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The structure of Num+CL in the Zhōutún dialect can be divided into two
kinds: VCP and NCP. The VCP in VCP+V is the adverbial, while the NCP
can either precede or follow the N it modifies. In NCP+N, the NCP is the
attribute; however, in N+NCP, the NCP can be the post-attribute and the
adverbial, according to the syntactic property of N. The language contact of
the Zhōutún dialect with Amdo Tibetan (AT) plays a role in leading to the
peculiarities of Num+CL in the Zhōutún dialect.
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1. Introduction

The Zhōutún dialect is a Chinese dialect or a Chinese-Tibetan mixed language
spoken by the native population (especially the Hàn people) of Zhōutún, a
village in Guìdé County, Haǐnán Tibetan Autonomous Prefecture, Qīnghǎi
Province, P.R. China. Under strong influence from Amdo Tibetan (AT), the
basic word order of the Zhōutún dialect has changed from SVO to rigid SOV.
The dialect also has several linguistic phenomena related to SOV word order,
such as postpositions and case markers, which do not exist or rarely exist in
Mandarin with SVO word order.

The history of the Zhōutún village can be traced to the Míng Dynasty. In
1406, the Míng government dispatched people to guard Guìdé County, and these
individuals came from Hézhōu (currently Línxià, Gānsù Province, Zhe 2001).
The ancestors of Zhōutún then settled down and built the village under the lead
of Officer Jian Zhou 周鑒. Zhōutún was built mainly to resist the nearby Tibetans
around the area. During the long-term contact, Zhōutún has been influenced in
many respects by the Tibetan villages nearby. Of course, the language system of
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the Zhōutún dialect, which is the focus of this paper, has inevitably been affected
by AT as well. In a systematic study, Zhou (2016) stated that the Zhōutún dialect
can be treated as a “Chinese dialect with deep contact”, but he also noted that it is
reasonable to define the Zhōutún dialect as a mixed language.

Studies on language contact and mixed language in northwestern China have
proliferated in recent years. Ren (2004) and Wang (2008), among others,
described the basic word order of the Xīníng dialect. Wang & Dede (2016) dis-
cussed negation in the Xīníng dialect and demonstrated that the word order fea-
tures of the negative markers are developed from language contact. Xu (2014)
offered a thorough description of the Tángwāng dialect. Both the Xīníng dialect
and the Tángwāng dialect are affected by language contact, having a preferred
SOV word order. The Wǔtún dialect (Janhunen et al. 2008; Sandman 2016) is
another mixed language with Chinese vocabulary and Tibetan syntax. Compared
with the Xīníng and Tángwāng dialects, the Wǔtún dialect has a rigid SOV word
order, indicating a deeper degree of language contact in the latter than in the for-
mer. In this respect, the Zhōutún dialect resembles the Wǔtún dialect rather than
the Xīníng dialect and the Tángwāng dialect.

As a result of constant language contact, the Zhōutún dialect is in a process
of language type shifting in which some peculiar phenomena reflect middle stages
between Mandarin and Tibetan. In this paper, we focus on the structure of
Numeral (Num)+Classifier (CL) in the Zhōutún dialect, as in Example (1) and
(2):1

(1) 我
ŋɤ
1

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

三
sã
three

個
kɤ
cl

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

‘I ate three apples.’

(2) 貓娃
mɔua
cat

兩
liɑ̃
two

個
kɤ
cl

跑
phɔ
run

著
tʂɤ
prog

過來
kuɤlᴇ
come

了
lɔ
pfv

‘Two cats are running and coming.’

In the Zhōutún dialect, Num must be followed by CL to semantically modify a
noun (N), as sã kɤ and liɑ̃ kɤ in Example (1) and (2). What is the syntactic status
of Num+CL in each sentence? The answer appears to be obvious: in the structure

1. The Zhōutún examples were collected by the author in fieldwork in Zhōutún Village from
Sept. to Oct. 2014, Nov. 2014 to Jan. 2015, and Aug. to Sept. 2015. The main instructors of the
Zhōutún dialect, among others, are Yongming Zhe (male, 53), Yongmei Hu (female, 52), Chun-
long Zhe (male, 30) and Juhua Song (female, 26), who are family members.
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of N+Num+CL, Num+CL is the post-attribute of N, and N+Num+CL is a noun
phrase (NP) as a whole, as the object and subject of Example (1) and (2), respec-
tively. However, the situation is more complex. In fact, as shown in § 3, it is only
the Num+CL liɑ̃ kɤ in Example (2) that can be analyzed as a post-attribute, while
the Num+CL sã kɤ in Example (1) is not an attribute of the preceding N. More-
over, it is only the N+Num+CL in sentences such as Example (2) that is an NP,
while that in Example (1) is not. The syntactic asymmetry of Num+CL in differ-
ent situations is the primary focus of this paper, with Num+CL in sentences such
as Example (1) gaining most of the attention.

Before exploring the topic of this paper, we introduce some prerequisite knowl-
edge of the Zhōutún dialect in § 2. In § 3, we analyze the structure of Num+CL
in detail. We then attempt to explain the synchronic performance of Num+CL in
terms of language contact in § 4.

2. Some relevant prerequisite knowledge of the Zhōutún dialect

This section discusses three aspects of the Zhōutún dialect that relate to the topic
of this paper: § 2.1 the overall profile of the Zhōutún dialect; § 2.2 the types and
positions of Num+CL; and § 2.3 the postpositional marker xa 哈.

2.1 The Zhōutún dialect: An overview

The Zhōutún dialect has mixed features: the syntax resembles that of Amdo
Tibetan (e.g. the rigid SOV word order, the postpositions and the case marking
system), whereas most of the vocabulary derives from Chinese. Regarding
phonology, on the one hand, the Zhōutún dialect has only two phonemic tones,
a phenomenon of tone simplification influenced by Amdo Tibetan, which has no
tone. On the other hand, most phonemes can be found in Chinese, in which some
Tibetan features such as consonant clusters are not found.

According to the data collected at the end of 2014, the Zhōutún village has
882 settlers, of which 85 percent are Hàn people, 10 percent are Tibetans, and 5
percent are Monguor/Tǔ people. All the Hàn people, whose population numbers
approximately 750, fluently use the Zhōutún dialect in daily conversation with
each other. Because of the lack of close investigation, the current level of bilingual-
ism for the Tibetans and Monguor/Tǔ people in the village is unclear. According
to the author’s general observation, when communicating with the Hàn people
in the village, the Monguor/Tǔ people tend to use the Zhōutún dialect, while
Tibetans use Tibetan.
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The Hàn people in the village, particularly those older than 80 years, can
speak Amdo Tibetan as well. Unfortunately, since they are few in number and
have poor health (they rarely go out to meet Tibetans), the author was unable
to obtain data from their conversations with Tibetans. Nonetheless, one of the
author’s instructors, Qiulan Xu (then 82 years old), assured me that when she was
young, the Hàn people in the Zhōutún village frequently communicated with the
nearby Tibetans in Tibetan. Currently, a certain number of middle-aged speakers
(close to 40 years old) can speak Amdo Tibetan, particularly merchants who often
conduct business with Tibetans in nearby villages.

The younger generation, however, has a lower level of fluency in Tibetan.
They are more familiar with the dialect QiáoHuà (a local variety of the Xīníng
dialect2 spoken in Guìdé County, twenty-two kilometers from the Zhōutún vil-
lage) for two main reasons. First, with social development, a villager finds moving
to a developed county more convenient and is more eager to do so. Second, as
part of the compulsory education, teenagers in the Zhōutún village are sent to
boarding schools in the county, where their classmates come from the county and
other villages, and QiáoHuà is used as a common language. In fact, due to this
expanded communication with people outside the village, many elder people in
the Zhōutún village master QiáoHuà, too.

The other language that influences the Zhōutún dialect is Modern Standard
Mandarin (MSM), whose penetration occurs mainly through TV programs. Nev-
ertheless, the influence is minor, and people differ in whether they can or want to
use MSM to converse with outsiders (such as the author). Moreover, their “MSM”
greatly interferes with the Zhōutún dialect. For example, some native speakers
would thank the author by saying nia ɕiᴇɕiᴇ uo 2:ACC thank PART ‘Thank you’.
Here, the word order is OV rather than VO, and the accusative marker (not found
in MSM) is used. The word ɕiᴇɕiᴇ ‘thank’, however, is from MSM (in the Zhōutún
dialect, the corresponding word is mafã ‘trouble’).

In their classical study, Thomason & Kaufman (1988) described two basic
types of interference, known as borrowing and interference through shift. The
Zhōutún dialect is more likely to have experienced a borrowing-induced change,
similarly to the Wǔtún dialect. Thomason & Kaufman (1988), based on the data
from Li (1983), designated the Wǔtún dialect as “category (5) borrowing” within
their classification scheme, i.e. the category corresponding to “heavy structural
borrowing”. They wrote (Thomason & Kaufman 1988: 92):

2. Wang & Dede (2016) noted that the Xīníng dialect is spoken in Xīníng city as well as in
some counties including Guìdé County, with slight variations in pronunciation and lexicon in
these counties.
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[In Wutun] The lexicon, though mostly Chinese, includes many Tibetan loanwords.
These loanwords have non-Chinese segments and consonant clusters; in addition,
Wutun has entirely lost phonemic tones… The most striking morphosyntactic fea-
tures borrowed from Tibetan are rigid verb-final word order; strictly post-
positional ordering, with no co-verbs; use of a causative suffix instead of resultative
compounds; development of several cases; and almost total reduction of the classi-
fier system to one classifier.

These descriptions also fit the Zhōutún dialect, except that the Zhōutún dialect
features neither many Tibetan loanwords nor non-Chinese segments and conso-
nant clusters.3 Thus, the Zhōutún dialect may have undergone a “heavy structural
borrowing” from nearby Tibetan, though to a slightly lesser degree than that of
the Wǔtún dialect.4

2.2 The syntax of Num+CL

2.2.1 Types
In the Zhōutún dialect, classifiers can be divided into noun classifiers and verbal
classifiers. Thus, the structure of Num+CL can be a noun classifier phrase (NCP)
or a verbal classifier phrase (VCP). NCP semantically modifies a noun, while
VCP modifies the verb (V). For examples:

3. As for the tone system, T&K cited Li (1983), stating “Wǔtún has entirely lost phonemic
tones”. Sandmann (2016) also mentioned no tones but rather word stress in the Wǔtún dialect.
Acuo & Xiang (2015), however, argued that the Wǔtún dialect has two tones. We believe that
whether the Wǔtún dialect has a tone system is a matter of analysis rather than a linguistic fact
because the two-tone system is atypical. In the tone system of the Zhōutún dialect, the situation
is analogous: one can either consider the dialect to have two tones or argue for a distinction
between low vs. high or non-stressed vs. stressed.
4. Wang & Dede (2016) maintained that the Xīníng dialect “underwent a period of shift-
induced language change”, in which the population that was “originally non-Chinese-speaking
shifted to speaking Chinese”. They explained that in “the long period of contact with more stan-
dard varieties of Chinese”, the speakers can “refine the lexicon and phonology so that there is
currently little to no trace of the original language in those systems”. This situation is another
scenario that should be differentiated from borrowing. For the Zhōutún dialect, we are inclined
to argue that the speakers maintained their identity as the descendants of the Chinese immi-
grants and used the Zhōutún dialect as a Chinese variety, while borrowing many elements from
Tibetan. However, because of the lack of documents and other concrete evidence, we cannot
obtain access to the history of oral language usage in the Zhōutún village. The question remains
as to whether the changes in the Zhōutún dialect are borrowing-induced or shift-induced.
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(3) 書
fʋ̩
book

一
i
one

本
pɤ̃
cl

/
/
/

一
i
one

本
pɤ̃
cl

書
fʋ̩
book

‘one book’

(4) 我
ŋɤ
1

北京
pɨtɕĩ
Beijing

三
sã
three

回
xuɨ
cl

去
tɕhi
go

了
lɔ
pfv

‘I went to Beijing three times.’

In Example (3), the NCP i pɤ̃ semantically modifies the N fʋ̩ whether it follows or
precedes the fʋ̩. In Example (4), the VCP sã xuɨ modifies the verb tɕhi. In Exam-
ple (3) and (4), we can see that NCP is the attribute of N, while VCP is the adver-
bial of V. That is, NCP and VCP have different syntactic properties.

In the Zhōutún dialect, noun classifiers and verbal classifiers are two sets
without any intersections except for kɤ 個. We introduce kɤ here briefly because
it is the most common classifier in the Zhōutún dialect, regardless of the type of
classifier.

As far as classifiers are concerned,5 the homophonous form kɤ has a dual
identity as both a noun classifier and a verbal classifier. Example (1) and (2) show
its function as a noun classifier; by contrast, in Example (5) below, kɤ is a verbal
classifier.

(5) 你
ni
2

一
i
one

個
kɤ
cl

拾掇
ʂʅtuɤ
tidy

嗒
ta
part

‘You clear up (somewhere).’

In Example (5), the phrase i kɤ clearly does not modify the pronoun ni. In con-
trast, i kɤ modifies the verb ʂʅtuɤ, expressing the subtle meaning of ‘to have a try’
or ‘to do something for a short time’. Therefore, i kɤ in Example (5) is a VCP
rather than an NCP.

2.2.2 Positions
As shown in Example (3), NCP can either follow or precede the N that it mod-
ifies, forming the structures of N+NCP and NCP+N, respectively. Of the two
structures, the former is used far more frequently than the latter, especially when
the N is not a subject. Meanwhile, the former is pragmatically neutral, with no
additional pragmatic meaning. For example, if the native speakers are asked for

5. kɤ can also be a demonstrative and a particle.
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the natural expression of ‘I ate three apples’, they would prefer Example (1) above
rather than Example (6) below.

(6) ?我
ŋɤ
1

三
sã
three

個
kɤ
cl

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

‘I ate three apples.’

Compared to the former structure, the latter NCP+N is used under three circum-
stances.

First, if the numeral is emphasized, then the NCP usually precedes the N. See
Example (7).

(7) 我
ŋɤ
1

三
sã
three

個
kɤ
cl

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了，
lɔ,
pfv,

再
tsᴇ
again

不
pʋ̩
not

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

‘I have eaten three apples and am not eating any more.’

In Example (7), the speaker emphasizes that he or she has eaten THREE apples
and thus cannot or does not want to eat any more. Under this circumstance,
NCP+N can apply.

The second circumstance under which the NCP precedes the N is when a
demonstrative (Dem) is added. See Example (8) below.

(8) a. 我
ŋɤ
1

個
kɤ
this

三
sã
three

個
kɤ
cl

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

b. *我
ŋɤ
1

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

個
kɤ
this

三
sã
three

個
kɤ
cl

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

c. *我
ŋɤ
1

個
kɤ
this

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

三
sã
three

個
kɤ
cl

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

‘I ate these three apples.’

Example (8) indicates that when a Dem is considered, the only possible structure
is Dem+NCP+N, while the NCP cannot be placed after the N.

Last, if the N which is semantically modified by the NCP is relativized, then
the NCP should precede the N. See Example (9).

(9) a. 我
ŋɤ
1

扎西
tʂaɕi
pn

哈
xa
dat

書
fʋ̩
book

一
i
one

本
pɤ̃
cl

給
kɨ
give

掉
tiɔ
comp

了
lɔ
pfv

‘I gave Zhaxi a book.’
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→
b.

我
ŋɤ
1

扎西
tʂaɕi
pn

哈
xa
dat

給
kɨ
give

掉
tiɔ
comp

的 （郭）
tɤ (kuɤ)
rel that

一
i
one

本
pɤ̃
cl

書
fʋ̩
book

‘The book I gave to Zhaxi.’

We now consider VCP. Unlike NCP, the only position of VCP is before V. Hence,
Example (10) is ungrammatical.

(10) *我
ŋɤ
1

北京
pɨtɕĩ
Beijing

去
tɕhi
go

了
lɔ
pfv

三
sã
three

回
xuɨ
cl

‘I went to Beijing three times.’

In summary, the NCP in the Zhōutún dialect follows the N in most situations,
while it precedes the N when (a) the numeral is emphasized; (b) it is accompanied
by a Dem; and (c) the N it modifies is relativized. For VCP, it only precedes the V.

2.3 Postpositional marker xa 哈

xa 哈 in the Zhōutún dialect is a multifunctional marker. It is an accusative
marker when it follows the object NP (see § 2.3.1). As a dative marker, it can indi-
cate various semantic roles including the recipient, the beneficiary, the addressee,
the comparative standard, the experiencer and the possessor (see § 2.3.2). This
paper thus designates it a dative-accusative marker.6 Unlike some other dialects
spoken in northwestern China, the xa in the Zhōutún dialect is not a topic marker
(see § 2.3.3). In the flow of speech, xa can be a 啊 as an allophone.

2.3.1 Accusative marker
When used as an accusative marker, xa is not a necessary element. It is often used
when the agent and patient of a clause are obscure. Specifically, if the agent and

6. Other terms for xa are found in the literature, such as anti-ergative (Dede 2007), gram-
matical focus (Janhunen et al. 2008) and highlighter/focus particle (Dwyer 1995).
Among the various terms, the meaning of anti-ergative is substantially identical to that of
the dative-accusative term used in this paper. The designation grammatical focus seems
markedly different from dative-accusative, yet from the examples listed in Janhunen et al.,
the functions of xa in the Wǔtún dialect are identical to those in the Zhōutún dialect: the
authors noticed that in the Wǔtún dialect, the xa can mark both patient-like roles and agent-
like roles, while agent-like roles are the possessor and the experiencer, two semantic roles that
can be marked by datives (see Næss 2008). In the Xúnhuà dialect, the function of the high-
lighter/focus particle defined in Dwyer (1995) differs from that of the dative-accusative
in that the former can mark the actual agents. Such usage can also be found in the Tángwāng
dialect, and this xa is termed topic marker in Xu (2015a). See § 2.3.4.
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patient share the same animacy hierarchy (e.g. both are humans or animals), xa is
used to distinguish them.7 This is shown in Example (11).

(11) a. 扎西
tʂaɕi
pn

玉林
ylĩ
pn

哈
xa
acc

打
ta
beat

了
lɔ
pfv

‘Zhaxi beat Yulin.’
b. 玉林

ylĩ
pn

哈
xa
acc

扎西
tʂaɕi
pn

打
ta
beat

了
lɔ
pfv

‘Yulin, Zhaxi beat (him).’

Although the relative order of tʂaɕi and ylĩ differs in Example (11a) and (11b), xa
signals the identity of ylĩ as the patient wherever it is placed.8

In sentences such as Example (1), in which the agent and patient are very
clear, xa is not necessarily used. However, using xa to signal the object explicitly is
still grammatical. For example, both Example (12a) and (12b) are grammatically
acceptable.9

(12) a. 我
ŋɤ
1

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

b. 我
ŋɤ
1

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

哈
xa
acc

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

‘I eat apple.’

Syntactically, xa is an enclitic adhering to the whole NP rather than the N imme-
diately preceding it, as shown in Example (13).

(13) a. 我
ŋɤ
1

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

帶
tᴇ
and

香蕉
ɕiɑ̃tɕiɔ
banana

哈
xa
acc

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了10

lɔ
pfv

‘I ate apple and banana.’

7. See the detailed discussion of the DOM (differential object marking) in the Zhōutún dialect
in Zhou (2019a).
8. Both (11a) and (11b) are grammatical, though they differ pragmatically: (11b) emphasizes
ylĩ, which means that it is ylĩ who was beaten or can be used to answer questions such as, “What
happened to Yulin?”.
9. The subtle difference between (12a) and (12b) are (a) that the phĩkuɤ in (12b) is definite,
marked by xa, whereas that in (12a) can be definite or indefinite, depending on the context; or
(b) the phĩkuɤ marked by xa is somehow emphasized.
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b. 我
ŋɤ
1

大
ta
big

的 (蘋果)
tɤ (phĩkuɤ)
am (apple)

哈
xa
acc

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

‘I ate the big (apple).’

In Example (13a), xa follows a coordinate NP If the head N of the NP is omitted,
xa can follow the headless NP, as shown in Example (13b).

2.3.2 Dative marker
Example (14) shows the functions of xa as a dative marker, by which various
semantic roles can be marked.

(14) a. 我
ŋɤ
1

扎西
tʂaɕi
pn

哈
xa
dat

書
fʋ̩
book

一
i
one

本
pɤ̃
cl

給
kɨ
give

了
lɔ
pfv

(Recipient)‘I gave Zhaxi a book.’
b. 扎西

tʂaɕi
pn

玉林
ylĩ
pn

哈
xa
dat

衣裳
iʂɑ̃
clothes

取
tshɯ
get

給
kɨ
give

(Beneficiary)‘Zhaxi gets the clothes for Yulin.’
c. 我

ŋɤ
1

扎西
tʂaɕi
pn

哈
xa
dat

說
ʂuɤ
say

著
tʂɤ
prog

個
kɤ
part

(Addressee)‘I am talking to Zhaxi.’
d. 我

ŋɤ
1

你啊
nia
2:dat

歲數
suɨfʋ̩
age

大
ta
old

著
tʂɤ
comp

多
tuɤ
much

(Comparative standard)‘I am much older than you.’
e. 我啊

ŋa
1:dat

餓
uɤ
hungry

著
tʂɤ
comp

很
xɤ̃
very

哩
lɨ
part

(Experiencer)‘I am very hungry.’

10. The reviewer notes that in other Qīnghǎi/Gānnán dialects, the xa would be lia, the
comitative-instrumental postposition. In the Zhōutún dialect, the comitative-instrumental
marker lã (< liɑ̃-kɤ ‘two’) can also be used here to replace xa, unless it constitutes another struc-
ture: lã is used to emphasize that both phĩkuɤ and ɕiɑ̃tɕiɔ are eaten, while xa manifests the
semantic role of phĩkuɤ and ɕiɑ̃tɕiɔ as patients. Moreover, if lã is used, then the coordinator tᴇ
tends to be omitted.
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f. 扎西
tʂaɕi
pn

哈
xa
dat

錢兒
tɕhiᴇ
money

沒
mɨ
not having

(Possessor)‘Zhaxi has no money.’

Notice that among the subjects, only the experiencer and the possessor can be fol-
lowed by the dative xa11 (for a detailed description, see Zhou (2019a).)

Like the accusative marker, the dative xa is also an enclitic adhering to the
entire NP rather than to the N immediately preceding it. Because of space con-
straints, we provide two examples.

(15) 扎西
tʂaɕi
pn

帶
tᴇ
and

連珺
liãtɕỹ
pn

哈
xa
dat

瞌睡
khuɤfɨ
sleepy

了
lɔ
pfv

‘Zhaxi and Lianjun are sleepy.’

(16) 扎西
tʂaɕi
pn

帶
tᴇ
and

連珺
liãtɕỹ
pn

哈
xa
dat

錢兒
tɕhiᴇ
money

沒
mɨ
not having

‘Zhaxi and Lianjun have no money.’

2.3.3 Topic marker?
Xu (2015a) noted that, except for being an accusative marker, the xa in the Táng-
wāng dialect (as well as in some other dialects in northwestern China) can also be
a topic marker, as in Example (17), cited from Xu (2015a: 16):

(17) jɑ̃
sheep

xa
top

tʂhʅ
eat

tʂɛ
prog

‘Sheep are grazing on the grass.’

Dwyer (1995) mentioned the similar usage of xa (i.e. marking an agent-like role)
in the Xùnhuá dialect, while she termed this xa a highlighter or a focus particle.

(18) tha
3

xa
highlither

fan
food

mɔ
neg

tɕhɿ
eat

ʂaŋ
up

(Dwyer 1995:153)‘He did not eat food.’

Dede (2007) also noticed a topic marker xɔ in the Xīníng dialect, which in other
parts of Qīnghǎi (Huángyuán and parts of Huángzhōng) is realized as xa.12

11. Marked by the dative case, the experiencer and the possessor are non-canonical subjects.
12. This information is given by a reviewer. Thanks to the reviewer.
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In the Zhōutún dialect, however, xa cannot be a topic marker. That is, if we
construct a sentence with xa that formally corresponds to Example (17) in the
Tángwāng dialect, the semantic role of “sheep” would vary from the agent to the
patient role, as in Example (19).

(19) 羊
iɑ̃
sheep

哈
xa
acc

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

著
tʂɤ
prog

個
kɤ
part

‘Sheep is being eaten.’

Although “sheep” in both Example (17) and (19) are topics pragmatically, the one
in Example (19) can be a patient only, which excludes the possibility of analyz-
ing iɑ̃ as an agent. In addition, the sentence (18) is ungrammatical in the Zhōutún
dialect, in which the xa, if necessary to use, can only follow the patient fan.

The Zhōutún dialect has topics, but the topic marker is a 啊. For example:

(20) a. 水果樹
fɨkuɤfʋ̩
fruit tree

啊，
a
top

嘚
tɤ
dm

就
tɕiu
only

楉，
ɻuɤ
a kind of pear

甜
thiã
sweet

梨，
li
pear

酸
uã
sour

梨……
li
pear

‘As for fruit trees, there are only pears, including sweet pears and sour
pears.’

b. 長
tʂɑ̃
long

啊
a
top

不
pʋ̩
neg

長，
tʂɑ̃
long

短
tuã
short

啊
a
top

不
pʋ̩
neg

短
tuã
short

嘀
ti
part

郭
kuɤ
that

‘Long, that is not long; short, that is not short.’

Notice that the a in (20) cannot be replaced by xa, whereas in the case of the a as
the allophone of xa, it can always be restored to the case marker xa. This difference
demonstrates that the topic marker a is essentially different to the case marker a.

The topic marker a is rarely used in the Zhōutún dialect, even if the Zhōutún
dialect is a topic prominent language. The latter is indicated by the existence of
the identical topic structures, as shown in (20b), which reflects “a more charac-
teristic property of topic prominent languages” (Liu 2004). This phenomenon is
likely due to the fact that this topic marker has the same pronunciation as the case
marker, and speakers use it rarely to avoid ambiguity.

156 Chenlei Zhou



3. The nature of num+CL

As discussed above, in the Zhōutún dialect, both the syntactic property and posi-
tion of VCP are clear; thus, we do not address VCP in the sections below. The
Num+CL discussed in this section and below is NCP, unless otherwise stated.

The criterion that we use to define the nature of NCP is the position of xa.
Specifically, because xa adheres to NP, the corollary would be that NCP on the left
side of xa belongs to NP and is the attribute of the head N of the NP, whereas NCP
on the right side of xa is not an element of NP and then cannot be the attribute of
the N of the NP.

For convenience, we henceforth use Ns to indicate N as a subject and No to
indicate N as an object. The “object” has a broad meaning, which includes the
object in transitive constructions and the direct object in ditransitive construc-
tions.

3.1 Attribute

3.1.1 In NCP+N
In the structure of NCP+N, NCP is the attribute of N, regardless of whether N is
Ns or No. This is shown in Example (21) and (22).

(21) 兩
liɑ̃
two

個
kɤ
cl

貓娃
mɔua
cat

哈
xa
dat

餓
uɤ
hungry

下
xɤ
comp

了
lɔ
pfv

‘Two cats are hungry.’

(22) 我
ŋɤ
1

三
sã
three

個
kɤ
cl

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

哈
xa
acc

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了，
lɔ
pfv

再
tsᴇ
again

不
pʋ̩
neg

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

‘I have eaten three apples and am not eating any more.’

In these two examples above, xa is a dative marker and an accusative marker,
respectively. The NCPs in both sentences are on the left side of xa; hence, they are
the component of the NP and the attribute of the head N.

3.1.2 In N+NCP
In the structure of N+NCP, NCP cannot be arbitrarily regarded as an attribute.
However, whether NCP in this structure is an attribute depends on which argu-
ment – subject or object – the N fulfills.

If N is Ns, then the NCP following the Ns is the post-attribute. See Exam-
ple (23).
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(23) 貓娃
mɔua
cat

兩
liɑ̃
two

個
kɤ
cl

哈
xa
dat

餓
uɤ
hungry

下
xɤ
comp

了
lɔ
pfv

‘Two cats are hungry.’

In Example (23), because it is on the left side of xa, the NCP belongs to the NP
and is the post-attribute of Ns. Although xa can follow only a subject with the
semantic roles of experiencer and possessor, it is sufficient to prove that NCP is
the post-attribute of Ns.

If, however, N is No, then the NCP following the No is not the post-attribute.
We shall discuss this case in detail below.

3.2 Adverbial

3.2.1 Attribute?
In the structure of No+NCP, the NCP is not the post-attribute of the No, as xa can
only be placed behind No (i.e. the NCP falls on the right side of xa). See Exam-
ple (24).

(24) a. 我
ŋɤ
1

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

哈
xa
acc

三
sã
three

個
kɤ
cl

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

b. *我
ŋɤ
1

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

三
sã
three

個
kɤ
cl

哈
xa
acc

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

‘I ate three apples.’

Example (24a) shows the only possible position of xa as an accusative marker. It is
ungrammatical for xa to be placed after NCP, as shown in Example (24b). There-
fore, it is clear that the NCP is not the attribute of No.

3.2.2 Object?
Could NCP be the object of a sentence such as (24a)? This possibility is valid in
that, semantically speaking, NCP assumes the patient role, particularly when the
No is omitted, as in Example (25).

(25) 我
ŋɤ
1

三
sã
three

個
kɤ
cl

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

‘I ate three.’
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However, sã kɤ in Example (24a) and (25) cannot be analyzed as an object for
certain reasons.

First, xa cannot appear after sã kɤ. As mentioned in § 2.3.1, although xa is
not necessarily used in a sentence whose agent and patient are naturally distinct,
using xa to explicitly indicate the object is nevertheless grammatical. However, xa
is unacceptable when adhering to the sã kɤ in Example (24a) and (25).

Second, if the NCP (sã kɤ) is the object, we would face a theoretical problem.
Namely, a transitive clause would have two objects, including No and NCP. Thus,
in Example (24a), phĩkuɤ is already the object, signified by the accusative marker
xa; how, then, could sã kɤ be another object?

Third, in the Zhōutún dialect, objects can be moved to the beginning of a
sentence for pragmatic reasons (such as emphasis), as shown in Example (11b).
Thus, the phĩkuɤ in Example (24a) can be moved with xa, whereas sã kɤ cannot
be moved simultaneously, as demonstrated by Example (26).

(26) a. 蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

哈
xa
acc

我
ŋɤ
1

三
sã
three

個
kɤ
cl

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

b. *蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

哈
xa
acc

三
sã
three

個
kɤ
cl

我
ŋɤ
1

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

了
lɔ
pfv

‘Apples, I ate three.’

sã kɤ cannot be moved as well as phĩkuɤ, the real object; instead, it remains in the
position before V.

The criteria for movement can also be used to test the identity of the postpo-
sitional NCP in ditransitive constructions. In the Zhōutún dialect, the unmarked
word order of ditransitive constructions is A(gent)+Oi(indirect object)+Od(direct
object)+V. In this sequence, the dative marker xa follows the Oi (see Exam-
ple (14a)). Because xa does not mark the Od, it is impossible to determine the
syntactic property of the NCP following the Od based on the relative position of
xa and the NCP. The criteria for movement, however, still hold: the Od is free to
move to the beginning of the sentence, but the NCP cannot. See Example (27).

(27) a. 書
fʋ̩
book

扎西
tʂaɕi
pn

哈
xa
dat

一
i
one

本
pɤ̃
cl

給
kɨ
give

了
lɔ
pfv

b. *書
fʋ̩
book

一
i
one

本
pɤ̃
cl

扎西
tʂaɕi
pn

哈
xa
dat

給
kɨ
give

了
lɔ
pfv

‘A book is given to Zhaxi.’
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3.2.3 Topic?
One could claim that phĩkuɤ in Example (26a) is the topic such that sã kɤ could
still be the object. In MSM, a special kind of topic is known as a “split topic”, as in
Example (28a).

(28) a. 蘋果
píngguǒ
apple

我
wǒ
1

吃
chī
eat

了
le
pfv

三
sān
three

個
gè
cl

‘Apples, I ate three.’
b. 我

wǒ
1

吃
chī
eat

了
le
pfv

三
sān
three

個
gè
cl

蘋果
píngguǒ
apple

‘I ate three apples.’

Liu (2004) called píngguǒ in Example (27a) a split topic to indicate that it has
moved from the position in (28b) as part of the object NP. In that sense, the object
sān gè píngguǒ in Example (28b) is split into two parts, with the original attribute
sān gè remaining and serving as the object on its own, while the original head N
of the object NP (i.e. píngguǒ) is topicalized. At first glance, Example (27a) and
(28a) seem to be similar in that píngguǒ is moved to the beginning in both sen-
tences and sān gè remains as the object. However, Example (27a) and (28a) fun-
damentally differ.

In their series on topics in Chinese, Liu (2004) and Xu & Liu (2007) empha-
sized that the term topic in Chinese was defined from a syntactic in addition to
pragmatic perspective. In other words, topic in Chinese is a syntactic element
that is somehow equivalent to other arguments such as subjects and objects in that
they all occupy a grammatical slot.13 Hence, we can state that píngguǒ in Exam-
ple (28a) is the topic and sān gè is the object; the entire sentence has the order
T(opic)SVO. The same situation can be found in the Tángwāng dialect, as shown
in Example (29), cited from Xu (2014: 209):14

13. To fully prove that the topic in Chinese occupy a grammatical slot is a long story, and it is
not the aim of this paper. Simply put, according to Xu & Liu (2007), it is hard to point out the syn-
tactic property of some constituents in Chinese sentences, unless we admit the concept of topic
as a grammatical constituent. Take the sentence below (Xu & Liu 2007:41): 水果，我最喜歡蘋
果 (fruit, I most like apple) ‘As for fruits, I like apples most.’ In this sentence, the word 水果 is
neither the subject nor the object (since these two slots have already been occupied by other con-
stituents). Thus, we should admit that 水果 is a grammatical topic, occupying the topic slot.
14. We adjusted the form of the examples, adding abbreviations and translation into English
that were lacking in the original book. We applied this adjustment to Example (35–39) and
(43).
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(29) 我
1

羊
sheep

哈
xa

買
buy

料
pfv

一
one

個，
cl

牛
cow

哈
xa

買
buy

料
pfv

一
one

個
cl

‘Sheep, I bought one; cow, I bought one.’

Because xa can be a topic marker in the Tángwāng dialect (as shown in Exam-
ple (17)), “sheep” and “cow” in Example (29) can be treated as split topics.

However, we cannot apply the same analysis to Example (26a) (i.e. treating
phĩkuɤ in Example (26a) as a split topic) because in (26a), phĩkuɤ is syntacti-
cally an object indicated by the accusative marker xa, which is not, according to
§ 2.3.3, a topic marker. If we want to avoid the two-object predicament, we cannot
define sã kɤ as an object, given that phĩkuɤ has already occupied the object slot.

3.2.4 Adverbial
If the NCP in No+NCP is neither the post-attribute of the No nor the object of the
clause, what is its identity? Perhaps the only remaining possibility is a semantically
awkward but syntactically feasible one: NCP is the adverbial modifying V. More
specifically, NCP in the structure of No+NCP+V modifies the V backward, bearing
the quantificational meaning of V. This analysis is applicable for the reasons below.

First, in the Zhōutún dialect, the Num+CL immediately before V could be the
adverbial. VCP is undoubtedly the adverbial. We do not discuss this in detail here.
In fact, NCP could also be the adverbial, as shown in Example (30).

(30) 我
ŋɤ
1

扎西
tʂaɕi
pn

哈
xa
dat

一
i
one

米
mi
cl

高
kɔ
tall

著
tʂɤ
prog

個
kɤ
part

‘I am one meter taller than Zhaxi.’

Example (30) shows the common expression of comparative constructions in the
Zhōutún dialect. In semantic terms, the comparee is ŋɤ, the standard is tʂaɕi, the
comparative result is kɔ, and the NCP i mi reflects the specific value of the result.
In this sentence, i mi is not the post-attribute of tʂaɕi because of its relative posi-
tion to xa (even if xa is not considered, it is difficult to claim that i mi is the
attribute because, semantically speaking, it does not relate to tʂaɕi). We define i mi
as an adverbial describing the degree of kɔ, similar to how one meter in the corre-
sponding English translation does so.

Second, as shown in Example (26a) and (26b), the NCP (sã kɤ) is fixed on the
position before V, lacking the ability to move to the beginning of the sentence as
the object (phĩkuɤ) does. Thus, based on the principle of linguistic iconicity (see
Haiman 1985), NCP is closer to V than to No. Likewise, Num+CL as an adverbial is
also fixed on the position before the verb. On the one hand, as discussed in § 2.1.2,
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VCP cannot be moved away. On the other hand, the NCP i mi in Example (29)
cannot be placed in any other positions. In parallel, the NCP as sã kɤ in Exam-
ple (26a) is also the adverbial.

Third, the pre-verbal position in the Zhōutún dialect accommodates various
types of adverbials in addition to Num+CL. For convenience, we use manner
adverbials as an example. See Example (31).

(31) a. 你
ni
2

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

(哈) 慢慢兒
(xa) mãmɤ
acc slowly

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

‘Eat the apple slowly.’
b. 你

ni
2

我啊
ŋa
1:dat

(書) 好好兒
(fʋ̩) xɔxɤ
book good manner

不
pʋ̩
neg

給
kɨ
give

嗎？15

mɑ̃
part

‘Don’t you give me (the book) in a good manner?’

In (31), the adverbs mãmɤ and xɔxɤ occupies the same position as the postpo-
sitional NCP, indicating the syntactic similarity between them. The NCP can
co-exist with a manner adverb, occurring either before or after the latter. See
Example (32).

(32) a. 你
ni
2

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

(哈) 兩
(xa) liɑ̃
acc two

個
kɤ
cl

慢慢兒
mãmɤ
slowly

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

b. 你
ni
2

蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

(哈) 慢慢兒
(xa) mãmɤ
acc slowly

兩
liɑ̃
two

個
kɤ
cl

吃
tʂhʅ
eat

‘Eat two apples slowly.’

Despite the subtle difference,16 both (32a) and (32b) are grammatical. Notably, the
NCP in (32b) occurs to the right of the adverb, which severs contact between the
No and the NCP. This example demonstrates that the NCP is not an object, but
an adverbial.

15. In the Zhōutún dialect, the negative marker occurs immediately before the verb, and its
scope is backwards on the preceding adverb(s). This performance is distinct from that in MSM,
yet similar to that in the Xīníng dialect and other northwestern Chinese varieties (see Wang &
Dede 2016; Zhou 2017).
16. (32a) has a normal meaning of “eat two apples slowly”, whereas (32b) might mean “eat
apples slowly, and you can eat up two.”
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Based on the discussion above, it is legitimate to identify NCP in No+NCP+V
as the adverbial of V. This legitimacy is from the perspective of syntax rather than
semantics. After all, NCP is closer to No than to V in semantics. Thus, a syntax-
semantics mismatch arises: elements that are close in syntax are remote in seman-
tics, and vice versa. We consider a syntax-semantics mismatch a not uncommon
phenomenon. One enlightening case is in Example (33) in MSM.17

(33) 我
wǒ
1

讀
dú
read

了
le
pfv

一
yì
one

年
nián
year

的
de
am

書
shū
book

‘I read books for one year.’

In Example (33), followed by the attributive marker de, the NCP yì nián is syntac-
tically the attribute of shū. Semantically, yì nián modifies the verb dú, expressing
the temporal information. In the literature on Chinese linguistics, this yì nián is
known as a fake attribute (see Huang 2008, among others), indicating that it
is an attribute. However, this identity is somewhat “fake” because it semantically
modifies the verb rather than the noun.

Following the fake attribute, we call the NCP in No+NCP+V in the Zhōu-
tún dialect a fake adverbial, which means that the NCP is an adverbial of the V,
but this identity is “fake” because it semantically modifies the No rather than the
V.

4. Language contact and Num+CL in the Zhōutún dialect

In this section, we focus on § 4.1 possible shifting routes of Num+CL in the Zhōu-
tún dialect and § 4.2 explanation of the behavior of Num+CL in the Zhōutún
dialect.

4.1 Possible shifting routes of Num+CL in the Zhōutún dialect

4.1.1 From Pattern I to Pattern II
Among the languages of the Sino-Tibetan family, if CL is not considered for the
present (because the position of CL relative to Num may vary among languages),
the order of Num exhibits two patterns: in Mandarin or even in all of Chinese, the
order of Num is Num+N and V+Num, which is called Pattern I in this paper; by
contrast, many languages of the Tibeto-Burman branch have the order of N+Num

17. The MSM examples were constructed by the author, who is a native speaker.
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and Num+V (see Ma 2003; Li 2008, among others), which is called Pattern II in
this paper. As presented in Table 1, Pattern I and Pattern II are mirror images of
one another.

Table 1. Pattern I and Pattern II18

Nominal quantification Verbal quantification

Pattern I Num+N V+Num

Pattern II N+Num Num+V

MSM is a representative language of Pattern I, as in Example (34):

(34) a. 我
wǒ
1

看見
kànjiàn
see

了
le
pfv

三
sān
three

個
gè
cl

人
rén
people

‘I saw three people.’
b. 我

wǒ
1

這
zhè
this

本
běn
cl

書
shū
book

看
kàn
read

過
guò
exp

三
sān
three

遍 了
biàn le
cl pfv

‘I have read this book three times.’

In Example (34a), sān gè rén represents the Num+CL+N pattern, and in Exam-
ple (34b), kàn guò sān biàn shows the V+Num+CL pattern.

AT, which intensely influenced the Zhōutún dialect, exhibits Pattern II, as in
Example (35):19

(35) a. kanna
there

lahdʑu
pepper

thəm
cl

htɕək
one

jɔ
have

khə
part

‘There is a bag of pepper.’
b. mər

3
hga
part

thaŋ
cl

ma
cl

hsəm
three

joŋ
come

nə
pfv

‘She came here three times.’

In Example (35a), the NCP thəm htɕək is the post-attribute of the N lahdʑu; in
Example (35b), the VCP thaŋ ma hsəm is the adverbial of the verb joŋ.20

18. This Table is modified under the suggestion of a reviewer. Thanks to the reviewer.
19. The AT examples are from Machu speech, a typical dialect of AT, cited from Zhou
(2003:203).
20. thaŋ ma hsəm in Example (35b) is defined as the complement by Zhou (2003). In fact, in
the literature on minority languages in China, scholars typically use the term complement bǔyǔ
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Note the slight difference between MSM and AT if CL is considered: in MSM,
the relative order between Num and CL is Num+CL, whereas in AT, the order is
CL+Num.

Obviously, the Zhōutún dialect underwent the shift from Pattern I to Pattern
II as a result of the deep contact with AT. In the process of shifting, VCP has com-
pletely moved to the front of V, while NCP still remains in the position before N
in certain cases, indicating the trace of Pattern I in MSM.

4.1.2 Which one (VCP or NCP) shifted faster?
This section attempts to reconstruct possible sequence in the shifts of NCP (from
before the N (as in Pattern I) to after the N (as in Pattern II)) and VCP (from after
the V (as in Pattern I) to before the V (as in Pattern II)) in the Zhōutún dialect.
The conclusion is that the VCP shifted first and then the NCP shifted. The rea-
sons are as follows.

The first piece of evidence comes from the Zhōutún dialect itself. As men-
tioned in § 3, there is only one possible order of VCP relative to V, i.e. VCP+V,
while two possible sequences of NCP and N exist: NCP+N and N+NCP. We may
thus assume that the VCP has already accomplished the shift from after the V to
before the V, while the NCP is still on the way to shifting from before the N to
after the N.

The second piece of evidence is indirect. The Xīníng and Tángwāng are simi-
lar dialects in that they have undergone the shift from VO to OV due to language
contact.21 In these two dialects, it has been the VCP that first began to abandon its
original position, moving from after the V to before the V. See Example (36) and
(37) from these two dialects.

(36) (Ren 2004:340, 343)Xīníng dialect

補語 corresponding to the constituents of Chinese that appear after the verb. However, those
so-called complements are actually adverbials (see Liu 2008b).
21. Synchronically, the Tángwāng dialect is likely wholly influenced by Altaic languages, Santa/
Dongxiang in particular. The Xīníng dialect reflects influences from AT and Altaic languages,
while the Zhōutún dialect is affected by AT. The comparison among the three dialects is effec-
tive in terms of word order. Some features are shared by these three dialects, such as using xa
as the dative-accusative marker, which is formed through contact with AT (Dede 2007; Zhou
2019b). This effect illustrates that these dialects are closely related and that they were influenced
by AT through an earlier contact before the Tángwāng and Xīníng were further affected in later
periods by Altaic languages. After all, historically, Tubo, a Tibetan regime in ancient China,
entered this region centuries earlier than Altaic groups. For further discussion, see Footnote 23.
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a. 自行車
bicycle

騎
ride

上
up

了
pfv

鄉
town

里
in

跑
run

一
one

趟
cl

‘Ride a bicycle and go to the town one time.’
b. 一

one
個
cl

月
month

裡
in

十
ten

幾
nearly

趟
cl

跑
run

者
prog

‘Go (somewhere) more than ten times in a month.’

(37) (Xu 2014:210)Tángwāng dialect
a. 我

1
書
book

哈
acc

看
read

料
pfv

兩
two

遍
cl

b. 我
1

書
book

哈
acc

兩
two

遍
cl

看
read

料
pfv

‘I read the book twice.’

In Example (36a), the VCP 一趟 ‘one time’ is located after the V, while in Exam-
ple (36b), the VCP 十幾趟 ‘more than ten times’ has moved to the front of the V.
In Example (37) from the Tángwāng dialect, the situation is similar.

Compared to VCP, the NCP in both the Xīníng and Tángwāng dialect are still
before the N they modify. See Example (38) and (39).

(38) (Ren 2004:339)Xīníng dialect
狗
dog

一
one

個
cl

娃娃
child

啊
acc

咬
bite

下
comp

了
pfv

‘The dog bit a child.’

(39) (Xu 2014:209)Tángwāng dialect22

一
one

個
cl

老
old

漢，
man

三
three

個
cl

娃娃
child

‘An old man and three children.’

22. The word order of NCP relative to N is normally NCP+N in Santa, the language that
greatly influenced Tángwāng. Thus, arguably, the structure of NCP+N in the Tángwāng dialect
may be affected by Santa, and the NCP is not supposed to move afterward. However, as men-
tioned in Footnote 21, it is reasonable to deduce that the Tángwāng dialect (and most Chinese
dialects spoken in the Gansu-Qinghai linguistic area) was in contact with AT for a long time
before being influenced by Altaic languages. Thus, we prefer to assume that the position of NCP
in the Tángwāng dialect has been maintained in front of the N during contact with AT (and
Santa might play a role in the later period to strengthen the order of NCP+N). In fact, AT is
prominent in the Gansu-Qinghai linguistic area that it affects, not only Chinese varieties, but
also Altaic languages (Sandman & Simon 2016). The position of NCP in some Altaic languages
in the area has become N+NCP, such as Salar, Tu, Bonan, and Kangjia (Chen 2015), which
likely resulted from the influence of AT. Furthermore, Santa exhibits N+NCP, in addition to the
normal NCP+N (Chen 2015:152), also indicating the influence of AT.
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As shown in Example (38) and (39), the NCPs in both sentences precede the N
they modify, and these two authors do not mention the situation in which the
NCP follows the N.

Based on the situations of the Xīníng and Tángwāng dialect, we can reasonably
assume that in the Zhōutún dialect, the VCP has first moved from after the V to
before the V, while the position of NCP changed later, from before the N to after the
N.

4.2 How to explain the behavior of NCP in the Zhōutún dialect

In the Zhōutún dialect, the NCP in the structure of N+NCP is not always the
post-attribute of the N. Instead, when the N is Ns, the following NCP is the
attribute; if the N is No, the NCP would be the adverbial of the verb after it. This
phenomenon does not exist in AT, in which NCP is always the attribute, regard-
less of Ns or No, or in MSM, whose NCP is before the N it modifies. Hence, given
its difference from both AT and MSM, how can we explain the behavior of NCP
in the Zhōutún dialect? Two possible factors can be considered.

4.2.1 To avoid NCP from being the only post-attribute
If NCP is not considered, all kinds of attributes appear before the N they modify
in the Zhōutún dialect. See Example (40).

(40) a. 蘋果
phĩkuɤ
apple

樹
fʋ̩
tree

‘apple tree’
b. 尕

ka
little

阿舅
atɕiɯ
uncle(maternal)

‘little uncle’
c. 書

fʋ̩
book

看
khã
read

著
tsɤ
prog

的
tɤ
rel

學生娃
ɕyɤsɤ̃ua
student

‘student who is reading the book’

The constituents as the attribute in each sentence of Example (40) are the noun
phĩkuɤ, the adjective ka and the relative clause, respectively.

The situation in which all types of attributes, especially relative clauses,
appear before the noun they modify reflects a distinctive feature of MSM as a VO
language (Dryer 1992; Liu 2008a). In the process of shifting from a VO language
to an OV language, the Zhōutún dialect maintains this feature of having attrib-

The structure of Num+CL in the Zhōutún dialect 167



utes appear before the noun they modify. Therefore, if the NCP that moved to the
right side of the noun becomes the post-attribute, an asymmetry would emerge:
the NCP would be the only attribute that follows the noun. Thus, one can reason-
ably speculate that the syntactic system of the Zhōutún dialect would attempt to
avoid this asymmetry as much as possible.

One could claim that in Ns+NCP, the NCP is still the attribute. This claim
is likely true because there is no other possible analysis for the NCP in Ns+NCP
unless we define the NCP as a post-attribute. Specifically, in No+NCP+V, the NCP
does not merely adhere to No but also linearly adheres to V, revealing the possibility
of being analyzed as an adverbial. By contrast, the NCP in Ns+NCP+No has no
opportunity to play another role except for a post-attribute. Hence, considering
the NCP to be a post-attribute in Ns+NCP is inevitable. However, there are other
ways in the Zhōutún dialect to partly decrease the number of Ns+NCP, as shown in
Example (41) and (42) below.

(41) 兩
liɑ̃
two

個
kɤ
cl

人
ɻɤ̃
people

來
lᴇ
come

了
lɔ
pfv

‘Two people came.’

(42) 人
ɻɤ̃
people

一
i
one

個
kɤ
cl

人
ɻɤ̃
people

沒
mɨ
not have

‘There is no one.’

Example (41) shows a common relative order of Ns and NCP: NCP+Ns. Accord-
ing to our research, the number of NCP+N in the Zhōutún dialect is greater when
the N is Ns than that when the N is No, roughly in a proportion of three to one.23

Example (42) represents another way to resist the structure of Ns+NCP, i.e. copy
the Ns and add it to the right side of NCP, forming the structure “Ns”+NCP+Ns.
In this structure, the first Ns is no longer the subject, instead, it becomes a topic,
while the second Ns becomes the only subject. Therefore, the original structure
Ns+NCP is changed to Ntopic+NCP+Ns, successfully avoiding the Ns+NCP. To
sum up, the grammar of the Zhōutún dialect has some methods to decrease the
number of Ns+NCP, trying its best to avoid the asymmetry that the NCP is the
only post-attribute in the whole system.

23. It is probably because subjects are usually definite. As mentioned in § 2.2.2, if a DEM is
used, the only possible structure is DEM+NCP+N, which indicates that in a definite NP, the
NCP precedes the N.
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We now consider AT. Although there are some pre-positional attributes, post-
positional attributes also exist in AT, as in Example (43) (Zhou 2003: 296).

(43) a. tɕhu
yours

ham
shoes

rȵoŋ ŋa
old

wo kan
that

me
not

khə
have

‘The old shoes of yours are not there.’
b. mər hgi

her
mdzək htɕi
ring

se ro
yellow

kan
that

rȵoŋ wa
old

re
is

‘That yellow ring of hers is old.’

In the examples above, the underlined constituents are attributes. We can observe
that the possessive pronouns are before the head noun they modify, while the
adjectives and demonstratives are behind the noun.

That is, in contrast to attributes in the Zhōutún dialect, attributes in AT can
be post-positional. Thus, the finding that Num/NCP in AT can be a post-attribute
is not surprising.

4.2.2 Preverbal adverbial as a language universal in SOV languages
In his pioneering work, Greenberg (1963) proposed 45 language universals. Uni-
versal 7, which was proven in Dryer (1992) based on data from a great number of
languages, is our focus:

(44) Universal 7 of Greenberg (1963)
If, in a language with dominant SOV order, there is no alternative basic order or
only OSV as the alternative, then all adverbial modifiers of the verb likewise pre-
cede the verb.

According to Universal 7, a language with SOV word order tends to have its adver-
bials precede the verb. The Zhōutún dialect, as a SOV language, does follow this
universal: the position before the V in Zhōutún is for adverbials, see Example (4)
and (5) for the VCP as adverbial, and (31) and (32) for other kinds of adverbials.
Therefore, in the structure of No+NCP+V, the NCP could be considered an adver-
bial.

Thus, we can conclude that due to two factors from both the internal system
of the Zhōutún dialect (i.e. avoiding the post-attribute) and the language universal
(i.e. the adverbials are preverbal in a SOV language), the NCP in No+NCP+V is
close to V syntactically.

Another issue can be explained through language universals. As discussed in
§ 4.1.2, the position of VCP changes faster than that of NCP. There is a simple
explanation for this: this situation accords with the prediction of language uni-
versals in that, on the one hand, the Universal 7 in (44) urges that the VCP, as an
adverbial, move to the front of the V when the basic word order of the Zhōutún
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dialect varied from SVO to SOV; on the other hand, as Dryer (1992:118) claimed,
“the two orders of numeral and noun (i.e. NumN and NNum in Dryer’s terminol-
ogy) are equally common among OV languages”. That is, there is no impetus for
the NCP in the Zhōutún dialect to move to follow the N. Hence, it is not difficult
to understand why the VCP changed faster than the NCP did.

5. Conclusion

As a conclusion, the possibilities for the structure of Num+CL in the Zhōutún
dialect are presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Num+CL in the Zhōutún dialect
Type VCP NCP

Structure VCP+V NCP+N Ns+NCP No+NCP

Syntactic property Adverbial Attribute Attribute Adverbial

The behavior of the Num+CL in the Zhōutún dialect reflects the influence of AT.
In the Zhōutún dialect, several grammatical structures are borrowed from AT,
but the basic vocabulary and material resources of grammar come from Chinese.
Considering the basic vocabulary as the most reliable indicator of genetic affil-
iation (see Janhunen 2007), we regard the Zhōutún dialect as a descendant of
Chinese, with heavy structural borrowing from AT during long-term contact in a
bilingual environment.

In recent decades, with the development of the economy and the educational
system, the influence of MSM has gradually deepened. Thus, although the ten-
dency to move NCP afterward in the Zhōutún dialect will generate the consistent
N+NCP form (like the Wǔtún dialect, whose NCP nearly always follows N, see
Sandman 2016), whether this movement would continue under the influence of
MSM requires further research.

In northwest China, particularly in west Gānsù, east Qinghai and the border
between the two areas, Tibetan, Altaic, and Chinese languages coexist, forming
the Gansu-Qinghai linguistic area.24 AT and Altaic languages are typologically
similar, i.e. they are SOV languages with case markers and postpositions. There-
fore, distinguishing whether a particular structure in the Chinese dialects in this
area originates from AT or Altaic languages is sometimes difficult. In the case of

24. Or “Qinghai-Gansu sprachbund” (Slater 2003); “Gansu-Qinghai Sprachbund” (Xu
2015b); “Amdo Sprachbund” (Sandman 2016).
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the NCP in the Zhōutún dialect, the source language is clearly AT because the
NCP in most Altaic languages precedes the N that it modifies. Do any other struc-
tures have a clear origin (i.e. AT or Altaic languages)? This question is important,
as researching it would provide a comprehensive understanding of the language
contact scenario in the Gansu-Qinghai linguistic area.
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Abbreviations

1 first-person pronoun
2 second-person pronoun
3 third-person pronoun
ACC accusative marker
AM attributive marker
AT Amdo Tibetan
COMP complement verb
CL classifier
DAT dative marker
DM discourse marker
DOM differential object marking

EXP experiential marker
MSM modern standard Mandarin
NCP noun classifier phrase
NEG negative
PART particle
PFV perfective
PN proper noun
PROG progressive
REL relativizer
TOP topic marker
VCP verbal classifier phrase
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