The Passé Simple / Imparfait of French vs the Simple Past / Past Progressive of English

Molendijk (2004) shows that the relationship of simultaneity expressed by Imp(arfait)-sentences with respect to their reference time R may be of type '~' (the eventuality E does not necessarily include (properly) R, ex. (1)) or of type '' (E properly includes R, ex. (2)):

(1) Quand Pierre entra, une heure sonnait.

(2) Quand Pierre entra, sa mère préparait un bon repas.

whereas in Past Progressive-sentences (Pprog), '~' is only possible if R is not an instant. So (3) is OK, whereas (4) is not: 

(3) When  the police interrogated John, Mary was playing in the garden.
(4) When Peter came in, the clock ?was striking one.
If R is an instant, Pprog can only be used if E properly includes R:

(5) When Peter came in, the clock was striking nine.
Moreover, Imp can easily be used in frequentative contexts:

(6) Pendant deux semaines, les journaux publièrent des panégyriques du défunt, où on vantait sa prudence, son courage et cent autres qualités qu'il n'avait jamais eues.

and in pieces of discourse in which R is not explicitly mentioned:

(7) Pierre se mit à marcher. Il avançait lentement.

(the second sentence takes an implicated situation ('Pierre marcher') as its R) 

whereas the use of Pprog is often unnatural in these cases:

(8) During two weeks, the newspapers published panegyrics of the deceased, in which they #were praising his caution, his courage and hundred other qualities which he had never had

(9) Peter started to walk. He ?was advancing slowly.

(only possible in cum inversum cases like 'he was advancing slowly when, suddenly ...', in which PProg can be said to select the eventuality explicitly mentioned in the when-clause as its R)

I explained all these facts by claiming that Imp-sentences simply state that an eventuality is true ('the case') at R, whereas the use of Pprog implies that the eventuality is not simply true at R but also ongoing at this moment of time, cf. 'il avait les yeux bleus' vs  'he was having blue eyes' (see Molendijk 2004).


In my contribution to the Chronos-2004 Conference, I will examine if some interesting facts that can also be observed about the difference between the Passé Simple ('PS') of French and the Simple Past ('SP') of English may shed new light on what I have said about Imp and Pprog (and on what can be said about the difference between PS and SP). These facts do not only concern very well-known observations made by various linguists about PS and SP ('*il eut les bleus' vs 'he had blue eyes', for instance), but also phenomena like the ones illustrated by (10) and (11):

(10) "Quelle nuit!" dit-Pierre. En effet, c'était une nuit horrible. Le vent #hurla autour de la maison

(11) What a night!" Peter said. It was a horrible night indeed. The wind howled around the house

I will argue that the difference between (10) and (11) boils to the following explanatory facts. The PS of French is not possible (by virtue of some essential characteristics that will be presented during the talk) if the eventuality E cannot be presented as being the case at (a pre-established moment of time) R. (In (10), the howling of the wind cannot be presented as NOT including Peter's words, so PS is bad). The SP of English, on the other hand, is only bad if we are 'forced' to present E as ongoing at R. So (11) is OK, since something that may be seen as ongoing at a moment of time R (note that Pprog 'was howling' can be used in (11)) is not necessarily presented as such. In this regard, it is a well-known fact that states like be a bad boy, have a good time etc., which may be things  that can be seen as ongoing ('you are being a bad boy', 'I am having a good time'), are not (at all) necessarily presented as such. They can be 'neutrally' referred to by sentences like 'you are a bad boy',  'I have a good time', etc. Similar remarks can be made about the eventuality mentioned by the last sentence of (11).
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