
 

 

Chapter 2 

Literature Review of BA and BEI Constructions 

 

     In this chapter, we survey a number of both syntactic and semantic approaches 

to ba and bei constructions and show how they account for the full distribution of ba 

and bei constructions in terms of different mechanisms. Section 2.1 begins with a 

classification of ba and bei constructions according to structural properties of the 

predicate. Section 2.2 will review previous studies of bei constructions, while section 

2.3 will turn to the previous studies of ba constructions. Finally, some remarks will be 

given in section 2.4. 

 

2.1 Classification of BA and BEI Constructions 

 

Before we go on to review previous studies, we will provide different types of ba 

and bei constructions, according to Yang’s (1995:3) classification. She divides the 

most commonly found ba and bei sentences into six major types in terms of different 

types of [V + (XP)]s. 
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A. Simplex Verb  

 

Simple verb type refers to the kind of sentences where V is a morphologically 

simplex verb as opposed to a morphologically complex verb like a compound. 

(6)張三把李四殺了。 

   Zhangsan ba  Lisi sha  le  

   Zhangsan BA Lisi  kill ASP.3

   ‘Zhangsan killed Lisi.’ 

 

(7)李四被張三殺了。 

   Lisi bei  Zhangsan  sha  le 

   Lisi BEI Zhangsan  kill  ASP. 

   ‘Lisi was killed by Zhangsan.’ 

She assumes that only transitive verbs appear in this type of simplex verb ba or bei 

sentences, and it is not the case that all transitive verbs are possible. She finds that 

psych verbs like ai, hen and action verbs like pa cannot occur in this type of ba/bei 

sentences: 

(8) ＊李四被張三愛。 

＊Lisi bei  Zhangsan ai 

Lisi BEI Zhangsan love 

‘Lisi is loved by Zhangsan.’ 

 

(9) ＊張三把李四愛。 
                                                 
3 Some abbreviations are used in this study—ASP: aspect marker, CL: classifier, MON: nominalizer. 
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＊Zhangsan ba  Lisi ai 

Zhangsan BA Lisi love 

‘Zhangsan loves Lisi.’ 

 

(10) ＊樹被他爬。 

＊ Shu bei ta  pa 

tree BEI he climb 

‘The tree is climbed by him.’ 

 

(11) ＊他把樹爬。 

＊ Ta ba shu  pa 

he BA tree climb 

‘He is climbing the tree.’ 

 

B. Compound Verb 
 
 

In this type, V is compound: 

(12) 小弟弟把衣服穿好了。 

    Xiao  didi   ba  yifu chuan-hao  le 

litter brother BA clothes wear-good ASP 

‘Litter brother succeeded in putting on his clothes.’ 

 

(13) 茶碗被小弟弟打破了。 

     Chawan bei xiao  didi   da-po    le 

     tea cup BEI little brother hit-broken ASP 

     ‘The teacup was broken by little brother.’ 

According to her, the compound in (12) is an achievement compound, with the first 
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component describing an action and the second component denoting the success of 

the action. The one in (13) is a resulative compound, with the first component naming 

an action and the second component denoting the result of the action. Both types of 

compounds can appear freely in ba and bei constructions. 

 

C. V +de Phrase 
 
 

De in Chinese can introduce phrases which are either descriptive or resultative. It 

is the resulative kind that can occur freely in ba and bei constructions: 

(14) 張三把狗打得汪汪叫。 

    Zhangsan ba gou  da de  wangwang jiao 

    Zhangsan BA dog beat DE woofwoof bark 

    ‘Zhangsan beat the dog so that the dog started to bark.’ 

 

(15) 狗被張三打得汪汪叫。 

    gou bei  Zhangsan  da de wangwang  jiao 

    dog BEI Zhangsan  beat DE woofwoof bark 

    ‘The dog was beaten by Zhangsan so that it started to bark.’ 

The component uang uang jiao describes an event that results from the action of da. 

 

 

D. V +NP 
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In this type, the predicate is with an NP, but not all NPs are possible. It is argued 

that there are four kinds of NPs: partitive (possessive), quantitative, resultant NPs and 

the goal argument NP in double object constructions, which may occur in the position 

after V. Most of these NPs are called “retained objects.”  

 

(16) 橘子被他剝了皮。 

     Juzi  bei  ta bo  le   pi 

    orange BEI he peel ASP skin 

    ‘The orange was peeled by him.’ 

 

(17) 他把橘子剝了皮。  

    ta  ba  juzi   bo   le  pi 

    he  BA orange peel ASP skin 

    ‘He peeled the orange.’ 

(NP is partitive, because it denotes part of the NP.)  

 

(18) 門被他踢了兩腳。 

    men  bei  ta  ti  le  liang jiao 

    door BEI  he kick ASP  two feet 

    ‘The door was kicked twice by him.’ 

 

 

(19) 他把門踢了兩腳。  



14 

    ta  ba men  ti   le  liang jiao 

    he BA door kick  ASP two  feet 

    ‘He kicked the door twice.’ 

(NP functions to quantify the verb, which usually names a repetitive activity.) 

(20) 爸爸把剩下的木塊搭了一間狗屋。 

    baba  ba  shengxia de  mukuai  da  le  yi  jian gouwu 

    father  BA leftover NOM wood  build ASP a  CL  doghouse 

    ‘Father has built a doghouse out of the leftover wood.’ 

 

(21) 剩下的木塊被他爸爸搭了一間狗屋。  

    shengxia  de mukuai bei baba  da   le  yi jian gouwu 

    leftover NOM wood BEI father build ASP  a CL doghouse 

    ‘The leftover wood has been used by Father to build a doghouse.’ 

(NP refers to a resultant form NP as a result of the action denoted by V.) 

 

E. Double Objects 

 

Some verbs in Chinese can take double objects, for example: 

(22) 張三給李四一本書。 

    Zhangsan gei  Lisi yi ben shu 

    Zhangsan give Lisi a CL book 

    ‘Zhangsan gave Lisi a book.’ 

When we express the same meanings with ba and bei constructions, it is the theme 
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arguments that occur before V and the goal arguments have to stay in the postverbal 

position as NPs. 

(23) 那本書被張三給了李四。 

    nei ben  shu bei Zhangsan  gei  le  Lisi 

   that CL  book BEI Zhangsan give ASP Lisi 

   ‘That book was given to Lisi by Zhangsan.’ 

 

(24) 張三把那本書給了李四。 

    Zhangsan ba  nei ben  shu  gei  le Lisi 

    Zhangsan BA that CL  book give ASP Lisi 

    ‘Zhangsan gave Lisi the book.’ 

 

F. V + Locative Phrases 
 
 

V can be followed by locative phrases as the following sentences illustrate:  

(25) 他把字寫在黑板上。 

     ta ba  zi   xie  zai heiban  shang 

     he BA word write at blackboard on 

     ‘He wrote the words on the blackboard.’ 

(26) 字被他寫在黑板上。 

     Zi    bei ta  xie zai  heiban  shang 

     words BEI he write at blackboard on 

     ‘The words were written onto the blackboard by him.’ 

    So far we have seen six environments where ba/bei constructions will occur. 
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However, there is still another type of ba sentences—agentive ba constructions. 

Sentences of this kind cannot be paraphrased by shi (使) ‘make’; unlike ba…de 

constructions, they do not spell out causative meanings. Examples are Lin bobo ba ta 

tang cheng ziji de nuer (林伯伯把她當成自己的女兒) ‘Lin uncle treats her as his 

own daughter’ and ba shou ju qilai (把手舉起來) ‘Raise your hand.’ Such examples 

that do not carry causative meanings are not dealt with in this thesis. 

 
 
2.2 Previous Studies of BEI Constructions 

 

The ba and bei constructions have been examined from various perspectives. A 

few approaches can be identified. This will present us with a general picture of what 

linguists have been concerned with and will help us better understand the issues to be 

addressed in this study. 

    As for bei constructions, several representative treatments proposed by 

syntacticians and semanticists in the past are reviewed. Syntactically, Chomsky (1957) 

treats a passive sentence as being derived from its active counterpart. The logical 

subject and object are congruent with the grammatical subject and object in actives, 

while the logical subject is the grammatical object and the logical object is the 

grammatical subject in passives. The passive movement transformational rule is the 

mechanism through which this reversal of grammatical roles is achieved. Some of 
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Chomsky’s followers have tried to apply the rules to Mandarin passives. Wang (1963) 

supports a movement rule, insisting each passive corresponds to an active, illustrated 

as follows: 

(27) a. 公司開除了他。 

      gongci  kaichu le   ta 

      company fire  ASP him 

      ‘The company fired him.’ 

 b. 他被公司開除了。 

       ta bei  gongci  kaichu  le 

       he BEI company  fire  ASP 

       ‘He was fired by the company.’ 

    In (27a) we see the typical SVO word order of an active sentence in Chinese. 

The NP gongci ‘company’ is the agent and occurs in the subject position of the 

sentence. The NP ta ‘he’ is the theme and occurs in the object position of the verb. 

However, in (27b), the theme ta ‘he’ is preposed from the object position of the verb 

to the subject position, and a passive marker bei is inserted in the position preceding 

the agent. In short, it is assumed that the formation of the bei construction from its 

active counterpart involves a process of movement. 

As far as the category of bei is concerned, many linguists (Chao 1968, Huang 

1982, Li 1990, among others) regard it as a preposition. Under this view, the 

preposition bei takes the agent as its complement to form a prepositional phrase 
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adjoining to the verb phrase, which is quite similar to the by-phrase in English. In the 

Lexical Functional Grammar, however, bei is classified as a verb subcategorizing a 

complement structure of < ‘(SUBJ)(OBJ)(XCOMP)> and passives are no longer 

analyzed as involving any movement (Her 1989); similarly, Ting (1998) treats bei as a 

verbal category taking a clausal complement. 

    Semantically, bei constructions are limited to disposal verbs, usually of 

unfavorable meanings (Chao 1968). Li and Thompson (1981) go further to propound 

adversity and disposal as two uses and functions of the bei construction. As for 

disposal uses, the bei construction is said to express disposal in the same manner as 

the ba construction does. Because passives describe events in which an entity or a 

person is manipulated in some way, bei is not found with verbs that do not signal 

disposal. Therefore, the sentence (28) is ungrammatical because of its non-disposal 

verb qi ‘become angry.’ 

(28) ＊我被他氣了。 

＊ Wo bei  ta  qi  le 

       I  BEI he anger ASP 

     ‘I was angered by him.’ 

    In terms of adversity, following Chao, Li and Thompson also suggest the major 

use of the bei construction is to signal an adverse situation, where something 

unfortunate has happened. They give us an example to strengthen the connection 



19 

between adversity and passive: the message carried by a passive sentence with verbs 

of perception or cognition is unfortunate or pejorative, whereas the meanings of their 

verbs are neutral, such as: 

(29) 張三被我看見了。 

    Zhangsan bei wo kan-jian le 

    Zhangsan BEI I  see   ASP 

    ‘Zhangsan was seen by me.’ 

(29) implies that John shouldn’t have been seen or didn’t want to be seen by me. 

However, there are some cases where the bei sentence does not signal adversity as 

indicated in (30). Therefore, it is not necessary for bei passives to mark adversity.3

(30) 我被老師誇獎了。 

    wo bei  laoshi kua-jiang le 

    I  BEI teacher praise  ASP 

    ‘I was praised by the teacher.’ 

 

2.3 Previous Studies of Ba Constructions 

 

The ba construction has been extensively investigated by linguists. There are two 

important sources of controversy among the previous studies in the generative 

linguistics: one concerning whether the derivation of the ba construction involves a 

process of movement or not and the other concerning the status of ba. Different views 

                                                 
3 The meaning of (30) is not as natural as those with adversity meaning. 
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on these two respects often have different interpretations for the ba construction. 

Thompson (1973), Li and Thompson (1981), Chao (1968) and Huang (1982) treat ba 

as a preposition. It takes an object from its original postverbal position and puts it in a 

focused preverbal position. This is based on the assumption that Chinese is basically 

an SVO language. Li (1985) and Huang (1989), on the contrary, believe that the 

presence of ba is merely to assign case to the following NP. Dropping of ba will result 

in the movement of the NP from preverbal position to postverbal position so that the 

NP can get a case from the verb.  

In addition to these studies, Tsao (1987) treats the ba construction from the 

topic-comment point of view. This approach focuses on the information structure of 

the sentences. The ba sentences present a clear breakdown between what is the topic 

and what is the comment of the sentence. On this approach, the word ba is no longer 

regarded as a preposition, which introduces the fronted object. Tsao compares the 

properties of a subject, a topic, the first NP and the ba NP in a ba sentence, and then 

he demonstates that the ba NP is a secondary topic and the first NP is a primary topic, 

whereas what follows is the comment. The meaning of the construction is to bring 

into focus the result, as expressed by the verb and its complement. Furthermore, he 

points out the extended use of the ba construction can serve to convey causative 

relation. 
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Sematically, Wang (1945) first proposes the disposal analysis to describe the 

relation between the ba predicate and the NP after ba. He studies what effect the 

action expressed by the verb has on the referent denoted by the ba NP. According to 

him, the function of the ba sentence is to express a sense of disposal: what has 

happened to X, or what Y did to X is denoted by the object of ba. In Wang’s own 

words: “The disposal form states how a person is handled, manipulated, or dealt with, 

how something is disposed of, how an affair is conducted. Since it is especially 

designed for disposing, the disposal form cannot be used unless the action possesses 

the quality”(1945: 160-61). For instance, wo ai ta（我愛他）cannot be restated as ＊

wo ba ta ai（我把他愛）. Wang (1957) has a similar view, too. He notes state verbs 

cannot occur in the ba construction probably because of their semantic 

incompatibility with the disposal property of the ba construction; that is, the ba 

construction requires its verbs to be dynamic. 

In contrast, Mei (1978) argues that verbs in the ba construction have nothing to 

do with the disposal function. Rather, he proposes aspect as a condition on the ba 

predicate.  The verbs in the ba construction must be those that tend to take a 

perfective marker –le, because ba sentences are often presented in the perfective 

aspect. In other words, if a verb cannot be marked by –le, then the ba sentence is not 

possible. For example, you (有) ‘exist’, xiang (像) ‘resemble’, and xing (姓) ‘be 



22 

surnamed’ cannot take –le; they cannot occur in ba sentences. 

The disposal analysis later comes under the notion transitivity, first applied to ba 

sentences by Thompson (1973) and later by Hopper and Thompson (1980). In this 

view, ba sentences express a sense of transitivity, which refers to the effects of the 

action that pass from the agent to the patient. In other words, it is the relationship 

which holds between an action verb and the noun naming the object which receives 

the action. This notion of transitivity is the one which is expressed in English by the 

phrase do something to X. The disposal/transitivity analysis is also followed by works 

such as Y. Li (1974) and among others. 

An alternative approach to the transitivity relations in the ba construction is 

Teng’s (1977) case grammar. Teng analyzes the ba NP as a patient. He defines a 

patient as something which passively undergoes a change of state. Patient here must 

be disposed of in a certain manner, i.e., someone must do something to or with it. 

According to Teng, there are two kinds of patients occurring in the ba construction. 

(31) 他把那封信寫好了。 

    ta ba  nei feng xin  xie-hao   le 

    he BA that CL letter write-good ASP 

    ‘He wrote that letter.’ 



23 

(32) 他把那封信燒掉了。 

    ta  ba  nei feng xin shao-diao le 

    he  BA that CL letter burn   ASP 

    ‘He burnt that letter.’ 

The ba NP in (31) is an example of an effected patient, which is a type of 

change-of-state, from non-existence to existence, while (32) involves an executed 

patient in the sentence. 

Still, there is another approach--an aspectual point of view--pursued by Liu 

(1997). She links the restrictions on the VP structure that occurs with ba to the 

aspectual systems. Liu argues that the ba predicate describes a bounded event. 

Whether an event is bounded may depend on the situation type and the aspect a 

situation is presented in. She claims that ba occurs with predicates that denote 

bounded events and ba’s environment is constrained by both situational type and 

viewpoint aspect. 

Finally, there is a possession-based analysis of the ba construction (Ziegeler 

2000). To explain the development of resultivity in the ba construction, she regards 

the ba construction as an instance of the grammaticalisation of causativity from 

lexical sources of dynamic possession. She argues that the development of dynamic 

possessive senses in ba, together with the presence of either an aspect marker or a 

dysyllabic verb in the complement, now indicates completion or affectedness. 
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Therefore, the development of a causative-resultative construction is motivated in 

which the possessor of a caused result is inferred as the causer of that act. 

Consequently, there appears to be an increasing requirement on the use of ba to 

express the result of the action specified in the complement clause. 

In line with Ziegeler (2000), we argue that ba…de construction belongs to one 

form of modern Chinese causative-resultative constructions.  The use of ba alone 

does not imply the causative sense; however, when a de result phrase is added to ba 

constructions, the causative meaning will arise concomitantly with resultivity. In 

addition to ba…de constructions, bei…de constructions illustrate another kind. And 

both of them will be clarified as a family of constructions within a construction 

grammar framework, which emphasizes the role of independently existing meaningful 

constructions in licensing the postverbal elements in resultative constructions. 

 

2.4 Remarks  

 

As seen from the reviewed literature above, the overall ba’s and bei’s analyses 

could be summarized in the following figure. 
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Figure 1: A summary of ba’s and bei’s analyses 

 Bei’s syntactic analysis  Bei’s semantic 
analysis 

Wang (1963) Movement analysis Chao (1968) Disposal uses 

Chao (1968), 
Huang 
(1982), Li 
(1990) 

Bei as a preposition 

Her (1989) Lexical Functional 
Grammar 

Ting (1998) Bei as a verbal category 

Li & 
Thompson 
(1981) 

Disposal uses and 
adversity meaning 

 Ba’s syntactic analysis  Ba’s semantic analysis

Wang (1945)
Wang (1957)

Disposal analysis 

Thompson 
(1973) 

Ba expressing a sense 
of transitivity 

Teng (1977) Case grammar 

Thompson 
(1973), 
Cheung 
(1973), Chao 
(1968) and 
Huang (1982) 

Ba as a preposition, 
which takes an object 

Mei (1978) Perfective aspect 
Travis (1984), 
Li (1985) and 
Huang (1989) 

The ability to assign case 
to the following noun 
phrase. 

Liu (1997) An aspectual approach

Tsao (1987) Topic-comment approach Ziegeler 
(2000) 

A possession-based 
analysis 

The figure shows that each researcher analyzes ba or bei constructions from many 

different approaches and their studies indeed present us with a general picture of what 

linguists have been concerned with and help us better understand the issues to be 

addressed in this thesis. However, few of the studies have devoted analyses to ba and 

bei constructions together. None of them would even regard ba/bei…de constructions 

as a family of resultatives.  
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To illustrate the interconnected behavior of the constructions, let us take psych 

verbs like ai (愛), hen (恨) and action verbs like pa (爬) for example. Even without 

disposal uses, they can occur in both ba…de and bei…de structures, only when there 

is a result meaning specified in the constructions, as shown in (33) and (34). It is the 

resultative construction that adds a result argument to the verb’s semantics, which 

would otherwise require two arguments, or one. 

(33) 李四被張三愛得死去活來 。 

     Lisi bei Zhangsan  ai  de  si  qu huo  lai 

     Lisi BEI Zhangsan love DE  die go live come 

     ‘Lisi is loved deeply by Zhangsan.’ 

 

(34) 張三把李四愛得死去活來。 

Zhangsan ba Lisi  ai  de si  qu huo  lai 

    Zhangsan BA Lisi love DE die go live come 

    ‘Zhangsan is deeply in love with Lisi.’ 

 

(35) 樹被他爬得斷掉了。 

shu bei  ta  pa  de duandiao  le 

tree BEI he climb DE broken   ASP 

‘The tree was climbed by him, and as a result the tree became broken.’ 

 
(36) 他把樹爬得斷掉了。 
     ta ba  shu  pa  de  duan diao le 
     he BA tree climb DE  broken   ASP 
     ‘He climbed the tree, and as a result, the tree became broken.’ 
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It is claimed by Chao (1968) that verbs in bei constructions have to do with 

disposal uses, or ill-forms will yield. However, if attaching a de complement (de huo 

mao san zhang得火冒三丈) to the above-mentioned ungrammatical sentence (28), it 

becomes acceptable, as indicated in (37). Again, it will be argued that the result 

argument in the resultative construction is contributed by the construction if a 

construction is considered as a meaning-bearing unit. 

(37) 我被他氣得火冒三丈了。 

wo bei ta  qi   de huo  mao  san   zhang 

I  BEI he anger DE fire emerge three decameter  

‘I was annoyed very much.’ 

With the generalization proposed by previous studies with regard to the two 

constructions, one can easily detect the resemblance between them. Moreover, several 

examples illustrated previously have shown that these two constructions carry 

meanings and in turn will license the grammaticality of otherwise ungrammatical 

structures of some predicates. Hence, these two constructions definitely deserve to be 

reexamined from a more holistic and more interconnected perspectives.  

In the study, we will show that ba/bei…de constructions will not be limited to 

disposal verbs by adopting the constructional approach. Also, ba/bei…de 

constructions will be proved to be a family of resultative constructions under the 

constructional view (Goldberg and Jackendoff 2004). It is argued that ba/bei…de 
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constructions both contain two separable subevents—the verbal subevent and the 

constructional subevent. The verbal subevent is the means by which the constructional 

subevent takes place. Furthermore, the ba/bei…de constructions are decomposed into 

semantic components at the level of the conceptual structure whereby how ba/bei…de 

constructions are composed of and how their meanings are encoded by human beings 

are illustrated (following Jackendoff 2002). With both the conceptual and 

constructional approaches, a unified account of ba/bei…de constructions will be given 

in this study. Before probing into the analysis, we will come to the theoretical 

framework first in the next chapter to lay the groundwork for the analysis in chapter 4. 
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