
× Intervention difficulty 

Not all features matter for intervention: Evidence from child Mandarin passives 
Introduction. (Featural) Relativized Minimality (fRM, e.g., Rizzi 1990, 2004) takes a relative 
approach to locality and postulates that syntactic dependencies cannot be established between X 
and Y if there is another element Z that structurally intervenes and has identical relevant features 
as X, as shown in (1a). The Intervention Hypothesis claims that children are subject to a stricter 
version of fRM such that even a partial overlap between the feature specifications of X and Z, as 
in (1b), causes intervention difficulty in their comprehension (e.g., Hyams & Snyder 2005, Friedmann et 
al. 2009), and that children’s intervention difficulty is mitigated when particular features of X and 
Z mismatch, such as Number (e.g., Adani et al. 2010, Belletti et al. 2012, Mateu 2022). What features are 
relevant for intervention? It’s been argued that only features that are instantiated on the verb or 
trigger syntactic movement will enter into the computation of intervention (Belletti et al., 2012, Biondo 
et al., 2022), while others argue that any morphosyntactic feature can trigger intervention, even if it 
is not realized on the inflectional head (e.g., Arosio et al 2011; Durrleman et al 2016). 

(1)    a.   … X[F] … [ Z[F] … [ Y[F] …]]                b.   … X[A][B] … [ Z[A] … [ Y[A][B] …]]   

The current study investigates intervention effects in children’s comprehension of passives in 
Mandarin, a language that lacks verb inflection. We ask: (i) Do Mandarin-speaking children 
perform worse with long passives (i.e., with an external argument (EA)) than short passives (i.e., 
without an EA), arguably due to intervention? (ii) What features enter into the computation of 
intervention in child grammar? And (iii) Are these features language-specific or universal?  
Mandarin passives. Syntactic literature has shown that Mandarin has two passive structures that 
are minimally different in terms of intervention: In long passives (2a/3a), the EA is an embedded 
subject c-commanding the gap of the internal argument (IA) and thus an intervener, whereas in 
short passives (2b/3b), the EA is not syntactically projected (e.g., Huang 1999, Bruening & Tran 2015).  
 
 
 
 
 
 

Furthermore, Mandarin lacks the verbal/adjectival passives homophones that are found in 
languages like English, in which children can resort to an adjectival interpretation (i.e., no syntactic 
movement) to perform well on tasks with verbal short passives – an “adjectival strategy” (e.g., Borer 
& Wexler 1987). As a result, the adjectival strategy is not available to Mandarin-speaking children 
and they must establish the dependency in (3b) to correctly interpret short passives. 
Experiment. We examined the effects of two features – Number, a morphosyntactic feature that 
has been found to modulate intervention in other child languages, and Shape, an inherent lexical 
feature that has not been previously tested with regards to intervention effects. In Mandarin, both 
features are encoded on classifiers. The plural classifier -xie combines with the numeral yi ‘one’ 
to mark the DP as plural. The shape-specific classifier -tiao s(emantically)-selects for some entities 
that are thin and long but not entities of other shapes. The general classifier -ge is non-plural and 
non-shape-specific, compatible with any countable entities. The experiment was a two-choice 
sentence-picture matching test with a 3 × 3 design, crossing three Sentence Types (Actives, Long 
Passives, Short Passives) and three Featural Conditions (Match, Number Mismatch, Shape 
Mismatch; as shown in (4)).  



In total there were 54 trials, six per condition, varying among four actional verbs: yao-zhu ‘bite’, 
zhua-dao ‘grab’, zhuang-dao ‘bump’, and ya-zhu ‘pin down’. 

(4) a.  [yi-ge    xiaoyang] bei [yi-ge   houzi]    yaozhu-le 
one-CLF sheep        BEI one-CLF monkey bite-PERF 
‘A sheep was bitten by a monkey.’ (Match) 

b. [yi-ge    xiaomao] bei [yi-xie   xiaogou] yaozhu-le 
one-CLF cat           BEI  one-CLF  dog         bite-PERF 
‘A cat was bitten by some dogs.’  (Number Mismatch) 

c. [yi-ge    yazi]        bei [yi-tiao  xiaoyu]   yaozhu-le 
one-CLF duck        BEI  one-CLF  fish         bite-PERF 
‘A duck was bitten by a fish.’  (Shape Mismatch) 

Results. Data from 80 monolingual Mandarin-speaking 
children (aged 3;01-6;08, M = 4;11) were analyzed with a 
mixed-effects logistic regression model, with response as a 
binary dependent variable (correct/incorrect) and Sentence 
Type, Featural Condition, and Age (in months) and their 
interactions as fixed effects, and with participants and verb 
items as random effects. Age (in months) was not a 
significant predictor of children’s correct responses (χ2(7) = 
8.5264, p = 0.2885). There was a significant effect of Sentence 
Type (χ2(6) = 188.86, p < 0.001). As in Figure 1, Long Passives 
were significantly more difficult for children to comprehend 
than Short Passives (z-value = -10.198, p < 0.001) and Actives (z- 
value = -7.243, p < 0.001). To examine the effects of featural 
manipulations between the IA and the EA, we then looked at 
data from trials with both arguments (i.e., excluding Short 
Passives). Results (Figure 2) showed that Featural Condition 
was not a significant predictor (χ2(8) = 7.2351, p = 0.5115). 
Children’s performance with Long Passives did not improve 
when the two arguments mismatched in Number (z-value = -
1.236, p = 0.216) nor Shape features (z-value = -0.951, p = 0.341). The interaction between Sentence 
Type and Featural Condition was also not significant (χ2(2) = 3.395, p = 0.1831). 
Discussion. Consistent with the Intervention Hypothesis, children’s comprehension of Mandarin 
long passives is significantly worse than short passives due to the intervention in long passives 
triggered by the EA, which is not projected in short passives. Furthermore, neither a mismatch of 
Number or Shape improved children’s performance with long passives, suggesting that these 
features are not relevant for intervention in child Mandarin, despite the fact that both are 
morphologically realized on classifiers. Our results are most compatible with a language-specific 
grammatical account for the intervention locality (in line with Belletti et al. 2012), that is, only 
the features triggering syntactic agreement/movement or encoded on the inflectional head in a 
particular language are represented in the computation of intervention in child grammar. In 
Mandarin, neither Number nor Shape is of this type. 
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Figure 1. Children's performance with Actives 
and Long Passives under 3 featural conditions 

Figure 2. Rates of children’s correct 
comprehension of the three sentence types 
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