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Abstract

We describe several facts concerning temporal interpretation of sentences in Vietnamese and present an
account which is based on the analysis proposed in Abusch (1988) as it is interpreted by Heim (1994).
Our account assumes that tense is explicitly represented in Vietnamese as a pronominal element. Thus,
it constitutes supporting evidence for the pronominal theory of tense and for the universality of T as a
syntactic category.
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1 Introduction
1.1 Two issues concerning tense

Debates on tense as a linguistic category have raised two issues concerning its representation. The first
is semantic and concerns whether tense is “quantificational” or “pronominal.” A quantificational state-
ment is exemplified by (1a). It does not describe a particular individual, and its interpretation does not
depend on how reference is determined by the conversational context. In other words, its truth condition
can be derived solely from syntactic structure and lexical meaning of the words. In contrast, a pronom-
inal statement, exemplified by (1b), depends on the assignment function for its interpretation. Its truth
condition is derived not only from the lexical meaning of the words and the way they are combined, but
also from how certain elements in the sentence is contextually interpreted. We use the fraction notation
for the representation of linguistic meanings, whereby the numerator represents the assertive content and
the denominator represents the presuppositional content. Note that the function ¢ represents the way the
context assigns reference to pronominal elements in the sentence (cf. Heim and Kratzer 1998).

(D) a. A man came into the room = Jx(x is a man A x came into the room) uantificational
q

_ g(7) came into the room

a ¢(7) is a man

b. Hey came into the room pronominal

A past tense sentence such as (2), in its quantificational interpretation (cf. Prior 1967, Montague 1973),
states that there is a time ¢ preceding the time of utterance such that John kisses Mary at ¢. In the pronom-
inal interpretation (cf. Partee 1973, Kratzer 1998), the sentence is a statement about a particular time ¢,
which says that Mary helps John at ¢, and which comes with the presupposition that ¢ precedes the time
of utterance.

2) Mary helped John
a.  Jt(t precedes the speech time A Mary helps John at t) quantificational

b Mary helps John at ¢
t precedes the speech time

pronominal
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The second issue in the debate on tense concerns syntax. The question is whether tense is always syn-
tactically represented, even in morphologically tenseless languages such as Vietnamese. As an example,
consider (3).

3) Ho sbéngd New York
They live in New York
This Vietnamese sentence overtly consists of a DP, which is the subject, and a VP, which is the predicate.

There is no morphological element mediating between these two sentence parts, i.e. no tense. This means
that (4a) and (4b) are both possible analyses of (3).

@ a S b. TP
DP VP DP T
they they /\
live in New York T VP

live in New York

The analysis in (4a) concurs with the hypothesis that tense is not always syntactically represented, or
more strongly, that tense is not represented in some languages, Vietnamese being one among them (cf.
Wu 2009, Lin 2006, Cao 1998). The analysis in (4b) concurs with the hypothesis that tense is always
represented in the syntax, which entails that in sentences where tense is not detectable in the phonological
signal, tense is still there, as a silent morpheme.

In this paper, we present data from Vietnamese which clarify the two issues above. Specifically, our
analysis of these data is based on the assumption that (i) tense is pronominal and (ii) tense is always
syntactically represented.

1.2 Observations on Vietnamese Tense

In the next five subsections, we present the data to be analyzed. These data concern the interpretation
of the anteriority morpheme da in matrix sentences and in various types of embedded sentences. They
also concern the interpretation of sentences containing no overt tense morpheme. The analysis of these
data, which is presented in the last section, will show that tense in Vietnamese is pronominal instead of
quantificational, and that tense is always represented syntactically in this language.

1.2.1 Temporal anteriority

In Vietnamese, the tense morpheme da expresses temporal anteriority. It is incompatible with present
or future interpretation. This is evidenced by the three-way contrast shown in (5), given the common
knowledge that Barrack Obama is a former US president while Donald Trump is the current one.

(5) a. Barrack Obama di sdng trong Nha Tring
Barrack Obama pA live in ~ White House
‘Barrack Obama lived in the White House’
b. #Donald Trump da sdng trong Nha Trang
Donald Trump PA live in ~ White House
‘Donald Trump lived in the White House’
Tong thong tuong lai di sbng trong Nha Tring
the future president DA live in  White House
“The future president lived in the White House’

o
H
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1.2.2 Past under past

In the “past-under-past” configuration, where da is contained in a sentence which is embedded under
another sentence containing da, the “backward-shifted” reading is attested, while the “simultaneous”
and the “forward-shifted” readings are not available: (6) entails that the time of Mary’s living in New
York precedes the time of John’s thought, which itself precedes the time of utterance.

(6) John di nghi ring Mary da séng & New York
John PA think that Mary PA live in New York
live think

D — G now

This is evidenced by the three-way contrast in (7). (Note that the time adverbials in the complement
clause are to be read “de dicto,” i.e. in the scope of nghi ‘think.”)
@) a. Nim ngodi, John di nghi ring tru6c d6 Mary da séng & New York
last year ~ John DA think that before that Mary PA live in New York
live think

1/1/17 1/1/18  now

b. #Nim ngoai, John da nghi ring vao lic d6 Mary di séng & New York
last year, John DA think that at that time Mary DA live in New York
think

1/1=/17 1/1=/18 now

c. #Nim ngodi, John dd nghi ring saud6 Mary da séng & New York
last year, John PA think that after that Mary PA live in New York
think live

1/1/17 1/1/18 %% now

1.2.3 Subjective evaluation

Note, however, that there is a difference with respect to how the two precedence relations described by
(6), repeated below in (8), are evaluated.

®) John di nghi ring Mary da séng & New York
John PA think that Mary DA live in New York

Specifically, while it must be objectively true that the time of John’s thought precedes the time of ut-
terance, it does not have to be objectively true that the time of Mary’s living in New York precedes the
time of John’s thought or the time of utterance. Thus, suppose that John’s thought about Mary occured
in 2017, but at that time, John wrongly believed the year to be 2020. If John said to himself “Mary lived
in New York in 2019,” then (8) can be uttered truthfully. This is illustrated by (9). Note the dotted arrow
connecting “think™ on the top line to the whole of the bottom line. This is to illustrate the fact that the
bottom line represents how things are temporally located according to John’s thinking in reality.
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) Nim ngodi, John bi  than kinh. N6 tuéng  d61a  nidm 2020, va da nghi ring Mary da
last year ~ John went crazy he mistook it to be year 2020 and DA think that Mary PA

séng & New York vao nim 2019.
live in New York in year 2019

think

V117 118 now 119 11720

Thus, when a past tense attitude verb has a past tense sentential complement, what is required is that
(i) the time at which the attitude obtains precedes the time of utterance, and (ii) the attitude holder
subjectively locates the event described by the complement in his past. The actual temporal relation
between the event time and the attitude time on the one hand and the utterance time on the other is
irrelevant for the evaluation of the sentence.

1.2.4 Relative clauses

When da is contained in a relative clause instead of a complement clause, with the main clause also
containing da, both the the backward-shifted and the forward-shifted readings are available, as is the
simultaneous reading.

(10) a. Vaonim 2016, John did gip cdi ngudi danbama di séng & New York vao nim 2015
In year 2016, John DA meet the woman who PA live in New York in year 2015

live

—0—. ° ® . ° °
1/1/15 1/1/16 ~ meet  1/1/17 1/1/18 nDow

b.  Vaonim 2016, John dd gip cdi ngudi danbama da sdng & New York vio thdi diém d6
In year 2016, John DA meet the woman who DA live in New York at that time

live

1/1/15 1/1/16 1/1/17 1/1/18 NOwW

c.  Vaonim 2016, John da gidp cai ngudi ddnbama dia séng & New York vao nim 2017

In year 2016, John DA meet the woman who PA live in New York in year 2017
live
o nd @ d o @
1/1/15 1/1/16 ~ meet  1/1/17 - 1/1/18 now

1.2.5 Bare clauses
1.2.5.1 Unembedded bare clauses

We will call sentences without an overt tense morpheme “bare clauses.” Initial observation may lead one
to suspect that in Vietnamese, bare clauses are compatible with past, present, and future interpretation,
as evidenced by the felicity of all sentences in (11).
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(11) a. Barrack Obama séng trong Nha Tring
Barrack Obama live in  the White House
b. Donald Trump séng trong Nha Tring
Donald Trump live in  the White House
c. Tong théng tuong lai sdng trong Nha Trang
the future president live in  the White House
However, it seems that a bare clause in Vietnamese can describe a future event only if it is a planned
event (cf. Dowty 1979). Controlling for this factor, we observe that a bare clause does not really allow a
future reading: (12) is severely degraded without the auxiliary s€ ‘will.’

(12) HoOm nay, John coi Mary la ban, nhung ngay mai, John *(s€) coi Mary 1a ké thu
Today  John consider Mary be friend but ~ tomorrow John will consider Mary be enemy

We take the difference between (11c¢) and (12) to show that it is much more difficult to construe John’s
considering Mary an enemy as a planned event than it is to construe the future president living in the
White House as one. We will henceforth disregard the “planned event” reading of matrix bare clauses
and assume that these only have the past and the present tense reading.

(13) John séng & New York
John live in New York

live

- ‘John lives in New York’
- 0 gw ‘John lived in New York’

1.2.5.2 Embedded bare clauses

We now turn to embedded bare clauses. It is observed that when a bare clause is embedded under an atti-
tude verb, it only has the backward-shifted and the simultaneous reading, but does not have the forward-
shifted reading: (14) is true iff John’s thought to himself is either “Mary lived in New York (in the past)”
or “Mary lives in New York (at the present), but not when it is “Mary will live in New York (in the
future).” This four-way possibility, in which both the thinking and the content of the thought can both be
either in the present or in the past, is represented by the four broken arrows in the diagram below (14).

(14)  John nghi ring Mary sdng & New York
John think that Mary live in New York
think think

- N ®
@
- now
~
\\\ -7 S
~ e Se
S . Ss

1
1
1
| ~ - ~
1
1
1

~ ~
~ 4 \\

.
SA ~.
/’ \\ \\
’ ~ \\
e ~ ~
--

John’s thought: “Mary lives in NY” John’s thought: “Mary lived in NY”

When a bare clause is a relative clause instead of a complement, all three readings are available.
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(15) a.

Vao nim 2016, John di gip cdi ngudi danba ma séng & New York vao nim 2015
In year 2016, John DA meet the woman who live in New York in year 2015

live

—0—- ° @ ° ° °
1/1/15 1/1/16 meet 1/1/17 1/1/18 Dow

Vao nim 2016, John di gip c4i ngudi dan ba ma séng & New York vao thdi diém d6
In year 2016, John DA meet the woman who live in New York at that time

live

1/1=/15 1/1=/16 1/1=/17 1/1=/18 now

Vao nim 2016, John dd gip c4i ngudi danbama séng & New York vao nim 2017

In year 2016, John DA meet the woman who live in New York in year 2017
live
° ® @ ° ® °
1/1/15 1/1/16  meet  1/1/17 - 1/1/18 now

2 Analysis

We formulate our account for the facts presented above using the concepts and tools of the framework
proposed in Abusch (1988) as interpreted by Heim (1994), making some simplifications in order to

facilitate exposition.

We make the following syntactic assumptions. First, linguistic variables are of type e, for individuals,
and type i, for time intervals. Second, every sentence in Vietnamese projects a TP, with T being the
locus for type i pronominal elements, which in Vietnamese are da, and the phonologically empty @,,.
Third, VPs are of type (i, (¢, t)), and propositional attitude verbs are of type ((i, ), (i, (e, t))). Fourth,
every sentence combines with a distinguished binder Ay which binds variables of type i. Finally, every
unembedded sentence combines with a distinguised tense pronoun f{*. These assumptions mean that

(16a) and (16b) will have the Logical Forms in (17a) and (17b), respectively.

(16) a.
b.
(17) a.

Mary da sdng & New York
Mary DA live in New York
John nghi ring Mary da séng & New York
John think that Mary PA live in New York

t%
Ao S
Mary/>\

day VP

live in New York
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Mz{>\

live in New York

Semantically, we assume the following meanings for lexical items and syntactic phrases. Note the differ-
ence between the presupposition of da, and that of the empty tense pronoun @,,: the former encodes the
relation “earlier than,” while the latter encodes the relation “earlier than or at the same time as.” This cap-
tures the fact that sentences with da expresses anteriority, while those without an overt tense morpheme,
i.e. bare clauses, expresses “non-futurity.” There is a distinguished pronoun, f+*, which refers to the time
of utterance. Finally, note the meaning of the attitude verb nghi ‘think’: it shifts the time of evaluation
for its complement proposition to the time at which the attitude holder locates himself. This captures the
“subjective evaluation” facts described in subsection 1.2.3.

W [danec — — 81
o ) <0
c _ gn
b o= hy <5

[Ao ¢18< = [At [[9]8""]]

[t+]8€ = t, the utterance time of context ¢

[live in New York]$ = [At [Ax [x lives in New York at ¢]]]

[nghi]8€ = [Ap [At [Ax [p(t') = 1 for every ' at which x locates x at t]]]]
g. [Mary]$€ = Mary, [John]$ = John

oA

Below are derivations of the truth conditions of (17a) and (17b). As we can see, the results correspond
to our intutions about these sentences.

(19) [« tx [ Ao [ Mary [ da7 [ live in NY]]]]]
a [odse = [BI“([+]3) = [BIS“(te)
bo (A = M
e [ = [0 (Mary]s ™) = [0 (Mary) »
a0 = [ ([dEy ] ) = [ < - ¢t/0(7) ) [e]$""<(g(7))

(7) < §°(0) 8(7) <t
_ [Ax[xlivesin NY at g(7)]]

t/O

g(7) <t
10 o A lives in NY a A lives in NY at ¢(7)]||(Mar
c. [y = xleives NV agO)) ) _ D e tives n NY (7)) )

Ax € D,. x lives in NY at g(7)](Mary)

£ [B)s* = [At [[ ) <t H

|
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. Ax € D,. x lives in NY at ¢(7)](Mar
[a]8€ = [)\t [[ = GRS tg(M)I( Y)H ()
[Ax [x lives in NY at ¢(7)]](Mary)

8(7) <t
= 1iff ¢(7) < t, and Mary lives in NY at g(7)

(20) [« t* [g Ao [y John [¢ @5 [ think [g Ag [, Mary [ da7 [e live in NY]]IIITI]]

a.
b.
c.

d.

[l =[G ([+]*) =[G (k)
[¢]° = [At [[]E"<]]
18" = [6]5"" ([Johm]s""<) = [6]" < (John)

[017 = [k ([2als™) = [ <g”°<§>t/;(?”°<o>> ) ﬂkﬂgg@;g 7

[ = [think]<""([p]s""*)
t/0

= [At [Ax [[B]8" “(¥') = 1 for every t' at which x locates x at f]]]
= [At [Ax [g(7) < t' and Mary lives in NY at ¢(7) for every ¢ at which x locates x at t]]]

(o] = [Ax [g(7) < t' and Mary lives in NY at g(7) for every ¢’ at which x locates x at g(2)]]
- 8(2) <t
e = [Ax [¢(7) < t' and Mary lives in NY at g(7) for every ¢’ at which x locates x at g(2)]](John)
1+ T
_ | [Ax [¢(7) < t' and Mary lives in NY at g(7) for every ¢’ at which x locates x at g(2)]](John)
- 8(2) <t
[a]*
_ [Ax [g(7) < # and Mary lives in NY at ¢(7) for every ' at which x locates x at ¢(2)]](John)
- ROES

= 1iff g(2) < t. & for every t' at which John locates himself at g(2), ¢(7) < ' & Mary
lives in NY at ¢(7)

This suffices to show that our account makes the correct predictions about temporal interpretation in
matrix and complement sentences in general. As for relative clauses, we will assume that NPs of every
type can undergo Quantifier Raising (cf. Heim 1997). Thus, (21a) and (21b) can have the structures in
(22a) and (22b), respectively.

@2l a
b.
22)

John da gip cdi ngudi danbama dia sbng & New York

John PA meet the woman who PA live in New York

John da gdp cdi ngudi dan bama séng & New York

John PA meet the woman who live in New York

tx

Ao
NP
)\x S
the woman who dé, live in NY JOhn/>\
da,, VP
N
meet ty
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tx

Ao
NP
)\x S
the woman who @, live in NY JOhn/>\
da, VP
N
meet 1ty

The simultaneous reading is generated if # = m. The backward shifted reading is generated if g(n) <
¢(m). And the forward shifted reading is generated if g(n) > g(m). As nothing in the grammar prevents
any of these three possibilities, we correctly predict the facts described in subsection 1.2.4.
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