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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

   The markedness of the adjective category has attracted much linguistic attention. 

Generally, the universality of nouns and verbs is indisputable while that of adjectives 

is subject to parametric variation among all human languages. To begin with, we 

outline the controversial issue of the justification of adjectives as an independent 

lexical category in Mandarin Chinese in that putative adjectives (PA) descriptively do 

not exhibit the characteristics that are otherwise typical for adjectives in other 

languages and that there seem to be no syntactic mechanisms that can identify them 

exclusively since they pattern greatly with verbs. Moreover, from a typological 

perspective, other than adjectives, prepositions are also found to be absent in some 

human languages. Therefore, the four categories, or at least the adjective category, as 

understood in Chomsky’s feature specifications [±N] and [±V], do not seem to be 

ubiquitous, and it is possible for a human language not to have all of the four 

categories. 

Owing to Chomskyan universal grammar, many linguists preconceive the 

independence of the adjective category while others propose various criteria for 

justifying it. The bulk of this thesis has contributed to arguing against their proposals 

and to point out their potential loopholes whereby their conclusions may be drawn 
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from a part. The counter-examples that cannot be accommodated by the proposed 

criteria show that justifying adjectives as a distinct category contrarily sacrifices the 

simplicity and economy of Chinese grammar. 

    We assume the Chomskyan Generative Paradigm in this thesis, and we do not 

subscribe to any specific generative theory. Specifically, we adopt Chomsky’s (1965, 

1970, 1981) proposal of the feature specification of lexical categories in this thesis, 

aiming to capture supercategorial and subcategorial generalizations, from which a 

more economical account for Chinese lexical categories may be attained and whereby 

theoretical elegance for the overall Chinese grammar may be achieved. 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 also impossible not to possess any of them. We 

also postulate that although UG does not specify that all of the human languages must 

utilize all of the four lexical categories, it is functionally required that a language 

must have at least two categories to execute linguistic functions. The two categories 

have to be two extremes in order to carry out maximal contrast for differentiation and 

therefore are Noun and Verb. At the same time, adjectives are of universal function 

with non-universal syntactic realization, and so are prepositions (adpositions), for 
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which we provide examples from Korean, Bemba, Jacaltec, and Seediq for 

illustration.  

     The primary goal of this study is to argue for the non-existence of adjectives in 

Mandarin Chinese. Firstly, we provide Mandarin-internal evidence, arguing that what 

have been traditionally regarded as adjectives are actually verbs since they show no 

differences from verbs in their categorial function and their ability to be 

aspectual-marked. Moreover, we postulate that the idiosyncrasies of the PAs as 

addressed in Huang et al. (2008) in regard to the use of dui4 ‘on’ are subject to their 

argument structures (i.e., subcategorization) and transitivity. N’-ellipsis and 

conjunction also make convincing evidence against the adjectivehood of PAs. Finally, 

the failure of the AABB pattern for reduplication to serve as a morphological test for 

adjectivehood also deprives us of the motivation to justify PAs as a distinct category. 

We follow the views of functional linguists that adjectival concepts and functions are 

universal but may not be syntactically realized. Mandarin Chinese is a language of 

this type: adjectival functions are encoded in the category of verbs.  

    Finally, cross-linguistic evidence is provided to further demonstrate that the 

properties induced from languages which distinguish the adjective and verb categories 

fail to characterize PAs in Mandarin Chinese since they are not different from verbs in 

terms of their categorial functions, dependency status, scope of modification, and 
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temporal status. At the same time, Chinese PAs can also occur with the same set of 

inflection affixes in predicative use, and undergo the same nominalization, 

adverbialization, and other derivational processes, which are characteristics used to 

identify adjectives with verbs cross-linguistically. All in all, the evidence, be it 

Mandarin-internal or cross-linguistic, is supportive of our proposal that putative 

adjectives are conflated with verbs in Mandarin Chinese.  

   


