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OBJECTS AND VERB-
COMPLEXES IN TAIWANESE

Teng, Shou-hsin

University of Massachusetts, Amherst

A. Introduction

This is a synchronic study! of the syntax of objects in Taiwanese as general-
ly> spoken in northern Taiwan. As objects are necessarily associated with verbs,
this paper will also touch on the nature of verbs, in particular verb-compounding,
in Taiwanese. It will be suggested that verb-compounding in Taiwanese, as
compared to that in Mandarin, is much weaker, which accounts for the more

varied syntax of objects in the former.

B. Basic Framework

‘Object’ is a notorious grammatical category in all Chinese dialects. It has
plagued and/or intrigued Chinese linguists for countless years. This paper will
follow the least controversial position by referring it to any post-transitive-verb
nominal elements that are not ‘complements’>. The same framework applies equal-
ly to single or double objects. It follows from this approach that objects in
Chinese (dialects) naturally assume a great number of thematic roles?. This paper
will not concern itself with this latter issue. What remains to be resolved is the
issue of ‘transitive’ verbs. Again, this has been a difficult issue in Chinese linguis-
tics, and this paper can only rely on common sense and cross-linguistic informa-

tion, so that the following sentences are nof transitive sentences even though
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nominal elements do occur post-verbally, contrary to many analyses in China.’

L R EHe
1 choekin si ang.

(She lost her husband recently.)

2. FESE B AP HEE
I kinni lak bechio thaomo.

(He lost quite a lot of hair this year.)

‘True transitivity’ and ‘true objects’ are extremely difficult notions at best.

C. Objects and Thematic Roles

The following roles of objects are observed in Taiwanese. Compared with
Mandarin, Taiwanese allows more roles to occur as objects. For the purpose of
illustration, only mono-morphemic verbs and no prepositions are used in this

section. More complex verbs will, however, be used in later sections.

a. Temporal Locative

3. fF fE 1 Bifd o
1 ti chia chaikhi.

(He is having his breakfast.)

4. #THy BE T#-

Goa-e hakseng long thak etao.

%i’

(All my students attend afternoon classes.)

5. £BEA B #1° 4K
Senglilang pai chheji, chaplak.

(Business people make offerings to their deities twice a month.)

b. Spatial Locative
6. Hff L F & Wm IEo'

Gina siong ai che thaokhak teng.
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(Children love to sit on top of others’ heads.)

7. ¥ HRAE] E % ETF!
Kha thaocheng ai uat chiaNchhiu!

(Turn right just slightly ahead!)

Sof ZIH £ B EHE-e
Sio tan! Goa seng kha Bikok.
(Wait! Let me call the U.S. first!)

c. Instrumental

9. HWKRY MEfF B &8 B BE?

Chima-e gina kam ehiao sia mopit?

(Can children nowadays write with a brush?)

10. sE5HE > REE%H?
Chittai chhia, li boe loache chiN?

(How much did you pay for this car?)

. R WHE A FEWBHK?
ZoatiN, na u lang ka miphoe?

(Nobody uses quilts in summer, is there?)

d. Goal

12. {8 &k ¥ fF £ Bk W\ & M
Li beh si, li khi thiao hai ho la!

(If you want to die, why don’t you jump into the ocean?)

13. 7 & 5% (g | F!
I e siunNkhi, li mai kong I!

(He’ll be angry. Don’t say anything to him!)

4. AR # & F HKe
Take long beh kho Taitai.

(Everyone wants to get into Taiwan University.)
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e. Range 8

15. %2 Mg B W %o

Khi sichan lao, be than chiN.

(Four-story buildings do not bring in enough profit.)

16. 8 ®BHEBEA Bl HfF-
Goa siubeh ka lang o khik ina.

(I’d like to learn how to make chops.)

17. & £ # AR
Goa ti ko hongchhoe.

(I am making a kite.)

f. Patient

18. fFfx —& B AKX FF G
1 thai chitchia ke beh chhiaN li.

(He cooked a chicken for you.)

9. B A & #BHF B &£ -
Chitkhu-e lang long tio thiah chhu khi sin lo.
(People in this neighborhood have to have their houses demolished for

new roads.)

20. 5 F 87 & K o

Kinni boe kima e toa liao.

(Selling gold this year will result in great losses.)
g. Others

Non-nominal elements can also occur as objects in Taiwanese, though this is

not a highly productive structure®, e.g.

2 FK B — A E M-
Goa chia chit-e chin pa.

(I had a lot to eat.)
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2. i+ B E - EE

Ho i khuaN chit-e huanhi!

(Let him have a good time watching it.)

23. & 7 —1 H W
Goa kiaN chit-e chin thiam.

(I got really worn out from the walk.)

4. i R Ay M KiE-o
I chia ke e, long be toakho.

(He never gains weight. Where has all his eating gone?)

D. Objects Topicalised

5

Preposing objects is a universal strategy in Chinese dialects, but it is not

without dialect-specific constraints. In Taiwanese and probably in all Chinese

dialects as well, non-transitivity roles!?, if occurring as objects, are not on the

whole to be topicalised!!, as shown below.

25 *Bgg . fRmf R AR fg? B
Chaikhi, 1li tangsi beh chia?

(When do you want to have breakfast?)

2. %Wy B R IH- fFAaK & |2
Goa-e thaokhak teng, li beh che bo?

(Do you want to sit on my head?)

21 *BFE - KEN B4 & BB Ho
Mopit, tailiok-e hakseng khak gao sia.

(Students on the Mainland are better at writing with the brush.)

28. *7ARM 0 BERE 18 OB E !
Miphoe, amsi tio ai kah!

(You must use the comforter at night!)
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The following sentences illustrate the occurrence of transitive roles as topics.

29. A + /@ #oER KEHE Ko
Gochapchan lao, msi hiani kantan khi.

(Building 50 storys is not a simple task.)

30. % # & WoPAIW &K &R R?
Ke long thai-uan a, chima beh thai sian?

(I've prepared all the chickens. What next?)

3. fF W B> # & MRS H?
Li khi-e chhu, kam long li kati boe?
(Do you sell what you build?)

2. & MR M & B F L
Bo loiong-e chheh, long tio ai sio!

(We must burn all the useless books!)

The contrast between (21-24) and (25-28) is accounted for by the fact that
non-transitive roles are associated with prepositions in the deep structure, and

prepositional objects do not in general occur as topics in Chinese, e.g.

3B, B IZFEFE BIK 2 E?
Li ka lin ama toa chohoe si bo?

(Do you live with your grandma?)

34. * fss > BRI ?
(As above)

35. Hif B B H K it Rego

Gina chin ai iong choa cho huiki.

(Children love to make airplanes with paper.)

36. * it - EAFEZRAMHRRE -
(As above)

Without going into the issue whether passive sentences are a means to creat-
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ing topics in Chinese, non-transitive roles do not normally occur as the subject in

{7 — Passive sentences in Taiwanese, e.g.

3. *BE T A EBE e
Chaikhi ho lang chia-khi a.

(My breakfast was consumed by someone.)

3B *XH T A #HEx W
Bikok ho lang khah-khi a.
(*The U.S. has been dialed to.)

9. *F2FE T A BLE W
Mopit ho lang sia-khi a.

(The brush has been used by someone.)

Transitive roles, on the other hand, occur freely in such sentences, e.g.

0. F 3 A B X B
Chhu ho patlang khi-khi a.

(The building was finished by others.)

4. B A HF EF W
Chhu ho lang thiah-khi a.

(My house had been demolished.)

2 T AREHF X W
Thote ho taisu boe-khi a.

(The land was sold to someone by the broker.)

Ojbects in Taiwanese can also be preposed to the secondary-topic position,

43. fx R B 1w B!
Li png kin chiachia le!
(Eat your meal quickly!)
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4. fR | F T R?

Li pochoa khuan-liao boe?

(Did you finish with the paper yet?)

Secondary-topics are also referred to as ‘contrast’, which, however, does not char-
acterize the meaning of such sentences as (44) properly. ‘Paper’ in (44) is not

contrasted with any other noun, implicit or explicit.!*

E. Objects in Disposal Sentences®

In northern Taiwan, #5 ‘ka’ is generally used as the disposal marker, which

has as its object the object of the main verb, as is the case in Mandarin'®, e.g.

45. k& M 1R k!
Ka chheh the-lai!
(Bring me the book!)

6. ff t§ E T £ WMo
1 ka chhia boe-khi a.

(He sold his car.)

a1. fr & # P B!

Li mmo ka i mal

(Don’t scold her!)

What is of interest to us in this connection is that disposal objects in Taiwanese
are frequently further preposed to the topic position and leave a trace behind

the disposal marker #5, as illustrated below.

48. H, FHFEHE X WV
Chhia, i kah boe-khi a.
(He sold his car.)

49. B By SHEL > RISt 1 1 ?
Chhia-e sosi, li kah khng ti to ui?
(Where did you put the car keys?)
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50. @AfF> frRy | B R T, I X2
Gina, li na-e bo ai ka in long chhoa-lai?

(Why didn’t you bring all the children?)

As seen here, {# occurs regardless of whether the referent is animate or inani-
mate .18

Thus far, we have observed that objects in modern Taiwanese can occur in
the regular/post-verbal position, in the sentence-initial/topic position, as well as
in the post-subject position. In the sections below, we shall look at the interac-
tion between objects and post-verbal complements and see what implications there

are that relate to the structure of verb-compounding.

F. Objects and Verb-Complexes

Verb complexes refer, in this paper, to structures where the main/primary
verb is followed by any type of complements, be they aspectual/phasal markers,
resultative complements, directional complements, or potential complements. Verb-
complexes impose syntactic contraints on objects in Taiwanese. We shall examine
some data first. This sections benefits from a previous, excellent analysis of

Taiwanese resultatives by Z= (1988).

a. Phasal Markers !?

51 g% (fRO B T %2
Chin, li  iong-liao boe?

(Did you spend all the money?)

52. fREEAT X ?
53 *{RET K
54. * (R THR?

When phasal markers occur, the object is obligatorily preposed either to the
topic position (51) or to the secondary-topic position (52). None of the post-
verbal occurrences is grammatical. Mandarin sentences corresponding to (51-53,

with 5% ) are perfectly grammatical. Phasal markers are suffixed to the verb and
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do not permit the insertion of objects, as shown in (54), as well as in its
Mandarin counterpart. Furthermore, the occurrence of Fj {J T further indicates

that T in Taiwanese is akin to regular resultative complements (see below).

b. Aspectual Markers

55. B ZEo Rk 1R E!
Chhiaphio, li ka goa the-tio!
(Hold the ticket for me!)

56. {REFEAGHIZE !
57 *fReG IR EHER |
58. * fRA IR ERE |

The situation here is identical to (51), indicating that the distinction
between phasal and aspectual markers is rather fuzzy at best, at least in
Taiwanese. In fact, Taiwanese shows paucity in post-verbal aspect markers as
observed in Mandarin. There is no Taiwanese counterpart of Mandarin perfective
marker ( T ) or experiential marker (&) . Whether or not ¥ in (55) corre-
sponds to Mandarin progressive aspect is also quite doubtful. Instead, Taiwanese

employs pre-verbal aspect markers, i.e. & ~ 7E (Cf. Teng 1979).

c. Resultative Complements
9. + BEEFR XTI A B Ao
Thohui thai-si jichapsi-e Taiuan lang.

(Bandits killed 24 people from Taiwan.)

60. * -+ NEMA - LEERIE
61. * +EE_ -+ E#ARI -
62. * +EEFR U S8 ATE o
The situation with resultative complements is slightly more complex. When

the object is indefinite, it must stay in the regular object position, but when it is

definite, more options are available, as seen below,
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63. # F & F HEBEHEHE
I long-phai Ong Kaosiu-e tiannao.

(He wrecked Prof. Wang’s computer.)

64. P EHIRBIBEFIER -
65. TEUISHIER » FRIFFE ©
66. * {FF L HIZHIRAGER

Definite objects can occur post-complex, as disposal object, or as a topic (63-
65), but the verb complex must not be separated (66). However, when the defi-

nite object is a (personal) pronoun, the syntax is different again.

6. £ KK HHFP®H £
Ong Thaithai ka i haN-chao.

(Mrs. Wang frightened him off.)

68. * FARKHFEMF o
69. * FRKBFE ©

Pronouns tend not to occur post-verbally. To account for this tendency in
Taiwanese, 2= (1988) states that Taiwanese has constraints against placing
pronouns and definite nouns as the grammatical objects of resultative
\;erbs (p.154). He further generalises that this indicates a stronger topic-comment
tendency in Taiwanese than in Mandarin. This paper, on the other hand, adopts
a more conservative approach. Sentences (59-69) illustrate a wide range of
patterns, and it should be noted that different types of verb complexes impose
different syntactic constraints on their objects. (59-69) above employ only those
resultative complements that have full lexical properties. Lesser complements
exhibit different constraints, as will be seen below.

When resultative complements refer to other than full lexical meanings, the
object can occur in many different positions (e.g. post-complex or post-verb, espe-

cially when it is a pronoun), e.g.

0. 8B A& K # E #E-e
Hakseng chhe-bo Ong Kaosiu.



