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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

     The notion of tense plays a crucial role in human languages, for there is no 

verb used without being imposed the temporal information (Bickerton, 1990). 

Alluding to the relative priority in acquiring tense markers and relative-clause 

markers in Creoles, Bickerton (1995: 37) states, “The most natural conclusion to 

draw from this is that language can do without relative-clause markers but it does 

need things like tense.” Moreover, based on Park’s (2006) study, almost all Creoles 

possess tense markers known as the anterior tense though they can hardly find an 

ancestor to derive from.  

Therefore, it is asserted that the notion of tense is universal and ubiquitous, 

prevailing among all human languages, be it overt or covert. Under the GB 

(Government and Binding)-framework (Chomsky, 1981), the notion of tense, along 

with the concept of agreement, falls inside the functional category Inflection (INFL), 

which is composed of features like [±Tense] and [±Agreement], heading the phrase 

IP. Then, an INFL containing features like [+Tense] and [+Agreement] heads a finite 

clause, while that containing features like [-Tense] and [-Agreement] heads a 

non-finite clause. This formalism holds in all human languages, and the distinction 

between finiteness and non-finiteness is likewise supposed to be universal (Cook 
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and Newson, 1988). In English, the finiteness and non-finiteness are manifested 

through morphology, as illustrated in (1)-(2):  

(1) John loves Mary. 
(2) John wants to go. 

The information of the INFL in (1) reveals through the inflectional affix –s, denoting 

present tense and third person singular. Likewise, the inflectional affix –s in (2) also 

carry the same information as that of (1). As for the embedded clause in (2), it is a 

non-finite clause detected from the INFL realized as the infinitival marker to.  

     Chomsky (1982) further proposes that all clauses must have subjects, known 

as the Extended Projection Principle (EPP). There are two epiphenomena if we take 

this theorem: (a) an empty category (EC) is present wherever there is an unoccupied 

theta-position, and (b) the category S (IP) must contain an EC when there is no overt 

lexical subject, such as the subject of an infinitival clause and the subject of a finite 

clause in pro-drop languages (Chomsky, 1982: 17-18).  

Following Chomsky’s theorem, example (2) can be revised into (3): 

(3) John wants [PRO to go]. 

In (3), the verb wants theta-marks John; the verb go also theta-marks some role, so 

they clearly belong to different thematic chains. Due to the epiphenomena brought 

by the EPP, there must be an EC in the embedded clause. The EC herein is PRO, a 

covert pronoun having the same properties as an overt one. The reason for the 
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embedded subject’s being empty in (3) is that the INFL realized as to does not 

possess the feature [+Tense] to license its subject, which is also the essence of 

non-finite clauses.  

1.1 Motivation and Purpose 

Based on the definition of finiteness and non-finiteness, the decisive element 

in choosing between is the INFL. Whether it contains features like [+Tense] and 

[+Agreement] determines the status of a clause. This finite vs. non-finite distinction 

can be distinguished straightforwardly in languages with abundant markers with 

regard to the grammatical information, such as tense, agreement, person, number 

and gender; most synthetic languages are of this kind, manifesting the finite vs. 

non-finite distinction through morphology. Nonetheless, when it comes to isolating 

languages like Taiwan Mandarin, it poses some controversial issues.1 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 According to the language typology, languages in the world can roughly be classified into three 

groups: analytic languages, synthetic languages, and templatic languages (Katamba & Stonham, 

2006). Analytic languages, also called isolating languages, contain nearly no affix; that is to say, one 

word is composed of one and only one morpheme. Words in synthetic languages are often composed 

of more than one morpheme. Languages like Turkish, German, and Latin all belong to this kind. The 

last group is called templatic languages, and the typical exemplars are Semitic languages like Arabic 

and Hebrew.  
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(4) 約翰     喜歡     瑪莉。2 
yue1han4  xi3huan1  ma3li4 
John      love     Mary 
‘John loves Mary.’ 

 
(5) 昨天     約翰     勸      瑪莉   回家。 

zuo2tian1  yue1han4 quan4   ma3li4  hui2jia1 
   yesterday  John   persuade Mary  go home 
   ‘John persuaded Mary to go home yesterday.’ 

The verbs in (4) and (5) are all bare, containing no marker to indicate the 

grammatical information. Compared with the corresponding free translations, there 

exist drastic differences between Taiwan Mandarin and English in terms of language 

types.  

     Thus, in Taiwan Mandarin, how do we tell finite clauses from non-finite ones 

under the circumstances of lacking overt morphological markers? Indeed, does such 

a distinction exist in Taiwan Mandarin?  

Most generativists (Huang 1998 [1982], 1984, 1987, 1989; Li 1985, 1990; 

C.-C. Tang 1990; Her 1990, T.-C. Tang 2000) adopt Chomsky’s Universal Grammar 

(UG), where principles pertain to all human languages, and thereby take the 

distinction between finiteness and non-finiteness for granted. Linguists 

acknowledging this distinction as universal propose that the morphological 

                                                 
2 In the thesis, all data except those from English are transcribed into Roman letters in the second 

line according to Hanyu Pinyin throughout, and the numbers indicate the tone system. The tone 

system applied is as follows: 1 for the high level tone, 2 for the high rising tone, 3 for the falling 

rising tone, and 4 for the high falling tone.  
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manifestation is only one of the ways to denote finiteness and non-finiteness, and 

that Taiwan Mandarin adopts another mode, such as constraints on syntactic 

structures and operations.  

Unlike those who accept Chomsky’s UG, some linguists, most notably Hu, 

Pan and Xu (2001), are opposed to the existence toward finite vs. non-finite 

distinction at least in Chinese due to the lack of grammatical marking. They further 

justify their assumption by showing many counter-examples to the previous studies 

in the literature.  

In addition, Lin’s (2006) proposition opposed to Bickerton’s and Chomsky’s 

viewpoints toward tense also deserves much attention that there is no need to posit a 

tense node in Chinese because it encodes the temporal interpretation through 

viewpoint aspect, verbal semantics, temporal adverbials, the definite/indefinite 

distinction, quantifier raising, information status of a noun phrase, pragmatics and 

people’s knowledge of the world. Apparent as this proposition is, we still consider 

tense a universal concept for some reasons. First, if the semantic tense is indeed 

enough to interpret time, the following sentence should be grammatical; however, it 

contradicts the fact.  

(6) *John go to school yesterday. 
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In (6), the temporal adverbial phrase yesterday possesses the feature [+PAST]; 

nevertheless, the lack of grammatical marking on the verb still renders this sentence 

ungrammatical. One might argue that this tolerance of interpreting time through 

semantic tenses varies from language to language and that it holds not in English but 

in Chinese. In this way, the power of this argument weakens and seems to be ad hoc 

and superfluous.  

Accordingly, we contend that both the syntactic tense and the semantic tense 

exist in all human languages indispensably and that these two elements must be 

compatible with each other. The only difference among languages may consist in the 

forms the two elements take individually, viz., overt or covert. In English, the 

syntactic tenses must be overt, so the semantic ones can either be overt or covert; 

whereas, in Chinese, due to the lack of morphological markers on verbs, the 

syntactic tenses are covert all the time; hence, the overt semantic tenses are needed 

to justify the time interpretation.  

Therefore, one of the goals of this thesis is to figure out whether this finite vs. 

non-finite distinction exists in Taiwan Mandarin, after all. Next, if this distinction 

does exist, how does it manifest in Taiwan Mandarin? And how to account for the 

counter-examples pointed out by Hu et al.? On the contrary, if this distinction does 
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not exist in Taiwan Mandarin, some issues are worth considering. Is there really a 

UG in human languages? Or this distinction is only a parameter.  

1.2 Information about the Data 

     The data shown in this study belong to one of the variants of Peking Mandarin 

called Taiwan Mandarin, possessing features inherited from both Taiwanese and 

non-Mandarin varieties (Cheng, 1985). The reason why we focus our data on Taiwan 

Mandarin, one of the subgroups inside Mandarin Chinese, consists in the 

consideration to language differences ascribed to geographical and dialectal factors. 

Narrowing the data down to one specific language will indeed increase the accuracy 

and facilitate the analyses. Grounded upon the relationship among language variants, 

we believe that the conclusion can also be applied to other genetically-related 

languages as well.  

In this thesis, all the usages and wordings of the examples are based on 

Academic Sinica Balanced Corpus of Mandarin Chinese, web corpus and native 

speakers of Taiwan, differing from those in Mainland China to some extent.  

1.3 Organization of this Thesis 

     This thesis is organized as follows. After reviewing four relevant studies in 

chapter 2, we will remark on Hu et al.’s argumentation in chapter 3. Then in chapter 

4, we will re-classify verbs subcategorizing sentential complements into three types. 
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In chapter 5, a whole picture of finiteness and non-finiteness in Taiwan Mandarin 

along with the thorough analyses carried out through the LFG (Lexical-Functional 

Grammar)-framework will be presented. Chapter 6 will discuss some other criteria 

regarding the finite vs. non-finite distinction in Taiwan Mandarin. Finally, chapter 7 

is a summary together with some concluding remarks.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


