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Abstract 
 

 Focusing on the relative ordering of determiner phrase (DetP) in Mandarin 

relative clause (RC), this dissertation aims to identify factors affecting the positioning of 

the DetP in RCs, thus gaining better theoretical and empirical insights into how two 

alternative forms of syntactic structure are chosen in language use.  

RC construction in Chinese is typologically unique, because it combines the 

(S)VO word order and noun-final properties (Greenberg, 1966; Dryer, 1994). Chinese is 

also known as an isolating language with little morphological inflections. One exception 

is its numeral classifier system, in which a classifier must agree with its modified noun 

phrase. When a DetP sequence (consisted of a demonstrative/numeral and a classifier) 

co-occurs with an RC, the DetP can either precede or follow the RC, forming two flexible 

word orderings, namely, DetP-first and DetP-second constructions. In recent years, some 

researchers have begun to investigate the distribution pattern of DetP-RC co-occurrences, 

and found a relatively consistent asymmetrical distribution pattern in corpora, that is, 

SRCs prefer DetP-first constructions, while ORCs prefer DetP-second constructions (Pu, 

2007; Wu, 2009; Tao & Ming, 2010; Sheng & Wu, 2013).  

These previous studies are certainly informative, but thus far there has been 

lacking even a descriptively adequate account of determiner positioning for two different 

reasons. First, almost all of these studies examined the impact of each confounding 

variable (i.e. RC extraction type, the grammatical role of head noun) in isolation, by 

applying mono-causal analyses. However, given that the mind of the speaker engaged in 

a communicative situation, there are neither variables in isolation nor will the choice for a 

structure take place as a purely sequential comparison strategy. Second, little work has 

investigated the psychological reality of the observed asymmetrical distribution pattern 

by cross-manipulating the factor of determiner position and RC type in online 

comprehension tasks. To fill these gaps, this dissertation endevors to find out, through a 

corpus study and two self-paced reading experiments, the factors affecting the 

distribution of DetP in RCs, their respective weight in accounting for its positioning bias 

shown in the corpus, and how DetP-first vs. DetP-second influence real time processing 

of different types of RCs.  
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For the corpus investigation, I present a multifactorial analysis of 1462 cases of 

determiner and RC co-occurrence construction retrieved from the Chinese Penn Treebank 

8.0. The data were firstly coded for eight predictors of determiner positioning, including 

relative clause extraction type, RC length, grammatical role of head noun in the matrix, 

animacy of head noun and embedded noun, determiner phrase type, and lexical form of 

the embedded noun. Other than conducting univariate analysis, I use a multiple logistic 

regression model to analyze the effects of these various factors. The modelling results 

show that overall, the choice of two different determiner positionings is mainly predicted 

by RC extraction type, RC length, and lexical form of the embedded noun. However, the 

grammatical role of head noun in the matrix clause, and the animacy of embedded noun 

play a secondary role in the choice of determiner positioning.  

To further examine the interaction of determiner phrase position and RC 

extraction type on real-time processing of DetP-RC co-occurrence constructions, I also 

conducted two self-paced reading experiments, in which I manipulated RC Type and 

DetP Position (demonstrative classifier phrase) (Experiment 1 & Experiment 2), as well 

as the complexity of sentence structure (Experiment 2). Results show that i) the online 

reading comprehsension pattern exhibit an asymmmetrical pattern with respect to the 

ease of processing, which is consistent with the pattern observed from the corpus 

investigation\supporting the experience-based accounts; ii) the necessity of adding a 

determiner phrase for the RC-modifying head noun is confirmed; iii) the complexity of 

sentence struture where the relative clause is embedded do affect the ease of processing. 

Taking together the corpus findings and comprehension pattern observed, this 

dissertation argues for an extension of the proposal that grammars are in part shaped by 

processing systems (MacDonald, 2013; Hawkins, 2014; Kurumada & Jaeger, 2015), 

specifically with regard to multifactorially determined phenomena such as the relative 

position of determiner and relative clause.  
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