A corpus analysis of Cantonese m4zil(‘don’t know’) and related negative
attitudinal expressions: Implications for the relationship between negation,

indefiniteness and stance

In this paper, we examine the uses of Cantonese m4zil/ (‘don’t know’) as a negative
attitudinal adverbial in spoken discourse. In particular, we first examine the syntactic
distribution of attitudinal m4 zi/ (‘don’t know’) expressions: namely, lexical verb with
matrix subject (la), utterance-initial attitudinal marker without matrix subject (1b),
parenthetical attitudinal marker (1c), and post-predicate or utterance-final attitudinal
tag (1d). We then further examine possible correlations between syntactic distribution
and pragmatic function. An interesting observation about these negative attitudinal
expressions is the obligatory presence of an indefinite pronoun such as mat/ ‘what’,
binlgo3 ‘who’, binldou6 ‘where’, dim2gaai? ‘why’ (e.g. m4zil keoi5 zou6 matl lit.
‘don’t know he do what’, meaning ‘I don’t know what on earth he is doing!’).
Another interesting observation is that m4 zil expresses the attitude of the speaker (in
this case, the overt/covert ngo5 ‘I’) rather than the attitude of the complement subject
keoi5 ‘(s)he’. Our analysis highlights the intimate relationship between negation,
indefiniteness and stance. Data for this study comes from the Corpus of Old

Cantonese Films in Hong Kong.

(1) a. @ity Lexical veb with matrix subject
Ngo5 mdzil keoi5 zou6  matl.
1ISG  notknow 3SG do what
‘I don’t know what (s)he’s doing.’

b. Utterance-initial attitudinal marker
M4 zil keoi5  zou6  matl.
not.know 3SG do what

‘I’ve no idea what (s)he’s doing.’
c. [(HpEFE~ Parenthetical attitudinal marker
Keoi5  m4zil zou6  matl.
3SG notknow do what
‘Who knows what (the hell) (s)he’s doing(!)’
d.  {HfE - g Post-predicate attitudinal tag
Keoi5  zou6 matl, ngo5 mdzil.
3SG do what  1SG not.know
‘What (s)he’s doing, I 've no idea (!)’
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