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Introduction

Mandarin shows a seemingly flexible order between O(bject DP) 
and Dur(ation phrase):
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• Huang, Li and Li (2009) suggests that an O Dur order is yielded by
O moving above Dur, otherwise a Dur O order will be derived. But
empirically, not all O can occur either before or after Dur.
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Investigation

• 101 Mandarin speakers
• 18 types of object DP × 2 orders = 36 tested sentences
• Judgement: The sentence is 

(a) very natural; 
(b) not so natural but acceptable;
(c) unnatural and kind of unacceptable; 
(d) totally unacceptable. 
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Investigation

• Converting judgements into scores:
the score of a sentence = a%*2 + b%*1 + c%*(-1) + d%*(-2)

• a%, b%, c% and d% are the percentages of option (a) very natural, (b) 
not so natural but acceptable, (c) unnatural and kind of unaccept-
able and (d) totally unacceptable.
• positive scores—grammatical; 
• negative scores—ungrammatical
• scores between 0±0.10 —undecidable/vague sentence.

May 4-6 2018 IACL-26 at UW-Madison 5



May 4-6 2018 IACL-26 at UW-Madison 6



Results: O Dur order

Object DPs that occur only before duration phrase: 
• N[+animate]-PL: 他骂了孩子们三天
• Quantifier N[+animate]：他骂了所有人三天
• Pronoun：他骂了我三天
• wh- CL N：他看了哪本书三天
• Dem Num CL N：他看了这两本书三天
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Results: Dur O order

Object DPs that occur only after duration phrase: 
• Bare noun: 他看了三天书
• Idiomatic object: 他吃了三天醋
• Rel Dem CL N: 他看了三天上次买的书
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Results: both O Dur and Dur O order

Object DPs that occur either before or after duration phrase: 
• PN[+animate]: 他骂了李四三天； 他骂了三天李四
• Dem CL N: 他看了这本书三天；他看了三天这本书
• Rel N: 他看了上次买的书三天；他看了三天上次买的书
• PN[-animate]: 他看了圣经三天；他看了三天圣经
• Wh-words: 他看了什么三天； 他看了三天什么
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Results: neither O Dur nor Dur O order

Object DPs that cannot occur with duration phrase: 
• Num CL N: 两本书
• Wh-xie N: 哪些书
• Yixie N: 一些书
• NPI N: 任何书
• Quantifier N[-animate]: 所有书
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Review on Huang, Li, and Li (2009)

• Observation:
'Bare NP objects must occur after duration adjunct while definite NPs are
permitted before it. '

• Proposal:
A non-referential constituent which bears a theta-relation with a head H
should be combined with H to form the smallest possible constituent.

• Prediction:
If the object DP is non-referential, it would only follow the duration phrase
(*O Dur, Dur O).
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Review on Huang, Li, and Li (2009)
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Review on Huang, Li, and Li (2009)
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Review on Diesing and Jelinek (1995)

• Observation:
• object movement/scrambling in various languages

• Proposal: there is an existential closure at the edge of VP.
• Any NP that introduces a free variable and does not receive an existential

interpretation must move out of the scope of existential closure by LF.
• Definite NPs (introducing free variables) receive a referential interpreta-

tion which is incompatible with an existential interpretation.
• S-structure scrambling can fix relative scope relations.

• Prediction:
‘There is a strong pressure for definite NP objects to scramble (in surface
structure).’
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Review on Diesing and Jelinek (1995)
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→ Predicting definite O to have only O Dur order in Mandarin.
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→ Predicting definite O to have only O Dur order in Mandarin.



Review on Diesing and Jelinek (1995)
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→ Predicting definite O to have only O Dur order in Mandarin.



Review on Soh (1998)
• Assumption: both orders for DFP (duration/frequency phrase)

→ overgeneralization
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Review on Soh (1998)
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Puzzles and potential explanations

• What happened to NPI?
• Prediction: O Dur; Dur O
• Distribution: *O Dur; *Dur O
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Puzzles and potential explanations

• What happened to NPI?
• Prediction: O Dur; Dur O
• Distribution: *O Dur; *Dur O
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(22a): Indefinite DP renhe shu ‘any book’ is not compatible
with O Dur order.
(22b): Duration phrase san tian ‘three days’, as a
quantificational phrase, is intervening between Neg and NPI.



Puzzles and potential explanations

• Asymmetry between ‘wh-CL N’ and wh-word
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Puzzles and potential explanations

• Asymmetry between ‘wh-CL N’ and wh-word
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‘wh- CL N’ is 
D(iscourse)-linked, 
thus definite. (O 
Dur, *Dur O)

Bare wh-word is ambiguous between 
D-linked and not D-linked. 
O Dur: wh-word is D-linked/definite
Dur O: not D-linked/indefinite



Puzzles and potential explanations

• Asymmetry regarding animacy?
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