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Plural pronouns may have a singular antecedent in English, whereas singular pronouns may have a plural antecedent in Chinese. The flexibility is constrained by identifiability of the antecedents in English, but by syntactic positions of the pronouns in Chinese.  

In colloquial English, the third person plural pronoun can take a singular antecedent, so long as it does not refer to an identified referent: 

(1)
a. 
Someone left their jockstrap in the locker room.

(Rullmann 2003)

b. Someone came this morning, but I didn’t see them. 

c. There’s someone at the door. Go see what they want.

(2)
a.
*Bill left their jockstrap in the locker room.


b.
*The man came this morning, but I didn’t see them.


In Chinese, however, the third person singular pronoun ta ‘he/she/it’ can take a plural antecedent, regardless of whether its referent is identified. In (3a,b,c), the antecedent of ta is a topic, which is identified; whereas in (3d), the antecedent of ta is the nonspecific nominal ji feng xin ‘several letters’. The context for the special ta can be realis, as in (3a,b), as well as irrealis, as in (3c) (contra Xu 1999).  

(3)
a.
Zhexie shu, wo yiqian meitian wanshang dou kan ta.




these  book I  before every  evening  all read 3sg


‘These books, I read them every evening in the past.’
b.
Naxie xin  wo yijing  ba ta  shao-le.




those letter I   already ba 3sg burn-asp

‘Those letters, I have already burned them.’ 

c.  Zhexie jiahuo, zhineng  dui ta  bukeqi.

(Xu 1999: 7)

these  chap  cannot.but to 3sg impolite


‘As for these chaps, (we) cannot but be impolite to them.’ 


d.
Wo xiang xie ji     feng xin, ranhou ba ta  ji-chuqu. (Yuying Su, p.c.)



I  want write several cl letter then  ba 3sg mail-out



‘I want to write several letters, and mail them.’


In both languages, the special pronouns can occur in object positions (see (1b) and (3a)). However, in English, they can occur in a subject or possessor position, as seen in (1b,c) and (1a), respectively, whereas in Chinese, they cannot occur in a subject or possessor position (Xu 1999: 8, 17), as shown in (4a) and (4b), respectively.

(4)
a.
Naxie ren,  wo xiang {tamen/*ta} yijing zou-le. 



those person I  think 3pl/3sg  already go-asp


‘Those persons, I think they have already gone.’

b.
Zhexie xiaomao, wo yao zhua {tamen/*ta} de  weiba.



these  kitten,   I  want grasp 3pl/3sg  mod tail



‘These kittens, I want to grasp their tails.’



Descriptive generalizations to cover the above data are: <i> if the antecedent is [( plural], the pronoun can be [-( plural]; <ii> the value of ( is negative in English and positive in Chinese; and <iii> the flexibility is subject to an information structure constraint on the antecedent in English, and to a structural position constraint on the pronoun in Chinese.


Although I am not able to account for the generalizations now, <iii> seems to show that Chinese is more syntactically constrained than English in this case. The observation does not support the popular belief that compared to English-type languages, Chinese is more discourse-oriented and less constrained by syntactic structures (Xu 1986, among many others).
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