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ABSTRACT

This paper explores the aspectual and temporal semantics of the German
preterite tense through the lens of contemporary linguistic theories. While ~ Article history:
traditionally considered a marker of past tense in formal and written 2222:323 ffris?ssgiirm
registers, the preterite in German carries various aspectual readings— ;1. 5005
including perfective, habitual, and resultative interpretations—depending  accepted 29 Apr 2025
on context. A mixed-method study was conducted, combining a literature
review with a quantitative corpus analysis of literary and spoken texts. The
findings highlight significant variation in aspectual usage across registers. ~ Keywords: German linguistics,
These insights contribute to a deeper understanding of verbal aspect in  preterite tense, aspectual
non-aspect languages like German and have implications for teaching Semantics, temporal semantics,

German as a foreign language. perfective aspect, corpus
analysis, linguistic theory.
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Introduction

The study of tense and aspect remains central to the understanding of verbal semantics in natural
languages. In German, a language traditionally described as lacking grammatical aspect, the preterite
tense is conventionally treated as a simple past marker. However, recent studies challenge this notion,
suggesting that the preterite also conveys subtle aspectual meanings (Abusch, 1997; Bohnemeyer,
2014)[1]. This paper investigates how aspectual nuances manifest in the German preterite, exploring their
frequency, distribution, and theoretical framing in different linguistic contexts[2].

This topic is significant not only for advancing theoretical understanding but also for informing language
pedagogy and computational linguistics. Unlike Slavic languages with rich aspectual morphology [3],
German presents aspect through lexical and contextual cues, complicating the teaching and processing of
verbal forms. Despite prior works (Smith, 1997; Klein, 1994), a clear framework for categorizing
preterite aspectual meanings in German remains underdeveloped[4].

The research addresses the gap by examining the use of the preterite across literary and spoken discourse,
classifying its aspectual values, and grounding the discussion in linguistic theories including
Reichenbach’s temporal logic and Vendler’s verb classes[5].

Methodology

This study employs a mixed-method approach. The qualitative component involves an in-depth review of
linguistic literature focusing on tense and aspect in German (Klein, 1994; Comrie, 1976) [6]. The
quantitative part analyzes 2000 sentences selected from two corpora: the Deutsches Referenzkorpus
(DeReKo) for literary texts and the Forschungs- und Lehrkorpus Gesprochenes Deutsch (FOLK) for
spoken discourse [7].

Sentences containing finite verbs in the preterite tense were tagged and classified according to five
aspectual categories: perfective, imperfective, habitual, iterative, and resultative[8]. Classification was
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performed manually by three trained annotators with interrater reliability reaching k = 0.81, ensuring
coding consistency[9].

Frequency distributions were calculated and compared across the two corpora. Descriptive statistics were
visualized using bar charts to identify patterns of aspectual interpretation in different discourse types[10].

Results

To assess the aspectual and temporal readings of the preterite tense in German, this study analyzed 2,000
corpus-based instances of preterite verb forms extracted from both literary and spoken discourse. The
annotated data were classified into five core aspectual categories: perfective, imperfective, habitual,
iterative, and resultative. The frequencies of each category were then compared across registers to
highlight distributional patterns and contextual preferences.

This section presents the quantitative findings of the corpus analysis, illustrating how different aspectual
interpretations manifest in written and oral language use. The distribution is presented both in tabular
format and visualized through bar charts to facilitate comparison. These results shed light on the
prevalence of narrative-perfective structures in literary texts and the prominence of descriptive-
imperfective or habitual uses in everyday speech.

By examining the frequency and proportion of these aspectual readings, the analysis provides empirical
support for the hypothesis that the German preterite, despite being morphologically unmarked for aspect,
conveys a rich array of aspectual meanings shaped by context and discourse genre. The following table
and figure summarize these findings in detail.
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Figure 1. Distribution of Preterite Aspectual Usage in German

The corpus analysis reveals that the preterite in German exhibits clear tendencies in aspectual
interpretation depending on the register. Table 1 and the accompanying figure summarize these findings:

Table 1. Aspectual Interpretation of the Preterite Tense in Literary and Spoken German

Aspectual Category|Frequency in Literary Texts (%)|Frequency in Spoken Discourse (%0)
Perfective 45 30
Imperfective 20 35
Habitual 15 20
Iterative 10 10
Resultative 10 5
European Journal of Innovation in Nonformal Education www.innovatus.es

Page | 312

e



http://www.innovatus.es/

The figure compares the frequency of various aspectual interpretations of the preterite tense in literary
versus spoken German discourse. These data indicate a higher tendency toward perfective use in literary
texts, while spoken discourse features more imperfective and habitual uses, aligning with the
performative and iterative nature of speech.

Perfective usage, typically associated with completed actions and narrative closure, dominates in literary
texts (45%). These instances include verbs like ging (went), schrieb (wrote), and sagte (said), often
appearing in sequences within historical or fictional storytelling to progress plotlines.

In contrast, imperfective and habitual uses are significantly more frequent in spoken discourse.
Imperfective readings (35%) include expressions of past states or actions without clear endpoints, such as
war traurig (was sad) or arbeitete damals viel (used to work a lot then). Habitual usage (20%) features
repeated or routine past actions (e.g., kam jeden Tag — "he came every day").

Additionally, resultative uses—though less frequent overall—indicate past actions with present relevance
(e.g., verlor sein Handy — "lost his phone [and still doesn’t have it]"). Interestingly, iterative aspect
(repeated but countable past actions) remained consistent across both corpora (10%).

Discussion

The results affirm the hypothesis that the German preterite conveys more than temporal reference. The
prominence of perfective readings in written texts reflects the narrative conventions of literary prose,
where events are often presented as completed wholes. In contrast, the prevalence of imperfective and
habitual interpretations in speech underscores the dynamic and ongoing nature of oral storytelling and
conversation (Hopper, 1979) [11].

These findings echo theories by Comrie (1976) and Bybee et al. (1994) that aspect is not strictly
morphological but often discursively constructed[12]. The data support a usage-based view where
aspectual meaning arises from contextual interaction, a particularly useful insight for computational
parsing and second language acquisition[13].

Moreover, the use of resultative readings in both corpora—though limited—suggests a cognitive salience
attached to change-of-state verbs, warranting further psycholinguistic exploration. Future work may
extend this analysis to dialectal variation or include eye-tracking and ERP experiments for deeper
cognitive modeling.

Conversely, the prominence of imperfective and habitual readings in spoken German reinforces the idea
that everyday language often focuses on descriptions of states and repetitive behaviors rather than
discrete, completed events[14]. This is aligned with Hopper’s (1979) theory of discourse-pragmatic
functions of aspect, where imperfective aspect allows speakers to foreground continuity and shared
context[15].

The stability of iterative aspect across registers suggests that repeated action is semantically encoded
similarly regardless of mode. However, resultative aspect being more common in writing suggests that
writers are more likely to emphasize the consequences or states resulting from past actions, potentially
due to the increased planning and structuring involved in written language production[16].

Moreover, the data challenge the traditional view that German lacks aspectual distinction. While German
may not have grammatical aspect markers like Slavic languages, these results affirm that aspectual
meaning is indeed present and inferable—especially through lexical choice, verb type, adverbials (e.g.,
schon, noch, immer), and narrative structure[17].

Pedagogical implications also arise. Textbooks often oversimplify the preterite as merely a past tense
form used in formal contexts. These findings suggest that language teaching should integrate the subtle
aspectual distinctions conveyed by the preterite [18], emphasizing context-dependent meanings and usage
variations across genres. For instance, explicit instruction on the contrast between war (was —
imperfective) and wurde (became — resultative) could enhance learners' pragmatic competence[19].

Theoretical relevance is significant: these findings support usage-based models of grammar (Bybee,
2010) that stress the role of frequency and discourse context in shaping linguistic meaning[20]. They also
contribute to the broader cross-linguistic discussion on how non-aspect languages express temporality and
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event structure through syntactic and semantic cues[21].
Conclusion

This study has shown that the German preterite tense, while morphologically simple, carries a rich
spectrum of aspectual meanings. The frequency of aspectual types differs across registers, highlighting
the importance of contextual factors in meaning construction. These insights challenge traditional
grammatical descriptions and suggest pedagogical revisions for teaching aspect in German[22]. Future
research should expand the scope of corpora and incorporate psycholinguistic methods to explore
cognitive processing of aspectual distinctions.
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