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Time in Translation project

▪ Aim of the project: a cross-linguistically robust semantics and 
pragmatics of the PRESENT PERFECT. 

▪ Theoretical motivation: no agreement in the literature on compositional 
semantics, dynamic semantics and pragmatics of the PRESENT PERFECT

(Portner 2003, 2012, Nishiyama & Koenig 2010, Kamp et al. 2015, …)

▪ Empirical motivation: widespread diachronic and synchronic variation in 
the distribution of the PERFECT: competition with the PRESENT on the one 
hand, and with the PAST on the other (Bybee et al. 1989, Ritz 2012, de 
Swart 2007, Schaden 2009, Dahl & Velupillai 2013). 



Have PERFECT

▪ Morpho-syntax: auxiliary (have/be) + past participle.

▪ Core of PERFECT meaning: past event + present state.

1) Mary has visited Paris.                [existential 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]

4) Malcolm X has just been assassinated. [‘hot news’ perfect]



Theoretical starting point 

▪ Reichenbach configurations for Past and Perfect (Portner 2003, 2012, 
Nishyama & Koenig 2010, others).

▪ Sara left the party. Past tense E,R – S

▪ Sara has left the party.   Present Perfect E – R,S

▪ Partee (1973): morphological tenses (-ed PAST) are           
anaphoric/definite, periphrastic tenses have + past          
participle (PERFECT), will + infinitive (FUTURE) are 
quantificational/indefinite.



Semantics constrains PERFECT distribution

▪ Sentence-level: R at speech time restricts time adverbials:

▪ Sara left the party at 6 o’clock.
▪ *Sara has left the party a 6 o’clock.             (in British English)
▪ Sara has just left.

▪ Discourse-level: R at speech time blocks anaphoricity, predicts no 
narrative use. No sequence of events with Present Perfect in narrative 
discourse or when-clauses:

▪ When John noticed me, he greeted me.

▪ *?When John has noticed me, he has greeted me.

▪ Problem: 1 cross-linguistic variation: criteria work for English, not 
universally. 

▪ Problem 2: if not narration, what is the pragmatic role of the PERFECT?



Pragmatics of Present Perfect: Portner (2003)

▪ Portner (2003): Present Perfect is used to answer the question under 
discussion.

Q: We need to get an explanation of George Eliot’s style. Who can
we ask?

A: Well, George Eliot wrote Middlemarch, and if someone read an
author’s book, they understand her style. Unless they are stupid, 
of course. Mary is smart, and she has read Middlemarch.

▪ Extended now theory of the PERFECT, temporal semantics, modal 
pragmatics. A sentence S of the form PERFECT() presupposes 
q(ANS(q) & P(p,q), where p is the proposition expressed by , and 
ANS is true of any proposition which answers the question under 
discussion, and P is a modal operator similar to epistemic must.



Pragmatics of Present Perfect : Nishiyama & Koenig (2010)

▪ Nishyama & Koenig (2010): Present Perfect may be used for topic 
negotiation.

Q: Have you seen Dances with wolves? (= I want to talk about movies)

A: Yeah, I’ve seen that. That was a really good movie.

▪ DRT analysis of the PERFECT; introduced both an event and a PERFECT
state, with underspecified pragmatic relation between e and s, resolved 
in discourse context.



Tense use in discourse and dialogue

▪ Central research questions:

▪ What is the distribution of PRESENT, PAST and PRESENT PERFECT in 
discourse and dialogue?  

▪ How can cross-linguistic variation inform us of the semantics and 
pragmatics of the PERFECT?

▪ Answers based on:

▪ Parallel corpus approach: translation = same meaning in context, 
different forms across languages.

▪ Data-driven: search for tense forms in one language, align with 
translations, annotate with language specific labels. 

▪ Analyze data patterns to find linguistic generalizations.



Harry Potter corpus

▪ J.K. Rowlings (1997) Harry Potter and the
philosopher’s stone is a well known novel: 
translations available in many languages.

▪ Parallel corpora are typically based on written 
language (translations!); few options for spoken 
language. 

▪ Harry Potter contains both narrative parts and 
dialogue: controlled setting for studying tense use 
across languages in both registers.

▪ Translations used for this talk: Dutch, German, 
Spanish, French, Italian.

▪ Corpus consists of Chapters 1+17 (first and last).



Data collection

▪ Convert the original and its translations into electronically readable 
documents. 

▪ Select all sentences containing a finite verb form from chapters 
1+17. 

▪ Align the sentences with their translations in Dutch, German, 
Spanish, French and Italian (TimeAlign). 

Algorithms created by the Digital Humanities 
Lab of Utrecht University 



Time Align (human annotator)

https://time-in-
translation.hum.uu.nl/timealign/edit/31257/



Tense annotation

▪ Select the verbs in the translation (TimeAlign). Unclick ‘this is a 
correct translation’ if the translation contains other forms than verbs 
(nominalizations, adjectives, etc.).

▪ Maintain only complete tuples (verbs in all languages).

▪ Label the tense forms (language specific morpho-syntactic labels): 
Present Perfect, Simple Past, Pretérito Indefinido, Präteritum, 
Onvoltooid Verleden Tijd, etc.



English Dutch German

Simple past 551 ovt 550 Präteritum 526

Simple present 129 ott 167 Präsens 160

Past continuous 43 vtt 60 Perfekt 78

Past perfect 31 vvt 38 Konjunktiv 33

Present perfect 27 imperatief 24 Plusquamperfekt 31

Imperative 25 ovtt 18 Imperativ 25

Future in the past 20 ottt 9 Futur I 15

Simple future 20 infinitief 2 Partizip 1

Present continuous 11 Teg. deelwrd 1

Present perf. cont. 4 Total: 869 datapoints

Future in the past 3 green = simple/perfective past, green =

Past perf. cont. 3 imperfective past, blue = present perfect, 

Fut in past cont. 2 red = pluperfect, orange = present



Spanish French Italian

Pretérito indefinido 425 Passé simple 313 Passato remoto 319

Pretérito imperfecto 164 Imparfait 180 Imperfetto 160

Presente 126 présent 132 Presente 129

Imperativo 25 Passé composé 99 Passato prossimo 93

Pret.perfecto comp. 23 Plus-que-parfait 33 Trapassato pross. 28

Pret. pluscuamperf. 19 impératif 23 Futuro semplice 23

Subj. pret. imperf. 15 Subjon. Présent 12 Coniunt. Imperf. 18

Futuro imperfecto 13 Futur simple 11 Condit. passato 15

Condicional simple 13 Futur proche 11 Coniunt. trapass. 12

Subj. presente 11 gérondif 10 infinito 11

Estar+gerundio 8 Condit. présent 9 Stare (imp) + ger. 9

Futuro próximo 7 Condit. passé 8 Gerundio presente 9

Subj. pret. plusc. 6 infinitif 8 Coniunt. presente 8



Descriptive statistics

▪ Most frequent tense forms are PERFECTIVE and IMPERFECTIVE PAST (480-
590 occurrences combined per language), followed by PRESENT (126-
167 occurrences). PLUPERFECT has 20-40 occurrences.

▪ PRESENT PERFECT has low number of occurrences in English, (27) 
Spanish (23), high number in French (99) and Italian (93). Dutch (60) 
and German (78), are in between.

▪ But: numbers so for the corpus as a whole. Does the linguistic 
environment make a difference? Split the data into discourse and 
dialogue.



Discourse and dialogue

▪ Algorithm that selects as dialogue text parts that appear between 
quotation marks. Remaining text is discourse.

▪ Split the data: tense use in discourse (513 datapoints) and dialogue 
(356).

dialogue discourse dialogue

‘You can’t blame them’, said Dumbledore gently. ‘We’ve had precious little to 
celebrate for eleven years.’



Descriptive statistics: discourse



Descriptive statistics: dialogue



From statistics to language use in context

▪ Limits of descriptive statistics: global tendencies at the level of the 
discourse/dialogue grammar.

▪ Principle of isomorphism (Haiman 1985): variation in form reflects 
variation in meaning.

▪ Multidimensional Scaling (Wälchli & Cysouw 2012): generate a 
cartographic visualization of groups of tense uses in context.  

▪ The algorithm is based on similarities and dissimilarities between verb 
forms to regroup contexts in a two-dimensional space: tuples that 
pattern alike are regrouped in the same area of the map, tuples that 
behave differently are regrouped in different areas of the map. 

▪ Multilingual comparison over many contexts. 



Dissimilarity matrix

Each row represents a context (verbal form of source language + translation). The comparison between 
contexts is based on a distance measure : two differences in form means there is a distance of 3/5 between 
the tuples 1 and 2,. distance 2/5 between 1 and 3, distance 5/5 between tuples 2 and 3 .

# allemand anglais français espagnol néerlandais

1 Perfekt
Present 

perfect

Passé 

Composé

Pretérito 

perfecto 

compuesto

Voltooid 

tegenwoordige 

tijd

2 Präterium Simple past
Passé 

Composé

Pretérito 

perfecto 

compuesto

Onvoltooid 

verleden tijd

3 Perfekt
Present 

perfect
Passé récent

Pasado 

receinte

Voltooid 

Tegenwoordige 

tijd



Temporal map of English narration (finite, indicative only)



Temporal map of Dutch narration (finite, indicative only)



Temporal map of German narration (finite, indicative only)



Temporal map of Spanish narration (finite, indicative only)



Temporal map of French narration (finite, indicative only)



Temporal map of Italian narration (finite, indicative only)



Discussion of narrative discourse

▪ In the discourse part of the tekst, all Romance languages use the 
alternation between PERFECTIVE and IMPERFECTIVE PASTS for narration vs. 
background.

▪ ‘Classic’ narration à la Kamp & Rohrer (1983), Partee (1984): PERFECTIVE
pasts introduce events, events move the reference time forward, and 
thereby create narrative progress in time. IMPERFECTIVE/PROGRESSIVE PASTS

introduce states, states overlap with the current reference time, and 
provide background information.

▪ The distribution of the PLUPERFECT is (roughly) the same in all languages.

▪ Three reasons to use the PRESENT tense in narrative discourse (4 
occurrences in original): deictic present (narrator addressing the reader), 
statement of general truth or free direct discourse. No cross-linguistic 
variation.



PRESENT tense in narrative discourse

▪ Deictic present (narrator addressing the reader directly)

When Mr and Mrs Dursley woke up on the dull, grey Tuesday our story starts,
there was nothing about the cloudy sky outside to suggest that strange and 
mysterious things would soon be happening all over the country. 

▪ Statement of general truth

It was one of those rare occasions when the true story is even more strange
and exciting than the wild rumours.

▪ Free direct discourse (character’s inner thought)

What I want more than anything else in the world at the moment, he
thought, is to find the Stone before Quirrell does.

▪ Remainder of this talk: focus on dialogue.



Temporal map of English dialogue (finite, indicative verb forms)



Interactive interface: original example+tense forms in translation

The algorithm 
creates a two-
dimensional map, 
based on the 
comparison of all 
contexts in all the 
languages. 

▪ Each dot represents a context.
▪ Interactive interface : use the mouse to point to a dot and you see the 

original example+tense forms in translation. 



Similarities and differences between languages

▪ For some datapoints, all languages use the same verb form, for 
others, they use different ones.



Temporal map of English dialogue (finite, indicative verb forms)



Temporal map of  Spanish dialogue (finite, indicative verb forms)



Temporal map of  French dialogue (finite, indicative verb forms)



Temporal map of  Italian dialogue (finite, indicative verb forms)



Temporal map of Dutch dialogue (finite, indicative verb forms)



Temporal map of  German dialogue (finite, indicative verb forms)



Conclusions about distribution of forms in context

▪ PRESENT allows FUTURE time reference in Dutch (and German, to a lesser 
degree), but not in other languages (English, Spanish, French, Italian).

▪ The Romance languages have (roughly) the same distribution of the 
IMPERFECTIVE PAST.

▪ Simple/perfective PAST is found in dialogue in English, Dutch, German and 
Spanish, but French and Italian don’t use the Passé Simple and Passato
Remoto in direct discourse.

▪ In French and Italian, the Passé Composé and the Passato Prossimo cover 
the domain of the PERFECT+PERFECTIVE PAST (‘spoken’ language register).



Zooming in on PERFECT use in context

▪ We find tuples in which (almost) all languages use a PERFECT.

➢ Hypothesis: ‘core’ PERFECT meaning.

▪ We find mixed tuples with PERFECT and PAST forms.

➢Hypothesis: the PERFECT competes with the PAST; this competition 
gives rise to cross-linguistic variation.

▪ We find mixed tuples with PERFECT and PRESENT forms. 

➢Hypothesis: the PERFECT competes with the PRESENT; this competition 
gives rise to cross-linguistic variation.

▪ Interactive interface: from the maps to the underlying data. 



Dynamic Interface: back-and-forth between maps and data

 Point the mouse to a 
context to see the 
example+ tense labels 
in translations.

Click on a point to get to 
the underlying data: 
sentence from source 
text+ translation in other 
languages.         →



‘Core’ PERFECT meaning: states that ended

▪ ‘Core’ PERFECT: all languages agree on auxiliary+past participle 
configuration.

▪ State that lasted for a while, and is now over:



‘Core’ PERFECT meaning: event+result

▪ All languages use auxiliary + past participle with an event verb that 
entails a result state with current relevance.



‘Core’ PERFECT meaning: negative existential

▪ Negative existential PERFECT: absence of an event of the type that 
would have current relevance.

▪ Conclusion: there are a range of core PERFECT meanings that are 
shared by all to the languages in our dataset.



Competition of PERFECT with perfective PAST: written vs. spoken

▪ French, Italian: PERFECTIVE PAST in written language replaced by PERFECT
replaces in dialogue.

▪ Distribution PERFECTIVE PAST/PERFECT in discourse and dialogue confirms 
insights from the literature that the Passato Prossimo and Passé Simple are 
gone from the spoken language, and restricted to the written language.



Competition of PERFECT with PAST in Germanic languages: 
the role of Aktionsart

▪ Classification of the Dutch data of the OVT and VTT into three classes: 
event, state, action.

▪ Outside of the ‘core’ PERFECT domain, the German and Dutch translators 
generally render event verbs in the PERFECT, and stative verbs in the 
simple PAST.



No PERFECT use in narrative contexts (in Dutch and German)

▪ Obviously, many PERFECTIVE PAST sentences imply event verbs, yet there 
are fewer PERFECTS in German and Dutch than in French and Italian.

▪ The Germanic languages avoid PERFECT use in narrative contexts, while  
French and Italian are fine with Passé Composé/Passato Prossimo in 
narrative sequences.



No competition of PERFECT with IMPERFECTIVE PAST: states

▪ States are generally rendered in the Simple Past in the original. In the 
Romance languages, they are usually translated by means of an 
IMPERFECTIVE PAST, in the Germanic languages by means of a PRETERIT.



No competition of PERFECT with IMPERFECTIVE PAST: ongoing event 

▪ In narration as well as dialogue, ongoing events are presented in the 
IMPERFECTIVE/PROGRESSIVE PAST in English and Romance languages, and are 
rendered in the simple PAST in Dutch and German.

▪ Conclusion: the PERFECT is in competition with the PERFECTIVE PAST, and this 
competition leads to cross-linguistic variation.



Competition PERFECT with PRESENT: state that started in the past 

▪ Continuous PERFECT (English) or PRESENT (other languages):

▪ Not all readings ascribed to the English Present Perfect are available 
in all other languages.



Competition of PERFECT with PRESENT: event+result or just result

▪ Resultative PERFECT (English, Spanish) or (current) result (Dutch, German, 
French).

▪ Conclusion: the PERFECT is in competition with the PRESENT, and this 
competition leads to cross-linguistic variation, possibly also free 
variation (translator’s choice, idiomaticity, etc.).



Cross-linguistic variation in the competition of PERFECT with PAST and PRESENT



Pragmatics of the PERFECT: answer to QUD

▪ Portner (2003): the PERFECT is used to answer the question under 
discussion.

Context: ‘Yes,’ said Professor McGonagall. ‘And I don’t suppose you’re 
going to tell me why you’re here, of all places?’      (italics original)



Pragmatics of PERFECT: topic switch

▪ Nishiyama & Koenig (2010): Present Perfect may be used for topic 
negotiation.

▪ Context: Mrs Dursley came into the living-room carrying two cups of tea. 
It was no good. He’d have to say something to her. He cleared his throat 
nervously.



Conclusion about pragmatics

▪ Hypothesis: discourse function of PERFECT related to speech act, and 
position in turn. 

▪ answer the question under discussion in the discourse is for 
PERFECTS in assertions, preferably in response to a question.

▪ negotiating a new topic is for PERFECTS in questions, preferably in 
turn initial position. 

▪ Annotation for speech acts: interrogatives, declaratives, exclamatives, 
imperatives.

▪ Empirical findings: same number of PERFECTS in interrogatives and 
declaratives; no cross-linguistic variation in imperatives, not enough 
data to draw conclusions about exclamatives.



General conclusions

▪ The PERFECT is a tense-aspect category that we find in dialogue, rather 
than in narration: more semantic-pragmatic research needed ontense
use in dialogue.

▪ Data-driven methodology suitable for detecting stability as well as 
cross-linguistic variation 

▪ Translation Mining reveals a core meaning for the PERFECT (cross-
linguistic stability). 

▪ We also find cross-linguistic variation: competition                   
of the PERFECT with both the (PERFECTIVE) PAST and                      
the PRESENT.

▪ http://time-in-translation.hum.uu.nl/

http://time-in-translation.hum.uu.nl/

