Some aspects of ‘aspect’ in Mandarin Chinese
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Abstract

Previous analyses of the Chinese verb have defined the suffix -le, as a marker
of ‘past completed action’ or ‘perfective aspect’. Evidence is presented to
show that -le, actually indicates ‘taxis’ or relative tense, specifically the
notion of ‘anteriority’. The contrasting morpheme zai marks ‘simultaneity’.
The verbal suffixes -guo and -zhe are shown to express not aspect but rather
‘manner of action’ (Aktionsart). The only category comparable to aspect in
European languages is represented by the sentence-final particles -le, and -
ne, which do indicate ‘entry into a state’ and ‘continuation of a state’
respectively. However, this ‘aspectual’ function is only one facet of their
overall usage. in general, -le, expresses a change or different circumstance,
while -ne marks identity.

I. As is well-known, the verb in modern Mandarin Chinese is not
marked for tense:

(1) a. zuotian
b. W0 {jintidn chisan- wan fan.
C. mingtian
I (adverb) eat three-bowl rice

a. ‘I ate three bowls of rice yesterday’.
‘I am eating three bowls of rice today’.
c. ‘I will eat three bowls of rice tomorrow’.

The time of the narrated event relative to the time of the speech act is
indicated in the above sentences only by the time adverbs. In connected
discourse, this feature is often not marked at all in Chinese, the reader or
listener being left to infer it from the context.

The Chinese verb may be accompanied by various functional markers,
one of which is the enclitic particle -le.*
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(2) Wochi-le, san- wan fan.
I eat-le, three-bowl rice
‘T ate three bowls of rice’.

(3) a. zuotian
b, W& jintian  chi-le, san- wan fan (yihou), jiu juéde hén
shifu.
c. mingtian
I (adverb) eat-le, three-bowl rice (after) then feel very
comfortable
a. ‘(After) having eaten three bowls of rice yesterday, I felt very
comfortable’.
b. ‘(After) having eaten three bowls of rice today, I feel very
comfortable’.

c. ‘(After) having eaten three bowls of rice tomorrow, I will feel
very comfortable’.

Sentences with -/e; typically refer to past time, misleading some researchers
into interpreting -le, as a marker of ‘completed past time’: Dragunov
(1952: 129) and Jakhontov (1957: 115). However, examples like (3a—c)
show that its use is independent of tense.? Most writers on the subject have
analysed -/e; as an indicator of ‘completed action’ or ‘perfective aspect’:
see e.g. Liu (1964: 74), Wang (1965: 458), Hashimoto (1971: 6ff.), Teng
(1973: 14) and Henne, Rongen and Hansen (1977: 117).
" This analysis fails to account for the relationship of the following
sentences:

(4) a. Ta nian -le; san- nian Zhongweén.
b. Ta nidn -le, san- nian Zhongwén-le,.
He study-le, three-year Chinese -le,
a. ‘He studied Chinese for three years’.
b. ‘He has been studying Chinese for three years’.

Sentence (4b) differs from (4a) by the addition of -/e,, whose function is to
indicate entry into a state, or ‘inchoative aspect’, as will be discussed
below (see also Teng, 1973). A priori, we would not expect to find a
sentence marked as both ‘perfective’ and ‘inchoative’. More importantly,
in sentence (4b), which contains -le,, the action expressed by the verb is
NOT completed.

It is hardly attractive to assume that -le, marks ‘completed action’,
except when it cooccurs with -le,, where this meaning is absent.
Furthermore, the contrast of (5) and (6) shows that the meaning of -/e, is
not simply cancelled out by -le,:
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(5) Tahé- le,jiu- Ile,.
he drink-le, wine-le,
‘He has drunk (some) wine’.
(6) Ta heé jiu-le,.
‘He drinks wine (now)’ (he didn’t used to).

If -le, does not express ‘perfective aspect’, what is the common
denominator in its usage? The answer is that -le, marks not aspect, but
what Jakobson (1971: 135) calls ‘relative tense’ or ‘taxis’. Taxis is not the
time of a narrated event in relation to the speech event (‘tense’ proper), but
rather the time of one narrated event in relation to another. Specifically,
-le, indicates anteriority, i.e. that one event is prior to another. This
function is most clear in examples like (3a—c). To understand the
remaining examples, we may compare the interaction of tense and taxis in
the Latin verb system (see Kurylowicz, 1964: 90ff.). -

Any Latin verb in the indicative mood is marked for both tense (past,
present, future) and for taxis (anterior or non-anterior). This may be
schematized as in figure 1.
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The forms of the ‘infectum’ are [-anterior], and dicebat, dicit and dicet
indicate respectively past, present and future time pure and simple: ‘he
said’, ‘he is saying’, ‘he will say’.* The forms of the ‘perfectum’ are
[+anterior], and dixerat indicates an action prior to another in the past
(‘he had said”), while dixerit expresses an action prior to another in the
future (‘he will have said’). Likewise, dixit indicates an action prior to
another in the present. Since a genuine present action (i.e. [+ present,
—anterior]) will necessarily be simultaneous with the speech event, an
action which is marked as anterior to that will equate to a preterite in
English: dixit ‘he said/has said’. From the Latin point of view, however,
the tense is present.

In Chinese, where there is no verbal category of tense, -/e, fills the role
of the entire Latin perfectum, as shown by examples (3a—c).” However, in
Chinese as elsewhere, the functionally ‘unmarked’ tense is the present.
Thus example (1) with no time adverb will, in the absence of information
to the contrary, be interpreted as ‘I eat/am eating three bowls of rice’.
Similarly, then, sentences (2) and (4a), which are marked by -le, as
[+ anterior], will normally be interpreted as [+anterior, +present], thus
like Latin dixit equating to an English preterite.®

Example (4b) remains to be accounted for. In order to understand (4b),
we must first define more closely the function of -/e,, which marks entry
into a state, or so-called ‘inchoative aspect’.” More precisely, -le, implies
an (unspecified) starting point for the condition expressed by the pre-
dicate, but no end point: schematically, /A—. Thus in (6), -le, implies that
the condition of his drinking has not always existed, but that it began at
some point, now exists, and may exist indefinitely. In (6), the starting
point is unspecified, but it may be more closely defined in various ways:

(7y Takuai lai- le,.
he soon come-le,
‘He is coming soon’.
(8) Talai- le;,wojin kéyizou- le,.
he come-le; I then can leave-le,
“When he comes, then I can leave’.
(9) Wang Xiansheng lai- le,.
Wang Mr. come-le,
‘Here comes Mr. Wang/Mr. Wang is coming!’

In (7) the starting point for his entry into the state of coming is specified as
being ‘soon’. In (8) the condition of my being able to leave is predicated on
the prior event of his coming. In (9) the starting point for his coming is set
by extralinguistic factors: as pointed out by Thompson (1968: 73),
sentence (9) is appropriate from the moment Mr. Wang comes into view
up to the time he actually arrives.
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Turning now to (4b), we see that -/e, indicates that the condition of his
studying Chinese began at some point, now exists, and may continue to
exist. Furthermore, -/e, shows that the starting point for this condition
was anterior to something (anterior to the present, unless otherwise
specified).® In this example, the time from the entry into the condition
until the present is also specified by sdn-nidn ‘three years’, but this is not
necessary. Compare (10) with (2):

(10) W chi-le, san- wan fan-le,
1 eat-le, three-bowl rice-le,
‘I have eaten three bowls of rice’.

Sentence (2) with -/e, says merely that the action expressed by the verb is
anterior (to the present). In sentence (10) the addition of -/e, implies that
that action produced a condition which still exists (and may continue to
exist). Thus (10), ‘T have eaten three bowls of rice’, could appropriately
follow (11):
(11) Niébuée?Bue.

‘Are you hungry? — No, 'm not’.
On the other hand, (2), ‘I ate three bowls of rice’, would be a rather
peculiar response in this context, since in the absence of -/e, there is no
necessary connection between the act of eating and the present time. The
combination of -le, and -/e, thus equates roughly to one of the uses of the
English present perfect (‘present relevance’).

Therefore by retaining the received interpretation of -le, as marking
‘entry into a state’ (as defined above), and by reinterpreting -le, not as a
‘perfective’ marker, but as the sign of ‘anteriority’, we may account for all
uses of -le,, both alone and in combination with -/e,.

II. The status and interaction of -/¢, and -le, are complicated by the
facts of negation in Chinese. The normal marker of negation is bu, which
ordinarily appears before the predicate:

(12) WO bu chi san-wan fan.
‘T do not eat three bowls of rice’.

There is one exception to this: before the verb ydu, which expresses
existence, the negative appears as mér:

(13) a. Zhudzi-shangyou shil.
table- on  exist book
‘There are books/is a book on the table’.
b. Zhudzi-shang méi (you) shi.
‘There are no books/there is no book on the table’.
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Except in sentence-final position, méi you may be optionally reduced to
méi. This exceptional deletion of the main verb is undoubtedly made
possible by the fact that méi occurs only before ydu, so that the deleted
verb is always recoverable.

Compare now (14), which is the negative counterpart of both (2) and
(10):

(14) W0 méi (ydu) chi san-win fan.
‘I didn’t eat/haven’t eaten three bowls of rice’.

One is immediately struck by two facts: first, the negative sentence
contains a ydu which does not appear in the positive sentence; second,
neither -le, nor -le, appears in the negative sentence. These facts are
discussed by Wang (1965), who presents sound evidence involving the
question transformation to show that -le; and you are suppletive allo-
morphs of the ‘aspect” marker, and that in the underlying structure this
marker is generated as you preceding the verb. Thus the underlying
structures of (2) and (14) would be:

(2) W0 you chi san-wén fan,
(14) W& NEG y6u chi san-wdn fan. (first interpretation)

In (14) the verb ydu conditions méi as the form of the negative marker; no
other changes take place. To produce the surface form of (2), we must
assume an obligatory transformation which, in the absence of NEG,
moves the you after the verb and changes it to -le;.

I believe that Wang’s analysis is essentially correct, except that for
reasons outlined above 1 interpret you~-le, as a marker of taxis,
specifically of anteriority. Since you behaves like a verb with respect to
negation and question formation, I also suggest that it be analysed as the
existential verb yéu functioning as an auxiliary, very much like ‘have’ in
English.

There are some further complications involving you ~-le, and negation.
First of all, there is the ‘experiential’ marker -guo which always occurs as a
suffix to the verb and which indicates that the subject has performed an
action at least once:

(15) a. Zhang San chi-guo shéng-yu.
Zhang San eat-guo raw-fish
‘Zhang San has eaten raw fish (before)’.
b. Zhang San méi (you) chi-guo shéng-yu.
‘Zhang San hasn’t eaten raw fish (before)’.

Since -guo means that someone has experienced something, the action is
necessarily [+ anterior], and we are not surprised to find the marker of
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anteriority present in the negative sentence (15b). The surface form of the
positive sentence (15a) forces us to assume a condition on our transfor-
mation of yéu-movement: when the verb is already followed by another
suffix, you is simply deleted, and -/e; never appears. We shall see below
that this is not an ad hoc condition required by the facts of -guo, but a
general rule involving other verbal suffixes.?

Wang sets up a compound ‘aspect’ you-guo beside you. This analysis
should be rejected for two reasons. First, while there is good evidence to
show that you precedes the verb in underlying structure, there is no
evidence to show that -guo ever precedes the verb. Second, it is true that
-guo will occur only when ydu is also present (though not vice-versa). As
stated above, this is due to the meaning of -guo itself. However, the
functions of you and -guo are quite different. While you ~-le, marks one
action as anterior to another, -guo says something about the nature of an
action. Therefore these should be treated as two different types of verbal
markers: you~-le, is generated as an auxiliary preceding the verb and
marks anteriority, while -guo is generated as a suffix to the verb and marks
the action as having been experienced at least once.

1 have not yet accounted for the second interpretation of (14): ‘I have
not eaten three bowls of rice’. One may note that -/e, does not appear in
this sentence. There are two possible explanations: (1) it is in the
underlying structure, but is deleted by some mechanism; (2) it is not in the
underlying structure. I believe that the second alternative is correct, for the
following reason. Let us look at the underlying structure which would be
required if we assumed that -le, were present in (14):

(14) WO NEG you chi san-wan fan le,.

According to the meanings we have established for ydu ~-le, and for -le,,
the only possible reading for this structure would be: entry into a state
brought about by an anterior action (eating), THE EXISTENCE OF WHICH IS
DENIED. As already noted by Teng (1973: 32), this structure is semantically
ill-formed.

Strictly speaking, then, there is no negative counterpart in Chinese to
(10). In other words, the difference expressed in English by ‘did not eat’
versus ‘have not eaten’ is not present in Chinese. This is hardly shocking.
It should be clear by now that the verbal categories of Chinese and English
do not correspond even remotely. The fact that the combination of -le,
and -/e, happens to produce a meaning roughly equivalent to the English
present perfect in one of its uses should not mislead us into equating the
Chinese and English structures. Nor should we expect them to behave in
parallel fashion with respect to other parts of the grammar, such as
negation,
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III. Wang’s analysis of you and -le; as suppletive forms of one
morpheme has been criticized by Teng (1973), who presents three pieces of
counterevidence. First, there are cases where both you and -le; occur.
Compare the following:

(16) a. Tamai-le, tade che

he sell-le his car
‘He sold his car’.

b. Ta méi (ydu) mai tade ché.
‘He didn’t sell his car’.

c. Ta ba tade ché mai-le,.
‘He sold his car’.

d. Ta méi (you) bd tade che mai-le,.
‘He didn’t sell his car’.

The facts of (16a, b) are accounted for by the analysis given above for (2)
and (14), but in (16¢, d), where the direct object has been brought forward
and marked with bd, we seem to find evidence for both ydu and -/e,. Note,
however, that (16¢c, d) are entirely equivalent to (16a, b) respectively
(except for a slight difference in emphasis). Furthermore, this case is
parallel to the following:

(17) a. Tashuo-le,ji- ju.
he say- le, few-sentences
‘He said a few words’.
Ta méi (you) shuo ji-ju.
c. Ta shud-le, méi (you) jiju.
‘He didn’t say a word’.
This example is taken from Teng (1974: 138), who states that, however we
are to account for the peculiar word order of (17¢), it is clearly equivalent
to (17b), and (17a—c) are all simplex sentences. I agree and suggest that
(16d) and its relationship to (16a—c) should be treated likewise.
To clarify the situation, consider the following negative sentence with
bd but without the anteriority marker:
(18) Tabu bd tade ché mai-géi wo.
he NEG bd his car sell-to I
‘He isn’t selling his car to me’.

This example shows that the feature common to (16d) and (17c) is the
position of, the negative: on the surface it does not directly precede the
verb. The underlying structures are the following:

(16) d. Ta NEG you mai tade che.
(17) c¢. Ta NEG yo6u shuo ji-ju.
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In the presence of you, the negative appears as m‘éi. In (16d) t.he direct
object is then moved in front of the verb (including the auxiliary) and
marked with bd, producing ta méi bd tade ché you mai. The you-movement
rule then produces the surface sentence ta méi bd tade ché mai-le,.
Similarly, in (17c) the negative has optionally been moved in front of the
direct object, yielding ta you shuo méi jiju. Once again the ydu-movement
rule gives the surface order: ta shué-le méi jiji. Since in all other instances
other than sentence-final position, méi and méi ydu are interchangeable,
speakers may then falsely expand méi in (16d) and (17¢) into méi ydis, thus
giving the appearance that the anteriority marker appears twice. Example
(18), however, shows that it is really only the negative which appears
before bd. Sentence (16d), then, is only an apparent counterexample to the
suppletion of you and -le,.

Teng’s second objection is that there are negative sentences with méi
(you) whose positive forms do not have -le,. These are of two types. The
first is exemplified by (19) and (20):

(19) Duibuqi, wo zuétian méi (yéu) néng lai.
sorry I yesterday NEG can come
‘Sorry, I couldn’t come yesterday’.
(20) Wo zudtian qu zhdo ta, késhi ta méi(you) zai jia.
I  yesterday go seek he, but he NEG be-at home
‘I went to look for him yesterday, but he wasn’t at home’.

Here we have verbs expressing a state (néng ‘can’ and zai ‘be at’), which
cannot cooccur with -le; in positive sentences, but which are negated by
méi (you). This seems to argue for a morpheme ydu separate from -le, .

Teng claims that for most speakers of Mandarin, méi (you) in the above
sentences is freely interchangeable with bu. If this is true, then méi (you)
once again is merely a variant of the negative marker, and the you has no
functional significance. That is, just as in (16d) and (17¢) above, méi may
be falsely expanded into méiydu in contexts where only the negative
marker méi is semantically justified.

The question remains as to why the negative appears as méi if there is no
genuine (functionally significant) ydu in the underlying structure. The
answer may be found in the discussion of this type by Chao (1968:
731-732). Chao claims that for some speakers, negative sentences like (19)
and (20) with méi differ in meaning from the same sentences negated with
bu. According to this view, the English translations given above are
correct only for the sentences with bu, where the verbs néng and zai express
a state, as usual. The sentences as given with méi mean rather:

(19) “Sorry, I didn’t succeed in coming/manage to come’.
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(20) ‘I went to look for him yesterday, but he didn’t happen to be at
home’.

In effect, in the presence of méi (you), the state verbs néng and zai function
as action verbs, which express an event, not a state. Since the event is
anterior (to the present), the presence of ydu marking anteriority is
justified, in fact expected. The difference between bu néng lai and méi(you)
néng lai in this dialect is comparable to that in Spanish between (ro) podia
venir ‘he was (not) able to come’ and (no) pudo venir ‘he did(n’t) succeed in
coming’,

In Chinese this contrast is possible only in the negative. This restriction
is undoubtedly due to the fact that this use of méi (you) with state verbs
like néng and zai is analogical to its use with action verbs. That is, it is the
existence of forms like méi (you) lai ‘didn’t come’ which permits the
reading of néng as an action verb in méi (you) néng lai ‘didn’t succeed in
coming’. Based on Teng’s evidence, for some speakers the analogy is
purely formal: méi (y6u), the negative marker with anterior events, is also
used as the negative marker of anterior states, thus freely interchanging
with bu in this context, For some speakers, then, the ydu in examples like
(19) and (20) is functionally justified as the marker of an anterior event;
for others it is functionally empty. In both cases, the non-appearance of
-le, in the corresponding positive sentences is not only understandable but
in fact predictable.

The second type of sentence where the negative méi (you) does not
correspond to -le, in the positive form is rather different:

(21) a. Tabi -zhe ydnjing.
he close-zhe eye
‘He has/had his eyes closed’.
b. Ta méi (y6u) bi-zhe yinjing.
‘He does/did not have his eyes closed’.
(22) a. Damén sud- zhe.
big door lock-zhe
“The gate is/was locked’.?°
b. Da-mén méi (you) sud-zhe.
“The gate isn’t/wasn’t locked’.

According to Wang’s analysis, which I have followed, the appearance of
méi (you) in the negative forms (21b) and (22b) implies that their positive
counterparts (21a) and (22a) should contain -le, . Teng points out that -/e,
does not in fact appear there. Since he interprets -/e, as “perfective aspect’
and -zhe as ‘progressive’ or ‘continuative’, Teng also claims that a
configuration of -le, plus -zhe would be semantically ill-formed. Thus the
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you in (21) and (22b) which cooccurs with -zhe cannot be equated with
-161-

This analysis is faulty not only from the side of -le;, which marks
anteriority, but also from the side of -zhe, which does not mean
‘progressive’, a fact shown by Teng’s own examples:

(23) Tachuan- zhe xiézi. [negative méi (you)]
he put-on-zhe shoe
‘He is/was wearing shoes’.

(24) Ta zai chuan(-zhe) xiézi. [negative bu]
‘He is/was putting on shoes’.

It is clear from (24) that the genuine marker of ‘progressive’, i.e. of an
on-going action, is zai preceding the verb. When we note the position of
zal, its complementary distribution with ydu~-le, (note especially the
negatives of 23 versus 24), and its meaning (an action going on at the time
of another action), it becomes obvious that zal is another marker of taxis
in Chinese: namely, of simultaneity. Like you~-le,, it is independent of
tense, as shown by (24) and (25):

(25) Wozuotian kanjian ta de shihou, ta zai chuan(-zhe) xiézi.
I yesterday see he when he zai put-on(-zhe) shoe
‘When I saw him yesterday, he was putting on shoes’.

As in the case of you~-le,, when the tense is not otherwise indicated, it is
taken to be the present, and the unmarked reading of (24) is: ‘He is putting
on shoes’.

On the other hand, (23) makes it evident that -zhe marks not
‘progressive’, but rather ‘durative’. It is independent of tense, as shown by
(23), and also independent of taxis, as shown by (23) versus (24). However,
since an on-going (simultaneous) action is usually viewed as taking a
certain amount of time, -zhe often cooccurs with zai. The nuance added by
-zhe in (24) can perhaps be rendered in English as: ‘He is/was engaged in
(the process of) putting on shoes’.

If we now reexamine (21), (22) and (23), we see that their meaning not
only permits, but in fact requires the presence of ydu~-le, in their
underlying structure. The actions of closing his eyes, locking the door, and
putting on shoes are all anterior (to the present). In effect, (21) means ‘He
closed his eyes and has kept them closed’, (22) ‘Someone locked the door,
and it is (still) locked’, (23) ‘He put on shoes and has them on’. Thus (23)
?Zl (méi) you chuan-zhe xiézi ‘He is (not) wearing shoes’ combines anter-
lority and duration, while (24) 1@ (bii) zai chudn-zhe xiézi ‘he is (not)
engaged in putting on shoes’ combines simultaneity and duration.

Functionally, then, the cooccurrence of ydu ~-le, and -zhe makes sense.
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The formal problem, the non-appearance of -le, in the surface forms of

(21-23), is solved by the rule given earlier: -le, does not appear when the -

verb already has another suffix. Compare (15a), (23) and (26):

(15) a. Zhang San chi-guo shéng-yu. [negative méiyou)
‘Zhang San has eaten raw fish (before)’.

(23) Ta chuan-zhe xiézi. [negative méiyou]
‘He is wearing shoes’.
(26) Ta lai- le. [negative méiyou lai]

‘He has come’.

The semantics of all three sentences argue that they contain the anteriority
marker you in the underlying structure, and this is confirmed by the
negative forms. However, in (15) and (23) no -le appears in the positive
forms, and only one -le is found in (26), where we would expect Td lai-le,
-le,.!* The appearance of one -le in the latter type has been explained as
due to haplology, but the parallel absence of -le in (15a), (23) and (26)
suggests that -le, is deleted in the presence of another verbal suffix.'* -
We have seen evidence for two markers of taxis, or relative tense, in
Chinese: ydu ~ -le, expressing anteriority and zal expressing simultaneity.
Evidence from interrogatives shows that you as well as zai is generated in
front of the verb. In the absence of a negative, ydu is moved after the verb.
In the presence of another suffix, you is deleted; otherwise it appears as -
le,. We have also discussed the verbal suffixes -guo indicating ‘experience’
and -zhe indicating ‘duration’, thus in general terms the nature or manner
of action (‘Aktionsart’). Finally, the sentence particle -le, means ‘entry
into a (new) state’ or more generally a change or different circumstance.

1V. Teng (1973: 25{f) argues that -le, is not a sentence particle, as
previously claimed, but rather that it must be analysed as an ‘inchoative
verb’ functioning as a higher predicate. In order to understand his
argument, which involves the scope of negation, we must begin with the
following example:
(27) a. Tachangbu lai

he often NEG come

‘Often he doesn’t come’.

b. Ta bu chang lai.
‘He doesn’t come often’.

I agree fully with Teng that these are best characterized as:

(27) a. It is often the case that [NEG he comes].
b. NEG it is often the case that [he comes].
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In (27a) the scope of negation includes only the lower sentence, but in
(27b) it includes the higher sentence. As presented in detail in Teng (1974)
this difference may be most elegantly captured by assuming that chc’zné
‘often’ is a higher predicate which has fa /lai ‘he comes’ as its subject. In
(27a) the lower S is negated, in (27b) the higher S.

In order to produce the surface forms of (27a) and (27b), we need two
transformations: first, a general rule of negative lowering or placement
which places the negative marker before the next lower predicate; second
a predicate-lowering rule which lowers time adverbs functioning as higher’
gr;dicgtes inf front of a lower predicate. This rule also accounts for the

ehaviour of ‘external modals’ in Chi — justi i
ey Chinese for a full justification see

Let us now look at a negative sentence with -/e,:

(28) a. Tahe jiu -le,.
he drink wine-le,
‘He drinks wine (now)’. (he didn’t used to)
b. Ta bu he jil-le,.
‘He doesn’t drink wine any more’.
As Teng correctly points out, the only reasonable interpretation of (28b)
is: ‘It I_las come about that [NEG he drinks]” or ‘He has entered a state of
not drinking’. That is, the scope of negation does not include -/e,, leading
Teng to interpret -/e, as a higher predicate. >
However, he realizes that the parallel with (27a, b) predicts that there
ought to be another negative corresponding to (28a): ‘NEG it has come
about that [he drinks]’. He claims that in fact there is one:
(29) Ta hai bu hé jiu.
‘He doesn’t drink (wine) yet’.
In order to make (29) the negative of (28a), Teng has to make the
following explicit claim (1973: 28). ““NEG it has come about™ is to be

ur‘lders.tood as equivalent to the meaning of ““it has not yet come about™’
Likewise, he must claim that the negative of (10} is not (14), but (30):

(10) Ta chi-le, san-wan fan-le,.

‘He has eaten three bowls of rice’.
(14) Ta méi (you) chi san-wan fan.

‘He hasn’t eaten three bowls of rice’.
(30) Ta hai méi (ydu) chi san-win fan.

‘He hasn’t three bowls of rice yet’.

1 ”l“hi’s.is pvatently incorrect. No description of Chinese I am aware of gives
hai méi (you) as the negative of -le, ... -le,, but simply méi (you). It is easy
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to see why. Sentence (14) is the simple negation of (10) with no further
implication, but (30) adds the implication that the subject may eat three
bowls of rice in the future. Thus (30) is not a negative of (10). Likewise,
(29) adds an implication not present in (28a) and is not a simple negative
of it. The only negative corresponding to (28a) is (28b): ‘He doesn’t drink
any more’. Yet there is nothing semantically ill-formed about the
underlying structure ‘NEG it has come about that [he drinks]’.** If -le, is
to be derived from a higher predicate, it is difficult to see why such a
negative form does not exist.'*

If Teng’s analysis of -/e, as a higher predicate is problematic, then how
are we to account for the fact that -le, is not within the scope of the
negative in (29b)? Formaily, we may accomplish this with an S notation,
allowing the category ‘sentence particle’ to be under S, but not under S,
and thus not within the scope of the negative.

The question then becomes: is there any independent evidence for such
an analysis? We may recall that Teng’s reason for denying that -le, is a
sentence particle is the fact that it does not come under the scope of the
negative. However, the following sentences show that this is also true of
other sentence particles:

(31) a. Ta he jiti-ma?
‘Is it true that he drinks (wine)?’
b. Ta bu hé jiti-ma?
‘Is it true that he doesn’t drink?’
(32) a. Ta he jiu-ba?
‘He drinks, doesn’t he?
b. Ta bu hé jid-ba?
‘He doesn’t drink, does he?
As pointed out by Hashimoto (1971: 19ff.), questions formed with the
particles -ma and -ba are not neutral. In each case, the question
presupposes the truth of the corresponding statement. The presupposition
is stronger with -ba than with -ma: the English translations give an
approximation of the degree of presupposition. Like -le,, -ma and -ba are
not within the scope of the negative. I know of no independent motivation
for interpreting -ma and -ba as higher predicates. The only negatives of
(31a) and (32a) are (31b) and (32b). Compare (28a, b) and contrast the
situation in (27a-b).

Whatever proves to be the correct formal solution, the fact that -le,
does not fall within the scope of negation is not a feature peculiar to it, but
one which it shares with other sentence particles. Therefore this feature
cannot be used to argue that it is a higher predicate, and I retain the older
interpretation of -le, as a sentence particle.!’
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V. There remains one further morpheme to be discussed in connection
with ‘aspect’ and the Chinese verb: the sentence particle -ne. 6 Rygaloff
(1973: 114) defines -ne as the marker of ‘non-changement’. In positive
.terr.ns, -ne means ‘continuation of a state’, as opposed to -le,, which
1n41cates ‘entry into a state’. More precisely, -ne implies neither starting
point nor end point for the action expressed by the verb: schematically

—A—. Here are some typical examples: ,

(33) Ta haimei (you)lai- (ne).
he yet NEG ant. come-ne
‘He hasn’t come yet’.

(34) Wo fugin hai hud-zhe(-ne).
my father still live- zhe(-ne)
‘My father is still living’,

(35) Women(zhéng) zai  chi-zhe fan- (ne).
we just simul eat-zhe rice ne
‘We are just now eating’.

As ind.icated by Rygaloff, virtually any action which is on-going or viewed
as having duration may also be said to be continuing. Hence the frequent
cooccurrence of -ne with zai, the marker of simultaneity, and Jor -zhe, the
mayker of duration. Often there is little discernible difference between the
various combinations zai ... -zhe ... -ne, zai ... -zhe, zai ... -ne, or -zhe ...
-ne.

However, Rygaloff is mistaken in implying that the addition of -ne is
always redt}ndant. A sentence like (33) without -ne includes only one
presupposition: namely, that the subject is expected to come in the future.
The gddition of -ne implies that he was expected to come before now: his
(continued state of) non-arrival is contrary to expectation (see Dragunov
1952: 146-147). Similarly, Thompson (1968: 73) points out that examplej
(34) without -ne is a general statement of fact. With -ne, it would be
appropriate in a situation where the speaker’s father is known to be
seriously ill. The speaker is insisting that his father is still alive, against the
possible expectation that he is not.

Chao (1968: 803) offers examples to show that -ne may indicate a fact

contrary to expectation even where ‘continuation of a state’ does not seem
to be present:!’

(36) Tahai hui ché- huing-ne.
he even can pull-lies- ne
‘He can even tell lies’. (I didn’t think he was that clever)
(37) Hou-yuan hai ydu yi-ge jin- yu- chi- ne.
back-yard even exist a gold-fish-pond ne
‘There is a goldfish-pond in the backyard too!” (to my surprise)




650 H. C. Melchert

Chao (1968: 802) also cites one more function of -ne, to reinforce the

expression of the equative degree:

(38) You yibdichi ne, shén de hén-ne.
attain 100 footne deep very nC
‘It’s as much as a hundred feet, it’s very deep’.

These three functions of -re (continuation of a state, fact contrary to
expectation, reinforcement of equative degree) do not seem related: what
is the common denominator? I suggest that the basic function of -ne is to
indicate identity: in the case of the equative, identity of the two things
being compared; in the case of continuation of a state, identity of the
current state with a past one. That is, the situation remains the same: a
given state continues. The implication that something is contrary to
expectation is apparently a nuance which accrues to -ne secondarily due to

the circumstances of its use (e.g. frequent cooccurrence with hai still; yet’).

I am led to this analysis by 2 striking parallel from an unlikely source:

the Hittite language of ancient Anatolia. Hittite possesses an enclitic
particle -pat, whose basic function is to mark identity, as shown convinc-
ingly by Hart (1971), from whom most of the following. examples are

taken:

(39) aseSSar- ma L0/ BARUMTIM arantari-pat.
assembly-but foreigners stand- pat
‘But the assembly (and) the foreigners remain standing’.
(40) nu INA S MUSIINA B OIS aranta  nu
and in  Snights in  stable they stand and
SA.GAL azzikkanzi GEg-ti GEe-ti-ma tariskizzi  -pat.
fodder theyeat night night- but he hitches up -pat
“They (the horses) stand in the stable five nights and eat fodder, but
he continues to hitch them up every night’.
(41) nu-za man irmalanza &Sta, dUTUS.  -ma-tta
and (part.) although ill you were ~ His Majesty-but-you
ANA ASAR ABI-KA  tittanun-pat.
in  place your-father I put -pat
‘Although you were ill, L, His Majesty, went ahead and put you in
the place of your father’.
(42) namma-za-kan DINGIR.MES-a3 istarna zik-pat
further (part.)gods (dative) among you-pat
¢UTU YRVArinna  nakkis salliss-a- z
Sun-goddess (of) A. important great—and-(part.)
zik-pat “UTU “RVArinna.
you-pat Sun-g. of A.
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Furthermore, it is you, the Sun-goddess of Arinna, who are

important among the gods, and it i
[ , is you, the -
Arinna, who are great’. g Sun-goddess of

It}'le ﬁr:.t two examples, (39) and (40), illustrate the use of -pat to express
co inuation o.f a state. It should also be noted that tiriskizzi in (40) is an
iterative-durative form of rniriya- ‘yokes, hitches up’. The frequent
f}cl)otcc?rre}lllce (_)f -$k- forms.with -pat in Hittite is directly comparable to
at of -zhe with -ne in Chinese. Example (41) shows how -pat, like -ne
comes to 1mply a fact contrary to expectation. This use of -pat is more;
c}c:mrpor;l Wlth refgrence to continuation of a state, but example ‘(41) shows
t eg[ 1r; ; is iunctlor} -pat was extended to other situations as well (cf. (36)
fm l(l ) a ?ve w1th‘ -ne). In example (42), -pat may be said to be
;mf al.smr?(g1 , bpt this usage also derives from the basic function of
anlzl f}sl?;%eld -enilty.d The use of -pat insists on the identity of the subject
icate adjective: it i i
.y j t is you who are important/great (and no one
) rI do potl wish to oyerstate the parallelism between -pat and -ne. The
;’ rélrert }iz 2 SO 111153(1 v;;th nouns and pronouns to express ‘the very (same)
mphatic ‘X itself’. There is nothin is i
: ' g comparable to this in the
gii%es ;(fv;r;f mtﬁhliese.dNevertheless, 1 believe that the Hittite parallel
ow the three different uses of -ne in Chin
. \ | _ ese may be accoun
for starting with one basic function: the expression of ideitity ted

;;Ién tOur fmvestigatign has led to the conclusion that the term ‘aspect’ has
Catego(;i(; i Eieghgpphecli to what are three fundamentally different verbal
inese. Furthermore, these different functi
e diTorenecs, T > the ent functions are matched

‘ . Taxis, or relative tense, is indi db
which precede the main i ’ e
‘ . verb in the underlying structure: yo
anteriority’ and zai for ‘simultaneity’ A
eity’. Manner of action is expre
. ‘ ' ssed b
\fﬁ;b?l suffixes: -guo for ‘experience’ and -zhe for ‘duration’.18p The onli
Sentce;c::r; Iei\rllerll cor?pfrab}e to aspect in European languages is carried by
-final particles: -/e, marks ‘entry into a state’ ) i i
a state’. However, the ‘aspectual’ functi el e ol ae
, unctions of these particl
facet of their more i D e or o
: general meanings: -le, expresses a
circumstance, while -ne marks identity. 2P chane or nev
phzge qnl}}fl syntacvtic transformation immediately affecting these mor-
e attftsels tthat of you-movement, which in the absence of a negative moves
er the verb. In the presence of another suffix, the ydu is deleted;
otherwise it appears as -/e. ’ o
These results may be conveniently summarized as follows:
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Taxis Manner of Action ‘Aspect’
you (— -ley) VERB -guo -le,

i ~zhe -ne

zat
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Notes

el

Here designated -le,, to distinguish it from a homophonous particle -le,, which will be
discussed shortly.
Dragunov, loc. cit., recognizes the existence of examples like (3c), but persists in
restricting -le, to ‘past’ time, forcing him into the bizarre characterization of the
counterexamples as ‘past in the future’.
1 am indebted to Calvert Watkins of Harvard University for first bringing the Latin
facts to my attention in the form of a diagram very much like that presented here.
As the functionally ‘unmarked’ tense, the present tense may also be used for timeless
statements, as well as for past or future, but this is irrelevant to the present discussion,
This equivalence is even clearer if one chooses the alternate translations of (3a) and (3¢)
respectively: ‘After I had eaten three bowls of rice ...’ [*After I (will) have eaten three
bowls of rice ...".
These relations of tense and anteriority are correctly stated by Rygaloff (1973: 104),
who nevertheless proceeds to define -le; as marking completed action! See also the
insightful comments of Thompson (1968: 71-73). However, his claim that the usage of
.Ie is not comparable to verbal categories in other languages is false.
1 have enclosed ‘inchoative aspect’ in quotes, because the functions of -le, go beyond
what is normally covered by ‘aspect’ in European languages. Dragunov (1952: 136ff)
terms -e, a ‘modal’ particle, but this is even more misleading. The basic function of -le,
is to indicate entry into a new situation or circumstance (versus -ne which indicates
continuation of the same state). As in the case of all grammatical categories, the
perception of ‘new situation’ rests with the speaker. Hence the following example
provided by a referee of this article: qidng-shang pa-le, hén duc zhanglang ‘(Look,) there
are a lot of cockroaches crawling on the wall’. It does not matter how long the
cockroaches have actually been on the wall. The use of -le, indicates that the situation
described is a discovery of the speaker, therefore a new situation.

Despite the word order, we are dealing here with -le,. The subject has been
postposed, but in the underlying structure sentence-final and verb-final position
coincide. In such cases, Chao’s attempt to distinguish -le, and -le, on purely formal
grounds as ‘verb-le’ and ‘sentence-le’ fails. Occurrences of -le must be assigned to -le, or
-le, based on their function in the sentence. On the problem of ‘indeterminacy’ of -le;

and -le, see the excellent treatment of Teng (1973: 32ff.). Teng (1973: 34) also shows
how -le, acquires the secondary meaning of ‘too X’ with state verbs.

I stress again, however, that -le; is independent of tense. If one sets (4a) and (4b)ina
past context, they will refer to a past event prior to another: W& qunidn huijian 1d de

10.

11.

13.

14,

15,

16.

17.

18.

Som Y
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shihou, ta nidn-le, san-nién Zhéngwén(-le.) ©
Chinese for three years’/*had befn sflgdl%t)lngl?
As Teng (1973: 19~20) rightly claims Wan :
Language 41(1965), 465 makes deletion of
position Teng shows to be untenable. The coy

year when I met him, he had studied

,nese for three years’,

65 s1 formulation of ygu-movement in
n the presence of -guo optional, a

of ‘-Ie2 as well as -guo (see below).
Itis nqt clear why the verb is interpreted as
surely irrelevant to the matter at hand.
In tlhde rleadll)ng giyen. Sentence (26) is of course ambiguous
could also be taken as -le, alone (‘He came’ n
o, 1 ( e’) or as -le,
More precisely, when the verb d.
L oes not already have another s i
yerbal cate.gorles.. Resultative and directional suffixes do cooccllllfrﬁx S
;ﬁ't u'p/ﬁmsh eating’, nd-chit-lai-le, ‘take out’.
‘belgsi rl: z;)lxlliﬁ;‘ln.led by thf: parallel cited by Teng (1973: 32). The auxiliary verb kdishi
OUtSide, i sccols se;riintlcally very close to ‘entry into a state’, occurs within as wecﬁsasl
pe of the negative: td bu kaishi gongzuo ‘He d - i
td kdishi b gongzuo ‘He begin ? srammation) i im0 work beside
Tongy gins not to work’ (grammatical in Chinese according to
T . . .
thei]es is also a serious formal problem with Teng’s analysis of -le, as a higher predicate
potus r:tliszgle tha;: (14) (or for that matter (30)) is the negative form of (10): ‘NEG it'
A (l)ut t ?t [}-16 eats three bowls of rice]". According to Teng’s own negative
Placemen v‘;']151 Re,p\rx;}:;lch t1s v{ﬂ?—motlﬁted, the negative should be lowered in front of the
icate. This means that it should be lowered i i
oy : red in front of the ‘inchoative
yero se:u rlr: hft; cqme a.bout .In orfier to produce the surface form of (14) or (30), Ten
st assur le atin th.IS case,yand in this case alone, the negative is lowered in fr’ont o%’
g sseond c;wer predicate you chi. This is manifestly ad hoc, as is the accompanyin
etior o I;ez, The s.entence particle -Je, does not appear in (14) because it is no%
i) X thmlt e u?derlymg structure at all, for reasons given above
fulrllc:ione te;lbe} senteince particle’ as a cover term. As one would expect from their
paptor S'i‘ hues :sc}:’ect lmtarkers -le, and -ne can cooccur with the question particles -mqa
-ba. mplete account of sen i i i
e oot & com tence particles will have to include more than
Along wi :
Alon idWltf-leChaod(l%& 801'ff.) T assume that the -ne marking continuation (originall
qucstionf Hserve as su.ch in some dialects) is distinct from the -ne appearing il}ll
due used.in :ﬁf;;f S;x;s«;r} (1976: 204-205) also distinguish ‘continuative’ -ne from
s. The discussion here is limited to ‘conti ive’ /
e O ‘continuative’ -ne (ni).
h }c:: le)ens(eﬁ:;::te-nces dcfes of course express a state or condition, but the ]J(Oil)lt is not
n is continuing, but that i i i ising
means o ot g 1ts existence is surprising. Note that hai here
In sul ing - ing ¢
o Es?gnngl guo upder the hea'dmg manner of action’, I am admittedly motivated in
part H};plermn:; tcrlte:il.a, nc‘;t functional ones: -guo appears in the same position as, and is
ary distribution with, -zhe the durati i ’
something about the nature of th cti impliity I e o i o docs sy
. e action, simplicity leads me to place it i
category as -zhe until evidence, is presented to the contrary prace fLin the same

passive in this sentence, but this feature is

since the single surface -fe
alone (‘He is coming’/*Here he

with -le,: chi=wan-le,

R REEEEEEE———————
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