
TWO PROGRESSIVE ASPECT MARKERS IN CHINESE 

ANNA KWAN-TERRY 

1 .  T H E  U S E  O F  z a i 

This art icle  set s out t o  show t hat t here are t wo progr e s s ive aspect 
markers ( PAM ) in Chinese which  exhibit c ertain similarities  as  well as 
di fferenc es  in  meaning . The two markers are za  i 'Ii. and - z h e  � .  
The meaning o f  z a i will be examined fir st . Compare t he following 
sent enc e s : 

t am e n  

�1l'1 
they 

' They 

t am e n  

-{lt1iJ 
they 

' They 

t am e n  

� 1J1 
t hey 

' They 
' They 

y T j Tn g  

G i!:  
a Lready 

are a Lready 

v . �  y I J I n g  
E. ?,� 
a Lready 

hav e  a L ready 

y T j Tn g  

G �  
a L ready 

have a L re ady 

taking 

h e 1  e 

>r� J 
drink 

taken 

h eg u o  

h e  

"',& 
drink 

t heir s oup . 

( perfec t  
aspect 
marker ) 

their soup . 

ta n g  

iii 
soup 

, 

t an g  
. g  
X� 
s oup 

, 

tJ.� iJL 
drink ( experi ent ial 

aspect marker ) 
taken t heir soup . , OR 

hav e  t a k e n  s o u p  before . , 

213  

1 e 

1 
( marker of new 

situat ion ) 

1 e 

J 
( marker of new 

sit uat ion ) 

t an g  1 e 

�� 1 soup ( marker of new 
s it uat ion ) 
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t ame n y T j Tn g  y a o  h e  tang I e  

.1e.. 1iJ e M:: *- t7� - ..., J /� 
they a l-re ady ( imminent drink s oup (marker of new 

aspect 
marker ) 

situat ion ) 

' They are a l-ready about to take t heir soup . , 

rhe se sent enc es  are d ist inguis hed from one anot her in that the ac t ion 
�f  taking soup i s  seen to  be at different phases o f  development . In  
the first  sent enc e ,  the act ion  i s  in progre s s ;  in the s econd , it  i s  
�omplet ed ; i n  t he t hird , i t  is  c ompleted and forms part o f  t he exper
ience of t he p er sons referred to ; and in t he last , it is  imminent or 
�bout to  t ake plac e . Next , compare t he following : 

h �  i z i 

.J�:} 
c hHd 

you 

><--
again 

z a i 

fE 
( PAM ) 

ku 

� 
cry 

I e  

J (marker o f  new 
situat ion ) 

' The  chi l-d is again crying . 

ha i z i 

:5/< :f-
you  

� 
I e  kuq T l a i  

*k9 -*-
c hHd again cry ( inchoat ive 

J (marker of new 
s i t uation ) aspect marker ) 

' The c h i Z d  again starts  cry i n g .  ' 

In the first sentenc e ,  t he ac t ion is in progress  whereas i n  t he second 
It is  inc hoat ive . Then too c ontrast t he meaning of z a i ,  - I e  ( to  be 
dist inguished from I e ,  t he marker of new situat ion , whic h  i s  not bound 
' ;0  a preceding verb and which occurs finally in a c lau se ) , - g uo ,  y a o  

and - q T l a i  i n  t h e  above sentenc e s  and t hat o f  - x i a q u  in t h e  following 
� ;ent ence  : 

don ' t  

kux i a q u  

*- l= -t. 
cry ( cont inuat ive 

aspect marker ) 
' Don ' t  keep on crying . ' 

I e  

"} (marker o f  new 
s ituat ion ) 

Here - x i a q u  indicat e s  the c ont inuation o f  t he act ion o f  crying from a 
:�pec i fic t ime . When z a i is  t hus seen t o  be in contrast with y�IO , - I e ,  

- g u o , - q T l a i  Rnd - x i a q u  and t o  form with t hem ( as wel l  as with - z h e 

which  will be  discu s sed later ) a c l o sed system o f  items all indicat ing 
])hase  of development or aspec t , t here is reason to  believe t hat za i 

; Ls a grammat ical aspect marker on  a par with the other s . This i s  
further supported by  the observat ion that alt hough z a i ( as  well a s  y a o ) 
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i s  n o t  morphologically bound to  t he verb as  - I e , - g uo , - q T l a i  and 
- x i a q u  ( which ar e generally recognised as grammat ical a spe c t  marker s  
of  t he language ) are ,  it i s  never used independent ly o f  t he ver b ;  on 
the contrary i t  i s  alway s t ied to  it , with or wit hout int ervening 
adverbial element s .  In this l ight , za i ( and yao ) may j u st ifiably be 
considered an affix , not to  t he verb it self , but t o  t he verb phrase 
( which may consist o f  the verb alone or t he verb plus adverb ial 
element s ) . For t hese  t wo reasons , i t  i s  proposed her e t hat z a i ( as 
well a s  yao ) should be recogni sed a s  a grammatical a spect  marker of 
Chinese . 

It has been sugge sted earlier t hat z a i i s  u sed to indicat e an act ion 
in progr e s s . It is nec e s sary to examine t he meaning of t hi s  a spec t 
marker in  great er detail . Examp l e s  o f  t he u se o f  t hi s  marker are useful 
for this  purpo s e .  

( 1 )  

( 2 )  

( 3 )  

( 4  ) 

s h f hou , tam e n  fas heng  

£ !t.  e� 11� , � 11J  
s h uQx i ao 
- -.I  )cJr � �  

car accident happ e n  (marker o f  
subordinat ion)  

time,  t hey joke  

' When t h e  car accident  happ ened, t hey were joking . ' 

d an g  

� 
wo 

� 
I ( k a i  

� ff  
when I leave  

z h e j i a n  

� 14-
t h i s  ( noun 

c la s s ifier ) 

d e  s h ( ho u , t am e n  

�� ef 1� ,  1e. 1i] 
( marker o f  sub- t ime,  t h ey 
ordinat ion )  

s h 1 
* m a t ter 

' When I l eft, t hey w er e  discussing t h i s  m a t t e r .  ' 

women  z h e ng g e  x i  aw u  dou  za i 

� 1i1 !t �  1=" 4- Air fL 
we who l e  ( noun afternoon a U  ( PAM)  

classifi er ) 
' We were s tudy ing t he w h o l e  afternoon .  , 

j i a s h  'j' m ( n g t i an wo hu ( I  a i d e  

a� *- � @ *- 69 

n L 3 n 
".-t .. ,"'-' 

d o l  u n  
1::} it. 
di scuss  

s h u  

-'f.' 
s tudy 

s h ( ho u  n T m en 
a-t '1'� 1:t 1f'J 1� 1t 

if tomorrow I r e turn ( marker of sub- t ime y ou 
ord inatio n )  

h a i z a i el l!  ' . wo b i a n ka i c h u  n T m e n  p a  I ,  
lL ;(f. <tJ #* , � 1� -ff- Fi -1:r- 1i1 
s t i l l  ( PAM) p lay c ard, I consequent ly dism i s s  you  
' If y ou are s t i l l  p laying cards w he n  I re turn tomorrow, I wi l l  
di smi s s  y ou . ' 
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( 5 ) wu l u n wo s h enme  s h  t hou  h u  ( j i a ,  t a  d ou z a  i 

£ �  � 1+ � a1 11� @J tz ,  � �  :t±. 
no matter  I what time re turn home, he a tway s ( PAM ) 
k a n  s h u  

� -fJ 
read book 
' No ma t ter wha t time I r e turn home,  he i s  a tways reading . ' 

: 6 )  k a n t n a z h T ma  ' . c hT c a o  za l 

;t !  if y, � if±. PL, � t oo k !  t ha t  ( noun horse ( PAM ) eat  gra s s  
c lassifi er ) 

' Look ! tha t horse is e a t i ng gra s s . , 

: 7 )  wa i m i a n 

N ii5  
X U I  - y u  
r: � 

o u t s ide come down rain 
, It ' s  raining out side . ' 

: 8 )  s han g ko u  z a  i c hu - x u e  

-1'Jj t:l � � ..mz... 
wound ( PAM ) come ou t b t ood 
' Th e  wou td is b t eeding . ' 

::n all t he abov e sent enc e s ,  a spec ific t ime is erec ted to  which the 
act ion referred to in t he sent ence is  related as being in progre s s  at 
the t ime . In sent enc es  ( 1 )  to ( 5 ) ,  this  t ime is explic itly stated : 
t. he t ime of  the car ac c ident , t he t ime o f  the speaker ' s  departure , a 
Bpec ific  afternoon , the t ime when the speaker returns t he next day , and 
whenever t he speaker returns home . In sentence ( 6 ) ,  t hi s  t ime j uncture  
�s  under stood to  be t he t ime when the  speaker points with  hi s f inger 
at the hor s e  and utters the sentenc e .  Thi s t ime j unc ture however need 
not be explic itly re ferred to in a sent enc e but may be understood from 
t he c ont ext of di scourse . The pOint to be noted is  t hat whenever z a i 

j. s used ( t he same app l i e s  to  other aspect markers ) ,  a spec ific  t ime i s  
E,it her expl ic itly o r  imp l ic it ly referred to . In sentenc e s  ( 7 ) and ( 8 ) , 
j.n the absence of  evidenc e point ing to  the contrary , the t ime c ould be 
�aid to  be t he t ime o f  utt eranc e .  

Sinc e z a i indicat e s  act ion in progress  and since an act ion can only 
be said to  be in progress  i f  it  takes up an apprec iable period of  t ime , 
E. c orollary to  this is that z a i carries a c ertain durat ive qual ity . 
J t  i s  t his durat ive qual ity in z a i whic h probably ac count s for the 
j ncompat ibility between za i and such verbs as d a o d a  j� � ' arrive ' ,  
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h u ( l a i  @'*- ' r e turn ' ,  Y ( S hT d.� ' 'l o s e ' ,  f ax i a n 3t: l..9L ' disCJover ' ,  
and s T  �'die ' t hat belong to  an aspectual -semant ic  group o f  verbs 
whic h may be label l ed transit ional event verb s .  One semant ic c harac t er
i st ic of these verb s i s  t hat t he transition des ignated by the se verb s 
i s  momentary ( henc e t he inc ompat ibility bet ween the se verbs and z a i ) , 

though the approach to  t hat transition may t ake up an apprec iab l e  
period o f  t ime . 

In d i scus sing t he meaning of , . z a  I , it i s  useful to make referenc e to 
a dist inct ion Comrie draws between the imperfect ive and t he perfect ive 
( t he t erm perfec t ive is  not to  be  c onfused with the t erm perfec t :  the 
lat t er refers to t he phase when an act ion has been c omp l e t ed . So too 
t he t erm imperfect ive i s  not to  be  c onfu sed with t he t erm progre s s ive , 
though some have used the former to  refer to  t he progre s s ive aspect ) .  
A perfective verb , accord ing t o  Comrie ( 1 97 6 : 3 -4 ) :  

. . . p r e s e nt s t he t o t a l i t y  o f  t h e  s i t ua t i o n  r e f e r r e d  t o  
w i t hout r e f e r e nc e t o  i t s  i nt e r nal t empo r al c o n s t i t u e nc y :  
t h e  who l e  o f  t h e  s i t uat i o n  i s  p r e s ent ed a s  a s i n g l e  un
anal y s a b l e  whol e ,  w i t h  b e g i n n i n g , m i dd l e  and end r ol l e d  i nt o  
o n e ; n o  a t t empt i s  made t o  d i v i d e  t h i s  s i t ua t i o n  u p  i nt o  t he 
var i o u s  i n d i v i dual pha s e s  that make up t h e  ac t i o n  o f  entry . 
V e rb f o r m s  w i t h  t h i s me a n i n g  w i l l  b e  s a i d  to have p e r fe c t i v e  
m� a n i n g , a n d  w h e r e  t h e  l anguage i n  que s t i o n  h a s  s p e c i al 
v e rb al f o r m s  t o  i n d i c at e  t hi s ,  we s hall s ay t hat i t  h a s  p e r 
f e c t ive a s p e c t  . . . .  T h e  o t h e r  f o r m s  . . .  d o  n o t  p r e s e n t  t h e  
s i tuat i o n  i n  t h i s  way , b ut rat h e r  m a k e  e xpl i c i t  r e f e r e n c e  
t o  t he i n t e r nal t emporal c o n s t i tu e n c y  o f  t h e  s i t uat i on . 

The other forms are the  imper fec t iv e  verb forms . In t he l ight o f  this 
d i st inc t io n ,  a verb marked by z a i can be said to be an imp erfect ive verb 
form for it pre sent s t he ac t ion as  stretc hed out in t ime so t hat the 
action is analysable into various int ernal phases  and attention is drawn 
to t he middl e  of the act ion,  as it were . Verbs marked by - q T l a i  and 
- x i a q u  are imperfect ive in this sense as t hey indicate t he beginning 
and t he c ont inuat ion  of an act ion respect ivel y . Verbs marked by - l e , 
- g u o and yao , on the other hand , are perfect ive verbs  as  t hey pres ent 
an ac t ion as a single whole , t he " whole of which  is c omplet ed in t he case  
of - l e  and - g uo and the  who l e  o f  whic h i s  about to  oc cur in t he case  o f  
y a o . 

It should be  not ed t hat z a i i s  used only when t he l ingui s t ic or 
s ituat ional context call s for the adopt ion of the part icular angle of 
v i s ion or aspect emphasis  that z a i c arrie s .  I n  making a t imel e s s  state 
ment l ike 



. , n l u  g en g  

4- �# 
t i � n ,  rna 
II], 
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c h T 
ClL 

c a o  

-� cow work fi e ld, horse eat  gra s s  
, Cows work t h e  fie ld a n d  horses eat  gra s s . ' 

:�or exampl e ,  there i s  no reason for seeing t he act ions as stretc hed 
out in t ime , nor any reason for putt ing empha s i s  on  a spec ific t ime 
.j unc ture when the act ions ar e in the ir cour se o f  development , so z � i 

.L s no t used . Inst ead , the act ions ar e seen as  'tiho l e  unit s wit hout any 
aspect implicat ions and so the unmarked verb form is used . Similarly , 
Lf  a c hild want s to  find out what a particular horse generally eat s ,  
without reference t o  any particular t ime j uncture , he says 

mama , n a z h T  rn a  c h T s h e nme?  
-9.1h 7 ,  nf '?-. 10 17b 1+ � ? 
m o t h er, t ha t  ( noun horse ea t wha t  

c lass ifier ) 
'Mo t her, wha t do es that horse eat ? '  

However , if he want s to  find out what that horse is  eat ing at a spec ific 
t ime , then he says 

or 

mam a , 

-!!a � , 
mo th er, 

' Mo t her, 

m a m a , 

�� � ,  
m o t her, 

n a z h T rna  

m ;z.. -.Ey 
that  ( noun horse 

clas sifier ) 
wha t i s  t ha t  horse ea ting ? ' 

n � z h T rna 

JlF '1, � 
that ( noun horse 

c la s s i fier ) 
' Mo t her, wha t i s  t ha t  horse ea ting ? ' 

z a i c h T  s h e nme? 
� �z.. H i.. ? 

( PAM ) eat  wha t  

c h Tz 1e s h e n m e? 11� �l 
eat  ( PAM ) 

1t � �  
wha t  

�;he u s e  of - z h e  will b e  d i scus sed a t  a later stage . A speaker will 
also c hoose t he unmarked verb form if  he wishe s  to indicate t he occur
pence of an  ac t ion ( whet her reali sed or  potent ial ) without focus ing 
attention on any spec ific t ime and t he stage of development the ac t ion 
has reac hed at this t ime . So he says : 

g an g c a  i 
�}J ;t 

jus t now 

t am e n  y f g e  
1t�.ArJ - 1"-

g e  

they one ( noun 
c lassifier ) 

�� s ong 

t a n  , q I n ,  

3t 
p la y  � ,  p iano 

y ( g e  
- 1'-

one ( noun 
classifi er ) 

' Ju s t  now one of t h em p layed the piano and one of t hem sang . ' 
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Here eac h o f  the two act ions i s  pre sent ed as  a s ingl e who l e  l i ke a dot 
on a l ine repre sent ing t he t ime continuum . The t ime reference indicat e s  
the locat ion of this  dot o n  t he l ine ( t he t ime-when o f  t he ac t ion ) and 
not an independently  selected t ime to whic h t he ac t ion i s  re lated . The 
same can be said of 

y l h u T r 

-- � )LJ 
a whi l e  

s i ng song 

n T m e n  y ( g e  

1ff- 111 - -1'  
you one ( noun 

c la s s ifier ) 

q ( n ,  

?} p iano 

y (g e  

- "I'  
one ( noun 

c la s s i fier ) 

' In a l i t t l e  w h i Z- e ,  one of you p Z-ay t he piano a nd one of you 
s i ng .  ' 

where each o f  the two act ions i s  seen as a s ingl e who le to  be per
formed in the future . In t he earlier s ent ence with past t ime referenc e 
a s  wel l  a s  in t hi s  s ec ond sentence with future t ime refer enc e ,  t he 
ac t ions performed or to  be  performed are seen a s  who l e  unit s and t here 
is no call for loo king into t heir int ernal t emporal c onst ituency and 
s ingl ing out one part icular phase within t heir cour se of developme nt 
for spec ial ment ion .  I t  i s  t he ab senc e o f  any need t o  call  att ention 
to  the ac t ions as  in t he ir course  of development t hat ac count s for not 
u s ing z a i in bot h s ent enc e s .  

2 .  T H E  U S E  O F  - z h e  

Apart from z a i ,  there i s  anot her marker which i s  u sed t o  ind icate 
act ion in progre s s  at a spec i fic t ime . Thi s  is t he marker - z h e .  
Scholars o f  t he Chine s e  language have unanimou sly  agreed t hat i t  i s  an 
a spect marker of the language . Some have sugge st ed t hat it may be u sed  
int erchangeably wit h z a i ,  though t hey pre fer to  clas s ify the  lat t er a s  
a n  adverb rat her t han a grammat ical aspect  mar ker . Zhang Zhl-gong 
( 1 9 57 : 94 ) ,  for exampl e ,  sugge st s that 

. . .  wh e n  a c e r t a i n  a c t i o n , eve nt or s t a t e  i s  s e e n  at a g iv e n  
po i nt o f  t im e  t o  b e  i n  p r o gr e s s  o r  i n  a s t a t e o f  c ont i nuanc e ,  
t h e n  g e n e r a l l y  t h e  adve r b  z h e ng .if..., z a  i � o r  z h e n g  z a  i JE.. 4-, 
e t c . i s  a d d e d  b e f o r e  t he v erb , o r  t h e  v e r b  s u f f i x  - z h e  i s  
add e d  a f t e r  i t , o r  b o t h may b e  u s e d s imult a n e o u s l y .  [ t h e  
t ra n s l a t i o n  i s  m i ne ] 

The same po int has earlier been made by Gao Ming-k Ai ( 1 94 8 : 3 7 7 ) who say s :  
"When an occurrenc e i s  seen a s  i n  c ont inuous development 
expr e s s ed in the spoken language by - z h e ,  z a i .  z h e n g  z a i 
[ t he translat ion i s  also  mine ] . 

this  i s  
- z h e . " 
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An important point in t he pre sent art ic le  i s  t hat z a i and - z h e  are 
(ii st inguished in meaning and us e ,  t hough both involve t he no t ion o f  
:lOmething ( either a n  act ion or a stat e )  going o n  or in progre s s . The 
t erm ' in progres s '  here is used in a very broad sense t o  inc lude , not 
only t he progress  or development of an act ion ( c his is the sense in 
"hic h the t erm is  generally used ) ,  but also the c ontinuanc e of a stat e . 
:n other word s ,  the  t erm ' in progres s '  i s  here used stripped o f  i t s  
d ynamic impl icat ion . Thi s part icular u s e  o f  the t erm i s  sugge sted by 
the use of - z h e  in Chinese which re flec t s  that a sent enc e indicat ing 
an act ion in progress  is not ne c e s sarily dynamic in nature . A sent enc e 
:. ike 

t a  s hlS u l T  

� t �!-
he in hand 

' H e  i s  aarrying 

n a z h e  

1: �  aarry ( PAM ) 

a book i n  his 

one ( noun 
c la s s ifier ) 

hand . ' 

s h u  

f" book  

c.an hardly  be said to be dynamic .  To accommodat e t hi s  meaning and u s e  
of  - z h e ,  the t erm ' in progre s s ' is  used i n  t h e  present study in a broad 
Gense stripped of any inherent dynamic implicat�on . 

- z h e  is  used in a number o f  way s . The fir st use  is  exemp l ified in  
t he fol l owing sent enc e s : 

z h u oz i s h a n g  b� i z h e  y l  , h Li a  p i n g 

-i 1- .J:.. Jfl i �t. /ft� 
tab l e  p laae  PAM ) one vase flower 
' On the tab l e  i s  p laaed a v a s e  o f  fl owers . ' 

q i a n g s h a n g  g u a z h e  y l f t5  h u a  

-t� J::- ·fil- � - +� IJflJ 
wa l l  hang ( PAM ) one ( noun pia ture 

c lassifier ) 
' On t he wa I I  i s  hung a p i a ture . , 

s h l n e i f a n g z h e  l i a n g t i ao b �  d e n g  

j: rI'J  �� � � 1� ;fR._ -ft; 
r o om p laae ( PAM ) two ( noun wood benah 

c lassifier ) 
' In the  room are  p laaed two wooden benahes . ' 

c h u a n g s h a n g  d u Tz h e  h e n  d uo y a n g wawa 

tR- l ;t[t -f  1k * �*- Ji !z 
bed heap ( PAM) v ery many do l l  
'Ma ny do l l s are heaped on the  bed . ' 
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which all have the struc ture 

locat ive expres sion + verb with - z h e  + noun phrase  

With  sent enc es o f  t his  kind , t he act ion des ignated by t he verb is  not 
itself  in progres s ;  inst ead , it  is comp l et ed . The effect o f  t he ac t ion 
however is  sustained at t he t ime in que s t ion . What i s  ' in progre s s '  
or in cont inuanc e ,  therefore , i s  not t he ac t ion but t he state result i ng 
from it . Thi s interpretat ion is  supported by t he observation  whic h  Fan 
Fang-lian ( 1 9 6 3  :386-95 ) has made that the - z h e  in such sent enc es  can be 
replac ed by t he perfect aspect marker - I e ,  without affec t ing t he meaning 
o f  t he sentenc e s . The first of  the above sentenc es c an be u sed to  
illustrat e t he po int : when 

Z h U Dz i s h a n g  

£. -r .L 
tab �e  

is  c hanged to  

Z h uDz i s h a n g 

'* .:f- .J:-
t a b l e  

b 3 i z h e  

Jft 1 p �ace PAM ) 

b a  i I e 

i(L p lace Yperfect 
aspect  
marker ) 

y i  

one 

, h u a  p i n g 

#� J..J.-
-1U 

v a s e  f� ower 

\ , h u a  y l  p i n g 

� -i""t:..J 
one v a s e  f l ower 

t here is  no c hange in meaning at all . In  t he last sent enc e ,  t he u se 
of  - I e  ind icat e s  that t he act ion of  p lac ing the vase o f  flowers on t he 
t able  i s  comp l et ed . But t he c omplet ion o f  t he act ion also means t hat 
a new stat e prevail s ,  the state of the vase of flowers be ing on t he 
table . Here it can be  seen that t he d i st inc t ion  bet we,en a dynamic 
predicat ion and a stat ive predicat ion is  not always maintained . Here 
both sentences are e s sent ially expr e s s ive of a state despite t he fac t 
t hat in both an act ion is  indicated . This  stat ive qual ity o f  t he t wo 
sent enc e s  under d i scus sion can be support ed by the fac t t hat t he verb 
in both can be  replac ed by e it her t he verb of exi s t e nc e  y o u  19 or 

'6" the verb ' to b e ' s h )  �without affe c t ing t he meaning o f  t he sentenc e s ,  
a s  Fan Fang-l ian ( 1 9 6 3 ) has pointed out . Inst ead o f  t he two sent enc es  
where the  verb is  marked by - z h e  or - I e ,  one can  equally  say 

y o u  

1i 
Z h uDz i s h a n g  exist  y i  , h u a  p i n g 

� --J- L s h i  #lG ;rU .... tab l e  � on e v a s e  fl ower 
be 

' On the  tab l e  i s  a v a s e  of flowers . ' 

wit hout introduc ing any essent ial c hange in meaning . 
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It  i s  int erest ing to  not e t hat in sentenc es  with the structure 

locat ive expres sion + verb with - z h e  + noun phrase 

; � a  i cannot be u s ed in plac e  of  - z h e :  it is impo s s ib l e  to  have 

* z h u Qz i s h a ng 

::t ;} -� tab t e  

z a i 
;fL 

( PAM ) 

b� y l  
-1� 
p taae one 

h u a  
�1U 
f't ower 

��his  points to  one e s sent ial difference between za i and - z h e : whereas 
a verb ( or verb phrase ) marked by z a i is nec e s sarily acc ompanied in  a 
nent enc e by a noun ( or noun phrase )  which  repre sent s the agent res
ponsible  for  t he ac t ion , - z h e  i s  not  re stricted in use  in this  way . 
::n a sentence like 

z h uQz i s h a n g  J� hif y l  , h u a  p i n g 

� -f J:-. --- ;flu ·L 
tab t e  p taae  ( PAM ) one v a s e  ft ower 
' On t he tab t e  i s  p taaed a v a s e  of ftowers . , 

neither of the two noun phrase s ,  z h uQz i s h a n g and y l  p ( n g  h u a, repre sent s 
t he agent . The use  o f  za i in plac e o f  - z h e  in such a sentenc e , as  has 
been said , is  impo s s ibl e .  Where z a i is u sed , t he sent enc e carries 
obligatorily a noun phrase repre sent ing t he agent , as in 

ta ' . t a n  , z a  I q l n  

� ;fL 31 � 
he ( PAM) p tay p iano 
'He is p tay i ng t he piano . 

a nd 

d l q i u  

� t.f  
earth 

z a i 
� 

( PAM ) 

xu a n z h u a n  

*- j:� 
rev o t v e  

' The ear t h  i s  rev o tving . ' 

- z h e  is  us ed to  ind icate t he cont inuanc e o f  a stat e resu l t ing from 
the c omplet ion of an act ion in a di fferent kind of sentenc e . Here the 
agent is g iven , as in 

( 1  ) t a  c h u an z h e  y ( j i a n  xTn  y Tf u  

� � A- - 11- �Jf 4'<-- �L 
wear ( PAM ) one ( noun new dre s s  

classifier ) 
' She is wearing a new dre s s .  , 
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( 2 )  t a  d o n g  d o n g  

f.f 
d e  

( 3 ) 

( 4 ) 

� �/J 
he move n o t  move 

� 
( marker o f  sub 
ordinat ion ) 

' He s tands motion l e s s .  ' 

t a  z h e n g t i an dou g u an z h e , m e n  

� !/l- lk- ;fr1 *- �  i'J 
he a l l  day a l l  c lo s e  ( PAM ) door 
' He keeps t he door c l o s ed a l l  day . ' 

ta c h a n g c h a n g  b l z h e  y a n j Tn g  
� '$ ;Z  i;(J * fJ� §� he often  shut  ( PAM ) eye 
' He oft e n  keeps his  e y e s  s hu t . , 

2 2 3  

z h a n z h e  

� ;f  stand ( PAM ) 

One possible  interpretat ion o f  sent enc e ( 1  ) i s  t hat t he act ion of putt ing 
on a new dre ss is c ompleted but the effec t per sist s :  t he person re ferred 
to is s t i l l  wearing her new dre s s . In sent enc e ( 2 ) , the ac t ion of 
standing up is c omp l e t ed but the effec t of someone being in a st anding 
posit ion is s t i l l  in c ontinuanc e .  In sent ence ( 3 ) , t he act ion o f  
c l o sing t h e  door i s  c ompl eted , but the  re sultant state o f  t h e  door be ing 
c l o sed prevail s .  In sentence ( 4 ) ,  the ac t ion o f  shutt ing one ' s  eye s  i s  
comp l et ed , but t h e  resultant state o f  having one ' s  eyes shut s t i l l  
per s i st s .  Here it  can be seen how some t ime s t h e  same verb-base i s  used 
to  ind icate an ac t ion which bring s into being a c ertain state as  we l l  
as  t o  indicat e t he resultant state o f  t he act io n :  s o  c hua n yTf u ���� 
' p u t  on one ' s  c l o thes ' ,  z h a n q T 1<� i  ��*-, s tand up ' ( note here that 
the add it ion of t he direct ional c ompl ement q T l a i  is ne c e s sary t o  ind i 
c a t e  t he ac t ion o f  standing up a s  dist inguished from t he state o f  being 
in a st and ing position,  z h a n z h e  jJ. ;t  ) , g ua n  m e n  � I'] 'c l o s e  the  
door ' and b 1  y a n j Tn g  i.tJ 8�14 ' s hu t one ' s  eye s ' bring in respect ively t he 
�tates  o f  c h ua n z he yTfu  :f�%'<-.. ij� ' having one ' s  c l o t�e s, on ' ,  z h a n z h e 
j6 ;f ' b e ing i n  a s tanding p o s i tion ' ,  g ua n z h e m e n �;f' I J ' hav ing 
one ' s  door c l osed ' and b 1 z h e  y a n j Tn g  \;f)Jt�Iki� ' ha v i ng o ne ' s  e y e s  
s hu t ' .  In al l t hese  instanc e s  in which - z h e  i s  u s ed , - z h e  indicat e s  
t hat t he stat e result ing from t h e  performanc e  o f  a n  ac t ion i s  sustained 
( t he st at e  is in progre s s ,  as it wer e ,  to  use the t erm in a broad 
sense ) . 

A somewhat s imilar u s e  o f  - z h e  i s  i t s  use  wit h what are now current ly  
referred to as stat ive verbs or  adj e c t ives as  they are trad i t ional ly  
called . In t he fol l owing s ent enc es , - z h e  ind icates  t hat a c ertain state 
is susta ined or in progres s : 
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t he 

t a  d e  

� �B 
he (marker of sub -

ord inat ion ) 
s hTz h e  
lj£ .1--;"e t

/ � PAM ) 

ANNA KWAN-TERRY 

y a n j Tn g  z ho n g z h e , y T f u  

Rtk. B� 
eye 

Plt :4, 
swo l l en -*- �� ( PA M ) , c l o thes  

' Hi s  eyes  are swo l le n  a nd his  c l o t he s  are s ti l l  we t .  ' 

h a i z i  

;fj -t-chi ld 

h u a n g  

1 y e l low 

d e  

�� 
(marker o f  sub
ord inat ion ) 

you  
� 
a l s o  burnt 

b i a n z i - s hao 

#! ;Y ;f� 
pig- ta i l  end 

q u a n z h e ,  
�� A ,  
cu d ( PAM) , 

y o u  

� 
a l so 

' The  tips  of t he c hi l d ' s  pig-ta i l s  are  cur led, ( look ing ) bo t h  
y e  1 lowish and burnt .  ' 

t i an h a i  z a o z h e , t a i y a n g  h oi i x i e z h e  
k � .f ;f ,  J;:.. 1a -Jf it t 1::2_ 

day s ti l l  early ( PAM)  , sun s t i l l  s la n t  ( PAM ) 
' The day i s  s t i l l  ear l y  and t he sun i s  s t i n i n  a s lanting 
p o s i tion . ' 

d a  f en g  ba  l i u - s h u  c h u Td e  wan z h e 
-J::-- fZ:, ;t� MP ;f� liZ -1f. � �  s trong wind (marker o f  obj ect wi l low tl'ee  b L ow ti l l  b end ( PAM)  

pre-po sit ion ) 
' The strong wind b l ew ti I I  t he wi l low tree was be n t .  , 

t a  h 6 n g z h e  1 i a n ,  ' - , h u a  y e h  b u  s h uQ  Y I J U 
� i.1: .f �ii.. , � i-t � 2f ' v 

- -v)L; 
he red ( PAM ) fac e ,  one ( noun word a l so n o t  say 

c la s s ifier ) 
'He reddened his  face ( b l u s hed)  and didn ' t  say a word . ' 

last sent enc e may also be wri t t en as  

til  d e  1 i a n  h 6 n g z h e , y r j u h u a  

� �� � iI- ;t ,  .-- � -ii 
he ( marJrer o f  sub - fac e  r e d  ( PAM ) ,  one  ( noun word 

ord "_nat ion ) c la s s i fier ) 
y e h  b u  s h uQ  

� :f iL a l s o  n o t  say 
' Hi s  face wa s r ed and he didn ' t  say a word . , 
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In these sent enc e s ,  the s t a t e  t hat i s  sustained i s  some t ime s c learly 
the result of  some initial tran s it ional event , so a willow tree i s  in 
a bend ing position because  i t  ha s been bent ; in other case s ,  a s  in 
t i an h a i z a o z h e , it is d i fficult to  say whether any transitional event 
is involved . In all suc h sent enc e s  in which t he verb i s  a stat ive verb 
and as  such partakes of  a stative or descriptive qual i t y ,  t he use o f  
za i i n  place of  - z h e  i s  totally unac c eptable . This po int s t o  the 
c onflict between z a i and a stative pred icat ion . 

Anot her use o f  - z h e  i s  exemp l ified in t he following : 

wa i m i a n 
il- � 
ou t side 
' Strong 

s h l n e i  

� �  
room 

c h u Tz h e  

,,� -t 
b L o w  ( PAM ) 

winds are  b Z owing 

m a o z h e 

d a  f en g  
*- !Sit. 

s trong wind 
o u t s ide . ' 

" , Y I - c e n g - c e n g  

f A  - � J:z 
come ou t ( PAM ) Zayers 

'Smoke i s  coming out from the ro om . ' 

yanwu 
)-Jf. # 
smoke 

ta z h e n g t i an d a i d a i  d e  wa n g z h e  

-T{f ;t  
x i a n g p i a n 

� � -72:- -*-- � � f� J=L, 

where 

he a Z Z  day b Zank  ( marker of  sub
ordinat ion ) 

s tare ( PAM ) pho to 

' He keeps s taring at the p h o t o  b La n k l y  a Z Z  day . ' 

f u qTn  d u l  wi'l d e n g z h e y a n . x i a o ma z h e  

K *- 5lt � � -t i� , t:. J!r ;f  
fa ther at  me open wide ( PAM ) e y e ,  j o ke s c o Ld ( PAM ) 
' Fa t her kep t his  eyes  wide ope n  at me a nd kep t s c o Zding me 
joking L y . ' 

the act ions are c learly seen as in progress . Here t here i s  
quest ion of  t h e  act ions be ing c ompleted . However , in t hi s  u s e  o f  

no 
- z h e  

t o  indicate act ion in progr e s s , - z h e  seems t o  c arry a c ertain stat ive 
qual it y .  Thi s  s t at ive qual ity i s  mo st apparent in sentenc e s  where 
- z he is u sed to mark a subordinate verb in a verb-plus-verb serie s ,  a s  
in 

x i a o z h e  s h U Q  

-k ;?f  -tL 
Zaugh ( PAM ) speak 

' He spoke  smi L i n g Zy . ' 
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t il  

� 
p a o z h e  

�� :t 
he run ( PAM ) 
' He came running . 

s U Q z h e  

he 
4:61 % 

kni t (�AM ) 

c ome 

me i t o u  

brow 

ANNA KWAN-TERRY 

x i a n g  

;tt, cons ider 

z h eg e 

� 1--
this  ( noun 

c lassifier ) 
' Kn i t ting his brows, he considered t hi s  que s t ion . ' 

wen t (  

I';) a 
qu e s t i on 

In all three case s , the first verb marked by - z h e  i s  subordinat ed t o  
t he sec ond , main verb and describes t he act ion whic h  acc ompanies  t he 
Bec ond act ion . In other words , t he first verb describes t he manner in 
lihich  t he action designat ed by t he main verb i s  done . This subord inat e 
verb marked by - z h e  t herefore has a descriptive func t ion and reflec t s  
the stat ive quality  in th�s verb form . In t he �ollowing sentenc e :  

WQ ma nma n d e  
� it. � � 

I s lowly  

h o n g  z h u an 

1J-red 
;l�  
brick 

z o u , 

L 
s h u z h e  

R- A-
wa l k , coun t ( PAM ) 

d l s h a n g  d e  

�� ..t.. ilb 
ground (marker of  sub

ordinat ion ) 

' I  wa lked s l owly,  c ounting the red bricks on the  ground . ' 

t.he verb marked by - z h e  des ignat es the act ion which ac c ompanies t he 
action of  walking . Here again t he verb marked by - z h e  takes on a des
criptive or stat ive quality , being expressive o f  t he manner in whi c h  
anot her act ion i s  done . A verb i n  t he - z h e  forn may a l s o  appear a s  
t. he main verb i n  a s ent enc e ,  as in 

n a  t i an wa n s ha n g , t am e n  1 i a n g  , za i h a i bTn  r e n  

1Jf *- etL J:.. , � -h-j � /---.. -a.. . J- � itft tha t day night,  t hey two persons in seaside 
ma n b u z h e , m e n g x i a n g z h e  ' . y d e  j i an g l a i  m e l ma n  

7 9  j �  ��'4 � �� a"t :r-f -*-,,'J:.. . - , 
s t ro l l  ( PAM ) ,  dream ( PAM ) beautifu l  ( rlarker o f  sub- fu ture 

ordinat ion ) 
' Tha t night,  the two of t hem s tro l led (were s tro l ling)  a l ong the 
seaside, and dreamed (were dreaming)  of their beautifu l  fu ture . ' 

�Ihere a sc ene , rat her t han an ac t ion as suc h ,  i s  depi c t ed . In pro se 
�rr it ing in part icular , a sent enc e where t he main verb i s  marked by - z h e  
j s  u s ed more for bac kground de scription t han for p lot -advanc ing narra
t ion . This again pOint s to  t he descript ive quality in - z h e . 
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It i s  worth not ing t hat in all instanc e s  in which a verb marked by 
- z h e  is subordinated to  anot her verb and repre sent s the act ion which  
acc ompanie s  the  main action,  the use  of  z a i in  plac e o f  - z h e  is  impos
sible . It i s  not  p o s s ibl e ,  for exampl e ,  t o  have 

* t a z a i s u o  
� � -ij), 

he ( PAM ) knit  brow 

or 
*wo ma nma n d e  zou,  

� 1� � � �,  
I s lowly  wa l k, 

h o n g  

11-
z h uan 

�� 
red bric k 

za i 
-4. 
( PAM) 

x i a n g  
tl 

/-..:..::..' 
consider 

s h u  
� 
cou n t  

_ � h�e 

� I  
wen t (  

1'nJ � 
this  ( noun 

c l a s s i fi er ) 
q u e s t i o n  

d l s h a n g  d e  
� L � 
ground ( marker of 

SUbol'd inat ion )  

The impo s s ibility o f  such a sub st itution suppor t s  the t heory t hat 
whereas a verb marked by - z h e  carries a c ertain descriptive or stat ive 
qual ity  and l ead s one to  see an ac t ion in progr e s s  a s  a stat e of  a c t ion  
sustained , a verb marked by z a i i s  more dynamic and l ead s one to see an 
ac t ion in progr e s s  as a dynamic carrying out o f  an act ivity rather t han 
as a state of ac t ion sustair.ed . 

3 .  C O - O C C U R R E N C E  O F  z� i A N D  - z h e  W I TH SEMANT I C  V E R B  G R O U P S  

One way of  highl ight ing t he s imilarity  a s  well as  d ifferenc e bet ween 
these t wo aspect marker s i s  t o  show t heir po s sibilit i e s  of  c o -oc currenc e 
with various semant ic  verb group s . It appears t hat while  t here are 
c ertain s emant ic verb group s which  c o -occur with both aspect markers ,  
t here are others which  are repugnant to t hem , and yet other s whic h  c o 
oc cur with - z h e  but not w i t h  z a i ,  t hereby reflect ing an e s s ent ial 
di fferenc e between t he two marker s . 

The first group o f  verb s may be termed dynamic  durat ive verbs and 
are ident i fiable  by t heir compat ib i l ity with bot h z a i and - z h e .  Sem
ant ically these  verbs  ind icat e  act ions whic h  may be ext ended over a 
period of  t ime , and examp l e s  inc lude : 

k u  

t a n - h u a  

c h u T- kou s h a o  

� 
� 

.:J: �-4-1" Vtt. 
°Z � �� 

' cry ' 

' laugh ' 

' ta l k ' 

'whist l e ' 
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-

x l - z a o  �L �� , ba the ' 

b i �o y a n � �� I' , 'perform ' 

x i a n g  :f! , ............... ' think ' 

\�ithin t his  group of  verbs t here is a sub -group each member o f  whic h  
des ignat es  a n  act ion which , t aken singly , is  instantaneous and yet each 
Ls infinitely repeatable and may therefore be performed over an ext ended 
period of  t ime in the form of a seri es of repea� ed ac t s . Thi s  sub-
!�roup includes verbs l ike : 

h uxT  -f --� ' brea the ' 

k e s o u  � ·�L ' c ough ' 

tT  :& ' kick ' 

t i a o - d o n g  Uj�J 11 ' jump up and down ' 

and when these verb s co-oc cur with z a i or - z h e , a series  o f  repeat ed 
ac t s  rat her than one s ingl e  occurrenc e of an ac t ion is meant . 

On the other hand , as  has been said , there are verb group s which 
r e s i st both z a i and - z h e . One suc h group inc ludes members like : 

s h 'j  f1) � ' b e ' 
y o u  1J ' have,  exis t ' 
d e n g y u  � J1 ' equa l ' 
bao k u o  � 1'1; ' inc lude ' 

� ' I.  
s h u y u  �( ' b e l ong t o ' 
z h (  11- ' be worth ' 
d a i b i a o � �  ' repres ent ' 

f or which the t erm relat ion verbs may be used . The se verbs are recog
r. isable by be ing either totally repugnant to  t he perfect aspec t marker 
- l e  or , if t hey take t his  marker , the marked and the unmarked forms 
are ident ical in meaning . For example , b ao k u o and b ao k u o l e  are not 
d i st inguishable in meaning . ( It has to be pOinted out t hat in this 
group of  relat ion verbs , t here i s  on� part icular member , yo u ,  which  is  
found t o  c o -oc cur wit h - z h e  under c ertain l imited and describable 
c ircumstanc e s ,  as Z6u Guo-tong ( 1 9 5 6 : 3 9 )  ha s point ed out . However , where 
- z h e  is used with you , - z h e  is void in meaning and may be dropped with
out affect ing the meaning of t he sentence in any way . ) 
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The group of verbs denot ing various psychic stat e s  l ike 

x i an g x l n 

\ , x l n r e n  

z h id a o  

1I� 0 
Ai {� 
;ft 1£. 
� L  
1� �� 

' unders tand ' 

' b e lieve ' 

' trus t ' 

' know ' 

' admire ' 
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are al so r epugnant t o  both z a i and - z h e . I t  is  interest ing to not e  
that , l i ke the relat ion  verb s ,  t hese psyc hic verbs either resist t he 
perfec t aspect marker - I e ,  or if they t ake  this marker , t he marked and 
the unmarked forms are not d ist inguished in meaning . 

The group of auxil iary verbs with members l ike 

k e y T  £3 vA ' can ' 
h u l  � 'wi l l  probab ly ' 

yTn g g a i  h � ' s hou l d ' 
g ll n  �� 'dare ' 

are also incompat ible with z a i and - z h e . Indeed , a defining feature 
of these  verb s i s  t he ir inability  t o  t ake any aspect marker s at all . 
Besides the s emant ic verb group s j ust ment ioned , t here are a l so c ertain 
verbs or verb phrases which  are eit her aspectual verbs in themselve s 
in that they designate c ertain aspec tual not ions l ike 

or 

ka i s h r  -It � 
j 1 x u  4� i� 
wa n ;t. 

t hey carry some aspec t ual 

ka n - j i a n  � "L 
y u - d a o  � �d 
kil o - s h a n g  � J:-

'at, b 
c hi-w a n  ;Lj 

' begi n ' 

'con tinue ' 

'fini s h ' 
par t ic l e ,  as 

' s e e ' 

'me e t ' 

' ta k e  examina t i o n  and p a s s  

' fi n i s h  eating ' 

i t ' 

These verbs or verb  phrases which  inherent ly c onvey some aspectual 
not ion are found to res ist co -oc currenc e with z a i and - z he . 

Then final l y  t here are c ertain verb group s which,  while t hey re s i st 
co-oc currenc e with z a i ,  are found to take - z h e . One suc h verb group 
may be referred to semant ically as verb s  of existenc e ,  inc luding it ems 
l ike 



� 3 0 

, , . c u n z a l 

s h en g c u n  

h uo 
, , m l m a n  

f:;. 1:i:
;L �  
f,,1; 
5t, )L 
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' exi s t ' 

' exis t ' 

, Live ' 
'pervade ' 

� inc e exist enc e is  not a dynamic ac t ion,  t he use  of  za i with t hese 
v erbs is  impo ssible . However , the stat e of  being in exist ence may be 
sust ained and henc e - z h e  i s  found to co-oc cur wi t h  t hese  verb s . Another 
group of verbs which resist  z a i but may co-occur wit h - z h e  is  the group 
of what may be re ferred to as po sture verb s ,  l ike 

z h a  n � , s tand ' 

Z UQ .i- ' s i t ' 
til n g  J� , L i e ' 
kao  1F- ' Lean agains t ' 

When t hese verbs  are marked by - z h e ,  t hey indicat e the re sult of the 
per formanc e of  some init ial act ion des ignat ed by the same verb-base 
( with or without a d irect ional comp l ement ) .  So the act ion o f  z h a n l e  

q T 1 a i g� 3 � L ' having s t o od up ' re sult s  in t he state o f  z h a n z h e  

jtA ' s tanding ' ,  and the act ion o f  kao l e z a i y T z i s ha ng t 1 .:It ;f� ;� � ' having L eaned aga i n s t  the chair ' result s  in the state o f  
k
'
a o z h e  y ( z i  t ;:f- ;f::!:t- ' L eaning agai n s t  t h e  c hair ' .  One last group 

o f  verbs need to be ment ioned : this i s  the group of stat ive verbs or 
a ij ec t ives  whic h  are totally repugnant to z a i but some of  which are 
u sed with - z h e  t o  indicat e  the cont inuance o f  a state , as in 

wa i z h e z u T - j i a 0 it.. ;f oJL � 
q Tn g z he b u f a  j�A -J: � 
h e i  z h e  1 i a n %:-, ;t Mt 

. ,/ 

c h e n mo z h e  �!L 'f!:: ?t 
t i a n d  1 fan g z h e  

' keeps one ' s  mou th corners i n  
a s La n ting pos i t i on ' 

' keeps one ' s  s teps  s oft ' 

' keeps  one ' s  face dark ' (i . e . 
g L oomy - L o oking ) 

' keeps s i L en t ' 

' fie Ld re mai ns una ttended t o ' 

In summing up , it can be said that both za i and - z h e  are u s ed to  
indicate an  ac t ion or state in c ontinuance or  in progres s ,  u s ing t he 
lat t er t erm ' in progress ' in a broad sense to  inc lude c ontinuance of  
a stat e .  For this reason , they may both b e  termed progres sive aspect 
markers . Thi s also explains why these  two aspect markers are some t ime s 
found to co-oc cur with each other , though each resist s co-oc currenc e 
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wit h other aspect marker s in t h e  syst em .  However , t here i s  a l so an 
import ant di fferenc e between z a i and - z h e  which  is t hat t he former i s  
muc h  more dynamic i n  nature t han the latt er : za i i s  used t o  indicate 
an ac t ion in act ive progr e s s ,  whereas - z h e  is used to indicate the 
cont inuanc e of  a state which may be a state result ing from t he comple
t ion o f  an  act ion or simply a state  of  be ing which do es  not  e s sent ially 
involve an act ive action,  or it is u sed to  l ead one to see an a c t ion 
in progress  as  a stat e o f  act ion sustained . Thi s di fferenc e makes it  
impo s sible for one to  be  u sed in place of t he other in c ertain 
c ircumstanc e s .  
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