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ABSTRACT  
In Chinese VO (verb-object) phrases, 2+1 (disyllabic + monosyllabic) is ill 
formed when other length patterns are available, such as 2+1 *
zhongzhi suan vs. the well-formed 2+2  zhongzhi dasuan ‘plant 
garlic’. However, 2+1 VO is acceptable when alternative length patterns 
are unavailable, such as  jieyue shui ‘save water’ and 
xihuan qian ‘love money’. The conditional acceptance of 2+1 VO is known 
as the ‘last resort’ effect. However, the predicted judgment difference has 
not been demonstrated experimentally. In addition, it is unclear whether 
native speakers find the last resort 2+1 to be as good as 2+2. Moreover, it is 
unclear what other factors may affect native judgment. To address the 
questions, we conducted a judgment experiment. Our study shows that (i) 
2+2 VO is ranked the best, (ii) 2+1 is ranked the worst when a better form 
is available, and (iii) the last resort 2+1 is ranked between (i) and (ii). The 
result (iii) indicates a persistent effect of prosody, even for the last resort 
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2+1. In addition, we found a collocation effect between V and O. Moreover, 
we found considerable variation among the subjects, in that some subjects 
consistently gave higher scores than others, and for some expressions, there 
is a high degree of disagreement among subjects, which suggests that 
personal perspectives may play a role. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 Chinese has many monosyllabic-disyllabic word pairs whose 
meanings are similar. Some examples are shown in (1), where 
parentheses indicate a semantically redundant syllable or morpheme. 
 
(1) Synonymous word pairs in Chinese 

Monosyllabic Disyllabic Character Gloss 
jian  (kan) jian  (look) see 
ji  ji (shu)  skill (technique) 
mei  mei (tan)  coal (charcoal) 
suan  (da) suan  (big) garlic 

 
 In ‘look-see’, the meaning of ‘look’ is redundant, since to see 
something one has to look at it. In ‘skill-technique’, the meaning of 
‘technique’ is repetitive. In ‘coal-charcoal’, the meaning of ‘charcoal’ is 
absent, since ‘coal-charcoal’ only means coal, not coal and charcoal. In 
‘big-garlic’, the meaning of ‘big’ is absent, too, since garlic of any size is 
called ‘big-garlic’. 
 The above property has been known for a long time (Karlgren 
1918; Guo 1938; Kennedy 1951; Lü 1963; Feng 1996; Duanmu 2007, 
2013; Huang and Duanmu 2013 Dong 2015; Duanmu and Dong 2015). 
While the disyllabic forms look like compounds, they are different from 
true compounds in important ways. Specifically, we can define 
synonymous word pairs by two criteria, shown in (2). 
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