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This paper aims to examine the nature of the agent object constructions in Mandarin 

Chinese within a linking theory as part of UG. Linking, or mapping, refers to the syntactic 
assignment of thematic roles. For example, agents are typically assigned to subject and patient 
to object. Linking is thus part of the syntax-semantics interface and is an important part of the 
universal grammar. The crucial issue is to constrain the linking possibilities within the realm 
of natural languages. Among the fundamental principles, there are the θ-criterion (Chomsky 
1981), the Uniformity of Theta Assignment Hypothesis (UTAH) (Baker1988), and the 
Relativized UTAH (Larson 1988).  

In this paper, the lexical mapping theory (LMT) (Bresnan and Kanerva 1989, Bresnan 
and Zaenen 1990, Her 1999), a subtheory within the Lexical Functional Grammar (LFG) 
(Bresnan 2001), is adopted. The single unified mapping principle in LMT, as shown in (1), 
has integrated the three principles listed above and is effective in accounting for 
unaccusativity; however, it is problematic with agentive objects, which do seem to occur in a 
number of Mandarin constructions. The suspicious agentive objects in Mandarin include the 
constructions illustrated in (2). 
 

(1) Unified Mapping Principle (Her 1999, 2003, to appear): 
In a descending order, map each role onto the most prominent 
function that is compatible* and available+.  
(*A function is compatible if it contains no conflicting feature. 
+A function is available if it is not linked to a role.) 

 
(2) a. 一磅肉吃兩個人。   <ag-OBJ pt-SUBJ> 
      Yi  bang  rou chi liang ge ren. 
      one pound meat eat two CL person 
      ‘One pound of meat feeds two people.’ 
 

     b. 一輛計程車坐四個人。  <ag-OBJ pt-SUBJ>  
      Yi liang jichengche zuo si   ge  ren. 
      one CL  taxi     sit  four CL person 
      ‘One taxi sits four people.’ 
 

     c. 這種藥會吃死你。   <ag-OBJ pt-SUBJ>  
      Zhe zhong yao hui chi-si  ni. 
      this kind drug will eat-die you 
      ‘Eating this kind of drugs will kill you.’ 
 

     d. 這塊木頭鋸斷了三把鋸子。 <inst-OBJ pt-SUBJ>  
      Zhe kuai mutou ju-duan   le   san  ba juzi 
      this piece wood saw-break ASP three CL saw  

‘Sawing this piece of wood has caused three saws to break.’ 
 



There are a number of issues to be explored. First of all, a generalization is needed to 
define the class of verbs in (2a-b) and their lexical semantic change from the canonical 
construction to the inverted construction. The issue of causativity needs to be explored. As 
seen in the resultative compounds in (2c-d), the subject is the cause in a strongly causative 
construction. However, the fact that causativity is not a feature in other agentive object 
constructions cast doubt on extending Y. Li’s (1995, 1999) causativity account.  

The extensive discussions of inverted constructions in Ren (1999, 2001, 2005) will be 
closely examined and the analysis deliberated. We will also consider the claim made by A. Li 
(1998, 1999) that indefinite nominals of quantity concern not individuals and in fact denote 
quantity only. The suppression account offered in Her (2004, to appear), where a composing 
role is suppressed to allow the composite role, bound by two composing roles, be properly 
syntactically assigned, will also be explored for its plausibility for other non-patient objects. 
We will also need to explore whether the inverted agent role in fact retains any trace of 
agenthood. The final analysis derived will be rendered in the formal framework of LFG. 
 
REFERENCES  
Baker, Mark: 1988, Incorporation: A Theory of Grammatical Function Changing, University 

of Chicago Press, Chicago.  
Bresnan, Joan: 2001, Lexical-Functional Syntax, Blackwell Publishers, Oxford.  
Bresnan, Joan and Jonni Kanerva: 1989, ‘Locative inversion in Chichewa: A case study of 

factorization in grammar’, Linguistic Inquiry 20, 1-50.  
Bresnan, Joan and Annie Zaenen: l990, Deep Unaccusativity in LFG, in K. Dziwirek, P. 

Farrell and E. Mejias, (eds.), Grammatical Relations: A Cross-theoretical Perspective, 
CSLI Publications, Stanford, California, pp.45-57.  

Chomsky, Noam: 1981, Lectures on Government and Binding Theory, Dordrecht. 
Her, One-Soon: 1999, Interaction of thematic structure and syntactic structures: on Mandarin 

dative alternations. In Chinese Languages and Linguisitcis, V: Interection (中國境內語
言暨語言學第五輯 : 語言中的互動 ), 373-412, Taipei: Institute of Linguistics, 
Academia Sinica  

Her, One-Soon: 2003, Chinese inversion constructions within a simplified LMT. Journal of 
Chinese Linguistics, Lexical-Functional Grammar Analysis of Chinese, Adams Bodomo 
and Kang Kwong Luke (guest editors), 1-31. (AHCI)  

Her, One-Soon: 2004, Argument-function linking in resultatives, Concentric: Studies in 
Linguistics 30.2, 1-34.  

Her, One-Soon: to appear, Argument-function mismatches in Mandarin resultatives: A lexical 
mapping account, Lingua.  

Larson, Richard: 1988, On the double object construction, Linguistic Inquiry 19: 335-391.  
Li, Yafei: 1995, The thematic hierarchy and causativity, Natural Language and Linguistic 

Theory 13, 255-282.  
Li, Yafei: 1999, ‘Cross-Componential Causativity’, Natural Language and Linguistic Theory 

27, 445-497.  
Li,  Yen-Hui Audrey: 1998, Argument Determiner Phrases and Number Phrases, Linguistics 

29: 693-702.  
Li, Yen-Hui Audrey: 1999, Plurality in a Classifier Language, Journal of East Asian 

Linguistics 8: 75-99.  
Ren, Ying: 1999, Analyzing the semantic conditions of subject-object inversion in the 

accommodation constructions, Hanyu Xuexi 111: 1-6. 任鷹，1999，『主賓可換位供用
句的語意條件分析』，漢語學習 111: 1-6。 

Ren, Ying: 2001, Analyzing the structures of subject-object inversion in resultative predicates, 
Zhongguo Yuwen 4. 任鷹，2001，『主賓可換位動結式述語結構分析』，中國語文 4。 

Ren, Ying: 2005, On non-agent objects in Modern Mandarin, Shehui Kexue Wenxian 
Chubanshe. 任鷹，2005 ，現代漢語非受事賓語句研究，社會科學文獻出版社。 


