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In Classical Chinese, there were four first pensmnounswuz, wo3 yu2,
yu3 and zero-pronodnwith the following functionsWu2was the default
marking the speakeWo3coded contrast between the speaker and others;
Yu3was used when talking about the speaker in cororegtith heaven,
kings, or deathyu2was used exclusively by kings and by speakers with
high social status. Zero-pronoun is primarily ugedhe second mention.
Various social changes have motivated the reductibrpronouns. In
Mandarirf, only wo3 and zero-pronoun are in us3is lost because the
domains where it was used are no longer tago@exists only in modern
artists’ speechWo3 is retained as the default whileo3 with a longer
vowel and full fall-rise tone codes contrastive dtion. Zero-pronoun is
retained. The findings imply that the lack of funoal motivation for a
form leads to its loss.

I ntroduction

! Numbers indicate tones.

2 “Chinese” here refers to written language thathhltave been used in various spoken
language/dialect groups in classical times. “Maimdaefers to the formal language that
is spoken and written in China and Taiwan nowadays.



Classical Chinese (BC479-AD220) had five forms twagle the first

person singularwu2, wo3 yu2 yu3 and Zero Pronoun. In modern

Mandarin (1900-now), only Wo3 and Zero Pronoun reed The

research question of the study is as follows. Winativated the reduction

of forms? In order to answer this question, we nteelbok at functions

coded by the five forms in Classical Chinese armdftimctions of the two

forms in modern Mandarin.

Pulleyblank (1995) pointed out that the syntactistributions and

semantic denotations of the five pronouns in CtadsChinese overlap,

but did not investigate any difference in their dtions. Other works

looked at pragmatic functions in more recent Chenése (1999) found

that in 18th-century Chinese, the variation betwsemular and plural

first person pronouns could convey social meaningmng (1998)

suggested that the zero pronoun in modern Manda@s used to convey

modesty, shyness, self-denigration, and respedthars.

The present paper suggests that the five pronowads different

pragmatic functions. We hypothesize that becausestitial norms have



changed, i.e., the need for the overt marking afiespragmatic functions

is no longer needed, some of the pronouns are eeduo addition,

pronounsvu2andwo3merged.

In what follows, we describe functions of the fifigems in Classical

Chinese. We then examine first person pronouns auddvh Mandarin.

Finally, we propose that the loss of function mates the loss of forms.

Data

For the Classical Chinese (BC500-AD250), we ukadyu “Confucius

Book” (BC479) andZhuangzi‘Daoist Book” (BC286)Lunyuis a written

record of questions and answers between Confucid$ disciples that

took place in the state afu, (northeastern part of contemporary China).

The language ihunyumainly reflects the_u dialect in Classical Chinese.

Zhuangziis a philosopher from the State®dng located south dfu state.

The period of Classical Chinese lasts for abouty&0's, from the birth of

Confucius to the end of théan Dynasty in AD220. In the first five pages

of Lunyuy there are 101 entries faru2, 46 entries fowo3 0 entries for



yu2 19 entries foryu3 and 10 instances of the unmarked first person.
Given the absence ofu2 in Lunyy we examined 9 entries fgu2 in
Zhuangzi We also checked some pre-Classical Chinese arleobmnes
described by Chen (1956). For Modern Mandarin (A2t8ow), we used
Academia Sinica Balanced Corpus of Modern Mand@fmese, which
contains five million words and reflects the Mandathinese written and
spoken in Taiwan. In addition, we also looked a frequency of %

person pronouns in the Academia Sinica Recent Gai®rpus.

Thefunction of wu2 in Classical Chinese

Wu2seems to be the default pronoun that appears meapiently as first
mention. It occurs pre-verbally 85% of the timesthie subject position
( examples (1) and (2)yVu2also functions as a possessive pronoun (14%
of the total), e.g. “my behavior” in (1) and “myebry” in (3):

Q) & wu2 H = A E wu2

= =4
1SG-SUB day three reflect 1SG-POS body
“I reflect on my behavior three times a day.”

2 = ® E wu2 e Z
Xia-PRO rite 1SG-SUB can speak it,
o = & fz

.
Qi-PRO NEG enough reference ye-PART.



“Xia rite, | can explain. Qi rite, | dont have engh reference.”
(3) & wu2 H — B Z
1SG-POS dao one and through it
“My theory can connect all together.

See also the use wfu2in examples (8) and (9) later in this paper.

The function of wo3 in Classical Chinese

Wo3is either the subject (39%) pre-verbally as ingdjl (5), or the object

(59%) post-verbally as in (5).

4) % o g H F- # wo3
Ci-PRO vye, 2SG-SUB love the goat, 1SG-SUB

e it
¥ H 19

love the rite.
“Ci, you love the goat (for sacrifice in the ritd)love the rite.”

G) & % M= B Fwod Fwo3 ¥ HE &
Menswen ask filial to 1SG-OBJ, 1SG-SUB to say mbloey
“Menswen asked me about filial. | said to him ‘rieabedience’.”

Wo3 contrasts the speaker with other participantg4)n Confucius was
addressing his disciple nam&d andwo3 occurs after the mentioning of
the proper nam€i and the second person singular subject. Confueass
contrasting the difference of their viewpoints wrésspect to sacrificing

the goat in the rite. The example can be interdrate“Contrary to yoi,

| prefer the rite itself.” In (5), Confucius is lielg the discipleFanchihow



he answered/lenswefs question about the essence of the notion “filial
The formwog3is thus in contrast with the participant naniéehswen
Further evidence supporting the contrastivection of wo3 can be
found in (6). Confucius was retelling the storyaogroup of disciples
about what happened when a farmer asked him quesi#3is used

cantrastively.

®)fF &k M B w3 ZE R
Exit farmer ask to 1SG-OBJ,empty empty likeRHA
“There was a farmer who asked me. | had nothingpé&zh”

Even whenwo3 functions as possessive pronoun (2%), it still has

contrastive function:

"= A (EIA A F& wo3 Eifi
three  people walk, must exist 1SG-POS teacher
“In a group of people, there must be a teachemaote.”

In (8) and (9)wo3 is used twice in contrastive functidriThe default
pronounwu? is required if the speaker intends to refer to dahhin

non-contrastive function:

8) fkwo3 A & A Z Jm g kwo3d {7
1SG-SUB NEG want people POS impose onto 1SGy@BJ

& Wu2 I i it A

1SG-SUB alsowar]\t“nothing impose onto people.

“I dont want others to impose anything onto maldo dont

% The unit of utterance does not refer to the bogndhthe sentences. It is intended to
refer to a semantically complete and coherent prioolu that makes sense. Note that
there is no punctuation in the original text of @enfucius book. Scholars added the
punctuations later on.



want to impose anything onto other people.”

© Fk £ EEE m B s
Jishi-PRO make/invite  Minzigian-PRO become Fei nister.

MTE OH & B fwd B OB W A /8
Minzigian say: nice for 1SG-OBJ reject PART.  iexistback

Hwod - Al Hwu2 % fEXN B &=
1SG-OBJ person, then 1SG-SUB must on Wen on yiiPAR

“Jishi asked Minzigian to be the minister of Feiin¥igian said,
‘Say something nice and reject the position for iheomeone
comes back to (persuade) me again, | shall bedrmind, but)
on the river Wen.”

There is no exception to the contrastive functibwa3 in Lunyu

Thefunction of yu2 in Classical Chinese

In Lunyy there are no instances gt2. Chen (1956) foundyu2 in
pre-Classical Chinese on the oracle bones datekl toaShangdynasty
(BC1600-BC1066). He found thau?2 is used exclusively by the kings
when they refer to themselves. We hypothesizeth®atisage by emperors
continued in Classical Chinese. The analysis of @hentries ofyu2 in
Zhuan-ziconfirms this hypothesissuangchengzin (10) andShuenin (11)
are emperors.
(10) =R T = A yu2 it

2z
Guangchengzi-PRO say, come! 1SG-SUB tell 2SG-OBJ
“Guangchengzi said, ‘Come! | tell you.™

(11) 5% MORT % & % % H:
Shuen-PRO to nation let good book, good book y, sa



A oyu2 Ir S FH OZ S
1SG-SUB stand among universe MOD  middle

“Shuan wrote the book entitled ‘let the virtuouopke rule the
nation’ and the book says, ‘I, in the middle of timverse™

Thefunction of yu3in Classical Chinese

There are 19 entries ofu3 in Lunyu. Chen (1956) considersdi3 a
graphic alternative tgu2 in both pre-Classical and Classical Chinese.
However, we suspect thgu3 andyu?2 could be used interchangeably in
Classical Chinese. At the first sight, Chen’s stapt seems to hold
becauseg/u3is indeed used by Confucious when he quots the emé
(BC1066-BC221) in (12):

(12) 5% " B H A M RF A& E
Shuen-PRO have minister five people and natiarhe. Wu King

H:Fyw3 H B B+ A

say, 1SG-SUB have mess minister 10 people.”

“Shuen had 5 ministers and managed the nation Wéli.king said,
| have 10 capable ministers (in a messy era).”
Other examples ibunyy however, demonstrate thyi3 indicates lower
status of the speaker in comparison to other cdadqepy. death, heaven,

emperor). Support for this hypothesis is providgdekamples (13), (14),

and (15). In (13), Confucius usedi3 to contrast himself relative to



heaven. In (14), he talked about his funeral amdiya3when he referred

to his own death. In (15), Confucius and his diesdpvere chased after by

Huankuiin a life and death situation. He comforted hiscghles by saying

that the heaven would take care of him no matteat\wniankuimight do

to him:

13 F ROET T EN
Confucius meet Nanzi-PRO, Zilu-PRO NEG Happy.
¥ K Z H:ITFyud Fr & =l ,
Confucius swear it say, “1SG-SUB if wrong behavio
x s pe
heaven curse it
“Confucius met lady Nanzi. Zilu was not happy abibut
Confucius said, ‘if | did anything wrong, may heaweirse it”

(14) B T yu3 g K B Kk 3
And 1SG-SUB though NEG get big funeral,

T yu3d e EpgE R7

1SG-SUB die by road WH?

“Though | don’t get the great funeral, would | dieside the road?”

1 F H:X £ # B Ty
Confucius say: heaven bore virtue to 1SG-OBJ,

L fi H 4@ T yul fa] ?
Huankui-PRO he to 1SG-OBJ what?”

“Confucius said, ‘Heaven bestowed me with virtubda¥\tould
Huankui do to me?™

In all those sentences, Confucius puts himself ¢orgext where there are

concepts of near-death, death, and heaven. Togeitteithe context of



emperor in (12), the function gti3is to lower the status of the speaker in

comparison to other concepts.

Thefunction of Zero pronoun in Classical Chinese

The 10 instances of unmarked first person pron&erd pronouns’) in

the first five pages dfunyuare in complements of verbs of saying.

(16) K H : Zero Pronoundg &~ if F Z iH >
Rangiu-PRO sayZero PronounNEG NEG I|ke Confucius’ theory,
Zero Pronoury/j A~ B e T H oo

Zero Pronourpower not enough ye.” Confucius say, ...

“Rangqiu say, ‘(ZERO) did not dislike Confucius'sctiine, (ZERO)
energy is not enough ye.” Confucius replied, ...”
There are, however, instances where the compleofiertrbs of saying do
have overt pronouns. The overt coding is motivégdther structural

considerations as in the following example wheeefitst person pronoun

is the first part of a nominal conjunction:

17) v H:&wu2z B[E 5 & H A i
Confucius saylSG-SUBand Huitalk all day, NEG against
(=5 Zero PronounzE& | & H YN ZIN
as stupld Zero Pronoumeturn and reflect its details, but
R\ o e I A K~ o

enough to be inspiring. Hui ye-PART, NEG stupid
“Confucius said, ‘I talked with Hui all day. No augnent as if he

were stupid(ZERO)returned home and reflected on the details. It
was but inspiring. Hui is not stupid.”

10



Summary of functionsin the first person singular pronounsin Classical

Chinese

In Classical Chinesayu?2 is the default form when a speaker makes

reference to selWo3is used when the speaker contrasts self with other

referents.Yu2is used exclusively by emperors in Pre-Classioa¢$ and

by speakers with higher social status in ClassilaineseYu3is used

when the speaker intends to lower*higatus in comparison to other

concepts in the context. Zero pronoun is useda@srlement of verbs of

saying in quoted speech by people with lower statud in the second

mention by people with higher status. A summaryeté&bshown below.

1sg pronoun

Contrastive Lowering speaker’s statug

Quoted speech

wu?2 x x x

wo3 v x x

yu2 x By emperor only x

yu3 x By speakers vs. heaven, x
emperor & death

Zero pronouns x v v

Table 1. Summary of functions of the first singigannounsvu2 wo3, yu2, yu3 and Zero

pronouns irLunyu

The diachronic change of thefirst singular pronouns

To empirically determine what forms of the firstrgen singular pronouns

* Only male referents were foundlinnyu
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are lost, we examined the four pronouns in the @arpf recent Chinese

and modern Mandarin. The frequency of occurrenceummarized in

Table 2. We can see that the fown2 is disappearingwo3 has become

the default first person singular pronoyn2 disappeared completely but

then came back alive in modern Mandarin, and zeomquns seem to

always remain in the language.

Chinese Classical (Lunyu) Recent (5 novel) Modermélanced)
Wu?2 101 63 27
Wo3 46 1000 5000
Yu2 0 0 32
Yu3 17 0.4 0
Zero pronoun yes Yes yes

Table 2. Frequency of occurrence of the first siagpronounsvu2 wo3 yu2, yu3 and Zero

pronouns in Classical Chinese, recent Chineseparttern Mandarin

To determine whethewu2 andyu? truly exist in modern Mandarin, we

looked at the 27 occurrenceswifi2 and the 32 occurrences yi2 None

of the 27wu2 comes from spoken data/u2occurs only in formal written

documents that imitate ancient writing style. Alet32yu2 were used by

an artist who tried to convey that he looks dowrtrexmundane world. At

this point, we can confidently suggest that then®iofwu2 yu2 andyu3

are truly lost in modern Mandarin.

12



Motivations for the loss of forms

Our findings indicate that the loss of a foresults from the loss of a
function. Yu2 and yu3 are lost because the funstitbey used to code are
no longer required in the society. The functioryo? is lost because there
is no emperor since the monarchy was abolishedhimaCin 1911. The
function ofyu3is lost because taboo topics are coded in soner atays
(e.g. lexical items and figurative expressions)rindern Mandarin. The
function ofwu2is taken over bywo3and hence the loss of the fomu2

Why would the function ofvu2 be replaced bywo3 whenwu2 was
the more frequent and less marked form, whvite3 was less frequent and
more marked one? The phonetically simi¥am2 and wo3 merged. The
reasonwo3 took over the default function follows behavior other
marked forms, which lose their marked nature armbime default forms.
In new grammaticalization, byo3 plus stress codes the contrastive focus
in modern Mandarin.

In conclusion, our finding suggests that latkumctional motivation

may lead to the reduction of the form and the rmagked form assumes

13



the function of the less marked form.
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