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Premodifier Order in English and Chinese Nominal Phrases

ZEKUN LI

1. Introduction

Adjectives are a major part of speech in both English and Chinese. Vendler (1968) stated that
there are two ways for adjectives to modify nouns: attributive and predicative modifications.
In attribute modification, the adjective is placed before the head noun, e.g., the red car. Hence
this type is also called a prenominal modification. In predicate modification, the adjective is
used after the head noun, e.g., the car is red. As a result, this type is called postnominal mod-
ification. The same types can be seen in Chinese. For example, £ 414 “the red car” is an
example of attributive use, while Z=/&£1 €417 “the car is red” is an instance of predicative use.

Furthermore, there are preferences in the English modifier order. For example, the large
red car is more acceptable than the red large car (Danks & Schwenk 1972: 183). Likewise,
the Chinese modifier order also has a certain preference. For instance, we commonly say /)»
21 /<= “little red umbrella,” but do not say *ZL./)~fi < “red little umbrella.” Nevertheless, if
we change 21 “red” to £I.t4 “red,” as in £L2/N\FI <= “red little umbrella,” the phrase becomes
acceptable.

In addition, Vendler (1968) noted that the modifier order preferences are only valid in
attributive use. This point also holds in Chinese, as all of the principles of modifier order are
discussed in the attributive context.

As discussed above, although English and Chinese belong to different language families,
there are several similarities. Therefore, this study aims to also reveal the factors that bring
about the similarities and the differences by comparing the order of English and Chinese pre-
modifiers (adjectives in attributive use) and comprehensively analyzing what influences
premodifier orders in both languages.

To determine what influences premodifier orders in both languages, these two languages
will be discussed from four viewpoints: semantic, syntactic, phonological, and pragmatic fac-
tors, which are categorized based on previous studies. At the same time, corpus data is
employed for practical analyses. | propose that English and Chinese have similar premodifier
orders, which are determined by semantic factors, especially subjectivity and objectivity, and
other additional factors can explain marked orders and the differences between the two lan-
guages.

This thesis is composed of six chapters. In Chapter 2, premodifier orders will be discussed
from the perspective of semantics. Next, in Chapter 3, the syntactic structures of premodifier
orders will be analyzed. Then, the correlation between premodifier orders and phonological
factors will be illustrated in Chapter 4. After that, how pragmatic factors affect premodifier
orders will be argued in Chapter 5. Finally, the conclusion will be given in Chapter 6.

2. Semantic factors

Semantic factors have been argued to be the most influential factors determining the premod-
ifier order in both English and Chinese. Feist’s (2011) zone order is based on semantic
structure. Furthermore, the result of Wulff’s (2003) experiment also demonstrates that seman-
tic factors have the strongest influence. At the same time, almost all analyses of the
premodifier order in Chinese to date are based on semantics.
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This chapter is divided into three main sections: 2.1 the absoluteness and number of op-
positions, 2.2 subjectivity and objectivity, and 2.3 discussions of other factors. First, Sections
2.1 and 2.2 will detail how these two factors influence premodifier order in English and Chi-
nese. Then, in Section 2.3, other semantic factors will be discussed to demonstrate that all
semantic factors can be explained through subjectivity and objectivity.

2.1. Absoluteness and number of oppositions

This section will look at the factor of absoluteness in relation to the English premodifier
order and the number of oppositions in relation to the Chinese premodifier order. | argue that
these two factors are quite similar. Furthermore, although this factor is highly significant, there
are some phenomena it cannot explain.

2.1.1. Absoluteness

Absoluteness is related to the number of comparisons among a class of objects necessary
for choosing the adjectives modifying the objects. An adjective with higher absoluteness tends
to be placed nearer to the head noun (Martin, 1969). Consider Danks and Schwenk’s (1972)
example:

“in the phrase the large red car, red is more absolute than large because one would need
to make no comparisons between cars to decide if a given one was red but would need to

compare at least two cars of different sizes to determine if one was large.” (Danks & Schwenk
1972:184)

Absoluteness was tested to determine whether it played a significant role in determining
the premodifier order. Martin (1969) used several experiments to determine the correlation
between the premodifier order and six candidate dimensions that were thought to be related.
The results demonstrated that absoluteness exhibited almost the same level of influence as the
most important correlate of premodifier order and the definiteness of denotation. Moreover,
absoluteness, which was called “independence from comparison” in Wulff’s (2003) study,
took the second most influential place among the eight factors.

2.1.2. The number of oppositions
Yuan (1999) claimed that an adjective with more oppositions tends to be placed closer to
the head noun in Chinese:

(1)  HFEHEIMIEFR “secondary normal school”
FhR 2 e 81 “new pocket-size English—Chinese dictionary”

In the first phrase, secondary normal school, secondary has two oppositions: primary and
tertiary; normal has several oppositions: chef, engineer, pilot, military, etc. As a result, sec-
ondary precedes normal. Similarly, in new pocket-size English—Chinese dictionary, new has
one opposition: old; pocket-size may have about two oppositions, such as normal-size and
large-size, while English-Chinese has a large number of oppositions because there are thou-
sands of languages all over the world.
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2.1.3. Closeness between the two factors

In my opinion, the number of oppositions can be thought of in a similar way as absolute-
ness. Therefore, | will use these two recognized orders of premodifiers in English and Chinese
to clarify this claim.

(2) a. Evaluative > General property > Age > Color > Provenance >
Manufacture > Type (Huddleston & Pullum 2002: 453)
b. i8] (time) > FZ {4 (shape) > Zii {4 (Color) > FUkEHFIZhEE(Manufacture
and Type) (Lu 1988: 103)

We can see that English and Chinese premodifier orders share a similar distribution. Man-
ufacture and type are innumerable, so we do not need to compare the modified entity with
other objects in selecting the appropriate adjective; indeed, we do not have to because the
property in question is specific enough. As for color, there are about 10 to 20 colors typically
used to describe something. Again, we do not have to determine which color something be-
longs by comparing it with other objects, but we may have to do so when the color is vague.
For age, general property, and especially evaluative, it is necessary to compare the modified
entity with others before choosing the appropriate adjective, for example, new, large, and good.
The issue of the closeness between absoluteness and the number of oppositions emerges from
the above discussion.

However, the factors of absoluteness and the number of oppositions fail to shed light on
the relative order of premodifiers with comparable degrees of absoluteness and the number of
oppositions, such as evaluative (e.g., good and bad) and general property (e.g., long and short).
It is challenging to say that evaluative precedes general property because evaluative is less
absolute and has fewer oppositions than general property. We can find the explanation in
Section 2.2.

2.2. Subjectivity and objectivity

Quirk et al. (1985: 1341) indicated that “modifiers relating to properties which are (relatively)
inherent in the head of the noun phrase . . . will tend to be placed nearer to the head and be
preceded by modifiers concerned with what is relatively a matter of opinion” in seeking to
explain why subjective-objective gradience determines premodifier order.

Sweet (1900) stated a significantly similar notion called “closeness to the noun in mean-
ing,” which means that adjectives related to intrinsic properties are closer to the noun.
Likewise, Biber et al. (2000: 599) also suggested that there is an “overall tendency for the
most noun-like modifiers to occur closest to the head noun.” Many adjectives are zero-derived
from nouns so that their meaning is close to nouns, which is intrinsic.

In my opinion, “subjectivity and objectivity” and “closeness to the noun in meaning” can
be combined as one factor because adjectives with intrinsic properties are objective, and ad-
jectives with extrinsic properties are subjective. Therefore, to make this point more precise
and comprehensible, my assertion is that subjective, extrinsic, and abstract premodifiers pre-
cede objective, intrinsic, and concrete premodifiers.

The factors of subjectivity and objectivity succeed in predicting the premodifier order in
Scontras et al.’s (2017) experiment and take the third influential place among the eight factors
in Wolff’s (2003) experiment. [ maintain “subjectivity and objectivity” as the most significant
factor because it can explain other semantic factors.
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In the following Subsections, 2.2.1 and 2.2.2, | will first use two comprehensive classifi-
cations of premodifiers in English and Chinese to prove my point. Then, I will focus on the
correlation between “iconicity” and “subjectivity and objectivity” in Section 2.2.3.

2.2.1. Classifications of premodifiers in English

Feist (2011) classified premodifiers into four groups: Classifier, Descriptor, Epithet, and
Reinforcer. A Classifier is the closest to the head noun, while a Reinforcer takes the most
remote place. The classification is based on five types of meaning: referential, descriptive,
expressive, social, and grammatical. The semantic structures of the five zones are listed in
Table 1.

Referential Descriptive Expressive  Social Grammatical

meaning meaning meaning meaning meaning
Classifier o X X X O
Descriptor X O X A O
Epithet X O O O O
Reinforcer X X X X O

Table 1: The semantic structure of the zones

All five zones have grammatical meanings. In addition, the Classifier zone has referential
meaning. The Descriptor zone has a non-scalar descriptive meaning (mainly concrete but
partly abstract), while the Epithet zone has a scalar descriptive meaning (concrete, abstract, or
social). Finally, the Reinforcer zone only has a grammatical meaning.

Grammatical meaning expresses a premodifier’s relation with other words. For example,
in the phrase clean water, clean’s grammatical meaning is “being a modifier,” as clean informs
readers to take the concept cLean as the referent of the head noun water (Feist 2011: 28-29).
It is associated with the structure of the whole phrase or sentence. Social meaning refers to the
situation in which this premodifier is used (Feist 2011: 28). For example, the social meaning
of unspeakable is that the situation is literal, while awful indicates an informal situation.

Referential, Descriptive, and Expressive meanings are more relevant to the issue of sub-
jectivity and objectivity. Referential meaning classifies an object rather than describing it
(Feist 2011: 25), for example, “baseball cap” and “vanilla ice cream.” Evidently, premodifiers
with referential meanings (Classifiers) are noun-like and have objective, intrinsic, and con-
crete meanings. Classifiers are the nearest to the head noun, which agrees with my assertion.

Expressive meaning is used to express a speaker’s emotion or attitude. For example, tight-
fisted and economical can describe the same thing but with an entirely contrary attitude (Feist
2011: 27). Expressive meaning is subjective, extrinsic, and abstract, so the Epithet, the only
zone with Expressive meaning, is the furthest from the head noun (except for Reinforcer,
which only has a grammatical meaning).

Descriptive meaning describes an object, which can be judged as true or false and can be
negated and questioned. Descriptive meaning can also be concrete or abstract (Feist 2011: 27).
Consequently, a Descriptor is between a Classifier and an Epithet, consistent with my state-
ment.

2.2.2. Classifications of premodifiers in Chinese

Zhu (1982) proposed the most authoritative classifications of premodifiers in Chinese: "
Jii & %% 1Al (Characteristic adjective), Ik Z & 45 id] (State adjective), and [X 3l id]
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(Distinguishing word). Characteristic adjectives are analogous to Descriptors, while a State
adjective resembles an Epithet, and a Distinguishing word parallels a Classifier. State adjec-
tives precede Characteristic adjectives, and Characteristic adjectives precede Distinguishing
words in most cases. This order is also similar to that of English. While State adjectives are
too miscellaneous for classification, State adjectives and Distinguishing words can be arranged
as follows:

(3) a. Six subtypes of characteristic adjectives (Ma, 1995: 362)
A1 K/~ 1 (general size) Az i & (quality) As "B (tastes and odors) As K/ 2
(specific size) As it (color) As FZIK (shape)

b. Four subtypes of distinguishing words (Ma, 1995: 363)
D1 i F2E (high degree) e.g., F ! “giant” K& “a large number”

D2: i (source) e.g., [E /" “domestic” A L “artificial”

Ds: ##fH (special type)  e.g., A 4 “colored” £ “light”

Da: 2% (relation) e.g., 57} “English-Chinese”

(3a) demonstrates six subtypes of characteristic adjectives. Here, A1 general size only
concerns big and small in a general meaning, while A4 specific size has a more specific mean-
ing: long and short, thick and thin, etc. (3b) displays four subtypes of distinguishing words.
Characteristic adjectives and Distinguishing words seem to share similar meanings in some
cases, but they differ in gradeability and behave differently in combination with 4~ “not™:

(4) RK “very big” K “not big”
1BFE4; “very traditional” L4 “not traditional”
*R T “very artificial”  */4~ A\ T “not artificial”
*RE “very giant” *RNEA “not giant”

As illustrated in (4), the Characteristic adjectives K “big” and 144t “traditional” are
gradable, and they can be used directly after 4~ “not”; while Distinguishing words A T. “ar-
tificial” and .78 “giant” are ungradable and cannot be used directly after 1~ “not.”

Returning to the Chinese premodifier order, “fRZ&TE %A (State adjective) > B
1] (Characteristic adjective) > [X 5/]d] (Distinguishing word)” shares the same distribution as

(2a) Evaluative > General property > Age > Color > Provenance > Manufacture > Type. Be-
cause State adjectives are analogous to evaluative, Characteristic adjectives correspond with
general property, age, and color; Distinguishing words are similar to provenance, manufac-
ture, and type. From the discussions above, we can conclude that the Chinese premodifier
order also follows my contention: subjective, extrinsic, and abstract premodifiers precede ob-
jective, intrinsic, and concrete premodifiers.

2.2.3. Iconicity

Iconicity is a property of language form that reflects the conceptualization of the real
world. Aitchison (2001: 164) illustrated, “Languages inevitably shadow the world, and try to
retain this shadowing, it is sometimes claimed. That is, they weakly copy certain external fig-
ures, a phenomenon known as iconicity.” There are three iconic linguistic principles: the iconic
quantity, iconic proximity, and iconic sequencing principles (Ungerer & Schmid 2013). The
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iconic proximity principle is associated with the issue of premodifier order among the three
principles. This correlation is briefly illustrated by (5):

(5) *the famous delicious Italian pepperoni pizza

*the Italian delicious famous pepperoni pizza

*the famous pepperoni delicious Italian pizza

*the pepperoni delicious famous Italian pizza
(Ungerer & Schmid 2013: 302)

Ungerer and Schmid (2013) suggested that only the first combination is acceptable. How-
ever, apart from the combinations given in (5), “the Italian famous delicious pepperoni pizza”
is also acceptable when we want to emphasize the origin. For example, consider there are a
“famous delicious Italian pepperoni pizza” and a “famous delicious American pepperoni
pizza”; if you want to make yourself clear, the best choice is to move “Italian” forward to
highlight it (we look at this pragmatic issue in Chapter 5).

Nevertheless, the first sequence is the most acceptable because pepperoni is one of the
ingredients of the pizza, so it must be placed closest to the head noun; Italian is the origin of
the pizza, as the origin is also an intrinsic characteristic of the pizza, so it should be placed in
the second place next to the head noun; and famous and delicious are the evaluation of the
pizza, which are closer to the speaker’s opinion rather than the pizza itself, so they receive the
most remote place.

From the example discussed above, we can safely conclude that iconicity is also in ac-
cordance with “subjectivity and objectivity,” as objective, intrinsic, and concrete premodifiers
(pepperoni and Italian) are closer to the head noun, while subjective, extrinsic, and abstract
premodifiers (famous and delicious) are further from the head noun. For Chinese, the main
aim of Yang’s (2006) study was to advocate that the iconic proximity principle affects Chinese
premodifier order, yielding the same conclusion for Chinese.

2.3. Discussion of other semantic factors
As mentioned above, “subjectivity and objectivity” is the most influential factor determining
premodifier order because it can subsume other semantic factors.

First, we will focus on the correlation between “absoluteness and number of oppositions”
and “subjectivity and objectivity.” If the property of the object is objective, then we do not
have to compare the object with others to decide which premodifier we must use; however, if
the property of the object is subjective, then we must compare the object with other objects or
at least with the standard we have in our minds. For a nice plastic plate, for example, we can
directly decide that the plate is made of plastic without comparing it with other plates, but we
have to compare it with at least our standard to decide whether it is nice. We can infer from
the discussion above that “absoluteness and number of oppositions” is identical to “subjectiv-
ity and objectivity.”

Apart from “absoluteness and number of oppositions,” there are two factors that need to
be discussed: “definiteness of denotation,” noted by Sweet (1900), and “semantic congruity
and affective load,” suggested by Richards (1977).

Therefore, we will look at the “definiteness of denotation.” Next, the denotation of a pre-
modifier may change when it modifies different objects. Premodifiers with high definiteness
of denotation barely change even when they modify different objects, while premodifiers with
low definiteness of denotation change greatly. Premodifiers with low definiteness are said to
precede those with high definiteness. Again, in the example of a nice plastic plate, nice may
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denote pattern, shape, or quality in this phrase; at the same time, it can denote kind-heartedness
when a head noun is a person or deliciousness when the head noun is a meal, while plastic
denotes the same regardless of what it modifies. As a result, plastic is closer to the head noun
than nice because it has a higher definiteness of denotation.

“Definiteness of denotation” and “absoluteness” appear to have almost the same signifi-
cance in deciding premodifier order in the result of Martin’s (1969) experiment (“definiteness
of denotation” is most significant and “absoluteness” is the second). Martin (1969: 703)
pointed out that “definiteness of denotation” and “absoluteness” are parallel in that “Adjec-
tives which are low in absoluteness will be indefinite in denotation as they are sensitive to
comparisons among instances. Adjectives high in absoluteness will be definite in denotation
as they are not sensitive to comparisons among instances.” Since we have concluded that “ab-
soluteness and number of oppositions” is identical to “subjectivity and objectivity,” we can
deduce that “definiteness of denotation” also coincides with “subjectivity and objectivity.”

Finally, I will focus on “semantic congruity and affective load” suggested by Richards
(1977). “Semantic congruity and affective load” has been noted to be the most influential fac-
tor in Wulff’s (2003) study. However, from my perspective, “semantic congruity and affective
load” is not a practical factor in clarifying the premodifier order. I insist that it is impractical
because there are too many cases where the premodifiers in the same phrase have the same
affective load (2369 out of 3234 examined pairs in Wulff’s (2003) experiment). In this case,
“semantic congruity and affective load” could not determine the preference for a given order.
Although the “semantic congruity and affective load” factor demonstrates a high relevance in
the result of Wulff’s (2003) test, 2369 out of 3234 pairs were not determined by this factor. In
this sense, “semantic congruity and affective load” cannot serve effectively as a factor for
unraveling the premodifier order.

In conclusion, “subjectivity and objectivity” is the most crucial factor determining pre-
modifier order because it can explain all other semantic factors. On this basis, | propose that
“subjective, extrinsic, and abstract premodifiers precede objective, intrinsic, and concrete
ones.” Moreover, English and Chinese have similar premodifier orders in line with the pro-
posed principle.

3. Syntactic factors

Before semantic factors were demonstrated to be the most influential factor determining pre-
modifier order, the question of what determines premodifier order was analyzed from the
perspective of syntax.

Vendler (1963) attempted to explain premodifier order from a syntactic principle to the
effect that premodifiers derived from the same transformation can be classified as a group, and
the order of the groups determines the order of premodifiers. This can be illustrated briefly by
the small blue car: a blue car is said to be transformed from the car is blue, i.e., N is A; a
small car is said to be derived from the car is small for a car, i.e., N is A for N. The group
with the structure “N is A for N precedes the group with “N is A.” As a result, this transfor-
mation can explain why small precedes blue in the small blue car.

Many writers have vehemently contested the claim that syntactic factors primarily influ-
ence premodifier order. For instance, Byrne (1979: 73) pointed out that syntactic factors are
completely conventional and simply reflect semantic factors. Feist (2011: 103) also concluded
that the premodifier’s syntactic performance was rooted in its semantic structure. Regarding
the premodifier order, the assessment that semantics rules over syntax has become a consensus.
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Nonetheless, syntax still plays a vital role in analyzing the difference between premodifier
strings with a comma or conjunction and strings with no separation. The former type is called
a broken premodifier string, e.g., a tall, dark, and handsome man, while the latter is called an
unbroken premodifier string, e.g., a tall, dark, handsome man (Vendler 1968). | will deal with
the syntactic structures of both broken and unbroken premodifier strings in English and reveal
the differences between these two strings in 3.1. Then, the same topic in Chinese will be dis-
cussed in Section 3.2, and finally, I will compare English and Chinese in Section 3.3.

3.1. Syntactic structure of premodifier strings in English
3.1.1. Syntactic structure of unbroken strings

small blue car

As presented in (6), the syntactic structure for small blue car is [small [blue car]]. Blue
combines with car first to generate a subset of cars: the set of blue cars, then small combines
with blue car, which connotes that it is modifying the set of blue cars. As a result, the most
subjective, extrinsic, and abstract premodifier (which contains the tiniest information about
the head noun) will be combined last in order to maximize the precision of communication
(Simonic 2018: 7). This hierarchical structure has also been stated by Feist (2011: 103), who
noted that the syntactic structure of premodifier zones is [Reinforcer [Epithet [Descriptor
[Classifier head]]]].

Nevertheless, there are exceptions from my point of view, especially in phrases of color,
such as pale blue eyes. In my opinion, the syntactic structure of pale blue eyes is not [pale
[blue eyes]] but [[pale blue] eyes]. Because pale blue is recognized as a kind of color, it is not
the blue eyes that are pale but the color blue.

3.1.2. Syntactic structure of broken strings

Richards (1977: 78) pointed out that the constraint on premodifier order is only valid in
unbroken strings, but it does not seem to hold in broken strings. The reason can be found in
the syntactic structure of the broken premodifier order illustrated by Simonic (2018):

(7)

car

small and blue

From the syntactic structure in (7), we can see that the broken premodifier string no longer
sustains the hierarchical structure assumed by the unbroken string. Instead, premodifiers make
a coordinate combination first, and it is the combination that modifies the head noun. Conse-
quently, the order of premodifiers is not very important because the content of the premodifier
combination does not change regardless of the order.
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Byrne (1979) claimed that a conjunction counteracts constraints on premodifier order.
However, | assume premodifier ordering preferences still exist even when the string is broken.
Table 2 and Table 3 are presented to confirm my assumption:

Adj:Adj, Adj.Adj1
1 poor (Adj1) little (Adj) 764 8
2 handsome young 481 8
3 poor old 353 7
4 long black 906 11
5 little old 913 70
6 ground black 2178 2
7 large blue 144 1
8 whole wide 386 1
9 big bad 497 5
10 beautiful young 883 18
Table 2: Data of unbroken premodifier strings
Adji, Adj2 Adjz, Adjs
1 poor(Adji), little(Adj.) 10 1
2 handsome, young 14 17
3 poor, old 21 3
4 long, black 151 3
5 little, old 9 2
6 ground, black 5 0
7 large, blue 6 0
8 whole, wide 11 0
9 big, bad 207 5
10 beautiful, young 48 68

Table3: Data of broken premodifier strings

Tables 2 and 3 contain ten randomly selected premodifier strings from the Corpus of Con-
temporary American English (COCA). All the strings have hierarchical syntactic
constructions. Table 2 displays the frequencies of both the preferred order (Adji1Adj2) and
converse order (Adj2Adj1) of the unbroken premodifier strings, while Table 3 displays the
same frequencies of broken premodifier strings.

By comparing Tables 2 and 3, it is evident that: 1) for strings with the same components,
unbroken strings are more commonly used; 2) premodifier order preference is weakened in
broken strings because the converse order has a higher frequency than the preferred order in
Data No. 2 and No. 10 in Table 3; and 3) the preferred order in unbroken strings is still pre-
ferred in broken strings, which indicates that the constraints on premodifier order remain valid
even on broken strings. This point is consistent with Rosales and Scontras’s (2019: 9) obser-
vation: “In English, where multi-adjective strings optionally feature conjunction, we found
that with conjunction, subjectivity-based ordering preferences weaken but persist.”
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3.2. Syntactic structure of premodifier strings in Chinese

Zhu (1982) stated that there are two kinds of nominal modification-center structures in Chi-
nese: k& 2R IE4E #) (agglutinated modification-center structure) and 21 & =R 1E 45 14
(combined modification-center structure). The difference between the two structures is that in
the agglutinated modification-center structure, premodifiers combine with the head noun di-
rectly, while in the combined modification-center structure, premodifiers must use the
postposition 1) to combine with the head noun:

(8) a ki&=URIELEH) (agglutinated modification-center structure)
e.g., it “pancake,” A HRE “bus”
b. 2HA& R 1E 45 ) (combined modification-center structure)
e.g., TEAYPE “thin cake,” AILAIYIZE “public car”

As illustrated in (8), the agglutinated modification-center structure tends to construct a subset
of the head noun, which implies that the agglutinated modification-center structure is regarded
as a noun. Contrariwise, the combined modification-center structure constructs a noun phrase
in which premodifiers describe the head noun. In this case, the restriction that creates a subset
of the head noun is also observed. However, the key point of the combined modification-center
structure is not the subset but highlighting the property of the head noun. Next, 1 will reveal
the syntactic structure of the agglutinated modification-center structure in Section 3.2.1 and
the agglutinated modification-center structure in Section 3.2.2.

3.1.2. Syntactic structure of the agglutinated modification-center structure

As mentioned above, the agglutinated modification-center structure constructs a subset of
the head noun. As a result, the syntactic structure of the agglutinated modification-center struc-
ture is identical to that of unbroken premodifier strings in English. Take KX [ iR “big round
eyes,” for example:

(9)
N
round eyes

In (9), “round” first combines with IR “eyes” to form a subset of eyes, [7RHH
“round eyes,” differing from other types of eye shape; then K “big” integrates with it to indi-
cate a subset of [F IR “round eyes,” KA R “big round eyes,” in contrast with /| [ AR
“small round eyes.” The feature that classifies an object rather than describes it is similar to
that of a Classifier in English.

As mentioned in Section 2.2.2, adjectives in Chinese are categorized as 4 i 2 %% 1]

(Characteristic adjectives), JRk #2517 (State adjectives), and [X %1 (Distinguishing
words). Unlike State adjectives, which must be used through a combined modification-center
structure, both Characteristic adjectives and Distinguishing words can constitute an agglu-
tinated modification-center structure. At the same time, Characteristic adjectives and
Distinguishing words can also be used in the combined modification-center structure form by
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adding HJ. Their categorization label will also change to a State adjective because they no
longer classify the head noun but describe it. This matter will be discussed further in the next
section.

3.2.2. Syntactic structure of the combined modification-center structure

Combined modification-center structures are employed to describe the head noun rather
than create a subset. Therefore, the syntactic structure of the combined modification-center
structure is in accordance with broken premodifier strings in English. For instance, (10) illus-
trates the syntactic structure of the combined modification-center structure, JXifii [& 79 HE i
“big and round eyes.”

(10)

R

) eyes
N
(H9)
big (roste1) and round postp

Here, KX “big” and [ “round,” which are Characteristic adjectives in (9), shift to State
adjectives by adding the postposition 4. Consequently, they no longer emphasize the gener-
ation of subsets but describe the features of the eyes. As previously mentioned, both
Characteristic adjectives and Distinguishing words can be altered to State adjectives by adding
1. To give an example of Distinguishing words, the syntactic structure of [E7= ¥ & AL
“domestic color television,” which is composed of Distinguishing words and the head noun,
will be presented in (11); the syntactic structure of the version in which the same Distinguish-
ing words shift to State adjectives: [E/=1) (., ) ZEAHEM “domestic and chromatic
television,” is displayed in (12):

(11) />\
SR 2 R
domestic color television
(12)
A
television

Ery ()

(cony)

PN

domestic postp chromatic postp
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From (11) and (12), it is evident that Distinguishing words also can change to the com-
bined modification-center structure form by adding F4. Furthermore, the distinction between
the meanings of the two structures parallels that of Characteristic adjectives. On the one hand,
in (11), %t “color” first combines with LA “television” to form a subset of television, 5%
EHAN “color television,” in contrast to & F LA “monochromatic television”; then [/
“domestic” combines with ¥ AL “color television” to construct a subset [E /=3 & H AL
“domestic color television,” in contrast to 2 [ Z A H AL “imported color television.” On the
other hand, (12) [E;=8J (. ) EEAHEM “domestic and chromatic television” is used to
emphasize the features “domestic and chromatic” of the television.

Nonetheless, there are also differences between the combined modification-center struc-
tures transformed from Characteristic adjectives and Distinguishing words. That is, in the
combined modification-center structure transformed from Characteristic adjectives, such as
K AR “big and round eyes,” the first adjective’s Y is omitted, but the conjunction

“and” cannot be omitted. Conversely, in the combined modification-center structure trans-
formed from Distinguishing words, such as [E =1 (. ) EAWIHEA “domestic and
chromatic television,” the first adjective’s #J must remain. In addition, instead of a conjunc-
tion word such as 17 (and), a punctuation mark “, > can be used. Moreover, the mark “, ”
generally appears but can be neglected in informal use. The structure with punctuation “, ,”
namely, “a ), a4 n,” has a frequency of 49,081,119 in BLCU Corpus Center (BCC), while
the structure without “, ,” that is, “a 1) a9 n,” has a frequency of 2,348.

In addition, the combined modification-center structure transformed from Distinguishing
words cannot be applied to “a Ifi a #J n,” while the combined modification-center structure
transformed from Characteristic adjectives can be applied to “a FJ(. )a #J n,” but for the most
part only for polysyllabic words. In this case, i of the first adjective is commonly omitted;
that is, “a (19, ) a #J n.” We will analyze this point in Chapter 4.

3.3. Contrast between English and Chinese
There are two similarities between English and Chinese premodifier strings from the view-
point of syntax.

First, premodifier strings in English and Chinese both have two kinds of syntactic struc-
tures: hierarchical and non-hierarchical. However, this difference is caused by the presence or
absence of a conjunction in English, while in Chinese, it is the postposition F that differenti-
ates the two structures.

Second, premodifier order preference is abated but still valid in non-hierarchical struc-
tures in both English and Chinese. This was demonstrated for English in Section 3.1.2, and
Tables 4 and 5 present the counterparts for Chinese.

Adj:Adj, Adj2Adj1
1 | K (Adj1) [ (Adj2) HRHiE “big round eyes” 535 3
2 | K A [ “big problem” 2086 0
3 |/ [E % “small round table” 278 0
4 | &R % “thick quilt” 49 0
5 | # £: XY “old hen” 713 0
RS G 53 0
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“new English-Chinese dictionary”

AT o ek 1 .
“artificial radioactive element”

g | HEK SRR AT " o
“high-level inter-disciplinary talent”

9 — % %R ) . 13 0
“general question”

10 KL %EZ i o 694 0
“large scale integrated circuit”

Table 4: Data of agglutinated modification-center structures
Adj:Adj2 Adj.Adj1

1 K (Adj1) 1M [F# (Adj2) “big and round” 37 5

2 K M MERY “big and difficult” 24 0

3 /N T [ A “small and round” 38 10

4 | ]Iz M HEZIH “extensive and profound” 342 23

5 L T A K “ordinary but great” 143 13

6 SRR ENHEY “beloved and beautiful” 13 2

7 R ESERY “young and beautiful” 462 16

8 224 W] 5ERY “safe and reliable” 620 6

9 ST H H Y “independent and free” 95 48

10 PR VLR “serious and earnest” 604 117

Table 5: Data of combined modification-center structures

Table 4 illustrates the frequencies of ten agglutinated modification-center structures, and
Table 5 illustrates the frequencies of ten combined modification-center structures in Chinese.
Again, the frequency of the preferred order is displayed on the left, while the converse order
is on the right. The Chinese data do not illustrate a contrastive relation between the two tables
as in the case of English data because although Characteristic adjectives and Distinguishing
words can be used in combined modification-center structures and the usages are grammati-
cally valid, they are not attested.

As illustrated in Table 4, the orders of agglutinated modification-center structures are
strictly restricted. In contrast, the orders of the combined modification-center structures are
constrained, but the constraints are less strict than those on agglutinated modification-center
structures. Furthermore, we can see that the orders favored in hierarchical structures in Table
4 still demonstrate priority in non-hierarchical structures in Table 5.

There is, however, a distinction between English and Chinese regarding the conjunction.
Richards (1977) pointed out that premodifiers in broken strings can be semantically congruent
or incongruent. Semantically congruent premodifiers have similar senses, whereas incongru-
ent premodifiers have contrary senses. (13) and (14) are instances given by Richards (1977:
491):

(13) a. The poor, wretched child begged on the street.
b. The poor and wretched child begged on the street.
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(14) a. The poor, happy child begged on the street.
b. The poor but happy child begged on the street.

As illustrated in (13), semantically congruent premodifiers are conjoined by a comma or the
conjunction “and,” while incongruent premodifiers are conjoined by a comma or the conjunc-
tion “but” in (14). The comma can be used in both congruent and incongruent situations. In
Chinese, contrariwise, the punctuation mark (. ) can only be used in congruent strings. In
Chinese, semantically congruent premodifiers in combined modification-center structures are
conjoined with punctuation (. ) or conjunctions such as 1fi “and,” or even conjoined directly
without any marker; to conjoin incongruent premodifiers, a conjunction such as [ “but” or
{H “but” is necessary. Specifically, it is customary to say ¥ ;LT K HJ “ordinary but great,”

but *>- ML (FY) fiKAY is unacceptable.

4. Phonological factors

Phonological factors have also been affirmed to influence premodifier order in English and
Chinese. The factor that has been discussed the most in this area is the length of the premodi-
fier, and the length factor has a great significance in determining the premodifier order,
particularly in Chinese.

This chapter is structured as follows. In Section 4.1, | will argue that although the length
factor influences premodifier order, it does not outstrip the semantic factor in English; in Sec-
tion 4.2, 1 will demonstrate that the length factor has a higher significance in determining
premodifier order in Chinese than in English, especially when considering {4 i /& %% 1] (Char-
acteristic adjective). Additionally, a discovery between tones and the premodifier order in
Chinese is illustrated in Section 4.3.

4.1. Length factor in English

Grossman et al. (1975) indicated that shorter words commonly precede longer ones in English.
Goyvaerts (1968) suggested that this point also works for the premodifier order by presenting
the contrast in (15), in that (15a) is more acceptable than (15b):

(15) a. the long intelligent book
b. the intelligent long book (Goyvaerts 1968: 13)

Moreover, Wulff (2003) indicated that the length factor could help predict the premodifier
order more accurately, but unfortunately, it cannot be considered a determining factor. This is
because the length factor only took the sixth most influential place among the eight factors in
Wulff’s (2003) experiment. I present the data in Table 6 to confirm this observation.

Length in letters Length in

syllables
1 | extra virgin olive oil Al
2 | chronic obstructive pulmonary disease O?

! The premodifier strings with “A” follow the principle of length factor in that shorter premodifiers precede
longer ones either in terms of letters or syllables, but they have premodifiers that share the same length in the
other term.

2 The premodifier strings with “O” totally follow the principle of length factor.
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national collegiate athletic association
African Methodist episcopal church A
royal Canadian mounted police
double white revised pages

vice presidential running mate
Democratic vice presidential candidate
severe acute respiratory syndrome A
10 | big fat Greek wedding A
Table 6: Top ten high-frequency triple premodifier strings in COCA

> >

O N0~ W

Table 6 displays ten triple premodifier strings with the highest frequency in COCA. | analyzed
the length of each string, both in terms of the number of letters and syllables. Only two out of
ten strings follow the principle that shorter premodifiers precede longer ones from the per-
spective of letters, and five out of ten strings follow the principle from the perspective of
syllables. Only No. 2 completely adheres to the principle, while the others have premodifiers
with the same length of letters or syllables, which suggests that the length factor cannot deter-
mine the order of those strings. Therefore, the result is in accordance with Wulff’s (2003)
proposal that the length factor helps determine premodifier orders but does not weigh as much
as the semantic factor.

4.2. Length factor in Chinese

Chinese premodifier orders are more closely related to the length factor than in the case of
English. For example, Ma (1995: 359) maintained that single-syllable Characteristic adjectives
follow double-syllable Characteristic adjectives. Moreover, Wang (2017: 160) claimed that
the number of syllables is an exceedingly critical factor in determining premodifier orders in
Chinese. However, unlike English, this phonological preference appears only in the context of
premodifier orders in Chinese. The effect of the length factor on agglutinated modification-
center structures will be examined in Section 4.2.1, and the effect on combined modification-
center structures is elucidated in Section 4.2.2.

4.2.1. Effect on agglutinated modification-center structure
As mentioned in Section 3.2.1, among the three classifications of Chinese premodifiers,

M E %A (Characteristic adjective), fR&TE451A (State adjective), and [X.5!3d] (Distin-
guishing words), only Characteristic adjectives and Distinguishing words can construct
agglutinated modification-center structures. Accordingly, the effect of length should be con-
sidered in three situations: all-Characteristic adjective strings, all-Distinguishing word strings,
and strings with both Characteristic adjectives and Distinguishing words, which will be dis-
cussed separately in Subsections 4.2.1.1, 4.2.1.2, and 4.2.1.

4.2.1.1. Effect on all-Characteristic adjective strings

First, we will examine the effect of length on all-Characteristic adjective strings. In (16),
the same items are employed as in (3a) in Section 2.2.2, which presents six subtypes of char-
acteristic adjectives:
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(16) Six subtypes of characteristic adjectives (Ma, 1995: 362)
A1 K/~ 1 (general size) A i (quality) As BREE (tastes and odors) As K/ 2
(specific size) As Fifh (color) Ags IR (shape)

Ma (1995: 359) noted that the basic order within all-Characteristic adjective strings is “A1
> A2> As> As> As> As”. Some examples are illustrated in (17).

(17) a. X[ H “big round table™:
K “big” — A, [# “round” — As; A1 > Ag
b. SR £E “black straight line™:
“black” — As, [E. “straight” — Ag; As > As
C.RVBUEE “cooked salted egg™:
2 “cooked” — Ao, Ji “salty” — As; Az > Az

As illustrated in (17), all strings follow the order “A1> A2> Az> As> As> As”. However,
this rule applies only when all Characteristic adjectives concerned are single-syllable premod-
ifiers. This order does not necessarily hold when a single-syllable Characteristic adjective and
a double-syllable Characteristic adjective are used together:

(18) a.* KA il “(big) practical dictionary”
K “big” — A1, SLH “practical” — Az A1 > Ay
b. 5 H K- “practical (big) dictionary”
SEH “practical” — Az, K “big” — A1} A2> Ax

In Chinese, (18b) is the accurate method to express a practical dictionary, whereas (18a)
is not acceptable. However, (18b), the acceptable one, does not follow the order “A1> A2 > Az
> As> As > Ag”. Consequently, for all-Characteristic adjective strings with both single- and
double-syllable Characteristic adjectives, the length factor determines the premodifier order.
Specifically, the phonological factor has more influence than the semantic factor in this case.
More examples are provided in (19) to prove this claim:

(19) a F KA “white coat”
H £ “white” — As, K “big” — A1; As> A1
b.JE)T/ N “muddy path”
VE77 “muddy” — Ag, /) “small” — A1; A2> Aq

Examples in (19) illustrate that the phonological factor overrides the semantic factor when
single-syllable Characteristic adjectives and double-syllable Characteristic adjectives appear
simultaneously. Furthermore, this phenomenon mainly occurs when big and small in A1 K/
1 (general size) participate in the word combination.

4.2.1.2. Effect on all-Distinguishing word strings
Second, we will focus on the effect of length on all-Distinguishing words. Equation (20)
presents the four subtypes of distinguishing words, which is the same as (3b) in Section 2.2.2.
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(20) Four subtypes of distinguishing words (Ma, 1995: 363)
D1 i F2E (high degree) e.g., F ! “giant” K& “a large number”
D2: IR (source) e.g., B~ “domestic” A I “artificial”
Ds: ki (special type) e.g., A 4 “colored” 575! “light”
Da: <% (relation)  e.g., %7 “English-Chinese”

Ma(1995: 361) indicated that the order within all-Distinguishing word strings is “D1 > D2 >
D3 > D4” based on semantics. Some instances are illustrated in (21):

(21) am=mEWRE ALY “high-level inter-disciplinary talent”
)21k “high-level” — D1, & &% “inter-disciplinary” — D3; D1 > D3
b. N\ LT3 “artificial radioactive element”
N L “artificial” — D2, i “radioactive” — D3; D2> D3
C. R INAEE AR FELIE (large-scale integrated circuit)
KHINAE (large scale) — D1, 2E1% (integrated) — Ds; D1> D3
d. 18] B 4 33A] B “concise English-Chinese dictionary”
f&7 B “concise” — Ds, 327X “English-Chinese” — Da; D3> D4

All the examples in (21) follow the semantic principle. Regarding the length factor, (21c)
is supportive because the triple-syllable premodifier XHAE “large scale” precedes the double-
syllable premodifier ££5% “integrated.” On the contrary, (21c) fails to adhere to the phonolog-
ical principle since the triple syllable premodifier fdf14: “radioactive” is placed after the
double syllable premodifier A T “artificial.” Consequently, we can conclude that the length
factor does not influence the order of all-Distinguishing word strings. (22) exhibits additional
instances.

(22) a.[F ;= E A XAHLR “domestic compound machine tool”
£ “domestic” — D2, & &3\ “compound” — Ds3; D2> D3
b. = [E FRMERAE (main multinational river)
F 3 “main” — D1, [E PR “multinational” — D3; D1> D3

Triple-syllable premodifiers follow double-syllable premodifiers in (22a) and (22b),
which concludes that the semantic factor is more important than the phonological factor in
determining premodifier orders in all-Distinguishing word strings.

4.2.1.3. Effect on strings with both types

Finally, we focus on the effect of length on strings with both Characteristic adjectives and
Distinguishing words. Ma (1995: 361) stated that: i) Characteristic adjectives precede Distin-
guishing words more often than Distinguishing words precede Characteristic adjectives; and
ii) Characteristic adjectives K “big” and /> “small” precede Distinguishing words, which
have the meaning of gender, e.g., KA “big rooster,” but follow other Distinguishing words,
e.g., I KA B “Russian—Chinese dictionary.”

However, according to my perspective: i) except for the Characteristic adjective ¥ “new,”
which always foregoes Distinguishing words, the orders of all the other Characteristic adjec-
tives and Distinguishing words adhere to the length principle; and ii) if the premodifiers share
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the same length, the semantic factor determines the order; that is to say, Characteristic adjec-
tives precede Distinguishing words. Some examples are presented in (23) to prove (i).

(23) a. (A% Z (D)iA # “new English—Chinese dictionary”
b."4H(D)IH(A) £ &
“old treaties and agreements between China and foreign powers”
c. ToB% (D) H (A)#i %] “seedless white grape”
d. 5FAL(D) K (A)E i “Beijing-Hangzhou Grand Canal”

Apart from (23a), where the characteristic adjective ¥7 “new” appears, all the other ex-
amples follow the principle that longer premodifiers precede shorter premodifiers.
Characteristic adjectives should precede Distinguishing words in terms of semantic factors,
but when Distinguishing words have more syllables than Characteristic adjectives, the phono-
logical factor matters rather than the semantic factor. Conversely, as mentioned in (ii), when
Distinguishing words are Characteristic adjectives, Distinguishing words follow Characteris-
tic adjectives. The following are some examples:

24) aE(A)EHD)TY “old hen”
b.lE(A) % (D) A\ “fat woman”
C.EEZE(A) KX (D)X “important natural forest region”
d.— % (A)%E 1 (D)#] “general question”

From the examples in (24), it is evident that when the Distinguishing word and the Char-
acteristic adjective have the same length, the former is placed closer to the head noun based
on semantic factors. Based on the discussions in Sections 4.2.1.1 and 4.2.1.2, we can conclude
that when Characteristic adjectives are involved, and the premodifiers differ in length, the
phonological factor has a more substantial effect than the semantic factor in determining the
premodifier order. However, in other cases, it is still the semantic factor that counts.

| suppose that the reason the length factor only affects when Characteristic adjectives are
involved can be revealed from a historical perspective. As we can see in Sections 4.2.1.1 and
4.2.1.2, virtually all Characteristic adjectives are monosyllabic and disyllabic, while Distin-
guishing words are disyllabic and polysyllabic. Dong (2018: 4) noted that all the words in
ancient Chinese were monosyllabic, and disyllables in contemporary Chinese are composed
of monosyllables. Accordingly, monosyllabic words are considered more appropriate to gen-
erate a new word (the subset in agglutinated modification-center structures) than disyllabic
words, so monosyllabic words tend to be placed closer to the head noun. As mentioned above,
there are a large number of monosyllabic words in Characteristic adjectives. Therefore, the
length factor is only affected when Characteristic adjectives are involved.

4.2.2. Effect on combined modification-center structure

As presented in Table 5 in Section 3.3, the constraints on order preference in combined
modification-center structures are looser than those in agglutinated modification-center struc-
tures but are nevertheless valid. As far as | can see, the length factor is not a determining factor
for the premodifier order in the combined modification-center structures. Some instances are
given below:

3 “A” represents Characteristic adjectives and “D” represents Distinguishing words.
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(25) a Ty HioRmy BRRAR /M oRmy SHrRY R AR
“new and great milestone”
b.Af R IRIRA NFRoesR HRBER A7) NBRISR
“good and warm interpersonal relationship”
I ZURY KB S1E 1 KA JRIZURY) F4F
“big and acute event”
d. LAY JCHTE MRS &M [ JCHTE MRS TRELRY A

“flurried and confused night”

As illustrated in (25), a longer word in the first position and a shorter one in the first
position are equally acceptable in this case. However, as mentioned in the last segment of
Section 3.2.2, for the most part, only combined modification-center structure transformed
from polysyllabic Characteristic adjectives can be applied to the format of “a 1 (. )aFJ n.”
Monosyllabic Characteristic adjectives need to shift to polysyllabic Characteristic adjectives
to be adapted to the schema of “a FJ(, )a #J n” in most cases. Table 7 illustrates the relevant
examples.

No. Polysyllabic form Monosyllabic form
1 | KRR )E A (big and round) 4 | KREY( HEA 0
2 | Agur(. )KKRY (thin and long) 10 | 4HE9(. Y KAY 0
3 | EEHI(, )FEHERFY (subtle and sweet) 5 | ¥, )ERY 0
4 | ey, )IRERY (red and round) 3 | Ay, )EW 0
5 | mimf( )& RY (tall and thin) 11 | &0 )ER 2

Table 7: Data of monosyllabic Characteristic adjectives in “a FJ(, )aHJ n”

Frequencies in BCC of the five pairs of monosyllabic Characteristic adjectives in both
polysyllabic and monosyllabic forms are presented in Table 7. We can see that it is more
common for monosyllabic Characteristic adjectives to be transformed into polysyllabic forms
in the structure of “a #J(, )a 9 n.” Conversely, when monosyllabic Characteristic adjectives
are used separately, i.e., “a 4 n,” there is no need to shift them into polysyllabic forms. For
instance, “KHJ n” has a frequency of 1,217 times, while “XKHJ n” has a frequency of 962
times in BCC, and these frequency numbers are very close to each other.

4.3. Tone factor in Chinese

While analyzing corpus data in Chinese, | discovered that Chinese premodifier orders correlate
with tones in Chinese, especially in double adjective strings with combined modification-cen-
ter structures, that is, “a(fJ, )a #J n.” In Mandarin Chinese, to differentiate the meaning of
the relevant morphemes, the same syllable can be pronounced with different tones, as illus-
trated in (26).

(26) First tone: "/ 1 a/al
Second tone: "/ 2 a/a2
Third tone: /3 a/a3
Fourth tone: '/ 4 ala4
Neutral tone: /5 alab
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As illustrated in (26), Mandarin Chinese has four main tones and a neutral tone. The neutral
tone is secondary since it is transformed from other tones in specific situations, e.g., tR{
“happy” kuai4 huo2 — kuai4 huo5. To reveal the correlation between Chinese premodifier
orders and tones, 30 preferred orders in the format “a(fJ, )a 9 n” are displayed in Table 8
with their tones (the 1 after the two adjectives are omitted in the table).

1 JE2 “disappointed” i+ “painful” shil wang4 tong4 ku3
2 KE “naive” LA “ignorant” tianl zhenl wu2 zhil

3 it “feudal” f£ 45 “traditional” fengl jian4 chuan2 tong3
4 SR “positive” JFEH “cheerful” le4 guanl kail lang3

5 — % “ordinary” ¥ “common” yi4 banl pu3 tongl

6 S “desolate” £ %4 “lonely” huangl liang2 ji4 mo4

7 HEBA “smart” BSHL “brave” congl ming2 yong2 gan3

8 4B “bustling” #A [ “lively” fan2 hua2 re4 nao5(4)*

9 153 “refreshing” ‘B A “pleasant” qing1 shuang3 yi2 ren2
10 H i “free” KT “democratic” zi4 you2 min2 zhu3

11 LR “imperious” #i18 “overbearing” zhuanl heng4 ba4 dao4
12 IR “poor” ¥ /& “behind” pin2 kun4 luo4 hou4

13 Kt “dissolute” 1% “happy” fengl liu2 kuai4 huo5(2)
14 K “romantic” £/ “handsome” fengl liu2 jun4 giao4
15 JE ™ “solemn” f4iK “great” zhuangl yan2 wei3 da4

16 #HF “passionate” AT “excited” re4 lie4 xingl fend

17 P “resourceful” HAER “humorous” jil zhi4 youl mo4

18 £5K “nervous” JUEL “busy” jin3 zhangl mang2 luan4

19 FBE “loyal” #351 “honest” zhongl cheng? lao3 shi5(2)

20 FNN “beautiful” 7] %7 “cute” mei3 1i4 ke3 ai4

21 7l “individual” #75% “special” ge4 bie3 te4 shul

22 .2l “simple” Zh#E “naive” danl chun2 you4 zhi4

23 “21f “comprehensive” &M “objective” quan2 mian4 ke4 guanl
24 A2 “young” {5t “beautiful” nian2 qingl piao4 liang5(4)
25 2% “gentle” 31N “beautiful” wenl rou2 mei3 li4

26 MR “serious” T\ E: “earnest” yan2 sud ren4 zhenl

27 K 4F “friendly” 4145 “united” you2 hao3 tuan2 jie2

28 1E7 “normal” & “healthy” zheng4 chang? jian4 kangl
29 )k “complicated” BIfE “trivial” fan2 za2 suo3 suid

30 H i “free” iK1k “lively” zi4 you2 huo2 pol

Table 8: Tones of preferred orders in the format “a(#J. )a 9y n”

4 5(4) indicates that in this case, the neutral tone is transformed from the fourth tone.
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All the data in Table 8 are composed of four characters. Therefore, | counted the number of
tones for each character (except for the neutral tone, which was assigned to each tone before
the tone modulation). Table 9 presents the results.

First char.® | Second char. Third char. Fourth char. Total
First tone 14 5 3 7 29
Second tone 7 13 8 4(2)° 32(2)
Third tone 2 3 6 5 16
Fourth tone 7 9 13 14(2) 14(2)

Table 9: The number of each tone at each character

Coincidentally, each tone appears most frequently in the word with the same order in the se-
quence of the string. For example, the third tone appears most often at the third word six out
of 16 times. Wang (2007: 500) pointed out that the order of characters in double-character
words follows the order of tones in Chinese and that this principle also applies to most four-
character words. As the order of the four main tones of Mandarin Chinese is the most familiar
and in natural phonological order, it is only reasonable for people to arrange premodifiers for
this order.

5. Pragmatic factors
In the domain of pragmatics, there are two factors to be mainly discussed: noun-specific fre-
quency and general frequency. Both Martin’s (1969) and Wulff’s (2003) experiments proved
that these pragmatic factors are the second most influential factor after semantic factors. How-
ever, in my opinion, these two factors can be explained from the viewpoint of semantic factors.
Besides, the usage of marked order highlighting the focal point (“the Italian famous de-
licious pepperoni pizza,” which was mentioned in Section 2.2.3) will also be discussed in this
chapter. In what follows, | will argue the correlation between pragmatic factors and semantic
factors in Section 5.1. Then | will focus on the emphatic usage of marked order in both English
and Chinese in Section 5.2. Finally, I will introduce some observations of marked orders in
English in Section 5.3.

5.1. Correlation between pragmatic factors and semantic factors
First, we will focus on noun-specific frequency. Noun-specific frequency counts the frequency
of a premodifier appearing with a specific head noun. Lockhart and Martin’s (1969) experi-
ment demonstrated that when speaking of the head noun, the premodifier coming first to one’s
mind is placed closest to the head noun; that is, the premodifier appearing with the head noun
most is the closest element. As far as | am concerned, premodifiers with high noun-specific
frequency describe the most crucial feature of the head noun, which is intrinsic and concrete.
Therefore, it is semantic factors that determine a premodifier’s noun-specific frequency.
Then, as for general frequency, Ney (1983) noted that the premodifier with high frequency
precedes the one with low frequency. From my perspective, the semantic factor, the number
of oppositions, can unravel this point. For example, in “Evaluative > General property > Age
> Color > Provenance > Manufacture > Type,” type is countless while there are only seven

% Char. is the abbreviation for character.
6 4(2) illustrates that apart from four second tone words appearing at the fourth word, there are two neutral tone
words that are transformed from the second tone appearing at the fourth word.
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basic colors. If one million objects are modified by type and color simultaneously, the fre-
quency that a specific type is chosen is smaller than that of a specific color chosen. As a result,
a premodifier’s general frequency is also related to semantic factors.

5.2. Emphatic usage of marked order

The marked order is frequently used to emphasize the most critical difference between
the head noun and the other objects; that is, despite semantic principles, the most efficient
premodifier for identifying the head noun is placed foremost. As mentioned in Section 2.2.3,
the famous delicious Italian pepperoni pizza is properly ordered. Nevertheless, if all the pizzas
are famous delicious pepperoni pizza and the one we refer to is from Italy while others are
from America, it is appropriate for us to say the Italian famous delicious pepperoni pizza to
highlight the sole difference, namely, the origin of the pizza.

The experimental result of Oller and Sales (1969) supported this statement. Their subjects
were shown small and colored squares. In the unmarked order, small precedes the color, for
example, the small red square. However, when only one square was small and red while all
the other squares were green and small, the majority of the subjects said the red small square
to characterize the small red square.

Moreover, Danks and Schwenk’s (1972) experiment obtained the same result. When both
size and color were necessary, or neither of them was necessary to identify the car, the un-
marked order the large red car was preferred 85% of the time. On the contrary, when color
was the sole difference from other cars, the marked order of the red large car was preferred
57% of the time. Finally, when size was the sole difference to other cars, the unmarked order’s
preference increased to 96%. As a result, people tend to arrange the most efficient premodifier
for identifying the head noun before other premodifiers.

In the emphatic usage of marked order, we should pay attention to two requirements:
stress and pause. Martin (1970: 382) noted that the stronger the constraint on premodifier order
is, the more subjects place a pause in the marked order. In addition, Danks and Schwenk (1972:
184) indicated that laying stress on the first premodifier in marked orders is obligatory.

The emphatic usage of marked order also exists in Chinese. When it comes to combined
modification-center structures, the usage is very similar to English. We can directly reverse
the order and insert a pause and a stress: [E =% AL “domestic and chromatic televi-
sion” — B [E = AL “chromatic and domestic television.” On the other hand, when
the premodifier we want to emphasize is used in an agglutinated modification-center structure,
in addition to a pause and a stress, we also have to shift it to a combined modification-center
structure in order to place the emphasized adjective in the front:/)N 2L <P “little red umbrella”
— K /A “red little umbrella”; ¥ E0) 21 “delicate red coral” — ZL AR 52
HOHMES “red delicate coral.”
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5.3. Some observation of marked orders in English
Feist (2011: 213) noted that the marked order was recently used more frequently than in the
past. To verify this statement, | compared the frequency of marked orders in the 1960s and
2010s in Corpus of Historical American English (COHA) and obtained an interesting obser-
vation. Relevant data are displayed in Tables 10 and 11:

1960s 2010s

1 | poor little (thing) 1/102(0.97%)’ 0/41(0%)

2 | handsome young (man) 1/36(2.70%) 0/39(0%)

3 | poor old (man) 1/113(0.88%) 1/22(4.35%)
4 | long black (hair) 0/71(0%) 0/108(0%)
5 | good old (days) 0/173(0%) 5/455(1.09%)
6 | ground black (pepper) 0/2(0%) 0/83(0%)

7 | fine young (man) 0/27(0%) 0/24(0%)

8 | nice young (man) 0/41(0%) 0/29(0%)

9 | dear young (lady) 0/0(0%) 0/1(0%)

10 | beautiful young (woman) 0/36(0%) 0/30(0%)
11 | large dark (eyes) 0/9(0%) 0/9(0%)

12 | little old (man) 4/253(1.56%) 2/33(5.71%)
13 | tall young (man) 0/15(0%) 0/4(0%)
14 | big bad (wolf) 1/28(3.45%) 0/19(0%)
15 | clear blue (eyes) 0/12(0%) 0/40(0%)
16 | whole wide (world) 0/16(0%) 0/18(0%)
17 | ripe old (age) 0/5(0%) 0/13(0%)
18 | large blue (eyes) 0/13(0%) 0/8(0%)

19 | big brown (eyes) 0/20(0%) 0/26(0%)
20 | good little (girl) 4/40(9.09%) 7122(24.1%)

Table 10: Data of evaluative, general property, age, and color strings
1960s 2010s

1 | national public (radio) 0/1(0%) 4/1085(0.37%)
2 | gross domestic (product) 0/0 (0%) 6/512(1.16%)
3 | roman catholic (church) 0/228(0%) 0/42(0%)

4 | Democratic national (committee) 41/118(25.79%) 103/770(11.80%)
5 | American medical (association) 0/94(0%) 0/34(0%)

6 | federal reserve (bank) 0/167(0%) 1/825(0.12%)
7 | commercial real (estate) 0/1(0%) 3/205(1.44%)
8 | American free (trade) 1/3(25%) 9/143(5.92%)
9 | Latin American (countries) 0/172(0%) 1/802(0.12%)
10 | Republican presidential (candidate) 0/98(0%) 3/1264(0.24%)
11 | European central (bank) 18/2(90%) 64/293(17.93%)
12 | virgin olive (oil) 0/0(0%) 1/256(0.39%)
13 | international criminal (court) 0/1(0%) 1/209(0.48%)
14 | international Olympic (committee) 0/5(0%) 1/151(0.66%)

71/102(0.97%) indicates that there are one marked order (poor little) and 102 unmarked orders (little poor) ap-

pearing in the data from the 1960s. And the percentage of the marked order is 0.97%.
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15 | African national (congress) 0/9(0%) 1/57(1.72%)
16 | international monetary (fund) 0/75(0%) 0/32(0%)
17 | Democratic presidential (candidate) 0/53(0%) 0/49(0%)
18 | chief financial (officer) 0/0(0%) 0/377(0%)
19 | American foreign (policy) 0/54(0%) 0/213(0%)
20 | federal grand (jury) 0/47(0%) 0/135(0%)

Table 11: Data of provenance, manufacture, and type strings

In Table 10, premodifiers are of the types of evaluative, general property, age, and color,
while in Table 11, premodifiers are of provenance, manufacture, and type. The gray units
show where the marked order was used more frequently in the 2010s than in the 1960s. Overall,
in 14 out of 40 cases, marked orders were used more often in the 2010s. In addition, four out
of 20 evaluative, general property, age, and color strings, and ten out of 20 provenance, man-
ufacture, and type strings have higher frequencies in the marked orders in the 2010s. In other
words, evaluative, general property, age, and color strings have stronger constraints on the
arrangement of adjectives than provenance, manufacture, and type strings.

However, as shown in the premodifier order in English, namely, “Evaluative > General
property > Age > Color > Provenance > Manufacture > Type,” evaluative, general property,
age, and color are further from the head noun than provenance, manufacture, and type. More-
over, groups further from the head noun should have looser constraints than those closer to the
head noun in general. My guess is that this point may have something to do with whether the
group is an open class or a closed class. In my opinion, provenance, manufacture, and type,
especially manufacture and type, are composed of open-class items. This is because with the
development of science and technology, new manufacture and type are invented every year.
Conversely, evaluative, general property, age, and color are composed of closed-class items
because their members are stationary and limited. As a result, the strength of the constraint on
each group may be influenced by the openness of the word classes.

6. Conclusion
This study analyzed the factors influencing premodifier order in English and Chinese. In con-
clusion, English and Chinese share similar premodifier orders, and in both languages, the most
influential factor is the semantic factor, which states that “subjective, extrinsic, and abstract
premodifiers precede objective, intrinsic, and concrete ones.” Specifically, there are similari-
ties and differences between English and Chinese premodifier orders in terms of several
factors, which will be summarized below.

First, for semantic factors, English and Chinese premodifier orders are determined by the
semantic factor. Therefore, English and Chinese have similar premodifier orders in line.

Second, syntactic factors are not determining factors, but the different senses deriving
from different structures in both English and Chinese can be explained by illustrating their
syntactic structures. Moreover, in both English and Chinese premodifier order, the constraints
on hierarchical structures are loosened but still exist in non-hierarchical structures. However,
the triggers are different in the two languages. In English, the syntactic structure is triggered
by the existence or non-existence of conjunction, while it is the postposition 4 that differen-
tiates the two structures in Chinese. Furthermore, in English, the punctuation mark of a comma
“,” can be used in conjunction with both semantically congruent premodifiers and incongruent
ones. On the contrary, the punctuation mark “, ” can only be used when conjoining semanti-

cally congruent premodifiers in Chinese.
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Third, concerning phonological factors, the length factor does not strongly correlate with
English premodifier order. On the other hand, in Chinese premodifier order, the length factor
outstrips the semantic factor when Characteristic adjectives are involved due to a historical
reason. In addition, the Chinese premodifier order is also related to tones.

Lastly, with regard to pragmatic factors, those which are said to influence the premodifier
order in English can be subsumed by semantic factors. Also, the emphatic usage of marked
order exists in both English and Chinese, demonstrating a more complicated change regarding
agglutinated modification-center structures in Chinese.

In summary, both English and Chinese premodifier orders are most strongly influenced
by the semantic principle that “subjective, extrinsic, and abstract premodifiers precede objec-
tive, intrinsic, and concrete ones,” while the Chinese premodifier order is sometimes
determined by phonological factors. Moreover, marked orders in both languages can be ex-
plained by pragmatic factors.

This study demonstrates that while English and Chinese belong to different language fam-
ilies, they share similar word order, and the most significant determining factor is the same.
Although the reasons behind some phenomena in the two languages remain to be further dis-
cussed, this thesis presented a comprehensive cross-linguistic analysis of the premodifier order
of adjectives.
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