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In this talk, I examine the ban on the cooccurrence of the multifunctional Mandarin particle gei
(lexical verb ‘give’, prepositional dative, benefactive marker, passive marker, etc), which I dub the
*gei-gei constraint. While similar bans are well known in both phonology (cf. OCP; Leben 1973;
Goldsmith 1976; o.a.) and syntax (Boskovi¢ 1997, 1998, 2021; Richards 2001, 2010; o.a.), the
*gei-gei pattern is striking because the constraint persists even when the two particles have distinct
syntactic functions and categories. | argue that the different uses of gei, despite their functional
and categorial diversity, are the same acategorial element: the root VGEI and an acategorial
argument introducer. Their surface categorial differences arise solely from the syntactic contexts.
This proposal thus puts the *gei-gei constraint fully in line with other “syntactic OCP” phenomena.
Puzzle. The Mandarin particle gei is highly polysemous: in addition to being a lexical ditransitive
verb ‘give’, the identical exponent can also function as a benefactive marker (1a), a prepositional
dative (1b), a passive marker (Ic), and an affected object marker occurring with the canonical
passive particle bei (1d) (Ting & Chang 2004, Lin & Huang 2015, Kuo 2021, a.o.).

(1)a.Jack gei mama xi-le yifu. c.Jack gei che zhuang-le.
Jack for mom  wash-ASP clothes Jack GEI car  hit-ASP
‘Jack did laundry for mom.’ ‘Jack was hit by a car.’
b. Jack song-le yi-shu-hua gei Emma. d.Jack bei che gei zhuang-le.
Jack gift-ASp one-CL-flower to  Emma. Jack BEI car GEI hit-ASP
‘Jack gifted a bouquet of flowers to Emma.’ ‘Jack was hit by a car.’

Pan (to appear) argues that the preverbal gei in (1a) is a HighAppl° (Pylkkdnen 2008), introducing
a benefactive argument ‘mom’ in its specifier position. When the predicate is ditransitive (1b), gei
in the postverbal position functions as a prepositional dative licensing a recipient indirect object
(I0) as its complement. However, when these two instances of gei cannot occur in the same clause:
(2) Wo wei/??gei  Emma  dai-le yi-ben-shu gei Jack.
I for Emma  bring-ASP  one-CL-book to  Jack
‘I brought a book to Jack for Emma.’

This is not an issue of the number of arguments in a sentence, as (2) is grammatical with a different

benefactive marker wei in the preverbal position. Similarly, though gei can be a passive marker

(1c) and an affected object marker (1d) separately, the two cooccurring in the same sentence is

ungrammatical (3). This means that the *gei-gei constraint applies between several distinct gei

variants and is not construction specific.

(3) *Jack gei che gei zhuang-le. (4) Wo zai shuli shu-li  de neirong.
Jack GEI car GEI  hit-ASP I  PROG organize book.in POSS content
Intended: ‘Jack was hit by a car.’ ‘I am organizing the content of the book.’

The construction in (2-3) is thus puzzling because: (i) Mandarin does not have a relevant low-level
PF cooccurrence constraint even for adjacent PF identical elements in the same clause as the
example in (4) demonstrates, so the ban on the cooccurrence of gei in (2-3) cannot be purely
phonological in nature, especially since the two geis are not even linearly adjacent in the relevant
cases; (i1) the two instances of this homophonous element in (2-3) have different functions and do
not share the same syntactic category. Therefore, they are syntactically distinct and cannot be
explained by “syntactic OCP” constraints.

Proposal. I propose that the constraint against cooccurring instances of gei can indeed be explained

as a classic “syntactic OCP” effect because all gei functional variants in fact contain an identical



element: the root VGEL This means that at least a subset of the material inside the homophonous
words is always the same. It is generally agreed on that the synchronic functional uses of gei in
Mandarin are all grammaticalized from the lexical verb gei ‘give’. I argue that the HighAppl and
P uses of gei in (2), although functional heads, still contain the root, since the exact same exponent
and part of the meaning of the lexical verb gei is preserved. This is in line with Wood & Marantz’s
(2017) proposal that Voice, P, p, HighAppl and LowAppl, as argument introducing heads, all share
a silent acategorial argument introducer i*. More specifically, HighAppl and P both contain roots,
since prepositions and applicative markers have idiosyncratic meanings. As a result, each gei in (2)
is composed of the root VGEI plus a silent argument introducer i *, which means the two gei particles
are fully identical. Crucially, under this analysis, functional categories “in the traditional sense”
become a contextual notion, as opposed to being syntactic primitives. Functional categories do not
determine the functions and distributions of the head. Instead, they are defined by their syntactic
environments and derivations. In this case, the two different functional categories HighAppl and
P are derived based on the syntactic environments of VGEI+i*.

(5) a. [ vP [NGEI+i* [NP/DP]] & P b. [ NP/DP [ VGEI+i* [vP]] < HighAppl
If VGEI+i* merges with an NP/DP first and then a vP, its categorial feature is valued as P (5a),
whereas if it merges with a vP first then an NP/DP, the configuration corresponds to a HighApplP
(5b). A simplified structure of (2) involving the two gei particles is shown in (6). The higher
HighAppl gei moves to the highest available verbal functional head position to derive the word
order.

(6) [Voicer I [Voice g?' [HAppie EmMma [Happl #eala:k* [.p [»» bring a book] [pp VGEI+i* Jack ]]]]]

Since all functional uses of gei come from the same historical origin, I propose that the two
functional particles in the passive constructions in (3) also contain roots and that Wood &
Marantz’s analysis can be extended to non-active Voice markers and other types of verbal
functional categories (with more details in the talk). This means that the *gei-gei constraint of (3)
can also be reduced to a “syntactic OCP” effect.

Additionally, note that the two instances of gei in (6) are in a c-command relation within the
same phase, where the highest projection in the extended projection of VP—VoiceP is the phasal
domain (Boskovic 2014). If two identical gei particles are not in a c-command relation in the same
phase (e.g. relative clause, embedded clause, conjuncts or disjuncts, etc.), the *gei-gei constraint
does not apply. Therefore, I argue that this “syntactic OCP” effect can be reduced more broadly to
a consequence of the FromCopy (FC) mechanism (Chomsky 2021, Chomsky et al. 2023). FC has
been argued to unify various movement, control, and Agree phenomena by treating multiple
occurrences of identical syntactic elements in the same phase as copies (Roberts 2024, Saito 2024).
When two geis appear in a c-command relation in the same phase, FC also interprets the two as
copies and renders the sentence (2) ungrammatical. Such violation in many
languages/constructions can be rescued by only pronouncing the higher copy. However, in
Mandarin, we see a different way of rescuing the two identical copies in the same phase. Instead
of only pronouncing the higher copy of gei, the *gei-gei constraint can be rescued by using a
different benefactive marker like wei as shown in (2).

Conclusion. I examined the ban of cooccurrence of seemingly categorially distinct uses of the
same exponent gei in the same sentence in Mandarin. I argued that the constraint can be neatly
explained as a “syntactic OCP” effect if the different instances of gei are treated as both containing
the root VGEI and an acategorial argument introducer i*, following Wood & Marantz (2017). FC
treats the two particles as copies in the same phase and deems the sentence ungrammatical. This



provides an implication of a further divide between functional and lexical categories in the
application of “syntactic OCP” effects.
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