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Stance 
 

 Stance-taking is an essential and pervasive activity in social 
interactions (Englebretson 2007; Heritage & Raymond 2005; 
Wu 2004; Hunston & Thompson 2000). 
 

 The term ‘stance’ refers to a speaker’s expression of his/her 
viewpoint, judgment or evaluation, attitude, or degree of 
commitment to a proposition/utterance. 

 

 The study of stance can contribute to smooth and effective 
communication. 
 

 Our current research focuses on the identification of stance 
marking strategies, in particular those strategies that are realized 
through linguistic means. 
 

 One of our goals is to better understand how these linguistic 
stance devices help to establish or refute ‘common ground’ 
between interlocutors.  
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Stance-taking in Chinese 
Like any other language, Chinese is rich in linguistic strategies that encode  

speakers’ stance. 

 

 Adverbials 

       他    連     這     道    題          都    不     會？ 

       tā     lián   zhè    dào  tí            dōu   bù     huì 

       3SG even DEM CL  question  even NEG know 

       ‘He doesn’t even know how to answer this question?’ 

 Negative interrogatives 

       你    (不)     能      讓     我     靜   一   下   嗎？ 

       nǐ     (bù)     néng  ràng  wǒ    jìng  yī    xià  mā 

       2SG (NEG) able   let     1SG quiet one CL  Q 

       ‘Can’t you just leave me alone?’ 

 Sentence final particles  

       再      試  試  吧。 

      zài     shì shì  ba 

       again try try  SFP 

       ‘Have another try (please).’ 
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Epistemic marker kongpa in Mandarin Chinese 

In this paper, we will examine the development of emotion verb kongpa 

‘fear’ into an epistemic marker meaning ‘probably’ in Mandarin Chinese 

and how it is used to mark speakers’ stance in language use. 
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Data  

  Diachronic  

• The Centre for Chinese Linguistics PKU Corpus 

• (477 million characters/Old and contemporary Chinese) 

  Conversations 

• CCTV programme xiǎocuīshuōshì 小崔說事 (Talk to Xiao Cui) 

• CCTV programme shíhuàshíshuō  實話實說 (Talk the Truth) 
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 How grammaticalizable are emotion verbs as stance 

markers? For example, emotions verbs such as 

Mandarin ‘fear’ verb kongpa? 

 What are the functions of Mandarin kongpa? 

 What syntactic positions can it occupy?  

 What are the correlations (if any) between its 

functions and positions? (Form-function mapping) 

 How did the different functions of kongpa develop 

over time? (Diachronic development) 

 

Research Questions 



Research Questions--contd. 

 What do the diachronic data on kongpa show 

concerning the sequence of development, and 

relationship (if any), between the emergence of 

subjectivity and the emergence of epistemic 

modality?  
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Functions of kongpa 

 Lexical verb 

 Epistemic marker 

 Inferential (evidential) marker 

 Pragmatic hedger 
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Functions of kongpa (1) 

Lexical verb 
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Functions of kongpa (2) 

Epistemic marker 2-1 
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Functions of kongpa (2) contd. 

Epistemic marker 2-2 
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Functions of kongpa (3) 

Inferential marker 
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Functions of kongpa (4) 

IR: (Why do you always recruit those good-looking candidates?) 
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Functions of kongpa (4) contd. 

Pragmatic softener  

– subjective & 

intersubjective  

Pragmatic hedger 



Syntactic position of kongpa 

 Clause-initial 

 Clause-medial 
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Syntactic positions of kongpa  

Utterance-initial 
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Syntactic positions of kongpa--contd.  

Utterance-medial 

no utterance tag 

tokens were attested in 

our corpora 
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Syntactic position of wo kongpa in Contemporary Chinese 

(subjective & intersubjective readings) 
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Syntactic position of kongpa in Contemporary Chinese 



Diachronic development of kongpa 

 Tang 

 Clause-medial 
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Diachronic findings 
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Diachronic: kongpa as a lexical verb 

Earliest attested token of kongpa: Tang dynasty 

A strong 

reading 

involving 

fear 
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Diachronic: kongpa as a lexical verb--contd. 

A weaker 

sense of 

fear 
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Diachronic: kongpa as a lexical verb --contd. 

Worry 

rather than 

fear 
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Diachronic: kongpa as an epistemic marker 

A subjective 

epistemic 

reading 
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Diachronic: kongpa as an inferential marker 
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1SG+kongpa  Earliest attested token of wo kongpa: late Yuan/early Ming dynasty 

Contemporary wo kongpa 
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Kongpa in conversational interactions 
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Kongpa in conversational interactions--contd. 

Pragmatic hedger  



30 

Kongpa in conversational interactions--contd. 
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Kongpa in conversational interactions--contd. 

Pragmatic 

softener  

– subjective & 

intersubjective 
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Grammaticalization process of kongpa 

Tang dynasty Contemporary  

The sense of ‘fear’ is weakening over time 



Lexicality tests 

NEGATION TEST 

• *(Wo) bu kongpa … 

• Not attested in pre-modern Chinese texts in our corpus 

MODAL TEST 

• *(Wo) hui / keneng / yinggai kongpa … 

• Not attested in pre-modern Chinese texts in our corpus 

DEGREE ADVERB TEST 

• *(Wo) hen / zhende kongpa … 

• Not attested in pre-modern Chinese texts in our corpus 
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Kongpa appears to be rather 

defective as a lexical verb even 

in the Tang period. 
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 How grammaticalizable are emotion verbs as stance markers? 

For example, emotions verbs such as Mandarin ‘fear’ verb 

kongpa? 

 

 In general, emotion verbs in Chinese are not frequently 

grammaticalized into ‘stand-alone’ pragmatic markers. 

 The ‘fear’ verbs appear to be more grammaticalizable than 

other emotion verbs, with equivalents of Mandarin kongpa 

attested in other Sinitic varieties such as Cantonese taipaa      

(< ‘see-fear’). 

 Crosslinguistically, Malay has an utterance-final epistemic 

marker kot, which appears to have originated from the ‘fear’ 

verb takut.  

Some answers to our research questions 



Sentence final Maly kot 

 Reanalysis of a higher (matrix) clause with emotion verb ‘fear’ 
reinterpreted as an epistemic marker ‘probably’ in utterance-tag and 
sentence-final positions: 
 

(1)   a. Aku   takut   dia     nangis   nanti. 

  1SG   fear     3SG   cry        FUT(<wait) 

  ‘I’m afraid (s)he will cry.’ 

 

   b. Dia    nangis   nanti,   (aku)   takut. 

  3SG   cry        FUT      1SG    fear 

  ‘(S)he may cry, I’m afraid.’ 

 

   c.  Dia    nangis   nanti    kut. 

  3SG   cry        FUT     maybe 

  ‘(S)he may cry, perhaps/maybe.’ 

 

Matrix clause 

Utterance-tag 

Sentence final particle 

Clausal integration – a 

single intonation unit  

Facilitated by elision of 

subject and complement 
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 What are the functions of Mandarin kongpa? 

 Lexical verb ‘fear’ (no longer productive) 

 Epistemic marker ‘probably’ 

 Inferential marker ‘probably’ 

 

 What syntactic positions can it occupy?  

 Utterance-initial 

 Utterance-medial 

 Utterance-final possible in colloquial speech (but not 

productive, and not attested in our corpus) 

 

Some answers to our research questions 
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Correlations between the functions and syntactic positions 

of Mandarin kongpa? 
 

Functions of Mandarin kongpa 

 Lexical verb ‘fear’ (no longer productive) 

 Epistemic marker ‘probably’ 

 Inferential marker ‘probably’ 

 

Syntactic positions of kongpa 

 Utterance-initial 

 Utterance-medial 

 Utterance-final possible in colloquial speech  

(but not productive, and not attested in our corpus) 

 

Some answers to our research questions 
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 How did the different functions of kongpa develop 

over time? (Diachronic development) 

 

 

 

Some answers to our research questions 

Tang 
period 

Qing 
period 

Lexical verb ‘fear’ 

Epistemic marker ‘probably’ 

Inferential marker ‘probably’ 



Syntactic reanalysis and semantic scope expansion 

Tang:  [IP  [VP kongpa [CP Complement Clause ]]] 

 

Qing:  [CP-epistemic kongpa [IP Insubordinate Clause ]] 

 

  [IP NP [epistemic adverb kongpa] VP ]] 

 

Qing:  [CP-inferential kongpa [IP Insubordinate Clause ]] 
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No Comp-to-Spec raising yet? 



Research Questions--contd. 

 What do the diachronic data on kongpa show 

concerning the sequence of development, and 

relationship (if any), between the emergence of 

subjectivity and the emergence of epistemic 

modality?  

 

 Subjective readings of kongpa were available 

as early as the Tang and Song period.  
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Some answers to our research questions 

 

Tang 
period 

 

Qing 
period 

Lexical verb ‘fear’ 

Epistemic marker ‘probably’ 

Inferential marker ‘probably’ 

Subjective  > Intersubjective 
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