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ABSTRACT

This dissertation studies the notion of transitivity in Cantonese. Conventionally,

transitivity is defined in terms of subject and object. If a sentence has both subject and

object, it is transitive. If a sentence only has a subject, then the sentence is intransitive.

This way of defining transitivity may seem useful in many languages. However, it does

not work very well in Chinese languages. Chinese languages are well known for lacking

case marking and agreement. Therefore, subjects and objects are defined solely on the

basis of word order. Being SVO in nature, when there is an NP following the main verb,

the NP can be considered to be the object, and the sentence is transitive. Yet this way of

defining transitivity encounters problems, especially when some verbs, such as heui 'to

go' or fan 'to sleep' in Cantonese, which do not require any object semantically, are

followed by an object-like NP. The analyses given for these verbs vary from linguist to

linguist. Some linguists argue that they are transitive, whereas others suggest the

opposite.

This dissertation argues that the best way to determine transitivity is by applying

syntactic tests to problematic constructions. Using Cantonese as the primary data, this

dissertation reexamines eight problematic constructions that can be argued as being either

transitive or intransitive. Various syntactic tests will be employed, and conclusions are

drawn based on the results of these tests.
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Chapter 1

Introduction to Transitivity

1.1 BACKGROUND

One of the most central issues in grammatical studies is the notion of transitivity.

No one who analyzes sentences and does syntactic typology can avoid using terms like

transitive verbs, intransitivity, ditransitive predicates, etc. The basic assumption is that

languages, be they spoken in Europe, in Asia, or in the Middle East, have a set of verbs

that require only one argument, while others may require more than one argument.

Therefore, generalizations can be made according to the number of required argument(s)

in a sentence.

A required argument, plainly speaking, is the argument that must appear in a

sentence along with the main verb. The absence of such an argument would cause the

sentence to become ungrammatical. For instance,

(1) a. John ran (to the store).

b. *ran (to the store).

In (I a), 'John' is a required argument of the verb run, because the absence of it (as in Ib)

makes the sentence ungrammatical. However, the store is not a required argument. The

presence or the absence of it does not affect the grammaticality of the Sentence.
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The notion of transitivity has long been discussed by various linguists (for

instance, Robins 1964; Hartman and Stork 1972; Lakoff 1977; Hopper and Thompson

1980; Givan 1985; Tsunoda 1985, 1994, 1999). In recent years, there are basically two

main viewpoints on transitivity: a schematic approach and a prototypical approach. From

the schematic or the conventional point of view, a verb that requires two arguments is

transitive. In the most typical situation, one of the arguments is always an agent-like

argument, which is manifested as the subject of the transitive sentence. The other one is a

theme-like argument, which appears in the object position of the sentence, as in (2a). The

action denoted in the sentence abstractly 'transfers' from the agent-like argument to the

theme-like argument. In contrast, a verb that requires only one argument is intransitive,

and no activity is transferred. The argument in an intransitive clause may show a variety

of thematic roles (2b-d). A relatively small number of verbs, moreover, may require

three arguments (2e-f).

(2) a. John kicked the ball.

b. John runs.

c. John sleeps.

d. John knows.

e. John shows me the ball.

f. Mary gave some food to him.

[John - Agent; The ball- Theme]

[John - Agent]

[John - Theme]

[John - Experiencer]

[John - Agent; Me - Goal; The ball- Theme]

[Mary - Agent; Some food - Theme;

Him - Goal]



3

The other way to look at transitivity is from a prototypical point of view, which is best

represented by Hopper and Thompson (1980). In this approach, a list of semantic

properties associated with the notion oftransitivity is compiled. Verbs that express more

of these properties have a higher degree of transitivity than those that show fewer of these

properties. More will be said about these two viewpoints in Chapter three.

1.2 SOME PROBLEMS WITH TRANSITIVITY

The notion of transitivity was first developed and used in western linguistic

literature, and it was a convenient way to describe sentences along with other terms like

subject and object (Tsunoda 1994). However, it is not free of problems. As mentioned

above, in the most typical case of a transitive sentence, one of the arguments is an agent

like argument, and the other one is a theme argument. However, there are probably more

non-typical transitive types than the typical ones. The 'transitive' label is often extended

to sentences that lack a clear-cut agent-like argument. For example:

(3) a. He owns a bicycle.

b. She remembers me.

In the sentences above, the subjects are clearly not acting upon their respective objects.

One may argue that remembering something requires a mental action. Even if this is

right, (3b) is still far from being a typical transitive sentence because the object does not

receive any 'transfer' of action. Sentences like these, interestingly, are often expressed as

intransitive sentences in languages other than English. For example ((4b) adopted from

Wataru,1999):
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(4) a. Regular transitive sentence

John-ga biiru-o
John-NOM beer-ACC
'John drank beer.'

b. Verb a/possession

John-ni musuko-ga
John-DAT son-NOM
'John had a son. '

non-da.
drink-PST

i-tao
exist-psT

As we can see from Japanese, when there is a transfer of action from the subject

to the object, the case marking is nominative-accusative (4a). But when there is no

transfer of action, like owning a son, the case marking in Japanese becomes dative-

nominative (4b).

Another problem with transitivity is its relationship to passivization.

Passivization is often considered to be one of the tests for transitive sentences (Tsunoda

1994). A typical passive sentence should follow the universals of passivization

formulated by Perlmutter and Postal (1983: 9):

(I) A direct object of a transitive clause IS the (superficial) subject of the

'corresponding' passive.

(II) The subject of an active clause is neither the (superficial) subject nor the

(superficial) direct object of the 'corresponding' passive.

The subject of the active sentence is turned into an oblique noun phrase, or often it is

'unspecified'. Most transitive sentences comply with these universals, as in (5a-d).
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(5) a. John hit the boy

b. The boy was hit (by John).

c. I opened the door.

d. The door was opened (by me).

However, not all sentences that require two arguments (transitive) can have

corresponding passive sentences.

(6) a. He had three big houses.

b. *Three big houses were had (by him).

c. This situation constituted a problem

d. *A problem was constituted (by this situation).

What is more interesting is that some apparent intransitive sentences can have a

corresponding passive clause:

(7) a. The detective carefully looked into the case.

b. The case was carefully looked into (by the detective).

c. The teacher goes over the test.

d. The test is gone over (by the teacher).

These examples clearly show that the issue of transitivity is not as straightforward as one

may expect, and the same kinds of problems are not limited to English.
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Furthermore, when the notion of transitivity was carried into non-Western

languages, which displayed very different mappings of grammatical relations, transitivity

becomes even harder to define. According to Tsunoda, the study of ergativity was a

partial catalyst to the challenge of the conventional definition of transitivity (1999: 2)

because linguists were forced to rethink what subjects and objects were in ergative

languages. Since Dixon (1972), linguists have devoted much effort to the study of

ergativity. However, there is a fundamental problem when transitivity is integrated with

ergativity (Gibson & Starosta 1990). The main problem is not to distinguish the agent

from a theme in a sentence, but it involves the question of 'how to recognize a transitive

clause' (Gibson & Starosta 1990: 197). As Gibson and Starosta point out, a language

may exhibit two or more different two-argument patterns in which the case markings on

the noun phrases are entirely different. Linguists then have to painfully choose one of

these patterns as the 'basic' transitive pattern, and utilize it to compare with the

intransitive counterpart. The choice of using one or the other greatly affects the

conclusion ofwhether a language is accusative or ergative.

In the Chinese linguistic literature (Chao 1948; Li & Thompson 1981; etc.), the

notion of transitivity has always been taken for granted. Since Chinese, an SVO

language, in general has no overt case marking system or agreement system, Chinese

linguists often label a verb with a noun phrase following it transitive. Therefore, classic

transitive verbs like 'hit' and 'kill' are also considered to be transitive verbs in Mandarin.

For example:



7

(8) Mandarin

a. {it! tTT ~

Ta da-Ie wo
3RD sa hit-PFT 1sT sa
'Slhe hit me once.'

~--ro

yixia.
once

b. John ~~Jii\I A 0

John sha-guo reno
John kill-EXP person
'John has killed someone (before).'

In languages like Mandarin, transitivity is conventionally determined purely on word

order. If there is no element between the verb and the object-like noun phrase in a

sentence, it is often considered as transitive. However, this criterion runs into some

problems, because some verbs which semantically are not expected to allow a direct

object (i.e. intransitive) can also be considered as transitive in Mandarin by this criterion.

(9) a. ;I}fl j:jft1J YET A 0

Na difang si-Ie reno
That place die-PFT person
'Someone died at that place.' (Lit. That place died a person.)

b. {jft ~T ~1§ilI 0

Ta qu-Ie meiguo.
3RD sa gO-PFT America
'Slhe went to America.' (Lit. Slhe went America.)

Although the meaning of neither si 'die' and qu 'go' implies the presence of a second

argument, (9a) and (9b) might be considered as transitive simply because they have a

noun phrase directly following them. However, this situation is typologically odd. The
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lack of a formal and explicit notion of transitivity in Chinese in general makes it very

difficult for Chinese linguists to use the notion correctly.

1.3 SOME ISSUES IN THIS DISSERTATION

1.3.1 THE GOAL OF THIS STUDY

The goal of this dissertation is to revisit the notion of transitivity in Cantonese. In

the process, transitivity will be studied based on syntactic criteria. Some syntactic tests,

which can be used to distinguish direct objects from oblique noun phrases, will be

applied to Cantonese sentences. It is hoped that some problematic sentences like (9a) and

(9b) can be resolved. It is important to note that this way of studying the notion may be

different from other linguists' conception.

This study will draw data primarily from Cantonese. Since very few works have

been devoted to the study of transitivity in Cantonese (Cheung 1972) (as well as in

Mandarin), the researcher hopes that this study can make a contribution to this area of

syntactic analysis. It is also hoped that this study of the notion of transitivity can shed

some light on the analyses of other constructions such as the bei construction, the jeung

construction (the counterpart of the ba-construction in Mandarin), VO compounds, and

the coverb construction.

1.3.2 METHODOLOGY AND DATA SOURCE

Since a writing system has not been fully developed and used in formal writing,

there is no written record ofhow speakers actually use Cantonese. Therefore, it is almost

impossible to get Cantonese data from text materials. Data will therefore be made up

primarily by the researcher, who is a native speaker of Cantonese. The data will be
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confirmed by other native speakers of Cantonese to avoid any biased grammatical

judgments. When appropriate text materials are found (informal writing in popular

magazines, etc.), they will also be incorporated and analyzed with respect to syntactic

transitivity.

1.4 THEORETICAL ORIENTATION

Since this dissertation is a preliminary descriptive study of transitivity in

Cantonese, the researcher has decided not to tie himself to a particular syntactic

framework. However, it is almost impossible, if not entirely impossible, to explain any

syntactic phenomena without using some familiar terminology, and even the use of basic

terms like 'subject' and 'object' imply one's belief in some syntactic orientation. The

researcher, therefore, chooses to use the simplest labels available to describe the data in

Cantonese. This dissertation will begin the investigation by using terminology from the

Basic Linguistic Theory, which was developed by Dixon (1972,1979,1994), as the basis

of the analysis. When applicable, other theories or frameworks will be used to explain

the facts found in the data.

1.4.1 THE THEORY

In early versions of the Basic Linguistic Theory (Dixon 1972, 1979, 1994), Dixon

proposes three universal primitives of argument relations: S, A, and o. These arguments

are taken to be core arguments in every possible sentence, and they must be present, or at

least retrievable from the context in order to form grammatical sentences. Whether the

arguments of a sentence should be considered to be core arguments depends on the

semantic information and syntactic facts of the predicate. Core arguments, which are
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different from non-core or peripheral arguments, are required arguments that the

predicate of a sentence must have. Peripheral arguments, in contrast, are not required by

the semantics of the predicate. Their presence may simply add on extra information

about the action or the event denoted in the sentence.

According to the theory, the label S is given to the single required core argument

in a simple one-argument sentence, as in the following examples.

(lO)a. John left

b. Cantonese

18 ~~o

Keuih haam-gan.
3RD SO cry-PROO
'Slhe is crying.'

In both of the above examples, the bold-faced nouns would be labeled S according to the

Basic Linguistic Theory. It is defined syntactically. In a typical simple sentence with

more than one core argument, the label A is typically given to the core argument which

initiates or controls the action or the event, or the one which contributes the most to the

success of the activity. The 0 relation is used for the core argument which is the most

affected by the activity. Examples are as follow:

(ll)a. John hit Mary.
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b. Cantonese

{f]\ mlli @
Leih fong-j6 keuih!
2ND so release-PFT 3RD

SO

'You released himlher!'

The nouns John in English and teih in Cantonese are both labeled A, since they both

initiate and contribute the most to the activities. Mary and kiuih are both 0 because they

are affected the most by the activities. As these examples show, distinguishing A from 0

requires the use of semantics.

In the latest version of the Basic Linguistic Theory, Dixon and Aikenvald (2000)

argue that it is necessary to add another argument, which they label E. Although E is also

a required argument, it generally appears with a dative marker, unlike the other three

relations. Typically, the beneficiary or the recipient argument takes this relation. A good

example in English is the verb dash.

(12)a. John dashed to the door.

b. *John dashed.

The examples illustrate that the verb dash requires an extra argument, which is

accompanied by the preposition to. Omitting it would make the sentence ungrammatical,

as in (l2b). So the door, though it appears with a locative marker, is required by the verb,

and it would be labeled as the E argument of the verb dash.

The notion of E argument is very important in the study of transitivity because it

shows the difference between valency and the transitivity of a predicate. The valency of
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a predicate is determined by the number of required arguments it takes based on its

semantics. Some predicates require one argument semantically (monovalent). Some

need two (bivalent). A small number of predicates need three core arguments (trivalent).

Transitivity, on the other hand, is determined by the number of required arguments a

predicate takes based on morphological and syntactic information. It has to do with

whether the core arguments are S, A, or O. In general, valency and transitivity match

each other. That is, in most cases, the number of semantically determined core

arguments of a predicate is also manifested in transitivity. Bite and cut are good

examples.

(13)a. bite: <N, N> ~ semantically required arguments
The dog bit me.

b. cut: <N, N>
He cut the cable.

Both bite and cut are bivalent, and they are also transitive (appear with two syntactically

required arguments - an A and an 0). Yet there are also examples where a bivalent

predicate is intransitive, or A trivalent predicate is transitive (rather than ditransitive).

(14)a. look: <N, N>
John looked at Mary
*John looked Mary.

b. show: <N, N, N>
He showed a book to me.

From the semantics of look (14a), we can see that it requires two arguments: the entity

which does the looking and the entity that is looked at. But one of the required
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arguments is marked with 'at', which makes the sentence intransitive. A similar situation

happens to show (14b) also. Show requires three arguments: the entity which does the

showing, the entity which is shown, and the entity to which something is shown.

Syntactically, (14b) is transitive because it has only two required core arguments. The

third argument is marked by the preposition to. From the discussion so far, we can

conclude that an intransitive predicate can be either S or S and E. A transitive sentence

can be A and 0, or A, 0 and E.

The discussion of S, A, 0 and E so far has led us to a practical question: if a

sentence has two required NPs, how exactly can one know if they are A and 0, or S and

E? This question seems to be even more problematic if the language being studied has

case marking for all NPs (e.g. Japanese, Korean, etc.) To address this question, I will

present here the idea put forth by Kiparsky (1987), and later adopted by O'Grady (1996)

that S, A, and 0 (in O'Grady's terms: subjects and direct objects) are grammatically

linked to the verb by word order or inflectional morphology rather than by an adposition

or other elements with an independent meaning. Other arguments are not linked this way.

In other words, S, A, and 0 can be either bare nominals (no overt morphological marking)

or they can be morphologically marked by elements that are primarily used to indicate the

grammatical relations of these NPs. E, however, is always marked by an element that has

it own independent meaning in other contexts. The following sentence in Japanese can

illustrate this distinction.



(15)a. John-ga shashin-o Mary-ni
John-NOM picture-ACC Mary-DAT
'John gave a picture to Mary.'

ageta.
give-psT

14

b. Neko-ga sakana-o
Cat-NOM fish-ACC
'The cat ate the fish.'

tabeta.
eat-PST

c. Kyoko-wa lma koen-ni
Kyoko-ToP now park-at
'Kyoko is at the park now.'

imasu.
be-NONPST

As shown in the examples, both ga and 0 are used to indicate the relationship of the two

core arguments, and they are semantically empty elements. Ni, on the other hand, has an

independent meaning, which is to mark a location or a direction, and it is also used to

mark the E argument (Mary) in (l5a).

One may also argue that ga in Japanese may mark other arguments other than A

or S, and the extended use of this core argument marker is often found in many languages.

A good example in Japanese is this:

(16) John-ni elgo-ga wakar-u.
John-DAT English-NoM understand-NONPST
'John understands English.'

It seems that case marking, among other things, is not by itself a good indication of these

granmIaticai relations.

The argument above is taken to be a challenge to the conventional way of looking

at transitivity. That is, it is not sufficient to label something as transitive or intransitive

simply based on case marking, word order, and/or agreement alone. There must be some

other reliable ways to study transitivity. This position is taken very seriously in this
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dissertation. In fact, it is argued strongly here that transitivity should be studied from

both syntactic and semantic perspectives.

1.4.2 SYNTACTIC TRANSIVITY

In studying syntactic transitivity, syntactic tests will be employed to determine the

transitivity of a sentence. There are syntactic tests that can show differences in behavior

between the 0 argument and an oblique noun phrase. Three of the tests to be used in this

dissertation will be the saai particle test, the mimih test and relativization.

1.4.2.1 TEST 1: THE SAAIPARTICLE TEST

The saai particle is a verbal particle that is peculiar to Cantonese. Its meaning is

'all' or 'completely', and the function ofsaai is to quantifY either the S argument or the 0

argument. Here are two examples of the use of this particle:

17). a. Transitive sentence

~Olt ~ Ili1!1 099
Ng6hdeih sihk saai di
1ST

PL eat all CL

'We ate all the food.'

b. Intransitive sentence

~!fo/Jo

sihkmaht.
food.

{l...!Olt 1£ Ili1!1 IIM\ F'D 0

K6uihdeih k6i saai hai muhnhau.
3RD PL stand all LOC entrance
'All of them are standing at the entrance.'

Example (17a) shows how the particle saai quantifies one of the arguments in the

sentence. In this example, as suggested by the translation, the 0 argument sihkmaht

'food' is quantified. Even though the A argument may also be a possible target for
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quantification, the sentence cannot be interpreted as 'all of us ate food'. This example

shows that saai does not quantify just any argument in a sentence. If it is a transitive

sentence, it only quantifies the 0 argument. (l7b) shows another example of saai and

this time it is found in an intransitive sentence. There are two possible NPs in this

sentence that may be quantified. But the interpretation of this sentence clearly points out

that saai quantifies the S argument, kiuihdeuih 'they', not the locative NP muhnhtiu

'entrance'. From these two examples, we can see that saai can quantify the S argument

or the 0 argument. This property of saai will be very crucial in helping to determine the

transitivity of the Cantonese verbs we will study.

1.4.2.2 TEST 2: THE MAAIH TEST

The second test we will use in this dissertation is the maaih test. Maaih, which

means 'in addition', 'along' or 'to bring certain ongoing actions to completion', is

syntactically similar to saai. It modifies either the S argument or the 0 argument. Here

are some examples of maaih (adopted from Matthews and Yip 1996 223-224, gloss

modified):

18). a. Transitive sentence

fit JI tlj[ 151 ¥~~S; $:. lW o

Ngoh loh mitaih falm bouji heui w.
1ST SO take VPRT CL newspaper go read
'I'm taking a newspaper to read.'
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b. Intransitive sentence

J!l! Bill ~ 001! J:!I[o

Lihn Bill dou laih maaih.
Even Bill also come VPRT
'Even Bill came along.'

c. 1JJ\ • ft ~ tJ1. D9$J ~1'!!Io

Leih bong ng6h sihk maaih di: sihkmat.
2ND

SG for 1ST so eat VPRT CL food
'You eat up the food for me.'

In (l8a), the meaning of maaih 'along' is associated to the 0 argument of the transitive

sentence. It does not modifY the A argument of the sentence. In (l8b), maaih has its

meaning associated to the S argument of the sentence, Bill. So the meaning of the

sentence is that in addition to many other people, Bill also came along. However, maaih

fails to quantifY the oblique NP, as shown in (l8c). There are three possible NPs in (18c)

that maaih may quantifY: the A argument leih 'you', the 0 argument df sihkmat 'the

food' and the oblique NP ng6h 'I'. But maaih only quantifies the 0 argument. It shows

that maaih cannot quantifY the A argument and the oblique NP. These sentences indicate

that miwih can be used as a test to make a distinction between an 0 argument and an

oblique NP.

1.4.2.3 TEST 3: RELAnVIZATION

Relativization can also help to distinguish a core argument from an oblique noun

phrase. In some languages, the relative position is a gap if the core arguments are

relativized. However, if an oblique noun phrase undergoes relativization, the relative

position has a pronoun coreferring to the noun phrase being relativized on. This is true in

Persian:



18

(19) Persian (data from Comrie 1989: 147-148)

a. Relativizing the S argument

Mard-i [ke (*u) bolandqad bud]
Man [that (*he) tall was]
'The man that was tall killed the chicken.'

b. Relativizing the 0 argument

juje-ra
chicken-ACC

kost
killed

Hasan mard-i-ra [ke zan (u-ra)
Hasan man-ACC [that woman (he-ACC)
'Hasan knows the man that the woman hit.'

c. Relativizing the E argument

zad] misenasad.
hit] knows

Man zan-i-ra [ke Hasan be u sibe zamini dad]
I woman-ACC [that Hasan to her potato gave
'I know the woman to whom Hasan gave the potato.'

misenasarn.
I-know

The examples show both the gap strategy and the pronoun strategy. When the S

argument is relativized (19a), the gap strategy must be used. When the 0 argument is

relativized, there is a choice of using both strategies. However, when the E argument is

relativized, the language must use the pronoun strategy. It goes to show us that we can

identify a NP as core or peripheral by means of its behavior in relativization. This test,

along with the saai particle test and the milaih test, will be the basis for studying syntactic

transitivity in this dissertation.

1.5 OVERVIEW

In the chapters to follow, we will first give a sketch of Cantonese in Chapter two.

Then an overview ofprevious studies on transitivity will be provided in Chapter three. In

Chapter four, we will apply some syntactic tests to Cantonese data. We will first focus
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on three problematic constructions in Cantonese: the Verb of Motion construction (MV),

the Locative Verb construction (LV) and the Verb with an adverbial object construction

(AOV). In Chapter five, other constructions, namely the passive construction, the jeung

construction, the VO compounds and the coverb construction will be tested. In Chapter

six, we will focus our attention on the Ergative Verb construction. Finally, a conclusion

will be given in Chapter 7.
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Chapter 2

Sketch of Cantonese!

2.1 GENERAL BACKGROUND

Cantonese belongs to the Sinitic branch of the Sino-Tibetan language family

(Lyovin, 1997: 128). Formally speaking, Cantonese is one of the languages of the Yue

group. As of 1999, there were 71,000,000 speakers, who could be found allover

Southern China, Hong Kong, Macau, Singapore, Malaysia, Vietnam, Thailand, Laos, the

Philippines, Australia, and North America (Ethnologue). The Chinese speakers in North

America are mostly Cantonese. Because of the fast growing economic development in

the Canton area (currently known as Guangdong), many Chinese businessmen are

learning Cantonese in order to do business with Hong Kong and related areas. The

impact of Cantonese is not limited to the economy. It is the second most influential

Chinese language (after Mandarin), probably because of the large number of films, TV

programs, pop-cultural products, etc. produced in Cantonese every year (Matthews and

Yip 1996).

Since Cantonese is usually considered to be one of the dialects of Chinese, it does

not have a standardized written language of its own. Although more and more schools in

Hong Kong choose to use Cantonese as a medium of education after China regained

control of Hong Kong, standard written Chinese is still the only form that is taught and

1 Most of the discussion here follows Matthews and Yip's discussion (1996).
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learned in schools. In recent years, a written form of Cantonese has slowly emerged in

subcultural genres like popular magazines, a small number of novels, subsections of

newspapers, etc. However, the use of written Cantonese is still regarded as uneducated

and colloquial, and to be avoided. Because of the complex relationship between spoken

Cantonese and written Chinese, Cantonese speakers often believe that Cantonese has no

grammar (personal communication). Cantonese grammar is never taught or mentioned in

schools. This also sheds light on why not too many linguistic studies have been done on

Cantonese. Most of the available linguistic literature reflects the grammar of Mandarin

and the formal written language. The whole linguistic situation of Cantonese is

comparable to Hawai'i Creole Language, which is often spoken but is typically not used

in formal writing.

2.2 PHONOLOGY

Like the other Chinese languages, Cantonese is a tone language, which means that

a syllable may have different pitches in contrastive distribution. There are six distinctive

tones, nineteen consonants and twenty-one vowels. Cantonese does not allow consonant

clusters, and therefore the syllable structure is relatively simple: (C) V (V) (C). The

following charts represent the consonants and vowels used in Cantonese (partially

adopted from Matthews and Yip 1996: 34-20).
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Table 2.1 Consonant chart

Unaspirated
Bilabial p

DentalJAlveolar t

Velar/glottal k

Labiovelar kw

Affricate ts

Aspirated Fricative Nasa1ILiguid Glide
ph f m w

t" s nil Y

kh h U

k~

tsh

Table 2.2 Monophthong vowel chart

Front
Unrounded Rounded

High

Mid

Low

e

1:

e: CE:

y:

e

Central Back

u:

o

a:

o

All the consonants listed in the chart can be used in syllable-initial position. However,

only six consonants can be used in syllable-fmal position: [m], [n], [u], [P], [t] and [k].

Final stops are unreleased in Cantonese. The consonants [m] and [u] are the only two

that can serve as syllabic consonants. Examples in Cantonese include: [m] 'not', and [u]

'five'. There is no distinction between [n] and [I]. Speakers interchange them quite

freely.

As for the vowels, there are ten monophthongs and ten diphthongs. The

diphthongs are: [iw], [CEq], rut(], [ej], [oj], [ow], [laj], [law], [a:j] and [a:w].
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The tonal system in Cantonese is more complex than that of Mandarin. Mandarin

is well known for having four distinct tones. But the exact number of tones in Cantonese

depends on how one analyzes the data (Matthews and Yip 1996: 20). In this dissertation,

we will follow the system suggested by Matthews and Yip. More discussion on the tones

and the method of transcriptions can be found in Appendix A.

2.3 SYNTAX

In this section, we will discuss some basic syntactic facts about Cantonese.

2.3.1 PRONOUNS

The pronoun system ill Cantonese is rather simple. There are three basic

pronouns and three derived pronouns in Cantonese.

Table 2.3 Personal pronouns in Cantonese

1SI person

2nd person

3'd person

Singular

Ng6h

Leih

Keuih

Plural

Ng6hdeih

Leihdeih

K6uihdeih

Pronouns in Cantonese are not inflected for gender, and plurality is expressed by adding

the suffix -deih to the singular pronouns.

Cantonese pronouns are also not inflected for case. They can be used as the A/S

argument, the 0 argument, the E argument, the possessor and the oblique NP. For

example:
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I). a. Keuih as the S argument

i§ .iE~0

Keuih jau-j6.
3RD so leave-PFT
'Slhe left.'

b. Keuih as the 0 argument

jliiJ John ImJ i§ 0

Ah-John lauh keuih.
John scold 3RD so
'John scolded him/her.'

c. Keuih as the E argument

~ 1rj\g~ Mary
Ng6h gaisiu-j6 Mary
IST so introduce-PIT Mary
'I introduced Mary to him.'

d. Keuih as the possessor

W i§ 0

bei keuih.
to 3RD so

i§ II!!J. ~ H *0
Keuih ge sau h6u daaih
3RD so poss hand very big
'Hislher hand is very big.'

e. Keuih as the oblique NP

~ iqj i§ ~~~ 0

Ng6h tUhng keuih sihk-gan-faahn.
IST so with 3RD so eat-PRoo-rice
'I am eating a meal with himlher.'

The third person singular pronoun kiuih can refer not only to animate entities, but to

inanimates as well.



2). m~

Go
that

:<$:
bun
CL

•syil.
book

H
Mu
very

i!!/. IJ/i\\o
leng woo
pretty PRT

7f'~O
biityi!h
why not

{7J; ~

leih maaih
2ND

SG buy

:f:!l!.
maaih
VPRT

25

€ Ulli?
keuih Iii?
3RD SG PRT

'That book is very pretty, why don't you buy it as well.'

In (2), keuih refers to go bUn syu 'that book' in the first clause.

2.3.2 THE NOUN PHRASE

Schematically, Cantonese noun phrases have the following pattern:

3). a. Demonstrative - numeral- classifier - adjective - possessive - noun

b. U~ :<$: W- III!J ifo
Ni saam bUn him ge syii.
this three CL thick poss book
'These three thick books'

c. m~ ~ 1m m III!J ffiito
G6 leuhng go chUng ge haap
that two CL heavy poss box
'Those two heavy boxes'

2.3.2.1 DEFINITENESS

The defmiteness of a noun phrase is not indicated by articles like alan/the in

English. One of the ways that indefiniteness can be indicated is to add the numeral yiit to

the noun phrase.
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4). fIG ::¥if ~ :$>
Ng6h yimh yilt ga che.
IST SO have one CL car
'I have a car.'

Without the numeral ylit 'one', definiteness is detennined by the positioning of the noun

phrase. If a noun phrase is used as the A or the S argument in a sentence, it is always

interpreted as definite.

5). a. ~ .$ :t!l11llL 0

Ga che wai-j6.
CL car break-PFT
'The/ *A car is broken'

b. 1II!I)t~ IffiI fIG 0

Go sinsling Ilmh ng6h.
CL teacher scold IST so
'The/ *A teacher scolded me.'

To make the A or the S argument indefinite, the verb yiluh 'to have' must be used before

the noun phrase. Compare:

6). a. ::¥if (-) ~ :$:
Yliuh (yat) ga eM
have (one) CL car
'There is a car broken.'

.I!llllL o

wai-j6.
break-PFT

b. ::¥if (~) 00 1G~ IffiI fIG 0

Yliuh (yat) go sInsling lauh ng6h.
have (one) CL teacher scold 1ST

SO

'There is a teacher scolding me.'
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When the noun phrase is used in the 0 position, it can be interpreted as defmite or

indefinite (Matthews and Yip 1996: 89).

7). a. tJt ~a:t 00
Ng6h maaih-j6 go
1ST SG buy-PFT CL

'1 bought a/the cake.'

dahngou.
cake.

b. if]; lim 00 $t~ D5f?
Leih lliuh go sinsiing ah?
2ND

SG scold CL teacher PRT
'You scolded a/the teacher?'

The interpretation of definiteness is based on context for common nouns. If both the

speaker and the hearer have previous knowledge of the reference, then the noun phrase is

definite. But if the reference is new to both of them, the noun phrase is then interpreted

as indefinite. Note also that yduh 'to have' cannot be used with an 0 argument to

indicate indefiniteness.

8). * tJt ~a:t
Ng6h maaih-j6
1ST SG buy-PFT
'I bought a cake.'

2.3.2.2 DEMONSTRATIVES

1W 00
yaub go
have CL

dahngou.
cake.

Cantonese demonstratives nf 'this and go 'that' work similarly to their English

counterparts. They have a deictic function, which is to point to a location or a referent

close or far from the speaker. The use of demonstratives requires the presence of a

classifier (see below) also.
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9). a. pJ§ * fi
NI bUn syii
this CL book
'This book'

b.* pJ§ fi
NI syii
this book
'This book'

A noun phrase with a demonstrative is automatically defInite, regardless of the noun

phrase's grammatical relation in a sentence.

Classifiers are one of the most important elements in a noun phrase. They may

indicate the number, the shape, the function or the kind of noun. In English, one may say

a herd ofsheep or a glass ofwater. Herd and glass have a similar function to classifIers

in Cantonese. The only difference is that most nouns in Cantonese are assigned to at

least one classifIer, whereas nouns in English are not required to be put into a class.

According to Matthews and Yip, there are two basic types of classifIers (1996: 92):

(a) Measure or mensural classifIer, which denote quantities of an item,

such as .... the collective Man referring to a group of people.

(b) Type or sortal classifIer, which belong with the noun and classify it in

terms of some intrinsic feature, e.g. tiuh denoting long, thin objects such

as fIsh.

A noun accompanied by a classifIer makes the noun specifIc. Without a classifIer, a noun

must be interpreted as generic. Compare:
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10). a. ft jji~ ;fi '1!fl 0

Ng6h jiingyi jan dang
1ST SG like CL lamp
'1 like the/a lamp.'

b. ft m~ if1t IIIJ~ j:f[ 0

Ng6h jiingyi yliuhfa ge dang.
1ST so like flowery poss lamp
'I like flowery lamps.'

There are two categories of nouns that do not take (sortal) classifiers: (1) nouns that

express time like yaht 'day' or lihn 'year'. (2) Abstract nouns such asjiyiiuh 'freedom':

11). ~~ J... ~ .~ ~ I§HB OAA. Ilillo
Meihgwok yilhn JeU! jiingyi g6ng jiyauh ga lao
American people most like speak of freedom PRT PRT
,Americans love to talk about freedom.'

The only classifiers that can be used with abstract nouns are generic classifiers (jung

'kind', leuih 'genre, species' andyeuhng 'kind').

Another very important function of classifiers is to act as a replacement for a noun.

In this, they are somewhat similar to the pronoun one in English.

12). a. $: ~~, ft 1ST jji= aJE ~oJ& ,~,

Che laihg6ng, ng6h JeU! jiingyi ni gao
Car is concerned 1ST SG most like this CL

'Speaking of cars, I like this one the most.'

b. rn~ 00 i\1,Jj jf ~?

Go go dim maaih Ii?
that CL how sell PRT
'How much is that one?' (lit. How is that one sold?')
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Classifiers also participate in possessive constructions, which we will discuss in the next

section.

The last function of classifiers to be discussed here is that they are used to

indicate plurality. Nouns in Cantonese are not inflected for number. The suffix -deih,

which pluralizes pronouns, cannot be used with any other noun. One of the ways to

pluralize a noun is to use the classifier az.

13). a. n~ 1E H 1m U/'\\ 0

Di fii Mu leng woo
CL flower very pretty PRT
'The flowers are very pretty.'

b. {fr;~1I!l ff 1l 5iI.~ ~~ ~ UJf?
Leihdeih yauh mou gin-gwo di bat a?
2ND pL have not see-EXP CL pen PRT
'Have you seen the pens?'

c. U]fjN n~ 7}( H i~ 0

Nldouh di seui hou sam.
Here CL water very deep
'The water here is very deep.'

Dl, besides expressing plurality, is also used for uncountable nouns (13c).

Another way to indicate plurality is to have a numeral higher than one precede the

classifier and the noun.

14). a. fZ ff I'Pi 5i: ~o

Ngoh yauh leung ji bat.
1ST

SG have two CL pen
'I have two pens.'



b. rn~ ;$: ~ f*
Go siiam bun syii haih
that three CL book cOP

'Those three books are mine.'

2.3.2.3 MODIFIERS

fI<; DIN: 0

ngoh ge.
1ST SG poss
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Modifiers such as the possessor NP in possessive NPs, predicates (verbal and

adjectival phrases) and relative clauses precede the noun they modifY.

15). Schematic view o/noun modification

a. Modifier - ge - noun

b. Modifier - (go) - CL - noun

One type of modification is the possessive construction. Both ways are used to

indicate possession in Cantonese:

16). a. Possession with ge

fI<; Dl!~

Ng6h ge
1ST SG POSS

'my father'

~~
bahba
father

b. Possession with a classifier

fI<; (UM/IIII) 1&1
Ng6h (nIlgii) go
1ST SG this/that CL

'my father'

~~
biilibii
father
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The most formal way to indicate possessIOn is (a), which involves the use of the

possessor marker ge. A more popular way is (b), where the classifier of the 'possessed

nominal' serves as a linker.

Besides these two methods to indicate possessions, Cantonese has another way to

mark possession -- possession without any linker.

c. Possession without any linker

fI<; ee
Ng6h bahb1i
1ST SG father
'my father'

(c) is restricted in usage - only kinship terms and inalienably possessed objects can

appear in this construction.

17). a. R ~l£

Ng6h iikkei
1ST

SG house
'my houselhome'

b. fI<; %.A
Ng6h gaayahn
1ST SG family
'my family'

c.* tx ~

Ng6h d6i
1ST SG bag
'my bag'

d.*fI<; tE
Ng6h ill
1sT

SG flower
'my flower'
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Type (a) and type (b) are used far more frequently than type (c) to indicate possession.

In addition to marking possession, modifiers such as predicates (verbal and

adjectival phrases) also make use of the schematic structure described in (15) (repeated

here).

15). Schematic view ofthe possessive construction

a. Modifier - ge - noun

b. Modifier - (go) - CL - noun

18). Predicates as modifiers

Verbal predicates as modifiers

a. ~ ~ UIl1 !tJJil.
Jyil faahn ge yuhnggeui
cook rice poss equipment
'The equipment for cooking meals'

b. F7fJ F~ m~ {~ ~Ji!!;;

Hoi muhn go tluh soslh
open door that CL key
'The key for opening door'

Adjectival predicates as modifiers

c. frf ~ UIl1 ~

Hou leng ge ilk
very pretty POSS house
'The very pretty house'

d. frfiW m~ D8lJ
Hournei go di
tasty that CL

'Tasty food'

R;¥!J
sihkmat
food
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This set of data shows that both verb phrases (18a and b) and adjectival phrases (18 c and

d) can serve as modifiers of nouns using either construction.

Relativization employs the same constructions as the possession constructions

stated above. Both type (a) and type (b) can be used.

19). a. Relative clause with ge

(m~ 099) fit J& JlIi1~ U!!1 ~to/J :W
[REL (G6 di) ng6h jeui jiingyi] ge sihkrnat b6i

that CL 1ST
SG most like poss food pass

{§ ~ Rglj 0

keuih sihk saai.
3RD SG eat all
'The food that I like the most was eaten up by hirnlher.

b. Relative clause with a classifier

fit
[REL Ng6h

1ST SG

"'"J&
jeui
most

JlIi1~
jiingyi]
like

(m~)

(go)
that

099
di
CL

~to/J :W
sihkmat b6i
food pass

18 ~ Rglj 0

keuih sihk saai.
3RD SG eat all
'The food that I like the most was eaten up by himlher.

Both constructions have essentially the same meaning. The only difference between

them is usage. As mentioned above, ge possession/modification is more formal than the

classifier possession/modification, and therefore is less colloquial.
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2.3.3 WORD ORDER

Cantonese resembles English in terms of word order (except for relative clauses),

since it is primarily a SVO language. Cantonese word order is relatively rigid because

grammatical relations are expressed solely by word order.

20). a. {§ n
Keuih da
3RD

SG hit
'S/he hit me.'

fIG 0

ngoh.
1ST

SG

b. fIG n (§ 0

Ngoh da keuih.
1ST

SG hit 3RD
SG

'I hit him/her.'

There are quite a number of ways to promote elements within a sentence. One of them is

by topicalization. Topicalization places an element central to the context of a sentence at

the beginning of a sentence or a clause. This element can be one of the arguments within

a sentence, or it can be a phrase describing a situation. For example:

21). a. JlilJ-John' fIG 11'516 j![; ~¥D IJ\liiJ
Ah-John, ng6h ngfuunngfuun sin gin-d6u a.
John 1ST

SG just now PRT see-VPRT PRT
'John, I just saw him.'

b. m~ ::?z ~.' :fZ ~Ilt ff ~ 'iT
Go chi jeuiwuih, ng6h sik-j6 Mu do san
that CL meeting 1ST

SG know-PFT very many new

Mfi:o
pahngyauh.
friend
'(In) that meeting, I got to know many new friends.'
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In (2Ia), the topic NP corresponds to the 0 argument of the verb gin 'to see'. In (2Ib),

however, the topic go chi jeuiwuih 'that meeting' merely sets up a scene where the action

in the sentence took place.

Besides this kind of topicalization, Cantonese also has 'secondary topicalization'.

Unlike the first type, where the topic is placed at the beginning of a sentence, secondary

topicalization places an element after the A argument. For example (data adopted from

Matthews and Yip 1996: 75)

22). a.{§ 11l'~ ~.ylif: ~

Keuih Heungg6ng jihnghaih sik
3RD

SG Hong Kong only know
'In Hong Kong s/he only knows Kowloon.'

jLl~g 0

GaulUhng.
Kowloon

b. 1§ ;It FJj{ J& oj] {if: J!i ~~ 0

Keuih jyu faahn JeU! lek haih jIng yli.
3RD

SG cook food most clever cOP steam fish
'As far as cooking is concerned s/he's best at steamed fish.'

Similar to the first type of topicalization, a secondary topic sets up a range or context for

the action. The secondary topics in (22) are not related to the action directly, but have a

whole-part relationship with the 0 argument.

In addition, some linguists claim that Cantonese has a VS order with certain types

of intransitive verbs:
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23). a. 4"B 1:BJ31.1tt @f F,,~Jm 0

Gamyaht cheutyihn-j6 yaht go mantai.
today appear-PFT one CL problem
'Today there appears a problem.'

b. ~B g *- m m3W fZ I~ lJEI30
Kilhrnyaht 10k daaih yu gaau-dou ngoh sap sam.
Yesterday fall big rain cause-VPRT 1ST SG wet all
'Yesterday it rained so heavily that I becaJDe all wet.'

In both sentences the S arguments seem to appear after the verbs, which is why linguists

call this a VS or inverted word order. This pattern is also known as the ergative verb

construction, to which we will devote a chapter.

2.3.4 VERBS WITH UNDERSTOOD NP ARGUMENTS

Cantonese is a language that allows certain elements in a sentence to be dropped,

as long as the context permits the hearer(s) to identity them. For instance:

24). A: IlnT-John ffil.1lfi ffil. SiIil
Ah-John maaih-mh-maaih ga
John buy-not-buy CL

'Will John buy the car?'

!Ii P5f?
che aa?
car PRT

B: PEf = lIjjLo D ~ P5f 0J'l.
mh maaih la. mou chin aa.
NEG buy PRT no money PRT
'(He) will not buy (it). (He) does not have any money.'

In the response B gives, the A argument John and the a argument ga che 'the car' are not

repeated. In the question A asks, the context of John's wanting to buy the car is already

set up. Therefore, it is considered to be unnecessary to repeat the SaJDe information again.
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23.5 CLAUSE STRUCTURE

Schematically, a simple verb phrase may contain the following elements.

25). a. NP (A) - (coverb/PREP. NP) - predicate - (VPRT) - (aspect) - NP (0) - (bei NP (E»

b. fJI. ~ ~1f:: ~ ftrlli M {i§ W rlilT John 0

Ng6h hiii Ukkei se h6u-j6 fUn seuhng bei Ah-John.
1ST so at home write finish-PFT CL letter to John
'I finished writing the letter to John at home.'

2.3.5.1 COVERBSIPREPOSITIONS

Cantonese has a class of words that are often translated into English as

prepositions. But unlike prepositions in English, these elements occur before main verbs

and can be used independently as verbs. Because of that, some linguists prefer to call

them coverbs. The main ones are (data from Matthews and Yip 1996: 60):

26). fB bei 'to' or 'to give'7T

~ bong 'for' or 'to help'

~t duei 'to, towards'

~N gan 'with' or 'to follow'

*'«< gIng 'via' or 'itinerary', cr:

~ Mi, heung 'at' or 'to be at'

fi'iJ heung 'towards' or 'to face'

1"1 tUhng 'with' or 'to be together with'

~ waih 'for the sake of

ml. wan 'with' or 'to look for'

m yuhng 'with (instrumental)' or 'to use'

These elements are capable of taking certain aspect markers, and of being involved in V-

not-V question formation. In this, they behave like regular verbs. For example:
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27) a. Regular verb with an aspect marker

/j\Sjj Jll~

Siuhmihng maaih-gan
Siuming buy-PROG
'Siuming is buying things.'

DI} 0

yeh.
things

b. Regular verb in V-not-V question

/J\Sjj JllilgJll
Siuhmihng maaih-mh-maaih
Siuming buy-not-buy
'Does Siuming buy things?'

28). a. Coverb with an aspect marker

DI}?

yeh.
things

~ 1'i'IJ~ :£iJl Mfi:
Ng6h tithng-gan baan pahngyauh
1ST SG with-PROG CL friend
'I am eating a meal with my friends.'

b. Coverb in V-not- V question

itWEio
sihk-faahn.
eat-rice

{if; JtjilgJtj
Leih yuhng-mh-yuhng
2ND SG use-not-use
'Do you eat with chopsticks?'

~T
faiji
chopsticks

it
sihk
eat

WEi
faahn
rice

P;:f?
aa?
PRT

In Chapter five we will use various tests to examine this construction.

2.3.5.2 PREDICATES

Cantonese has two main types of predicates: verbal and adjectival. Syntactically

they behave very similarly. For example, both types of predicates can take aspect

markers and verbal particles.



29). Verbal predicate

With aspect markers
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a. II(; fi;~

Ng6h sihk-jo
IST so eat-PFT

'1 ate a meal (already).'

~
faahn
rice

lJillo
lao
PRT

b. {§ *~ Disney ;I;:. 0

Keuih heui-gwo Disney saam chi.
3RD so go-EXP Disney three time
'Slhe went to Disney three times.'

With verbal particles

c. jXOlt {$: "1 H ?P O!IJ 0

Ng6hdeih jouh jihng hOu do yeh.
1ST PL do remain (VPRT) very many things
'We have many things left to do.'

d. {f]\Dlt *13 j=f ~ A Q'foJD\

Leihdeih sehng hahng sei yahn me.
2ND PL want walk dead people PRT
'Do you want to walk someone to death?'

30) Adjectival predicate

With aspect markers

a. {f]\ ~eJ~ H ?p Qfo\ 0

Leih feih-jo hOu do woo
2ND

SO fat-PFT very much PRT
'You have become a lot fatter (than before).'

b. {§ tH~ ~~ I)lf !
Keuih chahnggeng leng-gwo gal
3RD so at one point pretty-EXP PRT
'Slhe used to be pretty at one point.'
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With verbal particles

c. Ii"J John W. ~ tJJJj ~ Ofo
Ah-John sau jihng bahng gwat ja.
John thin remain (VPRT) CL bone PRT
'John is skinny to his bone.'

d. {t];Df1Il m ~ 7E A P¥ 0ID'

Leihdeih seung ch6uh sci yahn me.
2ND pL want noisy dead people PRT
Do you want to be noisy to death?'

Though verbal predicates and adjectival predicates are similar, there are two ways to

separate them. First, adjectival predicates carmot take bare postpredicate arguments. For

example:

31). a.* {fJ\ mlli {e 0

Leih sau-j6 keuih.
2ND SG thin-PFT 3RD SG

'You make himlher skinny.' (Lit. 'You skinny himlher.')

b.*~ ~1Ii {t]; DB\! 0

Ng6h leng-j6 Jeih yiit dI.
1ST SG pretty-PFT 2ND SG one bit
'I make you pretty a bit.' (Lit. 'I pretty you a bit.')

Second, adjectival predicates can be used in the comparative construction, but verbal

predicates cannot.

32). a. ~ r'i'b ~

Ng6h gou gwo
1ST

SG tall over
'I am tal1er than you.'

{t]; 0

Ieih.
2ND sG



b. {8 II! ~ ~e9

Keuih chOuh gwo dI
3RD •so nOIsy over CL

'Slhe is noisier than airplanes.'

m~o

feigei.
airplane
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c.*.fIt ~ ~ 11J\ ~e9 0

Ng6h tlii gwo leih yat dI.
1ST so see over 2ND so one bit
'I see more than you a bit.'

d.*Mary ~ ~ .fit 0

Mary sihk gwo ngoh.
Mary eat over I ST so
'Mary eats more than me.'

2.3.5.3 TENSE/AsPECT

Cantonese does not have a system of tense. Thus, there are no notions such as

present, past and future coded on predicates. However, the aspect system is quite

extensive.

It is interesting to note that aspect markers are optional in Cantonese, as long as

there are adverbial phrases that can give reference to the time. If the context is

uninformative and no aspect markers are present, it is up to the hearer to decide on

whether an action has taken place, is taking place, will take place, or takes place

habitually. Although aspect markers are optional, in some syntactic contexts, the

perfective aspect marker j6 is strongly preferred. For instance, j6 is called for when the

verb has a quantified object and the time reference is past. Compare:
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33). a. U~B fit ..~/ -0 (?) &I Jim-'E;I.o
Kilhmyaht ngoh sihk-jo / -0 (?) yat go mihnbao.
yesterday 1sT SG eat-PFT /-0 one CL bread
'Yesterday 1ate some bread.'

b. ~B fit '*. G~ It!: 0

Kilhmyaht ngoh heui tm hei.
yesterday JST SG go watch movie
'Yesterday 1 went to see a movie.'

There are a total of six aspect markers in Cantonese. Their forms and primary functions

are given here.

34). a. With the perfective aspect jo (action completed)

flt ~~ rn~ ~ It!: lIillo
Ngoh tlii-jo go tou hei lao
1sT SG watch-PFT that CL movie PRT
'1 have already seen that movie.'

b With the experiential aspect gwo (action completed but the result no longer holds)

fit '*.i@ ~~ IIlli 0

Ngoh heui-gwo Meihgwok la.
JST SG gO-EXP America PRT
'1 have been to America (and have come back).'

c. With the progressive aspect gan (dynamic ongoing activity)

18 fi§~ ,~ill:t$ 0

Keuih pan-gan M1ilaichOhng
3RD SG run-PROG Marathon
'S/he is running in the Marathon.'



44

d. With the continuous aspect jyuh (a continuous state without change)

1Z ~ 7kt%
Ngoh seung wingyfu1g
1ST SG want forever
'I want to hold you forever.'

1§f:t
p6u-jyuh
hold-cONT

{%J; 0

leih.
2ND SG

e. With the delimitative aspect hah (without verb repetition: do for a while)

jI.~ , {%J; j@r ~ ~~o

Ma, Ieih gwo laih tai-bah.
Mother 2NDSG cross come see-DEL
'Mother, come take a look.'

f. With the delimitative aspect hah (with verb repetition: repetition or prolongation
ofaction)

1Z 1J'1J'~ 001 ~{t* ~fJt ff
Ngoh hilhng-hiIhng-bah ge sihhau fatyin mou
1ST SG walk-walk-DEL POSS time discover not
'While I was walking, (I) discovered (I) didn't bring any money.'

g. With the habitual aspect hOi (a habitual, customary activity)

{§ :*00 rn~ {IIij U~ 001 0

Keulh heui-hOi go go ylsang ge.
3RD SG gO-HAB that CL doctor PRT
'SJhe always goes to that doctor.'

2.3.5.4 VERBAL PARTICLE

~
dai
bring

~
chin.
money

Cantonese has a large number of verbal particles that accompany predicates in

sentences. According to Matthews and Yip (1996: 220-221), there are four mam

categories of verbal particles. The categories and some examples are given here.

The first type is the Directional Particle. The basic function of these verbal

particles is to denote the direction of an action. They are somewhat similar to English
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particles such as look down, eat up. These particles may also carry some metaphoric or

figurative meanings.

35). Directional particle (denotes the direction ofan action)

a. ftian 'return'

{§ 11 jJg ~B9 ~ W fIG 0

Keuih loh fian dI chin bei ng6h.
3RD

so take return CL money to 1sT
SO

'S/he returned some money to me.'

b. dlii 'down'

~$ ifF ~ {It ifF 1m :l:i!lf:Il:: W fIG 0ilPl

Cheng leih se diii leih go deihji bei ng6h.
please 2ND

so write down 2ND
SO CL address to 1ST

So

'Please write down your address for me.'

c. cheut 'out'

ifF l,1~ "il]'.[;) ;r;tZ t!'f I±I 1m '&~ ~?

Leih dim h6yih him diik chent go dapngon ga?
2ND

So how can think able out CL answer PRT

'How can you think up the answer?'

The second type of verbal particles consists of Resultative Particles. They are

often used with transitive verbs 'to indicate an effect on the object (0 argument), and

they form compounds with the verb[s]' (Matthews and Yip 1996: 217). Like the

directional particles, resultative particles are used both literally and figuratively. Here are

some examples.
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36). a. yuhn 'finish'

[lnJ~ ~!ffi iZ J:tt
Ago sihk yuhn faahn jauh
elder brother eat finish rice then
'(My) elder brother went out after finishing eating.'

1±\ll1L
cheut-j6
out-PFT

*.0
heui.
go

b. d6u 'accomplishment or successful completion ofan action'

~ fIl'lt
Ng6h wan
IST so look for
'I found the wallet.'

f1J
don
complete

@]
go
CL

£lH~!.

ngMmbao
wallet

lliJ10
lao
PRT

c. sei 'to death (figuratively)'

@] ~1"Ei'i ~ :9E A lliJ10
Go g6ngjoh mnn sci yMm lao
CL lecture boring dead people PRT
'People are bored to death by the lecture.'

The third type of verbal particles consists of quantifying particles. Syntactically

this type of verbal particle is the same as the first two types, but semantically they

quantify the S argument of an intransitive verb or the 0 argument of a transitive verb.

37). saai 'all, completely'

a. QuantifYing an S argument

OO$J A ~ ~ I!f!IJ 0

m yMm laih saai lak.
eL people come all PRT
'The people all came.'
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b. QuantifYing the 0 argument

~8\I A ~ ~ ~8\I ~¥D0

DI yahn sihk saai dI sihkmat.
CL people eat all CL food
'The people ate all the food.'

* 'All the people ate the food.'

38). Maaih 'along, in addition'

a. QuantifYing the S argument

~ [lOT Bill 'MJ) It j;!j! 0

Linh Ah-Bill dou jau maaih.
Even Bill also leave VPRT

'Even Bi11left (along with others).'

b. QuantifYing the 0 argument

ft, J! j;!j! I!B 08\1 ~ Ilill 0

Ng6h mliaih maaih nngyaht dI sung lao
1sT

SG buy VPRT tomorrow CL food PRT

'I even bought tomorrow's food (in addition to today's food).'

These two particles will be very important in this dissertation (see Chapter 4-6).

The last type of verbal particle has only one member: chan, which carries an

adversativelhabitual meaning. When used with the adversative meaning, it means 'to

one's disadvantage/misfortune' (Matthews and Yip 1996: 227). It also modifies the S

argument and the 0 argument, just as saai and maaih do.
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39). chan 'adversative meaning'

a. Modifying the S argument

!!G ~'f J* m0

Ngoh geifuh lat chan.
1ST SG almost burn VPRT

'I almost got burned.'

b. Modifying the 0 argument

18 1"f D • m {~ OJf?
Keuih yauh mou haak chan \eih aa?
3RD

sG have not scare VPRT 2ND
SG PRT

'Did slhe scare you?'

When chan is used with the habitual meaning, it means 'whenever' and is found in the

first of two consecutive clauses.

40). a. !!G ~ m .' f§ 1'm ~ ~ tWo
Ngoh jihng chan che, keuih dou yiu huh tai.
1ST

SG fix VPRT car 3RD
SG also need come see

'Whenever 1 fix cars, slhe always want to come and see. '

b. ~~ ':t: m ~Jm1.I 1'm • ~ {51 ffiI!1&J

Bahba heui chan Meihgwok dou wUih maaih fan hiimat
Father go VPRT America also would buy CL present

W !!Go
bei ngoh.
to 1ST

SG

'Whenever (my) father goes to America, (he) buys me a present.'
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2.3.5.5 PASSIVE

Passivization is one of the syntactic processes that can affect the valency of verb

phrases. In Cantonese, the passive construction involves the passive marker bei. Here is

an example:

41). a. Before passivization

Jek gau ngau10
CL dog bite-PFT
'The dog bit me once.'

b. After passivization

~
ngoh
1ST so

jJio
yiit daahrn.
one bite.

~ W !Nc 1f:iJ il3tllt jJio
Ngoh bei jek gau ngau-jo yiit daahrn.
1ST SO PASS CL dog bite-PFT one bite
'I was bitten by the dog once.'

Passivization changes the grammatical relations within a sentence. The 0 argument in

(4Ia) now becomes the S argument in the passive sentence, and the original actor/A

argument is marked by the passive marker bei (41 b). It is worth noting that the bei

marked NP (the actor of the action) must be present in passive sentences. Dropping it

would make them ungrammatical. This restriction is not found in Mandarin and many

other languages in the world.
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42). a. Mandarin

'fJt ~ ({-til) 115(7
Wo bei (ta) yao-Ie yl
1ST

SG pass 3RD
SG bite-PFT one

'I was bitten once (by him/her/it).'

b. I was hit (by a ball).

Do
kou.
mouth

When the actor is unknown or generic, yiihn 'people' (for human) or yeh 'things' (non-

human) must be substituted.

2,3,5.6 SERIAL VERB CONSTRUCTION (SVC)

Cantonese is known for having a construction where two or more verbs are

juxtaposed without any conjunction. Traditionally, linguists often recognize four

different patterns of SVCs.

The first pattern has the following schematic structure:

b. 'fJt 1m * {:It =F 0

Ngoh hoi s6ui sai sau.
1ST SG open water wash hand
'I turned on the water to wash my hands.'
'I turned on the water and washed my hands.'

c. {fJ; W ~ ~ i& 0

L6ih chit sung jyil faahn.
2ND

SG cut food cook rice
'You cut the food to cook a meal.'
'You cut the food and cook a meal. '
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The characteristics of this SVC is that NP, is shared by both V l and Vz as their A

argument. NPz and NP3 are 0 arguments ofVl and V2 respectively. Li and Thompson

(1973, 1981) argue that this SVC has two homophonous syntactic structures. If the

sentence has a purposive reading, then V2 is subordinate to VI (the first readings of 43b

and 43c). If it has a consecutive (action in temporal order), simultaneous, or alternating

meanings, then the VPs are in coordination (the second readings of 43b and 43c).

The second type is the Pivotal SVC, which is different from the first type because

NP2, which is the 0 argument of V), must be the semantic A argument of V2. Hence, VI

must be transitive in this construction. The structure looks like this:

b, fIi; ~ flJ;
Ng6h dang leih
1ST SG wait 2ND SG

'I wait for you to eat.'

~i&o

sihk-faahn.
eat rice

In (44), the 0 argument of dang 'to wait' is also the A argument of sihk 'to eat',

The third type is also known as the coverb construction, which was discussed in

section 2.4.3,1 in this chapter.

The last type is the resultative construction, which has the following structure:

45). a. NP l - V - V - NPz

b. f§ n JE }." 0

Keuih d<i sei yiIhn.
3RD SG hit dead person
'S/he strikes someone dead. '
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This construction is taken to consist of a verb plus a resultative verbal particle III

Matthews and Yip's analysis (see section 2.4.3.4).

2.4 SUMMARY

In this chapter we briefly discussed some basic facts about the phonology, and the

syntax of Cantonese. In the next chapter, we will review the literature that discusses the

notion of transitivity.
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Chapter 3

Previous Studies

3.1 BACKGROUND

In this chapter, we will revisit some previous studies on transitivity. It is

necessary to look back and see how the notion of transitivity has been defined. There

will be two main sections in this chapter. First, we will compare the schematic approach

and the functional approach discussed in Western linguistic literature. Second, we will

examine the writings of some Chinese linguists and see how they define transitivity. The

results will shed some light on the kind(s) of approaches Chinese linguists normally use

when they use the terms transitivity, transitive verb, etc.

3.2 DISCUSSIONS OF TRANSITIVITY IN WESTERN LINGUISTIC LITERATURE

As mentioned in Chapter one, there are basically two major approaches to the

notion of transitivity. The more conventional way of describe transitivity is the

schematic approach. This approach takes transitivity as more or less a black and white

distinction. Sentences are either transitive or intransitive, depending on the number of

arguments in a sentence. According to the Dictionary of Language and Linguistics, a

transitive verb is simply defined as 'a verb used with a direct object' (Hartman and Stork,

1972). An intransitive verb, in contrast, is 'a verb which makes complete sense on its

own without an object' (1972: 118). In other words, when a sentence has two arguments

(a subject and an object) and the action denoted in the sentence is 'transferred' from the
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subject to the object, it is a transitive sentence. On the other hand, when a sentence has

only one argument (a subject with or without an oblique noun phrase), it is considered as

intransitive.

(I) a. Mary hit her brother.

b. John pushed the cart.

c. Sue left.

d. Larry ran to the store.

e. Keri stepped on Michael.

f. This situation constituted a problem

(Ia) and (lb) are considered to be the most typical examples of transitive sentences. The

subjects in these sentences (Mary and John respectively) act upon the objects (her brother

and the cart) by hitting (Ia) and pushing (lb) the objects. The objects are directly

affected by the actions. (lc) and (Id) are intransitive because there is only one argument

in each of these sentences, and the actions do not involve any 'transfer' at all. However,

there are some other less clear-cut sentences where the traditional notion of transitivity is

challenged. In (Ie), for example, there is only one argument in the sentence (Keri), yet

the action denotes a 'transfer' from the argument to the oblique noun phrase. In such a

case, the sentence is still considered to be intransitive due to morphological factors. In

contrast, there are two arguments in (I f), and based on that it is labeled transitive, but

there is no transfer of action from the subject argument to the object. In fact, the object
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(her mother) is not affected at all. Interestingly, sentences like (If) in many languages

other than English are often intransitive.

The more troubling fact is that (Ie), an intransitive sentence, seems to be more

transitive syntactically than (If), a transitive sentence, because it is perfectly acceptable

to passivize (Ie), but (I f) does not have a passive counterpart.

2) a. Passivizing (1e)

Michael was stepped on by Keri.

b. Passivizing (If)

* A problem was constituted by this situation

As mentioned in Chapter one, passivization is a syntactic process that applies to transitive

sentences. The fact that passivization can be applied to (Ie) but does not apply to (If)

seems to contradict the traditional approach to categorizing transitive from intransitive

sentences.

Because of the inadequacy and limitation of the traditional view on transitivity,

Hopper and Thompson (1980) have suggested a rather different way to look at transitivity.

In their groundbreaking work, transitivity is viewed with two main differences from the

traditional approach:

(I). Transitivity can be greatly affected by semantic factors, which are distinguished from

the morphosyntactic aspects of a language. The traditional approach differentiates

transitive sentences from intransitive ones solely on the basis of morphological and

syntactic information. Yet, data from various languages show that semantic properties
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play an important role in determining the transitivity of sentences. Hence comes the term

semantic transitivity.

(II). Hopper and Thompson maintain that semantic transitivity is not a black-and-white

phenomenon. Instead, it should be viewed as a continuum, where a large number of

constructions fall between the most extreme ends on the continuum. Therefore, sentences

can be high or low in transitivity.

These new suggestions are very crucial to the study of transitivity because they

show that transitivity is more than just the coding on the noun phrases. In fact, according

to their findings, the presence or absence of an object is only one of the ten components

in this approach. The semantic properties of a language must therefore be carefully

studied in order to account for the use of certain constructions.

Based on an extensive study of many languages, Hopper and Thompson have

come up with a scale of transitivity that contains ten semantic parameters. These

parameters are listed as follows:

Table 3.1: Parameters of semantic transitivity

High Transitivity Low Transitivity
A. Participants 2 or more participants, A and 0 1 participant
B. Kinesis Action Non-action
C. Aspect Telic Atelic
D. Punctuality Punctual Non-punctual
E. Volitionality Volitional Non-volitional
F. Affirmation Affirmative Negative
G.Mode Realis Irrealis
H.Agency A high in potency A low in potency
1. Affectedness of 0 o totally affected o not affected
J. Individuation of 0 o highly individuated o non-individuated
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When sentences are compared against these parameters, the ones that show positive

attributes are more likely to be high in semantic transitivity than the ones that are

correlated to negative attributes of these parameters. In turn, a verb with high semantic

transitivity, according to their study, is more likely to be transitive morphologically

and/or syntactically than a semantically low transitive verb (negative attributes of the

parameters). The correlation between the semantic parameters and the morphosyntactic

marking on the noun phrases can be formulated into the Transitivity Hypothesis (Hopper

and Thompson 1980: 255):

Iftwo clauses (a) and (b) in a language differ in that (a) is higher in

transitivity according to any of the feature A-J, then, if a concomitant

grammatical or semantic difference appears elsewhere in the clause, that

difference will also show (a) to be higher in Transitivity.

This means that if a language makes a distinction in transitivity based on any of the

semantic criteria, a verb with low semantic transitivity is more likely to mark its theme-

like argument with an oblique marker, so the sentence is intransitive morphologically.

Interestingly, Japanese has such a distinction based on the degree of affectedness the

object receives from the action (parameter I) (Nakamura, 1999):

3). a. John-ga yama-m
John-NoM mountain-DAT
'John climbed a mountain. '

nobot-ta
climb-psT



b. John-ga yama-o
John-NOM mountain-Acc
'John climbed a mountain.'

nobot-ta.
climb-PST
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The only difference between (3a) and (3b) is the case marking on the object. (3a) has the

dative marking and (3b) has the accusative marking. From the translations it is hard to

see how the sentences differ from one another. Yet semantically yama 'mountain' in (3a)

is less affected by the climbing than it is in (3b). (3b) has the sense that John walked to

the top of the mountain. In contrast, John may use any means to arrive at the top of the

mountain in (3a). Therefore, yama 'mountain' receives a higher degree of affectedness

from (3b) than (3a). In fact, the differences in meaning are confirmed when an

instrument is added to the sentences (Nakamura, 1999):

4). a. John-ga helikoputaa-de yama-ni
John-NOM helicopter-lNSTR mountain-DAT
'John climbed a mountain with a helicopter.'

b. *John-ga he1ikoputaa-de yama-o
John-NOM helicopter-lNSTR mountain-ACC
'John climbed a mountain with a helicopter.'

nobot-ta.
climb-psT

nobot-ta
climb-psT

The fact that (4b) cannot take the instrumental phrase shows that the action does not

allow a situation in which the actor of the sentence uses other methods to climb up the

mountain besides walking up there. In terms of affectedness, walking up a mountain

involves a greater contact with the mountain than landing the helicopter on the top. Thus

an affected object must be marked by the accusative marker. A not-quite-affected object

receives the dative marker.
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Since Hopper and Thompson first suggested usmg prototypicality to explain

transitivity, many studies have been done on languages that are very different from

English and other European languages. Various linguists have tried to boil down the

parameters given in Hopper and Thompson (1980) to a more concise list of properties.

Giv6n, among others, states that transitivity hinges upon only two main aspects (Giv6n

1984:20):

5). a. The presence of a visible, volitional controlling cause/agent; and

b. The presence of a clearly visible result-registering effect/patient.

As to the first aspect, the agent, Giv6n does not mention it much in his discussion. The

only prominent discussion of this part is the distinction between an agent-subject and an

experiencer-subject. In English, these two types of subjects make no difference in terms

of case marking and the positioning of the subjects:

6). a. He cut the tree.

b. He heard a voice

~ Subject: Agent, Volitional, Controlling

~ Subject: Experiencer, Non-volitional, Non-controlling

Both types of subjects are marked the same way in English. In fact, traditionally, both

sentences are considered to be transitive. However, in many other languages, the

experiencer-subjects are often treated as if they are recipients of an internal change, and

they are most commonly associated to verbs of cognition, sensation, or volition. The

following examples can illustrate this fact:
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7). a. Japanese (datafrom Shibatani 1977)

Sensei-ni elgo-ga
Teacher-DAT English-NOM
'The teacher understands English.'

b. Kannada (data from Sridhar 1979)

wakar-u
understand-PRES

Maguvige biiyarike
Child-DAT thirst
'The child is thirsty.'

agide
has happened

c. Sherpa (data/rom Givan 1984)

Ti mi-ti-la cenYl
The man-DEF-DAT cup
'The man wanted the cup.'

go-kyaa-sung
want-AUX-PFT

In all of these examples, the subjects are marked with/inflected for the dative case.

Clearly, these subjects are not the agents of the actions. The sole reason for using this

special case marking is due to the fact that these subjects are the experiencers/affected,

which means that they are the ones who go through the states of

understanding/happening/wanting. Since the subject is marked as a dative NP, and the

direct object is marked as the nominative NP, syntactically these sentences are considered

to be intransitive. Therefore, agentivity, volitionality, and being in control can playa key

role in determining the transitivity of sentences.

The other important aspect of transitivity, according to Giv6n, is to have a clear

visible result-registering effect/patient. In the discussion of (4), we have already seen the

difference of having a totally affected object verses a partially affected object in Japanese.
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A prototypical transitive sentence should have one of the following types of objects.

(Givan 1984 96-7):

8). a. Created object:

He built a house.

b. Totally destroyed object:

She smashed the glass.

c. Physically changed object:

They bleached his hair.

d. Change in object's location:

They moved the bam.

e. Change with an implied instrument:

He kicked the wall. (foot)

f. Surface change:

She washed his shirt.

g. Internal change:

They heated the solution.

h. Change with implied manner:

They murdered her. ('kill' with intent)

These examples above all involve an observable, physical, and tangible change, which

meet one of the two major criteria of prototypical transitivity: result-registering

effect/patient.



62

Since semantic transitivity is a matter of the degree of prototypicality, one may

easily find examples where a syntactically transitive-looking sentence is made up of an

object with less/no change. Examples can be found in English sentences like the

following pair (data from Givan 1984:20):

9). He rode on the horse.

[horse is location]

[horse is less controlled]

[horse is less affected]

He rode the horse.

[horse is patient]

[horse is more controlled]

[horse is more affected]

The difference between marking on the horse as a locative NP and as a patient is parallel

to the Japanese example in (3): the horse in He rode on the horse merely denotes a

location where the riding occurred. Semantically the horse is not affected by the action;

whereas the horse in He rode the horse shows that it is a participant in the event. It is

viewed as being affected by the riding.

More examples similar to (9) can be found among languages where a less salient

element in a sentence may be used to become the direct object of the sentence, making it

a less-than-prototypical transitive sentence:

10). Verbs with a locative direct object (data from Givan 1984: 98)

a. She entered the house (= 'go into the house')

b. He approached the intersection (= 'move towards the intersection')

c. She swam the Channel (= 'swim across the Channel')
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II). Verbs with a goal direct object (data from Giv6n 1984: 99)

a. He fed the cows ('gave them food')

b. She painted the wall ('put paint on the wall ')

c. They dusted the crops ('put dust on the crops')

12). Verbs with cognate objects (Giv6n 1984: 105)

a. She sang a gypsy song

b. He danced an original dance.

In (10), the direct objects are more precisely the locations where the actions take place.

One can paraphrase them using intransitive sentences without difficulty. The sentences

in (II) seem to be related to ditransitive sentences. Nonetheless, the logical objects (the

ones in parentheses are somehow implied semantically. The goal objects, then, are

manifested as the direct objects of the sentences. (12) is the most interesting set of all.

Semantically, the verbs in this set of sentences do not require the presence of any direct

object. However, the sentences can appear in the form of any typical transitive sentence

in English. When studied carefully, one may find that the 'objects' are actually the

nominalized forms of the verbs. The objects do not carry much meaning, because they

are already implied by the verbs.

To account for the variations, Giv6n suggests that the transitive verbs in these

sentences and in the intransitive versions contribute different semantic perspectives. For

instance, though each of the sentences in (10) can be expressed by an intransitive verb

with a prepositional phrase indicating the location, the use of a direct object makes the

location more salient. That is, the location where the event occurs becomes much more
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important to the event than just a point of reference. Similarly, the use of cognate objects

in (12) creates a sense that the action brings out an affected result -- the nominalized

objects. Again, it has to do with how much result-registering effect/change one wants to

put emphasis on.

Givan's effort to restate Hopper and Thompson's transitivity parameters in a

more explicit manner has been echoed by other linguists. Yet not everyone agrees with

his idea. One of whom is Tsunoda. In his various writings (e.g. Tsunoda 1985, 1994),

Tsunoda claims that it is necessary to rank the ten parameters suggested by Hopper and

Thompson in the order of their relevance to morphosyntactic comparison because

'different parameters are manifested in different areas of grammar, and not all the

parameters involved are equally relevant to a given morphosyntactic phenomenon'

(Tsunoda 1985: 395). He rephrases the ten parameters to form four major semantic

factors (Tsunoda 1994: 4671) of semantic transitivity:

13). a. Participant: There are two (or more) participants: agent and patent.

b. Agent: The agent carries out an activity volitionally and controls it.

c. Activity: The activity is completed, realized, punctual, actual or affirmative

(rather than uncompleted, unrealized, durative, potential or negative).

d. Patient: The patient is affected by the activity, a change being caused in it.

Of the four factors listed above, (b) and (d) are very similar to what Givan sees as the

most essential aspects of semantic transitivity. As mentioned above, Givan considers



65

these two aspects to have equal importance. However, Tsunoda argues that (a) and (d)

are the two most important factors to define the notion ofprototypical transitive verbs.

Upon surveying some of the world's languages, Tsunoda finds that 'the semantic

factors (a) to (d) above are not equally relevant to the semantic characterization of what

have been traditionally considered [Transitive Clauses]. The factors (a) and (d) are

pertinent for this purpose in all languages. The factor (c) is less relevant, being

applicable to only a portion of the world's languages, and the factor (b) is by far the least

relevant' (Tsunoda 1994: 4672). He states that if a given language makes a distinction in

the case markings of the nouns between the verbs hit and kill -- two of the most often

used examples of transitive verbs, then it must be the case that kill would receive the

transitive case marking. Hit, on the other hand, must receive a less transitive case

marking. Such a distinction is found in Newari:

14). a. ji: shrestha-w
ISG.ERG Shrestha-ABS
'I killed Shrestha.'

b. ji: shrestha-yata
ISG.ERG Shrestha-DAT
'I hit Shrestha.'

sya-na
kill-PFT

da-ya
hit-PFT

The reason behind this distinction, according to Tsunoda, is because of factor (d) - the

affectedness of the patient. Although the meanings of both kill and hit imply an action

being performed on the patients of the verbs, the action may not bring about a change in

the hitting scenario, whereas killing must involved a change from being alive to being
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dead. Therefore, the affectedness of patient, as seen by Tsunoda, is the most important

factor to determine the transitivity of a verb.

From the discussion thus far, it is found that (I) transitivity is not just a syntactic

phenomenon. Semantics as well as discourse are also factors that can affect the coding of

transitivity in a given sentence. (2) Out of the ten parameters that Hopper and Thompson

suggested, the most crucial factor that can influence transitivity is the affectedness of the

object. The effect of this factor can be found in all languages of the world, according to

Tsunoda.

3.3 DISCUSSIONS OF TRANSITIVITY IN CHINESE LINGUISTIC LITERATURE

Western linguistic literature has exerted a strong influence on the study of

transitivity in Chinese (Her 1990: 2-3). The traditional notion of transitivity was

accepted and adopted straight from Western linguistic literature into Chinese linguistics

without anyone ever asking whether the notion is applicable. Since Chinese (which is

used here as a general term for all the Chinese languages, including Mandarin and

Cantonese) does not have any overt morphological marking on nouns and verbs,

transitivity is determined by word order alone. That is, if there is a noun following the

main verb, the verb is considered to be a transitive verb. If such a noun is not present,

then the verb is an intransitive verb. We can see this assumption in many older writings

about Chinese grammar. However, as discussed in the earlier part of this chapter, this

way ofdefining transitivity has been widely questioned.
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3.3.1 DISCUSSION ON CANTONESE

One of the few and the oldest descriptions of Cantonese grammar is Yuen Ren

Chao's Cantonese Primer (1947). The book was written as a textbook for people who

were interested in learning to speak Cantonese. Because of the fact that the book was

intended to be a pedagogic textbook rather than a reference grammar, there was only a

brief chapter on Cantonese grammar, and it did not explicitly discuss the notion of

transitivity. The clearest statement Chao made about the difference between transitive

verbs and intransitive verbs is this (Chao 1947: 38):

.. .kaq 'still more' is never followed by a noun, nor isjann-jeuk 'fall

asleep' ever followed by a noun. On the other hand, tax 'to beat' is

usually followed by a substantive. In other words, we can mark in a

dictionary that normally ... jann-jeuk is an intransitive verb, tax is a

transitive verb, etc., etc.

We can clearly see how transitive and intransitive verbs were defined in this textbook:

transitive verbs are verbs with a noun following them; intransitive verbs are not followed

by a noun. This way of subcategorizing verbs is a direct transfer of the notion of

transitivity first defined in the western literature.

In her work on Cantonese verbs, Helen Kwok (1971) has also adopted the

traditional view on transitivity. Following the ideas put forth by R.H. Robins (1964) and

A.A. Hill (1958), she defines a transitive verb in Cantonese as a verb that may take one of

four types of objects: the goal object, the causative object, the instrumental object, and
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the locative object, and objects in Cantonese usually follow the verb. Here are examples

of each type of object (data from Kwok 1971: 19) (my transcriptions):

15). a. Goal object

~~ ~ * D.->F7
Sihk-j6 faahn meih a?
eat-PFT rice yet PRT
'Have you eaten (your) rice yet?'

b. Causative object

~ ¥U rJi ill>
gin d6u johng che
see AM collide car
'Saw cars colliding.'

c. Instrumental object

{%i\ !& 6t i* *7
U% gam slii dung seui.?
you dare wash cold water
'You dare to wash with cold water?'

d. Locative object

~II :tfgT ~ Ilt 0

Fan deihhlia ge Ja.
sleep floor PRT PRT
'(You) only sleep on the floor.'

Conventionally, the goal object and the causative object are commonly found across

languages. But linguists may differ in the way (c) and (d) are labeled. From a

typological point of view, having an instrumental phrase as the direct object is found in a

few African languages (e.g. Chichewa, Kinyarwanda). But it is very rare to have a

locative as the direct object of a sentence (only found in Kinyarwanda). Therefore,
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simply treating (c) and (d) as transitive sentences without any justification is arguable.

Moreover, although Chinese and some African languages seem to allow instrumentals

and locatives to serve as direct objects, there are two major differences between these two

types of languages: (I) The instrumental and locative direct objects are found in

ditransitive constructions in the Bantu languages. (2) There is an affix added to the

ditransitive verb to indicate the original case relation of these direct objects in the

sentence (O'Grady 1996). Therefore, calling (c) and (d) direct objects in Cantonese may

simply stem from the fact that (a) - (d) are analogically similar. If one were to see if (c)

and (d) are true direct objects, a comparison between the syntactic properties of (a) and (b)

on the one hand, and (c) and (d) on the other hand, is necessary.

Cheung (1972) studies the grammar of Cantonese spoken in Hong Kong (written

in Chinese), and in his classification of verbs, he states that transitive verbs are capable of

taking any kind of objects and basically can be categorized into eight main types (adopted

from Cheung 1972: 76):

16). a. Object as the undergoer

'* ~±o
Daap diksi.
ride on taxi
'Ride (on) a taxi.'

b. Object as a location

¥U 0 0

Dou Heunggong
arrive Hong Kong
'Arrive in Hong Kong.'



c. Object ofsomeone/something in presence

70

teJID f.f 11
Cheutmihn yauh go
outside have CL

'There is a beggar outside.'

d. Object ofa copular sentence

z;~ 0

hiityi.
beggar

tj:J~ f* 11 tif *- 1Il!~ 1aIiJ*"
Jiinggwok haih yat go hou daaih ge gwokgaa.
China cOP one CL very big poss country
'China is a big country.'

e. Result ofan action

;;$: 11 • lit
BUn syU maaih-jo saam
CL book sell-PIT three
'The book was sold for three dollar.'

f. Object as an instrument

!IlX o

man.
dollar.

~ ~~ ~ IJjFr~ 0

Ng6h jiingyi se yuhnjibat.
IST so like write ball pen
'I like to write (with) ball pen.'

g. Object ofa causative action

~Pl ~ ~Pl ~

Pilau rna pilau gau
run horse run dog
'Run the horse and run the dog. '

h. Object ofappearance, disappearance and existence

ii'l1i!: A JID 1£
Laihtbhng yahpbihn keih
hall inside stand
'The hall is packed with people.'

i11Ilil!Jlli

IDUnSaai
full

)"0
yahn.
people
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On the other hand, Cheung states that intransitive verbs can only take cognate objects.

He defines cognate objects as one of the following (the main verb and the so-called

'cognate' objects are in bold) (my transcriptions):

17). a. Noun that shows the number oftimes an action is performed:

i& if};
Ngauh l6ih yat
bite you one
'Bite you once.'

:!!to
daahm
bite

b. Noun that indicates the duration oftime:

1B DI*': 11'l'm {±U1L +oif 0

K6uih hili Heunggong jyuh-jii sahplihn.
S/he LOC Hong Kong live-PFT ten years
'S/he has lived in Hong Kong for ten years.'

c. Noun that shows the degree ofthe verb:

fT ~ -?P- ' ~ DB¥U m0

haahng chih yatbouh, maaih mhd6u fei
walk late one step buy NEG ticket
'(Someone) gets there late, and misses the chance to buy tickets.'

d. Noun that shows a destination or a location where the action takes place:

~ ~m mOT 0

laih Heunggiing waanllah
come Hong Kong play (visit)
'Come visit Hong Kong.'

These 'cognate' objects are classified as nouns because they are often used in other

constructions as nouns. It is similar to the English sentence 'He came home', where

'home' is used as a location in this case and elsewhere as a noun. Cheung's analysis

exhibits some differences from the previous studies. To say the least, he does not treat
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the locative noun phrase as a true direct object. Thus, (15d) would have to be an

intransitive sentence in his analysis. However, the shortcoming of his study is that he

does not discuss how one can differentiate between the 'cognate' objects and the non

cognate objects. The classification seems to come from his own native speaker intuition.

Furthermore, the use of the term 'cognate object' is inaccurate because in linguistic

literature, cognate objects are reserved for nouns like dream in 'I dreamed a dream.'

Cognate objects are semantically empty and are often the noun form of a verb. Instead of

calling the nouns in (l7a-d) cognate objects, this dissertation will call the objects in (l7a

c) 'adverbial objects' and (17d) 'object of a locative verb'.

The most recent work on Cantonese grammar as a whole is the first Cantonese

reference grammar by Matthews and Yip (1996). In this reference grammar, Matthews

and Yip have once again gone back to the traditional way of looking at transitivity. Here

is how the reference grammar defines 'transitive verbs' (Matthews and Yip 1996: 417):

Transitive verbs are those which take or require a direct object. In

Cantonese, many verbs are transitive whose counterparts in English are

intransitive; in particular, verbs of motions such as heui 'go' may take

objects.

In their discussion, objects are defined as noun phrases that immediately follow the verb.

There seem to be three classes of objects: direct objects, directional objects and indirect

objects. Direct objects are nouns that are directly affected by the action denoted by the

verb. Indirect objects are indirectly affected by the action. But the status of directional
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objects is not clearly stated. According to the definition of transitive verbs given in the

statement above, heui 'go' with a directional object is used as an example of a transitive

verb that is intransitive in English. Their analysis implies that directional objects are a

subtype of direct objects. Because of the way they define transitive verbs, locatives are

once again treated as the direct objects of verbs (in their terms 'directional objects') (data

from Matthews and Yip 1996: 136):

18). a. '* :w=m
Heui Meihgwok
go America
'Go to America'

b. te F~D

Cheut muhnhau
out (exit) entrance
'Go out of the door'

c. ~II gc @) '*- gfB~ 009,
Fan jigei ge chilhng syUfuhk dI
sleep self poss bed comfortable more
'It's more comfortable to sleep in one's own bed.'

d. :]X :tt~ ~t*
Ngoh sihk-gwo Bakgillg
I eat-EXP Beijing
'I've eaten at the Beij ing Garden. '

flo
Uuh.
House

From the definition given above, Meihgwok 'America', muhnhau 'entrance', jigei ge

chOhng "one's own bed", and Bakgfng Liluh 'Beijing House' are all examples of

directional objects of the verbs, which means that many semantically intransitive verbs

are forced to be labeled as transitive verbs.
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Another type of verb, which they call VO compounds, is also questionable in

terms of transitivity. Most commonly, VO compounds are verbs that bear an intransitive

meaning, yet they are often accompanied by a generic object. Here are some examples of

them:

19). a. §I:§'!: b. DI'\~" s
duhk-syU cheung-go
read-book sing-song
, to read' 'to sing'

c. ~U! d.l\1J;*
yam-yeh se-ji
drink-stuff write-word
'to drink' 'to write'

It is unclear whether the noun phrases in these examples are really direct objects of their

verbs, which make the verbs transitive, or whether they are merged with the verbs to

form a single lexical unit, which would make the units intransitive. Matthews and Yip do

not label them as either, and this poses another problem in the study of transitivity in

Cantonese.

These constructions are the main problem this dissertation intents to deal with.

Are these seemingly transitive verbs really transitive? Can we consider directional

objects to be real objects? How should the objects within the VO compounds be treated?

In Chapters four, five and six, we will use various syntactic tests to analyze these

sentences.
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3.3.2 DISCUSSION ON MANDARIN

So far we have paid much attention to the literature on Cantonese, it should be

interesting to see how transitivity is defined in Mandarin. Mandarin is the national

language of China and Taiwan, and more linguistic work has been done on Mandarin

than on any other Chinese language.

Glancing through the discussion of transitivity in Mandarin, once again we see a

difference in handling problematic noun phrases like locatives and cognate objects.

Henne (1977: 16) states that 'the different between transitivity and intransitivity is not

absolute' in Chinese. Transitive verbs, in a broad sense, are verbs that can take a wide

variety of objects. Intransitive verbs, in contrast, often do not take any object. In cases

where a noun phrase is attached, it is very likely to be a cognate object, which indicates

'the duration of an action, or the quantification of an action, i.e. how many times an

action occurred' (Henne 1977:164). In addition, verbs of motion, like lai 'come' and qu

'go' are not transitive verbs, though they take objects that express a location. In other

words, Henne believes that noun phrases that express the number of times an action is

performed, like liangci 'two times', and locations like Zhongguo 'China' are not really

direct objects of their respective verbs. This analysis corresponds to the analysis Cheung

(1972) puts forth (as in example (17) above).

On the other side of the coin, Li (1972) argues indirectly that intransitive verbs

should have no object following them. In an attempt to redefine the terms topic, subject,

direct object, etc., Li made the following proposal (Li 1972:130):
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1. A topic, subject, or direct object is always unmarked by a coverb or

postverb. An indirect object or a preposed object may be marked.

2. A direct object is the first unmarked NP after the verb «4) on his list).

Li clearly states that a noun phrase unmarked by a coverb or a postverb is the direct

object ofthe sentence if it is the first one to follow the verb. Based on this definition, any

noun phrase, including the cognate objects and the locative noun phrases that we

discussed above, should all be considered to be direct objects of the verb, and thus

intransitive verbs should not take any direct object at all. This definition brings us back

to the traditional way of defining transitivity in the western linguistic literature: a

transitive verb takes a direct object, but an intransitive verb does not take any direct

object.

Lastly, any reVIew on Mandarin grammar without mentioning the classic

reference grammar by Li and Thompson (1981) cannot be complete. In their discussion

on transitivity, Li and Thompson follow the traditional notion on transitivity, and state

that each transitive verb has a meaning that requires two participants, one of which acts

upon the other one. It is worth noting that they use the word 'meaning', which allows

some sentences that have no overt object to be taken as transitive. Mandarin, as well as

many other Chinese languages, allows the subject or the object to be dropped if the

context can provide the necessary interpretations. Here is an illustration.
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20). A: ftJ; = 7 tJIl * ~ * (:f'f)?ffil.
Ni mai Ie nel ben shu mel (you)?
you buy PIT that CL book not
'Have you bought that book?'

B: 8*~ ~ 7 0

YlJlllg mai Ie.
already buy PIT
'(I) have already bought (it).'

Notice in B's response, both the subject and the object are not present. Yet, the verb is

still transitive because the context gives the listener clues to identify the subject and the

object.

As for the problem with locative noun phrases and cognate objects, there is no

discussion of these constructions. However, based on the definition that Li and

Thompson put forth, one may argue that they do not consider sentences with a bare

locative noun phrase or a cognate object to be transitive, because there is no overt transfer

of action from the subject to the object. In contrast to the lack of discussion of these

constructions, Li and Thompson have an extensive discussion of another type of

problematic construction -- the VO compounds. As seen in (19), VO compounds are

verbs with a generic object. Together they often function as an intransitive unit. As

mentioned by Li and Thompson, VO compounds are highly idiomatic in meanings, but

their forms are very similar to the syntactic structure verb + object. In fact, though Li and

Thompson call them lexical units, some VO compounds partially retain some syntactic

properties of the verb-plus-object construction. Traditional orthography CarnIot provide
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any clue also, since it does not indicate word breaks. Therefore, orthography does not

help distinguishing between lexical units and phrases. More will be said in Chapter five.

3.4 SUMMARY

In this chapter we have tried to study the development of how linguists define

transitivity. We find that the traditional view on transitivity encounters a lot of

unresolved problems, since there are many in-between constructions that have properties

of both transitivity and intransitivity. The problems become more confusing in Chinese,

since Chinese lacks any kind of case marking on the nouns. Defining transitivity in terms

of word order alone poses a great dilemma: how should the locative NPs, the

instrumental NPs, and even the VO compounds be treated. Are the postverbal NPs 0

arguments? Or should they be regarded as something else? In the next three chapters, we

will study transitivity on the syntactic level. Various tests will be used to determine the

transitivity of these problematic constructions.
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Chapter 4

Syntactic Transitivity I

4.1 BACKGROUND

In this chapter, we will focus our discussion on defining transitivity from the

syntactic point of view. As seen in the previous chapter, many problems are encountered

when the traditional notion of transitivity is employed to analyze sentences in Cantonese

and Mandarin. Conventionally, transitivity is defined in terms of subjects (A and 8) and

objects (0). 80 if a sentence has an A and an 0, it is a transitive sentence. In contrast, if

a sentence lacks the 0 NP, it is intransitive. In languages like English and other

European languages, there are multiple clues to show the grammatical relations in a

sentence: word order, case marking and/or agreement. Defining A, 8 and 0 is relatively

simple. However, this is not the case in Chinese. One of the main reasons is that neither

Cantonese nor Mandarin have a case-marking system, neither is agreement found in the

languages. Therefore, transitivity is defined solely on the basis of word order. In simple

declarative sentences, identifYing the grammatical relations may not be too hard; but

when sentences involve questionable elements, defining the transitivity of these sentences

becomes an arbitrary choice. In Chapter three, we reviewed some previous works on

transitivity in Cantonese and Mandarin. And we have to conclude that using the

traditional definition of transitivity to describe these languages brings out more questions
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than answers. On some of the problematic constructions, a consensus cannot be reached.

For instance:

I). a. ':1i:. ~~ 0

Heui Meihgwok
go America
'Go to America'

b. DiJII § G DIN a SYflt*. DB9 0

Fan jihgei ge chOhng syiifuhk ill
sleep self poss bed comfortable more
'It's more comfortable to sleep in one's own bed.'

These two examples contain what are known as locative NPs. In (I a), Meihgwok

'America' follows right after the verb heui 'go'. Similarly,jihgei ge chiJhng "one's own

bed" follows directly after the verb fan' sleep'. Different linguists have different views

on this construction. On the one hand, one may argue that Meihgwok 'America' and

jihgei ge chiJhng "one's own bed" are the a NPs of their respective sentences because

they are not accompanied by an element that indicates location (prepositionlcoverb), and

therefore they directly follow the verb. So these two sentences must be transitive. On the

other hand, other linguists may argue that the meanings of the verbs heui 'go' and fan

'sleep' do not imply the presence of an a NP, and so the locative NPs should not be

treated as real as. In other words, these two sentences should be intransitive.

Both points of view sound equally plausible, and the determination seems to rely

solely on one's intuition. However, one must ask this question: Is there any objective

way one can study transitivity in Chinese in general? We believe that the notion of

transitivity can and should be determined by syntactic tests. There are certain syntactic
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properties that can distinguish an 0 from an oblique noun phrase. In this chapter, some

of these syntactic tests will be used to help draw a conclusion to these problematic

constructions in Cantonese.

4.2 SCOPE OF THIS STUDY

Since there are so many syntactic constructions in Cantonese, we must limit our

study to a few problematic ones.

In this chapter, we will discuss the syntactic properties of three types of verbs.

These verbs seem to carry a direct object in their respective sentences, but semantically

they do not require more than one argument. These three types of verbs are: (i) Verb of

motion (MV), (ii) Locative verb (LV), and (iii) Verb with an adverbial object (AOV).

(la) above is a sentence that contains a MV. (Ib) above indicates the LV construction.

As for the third type, there are three subtypes (2 a-d).

2). a. Adverbial object that indicates the number oftimes an action is performed
(AOVI):

t'i; 98 ~1Ii. NY W 0

Ng6h gamyaht kat-j6 Ieuhng seng.
1Sf SG today cough-PFT two sound
'I coughed a bit today.' (lit. 'I cough twice today.')

b. 1§ m~1Ii *-!f t'i; It\ 0

Keuih gaaihsIk-j6 saam chi hei ng6h teng
3RD SG explain-PFT three times to ISf SG listen
'S/he has already explained (it) three times to me.'
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c. Adverbial object that indicates a time expression (AOV2):

{fyUII!l ~ Jj' {.l~
~ :'if. Ulli DI9J 0/\

Leihdeih M.i douh jyuh-j6 luhk !ihn la woo
2ND PL LOC here live-PFT SIX years PRT PRT.
'You have lived here for six years.'

d. Adverbial object that indicates a distance (AOV3):

JloT~ ~B Wi Jf1Jl =+ .1l:!. 0

Ago tingyaht wtiih pau yihsahp leih.
Elder brother tomorrow will run twenty miles
'(My) elder brother will run twenty miles tomorrow.'

These three different types of constructions, which can arguably be transitive or

intransitive, will be examined first. More details of these constructions will be given in

the later sections.

After examining these three problematic constructions, in chapter five, some other

controversial constructions will be analyzed. These constructions include the bei

construction (passivization), the jeung construction (the equivalent of the ba construction

in Mandarin), the VO compounds (as mentioned in Chapter 2), and the coverb

constructions. These constructions have been widely discussed in Mandarin (especially

the ba construction), and they will be discussed using Cantonese data. In Chapter six, we

will deal with another problematic construction, which is known as the Ergative

construction.

4.3 THE SYNTACTIC TESTS

There are syntactic tests that can show differences in behavior between a direct

object and an oblique noun phrase. In this dissertation, three tests will be employed.

They will first be used to analyze the Verb of Motion construction and the Locative Verb
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construction, and the Verb with an Adjective Object construction. Other tests will be

added at a later time when necessary.

4.3.1 TEST 1: RELATIVrZATION

Using data from about fifty languages, Keenan and Comrie (1977) propose the

universal properties of relative clauses (RCs) I. They define and examine various

relative-clause forming strategies, and develop the 'Accessibility Hierarchy', which

'expresses the relative accessibility to relativization of NP positions in simplex main

clauses' (1977: 66).

Accessibility Hierarchy

Subject (A, S) > Direct Object (0) > Indirect Object (E) > Oblique>

Genitive> Object ofComparison

According to Keenan and Comrie, different languages allow different NP positions to

undergo relativization. Some languages only allow the A and S to be relativized (e.g.

Malagasy), while some other languages may relativize all six positions (e.g. Classical

Arabic, Modem Greek). The generalization is that if a language can relativize a NP

position on the hierarchy, all the positions on the left are also capable of being relativized.

Another generalization entailed from the Accessibility Hierarchy is that if a language can

use its primary relativization strategy on a relativized position, all the positions on the left

must also use the same strategy for relativization. As discussed in Keenan and Comrie,

I The discussion in this dissertation will be limited to restrictive relative clauses only,
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there are two common relativization strategies among languages: the gap strategy and the

pronoun (retention) strategy.

4.3.1.1 DEFINITION OF RCs.

Before we begin testing the Cantonese data, it is necessary to define the notion of

RCs. According to the Dictionary ofLanguage and Linguistics, an RC is 'a subordinate

clause introduced by a relative pronoun or adverb' (Hartmann and Stork, 1972). This

definition obviously can describe RCs that resemble those in English. However,

linguistic facts show that many languages do not use any relative pronoun or adverb to

begin an RC. Therefore, a more general definition is called for. A widely accepted

definition is that a RC is 'an S[entence] that "modifies" a head N[oun] by restricting the

set of potential referents' (O'Grady 1996). Consequentially, one of the properties of RCs

is that the head noun must be specific, since the modifYing sentence sets the domain of

the head noun.

4.3.1.2 RCs IN ENGLISH

English is one of the few languages in Keenan and Comrie (1977) that allows all

the NP positions on the hierarchy to undergo relativization. Here are some examples of

each NP position:

3). Relativizing the S position

a. The woman came.

b. The woman [REL who/that came] was looking for John.

4). Relativizing the A position

a. The little boy kicked the ball.
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b. The little boy [REL who/that __ kicked the ball] fell.

5). Relativizing the 0 position

a. Peter broke the vase.

b. The vase [REL which/that Peter broke~ was an expensive antique.

6). Relativizing the E position

a. Tom gave some money to the beggar.

b. The beggar [REL to whom! * that Tom gave the money~ thanked him.

7). Relativizing the Oblique position

a. Tom saw a dragonfly near the riverbank.

b. The river bank [REL near which/ * that Tom saw a dragonfly~ was beautiful.

8). Relativizing the genitive NP position

a. The man's watch fell to the ground.

b. The man [REL whose/ * that __ watch fell to the ground] looked sad.

9). Relativizing the Object ofComparison position

a. John is taller than the boy.

b. The boy [REL who(m)/ * that John is taller than __ ] is eating.

From the examples above, we can clearly see that English uses the gap strategy for all six

positions (represented by the lines within the brackets). Moreover, the Res can be

introduced by various relative pronouns, with the same phonological shapes as some of

the interrogative pronouns in English. Also, besides the A and S position and the 0

position, all the other positions require the relative pronouns to be case-marked. For
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instances, whose is the genitive form of who; which is used for non-human NPs. The A,

S and a positions can be introduced by either a cased-marked relative pronoun (who for

human nouns; which for non-human nouns) or the generic complementizer that.

4.3.1.3 RCs IN CANTONESE

According to Matthews and Yip (1996: 109), Cantonese has two different types of

restrictive relative clauses. The first type resembles the possessive construction, which is

used in formal situations, and it makes use of the possessive marker ge:

10). a. Schematic Structure ofFormal Res:

Relative clause - ge - noun

b. An Intransitive Sentence:

(mlJjj 00) ~A ~111li lliWim: o

(G6 go) nahmyan fan-j6 hilidouh
that CL man sleep-PFT here
'That/The man has been sleeping here.'

c. Relativizing the S in (I Ob):

(mlJjj 11) _/*18 ~111li IIiWi Jj{ ~

[REL (G6 go) / * keuih fan-j6 hili douh] ge
that CL / * 3RD so sleep-PFT LOC here POSS

~A 1* f1<; S@ 0

nahmyan haih ng6h bahbii.
man cOP IST so father
'The man who has been sleeping here is my father.'

For this type, ge is used to connect the relative clause with the head oun it modifies. The

second type, which is often used in colloquial Cantonese, uses the classifier of the head

noun as the linking element.
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II). a. Schematic Structure a/Colloquial RCs:

Relative clause - (g6) - CL - noun

b. Relativizing the S in (1 Db):

_1*fB
[REL __ I * Keuih

1* 3RD
SG

r.J11~

fan-j6
sleep-PFT

DI*
hai
here

1!i!'
douh]
LaC

(m~)

(g6)
that

{i
go
CL

:5I3A
nahmyan
man

1* ft '@'@ 0

haih ng6h bilhba.
coP 1ST SG father
'The man who has been sleeping here is my father.'

The classifier in this construction is referential, and thus links the relative clause with the

head noun. The function of this classifier is equivalent to 'the one' or 'the thing' in

English.

Since the second type is far more common in spoken Cantonese, and the range of

relative clauses made from the second type is wider than the first type, this dissertation

will only use the second type to construct examples. In the following examples, the (a)

sentences are normal sentences before relativization, and the (b) sentences are the

relativized versions of the (a) sentences.

12). Relativizing the A position

rn~ .F1I JlJJfi: "'" ft~1I!l Jt~,jjI'J

a. G6 Man pahngyauh cheng ng6hdeih sihk-faahn.
that CL friend invite Isr PL eat-food
'That group of friends invites us to eat.



b. / *{§UlI!l
[REL / * Keuihdeih

-- /* 3RD PL

=0
SPJ

cheng
invite

fltUlI!l
ngohdeih
1st PL

1t~
sihk-faahn]
eat-food

(rn~)

(go)
that

Jill
biian
CL
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JIDR: 'fit Ml!! ~ fltUlI!l 0

pahngyauh wUih Iil.ih JIP ngohdeih.
friend will come pick.up 1sT PL
'The friends who invite us to eat will come to pick us up.'

To relativize the S (lIb) and the A (12b), the gap strategy is used. The resumptive

pronoun strategy is not applicable.

Here is an example of how the 0 argument is relativized.

13). Relativizing the 0

a. ~ ~~ rn~ 1iI A. !If ito
Ngoh sIk-jo go go yahn bOu loi.
I ST so knoW-PFT that CL person very long (in time)
'1 have known that person for a long time.'

b. fit ~llt / *{§ tIf it (rn~) 1iI A.
[REL Ngoh sIk-jo / * keuih hou loi] (go) go yahn

I ST so know-PFT / * 3RD so very long that CL person

7Ellt o
sei-jo.
die-PFT
'The person who(m) 1 have known for a long time died.'

Relativizing the direct object also makes use of the gap strategy. The pronoun strategy

cannot be used.

The next position on the Accessibility Hierarchy is the E argument. Here is an

example of it.
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14). Relativizing the E

a. {1J; J.2S1I1t i99 ~ W rn~ filii ;SA~o

Leih sWlg-j6 ill chin bei g6 go 16uhyahngaa.
2ND

SO send-PFT CL money to that CL elder person
'You give money to that elder person.'

b. {1J; J.2S1I1t i99 ~ W • I {g (rn~) filii
[REL Leih SWlg-jO dr chin bei • __ I keuihJ (go) go

2ND SO send-PFT CL money to • 13RD
SO that CL

;SA~ H~:m {1J; 0

16uhyahngaa h6u dojeh leih.
elder person very thankful you
'The elder person you gave money to greatly appreciates you. '

For the first time, if the gap strategy is used, the sentence becomes ungrammatical.

However, the pronoun strategy is perfectly acceptable. It is predicted that starting from

this position onward, relativization must involve the use of the pronoWl strategy only.

15). Relativizing the genitive Np2

a. fl<; ~iJ§ i! filii :t<:ff a99 llJl:~o

Ng6h yim-gwo g6 go Ieuihjai dr tauhfaat.
1ST

SO dye-E)ep that CL girl CL hair
'I dyed that girl's hair (before).'

b. fl<; ~j&! • I{g a99 llJl:~ (m~) filii
[REL Ng6h yim-gwo • I keuih dr tiuhfaatJ (g6) go

1sT
SO dye-EXP • 13"0 SO CL hair that CL

:t<:ff jgll1t ~ ~ fl<; 0

leuihjai fiian-j6 laih taam ng6h.
girl retum-PFT come visit 1ST SO

'The girl whose hair I dyed before came back to see me.'

2 The discussion of relativizing the oblique NP is purposely skipped for later discussion.
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Once again the data show that the pronoun strategy is used, just as expected. The gap

strategy cannot be used.

The last position is the Object of Comparison. Cantonese also allows this position

to undergo relativization, and here is an example of it.

16). Relativizing the Object a/Comparison

a. {f]; r'iU M\l ffll/jj @I ~{.:r 0

Uih gou gwo go go nahmjai.
2ND so tall surpass that CL boy
'You are taller than that boy.'

b. {f]; -a- M\l *_/{g (ffll/jj) @I ~ff Hr"l

[REL Leih gou gwo * Ikeuih] go go nalnnjai hou
2ND SO tall surpass * /3RD so that CL boy very

'~ .fI<; 0

jiing ng6h.
hate 1ST

SO

'The boy who(m) you are taller than hates me a lot.'

Lastly, to relativize the object of a comparison, the pronoun strategy is once again called

for. The gap strategy is not allowed.

From the examples, we can see a pattern. The gap strategy is only used for

re1ativizing the A, 0 and S. The pronoun strategy is needed for the other positions.

Since there is a difference between the behaviors of relativizing core arguments and non-

core arguments, we can simply use this test for the three problematic constructions

defined above. [fthe constructions make use of the gap strategy to relativize a postverbal

NP, then that NP must be an 0, and the sentence must be a transitive sentence. On the
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contrary, if the constructions require the use of the pronoun strategy, then the postverbal

NP must be an oblique NP, and so the sentence must be an intransitive sentence.

4.3.1.4 TESTlNG THE THREE PROBLEMATIC CONSTRUCTIONS

Going back to the main theme of this dissertation, we will first use relativization

to test whether the three problematic constructions are transitive or intransitive. Again,

the three constructions are; (i) Verbs of motion (MY), (ii) Locative verh (LV), and (iii)

Verb with an adverbial object (AGY).

For the MY construction, we will use five different MY verbs: heui 'to go', ltiih

'to come', yahp 'to enter', cheut 'to get out/exit' and sihk 'to eat'. The first four verbs

are intransitive in many languages. In Cantonese these verbs can take bare noun phrases

without an intervening preposition! coverb. The last verb, sihk 'to eat', though is often

used intransitively in many languages, can never take an object of location. But we find

that in Cantonese the postverbal NP of sihk 'to eat' can be a location where the eating

takes place. Here are some sample sentences containing these verbs:

17). a. ~ $;1l!L rn~ rs~

Ngoh heui-jo go gaan
1ST sa gO-PFT that CL

'I went to that restaurant to eat.'

~B

chfulteng
restaurant

*i&o
sihk-faahn.
eat-meal

b. it]; ~~ oftj rs~ ~,~l$~

L6ih lilih-gwo nT gaan chlukapsicheuhng
2ND sa come-EXP this CL supermarket
'You came to this supermarket to buy things (before). '

ffl
maaih
buy

OJ! a

yeh.
thing



c. IJ\sA Alii. 011 ""~
Siuhmihng yahp-j6 g6 giian
Siuming enter-PFT that CL

'Siuming has entered that room to work.'

m
f6ng
room

1tRIIf¥ 0

jouh-yeh.
do-things (work)
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d. f§ H:\1Ii. rnl!jJ tf ;kIM.
Keuih cheut-j6 g6 dohng daihah
3RD so out-PFT that CL building
'Slhe came out ofl exited the building to smoke.'

~o

kapyfn.
smoke

e.1E! ~~ rnl!jJ r,,~ j@tI H-f} ~o

Keuih sihk-gwo g6 giian jimlauh h6udo chi.
}RD so eat-E)iP that CL restaurant numerous times
'Slhe has eaten at that restaurant many times.'

18). Relativizing the sentences in (17)

a. RC of(17a)

;tlli.
heui-j6
gO-PFT

_1* WI!jJIl
__1* godouh

1* there

~
sihk-faahn]
eat-meal

rnl!jJ

g6
that

• .-' H-.o
chanteng h6u gwai.
restaurant very expensive
'The place where I went to eat was very expensive.'

b. RC of(17b)

1m 1l§1!~ _1* llJBIl Jl °11 rnl!jJ rh~

[REL Leih laih-gwo 1* nldouh maaih yeh] g6 giian
2ND SG come-EXP 1* here buy things that CL

~f&rtJfjj ~B fAu:t 0

chfukiipsicheuhng kahmyaht jap-j6.
supermarket yesterday close.down-PFT
'The supermarket that you came to buy things before closed down yesterday.'
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c. RC o/(l7e)

/J,Sjj AIl1r. * Irn~N fi'R0!lJ rn~ F,ij
[REL Siuming yahp-jo *__ /godouh jouh-yeh] go gaan

Siuming enter-PFT * I there do-things that CL

m 1* *I fS IIY~ "
fong haih huhng sihk ge.
room cOP red color PRT
'The room where Siuming has entered to work is red in color.'

d. RC o/(l7d)

{§ tl:\1l1r. *_/rn~N tJ&~ rn~ 1'*
[RELKeuih cheut-jo *__ /godouh kapyln] go dohng

3RD SG out-PFT * I there smoke that CL

*)j' g! Dffi'i !WOO 0

daihah jauh hai chihnmihn.
building then LOC front
'The building that slbe came out of! exited to smoke is right in front.'

e. RC o/(l7e)

{§
[REL Keuih

3RD SG

1l;~

sihk-gwo
eat-EXP

_I*~N
__ I * godouh

I * there

H:§r
houdo
numerous

;I;Z
chi]
times

rn~ Ib~ rg!jtJ 1[ H :§r A ~;W 0

go gaan jauliluh yauh bOu do yahn dang-gan.
that CL restaurant have very many people wait-PRoG
'The restaurant where slhe has eaten numerous times has many people waiting
(for seats).'

The relativization test shOWS some very interesting and surprising results. Sentences that

have verbs like go and eome are traditionally considered to be intransitive. From the

point of view of semantics, it is very hard to imagine that both go and come could take

any 0 NPs. Yet the examples (ISa) and (ISb), it is clearly shown that the use of the
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pronoun strategy is not allowed when sentences with heui 'to go' and laih 'to come' are

relativized. The gap strategy must be used to get the right constructions. The results

suggest that the postverbal NPs in these two sentences are a arguments. That also means

that heui 'to go' and laih 'to come' can be used transitively.

On the other hand, it is not possible to use the gap strategy to relativize the verbs

yahp 'to enter' and eMut 'to be out/exit'3 in (18c) and (l8d). The use of the resumptive

pronoun godouh 'there' is preferred, though the sentences do not sound very natural. The

unnaturalness is probably due to the fact that relative clauses are less used in Cantonese

than in many other languages (Matthews and Yip 1996: 109). From the data in (18c) and

(l8d), they show that the bare NPs are not real as. Rather, they are oblique NPs.

Therefore, yahp 'to enter' and eMut 'to be out/exit' are intransitive verbs.

(l8e) is also surprising. Similar to (l8a) and (l8b), the use of the pronoun

strategy would make the sentence ungranunatical. That means the NP go giian jaulilUh

'that restaurant', which indicates the location of eating, is a true argument of the verb sihk

'to eat'. This is surprising because generally an 0 is something that is required by the

semantics of the verb, and is often acted upon. But in (18e) the NP go giian jaulilUh 'the

3 The gap strategy can be used if heui 'to go' or IWh 'to come' is added after the main verb. e.g.

1§
[",Keuih

3
RD

SG

1±\t:tI.
cheut-j6
out·PFT

"*heni
go

/*OObr
__ /* godouh

/ * there

~
kapyrn]
smoke

m~
g6
that

1*
dohng
CL

01"*JI' $!;t "I~ lliJj!jj "
daihah jauh hili chlhnmihn.
building then LOC front
'The building that slbe came out oj} exited to smoke is right in front.'

In this case, cheut-j6 heui functions as a different verb, and the verb heui becomes a directional particle
attached to the main verb.
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restaurant' is not the thing that is eaten. It is a place where the eating takes place.

Nonetheless, the result from this test indicates that g6 giian jaulimh 'the restaurant' is an

0, not an oblique NP.

The second type of the three problematic constructions is the Locative Verb

construction (LV). LV is a construction that has a verb of posture with an object that

denotes a location. Two verbs in Cantonese are chosen to undergo relativization: choh

'to sit' andfan 'to sleep'.

19). a. 1f.r; ~1Ii rn~ ~ :Jt
Leih choh-j6 g6 jeung dang
2ND

SG sit-PFT that CL chair
'You sat on that chair for the whole day.'

b. fZ ~111Ii rn~ ~ 17K
Ng6h fan-j6 g6 jeung ch6hng
1ST

SG sleep-PFT that CL bed
'1 slept on that bed for the whole night.'

p!z B 0

sehng yaht.
whole day

p!z ~o

sehng maahn.
whole night

20). Relativizing the sentences in (19)

a. RC of(I9a)

1f.r; ~1Ii _/*1§ p!z B • 5.&
[REL Leih choh-j6 / * keuih sehng yaht] g6 jeung

2ND
SG sit-PFT / * 3RD

SG whole day that CL

:Jt 1* fZ ~ 0

dang haih ng6h ge.
chair COP 1ST

SG PRT
'The chair that you sat on for the whole day is mine.'
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b. RC of(19b)

fit ~111lt 1* {§ ~ H$E rn~

[REL Ngoh fan-jo 1* keuih sehng maahn] go
I ST so sleep-PFT 1* 3RD so whole night that

'* I5f :;t~ ~ '
jeung chohng taigwo yiin.
CL bed too soft.
'The bed that I slept on for the whole night was too soft.'

Here we see that the verbs choh 'to sit' and fan 'to sleep' have a bare noun phrase

following them, and the construction appears to be transitive. The results from the

relativization test show that the use of the gap strategy is acceptable, and the pronoun

strategy cannot be used. Again, in Cantonese, relativization of A, S and 0 requires the

gap strategy, while non-core arguments use the pronoun strategy. Because of this

difference, we have to conclude that these two verbs take true 0 NPs. The bare NPs can

be locative 0 NPs without any overt locative marker.

The last type of construction this chapter is to explore is the Verb with an

Adverbial Object (AOV) Construction. Within this construction we will look at three

subtypes, and here are the examples of them (repeat of (2))

21). Adverbial object that indicates the number oftimes an action is performed
(AOV1):

a. fit 4-8 ~Ilt ~ ~ 0

Ng6h gamyaht kat-j6 leuhng seng.
1ST so today cough-PFT two sound
'I coughed a bit today.' (lit. 'I cough twice today.')
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b. m tw,*1I!L *- 1J!t ~ ~ 0

Keuih gaaihsIk-j6 saam chi bei ng6h teng
3RD SO explain-PFT three times to 1ST so listen
'S/he has already explained (it) three times to me.'

c. Adverbial object that indicates a time expression (AOV2):

{fyDIl!l OJ Ii: {.l1l!L ~ :if ntL Pr'iIJ 01\

Leihdeih hai douh jyuh-j6 luhk llhn la woo
2ND PL LOC here live-PFT six years PRT PRT.
'You have lived here for six years. '

d. Adverbial object that indicates a distance (AOV3):

1lliJ~ ~B • ~fJJ =+ m0

Ago tIngyaht wliih pau yihsahp leih.
Elder brother tomorrow will run twenty miles
'(My) elder brother will run twenty miles tomorrow.'

In each of these sentences the verb is followed by a bare noun phrase that indicates the

number oftimes an action is performed (sometimes the number can be figurative), a noun

phrase expressing the duration of time an action has been carried out, or a distance over

which an action lasts. In all of these situations, the bare noun phrases are not the direct

recipients of the action. Semantically speaking, they do not qualify to be an a for their

respective verbs. Once again we will apply the relativization test to find out if they are

as or oblique NPs.



22). Relativization of(21)

a. RC of (21a)

98

:fJt
[REL Ngoh
1ST SG

98
gamyaht
today

ilY<1li
kat-jo
cough-PFT

; * fl..!DlI!l
; * keuihdeih]

--;* 3RD pL

III
go
that

fW
leuhng
two

'if og f?A J2Sl~ R IIf*JJI 1f ¥ 0

seng mh haih yanwaih ngoh himhlUhng yauh sih.
sound NEG COP because 1ST SG throat have matter
'The two coughs that I made were not a result of my having a throat problem.'

b. RC of(21b)

fl..! mnlli _I *fl..!UlI!l :W :fJt m rn~

fREe Keuih gaaihsIk-jo ; * keuihdeih bei ngoh teng] go
3RD

SG explain-PFT 1* 3RD PL to 1ST SG listen that

* f,t :fJt "6$\Ji 1''Fffl 0

saam chi duih ng6h Muhm6uh jokyuhng.
three times to 1ST SG completely lack of impact.
'The three times slhe explained (it) to me had no impact on me.'

c. RC of(2Ie)

ffFUlI!l ~ J5[ ffll!L _I*~ra O~
--'-..
/\

[REL Uihdeih hai douh jyuh-j6 __ I * yatiun] nl luhk
2ND pL LOC here live-PFT ; * a while this six

if: ~ fij ue9 t2UfJ o!f?
!ihn hok dou dl matyeh ah?
years Jearn VPRT CL what PRT
'What have you learned from the six years you have lived here?'
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d. RC of(21d)

JliITilf
[REL Ago

Elder brother

~B
ungyaht
tomorrow

fit
wliih
will

~l!!

pau
run

/q~

__ /* g6
/ * that

g~

dun
CL

~
lou]
road

m =-t .m ~ {§ ~~ H !§:E'J 0

g6 yihsaph Jeih duih keuih leihgong Mu yohngyi.
that twenty miles to 3RD SG speaking very easy
'The twenty miles that (my) elder brother will run will be easy for him.'

The results from the relativization test are unanimous. They all show that the AOV

construction, regardless of the subtypes, is transitive. In all of these sentences, the gap

strategy is used to relativize them. The pronoun strategy cannot be used. Therefore, the

relativization test concludes that the bare NPs following the main verbs in these sentences,

though they may not be directly affected by the verbs in terms of semantics, are true Os.

4.3.1.5 SUMMARY

In the previous section, we tried to use relativization as a test to find out if a bare

postverbal NP is a core argument or an oblique NP. It happens that in Cantonese when a

core argument (S, A, or 0) is relativized, the relativized position must be a gap (the gap

strategy). On the other hand, if an oblique NP is relativized, the relativized position must

have a matching pronoun (the pronoun strategy). By studying how sentences respond to

the relativization test, it is possible to determine whether the postverbal NP is a core

argument (an 0) or an oblique. Thus, the transitivity of these sentences can also be

concluded (if a NP is an 0, the sentence is transitive; if an NP is an oblique, the sentence

is intransitive). Here is a sununary of the findings so far:
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Table 4.1: Summary of the relativization test

Relativization Core Vs. Transitivity
Strategy Oblique

1. Verbs of Motion (MY)
heui 'to go' (l7a) Gap Core (0) Transitive

lilih 'to come' (l7b) Gap Core (0) Transitive
vahv 'to enter' (17c) Pronoun Oblique Intransitive

cMut 'to get out/exit' (17d) Pronoun Oblique Intransitive
sihk 'to eat' (l7e) Gap Core (0) Transitive

2. Locative Verb (LY)
choh 'to sit' (19a) Gap Core (0) Transitive
fan 'to sleep'(l9b) Gap Core (0) Transitive

3. Verb with an Adverbial Obiect (AOY)
kiit leuhnz senz 'to cough two sounds' (21a) Gap Core (0) Transitive
gaaihsik saam chi 'to explain three times' Gap Core (0) Transitive

(21b)
jyuh luhk lihn 'to live (here) for six years' Gap Core (0) Transitive

(21c)
vau vihsavh liih 'to run twenty miles' (21 d) Gap Core (0) Transitive

4.3.2 THE SAAI PARTICLE TEST

According to Matthews and Yip (1996), Cantonese has a special particle, saai,

that can quantify only the S argument or the 0 argument 4
. This particle follows

immediately the main verb of a sentence, and bears the meaning of 'all' or 'completely'.

Here are some sample sentences with saai:

23) a. 1§01l!l mx ~ 009
Keuihdei yam saai elI
3RD PL drink all CL
'They have drunk all the juice.'

*rro
gwojaap.
juice

4 Saai is not capable of quantifying the A argument of a transitive seutence.
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b. IIB5J .~ / (* 00 .~) ~!f-:iE ~ 0

DI gwaibiin / (* go gwaibiin) yatjou jau saai.
CL guest CL guest earlier leave all
'All the guests left eariler / *The guest all left earlier.'

c. IJ\[jfj t!S ~ ~8\I • W ~Oll!l 0

Siuhmihng sung saai di syii bei ng6hdeih
Siuming give all CL book to 1ST PL

'Siuming gave all the books to us.'

d. fiJ; Jl ~~1I!l 1t l@Ij 08\1
Leih bong ng6hdeih sihk saai di
2ND so for 1ST PL eat all CL

'You eat all the food for me.'

1t~o

sihkmaht.
food

Example (23a) shows that saai 'all' quantifies df gwojiiap 'the juice', which is the 0

argument. Interestingly, even though the A argument is plural, which should allow it to

be compatible with the meaning of saai, the interpretation does not support such an

association. (23b) indicates that saai 'all' can also quantifY the S argument. If the S

argument is a singular noun, then the sentence would become odd semantically. (23c)

shows that in a trivalent sentence with three possible candidates (A, 0 and E arguments)

for quantification, the only NP that gets quantified is the 0 argument. Saai can quantifY

neither the A argument nor the E argument. (23d) shows that saai cannot quantifY

ng6hdeih 'us', which is an oblique NP. It has to quantifY the 0 argument in the sentence.

4.3.2.1 TESTING THE THREE PROBLEMATIC CONSTRUCTIONS

Given the syntactic facts about the saai particle, it is time to put them to use.

Once again, we want to test the three types of problematic sentences in Cantonese. If the

saai particle can quantifY a bare postverbal NP, then the conclusion is that this NP is a

true 0 argument, and the sentence containing the argument is transitive. But if saai
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cannot quantifY that NP, the NP must be an oblique NP, and the sentence is intransitive.

The three constructions being tested are: (i) Verbs of motion (MV), (ii) Locative verb

(LV), and (iii) Verb with an adverbial object (AOV)

We will start with the discussion of MV first. In the previous test, we tested five

different MV verbs, and they are: heui 'to go', litih 'to come', yahp 'to enter', cheut 'to

get out/exit' and sihk 'to eat'. We will continue to use the same verbs in the saai particle

test.

24). a. ftDII!l B*~ *~ Jlg§ :5!1:i¥l:s:2 0

Ng6hdeih yiglng heui-gwo saai dongnahmngaa.
1sT

PL already gO-EXP all Southeast Asia
'We have already been everywhere in Southeast Asia.'
or 'We have all been to Southeast Asia.'
or 'We have all been to everywhere in Southeast Asia.'

b. 1EiUII!l ~~ fliI9 {jffl~ ~ Uill?
Keuihdeih h\ih-gwo saai luhndun ga la?
3RD

PL come-EXP all London PRT PRT

'Have they been to everywhere in London?'
or 'Have they all been to London?'
or 'Have they all been to everywhere in London?'

c. UfI\] A A fliI9 r,,~ E
D1 yilhn yahp saal gfutn f6ng
CL people enter all CL room
'Why do all the people enter into the room?'

{;W
jouh
do

1:2?
mat?
what?

d. {i]\UII!l I±\ fliI9 fJI! *JJ: 1W1?
Leihdeih cheut saal dOhng daihah ge?
2ND

PL out all CL building PRT

'Why did all of you come out ofthe building?'
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lIllio
lao
PRT

mltJ
jaulauh
restaurant

giian
CL

gei
few

e. ~Ott iit~

Ng6hdeih sihk-gwo saai nf
1sT

PL eat-EXP aU this
'We have eaten in aU ofthese restaurants.'
Or 'AU of us have eaten in these restaurants.'
Or 'All of us have eaten in all of these restaurants. ,5

The sentences here show some very interesting facts. First of aU, for (24a), (24b) and

(24e), the particle saai 'aU' can quantify the postverbal NPs. Of the three interpretations

in each of these sentences, the first interpretation is always the easiest to retrieve. The

more interesting aspect is that the sentences also allow saai to be linked to the A

argument, or even to both the A and 0 arguments at the same time. One of the

approaches to analyze this is that these verbs can be used both transitively and

intransitively, and so speakers may get the meanings from both the transitive reading and

the intransitive reading of the verbs. Another analysis is to assume that there are two

homophonous versions of the verbs heui 'to go', lilih 'to come' and sihk 'to eat' where

one is always transitive and the other is always intransitive. Therefore, the multiple

interpretations in (24a), (24b) and (24e) is the result of saai interacting with both versions

of the homophonous verbs. Both of these analyses can explain the facts, and therefore

we are not going to take a stand on picking one over the other. As for (24c) and (24d),

the results are compatible to what we found in the relativization test. The postverbal NPs

in these sentences are not real core arguments. Saai can only associate its meaning with

the preverbal argument in each of these sentences, which is the S argument.

5 The third interpretations of (24a), (24b) and (24e) seems to show that saai can quantify the A argument.
This exception seems to be rare, and we don't have an analysis to account for it at this point.
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Next we will test the Locative Verb construction. The verbs in this construction

denote some posture and a bare NP that denotes a location follows the verb. We used

choh 'to sit' andfan 'to sleep' in the previous test, and the results showed that the bare

objects are real core arguments of the verbs. Let us now test them again using the saai

particle test.

25) a. {i]\Dl1!l
Leihdeih
2ND

PL

Di!fH
mhh6u
NEG

*choh
sit

IIgIj '*
saal jeung
all CL

:Jt
dang
bench

Dill 0 'i¥l*
la. lilUhfiian
PRT save

DB\!

dl
CL

{ll. W }Jl1!l Dill 0

Will bei yalmdeih la.
space for other people PRT

'You shouldn't sit on the whole bench. (You should) save some space for others.'

b. fli; Dl1!l
Ng6hdeih
1ST

PL

~II

fan
sleep

saaJ
all

M
go
CL

!iliT
deihha
floor

~
dou
VPRT

m6uh
NEG

.A.
yiJhn
people

1t
wUih
will

1±lWo
cheutsang.
make noise
'No one will say a word even if we sleep on the whole floor.'

The results from the saai test point out that the locative noun phrases are 0 arguments,

because they can be quantified by saai. The preverbal arguments cannot be quantified by

saai at all.

However, there is another interesting fact about the Locative Verbs. If the 0

arguments are not definite, they lose their 0 status, and saai then quantifies the preverbal

argument. Here are the indefinite counterparts of (25):



26) a. {i]\Dlt!l
Leihdeih
2ND PL

Dgflf
mhh6u
NEG

* IIjJIj
choh saal
sit all

jt Dill 0

dang lao
bench PRT

mi Deg
wan dl
look.for CL
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A 1£ m~ Dill 0

yilhn keih heihsiin lao
people stand up PRT
'You shouldn't have everyone sit on a bench. Someone can stand up.'

b. ;fli;~lt!l ~II IIjJIj !tfl~ )Jlt!l !!lli fJ D!f?
Ng6hdeih fan saai deihlui yilhndeih dim hahng a?
1ST PL sleep all floor other people how walk PRT?
'How can other people walk around when all of us sleep on the floor?'

Definiteness is defined in terms of presupposition, which refers to 'information presumed

shared by speaker and hearer' (Bickerton 1981: 248). In some languages, specificity also

plays a role in determining the grammatical relations of NPs. Specificity refers to

whether a noun's referent(s) can be identified as a particular entity, or as a class of

entities in general. Therefore, besides being definite or indefinite, a noun can be

interpreted as being specific or nonspecific. English doesn't have a set of grammatical

markers to distinguish specific from nonspecific. For instance:

(27a) A dog bit me yesterday.

(27b) I wanted to buy a dog.

A dog in (27a) is an example of an indefinite yet specific NP, whereas a dog in (27b) is

indefinite and nonspecific.

Turning back to Cantonese, in (26a) and (26b), the postverbal nouns dang 'bench'

and deihha 'floor' are indefinite because in Cantonese a definite noun requires the
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presence of a classifier (see Chapter 2 for a detailed discussion). In terms of specificity,

these nouns can be interpreted as either specific or non-specific in normal situations. Yet,

with the contexts given in (26a) and (26b), they are interpreted as specific (confirmed by

native speakers). That means in the hearer's mind, images of a particular place can be

created as they hear the sentences. Therefore, the only difference between the examples

in (25) and (26) is definiteness. When the postverbal NPs are definite (2Sa & 2Sb), they

are quantified by saai. However, when the postverbal noun phrases are indefinite, as in

(26a) and (26b), saai automatically quantifies the preverbal arguments. This entails that

in such a situation, the postverbal NPs are no longer real 0 arguments. The preverbal

argument in each of these sentences becomes the only core argument, and so it is the S

argument. The sentences should then be considered to be intransitive.

Independent evidence to support this comes from topicalization. Matthews and

Yip (1996: 77) points out that the topic of a sentence must be definite. Hence, if a noun

is indefinite, it cannot undergo topicalization. We can take (2Sa) and (26a) as examples

to show this point:

(28)a. Topicalizing (25a)

~ Jb {iJ\BIt ugH ~ lIfIlI lIillo Wl¥ m
Jeung dang Ieihdeih mhh6u choh saaJ. Iii. lllUhIaan elI
CL bench 2ND pL NEG sit all PRT save CL

ill. W JJIt IIill 0

Wlll bei yahndeih Iii.
space for other people PRT

'For the bench, you shouldn't take the whole portion. (You should) save some
space for others.'
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b. Topicalizing (26a)

*~ {!J\UI\Il ~H * Ifj!Ij lIillo tift U85J

Dang leihdeih mhhouchoh saai lao wan df
bench 2ND

PL NEG sit all PRT look.for CL

A 11: JEB~ IIill 0

yaIm keih heihsiin lao
people stand up PRT

'Bench, you shouldn't have everyone sit down. Someone can stand up.'

Sentence (28a) is a topicalized version of (2Sa), where the postverbal noun is

definite. However, when the noun is indefinite, it cannot be topicalized (28b). We

believe such a shift between an 0 argument and an oblique NP can be accounted for by

semantic transitivity, which was suggested by Hopper and Thompson (1981) (see Chapter

three). That is to say, when an 0 argument is indefmite, the NP becomes less affected by

the action. This in turns lowers the semantic transitivity of the sentence to the point

where it becomes intransitive, which is why saai can only quantify the preverbal NP.

Thus, saai treats the sentence as intransitive and quantifies the preverbal NP.

The last construction under discussion in this chapter is the 'Verb with an

adverbial object' (AOV) construction. In this construction the verb takes a bare NP

which represents the number of times an action is performed, a time expression, or a

distance. From the first test we concluded that these bare NPs are all true 0 NPs. Now

let us apply the saai test and see if the results match.
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29) a. Adverbial object that indicates the number oftimes an action is performed
(AOVl):

* fl.(.DII!J 98 ~ Ifr!Ij m Ji'o
* Ng6hdeih gamyaht kat saai leuhng seng.

1ST
PL today cough all two sound

* 'All of us cough a bit today.'

b. {§DII!J fW~ I1f!j * j!f. fI.(. ~o

Keuihdeih g:l.aihsik SaaI saam chi bei ng6h teng.
3RD

PL explain all three times to 1sT SO listen
'They have explained all three times to me.'

c. Adverbial object that indicates a time expression (AOV2):

ffJ\DII!J IIffi\ tit {1: Ifr!Ij ~ '¥ Illli U!8J 0/\

Leihdeih hai douh jyuh saai luhk libn la woo
2ND pL LOC here live all SIX years PRT PRT

'You have lived here for all six years.'

d. Adverbial object that indicates a distance (AOV3):

JliiJ~ ~8 fff Jffil I1f!j =+ .11 0

Ago tIngyaht wUih pau saai yihsahp leih.
Elder brother tomorrow will run all twenty miles
'(My) elder brother will run all twenty miles.'

The first sentence of this set is ungrarmnatical. The reason for its ungrammaticality has

nothing to do with its structure. There simply is an incompatibility between the use of

saai 'all' and the bare NP teuhng seng 'two sounds'. We will explain this further below.

But first, let us explain the rest of the sentences.

The last three sentences are perfectly acceptable, and the term saai can quantify

their postverbal NPs. So the saai test leads us to conclude that the bare NPs in (29b-d)

are true 0 arguments. However, there is a presupposition in each of these sentences from
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the use of saai. If the presupposition can exist, then the sentences saai quantifies are

grammatical (as in 29b-d). If the presupposition cannot exist, the sentences will simply be

unacceptable (as in 29a). What is the presupposition? In (29b), for example, the use of

saai implies that the people who make the explanation (keuihdeih 'they') agree to explain

no more than three times to the recipient (ng6h 'me'). When saai is used, the sentence

bears the meaning that the recipient has received the maximum number of explanations

that the speakers and the recipient had previously agreed upon. Similar situations are

found in (29c) and (29d). The presence of saai means that the maximum number of years

to live in that place is used up (29c), or the maximum distance will be completed (29d).

Given such a presupposition, the unacceptability of (29a) can easily be explained.

Coughing is an involuntary act, and one cannot set a limit on the number of times

coughing can take place. Therefore, the concept of achieving the maximum number of an

action implied by the meaning of saai and the involuntary act of coughing are

incompatible. Therefore, the result from the saai test for (29a) is inconclusive.

4.3.2.2 SUMMARY

In the previous section we have applied the saai test to the three problematic

constructions to further show if the postverbal bare NPs are the 0 arguments of their

respective sentences or the oblique NPs. The saai test is a useful test because it only

quantifies the S argument or the 0 argument. Therefore, if the sentences under

consideration have a bare postverbal NP that saai can quantify, then the NP must be an 0

argument and the sentence is thus transitive. However, if the bare postverbal NP cannot

be quantified, but the preverbal NP can be, then the postverbal bare NP must be an
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oblique NP, and the sentence is then intransitive. Here is a summary of the findings in

this section.

Table 4.2: Summary of the saai particle test

Quantifying Core Vs. Transitivity
the postverbal Oblique

NP?
1. Verbs of Motion (MV)

heui 'to go' (24a) Yes Core (0) Transitive
liIih 'to come' (24b) Yes Core (0) Transitive
yahv 'to enter' (24c) No Oblique Intransitive

cheut 'to get out/exit' (24d) No Oblique Intransitive
sihk 'to eat' (24e) Yes Core (0) Transitive

2. Locative Verb (LV)
choh 'to sit' (25a) Yes (Definite) Core (0) Transitive

No (Indefinite) Oblique Intransitive
fan 'to sleep'(25b) Yes (Definite) Core (0) Transitive

No (Indefinite) Oblique Intransitive
3. Verb with an Adverbial
Object (AOV)

kiit leuhng seng 'to cough two Inconclusive Inconclusive Inconclusive
sounds' (29a)

gaaihs'ik siiam chi 'to explain three Yes Core (0) Transitive
times' (29b)

jyuh luhk lihn 'to live (here) for six Yes Core (0) Transitive
years' (29c)

pau yihsaph leih 'to run twenty Yes Core (0) Transitive
miles' (29d)

4.3.3 THE MAAIH TEST

In addition to the particle saai, maaih is another verbal particle in Cantonese that

has a very similar syntax to saai. There are a few related meanings of maaih, which

include 'in addition', 'along', and 'to bring certain ongoing actions to completion'.

Similar to saai, maaih may modify the S argument and the 0 argument. For example:
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30). Intransitive

a. I}B~ 1!1\) :it @. lilli, ~ m Wi ~

Siuhrnihng dou jau rnaaih la, ng6h juhng lliuh hai
Siuming also leave VPRT PRT 1sT

SG still stay LOC

gr {I& 13 0/;\\7
douh jouh mat wo?
here do what PRT

'Even Siuming left along (with many other people), why should I still stay here?

b. oM 00
Ni: go
this CL

JI!f~
yauhhei
game

tlfH
h6uh6u
very

m
waan
play

~ 0 /ftZD
gao batyUh
PRT why not

{tr\ 1!1\)
l6ih dou
2ND

SG also

m @. 1Illi7
waan rnaaih Iii?
play VPRT PRT

'This game is really fun, why don't you play along?'

3I). Transitive

a. ~ tf ffi' @. ~ ~ 1ii] *. 1!Jo
Ng6h wUih dai rnaaih ng6h jek gau heui gaai.
1sT

SG will bring VPRT 1ST
SG CL dog go street

'1 will bring my dog along to go out.'

b. {§UII!l :tt % ~ ' Ji'lHt :tt @. iff 0

K6uihdeih sihk yUhn haa, ganjyu sihk milaih haaih
300

PL eat finish shrimp then eat VPRT crab
'They finished eating shrimps, then ate crab (in addition).'

32). a. Transitive with an E argument

~ ~ @. 009:;: W {tr\ 0

Ng6h sung rnaaih di: syU bei l6ih
1ST SG give VPRT CL book to 2ND SG

'1 gave you all the books, (in addition to many other things).'
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b. Transitive with an oblique NP

If]; - fJ(; ~ J:I! Oil\] ~to/Jo

Leih bong ng6h sihk maaih dr sihkmat.
2ND so for IST so eat VPRT CL food
'You eat up the food for me.'

The examples above indicate how maaih behaves in both transitive and intransitive

sentences. The noun phrase (X) modified by maaih bears the meaning of 'in addition to

something/someone, X also undergoes the same action'. (30) shows two examples of

intransitive sentences with maaih. In these two sentences, the S arguments are in

addition to what has been happening. Therefore, in both cases, we can assume that some

people have left (30a) I are playing the game (3Gb). The use of maaih shows that the S

argument also joins into the action.

Furthermore, (31) indicates the syntactic behavior of maaih with respect to

transitive sentences. In both (3Ia) and (3 Ib), the noun phrases whose reference joined in

addition to others are not the A arguments, but the 0 arguments. Therefore, ng6h jek gau

'my dog' went out in addition to ng6h 'I' (3Ia), and hQaih 'crabs' were eaten in addition

to hew 'shrimps'.

(32a) shows that miwih does not modify the E argument leih 'you'. It only

modifies the 0 argument in the sentence. (32b) demonstrates that maaih does not modify

the oblique NP ng6h '1'. Again, it modifies the 0 argument of the sentence.

This test can help determine if a sentence is transitive or intransitive. If maaih is

added to the sentences under study, and it modifies the preverbal NP instead of the

postverbal bare NP, then we have to conclude that the postverbal bare NP is not an 0
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argument. The sentence is then intransitive. In contrast, if the postverbal NP is modified,

then it is an 0 argument, and the sentence is a transitive sentence.

4.3.3.1 TESTING THE THREE PROBLEMATIC CONSTRUCTIONS

Once again, we will test the three problematic constructions here. Based on the

results we will detennine whether they are transitive or intransitive.

The first type is the MV. The five verbs that we have been using are heui 'to go',

lilih 'to come', yahp 'to enter', cheut 'to get out/exit' and sihk 'to eat'.

33). a. 3X 'E. "'=' 110** ' Jm{!l! 'E. :f:!Il. ~mo7G

Ng6h heui yUhn gaJahdai, seunbin heui maaih Meihgwok.
1ST

SG go finish Canada on the way go VPRT America
'I will go to Canada, and (since I will be there) I will aIso go to America.

b. 1fF Im1! :f:!Il. ~.&1G~ ~ RX @j ~m ~
Leih laih maaih hahwiiiyi jauh sehng go Meihgwok dou
2ND

SG come VPRT Hawai'i then whole CL America all

ff~ ff@ 0

hahng-gwo SaaI.

walk-ExP all
'After you come to Hawai'i, then you will have been to all of America.'

c. 18 A. :f:!Il. JJfriJiJT m @ ~.&'§ 0

Keuih yahp maaih chis6 wan go ngahnbau.
3RD

SG enter VPRT bathroom look for CL waIlet
'Even s/he (along with many others) has entered the bathroom to look for the
wallet. '

'S/he even entered the bathroom (in addition to other places) to look for the
wallet.'
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d. 13;DliJ. ill t!! @) lfili} :g T UiJL 0

Leihdeih cheut mitaih go chefohng wan Iuili Hi.
2nd

PL out VPRT CL garage look for PRT PRT

'Why don't you (like the others) go out to the garage to look for (it)?'
'Why don't you go out to the garage (among other places) to look for (it)?'

e. ~D!th ~ f!! PJB r,,~ ig!ji'J 9G
Ngohdeih sihk maal nI gaan jauIauh sIn
1sT

PL eat VPRT this CL restaurant then
'We will eat at this restaurant before we discuss (anything).'

ID'iJo
gong.
discuss

From the meaning of (33a), we can see that my going to America is an addition to my trip

to Canada. This is a very typical example of the use of miwih. In a sense, the sentence

implies that if! am not going to Canada, I probably won't go to America. But since I am

going to Canada, I will also make a trip to America. Miiaih is modifying the postverbal

NP, and the sentence is said to be transitive.

(33b) is also an example of how miiaih modifies the object hahwiiiyi 'Hawai'i'.

The meaning of this sentence implies that coming to Hawai'i is in addition to having

been to the other forty-nine states. The particle miiaih cannot modify the preverbal NP.

So clearly hahwiiiyi 'Hawai' i' is the 0 argument of the sentence, and the sentence should

be considered to be transitive.

(33c) is very different from the previous sentences, because it allows more than

one interpretation, depending on the context. On the one hand, the sentence can be

interpreted as in addition to many other people, keuih 's/he' also entered the bathroom to

do the searching. In this case, the preverbal NP is associated to maaih, and so the

postverbal NP is an oblique NP. The sentence with this interpretation is intransitive. On

the other hand, miiaih can also modify the postverbal NP chis6 'bathroom'. The sentence
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bears the meaning that in addition to all the other rooms, the bathroom is also entered to

search for the lost wallet. So clearly chiso 'bathroom' is the 0 argwnent of the sentence.

(33d) is basically the same as (33c). There are two interpretations for this sentence. The

first interpretation is that in addition to many other people, leihdeih 'you (pI)' should also

go to the garage to look for (the lost thing). In this case, maaih modifies the preverbal

NP rather than the postverbal NP, and so the NP go chefohng 'the garage' is not an 0

argument. It is an oblique NP, and the sentence is intransitive. Besides the first

interpretation, maaih can modifY the postverbal NP go chefohng 'the garage', and the

meaning is that among other places, the garage should also be checked out. In this

incident, the postverbal NP is an 0 argument and the sentence is transitive. In both (33c)

and (33d), the first interpretation is preferable to the second interpretation. Lastly, the

presence of (33e) implies that ngohdeih 'we' have previously visited many other

restaurants before eating at nf gaan jtiulilUh 'this restaurant'. Therefore, "eating at 'this

restaurant''' is in addition to the visitation of the previous restaurants. It means that

miiaih modifies the postverbal NP, and the sentence is a true transitive sentence.

The second construction we want to test is the LV construction, where the verb is

followed by a bare NP that denotes a location. The verbs being tested are choh 'to sit'

andfan 'to sleep'.

34). a. ffFOIl!l ~ :t! fl(; {]I;] f:lL IIill. 0

Leihdeih choh maam ngoh go wai la.
2ND PL sit VPRT 1ST CL seat PRT

'You have taken my seat.' (Lit: You have even sat on my seat.)'
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b. 1§~~ Uli ~ J* ~II ' f8\D~ "iiIp

Keuihdeih mh gauh chohng fan, Ieihdeih h6
3RD

PL NEG enough bed sleep 2ND pL can

~"iiIj;) ~II t!! '* {mft UJf?
mhh6yi fan milaih cheung sOfaa a?
cannot sleep VPRT CL sofa PRT

'They don't have enough beds to sleep on, can you even sleep on the sofa?'

The sample examples from (34) lead to the conclusion that both of these sentences are

transitive. (34a) entails that in additional to some other seats, ng6h go wcii 'my seat' is

also taken. That means that the postverbal NP associates with the particle miwih, and

therefore it is not an oblique NP. Besides, the sentence cannot mean 'in addition to

someone else, you (plural) have also taken my seat'. It is another support that the NP

ng6h go wcii 'my seat' is an 0 argument, and the sentence is transitive. As for (34b), the

sentence clearly shows that all the beds are used up. So in addition to using the beds, it is

asked if the sofa can be used as well. The additional part in this sentence is the

postverbal NP sofda 'the sofa' rather than the preverbal NP leihdeih 'you'. Once again, it

shows that (34b) is a transitive sentence according to this test.

Next to be tested is the AOV construction. Once again we have three kinds of

AOVs. The first one is to have an object that indicates the number of times an action is

performed. The second one is to have an object that indicates a time expression, and the

third category is to have an object that indicates a distance. Here are some sample

sentences of this construction with maaih.
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35). a. Adverbial object that indicates the number oftimes an action is performed
(AOVl):

fJt
Ng6h
1ST so

r$. .f:!ll.
kat maaih
cough VPRT

IIIl
g6
that

If .:<:f&
seng jjMu
sound after

it
j{mh
then

iR:5:Ell!.
kiitding-j6
decide-PFT

~
yiu
need

'*heui
go

~ U4: u'h 0

tai ylsang lak.
see doctor PRT
'After I coughed that cough too, I decided that I need to go see a doctor.'

b.1§
Keuih
3RD so

IW~
giaihsik
explain

.f:!ll.
maaih
VPRT

nft\
nl
this

*chi
time

it
jauh
then

jimggung
total

1W~1Ii
gaaihsik-j6
explain-PFT

* ulflJ 0

s1iam chi lak.
three times PRT
'Slhe will have explained (it) three times after explaining this time.'

c. Adverbial object that indicates a time expression (AOV2):

fJt 11: .f:!ll. nft\ ~ if it OTt), J:fl-/\ <il'l

Ng6h jyuh maaih nl luhk lihn jauh hOyi sanchfng
1ST so live VPRT this six years then can apply

AJI'i°
yahpjek.6

become citizenship
'I can apply for citizenship after living (here) for an additional six years.'

6 Maaih seems to be affected by defmiteness also. When luhk Iihn 'six years' is indefmite, the sentence is
much less acceptable.
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d. Adverbial object that indicates a distance (AOV3):

!'"Jilt R~ lIB! J:.!Il. .!E:®t ~~ olllJ 0

Ago jlyiu poo maaih saam Ieih jauh gauh lak.
Elder brother only run VPRT three miles then enough PRT

'(My) elder brother only needs to run an additional three miles, then it will be
enough.'

From the maaih test, we can conclude that sentence (35a) is a transitive sentence because

maaih modifies the postverbal NP rather than the preverbal NP. Here the sentence points

out that in addition to the previous coughs, coughing one more time led to the decision to

visit a doctor. The sentence does not mean that besides other people, ng6h '1' also

coughed. Therefore, the postverbal NP is an 0 argument. The sentence should then be a

transitive sentence. (35b) is similar to (35a). Maaih also modifies the postverbal NP, not

the preverbal one. Here the sentence means that in addition to the previous explanations,

explaining (the problem) one more time would mean that three explanations had been

given. The preverbal NP has no association with maaih. The same situation is also

found in (35c) and (35d). Maaih in these two sentences is also associated with the

postverbal NPs. (3 5c) implies that six years are needed in addition to the number of

years I have already lived at that location if] want to apply for citizenship. (35d) means

that an additional three miles is needed to finish the running. The postverbal NPs are the

additions. So (35c) and (35d) must also be transitive sentences.

4.3.3.2 SUMMARY

ln this section the maaih test was utilized. Maaih has multiple yet related

meanings -- 'along', 'in addition', and 'to bring an action to completion'. The syntax of

maaih is very simple: it may modify either the S argument (of an intransitive sentence) or
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the 0 argument (of a transitive sentence). Because of its syntactic behavior, it was used

in this study as a test to see if a postverbal NP is an 0 argument, or whether it is just an

oblique argument. If the meaning of maaih modifies the postverbal NP X (that is, if the

meaning is 'X is also included in addition to some other similar situation'), then it is said

that maaih modifies the NP X. It is then considered to be an 0 argument, and the

sentence containing X is a transitive one. On the other hand, if maaih modifies the

preverbal NP Y rather than the postverbal NP X, then the maaih modifies the NP Y. The

NP X is considered not to be an 0 argument, but an oblique NP. The sentence is

therefore intransitive. Here is the table that summarizes the findings based on the tests.
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Table 4.3: Summary of the maaih test

Modifying the Core Vs. Transitivity
postverbal Oblique

NP?
1. Verbs of Motion (MY)

heui 'to go' (33a) Yes Core (0) Transitive
laih 'to come' (33b) Yes Core (0) Transitive
yahp 'to enter' (33c)

(I sl meaning) No Oblique Intransitive
(2nd meaning) Yes Core (0) Transitive

cheut 'to get out/exit' (33d)
(1 sl meaning) No Oblique Intransitive
(2nd meaning) Yes Core (0) Transitive

sihk 'to eat' (33e) Yes Core (0) Transitive
2. Locative Verb (LY)

choh 'to sit' (34a) Yes Core (0) Transitive
fan 'to sleep'(34b) Yes (Definite) Core (0) Transitive

3. Verb with an Adverbial Object
(AOY)

kat ieuhng seng 'to cough two Yes Core (0) Transitive
sounds' (35a)

gaaihsfk siiam chi 'to explain three Yes Core (0) Transitive
times' (35b)

jyuh luhk lihn 'to live (here) for six Yes Core (0) Transitive
years' (35c)

pau yihsaph leih 'to run twenty Yes Core (0) Transitive
miles' (35d)

There is one thing worth noting here. According to the relativization test and the saai test,

two of the MV verbs, yahp 'to enter' and cheut 'to get out/exit', consistently appeared to

be intransitive (refer to the tables on p. 100 and p. 110). However, the results from the

maaih test suggest that these two verbs can be interpreted as transitive or intransitive,

which may be a contradiction to the findings from previous tests. My interpretation of

this, which is similar to the explanation given to the many interpretations of heui 'to go',

laih 'to come' and sihk 'to come' in (24a, b, and e), is that yahp 'to enter' and cheut 'to
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get out/exit' can be used transitively or intransitively. The context of the sentence can

determine the appropriate transitivity of the sentence.

4.4 CONCLUSION FROM THE PREVIOUS TESTS

As we discussed in Chapter three, the notion of transitivity has never been defined

clearly. For some linguists, having an NP that follows immediately after the verb is the

only criterion to classify a verb as transitive (Chao 1947, Matthews and Yip 1996 for

Cantonese; Li 1972 for Mandarin). Other linguists call certain verbs intransitive, even

though these verbs have bare NPs following them (Kwok 1971, Cheung 1972 for

Cantonese; Henne 1971 for Mandarin). The main difference between these two sides is

mainly the three problematic constructions tested in the previous sections. Some would

argue that these constructions are transitive, because the verbs are followed by bare NPs.

But some express the point of view that these bare NPs are not directly affected by the

actions denoted in the verbs, and they should not be considered to be real 0 arguments.

Simply put, a consensus regarding the notion of transitivity was never achieved. In this

dissertation, one of the goals is to settle the differences once in for all. We take the

position that by using the appropriate syntactic tests, we can clearly determinde if an

immediately postverbal NP is a core argument or an oblique NP. The three constructions

we tested so far are: (i) Verbs of motion (MV), (ii) Locative verb (LV), and (iii) Verb

with an adverbial object (AOV), and the tests we employed here are the relativization test,

the saai particle test and the maaih test.

The first type of verb is the MY. Within the discussion of MVs, two different

subtypes were used: (1) Directional verbs that take bare NPs without the use of a
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preposition between the verbs and the NPs. The verbs used in this dissertation are heui

'to go' and laih 'to come' ,yahp 'to enter' and cheut 'to get out/exit' (2) Simple verbs that

take objects of locations. The verb represented in the discussion is sihk 'to eat'. The

results of the tests show that the bare NPs following the verbs heui 'to go' and liiih 'to

come' are tbe 0 arguments of the verbs, and therefore these verbs can be used transitively.

For example:

36). a. :E. ~mI 0

Heui Meihgwok
go America
'go to America.'

b. ~ Wm 0

Laih Heunggong
come Hong Kong
'come to Hong Kong.'

The results from testing the verbs yahp 'to enter' and cheut 'to get out/exit' in (37 and b)

suggest that they are basically intransitive in nature. All of our tests show that these two

verbs are used intransitively. Hence, the postverbal bare NPs are not the 0 arguments of

these verbs. They are oblique NPs. However, the maaih test also shows that in some

contexts, these two verbs can be interpreted as transitive, although this interpretation is

less acceptable or preferred. In these contexts, the postverbal NPs are the 0 arguments of

these verbs.



37). a. lj\aJ! ;\.1l!L 011 r,,~ m
Siuhmihng yahp-j6 g6 gaan f6ng
Siwning enter-PFT that CL room
'Siwning has entered that room to work.'

~n!fj 0

jonh-yeh.
do-things (work)

123

b. {g t±\1l!L 011 f* *J][
K6uih cheut-j6 g6 dohng daihah
3RD

SO out-PFT that CL building
'S/he came out of! exited the building to smoke.'

lJ&~o

kapyIn.
smoke

The tests also indicate that simple verbs like sihk 'to eat' with an object of location are

used transitively. The following sentence provides such an example:

38). {g ~~ rn~ r,,~ ¥~tI H'f} 7;:.,
K6uih sihk-gwo g6 gaan j:iulanh h6ud6 chi.
3RD so eat-EXP that CL restaurant nwnerous times
'S/he has eaten at that restaurant many times.'

The second type of verb is the LV. LVs are verbs of posture that take bare NPs

denoting locations. We have tested two verbs that belong to this category: choh 'to sit'

andfan 'to sleep'. The results suggest that both verbs are transitive. Though locations

are often marked by prepositions, the tests indicate that the bare NPs in this construction

are 0 argwnents.

39). a. {)]I *u:t 011 '* jb ff\G B 0

L6ih choh-j6 g6 jeung dang sehng yaht.
2ND so sit-PFT that CL chair whole day
'You sat on that chair for the whole day.'



b. fl1; roJllll1L m~ '* "*
Ng6h fan-j6 go jeung chohng
1ST SG sleep-PFT that CL bed
'I slept on that bed for the whole night.'

gIG
sehng
whole

~o

maahn.
night
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The last type of verb we tested was the AOVs. In this dissertation, we focused

our study on three subtypes: (l) Adverbial objects that indicate the number of times an

action is performed, (2) Adverbial objects that indicate a time expression, and (3)

Adverbial objects that indicate a distance. Four verbs were tested, and they are kat 'to

cough', gaaihsfk 'to explain', jyuh 'to live' and pau 'to run'. Here are sample sentences

with these verbs.

40). Adverbial object that indicates the number a/times an action is perfOrmed
(AOVl):

a. fl1; ~B I1$.Il1L m ~o

Ng6h gfunyaht kat-j6 leuhng seng.
1

ST
SG today cough-PFT two sound

'I coughed a bit today.' (lit. 'r cough twice today.')

b·18 m~1l1L *'- W fl1; l'!\o

Keuih gaaihsik-j6 saam chi bei ng6h teng.
3

RD
SG explain-PFT three times to 1

sT
SG listen

'S/he has already explained (it) three times to me.'

c. Adverbial object that indicates a time expression (AOV2):

1fJ\U~ 1IilJ\Jj£ 1ctll1L ~ if IIill lIWJo/\

Leihdeih haidouh jyuh-j6 luhk lihn la woo
2ND PL here live-PFT SIX years PRT PRT.
'You have lived here for six years.'
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d. Adverbial object that indicates a distance (ADV3):

[lPJ=J:& llJ!\ B 1t Jflil =+
Ago tlngyaht w6ih pau yihsahp
Elder brother tomorrow will run twenty
'(My) elder brother will run twenty miles tomorrow.'

lI!.o
leih.
miles

The results show that all four of these verbs are transitive. The postverbal NPs, whether

they denote the number of times an action is performed, indicate a time expression, or

indicate distance, are 0 arguments of their verbs.

These tests, I believe, have helped to clarify the notion oftransitivity in Cantonese.

It was shown that merely having a postverbal NP immediately following the verb is not a

good criterion to call a verb transitive. As we concluded, some postverbal NPs are

oblique NPs, and therefore the sentences are intransitive. We need to go beyond the

word order of Cantonese to identitY the transitivity of verbs.

In the next chapter we will study some other problematic constructions that have

long been regarded as controversial. These constructions include the passive construction,

the jeung construction, VO compounds and the coverb construction.
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Chapter 5

Syntactic Transitivity II

5.1 BACKGROUND

In the previous chapter, we examined three different constructions that often

create controversies in terms of identifying their transitivity. In this chapter we will focus

on some other constructions that have received much attention in the Chinese linguistic

literature. We will focus our discussion on four different constructions: the bei

construction, the jeung construction (the Cantonese counterpart of the ba construction in

Mandarin), VO compounds and the coverb construction. For each of these constructions,

various opinions have been given as to whether they are transitive or intransitive. In this

chapter, we will attempt to draw our conclusions based on syntactic facts. Once again, as

we have done in Chapter four, we will employ different tests to examine these

constructions.

5.2 THE PASSIVE CONSTRUCTION

Passivization has long been regarded as a syntactic process that applies to

transitive sentences, which changes the mapping between verbal arguments and their

grammatical relations in a sentence. Generally speaking, the process involves promoting

one of the less prominent arguments in a transitive clause to the most prominent

grammatical relation, while demoting the most prominent argument in the transitive

clause to an oblique NP or to zero in some cases. According to Keenan (1985: 247),
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though some of the world's languages do not have a passive construction, most languages

possess at least one type of passive construction.

5.2.1 DEFINITION OF PASSIVIZATION

In linguistic literature, passivization is described on two different levels. On the

one hand, since passivization is closely related to the mapping of argument structures in

sentences, it is often described as an argument changing process on the syntactic level.

Many theories have mechanisms to explain this phenomenon. On the other hand,

passivization is also seen as a functional phenomenon governed by pragmatic factors,

such as topicality, politeness, etc. Hence, it serves as an important device in natural

conversation from a functional point of view. In this dissertation, our discussions will be

focused on the syntactic level, because this is where the notion of transitivity encounters

its greatest challenges.

On the syntactic level, many theories have explained this construction. In

Relational Grammar (RG), which was developed by Perlmutter and Postal (1983),

passivization involves the reorganization of grammatical relations from one stratum to

another stratum. More precisely, the grammatical relation that bears the 2-relation in a

stratum becomes the I-relation in the following stratum. The I label is reserved for the

subject relation (or in this dissertation A or S argument) and 2 is used for the object

relation (or the a argument in this dissertation). Two universals of passivization are

formulated (Perlmutter and Postal 1983: 9):

(1) The direct object of a transitive clause (the a argument) is the (superficial)

subject (the S argument) of the 'corresponding' passive.
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(2) The subject of an active clause (the A argument) is neither the (superficial)

subject (the S argument) nor the (superficial) direct object (the 0 argument) of the

'corresponding' passive.

The I-relation in the first stratum, as suggested in RG, becomes a chomeur (lit.

'unemployed'). It can be realized as an oblique NP, or it can simply be 'unspecified' or

'silent' .

In the classic version of the Government-Binding (GB) theory, passivization is a

type of transformation that changes an underlying active sentence into a surface passive

sentence. More specifically, the transformation is triggered by a change in verb

morphology. The change causes the verb to lose its ability to assign the accusative case

to the object position (where the 0 argument should be), and the verb also loses it ability

to assign the agent role to the subject position (where the A or S is found). Due to the

absorption of the agent role, the original subject (the A or S argument) can no longer be

there. The 0 argument, however, must move to the subject position to receive its case.

The passive construction is described as a valency-changing device by Dixon and

Aikhenvald (Dixon and Aikhenvald 2000). What this means is that a passive sentence

always has one less core argument than its active counterpart. Comrie (1989) also notes

that the derived subject (the A or S argument after passivization) inherits all the syntactic

properties associated with the original subject (the A argument before passivization),

which includes case marking, verb agreement, control of coordination, etc.
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From the discussion so far, we can conclude that the definition of the passive

construction can be made into a list of properties. A typical passive construction has the

following properties:

I. A passive sentence is derived from an active counterpart.

2. The subject of a passive sentence (the A or S argument) is the (direct) object (the 0

argument) of the active counterpart.

3. The original subject (the A argument before passivization) is marked either by an

oblique case, or it is omitted entirely.

4. A reduction in valency. (If the active sentence is transitive, the passive counterpart

will be intransitive; if the active sentence is ditransitive, the passive counterpart will be

transitive.)

5. There is a change in morphology.

6. Syntactically, the derived subject (the A or S after passivization) is treated the same as

the original subject (the A or S before passivization).

5.2.2 PASSIVIZAnON IN MANDARIN AND CANTONESE

In the section above, the formal properties of passivization were reviewed. These

will now be used to compare the passive construction in Mandarin and Cantonese.

In Mandarin and Cantonese, the bei (bei in Cantonese) has long been regarded as

a passive construction. Structurally, the bei constructions in Mandarin and Cantonese

both have this pattern:

3). NP (theme) - bii - (NP (agent)) - verb
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Here are two examples each from Mandarin and Cantonese:

4). Mandarin

a. 47( fit i'lfilf * ~~
Jintian wo gege bei laoban
today 1ST so elder brother bei owner
'Today my elder brother was fired by the owner.'

IM'jI\%JO
kaichu-le.
fire-PFT

b. ff]; i¥J fEitli * ftg
Ni de huaping bei ta
2ND SO poss vase bei 3RD SO

'Your vase was broken by him/her.'

5). Cantonese

Hli&JO
dapo-le.
break-PFT

a. 4B fit [lPJi'lf 11- ~~ 1:j>OlLo
Gamyaht ng6h ago bei l6uban cluiau-j6.
today 1ST so elder brother bei owner fire-PFT
'Today my elder brother was fired by the owner.'

b. f~\ @ 7ttt 11- ill
Leih go ffijiing bei keuih
2ND so CL vase bei 3RD

SO

'Your vase was broken by him/her.'

HiMflto
daJaahn-j6.
break-PFT

Typically, these sentences are considered to be passive. In fact, when they are compared

to the properties listed above, we may find that they are compatible with most of the

characteristics of passivization. For example, all of these sentences have active

counterparts (property 1):



6). a. Active counterpart of(4a)

47:- ~r:Il:l ~Il.*T ft ilfilfo
Jintian laoban kaichu-Ie wo gege.
today owner fire-PFT 1ST

SG elder brother
'Today the owner fired my elder brother.'

b. Active counterpart of(4b)

ftt£ tT-liEZT ifF i¥J 7EffIio
Ta clapo-Ie m de huaping.
3RD

SG break-PFT 2ND
SG poss vase

'Slhe broke your vase. '

7). a. Active counterpart of(5a)

131

48 ~I}~ ijint ft
Gfunyaht 16uhan chaau-j6 ng6h
today owner fire-PFT 1ST SG

'Today the owner fired my elder brother.'

b. Active counterpart of(5b)

{g tT1Int {m {I 7E~ °

Keuih daIaahn-j6 leih go tajiing.
3RD

SG break-PFT 2ND SG CL vase
'Slhe broke the vase.'

jroJilfo
ago.
elder brother

The S arguments in (4) and (S) (wo gege 'my elder brother' in (4a); ni de huaping 'your

vase' in (4b); ng6h ago 'my elder brother' in (Sa); leih go jajilng 'your vase' in (Sb» are

the 0 arguments in (6) and (7) (property 2). The A arguments before passivization

(laoban 'owner' in (6a); ta 'sihe' in (6b); l6ubtin 'owner' in (7a); keuih 'slhe' in (7b» are

accompanied by the marker bei and bei. (property 3). Also, the A NPs in (6) and (7)

control coordination. Let's take (6a) and (7a) as examples.
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8) a. Mandarin

47:.. ::gJ:ll:J ~II*T tJG B<; ~~, X
Jintian laobanj kaichu-Ie [[w01 de gege]k, yau
today owner fire-PFT 1sT

SG poss elder brother and

/f~T ~~ 0

L...Jif'Y'k bujian-Ie qianbao.
L...J lost-PFT wallet
'Today the owner fired my elder brother, and lost the wallet.'

b. Cantonese

48
Gamyaht
today

::goo
16ubani
owner

;.l'jlfIi
cMau-j6
fire-PFT

ft
[[ng6h]j
1sT

SG

[SiJJ~,

ago]k,
elder brother

X
yauh
and

~~ll!L @ ~~ 0

L...J/*/*k mhginj6 go ngahnbau.
L...J lost CL wallet
'Today the owner fired my elder brother, and lost the wallet.'

In both (8a) and (8b), the gaps in the second clauses correspond to the A arguments. The

o arguments, and the possessors within the possessive NPs cannot be the antecedents of

the gaps in the second clauses. These examples show that the A argument controls

coordination in active sentences. When (6) and (7) are passivized, it is the S argument

that inherits the ability to control coordination. Let's use (4a) and (Sa) as examples:
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9). a. (4a) in the coordination pattern

47:. fit ~~ * ~M ~1l*7' fJ1.:t:E
lintian [[WO]i gege]j bei [laoban]k kaichu-le, XlallZm

today 1ST
SG elder brother bei owner fire-PFT now

~:f& f'c~r,,~::f~ 0

L-J*N*k haishi menmenbule.
L-J still in distress
'Today my elder brother was fired by the owner, and now is still in distress.'

b. (5a) in the coordination pattern

46 fit JI'iJ~ W 15M Pjlu:i ' ji!JJlf=l:
Gamyaht [[ng6h]j ago]j bei [16ublinlk chaau-j6, ganjyuh
today 1sT

SG elder brother bei owner fire-PFT then

Y.. ug:~Ilt 00 ~R1'1 0

L-l*N*k yauh mhginj6 go ngahnbau.
L-J in addition lost CL wallet
'Today my elder brother was fired by the owner, then lost his wallet.'

The exmnples above indicate that the S arguments in the bei sentences can control

coordination, which is a confirmation of property 6.

The properties of the bei construction are no doubt very similar to the properties

of passivization. However, some Chinese linguists continue to argue that the bei

construction is no more than a combination of two verbs in a sentence (serial verb

construction or SVC). Schematically, the blii construction does resemble the common

SVC:

Repeatedfrom (3):

3). NP (theme) - bei - (NP (agent)) - verb
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10). Common SVCs

a. NP1 - V - (NPz) - V - (NN

b. iZ ~ {ts; ~ ~o

Ng6h dang leih sihk faahn.
1sT

SG wait 2ND
SG eat rice

'1 wait for you to eat.'

In addition to the similarity between the structures of the Mi construction and the SVC

construction, there are other problems that Chinese linguists have put forth to refute the

passive analysis of the bei construction. Hashimoto (1987), one of the scholars who

rejects the passive analysis of the Mi construction, shows that there are three main

problems with this analysis. First, there is a small number of bei sentences that have no

corresponding active counterparts. For example:

11). a. Passive Sentence (data in Mandarin)

iZ 1£( {ili f,£ ~ L 1@J T 'f-~ 0

Wo bei ta cong shen shang tou Ie shoubiao.
1ST SG bei 3RD SG LOC body on steal PFT watch
'My watch was stolen by him/her from my body.' (Lit: 'I was robbed by himlher
from my body ofmy watch.')

b. Active Counterpart

ff!J. f,£ iZ J!t L
Ta cong wo shen shang
3RD SG LOC 1sT SG body on
'Slhe stole my watch from my body.'

1@J
tou
steal

T
Ie
PFT

(iZ
(wo
(l ST SG

EJkJ)
de)
poss)

'f-~o

shoubiao.
watch
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c. Passivizing (11 b)

fIG I't:J 'F~ 11Ji {m f,t fIG· ffi} L MiJ
Wo de shoubiao bei ta cong wo shen shang tou
1sT SG poss watch bei 3RD sG LOC 1sT sa body on steal

JO
Ie.
PFT

'My watch was stolen by himlher from my body.'

(Ilb) is the closest active counterpart of (lla). Yet, Hashimoto argues that the passive

sentence (Ila) cannot be derived from the active counterpart (lIb) because the 0

argument of the verb tou 'to steal' in (lIb) is the whole NP wo de shoubiao 'my watch'.

The stranded NP wa 'I' in (lla) does not correspond to the 0 argument of tau 'to steal'.

(l1c) shows the real passive sentence of (11b), if bei is a true passive marker.

Moreover, it is an undeniable fact that the bei construction usually carries an

adversative connotation (e.g. Matthew and Yip 1996: 150). It is also claimed by various

theories that a passive sentence is generated from an active counterpart. If these theories

are right, then it would seem to create a conceptual problem in Chinese passivization,

since it is very hard to imagine why the counterpart of a normal sentence in Chinese must

become adversative in meaning after passivization. Because of this, Hashimoto argues

that Chinese does not have a true passive construction. He believes that the bei

construction should more appropriately be considered to be an 'inflictive voice.'

Lastly, some modals, like hui 'be able to, be possible', change their meanings

when they are passivized. For instance:
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12). a. {t!! ::f tt IlSb rjllj 0

Ta bu hui he JIU.
3RD

SG NEG be able drink liquor
'Slhe is not able to drink (handle) liquor.'

b. ~ ::f tt '* ftl! IlSb ¥ll 0

Jiu bu hui bei ta he diao.
liquor NEG be possible bei 3RD

SG drink up
'It is not possible for him to drink the liquor up.'

The meaning of hui changes from 'be able' to 'be possible' in (12). Again, Hashimoto

argues that if the bei construction is a true passive construction, then the meaning of the

modal hui should not change at all. Therefore, he believes that the bei construction does

not passivize an active sentence. Rather, he suggests that the word bei should be

considered to be a transitive verb with an adversative connotation.

Though the arguments stated by Hashimoto have been used in connection with

Mandarin, we can easily use the same arguments for Cantonese. Thus, should the bei

construction be considered to be a passive construction? Or is it a transitive serial verb

construction that takes an agent NP as its complement? This is exactly what we want to

study in this dissertation. There are two different ways to seek the answer. First, if bei is

a verb, we would expect it to take aspect markers, and to be involved in the V-not-V

question formation. Thus, we can test to see if the bei construction allows these

constructions to happen. Second, we can use the tests we introduced in Chapter four to

see if the NP following bei is a core argument or an oblique NP. If it is a core argument,

then bei should be a real verb, and the bii construction is a transitive sentence. If the NP

is an oblique, then bei can either be an intransitive verb taking an oblique NP as it



137

complement, or the whole phrase can be an oblique phrase. In the remaining part of our

discussion of the bh construction, we will do just that.

5.2.2.1 TESTING THE VERBHOOD OF BEl

One of the ways to see if Mi is a true verb is to test its ability to take aspect

markers. It is expected that verbs should occur with different tenses/aspects. Compare:

13). ReguiarSVC

fZ ~~ {fJ; 1W< ~o

Ng6h dang-glin Ieih sihk faahn.
1ST SG wait-PROG 2ND SG eat rice
'1 am waiting for you to eat.'

14). The bel construction

*fZ :W~ {§ rr Toa.
*Ng6h bei-j6 keuih da yiit hah.
1ST SG bei-PFT 3RD sG hit one time.
'I was hit once by him.'

b.*I\'iJilf :W~ :iS1lJl:I rmJo
*Ago bh-glin 16uban laoo.
elder brother bei-PROG owner scold
'(My) elder brother is being scolded by (his) owner.'

c. *~Jlj 1/>: ~ WiJtQ {§ tWo
*NI bUn syii bei-gwo keuih tail.
this CL book bei-EXP 3RD sG read
'This book was read by him/her.'

From the examples here, it is clearly shown that bel carmot take any aspect marker. This

means that the bh construction is different from regular SVCs, where aspect markers can

I One may argue that this sentence is grammatical, but the meaning is changed to 'As for this book,
(someone) has given it to him to read'. It happens that be; in Cantonese is homophonous to the verb 'to
give'. So this sentence can be interpreted as an active sentence.
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be attached to the first verb in the series (13). This finding casts some doubt on the

validity ofthe 'transitive verb' analysis.

Some linguists may argue that the use of aspect markers is not a good test to show

hei's verbhood, because there are other verbs, like the copular haih, which cannot take

any aspect marker. Since the aspect marker test may be invalid, we need to find more

independent evidence to support either the passive analysis or the 'transitive verb'

analysis. Another characteristic of verbs is that they can form a V-not-V question. V-

not-V questions are the most neutral form of yes/no questions in Cantonese (Matthews

and Yip 1996). Here are two examples of how V-not-V questions:

15). a f1FDlI!l *lltf* ~Jm!l U!f?
Leihdeih heui-mh-heui Meihgwok a?
2ND

PL go-not-go America PRT

'Are you going to America?'

b. fit f,;'iU;§f* H ~ U!f?
Ng6h haih-mh-haih h6u leng a?
1ST

SO COP-not-COP very pretty PRT

'Am I very pretty?'

The verb heui 'to go' is reduplicated and mh 'not' is added in between them. Interesting,

the copular haih, which cannot take any aspect marker, can be reduplicated to form V-

not-V questions. If bei is a verb, then we can expect it to undergo this question formation

process. But if it cannot appear in the V-not-V construction, then it does not behave like

a verb.
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16). RegularSVC

:fj; ~og~ {f]; it W& 0;f?
Ng6h dang-mh-dang l6h sihk faahn a?
1ST so wait-NoT-wait 2ND

SO eat rice PRT
'Should I wait for you to eat?'

17). a. IfnJ~ ,wog,w :":ISiii IMJ OJf?
Ago bei-mh-bei 16uban lauh a?
elder brother bei-not-bii owner scold PRT

• 'Was my brother scolded by the owner?'
'Did my brother give (permission) to the owner to scold him?'

OJf?
a?
PRT

IW
tai
read

b. U£ ;$: ~ ,wogw.
NT bUn syU bei-mh-bei
this CL book bei-not-bei

• 'Was the book read by him?'
'As for this book, should (someone) give (permission) to him to read?'

Regular SVCs are capable of having the first verb undergo the V-not-V question

formation (16). In (17), these two Mi sentences are capable of undergoing the question

formation process. However, the meanings of these sentences are no longer passive. The

homophonous verb bei 'to give, to let' takes over the meanings. The results show that the

passive btii cannot form any V-not-V question, and it does not behave like a verb. This

confirms the results we got from the aspect marker test for verbhood.

5.2.2.2 TESTING THE NP

Besides testing the verbhood of bei, we can also look at the status of the NP

following Mi. The assumption is, that if bei is a transitive verb, as Hashimoto claimed,

then the NP following bei should be an 0 argument. On the other hand, if bei is not a

verb but a passive marker, then the NP should behave like an oblique NP. In this section,
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we will once again employ the tests that we introduced in Chapter four to identify the

category of this NP.

The first test is relativization. As seen in Chapter four, in Cantonese, if a NP is a

core argument, re1ativization should make use of the gap strategy. But if a NP is oblique,

then relativization should involve the pronoun (retention) strategy. Here are a regular

SVC sentence and two sentences with bei:

18). IJ\~A ~ ft~ W :fJt ito
Siuhmihng jyli lulmghii bei ng6h sihk.
Siuming cook lobster for 1

sT
SG eat

'Siuming cooked a lobster for me to eat.'

19).a. Oil\] ffiJi5fl: W nil\] IJ\!Wb[ it~o

Dr pihnggw6 bei dI siupahngyauh sihk-j6.
CL apple bei CL children eat-PFT
'The apples were eaten by the children.'

b. :fJt Oil\] ~ W m~ .wi A !IJe:~o

Ng6h dI chin bei g6 baan yilhn ngaak-j6.
1sT

SG CL money bei that CL people cheat-PFT
'My money was cheated away by those people.'

Let's see how they respond to relativization.

20). RC of(18)

IJ\~A ~ _/*{g W :fJt it m~ Oil\]
[REL Siuhmihng jyli / * keuih bel ng6h sihk] g6 jek

Siuming cook / * 3RD
SG for 1sT

SG eat that CL

ft~ H ¥fiiF °
1ulmghii h6u sansln.
lobster very fresh
'The lobster that Siuming cooked for me to eat is very fresh.'
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21). a. RC of(19a)

fiBS lii* 5'jl *_ / f§nll!l ~U1L rn~ fiBS
[REL DI plhnggw6 bel * / keuihdeih sihk-j6] g6 ill

CL apple bei *--I3RD PL eat-PFT that CL

;l'M1i ~ !±\ITu J1G~ 0

siupahngyimh hai cheutbihn waan-gan.
children LaC outside play-PROG
'The children by whom the apples were eaten are playing outside.'

b. RC of(19b)

ft fieli ~ al * _/{[,!fill!l D)BU1L rn~7T

[REL Ng6h dI chin bei * / keuihdeih ngaak-j6] g6
1

ST
SG CL money bei * / 3RD PL cheat-PFT that

ttl A 1* ft /liiJilf neli M1i 0

baan yahn haih ng6h ago ill pahngyauh.
CL people cop 1ST SG elder brother CL friend
'The people by whom my money was cheated away are my elder brother's
friends.'

For comparison purposes, a regular SVC sentence (18) is relativized. It is found that the

gap strategy is used for SVCs. However, the bei construction is different. The results

from relativization are clear. Both sentences in (21) lead us to one conclusion: the NPs

following bei are not a arguments. They are oblique NPs. Though both acceptable

sentences require much effort to process (complex relative clauses rarely occur), there is

no hesitation in labeling the sentences with the gap strategy ungrammatical. The gap

strategy is clearly wrong in these sentences. So according to relativization, bei should not

be a transitive verb. It should be a passive marker.

The second test we used in Chapter four was the verbal particle saai 'all'. If bei is

a transitive verb, then saai should follow after bei, and it should quantify the NP
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following Mi. If Mi is not a verb, having saai after it will not make sense. In that case,

saai should follow the only verb in the sentence, and it should quantify the first NP in the

sentence (the S argument).

22). Putting saai after the first verb in a SVC sentence

/J\llJJ ~ fW3 089 liMB! W
Siuhmihng jyli saai dI luhngha bei
Siuming cook all CL lobster for
'Siuming cooked all the lobsters for me to eat.'

23). Putting saai after Mi

a. saai in (19a)

tit
ng6h
I Sf SO

tt'
sihk.
eat

tt~,

sihk-j6.
eat-PFT

~89 ~* W IW 089 I NJJJ:bz:
m pihnggw6 bei saai dI siupahngyauh
CL apple bei all CL children

* 'The apples were eaten by all the children. '
'As for the apples, (someone) gave them all to the children, and they ate them. '

b. saai in (19b)

tit 089 ~ W ~ III J}lf A DJB~ ,
Ng6h dI chin bei saal g6 biian yahn ngiiak-j6.
1Sf so CL money bei all that CL people cheat-PFT.

* 'My money was cheated away by all those people.'
? 'I gave all my money to those people, and they cheated(?),

(22) shows that when saai is added to the first verb in a SVC, it can quantifY the 0

argument of the verb. The sentences in (23) indicate one thing: saai 'all' cannot quantify

the NP after bei if the passive connotation is to be retained. They may make some sense

only if bei is interpreted to be 'to give' (see footnote I in this chapter).
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Interestingly, saai can quantify the first NPs in (23) (df pihnggw6 'the apple' in

(23a); ng6h df chin 'my money' in (23b». This is because these NPs can be interpreted

as the topics of the sentences, which are fronted from the 0 argument positions of the

verb bei 'to give'. So (23a) and (23b) are not intransitive sentences when the verb bei

means 'to give'. Moreover, for (23b), even with the meaning 'to give', the sentence is

odd semantically. But if saai appears after the lexicalized verb in (19), it can quantify the

first NPs in the sentences, and the passive connotation can be retained.

24). a. 099 ~!'I!: W 099 INWR ft [ijJ\jo

DI pihnggwo bei dI siupalrngy!mh sihk saai.
CL apple bei CL children eat all
'All the apples were eaten by the children.'

b. ~ De\) ~ W m~ .ttl A. Om [ijJ\jo

Ngoh di chin bei go baan yilhn ngaak sam.
1ST so CL money bei that CL people cheat all
'All my money was cheated away by those people.'

These two sentences suggest that the NP following Mi is not the 0 argument of Mi, and

that the first NP has to be the S argument in these sentences. The particle saai test shows

that bei is not a transitive verb. It is just a passive marker.

The last test used in Chapter four was the maaih test. Maaih' along, in addition'

has the same syntax as the particle saai. It modifies either the 0 argument or the S

argument. Like saai, maaih is found after the verb of a sentence. So if bei is a transitive

verb, maaih should follow bei and it should modify the NP after Mi. But if bei is not a

verb, then maaih should be found after the real verb in the bei sentence and it should

modify the first NP in the sentence. Here are the relevant examples.
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25). Putting maaih after an SVC

IJ\i¥j :fR:f:il! 899 ftl.i.9iF1 :W ~ ~ 0

Siuhmihng jyU maaih dr luhngha bei ngoh sihk.
Siuming cook VPRT CL lobster for 1ST

SG eat
'Siuming cooked the lobsters for me to eat, (in addition to other food).'

26). Putting maaih after Mi

a. (l9a)

899!m* :W.f:!13. 899 IJ\1lJj:~:
m pihnggw6 bei mitaih dr siupahngyauh
CL apple bei VPRT CL children

* 'Even the apples were eaten by the children.'
,(Someone) even gave the apples to the children to eat. '

b. (l9b)

~ D99a:W:f:il! m~ m A
Ngoh df chin bei maaih go biian yaJrn
1ST SG CL money bei VPRT that CL people

* 'Even my money was cheated away by those people.'
'(I) even gave my money to those people to cheat (7)'

~lllLo

sihk-j6.
eat-PFT

u,m1l?L 0

ngiiak-jo.
cheat-PFT

(25) indicates that maaih can quantify the 0 argument of the first verb in an SVC. The

meaning is that in addition to cooking other food, Siuming also makes lobsters. Now turn

to (26), we find similar results to the saai test, that maaih 'along with, in addition' cannot

modify the NP following bH It, however, modifies the first NPs in (26a) and (26b). The

explanation is the same as we had for the saai test. To make sense out of (26), Mi must

be interpreted as the verb 'to give'. In this way, the passive connotation is lost. The first

NPs in (26) are interpreted as the topics of the sentences, and they originate from the 0

argument positions of the verb Mi. Therefore, maaih can modify the first NPs in (26). In
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order to have both the passive connotation and the maaih particle, maaih must appear

after the verbs sihk 'to eat' in (l9a) and ngaak 'to cheat' in (19b).

27). a. DB9 iJIi5fl: W DB9 /NJJlp:. P; .t!l!0
DI pihnggwo bei di siupahngyauh sihk maaih.
CL apple bei CL children eat VPRT
'Even the apples were eaten by the children.'

b. ft DB\) ~ W mffil .m J.- um !.!i.!. 0

Ngoh dI chin bei go baan yiihn ngaak miIaih.
1ST

SG CL money bei that CL people cheat VPRT
'Even my money was cheated away by those people. '

From the three tests we have used, we believe that it is quite safe to claim that bei is not a

transitive verb, and thus the btii construction is not an SVC. It is shown that the NP

following btii (when it does not mean 'to give') must be an oblique NP, which makes bei

a possible candidate to be a passive marker in Cantonese.

In fact, there is another test which we did not use in Chapter four, which can help

reveal if the NP following bei is an 0 argument or an oblique NP. It is the depictive

predicate test. Depictive predicates are a special type of postnominal adjective which can

be associated with certain arguments in a dyadic verb. In English, they can be associated

with S, A or 0 arguments. For example:

28). a. The woman saw the man drunk.

b. The woman talked to the man drunk.

Example (28a) is ambiguous in meaning. On the one hand, the depictive predicate may

modifY the A argument, giving the interpretation that the woman who saw the man is



146

drunk. On the other hand, the predicate may also be associated with the 0 argument, and

have the meaning that the man whom the woman saw was drunk. In (28b), however,

there is no ambiguity in its interpretation. The depictive predicate can only be related to

the S argument 'the woman' but not the oblique NP 'the man'. As suggested by the

examples, depictive predicates can be associated with the core arguments in a sentence,

but not with oblique noun phrases. When the test is applied to Cantonese, a similar

situation is also found. Let us consider the following example:

29). a. @l ~A JJg/J\IL.' fi¥tl @l BB 'I:~o

Go nahmyalm mhsiusam johng-d6u go bihb! walm-j6.
CL man accidentally knock-VPRT CL baby faint-PIT
'The man accidentally knocked the baby out.'

b. @l BB JJg/J\1 L.' intl 'I:~ 0
Go bihb! mhsiusam johng-d6u walm-j6.
CL baby accidentally knock-VPRT faint-PIT
'The baby accidentally knocked (himself) out. '

In the first example above the depietive predicate associates its meaning with the 0

argument bihbf 'baby' (29a). Therefore, the sentence is interpreted as 'The man knocked

the baby and the baby fainted.' In (29b) the S argument bihbl 'baby' is associated with

the depictive predicate, and so the sentence can only be interpreted as 'the baby fainted'.

According to our generalization about depictive predicates, they should not be associated

with peripheral arguments (oblique NPs). This generalization seems to hold true in

Cantonese.
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30). !#:! :$: ~ wJli~ tna ;/Io:t 0

Ga che hili tihngchecheuhng johng-dou lahn-jo.
CL car LOC parking lot knock-vPRT broken-PFT
'The car knocked (into something) and got broken at the parking lot.' (Lit. 'The
car knocked (itself) broken at the parking lot.'

In this sentence, the meaning of the depictive predicate lahn 'to be broken' is associated

with the noun phrase eM 'the car', which is the S argument. Therefore, the car is the one

which was broken because of the impact. However, the meaning cannot be associated

with the locative NP tihngeheeheuhng 'parking lot'. Though the parking lot may suffer

some destruction, the meaning is not implied in the sentence. This sentence, along with

the sentences in (29), shows us that depictive predicates can only associate their

meanings with S or 0 arguments in Cantonese. They can never modifY an oblique NP.

If we apply this test to a bei sentence, this is what we observe:

31). 11 !15A
Go nahmyahn
CL man

i%/j\{" W.
mhsiusam bei
accidentally bei

11
go
CL

BB
bihbI
baby

tna
johng-d6u
knock-vPRT

.o:t o

wahn-j6.
faint-PFT
'The man was accidentally knocked faint by the baby.'

In (31), the one who was hit and fainted was the man. The depictive predicate wahn

'faint' can never be associated with the NP following bei. What it shows is that the NP is

not a core argument. The only core argument of this sentence is go nahmyahn 'the man',

which makes it the single core argument in the sentence (S). The depictive predicate test
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concurs with the findings from the previous tests. It shows that bei marks an ohlique

agent NP. Needless to say, the interpretation is somewhat strange, since according to our

knowledge about reality, it is very unlikely for a baby to knock a man so hard that he

faints, but the syntax leaves us no choice but to interpret the sentence in this odd way.

5.3 THE JEUNG CONSTRUCTION

One of the most discussed topics in Chinese linguistics is probably the ba

construction in Mandarin. The equivalent in Cantonese is the jeung construction. Ba and

jeung (in Mandarin it is pronounced jiang) share the same historical development. Both

were used exclusively as verbs with the meanings of 'to take' or 'to hold'. (For more

discussion and examples on ba andjeung, see Hwang 1999). Over a long period of time,

these two words lost their original meanings, and their current usages have been widely

discussed by Chinese linguists. Both words are used in Cantonese and Mandarin, but

there is a difference in preference. For Cantonese speakers, jeung is widely used in

everyday conversations. Ba, on the other hand, is regarded as bookish and is rarely used

in any situation besides formal writings. For Mandarin speakers, however, the situation

is reversed. Ba has completely replaced jeung as a spoken form, but may exist in the

written language as a classical style. Basically, the syntax of ba andjeung is almost the

same, and therefore the discussions on ba in Mandarin can easily be translated asjeung.

The ba construction and the jeung construction have the following schematic

structure:

32). Structure ofthe ba (jeung) construction

NPI - ba (jeung) - NP2 - V - (NP3)
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33). a. Mandarin

fit ffi tfll * ~ 1iX 1:E *7- 1:. 0

Wo ba na ben shu fang zal zhuozi shang.
1sT

SG ba that CL book place LOC table on
'I placed that book on the table.'

b. Cantonese

fit ~ m~ * ~ 1iX OJ tI 1:.00 0

Ngoh jeung go bun syU fong hai t6i seuhngrnihn.
1ST

SG Jeung that CL book place LOC table on
'I placed that book on the table.'

Ba (andjeung) has been given many names based on different analyses. Frei

(1956) connects the use of ba with ergativity, claiming that ba is used only with 0 or S

arguments. Wang (1947) calls the ba construction the disposal form, in which he claims

that the NP marked by ba 'states how a person is handled, manipulated, or dealt with;

how something is disposed of; or how an affair is conducted' (Wang 1947:161). Chao

calls this construction a pretransitive construction, which he describes as a kind of serial

verb construction. Li and Thompson (1974) suggest that ba can be interpreted as the first

verb in a serial verb construction, or as a preposition/object marker. Hopper and

Thompson (1980) state that the ba construction has the effect of fronting the 0 argument

and it is associated with high transitivity.

As we have seen above, the ba (jeung) construction has been analyzed from many

different angles. If we think carefully, each of these characterizations mentioned above

entail different views on the transitivity of the ba construction. For some linguists, ba is

an object marker and it fronts the 0 argument of a transitive sentence. For example (in

Cantonese):
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34). a A transitive sentence

1§ ~u:t ft; 1J!Il m"
Keuih sihk-j6 ng6h go mihn.
3RD

SO eat-PFT 1sT SO CL noodle
'S/he ate my noodles.'

b. The jeung construction of(34a)

18 *J fZ 1J!Il m ~u:to

Keuih jeung ng6h go mihn sihk-j6
3RD so Jeung 1ST so CL noodle eat-PFT
'S/he ate my noodles.'

Ifjeung (ba) is an object marker, it is suggested that the NP fronted by ba remains as the

o argument of the verb sihk 'to eat'. Therefore, thejeung sentence should be transitive.

This idea also entails thatjeung changes the word order from SVO to SOY. In contrast,

if we accept the serial verb construction analysis as the right one, then the jeung marked

NP must be the 0 argument ofbothjeung and sihk 'to eat'. Furthermore, if we take the

approach thatjeung is a preposition, then the NP it marks should be an oblique NP, and

the sentence should be an intransitive one (SV).

So what is the transitivity of the jeung (ba) construction? Is the NP marked by

jeung a core argument, or is it an oblique NP? Does the jeung construction change the

word order of the sentence? It would be very interesting to test the verbhood of jeung

and the jilung marked NP. If the results show that the NP is a core argument, and that

jeung is no longer a verb, then the jeung construction should be considered to be a

transitive sentence with jeung as an object marker. If the NP is found to be an oblique
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NP, then the ji!ung construction is just an intransitive pattern with ji!ung as a preposition

of some sort. In the following section, we will put theji!ung construction to the tests.

5.3.1 TESTING THE VERBHOOD OF JEUNG

As we discussed when considering the verbhood of bei, it was mentioned that

verbs should be able to take aspect markers. So one of the ways to test the verbhood of

ji!ung is to put an aspect marker with it.

35). Regular SVC

{s *~ ~~ m.
Keuih heui-j6 hohkhauh wan
3RD so gO-PFT school look for
'S/he went to school to look for someone.'

MfiZo
pahngyauh.
friend

36). a.*{fJ; ~~ WI§! :<$: 11 19 ::;Zo

*Leih jeung-jo go bim syii chaau yiH chi.
2

ND
SO Jeung -PFT that CL book copy one time.

'You copied that book once.'

b.*ftDII!J ~~ n8\l ill
*Ngohdeih jeung-gan dI wai
1ST PL jeung-PRoo CL seat
'We are lining up the seats nicely.'

~f
paih
line up

frf '
bOu.
nicely

The first verb in a regular SVC can take an aspect marker, as shown in (35). However,

the aspect marker test shows that ji!ung cannot take any aspect marker, and thus jeung

should not be a verb.

Another way to test jeung' s verbhood is to see if it can engage in the V-not-V

question formation. Regular verbs, the copular haih, and SVCs can form questions with

the V-not-V form.



37). a. {fj;01l!l 1±l0j'H:B
Leihdeih cheut-mh-cheut
2ND PL out-not-out
'Are you going out?'

iff
gam
street

O!f?
a?
PRT
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b. ig {*iOgi*i
Keuih haih-mh-haih
3RD

SO COP-not-cop
'Is she pregnant?'

{ffl:f. O!f?
y{lUhj6 a?
pregnant PRT

c. {g :.l;;Og$; ~~ fEll Mfi: O!f?
Keuih heui-mh-heui hohkhauh wan pahngyauh a?
3RD so go-not-go school look for friend PRT
'Will slbe go to school to look for someone?'

d.*~

*Ng6h
1ST so

#~Oj'f#~

jeung-mh-jeung
jeung-not-jeung

08\1
dI
CL

~
gauh
old

nfi

yeh
thing

dam(:tJr1rtJl!)ll1C
dam-j6
throw away-PFT

{g
keuih
3RD so

0!f?
a?
PRT
'Do I throwaway the old things?'

(37a), (37b) and (37c) show that verbs have the ability to tum into the V-not-V form

when they are used in a question. But in (37d), jeung cannot engage in this kind of

question formation. This suggests thatjeung should not be a verb.

Although we have shown that jeung is not a verb, there still remain questions to

be answered. Is the NP marked by jeung a core argument, in which case the jeung is a

transitive sentence; or is the NP an oblique NP, and the sentence is intransitive? This

question will be answered in the next section.
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5.3.2 TESTING THE NP

In this section we want to once again use the tests that we introduced in Chapter

four to investigate whether the jeung marked NP is a core argument or an oblique NP.

The first test is the relativization test. Here are a regular SVC sentence and two jeung

sentences before relativization.

38). Regular SVC

{g 13:. ~1'X m Jilifi: 0

Keuih heui hohkluiuh wan pahngyauh.
3RD so go school look for friend
'S/he went to school to look for friends.'

39). a. ~ ~ nBSJ ~ ti\t1l1L Ilil &lHJ' ~jfijo

Ng6h jeung dT chin fong-j6 hai ngahnhohng leuihmihn.
1ST

SO Jeung CL money put-PFT LOC bank inside
'I put the money in the bank'

b. {§ ~ N F~ ~ll1Lo

Keuih jeung doub muhn hoi-j6.
3RD so Jeung CL door open-PFT
'S/he opened the door.'

40). RC 0/(38)

{§
[REL Keuih

3RD so

13:. 1*1IIlSJ
heui __ 1* g6
go I*LOC

N
douh
there

?mJ. Jilitt
wan pahngyauh]
look for friend

IIIlSJ

g6
that

FJl ~1'X iff *- 0

gaan hohkhaub Mu daaih.
CL school very big
'The school where s/he went to look for friends is big.'
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41). a. RC of(39a)

fJi;
[ REL Ng6h

1sT sa

*f
jeung
jeung

*-_/*{§
* 1* keuih
* / * 3

RD sa

1i5I:fltI.
fong-j6
put-PFT

~

hili
LOC

&IH'f
ngahnhohng
bank

JfjElj DB9 ~ {* ~1l1t Jfl.
leuihmihn] di: chin haih wliihj6 maaih
inside CL money cOP for buy
'The money that I put in the bank is to buy a house.'

~

Uk
house

ffl
yuhng
use

ge.
PRT

b. RC of(39b)

{8 ff~ *_I*{§ ~fltI. !!it F~ {}f;
[REL Keuih jeung * / * keuih hoi-j6] douh muhn haih

3RD sa jeung * 1* 3RD sa open-PFT CL door cOP

t-;[1§ !Wi 0

huhngslk ge.
red PRT
'The door that slhe opened is red.'

The gap strategy is used when the NP after the first verb in a SVC is relativized. But the

results are different in the case of the jeung construction. Neither example in (41) is

acceptable. That is, it is not possible to relativize the NP thatjeung marks. Since neither

stratey for relativization is allowed, the relativization test does not give us a conclusive

answer to our question. We need to use other tests to examine the status of the jeung

markedNP.

Our second test involves the particle saai, which quantifies the S argument or the

a argument. If the jeung marked NP is a core argument, it should be able to be

quantified.
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42). Putting saai with an SVC

{Ei $ W! U89~;fX g
Keuih heui saai dI hohkh:iuh wan
3RD

SG go all CL school look for
'Slhe went to all the schools to look for friends.'

43). Putting saai with the jeung sentences

MRO
pahngyauh.
friend

a. ~ ~ U89 ~ 11- IJi!Ij 1ffm~ ~ Ao
Ng6hdeih jeung dI chin bei saai yauhseuiyiu ge yilhn.
1ST

PL Jeung CL money gIve all needed poss people
'We gave all the money to the needed.'

b. {EiUI1!l ~ U89
'*~ ~ I!g§o

Keuihdeih jeung dI dapngon bUi saai.
3RD pL Jeung CL answer memorize all
'They memorized all the answers.'

The saai test reveals that saai can quantify the NP of the first verb in a regular SVC. As

for the jeung sentences, saai quantifies not the first NPs, but the jeung marked NPs. In

both sentences there is no other way to interpret them. Thus, from this test we have to

conclude that the jeung marked NP is a core argument. More specifically, it is the 0

argument of a jeung sentence.

The third test involves the particle maaih. Similar to saai, it modifies the S

argument or the 0 argument. We can use this to distinguish a core argument from an

oblique NP.
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44). Putting maaih with an SVC

fl'! 13.:!:t DB\!""tx m Mfi: 0

Keuih heui mamh dI hohkhauh wan pahngyauh.
3RD SG go VPRT CL school look for friend
'S/he went to the schools to look for friends, besides many other places.'

45). Putting maaih with the jeung sentences

a. fir; n~ DB\! 13 W 15t :!:to
Leih jeung dI siiam dou sai mamh.
2ND SG Jeung CL clothes also wash VPRT
'You even wash the clothes.'

b. fB ~ oog J)]~ W fIR :!:to
Keuih jeung dI gongfo dou jouh milaih.
3RD sG Jeung CL homework also do VPRT
'S/he even finished doing the homework.'

Maaih in (44) modifies the NP di hohkhauh 'the schools', the argument of the first verb

heui 'to go'. Both sentences in (45) show that maaih modifies the NPs marked by jeung.

In (45a), for example, the sentence bears the meaning of 'in addition to doing many other

things, you also washed the clothes.' Clearly, it is di siiam 'the clothes' that maaih

modifies. So the particle maaih indicates that the jeung marked NP is a core argument,

and we should therefore interpret it as the 0 argument of the jeung construction.

The last test that we can use is the depictive predicate test. It was shown in the

passive section that depictive predicates modify the S argument or the 0 argument in

Cantonese. If depictive predicates can also modify the jeung marked NP, it will then

confirm the results that we found in the two previous tests.



46). a. @j
Go
CL

BB
bihbI
baby

lJi%/J\{J'
mhsiusfun
accidentally

00:
jeung
jeung

@j
go
CL

~A
nahmy:ilm
man

:fI¥U
johng-dou
knock-vPRT
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"~o
w:ilm-jo.
faint-PFT
'The baby accidentally knocked the man faint.'

b.l8 00: rnl§! 18)1 ..~ nnu ~~o

Keuih jeung go dI sihkmat sIu-dou hak-jo.
3RD sG Jeung that CL food burn-vPRT black-PFT
'Sihe burnt the tood black. '

From the meanings of (46a) and (46b), we can see that the depictive predicates are

associated with the jeung marked NPs in their respective sentences. (46b), for example,

means that df sihkmat 'the food' becomes black from burning too much. It is not kiuih

'sihe' that turns black. The results of this test once again concur with the results from the

saai test and the maaih test. Though we did not receive conclusive results from

relativization, the other three tests overwhelmingly indicate that the jeung marked NP

must be a core argument. Since thejeung construction has the 'NP I - jeung - NP2 - V -

(NP3)' structure, we would like to claim that the jeung marked NP has to be the 0

argument of this construction. The results also imply that jeung is not a preposition. It is

just an object marker, which in turn entails that the jeung construction is a transitive

pattern.
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5.4 VO COMPOUNDS

Compounding is a very productive process for forming nouns, adjectives and even

verbs in Chinese. A compound, in a very broad sense, is defIned as a 'word which

consists of two or more words' (Fabb, 1988). On the surface, this definition seems to be

quite easy to interpret. Many examples can be found in English: blackbird, boyfriend,

textbook, etc. These examples illustrate the fact that these compounds must have two

smaller free morphemes. When this defInition is applied to Chinese in general, one can

find numerous kinds of compounds (examples in Cantonese): compound nouns (e.g.jau

dim 'hotel' (lit. wine-shop), heung-seui 'perfume' (lit. fragrant-water)), compound

adjectives (e.g. hak-sam 'malicious' (lit. black-heart), jih-sl 'selfIsh' (lit. self-private)),

and VO compounds (e.g. haahng-16uh 'walk' (lit. walk-road), ycmh-seui 'swim' (lit.

swim-water)), etc. These examples seem to qualify as compounds because each

independent morpheme carries a meaning, and the meanings of these combinations are

not always predicable.

Though compounding IS very productive in Chinese, it is often hard to

differentiate compounds from non-compounds. Chinese linguists have not come up with

clear-cut criteria to obtain satisfactory results. How do we know if a combination of V

and 0 is truly a single unit or a temporary unit conjoined by syntax? What are some of

the tests we can use to see if the '0' morpheme behaves like an 0 argument? This

section of the dissertation is aimed to study this phenomenon.

5.4.1 SOME PROPERTIES OF CANTONESE VO COMPOUNDS

Besides conjoining a verb and a noun together, there are two other properties that
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are worth mentioning here. First, as noted by Matthews and Yip, the a element in va

compounds is generic or indefinite. It does not refer to any particular object in the world.

For example, the noun eM 'car' in the va compound hoiehe 'to start operating a car' (lit.

to open-car) does not necessarily refer to any particular car. In fact, it does not have to

refer to a particular type of vehicle. The car can be a compact car, a truck, a mini-van, or

even a train. This is typical for compounds in other languages as well. Fabb (1988)

notes that the 'noun in a compound will have a generic rather than a referential function'

(p.66). This property can be seen in Nahuatl (data from Gerdts, 1988: 84).

47). a. Ni-c-que in
I-it-eat the
'I eatthe flesh.'

b. Ni-naca-qua.
I-flesh-eat
'I eat flesh.'

nacatl.
flesh

The second property is that compounding may result in creating intransitive verbs. This

property is manifested in a great number ofva compounds in Cantonese.

48). ~7J

Hoi-dou 'to operate on' (lit. open-knife)

Ja.
Ja-che 'to drive' (lit. drive-car)

fi&,fi;
Geng-1ai

'to marry' (lit. tie-marriage)

'to salute' (lit. perform-salutation)
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Even though the meanings of these compounds seem to require an 0 argument, none of

them can take an independent a argument.

49). * §:'E ~7J {g 0

* Yisang hoi-dou keuih.
doctor operate on 3RD SG

'The doctor operated on himlher.'

5.4.2 SYNTACTIC TESTS

Given that these VO compounds show some similarities with typical compounds

in other languages, it would be interesting to test their syntactic properties to see whether

they are truly single lexical units, or whether they are just verb phrases with lexicalized

meanings. Here, I will first use the tests that I introduced in Chapter four to exaruine

some va compounds. Later, more tests will be introduced at the appropriate time.

Six va compounds in Cantonese chosen randomly from Matthews and Yip's

Cantonese Reference Grammar are:

~
Sihk-faahn
eat-rice
'eat rice/a meal'

Mn
Hoi-dou
open-knife
'operate on'

:I!i,L'
Diiam-sfun
burden-heart
'worry'

ilJl~
Duhk-syU
study-book
'study'

tfj~

Cheut-miiau
out(exit)-cat
'cheat' (in examination, etc.)

~~
Timh-ji
throw-resources
'invest'
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The first test is relativization. The assumption is that if the va compounds are single

lexical units, the a elements should not be able to undergo relativization. In contrast, if

the compounds are just verb phrases, then the a element should be able to undergo

relativization.

50). a. Sihk-faahn

iJt I"U MIN
N goh tUhng pahngylmh
1ST sa with friend
'I ate with some friends.'

b. Duhk-syii

-'tf
ylitchaih
together

11t~o

sihk-faahn
eat-rice

{§ iii lEil=tEl ~il= 0

Keuih hai touhsyiigiln duhk-syii.
3RD so LOC library study-book
'S/he is studying at the library.'

c. HOi-d6u

I\OT John 1R'* 1m7J 0

Ah-John yihga hoi-dou.
John now operate on
'John is performing an operation now.'

d. Cheut-miiau

{§ r$fJ$\l iii ~ID.\ D!!) fli'¥f,*
Keuih kahmyaht hai hausi ge sihhauh
3RD sa yesterday LOC examination poss time
'S/he cheated when s/he took the examination yesterday.'

I±l~o

cMut-milau.
cheat



e. Diiam-siim

fZ ~1* frf
Ng6h janhaih hau
I ST so really very
'I am really very worried.'

f. Tauh-jI

i1i{,- 0

diiam-sfun
worry
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fiJ; [Q] fZ Iii ~1\l!I ~ m~ ~Jio

Leih tUhng ng6h hai Meihgwok ge sicheuhng tauh-jI
2ND

SO for I ST SO LOC America poss market invest
'You invest in the American market for me.'

51) a. RC of(50a)

fZ [Q] J1Jllt: ~'ff ~ _/*{§
[REL Ng6h tUhng pahngyauh yatchaih sihk __ I * keuih]

I ST SO with friend together eat / * 3RD
SO

m~ li9R/~ i& H:I: 0

go wUnlchiin faahn hau gWaI.

that CL / CL rice/meal very expensive
'The rice/meal that I ate with my friends was very expensive.'

b. RC of(50b)

18 Iii
[REL Keuih hai

3RD SO LOC

IIJjfll~

t6uhsyiigim
library

§j
duhk
study

_/*{§
__ I * keuih]

/ * 3
RD

SO

m~ nOS!

go dI
that CL

jf H ~1I!Jl 0

syU hou yiiuhcheui.
book very interesting
'The books that slhe read at the library are very interesting.'

* 'The study that slhe did at the library was very interesting.'
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c. RC of(50c)

Il"-J John ** mJ _I*{g mffil :tfg/fi;

[REL Ah-John yihga hoi __ 1* keuih] go baljling
John now open 1* 3RD so that CLlCL

JJ }f IlJ!§ mffr$ 0

dou Mu saai jlngsahn.
knife vel)' spend energy.

? 'The knife that John is opening now takes a lot ofenergy.'
* 'The operation that John is perfonning takes a lot of energy.'

d. RC of(50d)

{§ ~1I$Il OJ ~~ 00,\\ ~{~ I±l
* [REL Keuih kilhmyaht hill hausi ge sihhauh cheut

3RD so yesterday LOC examination poss time exit

_I *{g m~ n8\! &Ii lj!} )1[;1'. Je,¥U 0

__ I * keuih] go dI milau bei sInsang gindou.
I * 3RD so that CL cat PASS teacher see

? 'The cat that slhe expelled when slhe took the examination was seen by the
teacher.'

* 'The cheating act that slhe did when slhe took the examination was seen by the
teacher.'

e. RC of(50e)

~ ~{* }f lJl * I *{g mffil @lIn8\!
[REL Ngoh janhaih Mu diiam *__ I * keuih] go go/dI

1ST so really very wofI)' * 1* 3RD SO that CL/cL

Ie" B*,!i1 m~1I!r. 0

sam yigeng sIusat-jo.
heart already disappear-PFT

* 'The wofI)' that 1really had already disappeared. '
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f. RC of(50j)

{f]; 1"1 fI<; IIIl\1: ~11l\!l Ul!~ m:l:\)j ~
[REL Leih tUhng ngoh hai Meihgwok ge sicheuhng tauh

2ND
SG for 1ST

SG LOC America poss market invest

* / * {g rn~ O~ 1i ~m !l.1~ P!f?
*__ / * keuih] go df jf binsehng dim a?
* / * 3RD

SG that CL resources become what PRT

* 'How is the investment that you did for me in the American market?'

According to (51), there are three different outcomes from this test. (51a) shows that the

a element in sihk-faahn 'eat rice/a meal' can easily be relativized. This suggests that this

va compounds is not a real va compound. It is a verb phrase. On the other hand, the

other extreme is found in (51e) and (511), where re1ativization is completely blocked.

The results indicate that diiam-siim 'worry' and tauh-fi 'invest' are true va compounds.

The third type seems to he in between the other two, as we can see in (51b), (51c) and

(51 d). Relativization can be applied to these sentences, but the lexicalized meanings

cannot be retained after relativization. One of the ways to explain this fact is to say that

there are two homophonous versions of duhk-syu 'study', hoi-dou 'operate on' and cheut-

miiau 'cheat'. The lexicalized versions are true va compounds, which is why

relativization is not allowed with that meaning. But the versions with no lexicalized

meaning are verb phrases, which is why relativization can be applied. Note that for (SIc)

and (Sid) there are question marks for the first meanings. The sentences, I believe, are

grammatical in structure. However, the meanings are very strange, since no one would

ever 'open a knife', or 'exit a cat'.
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Another way to explain this fact is to suggest that these va units have begun the

process of grammaticalization, which changes them from VPs to true va compounds.

Since the process is not complete yet, these va units behave partially like VPs and

partially like va compounds.

The second test involves the particle saai. If saai can be used to quantifY the a

element in a va compound, that means the a is a real argument. If saai carmot quantifY

the a element, then the element is not an argument at all.

52). a. sihk-faahn

{'iJ;Uli!l ff!Bt 1t~m )It; ~ 0

Leihdeih yInggoi sihk-saai-faan sIn l<lih.
2ND

PL should eat-all-rice/meal then come
,All of you should finish eating before coming.'
,All ofyou should eat before coming.'

b. Duhk-syU

{§UIIil ~~i!l= f,t 'fit IE 0

Keuihdeih duhk-saai-syu jauh wliih jauh.
3RD

PL read-all-book then will leave
'After they graduate (complete their studies), they will leave.'

c. Hoi-dou

UB\I U~ ~~7J )It; "i1Jj:) %,@, 0

Dr yisang hi'ii-saai-dou sin hOyi yausik.
CL doctor open-all-knife then be able to rest
'The doctors will rest after completing the operation. '
'The doctors will rest after all of them perform operations.'
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d. Cheut-maau

0O$J ~1:. ililliJlfElli ' DA ~flfi
DI hohksang cheut-saai-maau, m6uhyilhn janhaih
CL students out-all-cat no one really
'The students completely cheated. No one really studied.'
'All the students cheated. No one really studied.'

e. Daam-sam

~.o

duhk-syil.
study

*mOlt ~f§{" ' 1lll ag: 9;[J lll&~ 0

*Ng6hdeih daam-saai-sam, d6u mh J1 dimsyun.
1sT

PL worry-all also NEG know what to do
? 'We are completely worried. (We) don't even know what to do.'

?? 'All of us are worried. (We) don't even know what to do.'
* 'We burdened all the hearts. (We) don't even know what to do.'

f. Tduh-jl

*mUlt t:fi:~f§ ofti:* D f§ ~ 0

*Ngohdeih tflUh-jI-saai. Yihga mouh saai chin.
1ST PL invest-all Now NEG all money
'We completely invested (in something). Now we don't have any money.'

? 'All of us invested. Now we don't have any money.'
* 'We invested all the resources. Now we don't have any money.'

The results from the saai test look very unexpected. For example, all of these examples

have the 'completely' or 'finish doing something' reading. This is also one of the

meanings of saai when it modifies verbs. Clearly, none of the sentences show us that

saai quantifies the 0 morphemes. In most of the cases, saai may quantifY the preverbal

NPs. But these readings are less acceptable and harder to retrieve. These fmdings

contradict to the findings in (51). Why is this so?

There are two very important clues in the earlier discussions that can help explain

the contradictions. First of all, we mentioned that the 0 element in a VO compound must
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be generic/indefinite. We also mentioned in Chapter four that the saai particle must

quantify definite NPs. When we combine these two facts together, we find that saai can

only quantify the preverbal NPs of va compounds. That is why most of these examples

can be interpreted with saai quantifying the preverbal NPs. Moreover, saai also has the

meaning of' completely', which seems to appear in all of the interpretations in (52). It is

unclear why the 'completely' reading is so much stronger than the quantifying reading.

In any case, the saai test is not a valid test here because the a morphemes, regardless of

whether they are a part of a VO compound or a free morpheme, can never be quantified

by saai because they must be indefinite. Therefore, we conclude that the results from this

test should be discarded.

Since the saai test is greatly affected by the definiteness of the 0 element, it may

not be a good test from which to draw concrete conclusions in our study. Let's look at

the third test and see if we can make any conclusion from it.

The next test involves maaih, which modifies the 0 argument and the S argument.

So it may be helpful to determine the status ofthe 0 element.

53). a. ~ fZD.IJ!l m it.@.~ ~. 0

Lihn ng6hdeih dou sihk-milaih-faahn Jl huh.
even 1ST PL also eat-vPRT-meal then come
'Even we will come after eating (just like the others).'

b. {gIIli!J ilJ) iJlj:ij[~ 0

K6uihdeih dou duhk-milaih-syU
3'0 PL also study-vPRT
'They also study (along with others).'
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c. j)g flPl,* iIIl mJf:§.!7J 0

Lihn Ah-Lei dou hOi-milaih-dou.
even Lee also operate-vPRT
'Even Lee gets operated on.'
'Even Lee operate on (someone).'

d. 4- B ~ fI<; iIIl I±\t!f!.E"B'i 0

Gamyaht lihn ng6h dou cheut-milaih-mfum.
today even 1sT

SG also cheat-vPRT
'Today even I cheated (along with others).'

e. ~"J1.lf iIIl .f!i,c"f:§.! {)j 0

Ago dou daam-sam-maai yilt fang.
elder brother also worry-VPRT one portion
'Even (my) elder brother was worried (along with others).'

f. D}t; 1IID 1Jisi:-- ~ Ho fI<; iIIl tJ,t:j1j't!f!. {)j ,7.R

NY go gupiu gei h6u. ng6h dou tliuh-jY-milaih yilt fang.
this CL stock pretty good 1ST

SG also invest-vPRT one portion
'This stock is pretty good. Even I invested (along with others).'

The findings from the maaih test are the same. In all of these sentences, the maaih

particle modifies the preverbal NPs, not the 0 elements. This finding suggests that the 0

elements in these VO compounds are not real 0 arguments of the verbs and so the VO

compounds are lexicalized items. However, as mentioned in Chapter four, footnote 4,

definiteness seems to affect the interpretation of maaih. It is preferable not to have maaih

modify something indefinite. For instance:

54). a. :f~U {}J; "It: J;!j[ :Jt Illli?
BiltyUh leih choh milaih dang la.
why not 2ND

SG sit VPRT chair PRT
'Why don't you sit on a chair (like many others)?'



b. r ::x Wl nifl'J ' 1Jt m :t§:l
Hah chi ge leuihahng, ng6h yu milaih
next time POSS travel 1sT

SG expect VPRT

'For the upcoming travel commitment, I also count you in.'

{!J; om
leih ga
2ND

SG PRT
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lIillo
la.
PRT

c.??T ;jz Wl 1ffi.fj , 1Jt m :f:j[ A om lIillo
??Hah chi ge leuihahng, ng6h yu maaih yilhn ga lao

next time poss travel 1ST SG expect VPRT person PRT PRT
'For the upcoming travel commitment, I also count someone in.'

(54a) shows that milaih cannot modifY the 0 argument because it is indefinite and non-

referential. Maaih is interpreted to modifY the A argument leih 'you'. For (54b and c), a

similar situation is found. When the 0 argument of the verb yu 'to expect' is leih 'you'

(definite and referential), maaih can modify it (54b). But when the 0 argument is

replaced with an indefinite and non-referential noun yahn 'person', the meaning of the

sentence is odd and uncertain. These examples show that maaih is a modifier for definite

and referential nouns. Hence, the results from the maaih test in (53) may be highly

affected here, since the 0 elements in these cases are all generic/indefinite.

So far, the three tests that we have used give us different results. As we find in

the case of relativization, sihk-faahn 'to eat rice/meal' was tested to be a VO verb phrase,

but the maaih test suggested that this VO unit is a compound. Since these three tests do

not give us enough information to draw any conclusion, more tests are needed.

Another test that we can use is topicalization. Topicalization involves moving a

noun to the beginning of a sentence. In English (and many other languages), the 0

argument can be fronted.

55). This car, I like. (c.f. I like this car.)
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This sentence may sound a bit strange. After all, topicalization of the 0 argument is not a

very productive construction in English. In Cantonese, however, nouns may easily

undergo topicalization.

56). a. fi; ff ~~ uM !#! J¥o
Ng6h Mu jungyi n1 ga chi:.
1ST so very like this CL car.
'lllke this car very much.'

b. uM ~ if[,:tl(; H
N1 ga chi:, ng6h Mu
this CL car, I ST so very
'This car, I like it very much.'

~~o

jiingyi.
like

c.*~ if[. fY; H ~~ uM 0

*Ga chi:, ng6h Mu jiingyi n1
CL car 1ST so very like this
'This car, I like it very much.'

Nouns in Cantonese should be able to undergo topicalization (56b). However, it is not

possible to strand part of a noun and topicalize it (56c). Similarly, it is not possible to

extract a part of a true VO compound for topicallzation. So if the 0 element in a VO unit

can be stranded and topicalized, then it should be a sign that the unit may not be a single

word, but rather a verb phrase.

57). Topicalizalion

a. fY; Un f:!l.': 1tia Q!l!!o
'"Ng6h mh sai sihk-faahn gao

1ST so NEO need eat-rice PRY
'I don't need to eat any meal.'
'I don't need to eat any rice. '



~, ~ Dg f~ 1t ~o

Faahn, ng6h mh S:ll sihk gao
rice 1ST SG NEG need eat PRT
'Meal, 1don't need to eat.'
'Rice, I don't need to eat.'
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b. f§ frf ~jJD~

Keuih Mu 16ulekgam
3RD SG very work hard
'Slhe studies very hard. '

iiii-!t°
duhk-syil.
study

.' f§ H ~JJIl!f ~i 0

Syil, keuih Mu 16ulekgam duhk.
book 3RD

SG very work hard study
'Study, slhe puts in much effort to do it.'

C. Ulf=. JJtt mlll1Ln n¥JJ 0 fElf* '11U5t.
YIsang jauh hi.ii-j6-d6u lak. Daahnhaih chihngfong
doctor already open-PFT-knife PRT but situation

JJtt ~ 5';0 !!i-Ji 0

jauh mh jI dim.
then NEG know what.
'The doctor already operated on (himlher), but the situation is still not certain.'

7]'
Dou,
knife

Ulf=.
ylsang
doctor

JJtt
jauh
already

mlll1L n¥JJ 0

hoi-j6 lak.
open-PFT PRT

fElf*
Daahnhaih
but

'Il'f)£
chihngfong
situation

JJtt Dg 5';0 !!i,Ii 0

jauh mh jI dim.
then NEG know what.
'The doctor already operated on (himlher), but the situation is still not certain.'

d. f§ ~~ til
Keuih sihsih dou
3RD SG always all
'Slhe always cheats.'

tBE/8
cheut-maau
out-cat

~ JIillo
ga lao
PRT PRT
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$i' {g ~~ 1!lG iJJ um Jlillo
Maau, keuih sihsih dou cheut ga la.
cat 3RD

SG always all out PRT PRT

'Cheating, slhe always do it.'

e. {§: f1 f~~D!t 1!lG H :!Ji{" 0

Keuih deui yeuhngyeuhngyeh dou h6u diiam-sam.
3RD

SG to everything all very burden-heart
'S/he worries about everything.'

*,L.\ , {§: i1 f.fH~D!T 1!lG ff :!Jio
* Sam, keuih deui yeuhngyeuhngyeh dou h6u diiam.

heart 3RD
SG to everything all very burden

'Slhe worries about everything.'

f. fJ; t!5l:lii ~ ::z!s::tt!z nf!J. JBl:@o=
Ng6h tauh-jI hill blindeih ge gapiu.
1ST

SG throw-resouces LaC domestic pass stocks
'1 invest in domestic stocks.'

*1ii ' fJ; t!5l: ~ ::z!s::tt!z 1lIJJ. JBl:@o=
• JI, ng6h tauh hai blindeih ge gupiu.

resouces 1ST
SG throw LaC domestic pass stocks

'1 invest in domestic stocks.'

From the examples in (57), we fmd that besides tauh-ji 'to invest' and diiam-siim 'to

worry', the other a elements in the va units can be topicalized easily. The lexicalized

meanings of the topicalized sentences are also retained. The results indicate that tauh-ji

and diiam-siim are true va compounds. The rest are va verb phrases.

Another test that we can use is what we would call 'separation'. The assumption

of this test is that if a polysyllable sequence is a single verb, nothing should be able to

intervene between its elements. But if the sequence is just a verb phrase joined by syntax,

then certain elements may be inserted into the sequence. These elements should include
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aspect markers, verbal particles, adverbial phrases, etc. Here IS an example of a

disyllablic verb.

58). 'fZ j[:lifllt I * ~llt:lif miliMf i¥- Il/IX :tz::1i" 0

Ng6h jUngyi-j6/ • jiing-j6-yi gakleih uk go leuihjai.
1ST so like-PFT / • like-PFT next house CL girl
'I have fallen in love with the girl next door. '

(58) shows that the disyllablic verb jungyi cannot be separated by inserting the perfective

aspect marker j6. So if a VO compound is a true lexical item, then elements like aspect

markers should not be found between the V and the 0 elements. In contrast, if the V and

the 0 elements are joined by syntax, then aspects markers can be inserted, as shown in

the following examples.

59). a. 'fZ 4-8 frllt *
Ng6h garuyaht sihk-j6 saam chi
1ST so today eat-PFT three times
'I have already eaten meals three times today.'
'I have already eaten rice three times today.'

tl& Ulli 0

faalm lao
rice PRT

b. 1§ ~1l1L [J] 111 ~jjJ[ :if Ullio
Keuih duhk-j6 sel go jUngtau syii lao
3RD so studY-PFT four CL hour book PRT
'Slhe has studied for four hours.'

c. ~-*g1'.

Chanyisiing
Doctor Chan

B*~
yiging
already

~i@

Mi-gwo
open-EXP

H
Mu
very

1Jt
do
many

*
chi
times

J]

dou
knife

~

ga
PRT

otl. 0 oj!f ~ :I; III!X 0

la, mh sai gen ge.
PRT NEO need afraid PRT
'Dr. Chan has much experience in performing operations, don't be afraid.'
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d. llii!SfJ ~ tUll!L m * fa'! Z1& )jjt W
Ah-mihng hai cheut-j6 leuhng chi maau jIhauh jauh bei
Ming wc out-PFT two times cat after then PASS

A tJEll!L 0

yahn jiik-j6.
person catch-PFT
,After cheating two times, Ming was caught by someone. '

e.*'f.z l$ll!L ~Jl!j[ {} )jjt ~ :$ Ilillo
*Ng6h daam-j6 yatjen sam jauh m6uh SI lao
1ST SG burden-PFT a while heart then NEG matter PRT
'I worried for a while, then (1) was okay.'

f. *llii!5iR
*Ah-keung

Keung

:t9:ll!L
tauh-j6
throw-PFT

saam
three

*chi
times

jj
jI
resources

gt
jauh
then

filrJ
syii
lose

saaJ

all

U8)i ~ 0

dI chin.
CL money
'Keung has invested three times, then (he) lost all his money.'

In the examples above, not only were aspect markers inserted between the V elements

and the 0 elements, adverbial phrases were also added. The results from the separation

test show that all of these VO compounds can allow aspect markers and adverbial phrases

to be inserted between the V and the 0 elements except dliam-slim 'to worry' and timh-jf

'to invest'. These findings are the same as what we had for the topicalization test. The

conclusion from the separation test is that sihk-faahn 'to eat rice/a meal' , duhk- syu 'to

study', hOi-dou 'to operate on' and cheut-mliau 'to cheat' are VO verb phrases. Dliam-

slim 'to worry' and tauh-jf 'to invest' are true VO compounds.

The last test we want to conduct is to see if the 0 elements can be used in any

other context with the lexicalized meanings. In many cases, a VO compound often has a
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sihnggong.
successful
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different interpretation from its literal meaning. If the 0 element can be used alone with

the lexicalized meaning, then it means that the 0 element, rather than the whole VO unit,

is lexicalized. Hence, the VO compound is not a single word, but a verb phrase.

60). a. Um ~ ~ {* 11(. ;fR III!X 0

Nr chan faahn haih ng6h jyu ge.
this CL nce cOP 1ST

SG cook PRT
'As for this meal, I cooked it.'

b. 'JX ~1l!L Um Df19 ~ H iJij Dill'
Ng6h jing-j6 nl dr syU bOu 16i la.
1ST

SG make-PFT this CL book very long (time) PRT
'I made these books very long time ago.'

*'1 made these studies very long time ago.'

c. m~ tEVII 7J H
G6 b3. / jUng dou bOu
that CL / CL knife very
'That knife is very successful.'

*'That operation was very successful.'

~T

h6u
very

d. Um t!Hk ~

Nr jek /* chi maau
This CL / * CL cat
'This cat is very serious.'

*'This cheating is very serious.'

&(m'
yihrnjuhng.
serious

e. [lPJ~J:§ III!X {", 'JX H S)j B '
Ah-ma ge sam, ng6h h6u mihngbak.
Mom poss heart 1sT

SG very understand
'(My) mom's heart, I understand it very much.'

* '(My) mom's worry, I understand it very much.'

f.*f.z U§ tf :W um Df19
* Ng6h rnh wli.ih bei nr dr

1ST SG NEG will give this CL

'I will not give you any resources.'
* 'I will not give you any investment.'

Ji
jr
resources

{fJ; 0

leih.
2ND

SG
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Interestingly, without the V elements, most of the 0 elements cannot retain their

lexicalized meaning. The only one that can retain its meaning without its V element is

jaahn 'rice/meal'. It means that the relationship between the V element and the 0

element of the other units are closer than pure verb phrases.

5.4.3 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The following table summarizes all the results from the tests above.

Table 5.1: Summary of the tests for VO compounds

Relativization Saai Maaih Topical- Separat- Stand
ization ion Alone

sihk-faahn Yes Preverbal Preverbal Yes Yes Yes
'to eat rice/a NP NP
meal'
duhk-syii Yes (loses 0 Preverbal Yes Yes No
'to study' lexicalized Element NP

meaning)
hoi-dou Yes (loses Both Preverbal Yes Yes No
'to operate on' lexicalized NP

meaning
cheut-miiau Yes (loses Preverbal Preverbal Yes Yes No
'to cheat' lexicalized NP NP

meaning)
daarn-sam No Preverbal Preverbal No No No
'to worry' NP NP

preferred
timh-ji No Preverbal Preverbal No No No
'to invest' NP NP

preferred

Among the findings we obtained from these tests, there are several contradictions. But

we believe that the tests here can show us something about VO compounds. First, the

saai particle test and the maaih test should be discarded because the results were affected

by definiteness. That means these two tests cannot tell us much about the syntactic facts
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of va compounds because no matter which va compounds we test, the results from

these two tests would always be the same. Second, after discarding tbe saai and maaih

tests, a pattern emerges. Of the six va compounds we tested, two of them consistently

behaved as single units, namely: daam-sam 'to worry' and tauh-j'i 'to invest'. For these

two va compounds, relativization was not allowed, the a elements could not be

topicalized or used in other contexts, and nothing can be inserted between the V and the

a elements. These results show that they must be real va compounds, and hence they

are single verbs. On the other end ofthe spectrum, the syntactic behavior of sihk-faahn

'to eat rice! a meal' is just the opposite of daam-sam 'to worry' and tauh-fi 'to invest'.

Relativization can easily be applied to it without changing its lexicalized meaning,faahn

'rice! a meal' could be topicalized or used in other contexts, and certain elements like

aspect markers could be inserted between the V element and the a element. The results

overwhelming suggest that sihk:faahn is just a verb phrase. It is not a real va compound.

What is left is the other three va units: duhk-syu 'to study', hoi-dou 'to operate

on' and cheut-miiau 'to cheat'. In terms oftopicalization and separation, they behave like

verb phrases because (1) the a elements can be moved to the beginning of a sentence and

the lexicalized meanings remain, and (2) aspect markers and adverbial phrases can he

inserted between the units. However, they also behave like single units with respect to

relativization and the ability to be used in other contexts. How can we account for these

facts? There are two possible analyses to answer this question. One ofthe analyses is to

believe that these va units are still in the process of grammaticalizing from verb phrases

to true va compounds. If we can borrow the idea ofhaving a continuum between verb
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phrases on one end and VO compounds on the other end, then these three VO units are

somewhere in between the continuum. One of the reasons why they are still not totally

granunaticalized is probably because there are many similar looking VO verb phrases in

the language that allow syntactic processes like topicalization and relativization to be

applied to the 0 arguments. By analogy, therefore, these highly lexicalized units are also

affected.

Let's take hOi-dou 'to operate on' (lit. open-knife) as an example. In Cantonese,

there are many phrases that begin with the verb hOi 'to open'; hoi cheung 'open the

window', hoi muhn 'open the door', hoi dinsi 'open the television' (i.e., to turn on the

television), etc. These combinations are clearly verb phrases based on syntactic and

semantic criteria, and they are eligible to undergo various syntactic processes. One of

them is the jeung construction. From our tests above, it was shown that the jeung marked

NP is the 0 argument of the main verb. All these instances of hoi can appear in thejeung

construction.

61). a. Hoi muhn

']X ff~ F5
Ng6h jeung muhn
1ST

SG jeung door
'I open the door. '

b. Hoi cheung

lfflrt!I. o

hoi-j6.
open-PFT

/J\Sjj ff~ 1l!\I ~

Siuhmihng jeung go cheung
Siuming Jeung CL window
'Siuming opened the window.'

lfflrt!I. o

hOi-j6
open-PFT
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Since there are syntactic phrases built around hoi, eventually speakers apply the same

syntactic processes to hoi-dou, thereby slowing down the process of grammaticalization.

The other anaylsis is to assume that there are two homophonous versions for

duhk-syu 'to study', hoi-dou 'to operate on' and cheut-maau 'to cheat'. One of which is a

real VO compound, and the other one is a VO VP. When topicalization and the

separation test were applied, it was the VPs that were tested. Therefore, the 0 elements

in these units were able to be topicalized, or to be separated from the verb. In constrast,

when relativatizion and the 'stand alone' test were applied, it was the VO compounds

there were tested. Therefore, the 0 elements cannot be relativized, or cannot retain their

lexicalized meanings in other contexts.

These two analyses require different assumptions about syntax, and we will

refrain from taking a position on it.

5.5 COVERBS

The coverb construction is often controversial among linguists who work on

Chinese. Its structure is exactly the same as the common serial verb construction (SVC).

62). a. Schematic structure ofthe common SVC

b. Schematic structure ofthe coverb construction

[The position of V 1 is where coverbs are
found]

Semantically, V I may be interpreted as a verb or a preposition. The following sentence is

an example of this construction in Mandarin (data from Li and Thompson 1973).
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Zhang-san yong kuaizi
Zhang-san use chopsticks
'Zhang-san eats with chopsticks.'

UZ:~O

chi-fan
eat-meal
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The word yang (VI) can be interpreted as a verb, meaning 'to use', or it can be

interpreted as a preposition, meaning 'with'. If it is a verb, then the structure is a very

typical SVC structure. But if it is a preposition, it is no more than a simple sentence with

a prepositional phrase preceding the main verb. Chen (1993) points out that coverbs have

the function of verbs when used alone. Yet, when they are used in a serial verb

construction, it is not clear whether they function as verbs or prepositions. This

controversy is not only found in Mandarin. In Cantonese, according to Matthews and

Yip (1996), there are at least eleven coverbs that function like prepositional phrases in

English, but also resemble the serial verb construction which is a basic feature of Chinese

syntax (p. 60). The main question is then: are coverbs real verbs or prepositions?

Some work has been done to answer this question. For example, it is found that

coverbs (at least the ones in Cantonese) may take aspect markers (data from Matthews

and Yip 1996:61) (modified):

64). a. fZ I"U~ / *{:t.
Ng6h tUlmg-gan / * -jyuh
I ST so with-PRoo / * -CONT
'I'm talking to him/her.'

~
gong
talk

D~ 0

yeh.
things

b. {i]; ~J&\ / * ll1L / *~
Leih hai-gwo / * -j6 / * -gan
2ND SO at-EXP / * -PFT / * -PROO
'Have you ever slept in my house?'

fZ
ng6h
1ST SO

~:iE:
iikkei
house

~

fan
sleep

JJ¥?
meih?
not-yet
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Although it is true that these coverbs can take aspect markers, they are quite restricted in

their usage. Some coverbs may not take certain aspect markers.

In addition to taking certain aspect markers, coverbs may participate in the V-not-

V question formation, like any regular verbs.

65). a. Regular verb

{iJI *~*
Leih heui-mh-heui
2ND

SO go-not-go
'Are you going to eat?'

Coverbs

Jt~
sihk-faahn
eat-rice

O;f?
a?
PRT

b. iZ i"J~1"l {g ~ D!f ff i!!T?
Ng6h tUhng-mh-tUhng keuih g6ng yeh Mu a?
1ST

SO with-not-with 3RD so talk things good PRT
'Should I talk to him/herT

c. {iJI Uffi\O~Uffi\ iZ ~iE: ~II i!!T?
Leih hai-mh-hai ng6h Ukkei fan a?
2ND so at-not-at 1ST so house sleep PRT
'Are you sleeping in my houseT

These facts here seem to support the idea that coverbs in Cantonese are just like regular

verbs. In the light of what we know so far, it is interesting to test the NPs that follow

immediately after coverbs and find out if they behave like 0 arguments or oblique NPs.

So in the remaining part of this chapter some Cantonese coverbs will be tested with the

three tests that we have been using. The findings mayor may not support what we have

discovered thus far.
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5.5.1 TESTING THE NPs

In this section, we will examine four sentences containing different coverbs with

the help of the three tests we have been using: the relativization test, the particle saai test

and the maaih test. We will also examine a regular SVC sentence for comparison. Here

are the sentences:

66). A regular SVC

flt ~ UB$) -* W tt o

Ng6h maaih dI tongseui laih sihle
1ST

SG buy CL dessert come eat
'1 bought some dessert to eat.'

67). Coverb sentences

a. fltUIth [CtJ UB$) Mfi: ;Ii; .lifH1' 0

Ng6hdeih tiIhng ill pahngyauh heui leuihahng.
1ST PL with CL friend go travel
'We went traveling with (our) friends.'

b. fgDIth 0iWi flt ~1E: ~ ~ tt o

Keuihdeih hai ng6h Ukkei jyti faahn sihk.
3RD pL LOC 1ST

SG house cook nee eat
'They cooked food to eat in my house.'

c. 9B {~\DIth • DB$) =i§A%. !I 11'* 0

Gamyaht leihdeih bong dI l6uhyithngaa 16h hahnglei.
today 2ND

pL for CL old people carry luggage
'Today you carried luggage for the old people.'

d. 'fx~1th ~R DB$) B2fi:A * BY:: 0

Ng6hdeih gan dI yahtbUnyithn hohk yahtman.
1ST PL with CL Japanese learn Japanese
'We are learning Japanese from some Japanese people.'
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The first test is relativization. Relativizing the NPs after the coverbs with the gap

strategy means that the NPs are 0 arguments. If the pronoun (retention) strategy is used,

then the NPs should be considered to be oblique NPs.

68) RCof(66)

J:J<; ~ _I*{g @1! Fi; m~ OB\l

[REL Ng6h maaih 1* keuih lilih sihk] g6 dI
1ST SG buy 1* 3RD

SG come eat that CL

M7.K H HI!:'IZ°
tongseui h6u h6umei.
dessert very tasty
'The dessert that I bought to eat is very tasty.'

69). a. RC of(67a)

fZ°llb. I5J * _/{80llb. =Ji:. ;Jj~fr m~ OB\l

[REL Ng6hdeih tilhng * I keuihdeih heui Ieuihahng] g6 dI
lST pL with * I 3RD

PL go travel that CL

M1Z: ~ Dffi'i £M - 5E. fZ0llb. o/9J 0

pahngyauh seung hili sIngkeihsaam gin ng6hdeih woo
friend want LOC Wednesday see 1ST PL PRT

'The friends with whom we went traveling want to see us on Wednesday.'

b. RC of(67b)

{gOf\j) Dffi'i * IIIJ & ~ ~ Fi; IIJ
[REl Keuihdeih hili * __ /g6 douh jy1'l faahn sihk] g6

3RD pL at * ILOC there cook rice eat that

F<lJ & {~ fZ nil 0

gaan ilk haih ng6h ge.
CL house COP 1ST SG POSS

'The house where they cooked food to eat is mine.'
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c. RC of(67c)

"'''is
[REL Gamyaht

Today

{iJ\UII!l
leihdeih
2ND

pL

_ • _1{§UII!l
bong' I keuihdeih
for • 13

RD
PL

m
16h
carry

ff*
hahnglei]
luggage

W/ljj UB9 ~A~ H ~~ {iJ\UII!l 0

g6 dl 16uhyahngaa hau gamgik Ieihdeih.
that CL old people very appreciate 2ND PL

'The old people for whom you carried luggage appreciated you a lot.'

d. RC of(67d)

ft~1I!l Jill • 1{§1IJIh ~ Bx fi IJtJSJ

[REL Ng6hdeih giin • I keuihdeih hohk yahtman] g6 dl
1sT PL with • 13RO

PL learn Japanese that CL

B;$:A frf frfA 0

yahtbunyilhn bOu bOuyalm.
Japanese very nice people
'The Japanese people from whom we are learning Japanese are very nice.'

(68) shows that the gap strategy is used when the NP of the first verb in an SVC is

relativized. In (69), the re1ativization test yields findings that are just the opposite of

what we might expect. As stated above, these coverbs are capable of taking c·ertain

aspect markers and they can be tumed into questions by the V-not-V strategy. These

facts suggest that the coverbs behave like regular verbs. However, from relativization,

we discover that all of the NPs immediately follow the coverbs are not 0 arguments.

They behave as if they are oblique because the pronoun strategy must be used to form the

right relative clauses. From the outcome of the relativization test, it seems that coverbs

(at least the ones that we tested) are either oblique markers (prepositions) or intransitive

verbs that take oblique arguments.
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The second test involves saai. We can draw a conclusion from the way saai

quantifies the NPs in these sentences.

70) Putting saai with an SVC

~ - Bj§ ~BSJ iiJ!J}( ~ itoffil.
Ng6h maaih saai ill tongseui huh sihk.
1ST SG buy all CL dessert come eat
'I bought all the dessert to eat.'

71). Putting saai with coverb sentences

a. ~Dl/!) IPJ Bj§ DBSJ MR: '* 1*.6 0

Ng6hdeih tuhng saai dr pahngyauh heui Jeuihahng.
1ST

PL with all CL friend go travel
,All of us went traveling with (our) friends. '

b. {§~l/!) Dfi Bj§ ~ ~£t ~ W&. ita
Keuihdeih hlii saai ng6h Ukkei jyti faahn sihk.
3RD

PL at all 1ST SG house cook nce eat
'All of them cooked food to eat in my house. '

c. ~ E3 Hr;Dl/!) • 1fJ!1j ~BSJ ~A% Ii
Gamyaht Jeihdeih bOng saai dr 16uhyahngaa 16h
today 2ND

PL for all CL old people carry
'Today all of you carried luggage for the old people.'

6*°
hahnglei.
luggage

d. ~Dl/!) ~N Bj§ DBSJ E3 ;;$:A "" B3t a

Ng6hdeih gan saai ill yahtbiinyahn hohk yahtman.
1ST

PL with all CL Japanese learn Japanese
'All of us are learning Japanese from some Japanese people.'

The results from the saai test echo what we found from the relativization test. Saai in the

SVC quantifies the NP following the first verb. In the coverb sentences it quantifies not
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the NPs that follow the coverbs, but the first NPs in these sentences. This shows us that

the NPs immediately following the coverbs are none other than oblique NPs.

The last test we will use is the maaih test. Maaih modifies either an S argument

or an 0 argument.

72). fI; ~ :f:llJ. BfI\I fI* IJlil! tt 0

Ng6h maaih maaih dI tongseui litih sihk.
1ST

SG buy VPRT CL dessert come eat
'j bought some dessert to eat (in addition to other food).'

73). a. ~
Llhn
Even

f\tB~

ng6hdeih
1ST

PL

jIf/l
dou
also

i'lJ
tuhng
with

:f:llJ.
maaih
VPRT

BfI\I MR:
dI pahngyauh
CL friend

*heui
go

;mIT'
leuihahng.
travel
'Even we went traveling with (our) friends.'

b. {8B~ ~ :f:llJ. fI; ~il: ~ ~ tt o

Keuihdeih hai milaih ng6h iikkei jyU faahn sihk.
3RD pL at VPRT 1ST SG house cook rice eat
'Even they cooked food to eat in my house.'

c.98 {i]lBtI!J ;Ii t1I! BfI\I ~A% 11
Gamyaht leihdeih bOng maaih dI 16uhyilhngaa 16h
today 2ND

PL for VPRT CL old people carry

IT,*,0
hahngJei.
luggage
'Today even you carried luggage for the old people, (in addition to the other
who carry).'

d. fl;BtI!J m:f:ll!. BfI\I 8 *A .." B.3t 0

Ngohdeih gan milaih ill yahtbUnyahn hohk yahtrnan.
1ST PL with VPRT CL Japanese learn Japanese
'We are learning Japanese along with some Japanese people.'
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Once again the findings from the maaih test concur with the results from relativization

and the saai test. Maaih in the SVC modifies the NP df tongseui 'the dessert', which is

the 0 argument of the first verb. Similarly, maaih modifies the first NPs of the sentences

in all four coverb sentences. Maaih cannot modify the NPs after the coverbs. The

findings suggest that the NPs are oblique.

5.5.2 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

The three tests that were applied In the prevIOus section all supported the

conclusion that coverbs are better described as prepositions rather than verbs. This

conclusion seems to be puzzling, because it contradicts the syntactic facts that coverbs

can take certain aspect markers or form questions. One may argue that coverb phrases

should be interpreted as subordinate clauses in a serial verb construction. Since they are

subordinate, the NPs that follow the coverbs are not the real 0 arguments of the sentences,

and that is why the tests we used didn't tum out as expected. We believe that this

position is wrong simply because subordinate clauses are not known to form V-not-V

questions.

74). a. iZ ~ ff!i il ~

Ng6h h'lih Je chin maaih
1sT

SG come borrow money buy
'I come to borrow money to buy things.'

UJ! 0

yeh.
things

b* iZ ~ ff!i il J'log~

*Ng6h lilih Je chin maaih-mh-maaih
1ST SG come borrow money buy-not-buy
'Do I come to borrow money to buy things?'

UJ! U!f?
yeh a?
things PRT
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The position we take is that coverbs are undergoing a process of

grammaticalization. That is, they are turning from full verbs into prepositions. In the

process, coverbs may begin losing their ability to treat the NPs that follow them as their

o arguments, and eventually they may lose the ability to take tense/aspect markers. This

seems to be what is happening in Mandarin. Some coverbs in Mandarin are still able to

take aspect markers, while some have lost this ability. Compare the following sentences:

75). a.*/J''$ 1:£7 rpm 1H::(:f::2J 0

*Xiao-Li zai-Ie zhongguo hen youming.
Li in-PFT China very famous

??'Li was very famous when he was in China.'

b. Datafrom Li and Thompson 1974:267 (my gloss and translation)

Ii!! m7 m-r it &(0
Ta yong-Ie kuaizi chi fan.
3RD so use-PFT chopsticks eat rice
'S/he ate with chopsticks.'

These examples show that zai 'be at; in' can no longer take aspect markers. But yong

'use; with' can still appear with an aspect marker. Grammaticalization in Mandarin has

started to cause some coverbs to lose their verbhood. Grammaticalization of coverbs in

Cantonese may not be as fast as in Mandarin. Nonetheless, Cantonese coverbs have

already begun to treat their NPs as oblique NPs. The process of grammaticization in

Cantonese and Mandarin coincides with the typology of grammaticalization that Lord

(1993) suggests:

In general, the direction of shift is from major lexical category to minor

lexical category, from content-word to lexical form-word, and from an



open class to a closed class... The trend is from a clause with a serial verb

string to a clause with a single main verb accompanied by 'modifying

verbs,' some of which are losing verb status. Over time, a simple two

verb serial construction can undergo restructuring to, for example, verb

plus prepositional phrase, or verb plus object complement and eventually

subordinate clause, or verb plus adverb or auxiliary (Lord 1993 235-236).

189
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Chapter 6

Ergative Verb Construction

6.1 BACKGROUND

The last construction we want to examine in this dissertation is the Ergative Verb

construction l
. This term was coined by Y-H.A. Li (1990) to describe a construction

where the undergoer of the action can appear either before the verb or after the verb. The

verb itself denotes a change of state or location. For example (Matthews and Yip

1996:40)

I). a. The undergoer appears before the verb

{§ ~'il JEll1[o
Keuih 16uhdauh sei-j6.
3RD

SO father die-PIT
'Slhe lost hislher father.'

b. The undergoer appears after the verb

{§ JEll1[ ~'il 0

Keuih sei-j6 16uhdauh
3RD so die-PFT father
'Slhe lost hislher father.'

1 In this dissertation, 'ergative' is the equivalent of 'unaeeusative', which is different from the use of
'ergative' as in 'ergative languages' or 'ergative case marking'.
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c. The undergoer appears before the verb

f\i;I!I!l lesJ
Ng6hdeih dI
1ST

PL CL

'Our boats sanle'

JiYd
syuhn
boat

ttlli o

chahm-j6.
sink-PFT

d. The undergoer appears after the verb

f\i;~!I!l {Xlli ~esJ

Ng6hdeih chahm-j6 dI
1ST PL sink-PFT CL
'Our boats sank.'
'We sank the boats.'

fci 0

syuhn.
boat

There are two kinds of word order in these sentences. First, when the possessive NPs

keuih 16uhdauh 'hislher father' and ng6hdeih eli syuhn 'our boats' are found in preverbal

position in (la) and (lc) respectively, they resemble the SV word order. In contrast,

when the possessor NPs keuih 'hislher' and ng6hdeih 'our' are in preverbal position, and

the possessed NP 16uhdauh 'father' and eli syuhn 'boats' are in postverbal position ((lb)

and (ld) respectively), these sentences resemble the SVO word order. The SV word

order seems to be quite nonnal, but the SVO word order is at first glance strange because

the meaning of sei 'to die' and chahm 'to sink' do not imply the presence of more than

one argument. Yet, even if we neglect the semantics of these verbs and just look at the

structure from the surface, as in (1 b) and (l d), the possessed NPs 16uhdauh 'father' and

eli syuhn 'boats' do appear after the main verbs. The two kinds of sentences are

obviously related, but they exhibit such a wide range of possible patterns: SV for (1 a) and
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(l c), and SVX2 for (l b) and (l d). How do we account for these syntactic facts? More

importantly, are these sentences transitive or intransitive? Once again, our task here is to

put the sentences to the tests we have been using, and the results may give us some

insight into this construction.

6.2 TESTING THE CONSTRUCTION

In this section, we will once again use relativization, the particle saai test and the

maaih test to examine this construction.

6.2.1 TEST 1: RELATIVIZATION

The first test we will use is relativization. As discussed in a number of occasions

in the previous chapters, the strategy employed to form relative clauses in Cantonese

depends on the type of NPs undergoing the process. If a core argument is relativized, the

gap strategy is used. If a peripheral argument (non-core) is relativized, then the pronoun

strategy is called for. The relativization test should reveal to us whether the postverbal

NP in (lb) and (ld) are 0 arguments or oblique NPs. So here are the results.

2). Relativization of(1)

a. RCof(1a)

1* {§ YEllt III M A
[REL __ I * K6uihi sei-j6] go go yahn

1* 3RD so die-PFT that CL person
'The person who died was his/her father.'

f3fi
haih
cOP

{§
[k6uih
3RD so

~.Ro

l6uhdauh]i.
father

2 Since the status of the postverbal NP is not known at this point, we will not label it O. Instead, X will be
used.
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b. RCoj(lb)

{g JEIii 1* {§ m~ @j A {J(i
[RELKeuili sei-jo __ I * keuihj] go go yahn haih

3RD SG die-PFT 1* 3RD
SG that CL person COP

{§ ~R 0

[keuih 16uhdauh];.
3RD SG father
'The person ofhislher who died was his/her father.'

c. RCoj(lc)

~/*{§ 1Xll!E Wi nB9 lID 1i *[REL __ 1* Keuih chahm-j6] g6 ill syuhn juhng meih
1* 3RD

SG sink-PFT that CL boat still not yet

:fml§.'tl 0

wand6u.
found
'The boats that sank are still not found yet.'

d. RCoj(ld)

f\\~!fu

[REL Ng6hdeih
1ST PL

1xIIi
chahm-j6
sink-PFT

_I*{§
__I * keuih]

1* 3RD
SG

m~

go
that

~f19

dI
CL

lID
syuhn
boat

~ * :fml3jU 0

juhng meih wand6u.
still not yet found
'The boats of ours that sank are still not yet found.'
'The boats that we sank are still not yet found.'

Interestingly, the relativization test reveals that the possessed NPs 16uhdauh 'father' and

df syuhn 'boats' in the SVX pattern are relativized by means of the gap strategy, not the

pronoun strategy when they follow the main verbs (2b and 2d). The findings show that

when the possessed NPs follow these ergative verbs, they are not oblique NPs. As for the
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SV pattern, when the two possessive NPs precede the main verbs, the whole NPs (i.e.

along with the pronouns keiuh 'his/her' and ng6hdeih 'our') undergo relativization, which

means that the possessive NPs behave like S arguments in their respective sentences.

6.2.2 TEST 2: THE SMl PARTICLE TEST

Another test to apply involves the particle saai, which quantifies the S and the 0

arguments. If the postverbal possessed NPs as in (1 b) and (ld) can be quantified by saai,

the results will suggest that they are the 0 arguments of their sentences. This will

provide further support, in addition to the relativization test, for the claim that sei 'die'

and chahm 'sink' can be used transitively.

3) a. {§ ~£J; JE l1gIjo

K6uih fuhm6uh s6i saai.
3RD so parents die all
'Both of his/her parents died.'

b. {§ JE If@ :5l:.£J;' fR* ;=!1l(~ ~Mmo @
Keuih s6i saai fuhm6uh, yihgil jihaih dakfiian yilt go
3RD so die all parents now only survived by one CL

/friJ~o

ago.
elder brother
'S/he lost both parents, and now is survived by an elder brother.'

c. fZDIt Dell JIB
Ng6hdeih dI syuhn
1ST PL CL boat
'All of our boats sank.'

1%
chahm
sink

l1gIjo

saai.
all



d. :fXDtt IX Il£§ Dsg
Ng6hdeih chahrn saai dI
1sT

PL sink all CL

'All ofthe boats of ours sank.'
'We sank all the boats.'

Jlflo
syuhn.
boat
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As discussed in the previous test, (3a) and (3c), though they look very similar to their

counterparts (3b) and (3d), are intransitive sentences. Kiuih fuhm6uh 'his/her parents'

and ng6hdeih di syuhn 'our boats' function as single noun phrases in the relativization

test, and here the saai test also supports that conclusion. If you recall, saai quantifies

either the S or 0 argument. (3a) and (3c) show that saai quantifies the whole possessive

NPs keuihfuhm6uh 'his/her parents' and ng6hdeih di syuhn 'our boats', rather than parts

of them. This means that the NPs are truly S arguments. (3b) and (3d), on the other hand,

show that the bare postverbal NPsfuhm6uh 'parents' (3b) and di syuhn 'boats' (3d) are

o arguments in the SVX pattern. saai in both sentences quantifies only the nouns

following the verbs. This conclusion matches the conclusion of the relativization test.

6.2.3 TEST 3: THE JlMAIH TEST

The last test involves miiaih, which is shown to modifY either the S argument or

the 0 argument, just like the way saai works. Miiaih has the meaning of 'along with' or

'in addition' when it modifies NPs. The verbs used in the previous sections are sei 'to

die' and chahm 'to sink'.

4). a. {§ :SZ:i5J (~) 1£
Keuih fuhm6uh (dou) sei
3RD

SO parents (also) die
'Both ofhis/her parents also died.'

:f:!I.!.o
mamh.
VPRT
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b. {§ 7E J:m X$:' fJ!* 1:1 ~JaX j!fj) 1HE... ,,~

K6uih s6i maaih fuhm6uh, yihga mat chiihnyilhn dou m6uh
3.0 sa die VPRT parents now any relative also NEG

BjJIjo

saai.
all
'Slhe lost both hislher parents, now slhe does not have any relative.'

c. ~~IID 099 J¥d (j!fj)) IX :f:!IJ.o
Ng6hdeih dI syuhn (dou) chaJun maaih.
1sT PL CL boat (also) sink VPRT
'We also sank all our boats. '

d. ~~IID IX :f:!IJ. 099 J¥d 0

Ng6hdeih chaJun maaih dI syuhn.
1ST PL sink VPRT CL boat
'Even our boats sank.'
'We even sank the boats.'

Both (4a) and (4b) share the same meaning -- the parents are dead in addition to the other

relatives. Clearly, the test shows that miwih has to modify the preverbal possessive NP in

(4a) and the postverbal possessed NP in (4b). It coincides with our previous tests, which

suggest that the postverbal NP after sei 'to die' in the SVX pattern is an 0 argument, and

the whole possessive NP in (4a) is an S argument. The same can be said about (4c) and

(4d). The meanings are the same in these sentences -- besides having many things sunk,

the boats also sank. The same conclusion can be drawn from these two sentences. The

postverbal possessed NP in (4d) in the SVX pattern is an 0 argument, and the preverbal

NP in (4c) is an S argument.
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6.2.4 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

In the previous sections three tests were used to test whether the postverbal NP in

the Ergative Verb construction is an a argument or an oblique NP. Here is a list of

summary extracted from the results of the tests.

Table 6.1: Summary of the tests for the ergative verb construction

1. Relativization
louhdauh sl!i 'to lost father' (2a) Gap Core (S) Intransitive
sei louhdauh 'to lost father' (2b) Gap Core (0) Transitive
syuhn chahm 'to sink boats' (2c) Gap Core (S) Intransitive
chahm syuhn 'to sink boats' (2d) Gap Core (0) Transitive

2. The particle saai test
fuhmouh sei 'to lost parent' (3a) Not present Core (S) Intransitive
sei fuhmouh 'to lost parent' (3b) Yes Core (0) Transitive
svuhn chahm 'to sink boats' (3c) Not present Core (S) Intransitive
chahm syuhn 'to sink boats' (3d) Yes Core (0) Transitive

3. The miuJih test
/uhmouh sl!i 'to lost parent' (4a) Not present Core (S) Intransitive
sl!i fuhmouh 'to lost parent' (4b) Yes Core (0) Transitive
syuhn chahm 'to sink boats' (4c) Not present Core (S) Intransitive
chahm syuhn 'to sink boats' (4d) Yes Core (0) Transitive

The results of these tests overwhelmingly point to the conclusion that the postverbal NP

in the SVX pattern is none other than an a argument. This means when the undergoer of

the action is in the postverbal position, the sentence is transitive. But when the

possessive NP appears in the preverbal position, the sentence is intransitive.

6.3 SOME POSSIBLE PROBLEMS

Though we have made a conclusion in the previous section that seems to be well-

supported, there are nonetheless some arguments against our conclusion. One of the

most powerful arguments is the fact that if a NP is an a argument, it should be able to
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undergo topicalization. However, what we find is that the 0 argument in the SVX

pattern cannot be topicalized. Here are some examples (all the (a) sentences are before

topicalization. All the (b) sentences are after topicalization.)

5). Topicalizing the 0 argument ofa regular transitive verb

a. f\i; rrIlir.
Ngoh da-jo
1ST sa hit-PFT
'1 hit Mary once.'

Mary
Mary
Mary

b. Mary' f\i; rrIlir.
Mary, ngoh da-jo
Mary 1ST sa hit-PFT
'As for Mary, 1hit her once.'

-To
yatMh.
once

6). Topicalizing the 0 argument ofa Verb ofMotion (MV)

a. {§ ~~ III F,,~ l@if
Keuih sihk-gwo go gaan jaulilUh
3RD sa eat-EXP that CL restaurant
'Slhe has eaten at that restaurant many times.'

H1P
houd6
numerous

*-0
chi.
times

b. WffiI F,,~ lfIIifl ' {§ 1t~ ~f1P- * 0

Go gaan jaulilUh, k6uih sihk-gwo Mud6 chi.
that CL restaurant 3RD sa eat-EXP numerous times
'As for that restaurant, slhe has eaten there many times. '

7). Topicalizing the 0 argument ofa Locative Verb (L V)

a. {f]\ ~IIir. III ~ ~ Jrz a 0

L6ih choh-jo go jeung dang sehng yah!.
2ND sa sit-PFT that CL chair whole day
'You sat on that chair for the whole day.'

b. WffiI ~ ~, {f]\ ~IIir. g\{ a 0

Go jeung dang, leih choh-jo sehng yah!.
that CL chair 2ND sa sit-PFT whole day
'As for that chair, you sat there for the whole day.'
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8. Topicalizing the 0 argument ifa Verb with an adverbial object (AOV)

a. {§ fW~ll!L .J: -W ~ ~o

Keuih gaaihslk-j6 siiam chi bei ng6h teng.
3RD

SG explain-PFT three times to 1ST
SG listen

'Slhe has already explained (it) three times to me.'

b. ~ .J: lilli, {§ m~1lt .w fIG ~o,~,

Siiam chi la, keuih gaaihslk-j6 bei ng6h teng.
three times PRT 3RD

SG explain-PFT to 1ST
SG listen

'Three time already, slhe has already explained (it) to me.'

9). Topicalizing the postverbal argument ofan Ergative Verb (EV)

a. {§ 7Ell1t. ::gR 0

Keuih sei-j6 16uhdauh
3RD SG die-PFT father
'Slhe lost hislher father.'

b. ::g.'iI ' {§ 7E1l1L 0

L6uhdauh, keuih sei-j6.
father 3RD SG die-PFT

* 'Slhe lost hislher father. '
'Father, he died.'

c. ~Ult!J r:t1l1L
Ng6hdeih chahm-j6
1ST PL sink-PFT
'Our boats sanlc'
'We sank the boats.'

Ui!9

dI
CL

l!IEJo
syuhn,
boat

d. 00)j I!IEJ' j'j(Uf{!) ttllt 0

DI syuhn, ng6hdeih chahm-j6.
CL boat 1sT PL sink-PFT

* 'The boats of ours, they sank.'
'The boats, we sank them.'

One of the characteristics of 0 arguments (although not just 0 arguments) is that they

should have the capability to undergo topicalization. That is why the examples in (5) - (8)

can be topicalized (as we have argued in Chapter four, the postverbal NP of some MV,
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LV and AOV are 0 arguments). However, when it comes to the ergative verbs, we find

that it is not possible to topicalize the postverbal NPs (as seen in (9b) and (9d)). Dr syuhn

'the boats' in (9d) may seem to be able to topicalize, but the interpretation has to be the

transitive usage of chahm 'to sink' (or 'to cause something to sink'). This fact is

puzzling. This is a direct contradiction to what we expect to fmd. Yet, we find that

topicalization is only part of the story. There is another fact that seems to argue against

the transitive analysis of the Ergative Verb construction.

The second problem is that the EV construction seems to be very restricted in

usage. Although it is a well-known fact that verbs subcategorize the type(s) of

complements they may appear with, they should be able to take any complements within

the subcategories. For example, in English, the verb go must be followed by a location or

an adverb. So anyone can say:

10). a. I go to Europe.

b. My mind went to outer space.

As long as the complements of go stay within the range of a location, the sentences

should remain grammatical. Yet for the Ergative verbs that we have been examining,

they can only take certain nouns. Compare:

11). a. 18 JEQ:Ir. ~@ / ~'l}frJ~ / mft! j{lJtf 0

Keuih sei-j6 bahbii / mahmii / sail6u / gaujai.
3RD

SG die-PFT father / mother / younger brother / puppy
'Slhe lost hislher father / mother / younger brother / puppy.'
(i.e. 'His/Her father / mother / younger brother / puppy died.')
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b. 18 JEu:t ??!l.B / 'Ii / 'IIi 0

Keuih sei-jo ?? seh I * chohng / • cbe.
3RD so die-PFT ?? snake / * bugs / • car
'Slhe lost hislher snake I bugs / car.'
(i.e. 'Hislher snake / bugs / car died.')

The postverbal position of the SVX pattern must be an undergoer, and for the verb sei 'to

die', it subcategories animate NPs. Yet not all animate NPs can be used in this

construction. It is shown that the postverbal NP must contain a kinship term or an

inalienable NP. This fact is even more puzzling than the first problem because such a

restriction on kinship terms / inalienable NPs is hardly found for the subcategorization of

regular transitive verbs. This construction seems to be more complicated than we first

anticipated.

In order to solve this mystery, we must first revisit the notion of Ergative Verbs.

6.4 ERGATIVE VERBS REVISITED

Ergative verbs, also known as unaccusative verbs, are intransitive verbs that take

undergoer NPs as their complements. Unlike their counterparts, unergative verbs (some

call them accusative verbs), which take agent-like NPs, the single core arguments of

ergative verbs must be affected by the actions signified by the verbs. Cross-linguistically,

examples of these verbs include: bum, fall, freeze, dry, grow, etc.

The syntax of ergative verbs has been widely studied by many linguists, and many

syntactic theories have different ways to account for the syntactic facts. However, among

these theories, there is always one thing in common: the single core argument of an

ergative verb is the 0 argument (as supposed to the S argument) of the verb. In

Government and Binding theory, for instance, the core argument is found in the
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complement position of a VP in the deep structure. In Relational Grammar, the core

argument is the 2 relation (direct object) in the initial stratum (see Perlmutter 1978 for

more discussion). Cantonese contains some patterns that support this claim. Let's see

the following sentences:

12). Ergative Verb

a. ii m IIill !
Lohk yUh la!
fall rain PRT
'It's raining.'

b. WTiID tf:\:FJ1.1l1L
Chinmihn cheutyin-j 6 yiit
front appear-PFT one
'A person appeared in the front. '

Unergative Verb

c. Ie ~~ 0

Keuih haam-gan.
]RD SG cry-PROG
'S/he is crying.'

d.*~~ Ie 0

*Haam-gan keuih
cry-PROG ] RD SG
'S/he is crying.'

e. fJt l':J't_ 0

Ng6h tium6uh.
1sT SG dance
'I dance / I am dancing. '

00 A 0

go yahn.
CL person

f. *l':J't_
*Tium6uh
dance
'I dance.'

fto
ng6h
1ST SG



203

Verbs like lohk 'to fall' and cheutyin 'to appear' are typical examples of ergative verbs,

and the core arguments of these verbs can appear in the postverbal position. However,

haam 'cry' and tiumouh 'dance', which are unergative verbs, cannot allow their single

arguments to appear postverbally, as in (l2d) and (l2i). More interestingly, the

arguments of ergative verbs in Cantonese may also appear in the preverbal position.

Compare these with (12a) and (l2b).

13). a. m mj~ H 7\ 0

YUh lohk-dak h6u daaih.
rain fall-vPRT very heavily
'The rain is falling heavily.'

b. Moo:f§ @l
Chinmihn yauh yat go
front have one CL

'A person appeared in the front. '

.A
yaIm
person

tB.fJ1.ll!'. 0

cheutyin-j63
•

appear-PFT

As is shown here, one of the properties of ergative verbs in Cantonese is that they allow

their arguments to appear either preverbally (NP V) or postverbally (V NP). If this fact is

right, we should also expect the preverbal core arguments of sei 'to die' in CIa) and

chahm 'to sink' in (Ie) to appear postverbally.

14). a. JEll!'. ffi :15R •
Sei-j6 keuih louhdauh.
die-PFT 3RD SG father
'Slhe lost hislher father.'

3 yau 'to have' must be added if the A or S argument is indefmite.



b. 1xlli :fJtDlIil
Chahm-j6 ngohdeih
sink-PFT 1ST PL

'Our boat sank.'

Df!9 jftf} 0

dr syuhn.
CL boat
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The sentences in (14) are perfectly acceptable, and the syntactic facts about ergative

verbs explain why (la) and (lc) are grammatical sentences. Since the core arguments of

ergative verbs can freely appear in both preverbal or postverbal positions, they also

explain why relativization, the particle saai test and the maaih test can work with the

preverbal NPs in these sentences.

The new findings generate two crucial questions that we need to answer: 'are the

postverbal arguments of ergative verbs in the V NP pattern S arguments or 0

arguments?' and 'are the preverbal arguments of ergative verbs S arguments or 0

arguments? So far we have just seen that the arguments of ergative verbs can appear

either preverbally or postverbally. But we haven't found out the status of these

arguments. If the postverbal arguments of ergative verbs are 0 arguments, then the

sentences can be considered to be transitive. On the other hand, if we find that the

postverbal arguments are S arguments, then they are just intransitive constructions with

VS word order. Similarly, it is important to know if the preverbal arguments of ergative

verbs are S arguments or 0 arguments. If they are S arguments, then the ergative

sentences with preverbal arguments are simply intransitive. Ifthey are 0 arguments, then

the sentences may be considered to be transitive.

First we will try to find out if the preverbal arguments are S or 0 arguments. One

of the tests we can use is the 'seem' test (also known as subject-to-subject raising). The
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assumption is that if a sentence is combined with a seem-type verb, the A or S argument

of the sentence will also be the A or S argument of the combined sentence. The 0

argument or an oblique NP, however, cannot undergo the same pattern. For instance:

15). Seem + a transitive sentence

seem + [John kicks the ballJ

a. The A argument ofkick becomes the A argument ofthe combined sentence

Johnj seems [_i to kick the ballJ.

b. The 0 argument ofkick becomes the A argument ofthe combined sentence

*The ballj seems [John to kick ------JJ.

16). Seem + an intransitive sentence

seem + [John looked at Mary]

a. The S argument of look becomes the S argument of the combined sentence

Johni seems [ __i to look at Mary].

b. The oblique NP oflook becomes the S argument ofthe combined sentence

*At Maryj seems [John to look------J]

(15) shows that only the A argument can become the A of the combined sentence (15a).

Raising the 0 argument (15b) is ungrammatical. (16) shows that the S argument can be

raised to the higher clause, but the oblique NP cannot be raised.

The 'seem' test works the same way in Cantonese. Only the A and S arguments

can be raised to the higher clause. But the 0 argument and the oblique NP cannot be

raised. For example:
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17). chifuh 'seem' + a transitive sentence

{tJ'f + JloJ John m~ 11 rEi: 0

chifuh + [Ah-John tek-gan go bo.]
seem John kick-PROG CL ball
'seem + Jolm is kicking the ball.'

a. The A argument ofkick becomes the A argument ofthe combined sentence

JloJ John {t)'f- m~ 1ll rEi: 0

Ah-JOhni chifuh [ __i tek-gan go bO.]
John seem kick-PROG CL ball
'John seems to be kicking the ball.'

b. The 0 argument ofkick becomes the A argument ofthe combined sentence'

*1ll rEi: {M'f- JloJ John m~
* Go bOj chifuh [Ah-John tek-gan -----J.]

CL ball seem John kick-PROG
* 'The ball seems [John to kick.]'

18). chifuh 'seem' + an intransitive sentence

{J;,('f- + W'f7.l<. ~J {if; Ili~ Ji}R Ho
chifuh + [yauhs6ui deui 16ih ge santai hou.]
seem sWlmmmg for 2

ND
SG pass body good

'seem + swimming is good for your body.'

a. The S argument oflook becomes the S argument ofthe combined sentence

W'f7.l<. ~'f- W
Yimhs6ui; chifuh + [ __i deui
Swimming seem __i for
'Swimming seems to be good for your body.'

Ili~ Ji}R
ge santai
pass body

Ho
Mu.]
good

4 This sentence may sound grammatical if there is a pause between go bo 'the ball' and cbifub 'seem'.
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b. The oblique NP oflook becomes the S argument ofthe combined sentence

* {tr\ 1Ii!~ Jrft 1J:J'¥ iff¥* 11
* Leih ge santaij chifuh + [yfmhseui deui

2ND SO poss body seem swimming for
* 'Your body seems swimming for good.'

Ho
h6u.]
good

(17) shows that the A argument can be raised to the higher clause (l7a), but the 0

argument cannot be raised (17b). Similarly, (18) shows that the S argument can be raised

to the higher clause (18a), but the oblique NP cannot be raised (18b).

If we apply this test to ergative sentences with preverbal arguments, we can

determine if the preverbal arguments of ergative verbs are S arguments or 0 arguments.

If the preverbal arguments can be raised to become the S arguments of the combined

sentences, the preverbal arguments should be S arguments. If they cannot become the

arguments of seem, the preverbal arguments should be 0 arguments.

19). a. {j;,('F- + {§
chifuh + keuih
seem 3RD

SO

'Hislher father died.'

~R

16uhdauh
father

YEllio
sei-j6.
die-PFT

b. {§ ~R 1J:J'F
[Keuih 16uhdauh]j chifuh [ __i

3RD SG father seem
'His/Her father seems to have died.'

YEllio
sei-j6].
die-PIT

20). a. {j;,('¥ + :fJt~~

Chifuh + ng6hdeih
seem 1sT PL
'Our boats san1c'

09\1
di
CL

JiJS
syuhn
boat

ttlli o
chahrn-j6.
sink-PFT



b. :fJtDIIh D9$J JiIS 1CJ'f
[Ng6hdeib di: syuhnJj chifuh [-----J
1ST PL CL boat seem

'Our boats seem to have sunk.'

1Xllt 0

chahm-j6].
sink-PFT
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Both (19) and (20) show that the preverbal arguments of the ergative verbs can be raised

to the argument position of seem. This leads to the conclusion that the preverbal

arguments of ergative verbs in the NP V pattern are S arguments.

The second question we need is answer is whether the postverbal arguments of

ergative verbs are 0 arguments or S arguments. To do that, we will use coordination as a

test. Tuhngmaaih 'and, also' is a conjunction that works like 'and' in English. It

conjoins two sentences that share the same subject (A or S arguments). For example:

21). a. :fJt
Ng6h i

1ST sa

$; ~JHT
heui ngahnhahng
go bank

A~'
yahpchin,
deposit money,

li'IT:f:!tl
tilhngmaaih
and

J'!l
maaih
buy

sung.
food
'I go to the bank to deposit money, and buy food.'

b.*:fJt 1m 1il ?1t IPlfil Milt $;0
*Ng6h tek [go ba]j tUlmgmilaih -----J liik-j6 heui.

1ST sa kick CL ball and roll-PFT go
'I kicked the ball and [the ball] rolled away.'

In (21 a), the A argument in the second clause is interpreted as ng6h 'I', which is the A

argument of the first clause. (21b) shows that the 0 argument in the first clause carmot

be the antecedent of the gap in the second clause. So this pattern of coordination in

Cantonese is the same as the and coordination in English. Given this fact, we can
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examine the subjecthood ! objecthood of the postverbal arguments of ergative verbs by

conjoining an ergative sentence as the first clause with a transitive clause as the second

clause. If the gap in the second clause can retrieve its interpretation from the postverbal

NP of the ergative sentence, then it shows that the postverbal NP functions like a shared

subject (A or S arguments). But if the gap in the second clause cannot retrieve its

meaning from the postverbal argument, then it shows that the postverbal argument is not

an S argument. It should be an a argument. Compare:

22). a. {§
Keuih
3RD so

::g;R
l6uhdauh
father

JEIl1L,
sei-j6,
die-PIT

1"'1:fill.
ruhngmaaih
and

'(j
lau
leave

@1l1L
dai-j6
down-PIT

frf
bOu
very

:g, :iiii' 0

do waichan.
much inheritance
'His father died and left a large inheritance.'

b. JEIlt
Sei-j6
die-PFT

{g
[keuih
3RD

SG

::g;R'
l6uhdauh]i,
father

[OJt![
tUhngmaaih
and

*.
1

'(j
lituh
leave

@1l1L
dai-j6
down-PFT

H :g, ~J1Ii. 0

Mu do waihchan.
very much inheritance

• 'Hisfher father died and left a large inheritance.'
'Hisfher father died and (someone) left a large inheritance.'

23).a. :JX1IJIIl nBS!

[Ng6hdeih di:
1ST

PL CL

Jl&
Syuhn]i
boat

ttll1t,
chahm-j6,
sink-PFT

[OJt![
tUhngmaaih
and

__i Jong saal
hit all

'if> '/flj @ 0

lohk h6ih daih
down sea bottom
'Our boat sank, and hit the bottom ofthe sea.'
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b. lXIl1i: ~DJjj) 1199 Jm' Pl.t!l! 11
Chahm-j6 ng6hdeih di syuhn, tUhngmaaih •• Jong,
sink-PFT 1ST PL CL boat and hit

Jli1li 'IS- *t @ 0

sam 10hk h6ih dilih.
all down sea bottom

• 'Our boat sank, and (something) hit the bottom of the sea.'

From the previous discussion we learned that the preverbal arguments of ergative verbs

are S arguments, and so they can function as the shared subject (A or S argument) in

coordination. Thus, in (22a) and (23a) the gaps in the second clauses can get their

meanings from the preverbal NPs. However, when we conjoin an ergative sentence with

postverbal arguments and a transitive sentence, as in (22b) and (23b), the outcomes are

not the same. The gaps in the second clauses in (22b) and (23b) cannot retrieve their

interpretations from the first clauses. This shows that the postverbal arguments of

ergative verbs cannot be S arguments. They should be considered to be 0 arguments.

Then how about (lb) and (ld), where the arguments are in the SVX pattern? How

do we explain these sentences, and are these sentences transitive or intransitive? To

explain these sentences, we must also take a look at another syntactic process: possessor

ascension.

6.5 POSSESSOR ASCENSION

Possessor ascension is a type of raising operation that 'raises the possessor out of

a NP, giving it the grammatical relation that was initially associated with the larger NP.'

(O'Grady 2003). In many languages with this operation, the pattern is often called the

'double subject' or 'double object' pattern. Languages differ in terms of which core
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argument(s) can undergo possessor ascension. Japanese, for example, can only allow the

possessor of an S argument to be raised out of its larger NP.

24). a. No possessor ascension (8 argument)

[Mary-no kami-ga]
Mary-poss hair-NOM
'Mary's hair is black.'

kuroi.
black-DECL

b. With possessor ascension of(24a)

Mary-ga [__ kami-ga]
Mary-NOM hair-NOM
'MARY's hair is black.'

kuroi.
black-DECL

25). a. No possessor ascension (0 argument)

Watashi wa Mary-no
IST so TOP Mary-poss
'I grabbed Mary's leg'

ashi-o
leg-Acc

tsukanda.
grab-PST

b. With possessor ascension of(25a)

* Watashi wa Mary-o [ __
I ST so TOP Mary-ACC
'I grabbed Mary by the leg. '

ashi-o]
leg-Acc

tsukanda.
grab-psT

As we can see from (24a) and (24b), the possessor NP Mary changes its case

marking from genitive to nominative, which is the same case marking as the larger NP it

was originally in. This operation causes the sentence to have two nominative NPs. On

the other hand, the possessor NP embedded within the 0 argument cannot be turned into

an accusative NP, as shown in (25b)

In contrast, some languages allow the possessors of both S and 0 arguments to be

raised. Korean is one of these languages (data adopted from O'Grady 2003).
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26). a. No possessor ascension (8 argument)

[Chinkwu-uy son-i]
friend-POSS hand-NOM
'My friend's hand hurts.'

aphu-ta.
hurt-DECL

b. With possessor ascension of(26a)

Chinkwu-ka [__ son-i]
friend-NOM hand-NOM
'MY FRIEND'S hand hurts.'

27). a. No possessor ascension (0 argument)

John-i [Mary-uy son-ul]
John-NOM Mary-poss hand-Acc
'John grabbed Mary's hand.'

b. With possessor ascension of(27a)

aphu-ta.
hurt-DECL

cap-ass-ta.
grab-PST-DECL

John-i Mary-Iul [_
John-NOM Mary-ACC
'John grabbed MARY'S hand.'

son-ul]
hand-Acc

cap-ass-ta.
grab-psT-DECL

(26) and (27) show us that the possessors of both the S argument (chinkwu 'friend') and

the 0 argument (Mary) can be changed from the possessor marking to either the

nominative marking (26b) or the accusative marking (27b). Though the sentences before

and after possessor ascension look very similar, there are some differences pragmatically

and syntactically.

Pragmatically, the raised NPs become more contrastive than the unraised ones

(Fox 1981). Though both sentences describe the same situation, the raised possessor NPs

become the highlight or the focus. For example, in a typical conversation, (24b) is rarely

used. But when a question such as: 'whose hair is black?' is asked, (24b) becomes a
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possible answer. A similar situation is found in (26). While (26a) describes what

happens to the hand as a whole, (26b) shows empathy towards the raised NP chinkwu

'my friend'.

In addition to the pragmatic differences between a sentence that undergoes

possessor ascension and a sentence that has no possessor ascension, this operation also

plays a role on the syntactic level. What is so significant about this operation is that the

original possessor NP embedded in a larger possessive NP is turned into a core argument

of a verb (manifested by the change in case marking, for instance). The possessed NP,

though seemingly maintaining its case marking, word order, etc., loses its original

grammatical relation to the verb. Abstractly speaking, the possessed NP is somehow

'bumped' away from its original relation to the verb. Using the term in Relational

Grammar, the possessed NP becomes a chomeur (lit. unemployed). The term chomeur,

as mentioned previously in Chapter four when we discuss some properties of

passivization, is used to describe the agent NP in a passive sentence. This implies that

the 'bumped' NP in the possessor ascension pattern should behave syntactically the same

as the agent NP in a passive sentence: both are oblique NPs. How do we show that the

possessed NP is turned into an oblique NP, when the case marking (at least in Japanese

and Korean) remains the same? Do we have any independent evidence to support this

claim?

6.5.1 PASSIVIZATION

There are some sentences which can show us the status of these possessed NPs.

One ofthem is passivization. Passivization turns an 0 argument of a transitive sentence
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into an S argument, and the original A argument becomes an oblique NP. It is found that

in Korean, only one of the NPs in a sentence with possessor ascension can undergo

passivization. ((28a, c & d) from Chun 1986) (My translation).

28). a. No possessor ascension

Jolm-i [Kim Yang-ey
Jolm-NOM Kim Yang-poss
'Jolm held Kim Yang's hand.'

b. With possessor ascension

son-ul]
hand-Acc

cap-at-ta.
hold-PST-DECL

John-i Kim Yang-ul son-ul
John-NOM Kim Yang-Acc hand-Acc
'John held Kim Yang by her hand.'

cap-at-ta.
hold-psT-DEcL

c. Passivization applied to the raised possessor NP

Kim Yang-i John-eyuyhaese son-ul
Kim Yang-NoM Jolm-by hand-Acc
'Kim Yang got her hand held by John.'

d. Passivization applied to the possessed NP

* Son-i Jolm-eyuyhaese Kim Yang-ul
hand-NOM John-by Kim Yang-ACC
'The hand was held ofKim Yang.'

cap-hi-et-tao
hold-PASS-PST-DECL

cap-hi-et-tao
hold-PASS-PST-DECL

These sentences clearly show how passivization works with possessive ascension. In

contrast to the raised possessor, the possessed NP cannot undergo passivization. From

the fact that the possessed NP cannot be passivized, we should conclude that the

possessed NP is no longer the 0 argument ofthe verb. It is an oblique NP.
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6.5.2 SVBJECT-TO-OBJECT RAISING

Another piece of evidence to show the syntactic difference between the two

equally marked NPs is in the subject-to-object raising pattern. Here is an example from

Japanese (adopted from O'Grady 2003).

29). a. Without subject-to-object raising or possessor ascension

Yamada-wa [Mary-no kao-ga kawaii-to]
Yamada-ToP Mary-poss face-NOM cute-COMP
'Yamada thought that Mary's face is cute.'

b. With possessor ascension

Yamada-wa [Mary-ga kao-ga kawaii-to]
Yamada-rop Mary-NOM face-NOM cute-cOMP
'Yamada thought that Mary's face is cute.'

c. With subject-to-object ascension ofthe raised possessor

omot-ta.
think-PST

omot-ta.
think-PST

Yamada-wa Mary-o l- kao-ga
Yamada-ToP Mary-ACC face-NOM
'Yamada thought that Mary's face is cute.'

kawaii-to]
cute-COMP

omot-ta.
think-PST

d. With subject-to-object ascension ofthe possessed NP

*Yamada-wa kao-o [Mary-ga
Yamada-TOP face-ACC Mary-NoM
'Yamada thought that Mary's face is cute.'

kawaii-to]
cute-COMP

omot-ta.
think-PST

In this set of examples, after possessor ascension has taken place, the possessor NP can

be raised to the higher clause (indicated by the change of case marking from nominative

to accusative) (29c). The sentence is perfectly grammatical. On the other hand, when the

possessed NP is raised to the higher clause after possessor ascension (also indicated by

the morphological change) (29d), the sentence becomes ungrammatical. This shows us
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that though the possessed NP has the same case marking as the possessor NP, they have

different syntactic behaviors. The possessed NP can no longer participate in operations

that target core arguments.

In this section, we tried to present some syntactic evidence for the possessor

ascension operation. It was shown that this operation can be applied to the S or the 0

argument. When this operation is applied, the possessor NP receives the grammatical

relation that was once given to the larger NP. At the same time, the findings presented

above show that the original possessed NP is turned into an oblique NP (or chomeur). It

loses its grammatical relation to the verb (although the case marking, word order, etc.

may remain the same), and can no longer participate in syntactic processes that apply to

core arguments. These are some of the behaviors that possessor ascension is associated

with. In the next section, more properties of this operation wilI be discussed.

6.5.3 OTHER IMPORTANT PROPERTIES OF POSSESSOR ASCENSION

Besides the syntactic facts given above, more constraints of processor ascension

wilI be outlined in this section. First, though it was mentioned that either the S or 0

argument can undergo possessor ascension, this statement is not entirely true. Let's

compare the following sentences:

24). a. No possessor ascension (S argument)

[Mary-no kami-ga]
Mary-poss hair-NoM
'Mary's hair is black.'

kuroi.
black-DEcL
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b. With possessor ascension of(24a)

Mary-ga [ __
Mary-NOM
'MARY's hair is black.'

kami-ga]
hair-NoM

kuroi.
black-DEcL

30). a. Without possessor ascension

[Mary-no kodomo-ga]
Mary-POSS children-NoM

'Mary's children are playing.'

asonde-imasu.
playing-are

b. With possessor ascension of(30a)

* Mary-ga [__ kodomo-gal
Mary-NOM children-NOM
'Mary's children are playing.'

c. Without possessor ascension

asonde-imasu.
playing-are

[Mary-no inu-ga]
Mary-poss dog-NOM
'Mary's dog barked.'

hoe-tao
bark-psT

d. With possessor ascension of(30c)

*Mary-ga [ __
Mary-NOM
'Mary's dog barked.'

inu-ga]
dog-NOM

hoe-tao
bark-PST

Both (24) and (30) are intransitive sentences. According to the generalization we

mentioned earlier, all of them should be able to undergo possessor ascension in the same

way. However, the sentences in (30) are clearly ungrammatical. So what causes the

sentences to be ungrammatical? If we examine the predicates of both (24) and (30)

closely, we should find that the predicate kuroi 'to be black' in (24) is an ergative

predicate, but the verbs asobu 'to play' and hoeru 'to bark' in (30) are unergative verbs.

So here we find a constraint, that possessor ascension is an operation that can apply to
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either the 0 argument or the S argument of ergative predicates. More generally, the 0

argument and the S argument of an ergative predicate are the undergoer/theme argument

of the predicates. This fact also explains why the A argument of a transitive predicate

cannot undergo possessor ascension.

Second, as reported by Fox (1981: 326), possessor ascension is applied only to a

possessive NP affected by an action when the possessor is also viewed as affected. Since

the possessor is affected by that action, it can be understood as 'a full participant in the

action, like a direct object' (p. 326). Therefore, cross-linguistically possessor ascension

is always manifested in inalienable possession, kinship terms, and body-part possession.

The following examples manifest this distinction (data adopted from (Chun 1986: 85)

(My transcription and my gloss).

31). a. Without possessor ascension (body-part)

John-i [Mary-uy
John-NOM Mary-poss
'John held Mary's hand.'

son-ul]
hand-Acc

cap-ass-ta.
hold-PST-DECL

b. With possessor ascension of(31a)

John-i Mary-luI [ __
John-NOM Mary-ACC
'John held Mary's hand.'

son-ul]
hand-Acc

cap-ass-ta.
hold-PST-DECL

32). a. Without possessor ascension (alienable possession)

Nae-i [John-uy
I-NOM John-poss
'I opened John's bag.'

kapang-ul]
bag-Acc

yel-ess-ta.
open-PST-DECL
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b. With possessor ascension of(32a)

*Nae-i John-ul [ __
I-NOM John-ACC
'I opened John's bag.'

kapang-ul]
bag-Acc

yel-ess-ta.
open-psT-DECL

(31) involves a body-part possession, and the possessive NP can undergo possessor

ascension. On the other hand, (32), involving alienable possession, cannot allow the

possessor to be raised out of the possessive NP.

6.6 POSSESSOR ASCENSION IN CANTONESE

It was pointed out in sections 6.1 and 6.4 that ergative verbs in Cantonese take

undergoers as their arguments. There are three positions where these arguments can be

found: preverbally, postverbaUy and a mixture of both. Here are the examples we used

so far.

I). a. The undergoer appears before the verb

{§ ~R YEIl1r. 0

Keuih 16uhdauh sei-j6.
3RD SO father die-PFT
'S/he lost his/her father.'

b. The undergoer appears after the verb

{§ YEIl1r. ~li 0

Keuih sei-j6 16uhdauh
3RD so die-PFT father
'S/he lost his/her father.'
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c. The undergoer appears before the verb

:}XUll!l UIl$)
Ng6hdeih di
1ST PL CL
'Our boats same'

Jill
syuhn
boat

tt~o

chahrn-j6.
sink-PFT

d. The undergoer appears after the verb

f\l;Ull!l tt~

Ng6hdeih chahrnj6
1ST PL sink-PFT
'Our boats sank.'
'We sank the boats.'

UIl$) Jill 0

di syuhn.
CL boat

14). a. JE~ 18 ~£'. 0

Sei-j6 keuih 16uhdauh.
die-PIT 3RD so father
'Slhe lost hislher father.'

b. ~.t~ f\l;Ull!l
Chahrn-j6 ng6hdeih
sink-PFT 1ST PL
'Our boat sank.'

Oil$)

dr
CL

Jill 0

syuhn.
boat

As we explained earlier, the undergoers of these ergative verbs are often analyzed as the

o arguments of their verbs. If we assume this to be right, then the sentences in (14) are

in their most neutral position. We have also seen that ergative verbs in Cantonese can be

raised to the preverbal position (section 6.4). So this explains why (la) and (1c) are also

acceptable in Cantonese. What is left to be solved are sentences (lb) and (1d). Why

does a part of these NPs appear in the preverbal position? We believe the reason is

because (1b) and (ld) are examples of how possessor ascension operates in Cantonese.

Besides being undergoers, the possessive NPs in (14) are a kinship term and an

inalienable possession respectively. So they both meet the requirements for possession
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ascension to apply. Because of the fact that Cantonese has no case marking or agreement,

possessor ascension is expressed in tenus of word order only. Let's take the verb sei 'to

die' as an example. The undergoer of sei in the examples cited above is keuih 16uhdauh

'hislher father'. Since this NP is an undergoer, it should start off in the 0 argument

position, i.e., in the postverbal position (example 14).

14). Without possessor ascension & without the raising ofthe possessor

?Ell!L {§
Sei-j6 [keuih-0
die-PFT 3RD so-poss
'Slhe lost hislher father.'

~Ro

16uhdauh]
father

33). With possessor ascension & without the raising ofthe possessor

?Ell!L {§
Sei-j6 keuih
die-PFT 3RD so (0)
'Slhe lost hislher father.'

l_
l_

~R] 0

l6uhdauh]
father

Abstractly speaking, at this point the possessor keuih 'slhe' has raised out of its

possessive NP. Unfortunately this is homophonous to the sentence without possessor

ascension because the ascended NP does not receive a change in case marking

phonetically. But the evidence of having possessor ascension applied in this sentence lies

in the fact that the possessor itself can now be raised to the preverbal position, as in (1b).
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1b). With possessor ascension & with the raising ofthe possessor

{g JEIli. ~R 0

Keuih sei-j6 l6uhdauh
3RD SG die-PFT father
'S/he lost his/her father.'

Do we have any other evidence to support the claim that this is the possessor ascension

pattern? Yes, we believe topicalization may help clarify our position. As we mentioned

in section 6.5.2, possessor ascension turns the original possessed NP into a chomeur or an

oblique. Because of that, topicalization is harder to carry out for that NP, unless it is

interpreted to have a strong contrastive meaning. This phenomenon is reported in Korean

(Chun 1986). It is also found in Cantonese.

34). a. Topicalization ofthe possessed NP in (Ib) (repeat of(9b))

~R' {g
L6uhdauh, keuih
Father 3RD SG

* 'Father, s/he lost.'
'Father, he died.'

JElli.o
sei-j6.
die-PFT

b). Topicalization ofthe possessed NP in (Ib) with a contrastive meaning

:gR' {g JEIl1L, og {J(; 1liiJ~,\§ 0

L6uhdauh, keuih sei-j6, mh haih a-mil.
Father 3RD

SG die-PFT NEG COP mother
'Father, not the mother, s/he lost.'

In order to topicalize the possessed NP in (1b), there must be a contrastive context in the

sentence (34b). If the contrastive context is not there, as in (34a), the sentence is
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ungrammatical. This situation matches the possessor ascension pattern reported by Chun

for Korean.

There is another piece of evidence in Cantonese that can support the possessor

ascension analysis. There are two ways to form possessive NPs in Cantonese. The

colloquial pattern is the 'NP classifier NP' pattern, where the first NP is the possessor and

the second NP is the possessed.

35). Possessive NP with classifier

a. 3X ~ :$:
Ng6h ga che
1'T sa CL car
'My car'

b. {iF /$: ~
Leih bUn syU
2ND sa CL book
'Your book'

The other way to form possessive NPs is to use the possessive marker ge, and there is no

difference in meaning with the'classifier' possessive pattern.

Possessive NP with the possessive marker ge

c. 3X 1Ii!~ :$:
Ng6h ge cM
1ST SG poss Car

'My car'

d. {iF lli!l ~

Leih ge syU
2ND SG poss book
'Your book'



224

We can substitute the classifier possessive pattern with the ge possessive pattern in (I d).

We can assume that if the pattern in (Id) is not an example of possessor ascension, we

should expect to find the same sentence with ge in place of the classifier for what we

claimed was possessor ascension with raising. But if this pattern involves the possessive

ascension operation, the sentence with the possessive marker ge should not be allowed

because possessive markers in the possessive ascension pattern should be changed into

the case marker of the larger NP (see examples (24), (26) and (27)).

14b). No possessor ascension (with the possessive marker ge)

1XIl!. fjtUIl!l
Chahm-j6 [ng6hdeih
sink-PFT 1ST PL

'Our boat sank.'

@l J!lfl 0

ge syuhnj.
poss boat

36) Applying possessor ascension with the raising ofthe possessor NP

fjtUIl!l ttll!. @l
Ng6hdeih chahm-j6 ge
1ST PL sink-PFT poss

* 'Our boat sank.'
'The boat that we sank.'

Id) Possessor ascension with the raising ofthe possessor NP (the
'classifier' pattern)

fjtUIl!l ttll!. U~

Ng6hdeih chahm-j6 dI
1ST PL sink-PFT CL

'Our boats sank.'
'We sank the boats.'

J!lflo
syuhn.
boat

(36) confirms what we claimed in this section, that the ability to raise just the possessor

NP is a result of the possessor ascension operation. It shows us that the possessor NP
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cannot be raised to the preverbal position, if it remains as the possessor of the larger NP.

Yet, we find that the possessor can be raised in (ld). This tells us that abstractly

something must have changed the possessor into the 0 argument of the verb chahm 'to

sink' before it is raised. Though we cannot physically see a change, the possessor

ascension analysis can explain what the Cantonese data has shown us.

6.7 SOME 'LEFTOVER' PROBLEMS

In section 6.2 we applied three syntactic tests to examine whether the following

sentences are transitive or intransitive.

I). b. The undergoer appears after the verb

{Ei yEIl?r: ~R 0

Keuih sei-j6 16uhdauh
3RD

SG die-PFT father
'S/he lost his/her father.'

d. The undergoer appears after the verb

~~1Ii1 t\;Il?r: DB2
Ng6hdeih chahm-j6 dI
1ST PL sink-PIT CL
'Our boats sank.'
'We sank the boats.'

fa 0

syuhn.
boat

The results from relativization showed that the gap strategy was used to relativize these

sentences. Therefore we concluded that the postverbal NPs were the 0 arguments of

their verbs, and so the sentences should be transitive. The saai test showed that saai

quantified the postverbal NPs, which should be another piece of evidence that the

postverbal NPs were 0 arguments. The maaih test also indicated that maaih modified the
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postverbal NPs, and the results pointed to the conclusion that the 0 arguments were 0

arguments of their verbs.

In the light of what we discussed in 6.5 on possessor ascension, the postverbal

possessed NPs after possessive ascension should be treated as chomeurs or oblique NPs

(in Cantonese they are the postverbal NPs in (lb) and (ld)). Logically speaking these

postverbal NPs should not be quantified by saai, modified by maaih and relativized with

the gap strategy because all these tests should not pick out any oblique NPs. So why do

we see such a contradiction?

Chun (1986) finds that syntactic processes like quantifier float apply not just to

final 2s in Relational Grammar terminology, but can also apply to 2-chomeurs as well.

Final 2s are NPs that are turned into the 0 arguments of their verbs after a syntactic

process. In the possessor ascension analysis, the ascended possessors are final 2s. 2

chomeurs, on the other hand, are NPs that are turned into chomeurs from a 2 relation, but

they retain their 2 relation case marking. In the possessor ascension analysis, the

possessed NPs after possessor ascension are 2-chomeurs (for a detailed treatment of this

topic, see Chun 1986: 80-82). Following Chun's analysis, we believe that saai and

maaih, which are similar to the quantifier float pattern in Korean, can also modifY 2

chomeurs in Cantonese.

The only problem that we can't account for is the fact that postverbal oblique NPs

can undergo relativization. As reported by O'Grady (2003), only the ascended possessor

in Korean can undergo relativization.
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37). Data adoptedjrom (O'Grady 2003)

a. Possessor ascension pattern:

Chinkwu-ka son-i
Friend-NOM hand-NOM
'My friend's hand hurts.'

aphu-ta.
hurt-DECL

b. Relatviziation ofthe first nominative marked noun

[REL~_ SOn-l aphu-n]
hand-NOM hurt-REL

'My friend whose hand hurts'

chinkwu.
friend

c. Relativization ofthe second nominative-marked noun

* [REL Chinkwu-ka aphu-n] son
friend-NoM hurt-REL hand

'The hand that/where my friend hurts.'

(3 7c) shows that it is not possible to relativize the possessed NP in the possessor

ascension pattern, but relativizing the ascended NP is acceptable. The data in Cantonese

do not seem to follow the same pattern.

6.8 POSSIBLE EXTENSION OF THE POSSESSOR ASCENSION PATTERN IN CANTONESE

In the previous section we used possessor ascension to analyze the ergative verb

construction. But it seems that the possession ascension pattern can be found elsewhere.

The 'indirect passive construction' in Cantonese can also be explained with it. In this

section, we will describe the indirect pasive construction and provide a possible analysis

for it.

The assumption about passivization has always been that passive sentences are

derived from their active counterparts (Perlmutter and Postal 1983: 9). Therefore, if bei
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is a passive marker in Cantonese and Mandarin, the sentences containing it should have

corresponding active sentences. However, it was suggested by Hashimoto (1987) that

some bei sentences do not have active counterparts. Here is the example given in

Chapter five.

38). Passive Sentence (data in Mandarin)

fIG fJiZ flli fJE Ji} ...t Mii T =F~ 0

Wo bei ta cong shen shang tou Ie shoubiao.
1ST so bei 3RD SO LOC body on steal PFT watch
'My watch was stolen by himlher from my body.' (Lit: 'I was robbed by himlher
from my body ofmy watch. ')

In this sentence the person who owns the stolen watch is in the A argument position

(subject), but is not understood as the entity directly affected by the action tou 'to steal'.

The 0 argument of tou 'to steal' is retained in the postverbal position. This sentence has

no active counterpart (if bei is a passive construction). Based on the meaning of (38), the

closest active equivalent is (39a), which should have (39b) as its passive counterpart.

39) a. Active Counterpart

flli ~ fIG ~ ...t ftu T fIG (89) =F~o

Ta cong wo shen shang tou Ie wo (de) shoubiao.
3RD

sG LOC 1sT
so body on steal PFT 1ST

SO (poss) watch
'S/he stole my watch from my body.'
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b. Passivizing (39a)

II(; (i¥J) 'F~ f$ it!! fj£ II(; !1r 1:: MU
Wo (de) shoubiao bei ta cong wo shen shang tou
1ST

SO (pass) watch bei 3RD so LaC 1ST so body on steal

To
Ie.
PIT
'My watch was stolen by himlher from my body.'

Sentences like (38) are generally known as indirect paSSives, where the S

argument of the sentence can be seen as being affected by the action indirectly. This

construction is also found in Cantonese. (40) is the equivalent of the Mandarin example

in (38).

40). II(; 1ft 18 IIffi\ II(; !1r1:: MUltI. ~1'l. 0

Ng6h bei keuih hai ng6h sanseuhng t3.u-j6 ngahnbau.
1ST so bei 3RD SG LOC 1ST so body steal-PFT wallet
'My watch was stolen by himlher from my body.' (Lit: '1 was robbed from my
body of my watch. ')

Based on the tests we applied to the bei construction in Chapter five, we argued that it is

a passive construction in Cantonese. However, if sentences with bei are passive

sentences, how can we explain sentences such as (38) and (40), which seem to lack active

counterparts?

We believe that the bei construction is a passive in Cantonese and Mandarin, and

that sentences like (38) and (40) have corresponding active counterparts. For (38), (39a)

is its active counterpart, and for (40), it should look like this:
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41). 18 ~ ~ :!itJ: MtrIl1C ~ MJX ~Ji!1-tL 0

Keuih hai ng6h sanseuhng tiiu-j6 ng6h ge ngahnbau.
3RD SO LOC 1sT SO body steal-PFT 1sT SO POSS wallet
'S/he stole my wallet from my body.'

One may wonder why (39a) and (41) are the active counterparts of (38) and (40), because

the passive of (39a) should be (39b), and (42) below should be the passivized version of

(41).

42). ~
Ng6h
1ST SO

ge
pass

~Ji!1-tL
ngahnbau
wallet

W
bei
bei

~ fZ
hai ng6h
LaC 1ST SO

:!itI.
sanseuhng
body

Mtrll1C o

tau-j6.
steal-PFT
'My wallet was stolen by him/her from my body. '

We believe that both (38) and (39b) (the Mandarin examples) are the correct passive

counterparts of (39a). Similarly, we argue that both (40) and (42) (the Cantonese

equivalents) are the correct passive counterparts of (41). The only difference between

(39b) and (42) on the one hand, and (38) and (40) on the other hand is that (39b) and (42)

are the results of applying passivization directly to (39a) and (41) respectively, while (38)

and (40) are the results of applying possessive ascension before passivization occurs in

(39a) and (41).

Let's focus our attention on the Cantonese data. As mentioned above, we claim

that both (40) and (42) originate from (41). In (41), the A argument (the person who

steals) is keuih 'he or she'. The a argument (the thing that undergoes the stealing) is the
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NP ng6h ge ngahnbau 'my wallet'. Therefore, when passivization is directly applied to

(41), the 0 argument becomes the S argument in the corresponding passive sentence, and

the A argument Muih 'he or she' becomes the NP marked by Mi, as seen in (42). We can

represent the process in the following table:

Table 6.2 Direct passive pattern

keuih 's/he' ng6h ge ngahnbim 'my wallet'
Active Sentence A argument o argument

After passivization ObliqueNP S argument

As for the indirect passive sentence (40), we believe that possessor ascension is

applied to the possessive NP in the active sentence (41) before passivization occurs.

Here is how the process takes place. We begin with (41), and possessor ascension is first

applied to the possessive NP (the 0 argument).

41). Regular active sentence

{§ ~ ~ JitL filtrll!I. ~ 1IB1 ~N1g 0

K6uih Mi ng6h sanseuhng ffiu-j6 [ng6h ge ngahnMu] (0).
3RD SG LOC 1ST SG body steal-PFT 1ST SO POSS wallet
'S/he stole my wallet from my body.'

43) a. Possessor ascension is applied to (41)

{§
K6uih
3RD so

~ ~
Mi ng6h
LOC 1ST SO

!tL
sanseuhng
body

filtr~
ffiu-j6
steal-PFT

~

ng6h
1ST SO (0)

[-

IDN1g0
ngahnMu] .
wallet
'S/he stole my wallet from my body.'
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(43a) represents an intermediate construction that results from applying possessor

ascension to (41). The possessor ng6h 'I' is ascended out of the possessive NP, so that

the possessive marker ge is no longer needed. We have argued in section 6.5 that when

possessor ascension is applied to a possessive NP, the possessor takes on the grammatical

relation of the original possessive NP and the possessed NP is tumed into a chomeur.

Hence, the possessor ng6h 'I' in (41) becomes the 0 argument in (43a), and is now

eligible to be passivized to become the S argument in the corresponding passive sentence.

Simultaneously, the possessed NP ngahnMu 'wallet' becomes an oblique NP in (43a)

after possession ascension occurs (as discussed in section 6.6). After possession

ascension is applied, passivization is then applied to (43a) to form (43b) (repeat of (40)).

43) b. Passivization in which the 0 argument becomes the S argument

:]X w. {§ ~ :]X J'tx. -ffrIl1!L ~N-'E;r. "
Ng6h bei h\uih hai ng6h sanseuhng Hiu-j6 ngahnbau.
1ST

SG bei 3RD
SG LOC 1sT

SG body steal-PFT wallet
My wallet was stolen by himlher from my body.'

Passivization turns ng6h 'I' (the 0 argument) into the S argument in the passive sentence,

and the A argument keuih 'he or she' is turned into an oblique NP (marked by bei), as

seen in (43b). The process can be represented as follows:
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Table 6.3 Indirect passive pattern

nwlh f<e nf<ahnbiiu 'my wallet'
keuih 'slhe' Possessor NP Possessed NP

Active Sentence A argument o argument (together)
After Possessor Ascension A argument o argument ObliqueNP

After passivization Oblique NP S argument ObliqueNP

Using the possessor ascension analysis, the indirect passive construction in

Cantonese can be explained and accounted for. We claim that indirect passive sentences

like (38a) and (40) have corresponding active counterparts, unlike what Hashimoto

claims (1987). The bei construction in this analysis is best regarded as a passive

construction in Cantonese and Mandarin.

One may argue that ngoh ge ngahnbau 'my wallet' is not an instance of

inalienable possession and thus should not undergo possessor ascension. We believe that

there are at least two reasons why possessor ascension can be applied to (41). First, as

mentioned in section 6.5.3, possessor ascension is applied to NPs in which both the

possessor NP and the possessed NP are fully affected by the same action. Clearly in (41),

the action tau 'to steal' not only affects the wallet (the thing being stolen), it can also be

viewed that the person who owns the wallet (ngoh 'I' in (41)) is also affected. Therefore,

semantically (41) is eligible for possessor ascension to apply.

The second reason is that though possessor ascension is restricted to inalienable

possession in many languages, this restriction seems to be lessened in the indirect passive

pattern. We mentioned earlier that possessor ascension could only be applied to

inalienable possession in Korean (see examples (24) and (25)). However, we find that
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the indirect passive construction can be applied to alienable possessions pattern as well.

For example ((b) and (c) adopted from Hong 1991 :218):

44). a. Before possessor ascension andpassivization

Minswu-ka Swuni-uy ton-ul
Minswu-NoM Swuni-poss money-ACC
'Minswu took away Swuni's money. '

ppayas-ass-ta.
take away-psT-DECL

b. After possessor ascension and before passivization

• Minswu-ka Swum-lui ton-ill
Minswu-NOM Swuni-ACC money-Acc
'Minswu took away Swuni's money.'

b. After possessor ascension andpassivization

ppayas-ass-ta.
take away-psT-DECL

Swuni-ka Minswu-eykey ton-ill
Swuni-NoM Minswu-by money-Acc
'Swuni was taken away money by Minswu.'

ppayas-ki-ess-ta.
take away-PAss-PST-DECL

(44) shows that the restriction on possessor ascension is weakened in the indirect passive

construction. The possessive NP in (44a) is the 0 argument of the sentence (the

undergoer). If we apply possessor ascension to it, the result turns out to be

ungrammatical (44b) because Swuni-uy ton-ul 'Swuni's money' is an alienable

possession. Interestingly though, the possessor NP Swuni can become the S argument of

the indirect passive sentence (44c). In order for the possessor NP alone to be passivized,

we believe that it has to ascend out of the possessive NP fIrst. Possessor ascension

changes the grammatical relation of the possessor into the 0 argument of the sentence,

which is then eligible to be passivized. This shows that the possessor has actually
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ascended abstractly (as seen in (44b)). Though there is a constraint on the application of

possessor ascension, it seems to be relaxed in the indirect passive construction.

We suggest that the same is true in Cantonese. Although ng6h ge ngahnMu 'my

wallet' is not an example of an inalienable possession, this constraint is bypassed and

there it can be passivized into (43b).

This example of indirect passive in Cantonese reveals that possessor ascension is

not just an abstract analysis to explain the transitivity of the Ergative Verb construction.

It is also used in other independent patterns in Cantonese.

6.9 SUMMARY AND CONCLUSION

In this chapter the Ergative Verb construction was thoroughly examined. Though

the tests we suggested found out that the NP V NP ergative verb pattern should be

considered to be transitive, more syntactic tests revealed that this pattern is more complex

than one may imagine. Since our initial analysis did not turn out to our expectation. A

different approach was called for. First, we found that when the arguments of ergative

verbs were in the postverbal position, they behaved like 0 arguments. In contrast,

preverbal arguments of ergative verbs behaved like S arguments. Moreover, it was

suggested that the NP V NP pattem could best be explained by the possessor ascension

analysis. It was argued that a possessor could be ascended to become a core argument,

while leaving the possessed NP to become a chomeur (oblique NP). Therefore, the NP V

NP pattern, from this analysis, was found to be SV Oblique. It was further suggested that

the possessor ascension analysis played an important role to explain why there are two

passive counterparts ofthe same active sentence.
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Chapter 7

Conclusion

This dissertation has explored the notion of transitivity in Cantonese from a

syntactic point of view. Traditionally, transitivity has often been defined in terms of the

number of required arguments in a sentence. Hence, a transitive sentence involves a verb

that requires two arguments -- a subject and an object. An intransitive sentence, on the

other hand, involves a verb that requires only one argument -- the subject. This way of

defining transitivity may seem to be useful for languages like English, where there are

multiple clues such as word order, case marking (for pronouns) and agreement (-s/-0) to

help identifY the grammatical relations. However, when the same definition is imported

into studying Mandarin, Cantonese and various Chinese languages, the definition does

not produce many fruitful insights. As seen in the review of the Chinese literature in

Chapter three, there is no consensus among Chinese linguists in labeling syntactic

constructions as either transitive or intransitive. Many of these linguists simply make

grammatical judgments using solely their native-speaker intuitions. The lack of an

objective way to defme transitivity leads to the foundation of this dissertation. This

dissertation intended to use different syntactic processes as objective tests to examine

some Cantonese constructions. Although using syntactic tests to define the notion of
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transitivity may be different from the traditional conception of transitivity, this

dissertation can provide a new angle to the understanding oftransitivity in Cantonese.

Throughout the dissertation, three syntactic tests were used to help define

transitivity: the relativization test, the saai test and the maaih test. The relativization test

was used because core arguments behave differently from peripheral arguments (oblique

arguments) in Cantonese when these arguments are relativized. Syntactically, the gap

strategy is used when a core argument is relativized. In contrast, the pronoun retention

strategy is employed when a peripheral argument is relativized. Therefore, this test can

help identifY the status of a postverbal bare argument. If the gap strategy is used to

relativize a postverbal argument, the argument is believed to be an 0 argument. The

sentence is identified as transitive. But if the pronoun strategy is used, then the argument

behaves like an oblique argument in terms of relativization, and the sentence is concluded

to be intransitive.

The saai test was another useful test this dissertation used. Saai is a quantifYing

particle in Cantonese. Syntactically it quantifies either the S argument or the 0 argument

of a sentence. Therefore when saai is used to test a construction, and it quantifies the

postverbal argument, we would conclude that the postverbal argument behaves like an 0

argument, and the sentence is transitive. On the other hand, if saai cannot quantifY a

postverbal argument, the argument is then treated as an oblique argument syntactically

and the sentence is intransitive.

Maaih behaves similarly to saai. Maaih is a modifying particle with the meaning

of 'along with' or 'in addition'. Syntactically, it also modifies the S argument and the 0
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argument. Thus, if it can modifY a postverbal NP, this supports the idea that the NP is an

o argument, and hence the sentence is transitive. If rniwih cannot modifY a postverbal

NP, the NP is said to be an oblique NP, and the sentence containing this NP is intransitive.

Eight constructions in Cantonese were tested in this dissertation. The first

construction examined was the Verbs of Motion (MV) construction. These are verbs that

take bare NPs of location without any intervening coverb/preposition. Of the five verbs

tested in this category, it was found that heui 'to go', liiih 'to come' and sihk 'to eat (at a

location)' were consistently used as transitive verbs. Yahp 'to enter' and cheut 'to be

out/exit' were consistently used as intransitive verbs, though in some contexts they were

also used transitively.

The second construction was the Locative Verb (LV). These verbs are verbs of

posture that take bare NPs denoting a location. Two verbs, namely choh 'to sit' andfan

'to sleep', were examined. They were found to be transitive in nature.

The third construction was the Verb with an adverbial Object (AOV). These

verbs take bare adverbial objects. Four verbs were tested (kat 'to cough', gaaihszk 'to

explain', jyuh 'to live' and pau 'to run') and the results indicated that the adverbial

objects are 0 arguments and therefore the verbs are transitive.

The fourth construction was the passive (bei) construction. Some Chinese

linguists argue that bei can be interpreted as a verb and so the bei construction can be a

subtype of the serial verb construction in Cantonese. The results from various syntactic

tests showed that bei is no longer a verb and the NP following immediately after bei is an
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oblique NP. Therefore, the bei construction was concluded to be a passive construction

in Cantonese.

The fifth construction under examination was the jeung construction. Jeung was

historically a verb, and there have been many different analyses for this construction.

Some called it a preposition; some claimed that it was the first verb in a serial verb

construction, etc. So it was tested in this dissertation using syntactic tests and it was

found thatjeung is no longer a real verb. Yet the NPs immediately follow it were found

to be core arguments. Therefore, the results from this dissertation support the analysis

suggested by Hopper and Thompson (1980) thatjeung is an object marker, and it fronts

the a argument ofa transitive verb.

The sixth construction was the va compound construction. Cantonese has some

verbal compounds that are often translated as intransitive verbs in English and yet may be

interpreted as combinations of a verb and a noun conjoined together by syntax.

Therefore, close examinations of these va compounds were called for. Six randomly

picked va compounds were examined, and it was found that these compounds behaved

differently from the syntactic tests we used in this dissertation. Of the six va

compounds chosen in this dissertation, two of them, namely daam-sam 'to worry' and

tauh-j! 'to invest' were found to be true va compounds. That is to say, these two verbs

behaved as single units in all the tests. On the other hand, sihk-faahn 'to eat ricel a meal'

was found to be a verb phrase. The other three va units: duhk-syii 'to study', h6i-d6u 'to

operate on' and cheut-maau 'to cheat' seemed to behave as single units in some tests,

while behaving like verb phrases in other tests. We suggested two possible analyses to
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account for these facts. One of the analyses proposed that they were in the process of

turning from verb phrases into VO compounds. This is why these three VO units

behaved differently with respect to different syntactic tests. The other analysis suggested

that there may be two homophonous forms for each of these three units. In this analysis,

one of the homophonous forms was a true VO compound, and the other form is a VO

verb phrase. In some of the tests, the VO compounds were tested. In other occasions, it

was the VO verb phrases that were tested. Therefore, the tests yielded inconclusive

results.

The seventh construction we tested was the coverb construction. Similar to the

bei construction, different linguists have different analyses of this construction. Some

believe that coverbs are prepositions, while others argue that they are a subtype of the

serial verb construction. This dissertation tested four coverb sentences in Cantonese.

The results showed that the NPs marked by the coverbs are oblique NPs, but the coverbs

were found to be capable of taking certain aspect markers. The position we took in this

dissertation was that coverbs are undergoing the process of grammaticalization. That is,

these verbs are in the process of changing from full verbs to prepositions. Given enough

time, they may lose their ability to take aspect markers.

The last construction we tested was the ergative construction. Ergative verbs are

verbs that take undergoers as their arguments, and these undergoers can appear either

preverbally or postverbally. When the undergoer NP involves a possessive NP, the

possessor NP can be stranded away from its head to appear preverbally. Two ergative

verbs were used for examination: sei 'to die' and chahm 'to sink'. It was found that when
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the NP was in the preverbal position, it behaved like an S argument. When the NP was in

the postverbal position, the NP behaved like an 0 argument. As for the stranded

possessor, we believed that the possessor ascension analysis could best explain the

phenomenon. We argued in this dissertation that when the possessor NP is moved to the

preverbal position while leaving the possessed NP in the postverbal position, the

construction actually involves having the possessor ascended out of the possessive NP. It

is then raised to the preverbal position. At the same time, the possessed NP becomes an

oblique NP. This analysis thus argued that this pattern is intransitive, though structurally

it resembles any typical transitive sentence.

This dissertation provided a different way of looking at transitivity from the

traditional notion of transitivity. By using syntactic tests, we believe that transitivity in

Cantonese can be accurately captured because it is not defined using personal intuitions

and feelings.
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Appendix

Transcriptions and tones

This dissertation follows the system in Matthews and Yip (1996), which is also

known as the Yale romanization system. Here are the phonetic values of the alphabet

used in the Yale system.

Consonants Vowels

Yale IPA Yale

b p 1

P ph i (before IJ, k)

m ill yu

f f u

d t u (before ng, k)

t t h e

n n 0

I 1 eu

g k eu (before n, t)

k k h a (with final consonant)

ng IJ a (no final consonant)

h h aa

IPA

i:

e

y:

u:

o

<: :

0:

re:

e

a:

a:
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J ts 1U iw

ch tsh em req

s s m uq

y j el ej

gw kw OJ oj

kw kWh au OW

w w aJ Bj

au BW

aai a:j

aau a:w

Tone: In this system, there are six distinct tones, with the assumption that the high level

and the high falling tones are not distinctive. The tones are listed as follows (using yau as

an ex:nnple).

IPA

High level:
High rising:
Mid level:
Low falling:
Low rising:
Low level:

yau 'worry'; 'rest' (in compounds)
yau 'paint' (noun)
yau'thin'
Y€lUh 'oil'; 'swim' (verb)
yauh 'have'; 'friend'
yauh 'again'; 'right (hand)'

55
35/25
33
21/11
23/13
22
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