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JIM WALKER

THE FOOTBALLER'S PERFECT - ARE FOOTBALLERS LEADING THE
WAY?

It is often believed that the only verb form avhl&for recounting events in past time is the Esigli
Preterit form. Every single available academic granof the English language supports this view,
relegating the Present Perfect to a whole serieghar possible uses, such as experiential past, pa
events with present repercussions, and so on. Hawivs an indubitable fact that in some forms of
English, the Present Perfect is used as a narratnge, and it is equally indubitable that thisgeses
associated especially with football, as this papidlrattempt to justify on the basis of a corpus of
sports interviews. Secondly, it will show that raive Present Perfect does exist outside footaad,
will reflect on whether it is simply a non-standdodm that has gained a certain ‘visibility' in tfght

of the recent explosion in the amount of televisederage, or whether footballers might be taking
the English language down a road towards a naisation of the Present Perfect, a path that many
other languages have followed before English.

1. Introduction

As somebody who shares their time between teadbmgljsh as a foreign language
and conducting research into, and teaching, litiggisl am used to a situation

whereby | spend half a day teaching grammaticasrwthich | then go on to spend
the other half of the day debunking. The subjedh@f particular paper is a case in
point. | shall begin with an example of the phenoore| wish to discuss. The

following extract is taken from the post-match dission in the Sky Sports studio,
subsequent to the incident ofi ®ctober 2007 in which AC Milan goalkeeper Dida
was confronted by Glasgow Celtic fan Robert McHgndiho had made his way on

to the pitch. The two speakers are the Sky Spade@man and Charlie Nicholas, a
former professional who now works as a studio expdrave underlined the verb

forms of interest.

Charlie Nicholas: | don’t know how Celtic won it, Milan dominatedrftong periods, but
it's no fluke [...] it's great result, but | don't &, he's hardly touchethe goalkeeper, and I've
watched it, | watched it unfold, and | could notiéwee what | was seeing, at first, at first | didihink
the supporter had touched him, he's gaive a little tickle, Dida chases him and thenisesd he can't
take it and he goes down, and he's stdiiede, he's off with the ice pack and the stratichied_he's
completely bluffedt, but Celtic will get absolutely hammered beeao$this one fool.

Interviewer : Dida decided to see the whole thing through, ftbenfact that the fan ran to
him, and then Dida decides to make much more[tfaking at the film] there it is, the fan came
from nowhere...

CN: You can see, he hardly touches him, he's redmeduse he's angry...

Most teachers of English explain the differenceneein the English Preterit and the
English Present Perfect using the tried and testledof thumb that the Preterit in
English is the form used to narrate events in thst phat no longer have any
connection with the present, whereas the PreserfedPds a somewhat more
complex form with a variety of different uses, afl which have as a common
feature of the fact that there is some link to phesent, and that therefore the name



Present Perfect is not entirely anomalous (a taed tested view that | will be
returning to). And yet a cursory glance at the &example shows that this is by no
means the case. Nicholas alternates between ttexiprthe Present Perfect and the
simple present, in a manner which appears to beotimated. There can be no doubt
that the Present Perfect is being used here tateaavents where we might in
Standard English have expected a preterit. Onlyirttexviewer appears to use the
Preterit in a more canonical fashion, with one slwib a present simple.

The second example presented below serves to reinfbe impression that
footballers, or ex-footballers, use the Presenteéein what seemgrima facie, to
be an unusual way. This example is given partlyabse, anecdotally, it served as
the spark to ignite this particular research pmjemd secondly as a means of
demonstrating the conventions | will continue te tisroughout this paper, whereby
| underline those uses of the PP which | deemestarg or problematic. Those that
are conventional, so to speak, are left unmarkeate dnce again the switches
between the Present Perfect and the preterit.

| think Gary was a bit disappointed first of alltduhave apologised and explained to him

that | have triedo pull out. | have tried to explain to all théhet Everton players that | have triexd
pull out at the last minute. | think it just lookad because | have gonevitth two feet. | am never
going to try to deliberately hurt a fellow profemsal. Although | did go in with my studs showing |
have triecto pull out at the last minute - | can honestly 8&t. We will have to see if there is action
from the FA. If | had gone through with the tackiaybe | could have hurt him even worse but |
have pulled outind he has only got a little mark so | am gladHion that | haven't hurt him and he
has been abl® carry on."

Steven Gerrard, Liverpool midfielder, English, Ligeol, 26 years, recounting a "horror" tackle on

Everton player during derby, #December 2002

2. A Football Phenomenon?

My initial working hypothesis, one that enabled taavork on the syntax of
English while sitting in front of the television,aw that this was, if | might use a
rather trivial expression, a ‘footballer's thing'certainly seemed to be occurring
with considerable regularity, according to my thesmsual observations, in the
mouths of players and managers, as in the followkample:

We're disappointed, because Portsmouth have oebtentone chance in the match, and
they've taken it.We didn't play as well as what we have been...We dwaknt possession around
the halfway line, we gave the ball away cheaplgntthe next minute, we've overcompensatad
pushed men forward, and it's |€ftrtis Davis 1 v. 1 — he's unfortunate with hialtdnge...and that's
cost us a point.

Bryan Robson, manager West Bromwich Albion, EnglSb. Durham, after defeat to Porstm%uth,
Dec. 200

These initially casual observations were given mooacrete expression by the
constitution of a corpus of post-match interviewd. of the interviews involving

! The information following the quotations includegormation, such as the age and place of birth of
the speaker, that will not be exploited in this gra@ he intention is to address the issue of
the sociolinguistics of the narrative Present Rerfimost notably its regional distribution. |
will make only passing reference to this issuerlatéhe paper.

2|t must be noted, of course, that Bryan Robsondmmillustrious career as a player before turning t
management.



British-borr? players and managers, broadcast on the BBC praogeaviatch of the
Day, were recorded over the period from January toA4f06. Almost 40% of all
such interviews contained an example of the PreBerfect being used to narrate
events in the match, a finding which indicates Imelydoubt that we are dealing here
not with some isolated grammatical oddity, but wattmuch more widespread and
systematic phenomenon, therefore deserving oftaiterSomething akin, in fact, to
what might loosely be referred to as an examplsyotactic register. This notion
was further bolstered by following two examples.eThrst is the caption to a
photograph which appeared on the sports pages eofBtitish newspaperThe
Guardian.

FA Cup fifth round: Michael Duberry dives to scoop the ball out of biaek of the net. No
goal! No penalty! The ref's haah absolute shocker here, you know.
(Guardian photo caption linking to
http://football.guardian.co.uk/Match Report/0,1887062,00.htmimatch report, accessed on
February 17, 2003)

It seems clear that the use of the Present Perfele final sentence here is
an attempt, reinforced by the use of the lexicamiref and shocker, to lend the
caption a certain "footballing feel". If I might heermitted a neologism, this is a
footballised caption.

The second was an article that appeared in the €amedian, written by
David McKie, a historian and the newspaper's depditor at the time. The article,
entitled Present far from Perfect, is essentially a complaint about this particular
phenomenon, in which, among so many other emineittjple passages, we might
pick out the following: "Does this practice, so aqoon in football commentary
nowadays, have any grammatical justification? [..rldAyet the usage in football
still seems awkward and odd. It doesn't happen wvittket.” (McKie 2002)

So at this stage in my research, it appeared Heaidea of a "footballer's
Present Perfect" was fully justified, so much sat ilh served as the motivation for
the title of Walker (in press). But this hypotheked to be rejected once the corpus
was opened up to cover other sports, as the fallgwivo examples, successively
from rugby and snooker, demonstrate.

Today it's gone against us but we played the rutilsya game we had won and then there's
an element of luck and we've lastThere was that bounce of the ball from O'Galittle chip at the
end. Credit to them - they had to throw everythah@. They've trieddomething and it's paid offthe
luck of the Irish, as it were. It's difficult to pave've thrownthat game away because it's the bounce
of the ball._ We've playethost of the rugby and unfortunately we've comeyawi#h nothing again.”

Jamie Noon (English centre, English, Yorkshire” March 2006, 27 years, after defeat to Irish)

| came out afterwards, and | had three difficutitshall 3 of which I've misse@nd Steve
then's gondreak break break and it looked like it was goim@pe¢ 8-7, and then he fell down and
makes 57 points and I've manadedlear the table and I'm absolutely delighted.
Steve Davis, snooker player, Romford, commentingaing in final of UK Championships in 2004

But before continuing the investigation into howdespread this form is, it
is important at this juncture to take a more putelguistic detour and to reflect on

® This particular restriction was applied, naturaltyeliminate any non-native speaker errors froen t
corpus.

* The implicit sociolinguistic comment here, in tt@mparison between football and cricket, deserves
a degree of attention that this particular papesdwmt allow for.



the syntax of this form, to try and counter thegiiole objection that these narrative
Present Perfect forms are in fact not particularysual or interesting.

3. The Narrative Present Perfect - What's All The Bss About?

This narrative use of the Present Perfect, illtstraabove, seems to have
received very little coverage. The breadth and sadfthe literature on the Present
Perfect in English is nothing short of impressiwjch makes its relative silence on
the matter of the narrative Present Perfect all rtfere deafening. | posit three
reasons for this absence: first, that my fellowdacaics do not spend enough time
watching football matches; second, more serioublgt we are dealing here with a
very recent development, one that has not hadttnpercolate into the grammatical
descriptions of English and third, the interpretatieast favourable to my enterprise
here, that the Present Perfect as used by foatbaslen fact of no major linguistic
interest, inasmuch as it is merely an extensiomxs$ting uses. | will begin this
section by attempting to demonstrate that discassefothe phenomenon is indeed
lacking in the literature, before going on to irate why | believe this usage is of
great importance. In so doing, | will add a fouetkplanation to the three outlined
above.

In none of the reference grammars which | was &bleonsult is there any
mention of the Present Perfect being used to marpaist events There are
occasional references to the use of the PresefégdPer conjunction with past time
adverbials, such as Quirk et al. (1985: 195), whveeesee the example "Yes, I've
seen it [Macbeth] ages ago, when | was a childlipWieed by the somewhat
throwaway remark to the effect that "Examples sashhese may be explained as
performance errors”, but it is important to striesee | shall want to claim that this is
an entirely different phenomenon. The use of thes@&mt Perfect with past time
adverbials has been given a certain amount of egeeboth in grammar works, as
we have just seen, and in the linguistic literattwenvhich we shall turn, but in none
of the examples that | have presented is therexplicé time adverbial - past time
reference is recoverable from context only, andcthreext is one of narrative, which
is not the case in the example from Quirk and lrofathe others | have seen in the
literature.

Turning now to the linguistic body of research ba Present Perfect, we see
a similar absence. This is not the place to go lwaek the extensive work that has
been done on the Present Perfect in contemporaglisBnbut suffice it to say that
be it in the works by Elsness, McCoard, Cotte oiClslwley, whom | cite below,
along with a host of others, there is not a bredtthis. There are one or two very
fleeting remarks, almost in passing. According tenl3on (1998: 279), Leisi
mentions that "in some dialects, it is possibléhéar the Present Perfect used for
past-time narrative", although it is not entirelgar in this passage whether the
foregoing citation is to be understood as beingcamjunction with past time
adverbials. Trudgill (1984: 42) mentiora passant the use of Present Perfect for
recounting events. There is also the article byeEagd Ritz on Australian English
(Engel & Ritz 2000), but very little on contempaordritish English. Furthermore,
Mair (2006: 84-85) provides an extensive list ohtggtic changes in Modern

® The list of these grammars is provided in therezfee section at the end of this paper.



English that are deserving of our attention, andnemtion is made of a potential
change in the balance between the Preterit anérésent Perfect.

But as intimated above, this is perhaps simply tughe fact that 1 am
reading too much into too few data. Let me attetoptounter such an objection.
Most of the literature on the Present Perfect alagptsomewhat typological
approach. Sometimes these typologies are semdytizaded, in other cases they
have a more syntactic bent, but in essence theypediiled down to the following
exposition. In contemporary British English, mosathers would concur, there are
four types of Present Perfect, which may be ilatst as follow’

a. Perfect of Result
I've washed my hair
I've written to them, but they haven't replied.
b. Existential/experiential perfect
Have you ever broken a bone?
I've seen Pulp Fiction | don't know how manyesn
c. Perfect of Persistant Situation (Extended Now)
Harold has been here since last week.
d. The 'Hot News' perfect
Saddam Hussein has been executed.

The narrative Present Perfect causes a probleraubedt clearly does not
enter into any of the first three categories. Thereowever a strong temptation to
attribute the examples | have quoted in the papdarsto the fourth category above,
viz. the hot news perfect. The nature of the corpserias, let us remember, of post-
match interviews, is very likely to lead us to bek that what we have here is
nothing more than a conventional and much studial af the Present Perfect. |
believe this to be a mistaken interpretation, tdeast two reasons.

First of all, it is my intuition that it is perfdgtpossible to invent an example
such as the following, in which event is in thetant past are narrated (here, the
final of the UEFA Champions League in 2005):

Early in the second half, Steven Gerrard's scoremtagnificent header and it's given
Liverpool the self belief they didn't have in thesf half. A few minutes later, Smicer's scored a
cracker and then Gerrard's been fouled for Alonseralty.

This intuition would appear to be shared by McKiethe article already
mentioned, in which he provides another inventeange, purporting to recount
events one week old:

"We've missed absolute sitters ... Mark Badmankiedeed it straight at the goalie from five
yards. Our luck was summed up in the last minuterw@teve Brown has put in an absolute pearler
of a cross to Charlie Griffin and, from four yardti® has managed not to put it in the net." (McKie,
2002)

More relevantly, it would appear that the exampmested thus far in this
paper are intrinsically different from the "hot nr€wperfect in one important respect:
that is, they can be used to recount an entireeseguof successive events, in a way
that is entirely analogous with the characterisis® of the Preterit in Standard

® Authors will often differ as to the names theyayito these categories, and on many of the finer
details, but this presentation is sufficiently dethfor our present needs.



English. As far as | am aware, a "hot news" perfeatften used to introduce the
subject of a narrative, but when that narrativarneags in the example with Saddam
Hussein quoted above, we would normally expectRteterit to take over. This is
not what occurs in the footballing examples, wheee Present Perfect seems to be
used from beginning to end of a conversation tliris. chiefly for this reason that |
would contend that the narrative Present Perfeess dwot fit in to the standard
descriptions in the literature, and is thereforeerely problematic.

The foregoing discussion would seem therefore &l I the conclusion,
sketched out at the beginning of this section assétond of three reasons why the
narrative Present Perfect does not feature initbature, that we are dealing here
with an emergent use of the periphrastic perfeanodern English, for narrative
purposes. It must be conceded that this is indaeskatemely tempting conclusion,
one that is given support by many who have writiarthe diachrony of past tense
forms. Many of the authors who have noted the sdmaéwncanonical uses of the
Present Perfect with past time adverbials have rambgathe theory that English is
following the path trod by other languages beforamd most notably the Romance
languages, wherein perfect forms have taken onlsipgist meanings (for example
Comrie 1976: 61, Cotte 1987, who both attributo i relaxation of the restriction
of current relevance). McKie (2002), writing frorman-linguistic perspective, sees
the narrative Present Perfect as something newloas Rastall (1999: 79) who,
contra Comrie and Cotte, contends that this "unexpecteddnt Perfect is due to
focus of attention on current relevance which has led to a recent new usage". These
ideas are given ample support by authors who #hatiesuch a diachronic change
involving the perfect is an entirely uncontroverstaoss-linguistic phenomenon.
Lindstedt (2000, 366), for example, has this ta s&he perfect is a gram typehat
is frequent [...] but unstable, as it often termlb¢ lost. More often than not, it does
not disappear as a form, but becomes something-edsgeneral past tense, for
instance." As is well documented, this is precisghat has happened in German
and French, among a host of other languages.

Applying this analysis to the narrative Presentfdtris therefore hugely
tempting, but nevertheless faces a number of pmehl@ot least of which is the fact
that American English functions in a manner whghvholly different, a fact which
has been amply recorded (not least by Schottma)19%is last consideration
makes sweeping statements about "the directionigngd going" more difficult to
sustain, in particular in light of the fact thaeth may be another explanation. As
Mair (under)states (2006: 111), there is a lacklafity as to the diachrony of the
Preterit versus Present Perfect distinction in Bhgland reading Olga Fischer, who
says "The perfect is not fully grammaticalised irdt¥e English: it freely alternates
in almost all its functions with the preterit." §€her 1992: 256), it is very hard not
to be struck by the ease with which this remarkictcdie applied to the examples
given above. This is not to suggest that modertisBrifootballers speak Middle
English, rather that a picture whereby the Pregamtect isbecoming a narrative
form in contemporary English is potentially a méldeng one.

4. Not an emerging form, but a re-emerging one?

" For the term 'gram type', see, among others, riffage and the first article by Dahl in the same
volume.



The suggestion | wish to sketch out in this coniclgdection can briefly be
stated as follows. It is possible that what we dealing with here, in the murky,
troubled waters of the history of non-standard EBhgls, is not in fact a new
development at all, simply an increased visibifity a form which has never fact
disappeared. Let it be stressed immediately th#tercurrent state of research, it is
impossible to confirm or reject this hypothesist ibus an avenue that | believe we
should pursue.

Earlier in this paper, | explained how my thinkirdpveloped from
considering the narrative Present Perfect as bpary of footballing register to
regarding it as part of a wider sporting regiskerthe light of examples such as the
following, it is clear that this particular positidias to be abandoned. In one series
of sketches, English comedienne Catherine Tatespllag role of Sam, a young
woman who recounts events of the most stunninglibata her husband Paul, as if
they were exceptional exploits, whereupon Paubpsks into hysterical laughter.

An absolutely mental day-to-day, you'll never batiét. Lunchtime, right, Elaine said to me
"what do you fancy?" And | said | was thinking abayacket potato and she said "I've half a mind to
go to Prét a Manger" and | said "why don't | watkneth with you 'cos it's on the same way." In the
end we've endedp sharing a jacket potato, cottage cheese amdiad so_it's all workeaut quite
well. We've gonéback to work, we've gdh the lift, next thing | know, the lift'stopped, the doors
haveopened, she's walked glite followedher out, I've takenne look around me - I'm only on the
fifth floor ain't I? I'm only on the fifth floor imhuman resources instead of the third floor in ens|
[...] we have gonéto uncontrollable hysterics. She said "what goin' up here", | said "you know
what I've done, doncha? I've only gone and folloywed!'. She said to me "you're a lunatic!".

The accent in which this soliloquy is delivered daast be described as
working class southeast English. So what conclissman we draw? First, that the
narrative Present Perfect is not a part of thetsmpregister, but is a form prevalent
in non-standard British Engli&hgenerally. It does seem to have a particular
association with football, that much is clear, Imitnot restricted to this field of
activity. The fact that we are clearly dealing wahsociolect raises the possibility
that the narrative Present Perfect, far from bainwpvelty emerging in the English
language, is a form of a certain venerability whinas simply remained out of sight
for many years. In the teaching and study of Ehglisammar, and even in research
into the history of English, the focus has almdstags been exclusively on the
development and description of standard Engliskh e result that huge amounts
of data simply never feature in the prevailing acus.

Only in recent years, with the extensive media caye accorded to sports
people in general and footballers in particulars kisis form developed a certain
degree of visibility and has become widely knowmat accepted, across all strata
of society. In other words, my contention is thabtballers are indeed leading the
way: not by being innovators of a new grammaticaiht, but rather by being the
vectors by which a particular use of the PresenteBe which has never been
grammaticalised in non-standard Englishes in the wWeat it has in Standard
English, has gained wider public recognition. Wieetar not this is true, and some
arduous work on the diachrony of non-standard Ehgh awaits this author, we can
only conclude by thanking our much linguisticallyaligned professional footballers

8 The work on geographical distribution remains ¢odone, but this would appear to be a pan-British
phenomenon. The corpus contains Scottish, Welsh Eamglish speakers, from all four
corners of the British Isles



for showing us once again how endlessly fascinaimdjcomplex the English verbal
system can be. Footballers are often accused baleradequacy, but if we listen
closely they have a great deal to teach us!
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