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As a functional item, the postverbal ACQ, and sentences in which it appears,
can receive three core readings. The three readings are potential, permission, and
descriptive, as illustrated in Examples (2) to (4) respectively.

(2) keoi5 tai2 dakl ming4 sau2 sil (potential)
3.s¢ read ACQ understand CLF poem
‘S/he can (= is able to) understand the poem.

(3) keoi5 zaal dakl lil gaa3 cel (permission)
3.sG drive ACQ this cLF car
‘S/he can (= is allowed to) drive this car’ (Cheng & Sybesma 2004:428)
(4) keoi5 paau2 dakl hou2 faai3 (descriptive)

3.56 run  ACQvery fast
‘S/he runs very fast’

The central claim of this paper is that the structural configuration for all Can-
tonese postverbal ACQ-sentences remains constant, and the different interpre-
tations are derived from the featural specification on the functional heads and
the nature of the endpoint-denoting small clause. In brief, I shall propose that
the postverbal ACQ in Cantonese is an exceptional possibility modal embedded
within the vP. The Mod head carries the [+Possibility] and [+Deontic] modal fea-
tures. The Mod takes an AspP as complement which is the functional projection
that introduces the small clause (XP) in the form of a simple subject-predicate
structure. The XP provides an endpoint to the event described in the lexical verb
in V%, The Asp head itself carries a [+Realised] feature which specifies whether the
endpoint has been reached. The interpretations of postverbal ACQ-sentences are
then compositionally generated in the syntactic derivation.

The organization of this paper is as follows. § 2 reviews major proposals made
on the different readings found in Cantonese postverbal ACQ-sentences. Where
relevant and where no proposal has been made on Cantonese, proposals made on
the ACQ in Mandarin will also be discussed. § 3 presents the core formal analy-
sis within a featural parametric framework to capture the apparent variation and
deep connection between the postverbal ACQ-structures. Further application of
the proposed analysis will be illustrated in § 4, including the aspectual incom-
patibility across all postverbal ACQ-sentences, the linearization process, and the
interaction with focus in postverbal ACQ-sentences. Finally, § 5 concludes the

tonese sentences have been checked with thirteen native speakers of Hong Kong Cantonese, the
Mandarin sentences are based on the judgments of two native speakers from mainland China.
Examples from languages other than these two are adopted from the published sources, and the
judgments are used as reported there.
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body can come in’ carries two important implications: (i) dakl like ho2ji5 is a
modal element — hence non-veridical, and (ii) dakI also takes matrix scope — oth-
erwise it cannot license the FCI readings with the definite wh-phrase in the matrix
subject position.

In terms of semantics, the postverbal ACQ-sentences can trigger two possibil-
ity modality readings: potential and permission. First, consider the sentences in
(6). Both sentences express the subject’s ability to reach a certain state (P2) in the
event described in P1.° In (6a), the reading of the poem is able to reach the state of
comprehension by the subject keoi5 ‘s/he’ The P2 is subject-referring since both
the reading and the understanding are done by the same agent keoi5 ‘s/he’; Liu
(2004) termed it “potential-resultative” when the agent of P1 equals the agent of
P2, while Cheng (2007) has referred to similar structures as “subject-result”. On
the other hand, in (6b), the subject keoi5 ‘s/he’ is the agent of the action in P1 lo2
‘to take’ but the endpoint hei2 ‘up’ in P2 is undergone by ‘this box of books’, not
the subject, so here the P2 is object-referring—alternatively known as “potential-
causative” in Liu (2004) when the agent of P1 is not the agent of P2, and Cheng
(2007) has referred to such readings as “object-result”

(6) Potential
a. keoi5 tai2 dakl ming4 sau2 sil (=2)
3.sG read ACQ understand CLF poem
‘S/he is able to understand the poem’
b. keoi5lo2 dakl hei2lil soengl syul
3.sG take ACQup thisbox book
‘S/he is able to lift this box of books’ (Cheng & Sybesma 2004:421)

At this point, a terminological clarification has to be made on potential and ability
modality, since the Mandarin counterparts of sentences in (6) have also been
regarded as expressing ability modality (Tsai 2001; Li 2004; Wu 2004; Xie 2012).
Theoretically, ability is a more commonly used label (Bybee et al. (1994); see also
the inclusion of Mod,;;,, in the cartographic hierarchy of functional categories
in Cinque (1999; 2006)). In Bybee et al’s modality classification, ability modal-
ity belongs to one of the “agent-oriented” modalities. Specifically, ability refers
to a situation where “the agent of the verb has the mental or physical ability to
complete the action of the main verb” (Bybee et al. 1994:319). Sybesma (2008)
has proposed to distinguish between ability and potential modality based on the
notion of telicity. He suggests that potentiality concerns the ability to reach the
projected endpoint, so it is necessarily the case that potential modality goes with

5. For all sentences involving two predicates, I adopt the terminology in Liu (2004) in referring
to the first predicate as P1, and the one embedded deeper in the structure as P2.
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Secondly, the difference between the APs that appear preverbally and those that
appear after the ACQ does not only limit to their interpretation (i.e. + dynamic).
It has been found that not all APs which can appear in a postverbal ACQ-sentence
can appear in the preverbal position, as illustrated in (18).

(18) a. keoi5 coeng3 dakl [hou2 hou2tengl]
3.5G sing ACQvery good.to.hear
‘S/he sings very well!
b. *keoi5 [hou2 hou2tengl]-gam2 coeng3
3.5G very good.to.hear-aDv sing
Intended: ‘S/he sings very well’ (= sings in a very pleasant manner)

Finally, the ACQ is obligatory for grammaticality in a descriptive reading, but its
presence/absence only makes an interpretational difference in other readings, as
shown in (19) with dakl removed from examples discussed in § 2 so far.

(19) a. *keoi5 coeng3 hou2 hou2tengl
3.5G sing very good.to.hear
Intended: ‘s/he sings very well
b. keoi5lo2 hei2lil soengl syul
3.5G takeup thisbox book
i.  ‘S/he takes up this box of books!’
ii. #S/he is able to take up this box of books’
c. keoi5zaal lil gaa3 cel
3.5G drive this CLF car
i.  ‘S/he drives this car’
ii. #S/he is allowed to drive this car’

The core proposal to be laid out in the next section will address these issues. To
preview, I shall argue that the descriptive and potential readings are closely con-
nected by the implicature that if x is achieved, then x is able to be achieved, hence
the active ambiguity. The difference between the AP in preverbal position and
that in postverbal ACQ-sentences is accounted for by the fact that the APs con-
cerned come in (at least) two different types: manner modifiers and result modi-
fiers, and only the former can appear preverbally while both are compatible with
the postverbal ACQ-structure, which is quite revealing in terms of the nature of
the small clause in postverbal ACQ-sentences. Finally, the exceptional obligatori-
ness of ACQ in descriptive readings boils down to the c-selection of the verb (P1).
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In the MM model, “participant-internal modality” (P-I) refers to “a kind of pos-
sibility or necessity internal to a participant engaged in the state of affairs” (van
der Auwera & Plungian 1998: 80); in the case of possibility, it concerns the partic-
ipant’s ability or capacity (22a). Opposite to participant-internal modality is pos-
sibility or necessity that comes from the circumstances external to the participant
(if there is any) engaged in the state of affairs; this is termed “participant-external
modality” (P-E) in the model. Example (22b) expresses “participant-external pos-
sibility”. Within participant-external modality, the MM model has included a
special proper subset, “deontic modality”, which is defined as “the enabling or
compelling circumstances external to the participant as some person(s), often the
speaker, and/or as some social or ethical norm(s) permitting or obliging the par-
ticipant to engage in the state of affairs” (ibid.: 81); in other words, deontic possi-
bility is permission (22¢). Finally, as standardly understood, “epistemic modality”
in the MM model refers to “a judgment of the speaker: a proposition is judged to
be uncertain or probable relative to some judgment(s)” (ibid.: 81). Here, uncer-
tainty about a proposition is epistemic possibility (22d)."*

14. Similar empirical observations have been made in other theories of modality, but the clas-
sifications are done differently. Bybee et al. (1994), for instance, have classified ability, root
possibility and permission under agent-oriented modality. In their proposal, these three types
of modality all concern the possibility for the agent to complete the action of the main verb.
Crucially, ability and root possibility differ in the source of enabling factors for completion
of the action; with the former, the enabling factors are agent-internal, while in the latter, the
enabling factors can be either agent-internal or agent-external. Bybee et al. state that permis-
sion is a special instance of root possibility where the enabling conditions only concern agent-
external conditions. Translating Bybee et al. (1994) theory of modality to the MM model, what
is described as ability would correspond to participant-internal possibility, and root possibil-
ity seems to encompass both participant-internal possibility and participant-external possibil-
ity. Permission in Bybee et al’s theory would be deontic possibility in the MM model. Palmer
(2001) offers another way of classifying these modalities. First and foremost, these modalities
are grouped under event modality (vs. propositional modality) which describes the speaker’s
attitude towards a future event. Within event modality, Palmer has proposed a two-way dis-
tinction between deontic (including permissive, obligative, commissive) and dynamic (includ-
ing abilitive and volitive). The distinction between the two is again depending on the source
of conditioning factors: individual-external for deontic modality and individual-internal for
dynamic modality. It has been noted that the conditioning factors for deontic modality can be
some authority from the external world, but most typically the conditioning factor comes from
the speaker, hence the conceptualization of deontic modality as directives in Searle (1983:166).
In sum, the MM model has drawn from Bybee et al. (1994) the concept of different types of
“possibility” modality, and shares with Palmer (2001) and his early works the concept of deon-
tic modality as a subclass of event modality, and taken from both theories the idea of agent-
internal vs. agent-external modality. So, this paper takes the MM model as a key reference in
view of its being a systematic blend of previous key literature.
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The derivation of (4) in the proposed formal analysis is as follows. The AP hou2
faai3 ‘very fast’ is base-generated as the predicate of the XP, and it carries a
[-Dynamic] feature indicating that it is stative and describing a property rather
than an event (a la Tsai 2018). Within the XP, since the P1 paau2 ‘to run’ is an
unergative verb, no overt object is required, so the externalized structure shows
the ACQ immediately followed by the AP. More discussion will be done in § 3.3.2
on what exactly the AP describes and on the issue of object realization in descrip-
tive readings. The P1, as would be familiar by now, is introduced in the V° that
scopes over the XP. The functional layers are then projected with Asp® spec-
ified as [-Dynamic] as well as [+Realised]. The [-Dynamic] aspectual feature
agrees with that on the AP, producing the semantics that the endpoint state is
realized. The ACQ is then inserted to Mod® specified as [+Possibility]. This time
the [£Deontic] feature is irrelevant, because [+Deontic] modality is incompatible
with [+Realised] aspect as explicated in § 3.2.2.

But why is a [+Possibility] Mod® necessary? The reason will become apparent
by comparing the ACQ dakl with the achievement/success marker dou in Can-
tonese (see Footnote 3 in § 1 for details about dou). Consider the sentences in (34)
and (35).

(34) ngo5 paau2 dakl |dou hou2 faai3
I  run ACQsuccvery fast
‘I run/ran very fast’

(35) ngo5 paau2 *dakl |dou hou2 gui6
I run ACQ succvery tired
Intended: T got tired from running’

The contrast between (34) and (35) lies in whether the P2 describes a projected
endpoint of the event. More precisely, the P2 in (34) can describe an endpoint that
the speaker has deemed possible, so the sentences can be understood as ‘P1 has
the projected possibility P2 achieved. But such a speaker attitude is not relevant
to the P2 in (35), and the P2 simply describes the result that has happened to be
realized. Note that in (34), the P2 can be interpreted as either the projected end-
point of P1 or not, so both the ACQ and the achievement marker dou can follow
P1 to yield the two readings respectively. Crucially, the distinction here is not one
between positive result and negative result, but whether the speaker has any judg-
ment towards the possible realization of a certain endpoint; Example (36) illus-
trates the point. Though the P2 hou2 wat6dat6 “very ugly” has a negative meaning,
(36) is still grammatical with the ACQ.
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(39) maadmaal sai2 dakl dil ~ saaml (hou2) gonlzeng6

mum wash ACQ cLE.PL clothes very  clean
i. ‘Mum washes the clothes very clean’ (descriptive)
ii. “Mum is able to wash the clothes very clean’ (potential)

There are several ways of disambiguating the two readings mentioned in the lit-
erature. First, Tang (2002:302) has suggested that the presence and absence of
the degree marker hou2 ‘very’ may determine the reading of the sentence: with
a degree marker, the sentence is unambiguously descriptive, but once the degree
marker is removed, the potential reading is available. The data collected in this
study, however, contradicted this hypothesis in that with or without the degree
marker, sentences such as (17, 38-39) above are ambiguous between a descriptive
and potential reading. Furthermore, it has been found that even sentences char-
acterized as descriptive stand the FCI-licensing test (Cheng & Sybesma 2003) as
illustrated in (40). The pattern reveals that postverbal ACQ-sentences with an AP
as P2 can still be interpreted as non-veridical (in this case, modal).*®

(40) binl-go3 jan5 doul paau2 dakl hou2 faai3
which-cLE personall run ACQ very fast
‘Anyone can run very fast’

Second, Hu (2010) reported a “positive meaning constraint” that may suppress
the potential reading in Mandarin postverbal ACQ-sentences. Specifically, when
the AP involved in a postverbal ACQ-sentence carries negative meaning (e.g.
Mandarin méhi ‘unclear’ vs. gingchii ‘clear’) (see also Liu 1980; Zhang 1999),
the potential reading is lost. This observation may in fact be partial. Consider the
example below:

(41) keoi5 faa3 zongl  faa3 dakl hou2 hong2bou3
3.5 put makeup put ACQ very scary
i.  ‘S/he puts on very scary makeup!
ii. ‘S/heis able to put on very scary makeup’

Hu’s analysis predicts that the sentence in (41) with a negatively connoted AP
hong2bou3 ‘scary’ would rule out the potential reading. However, given the right
context, the potential reading can be fully acceptable. For instance, the potential

16. Participants consulted in this study find the sentence in (40) marginally acceptable, and
the acceptability improved when the degree marker is absent. This may be an indicator that the
presence of a degree marker creates a preference for the descriptive reading. But the examples
in (17) and (38-39) have also shown that postverbal ACQ-sentences with or without a degree
marker can trigger both descriptive and potential readings when the P2 is an AP, so the pres-
ence/absence of the degree marker may not be a reliable indicator to disambiguate the descrip-
tive reading from a potential reading.
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reading in (41) is acceptable under the context that the speaker is discussing
where to get the most scary makeup for a Halloween Party, and the subject keoi5
here is famous for doing that. In other words, the descriptive reading is always
available whenever a postverbal ACQ-sentence contains an AP, and so long as that
AP is the projected endpoint to be achieved, the potential reading is also active,
whether the AP is positively or negatively connoted.

A more reliable way of disambiguating between a descriptive and potential
reading could be the distribution of sentence-final particles.'” Precisely, for the
same postverbal ACQ-sentence involving an AP as P2, the presence of the
sentence-final particle aa3 will eliminate the potential reading, while the presence
of gaa3 will suppress the descriptive reading. The two contexts and sentences in
(42) and (43) illustrate the pattern.

(42) Context: On Sports Day, Mary is cheering for Karen who is running a
100-metre race. Watching Karen runs towards the finish line at great speed,
Mary said:
keoi5 paau2 dakl hou2 faai3 [aa3 |*gaa3]
356 run ACQuvery fast SFP SFP
i.  ‘S/he runs very fast’ (descriptive)
ii. #S/he is able to run very fast’ (potential)

(43) Context: Karen left a party early to catch the last bus home. Later, Jim dis-
cusses with Mary if Karen should be able to catch the bus. Mary responded:
keoi5 paau2 dakl hou2 faai3 [*aa3 |gaa3]

356 run  ACQvery fast SFP SFP
i. #S/he runs very fast’ (descriptive)
ii. ‘S/heis able to run very fast. (potential)

The context in (42) depicts a currently occurring situation which the sentence
uttered by Mary describes, in other words, only a descriptive reading is appro-
priate. Indeed, in such context, only gaa3 can appear. The contrary is the case in
(43) where Mary is not describing Karen’s current running action - Karen has
already left the party and Mary is not witnessing her running to the bus station -
but Karen’s potential for running fast, possibly based on previous experience. In
this context, only the potential reading is appropriate, and the fact that only aa3
is compatible with the postverbal ACQ-sentence in (43) confirms the pattern.

To account for this active ambiguity between descriptive and potential read-
ing as well as a consistent preference in interpretation, I argue that ‘having done
x implies the ability to do x’ In other words, the descriptive reading implies the
potential reading in such ACQ sentences and the implied reading should natu-

17. Ithank an anonymous reviewer for pointing out to me this empirical indicator.
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person being described or the product of growth (e.g. a plant that has grown to
be very tall) — hence the idiomatic reading, when the subject is human, of ‘s/he is
tall’ rather than ‘s/he is being born in a very tall manner’” which is anomalous.

Therefore, I propose that for descriptive ACQ-sentences with intransitive P1,
the entity that the AP modifies is a discourse salient object, e.g. a smile pro-
duced by smiling, a person’s physical body produced by being born. Precisely,
with intransitive P1 as in (45c), the interpretation should be read as ‘s/he smiled a
beautiful smile’ The same analysis applies to other intransitive predicates, such as
jump a jump, run a run (cf. the VO compounds paau2-pou6 ‘run-step =run’ and
haang4-lou6 ‘walk-road =walk’ in Cantonese). Formally, I suggest that in postver-
bal ACQ-sentences with an AP as P2, the XP is still in a subject-predicate small
clause structure, where the AP is the predicate. Importantly, when P1 is an intran-
sitive verb as exemplified in (17, 39, 45c-d), or when the P1 is a transitive verb
but the object is not overtly realized as in (44a, 45a-b), the AP modifies a covert
pro (the subject of the XP small clause) which is then interpreted as the discourse
salient object (e.g. the smile produced in the smiling event).

3.3.2.2 The definiteness constraint

Secondly, the proposal that the AP modifies a discourse salient object applies
equally well on sentences with a covert object and those with an overt object as in
(46).

(46) a. keoi5zaal dakl [*(gaa3) cel] hou2 ding6
3.5 drive ACQ cLF car very steady
‘S/he drives the car very steadily’
b. keoi5 zaal [(gaa3) cel] zaal dakl hou2 ding6
3.5G drive cLF car drive ACQ very steady
‘S/he drives the car very steadily’
(adapted from Matthews & Yip 2011:204)

Example (46) illustrates the two strategies to realize the object of a transitive P1
overtly: (46a) has the object following the ACQ while in (46b) the object is intro-
duced by the verb-copying strategy and appears before the ACQ. The choice of
strategy creates a clear difference in the definiteness of the object. In the verb-
copying strategy, the object can be a bare noun or a classifier phrase; but without
verb-copying, the object must not be a bare noun. In Cantonese, bare com-
mon nouns are generic indefinites and classifier phrases are known to be defi-
nite (Cheng & Sybesma 1999). In other words, without verb-copying, the overtly
realized object must be definite, but such a definiteness requirement is lifted with
the presence of verb-copying. I thus propose that in non-verb-copying sentences
such as (46a), the object is base-generated in the XP to be the subject of the small
clause - it is also the object of P1 if P1 is transitive — modified by the AP. The defi-
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structure refers to an action, while the descriptive ACQ-structure carries a stative,
habitual or generic reading over the “manner” of the event described in P1, treat-
ing it as “a state of affairs” (Li & Thompson 1981; Ross 1984; Huang 1988; Ernst
1996; Tsai 2018). I suggest that there are two types of AP modifiers: manner mod-
ifiers and result modifiers, only the former can appear preverbally while both can
appear in postverbal ACQ-sentences. Consider Examples (47) and (48).

(47) a. keoi5 [hou2 daai6sengl]-gam2 coeng3
3.5G very loudly-apv sing
‘S/he sings very loudly. (=sings in a very loud manner)
. *keoi5 [hou2 hou2tengl]-gam2 coeng3 (=18b)
3.5G very good.to.hear-ADV sing
Intended: ‘S/he sings very well. (= sings in a very pleasant manner)
keoi5 [hou2 jing6zanl]-gam?2 zyu2
3.5G very seriously-apv  cook
‘S/he cooks very seriously’ (= cooks in a very serious manner)
. *keoi5 [hou2 jap6mei6]-gam2 zyu2
3.sG very with.flavor-apv cook
Intended: ‘S/he cooks very flavorly. (= cooks in a very flavorly manner)

o

o

o

(48)

it

keoi5 coeng3 dakl [hou2 daai6sengl]
3.56 sing ACQvery loud
‘S/he sings very loudly’
b. keoi5 coeng3 dakl [hou2 hou2tengl] (=18a)
3.5G sing ACQvery good.to.hear
‘S/he sings very well!
c. keoi5 zyu2 dakl [hou2 jing6zanl]
3.sG cook ACQvery serious
‘S/he cooks very seriously’
d. keoi5 zyu2 dakl [hou2 jap6mei6]
3.56 cook ACQ very with.flavor
‘S/he cooks very flavorly. (= cooks the food to be flavorful)

Examples (47) and (48) concern four APs (i.e. loudly, well, seriously, and flavorly).
In (47), these four APs appeared preverbally and are marked by the modification
marker -gam; in (48), the APs appeared in postverbal ACQ-sentences following
the ACQ dakl. The sentences in (47) reveal a clear contrast in well-formedness
depending on the meaning of the AP. Specifically, (47a) and (47c) are fully gram-
matical with the APs hou2 daai6sengl ‘very loudly’ and hou2 jing6zanl ‘very seri-
ously} both describing how the events in P1 - coeng3 ‘to sing’ and zyu2 ‘to cook’ -
are carried out, that is, ‘to sing in a very loud manner” and ‘to cook in a very seri-
ous manner. Sentences (47b) and (47d), in contrast, are regarded as ill-formed by
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Cantonese speakers. The APs concerned - hou2 hou2tengl ‘very pleasant to hear’
and hou2 jap6mei6 ‘very flavorly’ — are unacceptable when they appear before the
P1. All four APs, however, are fully acceptable when they appear in a postverbal
ACQ-sentence as shown in (48). The data here can be accounted for by identify-
ing APs such as hou2 daai6sengl ‘very loudly’ and hou2 jing6zanl ‘very seriously’
in sentences (a) and (c) as manner modifiers, while APs like hou2 hou2tengl ‘very
pleasant to hear’ and hou2 japémei6 ‘very flavorly’ as in sentences (b) and (d)
as result modifiers. Then the contrast in Examples (47) and (48) can be captured
in the following generalization: only manner modifiers can appear as preverbal
modification, while postverbal ACQ-sentences put no restriction on the type of
modifier (i.e. both manner and result modifiers are acceptable).

The reason behind the generalization can be seen in the contrast between
manner and result modifiers presented in (49). Here we take the same four APs
and place them in a noun phrase as inner modifiers. The findings show that only
result modifiers can perform nominal modification without semantic anomaly as
in (49b) and (49d), while those which have been regarded as manner modifiers
(i-e. hou2 daai6sengl ‘very loud’ and hou2 jing6zanl ‘very serious’) would create
a semantically anomalous sentence when used as a nominal modifier as shown in
(49a) and (49c).

(49) a. *keoi5 coeng3-gan2 sau2 [hou2 daai6sengl]-ge3 gol
3.5G sing-PROG CLF very loud-GEN song
‘S/he is singing a very loud song’

b. keoi5 coeng3-gan2 sau2 [hou2 hou2tengl]-ge3 gol
3.5G sing-PROG CLF very pleasant.to.hear-GEN song
‘S/he is singing a very nice song’

c. *keoi5 zyu2-gan2 zek3 [hou2 jing6zanl]-ge3 gail
3.5G co0k-PROG CLF very serious-GEN  chicken
‘S/he is cooking a very serious chicken’

d. keoi5 zyu2-gan2 zek3 [hou2 jap6mei6)-ge3 gail
3.5G cook-PROG CLF very with.flavor-GeN chicken
‘S/he is cooking a very flavorful chicken’

I therefore account for the generalization as follows. In preverbal modification,
the AP modifies the event, whereas in postverbal-ACQ sentences, the AP modifies
the participant of the event (either the agent or the theme); in other words, the
APs in preverbal modification are adverbial, while the APs in postverbal ACQ-
sentences are adjectival. Since both manner and result modifiers can appear in
postverbal ACQ-sentences, I further suggest that in postverbal ACQ-sentences
with manner-modifying APs, it is always the agent of P1 being modified; and
with result-modifying APs, it is always the theme that is modified. The analysis,
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therefore, provides a clear criterion for determining whether the AP is subject or
object-referring when the object is covert. It also presents a concrete explanation
for why preverbal modifications gives a [+dynamic] interpretation and the AP in
postverbal ACQ-sentences has a [-dynamic] interpretation.

In sum, the merit of the proposed analysis is that it provides a unified struc-
tural analysis of postverbal ACQ-sentences for both modal and non-modal read-
ings. The unification is well-supported by empirical data. First of all, the
Cantonese ACQ in descriptive postverbal ACQ-sentences still instantiates a
[+Possibility] Mod®, which captures the noted contrast between dakl and the
achievement marker dou; the former concerns a realization of a projected end-
point with the speaker’s attitude involved, while the latter only concerns a realized
endpoint with no speaker attitude involved. Secondly, the formal structure of a
postverbal ACQ-sentence with a descriptive reading and that with a potential
reading should not be fundamentally different, as has been robustly attested that
the two readings are closely connected and are often simultaneously available in
the same sentence.

3.3.3 Whyis ACQ obligatory?

There is one final issue to address regarding descriptive postverbal ACQ-
sentences, which is why is the ACQ obligatory in sentences with this reading but
not in others (e.g. potential or permission). In fact, the question is best rephrased
as why is the ACQ obligatory when the postverbal ACQ-sentence has an AP as
P2. The explanation goes back to the intrinsic nature of the ACQ being a modality
element that describes the possibility of an event reaching its projected endpoint.
In the proposed formal analysis, the event is the P1 base-generated in V° (which
eventually lands in +°) and the projected endpoint is the XP (which is essentially a
small clause). What makes the ACQ obligatory when an AP appears as the pred-
icate of XP is that the AP is not c-selected by P1, so its presence is licensed only
because the endpoint XP is c-selected by the ACQ. Without ACQ, there will not
be an XP denoting the endpoint of P1 and there will, therefore, not be any small
clause to house the AP or the participant it modifies (either covertly or overtly
realized). Therefore, where the ACQ is absent, the AP cannot appear postverbally.
The same c-selection requirement also explains why the absence of ACQ in
potential and permission readings would not create a grammaticality issue.

(19) a. *keoi5 coeng3 hou2 hou2tengl
3.5G sing very good.to.hear
Intended: ‘S/he sings very well.
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internal ability or by external factors, so it is a case of root possibility (Bybee et al.
1994). According to Tang’s (2002) understanding, the readings produced by these
contrastive focused postverbal ACQ-sentences can either be a completed action
or not. Therefore, formally, I propose that when the postverbal ACQ-sentence has
a cardinal nominal in the XP, there is an additional Foc(us)P projection between
vP and ModP, and the Foc head carries an uninterpretable modal feature to be
checked with the [+Possibility] feature on Mod®. Hence, the ACQ in these sen-
tences would raise to Foc? for feature checking, and the [+Realised] feature on
Asp? is left unspecified. Most importantly, the cardinal nominal which is also the
object of P1 will remain in XP during the syntactic derivation, and only the focal-
ized element of the XP will covertly raise to Spec-FocP at LF for the contrastive
focus interpretation. The derivation for Examples (57a) and (57b) are represented
in (62).

(62) a. [, tai [, dak [, , ek [ASP %]
[Mod] [+Possibility] [+Realised]
b. [, taam [ _dak[, . eak [Asp O [ taam [, [keoi] [loeng V1

[Mod]  [+Possibility] [+Realised]

[y tai [yp [saam bun syul1111]]

The unification of the contrastive focus function of dakl under the proposed for-
mal analysis is empirically grounded in that a modality reading is available where
the focus reading is present. The preference between a focus reading and a non-
focus modality reading depends on the structure of the NP. The pattern found in
the Cantonese speaker judgments collected is summarized in Table 1.

Table 1. NP structure and focus-modality ambiguity

Focus Modality
Bare N * v
CLF-N * ?
Num-CLE-N v ?
DEM-CLE-N ? v
DEM-Num-CLF-N v v

The observation is that the focus reading of ‘only able to achieve g of y is strongly
preferred when the noun phrase contains a numeral - that is, at least of the size of
a NumP (i.e. Num-cLE-N) - but the modality reading of ‘it is possible to achieve
q of y’ is also available as a secondary reading. The two readings become equally
active when the NumP is modified by the demonstrative (i.e. DEM-Num-cLF-N).
But if the noun phrase within the scope of ACQ does not contain a numeral, the
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c. siu2ming4 paau2-m4-paau? dakl faai3 aa3?

Siuming run-not-run ACQfast Q
i. *Does Siuming run fast?’ (descriptive)
ii. ‘Can Siuming run fast?’ (potential or permission)
Al: *faai3 aa3

fast sFp
A2: dakl

ACQ

Both as ‘yes’

The questions in (65) are the Cantonese counterparts to the Mandarin questions
in (64). Most importantly, the contrast between (65b) and (65¢) shows that the
difference between an A-not-A form on P2 and an A-not-A form on P1 is not
the grammaticality of the sentence but the interpretations generated. In (65b), the
question asks about the speed in which Siuming runs, i.e. a descriptive reading
about the property of Siuming’s running. Whereas, in (65¢), the question is not
about the speed of the running, but whether it is possible for Siuming to run fast —
either because of his physical capacity (e.g. he has twisted his ankle two days ago)
or because of the presence/absence of permission granted for him to do so (e.g.
doctor’s orders that he should not conduct high intensity sports). Whichever the
specific reading is (potential or permission), the question has a modality reading
rather than a descriptive one. The possible short answers to these two questions
confirm the generalization: in (65b), the only possible (affirmative) answer form
is to echo the AP faai3 ‘fast, while in (65¢), the answer should be to echo the ACQ.

Likewise, with the distribution of negation m4 ‘not, the position of the nega-
tor indicates the scope of interpretation. When the negator immediately precedes
the AP faai3, the negation takes scope only of the AP, meaning ‘not fast’; in this
case, m4 is akin to the English prefix un- (e.g. un-happy, un-avoidable). On the
other hand, when the negator immediately precedes P1, it takes scope of the P1
event which the ACQ is attached to, yielding a reading of ‘cannot.

(66) Cantonese m4 ‘not’
a.  Siu2ming4 m4 zunglji3 nei5

Siuming not like you
‘Siuming does not like you!
b. Siu2ming4 paau2 dakl [m4 faai3] [ACQ > not]
Siuming run ACQ not fast
‘Siuming does not run fast’ (descriptive)
c.  Siu2ming4 [m4 paau2 dakl] faai3 [not > ACQ]

Siuming not run ACQ fast
‘Siuming cannot run fast’ (potential or permission)
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sion). Whenever the [+Deontic] parameter is set positively, the [+Realised] para-
meter would be set negatively.

The proposed parametric framework is superior to previous accounts in three
ways. First, it presents a wholesome picture on the nature of ACQ, and allows for
a unified treatment of the ACQ-sentences as its own class of structures. Second,
in terms of structural and semantic properties, the framework effectively accounts
for both the common properties shared by all postverbal ACQ-structures and
the more fine-grained variations observed between the different readings gener-
ated. Moreover, a parametric framework provides a highly testable account for
cross-linguistic comparative studies. The generalizability of the parameters bears
great relevance to a robustly attested typological and areal phenomenon such
as the ACQ. The applicability of the framework goes beyond the Sinitic family
(e.g. Mandarin versus Cantonese), but also to the MSEA languages and even the
Northern European languages in which the modal reading of ACQ warranted the
establishment of a new class of modals, the “acquisitive modals” (van der Auwera
et al. 2009).

Indeed, the structural implications of the setting of these parameters can be
different in different languages. For instance, within the Sinitic family, the fact that
there is no permission reading available in Mandarin can be easily accounted for
by the parameter setting that the Mandarin ACQ does not allow for a [+Deon-
tic] feature on Mod’. Furthermore, comparing between the Sinitic languages (e.g.
Mandarin and Cantonese) and the Northern European languages with a postver-
bal ACQ, the fact that the former allows for a descriptive or even resultative/
causative reading in postverbal ACQ-structures, but the latter does not — only
modality readings have been reported in van der Auwera et al. (2009) - can be
captured by the more macro parameter setting on the [tRealised] feature. In
other words, the Sinitic languages allow for a [+Realised] feature but the North-
ern European languages may not. So, the specifications of the parameters can
not only account for the variations observed in the ACQ-sentences within a lan-
guage (e.g. Cantonese), or within a language family (e.g. Sinitic languages), but
has great potential in accounting for cross-linguistic variation which is of para-
mount importance for such a well-attested typological phenomenon in MSEA
and Northern European languages.
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Loc  locative succ  success or achievement marker
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