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1 Introduction

Chinese “proper clefts” (Paul, Whitman 2008, 424) with VdeO order
(henceforth PCs) have drawn considerable attention in Chinese
linguistics because of their distinctive structural properties.* These
sentences are not fully parallel to clefts in other languages, such
as English (Hole, Zimmermann 2013), and exhibit language-specific
constraints (Hole 2011) that give rise to unique restrictions on their
distribution and use.

PCs are used to establish narrow focus by highlighting a specific
constituent that conveys new information within an event that is
presupposed in the discourse (Iurato 2024a). In these syntactically
marked constructions, focus is signaled by the morpheme shi &,
typically positioned adjacent to the focused element, and by de 7],
which occurs postverbally immediately before the object (Hole 2011;
Liu 2023).

PCs can be classified into three main types, depending on which
constituent carries the focus: subject focus clefts, adjunct focus clefts,
and object focus clefts (OFCs), in which the subject, a preverbal adjunct,
or the postverbal object is highlighted, respectively, as illustrated
in (1) (Paul, Whitman 2008; Liu 2023).2 The most salient difference
among the three types is that, in OFCs, the focused constituent occurs
postverbally rather than in the canonical position adjacent to shi, a
distribution shaped by specific syntactic constraints (Luo 2009).

1 a. HNERBEETEENEDRE,
women  shi  qi  zixingché  qu de  tushagudn
1pL SHI ride bike go DE library
‘It was by bike that we went to the library.’
(zhao 1979, 58)

Both Authors contributed equally to the present work. In accordance with academic
conventions, the specific contributions of each Author are detailed below. A. Iurato
is responsible for Sections 1, 2, 3, 3.1, 3.2, 3.3, 3.4, 3.5, 3.5.1, 3.5.2, 5.4. L. Locatelli
is responsible for Sections 4, 4.1, 4.2, 5, 5.1, 5.2, 5.2.1, 5.2.2, 5.3, 6. Both Authors
contributed to the writing, revision, and editing of the manuscript to an equal extent.

1 Inthispaper, the term ‘Chinese’ serves as a conventional abbreviation for ‘Standard
Mandarin Chinese’. The glosses adhere to the guidelines of the Leipzig Glossing Rules,
with the inclusion of sp = ‘structural particle’, su1 = ‘copular verb shi functioning as a
focus marker’, b = ‘sentence-final de in shi...de proper clefts’, srp = ‘sentence final
particle’.

2 Although the categories subject and object are theoretically problematic in Chinese
(see Morbiato, Arcodia, Basciano 2020), this study adopts these labels following
conventional descriptions of PCs. The term subject therefore refers to the preverbal,
thematic constituent that functions as the participant initiating or carrying out the
action, while object designates the postverbal element that undergoes or is affected by
the event, whether direct, indirect, or locative in nature.
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b. BHEMENE,

shi  wé qu  jié de  ché
SHI 1sG  go borrow  DE car
‘It was me who went to borrow the car.’
(Zhao 1979, 59)

c. EKR=BEMIF,

Zhangsan  shi  xié de  shi
Zhangsan SHI write DE poem
‘It was poems that Zhangsan wrote.’

(Hole 2011, 1710)

Despite being a widely discussed topic in the literature, Chinese
PCs remain notoriously challenging to analyze (Shyu 2015). Most
studies conducted so far have adopted a generative approach
(Cheng 2008; Paul, Whitman 2008; Hole 2011; Hole, Zimmermann
2013), while corpus-based research remains scarce. One notable
exception is Xu (2014), who offered a general analysis of all studies
involving the shi...de pattern, encompassing not only clefts but also
copulative sentences with nominalization. Research from a pragmatic
perspective is even more limited (e.g., Li 2008; Jing-Schmidt 2017).

What is clearly missing, then, is a comprehensive corpus-based
perspective addressing focus realization within information
structure and discourse contexts. Of the three main types of cleft
constructions, existing literature focuses almost exclusively on
adjunct-focus clefts, with only occasional attention to subject-focus
clefts (e.g., Cheng 2008; Shyu 2015). OFCs, however, remain largely
neglected: they are briefly mentioned in passing (e.g., Hole 2011;
Long 2013), relegated to footnotes (e.g., Paul, Whitman 2008),
and often absent from major reference grammars (Iurato 2024c).
OFCs are the least explored cleft type both syntactically and in
terms of information-structural interpretation, which contributes
to difficulties in their recognition, comprehension, and use by both
linguists and L2 learners of Chinese.

The present study addresses these gaps by offering the first
large-scale corpus-based analysis of OFCs, examining their
syntactic structure and the realization of focus within information
structure and discourse contexts. As one of the few corpus-driven
studies on Chinese clefts more broadly, it provides a systematic
overview of this understudied construction. Based on large corpora
of naturally occurring written data from L1 Chinese speakers, the
study maps the distribution and usage patterns of OFCs, including
verb-object co-occurrences, types of focus realized, and their
potential correlations.
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2 Chinese VdeO Cleft Sentences: Theoretical Background

Cleft constructions are widely regarded as a cross-linguistic strategy
for signaling focus (Reeve 2013). They serve as tools for structuring
information, typically exhibiting non-canonical word order and
closely reflecting discourse-pragmatic organization (Hartmann,
Veenstra 2013). In terms of information structure, clefts partition a
sentence into a focused element, which introduces new information,
and a presupposition encoding shared background knowledge
(Halliday 1967; Lambrecht 1994; 2001). In English, this bipartition
is realized in biclausal copular constructions, e.g., ‘It was in Paris
that he fell in love’, where the cleft phrase (‘in Paris’) highlights new
information against a presupposed event (‘he fell in love’) (Prince
1981). Across languages, clefts reorganize information structure in
contrast to canonical orders, which rely on default syntax or prosody
to encode focus (Lambrecht 2001; Hole, Zimmermann 2013).

In Chinese, this bipartite structure is implemented in VdeO clefts,
usually organized as [NP1 shi Adv V-de NP2]. In this construction,
shi serves both as a copula and as a focus marker, while the
presupposed event is realized through a nominalized V-de clause
(Hole, Zimmermann 2013). The constituent immediately following
shi carries the cleft focus, highlighting new information, whereas the
V-de headless relative clause represents presupposition, referring to
information already established in the discourse (Long 2013).

By explicitly partitioning focus and presupposition, clefts represent
a marked strategy for focus in Chinese, contrasting with canonical
SVO sentences, where new information tends to appear clause-finally
and receives default “end focus” (LaPolla 1990, 96). In unmarked
SVO clauses, objects introducing new information generally occupy
the sentence-final position, aligning naturally with this pattern. It is
generally agreed that Chinese focus is associated with the postverbal
domain: topical or presupposed elements occur preverbally, while
focal elements appear postverbally (96-7). Thus, in canonical SVO
sentences, focus gravitates to the clause-final slot and is highlighted
prosodically, whereas clefts achieve prominence through structural
partitioning. As a wh- and focus-in-situ language, Chinese also allows
narrow focus to surface preverbally when a wh-element appears
there, with presupposed material following the verb (Hole 2011;
Paul 2015).

Within VdeO clefts, narrow focus can be syntactically realized
only on NPs and PPs (Hole 2011). Focus is signaled by shi, which
immediately precedes the focused element, while de appears
postverbally before the object; their exact functions remain debated
(see § 3.4). Shi can be omitted in some contexts, whereas de is
obligatory (Cui, Sung 2021; Iurato 2024c). In terms of information
structure, this construction allows the speaker to foreground a
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constituent - in OFCs, the object of an event that has reached its
endpoint in the past - against a presupposed background, making it
a highly context-sensitive focus strategy (Iurato 2026).

3 The Object Focus Cleft

The following sections outline the key properties of OFCs. While some
general features of PCs apply across all types (Paul, Whitman 2008;
Hole 2011; Long 2013), the discussion here examines these phenomena
from the perspective of OFCs, highlighting what is unique to this
construction.

3.1 How the Adjacency Effect Relates to Focus in OFCs

Cross-linguistically, focus markers generally appear immediately
before the constituent they highlight (Long 2013, 438). In Chinese,
this generalization holds for subject and adjunct focus clefts, but it
does not extend to OFCs. In the OFC pattern, the object - although it
is the element that receives focus - remains in its postverbal position
and is not fronted to a preverbal slot adjacent to shi (Hole 2011).
The object’s prominence is instead achieved prosodically rather than
through linear adjacency to shi (Cheng 2008; Hole 2011).2

This differs from English it-clefts, where the phrase following the
copula is normally the focus, typically a noun phrase (Reeve 2013).
Chinese clefts - and OFCs in particular - exhibit a completely
distinct structure. Long (2013) argues that PCs are biclausal copular
constructions containing a headless relative clause nominalized by
de. In such structures, the relative clause precedes the nominal head
and occupies the position immediately adjacent to shi, while the
focused object appears in its canonical postverbal slot. As a result,
it is typically a subject or adjunct that appears next to the copula,
providing the interpretive features needed to delimit the head noun.
The adjacency effect in Chinese therefore targets a different syntactic
domain from that of English clefts. Focus in OFCs is best conceived
of as structurally, rather than linearly, encoded: the object may be
embedded within the clause, while other constituents satisfy the
adjacency condition. Long’s account further underscores how cleft

3 One might tentatively suggest that the object is syntactically marked differently,
being preceded by -de and no longer in the canonical verb-adjacent position. This is a
plausible hypothesis, but it goes beyond the scope of the present study and is left for
future investigation.
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focus interacts with prosody and with the internal organization of
relative clauses.

3.2 Syntactic and Semantic Constraints on OFCs

OFCs are subject to several types of restrictions. First, OFCs are
subject to a series of TAM-related constraints. With respect to tense,
they are incompatible with future-oriented temporal expressions or
adverbials, since such elements would conflict with the presupposed
nature of the event - an event understood as preceding the speech act
(Turato 2024c). Regarding aspect, the presuppositional component
cannot host perfective markers (Liu 2023). Finally, as for modality,
modal verbs are likewise excluded from the construction (Paul,
Whitman 2008). Additionally, there are limitations on the semantic
class of verbs: only dynamic verbs are allowed (Iurato 2024a).
Second, OFCs obey specific syntactic limitations. In Chinese,
elements occurring in postverbal position, including objects, are
resistant to clefting (Luo 2009). As a result, OFCs necessarily
contain a postverbal object that itself cannot be clefted (Paul 2005;
Hole 2011). According to Hole (2011, 1712), object focus arises
through a postponed LF movement of the cleft-focus phrase after
spell-out, which produces the characteristic configuration of OFCs.

3.3 Definiteness and Referential Properties of the Object

A key feature of OFCs is the requirement that the postverbal object
be definite and specific in reference. Indefinite expressions such as
the [one-CLF] pattern or combinations with the quantifier ji JL (some)
plus classifier are not acceptable in this context; the object requires
clear definiteness marking, typically through a demonstrative (Cui,
Sung 2021; Liu 2023). Long (2013) further argues that the object is not
only definite but uniquely identifiable to both interlocutors, since it is
anchored to a previously completed and discourse-accessible event.
This anchoring to a completed, contextually recoverable situation
ensures the object’s strong referentiality, as it necessarily points
back to a realized event preceding the speech time (Iurato 2024c).
As aresult, OFCs systematically encode events that are presupposed,
completed, and temporally located prior to the utterance time.
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3.4 How shi and de Shape the OFC

The functions of shi and de have been the subject of extensive debate.
Shi is typically analyzed as a copula (Ross 1983; Cheng 2008; Paul,
Whitman 2008), though some scholars treat it as an intensifying
adverb (Han 2005) or a modal verb (Shi 1994). Following Hole (2011),
Hole and Zimmermann (2013), Liu (2023), and Xu (2014), this study
treats shi as a copula that also serves as a focus marker.

The role of de is even more contested. Since OFCs refer exclusively
to past events, some studies (e.g., Song 1978; Simpson, Wu 2002)
have proposed that de is an enclitic past-tense marker. However,
this analysis is disputable, given that Chinese lacks a grammatical
category of tense and instead relies on aspectual marking (Liu 2015).
Others (e.g., Sugimura 1999; Liu 2023) interpret de as an aspectual
marker, specifically as the anaphoric variant of the perfective marker
-le. This study follows Iurato (2024c), who rejects this account on the
grounds that the perfective interpretation of OFCs does not arise
from de itself, but rather from the fact that the events described are
already completed and presupposed, and therefore naturally precede
the speech time.

The most widely endorsed view treats de as a nominalizer
or relativizer of a headless relative clause (Hole 2011; Hole,
Zimmermann 2013). In line with this perspective, we analyze OFCs
as biclausal structures in which de nominalizes the presupposed
event clause, while shi functions as a focus-marking copula. Although
the object frequently appears post-de in these constructions, this
ordering does not conflict with the nominalizing role of de: the
post-de object contributes to the clause’s referential content rather
than serving as its internal head, reflecting the focus-driven
reordering typical of cleft constructions (Long 2013). This analysis
explains the perfective interpretation of OFCs by highlighting their
characterization of completed and presupposed events; it also
accounts for their past-time reading, since such events necessarily
occur prior to the moment of utterance (Iurato 2026).

3.5 Focus Realization and Discourse Functions of OFCs

To date, no studies have provided a systematic or theoretically
grounded account of the information-structural and discourse
properties of OFCs. Since OFCs represent a subtype of PCs, the
present discussion necessarily draws on the broader, albeit still
limited, literature on PC focus interpretation. Existing accounts
are heterogeneous and often only loosely connected to established
focus-theoretical frameworks. Some studies (e.g., Shi 1994;
Jing-Schmidt 2017) argue that PCs exclusively convey contrastive
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focus, typically used to correct or clarify a prior assumption. Others
(e.g., Li 2008) maintain that PCs may express either contrastive or
non-contrastive focus. Xu (2014) proposes a more general emphatic
function, suggesting that PCs serve as epistemic devices through
which speakers signal stance or evaluation based on personal
knowledge.

Following Iurato (2024c), this paper adopts the view that PCs,
including OFCs, may express either contrastive or non-contrastive
focus, consistent with the claim that clefts do not inherently encode
contrastiveness (Rochemont 1986; Kiss 1998). The interpretation
assigned to a cleft also depends on the notion of focus adopted, which
varies considerably across theoretical frameworks. Given the lack of
a coherent and empirically grounded account of focus realization in
OFCs, the present study first establishes a working definition of focus
for the purposes of this study and specifies the focus types guiding
the subsequent analysis.

3.51 Defining Focus from an Information-Structure
Perspective

Defining focus has long been a challenge, and no single account
has gained universal acceptance. Within the information-structure
literature (e.g., Jackendoff 1972; Rochemont 1986; Lambrecht 1994),
focus is generally understood as the part of an utterance that conveys
new or non-presupposed information. It corresponds to the element
that the speaker chooses to highlight or foreground in order to
direct the interlocutor’s attention to it (Callies 2009). As such, the
focal element represents the most salient piece of information in the
communicative context - precisely the information through which the
speaker pursues their communicative goals (Dik 1997).
Lambrecht’s (1994, 213) pragmatic framework provides one of the
most influential definitions of focus. According to him, focus is “the
semantic component of a pragmatically structured position whereby
the assertion differs from the presupposition” (Lambrecht 1994, 213).
In Lambrecht’s (1994, 52) words, the pragmatic assertion is “the
proposition expressed by a sentence which the hearer is expected to
know or take for granted as a result of hearing the sentence uttered”,
whereas the pragmatic presupposition is “the set of propositions
lexicogrammatically evoked in a sentence which the speaker
assumes the hearer already knows or is ready to take for granted
at the time the sentence is uttered”. Consequently, focus is defined
as complementary to the presupposition, representing the portion
of the utterance that conveys new or non-recoverable information
to the listener. Crucially, focus cannot always be identified with
a single constituent. As emphasized by Lambrecht (1994) and
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Nikolaeva (2001), focality is not an inherent property of a referent
but a relational category: it arises from the interaction between the
utterance and its discourse context.

Focus can be further classified according to the scope of the focus
domain. It is typically distinguished into three types: narrow focus,
where the focus domain targets a single constituent (e.g., an object
or an adjunct); predicate focus, where the focus domain encompasses
the entire predicate; and sentence focus, where it extends to the
whole clause (Lambrecht 2001). In the case of object focus clefts,
given the intrinsic properties of PCs, the focus is necessarily narrow
and targets only the object.

3.5.2 Contrastive and Non-Contrastive Focus

Focus has traditionally been considered contrastive (Garassino
2016, 192). However, numerous studies have shown that focus does
not necessarily imply contrast, suggesting that contrast is not an
inherent feature of focus (Halliday 1967; Kiss 1998; Rochemont 1986;
Rooth 1992). Different taxonomies have been proposed to classify
focus types (e.g., Vallduvi, Vilkuna 1998). Among the most widely
cited is the distinction between ‘information focus’ and ‘identification
focus’ (Kiss 1998). For simplicity, this paper uses the general terms
‘contrastive’ focus and ‘non-contrastive focus’, depending on whether
the focused element contrasts with other discourse-determined
options. Contrastive focus involves a limited, identifiable set of
alternatives, while non-contrastive focus involves an open set of
potential referents (Callies 2009; Garassino 2016).

The concept of contrastiveness is central but debated. Halliday
(1967, 206) defines contrastive as “contrary to some predicted or stated
alternative”, while Chafe (1976) argues it requires: (i) background
knowledge of the discourse, (ii) a limited set of plausible alternatives,
and (iii) selection of one candidate to the exclusion of others.
Repp (2010) similarly defines contrastiveness based on a closed,
identifiable set of alternatives. However, as Kenesei (2006) points
out, these conditions alone do not guarantee true contrastiveness.
For a focus to be truly contrastive, it must satisfy the Exhaustiveness
Condition - the focused constituent constitutes the complete set of
entities determining the proposition’s truth - and the Exclusiveness
Condition - only the focused entities determine the proposition’s
truth, excluding all others (Chafe 1976; Declerck 1984; Kiss 1998).
Sentences not meeting these conditions are non-contrastive.

Cleft sentences have traditionally been regarded as prototypically
contrastive constructions (Declerck 1988; Lambrecht 2011).
However, several studies have shown that they do not necessarily
encode contrast (Prince 1978; Declerck 1984; Konig 1991; Kiss 1998;
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Givon 2001). As noted by Miller (2006), cleft sentences may be either
contrastive or non-contrastive, depending on the discourse context.
This variability highlights the difficulty of determining when a focus
should be analyzed as genuinely contrastive.

Contrastive focus is not merely a syntactic phenomenon:
following Zimmermann (2008, 348), its interpretation depends on
the speaker’s assumptions about what the hearer considers likely or
unlikely. Alternatives are therefore not only semantic (cf. Chafe 1976;
Repp 2010) but also discourse-related, highlighting elements
unexpected or in contrast with the hearer’s presumed knowledge
(see also Vallduvi, Vilkuna 1998). Contrastive foci express a contrast
between the information conveyed in asserting a constituent a
and the hearer’s assumed expectations, often using non-canonical
grammatical forms to direct attention and update the common
ground.

Contrastive focus can be explicit, occurring when syntactic or
prosodic cues signal alternatives that are restricted and clearly
defined within the communicative context (Biber et al. 1999;
Garassino 2016), or implicit, when an identifiable set of alternatives
is suggested but not overtly provided (Krifka 1999; Garassino 2016),
or when the contrast arises purely from pragmatic inference and
discourse context (Zimmermann 2008). Even when a focused element
is syntactically identifiable, its contrastive interpretation may depend
on background information, the alternatives the speaker assumes the
hearer expects, or the speaker’s intended emphasis (Zimmermann
2008). This aligns with Lambrecht’s (1994, 58) principle that “focality
is not a property of a referent as such but rather a relational category”,
emerging from the interaction between utterance and discourse
context.

The interaction between contrastive focus and wh-questions
illustrates these principles. In wh-questions and in their ordinary,
informative answers, contrastive marking is typically absent, since
the requested information is simply supplied and no contrast is
intended. Contrastive focus emerges only in marked responses, such
as corrections or unexpected answers, where the speaker explicitly
challenges or revises the hearer’s assumptions (Zimmermann 2008).
In such cases, even answers to wh-questions can display contrastive
marking, for instance to reject likely expectations, to signal that
only a single individual satisfies the predicate, or to contrast the
actual referent with an alternative previously assumed by the hearer
(Zimmermann 2008).

In this study, we follow Zimmermann (2008), according to which
contrastive focus targets information that is unexpected or that
stands in contrast to the hearer’s presumed knowledge, whether this
contrast is made explicit in the discourse or only implicitly inferred.

10
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Whenever the focused element does not activate such a contrastive
interpretation, it is classified as non-contrastive focus.*

To account for non-contrastive focus, we adopt Korzen’s (2014, 232)
proposal, according to which it fulfils the basic function of marking
the “original” focus. Its role is to direct the listener’s attention to a
specific piece of information concerning an event, which is completed
in the OFC, without introducing any contrast.

Drawing on the literature (Berretta 1994; Zimmermann 2008),
completive, anaphoric, and information-seeking functions are
identified as key manifestations of non-contrastive focus in cleft
constructions: (i) completive, to highlight a relevant aspect in order to
complete or refine the set of information available to the interlocutor;
(ii) anaphoric, to reintroduce previously mentioned information and
restore it to discourse prominence; and (iii) information-seeking
(typically in wh-questions), to request specific information about an
event or element whose properties are not fully known.

In the present study (see § 5.4), these distinctions are not treated
as independent theoretical categories, but are operationalized in
the corpus analysis as three recurrent discourse contexts of OFCs:
narrative-descriptive contexts (broadly corresponding to completive
uses), anaphoric contexts, and wh-question contexts (corresponding
to information-seeking uses).

The classification adopted in this study therefore integrates both
focus interpretation and discourse context, allowing us to determine
whether a given OFC instantiates contrastive or non-contrastive
focus on the basis of its full contextual environment.

4 The Present Study: Research Questions

Given the aims and rationale outlined in Section 1, and in light of the
existing literature and remaining gaps, the present study is guided
by the following research questions:
* RQ1: How are OFCs distributed across the 20 most frequent
Chinese dynamic verbs, and which text type emerges as the
dominant for their occurrence?

4 Afullunderstanding of communicative purposes and focus often requires attention
to the prosodic level. Many studies of clefts have examined prosody, as pitch accent
and intonation provide key cues, signaling a contextually salient set of alternatives
(Bolinger 1961; Rooth 1992) and helping distinguish contrastive from non-contrastive
focus, especially when syntactic or morphological markers are absent. However, this
aspect lies beyond the scope of the present study, which is based on written data and
does not analyze prosodic features.
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* RQ2: What semantic and referential properties characterize the
object and subject found in OFCs, and how do these features
correlate with the verbs that occur in the construction?

* RQ3: Are OFCs predominantly used to convey contrastive or
non-contrastive focus, and is there a correlation between the
type of focus realized and the verbs used?

4.1 Data and Methodology

Before examining which dynamic verbs can occur in OFCs, we
identified the 20 most frequently used dynamic verbs in Chinese.?
Frequency information was obtained from two sources: the
Wiktionary frequency lists (1-1,000 words),® based on consolidated
corpora (Bajcetic, Declerck 2022), and the Chinese Toolbox, which
generates frequency data from the Sinica Balanced Corpus of
Modern Chinese.” Combining these sources allowed us to identify
a representative set of high-frequency dynamic verbs that reflect
common usage in naturally occurring Chinese texts.

The selected verbs were then classified according to the semantic
verb classes identified by Levin (1993). In a few cases, the classification
was slightly adjusted to better reflect the verbs’ meaning and usage in
contemporary Chinese. Specifically, verbs of creation such as zuo 1
(make/do) were retained in their original category, whereas verbs
like xié "5 (write) and chang " (sing), originally listed under message
transfer or manner-of-speaking verbs in Levin’s framework, were
reclassified as creation verbs, as they involve producing a concrete
output (Chang, Chen, Huang 2000). Likewise, zuo 4 (take a vehicle),
which Levin (1993) categorizes as a verb of motion using a vehicle,
was reassigned to instrumental locomotion verbs, following Chang,
Chen and Huang (2000), since the agent undergoes motion while
the object denotes the instrument enabling the movement. Table 1
presents the 20 selected verbs along with their adapted taxonomy
used in this study.

5 The decision to limit the analysis to a controlled set of 20 high-frequency dynamic
verbs was motivated by methodological considerations. A broad corpus query
using a general pattern such as ‘& V [ O’ would have generated a large number of
heterogeneous and often irrelevant results, including constructions that fall outside
the operational definition of OFCs adopted in this study. To avoid this noise and ensure
analytical consistency, we therefore opted for a restricted, frequency-based selection
of verbs rather than a fully corpus-driven extraction.

6 For the Wiktionary frequency lists, see: https://www.wiktionary.org/.

7 For the Chinese Toolbox, which provides frequency data from the Sinica Balanced
Corpus of Modern Chinese, see: https://asbc.iis.sinica.edu.tw/.
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Table1l Dynamicverbsselected for OFC analysis

Verb Semantic verb class
1. chillz (eat) Verbs of ingesting
2. hélg (drink)

3. zuo f#fl (make/do) Verbs of creation
4.  xié'B (write)

5. chang g (sing)
6

T

8

9

wén (3] (ask) Verbs of transfer of message
mdi 3£ (buy) Verbs of change of possession
mai £ (sell)
géi 45 (give)

10. xué = (study) Learn verbs

11. kdn 4% (read) Verbs of perception

12. ting I (listen)

13. nd Z (take/hold) Verbs of carrying

14. dai & (carry/bring/take along)

15. 1Gi 3 (come) Verbs of motion

16. qu 7 (go)

17.  z8u 7E (walk)
18. jin# (enter)

19. zuo 4 (take a vehicle) Instrumental locomotion verbs
20. zhdo #% (search/look for) Verbs of searching

After selecting the verbs, we isolated the sample using two
large-scale, annotated, genre-balanced Chinese corpora, comparable
in size and diversity, supporting robust cross-corpus comparison. On
the one hand, the BCC corpus offers multi-genre materials, including
academic texts, newspapers, literature, and social media,® while the
zhTenTen Simplified Chinese corpus, available on Sketch Engine,
provides web-based language from forums, commercial sites, and
social media.®

For each of the 20 verbs listed above, we extracted a sample of 600
sentences from each corpus, using queries targeting the verb within
a OFC, such as shi chi de &WZ[f]. We intentionally excluded more
complex queries with part-of-speech tags in which the construction
is immediately followed by a noun, as is commonly the case in OFCs,
since this would have limited our ability to observe a wider range of
structural patterns. When fewer than 600 sentences were available
for a given verb, the full set of available sentences was included.

8 The BCC corpus is accessible at: https://bcc.blcu.edu.cn/.

9 The zhTenTen Simplified Chinese corpus is accessible at: https://www.sketch
engine.eu/zhtenten-chinese-corpus/.
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The final dataset therefore comprises 13,176 sentences in total, also
including their immediate context, with 2,209 from the BCC and
10,967 from the zhTenTen.

The next step consisted of an in-depth data cleaning process.
During this stage, we independently isolated only those instances
that qualified as OFCs, reaching an inter-rater agreement of x = .93.
The resulting cleaned dataset, which forms the basis of the analyses
presented in this study, includes 4,585 sentences, with 1,653 from
the BCC and 2,932 from the zhTenTen.

4.2 Data Coding

For the analyses, the final dataset was fully annotated along four
main dimensions: object, subject, focus, and text type. Regarding the
first two, NPs functioning as objects and subjects in each OFC were
annotated for animacy and concreteness, two semantic properties
that capture, respectively, the extent to which a referent is perceived
as alive and sentient (Comrie 1989), and the degree to which it
can be experienced through the five senses (Brysbaert, Warriner,
Kuperman 2014). Following Locatelli (2026), both properties were
treated as continuous, rather than categorical. In particular, animacy
was calculated as the mean of four components: ‘being alive’, ‘looking
like a human’, ‘having mobility’, and ‘having agency’, each coded on
a binary scale, with 1 indicating the absence and 2 the presence
of the feature. For example, shipin £ (food) scores 1 on all four
factors, yielding an average of 1, which corresponds to complete
inanimacy. By contrast, rénmen AAf] (people) scores 2 across all
dimensions, reflecting not only full animacy, but also humanness.
Similarly, concreteness values were derived from the mean ratings
in Brysbaert, Warriner and Kuperman (2014), which range from
1 (highly abstract) to 5 (highly concrete). Each subject and object
referent in our sample was assigned the rating of its English lexical
counterpart.® For instance, the object NP nitindi “}*%}, corresponding
to the English term ‘milk’ in the dataset, received a concreteness
rating of 4.9, indicating a highly concrete entity.

In addition, since previous research has shown that referentiality
plays a crucial role in Chinese clefts (see Hole 2011; Turato 2024a),
each object and subject was also annotated for this property.

10 Asdiscussed by Locatelli (2026), while translation-based annotation is not without
its limitations, it was adopted here because no comprehensive Chinese datasets are
available that are comparable to the English norms by Brysbaert, Warriner, and
Kuperman (2014). Accordingly, each NP was translated for annotation with attention to
maintaining its contextual meaning, thereby minimizing potential ambiguities deriving
from polysemy.
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Following Chen (2009), linguistic referentiality is understood as not
only a semantic notion but fundamentally a pragmatic one: beyond
signaling the existence of an entity in its decontextualized meaning,
referential expressions are primarily used speaker-dependently to
track or identify an entity within the universe of discourse. Therefore,
annotation proceeded in two stages. We first assigned referential
values on the basis of grammatical form, relying on categories
commonly treated as referential, and consequently definite or
indefinite, or non-referential in the literature (see Chen 2004;
Jiang 2015). Proper names, personal pronouns, and NPs introduced
by demonstratives were classified as definite (def), while numeral
constructions - including those with yi — (one), xié %% (some) - as well
as bare NPs were provisionally classified as indefinite (indef). In a
second step, we examined each OFC in its immediate discourse context
to identify cases in which expressions that appeared indefinite based
on form alone in fact referred to a specific, discourse-presupposed
entity. These instances were therefore reclassified accordingly.

As for the focus dimension, each sentence in the corpus was
analyzed individually within its full discourse context to determine
whether it conveyed contrastive or non-contrastive focus, according
to the notion of contrastivity outlined in Section 3.5.2. In addition,
for each instance, we coded whether the focus was explicit, signaled
by syntactic or morphological markers, or implicit, inferred from the
pragmatic and contextual cues in the discourse.

Finally, each concordance line was annotated for text type,
understood as the genre in which the OFC occurs. The annotation
followed a combined top-down and bottom-up procedure. When
available, we first relied on the genre labels supplied in the corpora
metadata - academic (A; xuéshu “4K), literary (L; wénxué (%),
newspaper (N; xinwén #il#), and social media (S; shejiao méiti 4+
AE A%, These initial categories were then refined and expanded to
include administrative-institutional (AD; xingzhéng guangfang 171
‘77J7) and informational-technology (IT; xinxi jishu {58 3%AK) texts.

5 Data Analysis and Interpretation

This section presents the results of the analysis of OFCs. It begins by
describing their overall frequency and distribution. The analysis then
examines the distribution of object and subject types, followed by
the relationship between verbal categories and focus types. Finally,
it considers the discourse contexts in which OFCs occur and their
contribution to focus interpretation.
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5.1 Frequency and Distribution of OFCs

The distribution of OFCs exhibits clear verb-level asymmetries.
Across both corpora, zou emerges as the most frequent verb,
followed closely by zuo in the zhTenTen and mdi in the BCC. In the
BCC, besides zuo1,** which ranks fifth overall, other high-frequency
verbs include kan, qu, chang, and xié. A similar pattern is observed
in the zhTenTen, with all these verbs occupying top positions in the
frequency ranking. Notably, ldi is entirely absent from OFCs in both
corpora, distinguishing it sharply from its motion counterpart qi,
which appears consistently in both datasets. Other verbs are also
generally infrequent in OFCs across both corpora, including ting and
weén. Conversely, several display more divergent patterns, like jin
and dai, which appear rarely in the zhTenTen, whereas xué and zhdo
are scarce or absent in the BCC. In particular, zhdo is unattested in
the BCC but ranks as the fourth most frequent verb in the zhTenTen,
suggesting corpus-specific differences in the deployment of certain
verbs. However, a Spearman correlation analysis of verb-wise OFC
frequencies revealed a significant positive association between the
two corpora (p = .647, p = .002), indicating that the relative ranking of
verbs is largely consistent despite overall frequency differences. This
suggests a stable distributional pattern of OFCs, with high-frequency
items primarily associated with verbs of motion and creation,
while verbs denoting perception or change of possession display
greater variability across corpora. Table 2 presents the normalized
frequencies of OFCs by verb.*2

Table2 Frequency of OFCs by verb

Verb BCC zhTenTen Verb BCC zhTenTen
1. chdngll§ 0776  2.3464 11. nédE 0.339  0.8408
2. chillz 0.533  2.0865 12. qu 1.163  3.0377
3. daits 0.194  0.5941 13. wén|g) 0.097  0.8609
4, g8ty 0.097  0.8592 14. ting Ut 0.145  0.6337
5. hel§ 0.582  0.9602 15. xué*# 0.097  2.2031
6. jini# 0.145  0.2844 16. xié 5 0.679  2.3315

11 Since the characters ff# and 44 share the same pinyin and tone, they are
distinguished in the text as zuol and zuo2, respectively. In the figures, due to technical
limitations in R Studio (ver. 2025.09.1+401) that prevent tone-marking, the two verbs
appear simply as zuol and zuo2. The same applies to mdi 3% and mai 52 which, despite
differing in tone, are shown in the graphs in atonal pinyin as mail and mai2.

12 The frequencies reported represent estimated occurrences, calculated based on
the cleaned sample of OFCs and adjusted proportionally to reflect the total number of
concordances in the corpus. To enable comparison across corpora of different sizes, all
frequency values were normalized to a standard base of 1,000,000 tokens.
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Verb BCC zhTenTen Verb BCC zhTenTen
7. kinE 1.260  2.5305 17. zudo 1.018  6.1719
8. ik 0.000  0.0000 18. zuo 4 0.436  2.5165
9. mdi XL 1.309  5.9415 19. z8uiE 1.939  6.8845
10. mai s 0.145  1.0216 20. zhdo#k 0.000  3.2909

Despite the positive correlation between verb rankings in the two
corpora, OFCs’ normalized frequencies differ substantially. A paired
t-test on verb-wise frequencies confirms this tendency, showing that
OFCs occur significantly more often in the zhTenTen than in the BCC
(t(19) = 4.83, p < .001), with a mean difference of 1.72 per million
(95% CI: 0.98-2.47). Verb-specific z-scores reinforce this pattern:
zuol (z =1.92), z6u (z = 1.66), zhdo (z = 1.81), and mdi (z = 1.72)
are strongly overrepresented in the zhTenTen, whereas only a few
verbs, including hé, jin, and dai, show minimal divergence (z < 1).
These findings indicate that, although the relative rank of verbs
is largely preserved, the larger size and greater diversity of the
zhTenTen contribute to systematically higher frequencies. Unlike
the BCC, which is smaller and less varied, the zhTenTen encompasses
a broad range of web-based texts - forums, commercial sites, social
media, and IT/informational registers - enhancing the likelihood
of capturing OFCs. This pattern is also evident in Figure 1, which
clearly shows that the distribution of OFCs by verb across different
text types is markedly more heterogeneous in the zhTenTen compared
to the BCC.

BCC zhTenTen

OFC by Verb
200009

0.00 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00 0.00 0.25 0.50 0.75 1.00
Percentage

Figurel Verb-wisedistribution of OFCsacross texttypes. Chartcreated by the Authors

17

Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie orientale e-ISSN  2385-3042
62,2026,1-38



Alessia lurato, Laura Locatelli
Chinese Object Focus VdeO Cleft Sentences: A Corpus-Based Investigation

Although OFCs show greater overall dispersion in the zhTenTen,
text-type analysis points to a clear similarity between the two
corpora. In both datasets, OFCs are primarily attested in social
media (S), reflecting their preference for more colloquial and informal
registers. This pattern is confirmed by a chi-square test on the overall
distribution of text types, which revealed no significant differences
between the corpora (X?=5.17, df =5, p =.396), and further
reinforced by a chi-square comparison contrasting social media with
all other text types (S vs. NonS), which also showed no significant
difference (X? = 1.59, df = 1, p = .21). These results indicate that,
despite differences in absolute frequencies and the broader coverage
of the zhTenTen, OFCs for most verbs are predominantly found in
genres resembling spoken, informal communication, thereby
underscoring a core characteristic of this structure and supporting
previous research on Chinese PCs (see Iurato 2024b; Mai, Yuan 2016).

5.2 Object and Subject Types

To assess the semantic and referential properties of both subjects
and objects in terms of animacy, concreteness, and referentiality,
descriptive statistics - including means, standard deviations, and
ranges - were computed for each parameter. While verb-specific
variability is analyzed in the following subsections, this section
focuses on potential differences between the two arguments across
the three annotated parameters.

Results show a clear asymmetry: subjects are overwhelmingly
animate, mostly human (mean animacy = 1.89, SD = 0.21),
moderately concrete (mean = 3.35, SD = 0.28), and highly referential
(mean = 1.00, SD = 0.02), indicating highly identifiable discourse
entities. Objects are largely inanimate (mean animacy = 1.06,
SD = 0.11), slightly more concrete on average (mean = 3.96,
SD = 0.58), and exhibit greater variability in concreteness and
referentiality (mean reference = 0.83, SD = 0.28). All differences
are statistically significant, confirming systematic semantic and
referential distinctions between NP1 and NP2 in OFCs.

Importantly, these patterns are consistent across corpora. In both
the zhTenTen and BCC, subjects remain highly animate, moderately
concrete, and strongly referential, whereas objects are inanimate,
concrete, and moderately referential. Wilcoxon signed-rank tests
confirm that differences between NP1 and NP2 are statistically
significant for all three parameters in both corpora.

A preliminary verb-level analysis further clarifies these patterns.
Some verbs, including hé, mdi, mai, qu, ting, and zuo2, show nearly
uniform NP1 animacy, whereas others, like jin, xi¢, and zou, display
higher variability (SDs 0.36-0.57, ranges up to 0.8). Object properties
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are generally more variable, especially for referentiality and
concreteness, as seen with verbs like géi, ting, and xué, whereas verbs
such as chang and zdu select NP2s that are more consistently concrete
and low in referentiality. Figure 2 illustrates these subject-object
differences across all three parameters for each verb.

Animacy Concreteness [ Referentiality
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Figure2 Animacy, concreteness, and referentiality of subjects and objectsin OFCs perverb. Chart created
by the Authors. As described in Section 4.2, the values for animacy and concreteness represent mean scores,
ranging from 1to2,and 1to 5, respectively. For referentiality, the figure depicts the proportion of referential

entities foreach verb, scaled from0to 1

5.2.1 Object Types in OFCs

We begin the verb-level analysis from the object, the core argument
in an OFC. A series of ANOVAs reveals that the nature of the object
differs significantly across verbs for two of the three annotated
parameters. Concreteness (F = 22.64, p < 2e-16) and referentiality
(F =9.718, p < 2e-16) show strong verb-dependent variation, whereas
animacy does not (F = 1.204, p = .273). This indicates that, although
verbs differ markedly in the kinds of entities they select with respect
to abstractness and referential status, they tend to select objects with
comparable levels of animacy.

As the only parameter that does not vary significantly across
verbs, animacy shows a remarkable degree of stability within
OFCs, with values consistently cluster around 1, corresponding to
fully inanimate entities. Most verbs exhibit no internal variability
(SD = 0), underscoring the uniformity of this dimension. Examples
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(2) and (3) clearly illustrate this pattern. ** In (2), the verb hé selects
the inanimate object zhe-kudn ndifén XX ¥#r (this formula/milk
powder), while in (3), the verb zud2 similarly takes the inanimate
NP2 hudche ‘X% (train), aligning perfectly with the general tendency
of OFCs to feature entities that completely lack animacy as their
objects.

2 WERESED, BRREZEBRNE BB, 5 LSEE
WG EEY, (zhTenTen)

wé jid bdobao  duanndi  hdu yizhi  déu
1sG family baby wean after always all
shi hé de zhé-kudn  ndifén

SHI  heé DE this-cLF formula

‘I recommend Cow & Gate milk powder from the UK. Ever since my baby was
weaned, it has been this formula that he has always drunk, which we bought
through the Bai’er Mother & Baby online store.’

3 XEFERRLT O, EREAFINELHNE, (BCC)
jia  lian  wdn vidali  yé& shi  zuo  de  hudché
ADv even play ltaly also sHI  take DE  train

‘I’'ve never flown in my life; even when | went to Italy, it was the train that |
took.’

However, a small subset of verbs allows for animate NP2s. One
notable example is the verb dai, which can take humans as objects
when the action involves physically accompanying or guiding
someone. In (4) the speaker uses dai to indicate that they brought
two professors along on a tour, selecting a fully animate and human
object, i.e., liding-ge jidoshou WM.

4 SHFERDIEEAENNGIR, WRRAG, HEMRTIFEES, REF
IR DU AN, B NFRIHERETS KI8HE, IEELF. (zhTenTen)
wé  shi  dai de  lidng-ge  jigoshou qu  de

1sG  sHI  bring.along DE  two-CLF professor  go  SFP
‘The tour guide Li Ping is a really excellent young lady. Her explanations
are very skilled, and her knowledge of history is extremely rich. It was two
professors that | brought along, and they both gave Lia thumbs-up for her
explanations - absolutely fantastic.’

13 From this point onward, examples present the OFCs together with their immediate
surrounding context. For the sake of clarity and economy of presentation, interlinear
glosses are provided only for the OFC itself.
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A similar pattern is observed with dative verbs such as wen and
géi, which, in addition to taking a direct object, typically include an
indirect object representing the recipient of the action (Chin 2010).
Unlike the direct NP, which commonly denotes the thing being acted
upon, the indirect object in ditransitive constructions is typically
animate, as only sentient entities are able to receive. In (5) illustrates
this, with shishu Bl (uncle) satisfying the semantic requirement
of the verb for a sentient recipient. Interestingly, Siri - though not
biologically animate - is also treated here as capable of receiving
the action, acquiring animacy for the speaker.

5 fRZBIAFUREEZSirilig? (BCC)
ni shi  wén de shdshu  hdishi  Siri a
2sG SHI  ask DE uncle or Siri  SFP
‘Isityour uncle or Siri that you asked?’

In contrast to animacy, verbs exhibit considerable variability in
the concreteness of their objects. Some verbs show strong internal
homogeneity, such as chang (SD = 0), xié (SD = 0.174), and xué
(SD = 0), whereas others permit a much broader range of object types,
including chi (SD = 1.89), mai (SD = 2.12), and zuol (SD = 1.47).
Across all verbs, mean concreteness values span from 2.6 to 4.8,
indicating that objects in OFCs vary from relatively abstract to highly
concrete. The verb xué consistently selects the least concrete objects
(mean = 2.6 in the BCC; 2.8 in zhTenTen), immediately followed by
ting (mean = 2.6 in the BCC; 3.2 in zhTenTen). Examples are provided
in (6) and (7).

6 BRRESUHKE TR, “BHLE2FNMELW, BUERX="T%F, BHEFZE
JT7, (BCC)
wé  yé shi  xué de  wull zhuanye
1sG also sHI  study DpeE  physics major
‘The governor smiled tolerantly. “It was physics that | also majored in, but over
the past thirty years, I’'ve pretty much forgotten it all”’

7 RIEFBEUFIR4SIE EHIRY > FRA SRS R LR E 2R a9E
¥, (zhTenTen)
yé shi  ting de ta de  jianyi
also SHI  listen DE 3sG  SP advice

‘Coincidentally, my instructor used to work at a 4S dealership so, when
selecting a few models, it was his advice that | followed.’
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While verbs such as zuol, xié, kan, and chang tend to select NP2s
of moderate concreteness in OFCs, a small subset of predicates
stands out for their strong preference for highly concrete objects.
Among these, the motion verbs qu and jin (mean = 4.4 and 4.8
in the BCC; 4.5 and 4.3 in zhTenTen, respectively), as well as the
instrumental locomotion verb zuo2 (mean = 4.6 in the BCC; 4.5 in
zhTenTen), typically combine with locative objects denoting physically
bounded places or tangible means of transport. As such, these NP2s
consistently show a high degree of concreteness, as in (8).

8 EXKEERUAZEENNAE, RO, FARAEZ LY, HiE
BRIfAZRERX. (BCC)
Wang.Yongfa  diyi-ci zhdo Youjin -~ shi  qu de bangdngshi
WangYongfu first-time  look.for ~Youjin  sHI go DE office
‘The first time Wang Yongfu went to look for You Jin, it was in his office that he
went. But this time, anxious to ask for help and unable to wait for You Jin to go
to work, he went straight to his home.

By contrast, the other motion verb zou exhibits a more heterogeneous
profile. Although it does select relatively concrete objects - such
as gianmén §il] (the front gate) (BCC) or zhe-tido Iu X414 (this
road) (zhTenTen) - it also occurs frequently in figurative uses where
the NP2 denotes not a physical location but a metaphorical path or
conceptual orientation. Representative examples include shehuizhtlyi
daoll #4734 i (the socialist path) (zhTenTen) and ROCK fénggé
A #% (a rock style) (BCC).

The final parameter, referentiality, demonstrates a pronounced
preference for definite and discourse-identifiable NP2s, with an
internal proportion often exceeding 80% of total occurrences for a
given verb. While personal pronouns are nearly absent in the dataset,
some NP2s appear as proper names, which unambiguously signal an
identifiable referent shared by both interlocutors, as illustrated in (9).

9 INRHEALET, AXRFENNMET, E-#HEENMESL, (zhTenTen)
chdnjign  shéngchdn  déu shi  kan de  Zhong  Yishéng
check.up  delivery all  sHI  look.for DE Zhong  doctor

‘I have known Dr. Zhong for eleven years. When | had my first child, it was
Dr. Zhong that | saw for all my prenatal check-ups and the delivery.’

A frequent case of explicit semantic definiteness is also represented
by NP2s introduced by demonstratives. For verbs such as chi, he,
mdi, wen, zuo2, and jin, demonstrative-marked NP2s account for
between 25% and 70% of all occurrences. As Chen (2004) argues, a
demonstrative functions as a determiner of definiteness, often serving
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a deictic role by locating and identifying entities with respect to the
spatio-temporal context of the discourse. Example (10) illustrates
this pattern, where the object zhé-ge chd iXA4~#% (this tea) provides a
specific, identifiable referent for the action of drinking.

10 (BiETFoBx4) BZBEZINRTAHEE IR 2B T3S, (zhTenTen)
jit shi  hé de  zheé-ge chd
ADV SHI  drink DE this-cLF tea

‘In “Iron Teeth Bronze Teeth Ji Xiaolan 4”, when Emperor Qianlong goes to
Liushu Gou to look for the girl Meixiang, it is this tea that he drinks.’

Most objects, however, do not fall into explicit categories that
unambiguously signal definiteness, as discussed in Section 4.2.
Nevertheless, 43% of NP2s are still annotated as definite because
they consist of nouns modified by nominal determiners that uniquely
or specifically identify the referent in context. These modifiers
function similarly to demonstratives by restricting the reference of
the noun to a single entity or type within the discourse. In (11), the
object péngpéngché zhuanyong jiazhao Hihi4-% MM (bumper car
license) is interpreted as definite, because the modifiers preceding
Jjiazhao ¢ (car license) restrict its reference to a single, contextually
identifiable type of license, known to both the interlocutors.

11 EHEMTERNE, ¥EXFHEZMMAEE R ? (BCC)
ndndao zhé gémen shi nd  de peéngpéngché zhuanyong jiazhao
could.it.be this guy SHI bring DE bumper.car  special license

‘The car was smoking and still didn’t stop, could it be that this guy actually got
abumper car license?’

In instances where the object is realized as a bare NP, contextual
information was essential for annotating it as definite, indefinite, or
non-referential. In research on Chinese language, it is well-known that
bare NPs are typically non-identifiable when appearing postverbally
(see Chen 2004). However, Cummins (1998, 578) argues that bare
nouns in sentence-final positions are generally interpreted as definite
only when the entity is “at hand in context or in memory”. In the
vast majority of cases examined in this study, bare NP objects were
annotated as definite, because the discourse context rendered the
referent uniquely identifiable. For example, the OFC in (12) introduces
the object mixian Kk (rice noodles), establishing a clear discourse
anchor, in which (i) the noodles in question are those served at that
specific restaurant on that morning, (ii) they are already familiar to
the speaker or listener within the ongoing narrative, and (iii) no other
competing referents exist within the local discourse context. In this
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case, the bare NP object achieves definiteness through pragmatic
and contextual cues.

12 RTAERED EENANTREISER  REEREWRIIN MRS, i
MABRIMEIEET 2R R, FREMWMETH | B EEFRE URZ AR
%, RDRBUEIER B D MRDREBIR, AT SF 5%,

(zhTenTen)

zdoshang  zai  nall dangrén shi  chi  de  mixian
morning  at  there  of.course sHI eat DE  rice.noodle

‘l ordered several of Phoenix’s specialty dishes featured in the travel guide,
and | especially liked the ‘blood rice cake roasted duck’. Their rice cakes are all
darkin color, as if coated in duck blood! In the morning, of course, it was rice
noodles that we had there. They didn’t taste as flavorful as the ‘Hunan rice
noodles’ near my school, but they had plenty of ‘mazi’ (a type of topping).’

However, despite the overwhelmingly high proportion of definite
objects - a pattern broadly consistent with theoretical accounts
describing PC objects as typically definite and uniquely identifiable
in discourse - the presence of a non-negligible subset of indefinite or
non-referential NP2s complicates this picture. Rather than supporting
an absolute definiteness requirement, our data suggest that object
definiteness in OFCs constitutes a strong but not obligatory tendency,
subject to verb-specific and discourse-pragmatic variation. Notably, a
smaller group of verbs, including chang (SD = 69.7%), mai (69.2%), xié
(69.7%), and nd (69.9%), displays more balanced distributions across
referential categories, indicating that, alongside definite objects,
a substantial number of NP2s are indefinite or non-referential.
This is particularly evident where the object is realized as a
numeral construction, as in (13), where the verb nd introduces a
quantity-denoting NP2 that refers to portions of money rather than
a specific, identifiable entity:

13 BRAMSRMEE M TA—ETT, (NBTESN B—ERZN T, B IAZIT,

(BCC)
wé  yizhi shi nd de  liushi
1sG  always  SHI take  DE  sixty

‘The conditions over there were: two people, 100 yuan, with meals eaten
outside. It was 60 that | always took, and the other person took 40.”

Numeral constructions are attested across nearly all verbs analyzed,
albeit representing only a small proportion of NP2s. More striking,
however, is the relatively high frequency of objects containing
question words such as shénme 114 or nd ¥} both in the meaning of
‘which’. The objects they select are not a specific, identifiable referent
within the discourse; rather, they function to query or highlight a
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class of possible entities without committing to a particular one,
thereby designating non-referential entities. As Li and Thompson
(1989) note, such interrogative pronouns stand for an NP that is
unknown to at least one of the interlocutors, a type of object whose
existence is presupposed but whose identity is not uniquely specified,
in Karttunen’s (1977) terms. Examples (14) and (15) illustrate this
behavior. In (14), the verb chang takes nd yi-chu ¥i—t (which act) as
its object, leaving the referent underspecified, as the speaker does
not know the exact act being performed. Similarly, in (15), xié selects
shénme httu shi 28l 1F (which foolish poems), whereas again
zuo selects shénme hiitu shi H+4#ird: (which foolish deeds), with
both cases referring to objects that are not uniquely identifiable in
the discourse.

14 H3, ERENZRNZETE—KEK, FAREESORX ZERH—H ?

(zhTenTen)

bu zht Wwei Jianjan  zhé-ci you shi  chang
NEG  know Wei Jianjun  this-time  again  SHI  sing
de nd yi-chd

DE which  one-cLF

‘Actually, when Cheyunjun first received the article, they were completely
baffled and didn’t know which was the act that Wei Jianjun was performing
this time.’

15 RIETINE, BERAX... BEEENH AR, M9 ARRSN!

(zhTenTen)

wé na shi xié  de shénme hidtu  shi  zuo de shénme
1sG there sHI write DE which  foolish poem do DE which
hdtu shi a

foolish deed sFpP

‘I can only pity the guest from beyond the clouds, painting red notes with
tears... What foolish poems was it that | wrote there, what foolish deeds was
itthat!did!”

Figure 3 visualizes the variability of referentiality in OFCs. While
definite objects clearly predominate, a notable proportion of NP2s
are found to be indefinite or non-referential, revealing that object
behavior in these constructions is more flexible than often assumed
and therefore challenging prevailing theoretical accounts that treat
PCs’ objects as uniformly definite.
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Figure3 Distribution of NP2 referentiality in OFCs per verb. Chart created by the Authors

5.2.2 Subject Types in OFCs

While previous research has mainly focused on objects as the most
interesting argument in PCs, less attention has been devoted to
the semantic and referential characteristics of subjects. A series of
ANOVAs reveals that concreteness varies significantly across verbs
(F = 3.579, p < 1.26e-06), whereas NP1 animacy and referentiality
remain comparatively stable (F = 1.456, p = .169; F = 1.357, p = .148,
respectively).

In terms of animacy, many verbs display a high degree of internal
homogeneity, reflecting the canonical role of the subject as an
agentive participant. Although a few verbs - such as chang, kan,
xi¢, and zhdo - show some internal variation (SD > 0), the majority
consistently select highly animate NP1s. Verbs such as hé, mdai, mai,
nd, qu, ting, and zuo2 show no internal variation at all (SD = 0),
invariably taking human subjects, as in (16).

16 WMEREEMFE, £ 22 M B M INFL R NAE W ST IR FTTELH: b
k&, (zhTenTen)

rigué  ni shi  mdi de xin  ché
if 2SG SHI buy DE new car

‘Ifitis a new car that you have bought, and you have already paid the purchase
and additional taxes locally, you must register the vehicle in the place where
the taxes were paid.’
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Overall, 92% of all overt subjects are personal pronouns referring
to human participants. Only a small number of tokens involve non-
pronominal subjects, typically proper nouns or other NPs, such as wo
Jjia bdobao FZ %% (my baby) in (17). Even in these cases, however,
NP1 still denotes human participants.

17 BREZ—EAEBINNRETEE NP, REFHN. (BCO)

wo jia bdobdo  yizhi  déu shi hé de Béiyinméi
1sG family baby always all  sHI drink DE Beingmate
Guanjan Bdobéi  Ndifén
Champion Baby Formula

‘Itis Beingmate Champion Baby Formula that my baby has always been
drinking. It’s really good.’

The tendency for an animate, actor-like NP to appear in subject
position in OFCs can be attributed to its greater topic-worthiness.
Animate elements are more likely to emerge as topics because they
typically carry out actions, making them central to what speakers
choose to comment on and suggesting that agentivity plays a crucial
role in representing the ‘who’ in ‘who did what’ (Chafe 1976; Garcia,
Primus, Himmelmann 2018; Hopper, Thompson 1984). Nevertheless,
a small subset of cases includes subjects with lower animacy, as in
(18). In this example, the NP zibénzhiiyi gudjia %A1 XH 5 (capitalist
countries) does not exhibit the same level of animacy as the subject
in (17), yet it gains agentive status metonymically, with the institution
standing for the people acting on its behalf.

18 #HEEXNETREARRRIRFTHEAT X, GAE N ERIMEMISERIFH
#HEFEEEN, (zhTenTen)
zibénzhlyl  gudjia déou  shi  xué de  shéhuizhiyi
capitalism country all sHI  learn DE  socialism

‘The socialist medical security system is far superior to the capitalist one. It
is socialism that the capitalist countries now performing relatively well have
learned from.

Concreteness, by contrast, shows much greater variability both
within and across verbs. Only mdi approaches internal homogeneity
(SD < .20), while the remaining verbs select NP1s ranging from
medium to highly concrete referents. Since most subjects are
personal pronouns, their concreteness tends - by convention (see
Brysbaert, Warriner, Kuperman 2014) - to be mid-level rather than
fully concrete, as in (19), where the subject tamen lid {4/ 1% (the two
of them) is clearly less concrete than the subject in (18).
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19 fMAE—TEREEERN, AR, B2 MiREERIzE—0.

(BCQ)
tamen  lid yi-ge xingqi  qudn  shi chi de ydsha yeé
3PL two  one-CLF week entire SHI eat DE elm leaf

‘It was only elm leaves that the two of them ate for a whole week, not even
daring to take a bite of sweet potatoes or carrots.’

Turning to referentiality, all NP1s in the sample are uniformly definite,
regardless of the verb involved. This complete stability contrasts
with the variation observed for concreteness but parallels the
consistency found for animacy. Just as animate, agentive participants
tend to occupy subject position because speakers naturally refer
to human agents performing actions, definite NPs are more likely
to occur in topic position (Xu 1995; Zhang 2016; Morbiato 2018).
This tendency reflects the fact that definite referents encode
given information - material assumed to be known, accessible, or
recoverable for both interlocutors. This pattern emerges not only in
the high frequency of personal pronouns but also in the substantial
number of subjects expressed as proper names, as in (20). Here, the
subject Ldo An 2%z (Lao An) is a definite and identifiable human
participant, familiar to both speaker and hearer.

20 BRRNBERY, EREENARBKBRICEN G (BCC)

Ldo.An shi zu  de Rénmin Tidddo  badojizhé de houmén

Lao.An sHI walk DE People Railway reporter sp back.door

‘For this Jingjiu Tonglao interview, it was the ‘back door’ of a People’s Railway
reporter that Lao An went through.’

5.3 Correlation Between Verbs and Focus Types in OFCs

This section explores whether focus type in OFCs is associated with
specific verbs or whether it is largely determined by the construction
itself, regardless of the verb. To address this, we first tested whether
corpus membership affects focus distribution. A logistic regression
model was fitted with focus as the dependent variable and both
verb and corpus as predictors, estimating the probability of each
focus type while controlling for frequency differences. An analysis
of deviance revealed that corpus has not significant effect (Df = 1,
Deviance = 0.003, p =.959), indicating that focus patterns are
consistent across the zhTenTen and BCC and suggesting a stable,
homogeneous behavior of OFCs with respect to this variable.

By contrast, verb as a variable emerged as a highly significant
predictor of focus (Df = 18, Deviance = 143.27, p < 2e-16), showing
that different verbs vary systematically in their likelihood of
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co-occurring with a particular focus type. Logistic regression
quantifies these differences, revealing clear patterns: verbs such as
he, ting, and chi display moderate probabilities of also co-occurring
with contrastive focus (~25-35%), whereas verbs like chang and
zou have a strong to absolute preference for non-contrastive focus
(~96-100%). Binomial tests further confirm these patterns, showing
that for most verbs, non-contrastive focus is statistically dominant,
with the exceptions of chi and ting, where neither focus type reaches
significance. Figure 4 illustrates these results, with asterisks (*)
marking verbs whose dominant focus type is statistically significant.

90

Focus
60 *

Frequency of Focus

30

N N 4 ¥ Q@ Q& O
N Q\q,@ NS S I

Verb

Figure4 Distribution of focus typein OFCs by verb with statistical significance.
Chartcreated by the Authors

5.4 Focus Interpretation and Discourse Contexts of OFCs

The qualitative analysis enables a precise identification of the
discourse contexts in which OFCs are used to realize focus, either
in non-contrastive or contrastive interpretations. Non-contrastive
interpretations of focus - by far the most frequently attested across
all verbs occurring in OFCs - can be further differentiated into
three main discourse contexts: (i) narrative-descriptive contexts,
in which OFCs present information about completed events without
evoking alternative sets; (ii) wh-question contexts, where OFCs
provide information about a previously established event without
any contrastive intent; and (iii) anaphoric contexts, in which OFCs
reintroduce a previously mentioned referent, promoting it from the
background to the foreground and ensuring discourse continuity.
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The narrative-descriptive context is observed across all verb
classes. It typically occurs when speakers recount habitual practices,
travel experiences, childhood stories, or other memories from the
past, specifying the object involved in the realized event. In this
context, the object is in focus. This use does not imply contrast with
alternative elements; rather, it serves to explicitly identify the object
as the salient element of the event, making clear what was actually
being done. In this way, OFCs bring the object into attention and
support a detailed, scene-building description of past experiences
and practices.

For example, in (21), the object zdoyouwdn #:hH, (algae oil) is in
focus, as it specifies which capsules were taken at that particular
moment. The discourse context is narrative, situating the event
within a past habitual setting. In this context, OFCs present
information about the object involved in the event without implying
opposition to alternative items. This use introduces information that
is new to the listener and presents the event in a detailed and explicit
way, without any intention of creating contrast or implying that the
focused element is unexpected.

21 H—RERRIZRGERA, FENEINEBERERDHAR B, 1ZHERR
F5{&, (zhTenTen)
wé  dangshi  shi chi  de Xianggdng  Méizanchén de
1sG then SHI eat DE HongKong MeadJohnson sp
DHA  zdoydu wan
DHA algae.oil capsules

‘lusually take it after breakfast in the morning. At that time, it was DHA algae
oil capsules from Mead Johnson Hong Kong that | was taking. They are very
convenient to take.’

OFCs can also occur within wh-questions, both direct and indirect,
when the object is a wh- element. In such cases, one important
function of OFCs is to obtain information about an event that has
already occurred, without implying any contrast. For example, in (22),
the object is shénme jidnchad 4% 2 (which test). Here, the doctor is
asking purely to gather information; the OFC does not imply contrast
with other tests or possibilities, nor does it presuppose anything
contrary to the hearer’s expectations or prior knowledge. Instead, it
serves to establish a general picture of the patient’s health, which is
necessary for prescribing appropriate care.
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22 MREBOEBZMRM, AT ZIM— T IROENATT., BER M9t
LB 2 BN D TPPAIRE, BRIBBECHIER. (zhTenTen)
nin  dangshi  shi  zuo  de  shénme  jidnchd  ne
256 then SHI  do DE  what test SFP
‘If you are concerned that the follow-up test might be positive, you can also
immediately start a regular treatment course for the child. Which test was it
thatyou had at the time? It is recommended to take a TPPA test to clarify your
situation.’

Finally, regarding the anaphoric context, OFCs are used toreintroduce
previously mentioned or known elements, allowing the speaker to
maintain reference continuity and ensuring that the listener can
track entities or events already established in the discourse. This
context is particularly frequent with verbs such as qu and xué.

For example, in (23), the object 4S dian J (dealership) following
shi bu shi qu de 2 A2Z[fJserves to recall an element previously
introduced, namely the same dealership:

23 EIPELBRFHTIMBY, SREBECHE, BT Z0, F4S[EHT......
ANR—FLF, BOITNEBEMUEIERE ERI4SIEMIRTT. ... (zhTenTen)

woémen bu  zhidao yigian shi  ba  shi qu de 4S
1sG NEG  know before SHI NEG SHI go DE 4S
dian zuo  bdoydng

dealership do  maintenance

‘It doesn’t really matter where you go for maintenance or repairs. Of course,
for our own car, just for peace of mind, going to a 4S dealership is also fine.
Sinceit’s a used car, we don’t know whether it was a 4S dealership that one
went to for maintenance.’

Here, the OFC brings a previously mentioned element from the
background to the foreground. The construction does not imply
contrast; rather, it redirects the listener’s attention to this specific
entity, emphasizing precisely which workshop the maintenance
might have occurred at. In other words, the OFC highlights a known
element from the prior context, ensuring that the listener connects
the current statement to what has already been introduced, thereby
maintaining discourse coherence.

Regarding contrastive focus, both explicit and implicit contrastive
cases are observed in OFCs. Explicit contrastive focus is rare in
the corpus - about 25% of contrastive OFCs - and mainly occurs
with verbs of possession change and instrumental locomotion. In
some cases, these OFCs can also convey corrective contrast. For
example, in (24), the first OFC marks a contrastive focus that rejects
the hearer’s assumption that the acquired item was a yogurt maker.
The second OFC in the same sentence then functions as a corrective
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focus, specifying the actual item acquired and setting it in opposition
to the previously rejected, incorrect assumption.

24 [aMs, BRLTER, AEREXNEENN, EXLN—EFIBMAIFE= 1+
E. (zhTenTen)
buguo  bu shi - mdi de suanndijr shi mdi de
but NEG SHI buy DE yogurt.maker SHI buy DE

yi-tdgo  tudmadlin de huydo  san-jian  tdao
one-CLF tourmalines sp lumbar. three-cLF set

support
‘Haha, thisis the shop I bought from before, but it wasn’t the yogurt maker
that | bought; it was a three-piece tourmaline lumbar support set that |
bought.’

Implicit contrastive focus, on the other hand, accounts for the
majority of the contrastive focus cases observed in the analyzed
OFCs and is especially common with verbs of ingestion or carrying.
For example, in (25), the sentence conveys an implicit contrast - not
between two types of food as objects, but between expectations and
reality regarding the effect of the food. The object gdulidng ##K (dog
food) is in focus using the OFC construction, drawing attention to
the specific type of food the puppy has been eating. This illustrates
an implicit contrast, which can emerge both from an imaginable set
of alternatives and from the pragmatic and discourse context: one
would expect that switching to proper dog food would eliminate bad
breath, yet the puppy’s breath still smells unpleasant despite the
dietary improvement. The focus does not juxtapose two different
objects directly; rather, it emphasizes the salient object central to the
event while allowing the listener to perceive the unexpected outcome.
This contrast is further reinforced by the temporal coordinates,
contrasting a ‘before’, when the puppy had just arrived at home,
with a more recent time.

25 JISEESRAAMEERFASAINR, BIMES A, RITHEIZHIR, oI
BEERXRIRA, (zhTenTen)

zuijin - déu  shi chi  de gduliang  késhi  zul-lif

lately all  sHI eat DE dog.food  but mouth-inside
hai shi chou de

still SHI  stinky  SFP

‘When we bought the puppy, its mouth already smelled really bad, and it was
only two months old at the time. Lately, it’s only dog food that it’s been eating,
but its mouth still smells bad.’
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6 General Discussion and Conclusions

The combined statistical and qualitative analyses presented in this
study offer a clearer understanding of a relatively understudied
subtype of Chinese PCs, i.e., the OFCs. The distributional patterns
of the 20 most frequent Chinese dynamic verbs show that, with the
exception of Idi, most verbs do occur in this construction. Notably,
verbs such as zou, mdi, zuo2, qu, and kan are particularly frequent,
strongly mirroring the discourse environments in which OFCs
typically arise. Text type analysis further indicates that the OFC
is particularly common in social media, a genre that has recently
attracted growing attention in linguistic research due to its rich and
creative linguistic repertoire and its proximity to spoken language
(Zhang, Ren 2022). As Lomborg (2011) notes, content generated by
ordinary users reflects everyday personal lives, so the language
employed closely resembles informal, conversational speech. This
context therefore likely favors verbs describing dynamic, agentive,
and concrete actions, which aligns with the high frequency of the
verbs identified in the corpora.

The analysis of the construction’s semantic arguments further
reveals systematic asymmetries between subjects and objects.
Subjects are consistently animate and predominantly human,
whereas objects are almost uniformly inanimate. This configuration
aligns with well-established cross-linguistic tendencies in role
prototypicality, according to which animate entities are preferentially
construed as actors, and inanimate entities as patients (Garcia,
Primus, Himmelmann 2018; Primus 2011). Prior research on
Chinese, including Xu (1995), Philipp et al. (2008), and Wu, Kaiser
and Andersen (2011), has demonstrated that animacy exerts strong
effects on word order, whereby more animate NPs tend to occupy
subject position and display higher topicality, while inanimate NPs
cluster in object position, due to the ‘animate first’ preference. This
general tendency also helps explain why NP1s in OFCs are almost
exclusively definite and discourse-identifiable, given the strong
association between sentence-initial position, topichood, and given
information (Morbiato 2018).

NP2s, by contrast, show more variable referential behavior.
While objects in Chinese may be definite or indefinite (Chen 2004),
the literature on PCs typically assumes that the object in these
constructions must be definite. The present data, however,
complicate this assumption. Although many NP2s are indeed
definite, a substantial portion are found to be indefinite or even
non-referential. These results indicate that the object of an
OFC - although canonically described as uniquely identifiable - can
in fact display verb-dependent flexibility, sometimes appearing with
numeral-classifier constructions or even question-word forms.
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Regarding focus interpretation, the analyses indicate that OFCs
predominantly encode non-contrastive focus, with only a small set of
verbs deviating from this tendency. This pattern suggests that focus
behavior is largely construction-driven rather than verb-driven.

Non-contrastive OFCs can be observed in three main discourse
contexts: (i) narrative-descriptive contexts, in which they present
information about specific objects in relation to completed past
events, typically in memories, travels, or routine experiences;
(ii) wh-question contexts, where the object is unknown and OFCs
provide purely informational content without contrastive implications;
and (iii) anaphoric contexts, in which they reintroduce a previously
mentioned object and bring it back into the discourse foreground,
maintaining reference continuity and allowing the listener to track
discourse-relevant entities.

By comparison, contrastive OFCs are infrequent, contrary to
previous theoretical claims (see Jing-Schmidt 2017). The most
common type is implicit contrast, arising from contextual inference
rather than explicit opposition. Explicit contrast, including corrective
focus, is rarer and tends to cluster with verbs of transfer, ingestion,
and locomotion, where clear alternatives are expressed or corrected.

This study has several limitations, which also suggest directions
for future research. First, intended as a preliminary corpus-based
overview of Chinese OFCs, the analysis provides only an initial
account of focus interpretation. Future research could develop a
more fine-grained taxonomy of object focus realization in OFCs and
its discourse contexts, mapping the full range of contrastive and
non-contrastive focus types across these contexts, and extending
the analysis to other types of PCs. Second, since cleft interpretation
is often influenced by prosody, particularly pitch accent and stress
patterns (Zimmermann 2008), future studies should incorporate
spoken data to examine how prosodic prominence interacts with
focus interpretation. Elicited judgments and interviews could further
clarify speakers’ communicative intentions, for instance whether
object focus is intended as contrastive or whether contrastive
readings emerge from discourse context. Finally, the findings suggest
that reference grammars and pedagogical materials would benefit
from a more accurate description of OFCs, which could help learners
and teachers better understand their use in authentic discourse
beyond prescriptive accounts.
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