The Grammaticalisation of Tense Markers: a pragmatic reanalysis

It has long been recognised that tense markers (in particular future and past tenses) often develop diachronically from constructions involving lexical verbs of movement via a process known as grammaticalisation. Most accounts of grammaticalisation assume that the process begins when a change in the way an expression is used triggers semantic reanalysis of that expression. This semantic change is then either followed by, or accompanied by, syntactic change. For example, if a construction which encodes movement of the subject away from the deictic centre is frequently used in contexts in which subsequent action can be inferred, this may result in the “lexical” semantic component of physical movement encoded by a verb such as go being reinterpreted as future time reference. This in turn triggers a syntactic reanalysis of the construction as a tense marker resulting in more restricted morpho-syntactic distribution, an increase in C-command scope, and phonetic reduction. This widely accepted model of grammaticalisation is represented in (1):
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In this presentation however, I will argue that both semantic change and syntactic change occur independently of each other as a result of discourse-pragmatic factors, and that semantic change need not therefore be viewed as a defining characteristic of grammaticalisation. The model I will propose is represented in (2):
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Evidence for the independence of semantic and syntactic change in grammaticalisation comes from grammaticalised constructions in Digo (a Bantu language soken in Kenya and Tanzania) and a reanalysis of so-called fake co-ordination in English (underlined in (3) and (4) below). 

(3)
Atu
osi
kala
a-ka-phiya
mzuka-ni
kpw-enda-voya


people
all 
be.PST
3p-PF-go
shrine-LOC
INF-GO-pray


mikoma
     ili

a-jali-w-e.


(Digo)


ancestral.spirits    so.that
3p-bless-PAS-SUB
‘All the people had gone to the shrine to pray to the ancestral spirits so as to be blessed.’

(4)
Let’s go find the paragraph marker.


(Said whilst ‘moving’ through a document displayed on a computer screen.)

These constructions are of interest because they exhibit all of the typical syntactic and phonological characteristics associated with grammaticalisation but without a corresponding change of meaning. For example, the grammaticalised movement morpheme enda in (3) occupies the same morphological ‘slot’ in the verb phrase as the perfective marker ka in the fourth word of the same sentence but encodes physical movement as its meaning as does the lexical verb phiya (prefixed by ka). Similarly, go in (4) encodes physical movement but shows an increase in C-command scope compared with the same verb in a genuine case of co-ordination (5):

(5)
a.
[IP Ø
[I’ Ø 
[VP
[VP go]
and
[VP find]]]] 
VP co-ordination

b.
[IP Ø
[I’ go
[VP find]]]


        ‘fake’ co-ordination

I will argue that enda and go in the above examples function differently from the corresponding lexical verbs (specifically they are indicators of subjectification), but convey the same semantic content (movement away from the deictic centre). The fact that they exhibit the syntactic characteristics of grammaticalised constructions suggests that these characteristics can result from changes in the use of an expression and not just from semantic change. Thus, the structural changes that characterise the grammaticalisation of tense markers need not be the result of changes in the semantic content of the source construction, but may be simply the result of changes in the way the source construction is used.






















