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It has been claimed by many that epistemic modals do not allow past temporal perspectives (i.e.,
the time at which the modal base is calculated cannot be past) (e.g., Groenendijk and Stokhof
1975; Cinque 1999; Drubig 2001; Condoravdi 2002; Stowell 2004; Hacquard 2006; Borgonovo
and Cummins 2007; Demirdache and Uribe-Etxebarria 2008; Laca 2008). For instance, Cinque
(1999:79) argues that since epistemic modals are syntactically above T(past) and T(future), they
are outside the scope of absolute tense. However, others argue that past temporal perspectives
exist with epistemic modals in different languages (e.g., Eide 2003; Boogaart 2007; von Fintel
and Gillies 2008; Homer 2010; Martin 2011; Matthewson and Rullmann 2012).
In this paper, I provide evidence from Javanese (Western Malayo-Polynesian,
Austronesian) that the epistemic possibility modal paleng ‘EPIS.POS’ allows for past temporal
perspectives, adding to the literature with data from an unrelated language. The data presented
are based on fieldwork on a dialect of East Javanese spoken in Paciran, East Java, Indonesia.
Under the hypothesis (inspired by Condoravdi 2002) that temporal perspective is provided by
tense, depending on how tense is encoded in Javanese, we may or may not see an overt
distinction between past and present temporal perspective with paleng ‘EPIS.POS’.
In order to properly address this interaction between modality and temporality, I first
establish how tense is encoded in Javanese. It is known that verbs are not marked for tense or
aspect (Horne 1961; Robson 2002), but whether Javanese has a grammaticalized tense system
has not addressed in the literature. I show that both stative and eventive predicates are
compatible with past, present, or future reference times. I also argue that the one possible marker
of tense as a future marker (ape) is best analyzed as a prospective aspect. Therefore, I propose
that Javanese clauses are tenseless—only context and overt non-grammaticalized temporal
expressions such as sesok ‘tomorrow’ serve to restrict the temporal reference (in matrix clauses)
(cf. Tonhauser 2011 for Paraguayan Guaraní).
Since Javanese does not distinguish past from present tense, we expect paleng to show
systematic ambiguity with respect to its temporal perspective. In other words, we expect that
paleng will be compatible in contexts with a past or present temporal perspective (without overt
temporal expressions). This is borne out, as shown in (1) and (2).
(1)

Context: When you looked outside earlier this morning, the ground was wet. But later,
you found out that Bunga was playing with water. You thought before that:
Paleng
mari
udan
EPIS.POS
finish
rain
‘It might have rained.’
(PAST TEMPORAL PERSPECTIVE)

(2)

Context: You were watching the football game with Surabaya Muda but you fell asleep
when the game was tied 2:2. They might have won (but you’re not sure).
Surabaya Muda paleng sing menang (tapi aku durung weroh)
Surabaya Muda EPIS.POS REL win
(but 1SG not.yet know)
‘Surabaya Muda might have won.’
(PRESENT TEMPORAL PERSPECTIVE)

Therefore, Javanese is an additional, unrelated language to those researched which provides
evidence that epistemic modals allow for a past temporal perspective, but how this interaction
between modality and temporality is represented depends on how tense is marked. Time
permitting, I discuss iso, a circumstantial possibility modal and oleh, a deontic possibility modal.
I show that these modals interact with temporality as expected under a tenseless analysis of
Javanese, like discussed for paleng.
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