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Most Indo-Aryan languages display ergative case marking in perfective constructions; 

whereas in imperfective constructions, the subject marking is nominative. In the perfective 

constructions in the Indo-Aryan language Nepali, the transitive subject A is marked with the 

postposition le. However, le can mark A also in imperfective constructions. The postposition 

is then optional and seems to occur on a highly irregular basis. The following examples 

illustrate the use of le, occurring first in a present tense construction. The second example is a 

present continuous construction where le is not used.  

1. tapāīṃ=ko  hajāma=le  mero  ghāu  kin  kāṭ-i-dim-̣dai-na 

you.H=GEN barber=ERG my wound why stitch-LNK-give-PRS-NEG.3SG 

„Why doesn‟t your barber stitch my wound?‟ 

(Thapa 2001) 

2. ma  bhāt  khā-nechu 

I.NOM rice eat-FUT.1SG 

„I will eat rice.‟ 

(Thapa 2001) 

Various hypotheses have been assumed to account for this anomalous distribution; the 

traditional textbook hypothesis considers “emphasis” as the factor controlling the occurrence 

of le (Hutt and Subedi 1999); other accounts select different syntactic and/or semantic factors 

that determine the distribution of le (Abadie 1974, Butt and Poudel 2007, Bickel 2011).    

In this paper, I consider the distribution of the imperfective le as an example of 

argument alternation. As with the dative alternation in English, the “ergative alternation” in 

Nepali seems to be determined by varying semantic constraints, which makes it an excellent 

example to be investigated by means of the probabilistic method advocated by Bresnan et al. 

(2007); thus studying different factors which may influence the presence of the le marking. A 

qualitative pilot study of a number of Nepali short stories shows that le, as a syntactic 

postposition associated with perfective verbs, carries over a perfective meaning to present and 

progressive verb constructions and adds a notion of completeness and determination to the 

clause.  

In a quantitative follow-up study, the Nepali corpus developed by CRULP will put this 

hypothesis to the test. Imperfective constructions are annotated for the variables suggested by 



the previous approaches, and additionally for the variable of semantic perfectivity. A 

multivariate regression analysis then shows the varying influence of the variables. The results 

show that difference in meaning is not only entailed in the added postposition le, but in the 

complete construction. 
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