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The goal of this paper is to establish a unified account for Cantonese reduplication as 
summation, which can predict the various interpretations across the lexical categories 
N(oun), V(erb) and Adj(ective). 
 The nominal reduplication (1a) turns individuated nominals (typically a noun 
preceeded by a classifier) to distributive plural DP. The reduplication of non-durative 
verbs (1b) denotes an iterative event. When a gradable adjective is reduplicated (1c), it 
denotes a diminutive, hedging meaning ‘fairly tall’. 
 

(1) a. bun2 bun2 syul *(dou1) ho2 cung5  

  Cl Cl book Distr very heavy  

  ‘Every book is heavy.’1 (subject only; distributive N)  

 b. keoi5 haaul haaul ha5 mun4 *(wan4 zo2) 

  3sg knock knock Dur door pass.out Perf 

  ‘S/he passed out when knocking on the door.’ (iterative event) 

 c. keoi5 gou1 gou1 dei2    

  3sg tall tall Prt    

  ‘S/he is fairly tall.’ (hedging, diminutive Adjective)  

 
 This paper posits that the common thread behind these interpretations is 
summation. Building on the notions of cumulativity and quantization (Krifka, 2001; 
Rothstein, 2004), it will be shown that the interpretations of reduplication are 
predictable. Plurality and pluractionality are observed in nominal (1a) and verbal (1b) 
reduplication, respectively. Reduplication selects only classifiers, but not nouns. Since 
classifier phrases are unit-denoting, but not kind-denoting (Cheng, 2012; Zhang, 
2013), the proposed summation account naturally explains why classifier reduplication 
such as (1a) always means ‘every X’. For non-durative verbs, the reduplicated form 

                                              
1  Abbreviations: Cl: nominal classifier; Distr: distributive marker; Dur: durative 

particle; Perf: perfect aspect; Prog: progressive aspect; 3sg: third person singular pronoun; Prt: 

hedging particle for adjectives 



would denote multiple, iterative events. Hence there is a parallelism between N and V: 
When the atomic element is individuated and quantized, reduplication results in a 
meaning which is a sum of these elements. 
 Beside the cross-category similarity, there is within-category difference among 
verbs. The contrast between (2) and (1b) shows that the durativity of a verbal predicate 
can predict the meaning of its reduplicated form. 
 

(2) keoi5  tai2  tai2  ha5  din6si6  *(wan4  zo2)  

 3sg  watch watch Dur  television  pass.out  Perf  

 ‘S/he passed out when watching TV.’  

Reduplicating a durative predicate (2) results in a durative and prolonged event; while 
reduplicating a non-durative predicate (1b) results in an iterative reading. Durative 
predicates in Cantonese are cumulative and thus reduplication does not provide 
iterative reading. This paper argues that cumulativity is both necessary and sufficient 
to account for the cross-categorial similarities and category-internal differences. Given 
cumulativity defined by Krifka (2001) in (3) below: 
 

(3) A predicate P is cumulative iff 
(i)  
(ii)  

 
Durative events like ‘watching TV’ are cumulative and do not denote individuated 
events, therefore they cannot be counted in the summation process. Since events like 
‘knock’ is telic and therefore quantized and individuated, summation of such countable 
elements thus brings the iterative interpretation. 
 A challenge is to integrate the diminutive meaning associated with reduplicated 
adjectives into this summation account, in which a lesser degree is counter-intuitive. 
However, based on the fact that adjectives require degree marking, as in keoi5 *(hou2) 

gou1 ‘S/he is very tall’, this paper argues that the adjectives in Cantonese are 
unindividuated and cumulative, and that there is no contradiction between summation 
and positive assertion. That adjective reduplication does not mean intensification in 
Cantonese is, in fact, predicted by this account correctly. 
 Since the individuation and cumulativity of atomic elements can be 
independently tested, e.g. by plural marking for objects or telicity tests for events, one 
can predict the meaning of the reduplicated forms. That is, whenever an element is 
individuated, it is countable by summation, as in the cases of reduplicated nominals 
and non-durative verb. On the contrary, because durative verbs and adjectives are 
cumulative, they do not give rise to iterative events or intensification in reduplication. 



This study shows that summation is the underlying thread connecting the different 
meanings that typically associate with reduplication. 
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