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0. Abstract  

 

 

This thesis investigates the phenomenon of the ‘fake past’ in Dutch, where the preterite (past 

tense) can be used to refer to present or future eventualities, defying traditional tense-aspect 

(TA) analysis. Building on the work of Haans and De Hoop (2023), this study offers a reanalysis 

of this linguistic feature using Klein’s (1994, 2009) and Bohnemeyer’s (1998, 2009, 2014) TA 

framework. Using data from the Spoken Dutch Corpus, pragmatic and modal functions of the 

‘fake past’, such as evidentiality, politeness, and counterfactuality are also considered. 

Furthermore, parallels and distinctions in the cross-linguistic variation on fake tense are 

highlighted. Ultimately, the findings suggest that while the Dutch ‘fake past’ challenges 

standard temporal analyses, it remains a ‘real’ past reference, which becomes clear when 

analysed through the Kleinian framework. This research provides insights into the interaction 

between tense, aspect and modality, contributing to broader linguistic theory, and additionally, 

implications for second language acquisition are considered.  

 

Keywords: tense, ternary tense-aspect analysis, fake past, spoken Dutch, topic time 
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1. Introduction

1.1 The fake past 

The scope of any theoretical framework can be gauged by the amount of ‘fringe phenomena’; 

cases that are deemed ‘atypical’ and therefore require a special analysis. One such phenomenon 

is the use of the preterite1 to refer to present or future eventualities2, which stands in contrast to 

the conventional understanding of tense, according to which a past tense like the preterite can 

only refer to eventualities that precede the moment of speech. This unusual use of the preterite, 

commonly found in spoken Dutch, was investigated by Haans and De Hoop (2023). Following 

Iatridou (2000), they referred to this usage as ‘fake past’. Some examples of this ‘fake past’ are 

illustrated in (1): 

(1) a. Volgende week zondag dan gaan we gingen we nog uit eten, hè? 

‘Next Sunday we’re going (literally went) out to dinner, right?’ 

b. Maar dat is morgenavond en het begon om zeven uur.
‘But that is tomorrow night and it will start (lit. started) at seven.’

c. Pa die ging morgen golfen.
‘Dad is going (lit. went) to play golf tomorrow.’ (Haans & De Hoop, 2023, p. 64)

This peculiar use of the preterite to describe future eventualities poses a problem for traditional 

tense-aspect (TA) analysis. 

Haans and De Hoop (2023) applied Reichenbach’s (1947) framework for TA analysis, 

which distinguishes between three temporal parameters: the point of speech (S), the point of 

event (E), and the point of reference (R). This ternary approach is a more nuanced system that 

helps explain complex temporal expressions, such as the ‘fake past’. 

Haans and De Hoop interpreted the ‘fake past’ as an instantiation of what Reichenbach 

called ‘posterior past’. This interpretation includes the readings R-E-S; R-E,S and R-S-E, of 

which only the latter two correspond to the ‘fake past’. 

1.2 Reichenbach’s ternary tense-aspect framework and its development 

Reichenbach’s framework offered a more detailed way to describe temporal relations than the 

traditional binary approach, which only considered E and S. Reichenbach added the third 

parameter R to account for differences among certain tenses like the simple past and the past 

perfect: with a third parameter, sentences like Peter had gone can be analysed, where the event 

<Peter go> (Peter’s leaving) occurs before the point of reference but after the point of speech. 

Reichenbach’s framework, while offering a more nuanced analysis than traditional TA 

theories, has been subject to criticism and refinement over time. The ternary system he proposed 

has been critiqued for its ambiguity (e.g., Klein, 1994) and by some for redundancy (e.g., Prior, 

1967). Nevertheless, the framework has also received support. For example, Hamann (1987) 

demonstrated that R plays a crucial role in determining truth-conditions of temporal expressions. 

This underscores the indispensability of R as a parameter in TA analysis. Klein (1994) 

expanded upon Reichenbach’s framework by redefining R as ‘topic time’ (TT), providing 

greater clarity in its application, while refining its theoretical role. 

1 Following Thieroff (1999), the term ‘preterite’ is used to refer to the past tense in languages with only one past 

form, such as Dutch and other Germanic languages. 
2 In the sense of Bach (1986), the term ‘eventuality’ denotes states as well as events. 
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1.3 Thesis structure 

In this thesis, I will reanalyse the phenomenon of the ‘fake past’, building on the work of Haans 

and De Hoop (2023) and employing the TA analysis of Klein (1994) and Bohnemeyer (1998), 

which allows for greater precision and explanatory power than the Reichenbachian (1947) 

framework. In section 2, I will present an overview of traditional TA theory, followed by a 

detailed examination of Reichenbach’s (1947) ternary framework and subsequent 

developments, including Klein’s (1994) concept of TT and the interval semantics proposed by 

Klein (1994) and Bohnemeyer (1998), as well as the most recent developments in the 

framework (Bohnemeyer, 2014). In section 3, I will propose a new analysis of the ‘fake past’ 

in the Kleinian framework on the basis of the sentences Haans and De Hoop (2023) found in 

the Spoken Dutch Corpus (Corpus Gesproken Nederlands, cf. Oostijk, 2000). This reanalysis 

seeks to enhance the understanding of how the preterite can be used to refer to present or future 

eventualities, contributing to a more comprehensive theory of tense usage. In the same section, 

the analysis of Haans and De Hoop (2023) is presented together with a general characterisation 

of the Dutch preterite. Additionally, the ‘fake past’ is analysed temporally as well as modally. 

The section is closed with a consideration of its occurrence cross-linguistically. In section 4, 

the theoretical part of the thesis will be concluded with a discussion, relating the findings to 

other linguistic themes. Section 4 includes a general conclusion and considerations for further 

research, especially relating this thesis’s findings to the field of second-language (L2) 

acquisition. 
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2. Theoretical framework 

 

2.1 Traditional tense and aspect analysis 

The expression of time in language has been at the centre of language analysis from its very 

beginning. In the current linguistic literature, tense and aspect are the most researched ways of 

expressing temporality. Tense typically refers to the morphological expression of the relation 

of a theme (the ‘event’ being discussed) to a relatum, which can be deictic, anaphoric, or 

calendaric. Aspect, on the other hand, “concerns the different perspectives which a speaker can 

take and express with regard to the temporal course of some event” (Klein, 1994, p. 16). 

 Traditionally, tense is understood as a locating “the time of a situation relative to the 

situation of the utterance” (Comrie, 1976, p. 2), while “aspect is not concerned with relating the 

time of situation to any other time-point, but rather with the internal temporal constituency of 

the one situation” (Comrie, 1976, p. 5). Within aspect, one may distinguish between lexical 

aspect on the one hand, and grammatical aspect on the other. Lexical aspect, also known in the 

literature as Aktionsart, concerns “the event structure of a predicate” (Bohnemeyer, 1998, p. 

70), while grammatical aspect, which is also called viewpoint aspect, “constrain[s] event 

descriptions such that they are interpreted from a particular temporal reference time during 

which they are ongoing, completed, or in a pre- or post-state” (Bohnemeyer, 2014, p. 918). It 

is the combination of lexical aspect (the verb, its arguments and potential modifying adverbials) 

and grammatical aspect (the verb’s conjugation, auxiliaries or particles) that determines the 

complete temporal situation asserted by the utterance. 

Nevertheless, the distinction between tense and grammatical aspect is somewhat 

convoluted by the different grammatical devices languages use to express temporality, as well 

as the common ways of describing these relations: the past perfect and simple past are both 

traditionally conceived of as different ‘tenses’, while in a strict sense they only differ in aspect. 

Most linguistic analyses of verb tenses focus on Indo-European languages, where both tense 

and aspect marking are necessary to form finite sentences. This focus has shaped frameworks 

that presume both temporal and aspectual markings are universally integral to verb forms. Yet, 

this may not adequately capture the variability across languages: some have minimal or no 

aspectual marking (e.g., German, cf. Ehrich & Vater, 1989, p. 87; Hennig, 2000, p. 17), while 

others lack explicit temporal marking in verb forms altogether (e.g., Yucatec Maya, cf. 

Bohnemeyer, 1998).  

 

2.2 Ternary tense and aspect analysis 

In order to distinguish not only tense but also aspect, Reichenbach (1947) posited a tense-aspect 

(TA) analysis with three points on the timeline: the ‘point of the event’ (E), the ‘point of 

reference’ (R), and the ‘point of speech’ (S). While E and S are intuitive, being part of tense 

analysis since classical times (Klein, 1994; 2009), R is less so. Jespersen (1924) introduced it 

as a third parameter in the context of analysing tenses like the past perfect. Indeed, in sentences 

like the one given in (2) (Reichenbach, 1947, p. 288), it is intuitive to place a point in time 

between Peter’s going and the moment of speech. 

 

 (2) Peter had gone. 

 

  E  R  S 

 

Reichenbach (1947) extended the use of R for the analysis of all English tenses. For tenses for 

which R is less intuitive, it often coincides with S, leading some authors to claim R is redundant 

in such cases (e.g., Prior, 1967). 
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However, Hamann (1987) showed that including R in tense analysis affects truth-

conditions and is therefore an indispensable semantic concept. It allows for the nuanced 

distinction between ‘Peter had gone’ and ‘Peter went’. For both sentences, the lexical content 

<Peter go> is true at E and false at S, but in the former sentence it is false at R, while in the 

latter it is true at R. Hamann (1987) further claimed that R is relevant for any analysis of text 

and discourse, since it “is the carrier of the time position” and because “a time determination 

(…) is referred not to the event, but to the reference time of the sentence” (Reichenbach 1947, 

p. 294). In a similar vein, Haans and De Hoop (2023) concluded that the preterite expresses the 

relation R-S instead of E-S. Hamann (1987) described the development of R over time, showing 

that after Reichenbach, who “speaks of points and allows only the event and only in the case of 

the progressive to cover an interval” (Hamann, 1987, pp. 31-32), many interpret not only R but 

also E and S as an interval rather than a point. Dahl’s (1985) notion of a ‘temporal frame’ also 

hinted at the need to conceptualise Reichenbach’s reference point not as a point, but rather as a 

temporal interval. 

 

2.3 Topic time 

Klein (1994) developed the notion of three temporal intervals further by introducing the 

concepts ‘time of utterance’ (TU), ‘time of situation’ (TSit), and ‘topic time’ (TT), 

corresponding to Reichenbach’s (1947) S, E and R, respectively. In Reichenbach’s model, R is 

left undefined, which, if indeed a vacuous notion, can hardly explain any tense. In some cases, 

R can be understood to mean the time of some other event. This is intuitive in sentences where 

this time is given in the context of the same sentence. However, in sentences like (3), where no 

such event is mentioned, it is not clear what R refers to: 

 

(3) At nine o’clock, Mary had left the building. (Klein, 1994, p. 25) 

 

To address this, Klein (1994) redefines R as TT, which links the timeless lexical content of an 

utterance to a specific time span. Here, ‘lexical contents’ are infinite (INF) verb phrases like 

<Mary leave the building>. INF consists of the subject and the non-finite predicate, possibly 

further lexical-aspectually specified by temporal adverbials. “We may say that [language] 

embeds a lexical content in time, or that it hooks up, or links, a lexical content to some time 

span (…). It is this time span, the topic time, which is linked to TU, on the one hand, and to 

TSit, on the other. It is via TT that the lexical content of an utterance is embedded in time” 

(Klein, 1994, pp. 36-37). This embedding in time is expressed in the finite component of an 

utterance (FIN) which contains the assertion made by the utterance, and constrains it to some 

particular temporal location, typically in relation to TU. 

To clearly illustrate the concept of TT, it is useful to quote Klein’s (1994, p. 40) example. 

 

 (4) a. What did you notice when you entered the room? 

  b. A man was lying on the floor. 

  c. He was Chinese or Japanese. 

  d. He did not move. 

  e. A woman was bending over him. 

  f. She was taking a purse from his pocket. 

  g. She turned to me. 

  h. She said:  

i. They have gone 

 

In this example dialogue, (4a) represents a question asked by a judge in court, with (4b-i) being 

the responses given by a witness. The time of entering the room is the TT set by (4a), and all 
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statements of the witness are subsequently tied to this TT. These responses all express different 

eventualities with their own temporal duration (TSit), but these eventualities are only asserted 

or truth-evaluated for the TT; the time talked about. For sentences (4b-f), the TT is only part of 

the duration of these eventualities (TSit). For example, in (4b), although the man was probably 

lying on the floor before TT (and might have been after), and his ethnicity (4c) was “Chinese 

or Japanese” before and after TT, the statements themselves only make assertions about the 

state of affairs at TT. Similarly, whether or not the man was moving at an earlier time (4d) is 

irrelevant to the assertion being made for TT.  

Furthermore, a key insight from Klein (1994) is that the linguistic notion of tense does 

not express the relation between TSit and TU, but rather the relation between TT and TU. In 

turn, it is grammatical aspect that expresses the relation between TT and TSit. In other words, 

the relation between TSit and TU is not expressed directly, but is mediated by TT. This reflects 

the above-mentioned conclusion of Haans and De Hoop (2023), who, when put into Kleinian 

terms, analyse the temporal expression of the preterite as TT < TU. 

Thus, in the previous example sentences (4b-i), aspectual operators determine the 

positioning of the eventuality with respect to TT. At the same time, TT is in the past of TU, 

which is why all sentences in (4) are marked with past tense, even while some eventualities 

exceed TT and even TU (like the man being Chinese or Japanese in (4c)). 

 

2.4 Interval semantics 

Bohnemeyer (1998) builds further upon Klein’s (1994) framework and emphasises the 

importance of conceptualising the three temporal parameters as intervals rather than points. He 

employs interval semantics (Dowty, 1979), which “assumes that assertions in natural language 

are true (if they are true) at certain time intervals [instead of points], and that temporal and 

aspectual operators prominently serve to constrain the interval(s) with respect to which the 

assertion is made” (Bohnemeyer, 1998, p. 43). Intervals have lower (initial) and/or upper 

(terminal) bounds, as well as order and extension (duration). The initial boundary represents 

the beginning of a temporal projection (e.g., an event), while the terminal boundary marks its 

end. Some temporal projections have only one boundary, some have none. The extension of an 

interval “represents the duration of the event represented by the time interval” (Bohnemeyer, 

1998, p. 52). There are also punctual events, which – linguistically speaking – have ‘zero 

duration’. The characteristic of extension further allows for representing distances between 

different intervals. 

In this light, TT can be defined as the time interval at which the main predication holds. 

In other words, it is “the time interval an assertion is ‘about’” (p. 56), or the time interval for 

which a proposition is asserted, which is different from the temporal location of the event (TSit) 

the proposition refers to (Bohnemeyer, 1998). Bohnemeyer (1998) notes that the truth of a 

proposition is evaluated with respect to TT, in such a way that nothing is asserted for the time 

before TT or after TT. 

 It is important to emphasise that the usage of three temporal intervals to analyse 

temporal expression is unrelated to the morphological forms that a language has at its disposal 

to express temporal relations. The ternary interval semantics approach is as suited for the 

temporal analysis of utterances in languages with complex TA morphology (e.g., Latin), and 

languages that lack tense (e.g., Yucatec Maya; cf. Bohnemeyer, 1998), and every type of 

language in between.  Indeed, three temporal intervals are needed for a full temporal 

representation of a linguistic utterance. After all, at the time of utterance TU, an utterance claims 

something about an eventuality, with a temporal projection TSit. The temporal frame that is 

used to speak about this TSit is then TT, which can (partly) overlap with or include TSit and/or 

TU, but it can also precede or follow them. 
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2.5 Relative tense and Bohnemeyer’s development of Klein’s framework 

Prior (1967) critiqued Reichenbach’s (1947) framework, arguing that R, as a ‘point of 

reference’, is hardly distinguishable from S. He sees S as another reference point. However, 

Reichenbach’s framework does not allow for more than one reference point. This also causes 

problems for the analysis of sentences like (5), for which Prior (1967) proposes the analysis S-

R2-E-R1. 

 

 (5) I shall have been going to see John. (Prior, 1967, p. 13) 

 

At first glance, this critique could be extended to Klein’s (1994) development of Reichenbach’s 

framework, since TT and TU are developments of R and S. However, while R and S are indeed 

conceptually quite similar, TT is, due to Klein’s reinterpretation, very different and not to be 

equated with TU. Distinguishing between these is crucial due to their different roles. While 

Reichenbach (1947) did not clearly define R and S, Klein’s (1994) framework clarifies their 

functions: TT represents the time span to which the speaker’s claim is confined (Klein, 1994, 

p. 4), while TU is the time interval that contains the ‘origo’, i.e., the “time of present experience”, 

which Klein (1994, 2009) introduced as part of the ‘Basic Time Structure’: the linguistic 

conception of time; a structure “on which the expression of temporal relations in natural 

languages is based” (Klein, 2009, p. 26). The origo serves as the basis for TU, as well as for 

positional temporal adverbials, such as ‘today’ and ‘in three weeks’. In deictic tense, TU is the 

interval in relation to which TT is located by the use of tense. However, in anaphoric, or relative 

tense, TT is not related to TU, but to a ‘perspective time’ (cf. Bohnemeyer, 2014; Cover & 

Tonhauser, 2014; Kamp & Regle, 1993). 

Bohnemeyer (2014) introduces the concept of perspective time into the Kleinian 

framework in order to be able to analyse relative tense, for which “there is no place at all in 

Klein’s framework” (Bohnemeyer, 1998, p. 105). Klein (1994, p. 131) analyses relative tenses 

as “a combination of tense and aspect”. This works for the English Pluperfect, Present Perfect 

and Future Perfect, but Bohnemeyer (2014, p. 920) argues that, “in order to accommodate 

anaphoric and complex tenses, Klein’s theory must recognise perspective times distinct from 

topic and utterance times.” Since perspective times are – like TU – intervals in relation to which 

TTs are related, they might be seen as generalised TUs, or, in ‘absolute-relative hybrid tenses’ 

(Comrie, 1985) like the English Future Perfect, as secondary TTs (Bohnemeyer, 2014, p. 920). 

It is in this sense that Prior’s (1967) intuition about the similarity of R and S becomes 

more apparent, with the equivalent of R then being perspective time, and not TT. Bohnemeyer’s 

(2014) proposed adjustment of Klein’s framework is therefore able to answer Prior’s (1967) 

challenge of relative tense. And, although Klein (2014) does not completely agree with the 

adjustment proposed by Bohnemeyer (2014) – arguing for time-relational aspectual analysis 

instead – he does acknowledge that “the notion of speech time (…) is only a special case of 

how events can be hooked up in time” (Klein, 2009, p. 48). 

For the purposes of the present thesis, Bohnemeyer’s development of Klein’s 

framework is useful for the analysis of tense in subordinate clauses, a phenomenon known as 

‘sequence of tense’ (cf. Abusch, 1997; Sharvit, 2021). Haans and De Hoop (2023, p. 60) 

dismissed sequence of tense sentences, “where the point of reference R is determined by the 

matrix clause”, which they believe disqualifies these cases from being examples of ‘fake past’, 

since, according to some scholars (e.g., Arregui, 2005, 2009), the past tense in these subordinate 

clauses is a form of agreement morphology (see also Patard, 2014, pp. 70-71). However, under 

the current framework, the two clauses are both interpreted to have a semantic contribution. 

The two clauses in a sequence of tense sentence share a common TT, and therefore the past 

tense in the subordinate clause can in fact be considered an instantiation of ‘fake past’. This 

becomes more apparent in light of cross-linguistic variation. There are languages that 
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“anaphorically trace” the TT of the matrix clause as a perspective time for the subordinate 

clause (Bohnemeyer, 2014, p. 920; Prior, 1967, p. 14; Sharvit, 2021, pp. 2843-2845). For 

example, when reporting about someone complaining in the past about a then-present sickness, 

in Greek one could say 

 

(6) Είπε   ότι  είμαι   άρρωστος. 

 ipe   oti  ime   arrostos 
 say.3SG.PST  that  be.3SG.PRS  sick 

  ‘He said that he was (lit. is) sick.’ 

 

If someone were to say 

 

(7) Είπε   ότι  ήταν   άρρωστος. 

 ipe   oti  itan   arrostos 
 say.3SG.PST that  be.3SG.PRS sick 

  ‘He said that he had been (lit. was) sick.’  

 

it would imply that the sickness was in the past at the time he made the statement. For (7), a 

more accurate English translation would therefore be: ‘He said that he had been sick.’ In these 

examples, the TT of the matrix clause is the perspective time for the subordinate clause, in 

relation to which another TT (the TT which asserts the sickness) is related. Because of the fact 

that in languages like English and Dutch, the TT is shared between clauses, ‘He said that he 

was sick’ does (normally) not have the reading (7) has in Greek. These cases are therefore 

indeed instances of ‘fake past’; in fact, they are the most common instances of ‘fake past’. 

 

2.6 Section conclusion 

In summary, for analysing tense and aspect in general, and phenomena like the ‘fake past’ in 

particular, the Kleinian framework offers three key advantages over Reichenbach’s (1947) 

framework. First, Klein (1994) emphasises the importance of conceptualising TT, TU, and TSit 

as time intervals rather than points in time, an idea treated as optional by some scholars (notably 

for the analysis of the English Progressive). Analysing the three parameters as intervals allows 

for finer temporal distinctions such as the possibility of overlapping intervals, the distance 

between them, containment, etc., all of which contribute to more nuanced temporal and 

aspectual interpretations. This makes the Kleinian framework both more precise and more 

flexible. Second, TT is clearly defined in the Kleinian framework as the time about which an 

assertion is made, functioning as the ‘temporal frame’ (Dahl, 1985) of the utterance for which 

the truth of the proposition is evaluated (Bohnemeyer, 1998). While some authors prefer to keep 

using the term ‘reference time’ (e.g., Matthewson, 2006), others prefer ‘time of assertion’ (e.g., 

Starren, 2024). However, not all utterances are assertions (cf. Bohnemeyer, 2014, p. 923), 

which is why Klein (2014) sticks to the term ‘topic time’, “the time about which something is 

said” (Klein, 2014, p. 957). In this thesis, the term ‘topic time’ (TT) will be maintained. The 

third and final clear advantage is that the Kleinian framework has a clear definition of and 

distinction between tense and aspect: tense expresses the relation between TT and TU, while 

aspect expresses the relation between TT and TSit. From this distinction, it follows that there 

is no direct connection between TU and TSit, but that the relation between these two parameters 

is mediated by TT, a finding that Haans and De Hoop (2023) also found in relation to the Dutch 

preterite, as mentioned above. 

 For these reasons, I will propose a reanalysis of the ‘fake past’ in this development of 

Reichenbach’s framework by Klein (1994, 2009) and Bohnemeyer (1998, 2009, 2014) in the 

next section. 
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3. Analysis 

 

3.1 Fake past, posterior past and previous analyses 

The use of the preterite form of a verb in Dutch, as in many other Indo-European languages, 

does not always involve an eventuality in the past of the time of utterance (TU). Haans and De 

Hoop (2023) set out to analyse this preterite usage in order to explain it, as well as its surprising 

productivity and prevalence in (spoken) Dutch. In order to gather authentic examples of this 

phenomenon, they searched the Spoken Dutch Corpus (Corpus Gesproken Nederlands, CGN, 

cf. Oostdijk, 2000) for occurrences of what they termed ‘fake past’ (cf. Iatridou, 2000). One 

such example is (1c), which is part of a larger conversation, given here in (8) (A and B denote 

different speakers). 

 

 (8) a.  A. Ja, ik loop jouw tempo.         [fn006806] 

   A. ‘Yes, I (will) walk at your pace.’ 

  b. B. Nee, oké, da’s goed. Gaan we morgen doen. 

   B. ‘No, alright, that’s good. We’ll do that tomorrow.’ 

  c. A. Ja, is goed. 

   A. ‘Yes, good.’ 

  d. B. Mooi zo. 

   B. ‘Good.’ 

  e. A. Ah, pa die ging morgen golfen. 

   A. ‘Ah, dad is (lit. was) going to play golf tomorrow.’ 

  f. B. Gaat die morgen golfen? 

   B. ‘Is he going to play golf tomorrow?’ 

  g. A. Ja. 

   A. ‘Yes.’ 

  h. B. Met z’n uh vriend weer? 

   B. ‘Again with his uh friend?’ 

  i. A. Ja, met Jan. 

   A. ‘Yes, with Jan.’ 

 

At first sight, the fact that the preterite is used in (8e) is difficult to explain. It is a declarative 

sentence, conveying new information about something that is yet to happen in the future. Dutch, 

which strictly speaking does not have a future tense, expresses future reference by the present 

tense, or, paraphrastically by using gaan (‘go’) or zullen (‘shall’). One would therefore expect 

(8e) to be something like Ah, pa die gaat morgen golfen. 

 Another example, also from the CGN corpus, is given in (9). 

 

 (9) Mijn vraag was de volgende.          [fv601274] 

  ‘My question is (lit. was) the following.’ 

 

The context for this utterance is an interview, where (9) is an introductory phrase before posing 

a question. The eventuality referred to by this sentence is therefore neither past nor future, but 

present. In other words, the question is still the interviewer’s question at the moment (9) is 

uttered; the eventuality is still true at TU. 

 While the past tense in reference to the present and/or future is well-studied in the 

literature, these studies mostly focussed on irrealis, modal, evidential, and politeness-related 

usages of the past tense (e.g., Boogaart, 2007; Hogeweg, 2009; Iatridou, 2000; Patard, 2014; 

Steele, 1975). However, the ‘fake past’ usages, as in the examples (8e) and (9), does not express 
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irrealis states of affairs, or any of the other ‘non-standard’ uses of the past tense mentioned 

above. 

 Using Reichenbach’s ternary tense-aspect (TA) framework, Haans & De Hoop (2023) 

analysed the ‘fake past’ as a phenomenon of ‘atypical tense use’ (cf. Klein, 1994, p. 133), rather 

than treating it as a modal or irrealis marker (although such readings may be implicated, see 

below). Reichenbach (1947, p. 297) did not necessarily see this usage of tense as ‘atypical’, 

since it is one of the nine different ‘fundamental forms’ based on the possible configurations of 

S, R, and E. In fact, thirteen configurations are possible, but since Reichenbach did not deem 

the differences in form resulting from the different positions of E relative to S to be relevant, 

he restricted his presentation to nine different forms. One of the ‘fundamental forms’ that 

comprised multiple configurations he called the ‘posterior past’. The possible configurations 

for this form are given in (10). 

 

 (10) a. R-E-S 

  b. R-S,E 

  c. R-S-E (Reichenbach, 1947, p. 297) 

 

Reichenbach based the name ‘posterior’ and the grouping of these different configurations on 

the position of E relative to R. 

 Building on the work of Wunderlich (1970), Boogaart (2007), and Patard (2019), Haans 

and De Hoop (2023) analysed the fake past “as a particular instantiation of what Reichenbach 

(1947) called ‘posterior past’, defined as R-S-E, where R is an implicit point of perspective in 

the past” (Haans & De Hoop, 2023, pp. 61-62). Haans and De Hoop (2023) only addressed 

utterances with reading (10c). While (10a) does not qualify as ‘fake past’, (10b) does, as it 

involves the past tense being used to refer to a present eventuality. Based on sentences found 

in the CGN corpus, Haans and De Hoop (2023) conclude that R is a parameter placed in the 

past (i.e., preceding S) to signal evidentiality, to check already acquired information (whether 

shared or not), or to indicate politeness. The past tense is used because R is placed before S. 

When the past tense is used to express evidentiality, R can be seen as the time when the speaker 

acquired the information being expressed. If this information was acquired in the presence or 

knowing of the current hearer, R resides in the common ground between speaker and hearer, 

allowing the speaker to ‘check his memory’. In cases of common ground, this can serve as a 

politeness strategy. An example from Haans and De Hoop (2023) that illustrates this is given 

in (11). 

 

 (11) A. De trein gaat om 15:24. 

  A. ‘The train will depart at 3:24 pm.’ 

  B. [een paar minuten later] Hoe laat ging de trein? 

  B. [a couple of minutes later] ‘What time does (lit. did) the train leave?’ 

 
 

Haans and De Hoop (2023) argued the constant relation of R before S in all past tense uses, 

whether ‘fake’ or not, supports the view that the basic meaning of the past tense is ‘reference 

to the past’ instead of ‘distant from present reality’ (cf. Iatridou, 2000; Makay, 2009; Schulz, 

2014). 

“Speaker’s A utterance determines the perspective point R to which the past tense 

in B’s question relates. Had speaker B used a present tense here, it might have 

come across as rude to speaker A, since A had already given B the requested 

information a few minutes ago. By using past tense, B indicates awareness of this 

fact, making the utterance more polite than if they had used present tense to refer 

to a future eventuality” (Haans & De Hoop, 2023, p. 65).  
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3.2 The Dutch preterite 

Before reanalysing the ‘fake past’ in light of Klein’s developments of Reichenbach’s 

framework, it is useful to outline the general characteristics of the preterite in Dutch. An 

example to illustrate is given in (12). 

 

 (12) Je schilderde de keuken! (Haans & De Hoop, 2023, p. 58) 

  ‘You painted the kitchen!’ 

 

The temporal situation expressed by (12) can look like (13). 

 

 (13) [   --- ] TU 

 

In (13), --- denotes TSit, and [    ] denotes TT. Above, I wrote ‘can look like’, because the Dutch 

preterite does not straightforwardly specify the relation between TT and TSit. As a result, a 

sentence like (12) is quite awkward when presented in isolation, for example in a “situation in 

which someone visits their friend and notices the recently painted kitchen wall” (Haans & De 

Hoop, 2023, p. 58). According to some authors (e.g., Boogaart, 1999; De Swart, 2007), the 

preterite functions as a narrative tense, which, in contrast to the present perfect, lacks a ‘current 

relevance’ interpretation. This absence of ‘current relevance’ encourages a narrative reading. 

Klein (1992) argues that the present perfect conveys a ‘current relevance’ reading, because TU 

falls within TT; that is, TU, representing the ‘current moment’, is part of the time for which the 

eventuality is asserted. However, this analysis does not hold for the preterite. Klein (1994) 

defines past tense as expressing the relation TT < TU, and because TT, being the time the 

utterance is about, precedes TU, it would exclude a ‘current relevance’ reading. Nevertheless, 

the English preterite does accommodate a ‘current relevance’ reading. In contrast to the Dutch 

version (12), 

 

 (14) You painted the kitchen! 

 

is a perfectly normal phrase to appear on its own. I contend that the ‘current relevance’ reading 

in (14), in contrast to (12), arises from the different aspects that the respective forms express 

and what forms in turn are the ‘default’, ‘preferred’, or less marked option. In English, the 

preterite can express both perfective and imperfective aspects, whereas the present perfect is 

used to express perfect aspect. This versality renders the English preterite less marked and the 

preferred or default form for past reference, thereby extending to contexts with a ‘current 

relevance’ reading alongside the present perfect. 

 In Dutch, however, the present perfect is used to express both perfect and perfective 

aspects (González & Diaubalick, 2020, p. 308). In contrast, the preterite may express 

imperfective aspect, but in most contexts, the aspectual expression of the preterite is 

(grammatically) ambiguous and relatively weak or “neutral” (cf. Patard, 2014, p. 74). 

Consequently, the present perfect is the more versatile and less marked of the two forms, 

making it the default for past reference. By contrast, the preterite is aspectually poor. 

Temporally it does place TT before TU, but it does not clearly express the relation between TT 

and TSit. The only temporal-aspectual information provided to the hearer or reader is that the 

eventuality is asserted for the time before TU. However, because of the aspectual poverty of 

the Dutch preterite, a sentence like (12) on its own does not convey how TT is to be related to 

the eventuality. This may be a contributing factor in the narrative usage of the Dutch preterite, 

since it can be used to express a series of events perceived as a unified narrative (due to an 

internal viewpoint), whereas the present perfect, potentially due to its possible perfect reading, 

tends to evoke an external, non-narrative viewpoint (Boogaart, 1999).  
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3.3 Temporal analysis of the fake past 

When taking into account the aspectual poverty of the past tense in Dutch, as well as the fact 

that the truth of propositions is evaluated ‘at’ TT, it remains plausible for an eventuality 

expressed with past tense to come after TU; this is the temporal situation of a ‘fake past’ phrase. 

In the Kleinian framework, the temporal situation of (8e), repeated in (15a), can be represented 

as follows in (15b). 

 

 (15) a. Ah, pa die ging morgen golfen. 

   ‘Ah, dad is (lit. was) going to play golf tomorrow.’ 

  b. [ ] TU ----------- 

 

In (15), the preterite places TT, which is the ‘interval of truth-evaluation’ at the moment that 

the speaker obtained the information. Thus, (15a) communicates a form of evidentiality. 

Aspectually, one might describe the temporal situation in (15b) as ‘prospective’ (cf. Klein, 1994, 

p. 108), but this is not at all expressed by the lexical content of (15a). In fact, without the 

appropriate discourse context, it might follow from (15a) that dad did in fact plan to golf, but 

his plans changed and now he is no longer going to golf. Whether this is the case or not, is 

simply not asserted in (15). This is similar to (4c) from Klein’s example dialogue, repeated in 

(16). 

 

 (16) He was Chinese or Japanese. 

 

Here too, the man’s ‘being Chinese or Japanese’ extends beyond TT, even to TU. But still, the 

past tense is used, since the claim is being asserted for TT only. 

 Another example from the CGN corpus is given in (17). 

 

 (17) a. A. Mama belt3 eerst; ze vroeg of dat we morgenavond niet    [fv400377] 

meegingen naar Nocturne in Planckendael. 

   A. ‘Mum calls first; she asked if we would go with her to Nocturne in  

Planckendael.’ 

  b. B. Ah, ja, dan kunt de met de lampionnekes gaan wandelen en zo. 

   B. ‘Ah, yes, then you can walk with little lanterns and such.’ 

  c. A. Ja, en da’s met een thema van elfen en sp- [//] allee voor sprookjes 

vooral. 

A. ‘Yes, and it has a theme of elves and gh-4 [//] well, mainly fairy tales.’ 

  d. A. Maar da’s morgenavond en ‘t begon om zeven uur: dus dan kunnen  

we niet mee. 

A: ‘But that’s tomorrow evening and it begins (lit. began) at seven 

o’clock: so we cannot join.’ 

 

In (17a), we see an example of reportative speech, which in Dutch is expressed with a sequence 

of tense: the TT of the matrix clause is shared with the subordinate clause (see section 2.5), 

causing a past tense marking for the verb meegaan (‘to join’): meegingen. In (17d), the preterite 

may also indicate reportative speech, with TT at the time of mum’s calling. Here, TT precedes 

TU, so the eventuality <om zeven uur beginnen> (‘<begin at seven o’clock>’) is asserted with 

past tense, even though the actual eventuality is in the future of TU, since ‘seven o’clock’ is 

 
3 The recording opens with this sentence. From the audio recording, I think the present tense here might also be a 

transcriber’s rendering of “Mama belde ’t eerst” (mum called first), but since there is lacking discourse context, it 

is hard to say definitively.  
4 The letters ‘gh-‘ come from the fact that I infer the speaker wanted to say ‘elfen en spoken’ (‘elves and ghosts’). 
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contextually understood as a future reference. There is no matrix clause providing a TT: but 

through past tense marking and the discourse context, it is implied that TT is the time of mum’s 

calling. By using this TT, the speaker distances herself from the assertion: the TT at the time of 

mum’s calling attributes the information of the activity’s starting time to the mother. 

 This constitutes a pragmatic use of the past tense, in which the past tense usage gives 

rise to a conversational implicature of quantity (Grice, 1975, p. 45) “make your contribution as 

informative as is required for the current purposes of the exchange”. Patard (2014, p. 91) 

explains that, although it is the present tense that is the default way of referencing an eventuality 

that is temporally located in the present or future of TU, “the speaker signals that she is not 

willing to assert the eventuality at the time of speech even though it may still hold in the present. 

In doing so, the speaker invites the hearer to figure out what motivates her choice for a past 

tense rather than a present tense.” In the case of (17d), the hearer can ‘figure out’ the appropriate 

TT from the discourse context. Conversely, in (15a), TT is not given by the discourse context, 

but is instead present only in the consciousness of the speaker (namely, her memory of dad 

recounting his golfing plans), leading the hearer to conclude that the speaker obtained this 

information in the past. 

 Since the TT is the time about which the assertion is made, the speakers in a 

conversation can talk about this TT specifically. For example, if B listened in on the telephone 

call and understood another starting time, he might have said Het begon toch om acht uur? 

(‘Did it not begin at eight o’clock?’). This is more clearly illustrated in the following example, 

given in (18), a piece of conversation from the CGN corpus. 

 

 (18) a.  A. En jij wou vanmiddag de stad in?        [fn007928] 

   A. ‘And you wanted to go to the city centre this afternoon?’ 

  b. B. Ik wou vanmiddag de stad in want ik moet een heleboel dingen doen.  

Ik moet een uh… Ja en daarom wou ik ook nog even proberen… Nee, 

vanmiddag wou ik niet de stad in! 

   B. ‘I wanted to go to the city centre this afternoon, because I have a lot 

   of things to do. I have to uh… Yes and that is also why I wanted to try… 

   No, it’s not this afternoon that I wanted to go to the city centre!’ 

  c. A. Oh, morgenmiddag wou je de stad in? 

   A. ‘Oh, you wanted to go to the city centre tomorrow in the afternoon?’ 

  d. B. Nee, ik moet even als ik naar de pedicure ben geweest naar de man 

   van de uh die quickprinter zal ‘k maar zeggen. 

   B. ‘No, after I’ve been to the pedicure, I have to go to the man from the 

   uh that quick printer let’s say.’ 

  e. A. Oh daar wou je vanmiddag wel naartoe. 

   A. ‘Oh, there you did want to go this afternoon.’ 

 

In this piece of discourse, the topic time is also the topic of conversation5. Wou, the preterite 

form of wil (‘want’), has, as a modal verb, often a different meaning than its present tense 

counterpart. In (18), however, wou has a ‘normal’ past tense reading. The two speakers are 

discussing as it were what was true ‘at’ the TT wou refers to. Whether these sentences are to be 

read with a ‘fake past’ reading is unclear: the TSit of <vanmiddag de stad in willen> (‘<want 

to go to the city centre this afternoon>’) could still be true at TU in (18a). If that were the case, 

it would be an instance of ‘fake past’. (18e) does seem to have a ‘fake past’ reading: B just 

 
5 This is not always the case. In (8), for example, the topic of discourse is ‘tomorrow’, also in (8e), but the topic 

time is a period in time not given in the dialogue (when the speaker obtained the shared information). The confusion 

of two different concepts with the label ‘topic’ has led some authors to suggest other names (see section 2.6). In 

this thesis however, Klein’s terminology is maintained, including topic time. 
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clarified where she wanted to go (in 18d), but A responds by using the preterite, even though 

the ‘wanting’ is understood to still be true at TU. 

 In the examples of ‘fake past’ utterances above, the past reference is expressed using 

the preterite, while the ‘fake tense’ nature of the utterance is (contextually) obvious from the 

temporal adverbials that in the discourse are understood to refer to the future (e.g., om zeven 

uur (‘at seven o’clock’) and vanmiddag (‘this afternoon’)). According to a traditional account 

of TA analysis, these references would create a semantic clash. Another example that would 

create a semantic clash is given in (19), presented originally by Janssen (1994, p. 122). The 

gloss is by Haans and De Hoop (2023, p. 59). 

 

 (19) Gisteravond vertrok je   morgen en nu  vertrek    je  overmogen.  
  yesterday.evening leave.PST  you tomorrow  and now  leave.PRES    you over.tomorrow 

Wat moet   ik  nu  geloven? 
  what  must.PRES   I  now believe 

  ‘Last night you were leaving tomorrow and now you are leaving the day after 

tomorrow! What am I to believe now?’ 

 

Klein’s (1994) distinction between INF- and FIN-time offers a theoretical solution to this 

problem. According to Klein (1994), temporal adverbials can specify either INF- or FIN-time, 

corresponding to TSit and TT respectively (cf. section 2.3). The first clause in (19) is a rare 

example of a sentence that contains two temporal adverbials in which one specifies INF-time, 

<morgen vertrekken> (‘<leave tomorrow>’), while the other specifies FIN-time: gisteravond 

(‘yesterday evening’) is the TT for which the assertion is made, the point in time to which FIN-

time is ‘hooked up’ (see also Starren, 2001, pp. 18-19). INF-specification might then be seen 

as a form of lexical-aspectual modification of the eventuality. Bohnemeyer (1998) does not 

share this view. He gives an example sentence from Klein (1994): Mary was working from 9 to 

5, but she got a headache at noon and had to go home. “[U]nder [Klein’s] analysis, (…) the 

locational specification from 9 to 5 is part of an event type work from 9 to 5 on which the past 

progressive in the first clause of the example operates” (Bohnemeyer, 1998, p. 81). While I 

agree that an INF-specifying reading of the adverbial is odd, since the terminal boundary to 5 

does not obtain, the phenomenon of ‘fake past’ shows why temporal adverbials must be able to 

specify INF-time as well. The phrase in (8e), Pa die ging morgen golfen, has as INF <gaan 

morgen golfen>, which, due to a TT before TU, is marked with past tense. If, according to 

Bohnemeyer (1998, p. 81), “locational operators only apply to the event after it has been 

aspectually qualified,” INF of the utterance would be <gaan golfen>, over which the temporal 

adverbial then has scope. However, if the temporal adverbial has scope over INF instead of 

being included in it, it does not specify TSit, but rather TT, which, in the case of morgen 

(‘tomorrow’), would rule out the use of the preterite, and would lead to semantic clashes in 

phrases like the first clause of (19).  
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3.4 The fake past and counterfactuality 

In example (17d), the phrase dan kunnen we dus niet mee (‘so we cannot join’), suggests that 

TT of ‘t begon om zeven uur (‘it begins (lit. began) at seven o’clock’) could also be another 

time than the time of mum’s calling; namely the time at which there was the possibility to do 

something, e.g., before plans changed and it was not possible anymore. Another example where 

the past tense seems to have something to do with negation, is given in (20). 

 

 (20) a.  Dit weekend was er een tuinmarkt. 

   ‘This weekend, there is (lit. was) a garden market.’ 

  b. [  ----------- ] TU 

  c. [  ]       ---TU------- 

 

The sentence in (19a) would normally be interpreted as expressing a temporal situation as the 

one given in (19b). However, I came across this utterance with the reading given in (20c). In 

this reading, the original listener understood this sentence to imply: “[This weekend, there is a 

garden market,] but I (or we) will not go there”, an interpretation confirmed by the speaker. In 

this respect, (20a) resembles a counterfactual expression, in which past verbs are generally not 

understood to have a temporal TT < TU reading. Haans and De Hoop (2023), following 

Hogeweg (2009), propose that counterfactuals are grammaticalized conventionalisations of past 

time reference, thereby invoking references to alternative worlds. According to Hogeweg 

(2009), counterfactuals using the past tense refer to the past in alternative worlds, while 

counterfactuals using the present tense refer to the present in alternative worlds (Hogeweg, 

2009, p. 6). However, this approach does not align with the reading in (20c), where TSit 

contains TU, but the position of TT is not obvious. In (20c), TT is tentatively placed before TU, 

corresponding with the Kleinian interpretation of past tense. However, it may be more accurate, 

if at all possible, to locate TT within an alternative world where one would go to the garden 

market.  

 The branching-future model (Tedeschi, 1981) offers a solution to this problem. 

“According to this model, at any point in time, there is one past and an infinite amount of 

possible futures” (Hogeweg, 2009, pp. 4-5). A counterfactual situation expresses an alternative 

present or future that could have been, which “can be found by going backwards in time from 

t and then forward along an alternative path” (Dahl, 1997, pp. 101-102). 

 

Figure 1 

The branching-futures model 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                            t0                               t1                        t2               t3 

 

Note. This figure is adapted from Dahl (1997, p. 102). 
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When the branching-futures model is applied to (20), it can be understood that the TT denotes 

a time interval preceding or including the bifurcation point between what could have happened 

and what actually happened, as is illustrated in Figure 2.  

 

Figure 2 

The bifurcation of what is and what could have been, the ‘choice point’ expressed by a past 

TT in some instances of ‘fake past’  

 

 

 

 

                                                       

                                                [          ]                         ----TU------- 

 

 

 

 

Note. [     ] denotes TT, --- denotes TSit. 

 

This time interval is called the “choice point” (Dahl, 1997). Utterances such as (20a) (as well 

as (17b)) could therefore be in fact considered to be instances of the fake past, with the temporal 

situation described in (20c). 

 Another example of a ‘fake past’ with counterfactual reading is (19) Gisteravond vertrok 

je morgen en nu vertrek je overmogen. Wat moet ik nu geloven?, which begins with a phrase 

containing reportative speech by means of a past TT, just like in (17). However, the continuation 

of the sentence causes a counterfactual interpretation for the first phrase. Haans and De Hoop 

(2023, p. 60) noted that without the temporal adverbial gisteravond ‘last night’, the 

counterfactual reading would disappear. The difference between the past tense use in (19) and 

in (20a) and (17d), is that the eventuality <morgen vertrekken> (‘<leave tomorrow>’) does not 

obtain, except in an alternative, counterfactual world; a timeline not taken according to the 

branching-futures model. For this reason, Haans and De Hoop (2023) did not consider this an 

instantiation of ‘fake past’, since the eventuality referred to is not ‘real’ in the same way that 

<een tuinmarkt zijn> and <om zeven uur beginnen> are in (20a) and (17d) respectively. 

However, whether the eventuality will obtain or not is not asserted by the speaker, and therefore 

not really important for the linguistic analysis of the utterance. 

 

3.5 The fake past and politeness 

Among the various uses of the Dutch preterite, Janssen (1994) mentioned politeness as well, 

with the following example given in (21). 

 

 (21) Ik  wilde  graag   een  borrel. 
  I  wanted  with.pleasure  a  strong.drink 

  ‘I could do with a strong drink.’              Janssen (1994, p. 122) 

 

This would then also be an instance of ‘fake past’, and Haans and De Hoop (2023) analysed it 

as such (see section 3.1). With Klein’s (1994) contribution of TT in mind, we might wonder 

what TT is being referred to in the case of politeness. Example (11) in section 3.1 proposes 

another event in the common ground knowledge of the speakers. In this way, reference to that 

event serves as a marker of ‘negative politeness’ in order to soften the remark (Brown & 

Levinson, 1987), “for the past tense serves to mitigate the illocutionary force of the speaker’s 
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speech act and minimise the potentially threatening character of the utterance in the present” 

(Patard, 2014, p. 85). It is this distancing from the present moment that led Steele (1975) to 

propose this ‘dissociative’ characteristic of the past tense as its default meaning. However, as 

argued extensively in this thesis, all past tense uses project a TT < TU relation. In (21), the TT 

is a past mental state6 in the consciousness of the speaker. In cases of ‘positive politeness’ 

(Brown & Levinson, 1987), past tense use also serves as a politeness strategy, by which the 

mental state of the hearer is anticipated, marking positive politeness (Patard, 2014, pp. 85-86). 

 

 (22) Wilde u nog wat hebben? 

  ‘Did you want to have something’ (e.g., in the context of taking orders at a café) 

 

In Dutch, this politeness strategy can be further emphasised by using the pluperfect in order to 

exaggerate the dissociative character: 

 

 (23) Had u nog wat gehad willen hebben? 

  roughly: ‘Had you had wanted to have something?’ 

 

Thus, also in cases of politeness, TT is an interpretable time interval positioned before TU. For 

negative politeness, TT is situated in the ‘real past’, since the speaker knows about their own 

past mental state, or a common ground knowledge with the hearer, all of which can be directly 

referenced. In contrast, for positive politeness, TT corresponds to a hypothetical past mental 

state that is presumed by the speaker to have existed in the consciousness of the addressee. 

 

3.6 The fake past cross-linguistically 

The ‘fake past’ phenomenon is not unique to the Dutch language. Wunderlich (1970) provides 

several examples in German, a selection of which is given in (24). 

 

 (24) a. Morgen gab es den Faust im Theater. 

     ‘Tomorrow Faust is (lit. was) in theatre.’ 

  b. Wer erhielt das Bier? 

      ‘Who gets (lit. got) the beer?’ 

 

In his discussion on ‘fake past’, Thieroff (1999) provides, alongside Wunderlich’s sentences, 

examples from other European languages, including Finnish (25), English (26), Italian (27) and 

Spanish (28). 

 

 (25) a. Kenelle tuli olut? 

      ‘Who gets (lit. got) the beer?’  

  b. Mitä siellä teaterissa meni? 

       ‘What’s [lit. was] on tomorrow at the theatre?’ (Thieroff, 1999, p. 154) 

 

 (26) a. Who was the chicken sandwhich? 

  b. What was your name again? 

 

 (27) Che cosa c’era domani al cinema? (Squartini, 1995, p. 122) 

  ‘What’s [lit. was] on tomorrow at the theatre?’ 

 

 

 
6 The term ‘mental state’ is used to refer to one’s motives/desires/intentions/thoughts/etc. 
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 (28) ¿Para quién era la cerveza? (Cartagena, 1994, p. 178) 

  ‘For whom is (lit. was) the beer?’ 

 

Thieroff (1999) categorises the European languages in his sample into “preterite languages” 

and “imperfect (sic) languages”. Preterite languages have one past tense form, while imperfect 

languages distinguish within past time reference between an imperfective tense form and an 

aorist tense form. Thieroff (1999) categorises the Germanic languages together with Finnish 

and Estonian as preterite languages, while imperfect languages include the Romance languages, 

Albanian, Armenian, Bulgarian and Greek. Thieroff (1999) notes that preterite languages 

(including those languages that have a subjunctive verb form) use the preterite indicative in 

‘fake past’ uses, while for imperfect languages, “only the imperfect is possible (…) regardless 

of whether the event is perfective or imperfective7” (Thieroff, 1999, p. 154). The choice for 

imperfect verb forms in ‘fake past’ reference aligns with the aspectual characteristic of 

imperfectivity, which “views a situation from within” (Comrie, 1976, p. 24); i.e., as not yet 

finished or completed at TT, which is the case for ‘fake past’ usage. Patard (2014, p. 91) makes 

a similar argument, stating that “imperfects and preterites offer an internal perspective on the 

eventuality, which excludes the endpoints from the construal; the hearer may consequently infer 

that the eventuality extends up to the present and may still be valid.” 

 Wunderlich (1970) explains the ‘fake past’ in (24b) with a paraphrase: 

 

 (29) wer bestellte ein Bier? ich habe hier ein Bier. Wer erhält das Bier →  

Wer erhielt das Bier? 

‘Who ordered the beer? I have a beer here. Who gets the beer? → 

Who got the beer?’ (Haans & De Hoop, 2023, p. 60) 

 

Based on this paraphrase, Wunderlich argues that the preterite of the first phrase “contaminates” 

the third sentence, resulting in a ‘fake past’ utterance. In the same way, (26a) can be paraphrased 

as: 

 

 (30) Who ordered the chicken sandwich? Who is [the person who ordered] the  

chicken sandwich? → Who was the chicken sandwich?8 

 

However, a more elegant approach is possible with the concept of topic time. In the same 

fashion as the Dutch ‘fake past’ instances discussed above, the sentences here place a TT in the 

past of TU, which could be understood to be the time of ordering for (24b) and (26a). 

 Based on the examples provided, it can be seen that the phenomenon of ‘fake past’ is 

not unique to Dutch. However, its productivity in Dutch appears distinct from that in other 

languages. In the other languages referenced above, ‘fake past’ usage seems to be limited to 

certain verbs. For instance, the verbs ‘to be’ and ‘to go’ often appear in ‘fake past’ utterances 

across various languages. In Dutch, however, many more verbs can appear in a ‘fake past’ 

utterance. In other languages, literal translations of sentences like (17d) Maar da’s 

morgenavond en ‘t begon om zeven uur are often not possible with the same reading. An 

exception to this rule is the closely related language German9. 

 
7 Here, I read ‘perfective’ and ‘imperfective’ events as referring to ‘telic’ and ‘atelic’ events respectively. 
8 In this sentence, ‘chicken sandwich’ is used as a metonym for ‘the person who ordered the chicken sandwich’, 

and so the reference does not have to be reconstructed in the paraphrase, but is done so here for clarity. 
9 Ippolito (2004) discusses ‘fake past’ usages of the Italian imperfect as well (see section 4.3), but these are mainly 

modal in use and although the Dutch and German past preterite can imply modal meanings as well, their application 

remains broader. 
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 Just like in Dutch, the German preterite can be used in ‘fake past’ reference with a 

broader range of verbs, as illustrated in (31), in which (31a-d) are literal translations of (8e), 

(9), (11) and (17d) respectively, with the same reading. (31e) is an example from Wunderlich 

(1970, p. 139). 

 

 (31) a. Papa ging morgen zum Golfspielen. 

   ‘Dad is (lit. was) going to play golf tomorrow.’ 

  b. Meine Frage war die folgende. 

   ‘My question is (lit. was) the following.’ 

  c. Um wie viel Uhr fuhr der Zug ab? 

   ‘What time does (lit. did) the train leave?’ 

  d. Aber das ist morgen Abend, und es begann um sieben. 

   ‘But that is tomorrow night and it will start (lit. started) at seven.’ 

  e. Was gab es eigentlich morgen im Theater? 

   ‘What is (lit. was) on tomorrow at the theatre?’ 

 

This parallel between Dutch and German might be attributed to the similarity of the verb system 

of the two languages. Both Dutch and German undergo a grammatical phenomenon known as 

Präteritumschwund (‘preterite decline’) – the gradual expansion of the present perfect to assume 

functions usually covered by the preterite, ultimately leading to the latter’s reduction or 

disappearance (Dentler, 1998; Henning, 2000). Initially identified in (especially Upper) 

German, in which the process is far more widespread and in a further stage, Präteritumschwund 

is also present in Dutch. The state of the Dutch verb system is similar to that of German of the 

Early New High German period: “[die Perfektform entwickelte sich] zu einem 

Vergangenheitstempus, das bereits im Frühneuhochdeutschen Vergangenheit (ohne 

Gegenwartsrelevanz) ausdrücken konnte: Damals habe ich einen ganzen Karpfen gegessen. Sie 

ist erst um Mitternacht angekommen” (Fischer, 2021, p. 351) 10 . These sentences can be 

translated literally and felicitously into Dutch, as illustrated in (32). 

 

 (32) a. Toen heb ik een hele karper gegeten. 

   ‘At that time, I ate an entire carp.’ 

  b. Zij is pas om middernacht aangekomen. 

   ‘She only arrived at midnight.’ 

 

In German however, Präteritumschwund has progressed to such an extent that it has led many 

authors to claim there is no longer any semantic distinction between the present perfect and the 

preterite, leading to a competition between the two forms, in which the present perfect (as well 

as the pluperfect) has a preference in spoken German (cf. Fisher, 2016; González & Diaubalick, 

2020; Henning, 2000). In Dutch, a sentence like #Toen ik op de middelbare school zat, ben ik 

iedere dag naar school gefietst (‘When I was in secondary school, I cycled to school every 

day.’) is problematic, as the present perfect can hardly be used with an imperfective habitual 

reading. In German, however, the analogous sentence Als ich in der Sekundarschule war, bin 

ich jeden Tag mit dem Fahrrad zur Schule gefahren is fully felicitous11. 

 Although it is often posited that the preterite and the present perfect can be used 

interchangeably in German (and increasingly so in Dutch (cf. Dammel et al. 2010; De Smet, 

 
10 ‘The perfect form developed into a past tense that, as early as Early New High German, could express past 

events (without current relevance): Damals habe ich einen ganzen Karpfen gegessen (‘At that time, I ate an 

entire carp’). Sie ist erst um Mitternacht angekommen (‘She only arrived at midnight’).’ 
11 Cf. Fischer’s (2021, p. 351) example Damals habe ich täglich einen ganzen Karpfen gegessen, which, due to 

the added adverb ‘daily’ has a stressed imperfective reading.  
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2021)), the ‘fake past’ utterances show that the Präteritumschwund in German is not yet 

‘complete’: only the past tense can be used in ‘fake past’ utterances, as is illustrated in (33), 

containing equivalent sentences to (31). 

 

 (33) a. #Papa ist morgen zum Golfspielen gegangen. 

  b. Meine Frage ist die folgende gewesen. 

  c. Um wie viel Uhr ist der Zug abgefahren? 

  d. #Aber das ist morgen Abend, und es hat um sieben begonnen. 

  e. #Was hat es eigentlich morgen im Theater gegeben? 

 

 In (33a, d, e), the temporal adverbial causes a semantic clash with the present perfect, which 

does not occur with the preterite in (31). Since (33b-c) do not contain temporal adverbials, these 

sentences are felicitous, but they do not have a ‘fake past’ reading. 

 Ultimately, in both Dutch and German, Präteritumschwund has not entirely erased the 

preterite, but rather preserved it within specific contexts like the ‘fake past’. This ‘selective 

retention’ could be a contributing factor to the versality of the ‘fake past’ in Dutch and German 

in contrast to other European languages. 

 

3.7 Section conclusion 

This section has provided an analysis of the ‘fake past’ in a Kleinian framework. This 

framework offers greater explanatory power compared to Reichenbach’s (1947) approach. The 

key advantage lies in Klein’s clear definition of TT as a time interval rather than a point, in 

relation to which eventualities are asserted, and which itself in turn is related to TU. In ‘fake 

past’ utterances, TT is before TU (which is expressed by past tense usage), while TSit is either 

at or after TU. Although Haans and De Hoop (2023) also acknowledge TT’s Reichenbachian 

R as an interval, Klein’s (1994) definition of TT aligns more with how speakers can ‘place TT’ 

at various temporal locations by using different tenses in order to accommodate modal and 

pragmatic nuances, such as evidentiality, politeness and reportative speech. Klein’s framework 

allows for an explanation of why the past tense can be used to imply these pragmatic meanings. 

 Furthermore, this section has shown that Klein’s framework, combined with the 

branching-futures model, effectively accounts for counterfactual ‘fake past’ uses, by using the 

choice point as TT for the utterance. 

 Under a Reichenbachian analysis, sentences like (8e) Pa die ging morgen golfen and 

(19) Gisteravond vertrok je morgen… create a conflict in meaning between R being positioned 

in the past and the future-referencing temporal adverbial. Klein’s (1994) INF/FIN-distinction, 

and his treatment of temporal adverbials as potentially modifying either INF- or FIN-time, 

offers a theoretical solution to this issue. 
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4. Discussion 

 

4.1 Fake ‘fake’ 

In this thesis, Klein’s (1994) tense-aspect (TA) framework has been used to analyse the Dutch 

‘fake past’. Haans and De Hoop (2023) used this term following Iatridou (2000). She in turn 

introduced the term ‘fake past’ of ‘fake tense’ to “refer to such occurrences of past morphology 

that do not receive a temporal past interpretation” (Iatridou, 2000, p. 235). Nevertheless, one 

may wonder whether the use of the term ‘fake’ for these instances is warranted. Through Klein’s 

framework, this thesis advances a temporal analysis where tense relates TT to TU, while aspect 

relates TT to TSit. As shown in section 3, in all ‘fake past’ utterances, TT is before TU, just as 

the typical temporal projection of the past tense. In this sense, sentences like (8e) Ah, pa die 

ging morgen golfen are no different from Het concert viel tegen (‘The concert was 

disappointing’), as both assert an eventuality for a TT before TU. In the former sentence, TSit 

is after TU, while in the latter it (partly) overlaps with TT in the past of TU; but if past tense 

can be defined as TT < TU, the past tense in the latter sentence is not any more ‘real’ than the 

former, so it is questionable whether these instances truly justify the label of ‘fake’ past. In the 

case of counterfactuals or other modal expressions of past tense, the past time reference can 

also be considered ‘real’, since there is made reference to a past time (Arregui, 2008; Dahl, 

1997; Ippolito, 2004; Patard, 2024). 

 The term ‘fake’ has also been applied to aspect, for cases where “the imperfective 

morphology does not impose an imperfective viewpoint on the eventuality but may also license 

a perfective one” (Patard, 2014, p. 76). The literature on ‘fake aspect’ has primarily examined 

the phenomenon for the Romance imperfect (Ippolito, 2004; Kazawani, 2014; Patard, 2014, 

2023), which, in ‘fake’ contexts, refer to telic rather than atelic predicates. In section 3.5, I 

contended that this usage need not be considered ‘fake’ if we interpret imperfectivity as simply 

indicating the non-completion of an eventuality (cf. Comrie, 1976). However, this perspective 

contrasts with Klein’s (1994) time-relational approach to aspect, which links TT to TSit, as well 

as with other theoretical approaches addressing ‘fake aspect’ (e.g., the ‘counterfactual cycle’, 

Patard, 2024). 

 This thesis predominantly focussed on ‘fake tense’, without an exclusive examination 

of aspect. Since the Dutch preterite conveys little aspectual information, the applicability of a 

‘fake aspect’ analysis to Dutch is uncertain. Should such an analysis prove relevant, this thesis 

posits that the temporal expression of the past tense remains very much real. Ippolito (2004) 

argues that tenses used in ‘fake tense’ contexts do not convey aspect. She describes the different 

modal uses of the Italian imperfect, and claims that the form is “not interpreted aspectually (i.e., 

imperfectively)” in these cases (Ippolito, 2004, p. 9). The choice of form to use in non-past12 

references of past tense may then come down to ‘defaultness’ or the least marked form. 

 

4.2 Verb forms and the temporal expressions they convey 

The tension between describing the temporal-aspectual projection of an utterance and analysing 

or defining the TA form itself has long been a challenge in the TA theoretical tradition. For 

example, Reichenbach (1947) defines nine ‘tenses’, some of which, but not all, allow for 

multiple readings. However, one form does not always equate one meaning. In fact, one form 

is usually employed for multiple temporal and aspectual expressions. For example, 

Reichenbach (1947) gives the following reading for the present perfect: E-S,R; with the 

example sentence I have seen John. However, Reichenbach (1947, p. 292) acknowledges that 

“[a]ctual language does not always keep to the schemas given in our tables”, and gives the 

present perfect example I have known him for ten years, which might more accurately be 

 
12 ‘Non-past reference’ means reference to an eventuality that is not in the past of TU. 
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considered a gnomic aoristic use of the present perfect à la Greek (S,R,E). Even in Latin, which 

“is often praised for its logic in such things” (Jespersen, 1924, p. 264), there is no one-to-one 

correspondence between form and meaning13. 

 Nevertheless, some scholars continue to assert that certain verb forms ‘inherently’ 

express specific meanings (cf. Verkuyl, 2022), a view that can also be inferred from the 

examples Klein (1994) gives with his formalisations of different tenses and aspects (cf. Table 

1). 

 

Table 1 

Tenses and aspects according to Klein (1994) 

Name Projection Example 

Past tense TT < TU John slept. 

Present tense TT ⊃ TU John sleeps. 

Future tense TT > TU John will sleep. 

Perfective aspect TSit / TT  John slept. 

Imperfective aspect TSit ⊃ TT John was sleeping. 

Perfect aspect TSit ≤ TT John has slept. 

Prospective aspect TSit > TT John will be going to sleep. 

Note. This table is adapted from Hollenbaugh (2018, p. 7). The examples are a combination 

of Klein’s and my own.  

 

It is important to emphasise, that, for example, a form called ‘present perfect’, does not 

necessarily express present tense or perfect aspect (cf. the German present prefect), and that 

oftentimes, multiple forms may be used to express one meaning, or multiple meanings may be 

implied by one form. Which one is chosen is often contextually decided, while the reading is 

also implied from the discourse context. Whatever form is the ‘standard form’ to use for a 

certain temporal expression, has then more to do with the notion of markedness and defaultness 

or preferability, in which a more marked form is more “complex” (Prince & Smolensky, 1997, 

p. 1605). I argue, however, that the choice of verb form also reflects a principle of economy. 

For instance, in English, the preterite serves to express both perfective and imperfective aspects, 

making it a versatile past tense marker applicable in contexts that do not require a perfect aspect. 

Conversely, the Dutch present perfect is used in all contexts excluding the imperfective, 

rendering it the default form for past time reference in Dutch. 

 

4.3 The basic meaning of the past tense and modality 

As shown in section 3.4, Klein’s (1994) analysis of past tense, TT < TU, can also be applied to 

‘fake past’ contexts with a counterfactual reading. Using the Reichenbachian equivalent 

expression R-S, Haans and De Hoop (2023) argued that this supports the idea of ‘past time 

reference’ as the ‘basic meaning’ of the past tense. Indeed, while the past tense marker is regular 

and productive in past time reference, it is irregular and idiosyncratic when used in modal or 

non-past reference (Hogeweg, 2009; James, 1982). This aligns with the hypothesis of a basic 

past time reference of the past tense, which, depending on the language, is extended to modal 

and non-past reference to a greater or lesser degree, all the while keeping a temporal TT < TU 

reading, but losing or weakening the aspectual expression of the form (cf. Ippolito, 2004; Patard, 

2024). 

 
13 For example, though to a minor extent, the Latin perfect can express R-E,S in counterfactual constructions 

(Patard, 2014, p. 9; Pinkster, 2015, p. 660) and, under influence of the Greek aorist, the Late Latin perfect can 

express S,R,E with a gnomic aspect: Beatus vir qui non abiit in consilio impiorum, et in via peccatorum non stetit, 

et in cathedra pestilentiae non sedit (Ps. 1:1 from the Vulgate Bible). 
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 The extension of past tense use for modal and non-past expressions, the ‘defaultness’ or 

‘preferability’ and ‘strength’ with which the temporal and aspectual relations are expressed 

could all be factors influencing the form to use for modal non-past reference. Above, I argued 

that all examined examples of ‘fake past’ are not fake at all, and all express TT < TU. Even in 

modal uses, this remains the case, as shown in section 3.4 for counterfactuals. 

 Furthermore, based on the branching-futures model discussed in the same section, many 

modal uses of past tense may be interpreted as temporally ‘real’. This is the argument made by 

Ippolito (2004). She considered the Italian imperfect in modal non-past reference to convey that 

“at the time of the utterance the speaker is not endorsing the proposition p expressed by her 

utterance because she at most has indirect (unreliable) evidence” (Ippolito, 2004, p. 6, italics in 

original). Ippolito argues that the phenomenon addressed in this thesis (for which she gives 

almost the same example as (27): Cosa c’era domani al cinema?) is an example of epistemic-

doxastic modality, in which the speaker takes an epistemic distance from the assertion made, 

since “the modal uses of the Imperfect (…) involve the notion of information that was once 

(potentially) believed and whose evidence has now become inaccessible” (Ippolito, 2004, p. 8).  

While I affirm the notion of reference to past acquired information, I do not share the 

view that the speaker would imply to be less certain about the proposition, that she (always) 

take an epistemic distance from the proposition14, or that the evidence for the assertion is not 

available anymore. I think that these are implicatures based on the situation that provides the 

TT of the utterance. However, while perhaps common, these implicatures do not follow from 

all ‘fake past’ usages. Haans and De Hoop (2023) mentioned the sentence Ik ging even een eitje 

bakken (lit. I went to fry an egg) which only “indicates that the plan to fry an egg had been 

made before” (Haans & De Hoop, 2023, p. 64). Therefore, not all occurrences of ‘fake past’ 

can be considered to be modal, though many modal uses can be considered an instance of ‘fake 

past.’ 

 

4.4 General conclusion and implications for L2 acquisition research 

This thesis has put forward a reanalysis of the ‘fake past’ in Dutch as analysed by Haans and 

De Hoop (2023) within Klein’s (1994) TA framework. The main advantage of this framework 

is the clear definition of TT, which contributes in explanatory power: in all sentences that 

contain a past tense referring to a non-past eventuality, TT is placed before TU, and constitutes 

an interpretable and meaningful time interval that is either present in the overt linguistic 

discourse context, or pragmatically implied to be present either in the consciousness of the 

speaker or of that of the hearer.  

 Reference to a past TT, while the eventuality is in the present or future of TU, gives rise 

to a conversational implicature of quantity so that the hearer can infer that reference is being 

made to an earlier situation in the shared common knowledge of speaker and hearer, to an earlier 

experience or mental state of the speaker, or, as a politeness strategy that of the hearer, or, in 

modal uses, to the past in (hypothetical) other worlds. 

 Furthermore, it has been showed that, cross-linguistically, Dutch, alongside German, 

exhibits a remarkable productivity of the ‘fake past’, being able to use a broad range of verbs 

in this construction. This variability is attributed to factors such as defaultness, markedness, and 

the process of Präteritumschwund. 

 Further research could explore how second language (L2) learners of Dutch approach 

the phenomenon of ‘fake tense’. Although this feature is present in many languages (Thieroff, 

 
14 I wrote ‘always’ within brackets, since epistemic distance can be implied by ‘fake past’ usage. An example of 

this is discussed in section 3.3, where, in (17d), a past tense is used to express epistemic distance from the 

proposition. As argued in that section, the past tense marking and the discourse context imply a TT at a point at 

which the information was provided to the speaker by a third person, attributing the expressed information in the 

current proposition to that speaker. 
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1999), it is “extremely common” in Dutch (Haans & De Hoop, 2023, p. 65), and in a way that 

is different from other languages (besides German, see section 3.5). 

 Since the ‘fake past’ relies on a (quantity) implicature – where what is meant is different 

from what is said – one might expect L2 learners to acquire the ability to produce and 

comprehend this feature at later stages of L2 development. The Common European Framework 

of Reference (CEFR, Council of Europe, 2001) lists the production and comprehension of 

implicit reference and modal language as C-level competences15. This later acquisition of 

implicit reference and more complex TA morphology is reflected in Dietrich et al. (1995), who 

analysed the initial stages of Dutch L2 acquisition among learners of several L1 backgrounds. 

These learners adopted what the authors call ‘basic varieties’ of the target language, in which 

they only make use of ‘base forms’ of verbs with minimal TA marking. This developmental 

trajectory aligns with the redundancy of tense and aspect in language: the relevant interpretation 

can be derived from discourse context, temporal anaphora, or by lexical means such as temporal 

adverbials (Bohnemeyer, 2009). However, as learners progress toward a target-like variety, 

they must acquire the use of correct TA morphology. In this process, potential L1 effects might 

be of benefit. For instance, the acquisition of the ‘fake past’ in its appropriate pragmatic contexts 

might be easier for speakers of languages that exhibit similar phenomena, such as German (for 

a discussion of a L1 effect on the acquisition of TA morphology in a L2, see González & 

Diaubalick, 2020). 

 Additionally, the concept of ‘fake tense’ is notably absent in both prescriptive and 

descriptive grammars (e.g., Algemene Nederlandse Spraakkunst, Instituut voor de Nederlandse 

Taal, 2024), which suggests its absence in L2 instruction. It would indeed be challenging to 

formulate general rules about its uses, particularly because languages vary significantly in the 

extent to which this phenomenon is employed (see section 3.5 and the modal uses of the Italian 

‘fake past’ in Ippolito, 2004). Although the phenomenon is both productive and pragmatically 

meaningful, it is exceptionally subtle, to the extent that the majority of L1 Dutch speakers are 

unaware of it. Consequently, L2 learners of Dutch are likely to acquire the ‘fake past’ implicitly 

through exposure to the language. This would imply that there is no distinction between ‘input’ 

and ‘intake’. After all, the acquisition of the ‘fake past’ by L2 learners would demonstrate the 

integration of a linguistic element of Dutch that L1 users themselves often do not consciously 

recognise, and that is not explicitly addressed in language instruction. An empirical 

investigation of this topic could contribute to the ongoing debate in L2 acquisition research on 

the distinction between implicit and explicit learning and instruction. 

 

  

 
15 To illustrate, the 2020 companion volume (Council of Europe, 2020) gives the following can-do statements for 

flexibility (p. 138) and propositional precision (p. 141): “[C2] Shows great flexibility in reformulating ideas in 

differing linguistic forms to give emphasis, differentiate according to the situation, interlocutor, etc. and to 

eliminate ambiguity. [C1] Can make a positive impact on an intended audience by effectively varying style of 

expression and sentence length, use of advanced vocabulary and word order. Can modify their expression to 

express degrees of commitment or hesitation, confidence or uncertainty” (p. 138). “[C2] Can convey finer shades 

of meaning precisely by using, with reasonable accuracy, a wide range of qualifying devices (e.g., adverbs 

expressing degree, clauses expressing limitations). Can give emphasis, differentiate and eliminate ambiguity. [C1] 

Can qualify opinions and statements precisely in relation to degrees of, for example, certainty/uncertainty, 

belief/doubt, likelihood, etc. Can make effective use of linguistic modality to signal the strength of a claim, an 

argument or a position” (p. 141). 
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