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ABSTRACT

A Syntactic and Semantic and Cognitive Pragmatic
Study of Modern Chinese 'Zai'

YU MEIHONG

Department of Chinese Language and
Literature

Graduate School of

Sungshin University

This thesis conducts a syntactic, semantic, and cognitive—pragm
atic analysis of the modern Chinese ‘zai + NP (location)’ phrases
within zai—clauses. The objective 1s to categorize the prepositional
usage of ‘zai’ , specifically the syntactic forms of the “zai + NP (loc
ation)” phrase. The study examines the differences among three types o
f zai—clause patterns, different levels of hierarchical analysis, the diver
sity of semantic orientations, and various factors that influence the
choice of sentence patterns. This comprehensive and systematic in
vestigation and analysis aim to explore the usage of zai—clauses in

modern Chinese thoroughly.

We often encounter zai—clauses containing ‘zai + NP (locatio
n)’ , such as S CAAEEINGEX . 7 (This paper was publishe
d in the country.) and “EfRam L HEEERN .~ (This paper was p
ublished in the country.). In these two sentences, the position of

“/EEMA’ before or after the verb differs, yet swapping them does
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not affect the semantic expression. However, sentences like ‘FAE
KWZE, = (I eat at home.) and “? Jz@ifE%K. ~ (I eat at home?) r
aise questions about grammatical correctness when altered. Similarl
y, while TEBN, iSfam L& . ~ (In the country, this paper was
published.) is grammatically correct, it does not sound as natural as
the previous two sentences. The reasons for this are worth explori
ng. Even though the above two sentences can be interchanged, it is

difficult to determine when to choose which sentence structure.

This paper uses these questions as a starting point, employing
the positional occurrence of ‘zai + NP (location)’ in surface stru
ctures as the criterion for differentiation. It examines this aspect f
rom three perspectives: syntactic, semantic, and cognitive —pragma

tic.

In Chapter Two, the phrase ‘zai + NP (location)’ within the z
ai—clauses is labeled as PP (Prepositional Phrase), the subject is
marked as NP (Noun Phrase), and the predicate as VP (Verb Phr
ase). Initially, zai—clauses are categorized into three types based
on the position of PP in the sentence. Sentences where PP is posi
tioned at the beginning, before the subject, are classified as Type
A and represented as ‘PP+NP+VP’ . Those with the PP phrase
positioned in the middle, after the subject but before the verb, are
classified as Type B and represented as ‘NP+PP+VP’ . Sentenc
es where PP is positioned at the end, after the verb, are classifie
d as Type C and represented as ‘NP+VP+PP’ . Additionally, a hi
erarchical analysis method is used to ‘segment’ and ‘qualify’ the

se sentence structures. In Type A ‘PP+NP+VP’' | segmentation o
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ccurs first between PP and the following clause, categorized as a
modifier —head relationship, and then between NP and VP, categori
zed as a subject—predicate relationship. In Type B ‘NP+PP+V
P’ |, segmentation occurs first between NP and the following claus
e, categorized as a subject—predicate relationship, and then betwe
en PP and VP, categorized as a modifier—head relationship. In Ty
pe C ‘NP+VP+PP’ | segmentation occurs first between the prec
eding clause and PP, categorized as a predicate—complement relati
onship, and then between NP and VP, categorized as a subject—pr
edicate relationship. The choice of zai—clause sentence structure 1
s examined from four aspects: syntactic influencing factors, seman
tic influencing factors, pragmatic influencing factors, other factors,

and constraints imposed by verbs within the sentence.

Chapter Three builds upon the syntactic analysis to delve into
the semantic analysis of the three zai—clause patterns. Regardless
of whether the verb in the sentence is transitive or intransitive, in
Type A, where the ‘zai + NP (location)’ phrase is placed at the
beginning, its grammatical significance is to denote the location or
scene where the entire event or action occurs, or to specify the s
ubject or object being described. In Type B, where the ‘zai + N
P (location)’ phrase is positioned in the middle, it signifies the loc
ation or state where the action occurs. In Type C, where the ‘za
i + NP (location)’ phrase is at the end, it indicates the destinatio
n of the action or the presentation of the state. Additionally, a se
mantic orientation analysis method was employed to analyze these

three types, revealing that each type can have uni—directional, bi—d
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irectional, or tri—directional orientations. In Type A, uni—directional
orientation points to the subsequent subject, verb, or object; bi—dir
ectional orientation points to the subsequent subject and verb, or v
erb and object; tri—directional orientation points to the subject, ver
b, and object. In Type B, uni—directional orientation points to the
verb following the zai—phrase; bi—directional orientation points to
the preceding subject and the following verb, or to the following v
erb and object; tri—directional orientation points to the subject, ve
rb, and object that follow. In Type C, uni—directional orientation p
oints to the preceding verb or object; bi—directional orientation po
ints to the preceding subject and verb, or to the verb and object;
and tri—directional orientation points to the preceding subject, ver

b, and object.

In Chapter Four, the zai—clauses are analyzed from the pragma
tic perspectives of topics and comments. The element placed at th
e beginning of the sentence is the topic, representing old informati
on, while the subsequent part is the comment, which elaborates on
this topic. In each of the three patterns, the topics are respectivel
y: PP in Type A, NP in Type B, and NP in Type C; the comment
s are NP+VP in Type A, PP+VP in Type B, and VP+PP in Type
C. Furthermore, an analysis of the zai—clauses is conducted from t
he cognitive—pragmatic perspective of foreground (focus) and back
ground. According to the ‘end—focus principle’ , the speaker posi
tions the new information to be conveyed at the end of the senten
ce. In Type A PP+NP+VP, the new information is the VP at the

sentence end, emphasizing the focus on ‘what action by someone
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takes place where’ . In Type B NP+PP+VP, the new information
is also the VP at the sentence end, similar to Type A, but the se
quence of the sentence differs, altering the presentation order of
old and new information, emphasizing the focus on ‘where an acti
on by someone takes place’ . In Type C NP+VP+PP, using a deri
vation different from the usual form, the new information is the P
P at the end, emphasizing the focus on ‘where an action by som

eone occurs’

In the conclusion section of Chapter Five, the content is compr
ehensively organized to present the research findings of this thesi
s. It highlights the accomplishments achieved, points out the defici
encies in the study, and outlines the directions for future researc

h.
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