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A pragmatic factor relevant to the use of the past form:

A case study from Japanese and Korean
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Key words
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The forms of past tense in Japanese and Korean, -fa and -ess- can be used similarly
in most contexts. However, in a certain context the Korean speaker does not use -ess-
while the Japanese speaker uses -fa. This results from the difference in a pragmatic
constraint which is relevant to the use of the past forms.

In Japanese, the speaker can focus on the first moment of a situation which s/he
recognizes at the speech time and describe it as an independent past situation. Thus, the
speaker can use -fg as soon as the situation has started or has been recognized even
though s/he recognizes it at the speech time. On the other hand, this focusing on the first
moment of the situation is prohibited in Korean, thus the speaker cannot use -ess-if s/he
recognizes the situation at the speech time.

In Korean, there are two exceptional cases in which the speaker can use -ess- in
spite of the existence of the situation at the speech time: (1) a truth which could have
been recognized before the speech time has been recognized at the speech time; (2) the
speaker pays attention only to the realization of the action and pays no attention to its
progress.
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