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Abstract

This dissertation studies the semantics of experiential sentences. The
verbal suffix guo in Mandarin, the adverb pernah in Indonesian, and
the construction -ta koto ga aru in Japanese are labelled Experiential
Construction, abbreviated as EXPER. EXPER indicates that a situation
has happened at least once in the past. The main focus of this dissertation
is on the experiential marker guo in Mandarin. I will also discuss the data
from Japanese and Indonesian.

Three aspects of the semantics of EXPER will be investigated in this
dissertation: quantification, aspectual value and temporal reference.
While the previous approaches are concerned with the aspectual meaning
and temporal properties of EXPER, I provide the analysis of EXPER
from the perspective of quantification. I propose that EXPER be treated
as a temporal quantifier, functioning like quantifying adverbs, such as
always, often and sometimes, etc. These adverbs all quantify over a set of
situations, rather than a specific one.

My analysis of EXPER as a temporal quantifier is an extension of
Partee’s proposal for quantifying adverbs in the framework of Discourse
Representation Theory. Her treatment of always depends on Hinrichs’
discussion of temporal relations among sentences in discourse. Based
on Partee’s and Hinrichs’ work, I show that the essential property shared
by EXPER and other quantifying adverbs is that they all introduce the
construction of a complex discourse representation structure whose event
entities are not accessible from outside.

The previous studies have made insightful observations of the properties
of an experiential sentence from the perspectives of aspectual meanings
and temporal reference. However, those observations are descriptive
and fail to offer explanations. I suggest that the quantificational force of
EXPER be taken as the core meaning. Based on this basic meaning, I will
then discuss systematically the aspectual value and temporal properties
suggested in the literature. I will show that the quantificational meaning
of EXPER naturally unites the previous observations of experiential
sentences.
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Introduction

0.1 Introduction

This dissertation studies the semantics of experiential sentences.
EXPER, or experiential constructions, have not received much attention
across languages. The present study is an initial attempt to examine
EXPER systematically in different languages. I discuss data from
Mandarin, Japanese and Indonesian, since these three languages have a
grammaticalized experiential construction. The focus of this dissertation
is to provide a definition for the experiential meaning.

First, let’s look at an experiential sentence from Mandarin. In Mandarin,
an experiential marker guo (guo,,,) is suffixed to the verb, as in (1).

(1) Wo hua-guo,,, xue
I slide-guo,,, snow
“I skied (before).”

What does the sentence with guo,,, in (1) express? Chao (1968) suggests
that guo,,, signals a class meaning with a situation that has happened at
least once in the past.' Guo,,, also indicates that the event has occurred at
an indefinite past (Chao 1968). Ma (1977) notices that the constraint of
“recurrence” restricts guo,,, from presenting a non-recurrent situation, as
illustrated in (2).

(2) *Bai xiansheng si-guo,,,
Bai Mr. die-guo,,,
“Mr. Bai died (before).”

Since [die] is not repeatable, guo,,, can not occur with this situation.
There is an additional property of these sentences: a guo,,,-sentence not
only presents a complete situation, but also implies that the result of the
situation is over. This property, called “discontinuity”, was first observed

' A more detailed literature review is in 1.2.
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by Chao (1968:439). See (3).

(3) Lipeng shuai-duan-guo,,, tui
Lipeng fall-break-guo,,, leg
“Lipeng broke his leg.” (it has healed since)

In (3), the use of guo,,, implies that the result state [his leg be broken]
does not hold anymore. There are two other important observations. Li
and Thompson (1981:231) note that guo,,, is not used in a context in
which successive events are in focus. In contrast, the perfective marker /e
can be used. Consider (4):

(4) Wo zuotian wanshang kan-le/*-guo,,, dianshi,
I yesterday night watch-le/*-guo,,, television,

feng-le/*-guo,,, liang shuang wazi, jiu qu shuijiao.

sew-le/*-guo,,, two pair socks, then go sleep

“Last night I watched TV, sewed two pairs of socks,
and went to bed.”

Finally, notice that guo,,, does not occur with a habitual sentence as in

(5).

(5) *Wangwu changchang diao-guo,,, dongxi
Wangwu often lose-guo,,, thing
“Wangwu often lost his stuff (before).”

The previous studies have contributed tremendously to the understanding
of guo,,,. However, I found that the descriptive observations do not offer
explanations for the distributions and constraints of guo,,,. For example,
why can guo,,, not occur with a habitual sentence to indicate the repetition
of a situation that has happened once in the past? Why can’t guo,,,
appear with non-repeatable situations? If guo,,, is associated with a class
meaning, how can we specify this meaning more precisely? As example
(3) illustrates, the use of guo,,, implies the end of the result state. How
do we explain this? Also, what is the meaning of guo,,, that prevents it
from presenting successive events? All these questions led me to pursue
an analysis that unifies these observations and explains the constraints
and distributions of guo,,,. Moreover, the analysis can be extended to
experiential constructions in other languages.



