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Abstract

This book is about a theory of markedness and its application in de-
scribing and explaining various asymmetrical phenomena in Chinese gram-
mar.

The markedness theory adopted in the book distinguished itself from
the traditional marking theory in the development of two major concepts,
degree of markedness and markedness reversal, which are based on the
findings of recent typological studies. This markedness theory has prag-
matic, cognitive, and biological foundations and is thus functional in na-
ture. It is claimed that language structure is not self-contained or au-
tonomous and can be explained in terms of the function of language .

Chapter 1 addresses the theoretical prerequisites and methodology,
focusing on the functional perspective of grammatical structures. Chapter
2 explicates the markedness theory, especially the characteristics of the
markedness pattern, the criteria of markedness, and the motivations of
the markedness pattem. Chapter 3 deals with the most important kind of
asymmetry in grammar, the asymmetry between affirmative and negative
sentences, and examines the markedness of the latter. Chapter 4 concerns
the opposition between marked negation and unmarked negation, which is
explained by the Gricean principles of language use. Chapter 5 is a case
study of the differences and similarities between two degree words

chdbuduo and chadidnr in Chinese, applying the conclusions reached in



Chapters 3 and 4. Chapter 6 is concerned with “polarity words”, words
and expressions which can be used only in negative sentences or only in
affirmative sentences. The distributional pattern of these words is ex-
plained by markedness reversal on a cognitive-pragmatic basis. Chapter 7
shows that cognitive-pragmatic principles and strategies of communication
also underlie the neutralization of positive-negative opposition and double
negation . Chapter 8 is a detailed examination of the markedness pattern in
antonyms, especially the correspondence among different types of
antonyms. An explanation is provided by the notion of “normal expecta-
tion” . Chapter 9 extends the application of the markedness theory to the
asymmetry between the grammatical categories of subject and object. The
so-called subject-object asymmetry is in essence an asymmetry between a-
gent and patient in semantics and an asymmetry between topic and focus
in pragmatics. A solution based on prototypes and degrees of markedness
is provided for the long-standing problem of the subject category in Chi-
nese grammar. Chapters 10 and 11 cover the relationship between parts-
ofspeech and syntactic functions. Chapter 10 establishes a general
markedness pattermn to solve the dilemma in the study of Chinese parts-of-
speech, and Chapter 11 is a further investigation of this pattemn as reflect-
ed in the category of adjective. The final chapter, Chapter 12, discusses
the skewed relations between form and meaning in grammar in terms of a
meta-markedness theory. It demonstrates that the law of language change
is an important reason for the form-meaning asymmetry in language struc-
ture. The end of this chapter is a conclusion of the whole book. The book
constitutes a coherent whole with the markedness theory running through
all the chapters.

Drawing on recent findings and achievements in various fields, in-



cluding linguistic typology, pragmatics, discourse analysis, and cognitive
semantics, this book endeavors to explore a new approach to the study of
Chinese grammar, with the aim of combining both description and explana-
tion. The main ideas of the book include the following: Language struc-
ture is not arbitrary but to a large extent motivated. Grammatical cate-
gories, like most other categories established by human beings, are proto-
types and non-discrete. Meaning which is important to the study of gram-
mar is not only truth conditions but also our ways of construing the world.
Grammatical rules are the result of fossilization of usage based on prag-
matic and cognitive principles. Language change and asymmetry in lan-
guage structure have a mutual cause-and-effect relationship. The bound-
aries defining morphology, syntax, and semantics can be neglected in of-

fering a convincing interpretation for grammatical phenomena.
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