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ABSTRACT

This paper aims to explain the development of the copula function of wei
°A and to show that wei in the “wei V> construction is a copula during pre-
Han times, rather than a passive marker. Therefore, in essence, the “wei V”
construction is a copula construction rather than a passive construction. In
this analysis, we pay special attention to'the “yi PA X wei 4 Y” construction
and draw the following conclusions: (1) the generalized copula function of
wei derives from the “yi X wei Y” construction because of the disposal
function of yi, and because wei absorbed the characteristics of the “yi X
wei Y” construction. This conclusion is based on the observation that the
unique features of weras a copula are congruent with its function in the “yi
X wei Y” construction, and that the change from “V yi wei” to “V wei”
indicates thatwei replaced “yi wei” to a certain degree. (2) “X wei V” is an
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alternative pattern of “yi X wei V” when a causer (C) does not appear in
the same clause with wei. These observations are supported by the fact that
“yi X wei V” and “X wei V” have the same (low) frequency, and are both
very limited in their semantic range, and that their exchangeability does
not have any influence on their semantics. (3) “Wei A V” is formed through
the omission of yi in the “yi X wei A V” or, alternatively, through the
addition of the agent A in “wei V”, whereas “wei A (zhi) suo V” is the
consequence of “A (zhi) suo V” replacing “A V” in “wei A V”. Therefore,
none of the wei constructions in pre-Qin should be regarded as syntactically
functioning as passive constructions. Rather, “wei A suo V” became a
common passive construction only in the Han dynasty.

KEYWORDS
Copula construction Passive construction “¥i LA wei N Y disposal
construction ~ Wei NV

1. INTRODUCTION

The function of wei' in pre-Han Chinese remains a topic of intense
debate in Chinese linguistic studies.<As early as in the 1930s, Wang (1937,
15) argued that wei is not a true-copula because it functions as such only
on rare occasions, while in most cases it functions as a kind of copula based
on its verbal features.? Twenty years later, Hong (2000, 30-31) insisted
that both wei N and shi & are true copulas. Finally, Yu (2005, 106),
adopting an intermediary position, concluded that wei was a verb that was
in the process of becoming a copula, so it functioned as such to some degree.
Generally,-wei is treated as a “special” copula by most scholars (sometimes
referred to’as “semi-copula” or “quasi-copula”). However, the question of
the special features of wei needs further study. More importantly, wei’s
development into a special copula remains something of a mystery. Wang
(1937, 9) concluded that it is difficult to determine precisely how this
process occurred in a diachronic perspective since all of its functions
appeared at a very early stage. In this paper, we will address both the
formation of the copula function of wei and the special features of wei.

As for the term “copula”, Peyraube and Wiebusch (1994, 383) have
provided a useful definition in the Chinese context: “For Chinese, we
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