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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

The main function of a human language is to communicate meaning for the 

speakers. The basic concepts are encoded as words, which are related together within 

the grammar (Dixon 2004), and therefore, word classes, or parts of speech of lexical 

items are crucial to understanding the language on syntactic grounds. As DeLancey 

(2003) states, “A basic empirical fact about language is that morphemes can be sorted 

into categories according to their syntactic behavior.” Words of different word classes, 

which are referred to as lexical categories, have different behaviors and functions in a 

sentence, which means that, as Huang et al. (2008) states, “we minimally need to 

understand how the words in a language are classified and how these different classes 

of words are put together to form sentences”. Therefore, the nature of syntactic 

categories is at the very heart of grammar (Croft 1991: 36).  

    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, 1970, 1981) 

suggests the notion of ‘category’ is not primitive to capture the cross-categorical 

generalizations; that is, syntactic categories might not be primitive units but rather 

composites of primitive syntactic features. Four major categories Verb, Adjective, 

Noun, and Preposition are characterized with two primitive features [±N] and [±V], 
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the former represents being substantive and the later predicative. The two features 

generate four specifications of lexical items: 

(1) N= [+N, -V]        V= [-N, +V] 
   A= [+N, +V]        P= [-N, -V] 

In this view of the feature specification in the categorization of lexical items, 

each lexical category is differentiated from others by the value of these two features, 

and these feature values are universal for the four lexical categories. Huang et al. 

(2008) also mention that the fundamental distinction between N and V concerns to 

proto-categories. A noun conforms to proto-N but not proto-V and thus has the feature 

specification of [+N, -V] and the same logic leads to a verb being [-N, +V]. They 

further argue that Chinese adjectives pattern with nouns in terms of the use of dui4 to 

introduce semantic objects and also have the verbal character of being predicates 

without a copula, and therefore, an adjectival category is justified in Mandarin 

Chinese as carrying the [+N, +V] specification, conforming to the universality of 

lexical categories. Moreover, Dixon (2004) also maintains that three lexical categories 

are implicit in the structure of each human language, being nouns, verbs, and 

adjectives. Each of them has a prototypical conceptual basis and prototypical 

grammatical functions. However, the recognition of lexical categories in a language 

must be based on the grammatical criteria, be they language-internal or 
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cross-linguistic. In other words, a lexical category can only be defined with respect to 

virtually all properties that are syntactically determined.  

    It is argued that some languages, such as Korean, do not have adjectives, and 

some, such as Jacaltec, a Mayan language, do not have prepositions (cf. Kim 2002a, 

2002b, Branigan 2000). Branigan (2000) clearly asserts that although all languages 

divide words into different grammatical categories, the categories themselves may 

differ from language to language, and it is universal that all languages have nouns and 

verbs, but for other categories such as prepositions and adjectives, considerable 

variation is found. Therefore, it may not be part of Universal Grammar (UG) that all 

human languages possess an adjectival category.  

 

1.1 Motivation and Purpose 

    The independent existence of adjectives as a distinct category in Mandarin 

Chinese has long been debated among linguists. Some linguists (Huang et al. 2008, 

Zhu 1982) argue for a distinct adjectival category, while others suggest adjectives are 

equated with verbs (Chao 1968, McCawley 1992) or constitute a subcategory of verbs 

(Li & Thompson 1981). If adjectives are to be justified as a distinct category (e.g., in 

English), there must be some syntactic criteria for identification and differentiation 
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from other categories. Putative adjectives in Mandarin Chinese exhibit many 

similarities with verbs in their categorial and extended functions (Bhat 1996). 

(2) 這朵花       很    漂亮。1

   zhe4duo3hua1  hen3  piao4liang4  
   this-CL flower  very  beautiful 
   ‘This flower is very beautiful.’ 
 
(3) 她  胖過       一陣子。 
   ta1  pang4guo4  yi2zhen4zi5  
   she  fat-ASP2    a while 
   ‘She used to be fat for a while.’ 
 
(4) 他  是  個 幽默      的   人。 
   ta1  shi4 ge5 you1mo4  de5  ren2  
   he   is  a  humorous  DE   person 
   ‘He is a humorous person.’ 

In (2), the putative adjective piao4liang4 ‘beautiful’ can function as a predicate in a 

sentence without the help of the copula shi4 ‘be’, and in (3) the adjective pang4 ‘fat’ 

can directly take aspectual marker guo4, which is an important characteristic of 

verbhood. Moreover, as illustrated in (4), some putative adjectives in Mandarin 

Chinese have to be followed by de5 when modifying a noun. Compared with English, 

in which adjectives are justified as a distinct category, there exist drastic differences 
                                                 
1 In this thesis, all data except those in English are transcribed into Roman letters in the second line 
according to Hanyu Pinyin throughout. The numbers indicate the tone system in Mandarin Chinese: 
1stands for the high level tone, 2 the high rising tone, 3 the falling rising tone, and 4 the high falling 
tone.  
2 The following abbreviations are used in this thesis: 
PA = putative adjective 
ASP = aspectual marker 
CL = classifier  
DE = modifier-introducing de 
e = empty category 
LOC = locative 
PL = plural 
SFP = sentence final particle 



 5
 

between Mandarin Chinese and English in terms of the syntactic behaviors of 

adjectives. Sentences (5) and (6) show that in English a copula is required as a tense 

bearer when an adjective functions as the predicate in a sentence, and also adjectives 

can never be suffixed with tense or aspectual markers. In addition, sentence (7) shows 

that adjectives in English can directly modify nouns without further means. 

(5) The flower is beautiful. 
 
(6) *The flower beautifuled. 
 
(7) This is a beautiful flower.  

What is more, all of the aforementioned properties also pertain to verbs in 

Mandarin Chinese as illustrated in (8)-(10) respectively.  

(8) 張三      很    喜歡     蘋果。 
   zhang1san1 hen3  xi3huan1  ping2 guo3 
   John      very   like      apple 
   ‘John likes apples very much.’  
 
(9) 張三       打過     我。 
   zhang1san1  da3guo4  wo3  
   John        hit-ASP  me 
   ‘John hit me once.’ 
 
(10) 這  是  封       張三      寫    的   信。 
    zhe4 shi4 feng1    zhang1san1 xie3  de5  xin4  
    this  is  CL      John      write  DE  letter 
    ‘This is the letter John wrote.’ 

Therefore, descriptively, putative adjectives in Mandarin Chinese do not exhibit 

adjectival characteristics and there seem to be no syntactic mechanisms that can 

identify them exclusively since they pattern greatly with verbs. McCawley (1992) 
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provides a universal basis for cross-linguistic identification of lexical categories in 

light of implicational universals and prototypes to argue that adjectives in Mandarin 

Chinese are verbs. Though Zhu (1982) and Huang et al. (2008) provide some 

syntactic criteria for adjectivehood, they fail to accommodate all putative adjectives, 

which incurs even more stipulations to account for the distinctions between adjectives 

and verbs and thus makes Chinese grammar more complicated.    

From a typological perspective, some languages have been argued to lack 

adjectives. Therefore, Chomsky’s (1965) four categories, or at least the adjective 

category, defined by two 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. Based upon this assumption, the primary goal of this study is to argue for 

the non-existence of adjectives in Mandarin Chinese by providing Mandarin-internal 

and cross-linguistic arguments, which will contribute to economy and elegancy in the 

description of Chinese grammar. We then, use the term “putative adjective (henceforth 

PA)” to refer to a word preconceived as an adjective traditionally. Furthermore, we 

will provide a tenable account for the universality of the four lexical categories by 

contending that nouns and verbs are universal while adjectives and prepositions are 

intermediate categories which are not universally present in every language. It is 

worth probing whether cross-linguistic evidence supports the claim that while the 
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features of [±N] and [±V] are universal in human languages, UG does not require that 

all human languages possess all four categories. 

 

1.2 Conventions of the Data 

The data illustrated in this thesis is based on Taiwan Mandarin, one of the 

variants of Mandarin, which processes features inherited from Taiwanese and 

non-Mandarin varieties (cf. Cheng 1983, Her in press). Considering the world-wide 

distribution of Mandarin, which makes the production of the language diverge 

geographically to a certain extent, the reason why we focus our data on Taiwan 

Mandarin is to foster a greater accountability and reliability of the data employed and 

also to minimize controversy over grammaticality issues because narrowing the data 

down to one specific language helps increase accuracy and facilitates the analysis. 

Grounded upon the relationship among language variants, we believe that this thesis 

can also contribute to the understanding of other genetically-related languages. 

    All the usages and wordings of the examples in this thesis are based on the web 

corpus, the Academia Sinica Balanced Corpus of Mandarin Chinese, and native 

speakers of Taiwan Mandarin.  

 

 


