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Aspect as a Dscourse Category in Tamil
Susan . Herring
Lmiversity of California, Berkeley

1. Introduetion.

A handful of linguists writing within the past decade, most notably Hopper
(1979, 1982) and Givan {1979), but more recently also Do DBais (1087], have
advanesd the view that the process of grammaticization proceeds, both diachroni-
cally and synchronically, Ttom discourse on down to Lhe sentence or morpho-
syntactic level. In other words, rather than deriving discourse lunctions from
extensions of a core meaning associated with a particular grammatical form, s
has traditionally been done (. Comrie 1985:26), they have easentially reversed
the process by claiming that the ‘core meaning' is itsell a discourse lunctinn which
gives rise Lo various ‘additive’ meanings, some of which become grammaticized [or
‘syntacticized’) in the formal structure of a language.

As evidence Tor this claim, Hopper discusses the case of aspectual marking,
and in particular, ‘pecfective’ marking, as it relates to narrative discourse in a
number of languages. He argues that the sense of completion associated wilh per-
fective aspect derives from a more fundamental discourse function, which is that
of signalling successive events in narration, The fact that events in sequence
must be discrete and bounded gives rise, in tarn, to the perfective or complelive
interpretation of individual events. The completive interpretation tends to gram.
maticize in individual languages as perfective or perfect aspect, or ag past tense,
In Literary Malay, for example, the primary use of the forus particle lah is Lo sig-
nal major sequential events, i.e. in narration, When leh appears with a nominal
element in a sentence in isolation, it has an emphatic function, as in example 1]:

1} Anjing-leh yang hilang, bukan kuching.
dog which lost  nat cak
‘It was a dog | lost, not a cat.’

When the same particle follows a verh, however, it appears Lo function as a
marker of completion:

2} Mati-lah anak raju itu.
die prince  the
“The prince died /has died.”

The example of Literary Malay therefore provides an illustration of the principle
of extension of meaning from discourse 1o sentence level, according to Hopper.
Leaving aside for Lhe moment the larger theoretical implications of this
claim, the evidence regarding the discourse origing of perfectivily is intriguing,
and merits Turther consideration, The purpose of this paper is to present new evi-

dence which supports the claim that perlective aspect is inherently o disecirse
phenomenon,

2. The Tamil situalion.

The data are from Tamil, a Dravidian language with agglutinative marphal-
agy and OV waord ordee. 1o addition to three simple morphological tenses {past,
present, future), Tamil has three aspectual auxiliaries which derive diachronically
from verbhs meaning ‘Lo leave, let' (wifu), 'to he holding' (bonferu), b and ‘Lo be'
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{eru), and which express the notions 'rompletion’, ‘eantinuation’, and prefeel of
resultant state’, respectively. OF the three, the so-called ‘completive’ anxiliary
vifn is the most frequently used in the medern language, and also the mnost
dificult te eharacterize semantically. [t has been deseribed variously as com-
pletive’ {Dale 1975 Annamalai 1083), ‘definitive’ [Shanmukam Pillai  1968:
Paramasivam 1983}, and 'intensive’ [Arden 1942; Kumaraswami Raja 1966). The
situation is lurther complicated by the facl that the auxiliary vitu has a different
meaning when it appears in its so-called "eonjunciive® [non-finite, also known as
adverbial participle) form, i.c. between clauses intra-sententially, than when it is
associaled with the finite werb. In its farmer, non-fnite use, it is disjunctive,
separating clauses into diserete events essentially unrelated execpt by their
oecurrence in temporal sequence,

3 Kumir tavenukku piy-vittu pantiyan &ttalil  edppiltan.
K. town-dat go-AvP-vifu-AvFP Pandian Hotel-loe eat-PIms
‘Kumar went to town and {then he) ate at the Pandian Hotel,'
le.g. in reply to the guestion *What did Kumar do today?™
The Pandian Hotel may or may not be located in town.)
4) Kumir tavunukku pby  paptiyan  &tfalil cippittin.
K. town-dal go-AvE Pandian Hotel-loe eat-P3ms
'Kumar went to town and ate at the Pandian Halel,'
{The Pandian Hotel is lecated in town.)

This disjunctive function recalls the intransitive lexical meaning of the verb i,
which is “to leave (off doing something)', as opposed Lo its transitive meaning, ‘to
let (something go)'; e.g., 'Kumar went to town, lelt off (doing that), and (then)

ate at the Pandian Hotel.' Vifw still Tunctions as a Tully independent verb in
Modern Tamil, as in 5):

i) Patindru vayatika irvkkam patu, kumér vittai  vitgin,
16 years-adv he-FAJP time, K. house-ace leave-Pims
‘Kumar leflt home when he was sixteen,'

In addition to the main veeb wvifu and the ‘completive’ auxiliary iy,
Annamalai [1985) identifies another verbal auxiliary of the same form and conju-
gation which has extended the transitive meaning 'let’ to that of ‘release {of direct
abject following the action of the main verh)’, and by extension, ‘release into the
hands of an intermediary’, as in examples ) and 7):

B) Amma makalukku pén parttu-vittal,
mother daughter-dat lice search-AvP-release-P3fs
“The mother picked lice lor her daughter,”
7) Un  caikkilai lariyil  &rei-vitukirén.
your hike-ace truck-loe load.- AvP-release-Prls
‘T'Il send your bicycle by truck” [i.e. have sent via an intermediary).

The differences between the two auxiliary wifus are not only semantic but phonne
logical, in that the initial syllable ‘vi-' drops out in Lhe aspectual use in the spo-
ken language, but remaing with the other, 1T both are present medilying 1he same
verb, they occur in the order vitufrelease] vitufperfeciive], with tonse. person,
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gender, and number inflections attached Lo the latier, as in example B):

B) Kumirukku palai  anuppi-vitte-[vijttiya?
K.-dat  milk-ace send-Avi®-release- AvP-plv-'2s-0)
‘Dl yeu finish having the milk sent to Kumar?/
Did you get the milk sent Lo Kumar?' (e via an intermedinry|

From these and other facts, we may eonclude that the aspeetual vilu is Lhe
mere grammaticized of the two auxiliaries, in that it appears Tarthest from the
main verb, exhibits phonolagical reduction, and is more abstract in meaning.

2.1. The semantie characterization ol aspectual vifu.

Let us turn now to the aspectual win amd the problem of determining its
‘rore’ meaning. As | mentioned, there has been some disagreement amang
linguists and grammarians on this point, and not without reason, Consilered in
sentences in isolation, ity sometines appears to lend a sense of completion; obher
times of definiteness or assurance; and at other times, emphasis on the proposition
expressed by the main verb. Native speaker informants attribute a nuance of
Ynadvertance’ or 'upexpectedness’ to some instances of its use, and a sense of
‘pxpected’ or even ‘long-awaited outcome’ to others. It interacts differentially
with tense. This has led some grammarians to describe it as ‘completive’ in the
past tense, and ‘definitive’ in the present and future. Even this coft promise. posi-
tion is problematic, however, as | will attempt to illustrate here.

2.1.1, The *‘completive’ analysis.

Evidence for the completive analysis is based primarily on the lact that
many if net all transitive accomplishment verbs in Tamil, such as utai ‘hreak’,
wrukky ‘melt’, and kel “kill', imply a resultant change of state only weakly, such
that the lack of that result may then be explicitly stated without contradicting
the truth of Lthe previous utterance.

Ba) Alyar  teRkiyal  utaibtar.
brahmin eoeonut-ace hreak(tr)-Dlresp.
“The brahmin broke the coconut.’

O} Andl téikay utaiyavillai

but roronut break(int}-neg
‘But the coconut didn't break.'
10a) Kumar pallivai konran.
K. lizard-ace kill-P3ms
“‘Kumar killed the Hizard.'

10k} Anal palli cika-villai.
but. lizard die-neg
‘But the lizard didn’t die.’

Il the auxiliary wifu is added to the a) sentences above, however, it is no longer
possible to follow them with the sentences in b
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9a°) Aiyar  ténkayai utaitiu-fvijttir.
brahmin cocomut-ace break{Le)AvP-vitu-P3resp
“The brahmin broke the coconut {and finished beeaking i),
9b] *Anil tinkiy utaiya-villai
but coconut break{int-neg
1a’) Kumar pallivai  kenru-[vijttan.
K. lizard-ace kill-AvP-vile-Plims
‘Kumar killed the lizard (and fnished killing it).'
(0h] *Anil palli cika-villai.
but lizard die-neg

To characterize rile as completive in examples such as these seems valid. With
mntransitive aceamplishment verbs, as well as with verbs of achievement, process,
and state, however, such a contrast is not possible, and the use of past tense alone
implies completion of the event. [t ia impossible to diferentiate between 11) and
117}, for example, on the grounds that the action of going heme in ane is more
‘completed”’ than in the other;

L1} Kumar viytukku phoin.
K.  house-dat go-Plims
‘Kumar went home,'
117) Kumar vittukku pay-{vilttin.
K.  house-dat go- AvP-vifu-I"3ms
‘Kumar went home.'

Moreover, wifu is not necessarily present in every sentence which exprosses ‘rom-
pletion’. Explicit completion is most typically expressed by the verb muti ‘finish’
or by the use of adverbials, as in examples 12) and (3}

12} Cavittiri katikattai patittu-mutitta]/patitta-mubittu-{vijital.
Savitri  letter-ace read-AvP-Rnish-P3ls/ read-AvP-finish- Av P vifu-P30s
‘Savitri finished reading the letter.'

13} Kumér mulu puttakattaiyum patittin/patitbe-{vi)itan.

K. whale  haok-ace+ read-P3ms/ read- AvP-vifu-Plma
‘Kumar read the entire book.'

2.1.2. The “definitive’ analyais.

Alternatively, a number of grammarians have characterized vilu as definitive
in meaning, expressing (or emphasizing] the definite oceurrence of an event
While a Tew have applied this interpretation to the use of vifn in all three tenses,
others have restricted it Lo the presest and future tenses, noting further that vifu
in the present tense has Tuture, rather than present time relerence {ef. Annamalai
1985, also endnote 6). Examples 14) and 15) illustrate this usage:
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14) San nalaikku avanitam pécl-{vijtukiren,
| tomorraw heloc  speak-AvP.vilu-Pris
'l {definitely) speak to him tomoreow.’

15) Palai ink® vaittal, ketbup-pdy-(viitum.
milk-ace here put-cond go.bad-AvP-vetw-Fins
If vou put the milk here, it will {surely) speil.”

What should be pointed out is that the so-called ‘definitive’ nuance supplied by
the verbal auxiliary here is a pragmatic, not a semantic one. The unrealized pro-
positions expressed in sentences 14] and 15) would he rd;z!nlly el ﬂ]l'll {or unreer-
tain) whether vile was used or pot. They do contrast with the I_'ql-ll"r?ll-li‘ll'l-l 5eM-
tencex in the simple present or simple future tense, but not in terms of the degree
of probability of accurrence of the event. Example 14) is a promise and example
15) is a warning; without wiln both would be pragmatically neutral statements
about the Tuture. The semantic notien ‘definiteness’, on the other hand, may he
expressed adverbially, either with or without vitu:

16) Kumir niccayamaka varuvan/vantu-fvijiuvin.
K.  definitely come-F3ms/come-AvP-wile-Fims
‘Kumar will definitely come.’

Further, vitu is not incompatible with elements which express uncertainly or lack
of definiteness, as example 17] shows:

17) Kumar oruvélai  varuvin/ vantu-{viltuvin/ vantu-[viltalam.
K. perhaps come-Fims/come-AvP-vite-FIms/come-AvP-vifu-may
“Humar will/may perhaps (*definitely} came.’

Thus it is evident thal of the two principal semantic chararterizations pro-
posed for the Tamil verbal auxiliary vily, ‘completive’ and ‘definitive’, neither
accaunts Tor the data very satisfactorily, ¥ The latter, as we have seen, cannob
properly be considered a referential meaning at all, but rath.::r i l.'l:lllrl'l-"l"["It“:!I'lﬂ.Il?:E'El
pragmatic assaciation. On the other hand, while there iz {"-'JI']ITHI!'I!‘_III pa.rl..ml_ Siip-
port of the completive analysis, it cannot be meaninglully applied in the majority
of instances, since Lhe simple tenses alone Lend to receive the same interpretation
with respect to eompletion or incompletion whether vify is used or nob.

Having neted a few of the problems with ascribing gmmmzr.i-ral_ meaning o
wils in sentences in isolalion, the guestion then becomes the lollowing: does |:|,
interact with the larger discourse context in any maore systematir way‘: Might it
be possible to isolate a "core” function, rather than a core m.uni“!" which in l.u_rn.
could be generalized and extended to account for a majority or even =_L|i of its
diverse uses? [ so, what kind of evidence would such a discovery conslitute fese
the "diseourse-down® theory of grammaticization? | will attempt Lo answer these
questions in what follows.

2.2. Vitu in discourse,

It is clear from my work with mative speaker informants that maost uses of
vitu require extensive contextualization in nrder to be understood at all. . A
eontext-enriched approach reveals an additional set of nuanees, some af which
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appear to be pragmatically conditioned, such as the assuring/warning use in
examples 14) and 15), and the sense of expected or nnexpected/unintentional
event attributed to it by Annamalai {1985}, to mention but a few. her noances
represent distinet discourse Tunctions. The most impartant of these, ‘completad
event which has relevance to the following event', and *dismissal of previous topic
preparatory to change of topie’, indieate that the auxiliary may lunction as a type
of ‘perfect’. Thus Tor example, some speakers of Tamil feel that the difference
between the wse of the simple past tense and the auxiliary vitu in sentences such
as 12)

12) Cavitliri katitattai patitbu-mubilbalf patittu-mutitto-{vijttal,
Sawitri  letter-ace read-AvP-finish-FP30s/ read- Av P-finish-AvP-volne- 308
‘Savitri finished fhas finished reading the letter.'

in that the simple past variant is a matter-ol-fact statement of Savitei's activity,
As such, it is likely to be followed by ancther sentence with Savitri as Lhe subject;
e.g. what she did next. The use of vity, however, implies that we are through
with Savitri for the moment; the focus is rather on the relevanee of her action to
the current situation. The following sentence might be about the letter itself,
having as its subject one of those present at the time of utterance (e.g. ‘Now you
can read it').

Annamalai translates many of his vifu examples with the English present
perfect. He derives the meaning as an extension of the sense of completion which
he posits for vilu, noting that its use

sugpests that the message is complete; the topic of the next sentence is

most probably diferent; ita intonation s terminal; it cannot be fal-

lowed by the conjunctive participle [repetition of the predicate of the
previous sentence, ie. in narrative, in its ‘eenjunctive’ [AvP) form]|

[1985: B5).

A context of two or three contiguous sentences is sulficient to establish the
‘perfect’ Tunction of eitu, What is revealed, then, when we consider a discourse in
its enlirety, as for example a narrative? Narrative has the advantage of being a
relatively simplified discourse bype pragmatically, since it involves much lesa
interaction between narrator and audience than, say, between the participants in
a conversation. A narrative also Lypically relates completed events in past time,
and thua is likely to make use af the notion of eompletion in its organizational
structure,  Hopper (1979) observes that perfective aspect in a number of
languages, including French, Russian, and Malay, plays an important role in the
serquencing of major events within a narrative. He relates perfectivity to a cam-
plex of nolions cross-linguistically, including strict chronalogical sequencing of
dynamic, kinetic events; human topics; preservation of subject (typically presup-
posed); assertion of new infarmation in the verb; and 'foregrounding’, or signalling
of events indispensible to the narrative.

In order to test this hypothesis, | analyzed the use of vitu in Tamil oral nar-
rative discourse with respect to each of the features mentioned by Hopper.
Twenty narratives told by 9 adult native speakers have been analyzed; of Lhesn,

eleven are lolk stories, and nine are personal narratives. * The results of my
analysis are summarized in 18):
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1%)
Feature LA Frequency %
total finite vefu 210/ 1096 19.165%
(R0 T past 171 BLA3%
presant k| 16195
([TERTT 5 2.M%
verh Lype: accomp. 182 HE.BETE
achiev, o 9.527%
Process 3 2%
slmbe 3 1437
transitivity: tr. 63 0005
intr. 147 T0.00%
chronologically sequenced 1857201 92.0477
dynamic/kinetic event 155  TLEITG
*human® subject/topic 189 90.00%%
game 3t as previous § 133207 64.25%
same a_llrl as F:sl]ww'mg ] 121 I|ll 197 61.427%
3 contains no ‘new’ NPs (assertion in verh] 01 15.71%
narrative foreground 192 91.43%

Out of a total of 1096 finite verbs employed by the narrators in all of the
stories, 200 [or 19.16%) are modified by vife. OF these, most are intransitive *
accomplishment verbs inflected for past tense. As the figures in 18] show, use of
itn in the oral narratives eorrelates strongly with clauses with human [or anthro-
pomorphized animal] subjects (90.0072) relating chronologically  sequenced
(92.04%), ‘foreground ot indispensible to the story line-events (91.43%), where
the main assertion is in the verb (95.71790). With regard to these features, there
fore, Tamil vitu is a strong indicator of nareative perfectivity as characterized by
Hopper. llopper's prediction that perfective events tend to be dynamic in nature
is also barne out (T3.819%), although less overwhelmingly. This is due to the lact
that 2 number of verbs which commenly take wifu, including the verbs en and cal
‘tn say’, cannot be considerad to express highly kinetic events, but may neverthe-
less be evaluated by the speaker as indispensible to the narrative sequence. This
suggests that the foregrounding lunction supercedes the requirement that events
be dynamic.

The foregrounding function of wite is illustrated in the narrative sample in
example 19) below:

13
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15)

a. Amta.anta era Gr ponnn santu, anta paiyanai kigtitke atu phy-itucea,
that..that a town girl come:AvP that hoyv-ace take- 461" it go-viu-FPIns

b. "Kalyanam pannitte o poy-italim® anu  eallitty piy-ituren,
wnddln; dn-:.-l'i.u-.-\up rum.Away- efu-may thus say-raln-AvP go-vilu-PAns

c. Pay ar macam, sikéyo olineu  irualu-tiahka,
go-Avl® one month somewhere hide-Avt be-smtu-f"3pl

d. Appuram..ory, orn appuram, vantu-ttifkal-a,
alter a a after ﬂl!lﬂf-!'f!lh-P:trlerl:B

e Vaniu, inta  annan,  tampi. inta ponnu ponatunile anta family-kkd matippa
come-Av[" this older.bro younger.hro this giel  go-sines that family-dat! reapert
knlri.;lru-l‘.um.
lessen- vitu-F Ins

f. Atuvum unmai tin.
that+ truth emph.

g. Niné. efika vitle ellim atn tin  piraccanai.
I'  our house-loe all that emph. problem

h. Oru- anta ponnu phy-itucen and,  wiand, ivaika vittileys,
a  that giel go-eitu-Pins cond. immediately their house-loe!
ivafikalukkulliye, ivaika jatiklkulleys, ivaikalai kivalama  pecuvanka illai.
they-inside! their caste-inside!  they-ace disgrace-adv speak-Fipl tagl

i Kévalami  tin  pleuviiika,
disgrace-ady emph. speak-Fipl

j- Appa_anta paiyanaiywm, anta popnayum kittitte, "Nifika vantu nifka vaniu
then that boy-acc+, that girl-ace+ take-AsP, you-pl come-AvP we come-AvP
uithalukku kalyinam muticen veceu-tardm®  appati o eolli-tarinka.
you-dat  wedding Bnish-Av[* keep-vile-Prlpl likeahat thas say-vidu-Pripl

k. Collitiy anta peonaiyutn.anta paiyanaiyum kittittu vantu-{tifika.
say-vilu-AvE that girl-ace+ thal boy-acct Lake-AvI® come- wite-Flpl

L Kateittn  vanliu.. kalyinam muaticen-(Lafika,
take-AvE come-Avl* wedding finish. situ-Pipl

a. That..a girl from that place, um, went off with that boy.

b, She said "We can get married and then run away," and then went of.

. And then for a month, they hid semewhere and waifed.

d. Afterwards..um, afterwards, did they come?

e. Um, {her) older brother {and) younger brother.since the girl had gone, the
family would lose Tace.

I. And that{'s) really true.

- Even (with) me_in our house and everything..that("s) the problem.

h. T a- the gicl has gone off, immediately they'll had-mouth them in their home,
among themselves, in their caste, right?

i. They'll really bad-mouth them.

i- 5o they brought the boy and the gicl, and fell® them, "You, um, we'll Gnalize
your wedding.”

k. And then, they brought the gicl and the boy back,

|. And then, they finalized the wedding.
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In this sample, taken lrom a longer story about inter-caste marringes, the
vi{n sentences relate the primary events of the narrative: “she wenr off’, “they Ll
and waited', ‘her brothers came’, ‘they tell them "We'll finalize vrr w:--]-li.up-_".
"they brought them back’, “they finalized the wedding'. Sentences (b and {i).
which give general background information in the feture fhabiteal tesse, and the
equational [verbless) sentences T) and g) expressing the speaker's porsenal evabi.
tion, do not have rifu. (The use of vite with the future tense in sentence (o] does
nob signal a narrative event but rather indicates pragmatic assertion, as du alse
the eifu-marked verbs within quotes in sentences (b) and (i)}, ™ote that the sta.
tive main verb iru 'to be' in liae (] when followed by vifu takes on a more
dynamic, eventive interpretation: ‘They hid somewhere and waited.! The “wait-
ing' here is a discrete event viewed in its entirety, without any temparal overlap
with the events of the surrounding sentences. Nol all of the oral narratives 1 have
examined signal [oreground events by the use of vilu with such a high degres of
systematicity. [t is not wnusual Tor events al the primary narrative sequence 1o
be related in the simple past. ar unmarked narrative Lense, alongside of sthers
(presumably, those to which the narrator most wishes to draw the listener’s atben-
tion] marked by eifu, Nevertheless, the trend is evident in virtually every narra.
tive in which vitu appears at all. * Thus the evidence supports the claim that the
primary [unction of vy in narrative discourse is that of ‘perlectivity’,

How does this finding relate to what we have seen of vitu in other discourse
contexts? It is interesting to note thai Annamalai's predictions regarding the
‘perfect’-like behavier of ‘completive’ wity, namely thal it closes off the "mes-
gage”, cannot be lollowed by a conjunctive participle, and implies a lollowing
shift of topic, are nel supported by the narrative data. Example 19) constitutes a
single episode; the use of wilu for individual events within it does not imply any
special elosure. Moreaver, lines (¢), (), (k}, and (1) all begin with a conjunctive
participle repeating the fnite, vitu-marked predicate of the precesding sentence,
In these sentences, the subject is necessarily maintained, due to a syntactic con-
straint * on maintaining the same subject across clavses with the use of the on-
juntive form. The discrepancies can be accounted for by the Ffact that
Annamalai's ohservations were based on example sentences inlerpreted as though
in Lthe context of conversation, not marrative. (U is noleworthy, however, that of
the 16 vite clauses in my sample whicl are nof on the nareative time line {that is,
not in strict chronological sequence], 12 of them (75%) relate previously rom-
pleted avents and must be translated by the English past perfect. This suggests
that the notion of 'perfect’ as expressed by Tamil wifu is not incompatible with
narrative, although it clearly takes second place to the perfective, sequencing
lunction.

2.3. ‘Perfectivity’ as core Muinction.

At this point | would like Lo submit that the eharacterization of eify as a
marker of narrative perfectivity can be extended to account Tor its nnn-na-rf:nivr
uses as well. As Hopper observed, the notion of ‘complelion’ arises logically rom
narrative sequeencing, since one event must be complete before the next can follow.
However Tamil already has a productive past tense which alone implies ‘eomple.
tion"; thus the applications of 'completive’ aspert on the propositienal level are
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gomewhat restricted in Lhe language. With transitive accomplishment verbs, as in
examples 3] and 10), vifu indicates that the event has reached its logical end point
(a5 evidenced by the total affertedness of the patient). Where sueh a contrast ran-
pot he made, vilu preserves a more general sense of ‘intensification of the verhal
action’ which has given rise in turn to a variety of pragmatic nuances, many of
them verh or siluation-specific.  Probably related to the notion of 'intensitcy” as
well are wifw-marked assertions regarding the Tuture, which have vome to he asso-
ciated with “definiteness’ on the speech act level; e.g. *(l definitely assert that)
Kumar may perhaps come’ [ef. #x.17). In the context of continuous dizcourse,
foeus on the end point of a completed event, as in the ‘perfect’ function of eilu,
extends the notion of ‘completion’ to the relevance of the completed event 1o
what lollows. [The lact that Tamil already has a productive perflect construction
formed from the verb irx ‘to be' may help to explain why vifu has not grammati-
ciged Turther in this senge). Ultimately, we may posit that the “disjunctive’ role
which wifu plays in non-finite clavses [cf. ex.3] is related to both the ariginal lexi-
cal meaning of the main verb (‘to leave {off)') and the sequencing funetion evi.
denced in Tamil narrative, quite possibly as an inlermediary step between the
two. The extensions ol meaning of vitu are represented schematically in 20):

0)
nnnvﬁnﬂ!] same subject
V == oe > Aux ‘disjunction’
‘I:tl.l"le.-we' [Rinite] = = Frequence’ = = “completion’ = ="perfert’ aI.l"! rhange
‘foreground”’ = > ‘intensification’

In addition to relating the senzes of vife in a logically plausible Tashion, the
direction of development which [ have postulated here is consistent with mainte-
nance of subjecttopic across wilw-marked elauses. The original disjunetive use
typically requires that the subject of Lhe main clause be the same as that of the
subardinate clause, as in example 3). The extended ‘perfect’ use, on the other
hand, implies a change af subject ftopic. ln the oral narrative sample, as summar-
ized in the table in 18); subjects/lopics are maintained lollowing finite vilu clauses
only about BO% of the time. That is, they do not incline significantly one way or
the other in this regard, contrary to the conflicting predictions of Annamalai and
Hopper. This suggests that the explicit topic-shifting function is further removed
fram the disjunctive function than it is from the use of vila in narrative, as figure
20} implies.

3. Summary and conclusion.

Before returning to the theoretical issues raised in the beginning of this
paper, let us summarize briefly what we have seen thus far. In §2.1., it was
argued that the Tamil auxiliary wifu is not adequately described on the proposi-
tional level by any of the grammatical labels which have been applied ta i,
There is, however, evidence that it interacts in a more systematic fashion with the
larger discourse context. My analvsis of 20 oral narratives revealed that in the
context of narrative discourse vflu Tunctions in the overwhelming majority of its
occurrences as a marker of what, lollowing Hopper, | refer to as *narrative perfec-
tivity'. In §2.3., | proposed that ‘narrative perfectivity” gives rise to certain addi-
tive meanings, such as ‘completion’ and ‘verbal focus', which can be extended to
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account for all of the major categories of meaning expressed by the auxiliary cils
on the propesitional as well as on the discourse level .

While this proposal cannot he considersd to constitute "penol” of the diree-
tion of grammaticization indepenident of confirmation from arctual diarhronic evi-
dence, | would like to argue that the evidenee aof Tamil vilie, along with thar of
Malay [lah. suggest that the [unctional-semantie notion of perfeetiviey” s
inherently hannd to the narrative discourse context, and that in Tamil a1 least.
certain fearnres of its meaning, such as ‘chronologieal sequence” and “verbal ficus”,
wonlidl have been unlikely ta arise at all outside of narrative. The abjection will
oo donbt he made that these are not basic senses of perfectivity but rather ape
derived from precisely that same extended discourse context. The notions of
seqpuenre aml [oeus are contral, haowever, ta the characterization of Tamil wifu It
is via the sense of “disjunciion’ that the original lexical meaning of ‘leave (uf.ﬂ' i%
most likely to have grammaticized. as evidenced by the nen-finite use of it
which was presumably insulated from further extension of meaning hy s
sentence-internal position. In sentence-final position, the anly possible application
of ‘disjunciion’ (2 type of conjunction) would have been in larger discourse units
of evenls in sequence. Verbal forus, on the other hand, acesunts for impartant
uses of vile on the sentence level {'intensificat on', pragmatic ‘definiteness’) as well
as on the discourse level |"lforegrounding’).

An explanation meoving in the apposite direction: that is to say, from sen-
tence to discourse; would encounter 2 number of problems not posed by the
current hypothesis. It would have to account for the sense of foeus® or ‘emphasis’
independent of the functional notion foregrounding’. Similacly, it would have to
account for the extension of meaning from ‘disjunction’ te ‘eompletion’ without
passing through the intermediary of ‘sequence’ (a notion available only in con-
nected diseourse). [t would ultimately he forced to the inelegant conclusion that
the notion of ‘completion” was then lost in the context of narrative [since narea-
tive vite does not display any of the featwres of ‘completion’ as deseribed hy
Annamalai) amd replaced with the notion of ‘sequence/disjunction’! Even il salu-
tions were to be found to these difficulties, a theoretical position taking the pro-
positional meaniog (which I assume would be 'completive’, for lack of a better
eandidate] as primary would need te account for why the application of this
meaning is so resiricted on the sentence level. Given the existence of problems
such as these, it is the "discourse-first® hypothesis, and not the traditional
approach. which provides the more elegant and internally consistent aceount. of
the farts of Tamil wi,

These conclusions should ant be taken Lo imply that the traditional accaunt
of the grammaticization process for other linguistic elements is necessarily
incorrect, not that it is impossible to arrive at workable semantic charactoriza.
tions on the sentence level, since clearly much valuable work has heen and conbin-
ges to be done in these areas. What | would like Lo suggest is that the largely
unquestioned belief in the "unidirectionality” of the grammaticization provess he
reconsidered in the light of phenomena such as Tamil wits, which appears Lo pro-
vide evidence not only Tor the opposite direction of change but. for a bi-directional
give and take [as suggested for example by the extended narrative use of the wify
‘peclect’). The Tamil data Further illustrate that, even when there sxists evidence
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from a large number of languages in support of a particular development, the pro-
cess of grammaticization can never be Molly predictable, inasmuch as it is
influenced by the availability of grammatical categories within a given language
at a given point in time. The story of Tamil vefu might have been a different one
altogether il the language had not already had a lully productive past tense and
perfect construction in relation to which it had to negotiale its semantic and fune-
tional role. Finally, the concept Lhat grammaticization may he motivated by
discourse funclions as well as by reflerential meaning deserves much more serinus
consideration. Such a conclusion need not stand in opposition to what we already
know aboub semantic processes, but would rather add to it a dimen=ion which
reflects a profoundly basic fact about language use: that it alten serves an wnadee-
Iying non-referential agenda.

Endnotes

I.  The ‘continuous” auxiliary kenlira is actually made up of two verhs, kol 'to
hold® and ire ‘to be'. By itsell, kol is used as an auxiliary to express ‘con-
tinuation® or ‘simultaneity’ in non-finite clauses, and ‘reflexivity’ or “middle
voice' in finite posilion. As it is nol fully "aspectual” in the same sense as
the others, I have not included it here.

2. | have not attempted to argue for or against the third characterization,
‘intensive’, in that this sense is impossible to demonstrate for sentences in
isclation without having access to the intentions of the speaker or writer.
This alone disgualifies it as a candidate for ‘core meaning”.

3. As the folk narratives and the personal narratives behave similarly with
respect to the use of vilw, | make no further distinetion between them here.
A somewhat different pattern emerges when we consider written narrative,
however, which suggesta that ‘narrative perfectivity' as indicated by vilu is a
characteristically oral phenomenon. This is an area which requires further
investigalion.

. Instances of witu in future tense with habitual meaning have been excluded
from the analysis, as the inherent imperfectivity of the future tense in Tamil
tends Lo restrict it Lo ‘background” functions.

3. The predominance of intransitive verbs in the foregrounded narrative event
sequence might seem surprising, particularly in view of the predictions made
by Hopper and Thompson's (1980} Transitivity Hierarchy., The T0% figure
[ar intransitive verba in this sample reflects the Tact that the four verha most
commonly used with witu, and which alone account for 35.719% of its
aceurrences, happen to be intransitive. These are: po 'go’ (24 instances), vd
‘come’ (19 instances), col “say’ (17 instances), and en “say' (15 instances).

6. Marrative uses of present tense such as this cne must be considered referen-
tially equivalent to the past. As such, the example does not contradict the
observation that wifu plus present tense may not refer to present time {a fact
which i3 consistent with its perfectivity).

7. At least one instance of finite welu appears in 19 out of the 20 narratives in
my sample. The narrative which lacks il is a very short (7 fnite verhal
[orms) felk tale related predomonantly in the future/habitual tense.
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B.  There are exceplions to this constraint (cf. Lindholm 1975; Paramasivam
1983) but these need not concern us here.
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