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Different uses of le in Mandarin Chinese

(1) wo
I

he
drink

le1
perf

yi-ping
one-bottle

jiu
wine

le2.
sfp

‘It is now the case that I drank a bottle of wine (contrary what one may assume)’

Postverbal le1: perfective marker which manipulates the relation between Event Time and
Topic Time (Smith 1997; Klein 1994; Sybesma 1999; Lin 2006)
Sentence-final le2: current relevance of the changed state, “contrary to expectation” (Li
and Thompson 1989; Soh 2009; Guo 2015; Fan 2021)
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A relatively less discussed use: le in irrealis contexts

(2) kuaidian
quick

he
drink

le
le

zhe-ping
this-bottle

jiu!
wine

‘Drink up this bottle of wine quickly!’ (Imperatives)
(3) ta

she
dasuan
plan

chi
eat

le
le

zhe-ge
this-cl

xigua.
watermelon

‘She plans to eat up this watermelon.’ (Under control verbs/deontic/dynamic modals)

Phase complement (Chen 1957; Ma 1983; Kimura 1983; Fan and Chan 2022)
Resultative (Sybesma 1997)
Quantity marker (Wang 2018)

⇒ How do we know this postverbal use is NOT perfective le1?
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À Selective: Only with transitive verb + referential theme objs

le in irrealis contexts Typical perfective le1

(4) *wo
I

dasuan
plan

pao
run

le
le

bu.
foot

Int: ‘I plan to run’

(5) *kuaidian
quick

qu
go

le
le

tushugan.
library

‘Go to the library quickly!’

(6) *ni
you

bixu
must

he
drink

le
le

yi-sheng
one-liter

jiu.
wine

‘You must drink a liter of wine.’

(7) ni
you

bixu
must

he
drink

le
le

zhe-ping
this-bottle

jiu.
wine

‘You must drink up this bottle of wine.’

(8) gangcai
just.now

wo
I

pao
run

le
perf

bu.
foot

‘I ran just now’ (intransitive)

(9) wo
I

qu
go

le
perf

tushuguan.
library

‘I went to the library’ (non-theme obj)

(10) wo
I

he
drink

le
perf

yi-sheng
one-liter

jiu.
pear

‘I drank a liter of wine.’ (non-ref obj)

(11) wo
I

he
drink

le
perf

zhe-ping
this-bottle

jiu.
wine

‘I drank this bottle of wine.’ (ref theme obj)
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Á Related to telicity instead of viewpoint

This use of le forces the telic reading of the predicate, quite like other phase complements
(see Ma 1983; Sybesma 1997; Fan and Chan 2022)

(12) a. wo
I

dasuan
plan

he
drink

zhe-ping
this-bottle

jiu.
wine

‘I plan to drink (some of) this bottle of wine.’ (Without le: atelic)
b. wo

I
dasuan
plan

he
drink

{le/wan/diao}
le/finish/off

zhe-ping
this-bottle

jiu.
wine

‘I plan to drink up this bottle of wine.’ (With le: telic)

Context: There are three minutes before the dinner is ready. I ask you what you plan to
do during this short time. ⇒ (12-a): 3; (12-b): #
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Do not encode perfective viewpoint

This use of le does not require event realization within the topic time:

(13) wo
I

dasuan
plan

xianzai
now

he
drink

le
le

zhe-ping
this-bottle

jiu.
wine

‘I plan to drink up this bottle of wine now.’ EventTime ̸⊆ now

Typical perfective meaning: EventTime ⊆ TopicTime

(14) wo
I

{ zuotian ,
yesterday

* xianzai
now

} he
drink

le
perf

yi-sheng
one-liter

jiu.
wine

‘I drank a liter of wine {yesterday, *now}’ EventTime ⊆ yesterday

Impossible: EventTime ⊆ now
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Inner aspect le (le3)

Outer aspect: relation between the eventuality time and the topic time
Inner aspect: temporal constituency of the eventuality (Smith 1997; Travis 2010; Sybesma
2017; Luo and Zhang 2020)

(15) ...

... OuterAspP

Aspouter
zai/le1/guo/...

...

... InnerAspP

Aspinner
le3/wan/diao...

VP
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Puzzle: Why the definiteness constraint of inner le?

Not all inner aspects have this constraint:

(16) wo
I

dasuan
plan

(shi-miaozhong)
ten-second

he
drink

wan
finish

yi-ping
one-bottle

jiu.
wine

‘I plan to drink up one bottle of wine (in ten seconds)’
(17) ni

you
jintian
today

bixu
must

he
drink

diao
off

yi-sheng
one-liter

jiu.
wine

‘You must drink up a liter of wine today’

Existing formal analyses of inner aspects CANNOT directly extend to inner le:
- wan “complete” (Luo and Zhang 2020): zoom in the final subpart of an event
- diao “off” (Gu 2022): maximalization over patient
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In a nutshell

Inner aspect le3 forces the telic reading in a particular way (different from wan and diao):

(18) [[le3]] = λP⟨d ,vt⟩λe.P(dmax )(e)

selects non-culminating accomplishments (NCAs) 1 (i.e. gradable property of events);
→ Contain a telo but do not entail culmination under perfective
3 Incremental theme verb (he “drink”, chi “eat”)/causative verb (guan “close”, mai “sell”)
3 Definite (/specific) theme object

manipulates the degree variable to the maximal value (i.e. closed scale)

1Tai (1984); Soh and Kuo (2005); Koenig and Chief (2008); Zhang (2020); Martin et al. (2021)
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Having a definite (/specific) object is crucial in licensing NCAs

3 Typical incremental theme predicates (Soh and Kuo 2005; Zhang 2020)

(19) zuotian
yesterday

Mali
Mary

he
drink

le
perf

zhe-ping
this-bottle

jiu,
wine,

dan
but

mei
not

he
drink

wan.
finish

‘Yesterday Mary drank of this bottle of wine, but didn’t finish it’ (3 definite obj)
(20) zuotian

yesterday
Mali
Mary

he
drink

le
perf

yi-sheng
one-liter

jiu,
wine

#dan
but

mei
not

he
drink

wan.
finish

Int: ‘Yesterday Mary drank a liter of wine, but didn’t finish it’ (7 non-ref obj)

3 See appendix A for the same pattern with other NCAs involving causative verbs
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Proposal

Follow Zhang’s (2020) analysis of NCAs: its source is PARTinc

he zhe-ping jiu “drink (of) this bottle of wine”

(21) VP⟨d ,vt⟩
λdλe.drink ′(e) ∧ partof∆(a)(e) = d

he⟨v ,t⟩
λe.drink ′(e)

PartP⟨vt,dvt⟩

PARTinc ⟨e,⟨vt,dvt⟩⟩
λxλP⟨v ,t⟩λdλe.P(e) ∧ partof∆(x)(e) = d

DPe
ιx [Atombottle(winek , x) ∧ |x | = 1]

⇒ a

zhe-ping jiuthe degree d : d-portion of the theme is changed in e

∃-closure over d when nothing binds it: λe.∃d [drink ′(e) ∧ partof∆(a)(e) = d ] (atelic)
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Introduction Diagnosing inner aspect le Proposal Concluding remarks

Inner aspect le3 selects gradable properties of events (with a closed scale) and saturates
the degree variable with dmax

(22) AspinnerP
λe.drink ′(e) ∧ partof∆(a)(e) = dmax (telic)

le3
λP⟨d ,vt⟩λe.P(dmax )(e)

VP⟨d ,vt⟩
λdλe.drink ′(e) ∧ partof∆(a)(e) = d

he PARTinc zhe-ping jiu
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Definiteness constraint can be explained

Non-referential objects cannot combine with PARTinc because
“It is impossible to track the parts of something if something is not uniquely identifiable”
(Piñón 2008; Zhang 2020)

This constraint is mirrored in the partitive of construction (Selkirk 1977; Jackendoff 1977:
113; Ladusaw 1982: 62).

(23) some of { this bottle of wine /*a liter of wine / this pear / *three pears ... }

See Appendix B for the composition of he yi-sheng li “drink one liter of wine” and why it
must be telic
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Extending to NCAs that are NOT incremental theme predicates

Many NCAs do not involve an incremental consumption/deconstruction of the theme

(24) kuaidian
quick

guan
close

le
le

zhe-shan
this-cl

meng!
door

‘Close this door up quickly!’ Incremental change on a path
(25) ni

you
bixu
must

sell
sell

le
le

zhe-liang
this-cl

che.
car

‘You must sell this car.’ Change of ownership seems to be non-incremental

Wrong prediction: It is always the entire portion of the theme that is affected → telic

(26) [[guan PARTinc zhe-shan meng]]=λe.∃d [close′(e) ∧ partof∆([[this door]])(e) = d ]

(27) [[mai PARTinc zhe-liang che]]=λe.∃d [sell ′(e) ∧ partof∆([[this car]])(e) = d ]
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Generalized partof∆

partof∆ takes an entity x and an event e and returns the degree to which x is affected
→ Different ways of building the scale:

chi PARTinc zhe-ge li ≈ “do eating on this pear”

(28) d1
5% of this pear eaten

< ... d2
50% of this pear eaten

< ... dmax
100% of this pear eaten

guan PARTinc zhe-shan meng ≈ “do closing on this door”

(29) d1
this door 5% closed

< ... d2
this door 50% closed

< ... dmax
this door 100% closed

mai PARTinc zhe-liang che ≈ “do selling on this car”

(30) d1
advertise this car

< ... d2
sign contract for this car

< ... dmax
trade of this car completed

Part of x is affected ⇒ Partial affectedness on x is realized
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Concluding remarks

Two contributions:
Confirm the existence of le3 (as inner aspect) with novel evidence
Provide a formal semantic analysis of inner le to capture its definiteness constraint

Implications:
Inner aspects “telicize" a predicate in various ways:

- wan “complete” (Luo and Zhang 2020): zoom in the final subpart of an event
- diao “off” (Gu 2022): maximalization over patient
- Inner le: the theme being affected to the maximal degree

Generalize the partitive analysis of non-culminating accomplishments in Zhang (2020)
- Correlation with the object’s referentiality

Other constructions that exhibit a similar definiteness constraint (e.g. ba-construction)
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Appendix References

Appendix A: More on the definiteness constraint with NCAs

3 Predicates involving simple causative verbs can have non-culminating readings as well
(Koenig and Chief 2008; Martin 2020)

(31) Gradable:

Mali
Mary

guan
close

le
pfv

na-shan
that-cl

men,
door

dan
but

mei
not

guan
close

shang.
up

‘Mary closed that door, but it didn’t get closed up’ (partial change)

(32) Non-gradable:

Mali
Mary

mai
sell

le
pfv

na-liang
that-cl

che
car

(?liang.ci),
two.time

dan
but

dou
all

mei
not

mai
sell

chuqu.
out

‘Mary did selling on that car (twice), but it didn’t get sold.’ (failed attempt/zero change)
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3 Those predicates cannot have non-culminating readings with non-referential objects as well

(33) Gradable:

Mali
Mary

guan
close

le
pfv

shan
cl

men,
door

#dan
but

mei
neg

guan
close

shang.
up

Int ‘Mary closed a door, but it didn’t get closed up’ (7 indefinite obj)

(34) Non-gradable:

Mali
Mary

mai
sell

le
pfv

liang
cl

che,
car

#dan
but

mei
not

mai
sell

chuqu.
out

Int ‘Mary did selling on that car, but it didn’t get sold.’ (7 indefinite obj)
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Indefinite objs can have referential interpretations as well

Classic examples (Smith 1997; Soh and Kuo 2001)

(35) wo
I

xie
write

le
perf

yi-feng
one-cl

xin,
letter

keshi
but

mei
not

xie
write

wan.
finish

‘I wrote (some of) a letter, but I didn’t finish it’ (Indefinite but specific)

Force a non-specific reading:

(36) a. wo
I

xie
write

le
perf

feng
cl

xin,
letter

#keshi
but

mei
not

xie
write

wan.
finish

‘I wrote a letter, but I didn’t finish it’
b. wo

I
xie
write

le
perf

san-feng
three-cl

xin,
letter

#keshi
but

mei
not

xie
write

wan.
finish

‘I wrote three letters, but I didn’t finish them’
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Indefinite objs can have referential interpretations as well

Indeed, inner le can co-occur with indefinite objects when their specific interpretations is
made salient by modification etc.

(37) wo
I

dasuan
plan

he
drink

le
le

[ModP naer
there

de]
de

yi-ping
yi-bottle

jiu.
wine

‘I plan to drink up a bottle of wine there.’
(38) wo

I
dasuan
plan

chi
eat

le
le

[RelC Mali
Mary

song
send

de]
de

san-ge
3-cl

li.
pear

‘I plan to eat three pears given by Mary.’
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Appendix B: Composition of he yi-sheng jiu (see Zhang 2020; Kennedy 2012)
VP⟨v ,t⟩

λxλe.drink ′(e) ∧∪ winek (x) ∧ liter∆(x)(e) = 1 ⇒ λe.∃x [drink ′(e) ∧∪ winek (x) ∧ liter∆(x)(e) = 1]
(by Event Identification and ∃-closure)

V⟨v ,t⟩
he

λe.drink ′(e)

MeasureP⟨e,vt⟩
λxλe.∪winek (x) ∧ liter∆(x)(e) = 1

Measure’
λkλxλe.∪k(x) ∧ liter∆(x)(e) = 1

Num
yi

Measure
shenginc

λdλkλxλe.∪k(x) ∧ liter∆(x)(e) = d

NP
winek

jiu

liter∆ measures how many liters of substance denoted by a noun phrase are changed in an event
⇒ Incompletive reading is NOT allowed: the degree is saturated by the numeral
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