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Copular verbs are typically classified as predicational, specificational, identificational, or equative. However, there is a distinctive use of the copula that falls outside these categories. 
This study investigates the properties of this exceptional use and argues that they can be explained by analyzing the copula as a semantic functor that occupies the head position of a predicate phrase. The acceptability and interpretation of sentences with this copula depend critically on the common ground of the discourse.
The primary data will be drawn from Chinese, although analogous constructions are attested in numerous other languages, occasionally exhibiting minor variations. Given the centrality of context, the data will be presented in a Question (Q) and Answer (A) format. The discussion will begin with sentences containing wh-phrases in both pre- and post-copular positions, and will subsequently extend to constructions involving universal quantifiers and definite noun phrases.
For illustration, consider the following discourse: two students came to a party, but the speaker and the hearer knew that only one of them brought a gift. In this context, A1 is an acceptable response to Q, whereas A2 is not:
Q:  wǒ tīngshuō yǒu yīge xuéshēng dàiláile lǐwù; nǎge xuéshēng/shéi  dàiláile shénme lǐwù ne?
     ‘I heard that a student brought a gift. Which student/Who brought what gift?’
A1: Zhāngsān dàiláile dàngāo.  ‘Zhangsan brought a cake.’
A2: *Zhāngsān shì dàngāo.       ‘Zhangsan was the/a cake.’ (the copular shì is not acceptable)

In contrast, shì is acceptable in contexts involving multiple pairings.(the pair-list shì).
Q:  wǒ tīngshuō yǒu yīxiē xuéshēng dàiláile lǐwù; nǎge xuéshēng/shéi  dàiláile shénme lǐwù ne?
     ‘I heard that some students brought gifts. Which student/Who brought what gift?’
A1: Zhāngsān dàiláile dàngāo; Lǐsì dàiláile cháyè. 
      ‘Zhangsan brought the/a cake; Lisi brought (the) tea leaves.’
A2: Zhāngsān shì dàngāo; Lǐsì dàiláile cháyè.
      ‘Zhangsan was the/a cake; Lisi was(the) tea leaves.’

We argue that, syntactically, pair-list shì serves as the head of a predicate phrase. This explains the contrast in acceptability between sentences that include pair-list shì and those that do not, across both root and embedded contexts: root contexts allow fragmentary responses, whereas embedded contexts must adhere to the subcategorization requirements imposed by the embedding verb. Semantically, pair-list shì functions as a mapping from individuals in the subject set (pre-copula) to those in the object set (post-copula), governed by presuppositions of uniqueness and exhaustivity. Unlike standard copular constructions, pair-list shì is ill-suited to single-pair contexts, highlighting its distinctive role in expressing multi-variable functional dependencies.
The pair-list shì construction will be compared with pseudo-cleft shì and shì...de focus structures to highlight differences in their distribution and interpretation, reinforcing the argument that pair-list shì represents a distinct grammatical category. Similar pair-list copula constructions are found in languages like English and Japanese, pointing to the broader cross-linguistic significance of this unique copula usage.
