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A Reinvestigation into the Development of the Future

and Modal Meanings of Qi in Pre-Qin Chinese

Wu Hsueh-ju *

Abstract

The present paper reinvestigates gi, an important future marker and modal,
in pre-Qin Chinese. Qi is rather common and dynamic in Shang oracle
inscriptions, Western Zhou bronze inscriptions, and other documents which
have been handed down for generations, and a wide divergence of opinions
has thus persisted among scholars regarding the meanings, usages, and
developments of ¢i in these materials. By way of comparing the usages of gi
with those of jiang#, another future marker with modal implications in pre-
Qin Chinese, this paper points out that gi was originally a future marker, from
which various modal notions such as anticipation or expectation, speculation,
intention, imperative, and desire or hope are derived. The implication of
anticipation is an inevitable overtone arising from uncertainty over the future,
and as the future fades and nears, speculation is the further extension of
anticipation. In the context of an active agent collocated with an autonomous
behavior verb, the implication of intention emerges. The meaning of desire or
hope is a pragmatic derivation from anticipation or expectation, and the usage
of imperative is derived from desire or hope in the context of when the agent is
a second person.

Keywords: pre-Qin Chinese, future marker, modality, gi
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