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Chinese Middles: A Cross—linguistic Perspective

HU Xuhui

Abstract This paper attempts to provide an account of the gilai middle construction in
Chinese. Unlike English middles in Chinese an additional item gilai is attached to the
matrix verb to form a middle construction which ascribes the dispositional property denoted
by the VP to the subject. A general assumption proposed in this paper is that the item gila:
in Chinese is multifunctional which can serve as a verb a directional particle an
inchoative aspectual marker and a specific marker for middles. Based on the standard
assumptions of Distributed Morphology this paper argues that gilai in Chinese middles is a
light verb i.e. vygcoue While the matrix verb is originally a Root merged in different
syntactic positions. When merged in the complement position of \ vycome P\ the Root
will take the interpretation of ‘resultant state’ and the post-verbal phrase is an adverbial
phrase modifying the whole \ vycou:P\ . When the Root is adjoined to the vypqou: head

it serves as the modifier of vypooup receiving the interpretation of ‘manner of change of
state’ and the post-verbal phrase being an adjectival phrase is merged in the
complement position of vypcou:  predicated of the subject. Placing Chinese middles within
a cross-linguistic research context we postulate that the middles of Indo—European

languages already exhibit different syntactic derivations and the syntactic derivation of
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Chinese middles differs from all of such derivations. Based on this observation we put
forward an initial analysis of cross-linguistic syntactic patterns of middles that hinge upon
the properties of the lexicon. The general classification depends on whether the lexicon has
a morphological marker for middles ‘no’ for languages like English and ‘yes’ for
languages like Chinese Romance languages and Greek. A further classification depends
on the syntactic nature of different morphological markings including the reflexive clitic in
Romance the non-active voice marker in Greek and vypqoy: functional item in Chinese
each involving a unique syntactic structure but all deriving the common properties of middle
constructions. This research therefore implies that the label ‘middle construction’ is
delineate by semantic criteria and it is on the wrong track to provide a unified structure for
all middles across languages.
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( middle construction) ( Keyser and Ro-
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se ( non-active)
(2) Le grec se traduit facilement.
SE o
‘ () (Lekakou 2005: 22)
(3) Afto to vivlio diavazete efkola.
NOM  -3SG-NONACT.PRES.IMPERFQ@ .
‘ o ( ) ( Lekakou 2005: 14)
Alexiadou( 2014)
; ®, Alexiadou( 2014)
o raise  rise

(4) a. John raises his kids very strictly.

b. The sun rises from the East.

c. Obedient daughters raise more easily than disobedient sons. ( Alexiadou 2014:26)

rise /raise ( )/
( ) ( break) raise /rise
(4a-b); (4c) raise
. (5b)
(5a):
(5) a. * the easily bribing men
b. the swiftly rolling ball ( Alexiadou 2014: 26)
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« Marelj( 2004) Rein-
@ Reinhart  Siloni( 2005) Marelj( 2004)
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