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Object Position in Verb-Complement Potential Constructions
in Early Mandarin

Pei-chuan Wei
Academia Sinica

In Modern Chinese, the object is typically placed after the complement in the
verb-complement potential construction (referred to as the “type B” construction).
But during the Tang and Song dynasties, the object was often preposed (in the
“type A” construction). First appearing in Tang and Song times, type B gradually
grew in frequency, becoming the main form of verb-complement potential
construction among the northern dialects during the Yuan dynasty. There are
noticeable tendencies in the course of type B’s replacement of type A: (1)
pronouns were slowest to participate in object postposing; (2) monosyllabic object
nouns were postposed at a slightly faster rate than the former; and (3) polysyllabic
object nouns and clausal objects were postposed fastest of all. This chronological
discrepancy manifesting variable rates of replacement is related to an object’s
phonetic weight and the nature of its information content. Polysyllabic object
nouns and clausal objects took the lead in this development not only because they
had greater phonetic weight but also because they imparted new information,
factors not applicable to monosyllabic object nouns.

Key words: variable replacement rate, phonetic weight, verb-complement potential
constructions, Early Mandarin, word order
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