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A further discussion regarding the sequencing order of

multiple attributives modifying a noun in Mandarin Chinese

Li-Yuan Chen
International Chinese Language Program, National Taiwan University, Taiwan

ann7chen@ms45.hinet.net  iclp@ntu.edu.tw

Abstract: Previous studies on the sequence of attributives preceding nouns in Mandarin Chinese have
made valuable contributions to the field of Lexical Semantics and Natural Language Processing. The
research of Zhu Dexi (1982), Lu Bingfu (1988), Wang Jinguang (1993), Ma Qingzhu (1995),Yuan
Yulin (1999) has revealed that the sequence of noun attributives predominantly adheres to a set of rules,
namely “ Size > Color > Function”, abbreviated here as SCF. However, an investigation of the
sequence of noun attributives in the official descriptions of artifacts in the National Palace Museum
yielded a “Color > Size > Function,” sequence, which differed from the SCF sequence employed in

novels written in vernacular Chinese to describe characters, clothing, furniture, utensils, etc.. Thus, this
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paper contends that apart from SCF, another guideline, i.e. CSF seems to govern the sequencing of
noun attributives in Mandarin Chinese. In this study, the naming of objects in ancient historical texts
was examined, interviews of native and non-native speakers of Chinese were conducted, and
synchronic and diachronic data was compiled in order to achieve two objectives: 1.) to explore possible
reasons prompting the generation of an CSF sequence 2.) to attempt to augment the applicability of
traditional rules governing the sequencing of multiple attributives in Mandarin Chinese. While SCF
and CSF are similar in that they are both generated from a need to minimize the difficulty of processing
copious amounts of information. This paper proposes that CSF sequencing is generated because of the
cardinal role of visual salience, whereas SCF sequencing is employed to aid in the “comprehensibility”
of data in the absence of visually salient stimuli, (e.g. listening to a story, reading a book).”

Key words: cognitive strategies, information processing, salience, word order
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