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Causative light verbs in Mandarin Chinese, Taiwan

Southern Min and Hakka: A discussion on ¥J and ji

Bianca Basciano

University of Verona

This presentation deals with the issue of complex V-V verbs in
Mandarin Chinese formed by means of a causative light V,, also in a
comparative perspective, presenting a first overview of this phenomenon in two
other Sinitic languages, i.e. Taiwan Southern Min (TSM) and Hakka.

The main means to express causativity in Mandarin Chinese are
periphrastics means and complex verbs formed by two verbal roots (i.e.

resultative compounds and verbs formed with a light V;). The tendency to



express causativity by means of compounding seems to be linked to the
analytic nature of Mandarin. This is even clearer if we consider the diachronic
development of the Chinese language, which is characterized by a typological
shift from a synthetic to an analytic language and by a substantial change in the
lexicon. This change caused a change in the ways to express causativity by
means of different strategies; complex causative verbs seem to emerge out of
the need to compensate for the loss of other means to express complex event
structures. Old Chinese possessed morphological and lexical causatives;
Middle Chinese developed means such as tonal contrast and the
voiced/voiceless alternation (5 ¥ jill & qingzhuo bié yi; cf. Mei 1991,
Pulleyblank 2000, among others). By the time of Late Middle Chinese, all
these means got extinct; Chinese developed other means, such as the resultative
construction and, then, resultative compounds, where both the causing and the
result events are expressed, as e.g. %% ydoxing ‘shake-awake’.

In this talk, we will not deal with resultative compounds, but, rather, we
will focus only on complex V-V verbs formed with a phonetically realized light
V., (fF& 18 E)E dai yin de qing dongci), i.e. a verb that has general and
abstract semantic content (see Grimshaw & Mester 1988, Feng 2005, Zhu 2005,
Jie 2008), as e.g. FF nong ‘make, handle’ and #] da ‘beat, strike, hit’ f& gio
‘do’. These verbal roots, when appearing as V,s of V-V compounds often do
not represent a particular action, origin or manner, as in the case of resultatives,
but are blurred verbs, with a general causative meaning, forming the transitive
version of intransitive change of state verbs. Among light verbs, we will
illustrate one particular case, i.e. the root #J d& ‘hit, beat, strike’. In V-V

compounds ] dd can be used either as a full verb, forming a resultative



compound, or as a light verb. We will briefly show the diachronic development
of this root and compare it with TSM 1 phah4 ‘hit’ and Hakka ] da2 ‘hit’.

Finally, we will illustrate another particular light verb, i.e. the root i
jia ‘increase’, forming verbs such as I jiakuan ‘increase + wide = widen’,
fNiE jiashen ‘increase + deep = deepen’; we will highlight the differences
between these verbs and resultative compounds and propose that its function is
to form the transitive variant of change of state verbs based on open-range
adjectives involving an increase in some properties, representing also one of
the relevant parts of the logical representation of these verbs, i.e. the
‘increasing event’ (cf. Hay, Kennedy & Levin 1999).

We will analyse these forms adopting the framework put forth by
Ramchand (2008), which consists in a syntactic decomposition of the event
structure. Our analysis and findings will be based on a variety of data coming
from different sources: the literature on the topic, dictionaries, contemporary
literary texts and newspapers (mostly available on-line), corpora, Google

searches.
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