Adjectives of quantity as intensionalized verbal modifiers in Chinese

Introduction: Many analyses of quantity adjectives in natural language (e.g., Solt 2015, Lin 2014)
treat them as semantically inert gradable predicates of sets of degrees, and the perceived semantic
“contents” arise from the interplay of certain null functional elements (e.g., pos and meas degree
heads) and semantic operations. My research takes issue with the general applicability of the claim of
Q-adjectives (in Chinese) being contentless, by way of showing that when used as modifiers for verb
phrases (the VM use), the Q-adjectives duo/shao carry independent semantic content, in encoding a
“modal-flavor” on top of the positive interpretation.

Properties & analysis: Several properties of VM duo/shao point to the claim that they decompose
into a pos morpheme and a function from degrees to sets of degrees. First, VM duo/shao are an
independent adverbial use of Q-adjectives, rather than durative or frequentative adverbs: duo in (1)
(Lt 1980) — at least in the most prominent reading — cannot be replaced with frequentative chang
‘often’, durative jiu ‘long (time)’, or the like. Moreover, VM duo/shao are distinguished from
duo/shao that appear after certain verbs to indicate (quantitative) results roughly paraphrasable as
“overly, too much” (2), as VM duo/shao occur before verbs and cannot be paraphrased along the lines
of “overly, too much.”

(1) women mingnian yao dud zhong mianhua. (FRATHEEZ FRIIE. )
(2) ta xialeché cai faxian qian zhio dus le. N T HEA KR Z T )

Secondly, VM duo/shao cannot be modified by degree intensifiers (e.g., #én and feichdng) (3).
Hence, this use of duo/shao is distinct from the predicative, quantificational, attributive, and
differential uses, which have been analyzed to be semantically contentless (Lin 2014). Nor can VM
duo/shao occur with the comparative bi, whose function is to introduce a standard of comparison (4).
Hence, this use is distinct from duo/shao in the structurally similar Differential Verbal Comparative,
in which duo/shao express comparison (Li 2015, Luo & Xie 2018). Yet another, related difference
between VM duo/shao and duo/shao in the DVC is that the former prohibits, but the latter requires,
the presence of differential phrases (5).

(3) yishéng yao bingrén (*hén) dud he shui. (EAEERK A () ZIEK. )
(4) yishéng yao bingrén (*/2?bita ) dud he shui. (FEAZIH A (*/22 HAh) LK. )
(5) yushan bi mali dud kan le lizng bén shi. (LT EZE T AR, )

Moreover, VM duo (and to a lesser extent, shao) can be reduplicated (6), and Chinese reduplicated
adjectives convey positive (as opposed to comparative) predication (Liu 2013). These facts can be
neatly explained if we take VM duo/shao to lexically encode a covert pos morpheme (7), which
prevents other positive degree modifiers and comparative morphemes from occurring together with
VM duo/shao.

(6) lioshi xiwang xuéshéng duddud da shi. (ZIHAEFEAEZ L. )
(7) VM duo/shao = non-VM duo/shao ‘MUCH/LITTLE’ + pos.

Additionally, the occurrence of VM duo/shao is restricted to canonical modal and generic contexts
(8a-b) but is disallowed in other contexts (8c). Given the decomposition in (7), I further posit that pos
in VM duo/shao is an intensionalized morpheme (cf., Klecha (2014a, b)) comparing a (hypothetical)
degree to the relevant standard of number/amount in the base world/time (9). The semantics of non-
VM duo/shao, adjusted from the definitions in Solt (2015) and Lin (2014), is spelled out as in (10) to
accommodate the observed intensional “flavor.” The analysis, if on the right track, has non-trivial
implications for the proper treatment of quantity adjectives/adverbs in Chinese and cross-linguistically

(8) a.tdyinggai dud  duanlian shenti. (flAITMN 1% 2 ks A )
b. dud duanlian shénti dui  jiankang you hiochu. (Z4HkI5% S ARIHEREA IF4b. D
c. */27ta zuéwin dud duanlian le shénti. (¥/224BIE K LBk T F1k. )

9) [pos]= hp=<s.i.a.Aw At. 3d p(w)(t)(d) A d > STND(Wo)(to)

(10)  [MUCH J]= Aw At Ad Ago<s i, a2 (W)(t)(d)



