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Abstract

There has been a long debate about the long vs. the short BEI passive sentences in
Chinese. This study is a multifactorial analysis of NP2 (the agent, typically)
occurrence in Chinese BEI construction from a cross-variety perspective. We retrieved
one-month data of mainland Chinese, Taiwan Chinese and Singapore Chinese
respectively from the “Tagged Chinese Gigaword Corpus™ and all three shares nearly
the same words in the same period of time. We got passive sentences marked by BE/
automatically using AntConc and further checked them manually under the principle
of interchangeability. After that, we randomly selected 2918 observations (30% of
valid observations from these three varieties) to annotate. Our dependent variable is
the occurrence of NP2, while the independent variables include 15 language-internal
factors and a language-external factor (lectal variation). Taking verbs in BEI
constructions as the random effect, we built a mixed-effect binary logistic regression
to obtain significant factors and interactional effects between lectal variation and any
language-internal factors. At last, we built random forests and conditional inference
trees for three varieties respectively to obtain their own significant factors as well as
their importance rankings of all predictors.

The results show that BEI constructions with or without NP2 have totally
different prototypical usages. For BEI construction with NP2, the predicate tends to be
intransitive, and NP2 are more likely to be inanimate with the passive event
describing a physical change of NP1. Whereas, for BEI construction without NP2,
with an indefinite concrete or non-concrete NP1, it is more likely to appear in clauses
or in negative sentences. All those prototypical usages are able to be explained by the
principle of language economy, the principle of end-weight, the lexicalization of “BEI
+ V + N” construction as well as the universally internal demands of the passive
sentence itself. Among those three lectal varieties, BEI constructions with or without
NP2 haven’t shown significant difference, but they all prefer to choose BEI
construction without NP2. However, according to the significant interactions between
lectal varieties and the semantic categories as well as the topics of passives, and the
different significant factors selected in three varieties, we concluded that the
language-internal constraint is of diversity across language varieties, and the cultural
and social background plays an important role on the language use. Furthermore, the

synchronic lectal variation was explained by the Europeanized Singapore Chinese, the
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conservation of other passive markers (e.g., ZAO and HUO) in Taiwan Chinese and
the independent development of mainland Chinese towards colloquialization.
Therefore, from the synchronic lectal variations, we are able to conclude and predict
the diachronic change and development of Chinese.

There are three main innovations of our research. Firstly, as a corpus-based
multifactorial analysis, this research obtains a fine-grained description of the NP2
occurrence of Chinese BEI passive construction. Secondly, the combination of
cross-variety perspective also made our research being groundbreaking. Thirdly,
working within the framework if Probabilistic Grammar and Cognitive
Sociolinguistics, we are able to further analyze and explain the prototypical usages of
Chinese BEI passive construction with or without NP2 and its lectal variant

differences, which fills the gap of previous research.

Keywords: NP2 occurrence in Chinese BEI construction; lectal variation;

Probabilistic Grammar; multifactorial analysis
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