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Overview
Tenses display definiteness properties in the same way DPs do, in particular, I will discuss
the anaphoric use of definites.
In languages like English, the simple past is definite, and the present perfect is indefinite in
this sense.
The competition between definites and indefinites is responsible for phenomena such as the
Present Perfect Puzzle (Klein, 1992).
The competition also explains the same kind of crosslinguistic variation in DPs and the
present perfect.

Definites Presuppose Antecedents

(1) Context: John saw a giant spider, but Mary doesn’t know anything about it.
I just saw#the/a giant spider in the kitchen!

(2) Context: Mary wants to ask about John’s experience (out of the blue).
#Did you visit/Have you visited Rome?

Indefinites Are Discourse New
(3) There were four chairs. John sat down on a chairi . Then Mary

a. knocked the chairi over.

b. knocked a chairj/#i over.

(Maratsos 1976, Heim 2011)

(4) Context: Mary wants to ask about John’s experience (out of the blue).
#Did you visit/Have you visited Rome?

(5) John has visitedi Rome. He visitedi with some friends last summer. Mary

a. visitedi too.

b. has visitedj/#i too

(6) Context: There is a giant spideri in the house. Everyone is scared.

a. We must be careful. The giant spideri may be in this room.

b. A giant spiderj/#i may be in this room.

Indefinites Introduce Antecedents for Definites
(7) a. I put some foodi in the garden and a catj appeared. The catj loved the foodi .

b. John has livedi in London. He livedi there last summer.

Other Evidences
(8) a. Everyone has a cat. (different cats)

b. Everyone has the cat. (only one cat)

c. Everyone who has a cati loves iti/j . (j when it refers to something else in
exophoric use)

(9) a. Everyone has jumped. (jumped at different times)

b. Everyone jumped. (jumped at same time, also bad in out-of-the-blue contexts)

c. Everyone who has jumpedi brokei/j their ankle.
(j when it’s the exophoric use where they broke their ankles at another
previously established time)

Maximize Presupposition (MP)
’If two alternatives are contextually equivalent (i.e. having the same truth value in all
worlds in the context), the speaker must use the one with stronger presuppositions if it is
felicitous in the context.’(Heim 1991, 2011) The indefinite form cannot be used to refer to
the antecedent, as we have seen in (3)-(6).
Instead of a Novelty Condition, the discourse new property is analysed as an
antipresupposition, an inference that the antecedent presupposition cannot be met. (Percus
2006, etc.)

The Present Perfect Puzzle
The Present Perfect Puzzle is observed in some languages (English, Spanish, Sicilian) but
not others (French, Italian).

(10) a. John {arrived/#has arrived} yesterday.

b. Gianni è arrivato ieri.

I assume that past temporal adverbials introduce existential quantification over times,
providing an antecedent that the tense in the sentence can refer to.
I argue that the Present Perfect Puzzle is a result of MP, since the simple past in English is
definite and must be used for temporal anaphora.
This is parallel to how MP rules out the indefinite a cat in (11) under the anaphoric reading.

(11) I have a cati and {the cat/it/#a cat}i is grey.

Under this analysis, the examples in (12) are also straightforwardly explained as an MP
effect. These examples, with no overt past temporal adverbials but disallow the present
perfect, pose difficulty to previous accounts that try to derive the Present Perfect Puzzle as
a semantic contradiction between the present tense and a past temporal adverbial.

(12) a. Mary {#has enjoyed/enjoyed} at that party. (unless the party is habitual)

b. # Mary has arrived on that flight/yesterday’s flight.

Since that party and that flight/yesterday’s flight implicitly provide an antecedent time, the
present perfect is rule out by MP just as in (10).
This is similar to (13), where the lexical properties of the NP/our world knowledge gives us
an obligatory antecedent, and the indefinite in ruled out.

(13) a. #An Earth is round. (unless there is more than one Earth)

b. # A biological father of the victim arrived.

More on Antipresupposition
When the indefinite is not ruled out by MP, an antipresupposition inference arises that it
must be the case that the antecedent presupposition of the definite is not met (otherwise it
would be used), which is the source of the ‘discourse new’ and ‘multiplicity’ properties of
indefinites (Heim 1991, 2011).
I argue that this is the source of the so-called ’current relevance readings’ of the present
perfect in English, in particular, ’hot news’/’resultative’ and ’repeatability’.

(14) a. The president has been assassinated!

b. The water level has risen.

(15) ??Has John (ever) died?
??Yes, he has. (sounds like he could die many times, unless it’s new information)

Crosslinguistic Variation
In some languages (such as Russian), the DPs are ambiguous between definite and
indefinite readings.

(16) Zakroj
close.IMPER

okno!
window.ACC

‘Close a window/the window!’

Heim (1991, 2011) argues that these DPs are not ambiguous, but simply indefinites with a
wider range of felicitous uses, due to the absence of competing definites. They are not
subject to MP and do not get antipresupposition inferences.
I argue that the different properties of the present perfect in French and Italian is the same
kind of variation.
In (colloquial) French and Standard Italian, the simple past is absent (unless in formal
registers such as writing, and it can be replaced by the present perfect, but the two forms
don’t mix. Therefore, I argue that the two do not contrast in definiteness but in register).
As a result, the present perfect is not ruled out in sentences like (10b).
They do not give rise to antipresupposition inferences. The present perfect can get either
the definite or the indefinite readings in situations like (1)-(9).

Some Complications/Future Work
German is slightly more complicated than French and Italian.
Fact 1: German has no Present Perfect Puzzle, and the German present perfect has all the
readings that its French and Italian counterparts have—-can be either definite or indefinite
in situations like (1)-(9). This conforms with the analysis.
Fact 2: (Some aspectual complications) The German simple past in general cannot be
used colloquially, but with the exceptions of statives and modals. Moreover, the present
perfect is not always perfective in German (as in (17b)).
Fact 3: The puzzle is that the German simple past seems to exhibit some anaphoric
properties, but somehow it does not rule out the present perfect. In (17), the simple past
can be anaphorically linked to the time introduced by the present perfect, but the present
perfect can also be used in its place.

(17) a. Er
He

hat
has

den
the

Bus
bus

gekriegti
get.PP

und
and

kami

arrive.PAST
pünktlich
on-time

bei
at

Karl
Karl

an.
PARTICLE

‘He reachedi the bus and arrivedi in time at Karl’s place.’
(Löbner 2002)
(The English sentence wouldn’t be uttered out of the blue, but we’re assuming
this sentence is taken out of a narration sequence.)

b. Als
when

ich
I

die
the

CD
CD

gebrannt
burn.PP

habei ,
have

stürztei
crash.PAST

der
the

Computer
computer

ab.
PARTICLE

‘When I was burningi the CD, the computer crashedi .’

Fact 4: German seems to be stricter in what can be an antecedent.
In the following situation, English allows associative anaphora, that the existence of the
church can implicitly accommodate the building time into the discourse to serve as an
antecedent (in a way similar to (12)). German disallows such accommodation and must use
the indefinite present perfect.

(18) Context: Pointing at a church...

a. Who built this church?

b. Wer #baute/hat diese Kirche gebaut? (Kratzer 1998)

Fact 5: The German present perfect has the future use, in which case it doesn’t compete
with the simple past.

(19) Ruf
call

mich,
me

sobald
as-soon-as

der
the

Computer
computer

abgestürzte
crash.PP

ist!
is

‘Call me as soon as the computer crashes!’

My hypothesis: The German present perfect has the future use due to the German
present tense (which can refer to the future not just in scheduled cases, cf. Pancheva and
von Stechow 2004) . However, its semantics allows it to compete with the simple past too.
Although the German simple past can have some anaphoric uses, it is quite restricted
comparing to English. Moreover, the German simple past is mostly absent (with some
aspectual complications) in colloquial speech in general (possibly due to register
differences). As a result, the present perfect does not lose the competition against the
simple past. It gets both the definite and indefinite readings, and the Present Perfect
Puzzle is not observed.
The German simple past could be in the diachronic process of being eliminated, which may
have happened to French and Italian. Moreover, its restriction against associative anaphora
reflects some potential crosslinguistic pattern in DPs. More work is needed.


