CHAPTER - III

In this chapter we propose to review what some of the major
theorists of Tense system in general have got to say about the
past perfective in Englishe The f£irst section of this chapter
Geals with Reichenbach's (1947) position while the second and
the third with Comrie's (1985) and smith's (1975 ?) respectively.
In discussing Smith, however, we will make passing references
to McCawley (1971) and Heindmaki (1974). The fourth and final
section of this chapter examines some of the points made by

Declerck (1991),

1)

Reichenbach (1947 31 288«98) has developed a system in
which three elements (primitives) are involved in describing
the tenseé 3 a speech act, an 'event', and a 'reference point'.
They way these thrée are interrelated is illustrated with the

help of the past perfective:

let us call the time point of the token the
point of speech .+«.. From a sentence like
'Peter had gone' we see that the time order
expressed in the tense does not concern one
event, but two events, whose positions are
determined with respect to the point of speech.
We shall call these time points the point of
event and the point of reference. In the example
the point of the event is the time when Peter
went & the point of reference is a time between
this point and the point 0f speeche. In an
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individual sentence like the one given it is

not clear which time podint is used as the point

of reference. This determination is rather

given by the context of speech. (Reichenbachil947:288)

In this theory, the meaning of the past perfect involves
reference to three different points, located in a particular

order on the line:

(The symbols E, R ané S stand, respectively, for 'point of the
event', ‘point of'reference' and 'point of speech") Reichenbach
then goes on to claim that these three po;nts are relevant to
every one of‘the,tensea, not just t0~tenses such as the past

perfective or the future perfectives

In some tenses, two of the three points are
‘simultaneous. Thus, in the simple past, the -
point:of the event and the point of reference
are simultaneous, and both are before the point
oL speech eeee The difficulties ‘which grammar
books have in explaining the meaninds of the
different tenses originate from the fact that
they do not recoegnize the three~place structure
of the time determination given in the tenses.
(ibid, 289~90)
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In Reichenbach's terminoldgy, the'words“past'; 'presént'
and *future' refer to the position of R-relative to Se. The terms
! anterior', 'éimple'; and ‘posteriorx’ indicate.the_poéition,oﬁ
E relative to R, the word ‘simple' being used £or the coincidence
of R and E. The traditional 'past perfect', thus, becomes in
Reichenbach!s hands 'Anterior past'! (E_ = k 6‘8, the dashes
representing an interval of time) and 'past tense' or 'preterit!
takes on the label ‘simple past' (E, R« S, where the comma repre-

sents simultaneity).

Although Reichenbach's system has been extremely influential,
it is not altogether unexceptionable, First, the !Egggg'of
reference' and the ‘point of event' are somewﬁat infelicitous,
since 'both reference time and event time are,usuaily longer than
a moment (point) s a term like ‘interval' or 'time' would therefore

be a better choice.

Secondly, Reichéﬁbach's analysis would say that in 'I had
met him yesterday' what was yesterday‘is the reference point, and
the meeting may have occurred the day before iésterday, This kind
of analysis‘is father hard pressed by the‘siﬁple obsexvation

that I_had met him yesterday is actually ambiguous between the

reading referred to sbove (according to which the méeting occurred
before yesterday) and the interpretation on which yesterday
indicates the time of the encounter. The latter interpretation is

brought to the fore in This morning mother wanted me to go and

see grandfather, but I told her it was _not necessary because I
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had met him. zesterdaz. In this sentence yesterday refers to
the time of the encounte: and does not establish the reference

point that lies between the event point and the speech point

(since the structure of the past perfect in Reichenbach's theory
is E = R = 8)s In the sentence just referred to, the reference
point in question is indicated by This mornind, There are probebly:
two ways to accommodate this observation. The first is to give
up the claim that temporal adverbials can only refer to R ané accept |
that they can refer to either R or E.'The secend way out is to
assume thaﬁ in a past,peffect sentence like I hed‘met him'zesterdaz
there are two reference points, one of whidh is simultancous with
the evenﬁ point, while the other lies between the event poinﬁ and

the point of speech.

Thirdly, and more importantly, it can be shown that
Reichenbach's claim that time adverbials refer to R proves incoms=
patible with his own analysis of the past perfective. For the pur-
pose of this remark, let us consider a sentence dike "1 heard
" yesterday that the,Erime Minister had beenwin New-Ybrk the dey‘
before®, If the past perfective in the gggg_—* clsuse is to be
analysed as_'EéRes?, then R musﬁ,be-the time indicated by yesterday,

not the time indicated by the day before, for E (the time of being

in New York) is anterior to the former time, not to thé latter.

But which time is then established by the day before? Either we

will have to give up the principle that time adverbials refér to
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R and not to E and say that the day before indicates the time
of E, or we will have to say that the structure of the past
perfective contains two Rs (that is, E is simultaneous with one

R (*the day before') and anterior to another ('yesterday') ).

What this criticism shows up is that Reichenbach's claim that
temporal adverbials are accommodated in his structures (since
they must be taken to refer to R)_is not.correct. some types of
temporal specifiers appear to refer to times that do not corres~

pond to any of the times (‘points') in the Reichenbachian system,

(11)

Viewing tense as grammeticalised expression of location in
't;me, Comrie (1985) proposes a theory of tense that is different
'from Reichenbach's. Obviously, Comrie's medel of the past rerfec-
. ’tive ('pluperfect') is also dlfferent from Reichenbach's. In
| Comrie s theory, akil that we need te represent the three 'absolute'
tenses (present, past and future) are two time elements——the
time of speech (s), and the time of event(E}—and three relations
*(s¢multaneity, anteriority and posteriority). So, in Comrie s

analysis the structure of past tense is "E before S" (19853123)

. and that of the past perfective is "E before R before s"(1985:125)

or “s after R after E" (1985 s 127), Comrie's representation of

. the past perfective, (or "the pluperfect", &as he styles it), thus
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demands that there is a referencCe point in the past (iee4 befo;é
- the present moment), and the situation is located priér'ﬁbﬁﬁhéﬁ
reference point. This representation is to be intefpretéd:as"35
before R and R before S'.»One important property dfdthis’répken.
- sentation is that E is located relative tO'R.(and”R'is ibcéted
relative to S, but there is no direct relation between E and s;'
Comrie forestalls cne possible objection to this representation
in thg following ways

since the relation before is transitive (ice, if

X is PeSo¥e ¥ and Y is before 2, then necessarily
X is before Z), one can déduce E _before S from
the representation of the pluperfect, but this

is not part: of the ﬁormal representatlon of the

pluperfectsees
(1985 s 128)

It_is‘imégrﬁant here to note what Comrie has to say about time-

: adverbiéls.éhd contexts in-ielation to what he calls ‘reference

| point'. COmrie (1985 : 68) admits that time adverblals often
establish a reference point for the past perfectAVe but he
emphaszzes that “tame adverbials coaoccurrzng with the pluperfect -
~do not necessarily establish a reference point, but may also
encode the time at which the situation is located". Thus. ‘aceoxdem

' ing to Comxie, the,tlme adverbial in a sentence‘llke The’ train_j

had already left at ten o'clock can yield two possible intérprew

tations .3 the iirst,;that~ten o'clock is ﬁhe reference point prior
. to which the train had left; the .second, that ten o'clock is the
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time at which the train left. In the second case, however; we -have
to seek the reference poiﬁt elsewhere in the contexts The“broaﬂer.
context will usualiy make clear the intended interpretation, Even
a slight change in context can change the identification of the
reference point. Thﬁs, the clause sequence I‘a:rivéd: the‘train
had already left will most naturally be given an interpretation
where'my arrival is the past reference point relative to which the
departure of the train is prior, Now, if we add another clause

to these two, the interpretation gets changed s I ar;iVed;

the train had already left before my wife arrived. In this example,

my wife's arrival in the past is more‘likelyhio be taken as the
reference point prior to which the train left, Since the time |
relation between my. arrival énd my wife's arrival is left unspeci-
fied, it is not pQSSible to relate the train's departure to my |
arrival chropologically., If this is taken as é_narrative,_then the

past tenses are most likelyfto_be‘interpreted as sequeﬁtial_:fl

LI arfivea beferx my wife arrive&a But 51nce the T
‘v~  train's: departure takes place before my wife's
- arrival, this still leaves open: whether the train'
left beiore my arrival, or between my arrival and
my wife's arrival, and addition :0of other  context
may support- any of these interpretations. These
complexities lead Comrie (1985 3 67) to conclude
that "The meaning of the pluperfect is thus -
_ restricted to location in- time before@a reference.
point that is located before the present moment,
and- everything beyond ‘this is 1nterpretation, and
‘heavily contextsdependent”, o



53

ﬁime at which the train left. In the second case, however, we have
to seek the refexence point eléewhere.in the context. The broader
context will usually méke clear the intended interpretation. Even
a slight change in conmtext can change the identification of the
reference point. Thus, the clause sequence I arrived; the train

had already left will most naturally be given an interpretation

where mg‘arrival is the past reference point relative to which the
departure of the train is prior. Now, if we add another clauée.
to these two, the interpretation gets changed : I arriveds

the train had already left before my wife arrived. In this example,

my wife's arrival in the past is more likely'td be taken as the
reference point prior to which the train left. Since the time
relation between my arrival and my wife's arrival is left‘unspeCi-
fied, it is not possible to relate the £rain‘s departure to my
arrival chronologically. If this is taken as & narrative, then ﬁhe
past tenses are most likely to be interpreted as segquential :
I arrived before my wife arxived. But since the traints departure
takes place before my wife's arrival, this still leaves open
whether the train left before my arrival, or between my arrival
and my wife's arrival, and addition of other context may support
any of these interpretations. These complexities lead Comrie
(1985 ¢ 67) to conclude that

The meaning of the pluperfect is thus restricted

to location in time before a reference point that

is located before the present moment, and everything

beyond this is interpretation, and heavily context-
dependent.
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Comrie also discusses why the past perﬁective cannot always be
referred to by the past simple. To the gquestion 'why a plu- _
perfect?' COmrie (1985 $ 67) has the following answer:

in locating situations in time, it is necessary

not only to relate situations relatiVe to the present
morent, but also to relate them chronologically to .
one another. A simple seqguénce of past tenses fails
to do this, e.g. John arriveds; Mary left, which
leaves open whether John's arrival preceded or
fellowed Mary's departure., Given the tendency for
linear order of clauses to follow chronglogical
order of events, the example just given is most

. likely to ke interpreted as meaning that John*a
arrival took place £irst, then Mary's departure.

If for some reason it is desired to present events
in other than~chronelogical-erder, the pluperfect -
is an ideal mechanism for indicating this, as when
the previous example is changed to John arrived;

Mary had 1eft. ’

But it is, however, not clear why one,will>use John' arrived;

Mary had left instead of Mary left: John arrived if one is required

to place the events chronologically even without using before or
after, This point is impprtent because it seeks to\iqeniify the

pragmatic value of the use of the past perfective.

Bringing in the question of the present moment or current
relevance, Comrie (1985 : 68) makes a twoefold distinction between

the past perfective end theﬁsimple past ('remote past')s
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'First. the temporal location of the pluperfect

is not necessarily remote; all that is reguired is

~ a reference point intervening between the past
location of the situation referred to by the plu-
perfect and the present moment, and the intervals
involved can be infinitesimally small. Secondly,
the pluperfect does require such an intervening
reference point, while the remote pest does notg
it simply indicates that a situation held at a
considerable temporal distance from the present
moment, without any néed to specify any of what
;filled the interval between the situatlon and the
present moment.

It is, again, not clear how in The patient died before the doctor

came we get the indication of "a gituation held at a eensidetable
temporal distance from the present momentﬁ_or‘hqw in The patient

‘had_died before the doctor came the intervels'inVolved are

'small'mi

Finally. it may be po;nted out that Comrle's formula (‘E
before R .before S') of the past perfective does not always hold
good, The limitation of ‘the formula becomee clear if we try to
analyse a sentence like I found out that Valerie had been 1n

London during the precedlng weeks When we look at the sentence
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in question, we ascertain that, apart from the moment of speech,
it refers to three different times s the time of my £inding out,
the time when Valerie was in londbn and the time referred to

by during the preceding week. Comrie's analysis of the past

perfective ('E before R before S') provides for only two time=~
points besides S. Since R is obviously the time of finding out,

and E is time of Vaierie‘s being in London, Cémrie's’theory fails

to provide the time referréed to by Quring the Qreceding week
which is a time relative to which E is located,

(1i1)

‘The past pe;fective is defined_by McCawle§ as a past embedded
in a past. The embedded paétﬂis not msrely'past-witﬁ-respect to
the moment of coding ('NOC'):_it is’past with respect.té1phat
past time which is referred to by the embedding tenses. For this
reason, McCawley designates Past as a "relative®. tense, the
Present being "absoclute" since it is always locgtedvtemporally
by the moment of coding (NMcCawley 3 1971 3 110). Mccaﬁley;nevér
extends his theory, describing tense-embeddings within a verb
phrase, to cover tense-embeddings between vetb phrases generally.
smith (1975) takes McCawley's system as a base for sﬁudying”the
correspondence between,the;teﬁse of @ main clause and that of a
subjoined adverbial clause. In this section, we shall briefly

examine Smith's f£indings.
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Smith tries to find a simple meens of predicting the tense .
of embedded adverbial clauses from the tense of the matrix clause.
She, in fact, holds that the tensss are, at an unéerlying-level.
the same. Aecordieg to her, the adverbial tense is dexivediby‘a |
copying rule from the main tense. To handle cases where the main
tense is “complex", she allows the cepying rule to apply to
“any or all of the tenses that make up the main tense" (1975 3 71),

This will account for‘the tenee~sequeﬁce_in "The patient died
| before the doctor gggg",'but this will exclude .a construction
like “The patienﬁ_wi;l dle before he/eherggggpeXYgenu, Unfortue
nately,.the same principle will also_ﬁule.out examples like:“She
collapsed after she had heard the news" where.the-subordinate
clauee'hae a "comp;exﬁ tehse cenﬁaining‘en element not pfeseni'inx
the main clause tense.. In order to keep the‘eepYihg prieciple';
ihtaet; smith wants'toeargue4that'the have (Ehe preseht:ef ggg)'
‘in suchzsubordinate ciauees aetualiyvcemee from a different.eeﬁrce
.entirely, and has a meening which is distlnct from that of “copied"
haves, Copded have ylelds a meaning of "remoteness", while indepen-
dent have marks “anter ority“, wh;ch Smith regards ae ug type of
perfectlve aspect" (1975 s 74). Anteriority indicates sequence
between one event and another, while remoteness v indicates a state
or event that is distant s.» éfand has;7 no sequential or aspectusl
implicatlons” (ibid s 75). This nen~sequential have is found, for
exemple, in the main tense of “I had known him when he lived in

Calcutta" where uhe time of had known is not before, but s;multaneous
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with lived., Remoteness "requires a temporal anchor otheX than
the present" (ibid, s 76) had known,here_suggests aﬁ.ﬁnex~
pressed orignting time in the past (not ;gggg). There are céses
where both clauses contain perfects, and these are both ambiguous
between anterior and remote readings, For example, we c¢an detect
four types of ambiguity in a sentence like "John had left the
room when Mary had thrown the ashtray" with the following possible
paraphrases:

(Remote + Remote) Te left‘the'réom-whén M;fthrew

the ashtray; all this happened
before some other event,

(Anterior + Remote) J.  had already léft the room when
Me - threw the ashtray; all this
was before some other event,

(Remote + Anterior) J. left the room when (éfter)
M. had thrown the ashtrays
all this was before some other
event. ‘

(Anterior + Anterior) J., had left the room at a time
when M, had'already thrown
the ashtray,

(McCoard ¢ 19783:201)
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We can argue here that it is the ambiguity of when that is
responsible for the different readings, which correspénd to
different ways of connecting various orientation pointsg and
reference points. Heindmaki (1974) observes that the interpreta-
tion of when depends, among other things, on the telic character
of the events themselves. If one of the events is atelic, the
events will always be understood as coinciding or overlapping
with each other, as in "“We were crossing the street when Ranjit
called}us". If both the events are telic, then a sequence is
normally understood, as in "The bell rang when Hirak pushed the
button", wWith this fluidity of interpretation in mind, it is not
hard to imagine how the past perfective conjoined by when might
be open to at least four readings. Thus the analysis with Remote
and Anterilor past perfects ignores the generality of the depene
dency of readings on pragmatic factors.,The‘overallebjeation to
Smith's system can be summed up in the words of McCoard (19783

203):

ese Smith's system will necessitate completely
separate derivations for tense sequence that
really seem to be mirror images ..ss On the other
sicde of the coin, the copy rule is really odd s it
can choose any or all of the underlying tense -
elements of the matrix clause to copy, which would
suggest that the alternate possibilities are in
free variation and semantically equivalent. But
this isn't realistic .se..".
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(iv)

Declexck's Tense in English (1991) is probably the latest
linguistic study of the nature and uses of the tenses in English.
It elaborately discusses many problems associated with the form |
and use of the past perfective, Since one of the important questions
we are interested in is whether the simple past tense could éo the
job of the past perfective, it 1s worthwhile to see what Deélerck

(1921) has to say about the issue.

Declerék maintains that "English speakers can choose between
the preterit,éffhe past simplq;7.and the past perfect in the

relative clause" (1991 s 64) of a sentence like "He had given her

a pénhf'from the purse which (had) cohtained sixty pence®", and

his theory is : "In sum, the use of a:nonoperfect tense in a
before~clause suggests actualization™ (1991 3 93), But his summing
up tends to be unclear once we look into what he says about the

role of time adverbials:

~What is indicated by such an adverbial is the
distance between the actualizations of the two
situations. The presence of such an adverbial
thus-makes clear that the past perfect situation
did eventually take place. Because of this exam~
ples like /“John left the house long before the
others had arrived®./ look better with the past
tense in the beforg~clause., In fact, the past
perfect ... appears to be possible only because
the distance indicated by the measure phrasé is
very long. If it is & short timeespan that is
indicated, the past perfect is hardly acceptable,”

(1991 s 94)
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Declerck points out that in "John arrived after the bomb
had exploded", there is "only one anteriority relation and ..
this relation is expressed twice : once by thé'chéice"ofugggégi
ané éhce by ﬁhe use of the past perfeci" (1991 : 109), Thus :
Declerck means to séy that the simple past (“eﬁploded") can'AO“

duty for the past perfect ('had exploded'). Then, why is it that

one might'vénture to write John arrived after the bomb had exbléééé?;
According to Declerck, the reason is that “the use of'the.plupérw |
fect"Z"had exploded' 7 is simply induced by the use of after.,
Using.ggggg,,the speaker has an anteriority relatiohzin mingd,  and
this leads him to use the past_perfeét" (1991 ; 110). DGClerckﬁéiga
opinion is that if we want to state merely the sequence of eveﬁtg;.
we éan use t@e simple past tense instéad_of the past perfective

(for example, The bomb exploded before John arrived), This is

true of after-clauses as well, as Declerck (1991 :-113) observess .

\The'conS£ruction is used if the speékef treats
both situations as factual and merely wants to -
state the temporal order in which they occurred,
In my opindion, if a speaker ¢an do this by means
of a sentence of the form 'X before ¥', it must
‘also be possible for him to do it by ‘means of a
sentence of the form 'Y after X'. ‘

To round off this'sectiont as well as this éhépter; wévmay A
briefly examinezwhat,Decle;ck says about the interchangeability
between the simple past tense and the past perfective, Taking.

up the sentence The letter was destroyed before I had read it,
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Declerck (1991 : 93) observes that it is pragmatically impossible
to read a letter after its destruction and that "In such before-
clauses ... the past tense can be substituted for the past perfect -
with no apparent difference s The letter was destrozéd before I
read it." It is clear here that Declerck'‘s observation regarding
the choice between the simple past and the past perfective has no
affinity whatsoever with the observations of the grammarians on
the same point as made clear in»the~precedin§ chapter. Another
curious -point to note about Declerck's analysis is his inatten-

tiveness to such formulation as The patient had died before the

doctor came and to such question éS'whether this could be replaced
by The patient died before the doctor camé. Although Declerck
says that "when the head clause situation dbes‘not'pragmatically
exclude the éubélause_situation, the differént tenses sugéest‘

different interpretations" (1991 : 93), he only examines the

structures (a) John read the letter before I had read it and

(b) John read the letter before I read‘it and does not bring in

an orthodox strucﬁure like (e) John had read the letter before I
read it. This gap, however, in Declerck's analysis forces us to
deduce that Declerck probably does not wént to equate structure

(b) with structure (c).



