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Time and Tense

Human life is marked by time passing by.

Language has ways to express temporal reference 

window on human cognition.

Lexical means:

Words that refer to a time span (yesterday) 

an event that took place in time(World War II), 

that connect events in time (before, since).

Grammatical means: tense. 



Cross-linguistic stability and variation

Tense is always deictic: present (now), past, future.

Aspect: non-deictic, situation type (state, activity

event); lexical and grammatical aspect.

Cross-linguistic variation: 

number and type of temporal distinctions established.

Number and type of aspectual distinctions established.



Two routes for the investigation of 

cross-linguistic variation

Route 1: Macro-typological research: large set of 

unrelated languages (WALS)

Pre-conceptualized categories.

Data from different sources; difficult to compare.

Emphasis on description rather than constraints, 

limited prediction.

http://wals.info/


Route 2: micro-typological research

Small set of languages:

Closely related languages (similar grammar). 

Parallel corpora: comparable data.

New descriptions and new insights:

Generalizations emerge from the data.

Use results to test existing theories, and build new 

ones.

Empirical predictions can be tested against new

corpora and native speaker intuitions.



Empirical domain: 

past, present, have PERFECT

Morpho-syntax PERFECT: auxiliary (have/be) + 
participle.

Core of perfect meaning: past event + present state.

1) Mary has visited Paris.                [experiential perfect]

(her past visit to Paris is relevant now) 

2) Mary has moved to Paris.          [resultative perfect]

(she currently lives in Paris)

3) Mary has been living in Paris since 2010.
(she currently lives in Paris)       [continuative perfect]



Micro-variation: PERFECT, PRESENT

➢ Linguistic theory claims: continuative PERFECT meaning

conveyed by PRESENT in Dutch, French.

a.Rien ne bouge. [PRESENT] [French]

b.Nothing has moved. [PERFECT] [English]

c.Niets beweegt. [PRESENT] [Dutch]

(No et moi,  Delphine de Vigan, 2007)

➢Manual research on literary translations confirms that not 

all languages have a continuative PERFECT.



Micro-variation: PERFECT, PAST, PRESENT

➢Multilingual conversation data(subtitles of tv series):

a. In case you hadn’t noticed, we just got a  confession. [Eng]

b. Falls es ihnen entging, er hat gestanden. [German]

c. Si vous ne l’avez pas remarqué, on a des aveux.    [French]

➢Multilingual translation research confirms that PERFECT use in 
Dutch/German/ French is neither a subset, nor a superset of 
PERFECT use in English. 

➢ This is not in line with common assumptions in the linguistics 
literature (e.g. Grønn & von Stechow 2016).



Time in Translation: a new project

Existing approaches look at the PERFECT in isolation, we 

aim to look at the PERFECT in context.

Language-internal variation:

Competition of PERFECT with PAST and PRESENT.

Cross-linguistic variation: 

Same meaning conveyed by other tense-aspect forms.

From prototypical examples to corpus data:

Include discourse/conversational context.

Sensitivity to register.



Scaling up the translation approach

Translation equivalents: form variation across languages 

in contexts where the meaning is stable.

5 languages (English, Dutch, German, French, Spanish).

3 main tense-aspect forms (PAST, PRESENT, PRESENT PERFECT).

Digital resources (large datasets): Europarl (formal 

spoken language), Subtitle corpus (informal

conversation), literary corpora (story telling).

 Infer constraints on tense use at the sentential and

discourse/conversational level.

http://www.statmt.org/europarl/
http://opus.lingfil.uu.se/


Methodology

Extraction of PERFECTs from multilingual corpora

Word-level alignment of verb phrases

Tense attribution for translations (language specific)

Discard ‘other’ translations (nominalizations, ‘free’ translations)

Manual/automatic tagging (language-specific)

Create a dissimilarity matrix

Multidimensional scaling: project variation onto two-

dimensional space (a semantic map).

Methodology inspired by Wälchli & Cysouw 2012



 Screenshot data point: complete example



Different tenses in 5-tuple



Classification of tense forms into 

PERFECT, PRESENT, PAST

DE EN ES FR NL

PERFECT 360 347 371 481 438

PRESENT 19 18 47 20 20

PAST 124 146 89 8 36

PLUPERFECT 4 1 3 2 18

other 5 - 2 1

Number of tense forms across languages (Europarl)



Methodology II

Distance function: we define a pair of source and
translations to be maximally similar (d=0) if all tenses
match up. 

d(1, 2) = 2/5, d(1, 3) = 2/5, d(2, 3) = 4/5

# German English French Spanish Dutch

1 Perfekt Present perfect Passé composé
Pretérito perfecto 

conpuesto

Voltooid 

tegenwoordige tijd

2 Präterium Simple past Passé composé
Pretérito perfecto 

conpuesto

Voltooid 

tegenwoordige tijd

3 Perfekt Present perfect Passé récent Pasado receinte
Voltooid 

tegenwoordige tijd



PERFECT map: English plot1/2



Perfect map: German plot 1/2



Filters



English plot 2/3



How to interpret the dimensions?

MDS plots dissimilarity along (statistical) dimensions – no 

interpretation given. 

We ran MDS for 5 dimensions. 

Plot 1/2 carves out the opposition between PAST, PRESENT

and PERFECT in German.

Other dimensions are relevant in other languages.

Question for linguistics: how to link dimensions to lexical

and grammatical constraints?



French plot 3/5



Diving into the data

The more the points are distant from each other, the

more their tenses are different.

We can investigate ‘outliers’ to find cases where one

language is different from the other languages.

Test linguistic theory: confirm that English requires a PAST

with a locating time adverbial, whereas German, Dutch 

and French tolerate a PERFECT in this configuration. 

Spanish patterns with English (Schaden 2009).







Both English and Spanish should allow time adverbials 

that refer to ‘now’; confirmed in Europarl.



Subtle differences in what counts as ‘now’



Work in progress..

More on our research programme
on the website: 

 http://timealign.pythonanywhere.com/

We are just getting started, so feedback is 
appreciated!

The project has an opening for a PhD student (fall
2017) and a post-doc (fall 2018).

Jop openings posted on: 
https://www.uu.nl/en/organisation/working-at-utrecht-
university/jobs

http://timealign.pythonanywhere.com/
https://www.uu.nl/en/organisation/working-at-utrecht-university/jobs

