



Reference Time without Tense


This talk will show that the notion of Reference Time, based on Reichenbach 1947,  plays a role in languages that do not have tense.  Reference Time is apparently basic to how language conveys temporal location. I will discuss Mandarin Chinese, which I take to be a tenseless language; and Navajo.  Navajo has tense-like forms but they are optional, so that many sentences lack explicit temporal information. Such sentences are tenseless.  I will give evidence for Reference Time in these languages and then show how to account for it.  The account will offer semantic and pragmatic rules in the framework of Discourse Representation Theory.

The notion of Reference Time is familiar from the two-tiered analysis of tense.  Tense codes relations between three times, Speech Time, Reference Time, and Situation Time (Reichenbach's Event Time). The need for Speech Time and Situation Time is transparent. The third, Reference Time, provides a time and an anchoring point. Both are required under certain circumstances and useful generally.  I note three kinds of evidence: (a) the interpretation of past and future perfect requires a third time, Reference Time (RT); (b) in sentences with temporal clauses, and in context, situations are located relative to one another, requiring an anchoring RT (Hinrichs 1986); (c) the phenomenon of shifted deixis requires RT (Smith 1997).  This evidence has been presented for tensed languages.  I develop it here for two languages without tense .   

In Mandarin Chinese, there are cases analogous to the perfect that require RT. RT partly accounts for a contrast between the perfective morphemes  -le  and -guo. The two indicate different relations between RT and Situation Time (SitT). Le conveys that the SitT interval is simultaneous with RT;  -guo conveys that SitT precedes RT, at a different interval. In addition, temporal adverbs such as yijing (‘already’) code a relation of anteriority; RT is require in past or future contexts, and with -le.  Mandarin has sentences with temporal clauses.  The context of a clause gives information that locates situations relative to one another, as in (i), from Mangione and Li (1993):   



(i) Ta chile fan cai zou de.



     She eat LE rice only then go DE.



     Only after eating did she go.

The structurally determined RT for 'going' is the time of 'eating' (1993:67). Moreover, the relation between situations in discourse often requires an anchoring RT. Finally, shifted deictics appear in Mandarin texts and convey a perspective at RT.  I will provide examples of each type.  RT may be given linguistically or contextually; it does not specify temporal location because it is not anchored to Speech Time or another orientation time.  In Mandarin the relation of Reference Time to Speech Time - temporal location - is determined pragmatically with aspectual information unless there is explicit temporal information (Smith & Erbaugh, in press).

Navajo requires RT in cases analogous to those given above: perfect-like temporal location, temporal clauses and context, and deictics.  For instance, (ii) involves three times; the second clause has a tense-like future particle and an adverb.  

(19) 
yiska¡!!a~``go nihaa yi!ni!ya!go t'a!a! 'i!i!da!¡a! kintahgoo nise!ya! dolee¬ 
    
tomorrow us-to  you-see-us-perf+GO already   town-to  I-make-trip-perf FPrt

 Tomorrow when you come to see us, I will already have made a trip to town (Young & Morgan 1987)

RT is 'tomorrow', following Speech Time (SpT); SitT precedes RT and follows SpT.
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Navajo has temporal clauses that locate situations relative to one another. The notion of RT provides a locus for relating situation in a principled manner. Deictics and shifted deictics appear in Navajo as well.  I will provide examples of each type. Thus the same situations that require RT in tensed languages, and in Mandarin, require RT in Navajo.

In clauses without temporal expressions, Navajo is like Mandarin in requiring pragmatic principles to locate situations in time.

I will close by giving rules for RT and temporal location in Mandarin, in the framework of Discourse Representation Theory.  Associated with aspectual viewpoints is semantic information that specifies temporal entities for SitT and RT, and their relation. Construction rules introduce these entities into Discourse Representation Structure (DRS), with the relation as conditions. For temporal location, however, RT must be related to SpT. I assume that the DRS is not 'empty' but has a temporal entity associated with SpT, following Kamp & Reyle 1993.  At clause level,  a pragmatic rule interprets temporal location according to the aspectual factor of boundedness. Bounded situations are located in the past, unbounded situations are located in the present, unless there is explicit temporal information to the contrary (Smith & Erbaugh, in press). This is a default account, ignoring adverbs and other temporal forms.  They can override the default and relate Reference Time to Speech Time directly. The rules for Navajo would work much the same way, mutatis mutandis. 

The notion of Reference Time, developed for tensed languages, plays a role in tenseless languages as well.  The kinds of evidence adduced for Reference Time are not limited to tensed languages, so this should not be surprising. In languages without tense the relation of Reference Time to Situation Time is conveyed semantically by aspectual viewpoint morphemes, and by adverbials; the relation of Reference Time to Speech Time.is determined pragmatically.  This account adds another dimension to the close connection between aspect and temporal location.
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