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Abstract

Splittable compounds (SCs) are verbal constructions in Chinese that consist of two parts which are separable by some
interposing elements, though they behave like and are usually considered as single words when they are not separated. For
many years, SCs in Chinese have presented a challenge to existing morphological and syntactic theories for their morpho-
syntactic status. The present study takes a corpus-based approach to the SCs in their interaction with morphology, syntax,
and pragmatics, aiming at producing a systematic and realistic account of SCs as attested in 2 million words of authentic
spoken and written Chinese data. The results show that the typical grammatical pattern of SCs is constitutive of an aspect
marker (-le, -zhe, -guo) or resultative verb complements as post-verbal adjacent elements (54% of all SCs), and a quantifier,
a classifier, a modifier or a combination of two or more of them which precede the nominal components of SCs. Drawing
on morpho-syntactic and phonological criteria, the split uses, together with their combined uses, of SCs with one inserted
aspectual morpheme are viewed as words, while the others are regarded as phrases. From a discourse-pragmatic perspec-
tive, the split use of SCs is more often found in the spoken genres of Chinese. Insertions of SCs tend to function as mit-
igation or modification to the verbal heads or final nominal/complement elements.
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1. Introduction

Splittable compounds (SCs hereafter), which are better known among Chinese linguists as Lihe Ci (‘Sepa-
rate–combined Words’) in Chinese morphology, are hardly ever an undisputed issue in view of their contro-
versial morpho-syntactic status. The controversy over SCs stems, on the one hand, from discrepancies in
regard to what constitutes a morphological word in Chinese, and on the other, from the gestalt status of lexical
semantics with flexible morpho-syntactic variation.

SCs are very frequent in modern Chinese. According to Shi (1999, p. 123), there are 2960 SC entries in the
Modern Chinese Dictionary (1996 edition),1 which accounts for 51.63% of all verb object words in the dictio-
nary. The 2002 edition of the dictionary updated the SC family to 3236. Among the four subtypes of SCs, verb
object compounds constitute 97% of the category, while the other three categories combined (i.e. verb com-
plement compounds, subject predicate compounds, and coordinative compounds) make up the remaining
3% (Zhu, 2006, p. 29). Quite clearly thus, the verb object type is the predominant form of SCs in Chinese.
It needs to be mentioned though that the categorisation and marking up of SCs in the dictionary by its com-
pilers, who are leading grammarians, are by no means uncontroversial and have in fact been the object of
much criticism.

In order to facilitate discussion, we will first present a characterisation of SCs which is purely descriptive.
Like standard verb object compounds in English (e.g. pickpocket), German (e.g. Schreibtisch, ‘writing-desk’)
or Italian (e.g. lavapiatti, ‘washing machine’), Chinese SCs consist, in the main, of two parts, the head (SCH)
and the tail (SCT), which can be used as separate lexemes but can have a distinct semantics when used together
in a compound. In Chinese, however, the head and tail of the SC can be juxtaposed to form one composite
word, as in (1) or separated by some intervening grammatical elements, as in (2) while maintaining the distinct
semantics of the compound.

(1) dan1xin1, carry heart, ‘to worry’2

(2) dan1-le yi1shang4wu3 xin1, carry ASP one morning heart, ‘to be worried the whole morning’

Thus whereas dan1 and xin1 when used on their own as separate lexemes mean ‘‘to carry” (as in dan1shui3,
‘carry water’, dan1chai2, ‘carry firewood’, etc.) and ‘‘heart” respectively, in both (1) and (2) the meaning
‘‘worry” is preserved. In fact, in some cases, the meaning ‘‘to worry” still obtains even if xin1 precedes rather
than follows dan1, as in (3).

(3) xin1 yi4zhi2 dan1-zhe, heart all the time carry ASP, ‘to have been worried ever since’

The two morphological elements dan1 and xin1 actually glue together around the inherent semantic content
constituted by the two units. Moreover, from a syntactic point of view, constructions like dan1xin1 can take
objects, i.e. they may function as a transitive verb. We see in (4) that dan1xin1 can take a direct object, and in
(5) that it can even take a subordinate clause.
(4)
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(5)
 Da4jia1
 dan1xin1
 ta1
 neng2
 bu4neng2
 na2dao4
 qian1zheng4.

everyone
 worry
 s/he
 can
 or not
 get
 visa

‘Everyone worries whether s/he will be able to get the visa.’
dan1xin1 is not exceptional in its ability to take a direct object. There are quite a few SCs which do so,
though SCs used as intransitive verbs are more common (Li and Thompson, 1981, p. 76).

Confronted with special types of morpho-syntactic items such as dan1xin1, Chinese grammarians have been
in disagreement with each other for over half a century as to whether SCs are words or phrases, or, following
Lu (1957) who coined the term Lihe Ci, something in between (cf. Chao, 1968; Hu and Fan, 1996; Li and
Thompson, 1981; Lü, 1979; Packard, 2003; Zhou, 2006, to name but a few). In this paper we seek to resolve
some of the controversies surrounding SCs in Chinese by providing a detailed corpus-based investigation of
their distribution, structure and functions.

The paper is organised as follows: In Section 2, we will take a closer look at the ‘‘wordhood” as applied to
Chinese and previous discussions of SCs that the different views of what constitutes a word in Chinese have
engendered. In Section 3, we will discuss, in some detail, our corpus-based research design of the lexico-gram-
matical behaviours of SCs. The corpus data as well as annotation and computational and qualitative analyt-
ical procedures will also be presented and explained. Then in Section 4, the prototypical internal structure,
sentential and discoursal contexts and properties of SCs will be explored. Finally, in Section 5, a structural
and phonological delimitation of the morpho-syntactic status of SCs is proposed on the basis of the previous
analyses.

2. Words, compounds and SCs in Chinese

2.1. Chinese words: a historical account

Classical Chinese, especially pre-Qin (earlier than 221 B.C.) Chinese, is well documented for its monosyl-
labicity (Branner, 2003, p. 49; Lü, 1961). Etymologically, most Chinese morphemes are monosyllabic. There
are only very few disyllabic morphemes, traditionally called Lianmian Ci (i.e. disyllabic alliterations, like
fang3fu2, ‘seemingly’; and disyllabic rhymes, like hun2dun4, ‘chaos’), as well as a number of early loan words
(e.g. bo1li, ‘glass’, pu2tao, ‘grape’, etc.). The monosyllabicity is mapped onto the Chinese writing system by
single syllable words, each having their own meaning. This etymological heritage has been a most plausible
justification and incentive for a new ‘‘character-centred approach” (see also discussion on ‘‘sinogram” in Sec-
tion 2.3.2) to Chinese morpho-syntax (Xu, 1997; Pan, 2006; Zhou, 2006). This approach assumes that histor-
ically Chinese morphology used to involve nothing more than individual distinct morphemes (viz. characters
in writing), and syntax was the juxtaposition of individual characters.

2.2. Compounds and compounding of Chinese

There has been a gradual increase in syllabicity and polysyllabicity in modern Chinese, which is most likely
to be motivated by the growing need to express complex ideas, so that the overwhelming majority of words in
modern Chinese are disyllabic in terms of word types (cf. Xiao et al., 2009, pp. 12–13). This change, however,
cannot be recognised from the orthography, given that the Chinese writing system does not use white spaces to
separate words in running texts. Even the use of punctuation in writing is a quite recent practice initiated to
facilitate reading. In speech, native speakers are capable of telling apart one word from another with the aid of
cues such as pauses and rhythmic patterns. Moreover, the psychological reality of the conceptual construct of
Chinese words in native speakers’ minds is assumed to help to retrieve meaningful units from the stream of
sounds, or from the string of characters.

The historical development of Chinese words from monosyllabicity to disyllabicity (and less often to poly-
syllabicity) sees the breakup of the one-to-one correspondence of syllable, morpheme and word(hood). How-
ever, the transformative side is the flexible length as well as productivity of some more grammaticalised
morphemes. Some words become bound roots, and others function words.
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The general lengthening of lexical units is likely to be the result of the ‘‘habitual” (in Firth’s (1951/1957, p. 179)
sense of the term) combination of two or more morphemes. Compounding has been the most ‘‘productive” and
‘‘widespread” means of word formation in modern Chinese (Ceccagno and Basciano, 2007, p. 208; Yang, 2003, p.
134), and it continues to be an important way of creating new words in Chinese. In fact, Haspelmath (1992, p. 71,
cited in Packard, 2003, p. 262) considers ‘‘compounding in Chinese as analogous to grammaticisation” as the sec-
ond member attached to the head involves ‘‘semantic generalisation and phonological erosion . . . [which] is
clearly a completely analogous diachronic process”. Moreover, a generally acknowledged explanation (as argued
by Wang, 1989, p. 2) for the underlying motivation of the proliferation of compounding in the history of Chinese
might be the need of disambiguation of the great number of homophones in Chinese. Compounding therefore
becomes a handy means of making words more distinctive and specific.

Over the centuries, compounding has too brought significant changes into Chinese morpho-syntax.
According to Zhang (2007, p. 4), over two-thirds of the Chinese lexicon are disyllabic though, in term of word
tokens, monosyllabic words account for more than half of running texts (Xiao et al., 2009, p. 13). This sug-
gests that about half of the modern Chinese lexicon are disyllabic. As stated at the beginning of the paper,
about 3000 of such compounds are SCs. The fact that so many verbal compounds are splittable forces linguists
to redefine what a word or compound is in Chinese, and, above all ‘‘forces us to establish criteria for distin-
guishing verb–object compounds from verb–object phrases” (Li and Thompson, 1981, p. 73).

In the light of the above, no grammar (or account of morpho-syntax per se) of Mandarin Chinese can turn
a blind eye to the ‘‘verb–object paradox”3 (Packard, 2003, p. 108), because SCs are by no means a marginal
morphological phenomenon. In the literature we have noted discussions on SCs in: (1) the structuralist studies
informed by Western grammars; (2) the sinogram-based theory developed by Chinese linguists; (3) the formal
principles (in the generative tradition and Lxical Functional Grammar); (4) the phonological interaction with
morpho-syntax; and (5) methodologically, the computer-assisted quantitative approach to SCs. These will be
briefly reviewed respectively in the next section.

2.3. Previous analyses of Chinese SCs

2.3.1. Structuralist analyses of SCs in mainland China
Although SCs are called Lihe Ci, ‘Separate–combined Words’, in Chinese, very few linguists in China

would assume, without hesitation, that SCs are simply words which may be split. The predominant view is
that SCs are words when the verbal and nominal/complement morphemes appear together, and are phrases
when used separately (Lu, 1957; Zhu, 1982, among others). Lü (1979), by contrast, advances a more prudent
view, namely that we should recognise that there are ‘‘middle-state” or transitional categories in morpho-syn-
tax. The contentious status of SCs lies in the conflicting criteria—the gestalt lexical semantics criterion for lex-
ical status and the lexical integrity of different parts of the structure. Similar views were expounded by Chao
(1968) with his oft-cited five conditions and the ‘‘ionisation” view of verbal compounds in Chinese, spoken
Chinese in particular.

Chao (1968, pp. 415–480) suggests the following defining criteria (Chao, 1968, p. 415) for ‘‘infixable”

(Chao, 1968, p. 437) and ‘‘expandable” (Chao, 1968, p. 438) compounds (both verb–object (V–O) and
verb–complement (V–R) types): (1) one or both of the constituents are bound; (2) the object has a neutral
tone; (3) the construction as a whole is exocentric; (4) the meaning is (specialised) lexical; and (5) the constit-
uents are inseparable. Chao argues that a V–O construction has to satisfy one or more of the above conditions
to be classified as a compound. The five conditions are, however, not unproblematic. Li and Thompson (1981,
pp. 73–81), for example, reject the neutral tone condition. Other scholars such as Huang (1984) and Yu (2003)
argue against each of the five conditions. Their general objections are that the conditions are too vague to be
operationalised in identifying a compound, and that the conditions may conflict with each other and that the
incorporation of infixable and expandable compounds violates the Lexical Integrity Hypothesis (see Section
2.3.3).
3 Since verb object compounds constitute 97% of SCs (Zhu, 2006, p. 29), in the literature very often scholars are more interested in V–O
compounds alone.
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Considerably more interesting and tenable than Chao’s five criteria for what constitutes a compound in
Chinese is his notion of ‘‘ionisation” (1968, p. 159), referring to the discontinuous behaviour of many V–O
and V–C compounds. This idea, initially advanced during the 1930s, is similar to Firth’s (1951/1957) notion
of collocation. Ionisation likens the ‘‘floating around” of morphemes of an expandable V–O or V–C com-
pounds within the same sentence or close context to certain ions as ‘‘a chemical compound floating around
in the same solution with its partners”. The separated morphemes in the compounds are ‘‘ionised” or ‘‘ioni-
sable” (Chao, 1968, p. 159). The stable separate state or the discontinuity is sustained by a certain inherent
collocability, similar to the physical–chemical properties that keep the ions of a solution in a stable separate
state. This account allows for the separability of the compounds and at the same time identifies the ‘‘similar-
ity” or unnamed force that keeps the morphemes not far from each other.

2.3.2. Sinogram-based approach to SCs
The dissatisfaction of Chinese linguists with the Western concept of a morphological word leads to the

introduction of the ‘‘sinogram” as the minimal grammatical unit for Chinese (Xu, 1997). This sinogram-based
theory views Chinese characters as the psychologically real minimal unit of Chinese. A sinogram, a composite
constituent of sound, form and meaning, is formally equal to a character in written Chinese; the term ‘‘char-
acter”, however, is not used because it is considered to be orthographical and not a good grammatical term.

The sinogram-based approach to SCs has been recently adopted by Zhou (2006) in an attempt to explain
the nature of SCs. Zhou holds that sinograms are the sole legitimate building blocks of Chinese, and all larger
units in Chinese are sinogram clusters of some sort. This viewpoint disregards the boundedness of some sin-
ograms which are only found in combination with certain other sinograms, but never used alone. Neverthe-
less, the sinogram-based approach to compounds suffers from an over-reductionism to morpheme-like units
which does not allow for a middle-ground between morpheme and syntax.

2.3.3. Formal representations of SCs

Working within a Chomskyan framework, Huang (1984) seeks to delimit the nature of Chinese com-
pounds, verb object compounds and resultative compounds (viz. verb complement compounds) with reference
to two formal principles, the Phrase Structure Condition (PSC) and the Lexical Integrity Hypothesis (LIH).
The PSC, in simplistic terms, allows one and only one constituent following the verbal head in a given Chinese
sentence, though a verb can be preceded by an indefinite number of constituents (including subject and adver-
bial modifiers) (Huang, 1984, p. 54). The LIH dismisses the possibility of any phrase-level rule that may affect
the subpart of a word (Huang, 1984, p. 60). Bearing in mind the generative and generative semantics condi-
tions, Huang acknowledges the dual status of SCs (Huang, 1984, pp. 68–70), and suggests three possible ways
of pigeonholing SCs: (a) to list all SCs in the lexicon as both words and phrases; (b) to list them as words in the
first place; or (c) to list all SCs as phrases. Essentially, the X-bar theory of phrase structure will invoke reanal-
ysis rules to identify the lexical and phrasal status of an SC.

Another formal treatment of SCs is provided by Yu (2003) in his analysis of Mandarin and Cantonese dis-
continuous V–O compounds. This lengthy in-depth analysis is carried out in the context of Lexical Functional
Grammar (LFG). Yu considers the lexical, syntactic and semantic properties (or ‘‘specifications” in Yu’s
terms) of V–O compounds and argues that the correspondences between a-structure (argument structure)
and f-structure (functional structure), and between f-structure and c-structure (constituent structure) in
LFG are of help in identifying V–O compounds. However, the mapping of properties onto the three planes
allows for a careful underpinning of SCs but fails to take account of some of their formal and semantic
aspects.

2.3.4. Phonological considerations of SCs

As pointed out by Mathews (1991, p. 209), ‘‘the word tends to be a unit of phonology as well as grammar”.
It is, therefore, to be expected that in addition to the morpho-syntactic accounts of SCs, there are also pho-
nologically based ones. In fact, phonological considerations have figured prominently in recent efforts to
account for the paradoxical nature of words and phrases in Chinese. Given the problems inherent in defining
the wordhood of SCs in Chinese, Feng (2001) turns to the framework of prosodic morphology (McCarthy and
Prince, 1993, 1995), arguing that the notion of a prosodic word may be more suitable and practical for Chinese
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than the traditional ‘‘word”. In prosodic morphology, a prosodic word is realised by a prosodic foot, which is
in turn a combination of syllables which are composed of mora. Chinese, a syllable-timed language, is char-
acterised by the presence of metrical patterns of disyllabic or trisyllabic feet. The prosodic-morphological
approach to Chinese words avoids the problem of the double classification of SCs as words on the one hand,
and phrases on the other. We will return to this approach later in our discussions based on the data retrieved
from spoken and written corpora.
2.3.5. The computational approach to SCs

There is a large body of literature in computational linguistics which focuses on the word segmentation of
Chinese running texts, of which the identification of discontinuous constituents is a small but important
aspect. In this section, however, we are concerned only with the linguistically-focused corpus analyses of SCs.

A well-designed corpus-based investigation of SCs is presented in Wang (2001). Although the goal of the
research is the auto-identification and mark-up of any input texts either for NLP and language study or ped-
agogic purposes, the study also looks into some local contextual properties of SCs and the variation in the
behaviour of SC across different genres (e.g. news, fiction and play). Wang starts with a base list of 3877
SCs (as per Yang (1995) with supplements from other references) to search the 5,150,880 characters (approx-
imately 3 million words if tokenised) for candidate SCs. The patterns of erroneous hits of SCs are summarised,
and the edited clean sentences with SCs are analysed for insertion patterns. After closed and open tests of
automatic identification and mark-up drawing on the results from the previous analyses, Wang achieves a pre-
cision rate of 81.74% with a recall of 98.27%. Her research is noteworthy in that it identifies the problematic
cases and general patterning of SCs found in authentic texts, which is most useful for future computational
analysis of SCs. The major problem with the research lies in the corpus used, which consists largely of fiction,
news reportage but does not include any spoken data, though SCs are much more common in speech (see also
Section 4.1).

Ren and Wang (2005) investigate 423 SCs in a corpus of fiction consisting of 13.7 million characters. Both
continuous and discontinuous uses of the 423 SCs are extracted. But unlike Wang (2001), this study does not
seem to involve human filtering of noise hits which could be a defect in the procedure.
2.3.6. An interim summary

We have seen so far that there is a plethora of views on how to deal with Chinese SCs, the problematic
nature of which springs from the fact that in the Western linguistic tradition, words cannot be discontinuous.
The analyses that have been proposed may be summarised in simple componential terms, as diagrammed in
Fig. 1, as involving blending (or compounding) of two component morphemes, or separation of composite
compounds, or insertion (or infixation) between the initial and final elements. These two key elements can
be joined by their inherent or idiomatic core meaning, provided that an appeal to semantics is allowed in deter-
mining a morpho-syntactic structure.

If overall semantic content is accepted as a criterion, then the resilient shape of SCs can be well accommo-
dated as a ‘‘grammatical construction” in the functional linguistic tradition, so long as some internal and
external features of the construction are identified, which calls for empirical evidence to lead to more plausible
generalisations about SCs. Before presenting our corpus-based research design, we will explain why a corpus
approach is adopted to deal with the SC issue. First of all, we opted for a corpus-based approach to SCs
because corpus data have been increasingly recognised as an important resource in linguistic research and
are nowadays used in nearly all branches of linguistics (see McEnery et al., 2006). Nonetheless in order to
identify the SCs in our corpus and especially categorise them in linguistic terms, we need to apply qualitative
Fig. 1. Divergent views of the structure of SCs
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analysis. Our research design combines both quantitative and qualitative analyses to address the following
research questions regarding the linguistic behaviours of SCs:

(1) What are the common types of insertions and what are their syntactic functions in the discontinuous use
of SCs?

(2) In what contexts are SCs typically used in discontinuous form?
(3) Is there a correlation between the separate use of SCs and clause or sentence type?
(4) What are the discourse functions and pragmatic meanings of SCs?

Most of the answers to the four questions will be investigated with a combined quantitative–qualitative
method, such as questions 1, 2, and 3. Question 4 concerns the general tendency of SCs or variation across
different genres or sub-genres, which can be accounted for largely by statistical measures. The corpus resources
and analytical procedures will be presented in the following section.
3. Data and method

3.1. The corpora

Two corpora will be used in this study: the Lancaster Los Angeles Corpus of Spoken Chinese (LLSCC) for
spoken Chinese and the Lancaster Corpus of Mandarin Chinese (LCMC) for written Chinese. The LLSCC com-
prises 1 million words of dialogues (55%) and monologues (45%) in Chinese. These represent both spontaneous
(57%) and scripted (43%) speech. The LCMC is a balanced corpus of written Chinese composed of 1 million
words proportionally sampled from fifteen genres ranging from news, fiction to academic prose published in
mainland China within two years around 1991 (see McEnery et al., 2003). Both the LLSCC and the LCMC
are marked up in XML, indicating genre information in the corpus header, as well as boundaries for paragraphs,
sentences and word tokens in the body of a corpus file. The two corpora are also tokenised and annotated with
part-of-speech information. They form the empirical basis for our quantitative and qualitative analysis of SCs.
3.2. The procedures

We seek to achieve our research objectives by undertaking the following procedures. First of all, we will use
the 1738 commonly used splittable compounds listed in A Dictionary of Splittable Compound Usage in Modern
Chinese (Yang, 1995) as seeds to automatically extract all instances of SCs when their two parts are separated,
in either forward or backward direction, by 1–10 tokens. As reviewed earlier, Wang (2001) starts off with 3877
SCs listed in the appendix of Yang’s (1995, pp. 949–1018) dictionary, with a few additions from other sources.
Her corpus search revealed that within her 5 million character corpus, only 1124 SC types were found, and a
large number of these occurred only once. Of the 1124 SCs only 650 were found more than four times (Wang,
2001, p. 7). In view of these findings, we chose for our investigation the 1738 core SCs included in the main
body of Yang’s dictionary. This 1738 item list covers the most frequently discussed SCs in the literature and
we are confident that these SCs will suffice for the purpose of general profiling of the SC usage.4 The results of
our corpus search confirm that only 166 SC types out of the 1738 SCs were found in the 2 million words (see
Appendix II for the list of the 166 SC types). This result shows that only about one tenth of the 1738 SCs listed
in Yang’s dictionary are frequently used in our corpora. In retrospect, this suggests that it was wise to start
with a more comprehensive list, instead of a handful of brainstormed words, in order to get a fuller picture of
SC usage. On the other hand, the 1738 entries in the dictionary have to be reconsidered against empirical evi-
dence from balanced corpus data as good instantiations of SC in Chinese. Potential SCs collected from the
literature and the compilers’ introspective knowledge are helpful in general discussions; yet, SC items from
4 There are purely corpus-driven methods (e.g. concgramming, cf. Cheng et al., 2006) through which long distance dependency patterns
can be captured automatically without prior input search terms; however, although methods like concgram search can return all instances
of all word associations in both forward and backward directions, to tell apart verb–object and/or verb–complement disyllabic
combinations from all sorts of word combinations may require prohibitively substantial manual work.
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empirical data are certainly a useful complementary resource as well. A closer examination of the 166 SC types
demonstrates that basic concepts and categories in everyday life attract more SC uses, and these SCs are
repeated by language users (refer to Section 4.1 for further discussion).

A total of 2793 concordance lines of SCs were returned from the 2 million word corpora using a Perl (Prac-
tical Extraction and Retrieval Language) script that we wrote for this project, among which 1348 instances are
crude SCs (609 forward instances + 739 backward instances) in the written corpus of the LCMC, and 1445
instances of crude SCs (686 forward + 798 backward) in the spoken corpus of the LLSCC. The following
is a sample concordance line of the split use of shui4jiao4, ‘to sleep’.
(6)
shui4jiao4
 Ta1 dao4 da3 qi3 hu1lu lai2-le, wo3 dao4 shui4 bu4zhao2-le, a1ya1, zhe4 wan3shang4 shui4
bu4zhao2 jiao4, bai2tian1 jiu4 xiu1xi4 bu4hao3, jing1li4 bu4zu2 ya
sleep
 she ADV start snore ASP, I ADV can’t sleep ASP, INT, this night sleep not RVC sleep,
daytime, so rest not good, energy not full PART
sleep
 She was heard snoring, and I, instead, couldn’t sleep this time. You know, ‘Since I couldn’t go
to sleep, I would become very sleepy and couldn’t work properly.’
Next we evaluated each instance of a potential SC manually to remove noise in the automatically processed
data; however, noise results such as those illustrated in (7) are not rare in the 2793 crude concordance lines.
(7)
jian4mian4
 zhi3 jian4 qu1wei3 shu1ji4 mian4 chao2 ren2qun2, liang3xi1 gui4xia, shuang1shou3 bao4quan2,
yi4lian2 dui4 tian1 zuo4-le 10 ge yi1
meet
 ADV see district secretary face toward crowd, two knees kneel down, two hands form fist,
consecutively toward sky make ASP 10 CL salutes.
meet
 The Party Secretary of the District faced ‘the crowd, knelt down, two hands holding
together, and made 10 salutes to the sky.’
We are looking for jian4mian4, ‘to meet someone’. In example (7), however, jian4 (to see) and mian4 (n.
face) are also within the span of 10 token distance, thereby being captured by our algorithm. An English phra-
sal verb example can better explain the noise sequences in question. For example, if the target phrases are the
different forms of ‘‘take over”, then (8a) and (8b) are what we wish to see, but (8c) and (8d) are phrasal verbs
in disguise.
(8)
 (a) John took over his place.

(b) John took his place over.

(c) John took over a year to get through all these.

(d) John took the larger one over there.
Similar noise cases were removed manually one by one. After manual filtering, only 565 legitimate SCs were
left for further morpho-syntactic and pragmatic annotation and analysis. The distribution of the true SCs in
the two corpora is shown in Table 1.

The third step of our procedure was to build a database of concordances with distributional information.
The distributional information of each sub-genre is also calculated, which will be discussed later. Then we
developed an annotation scheme (see Appendix I) that encodes insertion type, direction of separation, seman-
tic type, pragmatic meaning, clause type, discourse function, genre, etc. All the annotation was done by the
second author of the paper and double checked by the third author to ensure inter-annotator reliability.
Eighty-one tags are used for the annotation scheme. Example (9) is a sample of categories annotated in



Table 1
Distribution of SCs in LLSCC and LCMC.

Corpora Types Tokensa

LLSCC 108 327
LCMC 104 238

Total 166 565

a Throughout the paper, the calculation of SC type and SC token counts the number of SCH and SCT pairs, not the insertion words or
grammatical categories.
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our SC database. It shows the coding of the grammatical categories and highly grammaticalised lexical items
separating the SCH and the SCT.

(9) <s n=‘‘6” genre=‘‘WF”>
<TAG form=‘‘JM” direction=‘‘F” wordSemantics=‘‘0” sentenceSemantics=‘‘N” sentence-

Type=‘‘DEC”> </TAG> </s>

In this example, <s n=‘‘6” genre=‘‘WF”> means that the current sentence appears as the 6th sentence in
the text sample, and the genre of text is ‘‘WF”, the text category F (popular lore) of our written corpus,
LCMC. Form = ‘‘JM” suggests that this instance of SC has an adjectival modification pattern of inserted con-
stituents. Direction = ‘‘F” code distinguishes the SCH � � �SCT (F = forward) or SCT � � �SCH (R = reverse) con-
structions. Negative, neutral or positive lexical and sentence semantic values are also marked up. The
SentenceType code shows whether the SC occurs in a declarative (DEC) or interrogative sentence (QUE)
(see Appendix I for a full explanation of the annotation scheme).

Once the data had been thus annotated, we carried out the quantitative and qualitative analyses.
4. Results, findings and discussions

4.1. General distribution

Table 2 gives the overall occurrences of SCs in the spoken and written corpora.
Table 3 shows the top 20 SCs in the two corpora. There is a slight difference in the ordering of the top SCs

in the LLSCC and the LCMC; nonetheless, the SCs overlap to a large extent. The most frequent SCs in the
LLSCC are bang1mang2 (25), nian4shu1 (21), jian4mian4 (18), du2shu1 (17), shui4jiao4 (14), lai2xin4 (14),
hui2xin4 (10), gao4zhuang4 (9), shou4zui4 (8), qian4zhai4 (6), etc. The top SCs in the LCMC are du2shu1
(14), hong2lian3 (10), wo4shou3 (10), xi3zao3 (10), di1tou2 (9), jian4mian4 (9), shui4jiao4 (9), bang1mang2

(8), feng4ming4 (8), fan4zui4 (5), etc.
The lexical meaning of the most typical SCs seems to centre on common bodily sensations (e.g. to blush, to

get angry or shy), basic everyday human activities (e.g. to sleep, to help, to meet, to shake hands, to take a
shower), which actually have acquired a metaphorised meaning after repeated use over time (e.g. ‘‘face red”

now means ‘‘to get mad at somebody”).
The log likelihood ratio (LL = 14.49, p = 0.000) of the overall SC usage in the two major discourse modes

is significant at the probability level of 0.001 (see Table 2). This suggests that SCs are significantly more fre-
quent in spoken Chinese than in written Chinese. The high propensity of SCs in speech is primarily realised by
their repeated occurrences, because the SC types of both discourse modes are more or less the same (108 vs.
Table 2
Overall distribution of SC types and tokens in LLSCC and LCMC.

LLSCC (1,002,151) LCMC (1,006,731) LL

SC types 108 104 0.09
SC tokens 327 238 14.49



Table 3
Top 20 SCs in LLSCC and LCMC.

Freq. SCs Freq. SCs

33 bang1mang2, help busy, ‘to help’ 10 shou4zui4, receive penalty, ‘to have a hard time’
31 du2shu1, read book, ‘to read; to learn or study’ 10 di1tou2, lower head, ‘to give up, to succumb to’
27 jian4mian4, see face, ‘to meet’ 9 gao4zhuang4, report testimonial, ‘to complain to the higher authorities’
23 shui4jiao4, sleep sleep, ‘to sleep’ 8 zhang1zui3, open mouth, ‘to talk, to ask for’
21 nian4shu1, read (aloud) book, ‘to learn, to study’ 8 ting1ke4, hear class, ‘to attend classes’
15 lai2xin4, come letter, ‘to hear from’ 8 feng4ming4, hold order, ‘to act under orders’
13 xi3zao3, wash bath, ‘to bathe’ 8 bai4shi1, salute master, ‘to acknowledge sb. as one’s master’
13 hong2lian3, red face, ‘to feel unhappy about sb.’ 7 qian4zhai4, owe debt, ‘to owe sb. (money)’
12 hui2xin4, back letter, ‘to write back to sb.’ 7 ju1gong1, bow bow, ‘to bow sb.’
11 wo4shou3, shake hand, ‘to shake hands’ 7 fan4zui4, commit crime, ‘to commit crime’
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104). A further analysis of the actual SC types used in the LLSCC and the LCMC shows that the two datasets
share the top SCs, only with slightly different ranking orders. This indicates that the spoken tendency of SCs is
basically the result of more frequently repeated uses in spoken Chinese.

This register difference regarding SC usage is of interest; however, of even greater interest is the breakdown
of the frequency distribution of SCs in the genres covered in the spoken and written corpora. Tables 4 and 5
show the distribution of SCs across spoken and written genres respectively (Figs. 2 and 3).

Among the seven text categories within spoken Chinese, discontinuous SCs occur approximately 17 times
as frequently in TV and movie scripts (646.4 occurrences per million words) as in formal debates (38.5 occur-
rences per million words). Interestingly enough, no single discontinuous use of SCs is found in news editorials
in our written corpus. This last sub-genre in China is regarded as expressing the official viewpoints of the gov-
ernment or the Party. Across the 14 text categories of written Chinese which contain SC occurrences, humor-
ous texts (865.1 occurrences per million words) have about 35 times as many SCs as academic prose (24.9
occurrences per million words).

Examining the SC occurrences in two broad discourse modes, spoken and written, and especially within the
different text categories, we can discern a continuum from typical written to typical spoken genres as the fre-
quencies of SCs increase. This in a sense might shed light on the grammaticalisation of SCs from speech to
writing. Diachronic data might show that change in spoken language heralds the emergence of new forms
and usage in the written language. Even if this grammaticalisation were nothing but a linguist’s hunch, in
the least an immediate explanation to the conceivable distribution of SCs in different text types can be attrib-
uted to the information-versus-involvement focus of spoken and written genres (cf. Biber, 1988, pp. 104–108).
Both TV and movie scripts (performances of TV plays, soap operas and movies) and humorous texts figure
most prominently in the two genres, as one can expect, in that the two text categories are characteristic of
the most dramatic, or involved, use of language. SCs seem to be a means of achieving the effect of involve-
ment. On the other hand, academic prose and formal debates (mainly televised university debating competi-
tions) aim to convey a considerable amount of information within limited time.

What is then the source of the overall genre variation remains at issue. In the absence of comparable his-
torical data, all that we can investigate is the synchronic linguistic behaviour of SCs per se, the general lexical
Table 4
SC distribution in sub-genres of LLSCC.

Text category Raw freq. Normalised freq. (per min)

S01 Direct conversation (60,806 words) 6 98.7
S02 Telephone conversation (295,026 words) 62 210.2
S03 TV and movie scripts (80,446 words) 51 634.0

S04 TV talk show (118,588 words) 34 286.7
S05 Oral narrative (102,262 words) 31 303.1
S06 Edited oral narrative (267,114 words) 140 524.1
S07 Formal debates (77,909 words) 3 38.5



Fig. 2. SC distribution in sub-genres of LLSCC.

Fig. 3. SC distribution in sub-genres of LCMC.

Table 5
SC distribution in sub-genres of LCMC.

Text category Raw freq. Normalised freq. (per min)

W01 News reportage (88,333) 21 237.7
W02 News review (53,902) 3 55.7
W03 Religion (34,401) 4 116.3
W04 Trade/skill/hobby (76,558) 9 117.6
W05 Popular lore (88,392) 25 282.8
W06 Biography (154,646) 49 316.9
W07 Report/official document (60,795) 4 65.8
W08 Academic prose (160,515) 4 24.9

W09 General fiction (58,432) 26 445.0
W10 Mystery and detective story (48,422) 23 475.0
W11 Science fiction (12,356) 2 161.9
W12 Martial arts fiction (58,421) 21 359.5
W13 Romantic fiction (58,367) 31 531.1
W14 Humour (18,495) 16 865.1
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semantics of the construction and/or components of them, and more intriguingly, what may separate the com-
ponent morphemes of SCs from each other. It is to this that we now turn.
4.2. Lexical and grammatical patterning of insertions

The elements between SCHs and SCTs are referred to as insertions in this paper. Their length varies. The
corpus analysis will provide the relevant calculation of the span of insertions. Intuitively it seems to be no



Table 6
Type 1a ‘‘SCH ASP SCT” constructions in LLSCC and LCMC.

SC types (%) SC tokens (%) SC TTR

SCH-le SCT 42 (25%) 74 (13%) 0.58
SCH-guo SCT 15 (9%) 22 (4%) 0.68
SCH-zhe SCT 12 (7%) 35 (6%) 0.34

Total 69 (42%) 131 (23%) 0.53
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longer than 10 tokens.5 However, it is not the length of the insertions but rather their lexico-grammatical
properties which are of more theoretical relevance to the understanding of SC behaviours. The lexical and
grammatical patterning of SC insertions may be viewed as practically internal ‘‘collocations” (Firth, 1951/
1957, p. 194) and ‘‘colligations” (Firth, 1957/1968, p. 181) if we see SCHs and SCTs as individual lexical items.

4.2.1. Verbal satellites of SC constructions

The first type of SCs with insertions found in our corpora are those in which the head and the tail are sep-
arated by an aspect marker. There are three subtypes of these which are given in Table 6.

Of the 575 instances of SCs in the two corpora 13% (74) involved ‘‘SCH-le SCT” of which there are 42 dif-
ferent types. We hereby call the three-morpheme pattern ‘‘SCH ASP SCT” Type 1a, the first type of SCs with
aspect-marker insertion. Some examples are provided in (10).
(10)
5 Her
tokenis
jian4-le mian4 (12), see ASP face, ‘to have met’

tie3-le xin1 (6), iron ASP heart, ‘to be determined’

shou4-le zui4 (4), receive ASP penalty, ‘to have had a hard time’

hong2-zhe lian3 (10), red ASP face, ‘to be feeling unhappy about sb.’

di1-zhe tou2 (10), lower ASP head, ‘to be lowering one head’

jian4-guo mian4 (4), see ASP face, ‘to have met’

shui4-guo jiao4 (2), sleep ASP sleep, ‘to have slept’

nian4-guo shu1 (2), read ASP book, ‘to have received schooling’
Among the most common SCH ASP SCT constructions, some (e.g. tie3-le xin1, iron ASP heart, ‘to be deter-
mined’, and shui4-guo jiao4, sleep ASP sleep, ‘to have slept’) are highly idiomatic in that they are more readily
accessible to native speakers than they are without an aspect marker. For instance, in addition to its basic lex-
ical meaning of sleeping, shui4-guo jiao4 can be particularly negative in its connotation, implying a woman
sleeping with another man, which is a disgraceful act. If the original perfective meaning of ‘‘to have slept”
has to be expressed, it must be preceded by a negator (mei2, mei2you3, or bu4, as in hao3 ji3tian1 mei2

shui4-guo jiao4, ‘to have not slept for many days’). In other words, the literal meaning of shui4-guo jiao4 is
possible, but the most likely meaning is the idiomatic one. The following two examples in (11) and (12) are
from spoken and written narratives respectively.
(11)

Ta1 wen4 wo3 na4shi2 he2 ji3ge nan2hai2zi shui4-guo jiao4.

she ask I that time with how many CL boys sleep ASP sleep

‘She asked how many boys with whom I had ever slept at that time.’

(from LLSCC)
(12)
Zi4cong2 ta1 15 sui4 qi3, mei3 yi1ge4 he2 ta1 shui4-guo jiao4 de nan2ren2, dou1shi4 ji4 nian2qing1 you4

ying1jun4.
e tokens are monosyllabic and compound words in general and in actual analysis refer to the words identified by our automatic
er.
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Table
Type 1

SCH (?

a He
observ
since she 15 years old ASP, every CL with her sleep ASP sleep DE men, all both young and handsome.

‘All men with whom she slept since she was 15 were both young and handsome.’

(from LCMC)
This ‘‘to sleep” SC is reminiscent of the English word ‘‘born”, the base form of which ‘‘to bear” is much less
readily used than the form ‘‘born”.

SC constructions with an aspect part can be longer than three morphemes. These SCs with expandable
insertions together with type 1a SCs are labelled ‘‘Type 1b” in the discussion below, e.g.
(13)
7
b

)

r
e

a. . . .(from LLSCC)

Tu1ran2 lai2-le feng1xin4 jiao4 wo3 . . .

suddenly come ASP CL letter make me . . .

‘Quite out of blue, a letter came, and made me. . .’

b. (from LLSCC)

Ta1 gei3 wo3 yi3jing1 lai2-guo yi1 feng1 xin4 le
she give me already come ASP a CL letter ASP

‘She has sent me a letter already.’

c. (from LCMC)

Xiang4 da4jia1 shen1shen1de ju1-le yi1 gong1
to everybody deeply bow ASP a bow

‘To have taken a deep bow to everybody’
In terms of types, namely distinct word forms, of SCs, over half of them (55%) contain an aspect marker,
either -le (perfective or more accurately ‘‘actual” aspect, cf. Xiao and McEnery, 2004), -guo (experiential
aspect) or -zhe (durative aspect). Moreover, SCs with an interposed actual aspect marker -le constitute one
quarter (25%) of Type 1 SCs. Therefore, it is safe to say that a typical SC bears an aspect marker, and the
prototypical grammatical pattern of SC is SCH-le SCT, a three-morpheme verbal construction with an actual
aspect marker in the middle. The pattern in question seems to be in line with the probabilistic curve of Chinese
words proposed in the seminal work by Zipf (1935, p. 26, p. 45): a small number of shorter words account for
the majority of the entire Chinese lexicon. The length of Chinese words is in reverse proportion to their relative
token frequency (see Xiao et al., 2009, pp. 13–14). Back to our case of SC, although there is a good deal of
variation of insertion types and combinations other than the three-morpheme SCs, they only account for a
fractional part of all SCs. There does not seem to be any theory a priori which could well explain this except
that a usage-based emergent view (Bybee, 2007; Bybee and Hopper, 2001; Hopper, 1987; Tao, 2003) is able to
explain the probabilistic ‘‘orderliness” (Zipf, 1935, p. 48).

In addition to aspect markers, quite a few other elements can be attached to the SCHs. Some typical
instances of these SCs include resultative verb complements (RVCs), e.g. nian4 wan2 shu1, ‘to finish school’
(4), jing4 xia4 xin1, ‘to calm one’s mind’ (3), and xi3 wan2 zao3, ‘to finish one’s shower’ (2). The single
RVC in the middle includes words like wan2, ‘over, finished’ (10/26 instances in LCMC/LLSCC), xia4, ‘down,
downward’ (3/26), shang4, ‘up, upward’ (3/26), hao3, ‘well, done’ (2/26), etc. The majority of the 20 out of the
26 uses of RVCs expresses a more or less perfective sense, which is hardly surprising, given that RVCs can be
analysed as markers of the ‘‘completive aspect” in Chinese (Xiao and McEnery, 2004).

The 0.77 type/token ratio (TTR) in Table 8 suggests that the SCH RVC SCT type is quite productive, much
more flexible than the SCH ASP SCT type (TTR, 0.53) or the SCH (?) ASP (?) SCT type (TTR, 0.37). However,
‘‘SCH (?) ASP (?) SCT” constructions in LLSCC and LCMC.

SC types (%) SC tokens (%) SC TTR

a ASP (?) SCT 91 (55%) 244 (43%) 0.37

e the (?) in ‘‘SCH (?) ASP (?) SCT” indicates that this slot may be filled either by other elements or left blank. This notation is
d in later analyses as well.



Table 8
Type 2a ‘‘SCH RVC SCT” insertions.

SC type (%) SC token (%) SC TTR

SCH RVC SCT 20 (12%) 26 (5%) 0.77
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the semantic analysis of RVCs reveals that the diversity of RVCs plays a similar role in making aspectual mod-
ification; most often it adds perfective meaning to the verbal construction. Like the expandable cases of aspect-
marker insertions, RVC insertions have their variants as well, which are shown in Table 9. Among all
instances of the SCH (?) RVC (?) SCT type, there are some negated SC constructions (i.e. SCH BU RVC (?)
SCT, see example 14), which occur 21 times (4% of the total SCs).
(14)
Table 9
Type 2b

SCH (?)
a. (from LLSCC)

Nian4 bu4 hao3 shu1
read NEG well book

‘Does not do well in school’

b. (from LLSCC)

Bang1 bu2 shang4 mang2
help NEG RVC help

‘Cannot be helpful’

c. (from LCMC)

Shui4 bu4 hao3 jiao4
sleep NEG well sleep

‘Cannot sleep well’

d. (from LCMC)

Zhang1 yuan2 xiao3 zui3
open round little mouth

‘With his/her little mouth rounded’
To sum up, the major types of elements attracted by the verbal heads of SCs are aspect markers and resul-
tative verb complements, which are sometimes regarded as special types of aspect markers (cf. Xiao and McE-
nery, 2004). These elements float around verbal heads modifying their telicity, progress, etc. The SC instances
are characteristic of another big cluster of insertion elements which are more often found before SCTs, namely
the nominal/complement components. Most typical items in this category are quantificational expressions,
classifiers, and various forms of pre-modifiers. The following section will describe the behaviours of the
SCT satellites.

4.2.2. Nominal/complement satellites of SC constructions

4.2.2.1. Quantifier. There are 108 instances of quantificational expressions in the insertion structures (19% of
all SCs). Among them, 67 (62% of quantifiers) are yi1, ‘a, one’. The quantifiers can be grouped as either
approximate quantificational expressions (e.g. ji3, ‘several’; liang3, ‘a couple of’) or exact numbers (e.g. yi1,
‘a, one’; san3, ‘three’). In Chinese, especially in everyday language, liang3, ‘two’, can mean two to three, or
‘‘a couple of”, when it is unstressed. Similarly, yi1 can refer to an exact number, one; or very often it does
not have any reference to the actual amount, as in chi1 yi1 fan4, ‘have a meal’ in Beijing Mandarin. As the
transliteration shows, this yi1 resembles, to some degree, the indefinite article in English. Its meaning of
‘‘SCH (?) RVC (?) SCT” insertions.

SC types (%) SC tokens (%) SC TTR

RVC (?) SCT 20 (12%) 66 (12%) 0.30
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amount is very weak, and its grammatical function stands out. However, yi1 in this usage is not recognised as
an article, given that Chinese does not actually have such a grammatical category. This unstressed yi1, as well
as yi1ge in some cases, does have its diminutive or mitigating discourse-pragmatic function (Feng, 2002; Biq,
2004), which will be discussed in Section 4.4. Moreover, demonstratives like zhe4, ‘this’ (16 times, five occur-
rences of zhe4 used alone, other variants and related forms of zhe4 like zhe(i)4ge, na4xie1, zhe4yang4, etc. are
not distinguished here) and na4(ge), ‘that’ (8 times) are likely to occur in the same slot prior to the classifier
and the nominal element.

4.2.2.2. Classifier. Nominals in Chinese are typically preceded by a classifier. In our data, 116 SCs (21% of all
SCs) contain a classifier. The most common classifier is ge which occurs 40 times and accounts for 34% of all
the quantifiers among the split SCs. The versatile classifier ge, which can be generally understood as ‘‘piece” in
English, is not easily translatable into a non-classifier language such as English. The highly grammaticalised ge
has undergone considerable semantic bleaching. It has, however, acquired its pragmatic meaning. A single ge

can be used in all our 166 SCs, forming a three-morpheme construction like SCH + ge + SCT, although they
are not actually all materialised as such. We have found 18 occurrences of SCH + ge + SCTs in our data, e.g.
bang1 ge mang2 (4), xi3 ge zao3 (2), qian1 ge zi4 (2) and jing4 ge li3 (2). They are most likely to be found in
spoken Chinese (e.g. all four instances of bang1 ge mang2, two instances of qian1 ge zi4 and jing4 ge li3 occur
in LLSCC), or the fictional genres of written Chinese (e.g. 2 times of xi3 ge zao3 in romantic fiction and
humorous texts).

The combination of quantifier and classifier, and occasionally demonstratives in the place of a quantifier or
preceding a quantifier, result in a structure similar to the determiner system in English. Actually, quantifica-
tional expressions and classifiers either specify number, frequency, etc. or vary categorically the statuses or
attributes of the ensuing nominal elements. Such modifying elements, in our data, also include personal pos-
sessive pronouns, which are regarded as content words, instead of function or determiner type of items in Chi-
nese grammar. Following the same tradition, personal possessive pronouns will be discussed in the modifier
category of insertions.

4.2.2.3. Modifier. The modifier category here means the pre-modifying element(s) of the nominal comp-
onent of an SC, which typically includes adjectival modifiers (63 times, 11% of all SCs), nominal items (59
times, 10% of all SCs), possessive personal pronouns (64 times, 11% of all SCs), question words (i.e. shen2me,
‘what’, etc. 26 times, 5% of all SCs), and also combinations of these elements as illustrated in the following
examples.

(15) Adjectival modifier
bang1-le na4ge ren2 DA4 mang2, help ASP that person BIG help, ‘did that person a big favour’

(15) Nominal modifier
xi3 RE4SHUI3 zao3, wash HOT WATER shower, ‘had a hot water shower’

(16) Possessive personal pronoun
ting1 WO3DE ke4, listen MY lesson, ‘attend my class’

(17) Question word6

chui1 SHEN2ME niu2, blow WHAT cow, ‘boast about something’

There can be in an SC structure more than one adjective, nominal item or personal pronoun either repeated
or in juxtaposition. Very often (10 times in our data) a possessive marker de is used between the modifier and
the SCT. In authentic data, it is not surprising to see repetition, false starts or swear words in insertions. These
residual categories will not be discussed here.
6 Question words, especially shen2me, within SCs carry a negative meaning.
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4.2.3. Summary of insertions in SC constructions

On the basis of the above comprehensive categorisation of the insertions within discontinuous uses of SCs,
we can now summarise their structural composition. From a syntagmatic perspective, a typical SC in use fol-
lows the pattern, or the colligation (Firth, 1957/1968, p. 181) of Chinese SCs.

Paradigmatically, the 166 instances of the ‘‘SCH . . .SCT” type in our data are potential candidates for an SC
template. Each grammatical slot can be filled by a limited set of morphemes, as detailed in previous sections.
Fig. 4 depicts fully developed discontinuous usage, but obviously in reality SCs are realised in various forms of
different length and different combinations. In the figure, the SCH is the verbal head and SCT the nominal/
complement element of an SC. The ‘‘SCH . . .SCT” can be interrupted by one single element of the 4–5 cate-
gories between the two parts of the discontinuous construction. For instance, there can be a negator
(NEG), an aspect marker (ASP), a quantificational expression (MC), a classifier (CL), various forms of
pre-modifiers. Alternatively, the insertion of a discontinuous SC can be a combination of two or more ele-
ments listed in Fig. 4. Fig. 5, however, can be seen as a better illustration of the typical lexical and grammatical
patterning of discontinuous SCs, allowing for all types of selection and combination. Although the major cat-
egories are all represented in the diagram, the weight of the most frequent usage of SCs tips towards the upper
left-hand portion of the diagram, given that the three-morpheme aspect-marker insertion type takes up 42% of
all SCs. In other words, discontinuous SCs do not have to be very long and complex. Indeed, most discontin-
uous SCs tend to be short and gravitate to the verbal heads. In our data, 275 out of 566 (49%) of the discon-
tinuous SCs are three-morpheme constructions. Moreover, 42% of the three-morpheme discontinuous SCs are
with just one aspect marker, with 25% containing -le as the single insertion.

The diagram gives a skeletal but explanatory description of the lexical and grammatical patterning of SCs
based on the 2 million words of spoken and written data. The diagram is read from left to right, starting from
the verbal element SCH and heading for the other component of the SC, namely the SCT. Unlike in the case of
German separable verbs as in the example, wann fangen Sie an, ‘when do you start’, in which the position of
the affix can go before or after the verbal head, Chinese SCs follow a relatively stable order, SCH before SCT.
TH

Fig. 4. A syntagmatic pattern of typical SCs.

Fig. 5. Typical lexical and grammatical patterning of discontinuous SCs. (The diagram is inspired by Mindt (1995, 2000, 2002), in which
he plotted the interactive relations within verb and auxiliary verb systems in English.)
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We are not suggesting that the German phenomenon is the same as the Chinese. We are fully aware that the
German phenomenon is not local and may involve complex and recursive structures while the Chinese phe-
nomenon is local and restricted in the way we have outlined.

The nodes given in the balls (except those for SCH and SCT) stand for the most frequent lexical item of the
grammatical categories, namely aspectual marker, resultative complement, quantifier, classifier, and modifier.
The ± symbol alongside the ‘‘aspect marker” and the ‘‘resultative verb complement” shows that they can
receive a preposed negator, most likely bu4, ‘not’, e.g. jian3zhi2 shui4 bu4 liao3 jiao4, simply sleep not
ASP sleep, ‘can hardly fall asleep’. The pronunciation of -le, however, changes to liao3, when bu4 precedes
it. Actually, liao3 is more of a verb complement instead of an aspect marker, which in our discussion the
two categories serve perfective aspect marking purposes.
4.3. Contextual clues of SC discontinuity

If the lexical and grammatical investigation of SC insertions reveals the internal configuration of SCs, the
lexical semantics of SCHs and SCTs and their co-text also deserve special attention. This section explores the
interaction of the contextual clues with the split use of SCs. In our manual annotation, three values, neutral,
negative and positive, were marked up for the ‘‘wordsemantics” of the templatic units comprised of SCHs and
SCTs. The results show that 451 SC templates (80% of all SCs) are neutral, 35 (6% of all SCs) positive, 72 (13%
of all SCs) negative, and there are some residual cases which are hard to determine. Therefore, most SC tem-
plates are neutral in their connotation.

In addition, we annotated sentence types as declarative, negative, exclamatory, interrogative, rhetorical or
imperative. Our decision of negative sentences was based on the presence of both SC internal and SC external
negators. When two negators were found, one inside the SCH and SCT template, the other in the clause outside
the SCH and SCT, the sentence semantics was read as positive. The respective frequencies of the six types of
sentences are presented in Table 10. The sentence type statistics indicate that there is no significant correlation
between sentence types and the discontinuous use of SCs.

In summary, both the internal and external structure analysis of discontinuous SCs suggests that the split
SC usage is not sensitive to its sentential context in general. Rather, the structures and functions of the inser-
tions within SCs have more weight in keeping SCHs and SCTs apart.
4.4. Discourse-pragmatic properties of SCs and their insertions

The high propensity of SCs in speech has already shed some light on the discourse preference of SCs. To
make sure about the correlation of discontinuous SCs with discourse modes, the combined uses of the 166 SCs
were searched once again in LLSCC and LCMC. 1494 and 1577 occurrences of the 166 SCs in the 2 million
word texts do not show statistical difference. That is to say, the combined uses of SCs are evenly distributed in
both spoken and written texts. The sub-genres of spoken data do not present a consistent more-formal–more-
frequent distribution of SCs, either. However, in the written data, news review (22 times, or 408 times per mil-
lion words, 1.6% of the written corpus) and academic prose (87 times, or 542 times per million words, 2.1% of
the written corpus), two most formal sub-genres are the two text types which contain least combined uses of
SCs. At the other end of written genre cline, mystery and detective stories (135 times, 2788 times per million
words, 11% of the written corpus), and humorous texts (61 times, 3298 times per million words, 13% of the
Table 10
Sentential context of SCs.

Frequencies (%) Sentence type

455 (81%) Declarative
32 (6%) Negative
27 (5%) Exclamatory
26 (5%) Interrogative
22 (4%) Rhetorical
3 (1%) Imperative
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written corpus) are two text types which contain most combined uses. Therefore, both discontinuous and con-
tinuous use of SCs point to the spoken genre preference of SC usage, which is particularly true of split usage of
SCs. Likewise, we noted in our data the strong collocation between SCHs/SCTs and aspect markers (e.g. the
actual marker -le and experiential marker -guo), which are commonly used in describing past events. Accord-
ing to Biber (1988, pp. 108–109), the frequent use of perfect aspect verbs is characteristic of narrative dis-
course, where a sequential account of past events is presented. In addition to the temporal ordering of
narrative discourse, post-verbal resultative complements assist to modify the intensity or degree of an activity
so as to be more specific or particularised. This elaborated modification of verbs may have to do with the
speaker’s involvement in the discourse (cf. Biber, 1988, p. 104; Ljung, 2002, p. 181).

Aspect markers, as well as resultative verb complements which too convey aspectual meaning, are found in
over half of the total occurrences of SCs. Considering their strong association with the verbal heads, there is
good reason to view SCs as expressive devices in producing elaborated real life stories. However, what does
the great variety of satellite grammatical elements preceding the SCTs have to offer to the discourse? The
two parts of the construction, in the first place, combine with each other to form a coherent unit of meaning.
In the meantime, they function independently with their respective associates. The frequently used lexico-gram-
matical categories such as quantifiers, classifiers and different modifiers typically precede SCTs. Also, statistics
indicate that the highly grammaticalised yi and ge, which either appear on their own or in the combination of
the two, are two prominent items that go with SCTs. A classifier prior to a noun is very often obligatory in Chi-
nese. Once it is dropped, it implies a genre-specific usage, which is more often found in Beijing Mandarin (e.g.
chi1 yi fan4, ‘to have a meal’ instead of chi1 ge fan4 or chi1 yi1 ge fan4). The high frequency ge is also textually or
pragmatically primed. According to Biq (2004, p. 1663, see also Biq, 2002, 2007 for more discussion), V yi ge N
and its variant V ge N encode a sense of trivialness, casualness or unremarkableness. Biq (2004, p. 1660) even
argues that the ‘‘V1 (yi) ge V2 construction provides a ‘buffer zone’ in the on-line production situation”. The
classifier (yi) ge, together with other adjectival and nominal modifiers, seems to, in most cases, mitigate, soften,
or qualify the properties of the ensuing nominal elements. This spoken discourse preference can be deduced
from our comparison of spoken and written Chinese data. The insertions as illustrated in Fig. 5 help to express
a more personal stance than modification alone. The most frequent SC type in our data, bang1mang2 (help
busy, ‘to help’), is such a case in regard to the different discourse-pragmatic functions of split SCs. For instance,
in the construction bang1 ge mang2 (help CL busy, ‘to help’) the inserted classifier ge mitigates the tone of a
request for a favour; however, in the case like bang1-le yi1 ge da4 mang2 (help ASP a CL busy, ‘to offer a
big helping hand’) the inserted part serves as a comment on the big favour to the beneficiary.

5. Discussion and conclusion

It is clear, from the examination of the lexical, grammatical and discoursal properties of SCs, that SCs in
Chinese straddle the morphology/syntax divide and also the structure vs. discourse one. Based on a quanti-
tative and qualitative corpus analysis, we have outlined the prototypical lexical, grammatical patterning
and discourse interpretation of SCs. However, we have yet to address the issue which has been at the heart
of the controversy surrounding SCs, namely their morpho-syntactic status.

Unlike the scripts of other alphabetic languages, Chinese characters, the basic orthographic units, are
‘‘bearers of basic semantic and grammatical content” (Wang, 1973, p. 59). This gestalt lexico-semantic status
has been the justification for the sinogram-based approach to SCs (see Section 2.3.2). Moreover, the syllable
morpheme correspondence makes it possible to study both grammatical and phonological aspects, as sug-
gested in Dixon and Aikhenvald (2002), of morphology at once. Hence, we would like to suggest some key
canonical properties of SCs in relation to their grammatical and phonological characteristics.

In the previous literature, the dispute surrounding SCs has centred on the morpho-syntactic status of the
split use of SCs. Those who accept the gestalt status of SCs in their lexical semantics argue that split SCs are
allomorphs of their isomorphic combined uses. The structural account of SCs, however, maintains that to be a
word (compound in this case), lexical integrity has to be observed. So this latter line of argument favours the
phrasal status of split SCs and lexical status of combined SCs. But what this latter treatment fails to explain is
the high boundedness or great idiomatisation of the two SC constituents, i.e. many SCTs are always to be
found after certain SCH verbal heads, either immediately adjacent to them or in close proximity.
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We would here follow McCarthy and Prince (1993) and Feng (2001, 2002) in taking a prosodic basis for the
compound vs. phrase distinction in Chinese, drawing on our corpus analysis. This will provide a more nuanced
perspective of SCs than has been available to date. We share Feng’s claim (2002, p. 134) that the basic com-
pound in Chinese has the prosodic structure of a Prosodic Word (PrWd), and that basic compounds are two
or three syllables long given the Foot Formation Rule (FFR), with disyllabicity as its predominant form. Thus
the combined uses of SCs are compounds. Feng also recognises that compounds sometimes allow the insertion
of modifiers (Feng, 2002, p. 96), but he has no clear basis for assigning wordhood to the separated SCs.

To complement Feng’s account of discontinuous SCs, we would take his FFR as our starting point, and
propose, on the basis of our analysis of 2 million words of spoken and written data, the following typology
of the manifestations of SCs:

(a) Combined uses of SCHs and SCTs will be argued to be compounds on the basis of the FFR;
(b) SCHs and SCTs separated by one single aspect marker will be considered as compounds according to the

so-called Mending Device of Trisyllabic Foot (Feng, 2002, p. 112), given that an aspect marker may be
viewed as a counterpart of an inflectional suffix following a verb in a morphologically inflectional lan-
guage; while

(c) SCHs and SCTs separated by other grammatical categories like numerals, quantifiers, adjectival modifi-
ers, etc. will be analysed as phrases.

Our quantitative data explicate that over half (see Table 7) or more (if RVCs are seen as quasi-aspect mark-
ers) of split uses of SCs, together with their continuous cognates, can be analysed as legitimate compounds.
The rest are phrases. To make our proposal more accessible to similar discussions on SCs, we would advance
two sets of continuum type of criteria for identifying SCs in Chinese.

5.1. The structural criteria: host dependency: head dependence > tail dependence

The host dependency criterion (a > b > c) of the canonical approach perceives:

(a) SCs with a clitic-like aspect marker (e.g. the perfective marker -le) as compounds instead of phrases;
(b) SCs with resultative verb complements attached to the main verb as quasi-compounds; and
(c) other modifiers (classifiers, modifiers, etc.) attached to SCTs, represented typically by a noun or comple-

ment, as least possibly compounds.

5.2. The phonological criteria: PrWd restriction

We propose that the various manifestations of SCs define a continuum of phonological conditions as a
complement to the grammatical criteria (a > b > c):

(a) The combined uses of SCHs and SCTs are disyllabic compounds;
(b) SCs in which the SCH and the SCT are separated by one single morpheme under the Trisyllabic Foot

Rule are possible compounds; while
(c) SCHs and SCTs separated by multi-syllable units in the form or combination of quantifiers, adjectival

modifiers, etc. are phrases.

Both the structural and phonological criteria need to be considered in determining the wordhood of a can-
didate SC. For instance, the three-syllable chi1 ge fan4, ‘to have a meal’, is on the far left of the phonological
cline, but on the far right of the structural cline, because ge is a nominal pre-modifier rather than an aspect
marker attached to the preceding verb head, and thus it is not a good example of an SC, though it is a trisyl-
labic construction. So when there is a mismatch between a grammatical word and a phonological word, we
would give priority to the host dependency criteria.

This study has arrived at some interesting generalisations about SCs on the basis of their textual distribu-
tion, the general lexical semantics of SCHs and SCTs, and the interaction between the two. From the spoken
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and written Chinese data, a relatively explicit cline of typicality of SC uses has emerged which may serve as a
source for future comparisons both of a diachronic nature (if relevant diachronic data prove to be available)
or dialectal ones, relating to different varieties of Chinese. Since our aim was essentially a descriptive one, we
have not pursued any specific theoretical account of SCs. The continuum of SCs that we have suggested does,
however, lay down the empirical foundation for a theoretical analysis.
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Appendix I. Annotation scheme

AUX RM (AUX, e.g. modal verb)

BU

BU AUX

CL
 classifier

CL JM

COMPLEX
 very complicated structure

DE
 as a predicative marker

DE1 JM

DE3

DIAN
 indicating quantity or amount

DIAN JM

FOC
 focus marker ( etc.)

FOC BU

FOC BU AUX

FOC BU OBJ

FOC PI

FOC ZAI

GUO
 as the experiential aspect marker

GUO JM

GUO MC

JM
 adjectival modifier

JM MC

JM SM

LE
 as the actual aspect marker

LE CL

LE CL JM

LE JM

LE MC

LE OBJ JM

LE OBJ MC

LE SW

LE YI
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LE YI CL

MC
 quantifier (may include a classifier; but excludes )

MEI

OBJ
 object

OBJ SM

OBJ YI

OBJ YI CL

PI
 potential infix structure ( )

PI JM

PI MC

PI SM

QILAI1
 as the inceptive aspect marker

QILAI2

QILAI2
 (result)

RM
 adverbial modifier

RVC
 resultative verb complement

RVC LE

RVC LE JM

RVC MC

RVC YI

SM
 etc.

SM JM

SUB RM

SW
 swear word

You
 aspect marker

YI

YI CL

YI2

ZHE
 as the durative aspect marker
Direction

F
 forward (normal splittable compounds)

B
 backward (reverse splittable compounds)
WordSemantics

N
 negative

0
 neutral

P
 positive
SentenceSemantics

N

0

P

SentenceType

DEC
 declarative

NEG EXC
 negative + exclamation

RHE
 rhetoric question

IMP
 imperative

NEG
 negative

EXC
 exclamation

QUE
 question

IMP NEG
 imperative + negative
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Appendix II. 166 SC types found in LLSCC and LCMC
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