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Confirmation and Emphasis: the Subjective Meaning and

Pragmatic Functions of Shi in Pre-Qin Chinese
Yang Yonglong

Abstract: Shi in pre-Qin Chinese is a multifunction word. As an adverb, its basic functions are to confirm
facts and to emphasize as a quasi-focus-marker. However, previous studies usually treat them either
indiscriminately or separately. This paper makes a distinction between the two usages from the semantic and
pragmatic aspects, and proves that the emphaisis and focus of shi are connected through some formal signs. The
paper also believes that the function of emphasis is not originated from the indicative pronouns, but evolves from
confirmation through enhanced judgment. In a word, the possible evolution path of shi is shown as follows:
confirmation of facts > strengthening of judgments > emphasis of subjects > designation of responsibility
subjects.

Keywords: emphasis, focus, confirmation, speaker-oriented adverb, shi



