TENSE, ASPECT

TENSE

The category of tense in verb forms is familiar in European languages. The essential characteristic of the category of tense is that it relates the time of the action, event, or state of affairs referred to in the sentence to the time of utterance.

Time is an extra-linguistic notion distinguishing past, present and future time, tense, on the other hand, is a linguistic category, distinguishing present and past. There is no identity between tense and time. It must be clearly understood that non-lingistic time and linguistic tense are only very vaguely and loosely interrelated.


Water freezes at 32 Farenheit.

The sentence has verb form linguistically in the present tense, although when the sentence is uttered the speaker or writer does not mean to suggest that water freezes only at the time of utterance, but that the same fact applies to the past, and it will be so in the future.

English has two distinct tense forms, PRESENT and PAST TENSE. 

They can refer to all parts of the time line.

There is no obvious future tense in English corresponding to the time/tense parallel for present and past. Instead there are a number of possibilities denoting future time. Futurity, modality and aspect are closely related, and future time is expressed by means of modal auxiliaries, or by simple present or progressive forms. We´ll talk about it later.

PRESENT TENSE
1. Three uses refer to present time:

1.1. The STATE PRESENT is used for timeless statements (usually with stative V)or eternal truths:


A whale is a big mammal.

1.2. The HABITUAL PRESENT is used for repeated events. It is associated with dynamic V. There is usually an accompanying adverbial of frequency (every day, week, etc.)


He cycles to work every day.

In fact, however, it is possible to have stative or dynamic V with both statements.

1.3. The INSTANTANEOUS PRESENT is used only with dynamic V, when the action begins and ends approximately at the moment of speech. It is common in:


commentaries: He passes the ball to Johnson.


demonstrations: I now place the chicken in the oven.


declarations: We acknowledge the receipt of your invoice.

2. Two uses refer to future time:

2.1. FUTURE - With some time adverbials the present tense helps to refer to an action in future time:


The train leaves for Prague at ten o´clock.

2.2. In conditional and temporal clauses introduced by if, unless, after, before, as soon as, when, etc.


I´ll let you know as soon as I arrive.

3. The HISTORIC PRESENT is used in past time narrative when we want to describe events vividly:


Then in comes the barman and tries to stop the fight.

It describes the past as if it were happening now. It is frequently used with the communication V, tell, hear, learn, write.


I hear you have got married.

In newspaper headlines:


President receives huge welcome.

PAST TENSE

1. The basic meaning of the simple past tense is to denote definite past time, i.e. what took place at a given time or in a given period before the present moment. It is found with adverbs referring to past time. Specific events, states and habitual actions can be expressed with this tense. 


She arrived yesterday. (event)


She was furious. (state)


She went to school by car every day. (habitual action)

2. The past tense is also used for present or future time.

2.1. The ATTITUDINAL PAST reflects a tentative state of mind, giving a more polite effect than would be obtained by using the present tense.


Did /do you want to leave?

2.2. The HYPOTHETICAL PAST expresses what is contrary to the speaker´s beliefs? It is especially used in if-clauses and wish-clauses.


If I were you, ...


If she wanted to see me, she would phone me.


I wish I had a car. I haven´t got one.

2.3. In IDIRECT (REPORTED) SPEECH past tense in the reporting V tends to make the V of the subordinate clause past, too. This phenomenon is called back-shift.


He said he had no money. (He has no money.)

ASPECT
The term aspect refers to a grammatical category which reflects  the way in which the verb action is “regarded“ or “experienced“ with respect to time. Aspect is so closely connected in meaning with tense that the distinction in English grammar between tense and aspect is little more than a terminological convenience which helps us to separate in our minds two different kinds of realization: the morphological realization of tense and the syntactic realization of aspect. English uses two types of aspectual contrast: the perfective and the progressive.

1. THE PERFECTIVE ASPECT 
- is constructed using forms of the auxiliary V have + -ed participle. The present perfective is chiefly used for an action continuing up to the present. This meaning of “current relevance“ contrasts with the past tense meaning. There is a problem of past time reference in English: the question of how to choose between the use of the past tense and the use of the perfect aspect. The past tense is used when the past happening is related to a definite time, in the past, which we may call then.

The simple past tense means past-happening-related to-past time.


He was at school an hour ago. (Now he is out.)

In contrast, the perfect aspect is used for a past happening which is seen in relation to a later event or time. Thus the present perfect means past-happening-related-to-present time.


He has been at school for two hours. (He is probably still

there.)

The choice of perfective aspect is associated with time orientation and consequently also with various time indicators (lately, recently, since, so far, up to now, since, for, how long, already, ever)

1.1. PRESENT PERFECT

may be used for:

a/ Past events with results in the present time, this is the most common use of the present perfect.


He has broken his arm. 

b/ Indefinite events in a period leading up to the present time.


Have you ever been to Egypt?

c/ Habit in a period leading up to the present time.


He has played at Wimbledon since he was 18.

d/ State leading up to the present time.


He has ben ill.

1.2.PAST PERFECT

is formed with had + -ed participle. 

The past perfect means “past in the past“, that is, time further in the past as seen from a definite time in the past.

 The house had been empty for several months (when we bought it).

1. When describing one event following another in the past, we can show their relation by using the past perfect for the earlier event, or else we can use the past tense for both, relying on the conjunction (after, when) to show which event took place earlier.

After we had passed our exams, we went out to celebrate.

After we passed our exams, we went out to celebrate.


When the guests had departed, Eve lingered a little while.


When the guests departed, Eve lingered a little while.

In these sentences it is quite clear that one event follows the other. 

2. But if the clauses are reversed, past perfect has to be used to make it clear that the event in the past perfect came before the event in the past simple.


When I got to the station, the train had left.


(The train left before I got to the station.)

3. It is used when we need to make it clear that the event in the when clause was completed before the event in the past simple started.


When I had read the letter, I started to cry. (...prečítal)


When I read the letter, I started to cry. (Keď som čítal,..)

4. The past perfect is common in reported speech after past verbs like said, told, asked, explained, thought, wonder, etc.


She wondered who had left the door open. 

5. If we narrate the events in the order they occured, there is no need for the past perfect, but if we want to narrate events looking back from a point in the past, past perfect has to be used. 


He woke up, came to the window, looked out to see his car

had been stolen.

6. The past perfect can be used to express an unrealized hope, wish, etc.


If I had known you were at home, I would have called you.


I wish I had never met him.

2. THE PROGRESSIVE ASPECT (sometimes called continuous aspect)

- is formed with the verb to be + -ing form:

2.1. present progressive: am/is/are + waiting

2.2. past progressive:
 was/were + waiting

2.3. present perfect progressive: has/have been + waiting

2.4. past perfect progressive: had been + waiting

2.5. future progressive: shall/will be + waiting

2.6. future perfect progressive: shall/will + have been + waiting

The progressive aspect refers to activity in progress, and therefore suggests:


a/ that the activity is temporary (i.e. of limited duration)


b/ that it need not be complete

The second element of meaning b/ is most evident in the past tense or in the present perfect:


He wrote a novel several years ago. (He finished it.)


He was writing a novel several years ago. (but I don´t know whether he finished it or not.)


I have washed the car this morning. (The job is finished.)


I have been washing the car this morning. (but the job may 

not be finished.)

With V referring to a change of state, the progressive indicates movement towards the change, rather than completion of the change itself.


The girl was drowning (but at the last moment I rescued her)

When linked to a non-progressive event V, or to a point or period of time, the progressive normally shows that the activity or situation described by the V is still in progress, i.e. has started but has not yet finished:


When I went downstairs they were eating breakfast.

2.1. Present Progressive is used to describe:
2.1.1. Actions in progress at the moment of speaking, usually with adverbials like now, at the moment, just.


He is just sitting and watching TV.

2.1.2. Temporary situation, i.e. an activity that is taking place in the present time period and will continue for a limited time. The activity may not be in progress at the moment of speaking.


The decorator is painting the children´s bedroom this week 

so they are sleeping in the living room. 

(The decorators may not be painting at this moment and the

 

children may not be sleeping.)

2.1.3. Future reference 

a/ with a verb of motion: arrive, come, go, leave, fly, drive, 


We are driving up to Scotland next week.

b/ to activities planned for the future.


They are playing ice-hockey on Saturday.

2.1.4. Repeated actions

The adverbs always, constantly, continually, forever, repeatedly 

can be used with the present progressive to talk about actions that often happen unexpectedly or annoyingly.


She is always borrowing money and forgetting to pay you back

2.1.5. Background situations in present tense narrative.

2.2. Past Progressive is used to describe:

2.2.1. an action, event or situation that was in progress at a specified time in the past.

In 1995, we were living in a small flat in Bristol.

2.2.2. an action or event that started before the event in the past simple and was in progress when the event in the past simple occured.


They were watching a film when we arrived.

2.2.3. two parallel actions that were in progress at the same time, Conjunction while is used.


He was cooking the dinner while she was talking to him.

2.2.4. progress with adverbials beginning with all (all night, all morning, all day.


Were you working all weekwnd?

2.2.5. repeated actions. The use is similar to that of the present progressive.


She was always talking when I wanted to watch TV.

2.2.6. The background for a narrative in the past.


The wind was blowing and the rain was beating down. John was standing at the bus stop shivering. He was trying to imagine being at home sitting by a warm fire. Finally he saw the headlights of the bus approaching from the distance.

2.3. Present Perfect Progressive is used:

2.3.1. to refer to an activity which has been taking place in the recent period up to the present. The activity may have finished shortly before the moment of speaking in the present.


You look tired. What have you been doing?


I´ve been playing squash.

2.3.2. with since, for and how long to refer to an activity which started in the past and continues up to the present and possibly into the future. Also used with phrases starting with all (all day, all night, all morning), phrases which emphasize the duration of the activity.


How long have you been working here?


I´ve been working here since I finished university.

2.4. Past perfect Progressive is the equivalent of the present perfect progressive. It is used to describe:

2.4.1. an activity looking back from the past.

I was very tired. I had been working all day.

It was 1 o´clock and the dog from next door had been barking for two hours.

FUTURE FORMS
There is no future tense in English corresponding to the time / tense parallel for present and past. Instead there are a number of possibilities of denoting future time. Futurity, modality and aspect are closely related, and future time is expressed by means of modal auxiliaries or semi-auxiliaries, or by simple present or progressive forms.

1. Future with SHALL / WILL + bare infinitive is the most important future construction. SHALL is restricted to the 1st person in Standard BrE, whereas WILL can be used in all persons.

It is used:

1.1. to make a statement of fact or a PREDICTION about the future


We shall hear the results of the election on Sunday.


Tonight´s programme will be very interesting.

1.2. to make FORMAL ANNOUNCEMENTS OF FUTURE PLANS and to present weather forecast.


The new President will move into the White House tomorrow.


Rain will continue throughout the day.

1.3. to express HOPES, EXPECTATIONS, THOUGHTS about the future. Used after V: assume, believe, doubt, expect, hope, reckon, suppose, think, be sure/afraid, 

and with adverbs: perhaps, possibly, probably, definitely:


I expect they will be here soon.


Do you think she´ll bring her boy friend?

1.4. In sentences containing clauses of CONDITION or TIME:


If he passes the exam, he´ll go out and celebrate.


I´ll phone you when I get there.

1.5. to express an INTENTION when the decision is made at the time of speaking:


There isn´t any milk left. - I´ll get some in town.

1.6. to express the idea of willingness:


(promise) I´ll do it for you, I promise.


(request)
Will you open the window, please.


(offer) I´ll look after the children for you.


(refusal) He won´t come with me.


(agreement) Yes, I´ll come with you.


(threat) Stop that or I´ll call the police.

The use of SHALL:

* In spoken English, SHALL is most often used in the question form with I or we to make OFFERS or SUGGESTIONS or to ask for suggestions, advice, instructions:



Shall I come with you?


What shall we do tomorrow?

* SHALL is occasionally used to express strong determination about oneself or someone else:


I shall go anyway. I don´t care what you think.


I shan´t let him bully me.

* SHALL in the 1st person is used more freqently in formal written English. In informal English SHALL is replaced by WILL.


We shall make every effort to answer your inquiry as soon as possible.


2. The BE GOING TO + infinitive Future

It is used :

2.1. to express INTENTION. The speaker had the intention before the time of speaking.


I´m going to visit my aunt tomorrow.

2.2. to make a PREDICTION based on present evidence.


The sun is going down. It´s going to be dark in an hour.

3. The PRESENT PROGRESSIVE for future reference

is used to describe arrangements. We use it to talk about the future when the plans have been made. It is quite informal and it is used to describe personal arrangements such as social activities rather than official plans. The subject should be a person or people and not a thing.


I´m meeting Eve for lunch tomorrow.

Compare:
I´m going to visit my aunt tomorrow. (intention)



I´m visiting my aunt tomorrow. (arrangement)

4. The PRESENT SIMPLE as Future

is used:

4.1. to refer to the future in clauses of time and condition, after: if, unless, when, as soon as, until, before, after, by the time. And after: everything, anything, whatever 


We´ll phone you when we get there.


Everything that you say will be recorded.

4.2. to refer to future events when the event is part of a fixed timetable, e.g. travel timetable, a holiday itinerary, other organized events, an official trip by a member of the government.


You spend the first night of the trip in a hotel in London.

5. The FUTURE PROGRESSIVE (will be + -ing)

is used: 

5.1. when we talk about an activity or event going on at a particular time or over a particular period in the future. We normally mention the future time.


This time tomorrow we´ll be sitting on the plane.


I´ll be working in the office all evening.

5.2. when the future activity or event is the result of a previous decision or arrangement.


He will be taking up his place at university in July.

Ann will be helping us to organise the party. (arrangement)

Compare: Ann will help us  -
,,
-
(willingness)

5.3. when we talk about planned activities or events in the future.


I´ll be revising for my exams this weekend (plan) 

so I think I´ll stay in on Saturday night. (intention)

5.4. when we want to sound more polite when you ask about people´s plans.


What time will you be coming?

6. Future Perfect (will + perfect infinitive)

is used to say that, at a certain time in the future, something will be completed or achieved. It is often used with BY + time reference.


I´ll have finished this book by tomorrow.


By the time you get home i will have cleaned the house from top to bottom.
7. Future Perfect Progressive (will + have been + -ing)

is used to describe an activity leading up to time in the future.

We usually mention both the particular point in the future (On Saturday ..., Next year ...) and the period of time until this point (...for a year, ...for 20 minutes)


By next month she will have been writing the book for two

years.

We use future perfect simple and progressive with FOR to talk about the duration of an activity or state up to a time in the future.


We´ll have lived here for two years in January.


She´ll have been working here for ten years soon. 

8. Be to + infinitive is used:

8.1. to talk about formal or official arrangements, formal instructions and to give orders. It is particularly common in news reports to talk about future events and things that can be controlled by people.


All students are to assemble in the hall at 10.


The medicine is to be taken after meals.


The European Parliament is to introduce a new law on safety.

8.2. in if-clauses to say that something must take place first (in the main clause) before something else can take place.


If humans are to survive as a species, we must ...


John needs to improve his technique if he is to win gold at

the next Olympics.

9. Be about to, be on the point of
both refer to the next moment


I think the play is about to start now.


Mary is on the point of resigning.

10. Be due to

refers to scheduled times.


The play is due to start in five minutes.

Ann´s flight is due at 6.20.
