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RÉSUMÉ

Le chinois mandarin (“mandarin” par la suite) utilise un système d’écriture mor-
phographique, dans lequel il est généralement accepté que chaque caractère con-
tient un morphème (Rogers, 2005). Ces morphogrammes sont toujours syllabiques,
à l’exception du suffixe diminutif -r.

Le but de ce mémoire est de déterminer s’il existe des morphèmes sous-syllabiques
en mandarin en dehors du système écrit. À cette fin, j’analyse les démonstratifs
zhe/zhei et na/nei en mandarin, en termes de structures bimorphémiques.

Suivant les travaux de Diessel (1999) et Leu (2015), je propose que zhe et na
sont des racines contenant des traits purement déictiques. Ces traits peuvent être
traduits comme [HERE] pour zhe (démonstratif proximal) et [THERE] pour na
(démonstratif distal). Lorsque les formes se terminant en -i sont acceptables, plus
précisément dans les démonstratifs prénominaux et adnominaux, je propose que
-i est un morphème sous-syllabique qui exprime un trait de spécificité. Puisque
le morphème -i n’est jamais écrit, et puisque sa forme phonologique est une semi-
voyelle ajoutée à la fin de la racine démonstrative, il s’agit d’un morphème sous-
syllabique.

MOTS-CLÉS: mandarin (chinois), morphème sous-syllabique, démonstratifs, zhe/
zhei, na/nei, deixis, spécificité, DP



ABSTRACT

Mandarin Chinese (henceforth ‘Mandarin’) uses a morphographic writing system,
where each written character is believed to contain one morpheme (Rogers, 2005).
These morphograms are always syllabic, except for the diminutive suffix -r.

The aim of this thesis is to determine whether there are subsyllabic morphemes in
Mandarin that live outside of the written system. To do this, I analyse the Man-
darin demonstratives zhe/zhei ‘this’ and na/nei ‘that’ in terms of a bimorphemic
structure.

Following the works of Diessel (1999) and Leu (2015), I propose that zhe and na
are demonstrative stems that contain purely deictic features. These features can
be translated into [HERE] for zhe and [THERE] for na. When the forms ending
in -i are acceptable, namely in pronominal and adnominal demonstratives, I posit
that -i is a subsyllabic morpheme that expresses a specificity feature. Dialectal
variation and level of formality determine whether or not the morpheme -i is
pronounced. As this morpheme is never written whether it is pronounced or not,
and as its phonological form is a glide added to the end of the demonstrative stem,
it is a subsyllabic morpheme.

KEYWORDS: Mandarin (Chinese), subsyllabic morpheme, demonstratives, zhe/zhei,
na/nei, deixis, specificity, DP



INTRODUCTION

As one of the most popular spoken languages, Mandarin Chinese1 has been the

object of countless linguistic investigations. It is thus surprising that until fairly

recently, it was considered a morphologically poor language, on the grounds of

it having no morphological processes besides compounding (Dai, 1992; Packard,

2004). One simple explanation for this lies in the nature of morphology in Man-

darin. Research in the field of morphology often focuses on inflection and regular

derivation, which are typically achieved through affixation. Thus, “[t]he predomi-

nant view that Chinese has little morphology is perhaps due to the misconception

that the language is poor in affixes,” (Dai, 1992, p. 145; see chapter 3 for more

information about affixation in Mandarin).

However, functional vocabulary has not been given sufficient attention in the past

years in morphological studies, which is an area in which I argue that Mandarin

can surprise us. Having said that, one obstacle seems to stand in the way: the

written character is often assumed to be the smallest unit of morphological value.

Mandarin uses a morphographic writing system, which means that each written

character is a single morpheme (Rogers, 2005).2 There is a phonological compo-

nent as well, as each character is one phonological syllable, which leads to the

supposition that each morpheme is (at least) one syllable long. In fact, the only

subsyllabic morpheme that is generally accepted is -r (a diminutive suffix), which

1In the following rest of this document, I will simply use ‘Mandarin’.

2Rogers (2005) notes that some two-character words are monomorphemic, such as shanhu
‘coral’ and hudie ‘butterfly’ (p. 27).
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happens to also be the only subsyllabic character, with all other characters being

one full syllable.3 Contrary to tradition, a view detached from the written form

may open yet unexplored paths of analysis.

In the course of my thesis, I will attempt to answer the following question: are

there subsyllabic morphemes in Mandarin Chinese? With this in mind, I will

present an analysis of the Mandarin demonstratives zhei ‘this’ and nei ‘that’ in

terms of a bimorphemic structure, which will lead to the hypothesis that there

are indeed subsyllabic morphemes in Mandarin.4

In order to choose the object of my analysis, I first attempt to find a Greenberg

Square among functional vocabulary elements of Mandarin. A non-necessary but

sufficient condition for segmentation into different morphemes, “[a] square exists

when there are four expressions in a language which take the form AC, BC, AD,

BD,” (Greenberg, Ferguson, & Moravcsik, 1978, p. 20). I focus on those that

present at least partial squares in other languages, as Greenberg et al. (1978)

mention that “[i]f some other language can be found into which the translation of

our four items likewise provides a square, we have a result which can hardly be

accidental and may be considered evidence for the semantic correspondences,” (p.

20). Demonstratives in English can be segmented into two morphemes: th-is and

th-at in a formally defective square (a square where one of the resulting morphemes

never occurs successfully in a square), with th- being a definite morpheme (Leu,

3However, Packard (1998, p. 4) writes: “It seems likely that Old Chinese retained sig-
nificant portions of a Proto-Chinese sub-syllabic morphological affixation system.”

4Zhei and nei are the informal forms of the demonstratives in Beijing Mandarin (BM).
In many dialects, and in formal BM, the forms zhe and na are used. Note that all syntactic
constructions that allow the informal forms also allow the formal ones. Constructions where
only zhe/na are allowed will be explored and analysed (see Chapter 5) This distribution is taken
into account in my analysis (see Chapter 6).
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2007).5 It is thus possible that the Mandarin demonstratives zhei and nei, which

share a phonological segment -ei, could also be members of a formally defective

square, with -ei or -i potentially being a single, subsyllabic morpheme expressing

a common (bundle of) feature(s) that is present in both demonstratives.

This thesis begins with an outline of Mandarin phonology (Chapter 1), syntax

(Chapter 2), and morphology (Chapter 3). I then present my conceptual frame-

work (Chapter 4) and offer an overview of the literature relevant to my analysis

(Chapter 5). This is followed by my analysis of the demonstratives in Mandarin

(Chapter 6). Finally, the conclusion will summarise the thesis, as well as open

paths for future research.

5There is ample debate on the nature of th- in demonstratives (see for example Bernstein,
2008, who proposes that it is a 3rd person marker). Consequently, it is not always analysed as
a definite morpheme.



CHAPTER I

PHONOLOGY OF MANDARIN

In this chapter, I offer an overview of the phonology of Mandarin. First, descrip-

tions of the vocalic and consonantal systems of Mandarin will be provided. This

will be followed by a description of the syllable. After this, as Mandarin is a

tonal language, I will present some basic facts about its tonal system. Finally,

I briefly discuss how these phonological phenomena are translated into various

official transcription methods, and I offer arguments for the use of Pinyin as a

transcription method in this thesis.

1.1 Vowels

The exact number of phonemes in the vocalic system of Mandarin is a source

of debate, ranging from five (San Duanmu, 2007) to eleven (Cheng, 2011). The

following vowel inventory, which counts six distinct phonemes, has been chosen

for this overview, as it seems to account best for phonological minimal pairs, while

excluding vowels that can only be found in diphthongs and/or triphthongs:
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Source: Lee and Zee (2003, p. 110)

Figure 1.1 Vowel inventory of Mandarin

In addition to this, there are eleven diphthongs and four triphthongs. These are

shown in Figures 1.2 and 1.3, as well as detailed in Tables 1.1 and 1.2 respectively.

Source: Lee and Zee (2003, p. 110)

Figure 1.2 Diphthongs of Mandarin

Table 1.1 Diphthongs of Mandarin

Descending Ascending
From high front From high back To high front To high back Front to back

ie uo ei au iu
ia ua ai ou
ye u@
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Source: Lee and Zee (2003, p. 110)

Figure 1.3 Triphthongs of Mandarin

Table 1.2 Triphthongs of Mandarin

Front to back Back to front
iou uei
iau uai

To summarise, Mandarin’s vowel inventory is comprised of six vocalic phonemes

contrasted by place of articulation and roundedness, eleven diphthongs and four

triphthongs.

1.2 Consonants

Depending on authors, there are between 18 and 22 consonants in Mandarin, as

three consonants (/tC/, /tCh/, /C/) are widely believed to be allophones of other

consonants, and another one (/ŋ/) is a source of debate. Mandarin does not

differentiate on the basis of voiced versus voiceless, but rather on the distinction

between aspirated and unaspirated (see San Duanmu, 2005; and others). In Table

(1.3) below, all 22 consonants are represented, with allophones in parentheses.
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Table 1.3 Consonants of Mandarin

Labial Dental Palatal Retroflex Velar

Plosives p t k
ph th kh

Affricates ts (tC) tù
tsh (tCh) tùh

Fricatives s (C) ù x
Nasals m n ŋ
Liquids l õ

Source: Adapted from San Duanmu (2005)

As was mentionned above, three consonants in the inventory are widely analysed

as allophones of other consonants. The three palatal consonants are considered to

be allophones of the dental consonants that share the same manner of articulation.

This is because the palatals are only found in front of high front vowels and glides

([i, y, j, ű]), while the dental fricative and affricates are found elsewhere. Thus,

the following phonological rule can be formulated from this generalisation:

(1) dental affricates, fricatives → palatal / _V[+high, +front]

As for [ŋ], it is only found in coda position. Some argue that it is an allophone of

/n/, which can be in both syllable initial and final position. This is because there

is no true minimal pair, since vowels that are followed by [ŋ] are strongly nasalised,

which is not the case in front of [n]. However, analysing [ŋ] as an allophone of /n/

would entail that nasal vowels have to be phonemes in the phonological inventory

of Mandarin, in order for the following rule to be possible:

(2) /n/ → [ŋ] / V[+nasal]_

Since nasal vowels are only found in front of [ŋ] (or in situations where /ŋ/ is
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replaced by a retroflex final), it seems more plausible for /ŋ/ to be a phoneme,

and nasal vowels to be allophones of their oral counterparts, producing this rule:

(3) V[+oral] → V[+nasal] / _/ŋ/

Thus, we can safely assume that there are 19 consonants in the phonemic system

of Mandarin.

1.3 The syllable

As the carrier of tone, the syllable plays a central role in Chinese phonology

(Cheng, 2011). Therefore, I will go over it before moving on to the tonal system

of Mandarin.

There are three phonological componants to the Mandarin syllable: the consonan-

tal portion, the vocalic portion, and tone. Cheng (2011) proposes the following

diagram to illustrate the possible shapes of a syllable:

Source: Cheng (2011, p. 11)

Figure 1.4 Structure of the Mandarin syllable

In Figure 1.4, it can be understood that the tone is applied to the whole syllable.

The initial slot (i.e., the onset) can be either filled with any consonant or left

empty. If a high front vowel (/i, y/) does not have an initial, then the initial slot
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is considered to be a latent /j/, and if a high back vowel (/u, È/) does not have an

initial, then the initial slot is considered to be a latent /w/. The medial position

can only be filled by a glide. If a glide occupies the initial slot, then the medial

slot must remain empty. The nucleus can be filled with a vowel. Some authors

argue that this slot can also be left empty (when the initial slot is filled with a

syllabic consonant such as /ù/, /s/ or /ô/) or filled by the syllabic consonant /ô/

(Lee & Zee, 2003). Finally, the ending (i.e., the coda) can be either vocalic (a

glide) or consonantal (/n/, /ŋ/ or /ô/).

1.4 Tones

In addition to consonants and vowels, Mandarin possesses an additional lexical

and phonological element: tones. According to San Duanmu (2007), it is “a typical

tone language in that the pitch contour over syllables can distinguish meaning,”

(p. 225). “Pitch contour” refers to the tonal profile, as absolute tone values are

not contrastive in Mandarin (as they are in many other tone languages, including

some Chinese dialects).

There are four contrastive tones (i.e., tones that bring about a change of meaning

in minimal pairs) in Mandarin: a high tone (T1), an ascending tone (T2), a

dipping tone with creaky voice (T3) and a rapidly descending tone (T4), all of

which can be transcribed in a variety of ways, as illustrated in Table 1.4:
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Table 1.4 Transcriptions of Mandarin tones

T1 T2 T3 T4
Numbers ma1 ma2 ma3 ma4
Chao letters (IPA) ma

Ă
£ maĘ£ maŁŘ£ maĎ£

Chao digits ma55 ma35 ma214 ma51
Pinyin mā má mǎ mà
National Romanization mha mar maa mah

"mother" "hemp" "horse" "scold"
Source: Adapted from San Duanmu (2007)

The numbers system, which uses the Pinyin spelling but replaces tone diacritics

with numbers, and Pinyin are the most commonly used in the general literature,

but Chao digits is most common in the field of phonology, as it describes both

relative values and contours, without needing to be learned like Chao letters. As

for National Romanization, which encodes the tones directly in the spelling of the

syllable, it is rarely used in recent literature.

1.5 Pinyin

As Chinese is written using Chinese characters, which are not accessible to peo-

ple who have not learned them, the language is transcribed using romanization

methods in most studies of morphology. In this thesis, the Pinyin system without

tones will be used for a several reasons. First of all, since tones will only play

the minor role of differentiating between members of a minimal pair in the rest of

this thesis, it seems advantageous for the tones to be indicated as diacritics when

needed, so that they are still indicated but not distracting from the content of the

text. Second, most if not all of the literature used in the context of the present

research uses this system. For the sake of uniformity, all word transcriptions will

be in Pinyin, with tones only included when necessary. Examples taken from the

literature where notation is different will be adapted to this format.
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Below are Pinyin to IPA equivalences for vowels, diphthongs, triphthongs, and

consonants (Table 1.5):

Table 1.5 Pinyin to IPA

Pinyin IPA Pinyin IPA Pinyin IPA Pinyin IPA
i, yi i ie, ye ie ei ei iu, you iou

u*, ü, yu y ia, ya ia ai ai iao, yao iau
u, wu u ue*, üe, yue ye ao au ui, wei uei
o, wo È uo, wo uÈ ou ou uai, wai uai
e @ ua, wa ua iu iu†
a a u† u@

Pinyin IPA Pinyin IPA Pinyin IPA Pinyin IPA
b p z, zi% ts s, si% s m m
p ph c, ci% tsh x C n n
d t j tC s ù ng ŋ
t th q tCh h x l l
g k zh, zhi% tù r, ri% õ

k kh ch, chi% tùh
* : after palatals

† : followed by /n/ only
% : syllabic

1.6 Summary

In this chapter, an overview of Mandarin phonology was presented. First, I intro-

duced descriptions of the vocalic (Section 1.1) and consonantal phonemes (1.2).

Then, the syllabic structure was explained (1.3), followed by an explanation of

the tonal system (1.4). Finally, different romanization methods were discussed,

and I presented a justification for the use of Pinyin in this thesis (1.5).



CHAPTER II

SYNTAX OF MANDARIN

This chapter will present a general overview of the syntax of Mandarin, with a

focus on definiteness, as it will be a key component of my analysis.

2.1 General

Mandarin is an SVO language, as illustrated in Example 4:

(4) Wo
1.sg

xihuan
like

gou.
dog

‘I like dogs.’

(Cheng & Sybesma, 1999, p. 510)

Above, we see that the sentence starts with the subject, wo ‘I’. It is followed

by the verb xihuan ‘like’ and then the direct object, gou ‘dog’. This follows the

SVO model, which is head-initial. However, “even though [it] is head-initial in

terms of its arguments [...], it acts more like a head-final language with respect to

adjuncts,” (Ernst, 2014, p. 49):
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(5) Ta
3.sg

dasheng
loud

chang
sing

minge.
folk.song

‘S/he sings folk songs loudly.’

(Huang, Li, & Li Yafei, 2009, p. 77)

In Example (5), the subject ta ‘s/he’ is followed by the adverb dasheng ‘loud’,

which is an adjunct of the verb, and only then do we have the verb chang ‘sing’

and the direct object minge ‘folk songs’. Just as in the example, most adverbial

expressions in Mandarin are pre-verbal, including temporal, locative and comita-

tive adverbial DPs and PPs. The only post-verbal adverbial expressions are what

Ernst, 2014 calls “descriptive complements” (such as (de) hen tongkuai ‘happily’),

expressions with a resultative interpretation (6), and duration/frequency expres-

sions (7).

(6) Lao
Lao

Wang
Wang

pao
run

de
de

dou
all

chu
push.out

han
sweat

le.
inch

‘Lao Wang ran so much he started to sweat.’

(7) Zhangsan
Zhangsan

da
hit

le
perf

san
three

ci
time

penti.
sneeze

‘Zhangsan sneezed three times.’

(Ernst, 2014, p. 50)

2.2 Categories

In terms of lexical categories, the literature is straight-forward in assessing that

Mandarin distinguishes between nouns (N), verbs (V), adjectives (Adj) and ad-

verbs (Adv).

However, functional categories are still the object of debate. Table 2.1 presents a
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short list with examples:

Table 2.1 Functional categories of Mandarin

Category Abbr. Examples
Localisers L li(mian) ‘inside’, wai(bian) ‘outside’
Classifiers Cl ge (general), zhi (flat things)
Numerals Nume yi ‘one’, liang ‘two’
Prepositions P zai ‘at’, gei ‘to’
Demonstratives Dem zhe/zhei ‘this’, na/nei ‘that’
Aspectual morphemes Asp le (progressive), guo (completive)
Complementisers C de (introducing a relative clause)
Clause-typers CT ba (imperative), ma (yes-no interrogative)
Morphological linker Ø de6 (V de A, A de V, genitive...)

Source: Compilated by author from Huang, Li, and Li Yafei (2009); Huang, Li,
and Simpson (2014); Huang and Shi (2016)

2.3 Definiteness and indefiniteness in Mandarin

It is noteworthy, in general and for the sake of my analysis of demonstratives, that

Mandarin does not have articles. Instead, Mandarin relies on various syntactic

constructions to obtain definite, indefinite and generic readings of DPs.

Bare-Noun constructions may be used pre- or post-verbally and may trigger a

definite, indefinite or generic meaning, as illustrated in (8) and (9):

(8) a. Hufei
Hufei

mai
buy

shu
book

qu
go

le.
le

‘Hufei went to buy a book/books.’

b. Hufei
Hufei

he-wan-le
drink-finish-le

tang.
soup

6Most literature distinguishes between several different de particles, all of which are
homophonous but written with different characters. Considering the One Form/One Meaning
Principle (Johns, 1992) and the Strong Monosemy Principle (Cowper, 1995) however, one could
seek a unified analysis of these particles.
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‘Hufei finished the soup.’

c. Wo
1.sg

xihuan
like

gou.
dog

‘I like dogs.’

(9) a. Gou
dog

yao
want

guo
cross

malu.
road

‘The dog wants to cross the road.’ (*‘A dog wants to cross the road.’)

b. Gou
dog

jintian
today

tebie
very

tinghua.
obedient

‘The dog(s) was/were very obedient today.’

c. Gou
dog

ai
love

chi
eat

rou.
meat

‘Dogs love to eat meat.’

(Cheng & Sybesma, 1999, p. 510)

Examples in (8) demonstrate how Bare-Noun constructions in Mandarin can have

indefinite (8-a), definite (8-b), and generic (8-c) readings in post-verbal (i.e., ob-

ject) position. In (9), we notice that Bare-Noun constructions in pre-verbal (i.e.,

subject) position cannot express indefiniteness, but only definiteness (9-a,b) and

genericity (9-c).

Furthermore, a (numeral)-classifier-noun construction can be used for indefinite

expressions (10), and the same construction preceded by a demonstrative (11) can

be used for definite expressions.

(10) a. Wo
1.sg

xiang
would.like

mai
buy

ben
cl

shu.
book

‘I would like to buy a book.’

(Cheng & Sybesma, 1999, p. 511)
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b. Wo
1.sg

qu
go

guo
asp

yi
one

ge
cl

pengyou
friend

de
de

jia.
home

‘I have been to a friend’s home.’

(Huang et al., 2009, p. 295)

c. Kan
see

ta
3.sg

ji
several

bu
cl

hao
good

dianying.
movie

‘see several good movies’

(Lin & Zhang, 2006, p. 813)

d. yi
one

xie
cl.pl

ren
person

‘some people’

(Cheng, Doetjes, Sybesma, & Zamparelli, 2012, p. 177)

(11) a. na/zhe
that/this

san
three

ben
cl

shu
book

‘these/those three books’

(Lin & Zhang, 2006, p. 813)

b. Zhe
this

ben
cl

shu
book

hen
very

zhong.
heavy

‘This book is very heavy.’

(Cheng et al., 2012, p. 179)

c. Zhe
this

xie
cl.pl

shu
book

hen
very

zhong.
heavy

‘These books are very heavy.’

(Ibid.)

The sentences in (10) show different singular (10-a,b) and plural (10-c,d) indefinite

expressions. One interesting piece of data is seen in (10-d), where the numeral yi

‘one’ is used conjointly with a plural Cl to form a plural indefinite expression.

The sentences in (11) show how the demonstratives can be used in singular (11-b)

and plural (11-a, 11-c) definite expressions. The latter set of examples is not sur-
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prising, as Wu and Bodomo (2009, p. 499) affirm that “demonstratives invariably

have the [+definite] feature whether in Mandarin, Cantonese, or other varieties

of Chinese.” However, Cheng and Sybesma (2012) point out that although it is

true that there is an element of definiteness in a phrase where a demonstrative is

present, the meaning is not quite the same between a phrase using a demonstra-

tive and a phrase using a Bare-Noun construction, in the same way as a sentence

using this or that in English would not have quite the same reading as one using

the. For example, statements such as ‘The dog ate the bone’ and ‘This/that dog

ate the bone’ present a slight difference in general meaning.

2.4 Summary

This chapter examined some of the relevant aspects of Mandarin syntax that are

essential to my analysis. First, the order of arguments was presented (Section

2.1). Second, the lexical and functionnal categories that are distinguished in

the language were listed (2.2). Finally, the absence of articles in Mandarin was

discussed, along with the various constructions on which the language relies to

express definite, indefinite, and generic meaning (2.3).



CHAPTER III

MORPHOLOGY OF MANDARIN

This chapter provides an overview of Mandarin morphology. Although the general

view is that Mandarin has few morphological processes besides compounding, it

still “has been noted to exhibit both inflectional and derivational affixes,” (Liao,

2014, p. 4). The first two sections of this chapter will cover these affixes. Then,

the third section will go over the types of compounding found in Mandarin, as

this language offers a variety of very productive methods of compounding that

are used profusely.

3.1 Inflection

We can identify two major types of inflectional affixes in Mandarin: nominal and

verbal.

3.1.1 Nominal affixes

Because nouns are generally not inflected for grammatical gender, number or

person, they are mostly found bare. However, there is one exception: the plural

suffix -men, used exclusively with human nouns as well as pronouns referring to

human and non-human entities (Qiu, 2013):
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Table 3.1 Mandarin pronouns

singular plural

1 wo incl. zanmen
excl. women

2 infor. ni nimenform. nin
3 ta tamen

As for human nouns, the suffix -men can only be used in contexts that are definite

and that do not contain other elements that indicate plurality.

(12) a. Wo
1.sg

qu
go

zhao
find

haizimen.
child.pl

‘I will go find the children’

(Rullmann & You, 2006, p. 10)

b. San
three

ge
cl

pengyou(*men)
friend(*.pl)

‘three friends’

(Iljic, 1994, p. 93)

c. Tamen
3.pl

shi
be

laoshi(*men).
teacher(*.pl)

‘They are teachers’

(Ibid., p. 94)

d. Mei
neg

you
have

ren(*men).
person(*.pl)

‘There is nobody/no one’

(Ibid.)

In (12-a), we see an acceptable use of the suffix -men, as there is no plural pronoun

associated with the noun haizi ‘child’, and the resulting expression is definite. In

(12-b), the numeral san ‘three’ blocks the use of -men, while in (12-c), it is the

plural pronoun tamen ‘3.sg’ that renders the expression laoshimen ‘teacher.pl,
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teachers’ unacceptable. In (12-d), the noun ren ‘person’ is indefinite, which blocks

the use of -men. Even if the neg particle is removed, it is still unacceptable to

use the human plural suffix on ren:

(13) You
have

ren(*men).
person(*.pl)

‘There is someone / There are people’

(Iljic, 1994, p. 94)

To summarize, the suffix -men can be used in contexts that are 1) plural, 2)

definite, 3) human (except when affixed to a pronoun), and 4) exempt from other

elements that indicate plurality.

In addition to the human plural suffix -men, “certain [classifiers] can also be used

as inflectional suffixes marking plurality and collectivity,” (Liao, 2014, p. 4). This

can be achieved through an [N+Cl] construction. Whether an [N+Cl] construction

is acceptable or not lies in the Cl, as only certain Cls can be used as suffixes (Liao,

2014). In short, if the Cl that is associated with a particular noun cannot be used

as a suffixe, than an [N-Cl] construction with that noun is not possible.

(14) a. zhi-zhang
paper-cl
‘papers’

b. niu-zhi
cow-cl
‘a herd of cows’

c. ma-pi
horse-cl
‘a herd of horses’

d. hua-duo
flower-cl
‘flowers’

(15) a. *ren-ge
person-cl

b. *shou-zhi
hand-cl

(Liao, 2014, p. 4)

The examples in (14) are all acceptable uses of the [N+Cl] construction. However,
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examples in (15) are unacceptable, because the Cl for those words is ge, and ge

cannot be used in an [N+Cl] construction.

Also, the Cl xie is dedicated to indicating plurality.7 It is always used with yi

‘one’, either overtly or covertly (Liao, 2014).

(16) a. Na
that

(yi)
(one)

xie
cl

niao
bird

fei
fly

zou
go

le.
le

‘Those birds have flown away.’

(Zhan & Bai, 2016, p. 401)

b. Zuotian
yesterday

wo
1.sg

kandao
see

yixie
some

xuesheng
student

shou-le
get-le

shang.
wound

‘I know some students were wounded yesterday’

(Adapted from Shyu, 2014, p. 104)

When xie is preceded by a demonstrative such as in (16-a), it adds plurality to

the demonstrative. When it is preceded by yi ‘one’ without a demonstrative such

as in (16-b), it then conveys the plural indefinite meaning of ‘some’.

Finally, another way of indicating plurality is by reduplication of the Cl, as in

(17):

(17) He-li
river-in

piao-zhe
float-asp

(yi)
(one)

pian-pian
cl-red

shuye.
leaf

‘There are many leaves floating on the river.’

(Zhang, 2012, p. 3)

7The status of xie as a Cl is debated (see Iljic, 1994). Contrary to all other Cl, xie can
sometimes appear in front of another Cl, namely ge (the ‘elsewhere’ Cl). This has led many
experts to analyse xie as not being a Cl, although its actual nature has yet to be determined.



22

3.1.2 Verbal affixes

There are relatively few verbal inflectional affixes in Mandarin compared to other

languages, mostly because “verbs are only inflected with aspect suffixes (Asp)

[such as] Perfective le, Experiential guo, and Progressive/Durative zhe,” (Liao,

2014, p. 4).

(18) Ta
3.sg

kan-le
read-perf

na
that

ben
cl

shu.
book.

‘S/he read that book.’

(19) Ta
3.sg

kan-guo
read-exp

na
that

ben
cl

shu.
book.

‘S/he has read that book before.’

(20) Ta
3.sg

tang-zhe.
lie.down-prog

‘S/he is lying down.’

(Soh, 2014, pp. 127–128)

Example (18) shows a perfective sentence, Example (19), an experiential one, and

Example (20), a progressive one. Moreover, aspect may not only be realised with

a dedicated suffix, but also by other morphosyntactic means, such as reduplication

in the case of the Tentative aspect (Liao, 2014, p. 4), as in Example (21).

(21) a. zou-zou
walk-red
‘walk for a while’

b. xue-xue
learn-red
‘learn a little’

c. kan-kan
see-red
‘watch for a while’

d. bang-zhu-bang-zhu
help-help-red-red
‘help a little’

(Liao, 2014, p. 5)
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Note that when reduplication is applied to a disyllabic word, the whole word needs

to be reduplicated, as in Example (21-d).

3.2 Derivation

There are both derivational prefixes and suffixes in Mandarin. One very common

nominalizer is -zi, which may attach to a verb, a noun, or an adjective.

(22) a. qi-zi
wife-zi
‘wife’

b. er-zi
son-zi
‘son’

c. gua-zi
melon-zi
‘melon’

d. sheng-zi
rope-zi
‘rope’

(23) a. pai-zi
stroke-zi
‘racket’

b. shu-zi
brushV-zi
‘brushN’

c. jia-zi
pick-zi
‘clipN’

d. pian-zi;
cheat-zi
‘cheater’

(24) a. lao-zi
old-zi
‘father (pejorative)’

b. xiao-zi
small-zi
‘kid’

c. feng-zi
crazy-zi
‘lunatic’

(Liao, 2014, p. 6)

Above are examples of [N-zi] (which are all bound roots) in (22), [V-zi] in (23)

and [A-zi] in (24). In Examples (23) and (24), the meaning of the resulting

expression can be compositional (such as brushV+zi=brushN) or not (such as

small+zi=child).
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A common derivational prefix is lao ‘old’, which always attaches to nominal bound

roots (25):

(25) a. lao-hu
old-tiger
‘tiger’

b. lao-shu
old-mouse
‘mouse’

c. lao-shi
old-teacher
‘teacher’

d. lao-po
old-wife
‘wife’

e. lao-ban
old-board
‘boss’

f. lao-xiong
old-brother
‘buddy’

(Liao, 2014, p. 6)

As can be observed in (25), the prefix lao may bring a semantic shift from the

meaning of the nominal bound root (in the cases of laoban ‘boss’ and laoxiong

‘buddy’, derived from the bound roots for ‘board’ and ‘brother’ respectively).

There are also examples of verbal and adjectival derivational affixes, such as -hua

and ke- respectively.8

(26) a. gongye-hua
labor.industry-hua
‘industrialise’

b. jixie-hua
machine.machine-hua
‘mechanise’

(27) a. ruo-hua
weak-hua
‘weaken’

b. qiang-hua
strong-hua
‘strengthen’

c. huo-hua
active-hua
‘activate’

d. zidong-hua
self.move-hua
‘automatise’

8Hua can also be used by itself with the meaning of ‘to make, change into, transform’
(“MDBG English to Chinese dictionary”, 2021).
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(28) a. ke-ai
able-love
‘lovable’

b. ke-hen
able-hate
‘detestable’

c. ke-xiao
able-laugh
‘laughable’

d. ke-lian
able-pity
‘pitiable’

e. ke-shi
able-eat
‘edible’

f. ke-gui
able-expensive
‘valuable’

(Liao, 2014, p. 6)

In Example (26), the suffix -hua is added to nouns to create a verbal expression,

and in Example (27), this suffix is added to adjectives for the same result. It is

noteworthy that the nouns used in the words in (26) are compounds (e.g., gongye

‘industry’ = gong ‘labor’ + ye ‘industry’), and that both the starting nominal

compounds (e.g., gongye) and the resulting verbal expressions (e.g., gongye-hua)

are conventionalised. In (28), the prefix ke- is added to verbs and result in adjec-

tival expressions.

Another derivational affix is the diminutive affix -r, previously mentionned in the

introduction, and mostly prevalent in Beijing. According to Lin (2013, p. 406),

“[t]he er suffix originates in the content word er [...] ‘son, child’[...]. It is often

identified as a diminutive suffix that indicates ‘smallness’, ‘dearness’ or ‘a little

bit [...]’.” However, it is also used for familiar objects. It attaches to nouns.

(29) a. kuo (‘wok’): [kwÈ] → [kwÈô]

b. ji (‘chicken’): [tCi] → [tCj@ô]

c. wan (‘play, fun’): [wan] → [waô]

d. miantiao (‘noodle’): [miantiau] → [miantiaô]
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The examples in (29) show the variety of nouns that can take the diminutive.

Also, the affixation of -r often causes phonological transformations, including on

the quality of the preceding vowel, which the transcriptions above often fail to

fully capture.

3.3 Bound roots

According to Liao (2014), “Chinese also has a significant number of elements that

fonction as bound roots — roots that cannot stand as words by themselves,” (p.

7). To be used, these roots need to either be compounded with another root or

combined with an affix.

This raises a problem, which is how to differentiate between bound roots and

affixes. Let us first observe the following bi-morphemic words:

(30) a. xue-xi
study-practise
‘study’

b. yu-jian
beforehand-see
‘forsee’

c. shen-ti
body-body
‘body’

d. yue-qi
music-instrument
‘musical instrument’

(Liao, 2014; Dai, 1992)

At first glance, the items in (30) may look like compounds made up of two bound

roots. However, Dai (1992) argues that -xi, -ti and -qi are in fact derivational

affixes, and yu- is sometimes a bound root, sometimes a derivational affix. These

conclusions are based on five universal tendencies of affixes that he identifies as

follows:

(31) a. BOUNDEDNESS: affixes are (always) bound.
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b. PRODUCTIVITY: the attachment of affixes may be productive.

c. GENERALISED MEANING: the meaning of affixes tends to be

empty, abstract and/or generalised.

d. GRAMMATICAL FUNCTION: affixes tend to perform certain gram-

matical functions.

e. ATTACHMENT: affixes tend to attach to free forms.

As stated above, the properties in (31) are tendencies, meaning that they are

not absolute. Exhibiting one of these tendencies is not enough for a morpheme

to be considered an affix. For example bound roots, which are by definition

always bound, and therefore follow the boundedness tendency, would have to

erroneously be analysed as affixes. Alternatively, showing all of the tendencies

above is not necessary to be identified as an affix.

Liao (2014) adds another tendency to the five already identified:

(32) FIXED POSITION: an affix occurs in a regular, fixed position relative to

the stem it attaches to.

These universal tendencies of affixes lead to the following predictions as for uni-

versal tendencies of bound roots:

(33) a. BOUNDEDNESS: bound roots are (always) bound.

b. UN-PRODUCTIVITY: bound roots do not determine categorial fea-

tures (N, V, Adj, etc.)

c. CONSTRAINED MEANING: the meaning of bound roots tends to

be highly predictable.

d. LEXICAL FUNCTION: bound roots tend to perform a lexical func-
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tion.

e. ATTACHMENT: bound roots may attach to free forms and affixes.

f. VARYING POSITION: bound roots do not occur in regular, fixed

position. Their position is dictated by the affix(es) they are attached

to.

These two lists of universal tendencies ((31) and (32) for affixes, and (33) for

bound roots), as attempts to differentiate between affixes and bound roots, have

limitations. Indeed, the problem is not as obvious as it may seem at first. Let

us return to the Chinese verb xuexi ‘study’, which was identified earlier in (30)

as being of interest in the present discussion. At first glance, it seems like it is

composed of two bound roots: xue ‘study’ and xi ‘practise’, although Dai (1992)

and Liao (2014) both claim that xi is actually an affix. We shall revisit this verb

and see how each of its morphemes fares with our general tendencies for bound

roots.

The bound root xue is used in a variety of compound words related to education

and knowledge, as shown in (34) and (35):

(34) a. xue-xiao
study-school
‘school’

b. xue-sheng
study-student
‘student’

c. xue-fei
study-fee
‘tuition’

d. xue-ren
study-person
‘scholar’

e. xue-shu
study-skill
‘science’
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(35) a. da-xue
big-study
‘university’

b. ke-xue
science-study
‘science’

c. hua-xue
change-study
‘chemistry/chemical’

d. bo-xue
wide-study
‘erudite’

(“MDBG English to

Chinese dictionary”, 2021)

As shown above, xue adheres to most of the universal tendencies of bound roots.

It is un-productive as it does not determine categorial features: xuexi is a verb,

and huaxue can both be a noun or an adjective. It has a fairly constrained

meaning that can be summarised as ‘study’. Thus, it fulfills a lexical function

over a syntactic one, as its task is mainly to carry the meaning of ‘study’. Finally,

it is found in varying positions: it is the first element in Example (34), and the

final one in Example (35). However, its attachement seems to be only to other

bound roots; I have found only one example of it being attached to something

that is without a doubt an affix, xuezi ‘student’, but this word is only used in

literary language. Still, the data does not allow us to declare that attaching an

affix to xue would be forbidden, and our universal tendencies do not stipulate that

a bound root absolutely needs to be found occuring with affixes in the language.

As for xi in xuexi, which is usually translated as ‘practise’, it is found in many

words pertaining to habits and repeated behaviour:

(36) a. xi-guan
practise-habit
‘habit’

b. xi-su
practise-custom
‘customN’

c. xi-yong
practise-use
‘habitually use something’

d. xi-jian
practise-see
‘be commonly seen’
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(37) a. yan-xi
exercise-practise
‘maneuvreN/V’

b. shu-xi
familiar.with-practise
‘skillful’

c. jiu-xi
old-practise
‘former custom’

d. xi-xi
practise-practise
‘(wind) blowing gently’

(“MDBG English to

Chinese dictionary”, 2021)

Example (36) shows xi being used as the first element of compounds, and Example

(37) shows it being used as the last element. Overall, xi follows the same general

tendencies for bound roots as xue. The problem is, it seems to have a broader,

less well-defined meaning than xue. In many cases, the meaning traditionally

ascribed to xi, ‘practise’, seems to miss the mark completely when we observe the

final meaning of the words it is part of. While it definitely has a more restricted

meaning than some of the affixes we have seen previously in this section, such

as -zi and -hua which seem to be purely derivational affixes with no particular

meaning, some affixes actually seem to have more restricted meanings, such as ke-

‘able (to)’ and lao- ‘old’. Such morphemes as xi are problematic when it comes to

differentiating between bound roots and affixes.

In light of this, it becomes clearer why researchers in this field have held the

position that Chinese has few morphological processes besides compounding. As

the distinction between bound root and affix is far from clear-cut, it would seem

at first glance that Chinese relies almost exclusively on the compounding of bound

roots for word formation. This, paired with the little to no inflection that is to be

found in the language (as seen in Section 3.1), would lead one to the conclusion

that Chinese is morphologically poor. However, the data presented in this section

shows that it is perhaps not as poor as it was initially thought to be.
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3.4 Compounds

As Mandarin possesses a vast amount of bound roots, it is not surprising for

compounds to be omnipresent in the language. Liao (2014, pp. 9–10) identifies

five types of compounds:

(38) a. Coordinative/Parallel Compounds (C-P): the two roots carry similar,

related, or contrary meaning. (Example 39)

b. Modifier-Head Compounds (M-H): one root modifies or restricts the

other root. (40)

c. Verb-Resultative Compounds (V-R): one root denotes the action, and

the other the result. (41)

d. Subject-Predicate Compounds (S-P): one root is the subject, while

the other root fonctions as the predicate. (42)

e. Verb-Object Compounds (V-O): one root refers to the predicate,

while the other root a thematically related object - theme, location,

instrument, etc. (43)

(39) a. zi-nu
son-daughter
‘(someone’s) children’

b. zuo-you
left-right
‘control’

c. bang-zhu
help-help
‘help’

d. fang-qi
drop-renounce
‘abandon’

e. bao-bian
praise-condemn
‘appraise’

f. chang-duan
long-short
‘gossip/accident’
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(40) a. hei-ban
black-board
‘blackboard’

b. luo-ye
drop-leaf
‘fallen leaves’

c. ti-wen
body-temperature
‘body temperature’

d. deng-ta
light-tower
‘lighthouse’

e. man-pao
slow-run
‘jog’

f. da-jiao
big-cry
‘cry loudly’

(41) a. chi-wan
eat-finish
‘finish eating’

b. shai-gan
expose.to.sunlight-dryV
‘dry X under the sun’

c. nong-huai
do-ruinV
‘damage/ruin’

d. chi-ni
eat-tired
‘tired of eating’

(42) a. ri-chu
sun-rise
‘sunrise’

b. di-zhen
land-vibrate
‘earthquake’

c. tou-teng
head-hurtV
‘get a headache’

d. xin-ruan
heart-soft
‘forgiving’

(43) a. kai-xin
open-heart
‘feel happy’

b. dong-shou
move-hand
‘start (working on some-

thing)’

c. jian-fei
substract-fat
‘lose weight’

d. kai-dao
open-knife
‘operate’

(Liao, 2014, pp. 9–10)

These compounds may be endocentric (i.e., the meaning can be derived from

one of the components of the compound) or exocentric (i.e., the meaning can-
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not be derived from one of the components of the compound).9 Additionally,

“larger nominal compounds (more than two roots) are also possible. These are

constructed by building any type of compound into an M-H compound structure,”

(Liao, 2014, p. 10), as illustrated below:

Source: Liao (2014, p. 10)

Figure 3.1 Example of a bimorphemic V-O compound in a larger M-H compound

Source: Liao (2014, p. 11)

Figure 3.2 Example of bimorphemic C-P and M-H compounds in a larger M-H
compound

9Liao also writes that they can be double-headed. However, double-headed structures
are generally thought to be impossible, and he fails to provide examples of conclusively double-
headed compounds.
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In Figure 3.1, a first bimorphemic V-O compound is created and then compounded

to a third morpheme in an M-H compound. In Figure 3.2, two bimorphemic

compounds, one V-O (jian-cha test-examine, ‘to inspect/control’) and the other

M-H (zhi-du restrict-degree, ‘institution’), are integrated into yet another M-H

compound. As will be discussed in the next section, the head of the final M-H is

the right-most element, in this particular case, du.

3.4.1 Headedness

The head of a compound in Mandarin can be found either on the left or on the

right. This tends to follow the Headedness Principle (HP), in which “(disyllabic)

noun words have a nominal constituent on the right, and verb words have a verbal

constituent on the left,” (Liao, 2014, p. 13). However, there is a significant number

of exceptions to the HP. Packard (2004) proposes that the more a compound word

is lexicalised, the more it becomes semantically opaque and may violate the HP.

On the other hand, Liao (2014) proposes that headedness in Chinese corresponds

to an extended version of the Mirror Principle (Baker, 1985, p. 375):

(44) The Mirror Principle

Morphological derivations must directly reflect syntactic derivations (and

vice versa).10

Following this, one would expect M-H and S-P compounds to follow the Righthand

Head Rule (RHR), and V-O and V-R compounds to be left-headed, which is the

10Note that the Mirror Principle originally only accounts for affixation, not compounding.
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case.11 “[... T]he headedness of compounds is in fact isomorphic to that of their

syntactic, phrasal counterparts: Chinese verb phrases are left-headed [...], and

noun phrases are right-headed [...],” (Liao, 2014, p. 14).

3.5 Summary

In this chapter, I presented a general overview of the morphology of Mandarin

as it is understood at present. First, I have shown that Mandarin possesses a

system of inflectional and derivational affixes potentially much bigger than what

is commonly assumed (Sections 3.1 and 3.2). Then, I have discussed the case

of bound roots, and how differentiating them from affixes is an ongoing challenge

(3.3). Finally, I described the different types of compounds found in the language,

and how they mirror their phrasal equivalents in the syntax (3.4 and 3.4.1).

11In the case of C-P compounds, Liao says they are double-headed, which can be prob-
lematic (see Footnote 9).



CHAPTER IV

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK

This chapter covers some key conceptual presuppositions to my analysis. First,

I discuss my approach in terms of a generative, minimalist framework in a Dis-

tributed Morphology (DM) perspective. Then, I present my stance on morphosyn-

tactic features and structure. Following this, I discuss the Greenberg Square and

reasons for segmentation.

4.1 Approach

This section covers my general approach to morphology. First, I discuss Universal

Grammar (UG) and the generative framework. Then, I situate my approach as

a a Principles-and-Parameters (P&P) approach, most specifically in a minimalist

framework. Lastly, I offer a summary of DM.

4.1.1 Universal Grammar

First and foremost, this thesis takes a generative approach to the question at

hand. Chomsky (1986) explains it as such:

The generative grammar of a particular language (where ‘generative’
means nothing more than ‘explicit’) is a theory that is concerned with
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the form and meaning of expressions of this language. [...] It is con-
cerned with those aspects of form and meaning that are determined
by the ‘language faculty’, which is understood to be a particular com-
ponent of the human mind. (p. 3)

As such, I follow the assumption that language-specific phenomena are realisations

of rules or parameters that are not language-specific, but determined by language

as a human ability:

The nature of this faculty is the subject matter of a general theory of
linguistic structure that aims to discover the framework of principles
and elements common to attainable human languages; this theory is
now often called ‘universal grammar’ (UG), [...]. UG may be regarded
as a characterization of the genetically determined language faculty.
(Chomsky, 1986, p. 3)

4.1.2 Principles-and-Parameters and Minimalism

Even if one accepts the idea of UG, there are a few ways in which this can be

translated into a theoretical framework. A P&P approach views UG as a set of

built-in parameters, that become activated or not depending on the input received

as we first learn language:

[...] the principles of UG can be viewed as general conditions on gram-
mars with upen parameters whose values are set on the basis of linguis-
tic experience. These open parameters can be thought of as “on/off”
switches, with each collection of settings constituting a particular GL.
On this view, acquiring a natural language amounts to assigning val-
ues to these open parameters [...]. (Hornstein, Nunes, & Grohmann,
2005, p. 3)

In a Minimalist approach, researchers try to analyse linguistic phenomena not

only in light of the P&P assumptions, but also while considering “methodological



38

economy” (Hornstein et al., 2005, p. 8) — that is, to use as little new theoret-

ical material as possible. This principle of theoretical parsimony and simplicity

explains many of the empirical choices I make in my analysis of Mandarin demon-

stratives (see Chapters 5 and 6).

4.1.3 Distributed Morphology

DM was introduced by Halle and Marantz (1993) in contrast to lexicalist and

affixless theories, which will not be discussed here. The main proposition of DM

is that “morphology is not concentrated in a single component of the grammar,

but rather is distributed among several different components” (Halle & Marantz,

1993, pp. 111–112). In other words, what was traditionally considered part of

the morphology component, especially the Lexicon, is in fact divided in different

parts of the grammar.

Figure 4.1 The architecture of Grammar (DM)

In Figure 4.1, the elements in the yellow boxes are what used to be part of the Lex-

icon: the workspace, an inventory of features and possibly roots to be manipulated

by the syntax; the morphological component, which is responsible for Vocabulary

Insertion and such operations as fission, fusion, lowering/morphological merger
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and impoverishment; and the Encyclopedia, which interprets what is found in the

Phonological Form (PF) and the Logical Form (LF), and where elements such as

idiomatic expressions are found.

This architecture of grammar is the one assumed in my analysis. Therefore,

features are present in the workplace and go through syntactic operations, and

the morphemes that realise them are inserted after Spell-Out in the morphological

component.

4.2 Morphosyntactic features

Morphosyntactic features are the atoms of morphology. They are to syntax and

morphology what phonological features are to phonology. In phonology, phono-

logical features traditionally describe the distinctive attributes that allow us to

distinguish between the phonemes of a language and explain phonological al-

ternations. In the same way, morphosyntactic features describe the distinctive

attributes that allow to distinguish between the morphemes of a language. As

Svenonius (2017) describes, “[s]yntactic features are formal properties of syntac-

tic objects which determine how they behave with respect to syntactic constraints

and operations (such as selection, licensing, agreement, and movement),” (p. 1).

The inventory of features made available to language has been argued to be uni-

versal, but which ones are relevant to any given language and how they manifest

is language-specific.

Also, languages may choose to gather some features together in a bundle in order

to express them with a single morpheme. Let us consider the features for person

and number — traditionally referred to as ϕ-features, along with gender features:

In Table 4.1, we see that the feature bundles for each person (without case) are
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Table 4.1 ϕ-features

sing plur

1
+spk
+part
-group

+spk
+part
+group

2
-spk
+part
-group

-spk
+part
+group

3
-spk
-part
-group

-spk
-part

+group
Source: Adapted from Harley (2008)

comprised of a speaker feature [±spk], a participant feature [±part] and a

number feature [±group]. The number feature distinguishes between singular

and plural persons. Both first and second persons have a positive feature value for

participant, as this feature refers to all individuals participating in the linguistic

event (i.e. speaking and/or listening). While the second person has a negative

feature value for speaker, the first person has a positive value for the speaker

feature, as this person relates to the individual who is doing the talking (either

individually or as part of a group). The third person has no positive feature value

for either speaker or participant as it refers to an individual who is outside

of the linguistic event (i.e. neither speaking nor listening).12 Because those three

features (plus gender) are involved in the insertion of pronouns into the syntactic

structure, we can call them a bundle.

If we look again at the data in Table 4.1, we see that each feature is assigned a

positive or negative value. This is a binary, or bivalent, system, where [+] means

that the feature is present, and [–] is taken to be a negation (and not the absence

12As it is not present in the table above, we could wonder how a bundle made of a positive
speaker feature and a negative participant would be expressed, if possible.
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of that feature). Thus, a [+part] person is a participant (either 1st or 2nd person),

and a [–part], not a participant (3rd person).

Features can also be expressed in privative terms, that is, without a positive or

negative value in front of them. In this approach, the absence of a feature means

that this feature is not activated, relevant, or present at all. There is some debate

as to whether negative value features really do effect insertion of a morpheme,

which would be the main reason why one would wich to use a binary system.

While McGinnis (2005) argues for the use of privative features, Harbour (2016)

and Cowper and Hall (2019) argue against it, stating that bivalent features are

more parsimonious (Harbour, 2016, p. 213). Nevins (2011) proposes that when

negative features would still have an impact on the morphology or syntax, such

as with ϕ-features, then that domain uses bivalent features. If negative features

would not have an effect on the morphology or syntax, such as for number features,

then that domain uses privative features. This entails that there can be a mix

of privative and bivalent features in any given language. In my analysis however,

only features that would have a positive value in a binary system are at play, so

using privative terms seems more parsimonious.

Syntactic features will be at the heart of my analysis. This is because a word that

expresses many syntactic features — that is, a word that is morphosyntactically

complex — offers the possibility of being composed of more than one morpheme.

4.3 Morphosyntactic structure

In my analysis, I assume that features and/or bundles of features are directly in-

serted into morphosyntactic structures, which take the shape of binary-branching

trees. Here is an example from Embick and Noyer (2001, p. 574):
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Figure 4.2 Example of features in a binary structure

In the figure above, Greek letters represent features, and they are always terminal

nodes (i.e. they do not dominate other elements). In this example, all terminal

nodes are bundles, as they all have two features.

4.4 The Greenberg Square, and when to segment

In the introduction of this thesis, I noted that I employ a Greenberg Square in

order to justify the segmentation of zhei and nei. The presence of a Greenberg

Square is not necessary to justify segmentation, but it is a sufficient condition,

and it generally constitutes a good indicator that segmentation is possible. As

was noted, “[a] square exists when there are four expressions in a language which

take the form AC, BC, AD, BD,” (Greenberg et al., 1978, p. 20). Here is an

example of a Greenberg Square in English:

In figure 4.3, we have four expressions that share four different morphemes: eat,

walk, -ing, and -s. If eat=A, walk=B, -ing=C, and -s=D, then we effectively have
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Source: Adapted from Greenberg, Ferguson, and Moravcsik (1978)

Figure 4.3 Example of a Greenberg Square in English

the desired pattern of AC, BC, AD, BD. This is sufficient to consider segmentation.

Generally, a Greenberg Square may be observable in three dimensions. The first

one is the synchronic dimension, and is perfectly illustrated with the Greenberg

Square above. If we can find a synchronic square, then segmentation is supported.

The second dimension is cross-linguistic. Greenberg et al. (1978) write that “[i]f

some other language can be found into which the translation of our four items

likewise provides a square, we have a result which can hardly be accidental and

may be considered evidence for the semantic correspondences,” (p. 20). Let us

observe the following example in Italian:

Figure 4.4 shows the translation of the four expressions from Figure 4.3 in Italian.

We are able to observe that again, these expressions can be divided into four

morphemes: mangi-, passeggi-, -ando, -a. If mangi-=A, passeggi-=B, -ando=C,

and -a=D, the pattern AC, BC, AD, BD results. This constitutes an additional

reason for segmenting the original English expressions.

The third dimension is diachronic. Looking into earlier stages of a language’s

evolution, we can follow the path of grammaticalisation that an expression may
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Source: Adapted from Greenberg, Ferguson, and Moravcsik (1978)

Figure 4.4 Example of a Greenberg Square in Italian

have taken, from individual lexical item to affix, for example. This type of data

needs to be taken with a grain of salt, as the historical path of an expression may

not necessarily reflect how it is processed by native speakers today.

4.5 Summary

In this chapter, I have presented some essential conceptual elements to my analy-

sis. First, I have situated my research in a generative, minimalist framework, and

particularly DM (Section 4.1). Second, I have adopted a privative approach to

features (4.2). Third, I have also assumed a morphosyntactic structure in terms of

binary-branching trees with (bundles of) features as terminal nodes (4.3). Finally,

I presented the concept of a Greenberg Square and how it can be used to argue

for a proposed morphological segmentation (4.4).



CHAPTER V

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE

This chapter presents some of the literature on DPs in Mandarin, as well as

important works on the morphology, syntax and pragmatics of demonstratives.

5.1 The DP in Mandarin

There is much debate as to whether languages that do not have articles/determiners

do have a DP. As we have seen in Chapter 2, Bare-Noun constructions in Mandarin

can yield a definite, indefinite, or generic interpretation depending on position in

the sentence and context. Boskovic (2008, 2009, 2012) proposes that in languages

such as Mandarin and many other languages in Southeast Asia, there is no D

projection.

Let us consider the basic structures for definite and indefinite NPs in Mandarin,

as proposed by Cheng and Sybesma (2012, p. 635):

(45) a. Indefinite: [NumeP Nume0 [ClP Cl0 [NP N0]]]

b. Definite: [ClP Cl0 [NP N0]]

In (45-b), the authors propose that the definite reading is triggered by Cl being
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filled. In Cantonese, that position is filled by the classifier, since [Cl+N] con-

structions in this language yield a definite interpretation. In Mandarin’s definite

Bare-N constructions (see chapter 2), N moves to Cl in order to obtain the de-

sired definite reading. In (45-a), even though Cl is filled, the definite reading

is cancelled or blocked by the presence of an element under Nume. This raises

a question: why do [Cl+N] constructions in Mandarin yield an indefinite inter-

pretation? The authors argue that in Mandarin, Cl is always accompanied by a

(c)overt Nume, which always prevents a definite reading.

Sio (2006) proposes that there is another functional projection above NumeP, but

that it is not DP, but rather SpecificityP (SP):

(46) a. Indefinite: [SP S0 [NumeP Nume0 [ClP Cl0 [NP N0]]]]

b. Definite: [SP S0 [ClP Cl0 [NP N0]]]

She argues that S0 agrees with either Nume0 or Cl0, yielding a definite or indefinite

interpretation.

There are many reasons why such an analysis will not be adopted here. First, it

adds a layer that essentially plays the same role as the DP. In a minimalist point

of view, it is less than desirable to introduce new, language-specific mechanisms to

explain data that could fit in already existing models. Second, DPs play a crucial

role in turning NPs, which are predicates, into arguments, just as CPs do with

VPs (Longobardi, 1994, p. 613). Thirdly, and most important with regards to this

thesis, this analysis does not take into account demonstratives. Not only does it

not offer a satisfactory projection under which demonstratives would be found,

but it also fails to predict that constructions such as [Dem+(Nume)+Cl+N] are

virtually always interpreted as definite (see Chapter 6, Section 6.3 for a discus-
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sion on non-definite readings of demonstratives). The fact that we would need a

complex explanation for this (i.e., 1) the argument is definite when Cl is filled by

a N that would have moved from N, but 2) it is indefinite when a classifier fills

in that position because it comes with a (c)overt Nume that blocks the definite

interpretation, but 3) this result is somehow reversed when that entire sequence

is preceded by a demonstrative) suggests that this is not the right approach to

the problem at hand.

Simpson (2005) offers an alternative to the proposal in (46) which is more in

accord with my assumptions:

(47) a. Indefinite: [DP D0 [NumeP Nume0 [ClP Cl0 [NP N0]]]]

b. Definite: [DP D0 [ClP Cl0 [NP N0]]]

As we can observe in (47), the difference between an indefinite reading and a def-

inite one in Simpson’s proposal lies in there being an element under the NumeP

projection (and possibly a definite feature under D0). However, this does not ac-

count for our data on demonstratives, where [Dem+(Nume)+Cl+N] always yields

a definite reading, such as in the examples below:

(48) a. zhe
this

zhan
cl

deng
lamp

‘this lamp’

b. na
that

liu
six

ben
cl

shu
book

‘those six books’

(Del Gobbo, 2014, p. 26)

The sentence in (48-a) conforms to Simpson’s proposed structure for definite ar-



48

guments in (47-b); however, while the sentence in (48-b) follows the pattern in

(47-a), it does not yield an indefinite reading as predicted.

In conclusion, I agree with Simpson’s (2005) proposal that even though Mandarin

does not have articles, it still has a DP. I also agree with Cheng and Sybesma

(2012) in that [Cl+N] constructions are preceded by a (c)overt NumeP.

5.2 Demonstratives

5.2.1 Syntactic behaviours of demonstratives: Four types of demonstratives

Diessel (1999) identifies four categories of demonstratives with regard to their

syntactic behaviour: 1) pronominal demonstratives, 2) adnominal demonstratives,

3) adverbial demonstratives, and 4) identificational demonstratives.

Pronominal demonstratives are used as arguments of a predicate, while adnom-

inal demonstratives are used as determiners. As Diessel notes, “[t]he majority

of languages uses the same demonstrative forms as independent pronouns and as

modifiers of a coocurring noun,” (p. 59). This is the case in Mandarin, where

they both take the form [Dem+Cl]. Both proximal and distal demonstratives are

found in these positions.

(49) Ta
3s

bu
not

xihuan
like

na/nei
that

ben
cl

shu,
book

ta
3s

xihuan
like

zhe/zhei
this

ben.
cl

‘S/he does not like that book, s/he likes this one.’

Cheng and Sybesma (2014, p. 250)

As can be seen in example (49), both types of demonstratives use the same forms

(zhe/zhei and na/nei). Diessel states that in languages in which the same form

is used for pronominal demonstratives and adnominal demonstratives, “there is
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no evidence that pronominal and adnominal demonstratives belong to different

categories,” (p. 60). I believe that contrary to identificational demonstratives (see

further in this section for a description), pronominal demonstratives, at least in

Mandarin, are actually adnominal demonstratives with an ellided N. This could

explain their identical behaviours, and whether or not the speaker uses an ad-

nominal or a pronominal demonstrative would be reliant on ellipsis and anaphora

rules.

Adverbial demonstratives are what we often call locative or deictic expressions,

such as here and there in English. They would also include manner demonstra-

tives, which are found in many languages, but not English, and could be trans-

lated as ‘in this/that way’ or ‘like this/that’. There is somewhat of an equivalent

in English, namely thus/thusly, which could be argued to be formed not with

the demonstratives but with the th- morpheme (see the Introduction). In most

languages where adverbial demonstratives are found, they are formed using the

demonstrative stem to which a place or manner morpheme is added. This is the

case in Mandarin, a language in which both types of adverbial demonstratives are

found.

(50) a. Wo
1s

lai
come

zher...
here

‘I’m here...’

(Adapted from Riska, 2018, p. 54)

b. Wo
1s

mingtian
tomorrow

qu
go

nar
there

‘I’ll go there tomorrow.’

c. Ni
2s

bu
neg

yao
want

zai
prep

zheli
here

hunao.
make.a.scene

‘You don’t want to make a scene here.’

(Adapted from Riska, 2018, p. 53)
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d. Nali
there

nao-le
fall.ill-perf

jihuang
famine

si-le
die-perf

henduo
many

ren.
person

‘Many people died of famine there.’

Ibid., p. 55

e. Chuan
wear

zhe-yang
this-sort

yi
one

tiao
cl

duanku.
shorts

‘I wore a pair of shorts just like this.’

(Tao, 1999, p. 78)

Identificational demonstratives “occur in copular and nonverbal clauses,” (Diessel,

1999, p. 79). They are found for example in French, as in (51):

(51) (On the phone)

- Qui parle? (‘Who’s speaking?’)

- C’est Marie.

this-is Marie

‘It’s Marie.’

Identificational demonstratives could be confused with pronominal demonstra-

tives, but the difference can be observed in languages where they are distinguished

either phonologically or morphologically. This is the case in Mandarin, where

pronominal demonstratives require a Cl, but identificational demonstratives do

not. Also, while the -ei form of the demonstratives is permitted in pronominal

demonstratives, it is not allowed in the identificational demonstratives.

(52) a. Zhe/zhei
this

ge
cl

shi
be

wo
1s

de.
de

‘This one is mine.’ (pronominal)



51

b. Zhe/*zhei
this

shi
be

wo
1s

de.
de

‘This is mine.’ (identificational)

5.2.2 Syntactic structure of demonstratives

Leu (2015) analyses all determiners as extended adjectival projections, which are

part of an extended nominal projection. He writes:

An xAP that is a real determiner, in my sense, as opposed to xAPs that
are not determiners, is characterized by two properties: Its stem does
not contain an open class element, and its stem contains an element
that entertains a relation to the left periphery of the xAP (and the
xNP and ultimately to the xVP), a left-peripheral feature. (p. 5)

Demonstratives, in particular, have deictic features in the AP. Leu develops the

remark in Chomsky (1995) that “English determiners such as ‘this’ and ‘that’

are presumably complex, with the initial consonant representing D (as in ‘the’,

‘there’, etc.) and the residue a kind of adjective, perhaps,” (p. 383). Follow-

ing this, Leu proposes that definite demonstratives are minimally composed of a

deictic/anaphoric element, an agreement head (AGRca), and a definite marker.

From this and Diessel’s (1999) descriptions, I will first assume that zhe and na

are the demonstrative stems, with deictic features only. In order to be used as

pronominal or adnominal demonstratives, these stems need to get a specificity

feature that has some of the properties of a Nume, which would explain why

these demonstratives need a classifier even when no overt Nume is present (see

example 49).13 The matter of the exact location of this feature will be explored

in Chapter 6.

13See Section 5.2.4 and Chapter 6, Section 6.3 for why I choose this feature over definite-
ness.
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5.2.3 Pragmatic uses of demonstratives

Diessel (1999) identifies four distinct pragmatic uses of demonstratives:

Source: Lander and Haegeman (2018, p. 166)

Figure 5.1 The four pragmatic uses of demonstratives as identified by Diessel
(1999)

In the figure above, the exophoric use points to elements in the physical environ-

ment, while endophoric uses point to elements in the discourse. Here are examples

of these four uses in English:
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Source: Lander and Haegeman (2018, p. 166)

Figure 5.2 Examples of the four pragmatic uses of demonstratives in English

In Figure 5.2, we can see that the exophoric use of demonstratives points to an

object in space. The endophoric uses all point to something that is discourse-

internal: an object in the discourse (b, anaphoric), a part of the discourse itself

(c, discourse-deictic), or a piece of shared or general knowledge (d, recognitional).

These uses are widely found cross-linguistically, including in English and Mandarin

(Tao, 1999).

5.2.4 Features of demonstratives

A wide array of contrastive features can be realised by demonstratives depending

on language and context. Diessel (1999) identifies a few dozens of them:
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Source: Diessel (1999, p. 51)

Figure 5.3 Overview of the contrastive features of demonstratives

As can be seen above in Figure 5.3, Diessel distinguishes between semantic, syn-

tactic and pragmatic features. Not all of these features are relevant to my analysis,

in part because many of them are not encoded in demonstratives in Mandarin.

In terms of semantic features, only distance is relevant to Mandarin demonstra-

tives. Zhei ‘this’ is the proximal demonstrative, and nei ‘that’ is the distal one.
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Leu (2015) proposes that demonstratives have a bundle of deictic features that

could be identified by [HERE] in the case of proximal demonstratives, or [THERE]

for distal demonstratives. This is in line with the data in many languages, where

the deictic expressions, namely ‘here’ and ‘there’, are adverbial demonstratives

(Diessel, 1999). This is the case for Mandarin, as was seen in Section 5.2.1.

Syntactically, category features are essential to our understanding of the different

behaviours of demonstratives. As Diessel only included contrastive features (i.e.,

features that distinguish one demonstrative from another in a language), other

features that will play a role in my analysis but do not appear in Figure 5.3 are

definiteness and specificity. Definiteness is quite straight-forward: the presence

of this feature entails a definite interpretation of the DP. When it is not present,

an indefinite interpretation obtains. Specificity is less straight-forward, but plays

a central role in languages with a system of classifiers. This feature is what

makes the difference between a generic interpretation (unindividuated) or a(n)

(in)definite one (individuated), and also plays a role in mass vs count nouns.

Cheng and Sybesma (1998) propose that all nouns in Mandarin are mass nouns

(i.e., unspecified for specificity). As such, strategies such as particular syntactic

constructions (see Chapter 2, Section 2.3) and [Nume+Cl] constructions need to be

used in order to add the individuation feature and allow (in)definite interpretations

to arise.

5.3 Summary

In this chapter, we saw different proposals regarding the structure of DP in Man-

darin, including ones that suggest that languages that do not possess articles,

such as Mandarin, do not have a DP (Section 5.1). I then summarised Diessel’s

(1999) four types of demonstratives according to their syntactic behaviour (5.2.1):
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1) pronominal demonstratives, 2) adnominal demonstratives, 3) adverbial demon-

stratives, and 4) identificational demonstratives. Not all languages allow for all

of them, but Mandarin does. Next, I presented Leu’s (2015) proposal on the syn-

tactic structure of demonstratives, which will be the basis for my own analysis

(5.2.2). Then, we saw the pragmatic uses of demonstratives as identified by Dies-

sel (1999) and the features involved in demonstratives (5.2.4), both contrastive

(distance) and non-contrastive (definiteness and specificity).



CHAPTER VI

MANDARIN DEMONSTRATIVES: AN ANALYSIS

In this chapter, I propose that demonstratives in Mandarin are bimorphemic,

with a deictic demonstrative stem and a specificity morpheme. This proposal is

supported by data in the language, as well as evidence in the literature that was

previously overviewed in Chapter 5.

6.1 Proposal

As Diessel (1999) points out, there is a difference between a demonstrative stem

and a demonstrative. The demonstrative stem only contains deictic features, and

needs to be combined with other features in order to acquire category and be

realised in the structure.

My proposal is that the demonstrative stems in Mandarin are zhe (proximal) and

na (distal). The distribution between those and zhei/nei can be explained by

a (c)overt specificity morpheme which, when realised, takes the form of yi ‘one’.

This ‘one’ is not a numeral per se, but retains some of the properties of numerals,

such as triggering the insertion of a Cl. I propose that this specificity feature lies

within the DP, maybe under a SpecificityP.
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6.2 Phonological implications

In proposing that zhei and nei are a bimorphemic realisation of zhe and na, we

must consider some of the phonological implications, as the nucleus is different in

both stems but becomes the same when -i is added.

For zhe/zhei, there is a simple and straightforward explanation. Looking back at

Figure 1.2 and Table 1.1 in chapter 1, [@i] is not one of the diphthongs available in

Mandarin. The closest alternative is to move [@] slightly to the front, and realise

the diphthong as [ei].

The explanation for how na+-i becomes nei is not as obvious, as [ai] is a per-

fectly acceptable diphthong in Mandarin. My hypothesis is that this is a case of

contextual allomorphy.

6.3 Definiteness and specificity

In Chapter 2, we saw that there are two ways in which Mandarin handles definite-

ness: Bare-N constructions and demonstratives. There are no definite articles in

Mandarin. Bare-Noun constructions may obtain a definite, indefinite or generic

reading depending on the position of the NP (pre- or post-verbal) and context.

As for NPs preceded by a demonstrative, they (mostly) always have a definite

interpretation.

It is not always the case, however, that demonstratives obtain a definite reading.

Let us observe the following sentence in English:
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(53) I was minding my own business when this guy just showed up and

slapped me.

In the example above, it can be argued that the reading is not definite. Indeed, it

would seem acceptable to replace this with a, but not with the. However, unlike

a, the demonstrative here plays a role of giving specificity to the NP that follows

(Diessel, 1999). It is not ‘any guy’ that performs the action, but a specific person

that will be relevant to the following discourse. We could argue that this function

of specificity is always present in (pronominal and adnominal) demonstratives,

whether they give a definite or indefinite interpretation, but that ‘definiteness’

is not an intrinsinct feature of demonstratives. In Chapter 5, we saw that Sio

(2006) proposed a SpecificityP, which seems to capture this reality. However, she

proposed it as replacement for DP, which I disagree with. I will assume instead

that SpecificityP is part of the DP.

As I mentionned previously, I posit that demonstrative stems in Mandarin are

purely deictic (minus a place feature). This explains why they are used to create

deictic and manner expressions, but they need an affix to do so. This is also the

reason why I propose that some demonstratives are built up from the demonstra-

tive stem and a specificity (bundle of) feature(s), and that the morpheme that

realises that specificity is (c)overtly realised as the morpheme yi ‘one’. As a speci-

ficity morpheme, yi retains some of its characteristics as a numeral, mainly as

a trigger for insertion of a Cl, but not all, such as its singular feature. In the

next section, I will present which types of demonstratives display that specificity

feature and which do not, as well as an explanation as to why this is the case.
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6.4 Mandarin and the four syntactic types of demonstratives

In Chapter 5, we have reviewed the four types of demonstratives according to

their syntactic behaviour, and identified by Diessel (1999). They are summarised

here:

(54) a. Pronominal: Subject of a predicate.

b. Adnominal: Article to an NP.

c. Adverbial: Locative or deictic expressions, as well as expressions of

manner.

d. Identificational: In copular and non-verbal clauses.

In this section, I will elaborate on the syntactic behaviours of these four types of

demonstratives in Mandarin.

6.4.1 Pronominal and adnominal demonstratives

Pronominal demonstratives in Mandarin need to be followed by a Cl.14 Both

zhe/na and zhei/nei are acceptable in this position, and the choice between either

form is dictated by the level of formality of speech (formal for the former, casual

for the latter):

(55) a. Ta
3s

bu
not

xihuan
like

na/nei
that

ben
cl

shu,
book,

ta
3s

xihuan
like

zhe/zhei
this

ben.
cl

‘S/he doesn’t like that book, s/he likes this one.’

14In some situations, especially in very casual speech, this is not the case. However, it is
not the norm and is unacceptable for many speakers, so it will not be taken into account here.
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b. Ta
3s

bu
not

xihuan
like

zhe/zhei
this

san
three

ben
cl

shu,
book,

ta
3s

xihuan
like

na/nei
that

san
three

ben.
cl
‘S/he doesn’t like these three books, s/he likes those three.’

(Adapted from Cheng and Sybesma, 2014)

In (55-a), we see that both variants of zhe are acceptable. In (55-b), not only

are both variants of na acceptable, but that remains the case when a Numeral is

added. The latter piece of data supports the idea that if -i in both casual variants

of the demonstratives is the morpheme yi ‘one’, it is not a Nume, as it would

block insertion of another Nume.

In Mandarin, the only thing that distinguishes between pronominal and adnominal

demonstratives is the presence or absence of an NP. Going back to examples

in (55), where adnominal demonstratives can be found in the first part of the

sentences before the comma, both variants of the demonstratives are accepted in

that position, even when followed by a Nume, and they also trigger the insertion

of a Cl. I propose that in Mandarin, pronominal demonstratives are actually

adnominal demonstratives with an ellided NP.

6.4.2 Adverbial demonstratives

We have already seen examples of adverbial demonstratives in Chapter 5. I list

them again here:

(56) a. Wo
1s

lai
come

zher...
here

‘I’m here...’

(Adapted from Riska, 2018, p. 54)
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b. Wo
1s

mingtian
tomorrow

qu
go

nar
there

‘I’ll go there tomorrow.’

c. Ni
2s

bu
neg

yao
want

zai
prep

zheli
here

hunao.
make.a.scene

‘You don’t want to make a scene here.’

(Adapted from Riska, 2018, p. 53)

d. Nali
there

nao-le
fall.ill-perf

jihuang
famine

si-le
die-perf

henduo
many

ren.
person

‘Many people died of famine there.’

Ibid., p. 55

e. Chuan
wear

zhe-yang
this-sort

yi
one

tiao
cl

duanku.
shorts

‘I wore a pair of shorts just like this.’

(Tao, 1999, p. 78)

In the examples above, the suffixes -r (diminutive), -li "inside" and -yang "way"

are joined to the demonstrative stems to create expressions of location or manner.

In these cases, only zhe/na is acceptable, not zhei/nei. I will go on to propose

that this is because the adverbial suffix is directly affixated to the demonstrative

stem, preventing the insertion of the specificity feature that would be realised as

yi. However, there is one contradicting piece of data:

(57) a. zhe/zhei-bian
this-side
‘here’

b. na/nei-bian
that-side
‘there’

In Example (57), when a locative expression is created using bian ‘side’, both

zhe/na and zhei/nei are acceptable. At first glance, this seems to contradict my

first proposal that adverbial demonstratives are the result of the demonstrative

stem plus an affix. Nevertheless, this discreptancy can be explained if we assume

that this locative expression in particular is still in the process of being grammat-
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icalised. It would still not have arrived to the stage of being formed directly on

the stem, but rather, it would behave more like a compound constituted of an

adnominal demonstrative and an NP. This would explain not only the particu-

lar behaviour, but also the fact that locative expressions with bian do not purely

have the meaning of ‘here/there’, but also of ‘on this/that side/spot’ (Jiang, 2016,

p. 492), which means that bian still retains some of its semantic content.

6.4.3 Identificational demonstratives

Identificational demonstratives can easily be confused with pronominal ones, as

they both appear without an apparent NP. However, not only do they appear in

different types of clauses (copular and non-verbal clauses for the former, as the

subject or object of a predicate for the latter), but their morphological behaviours

differ as well. Here are examples in Mandarin:

(58) a. Zhe/*zhei
this

shi
be

ni
2s

de
DE

ma?
quest

‘Is this yours?’

b. Na/*nei
that

you
have

yisi.
have.meaning

‘That’s interesting.’

c. Na/*nei
that

mei
neg

yisi.
have.meaning

‘That’s not interesting.’

(Adapted from Cheng and Sybesma, 2014)

In the sentences in (58), we have a copular clauses ((58-a) and (58-b)) and a non-

verbal clause (58-c). In both of these situations, only zhe/na is acceptable, not

zhei/nei. This reinforces the assumption that identificational demonstratives are

different than pronominal demonstrative on a morphosyntactic level. One possible
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explanation is that these expressions have been lexicalised with the following word,

and the demonstrative stems have lost much of their individual syntactic and/or

semantic properties in the process.15

6.4.4 Section summary

To summarise, pronominal and adnominal demonstratives are DPs consisting of

the demonstrative stem and a specificity feature. They are followed by a Cl,

directly or with an intervening Nume. In both cases, it is acceptable but not

mandatory to realise the specificity feature with the morpheme yi. I propose that

in Mandarin, pronominal demonstratives are adnominal demonstratives with an

ellided NP. Adverbial demonstratives are locative or manner expressions that are

built from the demonstrative stem and an affix. As such, there is no insertion

of a specifity feature, except in the case where the expression is still not fully

lexicalised (i.e., zhe-r vs zhe(i)-bian). There is also no possibility of inserting a

Cl or Nume. As for identificational demonstratives, they are part of a copular

or non-verbal clause, which are often lexicalised in languages, so it is somewhat

unsurprising that the demonstrative stems would be used here without any added

features or morphemes. These also do not allow for the insertion of a Cl or a

Nume.

6.5 Additional evidence for a specificity feature and yi/-i

In the previous sections, I have shown that it is possible to posit a specificity

feature in Mandarin demonstratives. As we have seen in Chapter 4 (Section

15This can be found in other languages as well. For most speakers of French for example,
c’est ‘it is’ can be used in a plural context even though est is inflected for the 3rd person singular,
as in: ‘C’est les lapins qui ont détruit ton jardin,’ instead of ‘Ce sont les lapins qui ont détruit
ton jardin,’ (‘It’s the rabbits that destroyed your garden,’).
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4.4), the existence of a Greenberg Square is sufficient to at least investigate the

possibility of segmentation. Finding a morpheme that transpired in a Greenberg

Square in other data will solidify its status. The following section will look at

other items in Mandarin that could display the morpheme -i that I have isolated,

namely nǎ/něi ‘which?’, and mei ‘each/every’.16 The interrogative pronoun shei

‘who?’ will also be discussed, but will not be retained as a word with the -i

morpheme.

6.5.1 The interrogative pronoun nǎ/něi ‘which’

The interrogative pronoun nǎ/něi is phonologically identical to the demonstrative

except for the tone: demonstrative na/nei has a fourth tone, and the interrogative

one has a third tone. Just like the demonstratives, the distinction between nǎ and

něi is a matter of the level of formality of speech. As Mandarin is a wh-in situ

language, it is easy to directly compare nǎ/něi with its demonstrative counterpart

in various syntactic constructions:

(59) a. Wo
1s

xihuan
like

zhe/zhei
this

ben
cl

shu,
book,

ni
2s

xihuan
like

na/nei
that

ben.
cl

‘I like this book, you like that one.’

16Tones will be indicated in the interrogative pronoun nǎ/něi to differentiate it from the
distal demonstrative. The question mark in the glosses is used to indicate that we are looking
at the interrogative pronoun, and not the relative pronoun.
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b. Wo
1s

xihuan
like

zhe/zhei
this

ben
cl

shu,
book,

ni
2s

xihuan
like

nǎ/něi
which

ben?
cl

‘I like this book, which one do you like?’

(Adapted from Cheng and Sybesma, 2014, p. 250)

(60) a. na/nei
that

liu
six

ben
cl

shu
book

‘those six books’

b. nǎ/něi
which

liu
six

ben
cl

shu
book

‘which six books?’

(Adapted from Del Gobbo, 2014, p. 26)

(61) a. {na/*nei}-r,
that-R,

{na/*nei}-li
that-inside

‘there’

b. {nǎ/*něi}-r,
which-R,

{nǎ/*něi}-li
which-inside

‘where?’

(Jiang, 2016, p. 492)

c. Ta
3s

zai
prep

nǎr
where

wan?
play

‘Where did s/he play?’

(Xiangjun & Yip, 2015, p. 1080)

(62) a. Na/*nei
that

mei
neg

yisi.
have.meaning

‘That’s not interesting.’

b. Nǎ/*něi
which

mei
neg

yisi?
have.meaning

‘Which (one) is not interesting?’

(Adapted from Cheng and Sybesma, 2014, p. 249)

Examples (59) and (60) show that just like with demonstratives, the pronominal
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and adnominal positions allow for both forms of the interrogative pronoun. We can

also observe that nǎ/něi in these positions can but does not need to be followed

by a Nume, and always requires a Cl. These are exactly the same conditions as

the demonstratives.

In Example (61), the interrogative deictic adverb ‘where’ is constructed in the

same way as other deictic expressions in Mandarin: with the affixation of a place

suffix, this time on the interrogative pronoun. In this case, just like it is for

adverbial demonstratives, the -i form is not allowed. Example (61-c) provides an

example of nǎr used in a sentence.

Finally, example (62) shows that we once again find the same pattern for nǎ/něi

in identificational situations as with the demonstratives. Just as with zhe/zhei

and na/nei, the -i form is prohibited here.

Based on the data above, I propose that nǎ is the stem of this interrogative deictic

item, and that its features are a bundle of purely deictic features (of distance

but not location) and of a question feature that corresponds to [WHERE], quite

like na’s deictic features correspond to the bundle [THERE]. Nǎ needs to go

through the same syntactic operations in order to be inserted in the structure as na

does. Therefore, it receives a specificity feature in order to be used pronominally

or adnominally, and when it does, this feature can be realised overtly by the

morpheme yi (which then triggers the same phonological effects as for na/nei).

6.5.2 The quantifier mei ‘each, every’

Another candidate for the -i morpheme is the quantifier mei ‘each, every’. Just

like the demonstratives and nǎ/něi, it seems to be followed by a (c)overt yi, and

it always requires a Cl:
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(63) a. Mei
every

(yi)
one

ge
cl

xuesheng
student

dou
all

lai-le.
come-perf

‘Every student came.’

(Cheng, 2009, p. 12)

b. Mei
every

ge
cl

ren
person

dou
all

mai-le
buy-perf

shenme?
what

‘What did everyone buy?’

(Lin, 2014, p. 195)

In (63-a), mei is used in a declarative sentence, and in (63-b), in an interrogative

one.

An interesting piece of evidence for the presence of the -i morpheme in mei is

that other quantifiers that share a similar meaning but do not end in -i cannot

be followed by a numeral nor a Cl:

(64) Mei-ge/suoyou/quanbu
every-cl/all/all

xuesheng,
student,

ta
3s

dou
all

xihuan.
like

‘Every/all the student(s), s/he all liked.’

(Li, 2014, p. 211)

There are some differences, however, that need to be addressed. First, there is

no evidence of a stem in mei. With the demonstratives and the interrogative

pronoun, there is evidence from different constructions that there is a stem zhe,

na or nǎ, as well as from the fact that -i is always optional when it is permitted.

This is not the case with mei: it is not part of other constructions, and it does

not have any other possible form. The fact that -i would be optional in some

cases and mandatory in others could be an obstacle to analysing mei as being

bimorphemic.
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Also, unlike the demonstratives and the interrogative pronoun, mei can obtain a

generic reading:

(65) Mei
every

zhi
cl

gou
dog

dou
all

you
have

yi
one

tiao
cl

weiba.
tail.

‘(In general), every/all dog(s) has/have a tail.’ or ‘Each of the dogs has

a tail.’

(Li, 2014, p. 213)

In (65), we see that there are two possible readings of the sentence, including a

generic one. However, the specificity morpheme does not appear in other instances

where a generic reading obtains (see Chapter 2, Section 2.3).

I posit that mei indeed has the specificity morpheme. The morpheme -i is not

optional in mei as it is in the demonstratives, but this fact is not an obstacle to

this conclusion. It could just be that they are at different stages of lexicalization,

and the fact that there is resistance to fully adopt zhei/nei could be the product

of the stem forms zhe/na being so frequent, and of sociolinguistic factors as well

(let us remember that zhei/nei are associated with non-formal speech). I also do

not think that the specificity morpheme itself prevents a generic reading. That

this reading is not possible with the demonstratives or the interrogative pronoun

could lie elsewhere in their morphosyntactic or semantic features.

6.5.3 The interrogative pronoun shei ‘who’

Shei ‘who?’ is another possible candidate for the specificity feature. It ends in

-ei, and we could argue that semantically, it targets a specific entity.

However, shei does not behave syntactically like the other items we have seen so
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far:

(66) a. Shei
who

xihuan
like

shenme?
what

‘Who likes what?’

(Lin, 2014, p. 188)

b. Ni
2s

kanjian-le
see-asp

shei?
who

‘Who did you see?’

Ibid., p. 195

In the above examples, shei is used as subject of a question (66-a) and as object

of a question (66-b). In both cases, we see that contrary to the demonstratives,

nǎ, and mei, it is never followed by a Cl. As I propose that the specificity feature

is expressed (c)overtly in Mandarin by the morpheme yi ‘one’, and that it triggers

the insertion of a Cl, shei does not seem to possess that feature. If we were

to argue that it does, then we would have to admit that the presence of a Cl

when -i is acceptable (in the case of pronominal and adnominal demonstratives,

nǎ and mei) and absence of Cl when -i is unacceptable (in the case of adverbial

and identificational demonstratives) are purely coincidental, and explained by

something else (or that it is a sufficient but not necessary clue for the presence

of the specificity feature). From my analysis, I believe that triggering a Cl is a

necessary condition to be considered as having the specificity feature, and thus,

the phonological similarity between shei and the other elements analysed here is
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coincidental.17

6.6 Summary

This chapter presented my analysis of the Mandarin demonstratives in a bimor-

phemic perspective. First, I laid out my proposal, which is that the demonstratives

in Mandarin have a specificity feature that can be expressed (c)overtly by the mor-

pheme yi ‘one’ that affixates to the demonstrative stem (Section 6.1). Just like a

numeral, this morpheme triggers the insertion of a Cl, but it does not block the

use of other numerals. Then, I have addressed the phonological alternations in

zhe/zhei and na/nei (6.2).

Subsequently, I have argued for a specificity feature rather than a definiteness

feature (6.3), before examining how Mandarin expresses the four syntactic types

of demonstratives identified by Diessel (1999) (6.4). I showed that pronominal

and adnominal demonstratives allow for the forms zhei/nei as well as their formal

counterparts, and that they trigger insertion of a Cl (6.4.1). I have also shown

that in the case of adverbial and identificational demonstratives, only the stems

zhe/na are acceptable, and that these do not trigger insertion of a Cl, which hints

to them not having the specificity feature (6.4.2 and 6.4.3). This is in line with

my proposal that it is that feature that leads to insertion of a Cl.

Finally, I proposed three additional items that could have the specificity feature:

nǎ/něi ‘which?’, mei ‘each, every’, and shei ‘who?’. I determined that nǎ/něi and

mei do have the specificity feature (6.5.1 and 6.5.2), but shei does not (6.5.3). The

17Accidental (partial) homophony is often found in Mandarin. As San Duanmu (2005)
writes: “[... Mandarin] has a very small syllable inventory, just around 400 syllables excluding
tones [...]. It is a puzzle why [Mandarin] uses so few syllables, [... as] there are about 2,000
possibles [...] combinations (excluding tones) [...],” (p. 2). As such, there are a few more
functional words that end in -ei that were not even considered for this thesis, mainly gei ‘to’
and méi, a negation particle.
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presence of other items with the specificity morpheme shows that the specificity

feature is not unique to demonstratives.



CONCLUSION

In this thesis, I attempted to answer the following question: are there subsyllabic

morphemes in Mandarin? In order to do this, I first examined some aspects of

Mandarin phonology (Chapter 1), syntax (Chapter 2), and morphology (Chapter

3). Then, I introduced the conceptual framework of my research, which uses a

generative and minimalist approach (Chapter 4). Next, I focused on demonstra-

tives in Mandarin, which were chosen as the object of study because they are

known to be complex in many languages. I reviewed the literature on this subject

in Chapter 5.

Finally, I offered a bimorphemic analysis of zhe/zhei ‘this’ and na/nei ‘that’,

where the first part of each of these words is a demonstrative stem bearing deictic

features ([HERE] for zhe, [THERE] for na), and the final part -i is a specificity

feature (Chapter 6). The specificity feature is expressed through the morpheme

yi ‘one’, which is related to the homophonous numeral but is not a numeral

itself, as it does not block another numeral from being inserted. This feature

is only present in pronominal and adnominal demonstratives, where both forms

of each of the demonstratives are permitted, and it can be realized overtly or

covertly. It is not present in adverbial and identificational demonstratives, where

only the stem form of the demonstratives is acceptable. Lastly, I proposed that

the specificity feature is also present in něi ‘which?’ and mei ‘each, every’, but

not shei ‘who?’. As this morpheme is never written whether it is pronounced or

not, and as its phonological form is a glide added to the end of a stem, it is a

subsyllabic morpheme.
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In the future, it would be interesting to examine additional potential instances of

subsyllabic morphemes in Mandarin. For example, is the phenomenon explored

in this thesis an outlier, or are there more such morphemes? Also, if morphemes

need not be syllabic, could there be purely tonal morphemes? As we are only

starting to discover that Mandarin morphology is not as poor as it was previously

thought to be, such paths of inquiry are open for future research.
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