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This book is the product of the research I undertook for my
Ph.D. degree in the Dept. of Chinese, Translation & Linguis-
tics at the City University of Hong Kong during 1997—2002.
The discussion in this book is the same as in the original version
of my dissertation, The Semantics and Pragmatics of Bare Noun
Phrases in Chinese; minor revisions are made either to change
styles or to make the text fit with the new format of this book.
Findings of follow-up studies of bare noun phrases to the disser-
tation work could be seen in my paper “Another kind of ‘inde-
finite subjects’ in Chinese” (WiEH 5 —#“FLE” &) in Re-
search and Exploration of Grammar (12) ((BEMRXSHER(+
Z2))) published by Commercial Press, Beijing, 2003, which
presents a clearer picture of the difference between the use and
interpretation of bare noun phrase and indefinite noun phrase
in the subject position in Chinese.

My interest in Chinese linguistics began when I entered the
linguistic program of the City University of Hong Kong in
1997, where I was fortunate enough to study under a group of
linguists who are very active in the international linguistic field
and conduct research about a wide variety of languages and dia-
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lects, with the major focus on Chinese. It is then that I began
to delve into the similarities and differences in the working
mechanisms of English and Chinese.

One thing we often take for granted about Chinese is how
flexible it is in its use and interpretation, without so many for-
mal constraints we often observe in many other languages. An
example to illustrate the flexibility of Chinese is bare noun
phrases. In Chinese we see bare noun phrases used more exten-
sively than their counterparts in English. An important reason
is that bare noun phrases in Chinese are “multifunctional”—
bare noun phrases in Chinese can be used with definite, indefi-
nite or generic interpretations and they overlap ia use with vari-
ous other nominal forms, i.e. pronominals, NPs headed by dis-
tal demonstratives and indefinite NPs. These special syntactic
and semantic properties of bare noun phrases in Chinese, dis-
tinct from those of their counterparts in English, make the
study of Chinese bare noun phrases a topic unique and hence ex-
tremely interesting to look at. Two questions naturally arise
when we study bare noun phrases in Chinese: 1) How do we in-
terpret bare noun phrases in particular contexts given that bare
noun phrases in Chinese are multifunctional? 2) What are the
constraints in the choice between bare noun phrases and other
nominal forms in Chinese, whence comes the constraints and
what is the nature of the constraints—these are some of the
questions I try to address in the present book. Another purpose
of the study is to consider, in the context of Chinese, the ques-
tions that have been raised in the study of bare noun phrases in
other languages to see if bare noun phrases in different langua-



Preface | 3

ges exhibit cross-linguistic similarities.

The study turns up many interesting facts about the use and
interpretation of Chinese noun phrases which have virtually
never been mentioned before in literature ;

The interpretation of bare noun phrases in Chinese, like
‘the case with English, is found to be constrained by the seman-
tics of the predicate. The topic-comment structure as the domi-
nating focus structure and the principle of relevance also play
an important role when we determine the interpretation(s) of
bare noun phrases.

Regarding the use of bare noun phrases in Chinese, com-
parison between bare noun phrases and pronominal anaphors
and NPs headed by distal demonstratives has demonstrated that
bare noun phrases are higher on the accessibility scale than pro-
nominals and lower on the accessibility scale than NPs headed
by distal demonstratives. Besides, pragmatic factors like the
animacy/inanimacy dichotomy also bear om the choice between
pronominals and bare noun phrases.

The choice between the bare noun phrase and another of
its alternative forms, i.e. numerically quantified NPs is, again,
semantic-pragmatic in nature, as illustrated by their use in pro-
gressive predicates, generic subject positions, mental attitude
constructions, complex existential constructions and the object
position of sentences with the aspect marker le. I take the use
and nonuse of numeral classifiers in the above-mentioned con-
texts as the result of the interaction between the semantic re-
quirements of the context and the distinct semantic features of
bare noun phrases and numerically quantified noun phrases:
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bare noun phrases are kind-referring in themselves while nu-
merically quantified noun phrases are existentially quantified
out of the lexicon, having a special individualizing effect.
Apart from semantic factors, we also see the application of
pragmatic principles to avoid redundancy in the choice between
BNPs and numerically quantified NPs.

The findings about Chinese bare noun phrases suggest that
the difference in grammatical systems between Chinese and
English was too often underestimated in linguistic literature.
Hopefully, the overall picture of the use and interpretation of
bare noun phrases in Chinese presented in this book could help
us achieve a better understanding of the different principles un-
derlying the choice of nominal forms between English and Chi-
nese: compared with English where syntactic and semantic fac-
tors play an important role, in Chinese it is semantic and prag-
matic factors that determine the choice between nominal

forms.
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Chapter 1
Preliminaries

Since Carlson (1977), bare noun phrases, as a special cate-

gory of noun phrases, have been receiving much attention in
the circle of linguistics (see also Gillon 1990, Diesing 1992,
Condoravdi 1997, Glasbey 1998, to name a few). Most of the
studies on bare noun phrases (which will henceforth be referred
‘to as BNPs) have been confined to English, although we see
Laca (1990) and Kim (1998) on Spanish BNPs, Verkuyl (1992)
on Dutch BNPs, Lee (1995) on Korean BNPs, Geenhoven
(1995) on BNPs in West Greenlandic, among others. The pres-
ent study will explore BNPs in Chinese.

The study of BNPs in Chinese is a topic which has almost
been left untouched in literature, the study, however, is signif-
icant in at least the following two aspects. On the one hand,
due to the cross-linguistic similarity between BNPs, the study of
BNPs in Chinese will face problems similar to those researchers
encounter in their study of BNPs in English (as I would show in
Chapter 2). Investigation into BNPs from the perspective of



2 I R AT 2 379 436 R A SRR

Chinese, together with those conducted from the perspective of
other languages, will shed new light on these problems, which,
as Carlson suggests in his conclusions to Reference to kinds in
English , “would prove to be of tremendous interest and impor-
tance” (Carlson 1977: 303). On the other hand, there is a
unique aspect of Chinese BNPs that makes the study to be of
particular interest, i.e. BNPs in Chinese have special syntactic
and semantic properties distinct from those in English and many
other languages (as I would reveal in Section 1.3 of this chapter
and in Chapter 3 and Chapter 4 of this thesis), which makes
the study of BNPs an issue more complicated and hence more
interesting to look at in Chinese.

In the rest of this chapter, I will clarify what I mean by
BNPs in Chinese, account for their frequent occurrences and set

out to delimit the scope of the present study.

The BNPs that Carlson (1977) and many others have stud-
ied in English are mostly bare plurals, i.e. noun phrases that
exhibit a plural head noun, but not introduced by quantifiers,
determiners, articles, numerals or specifiers. Examples of
BNPs in English are cited in (1.1), (1.2) and (1.3) below
(which are repetitions of Carlson (1977)’s examples (2a), (2d)
and (2e)):

(1.1) Dogs are mammals.
(1.2) Bill threw rotten oranges into the garbage.
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(1.3 ) Ants that go crazy at the sight of sugar ought to be
sent away.

Although Carlson (1977) does not include mass terms in his
discussion of English BNPs, he does mention in the last chapter
of his dissertation that unquantified mass terms resemble un-
quantified bare plurals in a “remarkably parailel fashion”
(Carlson 1977: 293) and it is concluded that bare mass terms
and bare plurals should be treated in a similar manner. Obser-
vation that bare plurals and bare mass terms have a lot in com-
mon is also made in Link (1983), Gillon (1992), etc.

BNPs in Chinese, however, should not be defined in the
same way as BNPs in English, as BNPs in Chinese, among other
things, are not morpho-syntactically inflected for plurality. To
define BNPs in Chinese, first I will make it clear what I mean
by bare nouns (BNs) in Chinese. Assuming that nouns can be
distinguished from noun phrases in Chinese, ignoring unclear
cases, I will define BNs in Chinese as lexical items of the syn-
tactic category N. BNPs in Chinese include both BNs functio-
ning as BNPs® and BNs expanded to include adjectival, preposi-
tional or clausal modifiers. Examples of BNPs in Chinese are
shown below in (1.4)—(1.7)%:

(1.4) Guanjian shi, zhe duan shijian li, wode huodong
key BE thisCL time in my movement
shoudao yangede xianzhi.
receive strict restriction
“The idea was, my movements were strictly limit-
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ed just around this time.”

(1.5) Ta zhuyidao tamende maoyan shangdoucha zhe
she notice  their hat bandon  all insert ASP
baisede mingpian.

white card
“They all had white cards stuck in their hat bands,
she noticed. ”

(1.6) Sifangyuan zhouwei de deng jianjian liang qi.
quadrangle around DE light gradually light ljp
“The lights around the quadrangle started to come

on.
(1.7) Baoer gei wo de shoubiao bujian le.

Paul give me DE watch disappear SFP
“The wrist-watch Paul gave me is gone.”

Other maximal projections containing NPs, e.g. classifier
phrases, determiner phrases, like those shown in (1.8) and
(1.9) below, will be considered as non-BNPs:

(1.8) Tashoulijia zhe yi zhi xiangyan.
he hand in hold ASP one CL cigarette
“He was holding a cigarette in his hand. ”
(1.9) Woyi tian dou mei kanjian na ge niren le.
| one day all not see that CL woman SFP
“| hadn’t seen the woman all day.”



