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The Theory

Formal Semantics

· Truth Conditional

· Model Theoretic 

· Focus on compositionality

Cross-dialectal Formal Semantics

A Link to Micro-parametric Syntax


[C]omparative work on the syntax of a large number of closely related 

            languages can be thought of as a new research tool, one that is capable

            of providing results of an unusually fine-grained and particularly solid

            character.

                                                                                     (Kayne 1996 pp. xii-xiii)

Selection of Languages

Morphological Transparency of Aspectual Articulation in AAE

(1)
   

a. She been done been eating rutabagas.

   (AAE)

 
b. He be done ate the rutabagas before she get home.   (AAE)


The Core Data

(2)
    John ate rutabagas




  (AAE)

a. ‘John ate rutabagas’




  (SAE)

 
b. ‘John has eaten rutabagas’



  (SAE)


(3) 
   John done ate rutabagas



  (AAE)


  ‘John has eaten rutabagas’



  (SAE)

(cf. Dechaine 1993, Dayton 1996)

Problem:  
To characterize the ambiguity of sentence (2) without saying there is just 

                    
an optional “deletion” of  done in the case of the (2b) reading of (2).

Hypothesis:
The (2b) reading of (2) and (3) are not perfectly synonymous even though SAE Present Perfect is the closest translation for each.

The Basic Temporal Framework
(4)        

a. Mary had eaten the rutabagas,

                                      (SAE)

 
b. Mary had eaten the rutabagas when Julia asked her about them.
  (SAE)

Terminology:

· Tense


Relation between Topic Time (TT)                                              
and Utterance Time (TU)

· (Viewpoint) Aspect
Relation between Topic Time (TT)                                               


and Situation Time (TSit)

 

                                                                                                          (Klein 1992)

(5)

 (6)

Aspect: Definition vs. Use

Comrie (1976) distinguishes four different ‘Perfects’: 

1. The Perfect of Recent Past

2. The Experiential Perfect

3. The Perfect of Persistent Situation

4. The Perfect of Result

The Perfect of Recent Past

(7)
a.
I have written a sentence about the perfect of recent past.
(SAE)


b.
I wrote a sentence about the perfect of recent past.

(SAE)

The Experiential Perfect

(8)
He has obstructed the administration of justice, by refusing this assent to law for  

            establishing judiciary powers.

(9)
a.
He has obstructed the administration of justice.

b.  
He obstructed the administration of justice.

(10)     (e[obstructing (e) & Agent(e, The King)  & 

            Theme (e, justice) &  Hold (e’s R-state, Now)]
              (cf. Parsons 1990)

The R-state of e is the state that comes into existence once e culminates. This state

lasts forever.

The Perfect of Persistent Situation

(11) We’ve lived here for ten years


          
      (SAE),  (Comrie 1976)

The Perfect of Result

(12)  John has taken a bath



      
      (SAE),  (Comrie 1976)

(Tentative) Conclusions:  1. It is possible that the various uses of perfect constructions can be accounted for using a single definition of perfect aspect: situation time precedes topic time. 2. In the compositional semantics of perfect constructions, resultant states should be separated from perfect aspect.

Back to our Problem, Perfect and Perfective Aspect 

(13)
    John ate rutabagas




(AAE)

a. ‘John ate rutabagas’




(SAE)

 
b. ‘John has eaten rutabagas’



(SAE)


(14) 
   John done ate rutabagas



(AAE)


  ‘John has eaten rutabagas’



(SAE)

Preverbal done Sentences as Present Perfects

1. Preverbal done sentences occur in all of Comrie’s perfect environments

2. Evidence from Dahl’s 1985 Survey                             (v. Appendix A and Appendix B)

(15) 
 Child: Can I go now? Mother: You BRUSH your teeth? 

    (Dahl 1985)

A done construction can quite naturally be used here, as shown in (18).

(16) 
Child: Can I go now? Mother: You done brushed your teeth?                       (AAE)




A done V-ed construction can be used in all of Dahl’s prototypical occurrences of the perfect, and in none of his prototypical occurrences of the perfective. 

3. Evidence from Adverbs

(17)
I done went back to visit *two months ago /*last weekend/ *yesterday
(AAE)

                                                                                                                          (Green 1993)

(18) 
a. 
John has eaten steak since he was a child


             (SAE)

                       ‘John has eaten steak since the time he was a child’

             (SAE)

            b. 
*John ate steak since he was a child



             (SAE)

                         ‘John has eaten steak since the time he was a child’

             (SAE)

(19) 
 John done ate steak since he was a child



             (AAE)

       
‘John has eaten steak since the time he was a child’


             (SAE)

4. Evidence from Tag Questions

(20)  
a. 
John done ate rutabagas, ain’t he?


      
             (AAE)

                  
‘John has eaten rutabagas , hasn’t he?


             (SAE)

        
b. 
John done ate rutabagas, *didn’t he/ *don’t he?

             (AAE)

(21) 
a. 
 John  (is) eating, isn’t/ain’t he?



(AAE)

                 
‘John is eating, isn’t he?’   




(SAE)

         
b. 
 John was eating , wasn’t/ *ain’t he?



(AAE)

                  
‘John was eating, wasn’t he?’




(SAE)

c. 
 John done ate, ain’t he?




(AAE)



                
 ‘John has eaten, hasn’t he?




(SAE)

          
d. 
John’d  done  ate, hadn’t he/*ain’t he?


(AAE)

                       ‘John had eaten , hadn’t he?’




(SAE)

The Ambiguity of African-American English Simple V-ed Sentences 

1. Simple V-ed sentences occur in all of  Comrie’s perfect environments except the

    Perfect of Persistent Situation.

(22) 
a.  * He worked at Ford for three years

          
      ‘He has worked at Ford for three years (and still does)’


b.    He done worked at Ford for three years

                  ‘He has worked at Ford for three years (and still does)’

2. Evidence from Dahl’s survey                                       (v. Appendix A and Appendix B)

A  Simple V-ed construction can be used in all of Dahl’s prototypical occurrences of the perfect and in all of his prototypical occurrences of the perfective 

3.  Evidence from Adverbs

(23) 
 I went back to visit two months ago /last weekend/ yesterday 

(AAE)

          
‘I went back to visit two months ago/last weekend/yesterday’ 

(SAE)

4. Evidence from Tag Questions

 (24) 
a. 
 John ate rutabagas , didn’t he?




(AAE)

                
‘John ate rutabagas, didn’t he?’




(SAE)

            b. 
 John ate rutabagas (before), ain’t he?



(AAE        

                       ‘John has eaten rutabagas (before), hasn’t he?’


(SAE)


Note: suggests ambiguity and not vagueness.

The Locus of Perfect Aspect

Against the Silent done Analysis: done Does Not Supply Perfect Aspect

1. Present Perfect Simple V-ed  sentences and  Preverbal done Sentences have different  

    ranges of meaning.

(25) 
a.  * He worked at Ford for three years

          
      ‘He has worked at Ford for three years (and still does)’


b.    He done worked at Ford for three years

                  ‘He has worked at Ford for three years (and still does)’

2. Present Perfect Simple V-ed and Preverbal done + V-ed have different syntactic 

    distributions; so a covert done would require different licensing conditions from overt  

    done.
(26)
You'll be done ate some cake




              
 (AAE)

‘You will have eaten some cake’

     
    
 (SAE)        

   
         (Dechaine 1993)

(27)
*You'll be ate some cake 




               
(AAE)

             ‘You will have eaten some cake’
         

   


(SAE)        



                                                                     (Dechaine 1993)                            

A Single -ed  as Ingredient of Past Tense and Perfect Aspect

Question:  Why do we see the particular ambiguity that we do and not some other?

Idea:

Both past tense and perfect aspect contain the notion of precedence. Past tense tells us that the topic time precedes the utterance time and perfect aspect tells us that the situation time precedes the topic time. The meaning of the –ed morphology is simply precedence; and this is why it appears in both past perfective and present perfect sentences.

       (cf. Partly similar ideas in Stowell 1996)

Formalization

(28)


What do bare VPs denote in AAE and SAE?

(29)
[[John eat the rutabagas]] = (ee(ti (ww[eat(j)(r)(e)(t)(w)]

The VP expresses a relation among events, times, and worlds which holds iff e is an event of eating rutabagas of which John is the agent and e takes place in a time t in a world w.

(cf. Delfitto and Bertinetto 2000)

Claim: VPs in AAE (and SAE) are inherently perfective

(30)   [[-ed]] = (Q<e<i<w,t>>(ee(ti’’(ww(ti’ [ Q(e)(t’)(w) & t’ < t’’ ]

Sample Computations

Computation for  “John ate the rutabagas” on its simple past (past perfective) reading :

(31)


The resulting formula, (e(t’ [eat(j)(r)(e)(t’)(w0) & t’ <t0], says that there is a time which includes an event of John’s rutabaga eating and that this time precedes the utterance time.  In this formula, there is no distinct reference time apart from the time introduced by the VP.

Computation for  “John ate the rutabagas” on its present perfect reading: 

(34)


The resulting formula, (e(t’ [(t[eat(j)(r)(e)(t)(w0) &  t < t’] & t’ ( t0], says that there is a time which includes an event of John’s rutabaga eating; this time precedes the “topic time” which itself is included within the utterance time. 

Some Remaining Questions

· Why does AAE (and not SAE) allow “present over past” (i.e. present above –ed)?

· How can we account for the behavior of past-time indicating adverbs?

(35)
I done went back to visit *two months ago /*last weekend/ *yesterday
(AAE)

                                                                                                                          (Green 1993)

(36) He done told me a month ago “Sandra you’re gonna be working in South Philly”  

                                                                                                                                     (AAE)

                                                                                                                        (Dayton 1996)

Appendix A

 Dahl’s Prototypical Occurrences of the Perfect and Possible AAE Renditions

In the examples which follow, a perfect construction is prototypically used in place of the verb in all capital letters.
Prototypical Occurrence of Perfect:

(A: I want to give your brother a book to read, but I don’t know which. Is there any of these books that he READ already?)

B: (Yes,) he READ this book.

Possible AAE renditions:
(A: I want to give your brother a book to read, but I don’t know which. Is there any of these books that he done read already?)

B: (Yes,) he done read this book.

(A: I want to give your brother a book to read, but I don’t know which. Is there any of these books that he read already?)

B: (Yes,) he read this book.

Prototypical Occurrence of Perfect:
A: It seems that your brother never finishes books.

(That is not quite true.) He READ this book (=all of it)

Possible AAE renditions:

A: It seems that your brother never finishes books.

(That is not quite true). He done read this book (=all of it).

A: It seems that your brother never finishes books.

(That is not quite true). He read this book (=all of it).

Prototypical Occurrence of Perfect:

Q: Is the king still alive? A: (No,) he DIE

Possible AAE renditions:

Q: Is the king still alive? A: (No,) he done died.

Q: Is the king still alive? A. (No,) he died.

Prototypical Occurrence of the Perfect:

Q:  You MEET my brother (at any time in you life until now)?

Possible AAE renditions:

Q: You done met my brother?

Q: You met my brother?

Prototypical Occurrence of the Perfect:

Child: Can I go now? Mother: You BRUSH your teeth?

Possible AAE renditions:

Child: Can I go now? Mother: You done brushed your teeth?

Child: Can I go now? Mother: you brushed your teeth?

Prototypical Occurrence of the Perfect:

Q: What did you find out when you came to town yesterday

A: the king DIE.

Possible AAE renditions:

Q: What did you find out when you came to town yesterday

A: The king done died.

Q: What did you find out when you came to town yesterday

A: The king died.

Prototypical Occurrence of the Perfect:

A person who has heard but not seen the event says: The king ARRIVE

Possible AAE renditions:

A person who has heard but not seen the event says: The king done arrived.

A person who has heard but not seen the event says: The king arrived.

Prototypical Occurrence of the Perfect:

When I COME home (yesterday), he WRITE two letters (- that is what he accomplished during my absence)

Possible AAE renditions:

When I came home yesterday, he had done wrote two letters.

When I came home yesterday, he had wrote two letters.

Note: My analysis predicts that without overt tense marking AAE perfect constructions are present tense, and thus the overt had  is needed above for pluperfect readings

Appendix B

Dahl’s Prototypical Occurrences of the Perfective and Possible AAE Renditions

In the examples which follow, a perfective construction is prototypically used in place of the verb in all capital letters.
Prototypical Occurrence of Perfective:

Do you know what happened to my brother yesterday? I saw it myself. We were walking in the forest. Suddenly he stepped on a snake. It bit him in the leg. He took a stone and threw it at the snake. It DIE

Possible AAE renditions:
It died.

Note: “It done died” is not acceptable.

Prototypical Occurrence of Perfective:
Do you know what happened to me yesterday? I was walking in the forest. Suddenly I stepped on a snake. It bit me in the leg. I took a stone and threw it at the snake. It DIE.

Possible AAE renditions:

It died.

Note: “It done died” is not acceptable.

Prototypical Occurrence of Perfective

Q: What your brother’s reaction BE to the medicine (yesterday)?

A: He COUGH

Possible AAE renditions:

Q: What was your brother’s reaction to the medicine (yesterday)?

Note: “done was” and “done been” are not acceptable.

A: He coughed

Note: “done coughed” is not acceptable.
Prototypical Occurrence of the Perfective;

Q: How long did it take for your brother to finish the letter

A: He WRITE the letter in an hour

Possible AAE renditions:

Q: How long did it take for your brother to finish the letter

A: He wrote the letter in an hour.

Note: “done wrote” here is awkward if acceptable at all.

Prototypical Occurrence of the Perfective:

Last year, the boy’s father sent him a sum of money. When the boy GET 

the money, he BUY a present for the girl

Possible AAE Renditions:

When the boy got the money, he bought a present for the girl.

Note: “done got” and “done bought” are not acceptable here.

Prototypical Occurrence of Perfective:

Q: What your brother’s reaction BE to the medicine (yesterday)?

A: He COUGH twice.

Possible AAE renditions:

Q: What was your brother’s reaction to the medicine (yesterday)?

A: He coughed twice.

Note: done constructions are not acceptable here.

Prototypical Occurrence of Perfective:

The boys father sent him a sum of money some days ago and it arrived yesterday.

When the boy GET the money, he BUY a present for the girl

Possible AAE Renditions:

When the boy got the money, he bought a present for the girl

Note: “done got” and “done bought” are not acceptable here.

Appendix C

 Possible Roots of Dialectal Difference

If the s in the Standard American English “he eats” carries present tense (inclusion) as well as third person agreement, it makes sense that the null present in the Standard American English “we eat” is treated as verbal morphology too. On the other hand, because African American English lacks a third person singular s, there is no compelling reason why present tense in the African-American English sentence “he eat” would be treated as verbal morphology. This would explain why null present tense is treated so differently in the two dialects. The agreement paradigm in (1) explains why African-American English allows “present over past” (i.e. null present over –ed) and Standard American English does not.

(1)
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[[VP]]	  =  [[John eat the rutabagas]]


  =  (e(t (w[ eat(j)(r)(e)(t)(w) ]





[[-ed]] 	  = (Q(e(t’’(w(t’ [ Q(e)(t’)(w) & t’ < t’’ ]





[[TP]] 	  = [[-ed]]([[VP]]) 


             	  =  (e(t’’(w(t’ [eat(j)(r)(e)(t’)(w) &  t’ <t’’ ]





[[S]]	  = (e(t’ [ eat(j)(r)(e)(t’)(w0) &  t’ < t0 ]
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[[VP]]	  =  [[John eat the rutabagas]]
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Basic Inventory of Tenses:








Tense�
Aspect�
SAE Example�
Tense Relation�
�
Present�
Progressive�
Mary  is eating�
TT included in TU�
�
Past�
Perfective�
Mary  ate�
TT precedes TU�
�
�
�
where, TU =  utterance time; and TT = topic time























Types�
Variables�
Constants�
�
i: (time) intervals�
t: times    (t0: utterance time)�
j: john�
�
t: truth values�
w :worlds (w0: actual world)�
r: rutabagas�
�
e: eventualities�
�
�
�
w: worlds�
�
�
�









Basic Inventory of Aspects:





Aspect�
Tense�
SAE Example�
Aspect Relation�
�
Progressive�
Present�
Mary  is eating�
TSit includes TT�
�
Perfective�
Past�
Mary  ate�
TSit included in TT�
�
Perfect�
Present�
Mary has eaten�
TSit precedes TT�
�



where TT = topic time; and TSit = situation time
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