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The German Perfect
John Nerbonne
The Ohio State University

As part of the inflectional paradifm of each German verb, we
find the following analytic Perfect forms:

er hat geschlafen
er hatte peschlafen

eschlafen haben

(1) Aux(Present) - Past Participle
Aux(Past) - Past Participle
Aux(Infinitive) - Past Participle er muss

If ve cared to analyze werden as a future auxiliary, then a further
element in the paradipgm is predictable:

er wird reschlafen haben

(2) Aux{Future) - Past Participle

But Vater (1969) argues correctly that werden functions just as the
other modals semantically and should not be regarded as a future
tense. We may therefore concentrate on the forms in (1). Yot

all verbs use haben as the Perfect muxiliary; the alternative is
sein, but the choice between the two has no temporal uaeoﬁn.wv For
this reason I will repgard the choice of auxiliary as not gencrally
predictable, i.e. as lexically determined, Sample paradipms

are piven in (3) and (b):

{3) Present hat geschlafen hat
Past hatte geschiafen hatte
Infinitive geschlafen haben haben

(4) Present ist gestorben ist
Past war gestorben war
Infinitive gestorben sein sein

A Reichenbach-style tense logic will be employed to
describe these Perfect tenses, Following Aqvist (1976),
Johnson (1977:12), and Dowty (1980), I interpret Reichenbach's
speech, event and reference times as based on different contextual
parameters, i.e. indices in a tense loplc. A three-dimensional
tense logic is employed.

Logically, the system will treat all temporal expressionsn as
sentence operators. For this reason, a sentence loric is suffi-
cient to demonstrate the treatment. An interpretantion function I
assirns truth values to atomic propositions with respect to
intervals of time. This is encoded in (5):

(5) for t an interval, p an atomic proposition I(p,t) € Ao.ww
Note that for these atomic propositions, only one interval of time

- not three, as the full syster allows ~ Is relevant to the
aoﬁaﬂsmspauozom»n:n:nosa»a»o=m"

2 3w

(6) for atomi a | =
mic p, N p iff I(p,tg) = 1.

(ts and t, range over intervals, too. This is a simplifying and not
an essential assumption.) It is important that the intuitively
persuasive notion of temporal dependence familiar from simpler
tense logics is preserved here, {.e. that basic expressions are
still assirned semantic values with respect to a mw:huo time,
Intuitively clear foundations are required if we are to interpret
the formal system and it is not immediately clear how one would
Hmomnvnme a basic expression with respect to pairs or triples of
times.

No simple sentences in German are interpreted by atomic formulae
however. All include some temporal modification, viz. tense. We ’
now turn directly to the analysis of the Perfect tenses. These
may be formalized within the present system as follows:
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(7') Nichsten Freitag hat er den Rrief peschrieben
next Friday AUX he the letter write(part)
'Hle'll have the letter written by next Friday'
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(7*') Er hat den Brief peschrieben
'He wrote the letter'

N _
o, Tmll PLUP(p) 1ff to, € t.t; and

3
?

S

(8)

0@
%=

.80 N as in:

R

Susi hat Rolf pesprochen. Fr hntte den Rrief reschrieben,
, AUX speak(part) he AUX  the letter write(prt)
Cusi spoke to Rolf, He had written the letter,'
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The analysis (Ti), in claiming that the Perfect mey represent
(unambiguously) situations (17) and (18), contradicts
Hornstein's (1977:522) claim that natural language tenses always
represent one such such structure universally. Comrie (1981)
make this point quite generally against all interpretations of
Reichenbach which, like Hornstein's, insist on an exhaustive
specification of S,R and E for each temporal expression,

The third noteworthy aspect of {7i) is that it provides the
correct semantics for the Perfect when used in temporal
conditional sentences, such as (20):

(20) Sie gibt es dir, wenn sie es peschrieben hat
she give it you when she it write(prt) AUX
'She'll give it to you when she's written it'

In this case the future reference time is given by the matrix
clause. Note that the event time of the conditional, i.e. the
time of writing, must precede the reference time, i.e, the
time of the giving. This is exactly as foreseen by (71).

The division of (7) into clauses (i) and (11) reflects
(intentionally) Admoni (1970:185) and his judgement that the
Perfect is both an absolute end a relative tense. His
absolute tense is reflected in clause (ii), satisfied whenever
event time precedes speech time, while his relative tense
would be represented here by clause (i), which depends on
reference time, At the same time, we should emphasize that the
present treatment does not rerard the Perfect as anbiruous, neither
in the sense of representing various semantic representations, nor
in the wesker sense of representing a single disjunctive sort of
representation. The two meanings of the Perfect are simply
context dependent variants., This treatment thus contrasts with
that of Bauerle {1979:79), who repards the Ferfect form as
representing ambiguously either Preterite or Present Perfect
meaning.

Biucrle adopts this position in order to maintain an otherwise
compositional analysis of the Perfect paradirm. Ilis analysis
exploits & seductive aspect of this paradirm, given in (3) and (4)
above, which has escaped comment thus far, Both haben and sein,
the Perfect auxiliary verbs, exist independently in the languare,
and their Present, Past and Infinitive forms are identical
vhether they are used as Perfect suxiliaries or otherwise. This
is the significance of the second columns in (3) and (k).
biAuerle's hypothesis is then to analyze all of the Perfect tenses
as compound tenses, composed of a sinple Terfect marker, the
participle plus auxiliary stem, to which the various tense or
infinitival markings may be rdded. If his hypothesis could be
verified, then the three elements of the lerfect paradignms in (3)
and (4) reedn't bLe enalyzed as three rovel tenses, but rather may
be seen as the combination of one Perfect agspect with three
independently required tenses, We could then reduce a six elerent
paradipgm to a three element puradirm with the Perfect/Imperfect
distinction seen ns orthoronral to the threc-vay tense distinction.

(1) - (9) above make it clear what is required of the semantics
of Biuerle's proposal.3) HNote that (71), (8) mand (9) all require
that event time precede reference time. We take this to be the
contribution of the Perfect in all the Perfect tenses. This is
formalized in (21):

) te \ te’
(21 QWm S Perfect Aspect (p) iff 3t.'<¢t. & Qrm s p.

r r
Note the use of the existential quantifier on the ripght side of
(21). This formulation predicts that all the Perfect tenses nre
to be interpreted indefinitely, rether than deictically, in the
sense of Partee (1973), This is certainly correct in the future
use of the Present Perfect, and it may be correct in the cases of
the Perfect Infinitive and the Pluperfect. But it would clearly
be incorrect about some uses of the Present Perfect as it is used
to describe the past. ™The Present Ferfect is normally used
deictically., Thus (22) may be used to speak about a contextuaslly
salient past time, and its nepation (22') may then be interpreted
as denying that (22) held at that time.

(22) Er hat gelacht (22') Er hat nicht gelacht
he AUX laurh{prt) not
'He laughed' ‘He didn't lauph'

This could not be described using (21). Any attempt to treat the
Perfect tenses compositionally must, therefore, prant some special
status to the Present Perfect. Biuerle accomplishes this by allow-
ine the Present Perfect form to function as an analytic realization
of the normally synthetic Preterite. The Preterite allows the
same deictic interpretation.

This need to posit a second, special and non-compositional
meaning for the Fresent Perfect should count rather heavily
arninst the overall attempt to analyze the Perfect tenses composi~
tionally. We are talking, after nll, about a three-element
raradigm on the compositional view, The admission that one of the
three doesn't combine as predicted is serious.

Ignoring this gap, the compositional paradigm is otherwise
fairly straightforward. We simply have to guarantee that the
Preterite requires that reference time be past and that the
Present requires that refercnce time be non-past. If we suppose
that tense has wider scope than aspect, then the rest of the
semantics given in (7) - (9) above follows asutomatically.

But this is Just to say that the scnmantics is coherent on the
corpositional view. It is another mntter to show that any positive
virtue adheres to this approach. There is, after all, no great
fain in simplicity in reducing a six-element paradigm to a three-
elenent with an aspect distinction and one exceptional element.

What evidence might be broucht to bear on this decision? The
most convincing semantic argument in favor of the compositional
view would be to show that there are elements with scope interme-
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have articulated.

There are then, to my knowledge, no temporal items with scope
intermediate between tense and Perfect aspect, and there seems to be
no strong semantic evidence for the compositional treatment,

Evidence for the non-compositional view may be adduced from the
"special uses" of some tense forms. Latzel (1974) has noted that a
small class of German verbs, including sein and the passive werden
mey be used in the Preterite to speak of future time. This is
illustrated in (30):

(30) Warte, bis er hier war = Warte, bis er hier pewesen ist
wait until he here was wait until he here be(prt) AUX
'Wait until he's been here'

# VWarte, bis er hier ist
wait until he here is
'Wait until he's here!

The important point for the present purposes is that the Preterite
form in (30) clearly has the expected Perfect meaning, i.e. it
replaces neither what would be tense nor what would be aspect on
the compositional view, but, apparently, the sinple Perfect
element. This indicates that the Perfect is a single tense in the
sane sense in which the Preterite is.

NOTES

1) To a certain extent the choice between haben and sein is tempor-
ally determined, of course. With the exception of bleiben and
sein, all unprefixed intransitives which denote telic Aktionsarten
use the auxiliory sein, and sll other intransitives and all
transitives use haben. Thus telic intransitive sterben, gestorben
sein; atelic intransitive schlafen, peschlafen haben; and transitive
essen, geressen haben. Verbs vhich are ambiguously telic or atelic
have Perfects with both auxiliaries (in den Fluss) schwirmen,
geschwomnen sein, but (im Fluss)schwirmen, geschvonmen haben,
Prefixed verbs use the auxiliary of their unprefixed stem, even if
this contradicts the semantic indicatio, thus herumprehen 'to walk
around' is clenrly atelic {and is used with duratives.) The
expected kherumrepanren haben is wrong due to the telic stem

rehen, 'to go', which hms the expected recanren sein., This picture
is slightly more complicated in the South where the ntelics

lieren, stehen and sitzen unexpectedly use the sein form. Back,

to appear, treats the history of this distribution of nuxiliaries.
2) Clause (i) has been simplified sliphtly. In temporally
connected discourse, such as narration, it must also be reguired
that te = tr, but this is irrelevant in the analysis of data here.
3) What follows in the text is not sinply a presentation of
Biiuerle's scmantics for the Perfect, but rather my skctch of what
any semantics with similar ambitions rmust be like. Riuerle's

rules are flawed in not showing how the Perfect index is affected
by the tenses. This criticism is developed in lerbonne (in progress)

I

REFEREACES

V.Admoni 1970 Der deutsche Sprachbau Munich {C.H.Beck).

L.Rqvist 1976 "Formal Semantics as Analyzed by Reichenbach" in: T.van
DiJk Prammatics of Lanpuare and Liternture Amsterdam.

M.Back to appear "Zum System des HABEN-Perfekts" Freiburp

R.Biuerle 1979 Temporale Deixis, temporale Frare: zum pronositionnlen
Gehalt deklarativer und interrogativer Sitze Mibingen

M.Bennett & B.Partee A Guide to the Loric of Tense and Aspect in Fnrlish
IULC, 1972,

B.Comrie 1981 "On Reichenbach's Approach to Tense" CLS 17, pp.2i-30,

D.Dowty 1980 "Tenses, Time Adverbs and Compositional Semantic Theory"
paper presented at the fourth annual Groningen conference.

K.Gelhaus 1969 "Zum Tempussystem der deutschen Hochsprache" in: Der
Berriff Tempus - Fine Ansichtssache? Wirkendes Wort, Heiheft 20,
Disseldorf (Schwann), pp.s-aa.

R.Hendricks 1901 Aspect and Adverbs in German Diss, Cornell lUniversity,

U.Hornstein 1977 "Towards a Theory of Tense" in LI 8, pn.521-5T.

M.Johnson 1977 A Semantic Analysis of Kikuvu Tense and Aspect Diss, 0SU.

S.Latzel 1974 "Zur temporalen Bezurspunktsetzung" in: H.Gelhaus & S,
Latzel Studien zum Tempuspebrauch im Deutschen Mannheim, pp.277-348.

J.Nerbonne in progress On Temporal Reference in German Diss, OSU,

33
B.Partee "Some Structural Analogies Detween Tenses and Pronouns in

Inplish” in: Journal of Philosophy,70, pp.G01-609.

H.Reichenbach 1947 Flements of Symbolic loric New York,

H.Vater 19(9 "Verden als Modalverb" in: J.Calbert & H.Vater Asvekte
der Modalitdt (Studien zur deutschen framnatik I) Tbin/ren,
(Gunter Larr}, pp.71-1L8,







