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VIII:  THE ASPECT MARKERS  AND 着  
 

1. The aspect marker  - attached to a functive verb (FV- ) - has two functions, one of which 
is to indicate past experience, i.e., whether or not the subject has ever done a certain thing.  
The negative of  is indicated by  or As in the case of the aspect 
marker , the object of the FV follows  (FV  obj.; not FV-obj. ). 

 
         
  
     not   
  not   
  
  
     
  
 
Interrogative forms involving : 
 
 V O    
        
 
 V O     
       

 
 
 V O     
        

 
 

2.  The other function of  - equal in importance to the first - is to indicate whether or not the 
subject has done a routine activity within a certain normal time period.  In other words, the 

 is used to indicate having gone through a routine process. 
 
  
  
  
  

 
 
The pitfall in this usage of  is that, in the English speaker's mind, there is a linguistic 
groove for the idea of "have you ever…" (the first function of  discussed above), but 
none for the idea of "have you…(routine process)."  So the English speaker tends to use the 
verb-  aspect marker (indicating completion of action) where the  aspect marker would 
be more appropriate. 
 

3.  Combining  with the Verb-  To indicate that the subject has had the experience of 
doing something or has gone through a routine process and has done it to completion.  This is 
actually conceptually redundant, but the redundancy conveys the nuance of having done 
something thoroughly rather than casually. 
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  vs.    
  (I mentioned that matter to him…)   (I've talked over that matter with him,…)
  
   
  

(I've read that book {perhaps casually}, but…)       
 vs.  

(I've read that book {probably fairly thoroughly},…)  
 

  
   (had a casual, maybe even perfunctory discussion) 

vs.  
   (had a pretty thorough discussion) 
 
The negative form:    

 
(Note:   precedes the coverb  ) 

 
 

 
 
Remember:  is "cancelled" by  in the negative.  The following sentences are incorrect: 
 
 wrong:    wrong:   

      
 
 wrong:   

 
 (cf. XIV.9.b. re the  pattern) 

 
4.  Combining  with the Sentence-  
 

a.  indicates that the subject has had the experience of doing something or has gone 
through a routine process.  The Sentence-  serves to indicate "change" (the nuance of 
"change" may be very weak), to convey a mild sense that time is moving on, or to round 
out a sentence: 

 
    
   (round out sentence:  without the at the end, the sentence would end too abruptly) 
  
    
   (indicate change:  i.e. ) 
  
    IUP   

  (indicate change:  IUP ) 
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b.  Together with quantification of the action or event, the combination of  with the 
Sentence-  indicates that the subject has gone through an action/event a certain number 
of times or for a certain amount up to the present, and the process may be continuing. 

   
      He was divorced three times. 
     He has had three divorces (up 'til now). 
    He has already had three divorces (up 'til now). 
 
   
   (fan of Zhang Yimou's who is likely to catch every new movie that Zhang makes) 
 
   
   (summing up a person's life)  

  (what is the difference between  and ?) 
 
   
   (there are more books to come) 
 
   
   (doctors will continue to experiment with more drugs…) 
 

5. The aspect marker 着: 着 is often called the "progressive aspect marker," but this gives the 
misimpression that it can be equated with the progressive tense in English (which is 
manifested by the progressive suffix "-ing" in verbs).  In reality,  着 is used mainly to indicate 
a "sustained state."  The sustained state is not necessarily static, but it is an ongoing state: 

 
  着   着  
  着 着 着  
  着  
  着 着  

 着  
 

 The sustained state can be a state achieved as a result of an action, i.e. the verb can be a FV: 
 
  (action) 
  着     (resultant sustained state) 
  (action) 
  着 (resultant sustained state) 
  着 (sustained state) 
  着 (sustained state) 
 
 The progressive tense in English is usually not translated into Chinese with the aspect marker 

着, despite the native English speaker's inclination to equate 着 with the progressive tense. 
 
    wrong:  着

       wrong:  着  
    wrong:  着  
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 The idea of "in the midst of doing something" is conveyed by the adverb  or , and not 
by the aspect marker 着

  
6. The aspect marker 着 may be used with the first verb in a double-verb sentence, whereby the  

first verb refers to a sustained "background" against which the primary activity (conveyed by 
the second verb) takes place. 

 
    着  

   着  
   着  
   着  
 

7.  Chinese grammarians recognize three other "verbal aspects" ( ), which are not 
manifested by verb aspect markers, but by totally different grammatical constructions.  We 
introduce them here for the sake of comprehensiveness: 

  
"Inchoative aspect" ( ):  Begin to do something, when it comes to doing something    
 
 V-      
 
"Continuative aspect" ( ): 
    
 V-     
 
The above two "aspects" are manifested through a sentence structure called the "resultative 
complement" (which does not necessarily entail "result"), which will be the substance of 
Lecture XII. 
 
"Trial aspect" :  Reduplicating a FV to indicate that something is done casually or 
on a trial basis. 
 
           
 

8. When a V-O is used with an aspect marker (  or 着), the object follows the aspect 
marker, e.g.: 
 

     着  
 

Since some verbs are bisyllabic, how do we determine whether a two-syllable word is a 
bisyllabic verb or a V-O compound?  The pitfall is that many single verbs in English translate 
into V-O compounds in Chinese.  
 
Examples of bisyllabic verbs:   
 

      
 

      
   

Examples of V-O compounds:   
 

       
着      
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When you are uncertain as to whether a two-syllable word is a bisyllabic verb or a V-O 
compound, use one of more of the following tests: 
 
a.  The two syllables of a bisyllabic verb tend to be synonyms, e.g.  
 
b. The second syllable of a V-O is a noun, and serves the grammatical function of a generic 
 object in the absence of a specific object. 
 
 V-O with generic object:          
 V-O with specific object:     
 
c.   In some Chinese dictionaries, such as the , the romanization of V-O 

compounds has a double slash symbol // between the V and the O to indicate separability, 
e.g. 

 
   ji<ao//sh<u   ch[ao//ji]a   du]o//t<ai 
 

This symbol is not used in bisyllabic verbs, e.g. 
 
   t[aol]un   li]an']ai   g<out<ong 
 
* * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * * ** * * * * * * * ** * * * * * * * ** * * * * * * * ** * * * * * *  
 
Exercise:  Identify each of the following two-syllable word as either a bisyllabic verb or a V-O. 
  

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    

    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
    
   

 
Answers (not in student's copy): 

   V-O  
   verb  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   verb  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   V-O  

   verb  
   verb  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   verb  
   verb  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   V-O  

   verb  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   verb  
   verb  
   V-O  
   verb  
   verb  
   V-O  
   verb  
   V-O  

   V-O  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   verb  
   V-O  
   V-O  
   verb  
   V-O  
   V-O 
   verb 

 


