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Expressions of partiality and completion in English
partial(ly) complete(ly), incomplete, entire(ly)

Uses of partial(ly)
(1) a. This is partial copy of the book.
     b. The sentence is partially true.
     c. The spot has partially disappeared.
     d. John has partially destroyed the chair.
     e. John is a partial owner of the building.
Uses of complete(ly)
(2) a. This is complete copy of the book.
    b. The sentence is completely true.
    c. The spot has completely disappeared.
    d. John has completely destroyed the chair.

Fact
Expressions of completion and partiality are widespread across languages, but have received little attention in semantics.

Aim
Develop a semantics of expressions that is applicable to the full range of occurrences and readings of expressions of partiality and completion. 

The proposal
Expressions of partiality and completion describe relations between an abstract whole and a partial or complete realization.

Expressions of completion give specific support for abstract wholes

Further development
Expressions of partiality and completion express one-place properties of contextual, spontaneous artefacts: compositions of a context-dependent conceived abstract whole and a (partial or complete) realization.
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

2. Previous semantic analyses of expressions of partiality and completion

Liebesman (2025) and Carrara and Lando (2025):
restrict themselves to partial applying to one-place nouns: 

(3) The wall is a partial house.

Liebesman (2025)
Partial conveys an irreducible relation  of partialhood between a concrete object and a kind conveyed by a noun:

(4) partial N = x(x, k), where the kind k is denoted by the noun N.

Carrara and Lando (2025)
‘mereomodal analysis’
Claimed advantages if their analysis: makes use of only standard modal notions (possibility) and mereological notions (is part of)

(5) ‘x is a partial N’ is true iff ‘x is part of a possible N’, 
     for a contextually relevant notion of possibility.  

Features of the analysis
< the standard relation of parthood
Modality dependent on context: epistemic, logical, metaphysical, teleological. 

An issue:
What if no one has conceived of a possible N?
Predicted equivalences:
(6) a. This tree is part of a possible forest.
      b. ? This tree is a partial forest.
(7) a. This handle is part of a possible door.
      b. ? This handle is a partial door.

Moltmann (1997)
Suggestive account of the adverbials completely and partially

(8) a. John completely forgot the poem.
     b. e(completely(e, E forget(E, John, the poem))

Completely holds between the described (Davidsonian) event and the event type given by ‘John forget the poem’.
The event type comes with two part structures:
· A participant-related part structure
· A degree-related part structures (degrees of remembering)
Event types  abstract event wholes

Question
What are such multidimensional event part structures due to?
· The nature of ontologically dependent entities, like events?
· The nature of abstract wholes determined by complex event descriptions?

Evidence for the latter:
No selection of part structure among multiple part structures with ordinary event quantifiers all, whole:
(9) a. the complete disappearance of the spots
     b. the whole disappearance of the spots
Ambiguity with ((9a), but not (9b).

Conclusion
Complex descriptions may convey part structures in multiple dimensions, realized by a concrete event with a single complex part structure.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

3.  An analysis based on the notion of an abstract whole

Recall of the notion of an abstract whole
· An abstract whole is composed of (neutral) relations or properties and positions or ‘slots’ that go along with them. 
· Slots may or may not be specified for entities as fillers, and they may be only partially specified for fillers. 
· In a given circumstance, an abstract whole may have a realization (or several realizations) obtained from filling in its open slots with entities. 
· Abstract wholes come with parts (in involving slots with or without fillers), as do their realizations, but the two part structures may diverge.
· Slots can be plural slots, to be filled by a plurality of entities.

Abstract wholes (e.g. a house design) generally form the content of an abstract artefact, 
Abstract artefacts
designs, compositions, plans, instructions, recipes
or products spontaneous act of conceiving (for some purpose or another)

(9) a partial modern house
     b. DP a partial NP modern house

Expressions of completion in general involve a mapping of the content of the phrase XP to which they apply onto an abstract part structure. 

The general meaning of partial:
(10)  For an utterance context u, partial XPu  = xA’(A’ < A & R(x, A’))

<: The proper part relation applying to abstract structures, besides the part relation < applying to concrete entities
R: the realization relation
A: the abstract whole determined by XP in u.
     or a part structure of the abstract whole determined by XP in u.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

4. Applications

Phenomena that pose serious difficulties for the previous analyses of expressions of completion and are accounted by the proposed analysis.

4. 1. The full range of expressions of completion with their parameters of semantic differentiation

Partial is not an isolated expression but belongs to a larger class of expressions of completion. Expressions of completion comprise also complete(ly), incomplete, partly, entirely. 
The proposed semantics not restricted to ‘partialhood’ relative to a kind or parthood among possible entities
Different parameters of semantic differentiation among expressions of partiality and completion. 

4.1.1.  Different quantificational conditions 

Complete differs from partial by involving universal quantification over the parts of the abstract whole (<) as well as the parts (<) of the realization:

(11) For an utterance context u,  
       complete XPu  = xA’(A’ < A  x’(x’ < x & R(x’, A’)), 
      for the part structure A of the abstract whole determined by XP in the context u.

4.1.2. Different conditions on wholes

Expressions of completion may impose particular conditions on the wholes to which they apply.
Example:
German vollstaendig ‘completely’ presupposes a discrete part structure of the abstract whole, German voellig a homogenous part structure:

(12) a. die voellige Unschuld ‘the complete innocence’
       b.  ?? vollstaendige Unschuld ‘the complete innocence’
(13) a. die vollstaendige Uebersetzung 
            ‘the complete translation‘
        b. ??? die voellige Ubersetzung
(14) a. die voellige Dunkelheit
           ‘the complete darkness‘
        b. ??? die vollstaendige Dunkelheit

4.1.3.  Different constraints on the selection of part structures of the abstract whole

Some part structures of abstract selection are unavailable for selection by partially and completely.

(15) a. The soldiers partially destroyed the houses.
        b. The clouds have partially disappeared.

Part of the houses
Part of what constitutes destruction
??? Part of the soldiers

Generalization: 
Agents cannot induce a separate part structure of the event whole,
but ‘themes’ can.
Why? Degrees of ontological involvement?

But agent-based part structures can be selected in some languages: 
e.g. Walpiri quantifier preverbs (Moltmann 1997).

Difference between partially and partly as a difference in selection of part structures?
(16) a.  the paint partly covered the wall 
       b. the paint partially covered the wall
(17) a. The clouds have partly disappeared.
       b. The clouds have partially disappeared.

(16b): reading 1 part of the wall is covered with paint
        reading 2: part of the paint covers the wall. 
(16a): only reading 1
(17b) part of the clouds or some degree of invisibility
(17a): only part of the clouds

4.2. Part structures determined by complements or modifiers

Expressions of completion can apply to expressions with complements or modifiers. 
This means that the abstract whole may come with a part structure imposed by the referent of the complement/modifier:

(18) a. the partial destruction of the chair         
        b. the partial covering of the wall with the fabric
        c. the partial similarity of the old paintings with the new paintings

Abstract wholes may come with multiple part structures, depending on the description.
Description dependence:

(19) a. ?? John is responsible for the partial destruction.
       b. ?? Mary noticed the partial covering of the wall

A highly simplified representation of a multidimensional part structure for (18b):
(19) << COVER, e>, < THEME, e, <w1, w2, w3>> ,<WITH, e, <p1, p2, p3, … >>>

w1, w2, … are (slots occupied by) the parts of the wall, and p1, p2, … the parts of the fabric

Expressions of completion operate on part structures strictly given by the content of the expression to which they apply.
Ordinary part quantifiers all, whole may quantify over different kinds of event parts even in the absence of a complex description. 

(20) All of the dancing / The whole dance was bad 

All and whole may range over temporal, spatial, and participant-related parts at once. 

(21) a. The whole purchase was a mistake.
       b. ??? The complete purchase was a mistake.

(21a) allows for various understandings.
(21b) remains incomplete. 

Comparison with previous analyses
· An approach that makes use only of concrete (possible) objects would not be able to account for the difference. 
· A kind-based approach is hardly applicable to part structures given by complements or modifiers in the first place. 

4.3. Divergences between part structures of abstract wholes and their realizations

Serious challenge for existing analyses of partial:

(22) John is a partial owner of the building (by owning one of the apartments).

(22) does not mean that John is part of a possible owner of the building.
(22) does not mean that John stands in a relation of partiality to a kind ‘owner of the building’. 

The present proposal
The abstract whole involved in (22a):

(23)   <OWN, p, <b1, b2, b3 >>, for an open slot p, and apartments b1,b2,b3 making up the building.

John realizes a part of that abstract whole by filling the slot p in <OWN, p, b1>.

4.4.   Partly applying to partly specified wholes

Rather than specifying that an object is part of something possible or abstract, partial may attribute to an entity a contribution to an already partly specified whole:

 (24) a. Joe is a partial owner of the ship (together with Arno, Bill, and Carl).
         b. The book was a partial topic of today’s lecture, which was otherwise about certain paintings.

Again a serious problem for Liebesman’s (2025) and Carrara and Lando’s (2025) analyses: 
(8a) does not mean that Joe is a part of a possible owner of the ship or a partial realization of a kind ‘shipowner’. 
(24a) means that Joe together with others forms a whole by owning the ship. 

(24b) does not mean that the book was part of a possible topic of today’s lecture.
(24b) means that together with other themes it forms a whole that constitutes today’s the topic of today’s lecture. 
The proposed analysis can cover such cases. 
What is special about them is simply that the abstract whole involves a slot that is to an extent already filled by entities in the context. 

The abstract whole determined by owner of the ship : 

(25)   <OWNER, <p, a, b, c>, the ship>, p is an open slot and a, b, c are (slots filled with) co-owners.

Joe according to (24a) realizes part of that structure, by being a filler of p in the relevant circumstance.

4.5.   Expressions of completion may apply not only to nouns 

Expressions of partiality and completion apply not just to nouns with their possible modifiers and complements, but also to adjective phrases and prepositional phrases:

(26) a. The apple is partially red                      
        b. The sentence is partially true.
        c. The talk was partially about the ten poets.  

Again, serious problems for previous analyses:
(26a) does not mean that the apple is part of a possible red thing or a possible red apple
(26b) does not mean that the sentence is part of a possible true thing / sentence. 
(26c) does not mean that the talk was part of a possible talk about the ten poets. 
Rather (26a) means that the apple realizes part of an abstract whole involving parts of the apple:

(27)   <RED, <a1, a2, a3, …>>

For example, by realizing <RED, <a1, a2>> with parts a1 and a2
(26c) allows for two readings and says that the (content) of the talk realizes part of one of the part structures of the abstract whole in (28), for content parts t1, t2, … of the talk and poets p1, p2,…, p10:

(28)   <ABOUT, <t1, t2, t3, …>, <p1, p2, …, p10>>

4.6.   Expressions of completion applying to mass nouns

Previous analyses: partial is restricted to singular count nouns or select atomic expressions. 
But partial is possible with mass nouns:

(29)   a partial awareness of the problem 

The present proposal only requires the relevant abstract structures to constitute wholes, e.g. by involving an object with a boundary.

4.7.   The semantics of the verb to complete

The proposed analysis permits a unified semantics of the verb complete and the adjective complete. The verb complete clearly does not involve merely possible objects or kinds:
     
(30)   John completed the painting.

(30) does not mean that John realized some possible painting or a kind. Rather it means that he realized his own artistic vision, whose content is an abstract whole.
-----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------

5. Other semantic involvements of abstract wholes

Verbs of completion-related absence: lack, be missing
Absence of something that should be there in order for the realization of an abstract whole to be complete.

(31) a. The house lacks a door
       b. John lacks a mother / a car / a friend.
       c.  The students lack a leader.
       d. The rice lacks salt.

Application condition for lack
Lack relates to an abstract whole given by the context (conceived by the speaker) and presupposes that it is not fully realized.
The abstract whole need not have single objects as its realizations.
· The whole may be constituted instead by relations of possession, kinship, friendship.
· The whole may be a plurality.
The whole may be a portion
-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
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