
Proceedings of SALT 23: 40–62, 2013 

©2013 Daniel Altshuler 

	
  	
  
	
  

There is no neutral aspect* 
	
  

Daniel Altshuler 
Heinrich-Heine-Universität Düsseldorf 

 
 

Abstract This paper considers the Hindi –yaa and the Russian –yva, which share 
many properties that are characteristic of so-called neutral aspect—an aspect 
whose meaning generalizes across the perfective and imperfective. Proponents of 
neutral aspect assume that (im)perfectivity is defined in terms of reference to an 
event’s completion. This paper refines this idea, distinguishing between an event 
that culminated and one that ceased to develop further. The latter notion comes 
from Landman’s (1992) analysis of the progressive, which denotes a function 
from a set of events in the extension of the VP that it combines with to a set of 
event stages that develop into VP-events according to a particular recipe. 
Building on Landman’s analysis, I propose that a perfective operator is one that 
requires a maximal stage of a VP-event; an imperfective operator is one that 
requires a VP-event stage, but this stage need not be maximal. I show how this 
analysis allows us to analyze the Hindi –yaa and the Russian –yva as being 
perfective and imperfective respectively, without any reference to neutrality. 
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1 Introduction 
 

Neutral aspect is a term that was introduced by Carlota Smith (Smith 1994) to 
describe aspectual forms that appear to have semantic characteristics of both the 
perfective and imperfective aspect. In a recent typological survey, Dahl (2010) 
writes: “…there is evidence that the neutral aspect can be shown to represent an 
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aspectual type which behaves differently than the imperfective, the perfective and 
the anterior aspect” (ibid: 88). The key evidence that Dahl draws on is the 
observation that past neutral forms of telic verbs are compatible with both a 
“processual” and a “completive” reading. This, according to Dahl: 
 

(1) …indicates that the neutral aspect is distinct from the perfective a well as 
from the imperfective aspect. Specifically, perfective forms of telic 
predicates are generally incompatible with progressive-processual 
interpretation, whereas corresponding imperfective forms tend to be 
incompatible with a completive-sequential reading… (ibid: 88-89) 

 

 As an example of what Dahl had in mind, consider the Russian –yva in (2) 
and (3) below. It can be used to describe: (i) a change of state between a window 
being closed and it being open, i.e. a “completive” reading, and (ii) an ongoing 
process of Columbus discovering America, i.e. a “processual” reading. 
 

(2) Da,  ja  otkr-yva-l         okno.    
 Yes, I    open-yva-PST  window    
 ‘Yes, I {have opened/did open} the window.’   
 

(3) O, bud'te uvereny, čto   Kolumb     by-l       sčastliv  ne  togda, kogda 
 O  rest     assured   that Columbus  be-PST happy    not then    when   

 otkry-l      Ameriku,   a     kogda   otkr-yva-l        ee.   
 open-PST America    but  when    open-yva-PST  it 

‘Oh, rest assured that Columbus was happy not when he discovered 
America, but while he was discovering it.’ (Dostoevskij, Idiot; quoted by 
Vinogradov 1972 and cited in Rassudova 1984: 15) 
 

–yaa in Hindi can also be used to describe a change of state. (4) illustrates that  
this inference can be canceled to describe a processual cookie-eating event. 
 
 

(4) maayaa-ne   biskuT-ko     khaa-yaa  (par  use        puuraa nahiin khaa-yaa) 
Maya-ERG  cookie-ACC eat-yaa        but  it-ACC  finish   not      eat-yaa 

   ‘Maya ate the cookie (but did not finish it).’ (Singh 1991, 1998) 
 

  The cancellation in (4) is in accordance with Pancheva’s (2003) 
generalization that the use of neutral aspect leads to an implicature that the 
described event was completed, never an entailment. This generalization not only 
applies to Hindi -yaa but to the Russian –yva as well (Leinonen 1982): 
 

(5) Ja dočit-yva-l          poslednie stročki pis'ma (xotja            ne   do   konca). 
   I   read.up-yva-PST last     lines    letter    even.though not until end    
   ‘I read the last lines of the letter (though not until the end).’ 
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 Interestingly, Pancheva’s generalization does not seem to apply to 
achievements. Smith (1994) observes that neutral aspect of achievements leads to 
the entailment that the described event was completed. This generalization was 
independently made by Singh (1991, 1998) about Hindi. For example, consider 
(6) below, where –ye (a phonological variant of –yaa) leads to the entailment that 
the father crossed the threshold of the speaker’s house. We know this to be the 
case because the follow-up that attempts to cancel this inference is infelicitous. 
 

(6) pitaa-jii hamaare ghar  aa-ye (#lekin hamaaraa ghar nahiiN DhuunD sake) 
 father     our        house come-ye but    our           house not    find       could 

‘Father came to our house (#but was unable to find it).’ (Rajesh Bahtt, pc.)  
 

Based on such examples, Singh concluded that –yaa (and its phonological 
variants) combines with achievement verbs to “indicate that the described action 
was completed” (ibid: 183). Similarly, as discussed in the next section, Russian 
achievement VPs whose aspectual profile is identical to those with -yva lead to 
the entailment that the described event was completed. This raises the question of 
why particular forms in genetically unrelated languages lead to two distinct 
interpretations (completive and processual), and one of these interpretations 
(completive) constitutes an entailment when achievement VPs are used. 
 As noted at the outset, one answer to the question is to say that—in addition 
to the traditional three-way distinction between the perfective, the imperfective 
and the perfect—there is an aspectual class called neutral aspect. It has a meaning 
that generalizes across (at least) the perfective and the imperfective and, for 
whatever reason, is sensitive to the distinction between achievements and non-
achievements. Some version of this idea has played a vital role in many analyses 
of aspect.1 Of course, it presupposes a particular analysis of (im)perfectivity, e.g. 
the classical view advanced by Comrie (1976) and outlined by Dahl in (1) above. 
But why should we assume that (im)perfectivity is what (1) says it is? 
 An important cross-linguistic fact that leads us to reconsider (1) is that in 
language after language, the truth conditions of forms that have traditionally been 
called perfective do not appear to lead to a completive interpretation.2 Notions 
like non-completive perfective and semi-perfective have subsequently been 
introduced in addition to neutral perfective (see e.g. ter Meulen 1995, Koenig & 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
1 See, e.g. Schilder 1995, Iatridou et al. 2001, Giorgi & Pianesi 2001, Pancheva 2003, Deo 2006: 
104, Boneh & Doron 2008, Dahl 2010: §1.2, Travis 2010; see Csirmaz 2004 for more discussion. 
2 Here is a sample of languages for which this claim has been made: SENĆOŦEN (Kiyota 2008); 
Japanese (Ikegami 1985); Karachay-Balkar (Tatevosov 2008); Malagasy (Travis 2000); Mandarin 
(Teng 1972, Koenig & Chief 2008); Punjabi (Raja 2003); St’át’imcets and Skwxwúmesh (Bar-el 
Davis & Matthewson 2005); Tagalog (Dell 1987); Tamil (Pederson 2007); Thai (Koenig & 
Muansuwan 2000), among many others.    
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Muansuwan 2000). In fact, the Hindi -yaa discussed above is a suffix that every 
Hindi grammarian calls perfective, and yet, given the position in (1), we are 
forced to see it as a special kind of a perfective, perhaps not a perfective at all. 
Moreover, the Russian –yva discussed above is a suffix that every Russian 
grammarian calls imperfective, and yet given the position in (1), some have 
concluded that “…there is no such thing as the meaning of the imperfective; this 
‘aspect’ is really a non-aspect” (Paslawska & von Stechow 2003: 336). 
 This paper argues that we can treat the Hindi –yaa as a perfective suffix and 
the Russian –yva as an imperfective suffix, without any reference to neutrality, if 
we refine the notion of completion mentioned in (1). In particular, I would like to 
distinguish between: an event that culminated and an event that ceased to develop 
further. This distinction is perhaps clearest when thinking about an event like 
running a marathon. If one crosses the finish line, then the event culminates, 
thereby verifying the description ran the marathon. If the runner continued to run 
beyond the finish line, it would not be the same kind of event as the one described 
by ran the marathon. If, on the other hand, one stops in the middle of the race, 
then the description ran the marathon would not be verified. The event of running 
would cease to develop into the kind of event described by ran the marathon. 

The notion of an event’s development is borrowed from Landman’s (1992) 
analysis of the English progressive, according to which this aspect denotes a 
function from a set of events in the extension of the VP that it combines with to a 
set of event stages that develop into VP-events according to a particular recipe. In 
the next two sections, I motivate an analysis in which both perfective and 
imperfective operators denote functions which return VP-event stages. Both could 
describe an event’s culmination; this depends, in part, on whether the operator 
requires proper event stages in the extension of the VP that it combines with. In 
other words, the combination of an aspectual operator with a VP could (but need 
not) result in a telic predicate, but this is independent of (im)perfectivity (cf. 
Borik 2006). Subsequently, I build on insight from Koenig & Muansuwan (2000) 
and Filip (2000, 2008) and propose that perfective operators differ from 
imperfective ones in that only the former impose a maximal stage requirement, 
which is satisfied when a VP-event culminates or ceases to develop in the actual 
world. An important consequence of this analysis is that it allows us to dispense 
with the notion of ‘neutral aspect’ since we now have a clear way of 
differentiating between imperfective and perfective operators: 
 

(7) Hypothesis about (im)perfective operators 
a. An operator is perfective if it requires a maximal stage of an event in 

the extension of the VP that it combines with. 
b. An operator is imperfective if it requires a stage of an event in the 

extension of the VP that it combines with, but this stage need not be 
maximal. 
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2 Semantic constraints imposed by the Russian imperfective 
 

This section motivates and accounts for the hypothesis that there is a correlation 
between grammatical aspect and VP meaning in Russian. The hypothesis is driven 
by inferences about an event’s culmination. I only consider sentences with telic 
VPs since, by definition, only telic VPs describe culminations (Parsons 1990).   
 
2.1 A note on Russian aspectual morphology 
 

According to the Russian Academy Grammar (1960), every verbal form in 
Russian is either perfective or imperfective. Imperfective verbal stems can be 
morphologically simple or complex. In the former case, they provide a basis for 
the derivation of the perfective forms, which arguably involves prefixation.3 The 
examples below, in (8), illustrate that the aforementioned suffix –yva (and its 
phonological variants) can be added to a complex perfective verb, which in turn is 
derived from a simple imperfective verb. This process is often referred to in the 
literature as secondary imperfectivization. 
 

(8) a.  pisat'  za-pisat'                      za-pis-yva-t' 
  write.IPF   [PFV-[write.IPF]]     [[PFV-[write.IPF]]-IPF] 
  ‘to write’ ‘to write down’          ‘to write/be writing down’ 
 b. govorit' po-govorit' po-govar-iva-t' 
  tell.IPF  [PFV-[tell.IPF]] [[PFV-[tell.IPF]]-IPF] 
  ‘to tell’ ‘to talk for a bit’ ‘to talk/be talking for a bit’ 
 c. bolet' za-bolet' za-bol-eva-t' 
  be.ill.IPF  [PFV-[be.ill.IPF]] [[PFV-[be.ill.IPF]]-IPF] 
  ‘to be ill’ ‘to become ill’ ‘to become/be becoming ill’ 
 d. znat' u-znat' u-zn-ava-t' 
  know.IPF [PFV-[know.IPF]] [[PFV-[know.IPF]]-IPF] 
  ‘to know’ ‘to learn’ ‘to learn/be learning’ 
 

 It should be noted that according to Dahl’s criteria discussed at the outset, no 
Russian form should ever be glossed imperfective; forms should glossed as being 
‘neutral’ or ‘perfective.’ Since what’s at stake here is whether Russian does, in 
fact, have the distinction glossed in (8), the examples in the introduction were not 
glossed for aspectual distinctions (e.g. –yva was simply glossed as ‘-yva’). From 
here on out, however, I will gloss every verb as perfective or imperfective and 
show how glossing the verbs in this way fits the definition of (im)perfectivity in 
(7).4 To avoid circularity, I will gloss the aspectual distinction according to an 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
3 Cf. Arguments by Filip (2008) that perfectivity comes from a silent operator and that the prefixes 
have a semantic function independent of perfectivity.   
4 Note that I will not indicate the morphological derivations in the glosses, choosing to adopt the 
convention of simply marking the form as imperfective (IPF) or perfective (PFV).   
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independently motivated diagnostic which is used by all Russian grammarians 
and teachers, and which I take to be the most reliable: imperfective verbs are 
possible with the auxiliary budet (‘will’), while perfective ones are not. I refer the 
reader to Maslov 1984 for other diagnostics and Grönn 2003 for discussion.  
 
2.2 Culmination entailment hypothesis 
 

Let us begin by considering the Russian example in (9), where the imperfective 
sentence has the achievement VP, priezžal otec (‘father arrived’).5 That this VP is 
an achievement can be shown by the observation that it cannot occur with the 
present tense to mean something like “is arriving”, viz. (10) below; one would 
have to use the atelic VP edet (‘going’) instead (Kagan 2007a). In contrast, an 
imperfective accomplishment VP like dočityvat' poslednie stročki pis'ma (‘to read 
up the last lines of the letter’) can co-occur with the present tense viz. (11) below. 
 

(9) K   nam  priezža-l            otec,   no   vskore      u-exa-l. 
 To  us     arrive.IPF-PST  father  but  in.a.rush  PFV-go-PST 

‘Father had come to see us, but went away again soon.’ (Rassudova 1968) 
 

(10) #Smotri—vot     priezža-et          Sergej. 
   Look      there  arrive.IPF-PRS  Serge 
   ‘Look—Serge arrives.’ (Stephen Dickey, p.c.) 
 

(11) Smotri—vot    on   dočit-yva-et         poslednie  stročki  pis'ma. 
 Look    there he   read.up-yva-PST  last            lines      letter 
       ‘Look—he is reading up the last lines of the letter.’         
 

The contrast above leads to the following generalization: 
 

(12) If an imperfective VP is impossible with the present, it is an achievement. 
 

 Let us now return to the interpretation of (9). As noted by Rassudova, the 
father is understood to have arrived, before leaving shortly thereafter. It is not 
clear, however, whether it is the imperfective VP that leads to the understood 
culminated arrival; the sentence no vskore uexal (‘but he left soon’) makes it 
impossible to tell since one cannot leave a location if he did not arrive there first.  
 Evidence that priezžal (‘arrived’) leads to such a culmination entailment 
comes from the observation that if we replace no vskore uexal (‘but he left soon’) 
with no on ne smog najti naš dom (‘but was unable to find our house’) as in (13) 
below, the resulting sentence is odd. This contrasts with (14), where the 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
5 Note that the VP in (9) is a derived, secondary imperfective. The reason that the suffix -yva is not 
apparent is that the derivation involves suppletion.  See Townsend 1975 for more discussion. 
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progressive does not lead to an entailment that arrival culminated and therefore it 
makes sense to assert that the father was unable to find the speaker’s house. 
 

(13) K  nam  priezža-l        otec    domoj, (#no  on  ne  smog  najti  naš dom). 
To us     arrive.IPF-PST father home      but he  not able    find   our house 

 ‘Father came to see us at home, but was unable to find our house.’  
 

(14) Father was coming to see us at home, but was unable to find our house. 
 

 Examples parallel to (13) could be constructed with other imperfective 
achievements, which always lead to a culmination entailment, e.g.:    
 

(15) a. doxodit' (‘to reach by foot’)	
   b. prixodit' (‘to arrive by foot’) 
 c. zaxodit' (‘to come in by foot’) d. priletat' (‘to arrive by plane’) 
 

Like priezžat', these forms are derived secondary imperfectives, i.e. they are 
derived from perfective forms. This leads us to the following hypothesis: 
 

(16) All Russian imperfective achievements are derived imperfectives. 
 

These are the only forms that lead to a culmination entailment. As we saw at the 
outset, in (5), derived imperfective accomplishments do not lead to a culmination 
entailment. Therefore, I propose: 
 

(17) In Russian, a sentence with an imperfective VP entails that a described 
event culminated if and only if the imperfective VP is an achievement. 
 

Given (16), we can rephrase (17) as follows:   
 

(18) The Russian imperfective gives rise to an entailment that a described event 
culminated if it combines with a perfective VP describing a culmination.6 

 

 An important consequence of (18) is that we have evidence that underived, 
imperfective VPs in Russian never describe an event’s culmination; only the 
perfective can telicize base VPs in Russian. While this position is held by most 
researchers working on Russian aspect, it is not easy to prove it. Zucchi (1999) 
calls this the problem of indirect access: how do we determine the semantics of 
base VPs? Suppose that they are predicates of events. Do they denote sets of 
complete events or not? Zucchi showed that the choice is important to how we 
approach the semantics of the English progressive, but, unfortunately, there is no 
conclusive evidence to choose one or the other. With respect to the Russian 
imperfective, however, Zucchi argues that we have morphological evidence. He 
considers the imperfective form pisat’ (‘to write’), which can combine with the 
prefix na- to yield the perfective napisat’ (‘to write up’) and reasons: “if the 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
6 As argued extensively by Borik (2006: 76-96), the perfective need not describe an event’s 
culmination (e.g. Petja poiskal knigu ‘Peter looked for a book (for a bit)’).   
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perfective prefix na- is assumed to combine with predicates of complete events, 
then, in addition to the imperfective form pisat’, we would have to posit a 
homophonous perfective form pisat’ that never occurs unless it’s combined with a 
perfective prefix.” This would be a dubious analysis, and Zucchi concludes that 
base VPs in Russian denote a set of ‘incomplete events.’  
 An underlying assumption in this argument is that base VPs in Russian are 
imperfective. However, why must this be the case? For example, the base VP 
pisat’ could denote a set of complete events and this denotation could combine 
with either a silent imperfective operator to yield a set of incomplete events or a 
perfective operator to return a set of complete events. Such an analysis is certainly 
conceivable (see, e.g. Altshuler 2010, 2012) and it brings us back to the problem 
of indirect access. An important consequence of the data provided here is that it 
addresses the problem: base VPs in Russian do not denote a set of complete 
events because if they did, we would expect there to be culmination entailments 
with non-secondary imperfective forms, i.e. those that are not derived from the 
perfective. However, as we have seen, imperfective forms give rise to culmination 
entailment only when they are derived (achievements).  
 Let us now move on to reconsider the aforementioned sentence in (2) in light 
of the discussion above. Without further context, otkryval okno (‘opened the 
window’) describes the change of state from a window being closed to being 
open. However, the same VP need not interpreted as an achievement, as it can 
occur with the present tense (viz. Ja otkryvaju okno ‘I am opening the window’). 
Similar observations can be made for a wide range of verbs: 
 

(19) a. otkryvat' okno (‘to open the window’) 
 b. zavozit' produkty (‘drop off groceries’) 
 c. darit' ej cvety (‘give her flowers’)   
 d. vyigryvat' matč (‘win a match’) 
 

Relating these observations to the hypothesis in (17) above, we can say that the 
culmination inference with such VPs does not constitute an entailment because 
they are compatible with non-achievement interpretations. I come back to this 
point in the next section, where an analysis for the imperfective is proposed.  
 
2.3 Analysis of the culmination entailment with the Russian imperfective 
 

Landman (1992) proposes that sets of events can be ordered by a ‘part-of’ and a 
‘stage-of ’ relation. The latter is a special case of the former since “to be a stage, a 
part has to be big enough and share enough with [an event] e so that we can call it 
a less developed version of e” (Landman 1992: 23). Landman uses the stage-of 
relation to define the progressive operator: PROG denotes a function from a VP 
denotation, i.e. a set of events, to a set of VP-event stages. A progressive sentence 
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is true if a VP-event stage develops into an event of the kind denoted by the VP in 
some possible world that is ‘near enough’ to the world of evaluation.7  
	
   Landman’s idea is made more precise by the meaning of PROG below, in 
(20), which combines with a set of events P and requires an event e' that is 
instantiated in the actual world w* to be a stage of a P-event e in a ‘near enough’ 
world w. This requirement is encoded by the STAGE relation, whose semantics 
are spelled out in (20): STAGE(e', e, w*, w, P) is true iff (i) the history of the 
world denoted by w is the same as actual world up to and including the run time 
of the event denoted by e', (ii) the world denoted by w is a reasonable option for 
the event denoted by e', (iii) e has the property P in w, and (iv) the event denoted 
by e' is a proper part of the event denoted by e.8 

(20) a. PROG w λPλe'∃e∃w[STAGE(e', e, w*, w, P)] 
 b. [[  STAGE(e', e, w*, w, P)]]     M, g	
  = 1 iff (i)-(iv) holds: 
  (i)   the history of g(w) is the same as the history of g(w*) 

up to and including τ(g(e')) 
 (ii)  g(w) is a reasonable option for g(e') in g(w*) 
 (iii) [[ P]]     M, g	
  (e, w) = 1 
  (iv) g(e') Ç g(e) 
 

Note that PROG does not relate an event to a topical time, as is commonly 
assumed in the literature on aspect (Kamp & Rohrer 1983, Kamp & Reyle 1993, 
Smith 1994, Klein 1994).9 This seeming oversight is for the sake of simplicity—
to abstract from issues about how tense and aspect interact. The operator in (20) 
therefore should be seen as a constraint on the meaning of the progressive.  
 Moreover, note that PROG is treated as an eventuality description modifier, 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
7 This builds on Dowty’s (1979) monumental analysis. See e.g. Bonomi 1997, Portner 1998, 
Condoravdi 2009 for other implementations, which are compatible with what is proposed here.	
  
8 Landman’s meaning for PROG also involves a continuation branch function that allows one to 
trace how an event that is instantiated in the actual world develops in some possible world.   
9	
  There are two well-known approaches: (i) there is a ‘progressive state’ which contains the topical 
time (Moens & Steedman 1988, Kamp & Reyle 1993, Kamp et al 2011) and (ii) there is an event 
in the extension of the VP that contains the topical time (e.g. Klein 1994, Kratzer 1998). The 
problem with (i) is that it’s unclear how the ‘progressive state’ is compositionally derived from an 
underlying event. The problem with (ii) is that the event in the extension of the VP is existentially 
quantified over and thus does not account for the imperfective paradox when the VP is an 
accomplishment. Those that subscribe to (ii) often acknowledge this shortcoming, implicitly 
assuming that the proposed meaning could be enriched with a modal semantics. In particular, the 
existential quantification is not really over a VP-event, but a VP-event-part. However, the question 
then becomes: what VP-event-part is related to the topical time and what is this relation like? Does 
the VP-event-part contain the topical time or is it the other way around?  
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which maps a set of eventualities onto another set of eventualities. This is meant 
to: (i) allow the possibility of coercion operators to apply to the meaning of 
progressive VPs and return a set of coerced eventualities (cf. de Swart 1998; 
2000; Bary 2009) and (ii) allow us to remain neutral about the syntactic 
distribution of PROG with respect to other aspectual operators, which I assume to 
also be eventuality description modifiers. 
 Finally, note that the condition in (20)iv is not what Landman proposes. He 
proposes that the event denoted by e' must be a part of the event denoted by e; it 
just need not be a proper part. In what follows, I’d like to show how maintaining 
the condition in (20)iv for PROG allows us to account for a key difference 
between the English progressive and the Russian imperfective (cf. Filip 1999). To 
that end, I propose that Russian has the partitive operator in (21), which is like 
(20) except that (21)iv has non-proper containment:   

(21) a. IPFRUSS w λPλe'∃e∃w[STAGE*(e', e, w*, w, P)] 
 b. [[  STAGE*(e', e, w*, w, P)]]     M, g	
  = 1 iff (i)-(iv) holds: 
  (i)   the history of g(w) is the same as the history of g(w*) 

up to and including τ(g(e')) 
 (ii)  g(w) is a reasonable option for g(e') in g(w*) 
 (iii) [[ P]]     M, g	
  (e, w) = 1 
  (iv) g(e') ◊ g(e) 
	
  

Applying (21) to the aforementioned (13), we would say IPFRUSS combines 
with the perfective VP priexat’ (‘arrive’) and requires that there be an event e' in 
w* that is a stage of an event e in the extension of priexat’ in a ‘near enough’ 
world w. If we assume that priexat’ denotes a set of atomic stages by virtue of 
being an achievement, then the requirement imposed by IPFRUSS is trivial. That is, 
given that an atomic stage is one that develops into itself in the world of 
evaluation (and presumably every other possible world), we expect (13) to entail 
that the father arrived at the location of the speaker. This is the desired prediction. 
  IPFRUSS applied to an accomplishment VP, however, does not lead to a 
culmination entailment assuming that accomplishment events have at last two 
stages (Bittner 2007: 22). For example, IPFRUSS applied to a perfective 
accomplishment such as dočital poslednie stročki pis'ma (‘read up the last lines of 
the letter’) in (5), correctly predicts this sentence to entail that a stage of a 
reading-up event culminated and crucially not that a reading-up event culminated.  

The analysis also allows us to explain the difference between the Russian 
imperfective in (13) and the English progressive in (14), which has the following 
paraphrase: “there was an event going on which if not interrupted culminated in 
the speaker’s father’s arrival at the house”. According to this paraphrase, was 
coming in (14) is interpreted differently from came; it is on a par with was getting 
closer to, viz. My father was getting closer to our house. This interpretation is 
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expected given the meaning of PROG in (20), which requires there to be a proper 
part of a P-event. Assuming once again that events described by achievement 
VPs do not have proper parts, coercion takes place.  
 Note that the proposed analysis of the English progressive differs from what 
has previously been proposed in the literature. Rothstein (2004) proposes that 
achievement VPs are subject to a type-shifting rule when they combine with 
PROG because events described by such VPs do not have stages. This idea is 
similar in spirit to the original proposal made by Moens and Steedman (1988), 
who argued that PROG of an achievement VP leads to coercion because the input 
to PROG is a preparation and events described by an achievement VP do not have 
a preparation. While such proposals account for why there is coercion with the 
progressive, they don’t extend to the Russian imperfective and Hindi SV 
perfective. That is, if we follow Rothstein and assume that events described by 
achievement VPs do not have stages, then we cannot hold the view that IPFRUSS 
makes reference to a VP-event stage; if it did, then analogous to PROG, we would 
expect there to be coercion (or type shifting) of some sort in, e.g. (13). In contrast, 
if we assume—as I have done—that events described by achievement VPs 
comprise atomic stages, then we can maintain the view that both IPFRUSS and 
PROG make reference to a VP-event stage; the difference is that the former 
operator requires a stage and the latter a proper-stage. 
  Another important difference between IPFRUSS and PROG has to do with 
the observation that only the former is compatible with a habitual interpretation.10 
To explain this difference, we can adopt Ferreira’s (2005) idea that the difference 
between an episodic and a habitual interpretation reduces to the number 
(singular/plural) of the event that is quantified over: whereas an episodic 
interpretation involves quantification over a singular event, the habitual 
interpretation involves quantification over plural events.11 VP-denotations, on 
Ferreira’s analysis, may contain singular as well as plural events. The denotations 
combine with one of three specialized versions of IPF: (i) IPFsg, which selects sets 
of singular events, (ii) IPFpl, which selects sets of plural events and (iii) IPF, 
which selects sets of (singular or plural) events. Ferreira argues that this three-
way distinction “is similar to what happens in the nominal domain, where we find 
determiners like some, which combines with both singular and plural NPs (‘some 
boy/some boys’), every, which combines only with singular NPs (‘every 
boy/*every boys’), and many, which only combines with plural noun phrases 
(‘*many boy/many boys’)” (Ferreira 2005: 100). 
 Given Ferreira’s analysis, PROG falls in the category of partitive operators 
	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
10 For many speakers, the habitual is the salient interpretation in (13), but it’s not possible in (14). 
11 The habitual involves more than quantification over plural events, e.g. expectations about the 
instantiation of future events. For the purposes of this paper, however, what’s important is that 
quantification over plural events is one of the components of the habitual interpretation.  	
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that select for a set of singular events. Hence, it does not give rise to a habitual 
interpretation unless coerced.12 IPFRUSS, on the other hand, falls into the category 
of partitive operators that select either sets of singular or plural events (see Kagan 
2007a,b for an analysis along these lines). In particular, IPFRUSS makes reference 
to either (i) an event that holds in the world of evaluation and which is a stage of 
an event that culminates in a ‘near enough’ world or (ii) a series of events that 
hold in the world of evaluation and which are stages of events that culminate in a 
‘near enough’ world (cf. Anand & Hacquard 2009).  
 I end this section by coming back to (3) discussed at the outset. Recall that 
the perfective VP otkryl Ameriku (‘discovered America’) is used to assert that an 
event of discovering America was instantiated and that Columbus was happy on a 
different occasion. Subsequently, the imperfective VP otkryval Ameriku is used to 
talk about the occasion during which Columbus was happy. What’s crucial is that 
otkryval Ameriku—which is used as an achievement in other contexts—must be 
understood as a non-achievement here in order to avoid a contradiction (i.e. to 
avoid: #Columbus was happy not when he discovered America, but when he 
discovered it). The question, then, is: how does the non-achievement interp-
retation of otkryval Ameriku come about? 
 Given our implicit assumption that coercion is the resolution of a clash that 
comes about via function application (de Swart 1998, 2000, 2011; Bary 2009), the 
non-achievement interpretation of otkryval Ameriku in (3) cannot come about via 
coercion. Rather, it seems reasonable to assume that meanings of certain 
perfective forms like otkryt’ Ameriku are semantically underspecified for the 
achievement/non-achievement distinction, i.e. the semantics of otkryt’ Ameriku 
does not specify whether the described events have proper parts, but only that 
those events have culminations (i.e. the only specification is that the VP is telic). 
Consequently, when IPFRUSS combines with otkryt’ Ameriku to yield otkryval 
Ameriku, the truth conditions are compatible with either an achievement or a non-
achievement interpretation (i.e. recall that the truth-conditions of IPFRUSS are 
satisfied by any VP-event stage, whether it has proper parts or not). Which 
interpretation is actually inferred depends on specification by the context, as is the 
case in (3), or by the grammar (e.g. the present tense, see section 2.2).  
 
 
3 Semantic constraints imposed by the Hindi SV perfective   
 

The goal of this section is two-fold: (i) show that similar to the Russian 
imperfective, Hindi has a correlation between grammatical aspect and VP 
meaning and (ii) account for the difference between the two aspects.   

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
12 Moens and Steedman (1988: 18) show that the English progressive can be coerced into a 
habitual interpretation in e.g. Roger was running a mile last week. This week he is up to three.  
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3.1 A note on Hindi perfective morphology 
 

Hindi has traditionally been thought to have a complex aspectual system that 
features two perfective forms, the imperfective, the progressive and the perfect. 
Since only the perfectives are of direct interest to us, we focus only on these 
forms here. According to the traditional view, there are simple and complex forms 
of the perfective (henceforth: SV and CV perfective, following Singh 1998). As 
shown in (22), the SV perfective constitutes a suffix that is attached to the verb, 
while the CV perfective in (23) always takes the form: “Verb1 Verb2”, where 
Verb1 is a bare root form describing an eventuality, while Verb2 is a light verb 
that bears inflectional morphology and has lost its independent meaning; it only 
contributes aspectual content (e.g. Hook 1974, 1976; Butt 2003). 

 

(22) maayaa-ne   biskuT-ko     khaa-yaa      SV perfective 
  Maya-ERG  cookie-ACC eat-PFV 
  ‘Maya ate the cookie.’ (Arunachalam & Kothari 2010: 1) 
 

 

(23) maayaa-ne  biskuT-ko     khaa li-yaa     CV perfective 
   Maya-ERG cookie-ACC eat     take-PFV 
  ‘Maya ate the cookie.’ (Arunachalam & Kothari 2010: 1) 
 

 The semantic criteria typically used to argue that the verbal forms in (22) and 
(23) are perfective comes from the observation that the inference one draws from 
these sentences is that the described event was completed (recall the discussion of 
(22) at the outset of this paper). The difference between (22) and (23) is not clear, 
however, at least without further context. According to Kothari (p.c.), the light 
verb “may sometimes be associated with other semantic dimensions such as 
suddenness, volitionality, benefaction, etc., which can lend an extra shade of 
meaning to the main verb…” To the best of my knowledge, however, these “other 
semantic dimensions” have—for the most part—been ignored, at least in the 
literature on formal semantic and pragmatics.  
 In the next section, we consider examples such as (22)-(23) with surrounding 
context. Such data reveals that there is a clear difference between the SV and CV 
forms. Much of this discussion builds on the seminal work by Mona Singh (1991, 
1998), where it is argued that in Hindi “the perfective of simple verbs is used for 
arbitrary endpoints, and the so-called compound verbs (CV) for natural 
endpoints” (Singh 1998: 173).  
 
3.2 Culmination entailment with the Hindi SV perfective 
 

As first noticed by Singh (1991, 1998), and later discussed by Arunachalam & 
Kothari (2010: 1), (22) and (23) above differ in that the use of the CV perfective 
leads to a culmination entailment, whereas the use of the SV perfective leads to a 
cancelable culmination inference. This is shown in (24) and (25) below.  
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(24) maayaa-ne   biskuT-ko     khaa-yaa  (par  use        puuraa nahiin khaa-yaa) 
Maya-ERG  cookie-ACC eat-yaa        but  it-ACC  finish   not      eat-yaa 

   ‘Maya was eating the cookie (but did not finish it).’  
(25) maayaa-ne  biskuT-ko   khaa li-yaa (#par  use      puuraa nahiin khaa-yaa) 

Maya-ERG cookie-ACC eat-yaa          but  it-ACC  finish   not      eat-yaa 
   ‘Maya ate the cookie (#but did not finish it).’  
 

Singh (1998) provides many more examples where the SV perfective leads to a 
cancelable implicature. Notice, however, that the VP in (24) is not an 
achievement. When a VP is an achievement, the SV perfective leads to a 
culmination entailment just like the Russian imperfective, viz. (6) discussed at the 
outset. Singh concludes that for “…the class of instantaneous predicates…[b]oth 
SVs and CVs in the perfective aspect indicate that the described action was 
completed” (ibid: 183). This suggests that the proposed semantic constraints 
imposed by the Russian imperfective are also imposed by the SV perfective. That 
is, operators corresponding to these aspects denote functions that return VP-event 
stages; they could describe an event’s culmination, but this depends, in part, on 
whether the input is an achievement.13   
 What differentiates the Russian imperfective from the Hindi SV perfective 
has to do with particular restrictions on the way an event develops in the actual 
world. This restriction is illustrated by the following contrast: 
 

(26) Ja e-l                      tort,    i      sejčas  prodolžaju ego est'.  
 I  eat.IPF-PST.1S  cake    and  now    continue     it    eat.INF 
 ‘I was eating cake and now I am still eating it.’ 
 

(27) #maayaa-ne   biskuT-ko     khaa-yaa  aur  use ab   tak khaa rahii   hai  
     Maya-ERG  cookie-ACC eat-PFV    and  it    still   eat        PROG  be.PRS 
        Intended: ‘Maya was eating the cookie, and is still eating it.’   
 

If we adopt an analysis for the Hindi SV perfective that is on a par to the Russian 
imperfective, the infelicity (27) would be unexpected. That is, we would expect 
(27) to be compatible with a situation in which there was a partial cookie-eating in 
the past that continued to develop until the time of utterance. This is a 
prototypical situation that is used to characterize the progressive interpretation 
and one that is compatible with the Russian imperfective in (26). 
 In order to explain this contrast, let us consider Koenig & Muansuwan’s 
(2000) analysis of the Thai perfective khɯ̂n, which shows a contrast similar to 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
13 Singh (1998) observes that SV perfective of non-achievements lead to a culmination entailment 
when the object DP has a mass interpretation. Integrating Singh’s analysis of this phenomenon 
with what is proposed here would take us too far afield, but is possible; it would involve 
incorporating the interaction between telicity and quantification. 
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Hindi: 
 

(28) Surii tɛ́ɛŋ         klɔ̌ɔŋ sɔ̌ɔŋ bòt  k  ͪɯ̂n   tɛ̀ɛ   jaŋ mâj sèd 
Surii compose poem two  CL  ascend  but still not finish 
‘Surii composed two poems, but has not finished them yet.’   
 
 

(29) #Surii tɛ́ɛŋ   klɔ̌ɔŋ sǎam bòt        k  ͪɯ̂n  lɛʔ   kamlaŋ tɛ́ɛŋ          jùu 
  Surii write poem three CLASS ascend and PROG   compose CONT 
‘Surii composed three poems and is still composing them.’   
 

Koenig and Muansuwan propose that accomplishment VPs like those in (28)-(29) 
are inherently modal. Moreover, building on Krifka’s (1989) notion of an event’s 
terminal point relative to an event-description ϕ, they propose that these VPs 
combine with a maximality operator defined in (30) below. It denotes a function 
that maps an eventuality description onto another eventuality description. 
 

(30) The referent of a discourse marker e satisfies the predicative condition 
Max (e, ϕ) iff e is the largest eventuality which satisfies ϕ, i.e. if there is no 
eventuality e" such that e Ç e" which satisfies the description ϕ. 

 

Applying (30) to (28)-(29) above amounts to saying that the event e that warrants 
the assertion must be the maximal subpart of the possible continuations e' that 
would fit the event description of Surii composing poems. This requirement is not 
violated by the denial in (28) because it merely asserts that there is an event e that 
is a subpart of an event e' that fits the description of Surii composing poems. In 
(29), however, the requirement is violated because the denial not only states that e 
is a subpart of e', but that there is also an event e” ongoing at the speech time that 
both properly includes e and fits the description of Surii composing poems.  
 An analysis of this kind was also proposed by Filip (2000, 2008) to account 
for the perfective in Slavic languages. She proposed (roughly) that the perfective 
denotes a maximalization operator from a set of events to a set of maximal event 
stages. This idea can be easily implemented into the analysis proposed in the 
previous section, which already incorporates Landman’s stage-of relation. To that 
end, I propose that Hindi has an operator SVPFV, which corresponds to the SV 
perfective. This operator encodes the constraints of IPFRUSS and, in addition, 
includes the requirement in 0v below, which I shall call the maximal stage 
requirement. It says that for all events e”, if e” properly contains the VP-event 
part denoted by e' and is at least a sub-part of the VP-event denoted by e, then e” 
does not satisfy the description denoted by the VP in w*. In other words, 0v is 
satisfied in one of two ways: an event part denoted by e' culminates or ceases to 
develop in w*. In both cases, there could not be an event that is more developed 
than e' in w* that has the property P (though there would be a more developed 
version of e' in some possible world w). 
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 Partitive operator Proper VP-event stage? Maximal stage? 
(a) SVPFV No Yes 
(b) RUSSIPF No No 
(c) PROG Yes No 
(d) ??? Yes Yes 

 
Figure 1 Typology of partitive operators  
 
 
(31) a. SVPFV w λPλe'∃e∃w[MAXSTAGE(e', e, w*, w, P)] 
 b. [[  MAXSTAGE*(e', e, w*, w, P)]]     M, g	
  = 1 iff (i)-(iv) holds: 
  (i)   the history of g(w) is the same as the history of g(w*) 

up to and including τ(g(e')) 
 (ii)  g(w) is a reasonable option for g(e') in g(w*) 
 (iii) [[ P]]     M, g	
  (e, w) = 1 
  (iv) g(e') ◊ g(e) 

  (v)  ∀e”[(g(e') Ç e”! e” ◊ g(e)) ➞ [[ P]]     M, g(e”, w*) = 0]  
 

4 Conclusion   
 

In sum, this paper has provided an analysis of three aspectual operators: RUSSIPF, 
PROG and SVPFV which all denote functions that return VP-event stages, i.e. 
these operators are partitive. What makes these three operators distinct is whether 
they require proper VP-event stages and whether they impose a maximal stage 
requirement in 0v above. This leads to the typology in Fig. 1 above.14,15 Assuming 
that PROG is a kind of an imperfective operator (Comrie 1976), we can 
summarize the typology as follows: both perfective and imperfective operators 
could describe an event’s culmination; this depends on whether the operator 
requires proper stages in the extension of the VP that it combines with. In other 
words, the combination of a partitive operator with a VP could (but need not) 

	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  	
  
14 If we include the ‘number parameter’ (discussed in section 2)—which is linked to whether an 
operator is compatible with the habitual interpretation—many more possibilities are predicted.  
15 The typological gap in (d) characterizes an operator that requires a proper VP-event stage (and 
hence coercion with achievement VPs) and also encodes the maximal stage requirement. That is, 
we predict the possibility of an operator that would combine with an achievement VP like arrive 
and yield something like stop arriving. At this point, I am not aware of such an operator. 
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result in a telic predicate, but this is independent of (im)perfectivity. What 
differentiates between imperfective and perfective operators is whether they 
encode the maximal stage requirement: 
 

(32) Hypothesis about (im)perfective operators 
a. An operator is perfective if it requires a maximal stage of an event in 

the extension of the VP that it combines with. 
b.  An operator is imperfective if it requires a stage of an event in the 

extension of the VP that it combines with, but it need not be maximal. 
 

 Several questions arise. One concerns how (32)a relates to atelic SV 
perfective forms in Hindi, viz. (33) below, or perfective CV forms in Hindi, viz. 
(34), which always lead to a culmination entailment. 

(33) maya-ne      saikil   chalaa-yii   
Maya-ERG bicycle ride-PFV    
‘Maya rode the bicycle.’ 

 

(34) maayaa-ne  biskuT-ko     khaa li-yaa      
  Maya-ERG cookie-ACC eat     take-PFV 
  ‘Maya ate up the cookie.’ 
 

An atelic form like chalaa-yii  (‘ride the bicycle’) in (33) trivially satisfies the 
maximal stage requirement because it is cumulative: adding a bicycle-riding event 
to a bicycle-riding event yields a bicycle-riding event. Therefore, there could not 
be a more developed version of the bicycle-riding event that warrants the 
assertion in (33). In other words, the bicycle-riding event that warrants the 
assertion in (33) is trivially maximal. 
	
   Similarly, CV perfective forms like khaa li-yaa (‘ate’) in (34) trivially satisfy 
the maximal stage requirement if we assume that the CV perfective denotes a 
non-partitive operator that returns a set of event wholes (not parts), with 
culminations. And by returning a set of culminated events, the CV perfective 
denies any further development relative to an event description.  
 In sum, both partitive and non-partitive perfective operators (e.g. the SV and 
the CV perfective in Hindi) satisfy the maximal stage requirement, but only the 
former (e.g. the SV perfective) can satisfy this requirement by describing an event 
that ceased to develop without culminating in the actual world.  
 Another question that arises for the analysis concerns (32)b, and in particular, 
whether all imperfective operators do, in fact, require a stage of an event in the 
extension of the VP that they combines with. As is well known, stative VPs in 
many of the world’s languages (for example in Romance) have imperfective 
morphology. In turn, we know from Landman (1992, 2007) and subsequent work 
that states do not have stages. This leads us to two possible hypotheses. The first 
hypothesis is that stative VPs have the characteristics of imperfective forms but 
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these characteristics are not derived via an imperfective operator. The second 
hypothesis would be to say that an operator is imperfective if it requires a part 
(rather than a stage) of an event in the extension of the VP that it combines with. 
The idea would then be that all imperfective operators require VP-event parts, 
though a given imperfective operator may differ in whether these parts must 
necessarily be stages (as in the case of PROG) or not (as in the case of e.g. IPF in 
Romance). I leave this issue open for further research.   
 The final question that I’d like to address concerns the typology in Fig. 1 
above: What implications (if any) do the proposed parameters have for the 
internal system of languages? For example, we could ask the following question 
about a partitive aspectual operator Q and non-partitive aspectual operator R in a 
given language L: Is the absence of a constraint on proper stages in R mirrored in 
the presence of such a constraint in Q? This question relates to a more general 
question, namely whether the typology in Fig. 1 is an attempt to develop an 
ordered, potentially infinite +/- parameter setting or whether we should expect 
limitations on variation, and interaction between the parameters.  
 The position taken here is that in a given language, we should not expect 
limitations on variation between the parameters—at least if we consider the 
parameters proposed in Fig. 1. The aspectual system of Hindi—which 
morphologically distinguishes between the SV perfective, the progressive and the 
imperfective—shows us that a language can have as many as three forms that 
denote partitive operators. While the progressive and the imperfective in Hindi 
have not been discussed, the former does not appear to differ from English. If 
that’s right, then (minimally) two of the partitive operators in Hindi differ in the 
two parameters proposed in this paper. 
 Despite the apparently unconstrained nature of the typology, it seems 
reasonable to assume that there is at least one aspectual parameter which interacts 
with the ones proposed here in interesting ways: the relation encoded by an 
aspectual operator between the described event and the so-called reference time. It 
has often been observed that such a relation models our ability to understand two 
or more events as standing in a narrative sequence and this, in turn, is dependent 
on our understanding that the events in question culminated (Kamp 1979, Dowty 
1986). If this is correct, then we should see limitations on variation between 
aspectual parameters. Moreover, we should see interesting consequences in how 
particular parameters interact within a given language. An important research 
question worthy of pursuit is to see whether it is the language-internal interaction 
between aspectual parameters that leads to the aforementioned culmination 
implicature with the Russian imperfective and the Hindi SV perfective when they 
combine with non-achievements. The analysis presented here has said nothing 
about how these implicatures are generated and remains one of the outstanding 
questions for analyses of aspect and temporality more generally. 
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