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The research examines the (in)direct causation hypothesis formulated first by Verhagen 
and Kemmer (1997), analyzed by Stukker (2005), falsified, mostly if not completely, by 
Speelman and Geeraerts (2009) from a Chinese perspective.

Theoretical Starting-point 

A series of studies on the (in)direct hypothesis address the choice of doen and laten caus-
ative verbs in contemporary Dutch. Stukker (2005) associates doen with direct causation, 
and laten with indirect causation. Falsifying this hypothesis, Speelman and Geeraerts 
(2009) pursue a different one that doen, as a causative, “is an obsolescent form with a 
tendency towards semantic and lexical specialization.” But more recently based on the 
(in)direct hypothesis again, Ni’s thesis (2012) states that in Mandarin Chinese “shi is sim-
ilar to doen in Dutch in that it is related to the inanimate entity as the causer part and it 
expresses the direct causation, and rang is related to the animate entity, just as laten in 
Dutch and it expresses the indirect causation.” So this claim that Chinese shi and rang are 
the equivalents to Dutch doen and laten is so risky that needs to be tested. 

Research Questions: 

Starting with the assumption put forward by Ni (2012), we apply the statistical techniques 
developed in Speelman and Geerearts (2009) to specifically address the following ques-
tions:  

(1) Does (in)direct causation hypothesis work for Chinese? 

-- Do the factors related to the predictions derived from (in)direct causation hy-
pothesis play a role in distinguishing Chinese analytic causatives shi and rang? 

(2) If it does work for the Chinese case, how well does it work? Enough? 

-- If (in)direct causation hypothesis does capture some difference between shi and 
rang, as Ni (2012) put, how significant is it? Is it an adequate reason for language 
users to choose either of them? 

(3) Are there other possible scenarios for these two near-synonyms? 

-- Is there any possibility that Chinese is another case, which doesn’t settle for the 
(in)direct causation distinction but confirms the multivariate conception of the 
grammar suggested by Speelman & Geeraerts (2009)? 

(4) What can we tell about (dis)similarities between Chinese and Dutch causatives? 
-- After scrutinizing, can we still claim shi and rang are the equivalents of doen 
and laten? How (dis)similar are their distributions in the two languages? 



Data and Methods: 

The materials in this case study subsume two parts. First part is taken from Corpus Online 
(www.cncorpus.org) developed by the National Language Committee of China, which 
provides about 20 million characters of modern Chinese. We start from random sampling 
so that I get the comparable number of total observations, 4078 sentences (3261 cases of 
shi, 817 cases of rang) and then code these occurrences with the predictors assumed in 
the literature and related closely to (in)direct causation hypothesis (e.g. inanimateness of 
causer). Second part includes two corpora, Sheffield Corpus of Chinese 
(http://www.hrionline.ac.uk/scc/db/scc/index.jsp) and UCLA Chinese Corpus 
(http://www.lancs.ac.uk/fass/projects/corpus/UCLA/) 1st edition. So it has a time strata to 
itself and covers chronological spans of mandarin Chinese from 1100 BC to 2005 AD. 
But the size is relatively small, with 1764 sentences in total (shi 807, rang 957). And we 
code this part with more variational predictors, which may diverge from those (in)direct 
causation related ones in order to build a comparative model. 

We implement binomial logistic regression and multiple correspondence analysis in 
the R project so as to statistically test significance and explaining power of those potential 
factors on the use of shi and rang. Last but not the least, we compare and contrast the 
newly acquired Chinese results with the Dutch ones. 

Results and Interpretation: 

The statistic shows the (in)direct causation hypothesis can tell some difference between 
Chinese causatives shi and rang. Although it is not unimportant, it’s far from powerful 
enough to capture all the significant variation. It’s safe for us to say it’s a relatively minor 
way of taxonomy since only about 30% data has been explained by the (in)direct causa-
tion model. So there are plenty of factors which simultaneously draw the entire picture of 
Chinese causatives, at least the two main ones in the current study, for example, time pe-
riods, lexical fixation between causative auxiliaries and their causer or causee, and even 
some language-specific factors. Since both Chinese and Dutch causatives turn out to be 
complicated and beyond complete grip of (in)direct causation hypothesis, what we can do 
is to draw upon the overlaps of the previous Dutch research and our present study to show 
the (dis)similarities of their usages in the two languages. 

Significance and Further researches: 

This investigation is supposed to complement the existing researches on causatives, re-
examine the (in)direct causation hypothesis from a Chinese standpoint, (dis)prove Ni’s 
inference of the equivalence of shi, rang vesus doen and laten, unveil cross-linguistic cor-
respondences or contrasts in the linguistic construal of causality. The present study is also 
part of a broader line of ongoing project in our research group. 
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