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(Anti-)resultativity, exhaustivity and
answerhood: A novel analysis of Mandarin
Chinese perfective -le and -guo

ABSTRACT

This paper provides a novel analysis of the Mandarin Chinese perfective particles -le
and -guo, based on observations regarding their ability to obtain the resultative read-
ing and the exhaustivity inference in certain question-answer pairs. I argue that these
differences follow from the different at-issue contents these two particles allow. While
-le allows various constituents in the sentence to at-issue, the at-issue content of a -guo-
marked sentence is always the existence/instantiation of the event. The study concludes
by examining cross-linguistic patterns in tense-aspectual constructions and discusses
potential implications for understanding similar distinctions in other languages.

KEYWORDS

resultative reading; exhaustivity; question-answer-congruence; at-issueness; crosslin-
guist variation
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1. Introduction

Crosslinguistically, we observe that tense-aspectual constructions may dis-
tinguish the resultative reading from the non-resultative reading. One often
cited example is the contrast between the English present perfect and the
simple past. The former allows the resultative reading where the result state
of the asserted change-of-state event still holds at the speech time (1a), while
the latter may simple assert that the change-of-state even took place at a past
time but there is no implications on whether the result state still holds (1b).

(1) a. Mary has put the semantics book on the shelf. *But it’s not there now.
b. (Yesterday,) Mary put the semantics book on the shelf. But it’s not
there now.

There are several ways to analyze the resultative reading of the English
present perfect. There is group of analyses which says that this reading is
an entailment which follows from a perfect state (also consequent state,
resultant state) asserted to hold at the speech time (Moens — Steedman 1988;
Parsons 1990; Nishiyama — Koenig 2010, a.0.). This state may be taken to be
the result state if the base event is a change-of-state or telic event. Michaelis
(1994) argues that the resultative reading is a ‘formal idiom: a morpho-syn-
tactic configuration characterized by otherwise unpredictable grammatical
constraints and dedicated to semantic and pragmatic purposes not knowa-
ble from form alone’. Portner (2011) formulates the resultative reading as
a special case of the current relevance presupposition that the result state
answers the Question-under-Discussion (QUD) (Roberts, 1996).! There are
also pure pragmatic analyses where the resultative reading is derived as an
implicature (McCawley 1981; Zhao 2022, 2023).2 In particular, Zhao (2022)

1 The QUD can be roughly understood as ‘what the sentence is about’, and can be related to
concepts such as topic/topic questions. The idea is that in a discourse context, there is al-
ways an implicit question which the assertions are answers to. For example, if a speaker
makes an assertion that Mary bought a car recently, this may be either an answer to the
explicit question What did Mary buy recently?, or to an implicit question like What’s new?

2 While both Portner (2003) and Zhao (2022, 2023) appeal to the QUD for the resultative
reading, I think only the latter is a purely pragmatic approach. This is because for Portner
(2003), the need to answer the QUD (and possibly getting the resultative reading) is part of
the presupposition of the English present perfect, hence a part of the inherent meaning of
the construction. In Zhao (2022, 2023), the resultative reading is derived via the pragmatic
reasoning regarding answers to the QUD.
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argues that the contrast in (1) can be explained if we take into account the
QUD associated with the utterance. Complications regarding the past adver-
bial modification aside, the resultative reading cannot be canceled in (1a)
because the utterance is meant to answer the question Where is the seman-
tics book now? while (1b) can be understood as an answer to the question
What happened/What did Mary do at a particular past time?, in which case
the current state of the book is irrelevant. The pragmatic reasoning is that if
the QUD concerns the current location of the book, the asserted change-of-
state event must be relevant and therefore its result state is a current state.

In Mandarin Chinese, the perfective particles -le and -guo show a similar
contrast. The former is often noted as having a resultative reading, while
the latter is associated with a ‘discontinuation of the result state’ inference.?
I will call this reading ‘anti-resultative’ for convenience. This is illustrated
in (2). (2a) tends to suggest that the window is still open at the time of the
speech, while (2b) suggests that the window is not open anymore. As we will
see later in the paper, whether these inferences are valid heavily depends
on the context and the QUD.

(2) a. Mali ba chuanghu da-kai le.
Mary caus window  make-open LE
‘Mary opened the window.’ (Mandarin Chinese)*
b. Mali ba chuanghu da-kai guo.
Mary caus window  make-open GUO
‘Mary (has) opened the window.’ (Mandarin Chinese)

In Zhao (2022, 2023), the resultative reading of -le is given a similar pragma-
tic analysis like the English present perfect: the availability of this reading
is tied to the QUD in the context, and if the QUD concerns the current state
of the window, the result state cannot be canceled since it would violate the
Gricean Maxim of Relevance. On the other hand, the ‘discontinuation of the

3 The previous literature also notes a reading similar to that of the ‘cessation’ inference in
the sense of Altshuler — Schwarzschild (2013), namely, when attached to an atelic verb,
-guo suggests that the eventuality no longer holds. Zhao (2023) argues that this reading is
actually an entailment given the covert NONFUTURE tense in Mandarin Chinese and the
perfective semantics of -guo. I will not discuss this reading in this paper, and the reader
can refer to Zhao (2023) for details.

4  The examples below also come from the same language, unless indicated otherwise.
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result state’ inference of guo is argued to follow from a presupposition that
the result state cannot answer the QUD in the same way.

In this paper, I would like to explore this idea further, and present some
novel data showing the contrast between the perfective -le and -guo, which
have not been noticed by the previous literature. Empirically, I will show
that Mandarin Chinese has a non-trivial requirement regarding the choice
of aspectual particles in wh-question/answer pairs, and that using -guo in
answers gives rise to a non-exhaustive inference in certain cases. Theoreti-
cally, Iwill argue that this inference, as well as the anti-resultative inference,
can receive a uniform analysis that stems from the fact that -guo and the
perfective -le allow different at-issue contents. Finally, I will provide a brief
crosslinguistic comparison.

2. Mandarin Chinese background

In this section, I will summarize my assumptions of Mandarin Chinese per-
fective particles to avoid potential confusion.

There are multiple particles in Mandarin Chinese that are homopho-
nous to -le. The previous literature mostly distinguish the verbal -le (typi-
cally appears after the main verb and before the direct object or a measure
phrase) and the so-called ‘sentential’ -le (appears at the end of the sentence)
(Li — Thompson 1989; Soh — Gao 2006; Soh 2009). The former is generally
accepted as being a perfective marker, while the latter is taken to be a sen-
tence-level operator that does not have perfective semantics (i.e. specifying
a relation between 7 (e) and the topic time ?). Due to word order, they may
superficially appear in the same position, but as we will see, their meanings
can be distinguished. It has been also noted by Wang (2018) that even if a-le
particle appears at the sentence-final position, it may not be the ‘sentential’
-le but rather a perfective particle, which he argues to be the (moved) verbal
-le. In this paper, I will further distinguish the ‘real’ verbal -le in its typical
position, and the perfective -le at the end of the sentence, for reasons to be
clarified below.

On the other hand, the particle -guo is generally accepted as a perfective
marker, although it is associated with various pragmatic inferences and
flavors, including the ‘experiential’ reading (to be elaborated in Section 7.1)
and the notorious anti-resultative inference.
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The main discussion will be about the perfective sentence-final -le and
the perfective -guo. For clarification purposes, I will illustrate here the
data justifying my distinction of the three perfective particles in Mandarin
Chinese: (i) the verbal -le (glossed as LE.V), which appears in between the
main verb and the direct object or a measure phrase; (ii) the sentence-final
perfective -le (glossed as LE.SF), which typically appears at the end of the
sentence, and has standard perfective semantics (I will sometimes use the
term ‘perfective -le’ or simply “le’ to refer to this particle); (iii) the perfective
-guo, which may appear either in between the main verb and the direct
object/measure phrase, or at the end of the sentence if the VP is a causative
construction formed with the light verb ba.

The verbal -le is analyzed as an anaphoric event marker. It presupposes
the salience of the base event, illustrated below. For example, the sentence
with the verbal -le is acceptable only if the eating event is salient as in the
context (3a), where the new information here is not the eating event itself
but the theme (‘burgers’).

3 Verbal -le as an anaphoric event marker

a. (Context: Both A and B know that Mary had dinner. A asks: What did
she eat? B answers...)
Mali chi le hanbao.
Mary eat LE.V hamburger
‘Mary had burgers.’

b. (Context: Out of the blue.)
#Mali chi le hanbao.
Mary eat LE.V hamburger

The sentence final -le and the perfective -guo do not require an event ante-
cedent. Semantically, both describe the situation where an event of Mary
eating hamburgers has taken place within some past time frame, and there
may be some sort of ‘present perfect’-like reading. The former typically has
a ‘current relevance’, ‘hot news’, or ‘specific’ interpretation, while the latter
a more ‘experiential’ interpretation. In later sections, I will discuss their
discourse functions in more detail.

4 (Context: Out of the blue.)
a. Mali chi hanbao le.
Mary eat hamburger LE.SF
‘Mary had hamburgers/Mary has had hamburgers.’
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b. Mali chi guo hanbao.
Mary eat Guo hamburger
‘Mary had hamburgers/Mary has had hamburgers before.’

Finally, it is important to distinguish the sentence final -le from the so-called
‘sentential -le’ noted in the literature (Soh — Gao 2006; Soh 2009, a.o.). The
latter (glossed as LE.SENTENTIAL) is a sentence-level particle without aspectual
(i.e. predicating of the relation between the time span of the event—r1 (e)—
and the topic time t) semantics. It selects stative sentences, and presupposes
a change of state or counter-to-expectation (Soh 2009). This is illustrated in
(5) and (6). While they are homophonous, (5) has a habitual reading with
the additional presupposition that Mary used to not eat durians, and (6)
simply has a perfective reading, that an event of Mary eating durians has
taken place and completed within some time frame.’

(5) The ‘sentential’ -le
Mali (xianzai) chi liulian le.
Mary now eat durian LE.SENTENTIAL
‘Mary eats durians now.’
Presupposition: She used to not eat durians.

(6) The perfective sentence-final -le
Mali (*xianzai) chi liulian le.
Mary now eat durian LESF
‘Mary ate/has eaten durians.’
Presupposition: None.

For the purpose of this paper, I will focus on only the sentence-final perfec-
tive -le and the perfective -guo.

5 The inclusion of xianzai ‘now’ in (5) is to illustrate that the sentence has a present habit-
ual reading. This reading is unavailable to (6), which only has a (past) episodic reading,
and modification with xianzai is impossible (since ‘now’ or ¢, is too short for 7 (e) € ¢t, to
hold). Of course, due to the fact that the two particles are homophonous and superficially
appear in the same position, with xianzai, the sentence is grammatical but the -le has to
be interpreted as the sentential -le.
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3. The resultative reading

As illustrated in (2), the most discussed difference between the perfective
-le and -guo is their inferences regarding the result state of a change-of-state
event (Li— Thompson 1989; Iljic 1990; Pan — Lee 2004; Lin 2007, a.0.). There
is a debate on the nature of these inferences. Lin (2006) takes them to be
part of the assertive content. Lin (2007) argues they are presuppositions.
Others, such as Pan — Lee (2004), treat them as pragmatic implicatures, alt-
hough there is no discussion of how these implicatures arise. Zhao (2022,
2023) argues that the resultative inference of the perfective -le is an impli-
cature, while -guo has a presupposition which prohibits it from getting such
areading, which then leads to the ‘anti-resultative’ inference. I will briefly
summarize the reasoning behind this.

The resultative inference of -le is highly dependent on the context and
the QUD, suggesting a pragmatic source.

(7 (Can I borrow the computer?)
Mali ba diannao nong-huai le. #Danshihoulaiyou xiu-hao le.
Mary caus computer make-broken LE.SF but then again fix-well LE.SF
‘Mary has broken the computer. #Then it has been fixed.’

® (What happened yesterday when the boss was away?)
Mali ba diannao nong-huai le. Lisiyou ba taxiu-haole.
Mary caus computer make-broken LE.SF Lisi again cAus it fix-well LE.SF
‘Mary broke the computer. Then Lisi fixed it.’

In (7), the resultative inference is not cancellable, while in (8), it can be
canceled. This observation suggests that the perfective -le is not inherently
resultative. Zhao (2022, 2023) argues that the resultative reading in (7) fol-
lows from the fact that the QUD can be resolved by whether the computer is
currently available. Upon hearing the utterance in (7), the addressee infers
that the asserted change-of-state event must be relevant. It follows that the
result state of that event must reflect the current state of the computer.
This reasoning is summarized below.

(9) 3 components of the pragmatically derived resultative reading

a. QUD can be resolved by the assertion of a current state (which entails
the ‘No’ or ‘Yes’ answer);
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b. The speaker asserts that a change-of-state event has taken place;
c. The speaker must be relevant with the assertion.
= The result state of the change-of-state event must be a current state.

A related observation is that -guo cannot get the resultative reading in the
above sense. If the QUD can be resolved by a current state (the current state
of the computer in (10)-if it is currently broken, we know the answer is ‘No’),
-guo is simply infelicitous.

(10) (CanIborrow the computer?)
#Maliba diannao nong-huai guo.
Mary caus computer make-broken Guo
‘(Intended: Mary has broken the computer.)’

Zhao (2022, 2023) provides the following analysis of -guo, attributing its
restriction in contexts like (10) to a presupposition.

(11) The presupposition of -guo (Zhao 2022)

A sentence with -guo is infelicitous if:

3q[ANS(q) A P(p, @)1, where

a. pisthe proposition with -guo;

b. ANS is true of a proposition if it is a complete or partial answer
to the QUD at the time the sentence is uttered;

c. P qistrueiffvwen(E,, up), qw)=1, where€  isthemodal
base of causality, accessed from world w and utterance situation u.

(11c) spells out the relation P(p, q), which holds if there is a proposition g
such that the accessible words from the modal base based on causality plus
q entails q (i.e., q is the proposition asserting the result state of the event in
p). Overall, (11) says that if there is a proposition g which is true in all the
worlds w where the (direct) results of the events in w and u holds, and q is
the result of p, and if g answers the QUD, it is infelicitous.s

6  This is roughly the opposite of Portner’s (2003) analysis of the present perfect. In Portner
(2003), the present perfect presupposes that there is some q entailed by the epistemic
modal base (either the proposition expressing the result state of p, or some other state,
which accounts for the more vague ‘current relevance’ readings that are not resultative)
which answer the QUD.
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4. Novel data: the non-exhaustive inference of -guo

In this section, I will discuss some novel data which further illustrate the
difference between -le and -guo with respect to QUDs.

4.1 Question-answer congruence

The background of this observation is a phenomenon known as Question-Answer
Congruence (QAC henceforth). We have intuitions about question-answer pairs
which go beyond their denotations. In English, mismatching syntactic forms
between a (wh-)question and its answers lead to infelicity. This is illustrated
in (12) with the active vs. passive voices. Although (12a) and (12b) express the
exact same proposition, given the form of the question (in active voice), only
the answer with the same voice (12a) is felicitous (cf. Kuno (1982)).

(12)  Who ate apples?
a. Pam ate apples.
b. #Apples were eaten by Pam.

Likewise, the prosodic dependence between a question and its possible
answers also needs to be recognized. This is illustrated in (13), where the
felicitous answer must have focus that corresponds to the wh-expression
in the question (Rooth 1992).

(13) What did Bill buy?
a. Bill bought PERSUASION.
b. #BILL bought Persuasion. (Dayal 2016)

In Mandarin Chinese, one way for QAC to manifest itself is the matching of the
aspectual particles in questions and answers. This is illustrated in (14)-(15).

(14) Shui chi guo fanshiliu?
who eat GUO guava
‘Who ate/has eaten guavas (at some point in their life/during a par-
ticular time frame)?’
a. Pam chi guofanshiliu.
Pam eat Guoguava
‘Pam has eaten guavas.’
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b. ??Pam chi fanshiliu le.
Pam eat guava LE.SF

c. #Pam chi le fanshiliu.
Pam eat LE. vguava

(15) (At Jim’s birthday party, every guest was given a different type of fruit,
and they all ate it. The next day, Pam is curious who ate what fruit.)
Shuichi le pingguo?
who eat LEV apple
‘Who ate apples?’

a. #Dwight chi guo pingguo.
Dwight eat Guo apple
‘Dwight ate apples.’

b. #Dwight chi pingguo le.
Dwight eat apple LESF

c. Dwight chi le pingguo.
Dwight eat LEV apple
‘Dwight ate apple.’

We see that mismatching particles give rise to infelicity, or at least a very
strong sense of oddity, despite the fact that these particles all have the same
aspectual information. Note that while (14c) and (15) can be explained with
the anaphoric nature of verbal -le (cf. Section 2) plus a Maximize Presuppo-
sition-like principle (Heim 1991; Percus 2006; Sauerland 2008; Singh 2011;
Spector — Sudo 2017, a.0.)’, the contrast between the sentence-final -le and
-guo in (14) suggests that a QAC-like mechanism is at play. The issue of QAC
and these data will be discussed in more detail later.

4.2 The non-exhaustive inference

The above observation has an exception, which involves the use of -guo
in answers. In particular, when the question contains the perfective sen-
tence-final -le, it is possible to deliberately violate QAC with -guo with some

7  These principles have in common in that they require the use of the alternative with the
strongest possible presuppositions whenever it is felicitous to do so. In case of anaphora,
one may argue that given the antecedent a cat in Mary saw a cat. It/the cat jumped over
the fence must be preferred over A cat jumped over the fence, if referring to the same cat.
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pragmatic effects. Let us consider a case without event anaphora (to rule
out the possible uses of the anaphoric verbal -le).?

(16)  Shui chi pingguo le?

who eat apple LESF

‘Who ate apples?’

a. Pam chi pingguole.
Pam eat apple LESF
‘Pam ate apples.’
Inference: If the speaker is cooperative, then they are saying that
only Pam ate apples.

b. Pam chi guo pingguo.
Pam eat Guo apple
‘Pam ate apples.’
Inference: Pam is probably not the only one who ate apples.

In (16), we see that even though the question contains a perfective sentence-
final -le, it is possible to answer with the perfective -guo. However, the ans-
wer with the matching particle is still more unmarked in the sense that it
has a ‘complete answer’ inference: if the speaker is being cooperative, then
using (16a) indicates that it is the complete answer—only Pam ate apples.
The mismatched answer with -guo, in contrast, is associated with a strong
sense of ‘not being able to give the complete answer’: using (16b) suggests
that Pam is probably not the only one who ate apples. The speaker either
does not have all the information needed to give a complete answer, or does
not want to give all the information.

In addition, this non-exhaustive interpretation is not associated with
-guo answers in general, but only arises with the violation of QAC: if (17b) is
an answer to (17a), it is interpreted as exhaustive, assuming that the speaker
is being cooperative.

(17) a. Shui chi guo pingguo?
who eat GUO apples
‘Who ate apples?’

8  We also need to assume that the examples below all have the (past) episodic reading in-
stead of a present habitual reading, to rule out the possibility of interpreting the -le at the
end of the sentence as the sentential -le.
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b. Pam chi guo pingguo.
Pam eat Guo apples
‘Pam ate apples.’
Inference: If the speaker is cooperative, then they are saying that
only Pam ate apples.

4.3 Deriving exhaustivity from answerhood

The unmarkedness of the complete answer reading has been noted by pre-
vious authors. For example, Dayal (2016) notes that in a context where the
facts are not known to the questioner (i.e. (18a) is a genuine request for
information), assuming that the addressee is well-informed about the rele-
vant facts, the questioner would infer from (18b) that Harry did not dance.
The omission of Harry in the answer is taken to be a negative assertion about
him. In this case, (18b) is taken to be equivalent to the stronger statements
in (18¢)-(18d).

(18) Domain = {]John, Bill, Harry }
a. Who danced at the party?
b. John and Bill danced.
c. John and Bill danced and Harry did not.
d. Only John and Bill danced.

There are several ways to derive this strengthening. In particular, Dayal
(2016), following Spector (2007), argue that in answering a question, the
addressee does not assert just the simple proposition, but rather, that ‘the
proposition is the complete answer to the question posed’ (Dayal, 2016,
p-63), shown in (19). The strong exhaustivity (i.e. the reading in (18¢)-(18d))
is derived via the weakly exhaustive answer operator, which returns the
unique maximally informative answer to the question Q.

(19) Awlidentical ,[ANS-D . ([(182)]D(w), [(18b)]]

(20) The weakly exhaustive answer operator
Let Q be a question denotation (type (st, t)), then
ANS-D .. (Q) = Aw.ip[p, Ap€QAVPIp Ap €Q—pcpl]
(Dayal 2016)
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The following derivation shows that this formulation gives us the desired
results: given the model in (21), (19) is equivalent to (18c¢)/(18d).

cHyws={w,w, w, w}, D= {John, Bill, Harry}

w, - {John}

w, - {John, Bill}

w, - {Bill, Harry}

w, - {John, Bill, Harry}

(22) danced

w, - Aw.danced (j) = {w, w,, w,}
w, - Aw.danced (j, b) = {w,, w,}
w, - Aw.danced (b, h) = {w,, w,}
w, - Aw.danced (j, b, h) = {w,}

(23) ANS-D.., ([(18a)]) =

(24) [(18b)] = Aw.danced (j, b) = {w,, w,}

(25) [(19)] = Aw'.identical ,[ANS-D, .. ([(18a)])(w), [(18b)]]
= {w,} = [(180)] = [(18d)]

In other words, with the addressee being the attitude holder in this case,
we derive a strongly exhaustive reading from the weakly exhaustive one,
parallel to the mechanism outlined in Heim (1994).

I believe this appeal to answerhood operators for deriving the exhaus-
tive reading is necessary for the Mandarin Chinese data, and that the
exhaustivity of (18b) is indeed due to the answerhood operator, rather than
some independent mechanisms (e.g. additional scalar implicature compu-
tation, EXH, etc.). The reason is that for Mandarin Chinese, the contrast
in exhaustivity observed with the perfective -le and -guo only arises in
these question-answer pairs, and not in independent assertions. If, say, the
exhaustivity of (16a) and (17b) is due to EXH applied to Pam, then we would
have no way of explaining (16b).

Assuming Dayal’s characterization of the assertion of answers as (19), it
follows that if the speaker does not assert answerhood, then the exhaustive
inference will not be derived. If answerhood is related to a QAC-like principle,
then we can correctly predict that QAC violation with -guo gives rise to the infer-
ence in (16b). However, this is not the end of the story, because we still need to
explain: (i) why is QAC violation with the perfective -le outright infelicitous?
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(ii) what distinguishes the two particles such that -guo is more flexible in ques-
tion-answer pairs? These questions will be answered in the next two sections.

5. Different at-issue contents of perfective -le and -guo

So far, we have made two observations distinguishing the two particles.
The first one, shown in Section 3, is that the resultative reading of the sen-
tence-final perfective -le is pragmatically derived and restricted to certain
contexts, and that -guo has a presupposition that prohibits it from being
used those contexts Zhao (2022, 2023).

The second observation is the asymmetry between the perfective -le
and -guo regarding QAC and the exhaustivity of the answer: whenever there
is matching aspectual particles in question-answer pairs, the answer will
be interpreted as exhaustive, assuming a knowledgeable and cooperative
speaker. In addition, while a question with -guo prohibits mismatching par-
ticles in the answer, a question with the perfective -le allows -guo-marked
answers and the answer is interpreted as incomplete.

These observations lead to two research questions:

(26) Research questions
a. How do we derive the QAC and exhaustivity asymmetry between
the perfective -le and -guo from their semantics?
b. How do the observations regarding QAC and exhaustivity relate to
whether these particles can get the pragmatically derived resul-
tative reading? Is a unified analysis possible?

I would like to argue that a unified analysis is possible, and both observati-
ons relate to the different at-issue contents the perfective -le and -guo allow.
In this section , I will show that while the perfective -le allows various cons-
tituents of the sentence to be at-issue, -guo only allows the instantiation of
the event to be at-issue. The detailed analysis will be presented in Section 6.

5.1 Notions of at-issueness

The previous literature has identified several different notions of at-issue-
ness and tests for them, listed below.
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(27) Tests for different notions of at-issueness (Tonhauser 2012; Simons
et al. 2017; Koev 2013, 2018):
a. At-issue content can address the QUD (Q-at issue in Koev’s term).
b. At-issue content can be directly assented or dissented with (P-at
issue in Koev’s term).
c. At-issue content determines the relevant set of alternatives when
the sentence is under an interrogative operator.

I will now compare the perfective -le and -guo with respect to these tests.

5.2 Addressing the QUD test

Let us consider the first diagnostic: whether at-issue content can address
the QUD. This idea is illustrated with English slifting constructions. Previous
literature such as Koev (2021, a.0.) shows that the slifted part Mary heard in
(28) cannot be at-issue, which gives rise to the contrast below.

(28) a. Did anyone hear thatJohn is stingy? #John is stingy, Mary heard.
b. What is John like? John is stingy, Mary heard.

The contrast between (29) and (30)-(31) parallels that observed in (28). The
felicity of the same answer is affected by the question it addresses.

(29) a. Wokeyiyong diannao ma?
I can use computer Q
‘Can I use the computer?’
b. #Maliba diannao nong-huai guo.
Mary cAaus computer make-broken Guo
‘Mary broke/has broken the computer.’

(30) a. Shuiba xuexiaode dongxinong-huai guo?
who caus school GEN things make-broken Guo
‘Who has brokent school properties?’
b. Mali ba diannao nong-huai  guo.
Mary caus computer make-broken Guo
‘Mary has broken the computer.’
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(31) a. Shangxueqi you shenmeyouqude shiqing ma?
last semester have what  interesting things Q
‘Did anything interesting happen last semester?’
b. You.Mali ba diannao nong-huai guo (yici).
have Mary caus computer make-broken GUo one time
‘Yes. Mary broke the computer (once).’

I argue that this contrast follows from whether the -guo-answer addresses
the QUD in an acceptable way. Recall from Section 3 that the QUD in (29) is
one that can be resolved by the current state of the computer: if the current
state of the computer is broken, then the ‘No’ answer is entailed. In other
words, what is really Q-at-issue and addresses the QUD in (29) is the implicit
answer The computer is not available (because it is broken) and not whether
some breaking event has taken place. For the utterance (29b) to be felici-
tous, we need to find ways for the breaking event to be coherently related
to this implicit answer. This is possible if the breaking event is marked by
-le, but not -guo. I will elaborate on this point in Section 6.3 in relation to
the notion of C(ohenrence)-at-issueness. For now, we just need to note that,
for the instantiation of the event to be Q-at-issue, there are only two cases:
either the proposition expressing the existence of the -guo-marked event is
a direct answer to the QUD (i.e. a member of the alternative set presented
by the question) as in (30), or it is linked to the answer (‘Yes’ in (31)) via the
rhetorical relation (Asher — Lascarides 2003; Lascarides — Asher 2008; Kamp
et al. 2011, a.o.) of elaboration/exemplification. Neither of these is possible
for (29), leading to its infelicity.

5.3 (Dis)Agreeing with at-issue content test

The second diagnostic is based on the view that at-issue content provides a pro-
posal to update the Common Ground (a set of propositions mutually agreed
upon by the speaker and the addressee), and this proposal can be directly
assented or dissented with. This is illustrated with English appositives in (32),
which cannot be at-issue, and therefore the responses in (32b) are infelicitous.

(32) Mary, who is a PhD student, got a job recently.

a. Yes, sheindeed got a job./No, she didn’t.
b. #Yes, sheisindeed a PhD student./#No, she isn’t.
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Let us compare the perfective -le and -guo in this respect. In order to apply
this test to Mandarin Chinese perfective particles, I use the compound VP of
the form qu + Verb ‘lit. go do something (verb)’, where the verb illustrates
the purpose of the trip. Under the most natural intonation, the stress falls
on the second verb, and it allows (but does not enforce) an interpretation
where the existence the trip is presupposed and the new information (at-
issue content) is the purpose of the trip (e.g. tourism).

Assuming the first sentences in (33) (with -le) and (34) (with -guo) have
neutral intonation (with stress on liiyou ‘tourism’), the judgments are:

(33) Malishang ge yue qu Shanghai liyou le.
Mary last CL month go Shanghai tourism LE.SF
‘Mary had a holiday trip to Shanghai last month.’
a. Dui.TaQUle.,/ Budui.Ta MEI qu.

yes she go LE.SF no she NEG go

‘Yes, she did. No, she didn’t.”>1°
b. Budui.Ta qudeshi SICHUAN.

no she go C cop Sichuan

‘No, it was Sichuan that she went to.’
c. Budui.Ta shi qu XUEXI.

no she cop go study

‘No, it was a study trip.’

(34) Malishang ge yue qu Shanghai liyou guo.

Mary last CL month go Shanghai tourism GuUoO
‘Mary had a holiday trip to Shanghai last month.’
a. Dui. Ta QU guo./ Budui. Ta MEI qu guo.

yes she goGUO no she NEG go GUO

‘Yes, she did. No, she didn’t.’
b. ??Budui. Ta qudeshi SICHUAN.

no she go C cop Sichuan

‘No, it was Sichuan that she went.’

9 In Mandarin Chinese, stress on the main verb may give rise to a sort of verum focus
interpretation. In this case, the focus is not that she went to (instead of liked, hated, etc.)
Shanghai but rather that she DID go to Shanghai.

10 The reason why the She didn’t go response to (33a) does not contain a -le is that in Manda-
rin Chinese, negation with mei, which denies the existence of the event, does not co-occur
with -le.
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c. ??Budui.Ta shi qu XUEXI.
no she cor go study
‘No, it was a study trip.’

In this minimal pair, we see that while both (33) and (34) allow direct assent
or dissent with whether Mary made the trip (i.e. the existence/instantiation
of the event) (33a)-(34a), only the -le sentence (33) allows the addressee
to agree or disagree with a more specific constituent in the sentence (e.g.
Shanghai, tourism). This observation suggests that the P-at-issue content of
a (monoclausal) -guo sentence can only be the existence or instantiation of
the event.!! This means that under neutral intonation, while it is possible
for the purpose of the trip to be focused, this reading only arises when the
aspectual marking is the perfective sentence-final -le (cf. (33c).

5.4 The peripherality test

Koev (2018) further proposes that the ‘peripherality test’ may be used to test
not-at-issue contents, illustrated below.

(35) Steve, who is Amy’s husband, wrote this book.
a. Wait. This is peripheral to your point, but Steve isn’t Amy’s hus-
band.
b. #Wait. This is peripheral to your point, but Steve didn’t write this
book.

Applying this test to the perfective -guo and -le examples, we get a simi-
lar contrast. Again, assuming neutral intonation of the a-sentences, where
the stress naturally falls on liiyou ‘tourism’, this stress pattern (modulo the
choice of the perfective particles) allows the main point of the sentence to be
either the existence/instantiation of the trip, or just the purpose of the trip.

(36) a. Malishangge yue qu Shanghai liyou guo.
Mary last CL month go Shanghai tourism GuUO
‘Mary had a holiday trip to Shanghai last month.

11 In bi-clausal sentences such as attitude or speech reports, if the matrix clause has no aspec-

tual marking, then the at-issue content is always the embedded clause. If the matrix clause
has aspectual marking, then the matrix event may be at-issue. See Sun (2022) for details.
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b. Dengdeng.Zhe ge bu shi zhongdian, danshi ta shiqu xuexide.

wait this CL NEG coP main-point but  she cop go study C
‘Wait. This is not the main point, but it was a study trip (not a holi-
day).

(37) a. Mali shangge yue qu Shanghai liyou le.
Marylast CL month go Shanghai tourism LE.SF
‘Mary had a holiday trip to Shanghai last month.’
b. ?Dengdeng. Zhe ge bu shizhongdian, danshita shi qu xuexide.

wait this CL NEG coP main-point but ~ she cop go study C
‘Wait. This is not the main point, but it was a study trip (not a holi-
day).

In the -guo-sentence (36), whose main point is the instantiation of the trip,
disagreeing with the purpose of the trip requires acknowledging its peri-
pheral status, and labeling the purpose of the trip as ‘peripheral’ does not
sound odd at all. In contrast, doing so with the -le-sentence (37) is less natu-
ral, because (37a) with -le already allows a reading where the purpose of
the trip is the main point, in which case the response in (37b) would be odd.

5.5 The alternative sets test

Tonhauser (2012) provides the diagnostics that at-issue contents in a ques-
tion determines the relevant set of alternatives the answers must address.
This is illustrated by appositives in (38).

(38) Did John, who is a PhD student, get a job recently?
a. Yes,he gotajob.
b. #Yes, John is a PhD student.

Like before, in order to apply this test, I use a compound VP qu xuexi ‘go
study’ and assume neutral intonation of the question (with the stress falling
on xuexi ‘study’, allowing but not enforcing focus on this constituent).

For -guo, we see a contrast between (39a) and (39b). In (39a), the answer
is a member of the polar question set {Mary DID go to Shanghai to study,
Mary DID NOT go to Shanghai to study}. In (39b), the answer would be
amember of the polar question set {It’s a study trip, It’s not a study trip}, and
it is infelicitous. This shows that the at-issue content of guo can only be the
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existence/instantiation of the trip, and not the purpose of the trip (study),
since the polar question with -guo in (39) only has the first interpretation.

(39) Mali qu Shanghai xuexi guo ma?
Mary go Shanghai study Guo Q
‘Did Mary go study in Shanghai?/Has Mary studied in Shanghai?’!?
a. Dui,ta QU guo.
yes she go GUO
‘Yes, she did/has.’
b. ??Duj, ta shiqu XUEXI.
yes  she cop go study
‘Yes, it was a study trip.’

In contrast, the perfective -le question allows both possible continuations.
The answer may either be a member of the set {Mary DID go to Shanghai
to study, Mary DID NOT go to Shanghai to study} (40a), or of the set {It’s
a study trip, It’s not a study trip} (40b). The latter case corresponds to focus
on xuexi ‘study’.

(40) Maliqu Shanghai xuexile  ma?
Mary go Shanghai study LE.SF Q
‘Did Mary go study in Shanghai?/Has Mary gone to Shanghai to
study?’13
a. Dui,ta QU le.
yes she go LE
‘Yes, she did/has.’
b. Dui, ta shi quXUEXI
yes she cop go study
‘Yes, it was/is a study trip.’

12 This translation in either the simple past or the present perfect is due to the temporal-flex-
ibility of Mandarin Chinese NONFUTURE tense. The topic time here may either be a past
interval or an Extended Now (Iatridou et al. 2003; Grgnn - von Stechow 2017 a.o.) inter-
val. See Zhao (2023) for more.

13 The-le sentence has a reading where the result holds (Mary is gone). This is related to the
resultative inference, which will be discussed in Section 6.3.
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5.6 Interim summary and related points

To summarize, the at-issue content of a -guo-marked sentence can only be
the existence or instantiation of the event, while a perfective -le-marked
sentence allows other possible at-issue contents, such as the information
expressed by a particular constituent (e.g. qu VP).

A complication is when a -guo-sentence appears as an answer to a -guo-
marked wh-question. In this case, given the -guo-marked question in (41), the
-guo-marked answer in (41a) must have a focused constituent corresponding
to the wh-word for the purpose of QAC in the sense of Rooth (1992). This is
not surprising, but I need to show that it does not serve as a counterexample
to the observations made earlier. In fact, after the utterance of (41a), one
can only agree or disagree with the existence/instantiation of the event as
in (41b)-(41c), and it is still quite odd to directly dissent with the previously
focused constituent (Shanghai) (41d).

(41) Mali qu guo [na-xie difang].?
Mary go Guo which-PL places?
‘Which places has Mary been to?’
a. Mali qu guo [SHANGHAIJ..
Mary go Guo Shanghai
‘Mary has been to Shanghai.’
b. Dui. Ta QU guo Shanghai.
yes she go Guo Shanghai
‘Yes, she has INDEED been to Shanghai.’
c. Budui.Ta MEI qu guo Shanghai.
NO she NEG go Guo Shanghai
‘No, she HASN’T been to Shanghai.’
d. ??Budui.Ta qu guo [BEIJING]..
no she go Guo Beijing
‘No, it was BEIJING that she has been to.’

I argue that the focused reading of (41a) is a side effect which follows from
Rooth’s QAC. There are two possible ways to think about this phenomenon.

One possibility is that there may be some special discourse effect when
a wh-question and its answer are uttered together, which allows the focus/Q-
at-issue content of (41a) to temporarily shift to the constituent correspond-
ing to the wh-word, and it seems that this focused/Q-at-issue interpretation
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is only active right after the utterance of the wh-question. In other words,
the focused/Q-at-issue status of the constituent SHANGHAI, for some reason,
does not carry on to the incoming discourse and is not available for subse-
quent direct assent or dissent (i.e. the P-at-issue content of (41a) is still the
existence of the event), leading to the oddness of (41d). The other possibility
is that we need to separate the notion of at-issue content from focus.

The data above suggests that focus, especially in the context of
wh-question-answer pairs, may not necessarily correspond to the inherent
at-issue content of a lexical item. Rooth’s (1992) characterization of QAC
in terms of matching focus follows from the generally accepted definition
of questions and answers — the wh-question is viewed as a set of proposi-
tions with different possible values corresponding to the wh-word, and an
appropriate answer must of a member of that set. But a lexical item may
inherently emphasize a particular aspect of its lexical meaning as ‘at issue’,
which may or may not be focused. As we see in the previous tests, for -guo,
the emphasis on the existence/instantiation of the event is a pretty robust
observation, independent of whether the -guo-marked sentence is used
as an answer to a wh-question. Another example is English appositives
such as Mary, who is a PhD student, attended a conference in Amsterdam
last month. We know that the at-issue content is the part of the sentence
without the appositive,

Mary attended a conference in Amsterdam last month, but the focus
may be on any of those constituents, depending on where the stress falls
on (e.g. Mary attended a CONFERENCE in Amsterdam last month, Mary
attended a conference in AMSTERDAM last month, Mary attended a con-
ference in Amsterdam last LAST MONTH, etc.).

Regardless of which possible explanation we go for, the conclusion here
is that (41) does not constitute a counterexample to the claim that the at-issue
content of a -guo-marked sentence is the existence/instantiation of the event.

6. Analysis
6.1 Back to Mandarin Chinese QAC and exhaustivity
This subsection addresses the first research question: how do we derive the

QAC and exhaustivity asymmetry between the perfective -le and -guo from
their semantics?
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This question can be decomposed into two sub-questions: (i) Why are
question-answer pairs adhering to QAC interpreted as exhaustive? (ii) Why
is -guo allowed to violate QAC but not -le? To answer (i), I characterize the
observation regarding exhaustivity and QAC in Mandarin Chinese as the Prin-
ciple of Matching Aspectual Particles, deriving the exhaustivity observed in
question-answer pairs using the answerhood operator.4

(42)  Principle of matching aspectual particles
When answering a wh-questions with the proposition p with aspectual par-
ticle x, if the speaker wants to assert Aw'identical ,[ANS-D  (Q)(w), pl,
then the answer should have the same aspectual particle x as in the
wh-question.

With (42), we explain why whenever the particles are matched, the answer
is by default interpreted as exhaustive, regardless of whether it involves
-guo or -le. We can also provide an explanation of the non-exhaustive rea-
ding of -guo. In particular, this principle predicts that using a mismatching
particle invites the inference that the answer does not trigger the weak
answerhood operator, and hence viewed as (potentially) non-exhaustive.
However, we still need to explain (ii)—why only -guo is allowed to violate
this principle and trigger this inference, while a mismatching answer with
-le leads to infelicity. I argue that this part follows from the different at-issue
contents of the two particles observed earlier.

Let me illustrate this idea with an example. First, in (43) below, where
the question contains a -guo, an answer with matching particles such as
(43a) will be interpreted as an assertion with weak answerhood operator.
The weak answerhood operator then gives rise to the inference that (43a) is
the complete answer (assuming a cooperative speaker). This is parallel to the
derivation in Section 4.3, which the reader can refer to. This explains why
a-guo-marked answer to a -guo- marked question is interpreted as exhaustive.

14 It has been noted by the previous literature that focus is associated with exhaustification
(Chierchia et al. 2013, a.0.). While there are multiple ways of deriving the exhaustivity of
the answer, I choose the configuration in (42) because the distribution of the perfective
particles with respect to various QUDs suggests that the idea of answerhood is especially
relevant for Mandarin Chinese (cf. Sections 3-5).
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(43)  [Shui], chi guo fanshiliu?

who eat GUo guava

‘Who ate/has eaten guavas?’

a. [Pam], chi guo fanshiliu.
Pam eat GUO guava
‘Pam has eaten guavas.’

b. ??Pam chi fanshiliu le.
Pam eat guava LESF

What might be responsible for the oddness of the answer with the perfective
-le (43b) then? One possibility is, (43b) is bad for the same reason why in
English, mismatching syntactic forms and voice in question-answer pairs
is bad (cf. (12)), possibly due to some independent reasons, including the
Gricean Maxim of Manner.

Another possible answer is that it has to do with the fact that a -le
answer may have mismatched focus due to its flexible at-issue/focused
contents, as we have shown earlier with the various tests. This is indeed
the intuition behind the oddness of (43b) noted by native speakers, that this
answer sounds like it is about a more specific question or situation (e.g. what
did Pam do this afternoon? or What did Pam eat?) rather than the simple
question of which eating-guavas-events by whom took place. This means
that it could lead to potential violation of Rooth’s (1992) QAC (i.e. the focus
in the answer should match the wh-word), since -le allows a reading where
the focus is on, say, guavas, instead of Pam.'

Regardless of which position we take, the infelicity of using a -le-marked
answer in response to a -guo-marked question should be something unsur-
prising. The puzzle lies in why violation of aspectual matching with -guo
is acceptable. Let us now consider cases where the question contains the
perfective -le. According to the Principle of Matching Aspectual Particles,
the answer with -le (44a) is interpreted as being the complete answer given
a cooperative speaker, due to the meaning of the weak answerhood oper-
ator.

15 Igave two question marks for (43b), but the judgment may also depend on intonation pat-
terns. (43b) is slightly less bad when the stress falls on Pam than with neutral intonation
where the stress naturally falls on fanshiliu ‘guavas’.
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(44)  [Shui], chi pingguo le?

who eat apple LESF

‘Who ate apples?’

a. [Pam],chi pingguo le.
Pam eat apple LESF
‘Pam ate apples.’
Inference: If the speaker is cooperative, then they are saying that
only Pam ate apples.

b. Pam chi guo pingguo.
Pam eat Guo apple
‘Pam ate apples.’
Inference: Pam is probably not the only one who ate apples.

I argue that the guo-marked sentence is acceptable here because the exis-
tence of the event as atissue content can in principle address a variety of
QUDs. Regardless of what the QUD might be (e.g. Who ate apples?, What did
Pam eat?, What did Pam do this afternoon?, etc.), asserting the existence/
instantiation of a relevant event (of Pam eating apples) should always be
appropriate since it is a member of the corresponding answers set. As Sec-
tion 5 shows, a -guo-sentence by itself typically does not allow focus on
a particular constituent, so unlike the -le-answer to -guo- question case,
there is no risk of possible mismatching focus and violation of Rooth’s QAC.
This means that (44b) can be considered a valid answer to the question in
(44). However, since it violates the Principle of Matching Aspectual Particles
(42), the addressee may conclude that it must be the case that the answer
cannot be interpreted as Aw'identical /[ANS-D . (Q)(w), p]. Depending on
whether we think the speaker is opinionated, we may either derive explicit
nonexhaustivity, or an ignorance inference that the speaker doesn’t know
if the answer is complete.

6.2 Why matching aspectual particles?

A remaining issue is, what could be the source of the Principle of Matching
Aspectual Particles? This question can also be broken into two parts. I will
now address them separately.

The first part is why Mandarin Chinese would require that (in the most
unmarked cases) questions and answers have matching particles. As men-
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tioned above, my suspicion is that it has the same source as the English
requirement of matching syntactic forms (Who ate apples? #Apples was
eaten by Pam). This could be related to the Gricean Maxim of Manner, or
simply ideas of (un)markedness. For the purpose of this paper, I cannot go
deeper into this question, and will have to leave it for future research.
Another part of the question is why the matching aspectual particles is
further tied to whether the weak answerhood operator is triggered. In Dayal
(2016), the weak answerhood operator in answers in viewed as a reflection
of what the speaker really tries to convey when they answer a wh-question,
therefore I see it as something that should be crosslinguistically invariant.
The reason why in Mandarin Chinese, mismatching particles with -guo may
have the effect of ‘flagging’ the answer as not triggering the weak answer-
hood operator, could follow from the analysis I outlined earlier in this sub-
section. That is, due to the different possible at-issue contents of -le and
-guo, the former may lead to mismatching focus/violation of Rooth’s QAC,
while the latter can always be an appropriate answer regardless of the form
of the wh-question it addresses. This flexibility of -guo allows it to be used
as answers to different kinds of wh-questions. Given the unmarkedness of
the answer with matching particles, the possibility of using -guo as a mis-
match gives the language a tool to explicitly flag the answer in some way
(specifically in this case, the absence of the weak answerhood operator). In
languages where this option is unavailable, we will need other means to
express this markedness. For example, in English, we have the following
pattern.
(45) a. Who ate apples?
b. Pam ate apples.
c. #Apples were eaten by Pam.
d. Well, (I know that) Pam ate apples.

The most unmarked answer to (45a) is (45b) with matching syntactic forms
and voice, which under normal circumstances, will be interpreted as a com-
plete answer if the speaker is being cooperative (this observation moti-
vated Dayal’s analysis using the weak answerhood operator). The answer
with the mismatch (45c) is infelicitous. Explicitly flagging the answer as
potentially incomplete (i.e. not triggering the weak answerhood operator),
on the other hand, requires some additional cues such as the one in (45d).
In Mandarin Chinese, it just happens that these factors (matching forms,
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QUDs, answerhood, possible at-issue contents, flexibility of focus, etc.) are
all intertwined and reflected in the language as the Principle of Matching
Aspectual Particles.

6.3 Back to the anti-resultative reading

I will now answer the second research question: how do the observations
regarding QAC and exhaustivity relate to whether the perfective -le and -guo
can get the pragmatically derived resultative reading? Is a unified analysis
possible?

I argue that a unified analysis is indeed possible. This point has been
partially made in Section 5.2, where I noted that for a -guo-marked sen-
tence to address a QUD, either the proposition must be a member of the
question set, or the -guo-marked event is linked to the answer via the rhe-
torical relation of elaboration/exemplification. The former case covers the
wh-questions and

QAC data, and the latter case relates to the inability of -guo to obtain the
resultative reading in examples like (46D).

(46) CanIborrow the computer?

a. Mali zuotian ba diannao nong-huai le.
Mary yesterday cAUS computer make-broken LE.SF
‘Mary broke the computer yesterday.’
Inference: The computer is still broken, so it’s not available for
borrowing.

b. #Mali zuotian ba diannao nong-huai guo.
Mary yesterday caus computer make-broken Guo
‘Mary broke the computer yesterday.’

This is related to the notion of C(oherence)-at-issueness in Koev’s (2018)
terms, that discourse segments are connected into a meaningful whole. This
idea is formally represented using discourse trees, which limit the attach-
ment of subsequent utterances via various coherence relations. Two kinds
of relations are distinguished: coordinating relations (e.g. narration, result)
push the discourse forward and project edges in a left-to-right fashion, while
subordinating relations (explanation, elaboration, background) project
edges top-down.
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In this system, there is an important notion known as the Right Frontier,
which consists of discourse units that are added last, and units that domi-
nates or contains a right frontier unit (47).

(47) Adiscourse unit rris on the RIGHT FRONTIER of a discourse tree D iff:
a. misadded to D last,
b. misconnected to a right frontier unit by a series of subordinating
relations (projects top-down), or
c. mis a complex discourse unit that contains a unit on the right
frontier.

(C)-at-issueness is related to whether the right frontier can be attached via
an appropriate coherence relation Hunter — Asher (2016: 1036).

(48) Right Frontier Constraint
A freshly uttered segment is attached to a node along the right fron-
tier of the current discourse tree.

(49) A proposition is C-at-issue iff a freshly uttered segment can attach to
it by some appropriate coherence relation.

Given this notion of at-issueness, the perfective -le and -guo can be distin-
guished by the different ways in which they engage in discourse coherence
relations. In particular, we may argue that, -guo differs from -le in that it
can only attach to a previous discourse unit via a subordinating relation
(elaboration, background, exemplification) but not coordinating relations
(narration, result). In other words, the perfective -le is more flexible than
-guo in the coherence relations it can engage in.

This claim is supported by the observation that a series of perfective -le
sentences like (50) can be interpreted as a narrative sequence, but -guo-sen-
tences tend to be understood as independent to each other, so they are
infelicitous in (50).1¢

16 In this sequence, the second verb yudao ‘meet’ is not aspectually marked. See Sun (2022)
for an analysis of such examples in narration.
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(50) Xiawu  Mali quyouyong {le, #guo}.Ta zai huijia de lushang yudao
Afternoon Mary go swimming LESFGUO  (s)he at come-home GEN way  meet
yi zhi xiao mao,jiu ba ta dai-hui jia {le, #guo}.
one CL little cat then caus it take-back home LE GuO
‘In the afternoon, Mary went swimming. On her way home, she found a kitten, and
she took it home.’

In addition, we note that the ‘main point’ of an utterance that appears in
subordinating relations is the fact that the event in question took place, so
that it can elaborate, exemplify, or provide a background for a previous
utterance.

Let us consider (46a) again. The coherence relations involved can be
represented as (51). As mentioned in Section 5.2, the implicit answer to the
question is that the computer is not currently available because it is broken
().

(51) a. m,:The computer is not available now.
m,: Mary broke the computer (-le).
m,: The computer broke.

b.
nl
l Explanation
M, >,
Result

Here, the Right Frontier (what is C-at-issue) includes m, (by (47b)), r, (by
(47a)), and the relations Result(r,, ,) and Explanation(m,, Result(m,, 1,)) (by
(47¢)), but not 77, (the breaking event) alone. Therefore, the coherence of this
discourse tree crucially hinges on 77, and Result(m,, 17,). This is not a problem
for (46a) with -le in 77, since there is no restriction on the possible coherent
relations. However, if 77, is a -guo-marked sentence, it cannot be part of
the Result(m,, m,) relation since it cannot engage in coordinating relations.
Therefore, a coherent discourse tree like (51) would be impossible, leading
to the infelicity of (46b).

Indeed, the intuition behind the oddness of (46b) is that the instantiation
of a past breaking event at some point is presented as the ‘main point’ of
the sentence and independent of its possible results, giving rise to a sense
of irrelevance. In fact, when the previous literature uses examples like (2)
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to illustrate the anti-resultative inference, it is often presented without any
context, and this makes testing the inference impossible. Based on my anal-
ysis, I argue that the ‘anti-resultative’ inference is really a side effect stem-
ming from the inability of -guo-marked sentences to engage in the Result
relation in cases where this relation is relevant. The prediction is that there
will be no ‘anti-resultative’ inference in contexts where -guo has a different
discourse function.
To see this, compare (46b) with (52).

(52)  (Asachild, Mary was interested in electronic instruments, for example...)
Yinwei haoqi, ta ba jia lide dianshinong-huai guo.
because curious she caus home at GEN TV make-broken Guo
‘She once broke the family TV out of curiosity.’

Here, the -guo-sentence provide an example of Mary being curious. 7, with
-guo is on the Right Frontier of the discourse tree and therefore C-at-issue.

(53) a. m:Mary was a curious child.
m,: She broke the TV (-guo).
b. 7

1
l Elaboration/Exemplification
ﬂZ

In this case, it it completely irrelevant whether the result of the breaking
event still holds, and both possibilities are acceptable. This example pro-
vides further evidence against the argument that -guo explicitly asserts or
presupposes the discontinuity of the result state made by previous authors
such as Lin (2007).

6.4 Interim summary

To summarize the discussion so far, unlike the perfective -le, the at-issue
content of -guo is always the existence/instantiation of the event. We have
discussed this with respect to different notions of at-issueness, including: the
different QUDs -le and -guo address (Q-at issue), whether the at-issue content
can be directly assented or dissented with (P-at issue), the relevant set of
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alternatives invited when they appear in questions, as well as the different
discourse coherence relations they may engage in (C-at issue).

In view of these different notions of at-issueness, we conclude that a uni-
fied analysis is indeed possible and it can cover both the resultative vs.
anti-resultative readings data and the QAC data.

7. Crosslinguistic comparison
7.1 The source of the experiential reading

The Mandarin Chinese -guo is often characterized as having an ‘experien-
tial’ reading. This reading is often analyzed in the literature as existential
quantification over times or situations. Early functionalist grammars such
as Li—- Thompson (1989) note that -guo signals that an event has been expe-
rienced with respect to some reference time, and if the reference time is
unspecified, -guo has a sort of indefinite past reading. Later formal approa-
ches either treat it as a temporal existential quantifier (Yeh 1996), or has
existential quantification over events (Lin 2006, 2007). More recently, Chen
et al. (2021) argues that the ‘experiential’ reading (although not specific to
that of -guo) in general is the result of existential quantification over past
times, and languages may manifest this quantification either in the domain
of tenses or aspects. For Chen et al. (2021), the experiential reading can be
characterized as talking about ‘events that happened at some (unspecified)
time in the past. Pragmatically, the emphasis is on the fact that the subject
has had this experience at least once, rather than when exactly this hap-
pened’. This interpretation is quite similar to the ‘indefinite past’ reading.
However, I would like to argue that having an indefinite past by itself
is not sufficient to capture the ‘experiential’ reading of -guo and the lack of
this reading of the perfective -le, given my assumptions of Mandarin Chinese
tenses. In particular, I follow Sun (2014) and assume that Mandarin Chinese
has a covert NONFUTURE tense (Matthewson 2006), and I follow Zhao (2023),
who argues that the Mandarin Chinese NONFUTURE tense is analyzed as
a temporal indefinite, being unspecified for whether the topic time is new
or old information. Since the language does not have a definite tense (e.g.
an anaphoric tense) competitor, the NONFUTURE tense may either intro-
duce a new reference time, or be anaphoric to a contextually salient time,
or bound. This is parallel to Heim’s (1991, 2011) idea about the competition
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between indefinite and definite DPs. In other words, both the perfective -le
and -guo may combine with the NONFUTURE tense to allow the existential
past reading, simply due to this assumption of tense in Mandarin Chinese.
This is illustrated in (54), where we can see that in the absence of a contex-
tually salient reference time, both -guo and -le can be used, suggesting that
there is temporal existential quantification in both cases.

(54) (There is no previously mentioned reference time:)
a. Mali you guo yong.
Mary swim.v GUO Swim.N
‘Mary swam/has swum (lit. Mary has had a swim).’
b. Mali you yong Ile.
Mary swim.v swim.N LE.SF
‘Mary swam/has swum (lit. Mary has had a swim).’

On the other hand, attributing the ‘experiential’ reading to existential quan-
tification over events or situations is also insufficient, since both particles
introduce new events into the context (unlike the anaphoric verbal -le, see
Section 2).

Therefore, the observations and analysis made in Section 5 provide
a better characterization of the difference between the perfective -le and
-guo. The experiential reading of -guo really follows from the fact that its
at-issue content is the existence/instantiation of the event. In a way, this
point mirrors Chen et al’s (2021) intuition that the experiential reading
pragmatically emphasizes on the fact that the event happened at least once.
However, unlike Chen et al. (2021), denoting existential quantifiers over
times/events is a necessary but not sufficient condition for getting salient
‘experiential’ interpretations. I think it is worthy to examine further cross-
linguistic data to look for similar patterns in terms of the at-issue content
of tense-aspectual constructions with the experiential flavor.

Furthermore, it has been noted by Zhao (2023) that the analysis of tau
and -in- in Chen et al. (2021) cannot be applied to Mandarin Chinese -guo,
despite the similarities regarding the experiential reading and the lack of
resultative reading. Due to lack of space, I will not elaborate on this point
here, and the speaker can refer to Zhao (2023).
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7.2  Looking for similar patterns
7.2.1 Contrast in (anti-)resultativity

Another question I am interested in is how widespread is the kind of con-
trast in exhaustivity observed with the perfective -le and -guo, and how this
observation might be reproduced in other tense-aspectual constructions
that pattern with -le and -guo with respect to resultativity.

Many languages seem to have two aspectual constructions that differ
along two parameters:

(i) whether they have the resultative or anti-resultative reading, and
(i) whether each reading is available, or obligatory. Some of the examples
are listed below.

(55) a. Hasawi Arabic: Poor Suffixal Conjugation, Suffixal Conjugation

(Abdullah Almuhaysh, p.c.)

b. Japanese:-teiru,-ta
(Ogihara 1998, a.o.)

c. Javanese/Atayal: bare forms vs. tau and -in-
(Chen 2018; Chen et al. 2021)

d. Tlingit: bare form vs. optional past-marking
(Cable 2017)

e. Wolof, Sranan, etc: bare form vs. optional past-marking
(Plungian — van der Auwera 2006)

f. English: present perfect, simple past
(Bertrand et al. 2017, 2022; Grgnn — von Stechow 2017; Matthew-
son 2014; Portner 2003, 2011, a.o.)

In all of these pairs, the former is (or can be) resultative, and the latter isn’t
(or cannot be). This may reflect different semantic/pragmatic strategies to
derive these meanings.

Javanese and Atayal tau and -in- are noted to lack the resultative read-
ing, although no explicit analysis is given in Chen et al. (2021).

Cable (2017) notes that the data in Tlingit parallel the observation made
in Plungian — van der Auwera (2006), that optional past-marking on per-
fect(ive) predicates can give rise to two inferences: (i) the result state of
the event fails to extend into the present, and (ii) some expected result of
the event failed to occur. While Plungian — van der Auwera (2006) take this
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inference to be a special case of the ‘cessation inference’ associated with sta-
tives (i.e. a pastmarked stative is understood as no longer true), Cable (2017)
argues that these inferences follow from a principle that ‘if the speaker can
assert a sentence where the Topic Time (TT) contains the Utterance Time
(UT), then they must do so’.

In Hasawi Arabic and Japanese, the resultative reading of the Poor Suf-
fixal Conjugation and -te iru is very hard to cancel, and they are also both
ambiguous between a perfective/perfect and a progressive reading.

English is where the resultative reading of the present perfect can be
derived pragmatically (Zhao 2023, 2022), while the simple past is not explic-
itly non-resultative.

These observations may reflect different semantic and pragmatic strat-
egies languages use to yield the resultative or the anti-resultative reading,
as well as different ways of dividing up the semantic space. It would be
interesting to test whether the observation and analysis made for Mandarin
Chinese -guo can be reproduced with other languages.

7.2.2 Japanese -te iru

While I do not have access to speakers of many of the languages listed above,
I have checked with Japanese speakers. In particular, there seems to be a contrast
between the -ta and the -te iru forms in terms of the exhaustivity inferences.

(56)  (Context: Murder investigation. The police is trying to figure out what
the victim did on the day of his murder. They interview a witness,
who saw the victim coming out of a ramen place, but the witness is
not sure if the victim also went to other restaurants later.)"’

Anohi no kareno shokuji wa nan da?

that day GENhe GEN dining ToOP what cop

‘What was his dining situation that day?’ (Japanese, same below)
a. #Ramen-o tabe-ta.

ramen-ACC eat-TA

‘He ate ramen.’

17 Iwant to thank (in alphabetical order): Teru Konishi, Fumio Mohri, Takanobu Nakamura,
David Oshima, and Yasutada Sudo for the discussion.
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b. Ramen-o tabe-teiru.
ramen-ACC eat-TE IRU
‘He ate ramen.’

The consultants report that (56b) is preferred in this context, since the ta-answer
sounds like an exhaustive, definitive answer, while the te iru-answer allows
for non-exhaustivity, suggesting that the victim possibly ate other things too.
This observation parallels that of Mandarin Chinese perfective -le and -guo.

The previous literature notes that the -te iru form has a wide range of
interpretations, including: (i) resulting state; (ii) progressive; (iii) habitual;
and (iv) a reading labeled as ‘(existential) perfect’, ‘experiential’, and ‘qua-
si-past’ (Shirai 2000; Kudo 2020; Oshima 2022, a.0.). While (at least) the first
three readings can be thought of as resulting from the aspectual meaning of
‘durative’ (Kudo, 2020), the last reading is a matter of debate, and has been
given different treatments. Most recently, Oshima (2022) argues that -te iru
is ambiguous between the durative reading and the ‘quasi-past’ reading
(also cf. Ogihara 1998). This ‘quasi-past’ reading is indistinguishable from
the meaning of the preterite -ta form:

(57) -teiruunder the quasi-past reading
a. Ken wa Mari ni atte  iru.
Ken TOP Mari DAT  see.GER AUX.NPFV.NPST
‘Ken has/will have seen Mari; Ken saw Mari.’
b. 3e[At(e, TT) A see(e) A Actor(e) = Ken A Undergoer(e) = Mari]
Presupposition: TT < TU

(58) Preterite (-ta)
a. KenwaMarini atta.
Ken TOP Mari DAT see.PST
‘Ken saw Mary.’
b. 3e[At(e, TT) A see(e) A Actor(e) = Ken A Undergoer(e) = Mari]
Presupposition: TT < TU (Oshima 2022)

In Oshima (2022), the distribution of these two forms under the same rea-
ding is controlled for by a markedness relation. The preterite -ta is the
unmarked/default form for describing a past situation, and the quasi-past
reading of the -te iru form (Oshima calls the -te iru form ‘non-past non-
perfective’) is only reserved for: (i) in the positive case, certain discourse
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coherence relations, such as exemplification and supplementation, as well
asin (r)eba or tara-conditional clauses where -ta is prohibited for syntactic
reasons; (ii) in the negative case, the negated -te inai is used to compensate
for the lack of the non-occurrence of the event (NOE) reading of the negated
preterite form V-na-kat-ta (which Oshima argues only has the occurrence
of a negative event, or ONE, reading).

My conjecture is that, in the positive case, the quasi-past -te iru is paral-
lel to Mandarin Chinese -guo: they both engage in subordinating discourse
coherent relations (e.g. exemplification and supplementation) and their
at-issue content is the existence of the event. In this way, we may be able
to provide an analysis of the non-exhaustive inference of -te iru in (56b)
similar to that of -guo. For example, the unmarkedness of -ta can be related
to assertion of weak answerhood which leads to exhaustive interpretation
of (56a), and emphasis on the existence of the event using -te iru does not
invoke the answerhood operator. A detailed analysis will require testing
of at-issue contents along the lines of Section 5, and will be left for future
research.!®

8. Conclusion

Empirically, I provide novel data which show that the Mandarin Chinese -guo
has a non-exhaustive inference when it appears in answers to wh-questions
with a mismatching perfective particle. Theoretically, I argue that these data
can be explained by the combination of: (i) a Principle of Matching Aspectual
Particles (42), which maintains that in Mandarin Chinese, if an answer p
to wh-questions is to be interpreted as Aw'.identical ,[ANS-D . (Q)(w), pI,
which gives rise to exhaustivity, it needs to match the aspectual particle in
the question; (ii) the at-issue content of a -guo-marked sentence can only
be the existence or instantiation of the event. The discussion also takes into
account of different notions of at-issueness (Tonhauser 2012; Koev 2018
a.o.). I believe my analysis based on at-issueness is superior to previous
ones where the antiresultative reading of -guo is attributed to an explicit
presupposition, since it unifies both the non-exhaustive inference and the
anti-resultative reading, as well as providing novel insights regarding the

18 We will need to factor out the resultative reading of -te iru. As mentioned earlier, it is an

entailment related to aspectual meaning of ‘durative’, and differs from the pragmatically
derived resultative reading of -le.
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‘experiential’ reading. This analysis may also provide insights for future
studies on similar tense-aspectual constructions across languages.
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