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Abstract 
Previous studies on Japanese tense and aspect have claimed that the primary difference between 
the Japanese affixes -ta and -teita is one of aspect, in that -ta is a perfective aspectual marker, 
while -teita is an imperfective aspectual marker that can also denote perfect aspect. In 
comparison, fewer studies have addressed their contrast in terms of tense and modality 
relationships. The goal of this study is to explain the -ta/-teita contrast from the three 
perspectives of tense, aspect, and modality, specifically in the case of subjunctives or 
counterfactual conditional constructions in Japanese. The analyses will employ concepts such as 
backshifting in tense, perceptual observation, and the derivational use of the modal daroo. 
Additionally, empirical evidence from native speakers’ spoken corpus data will be drawn upon 
to explicate the frequent uses of -teiru and -teita in Japanese subjunctive constructions. 
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1. Introduction 
Numerous studies have established that the aspect marker -teita (or -teiru) typically marks 
canonical functions such as progressive or resultative state, and also derived functions such as 
repetition, experience/record, perfect, adjectival states, and subjunctives (Kindaichi 1976, 
Teramura 1984, Soga 1983, Kudo 1989, Iori 2001, 2003, among others). Relatively fewer studies 
have focused specifically on the subjunctive1 or counterfactual function of -teita (Kudo 1997, 
Ohno 1996, Takubo 1993, 2008). This study will focus on examining the tense, aspectual and 
modal properties of the -teita aspectual marker (by contrasting it with the -ta marker) in the 
particular case of past counterfactuals in Japanese. Let us begin by considering the example in 
(1) below: 
 
(1)     Moo sukosi   benkyoo site itara, siken ni  gookaku siteita/sita  daroo. 
         little more     study-Cond            exam in  pass-PAST-teita/ta   probably 
        ‘If I had studied a little more, I would have likely passed the exam.’  
 

Both -ta and -teita are acceptable in the main clause, and their English equivalents do not 
point to any difference in meaning. Therefore, the question that arises here is: why do two 
versions of the sentence exist with -ta and -teita in the main clause verb2, and how can we 
explain the use of one over the other? This paper will investigate this question from three angles: 
backshifting in tense, perceptual observation, and the derivational use of daroo.   

The structure of the paper is as follows. Section 2 provides a brief background on the basics 
of -ta/-teita contrast from tense, aspect, and modality perspectives.  Section 3 presents the -ta/-
teita interactions in counterfactual situations. Section 4 summarizes a pilot corpus study 
conducted to explore the actual use of -teiru/-teita counterfactuals by native Japanese speakers. 
Finally, section 5 will present the conclusions.   
 
2. Background 
2.1.  Tense properties of -ta and -teita 
In this section we will look at the tense properties of -ta and -teita with respect to concepts such 
as past tense, fake past tense, and backshifting in tense. According to Iori et al. (2003: 7), -ta 
denotes temporal anteriority, that is the event or action happened prior to the speech time which 
is the reference point. On the other hand, -teita denotes temporal anteriority with a relative tense 
interpretation, that is the event happened prior to another event (not necessarily the speech time) 
which is the reference point. In (2) below, the situation occurred prior to speech time, and in (3), 
the event of watching TV occurred at 5’o clock yesterday (reference point).  
 

 
1 In this paper the term “subjunctive” is referred to the particular aspectual usage of -teiru/-teita that denotes a 
hypothetical. On the other hand, “counterfactual” is used for all expressions that mark counterfactuality (such as 
noni, keredo, daroo etc. and also include -teiru/-teita) in Japanese. Due to this overlap, these two terms will be used 
interchangeably in this paper. 
2 According to Kudo (1997), the subordinate clause verbs in counterfactual constructions can also have inflections 
with both -ta and -teita, however for this study, the main clause verbs will be the primary focus.   
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(2)    Kare-wa sinyuu         desita. 
          he-Top   close friend Cop-PAST-ta 
         ‘He was a close friend.’  
 
(3)      Watasi-wa kinoo        go zi         ni terebi-o  miteita.  
         I-Top         yesterday  5’o clock at TV-Acc  see-PAST-teita 
        ‘I was watching TV at 5’o clock yesterday.’ 
 

Iatridou (2000) proposes the concept of “fake past tense” where a past tense does not indicate 
temporal anteriority, and is used to exclude the actual world.  
 
(4)      If it rained tomorrow, we would not play baseball.  
 
In (4), according to Iatridou’s definition, ‘rained’ does not implicate that the time under 
discussion is a past time. It is presupposed to be one. Hence, this is an example of fake past tense 
or non-temporal use of past tense. Ogihara (2005) employs Iatridou’s concept and states that 
Japanese uses past tense in such a way that when it has a non-temporal interpretation, it indicates 
counterfactual presupposition. Examples (5) and (6) are Ogihara’s examples.  
 
(5)    Mosi Taroo-ga      ima soko ni itara,         soodan sita         daroo. 
         if       Taroo-Nom now there at be-Cond, discuss-PAST-ta probably. 
        ‘If Taroo was there now, I (would) talk to him.’  
 
(6)      Mosi Taroo-ga      sono toki soko ni itara,       nagutte ita        daroo. 
         if       Taroo-Nom then         there at be-Cond, hit-PAST-teita probably 
        ‘If Taroo had been there then, I would have hit [him].’ 
 
The past tense affixes in the main clause verbs in sentences (5) and (6) above have a non-
temporal interpretation. Ogihara makes the point that when -ta and -teita have a non-temporal 
meaning, they exclude the actual world, i.e. the propositions conveyed by the subordinate clauses 
(as in the above examples) are presupposed to be false.  

Another tense-related term that is relevant to this discussion is “backshifting in tense.” In the 
description given by Quirk et al. (1985: 1010), “the verbs in hypothetical conditional clauses are 
backshifted, the past tense form being used for present and future time reference, and the past 
perfective form for past time reference.” Let us look at some examples from Iori (2014) that 
explain the “backshifting in tense” property in the case of English language: 
 
(7) a.  I bought the camera.  
 b.   I would have bought the camera.  
 
Iori explains that the tense has backshifted once from (7a) to (7b). The subjunctive tense in 
English is expressed by one backshift from the corresponding indicative tense. In the above 
examples, (7a) is the indicative tense (real world), while (7b) is the subjunctive tense (irreal 
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world) marked by the modal ‘would’. Iori then illustrates this point for Japanese using the 
following examples (8a) and (8b).  
 
(8) a.  Watasi-wa sono kamera-o     katta 
         I-Top        that   camera-Acc buy-PAST-ta 
        ‘I bought that camera.’ 
 b.  Ano toki  okane-ga       attara,      sono kamera-o     katteita 
         that  time money-Nom be-Cond, that   camera-Acc buy-PAST-teita 
        ‘If I had had money at that time, I would have bought that camera.’  
 
Iori (2014) explains that the tense in the Japanese examples is backshifted from (8a) to (8b), 
indicating a point in time prior to a reference time, ano toki ‘that time when I had the money’ and 
when the act of buying the camera would have already occurred.  
 
2.2. Aspectual properties of -ta and -teita 
In this section we will focus on the viewpoint aspectual properties of -ta and -teita. Let us 
consider the following sentence (9) from Ichikawa (2014):  
 
(9) Sono koro   bokutachi-wa yoku narande  yuugure-no kooen-o  aruita/aruiteita.  
         that   time   we-Top           often together sunset-Gen park-Acc walk-PAST-ta/-teita 
        ‘At that time, we often walked together in the park at sunset.’  
 
Ichikawa differentiates between -ta and -teita in the main clause verb based on what follows 
each of them. Look at the underlined parts in (9a) and (9b).  
 
(9) a.  Sono koro bokutachi-wa yoku narande yuugure-no  kooen-o    aruita.              Yuugure-no             
          that   time we-Top          often together sunset-Gen   park-Acc walk-PAST-ta. Sunset-Gen  
          kooen-wa  sizuka de, sanpo suru hito     mo   mabara  datta. 
          park-Nom quiet Ger  stroll          people also  sparse    Cop-PAST.  
         ‘At that time, we often walked together in the park at sunset. The park was quiet at the  

sunset, and people walking in the park were far and few as well.’  
 b. Sono koro bokutachi-wa yoku narande  yuugure-no kooen-o   aruiteita.               Aru toki,  
          that   time  we-Top         often together sunset-Gen  park-Acc walk-PAST-teita.  One time 
          mukou kara  hutari-no otoko-ga   utsumuita     zyootai de  aruitekita.  
          across  from two-Gen  men-Nom facing down state Ger    walk came-PAST.  
         ‘At that time, we used to often walk together in the park at sunset. One time, two men 

came walking towards us from the opposite side, with their heads facing down [and not  
visible].’ 

 
Ichikawa explains the difference as follows. In (9a) the speaker seems to be looking at the 
overall scenery of the park taking a bird’s eye view and does not focus on the details. On the 
other hand, in (9b) the speaker seems to step in deeper into the situation as he continues to 
narrate details of what happened next from a subjective viewpoint. While (9a) marked by -ta 
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takes a more panoramic, wholistic view of the situation, (9b) marked by -teita takes a close-up, 
internal view of the situation.  
 
2.3. Modal properties of -ta and -teita 
Modality has to do with the speaker’s evaluation of the situation that is concerned with the 
speaker’s experience or perception of the situation described. Fujishiro (1996) claims that -teita 
possesses a function that she terms kanchi no siten or perceptual observation described as an 
observation through one of the five senses. Here what the observer/speaker had experienced at 
the time of the event is evoked at the time of the utterance (speech time). In other words, the 
usage of -teiru (-teita) appears to be resulting from its function as an evidential marker of 
speaker perception. The following examples from Ichikawa (2014) explicate Fujishiro’s point.  
 
(10)  A:  Tanaka san-wa   kinoo-no          paatii ni       kita? 
           Mr. Tanaka-Top yesterday-Gen party to       come-PAST?  
          ‘Did Mr. Tanaka come to the party yesterday?’ 

B1:    Ee, kimasita            yo. 
           yes come-PAST-ta SFP 
          ‘Yes, he came.’ 

B2:    Ee,   kiteimasita            yo.  
           yes, come-PAST-teita  SFP 
          ‘Yes, he had come.’  
 

According to Ichikawa, the response in B1 (kimasita) is a reply to a yes/no question of 
whether Mr. Tanaka came to the party or not. On the other hand, the response in B2 (kiteimasita) 
indicates that the speaker of B2 adopted an observer role by detaching himself or herself from 
the situation and conveyed his or her perceived information to A by using the -teita marker. Note 
that if B were Mr. Tanaka himself, then the response kiteimasita would not be acceptable. Use of 
-teita is prohibited in that situation because Mr. Tanaka cannot be an observer and reporter of his 
own action. This is the point that Fujishiro is making with her concept of kanchi no shiten.  

In sum, from the modality perspective, -teita is an evidential marker which is associated with 
the perceptual observation of the speaker, that is, what the speaker observes first-hand through 
his/her five senses such as seeing and hearing. On the other hand, -ta is attached in situations 
where the speaker is directly involved as the experiencer of the action where it is impossible for 
him/her to construe the situation as an object of description. Crucially, according to Fujishiro’s 
concept of kanchi no shiten, -teita cannot be used as an evidential marker of perceptual 
observation when the speaker is directly involved in the action.  
 
3.  -ta and -teita interactions in counterfactual situations 
In this section we will look at how -ta and -teita interact in the specific case of past 
counterfactuals in Japanese. Past counterfactuals refer to situations in the past that have not 
occurred in reality, however, the speaker hypothetically imagines the situation as though it had 
occurred. While counterfactuals are clearly marked in English with the use of ‘would have’ or 



 6 

‘could have’, Japanese does not have a special counterfactual marker. Creating the hypothetical 
situation requires the use of a hypothetical conditional such as -tara or -ba or -nara in Japanese. 
According to Hasegawa (2015), usually counterfactual ideas are conveyed by using conjectural 
form daroo, or concessives such as noni, keredo, ni. Counterfactual expressions are most often 
known to express feelings of regret (11) or relief (12) as shown below.  
 
(11)    Huransugo-ga              hanaseteitara,      huransu ni  ryuugaku siteita noni. 
          French language-Nom speak Pot-Cond, France  at   study abroad-PAST-teita-Conc. 
         ‘If I was able to speak French, I would have studied abroad in France.’  (I wish I had!) 
 
(12)     Ano hikooki ni  notteitara,  minna      sindeita             ne. 
          that  flight in     ride-Cond, everyone die-PAST-teita  SFP 
         ‘If we had taken that flight, (we) all would have been dead, right!’ (I am glad we didn’t!) 
 
3.1.  Backshifting in tense 
Kudo (1997) claims that -teita in counterfactual construction is similar in function to the perfect 
marker -ta in that they both indicate completion of an activity at a prior point in time. Ichikawa 
(2014) points out that in counterfactual expressions, -teita is frequently used (both in the 
subordinate and main clauses) as it indicates a backshift in time. In other words, it denotes a time 
that is prior to the past or past-of-the-past. Let us look at example (13) from Iori (2001) to 
illustrate backshifting in tense in the case of counterfactual situations.   
 
(13)     Moo sukosi benkyoo siteireba, siken ni gookaku siteita/*sita 
          more little   study-Cond            exam in pass-PAST-teita/*-ta 
         ‘If I had studied a little more, I would have passed the exam.’ 
 

In example (13), the use of -teita indicates temporal anteriority, which is a tense property. 
Because of that, -teita points to a time ‘prior’ to the usual past, i.e. past-of-the-past or a 
backshifting in tense. In (13), -teita is attached to gookaku suru ‘to pass an exam’ implying that I 
would have passed the exam if I had studied more at a point in the past (reference point). Here 
due to the attachment of -teita in the main clause, tense is backshifted once at the point of 
reference. In other words, -teita in the main clause verb is causing a backshifting of tense at a 
past reference point located at the subordinate clause verb. Thus (13) is counterfactual and in fact 
false in the actual world that points it to a subjunctive (irreal) mood. Note that the corresponding 
counterpart with -ta attached to the main verb, does not instantiate backshifting in tense. As a 
result, the acceptability of -ta in the main clause decreases with a counterfactual interpretation. 
 
3.2.   Perceptual observation 
In section 2.3, it was established that -teita cannot be used as an evidential marker of perceptual 
observation when the speaker is directly involved in the action. Given that, acceptable sentences 
such as (14a) present a contradiction in terms of the speaker being an observer and a reporter of 
his/her own action.  



 7 

 
(14)a. Motto benkyoo siteitara, siken ni gookaku siteita. 
          more  study-Cond,          exam in pass-PAST-teita 
         ‘If I had studied more, I would have passed the exam.’  
      b. *Motto benkyoo siteitara,  siken ni gookaku sita. 
             more   study-Cond           exam in pass-PAST-ta 
            ‘If I had studied more, I passed the exam.’  
 
Clearly, (14a) can be uttered by the speaker for his/her own action and is a psychological 
reflection of the past, that is, a perceptual observation. The question is:  how is the use of -teita 
justified here given Fujishiro’s claim?  

We can begin to answer this question by first recognizing that this is a hypothetical situation, 
and that the speaker is reflecting upon an event that never really happened in the real world. 
Further, the speaker here is adopting a kind of a third person stance as though looking at himself 
in a reflective mode. It is as if looking at a different version of himself from the past. By 
adopting such a stance, the speaker is able to distance himself from his current real self, hence 
creating a perceptual observation of his own action. This scene is analogous to watching oneself 
in a film or looking at one’s own reflection in a mirror. Note that this scenario would be possible 
only in a counterfactual situation where we are dealing with alternate reality. On the other hand, -
ta cannot be used in a similar situation as it lacks the property to express perceptual observation, 
and for that reason (14b) remains less acceptable3. 

The rationale being offered here to explain the contradiction in (14a) can be corroborated by 
the following example from Fujishiro (1996). According to Fujishiro, a plausible context where -
teita is used for referring to the speaker himself is in reporting about a dream as in (15a) below. 
In this context, she claims that the speaker is watching himself in a dream and this allows the 
speaker to be a perceptual observer of his own activity in that dream.  
 
(15)a.  Watasi-wa yume-o      mita.          Kyoo  hikiharatta ano heya-no     daidokoro-no  
          I-Top        dream-Acc see-PAST. Today vacated      that room-Gen kitchen-Gen    
          nagasi-o   watasi-wa migaiteita. 
          sink- Acc I-Top        polish-PAST-teita.  
         ‘I saw a dream. I was polishing [and scrubbing] the kitchen sink of the room that I had  
          vacated today.’  
     b.  Watasi-wa yume-o      mita.           Kyoo  hikiharatta ano heya-no     daidokoro-no   
          I-Top         dream-Acc see-PAST. Today vacated      that room-Gen kitchen-Gen    
          nagasi-o watasi-wa *migaita. 
          sink-Acc I-Top         polish-PAST-ta.  
         ‘I saw a dream. I polished [and scrubbed] the kitchen sink of the room that I had vacated  
          today.’ 

 
3 Another reason for the unacceptability of (14b) is a rule violation for -tara constructions that states that “when S2 
in S1 tara S2 represents a past action, the action cannot be one intentionally taken by the agent after the action or 
event represented by S1” (Makino and Tsutsui 1986: 455). In other words, (14b) is infelicitous because the agent in 
S1 (motto benkyoo siteitara) controls the action in S2 (siken ni gookaku sita).  
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According to Fujishiro (1996: 3), the use of the -ta form in (15b) disturbs the context of the 
discourse and makes it hard to arrive at the intended interpretation. This renders (15b) 
unacceptable.  

In sum, it would be reasonable to claim that the speaker in the case of a counterfactual 
situation marked by the evidential marker -teita in the main clause, reminisces on a past 
(imaginary) action and its consequence in an objective, detached kind of way such that s/he treats 
their imaginary participation as being same as someone else’s participation. In other words, the 
speaker’s point of view in (14a) is placed outside the event, as though viewing it from the 
perspective of a third party or from an outside vantage point. In this kind of a counterfactual 
context, where the speaker adopts a new role of someone other than their past self at the time of 
the utterance, this new role makes it possible for them to express their objective reflection of 
their own action. It was noted above that unlike -teita, -ta neither evokes backshifting in tense at 
the subordinate position, nor does it inherently express perceptual observation of the speaker. 
Hence for those reasons, (14b) remains less acceptable.  

Takubo (1993) has suggested that the acceptability of sentences like (14b) can be improved 
with the addition of the modal daroo at the end of the sentence. We will look into the role of 
daroo in the next section.  
 
3.3.  -ta and -teita with daroo 
According to Takubo (1993), acceptability of sentences like (14b) can be improved with the use 
of the modal daroo.  Example (16) is same as (14b) with the addition of daroo. 
 
(16)   Motto benkyoo siteitara, siken ni gookaku sita   daroo. 
          more   study-Cond          exam in pass-PAST-ta probably   
         ‘If I had studied more, I had probably passed the exam.’  
 

In order to understand the function of daroo here, let us refer to the hypothesis proposed by 
Akatsuka (1990: 74) given below: 
 
(17)   Daroo belongs to a semantic domain which is outside the speaker’s direct experience. 
 
In other words, the addition of the modal daroo effectively results in the utterance taking on an 
interpretation where the speaker’s direct experience ceases to exist. Effectively daroo has the 
same impact on the sentence as does -teita. Both daroo and -teita take the speaker’s direct 
experience outside the equation, and instead bring in the speaker’s perceptual observation, a term 
that Fujishiro (1996) described as an observation through one of the five senses, one of which 
could be reflective and psychological (kaisooteki).  

It may be useful to note here that Quinn (1994) also states that various structures in Japanese 
such as -rasii, daroo, yoo da, -tagaru etc. are employed to “present the felt sensation into the 
outer world, where it can be spoken of as if observed” (Quinn 1994: 281). In other words, these 
structures denote existence of sensations or psychological states outside of one’s own self in the 
outer world. The use of daroo in counterfactual sentences also precisely does that. Daroo 
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presents the existence of the hypothetical imaginary situation to the outer world, through the eyes 
and words of the speaker who has temporarily detached himself or herself from the very situation, 
and is observing the situation perceptually just like everybody else around listening or watching. 
This indeed resembles the situation of the speaker watching himself on a film or a dream 
sequence and telling his story4.  
 
4. Pilot Corpus Study 
This section will very briefly summarize a pilot study5 conducted to collect empirical data on the 
actual use of -teiru/-teita counterfactuals by native Japanese speakers.  

The goal was to explore the use of Japanese counterfactual expressions as manifested in the 
subjunctive use of the -teiru and -teita aspect marker by native speakers of Japanese. In order to 
achieve this goal, I examined the spoken discourse of native speakers using data from two 
corpora of spoken Japanese: Uemura corpus and TalkBank CallFriend corpus. The Uemura 
corpus comprised of 50 sets of dialogs that were conducted in formal interview scenarios with 
college students. The TalkBank corpus comprised of 32 sets of dialogs that were informal 
conversations between close friends. All participants were native Japanese speakers and used the 
standard Tokyo dialect.  

In the overall data (both data sets combined), there were a total of 68 appearances of all 
counterfactual expressions. Of the 68 appearances, there were 9 (13%) of the -teiru/-teita 
subjunctives, and 59 (87%) of the non -teiru/-teita subjunctives. The non -teiru/-teita 
subjunctives included ii noni, yokatta, verbs ending in -ru/-ta, hazu da, kamosirenai and so on. 
The numerical data was further classified into seven subcategories to get a better idea about 
overall trends followed by native speakers of Japanese in using the counterfactual expressions.  

Note that the numerical data obtained from the two corpora in this pilot study was not large 
enough to conduct any significant statistical analysis. Hence these quantitative results must only 
be interpreted as general trends observed in speech discourses of native Japanese speakers. 
Below is a table summarizing the quantitative data obtained.  
 

Table 1: Data by Subjunctive Category 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Subjunctive use  Register   Time Stamp           Person 
    Informal      Formal  Past Future  1P 2P 3P 
-teiru/-teita (n=9)       8  1    3     6     4  2  3 
Non-teiru/-teita (n=59)   39           20             13   46  32 10 17 
___________________________________________________________________________ 
Summary  Informal > Formal  Future > Past       1P > 3P > 2P 
___________________________________________________________________________         

 

 
4 For further reading on experiencing self versus observing self, refer to Shinzato (2003), Nitta (1989), Langacker 
(1990), among others.  
5 Refer to Ananth (2020) paper in the 2020 SEATJ Proceedings for the full study.  
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To summarize the general trends in both subjunctive subcategories, it can be said that native 
Japanese speakers tend to use counterfactual expressions more in case of informal and past 
events as compared to their formal and future counterparts. Also, they tend to use these 
expressions the most for first person, third person and second person, in that order.  

The data was also analyzed qualitatively and the following three observations were made. 
First, the subjunctive -teiru/-teita appear when the speaker is emphasizing what they said before 
as in reinforcement or paraphrasing or elaboration of a previous utterance. Second, the -ru/-ta 
endings within the subjunctive -teiru/-teita expressions denote aspect and not tense, and for that 
reason sometimes these endings are reversed. And third, the subjunctive function of -teiru/-teita 
may double-up with their other aspectual uses such as repetitive progressive action or 
continuation of a state into the future. The above observations were based on a limited number of 
examples extracted from the two corpora used in this pilot study. The next step will be to expand 
the sample size by examining additional corpora to investigate if these general trends can be 
statistically corroborated. It also needs to be seen if the qualitative observations can be backed by 
any theoretical concepts being inherently employed by the native speakers.  
 
5. Conclusions 
The goal of this study was to examine the -ta/-teita contrast from the three perspectives of tense, 
aspect, and modality, specifically in the case of subjunctives or counterfactual conditional 
constructions in Japanese. The analyses triangulated on backshifting in tense, perceptual 
observation, and the use of the modal daroo to investigate the contrasts. Three main points 
emerged: 
 
• Unlike -teita, -ta does not evoke backshifting in tense at the subordinate position, hence it’s 

use in some counterfactual situations is less acceptable.   
• -teita can be used to express speaker’s perceptual observation in counterfactual expressions, 

even if it is his/her own direct experience. This is because counterfactuals are counter to 
reality, and therefore allow the speaker to reflect on the past through a third person’s 
perspective.  

• -ta by itself cannot be used to express speaker’s perceptual observation in counterfactual 
constructions. The usage, however, is allowed in combination with a modal such as daroo, 
because of its characteristic feature that places the utterance outside of the speaker’s direct 
experience domain or the speaker’s information territory.  
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