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ABSTRACT

Chinese, it is well known, is an aspectual language. It does not mark tense
grammatically It is then generally accepted that there is no tense category
in Standard Mandarin, at least when referring to morphological tense or
syntactic tense, and not semantic tense. which is attested in almost all
languages of the world. See Liu Mei-chun (2015). However, see also Sun
Hongyuan (2014), Sybesma (2017) among others, who have presented
arguments to conclude that Chinese can be considered to have syntactic
tense. If we stick to Comrie’s (1985) definitions, we can indeed consider
that there could be a real category of tense in Chinese, and not only a
category of aspect. A brief diachronic incursion into the origin and the
evolution of the main aspectual markers (liao 1, zhao &, guo iL, zai 1%,
etc.), and more specifically into the tense markers of the so-called han ér
yanyii IX )L 1 (the language of the Han) of the Yuan dynasty (you H, ldi
&, etc.) perhaps influenced by Middle Mongolian will first be made. Then,
with reference to recent research undertaken by Zhang Jingting (2017),
Zhao Liyuan (2021), Yang Yonglong and Zhao Liiyuan (2021), Xing
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Xiangdong (2021), etc., the paper will try to show that the present-day
Sinitic languages of Northwestern China (Tangwang J#VT, Gan’gou H 4,
Linxia Il 5, Wutan 1.1, etc.) have genuine tense markers, which cannot
always be equated with aspectual markers.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Chinese is known to be an aspectual language. It does not mark tense
grammatically, so it is generally accepted that thereis no tense category in
Standard Mandarin, at least when it comes to morphological or syntactic
tense, and not semantic tense that is attested in almost all languages of the
world. In fact, unlike most Indo-European languages, there is no clear
opposition between present and non-present, or even between past and non-
past, which is certainly a stronger opposition in linguistic typology. As for
the future, which is both a modal and a temporal concept, it can be marked
by adverbs, but it is never obligatory. See Liu Meichun (2015).

However, Zhu Dexi (1982: 209) had already pointed out that modal
particles such as le T, ne Wg, or laizhe K3 often express tense. See above
all Zhang Jiqing (1998), and also Teng Shou-hsin (1986), Chen Ping (1988),
Sun Hongyuan (2014), Sybesma (2017), who conclude that Chinese can be
considered to have a syntactic tense.

A brief incursion into the history of Chinese will first be made, at
the time of the Yuan dynasty (13%—14" c.), where some tense markers seem
to have been common in this language called han’ér ydanyii ¥ JL 5 5, such
as you , lai 2K, etc., which have been said to be influenced by Middle
Mongolian. I will then draw on recent research undertaken by Zhang
Jingting (2017), Zhao Liiyuan (2015, 2021), Yang Yonglong and Zhao
Liyuan (2021), Xing Xiangdong (2015, 2017, 2020), etc. and will try to
show that the present-day Sinitic languages of Northwestern China:
Tangwang FEVE, Gan’gou H74, Linxia IIfi &, Witun F.7, etc., have some
tense markers, which cannot always be equated with aspectual markers, or
modal particles.
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