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Non-canonical Objects in Mandarin Chinese

Canonical direct objects denote themes of transitive verbs. Non-canonical objects (NCOs) in Mandarin
Chinese follow a transitive/unergative verb but denote instrument, time, manner, and so on, instead of theme,
as seen in the instrument NCO in (1a) and the location NCO in (1b). NCOs compete with canonical ones, as
seen in (1c) and exhibit properties of direct objects, rather than those of adverbials (Lin 2001; Li 2014).

(1) a. xie mao-bi b. shui diban c. *xie lunwen mao-bi
write  brush-pen sleep floor write thesis  brush-pen
‘write with a brush-pen’ ‘sleep on the floor’

This talk shows that NCOs in Mandarin Chinese are a new type of internal argument: event-
classifying argument. Their function parallels to that of classifying modifiers in the structure of individual
kinds in the nominal domain, such as the underlined words in (2a), in contrast to the qualifying modifier old
in (2b) (Rijkhoff 2008: 793).

(2) a. acorporate lawyer a medical examination b. an old lawyer

| report a series of new observations of NCOs in the language.

, NCOs occur in atelic predicates only, and thus are not incremental objects (Krifka 1989;
Dowty 1991). For instance, they are not compatible with a result reading of you ‘again’, as shown in (3b).
(3)a. Li-Qi you ca na zhang zhuozi le. (canonical object)

Li-Qi again wipe that cL table PRT

‘Li-Qi is wiping that table again.’

Action reading: He did so before, and this is his second time to do so.

Result reading: Someone (not necessary he) wiped it before, and the same result occurs now.

b. Li-Qi you shui (na zhang) da chuang le. (NCO)

Li-Qi again sleep that cL big bed PRT

‘Li-Qi sleeps on that big bed again.’

Not: ‘Someone else slept on {that/a} big bed before and he is the second person to do so.’

, like a classifying element, a NCO must name a property of a distinctive activity class, as
seen in the contrast between (4a) and (4b), cf. the adverbial construction in (4c) (see Sun & Pan 2012: 334).

(4) a. qie da dao b. *gie  dao(zi) C. yong dao(zi) gie
cut big knife cut  knife with knife cut
‘cut with a big knife’ ‘cut with a knife’

, like a classifying element such as woman in (5b) (Taylor 1996), a NCO may not be in the
form of an overt pronoun, as seen in (6).
(5) a. A: I found [that woman;]’s magazines. B: Whose; magazines did you say you had found?
b. A: 1 found those [woman;’s magazines]. B: *Whose; magazines did you say you had found?
(6) A-Qi xie na zhi mao-bi, *Wo  ye xie ta.
A-Qi  write that cCL brush-pen 1sc also  write 3sg
Intended: ‘A-Qi writes with that brush-pen, and so do 1.’
[Fourth], like a classifying element in (7b) (Rijkhoff 2008), a NCO does not admit comparison (8).

(7) a. amore difficult job b. *a more corporate lawyer
(8) *Li-Qi xie mao-bi, ta hai hui xie genduo mao-bi.
Li-Qi write  brush-pen 3sc  still  will  write more  brush-pen

All of these observations indicate that NCOs classify events, as part of the structure of event kinds in
the verbal domain. Syntactically, NCOs occur in the same position as that of the additional argument of an
unergative verbs, i.e., the position of the sleep of the just in She slept the sleep of the just. The talk also
discusses the correlation between the richness of NCOs in Mandarin Chinese and the availability of semantic
classification by numeral classifiers in the language.
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