
40

The Journal of Chinese Linguistics vol.49, no.1 (January 2021): 40–70
© 2021 by the Journal of Chinese Linguistics. ISSN 0091-3723/ Minimal word condition 
and the source of potential interpretation in V-bu-C. (In Chinese) By Liyuan Liu and 
Shengli Feng. All rights reserved.

V C
1,2 3

1   2

  3

V
C

V C

V CO

V C

V C

        

                                                          
2017 6 3 (ICPG-4) 2017

11 14

(Shengli Feng; ) [fengshengli@blcu.edu.cn]; ,
100083, (Faculty of Linguistic Sciences, Beijing Language and Culture University, 
100083 Beijing); https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5960-0092

The
 C

hin
ese

 U
niv

ers
ity

 of
 H

on
g K

on
g  

Pres
s: C

op
yri

gh
ted

 M
ate

ria
ls



70 JOURNAL OF CHINESE LINGUISTICS VOL.49, NO.1 (2021)

MINIMAL WORD CONDITION AND THE SOURCE  
OF POTENTIAL INTERPRETATION IN V-BU-C 

Liyuan Liu1,2 Shengli Feng3 
1University of Science and Technology Beijing   

2The Chinese University of Hong Kong 
3Beijing Language and Culture University 

 
ABSTRACT 
The word de is generally used to express capability in the affirmative 
forms of Chinese potential structure. But the negative potential structure 
V-bu -C without de can also express the meaning of capability. What 
the origin of potential interpretation in V-bu-C is remains to be a mystery 
in the research of Chinese syntax. This paper proposes that there is a 
syntactic position in V-bu-C expressing the potential meaning. However, 
the reason de does not appear in the phonological form depends on 
prosody. Specifically, de cannot appear in the syntactic environment with 
both object and complement. This can be attributed to the mechanism of 
the nuclear stress assignment in Mandarin. Being the nuclear stress 
assigner, V-bu-C must be in conformity with the minimal word condition 
(not greater than or equal to three syllables), as a result of which de 
cannot show up in the phonological form. Such an analysis not only 
answers the question of what the source of the potential interpretation of 
V-bu-C is from the view of syntax, but also deduces and interprets 
various forms of potential structures. 
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