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Lexical Competition, Asymmetries and Diachronic
Syntactic Changes: Historical Changes of Negative
Constructions and Temporal Systems in Mongolian

Suying Hsiao

Academia Sinica

This paper investigates the competition of two types of negators in Mongolian
and a series of syntactic changes in the temporal system it triggered. One type of
negative construction is marked by a preverbal negative adverb (ese or ilii) and
the other by a postnominal negative head (iigei or its cliticized form -giii).
Diachronically, ese and iilii gradually gave way to iigei or -giii. We propose that
Mongolian postnominal negators are more robust than the preverbal negators from
at least two perspectives. First, a syntactic cooccurance restriction prevents adverbs
from modifying and negating a nominal, while a negative EXIST predicate is free
from this restriction. Second, EXIST verb is conceptually compatible with verbal
states. Finally, we argue that the competition between these two sets of negators
triggered and accelerated a series of syntactic changes in the temporal system. As
a consequence, Mongolian is becoming more analytic, representing time by
converbs/verbal nouns and an omissible present-tense verb of ‘existence’ rather
than by a tensed verb.

Key words: Mongolian, negation, tense, aspect, asymmetries
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