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Abstract: Benlai in Mandarin Chinese can be used as an attributive adjective or as an adverbial. It has two
meaning: First, it indicates that a sentence or noun it modifies holds in the past but does not hold at the speech time;
second, it specifies that a sentence or noun it presents holds in the past and at the speech time. We argue that benlai
obeys a contrastive restriction. When the context provides contrastive information, benlai indicates that the
sentence it presents holds in the past and at the speech time. While the context does not provide such information,
benlai induces one by specifying that the sentence it modifies holds in the past but does not hold at the speech time.

As for adjectival benlai, following En¢ (1981, 1986), Musan (1997, 1999), Tonhauser (2000, 2002), etc.,
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who argue that nouns also take a time argument, we further propose that in Mandarin Chinese one type
of nouns allow for the possibility that x has the property denoted by the noun in the past but does not at
the speech time, while the other type does not allow for such a possibility. When benlai modifies nouns
of the former type, it gets a reading that x has the properties denoted by the nouns in the past but does
not at the speech time. Nouns of this type provide contrastive information, and hence no other
contrastive information is required in the sentence. On the other hand, when benlai modifies nouns of
the latter type, it gets a reading that x has the properties denoted by the nouns in the past and at the
speech time. Nouns of this type do not provide contrastive information, and therefore there must be
contrastive information in the sentence, so that the contrastive restriction is obeyed. We propose formal
semantics for benlai and argue that adjectival benlai and adverbial benlai have exactly the same
semantics, except for the semantic types of the first arguments they take.

Keywords: benlai, contrastive semantics, formal semantics
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