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Grammatical Features of Houshi in Shenmu Dialect Spoken in

Northern Shaanxi and the Complementizer Theory
XING Xiangdong XU Jie

Abstract ;: Houshi in Shenmu dialect spoken in Northern Shaanxi and its variants may be used to introduce
indirect quotations, and they have various forms and various types of functions. As the original function of
shuo houshi goes generalized, those words have grammaticalized to be complementizers. In the framework of
complementizer theory, we hold that houshi is a quasi-complementizer introducing an object clause, which
shares some properties with canonical complementizers while exhibiting some special features. A canonical
complementizer has three fundamental features: 1) specifying whether a clause is a main one or an embedded
one, 2) specifying whether a clause is definite or infinitive, and 3 ) specifying the type of a clause in terms of
function. However , houshi only specifies that the clause it introduces is an embedded one, so its level of
grammaticalization is quite low, and thus it should be analyzed as a quasi-complementizer together with other
complementizers derived from verbs denoting “saying” in some Chinese dialects in contrast with canonical
complementizers. It is demonstrated in this paper that a systematic study of houshi from the perspective of
complementizer theory is important and meaningful both to the understanding of the grammatical nature and
properties of those words and to the enrichment and development of the complementizer theory itself.

Key words: houshi in Shenmu dialect spoken in Northern Shaanxi, quotation structure ,

quasi-complementizer
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