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The Discourse Relevance and Semantic Connotation of

Zhihao in Mandarin Chinese

Kai Wang and Chunli Zhao

Jinan University

Abstract

Under the framework of semantic grammar, this paper investigates the semantic connotations of
zhihao by adopting a logical progression from macro to micro perspectives. Zhihao occurs in the
discourse relevance of “original intention fact (to be converted)—confliction between potential
and intention (transition/reason)—choice of words and actions (result)”. The component to be
converted carries the semantic feature of [+original intention], while the reason component
exhibits the semantic feature of [+difficulty]. Zhihao often appears with subjective adverbs. The
result clause of zhihao can be categorized into three types: judgment speech, negative decision-
making, and retreat or abandonment. Emotionally, zhihao conveys the semantic features of
[+helplessness], implying the speaker’s helpless recognition of a situation. Its semantics can be
summarized as follows: the speaker recognizes the actor’s helpless choice to statements or actions

that violate the original intention because of the difficult situation.
Keywords

zhihao, discourse relevance, contrary to intention, helplessness, subjective assessment
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