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Chinese Sentence Negation and Jespersen’s Cycle
He Hong-hua
( Tsinghua University Beijing 100084 China)

The cyclical process experienced by sentence negators in increasing and reducing their complexity in different historical sta—
ges described in Jespersen’s Cycle does not conform to that of Chinese negative items. During the evolution Chinese negative
items were driven to combine with items from the other categories mainly from categories of verbs and adjectives forming phra—
ses. Later on these phrases were lexicalized as established expressions. The newly formulated negative expressions were immune
to grammaticalization maintaining the negative sense by themselves. This demonstrates a different scenario to what is displayed
in Jespersen’s Cycle. However the “Cycle” might be used to explain the immergence of Chinese negative polarity items. It is
argued that the rise of Chinese negative polarity items is the result of the feature mutation occurred in the set of feature array relat—
ed with negative items. A close analysis of data reveals that the development of the system of polarity items in Chinese is a staged
process amenable to Jespersen’s Cycle.
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