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ABSTRACT

Taking into account data hitherto neglected, this article examines the
progressive aspect zai £ in Mandarin Chinese and related issues. We argue
in favour of the constituency [aspp zdi 1E [V-zhe #%]] and demonstrate
important syntactic and semantic differences between the progressive
aspect zai fE and the durative aspect -zhe % . Importantly, unlike
‘zai f£ V°, “V-zhe &~ is only acceptable as the sole predicate in a root
sentence when interpretable as a (derived) state. Otherwise, the presence
of the progressive aspect zai 7t is required: ‘zai 1 V-zhe #5°. This crucial
role of zai 7F is often obscured by its phonological fusion (haplology) with
the preposition zdi {£ ‘at’ heading an immediately following prepositional
phrase: NP [Aspp Zdi E [Vp [pp Zdi E NP] [V-Zhe % NP]]] =>
NP zA1 /£ NP.'V-zhe # NP. The presence/absence of an underlying
progressive aspect zai {f (having fused with the preposition zai 7F) is
reflected in the choice of negation. Since the progressive aspect zai & must
be negated by méi %, not bu 4, it follows that no underlying aspectual
zai {F is present when it is b 4> that negates a VP with a zai 7t PP adjunct:

Acknowledgements For comments and suggestions, we would like to thank Huba Bartos,
Redouane Djamouri, Gillian Ramchand and the two reviewers, especially reviewer 1. We are also
very grateful to the native speakers who participated in our online questionnaire.

Waltraud Paul (EL#4]; corresponding author) [wpaul@ehess.fr]; CNRS-EHESS-INALCO,
CRLAO, Centre de Recherches Linguistiques sur 1’Asie Orientale, Batiment Sud, Campus
Condorcet, 5 Cours des Humanités, 93322 Aubervilliers Cedex, France; i) http://orcid.org/0000-
0001-6154-4536

29



30 JOURNAL OF CHINESE LINGUISTICS VOL.52, NO.1 (2024)

NP ba A~ [vp [pp zai £ NP] VP]. By contrast, when there is an underlying
aspectual zai 7F, the negation méi 7% is required, resulting in the surface
sequence ‘NP méi % zil ¥ NP VP’. Finally, given that a subset of
auxiliaries, some stative verbs as well as state-denoting ‘V-zhe %’ are
negated by méi %, negation of ‘zai 7E VP’ by méi ¥% is compatible with
the status of ‘zai fE VP’ as a state, hence able to be true at a moment.
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1. INTRODUCTION

When wanting to examine the progressive aspect in Mandarin
Chinese, one first needs to decide whether besides the clear case of the
progressive aspectual auxiliary zai 7E in ‘zaift. VP, the sequence zhéng
1E (‘just’) zai 7E (‘PROGR’) is likewise to be included as another realization
of the progressive aspect. While in most of the Chinese literature, this
sequence is presented as an adverb;i.e., as one word, zhéngzai 1IE{E ‘just’,
Sun Hongyuan (2014) and Martin et al. (2020) treat zhéngzai IE1E as a
bisyllabic word variant of the progressive aspect zai {£. As we will see,
none of the above scenarios is correct. Instead, the sequence ‘zhéng 1E zai
fE VP’ is to be analysed as the adverb zhéng IE ‘just, right then’ preceding
the progressive aspect head zai 7E, which in turn selects the following
verbal projection as its complement:

(1) [aspp [aav zhéng IE “just’] [aspp zai 7E [ip VP]]]

This analysis not only allows us to correctly predict the cases where zheng
1E ‘just, right then’ and progressive zai {f can only occur on their own, but
also to obtain the correct distribution and well-formedness conditions for
the progressive aspect zai 7F itself.

The article is organized as follows. Section 2 provides evidence for
our analysis in (1) where the adverb zhéng 1E ‘just, right then’ precedes
and modifies the verbal projection headed by the progressive aspect zdi 7E.
Section 3 turns to the structural analysis of the sequence ‘zai & V-zhe 35’
and the syntactic and semantic differences between the progressive aspect
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