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Abstract

This dissertation makes a relatively comprehensive description
of the middle constructions in three West-Germanic languages and
Chinese, and on the basis of that provides a unified cognitive ac-
count of the middle formation, the restrictions middle formation is
subject to, and the syntactic and semantic features middles display.

The work I did in this thesis is made up of four parts.

First, the status of Chinese non-agent subject gilai construction
as middle construction in Chinese is established.

The middle construction has been a hot topic abroad during
the past quarter of a century and is studied extensively in a number
of European languages. It is claimed that middle semantics is
universal. In contrast, the study has just begun in Chinese. The check-
ing of the data of the Chinese gilai constructions with a non-agent
subject plus verb in simple active morphology and an adjective
against the unanimously agreed criteria for middles in West Ger-
manic languages, English in particular, shows that Chinese gilai con-
structions realize all facets of middle semantics and exhibit the same
semantic properties and similar syntactic representations of the
middles in West Germanic languages. The middle status of such gilai
constructions is established, which belong to Type 1 middle con-
struction like those in West Germanic languages. Compared with
the middles in West Germanic languages, the middle construction is
far more productive in Chinese. Various passive participants of event
and even settings can be middle subject.

Second, the implausibility of the prevailing accounts of middles
in the generative framework is illustrated.

Through a detailed analysis of both typical and atypical middles,
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it is found that the now prevailing accounts of middles were mostly
constructed on the inadequate understanding of middles, therefore
are untenable. They did not probe into the cognitive motivation be-
hind middles and did not realize the decisive role of middle seman-
tics on the syntactic structure, but merely focused on the superficial
phenomena such as syntactic representations. Consequently, they
could not reasonably explain why middles display such unique syn-
tactic and semantic features, let alone the origins of such features
and their correlations. The movement approach in the generative
syntax framework in particular, could not explain why some verbs
are whereas others are not eligible for middle formation. Neither
could it account for the restrictions on middle formation. A lot of
actually acceptable middles could not be formed in this manner and
a lot of data were left unaccounted for. This approach is also in face
of lots of other dilemmas. The inadequate understanding of the na-
ture and motivation of middles also led linguists to put various con-
ditions on middle formation to regulate the three visible elements
and even the invisible one in middles, which actually overlap to a
great extent and often cover only a part of the data. Also the neglect-
ing of semantic and pragmatic factors led them to completely ex-
clude verbs which form unacceptable middles in a certain context.
Besides, the obviously closely related constructions were thought to
be formed in different manners. Their correlations could not be well
explained and the syntactic mechanism became even more
complicated.

Third, and most important of all, middles were analyzed from
cognitive approach and all facets of middles were given a unified
account.

We argue the motivation of middle construction is to
deemphasize the role of the active participant and highlight the ac-
tive role a passive participant can play in the outcome of virtual



Abstract @

events. Therefore, this passive participant is perceptually prominent.
It is then selected as the clausal trajector in the middle profile of the
event base and at the same time a predicate in active morphology is
selected because an active angle can only be construed in active
structure. The active participant is not profiled and left unspecified;
however, it exists in the base. That is why middles imply an agent
though it is syntactically inert. Thus, the prohibition of the presence
of a by-phrase and the selectional restriction on adverb or adjective in
middles can be well accounted for. The presence of an agent and the
volitional adverb or adjective would bring the deemphasized agent
back into focus, which obviously runs counter to the cognitive
motivation of middles. On the other hand, for a passive participant
to stand out to be salient, and be selected as trajector of an active
predicate, it must be able to play an important and even decisive
role. Therefore the responsibility condition must be satisfied, namely
in the speaker’s point of view, this passive participant is largely
responsible for the outcome of the event in a specific manner or the
resultant quality of event process.

The middle semantics determines the nature of middle construc-
tion as individual level predicates, which are time-irrelevant.
Therefore, though middles are formed out of event verbs, they do
not portray actual occurrences of events, which are necessarily time-
bound, but quantify over properties of virtual events. Virtual events
are not time-bound; therefore middles select present tense (simple
present tense in English). Due to the epistemic and durational prob-
lems as Langacker argues, present tense can not portray real present
time events, but is used to express generics, habituals and timeless
truth. The non-eventiveness and genericity of middles can then be
naturally and reasonably accounted for. These two features are closely
interwoven. And the unprofiled agent, the passive participant sub-
ject which lacks [control] feature, and the adverb work together to



