’ (p.95).  It is an adverb, which includes verbs and adverbs in its scope of 
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negation.  It would change to the second tone when it precedes the copula shi, and its 

scope of negation would change as well4.  Mei, on the other hand, functions as an 

adverb that negates a verb, e.g., the existential verb you, which signals ‘existence’ or 

‘possession’, or as a negative verb that signals the meaning ‘not to exist’.  It can be 

used with the form meiyou interchangeably except in the sentence-final or clause-final 

positions (p.103).  The co-existence of mei and meiyou can be explained 

synchronically and diachronically.  Synchronically, mei is considered as the 

alternative form of meiyou with the deletion of you.  Diachronically, mei is regarded 

as the resultant form after meiyou undergoes phonological reduction (p.103).   

Wiedenhof’s discussion is similar to those of Li and Thompson (1981) and Chu 

(1999), in that he also discusses the use of negation in the formation of questions, and 

the negation of content question words (e.g. sheme 什麼 ‘what’).  Nevertheless, 

there is a major difference in his findings, i.e., the co-occurrence of mei(you) with the 

aspect markers.  Wiedenhof presents an example in which meiyou and –le co-occur.  

He states that the meiyou is the negative of the affirmative perfective you, which is a 

common construction in Taiwan Mandarin and reflects the influence of the Min 

dialects (p.104-5).  Since you coexists with –le as perfective markers, it is not 

surprising to find the examples in which you or its negative mei(you) co-occurs 

with –le.  Such examples overturn Li and Thompson’s (1981) assertion that mei(you) 

cannot co-occur with –le.  They indicate that language in use would not be detected 

unless it is observed from natural discourse.  Wiedenhof goes beyond isolated 

sentences, although he still focuses on the morpho-syntactic and semantic aspects of 

negatives, rather than their discourse functions.   

 To sum up, in this section I introduced the studies of negation in Mandarin 

                                                 
4 Wiedenhof discusses this part in detail (pp. 96-101), and I do not discuss it here since it is not the 
focus of this thesis. 
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Chinese by Li and Thompson (1981), Chu (1999), and Wiedenhof (1993).  All of 

them discuss the two negatives bu and mei(you) in terms of meaning, scope, function, 

restriction on the co-occurrence with aspect markers.  Li and Thompson’s (1981) and 

Chu’s (1999) discussions are limited to the sentential level.  Wiedenhof’s study is 

different from the other two in that it is based on the spoken discourse of Mandarin 

Chinese native speakers, although it still neglects the discourse functions of negation. 

 

2.1.2 Studies of negation in other languages 

Givon (1978) studies negation from a functional perspective against the 

traditional logical study of negation, which focuses on the truth-condition value, i.e., 

‘the negative operator merely reverses the truth value of a proposition’ (p.69).  He 

claims that the use of negation is based on discourse presuppositions, i.e., the 

speaker’s assumption of what the hearer tends to believe.  By examining negation in 

discourse contexts, Givon proposes the marked presuppositional status of negatives.  

He states that negatives are uttered in a discourse in which the corresponding 

affirmative sentences have been mentioned before.  The use of negatives would be 

based on the speaker’s assumption of the hearer’s belief in the truth of the affirmative 

sentences.  The notion of assumption explains why the referential subject or object 

nouns in negative sentences are almost always definite, since they have been 

mentioned as indefinites in the affirmative sentences.  The marked presuppositional 

status of negation can be explained from the syntactic, semantic, functional, and 

diachronic perspectives.  Syntactically, negation is considered as a predicate negator, 

and it excludes the subject from its scope of negation.  Semantically, negation is 

usually internal, i.e., only the assertion is negated, while the presupposition of the 
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declaratives retains5.  For instance, in the negative sentence He didn’t run as fast as 

he could, the negated part is the adverb, and the presupposition He ran still holds.  

Functionally, negation is considered to link a sentence to the previous speech, and 

therefore, the subject of the negative sentence is referential and definite, i.e., it serves 

as a topic that has been introduced in the preceding discourse.  Negation is thought 

to be a new assertion made for the old topic.  This claim points out the connectivity 

of negatives in discourse, although Givon does not specifically discuss the discourse 

functions of negatives.  Diachronically, negative markers are regarded to arise from 

negation verbs (e.g. refuse or fail), which also exclude the subject from the scope of 

negation since the referentiality and definiteness of the subject are part of the 

presupposition.   

Givon further discusses the consequences of the presuppositionally marked 

negation, such as distributional restrictions and psychological complexity, and 

proposes the consequences to be related to pragmatic presupposition.  He also 

discusses the ontology of negation in terms of the perceptual principle of 

ground/figure, and states that negatives are usually considered as absence of change, 

in contrast with affirmatives, which signal changes.  For instance, the sentence 

Where didn’t you leave the key? is pragmatically less useful, since it does not ‘single 

out something which occurred, i.e. a change, on the background of the normal inertia 

of the universe’ (p.106).  Givon’s observation of negation in language goes beyond 

the traditional logic study, and turns to pragmatic motivation, which would give an 

explanation that logic may fail to offer for the use of negation. 

Yamanashi (2000) discusses the grammatical development of the negative 

markers in Japanese.  He claims that the notion of negation in Japanese is derived 

                                                 
5 According to Givon, ‘internal’ and ‘external’ are the terms used by logicians.  Negation could be 
external when the presupposition may fall into the scope of negation (p.87).   
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from spatial cognition.  In other words, the grammatical status of negatives is 

strengthened via metaphorical mapping from the experience of spatial cognition.  

For example, the basic Japanese negative expression is formed by an adjectival 

marker nai, whose core meaning is ‘non-existent’, i.e., a spatial expression.    

Yamanashi further discusses other indirect negative expressions, which are also 

relative to the perceptual or psychological experience of boundedness or containment 

of the spatial and locational domains in the external world.  The concrete spatial 

orientations, e.g., in-out, center-periphery, or near-far in the external world, are 

subjectively projected onto the abstract notions such as negation.  For instance, 

abstract concepts would be ‘metaphorically construed as representing some abstract 

bounded domains’ (p.247), and the in-out orientation signals the understanding of 

negation, since being outside the abstract bounded domains indicates that such states 

of affairs do not hold true.  According to Yamanashi, the negative marker nai and 

indirect negative expressions in Japanese are derived via metaphorical mapping from 

the subjective perceptual experience of space and location in the external world.  

Nevertheless, the metaphorical characteristics of spatial cognition preserved in 

indirect negatives have bleached out in the negative marker nai in Japanese.   

Yamanashi’s discussion of spatial orientation in the notion of negation in 

Japanese is related to my analysis of meiyou, since the core meaning of meiyou is also 

‘non-existence’.  In other words, the negation encoded in meiyou is originally related 

to spatial cognition as well.  Yamanashi explains the development of the negative 

markers in Japanese in terms of metaphorical mapping of the spatial expressions, and 

discusses the abstraction of the spatial characteristics in the use of the negative marker 

nai.  The negation denoted by meiyou is probably also derived from the metaphorical 

mapping of spatial cognition, but is far removed from the spatial cognition in its 

discourse uses. 
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 In summary, in this section I reviewed Givon’s (1978) study of negation in terms 

of pragmatic presupposition, and Yamanashi’s (2000) observation of the Japanese 

negative expressions in terms of the metaphorical mapping of spatial items.  Givon 

goes beyond the traditional logical study of negation, and centers on the pragmatic 

motivation of negation.  He also mentions the discourse function of negation of 

linking a sentence to the preceding talk in general, although he does not specifically 

discuss the discourse functions of negatives.  Yamanashi discusses the role of 

metaphorical process in the grammatical development of the negative nai and other 

indirect negatives in Japanese, and this pragmatic factor is probably also essential to 

the semantic link of meiyou, since the original meaning of meiyou is similar to that of 

nai. 

 

2.1.3 Interim summary 

In Section 2.1, I reviewed three studies of negation in Mandarin Chinese and two 

in other languages for comparison.  Some of the analyses pay attention to the 

pragmatic-discourse use of negation, though the findings are still based on isolated 

sentences.   

I discussed Li and Thompson’s (1981), Chu’s (1999), and Wiedenhof’s (1993) 

researches on negation in Mandarin Chinese.  They all focus on the 

morpho-syntactic structure, the semantics, and the scope of negation, as well as the 

correlation of negatives with other linguistic elements.  Wiedenhof’s research is 

different from the other two in that it is based on interpersonal talk, although it leaves 

the discourse functions of negatives aside as well.  As for the studies of negation in 

other languages, I reviewed Givon (1978) and Yamanashi (2000), since both of them 

focus on the pragmatically motivated meaning of negation, rather than on the logical 

or syntactic perspective as many other studies do.  Givon claims that negation in 
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language concerns pragmatic presupposition, i.e., the speaker’s assumption of the 

hearer’s belief in the corresponding affirmative, which results in the marked behavior 

of negative in terms of distribution or psychological complexity.  Yamanashi (2000) 

points out the experiential basis of the grammatical development of negatives in 

Japanese, i.e., the metaphorical mapping of spatial items.  The core meaning of 

meiyou is also related to spatial cognition, but the negative develops into more 

abstract meanings later, and therefore can probably be accounted for by the 

metaphorical process as well. 

The three studies of negation in Mandarin Chinese and two in other languages 

either restrict their scope to examining negation in isolated single sentences or pay 

little attention to discourse factors.  In order to find out the functions of negatives 

that are different from those sentence-internal ones, we need to conduct a study based 

on interactional discourse.   

 

2.2 Related studies in discourse markers 

 The study of discourse markers (henceforth DM) has become important since the 

1980s (see the overview in Schourup 1999), and there has been vast literature on this 

topic.  We will review Schiffrin (1987) in Section 2.2.1, Fraser (1990) in Section 

2.2.2, and Schourup (1999) in Section 2.2.3, since all of them discuss DMs in terms of 

definition, features, and categorization.  We also review Traugott’s (1995b) 

discussion of the development of discourse markers in terms of grammaticalization, 

which is related to my later analysis in Chapter 3.  Section 2.2.5 is the interim 

summary. 

 

2.2.1 Schiffrin (1987) 

DMs are defined as ‘sequentially dependent elements which bracket units of talk’ 
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(Schiffrin 1987:31).  A DM brackets speech units anaphorically and cataphorically.  

It selects from the content of talk a relation between the upcoming speech units and 

the prior utterances, and displays the relation.  Schiffrin analyzes the discourse 

functions of the eleven lexical items: interjections oh and well, coordinators and, but, 

and or, conjunctions so and because, temporal adverbials now and then, and phrases I 

mean and you know.  Based on her analysis, Schiffrin proposes a discourse model, 

and discusses the distribution of the eleven terms in it.  The model includes five 

planes/components: (1) ideational structure, (2) information state, (3) exchange 

structure, (4) action structure, and (5) participation framework.  The ideational 

structure refers to the semantic component of utterances, including the indication of 

cohesive relation, topic relation, and functional relation.  Cohesive relation is 

established when the understanding of one clause is related to the information of its 

prior clause.  Topic relation refers to the organization of main topics and subtopics.  

Functional relation indicates the role of ideas as foreground or background 

information.  The information state concerns the participants’ organization and 

management of knowledge and meta-knowledge.  Knowledge refers to what 

speaker/hearer knows, and metaknowledge refers to speaker/hearer’s awareness of 

his/her own knowledge, and his/her selection of what knowledge to share.  The 

exchange structure refers to adjacency pairs, in which the speech content in 

first-pair-part would create a slot for the occurrence of the second-pair-part, e.g., a 

greeting-greeting pair, or a question-answer pair.  The action structure is related to 

the performative meaning of speech units, decoding speech-acts such as demanding, 

requesting, or declaring.  The participation framework concerns the social relation 

between the interlocutors, and the relation between the speaker and his/her utterances.  

The ways in which the speaker is related to the talk will affect the relation between 

him/her and the hearer (Schiffrin 1987:27).  A discourse marker would operate in all 
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of the five planes, and it would function prominently in one of them.  Schiffrin also 

suggests that the linguistic properties, such as referential meaning and syntactic 

properties, may contribute to the communicative effect of a discourse marker 

(Schiffrin 1987:317). 

Due to the observation that meiyou is similar to well, as both of them are used at 

the initial position of a response, we review Schiffrin’s analysis of well in further 

detail.  Schiffrin states that well operates primarily in the participation framework in 

the sense that it ‘anchors a speaker into an interaction as a respondent’ (Schiffrin 

1987:316).  Well functions secondly in other four planes, since it responds to (1) 

unexpected knowledge (information state), (2) the ideational content of a question and 

signals the speaker’s inability to offer a satisfactory answer (ideational structure), (3) 

the first-pair-part of a question-answer pair (exchange structure), and (4) the request 

in the prior speech (action structure).   

 Schiffrin puts forward the ‘indexical functions’ of DMs, i.e., providing 

contextual coordinates for an utterance by indexing it to the local contexts, which 

includes participants and text.  Well, for example, indexes an utterance to both the 

speaker and the hearer, in that its use by the hearer as a response in relation to the 

speaker’s question would instruct the speaker to alter the expectation for the following 

talk.  In text, it indexes an utterance to both prior/upcoming talk, since it marks that 

the expectations presented in the prior talk may not be actualized in the upcoming talk 

(Schiffrin 1987:323).  Schiffrin suggests that each DM has only one indexical 

function, which operates in different discourse planes and contributes to coherence 

(Schiffrin 1987:325).   

 Schiffrin also identifies the characteristics of a DM as follows (Schiffrin 

1987:328): 

(1) It has to be syntactically detachable from a sentence. 
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(2) It has to be commonly used in initial position of an utterance. 

(3) It has to have a range of prosodic contours, e.g. being followed by a pause, or 

phonological reduction. 

(4) It has to be able to operate at both local and global levels of discourse, and on 

different planes/components of discourse.   

It will be illustrated in my later analysis in Chapter 3 that meiyou can be considered as 

a discourse marker, since (1) it is syntactically detachable from a sentence without 

changing the meaning of the utterance, (2) it occurs at the initial position of an 

utterance, (3) it is followed by a pause and undergoes phonological reduction, and (4) 

it operates at both local and global levels of discourse. 

Schiffrin proposes a clear model in which five planes are differentiated in 

features, but her model focuses on the local coherence of talk, i.e. the coherence of the 

adjacent units of talk (Schiffrin 1987:24).  Although she suggests that the model ‘can 

be expanded to take into account the more global dimensions of coherence’ (Schiffrin 

1987:24), she does not discuss much what she means by the global level of talk, or 

how the model can operate at that level, e.g., how the exchange structure, related to 

adjacency pairs, works at the global level.  Nonetheless, her detailed analysis 

provides a unified treatment of the meaning and function of discourse markers.  Her 

model is also adopted in some of the analyses of discourse markers in Mandarin 

Chinese (see Yang 1992, Shen 1994). 

 In Section 2.2.1 I reviewed Schiffrin’s (1987) analysis of DMs in English and her 

analytical model, which focuses on the adjacent discourse units.  According to 

Schiffifrin, each DM operates prominently in one of the discourse planes in the model, 

and contributes to discourse coherence by displaying the relation of the following 

speech to the prior discourse.  It serves only one indexical function, relating an 

utterance to the contexts that include participants and text, and its function may be 
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correlated to its semantic and grammatical status.   

 

2.2.2 Fraser (1990) 

Fraser (1990) discusses the definition, type, properties, and meaning of discourse 

markers.  He defines discourse markers as expressions that ‘signal a sequential 

relationship between the current basic message and the previous discourse’ (p.383).  

Fraser claims that discourse markers are a class of commentary pragmatic markers6.  

Commentary markers encode an entire message, which signals both content and force, 

and constitutes a comment on the basic message.  They also signal speakers’ 

intention to relate the following message to the prior discourse.   

Fraser further discusses five properties of discourse markers.  First, they can be 

drawn out of any lexical inventory rather than be restricted to a single grammatical 

category.  Second, they serve an exclusive function, e.g., now as a discourse marker 

will not serve as a temporal adverb, which is its referential meaning.  The exclusive 

function does not affect the content meaning of a sentence.  Third, their typical 

position is the turn-initial position, and the other positions such as turn-internal or 

turn-final are acceptable but less frequent.  Fourth, their presence or absence will not 

alter the relation between the following speech and the foregoing utterances.  Fifth, 

they are distinguishable from interjections and vocatives in that the latter two encode 

an entire basic message, i.e., they stand alone as an independent expression, and do 

not signal the relationship of the units of talk.  Based on these properties, Fraser 

excludes oh, because, and y’know as examples of discourse markers, since oh 

functions as an interjection, because pertains to the relationship in propositional 

content, and y’know is treated to be a parallel marker, which encodes a message that is 

                                                 
6 There are other two markers: basic pragmatic markers and parallel pragmatic markers, and these three 
types of markers constitute the pragmatic meaning of sentences (pp.386-7).  
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separate from and offers additional information to the basic and/or commentary 

message (p.387).  In other words, all of the three lexical items do not fit the 

requirement of a discourse marker: indicating the sequential relationship in discourse.   

In terms of the meaning of a discourse marker, Fraser argues that ‘any reliance 

on content meaning is ill-founded’ (p.393), and that discourse markers should have 

distinct pragmatic meaning, which ‘captures some aspect of a speaker’s 

communicative intention’ (p.393).  He takes so as an example and suggests that its 

interpretation is dependent upon contexts, and is not restricted to the sense ‘result’ 

encoded in the content meaning of so.   

Fraser provides an approach to the study of DMs by discussing the definition, 

category, properties, and meaning of DMs.  However, there are three problems in his 

discussion.  First, he focuses on local level of talk, i.e., the sequential relationship 

between adjacent speech units, without considering the function of DMs in larger 

stretches of discourse.  Second, his differentiation between the ‘content meaning’ 

and the ‘core pragmatic meaning’ of a DM is not clear.  For example, he suggests 

that so would include a range of interpretations in different contexts, but he does not 

explain what the interpretations are, whether the interpretations are correlated or not, 

what the core pragmatic meaning of so is, and how it is different from its content 

meaning.  Third, his exclusion of interjections out of DMs is contradictory with his 

inclusion of well as a DM, since well is considered by him as an interjection (p.388).  

Nevertheless, Fraser offers a pragmatic perspective in the study of DMs, in that the 

meaning of a DM would be dependent on the speaker’s communicative intention in 

the contexts.   

 In this section, I have reviewed Fraser’s (1990) discussion of DMs in terms of 

their definition, categorization, and meaning.  Like Schiffrin, Fraser also defines 

DMs as expressions signaling the sequential relationships between discourse units.  

 20



However, unlike Schiffrin’s discussion of the functions of DMs at various dimensions, 

Fraser generally lumps all DMs into one class of commentary pragmatic markers.  

Moreover, Fraser rejects the contribution of semantic meaning to the meaning of DMs.  

He proposes that DMs have distinct core pragmatic meaning, which would be inferred 

from the situation in which they occur.  However, his discussion is limited to 

adjacency discourse units, his differentiation of core pragmatic meaning from the 

content meaning of a lexical item is not clear, and his exclusion of some lexical items 

as discourse markers is contradictory with his own argument.  In the next section, I 

will discuss Schourup (1999), which is an overview of the studies of DMs. 

 

2.2.3 Schourup (1999) 

Schourup (1999) gives an overview of the characteristics, meaning, and 

classification of DMs.  He identifies three main characteristics of DMs: (1) 

connectivity, (2) optionality, and (3) non-truth-conditionality.  Connectivity refers to 

the characteristics of DMs of ‘relating utterances or other discourse units’ (p.230).  

The units connected by DMs are a controversy.  Proponents of coherence-based 

models define discourse coherence as the local relation between adjacent utterances, 

and claim that the connected units are two utterances, while relevance theorists 

propose that DMs relate a proposition expressed by an utterance to larger contexts 

other than successive discourse units.  Nonetheless, DMs are generally considered to 

connect a linguistic element to the prior discourse.  The prior discourse can be (1) 

explicitly stated utterances, or (2) the speaker’s assumption based on the situation of 

talk, which may not be explicitly communicated in utterances (p.231).  The 

optionality of DMs is discussed from two aspects.  On the one hand, DMs are 

syntactically optional in that their absence will not influence the grammaticality of the 

connected utterances.  On the other hand, their omission does not affect the hearer’s 
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understanding of the relationship between the linguistic elements, although their 

presence would guide the hearer to the particular interpretation intended by the 

speaker.  The non-truth-conditionality of DMs contributes no effect to the 

truth-condition of the proposition of the speech, and distinguishes DMs from content 

words that would affect the truth-condition of sentences. 

The meaning of DMs is another controversial issue.  Some analysts claim that a 

DM would pertain to the propositional meaning, while other analysts declare that the 

meaning of a DM is semantically opaque, and requires context-based inferential 

comprehension.  Moreover, most studies of DMs attempt to ‘isolate an invariant 

semantic content for each marker, usually referred to as its ‘core meaning’’ (p.249), 

whereas there are no criteria for validating the hypothesized meaning of the marker.  

The widely used means is the ‘use of outright intuitive judgments of meaning’ 

(p.255).  

Schourup discusses the four types of DMs: (1) topic markers, (2) contrastive 

markers, (3) elaborative markers, and (4) inferential markers.  Topic markers (e.g. 

now, anyway) signal the departure of the following utterances from the foregoing 

discourse.  Since the markers relate a single utterance to the prior larger text, they are 

thought to display more ‘global’ relations in discourse (p.257).  Contrastive markers 

(e.g. but, still) indicate that the following speech is in contrast with the precedent talk.  

They also signal the notion of cancellation, in that they can preface an utterance that 

cancels the speaker’s assumption encoded in the previous speech.  Elaborative 

markers (e.g. equally, moreover) indicate that the upcoming utterance is the 

refinement of the prior talk.  Inferential markers (e.g. after all, in other words) 

indicate that the following speech is a conclusion induced from the prior talk.  

According to Schourup, the classification of DMs is also a controversy in that the type 

and the number of categories are variable in different analyses.  Nevertheless, his 
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introduction of these types of markers provides a general idea of what functions DMs 

would serve.   

 Section 2.3.3 is the review of Schourup’s (1999) general discussion of DMs in 

terms of their characteristics, meaning, and categorization.  A DM links a linguistic 

unit to its adjacent linguistic units, or to some previously explicitly stated discourse or 

implicitly communicated assumptions.  It is optional, and its omission does not 

influence the truth-condition of the units it connects.  It is considered to have a core 

meaning, and can be classified into different types, although the criteria for the 

validation of the core meaning and the classification are points of controversy. 

 

2.2.4 Traugott (1995b) 

 Traugott (1995b) discusses the development of the three English lexical items: in 

fact, indeed, and besides, and its relation to grammaticalization.  Grammaticalization 

is ‘the process whereby lexical material in highly constrained pragmatic and 

morpho-syntactic contexts becomes grammatical’ (p.1)7.  According to Traugott, in 

fact, indeed and besides have developed from clause-final adverbials to sentential 

adverbs, and finally to discourse markers.  As discourse markers, these three items 

serve the function of elaboration.  They serve to ‘evaluate the relation of the 

upcoming text to that which precedes, and does not evaluate the proposition itself’ 

(p.13).  Their development is the subject of grammaticalization, in that they develop 

from a sentential constituent (an adverb) into a grammatical item (a discourse marker) 

(p.13), and their meaning shifts from concrete to abstract (p.2).  The process is 

concerned with pragmatic strengthening, such as conversational implicatures and 

inferences.  The development of discourse markers is a unidirectional process, since 

it follows a path whereby a clause-internal adverb shifts to a sentential adverb, and 
                                                 
7 The factors concerned with grammaticalization will be further discussed in Section 2.4. 
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then to a discourse marker, and not vice versa.  Its relation to decategorization, 

phonological reduction, generalization of meaning, increase in pragmatic function, 

and subjectification also suggests unidirectionality (p.14). 

Traugott points out that the development of discourse markers violates two of the 

recently-accepted criteria for grammaticalization: decrease in syntactic freedom 

(bonding) and reduced scope.  A lexical item that shifts into a discourse marker has 

increased syntactic freedom and scope, since it is syntactically disjunct rather than 

bonded, and its scope shifts from a verb phrase (VP) to a sentence (IP).  The 

violation shows that decrease in syntactic freedom and scope are not salient to 

grammaticalization.  In other words, in the process of grammaticalization, some 

lexical items will undergo decrease in syntactic freedom and scope, while others will 

have freer syntactic scope.  The development of discourse markers belongs to the 

latter.  Nevertheless, the development supports the hypothesis of unidirectionality. 

 Traugott’s study clarifies the role of the development of discourse markers in 

grammaticalization.  The shift of a lexical item into a discourse marker should be 

included in a theory of grammaticalization, since it is concerned with the abstraction 

of concrete meaning, pragmatic strengthening, subjectification, and unidirectionality, 

all of which are the salient characteristics of grammaticalization.  Her discussion is 

related to this thesis, since the discourse functions of meiyou exemplify the process of 

grammaticalization. 

 

2.2.5 Interim summary 

 In Section 2.2 we have discussed the studies of discourse markers in terms of 

definition, meaning, sub-classification, and the process of grammaticalization.  

Given Schiffrin’s (1987), Fraser’s (1990), and Schourup’s (1999) studies, discourse 

markers display the sequential relations between successive discourse units, which 
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range from single utterances to longer stretches of texts.  They are syntactically 

detachable from the utterance to which they are attached, and they do not contribute 

any semantic meaning to the proposition in the utterances connected by them.  The 

meaning of discourse markers would be inferable from contexts, or would be related 

to their original lexical meaning.  Discourse markers can be categorized into 

different types according to the functions they serve, and the functions would be 

observed from the interaction between the following utterances and the prior 

discourse.  Finally, discourse markers are often products of grammaticalization, as 

exemplified by the development of three adverbs in English, indeed, in fact, and 

besides.  All of the three adverbs illustrate the shift from clause-internal adverbials to 

sentential adverbs, and finally to markers of elaboration (Traugott 1995b).  The 

development is a unidirectional process, and it is concerned with pragmatic 

strengthening and subjectification.  All of the discussions provide a basis for my 

analysis of meiyou. 

 

2.3 Related studies of the discourse functions of negatives 

I cannot obtain any literature that focuses specifically on the discourse functions 

of negatives in Mandarin Chinese.  Nonetheless, I have found some studies of the 

discourse functions of negatives in languages other than Mandarin Chinese, one of 

which is Chang’s (1997) analysis of the two negatives bo and m in Taiwanese (Section 

2.3.1), and another is Cheshire’s (1999) study of the English negative never (Section 

2.3.2).  Both of them claim for the necessity of examining interactional discourse, 

because only in such data can the discourse functions of negatives that have been 

neglected at the sentential level be observed.  The target languages of these two 

studies are not Mandarin Chinese; nevertheless, their observations and analytic 

framework would offer support to my analysis of meiyou.  I will discuss Chang’s 
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study in more detail, since the target negatives and the theoretical framework in her 

study are closely related to my study.  Section 2.3.3 is the interim summary. 

 

2.3.1 Chang (1997) 

Chang (1997) studies the functions of the two negatives bo and m in Taiwanese 

spoken discourse.  She states that the meanings of bo and m change from negative 

morphemes to discourse connectives, and discusses their discourse functions 

according to their positions.  The initial bo develops from a sentential negator to a 

conditional marker and to a sequential connective.  The connective bo would 

continue to change into a turn-ending device, and the mechanism of change concerns 

inference in discourse and generalization of conditionality.  In addition, the 

referential meaning of bo has also developed from ‘negation’ to ‘denial of the truth of 

a statement’, and finally to a marker of the speaker’s strong puzzlement, which is 

derived from the implicature in speech contexts.  The function of the response bo is 

also discussed.  It preserves the referential meaning ‘negation’, although it operates 

in the interactional domain of ‘marking a denial or mitigating a potential disturbance’ 

(p.65).  The meaning of bo shifts from explicit to implicit, and the shift concerns the 

speaker’s attitude.   

M, the other target negative form, is also proposed to serve different discourse 

functions in the initial, medial, and final positions of an utterance.  The initial m 

serves as a conditional marker as the initial bo does, and the medial m and the final m 

mark the speaker’s inference in the speech, and maintain the listener’s attention in 

rhetorical questions.  The final m continues to develop into an adverbial conjunction, 

and marks the speaker’s strong assertion.  According to Chang, both bo and m have 

their negative meaning abstracted, and serve as connectives.  Their semantic change 

observes the paths proposed by Traugott (1988, 1989), which will be further discussed 
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in Section 2.4.3. 

Bo in the response is interesting to me because the discourse functions it serves 

are similar to those of meiyou in spoken Mandarin conversation.  Nevertheless, bo is 

the negative morpheme in Taiwanese, and the discourse functions it serves would not 

be all the same as those of meiyou.  Meiyou develops particular discourse functions, 

although its semantic variation follows the similar paths as bo does.   

Chang’s discussion of bo has three problems.  First, she separates the initial bo 

from the response bo without explaining the difference between these two subtypes.  

Since the response bo also occurs at the utterance-initial position, it needs to be 

explained why the response bo is not classified as the initial bo.  Second, the author 

does not clarify the connections among the discourse functions of bo.  She explains 

the development of the initial bo in terms of Traugott’s paths of semantic change 

(1989), but she does not adopt the same framework to account for the response bo.  

Nor does she discuss the relation between the functions of the initial bo and the 

response bo.  Third, Traugott (1988, 1989) proposes three tendencies of semantic 

change, and Chang only adopts Tendency 1 and 2 in the study, and neglects the third 

tendency.  She claims that Tendency 1 and 3 are both concerned with the speaker’s 

subjective perspective (Chang 1997:21), but she does not explain why she adopts 

Tendency 1 rather than Tendency 3 in the analysis, since in Traugott’s later research 

(Traugott 1995), Tendency 3 is considered as the major mechanism in semantic 

change.  Nonetheless, Chang’s study provides a guideline in this thesis. 

 

2.3.2 Cheshire (1999) 

Cheshire (1999) opposes the traditional study of negation based on isolated 

sentences and prescriptive grammar, and studies the meaning and functions of the 

English negative never in conversation.  According to Cheshire, never in spoken 
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discourse does not always refer to its semantic equivalent not ever, signaling the 

meaning of universal temporal negation (i.e. negation on any occasion), as is argued 

by the traditional study of never.  Rather, it functions as a marker of strong negation, 

i.e., an emphatic negator, whose time reference is dependent upon the linguistic 

contexts in which it occurs 8 , and serves different discourse functions in the 

interactional talk.  According to Cheshire, never concerns addressee-involvement, 

and this feature is realized in five aspects.  First, never is used to negate the 

presupposition made by the interlocutor in the previous turn.  The negation oriented 

toward the previous utterances helps the speaker to ‘ensure that their interlocutors’ 

orientation to the topic is in tune with their own’ (p.37).  In other words, never plays 

the interactional role in ‘ensuring the coherence of emerging discourse’ (p.38).  By 

negating the addressee’s presupposition and tuning their orientation to the speaker’s, 

the speaker can make the discourse coherent.  Second, never invites the addressee to 

fix the time reference of the negation on the basis of the speech contexts and his/her 

knowledge of the world.  Third, never suggests the speaker’s interests in the 

interlocutor’s speech, and his/her intention to elicit longer speech from the 

interlocutor.  Fourth, never helps secure the interlocutor’s interests in narratives, and 

allows the current speaker to take an extended turn.  Fifth, since never is related to 

addressee-involvement, in the potential face-threatening occasions such as arguments, 

it can be used with other linguistic features as a politeness device, oriented to the 

interlocutor’s positive face9.  Cheshire further discusses the correlation between the 

syntactic structure with never in arguments and the ‘serial effect’ in conversation, i.e., 

‘a preference for similar clausal patterns to occur within a section of discourse’ (p.44).  

                                                 
8 Cheshire suggests that never frequently refers to a single past event in both ‘standard’ (educated adult 
speech) and ‘non-standard’ (dialects) English.  The finding is against sociolinguists’ argument that the 
use of never in referring to a single past event is less frequent in the speech of the educated. 
9 Brown and Levinson (1987) offer a detailed discussion on politeness and face-threatening acts (FTA). 
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The serial effect is related to conversational harmony in that interlocutors 

cooperatively produce the similar syntactic patterns.  The absence of syntactic 

harmony, therefore, indicates the absence of discourse harmony.  According to 

Cheshire, never is used in arguments to mark the syntactic and discourse disharmony.  

In other words, its appearance suggests the breakdown of the serial effect and the 

disharmony in conversation.   

 Cheshire explains the use of never in terms of the Neg First principle and 

Negative Cycle (Jespersen 1917).  According to Jespersen, the original negative 

would be weakened, and its meaning would be strengthened through another negative.  

The negative that replaces the original negative would undergo the same development 

as the original negative as well.  The development of never conforms to Jespersen’s 

Neg First principle in that it functions as an emphatic negator and replaces not, which 

has lost its meaning of emphatic negation.  It may follow the Negative Cycle later as 

it no longer retains the emphatic meaning and is replaced by another negative.   

 Cheshire’s study goes beyond intuition and the traditional sentence-based 

analysis of linguistic forms.  Many of the discourse functions that cannot be found in 

sentence-based analysis are discovered in interactional data.  Nevertheless, she does 

not clarify the relation of these discourse functions to its semantic meaning, e.g., how 

the feature of addressee-involvement is related to the meaning of negation.  Nor does 

she discuss the factor for the development of never in discourse.  The Neg First 

principle and the Negative Cycle principle can only describe the tendency of the 

development of negatives, but they cannot explain why such a development occurs.   

 

2.3.3. Interim summary 

In Section 2.3, I have reviewed Chang’s (1997) and Cheshire’s (1999) studies of 

the discourse functions of negatives.  Chang analyzes the two Taiwanese negatives 
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bo and m, and Cheshire examines the functions of the English negative never.  Both 

studies are based on spoken discourse.  Chang discusses the semantic change of bo 

and m according to their different positions in an utterance.  The initial bo develops 

from a sentential negator into a connective, and into a marker of the speaker’s strong 

puzzlement; bo as a response retains the meaning of negation, only that the negation 

operates at the interactional dimension and displays the speaker’s intention.  The 

initial m also develops into a connective, and the medial m and the final m function as 

the marker of the speaker’s inference and strong assertion.  Chang also identifies the 

possible paths for the meaning change.  Cheshire discusses the discourse functions 

of never according to its feature of addressee-involvement: (1) inviting the addressee 

to fix the time reference of the negative according to the context, (2) adjusting the 

addressee’s orientation to the topic as directed by the speaker, (3) displaying the 

speaker’s interests towards the addressee’s speech, (4) allowing the speaker to take an 

extended turn, and (5) functioning as a politeness device in arguments.  She also tries 

to explain the development of never as a negative marker in terms of the Neg First 

principle.   

 Both of the studies provide a direction for my study of meiyou.  They suggest 

that the study of negatives should not be limited to the sentential level, and they raise 

the importance of interactional data in analyzing the discourse functions of negatives.   

 

2.4 Theoretical framework 

In this section, I introduce the theoretical framework that will be used in my 

analysis of the extensional uses of meiyou in discourse.  The framework concerns 

semantic change and grammaticalization.  In this thesis, the grammaticalization of 

meiyou is studied from the synchronic perspective, including the syntactic, 

discourse-pragmatic phenomenon, i.e., the fluid patterns of language use (Hopper and 
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Traugott 1993:2).  Grammaticalization involves two mechanisms: reanalysis and 

analogy (Hopper and Traugott 1993).  Reanalysis refers to local, linear and 

syntagmatic reorganization of the underlying phonological, syntactic, or semantic 

structure.  In other words, it is concerned with rule change.  The process of 

reanalysis is covert, not directly observable from the surface.   Analogy, on the other 

hand, involves the paradigmatic organization of the surface patterns, i.e., the rule 

generalization within the linguistic system or community.  Analogical process is 

overt, observable from the surface manifestation.  Hopper and Traugott illustrate the 

interaction between these two mechanisms by means of the example be going to10.  

Both mechanisms are linked with pragmatic inferencing, which is regarded as an 

important force motivating grammaticalization.  Pragmatic inferencing manifests in 

two ways: metaphorical and metonymic.  The metaphorical process concerns rule 

spread (analogy), and the metonymic process concerns reanalysis.  Traugott and 

Dasher (2002) call these two processes ‘metaphorization’ and ‘metonymization’ 

respectively.  These two processes take place before the occurrence of the bleaching 

of semantic features (i.e. desemanticization), which is proposed to be in the later 

stages of grammaticalization (Traugott 1988:406-7).  Metaphorization and 

metonymization are introduced in Section 2.4.1 and Section 2.4.2 respectively.  

Traugott’s (1988, 1989) framework, which is concerned with these two processes, will 

be discussed in Section 2.4.3.  Metonymization, moreover, is claimed to be 

concerned with the speaker’s subjective perspective toward what is said, i.e., 

subjectification (Traugott 1995a, Traugott and Dasher 2002); therefore, the relation of 

subjectifcation to grammaticalization is discussed in Section 2.4.4.  The hypothesis 

of unidirectionality is independently introduced in Section 2.4.5.  Section 2.4.6 is the 

                                                 
10 The construction changes from a progressive form with the directional verb and a purposive clause, 
to an auxiliary signaling futurity.  The change process is discussed in detail (Hopper and Traugott 
1993:61), and illustrates that reanalysis occurs before analogy in the process of semantic change. 

 31



interim summary. 

 

2.4.1 Metaphorical mapping process and semantic change 

 Sweetser (1988) discusses the role of metaphor in historical semantic change.  

In the process of metaphorical mapping, a lexical item undergoes semantic bleaching 

and loses its semantic features, and the concrete meaning encoded in the lexical item 

transfers into a more abstract sense.  The path of meaning-transfer can be presented 

by means of a linear image-schematic structure.  One of the examples is the motion 

verb go, which changes from the concrete meaning, i.e., a spatial movement, to the 

abstract meaning of temporal futurity.  In other words, the experience of space is 

mapped onto the experience of time.  Go has lost its meaning of physical motion, 

and gains the new meaning of future predication.  The path of the semantic change 

of go is linear in that the concrete spatial motion changes into the abstract proceeding 

in the temporal flow.  Sweetser claims that meaning-transfer is unidirectional, since 

meaning usually shifts from concrete to abstract.   

Sweetser (1990) also discusses the meaning-shift of perception verbs (e.g. see, 

hear, taste, and feel) in their historical semantic development.  Similar to the 

example of go, perception verbs also develop the meaning of physical sensations 

(concrete) into that of mental activities (abstract).  For example, the sense of vision 

changes into the sense of internal intellection, since the physical grasping of sight is 

mapped onto the mental control, which signals the speaker’s understanding of 

knowledge.  Therefore, the term I see indicates the meaning ‘I understand’ (Sweetser 

1990:43).  The connections between the physical and the internal sensations are not 

random correspondences.  Rather, they show the analogous process whereby the 

concrete physical action shifts to more abstract mental sensation.  The process is 

referred to as the conceptual metaphor (Sweetser 1990:45).  In other words, the 
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metaphorical mapping suggests a general and systematic progress of semantic change, 

in which meaning of a lexeme shifts from concrete to abstract.   

Moreover, Sweetser discusses the meaning development of modals (Sweetser 

1988).  May, for instance, shifts from the modal sense of possibility to the epistemic 

possibility, and to the meaning of permission.  The meaning-shift can be explained 

by an image-schematic structure, presenting the correlation between may as a 

potential barrier, and an action/event as a path.  As a potential barrier, may does not 

restrict the progressing of the path, and the non-restriction indicates the sense of 

possibility.  The objective possibility develops into an epistemic meaning, indicating 

the speaker’s certainty of the possibility of an event.  The epistemic possibility of 

may further transfers into the meaning of permission, and signals the speaker’s 

authority at the interpersonal dimension.  The meaning of permission indicates that 

the speaker neither prevents nor requires the addressee’s action, and the 

permission-recipient is neither constrained to act nor refrained from the action 

(Sweetser 1988:397).  The semantic change in may illustrates the metaphorical 

process, in which the social permission is the mental analogue of the physical ability 

in the real world (Sweetser 1990:30).  Sweetser’s proposal of the metaphorical 

extension in the development of epistemic meaning of lexical items is questioned by 

Traugott (1989), who contends that the epistemic meaning is developed from the 

inference made in the contexts, not from metaphorical mapping.  The process related 

to pragmatic inference in contexts will be specified in Section 2.4.2 and Section 2.4.3. 

To summarize, Sweetser explains the grammaticalization of lexical items in 

terms of the metaphorical mapping process.  The path of the meaning-transfer is 

unidirectional, from concrete to abstract. 

 

2.4.2 Metonymy in semantic change 
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 Like metaphor, metonymy is a pragmatic phenomenon.  While the metaphorical 

mapping process deals with cognitive problems, the metonymic process solves 

communicative problems.  It concerns the meaning changes arising out of the 

contiguity in linguistic contexts (Hopper and Traugott 1993, Traugott and Dasher 

2002).  The meaning that is associated with the interaction of contexts is called 

conceptual association (Hopper and Traugott 1993:81).  A lexical item that 

undergoes metonymic processes has indexical function because it points out relations 

in contexts.  In other words, metonymy relates to the meaning that is based on 

speaker-hearer interaction, and on the discourse contexts, which would be covertly 

implicated.  The metonymic process also concerns the conventionalization of 

conversational implicature (Traugott 1988:411), in that the meaning that is implied in 

contexts would be generalized.  It is related to the strengthening of the Principle of 

Informativeness: ‘Read as much into an utterance as is consistent with what you know 

about the world’ (Levinson 1983:146-7)11.  This process is exemplified by some 

cases in historical semantics, e.g., the developments of the concessive while or the 

epistemic meaning of the modal verb will.   

 

2.4.3 Traugott’s (1988, 1989) framework 

By examining the historical semantic change of lexical items, Traugott (1988, 

1989) puts forward three tendencies of semantic change.  Tendency I and II are 

related to metaphorization, and Tendency III to metonymization.   

 
Semantic-pragmatic Tendency I: 
Meanings situated in the external described situation > meanings situated in the 
internal (evaluative/perceptual/cognitive) situation. 
 
                                                 
11 Traugott and Dasher (2002) state that the Principle of Informativeness is concerned with Grice’s 
(1975) the Maxim of Quantity and the Maxim of Relation. 
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Semantic-pragmatic Tendency II: 
Meanings based in the external or internal described situation > meanings based in the 
textual and meta-linguistic situation. 
 
Semantic-pragmatic Tendency III: 
Meanings tend to become increasingly based in the speaker’s subjective belief 
state/attitude toward the proposition. 
 

Traugott declares that Tendency I is fed to Tendency II, and both are related to 

metaphorical extension, i.e., the abstraction of the concrete lexical meaning.  The 

meaning-shift from concrete to abstract relates to ‘loss of meaning that references 

activity in the described situation’ (Traugott 1988:408), and encodes the speaker’s 

viewpoint.  In other words, the concrete meaning encoded in the lexical item for 

describing the situation in the real world transfers to abstract meaning for describing 

the speaker’s internal cognitive understanding (Tendency I), and to a textual 

connective or a speech-act device (Tendency II).  For instance, the preposition after 

shifts from a spatial preposition to a temporal preposition, and later to a textual 

connective (Traugott 1988:409).  The development of the verb observe obeys 

Tendency II, since it shifts the meaning of perception to the speech-act ‘state that’ 

(Traugott 1989:35).  Tendency I and II solve the cognitive problems, and do not take 

contexts into consideration. 

 Tendency III is separated from the other two tendencies since it concerns 

conventionalization of conversational implicature in speech contexts rather than 

metaphorical extension.  The meaning-transfer from conversational to conventional 

implicature signals the part-for-whole relation encoded in metonymy, since the 

meaning that is inferred from the contexts is generalized.   Tendency III is also 

concerned with the speaker’s subjective perspective, in that meaning is based on the 

speaker’s intention to fulfill the communicative purpose, and requires pragmatic 
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inference from the speech contexts.  For example, the meaning of permission in the 

modal auxiliary may in You may go implicates the speaker’s expectation of the 

addressee’s leaving.  In other words, Tendency III (metonymic change) is 

context-based, and associates with the speaker’s subjective attitude toward the 

communication.  It is concerned with my analysis of meiyou, in that the meanings of 

meiyou in discourse are also associated with the interactions between contiguous 

contexts, pragmatic inferences, and the speaker’s attempt to regulate communication. 

 According to Traugott, the speaker’s point of view plays a role in both Tendency 

I and II (metaphor) and Tendency III (metonymy).  Tendency I and II are related to 

the internal evaluative/perceptual/cognitive situation, which concerns the speaker’s 

subjective perspective, and Tendency III also relates to the speaker’s attitude toward 

the interpersonal communication.  Therefore, Traugott (1995a) puts more focus on 

the role of the speaker’s mental belief in the process of grammaticalization, which 

will be introduced in Section 2.4.4. 

 To sum up, Traugott (1988, 1989) suggests three tendencies of semantic change, 

which operate in the early stages of grammaticalization.  Tendency I and II account 

for the process of metaphorical mapping, in which the concrete meaning of a lexical 

item transfers to be abstract.  Tendency III concerns metonymic change, which 

strengthens the effect of contexts and the speaker’s attitude toward or belief in what 

s/he is saying.  Notions such as conceptual association (Hopper and Traugott 1993), 

pragmatic inferences (e.g. Principle of Informativeness) (Levinson 1983), and 

speaker-hearer interaction, including the speaker’s intention and the hearer’s 

interpretation, are especially useful in our analysis. 

 

2.4.4 Subjectivity and subjectification 

 Subjectivity refers to the speaker’s point of view in discourse, and 
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subjectification means ‘the structures or strategies that languages evolve in the 

linguistic realization of subjectivity or the relevant process of linguistic evolution 

themselves’ (Finegan 1995:1).  Traugott (1995a) further discusses the role of 

subjecfication in grammaticalization.  She defines subjectification as ‘a 

pragmatic-semantic process whereby meanings become increasingly based in 

speaker’s subjective belief state/attitude toward the proposition’ (Traugott 1995a:32), 

which is parallel to the third tendency of semantic change proposed by her (Traugott 

1988, 1989).  She claims that concrete and objective lexical meaning would shift to 

abstract meaning due to repeated use, and the development of abstract functions is 

related to subjectification.  For instance, the development of futurity of the motion 

verb go is considered to arise from the conventionalization of the conversational 

implicature.  Another example is while, which shifts from a temporal adverbial 

describing concrete states of affairs to the speaker’s assessment of the contrast 

between propositions.  These examples suggest the increase in subjectification in 

semantic change, whose motivation is concerned with the speaker’s intention to 

regulate communication. 

 Traugott also states that subjectification is a unidirectional process, in that the 

accessible propositional meaning becomes obscure, and the meaning is increasingly 

dependent on the speaker’s intention to fulfill the purposes for communication.  The 

effect of subjectification in grammaticalization is not limited in a single dimension, 

but rather, it involves separate processes as follows (Traugott 1995a:48). 

 
Propositional function                   Discourse function 
Objective meaning                      Subjective function 
Non-epistemic modality                  Epistemic modality 
Non-syntactic subject                    Syntactic subject 
Syntactic subject                        Speaking subject 
Full, free form                          Bonded form 
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The process of subjectification is correlated with the early stages of 

grammaticalization of linguistic elements.  It is not related to bleaching of semantic 

features, but to strengthening of the speaker’s subjective stance.  Subjectification is a 

major factor in semantic change and is not limited to the process of 

grammaticalization.  It gives rise to intersubjectification, which concerns the 

speaker’s attention to the addressee’s participation in the process of information 

exchange (see Traugott and Dasher 2002:20). 

 Section 2.4.4 introduced Traugott’s (1995a) proposal of subjectification in 

grammaticalization.  Subjectification is ‘characteristic of all domains of 

grammaticalization’ (Traugott 1995a:46), which signals the significance of the 

speaker’s attitude toward the speech proposition in the process of meaning-shift.  

The process of subjectification manisfests unidirectionality since the speaker’s 

subjective perspective in discourse is increasingly reinforced.  It is at work in the 

early stages of grammaticalization, and aims at strengthening of speaker’s attempt to 

‘increase the informativeness to the interlocutor of what is being said’ (Traugott 

1995a:49).   

 

2.4.5 Unidirectionality 

 The hypothesis of unidirectionality is one of the characteristics of 

grammaticalization.  The change of a lexical item is from A to B, but not vice versa 

(Hopper and Traugott 1993:95, Traugott and Dasher 2002:81).  Sweetser (1988, 

1990) discusses the metaphorical change of lexical items from concrete meaning to 

abstract meaning.  For example, the verb go in the construction be going to has 

shifted from a concrete spatial verb to the abstract sense of futurity.  Traugott (1982) 

claims that meaning change would follow the order: propositional > ((textual) > 

 38



(expressive)), and the reverse order is highly unlikely.  The three tendencies 

proposed by Traugott (1988, 1989) for semantic change are also a unidirectional 

process (cf. Section 2.4.3).  Traugott’s (1995a) discussion of the increase in the 

speaker’s subjectivity in grammaticalization in terms of six processes also reflects 

unidirectionality (cf. Section 2.4.4).  Traugott’s (1995b) proposal of the development 

of discourse markers also follows a unidirectional path, since lexical items shift from 

concrete words/phrases (adverbs) to grammatical items (discourse markers) (cf. 

Section 2.2.4).  Unidirectionality is related to my analysis, since the development of 

meiyou also observes a one-way path. 

 

2.4.6 Interim summary 

 In Section 2.4 I introduced the theoretical framework for my study of the 

discourse functions of meiyou.  The theoretical framework concerns 

grammaticalization, which refers to the unidirectional semantic change process 

whereby a content word reduces its lexical meaning and develops the grammatical 

status.  The process is concerned with two main mechanisms: metaphorical 

extension and metonymic change, both of which involve pragmatic inferencing at 

work.  The metaphorical process observes the meaning-transfer from concrete to 

abstract, and it operates on the cognitive domain.  The metonymic process 

emphasizes the conceptual association of meaning with the contiguity in contexts, and 

the conventionalization of conversational implicature.  It is also concerned with 

speakers’ attitude toward the situation of talk and their attempt to be more informative 

to the interlocutors, and it concerns the interactional domain.  Traugott’s (1988, 1989) 

framework, inclusive of three tendencies, is concerned with these two mechanisms.  

Metaphor and metonymy represent the early stages of grammaticalization, and they 

are related to the strengthening of speaker-based meaning, rather than semantic 
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feature loss.  Metonymic change is also referred to as the process of subjectification, 

which is considered to be ubiquitous in all domains of grammaticalization.  The two 

mechanisms are related to unidirectionality, which is an important hypothesis in 

grammaticalization. 

 

2.5 The influence of Taiwanese on Taiwan Mandarin 

Cheng (1985) conducts a comparison of Taiwanese (Tw), Taiwan Mandarin (TM) 

and Peking Mandarin (PM) in terms of syntactic features and the marking of lexical 

forms in different tenses and aspects.  He claims that the syntactic features of TM 

tend to follow those of Tw or other non-Mandarin Southern dialects rather than PM.  

One of the reasons for the tendency is that since native Taiwanese speakers take up 

more than 80% of the population of Taiwan, they would inevitably carry the 

grammatical features of Tw over to Mandarin, which they learn as a second-language.  

鄭 (1989) states that the Taiwanese counterpart of meiyou is bo in his comparison 

between Taiwanese and Mandarin lexical items, and discusses the semantic meaning 

and syntactic features of these two items.  According to Chang (1997), the 

Taiwanese negative bo has gone beyond the sentential level and serves various 

discourse functions.  Since the grammatical features of TM would be affected by 

those of Taiwanese, it is likely that the rise of the discourse functions of meiyou in 

Taiwan Mandarin is related to the influence of Taiwanese.  Nevertheless, it requires 

further cross-linguistic study to prove such a relation.   

 

2.6 Studies of the lexical meaning of meiyou 

Schiffrin (1987) observes that the discourse functions of a lexical item would be 

related to its semantic (propositional) meaning.  Therefore, before we discuss the 

discourse functions of meiyou, we need to discuss its lexical meaning to see how it 
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can be related to the various functions of meiyou in discourse.  劉 et al. (1983), Li 

and Thompson (1981), and 呂  (1980) all give their definition of meiyou by 

discussing its syntactic category and structure, and semantic features. 

劉 et al. (1983) see meiyou as two separate content words, the adverb mei and the 

existential verb you.  You denotes the meaning of ‘possession’ or ‘existence’, and mei 

is the negator of the verb.  For example, the negative sentence wo meiyou shu 我沒

有書 ‘I don’t have any books’ is opposite to the declarative sentence wo you shu 我

有書 ‘I have books’.  The negative sentence wo meiyou shu can be replaced by the 

sentence wo mei shu, since you can be omitted in many cases except in the 

clause-final position.  However, 劉 et al. do not explain how the adverb mei can 

function as a verb.  Their brief introduction says little about the meaning and 

function of meiyou as a whole term.  The rule that meiyou is the only acceptable 

construction as a response when it is not followed by any other constituents is also 

countered by the examples in which mei occurs in the clause-final position (see Chu 

1999:143) or stands alone as response (see Wiedenhof 1993:103).  Nevertheless, this 

rule explains why meiyou is the preferred form as a negative response in conversation, 

since almost all of the tokens in my data come in the form meiyou. 

   Li and Thompson (1981) offer a detailed discussion on meiyou.  In their study 

of the four negative forms (bu, bie, mei, and meiyou) in Mandarin Chinese, meiyou is 

treated as the combination of the negative mei and the existential verb you.  While 

mei is the negative of the existential verb you, and denotes the meaning of 

‘non-existence’ of an entity or an abstract idea, e.g., na ge gushi hen mei(you) yisi 那

個故事很沒(有)意思 ‘This story is not very interesting’ (p.416), meiyou as a whole 

denotes the meaning ‘noncompletion’, e.g., chuan meiyou chen 船沒有沉 ‘The ship 

didn’t sink’/‘The ship hasn’t sunk’(p.425), in which the meaning of the existential 

verb you is lost.  In terms of position, meiyou usually follows a subject and precedes 
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a verb phrase; its scope of negation focuses on the verb phrase.  In the A-not-A 

question12 in which meiyou is at the final position, e.g., ta mai le piao meiyou 他買了

票沒有 ‘Did he buy tickets?’, the scope of the negation is still thought to be on the 

verb phrase, in that the question can be presented in another construction, i.e., ta you 

mei you mai piao, in which meiyou precedes the verb phrase (VP)13.  As for function, 

in addition to denying the completion of an event/action, meiyou can also express 

comparison of ‘inferiority’, e.g., wo meiyou ta gao 我沒有他高 ‘I am not as tall as 

s/he is’.  It can deny what someone else has stated or implied in the prior speech, 

which is a noticeable function since it is dependent on interactional talk.  The given 

example (p.417) is the discussion between A and B about A’s cooking, and is modified 

and presented here. 

 

(2.1) 

1  B: 那   你   現在     很    會         做    飯    吧? 
         na   ni    xianzai   hen   hui        zuo   fan    ba? 
         that  you   now     very  know:how  make  food   Q 

‘In that case, now you must really know how to cook, right?’ 
 

> 2  A: 沒    有. 
       mei   you. 
       not   exist  

‘No.’ 

Li and Thompson simply refer meiyou to the sense ‘not exist’ and to the denial of the 

implicit claim in the prior question.  They do not explain why they treat the response 

as two separate words (mei + you) instead of a coded form (meiyou).  Moreover, they 

neither give the English translation of the response nor discuss what the phrase ‘not 

                                                 
12 The A-not-A question is a type of disjunctive question, which presents a choice between an 
affirmative sentence and its negative counterpart for the respondent (Li and Thompson 1981:535).   
13 This construction is derived due to the influence of Southern dialects.  The detailed discussion is in 
Chapter 12 of the book (12.4 Negation and Aspect). 
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exist’ refers to.  Nor do they distinguish the type difference between example (2.1) 

and other examples in which meiyou occurs in single independent sentences, or the 

syntactic structure difference between meiyou occurring alone as a response and as a 

part of a sentence.  They do not tell whether meiyou can be used interchangeably 

with mei as an independent response, either.  Nevertheless, this example shows that 

meiyou can stand alone as a negative response in conversation by replacing a 

complete sentence.  In short, Li and Thompson’s observation and comparison of 

negatives are detailed, but the discussion is based on the syntactic structure, and the 

negatives are semantically regarded as a constituent (e.g. VP) negator. 

呂 (1980) considers meiyou as the variation form of mei.  In his classification, 

meiyou can be a verb or an adverb, and is related to different syntactic structures and 

functions.  As a verb, meiyou is the negative of you, and it is used to (1) negate 

possession or existence, (2) express comparison of inferiority, or (3) express 

insufficiency in amount.  As an adverb, meiyou is combined with a VP or an 

adjectival phrase (AP), and serves to negate the occurrence or completion of an action 

or change of state.  In a question, meiyou can (1) follow a VP or an AP at the ending 

position to form an A-not-A question, or (2) occur in the structure meiyou + V/Adj + 

ma14 to express doubt or surprise and seek for confirmation (e.g. ni meiyou chi ma 你

沒有吃嗎 ‘Didn’t you eat?’).  In addition, meiyou can stand alone as a negative 

response to yes-no questions.  呂gives a clear classification of the syntactic 

categories and functions of meiyou, but the discussion is limited to the sentential level 

as well, and the discourse functions are left unexplained. 

Li and Thompson (1981), 劉 et al. (1983), and 呂 (1980) give a detailed 

discussion of the position, meaning, and function of meiyou.  Meiyou usually 

precedes a noun phrase (NP), a VP or an AP in a negative expression, and occurs at 
                                                 
14 Ma is a final question particle. 
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the ending position in an A-not-A question.  The features of meiyou can be 

pinpointed as follows: (1) syntactically, meiyou can be a verb or an adverb, and can be 

reduced to the form mei; (2) it is regarded as a constituent negator, whose scope is on 

a NP, a VP or an AP; (3) semantically, meiyou conveys the meaning ‘negation’; (4) it 

denies the existence/possession of some entity, or the occurrence/completion of an 

action/event; (5) it can occur alone as a response to a yes-no question.  These 

features summarize the meaning and functions of meiyou within a sentence/clause.  

Nonetheless, the observations are based on single sentences with no attention paid to 

discourse.  There are other functions observable when meiyou is examined in larger 

stretches of discourse, and these context-based functions may not be explainable 

simply in terms of syntactic structure or truth-conditional semantics.  In the next 

chapter we will discuss these functions.   

 
2.7 Summary 

 In Chapter 2 I reviewed the literature related to meiyou, including the studies in 

(1) negation, (2) discourse markers, (3) discourse functions of negatives, (4) the 

theoretical framework that will be applied in the following analysis, (5) the influence 

of Taiwanese on Taiwan Mandarin, and (6) the lexical meaning of meiyou.  The 

studies of negation generally focus on the syntactic structure and semantic content of 

the lexical items in single sentences, and pay little attention to their uses as can be 

seen in interactional discourse.  Since my study aims at the discourse functions of 

the negative meiyou and its use as a discourse marker, I reviewed the studies of 

discourse markers and of the discourse functions of negatives.  The theoretical 

framework in this thesis is concerned with grammaticalization and its two 

mechanisms: metaphorization and metonymization, both of which are related to 

pragmatic inferencing processes, subjectification, and the hypothesis of 
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unidirectionality.  Traugott’s (1988, 1989) framework illustrates how these two 

mechanisms are at work in different tendencies of semantic change.  I also discussed 

the influence of Taiwanese on the discourse uses of meiyou.  Since Taiwan Mandarin 

is considered to be influenced by Taiwanese, the rise of the discourse functions of 

meiyou may be connected with the discourse uses of the Taiwanese negative bo.  

Nonetheless, it requires a cross-linguistic study to prove such a connection.  Then I 

turned to review the lexical meaning of meiyou in terms of the syntactic and semantic 

features offered by previous studies.  These studies are based on single sentences, 

and they overlook the role of context.  Unless the interaction between participants in 

spoken discourse is taken into consideration, the discourse functions and the expanded 

uses of meiyou beyond the sentential level will remain unclear.  In the next chapter, I 

will discuss the discourse functions of meiyou. 
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