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Time Reference and Its Syntactic Effects in Mandarin Chinese

Guo Rui

Abstract Predicative constituents in modern Chinese carry two types of time refer-
ences, the internal time reference, which refers to the time of an event within the sen-
tence, and the external time reference, a certain point on the natural time axis of the
world. While the external time reference locates the event that a sentence expresses in the
realistic world, the internal time reference shows the temporal relations of different events
within a sentence which have no connection with the timing of the realistic world. Then the
semantic function of le, zhe and guo can be explained from the perspective of time refer-
ence. The reason that sentences with VPs carrying le, . zhe and guo, are not accepted as
full sentences is the absence of an external time reference. Only when time referencing ele-
ments such as a following VP, a numeral phrase or an external time referencing le, or ne
are added can these VPs are taken as full sentences. Narrative sentences ending in le; have
been found in modern Chinese novels, which indicates that this usage of le; is in the
process of evolving into a past tense marker.

Keywords aspect marker le, time reference, realis sentence, sentence ending mecha-

nism
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