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The Interclausal Functions of the Cantonese Progressive
Marker Gan: Evidence from the Early and Contemporary

Cantonese Corpus Data

Shin Kataoka
The Education University of Hong Kong

Abstract

The Cantonese progressive aspect marker V-gan is typically used in the main clause referring to
the ongoing action at the reference time. For example, in the 1996 novel Siunaamjan Zaugei (Diary
of a Yuppie), 86% of the tokens were used in the main clause, whereas only 8% was used in the
subordinate temporal clause. However, in the 1866 narrative story Seotsi Cinjik (the Cantonese
translation of Bible History for the Least and Lowest), while 26% of the tokens of -gan were used
in the main clause, as much as 71% belonged to the usage in the subordinate temporal clause, in
occasional combination with a localizer syu (simplified form of cyu). It is believed that the use of
V-gan (syu) in the subordinate clause was very common in the 19th century and its similar use in
modern Cantonese may have come from this locative phrase construction in the 19th century that

described a background situation of a new event, or a co-existing state.
Keywords

early Cantonese, progressive marker, -gan, interclausal functions, localizer
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