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Abstract

This chapter examines the reality of conceptual and formal distinctions between the semantic
categories of modality and (grammatical) aspect, focusing on three broad classes of phenomena
in which these categories appear tightly intertwined. I first explore the case for eroding a formal
distinction by examining arguments for incorporating modality in the semantic contribution
of aspectual operators: I discuss modal solutions to the well-known imperfective (progressive)
paradox, as well as apparently modal meaning associated with the core interpretation of (non-
culminating) perfectives, perfects, and prospectives. Second, I discuss two phenomena in which
modal interpretation appears to either be conditioned by or to select for specific grammatical as-
pects, examining research into the role of aspectual marking in the expression of counterfactual
modality, as well as in habituality and/or genericity. Finally, I touch on two intriguing semantic
interactions between (ostensibly) aspectual and modal operators, providing overviews of the phe-
nomenon of actuality entailments and of frustrative marking in several understudied languages.
The emergent picture is one in which a sharp distinction between (temporal) aspectual mean-
ing and (possible worlds) modality is largely notional—albeit conceptually valuable—and does
not appear to be reflected in sharp formal divisions between exponents of these two semantic
categories.

1 Introduction

Tense, aspect, and modality comprise the major verbal categories that handle displacement (Hock-
ett, 1960) in situation descriptions. Tense and aspect are traditionally taken to deal with tem-
porality, grouping together against modality, which locates events in possible worlds. In practice,
however—and as much research over the last half century has shown—it is difficult to draw a clear
line between temporal and modal displacement. This chapter explores ways in which this concep-
tual distinction breaks down, focusing on phenomena in which modal meaning cannot be readily
disentangled from the semantic contribution of an (ostensibly) aspectual operator.

In contemporary semantic theory, aspect refers to two distinct notions, both involving the
temporal (re)presentation of situations. I will have little to say about lexical aspect (Aktionsart),
which classifies eventuality predicates according to inherent temporal structure (Vendler, 1957;
Mouratelos, 1978; Verkuyl, 1993, a.o.); I assume standard aspectual class distinctions and a domain
of eventualities partially ordered by event inclusion (v; see Krifka (1989); Filip (2011); Mittwoch
(2019) for formal discussion of the criteria employed in Table 1).
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stative durative telic examples

states + + − love, be sad
activities − + − run, swim
achievements − − + recognize, arrive
accomplishments − + + run a mile, build a house
semelfactives − − − cough, knock

Table 1: Aspectual class distinctions (adapted from Smith, 1991, p.30)

I focus on the interaction between modality—roughly, semantic reliance on possible worlds—and
grammatical aspect, which provides temporal viewpoint (Smith, 1991). Different aspects offer
“different ways of viewing the internal temporal constituency of a situation” (Comrie, 1976, p.3),
making a key distinction between an ‘external’ perspective which presents eventualities as com-
plete(d) wholes, and an ‘internal’ perspective, from which eventualities are seen as ongoing or in
development. Grammatical aspect is often marked as verbal inflection, with (1) illustrating the
contrast between a completive French perfective and an in-progress imperfective.

(1) French passé simple (perfective)1 and imparfait (imperfective):

a. Nur
Nur

cour-ut.
run-pst.pfv

‘Nur ran.’

b. Nur
Nur

cour-ait.
run-pst.impf

‘Nur was running.’

I adopt a tripartite temporal framework which distinguishes event (E), speech (S) and reference
(R) times (Reichenbach, 1947). Aspect and tense relate these times: tense establishes the order of
reference and speech times, while aspect situates event time with respect to reference time. Table
2 schematizes Klein’s (1994) proposals for basic tenses and aspects: using these, past perfective
in (1a) specifies R < S,E ⊆ R, and past imperfective in (1b) R < S,E ⊃ R.2 Assuming a
neo-Davidsonian event semantics, wherein aspects map properties of eventualities (type 〈v, t〉) to
properties of times (type 〈i, t〉) to be saturated by tense, the aspectual relations below can be
formalized as in (2): the function τ maps an event to its temporal trace or runtime (Krifka, 1998).

(2) Preliminary semantics for aspects (type 〈〈v, t〉 , 〈i, t〉〉):
a. JpfvKw := λPs,vtλti.∃e[τ(e) ⊆ t ∧ P (w)(e)]

b. JimpfKw := λPs,vtλti.∃e[τ(e) ⊃ t ∧ P (w)(e)]

c. JperfKw := λPs,vtλti.∃e[τ(e) < t ∧ P (w)(e)]

1The passé simple is obsolete in spoken French (Verkuyl et al., 2004). Perfective reference is colloquially marked
with the compound passé composé, which combines a present auxiliary with the main verb’s past participle, struc-
turally parallel to the English present perfect (see 3a). The passé composé has both perfect and perfective uses.

2Nonpast (R ≥ S) and nonfuture (R ≤ S) tenses are also attested. The status of a neutral aspect—which covers an
eventuality’s initial phase (Smith, 1991)—is debated. Aspectual markers which have been argued to expone neutrality
(Dahl, 2010) may be unified with (im)perfectives under the right implementation of (non-)completivity (Altshuler,
2014) and/or a pragmatic account of aspectual competition (Bohnemeyer and Swift, 2004; Grønn, 2007, a.o.).
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Temporal operator Tense (S,R) Aspect (R,E)

pst (past) R < S -
prs (present) R = S -
pfv (perfective) - E ⊆ R
impf (imperfective) - E ⊃ R
perf (perfect) - E < R
prosp (prospective) - E > R

Table 2: Representation of basic tenses and aspects using the three times framework

d. JprospKw := λPs,vtλti.∃e[τ(e) > t ∧ P (w)(e)]

Unlike the “inclusion” aspects (2a)-(2b), perfects and prospectives indicate an “ordering” re-
lation (Rullmann and Matthewson, 2018). Their status in a crosslinguistic aspectual typology is
debated (see, e.g., Bhatt and Pancheva, 2005; Bohnemeyer, 2014; Klein, 2014; Bertrand et al., 2022):
for one, although tense-independent markers of anteriority and posteriority are well-attested—see,
e.g., (3)—it is not clear that temporal ordering fully captures their semantics (see §2.3–§2.4).

(3) English perfect and prospective (Binnick, 1971; Comrie, 1976):

a. Nur has run. (R = S,E < R)

b. Nur is going to run. (R = S,E > R)

Further complicating matters, the uniform type signatures in (2) (cf. Kratzer 1998) preclude aspect
“stacking”, but there is robust evidence that the ordering aspects can embed the inclusion aspects
(viz., Nur { has been / is going to be } running ; see also Iatridou et al. 2001; Pancheva 2003;
Rullmann and Matthewson 2018) and more limited evidence that the reverse is possible (e.g.,
Matthewson et al. 2022). The proposals in (2) are thus not definitive: different authors switch
between event- and time-based treatments, and I will introduce these shifts as needed.

The rest of the chapter is structured as follows. §2 considers potential (re)analyses of the aspects
in Table 2, motivated by data suggesting the presence of modality in each case. In §3, I discuss two
apparently modal phenomena—counterfactuality and habituality—which frequently collocate with
fixed aspectual marking. §4 briefly discusses aspect-modality interactions in the context of two
phenomena—actuality entailments (Bhatt, 1999) and frustrativity (Overall, 2017, a.o.)—where the
composition of apparently distinct semantic elements leads to unexpected interpretive consequences.
§5 offers concluding remarks.3

2 Modalizing aspects

Each of the aspects introduced above has been argued to warrant a modal analysis. For the inclusion
aspects, these arguments typically relate to their interaction with telic predicates: §2.1 discusses
modal solutions to the imperfective paradox and §2.2 examines modality and (non)maximality in

3I have had to omit several relevant topics. In focusing on grammatical over lexical aspect, I set aside discussion of
interesting patterns of modal selection and the aspectual classification of modals and sublexically modal eventuality
predicates (see, e.g., 4.5 Sublexical Modality). I have also set aside work on semantic change within and between
aspectual and modal categories (see, e.g., Bybee et al., 1994; Aijmer, 2004; Deo, 2015) which may well inform the
synchronic analysis of aspect and modality, and shed light on the conceptual reality of a division between the two.
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(non)culminating telic perfectives. §2.3 explores links between the perfect and epistemic modality.
Finally, §2.4 discusses the role of prospectivity in expressions of futurity.

2.1 The imperfective paradox

The so-called imperfective paradox (Dowty, 1979) is an analytical puzzle posed by the accept-
ability of progressively-inflected telic predicates in non-culminating contexts such as (4):4

(4) Mahler was writing a tenth symphony when he died.

Uninflected telic predicates are usually assumed to denote culminated eventualities (i.e., events
which realize a lexically-specified culmination condition; Kratzer 2004). Combined with a progres-
sive like (2b), this culmination assumption predicts that telic progressives require the instantiation
of a culminated eventuality in some interval containing reference time. Progressives of accomplish-
ments should then describe events which eventually culminate, wrongly predicting automatic falsity
whenever culmination is precluded, as in (4).

Since the ‘paradox’ involves a clash between data and theory, the obvious way forward is to
revise the contributing theoretical assumptions. One option—relaxing the culmination assumption
by permitting non-culminated eventualities to verify telic predicates—is pursued by Bach (1986)
and Parsons (1990), among others, but faces serious challenges in explaining what unifies non-
culminated (process-only) instances of telic predicates with their culminated counterparts. A more
prevalent approach instead modalizes the progressive so that it shifts culmination from the eval-
uation world w∗ to a constrained set of modal alternatives. Getting this right is also non-trivial:
the culmination alternatives must be similar enough to w∗ to ensure that some phase of the tar-
get eventuality is actually ongoing in w∗ at reference time but simultaneously different enough to
prevent w∗ from being automatically included in the culmination set.

Accounts of the imperfective paradox have largely built on Dowty’s (1979) proposal that pro-
gressives introduce inertial (stereotypical) modality. For Dowty (pp.148–149), prog(p) is true at
world w∗ and time t∗ just in case t∗ is contained in an interval which verifies p across a set of worlds
which share a history with w∗ through t∗, and afterwards develop in the way “most compatible
with the past course of events”. Crucially, since w∗ need not belong to the inertia set, actual culmi-
nation is not required. While this captures a key intuition—that telic progressives describe events
which correspond to normal parts of culminating events, but which may actually be interrupted—it
is overly strong: relying on a complete world-history to determine inertial development wrongly
predicts that progressives like (4) should be false if some interrupting activity is already underway
at t∗ (e.g., if Mahler’s diagnosis was already established; Vlach 1981).

One solution is to relativize inertial development to a set of facts pertaining to the underly-
ing event (see Landman, 1992; Bonomi, 1997; Varasdi, 2014, a.o.). For instance, Portner (1998)
proposes that the progressive of predicate P invokes an event-relative circumstantial modal base
(containing propositions pertaining to event-relevant facts and the subject’s intentions and abilities)
and a “non-interruption” (NI) ordering source, containing propositions denying a range of potential
obstructions to P ’s development. This progressive is satisfied just in case the best worlds in the
modal base—those realizing the fewest interruptions—are in fact worlds where no interruptions
occur at all, and a P -event is realized: following Landman (1992), Portner uses the ordering source
to abstract away from all interruptions which might plausibly be avoided.

4The ‘paradox’ arises whenever imperfectives license progressivity, and is not limited to dedicated progressives.
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(5) Event-relative inertia (based on Portner 1998, p.774). prog(P ) is true at w∗, t∗ iff there
is an event e in w∗ s.t. τ(e) = t∗ and ∀w ∈ Best(circ,NI, P, e), ∃t[t∗ ⊂nonfinal t&P (t, w)]

Both Portner’s event-relative inertia and Landman’s conceptually-related construction of an
uninterrupted continuation branch (roughly, a stepwise path through reasonable modal continua-
tions of the target event) handle data like (4) while ruling out progressives of objectively impossible
events (e.g., #Jutta was wiping out the Roman army) on the grounds that the set of potential inter-
ruptions in the latter cases are too extensive to be entirely avoided. They struggle, however, with
events that are in principle achievable but locally “out of reach” (Nadathur and Bar-Asher Siegal,
2022). As Varasdi (2014) observes, progressives can be true in contexts like (6), which preclude the
possibility that reference time events will develop to culmination.

(6) [Benny is incapable of completing an ultramarathon due to insufficient endurance training;
he nevertheless signs up, shows up at the start, and runs until the halfway point, where he
collapses from exhaustion.]
Benny was running an ultramarathon when he collapsed.

For Varasdi, data like (6) necessitate moving away from inertial analyses. His account is based
on the observation that telic progressives are entailed by corresponding nonprogressives—if Mahler
wrote a symphony, then he must previously have been writing a symphony (Szabó, 2004)—so that
the facts verifying a telic progressive are a subset of “the conditions necessary for [. . . ] culmination”
(Varasdi, p.194). The idea is this: while there is no realistic possibility that Benny’s activities in
(6) will lead to culmination, they still count as an in-progress ultramarathon-running because they
are characteristic of such events. Varasdi proposes that prog(P ) holds of an event e at w∗, t∗ iff
e verifies sustaining conditions for P -events (i.e., those which are required for continued progress
towards culmination) as well as a set of indicative conditions which single out P from a set Φ of
contextually-supplied alternative outcomes. Indicativity is modally defined: a set F of properties
indicates P in Φ just in case these properties are necessary for P and every world in which an
event verifying F develops into an event satisfying some predicate in Φ is one in which it develops
into a P -event—crucially, however, the worlds under consideration need not be ‘normal’ from the
perspective of w∗ and t∗.

Another problem for inertia-based accounts is the possibility of describing an in-progress event in
distinct and incompatible ways (Abusch, 1985). Both (7a) and (7b) appear to be valid descriptions
of a scenario where Benny’s path will shortly intersect with that of a truck, but the same facts
cannot simultaneously predict both outcomes:

(7) a. Benny was crossing the street.

b. Benny was walking to his death.

Clearly, the set of facts under consideration—the appropriate perspective on events (Asher, 1992)—
cannot be the same for both claims, but there is no fully satisfactory account of how to capture this
intuition. Event relativity is insufficient: (7a) must ignore the truck, while (7b) cannot, but neither
event predicate mentions the truck.5 Varasdi’s proposal may fare better here, since indicativity is
evaluated against a contextually-determined subset of reference time facts, but more must be said
about the relationship between this and the set of alternative outcomes under consideration.

5Asher (1992) handles data like (7) by explicitly incorporating perspectives, which select subsets of reference time
facts. However, since the proposal relies on the normal development of situations verifying a given perspective, it
struggles to handle unlikely and out of reach events (Bonomi, 1997; Varasdi, 2014).
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Such challenges notwithstanding, a modalized progressive evidently improves on the non-modal
proposal in (2b) with respect to the problem of non-culmination. A number of authors further
motivate a modal analysis of the imperfective on the grounds that it offers a path towards unifying
progressive interpretations with habitual and/or generic readings of the same aspectual marker. I
return to this in §3.2; see also 5.1 Tense and Modality.

2.2 (Non)culminating perfectives

According to Tatevosov (2014, p.196), “the perfective has never been among those aspectual cate-
gories that are believed to deserve a modal analysis [. . . ] events described by the perfective occur
entirely in the actual world, leaving no room for anything like the imperfective paradox to emerge.”
This is only partly true. While the claim that perfective events are fully contained in the evaluation
world—insofar as they are viewed as bounded wholes—does appear crosslinguistically valid, there
is a substantial literature dedicated to the observation that telic perfectives in many languages
can describe non-culminated and ostensibly ‘paradoxical’ events.6 Hindi is one such language: the
perfective claim in (8) can be true even if the cookie has not been completely consumed, as long
as Maya ceased consumption within the reference interval.

(8) Maayaa-ne
Maya-erg

biskat
˙cookie

khaa-yaa,
eat-pst.pfv.m,

{
{

lekin
but

use
it.acc

puuraa
whole

nah̃ı̃ı
neg

khaa-yaa
eat-pst.pfv.m

/
/

#aur
#and

use
it.acc

ab
now

tak
until

khaa
eat

rahii
prog.f

hai.
prs

}
}

‘Maya ate the cookie, { but did not eat all of it / #and she is still eating it }’

The perfective paradox (Singh, 1998) largely parallels its imperfective counterpart. Under the
culmination assumption, a nonmodal perfective like (2a) composes with telic predicates by instanti-
ating a culminated event within reference time. Our analytic options are thus broadly the same: let
go of the culmination assumption or modalize pfv, severing culmination from w∗. Non-culminating
perfectives differ from progressives with respect to continuation: unlike (8), the Hindi progressive
in (9) does not rule out that cookie-eating continues past reference time, and—following Altshuler
(2014)—it is this difference that classifies the aspectual marker in (8) as a true perfective.

(9) Maayaa
Maayaa

biskat
˙cookie

khaa
eat

rahii
prog.f

thii,
pst.f,

aur
and

use
it.acc

ab
now

tak
until

khaa
eat

rahii
prog.f

hai.
prs.

‘Maya was eating the cookie, and she is still eating it.’

For Altshuler, (8) shows that ‘completive’ semantics can target not just culminated events, but
also those that have “ceased to develop further” (p.738). He analyzes non-culminating perfectives
as partitive operators which permit the instantiation of (locally) maximal stages of P -eventualities
(Filip, 2000, 2008), using a modal definition of event stages adopted from Landman (1992). Per (10),
an actual event e qualifies as a P -stage just in case it develops into a P -event in some reasonable
future (condition 10a); condition (10b) ensures cessation in w∗ by guaranteeing that there is no
actual P -stage properly containing e.

6A non-exhaustive list of such languages includes Mandarin (Koenig and Chief, 2008), Tagalog (Dell, 1983),
Japanese (Ikegami, 1985), Hindi (Singh, 1991, 1998), Malagasy (Travis, 2000), Thai (Koenig and Muansuwan, 2000),
St’át’imcets (Bar-el et al., 2005), Tamil (Pederson, 2007), Karachay-Balkar (Tatevosov, 2008), and Kimaragang
(Kroeger, 2017). See Martin (2019).
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(10) Non-culminating perfective (revised from Altshuler, p.761)7

λPvtλti.∃e[τ(e) ⊆ t& stage(e, P, w) &max(e, P, w)], where:

a. stage(e, P, w) = 1 iff ∃w′, e′ such that w,w′ are historically identical up to and including
τ(e), w′ is a reasonable option for e in w, P (e′)(w′) = 1, and e v e′

b. max(e, P, w) = 1 iff ∀e′[e v e′ → stage(e′, P, w) = 0]

Altshuler envisions (10) as part of a crosslinguistically-valid parametric typology of partitive
aspects: a non-culminating perfective might differ from a culminating one with respect to proper
stagehood, with the latter replacing e v e′ with e = e′ in (10a). This change makes vacuous the
modality of (10a) and obviates maximality in (10b), effectively returning us to an included Kleinian
perfective. However, while this derives the right result for strong perfectives, the effect—reducing
semantic complexity—is somewhat at odds with the morphological facts of the Hindi aspectual
system Altshuler aims to explicate, which crucially complements the “simple” -yaa perfective with
a strong (culminating) compound form constructed by augmenting the main verb in (8) with the
light verb le, as in (11).8 A more natural analysis might tie the additional morphological material
in (11) to a semantic component inducing culmination (see also Martin and Gyarmathy 2019, p.11).

(11) Maayaa-ne
Maya-erg

biskat
˙cookie

khaa
eat

li-yaa,
take-pst.pfv,

#lekin
#but

use
it.acc

puuraa
whole

nah̃ı̃ı
neg

khaa-yaa.
eat-pst.pfv.

Intended, impossible: ‘Maya ate the cookie, but did not eat all of it.’

There may, moreover, be reason to extend a modal treatment of non-culminating perfectives
to their strong counterparts. Tatevosov (2014) points out that Russian perfectives—unlike their
Romance alternatives—impose telicity on their inputs. In (12), the underlying predicate composes
with a bare plural theme (apples) which is compatible elsewhere with both cumulative (indefinite
plural) and definite (maximal) reference. In composition with the perfective verb, however, only
the maximal interpretation is available:

(12) Vasja
Vasja

s”-e-l
pfv-eat-pst.m

jablok-i
apple-acc.pl

(za
(in

dva
two.acc

čas-a
hour-gen

/
/

*dva
two.acc

čas-a).
hour-gen).

‘Vasja ate all the apples (in two hours).’ (Impossible: ‘Vasja ate apples (for two hours).’)

Tatevosov derives this by modalizing the Russian perfective as in (13). The idea is that even
a potentially atelic predicate P will be forced into a maximal interpretation if it is categorically
impossible for a verifying event to continue to develop as an instantiation of P . (13) combines
an included perfective with a modal element inspired by Portner’s (1998) progressive: the final
conjunct in (13) derives the maximal apple-eating interpretation in (12) by forcing the actual P -
eventuality to be one in which the incremental theme is completely affected, precluding continued
apple-eating in the modal alternatives.

7I have made two changes to Altshuler’s proposal. First, where he treats grammatical aspects as time-independent
(mapping eventuality predicates to event-stage predicates), I reintroduce temporal dependence. The second revision—
to the maximality clause—is more consequential: Altshuler’s original (b) condition requires only that e is not properly
contained in an actual P -eventuality. This fails to block the continuation in (8): a scenario in which Maya is still
eating at speech time (so that there is as yet no complete cookie-eating) trivially satisfies the requirement (cf. Arregui,
2014, p.781). Requiring e to constitute the maximal actual P -stage achieves the desired cessation entailment.

8Complex predicates in Hindi/Urdu (Hook, 1974; Butt, 1995, a.o.) are formed by composing a lexical verb stem
with an inflecting light verb from a limited set. Le (lit., ‘take’) incontrovertibly adds a culmination requirement in
its perfective uses, but introduces a dispositional meaning elsewhere, suggesting that its semantics go beyond the
aspectual (Butt, 1997; Nadathur, 2024).
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(13) Strong (telicity-inducing) perfective (adapted from Tatevosov, 2014, p.203).
JpfvKw := λPvtλti.∃e[τ(e) ⊆ t&P (e)(w) &w ∈ Best(Circ,NI, P, e)]

The locus of the contrast between Altshuler’s and Tatevosov’s proposals is in the relative
strength of a maximality requirement: non-culminating perfectives like (10) instantiate events
which are maximal in the reference context, while (13) imposes a notion of maximality that applies
across the modal domain. This suggests that it may be possible to integrate the two accounts into a
single parametric typology, but it remains unclear how such an account could explain the difference
between Slavic and Romance-type perfectives which motivates (13).

I conclude this section by briefly considering the neglected analytical alternative for handling
non-culmination: relaxing the culmination assumption to allow non-culminated events to validly
instantiate a telic predicate. As Nadathur and Filip (2021) point out, this move would obviate
modalizing (im)perfective aspects: the intuitive contrast between weak and strong perfectives can
then be parametrized as suggested above, in terms of selection between a “terminating” local
maximizer (requiring an actual event e to be the largest reference time P -instantiation) and an
“absolute” maximizer (requiring e to be maximal in the denotation of P ).

The challenge is to implement this idea in a principled fashion—that is, to provide a clear model-
theoretic basis for treating non-culminating events as valid instances of telic predicates. Existing
event structural approaches to the imperfective paradox rely on a link between partial instantiation
and the partial affectedness of an object (Bach 1986; Parsons 1990; Hallman 2009; see also Singh
1998), but do not readily extend to predicates lacking incremental themes (Landman, 1992). Taking
inspiration from predicate-driven analyses of non-culmination, however, a promising avenue may
be to incorporate modality into the denotation of accomplishments themselves: Koenig and Muan-
suwan (2000) explain data parallel to (8) by proposing that Thai accomplishments are inherently
imperfective (progressive), and Bar-el et al. (2005) assign a modal semantics to the St’át’imcets
control transitivizer which maps intransitive change of state predicates to non-culminating accom-
plishments. Nadathur and Filip (2021) suggest that the property of telicity is inherently modal,
allowing a telic P to describe temporal “slices” of teleologically-optimal alternatives for P ’s culmi-
nation. Accounts of this sort offer rapprochement between extensional and intensional views: the
phenomenon of telic non-culmination is treated as modal, but the requisite modality originates in
Aktionsart, rather than grammatical aspect. Distinct approaches may be suited to different lan-
guages (see Martin, 2019), and this should be determined using language-internal evidence for the
reality of culminated vs. non-culminated instantiations of telic predicates (see also Zucchi 1999).

2.3 Perfect modality: current relevance and evidentiality

Much of the literature on perfect markers focuses on the “remarkable empirical diversity” in their
interpretation, within and across languages (Bertrand et al., 2022, p.2). The English perfect—
formed by embedding a past participle under the auxiliary have—ranges from a “universal” use
which arises only with stative or progressive participles and indicates that the target eventuality
continues through reference time to three types of “existential” perfect (McCawley 1971; Mittwoch
1988; Iatridou et al. 2001) which block reference time persistence for the participle.

(14) a. Universal/continuative perfect: Nur has lived in San Francisco for five years.

b. Existential perfects:

i. Experiential: Nur has seen the Aurora (before, and she may do so again).
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ii. Resultative: I have lost my glasses (#but I found them again).

iii. Recent past: Archduke Ferdinand has been assassinated in Sarajevo.
[“Hot news” circa June 28, 1914, unacceptable today]

Despite consequential differences between these perfects,9 it is generally agreed that they share
an anteriority distinct from that of past tenses (Klein, 1994; Bohnemeyer, 2014). In English, one
manifestation of this contrast is in the incompatibility of (present) perfect claims with temporal
modifiers specifying intervals that do not overlap reference time (Klein, 1992): see (15).10 More gen-
erally, perfects convey a sense of current relevance, linking the target eventuality to some property
obtaining at reference time.

(15) *Ferdinand has


lived in San Francisco

seen the Aurora

lost his glasses

been assassinated




last year

last week

yesterday

in 1914

 (the present perfect puzzle)

Enter modality. McCawley (1971) suggests that current relevance is linked to possibility, requir-
ing that participle-type events are replicable at reference time. Katz (2003) pursues this to explain
the data in (15): on the assumption that definite temporal modifiers (e.g., last year) attach directly
to event descriptions (and below the perfect), a perfect which asserts anteriority but presupposes
the future possibility of a participial event will produce automatic presupposition failure whenever
the participle is past-specified.

(16) Epistemic modal perfect (adapted from Katz 2003, p.154).11

JperfKw := λtλPit.∃t′[t′ < t&P (t′)(w)] & ∂(∃t′′[t < t′′&∃w′ ∈ Best(Epis,Norm)[P (t′′)(w′)]])

Proposal (16) shifts from event-based anteriority in (2c) to a version which allows perfects to
embed aspectually-specified participles (Iatridou et al. 2001, a.o.).12 The epistemic modal base in
(16) must be hearer-relative to account for the acceptability of “hot news” perfects like (14b-iii):
it cannot be the case both that Ferdinand died and that his future demise is possible, but Katz
argues that what makes (14b-iii) both “relevant” and newsworthy is that its audience is taken to
be uninformed about the death and thus in the position to entertain its possibility.

(16) is also intended to explain the “lifetime” effect which distinguishes the unacceptable perfect
in (17a) from the acceptable (17b): the idea is that Einstein’s 1955 death precludes future visits to
Princeton, resulting in presupposition failure. Unfortunately, however, the same reasoning wrongly
predicts unacceptability from (17c):

(17) a. #Einstein has visited Princeton.

b. Fauci has visited Princeton.

9Space prevents me from setting out the distinctions in detail here. Portner (2011) and Grønn and von Stechow
(2021) provide comprehensive overviews and evaluate the major types of perfect theory—anteriority accounts (Klein,
1992, 1994; Giorgi and Pianesi, 1998), resultative approaches (Moens, 1987; Parsons, 1990; Steedman, 1994), and
“extended now” analyses (McCoard, 1978; Iatridou et al., 2001; Pancheva, 2003; Pancheva and von Stechow, 2004).

10This effect (Klein’s present perfect puzzle) is not uniformly observed in perfect-marking languages (Musan, 2001,
a.o.). The contrastive crosslinguistic distribution of present perfects is often derived via idiosyncratic variation in the
perfect form; alternatively, the effects may result from competition with the simple past: see, e.g., Schaden (2009).

11The ∂ operator introduces presupposed material (Beaver and Krahmer, 2001).
12This is necessary not only to allow for progressive-marked English participles but also to reconcile the anteriority

of perfect aspect with the reference time persistence of participial states in universal perfects like (14a).
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c. Princeton has been visited by Einstein.

To solve the problem, Katz suggests that the perfect’s presupposition is sensitive to information
structure (cf. Lasersohn 1993), so that (17a) requires a plausible future in which the topicalized
Einstein travels again, but (17c) only that Princeton can still receive visitors. This builds on Inoue
(1979), who argues that a “condition of repeatability” must be imposed not on the full eventuality
described by the perfect participle, but instead on the “situation described in the topic proposition”
(p.587), which is further constrained by a requirement of explanatory relevance with respect to the
discourse topic (i.e., the informational need that the perfect sentence addresses).

Portner (2003) cashes out Inoue’s discourse relevance requirement as a presupposition that the
target eventuality provides evidence for an answer to the question under discussion (Roberts, 1996;
Büring, 1997)). Spelled out in (18), this presupposition seems to capture a pragmatic inference of
current relevance which is flexible enough to account for reference-time contrasts between universal
and existential perfects, as well as the contrast between (17a) and (17c), but which divorces an
account of current relevance from an explanation of the present perfect puzzle (and other data
pertaining to the temporal modification of perfect claims). Portner handles the temporal facts
entirely in the assertoric component of his analysis, which I cannot discuss here.13

(18) Presupposition of discourse relevance (Portner, 2003, p.501). A sentence S of the
form perf(φ) presupposes: ∃q[ans(q) &2epis(p, q)], where p is the “proposition expressed
by φ” (p.499) and ans is true of any proposition which is a complete or partial answer to
the discourse topic at the time S is uttered.

A link between epistemic modality and the perfect is further supported by Izvorski’s (1997)
observation that the morphosyntactic forms used to express perfect meanings in Bulgarian, Turkish,
and Norwegian also act as indirect evidentials (see Korotkova 2020 and references therein):

(19) Az
I

sâm
be.1sg.pres

došâl.
come.pp

Bulgarian

Present perfect: ‘I have come’
Perfect of evidentiality: ‘I apparently came’

However, Izvorski’s analysis cannot be immediately unified with either of the preceding treatments
of the non-evidential English perfect. Based on contrasts in the temporal orientation of “true” vs
evidential perfects in Bulgarian (p.231ff), she suggests that the evidential use repurposes tempo-
ral semantics for the modal domain (aligning with approaches to “fake” temporal morphology in
counterfactual expressions; see §3.1). Per Izvorski, the temporal perfect asserts both that some
consequent state of the target eventuality holds at reference time and the eventuality itself does not
(a resultative approach; Moens 1987, a.o.): on evidential uses, the deictic center corresponding to a
reference interval is reinterpreted as an epistemic center, comprising a set of epistemically-accessible
worlds. The perfect then requires that the target proposition P is not directly accessible, but that
its consequences are, satisfying a requirement that P is evidenced only indirectly. Whether the
underlying analysis can account for the full range of perfect readings in Bulgarian (and other evi-
dential perfect languages; Arregui et al. 2017) or ultimately be linked to epistemic modal elements
in non-evidential perfects remains unresolved.

13Portner couples an extended now approach (on which the perfect does not express direct anteriority, but shifts
the reference interval’s left boundary backwards to a salient historical point; Iatridou et al. 2001) with a number
of specific proposals about definite temporal adverbials, the English present, and temporal sequencing (cf. Abusch,
1988; Ogihara, 1989).
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2.4 Prospectivity and futurity

The prospective aspect is rarely discussed independently of modality. This is unsurprising, since
prospectivity expresses a form of futurity, which is typically taken to be modal in nature (Abusch
1985; Copley 2009; Giannakidou 2014; Cariani 2021, a.o.; see also 5.3 Modality and the Fu-
ture). However, it is not clear that prospective markers (expressions introducing the E > R re-
lation) are necessarily also modal: while many of the semantic elements analyzed as “prospective”
do indeed demand modal analyses (e.g. Tonhauser, 2011), the literature also identifies potential
prospectives which simply collocate with expressions of modality (Mucha, 2015; Matthewson et al.,
2022). Future reference evidently requires both prospectivity (temporal posteriority) and modality
(Rullmann and Matthewson, 2018, a.o.), but work on the semantics of futurity suggests that lan-
guages vary in whether futur(at)e constructions encode these components non-decompositionally
or transparently compose distinct morphological elements as “building blocks” (von Fintel and
Matthewson, 2008).14

The contrast between will and be going to—often described as a proximate future or prospective
(Binnick, 1971; Hill, 2024)—provides an entry point into the typological landscape. While both
expressions are modal and future-oriented, they are not interchangeable: for instance, only will is
appropriate in offer contexts like (20) (see Copley, 2009; Klecha, 2011). The infelicity of be going
to seems linked to its progressivity: (20a) describes a commitment taken on at speech time, but
(20b) intuitively expresses a commitment that is already underway.

(20) Offer context (Matthewson et al., 2022, p.14). I am hosting a potluck dinner next week.
You have no idea what you’re going to bring because you haven’t thought about it yet. I
tell you ‘Nobody has offered to bring fry bread, but I hope somebody does.’ You decide to
offer to bring it so you reply:

a. I will bring fry bread.

b. #I am going to bring fry bread.

Building on Copley and Klecha, Matthewson et al. (2022) analyze be going to as the composition
of a modal progressive with a nonmodal prospective (go; see also Eckardt 2006), while will is the
present tense spellout of an atemporal necessity modal (woll) embedding a covert prospective.15

(21) provides the key ingredients: (21b) is a type-shifted version of Portner’s (1998) progressive, and
(21a) adapts Bohnemeyer’s (2014) analysis of prospectives as introducing preparatory eventualities
for events of the input type.16 On this account, be going to (prog>prosp) describes an in-
progress event which will lead to an event of the prejacent type if it is not interrupted, while will

14Putative prospectives have been identified in many languages, including Blackfoot (Reis Silva, 2006; Louie, 2015),
English (Binnick, 1971; Comrie, 1976; Haegeman, 1989), Gitksan (Jóhannsdóttir and Matthewson, 2007; Matthewson,
2013), Hausa (Mucha, 2015), Ktunaxa (Laturnus, 2014), Paraguayan Guarańı (Tonhauser, 2011), and St’át’imcets
(Matthewson, 2006; Glougie, 2007). Aspectual prospectivity is argued to be covert but separable from modality in
Blackfoot and English (Louie, 2015; Kratzer, 2011; Matthewson, 2012), overt and separable in Hausa, Gitksan and
Ktunaxa (Mucha, 2015; Matthewson et al., 2022; Chen et al., 2017), and inseparable from modality in Guarańı and
St’át’imcets (Tonhauser, 2011; Glougie, 2007).

15Matthewson et al. (2022) actually propose that woll marks prospectivity and collocates in (20a) with a silent
necessity modal; treating woll as the modal aligns both with the standard view (Abusch, 1985; Condoravdi, 2002,
a.o.) and with evidence that will has non-future uses (see Kaufmann, 2005; Tonhauser, 2011; Winans, 2016).

16It is fairly standard to describe expressions which involve cause as nonmodal, but I am not convinced that this is
innocent. Where cause is given a model-theoretic analysis, it is frequently a modal one (Dowty, 1979), and a number
of authors explore the idea that causal relations and modality are tightly connected (see, e.g., Kaufmann, 2013; Ilić,
2014; Nadathur, 2023), so that causal expressions may inherently invoke consideration of (modal) alternatives.
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(woll>prosp) establishes a reference-time preparatory event in the optimal modal alternatives,
deriving the contrast in (20).

(21) Components of future reference (based on Matthewson et al., 2022):

a. JprospKw := λPvtλtλe.τ(e) = t ∧ ∃e′∃t′[t < t′ ∧ cause(e, e′) ∧ τ(e′) = t′ ∧ P (w)(e′)]

b. JprogKw :=
λP〈i,vt〉λtλe.τ(e) = t∧e in w∧∀w′ ∈ Best(circ,NI, e, P, w, t)[∃e′∃t′.t ⊂ t′∧P (t′)(e′)(w′)]

c. JwollKw,f,g := λP〈i,vt〉λtλe.∀w′ ∈ Best(f, g, w, t)[P (w′)(t)(e)]

The analysis extends to a pair of Gitksan futures. Given the offer context in (20), Matthewson
et al. observe that Gitksan dim in (22a) patterns with will, while yukw dim in (22b)—transparently
composing dim with progressive yukw—patterns with be going to:

(22) a. Dim
prosp

di-bagw-i-’y=hl
com-arrive.pl-tr-1sg.ii=cn

eeja-m
fry-attr

t’ilix
grease

‘I’ll bring fry bread.’

b. #Yukw
#prog

dim=in
prosp=1sg.i

di-bakw=hl
com-arrive.pl=cn

eeja-m
fry-attr

t’ilix.
grease

‘#I’m going to bring fry bread.’

Per Matthewson et al., apparently unembedded dim reflects the presence of a wide-scope, covert
necessity modal akin to woll.17 Dim itself is analyzed as prospective, giving yukw dim in (22b) the
same structure as be going to. If this is correct, English and Gitksan futures are formed in the same
way, and provide evidence that aspectual prospectivity can be encoded separately from a required
modal element. At the same time, however, a putative prospective marker—overt or otherwise—is
obligatorily modally embedded in both languages, suggesting that prosp cannot stand alone.

There is little crosslinguistic evidence for an ‘orphan’ prospective. Glougie (2007) describes a
pair of St’át’imcets futures which behave like the English and Gitksan doublets: kelh (analyzed
as a future-shifting modal; Matthewson 2006) patterns with will, while cuz’ (prospective; Davis
and Matthewson 2022) patterns with be going to.18 Unlike their English and Gitksan counterparts,
however, neither kelh nor cuz’ is morphologically complex, suggesting that prospectivity lacks
independent expression in St’át’imcets. Paraguayan Guarańı is similar: Tonhauser (2011) analyzes
the future marker -ta as a “modal prospective” or necessity modal which obligatorily forward-shifts
its prejacent.19 Hausa (Mucha, 2015) offers yet another interesting example. Here, future reference
requires combining modal (zá) with a low prospective-marking tone on an embedded weak subject
pronoun. Mucha observes both that zá is incompatible with other aspects, and that prosp cannot
appear alone, and treats the latter as having a “deficient” aspectual type: one which outputs a
property of events, and requires an embedding modal to close off the open variable.

A pattern begins to emerge. With prospectives, as with perfectives, imperfectives, and perfects,
we find no clear separation between markers of aspect and modality; however, where the other

17Dim is obligatory with circumstantial modals (argued to forward-shift their prejacents; Condoravdi 2002, a.o.)
in Gitksan, but occurs only in the prejacents of future-shifted epistemic modals (Matthewson, 2012, 2013).

18Blackfoot also has a doublet: Glougie (2007) and Louie (2015) cite unpublished work from Reis Silva (2006) for
evidence that the modal áak patterns with will in future-oriented uses, while áyaak—which composes the progressive
á (Dunham, 2008) with áak—behaves like be going to. The similarity to Gitksan dim/yukw dim is immediate.

19Tonhauser (2011) differentiates -ta from English will on the basis of this forward shift: unlike will (but like
St’át’imcets kelh) -ta cannot introduce (epistemic) possibilies that obtain at the reference time.
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aspects seem to incorporate modal semantics, prospectives’ licit use seems to require collocation
with a (potentially independent) modal expression. Thus, while the forward-shifting prospective
effect is a key ingredient of future-oriented modality, it need not be independently represented.
Moreover, even when a prospective marker can be morphologically distinguished from modality,
prospectivity seems unable to stand alone, and it is in this sense that it can be described as
aspectually “deficient”. If Matthewson et al. (2022) are correct, Gitksan dim occurs only in the
scope of a (potentially covert) modal; English go does not seem able to express a purely temporal
shift without an embedding progressive. Similarly, while Mucha observes that the Hausa prospective
can occur without an overt embedding modal, this happens only in imperative constructions, which
are independently argued to involve wide-scope modality (see, e.g., Kaufmann 2012).

It is not entirely clear why prospectivity should lean on modality in this way. It is certainly
possible to express the relevant temporal relationships in a manner which formalizes dependency
(see, e.g., Mucha), but this does not explain the phenomenon. In a nondeterministic perspective,
future developments are taken to be metaphysically unsettled (Thomason, 1984; Schulz, 2008, a.o.),
so it may simply be the case that prospectivity requires a modal anchor in order to instantiate
posterior events. One way of implementing such an idea might be to treat the causal component
of a prospective like (21a) as an obligatorily subordinating modal (Roberts 1989; Klecha 2011; see
also 5.3 Modality and the Future), but an account along these lines has yet to be developed.

3 Aspect-conditioned modality

The previous section explored phenomena in which grammatical aspects appear to contribute modal
meaning. I now turn to aspect-modality interactions in which the direction of influence is less
clear, focusing on independently-observed modal phenomena which carry at least a surface asso-
ciation with particular aspects. Counterfactuality and habituality show a robust—albeit non-
universal—crosslinguistic tendency to collocate with overt imperfectivity, but there is significant
debate about the role played by this marking. §3.1 surveys perspectives on aspect in the expression
of counterfactuality, and §3.2 discusses the relationship between habituality and imperfectivity.

3.1 Aspect and counterfactuality

Counterfactual constructions are distinguished from other modals in conveying a high degree of
remoteness from reality (i.e., falsity or unlikeliness; Arregui 2021, see also Stalnaker 1975). This
is linked to an overt morphological signal which varies crosslinguistically (von Fintel and Iatridou,
2023): while many languages employ dedicated counterfactual markers, Iatridou (2000, 2009) de-
scribes a robust tendency for languages to simply constrain the expression of tense and aspect in
counterfactual environments, so that the signal appears to be carried by “fake” temporal marking.

The temporal strategy is illustrated in (23a)-(23b). Despite past marking in both clauses,20

neither the English conditional in (23a) nor its Greek counterpart (23b) is interpreted with past
reference, instead describing an unlikely (“less vivid”) future contingency. Greek counterfactuals
also require imperfective marking, but—per Iatridou—this does not restrict the marked clause
to a truly imperfective reading: (23b) defaults to an episodic perfective interpretation, on which
(hypothetical) improvement occurs only after medicine-taking is complete.

20English would is usually analyzed as the past form of future-oriented woll (Abusch, 1985).
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(23) Fake tense and aspect in English and Greek:

a. If he took this medicine (today/tomorrow), he would feel better.

b. An
If
{
{

eperne
take.pst.impf

/
/

*pire
*take.pst.pfv

}
}

to
the

farmako,
medicine,

tha
fut

{
{

ginotan
become.pst.impf

/
/

*egine
*become.pst.pfv

}
}

kalitera
better

‘If s/he took the medicine, s/he would get better.’ (Iatridou, 2009, p.6)

Iatridou argues that languages that use the temporal strategy for counterfactuals invariably
employ “fake” pasts and imperfectives; she additionally suggests that languages with “fake” im-
perfectivity are a subset of those with “fake” past, indicating that the latter must be the locus of
counterfactuality. This conclusion has fueled a long-running investigation into the role of past in
counterfactuality, centered on a debate over whether it is truly fake—contributing an atemporal ex-
clusion or non-coincidence feature (Iatridou 2000; Ritter and Wiltschko 2014; see also Schulz 2014;
Mackay 2019)—or real but displaced, composing with an obligatory modal (e.g., English woll,
Greek tha) by backshifting the projection time for modal alternatives. Counterfactual remoteness
is derived by competition with non-shifted modals, which implicates that backshifted projection
was required in order to include in the modal domain world where the target proposition was still
possible; (Ippolito 2004; Arregui 2005; Anand and Hacquard 2009, a.o.; see also Mirrazi 2022).

The phenomenon of fixed or “frozen” aspect in counterfactuals also warrants explication. If
Iatridou’s generalizations are correct, there are two options: either “fake” imperfectivity arises as a
default, or it makes a real semantic contribution. Iatridou herself takes the former route, suggesting
that fake imperfectivity shows up in grammatical contexts where the relationship between event
and speech time—typically established via the joint effect of tense and aspect (see §1)—is disrupted.
This occurs in counterfactuals (as a result of atemporal past tense) and Iatridou argues that the
account further unifies counterfactual imperfectivity with the imperfective of habituality (see §3.2)
with which it is invariably syncretic:21 the idea is that habitually-interpreted imperfectives relate
reference time to “habit time” (rather than to a verifying instance for the underlying predicate),
thereby disrupting the speech-event relationship in spite of real tense.

English presents a potential problem here. Iatridou predicts that the simple past (see 23a)
should correspond to the default (“non-tensed”) aspect, but English also allows overt progressivity
in counterfactual environments (viz., If he was taking the medicine, he would be improving), which
retains its real aspectual value despite ostensibly fake past. Arregui’s (2005; 2007) version of the
default approach offers a possible workaround: she adopts a referential (rather than quantificational)
treatment of perfective aspect—on which it introduces an event pronoun which presupposes a
real-world referent—proposing that the range of permissible aspectual markings in counterfactual
environments is constrained by the semantic incompatibility of perfectivity and counterfactuality.22

21This is a non-trivial claim for languages that distinguish progressives and habituals (e.g., Hindi): in these cases,
the counterfactual imperfective matches the habitual rather than the progressive marker.

22Per Arregui, a referential English perfective opposes a quantificational past perfect (pluperfect), which is the
option selected for strongly counterfactual conditionals: compare the “less vivid” (23a) to (1):

(1) If he had taken this medicine (today/tomorrow), he would feel better.

A similar contrast—between less vivid conditionals with “simple” aspectual marking and strongly counterfactual
claims with ostensible pluperfects—is also observed in Greek (Iatridou, 2000, 2009), which may suggest a role for
the perfect aspect in counterfactuality (see also Ippolito, 2008). Whether this conclusion is warranted is, however, a
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However, neither Iatridou’s nor Arregui’s accounts can be easily extended to languages like Russian
(Iatridou, 2009; Grønn, 2013), Spanish (Borgonovo and Cummins, 2007), or Palestinian Arabic
(Halpert and Karawani, 2012), which permit perfective marking alongside “fake” past.

Hacquard (2006) proposes a more radical version of the default approach. Her account is
based on the structure of French counterfactuals, which require “fake” imparfait (fusing past and
imperfectivity) in their antecedents and conditionnel marking—analyzed as the composition of a
(modal) future and the imparfait (Iatridou 2000, pp.266–268)—in their consequents:

(24) Si
If

Lydia
Lydia

lis-ait
read-pst.impf

un
a

livre,
book,

sa
her

mère
mother

lui
her

donne-rait
give-cond

une
an

pomme.
apple

‘If Lydia read a book, her mother would give her an apple.’ (Hacquard, 2006, p.83)

Hacquard suggests that counterfactuality is introduced by a dedicated modal which optionally
scopes between tense and aspect, as shown in (25). On her analysis, perfective marking surfaces
just in case past tense is immediately adjacent to perfective aspect, and the imparfait is simply the
spellout of pst in any other configuration: pst > prog (past progressive/habitual), pst > gen
(past generic), or crucially pst > modcf > pfv/gen/prog (counterfactual). This account, too, has
limited extendability: while it seems to capture the facts for French and Italian (Hacquard, 2006,
p.99), the relevant spellout conditions are likely to vary from one language to another, particularly
where tense and aspect are morphologically decoupled.23

(25) Romance clausal skeleton (Hacquard, 2006, p.98):

Tense

(CounterF)

Aspect
pfv/gen/prog (Mod) VP

The alternative approach—which treats “frozen” aspect as real—is taken up by Anand and Hac-
quard (2009) and Ferreira (2016).24 Both accounts take the view that “fake” temporal morphology
is simply displaced, treating past and imperfective marking in the antecedents and consequents of

matter of some debate: while Arregui’s analysis relies on the semantics of the perfect, others (Iatridou, 2000; Ippolito,
2003; Karawani, 2014, a.o.) argue that strong counterfactuals simply make use of an inflecting auxiliary (elsewhere
used for the perfect) in combination with a past participle to introduce two layers of past morphology; an analysis
along these lines is corroborated in some languages (e.g., Hindi; Bhatt 1997) by the use of aspectual inflection—
prohibited in true perfects—on the auxiliary. Whether this second layer of past tense must be “real” (interpreted
below the clause level) or can serve to modify the ‘degree’ of counterfactuality of the target claim varies by language.

23Assuming that CounterF in (25) can be covert, Hacquard’s proposal handles counterfactual Italian conditionals
which contain only the imperfetto (pst+impf; Ippolito 2004). However, it also forces the surprising conclusion that
perfectively-interpreted counterfactual antecedents (e.g., 24) must contain a covert modal at the CounterF site, in
order to block surface perfectivity. It is not clear what the role of this modal might be, nor how it should interact
with the obligatory modal in the conditional consequent (which the antecedent is assumed to restrict; Kratzer 1981).

24Ippolito’s (2004) analysis of strongly counterfactual Italian “imperfect” conditionals also centers aspect: she ar-
gues that certain modal uses of the imperfetto reflect a structure in which the past component of the marker scopes
above a modal imperfective and backshifts its evaluation time, deriving the counterfactual signal from pragmatic
competition with standard indicatives. Since Ippolito carefully distinguishes imperfect conditionals from “subjunc-
tive” counterfactuals—a class including English would-conditionals as well as data like (23b)-(24)—her proposal does
not obviously extend to a more general treatment of counterfactual aspect.
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counterfactual conditionals as reflections of operators which scope above a (future-oriented) modal
heading the conditional structure. Anand and Hacquard then build on Hacquard’s (2006) proposal
that modals project their alternatives from an event variable—rather than a world or world-time
pair—tied to the closest event-binder with wider scope: since, on the proposed counterfactual
structure, a modal imperfective operator (e.g., Portner’s 1998 prog) sits directly above the future
modal, event-relativity forces the two modals to project from the same “forking” event, obviating
the quantificational effect of the higher modal.25 Displaced past (bundled with imperfectivity in
Romance counterfactuals) does the rest of the work, presupposing a past location for the forking
event and deriving counterfactual “remoteness” from backshifted projection, as outlined above.

For Ferreira, displaced past backshifts the projection time of the future modal (cf. Condoravdi
2002), outputting a stative (modal) predicate of eventualities which then composes with the dis-
placed imperfective. Ferreira argues that this explains the syncretism between counterfactual and
habitual imperfective markers, since dedicated progressives—but not habituals—resist composition
with statives (e.g., *I was knowing the answer). He further suggests that perfective marking is
blocked in counterfactuals due to a default to present tense above displaced aspect, appealing to
an independently-observed prohibition on present perfectives (Malchukov, 2009).26

Any account which treats frozen counterfactual imperfectivity as real must not only explain why
other aspectual values are precluded in counterfactual environments, but also why blocking does
not occur in the handful of languages that permit surface perfectivity in counterfactual clauses. A
scope-based explanation might be constructed for languages which, like Russian, permit aspectual
marking to vary with the actual aspectual interpretation of the clause. The idea would be that
transparently real aspect necessarily scopes inside the counterfactual clause, while “fake” marking
scopes high; however, such an account will also need to explain the proposed scopal differences
between “fake” and “transparent” languages. A larger challenge for real-imperfective accounts
comes from Palestinian Arabic, which requires “fake” perfective aspect in counterfactual clauses:
as Halpert and Karawani (2012) argue, past perfective marking in the antecedent and on the
auxiliary kaan in the consequent of (26) does not constrain the real aspectual value of either clause
(see also Karawani and Halpert, 2023).

(26) iza
if

úileQ
leave.pst.pfv

halaP,
now,

kaan
be.pst.pfv

b-iwsal
impf-arrive

Qa
on

l-waPt
the-time

la
for

l-muèaadara
the-lecture.

‘If he left now, he would arrive on time for the lecture.’ (Halpert and Karawani, p.101)

Bjorkman and Halpert (2017) use Palestianian Arabic as well as fixed-imperfective languages like
French and Zulu (Halpert, 2012) to motivate a reconsideration of the default approach in terms of
the within-language distribution of temporal resources. Their central claim is that the combination
of “fake” past and “fake” aspect occurs only in languages where the (im)perfective opposition is
morphologically fused with past tense: substantiating Iatridou’s (2000) claim that only “fake” past
is required for counterfactuality, they propose that one of the aspectual markers—crucially, the one
which shows up in counterfactual contexts—in fusing languages is formally specified only as past,
receiving its ordinary aspectual interpretation via pragmatic competition with a “true” (tenseless)
aspectual marker (impf in Palestinian, pfv elsewhere). This predicts that languages which separate

25Schematically, ∀w ∈ acc(e)[∀w′ ∈ acc(e)[p(w′)] ≡ ∀w ∈ acc(e)[p(w)] (Anand and Hacquard, 2009, p.44).
26Anand and Hacquard (2009) do not explain why counterfactual environments block perfective marking, and since

displaced past scopes above displaced imperfective on their analysis, Ferreira’s account cannot apply: one explanation
might be that perfective modals’ actuality entailments (Bhatt 1999; see §4.1) somehow “override” counterfactuality.
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tense and aspectual marking should allow the free expression of real aspect in counterfactual clauses:
as Table 3 shows, this typological slot is plausibly occupied by Russian (and perhaps by English as
well, since both simple and progressive pasts can be interpreted counterfactually).

Language Morph. marker Tense spec. Aspectual spec. Marks CF?

Russian, possibly English “past” pst impf/pfv X

French, Greek, Zulu “past imperfective” pst � X
“past perfective” � pfv X

Palestinian Arabic “past imperfective” � impf X
“past perfective” pst � X

Table 3: Formal values for counterfactual temporal morphology (adapted from Bjorkman and Halpert 2017, p.169)

A potential counterexample to the above prediction comes from Hindi, which separates tense
and aspectual information but requires “fake” imperfective in counterfactual contexts (Bhatt, 1997).
The challenge here runs even deeper: Hindi counterfactuals seem to violate Iatridou’s (2000) gen-
eralization about the central role of “fake” past, insofar as a tense marker which is obligatory in
ordinary imperfectives is prohibited in counterfactuals:

(27) agar
if

Raam
Ram

davaaii
medicine

pii-taa
drink-impf.m

{*hai/*thaa},
{prs/pst.m},

to
then

use
he.dat

acchaa
good

lag-taa
feel-impf.m

{*hai/*thaa}
{prs/pst.m}.
‘If Ram drank this medicine, he would feel good.’

Iatridou argues that (27) contains a covert past, building on Bhatt’s claim that non-counterfactual
contexts which permit untensed Hindi imperfectives are invariably past-oriented. If this is correct,
then Hindi conforms after all to Iatridou’s generalization (albeit not to the dependent-aspect the-
ory of Table 3), but there are at least two reasons to be cautious about the hypothesis. First,
tense marking is not obligatorily covert in other Hindi environments which permit its nonexpres-
sion (see also Karawani and Halpert 2023, p.19); second, bare imperfectivity can be interpreted as
present-oriented when it occurs under negation.

Bjorkman and Halpert (2017) argue that Hindi patterns with a small group of languages (in-
cluding Farsi and Amharic; Karawani and Halpert 2023) where the counterfactual signal is, contra
Iatridou, located in “fake” imperfective marking (but see Mirrazi 2022 for recent arguments that
aspect in Farsi counterfactuals is real). They suggest this reflects the presence of a covert, in-
dependent, wide-scope counterfactual modal—realized by overt, dedicated counterfactual markers
in languages like Cantonese, Somali (van Linden and Verstraete, 2008), and Hungarian (Iatridou,
2009), and by “fake” (atemporal) past in languages like French, Greek, Palestinian Arabic, and
Zulu—which imposes selectional restrictions on the embedded expression of aspect. While there
is evidently a great deal more to be explored in this arena—including the precise nature of the
affinity between covert counterfactuality and (formal or semantic) imperfectivity—the literature on
counterfactual marking nevertheless seems to converge on a typological picture in which aspectual
semantics do not contribute substantively to the remoteness of counterfactual expressions.
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3.2 Imperfectivity, habituality, and genericity

Imperfective aspect is frequently associated with habituality as well as progressivity (Comrie,
1976, a.o.). The French imparfait licenses both readings: (28a) picks out an ongoing running event,
while (28b) describes a pattern of activity which obtained throughout reference time.

(28) a. À
At

8h45,
8:45am,

Nur
Nur

cour-ait.
run-pst.impf

‘At 8:45am, Nur was running.’

b. Dans
In

sa
her

jeunesse,
youth,

Nur
Nur

cour-ait.
run-pst.impf

‘In her youth, Nur used to / would run.’

The frequency of progressive/habitual syncretism (seen in Greek, Romance, Slavic, and else-
where; Bybee et al. 1994) motivates analyses which assigns the readings a shared modal core.
Ferreira (2005, 2016) (for instance; see also del Prete 2013) proposes that event predicates denote
both singular and plural (sums of singular) events (Kratzer, 2003): progressive readings result when
impf instantiates a singular event, while habituality corresponds to plural instantiations. In both
cases, a modal imperfective (e.g., 5) ensures that instantiated events extend into idealized futures of
the reference interval: Ferreira argues that this accounts for the non-accidental, “lawlike” character
of habitual imperfectives.

Deo (2009) achieves a similar result by using regular partitions (R) to divide an interval into
a covering set of non-overlapping, equilong subintervals. Her imperfective (see 29) requires that
each partition cell of an interval j (properly containing reference time i) coincides with a P -event
fully contained in an inertial modal alternative. An interval which is long compared to a typical
P -event—as in (28b)—will be coarsely partitioned, so that coincidence requires multiple P -events,
while a relatively small interval will trigger an infinitesimal partition-measure, requiring continuous
(thus singular) instantiation of P to achieve uniform coincidence.

(29) Partition-based imperfectivity (adapted from Deo 2009, p.491). Given a context c,
JimpfKc := λPλi.∀h[h ∈ inr(c)→ ∃j[i ⊂nonfin j ⊂ h ∧ ∀k[k ∈ Rc

j → coin(P, k, h)]]].

Arregui et al. (2014) (see also Cipria and Roberts 2000) take a radically modal approach, treat-
ing imperfectives as universal quantifiers over situations (Kratzer, 1989): distinct interpretations
correspond to distinct, contextually-determined modal flavours. Progressives are obtained when
(30) is interpreted with an event-inertial modal base (cf. Portner 1998), while habituals result
when the modal base returns characteristic subsituations of the reference context.27

(30) Situational imperfectivity (Arregui et al., 2014, p.313). Given a context c,
JimpfKc = λP〈v,st〉λs.∀s′ : s′ ∈ MBα(s)[∃e.P (e)(s′)], where MBα is a salient modal base.

A unified analysis needs not only to explain progressive/habitual syncretism, but also the
crosslinguistic occurrence of dedicated markers of both kinds. A strict parametric account (ap-
pealing to selectional restrictions, and compatible with the above proposals) is complicated by the
availability of habitual readings for “progressive” markers (Moens and Steedman, 1988; Deo, 2009):

27A strength of the situation-based approach is that it readily extends to other modal uses of imperfectives: for
instance, Arregui et al. (2014) derive futurate readings (cf. Copley 2009) by means of preparatory inertia (a type of
event inertia which picks out situations verifying preparations for a P -event).
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(31) Habitual progressives in English and Hindi:

a. Nur is baking baguettes these days.

b. Nur
Nur

aajkal
these.days

gaar
˙
ii

car
calaa
drive

rahii
prog.f

hai.
prs

‘Nur is driving a car these days.’

While (31) at first seems to indicate that dedicated progressives are just flexible imperfectives,
this misses an important contrast. Habitual progressives lack the “lawlike” character of (28b),
instead expressing simple temporal contingencies (Deo, 2009; Boneh and Doron, 2013): (31a) de-
scribes a pattern which happens to obtain at reference time, rather than characterizing Nur. Both
Deo (2009) and Ferreira (2016) ultimately differentiate progressive from habitual markers via a
boundedness requirement—imposed on the extent of the partitioned interval for Deo and over
modal instantiations of the input predicate for Ferreira—but there is no obvious way to explain the
contrast between (28b) and (31) on Arregui et al.’s situational approach.28

Imperfectivity is not the only way to express habitual meanings. Many languages—including
English (Binnick, 2005), Hebrew (Boneh and Doron, 2008), Polish (Boneh and Doron, 2010), Czech
(Filip, 2015), and Tlingit (Cable, 2022)—employ specialized habitual morphology in addition to
allowing “bare” imperfective or simple (aspectually-unmarked) verbs to convey habituality. There
is a crosslinguistically robust pattern of contrast between these forms, illustrated in (32)-(34): neu-
tral or imperfective forms license dispositional interpretations, which can be true absent verifying
instances, while specialized habitual marking requires instantiation of the ‘habit’.

(32) Tlingit imperfective and habitual modes (Cable, 2022, pp.4–5).
Context: We just bought a new coffee machine. It’s never before been used. But, this is a
great model of coffee machine. Everyone agrees that this model makes great coffee.

a. Yá
dem

yées
new

aa
part

washéen
machine

kúnáx
very

linúktsi
impf.3sbj.sweet.rel

coffee
coffee

áwé
foc

alúkx
3obj.impf-3sbj.boil.rep

‘This new machine boils very sweet coffee.’

b. (#)Yá
dem

yées
new

aa
part

washéen
machine

kúnáx
very

linúktsi
impf.3sbj.sweet.rel

coffee
coffee

áwé
foc

oolúk-ch
3obj.pfv.3sbj.boil-hab

‘This new machine boils very sweet coffee.’ (Semantically coherent, rejected in context)
Speaker comment: “No. That means that you’ve used it.”

(33) Hebrew “bare” and periphrastic habituals (Boneh and Doron, 2010, p.354)

a. Meri
Mary

tipl-a
handle.pst-3sf

b-a-do’ar
at-the-mail

me-’antarqtiqa.
from-Antarctica.

Mikevan
Because

še-lo
that-not

haya
hab.pst.3sm

do’ar
mail

kaze,
such,

haya
hab.pst.3sm

l-a
to-her

harbe
lots

zman
time

panuy
free

28Both Deo and Ferreira explain dedicated progressives’ incompatibility with stative predicates by appealing to
competition with the unbounded aspectual form: progressives are out where a termination inference introduced by
boundedness contradicts world knowledge about the type of state under description.
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‘Mary handled the mail from Antarctica. Since there was no such mail, she had a lot
of free time.’

b. Meri
Mary

hayt-a
hab.pst-3sf

metapel-et
handle-sf

b-a-do’ar
at-the-mail

me-’antarqtiqa.
from-Antarctica.

#Mikevan
#Because

še-lo
that-not

haya
hab.pst.3sm

do’ar
mail

kaze,
such

. . .

. . .

‘Mary used to handle the mail from Antarctica. #Since there was no such mail . . . ’

(34) French dispositional imperfective:

Marie
Marie

s’occup-ait
refl-handle-pst.impf

du
of.the

courrier
mail

de
from

l’Antarctique,
Antarctica,

mais
but

aucun
any

courrier
mail

de
of

ce
dem

type
type

n’est
neg-is

jamais
never

arrivé.
arrive.pp.

‘Marie handled the mail from Antarctica, but no such mail ever arrived.’

There is not yet consensus regarding such data. One option is to treat dispositional readings
as generic claims (see 6.6 Genericity and Modality). For instance, Hacquard (2006) suggests
that (34) contains a covert generic modal gen which quantifies over ideal situations: on her account,
pst>gen is spelled out as the imparfait (see 25) but lacks true imperfective semantics. An analysis
involving covert gen can likewise be extended to (32a), (33a), and their English counterparts: on
this approach, actualized habituals like (28b) and 31a-31b would remain compatible with a unified
imperfective à la Ferreira or Deo,29 but claims like (32b) and (33b) would require an imperfective-
independent carrier of habituality.

Filip and Carlson (1997) argue that habituality represents a sui generis semantic category that
need not be expressed by aspect. Further motivating the aspectual independence of “lawlike” habit-
uality, (32b) demonstrates the compatibility of hab and pfv in Tlingit, and actualized habituality
is likewise reported for Romance and Slavic perfectives:

(35) Habitually-interpreted perfectives in French and Czech:

a. Paul
Paul

est allé
go-pst.pfv

à
to

la
the

messe
church

le
on

dimanche
Sunday

pendant
during

trente
thirty

ans.
years.

‘Paul went to church on Sunday for thirty years.’ (Boneh and Doron 2010, p.343)

b. Kdykoli
whenever

tam
there

přijdu,
come.1sg.pfv

nab́ıdou
offer.3pl.pfv

mi
me

slivovici.
plum.brandy.

‘Whenever I visit there, they offer me plum brandy.’ (Filip and Carlson, 1997, p.99)

Once habituality and imperfectivity are decoupled, genericity need not be involved in non-actualized
but habitual imperfectives. These claims can instead be treated as the composition of a potentially
covert, iterative hab (cf. Boneh and Doron) with a modal impf. Further support for an approach
on which non-actualization is attributed to the modal semantics of imperfectivity comes from
habitual-mode Tlingit imperfectives (not shown): per Cable, these claims combine an imperfective

29Neither Arregui et al. (2014) nor Ferreira (2016) account for non-actualized habituals; Deo (2009) suggests that
these readings occur when the relevant partition-measure (induced, for instance, by the infrequency of Antarctic mail)
is larger than the reference interval, so that the coincidence required by (29) can be obtained without reference time
instantiation of the target predicate.
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verb form with dedicated habitual marking, and contrast with the perfective habitual in (32b) in
licensing purely dispositional readings.30 Thus, while the precise nature of a habitual operator
and its interaction with aspect offer plenty of scope for further investigation, crosslinguistic data
supports the idea that habituality constitutes an independent notional category which may—but
crucially need not be—expressed via imperfectivity.

4 Other aspect-modality interactions

The preceding sections explore phenomena which blur the lines between grammatical aspect and
modality, either because aspectual marking itself appears to introduce modality, or because the
contributions of distinct aspectual and modal elements are difficult to tease apart. Here, I briefly
introduce two phenomena in which the interaction between seemingly-independent exponents of
aspect and modality produces unexpected results.

4.1 Actuality entailments

Past-tense attributions of ability (e.g., was able) are well-known to license actualized readings
(Thalberg, 1972, a.o.). Bhatt (1999) was the first to point out the aspectual dimension of this
phenomenon: imperfective ability modals can describe ‘pure’ (potentially unrealized) potentialities,
but their perfective counterparts license actuality entailments (AEs), forcing realization of the
modal’s prejacent. The pattern in (36) occurs across a range of aspect-marking languages, including
(but certainly not limited to) French, Greek, Spanish, Palestinian Arabic, and Blackfoot.

(36) Pure ability and actualized interpretations for Hindi sak (‘can’):

a. Yusuf
Yusuf

havaii-jahaaz
air-ship

ur
˙
aa

fly
sak-taa
can-impf.m

thaa,
pst.m

lekin
but

woh
3sg

havaii-jahaaz
air-ship

nah̃ı̃ı
neg

ur
˙
aa-taa

fly-impf.m

thaa.
pst.m

‘Yusuf had the ability to fly a plane, but he didn’t fly a plane.’

b. Yusuf
Yusuf

havaii-jahaaz
air-ship

ur
˙
aa

fly
sak-aa,
can-pst.pfv.m,

#lekin
#but

us-ne
3sg-erg

havaii-jahaaz
air-ship

nah̃ı̃i
neg

ur
˙
aa-yaa.

fly-pst.pfv.m

‘Yusuf was able to fly the plane, #but he didn’t fly the plane.’

AEs are not straightforwardly predicted by received accounts of (abilitative) modality or (per-
fective) aspect. Combined with a fairly standard treatment of ability as circumstantial possibility
(but see 2.3 Circumstantial and Ability Modals), an ‘including’ perfective should describe
a limited past opportunity (i.e., a bounded period during which the possibility obtained), but
seems instead to erase the contribution of the modal operator.31 Extensive work on the topic re-
fines Bhatt’s initial description—showing, for instance, that AEs are not restricted to abilitative

30Cable (2022) attributes non-actualization in (32a) and habitual-mode imperfectives to the presence of imperfective
aspect; however, he treats the dedicated habitual marker as a reflex of wide-scope temporal quantification, rather
than a marker of iterativity. Quantificational approaches to habituality are also explored in Bonomi (1997) and Lenci
and Bertinetto (2000), a.o.; Deo (2009) offers some counterarguments.

31This oversimplifies: Bhatt (1999) notes that actualized ability is better paraphrased by managed than by did,
adding an inference of effort or non-triviality to the entailed prejacent proposition.
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modality, but arise from any type of goal-oriented (non-epistemic) modal (Hacquard, 2006; Mari,
2016)—and proposes a number of potential modifications to the contributing elements. Existing
lines of analysis explore, for instance, the scope interactions between aspect and modality (Piñón,
2003; Hacquard, 2006; Borgonovo and Cummins, 2007; Mari, 2016), a potential role for modally-
embedded (and possibly covert) prospectivity (Kratzer, 2011; Matthewson, 2012; Mari, 2016), an
Aktionsart-selective approach to perfectivity (Mari and Martin, 2007; Homer, 2021; Alxatib, 2021;
Nadathur, 2023), the link between genericity and imperfectivity (Bhatt, 1999; Hacquard, 2006)
and the underlying event structure of abilitative and other actualizing modals (Louie, 2015; Na-
dathur, 2023; Privoznov, 2023); Hacquard (2020) and Nadathur (2025) offer recent overviews of
the literature. While a definitive account of actuality entailments remains outstanding—indeed,
AEs remain a very active area of investigation—these approaches offer a number of fruitful insights
into various components of the aspect-modality interface. The compositional nature of the puzzle
means that its solution may well shed light not only on abilitative (goal-oriented) modals and per-
fective aspects, but also on the appropriate treatment of seemingly-unrelated data examined in the
preceding sections.

4.2 Frustratives: between modality and aspect

Frustrative markers—grammatical elements that convey “the non-realization of some expected
outcome implied by the proposition expressed in the marked clause” (Overall, 2017, p.479)—sit,
almost by definition, at the aspect-modality interface, combining the modality of expectation with
a sense of “incompleteness” suggestive of an aspectual core. Frustratives are well-documented
in Amazonian languages (see Overall 2017; Carol and Salanova 2017), as well as in Uto-Aztecan
(Tohono O’odham, Hale 1969; Copley 2005; Copley and Harley 2014; O’dam, Nadathur and Everdell
2025), Austronesian (Kimaragang Dusun; Kroeger 2017, 2024), and Salish (St’át’imcets; Davis and
Matthewson 2022), but have only recently become the target of semantic investigation.

Frustrative-marked clauses vary in the extent to which an underlying predicate of events is
instantiated. Three distinct uses of the Kimaragang frustrative dara are illustrated in (37): ‘proper’
frustrativity in (37a) expresses that the target event was completed “in vain” (without precipitating
an expected consequence), (37b) has an incompletive reading (on which the relevant event began but
was not completed), and (37c) describes an action narrowly averted (so that the marked clause event
was anticipated but not initiated). These examples are representative of crosslinguistic frustrative
use, but are not exhaustive: dara can also indicate the non-continuation of a (past) state, and
appears in optative (desiderative) contexts and in the consequents of counterfactual conditionals.
Additional politeness and/or evaluative uses are reported in other languages (Overall, 2017).

(37) ‘Proper’, incompletive, and avertive uses of Kimaragang dara (Kroeger, 2024)

a. n-o-sii-�
pst-nvol-say.sii -ov

ku
1sg

no
already

dara
frust

it=tasu
nom=dog

nga’
but

n-iit-an
pst-bite-dv

oku=i’
1sg=emph

‘I said Shii! to the dog, but I got bitten anyway.’

b. k<um>orop
<av>scab

no
compl

dara
frust

it=pilat
nom=wound

dialo,
3sg

naka-raa
pst.av.nvol-blood

kembagu
again

‘His wound was beginning to scab over, but then it started bleeding again.’

c. patay-on
kill-ov

ku
1sg

dara
frust

ilo’
that

masalong
cobra

nga’,
but

tiniag
pst.forbid.ov

oku
1sg

di=ama.
gen=father

‘I was going to kill that cobra, but Father forbade me.’
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Incompletivity and avertivity have the most obviously aspect-like character—respectively ex-
pressing what might be called anti-progressivity and anti-prospectivity—but the relevant notions of
non-completion are also in play in ‘proper’ frustrativity: it is simply that the salient goal (the target
of frustration) here goes beyond what is lexically specified in the marked clause. Some frustratives
appear amenable to analysis as clause-scoping not at-issue modals (Davis and Matthewson, 2022)
or markers of non-inertia (Copley and Harley, 2014), with readings parallel to those in (37a)-(37c)
derived in (respective) composition with perfective, progressive, and prospective propositions. The
relationship between frustrativity and (independent exponents of) grammatical aspect is not always
so clear, however: for instance, Nadathur and Everdell (2025) report that the contrastive distri-
bution of two frustratives in O’dam privileges a view on which these particles “merge” with the
aspectual layer, combining with aspectual operators as well as event predicates (see also Carol and
Salanova, 2017). To the extent that the precise range of frustrative uses varies from one language
to another, these markers offer a rich and still underexplored vantage point from which to examine
how aspectually-relevant modal notions of (non)inertia, consequence, and expectation interact with
event structure and the specific TAM resources of a given language.

5 Conclusion

The preceding sections introduced a diverse set of phenomena at the interface between aspect
and modality, warranting an equally diverse array of solutions, many of which are not obviously
mutually compatible. Despite the complexity of the overall landscape, some core ideas emerge:
most significantly, that it seems impossible to conduct a study of aspectual semantics without
encountering a variety of modal meanings that seem to emerge in interaction with the semantic
and lexical categories with which aspect combines.

§2 illustrated the difficulty of maintaining a purely temporal treatment of aspect, showing that
the “viewpoint” differences on which classical aspectual contrasts are based necessarily intertwine
with modal notions of inertial development, (non)culmination, (epistemic) relevance, and/or fu-
turity. A key example of the conceptual inseparability of aspect and modality comes from the
link between prospectivity and futurity (§2.4). While modality is at the heart of futurity, future
reference evidently requires a semantic component which introduces temporal posteriority—the
prospective aspectual relation. Similarly, while purely temporal prospectivity can be conceptually
distinguished from modal quantification, and while dedicated exponents of this meaning can be
identified in some languages, we saw that these prospectives appear distributionally dependent on
markers of modality.

The discussion of (im)perfectives in §2.1–§2.2 likewise reveals the difficulty of severing modality
from aspect. Even if the intensionality required to explain non-culminating interpretations of telic
predicates can be shifted to the domain of lexical aspect (as suggested at the end of §2.2), aspectual
semantics must still reference modality in order to handle information pertaining to continuation,
cessation and/or (absolute) notions of event maximality. Moreover, while the discussion in §3.1
suggested that imperfective aspectual markers need not themselves contribute to counterfactuality,
its expression is evidently intertwined (both formally and semantically) with the presence of modal
elements. There is also evidence that imperfectivity is responsible for the modal, non-actualizing
meaning of dispositionally-interpreted habituals (see §3.2), and a similar component of meaning
may ultimately be implicated in the puzzle in §4.1, explaning the absence of actuality entailments
where an otherwise actualizing modal composes with overt imperfective aspect.
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The emerging picture is one on which a strong distinction between (strictly temporal) aspectual
and modal features of semantic interpretation can only be notionally maintained: it does not
seem to be reflected in sharp formal divisions between exponents of aspect and modality. This
view may guide the development of theories of tense-aspect-modality systems in the crosslinguistic
perspective, suggesting that grammatical items which express various forms of displacement (e.g.,
§4.2) need not fit neatly into either the temporo-aspectual or modal categories, but instead should
be analyzed in terms of combinations of basic features from each of the relevant buckets: temporal
perspective, epistemic and/or inertia-based modality, iterativity, remoteness, and so on. Each
of these features can be conceptually identified and clearly described, but need not be realized
as independent lexical items in a given language: instead, different exponents of aspect and/or
modality may lexicalize distinct combinations or configurations of these basic components, resulting
in typologically-distinct TAM systems which center different dimensions of contrast.
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Büring, Daniel. 1997. The great scope inversion conspiracy. Linguistics and Philosophy 29, 175–194.

Butt, Miriam. 1995. The structure of complex predicates in Urdu. Stanford: CSLI.

Butt, Miriam. 1997. Dispositional complex predicates in Urdu. Talk, Sinn und Bedeutung.

25



Bybee, Joan, Perkins, Revere and Pagliuca, William. 1994. The evolution of grammar: tense,
aspect, and modality in the languages of the world . Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Cable, Seth. 2022. Two paths to habituality: the semantics of habitual mode in Tlingit. Semantics
and Pragmatics 15, 11.1–49.

Cariani, Fabrizio. 2021. The modal future: a theory of future-directed thought and talk . Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Carol, Javier and Salanova, Andrés. 2017. Frustratives and aspect. Presentation, Conference on
Indigenous Languages of Latin America 8.

Chen, Sihwei, Hohaus, Vera, Laturnus, Rebecca, Louie, Meagan, Matthewson, Lisa, Rullmann,
Hotze, Simchen, Ori, Turner, Claire and Vander Klok, Jozina. 2017. Past possibility cross-
linguistically: evidence from twelve languages. In Ana Arregui, Maŕıa Luisa Rivero and Andrés
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Webster, Yağmur Kiper, Richard Wang and Sichen Larry Lyu (eds.), West Coast Conference on
Formal Linguistics, volume 41, pages 204–211.

Hockett, Charles. 1960. The origin of speech. Scientific American 203, 88–96.

Homer, Vincent. 2021. Actualistic interpretations in French. Semantics and Pragmatics 14, 12.1–56.

Hook, P.E. 1974. The compound verb in Hindi . The University of Michigan: Center for South and
Southeast Asian Studies.

Iatridou, Sabine. 2000. The grammatical ingredients of counterfactuality. Linguistic Inquiry 31,
231–270.

Iatridou, Sabine. 2009. About the imperfective in counterfactuals. Handout, Yale Imperfective
Workshop.

Iatridou, Sabine, Anagnostopoulou, Elena and Izvorski, Roumyana. 2001. Observations about the
form and meaning of the perfect. In Michael Kenstowicz (ed.), Ken Hale: A Life in Language,
pages 189–238, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Ikegami, Yoshihiko. 1985. ‘Activity’-‘Accomplishment’-‘Achievement’-A language that can’t say ‘I
burned it but it did not burn’ and one that can. In Adam Makkai and Alan K. Melbeds (eds.),
Linguistics and Philosophy: Essays in Honor of Rulon S. Wells, pages 265–304, Amsterdam:
John Benjamins.
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computational linguistics (LACL), volume 10054 of Lecture Notes in Computer Science, pages
191–210, Berlin: Springer.

Mari, Alda and Martin, Fabienne. 2007. Tense, abilities, and actuality entailments. In Maria Aloni,
Paul Dekker and Floris Roelofsen (eds.), Amsterdam Colloquium, volume 16, pages 151–156.

Martin, Fabienne. 2019. Non-culminating accomplishments. Language and Linguistics Compass 13,
1–20.
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