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Lexical Aspects: Mandarin Chinese as an Example

We introduce lexical aspects in this text. Lexical aspect (also called Aktionsart) is about the
inherent temporal structure of a verb or predicate, that is, what kind of event the verb itself
describes, independent of tense or (grammatical) aspect.

Events (in a more general sense) can be classified into (at least) four types (i.e., STATE,
ACTIVITY, ACCOMPLISHMENT, ACHIEVEMENT) based on three dimensions: punctuality vs. du-
rativity (i.e., £DURATIVE), dynamicity vs. stativity (non-dynamicity)(i.e., £DYNAMIC), and
telicity vs. atelicity (i.e., £TELIC). Punctuality and durativity concern whether an event occurs
instantaneously or extends over a period of time. Dynamicity (as opposed to stativity/non-
dynamicity) relates to whether the event involves change or activity, rather than describing a
stable situation. Telicity reflects whether the event has an inherent endpoint that determines
its natural termination, while atelicity reflects the absence of such inherent endpoint.

Table 1 is a summary of event types in Mandarin Chinese.

Table 1: Event types in Mandarin Chinese

Event type Features Mandarin example
STATE [+DURATIVE] HEXHE zhidaozhéjianshi ‘know this thing’
[-DYNAMIC] 18X R pazhézhimao fear this cat’
[-TELIC] E—A adiyigérén ‘love someone’
ACTIVITY [+DURATIVE] K youyong ‘swim’
[+DYNAMIC] ¥I%P pdobu ‘run’
[-TELIC] IZ3 R chipinggud ‘eat an apple/apples’
ACCOMPLISHMENT [+DURATIVE] ifif 300 KREYk yousanbdaimideyong ‘swin 300 meters’
[+pYyNaMIc]  BI—I7EHIM pdoyichdngmalasong ‘run a marathon’
[+TELIC] 25— ER chiwanyigépinggud ‘eat up an apple’
ACHIEVEMENT  [-DURATIVE] EIREI—HE yishidaoyijianshi ‘realize a thing’
[+DYyNamIc]  REFH[EIE] zoujinfangjian ‘enter the room by walking’
[+TELIC] & E— A dishangyigérén ‘fall in love with someone’

As shown in the table, event types are not determined by verbs alone, but by predicates,

that is, the combination of a verb and its object. In Mandarin (and many other languages), the
four types of events can be distinguished in three ways.

First, the PROGRESSIVE aspect requires both [+DURATIVE] and [+DYNAMIC] (i.e., ACTIVITY
and ACCOMPLISHMENT). It does not combine well with STATE, and with certain ACHIEVEMENT
predicates, it tends to yield a future interpretation, as shown in (1).

(1) a 27?7 FH EE mE X %, (STATE)
?? W0 zhengzai zhidao zhe jian shi.

I  PROGRESSIVE know this cLASSIFIER thing
‘(Intended) I am getting to know this thing’
b. ??? I IEE m X R Jo (STATE)
??? W0 zhéngzai pa zhé zhi mao.
I  PROGRESSIVE fear this CLASSIFIER cat
‘(Intended) I am afraid of this cat’

c. & IE E #  F5iEl. (ACHIEVEMENT)
Wo zhéng yao jin fangjian.

I PROGRESSIVE want enter room
‘T am entering the room’
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d & A8 B E#E E £ - AN Ao (ACHIEVEMENT)
Wo réenwéi wo zhengzai ai shang yi ge rén.
I  think I PROGRESSIVE love up one CLASSIFIER person
‘I think I am falling in love with someone.

Second, the IMPERATIVE mood, which entails agentivity, requires [+DYNAMIC] (i.e., AC-
TIVITY, ACCOMPLISHMENT, and ACHIEVEMENT), and it does not combine well with STATE, as
shown in (2).

(2 a 7?(M®R HME X # E! (STATE)
?? (Kuai) zhidao zhé jian shi!

quick know this cLASSIFIER thing
‘Know this thing!’

b. 2R B X R 3! (STATE)
?? (Kuai) pa zhe zhi mao!

quick fear this CLASSIFIER cat
‘Fear this cat!’

c. (R B! (acTivity)
(Kuai) paobu!

quick run
‘Run!’

d (B iZ % X D 3R ! (ACCOMPLISHMENT)
(Kuai) chi wan zhe ge pingguo!

quick eat finish this cLASSIFIER apple
‘Eat this apple up!’

e. () #  FEiE! (ACHIEVEMENT)
(Kuai) jin  fangjian!
quick enter room
‘Enter the room!’

Third, IN-TIME temporal requires [+TELIC] (i.e., ACCOMPLISHMENT and ACHIEVEMENT), and
does not combine well with STATE and ACTIVITY, as shown in (3).

(3) a ??7% B T + 2 m B X =R o (STATE)
??? Wo néng zai shi fénzhong néi  pa zhe zhi mao.

I can at ten minute inside fear this CLASSIFIER cat
‘T can fear this cat in ten minutes.

b. ?7? & B E + £ A ko (ACTIVITY)
??7? WO néng zai shi fénzhong nei  yoéuyong.
I can at ten minute inside swim
‘T can swim in ten minutes.

c. ® B ® + oI A Z 72?2 — N
Wo néng zai shi fénzhong nei chi ???(wan) yi ge
I can at ten minute inside eat finish one CLASSIFIER
3R, (ACCOMPLISHMENT)
pingguo.
apple

‘I can eat up an apple in ten minutes.’
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d & & + o A E (b g - 4
Wo zai shi fénzhong nei  ai  ???(shang) le yi ge
I at ten minute inside love up PERFECTIVE one CLASSIFIER
Ao (ACHIEVEMENT)
rén.
person

‘I fell in love with someone in ten minutes.



