Further notes from temptypac meeting 16/01/06
1. How do we know what’s going on?

Since aspectual variation is so subtle, the meanings of aspectual morphology change from generation to generation (mediated through the process of language acquisition). Much change is in the form of “fossilization,” in which an older complex structure becomes simpler. Thus we can’t necessarily trust morphology; inspection of the apparent morphological structure needs to be supplemented with studies of how the aspectual semantics interacts with negation, temporal adverbials, etc. 

2. Where does universality come from?

As Maya and Clive pointed out, there are potentially two sources of universality: the cognitive reality we all share and are trying to talk about, and linguistic universals (of course, these are really cognitive too, but may not have to do with times, events, etc., in particular). Celia drew a useful analogy to wh-questions cross-linguistically. There are only a few morphological strategies for wh-questions, because the pragmatics (semantics?) of what it means to ask a question requires that the wh-morpheme take scope over the whole sentence. Then because of how linguistic systems work, there are only a few ways for something to take scope over the entire sentence. So we wonder if something similar happens in the domain of tense and aspect.


We asked this question of the Reichenbachian times: Do E, R, S, and their interactions have some sort of independent cognitive reality? And/or do their properties emerge from the (cognitive) requirements of the linguistic system, especially syntactic, pragmatic, and “cartographic” considerations?
If E, R, and S are cognitively real, we can define tense and aspect as relating R to S and E to R respectively; Gerhard’s talk earlier in the day was a very interesting investigation in this direction. But as Jacqueline and I agreed, taking the opposite stance should allow us to explain why Aktionsart, aspect, and tense are sometimes “confused” by adult or child speakers: the same morphology relates different Reichenbachian times depending on where it is in the structure. (Of course, when adults do it, we do not say they are “confused.”) Suppose these morphemes relate times – any times – to each other, and suppose that these meanings are composed in the expected way according to the structural relationships between morphemes. Suppose further that R is the highest time represented (being up where things are relevant to discourse) and E is the lowest (being relevant to the VP). Then a single morpheme, “morpheme A” below, could relate R to E, or relate R to some other time, depending on whether another morpheme was between it and the VP. 

(1)
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We agreed that we are very interested in these aspects that behave in ways that are unexpected under the theory that aspect by definition relates R to E.

3. Where does variation come from?

The striking fact about aspectual variation is that it is so subtle. Morphemes in two different languages can be similar without being exactly alike (cf. Brenda’s example of the progressive in English vs. the progressive in Spanish, which seem to differ only in that the latter lacks a futurate reading). We can model this variation in different ways.

Core-periphery model

(We did not discuss this model much; can someone who knows about this explain it?)


Cognitive desiderata model

There is a certain space of things (“cognitive desiderata”) that any language needs to express. Different languages cut up the cognitive desiderata differently.  It is normal to have some desiderata that are not expressible by any morpheme in a certain language (“ineffability”), but such ineffability is marginal.

(x)

I don’t really know what exactly we

mean by “cognitive desiderata,” so I don’t 

know if it is permissible to have a non-empty

intersection between morpheme A’s coverage

and morpheme B’s coverage. Thoughts?

The desiderata are conceived as being separate from the meanings (logical forms) of the morphemes. For instance, an “ongoing” reading is a desideratum; languages need to be able to express that. But they might do it in different ways, i.e., we might find that one language does it with predicates of times and one does it with predicates of events (just a made-up example). 

Brenda pointed out that once we have a sense of how different languages cut up the cognitive desiderata, we can ask: Which desiderata can share a morpheme? Which cannot? The answers to these questions should reveal more about the underlying cognitive structure of the desiderata, as well as the semantic forms of the particular morphemes in question.

Does the cognitive desiderata model say anything about whether semantics or pragmatics is involved in mapping a morpheme to the cognitive desiderata it covers? I tend to think of this model as being about semantics, but I’m not sure it requires everything to be semantics. Indeed, is the cognitive desiderata model incompatible with the core-periphery model?
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