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Abstract

This paper offers a novel analysis to account for the semantics of the adverbial
approximator gam3zai6. New data are presented, illustrating that gam3zai6
should be distinguished from its apparent scalar counterparts such as almost in
English and chabuduo ‘almost’ in Mandarin Chinese. Building upon Portner’s
(1998) analysis of the progressive in English, we propose a modal analysis of
gam3zai6 as a prospective operator which creates an intensional context for
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the diverse interpretations of gam3zai6-sentences.
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1 Introduction

This paper provides a modal analysis of the Cantonese particle gam3zai6 ‘be going
to’, arguing that it offers a more suitable solution compared to previous analyses
(Tang 2006, 2009; Lee 2013, 2023; Cheng 2015). The paper aims to achieve
two goals. First, we will examine the grammatical properties of gam3zai6 and
demonstrate that the semantics of gam3zai6 is not merely a scalar approximator (cf.
Tang 2006, 2009; Lee 2013, 2023; Cheng 2015). Second, building upon Portner’s
(1998) modal analysis of the progressive in English, we propose that gam3zai6 is a
prospective operator which creates an intensional context for the expressed event/
state under the scope of prospectivity. This modal analysis provides a unified
account for the diverse interpretations of gam3zai6-sentences.

Gam3zai6 has been treated as a scalar approximator in the existing literature
(Tang 2006, 2009; Lee 2013, 2023;! Cheng 2015), patterning with almost in
English and chabuduo ‘almost’ in Mandarin Chinese. As demonstrated in (1)—
(3), gam3zai6-sentences encompass both dynamic and stative interpretations,
whereas al/most and chabuduo ‘almost’ exclusively convey stative meanings.
In this context, we adopt Smith’s (1999) definition to elucidate dynamic and
stative readings. Dynamic readings are indicated by durative dynamic situations
(Smith 1999: 408), which encompass initial, final, and internal intervals. The
final interval signifies the conclusion of a situation, representing a distinct state
compared to the preceding intervals. Therefore, the completion of a durative
dynamic situation entails a change of state. In Smith’s framework, verbs of
accomplishment, such as draw a circle, exemplify durative dynamic situations
(Smith 1999: 481). On the other hand, stative readings are associated with static
situations that involve homogeneous intervals without temporal variations.
Verbs of state, such as love Mary, and verbs of activity, such as push a cart,
illustrate static situations (Smith 1999: 481). In (1)—(3), which feature a verb of
accomplishment, the shared stative reading signifies the preparatory state of the
event “the subject finishes his homework”. The dynamic reading, which is only
available for the gam3zai6-sentence in (3), conveys the ongoing progress of the
event; that is, the event happens shortly.

(1) John almost finished writing his homework.

I Lee’s recent publication in 2023 extends the work of Lee 2013, building upon the findings and
direction established in her earlier study. The updated study considers both mat/zai6 and gam3zai6
as scalar operators and explores their scalar and polarity interpretations within a scalar model.
However, in this paper, we review Lee 2013 instead of Lee 2023, as the latter was published after
we had submitted our manuscript in 2019, during the revision process. We thank the reviewers for
bringing this newer reference to our attention. It is important to note that our proposal significantly
differs from the previous analyses, as we approach gam3zai6 as a prospective operator under the
modal semantic analysis.
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(2) Zhangsan chabuduo zuo-wan gongke le.
Zhangsan almost do-finish homework  srp?
‘Zhangsan almost finished his homework.’

(3) Zoenglsaaml zou6-saai3 gunglfo3  gam3zai6.

Zoenglsaaml do-all homework Gamzal
a. ‘Zoenglsaam! almost finished writing his homework.”  (Stative reading)
b. ‘Zoenglsaaml is going to finish his homework.’ (Dynamic reading)

A similar phenomenon occurs when gam3zai6 is used in combination with stage-
level predicates. Consider (4)—(6). The almost-sentence (4) and the chabuduo-
sentence (5) only have the stative interpretation. However, the gam3zai6-sentence
as in (6) is interpreted as having both the stative and dynamic readings.

(4) John is almost as tall as Jiu4ming4.

(5) Zhangsan he  Yaoming chabuduo yiyang gao.
Zhangsan and Yaoming almost the.same tall
‘Zhangsan is almost as tall as Yaoming.’

(6) Zoenglsaaml tung4 Jiudming4 jatljoengb goul gam3zai6.

Zoenglsaaml and  Jiu4ming4 same tall  GAmMZAI
a. ‘Zoenglsaaml! is almost as tall as Jiu4ming4.’ (Stative reading)
b. ‘Zoenglsaaml is going to be as tall as Jiu4ming4.”  (Dynamic reading)

The observation presented above demonstrates that gam3zai6 behaves differently
compared to the approximators, almost and chabuduo. This suggests that simply
treating gam3zai6 as a scalar approximator is unlikely to provide a comprehensive
account of its semantic properties.

This paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we review the previous studies
on gam3zai6, viz. Tang 2006, 2009, Lee 2013, and Cheng 2015. In Section 3, we
argue against these previous proposals and show that the semantics of gam3zai6
is not simply a scalar approximator. In Section 4, we introduce Portner’s (1998)
modal analysis of the progressive in English, which forms the basis of our proposal.
Building on this, in Section 5, we propose that gam3zai6 is a prospective operator,
the semantics of which encodes both prospectivity and temporal indication. We will
show that our modal analysis provides a unified account for the various interpretations
of gam3zai6-sentences in different contexts. Section 6 concludes this paper.

2 Previous studies on gam3zai6

There are four major studies on gam3zai6, including Tang 2006, 2009, Lee 2013,
and Cheng 2015. We will review these four studies in this section.

2 Abbreviations used in this paper are listed as follows: CL = classifier; PERF = perfective; PROG =
progressive; SFP = sentence-final particle.
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2.1 Tang 2006, 2009

Tang (2006, 2009) proposes that gam3zai6 functions as an approximative adverb.
He suggests that gam3zai6, on the one hand, “indicates that the quantity or the
degree expressed by the predicate is close to being fully realized” (Tang 2009: 233),
while on the other, gam3zai6 expresses “the process approaching the endpoint of
the event” (Tang 2009: 227). In other words, Tang suggests that the semantics of
gam3zai6 encodes both the stative and prospective components.

Regarding the licensing conditions of gam3zai6, Tang proposes that it is
subject to the telicity requirement. The telicity requirement can be satisfied by two
conditions, namely (i) the telic nature of predicates and (ii) the existence of the
subject’s intentionality. As shown in (7), gam3zai6 occurs with the accomplishment
predicate, gungl-jyun4 ‘paid off’, where the verbal suffix jyun4 ‘finish’ indicates
the natural endpoint of the event.

(7) Keoi5 gungl-jyund cang4 lau2  gam3zai6.
he afford-finish cL house GAMZAI
‘He has almost paid off the loan for the flat.’
(Tang 2009: 234)

Gam3zai6 can also occur with achievement predicates, such as jeng4 ‘win’ in (8),
for the telic nature of the predicate.

(8) Keoi5 jeng4 gam3zai6.
he win GAMZAI
‘He almost won.’
(Tang 2009: 234)

Regarding the second condition, Tang claims that covert intentional predicates
can denote the subject’s intention. For example, in (9), gam3zai6 can co-occur
with the atelic predicate naau6 ‘scold’.

(9) LouSbaan2 naau6  jan4 gam3zaib.
the.boss scold.at people Gamzal
“The boss almost scolded us.’
(Tang 2009: 235)

According to Tang, the event naau6 jan4 ‘scold people’ is considered a result state
of the covert predicate soeng? ‘want’, which indicates the intention of the subject.
In this sense, (9) can be paraphrased as (10).

(10) LouSbaan2 soeng2 naau6  jan4 gam3zaib6.
the.boss want scold.at people GamzAl
‘The boss almost scolded us.’
(Tang 2009: 235)

Tang further extends the account of “the subject’s intentionality” to explain the
co-occurrence of gam3zai6 and stative predicates, as illustrated in (11).
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(11) Ngo5 zik6cing4 dong3 nei5 hingldai6 gam3zai6.
I simply consider you brother GAMZAI
‘I almost consider you my brother/buddy.’
(Tang 2009: 236)

According to Tang, the stative predicate dong3 ‘consider’ in (11) denotes the
intentionality of the subject. We can consider (11) as denoting the process in
which the subject is progressively treating the patient in an increasingly better
manner and ultimately as if getting along with his own brother. The result state
is the one in which the subject regards the patient as his own brother, which
is indicated by the predicate hingldai6 ‘my brother/buddy’. In this sense, the
gam3zai6-sentence (11), despite involving stative predicates, expresses the
meaning of a change of state.

Similarly, in (12), the gam3zai6-sentence also contains a stative predicate,
namely the nominal predicate sei3sap6 seoi3 ‘forty years old’, which is considered
the presupposed endpoint. Thus, the meaning of a change of state emerges as
“turning to forty years old”.

(12) Keoi5 sei3sap6 seoi3 gam3zai6.
he forty year  GAMZAI
‘He is almost forty years old.’
(Tang 2009: 237)

Based on the above observations, Tang concludes that gam3zai6 cannot occur
with stative predicates when the subject’s intentionality is absent, as shown in

(13)—(15).

(13) *Keoi5 lekl gam3zaib6.
he smart GAMZAI
‘He is almost smart.’
(Tang 2009: 235)

(14) *Keoi5 ci5 aa3baa4 gam3zai6.
he resemble father GAMZAI
‘He almost resembles his father.’
(Tang 2009: 236)

(15) *Gamljat6 singlkei4luk6 gam3zai6.
today Saturday GAMZAI
“?Today is almost Saturday.’

(Tang 2009: 236)

Tang’s proposal of the telicity requirement is further supported by the fact that
gam3zai6 cannot occur with the negation m4 ‘not’, which negates a state or a
habitual/generic property. However, when gam3zai6 occurs with the negation
mou’ ‘not’, which negates an action, the resulting sentence is grammatical. See
the contrast in (16).
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(16) Keoi5 mou5/*m4 siu3 gam3zaib.
he not/not laugh GamzAI
‘He almost did not laugh.’/ *‘He almost does not have a habit of laughing.’
(Tang 2009: 236)

2.2 Lee 2013

According to Lee (2013), gam3zai6 is analyzed as a scalar approximator, on a par
with chabuduo ‘almost’ in Mandarin Chinese and al/most in English. In Lee’s
analysis, following Amaral (2010), the semantics of gam3zai6 is contributed
by the conjuncture of two components: a negative component that rejects the
truth of the prejacent proposition and a positive component that indicates an
alternative proposition, which is lower and close to the prejacent proposition on
the scale, is true.

Gam3zai6 can appear in both positive and negative contexts. In positive
contexts, the semantics of gam3zai6 is yielded on a positive-oriented scale. Similar
to Tang 2006, 2009, Lee proposes that an explicit telic point is required to license
the use of gam3zai6. For example, in (17), the verbal suffix jyun4 ‘finish’ indicates
the telic point of the expressed event. The telic point is considered the explicit
reference point, which marks the upper-bound of the scale.

(17) Ngo5 sik6-jyun4 wun2 faan6 gam3zai6.
I eat-finish  cL rice GAMZAI
‘T almost finished this bowl of rice.’
(Lee 2013: 415)

This aligns with the prediction that predicates lacking an explicit reference
point are incompatible with gam3zai6. The gam3zai6-sentence in (18) is
ungrammatical as the adjectival predicate fei4 ‘fat’ does not provide an explicit
reference point.

(18) 7??Keoi5 hou2 fei4 gam3zai6.
he very fat = GAMZAI
Intended: ‘He is close to being very fat.’
(Lee 2013: 416)

Lee suggests that by adding an explicit reference point hou2ci5 mous5 jiul ‘as if he
has no waist’ to (18), the gam3zai6-sentence becomes grammatical. Refer to (19).

(19) Keoi5 fei4-dou3 hou2ci5 mou5 jiul  gam3zai6.
he fat-arrive  as.if not waist  GAMZAI
‘He is close to being as fat as a porpoise.’
(Lee 2013: 416)

Lastly, Lee points out that gam3zai6 is a positive counterpart of matizai6 ‘not
at all’. When gam3zai6 appears in a negative context, as illustrated in (20), it
expresses the same meaning as the mat/zai6-sentence in (21).
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(20) Ngo5 mou5 tai2-gwo3 bun2 syul gam3zai6.
I not read-pass CL book GAMZAI
‘I have almost not read this book.’
(Lee 2013: 416)

(21) Ngo5 mou5 tai2-gwo3 bun2 syul matlzai6.
I not read-pass CL book MaTZAI
‘I have almost not read this book.’
(Lee 2013: 416)

2.3 Cheng 2015

Cheng’s (2015) analysis of gam3zai6 differs from the proposals of Tang (2006,
2009) and Lee (2013).® Cheng incorporates scalar analysis into a modal proposal
(Broekhuis and Verkuyl 2014) and proposes that gam3zai6 expresses a scale
composed of possible worlds that represent different developmental stages of an
event. Consider (22) and its scalar illustration in (23). In different possible worlds,
the agent Zoenglsaam] is at varying distances from the library, and these distances
are arranged along the scale in descending order based on proximity to the library.
In one of the possible worlds, namely w,, Zoenglsaaml arrives at the library.

(22) Zoenglsaaml pauu2-dou3 toudsyulgun2 gam3zai6.
Zoegnlsaaml run-arrive library GAZMAI
‘Zoenglsaaml almost arrived at the library.”

(Cheng 2015: 211)

(23)
3 metres 2 metres 1 metre
away away away arrived
from the from the from the the library
library library library w,
w w w

4

(Cheng 2015: 211)

3 2

3 Cheng (2015) agrees with Tang (2006, 2009) on the empirical observations of gam3zai6 that
gam3zai6 requires predicates to encode a telic point which functions as the limit point/result
state of the described event. While the eventive structure of activity predicates is composed of
homogeneous states, Cheng explains their compatibility with gam3zai6 as follows: following
Tang, Cheng suggests that gam3zai6-sentences involving activity predicates encode the semantic
BECOME-component, which transforms the (homogeneous) state denoted by activity predicates
into the result state of the event.

4 The examples cited from Cheng 2015 are translated by us since the original text is in Chinese.
Example (22) is translated using the approximative adverb almost, as Cheng does not suggest that
gam3zai6 encodes the meaning of prospectivity.



130 A Modal Analysis of Gamzai

Following Broekhuis and Verkuyl (2014), Cheng divides the temporal domain i
into two subdomains: the current domain i in which events are actualized, and
the posterior domain i, in which events are not actualized. The two domains are
divided by a reference point R' controlled by the speaker. Within the posterior
domaini_, thereis a set of possible worlds in which the proposition under discussion
p is true in at least one of these possible worlds. See the graphic illustration below.
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(Cheng 2015:211)

In the case of (22), gam3zai6 yields a posterior interpretation. Given the reference
point R, the proposition that “Zoenglsaaml is n metres away from the library”
is true in different possible worlds. Possible worlds w,, w,, and w,, in which
Zoenglsaaml is 3 metres, 2 metres, and 1 metre respectively away from the
library, are possibly “realizable”. However, it is not possible to realize possible
world w,, in which the proposition “Zoenglsaaml arrives at the library” is true.
Under Cheng’s analysis, the semantics of gam3zai6 conveys (i) “being close to the
result state” and (ii) “the result state is unrealized in the actual world”.

Drawing on the decomposition structure of verbal predicates (Rappaport
Hovav and Levin 1998), Cheng proposes that gam3zai6 modifies the semantic
component STATE and takes wide scope over it.

(25) [[xACT_, ..]1 CAUSE [BECOME [gam3zai6 [y<STATE>]]]]
(Cheng 2015: 213)

3 Loose ends of previous proposals
3.1 Licensing conditions of gam3zai6

The previous proposals argue that the telicity requirement is essential to license
gam3zai6. It can be satisfied in two ways: (i) the presence of the explicit telic
point, which is denoted by telic eventive predicates (Tang 2006, 2009; Lee 2013),
and (ii) the presence of the subject’s intentionality, which conveys the meaning of
inchoation (Tang 2006, 2009).

We agree with the first condition. However, the second condition, which
requires the presence of the subject’s intentionality, is not completely correct.
Indeed, gam3zai6 can appear in non-agentive constructions. For example, in
(26), gam3zai6 is compatible with the locative subject gaanl bou2zaap6se5 ‘the
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tutorial centre’, which is non-agentive. The gam3zai6-sentence in this case can be
interpreted as either the stative or the dynamic readings.

(26) Gaanl bou2zaap6se5 jau5 saamlbaak3 go3 hok6saangl gam3zai6.
CL tutorial.centre have three.hundred cL student GAMZAI
a. ‘The tutorial centre has almost three hundred students.” (Stative reading)
b. ‘The tutorial centre is going to have three hundred students.” (Dynamic reading)

Another example that supports our proposal is that gam3zai6 can appear in
passive constructions, as demonstrated in (27). In this case, both the stative and
the dynamic readings are available for the gam3zai6-sentence in (27).

(27) Zoenglsaaml bei2 hok6haau6 tek3-ceotl-haau6 gam3zai6 lo3.
Zoenglsaaml BEI  school tick-out-school ~ Gamzar  srp
a. ‘Zoenglsaaml was almost expelled from the school.”  (Stative reading)
b. ‘Zoenglsaam] is going to be expelled from the school.” (Dynamic reading)

In fact, gam3zai6 cannot occur with individual-level predicates. Recalling the examples
given in Tang 2006, 2009, the predicates incompatible with gam3zai6 are individual-
level predicates. They denote one’s personal or permanent characteristics, such as lek/
‘smart’ in (13) and c¢i5 ‘resemble’ in (14). The property of individual-level predicates
is incompatible with the semantics of gam3zai6, which denotes either the state or the
change of state of an event. The following examples further support our proposal.

(28) *Hung4 wui5 sik6 jan4 gam3zaib.
bear will eat human GamzAl
Intended generic reading: ‘Bears eat humans.’

(29) *Zoenglsaaml tunglsoeng4 sap6 dim2 fan3gaau3 gam3zai6.
Zoenglsaaml usually ten clock sleep GAMZAI
Intended habitual reading: ‘Zoenglsaam1 usually sleeps at ten o’clock.’

30) *Zoenglsaaml sikl ong2 faat3man2 gam3zai6.
g gong g
Zoenglsaaml know speak French GAMZAI
Intended: ‘Zoenglsaam1 knows how to speak French.’

Examples (28)—(30) are used to argue that telicity is required to license
gam3zai6. The expressions in (28)—(30) respectively denote genericity, habituality,
and an individual-level state of an individual, which conveys a permanent state
and contains a homogenous state. In other words, for the expressions in (28)—(30),
neither does the meaning of the sentence nor the nature of the predicates have a
telic point for gam3zai6 to make reference to.

On the other hand, the predicate in (15) denotes gamljat6 singlkei4luk6
‘Today is Saturday’. As gam3zai6 denotes either the state or the change of state of
an event, it is incompatible with the assertion made in (15).

Based on the observations presented above, we conclude that the licensing
conditions of gam3zai6 are not dependent on the intentionality of the subject (cf.
Tang 2006, 2009).
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3.2 Differences between gam3zai6 and almost/chabuduo/caal-m4-dol

Gam3zai6 has been argued to function as a scalar approximator, on a par with
almost and chabuduo/caal-m4-dol (Lee 2013). The semantics of [gam3zai6 pl],
[almost p], and [chabuduo p] denote the preparatory state of the event. Based
on this, Lee also proposes that gam3zai6 is a positive counterpart of matizai6,
another scalar approximator in Cantonese. We agree that gam3zai6 can indicate
the preparatory state of an event, which is evident when gam3zai6-sentences have a
stative interpretation. However, a scalar analysis cannot fully capture the meaning
of gam3zai6, and we argue that gam3zai6 encodes the meaning of prospectivity.
In this subsection, we will show that the semantics of almost and chabuduo/caal-
m4-dol differ from that of gam3zai6, and therefore, the scalar analysis alone is
insufficient to fully account for the semantics of [gam3zai6 p].

(A) Semantics of almost

Greenberg and Ronen (2013) propose a possible world analysis as a means to
capture the counterfactual reading denoted by a/most. Consider (31).

(31) John almost arrived at 3.
(Greenberg and Ronen 2013: 57)

On the one hand, the al/most-sentence can be interpreted as ‘John’s arrival time
is close to 3”. On the other hand, it can also be interpreted as ‘John arrived at 3
in some possible world’. The second interpretation is the counterfactual reading.
Look at the illustration in (32) (from Greenberg and Ronen 2013: 57).

(32)

— T arrived at 3w Pwo

J arrived at 3, Pwi

According to Greenberg and Ronen (2013), along the scale of worlds, “John arrived
at 3” is true in some possible world w,, which is the world that is the most similar
to the actual world w,. However, in the actual word w,, “John arrived at 3” is false.
This yields the counterfactual reading.

We argue that Greenberg and Ronen’s analysis is insufficient to fully explain
the semantics of gam3zai6, as their analysis fails to capture the meaning of
inchoation and prospectivity that gam3zai6 denotes.

(B) Semantics of chabuduo/caal-m4-dol

In terms of predicate selections, chabuduo/caal-m4-dol shares many
similarities with gam3zai6, but they are not entirely identical. On the one hand,
both chabuduo/caal-m4-dol and gam3zai6 are incompatible with individual-
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level predicates, generic denotations, and the progressive aspect.” This can be

illustrated in (33)—(35).
Individual-level predicates

(33) a. *Zhangsan chabuduo congming.

Zhangsan almost smart
b. *Zoenglsaaml caal-m4-dol lekl.
Zoenglsaaml almost smart

Generic denotations

(34) a.*Xiong chabuduo hui chi ren.

(MC)*

(CNY’

MC)

bear  almost will eat human.beings

b. *Hung4 caal-m4-dol wui5 sik6 jan4
human.beings

bear almost will  eat
Progressive aspect

(35) a. *Zhangsan chabuduo zai kan

(CN)

MC)

Zhangsan almost PROG read book

b. ¥Zoenglsaaml caal-m4-dol duk6-gan2
read-PROG  book

Zoenglsaaml almost

syul. (CN)

On the other hand, the expressions chabuduo and caal-m4-dol are not
compatible with stage-level predicates and activity predicates (Chang 2003;
Cheng 2015). Chang (2003) suggests that the addition of the perfective marker
le,, which evokes an initial point on stage-level predicates and initiates a new
situation (also see Shen 2004 on the inchoativity of /e,), is necessary to make
the chabuduo-sentences grammatical. A similar strategy can be employed in
caal-m4-dol-sentences by adding the Cantonese marker laal.® Consider the

contrasts below.

5 Gam3zai6 is incompatible with the progressive aspect hai2-dou6 ‘being’, as in (i).

(i) *Zoenglsaaml hai2-dou6 tai2 syul gam3zai6.
Zoenglsaaml be-here  read book GAMZAI
6 Abbreviation of Mandarin Chinese.
7 Abbreviation of Cantonese.

8 Tang (2013) proposes that the meaning of the Cantonese sentence-final particle laa varies when
it bears different tones, namely the mid-level tone /aa33 and the high-level tone /aa55. The mid-
level tone /aa33 is associated with either the content domain or the epistemic domain, while the
high-level tone /aa55 is associated with the speech-act domain. Tang suggests that /aa patterns
with /e, in Mandarin Chinese, regarding the association of the content-epistemic-speech-act
domains. According to Xiao and Shen (2009), the core meaning of /e,, no matter which domain it is
associated with, expresses the emergence of a new state. While Tang does not explicitly claim that
laa also has this meaning, he patterns the behavior of /aa with le,, assuming that the two particles

share this core meaning.
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Stage-level predicates

(36) Ta chabuduo e *(le,). (MC)
he almost hungry LE
‘He is almost hungry.’
(Chang 2003: 103)

(37) Keoi5 caal-m4-dol ngo6 *(laal). (CN)
he almost hungry LAA
‘He is almost hungry.’

Activity predicates

(38) Ta chabuduo ku *(le,). MC)
he almost cry LE
‘He almost cried.’

(39) Keoi5 caal-m4-dol haam3 *(laal). (CN)
he almost cry LAA

‘He almost cried.’
(Cheng 2015: 194)

Similarly, when chabuduo occurs with achievement predicates, the resulting
sentence sounds marginal. By adding /e,, the sentence sounds more natural, as
shown in (40).

(40) Zhangsan chabuduo ying */?7?(le). (Achievement predicate)
Zhangsan almost win LE
‘Zhangsan almost won.’

In addition, chabuduo and caal-m4-dol can occur with accomplishment
predicates and stage-level predicates. However, in such cases, only the stative
reading is possible, as seen in (41)—(44). Importantly, the addition of /e /laal does
not change the picture.

Accomplishment predicates

(41) a.Zhangsan chabuduo da-po-le huaping (le,).
Zhangsan almost hit-break-PERF vase LE
‘Zhangsan almost broke the vase.’
b. Zoenglsaaml caal-m4-dol daa2-laan6-zo2 go3 faalzeonl (laal).

Zoenglsaaml almost hit-break-PERF  CL  vase LAA
‘Zoenglsaam] almost broke the vase.’
(42) a.Zhangsan chabuduo ku-shi-le shoupa (le,).

Zhangsan almost cry-wet-PERF handkerchief LE
‘Zhangsan almost cried the handkerchief wet.’

b. Zoenglsaaml caal-m4-dol haam3-sapl-zo2 tiu4 sau2ganl (laal).
Zoenglsaaml almost Cry-wet-PERF cL handkerchief rLAA
‘Zoenglsaaml almost cried the handkerchief wet.’
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Stage-level predicates

(43) a. Zhe jian buxiban chabuduo you yibai ge xuesheng (le,).
this cL tutorial.centre almost  have one.hundred cL student LE
‘This tutorial centre has almost one hundred students.’

b. Gaanl bou2zaap6se5 caal-m4-dol jau5 saamlbaak3 go3

CL tutorial.centre almost have three.hundred cL
hok6saangl (laal).
student LAA
‘The tutorial centre has almost three hundred students.’

(44) a.Zhangsan he Yaoming chabuduo yiyang gao (le).
Zhangsan and Yaoming almost same tall LE
‘Zhangsan is almost as tall as Yaoming.’

b. Zoenglsaaml caal-m4-dol tung4 Jiudming4 jatljoeng6
Zoenglsaaml almost and  Jiu4ming4 same
goul (laal).
tall  rLaA
‘Zoenglsaam] is almost as tall as Jiudming4.’

The above observations show that chabuduo is different from gam3zai6. While
chabuduo-sentences denote only the stative readings, gam3zai6-sentences
demonstrate ambiguity, allowing both stative and dynamic readings.

Cheng (2015) also suggests that caal-m4-dol behaves distinctly from
gam3zai6. Caal-m4-dol is best analyzed as an approximative adverb which
indicates the closest stage to the result state’ along the timeline. The scale is
constructed to show different developmental stages of the described event that lead
to the result state. In (45), caal-m4-dol modifies the preparatory state of the event,
namely Zoenglsaaml paau2-dou3 toudsyul-gun2 ‘Zoenglsaaml arrives at the
library’, and (46) illustrates the meaning of (45) using a scalar diagram.

(45) Zoenglsaaml caal-m4-dol paau2-dou3 toudsyulgun2.
Zoenglsaam! almost run-arrive  library
‘Zoenglsaam] almost arrives at the library (by running).’
(Cheng 2015: 196)

(46)
3 metres away 2 metres away 1 metre away arrived
from library ~ from library  from library library

(revised Cheng 2015: 200)

9 The explanation “the closest stage to the result state” used in Cheng 2015 is similar to the meaning
of “the preparatory state of the event”. We use the latter phrase in the rest of the paper.



136 A Modal Analysis of Gamzai

Given that caal-m4-dol is only compatible with dynamic predicates, Cheng
suggeststhatcaal-m4-dol modifiesthe BECOME-component in the decomposition
structure of verbal predicates, as illustrated in (47). This gives rise to the sense of
“looking forward”, rather than a counterfactual interpretation.

47) [([xACT_, ..1) (CAUSE) [caal-m4-dol [BECOME [y <STATE>]]]]
(Cheng 2015: 215)

Compared with chabuduo and caal-m4-dol, gam3zai6 has a more flexible co-
occurrence principle on predicates. As discussed in previous sections, gam3zai6
alone can occur with activity, accomplishment, achievement, and stage-level
predicates. It appears that gam3zai6 not only indicates the preparatory state of the
event, but also encodes the semantics of inchoativity.

The above discussion leads to the conclusion that gam3zai6 is not simply
a scalar approximator. A scalar analysis alone is insufficient to fully capture the
semantics of gam3zai6. Cheng’s (2015) incorporation of scalar analysis and
possible world semantics shows that further extension and refinement of previous
analytical approaches is required.

Building upon this conclusion, gam3zai6 cannot be considered a positive
counterpart of mat/zai6 either. According to Lee (2013), the interpretations of the
gam3zai6-sentence and matlzai6-sentence are the same under negation contexts,
as illustrated in (48) and (49), corresponding to (20) and (21).

(48) Ngo5 mou5 tai2-gwo3 bun2 syul gam3zai6.
I not read-pass CL  book GAMZAI
‘I have almost not read this book.’
(Lee 2013: 416)

(49) Ngo5 mou5 tai2-gwo3 bun2 syul matlzai6.
I not read-pass CL  book MATZAI
‘I barely read this book.’
(Lee 2013: 416)

Lee claims that both the gam3zai6-sentence (48) and matlzai6-sentence (49)
denote closeness to a state where the subject did not read the book. However,
when gam3zai6 is used with another negator m4 ‘not’, the interpretations of the
gam3zai6 and matlzai6 sentences differ, as reflected in the contrasts between (50)
and (51). The gam3zai6-sentence in (50) exhibits ambiguity between stative and
dynamic readings, whereas the matlzai6-sentence is interpreted as conveying
only the stative reading.

(50) Zoenglsaaml m4 siu3  gam3zai6.
Zoenglsaaml not laugh GAmZAI
a. ‘Zoenglsaaml barely laughs.’ (Stative reading)
b. ‘Zoenglsaam]1 is going to lose his smile (in the near future).”(Dynamic reading)
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(51) Zoenglsaaml m4 siu3  matlzai6.
Zoenglsaaml not laugh MATZAI
‘Zoenglsaaml barely laughs.’ (Stative reading)

In addition, when gam3zai6 occurs with m4 ‘not” and accomplishment predicates,
the gam3zai6-sentence exhibits an interpretation that falls between dynamic and
counterfactual readings. Consider (52).

(52) Zoenglsaaml zou6-m4-saai3 fan6 gyun2 gam3zaib6.
Zoenglsaam! do-not-all CL  exam.paper GAMZAI
a. ‘Zoenglsaaml is going to fail to finish the exam paper.” (Dynamic reading)
b. ‘Zoenglsaaml1 almost failed to finish the exam paper (but, in fact, he
finished it).’ (Counterfactual reading)

In the counterfactual interpretation, the speaker conveys the knowledge that
Zoenglsaaml was once on the verge of failing to finish the exam paper, but
ultimately completed all the questions by the time. This interpretation takes
the speech time as the reference time, with the event time preceding the speech
time, resulting in a counterfactual reading. On the other hand, the dynamic
gam3zai6-sentence denotes an imperfective reading: if we consider the speech
time as the reference time, then the reference time is included in the event
time. Back to the case of the matlzai6-sentence, as (53), it denotes the stative
reading only.

(53) Zoenglsaaml zou6-m4-saai3 fan6 gyun2 matlzai6.
Zoenglsaaml do-not-all CL  exam.paper MATZAI
‘Zoenglsaaml can barely finish the exam paper.’ (Stative reading)

In short, gam3zai6 cannot be considered a positive counterpart of matizai6.
Treating gam3zai6 solely as an approximative adverb is insufficient to fully
capture its semantics. We, therefore, propose a modal analysis to account for the
semantics of gam3zai6.

3.3 Cheng’s analysis

There are several similarities between Cheng’s analysis and the current analysis.
First, both analyses employ possible world semantics to account for the irrealis
interpretation of gam3zai6-sentences. Second, the function of the reference
point R' proposed by Cheng bears resemblance to that of the time of speaker’s
evaluation T@ in our analysis. Both R' and T@ are not restricted to the tense.
Instead, they are the reference points that the speaker makes reference to when
evaluating the possibilities of events happening in the immediate future relative
to R/ T@. Both Cheng and the current analysis suggest that gam3zai6-sentences
can be interpreted in past, present, and future tenses. Third, both analyses suggest
that gam3zai6-sentences encode the meaning of inchoativity or a change of
state. Cheng proposes that gam3zai6 requires predicates to encode a BECOME-
component which contributes to the meaning of inchoativity, and gam3zai6 is the
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modifier of the result state. The current analysis suggests that the semantics of
gam3zai6 is a prospective operator PROS. With T@ as the reference point, the
speaker believes that the completion of the described event is true in the best
worlds. This yields the meaning of inchoativity as at T@ the event has not yet been
completed, but it is completed in the best worlds that are yielded after T@.

Nevertheless, we believe that the current analysis optimizes Cheng’s proposal.
While we agree that there is no harm in incorporating scalar analysis with possible
world semantics, there are several issues that are not clearly explained.

First, we disagree that possible worlds introduced after R' involve worlds
(w,, w,, and w,) in which the proposition p expressing the preparatory state
of the event is true. Such a proposition p is true at the time of R' or at times
before R'. The possible world (w,) in which the proposition ¢ expressing the
completion of the event is true is the one yielded after R'. Furthermore, Cheng
claims that only w,, w,, and w, are possibly “realizable”, whereas w, is not.
It is not evident to us what “realizable” exactly means. We assume that the
“realizable” worlds are those in which the proposition p is true and happened
in the actual world. The worlds in which the proposition ¢ is true would not be
considered realizable (i.e. w,). However, this claim is invalid when considering
prospective gam3zai6-sentences in the past tense. Given (54) in the past context,
T@ is “last year in May”, and the event is “Aafan gives birth to her baby”.
Informally, at T@, Aafan was in the preparatory stage of the giving-birth event.
Assuming that everything went smoothly in Aafan’s life, the giving-birth event
happened in some immediate future time relative to T@. In this case, the
completion of the giving-birth event is true in the best worlds at some time after
T@, and those worlds are, indeed, “realizable”.

(54) Gaubnin2 ng5jyut6, Aa3fanl saangl-dakl gam3zaib.
last.year  May Aa3fanl give.birth-be.able.to  GAMZAI
‘Last year in May, Aa3fanl was going to have a baby.’

Second, we provide the lexical entry for gam3zai6 which clearly illustrates its
semantics. Despite the meaning of inchoativity, the semantics of gam3zai6 requires
an ordering source which shows that from the speaker’s perspective and at the
reference point T@, the occurrence of the event is true in the best worlds.

Third, there is no harm in calling gam3zai6 an approximator, but this does not
fully capture the meaning of gam3zai6. We argue that gam3zai6 not only indicates
the preparatory state of the event but also functions as a prospective operator that
quantifies future-oriented worlds.

4 A modal analysis of the progressive

Before delving into our own proposal, we shall provide a brief review of Portner’s
(1998) modal account of the progressive in English, which we adopt in our analysis
of gam3zai6. Portner (1998), building on Dowty 1977, 1979 and Landman 1992,
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proposes a modal treatment of the progressive in English, which functions as a
modal operator in the standard semantics of modality with a sensitivity to events.
The central idea of Portner’s (1998) proposal is detailed in Section 4.1, while the
relation between the progressive and the counterfactual is discussed in Section 4.2.

4.1 The central idea of Portner’s (1998) account

Portner (1998) argues that the progressive can be analyzed in terms of modal
semantics that works with two parameters of interpretation, namely the modal
base and the ordering source (see Kratzer 1977, 1981, 1991). He also incorporates
reference to events into the modal account of the progressive, in which the modal
base is sensitive to the event and the way the event is described. According to
Portner, the modal base of the progressive is a set of accessible worlds, in which
certain circumstances relevant to the completion of the event hold. In this sense,
the modal base is circumstantial and thus contextually determined. The accessible
worlds are ranked by the ordering source, which is a set of propositions including
various obstacles to the completion of the event. The ordering source orders the
accessible worlds based on the obstacles they contain. The fewer obstacles the
worlds have, the better the worlds are considered. The best worlds have no obstacle
for the normal course of the event. For the sake of discussion, let us consider a
concrete example in (55).

(55) At 7 o’clock, Mary was climbing Mount Toby.
(Portner 1998: 772)

The modal base M(w) contains the circumstances which are relevant to the
completion of the climbing event, as illustrated in (56).

(56) M(w) = {‘Mary is in good physical condition’, ‘Mary does not give up
easily’, ‘It was raining lightly on Mount Toby at 7 o’clock’, “Mary was one
third of the way up the Mount Toby trail at 7 o’clock’, ‘Mary was headed the
right way on the trail at 7 o’clock’, ...}

(Portner 1998: 772)

These worlds are ordered by the ordering source with respect to how few
interruptions exist, as in (57).

(57) O(w) = {‘Mary does not get eaten by a bear’, ‘Mary does not slip and hurt her
ankle’, ‘A surprise summer blizzard does not start on Mount Toby”’,
‘Mary does not get lost’, ...}
(Portner 1998: 773)

The modal base (56) and the ordering source (57) together comprise the best worlds
— the accessible worlds without any interruptions to the event. The progressive
sentence (55) is true because in all such worlds, Mary climbs Mount Toby.

In discussing the determination of the appropriate modal base, furthermore,
Portner (1998) argues that the identity of the modal base depends on both the
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event’s intrinsic nature and the event description formed by the VP under the scope
of the progressive operator. Examples (58) and (59) are used to illustrate how the
modal base is determined.

(58) Max was crossing the street.
(Portner 1998: 766)

(59) Max was walking into the path of an oncoming bus.
(Portner 1998: 779)

These two progressive sentences describe the same event from different
perspectives on Max’s actions. Suppose that in the real world, Max did not cross
the street because he was hit by a bus. According to Portner, (58) and (59) are
evaluated relative to distinct modal bases, one without the fact pertaining to the
bus and the other with the fact that the bus was coming down the street, since the
modal base function is sensitive not only to the event but also to its property. The
best worlds for (58) and (59) to be true are therefore dissimilar.

Portner’s (1998) analysis of the progressive is well presented in the
formalization in (60), in which Circ stands for the modal base function, NI the
ordering source function, e the event in question, and P the property of the event.

(60) a. Best(Circ, NI, e, P) = the set of worlds w' in NCirc(e, P) such that there is

no w" in NCirc(e, P) where w" <, - w'.
b. PROG(e, P) is true at a world w iff for all worlds w' in BEST(Circ, NI, e,
P), there is an event ¢' which includes e as a nonfinal subpart, such that
P(w")(e") is true.

(Portner 1998: 782)
4.2 The relevance of counterfactuals to the progressive

Portner’s (1998) theory utilizing a modal base and an ordering source can naturally
explain the relation between the progressive and the counterfactual. Recall that the
fact pertaining to the progressive sentence in (58), Max was crossing the street, is
that Max failed to cross the street due to being struck by a bus. According to Portner,
(58) is true because in all of the worlds compatible with the modal base for Max’s
crossing event, which are ranked as the best according to the ordering source, Max
successfully crossed the street. The modal base includes the circumstances relevant
to Max’s crossing event, such as Max’s abilities, the conditions of the street, etc.,
while the ordering source includes propositions like “Max isn’t hit by a bus”. These
two parameters determine the best worlds entailing that Max crossed the street.
Contrary to the fact, (58) is true upon the best worlds. The progressive (58) is then
evaluated in the same world as the counterfactual (61), which is a modal sentence,
and (61) must also be interpreted with respect to the modal base and the ordering
source (see Kratzer 1981, 1991 for the analysis of counterfactuals).

(61) If Max hadn’t been hit by a bus, he would have crossed the street.
(Portner 1998: 784)
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Under Portner’s (1998) account of the progressive, the relevance of counterfactuals
to the progressive is wholly unsurprising.

5 The proposal: Gam3zai6 as a prospective operator

We propose that the basic meaning of gam3zai6 is prospectivity. Prospectivity
is classified as aspectual and is related to the speaker’s viewpoint on the internal
structure of an event. According to Binnick (2006) and Comrie (1976), the notion
of prospectivity expresses that based on the current circumstances, the speaker
anticipates an event that will be realized in the near future. However, the aspectual
account fails to explain the semantics of gam3zai6, as the gam3zai6-sentences can
have both dynamic (i.e. prospective) and stative interpretations.

To give a unified analysis, we, therefore, follow Portner (1998) and propose
that gam3zai6 is a prospective operator, akin to the progressive operator, which
creates an intensional context for the expressed event. In addition, we incorporate
the temporal indication into the semantics of the progressive, thereby yielding the
semantics of the prospective, specifically gam3zai6 in our case. Given that the
cases discussed in Portner 1998 are all past events (i.e. the progressive under the
past tense), and that prospectivity expresses the speaker’s prediction about the
imminent realization of the expressed event based on current situations, we argue
that a temporal component is necessary in the semantics of gam3zai6. We refer to
it as T@, the time of the speaker’s evaluation, as shown in the formalization (62)
in an interval semantics framework.

(62) a. Best(Circ, NI, e, P) = the set of worlds w' in NCirc(e, P) such that there is

no w" in NCirc(e, P) where w" <, - w'.
b. PROS(e, P) is true at <i, w> iff for some event e, T@(e) = i and for all
worlds w' in BEST(Circ, NI, e, P), there is an event e’ such that T(e') = 1'

and i is a nonfinal subinterval of i' and P(<i', w">)(e') is true.

Notice that T@ is not necessarily equivalent to the speech time, although it is in
the default setting. When we take the matrix tense into account, T@ is equal to the
speech time under the present tense, whereas it is not under the past tense. This
contrast can be illustrated by the logical forms in (63).

(63) a. Je[PRESENT(e) & PROS(e, P)]
b. Je[PAST(e) & PROS(e, P)]

In our analysis, the diverse interpretations of gam3zai6-sentences can be well
explained. In the following subsections, we demonstrate how our proposal
accounts for the data on gam3zai6.

5.1 Gam3zai6-sentences with the dynamic interpretation

Let us begin with some examples of the dynamic interpretation. Consider (7),
repeated as (64).
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(64) Keoi5 gungl-jyun4 cang4 lau2  gam3zai6.
he afford-finish cL house GAMZAI
‘He is going to pay off the loan for the flat.”'
(Tang 2009: 234)

In (64), gam3zai6 occurs with an accomplishment predicate gungl-jyun4 cang4
lau?2 ‘pay off the loan for the flat’. The circumstantial modal base for (64) might
appear as follows:

(65) Circ(e, P) = {‘The subject has the ability to earn money’, ‘The subject pays
the housing loans on time every month’, ‘The subject gets the
same amount of salary every month’, ...}

These are the facts relevant to the completion of the paying event. In addition,
the ordering source, viewed as the set of outside factors asserting that this paying
event does not get interrupted, could be something like the following:

(66) NI(e) = {‘The subject isn’t fired by his boss’, ‘The company which the
subject is working for isn’t wound up’, ‘The subject doesn’t lose all
his savings because of the fall in the stock market’, ....}

The circumstantial modal base (65) and the ordering source (66) collectively
comprise the best worlds. According to our proposal in (62b), the sentence in (64)
will be true at <i, w> if and only if there is an event going on during i in w which,
if uninterrupted, will become an event in which the subject pays off the loan for
the flat.

Our analysis is also applicable to gam3zai6-sentences with other types of
eventive predicates, such as activity predicates. Consider (9), repeated as (67).

(67) LouSbaan2 naau6  jan4 gam3zaib6.
the.boss scold.at people GAMZAI
‘The boss is going to scold us.’
(Tang 2009: 235)

Suppose that the circumstantial modal base for (67) includes propositions describing
the disposition of the boss, such as {*The boss is a bad-tempered person’, “The boss
gets angry very easily’, “The boss always fails to control his temper’, ...}. The
ordering source could be a set of factors that prompts the boss to scold people, for
example, {*The employees do not perform well’, “The company that the boss owns is
losing money’, ...}. Given the modal base, the best worlds according to the ordering
source will be those in which the boss scolds his employees, and thus, (67) is true.

10 The original translation of the gam3zai6-sentence (64) is ‘He has almost paid off the loan for the
flat’ (Tang 2009: 234). However, we suggest that the interpretation of (64) should be best articulated
with the dynamic reading ‘He is going to pay off the loan for the flat’. A similar revision is applied
in (67) and (68).
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Consider another example in which gam3zai6 occurs with an achievement
predicate, as shown in (8), repeated as (68).

(68) Keoi5 jeng4 gam3zai6.
he win GAMZAI
‘He is going to win.’
(Tang 2009: 234)

The eventuality described in (68) is a complex event, such as a running race.
Similar to the previous cases, the circumstantial modal base for (68) contains all
the facts pertaining to the race, for instance, {The subject remains in first position’,
‘The subject runs at speed »’, ‘Another contestant is in second position’, ‘Another
contestant runs at speed n”, ...}. The ordering source for (68) contains the set of
propositions expressing that the course of the race does not suddenly change, such
as {‘Other contestants do not suddenly increase their speeds’, ‘The subject does
not twist his ankle’, ...}. Therefore, at the time of evaluation, (68) is true because in
the best worlds determined by the modal base and the ordering source, the event
extends into a situation in which the subject wins the running race.

5.2 The stative sentences with gam3zai6

As we have discussed previously, a stative sentence with gam3zai6 can have both
the dynamic (i.e. prospective) and the stative reading. Consider (6), repeated as (69).

(69) Zoenglsaaml tung4 Jiudming4 jatljoeng6 goul gam3zai6.
Zoenglsaaml and  Jiudming4 the.same tall GamzAl
a. ‘Zoenglsaaml is going to be as tall as Jiu4ming4.”  (Dynamic reading)
b. ‘Zoenglsaaml is almost as tall as Jiu4ming4.’ (Stative reading)

Both interpretations of (69) can be explained in the same way as the cases in
Section 5.1. Drawing on Portner’s (1998) discussion on the determination of the
modal base, we argue that the distinguishing factor between the two interpretations
of (69) lies in the different modal bases used to derive them.

Let us first consider the dynamic reading (69a). The modal base for (69a),
which includes propositions representing Zoenglsaam1’s and Jiu4ming4’s physical
conditions as well as their intrinsic properties, might be something shown in (70).

(70) Circ(e, P) = {*Zoenglsaaml is an adolescent in the normal course of
growth’, ‘Zoenglsaaml is 2.21m tall’, ‘Zoenglsaaml loves to
play basketball’, ‘Zoenglsaaml plays basketball every day’,
‘Jiudming4 is a full-grown adult’, ‘Jiu4ming4 is 2.26m tall’, ...}

With this modal base, the best worlds according to the ordering source NI(e),
which includes propositions like {‘Zoenglsaaml does not have a heart disease’,
‘Zoenglsaaml does not get hit by a car and break his leg’, ...}, will be those in
which Zoenglsaaml becomes as tall as Jiu4ming4 if there is no interruption
in the course of Zoenglsaaml’s growth. Therefore, (69a) is true at the time of
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evaluation because in all of the worlds compatible with the modal base in (70)
where nothing stops Zoenglsaaml from growing taller, Zoenglsaaml becomes
as tall as Jiudming4.

Now let us consider the stative reading in (69b). The possibility of the stative
reading seems to pose a challenge to the status of gam3zai6 as a prospective operator.
However, this apparent problem can be resolved by the theory of modality. The
modal base for (69b) includes facts pertaining to Zoenglsaam1’s and Jiudming4’s
physical conditions and their intrinsic properties. Let us assume that the modal base
is constructed as in (71).

(71) Circ(e, P) = {*Zoenglsaaml is a full-grown adult’, ‘Zoenglsaaml is 2.21m
tall’, ‘Zoenglsaaml loves to play basketball’, ‘Zoenglsaaml
plays basketball every day’, ‘Jiudming4 is a full-grown adult’,
‘Jiudming4 is 2.26m tall’, ...}

The reality based on (71) is that Zoenglsaaml is still 5cm shorter than Jiu4ming4
and is unlikely to become as tall as Jiu4ming4 because he is already a full-grown
adult. However, (69b) is predicted to be true because in all the worlds compatible
with the modal base (71) that are ideal with respect to NI(e), Zoenglsaaml could
be as tall as Jiu4ming4.

It can be assumed that the two interpretations of (69) share the same logical
form, as shown in (72).

(72) 3e[PRESENT(e) & Gam3zai6(e, P)]

The ambiguity in this case lies in the differing modal bases in (70) and (71),
specifically, the intrinsic details about Zoenglsaaml. Both (69a) and (69b) are true
because we evaluate them against these two modal bases, which involve a subtle
difference. Therefore, an ambiguous stative sentence with gam3zai6 like (69) can
be easily treated under a modal account without any additional assumptions.

The stative gam3zai6-sentences mentioned in Tang 2006, 2009 can also be
explained in a similar way. Consider (11), repeated as (73). Suppose Zoenglsaaml
and LeiSsei3 are not siblings, but he treats LeiSsei3 as if LeiSsei3 were his
biological brother. In this scenario, Zoenglsaaml said to LeiSsei3:

(73) Ngo5 zik6eingd dong3 nei5 hingldai6 gam3zai6.
I simply consider you brother GAMZAI
‘I almost consider you my brother/buddy.’
(Tang 2009: 236)

The modal base for (73) contains facts concerning Zoenglsaaml and LeiSsei3,
for example, {‘Zoenglsaaml treats his siblings very well’, ‘Lei5Ssei3 resembles
Zoenglsaam1’s younger brother in appearance’, ‘Zoenglsaaml likes LeiSsei3 very
much’, ...}, and the ordering source includes propositions such as “Zoenglsaaml
and Lei5sei3 do not have any disagreement on their work”, “LeiSsei3 does not
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deceive Zoenglsaaml in any way”, etc. In the best worlds composed of the
modal base and the ordering source, Zoenglsaaml regards LeiSsei3 as his own
brother since they always get along well with each other and nothing wrecks their
friendship, and thus (73) is true. Note that in the actual world, Zoenglsaaml and
LeiSsei3 are not and will never become biological brothers.

In summary, the stative reading that a stative gam3zai6-sentence receives
gives rise to an interpretation that contradicts the present facts. This counterfactual
interpretation is handled in the same way as the dynamic prospective reading.
Whether a stative gam3zai6-sentence receives a prospective or a counterfactual
construal depends on the precise nature of the modal base that is contextually
determined. The ambiguity of stative gam3zai6-sentences is therefore attributed to
the identity of the modal base.

5.3 More on the counterfactual interpretation

Here we would like to devote more discussion to the cases where gam3zai6 occurs
with eventive predicates in past contexts. The eventive sentences with gam3zai6,
when used in present contexts, express prospectivity, meaning that the speaker
predicts the given event will be realized soon based on current situations; however,
when they are used to describe the events in past contexts, the prospective meaning
becomes counterfactual. The counterfactual interpretation arises because the
speaker’s evaluation of these sentences is based on the circumstances pertaining
to the events happening at a time prior to the speech time, that is, the prospective
under the past tense. This then suggests that the eventive gam3zai6-sentences,
whether they receive a prospective or a counterfactual construal, are evaluated in
the same world. What distinguishes between them lies in the time of the speaker’s
evaluation. This divergence can be captured by the logical forms given in (63),
repeated as (74) with the prospective operator being marked with gam3zai6.

(74) a. Je[PRESENT(e) & Gam3zai6(e, P)]
b. Je[PAST(e) & Gam3zai6(e, P)]

The following examples illustrate (74b), which represents the cases where eventive
sentences with gam3zai6 used in past contexts receive a counterfactual construal.
Consider (75) and (76). In past contexts like (75), only the counterfactual reading
in (76b) is possible.

(75) Suppose that Zoenglsaaml and Leidsei3 were in a boxing competition.
Leissei3 was seriously injured and sent to the hospital at Spm. The doctor
came out of the surgery room at 10pm. He said that Lei5sei3 was saved but:

(76) Zoenglsaaml daa2-sei2 LeiSsei3 gam3zai6.
Zoenglsaaml hit-dead  LeiSsei3  GAMZAI
a. ‘Zoenglsaaml is going to kill LeiSsei3 by beating.”  (Dynamic reading)
b. ‘Zoenglsaam1 almost killed LeiSsei3 by beating (but in fact, he did not).’
(Counterfactual reading)
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The modal base for (76) contains the relevant circumstances about the boxing
competition, particularly Zoenglsaam1’s and LeiSsei3’s physical conditions. The
ordering source contains the set of propositions expressing that the event does
not get interrupted. The sentence (76) (with the dynamic prospective reading) is
true at the time of the speaker’s evaluation because in all of the worlds compatible
with the modal base and ideal with respect to the ordering source, Zoenglsaaml
kills Lei5sei3 by beating. When the speaker’s evaluation of (76) is anchored to
a time prior to the speech time, the counterfactual reading, viz. (76b) arises,
as in reality LeiSsei3 is not dead when (76) is uttered. In this case, (76) is still
predicted to be true because it is evaluated in all the best worlds determined
by the modal base and the ordering source, in which if the event had not been
interrupted, it would have extended into a situation where Zoenglsaaml kills
LeiSsei3 by beating him.

Let us consider another example, in which a negator is involved in an eventive
gam3zai6-sentence; see (78). Again, in the scenario (77), only the counterfactual
reading of (78) is possible.

(77) Suppose that Zoenglsaaml had to hand in the exam paper at 4pm. At 3:45,
he still had 2 pages left. However, Zoenglsaaml did finish all the tasks at
4pm and handed it in on time. Lei5sei3 witnessed the whole story and told his
friends that:

(78) Zoenglsaaml zou6-m4-jyund4 fan6 gyun2 gam3zai6.
Zoenglsaaml do-not-finish CL exam.paper GAMZAI
a. ‘Zoenglsaaml is going to fail to finish the exam.’ (Dynamic reading)

b. ‘Zoenglsaam1 almost failed to finish the exam (but in fact, he did not).’
(Counterfactual reading)

In (78), gam3zai6 takes wide scope over the negator. The modal base then
includes the facts about the event (i.e. Zoenglsaaml is working on the exam)
and the way in which it is described by the VP, such as “Zoenglsaaml is a slow
reader and writer”, “The exam paper contains many difficult tasks”, etc. The
ordering source includes propositions representing possible factors that assert
nothing changes the normal course of the event, such as “Zoenglsaaml does
not cheat in the exam”. Sentence (78) holds true at the time of the speaker’s
evaluation because in all the best worlds determined by the modal base and the
ordering source, the event extends into a situation where Zoenglsaam]1 fails to
finish the exam. If the evaluation time is anchored before the speech time, (78)
will receive the counterfactual construal, as shown in (78b). This is because the
normal course of the event is that Zoenglsaaml should have ultimately failed,
contrary to the actual outcome.

From the above discussion, we can see that similar to the progressive, the
relevance between the prospective sentence (i.e. gam3zai6-sentences) and the
counterfactual also obtains even though the former has ambiguous interpretations.
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6 Conclusion

In this paper, we have examined the grammatical properties of gam3zai6
in Cantonese. We have argued that treating gam3zai6 simply as a scalar
approximator does not fully capture its semantics (Tang 2006, 2009; Lee 2013,
2023). We propose that gam3zai6 is a prospective operator which not only
indicates the preparatory state of the event, but also expresses prospectivity.
Following Portner’s (1998) modal analysis of the English progressive, we give a
similar semantic account of the prospective gam3zai6-sentence in terms of the
theory of modality that works with two familiar parameters of interpretation, the
modal base and the ordering source. The modal base is contextually determined
and sensitive to the event described by the sentence; it is then defined as Circ(e,
P), containing a set of circumstances relevant to the event’s completion. The
ordering source, defined as NI(e), encodes the idea that the given event is not
interrupted. The modal base and the ordering source comprise the best worlds in
which the sentence in question is evaluated. In addition, we have proposed that
the time of the speaker’s evaluation is encoded in the semantics of gam3zai6. By
taking this temporal component into account, we can then account for eventive
gam3zai6-sentences used both in present and past contexts, which receive
dynamic prospective and counterfactual interpretation, respectively. The
ambiguity of stative gam3zai6-sentences can also be treated under this modal
account, with resort to the precise identity of the modal base. The advantage of
applying a modal analysis to gam3zai6 is that, whether the interpretations of
gam3zai6-sentences are dynamic (or prospective) or stative (or counterfactual),
they can all be tackled under a unified analysis.

Acknowledgments

We would like to express our gratitude to the anonymous reviewers for their
constructive feedback. Special thanks go to Tommy Tsz-Ming Lee and Ka-Fai
Yip for their helpful discussions, as well as our language consultants for Hong
Kong Cantonese judgments. Any remaining errors are our own responsibility.
The first two authors contributed equally to this work. The first author is also the
corresponding author.

References

Amaral, Patricia. 2010. Entailment, assertion, and textual coherence: The case of
almost and barely. Linguistics 48(3). 525-545.

Binnick, Robert. 2006. Aspect and aspectuality. In Bas Aarts & April McMahon (eds),
The handbook of English linguistics, 244-268. Malden, MA: Blackwell Publishing.

Broekhuis, Hans & Henk J. Verkuyl. 2014. Binary tense and modality. Natural
Language & Linguistic Theory 32. 973—1009.

Chang, Jung-Hsing. 2003. State eventualities and aspect marker le in Chinese. Taiwan
Journal of Linguistics 1. 97-110.



148 A Modal Analysis of Gamzai

Cheng, Siu-pong. 2015. The relationship of syntactic and semantic aspects of
postverbal particles and their preverbal counterparts in Hong Kong Cantonese.
Hong Kong: The Chinese University of Hong Kong dissertation.

Comrie, Bernard. 1976. Prosepctive aspect. In Bernard Comrie, Aspect: An introduction
to the study of verbal aspect and related problems, 64—65. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Dowty, David R. 1977. Toward a semantic analysis of verb aspect and the English
“imperfective” progressive. Linguistics and Philosophy 1(1). 45-77.

Dowty, David R. 1979. Word meaning and Montague grammar: The semantics of
verbs and times in generative semantics and in Montague’s PTQ. Dordrecht:
D. Reidel Publishing Co.

Greenberg, Yael & Moria Ronen. 2013. Three approximators which are almost/more
or less/be-gadol the same. In Evan Cohen (ed.), Proceedings of IATL 2012, 51-70.
Cambridge, MA: MIT Working Papers in Linguistics.

Kratzer, Angelika. 1977. What “must” and “can” must and can mean. Linguistics and
Philosophy 1. 337-355.

Kratzer, Angelika. 1981. The notional category of modality. In Hans-Jiirgen Eikmeyer
& Hannes Reiser (eds.), Words, worlds, and contexts: New approaches in word
semantics, 38—74. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.

Kratzer, Angelika. 1991. Modality. In Arnim von Stechow & Dieter Wunderlich (eds.),
Semantics: An international handbook of contemporary research, 639—650.
Berlin & New York: Walter de Gruyter.

Landman, Fred. 1992. The progressive. Natural Language Semantics 1. 1-32.

Lee, Po-Lun. 2013. “Chabuduo” fuci dou chabuduo ma? “Chabuduo”, foudingci ji tiji
de xianghu zuoyong [Are all “approximate adverbs” alike? An interaction of
approximate adverbs with negators and scale]. Zhongguo Yuwen [Studies of the
Chinese language] 5. 406—420.

Lee, Po-Lun. 2023. Proximity, polarity and scalarity: A semantic study of
approximative sentence-final particles in Cantonese. Lingua 294. https:/doi.
org/10.1016/j.1ingua.2023.103595 (accessed 15 May 2024).

Portner, Paul. 1998. The progressive in modal semantics. Language 74(4). 760—787.

Rappaport Hovav, Malka & Beth Levin. 1998. Building verb meanings. In Miriam Butt
& Wilhelm Geuder (eds.), The projection of arguments, 97-134. Stanford: CSLI.

Shen, Li. 2004. Aspect agreement and light verbs in Chinese: A comparison with
Japanese. Journal of East Asian Linguistics 13. 141-179.

Smith, Carlota S. 1999. Activities: States or events? Linguistics and Philosophy 22(5).
479-508.

Tang, Sze-Wing. 2006. Yueyu “dakzai, matzai, gamzai” shifou shuyu tong yi ge
jiazu? [Do dakzai, matzai, and gamzai in Cantonese belong to the same family?].
Zhongguo Yuwen Yanjiu [Studies in Chinese linguistics] 21. 1-11.

Tang, Sze-Wing. 2009. The syntax of two approximatives in Cantonese: Discontinuous
constructions formed with zai6. Journal of Chinese Linguistics 37(2). 227-256.

Tang, Sze-Wing. 2013. Zaitan “le,” de xing, zhi, yan sanyu—Yi Yueyu wei li [Three
conceptual domains of the sentence final particle /aa in Cantonese]. Zhongguo
Yuwen [Studies of the Chinese language] 3. 195-200, 287.



Margaret Chui Yi Lee et al. 149

Xiao, Zhi-Ye & Jia-Xuan Shen. 2009. “Le” de zhi, xing, yan sanyu [Three domains of
the sentence-final particle /e, in Mandarin Chinese]. Zhongguo Yuwen [Studies
of the Chinese language] 6. 518—528.

Mailing address:

Email:

Mailing address:

Email:

Mailing address:

Email:
Received:
Accepted:

Margaret Chui Yi Lee

Department of Linguistics, University of Connecticut, 365 Fairfield
Way, Unit 1145, Storrs, CT 06269-1145

chui_yi.lee@uconn.edu

Katherine Pei-Yi Hsiao

Master Program in Teaching Chinese as a Second Language,
National Chi Nan University, No. 1, Daxue Rd., Puli Township,
Nantou County 545301, Taiwan

hpy0804@gmail.com

Jonah Tzong-Hong Lin

Graduate Institute of Linguistics, National Tsing Hua University,101,
Section 2, Guangfu Road, Hsinchu 300, Taiwan
jonahlin@mx.nthu.edu.tw

March 6, 2019

May 10, 2024



150 A Modal Analysis of Gamzai

B T B S b

FZ5 T A MRS
TR RE: ' GEEFEIREAE  GEEHEAR

L
AR EREAIRBIE I RURERE - MEE W SR AREER R — ey
T - BTHVRERI RS - T AR Al i (A E R R B R - AR

1 almost FIEFRRY "2 o LA Portner (1998 ) B HEFEAMEITREI T RAEHEE -
PR — BT - K T R —(ERR SRS (prospective aspect ) SEFT - RESITE
FEEIRE Y [ S R G Y Ry e RE P RO R R BGIRRE RIS — (B A EE ST (intensional
context) * FHFHFFIEEC (temporal indication ) fHA "I AYEFT - (€M ks "I
W RRAIEY SRR O T — AR -

I

WH - EEE - AR . RE

i
i

R



