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Summa r y : 

The aim of this study is to devote attent ion to tense and 

time as verbal categories in Northe rn Sotho. The 

categories tense and time are scrutinized . Due to t he 

different interpretations of the categori es tense a nd time , 

linguists are not in agree ment as far as t hese c ategor i es 

are concerned. Special attention is focused on the two 

types of tenses, namely , absolute and r e l at ive t e nses. 

Tense is a deictic category which rel ates t he t ime of the 

action , event or state of affa irs to the t i me of utterance. 

The reference point of the absolute t e nse i s the dei c t ic 

center, whereas the forms containing - be o r -ba as a 

def ici ent verb are use d to indicate the sh i f ting of the 

reference point to before or after cod ing ti me. 

Time, however, apa rt from the influence of tense , i s a l s o 

established by (i) the semantic ve rb phrase categor i zat i on, 

(ii) the influence of aspe ctua l morphemes , (iii) t he t e x t 

and context, (i v) the interrelation be t ween t ense f orms a nd 

temporal adverbials, and (v) the speake r' s and addressee 's 

knowledge of the world. All these time estab l ishing 

mechanisms are accounted for i n this r esearch . In order t o 

be able to d i scuss the categories of t e nse a nd ti me in 

their proper perspective some attention ha d to be devoted 

to moods and actuality. 

iv 



CHAPTER 

1 • 

1 • 1 

1 . 2 

I ntroduct i on 

Ai m 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Method of research 

1.3 The e xposition of the mi n i -dissertation 
CHAPTER 2 

2 . Tense 

2. 1 Tense versus t i me 

2.2 Abso l ute tense versus relat ive tense 

2 . 3 Absolute tense 

2.4 Re l at ive tense 

CHAPTER 3 

3. Ti me 

3 . 1 

3 .2 

3 . 2. 1 

3 . 2.2 

3 . 2. 3 

3 . 2 .4 

3 .3 

3. 3 . 1 

3 .3 .2 

3. 3 .3 

Ti me reference 

Factors which influence t i me i nterpretation 

Semanti c verb phrase categor i zation as a time 

estab l ish i ng factor 

Te nse as a time estab li sh i ng factor 

Aspect as a time establish i ng factor 

Tex t and context as factors relevant for 

the interpretation of t i me 

Class i f i cat i on of temporal adverbials 

Tempora l adverbials wh i ch anchor to coding 

time 

Temporal adverbials wh i ch anchor to a point 

other than cod i ng time 

Tempora l adverbials which anchor to coding 

1 

2 

2 

4 

9 

1 2 

15 

19 

27 

27 

29 

29 

30 

31 

33 

36 

38 

42 

t i me or another reference point 43 

3. 4 Ti me reference through temporal adverbials 44 

3 . 5 Interrelat i on between tense and time 48 
CH APTER 4 

4 . 

4. 1 

4. 2 

Te nse and mood 

The moods i n Northern Sotho 

Te nse dist i nguish i ng moods 

50 

50 

57 

v 



4.2.2 

4.3 

4.4 

4 . 4. 1 

4.4 . 2 

4. 4 . 3 

4.4. 4 

The present tense in the i nd i cati ve mood 

The pas t t ense in t he i nd icati ve mood 

Te nse an d actua li t y i n Northern Sotho 

The negation of t he i nd i cat ive mood present 

t e nse 

The verb stems wi t h the c ategorial ending -e 

The ga- morpheme in t he negat i on of verbal 
g rou ps 

The negative o f t he i nd i cat ive mood 

past t e nse 

58 

59 

60 

64 

65 

65 

4.4.5 Negation in co-struc tu res 

CHAPT ER 5 

66 

68 

5. 

5 . 1 

5 .2 

5 . 2 . 1 

5 . 2.2 

5.2.3 

5. 3 

5. 3. 1 

5 . 3 .2 

Te nse a nd the copu l ati ves 

The copu l at ive 

The absol ute tense forms of the copulative 

The absolute tense forms of t he i nchoative 

69 

69 

70 

copul at ives 70 

The absol ute tense forms of t he non-inchoative 

copul at i ves 71 

The re l at ive tense forms of t he copulatives 72 

Ti me as a copulati ve verba l category 74 

Time i nterpretat i on of the copulatives in the 

absol ute tense forms of the tense distinguishing 

moods 74 

Ti me i nterpretation of the re l at i ve tense 

f orms of t he copulat ives i n t he tense 

d i s t ingui s hing moods 

CHAPTER 6 
75 

6 Conclus i on 

BI BLIOGRAPHY 
76 

78 

v i 



CHAPTER 1 

1 • INTRODUCTION 

Time does not prov ide an y landmarks in terms of which 

s ituations can be located. On the basis of this, it is 

absolutely necessary to establ i sh some arbitrary reference 
po in t , in terms of wh ich situat ions in t i me can be located. 

This is done by employ ing two major strateg i es, namely 

tense systems and time reference. 

The verb category 'tense ' has been scrutin i zed by Comrie i n 

his publication of 1985 and Pos thumus i n his articles of 

1988 and 1990, which wi ll se rve as a premise for this 

study . Th is stud y deals spec i fical ly with tense and time, 

and s peciai attention will be devoted to the distinction 

between absolute and relati ve tenses on the one hand and 

tense and time wi th s pecial reference to time adverbials on 

the other hand. The appl icab ility of the distinction 

between absolute and relati ve tenses will be investigated. 

The rea li zation of the tense systems i n the copulati ve verb 

wi ll also be invest i gated. 

The traditional No rthern Sotho grammarians devote much 

attention to tense as a verba l category. The category of 

tense i s, however, not treated sc i ent ifica lly . The 

category of time has been tota l ly d i sregarded. 

1 . 1 AIM 

The aim of this study is to draw a distinction between 

tense and time as the two major types of strategies wh ich 

are used to indicate the locat ion of events in time. 

Second ly, time as a grammatica l category i n Northern Sotho 

will be scrutinized. This stud y wi ll a l so evaluate two 

subcategories of Comrie's genera l theory on tense, namely 
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absolute tense and relati ve tense to attest i ts 

appl i cabil i ty to Northern Sotho . 

1.2 METHOD OF RESEARCH 

A synchron i c and diachronic approach to Northern Sotho 

verbs and verb phrases will be used in this mini

dessertation . The Northern Sotho examples are taken from 

actual speech situations. 

1.3 THE EXPOSITION OF TH E MINI-DISSERTATION 

This mi ni-dissertation will consist of si x chapters, each 

cover i ng the following: 

Chapter 1 

The i ntroductory chapter dea l s with the identification of 

the problem, that is, the distinction between absolute and 

relat i ve tense, tense and time distinction, temporal 

adverbials, the method of research to be followed and the 

f i e l d of study. 

Chapter 2 

Th i s c hapter deals wi th a critical analysis of Comrie's 

vi ew on tense. Other authoritative publications will be 

consulted in an attempt to define these concepts 

appropr i ately with reference to Northern Sotho. 

The subcategorizat i on of tense into abso lute and relative 

tense forms, wi ll be investigated . The applicability of 

the terms 'past' and 'present tense' i nstead of 'perfect' 

and ' i mperfect tense' will also receive attention. 
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Chapter 3 

In this chapter, t i me r e ference , the conceptua li zati on of 

t1me, the grammatica lization of time , t he var ious means of 

t1me r eckoning and the i nte ract i on betwee n tense a nd 

tempora l adverbials as a time reckoning mecha ni sm are 

d i scussed. 

Chapter 4 

The realization of t ense forms is discussed in t hi s 

chapter. Tense as a ve r ba l ca t ego r y i s attested with 

reference to mood a nd ne ga tion. 

Chapter 5 

The realization of t e nse forms in the copul at ives are 

investiga ted i n this cha pte r. 

Chapter 6 

A conclusion i s dr awn r egard ing the find i ngs a nd 

recomme ndations of thi s stud y concerning t he treatment of 
tense and time in Northe rn Sotho. 

3 



CHAPTER 2 

2 . TENSE 

La nguages i nd icate the locat i o n of e vent s i n t ime pr i mar il y 

by means of two types of strate g i es , na me ly, va rying t he 

morpho l og i cal f o rm of the verb , and us i ng desc r i ptive 

l exical i tems. Verba l f o rms are used typica lly t o denot e 

wha t takes pl ace in t ime . 

Te nse i s t he f o rm taken by a verb to i nd icate the time of 

the act i o n . Thi s means that ' tense i s the grammat i ca l i zed 

e xpr ess ion of t he loca t ion of e vents i n t i me' as Comr i e 

( 1985:9) puts i t. Th i s defin i t ion e na bl es us , f or instance, 

t o say that the d i fference between; sentence ( 1 ) a nd ( 2 ) i s 

tha t o f tense , whereas t ha t betwe en sente nce ( 3 ) a nd ( 4 ) i s 

not t e nse , but r ather t ha t o f aspect. 
Compa r e: 

( 1) Manna a j a nama . 
'The man eats the meat. ' 

( 2) Manna a j ele nama . 
' The man ate the meat.' 

(3) Manna a j a nama. 
'The man eats the meat. ' 

(4) Manna a ka j a nama . 
'The man can eat the meat. ' 

There are two respects in wh i c h th i s vi ew of tense as 

gramma t ical ized location of events i n time i s mo re than 

pure ly def in it i onal . The first one i s that there are 

l anguages wh i ch e xpress locat ion i n t i me by means of 

g rammat ica l categories , as is the ca s e wi t h most of the 

Af rica n l ang uages, i n part i cular Northern Sotho. Compare 

s e nte nce (1 ) and (2) where the ve r ba l endings are -a and -e 

r espec t ive ly . The y are mar ke rs of d i fferent tense f o rms. 

Se condly, t e nse c a n be an i ndicat i on o f events r epresented 

i n t erms o f the de i ct i c cen t re. The location of a n e vent 

at , be fo re, o r after the deict ic ce ntre , a nd the r e l a tive 
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d i stance from the de i ctic centre ma y be grammaticalized as 

tenses. 

Te nse dist i nctions and time reference have been discussed 

as a de i ct i c phenomenon by, inter a li a , Fil l more ( 1975 ), De 

Klerk (1978 ) , Gabbay and Rohrer ( 1978 ) , Bauerle and Von 

Stechow ( 1980 ) , Lyons (1982 ) , Levinson ( 1983), Posthumus 

( 1983 ) and Comr i e (1 985) . Lyons ( 1968:305 ) describes tense 
as f o l l ows: 

"The essential charact e ristic of the category 

of tense is that it relates the time of the 

act ion, e vent or state of affairs referred to 

in the sentence to the ti me of ut terance 

( the time of utterance being 'now') . Tense is 

therefore a deictic ca t ego r y, .. , " 

Lyo ns ( 1977:677 ) recognizing tense as part of the de i ctic 

frame o f temporal reference goes on to say it realizes in 

the verb. He e xplains: 

" , .. it grammaticalizes the relationship which 

holds between the time of the situation that is 

be ing described and the temporal zero-point of 

the deictic context." 

Wi th the above , i t i~ meant t hat the present tense and the 

past tense c a n be defined in relation to the zero point. 

If T1 ( time of uttarence) coinci des wi th T2 ( t i me of 

act ion ) , T1 will refer to the s ame time as T2 and will 

therefore define the not ion of present tense. Tense is 

generally based upon a distinct i on of present and non

present or upon various degrees of proxi mity to the time of 

u tterance . 

The tradit i onal notion i s misleading in that it tends to 

promote the view that time i s necessar ily an i nflectional 

c atego ry of the verb. It is an emp ir i cal fact that tense 
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1s r ea li zed in morphological o ppos i tions of the verb in 

some l anguages. Compa re: 

(5) Manna o-j-a nama. (Present t ense ) 
'The man eats the meat.' 

(6) Manna o-j-el-e nama. (Past t ense ) 
'The man ate the meat . ' 

It is probabl y true that al l l anguages have various deictic 

adverbs or particles of time comparab l e with the English 

words 'now, the n, yesterday, toda y,' etc., which provi de 

means when it is des i rab l e f or draw ing de ictic temporal 

dist inc t ions of the kind that are obligator y and time 

distinguish i ng. 

The c r uci a J fact about tense , whether we are talking about 

sentences or proposit ions, is that i t i s a deict i c 
category . · 

This description of tense i s relevant for sentences such as 

the following: 

(7) Manna o bone noga. 
'The man saw the snake.' 

The verb 'o bone ' shows that dur i ng coding time, that means 

'now', the action had a lready taken pl ace. The following 

sentence, howeve r, poses a pro b l e m for interpretat ion: 

(8) Mpsa e be e gobola maabane. 
'The dog was bark i ng yesterday. ' 

The bar king of the dog should not be i nterpreted as if it 

1s still on during cod ing t i me. It s hould be i nterpreted 

as happening dur i ng another reference point which is 

'ye s terday ' estab l ished by t he deficient part of the verb, 

1n th1s c ase 'e be'. The d i ff icul ty in interpretation of 

these types of sentences , i s e xp l a i ned by Gabbay and Rohrer 

( 1978:99 ) when they refer to tempora l dependent sentences 

where the problem of temporal i nterpretation resembles that 
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of the -be verb forms. 

"The temporal i nterpretat i on of sentential 

complements is ext reme ly difficult because 

the d ist ribution of tense forms in complements 

differs from the distribut i on i n independent 

sentences and because tense forms (surface 

forms ) in complements may have meanings that do 

not correspond to those in independent 

sentences." 

Tense i s not interpreted from coding time only but it can 

be in terpreted from another reference point as Posthumus 

( 1983:82) puts it: 

"Tyd word dus nie in al l e gebruiksgevalle 

ge ~nterpreteer vanaf koderingstyd nie maar kan 

ook aan 'n ander verwysingspunt geanker wees. " 

Gabbay and Rohrer (1978:106) also support the view that 

t e nse can be i nterpreted with reference to another 

anchor ing point when they say: 

"Practice shows that there are two points of 

interest, the point of speech U and the point 

of e valuation T." 

Bauerle and Von Stechow ( 1980:399 ) distinguish three 

temporal ind ices in German, that is, 

T1 the 'now' of utterance. 

I the time referred to 

T2 the ( actual) act i on time 

Taylor states that the point of departure differs as far as 

the s imple tenses and the perfect tenses of Engl i sh are 
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concerned . Smith (1980:368 ) distingui s hes two t ypes of 

tense when he says: 

"Tense is s a id to be 'abso l ute' or 're l a t i ve ', 

depending on whe ther it anchors to S . T. or to 

other temporal expressions as well . " 

( S.T. =Speech Time) 

Smith makes a distinct ion be tween tempora l e xpress ions that 
anchor freely and those tha t anchor only t o speec h t i me . 

Wi th regard to the a bsolute t e nse forms the referenc e po int 

from which the temporal s emant i c interp r etat i on i s done, i s 

the deictic centre, or coding time , whereas the tense f orms 

which express a relation between e vent time , r eference t i me 

and coding time are called relative tense. ( Posthumus 

1990:23 ) . 

These semantic-relational va lues of tense are f ound wi t hin 

the language itself, hence tense i s ma rked grammat ica lly in 

the verb as Lyons (1968 : 304 ) puts it: 

"The cate go r y of tense has to do wi t h ti me

relations in so far a s these are e xpressed by 

systematic gramma tical contrasts. " 

In the Afr i can languages, tense has be en desc ribed i n terms 

of morphological contrasts but the expos i t ion of the 

semant i c-relational value of tense a s that between cod i ng 

t i me, reference time and event time has been neg l ected in 

Northern Sotho. 

The other aspect which ne eds tho r ough invest i gati on i s the 

study of the role which adve r bs play in the inte r pretat ion 

o f t i me. Gabbay and Rohrer ( 1978:99 ) say: 

" In recent years lingui s ts have come t o t he 

conclusion that an adequate description of the 
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tense forms of natura l l anguages i s imposs i ble 

without a theory of how temporal adve rbs a nd 

tense forms interact. " 

Thi s significant semant i c characteristi c of t i me r e ckoning 
has been greatl y ignored by Africa n l in gui s t s. Co l e 

( 1955:276 ) describes tense as a factiti ousness i n t he 

conjugat ion of the i nchoat ive verbs and non- i nchoa tive 

verbs. This problem wi ll be dealt with whe n deal ing wi t h 

the abso lute and relative tense forms . Lombard (1 985: 141 ) 

distinguishes t hree bas i c tenses i n Northe rn Sotho , 

descr ibi ng them as aspects of impe rfectness , comp l et i on a nd 

f utur i ty. 

2 .1 TENSE VERSUS TIME 

Al thoug h grammar i ans have d i fferent i ate d be t ween tense a nd 

t i me i n Eur opean languages, this dist i nct i on has been 

neglected i n African languages in ge ne ral and No r thern 

Sotho in particular. 

Languages have various means of loca ting e ve nts i n t i me. 

Because time provide s no landma rks , i t i s necessary to 

establish some arbitrary refere nce po i nt, with reference t o 

which we can then locate situations in ti me. In pr i nc i p l e , 

a number of ·logical poss i bi 1 i ties for refere nce po ints are 

a va i lable a nd many are used in language . For e xample , t i me 

in terpretation may be anchored to s ome important e vent , 

such as, the bi rth of Christ, or may be a ccoun ted for i n 

terms of cycli cal ly r e curring events, such as days, months 

and years or i t may be linked to c a l endri ca l uni ts. These 

are all non-de i ct ic methods of time r e ckoning . 

Time i s, however, most frequentl y e xpressed in re l at i on t o 

a se l ected point or spa n which i s gene rally cod ing t i me 

( C.T . ). In this study the term 'speech time ' i s subst ituted 
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by the term 'coding time' (C . T. ) . What one rather f inds 

most typically is the choice of the speec h s ituat i on as the 

r eference point, i . e . the present mome nt ( fo r t ime ) . As 

far as absolute tense is concerned, the r e f e r e nce point is 

the present moment, and tenses locate situat ions e i the r a t 

the same time as the moment of utterance o r pr ior to the 

moment of utterance, or subsequent to the moment o f 
utterance. 

The primary reference point wh i ch coincides wi t h t he cod ing 

time i s general ly known as the de i ct i c ce ntre ( D.C. ) . 

Lyons ( 1977:677 ) concurs wi th Comr i e whe n he says : 

"'Traditional discuss i ons of the gra mmat ica l 

category of tense do not give suffici e nt 

emphas i s to the fact that i t i s a de ictic 
category ... .. 

The anchoring point for the in t e rpre tation of t ense i s 

taken to be the 'now' of the C.T. Even in g rammati c a lly 

and l e xical ly unmarked forms this arbitra ry r e f e r ence 

point, C.T., still s erves as the anchoring poi nt from which 

semant i c interpretat i ons are made . The D.C. ( de i ctic 

centre for time reference) is thus rega r ded as t he i mpl i c i t 

centre established by the context a nd a ccept e d as a pr ior i 

for any language usage. From this centre time r eferences 

are made. Events ara interpreted a s be ing pr ior to , 

coinci d ing with or subseque nt to this anchoring po i nt ( t he 

D.C. ) . Comrie (1 985:11 ) says: 

"The notions that are most commonly 

g r ammatical i zed across the l a nguages of the 

world are simple anteri o r i ty, simulta ne ity, a nd 

posteriority, i.e . with the present mome nt as 

deictic centre, past, prese nt and future ." 

Li kew ise temporal adverb i als can al s o refer t o the past , 

the future, or to the point of utterance i t se lf. What 
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takes place in time may be someth i ng instantaneous or an 

ongoing process, or the complet i on of an acti vi t y. In a 

language , as Gabbay and Moravcsik ( 1980:59) put it, a 

complex system of t e nse, aspect , and temporal reference is 

possible. All these time estab li s hing mechan i sms are 

operat ive in the African l anguages. In most cases tense 

f orms and temporal adverbs have the same relational val ue; 

as in example ( 9) below, where 'ma loba' has an anter io r 

relational refe rence and the verb form ' re bone' a l so marks 

the e vent as being prior to C.T. 

Tense as well as time reference i s therefore anter io r . 

(9) Re bone mpsa e swara kgaka maloba. 
'We saw a dog catching a du iker the day before 
yesterday. ' 

I n example (1 0), howe ver, the temporal adverbial clause 

'maabane mantsiboa' has an anter ior referential value, 

wh il e the verb form 'ke bala ' i s a verb form associated 

with a n e vent coinciding wi t h C. T. 

The fact that the locat ion of the temporal adverbial in 

(10) does not coincide wi th the tense analysis, shou l d not 

be attributed to an i nadequate t ense ana lys i s but to the 

difference between tense and time. 

( 10 ) Maabane mants i boa ke bala puku god imo ga setulo 
kganthe ke a ithobatsa. 

'Yesterday even ing when read i ng a book on the 
chair I made myse lf to s leep. ' 

Some grammar i ans such as Gabbay and Moravcsik (1 980:59 ) 

distinguish between tense and t ime, while others such as De 

Klerk as cited by Posthumus (1988 :1 40 ) says: 

"' Werkwoordstye' of tempus i s 'n de ikt i ese 

kategorie . Die verw ys i ngspunt i s die t yd van 

die uiting." 
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Gabbay and Rohrer ( 1978 :99 ) show tha t it i s i mporta nt to 

in terpret tense f o rms taking note of the influe nce of 

temporal adverb i als . That means t he y a re awa r e of t he 

i mpact of temporal adverbials on tense d istincti ons . They 

say: 

... an adequate descr i pt i on of t ense forms of 

natural languages is imposs ible wi t hout a 

theory of how the tempora l adverbs a nd tense 

forms in teract. " 

The above statement supports the fact tha t the ref e r e nt ial 

semantic val ue of time adverbials i s one of the factors 

which i nfluences time interpretat i on . The comp r e he ns ive 

discussion of the individual time establi s hin g fac t ors are 

dealt with i n chapter 3. 

Tense may accordingly be regarded a s a c a t egor y o f the 

verb. Comrie ( 1985:12 ) maint ains that t e nse a na lys i s 

shoul d be centered on the ve rb. I concur wi t h Comr i e 

bec a use in l anguages tha t have tense, tense i s marked i n 

the verb by the verb morphology and/ or by t o ne. 

2 . 2 ABSOLUTE VERSUS RELATIVE TENSE 

Accord ing to Re ichenbach, as cited by Smi t h (1980:370) , 

t emporal reference also invol ves three points . 

( a) The point of s peech, i .e . the time a t whi c h t he 

utterance is made ( speech t i me= S . T. or C.T), 

( b ) the point of the e vent, i.e. the time at which the 

speaker asserts the e ve nt (o r s tate ) desc ribed in 

the sentence to occur (or obtain ) ( E.T.), and 

(c) the po in t of reference, i.e. the tempora l 
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standpoint fr om wh ich the s peaker i nvi tes hi s 

audience to cons ider the occurrenc~ of t he e ven t (o r 

the obta ining of the state ) ( R. T. ) . 

Ot her grammarians who discuss temporal r e f e r e nce as a 

phenomenon involving three po in t s in time a r e, Bauer l e a nd 

Von Stechow ( 1980 :399 ) and Taylor (1 977:203). 

Tempo r a l r eference in lan guage involves t wo poss i b l e kinds 

of anchor i ng, namely, to coding t ime or another re f e r ence 

point . Gabbay and Rohrer as wel l a s Ta ylo r s how t hat t he 

anchoring point diffe rs wi th respect to ' s i mp l e tenses ' a nd 

the ' present perfect, past perfect and futu re perfec t ' of 

Eng lish. 

In this r egard, Smith ( 1980:368 ) s ays : 

'" Tense i s sa i d to be 'abso lute' or ' re l at ive ' 

depending on whether i t anchors to S .T . o r to 

other temporal e xpress ions as we ll .'" 

Smith ind icates tha t t i me refere nce, like t e nse , ca n be 

absolute or relati ve . He el a borates (1 980:370) by saying : 

"Temporal refe r e nce in l anguage i nvo lves t wo 

ki nds of anchoring . Abso lut e tense a nd 

adverbials are anchore d to the time of speech , 

relative tense and adver b ials are a nc hored to a 

time given in the text or context.·· 

In this study I subscr i be to Posthumus ( 1983 :83 ) when he 

says: 

'" In aans lui ting by Smith, sal daar na hi erd i e 

tydvorme verwys word as absolute tye teenoor 

die tydvorme waa r i n di e kode r ingstyd e n 

ve rwys i ngtyd nie saamval n i e , wat dan r e l at i ewe 

tye ge noem sa l word.'" 
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In the case of the absolute t ense forms , R.T. coi ncides 

wi th C.T. and the reference point from where the tempora l 

semant i c i nterpretat ions are made , i s the D. C. The 

grammaticalized tense forms commonly foun d wh i c h correlate 

w1t h the anteriority, simultane1ty, a nd posteriority of t he 

~now' of the D.C. are generally referred to as past, 

present, and future tense r especti ve ly. This 

grammaticali zed time referential s ystem has been d i scussed 

by Lyons ( 1977:682 ) in terms of a theoret ical tense s ys tem 

called me talingu i st ic tense. According to this approach 

the tense syste m of the part icul ar l a nguage is described i n 

relation toM-tense (meta lingu ist1 c t e nse ) where a 

distinction 1s mad e be tween prese nt ( e vents co incid ing with 

C.T. ) , past (e ven ts prior to C.T. ) , and future ( e vents 

subseq ue nt to C.T. ) . 

The catego r i zat ion of the future t e nse has been a 

cont r overs ial issue , not only in the African l anguages but 

also 1n a we ll-stud i ed l anguage such as Eng li sh as 

discussed by inter a li a, Comr i e ( 1985 : 44 ) . Lyons 

( 1968:306) cl ass ifi es future r e ference in Eng li sh as a 

moda l category rather that a tense d i st i nction; while Sm ith 

( 1980:356 ) maintains that there i s no future tense in 
English. He says: 

" In this analys i s futu re i s ind icated by 

the combination of present t ense and future 

adverb-; a l s, there is no futur e tense. " 

As far as the African languages are concerned, Welmers 

( 1973:352), Pone li s (1 9 75:46 et s eq . ) Posthumus (1 983 : 87 ) 

and VanWyk ( 1981 :90) are amongst the lin gu i sts who do not 

dist i nguish a futur e t e nse, whil e Lombard (1 985:142 ) 

restr icts the use of the term tfutu re tense' to the 

sema ntic conceptualisation of th i s phenomenon. The 

exclusion of the verb forms i nd icat ive of future reference 

from the tense paradigm i s just ifi ed on the bas i s of two 

factors, na mel y t he diachronical deve lopment of these forms 
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and semantic considerations . Van Wyk ( 1981 :90) and VanWyk 

( 1987:280) offers a n account of the development of the 

future aspect from an auxiliary word group, whereas, 

Posthumus ( 1988:141) says: 

.. Semantically these verbs do not e xpress a 

relationship between C.T. a nd E.T . i n the same 

way as do the present, past and remote past 

t e nses . E.T. in the case of futur e reference 

i s not f actual as i t i s in the case of the true 
tenses . .. 

Tense in terpretation i s, however, not always made in 

r e lation to the C.T., but it ma y also be made in terms of a 

new ly estab lished r eference po int. Relative tenses are 

d i stinguished by the fact that the reference point from 

which the t emporal semantic interpretat i ons are made, is a 

point other than C.T. 

2 . 3 ABSOLUTE TENSE 

As alread y s tated , the term absolute t ense i s a term that 

1s used to refer to tenses wh i ch take speech time ( or 

cod i ng t i me ) as their r eference point. We shall use the 

term ' absol ute tense ~ to refe r to a tense wh ich includes as 

i ts pr i mar y reference point the present moment as deictic 

ce nt re, whereas on the othe r hand 're l at ive tense' shall 

refer to a tense wh ich depends on the de i ctic centre as 

well as a reference po in t f o r i ts i nterpretation. 

The deictic centre is the primary reference point which 

coi nc i des wi th cod ing t ime. Posthumus ( 1988: 141) d i scusses 

BUhler's modern employment of the word ' dei xi s ' which i s 

der ived from the Greek word 'deikt ikos ', mean ing 'to 

refer'. He points out that de ic t ic e xpress ions refer to a 

deictic fie ld of language whose zero poin t - t he origo - i s 
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f ixe d by the pe r son who i s speaki ng- ( I ) , the place of 

uttera nce - ( he re ) , a nd the t ime o f utterance- (now ) . 

A numbe r of lingui sts ha ve fo l l owed Buhler in describing 

tense and t i me r efe r ence i n terms of de ix is. In the case 

of the absolute t e nse f o rms , as a l ready mentioned, 

reference time ( R. T. ) coi nc i des wi t h cod i ng time (C.T. ) and 

the r e f e r e nce point from where the t empora l semantic 

in t e r p r e t a t i ons a re made , i s t he de i ct i c centre ( D.C. ) . 

The conc epts ' past t ense ' a nd ' present tense' are used in 

t his study, s i nce t he y ref er t o a re l at i on between event 

t i me and the de i c t ic centre. Lombard ( 1985: 141 ) on the 

other ha nd , pr e f ers to subst i t ute t he terms 'past tense' 

and ' p r esent t e nse' with the terms 'perfect tense' and 

'i mpe rfect · t e nse ' respec t ive ly, because, as he puts it, 

"i t does not necessar i l y o r e xc lusi vel y have to 

do with the past t ense or present tense but 

wi th pe rfectiveness and imperfectiveness or 

comp 1 e t ion a nd non- comp 1 e t i on. ·· 

Anot he r grammari a n who concu r s wi t h Lombard is Van Wyk 

( 1987:2 79 ) who says : 

"The imperf ect , or ' present tense ' e xpresses 

ac t i ons which are i ncomp l ete at a g iven moment, 

a nd which may be in the process of be i ng 

performed o r be performed habitua l ly, 

co nt inuous ly o r universa lly . " 

Howe ver , Va n Wyk me nt i ons that t he t i me of act i on is 

dete rmined by the context and not by t he verb as such. He 

argues thou gh that t he present t i me i s normal l y implied in 

contexts whe r e a nothe r t ime i s not i nd i cated. In e xamp l e 

( 12 ) anothe r t i me i s i nd icated. Compare: 

( 11 ) Dimpsa di ja nama. 
'Dogs eat meat / a re eat i ng meat . ' 
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(12) Re ba bone ba sepela maabane. 
'We saw them walking yesterday.' 

The use of the term ' i mperfect tense' i n the pl ace of 

'present tense' poses a prob l em. If the i mperfect tense is 

regarded as a verb form i nd icat i ng continuous tense the use 

of the progress ive aspect seems to be a totology. Compare 

the use of -sa- in e xamp l e ( 13 ) as opposed to (11) where 

there 1s no -sa- morpheme. 

( 13 ) Dimpsa di sa ja nama. 
'Dogs are st ill eating meat. ' 

Col e (1955:248) describes perfect tense and past tense as 

the t enses sign i fying that the action has been carried out 

or completed i n past t ime. The d i fference between the past 

and perfect tenses accord i ng to h i m i s that the inchoative 

verbs in the perfect tense are used to i ndicate a completed 

action and a resultant state in the present time, for 

e xampl e: 

(1 4) Ba robetse. 
'They are as leep. ' (They went to sleep and now 
they are asleep. ) 

(1 5) Di kolobi le. 
'They are wet. ' (They got wet and now they are 
wet. ) 

The past tense of the i nchoative verbs , on the other hand, 

indicates that the state was achieved in past time and 

continued for a period, but that something else occurred 

subsequently and therefore the state does not persist in 

present t ime. For e xample: 

(16) Ke 1le ka robala. 
'I went to s leep.' (I slept- but subsequently 
awoke.) 

Col e ( 1955:284) summarizes the signif i cance of the perfect 

and past tenses as follows: 
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"( a ) The pe r fe c t tense i s use d o f a ?tate o r 

cond i t i on whi c h i s e ntered i nto in the past t i me 

a nd persists i n p r esent t i me . 

( b ) The pas t tense i s used for a sta t e which was 

e ntered into in past t ime but does not pe rsi st in 

pr esent t i me . 

(c) The past tense occurs most ly in i ntroduc in g 

the nar r at ive of past e ve nts. 

(d) The past tense s ome t i mes ind i cates def i n i teness 

o r emphas i s in connect i on wi th a state entered 

i nto, in the past t i me i rrespecti ve o f whether 

or not an y state , or r esul t still pers i sts i n 

present time. " 

Cole's t wo t enses d i ffer with res pect to the de i ct ic centre 

( D.C . ) . Hi s 'perfect tense ' i s an abso l ute tense form 

whe r eas the 'past tense ' i s a re l a t ive t e nse. 

Bear ing in mi nd that t he verb forms wi th - tl a- and -tlo

ind icat i ng f uture r e fer e nce are r ega rded as p r esent tense 

with f ut ure aspe ct and not futur e t e nse forms, the two 

abs o l ute tenses d i st i nguished for Northe rn Sotho are the 

prese nt tense and the past t e nse as il lus trated in the 

following e xamples respecti ve ly : 

( 17) Ke ngwa la puku. 
' I am wri t ing a book. / I wr i t e a book. ' 

( 18) Ke robetSe maabane. 
' I s lept. / I went to sl eep yesterday.' 

Note t hat the E. T. ( e vent time ) co i nc i des wi t h the C. T. i n 

exa mp l e ( 17) whereas i n (1 8 ) the E.T. i s p r i o r t o C.T. 

The t e ns e par ad i gm for the a bso l ute tense forms , that i s , 

t hose tense forms wh i ch have cod i ng time as the ir r e f e r e nce 

po int , can be schemat i ca lly r e presente d a s i n f i gure 1 
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below. 

Figure 1: The t ense parad i gm f or abso l ute tense 

Past tense Present 

• I 
t 

tense 

deictic centre 

codin g time 

2 . 4 RELATIVE TENSE 

Whereas absolute t ense is a tense form whe r eby the 

reference point for the location of a s i t uat i on i n ti me i s 

the present moment, in the rel a t ive t e nse the r eference 

po in t for the location of a situat i on i s some po i nt i n t ime 

which is not the present moment. This point i s gi ven by 

the context or marked by an auxi li ary/ def ici e nt verb form . 

In other words we distingui s h betwee n two types of re l ati ve 

tense , namely those that are ma rke d by the def i cient verb 

form -be and those that a r e depe nde nt on a nother sentence 

( co-structure). This means this t e ns e inte rpretat i on i s 

not made in rel a tion to cod ing time , but i t i s made i n 

terms of a newly established refe r e nce poin t . Smi th 

( 1980: 356) s.ays in this rega rd tha t these two tense forms 

are in terpreted as anterior to, pos t e rior t o o r 

simultaneous with another o r ientation point. 

The other orientation point me nt i one d by Smi t h i s the newl y 

established reference point . This ne wly est ab li shed 

reference point which s e rves as prima ry anc hor ing po i nt for 

the semantic interpretation of e ve nts, ma y be pri or to 

coding time or subseque nt to coding time , a nd i s th us 

assigned a relational value of pos t e riority o r a nter io ri ty 

in relation to C. T. This type of t e ns e pa r ad igm i s 

dist1nguished as relative tens e. Posthumus (1988 :140) says 
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i n th i s regard: 

"Relative tenses are dist i nguished by t he fac t 

that the reference po in t from which t he 

temporal semantic in terpretations are made , i s 

a po int other than C.T ." 

Having studi ed the findings of seve ral g r ammar i a ns on t he 

so-called compound t e nses of the Africa n l anguages, it has 

become evi dent that they have more or l ess the same vi ew of 

these verb forms in question. To them these forms 

constitute past tense s . Be aring in mind t hat tense i s a 

deictic category which relates the t i me of the act i on , 

e vent or state of affairs to the time o f utterance, the 

f orm con tain i ng -be/ -ba is used to indi cate the new ly 

established reference po i nt wh i ch is s e l ected i n relation 

to the deictic centre . The Northe rn Sotho aux i li ary verb 

forms s /c + -be and s / c + tla + -ba/- be ind i cate the 

shifting of the refere nce po int to a mome nt prior to or 

subsequent to coding time r espect i ve ly . Therefore, the 

forms which are traditiona lly call ed -be past tenses are 

not past tenses but r e l at ive tense forms . 

Comrie (1 985:58) suggests tha t the p r esent moment i s a l ways 

available as a reference point for r e l a tive t enses unless 

barred by the conte xt . Thi s impli es that a re l ati ve tense 

is strictly one which i s inte rpre t ed r e l at ive t o a 

reference point provided by the context, s i nce the context 

always provi des the presen t mome nt. He states : 

"The d i f f erence betwee n a bso lute a nd r e l at i ve 

tense is not that be t ween the present moment 

versus some other point in time as r eference 

poi nt, but rathe r be tween a fo r m whose mean ing 

specif i es the pre s ent mome nt as r e f e r e nce point 

and a form whose me aning does not s pec i f y that 

the present moment mu s t be its r e f e r e nce 

point. " 
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I do not agree to this e xpos i t ion given by Comrie because 

the difference between abso lute and rel ati ve tense i s that 

absolute tenses ha ve the present mome nt as reference po in t 

whereas the relative tenses have a form whose meaning is 

depe ndent primarily on a new ly estab li shed reference point 

which is not the D.C. The speaker/ addressee, however, 

always has to keep track of the D.C. Due to the above 

argument three prob l ems ar i se from Comri e's descript i on of 

rel a tive tense. Firstl y, the supposition that the present 

mome nt is also a va il ab l e as reference point for relati ve 

tense. The second concern about Comrie's vi ew is that 

there can be more than one D. C. ( de ict i c centre) ( 1985:16 ) 

a nd the third one i s that the D.C . can be shifted (1985:1 08 

f oo tnote ) . 

Comri e (1 985:9 and 17) does not d i stinguish between a 

reference point and a D. C. Wybenga (1 985:209) rejects the 

notion of the shifting of the D.C. He argues that if 

reference can be made to a point or i f a point can be 

projected then that point can no longer be the point from 

wh ich references are made. The claim that the present 

moment ma y serve as the reference point for relative tense 

is unacceptab l e. What happens is that the speech 

participants always have to keep track of the D.C . 

Relative tense forms in Northern Sotho suggest that the 

speech participants always have to keep track of the D.C. 

e ven i f the e vents are i nterpreted primarily from another 

reorientated reference point s ince that reorientated 

referenc e po in t is in turn establ i shed in relation to the 

D.C. compare the foll owi ng examples and schematic 

representation: 

(19) Ke be ke sepela. 
'I was wal king then.' 
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(20 ) Ke be ke sepet Se. 
' I had wa lked then. ' 

(21 ) Ke tlo/ tl a be ke sepe la. 
' I shall be wa lki ng t hen. ' 

In the fi gure be low i t i s i nd icated e xpl i citly t hat t he 

struc t ure o f the def i c i ent verb f o rm est ab li s hes the 

r eference poin t in re l at ion t o the D.C. 

Fi gure 2: The t e nse parad i gm f or re l ative tense 

Sh if ted refere nce po i nt from 
which s emant i c i nte rpre tat i ons 
have to done 

"' S/ C + be "' S/ C + t l a / tl o + ba 

~--------"'----------, r----------"'----------~ L - - - - - -~ 
1' 
1 

Norma l pos i t ion of 
reference point 
coi nc i d ing wi t h t he 
deicti c ce ntre 

Va rious Afr i can language gramma r i a ns ha ve stud i ed t he -be 

def ici ent verb wh ich i s used in the format ion o f relati ve 

t e nse but they have d i fferent v i ews cont r ary to the deictic 

pr1nci p l e . 

Doke ( 1986: 195 ) r efers to these forms as t he 'cont i ngent 

mood. ' He says : 

" I n th i s mood a re foun d on ly past t e nses 

i nd i cat ive of unfulf il l ed o r unaccompli s hed 

in tent ion . Each of these t e nses has past as 

we ll as future a ux iliar y in the i r fo rmat ion. " 
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He s i tes an e xample: 

Bengizothanda. 

'I would have loved, i f ... ' 

Van Eeden ( 1956 :320) calls these forms compound tense forms 
and describes them as f ollows: 

" In hierdie tydvorm tree d i e auksili~r -be- op 

- omdat dit die perfektumvo rm van d i e stam -ba

is - met die betekenis van d i e ( temporale 

of tydbepalende) element wat van d i e 

saamgestelde verbale vo rm 'n ver l ede tydvorm 

maak. " 

Zi ervoge l et. al. ( 1977:77 ) call these tense forms the 

continuous past tenses . Their remarks concerning the 

semantic interpretat ion of the use of -be in the 'compound 

pred i cates ' i s: 

"-Be as part of a compound pred i cate i ndicates an 

action which cont i nued in the past. 

For example: 

(22 ) Dipudi di be di fula thabeng. 
'The goats were grazing on the mountain' . " 

Cole ( 1982:283) subdi vi des the inchoat ive verbs into two 

catego r i es, that i s, the inchoative verbs with perfect 

tense and the inchoative verbs with past tense. He says 

that perfect tense i s used to indicate a completed ( past) 

act i on and the resultant state i n present time. He cites 

an example such as the following: 

( 23 ) Ba-robet§e. 
'They have gone to sleep.' 

o n the other hand, he says the past tense of inchoati ve 

verbs ind i cates that the state was ach i e ved in past time 

23 



and continued for a period, but tha t s ome thing e l se 

occurred subsequently and therefore the s tat e does not 

persist in the present time, for exampl e : 

(24) Ke-ne ka-robala. 
'I went to sleep. / ! slept but subsequently 

awoke.' 

VanWyk ( 1981:101 ) describes the meaning of -be as follows: 

·· Die beg i nse 1 van sameste 11 i ng berus daarop dat 

d i e hulpwerkwoordstam -ba met 'n ne utra l e 

eksistensiele betekenis, vertaalbaar as ' wees 

(i n die omstandighede dat ) ' ge bruik wo rd. " 

The grammarians quoted above assoc i a te the use of t he 

auxiliar y verb stem -be forms wi th comp l et ion or 

1ncompleteness of the action. Van Wyk i s t he only one who 

suggests, although not explicitl y, that the in terpretat ion 

of the -be forms should not be done from cod ing t i me. 

( 1 981 : 93 ) . 

As already indicated in the introductor y parag r aph of t hi s 

chapter, tense is in terpreted from a de t ermined ori entat ion 

po i nt. It has been further argued tha t the o r i e ntat i on 

point i s generally coding time. Ref e r e nce ma y also be made 

1n relation to another refere nce point which does not 

coincide with the deict ic centre . The ve r ba l fo rms whi c h 

are cl assif i ed under the tens e pa radigms whe r eby t he e vent 

or state or process is not inte rpre ted from the cod i ng 

t1me, ha ve -be/-ba as the auxiliary ve rb s t e m. Compare t he 

following e xamples: 

(25 ) Maabane re be re t heya dihlapi. 
'Yesterday we were fishin g.' 

(26 ) Maabane re be re tlo theya dihlap i. 
'Yesterday we we re going t o fish . ' 

(27) Ke tl a ba ke t heya dihlapi gosasa . 
'I shall be fishing tomorrow.' 
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It i s cl ear that the state of the fishin g action in the 

above sentences has no d irect re l e vance to coding t i me but 

accounts for the s tate of affa irs at a newly establ i shed 
refe r ence po1nt 'maabane' and ' gosasa ' respect ivel y . 

Th 1s reo r i entati on in terms of the semantic interpretation 

1s done by shifting the reference po int . It is important 

to note that the shifting of the reference point i s done in 

relat1on to coding t i me wh ich coincides with the deict ic 

centre. 

Relat ive tense is not an instance of e vent t ime being 

1n terpreted from a 'shi fted deict ic centre', but an 

e xpress ion of the relation between E. T., R.T., and C.T. In 

this regard Posthumus (1 988:141 ) says : 

"The D. C. cannot be shifted. The D.C. ( as 

genera lly defined ) i s an a prior i, t he origo of 

the speech conte xt over which the speech 

participants ha ve no command. The participants 

in a speech ac t ma y choose ( a nd 

establ i sh ) other reference po i nts from 

which references in terms of person , space, and 

t ime c an be made . These newly estab li shed 

reference points do not, howe ver , become 

'de ic t ic centres' - they r e main mere reference 

points which a~e themsel ves o r i entated i n 

rel at ion to the D.C. " 

The position of the R. T. i n relat ion to C.T. i s marked by 

the morphologica l structure of the deficient verb form 

which has d i achron ica lly developed from a copulative verb 

stem -ba, wh il e t he relation between E. T. and R.T. is 

marked by the morphologica l structure of the complementary 

verb. Compare: 

(28) Ke be ke ngwala go fihleng ga gagwe. 
' I was wr iting when he arrived.' 
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The above e xample i nd icates that t he action of writing took 

p l a ce when he arr ive d . The a uxi l i a r y verb 'ke be' 

ind icates that t he refe r e nce po in t has been s hifted t o a 

per iod pr io r to cod i ng t i me. The comp l ementary f o rm ' ke 

ngwa l a ' ind i cates t hat the act ion of wri t ing of the speaker 

was con t inu ing at t he po i nt of the othe r person's arri val. 
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CHAPTER 3 

3. TIME 

3.1 TIM E REFERENCE 

A total disregard of the category of time in Northern Sotho 

a nd other African l anguages necess i tates a study of this 

grammat ica l category . 

A distinc t ion i s drawn between tense and time as the two 

major t ypes of strategies used to indicate the location of 

e vents in time. 

Tense and t ime are d ifferentiated on the grounds that tense 

is grammatically marked in the verb whereas time is the 

logi ca l 1nterpretation of e vents regardl ess of the tense 

form of the verb. Posthumus (1983:121 ) says: 

"Tempus word teenoor tyd gestel as die logiese 

t ydinterpretasie teenoor die vo rmlike 

tydsbepaling wat deur grammatiese opposisies 

weergegee word i n die taal. " 

Tense is morphologically and phono logically marked in the 

verb form. The tense oppositions reveal the relation 

between e vent time , coding time and reference time. On the 

o ther hand, time i s very often determined by factors 

ou ts i de the verb and may even be inter sentential. 

A number of African language grammarians argue that the 

verbal form wh ich determines a certa i n tense form, does not 

always reveal the same time i nterpretat i on. Van Rooyen 

( 1977:172) s a ys in this regard: 

"Di t i s daarom jammer dat daar soms van 
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d i e teenwoordige t ydsvormelement gepraat word. 

Di t s kep d i e indruk dat die handel i ng net in 

d i e teenwoordige t yd p l aasvi nd terwyl dit in 

wer klikheid ni e altyd so i s n i e. " 

In sentence ( 1 ) t he time i nterpretation of the participial 

ve r b i s simu l tat ive while this verb i s in the present 

t e nse. In sentence ( 2 ) , however , the t i me interpretation 

i s a nter i or i n sp i te of the fact that the verb i s in the 

pr esen t tense form. 

( 1) Mosimane o ki tima a bi tsa bagwera . 
' The boy i s r unn i ng call i ng hi s fr iends.' 

(2) Mosimane o ki t imil e a bitsa bagwera. 
'The boy ran cal l ing hi s friends. ' 

We lmers ( 1973 :353 ) also noted this discrepancy when 

t reat ing the tense paradigms of the Afr i can languages. 

Referr i ng t o th i s problem he says: 

" It should also be noted that we sometimes use 

t he present t o e xpress future act i on in 

English, particularly with the verb 'go' ( he's 

go i ng tomorrow ) , often wi th 'come', and 

occas i ona l l y with other verbs." 

There are two problems that need to be addressed. The 

f 1rst is to establish which factors that are responsible 

fo r the tense form , do not correlate wi th the time 

in terpretat i on of the sentence. The second problem is to 

desc r 1be and to categorise these factors in order to try 

a nd account f o r th i s d i screpancy . 
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3 . 2 FACTORS WHICH INFLUENCE TIM E INTERPRETATION 

The i mpact of time adverbials on time distinctions has been 
a subject of study in recent years. 

The fact that the locat ion of e vents in time in sentence 

( 2 ) above does not coincide with t he tense ana lys is , should 

be attr i buted to the influence of time interpretation a nd 

not to an inadequate tense ana lys i s in No rthern Sotho . 

The referent i al sema ntic value of t ime adverbials is one of 

the factors which influence time interpretation . Factors 

o ther than tempora l adverbials, wh ich influence t ime 

i nterpretation are : 

(i) the semantic verb phrase ca tegori zat ion, 

( ii ) tense, 

( i ii ) aspect, and 

( i v) the text and context. 

3.2.1 SEMANTIC VERB PHRASE CATEGORIZATION AS A TIME 

ESTABLISHING FACTOR 

In the first p l ace, the semantic conte nt of t he verb should 

be taken into conside ration . In this rega rd Gabbay and 

Moravcs 1k (1980: 63 ) say: 

"There is no expression in English that would 

cover all of the different types of 

i nstant1 at ions of temporal properties. Thus we 

wi ll l abe l this genus simply as instantiations 

of temporal properties." 

29 



The instantiations which are r eferred to above are those of 

state and non-state. The sta te covers those ones with 

durat i on . Some of these instant i at ions of state will be 
for example: 

'babja' ( being sick ), 'tseba ' (knowing), 'go ba sethata ' 
( being solid), etc. 

The non-states, therefore, are e ither wi thout duration, or 

they have duration, and if the y ha ve duration they imply 

spec i f ic changes. The non-states instantiations are ca l l ed 

the e vents . This c ategor i zat ion ca n be summed up as in the 

f ollowin g figure. 

Figu re 1: The semantic verb phrase categorization . 

I Instantiation of tempora l properties j 
I I 

I States I l events I 
I 

I 1 
I duration I non-duration 

I J 

I I I l 
mere processes r epet ition no 
e vents repetit ion 

3.2.2 TENS E AS A TI ME ESTABLISHING FACTOR 

Two tenses have been distinguished, name ly, past and 

prese nt, bearing in mind that a tense form i s not 

necessaril y li mited to one part icul ar t ime interpretat ion. 

If 1t is true that in Northern Sotho there is no 'pure 

future', 1t i s compat i ble wi th our cl a im that reference to 

future 1s an aspectual form contain i ng a future auxiliary . 

The system of tenses and that of aspect have a cross-
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Lyons ( 1977 :704 ) says: 

"What is traditionally referred to as the 

present tense of Latin or Greek i s more 

appropriately descr i bed as be ing the present 

i mperfect; it i s present ( or, better sti 11, 

both non-past and non- future ) i n tense and 

i mpe rfect i n aspect. " 

Lombard ( 1985:141 ) a l so descr i bes the so-called imperfect 

tense by sub-dividing i t in to four d i fferent aspects of 

imperfectness. These are the mome ntary aspect, the 

habitua l aspect, the universal aspect and continuous 

aspec t. He c 1t es the fo llowing e xamp l es respectively: 

(8) Ke a .ngwala. 
'I am writing. ' (momentary ) 

(9) Ke a kgoga. 
'I smoke . ' (habitual ) 

( 10 ) Ditau di ja nama. 
'L ions eat meat. ' (un i versal ) 

( 11 ) Ke S0ma letsats i ka moka. 
'I work the whole day. '(cont inuous ) 

The temporal interpretat ions of the above examples are 

e1ther i ncomp l ete or open for more than one poss i ble 

read i ng. The e xample below in sentence (1 2) has 

progressi ve aspect which indicates a continuous acti vity 

but i t i s a lso tempora lly i ncomp l ete. 

(12 ) Ke sa S0ma letsatsi ka moka. 
'I am still work1ng the whole day.' 

If we posit two aspects, the progressive and future aspect , 

then the temporal reference i s compl ete . Compare: 
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( 13) Ke sa tlo soma letsatsi ka moka. 
'I am still going to work the who le day.' 

The present t ense e xpresses e i ther present e vents, an 

atemporal interpretation, or hab i tua l acti vi t y, hence the 

use of ' tlo' (the future aspect ) closes what would be gaps 
1n the inte rpretat ion o f tempora l reference. 

3.2.4 TEXT AND CONT EXT AS FACTORS RELEVANT FOR THE 

INT ERPRETATI ON OF TIM E 

The context i n which the verb i s used can p l a y an important 

role in the interpretat ion of time . In this regard Welmers 

( 1973:345 ) says the followin g : 

"Before anything c an be s a i d about 

verba l constructi ons in Africa n l a nguages, it 

must be pointed out that 'I bu il d a house' i s 

not an Eng lish sentence, a nd i f an African 

i nformant g ives an al l eged equ iva l ent we really 

have no idea what i t actua lly means. One can 

say 'I bu il d houses' or perhaps even ' I build a 

house at ten f i fteen e ve ry Monday morn ing', 

both of wh ich e xpress customary act i on. Or one 

ca n say 'I am build ing a house' , which 

e xpresses continuing action in the 

present time. But 'I bu il d a house ' i s in 

i tself totally mean ingless. " 

one example can e xpla i n the role played by the context in 

the inte r pretat i on of t i me. The t ime in terpretation of 

( 14 ) below c an be simultat ive or atempora l . 

(14 ) Mollo o a fi sa. 
'The fire i s hot/it burns.' 

If the utterance is used b y a mother holdin g a burning 

candle stick in front of the baby who has no e xperience of 
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f i re, then the interpretat ion would be atemporal . If on 

the o ther hand, people are stand ing in front of a burn ing 

f1re and one remarks that the f i re is hot ( as i n ( 14 )), 

the n the t i me interpretation i s s imu l tative . 

Temporal reference can be estab li shed within a nd across 

sentences. Compare the following ( a ) and (b) sentences : 

( 15a ) Ke bolet$e le Matome . 
'I talked to Matome . ' 

( 15b) 0 be a thabil e . 
'He was happy.' 

(1 6a) Ke bo letse le Matome ka Laboh lano. 
'I ta lked to Matome on Friday.' 

( 16b) 0 be a sepe la mo matsats ing a mararo . 
'He was leaving i n three days . ' 

(1 7a) Matome o gorogile ka matena. 
'Matome arr ived at noon . ' 

( 17b) Ma lose o tl il e ka morago. 
' Malose came l ater.' 

Examp l es ( 15 ) - (17) are sequences in which t he ( b ) 

s entences do not establish t emporal r e f e r e nce on their own · 
' 

they are dependent on the ( a) sentences for their tempo ral 

in terpretat i on. They are tempora l dependent structures. 

Smith ( 1980:358) assume s a sort of Gricean co- operat ive 

approach i n the interpretation of these s tructures , whereby 

one looks for a related i nte r preta tion of sentences 

presented together. Considering temporal interpretation 

only, he describes the s e nte nces with a mili tary metap hor 

whereby the ( a) sentences are said to ha ve 'captured' the 

( b ) sentences, since the latter are dependent o n the former 

for in terpretation. The mili ta ry metaphor f oc uses on 

s entences that may become captives, t ha t i s , on dependent 

structures . Sente nce s are divided into three 

poss i b ili t i es; ( i) a s e nte nce may dema nd capture , ( i i) i t 

ma y be ava il able for capture or (i ii) i t ma y be pro tected 

from c apture. 
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Sentences that demand capture do not estab lish t empo ra l 

reference on their own . One class t hat de ma nds capture is 

a dependent sentence wi th no time adverbials as in (18 b ) 
below: 

( 18a ) Matome ga a gona phadisanong ya sekolo lehono. 
' Matome isn't at the school competition today. ' 

( 18b) 0 a Soma. 
'He i s working . ' 

The ( b ) sentence i s captured by the ( a ) s entence , the 

l atter having no time adverbial. Sentences t hat dema nd 

capture, do not establish tempora l refere nce on the ir own , 

they depend on the informat ion g iven e l sewhere. Such 

1nf ormation ma y be part of the e xtra- linguistic conte x t or 

may be contained in a captor sentence. 

On the o ther hand, sentences that are a vail a bl e fo r cap ture 

c an estab li sh time reference in isolation or the y ma y 

depend on the captor sentence for the i r t i me 

in terpretat ion . They are interpretable as a ncho r ed t o the 

speec h time. These t ypes of sentences may be ca p t ured to 

form part of an e x tended tempora l structure. As captors 

they anchor to a time establ i shed in the othe r s e ntence . 

Compare e xample (19). 

( 19a ) Mok1 be lo o mongwe leo mongwe ka matena, Matome o 
name la pese a ya toropong . 
' Every Saturday afternoon Matome takes the/ a bus 
to t own .' 

(1 9b) o il e ntlong lehalahala ka iri ya pe le . 
'He went to the hall at one o'clock. ' 

In i s ol at ion example ( 19b) indicates that Ma tome di d 

some t hing at a certain time (one o'clock) in terpre t ed from 

the t 1me of speech in the s i mplest interpretation . In 

seque nce t o (1 9a ) , howe ver, ( 19b ) has quite a different 

1nterpretation, i t specifies a hab i tual activity of Matome 

on saturda y afternoon. The adverbial ( Mok i be lo o mongwe l e 

0 mongwe ) i s captor of the e x tended temporal i nterpretation 
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(ka 1r i ya pe le ) in ( 19b ) . 

The th1rd category i s sentenc es that cannot be c apture d. 

These sentences are sa i d to be protected from capture . 
Cons 1der the fol l owing ( a ) a nd ( b ) sequences: 

(20a) Matome o boletSe le Mpho ka matena. 
' Matome tal ked to Mpho at noon . ' 

( 20b) Matome o gorogi le diiri tse tharo tsa go f eta. 
' Matome arr ived three hours ago.' 

(21a) Se lemo se sengwe le se sengwe Matome o a eta. 
' Every summer Matome travels.' 

(21 b) Matome o ya Polokwane gosasa. 
'Matome is leaving for Polokwane/ Pietersburg 
tomorrow. ' 

Although these sequences are not incohere nt, they cannot be 

take n as extended tempora l structures. Sentence ( 20 b ) 

indica tes a time th ree hours before speech time . Sentence 

( 21b) conta ins the ad verb 'tomorrow' which is a da y af t er 

speech time. Both sentences are anchored to s peech time 

and a r e making de ictic reference a nd are the r e for e 

protected from capture. Deictic reference protect s a 

sentence from capture because i t anchors to s peech t ime a nd 

not to times estab li shed in other sentences. Thi s 

tr 1partite referential s ystem l eads to the clas sificat ion 

of temporal adverbials, which i s e xp l ained unde r the 

class 1ficat ion of adverbials. 

3.3 CLASSIFICATION OF TEMPORAL ADVER BIALS 

Gabba y a nd Rohrer ( 1978:99) conc lude that it i s imposs i b l e 

to desc r i be the tense forms of natural lan guages without a 

theory of temporal adverbs and of how t e mpora l adve r bs and 

tense forms in teract. Thi s i s relevant be ca use the 

function of the temporal ad verb is to restrict the tense 

form a nd to specify the interval in wh ich the e vent de noted 

36 



by the verb can occur. 

The tempora l adverbials are ass i gned consistent relational 

val ues. According to their re l at i onal reference, they may 

be s ubcategor i zed as anter i or ( e vent time occurs before 

r eferenc e t i me ) , s i multat i ve ( e vent t i me coincides wi th 

referen ce t1me ) , poster i or (event t i me occu rs after 

reference t i me ) and i terati ve ( e vent time occurs repeatedly 
wi t h part icul ar in tervals ) . 

Whe n t he reference point i s taken as cr i terion, we can 

s ubc ategorize the tempora l adverbs into three categories. 

Those t hat have coding time as the reference point ( they 

are cal l ed de1 c tic ) , those that can ha ve coding t i me or 

a nother point as reference po i nt ( the y are called dualisti c 

o r flexi b l e ) and those that a lways take another point as 

r eference po i nt ( these are cal l ed dependent ) . The figure 

be low i s a representat ion of the subcategorization of 

tempo ra l adverbs i n terms of two sets o f cri teria, namely 

the ancho r i ng point and relationa l reference. 
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Figure 3: The subcategorization of temporal adverbials in 
terms of relat i onal reference and anchoring 
point. 
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1. Deictic 
( Anchor to 
cod ing 
time ) 

maabane 
'yesterday' 

ngogola 
• l ast year' 

bja l e 
'now' 

l e hono 
'toda y' 

gosasa 
'tomorrow ' 
kgwedi ye e 
tlago 
'ne xt month ' 

ANCHORING POINT 

2. Dependent 
(Anchor to 
another 
reference 
point ) 

maabane a nts he 
'the previous 
day ' 
pele ga mola 
'before that ' 

ka nako ye l a 
'at that time' 

tsatsi l e l a 
'on that day' 
mohla wo l a 
'at that t ime ' 

kgwed i ye e 
latelago 
'the following 
month' 

3. Dualistic 
(Anchor to 
coding time 
or another 
ref. point) 

ka Labone 
'Thursday' 

ka iri ya 
bone 
'At four 
o'clock' 

ka matena 
'at noon' 
ka Labohlano 
'Fri day' 

3.3 . 1 TEMPORAL ADVERBIALS WHICH ANCHOR TO CODING TIME 

At f irst it was thought that the solut ion to the problem of 

c l assifying adverb i a l s wou l d involve semantic 

subcategorizing of temporal adverbia l s into past, present 

and futur e categor i es, each of which wou l d then be inserted 

a long with the approp r i ate tense. However, e ven though 

l ehono ( today), mongwaga ( th i s year ), bj a l e ( now) are 

classlfied as simu ltative, these adverbials ind i cate a 
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tlme-span rather than a point 1n time and can thus be used 
together with present tense, past tense and future 
aspectual verbs. Compare: 

(23) Matome o tla l ehono. 
'Matome comes today.' 

( 24) Matome o tlile l ehono. 
'Matome came today.' 

(25) Matome o tla tla l ehono . 
'Matome will come today.' 

The adverbial 'lehono' and 'bjale' superficially appears to 

associate a sentence with a t ime in terva l rather than a 
point in t i me. 

D1fferent combinations of tense and t ime adverbials , are 

poss 1b l e. These comb inations are r es truc tured by their 

relat i onal value. The e xamples be low ill ustrate the 

comb1nation of the various types of deictic temporal 

adverbials as listed in figure 4 with the d ifferent tense 
forms. 

Figure 4: Time interpretation as a result of the 
i nteraction between temporal adverbials and tense 
forms. 

Combi - Tense Temporal adverbial Temporal reference 
nation ( deictic) 

1 Present anterior anterior 
2 Past anterior a nter ior 

3 Present simultative s imul tat ive / 
iterat ive / atemporal 

4 Past s imultative s imultative/anterior 

5 Present posterior poster ior 
6 Past posterior ---------

The 1llustrative e xamples wh i ch are used are tense forms of 

the 1nd 1cative mood . These tense forms can also realize in 
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the particip i al ( situati ve ) and relati ve moods. 

Genera l l y the combination of a present tense verb and an 

anterior temporal adverbial is not possible in the 

ind1 cat ive mood, however , this combinat ion is possib l e in 

the case of the so-called narrat ive tense in which case the 

temporal adverbial is i n sentence i nitial position. 

Compare: 

(26 ) Maabane ke fihla gae, ke hwetsa bana ba 
robetSe ya ba gona ke lemoga gore ke bo$ego. 
' Yesterday I arri ve home, I find the children 
as l eep, then I realize it i s late.' 

The combination of a past tense with anterior temporal 

adverbial yi eld an anterior time reference. 

Compare : 

(27 ) Bana ba hlatswitse diaparo maabane. 
'The children washed the clothes yesterday.' 

(28) Bana ba thunthile lewatle mohlang wola. 
'The children swam in the sea that day.' 

A combination of a present tense and a s i multative temporal 

adverb i al can yield a simultat ive or iterative time 

reference as i s evident in the fol lowing examples 

r espect ively: 

( 29 ) Mpsa Se e a gobola bjale . 
'Here is a dog, i t i s barking now.' 

(30 ) Bana ba bolela ka thuto lehono. 
'The children are talking about educat ion today.' 

This means that at the moment of speech the topic is 

education or the current topic among children is education. 

The t 1me i nterpretation in e xamp l e ( 30) is simultative or 

1terati ve. 

An utterance may also be interpreted as atemporal if it 
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cont ains a present tense verb form as in ( 31). Th i s time 

1nte r pr etation i s , howe ver, not due to the use of a 

t empo ra l adverbia l but to the speech participant's 

knowledge of the wo r l d . Compare: 

( 31 a ) Letsat s i l e hl aba ka meh la. 
'The sun r i ses every day.' 

Lyons (1 977:67 9 ) c l ass i f i es utterances such as the one 

above as omn i tempo ral . They are propositions that are time 

bound but tempo rall y unrestr i cted. They are general ly 

e xpr essed by sentences i n the present tense , but in this 

case t here i s no i ntr i ns i c connect i on between the 

grammat1ca l c atego r y o f tense and the utterance. Other 

sentenc es of th is nature are cal l ed gener ic propositions . 

Accord ing t o Lyons they are not omnitemporal, but timeless, 

fo r e xa mp l e : 

(31 b) Kgomo ke sefud i . 
'A beas t i s herb ivorous . ' 

A comb inat ion o f a past tense and a s i mu l tative t empora l 

adverb i a l ma y resu l t i n a simu l tative t i me i nte rpretat ion 

as is e v1 dent i n examp l e ( 32 ) o r an anter i or time 

1nte rpre t at ion as in ( 33 ) or poster i or t i me i nterpretat ion 

as in ( 34 ) . 

32) Mosimane o l apile bjale. 
'The boy i s t i red now. ' 

(33) Re boletse le yena bja le. 
' We spoke to him now.' 

(34) e t la mmona bjale. 
'I will see him now.' 

The comb i nat i on of a present tense form and a posterior 

t empora l adverbial results in a poster ior time 

1nterp r etat i on. 

(35) o hwetsa moputso gosasa . 
'He 1s gett i ng a reward tomorrow.' 
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The above e xamp l e demonstrates t hat t he decis ive time 

estab li s hing fac t o r i s t he tempora l adverb and not the 

tense form . 

3.3.2 TEMPORAL AOV ERBIA LS WHI CH ANCHOR TO A POINT OTHER 

THAN COD I NG TIM E 

Adve r b ial s with a ll r elat i ona l va l ues occur as deictics and 

depende nts. Oe ictics are those adverb i a l s that anchor to 

cod ing t i me whil e tempora l adverb i a l s wh i ch are not 

a ncho red t o cod ing 

ca ll ed depende nts. 

adve r b i a l s bec ause 

ti me but to another reference point are 

The y a r e ca ll ed dependent temporal 

the y have a dependent referent i al value. 

Th1s c a n be see n 1n e xample ( 36 ) . 

(36) Re fihlil e maabane mo la bana ba f ihlil e go 
hlwa maabane. 
' We arr ived yesterday whereas the chil dren 
arrived the day before yesterday. 1 

(37 ) Matome o tl a fetsa ka moleko ka Moki be lo 
mola Ma lose a tl a fetsa ka o o latelago. 
' Matome will f ini sh the examinat i on on 
Saturday whereas Malose wi ll fin i sh 
the Satu rday thereafter. 1 

In examp l e (36 ) 'go hlwa maabane 1 i s a dependent temporal 

adverb i a l whereas 'maabane 1 is the dom i nant temporal 

adverb i al wh ich i s anchored to cod i ng t 1me. In ( 37 ) the 

ph r ase 'ka o o latelago' i s dependent and ' Mok i be l o' is the 

domi nant tempora l adverb i a l wh i ch i s anc hored to coding 

t1me . 

The re are restr i ct i o ns wh i ch are p l aced upon the usage of 

the de pendent t empo ral adverbials. The f i rst restriction 

1s that dependent adverbial reference cannot take place 

acros s t he de ict ic c entre. Compare e xamp l e * ( 38 ) whereby 

the usage i s pragmatical ly unacceptab l e. 
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*(38 ) Morwa kgos i o tla e hwetsa bosasa puku, mola ke 
hwed itse ya ka maloba a ntshe . 
'The prince will get his book tomorrow, 
whereas I got mine t wo days before.' 

Secondl y , the use of pu re de ic t ic adverbia ls pre-empt the 

depe nde nt adverbia ls . Example * ( 39 ) i s thus also 

pragmat ically unacceptable. 

*(39) Morwa kgosi o fihlile maabane nna ke f ih lile 
maabane a ntshe. 
'The prince arrived yesterday, I arr ived the 
previous day.' 

Th i rdly, the uni t specif i ed in the dependent temporal 

adverbial must be of the same magnitude as that contained 

i n the dom inant temporal adverb i a l . * ( 40 ) is therefore 

pragmatically un acceptab l e. 

*(40 ) Mokete o tla ba ka Agostose , rena re tla ya 
Polokwane maloba . 
' The wedd ing will be in August , we will go to 
Pietersburg two days prior to that . ' 

3.3.3 TEMPORAL ADVERBIALS WHICH ANCHOR TO CODING TIME 

OR ANOTHER REFERENCE POINT 

Tempora l adverb i als which anchor to coding time or another 

reference po int are called dua li stic anchoring adverbials . 

Th1 s means they can be used de ic t i ca lly or non-deictically 

as 1llustrated by e xamples ( 41 ) and ( 42 ) respectively, and 

can furthermore have an anterior or posterior referential 

va l ue as illustrated by e xamples ( 43 ) and ( 44) 

respect i ve ly . 

(41 ) Ke t l a go bona Labone. 
'I will see you on Thursday.' 

(42) Labone ke letsatsi l e ke sa le ratego. 
'Thursday i s the day I do not like.' 

( 43 ) Re sepetse ka Labone. 
'We left on Thursday . ' 
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(44 ) Re t la goroga ka Labone 
' We will arri ve on Thursday. ' 

3.4 TIM E REFERENCE TH ROUGH TEMPORAL ADVER BIALS 

Ver bal forms are used to denote the time at which events 

take place. The tempora l adverb i a l s can also refe r to a 

per i od located in the past , in the future o r at the point 

of utte rance. The terms anter io r , s imul tative and 

posterior a re used to refer to adverbs which ind ica te past, 

present and futur e time reference respective ly. I n some 

languages there are complex s ystems of t e nse , aspect and 

temporal adverbs that make a number of tempora l r e f e r ences 

possible. 

T1me ma y be anchored to some important e vent ( s uch a s our 

year measure which is c al cul ated i n relation to the b irth 

of Christ ) . This implies that a n e vent may be located in 

re l at1on to another e vent. The e xamp l e below is a t ypica l 

demonstration of this relat ion . The year in which one was 

born 1s e xpressed in relat i on to the b i rth of Chri st. In 

th1s e xample the subject was born 1940 years afte r t he 

b1rth of Chri st. 

( 45 ) 0 be l egwe ka 1940. 
'He was born in 1940 . ' 

Secondly, t i me may a l so be e xpressed i n terms of cyc lic 

un1 ts such as days , weeks and months as is evi de nt in 

example ( 46 ) . 

(46 ) 0 tlwaetse go fihla ka Labohlano. 
'He usua lly comes on Fr iday . ' 

T1me may be 11nked to the d i fferent stage s of the s un 

during the cause of the day . 

Compare: 
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(47) Ke fihlile gae ka mahube . 
'I arrived home at dawn.' 

'Ma hu be' in the e xample above can in turn be divi ded i nto 
d1fferent stages of the morn i ng. For exampl e : 

(48a ) Ke f ihlile ka mahube a banna/ a thekwane. 
' I ar rived at earl y dawn.' 

(48b) Ke fihlil e ka mahube a basad i . 
'I arrived at dawn relat 1ve ly late ( just befo re 
the sun ri ses ) .' 

To refer to a period shortly after sunse t the t erm 

' sothwane' i s used as i n examp l e ( 49 ) : 

(49) 0 f ihlile ka sothwane. 
'He arr1ved at dusk.' 

Coding time 1s the primary reference point which i s 

regarded as the implici t centre estab li shed by the contex t 

a nd accepted as a priori for any l anguage usage . Time , 

l1k e tense, i s then in terpreted as being anter ior o r pr io r 

to, s1multative wi th or poste r io r to th i s a nchoring po i nt. 

T1me reference wh ich is encoded as co- ordina t es anchored to 

the t ime of utterance is commonly gra mma tica li zed in 

d1urna l de ictic adverbs of time. The deictic d iu rnals o f 

No rthern Sotho are illus trated d i agramma t i ca lly in f igure 

5. 

Figure 5: The de ictic d i urna l un i ts of Northern Sotho. 

Ma lobeng maloba maabane l ehono gosasa go hlwa gosasa 

I I I • • 
t t 

I I 
t 

Coding time 
De i ctic centre 

I 

Languages d iffe r in their dist i nct ion of terms which a r e 

I 
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pure deictic diurnal . Afrikaans for instance has terms f o r 

two units e i ther side of today, Eng li sh has one either s i de 

o f today, while Southern Sotho has the diurnal time 

adverb1als; maobeng 'three days ago' , maoba ' the day before 

yesterday', maobane 'yesterday', ka j e no ' today', hosane 

' tomorrow' and ka moso 'the day afte r tomorrow' . Southern 

Sotho thus has three diurnal labe ll ed uni ts prior to today 

and two subsequent to today . Zulu has two diurnal terms 

before today and two subsequent to today, that is; kuthang i 

'the day before yesterday', i zolo 'yesterday', namhlanje 

'today', kusasa 'tomor row ' and ngomhlomu nye ' the day after 

tomorrow'. 

Adverbs of time can e ither refer to a n ent i re span as 

1llustrated in e xamp l e ( 50 ) or t o a po i nt wi th i n the 

relevant span as in ( 51 ) below. 

( 50) Maabane ke maloba. 
'Yesterday is the day before yesterday/ Yesterday 
be longs to t he past. ' 

In example ( 50) t he d i urnal adverb ' maabane' has undergone 

semantic shift and does not mean 'yesterday' as such, but 

1t means ' in the past' . 

(51 ) Ke bone malome maabane. 
'I saw my uncle yesterday. ' 

W1th r egard to an e xample such as ( 51 ) Aqvi st ( 1978:37 ) 

says : 

·· . . . certa in tempera 1 adverbs as we 11 as tense 

serve to situate an action i n time with respect 

to the speech po int and possib ly a nother 

reference po int. " 

If 1t were Friday, an utterance such as : 

(52 ) o swanet Se go nkete la ka Mokibe lo wo o t l ago. 
'You must visit me next Saturday. ' 
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would not be in terprete d as 'tomor r ow' but as 'Saturday 

ne xt week' . ' Ka Mok i be 1 o wo o t 1 ago' ca n th us refer to t he 

Saturday of the wee k t hat s ucceeds the wee k which inc l udes 

C. T. or i t ma y refe r t o t he Saturda y which fi rs t f ollows 

C.T . i f the re l a tion between C.T . a nd the t i me r eferred to 
c anno t be e xpress ed by us i ng a d iu rna l de i ct ic term. 

T1 me r efe rence can be made t o a point wi thin a c ycli c or 

c al e nd r i ca l t1me span o r t o t he ent i re ti me span wh ich i s 

1ll ustra t e d i n e xamp l e ( 53 ) , {refer t o e xamples ( 50 ) and 
( 5 1 ) as we 1 1 } . 

(53 ) Re f edi tse mosomo beke ya go feta. 
' We finished the work last week. ' 

A sche mat i_c r ep r e s entat ion of t ime measured i n terms of 

cycl 1c units relat ive t o cod in g t i me i s gi ven in f i gure 6 

be low: 

F i gure 6 : Ti me measured i n terms of cyc li c units relative 
t o cod i ng ti me. 

Beke ya go f eta 
<------------- >< --------

<~~~~~'~~~~~' ~~~ _....__..____ > 

cod i ng ti me 

T1me r eference i s greatl y c omp licate d i f i t devi ates from 

the de ictic s i multa ne i t y assumpt i on o r by t he i nteract ion 

o f de i ct i c co- o rd lnates wi th non- de i ct i c conceptua li zat i on 

of time. F i gure 7 i s a schema t i c r epresentat i on of 

re l at i ve t i me reference . I n th i s case ' ma l oba ' i s not 

i nte r preted 1n re l ation t o C.T . bu t i n r e l at i on t o the 

new ly e s tab l i shed reference t i me 'ka Labone ' , as can be 

s een from the ill ustrat i ve e xamp l e ( 54 ) . 

47 



Fi gure 7: Ti me adverbials me asured r e l at i ve to reference 
t i me wh i ch is i n turn r e l a tive to coding time . 

maloba a nts he 
+ 

ka Labone 
+ 

Lehono 
+ 

<-------+ ~------_;---.-----.------~------~~ - > 

<------------------ t---------- <----- ---- - - - -t 
I 

(54) Re fedit se moS0mo ka Labone . Re o thomil e ma loba a 
ntshe. 
'We finished the work on Thu rsday. We had started 
the work two days pri or t o that . ' 

3 . 5 INTERR ELATION BE TW EEN TENSE AND TI ME 

The most common f ac t or estab li s hing t ime d i stincti ons i s 

the 1nteraction between tense f o r ms and t empora l 

adverbial s . Time i s s uper i mposed on t he cate gory of t e nse. 

Generally the t e mpora l adverb i a l s ha ve the s a me rel a tiona l 

refere nti a l va lue as the tense f o r ms t hey comb ine with and 

thus s eem to be unimpo rtant for time rec kon i ng . Compar e 

exampl e s (55) a nd ( 56 ): 

(55) Monna o sepe la l ehono . 
'The man goes away today. ' 

The combina tion i s present tense and a s i mu l t a ti ve tempora l 

adve rbial. The time in terpretat ion , whi c h i s a r esult of 

the i nte r action between a tempora l adverb i a l and a tense 

form, is the s a me as t hat of the tens e f orm , i n thi s case 

the prese nt t e nse . Compare also an illustrat i on of the 

combina t1on whereby the past tense and t he ante r ior 

temporal adve r b i a l g ives the outcome of ante r i or t i me 

in terpretation ( past e vent ). 
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(56 ) Manna o sepetse maabane. 
'The man went away yest erday. ' 

Some possib l e combinations of temporal adverbia l s and tense 

fo rms yi e l d oppos i ng relat i onal values. Th i s i s e vi dent in 

f1 gure 4 and the elucidating e xamp l es on pages 46 a nd 47. 

The deduction one can make from these and other e xamples, 

1s t hat the tempora l adverb i a ls play a more decisi ve role 

in t 1me estab li shing than the tense forms as such. 
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CHAPTER 4 

4. TENS E FORMS WITHIN THE MOODS 

4 . 1 MOODS IN NORTHERN SOTHO 

When compar i ng the authoritative sources wh i ch dea l with 

moods, it becomes evident that hardly any of them agree on 
the number of moods to be d i st ingui s hed. 

In the followin g paragraphs each of the author i t i es' 

def i nit i ons of mood i s given. 

Ziervogel as cited by Kruger ( 1971 :11 ) def ines mood as 

follows: 

"The mood indicates the form ass umed by a 

predicative to s how how the speaker vi ews the 

relation between subject and pred icat ive. " 

Kruger endorses the above def i nition as the only one which 

ref l ects the lingu i s tic analys i s of moods using the 

pr1nciples of morpho logy, semant ics and syntax . Applying 

these principl es, he d i st ingu i shes t he fo ll owing moods; 

1ndicat ive, consecutive, imperat ive , a nd hab i tual ( as 

independent moods ) a nd the part ici p i a l, subjunctive, 

1nfinitive and rel at ive mood as depe nde nt moods. 

Doke (1 935:147) on the other hand, def ines mood as follows: 

"A special form ass umed by the verb i n order to 

mark some manne r ( modus) i n which that 

conne ct1on between subj e ct and pred i cate, which 

every verb 1mp li es , i s vi ewed by the speaker ." 

Th1s def1nit1on of Doke is vague a nd as s uch, has l ed to 
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the di vergence in the number and t ypes of moods 

d1st1ngu1shed and cannot serve as an appropriate definition 
of mood in Northern Sotho . 

Da ve y ( 1973:8) on the other ha nd categorizes the moods on 

the grounds of their semantic va lues. He follows Lyons 
( 1968:308 ) when he says: 

"At least three 'sca l es ' of modality may be 

r e l e vant. The first is the scale of ' wish' and 

in tention' . .. The second scale 1s that of 

'necess ity ' , and 'ob 1 i gat ion ' . . . The third i s 

t hat o f 'certainty' and 'possibility' . " 

Applying th is subcategorization of modality, Davey 

d1st1ngu1shes the following moods in Xhosa : infini t ive 

1mperat 1ve, indicati ve, participial, and subjunctive. 
, 

ok aneng ( 1986:97) distinguishes moods on the grounds of 

morpholog1cal, syntactical and semantic principles. He 

distinguishes the infinitive, i mperati ve, indicative, 

subj unctive , habitual, participial and hortative moods. 

A scholar who distinguishes moods on the grounds of 

moda li ty i s Louwrens ( 1990:17). With in the domain of 

deon t ic modality he distinguishes the imperative, 

subJunctive and the hortative moods . Whereas within the 

doma1n of the epistemic modality he distinguishes the 

1nd1cative, subjunctive, consecutive , habitual and 

part1cipial moods. According to Louwrens only the semantic 

pr1nc1ple i s essential for determining the moods in 

Northern Sotho. Louwrens ( 1990) and ( 1991 ) goes on to 

def1ne mood i n terms of verbal infl ection and modal ity i n 

t erms of the speaker's opinion or subject ive attitude 

towards what he i s saying, however, he disregards the 

1nfinit1ve mood and the relative mood as moods on the 

grounds o f lack of modality and infl ect i on. 
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Accord i ng to Palmer ( 1986:5 and 33 ) mood is a very clear 

e xample of 'grammatical mark 1ng ' , e xpressed in the verbal 

morpho l ogy while modality is a t ypological category 

e xpressed by i nter alia 'modal verbs , particles and 
c 1 i t i cs, . 

Pa l mer ( 1986:21 et seq.) suggests that a d i stinction 

between mood and modality should be drawn and he continues 

by pointing out that there are three problems relating to 

t he analysis of traditional moods and the way they relate 

to modal i ty. He e xplains one of these problems as follows: 

"There i s a second point that may, in some 

degree , justify the restricted use of the term 

' mood'. It i s that the moods of the familiar 

l anguages (or the subjunctive at l east ) have a 

whole variety of semantic funct i ons, and that 

the c ho i ce between them i s determined 

grammatically more than by moda l mean ings. " 

Lyons ( 197 7: 848 ) says: 

'' Accord i ng to the view of mood and modality 

that has been taken i n this chapter, mood is a 

grammatical category that is to be found in 

some, but not a 11 , 1 anguages . It cannot be 

1dentified with either modal i ty or 

ill ucutionary force as such, ...... 

As a result of these contradictions VanWyk (1987:278) 

proposes that the obvious remedy i s to analyze, describe 

a nd c lass i f y verb categories in terms of the 'own genius' 

of the l anguage and to leave it to general li nguist ics to 

determ i ne how these fit i nto systems of substantive 

un1ve r sa l s. He proposes the fol l owing: 

"( a ) The i nd i vidual verb categories of a language 

ha ve to be determ i ned on the bas i s of sets of 
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verbs s ha ring the same grammatica l fea tures a nd 
f unct ions. 

( b ) The in terrelations betwee n thes e ind ivi dua l 

categories as they manifest themse lves in t he 

grammatica l facts of the language are the on l y 

bas i s for classifying them into more 

comprehens ive categories. 

( c ) Each indi vi dual category and each comprehe ns ive 

category has to be named a nd de fined i n a 

l anguage depende nt way . Eve n if we ll - known 

terms suc h as 'tense ' and 'mood' are used, they 

have to be defined unique ly for t he l anguage in 

question. " 

W1th this background as give n by Va n Wyk, one can use t he 

syntactic-semantic criteria as the point o f departure wh ich 

1s used by Posthumus ( 1983:5 ) when he s a ys: 

"Wat modusbepalend is, i s d i e sinta kt i es

semantiese funksie va n d i e werkwoord i n d i e 

bepaalde ge bruik . " 

To add to th i s one can thus define mood as f ollows: 

Mood, as a clear example of gr ammat ica l marki ng, i s that 

characterist ic morpho l og ica lly and phono log i ca lly marked 

form of the verb wh i ch gove r ns the s eman t i c-syn tact ic usage 

of such a verb. 

To demonstrate the a bove de finition compare t he fol lowi ng 

e xamp l es using the r e lat ive and si t uat ive moods. 

Relat1ve mood: ( 1 ) Monna yo a s e pe l a go . 
'The man who i s wa lking.' 

s 1tuat 1 ve mood:(2a) Monna mol a a s e pe l ago sa l a o t husa. 
'Since the ma n has left, you shal l 
rema in to he l p . ' 

53 



( 2b) Monna a sepelago, sala o thusa 
' Since the man l eft, remain heiping.' 

Both verbs ' a sepelago ' i n ( 1 ) and ( 2 ) have the 

morpholog ical structure: subject concord + verb root + 

ending + -go suffi x . 

There i s a difference in tonal pattern, though. Compare: 

(1) a sepelag6 
( 2) a sepelag6 

Semant 1ca lly sentence ( 1 ) in the relative mood qualifies an 

antecedent whereas sentence ( 2 ) 1n the situative mood i s 

used adverb i ally to express a cond i t ion . 

Syntactically both verbs are dependent, but sentence ( 1) 

must follow on the qualificat ive part icl e although there 

are env 1ronments which do permit i t without th i s particle. 

On the other hand sentence (2) can follow a conjunctive as 

1n ( 2a ) or 1t can function without a conjuncti ve. 

Moods in Northern Sotho can be defined as verba l categories 

wh1ch are marked morphologica lly and phonol ogically wi thin 

t he verb, the syntax and semant ics determine the usage of 

such a verb. 

Def ining mood as a morphologically and phonologically 

marked form which governs the semantic-syntactic usage of a 

verb, one distinguishes the fol lowing moods for Northern 

Sotho: i ndicative mood, part ici p i al mood, relative mood, 

1mperati ve mood, infinitive mood, subJunctive mood, 

consecut1ve mood and habitual mood. 

One of the most important characteristics of the Northern 

Sotho moods is that they are mutually exclus ive. The moods 

c a n be subdiv i ded in to different groups accord ing to 

certain syntactic, semantic, phonological and morphological 

tra 1ts. According to these tra its moods can for example be 

subdlv l ded i nto independent and dependent moods, moods 
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~n1ch demand subJect agreement and those wh1ch do not, and 

as tense d1st1ngu1sh1ng and non-te nse d1st1nguishing moods . 

Compare f1gure 1: 
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Fi gure 1. The moods of Northern Sotho. 
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4.2 TENS E DIST I NGU ISHING MOODS 

The absolute tense forms are the bas i c tense forms. The y 

are those morpholog icall y and phonologically marked verb 

forms which reflect the relation between coding time ( the 
deictic cent r e ) and event time. 

Mood on t he othe r ha nd is also a verbal category which is 

morphologically and phonologically marked. This marked 

form of the verb underscores the meaning and usage of the 

verb in a part i cular sentence t ype. 

There are three tense distingu i sh ing moods, namely, the 

indicat ive , situative and r e lative moods. In this study I 

w1ll f ocus on one tense d i st ingu i sh i ng mood only, namel y, 

the 1nd icat ive mood. 

4 .2 .1 TH E INDICATI VE MOOD 

The 1nd 1cat ive mood has an epistemic modality since it is 

e xpressed by asse rtives ( Palmer 1986:13 ) . Assertives 

a ccord1ng to Palmer ( 1986:97 ) are marked for tense . In 

t hi s regard he says: 

" ... the speaker can commit himse l f to the truth 

of propositions in the past, present or 

future. " 

According to Col e (1 982:242) the ind i cat ive mood states the 

occurrence of an action at some t i me in the past, present 

or futur e. 

Doke (1 968:166 ) says: 

"The 1ndicative mood i s used to state what was, 

is o r w1ll be and covers a large range of 

tenses. 

57 



Tense as a category of the verb 1n the ind icat ive mood 

compr i ses of the present tense and past tense. The future 

1s not a tense form but an aspect. The two tense 

categor i es are mutually exclusive . 

4.2. 2 THE PRESENT TENSE IN THE INDICATIV E MOOD 

Two pos i ti ve forms of the verb, vi z. a short form and a 

long form w1th the so-called 'imperfect tense morpheme -a-' 

are dist i nguished, for example: 

(3) Menna o a sepela. 
'The man is walking . ' 

( 4) Menna o sepela tseleng. 
' The man is walking in the road.' 

Thus the morphological structure of the indicat ive present 

tense posit ive is: 

Subjectival concord (+ -a- ) + verb root + ending -a. 

The most noticeable or most sa li e nt feature of these two 

forms i s that they have the same temporal interpretation, 

and that the long form can only include a def inite object 

while the short form takes an indef inite object being 

d1rect or indirect. Compare: 

(5) Menna o a e bapala kgwe le. 
'The man is playing football.' 

(6) Menna o raga kgwe le. 
'The man kicks the ball.' 

(7) Menna o rage la ngwana kgwe le. 
'The man kicks the ball for the chil d.' 

What is to be noted here is that the act ion or process, can 

ha ve s 1mu1tative, iterat ive , atempora l or poster i or 

temporal reference . 
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4.3 TH E PAST TENS E IN THE I ND ICATIVE MOOD 

The posit1 ve of the past tense i s formed by means of the 

perfect extens ion - il - and categorial end ing -e or one of 

i ts variants, as indicated in e xamp l es ( 8) and (9) . 

(8) Lesogana l e badile . 
'The gentleman read' 

(9) Lesogana le boletS9. 
'The gentl eman spoke.' 

Apart from expressing the past tense, this verb forms its 

tense in terpretat ion due to factors such as adverbials . 

The i nterpretat ion can somet imes be simultative, though for 

e xample where i t is sometimes used to e xpress a state: 

( 10 ) Bana ba lapil e bja le. 
'The chil dren are now tired. ' 

( 11 ) Mme o apere kobo. 
'Mother i s dressed in a blanket.' 

The temporal in terpretat i on of t he so-called stat ive forms 

1s s 1multat ive and as such it cannot function together with 

tempora l adverb i a l s wi th anter io r temporal reference. It 

1s un grammat ical to say, for examp l e: 

( 12 ) Mme o robetse maabane . 
'Mother is asleep yesterday. ' 

The stative forms can, howe ve r, funct ion with adverbials 

w1th an anterior temporal reference i n the so-called 

narrative, where the adverb takes the sentence ini tial 

position, for e xample : 

( 13 ) Maabane ke robetSe ka ntlong, ke kwa motho a 
bolela a nnyaka . 
' Yeste rday I was as leep i n the house , I heard 
somebody talking, he was looking for me.' 
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4.4 TENS E AND ACTUAL ITY IN NORTHERN SOTHO 

Actuali t y i s used as an umbre ll a term fo r the b inary 

op pos 1tion, positive and negati ve. Actua lity as suc h i s 

one of the essential verb categor i es. This means t ha t the 

verb in different moods and tenses w1ll be in one of t he 

two actualiti es, vi z., e i the r positi ve ( a ff i r mat ive ), f o r 
e xampl e : 

(1 4) Monna o a bolela. 
'The man ta lks.' 

o r negat ive , for example: 

(1 5 ) Monna ga a bole le. 
'The man does not ta lk.' 

Wi t h reference to actuality, the re i s no one - t o-one 

rel at ion between these oppositions . This means that o ne 

ca nnot formulat e a ru l e without e xcept ions a s il lus trated 

1n e xamp l e (1 6) and ( 17) 

(1 6 ) Monna o tla sepela. 
'The man wi ll wa lk.' 

> Monna a ka se sepe la. 
> 'The man wil l not wa lk' 

(17) Monna a ka sepela . > 
'The man can/ may walk . ' > 

Monna a ka se sepe le. 
'The man cannot/ may not 
wa 1 k. ' 

The negat ion of t he verb with the deficien t ve rb fo rm - t l a 

i s no t the same as that of the verb with the defici ent verb 

form -ka-, but compare the follow i ng: 

( 18 ) Monna ge a t l a sepe la. > Monna ge a tl a se 
sepe le . 

'When the man did l eave. ' > 'When the man did not 
leave.' 

(1 9 ) Monna ge a ka sepela . > Monna ge a ka se 
sepe le. 

'If the man can go.' > 'If the man cannot 
go., 

The above examples demonstrate that no f ixed rule can be 

followed of a one-to-one correspondence of o ppos i tion. 
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No rthern Sotho has a series of ne ga tive morphemes wh i ch 

occupy different posit i ons with i n the verb . Negat i on i s 

not o n ly brought about by means of ne gat ive morphemes but 

al s o by def i c i ent verb forms, aux iliari es , and part ic les. 
Compare: 

(20) ( ge ) Menna a sa sepela. 
' when he does not walk' 

(21) Menna a sa a sepela. 
'The man did not walk.' 

(22) Menna ga se motho. 
' The man is not a human' 

(Negative defici ent 
verb form) 

(Auxil i ary verb ) 

(Copulative part ic le ) 

(23) Menna ge e se motho. (Copulative verb) 
'When the man is not a human.' 

These negat ive strategi es do not neces sar ily i mpl y that a 

statement wh i ch i s in the ne gative form has a semant i cal ly 

negat 1ve connotat i on. Ponelis ( 1975:367) in th i s regard 

s a ys : 

"Daar moet nou duidelik onde rske i wo rd tuss e n 

d 1e begrippe 'sin met ontkennings vor m' e n 

' negatiewe sin' . Dit is naamlik s o dat s inne 

met ontkenn i ngsvorme nie al t yd negat i ef i s nie, 

aanges 1en ontkenningvorme ge bruik kan wo r d vi r 

' n verskeidenheid ander semanti es e funk s i es. " 

Compare the follow i ng examples : 

(2 4) Ga ka go botsa gore o tla lehono? 
'D1dn't I tell you that he is coming today?' 
'I told you that he is com ing today. ' 

(25) Ga a nwe o a tshe la . 
'He 1s not drinking, he pours.' 
'He i s drinking excessive ly.' 

The meani ng of these two propos itions whi c h are negat ive ly 

marked are not negative propos itions s e ma nt ica lly but they 

are a f f i rmat ions of actions of the truth . 
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Negation is a semantic phenomenon wh ich functions in the 

c lause . This means that the sentence as such i s negati ve 

o r positive. Negat ion is part o f the b i nary opposition 

pos1t1 ve-negative as it appears in t he following sentence 
types. 

Positive 

Statement 

( 26 ) Menna o sepetse. 
'The man has left. ' 

Question 

(27 ) Ke mang a sepetseng? 
' Who has left?' 

Command 

( 28 ) Sepe lang! 
'Go! Walk!' 

Negative 

Menna ga a sepe la . 
'The man has not left. ' 

Ke mang a sago a sepe la? 
' Who has not left?' 

Se sepe leng! 
'Don't wa lk! / Don't go ! ' 

The negat ive sentences above are in the negative form . 

These negat ives are marked by negative formati ves or 

negat i ve auxili ary verbs. Before one can discuss negation 

1n more detail l et us invest i gate the non-negat ive uses of 

nega t1 ve sentences . 

Genera l quest ions do not show a clear d i stinction between 

sentences used as negative sentences show i ng the binary 

negat ive-pos itive opposit ion, for e xample: 

( 29a ) Monna o sepetS9? 
'Is the man gone? ' 

(29b) Monna ga a sepela? 
'Is the man not gone?' 

The gene ral negat ive question (29b ) above, does not imply 

that 1t i s the negative of quest ion (29a ) as such, but it 

shows surprise whi ch l eads to a rhetor ica l question. 

Quest 1on ( 29b) above has the implication of: 'I know that 

the man i s not gone', o r i t could a l so mean 'I was 
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e xpect in g hi m to go but now I suspect/ l earn that in fact he 

has not l ef t' . Though the tense form i s past , the temporal 
r e f e r e nce i s atemporal. The fo ll ow i ng e xamp l es are more 

pos 1t ive rheto r i cal proposit io ns wh i ch are i terati ve: 

(30 ) Ga a ikhutsa go hlwa a apea ka go nyala? 
'Is he not re li eved of the cooki ng by marrying?' 

(31 ) Ee ! A bobed i ga bo bolaye noga? 
' Rea lly! do two not ki ll a snake? ' 

Negat ion f o r ms a n essent i al part of e xc l amat i on i n general 
negat 1ve f o rms , thus: 

(32) Ga a botse !/? 
' Is she not beautifu l!/?' 

The above e xc l amation can sti ll serve as a question rather 

tha n an e xcl amat i on, but e ve n i f i t i s a question or an 

excl amat i on these types of negat i on are not negative but 

pos 1tive propos i t i ons. An exclamation, like the above is 
postul ated as a negat ive or positive fo rm, e.g. 

(33) A letsatsi le le botse !/? 
' What a love ly/ good day! / ?' 

(34) A ga se letsats i le l e botse !/? 
'Oh i sn ' t i t a love ly/ good day!/?' 

The mean i ngs of sentences ( 33 ) a nd ( 34 ) do not have the 

s e ma nt i c contrast of 'pos itive -negat ive ', but both are 

s emant i cal l y posit ive even though sentence (34 ) is in the 

negat ive. Sentence ( 34) which has the negat ive form 

1mp l1 es that the i nformat i on contained in it i s old 

1nf o rmat i on. This means , the speaker and the addressee 

know t he i nformat1on as old informat ion which is compared 

to t he recent encounter. On the other hand the one without 

the negat ive structure appears to be new i nformation to at 

l east t he addressee. The above semantic in terpretation 

suggests that though the tense is present, the temporal 

r e f erence i s atemporal. 
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Hortat ive: Negation in a hortative stateme nt or proposition 
has a mi t i gating connotation . Compare: · 

(35 ) o ka se nthuse ka tshelete? 
'Can't you help me wi th money?' 

( 36 ) Ga o mphelegetse ka ge ke boifa? 
'Won't you take me halfway as I am afraid?' 

Strengthening with negation: Negat ive sentences can 

somet 1mes be used to i nv i gorate the person's att i tude 

towards a certain propos i tion or to show that the person 

has been a n1mated. Compare the fo llowi ng: 

( 37 ) 0 ka se mmotSe se lo ka tsa bogadi. 
'You can't tell her anything about marriage.' 

(38) Ga a ntshose le gatee. 
' He does not scare me either.' 

The Northern Sotho l anguage data in the foregoing e xamples 

prove that i n general, with quest ions, exclamat ions, 

hortat ives and strengthening wi th negat ion, the negative 

structure of a proposition does not necessar ily mean 

negat 1ng the proposition . Notab l e too i s that the tense 

form 1n the foregoing examples does not determ i ne the 

temporal in terpretation of the verb as such. The tempora l 

1nterpretat ion depends on the context in wh ich it i s used. 

4.4.1 THE NEGATION OF THE INDICATIVE PRESENT TENSE 

Lombard (1 985 : 145 ) , Cole (1 982 :246 ) , Ziervoge l (1 979:35 ) 

and Nokaneng ( 1976:102 ) assert that the negat ive of the 

1nd1cat 1ve present tense i s characterized by the negative 

morpheme ga- and the verbal end ing - e. 
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4.4.2 THE VERB STEM WITH TH E CATEGORIAL ENDI NG -e 

In this category we dist inguish between the negat ion of 

s 1ng l e verbs and the negation of ve rba l groups. 

The structure: negative morpheme ga- + s ubj ec t iva l concord 

+ verbal root + - e categori a l ending 1s observed i n the 

negat ive of sing l e verbs: 

( 39 ) Menna ga a bone . 
' he man does not see .' 

4.4.3 THE GA- MORPHEM E IN TH E NEGATION OF VERBAL GROUPS 

The auxili ary verb stems -ke and -hlwe are used i n bot h the 

pos1t ive and the negative forms to indicate i te r at ive 

tempora l i nterpretation. These verba l gr oups usual ly 

cons 1st of an auxili ary verb or verbs, plus a ma i n verb 

wh 1ch remains in the positive form. The str uc t ure i s as 

fol lows : 

negative morpheme ga- + s / c +aux ili ary verb stem+ 

complementary verb in the positive form 

(40a ) Ba ke/ hlwe ba nwe. 
'They do often dr i nk. ' 

(40b ) Ga ba ke ba enwa . 
'They never see . 1 

(41a ) Bjala bo ke bo tswal e lef sega . 
'Beer does sometimes bare a cowa rd. 

1 

(41b) Bjala ga bo ke bo tswal a lef sega . 
' Beer does sometimes not breed a cowa rd . 1 

What 1s interesting is that the mood of the ma in verb in 

the pos i tive form is hab1tual1 whilst the negat ive f orm i s 

expressed in the s1tuative ( par ticipi a l) . The evi dence i s 

thee- stabi l1 zer which is a ma rke r of the s itua tive mood. 

An 1ntensified negative form is e xpressed or a process 
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wh1ch usu a lly takes place. Thus the tempo ra l r eference is 

1terat 1ve. The variant of the a ux1liary verb stem - ke is 

-tl e 1n the positi ve. 

4.4.4 THE NEGATIVE OF THE INDI CATIV E MOOD PAST TENSE 

The past tense of the indicat ive i s negated in d i fferent 

ways , of wh ich we shall discuss three possibilities. 

The f1rst negative form for verbs in the ind icati ve mood 

past tense 1s character ized by the occur rence of ga- + sc + 

statlve/ perfecti ve -a- + ver b stem wi th c ategor ical ending 

-a, e.g. 

(42a ) Mmut l a o tshabile. 
'The hare ran away 

(42b) Mmutla ga o a tshaba. 
'The hare did not run away.' 

The second alternative negative form is a shortened form of 

the previous one . The negative morpheme ga- i s followed by 

a fused form of the subject concord and the deficient verb 

form -a-, followed by the bas ic verb stem with ending -a. 

For example: 

(43 ) Mmutla ga wa ts~aba. 
'The hare did not run away . ' 

he third alternative negative form of the ind icati ye mood 

past tense is the one with the aspectual mo rpheme -se

after the negat ive morpheme ga-. For example: 

( 44 ) Hmutla ga se wa tshaba. 
'The hare has not run away yet. ' 

The structure of this verb i s: 

ga - + se- + fused form of the subject concord and 
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stat lve / perfective -a + verb stem with end in g -a. 

W1th refe r e nce to th1 s form Lombard ( 1985:146 ) remarks as 
follows: 

"The negat1 ve particle ga se fol l owed by the 

verb in the consecut ive . . ... the negat ive 

part icl e ga se fol lowed by the verb in the 
habitual. " 

The possible reason for Lombard to regard the complement to 

be in the consecutive mood is because the subject concord 

conta ins a concord i a l morpheme + -a- ( perfecti ve / stative 

-a- ) wh 1ch looks just like the consecu t ive mood morpheme. 

This morph eme , however, d iffers i n tone from that of the 

conse cutive mood. Compare : 

( 45 ) Mmutla ga se wa t shaba. 
'The hare has not run away.' 

(46 ) Mmut la o bone bat he wa se tshabe. 
'The hare saw the people and did not run away.' 

The temporal mean ing of sentence ( 45 ) i s that the hare was 

st1ll there at that moment. 

The o ther negat ive form proposed by Lombard i s that the 

1nd 1cative past tense is negated by the negat ive particle 

' ga se' foll owed by the verb in the hab itual . The reason 

why Lombard regards i t to be a hab itua l mood i s probably 

due to the morphology of the verb in the habitual mood 

wh1ch looks like that o f the indicat ive mood present tense 

1n the negat1 ve. For e xample: 

( 47 ) Mmut la ga se o t shabe. 
'The hare has not run away yet.' 

he 1nterpretat 1on o f the above s entence i s that at the 

mome nt of speech 'the hare i s st ill there' and this means 

sentence ( 45 ) and ( 4 7) contain -se- wh ich i s an aspectual 

morpheme o f negat ive progression. To say the verb in 
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sentence ( 4 7 ) 1 s hab i tua 1 , i s based on 1 y on the se gme nta 1 

morphology which looks the same as t hat of the ind icat i ve 

mood present tense negative . Thus t he verb which f ol l ows 

ga- + se- 1s the verb in the ind 1cat 1ve present t e nse 

negative form and not habitua l. 

4.4.5 NEGAT ION IN CO-STRUCTURES 

The verbal groups and the auxili ary verb g rou ps ma y appea r 

1n d1ffere nt structures in a group. For e xa mp l e : 

(48 ) Monna ga a tlo tsoga a sepe la. 
'The man will not wake up and go . ' 

In the sentence above 'ga a tlo tsoga ' is i n t he negati ve 

form whereas ' a sepela' is in the positi ve fo r m. I n this 

rega rd Posthumus ( 1983:144) s a ys : 

"Aan die anderkant kan nega tief i ndringing wel 

plaasv1nd in ( by )sinne wat nie 'n 

ontkenningsvo rm i nsluit nie. 

Negat ive penetrat ion does not t a ke place wi t h comp l ementary 

verbs i n the subjunctive mood containing a s ubj unct ive 

conJunction. Compare : 

( 49 ) Ga re a go botsa gore o sepe le. 
' We di dn 't tell you that you must go . ' 
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CHAPTER 5 

5. TENSE IN TH E COPULATI VES 

5.1 TH E COPULATIVE 

According to VanW yk ( 1955:57 ) and Posthumus ( 1978), 

copulat1ves are s ubdivi ded into two major categories. The 

1nchoat 1ve copul at ives and the non- inchoati ve copulatives. 

The inchoat ive copul ati ves are those that indicate a 

process 1n being. Louwrens ( 1991:7 1) refers to them as 

d ynam1c copul at ives. On the other ha nd the non-inchoative 

copulatives are those that ind icate a completed process 

wh1ch Louwrens c al l s static copulatives . Compare e xamples 

( 1 ) and ( 2 ) as examples of non-inchoatlve / static 

copulat1 ves as opposed to ( 3 ) and ( 4 ) wh1ch are e xamples of 

1nchoat1ve copul a tives: 

(l) Monna ke moruti . 
'The man is a pr iest.' 

(2) Monna ga se morut1. 
'The man i s not a priest.' 

(3) Monna e ba moruti. 
'The man becomes a priest .' 

(4) Monna e bile moruti. 
'The man became a pr iest .' 

The d1fference between the two t ypes of copul at ives can be 

observed i n the copulative partic l e or the copulative verb 

stem. Copulat ive part ic les always e xpress the non

lnchoat ive copulat ives whereas the copulative verb stem can 

e xpress e i ther the i nchoat ive or the non-inchoative 

copul ati ve. The non-inchoative imp licat ion is e xpressed by 

t he stems -le, - se and -na, whereas the inchoat ive 

1mp l1 cat1on is expressed by the stems -ba, -be and -bile. 

The dlfference between inchoati ve and non-inchoat ive 

copu l ative relat1onships can also be observed i n those 

moods wh 1ch dlst i nguish d ifferent tense forms , namely, the 
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1nd1cat ive , situat ive and r e l at ive. 

5 .2 THE ABSOLUT E TENS E FOR MS OF TH E COPULATIVE 

It should be noted that tenses are distinguished in the 
1nd icat1ve , situative and re l at 1ve moods only. 

5.2 . 1 TH E ABSOLUTE TENSE FORMS OF TH E I NCHOATIVE 
COPULAT I VE$ 

The abso lute t ens e forms of t he inchoat ive copulati ves can 
be summarized as follows: 

Present tense 

Actua li ty Indicat ive Re l at ive Situative 

Pos1t1ve Monna e ba . .. yo e bago .. (ge ) e eba 
morut i . morut i . moruti. 

Negat1ve Monna ga e . .. yo e sa . . ( ge ) e sa 
be morut i . be go morut i. be morut i. 
Monna ga se 
e be morut i . 

Past tense 

Actua 1 i t y Indicative Re l ati ve Situative 

Pos1tive Monna e b il e .. yo e bilego .. ( ge ) e bile 
morut i. morut i . morut i . 

Negat 1ve Monna ga se .. yo e sago . . ( ge ) e se 
ya ba morut i. ya ba morut i . ya ba moruti. 
Monna ga ya 
ba mo rut i. 
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5.2.2 THE ABSOLUTE TENSE FORMS OF TH E NON- INCHOATIVE 
COPULATIVES 

The non-1nchoati ve copu l at ives are bas1cally distinguished 

by the defect ive verb stem - l e 1n the pos i t ive and -se in 

the negative. These verb forms real i ze only in the present 

tense positi ve and negat ive of t he re l at ive and situat ive 

moods respe ctively. The past tense of t he non-inchoative 

copulat 1ves repea l the forms of the relative tense. 

Compare the followin g e xamp l es 1n the t ab l e given be low: 

Present tense 

Actual1ty Ind1cative Relati ve Situative 

Pos i t ive Ke morut i . .. yo e l ege .. ( ge) e le 
morut i . morut i . 

Negative ga se morut i . . . yo e sego . . ( ge ) e se 
morut i . morut i. 

Past tense 

Actua l1ty Indicative Re l at ive Situative 

Pos1t1ve E be e l e .. yo e be go e .. ( ge ) e be e 
morut i . le morut i. le morut i. 

Negati ve E be e se . . yo e be go e . . ( ge) e be e 
morut i . se morut i . se morut i . 

The past tense of the non-inchoat ive copul at ives i mplement 

the relative tense structures to express absolute tense. 

Th1s 1S because of the morphological defectiveness of the 

ver b stems -l e and -se wh ich cannot take the past tense 

morphemes. 
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5 .2.3 TH E RELATI VE TENSE FORMS OF TH E COPULATI VES 

The relative tenses which a re discussed here are the f o r ms 

w1th -be and -ba . The inchoa ti ve copul at ive i n this tense 

form appea rs as complement . The auxili a ry verb po r t ion o f 

the construct ion shows the posit ion of t he new ly 

estab li s hed r eference po int. 

The relative tenses rea lize onl y 1n the moods wh i c h 

distinguish tense . As a result of th i s the e xamples gi ve n 

below are in the ind ica ti ve, re l at ive a nd s ituat ive moods 

only. 

Ind i cat ive mood 

The r eference po in t shifted to a pos ition bef o r e the D. C. 

Non- inchoa ti ve i mpl i cation 

(Sa ) Re be re l e banna . 
'We were men.' 

(Sb) Re be re se banna . 
'We were not men.' 

The reference point shifted t o a pos ition after the D. C. 

(6a ) Re tla be re l e banna . 
'We will be men.' 

(6b) Re tla be re se banna . 
'We w1ll not be men.' 

Inchoative impl i cation 

(7a) Re be re eba banna. 
'We were becoming men. ' 

(7b) Re tla be re sa be banna . 
'We were not becoming men.' 
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Re l at 1ve mood 

Non- inchoat ive i mpl i cat i o n 

(Ba) (Ba ) re bego re le banna. 
' We who were men. ' 

(8b) ( Ba ) re bego re se banna. 
' We who were not men.' 

Th e reference point sh i fted to a pos i t i on after the D.C . 

(9a) (Ba ) re t l a bego re le banna. 
' We who wi ll be men.' 

(9b) (Ba ) re t l a bego re se banna. 
' We who wi ll not be men.' 

Inchoat ive imp li cat i on 

(1 0a) (Ba ) re bego re eba banna. 
' We who were becomi ng men. ' 

( 10b) ( Ba ) re bego re sa be banna. 
' We who were not becomi ng men. ' 

( 11 a ) (Ba ) re t la bego re eba banna. 
'We who will be becomi ng men.' 

( 11 b) (Ba) re t l a bego re sa be banna . 
' We who will not be becoming men.' 

The reference point sh i fted to a pos i t i o n before the D.C . 

S1tuat ive mood 

( 12a ) (ge ) re be re l e banna. 
'when we were men.' 

( 12b) (ge ) re be re se banna. 
' when we were not men. ' 

Non-inchoat ive i mp li cat i on 

( 13a ) (ge) re be re eba banna . 
' when we were becomi ng men. ' 

( 13b) (ge ) re be re sa be banna. 
' when we were not becomi ng men.' 
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5.3 TIME AS A COPULATIVE VER BAL CATEGORY 

5.3.1 TIME INTERPRETATION OF THE COPULATIV ES I N TH E 

ABSOLUTE TENSE FORMS OF TH E TENS E DISTINGU I SH I NG 

MOODS 

The abso lu te tense forms of the ind 1cati ve , r e l at ive a nd 

s i tuative moods display atempora l, 1terative , s imul tative , 

anter1or and poster io r time interpretation . 

Atempora l: 

( 14 ) Setshaba ke kgosi l e balatedi . 
'A nat ion is the king and h1s subjects . ' 

( 15 ) Kwano ke maatla ge bathe ba rer i sana . 
'Un1 ty i s strength if peopl e share ideas . ' 

Iterat ive : 

( 16 ) 01thaba ke tSe tala ge pu la e ne le . 
'Mountains are green i f i t ra i ns . ' 

Simultative: 

( 17 ) Ke bolela l e bao e lege bareri. 
'I ta lk to those who are preachers.' 

Anter io r: 

( 18 ) Kgal e bathe e be e le diphoofo lo. 
'Long ago people were anima ls .' 

Posterior: 

( 19 ) Gosasa ke tla ba kgos i ya set shaba se ka gore ke 
fiwa setulo l ehono . 
'Tomorrow I wi ll be a king of thi s country because 
I am crowned today . ' 
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5.3.2 TIME INTERPRETATION OF THE RELATIVE TENSE FORMS OF 

TH E COPULATIVES IN THE TENSE DISTINGU ISHING MOODS 

T1me in terpretations which are d i st1nguished here, are: 

anterior, posteri o r, anterior-atempora l, anterior

i terative, posterior-atemporal a nd posterior- iterative. 

Compare the follow ing e xamples: 

Anterior: 

(20 ) Monyadi o be a le botse maabane ge ba goroga . 
'The br ide was beautiful yesterday when 
they arr ived.' 

Poster ior: 

( 21) Monyadi o t l a be a le botse gosasa. 
' The br ide wi ll be beaut i ful tomorrow.' 

Anter i or- atemporal : 

( 22) Phoofolo tsa naga e be e le sesebo pe le molao 
o th1bela. 
' Ant1lopes were meat before the l aw stopped it.' 

Anterlor-iterative: 

( 23 ) Pu la e be e eba modupi ge ba bone dingaka. 
'Ra in will then become a drizzle when they have 
seen the medicine men. ' 

Posterior-atemporal: 

( 24) Re tla be re le barui ge tate a rekile dikgomo. 
'We wil l be farmers when our father has 
bought cattle.' 

Pos ter lor-i terative: 

( 25 ) Ge e le gore Mpho e tla be e no ba sethunya gona 
o tla tsena sekolo . 
'If Mpho i s st i ll a br ight gir l, then she 
will rema in at school.' 
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CHAPTER 6 

6. CONCLUS I ON 

In th1s study an attempt has bee n made to define the 

concepts 'tense ' and 'time' a nd to i nvestiga t e their 

appl1cab1lity to Northern Sotho . The 1mp li cations which a 

systemat1c d i st i nct ion betwee n these two concepts has for 

the descr1ption of the Northern Sotho l anguage data have 

been 1nvestigated . Whereas 'tense' i s morphol ogically and 

phonolog1cally marked within the verb form, 'time ' i s not 

necessar ily marked within the verb form, but i s 
super1mposed on tense. 

A dist1nction has been drawn between abso lu te tense and 

relat1ve tense. The reference point of absolute tense 

forms 1s the de ict1c centre wh 1ch coinci des with coding 

t1me, while 1n the c ase of relati ve tense forms the events 

are in terpreted i n relat i on t o another r e f erence point 

wh1ch is not cod ing t i me. The grammat1cali zed tense forms 

of Northern Sotho which r e l ate to the de i ctic centre in 

terms of anteriority and simultane i ty are referred to as 

past tense and present t e nse respect ive ly. 

In the relati ve tense forms the pos1tion of the R.T. in 

rel ation to C. T. is marked by the morpho log ica l structure 

of the def ici ent verb which has developed d i achronically 

from the copu lat ive verb stem -ba. It can be sa i d that the 

d1fference between absol ute tense and re l at i ve tense in 

Nor t hern Sotho i s that the present moment serves as the 

reference point i n the abso lute tense forms whereas the 

relat1ve tense f o rms have a form whose mean i ng specifies 

that t he present moment does not serve as i ts reference 

po1nt. 

T1me, l1ke tense, is interpreted as be1ng anterior to, 
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s 1multative wi th, or pos t e r i or to coding t i me . Ti me i s an 

e xpression of the relation be tween e ve nt ti me and coding 

t1me regard l ess of the verb form. Although t he tense form 

contr 1butes to the esta bl 1shme nt of t ime , and t i me a nd 

tense d 1st inctions are ofte n identica l, the appropr i ate 

t1me interpretation i s p rimar ily cons tituted by factors 

outside the verb. The ma jor t i me estab li sh i ng dev ice is 

the 1nterrelat ion between t e nse forms a nd t i me adverbials . 

T1me reference, l1ke tense , ca n devi a t e from the deictic 

s imultaneity assumption. In othe r words both tense and 

t1 me in terpretat i on can be de i ct i c ( a bsolute ) or non

de i ctic ( re l at ive ) . 

The tempora l adverbials a re ass i gned cons i stent relational 

values. The i r r e lational r efe r ence ma kes i t poss i ble to 

subcate gor i ze the m into the c a t egori es anter ior , 

s 1multat1ve, poster io r a nd i t e rat ive . 

The copulati ves, as containing a speci a l type of verb , have 

a lso bee n invest i gat ed in terms of the r ea li zat i on of tense 

a nd t i me in the m. In this rega rd we ha ve f ound that the 

realization of t ense with i n the copul a t ive f orms i s 

comp licated by the defecti veness of the non- inc hoat ive 

copu l at ive verb stems - l e and -se . 

Th1 s study has furthe rmo re r ef l ec ted on the re l at i onshi p 

betwee n tens es a nd moods, t e nses a nd actua li t y . It is 

clear that none of the essenti a l ve r b c ategor i es can be 

d 1scussed e xc lus ively i n i sol at ion . In d i scuss i ng any one 

of the verbal cate gori es the r esearcher needs to take 

cogn1zance of the o t he r c a tegori es as we ll s ince the verba l 

categor 1es are mutua lly dependent . 
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