
Aspectual Shifts
With and Without Type Conflict

Summary:
The paper offers a new type of approach to the semantic phenomenon of

adverbial aspect shift. It accounts for standard data that resisted a full theoreti-
cal explanation so far and deals with some challenging new data, moreover. The
theory combines concepts from the fields of theoretical computer science (regular
languages), artificial intelligence (hierarchical abstraction), philosophical logic (su-
pervaluations), and theoretical linguistics (syntactic phases; aspectual viewpoint).
According to the proposal, temporal prepositions are dynamic presuppositions that
can aspectually underspecify a situational concept. The simple algorithm under-
lying it derives the correct set of possible interpretations on the basis of lexical
semantic input only, and, furthermore, may claim cognitive plausibility.

Abstract:
The referents of temporally determined sentences are usually talked of as

situations (Vendler (1976)). The standard language internal testing procedure for
telling apart telic accomplishments and achievements (??) from atelic states and
activities (??) uses grammaticality effects in connection with temporal adverbial
modification.

(1) arrive *for an hour / in an hour
play the sonata *for an hour / in an hour

(2) be quiet for an hour / *in an hour
swim for an hour / *in an hour

However, after closer inspection, the marked phrases, far from being ungram-
matical, quite naturally display several kinds of readings. Depending on the type
of the situation, the focus of the modifier can be switched to the pre-phase, prepara-
tory phase, or result state of the situation, or there appear special effects such as
iteration. This phenomenon is known as aspectual shift.

Aspectual shifts usually are theoretically handled on the analogy with type-
coercion in programming languages (Moens/Steedman (1988)). However, none of
the approaches available so far can offer a full theoretical explanation and compo-
sitional derivation of the shifted readings (e.g. Pulman (1997), de Swart (1998)).

Moreover, there are cases where aspectual shifts take place without there
being any conflict in situational type. Take, for instance, the pre-phase-reading
of the left-peripheral adverbial construction in (??). Those cases are not treated
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in the literature. They come into conflict not only with all that is known about
aspectual shift, but even endanger the basic assumptions of situation semantics by
canceling the standard telicity test.

(3) In less than an hour, John played the sonata.

The aim of the paper is to work out an exact compositional semantic analysis
of the standard as well as the non-standard cases of aspectual shift. The approach
will take the challenge to account for the flexibility in adverbial meaning while
leaving the standard assumptions about aspectuality entirely intact.

The theoretical framework used is finite-state temporal semantics by Tim Fer-
nando (2003, 2004). A situational concept is characterized as a regular language.
Each string of such a language is viewed as a temporal sequence of observations
or a comic stripe. Given a finite set Φ of formulas, a symbol in the alphabet of the
language consists of a consistent subset of Φ, which non-exhaustively enumerates
what holds true at some single point in time (4).

(4) Λ(play the sonata)imperf. = ¬∃x ≤ s (played(x)) ∃x ≤ s (played(x)), ¬played(s) + played(s)

As an additional technical ingredient the proposal takes in supervaluation theory by
Bas van Fraassen (1969). Take metavariable M to stand for partial models, M′ to range
over all possible completions of M, and M* to be the supermodel of M, comprising M
together with all its M′. A supervaluation based on M is a function that assigns Truth
with respect to M* to a proposition φ just in case φ is classically true in all M′, False
just in case it is false in all M′, and # (gap) otherwise.

The proposal made here treats the meaning of the adverbials as dynamic presup-
positions with respect to the inner structure of the situational concept and gives them
the power to introduce a truth-value gap at a certain predetermined position in the
situational string. These gaps remedy a conflict in situational type by underspecifying
the situational concept with respect to the telicity feature. The rationale behind may be
seen as not passing judgement in face of opposing evidence. The next step of the algo-
rithm determines the underspecified information in all possible directions, by grounding
the supervalue in the underlying classical models. The set of these models turns out to
be the set of possible shifted interpretations of the adverbial sentence.

In order to account for the cases without type conflict, the proposal introduces the
theoretical concept of semantic phase. It is based on the principle of hierarchical ab-
straction, and parallels the concept of phase in recent syntax (Chomsky (2001)). When
leaving the VP, the conceptual perspective changes from imperfective (4) to perfective
(5) aspectual view (Comrie (1976)). In result, the situation gets shrunk to a temporal
point. Interpreting the temporal modifier with respect to the perfective concept will
have a different semantic effect now and will produce the wanted reading.

(5) Λ(play the sonata)perf. = + play(s)
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