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Déchaine: Zero tense in Standard and in African American English

Zero tense in Standard and in African American English®

Rose-Marie Déchaine

University of British Columbia

1. Tense-marking in African American and Standard American

African American doesn’t mark ‘present’ overtly, but Standard American does:

African American Standard American
(D a. Lisa [TY] like cake. (2) a. Sue likes carrots.
b. Lisa [1<J] tall. b. Sue is tall.
C. Lisa [TJ] eating. c. Sue is eating.
d. Lisa [T<] done ate. d. Sue has eaten.

This paper shows that the most satisfactory account of the difference between (1)
and (2) is a morphological one (§2). If morphological tense-marking (present, past, future)
is distinguished from semantic Tense operators (NOW, PRIOR, FUTURE), then both African
American (AAE) and Standard American (SAE) can be shown to lack NOW as a semantic
Tense operator (§3). In both varieties the ‘present’ tense is a null syntactic position,
labelled [T(J], and the presence of [T] in turn correlates with the possibility of Sequence-
of-Tense. §4 examines the two factors that determine how sentences with [1J] are
interpreted: Discourse-linking, and the ontology of states and events. §5 looks at the cross-
linguistic generalizations that this approach permits concerning temporal effects, especially

*Thanks to Lisa Green for making available her unpublished research, and for discussion. Thanks also to H.
Borer, M. Dickey, A. Kroch, R. Campbell, V. Manfredi and T. Roeper. Part of this research was supported
by a Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada Fellowship (#756-92-0466).
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as it relates to (non)-uniformity of interpretation, genericity and Sequence-of-Tense.
Finally, §6 assesses the implications of the proposed analysis.

2. Identifying the source of the difference

Accounts of the difference between (1) and (2) can be characterized in terms of the
domain they identify as the locus of variation: phonological, morphological, syntactic, or
semantic. If the difference were rooted in phonology, we expect a difference in the
inventory of P-rules. If the difference were morphologically rooted, we expect different
morpheme inventories. If the difference were syntactically rooted, we expect a difference in
the inventory of syntactic configurations. (The syntactic account can be ruled out in
principle, if one accepts that phrase structure (i.e. X-bar theory) is invanant.) And if the
difference were semantic, we expect a difference in the inventory of semantic operators.

Accepting that a structurally based account is not tenable on theoretical grounds,
this leaves three ways of accounting for the difference between (1) and (2). I consider each
in turn, showing that both phonological and semantic accounts are unsatisfactory, and that
a morphological account is the most satisfactory.

2.1 The difference is rooted in phonology: Labev 1969

The difference between AAE and SAE could be phonologically rooted, deriving
from the application of stylistic deletion rules at Phonetic Form. This is essentially the
position of Labov 1969, who is concerned with accounting for the absence of copular
forms in certain contexts, and derives an AAE bare matrix predicate like (3a) by deleting the
reduced (desyllabified) copula from the corresponding sentence of SAE (4a). He notes
parallel contexts where ‘deletion’ and ‘reduction’ both result in ungrammaticality, (3b) —
(4b). In such contexts, AAE uses invariant is (3c), while SAE uses are (4c¢).

African American Standard American
3) a. They & mine. 4) a. They’re mine.
b. *That’s what they . b. *That’s what they’re.
c. That’s what they is. c. That’s what they are.

Labov (1969: 722) proposes a one-to-one correspondence between
contraction/deletion and between non-contraction/non-deletion:

&) Labov’s generalization: (cf. Labov 1969: 722)
1) Wherever SAE contracts, AAE deletes is and are.
ii) Wherever AAE deletes, SAE contracts is and are.
i) Wherever SAE doesn’t contract, AAE doesn’t delete is and are.
iv) Wherever AAE doesn’t delete, SAE doesn’t contract is and are.

Labov’s basic claim, that prosodic factors must be taken into account in coming to
an understanding of the distribution of the copula in AAE, is undoubtedly true. However,
“Labov’s generalization” itself fails to capture a number of generalizations, including the
retention of the ‘reduced copula’ in certain environments, and the sensitivity of ‘copula
deletion’ to syntactic environment. Consider each in turn.

2.1.1 I-m, it-s, that-s, and what-s
If the relevant generalization is that what contracts (in SAE) also deletes (in AAE),

then one expects all forms of the reduced copula to “delete”. Looking across the full
paradigm, observe that AAE seems to retain the reduced copula in two contexts: with the
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Ist person, and with the 3rd person inanimate pronominal subjects i, that and what
(DeBose & Faraclas 1993: 372):

(6) PRESENT TENSE PARADIGM OF NON-V PREDICATES
African American Standard American
I-m  tall.  (cf. *Itall) I’'m tall. Is
You tall You’re tall. 2s
He tall. He’s tall. 3s Animate
She tall. She’s  tall. 3s Animate
Who tall? Who’s tall? 3s Animate
It-s  tall.  (cf. *Ittall.) It’s tall. 3s Inanimate
That-s tall. (cf. *That tall.) That’s tall. 3s Inanimate
What-s tall?  (cf. *What tall?) What’s tall? 3s Inanimate
We  tall We’re  tall. Ip
Y’all tall. You're tall. 2p
They tall. They’re tall. 3p

The distribution of I-m and the inanimate forms (it-s, that-s, what-s) differs. I-m is
arguably a pronominal variant of /, consistent with the fact that I-m appears in contexts
where a full copula would be impossible, in particular before the modal auxiliary ’e ‘will’:

non-V predicate V predicate
@) a. non-past I-m [1J] [ap proud] I 1] [vpfall]
b. progressive I-m [1] [Aspp being proud] I-m  [1F] [Aspp falling]
c. future I-m [1’e] [vpbe [ap proud] I-m [1’e] [vpfall]
d. past I [T was;j ] [vp  [Ap proud] I [+PAST] [vyp fell]

Labov (1969: 721), remarking that -m is kept with the 1st person, assumes it is a reduced
copula, and attributes its presence to the fact that word-final -m never deletes in AAE. But
this could be true, without it implying that -m is a reduced copula. The fact that I-m occurs
in environments where a reduced copula is impossible, as shown by the contrast of (8) vs
(9), establishes that AAE -m and SAE ’m don’t have the same distribution.

African American Standard American
tS)] I-m e be proud. (®  *I’'m will be proud.

These observations are consistent with the following characterization of I-m: I-m is a special
form of the 1st person pronoun which precedes a non-verbal projection.

Turning to the -5 of it-s, that-s and what-s, it is a form of inanimate agreement
(Déchaine 1993).! The -s forms differ from I-m in one crucial respect: whereas I-m is
retained before a modal auxiliary, the -s forms are not:

1This departs from DeBose & Faraclas (1993: 372), who treat both the 1st person form (J-m) and the 3rd
person forms (it-s, that-s and what-s ) as pronominal variants of the simple forms I, it, that and whar .
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non-V predicate V predicate

(10)  non-past It-s [T] [Ap tall] It [1D] [vpfall]
progressive It-s  [T] [Aspp being tall] It-s  [1Y] [AspP falling]
cont. prog. It [T<] [vp be being tall] It [1tY] [vp be falling]
future It [T ’e] be tall. It [r1’e]fall
past It [Twas]tall. It  [+PAST] [yp fell]
past progressive It [T was] being tall. It [T was] falling.
future progressive It [T ’e] be being tall. It |7 ’e] be falling.

For the -s forms, the descriptive generalization is:
(11) -sisaform of agreement which occurs with non-V predicates, absent material in T.

Crosslinguistically, 3rd person pronominals often have the status of default agreement,
lacking inherent person, number and gender specification (Déchaine 1993). If -5 in AAE is
default agreement, this accounts for its occurrence with non-V predicates, and its restriction
to third person inanimates.2

2.1.2 Syntactic environment

Another failing of the deletion account is that does not link the absence of tense-
marking on V predicates with the absence of tense-marking on non-V predicates. The
missing generalization is that tense-marking is absent with both V and non-V predicates.
Related to this is another missing generalization: AAE tense-marking displays the same
three-way split with V and non-V predicates, as summarized in (12). First, there are
constructions which are never overtly tense-marked: the declaratives. Second, there are
constructions that are optionally tense-marked: yes/no questions (Green 1993). Third, there
are constructions which must be tense-marked: emphatic exclamatives (Dillard 1972: 44).

(12) African American
be WITH NON-V PREDICATES do WITH V PREDICATES
a. You sick. She walk. declarative
b. (Is) you sick? (Do) she walk? yes/no question
C. You IS  sick! She DO walk! emphatic

The absence of inflection with declaratives is consistent with Labov’s analysis, but the
optionality of sentence-initial auxiliary in yes/no questions poses a problem, since Labov
claims that the AAE copula deletes in contexts where SAE permits a reduced form. (13)
gives corresponding SAE examples. Of particular relevance is (13b), which shows that the
copula has full form in sentence-initial position, thus Are you sick?, but not *’re sick .

(13) Standard American
be WITH NON-V PREDICATES do WITH V PREDICATES
a. You're sick. She walk-s. declarative
b. Are you sick? Does she  walk? yes/no question
C. You are SO sick! She does SO walk! emphatic

2In discussion, it was pointed out that the distribution of the -s forms may be attributable to restrictions on
the occurrence of voiceless segments, rather than being syntactically governed. The implications of this
remain to be investigated.
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What emerges from this comparison is that there 1s a context where the full copula
is obligatory in AAE, but optional in SAE, constituting a counterexample to Labov’s
generalization. As for the obligatoriness of emphatic is in AAE, it neither confirms nor
disconfirms the deletion analysis. However, the fact that this form is invariant means that
an analysis which appeals to phonological reduction in order to account for the absence of
the copula in certain environments, must in any case be supplemented by additional
statements on the morphological shape of the emphatic marker. Finally, a deletion analysis
fails to capture the fact that the distribution of be with non-V predicates is constrained in
exactly the same way as the distribution of do with V predicates: no tense-marking in the
present tense, optional occurrence of do in yes/no questions, and obligatory occurrence of
do in the emphatic construction.

To summarize. A deletion analysis fails to unify the contexts in which the copula
does not occur: declaratives (‘obligatory deletion’) and interrogatives (‘optional deletion’).
Second, it has nothing to say about contexts in which the copula must occur in AAE, and is
invariant, e.g. emphatic IS, Habitual be. And it fails to capture the fact that the distribution
of be and do are subject to the same syntactic restrictions.

2.2 The difference is rooted in semantics: DeBose & Faraclas 1993

Another way to understand the difference between AAE and SAE is as a semantic
one. Under this view, the contrast between (1) and (2) might reflect a difference in the
organization of certain semantic operators, specifically Tense and Aspect. Following
Dillard (1972: 44), DeBose & Faraclas (1993: 378ff.) propose that in SAE tense is primary
and aspect secondary, but that in AAE tense values are derivative of aspectual values. With
“unmarked predicate constructions”, i.e. constructions with no overt tense-marking, the
aspectual value is determined by a Lexical Stativity Parameter (LSP)3:

(14)  Lexical Stativity Parameter (LSP): Absent overt tense/aspect, a stative predicate is
normally interpreted as nonpast/noncompletive; a nonstative predicate is normally
interpreted as past/completive. (cf. DeBose & Faraclas 1993: 371)

DeBose & Faraclas assume that tense is active in SAE, but inactive in AAE, so they
predict that the interpretive effects of the LSP are manifest in AAE, but not in SAE.
However, lexical stativity is also a factor in tense interpretation in SAE (En¢ 1991, Stowell
1993), so a stativity parameter fails to distinguish the two varieties. To show this, it is
necessary to introduce the notion of temporal reference, defined as follows:

(15)  temporal reference of S &: (adapted from Dowty 1986: 45)
the time the situation mentioned by the sentence occurred or obtains

In both AAE and SAE, temporal reference is sensitive to inherent lexical aspect, and
specifically to the stative/eventive distinction. For eventive predicates, one must further
distinguish atelic (non-delimited) events from telic (delimited) ones.

3As DeBose and Faraclas note, the LSP is equivalent to what is known in the Africanist literature as the
‘factative’ construction, a common feature of Kwa (Niger-Congo). In the factative, an eventive verb is
interpreted as past, a stative verb as non-past, as the following example from the Oweré dialect of igbo
illustrates, from Fménanjo (1984:121). See Welmers and Welmers 1968, Déchaine 1991, Déchaine 1993 for
further discussion. There is confusion in the literature about the factative: contra Comrie 1976 (cited by Eng
1981: 103f.) the factative has unambiguous temporal reference.

@ Ikheri-i rnin A (it) Adhi ma-ra m-ma
eat-rV food this be.beautiful-rV beauty
‘fkhe ate this food’ ‘Adhd is beautiful’
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In the unmarked predicate construction of AAE there is a three-way interpretive
split. A stative predicate describes a state which overlaps with the utterance situation, i.e. it
is interpreted as non-past, (16a). In (16b), a bare NP object makes the VP generic. And in
(16¢), go, as an inherently telic unaccusative predicate (Levin & Rappaport 1989: 320),
describes an event which precedes the utterance situation. Similar effects are seen in SAE: a
stative predicate describes a state which overlaps with the utterance situation (17a); a bare
plural object makes an eventive VP generic/atelic (17b); and a delimited VP describes an
event which precedes the utterance situation, traditionally called the historic present.4

African American Standard American
(16) a. Lisa[T <] like cake. (17) a. Sue likes carrots.
b. Lisa [T & ] eat cake. b. Sue eats carrots.

c. Lisa [T & ] go home. c. Sue goes home.
Sue eats the carrots.

Given that the unmarked predicate constructions of AAE and the ‘present tense’ of
SAE are associated with the same range of interpretations, this suggests that the difference
between the two varieties is not semantically rooted.

2.3 The difference is rooted in morphology

If the difference between AAE and SAE with respect to tense marking is neither
phonologically nor semantically based, this leaves only one other possibility. We can locate
the difference between (1) and (2) in the morphology of tense. This is the null hypothesis,
given the more general claim that all surface variation reduces to morphological differences
(Borer 1983, Chomsky 1991, 1993). As illustrated in (18), both AAE and SAE lack NOwW
as a semantic Tense operator. ‘Zero tense’ ([TY]) in AAE has no morphological content,
and in SAE it correlates with subject agreement.

(18) DECLARATIVE PARADIGM OF V PREDICATES
African American Standard American
I IT < ] like cake. | [T D 1like cake. 1s
You [T ]like cake. You [T < ]like cake. 2s
S/he [T I ] like cake. S/he [T O ] like-s cake. 3s
We [T ] like cake. We [T D ]like cake. Ip
Y’all [T O ]like cake. You [T < ]like cake. 2p
They [T & ] like cake. They [T & ] like cake. 3p
3. A disjunction between morphology and semantics

Accepting that the tense-marking differences seen in the so-called ‘present tense’ is
morphologically rooted, we must still account for the interpretive effects in (16) and (17):
statives are non-past; eventives are generic or past. (In the remainder of the discussion, I
will refer to SAE, with the understanding that what I say carries over to AAE.)

To appreciate the significance of how these examples are being interpreted, one
must distinguish morphological marking from the semantic value associated with that

4n both varieties, there are complications with performative verbs. On this issue in AAE see DeBose &
Faraclas 1993, and related discussion on Haitian by Spears 1991. On the temporal reference of performatives
see Bach 1981 and Déchaine 1993.
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marking. To avoid confusion, I use the term ‘present’ for morphological marking, and the
term NOW to refer to the semantic tense operator. And I use the term ‘past’ for
morphological marking, reserving PRIOR to refer to the semantic tense operator. The
definitions of NOW, PRIOR, and FUTURE follow:

(19)  Given a sentence S, the temporal reference of S; is interpreted to be a time
consistent with the semantic Tense operator of S]
Let the set of Tense operators be {NOW, PRIOR, FUTURE}.
a  NOW is consistent with the set of situations denoted by a sentence which overlap
with the utterance situation.

b PRIOR is consistent with the set of situations denoted by a sentence which precede
the utterance situation.

¢ FUTURE is consistent with the set of situations denoted by a sentence which follow
the utterance situation.

3.1 ‘present tense’ morphology is not NOW

Ideally, one expects a one-to-one correspondence between morphology and
semantics: if morphological ‘present’ implies the presence of semantic NOW, then predicate-
heads inflected for ‘present tense’ should be interpreted as a describing an eventuality (a
state or event) that overlaps with the utterance situation. Restricting attention to (17a) and
(17b), we see that things are not what we expect. Stative predicates are interpreted in a way
consistent with NOW: Sue likes carrots describes a state which overlaps with the utterance
situation. However, eventive predicates are not interpreted in a way consistent with NOW; if
they were, then Sue eats carrots would mean ‘Sue is eating carrots’, and it doesn’t.

From the interpretive contrast between (17a) and (17b), En¢ 1991 argues that
‘present tense’ morphology does not entail semantic NOW. She concludes that SAE lacks
semantic NOW, and that the affix usually analyzed as ‘present tense’ morphology is actually
agreement. (On independent grounds, Kayne 1989 comes to a similar conclusion.) I further
propose that although (16) and (17) lack a semantic Tense operator, there is nevertheless a
syntactic tense position, labeled [T&J]. This leaves the following question: if (16) and (17)
don’t have a semantic Tense operator, what determines the interpretation of [T</]?5 Before
addressing this, I consider another area where there is a non-correspondence between
morphological tense-marking and semantic Tense.

3.2 ‘past tense’ morphology is not (always) PRIOR

Another disjunction between morphology and semantics occurs in contexts where
both matrix and embedded predicates are inflected for ‘past’. Again, we see a
stative/eventive split. An embedded ‘past tense’ eventive temporally precedes the matrix
clause situation: in (20), Sue’s eating carrots precedes Lisa’s saying so, and both precede
the utterance situation. This has been called “shifted tense construal” by En¢ (1987).

(20)  Lisa said that Sue ate carrots.
= ‘Sue’s eating carrots precedes Lisa’s saying so° = SHIFTED TENSE

An embedded ‘past tense’ stative is temporally ambiguous: besides the shifted tense
construal (21a), these is a “simultancous” reading (21b). On the latter interpretation, (21b)
is equivalent to (22).

SEng 1991 posits a D(iscourse)-linking rule for the interpretation of statives, and a rule of default
quantification for generic eventives, but doesn’t deal with the past interpretations.
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21 & jisa said that Sue liked carrots.
a. = ‘Sue’s liking carrots precedes Lisa’s saying so’ = SHIFTED TENSE
b. = ‘Sue’s liking carrots overlaps Lisa’s saying so’ = SIMULTANEOUS (SOT)
(22) Lisa said that Sue likes carrots.
= ‘Sue’s liking carrots overlaps Lisa’s saying so’ = SIMULTANEOUS

The simultaneous construal in (21b) is a “sequence-of-tense (SOT) effect: an
embedded ‘past tense’ stative is construed as ‘present’. And if English lacks the semantic
operator NOW, then the simultaneous reading is another instance of [T<]. But then why
can the embedded stative in (21b) bear ‘past’ inflection? On independent grounds, Stowell
(1993) proposes that in English the correspondence between ‘past’ morphology (-ed) and
the semantic PRIOR operator is not one-to-one: ‘past’ need only be c-commanded by
PRIOR. Thus, a matrix “past’ must be locally c-commanded by PRIOR:

(23)  Sue [T PRIOR ] liked carrots.

For embedded ‘past’, there are two possibilities: it may be locally c-commanded by PRIOR,
yielding the shifted tense construal, (21a'); or it may be non-locally c-commanded by
PRIOR, yielding the simultaneous reading, (21b').

(21) a' Lisa [T PRIOR ] said that Sue [T PRIOR ] liked carrots. = SHIFTED
b' Lisa [T PRIOR ] said that Sue [TJ] liked carrots. = SIMULTANEOUS (SOT)

The embedded “past’ in (21b') is equivalent to the embedded “present’ of (22'):
(22)"  [TP Lisa [T PRIOR [VP said [CP that [TP Sue [T' [T<] [VP likes carrots J]111]]

This analysis also extends to embedded eventives. In the literature, it is often
claimed that SOT only arises with embedded statives. This isn’t quite true. In order to see
this, one must control for the specificity of the object of the embedded eventive. (24)
corresponds to the kinds of examples cited in the literature, and only has a shifted
construal. This contrasts with (25), where the object is a bare plural, and the ambiguity
between the shifted and the simultaneous (SOT) reading resurfaces.®

(24) a. Lisa[1 PRIOR ] said that Sue [PRIOR] ate the carrots. = SHIFTED

b. Lisa [T PRIOR ] said that Sue [T<] ate the carrots. = SHIFTED
(25) a. Lisa [T PRIOR ] said that Sue [PRIOR] ate carrots. = SHIFTED

b. Lisa [T PRIOR ] said that Sue [TJ] ate carrots. = SIMULTANEOUS (SOT)
4. The roots of temporal reference

Although positing [TE] provides insight into the Tense effects of English, we’re
still left with the question: what determines the temporal reference of [T&]? Note that the
interpretive algorithms of En¢ and Stowell do not yield the contrast between (17b) and
(17¢). Both authors appeal to a Generic/Habitual operator in (17b), but fail to account for
the possibility of the ‘historic present’ in (17c¢). Maintaining the idea that [TY] is behind

SEmbedded ‘present’ eventives also show a sensitivity to bare plurals, (i) vs. (ii).
@) Lisa [T PRIOR ] said that Sue [TJ] eats the carrots.
(i1) Lisa [T PRIOR ] said that Sue [TJ] eats carrots.
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these readings, a more modular view of temporal reference requires two independents
factors: Discourse-linking (§4.1), and the ontology of states and events (§4.2).

4.1 Discourse-linking

The temporal reference of sentences with [TJ] is mediated by discourse principles.
First, some background assumptions. The denotation of a sentence can be defined as a set
of possible situations (Kratzer 1989). Situations are temporally ordered by precedence and
overlap (Kamp 1981, Bach 1981: 69f., Portner 1992: 37). Given two situations, s and sp,
either s, precedes sp (sa<sp), O sp, precedes s, (SH<sa), Or 55 and sp, overlap (sa0sp).” In
consequence, the set of possible situations denoted by a sentence is ordered relative to the
utterance situation: it could precede the utterance situation, follow it, or overlap with it.
This temporal ordering is a kind of Discourse-linking (D-linking). The particular case
we’re interested in is how the set of possible situations denoted by a sentence Sj is ordered
relative to the utterance situation sy either S j<Su, Su<Sj, or SjOsy,

If a semantic Tense operator is present, D-linking is straightforward: the ordering
relation is interpreted as consistent with the Tense operator. Simplifying, in a system with
three Tense operators {PRIOR, NOW, FUTURE}, PRIOR is consistent with the set of
situations denoted by a sentence which precedes the utterance situation (Sj<sy), NOW is
consistent with the set which overlaps with the utterance situation (S j0suj), and FUTURE
with the set which follows the utterance situation (sy<Sj).

What happens if there is no semantic Tense operator? In other words, what are the
anchoring conditions ((En¢ 1987) for [7&J]? What remains constant is that the set of
possible situations denoted by the sentence must be in some ordering relation with respect
to the utterance situation. There are four possibilities: [T&] could be temporally vague,
[T] could be consistent with a situation which follows the utterance situation (sy<[1<]),
precedes it ([Td]<sy), or overlaps with it ([T3]0sy). I consider these four possibilities,
and conclude that only one is tenable: [T&J] overlaps with the utterance situation.

It could be that the ordering relation is unconstrained, so that [T&J] would be freely
interpretable as preceding, following or overlapping with the utterance situation:

(26) *[1F] < su U su < [19] U [1] 0 su
= PRIOR = FUTURE = NOW

This is the position of, amongst others, En¢ (1981: 103f.), Comrie (1985: 50-52), and
Hornstein (1990: 216, fan. 25), who view bare sentences—sentences not marked for
tense—as temporally vague. As I have discussed elsewhere (Déchaine 1991), bare
sentences are not temporally vague. Instead, as we have seen, their temporal reference is
sensitive to the inherent aspectual properties of the predicate, specifically to the
eventive/stative distinction.

A second possibility: perhaps [T&J] is consistent with the set of possible situations
(denoted by a sentence) which follow the utterance situation, i.e. FUTURE. This can be
immediately rejected on the grounds that sentences with [14<]—whether the predicate is
eventive or stative—never get a FUTURE interpretation.8

7In situation semantics, temporal order is determined relative to utterance situation, rather than moment of
utterance () as assumed by Bach 1981, Dowty 1986, En¢ 1991. Throughout, < = ‘precedes’, 0 =
‘overlaps with’.

8See Dowty 1986 for an analysis of English narrative sequences as anchoring to a time following the
moment of utterance.
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(27) *sy < [14]
= FUTURE

A third possibility is that [T<] is consistent with the set of situations which precede
the utterance situation, 1.e. PRIOR:

(28) *[1] < su
= PRIOR

On the face of it, this is only sometimes true of eventive predicates, which can be
interpreted as PRIOR relative to the utterance situation. Even putting aside the fact that
eventives can also receive a generic interpretation, identifying [1&J] with the set of
situations which precede the utterance situation leaves the temporal reference of statives
unaccounted for: they are uniformly interpreted as non-past relative to the utterance
situation.

One could combine the previous two possibilities (sy<[T<], [T]<sy), and capture
the stative/eventive split by stipulating that, with [T&J], sentences with eventive predicates
denote sets of situations that precede the utterance situation, while stative predicates denote
sets of situations that overlap the utterance situation:

(29) *eventive = [1J] < sy N stative = [13] 0 sy
= PRIOR = NOW

Taking this step raises the question of why D-linking should work one way with eventives
and another way with statives. It also fails to account for the temporal reference of non-telic
eventives (generics), and violates the uniformity condition on D-linking (Dowty 1986:40).

This leaves a final possibility: [T<] is consistent with the set of possible situations
denoted by a sentence which overlap with the utterance situation:

(B0 [1<] 0 su
Under this hypothesis, which I adopt, Tense D-linking proceeds as follows:

(31)  Tense Discourse-linking:
Given a sentence Sj, the temporal reference of Sj is interpreted to be:
1. a time consistent with the scmantic Tense operator of S s if there is one;
ii.  otherwise [TJ] overlaps with the utterance situation.

If [T<] is always read as overlapping with the utterance situation, then why don’t
stative and eventive predicates have the same temporal reference? The answer lies in
aspectual properties (Bach 1986: 588): states are, events happen.

4.2 The ontology of states and events

Bach (1986: 588) conjectures that only states can be properties of moments,
whereas events have temporality in that they are possible histories.

States are. It follows that, with ‘zero tense’, stative predicates can be interpreted as
holding at a time which overlaps with the utterance situation, giving rise to a non-past
interpretation:

(32)  Sue likes carrots.
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This derives the first half of Debose & Faraclas’ LSP: a stative predicate is interpreted as
nonpast/noncompletive.

Events happen: they are bounded and have a beginning, a middle, and an end.
Given that events are not properties of moments, they can’t be interpreted as overlapping
with the utterance situation without some mediating factor that “stativizes” the event. In
natural language, this is accomplished in two ways.

One way of stativizing an event is to view it, not as a possible history, but as an
actual one: something happen-ed. This correlates with aspect composition (Verkuyl 1972,
Tenny 1987), as the event must be delimited or bounded, e.g. by a specific object NP:

(33)  Sue eats the carrot.

This 1s the second half of the LSP: a nonstative predicate is interpreted as past/completive.
In SAE, this corresponds to ‘historical present’; in AAE this possibility seems to be more
freely available.

A second way to satisfy the D-linking requirement is to view the event as a state. It
may be a temporary (Stage-level) state that is happen-ing: this gives a continuative
interpretation, e.g. the ‘present tense’ of French eventive verbs:

(34) a. Lucie aime les carrotes. ‘Lucie likes carrots’
b. Lucie mange des carrotes. ‘Lucie is eating carrots’

Or one may view the event as a permanent (Individual-level) state: it happen-s. This gives a
generic or gnomic interpretation. English adopts this strategy:

(35) a. Sue eats carrots.
b. A stitch in time saves nine.

5. Emerging generalizations

While D-linking constrains the interpretation of [T&], and each possibility is
attested, not all occur in a single language. Two generalizations emerge:

(1) The temporal reference of stative predicates is uniformly non-past, but the temporal
reference of eventive predicates is non-uniform: generic, continuative, or past.
(i) Sequence-of-Tense is possible only if [T&J] is possible.

5.1 The generic effect as noun incorporation

If the D-linking convention given in (31) is correct, this raises the question of
whether the non-uniformity of eventive predicates might derive from other factors. One of
the temporal effects associated with eventive predicates is perhaps reducible to an
independent operation: there are reasons to believe that the generic interpretation signals
Noun-incorporation. If it can be shown that the generic effect arises independently, then the
temporal reference of eventives reduces to completed (it happen-ed) or ongoing (it’s

happen-ing).

The first step in establishing that the generic interpretation arises via N-
incorporation is to show that it is sensitive to the syntactic properties of the complement of
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V. In languages which allow bare Ns, the generic effect correlates with a bare N
complement. In English, this is manifest not only with bare plural complements of eventive
verbs, but also with [V-N]-er and [V-N]-ing synthetic compounds:

(36) a. Sal dowses wells. b. Sal is a well-dowser. c. Well-dowsing is fun.
Ed builds cabins. Ed is a cabin-builder. Cabin-building is fun.
Sue drives trucks. Sue is a truck-driver. Truck-driving is fun.

This pattern is attested in other languages. In Haitian a bare N complement yields a generic
interpretation, a specific DP complement a past interpretation:

(37) a. Pye vann bef. b. Py¢ vannbef  yo.
sell cattle sell cattle Det
‘Pye sells cattle’ ‘Pye sold the cattle’

In Chinese, with a bare N complement, eventives are generic, and with a specific DP
complement the aspectual marker /e is obligatory, indicating that the event is delimited:

(38) a Jinggi chi pinggud. b Jinggi chi *(le) nei ge¢ pinggud.
eat apple eat Asp Dem Cl apple
‘Jingqi eats apples’ ‘Jingqi ate that apple’

The following picture emerges. In languages which allow bare Ns, the generic
interpretation correlates with a bare N complement. This parallels the observation (Baker
1988: 79) that in languages where N-incorporation is morphologically marked, it often gets
a generic interpretation, as in the following Onondaga examples:?

(39) a Pet wa?t-ha-hwist-ahtu-?t-a?. (H. Woodbury 1975,
Pat Pst- 3ms-money-lose-Cause-Asp cited in Baker 1988: 76)
‘Pat lost money’

b (pro) Wa'-ha-yv 7k w-ahni:nu-?. (H. Woodbury 1975,
past-3ms.3n-fobacco- buy-Asp cited in Baker 1988: 76)

‘He bought tobacco’
c. wa?-k-hwist-achéni? [Harry ha-hwist-ahto?tihna?] (Chafe 1970,
Aor- 1s-money-find 3m-money-lost.Past  cited in Baker 1988: 94)

‘I found the money that Harry lost’

9But not always: “An incorporated noun often refers to a generic or unspecific class, giving a reading
similar to that of the English compound. However, it can also refer to a very specific object which is not
focused in the discourse... ” (Baker 1988: 79). Nevertheless, Baker’s Mohawk example (cited from Mithun
1984) is not self-evidently non-generic.

(i) No:nv akwe: yo- stathv no-:nvhst-e sok nu:wav- tsaka-nvhst-aru:ko.
when all 3n-be.dry PREcorn-Suf then now  Fut-1p- corn-take.off
‘When the corn was completely dry, it was time to shell it (the corn)’

[When the corn was completely dry, then we would corn-shell]
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I tentatively conclude that whenever a generic interpretation arises there is N-
incorporation.10

5.2 Sequence-of-Tense as a probe for [TJ]

It seems that Sequence-of-Tense is possible only if [T7&] is possible. On this last
point, note that AAE also has Sequence-of-Tense across sentences (for some speakers):

(40) a. He [1Y] thinkin’. (Dillard 1972: 42)
‘He 1s thinking’
b. He [T PRIOR ] stood there and he [T&] thinkin’.
‘He stood there and he was thinking’

This 1s expected if [T&J] in (40b) overlaps the set of situations denoted by the preceding
sentence, themselves prior to the utterance situation. This requires Tense D-linking to be
supplemented by (31-iii):

(31) i1 or [Td] is interpreted to overlap with the situation denoted by S;,
S; a sentence which precedes Sjin the narrative.

6. Implications of [1J]: the morphology of Tense and Aspect

Coming full circle, I conclude that there is no formal difference in the Tense/Aspect
system of AAE and SAE, but there are differences in morphological inventory. Concerning
Tense: [T] is always null in AAE (41); in SAE, with V predicates there is 3rd person
agreement (42a), and with non-V projections there is an auxiliary (be or have), (42b-f).
Both varieties have Aspect, although the inventory of morphemes differs, consistent with a
morphologically-rooted analysis: both have Progressive -ing (41lc, 42c); AAE has
Perfective done, SAE doesn’t (41d, 42d); AAE has Habitual be, SAE doesn’t (41e, 42¢);
AAE has adverbial stressed BEEN, SAE doesn’t (41f, 42f).

African American Standard American
(41) a. Bruce [TJ] eat cake. (42) a. Bruce [TY] eats cake.
b. Bruce [T] a fool. b. Bruce [T is] a fool.
c. Bruce [TJ] eating. c. Bruce [T is] eating.
d. Bruce [1J] done ate. d. Bruce [T has] eaten.
e. Bruce [7J] be eating. e. Bruce [T is] usually eating.
f. Bruce [T<] BEEN running. f. Bruce [T has] been running

for a long time.

10Do bare Ns necessarily incorporate? No. In Guadeloupéen/ Martiniquais, a bare N is interpreted
existentially and the predicate is interpreted as past, (i). And in Fan-Gbe (Kwa, Niger-Congo), bare Ns with
an eventive are interpreted either as D-linked or as existentially quantified, (ii).

(i)  Pye vann bef. Guadeloupéen| Martiniquais
sell cattle (Bernabé 1987: 191)
‘Pye sold some cattle’
(i) Sikdja lan. Sika do atin. F in-Gbe
cut meat plant tree (Avolonto 1991)
‘Sika cut the meat’ ‘Sika planted a tree’
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A question that I have not directly addressed is what forces the presence of [T{J] as a
syntactic position? The necessity of a Tense position follows from the licensing conditions
for predicates: to constitute a complete functional complex, a predicate must be in the scope
of Tense. This Predicate Visibility Principle (Déchaine 1993) extends previous proposals
(Fabb 1984; Guéron and Hoekstra 1987; Rapoport 1987; Lefebvre & Muysken 1988: 7)
which variously state that a predicate-head is visible for semantic role assignment only if
governed by Tense.!1

(43)  Predicate Visibility Principle
A predicate is visible only if it is c-commanded by Tense.

References

Bach, Emmon. 1981. On time, tense, and aspect: an essay in English metaphysics. In P.
Cole (ed.) Radical Pragmatics, pp. 63-81. New York: Academic Press.

1986. Natural language metaphysics. In B. Marcus et al. (eds.) Logic, Methodology
and Philosophy of Science V1, pp. 573-95. Amsterdam: Elsevier.

Baker, M. C. 1985/1988 Incorporation: a Theory of Grammatical Function-Changing.
MIT dissertation/University of Chicago Press.

Borer, H. 1983 Parametric Syntax. Dordrecht: Foris.

Campbell, R. 1994. Clausal pronouns and sequence of tense, Ms., Oakland University.

Chomsky, Noam. 1993. A minimalist program for linguistic theory, in K. Hale and S. J.
Keyser (eds.) The View from Building 20, pp. 1-52. Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press.

DeBose, C. and N. Faraclas. 1993 An Africanist approach to the linguistic study of Black
English: getting to the roots of the tense-aspect-modality and copula systems in
Afro-American. In S. Mufwene (ed.) Africanisms in Afro-American Language
Varieties, pp. 364-87. New York: Random House.

Déchaine, Rose-Marie. 1991. Bare sentences, SALT 1 (Cornell Working Papers in
Linguistics 10): 31-50.

1993. Predicates Across Categories: Towards a Category-Neutral Syntax.
Dissertation, UMass Ambherst.

Deprez, Viviane and Marie-Théreése Vinet. 1992. Une structure prédicative sans copule,
Revue québécoise de linguistique 22: 11-44.

Dillard, J. L. 1972. Black English: its History and Usage in the United States. New Y ork:
Random House.

Dowty, David R. 1986. The effects of aspectual class on the temporal structure of
discourse: semantics or pragmatics? Linguistics and Philosophy 9:37-61.

Eménanjo, E. 'N. 1981/1984 Auxiliaries in Igbo syntax, University of 1badan
dissertation/Bloomington, Ind.: IULC [Page references to the 1984 edition.]

Eng, Murvet. 1987. Anchoring conditions for tense. LI 18: 633-57.

1991. On the absence of the present tense morpheme in English, Ms., University of

Wisconsin, Madison.

Fasold, Ralph W. Tense and the form be in Black English, Language 45: 763-76.

Giorgi, Alessandra & Fabio Pianesi. 1991. Toward a syntax of temporal representations,
Probus 3: 187-213.

Green, Lisa. 1989. A survey of the verbal system of Black English, Ms., UMass,
Ambherst.

11This contrasts with other analyses where the Functional projection associated with bare sentences is not
to be identified with Tense, but rather with Aspect (Deprez & Vinet 1992) or with Agreement (Giorgi and
Pianesi 1991). See Déchaine 1993.

https://scholarworks.umass.edu/nels/vol25/iss1/6

14



Déchaine: Zero tense in Standard and in African American English

ZERO TENSE 77

1993. Topics in African American Syntax: the Verbal System Analysis.
Dissertation, UMass Ambherst.

Hornstein, Norbert. 1990. As Time Goes By: Tense and Universal Grammar. Cambridge,
Mass.: MIT Press.

Kayne, Richard. 1989. Notes on English agreement. Ms., CUNY.

Kamp, Hans. 1979. Events, instants and temporal reference, in R. Béuerle, U. Egli and A.
von Stechow (eds.) Semantics from Different Points of View, pp. 376-417. Berlin:
Springer-Verlag.

1981. Evénements, représentations discursives et référence temporelle, Langages
64: 39-64.

Kratzer, Angelika. 1989. Stage-level and individual-level predicates. Ms., UMass
Ambherst.

Labov, William. 1969. Contraction, deletion, and inherent varability of the English
copula. Lg. 45-715-62.

Levin, B. & M. Rappaport. 1989. An approach to unaccusative mismatches, NELS 19:
314-29.

Portner, P. 1992. Situation Theory and the Semantics of Propositional Expressions.
Dissertation, UMass Ambherst.

Rapoport, Tova. 1987. Copular, Nominals, and Small Clauses: A Study of Israeli
Hebrew. Dissertation, MIT.

Smitherman, Geneva. 1977. Talkin and Testifyin: the Language of Black America. Boston,
Mass.: Houghton Mifflin.

Spears, Arthur K. 1991. Stem and so-called anterior verb forms in Haitian Creole. Ms.,
City College, City University New York. (To appear in Holm & Byrne.)

Stowell, Tim. 1993. Syntax of tense. Ms., UCLA.

Tenny, Carol L. 1987. Grammaticalizing Aspect and Affectedness. Dissertation, MIT.

Verkuyl, Henk J. 1972. On the Compositional Nature of the Aspects. Dordrecht: Reidel.

Vinet, Marie-Thérese. 1994. Copular predication and checking of inflelctional features.
Ms, Université de Sherbrooke.

Welmers, Wm. E. & B. F. Welmers. 1968. /gbo: a Learner’s Manual. Los Angeles:
UCLA.

Department of Linguistics

Buchanan C369, 1866 Main Mall
University of British Columbia
Vancouver, B.C. V6T 171 CANADA

dechaine@unixg.ubc.ca

Published by ScholarWorks@UMass Amherst, 1995

15



North East Linguistics Society, Vol. 25 [1995], Art. 6

https://scholarworks.umass.edu/nels/vol25/iss1/6

16



	Zero tense in Standard and in African American English
	Recommended Citation

	tmp.1601135972.pdf.eSI2y

