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In French as in other languages diffentiating the perfective and the imperfective
morphologically, modal verbs sometimes behave like implicative vierperfective
sentencesWe present new data that previous accounts cannot explain. The offered
analysis relies on a distinction between classical abilities and what we call action
dependent abilities.

1. Introduction

As is well known, modal verbs differ from what Karttunen, 1971 calls implicative
verbs in that they do not entail an event satisfying the property denoted by their
infinitival complement (hence the possibility to deny the occurrence of an event of
this type, cf. (1)) :

(1) He could open the door [OK but he didn’t do it]. médal verb)
-+ He opened the door.

(2) He managed to open the door [#but he didn't open it]. imp(icative verb)
— He opened the door.

(3) He was managing to open the door [#but he wasn’t opening it].
— He partly opened the door.

However, in French as in several other languages differentiating the perfective and
imperfective morphogically, modal verbs sometimes behave like implicative irerbs
perfective sentencg¢Bhatt, 1999, Hacquard, 2006). This is at least the case on their
so called circumstantial readings (among others the abilitative and the goal-oriented
ones). On these readings, denying the truth of the infinitival complement results in
a contradiction, cf. (4a) and (5a). Following Bhatt, 1999, we will say that in these
cases, modal verbs trigger an "actuality entailmeng)(

(4) a. Marie a pu s’enfuir, #mais elle ne s’est pas enfuieabilitative reading)
Marie couldPERF escape# but she didn’t do it.

(5) a. Lacarte m'a permis d’entrer dans la bibliegue, #mais je ne suis pas
entiee. goal-oriented reading)
The card permitte®ERF me to enter the library, but | didn't do it.

TheAE does not arise in perfective sentences (withpghe® compos) on the deontic
and epistemic readings, cf. (4b) and (5b), neither in imperfective sentences (with the
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imparfait), on no matter which reading, cf. (4c) and (5c¢). Examples (4)-(5) are taken
from Hacquard, 2006.

(4) b. Marie a pu s’enfuir, comme elle a pu ne pas s’enfepigtemic reading)
Marie couldPERF have escaped, as she could have not escaped
c. Marie pouvait s’enfuir, OK mais elle ne s’enfuyait pas. any reading)
Marie couldiIMPERF. escapeQK but she didn't do it.

(5) b. Le doyen m’a permis d’entrer dans la bib., OK mais je ne suis paseentr
(deontic reading)
The dean permitteHdERFE me to enter the libraryOK but | didn’t do it.
c. La carte/le doyen me permettait d’entrer dans la bibdiqtle, mais je ne
suis pas enée. @any reading)
The card/the dean permittesiPERF. me to enter the library, OK but |
didn't enter it.

2. Bhatt's and Hacquard'’s analyses

Bhatt multiplies lexical entries to explain these discrepancies in the semantic
behavior of modal verbs. According to his analysis, modal verbspikevoirare in
their circumstantial readings implicative verbs in disguise (or "fake” modal verbs).
The AE of pouvoir under the relevant readings (4a) and (5a) comes then for free.
He then explains why theake vanishes in imperfective sentences by positing that
imperfective morphology comes with an extra modal element, the generic operator
GEN. As GEN does not require verifying instances (Krifka et al., 1995)ara@rises.

Hacquard sees two problems in Bhatt’s analysis. Firstly, as pointed out by Bhatt
himself, it predicts that indisputably implicative verbs lilissira (manage tplose
their implicative behavior when combined with imperfective morphology, which is
not the case (cf. (3)). Secondly, it leaves unexplained the robust cross-linguistic trend
to use the same lexical item to express the whole set of readings illustrated in (4) and
(5).

Hacquard keeps the Kratzerian view according to which modals share a core
semantics in all their readings, and provide a structural account of the data, close in
spirit to the one provided by Rdn, 2003 Roughly, her threefold hypothesis is the
following. 1° Despite aspectual/temporal morphology appearing on the modal itself,
it is interpretedbelowthe modal with deontic and epistemic readings, hypothesis
supported by the English translation of (4b). On the contrary, it is interpediede
the modal with circumstantial readings. 2° The arises when aspect scopes above
the modal only. 3° TheE does not arise in (4c) and (5¢) because the imperfective
morphology comes with an extra modal component(as in Bhatt's proposal).

1pifion, 2003 already provides a structural account in terms of scope. But contrary to Hacquard, he does
not take address directly the aspectual difference between perfective and imperfective sentences (although
nothing in his analysis prevents an extension of it to account for these facts).
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3. Problems and new data

Hacquard’s analysis is not completely satisfactory either for three reasons. Firstly,
it does not solve the first problem of Bhatt (any verb, included implicative verbs, is
predicted to lose its implicative behavior in imperfective sentences). Secondly, in
order for the analysis sketched above to work into details, Hacquard adopts seve-
ral non classical assumptions about Asgethirdly and more seriously, modals do
notalwaystrigger theak in perfective sentences under their circumstantial readings,
contrary to what Hacquard assumes. Rmecan be cancelled in at least two cases.
Firstly, theAE is not compulsory when the context provides elements (in italics in (6)
and (7) below) helping to make clear that the circumstances (or the ability, the oppor-
tunity to reach the goal) are temporally bounded. For instance, the durative adverbial
in (6) triggers the relevant (magical) context where the card enabled the agent to use
the library only for a precise laps of time. In the case of (classical) abilities, weird
contexts are often needed to conceive them as bounded (cf. (7)), but as soon as this
special context is obtained, thae disappears. Secondly, the is not automatically
triggered either when the infinitival complement contains a stative predicate (cf. (8)).
Note that ifavoir is reinterpreted as a dynamic predicate (to melatain), the AE is
again compulsory. It is thus the stativity which is responsible for the cancellation of
theAE.

(6) La carte a permipendant dix minutes seulemebéntrer dans la
bibliotheque. OK Mais stupidement je n’en ai pas p#fit
The card permitteeERFfor ten minutes only to enter the library. But
stupidly, | didn't enjoy the opportunity.

(7)  Notre nouveau robot a@me pu repasser les chemisasn stade bien ficis
de son éveloppemenOK Mais on a supprira cette fonction (qui n'a jamais
été tesée) pour des raisons de rentakilit
Our new robot couldkERFeven iron shirts at a particular stage of its
development. But we suppressed this function (which was never tested) for
rentability reasons.

(8) T'as pu avoir un repas gratuit, et tu ne t'eéme pas le¥!
You couldPrERFhave a meal for free, and you even didn’t get up!

21° Aspect is supposed to be base-generated as an argument of the verb, a position from which it needs
to move out for type reasons (above or below the modal). 2° Aspect comes with its own world argument,
which has to be bound locally. 3° This world argument must be bound by the modal if the modal is
immediately above it (n@E arises), but cannot be bound by the modal if the modal is below it. In the
latter case, the world argument of Aspect is bound by a matrix world binder (if the world argument of
Aspect is the actual world, this yields the entailed event through a principle of event identification across
worlds).
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4. A semantic (non structural) account

The alternative analysis proposed here explain the (new) set of data presented above
without assuming a structural (scopal) difference between the two sets of readings of
modals. Like Hacquard, we keep Kratzer hypothesis ploatvoiris monosemous.
However, contrary to the previous accounts, we do not assume that the imperfec-
tive morphologically systematically comes with a modal operator cancellingghe
triggered at the lexical level; the fact illustrated in (3) — implicative verbs keep their
implicative behaviour in imperfective sentences — is not problematic anymore. We
admit with Hacquard that the Perfect is interpreted below the modal in the epistemic
reading (4a), since on this reading — and only this one —, the available paraphrase
makes the alleged syntactical move transparent (on this reaalipgPERF fuir is
perfectly paraphasable Ipeut avoir fuiPERB.

There is an important property differentiating the&s€ compoé and theimpar-
fait which hardly plays a role in the previous accounts: sentences withab®
compog areboundedthey denote an event which has reached its final bountiary)
while sentences with thenparfaitareunboundedthey denote an event which is by
default supposed to continue afterwards). In a nutshell, our hypothesis is the follow-
ing: the AE is triggered when the eventuality described by the infinitive is the only
one which can satisfy the "Boundedness Constraint” associated to the perfective
(Hyp. 1). The proposed analysis rests on a distinction between two types of abili-
ties, that we will introduce before showing howEl 1 can account for the data.

Generic abilities(GAs) correspond to the traditional conception (cf. eg Kenny,
1975): (i)GAs do not require verifying instances; ((BAs are ascribed to an agent
only if i could perform repeatedly the action if he wanted to; (s are conceived
by default as unbounded (if @A is ascribed ta in t, it is typically assumed that
i has the sam@&A in somet’ > t).* Now, let us suppose that this afternoon after
lunch, Paul was able to hit three bull's eyes in a row. Besides, let us admit that this
performance was not the result of a special training; therefore, Paul probably won't
be able anymore to repeat its performance. On thisheseable todoes not denote
aGA, since (ii) is not fulfilled. What is proposed here is that on this use, the modal

SNote that this is true on the two readings of as$ compos. Used as a Perfect, it is a function which
operates on an eventualityand returns the result stateof v (Kamp and Reyle, 1993). As de Swart,
2007 emphasises, on this use, it requirés be bound, since it returns the resulting state.dfhepas®
compog also displays an aoristic reading (since the "pure” aoristic tens@abe simpleis hardly used

in spoken French). On this second use, fhe€ compo8is a perfective past, and as thas€ simple
denotes a bounded eventuality. Note that replacingés& compog by thepas® simpledoes not change
anything to the contrasts above, which suggests that it is well and trubotiedednesgnd not another
feature of the Perfect) which plays a role here.

4Condoravdi already proposes to consider thdividual level predicate$iLP) like be intelligenttrigger

an inference of this kind (and generic abilities are very similar to the dispositions denote) byiLPs

are associated with an inference of temporal persistence [...] [which] specifies the following: if an even-
tuality is going on at timé and you have no information that it is not going on at some later tifrteen
infer it is going on at that later time as well. Note that this is a default inference, surfacing only if there
is no information to the contrary.”(Condoravdi, 1992, p.92)
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verb denotes what we call @ction dependent abilitftADA): (i) ADAs require an
action to exist — actually, aADA ontologically dependsn the corresponding ac-
tion;? (i) ADAs are weaker abilities tha®As because a unique and non repeatable
performance suffices to imply the correspondixiBAS®; (iii’) ADAs have the same
temporal boundaries than the action on which they depend and are thus bounded
(Paul was able to hit three bull’'s eyes in a row exactly at the interial hit three

bull’s eyes in a row).

We can now see howYp. 1 explains the relevant data. Let us first illustrate the
idea with abilitative readings. Being imperfective, (4c¢) can easily describe an (un-
bounded)GA (cf. (iii) above), and thus does not force to assume a performance of
this ability (cf. (i)). TheAE is therefore not triggered. By contrast, being perfective,
(4a) is by default understood as denotingAdhA, becausé\DAs are by definition
bounded (cf. (iii") above). As aADA taking place int depends on a co-temporal
action (cf. (i") and (iii")), (4a) entails an action in

The robot’'s example (7) contains a perfective sentence too. But it still manages to
describe & A, because the context helps to conceive the generic ability as bounded
(the adverbial in italics cancels the inference triggered by default that the ability is
temporally persistent). Thus, given ({FA does not require instances), the dis-
appears. Finally, when the infinitival complement contains a stative predicate like in
(8), itis even easier to avoid the interpretation where the modal verb denatéfan
(and thus theE), since there is n@DA without an action. However, if the stative
predicate is coerced in an agentive one, then the modal verb has to be interpreted as
denoting am\DA, and as a result, thee is triggered.

Let us now turn to the non abilitative readings. The example (5b) does not yield
an AE because the actioa of the dean already provides the boundedeeded to
satisfy the Boundedness Constraint associated to the perfective tense. By contrast,
in (5a), the only candidate to fulfil this role is precisely an actodescribed by
the infinitive (the only other possibility would be the statef which the card is the
Theme, but there is no reason to think thé bounded). TheeE is thus triggered.
However, if the context indicates that te#uationor the opportunityenabling the
action a is itself already bounded, as in (6), then it is not necessary anymore to
assume the occurrence ato satisfy the Boundedness Constraint of the perfective
tense.

5The dependence relation betweenihA and the action through which it occurs may be defined as

a generation relation (Goldman, 1970), as a case of supervenience (Kim, 1974) or aggregation (Kratzer,
1989).

6Elgesem, 1997 already proposes that abilities do not always require repeatability.
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In conclusion, it is possible to explain when and why implicative readings of
modal verbs are compulsory without appealing to syntactical movements, on the ba-
sis of the classical semantic analysis of the perfective and imperfective tenses, and
of a difference between two types of abilities.
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