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Abstract 

This paper deals with the temporal /aspectual and modal systems 
of five Formosan languages (Atayal. Bunun . Rukai. Sa isiyac and 

Tsou) which have been selected for their geograph ic dispersion as 
well as their syntactic diversity. We show that all these languages ex 
hibit a basic distinction between non-future/ rea lis (in which situ
ations are viewed as having occurred or as actually caking place) and 
future/ irrealis (which refers to co nditi ons or p redictions). but display 

various degrees of complexity. We also argue that in order to under
sta nd the temporal/aspectua l and modal systems of these languages. 
all the constituents of the sentence must be taken into consideration. 
It enables us to account for the possible and impossible co-occur
rences of aux iliary verbs with pronominal clitics in Atayal (Wulai) or 
with case markers in T sou. 

I. This paper was written as part of the project on 'A typological study of 
grammatical relations in some Formosan languages' (NSC grant 3-030 I - HOOJ-
0 i 7). A fuller version (see Zeitoun et al. 1996) has appeared in Oceanic Lin
guistics. We gratefully acknowledge the fi nancial support of the National Science 
Council (Republic of China ). We wish also to thank Li Jen-kuei. Stanley Staro

sta , Bernard Comrie and Rand y LaPolla for their comments on an earlier draft 
of th is paper as well as all our informants for their sharing their linguistic kno
wledge with us. 

T o avoid any confusion. we use IPA symbols throughout the paper. The 
following abbreviations a re used in the glosses: Act: Active . Ad v: Adve rb. AF: 

Agent Focus. Asp: Aspect. BA: Bound Accusative. BF: Benefactive Focus. BG : 
Bou nd Geniti ve. BN: Bound Nominative. Caus: Causative. Comp: Completive 
aspect. FL: Free Locative. FN: Free 1 ominative. FO: Free Oblique. Fut: F uture. 

Gen: Genitive. Hab: Habitual. IF: Instrumental Focus. Irr: lrrealis. LF: Locative 
Focus. Loe: Locative. NA F : Non Agent Focus. Neg: Negation. 1 om: Nomina
tive. Obi: Oblique. P: Plural. Pass: Passive. Prf: Perfective. PF: Patient Focus. 

Real: Realis. R~d: Reduplication S: Singular. T op: T op ic. 
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Introduction 

In the past decades, prelimina ry studies of Formosan languages have 

mapped their phonologies to a considerable extent. There is still little un

derstanding, however, of the syntax of the vast majority of these languages, 

not to mention the variations that divide each language family. With 

the exception of the analyses provided by Ferrell ( 1972) and Starosta 

(1974. 1988 and 1992) and more recently by Huang (1994) and Li (1994), 

the re have been virtually no comparative studies based on first-hand 

data. Such studies a re needed to clarify the still-controversial relation

ships of the Formosan languages with respect to one another and to lan

guages spoken outside Ta iwan. 

The present paper being part of on-going resea rch on the grammat

ical typo logy of the Formosa n languages, we do not intend to discuss 

here the genetic relationships of these languages, nor do we try to recon

struct the proto language from which they are derived . Our aim is to pre

sent a typological overview of the temporal/aspectual and modal systems 

of five of these languages : Atayal , Bunun, Rukai , Saisiyat and Tsou, 

which were selected for both their geographic dispersion and syntactic di

versity. 

Geographically, these languages stretch from north to south and east 

to west. Atayal is the most widely spread language: it is found in north

ern (Ilan, Taipei, and Taoyuan counties) , north-western (Hsinchu, Miaoli 

and Taichung counties), central (Nantou county) and eastern (Hualien 

county) areas of the island. Sais iya t is spoken by a small commi.:nity in 

the north-west (Hsinchu and Miaoli counties), Bunun in central and 

southern Taiwan, Tsou in the south-west (Mount Ali area). Rukai 

stretches throughout the south (Tai tung, Pingtung and Kaohsiung counties). 

All these languages include a number of dialects. 2 These may differ only 

2. Because of limitations of both space and time. we have been obliged to select 
from each language a representative dialect on which to base our discussion. At
ayal consists of two major dialects. Squliq and C?uli?. We selected Wula i to illus-
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phonologically (e.g. , Tsou, Saisiyat) or diverge also syntactically (e.g., 

Rukai , Atayal, Bunun). 

Syntactically, all these languages are basica lly verb-initial. ' The post

verbal. order of the NP arguments is more or less fixed and determined 

by a series of syntactic and semantic factors that will be discussed in 

for thcoming papers. 

With the exception of Rukai ,' all these languages pattern alike in 

that the semantic role of the NP selected as subject is marked mor

phologically on the verb by means of an affix. Two kinds of construc

tions can be distinguished: in the first , the agent is the focus of the clause 

(in so-called A(gent) F(ocus) constructions); in the second, an NP other 

than the agent can function as subject (in N(on)-A(gent) F(ocus) con

structions), the verbal affix determining its semantic role (either theme/ 

patient, source/goal/ locative, instrument or benificiary). 5 This dichotomy 

is ill ustrated in ( l a) and (lb) respectively. 

' trate only the former. Bunun is made up of five dialects, Takituduh. Takibakha. 
Takbanuao, Takivatan and l sbukun, the last of whick will be the object of our 
study. Finally, Tfuya and Budai were selected as representative of the Tsou and 
Rukai languages respectively. The data on Saisiyat (Tungho dialect) is based on 
Yeh (1991). 

3. Note that Saisiyat displays SVO word order in ellicited sentences, supposedly un
der the influence of Chinese (Yeh, 1991:34 - 36), but VSO word order in folksto
ries and traditional songs. 

4. For reasons still ill-understood, the Rukai dialects lack the verbal affixes (e.g., 
AF -um- , LF -an, PF -an. IF si - ) found in the other Formosan languages. On 
the o ther hand , the Rukaidialects have developed an active/ passive voice dicho
tomy not found in the other Formosan languages. Compare (i) and (ii). 

(i) Budai 
w-a-sititi-aku ki 
[ Act- Real-beat - lS.BN 
' [ am beating/ beat Lampaw' 

(ii) Budai 
ki-a-sititi nakuana ku 
[ Pass -Real-beat IS.FO 
' Lampaw is/was beaten by me ' 

lam paw 
Lampaw] 

lam paw 
Lampaw] 

5. To simplify, we will purposely ignore the morphological variations that divide 
these languages and will not explain in detail the semantic function of each of the 
verbal affixes. We may say briefly that in AF constructions, verbs are usuall y 
marked with -um- , m- , ¢.etc. , while in NAF constructions. they may be suf
fixed with -~ (PF) , =-~ (LF) or prefixed with~ - .~-.~ - (IF/BF). 

-597-



Elizabeth Zcitoun • Lillian M . H uang 

\[J Atayal (Wuldi), Hu ang ( 19\l.J : l 0-11 ) 

"· l < m > tu? 

[ crush < AF ) 

ta li '/ 

Tali '/ 

'The tree crushed Tah '/ 

b. t? -an 

[crush-PF 

qhuniq 

tree 

'A tree crushed T a li'/' 

~ 
tree] 

ta li ?] 

T ali? ] 

These languages differ. however, in a number o f respects: (I) some of 

the>e languages/dialec ts pre-;erve a nomina l case marking which has been 

lust in other~ (e g., Mayrm~n vs. Wulai in Araya!;: ·· (2) while the nomi

r.a! case marking uf mos t of tl1 ese la nguages (e.g., Atayal and Rukai) is 

based o n the cakgo rial na ture o f the referent NP, i.e., common nouns 

are marked differently from personal nouns a nd kinship terms, Tsou has 

developed " com plex sys tem in which the referent is localized in relation 

to the universe of disco urse;' l3) some languages (e.g., Atayal and Tsou 

as opposed to Rukai o r Bunun) have a system of a uxiliary verbs which 

usually occur in clause -initia l position. These auxiliary verbs a re not syn

tactically required for a 5i"ntence to be well-formed in Atayal (Wulai), 

but they canno t be om itted in Tsou. 

Before starting. we must make it clear that since we did not want to 

adopt a taxomonic analysis but because of limitations of both time and 

space, we will not present in detail the temporal/aspectua l and modal sys

tems of each of the la nguages/dialects being compared. Instead , we will 

r~tise some issues that will 01: disc ussed in a typological perspective. That 

:>. >Ve will cry w sr.ow hO\\ these languages resemble each other a nd in 

wha t respects they differ from one another, by adopting a semantic/ func

uonal approach. More specifically, we wi ll show that a ll these languages 

exhibi t a basic distinction between non-future/ realis a nd future/irrealis 

"ith various degr~t::s of compk:-.ity. and argue that in order to under-

6. See Li ( 1994) 3nd H uang ( 1994 and 1995). 
7 See Zeitoun ( 1993). 
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stand their temporal/aspectual and modal systems, all the constituents of 

the sentence must be taken into co nsidera tion. 

1. The N on-Future/ Realis vs. Future/Irrealis 
Dichotomy 

1.1. Against a tripartite dichotomy (Past, present and 
future) 

Following a traditional current in general linguistics, Li (1"973: 157) 

analyzes the temporal/aspectual sys tem of Tanan Rukai as based on a 

tripartite distinction between past, present and future. As illustrated in 

Table I, he finds that these tenses are realized respectively by the affixa

tion to the main verb of wa - , ~ and !!1- . 

Table 1: 

Active voice 

Aspect 

Tense 

Present 

Past 

Future 

Passive voice 

Aspect 

Tense 

Present 

Past 

Future 

Li' s (1973: 157) classification of tense and aspect in Rukai 

(Tanan) 

Pla in Completive Continuative 

kana kana-!)a kana-kana 

wa-kana wa-kana-!)a wa-kana-kana 

ay-kana ay-kana-!)a ay-kana-kana 

Plain Completive Continuati ve 

ki -kana kana-kana 

ki-a-kana ki-a-kana-!)a ki -a-kana-kana 

ay-ki-kana ay-ki-kana-!)a ay-ki -kana-ka na 
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Note, however, that his analysis cannot acco unt for the ungrammatica lity 

of (2) and the ambiguity of (3a). 

(2) Rukai(Tanan) 

*kan;i kuani um as sa aga 

[eat that man rice ] 

(3) Rukai (Tanan) 

a. wakan;i kuani um as sa aga 

[eat tha t man rice] 

i. ' The man is eating the rice' 

ii. 'The man ate the rice' (Li 1973: 158) 

b. wakan;i kuani um as sa aga kuoaa 

[eat tha t man rice yes terday] 

'The man ate the rice yesterday' 

c. wakan;i-ana kuani um as sa aga -----
[eat-still that man rice] 

' The man is ea ting the rice' 

The ungrammaticality of (2) shows tha t the 'plain ' form kan;i is never 

used as such; it is a roo t form. On the other hand, a verb prefixed with 

wa- 8 does not refer to the past only, but may refer to either a past or a 

present event. In that respect, (3a) is ambiguous. The past/present inter

pretatio n of an utterance depends on the occurrence of (i) a temporal ad

verb as in (3 b) or (ii) an aspectual a ffix as in (3c) . Note, finally, that the 

notion of tense (past, present and future) does no t account for the dichot

omy (pas t/present vs. future) between (3) and (4). 

(4) Rukai (Tanan) 

a. (a)y -ua -su inu? 

[ Fut-go -2S.BN where ] 

'Where will you go ? ' 

8. We believe that wa- shou ld be treated as w- + a -. where w- marks the. acti ve 
voice (in contras~ith ki- which indicates passive) and -~ - refers to a past/pres
ent situation. Argument-;- to justify this position are given in Zeitou n ( 1995). 
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b. ay-tumawlay- aku 

[ Fut-tell tale- IS. EN 

kyasa 

now ] 

' I sha ll tell a sto ry now ' 

A comparison of these examples clearly shows tha t Ta nan Rukai es

tablishes a basic distinction between future and non-future. Though Ta

nan and the o ther Rukai dia lects as a whole differ from the other For

mosan languages in their voice system, a ll these languages pa ttern alike 

in that respect. In Zeitoun et al. ( 1996) , we show more specifica lly that 

the non-future/ future distinction may be reflected in some languages/dia

lects (e.g., Tsou, Atayal (Wulai) , Saisiya t) as a realis/ irrealis distincti on. 

The term "irrealis " designa tes the fact tha t in some languages, future 

markers function in fact as modals. The main difference between languages 

exhibiting a non- fu ture/ future temporal sys tem and those displaying 

a realis/ irrealis dichotomy lies in the means they employ to mark tense, 

aspect and modality, either morphological (e.g., use of affixa tion and re

duplication) or lexical (e.g., use of auxiliary verbs). 

Below, we will show tha t (i) not all the Formosan languages exhibit 

a clear-cut distinction between focus and tense/aspect. .and (i i) the non -

futu re/ rea lis vs. future/irrea lis dichotomy is supported by a number of 

evidence. We will discuss these two points in turn . 

1.2. Focus and tense/aspect distinctions 
The F ormosan languages, li ke the Philippine-type la nguages (see 

Reid, 1992), have a complex sys tem of verbal morphology. It includes 

distinctions of voice (or focus), tense/aspect and modality. An important 

point to no tice is tha t in the absence of temporal/aspectua l or modal af

fi xes/particles or auxiliaries, focus affixes carry temporal/aspectua l or 

modal information. As illustra ted in (5), when the temporal frame is left 

unspecified , the AF m-forms (rea lized as - um, -'.!! - , ~- , ~ etc.) a re 

found to refer to situations having either occurred or actua lly taking place 

(non - future/ realis). 9 

9. T he same could be said of NA F constructions. see Zeitoun et al. ( 1996). 
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(5) a. Ataya l (Wulai) 

i:!!-qwas qutux 

[AF -sing one 

knerin 

woman ] 

'A woman is singing/ sang'(Huang 1993:41) 

b. Bunun (lsbukun) 

ma-5aliv-ik tu tasa 

[ AF-buy-IS.EN one 

'I am buying/ bought a house ' 

tu luma h 

house] 

In co -occurrence with t<'mporal/aspec tua l o r modal a ffixes , temporal ad

juncts or auxil iary verbs. focus affixes retain their primary function; they 

indicate the semantic role of the NP selected as focus. In other words, 

whether (AF) m -forms a re found in the realis as in (6) or in the irrealis 

as in (7), they do not carry any tempo ral/aspectual or modal informa

tion. 

(6) Atayal (Wulai) 

a . m-qinah tali? 

[ AF-run Tali ? 

' T ali? ran yesterday' 

b. m-ginah tali? 

[ AF-run Tali? 

'Tali ? runs every day' 

c. m<in) wah 

[ AF( Prf) come 

' T ali? came' 

(7) a . Atayal(Wulai) 

hira? 

yesterday] 

kryax 

every day ] 

tali? 

T al i?] 

musa? !!!-qwas qutux knerin 

[ Asp AF -sing one woman] 

' A woman will sing ' 

b. Bun un (lsbukun) 
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Conversely, in the a bsence of focus affixes on the ve rb. a temporal1as

pectua l a ffix may carry voice distinctions. In a number of la nguages (At

ayal and Bunun among others), the aspecr ual infi \ <0 >. which in<licaks 

perfect ivity. is used as a PF ma rker. Compare \81 and (9). 

(8) Atayal (Wulai) 

p < in > aoa?=maku? 

[ <PF/Prf)ca rry= IS.BG 

laqi? 

child 

qani 

this] 

'I (once) carried the child on my back' 

(9) Bunun (Isbukun) 

I < ill > udah - ku? 

[ <PF/Prf) beat- IS.BA 

takna? hay minsum -ao 

yesterday Top come-still ] 

'The one beaten by me yesterday came again' 

1.3. Arguments for a non-future/realis vs future/ 
irrealis dichotomy 

1.3. l. Morphological marking 

M orphologically, different types of affixes/auxi liary verbs will be 

used in the rea lis and in the irrea lis. In Ataya l (W ulai). verbs occurring in 

AF constructions are usua lly prefixed with m- or infixed with <!!! > in the 

realis. They are marked with 12- in the irrea li s. This co ntrast is illustrated 

in (lOa-b). 

(10) Atayal (Wulai) 

a. !!!-qwas=saku? 

[ AF- sing= lS .B t 

'I sang (yesterday) ' 

b . Hua ng (l993: 11 ) 

12-qwas=saku? 

[ AF- sing= IS .BN 

(hira? / *suxan) -- ---
(yesterday/ *tomorrow) ] 

(suxan/ *hira ?) 

(tomorrow/ *yesterday) ] 

' I will sing (tom orrow)' 
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In Atayal, NAF (and more specifically in PF) constructions, verbs are 

marked with -an in the rea lis but with -un in the irrealis. '° [n Atayal 

(Wulai) and Bunun (Isbukun), the instrumental/benefactive foci (~ in 

Wulai and ?is- in Isbukun) occur in the realis and the irrea lis because 

the NP selected as focus only involves a peripheral argument. Compare 

( l l a - b). 

(1 1) Atayal (Wulai) 

a. ~hiy - an= maku? tali? (hira?/ *suxan) 

[ beat-PF=lS.BG Tali? (yes terday/ *tomorrow)] 

'Tali? was beaten by me (yes terday)' 

b. ~hiy -un =maku? tali? (suxan/ *hira 7) 

[beat -PF= l S.BG Tali 7 (tomorrow/ *yesterday) J 
'Tali? will be beaten by me (tomorrow)' 

In Tso u, auxi liary verbs are marked as AF or NAF in the realis (cf. 

mi- vs. j- ; mo(h) vs. 2.ili)) but are invariable in the irrealis (cf. ~' ~, 

tena, etc.). In both cases, however, the semantic ro le of the NP selected 

as subject is marked on the verb by means of an affix. Compare (12)

( 13). 

( 12) Tsou 

a. mo-?u 

[ AF-IS.B 

6-aito to 

AF-see Obi 

'I saw the child yes terday ' 

oko nehucma 

child yeste rday] 

b. o - ?u aiti ?o oko nehucma 

yeste rday] [ AF-IS .BG see - LF om child 

' I saw the child yes terday ' 

10. In other languages (e.g .. Bunun). - ~and -~ occur in contrast. both in the rea
lis and in the irrealis depending on the semantics of the verb. 
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( 13) Tsou 

a. te-?o 6-aito to oko hohucma 

[ Irr- IS .BN AF-see Obi child tomorrow ] 

'I will see the child tomorrow' 

b. te-?o ai ti ?o oko hohucma 

[ Irr- IS.EN see-LF Norn child tomorrow ] 

' I wi ll see the child tomorrow ' 

1.3.2. Syntactic constraints 

Syntactically, NAF constructions may be prohibited in the irrea lis. 

Yeh (1991:71ff) argues quite convincingly that in Saisiya t, ?am ' will' is 

used in co-occurrence with verbs marked as AF but not with those marked 

as NAF. A nomina lized construction must be used instead in PF 

constructions to refer to the future . Compare the grammaticality of (14a 

c) . 

(14) Saisiya t (Tungho) (Yeh, 1991 :72) 

a. uyaw ?am 

[ cat will 

s<om)i?ael 

<AF>eat 

ka ?alaw 

fish ] 

'The cat is going to eat the fish' 

b.* ?alaw ?am si?ael- ;m noka ? 

c. 

[ fish will -PF Gen 

?alaw ka- si?ael- an noka ? uyaw 

[fish Norn-eat- PF Gen cat] 

'The fish is going to be eaten by the cat' 

(Lit: 'The fish will be the cat's eating') 

1.3.3. Semantic variations 

uyaw 

cat] 

Semantically, AF constructi ons are opposed to AF constructions 

in the realis in terms ofimperfectivity ( 15)-(16a)/perfectivity ( 15b)-(16b). 11 

11. T his imperfec tive/ perfective dichotomy illustrates the transitivity distinctions ex
amined by Hopper and Thompson (1980 ). 
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(15) Atayal(Wulai) (Huang 1993:41) 

(16) 

a. !!! < in ) q~aq=saku? ke? na? 

na? 

tayan 

[AF < Prf > learn= IS.BN word A ta ya!] 

'I learned Atayal' 

(i .e., I may sti ll be learning it: I still can't speak the language) 

b. q < in > ,Baq-an=maku? ke? na? tayan 

[ < Prf ) learn-PF= IS.BG word na? Atayal] 

'I learned Atayal' (i .e. , I can speak the language) 

Tsou 

a. mi-ta m-imo ta emi 

[ AF-3S . BN AF-drink Obi wine] 

'He is drinking wine' 

b. i-ta im-a ?o emi 

[NAF-3S.BG drink-PF Norn wine] 

' He has drunk the wine ' 

If we accept Comrie's (1976) classification of aspectua l oppositions (see 

Table 2), we can easily account for the fact that (in most languages) AF 

constructions are commonly used to describe habitual or continuous 

(progressive and nonprogressive) sitnations.12 

12. This does not exclude the fact that in NAF constructions the occurrence of as
pectual auxiliaries/particles may yield a progressive reading. Compare (i) and (ii). 

(i) Tsou 
i-ta ima ?e emi 

t AF-JS.BG drink om wine] 
' He has drunk wine ' 

(ii) Tsou 
i-ta -n?a ima ?e emi 

t AF-JS.BG -still drink Norn wine] 
' He has been drinking wine' 
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Table 2: Comrie's (1976:25) classification of aspectual oppositions 

\ 

Perfective Imperfective 

I\ 

Habitual Continuous 

I\ 

Nonprogressive Progressive 

A comparison of (17b-c) and (18a-b) shows that (i) in the absence of as

pectual auxiliaries/particles, there is no neat distinction between the pro

gressive and the non -progressive and (ii) the situational context will de

termine whether the event referred to has a lready happened or is actually 

taking place. 

(17) Atayal (Wulai) (Huang, 1993:61) 

a. k < m ) a:tan=saku? squ? sunan kr:tax 

[< AF > say- IS.BN Loe 2S.FL every day ] 

'I talk to you every day' 

b. k < m ) a:tan= saku? squ? sun an </> 

[ < AF ) say - IS .BN Loe 25.FL </> J 
i. 'I talked/ was talking to you' 

ii. ' I am talking to you ' 

c. nyux =saku? k-m- a:tan qu? sun an 

Asp=lS.BN talk-AF-talk Loe 2S.FL 

i. * ' I talked to you' 

ii. ' I am talking to you' 

( 18) Tsou 

a. mo eo5ako to oko ?o amo 

[ AF beat-AF Obi child Norn father] 

i.' Father beat the child' 

ii . ' Father is beating the child ' (Both unseen at Speech Time) 
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b. mo -n?a 

[AF -still 

eooako to oko 

beat-AF Obi child 

i. * 'Father beat the child' 

?o amo 

Norn father ] 

ii.' Father is (still) beating the child ' (Both unseen a t Speech 

Time) 

In the irrealis, no such distinction is found. Compare (16)-(1 9) and 

(20a-b). 

(19) Tsou 

a . te-ta m- imo ta emi 

[ Irr-3S.BN AF-drink Obi wine] 

' He will drink wine ' 

b. te-ta ima ?e emi 

[ Irr -3S.BG drink-PF Norn wine ] 

'He will drink wine' 

(20) Tsou 

a . mi-ta -n?a m-imo ta emi 

[ AF-3S.BN -still AF -drink Obi wine] 

'He is (still) drinking wine' 

b. te-ta -n?a m-imo ta em1 

[ Irr-3S.BN -still AF-drink Obi wine ] 

'He is going to drink wine again' 

We have shown that all the Formosan languages under study exhibit 

a basic distinction between non-future/realis and future/irrealis. Below, 

we will suggest that they display various degrees of complexity. 

2. Degrees of Complexity 

2.1. Perfectivity/imperfectivity in Rukai 
We have shown that in the realis, AF constructions are distinguished 

from NAF constructions in terms of perfectivity/imperfectivity. This is 

-608-

4 

Toward a Typology ofTense. Aspect and Modality in Fonnosan Languages: A Preliminary Study 

true of most, but not all the Formosan languages. As shown in Li (1973) 

(cf. Table !), Rukai expresses these concepts through two morphological ' 

means, affixation and reduplication (since it lacks the focus system found 

in the other Formosan languages). In Budai, the affixation (to the verb) 

of -~ 'already' on the one hand and -ana 'still' on the other hand 

are used to reflect the concepts of 'perfectivity' (or completive aspect) 

and 'imperfectivity ' (or progressive aspect). As an illlustration, consider 

(2 1) below. The reduplica tion of part of the verb stem may either yield a 

habitual or a progressive interpretation, depending on the constituents 

occurring in the sentence (e.g., case markers in Budai). This contrast is 

exemplified in (22a-b). 

(21) Rukai (Budai) 

a. w-a-tubi-oa ka lulai 

[Act- Real-cry -already child ] 

'The child has cried' 

b. w-a-tubi- ana ka lulai 

[ Act- Real-cry-still child] 

' The child is crying ' 

(22) Rukai (Budai) 

a. w-a-kana-kana-su ka balabala 

[Act- Real- Red-eat-2S.BN banana ] 

'You are eating that banana' 

b. w-a-kana - kana-su ku balabala 

[Act- Real-Red-eat-2S.BN banana] 

'You usually eat bananas' 

2.2. Habitual/generic meaning in Tsou 
We have argued that in the realis, AF constructions are usually used 

to describe habitual or continuous situations. In Tsou, habitual and epi

sodic readings are taken over by different auxiliary verbs. Compare the 

use of ~ - in (23) to that of mi- in (24). ~ yields an habitual meaning 
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while mi- refers to a present situation. 

(23) Tsou 

a. cfa-ta 6-on+ to tac+m+ 

[Hab-3S.B AF-eat Obl banana ] 

i. ' He (usually) eats bananas ' 

ii.* 'He is eating a banana/ bananas' 

b. da-ta huhucmasi 6-on+ to tac+m+ 

[ Hab-3S.BN every day-AF AF-eat Obl banana ] 

' He eats bananas every day' 

(24) Tsou 

a. mi-ta 

[AF-3S.BN 

6oni

AF -ea t 

ta 

Obi 

i. ' He is eating a banana/ bananas' 

ii.* ' He usually eats bananas' 

taci-mi

banana] 

b.* mi - ta huhucmasi-AF 6- on+ ta 

[ AF-3S.B every day AF-eat Obl 

taci-mi 

banana] 

ote that cfa - refers to an 'habitual present' so that reference to the 

past or to the future necessitates the use of an other auxiliary verb (e.g., 

mo(h) and tena) which determine the temporal frame of the utterance. 

This is exemplified in (25) . 

(25) Tsou 

a. moh - ta cfa huhucmasi 6oni- to tac+mi-

[ AF-3S.B Hab every day -AF AF-eat Obi banana] 

' (In the past), he would eat bananas every day' 

b. tena cfa - ta huhucmasi-AF 6oni- to taci-mt 

[ Irr Hab-3S.B every day AF-eat Obl banana] 

' (In the future), he will eat bananas every day' 

In both examples, the habitual interpretation is yielded by the occurrence 
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oi huhucmasi 'every day.' Its absence in (26a) below gives a different 

meaning from that of (25a) - - the utterance must be given an episodic 

interpretation - - whik it renders the second ungrammatica l. Compare 

(25a)-(26a) and (2:5b) - (26b) respectively. 

(26) Tsou 

a. moh-ta ~ 6-oni- to taci-mi-

[AF-3S .BN Asp AF-eat Obi banana] 

'He a te a bana na/ bananas ' 

b. * tena cfa -ta 6-on+ to taci-m i-

[ Irr Hab-3S.B AF-eat Obi banana] 

? .... 
- ·-' · Grammaticaiization of tense in Tsou 

It was suggested thac in the realis , AF constructions refer to present 

or past events, depending on the context. As illustrated in (27) below, in 

Atayal (Wu!ai) , a verb marked as AF may appear in co -occurrence (i) 

with various adverbs (e.g., hi ra? ' yesterday, ' soni ' today,' krryax 'every 

day') which determine the temporal frame of the utterance or (ii) with 

the aspectual infix- ~- . Tso u differs from the o ther Formosan languages 

in that it has grammaticalized the notion of (absolute) tense . Only mo 

but no t mi- can co - occur with nehucma 'yesterday.' Compare the gram

maticality of (28a -b). In the same vein, the aspectual particle cfa can co 

-occur with mo - (or moso, ~)but not with mi- (see (29)). A compari

son of these examples clearly indica tes that AF/ AF auxil iaries in Tsou 

carry not only aspectual but tempora l information as well. 

(27) Atayal (Huang 1993) 

a. m < in > ima? 

[ < Prf ) wash 

sayun tali? soni (p.50) 

Sayun Tali ? today ] 

'Tali? washed Sayun just now ' 

b. m-ulu=sami lomwa hira '/ (p.58) 

[ - find = l PE.BN rascal yesterday J 
' We found a rascal yes terday' (by accident) ' 
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c. k < m > ayan =saku? squ? sunan kryax (p. 6 1) 

[ < m >say= IS .BN Loe 2S. FL every day ] 

' I talk to you every day ' 

d. m<in) wah=saku? (p.9) 

[AF < Prf> come= LS.BN] 

'I came' 

(28) Tsou 

a.* mi-?o f>-ont to tacimt nehucma 

[ AF-LS.BN AF-eat Obi banana yesterday] 

b. mo-?u f>-ont to tact mt nehucma 

[AF -IS.BN AF-eat Obi banana yesterday] 

'I ate a banana yesterday' 

(29) a.* mi-ta cfa smovei ta oko 

[AF- 3S.BN Asp AF-carry Obi child] 

b. moh-ta cfa smovei ta oko 

[AF-3S.BN Asp AF -carry Obi child ] 

'(In the past), s/he carried the chi ld' 

3. Co - occurrence Restrictions 

Below, we argue that in order to understand the temporal/aspectual 

systems of the Formosan languages, a ll the constituents of the sentence 

must be taken into consideration to account for the possible and impossi

ble co -occurrences of auxi liaries with pronominal clitics (e.g., Araya!) or 

with case markers (e.g., T sou, Rukai). 

3.1. The aspectual auxiliaries nyux and cyux in Atay
al (Wulai) in co -occurrence with different pro
nouns 

Atayal has grammaticalized the verbs of possession/ location/ex-
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istence nyux and cyux in to aspectua l auxiliaries. In tha t la nguage. imper

fectivity is rendered through the use of these two auxiliaries. which can 

(both) co-occur with verbs marked as AF or NAF. A comparison of (30) 

- (31) shows. however. that they cannot permute freely . As shown in 

Huang ( 1993:71), nyux des ignates "an action taking place close to the 

speaker," which explains why it can only co-occu r with first person pro

nominal forms (s ingular or plural). (see (30a- b). Cyux, on the other 

hand . indi ca tes that the ac ti on is "taking place away from the speaker." 

In co-occurrence with a first person pronoun. the event must be inter

preted as occurring before Speech Time . In other words. nyux and cyux 

contrasts in terms of time or space . Compare (30a)-(30b) and (3 1 a-b). 

(30) Atayal (Wulai) 

a. nyux=saku? m-aniq 

[Asp= IS.BN AF-eat 

' I am eating fish (now) ' 

b .• nyux m-aniq 

[ Asp AF-eat 

(33) Atayal (Wulai ) 

a. cyux = saku? m -aniq 

[Asp= IS.B N AF-eat 

i. * 'I am eating fi sh (now) ' 

qulih 

fi sh] 

qulih 

fish 

qulih 

fish ] 

hiya? 

3S.FN ] 

ii.' I was eating fish' (when answering the phone)' 

b. cyux m- an iq qulih hi ya? 

[Asp AF -eat fish 3S.F 

'He is eating fi sh (now)' 

3.2. Auxiliary verbs and case markers in Tsou 
Ts0u is characterized by the fact that it has deve loped a complex 

sys tem of case markers divided into two classes, nominative and oblique. 

These do not (as in o ther Fo rmosan languages) mark an NP according 

to its categorial nature, marking common nouns differently from person-

-613-



Elizabeth Zeitoun ~ Lillian M. Huang 

al nouns and kinship terms, but localize a referent in relation to the uni

verse of discourse. Briefly. we may say that, on the basis of their syntac

tic distribution (see Zeitoun, 1993), we must distinguish between re

ferential (?e, ~. ~- ?o and~) and non-refe rential case markers (na a nd 

no).13 Furthermore, among referential case markers, ~. ~ and ~ differ 

from ?o and ~ in terms of identifiability. A referent marked by ~. ~ or 

~ is identifiable to the addressee because directly related to the uni verse 

of discourse, while a referent marked by ?o and to may be either (i) 

identifiable but absent or invisible at Speech Time, or (ii) unidentifiable 

because newly introduced in the discourse. 

There are some co-occurrence restrictions between case markers and 

auxiliary verbs. Consider first the following pairs of sentences. 

(32) Tsou 

a. ~-ta huhucmasi 5-on+ to tac+m+ 

[ Hab-3S .B every day-AF AF -eat Obi banana ] 

' He eats a banana every day' 

b.* ~- ta huh ucmasi -AF 5-on+ ta tac+m+ 

[ Hab-3S BN every day AF-eat Obi banana] 

(33 ) Tsou 

a. ~-ta kaeb+ 5-on+ to huv?o 

[ Hab-3S.B happy-AF AF-eat Obi orange] 

' He likes eating oranges' 

kaeb+ 5on+ ta huv?o b.* cfa-ta 

[ Hab-3S.B happy-AF AF-eat Obi orange] 

13. Giv6 n ( 1978:293) gives the fo llowing definition of referentiality: "It involves, 
roughly. the speaker 's intent to ' refer to ' or ' mean' a nominal expression to 
have non-empty reference - - i.e .. to ' exist ' - - within a particular universe of 
d iscourse. [ ... ] If a nominal is 'non-referential ' or ' generic' the speaker does 
not have a commitment to its existence within the relevant universe of discourse. 
Ra ther. in the la tter case. the speaker is engaged in di scussing the genus or its 
properties. but does no t commit him/herself to the ex istence of any specific indi

vidual number o f the genus." 
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(34) Tsou 

a. o? a moh-ta s? a cfa ah tu etamaku to tamaku 

[Neg AF-3S.BN Adv Asp never-AF smoke-AF Obi cigarette ] 

'He never smoked cigarettes' 

b.* o?a moh - ta s? a cfa ah tu etamaku ta tamaku 

Neg AF-3S.BN Adv Asp never-AF smoke-AF Obi cigarette 

In (32) - (33), cfa functions as an auxiliary verb, and in (34) as an aspectu

al marker. " Both cf as indicate a rupture with Speech time; in the two 

first examples (see (32 -33)), cfa refers to the scanning of a class of occur

rences and by implication to the characteristic of the agent of the gi ven 

sentence. In the latter, cfa locates an event in the past. As a consequence, 

in each example, to but not ta can co-occur with~-

Conclusion 

In this paper, we have tried to show that the Formosan languages 

under study: 

(i) exhibit a complex system of verbal morphology which includes 

distinctions of voice, tense/aspect and modality. In the absence of tempo

ral/aspectual affixes/particles determining the temporal frame of the ut

terance, focus affixes may take over temporal/aspectual information. 

Conversely, in the absence of focus affixes on the verb, temporal/aspec

tual affixes/particles may carry voice distinctions, 

(ii) have a temporal/aspectual system based on a modal dichotomy 

between realis and irrealis (where AF and NAF constructions are subject 

to a number of morpho-syntactic as well as semantic constraints), but 

display various degrees of complexity. 

In the course of the paper, we have a lso argued that in order to un

derstand the temporal/aspectual and modal systems of these languages. 

all the constituents of the sentence must be taken into account. 

14. See Zeitoun (1992:53-57) for the syntactic d istribution o f the two cfa's in Tso u. 
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Thi s research represen ts. however, a preliminary study. It involves 

only fi ve Form osan languages and more data is needed to test the hypo

theses proposed and to clarifv various problems.15 

15. Many aspects related to tense. aspect and modality that were not raised here are 

discussed in detail in Zeitoun et al. (1996). 
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