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0. Introduction 
In Lectures 15 and 16 we have seen some of the issues surrounding the semantics of “weak 
NPs” and the semantic interpretation of existential sentences. These two issues are closely 
connected, since the main criterion for dividing NPs into ‘weak’ and ‘strong’ is the so-called 
“Definiteness Effect” exhibited by existential sentences in English and a number of other 
languages: only weak NPs may appear in (some) existential sentences.  
 
There are several challenges here, so that it has not been easy to settle on good answers to the 
questions of (a) the syntactic structure of various kinds of existential sentences in various 
languages, (b) the semantics (and pragmatics) of existential sentences (of various kinds), (c) 
the semantics of weak NPs, (d) the syntax and semantics of optional locative and other 
‘predicate’ phrases that often occur in existential sentences of various kinds (e.g. the optional 
“Coda” in English there-sentences like There are three answers (in the back of the book).) 
Even the classification of sentences is not always clear, and there are not clear-cut criteria for 
what should count as an ‘existential sentence’.  
 
In such a situation, research proceeds in many directions, with different researchers exploring 
different hypotheses about which phenomena constitute a ‘natural class’ that should receive a 
unified explanation. Cross-linguistic studies are a very important part of the investigation, 
because sometimes something that is very unclear and controversial in one language turns out 
to be very clear in another, and one can then gain insights that can lead to a new way of 
looking at the problematic data in the first language. Gradually (with luck and a lot of work) a 
clearer picture emerges, and we can hope to figure out which families of syntactic structures 
have which kinds of semantic interpretations and why, and which semantic properties of 
various NPs are crucial in the explanation of the distribution of NPs in different 
environments, and why.  
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Huang’s classic paper (Huang 1987) on existential sentences in Chinese is an excellent 
contribution to this kind of progress. Huang is a syntactician more than a semanticist, and his 
semantics is not formal, but like a number of excellent syntacticians, he thinks about syntax 
and semantics together and makes very insightful contributions to progress in semantics as 
well as in syntax and the syntax-semantics interface. The excellent young Chinese 
semanticist Jo-wang Lin recommends this work of Huang’s as an important starting point for 
anyone interested in the semantics of Chinese.  
 
Huang’s paper addresses four questions, which form the topics of the four sections of the 
paper.  
•  What do existential sentences look like in Chinese? 
•  What is the structure of such sentences? 
•  Under what conditions do they exhibit the definiteness effect, requiring an indefinite but 

disallowing a definite argument? 
•  How is this distribution of the definiteness effect to be explained? 

1.  Kinds of existential sentences in Chinese1 
In Chinese all existential sentences may be considered to involve a string like that in (1). 
 
(1)   … (NP) … V … NP … (XP) … 
       1     2    3     4 
 
Position 1 is the position of the (surface) subject, and position 3 that of the NP whose 
existence is being asserted. Position 4 has an expression of predication, semantically 
associated with the NP in position 3.  
 
Huang distinguishes 4 kinds of existential sentences: 
•  (a)  Sentences with the existential verb you ‘have’. 
•  (b) Sentences with a verb of appearance or disappearance. 
•  (c)  Sentences with a locative verb. 
•  (d) Sentences with a verb expressing the existence of an event or experience. 
 

1.1.  You-sentences 
(2)  You  gui. 
   have ghost 
   ‘There are ghosts (here).’ 
(3)  You  yige  ren   hen   xihuan   ni. 
   have  one   man  very  like     you 
   ‘There is a man who likes you very much.’ 
(4)  Zhuo-shang  you  yiben  shu. 
   table-top    have one   book 
   ‘On the table there is a book’ 
(5)  Zhuo-shang  you  yiben  shu  hen  youqu. 
   table-top    have one   book very  interesting 
   ‘On the table there is a book very interesting.’ 
 

                                                 
1 Here and in the rest of the handout I am following Huang’s article closely. When I have comments of my own 
to add, I will label them as such. 
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Here we see that positions (1) and (4) are optional. Position (1), when filled, may be filled 
with a locative NP (not a PP; see later examples), as in (4) and (5), or with an NP playing the 
role of possessor, as in (6). 
 
(6)  Wo you   yiben  shu    hen   youqu. 
   I   have one   book  very  interesting 
  ‘I have a book (that is) very interesting.’ 
 
Location may be expressed not only as an NP locative subject, but alternatively by a locative 
PP anywhere in the sentence, as in the examples in (7). But these sentences have different 
properties as we will see below. 
 
(7)  a.  Zai  zheli (wo) you   yiben  shu. 
      at   here  I    have one   book 
      ‘I have a book here.’ (or ‘There is a book here.’) 
   b.  Wo zai  Taipei  you   yige  pengyou  hen   youqian. 
      I   at  Taipei have one  friend    very  rich 
      ‘I have a very rich friend in Taipei.’ 
   c.  You  yiben  shu    hen   youqu      zai  zhou-shang. 
      have one   book  very  interesting  at  table-top 
      ‘There is a book very interesting on the table.’ 
   d.  You  yiben  shu  zai  zhou-shang  hen   youqu. 
      have one   book at  table-top    very  interesting 
      ‘There is a book very interesting on the table.’ 

1.2 Sentences of coming into or going out of existence. 
Sentences of the second type involve verbs like lai ‘come’, fasheng ‘happen’, and dao 
‘arrive’, which have to do with “coming into existence”, or verbs like si ‘die’, pao ‘escape’, 
and qu ‘go’, which have to do with “going out of existence”. 

(8)  Fasheng  le   yijian  chehuo. 
   happen   Perf  one   accident 
   ‘An accident happened.’ 
(9)  Si  le   liangge  ren. 
   die Perf  two    men 
   ‘Two men died.’ 
 
Position 1 may be optionally filled with a locative (or temporal) phrase and position 4 with a 
descriptive clause. 

(10)  a.  Zuotian   fasheng  le   yijian  chehuo. 
       yesterday  happen   Perf  one   accident 
       ‘An accident happened yesterday.’ 
       (Lit. ‘Yesterday happened an accident.’) 
 
    b.  Zheli    fasheng  le   yijian  chehuo   hen  kepa. 
       here    happen   Perf  one   accident  very  terrible 
       ‘A very terrible accident happened here.’ 
       (Lit. ‘Here happened an accident very terrible.’ 
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1.3 Sentences with locational verbs. 
The verbs used in the third type are locational verbs – transitive or intransitive verbs that 
subcategorize for a locative phrase. These include: 

•  intransitives like zhu ‘live’, zuo ‘sit’, tang ‘lie’, piao ‘float’ 

•  transitives like fang ‘put’, gua ‘hang’, xie ‘write’.  

The verb is usually suffixed with the durative aspect –zhe, as in (11a-b) and (12b). In the case 
of a transitive locational verb the perfective aspect –le is also acceptable, as in (12a). 

(11)  a.  Chuang-shang tang-zhe  yige  bingren. 
       bed-top     lie-Dur   one  patient 
       ‘In the bed lies a patient2.’ 
    b.  Shu-dixia   zhan-zhe   liangge  xiaohai. 
       tree-bottom  stand-Dur   two    child 
       ‘Below the tree stand two children.’ 
 
(12)  a.  Fangjian-li   fang-le  xuduo  xingli. 
       room-inside  put-Perf many   luggage 
       ‘In the room are put many pieces of luggage.’ 
    b.  Qiang-shang  gua-zhe  yiding  maozi. 
       wall-top     hang-Dur one    hat 
       ‘On the wall hangs a hat.’ 
 
Like the other two types, these locative existentials may also optionally fill position 4. 
 
(13)  Hebian   gui-zhe   liangge  guniang  zai  xi   yifu. 
    river-side kneel-Dur  two    lass     at  wash clothes 
    ‘By the river kneel two girls washing clothes.’ 
(14)  Qiang-shang  gua-zhe  yifu  hua    hen  haokan. 
    wall-top     hang-Dur one  picture  very  pretty 
    ‘On the wall hangs a picture very pretty.’ 
 
An important special feature of this third type is that the subject position must be filled with a 
lexical phrase. In (11) – (14), this requirement is filled by a locative NP without the 
prepositioin zai ‘at’. If position 1 is not filled, or is filled by a PP, these sentences become ill-
formed. 
 
(15)  a.  *Tang-zhe yige  bingren  zai  chuang-shang. 
       lie-Dur   one  patient  at  bed-top 
    b.  *Zhan-zhe   liangge  xiaohai zai shu-dixia. 
       stand-Dur   two    child  at  tree-bottom 
 
(16)  a. ?* Zai  chuang-shang  tang-zhe  yige  bingren. 
        at  bed-top      lie-Dur   one  patient   
    b. ?* Zai shu-dixia   zhan-zhe   liangge  xiaohai. 
        at  tree-bottom  stand-Dur   two    child 
                                                 
2 Huang does not discuss the (subtle and poorly understood) distinction between what are often called Locative 
Inversion sentences in English like “In the bed lies a patient” and Locative Inversion There-sentences like “In 
the bed there lies a patient.” The distinction is discussed in informal but very insightful terms in Bolinger’s 
chapter on there in (Bolinger 1977), and by Bresnan in several works on locative inversion (Bresnan and 
Kanerva 1989, Bresnan 1994).  
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The unacceptability of  (16a-b) shows that the Locative phrase must be not only preverbal but 
also occupy the subject position. While other preverbal positions, such as topic or adjunct, 
may be filled by PPs, subjects in Chinese must be NPs.  

Some apparent counterexamples to the claim that these sentences must have a filled locative 
subject are discussed and accounted for in the article. [See examples (17),  

(18),  

(19) 

(20).  (I had put in these ‘blank’ numbers in order to keep using my auto-numbering macro 
and still stay synchronized with Huang’s example numbers.) 

1.4  Sentences with experiential guo or event- existence le. 
 
The fourth type of existential sentence generally involves a verb with the experiential suffix 
-guo, as in (21-22), or a verb with the perfective suffix –le, as in (23-24).  

(21)  Wo jiao-guo   yige  xuesheng  hen  congming. 
    I   teach-Exp  one  student    very  clever 
    ‘I have the experience of teaching a student who is very clever. 
(22)  Wo ai-guo   yige  nuhai  hen  piaoliang. 
    I   love-Exp one  girl   very  pretty 
    ‘I have the experience of falling in love with a girl who is very pretty.’ 
(23)  Wo  xuan-le  yimen ke    hen  nandong. 
    I   elect-Perf one   course very  hard-to-understand 
    ‘I took a course which was very hard to understand.’ 
(24)  Ta  song-le   yiben  shu   gei wo hen  youqu. 
    He  give-Perf one   book  to  I   very  interesting 
    ‘He gave a book to me that was very interesting.’ 
 
This fourth type differs from the others in two ways: 

•  Position 1 is always occupied by a D-structure Subject (agent in these examples), whereas 
the others all involve “unaccusative” verbs that do not have a D-structure subject (see 
(Perlmutter 1978)) (with the possible and debatable exception of you ‘have’.) 

•  The verbs in this type, but not in the first three types, form an open class. Just about any 
verb, as long as it is suffixed with –guo or –le, can be used in sentences of this type. 

What makes these sentences similar to the other existential sentences: 

•  The verbs express “existence” of some sort in these sentences. 

•  All four types may optionally contain a predication phrase in position 4. The predication 
phrase is present in the examples above, but it may be omitted, as the following sentences 
show. 

(25)  Wo jiao-guo   yige  xuesheng. 
    I   teach-Exp  one  student     
    ‘I have the experience of teaching a student. 
(26)  Ta  song-le   yiben  shu   gei wo. 
    He  give-Perf one   book  to  I    
    ‘He gave a book to me.’ 
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If the verb is not suffixed with –guo or –le, then often no expression of predication may 
appear. 

(27)  Ta meitian   jiao   yige  xuesheng  (* hen   congming). 
    he every-day  teach  one  student     very  clever     
    ‘He teaches a student (*very clever) every day.’ 
 
These two points of similarity – existentiality of the verb and the possible occurrence of XP – 
tie together the four sentence types to the exclusion of other types.3 

2. The Structure of Existential Sentences. 
The linear structure of all of these sentences is (NP) V NP (XP). What is the syntactic 
structure?  

Huang argues that the NP in position 1, when it appears, is the subject of the sentence, and 
that when there is no NP subject on the surface, there is an empty “expletive” subject, which 
is different from the empty pro subject that sometimes occurs in non-existential sentences. 
The latter can be thought of as a phonetically empty but referential pronoun (as in truncated 
sentences like Wish you were here!); expletives are things like the dummy there subject in 
English existential sentences or the dummy it subject in It’s raining. Expletive subjects are 
subjects that are required for syntactic reasons but are semantically empty.  

Note by BHP: We mentioned that in Russian existential sentences, the locative PP does not 
become the subject of the sentence, but the NP ‘subject’ is demoted so that it is either a non-
subject or a non-canonical subject. It is interesting to see that in Chinese, a non-PP locative (an 
NP locative) becomes the real subject of the sentence, and the NP whose existence is asserted is 
definitely not the subject, even when position 1 is empty. 

Huang also argues that the V-NP-(XP) sequence is all dominated by VP. That the final XP is 
under the VP is uncontroversial for Chinese, since sentential adjuncts can only appear before 
the verb. 

Huang assumes that the NP in position 3 is in object position in  both deep structure and 
surface structure, regardless of whether the sentences are intransitive or transitive. “All 
intransitive existential verbs are unaccusative in the sense of Perlmutter (1978), and they are 
assumed to select, as a lexical property, only complements but no subjects.” Intransitive 
agentive verbs like ku ‘cry’ do not occur as existential verbs.  

The most controversial aspect of the structure of existential sentences in Chinese, as in 
English, concerns the relationship of the NP in position 3 and the XP in position 4. Three 
structures have been proposed for that aspect of English there-sentences. 

(28) There was a pig roasted. 

(29) a. There was [NP a pig roasted] (the “bare NP” analysis) 

  b. There was [SC a pig roasted] (the “small clause” analysis) 

  c. There was [NP a pig]  [AP roasted] (the “NP – XP” analysis) 

 

The bare NP analysis is championed by (Williams 1984) and (Jenkins 1975); for English the 
arguments against it are subtle and the best arguments are semantic (Keenan 1987). For 
                                                 
3 The inclusion of type 4 was new in (Li and Thompson 1981). The other three types had been discussed by 
many previous authors; see references in Huang’s article.  
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Chinese the arguments are much clearer, since in Chinese NPs the N head always comes last. 
So it is easy to rule out the bare NP analysis in Chinese. [Now I have to insert some blank 
numbers again in order to keep my numbering consistent with Huang’s while skipping some 
examples.] 

(30) 
(31) 
(32) 
(33) 
(34) 

The difference between the small clause analysis and the NP-XP analysis is more subtle. But 
at least for existential sentences in Chinese of the second, third, and fourth types, it is easy to 
argue against the small clause analysis. (i) Verbs like ‘teach’, ‘sit’, and ‘die’ in general 
subcategorize for an NP, but not for a clause, as their (D-structure) object. (Compare verbs 
like ‘consider’, which are widely believed to take a small clause complement.) Secondly, on a 
small-clause analysis, the XP would be head of the NP-XP constituent; but the XP is 
optional. The conclusion is that at least for those three types of existential sentences, the NP 
and the XP are two separate constituents, and it is the semantics of the construction in which 
they occur that makes the XP be predicated of the NP. (Under the small clause analysis, 
predication would be automatic: a small clause is just like a clause in that respect.) 

Huang considers that the small clause analysis may be correct for at least some, and possibly 
all, you-sentences. The discussion largely concerns the status of you as an Auxiliary verb, or 
as sometimes and Aux and sometimes a main verb. [Skipping examples again:] 

(35) 
(36) 
(37) 
(38) 
(39) 
(40) 

Summary of the analysis:  For sentences of types 2, 3, and 4: 

NP-XP analysis:       S 
               3 
             (NP)     VP 
             +Loc  9 
                  V  NP  (XP) 
 
For you-sentences, possibly the analysis above, but sometimes or perhaps always: 
Small-clause analysis:     S 
               9 
             (NP) Aux      SC 
             +Loc  |    3 
                 you  NP     XP 
 
[BHP: I think Huang is implying that when there is no XP, then the complement of you is just 
an NP, since he cites (with approval, this time) the proposal of (Williams 1984) that Aux may 
subcategorize for any category.] 
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In all of these cases, when position 1 is empty, it is posited that there is an empty expletive 
subject. (BHP: One could follow the proposal I made in (Partee 1999) and treat the empty 
expletive semantically as an ‘indefinite LOC’, i.e. as existentially quantifying over locations 
(or metaphorical ‘locations’) of the kind that could otherwise occupy that position.) 

3. Distribution of the definiteness effect. 
“It is well known that some existential sentences in Chinese, as in every other language, 
exhibit what (Safir 1982) calls definiteness effects (Des), manifestations of the requirement 
that the NP in position 3 must be “indefinite.” 

(41)  a. You  yiben  shu   zai  zhuo-shang. 
      have one   book at  table-top 
      ‘There is a book on the table.’ 
    b. * You  neiben shu   zai  zhuo-shang. 
       have that   book at  table-top 
       ‘*There is that book on the table.’ 
 
Huang does not try to give a semantic characterization of the definite/indefnite distinction, 
but cites the work of Milsark, Barwise and Cooper, Reuland, and Keenan. 

The sentences in (41) illustrate the definiteness effect, which is further exemplified in (). 

(42) * You   Lisi/ta/meige ren/daduoshu-de ren    zai  wuzi-li. 
    have  Lisi/he/every man/most man       at  room-in 
    ‘*There is/are Lisi/him/everybody/most people in the room. 
 
In the context of a nonexistential sentence, or in a position other than position 3 of an 
existential sentence, a bare NP may be interpreted as generic or definite (and sometimes as 
nongeneric indefinite). 

(43)  Wo xihuan shu. 
    I   like   book 
    ‘I like books.’ 
(44)  Wo mai-le   shu  le. 
    I   buy-Perf  book Prt 
    a. ‘I bought a book/ (some) books. 
    b. ‘I bought the book(s). 
(45)  Ren  si-le. 
    man  die-Perf. 
    ‘The man died.’ 
 
However, in position 3 of a you-sentence a bare NP has only an indefinite interpretation. 

(46)  You   ren  lai-le. 
    have  man  come-Perf 
    ‘Someone came.’ 
 
Moreover, in Chinese a possessive NP may be definite or indefinite in the context of (47) but 
only indefinite in (48). 

(47)  Ta  da-le   wo-de pengyou. 
    he  hit-Perf my   friend 
    ‘He hit (one/some of) my friend(s).’ 
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(48)  You   wo-de pengyou  zai  wuzi-li. 
    have  my   friend    at  room-in 
    ‘There is/are a/some friend(s) of mine in the room.’ 
 
Although these kinds of you-sentences exhibit a clear DE, it has also been a commonplace 
observation that not all existential sentences do. The lack of DE is observed in “list” contexts 
like (49)4 and also in the Chinese examples () and (). 

(49)  Who do we have here? Well, there are you, your three students, and an observer.   
 
(50)  Chuang-shang tang-zhe  Zhangsan. 
    bed-top     lie-Dur   Zhangsan 
    ‘In the bed lies Zhangsan.’ 
(51)  Tai-shang    zuo-zhe  zhuxi-tuan. 
    platform-top  sit-Dur   presidium 
    ‘On the platform sits the presidium.’ 
 
Huang is the first to attempt a clear description of where the DE occurs in Chinese existential 
sentences. The first thing he does is to divide the sentences into those which do and those 
which do not contain an expression of predication in position 45, since that makes a major 
difference to whether the DE occurs. 

Starting with the summary: 
When position 4 is occupied, the DE obtains without exception. 

In the absence of a predication phrase in position 4, then the situation is complex: 

•  In a you-sentence, the DE obtains when the expletive subject (position 1) is empty, 
otherwise not. 

•  With appearance/disappearance verbs, the DE obtains when they appear in the main 
clause or in an ‘assertive’ embedded clause, otherwise not. 

•  In locative existential sentences or sentences of experiential existence, there is no DE.  
 

3.1. DE in sentences with no position-4 XP: sometimes 
First Huang considers sentences without a “coda”, i.e. sentences with position 4 empty. 
Among these there are further distinctions; the situation appears to be complex. 

3.1.1.   You-sentences: DE effect when expletive subject is empty 
The DE is most often observed in you-sentences, but there is a difference between those in 
which the subject position is lexically filled and those where it is not. In the examples in (52) 
and (53) the object of you can be definite or indefinite.  

(52)   a.  Ni  you-mei-you   yiben  shu  zai  zheli? 
        you have-not-have  one   book in  here 
        ‘Do you have a book here?’ 
     b.  Ni  you-mei-you   zheben  shu  zai  zheli? 
        you have-not-have  this    book in  here 
        ‘Do you have (a copy of) this book here?’ 

                                                 
4 I’ve changed this example slightly for clarity. 
5 See also the discussion in (Comorovski 1995) concerning existential sentences with and without codas in 
Romanian, French, and English and the relation between presence of coda and nature of the DE. 
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(53)   a.  Zheli   you-mei-you   yiben  shu? 
        here   have-not-have  one   book 
        ‘Is there a book here?’ 
     b.  Zheli   you-mei-you   zheben shu? 
        here   have-not-have  this   book 
        ‘Is there (a copy of) this book here?’ 
 
In (52), position 1 is occupied by a D-structure subject that has the thematic role of possessor. 
In (53) the same position is occupied by a locative NP, with no possessor implied, so no D-
structure subject. Here “the subject position is an expletive position before the locative moves 
into it.” What these show is that as long as there is a filled surface subject NP, there is no DE 
in a you-sentence.  

Contrast that with a you-sentence whose subject position is not lexically occupied. 

(54)  a.  You-mei-you   yiben  shu  zai  zheli? 
       have-not-have  one   book at  here 
       ‘Is there a book here?’ 
    b. * You-mei-you   zheben  shu  zai  zheli? 
       have-not-have  this    book at  here 
       ‘Is there this book here?’ 
 
Sentence (54b) may be OK when there is an understood possessor; then the empty subject is 
not an expletive but a referential pro with an independent thematic role, but otherwise not. So 
whereas (54a) may be used to ask the same question as (53a), (54b) may not be used to ask 
the same question as (53b). 
 
Huang notes that in those you-sentences that allow a definite NP, such as those in (52) and 
(53), a definite NP is only syntactically definite, and semantically still indefinite: this book is 
interpreted as a copy of this book, not as referring to the specific book the speaker is holding 
in her hand. Nevertheless, there is still a difference among different you-sentences as to 
whether even a ‘merely syntactically definite’ NP is able to occur. 
 

3.1.2.   Sentences with appearance/disappearance verbs: DE effect in 
main clauses 
In sentences with verbs of appearance/disappearance, the DE appears whether the surface 
subject position is filled or not. 

(55)  Lai-le      liangge  ren/*Lisi/*ta/*neige ren/*meige ren    le. 
    come-Perf   two    man/Lisi/he/that man/every man      Prt 
    Lit. ‘Came two men/*Lisi/*him/*that man/*everybody.’ 
 
(56)  Si-le      liangge  ren/*Lisi/*ta/*neige ren/*meige ren    le. 
    died-Perf   two    man/Lisi/he/that man/every man      Prt 
    Lit. ‘Died two men/*Lisi/*him/*that man/*everybody.’ 
 
To make the bad ones acceptable, the “definite D-structure object must be NP-Moved to the 
subject position.” 

 



The Structure of Meaning, Lecture 17    
  Barbara H. Partee, May 17, 2006 

NZ17ExistSsInChinese.doc 11 

(57)  Lisi/ta/neige ren/meige ren   lai-le/si-le. 
    Lisi/he/that man/everybody  come-Prt/die-Prt 
    ‘Lisi/he/that man/everybody came/died.’ 
 
Even if the surface subject position is filled, the DE still obtains, unlike the case with you-
sentences. 
 
(58)  Zheli  si-le    yige ren/*Lisi/*ta/*neige ren/*meige ren   le. 
    here   die-Perf one man/*Lisi/*him/*that man/*everybody  Prt 
 
Another difference is that with (dis)appearance sentences, the DE obtains only if the 
existential clause is the main clause, as in (58), or in an ‘assertive clause’, as in (). 
 
(59)  Lisi shuo (zheli)  si-le    yige ren/*ta/*neige ren. 
    Lisi say  here   die-Perf one man/he/that man 
    ‘Lisi said that (here) died a man/*he/*the man.’ 
 
If the existential verb is in a nonassertive clause, such as an adjunct, the DE disappears. 
 
(60)  Suiran   lai-le     Lisi/neige ren,   keshi …  
    though  come-Perf  Lisi/that man    but 
    ‘Although Lisi/the man came, nevertheless …’ 
(61)  Ruguo fasheng  zhejian  shiqing,   jiu…  
    if    happen   this    matter   then 
    ‘If this thing happens, then …’ 
(62) (omitted) 

3.1.3. Existential sentences with locational verbs: No DE effect 
With existential sentences of the third type, there is no DE effect at all, neither in main 
clauses nor in embedded clauses. (In this type, the surface locative subject is never empty – 
recall examples (11-14) vs (15-16).) 

(63) (omitted) 
(64)  a. Suiran  wuzi-li  zhu-zhe  zhege  jiahuo, … 
      though  room-in live-Dur  this   fellow 
      ‘Although in the room lives this fellow, …’ 
    b. Yinwei  limian  tang-zhe   neixie  bingren, … 
      because inside   lie-Dur    those   patient 
      ‘Because inside (the room) lie those patients, …’ 

3.1.4. Ss with experiential guo or event- existence le: No DE effect 
As with the third type, there is no DE effect at all with these sentences. 
(65) (omitted) 
(66)  a. Suiran   wo jiao-guo   yige/neige   xuesheng, … 
      though  I   teach-Exp  one/that    student 
      ‘Although I have taught a/the student before, …’ 
    b. Zicong  wo kan-le   liangben/zheben  shu  yihou, … 
      since   I   read-Perf two/this       book after 
      ‘Ever since I read two/this book(s), … 
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3.2. DE in sentences with filled position-4 XP: always 
Unlike the complex picture we saw in sentences without a filled XP in position 4, when the 
XP is filled, no definite NP can appear in any such sentence. 

(67)  You  yige/*neige ren   hen  youqian. 
    have one/that   man   very  rich 
    ‘There is a/*the man very rich.’ 
(68)  Lai-le     yige ren/*ta/*neige ren hen   yonggan. 
    come-Perf  one man/he/that man   very  brave 
    ‘There came a man/*he/*the man very brave. 
(69)  Di-shang  zuo-zhe  yige/*neige  ren  hen  congming. 
    floor-top   sit-Dur   one/that    man  very  clever 
    ‘On the floor sat a/*the man very clever’ 
(70)  Wo ai-guo   yige nuhai/*Mali/*neige nuhai   hen  piaoliang 
    I   love-Exp one girl/Mary/that girl         very  pretty 
    ‘I have been in love with a girl/*Mary/*that girl very pretty.’ 
 
“This restriction obtains without exception, regardless of whether or not the subject is 
lexically filled, and whether the verb is in the main clause or in an adjunct clause. Compare 
(71) with (52-53), (72) with (60-61), (73) with (64), and (74) with (66).” 

(71)  Wo   you   yiben/*zheben  shu  hen  youqu. 
    I    have one/this      book very  interesting 
    ‘I have a/*the book which is very interesting.’ 
(72)  Fasheng-le  yijian/*neijian  shiqing  hen  kepa   yihou, … 
    happen-Perf one/that      matter  very  terrible  after 
    ‘After there happened a/*the thing which is terrible, …’ 
(73)  Suiran  zheli  zhu-zhe  yige/*neige  ren  hen  xiong, … 
    though  here   live-Dur  one/that    man  very  fierce 
    ‘Although here lives a/*the man who is very fierce, …’ 
(74)  Yinwei  ni   jiao-guo   yixie/*neixie  xuesheng  hen  congming, … 
    because you  teach-Exp  some/those   student    very  clever 
    ‘Because you have taught some/*those students who were very clever, …’ 
 
Summary: When a predication phrase occurs in position 4, the DE holds without exception. 
[But in Section 4 he goes on to note that in these cases the restriction is not simply that the 
NP be a weak NP, but that it furthermore be “specific” (and not, for instance, a bare noun). 
We discuss this in section 4.] In the absence of a predication phrase, the DE is observed with 
you-sentences when an expletive subject is empty and with (dis)appearance verbs when they 
appear in the main clause or in an assertive clause, but not with locative existential sentences 
or sentences of experiential existence, with you-sentences whose subject position is filled, or 
with (dis)appearance clauses in nonassertive contexts. 

4. On Deriving Definiteness Effects 
Huang notes that there have been quite a variety of approaches to the Definiteness Effect, 
including approaches that are syntactic, semantic, or pragmatic, or a mixture of these. (He 
refers to (Safir 1987) for a brief survey and typology of kinds of approaches.)  

He first gives a brief summary of a syntactic account proposed by (Reuland 1983, Safir 1982, 
Safir 1987), which he then argues can give a good account for some of the Chinese data, but 
not for all of it. He argues that some semantic and/or pragmatic explanation is probably 
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required for the remaining facts, and offers a partial account, which he acknowledges is 
incomplete. 

The Safir-Reuland syntactic account.  According to this account, the presence of the DE is 
closely tied to the fact that most existential sentences involve verbs that do not select D-
structure subjects.  

 (75)  The DE is found in unbalanced θ-chains. 
 
See (Safir 1987) for a full account of what this means, and see (Huang 1987) for a brief and 
simple summary. As an even briefer statement, let me just say that it applies in cases where:  

•  the surface subject is a contentless expletive like English there; it is commonly assumed 
that languages like Russian or Chinese have a phonologically empty as well as 
semantically empty expletive subject.  

•  the empty surface subject is co-indexed with a lexically filled NP inside the VP. 

A normal θ-chain in the Chomskyan theory (Chomsky 1981) has a filled NP c-commanding a 
co-indexed empty category (such as a trace of movement). An unbalanced θ-chain (Safir’s 
term) has an empty element c-commanding a co-indexed non-empty NP. 

Normally an unbalanced θ-chain should be impossible; Safir and Reuland propose that 
unbalanced θ-chains are OK when the NP is not referential. In Safir’s earlier work he relates 
the property of being ‘less referential’ to the property of being indefinite (‘weak’ in our 
terms); in his 1987 work he proposes that the NP in existential sentences is actually a 
predicate rather than an argument (type <e,t> in our terms).  

Huang does not go through Safir’s (1987) semantic proposals; if there is time, we will discuss 
them a bit. They are also incomplete, but interesting. It is worth noting that while Safir 
emphasizes the syntactic characterization of the DE contexts, he still needs to say something 
about the semantics of the ‘indefinite NPs’ themselves and about the semantics of the 
construction; ultimately, everyone needs to account for both the syntax and the semantics of 
the DE phenomena. 

Examples illustrating Safir’s proposal, showing the empty expletive and the coindexed NP: 

(76)  ECi  you  yiben  shui   zai  zheli 
       have one   book  at  here 
    ‘There is a book here.’ 
(77)  ECi  fasheng-le   yijian  shiqingi hen  kepa   
       happen-Perf one   matter  very  terrible 
    ‘There happened something terrible.’ 
 This approach appears plausible in the light of a number of the facts about Chinese.  

•  In the absence of a predication phrase in position 4, the DE obtains only in existential 
sentences of the first two types, and not in those of the third and fourth types. This is 
predicted by Safir’s analysis.  

o In sentences of the fourth type, there is always a thematic subject, not an 
expletive subject. 

o Similarly, in sentences of the third type, there must always be an overt locative 
NP in subject position. (Note that these locative NPs are real subjects in 
Chinese!) 
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o Sentences of the second type do not select a D-structure subject and allow an 
unfilled expletive subject.  

o As for you-sentences, you may or may not select a D-structure subject. But we 
saw that a you-sentence with no position-4 predicate exhibits the DE just in 
case it has an expletive subject position that is left lexically unoccupied (see 
the discussion centering around examples (52)-(54).) When the subject of a 
you-sentence is either an expletive subject position filled by a locative NP or is 
not expletive (either filled with a lexical possessor NP or with pro), then the 
DE does not obtain.  

 Especially in the case of you-sentences, the syntactic nature of Safir’s proposal is 
appealing, because as was noted earlier, what is prohibited in the DE context is not just an 
NP that is semantically interpreted as definite but one that cannot have a definite syntactic 
form. A semantic account could not draw that distinction. (Recall examples (52-53) 
where “this book” is interpreted as “a copy of this book” but is still disallowed when the 
subject is an empty expletive.) 

Problems for the Safir-Reuland account. But Huang goes on to show that the Safir-
Reuland account does not appear to be capable of deriving the full range of DE facts 
observed in Chinese.  

•  Within a (dis)appearance sentence the DE may obtain regardless of whether the subject 
position is occupied by a locative or temporal NP. So their theory in this case is too weak: 
it does not predict the DE in some cases where the DE is in fact observed. 

•  But given that the DE in a (dis)appearance sentence disappears when the sentence is 
embedded within an adverbial adjunct, the theory is also “too strong”, predicting a DE 
that actually does not occur even when the subject is an empty expletive. 

•  Third, whenever a predication phrase is present in position 4, the DE obtains in all 
sentences without exception, regardless of whether the subject is thematic or expletive, 
filled or empty.  

That last fact suggests that in addition to “Safir’s generalization” (75), the generalization (78) 
is also operative (at least in Chinese): 

(78) The DE is found in existential sentences with a phrase of predication. 

“The three facts mentioned above may be partially derived from an approach that is less 
syntactic in nature.”  

Differences in the verbs: The four kinds of sentences differ with respect to “degree of 
existentiality inherent in the verbs involved. In particular, you appears to be purely existential 
in meaning. A (dis)appearance verb conveys existence primarily existence, but also 
something else. A locative verb appears to convey primarily the location of a given object, 
though also its existence.6 Similarly, an experiential or perfective verb denotes primarily an 
action, and only secondarily the existence of an experience or event.” 

“The DE is found, then, only when a given sentence is “highly existential” – presumably 
because a definite NP is highly inappropriate with the semantics of existence.” Here Huang 

                                                 
6 For this class of verbs and their behavior, the discussion in our work (see Lecture 16) of argument structure 
alternation involving a LOC argument and a THING argument seems directly relevant, although nothing we 
said there would predict the disappearance of DE when those sentences are embedded in adverbial adjuncts, -- 
and indeed there is no such change of behavior of Gen Neg within adverbial adjuncts. A mystery. 
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cites (Barwise and Cooper 1981).  The differences among the different sentence types would 
then appear to require an account that is at least in part lexical-semantic in nature; but that 
would seem to undermine the syntactic account that worked well for some of the facts, 
particularly the facts of sentences (52-54), which seem to resist a semantic account.  

But now consider generalization (78), which holds when there is a predication phrase. That 
generalization apparently has no similar explanation with a lexical-semantic approach, since 
it holds uniformly with verbs of all four types. There are even examples with filled XP that 
have nothing to do with existence, and where the DE still holds. 

(79)  Wo hen   xiang  xuan  yimen ke    tamen shuo hen  youqu. 
    I   very  hope  elect  one   course they   say  very  interesting 
    ‘I very much hope to elect a course, which they say is very interesting.’ 
(80) (omitted) 
 
Furthermore, there is in fact a condition more strict than the DE on sentences with a 
predication phrase: the NP in position 3 must contain a numeral quantifier but cannot be a 
bare NP. 

(81)   a. Wo renshi  yige  nuren   hen  piaoliang. 
       I   know  one  woman  very  pretty 
       ‘I know a woman who is very pretty.’ 
     b. *Wo renshi  nuren   hen  piaoliang. 
        I   know  woman  very  pretty 
(82)  (omitted) 
 
The (b) sentences are ill formed even if the object is interpreted as an indefinite nongeneric 
on a par with English bare plurals. This restriction is not an instance of the DE, and does not 
hold in sentences that exhibit the DE but contain no predication phrase. 
 
(83)  a.  Si-le   yige  ren  le. 
       die-Asp one  man  Asp 
       ‘A man died.’ 
    b.  Si-le   ren  le. 
       die-Asp man  Asp 
       ‘Someone/people died.’ 
 
What (81-82) show is that the NP in position 3 must be referential as well as indefinite, 
therefore must be specific.  
(84) In sentences with a predication clause in position 4 the NP in position 3 must be specific. 

This specificity claim is further supported with a few more facts (omitted here). What might 
be its explanation? The Safir and Reuland accounts say nothing about specificity; perhaps 
(84) can be factored into two parts, a DE requirement and a referentiality requirement. In that 
case one would hope for a general account of the DE part of the requirement, but there is no 
obvious general account available now that would cover all these cases.  

Huang makes some tentative informal suggestions. “A functional-pragmatic account may be 
plausible in this case. Intuitively, the predication phrase seems to exist solely for the purpose 
of elaborating on some NP being introduced into the discourse. Such an NP is necessarily 
indefinite (Heim 1982). Furthermore, such an NP must be referential, inasmuch as the 
predication clause is a continuative description. [?] (As in the case of a nonrestrictive relative 
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clause, it is impossible to provide a continuative description of something that is entirely 
nonreferential.) Since the NP cannot be definite or nonreferential, it can only be specific.” 
Huang closes by noting the need for future studies to further clarify the needed theories of 
definiteness and specificity.  

Final note: The UMass dissertation (Lin 1996) includes a formal semantic treatment of you-
sentences in Chinese which goes beyond the issues discussed in Huang’s work or in this 
handout. It requires some background in formal semantics to read it, but it is a major 
contribution to this area. If I can find it (it’s probably in the library here) and re-read part of it 
in the next two weeks, I will try to say something about it in one of the last lectures, since 
Huang’s work, while excellent, leaves some key semantic questions unanswered. 
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