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A New Interpretation of the Meaning of

“Shuyu” from Ancient to Medieval China:

An Explanation with Reference to Linguistic Register
Chou Shih-ping”

Abstract

“Shuyu” (21E1) is a commonly used conversation structure in Archaic Chinese.
It was used when the speaker provides two choices for the addressee to compare and
select. However, the origin and sematic expression of the structure still have much
room for discussion. This paper aims to explain the formation of the structure of
“Shuyu,” through the characteristic of the pronoun “shu” used in questioning and
the cognitive mechanism of the speaker. On the other hand, it also seeks to discuss
the sematic and usage features of “shuyu”, and from the perspective of linguistic
register, explain why even though past discussions believe that “shuyu” can be used
to express a rhetorical question, but yet cannot determine whether the speaker’s
intent is skewed towards the first or second choice. This is due to the argumentative
style of the question when “shuyu” is used. Three usage scenarios of “Shuyu” is
listed in this paper: Questioning when the speaker is clueless, questioning as a motive

leading to further discussion and questioning without the intent of an answer. This
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research further explores possibilities of how the structure of “shuyu” has been
formed, clearly describing its application features, and highlighting the importance of

referring to linguistic register during grammatical research.

Keywords: “Shuyu”, alternative-question conjunction, linguistic register,

rhetorical question, comparison
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