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Abstract

The three imperfective markers zai, zheng, and zhengzai in Mandarin all denote a
progressive event and syntactically precede the verb. However, a question must be asked:
what makes the three markers distinct from each other? What are exactly their lexical
semantic distinctions that bear syntactic consequences? This thesis aims to explore the
semantic distinction between zai, zhengjrand. zhengzai by examining their collocational
patterns with adverbial elements in discourse with.a corpus-based approach. Two on-line
resources were used in this work; Sinica-Corpus.as-the main data source and Yahoo as an
assisting reference. Occurrences of zai, zheng, and zhengzai are first investigated in terms of
their grammatical functions. While zhengzairis used exclusively to encode the progressive
aspect, the other two may have prepositional (locative) and adverbial functions. The three
markers are further examined in terms of their collocational patterns, both grammatical and
lexical. Significant differences are found in the collocation of adverbial adjuncts. Six
types of adverbials are examined closely to identify the semantic distinctions: time adverbs,
frequency adverbs, manner adverbs, aspectual adverbs, modal adverbs, and negative adverbs.

In terms of duration, zheng and zhengzai rarely co-occur with iterative adverbs, durative
adverbs, and adverbs without a specific time reference. This indicates that the use of zheng
and zhengzai requires a specific temporal reference. They mark the feature of simultaneity
to express the progression of an on-going event at a given time point.  On the other hand, zai
IS not restricted to a single event on a single time frame with the feature of simultaneity
backgrounded; it may indicate the on-going process of a repeated event over a time span, i.e.,
the iterative or habitual progressive (Givon 1993). With regard to events, zheng can occur in
an on-going event, a perfective event, and an irrealis event without the premise of
ongoingness, while zai and zhengzai are restricted to mark a progressive event with the
feature of ongoingness. Their distinction is also contrasted in terms of semantic and
pragmatic extensions. Zai and zhengzai mostly indicate an ongoing event based on temporal
proximity, while zheng may extend temporal proximity to degree domains signifying the
matching of two situations. The other distinction is that zai can be used to represent other



kinds of progressive perspectives, including basic progressive, habitual progressive,
iterative-progressive, and inceptive-progressive, whereas zheng and zhengzai are restricted to
mark the basic progressive, indicating the intermediate points of an ongoing event without
reference to the initial and final points.

The collocational evidence can be related to the grammaticalization studies of zai, zheng
and zhengzai. The marker zai spans from locative existence to temporal existence implying
the feature of ongoingness, and it profiles the progressive features of ongoingness and
proximity. Zheng spans from precision in space to precision in time denoting the feature of
simultaneity and profiles the feature of simultaneity and proximity. Zhengzai composed of
zheng and zai involves the features of ongoingness, proximity, and simultaneity. By
examining adverbial collocations in great detail, this work sheds new light on the lexical
functional distinctions of the three markers zai, zheng and zhengzai. It ultimately helps to
characterize aspectual distinctions in terms of the interaction between syntax and semantics.
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