Chapter Four

Conclusion

4.1 General findings

This thesis studies the discourse functions of the negative meiyou in spoken
Taiwan Mandarin Chinese. It attempts to observe the discourse-pragmatic uses of
meiyou that are usually disregarded in many of the single-sentence-based studies.
Through the data collected from actual talk and the approach of Conversation
Analysis (CA), i.e., to find regular patterns by observing tokens in conversation, the
various functions of meiyou are identified. The research questions posed in Chapter
One are: (1) What functions does meiyou serve in spoken Mandarin discourse? (2)
What are the relationships among these functions? (3) What is the semantic variation
of meiyou? (4) What are the possible factors in such a variation?

The discourse functions of meiyou in spoken Mandarin Chinese are analyzed
based on two different levels of discourse: the local level and the global level. The
local level refers to either an adjacency pair or a three-move structure and a
pre-sequence structure, which encompass an adjacency pair. At the local level,
meiyou usually occurs at the initial position of the second-part of an adjacency pair.
It is usually used for (1) negation, (2) mitigation, and (3) evasion. The negation
function either explicitly denies the truth-condition of the statement in the
first-pair-part, or implicitly denies the assumption/suggestion in the speech in the
first-pair-part. The implicit negation suggests that meiyou has gone beyond the
sentential use, i.e., as a constituent negator. The mitigation function is to minimize

(1) the compliment/gratitude expressions in the first-pair-part, or (2) the questioner’s
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expectation of a significant response in the first-pair-part and the speech in the
second-pair-part, or (3) the weight of a favor, also known as a face-threatening act, in
the upcoming speech. The evasion function suggests the speaker’s inability to offer
an informative response to the question in the first-pair-part, even though s/he
conforms to the conversational demand, i.e., taking the turn and filling in the slot in
the second-pair-part. The functions of mitigation and evasion also signal implicit
negation. The mitigation function negates (1) the credit of the expressions of
compliment or gratitude, (2) the questioner’s expectation of a significant answer/the
importance of the upcoming speech, and (3) the force of the upcoming
face-threatening act. The evasion negates the relevance of the question in the
first-pair-part to the situation of talk. The functions of mitigation and evasion further
convey the speaker’s attitude toward the prior or upcoming speech. In addition,
except for the negation function, which displays the backward-looking function, the
other two uses display both the backward-looking and the forward-looking functions.
The global level refers to the structure other than an adjacency pair; it is usually
a stretch of discourse larger than a single sentence. Meiyou usually occurs at the
beginning of the stretch of discourse. At the global level, meiyou is used for (1)
revision, (2) turn-taking, and (3) topic-shift. The revision function is oriented
toward the speech either made by the speaker him/herself or by other interlocutors.
The turn-taking function halts other interlocutors’ turn so as to win/hold the floor for
the speaker. The topic-shift function operates either in resuming a topic that was
interrupted or in introducing a new topic, which can be the one ended in the prior talk,
related to or irrelevant to the current talk. All of these three functions suggest
implicit negation. The revision function negates the informativeness of the prior
speech. The turn-taking function denies other interlocutors the right to take the turn.

The topic-shift function negates the relevance between two discourse units. The
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functions of revision of other interlocutors’ speech, turn-taking, and topic-shift
suggest the metalinguistic use of meiyou as a terminator of the current talk. Meiyou
as a revision marker and a topic-shift marker plays the role as a textual organizer.
These three global uses of meiyou look both backward and forward to texts, and they
are concerned with the speaker’s subjective perspective toward the situation of talk.
The six functions at the two levels were also contrasted with one another. At
the local level, the mitigation function is differentiated from the other two uses by
the pragmatic factors, such as the Maxim of Quantity, the Politeness Principle, and
the Face-threatening Act theory, since the other two uses are not related to these
factors in the way the mitigation use is. The negation use is differentiated from the
other two uses by the backward-looking/forward-looking function and the degree of
the subjectification of negation. It always looks backward to the prior text, and
conveys objective negation, while the other two look both backward and forward,
and signal subjective negation. The evasion function is differentiated from the
other two by the orientation of negation. It is oriented toward the content of a
question, while the other two the content of a statement. At the global level, the
revision function is distinguished from the turn-taking function in that the revision
function is concerned with speech modification, while the turn-taking function is
concerned with speech continuation. The turn-taking function is distinguished
from the other two uses in that it relates to turn-allotment, while the other two to
textual organization. The topic-shift function is distinguished from the other two in
that it is related to two topics, while the other two to only one.
These six functions can be compressed into five sub-types: (1) negation, (2)
mitigation, (3) revision, (4) turn-taking, and (5) topic-shift, with the evasion function
re-categorized as one type of revision. These five uses are similar in that (1) they

all occur at the initial position of a discourse unit, (2) except for the negation
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function, which looks backward to the prior text, the other four look both backward
and forward to the prior and upcoming texts, (3) they all respond to the preceding
speech, and (4) they are all concerned with implicit negation. Except for the
negation function, the other four functions of meiyou convey subjective negation, in
that the speaker’s attitude toward the prior/upcoming speech is concerned. The
distribution of these five functions indicates that both the local and the global uses of
meiyou are equally frequent. The implicit negation and the metalinguistic use are
the predominant characteristics of meiyou, and meiyou is frequently used as a textual
organizer that revises the speaker’s own speech or shifts topics.

The discourse uses of meiyou observe the three tendencies of semantic
development proposed by Traugott (1988, 1989). The use of meiyou as a discourse
marker and a terminator reflects Tendency I, since the meaning is based in the textual
or metalinguistic situation. The uses of mitigation, revision, turn-taking, and
topic-shift reflect Tendency III, also known as the process of subjectification, in that
they are concerned with the speaker’s subjective perspective toward the
prior/upcoming speech. The rise of the implicit sense of negation can also be
accounted for by Tendency IIl. The connections among the meanings of meiyou,
such as ‘negation of the existence of an entity’ (spatial) and ‘negation of the
possession of an entity’ or ‘negation of the completion/occurrence of an event’
(mental), which have been discussed in many studies, can be accounted for by
Tendency I, in that the meaning develops from concrete (spatial) to abstract (mental).
The factors concerned in such a variation are metaphorization and metonymization.
Tendency I and II are related to metaphorization, i.e., the mapping from concrete
meaning to abstract meaning; tendency III is concerned with metonymization, i.e., the
meaning association derived from the contiguity in the contexts. The semantic link

of meiyou also reflects unidirectionality, since it undergoes (1) decategorization, i.e.,
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the variation from a content word (a verb/an adverbial) to a grammatical word (a
discourse marker), (2) phonological reduction, (3) increase in pragmatic use, and (4)
subjectification, i.e., the meaning is increasingly based on the speaker’s attitude.
Finally, the emergence of the discourse uses of meiyou may relate to the influence of

Taiwanese.

4.2 Implications of the study

The findings in this synchronic study suggest the use of meiyou as a discourse
marker, although the developmental stages for meiyou are hypothetical. Meiyou
displays all of the characteristics of a discourse marker: (1) it occurs at the initial
position of a discourse unit, (2) it operates at both the local and the global levels of
discourse, (3) it is syntactically detachable from a sentence and does not contribute to
the propositional meaning of the sentence, and (4) it has a range of prosodic contours
and undergoes phonological reduction (Schiffrin 1987). This observation supports
the viewpoint that the study of a lexical item should not be limited to the sentential
level, since many of its functions would be overlooked in single sentences.
Pragmatic strengthening and subjectification of a lexical item arise out of the
speaker-addressee interaction (Traugott 2003), and only from the interactional talk
can the language in actual use be revealed. Moreover, it is shown that grammar
should not be restricted to a set of fixed rules that are mentally represented in the
speaker’s mind before s/he speaks. Rather, it is provisional, emergent, dynamic and
negotiable (Hopper 1987). In other words, grammar is the structure or regularity
that ‘come out of discourse and is shaped by discourse as it shapes discourse in an
on-going process’ (Hopper 1987:142). 'Through the analysis of the interactional talk,
the interplay of grammar and discourse can be observed, and the regular patterns in

discourse can be identified.
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4.3 Suggestions for further research

This study identifies the discourse functions of meiyou and hypothesizes the
tendency of semantic development of meiyou from synchronic data. However, there
are still limitations in this study. Firstly, the hypothesis for the semantic change of
meiyou needs to be justified by a diachronic study. Only through historical linguistic
analysis can semantic development of meiyou be confirmed. Secondly, it is
indicated that the discourse uses of meiyou may be related to the influence of
Taiwanese as mentioned in Section 2.5 and Section 3.3.2, but such a hypothesis also
requires a further comparative linguistic study to be verified. Thirdly,
cross-linguistic studies of negatives are necessary, since negation in other languages
may also display discourse functions similar to those of meiyou. For instance, 1
observe that in Japanese the negative expression iie ‘no’ tends to be used as a
mitigation marker in response to the compliment or question in the prior turn. It is
possible that iie has also served discourse functions that are similar to those of meiyou,
but a detailed cross-linguistic study is required to justify such an argument. Fourthly,
the collocation of meiyou and the particles, such as a and la, demands our attention.
In my data, 35 tokens of meiyou co-occur with a, 15 of which singal explicit negation;
26 tokens of meiyou co-occur with la, 11 of which serve the revision of self-speech.
A further study can be conducted to examine whether the occurrence of the particles
would influence the interpretation of the functions of meiyou. Lastly, the use of
another Chinese negative expression bu shi is also noticeable. In my data, bu shi
frequently occurs at the initial position of a response as well. Most of the tokens of
bu shi are identified to retain its original lexical meaning, i.e., to deny the
truth-condition of a statement (Li and Thompson 1981:438-9). However, in some of

the examples, bu shi can be used as a terminator, which forces other interlocutors to
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disregard the ongoing talk as meiyou does at the global level of discourse. Bu shi
may have also developed metalinguistic meaning as well, but it requires a further
research to identify the discourse uses of bu shi, and their similarities to and
differences from those of meiyou. Through the diachronic study, the cross-linguistic
study, and the comparative study of negatives, the semantic development or change of
meiyou would be further understood, and its similarities to and differences from other

negatives would be clarified.
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