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Reanalysis of Japanese Tense and Aspect
from a Deictic or Contextual Point of View

YAMASHITA Yoshitaka

In the tense system of Japanese sentences the tense of a main
clause must be differentiated from that of a subordinate clause. The tense
of a main clause is so called “absolute tense” which is based on the actual
speaker's viewpoint. In other words, it is a deictic expression. On the other
hand, the tense of subordinate clauses like noun modifier clauses or clauses
which express reason or cause can be analyzed either as “absolute tense” or
else as “relative tense”, which is understood based on main clause tense as
its reference point. Hence relative tense is a sort of contextual expression.

In contrast to the tense system, the Japanese aspect system is
purely semantic. The meaning of an aspect expression is determined by
the combination of two elements such as verb and auxiliary verb, verb and
suffix, noun and suffix and so on. Each aspect expression can be combined
with tense expressions in the RU form or TA form.

In summary Japanese sentences are composed from the following
aspect and tense systems.

Watashi-wa gohan-wo tak/zete - ['; - RU/ TA

Aspect
A

- N RU form
Element A + Element B }Tense
TA form
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