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Chapter 3 

Theoretical Framework 

No theory of grammar would be considered adequate unless it 
allowed one to define a set of distinct syntactic categories in its 
formal structure, and every major theory allows one to do just 
that. (Croft 1991) 

The main concern of this thesis is in regard to lexical categories, which constitute 

one of the most basic concepts for the understanding of lexical inventories and are 

also crucial in the spirit of Chomsky’s (1965, 1970, 1981) argument for the categorial 

components of phrase structures in every human language. Moreover, lexical 

categories are fundamental basics in every framework under the generative approach; 

in other words, the theoretical assumptions and logical argumentations of each 

generative framework are based on the premise of the specification of a lexical 

category for every lexical item, which are the cornerstones for the study of language. 

Therefore, we assume the Chomskyan Generative Paradigm in this thesis, and we 

do not subscribe to any specific generative theory since under the Generative 

Approach any specific theory including derivational frameworks, i.e., Government 

and Binding Theory or Minimalism, and lexicalist theories, i.e., Lexical-Functional 

Grammar must assume that each lexical entry is specified with information of a 

lexical category.  
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    Specifically, we adopt Chomsky’s (1965, 1970, 1981) proposal of the feature 

specification of lexical categories in this thesis. We aim to capture supercategorial and 

subcategorial generalizations, from which a more economical account for Chinese 

lexical categories is attainable and theoretical elegance for the overall Chinese 

grammar is achieved, assuming that, to be understood in Chomsky’s (1965) terms, 

languages may select from among the devices of UG, setting the parameters in one 

way or another. When the parameters of UG are fixed in a permitted way, a particular 

grammar is determined, which is the core grammar of a language. We assume that 

lexical categories are one of the parametric variations in the devices of UG. That is, 

possession of all of the four lexical categories, N, V, A, and P, in a human language 

may not be ubiquitous, whereas it is impossible for none of them to be possessed. 

Moreover, it would be logically impracticable in terms of syntax and morphology that 

a language conflates the four lexical categories and all the lexical items are encoded 

into a single lexical category. Therefore, we postulate that although UG does not 

specify that all human languages must utilize all four lexical categories, the speakers 

of a human language can bring their language into full play if, and only if, the 

language has two lexical categories minimally, which are nouns and verbs.  

    Traditional grammars typically claim that categories can be defined in part by 

their semantic properties; however, semantically-based criteria for identifying 
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categories are generally referred to as notional criteria (Radford 1988), and 

morphological and syntactic criteria are far more reliable. On distributional grounds, 

the justification of the category of a word can be defined on the following terms. 

(114) (Radford 1988:63) 

     A word-level category is a set of words which share a common set of linguistic 

(especially morphological and syntactic) properties.  

Chomsky (1965, 1970, 1981) and Stowell (1981) further suggest that lexical 

categories are complexes of just two binary syntactic features [±N] and [±V]. Under 

this proposal, the four major lexical categories may be broken down into feature sets 

by which they are identified and differentiated (we leave the details to Section 3.1). 

The reason for doing so is to capture supercategorial generalizations (Radford 1988). 

In this thesis, we posit that the traditionally-analyzed adjectives are not justified to 

attain observational adequacy; that is, the supposed adjectival category in the 

traditional analysis of Mandarin Chinese fails to offer an accurate description of the 

facts of Chinese syntax and morphology.  

In what follows, the concept of the feature specifications of lexical categories 

proposed in Chomsky (1970, 1981), Stowell (1981), and Huang et al. (2008) is 

introduced in order to show the de-compositional nature of lexical categories and how 

they are specified in the lexicon, which serves as the main foundation in the 

discussion of UG in this thesis. Secondly, the functionalist view of lexical categories, 
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which is radically different from Chomskyan structural categories, is adopted as we 

place the issue of lexical category at a conceptual and functional level to argue that 

Verb and Noun are the only universal categories (DeLancey 2003). Finally, Harada’s 

(1999) proposal also provides the feature specifications of verbs and adjectives in 

Mandarin Chinese, which lends further support to the necessity of the conflation of 

adjectives with verbs in the language.  

 

3.1 The Feature Specifications of Lexical Categories  

    Drawing an analogy with phonology in which a phoneme is not a primitive 

element but a composite of a set of distinctive features, Chomsky (1965) suggests that 

the notion of ‘category’ is not primitive; instead, syntactic categories are composites 

of primitive syntactic features. Four major categories Verb, Adjective, Noun, and 

Preposition are characterized with two primitive features [±N] and [±V], the former is 

regarded as being substantive and the later predicative (cf. Chomsky 1970, 1981, 

Stowell 1981). Therefore, there is a system based on the two binary features, which 

generate four specifications of lexical items.  

(115) (Chomsky 1970, 1981, Stowell 1981) 

    Noun = [+N, -V]        Verb = [-N, +V] 

    Adjective = [+N, +V]     Preposition = [-N, -V] 
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Chomsky (1981) also postulates a basic rule for lexical categories shown in (116), 

where ‘…’ is fixed for all lexical categories in the unmarked case, assuming that in 

the unmarked cases, nouns, verbs, and adjectives have the same complement 

structures. 

(116) ⎯X  …X … (X = [+N, ±V] or [+V, ±N]) 

    The reason for reducing lexical categories to features is to capture 

supercategorial generalizations which extend across more than one category. Consider 

the following examples in English, only verbs and prepositions can take direct NP 

complements, not nouns or adjectives since only [-N] categories are Case-assigners. 

Therefore, (117) and (118) have the same form in the base, apart from lexical content, 

but for (118) to be grammatical, of-insertion is required for case assignment. 

Examples from Chomsky (1981:49) are repeated below. 

(117) destroy the city

(118) destruction of the city 

The same rule is also indispensable for adjectives taking direct NP complements since 

they, like nouns, are [+N] categories which are ineligible as Case-assigners to fulfill 

the Case Filter. Examples are from Radford (1988: 147) 

(119) *John is fond Mary. 

(120) John is fond of Mary. 
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A higher generality that verbs and prepositions are able to assign cases would be 

attained if we capture the intuition that they form a natural class, or a supercategory, 

by virtue of the fact that they both share the feature [-N]. Given this assumption, 

Radford (1988:147) lists the following types of supercategory in natural languages. 

He also suggests that such a system of supercategories can be motivated on 

universalist grounds.  

(121)  A supercategory of [+V] categories, comprising V and A 
      A supercategory of [-V] categories, comprising N and P 
      A supercategory of [+N] categories, comprising N and A 

A supercategory of [-V] categories, comprising V and P 

    Following Chomsky’s explicit theory of syntactic features from which the major 

lexical categories could be derived, Stowell (1981) redefines lexical categories with 

the hierarchical innovation of X-bar theory, making it possible for syntactic rules to 

refer to natural classes of categories. He also suggests that Chomsky’s feature system 

excludes ‘unnatural’ classes as the following. 

(122) ([+N, -V], [-N, +V])  (nouns, verbs) 

     ([+N, +V], [-N, -V])  (adjectives, prepositions) 

Accordingly, Stowell (1981) claims that there does not appear to be any language 

which has collapsed adjectives and prepositions into a single category, nor is there a 

language which combines verbs and nouns into a single lexical class. Moreover, he 

also states that the justification of the [+N] and [+V] features can be made from a 
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conceptual nature. The [+N] categories usually denote some entities, either concrete 

or abstract, while [+V] categories have the meaning of action, event, or state. A 

similar concept is also brought up in Huang et al. (2008), who suggest that our brain 

divides the world into two elementary kinds of entities: things that exist and situations 

that take place, represented by Proto-N and Proto-V, respectively. Functionalist 

linguists also make the assertion that “they (all languages) do all have Noun and 

Verb – at least, I know of no convincing counter-examples to this assertion. However, 

not all languages have the major word class Adjective” (Dixon 1981). Beck (2002: 50) 

also asserts that there are no languages that neutralize the distinction between nouns 

and verbs, while maintaining the distinction between these two and adjectives. The 

reason why only Noun and Verb are universal (DeLancey 2003, Givón 1984) is quite 

evident: because they represent the elementary and central concepts at two extremes 

of the world, while the other two categories are somewhere in between and their 

semantic concepts can be associated with Noun or Verb (Dixon 1981). This 

suggestion also follows from Stowell’s (1981) ‘unnatural classes’ in (122) in that no 

languages will combine nouns and verbs into a single category since UG specifies that 

they must be separate in every human language.  
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3.2 Nouns and Verbs as the Only Universal Categories 

    The stand that a linguistic category is defined by structural and combinatorial 

properties in the spirit of Chomskyan formalism which is suggested as diagnostic 

definitions (DeLancey 2003) by which we may identify a noun, verb, etc, has been 

criticized by functionalist grammarians as being simply stipulated by the theory. 

“Radically different in form and spirit are definitions in terms of the function of a 

category” (DeLancey 2003). DeLancey (2003) suggests that the universality of Noun 

and Verb follows directly from the universality of predicate-argument structure, 

meaning if predicate and argument are universal functions, then Verb and Noun are 

universal categories. He asserts that there is no serious issue of the universality of 

noun and verb functions since in languages (e.g., languages of the Northwest Coast of 

North America) where stems are not intrinsically specified as Verb or Noun, any word 

in use can be easily identified as belonging to one class and to no other by its use in 

actual speech. DeLancey (2003) states that, “The most obvious explanation for the 

universality of a noun/verb distinction is that the two lexical categories label 

cognitively distinct types of concept.” Givón (1984) proposes the following 

time-stability scale, from which he suggests that in languages where the class 

adjective does exist, many time-stable adjectives have an alternative expression as 
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nouns (e.g., youth/young), and at the upper end of the adjective range, many 

transitory-state adjectives have an alternative expression as verbs (e.g., be afraid/fear).  

(123) (Givón 1984:55) 
     NOUNS----------------------ADJECTIVES-----------------------VERBS 
 
     most time-stable        intermediate states             rapid change 

     Givón (1984:53) also advocates that adjectives are not universal since “there 

are languages where no class ‘adjective’ exists, and where most adjectival 

qualities/states which lexicalize in English as adjectives are lexicalized instead as 

verbs.” For example, Toposa, a Nilotic language, whose subject agreement paradigm 

for verbs and adjectives is identical. 

(124) (Givón 1984:53) 

      verb  ‘adjective’ 
à-lóz-ī ‘I go’ à-pólōt ‘I am big’ 
ì-lóz-ī ‘you go’ ì- pólōt ‘you are big’ 
è-lóz-ī ‘he/she goes’ è-pòlót ‘he/she is big’ 
kì-lóz-ī ‘we go’ kì-pólōq ‘we are big’ 
ì-lóz-étè ‘y’all go’ ì-pólōq ‘y’all are big’ 
ē-lōz-ētē ‘they go’ è-pólōq ‘they are big’ 

It has long been argued that only Verb and Noun are universal categories: 

No language wholly fails to distinguish noun and verb, though in 
particular cases the nature of the distinction may be an elusive 
one. It is different with the other parts of speech. Not one of them 
is imperatively required for the life of language. (Edward Sapir, 
Language: An Introduction for the Study of Speech (1921), cited 
in DeLancey 2003) 
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As DeLancey (2003) suggests, it is easy to find syntactic gradience in the 

membership of either category, which is between one or the other and some derivative 

categories like adjective or adposition: 

Pursuing this process of elimination, we end by leaving intact 
only two “parts of speech”, the noun and the verb. The other 
parts of speech all fall within these two fundamental classes. 
(J. Vendryes, Language: A Linguistic Introduction to History 
(1925), cited in DeLancey 2003, emphasis mine) 

   Though many functionalists have documented the existence of a number of 

languages with no distinct identifiable adjective category, they suggest that the 

adjectival function which is termed property concept word (DeLancey 2003) occurs 

as a subcategory of verbs and/or nouns. Therefore, a language may lack a 

syntactically realized adjective category, but the function of the category in question 

lies in a relation with verbs and/or nouns. Moreover, DeLancey (1999) suggests that it 

is not necessary that language has a distinct syntactic category designed for a 

modifying function; that is, languages have ways of marking nouns and verbs as 

modifiers of nouns such as genitive marking and relativization. The same concept is 

also referred to by Dixon (1981) who suggests that the lexical items of a language fall 

into a number of “semantic types”, which are almost certainly linguistic universals; 

however, the morphological or syntactic properties associated with particular types 

will vary from language to language, and must be learnt for each individual language. 

Dixon (1981) finds that Yurok is a language in which adjectival ideas are expressed 
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through members of the class Verb, and a subset of verbs contains different forms 

according to the covert category of the noun they are qualifying (Dixon 1981: 44).  

    In sum, adjectives are of universal function with non-universal syntactic 

realization, and so are adpositions (DeLancey 2003). As mentioned earlier, it is 

logically impracticable to have only one undifferentiated lexicon of lexical items 

which can serve either function at need. Therefore, functionally, it is required that a 

language must have at least two categories to execute linguistic functions. They 

should be at two extremes in order to carry out maximal contrast for differentiation, 

and thus are Noun and Verb.   

 

3.3 The Universality of Adjectives and Prepositions 

    As mentioned above, we assume that among the four major lexical categories, 

only verbs and nouns are universal. If the assumption that adjectives may be absent in 

some languages is on the right track, it will predict the absence of prepositions in 

certain languages since we suggest that these two categories are not ubiquitous. In 

Section 3.3.1, empirical evidence of the lack of prepositions in Jacaltec, a Mayan 

language, and Seediq, an Austronesian language, lends support to our assumption. 

What is more, the inexistence of adjectives in Korean and in Bemba documented in 

Section 3.3.2 supports the claim that adjectival category is not universal, and 
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Mandarin Chinese, along with Korean and Bemba, is among languages which lack 

adjectives. 

3.3.1 Languages without prepositions  

    Recognizing that, though different languages have something in common, they 

also vary in a drastic way, Branigan (2000) asserts that even though it is a universal 

phenomenon that all languages divide words into different grammatical categories (or 

lexical categories), the categories themselves may differ from language to language. 

In addition, he also contends that all languages have nouns and verbs, however, for all 

other categories, considerable variation is found. For example, Jacaltec, a Mayan 

language, has no prepositions. Examples from Branigan (2000) are repeated below. 

(125) xto   may  conob 
     went  he   town 
     ‘He went to town.’ 
 
(126) ay nay s-wi’  witz 
     is he  head  hill 
     ‘He is on the hill.’ 

Comparing the corresponding free translations, there exist obvious differences 

between English and Jacaltec in terms of word permutation and the lexical encodings 

of prepositional meanings. In Jacaltec, there is no corresponding concept encoded as a 

preposition as in English. Therefore, in (125) the Jacaltec sentence is composed of 

three lexical words without a prepositional equivalent of English to denoting direction. 

Moreover, in (126) the counterpart of the preposition on in English is absent in 
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Jacaltec and the same concept is conveyed by another lexical item s-wi’ ‘head’ instead. 

Therefore, Jacaltec is assumed to have no prepositions, and prepositional meanings 

may be expressed by lexical items from other categories.  

Seediq, an Austronesian language, also lacks the category of prepositions. It 

makes use of a highly complex system of focus morphology, the attachment of verbal 

focus markers, to express a spatial relation between the verb and a particular noun 

participant (Huang 1988), which in preposition-forming languages appear as 

prepositions (e.g., in English). The focus system can be regarded as the manifestation 

of agreement in a sentence between the verb and the noun in focus, which is 

characteristic of Austronesian languages.  

 Huang (1988) suggests that in Seediq spatial construction, an object that is 

located, or a focal object, is coded as an NP, and a reference object is coded as an NP 

which is sometimes dependent on the presence of a locative noun that specifies a 

search domain with respect to the reference object. The following examples adopted 

from Huang (1988) demonstrate that the relation between the focal object and the 

reference object is expressed by a spatial predicate waga ‘be located’ instead of a 

preposition. 
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(127) 
Relation Reference Object Focal Object 
Waga 
be located 

pungerah 
bowl 

ga nasi 
DEF7 pear 

‘The pear is in the bowl.’ 
 
(128)  

Relation Reference Object Search Domain Focal Object 
Waga 
be located 

pungerah 
bowl 

turuma 
inside 

ga nasi 
DEF pear 

‘The pear is (deep) inside the bowl.’ 
 
(129) 

Relation Reference Object Focal Object 
Waga 
be located 

sapah 
house 

Ka Takun 
SM PN 

‘Takun is at home.’ 

    Huang (1988) states, “the spatial information in (127)-(129) is carried in English 

by the preposition in/inside/at, the main verb is being nearly vacuous, the semantic 

load in the Seediq sentences is distributed over the locative predicate waga ‘be 

located’, an NP that denotes the reference object, and an optional locative noun that 

specifies where the focal object is in relation to the reference object.” Moreover, 

Huang (1988) tabulated the following distribution of spatial morphemes in Seediq 

which would be functionally equivalent to prepositions in English.  

 
 
 
 

                                                 
7 DEF=definiteness marker 
  SM=subject marker 
  PN=pronoun 
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Table 1 Distribution of spatial morphemes in Seediq functionally equivalent to 
prepositions in English (Huang 1988:193) 

 
Seediq spatial morpheme English equivalent 

baro ‘up above’ over, above 
turuma ‘inside of some object’ in/inside 
bobo ‘surface of some object’ on/on top of 
siyo ‘side of some object’ by/beside 
berah ‘front of some object’ in front of 
bukuy ‘back of some object’ in back of/behind 
muquri ‘face, toward’ toward 
kundalax ‘from’ from 
toma ‘underside of some object’ under 

? to 
? up 
? down 
? across 
? over 
? with  
? off 

Huang (1988) suggests that Table 1 shows that Seediq uses locative nouns to encode 

topological relations, but the language lacks the class of path prepositions entirely. 

3.3.2 Languages without adjectives  

Chinese is not alone in lacking an adjective category; it is argued that Korean 

and Bemba also lack adjectives. Kim (2002a, 2002b) argues that Korean adjectives 

are actually a kind of stative verb on the basis of their verb-like morpho-syntactic 

properties. Putative adjectives in Korean do not occur with the copular verb –i but 

take tense, aspect, and mood markings as verbs when used predicatively. Examples 

from Kim (2000a) are illustrated below. 
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(130) Mali-nun han ttay  ttokttokha-ess-ess-ta 
     M.-Top  one time  smart-Perf-Pst-Dcl 
     ‘Mary used to be smart.’                                  

Also, Korean adjectives cannot directly modify nouns except when they occur with 

the relative marker –n (with –ten and –l as allomorphs), the same way as verbs. 

Therefore, adnominal adjectives are in fact relative clauses. Additional support for 

this relative clause analysis is the fact that Korean adjectives can take tense/aspect 

marking when modifying nouns (e.g., (131) to (133)). 

(131)  [e1 ttena]-n1  namca    (e= an empty category) 
      [  left]-Rel   man 
      ‘the/a man who left’ 
 
(132)  [e1 yeppu]-n1   yeca 
      [  pretty]-Rel  woman 
      ‘the/a pretty woman’ 
                                    
(133)  ce  yeppu-ess-ess-ten  yeca 
       that pretty-Perf-Pst-Rel  woman 
       ‘that woman who used to be or was pretty’                   

The lack of adnominal functions of Korean adjectives makes their adjectival 

status doubtful, since such functions are deemed as the most defining properties of the 

adjectival category across languages (cf. Beck 1999, Backer 2003). Beck (1999), in 

observing the behaviors of adjectives cross-linguistically, asserts that for a lexical 

item to be classified into adjectival class, it must be able to modify nouns without any 

further measure (Hengeveld 1992). Therefore, Kim (2000a, 2002b) suggests that 
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Korean adjectives need the support of a relative clause marker, which is an additional 

morpho-syntactic support, so they are not adjectives but verbs.  

Furthermore, Beck (2002) suggests that Bemba is a rigid verb-adjective 

conflating language in which the role of modifier is a contextually marked one for the 

verb-adjective class, and modification of nouns is generally carried out with the help 

of a relative clause or participle-like construction. Beck’s (2002) examples of Bemba 

are repeated below. 

(134) Bemba (Beck 2002:134) 
     umuuntu  ù+ashipa/ akosa/ aceenjela 
     person    RELATIVE:SUBJ”CONCORD+brave/ strong/ wise 
     ‘a brave/ strong/ wise person’ 
 
(135) umuuntu  ù+alemba 
     Person    RELATIVE:SUBJ”CONCORD+write 
     ‘a person who is writing’ 
 
(136) umuuntu   á+ashipa/ akosa/ aceenjela 
     person     SUBJ:CONCORD+brave/ strong/ wise 
     ‘the person is brave/ strong/ wise’ 
 
(137) umuuntu   á+ alemba  
     person     SUBJ:CONCORD+write 
     ‘the person is writing’ 

The examples modifying constructions of (134) and (135) have essentially the same 

structure as the finite matrix clauses in (136) and (137). PAs occur in exactly the same 

construction of subordinate and relative clauses as verbs; therefore, the language does 

not have the verb-adjective distinction. Another case of rigid language is Chinese, 
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which conflates the classes of adjective and verb and marks both in the role of 

modifier with the relative particle de5 (Beck 2002). At the same time, PAs in Chinese 

can function as unmarked syntactic predicates, and thus, we can classify both words 

as verbs, making Chinese a verb-adjective conflating language (Beck 2002).  

 

3.4 The Feature Specifications of Lexical Categories in Mandarin Chinese 

    In what follows, we provide two proposals which adopt Chomsky’s feature 

specification of lexical categories to justify categories in Mandarin Chinese. Huang et 

al. (2008) suggest that all of the four major categories are fully justified in Mandarin 

Chinese and that they have the same feature specifications as those in English 

whereas Harada (1999) specifies that adjectives and verbs have the same features in 

Mandarin Chinese from the perspective of the interactions of functional and lexical 

categories. 

3.4.1 Huang et al.’s proposal (2008) 

     Huang et al. (2008) suggest that feature [+N], which represents the inability to 

be a Case-assigner, is assigned to both N and A with regard to the use of dui4 ‘on’ to 

introduce their objects. Moreover, the feature [+V], which is able to function 

predicatively, is assigned to V and A since they can both be the predicate in a clause 

without the help of a copular verb. Therefore, they conclude that the feature-based 
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characterization of lexical category in Chinese is as the following, from which they 

suggest A is fully justified as an independent lexical category. 

(138)  

[N] + + - - 

[V] - + - + 

Feature 

    Category 

N A P V 

 

3.4.2 Harada’s proposal (1999) 

    Harada (1999) proposes a new way to organize the lexicon of UG in an 

attempt to construct a restrictive theory of parametric variations. She suggests that the 

categorial features of lexical items may be unspecified at the initial state (as illustrated 

in (139) and (140)) and that the unspecified features are determined from functional 

categories to lexical categories.  

(139)   [+N, uV]  (N, D) 
       [uN, +V]  (V-v, T8) 
 
(140)   [uN, uV]  (C, P) 
       [uN, uV]  (A)  
       (u= unspecified)                               

It is assumed that positive value assignment takes place based on primary 

linguistic data and that the Maximal Contrast Principle (MCP), which maximizes 

the distinctiveness of contrasts, assigns negative values to a category. Therefore, N, 

                                                 
8 Harada (1999) assumes that certain verbs (transitives and unergatives) have the projection of the light 
verb v, which is treated as a part of V. Moreover, she uses T for a functional category above the light 
verb v that is associated with focus or temporal interpretation in Chinese.  
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which is specified as [+N], is assigned [-V] by MCP. For V, with the [uN, +V] at the 

initial state, the MCP assigns [-N] as illustrated below by Harada (1999). 

(141) MCP and the categories in (139) 
 [+N, uV]  [+N, -V]  (Nouns) 

       [uN, +V]  [-N, +V]  (Verbs) 

She also suggests that the presence of an overt element implies a positive value 

for unspecified categorial features and that the negative value assignment is done by 

the UG principle. Therefore, if one of the categories in (140) has a positive value for 

one of the two primitive features based on primitive data, the other category in (140) 

will have the positive value for the other feature, thereby making the two categories 

pairwise distinct. 

(142) Overt evidence         MCP  
     C [+V]              A [+N] 
     C [+N]              A [+V] 
     C [uN, uV]           A [+N, +V] 

Moreover, the value of the unspecified categorial features is determined in a 

top-down manner, from the functional category to the lexical category, by the 

feature-sharing requirement on heads in a selectional relation (Condition on Selection 

(COS)), which suggests that Xmin categories in a selectional relation share the value of 

the categorial feature that is initially unspecified). Assuming that there is a short verb 

movement in Chinese to the position of v which is [-N, +V], Chinese T between C 

which is [+N] and v only has the steady specification of [+V] to solve the conflict of 



67 

N-feature realization. The value of the categorial features of adjectives in Chinese is 

determined as shown in the following tree diagram.  

(143) Determining the value of A in Chinese (Harada 1999) 

 A [uN, +V] (From C [+N, uV]) 
        Cmax

     
    C       Tmax

 [+N, uV]                    
          T       Amax

        [+V]  
                A 
             [uN, +V] 
 

        Cmax

     
    C       Tmax

 [+N, -V]     
          T       Amax

        [+V]  
                A 
             [-N, +V] 

                 (by MCP) 
 

By virtue of C’s having the positive N-feature and the MCP, A will have [+V], 

which forces A to enter into a selectional relation with T. Since T in Chinese has no 

specification for the N-feature, then, due to the [+N] specification of C and the MCP, 

the N-feature of A will take the negative feature.  

The result of the categorical feature specifications of the lexical items for English, 

and for Chinese is in (144). 

(144) (Harada 1999) 
a. English 
  C [-N, -V] 
  T [-N, +V] 
  V, v [-N, +V]  
  A [+N, +V] 

b. Chinese 
  C [+N, -V] 
  T [+V] 
  V, v [-N, +V]  
  A [-N, +V] 

 

In the case of Chinese, T only has a [+V] feature and both V and A can enter into a 

selectional relation with T, which is the reason why both V and A can be inflected for 
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tense. Since V and A have the same feature specification as argued by Harada (1999), 

it is feasible to conflate them into the same category instead of regarding adjectives in 

Chinese as ‘verbal’, and the gap of [+N, +V] for adjectives may just be left empty in 

Mandarin Chinese.  

 

3.5 Remarks 

    We assume the Chomskyan Generative Approach in this thesis and follow the 

feature specifications of lexical categories proposed by Chomsky (1965, 1970, 1981). 

Different from Chomsky (1965, 1970, 1981), who suggests that the two binary 

features [±N] and [±V] define four universal categories: N, V, A, and P, we postulate 

that the four categories are only possible choices for human languages and lexical 

categories are one of the parametric variations in the devices of UG.. That is, 

possession of all four lexical categories may not be ubiquitous. For this position, we 

adopt Functionalist linguists’ (Dixon 1981, Givón 1984, Beck 2002, DeLancey 2003) 

view on lexical categories. They suggest that only nouns and verbs are universal 

categories since they label cognitively distinct types of concept while the other two 

categories, adjectives and prepositions, are of universal functions but non-universal 

syntactic realizations. The function of adjectives can otherwise be associated with 

either nouns or verbs, and so is that of prepositions.  


