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Abstract

The aim of this thesis is to present a unified account of the system of principles Chinese
children and adults apply in interpreting scope relations between negation and quantifiers, and
between negation and modal verbs on the other. Its findings support the following hypotheses;

a. Children’s and adults’ hypotheses about language are constrained by Universal
Grammar;

b. Children acquire a language by setiing parameters under the guidance of Universal
Principles. After the language — particular parameters are set, the effect of Universal
Principles doesn’t completely vanish, although it is not as strong as before.

c. There is continuity between the initial and steady states of language.

This thesis consists of five chapters:

Chapter One gives a brief introduction of the theoretical framework, and the sources of

data upon which the study is based.

Chapter Two discusses the definitions of “negation” , “negative word” and * negative
sentence”. The thesis reports the order in which some key negative words, negative concepts
and negative constructions are acquired by three children who were born and brought up in
Beijing. The postverbal negation involves the operation of wrapping, so it is acquired later than
the preverbal negation. Their first use of postverbal negation was found at 01;07;00 -01;09;
00. The findings prove that at this age children’s ability to form negative constructions greatly
improves. Furthermore, they are getting more sensitive to the word order, the scope and the
focus in negative constructions. Compared to propositional negation, metalinguistic negation is
acquired later. The children at the age of 06;00;00 —07;00;00 are aware of the difference
between the two kinds of negation. However, the children aged from 07;00;00 to 08;00;00
don’t have a very good command of metalinguistic negation.

Chapter Three begins with a brief study of the lexical properties of Chinese quantifiers and
then makes a close study of their scope interaction with negation. In interpreting scope relations
between negation and quantifiers, young children and adults apply the same set of principles.
The principles involved are the same but their rankings in weight are different:

Ranking of principles in young child grammar:

Semantic Entailment Principle/Number Reading Principle > Linear Precedence Principle




Ranking of principles in adult grammar;

Linear Precedence Principle > Semantic Entailment Principle/Number Reading Principle

There exists a close bond between the Linear Precedence Principle and the Semantic
Entailment Principle. The latter is an axiom. The former can be derived from the latter and is,
thus, a theorem. When interpreting a sentence with negation and a quantifier, children first
assume that the linear reading and the inverse reading both are valid, and then judge which one
to be optimal. Stimulated by language input, the children aged around 06;00;00 —07,;00;00
re — rank the principles and finally set up the adult system with the Linear Precedence Principle
playing the dominant role in interpreting scope relations. The data in this study does not support
the Semantic Subset Principle proposed by Crain (1992, 1993) and Crain, Ni & Conway
(1994 ). Moreover, the study shows that young Chinese children do accept the inverse
reading, which is rejected by Musolino, Crain & Thornton (2000) and Lidz & Musolino
(2002).

Chapter Four first discusses the process in which children acquire key modal words in
Mandarin at early stages. Studied from the perspective of semantic development, the data
provides Chinese — particular evidence for the same acquisition sequence that has been well
discussed in many other cross — linguistic studies, i. e. the sequence in which the dynamic and
deontic use of modality both occur before the epistemic use in early child language. Such an
acquisition sequence sheds light on a close relationship between language development and
cognitive maturity. Following in the footsteps of Sweetser ( 1990), we account for the
acquisition data from a cognitive linguistic approach by means of the metaphorical mapping from
the sociophysical world onto the reasoning world. The thesis explores the scale of modality in
Chinese and its child acquisition. The experiment results show that the children aged from 04;
00;00 to 05;00;00 are aware of the difference in the strength of modality and such knowledge
is fully developed at the age of 07;00;00 —08;00;00. Even the children aged from 07;00;00
to 08 ;00 ;00 have trouble identifying the difference in strength when faced with modal phrases
in the form of double negation.

This chapter proposes a formalized account of negative constructions containing modal
words. In determining scope relations between negation and modality, young children and
adults act in accordance with the same set of principles, which reflects continuity in language
development. If a sentence with negation and a modal word has two possible readings, one
entailing the other, but not vice versa, young children and adults will rank the principles
differently

Ranking of principles in young child grammar:

Semantic Entailment Principle > Linear Precedence Principle

Ranking of principles in adult grammar:

Linear Precedence Principle > Semantic Entailment Principle

In this case, children initially consider the linear reading and the inverse reading as



possible. They sift out the preferred reading with the help of their evaluation system. The
ranking in child grammar, different from that in adult grammar, explains why young children
misinterpret “keneng bu VP 7 as “bu keneng VP” and “keyi bu VP” as “bu keyi VP”. If one
possible reading is not entailed by the other, adults interpret the sentence in accordance with
the Linear Precedence Principle. Assuming a free — order scope interpretation between the two
operators, young children tend to prefer the linear reading. The process in which young
children develop their scope interpretation is the one in which they establish the Linear
Precedence Principle as a dominant principle in their grammar.

Much space in this chapter is also devoted to the acquisition of double negation
constructions with modality. It is found that children have acquired the knowledge that “double
negation” doesn’t mean “negation” , but “affirmation” , when they reach their sixth or seventh
birthday. A bit later they come to understand “external negation plus internal negation” may
not be equal to “affirmation”. Lacking the ability to process double negation constructions,
young children often take the two strategies, i.e. Omission and Double Deletion.

In conclusion, Chapter Five summarizes the research that has been carried out in this

thesis.
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