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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 zai [V-zhe]] and demonstrate important syntactic and semantic differences
between the progressive aspect zai and the durative aspect -zhe. Importantly, unlike ‘zai V’, ‘V-zhe’ is only acceptable as the
sole predicate in a root sentence when interpretable as a derived homogeneous state. Otherwise, the presence of the progressive
aspect zai is required: ‘zai V-zhe’. This crucial role of zai is often obscured by its phonological fusion (haplology) with the
preposition zai ‘at’ heading an immediately following prepositional phrase: NP [asp zdi [ve [pp zai NP] [V-zhe NP]]] >
NP [zA1 NP] V-zhe NP. The presence/absence of an underlying progressive aspect zai (having fused with the preposition zar)
is reflected in the choice of negation. Since the progressive aspect zai must be negated by méi, not bu, it follows that no
underlying aspectual zai is present when it is bu that negates a VP with a zai PP adjunct: NP bu [ve [pp zai NP] VP]. By contrast,
when there is an underlying aspectual zai, méi is required, resulting in the surface sequence ‘NP méi [[z4I 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 VP’
by méi is compatible with the status of ‘zai VP’ as a state, hence able to be true at a moment.
Keywords: durative aspect -zhe, haplology, negation bu vs méi, finiteness

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 in ‘zai VP’, the
sequence zheng (‘just’) zai (‘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, zhengzai ‘just’, Sun Hongyuan (2014) and Martin et al. (2020) treat
zhengzai as a bisyllabic word variant of the progressive aspect zai. As we will see, none of the
above scenarios is correct. Instead, the sequence ‘zheéng zai VP’ is to be analysed as the adverb
zheng ‘just, right then’ preceding the progressive aspect head zai, which in turn selects the
following verbal projection as its complement:

(1) [aspp [adv zheng “just’] [aspp zai  [vp VP]]]

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

The article is organized as follows. Section 2 provides evidence in favour of our analysis
in (1) where the adverb zhéeng ‘just, right then’ precedes and modifies the verbal projection
headed by the progressive aspect zai. Section 3 turns to the structural analysis of the sequence
‘zai V-zhe’ and the syntactic and semantic differences between the progressive aspect zai and
the durative aspect -zhe. Section 4 addresses the phonological fusion of progressive zai with the
homophonous preposition zai heading an immediately following PP, thus resulting in a single
overt instance of zai: NP zai [pp zai NP] VP]=> NP [zA1 NP] VP. This important phenomenon
(haplology, ct. Chen Chung-yu 1978) is neglected in the majority of studies on the progressive
zai and leads to a distorted picture of its distribution. Section 5 tackles the difficult issue of
negation. While there is a consensus that the projection headed by zai must be negated by meéi,
not by bu, the implications of this requirement are interpreted differently in the literature and
remain controversial. Importantly, the negation méi will be shown to be compatible with
(derived) states (contra among others Lin Jo-wang 2003). Section 6 concludes the article.

The appendix discusses data from corpora and informant questionnaires indicating the
existence of a small emerging group of speakers, for whom zhéngzai is an adverb, i.e. a single
word ‘just, right then’, as evidenced by the acceptability of the sequence ‘adverb zheéngzai +
aspectual zai + VP’. Importantly, these speakers (henceforth referred to as the “1-word zhengzai
speakers”) show the same properties for the aspectual zai, such as the haplology in the presence
of an immediately adjacent preposition zai, leading to only one overt instance of zai ‘NP
zheéngzai [zA1 NP] VP’ and thereby nicely confirm this phenomenon.



2. In favour of ‘adverb zhéng ‘just’ + aspectual head zai’

If the sequence ‘zheng zai’ were indeed an adverb, i.e. a single word, hence to be noted as
zheéngzai in the Pinyin transliteration, on a par with e.g. the adjunct NP xianzai ‘now’, we would
predict the well-formedness of the sequence ‘zhéngzai + aspectual zai’, in parallel to the
sequence ‘xianzai ‘now’ + aspectual zai (cf.(2)). This is, however not the case, ‘zheéngzai zai
VP’ being rejected (cf. (3)) (except for the emerging 1-word zheéngzai group introduced in the
appendix).

(2) Ta xianzai zai  zud zuoye.
3SG now  PROGR make homework
‘He’s doing his homework now.’

(3) *Ta =zhéngzai zai  zud zuoye.
3SG zhengzai PROGR make homework

The majority of the data in favour of our analysis [adv zhéng] [ aspp zai VP] to be provided
below can in fact be found in the rich Chinese literature on these items, even though zhéng ‘just,
right then’, zai ‘progressive aspect’ and zhéngzai are all assigned adverbial status here. (But cf.
Zhang Huinii (2002) presented at the end of the next section for the analysis of zheng zai as two
words, not one).

2.1. Caseswhere either zheng ‘just’ or aspectual zai are acceptable, but not their
combination *zhéng zai
One piece of evidence against the word status of zhengzai and in favour of our analysis ‘adverb
zheng + aspectual head zai + VP’ are cases where either zhéng ‘just, right then’ on its own (cf.
(4) — (6)) or the aspect zai on its own (cf. (7) — (9)) are acceptable, but where their combination
in the sequence zhéng zai is excluded.

Let us start with illustrating the first case where only zheng ‘just, right then’ can precede
the VP, to the exclusion of the aspect zai: zheéng (*zai) VP:

(4a) Ni lai  dezhén qido, w0 zheéng (*zai) yao zhdo ni.
28G come DE really opportune 1SG just PROGR want search 2SG
“You've come at the right time, just as [ wanted to go see you.’

(4b) *Ni lai  de zhén qido, w0 zai yao zhdo ni.
2S8G come DE really opportune 1SG PROGR want search 2SG

(5a) Zhéng (*zai) chiimén, chéjiu lai -le.
just PROGR exit door bus then come-PERF
‘Just when he was coming out of the house, the bus arrived.’
(based on Lii Shuxiang 2000: 670)

(5b) *Zai  chiimén, chéjiu lai -le.
PROGR exit door bus then come-PERF
(6a) WO zhongwu hui -dao jia  zhéng (*zai) pengshang Lao Ji.

1SG noon  return-arrive home just PROGR run.into  Lao Ji
‘Just when I came home at noon, I ran into Lao Ji.’



(6b) Ta zhéng (*zai) zuo-zai shafa shang kan shi.
3SG just PROGR sit-be.at sofa on  read book
‘He was just sitting on the sofa and reading.’
(Zhang Huinii (2002: 63, (14) — (15), slightly modified)

The adverb zheng ‘just, right then’ can coincide with the speech time as in (4a), refer to an
implicit point in time provided by the context (cf. (6b)) or to a point in time explicitly mentioned
as in (5a) (‘just as he was coming out of the the house’) and (6a) ‘(the moment) when I came
home at noon’). The progressive aspect zai is excluded in the examples above because it is
incompatible with auxiliaries such as yao ‘want’ (cf. (4)), with telic predicates such as chii mén
‘exit door’ = ‘leave’ (cf. (5)) and stative predicates such as zuo-zai ‘sit-be.at’, respectively (cf.
(6b)).

We now turn to the cases where only the aspectual zai without the adverb zheng is allowed:
‘(*zheng) zai VP’:

(7a) Taiyang m¢i tian dou (*zhéng) zai shéngqi luoxia.
sun every day all  just PROGR rise set
‘The sun is rising and setting every day.’

(7b) Ta méi tian dou (*zheng) zai xué¢ hanyt.
3sGevery day all  just PROGR learn Chinese
‘She is studying Chinese every day.’

(8) Daji¢ shénme shihou dou (*zhéng) zai rénzhén gongzuo.
elder.sister what  time all  just PROGR conscientious work
‘Elder sister is conscientiously working all the time.”  (Zhang Huinii 2002: 63, (16))

(9a) [Cong shangwt jiti dian  zhidao wanshang jiu didn ,
from morning 9 o’clock until evening 9 o’clock
chale congcong chifan,ta shizhong  (*zhéng) zai xi¢
except hurriedly eat food 33G throughout  just =~ PROGR write
‘From 9 am to 9 pm, except for hurriedly eating something,
she has been writing all the time.’
(Feng Guogang 1998: 37, (5), slighly modified)

(9b) Ta[epcongyidian  qi] yizhi (*zheng) dou zai da z.
3sG from 1 o’clock on continuously just  all PROGR strike character
‘She has been continuously typing from 1 o’clock on.’

The adverb zheng ‘just, right then’ is excluded in (7) — (9), because its semantics is incompatible
with the universal quantifier adverb dou ‘all’. While in (7) and (8), dou ‘all’ quantifies over the
temporal expressions méi tian ‘every day’ and shénme shihou ‘any time’ and the associated
habitual eventualities, in (9a) and (9b), shizhong ‘throughout’ and dou ‘all’ refer to the time
span (‘from 9 am to 9 pm’ and ‘from 1 o’clock on’, respectively) with the Chinese equivalent
of a “universal perfect” reading.

To sum up, an analysis treating zhéngzai as one word, more precisely as an adverb, would
be unable to predict the data above, where it is totally excluded to replace the (genuine) adverb
zheng ‘just, right then’ by the alleged adverbs zhéngzai or zai. Furthermore, the dominant
adverbial analysis of zai in most of the Chinese literature (cf. a.o. Lii Shuxiang 2000, Fan Jiyan
1982, Guo Fenggang 1998) completely glosses over the fact that unlike the adverb zheng ‘just,



right then’, zai as an aspectual head selects its complement and therefore imposes restrictions
on the aktionsart of the following verbal projection, as evidenced by examples (4) — (6) above.!
Sun Hongyuan’s (2014) and Martin et al.’s (2020) analysis of zhéngzai as an aspectual head,
hence on a par with the progressive zai, likewise encounters problems and incorrectly predicts
the acceptability of zhéngzai in (7) — (9) above. It thereby blurs the role of zai in habitual
eventualities (cf. (7-8)) and in the Chinese equivalents of the universal perfect (cf. (9a-b)).?

Before going on to the next section, we would like to draw attention to Zhang Huinii
(2002), who to our knowledge is the only one to argue against zhengzai as one word.
Importantly, she explicitly states that zheng ‘just, right then’ and zai do not even form a
constituent, as indicated in the bracketing below:

(10a) Lao Shuan zhéng [zai [zhuanxin  zou Iu]],
Lao Shuan just PROGR concentrate walk road
hiirdn  chi-le  yijing.
suddenly eat-PERF 1 shock
‘Lao Shuan was just concentrating on walking (when) he suddenly startled.’
(Zhang Huinii 2002: 64, (42) — (44), slightly modified; our glosses and translation):

(10b) Women zhéng [zai  [zud wOmen de qidnrén conglai méi zuo-guo
1PL just  PROGR do IPL  SUB predecessor ever NEG do -EXP
de [...] shiye].

SUB  work
‘We are just doing the things our predecessors have never done.’

(10c) Yédzugjian yijing zuo-le  yixié rén,
lounge already sit -PERF several people
zheéng [zai [h¢ Kan Ji€ qijinde tanlun faguo de nailao]]
just  PROGR with Kan Jie enthusiastically discuss France SUB cheese
‘In the lounge had already sat down a number of people,
and they were just enthusiastically discussing French cheese with Kéan Jié.’

However, elsewhere she adopts the current view of Chinese scholars and incorrectly considers
both zheéng ‘just, right then’ and the aspectual zai as adverbs.

2.2. Zheng ‘just, right then’ asa VP-level adverb
While there is no consensus on the categorial status of zhengzai, adverb or aspectual head (for
those who treat it as one word), there is a general agreement that zhéng ‘just, right then’ is an
adverb. More precisely, the data provided in the literature point to it being a low, i.e. VP-level
adverb that must adjoin to, i.e. precede the verbal projection it modifies, i.e. in the case at hand
the verbal projection headed by the aspectual zai.

Being a VP-level adverb itself, zheng ‘just, right then’ is mutually exclusive with other
VP-level temporal adverbs such as hdi ‘still’, réng ‘still, yet’, yijing ‘already’, yizhi
‘continuously’, you ‘again’, whereas it can co-occur with, i.e. follow higher adverbs such as

! Similarly, Lin Jo-wang (2002: 268), despite assigning adverb status to zhéng ‘just, right then’ nevertheless
proposes to treat it on a par with the progressive marker zai, modulo the “additional tint of more emphasis on the
reference time at which the proposition is asserted to be true” for zhéng. By contrast, Lin Jo-wang (2015) treats
zheéngzai ‘right at’ as an “aspectual adverb”, i.e. as one word.

2 For the ‘1-word zhéngzai’ speakers to be presented in the appendix, zhéngzai is never the aspectual head, i.e. a
bisyllabic variant of the aspectual zai, either, but clearly an adverb ‘just, right then’, as evidenced by the well-
formedness of ‘[aqv zhéngzai] [aspe zai] VP’.



dagai ‘approximately, probably’, yé ‘also’, dou ‘all’ etc. (cf. (17a-b) below). Zheng is likewise
compatible with manner adverbs, which as typical “ad-verbs” are closer to the VP than other
co-occurring VP-level adverbs and hence appear below, i.e. to the right of zheng ‘just, right
then’:3

(11a) Ta zhéng zai kiolii  wenti.
3SGjust PROGR ponder question
‘He’s just pondering the question.’

(11b) Ta yizhi zai  kdolli wenti.
3SG continuously PROGR ponder question
‘He has been continuously pondering the question.’

(11c) *Ta {yizhi /zhéng} / {zheéng/yizhi } zai kaolli wenti.
3SG continuously/just just /continuously PROGR ponder question.
(based on Lii Shuxiang 2000: 672, point 4)

(11a-b) illustrates that both zheéng ‘just, right then’ and yizhi ‘continuously’ immediately
precede ‘zai VP’, but cannot co-occur, irrespective of their relative order (cf. (11¢)).The same
holds for the other VP-level adverbs in the examples below, where for simplicity sake only the
unacceptable order with a following zheng ‘just, right then’ is indicated:

(12a) STji hai (*zhéng) zai laodao.*
driver still just =~ PROGR chatter
‘The driver is/was still chattering.’

(12b) Wo faxian ta  gangcai zhushi wo de na yiyan.
1sG discover 3sG a.moment.ago gaze 1SGSUB that 1 eye
réng (*zheéng) zai chixu.

still  just ~ PROGR continue
‘I discovered that that eye of hers that had gazed at me a moment ago still continued
[to gaze].

(12c¢) Dangshi wo yijing (*zhéng) zai  hustluanxidng.
that.time 1SG already just PROGR imagine.things
‘I was already imagining things at that time.’

(12d) Tamen you (*zhéng) zai ginrede jiaotan.
3pL  again  just  PROGR affectionately chat
They are/were again chatting cordially.’
Zhang Huinii (2002: 63; (18), (22), (23), (39))

3 Manner adverbs form a subset within the VP-level adverbs, for they must follow auxiliaries (cf. Paul 2017: 123,
(2b)):
(1) Ta {hai/yijing } (*hén zhuanxinde) néng (* {hai/yijing }) hén zhuanxinde gdngzuo.

3sG still/already very attenttively can still/already very attenttively work

‘She can still/already work attentively.’
* The presence of zhéng ‘just, right then’ in (12a) is acceptable for some speakers, provided the sentence is
continued as in (i)
(1) SijiT  hai zhéng zai laodao, ta jiu xia che le.

driver still just PROGR chatter 3SG then descend car SFP

‘The driver was still chatting, when he got out of the car.’

5



Note that in (12d) the verbal projection selected by the aspectual head zai features a manner
adverb (ginrede ‘affectionately’), a data point that plays an important role for the correct
analysis of the sequence ‘zai V-zhe (NP)’ discussed in section 3 below.

Furthermore, reviewer 2 provides example (13a) with the manner adverb between zheng
‘just, right then’ and the progressive aspect zai, thus providing further evidence against treating
the sequence zhéng zai as one word:’

(13a) Ta zhéng mubuzhudnjingde zai ~ guancha yibido dashii de bianhua.
3SG just intently PROGR watch meter reading SUB change
‘He is watching the changes in the meter reading intently.’

(13b) Ta zheéng zai  mubuzhudnjingde guancha yibido dushu de bianhua.
3SG just  PROGR intently watch meter reading SUB change
‘He is watching the changes in the meter reading intently.’

A quick informal survey with five native speakers from the North and two from the South
showed their 100% acceptance for (13b) where the manner adverb directly adjoins to the VP.
By contrast, for (13a), there were three “accept”, one clear “reject” and one “very marginal” for
the Northern speakers, and two “accept” for the Southern speakers.

We also searched the BLU-BCC corpus (http://bce.blcu.edu.cn) for manner adverbs
ending in -di Hii between the adverb zhéng ‘just, right then’ and the progressive aspect zai and
found 180 results. While in the majority of cases zai was a (surface) preposition: ‘zhéng manner-
adv. [zai NP] VP’ (cf. (14)), 43 results involved the progressive aspect zai ‘zhéng manner-adv.
zai VP’ as in (15-16)):

(14)  Chéngyao zhéng jiaojide  [pp zai sushe 1i] déng ta.
Chengyao just anxiaously  at dormitory in wait 3SG
‘Cheng Yao is anxiously waiting for him in the dormitory.’

(15) Tamen zheéng jiaojide  zai xunzhao shizhi ne!

3L just anxiously PROGR look.for owner SFP
‘They are anxiously looking for the owner!’

(16) Wangluo bingdt zhéng buduande zai zéngjia hé gdibian.
internet virus just constantly PROGR increase and change

‘Internet viruses are constantly increasing and changing right now.’

Finally, as mentioned above, zhéng ‘just, right then’ as a VP-level adverb can be preceded
by higher, sentence-level adverbs such as dagai ‘probably’ and yé ‘also’:
(17a) Zhe shihou ta dagai zhéng zai  zhunbéi guojié ne.

this moment 3SG probably just ~ PROGR prepare holiday SFP

3 The additional evidence against zheng zai as one word provided by reviewer 2 is gratefully acknowledged.
Besides the variability of acceptability judgements for (13a), it would, however, be insufficient on its own, because
it could always be argued that the sequence ‘zhéng zdai V’ can be analysed in two ways, as one word when
contiguous and as two words when separated by a manner adverb as in (13a). This is also the reason why the
emerging 1-word zhéngzai group and the consequences of wordhood for zhengzai discussed in the appendix are
important: given that zhéngzai is an adverb ‘just, right then’, the progressive marker zai is added when required:
[adv zheéngzai) [aspect zai VP].



‘At this moment, he is probably just preparing for the celebration of the festival.’
(Guo Fenggang 1998: 36, (4), slighly changed;)

(17b) Yéaohuang-zhe shénti tdn -zhe jita,
sway  -DUR body pluck-DUR guitar
ta y¢ zhéngzai  yukuaide chang.
3SG also just  PROGR happily sing
‘While she was swaying her body and playing the guitar, she was also singing happily.’
(Zhang Huinii (2002: 64, (33), slightly changed)

(17b) also nicely illustrates the case where zheng ‘just, right then’ stresses the simultaneity of
two eventualities. Last, but not least, all the examples above with one or several adverbs
between the subject and the aspectual zai straightforwardly invalidate Tsai Wei-Tian’s (2008:
678, 684) stipulation that zdi raises to T°.°

3. Congtituency [zai [V-zhe], *[[zai V] zhe]

Having established that zhéng zai in ‘zhéng zai VP’ is not one word, but the adverb zhéng just,
right then’ preceding and modifying the projection headed by the progressive aspect head zai,
we can now turn to other syntactic structures featuring zai, i.e. ‘zai V-zhe’, where the verb is
suffixed by the durative aspect —zhe:

(18a) Ta zai chui-zhe koushao.
3SG PROGR blow-DUR whistle
‘She’s whistling.’

(18b) Ta zai ting -zhe shouyinji.
3SG PROGR listen-DUR radio
‘He’s listening to the radio.’

(19) Ni weishénme xin 1i zai ma -zhe wo?
238G why heart in PROGR scold-DUR 1SG
‘Why are you cursing me in your heart?’

(20) Ciké zuo-zai ché shang, wo qian -hou zud-you de rén
now sit-be.at train on 1sG front-back left-right SUB people
dou zai da -zhe dianhua.
all PROGR strike-DUR phone
‘Sitting in the train right now, people around me are all talking on the phone.’

6 Tsai Wei-Tian (2008: 678, 684) provides no evidence for the alleged raising of the aspectual head zai to T° and
thus into the same projection (TP) that hosts the subject. His only example with zai (cf. (i)) does not feature any
adverb, although since Pollock (1989) (himself building on work by Emonds (1976, 1978) and Jackendoff (1972))
the position of adverbs is the standard diagnostic for determining whether the verb is located in or above the vP;
as a consequence, (i) cannot tell us anything about zai’s hierarchical position:
)] Akiu zai ka

Akiu PROGR cry

‘Akiuis crying.” (Tsai Wei-Tian 2008: 684, (4a))
In addition, Tsai’s assumption goes against the general consensus (based on C.-T. James Huang’s extensive work
since 1982) that in Chinese the verb (including the copula ski ‘be’ and auxiliaries of all types) always remains in
the vP, as evidenced by the possible presence of adverbs between the subject and the highest head in the verbal
projection, thus excluding a spec-head relation between the two. The numerous examples in this article with
adverbs or adjunct XPs below the subject and above zai confirm the general consensus that T° as the head of the
projection hosting the subject always remains empty (cf. Ernst 1994).

7



While the analysis ‘[aspp [aspe zai] [V-zhe]]” where the aspectual head zai selects ‘V-zhe’ is the
obvious one, given the well-established strict right-branching syntax in the Chinese extended
verbal projection (up to TP) (cf. C.-T. James Huang 1982 and his subsequent work), the
opposite constituency: [aspp [ve [adv zai] VP] -zhe] (with zai incorrectly assigned adverbial status)
has nevertheless been proposed by Li Tianshu (2015: 49, (85)).” However, in addition to the
strict head-initial nature of the verbal projection, there exist further arguments against -zhe
selecting the ‘VP-plus-adverb zai’ sequence as its complement.

Let us start with the most trivial one, which arises when the VP is actually spelt out as
‘verb + object’ and then results in the incorrect order *[aspp [vP [adv zai] [vp V NP]] -zhe]. This
contrasts with the correct order predicted by our analysis ‘[aspp [aspe zai] [[V-zhe] NP]]” where
-zhe as a verb suffix immediately attaches to the verb, as illustrated in (18) — (20) above.

Even if for the sake of the argument we gloss over this problem and in addition adopt our
analysis where zai is not an adverb as in Li Tianshu (2015), but heads the aspectual projection
containing its VP complement, it is evident that zai and the verb do not constitute a complex
head, hence a potential legitimate host for the suffix —zhe. Because the acceptability of manner
adverbs and adjunct XPs modifying the VP clearly demonstrate the phrasal status of zai’s
complement: [aspp zai [ve [adv XP] [[V-zhe] NP]]]:

(21a) Ta hai [aspp zai [[chouchoudadade] kiigi-zhe]]
3sG still PROGR sobbingly weep-DUR
‘He’s still weeping and sobbing.” (Guo Fenggang 1998: 43, (37), slightly modified):

(21b) Tamen zai ginrede jiaotan-zhe.
3PL  PROGR affectionately chat -DUR
‘They are chatting cordially.” (Zhang Huinii (2002: 63; (39), slightly modified)

(21c) Ta [asp zai [[pp hé  péngyou] jiaotan-zhe]].
3SG PROGR with friend chat -DUR
‘He is chatting with friends.’

In Li Tianshu’s (2015) scenario, (21a-c) cannot be derived, because the verb suftix -zhe would
have to illegitimately combine with the entire verbal projection to its left, consisting of ‘zai +
manner adverb/adjunct XP + verb’: *[[vp zai [vp [aav XP] V]] -zhe].

It is probably the prima facie impression that the same verbs can occur in all of the three
structures: ‘zai V’, ‘“V-zhe’ and ‘zai V-zhe’ that has contributed to the general indecision con-
cerning the correct constituency for the sequence ‘zai V-zhe’, i.e. [zai [V-zhe]] or [[zai V]-zhe].
However, Li Tianshu (2015: 3) herself provides the crucial data (without following up on them)
in favour of the structure [zai [V-zhe]], exclusively based on selectional restrictions alone.
Referring to Hara (2009), she observes that positional verbs such as zhan ‘stand’, tdang ‘lie’, zuo
‘sit’ cannot be selected as complement of the progressive aspect zai, while this is possible when
these verbs are suffixed with -zAe:®

7 Li Tianshu (2015: 12, 49) visibly transposes into syntax Lin Jo-wang’s (2002: 272) stipulation that -zhe takes
scope over zai in the corresponding “logical structure”: [zhe [zai [subject NP V object NP]]]. Note that Lin Jo-
wang (2002) does not comment on the precise status of the postulated “logical structure” nor on how it is to be
mapped into syntax, where zai must occur below the subject and where -zke is a verbal suffix: (*zai ) [rp subject
NP [aspp zdi [vp V -zhe NP (*-zhe)]]]. In addition, Lin Jo-wang (2002) cannot correctly predict the data in (22)
below where -zhe first combines with the verb and the resulting ‘V-zhe’ is then selected as complement by zai,
leading to a hierarchical relation which is the exact opposite of his logical structure.

8 The unacceptability of *zai zuo ‘PROGR sit’ was already noticed by Teng Shou-hsin (1975: 129); Chen Chung-
yu (1978: 91) likewise states the unacceptability of ‘zai V’ for “verbs denoting static positions” in general.
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(22) Ta zai {zhan*(-zhe)/ ting*(-zhe)/ zuo*(-zhe)}
3SG PROGR stand -DUR/lie -DUR/ sit -DUR
‘She is standing/lying/ sitting.’

This nicely confirms our analysis in terms of [zai [[V-zhe] NP]].

Other considerations beyond head directionality and selectional restrictions likewise
argue in favour of [aspp zai [V-zhe]], where zai as the higher aspectual head selects the verbal
projection to its right. It has since long been observed in the literature that unlike ‘zai V°,
‘V-zhe’ is not acceptable on its own as the predicate in a root sentence (cf. Chen Gang 1980,
Kong Lingda 1994: 440; Huang Nansong 1994: 446; also cf. Djamouri & Paul 2018 and
references therein):’

(23a) *Dajia kua -zhe ni.
everybody praise-DUR 2SG

(23b) *Ta zhéng xi¢ -zhe xin.
3SG just write-DUR letter

(23c) *Ta zhéng hua -zhe. (Kong Lingda 1994: 440)
3SG just paint-DUR

When ‘V-zhe’ is selected as complement by zai, however, (23a-c) become acceptable:!'”

(24a) Dajia zai kua -zhe ni.
everybody PROGR praise-DUR 2SG
‘Everybody is praising you.’

(24b) Ta zheéng zai xi¢ -zhe xin.
3SG just PROGR write-DUR letter
‘He is just writing a letter.’

(24c) Ta zheéngzai  hua -zhe hua.
3SG just PROGR paint-DUR painting
‘She is just painting.’

Interestingly, positional statives such as sit, stand and lie form an exceptional class in English as well, insofar as
they can occur in the progressive with a non-dynamic interpretation (cf. Ramchand 2018: 44; 215, note 3).
® Chinese scholars such as Chen Gang (1980) and Kong Lingda (1994) characterize sentences of the type illustrated
in (23a) — (23c) as “incomplete”, a term likewise used by among others Tang & Lee (2000) and Tsai Wei-tian
(2008). However, the latter do not take into account the well-documented fact that ‘V-zhe’ is a licit predicate when
referring to a derived state (cf. (25a-d) below). Nor do they comment on the well-known root vs non-root
asymmetry, already stated as such by Chen Gang (1980). Cheng Gang (1980: 23-24) contrasts the constrained
acceptability of “V-zhe’ as (an ongoing state K& FFSEZS denoting) main verb (3 % 3)J1d] zhiiyao dongci) in main
clauses (3] zhjjir), with its unconstrained acceptability in non-main clauses (M) céngjir), where it can denote
an activity or a derived state.
(1) Ta; [adgicl proixi€ -zhe xin ]chi zaofan. (compare with (23b))

3sG write-DUR letter eat breakfast

‘He eats breakfast while writing letters.’
10 The contrast between (23b-c) and (24b-c) straightforwardly invalidates Lin Jo-wang’s (2002: 268) proposal to
treat the adverb zhéng ‘just’ on a par with the progressive aspect marker zai: “It is rarely discussed in the literature
what semantic function the adverb zheng has. So far as I can see, its function is much like the progressive marker
zai with an additional tint of more emphasis on the reference time at which the proposition is asserted to be true.
Therefore, in this paper, | will treat zhéng on a par with zai.”
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By contrast, when ‘V-zhe’ can be interpreted as a (derived) state, a reading reinforced by the
presence of (manner) adverbs in (25a) - (25d) below, it is acceptable as the sole predicate in a
root sentence, a likewise well-known phenomenon:'!

(25a) Daxué xiang sisui-le  de mianxu zai tiankong piao-zhe.
heavy.snow like tear -PERF SUB cotton.wool at sky float-DUR
“The snow flutters in the sky like torn cotton wool.’ (Chen Gang 1980: 25)

(25b) Xidoming xianggénmuzhuangshide zhan-zhe.
Xiaoming as.straight.as.a.stilt stand-DUR
‘Xiaoming is standing as straight as a stilt.’

(25¢) Xuéshéngmen mubuzhudnjingde kan-zhe héiban.
students with.fixed.eyes look-DUR blackboard
“The students are looking at the blackboard with utmost concentration.’
Huang Nansong (1994: 445, (54-55))

(25d) W0 yongyuan déng-zhe ni.
1sG forever  wait -DUR 2SG
‘I’1l be forever waiting for you.’
(Djamouri & Paul 2018: 121, (40), (42))

This has to be seen against the background that in Chinese, only stative predicates (stative verbs
and adjectives) can function as full predicates without any aspect marker in a root sentence, as
already observed by Kong Lingda (1994: 436, III) for psychological predicates (such as xihuan
‘like’, tdoyan ‘hate’, dislike) and for equative sentences with the copula shi ‘be’:

(26a) Ta xihuan yéuyong.
3sG like  swim
‘She likes swimming.’

(26b) WO shi laoshi.
1SG be teacher
‘I’m a teacher.’

By contrast, bare non-stative predicates are only acceptable under a habitual interpretation (cf.
(28a)) or simply unacceptable (cf. (27a)) when the habitual interpretation is semantically
implausible. For an episodic interpretation, they require an aspect marker, an auxiliary or
negation; the presence of a temporal adverb on its own is not sufficient (cf. Sun Hongyuan 2014:
50 -51).

(27a) *Wang jingli  chi kaoya
Wang manager eat roast.duck

! The acceptability of ‘V-zhe’ in imperatives is a different case, a fact reviewer 1 reminds us of:
(1) Din -zhe, bié qilai

squat-ZHE NEG rise

‘Remain squatted, don’t get up!
(Cf. Lu Jianming 1999: 331-332; also cf. Djamouri & Zu 2015 and references therein.)
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(27b) Wang jingli  jingchang chi kdoya
Wang manager often eat roast.duck
‘Manager Wang often eats roast duck.” (Huang Nansong 1994: 445, §3.3)

(28a) Ta da wangqiu/ chou yan.
3SG hit tennis  / inhale smoke
‘She plays tennis/smokes.’ (habitual reading, not: ‘She is playing tennis/smoking.”)

(28b) Ci-shi-ci-ke ta *(zai) da wangqid/ chou yan.
this-time-this moment 3SG PROGR hit tennis / inhale smoke
‘Right now, she is playing tennis/smoking.’

(29a) Shang geyu¢ ta kan*(-le) “san guo yanyi”.
last CL month 3SG see -PERF 3 kingdom romance
‘Last month, he read the Romance of the three kingdoms.’
(Sun Hongyuan 2014: 50)

(29b) Wo jiandao Lichuan de shihou,ta *(zai) hua yifu hua.
1SG see Lichuan SUB time  3SG PROGR paint I CL picture
‘When I saw Lichuan, she was painting a picture.” (Sun Hongyuan 2014: 254)

The temporal interpretation of bare predicates is thus a function of the predicate’s semantic type
with a clear dichotomy between states, on the one hand, and eventive predicates (activity,
achievement, accomplishment), on the other (cf. Sun Hongyuan 2014: 54-55).

If we now look at this generalization in the light of “assertableness in a root context” as
the most language general and theory-neutral definition of finiteness, the judgements observed
in (23) — (29) above all fall in place. (For reasons of space, we somewhat simplify here;
finiteness-related issues are likewise examined in section 4 below. Also cf. Paul & Ramchand
(2023) for extensive discussion.)

(23a) — (23c) are unacceptable, because the durative aspect -zhe is special among the
aspect markers in Chinese insofar as it produces an open-ended activity without telos (cf. a.o.
Wu Jiun-Shiung 2007). Accordingly, it does not “save” the assertion, unlike the “genuine”
aspect marker zai.'> By contrast, when -zhe creates a derived homogeneous [ongoing] state as
in (25a-c), ‘“V-zhe’ is acceptable as the sole predicate in a root sentences, on a par with the

12 Another way to make the sentence finite, hence acceptable as a root sentence, is to add the sentence-final particle
(SFP) ne, as shown by Kong Lingda (1994: 440) for (23a-c), illustrated here only for (23c), repeated as (i):
1) *Ta zhéng hua -zhe.
3SG just paint-DUR
(i) Ta zhéng hua-zhe ne.
3sSG just paint-DUR SFP
‘He’s just painting.’
(Cf. Chen Gang (1980: 23) for the same observation.)
Ne can help to anchor an unbounded activity and hence make the sentence finite, because it provides a contextual
interval for V-zhe which stretches over time itself (cf. Ramchand 2020). This also holds for (31b) below, which
becomes acceptable as a root sentence when rne is added (cf. (iii)):
(iii) Qicheé feibén-zhe *(ne).
car gallop-DUR SFP
‘Cars are galloping.’
For the role of the lowermost SFPs (ne, le, laizhe) in the 3-layered split CP with respect to finiteness, cf. Paul
(2018), Ramchand (2020), Paul & Ramchand (2023) based on Kong Lingda (1994) as well as earlier observations
by Zhu Dexi (1982, chapter 16). For the overall structure of the split CP in Chinese, cf. Paul( 2014), Paul (2015,
ch. 7); Pan & Paul (2016), Paul & Pan (2017); Pan (2019 a,b); Paul & Yan (2022) and references therein.
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“lexical” statives in (26a—b) (also cf. Djamouri & Paul 2018). This is the reason why (30a)
below is only acceptable under the interpretation ‘He has shoes on’, not ‘He is putting on shoes’.
For the latter, zai must be used (cf. Teng Shou-hsin 1973 : 21; 1975: 128).

(30a) Ta chuan-zhe xiézi.
3SG put.on-DUR shoe
‘He has shoes on.’

(30b)Ta zai  chuan xiézi.
3SG PROGR put.on shoe
‘He is putting on shoes.’ (Teng Shou-hsin 1973 : 21, footnote 6)

These facts can only be explained under an analysis where zai is the higher head selecting
‘V-zhe’, and not the other way round, once again confirming the status of zai as an aspectual
head, not as adverb. Because temporal adverbs alone cannot induce an episodic reading for bare
activity predicates (cf. (28b), (29a-b) above.!?

The fundamental difference we obtain between temporal adverbs and aspect markers ties in
with Sun Hongyuan’s (2014: 44-45) [subsequent] generalization that they do not contribute in
the same way to the computation of tense in a Chinese sentence. Accordingly, it is important to
distinguish between the adverb zheéng ‘just, right then’, on the one hand, and the progressive
aspect head zai, on the other, in contrast to the literature where both are either classified as
adverbs or as aspect markers, a uniform analysis unable to correctly predict the data.

4. Haplology

As demonstrated above, ‘V-zhe’ is only acceptable as the sole predicate in a root sentence when
encoding a derived homogeneous state (in contrast to an open-ended activity); otherwise, the
presence of e.g. the progressive aspect zai is required. This fact is often obscured by the
invisibility of the aspectual zai due to its phonological fusion (haplology) with the preposition
zai ‘at’ heading an immediately following PP. This well-documented phenomenon ( cf. a.o.
Chen Chung-yu 1978, Fan Jiyan 1982) is completely neglected and hence not controlled for in
the majority of studies on -zhe, as illustrated in the very first example provided for -zke by Lin
Jo-wang (2002: 258):

(31a) Qiché zai gonglu shang feéibén-zhe.
car at street on  gallop-DUR
‘Cars are galloping on the street.’
Lin (2002: 258, (1a); our glosses, tones added)

13 For states (i.e. stative verbs and adjectives), by contrast, an appropriate temporal adverb is sufficient to indicate
past tense (cf. (1)), whereas an auxiliary verb is required to indicate future tense, as in (ii) (cf. Sun Hongyuan 2014:

44-45; 61)):

(ia) Laomouzi xihuan Gongli ~ (ib) Nei shihou, Laomouzi xthuan Gongli.
Laomouzi love  Gongli that time Laomouzi love  Gongli
‘Laomouzi loves Gongli.’ ‘At that time, Laiomoéuzi loved Gongli.’

(ia) L&domouzi youyitian *(jianghui) xihuan Gongli ma?

Laomouzi one.day  FUT love Gongli SFP
‘Will Laomouzi one day love Gongli?’

(iia)  {(Jintian/ zudtian )} Lulu hén jusang. (iib) Lulu hén jusang.

today / yesterday Lulu very be.frustrated Lulu very be.frustrated

‘Lulu is frustrated today/ was frustrated yesterday.” ‘Lulu is frustrated.’
(iic) Mingtian Lulu *(jianghui) hén jusang.

tomorrow Lulu  will very be.frustrated

‘Lulu will be frustrated tomorrow.’
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Lin Jo-wang (2002) fails to realize and therefore leaves uncommented the obligatory implicit
presence of the aspectual zai in (31a). Evidence for the latter becomes visible when we compare
(31a) with (31b) and (31¢):!*

(31b) *Qiche feibén-zhe.
car gallop-DUR

(31c) Qichg zai feibén-zhe.
car PROGR gallop-DUR
‘Cars are galloping.’

(31b) is unacceptable, because feibén-zhe ‘gallop-DUR’ as an open-ended activity cannot
constitute the sole predicate in a root sentence. However, when selected as the complement of
the aspectual zai, the resulting sentence is well-formed (cf. (31c¢)). It follows that (31a) must
likewise contain the aspectual zai in order to license ‘V-zhe’. The same contrast obtains in (32)
— (33) below, where ZAI in small caps represents the haplology of the aspectual zai with the
preposition zai ‘at’, which is also spelt out in the glosses.

(32a) Ta zA1 xizaojian chui -zhe koushao.
3SG PROGR+at bathroom blow-DUR whiste
‘She is/was whistling in the bathroom.’

(32b) *Ta chuit -zhe koushao.
3SG blow-DUR whiste

(32c) Ta zai  chui -zhe kdushao.
3SG PROGR blow-DUR whiste
‘She is/was whistling.’

(33a) Ta zAI waimian dd—zhe wingqiu.
3SG PROGR+at outside hit-DUR tennis
‘He is playing tennis outdoor.’

(33b) *Ta da-zhe wangqiu.
3SG hit-DUR tennis

(33c) Ta zai da-zhe wangqiu.
3SG PROGR hit-DUR tennis
‘He is playing tennis.’

(32b) and (33b) are unacceptable, because no derived states can be construed for ‘whistle’ and
‘play tennis’, respectively. These sentences become acceptable when the aspectual zai is added;

141t is well-known that for Northern Mandarin speakers, the root vs non-root dichotomy for ‘V-zhe’ is very sharp,
while this is not always the case for Taiwanese Mandarin speakers, to whom Lin Jo-wang belongs. However, he
seems to be on a par with Northern speakers, because elsewhere he notes the unacceptability of ‘V-zhe’ :
(1) *Zhangsan gai -zhe y1dong fangzi. (Lin Jo-wang 2002: 260, (5))

Zhangsan build-DUR 1 CL  house
The present study is based on the judgements by Northern Mandarin speakers.
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the latter is visible in (32¢) and (33c¢), but invisible, because fused with the preposition zai ‘at’
in (32a) and (33a)."°

Chen Chung-yu (1978) seems to be the first to notice the phonological fusion (haplology)
of the aspectual zai and the preposition zai ‘at’, based on the triple in (34a-c) below:

(34a) Ta ZzAI nar {kii/ shui/ di dianhua}.!®
3SG PROGR+at there cry/ sleep/ hit phone
‘He’s crying/sleeping/making a phone call there.’

(34b) *Ta {ka/shui /da dianhua}.
3SG cry/ sleep/ hit phone

(34c) Ta zai  {ku/shui /da dianhua}.
3SG PROGR cry/ sleep/ hit phone
‘He’s crying/sleeping/making a phone call.’
(Chen Chungyu 1978: 79; (9a-c); glosses added)

(34b) is unacceptable, because “incomplete with respect to temporal reference” (p. 79). Given
the contrast with the acceptability of both (34a) and (34c), she concludes that zai in (34a) must
have two functions, that of the aspect marker as in (34c) and that of the preposition. (p. 81)."”
This ties in with the observations made subsequently by Kong Lingda (1994) and Sun
Hongyuan (2014) (presented above) that unlike stative predicates, activity verbs such as ki
‘cry’, shui ‘sleep’ require aspectual marking for an episodic reading.

Furthermore, her example (35) below where in the presence of a preverbal zai-PP,
-zhe is obligatory for positional verbs such as zuo sit’, tdng ‘lie’ etc. can only be accounted for
when positing an implicit aspectual zai:'®

(35) Ta ZzAr1 shu xia  zuo*(-zhe)/tang*(-zhe).
3SG PROGR+at tree under sit -DUR/lie  -DUR
‘He’s sitting/lying under the tree.” (Chen Chung-yu 1978: 91: (26a-b))

Because the same observation holds for aspectual zai on its own (cf. (22) in section 3 above);
bare position verbs cannot be selected as complements by zai, whereas this is possible when
they are suffixed by -zhe.

(36) Ta zai zuo*(-zhe)/ tang*(-zhe).
3SG PROGR sit -DUR/lie  -DUR
‘He’s sitting/lying under the tree.’

15 Some speakers prefer (32a, ¢) and (33a,c) without -zhe and require emphasis on the PP in the (a) cases. By
contrast, -zhe must be present in (31c), which is understood as describing a scene.
16 Provided the predicate allows for a habitual interpretation, zai in ‘NP zai NP VP’ is to be analysed as realizing
the preposition zai only, as confirmed by the optionality of the PP zai jiali ‘at home’:
(1) Ta pingchang (zaijiali) shui wijido

3sG in.general at home sleep nap

‘In general he takes a nap (at home).’
17 Chen Chung-yu (1978: 79) cites as further evidence-that native speakers will produce (34c), and not (34b), when
asked to “substract” the location information from (34a).
18 This is not what Chen Chung-yu (1978: 91) says herself. Instead, she uses (35) to illustrate the special semantic
properties of positional verbs.
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Note, though, that Chen Chung-yu (1978) has to assume “distant” haplology, because in the
underlying structure postulated by her, the preposition zai and the aspectual zai are not adjacent,
but separated by the location NP :

(37) NP [vp [Placep [Prep zai] location NP] [vp [asp zai] VP]]
(Chen Chung-yu 1978: 82, (13a))

The relative hierarchy between aspect and PP in (37) is, however, incorrect, as rightly pointed
out by Fan Jiyan (1982: 75). For in general the aspectual zai precedes PPs, as illustrated below
for PPs headed by prepositions other than zai ‘at’:

(38a) Ta [aspp zai [w [pp xiang WO | [yr zhao shou ]]]. (Fan Jiyan 1982: 75, (17); glosses,
3sG PROGR towards 1SG  beckon hand brackets and translations added)
‘He beckons me over.’

(38b) WO  [aspp zai [wp [pp dui  ni] [w jidng hua ]]].
1sG PROGR facing 2SG  speak word
‘I’m speaking to you.’

(38¢c) Yan -qun [asppzal  [w [ppchdo  nan] [ fe€ixiang ]]].
wild.goose-group PROGR towards south  fly
‘A flock of wild geese is flying towards the south.’

(38d) Women [aspp zai [wp [pp cOng guéwai] [wp yinjin  jishu]]].
1pL PROGR  from abroad introduce technology
‘We are introducing technology from abroad.’

(38e) Xiaoli [aspp zal  [vp [pp anzhao tayang] [vp jidncai]]].
Xiali PROGR according.to pattern  cut.out
‘Xiaoli is cutting out [a garment] according to a pattern.’

It follows that Fan Jiyan’s (1982: 75-76) structure in (39a) below, where the PP headed by zai
‘at’ is contained within the verbal projection selected as complement by the aspectual zai, is the
correct one to serve as the input for the haplology. Crucially, haplology is “local”, not “distant”,
requiring adjacency of the aspectual zai and the preposition zai: '

(392) NP [aspp zai [e [pp zai NP] [,» V NP J]] => NP ZAI NP V NP

(39b) Ta [aspp zai [wp [pp zai liwl] [vp kan shii ]]] => Ta zAl1 liwa [ kan shii ]
3sG PROGR  at room see book 3SG PROGR+at room see book
‘He’s reading in the back room.’

(Fan Jiyan 1982: 75-76, (19a-c); bracketing, glosses and translation added)

Fan Jiyan (1982: 78) furthermore points out that Chen Chung-yu’s (1978) assumption of
haplology being able to apply at a “distance” would incorrectly predict the occurrence of only
one zai for sentences where the zai-PP occurs in the topic position preceding the subject:

19 This ties in with the likewise required local nature in the better-known (but nevertheless often neglected) case
of haplology where the perfective aspectual suffix -le and the sentence-final particle /e are phonologically fused
when the verb occurs in sentence-final position: [cp [tp NP V-le] le] => ‘NP V LE’ (cf. a.0. Chao Yuen Ren 1968:
247, Marjorie K.M. Chan 1980, Lii Shuxiang 2000: 353, point 4).
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(40) [ropp [pp Zai jidoshi Ii], [Tp Zhang ldosht zhéng *(zai) jiang jihédaishu]].
at class.room in Zhang teacher just  PROGR talk set.algebra
‘In the class room, teacher Zhang is just talking about set algebra.’

(41) [topp [pp Zai ménkodu], [Tp Xidohuang *(zai) chichide xiao]].
at entrance Xiaohuang PROGR sneeringly laugh
‘In the entrance, Xiaohuang is sneering.’

Fan Jiyan (1982: 75) explicitly states that sentences (40) — (41) with a topic zai-PP behave like
“simple” sentences, i.e. sentences without any other occurrence of zai, and that accordingly the
presence of the aspectual zai — an adverb for Fan Jiyan (1982) —is obligatory for the progressive
reading.?’

This clearly contrasts with the corresponding sentences (42) — (43) below where the
surface zai PP follows the subject and where accordingly, the progressive zai “fuses” with the
preposition and is invisible:

(42) [rp Zhang ldoshi [ zheng [ ZAl jidoshi Ii jiang jihédaishu]].
Zhang teacher just ~ PROGR+at class.room in talk set.algebra
‘Teacher Zhang is just talking about set algebra in the class room.’

(43) [rp Xidohuang [ZAlI ménkou] chichide xiao]].
Xiaohuang PROGR+at entrance sneeringly laugh
‘Xiaohuang is sneering in the entrance.’

Incidentally, the position of the adverb zheng ‘just, right then’ in (42) likewise argues in favour
of Fan’s structure in (39a), because zhéng as a low adverb must immediately adjoin to the
(extended) verbal projection, in this case AspP.

The contrast between (40) — (41), on the one hand, and (42) — (43), on the other, brings
us back to the issue of finiteness, i.e. assertableness in a root sentence, and the crucial role
aspect such as the progressive zai play here. Seen in this light, Chen Chung-yu’s (1978: 84)
view cannot be correct that zai functions as a “pure” preposition as soon as the verb is suffixed
by an aspect marker, including durative -z/e.

On the contrary, the cases with perfective -le and experiential -guo (the latter not
discussed by Chen Chung-yu) need to be distinguished from those involving V-zhe.

(44a) Ta (*zai) chang-le lidng shou gg.
3SG PROGR sing -PERF 2 CL song

(44b) Ta zai dianshi shang chang-le  liang shou gg.
3sG at TV ~ on sing -PERF 2 CL song
‘He sang two songs (on TV).” Chen Chung-yu (1978: 82)

(45a) Ta (*zai) dang -guo banzhdng.
3SG PROGR serve.as-EXP monitor

20 Sentences of the type illustrated in (40) — (41) are only acceptable without the aspectual zai in TP when they
allow a generic, habitual reading (also cf. Sun Hongyuan 2014: 92-98):
(1) [TopP [pp Zai HWL_I] [Tp ta meéi tian dou kan shu ]]
at room  3sGevery day all see book
‘He reads in the back room every day.’
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(45b) Ta zai women xuéxiao dang -guo banzhang
3sG at 1pL  school serve.as-EXP monitor
‘She served as class monitor (in our school).’

Since both perfective -/e and experiential -guo are incompatible with the progressive aspect zai
(cf. (44a), (45a)), it follows that zai in (44b) and (45b) is indeed the preposition ‘at’, not an
instance of haplology.

However, the case of ‘V-zhe’ is different, as illustrated by the contrast between (46a) and
(46b-c) reported by Chen Chung-yu (1978: 83) herself:

46a) *Ta ku-zhe.
(
3SG cry-DUR

(46b) Ta zai  ki-zhe.
3SG PROGR cry-DUR
‘He 1s crying.’

(46c) Ta zAI1 keting li ku-zhe.
3SG PROGR+at living.room in cry-DUR
‘He is crying in the living room.’

Given the obligatory presence of the aspectual zai in (46b), it follows that it must be
underlyingly present in (46¢) as well, and that accordingly, zai in (46¢) is not the preposition,
but the haplology of aspectual zai and the preposition zai ‘at’.?!

Also recall from the discussion of (35) and (36) above (repeated in (47a-b) below) that
both in sentences with the aspectual zai and with a sentence-internal (surface) zai PP, position

verbs are only acceptable when suffixed by —zhe :

(47a) Ta zai {zuo*(-zhe)/ tang*(-zhe)}.
3SG PROGR sit -DUR/lie  -DUR
‘He’s sitting/lying.’

(47b) Ta zAI shu xia  {zuo*(-zhe)/ tang*(-zhe)}.
3SG PROGR+at tree under sit -DUR/lie  -DUR
‘He’s sitting/lying under the tree.’

Again, this can only be accounted for when acknowledging the obligatory underlying presence
of the aspectual zai in (47b) as well, invisible due to its haplology with the preposition zai ‘at’.

Finally, Chen Chung-yu (1978) does not control for the absence/presence of the SFP ne,
a low complementizer, and therefore does not see that in the absence of zai, it is the SFP ne that
licenses ‘V-zhe’ as the only predicate in a root sentence, when the latter cannot be interpreted
as a derived state:

(48) Ta shang-zhe ke *(ne).
3SG attend-DUR class SFP
‘He’s in class now.” (Chen Chung-yu 1978: 84, (16d); glosses added)

21 This is not what Chen Chung-yu (1978: 83) says. For her, ‘zdi V-zhe’ is a case of emphasis on the progress of
an action.
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While Chen Chung-yu (1978) marks ne as optional here, it is in fact required for the well-
formedness of (48) as a root sentence. In fact, the literature on -zke in general neglects the
crucial role of ne for temporal anchoring and finiteness, notwithstanding the early observations
by Chen Gang (1980), Zhu Dexi (1982, ch. 16) and Kong Lingda (1994) (cf. footnote 13 above)
on ne in root sentences with ‘V-zhe’ as the only predicate. (Also cf. Djamouri & Paul 2018,
Paul 2018 and references therein.)

To wrap up this section, when analysing the surface sequences ‘NP [pp zai NP] VP’, it is
absolutely necessary to control for the presence/absence of haplology, i.e. the potential
underlying presence of the progressive aspect zai, invisible due to its phonological fusion with
the preposition zai. Otherwise, the conditions under which aspect markers are required to ensure
episodic readings in Chinese become inconsistent with the overall picture. The potential
presence of haplology is likewise extremely important in order to understand negation of the
progressive aspect zai, to be examined in the next section.

5. Negation
There is a general consensus in the literature that the AspP headed by the progressive zai must
be negated by méi, not by bii.*?

(49a) Nimen weishénme xianzai méi /*bu  zai zuo zuoye ?
2PL  why now  NEG/ NEG PROGR do homework
‘Why aren’t you doing your homework now?’

(49b) Ta yéxu /dagai  méi/*bu zai shang ke.?
3SG perhaps/probably NEG /NEG PROGR attend class
‘He is perhaps/probably not attending classes.’

It goes beyond the scope of this article to fully address the complex and still not settled issue of
the differences between these two types of negation in Mandarin Chinese. We therefore only
briefly present some relevant observations from Ernst (1995) and Lin Jo-wang (2003) and then
critically examine them in the light of the overall distribution of bz and méi, including data not
taken into account by them.

5.1. Two types of negation in Mandarin: bu vs mé

Both Ernst (1995) and Lin Jo-wang (2003) account for the contrast between bu and méi in terms
of different aspectual selection. They agree that stative predicates, i.e. adjectives and stative
verbs, are negated with bu only. Beyond this consensus, however, their basic premises differ,
each of which has its own shortcomings.

According to Ernst (1995: 696) bu requires “unbounded aspectual situations”, i.e. states,
but also activity verbs for him. The latter are claimed to be in principle unbounded as well,
because their possible endpoint is arbitrary (cf. footnote 25 on p. 698). As already seen in the
preceding sections and to be confirmed in the discussion below, presenting activity verbs as
patterning with stative predicates with respect to negation does not lead to correct predictions.

According to Lin Jo-wang (2003: 428), bu exclusively selects states, and méi non-states.
More precisely, “bu aspectually selects as its complement a stative situation that requires no

22 Ernst (1995: 694) incorrectly claims bi to be the correct negation of ‘zai VP’ for Southern speakers, while méi
must be used for Northern speakers. This is invalidated by Lin (2003: 454, note 3) , stating that for all speakers,
only ‘méi zai VP’ is correct. Also cf. Hsich Miao-Ling (2001: 23).

2 For the reason why bz is likewise acceptable for reviewer 1 here, cf. the end of section 5.4 below.
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input of energy in order to obtain that situation” (our emphasis). Unlike bu, méi “aspectually
selects an event as its complement”, i.e. a non-state, a dynamic situation involving change over
time and requiring input of energy (cf. Lin Jo-wang 2003: 428: (6a-b)). The stipulation “requires
(no) input of energy” added in the definition of stative situations and events is necessary for
Lin Jo-wang (2003) to be able to correctly predict that ‘zai VP’- an event for him - requires the
negation méi and excludes bu:

(50) Ta méi/*bu zai xi  zdo. (LinJo-wang 2003: 430, (10))
3SG NEG/ NEG PROGR wash bath
‘He’s not taking a bath.’

Lin Jo-wang (2003: 430) thus adopts Nordlander’s view (1997) that the situation described by
a progressive sentence is not a state, but a process constituting “a number of consecutive phases”
with “an ongoing supply of energy”, again in order to explain why the progressive aspect zai
requires negation by méi/is negated by méi. However, while Nordlander’s (1997) description
might hold for the affirmative version of (50), i.e. ‘He is taking a bath.’ it is not clear at all
whether it likewise applies to sentences such as (51) below:

(51) Ta (méi) zai xitxi/ shui/ déng.
3SG NEG PROGR rest / sleep/ wait
‘She is (not) resting/sleeping/waiting.’

Be that as it may, Lin Jo-wang’s (2003) narrow dovetailed definition of stative situations as
excluding any energy input and the ensuing distribution bu (only for states) vs méi (only for
non-states) in any case does not provide us with the correct picture.

For as pointed out by Lii Shuxiang (2000: 384), some auxiliary verbs (e.g. néng(gou)
‘can’, yao ‘want, will’, kén ‘be willing’, gan ‘dare’) likewise allow méi, in addition to the
canonical negation with bz holding for all auxiliaries (also cf. Wang Canlong 2011).2* It seems
highly unlikely that this can be accounted for in terms of presence vs absence of “energy input”.

The same holds for the fact that some stative verbs (e.g. zai ‘be at’) and derived states of
the form ‘V-zhe’ have méi as their default negation, although in some cases bu is likewise
acceptable (cf. Lii Shuxiang 1985: 245 - 246):

(52) Laolizai jia ma? M¢éi/bu zaijia.
Laoli be.at home SFP NEG/NEG be.at home
‘Is Laoli at home? No, he isn’t.’

(53) Wo xianzaiy¢ méi/bu xian-zhe.
1SG now also NEG/NEG idle-DUR
‘I’m not idle now.

(54) Wokanjianta méi/bu ting-zhe, jit jidota tdng-xia.
IsGsee  3SG NEG/NEG lie -DUR then tell 3sG lie -descend
‘I saw that he was not lying, so I told him to lie down.’

(54) shows that in combination with ‘V-zhe’, both méi and bu are compatible with a past tense
interpretation.

24 The auxiliaries hui ‘will’, gai ‘should’, yinggdi ‘should, must’, kéyi ‘can, may’, yudnyi ‘wish’ are only
compatible with bu (cf. L Shuxiang 2000: 384).
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Finally, as observed by Lin Jo-wang (2003: 431) himself, in the locative construction with
V-zhe, only méi is acceptable, to the exclusion of bui.?®

(55) Qiéang shang méi/*bu  gua zhe hua, y¢ méi gua -zhe tonggao,
wall on  NEG/ NEG hang-DUR picture also NEG hang-DUR announcement
zhi gua -zhe y1 fu guali.
only hang-DUR 1 CL wall.calendar
‘There are no pictures hanging on the wall, there are also no announcements hanging,
there is just a wall calendar hanging on the wall.’

Lin Jo-wang (2003: 432) again refers to the (extralinguistic) fact that positional states such as
lying, sitting or hanging require prior energy input. However, besides familiar examples from
the literature (cf. (56a-b) below) where such a prior energy input is simply implausible due to
our world knowledge, there are well-known linguistic constraints holding for the locative
construction with V-zhe, which directly challenge Lin Jo-wang’s (2003) account.?

(56a) Tian shang gua -zhe y1lun ming yu¢ (Hu Wenze 1995: 106, (34), slightly changed)
sky on  hang-DUR 1 CL bright moon
‘In the sky hangs a bright moon.’

(56b) Xixi de zhitido shang gua -zhe liis¢ de shizi. Jaxontov 1988: 132, (78)
thin SUB branch on  hang-DUR green SUB persimmon
‘Green persimmons hung from thin branches.’
‘On thin branches are hanging green persimmons.’ (our translation)

(57a) *Zhuodzi shang {guyi / manmande fang-zhe y1 bénshu.
table top  on.purpose/slowly put -DUR one CL book
(‘A book was put on the table on purpose/slowly.”)
(Pan Haihua 1996: 430, [60]; his glosses and translation)

(57b) Wuli  {bingpai / *jinzhangde} zhan-zhe shi ge rén.
room side.by.side/ nervously stand-DUR10 CL person
‘In the room are standing side by side/nervously ten people.’

(57¢) Béimén shang (*zhtdong) shou -zhe y1 ge lian.
Northern.Gate on own.accord guard-DUR 1 CLcompany
‘At the Northern Gate several companies are keeping guard (of their own accord).’
((57b-c) based on Li Linding 1986: 75)

25 The example given by Lin Jo-wang 2003: 431, (12a-b)) himself is completely unacceptable, due to the presence
of the quantified NP ‘one picture’ under the scope of negation (be it méi or bu):
(1) *Qiang shang méi/bu gua -zhe [y1fi hua].

wall on  NEG/NEG hang-DUR 1 CL picture

‘There is not a picture hanging on the wall. (Lin Jo-wang 2003: 431, (12a-b); his translation)
Cf. Paul, Lu & Lee (2020) for demonstrating that no “inversion” is involved, hence the term locative construction.
26 Importantly, the unacceptability of agent-oriented and activity-related adverbs holds independently of the
thematic role of the postverbal NP, i.e. patient/theme in (57a) and agent in (57b-c), i.e. the unique argument of the
unergative verb zhan ‘stand’ in (57b). This directly challenges Pan Haihua’s (1996: 427) scenario of a generalized
agent deletion operation associated with —zhe. Instead, the correct generalization is that activity-related adverbs
are excluded here, because the locative construction with —zhe conveys a situation, a state, rather than an (agent-
controlled) activity. This is confirmed by the acceptability of adverbs such as bingpdi ‘side by side’ in (57b)
referring to a state. Cf. Paul, Lu & Lee (2020) for further discussion.
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Since agent-oriented and activity related adverbs are excluded from the locative construction
with ‘V-zhe’ (cf. (57a-c)), Paul, Lu & Lee (2020: 263) conclude that it conveys a state, rather
than an agent-controlled activity or process. This directly challenges Lin-Jo-wang’s (2003)
claim that méi only negates events, i.e. non-states.

To wrap-up, aspectual zai is negated by méi. Importantly, in addition, méi is also used as
negation for (derived) states, including V-zhe, certain stative verbs as well as a subset of
auxiliaries.?’” While the exact nature of these states as well as their sometimes observed
compatibility with both méi and bz must be left for further research, it is evident that Lin Jo-
wang’s (2003) association of negation by méi with “input of energy”, hence excluding states,
is not on the right track, because inconsistent with the overall distribution of méi.

5.2. ‘Méi/*bu [zai NP] V-zhe' and haplology
Negation of the progressive aspect zai with méi also provides confirming evidence for the
phenomenon of haplology discussed in section 4 above.

Context: A phones B on her cell phone, i.e. A doesn’t know where B is.
(58a) A:Ni  zAI1 jia  xilxima?

2SG PROGR+at home rest SFP

‘Are you having a rest at home?’

(58b) B: [Bu], w6 méi/*bu zai jia  xiixi, wo zai  zhéngli fangjian.
no 1SG NEG/ NEG PROGR+at home rest 1SG PROGR tidy  room
‘No, I’'m not having a rest at home, I’m tidying up my room.’

(59) Ta méi/*bu ZzAl chuang shang ting-zhe.?8
3SGNEG/ NEG PROGR+atbed  on  lie -DUR
‘He’s not lying on the bed.” (Lin Jo-wang 2003: 431, (14b-c))

The underlying presence of the progressive zai requiring méi is particularly clear in (59),
because positional verbs such as tang ‘lie’ must be suffixed by -zhe when selected as
complement by zai (cf. (47) above). (Note that this is not what Lin Jo-wang (2003) says, because
he is not aware of the phenomenon of haplology). The question-answer pair in (58a-b) refers to
an ongoing activity at speech time, hence with an underlying progressive zai in (58a) and the
first clause of (58b), and an overt instance of aspectual zai in the second clause.

If we now compare these with sentences where it is the negation bu that precedes the VP
with a zai-PP adjunct, we note that they are only acceptable under a generic, habitual reading,
not an episodic one as in (58) and (59), as also reflected in the different choice of adverbs. There
is thus no underlying progressive aspect, and zai is a “pure” preposition here.

(60) Ta {yiban /jingchang/conglai} bu zaijia xuéxi/tan qin.
3sG generally/ often  /ever NEG at home study/ pluck piano
‘He {generally/often } does not study/ play the piano at home.’
‘He never studies/ plays the piano at home.’

This ties in with the generalization above that activity verbs without any aspect marking are
only acceptable in root sentences when giving rise to a habitual reading. Given the general

27 This is different from “derived states” in the sense of Lin Jo-wang (2003: 432) who uses this term for the
predicate in the locative construction (55), where the intended state is said to require an initial input of energy.
28 For the reason why bz is likewise acceptable for reviewer 1 here, cf. the end of section 5.4 below.
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consensus that habituals are semantically statives, the negation with bu is as expected, as also
acknowledged by both Ernst (1995) and Lin Jo-wang (2003). This is further illustrated in (61a),
this time without any zai PP:

(6la) Ta bu chou yan /cht jrou
3SG NEG inhale cigarette /eat chicken
‘She doesn’t smoke/eat chicken.’

(61b) Ta méi chou yan / cht jirou
3SG NEG inhale cigarette /eat chicken
‘She didn’t smoke/eat chicken.’
(Lin Jo-wang 2003: 434, (17a-b), slightly changed)

When the negation méi is used instead of bu, we obtain an episodic interpretation referring to a
single event (cf. (61D)).

5.3. Bu VP: covert presence of a volitional modality

Another case where bu does not combine with a stative predicate, but with an activity verb
(cf. (62) below)) in fact involves a covert “future or volition modality”, as per C.-T. James
Huang’s (1988: 290) by now classical analysis. (Also cf. Teng Shou-hsin 1974: 89):

(62a) Tamen bu pao de kuai.?’
3PL  NEG run DE fast
‘They won’t run fast.’

(62b) Ta bu pdo de kuai, shi yinwéi ta bu xidng pdo.
3PL NEG run DE fast be because 3SG NEG want run
‘He won’t run fast, because he doesn’t want to run.’
(Huang 1988: 290; (7a), (45b))

A pointed out by Huang (1988: 290), (62a) “cannot be understood as a general statement about
them that they don’t run fast”, i.e. no habitual interpretation is possible here. This is confirmed
by the continuation in (62b), which clearly brings forward the covert presence of the
future/volition modality in the first clause. Like modal auxiliaries in general this covert
auxiliary is likewise negated by bu.

This view has remained the consensus up to now and is therefore likewise adopted by Ernst
(1995: 671) and Lin Jo-wang (2003: 429), who provides further examples for hu negating the
covert modal verb rather than the overt activity verb, thus giving rise to the meaning ‘do not
want to V’, won’t V’:*°

2 Given the controversial syntactic status of de, Huang (1988: 275) simply glosses it as DE (a “way-out” likewise
adopted here). More than thirty years later, not much progress has been made; but cf. Paul (2015, ch. 8.3.3;2017)
for the analysis of de as a functional head selecting predicative adjectives, with the resulting DeP subsequently
merging with V°. In other words, while the best translational equivalent is indeed a manner adverb, ‘de AdjP’ in
fact constitutes a secondary predicate.

30 That is the reason why bu can only negate ‘V-zhe’ under a volitional reading, i.e. when the covert presence of a
modal can be assumed (cf. Lin Jo-wang 2003: 455, note 4, (1)):

(i) Ni bu zai chuang shang ting-zhe, ni yao qu nali?
2SGNEGat bed on lie -DUR 2SG want go where
‘You don’t want to lie on the bed. Where do you want to go?
(This could be said in a context where the person addressed is ill and should be in bed, but has gotten up.)
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(63a) WO bu qu Taibéi.
1SG NEG go Taipei
‘I don’t want to/will not go to Taipei.’

(63b) Ta bu bang wo xi€¢ zuoye.
3SG NEG help 1SG write homework
‘He doesn’t want to help me with my homework.’
Lin Jo-wang (2003: 429; (8a-b)),

These data tie in with Sun Hongyuan’s (2014: 218) observation that for [+intentional] activity
verbs describing eventualities that can be scheduled, controlled by an agent, a futurate
interpretation can be obtained without the otherwise obligatory future auxiliary Aui:

(64a) Zhongguo dui  mingtian bisai.
China team tomorrow play
‘The Chinese team plays tomorrow.’

(64b) Zhongguo dui  mingtian *(hui) ying.
China team tomorrow will win
‘The Chinese team will win/*wins tomorrow.’

The same empty volitional/future modality as postulated by Huang (1988) for bu preceding
activity verbs in a non-habitual reading can be assumed here. The more so as the verbs in the
examples used to illustrate this phenomenon all seem to involve control by the agent, although
this observation needs to be confirmed by further research.

5.4.'Bu ‘not’ (shi ‘be’) zai VP’ in correcting statements and questions

We have seen in (58a) (repeated in (65) below) that the progressive aspect zai requires the
negation méi, including the cases where it is only underlyingly present, because phonologically
fused with the following preposition zai:

(65a) A: Ni  ZAI jia  xilix1ma?
238G PROGR+at home rest SFP
‘Are you having a rest at home?

(65b) B: [Bu], w0 méi/*bu zai jia  xiixi, wo zai  zhéngli fangjian.
no 1SG NEG/ NEG PROGR+at home rest 1SG PROGR tidy  room

‘No, ’'m not having a rest at home, I'm tidying up my room.’

While (65b) is a well-formed answer to (65a) and negation with bu is clearly unacceptable,
another, slightly more natural answer to (65a) features negation with bu shi ‘not be’:

Also cf. Hsieh Miao-Ling (2001: 40, (35a-b)) who contrasts the volitional reading in (iia) with the negation of the
episodic reading in (iib):
(iia) Ta bu zuo-zhe/ zhan -zhe.
3SG NEG sit -DUR/ stand-DUR
‘He does not want to be sitting/standing.
(iib) Ta méi zuo-zhe / zhan -zhe.
3SG NEG sit -DUR/ stand-DUR
‘He is not sitting/standing.’
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(66) [Bu], w0 bu shi zai jia  xiix1, w0 zai  zhéngli fangjian
no 1SG NEGbe PROGR+at home rest 1SG PROGR tidy room
No, I’'m not having a rest at home, I’m tidying up the room./?house?.’

As is well-known, bu shi ‘not be’ has scope over the sequence to its right and accordingly can
either negate the entire sequence (cf. (67a)) or a subpart of it (cf. (67b)):

(67a) Bu, wo bu shi [vp [pp zai jia]l  xiuxi], wo zai gongyuan li pdo bu.
no 1SG NEG be PROGR+at home rest 1SG PROGR+at park in run step
‘No, it’s not the case that I'm having a rest at home, [but] I'm running in the park.’

(67b) [Bu], wo bu shi [vp [pp zai jia ] xiuxi,] wo shi [pp zAI gongyudn li] xilxi.
no 1SG NEG be PROGR+at home rest  1SG be PROGR+at park in rest
‘No, it’s not the case that I’'m having a rest at home, I’'m having a rest in the park.’

In the propositional negation with bu shi ‘not be’, shi ‘be’ takes as complement the extended
verbal projection to its right, as indicated in the bracketing. When the copula is negated,
negation can affect the complement as a whole or a subpart, as in the case of English ‘it is not
(the case) that’. (Cf. Paul & Whitman 2008 for further discussion and references.)

Negation with bu shi ‘not be’ = ‘it is not the case that’ is either used in declaratives to
correct a wrong statement (cf. (66-67) above), or in questions asking for a confirmation of a
prior statement or an assumption held by the speaker:

(68) Ni bu shi zai  xi¢ zuoye ma? Zénme chi-lai  -le?
2SG NEG be PROGR write homework SFP how  exit-come-PERF
‘Aren’t/weren’t you (supposed to be) doing your homework?

How come you have gone out?’

These two contexts for bu shi ‘not be’ are important in order to come to terms with sequences
of the form ‘bu zai VP’ and ‘bu zheng zai VP’ (present in online corpora), which at first sight
seem to contradict the robust generalization that the progressive aspect must be negated by méi,
not by bu.3!

(69a) Nimen weishénme xianzaibu [shi] zai  gan hud?
2pL  why now NEG be PROGR work life
‘Why is it that you are not working right now?’

‘How come you are not working right now?’

(69b) WO bu [shi] zheéng zai shang k¢ ma?
1SG NEG be just PROGR attend class SFP
‘Isn’t it the case that I’'m attending classes right now?’
‘Am I not attending classes right now?’

As pointed out by the native speakers consulted, while in the BLU-BCC corpus, these sentences
do not feature shi ‘be’, their interrogative nature as well as the linguist context given show them
to be instances of (rhetorical) questions with bu shi ‘not be’.

31 The BLU-BCC corpus (http://bec.blcu.edu.cn), for example, features about a hundred examples for bii zhéng
zai VP ‘NEG just PROGR VP’. Upon further examination, however, they all turn out to be (rhetorical) questions
where the copula has been dropped: NP bu skhi-zheng zai VP? ‘NP NEG be just PROGR VP?’ = ‘Isn’t it the case that
NP is just V-ing?’.
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This is confirmed by the fact that (70) is only acceptable when followed by the second clause,
which indicates its interrogative nature:

(70) Nimen xianzai bu [shi]zai  gan hud, *(zai gan shénme) ?
2SG  now NEG be PROGR do life PROGR do what
‘If it’s not the case that you’re working right now, then what are you doing?’

Here again, bu is to be analysed as bu shi ‘not be’ with the associated semantics. If one wanted
to negate the activity itself, méi would have to be used instead of bu, resulting in “You are not
working now.’ for the first clause.

Finally, bu functioning as propositional negation bu shi ‘not be’ = it is not the case that’
in questions asking for confirmation or in declaratives correcting a prior statement can likewise
nicely account for the observations by reviewer 1 concerning the acceptability of bz (in addition
to méi) in (49b) and (59), repeated in (71) and (72) below:

(71) Ta yéxu /dagai méi /bu zai shang ke.
3SG perhaps/probably NEG/NEG PROGR attend class
‘He is perhaps/probably not attending classes.’

(72) Ta méi/bu ZzAIl chuang shang tang-zhe.
3SGNEG/ NEG PROGR+atbed  on  lie -DUR
‘He’s not lying on the bed.’

Concerning (72), reviewer 1 further notes that bu is fine when (72) answers the question in (73):

(73) Ta zAI chuang shang ting-zhe ma?
3SGPROGR+at bed  on lie -DUR SFP
‘Is he lying on the bed?

(74a) Bu,ta bu shi ZAl chuang shang tang-zhe.
no 3SGNEG be PROGR+at bed  on lie -DUR
(74b) Ta (shi) zA1 di shang tang-zhe.
3SG be PROGR+at floor on lie -DUR
‘No, it’s not the case that he is lying on the bed. He’s lying on the floor.’

As evident from the continuing clause in (74b) (where shi can be added), (74a) is a clear case
of bu (shi) ‘not (be)’ correcting the assumption made in the preceding question.

Similarly, bu in (71) (repeated in (76a)) is acceptable because functioning as propositional
negation bu shi ‘not be’, with (75) provided by us as a possible context:

(75) Ta zhe ge shijian zai shang k¢ ma?
3SG this cL time PROGR attend class SFP
‘Is he attending classes at this moment?’

(76a) (Zhe ge shijian)ta yéxu /dagai bu (shi) zai shang ke.
this CL time 3SG perhaps/probably NEG be PROGR attend class
(76b) Kénéng (shi) zai fudao xuéshéng.
perhaps be PROGR supervising student
‘He is perhaps/probably not attending classes (at this moment). He is probably
supervising students.’
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The continuing sentence (76b) shows that the entire VP ‘attend class’ is negated here and
replaced by the VP ‘supervise students’ as the correct event.

5.5. Wrap-up

The AspP headed by the progressive zai must be negated by méi, not by bu. ‘zai VP’ thus
behaves on a par with derived states of the form ‘V-zhe’ which likewise require the negation
méi. The fact that some stative verbs as well as a subset of modal auxiliaries allow méi in
addition to bu further confirms the compatibility of méi with states and directly challenges Lin
Jo-wang’s (2003) scenario with méi as exclusive negation for activities.

Furthermore, the choice of negation provides additional evidence for the phenomenon of
haplology: ‘méi [z41 NP] VP’ indicates the underlying presence of the progressive aspect zai,
whereas ‘bu [zai NP] VP’ either indicates a generic statement or an interpretation with an
underlying volitional/future modality: ‘not want to/will not VP [at NP]’.

6. Conclusion
Having removed the cumbersome preliminary obstacle of the status of zhéng zai, which is not
one word, but the adverb zhéng ‘just, right then’ preceding the progressive aspect head zai, we
addressed some of the central issues concerning the progressive aspect zai. (For the discussion
of the small emerging group of 1-word zhéngzai speakers, cf. the appendix immediately below.)

We argued in favour of the constituency [aspp zai [V-zhe]] and demonstrated important
syntactic and semantic differences between the progressive aspect zai and the durative aspect -
zhe, often blurred by their co-occurrence in ‘zai V-zhe’ and their selecting nearly identical verb
classes. Importantly, unlike ‘zai V’, ‘V-zhe’ is only acceptable as the sole predicate in a root
sentence, when it can be interpreted as a derived homogeneous state. Otherwise, the presence
of the progressive aspect zai is required: ‘zai V-zhe’.

This crucial role of zai is often obscured by its phonological fusion with the preposition
zai ‘at’ heading an immediately following PP (haplology):

(71) NP [asp zdi [ve [pp zai NP] [V-zhe NP]]] => NP [zAI NP] V-z/e NP.

The presence/absence of an underlying progressive aspect zai (having fused with the
preposition zai) is reflected in the choice of negation. Since the progressive aspect zai must be
negated by méi, not bu, it follows that no underlying aspectual zai is present when it is bu that
negates a VP with a zai PP adjunct: NP bu [ve [pp zai NP] VP]. By contrast, when there is an
underlying aspectual zai, the negation méi is required, resulting in the surface sequence
‘NP méi [[z41 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 VP’ by méi is compatible with
the status of ‘zai VP’ as a state, hence able to be true at a moment. The exact nature of these
different states must be left for further research.
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Appendix

As mentioned in the introduction, there are a handful of examples attested in corpora where
zhengzai ‘just, right then’ is an adverb, i.e. one word, as evidenced by its co-occurrence with
the aspectual zai, leading to the sequence: [Aspp [adv zhéngzai] [aspp zai VP]] (cf. (2a-d) below).
More precisely, concerning the two corpora consulted (in November 2021), the PKU-CCL
corpus (http://ccl.pku.edu.cn:8080/ccl_corpus) features ten examples and the BLU-BCC corpus
(http://bee.blcu.edu.cn) twenty-four examples. Three different structures can be found.

1) ‘zhéngzai [pp zai NP] VP’

It makes up for half of the cases (6 of 10 examples in the PKU-CCL corpus, and 12 of 24 in the
BLU BCC corpus, respectively). The majority involves haplology (noted as z4r) of the
progressive aspect zai and the preposition zai of the immediately adjacent zai-PP. The
progressive aspect zai must be present underlyingly to explain the non-habitual reading of what
at the surface looks like bare verbs. (Recall from section 4 that non-stative bare verbs are only
acceptable as sole predicates in a root sentence when giving rise to a habitual reading.) This
analysis is confirmed by sentence (1d) where the adjunct PP is headed by 4é ‘with’ and preceded
by both the adverb zhengzai ‘just’ and the aspectual zai:

(la) Zhé qin rén  zhéngzai ZAl wo jia da  bianlu.
this group people just PROGR+at 1SG home strike side.stove
‘This group of people is just enjoying a Cantonese hotpot at my place.’

(1b) Bisai zhéngzai ZAl Lanzhou juxing.
competition just PROGR+at Lanzhou hold
‘The match is just going on in Lanzhou.’

(1c) Zhe bu dianshiju zhéngzai ZA1 Béijing paishe.
this cL TV.drama just PROGR+at Beijing shoot
‘This TV drama is just being filmed in Beijing.

(1d) Ta [aspp zhéngzai [aspp zai [pp hé péngyou] jiaotan]]].
3SG just PROGR  with friend  chat
‘He is just chatting with friends.’

i1) ‘zhengzai [aspp zal VP]’
The co-occurrence of zhéngzai with the aspectual zai immediately preceding a VP clearly
points to the adverbial status of zhéngzai ‘just, right then’.

(2a) Ta zheéngzai zai  xuéxi zhongwén.
3SG just PROGR learn Chinese
‘He is just learning Chinese.’

(2b) Toéngshimen zhéngzai zai goumai lipin.
colleagues  just PROGR buy  gift
‘The colleagues are just buying gifts.’

(2¢) Jixu€ zhéngzai zai xunsude xuanzhuan-zhe.

snow just PROGR rapidly spin -DUR
‘The snow is just spinning rapidly.’
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(2d) Yuye ziyuan zhengzaizai  jiju jianshdo.
fishery resource just PROGR sharp decrease
‘Fishery resources are just declining sharply.’

1i1) ‘zhéngzai [vp [ve zai] PostP]’

In this structure, the adverb zhengzai ‘just’ precedes the (stative) verb zai ‘be at’, which in turn
selects a postpositional phrase as its complement. Given the well-known fact that the verb zai
‘be at’ is incompatible with any aspect marker, this again confirms the status of zhengzai as an
adverb, on a par with zhéng ‘just’, not with the aspectual head zai.

(3a) Ge fang baozhéng [vp zhéngzai [vp zai  [poste huitan zhong]]]
each side assure just be.at talks in
‘All parties assure to be presently (engaged) in talks.’

(3b) Ta sihi cike zhéngzai zai  léng feng Ii.
3SG seemingly at.present just be.at cold wind in
‘It seems as though he is just in a cold wind right now.’

(3c) Bén gongst de ‘lan -xing-dasha’ zheéngzai zai  jianshe zhong.
1PL company SUB blue-star -building just be.at build in
The “blue star” building of our company is just under construction.’

(3d) Dianhua zheéngzai zai  ji€tong zhong.
phone  just be.at put.through in
‘The phone is just connecting.’

While the majority of the 1-word-zhengzai examples are from the microblogging website
Weibo and hence probably rather recent (although no year is indicated here), there are also
some dated occurrences from other text genres.

The earliest attestation for group 1, ‘zhengzai [pp zai NP] VP’, is 1979 (in the Chinese
translation of Rachel Carson’s Silent spring from 1962). For group 2, ‘zhéngzai [aspp zai VP]’,
we have 1998 (in Ren Yihong’s Ai ni bu lii yudi % VRN 8 42 ). Group 3, zhéngzai
[vp [ve zai] PostP]], is first attested in a Rénmin Ribao (People’s Daily) article from 1997. This
is noteworthy because “negligence” as a consequence of the fast writing mode in Weibo can be
excluded as a possible factor for the use of the adverb zhengzai ‘just, right then’. More
importantly, it nicely illustrates the difference between a change itself, more precisely the
creation of a new adverb zhéngzai ‘just, right then’ and its diffusion among the speakers
evolving in time, with an increase in the period covered by Weibo. (Cf. Hale 2007 for extensive
discussion of change vs diffusion of that change.)

The examples in (1) — (3) above (occasionally shortened in parts not relevant for the
problem under discussion) also provided the material for our informal online questionnaire,
whose aim was to find speakers who actually use the adverb zAéngzai in combination with the
aspectual zai +VP. All the sentences were double-checked for their acceptability with zheng
‘just’ instead of zhengzai ‘just’ for the “canonical” group of native speakers, as represented by
one of the co-authors. In addition, we chose two [+ human] subjects and two [-human] subjects
for each group, even though we think it highly unlikely that this could have any influence on
the outcome.

Sixty-one participants took part in the online questionnaire where the twelve sentences
above were augmented by twelve filler sentences and presented in a randomized order. Five
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judgement types were offered: completely acceptable (100%), probably acceptable (??0K),
probably unacceptable (??*), completely unacceptable (*) and “I don’t know” (©). While
detailed information on the judgements per sentence is provided in the overview at the end of
the appendix, the results can be summarized as follows.

The structure in (1) with a preverbal zai-PP, ‘zhéngzai [pp zai NP] VP, and the structure
in (3) ‘zhengzai [vp [ve zai] PostP]” where the adverb zhengzai ‘just’ precedes the verb zai ‘be
at’, received eleven and thirteen “100% acceptable” judgements, respectively; the structure in
(2) ‘zhéngzai [aspp zai VP] with zhéngzai preceding ‘aspectual zai + VP’ was judged “100%
acceptable” only four times.

While the comparatively high frequency (within the modest sample at hand) of the adverb
zhengzai ‘just’ preceding a zai-PP looks plausible, because it can be linked to the phenomenon
of haplology (cf. section 4 above), the comparatively high frequency of zhéngzai ‘just’ with the
verb zai ‘be at’ is at first sight somewhat surprising, given that the verb zai is incompatible with
any aspect marker and accordingly, there does not exist any potential source structure for the
possible reanalysis of the adverb zheng ‘just’ and the aspectual zai into the adverb zheéngzai:
*[adv zheng] [aspe zai [vezai ]. The only possible parallel we can see is that with the adjunct NP
xianzai ‘now’, acceptable as modifier of the verb zai ‘be at’, as in e.g.
Ta xianzai zai jia ‘33G now be.at home’ = ‘She is at home now.’

There were only two speakers among the sixty-one who accepted all of the test sentences
with either “100% acceptable” or “probably acceptable”. Our initial purpose of the
questionnaire (besides confirming the findings in the corpora), i.e. being able to ask follow-up
questions in order to further test the distribution of the adverb zhéngzai ‘just’ was therefore
seriously hampered. We nevertheless checked two data points: the acceptability of zhéngzai
‘Just’ (cf. 4a)) in contexts where the canonical speakers only use the adverb zhéng ‘just’ and
where aspectual zai is excluded (cf. (4b) and the discussion in section 2 above), and the
acceptability of zheéngzai ‘just’ in the topic position before the subject (cf. (5a)), a position
excluded for low VP adverbs such as zheng ‘just’ (cf. (5b)), but acceptable for adjunct NPs such
as xianzai ‘now’ (cf. (5¢)):

(4a) Ni lai  dezhén qido, w0 [adv zhéngzai] yao zhdo ni.
2SG come DE really opportune 1SG Jjust want search 2SG
(Intended: “You've come at the right time, just as [ wanted to go see you.”)

(4b) Ni lai  dezhén qido, w0 [adv zhéng] (*[aspe zai]) yao zhdo ni.
2SG come DE really opportune 1SG just PROGR want search 28G
‘You've come at the right time, just as [ wanted to go see you.’

(5a) Fang xin ba, [adv zhéngzai] ne, dianhua zai [postp ji€tONg zhong],
put heart SFP just TOP phone be.at put.through in
ni  zhtnbei shud ba.
28G prepare talk SFP
(Intended: ‘Be reassured, the phone is just connecting, get ready to talk.”)

(5b) Fang xin ba, (*zhéng ne), dianhua zhéng zai [postp ji€tOng zhong],
put heart SFP just TOP phone just be.at put.through in
ni  zhtnbei shud ba.
28G prepare talk SFP
‘Be reassured, the phone is just connecting, get ready to talk.’
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(5¢) Fang xin ba, xianzai ne, dianhua (zhéng) zai [postr ji€tONg zhong],
put heart SFP now TOP phone just be.at put.through in
ni  zhunbeéi shud ba.
2sG prepare talk SFP
‘Be reassured, the phone is just connecting right now, get ready to talk.’

However, the results of our mini-test were inconclusive; the sentences were either rejected as
unacceptable or as difficult to judge.
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Data from the Acceptability Judgment Test

A. Participants’ information (in general): Total N=61
(1) Gender:

Gender N Percentage
Male 16 — 26.23%
Female 45 S — 73.77%
Total N 61

(2) Age ranges:
Age ranges N Percentage
Under 18 0 0%
18~25 26 o 42.62%
26~30 18 D 29.51%
31~40 16 S 26.23%
41~50 1 ' 1.64%
51~60 0 0%
60 and above 0 0%
Total N 61
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(3) Hometown

Hometown of participants
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(4) Education background:

Degrees N Percentage

B.A. 6 T 9.84%
Postgraduates 36 — 59.02%
Ph.D 19 D 31.15%
Total N 61

B. Participants’ judgments on the test sentences
(re-categorized into three groups)

(1) Group 1 : [vp [adv Zhéngzai ] [ve [pp zdai NP] VP]]
a. XRHENIEFEAERAETTILNF -
Zhé qunrén  zhéngzai ZAl wo jia dd  Dbianlu
this CL people just at+PROGR 1SG home strike hot-pot
“This group of people is just enjoying a Cantonese hotpot at my place.’

N  Percentage

Acceptability scale

Completely unacceptable 32 o 52.46%
Probably unacceptable 19 oam 31.15%
Probably acceptable 6 7 9.84%
Completely acceptable 3 ) 4.92%
I don’t know 1 [ 1.64%
Total N 61
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b. LEIRIEAETE 22 M %47 o
Bisai zhéngzai ZAl Lanzhou juxing.
competition just PROGR+at Lanzhou hold
‘The match is just going on in Lanzhou.’

Acceptability scale N Percentage
Completely unacceptable 31  caam 50.82%
Probably unacceptable 16 wm 26.23%
Probably acceptable 12 @ 19.67%
Completely acceptable 1 0 1.64%
I don’t know 1 1.64%
Total N 61

c. X EBFA R EAEAE AL s dn 4 o
Zh¢ bu dianshiju zhéngzai zAl Béijing paishe.
this CL TV.drama just PROGR+at Beijing shoot
‘This TV drama is just being filmed in Beijing.

Acceptability scale N Percentage
Completely unacceptable 19 oam 31.15%
Probably unacceptable 28 G 45.9%
Probably acceptable 7 @ 11.48%
Completely acceptable 7 @& 11.48%
I don’t know 0 0%
Total N 61
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d. BIEAEAEFN AR A SR -
Ta [aspp zhéngzai [aspp zai [pp hé péngyou] jidotan]]].
3G just PROGR with friend chat
‘He is just chatting with friends.’

Acceptability scale N Percentage
Completely unacceptable 40 65.57%
Probably unacceptable 19 om 31.15%
Probably acceptable 2 3.28%
Completely acceptable 0 0%

I don’t know 0 0%
Total N 61

(2) Group 2 : [adv zhéngzai | [asp zdl | VP
a. MEAETE2E S o o

Ta zheéngzai zai  xuéxi zhongwén.
3SG just PROGR learn Chinese
‘She is just learning Chinese.’

Acceptability scale N Percentage
Completely unacceptable 46 G 75.41%
Probably unacceptable 14 o= 22.95%
Probably acceptable 1 1.64%
Completely acceptable 0 0%

I don’t know 0 0%
Total N 61
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b. [ FA T IEAEAE R SKAL &G ©
Tongshimen zhéngzai zai  goumai lipin.
colleagues just PROGR buy  gift
‘The colleagues are just buying gifts.’

Acceptability scale N Percentage
Completely unacceptable 44 CE— 72.13%
Probably unacceptable 13 21.31%
Probably acceptable 0 0%
Completely acceptable 4 q 6.56%
I don’t know 0 0%
Total N 61

c. MREIEFEFE R EHERLE -
Jixu€ zhéngzai zai  xunsude xudnzhudn-zhe.
snow just PROGR rapidly spin -DUR
‘The snow is just spinning rapidly.’

Acceptability scale N Percentage
Completely unacceptable 42 G 68.85%
Probably unacceptable 17 comm 27.87%
Probably acceptable 2 " 3.28%
Completely acceptable 0 0%

I don’t know 0 0%
Total N 61
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d. WD BF R AEAE SRl ) o

Yuye ziyuan zhéngzai zai jiju  jianshdo.
fishery resource just PROGR sharp decrease
‘Fishery resources are just declining sharply.’

Acceptability scale N Percentage
Completely unacceptable 39 s 63.93%
Probably unacceptable 20 s 32.79%
Probably acceptable 2 3.28%
Completely acceptable 0 0%

I don’t know 0 0%
Total N 61

(3) Group 3: [aav zhéngzai] [ve [verw Zdi | [poste NP postposition]]
a. FHRUEIEAEESIRST -

G¢ fang bdozhéng zhéngzai zai  huitdn zhong
each side assure  just be.at talks in
‘All parties assure to be presently (engaged) in talks.’

Acceptability scale N Percentage
Completely unacceptable 40 o 65.57%
Probably unacceptable 18 wm 29.51%
Probably acceptable 3 4 4.92%
Completely acceptable 0 0%

I don’t know 0 0%
Total N 61
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b. AT B2 TEAEAE VS KU o
Ta siha cike zhéngzai zai Iéng feng Ii.
3SG seemingly at.present just be.at cold wind in
‘It seems as though he is just in a cold wind right now.’

Acceptability scale N Percentage
Completely unacceptable 39 o 63.93%
Probably unacceptable 15 . 24.59%
Probably acceptable 5 @ 8.2%
Completely acceptable 2 3.28%
I don’t know 0 0%
Total N 61

c. AW B R E IEAEAE R o
Bén gongsi  de ‘lan -xing-dasha’ zhéngzai zai jiansheé zhong.
1PL company SUB blue-star-building just be.at build in
The “blue star” building of our company is just under construction.’

Acceptability scale N Percentage
Completely unacceptable 32 G 52.46%
Probably unacceptable 16 . 26.23%
Probably acceptable 4 1 6.56%
Completely acceptable 9 | 14.75%
I don’t know 0 0%
Total N 61
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d. FIETEAE fE S e
Dianhua zhéngzai zai ji€tong zhong.
phone  just be.at put.through in
‘The phone is just connecting.’

Acceptability scale N Percentage
Completely unacceptable 39 aam 63.93%
Probably unacceptable 18 wm 29.51%
Probably acceptable 2 | 3.28%
Completely acceptable 2 3.28%
I don’t know 0 0%
Total N 61

42



