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Abstract

The aim of this book is to describe the workings
of the system of special verb forms used in Eng-
lish to locate situations in time. In this introduc-
tory chapter we lay the terminological and con-
ceptual groundwork which is necessary before
we embark on our grammatical description of
the English tense system. Our concern is to pro-
vide precise definitions of the basic linguistic
terms that will be used and to explain the con-
ceptual apparatus that will be adopted both in
this volume and in subsequent volumes dealing
with the English verb phrase. (The definitions
of the terms and concepts used in the book are
brought together in an extensive glossary at the
end of the book.)

Part I (= sections 1.1—1.4) first gives some
preliminary notes on this work’s aims, contents,
notational conventions, and the like.

In part II (= sections 1.5—1.13) we briefly de-
fine our basic linguistic terms, such as ‘situa-
tion’, ‘verb phrase’, ‘verb form’, etc. Since this
study is intended as the first part of a multi-
volume grammar, it seems necessary to us to
make explicit the way in which we use such
terms, despite the fact that readers will already
be familiar with most of them, in order to avoid
possible misunderstandings.

Part III (= sections 1.14—1.27) is a brief over-
view of tense and two other areas of meaning
that can be expressed by the use of verb forms
in English and that interact with tense: the sys-
tem of grammatical aspect and the system of
mood and modality.

In part IV (= sections 1.28—1.32) we take a
closer look at the term ‘situation’. By this term
we mean whatever can be expressed by a sen-
tence (more accurately, by a ‘clause’), and for

which the utterer has in mind a particular ‘actu-
alization’ in the extralinguistic world. If situa-
tions are the semantic category expressed by
clauses, it is necessary to examine what semantic
categories are expressed by smaller linguistic units,
like verbs and verb phrases, which are often also
said to refer to ‘situations’ in the linguistic litera-
ture.

Part V (= sections 1.33—1.40) addresses the
properties by which these latter semantic catego-
ries (which we call ‘situation-templates’) can be
classified into different types. This section is
concerned with ‘ontological aspect’ (perhaps
better known as ‘lexical aspect’), which involves
such oppositions as ‘static’ versus ‘dynamic’,
‘agentive’ versus ‘nonagentive’, ‘telic’ versus
‘atelic’, ‘homogeneous’ versus ‘heterogeneous’,
etc.

In part VI (= sections 1.41—1.43), some of
these oppositions are used to distinguish four
different types of situation proper: states, ac-
tions, events and processes.

Part VII (= sections 1.44—1.48) introduces
the notion ‘actualization aspect’. This third kind
of aspect, apart from grammatical aspect and
ontological aspect, pivots on the distinction be-
tween ‘boundedness’ and ‘nonboundedness’,
having to do with whether or not a (telic or
atelic) situation is represented or interpreted as
reaching a terminal point.

In part VIII (= section 1.49) we describe how
the aspectual interpretation of a clause may arise
through an interaction of the three different
kinds of aspect.

Part IX (= sections 1.50—1.56) gives a sum-
mary of this first chapter.



1.

Introduction

I. General introductory remarks

1.1 Aims and scope of the work

1.1.1 The goal we had in mind when embarking on this work was to write a
Grammar of the English tense system which was at the same time a scientific
study and a work which could be used as a reference grammar by linguists and
students of English with a basic knowledge of descriptive linguistics and a
fairly advanced proficiency in English. Difficult as it is to reconcile these two
purposes with each other, we have attempted to write a grammar that comes
up to this double expectation.

The scientific nature of this work means that this is not just another gram-
mar of English meant to be used as a handbook and basically restricting itself
to bringing together a number of relevant data which have been revealed and
studied in the linguistic literature on the English tense system. It is meant to
be a thorough study of that tense system, based on a wealth of old and new
observations, and offering a coherent framework revealing the relations be-
tween the observations, accounting for them, and ultimately predicting most
of them. The framework is a revised version of the ‘descriptive theory’ pre-
sented in Declerck (1991). Although it is presented without unnecessary formal-
ization, it is a rigid framework which could easily be formalized and used in
formal approaches like formal semantics or computational linguistics.

In order to render the work, which deals with a complex subject matter, as
accessible as possible, we have made great efforts to set out the principles in a
very precise and detailed way. The work abounds in cross-references to other
sections and contains an extensive index which should enable the readers who
wish to look something up (for example, a term, definition, rule or principle)
to find quickly what they are looking for. Needless to say, the cross-references
and the index, as well as the extensive glossary, are also meant to realize our
second goal, viz. to provide a grammar that can be used as a reference work
by scholars and by students with some knowledge of descriptive linguistics and
of English grammar.

1.1.2  The kind of English treated is Standard British English (including both
written and spoken registers). However, there is a link to American English on
the (rare) occasions when the two languages make different choices in connec-
tion with a particular principle of the English tense system.

1.1.3 Grammars are typically written without systematic references to the
linguistic literature (unless they are added to a quotation or are really unavoid-
able), and without discussion of conflicting analyses. This also applies to this
grammar, even though it aims to be a linguistic study as well as a grammar.
As a linguistic study, the book is an exploration of how one framework can
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account for tense in English, rather than a comparative study of other analyses
or a comparison of our analysis with the analyses of other authors. Because of
this, unless a particular analysis or argument is specifically attributable to one
author, there are few references to competing analyses, or to the huge number
of books and articles dealing with tense in English. However, a selective bibli-
ography listing some of the literature that we consider basic to the study of
tense can be found at the end of the book.

1.2 Symbols and conventions

The following symbols will be used in the following ways:

(a) Braces (= {...}) will be used to indicate alternative possibilities, separated
from each other by a slash. (e.g. If I {was / were} your father, I would be
proud of you.)

(b) Square brackets will be used to separate the relevant clause in an example
from its context, as in the following example:

[Michael thought things over.] Rose had helped him after he {had left / left} his
wife. [Perhaps she would help him again now.]

In a case like this we are only interested in the sentence that is not within
square brackets. The bracketed sentences are just added to provide the context
that is necessary for a correct interpretation of the sentence under discussion.

(c) An asterisk before a sentence or constituent can indicate not only syntactic
ungrammaticality but also semantic-pragmatic unacceptability:

*The man died for the next two hours.

(d) A superscript question mark will be used similarly to indicate that a sen-
tence or constituent is questionable for a grammatical or semantic-prag-
matic reason. A double superscript question mark indicates an even higher
degree of questionability.

I have never {worked / *been working} on a dissertation.

This time tomorrow I {will / *am going to} be driving to London.

(e) The sign # is put before forms that are not ungrammatical or unacceptable
but do not express the meaning that is intended in the clause or sentence
under discussion. For example, in 1.46.1, the following example is given
to illustrate that a nonbounded representation of a situation is incompati-
ble with an inclusive duration adverbial. (The sentence is grammatical on
another reading, viz. ‘It lasted an hour before John was speaking’.)

# John was speaking in an hour.
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Small capitals in an example identify the word receiving the nuclear accent
of the clause, or (in most cases) an extra heavy contrastive accent.

[“Bill was the one who wrote this note.” — “No.] PETE wrote it.”

In the text, technical terms that are introduced for the first time are printed
in small capitals (in blue).

An ABSOLUTE TENSE is a tense that relates the time of a situation directly to the
temporal zero-point.

Italics will be used for four purposes: (i) for comments added to examples,
(ii) in example sentences that are incorporated into the main text, (iii) to
emphasize a word in the text, and (iv) to indicate the relevant word(s) in
a numbered example.

In John saw the house before I saw it, both past tense forms are arguably absolute
past tense forms. (Both situations are interpreted as factual.)

We claim that there is a future tense in English, though many linguists argue other-
wise. (example sentence) I saw the house before John had seen it. (The past perfect
in the before-clause expresses’ not-yet-factuality’: Jobn had not seen the house yet
when I saw it.)

Lexical items in a comment (which is italicized) are underlined.

I know that he will do it if you let him. (Will do establishes a post-present domain,
while let expresses simultaneity in it.)

Real quotations are placed within double quotation marks. Single quota-
tion marks are used to indicate concepts, paraphrases, word strings, etc.

(example sentence) “Bill was the one who wrote this note.” — “No. PETE wrote it.”

John staid there for four years is a ‘bounded sentence’, i. e. a sentence which repre-
sents the situation referred to as coming to an end at some point.

1.3  The illustrative material

Some of our examples are constructed; the remainder are drawn from compu-
terized corpora, from the World Wide Web (see below) or from personal read-
ing. The latter are followed by an indication of the source. As far as computer-
ized corpora are concerned, the following abbreviations are used:

BNC British National Corpus of English

BR

Brown University Standard Corpus of Present-day American English

COB-S  Cobuild Corpus of English (UK, spoken)
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COB-W Cobuild Corpus of English (UK, written)
LOB the Lancaster-Oslo-Bergen Corpus
SEU the Survey of English Usage Corpus of Written English.

TLS a corpus of articles that appeared in the Times Literary Supplement
in 1997

WS]J a corpus of articles that appeared in the Wall Street Journal in 1989

WWW texts from the Worldwide Web, especially from UK sources

As to the www-examples, we have carefully checked that they are indeed exam-
ples occurring in texts produced by native speakers. All the examples have also
been judged by one or more speakers whose native language is ‘Standard British
English’. No examples that sounded odd have been included. As to the system
of reference to the examples used, we have decided not to mention the full
source but only to mark them as ‘(www)’. The reasons for this are the follow-
ing. First, explicit reference to the websites in question would reduce the read-
ability of the text, since such a reference easily takes up a complete line. Sec-
ondly, because websites come and go, we could never be sure that the reference
would still be valid at the time the reader might want to surf to it. Finally,
those who wish to check examples can always google them.

The following abbreviations refer to the following books, articles or plays:

AVON L. M. Montgomery. Anne of Avonlea. (electronically available
through the Gutenberg project)

BAXT  David Baxter. “Will somebody please say something?’ Plays and Play-
ers. 1967. 27—64.

BM David Lodge. The British Museum is falling down. London: Penguin.
1989.

CHUZ  Charles Dickens. Martin Chuzzlewit. Harmondsworth: Penguin.
1969.

CP David Lodge. Changing places. London: Penguin. 1978.

CRES  N. E Simpson. The Cresta run. London: Fabers & Fabers. 1966.

DOC Colin Dexter. The daughters of Cain. London: Macmillan. 1994.

FFFP Agatha Christie, 4.50 from Paddington, London: Fontana. 1970.

FORG  Edgar Wallace. The forger. London: Pan Books. 1960.

GLME  Hendrik Poutsma. A grammar of late modern English. Part 1: The
sentence. Second Half: The composite sentence. Groningen: Noord-
hoff. 1929.

GREEM Kingsley Amis. The green man. St Albans: Panther Books. 1971.

HORN Norbert Hornstein. ‘As time goes by: a small step towards a theory
of tense.” Montreal Working Papers in Linguistics 5 (1975): 73—112.

JUMP  Tom Stoppard. Jumpers. London: Faber & Faber. 1972.

LBW Colin Dexter. Last bus to Woodstock. London: Pan Books. 1977.
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LOD Ruth Rendell. Lake of darkness. London: Arrow Books. 1981.

LSW Colin Dexter. Last seen wearing. London: Pan Books. 1977.

MAR Frank Marcus. ‘Mrs. Mouse are you within?’ Plays and Players, July
1968. 29—40.

NICH  Peter Nichols. A day in the death of Joe Egg. London: Faber & Faber.
1967.

NMDT Ruth Rendell. No more dying then. London: Arrow Books. 1971.

OSIN  P. D. James. Original sin. London: Faber & Faber. 1994.

PIN David Pinner. Dickon. Harmondsworth: Penguin. 1967.

SCRLT N. Hawthorne. The scarlet letter. (electronically available through the
Gutenberg project)

SOA Colin Dexter. The secret of annexe 3. London: Pan Books. 1987.

TCIE Eva Edgren. Temporal clauses in English. Uppsala: Almqvist & Wik-
sell. 1971.

TOCC Doris Lessing. This was the old chief’s country. London: Triad
Grafton. 1951.

TSM Ruth Rendell. Talking to strange men. London: Arrow Books. 1987.

TTR Franz Kafka. The Trial. Translated by Willa and Edwin Muir. Har-
mondsworth: Penguin. 1971.

WTBS  Joe Orton. What the butler saw. London: Methuen. 1971.

As far as the spoken corpus examples are concerned, sometimes very minor
alterations have been made in the interests of easier intelligibility. These include
the insertion of commas, some suppression of hesitation signals such as er, and
‘correction’ of small production errors where the intended utterance is obvious,
such as the amendment of you’ll only buy able to buy to you’ll only be able
to buy.

1.4 The structure of the book

The book falls roughly into three parts: chapters 1 and 2 provide essential
background to the study of tense; chapters 3 to 11 gradually build up a picture
of the function of tenses in discourse in English; finally, chapters 12 to 14
provide a more detailed analysis of some of the interactions between tenses and
time adverbials in English. Below we give a thumbnail sketch of the contents of
each chapter.

In Chapter 1 we define our basic terms and explain those concepts and
distinctions that underlie our description of the function of tense in English
discourse. We provide definitions of basic linguistic terms such as ‘verb phrase’
or ‘situation’ as we will use them, and give a brief overview of the three main
areas of grammaticalized verbal meaning which interact with one another,
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namely tense, mood / modality and aspect. We go on to explain our view of
what sorts of things can be denoted or referred to by a verb, a verb phrase, a
clause or an utterance. Finally we explain the concepts associated with what is
traditionally considered to be lexical aspect (for example the contrast between
a ‘state verb” and a ‘dynamic verb’) and introduce the category of ‘actualization
aspect’ (which contrasts with both grammatical aspect and lexical aspect and
involves a single contrast, viz. that between boundedness and nonbounded-
ness).

Chapter 2 lays the foundation proper of our description of tense in English.
There is a brief discussion of what is meant by ‘tense’, with reference to the
main issues surrounding the number and nature of tenses in English (for exam-
ple, the question of whether English has a future tense). We introduce those
concepts necessary to describe the way in which tenses are used to locate situa-
tions in time relative to speech time and to each other, for example the concept
of ‘situation time’, and the concept of ‘orientation time’ (or ‘time of orienta-
tion’) — roughly speaking, a ‘known’ time to which a situation time can be
related by a tense. The elements of the framework of the tense theory used in
this book are outlined here. These include, centrally, the notions of ‘time
spheres’, ‘time zones’, and ‘temporal domains’. Time spheres and time zones
have to do with the way in which tenses in English divide up time. The concept
of temporal domain accounts for the way in which temporal relations between
situation times are expressed by tenses, or not, as the case may be. (See chap-
ter 8).

Chapters 3 to 7 deal with the meaning and use of the four ‘absolute’
tenses — roughly speaking, those tenses which relate the time of a situation
directly to speech time. Chapters 3 to 5 address, respectively, the present tense,
the past tense and the present perfect, and Chapter 6 examines some of the
differences between the past tense and the present perfect. In Chapter 7 we
take a look at the fourth absolute tense, the future tense, and also at other
verb forms that can locate a situation time in the future.

In Chapter 8, we fill in the detail of the theoretical framework on which
our description of tense rests. This framework distinguishes between temporal
location as it is represented by tenses, temporal location expressed by temporal
adverbials and pragmatically implied temporal location. Time as it is repre-
sented by tenses is divided into two time-spheres — past and present — and
four time zones — past, pre-present, present and post-present. The framework
that we propose shows how the four absolute tenses mentioned above establish
temporal domains in one of those time zones and how these domains can or
cannot (depending on the time zone in question) be ‘expanded’ by the use of
‘relative’ (or in some cases ‘pseudo-absolute’) tenses which relate one situation
time to another, rather than to speech time. The final part of Chapter 8 con-
siders some of the interpretive strategies that regulate interpretation of tempo-
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ral relations when clauses with absolute tenses follow one another and there is
no linguistic indication of the temporal relation between them. Specifically, it
considers the way in which the (non)boundedness of the situations concerned
guides interpretation of the temporal relationships between them.

Chapter 9 looks in more detail at the different sets of relative tenses used
to expand a temporal domain, according to whether the domain is centred in
the past time zone, the pre-present time zone, the present time zone, or the
post-present time zone.

Chapter 10 takes a closer look at the use of tenses to locate situation times
in the future, or, to be more precise, in a temporal domain which is centred in
the post-present zone. The set of tenses which can be used to establish post-
present temporal domains, but which do not relate situations to one another,
make up the ‘Absolute Future System’. These include not only the future tense
but also certain other forms, such as the future perfect or the simple present
when it refers to scheduled future events (e.g. The train arrives at six). How-
ever, when a temporal domain is centred in the post-present, there is another
set of tenses which relate situation times either to the central situation time of
the domain or to one another. This set of tenses makes up the ‘Pseudo-ty-
System’, so-called because the central time of the domain is treated as a
‘pseudo-ty’ (roughly, a pseudo-speech-time). Thus, in He will arrive when you
are in London, will arrive is a tense form from the Absolute Future System
(which establishes a post-present temporal domain) whereas are is a tense form
from the Pseudo-ty,-System (which expresses simultaneity within the post-pres-
ent temporal domain in question.) The two systems have different distribu-
tions, and the chapter is devoted to a description of the contexts in which each
system is either possible, obligatory or excluded.

In Chapter 11, the notion of ‘temporal focus’ is introduced. This concerns
cases in which it is possible to choose between two or more tenses to represent
the temporal location of the same situation, depending on whether the tempo-
ral focus is on one (represented) time or another. (For example, we may say
We moved to Brighton because it was by the sea or We moved to Brighton
because it is by the sea). The choice may be between two (or more) tenses
which locate the situation in different time zones or it may be between tenses
which locate it within the same time zone. We discuss what difference the
choice of temporal focus may make to the interpretation of the discourse.

Chapters 12 to 14, as mentioned above, deal with the interaction of tempo-
ral adverbials and the tense of the clause in which the adverbial functions.
Chapter 12 explores further the topic which was addressed in chapter 6, viz.
the contrast between the past tense and the present perfect when they establish
domains in the past zone and the pre-present zone, respectively. The two tenses
differ in their co-occurrence with certain types of time adverbial. The relevant
categories of time adverbial are described, followed by a discussion of their co-
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occurrence with the past tense and the present perfect. Chapters 13 and 14
look at the semantics of the temporal adverbs when, before and after and the
consequences of these semantics both for the adverbial clauses they introduce
and for the temporal relationship between the adverbial clause situation and
the head clause situation.
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II. General linguistic terminology
1.5 ‘Situation’, ‘actualization’, ‘actualize’

We will use sITUATION as a cover term for the various possible types of contents
of clauses, i.e. as a cover term for anything that can be expressed in a clause,
namely an action, an event, a process or a state (see 1.42). Unless it is necessary
to distinguish between these possibilities, we will speak of ‘the situation re-
ferred to’.! The verb actuaLizE will be similarly used as a cover term for the
predicates that are typically associated with one of these situation types. Thus,
when it is irrelevant whether a clause refers to the performance of an action,
the happening of an event, the development of a process or the existence of a
state, we can say that the clause in question refers to the AcTuaLIZATION of a
situation. In this way it is easier for us to make generalizations about clauses
and their reference to situations.

It is important to note that actualize will be used as an intransitive verb
(similar to happen). This is a deviation from the normal use of the word, which
is mostly used as a transitive verb. Thus, we will say that John is building a
house expresses that the situation of John building a house ‘is actualizing’
(rather than that the situation ‘is being actualized’). We adopt this convention
because we need a verb that functions in a parallel way to ‘happen’ but without
the implication that the situation is always an event (rather than a state, action
or process). A sentence referring to a state (e.g. Bill is clever) also represents
a situation as actualizing.

1.6 Phrase

A prototypical PHRASE is a group of words forming a unit and consisting of a
HEAD or ‘nucleus’ together with other words or word groups clustering around
it. If the head of the phrase is a noun, we speak of a NoUN rHRASE (NP) (e. g.
all those beautiful houses built in the sixties). If the head is a verb, the phrase
is a VErRB PHRASE (VP). In the following sentence the VP is in italics and the
verb head is underlined:

Jill prepared us a couple of sandwiches.

A phrase is only potentially complex. In other words, the term is also used to
refer to ‘one-word phrases’, i. e. nonprototypical phrases that consist of a head
only. Thus the sentence Jill smokes is a combination of a noun phrase and a
verb phrase.

1. There are several other terms that are similarly used as cover-terms in the linguistic
literature: ‘event’, ‘state of affairs’, ‘eventuality’, ‘process’.
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1.7 Clause, predicate

Leaving aside nonfinite clauses (i.e. infinitival, participial and gerundival
clauses), a prototypical CLAUSE is a combination of a ‘subject’” — typically a
noun phrase — and a ‘predicate’. The predicate — sometimes called PREDICATE
CONSTITUENT to distinguish it from ‘verb phrase’ — minimally contains the
verb phrase. Thus, in Jill prepared us a couple of sandwiches, the VP prepared
us a couple of sandwiches functions as ‘predicate’, as does smokes in Jill
smokes. The PREDICATE of a clause can be roughly defined as ‘what is said (or
asked) about the subject’. In other words, the predicate constituent comprises
all the constituents of a clause except the subject. A clause, then, is a linguistic
unit made up of, minimally, a noun phrase and a verb phrase. In this basic
clause, the noun phrase functions as subject (and thus, for example, in English
controls the feature of number on the verb) and the verb phrase (VP) functions
as predicate. However, the predicate constituent may contain other elements
in addition to the VP. These constituents — usually prepositional phrases or
adverbial phrases — express optional rather than necessary information (see
below). Thus, in Tim killed three spiders last night, the adverbial last night
belongs to the predicate constituent but not to the VP, unless it gives important
new information. Out of context, the sentence can be paraphrased ‘Tim killed
three spiders. He did so last night.’

1.8 Sentence

1.8.1 A SENTENCE is a linguistic unit that can be used as an independent
utterance. It is a clause or a combination of clauses that does not function as
a constituent of a larger syntactic construction and can therefore be fully ana-
lysed syntactically without reference to what precedes or follows. In speech, a
sentence is normally delimited by pauses and marked by a falling or rising tone
at the end. The following examples illustrate this definition:

Bill hasn’t arrived yet. (pronounced with falling tone)

[Because it was getting late] she wondered whether her son hadn’t missed the train.
(pronounced with falling tone at the end)

What did you say you wanted? (pronounced with rising tone)

Although the prototypical sentence is made up of one or more clauses, which
means it prototypically contains one or more verb phrases, verbless utterances
are often treated as ‘verbless sentences’. Since this book is entirely devoted to
tense, which is a grammatical category that can only be expressed by verb
forms, verbless utterances like Good evening, Much ado about nothing, Yes,
What a shame!, etc., will be disregarded.
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If a sentence consists of two or more clauses, all but the head clause may
be introduced by a conjunction, such as because and whether in the second
example above. A conjunction forms part of the overall sentence, but not of
the clause which it introduces.

1.8.2 A sentence is coMPLEX if it consists of a ‘head clause’ (also known as
‘superordinate clause’) and at least one ‘subclause’ (also known as ‘subordinate
clause’; ‘dependent clause’ or ‘embedded clause’). The HEAD CLAUSE is the
clause on which a given subclause is syntactically and semantically dependent.
A head clause may be a clause that does not syntactically depend on any other
clause, but it may also be a subclause of another head clause. If it is a syntacti-
cally independent clause, it can also be referred to as the maTRrIX, i.e. the
highest clause in the inverted tree structure representing the syntactic structure
of a sentence. Thus, in

I know that he was at home when the accident happened.

the clause that he was at home is at the same time the head clause of when the
accident happened and the subclause depending on the head clause I know,
which is the matrix clause of the entire complex sentence.?

A sUBCLAUSE is a clause that is a syntactic constituent of, or depends on,
another clause (and can therefore seldom be used on its own). Most subclauses
have a function that is typically associated with a noun (phrase), an adjective
(phrase) or an adverb (phrase). We speak of NOMINAL CLAUSES (or NOUN
CLAUSES), ADJECTIVAL CLAUSES and ADVERBIAL CLAUSES accordingly.

The man who lives next door is looking at our house. (adjectival clause)
I don’t know if I can believe that [because my sister denies it]. (nominal clause)

I'll help you if I have time. (adverbial clause)

Subordinate clauses (= subclauses) are normally introduced by such connectors
as after, although, as, as if, as soon as, because, before, if, once, provided
(that), since, that, though, unless, when, where, in case (that), in order that,
etc. We call them SUBORDINATING CONJUNCTIONS. Before a nominal clause, the
conjunction that is often dropped (e. g. I said you could trust me). In that case
we speak of a ZERO-CONJUNCTION.

2. ‘Head clauses’ are also often referred to as ‘main clauses’. However, in connection with
complex sentences consisting of more than two clauses the term ‘main clause’ is poten-
tially ambiguous: does it mean ‘head clause’ or ‘matrix’? The head clause supporting a
subclause may itself be a subclause depending on another head clause. It seems odd to
use the term ‘main clause’ to refer to a clause which is at the same time head clause and
subclause. For that reason we will not use the term ‘main clause’ in this work.
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1.9 Alternative definitions of ‘verb phrase’

In 1.7 we have defined the VP as that part of the predicate constituent that
does not contain optional adverbials. (In many cases the predicate consists of
a VP only.) We will stick to this definition in this work. However, it may be
useful to know that some linguistic works use the term in a different sense.
Some use it in the sense of our ‘predicate (constituent)’, i.e. to refer to the sum
of all those constituents of the clause that do not belong to the subject NP.
Others use the term in a much narrower sense, to denote no more than the
MAIN VERB and any auxiliaries accompanying it. Thus seen, the VP of He may
have been reading a book is may have been reading (rather than may have
been reading a book). In the present work a string like may have been reading
or will read will be referred to as a ‘verb form’. A VErRB FORM consists either
of a verb (in the form of a participle or infinitive) plus one or more auxiliaries
(e. g. will see, would have seen) or of a (usually inflected) verb only (as in They
take drugs, John smokes).

1.10 Tensed vs nontensed verb forms

1.10.1  As far as English is concerned, only finite verb forms are TENSED. The
term FINITE (which means ‘limited’) refers to a verb form that is marked for
tense and potentially also for other grammatical categories like mood, person
and number. (These markings limit the possibilities of using the form). For ex-
ample:
works (marked for tense, mood, person and number: present tense, indicative mood,
third person, singular)

drank (marked for tense and mood only: past tense, indicative mood) (unmarked
for person and number)

The form works is more limited in applicability than drank, since it cannot be
used, say, with a plural subject. Drank can be used in a wider range of gram-
matical environments, but it cannot be used in a situation in which a present
tense form is required. Being marked for tense apparently stands out as a neces-
sary defining feature of finite verb forms in English.

1.10.2 Because of the crucial importance of being marked for tense, finite
verb forms are by definition indicative forms. Compare:

They were in the kitchen.

John wished he were somewhere else.

In the first example, were is an indicative form because it is tensed: it is a past
tense form locating the time of the state referred to in the past. In the second
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example, were is a subjunctive form. Though traditionally called ‘Past sus-
JuNCTIVE® (because of the formal contrast with the ‘PRESENT sUBJUNCTIVE® be
and the fact that it has the same form as the past indicative form were), the
subjunctive form were is not tensed, because it does not express or imply any
temporal relation between the time of the situation referred to (= John’s being
somewhere else) and the time of speech.

1.10.3 In later chapters we will distinguish between ‘absolute’ and ‘relative’
past tense forms (see especially 8.23—32). The former relate the time of a
situation directly to the “TEMPORAL ZERO-POINT’ to (which is usually the time
of speech — see 2.4), whereas the latter relate it to another ‘ORIENTATION TIME’,
Thus, John suddenly complained that he felt ill is analysed as having an abso-
lute tense form complained, which locates the complaining in the past (relative
to the time of speech), and a relative tense past form felt, which represents the
situation of John feeling ill as simultaneous with the situation referred to by
complained. Tt might seem as if the past subjunctive were did the same job in
John wished he were somewhere else, but this is not true: whereas a relative
past tense form can only express simultaneity with a past time of orientation,?
the past subjunctive can express simultaneity with any time of orientation,
irrespective of whether it is past, present or future. Compare:

John {said / says / will say} that Bill was ill. (It is only after said that was is
interpreted as a relative past tense expressing simultaneity. After says and will say,
Bill was ill is interpreted as expressing that Bill’s illness is anterior to the present or
future time of saying.)

John {wished / wishes / will wish} he were somewhere else. (In all three cases the
subjunctive form were is interpreted as expressing simultaneity.)

It is clear from these examples that a relative past tense still has an ‘absolute
tense” component (see 1.18) in its semantics: the time of orientation with which
a relation of simultaneity is expressed must form part of a ‘temporal domain’
(see 2.15) which is past with respect to the temporal zero-point.* The past
subjunctive does not share that semantic characteristic. This means that in spite
of expressing simultaneity, the subjunctive were is not a relative tense form.
Since, obviously, it is not an absolute tense form either (i.e. it does not relate
its situation to the temporal zero-point), it can only be treated as an ‘untensed’
form. In this respect it resembles nonfinite verb forms, i.e. infinitives, partici-
ples and gerunds.

3. This formulation is a simplification. As we will see in 8.12, the semantics of a relative

past is that it expresses simultaneity with a time of orientation in a past temporal domain
(or in a ‘pseudo-past subdomain’ — see 9.9.1).

4. As will become clear in 8.15, saying that a temporal domain is past relative to the zero-
point means that the ‘central time of orientation’ of the domain is past relative to the
zero-point.
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1.10.4 ‘Marked for tense’ or ‘tensed’ does not simply mean ‘carrying temporal
information’. Nonfinite verb forms may have a ‘perfect’ form, i. e. express ante-
riority (e. g. have eaten, having eaten). The point is that the time of orientation
to which they relate the time of their situation does not have to be the temporal
zero-point. It is criterial of tensed forms that they encode information concern-
ing the relation of the time of a situation to the temporal zero-point t, (which
is usually the time of speech — see 2.4), whether that relation is direct (as in
absolute tenses) or indirect (as in relative tenses). Subjunctive forms and non-
finite forms do not share this characteristic. They are therefore treated as un-
TENSED (TENSELESS) forms.

1.11  ‘Present’ and ‘perfect’ nonfinite forms

1.11.1  There are two formal types of infinitives, illustrated by eat and have
eaten and traditionally referred to as PRESENT INFINITIVE and PERFECT INFINI-
T1vE. These labels should not suggest that infinitives are tensed in the same
way as the present tense, the present perfect, the past perfect etc. are tensed:
infinitives are tenseless — see 1.10.4. However, it is true that the present and
perfect infinitives usually express simultaneity and anteriority respectively: in
He seems to be ill and He seems to have been ill, the being ill is located
simultaneous with or anterior to the time of the head clause situation, respec-
tively. We will therefore stick to the traditional labels ‘present infinitive’ and
‘perfect infinitive’ and consider them based on the form of the infinitive, while
keeping in mind (a) that ‘present’ and ‘perfect’ here have nothing to do with
tense, and (b) that on their default interpretation the present and perfect infini-
tives express simultaneity and anteriority (to the time of the head clause situa-
tion), respectively.

1.11.2  Similarly, there are two participle forms in English: the so-called rrEs-
ENT PARTICIPLE and the PAST PARTICIPLE. Like ‘present infinitive’ and ‘perfect
infinitive’, these labels are not quite felicitous because ‘present” and ‘past’ sug-
gest a distinction of tense, whereas participles are tenseless (like the other non-
finite forms). This means that present and past participles are not present or
past tense forms, and that they do not necessarily refer to present or past
time respectively. Consider for example the present participle causing in the
following sentences:

Any hotel guests causing a disturbance tonight will be asked to leave tomorrow.

The hotel guests causing a disturbance at the moment will be asked to leave immedi-
ately.

The hotel guests causing a disturbance last night will be asked to leave today.
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In each of these examples, the situation of asking those causing a disturbance
to leave is located in the future. The situation of their causing a disturbance,
however, is interpreted as lying in the future in the first case, in the present in
the second, and in the past in the third.

1.11.3  Like the infinitive and the participle, the gerund has two forms (e. g.
walking versus having walked), which we will label ‘PrESENT GERUND’ and
‘PERFECT GERUND’, respectively. The perfect gerund always expresses anteri-
ority, whereas, depending on the context, the present gerund can be interpreted
in terms of simultaneity, anteriority or posteriority:

I confirm being over 18 years of age. (www) (simultaneity reading)

Social workers confirmed being overwhelmed by child protection work. (www) (si-
multaneity reading)

[He seems to have been unaware of his sisters,] which appears to confirm being
orphaned at an early age. (www) (anteriority reading)

John has admitted {making / having made} a mistake last week. Now he regrets
{doing so / having done so}. (anteriority reading)

Certainly, it would have been hard to find anyone in the early 1960s who would
have anticipated him making such a blunder. (www) (posteriority reading)

1.12 Lexical verbs vs auxiliaries

1.12.1  Verbs can be classified in many different ways. The first distinction is
between those verbs that have a full set of forms and those that do not. This
distinction coincides roughly with the distinction between LEXICAL VERBS (or
FULL VERBS) and AUXILIARIES (or AUXILIARY VERBS). These two groups show
differences on various levels (formal, semantic and syntactic). The following
offer some illustrations:

(lexical verbs) type, look for, cost, develop, begin, stand

(auxiliaries) must, should, can, might, be [V-ing], be [V-en], ought to

1.12.2 LEXICAL VERBS, as their name suggests, have a lexical meaning, that
is, a meaning that is denotational (extralinguistic) rather than grammatical
(intralinguistic). They are verbs like burst, run, change and contain, which refer
to situations types of different kinds (events, actions, processes or states — see
1.42). Lexical verbs are sometimes called ‘FULL VERBS’, a term which is used
to indicate that they are syntactically ‘fully-fledged’ verbs (e. g. they can com-
bine with auxiliaries but can also do without them), that they have a full system
of verb forms (called ‘conjuGaTION’ — e. g. walk, walks, walked, walking) and
that they are semantically rich in that they evoke a set of concepts of things,
persons and circumstances which are needed for a correct understanding of
the verb.
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Lexical verbs form an ‘open’ (i. e. unlimited, productive) group. For exam-
ple, as the world around us changes, new verbs are coined to express new ways
to interact with it, such as google (“to search the Web using the search engine
Google for information on a person or thing”):

I didn’t know what a cosmopolitan was in the drinks world so I googled it and it
said something about it being for tarts. (www)

When we googled the combination I googled it on 19 March 2003, no fewer
than 473 links came up, indicating that this verb has found its way into the
English language. On 24 September 2003 I googled it produced 1,420 links
(and googled produced 38,100). Other additions are webcast and spam (the
web). New verbs also appear on the scene to express concepts that could al-
ready be expressed by other lexical items. Phrasal verbs (particle verbs), espe-
cially, provide a rich source of contributions to the expanding lexical stock of
English, as testified by recent creations like dumb down (= ‘reduce the intellec-
tual content or capabilities of’), as in They dumbed him down to make Jess
seem smarter (Www), gross (someone) out (= ‘revolt’) or ralph (one’s food) up
(= ‘throw up’).

1.12.3 Auxivtiaries have little or no lexical meaning. They are ‘helper’ verbs,
in the sense that they help to form complex verb forms. In doing so they
express either a grammatical notion (like ‘passive’, ‘progressive’ or ‘tense’) or
one or more modal ideas. This is not to say that auxiliaries are devoid of
meaning, but their meanings are more schematic (i.e. more ‘skeletal’, more
‘abstract’, less ‘full’) than those of lexical verbs.

Within the auxiliaries we can make a distinction between two classes: GRAM-
MATICAL AUXILIARIES and MODAL AUXILIARIES. The former, which are some-
times referred to as ‘primary auxiliaries’, have a purely grammatical function:

(a) the “TENSE AUXILIARY’ have, which is used in forming perfect tense forms;
(b) the ‘aspecT AUXILIARY’ be, which is used for building progressive verb
forms;

the ‘voICE AUXILIARY’ be, which is used in the passive;

the ‘PERIPHRASTIC AUXILIARY’ do, which is used as a ‘dummy’ (pro-form)
when a VP that does not contain an auxiliary (e.g. love her) is used in a
construction that requires one (e.g. I don’t love her, Do you love her?, |
do love her, etc.)

S
G

Next, there are the ‘MODAL AUXILIARIES’: can, could, may, might, must, shall,
should, ought to, will, and would. These auxiliaries express special shades of
meaning, such as volition, possibility, permission, necessity, intention, obliga-
tion, expectation, inference, ability, determination, etc. The modal auxiliaries
differ semantically from the first group in that they add lexical meaning rather
than fulfil a grammatical function. However, they still have less concrete, and
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hence more widely applicable, meanings than most lexical verbs.® This wider
applicability explains why auxiliaries form a relatively small set when com-
pared with lexical verbs.

1.12.4 Because an auxiliary does not have a full lexical meaning, it cannot be
used without a main (lexical) verb, except in ‘CODE’, where the auxiliary is
used as pro-form for an entire verb phrase (as in John will not be sleeping, but
I will). In other words, an auxiliary cannot be the only or last verb form in the
VP (except in ‘code’). In the following example the main verbs are italicized
while the auxiliaries are underlined:

[“What did he do last night?”] — “He {studied / worked / may have slept / *could /
*had to / *would}.”

1.12.5 Unlike lexical verbs, auxiliaries have the so-called ‘NICE-PROPERTIES’.
‘NICE’ is an acronym (coined by Huddleston 1976) consisting of the initial
letters of the terms negation, inversion, code and emphasis. The reference is to
the four cases in which the English VP requires an auxiliary. If there is no
auxiliary, the ‘PERIPHRASTIC AUXILIARY” do has to be added. In that case we
say that the lexical verb requires ‘Do-surrorT’. In other words, the statement
that ‘auxiliaries have the NICE-properties’ means that they do not combine
with the periphrastic auxiliary do in clauses made negative by the use of not,
in clauses involving subject-auxiliary inversion, in code (see 1.12.4) and in cases
of emphasis. By contrast, clauses without an auxiliary need ‘do-support’ (i.e.
the insertion of do) in these four cases. Compare:

He went / He didn’t go / Did he go? / Yes he did / He piD go.
He will go / He won’t go / Will he go? / Yes he will / He wiLL go.

1.13 Transitive vs intransitive lexical verbs

1.13.1 To be used grammatically in a normal declarative clause, lexical verbs
require one or more ‘ARGUMENTS’: a subject, sometimes called the ‘external
argument’ (because it does not belong to the predicate constituent), and pos-
sibly one or more ‘internal arguments’, usually called comprLEMENTS, such as

5. This is a generalizing statement. Some full (= lexical) verbs also have little lexical mean-
ing (semantic content), e.g. seem, be, appear (as a copula), look (as a copula), etc.
Moreover, some full verbs like want are on the way to becoming auxiliaries in that they
have a contracted form (I wanna go to Italy), which is characteristic of auxiliaries, not
of full verbs. The full verbs be and have also allow contraction, as in He’s fine or He’s
nothing to say. This means that the distinction between auxiliaries and full verbs is not
always sharp: they form a scale with prototypical auxiliaries (like 7ust) at one end and
prototypical lexical verbs (like walk) at the other end.
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a direct object (e.g. I hit him), indirect object (e.g. I gave him a kite), subject
complement (e.g. Bill is ill), object complement (e.g. We called him a fool),
prepositional object (e.g. I looked into the question carefully). Verbs that can
only take a subject argument are called ‘INTRANSITIVE VERBS’. Verbs that also
take one or more nominal complements are called “TRANSITIVE VERBS’, except
if the complement in question is a subject complement (e.g. Bill is a nurse), in
which case the verb is a ‘copula’ or ‘linking verb’ (see immediately below).

1.13.2 The term ‘transitive verb’ does not cover one-complement verbs like
be, seem, become, etc. which are LINKING VERBS or COPULAS Or COPULAR VERBS.
These verbs are not followed by a direct object but by a suBjecT COMPLEMENT,
A subject complement says something about the referent of the subject, i.e. it
either ascribes a characteristic to that referent or identifies the person or entity
in question.

John is a plumber.
He seems a reliable man.
The chairman is that man over there.

This wine tastes sour.
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III. Meaning categories expressed by verb forms

There are four systems of the verb phrase which grammaticalize meaning, but
only three will prove relevant to the discussion of tense, namely tense itself,
grammatical aspect, and mood / modality. (The category that is not relevant
to tense is voice.) These three areas of grammatical meaning interact with one
another and therefore need to be considered together. Apart from them, this
chapter also pays attention to ‘lexical aspect’ and ‘actualization aspect’ because
these systems of meaning often interact with tense, and are therefore essential
to any complete discussion of tense.

A. Tense

1.14 Introduction

1.14.1 We should make a careful distinction between ‘tense’ and ‘time’. TimME
is an extralinguistic category. That is, it exists independently of language. TENSE
is a linguistic concept: it denotes the form taken by the verb to locate the
situation referred to in time, i.e. to express the temporal relation between the
time of the situation in question and an ‘orientation time’ which may be either
the ‘temporal zero-point’ (which is usually the time of speech — see 2.4) or
another orientation time that is temporally related to the temporal zero-point.
For example, in the sentence John confessed that he had stolen the money the
past tense form confessed locates the time of the confession in the past, i.e. in
a time-zone which lies completely before the zero-point. The past perfect form
had stolen expresses that the theft was committed before the confession. The
time of the confession is thus the orientation time to which the time of the
theft is represented as anterior by the past perfect. In sum, verb forms are tense
forms if they relate a situation time directly or indirectly to the zero-point.

1.14.2  The traditional NaMEs for the tenses in English are:

a) ‘Present tense’, e.g. I live here.

b) ‘Past tense’ or ‘preterite’, e.g. [ made a mistake.

c) ‘Future tense’, e.g. [ will do it.

) ‘Present perfect’, e.g. We haven’t met yet.

e) ‘Past perfect’ or ‘pluperfect’, e. g. I hadn’t expected this.
f) ‘Conditional tense’, e.g. We would soon find out.

g) ‘Conditional perfect’, e.g. She would have left by then.

(o

(
(
(
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Three points should be borne in mind here. First, only indicative forms are
tensed — see 1.10. Second, all tenses have nonprogressive and progressive
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forms: I live here and I'm living here are both sentences in the present tense.
Thirdly, when the verb form is a complex form involving one or more auxilia-
ries, it is the first auxiliary (the so-called orErATOR) that is marked for tense,
not the main verb. For example:

John {is / was / has been / will be} blamed for the accident.

He {doesn’t / didn’t / won’t} know the answer.

In this context, ‘marked for tense’ is to be interpreted as ‘morphologically
expressing reference to a past or nonpast ‘temporal domain” — see 2.33—35
and 2.41—46.

He promised he would have left by tomorrow. (Would have left is a ‘conditional
perfect tense’ form. It is the form as a whole that expresses the meaning of the
conditional perfect tense. However, the element of ‘pastness’ in its meaning is ex-
pressed exclusively by the operator would, which is the past tense form of will.)

1.15 The formation of the present tense

The forms of the present tense of all verbs except be and have are homopho-
nous with the stEm of the verb (e.g. underline), except in the third person
singular (e. g. underlines). (The stem is that part of the verb that remains con-
stant in the different forms of the verb, e.g. unravel in unravels, unravelled,
unravelling.) The stem of the verb can also be used as a present infinitive
(which is the citation form of the verb used as an entry in dictionaries).

1.16 The formation of the past tense

The regular past tense indicative form consists of the stem of the verb and a
suffix usually written as -ed. The fact that the addition of the suffix is some-
times accompanied by a minor spelling adjustment to the stem is not considered
as relevant. Verbs that form their past tense this way are called weEak VERBS or
REGULAR VERBS.

play — played; love — loved; cry — cried; equip — equipped; picnic — picnicked

However, there are quite a few verbs in English that are IRREGULAR VERBS or
STRONG VERBS. These verbs do not form their past tense by the addition of a
suffix (mostly written as -ed) to the stem, but by various other means, most
of which are illustrated by the following examples:

bend — bent, lend — lent, send — sent, spend — spent
creep — crept, keep — kept, sweep — swept, weep — wept

bleed — bled, breed — bred, feed — fed, speed — sped
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blow — blew, grow — grew, know — knew, throw — threw
bind — bound, find — found, grind — ground, wind — wound
drink — drank, shrink — shrank, sink — sank, stink — stank
dig — dug, fling — flung, hang — hung, swing — swung

bear — bore, swear — swore, tear — tore, wear — wore

fit — fit, hit — hit, set — set, cut — cut

The list of strong verbs is to be found in most standard grammars and diction-
fog 6
aries.

1.17 The formation of the other tenses

1.17.1 Many people hold that there are only two tenses in English, viz. the
present and the past, because this is the only distinction that is expressed mor-
phologically, i.e. by means of verb endings (or substitutive forms in the case
of strong verbs). However, there is no a priori reason for assuming that tense
can only be expressed morphologically, and not also by the use of auxiliaries —
see 2.7. The tense forms other than the present tense and the past tense are all
complex tense forms. In a complex tense form the first auxiliary (= the opera-
tor) is morphologically in the present or past tense.

1.17.2 In a complex tense form, the tense auxiliary functioning as operator
may be either have or will. Both can appear in their present or past tense form:

I have done it. (present perfect tense: ‘| have + PRESENT| + past participle’)

I had done it. (past perfect tense: ‘[have + PAST| + past participle’)

I will do it. (future tense: ‘(will + PRESENT| + present infinitive’)

[I promised that] I would do it. (conditional tense: ‘[will + PAST] + present infini-
tive’)

I will have done it by § p.m. (future perfect tense: ‘(will + PRESENT] + perfect in-
finitive’)

[I promised that] I would have done it by 5 p.m. (conditional perfect tense: ‘[will +
PAST] + perfect infinitive’)

The four tenses involving a form of have can be grouped together as PERFECT
TENSES.

6. For some linguists, ‘strong verb’ and ‘irregular verb’ do not cover the same concept, nor
do the terms ‘weak verb’ and ‘regular verb’. For these linguists, past tense forms like
set, spent, put, sat, etc. are both strong and irregular. Past tense forms like slept, dreamt,
burnt, etc. are considered to be irregular but not strong: they are weak because they are
built by the addition of a dental suffix, but they are irregular in that the vowel of the
stem is replaced by another vowel.
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1.17.3 In the first person, both singular and plural, the auxiliary shall is pos-
sible as a (rather formal and less usual) alternative to the future tense auxiliary
will. This distribution also holds for shall and will in the future perfect and
for the nonmodal uses of the conditional tense forms should and would in the
conditional tense and the conditional perfect.

1.18 The meanings of tenses: expressing temporal relations

1.18.1 Four tenses can be used to relate the time of the situation referred to
directly to the temporal zero-point (moment of speech):

It s hot outside. (present tense)
Alex thought about his future. (past tense)
Have you ever been to Vienna? (present perfect)

Prudence will retire in a month. (future tense)

We will refer to tenses that express a direct temporal relation with the temporal
zero-point as ABSOLUTE tenses.

1.18.2  Tenses that express a single temporal relation between the time of the
situation referred to and an ORIENTATION TIME other than the zero-time will
be referred to as RELATIVE TENSES. They express one of the following tempo-
ral relations:

(a) ANTERIORITY: the time of the situation is represented as preceding the ori-
entation time (e.g. He said he had got up early).

(b) simULTANEITY: the time of the situation is represented as coinciding with
the orientation time (e.g. He said he didn’t feel well). (See 2.17.1 for evi-
dence that simultaneity expressed by a tense form always means coinci-
dence.)

(c) POSTERIORITY (or futurity): the time of the situation is represented as fol-
lowing the orientation time (e.g. He said he would save us).

1.18.3 Tenses like the future perfect (e.g. will have left) and the conditional
perfect tense (would have left) express two temporal relations at once: the time
of the situation is represented as anterior to an orientation time which is itself
represented as posterior to another time. In the case of the future perfect this
‘other time’ is the temporal zero-point. This means that the future perfect is
an ABSOLUTE-RELATIVE tense: it relates the time of its situation to a time of
orientation — this is the relative component — which is itself related to the
zero-point — this is the absolute component in the meaning of the future per-
fect. In the case of the conditional perfect, by contrast, neither of the orienta-
tion times with which a temporal relation is expressed is the temporal zero-
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point. This means that the semantics of this tense consists of two relative com-
ponents. We will therefore call it a COMPLEX RELATIVE tense.

Next to absolute-relative tenses and complex relative tenses, there are also
a few (nameless) tenses that are even more complex, because they involve three
temporal relations:

For four months now John has been going to have finished his novel by today, [but
it is not finished yet.] (= ‘For four months now John has said that he was going to
have finished his novel by today.’)
Tomorrow Bill will have been going to pay me back for three weeks [but I still have
not seen a penny|. (= “Tomorrow it will be three weeks that Bill has been saying
that he is going to pay me back.’)

1.18.4 We can conclude that absolute and relative tenses express a single tem-
poral relation, while absolute-relative tenses and complex relative tenses ex-
press two relations, and some tenses even express three relations. These various
types of tenses have different semantic structures.

1.18.5 Apart from this, it should be noted that tenses that are basically used
as absolute tenses can sometimes fulfil the function of relative tenses. In their
default use these tense forms are absolute tense forms: they relate the time of
the situation referred to directly to the temporal zero-point. However, the same
forms can also relate the time of a situation to a post-present (= future) orien-
tation time which is treated as if it were the temporal zero-point. In that case
the tense forms function like relative tense forms. Because they relate the time
of their situation to an orientation time which is a ‘PSEUDO-ZERO-POINT’, 1. €.
a time treated as if it were the zero-point, these tense forms will be called
PSEUDO-ABSOLUTE tense forms — see 9.17 for a fuller explanation. For exam-
ple, compare:

(1) John was thirsty last night.
John has been thirsty all morning.
John is thirsty.
John will be thirsty this afternoon [if he eats those crisps].

(2) [Next time you see him John will again say that] he was thirsty the night before.
[Next time you see him John will again say that] he has been thirsty all morning.
[Next time you see him John will again say that] he s thirsty.

[Next time you see him John will again say that] he will be thirsty in the af-
ternoon.

The four verb forms in (1) are absolute tense forms: they relate the time of
John’s being thirsty directly to the time of speech. In (2), the same verb forms
relate the time of John’s being thirsty to a future orientation time (the time of
will say), which, as far as the use of tenses is concerned, is treated as if it were
the time of speech. The four verb forms are now used like relative tenses.
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Because they express a temporal relation with a future ‘pseudo-zero-point’ —
this is their semantics — we can refer to them as ‘pseudo-absolute’ tense forms.
Such tense forms have the form of absolute tenses but the function of relative
tenses.

1.19  Special uses of tenses

1.19.1 In modal sentences, some of the indicative tenses (viz. the past, the
past perfect, the conditional tense and the conditional perfect) do not express
the usual temporal relations. Compare:

He thinks I didn’t know his number. (nonmodal past tense expressing that the sub-
clause situation actualized before the time of speech)

I wish [ didn’t know his number. (modal past) (The subclause situation is not related
to speech time but to the time of the head clause situation: it is represented as
simultaneous with the orientation time indicated by | wish. In addition to expressing
this temporal relation, the past tense also represents the situation as contrary-to-
fact: it implies that 1 do know his number. This is why it is called a ‘modal’ past.)

The following are similar, except that the modal past perfect expresses anteri-
ority rather than simultaneity:

I wish you hadn’t told me the truth.

[What is wrong with him?] He looks as if he had seen a ghost!

In conditional sentences like the following, all the tense forms are used for a
modal reason, viz. to express unreality. None of them locates its situation in
the past.

I wouldn’t be here if 1 didn’t love you.

If you had come tomorrow instead of today, you wouldn’t have found me at home.

In conditionals of the type illustrated by the last example, the pluperfect (=
past perfect) is sometimes replaced by a ‘DOUBLE PLUPERFECT’, i.e. by ‘had +
perfect infinitive’.
[’ve often said to people probably feeling bitter in my own way sometimes I have
sat and thought] I’d have coped better if he had have been in a wheelchair. (COB-S)
Had he have lost this frame, it would have been all over for him. (said by a BBC

commentator during a televised snooker contest)

This use of the double pluperfect is typical of an informal spoken style and
will not be further discussed in this book.

1.19.2 Some tenses have one or more METAPHORICAL USES: they are used to
represent a particular time as if it were another time. The present tense, for
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example, can be used to refer not only to the present, but also to the past and
to the future. For example, in narration we often find a switch from the past
tense to the ‘historic present’:

One day, my youngest was sat in the garden brushing her rabbit when up comes
Oscar. There are a few of us in the garden and we watch with some trepidation.
[...] (Wwww)

Under certain conditions, the present tense can also locate a situation in the fu-
ture:

I’m leaving in a few hours.

[Hurry up!] The train leaves at 5.37.

B. Aspect
1.20 Introduction

1.20.1 In linguistics — and now we are not referring to English only — the
term GRAMMATICAL ASPECT refers to the possibility of using special grammatical
forms (more specifically: verb forms) to express various meanings which have
to do with how the speaker wants to represent the internal temporal structure
of a situation.

Semantically, aspects are different ways of viewing the internal constitution
of an actualizing situation. These different ways are expressed by different
markers on the verb (i.e. suffixes, auxiliaries or a combination of the two, as
in the English progressive form), although not all languages have a marker for
every one of the aspectual meanings. In principle, a speaker may use a special
verb form to refer to a situation in its entirety (PERFECTIVE aspect), or he may
use forms which represent it as beginning (INGRESSIVE or INCHOATIVE aspect),
or as ongoing (PROGRESSIVE aspect), or as ending (EGRESSIVE aspect).” (As we
will see, the latter three options represent the possibilities of IMPERFECTIVE
aspect.) The speaker may also use a form which specifically represents the
situation as actualizing once (SEMELFACTIVE aspect) or a form which represents
the situation as a ‘hypersituation’ consisting of a repetition of the same situa-
tion (ITERATIVE or REPETITIVE aspect). The speaker may in principle also make
use of a form which expresses HABITUAL aspectual meaning. (A habit is a situa-
tion type that is characteristic of the referent of the subject NP over an ex-
tended period of time. Sentences like the following receive a habitual inter-

7. Ingressive aspect is also called ‘inceptive’ aspect. Progressive aspect is also referred to as
‘continuous’ aspect. And egressive aspect can also be labelled ‘terminative’ aspect.
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pretation: John smokes a pipe, Bill can be very clever, She {will / would} often
go to church, Karen used to like toads — see also 1.23).

In English, there are only two aspects that are systematically expressed by
special verb markers, viz. progressive and nonprogressive aspect:$

I’m writing a book. (progressive aspect: the situation is represented as ongoing, i.e.
as being in its ‘middle’)

I go to the office by car. (nonprogressive aspect: the reference is to a situation (in
this case: a habit) as a whole)

In sum, what we are concerned with when we speak about grammatical aspect
in English is the pairing of the progressive form with progressive meaning and
the pairing of the nonprogressive form with nonprogressive meaning. Compare:

I wrote an essay last night.

I was writing an essay last night [when Henry came in].

In the first sentence, the use of the nonprogressive form wrote indicates that
the speaker views the situation of writing an essay as complete. (Furthermore,
since this situation lies in the past, we know that the essay was completed —
in 1.21.2 we will come back to the subtle distinction between representing a
situation as complete and representing it as completed.) In the second example,
the use of the progressive auxiliary be (and the suffix -ing) indicates that the
speaker wants to represent the situation of writing an essay as ongoing (rather
than as complete) at the time referred to by the when-clause, which functions
as ‘VANTAGE TIME’ — see 1.22.5.

Since grammatical aspect is the grammatical expression of a particular
meaning, an aspectual label can be applied both to a particular meaning and
to the grammatical form expressing it. Thus, in John was walking home the
‘PROGRESSIVE FORM’ expresses ‘PROGRESSIVE MEANING’, while in John walked
home the ‘NONPROGRESSIVE FORM’ expresses ‘NONPROGRESSIVE MEANING'.

1.20.2 In section 1.33.1 we will see that, apart from grammatical aspect, there
is also so-called rexicAL AsprcT, which we will also refer to as onTOLOGICAL
AsPECT. The latter category (also called ‘AxTiONSART’) has to do with the way
the lexical material in the verb phrase determines one or more inherent charac-
teristics of a kind of situation, for example, whether this situation is (conceived
of and represented as) durative or punctual (compare, for example, run with

8. As noted in 1.23.1, there are a couple of auxiliaries that can under certain conditions be
used to express habitual meaning, viz. can, could, will, would and used to, but these
can be disregarded here because there are heavy constraints on their use and (especially)
because (except for used to) their unmarked use is not to express habituality.
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arrive). A third sort of aspect, to be distinguished from both grammatical and
ontological aspect, is what we will call actuarizaTion aspecT, which has to
do with whether the actualization of the situation referred to is represented as
‘BOUNDED’ (i.e. as reaching an endpoint) or not. For example, [If this tank
starts leaking,] twenty litres of petrol will run onto the floor represents the
actualization of the situation referred to as bounded — the situation will come
to an end when the twenty litres in the tank have run out of it — whereas [If
this tank starts leaking,] petrol will run onto the floor does not. Note that in
these examples it is the (actually bounded or nonbounded) nature of the refer-
ent of the subject NP that is responsible for the difference in boundedness of
the situations as they are represented by the two clauses. It will be clear from
this that actualization aspect is not a question of how a verb phrase describes
a kind of situation. Rather, it is a question of how a clause represents the
actualization of a situation. (Both ontological aspect and actualization aspect
are determined by the choice of lexical material, the former on the level of the
verb phrase, the latter on the level of the clause.)

In the following subsections we will give a brief overview of the different
aspectual meanings that can be expressed grammatically in naturally language
(but most of which are expressed differently in English). This means that in
these subsections we will be concerned with grammatical aspect only.

1.21 Perfective aspect

1.21.1 In English, there is PERFECTIVE ASPECT when the verb form used reflects
the fact that the speaker wants to refer to the actualization of a situation in its
entirety, i. e. that he views the situation as if it were a temporally unstructured
whole. This means that he does not refer to the situation as having an internal
structure (with a beginning, middle and end). For example:

I wrote an essay last night.

I will write an essay tomorrow.

In these sentences, wrote and will write convey a perfective meaning. However,
we prefer not to call them ‘perfective verb forms’ (as some grammars do)
because nonprogressive forms do not always express perfective meaning. Thus,
wrote does not receive a perfective interpretation in [They decided to write a
letter. Jane dictated] while Mary wrote. We will therefore refer to the form
wrote as a ‘NONPROGRESSIVE” verb form (even if its interpretation is pro-
gressive, as in the above example).

1.21.2  Perfective meaning is often defined in terms of reference to a complete
situation. There is nothing wrong with this as long as one is aware of the fact
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that complete is a term which applies to ‘telic’ situations only,” and which does
not necessarily mean the same thing as completed (i. e. finished). The two no-
tions only coincide for telic situations that are completely over at the time of
speech and are referred to as a whole (e.g. He crossed the street). In sentences
like Here comes the winner!, Owen races towards the goal! or I will write a
novel, the situations are not yet completed at the time of speech, but they are
referred to in their entirety. In At the time I was writing a novel [which was
published a year later], it is clear that the novel-writing must have been com-
pleted at some time, otherwise the novel could not have been published; how-
ever, the situation that the speaker actually refers to with I was writing a novel
is not a complete situation but a situation in progress — the reference is only
to (some part of the) ‘middle’ of the situation (see 1.22.4).

1.22  Imperfective aspect

1.22.1 IMPERFECTIVE ASPECT means that the speaker uses a verb form which
explicitly refers to part of the internal temporal structure of the situation, i.e.
a verb form which does not refer to the complete situation, but only to its
beginning, middle or end. For example:

I was writing an essay when Henry came in. (= ‘I was in the middle of writing an
essay ...")

There are in principle three kinds of imperfective aspect, depending on whether
the speaker focuses on the beginning, the end or the middle of the situation.
We speak of ‘ingressive’, ‘egressive’ and ‘progressive’ aspect, respectively.
(However, as we will see, in English only progressive aspect qualifies as a
grammatical category.)

1.22.2  There is INGRESSIVE (‘inceptive’, ‘inchoative’) aspect when the verb
adopts a special form (suffix or auxiliary) which restricts the reference to the
beginning of a situation, i.e. which represents the situation as just beginning.
In English there is no special verb form (suffix or auxiliary) conveying this
meaning. Instead, English makes use of an ‘aspectual’ lexical verb (or ‘aspecTu-
ALIZER’) such as begin, start, commence, which is a ‘full verb’ (i.e. a normal
verb with a full conjugation rather than an auxiliary) placed before the verb
phrase describing the situation (e.g. She began to cry). The fact that English
needs such a separate aspectual verb means that we cannot speak of ‘ingressive
aspect’ in English. As was stressed in section 1.20.1, grammatical aspect is a

9. As we will see in section 1.39, ‘telic’ means that the verb phrase represents a type of
situation as tending towards an inherent point of completion (e.g. run a mile), whereas
‘atelic’ means that this is not the case (e. g. run fast).
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pairing of a meaning and a particular form of the verb. In English the second
of these two elements is lacking when ingressive meaning is expressed.

1.22.3 The same is true where the expression of‘egressive’ meaning is con-
cerned. There is EGRESSIVE (‘terminative’) aspect when the verb takes on a
special form (suffix or auxiliary) which restricts the reference to the end of a
situation, i.e. which makes it clear that the speaker is focusing his attention
on the terminal part of the situation only. Again, English lacks such a special
verb form to convey this meaning. Egressive meaning is expressed by the addi-
tion of an aspectualizer (aspectual lexical verb) such as stop, finish, break off,
cease, etc. to the verb phrase describing the situation (e.g. He finished painting
the wall).

It should be noted that these egressive aspectual verbs are not quite identical
in meaning. For example, although He finished painting the wall refers to the
actual terminal phase of painting the wall, He stopped painting the wall does
not — in fact it ‘implicates’ that the situation of painting the wall was aborted
before the completion stage was attained.'® So, terminative lexical verbs refer
to the termination (= the coming to an end) of a situation but not necessarily
to the completion (= finishing) of a situation. (As we will see in 1.39, a situa-
tion can be completed only if it is of the ‘telic’ kind, i.e. if it has a natural
point of completion.)

1.22.4  Finally, there is PrROGRESSIVE (‘durative’, ‘continuous’) aspect when the
speaker uses a special verb form, viz. the ‘progressive form’, to express pro-
gressive meaning, i. e. to focus on the middle of the situation or on some (punc-
tual or durative) part of the middle of the situation. In English, progressive aspect
does exist, since there is a progressive form (built with be V-ing). For example:

10. An aspect of meaning (or rather interpretation) is an ‘IMPLICATURE’ (or is ‘IMPLICATED’)

if it does not follow from the semantics of the construction or the lexical items (=
words) used but rather from the context, from pragmatic knowledge of the world, or
from “principles of conversation” which are conventionally observed by “cooperative”
speakers and hearers (Grice 1975). For example, Clear away the glasses! is by implicature
interpreted (and meant to be interpreted) as an instruction to clear away all the glasses
that are relevant in a particular context. However, like all implicatures induced by con-
versational principles, this aspect of meaning (the = ‘all the’) can be cancelled. This is
the case, for example, in Clear away the glasses, except those that are not empty, and
also in The person who cleared away the glasses overlooked those on the window-sill.
The ways in which implicatures arise have been traced by Grice (1975) to four major
principles, which he calls “Maxims”. These ‘GricEAN Maxims’ are rules of conversation
which are conventionally observed by “cooperative” speakers and hearers. Grice’s Max-
ims have been refined in later publications, for example in Levinson (2000), which has
given rise to more complicated pragmatic principles, but we have preferred not to refer
to these in this book. Grice’s less refined description of the principles of conversation
will do for our purposes.
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I was reading a book.
Since then I’'ve been working hard on my dissertation.
This time tomorrow I'll be flying to Morocco.

I’m still studying the case.

As is clear from these examples, it is irrelevant whether the speaker views the
situation as past, pre-present (= lying in a period leading up to t, — see 2.35),
present or future. What matters is that he presents a view of the situation as if
from within the situation, that is, from within the interval during which the
whole situation takes place. In other words, progressive aspect requires that
the speaker assumes a ‘vANTAGE TIME’ from which he views the situation as in
progress (‘ongoing’). This vantage time may be either punctual, as in At 7 p.m.
I was still working, or a durative interval, as in From 2 to 4 I was reading a
book. According to the kind of tense that is used, it may vary as to its location
in time:

I was reading a book. (The situation was in progress at some past time of orienta-

tion, functioning as vantage time.)

Since then I’ve been working hard on my dissertation. (The situation, which started

before the temporal zero-point t, is still in progress at ty, which functions as van-

tage point.)

This time tomorrow I'll be flying to Morocco. (future vantage time)

I’'m still studying the case. (¢, functions as vantage point.)

Since a progressive representation implies that the speaker disregards the begin-
ning and end of the situation, the relation between the actual beginning and
end of the implied full (= complete) situation and the beginning and end of
the interval functioning as ‘window’ (vantage time) on the situation is irrele-
vant: the two beginnings or endpoints may or may not coincide. Thus, From
two to four I was reading a book just expresses that the situation referred to
in the clause was in progress (though possibly with minor interruptions)
throughout the period indicated. My actual reading of the book may have
begun at or before two o’clock and may have ceased at four or later, but none
of this is relevant to the progressive interpretation of the sentence.

1.22.5 As we have seen, English verbs have no special forms to refer exclu-
sively to the beginning or end of a situation. The only special aspectual form
which (at least some) English verbs can adopt is the progressive form (be + V-
ing). This means that in English, imperfective aspect (as defined in 1.22.1)
coincides with progressive aspect, in the sense that progressive meaning is the
only kind of imperfective meaning that can be expressed grammatically by a
special verb form. Thus in [ was writing an essay [when Henry came in.], was
writing is interpreted as ‘was in the middle of writing’. However, in the same
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way as a nonprogressive verb form can sometimes be used in a sentence receiv-
ing a progressive interpretation (see 1.21.1), a sentence receiving a perfective
interpretation (= reference to the entire situation) may sometimes make use of
a progressive verb form, as in [Oh, there you are!l What have you been doing?

1.23 Habitual aspect

1.23.1 There is HABITUAL aspect when the verb takes on a special form (suffix
or auxiliary) to describe the situation as characteristic of the referent of the
subject NP over a certain period of time. English has a special form to express
habituality in the past: the semi-auxiliary used to. The auxiliary would can
also express this meaning, but it can express various other meanings besides
this. Both used to and would can create the idea of a past habit involving
repeated actualizations of a dynamic situation, but only used to can refer to a
past habit which does not involve dynamic subsituations:!!

He {would often come / used to come} and talk to her when he had finished work-
ing.
As a child, Edith {used to be / *would be} afraid of mice.

Will can be used similarly to refer to a present repetitive habit, constituting
‘characteristic behaviour’:

[This is our precious beagle Fletcher. (...)] On the weekends, he will sleep until 11
am and he will actually make little huffing noises at us if we try to wake him up
sooner. (Www)

It is curious that used to and will / would (as markers of habituality) are
traditionally included in the treatment of ‘modal’ auxiliaries. As far as we can
see, the meaning they express is not modal but aspectual.

Can and could are two other auxiliaries which can express something like
a habitual meaning, but they are mostly used for quite different purposes.

John can be very tired when he comes home from work. (= ‘It {sometimes / often}
happens that John is very tired when he comes home.’)

When [ was young, winters could be much colder.

1.23.2  The auxiliaries will, would and used to are the only fully grammati-
calized expressions of habitual aspect (which is a pairing of form and meaning)

11. (Non)habitual aspect is a form of grammatical aspect because it is expressed by means
of the form of the verb (viz . the use of a special auxiliary and / or suffix). Moreover,
repetitive habitual aspect is a form of grammatical aspect in that it means that the
speaker is concerned with the internal temporal structure of the situation: the situation
is represented as consisting of several subsituations of the same kind. Nonrepetitive
habitual aspect lacks this second feature.



Ill. Meaning categories expressed by verb forms

35

in English. Otherwise, habitual meaning is normally expressed by a nonpro-
gressive verb form, often in combination with a repetitive adverb like habitu-
ally, usually, normally, etc.:

At the time [ wasn’t yet attracted by girls. I simply ignored them.
I don’t drive to work. I take the bus or walk.

John {habitually / mostly / usually} skips breakfast because he gets up too late.

In the latter two examples, the habit referred to is located at ty and is not
represented as restricted in time, so that it is interpreted as a PERMANENT HABIT.
However, a habit including t, can also be represented as restricted in time (i. e.
as temporary) by the use of the progressive form. In that case the accompanying
adverbial, if any, is a durative time adverbial rather than a repetitive one:

We aren’t eating any beef these days because pork is exceptionally cheap.

She’s sleeping on the veranda while this hot weather lasts.

The use of a progressive form here leads to a habituality reading of a particular
kind: the situation is conceived of as repetitive and as forming a TEMPORARY
HABIT. (This does not mean, however, that the progressive itself is a marker of
habitual aspect. In the above examples, it still expresses imperfective aspect
and the ‘repetitive habit’ interpretation arises largely via common sense reason-
ing and ‘knowledge of the world” — for example, we know that people do not
normally eat uninterruptedly for several days.)

1.23.3 A habit is a state (viz. a characteristic) which may or may not involve
repetition: I used to love that kind of music versus I used to go to the cinema
three times a week. Because a habit is a state, and states are ‘homogeneous’
(i.e. they hold at every time in the course of their existence — see 1.36), none
of the instantiations of a REPETITIVE HABIT need actually be in progress at the
time at which the habit as a whole is located. Thus, both We take a walk after
breakfast and We’re taking a walk after breakfast these days can be uttered (to
express a habit) at any moment of the day: for these sentences to be true it is
not necessary that the speaker should actually be walking at speech time. (As
we will see in 3.1.1, the present tense locates the habit at the time of speech.)

1.24 Repetitive vs semelfactive aspect

1.24.1 There is REPETITIVE (or ITERATIVE) grammatical aspect when the verb
takes on a special form (suffix or auxiliary) to describe a situation as repeating
itself on one or more occasions or as consisting of a number of subsituations
of the same kind. In English, which does not have special verb-marking for
this meaning, and thus does not have formal iterative aspect, repetitive meaning
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is expressed by other means, such as the use of a repetitive adverbial (e.g.
repeatedly, over and over), a frequency adverbial (e. g. sometimes, often) or a
plural or collective subject or complement NP accompanied by a nonpro-
gressive tense form.

The murderer repeatedly coshed his victim on the head.
1 sometimes see her off at the station.

Betty writes {poems / poetry}.

Over 1,000 people have visited the exhibition so far.

However, when the reference is to a punctual (nondurative) situation, an itera-
tive reading can arise through the use of a progressive verb form. (Again, this
does not mean that the progressive itself is a marker of iterative aspect.)

All the time I was speaking John was nodding assent. (repeated movements of the head)
Someone was tapping on the window.

He was jumping up and down.

The mechanism used here to represent a punctual situation as repeating itself
is to use a form (viz. the progressive) which requires the situation to be dura-
tive. The only means of resolving the apparent contrast between punctuality
and durativeness is to assume that there is a durative ‘HYPERSITUATION’ con-
sisting of a number of repeated punctual ‘SUBSITUATIONS’.

The same meaning of ‘repetition on one occasion’ can be expressed by a
repetition of an intransitive verb:

He jumped and jumped and jumped.

1.24.2  The opposite of repetitive meaning is SEMELFACTIVE Of NONREPETITIVE
meaning. There is a semelfactive meaning when the reference is to a single
individual actualization of a situation. This can either be referred to as a whole
(e.g. I had a walk last night) or (provided it is durative) as ‘ongoing’ (e.g. I
was having a walk or I felt confused [when he said that]).

1.24.3 The term ‘iterative’ is sometimes used in a narrower sense than ‘repeti-
tive’. ‘Iterativeness’ is then defined as the description of a situation as repeating
itself on a particular occasion, i.e. the representation of a situation as con-
sisting of the successive occurrence of several instances of identical subsitu-
ations. The sentence Bill knocked at the front door allows this interpretation
(as well as a semelfactive one). This sense only represents one type of repetitive-
ness. There is a repetitive meaning not only if a situation repeats itself on the
same occasion — in which case the repetition causes the instances of the situa-
tion to be ‘subsituations’ of a single ‘hypersituation’ — but also if there is
repetition of the same kind of situation on different occasions (e.g. 've only
been in this town three times; 1 sometimes called on her when I needed help).
In this work we will apply the labels ‘repetitive’ and ‘iterative’ to both these
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interpretations. It should be borne in mind, however, that it is only on the first
interpretation — the situation is represented as a hypersituation consisting of
similar subsituations — that the definition of grammatical aspect as the repre-
sentation of the internal temporal structure of the situation referred to is satis-

fied.

1.24.4 As pointed out in 1.23, reference to a repetitive situation leads to the
idea of ‘REPETITIVE HABIT® if the repeated actualization of the situation is seen
as characteristic of the referent of the subject NP over an extended period of
time, as in My sister spends her holidays at the seaside. This shows that aspec-
tual meanings are not mutually exclusive. This conclusion is also illustrated by
Sharon is paying her bills on time these days, which represents the situation
referred to as progressive, repetitive and forming a temporary habit. That is,
the progressive form implies that the durative situation consists of repeated
instances of the punctual situation of Sharon paying a bill on time. This dura-
tive overall situation is interpreted as forming a habit which is characteristic
of Sharon. Due to the meaning of the progressive and the presence of these
days, this habit is interpreted as a temporary habit.

1.25 Aspectual form vs aspectual meaning

Grammatical aspect has been defined as the use of aspectual verb forms or
auxiliaries to express aspectual meanings. We have seen that English is very
poor where special aspectual verb forms are concerned. The only possibilities
are the progressive form (to express progressive meaning), the auxiliaries will
and would (to express repetition of a situation as forming a present or past
habit) and the semi-auxiliary used to (referring to a past habit). This does not
mean, however, that the other aspectual meanings are irrelevant to English. Tt
is simply that they have to be expressed in ways other than by the use of special
suffixes or auxiliaries.

1.26  Perfect aspect?

1.26.1 Apart from the aspects referred to above, some linguistic works also
speak of ‘perfect aspect’ in English. This term is introduced to capture the
observation that when one of the English perfect tenses is used, the situation
referred to is often viewed from a particular perspective, namely from the per-
spective of the time when a result yielded by, or the relevance of, an anterior
situation expressed by the perfect form is perceptible. In this terminology, I
have had a walk expresses perfect aspect, because it can suggest something like
‘T'm feeling rather {tired / hot / cold} now’, ‘That explains my being wet’,
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etc. — present results which are not hinted at by I had a walk, which is there-
fore claimed not to express ‘perfect aspect’.

However, the concept ‘PERFECT ASPECT’ is suspect, for two reasons. Firstly,
the ‘perspective’ referred to above is a temporal viewpoint, i.e. a ‘time of
orientation’ (see section 2.14) to which the situation expressed by the verb
phrase have a walk is anterior. The expression of anteriority to a time of
orientation is a question of tense, not of aspect. Secondly, the concept ‘perfect
aspect” does not conform to our definition of aspect, because the selection of
a perfect or nonperfect tense is not a question of different ways of representing
the internal temporal constitution of a situation. While we admit that the pres-
ent perfect implies some kind of ‘current relevance’ (see 5.35), we see no reason
for treating this as a kind of aspect.

1.26.2 In some linguistic works the term ‘perfective aspect’ is used to indicate
the idea of current relevance which is said to be the core meaning of what we
call the ‘perfect tenses’. Similarly, nonperfect tenses (such as the preterite) are
claimed to express ‘imperfective aspect’. Apart from the fact that we treat the
present perfect, past perfect, future perfect and ‘conditional’ perfect as tenses,
not aspects (see 1.26), it should be evident that the perfective / imperfective
distinction as we have defined it does not coincide with the distinction between
perfect tenses and other tenses. Consider:

John has been painting his house. (The verb form is in the present perfect tense and
implies the idea of a present result — Jobn’s house is partly painted now — but it
expresses progressive (imperfective) aspect: the telic situation is not referred to in its
entirety: it is represented as in progress, and hence as incomplete.)

After her death we found fragments of a novel that she had been writing. (The verb
form is in the past perfect tense and implies current relevance at the time of her
death: the work had resulted in the existence of a partly finished novel. However,
the verb form expresses progressive (imperfective) aspect: the writing of the novel is
not represented as complete: she was still in the middle of writing the novel when

she died.)

In short, ‘perfect’ is a category pertaining to tense, while ‘perfective’ is a cat-
egory pertaining to aspect. Since tense and aspect are linguistic categories of a
totally different kind, we should be careful not to confuse the terms ‘perfect’
and ‘perfective’.

C. Mood and modality

1.27 Definition of mood and modality

1.27.1 The term MODALITY is used to refer to a semantic category that com-
prises two types of meaning: the representation of the speaker’s assessment of
the likelihood that a ProroOsITION (i.e. the content of a clause) is true (or that
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the situation referred to by a proposition actualizes), and the representation of
one of the factors affecting the (non)actualization of the situation referred to,
such as (un)willingness, (im)possibility, (in)ability, obligation, necessity, advis-
ability, permission, prohibition, volition, etc. Modality which has to do with
the truth of the utterance is called ErisTEMIC MODALITY. The other type is
referred to as NONEPISTEMIC (or ROOT) modality. This type comprises both
modality which has to do with the speaker’s attitude towards the actualization
of a situation (e.g. You must pay me back now!), and modality which has to
do with other factors affecting the (non)actualization of the situation referred
to, such as the presence or absence of willingness (e. g. [ won’t help you if you
don’t pay me), possibility (e.g. Aerosols can explode) or ability (e.g. John
can swim).

1.27.2  Modality, which has to do with meaning, should be distinguished from
MOOD, which is a grammatical (formal) category. It refers to the systematic use
of lexical verb forms not preceded by a modal auxiliary to express particular
kinds of modal meaning. English has three moods, viz. the indicative, the im-
perative and the subjunctive. These moods reflect different ways in which a
clause may function in communication.

[ {left / am leaving / will leave} early. (indicative)

Shut up! (imperative)

[An athlete must have a balanced diet], be she resting or training. (subjunctive)
Apart from these moods, modality in English is especially expressed by the use

of modal auxiliaries (must, would, etc.) and modal adverbs (possibly, cer-
tainly, etc.).
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IV. The precise meanings and uses of ‘situation’
and ‘actualization’

1.28 Definition of ‘situation’, ‘actualize’ and ‘actualization’

As noted in 1.5, we will use sITUATION as a cover term for the various possible
types of contents of clauses, i.e. as a cover term for anything that can be
expressed by a clause, namely an action, an event, a process or a state. Unless
it is necessary to distinguish between these possibilities, we will speak of ‘the
situation referred to’. The verb actuarLize will be similarly used as a cover
term for the predicates that are typically associated with one of these situation
types. Thus, when it is irrelevant whether a clause refers to the performance
of an action, the happening of an event, the existence of a state, etc. we can
say that the clause in question refers to the actualization of a situation.

In 1.5 it has been stressed that we will use actualize as an intransitive verb
(similar to happen). Thus, we will say that John is painting his house expresses
that the situation of John painting his house ‘is actualizing’ (rather than that
the situation ‘is being actualized’).

1.29 Situation: meaning (denotation) versus reference

1.29.1 To explain the notions ‘denotation’ and ‘reference’ with respect to the
verb and the verb phrase, we will start by drawing an analogy with nouns and
noun phrases.

A noun like boy has a lexical meaning. The paraphrase ‘young male human
being’ is an attempt at describing this. The noun can be used as the head of a
noun phrase (e.g. the noun boy is the head of the noun phrase the boy). Such
a noun phrase has both a meaning and (if it is used in an utterance) a referent.
The meaning (or DENOTATION) of the noun phrase results from a combination
of the lexical meaning of boy and the grammatical meaning of the definiteness
marker the. The REFERENT (which comes into the picture only when the NP is
used in a spoken or written utterance) is a particular boy who the ‘utterer’
(speaker or writer) assumes the addressee (hearer or reader) can identify on
‘receiving’ (hearing or reading) the noun phrase the boy.

In a similar way, a verb like walk has a denotation (lexical meaning). This
denotation can be called a SIMPLE SITUATION-TEMPLATE because by combining
other constituents (minimally a subject) with the verb we can build a clause
denoting a situation, as in John walked or John walked to the church. A ‘sim-
ple situation-template’ (denoted by a verb) can be turned into an ENRICHED
SITUATION-TEMPLATE by the addition of one or more complements or adverbials
to the verb. Multi-word predicate constituents like walk to the church or walk
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to the church at five p.m. yesterday denote a situation-template which contains
more information than the simple situation-template denoted by walk. The
denotation of such a complex predicate constituent is determined in the first
instance by the meanings of the verb and of the other components of the predi-
cate constituent (as defined in 1.7) and the semantic relations between them.

If a verb, VP or predicate constituent is uttered, it has a referent, which is
an ABSTRACT SITUATION TYPE. By ‘abstract” we mean that there is no reference
to an actualizing situation: an abstract situation type is a mental construct, a
type of situation as it is conceptualized by the speaker without reference to any
concrete actualization. Thus, run slowly, be tall, increase, etc. refer to different
abstract situation types.

1.29.2 A clause is a combination of a subject NP and a predicate constituent
which minimally contains a VP (verb phrase).!'?> The denotation of a clause is
a situation. When the clause is uttered, it is used to refer to something. (A
referent of a linguistic expression is something whose existence in the / an
extralinguistic world is asserted or questioned.) The referent of the clause is
then the actualization of the situation in question.!3

1.29.3 What has been said so far is summarized in the following chart:

linguistic expression denotation of the referent of the linguistic
linguistic expression expression when uttered

verb (e.g. walk) simple situation-template abstract type of situation

verb phrase enriched situation-template  abstract type of situation

(e.g. walk to the church)

predicate constituent further enriched situation-  abstract type of situation

(e.g. walk to the church template

merrily on Sundays)

clause (e.g. On Sundays situation actualization of the

they walk to the church situation

merrily.)

12. Asnoted in 1.7, we analyse a prototypical clause as consisting of a subject NP and a predicate
constituent. The latter consists of the verb phrase (VP) and the optional adverbial(s), if any.
The VP consists of the verb form (= verb + auxiliaries, if any) + the complements (= direct
object, indirect object, subject complement, object complement, prepositional object (= ob-
ject of a prepositional verb) + necessary adverbial(s), if any). Thus in John put the book on
the table this morning, the subject NP is John, the VP is put the book on the table, and the
predicate constituent is put the book on the table this morning.

13. Some nonfinite clauses do not have a referent, e. g. the infinitive clause in For Jobn to do that
is unthinkable. Other nonfinite clauses do have a referent (because they assert actualization),
e. g. the participle clause in Jumping over the fence, I hurt my ankle. As this is not the place
to go into the question under what conditions a nonfinite clause has a referent, we will only
consider finite (tensed) clauses in this section. Imperatives too will be disregarded.
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1.29.4 1In this section the above distinctions are further illustrated. Informally,
we can say that the clause A stranger accosted me yesterday ‘describes an
action’. However, we can also say that the VP accosted me ‘describes an ac-
tion’, and that the verb accost ‘describes an action’. In order to speak precisely
we need the distinctions made in the previous section:

(a) The verb accost denotes a simple situation-template. In isolation, the verb
refers to an abstract (i.e. mentally conceived but not actualizing) situa-
tion type.

(b) The untensed verb phrase accost me denotes an enriched situation-tem-
plate. This enriched template represents one possibility allowed for by the
simple template: accosting me is a semantic subtype of accosting. The un-
tensed predicate constituent accost me yesterday denotes an even more
enriched situation-template. In isolation, a predicate constituent does not
refer to actualization: like the verb accost, the predicate accost me yester-
day does not by itself refer to an instance of actualization. The referent of
a predicate constituent is an abstract situation type.

(c) The finite (tensed) clause A stranger accosted me yesterday denotes a situa-
tion. We can think of this denotation (i.e. the semantic meaning of the
clause) as something which is computed from the combination of the de-
notations of the predicate constituent accosted me yesterday and the sub-
ject. When the clause is uttered, it has a referent: it refers to a particular
actualization of the situation.

It is worth noting that a clause does not always have a referent in the actual
(real) world: it can also refer to (i.e. assert, deny, question or hypothesize)
actualization in a nonfactual world, such as a future or counterfactual world.
Thus, the conditional clause If John had written a poem last night ... makes a
supposition about the actualization of a situation (viz. the situation of John
writing a poem) in a counterfactual world.

1.30 Terminological conventions for speaking about
situations

1.30.1 The above distinctions are important, and we really need to make
them if it is to be clear what exactly we are talking about. However, it is
virtually impossible to do full justice to them in a linguistic text and maintain
readability. This is not unusual in linguistics. The following example should
make this clear in connection with another concept. In a discussion about the
meaning of the past tense in a sentence like John wrote a poem last night the
following formulation is perfectly correct, but too cumbersome to be used re-
peatedly:
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The past tense locates the time of actualization of the situation referred to

at a specific past time (specified by last night.)
This is normally simplified to one of the following:

The past tense locates the time of the situation referred to at a specific past
time (specified by last night.)

The past tense locates the situation referred to at a specific past time (speci-
fied by last night.)

In a similar way, some of the terms introduced in this chapter will often be
used in a ‘sloppy’ way in this work. However, this sloppy use is by no means
arbitrary. It observes the following conventions:

(a) Using the term verb phrase (VP)

Strictly speaking, a verb phrase is a phrase (group of words) with a verb as
head. Thus, the clause John presumably left the house contains the VP left
the house. (Together with the adverb presumably, the VP forms the ‘predicate
constituent’, i.e. that part of the clause that is not the subject — see section
1.7.) However, in John presumably left, the VP contains no lexical material
besides the verb left. This form does not consist of a group of words (= a
phrase), but for simplicity it is normally treated as ‘the VP of the sentence’.
Similarly, in John left, the predicate constituent only consists of left. In this
case the verb form left constitutes not only the VP but also the predicate con-
stituent of the sentence.

When using the term ‘verb phrase’ we will not normally need to distinguish
between one-word VPs and multi-word VPs. So we will generally use the term
verb phrase to cover both possibilities.

(b) Using the term situation-template

In a similar way, there are not many contexts in which it is necessary to
distinguish carefully between a ‘simple situation-template’ (expressed by a
verb) and an ‘enriched situation-template’ (expressed by a VP or a longer predi-
cate constituent). So we will use ‘situation-template’ to cover the two possibil-
ities.

(c) Using the terms situation and refer to

Strictly speaking, a verb phrase denotes a situation-template and (if uttered)
refers to an abstract type of situation, whereas a finite clause denotes a situa-
tion and (if uttered) refers to the actualization of that situation. However, for
convenience we will generally use the terms ‘situation’ and ‘refer to’ in a simpli-
fied sense. Thus, we will often use ‘situation’ as an abbreviation of ‘actualiza-

tion of the situation denoted’. In this sense we can speak of ‘the situation
referred to by a clause’. (As noted in 1.29.2, the referent of a finite clause is
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not really a situation but one or more actualizations of a situation. However,
it is seldom necessary to make this distinction explicitly.)

In addition, there will be many contexts in which we will use ‘situation’ in
the sense of ‘situation-template’. It was argued in 1.29.1 above that verb
phrases denote situation-templates rather than situations: whereas John walked
home refers to (the actualization of) a situation, walk denotes a situation-
template: it is the simple template underlying more enriched situation-templates
like walk home, walk home slowly, walk with a limp, etc. However, in what
follows we will sometimes simplify this (as long as no misunderstanding is
possible) and speak of the VP (or verb) denoting situations or even referring
to situations. This sloppy use of ‘situation’ and ‘referring’ will also be made in
connection with nonfinite clauses that do not refer to actualization but denote
a kind of situation, such as the subject clauses of Betraying one’s friends is
unforgivable and For John to betray his friends is unthinkable. Strictly speak-
ing, such nonfinite clauses denote an enriched situation-template and refer to
a situation type rather than to the concrete actualization of a situation. How-
ever, it is handy if we can speak of ‘the situation referred to by For John to
betray his friends’.

In sum, while the finer distinctions reflected by the more complex terminol-
ogy are essential, we will use simplified formulations when it is not really
necessary to use the more correct but more complex and cumbersome formula-
tions.

1.30.2 In conclusion, verb phrases can only denote rather abstract schemata
for situations, which we call ‘situation-templates’, and, if uttered, refer to ab-
stract situation types, whereas clauses denote situations and, when they are
finite and used in an utterance, refer to particular actualizations of situations.
That is, walk and walk to the church each denote a schematic sort of situation,
which has particular semantic characteristics so that it can be classified, for
example, in Vendlerian terms (see 1.43 below) as an ‘activity’ in the first case
and an ‘accomplishment’ in the second case. But both lack some information
(such as a subject and a tense) necessary to denote a situation proper, and
consequently neither can be used to refer to any particular instance of actual-
ization, whereas John walked to the church, having a location in time and a
subject, denotes a complete situation and can be used to refer to an actualizing
situation. However, we will follow common practice in talking of ‘situations’
where ‘situation-templates’ or ‘situation types’ would be more appropriate, and
‘reference’ where ‘denotation” would be more correct, so that we will talk of
both clauses and verb phrases as ‘referring to situations’. For example, we will
say that walk to the church ‘refers to a telic situation’, even though VPs cannot
denote situations, still less refer to actualizations of situations.
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1.31 Terminology used to refer to situation types and
verb classes

1.31.1 Situations can, for some purposes, be grouped according to the way
in which the situation unfolds in time, its internal constitution — does it consist
of one unchanging state, for example, or does it consist of various different
phases? — and certain other criteria that have to do with beginnings, middles
and ends of situations. The point of grouping situations in this way is that this
enables us to make interesting linguistic generalizations, as will become clear
as this and the following chapters proceed. Two common classifications of
sorts of situations (i.e. situation types) will be discussed in detail in 1.42 and
1.43 below. For the moment, we are concerned with the terminology we need
to make the distinctions underlying these classifications.

We often find in the literature such terms as ‘PUNCTUAL SITUATION’ to de-
scribe a situation which is perceived as having no duration (i.e. as taking up
just a point in time) — for example the situation represented by Jill jumped or
Norbert knocked. Similar terms are ‘sTATIC SITUATION” (which refers to a situa-
tion that is perceived as being a state, such as the situation represented by Jill
was ill) and ‘DURATIVE siTUATION’ (which refers to a situation that is perceived
as having a certain duration, such as the situation represented by Jill walked).
Another grouping is that of ‘HOMOGENEOUS situations’, like that referred to by
Jill was in Jutland. This sentence represents a situation which is felt to be
completely uniform, so that any moment of Jill’s being in Jutland is just like
any other moment of her being in Jutland. NONHOMOGENEOUS situations are,
naturally enough, referred to as ‘HETEROGENEOUS situations’. An example of
such a situation is that represented (= referred to) by Jill planted a juniper
bush, in which we discern various phases rather than an unchanging state.
(Roughly speaking, we expect that Jill will be doing different things at different
moments of planting the bush.)

As well as applying such labels to situations (and to the clauses denoting
them), the literature also applies these labels to the verbs or verb phrases which
typically refer to a particular group of situations. We read of ‘punctual verbs’,
‘durative verbs’, etc., by which is meant ‘verbs that typically refer to punctual
situations’, ‘verbs that typically refer to durative situations’ and so on. How-
ever, the literature is not completely consistent. Thus, next to the somewhat
opaque term ‘punctual verb’, we find the more accurate and transparent term
‘transitional event verb’ (sometimes ‘change of state verb’), used to refer to
verbs which always or typically refer to situations which constitute a transition
from one state into another — for example, die or burst. In what follows, when
we wish to refer to a category of verbs that are associated with a particular
sort of situation, we will speak of ‘punctual situation verbs’, ‘durative situation
verbs’ and so on, following the pattern of ‘transitional event verb’ (which,
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however, we shall adapt to ‘transitional situation verb’, since not all situations
that constitute a transition from one state to another are events, in our
terms).'* This move is intended to arrive at a more consistent nomenclature,
and to provide a pattern on which new terms that we will need to introduce
can be modelled in such a way that their meaning is as transparent as possible:
the term ‘heterogeneous situation verb’ should, we hope, be transparent in a
way that ‘heterogeneous verb’ might not be. Of course, in some cases, the
meaning of ‘situation’ is contained inside another term, notably in the case of
‘state’, ‘event’, ‘action’ and ‘process’ (see 1.42 below). This means that next to
category names like ‘punctual situation verb” we will also be using such terms
as ‘state verbs’, ‘event verbs’, and so on.

1.31.2 It should also be borne in mind that when people speak about ‘situa-
tion’ they often mean ‘representation of a situation (by a clause)’. This may
create confusion, because one and the same real-world situation can sometimes
be represented in different ways. Thus, John drank beer and John drank a
glass of beer can both be uttered with reference to the same (actualization
of the) situation, but John drank beer represents the situation as ‘atelic’ and
‘homogeneous’, whereas John drank a glass of beer represents it as ‘telic’ and
‘heterogeneous’.!® This means that it is not the situations themselves that are
(a)telic or (non)homogeneous, but the situations as they are denoted by clauses.
A similar example is the use of ‘punctual’. Though we normally speak of ‘punc-
tual situations’ (i.e. situations that are perceived as lasting no longer than a
moment), it is sometimes the representation rather than the situation itself that
is punctual. Thus, the same real-world action can be described using yank or
pull. In the former case, a punctual situation verb is used, and the situation is
represented as punctual; in the latter case, a durative situation verb is used,
and the situation is represented as taking place over (perhaps a very short)
time. Thus, if the VP is made progressive (The girl behind her was {yanking /
pulling} her braids), we get a repetitive meaning in the case of yank: the situa-
tion is represented as consisting of several sharp movements; in the case of
pull, the situation representation is vague between repetitive and continuous,
but, because pull represents a situation as nonpunctual, it is at least possible
to get a representation of one continuous movement, an interpretation which
is not possible with yank, e.g. The girl behind her was leaning back as far as

14. For example, according to the terminology introduced in section 1.42.3 below, the verb
stop as used in The man stopped to light a cigarette does not refer to an ‘event’ but to
an ‘action’.

15. As we will see in section 1.39, ‘telic’ means that the situation is represented as tending
towards an inherent point of completion, whereas ‘atelic’ means that it is not. ‘Homo-
geneous’ means that the same linguistic expression can be used to represent the situation
as a whole as well as to represent parts of it. ‘Heterogeneous’ means ‘nonhomogeneous’.
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she could and {*yanking / pulling} her braids in an attempt to drag her out of
the quagmire.

However, it would clearly complicate our terminology too much if it system-
atically reminded the hearer of the fact that we are talking about the represen-
tation of a situation rather than about the situation itself. ‘Punctual situation’
and ‘punctual situation verb’ are terms that are both transparent and not too
complex. Substituting ‘punctual situation-representation’ and ‘punctual situa-
tion-representation verb’ for them would reduce the readability of the text.
(Replacing the simplified term ‘punctual situation verb’ by the quite correct
‘verb denoting a simple template for a punctual situation” would have an even
worse effect.) We will therefore neglect the distinction between ‘situation’ and
‘situation-representation’ as long as there is no particular reason to pay atten-
tion to it.

1.32  Situation types

1.32.1 As noted in 1.29.1, any verb or verb phrase denotes a situation-tem-
plate. The nature of the template is determined by the lexical contents of the
verb (phrase) in question. For example, know represents the situation referred
to as having the features [+ static], [— agentive], [+ homogeneous], [— transi-
tional], [+ durative], [— telic] and [— evolving] — see sections 1.34—40 be-
low.'¢ These various features are inherent in the lexical meaning (lexical se-
mantics) of the verb know and form part of a mode of categorization which in
the linguistic literature is known as ‘Aktionsart’, ‘lexical aspect’, or ‘ontological
aspect’. This category will be examined in detail in sections 1.33—40. (At this
point we are only concerned with the terminological implications of such dis-
tinctions.)

Because the above features are inherent in the lexical meaning of the verb
know, they are present in any predicate constituent using know as head of its
verb phrase. The features are therefore typical, not only of the simple situation-
template of the verb know but also of all more enriched situation-templates
using this verb (i.e. VPs and more complex predicate constituents). Moreover,
features such as [+ static], [+ agentive], [+ homogeneous], [+ transitional],
[+ durative], [+ telic], etc.'” can also be applied to what situation-templates
refer to, viz. situation types. In fact, since ‘situation’ is often used sloppily to

16. There is a certain hierarchy in this list of features. For example, [+ static] automatically
entails all the other features mentioned. However, this observation is not important at
this point of the discussion.

17. The meaning of the + sign is not ‘more or less’ but ‘either + or —’, i.e. the feature may
or may not be present.
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talk about an abstract situation type, people often talk of ‘static situations’
rather than ‘static situation-templates’ or ‘static situation types’.

1.32.2  In the linguistic literature the term ‘situation type’ is often used in a
sense different from ‘abstract type of situation’, viz. to refer to types of actualiz-
ing situations as they are denoted by clauses. For example, Lyons’ (1977) cat-
egorization of situation types into states, actions, processes (= developments)
and events — see 1.42 below — is often applied to actualizing situations on the
plea that the nature of a category can be determined by any constituent of the
clause, including the subject. Thus, depending on the nature of the subject
referent, which may be [+ human] or [— human], the actualizing situation
referred to by a clause using break is said to be either an ‘action’ (i. e. a dynamic
situation whose actualization is caused by a consciously acting agent, as in
John broke the window) or an ‘event’ (i.e. a dynamic situation which simply
happens, without there being an identifiable agent, as in The key broke in
the lock).

In order to avoid any confusion it would be advisable to apply the label
‘type of situation’ to the referent of a verb, verb phrase or predicate constituent
only. In other words, it would be ideal if ‘type of situation’ were short for
‘abstract type of situation’. The term ‘type of actualizing situation’ could then
be applied to the referent of a full clause. However, this distinction is often
ignored in the literature.

1.32.3 In what follows we will examine the features and typology that can
be discerned within each of these sets of types.
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V. Abstract situation types: ontological aspect

1.33 Introduction

1.33.1 1In order to understand the meaning and use of certain tenses and of
(non)progressive forms, it is necessary to classify templates for describing situa-
tions on the basis of whether or not they represent the situation as having
particular ontological features, such as ‘static’, ‘durative’, etc.’® The set of
features that are attributed to a situation by the verb phrase representing it are
said to constitute a kind of ‘aspect’, i.e. a particular way of representing a
situation in terms of its internal constituency. This kind of aspect is known as
AKTIONSART, LEXICAL ASPECT Oor ONTOLOGICAL ASPECT. It is the expression of
inherent characteristics, such as (non)staticness, (non)durativeness, etc., of a
kind of situation as it is linguistically represented by a verb phrase that has not
vet been marked for progressive or nonprogressive aspect. (By ‘inherent’ we
mean that the kind of situation necessarily has the features in question, irre-
spective of the context in which it is used.) The proviso in connection with
(non)progressive aspect is necessary because, as we will see in 1.49, grammati-
cal aspect may sometimes overrule the ontological aspect of the unmarked verb
phrase. Thus, while walking is typically conceived of as dynamic, the sentence
John walks to work is interpreted as referring to a state (more specifically, a
habit, i. e. a type of situation that is characteristic of the referent of the subject
NP over an extended period of time — see 1.23). This static interpretation is
due to the use of the nonprogressive form of the present tense: the correspond-
ing progressive sentence John is walking to work denotes a dynamic situation.

1.33.2  Some of the lexical-aspect features of a verb, VP or predicate constitu-
ent are purely a question of representation (e. g. the feature ‘slow movement’
in walk slowly), whereas others are more closely linked to the ontological
status of the situation type in the real world. The latter possibility is illustrated
by the verb drive (when used as a one-word verb phrase), which can only be
the linguistic representation of a situation having the features [— static], [+
agentive], [+ homogeneous], [— transitional], [+ durative], [— telic]. (We will
examine each of these features below.) Similarly, the situation type referred to
by hit the target is inherently dynamic (nonstatic), punctual (nondurative) and
noniterative; write a book represents a kind of situation as necessarily dynamic,
durative, nonhomogeneous (= consisting of phases of a different kind) and
telic (= tending towards a necessary point of completion — see 1.39 below);
be a man refers to a type of situation that is inherently static, durative, homo-

18. An ontology is a philosophical theory of what there is in the world, i. e. of the fundamen-
tal nature of reality.
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geneous (= unchanging throughout its duration) and atelic (= not telic). How-
ever, the features [+ telic] and [+ homogeneous] are a mere question of linguis-
tic representation, since the verb phrases drink, drink gin and drink a glass of
gin can in principle all be used in sentences describing one and the same real-
world actualization of a situation. Thus, if John claims to be a teetotaller but
I saw him drink a glass of gin last night, I can report what I saw him do by
means of Jobhn drank last night!, John drank gin last night! or John drank a
glass of gin last night!. (The former two sentences represent the situation as
atelic (= not tending towards a necessary point of completion — see 1.39.1)
and homogeneous, the third represents it as telic and nonhomogeneous.)

1.33.3 Not all the inherent characteristics of the representation of a type of
situation are included in the category of ontological aspect. Swimming is only
possible in water (or another liquid), but we will not consider the feature [+
in liquid] as one of our ontological features. Neither will we distinguish a
feature referring to the number of participants in the situation, though that
number is essential to some types of situation, such as playing bridge. The
inherent characteristics of (the representation of) a kind of situation that we
include in our category of ontological aspect are those that are grammatically
relevant. For example, the features [+ dynamic] and [+ agentive] help to deter-
mine the possibility of using the verb phrase in the progressive form. The
distinction [+ telic] is relevant to the use of temporal adverbials — compare I
walked a mile {in / *for} one hour with I walked {*in / for} one hour. But
features like [+ in liquid] or [+ four participants] do not have any linguistic
relevance (at least in English) and are therefore not included in our set of
(grammatically relevant) ontological features. Neither is the feature [+ itera-
tive], which is a true ontological feature but will be disregarded because it is
not grammatically relevant, i. e. it does not determine any grammatical rule or
distinction. (An ITERATIVE VERB is one which represents a kind of situation as
consisting of a rapid repetition of subsituations of the same kind, such as ham-
mer, twinkle, stutter, rattle, stammer, etc. While draw is a noniterative verb,
doodle is an iterative one.) Note that when we say that the feature [+ iterative]
is not grammatically relevant, because it does not determine any grammatical
rule or distinction, we are referring to the ontological feature [+ iterative], not
to iterative grammatical aspect — see 1.24 — nor to the fact that clauses may
get an iterative reading as a result of grammatical combinations, such as the
combination of punctual Aktionsart with progressive aspect, as in John was

kicking the ball.

1.33.4 In the next sections we will discuss the various ontological features
that determine lexical aspect in English. In doing so we will point out that
some of the features can be applied not only to the verb, VP or predicate, but
also to clauses and to situations represented by clauses.
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1.34 Ontological feature 1: ‘static’ versus ‘dynamic’

1.34.1 A STATIC SITUATION (or STATE) is a situation which is conceived of (and
represented) as existing (rather than as being done, taking place or developing)
and as being unchanging and hence homogeneous throughout its duration. A
static kind of situation is not agentive (i.e. when there is actualization, it is
not performed or instigated by an agent — see section 1.35 below) and is not
conceived of as needing an input of energy to continue. Situations that are not
static are called NONSTATIC or DYNAMIC situations. Such a situation may be
punctual (momentary) or durative. A durative dynamic situation is conceptual-
ized as consisting of a number of stages (‘slices’), each of which is considered
as being slightly different from the previous stage. (Thus, a situation of walking
consists of stages which are slightly different because the walker is constantly
changing the position of his body and moving forward.) This means that dura-
tive dynamic situations involve change and therefore as a rule require a con-
tinuous input of fresh energy in order to continue. Punctual dynamic situations
too require an input of energy to actualize. For example:

Bill was a rich man. (static)

John is walking. (dynamic and durative) (The situation requires a continuous input
of energy and is conceived of as made up of a number of temporal stages which are
similar to each other.)

Bill will reach the top in a minute. (dynamic and punctual) (The situation requires
an input of energy in order to actualize.)

1.34.2 The labels ‘static’ and ‘dynamic’ are ontological features. They do not
directly refer to actualization and are therefore, strictly speaking, not applica-
ble to situations or clauses. As explained before, they distinguish between two
kinds of ‘situation-template’. However, for the sake of convenience, we will
extend the use of ‘static’ and ‘dynamic’, so that they apply to the following
three cases. Firstly, the labels will be applied to the verb phrases lexicalizing
the situation templates in question. Thus, is a boy will be said to be a ‘static
verb phrase’, while walk a mile is a dynamic one. Secondly, ‘static’ and ‘non-
static’ will also be applied to the abstract situation type referred to. Thus,
Kim’s being a boy is a ‘static situation’, or a ‘state’. Thirdly, the terms will also
be applied to the clauses and sentences used to refer to a concrete actualization
of a situation type. Thus, Kim is a boy can be called a ‘static situation sen-
tence’.

1.34.3  Certain verbs can only be used to refer to a state. We refer to them as
STATIC SITUATION VERBS Or STATE VERBS. (Some people speak of VERBS OF
sTATE.) Examples of static situation verbs are: seem, contain, know, consist of.
The verb be can be used both in a static and in a dynamic way, depending on
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whether the situation which it helps to describe is agentive or not (see section
1.35 for a definition of ‘agentive’). For example, be tall refers to a state, while
be careful can refer either to a state, as in You can rely on him, he’s careful,
or to an action (which is by definition agentive and therefore nonstatic), as in
I'm being careful this time, which is interpreted something like “This time I'm
taking the necessary precautions’. In this agentive meaning, be careful is a
DYNAMIC VERB PHRASE.

1.34.4  One special type of state is the type that we refer to as ‘habitual’. A
HABIT is a situation that typically involves repetition and is characteristic of
the referent of the subject for an extended period of time. Since a characteristic
is by definition a state, habits belong to the ontological class of static situations.
We call a habit TEMPORARY if the period during which the characteristic exists
is explicitly represented as restricted (as in He has not played well recently);
otherwise we speak of a PERMANENT HABIT, even when there are pragmatic
restrictions on the duration of the habit, as when we are ascribing the habit to
a particular person. (Thus, John walks to work expresses a permanent habit,
even though this habit is pragmatically restricted to that part of John’s lifetime
during which he works. By contrast, John is walking to work these days repre-
sents the habit as temporary.)

John is difficult to speak to these days. (temporary habit)

We are eating in the kitchen [while the living room is being redecorated]. (tempo-
rary habit)

William is afraid of the dark. (permanent habit)

John walks to work, but Bill takes the bus. (permanent habits)

There are two things that need stressing here. Firstly, contrary to what is some-
times written in the linguistic literature, a habit is not a characteristic of a
period of time; it is a characteristic of the referent of the subject which lasts
for a more or less extended period of time. Secondly, the observation that a
habit typically involves repetition does not mean that the subsituations referred
to or implied have to be dynamic. Sentences like William is afraid of the dark
and Andy is our centre forward do not imply anything dynamic, but what
distinguishes them from nonhabitual sentences like William is tall or My
mother is dead is that they have a sense of repetition — in fact, typical behav-
iour — which the latter do not have. The sense of repetition concerns an unlim-
ited set of occasions: whenever William is confronted with the dark, he is
afraid. Similarly, Andy is our centre forward implies a set of relevant occasions
(games) on which the question of his position in the team is relevant. By con-
trast, William is tall and My mother is dead simply refer to a permanent charac-
teristic, without evoking a number of instantiations on relevant occasions. In
this case there is no idea of typical behaviour. It is in keeping with this that
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William used to be afraid of the dark and Andy used to be our centre forward
are quite acceptable, whereas William used to be tall and My mother used to
be dead are not — at least not in the world as we know it. (As we saw in 1.23,
used to is a grammatical marker of past habituality.)

The use of ‘habit’ to refer to an instantiated characteristic without dynamic
subsituations (as in William is afraid of the dark) runs counter to the everyday
use of the word. Phrases like have the habit of or be in the habit of can only be
followed by a complement clause referring to a repetitive situation consisting of
a number of dynamic subsituations. Still, the term ‘habitual’ is quite common
to express what the four above examples have in common. Since there does
not appear to exist a better cover term, it seems best to follow the existing
convention, even though it may seem rather counterintuitive when there are
no dynamic subsituations involved.

1.35 Ontological feature 2: ‘agentive’ versus ‘nonagentive’

1.35.1 A situation is AGENTIVE if any actualization of it is caused (i.e. per-
formed or instigated) by an agent. The AGENT is the entity that is responsible
for the actualization of the situation, in the sense that it actually does some-
thing that induces the situation to actualize. The following examples refer to
instances of actualization of an agentive situation:

John hit Bill on the nose.

She’s walking home now.

An agent is typically animate, especially human. However, as speakers, we also
routinely attribute agentivity to nonhuman animate beings and sometimes even
to inanimate entities:

Our dog bit the postman and the Post Office is suing us.
The computer virus destroyed all our files and sent copies of itself to everyone on

our mailing list.

1.35.2  As already noted, a state is by definition nonagentive. Thus, Bill is an
old man does not imply that Bill does something in order to achieve the effect
of being an old man. Events (i. e. dynamic situations that simply happen with-
out implying a performer or instigator) and processes (i.e. dynamic situations
that are developments) are also nonagentive:

A stone came loose from the slope and fell down. (events)

The accident happened around midnight. (event)

This species of fungus is in danger of dying out. (process)

The door was opening slowly. (process)
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By contrast, actions are by definition agentive:

Bill was opening the door.

Unwittingly, Jimmy {killed / was killing} the goose that laid the golden eggs.

1.35.3 Linguists often include the feature ‘INTENTIONALITY’ — i.e. the idea
that an action is performed {consciously / volitionally / deliberately /
intentionally} — in their definition of agentivity. Thus, the Routledge Dictio-
nary of Language and Linguistics (Bussmann 1996: 11) defines ‘agent’ as the
“semantic role (thematic relation) of the volitional initiator or causer of an
action” (our emphasis), and Brinton (2000: 279) writes: “These sentences [e. g.
Orlando cooled the water, Orlando made the water cool, Orlando caused the
water to become cool] are AGENTIVE, involving a human agent who intention-
ally brings about a change in state in an entity” (our italics).

However, this definition of agentivity as involving intentionality may cause
a problem. We have argued that agentivity is the main feature distinguishing
actions (which are performed) from states (which just hold), and events (which
just happen) and processes (which develop). If intentionality is part of agenti-
vity (and agentivity is criterial to actions), we are not able to talk about unin-
tentional actions. But it would appear that actions can be unintentional: you
can do something accidentally, or under the influence of drugs, hypnosis, etc.
This distinction between intentional and unintentional actions might seem lin-
guistically irrelevant, but this is not always the case. In combination with ad-
verbs like always, forever, constantly, continuously, etc. a repetitive habit can
be linguistically represented as consisting of actions that are either deliberate
or nonintentional. Compare:

Jim always says something disturbing and spoils the fun.

Jim is always saying something disturbing and spoiling the fun.

For most speakers, at least, spoils the fun can only refer to an intentional
action, while is spoiling the fun can be interpreted as representing the action
as unintentional and non-agent-controlled, i.e. as an ‘INCURABLE HABIT’. This
is a habit — a state seen as characteristic of Jim — which consists of a repetition
of a kind of action which Jim perhaps cannot help performing: he does not
necessarily intend to spoil the fun but inevitably does so because of the disturb-
ing nature of his utterances (which are determined by his character rather than
by his volition).

On the other hand, it is clear that the default case is for an action to be
both agentive and intentional. Intentionality is a strong implicature of agenti-
vity: failing an indication to the contrary, agentive situations will be taken to
be deliberate. It is therefore unnecessary to add [+ intentional] as a separate
feature to the list of relevant ontological features that help to distinguish be-
tween the major situation types. In general, [+ intentional] can be taken to
follow from [+ agentive], unless there is an indication to the contrary.
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1.36  Ontological feature 3: ‘homogeneous’ versus
‘heterogeneous’

1.36.1 A durative situation is conceived of as HOMOGENEOUS if it is conceived
of as consisting of parts which are all of the same kind as the situation as a
whole. Otherwise it is NONHOMOGENEOUS (or HETEROGENEOUS). The distinc-
tion is not applicable to punctual situations.

1.36.2 There are two types of HOMOGENEOUS SITUATIONS. Firstly, any static
situation is homogeneous because a state by definition remains unchanged
throughout its duration. Secondly, a dynamic situation is homogeneous if it is
conceptualized as consisting of a number of stages (‘slices’) which are subsitu-
ations of the same kind as the situation as a whole. In this case it is possible
that a concrete actualization of the situation type involves one or more inter-
missions or accidental gaps, but this does not alter our fundamental way of
conceptualizing the situation as a homogeneous situation. Thus the following
examples refer to the actualization of a homogeneous situation:

Bill is a reliable worker. (static, hence homogeneous)
John roamed the streets last night. (dynamic, homogeneous)

Helen practised her stilt-walking in the wood this morning. (dynamic, homogeneous)

The latter sentence is not false if Helen occasionally stopped to have a rest or
to have a talk with someone she met. Failing an indication to the contrary,
practising one’s stilt-walking is conceptualized as a homogeneous situation.
Possible intermissions are disregarded because they do not affect the essential
nature of the kind of situation.

1.36.3 An example of a HETEROGENEOUS SITUATION is drawing a circle. There

is no portion (stage, slice) of the situation of drawing a circle that is itself an

instance of drawing a circle. (Every portion is an instance of drawing part of

a circle, which is a different situation type from drawing a complete circle.)
As a further illustration, consider the following:

John drank beer. (homogeneous)

John drank five glasses of beer. (heterogeneous)

It is characteristic of a homogeneous predicate constituent that it can denote
not only the ‘situation-template’ (see 1.29.1) for a situation as a whole but also
the template for relevant portions of that situation. (Portions consisting of, or
including, intermissions or accidental gaps are not relevant.) Thus, if John
drank beer is a correct representation of what John did from 2 to 4, it is also
a correct representation of what he did from 2 to 3, or from 2.30 to 3.30, etc.
However, if John drank five glasses of beer is a correct representation of what
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John did from 2 to 4, it cannot also be a correct representation of what he did
between 2 and 3, or between 2.30 and 3.30, etc. Unlike drank beer, the verb
phrase drank five glasses of beer therefore denotes a heterogeneous situation-
template.

1.36.4 In the above paragraphs we have attributed the ontological feature
[+ homogeneous] to situation-templates denoted by verbs, verb phrases or
longer predicate constituents. However, for ease of reference we will also apply
the term to situation types and sentences. Thus, drink beer will be said to refer
to a ‘HOMOGENEOUS (TYPE OF) SITUATION’ and John drank beer, which refers
to an actualization of a homogeneous situation, will be called a ‘HomMOGEN-
EOUS SENTENCE’.

In 1.48.1 it will be noted, though, that the (non)homogeneous nature of a
situation as denoted by a sentence need not always be due to the [+ homogen-
eous] nature of the situation-template. It may also be due to the quantifica-
tional status of the subject NP, to the use of the progressive form (which ex-
presses a kind of ‘grammatical aspect’), or to another ontological-aspectual
meaning without formal expression, such as progressive meaning without pro-
gressive marker or habitual meaning coming from outside the predicate con-
stituent. In all these cases (non)homogeneity is not a question of the lexical
aspect expressed by the verb, VP or more complex predicate constituent. For
example, while Water ran out of the cistern denotes a situation which is con-
ceived of (and represented) as homogeneous, Three litres of water ran out of
the cistern denotes a heterogeneous situation: no part of this situation can be
described by the same sentence. Similarly, while John wrote a book is hetero-
geneous, John was writing a book is homogeneous: the sentence can be used
to refer to (the actualization of) a situation as well as to any (relevant) part of
that situation. And in Every evening, I would have a glass of port while Sylvia
drank a glass of beer, the second clause has a habitual, and thus homogeneous
reading. In sum, the feature [+ homogeneous] is not only an ontological char-
acteristic of particular situation-templates (denoted by verbs, verb phrases or
predicate constituents) and of the situation types they refer to. It is also a
feature characterizing entire clauses, because the source of the (non)homo-
geneity can be found in the quantificational status of the subject or in the
presence or absence of the progressive form or of a formally unmarked pro-
gressive or habitual reading.

While (non)homogeneity induced by the nature of the subject can probably
still be treated as a question of lexical aspect, (non)homogeneity induced by
the use of a (non)progressive form is definitely a question of ‘grammatical
aspect’, not lexical aspect. The use of the progressive form (establishing refer-
ence to a ‘middle part’ of the situation only — see 1.22.4) automatically results
in a homogeneous representation of the situation. Thus, the progressive verb
phrase will be drinking five glasses of beer (which can only be felicitously used
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if the number of glasses is determined before the situation starts) represents
the situation referred to as homogeneous: if will be drinking five glasses of
beer can be used to refer to a whole situation, it can also refer to parts of that
situation. However, in this case [+ homogeneous] is not an ontological feature
because the choice between a progressive and a nonprogressive form is not a
choice between different lexical items. This has as a consequence that in section
1.42, where we define various ‘situation types’ on the basis of different ontolog-
ical (lexical) features, we will not consider drink and be drinking as denoting
templates for different situation types: in both cases the situation type is an
‘action’, i.e. a dynamic situation which is not a change of state and whose
actualization is caused by a consciously acting agent.

1.37 Ontological feature 4: ‘durative’ vs ‘punctual’

1.37.1 Situations are conceived of as having a certain duration (= DURATIVE)
or as needing no more than a moment to actualize (= PUNCTUAL, NONDURA-
TIVE, MOMENTARY):

They’re printing my book. (durative situation)

I knocked at the door. (punctual situation)

1.37.2 A durative kind of situation normally requires the use of a DURATIVE
SITUATION VERB PHRASE,'? while a punctual kind of situation always requires
the use of a PUNCTUAL SITUATION VERB PHRASE. However, there does not appear
to be a perfect correlation between punctual situation verb phrases and punc-
tual actualizations of situations. There are two problematic areas. To begin
with, on the level of actualization, duration may be the result of repetition.
This renders it possible for a punctual situation verb to be used in a clause
that is interpreted as referring to a durative actualizing situation:

Someone was knocking at the door. (repeated knocks)
The monkey jumped up and down for several minutes. (repeated jumps)

Exactly 14 people stabbed the victim. (punctual on a simultaneous reading — the
14 people stabbed the victim at the same time — but durative on the consecutive
interpretation)

So far the serial killer has murdered six prostitutes. (durative on the normal, i.e.
consecutive, interpretation)

19. The word normally is necessary here because, as noted immediately below, duration
may result from repetition, and the idea of repetition can be due to the plurality of the
subject, as in A lot of people entered the church. In this case the sentence denoting a
durative situation does not contain a durative situation VP.
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For ease of reference we will include the situations represented in such senten-
ces in the class of durative situations. (When a more precise label is required,
we will speak of a ‘durative hypersituation consisting of (consecutive) punctual
subsituations’.)

Since the idea of ‘durative hypersituation consisting of punctual subsitu-
ations’ can only be triggered by the progressive form or by a constituent of the
sentence which is not the verb itself, it does not play a part in the definition
of durative ontological aspect as denoted by a verb denoting a simple situation-
template. Thus, in the following sentences, all of which refer to situations that
are durative because they are repetitive, the verb used is a ‘punctual situation
verb’:

I shot five soldiers in less than a minute. (The idea of repetition is induced by the
combination of the plural object NP and the durational adverbial — compare: *1
shot a soldier in less than a minute. In order for the adverbial to make sense, a series
is required to make the situation durative.)

One after the other, the ramblers reached the top of the hill. (The idea of repetition
is induced by the plurality of the subject NP and the duration-implying phrase one
after the other.)

Someone was frantically knocking on the back door. (Repetition is signalled by the
use of the progressive form.)

The above sentences refer to situations which are durative hypersituations con-
sisting of a series of punctual subsituations. Of course, there is no durative
hypersituation if there are a number of punctual situations which all actualize
at the same time, as in one interpretation of The fifty people present nodded.
This sentence refers to (the actualization of) a durative hypersituation if the
fifty people present nodded one after the other. On the interpretation that the
fifty people present nodded at the same time, there is no durative hypersitua-
tion, only one punctual situation involving a multiple-referent subject (similar
to the situation referred to in We reached the top at 5.37, which is treated as
a single punctual situation).

1.37.3 The second reason why there is not a perfect correlation between
punctual situation-templates (denoted by verbs, verb phrases or more complex
predicates) and punctual actualizations of situations is that (as noted in section
1.38.1) verbs like die or kill can be used to refer either to a punctual transition
or to the durative preparatory phase leading up to the transition in question:

He died versus He was dying.
He died instantly versus He died slowly.
She killed him versus She was killing him or She killed him slowly.

Since the durative reading arises only in a suitable context (e. g. in the presence
of a durational adverb) or when the progressive form is used, it does not seem



V. Abstract situation types: ontological aspect

59

to be warranted to classify die, kill, etc. as possibly belonging to the class of
durative situation verbs. We will therefore include these TRANSITIONAL SITUA-
TION VERBS into the class of punctual situation verbs but distinguish between a
(punctual) TRANSITION READING and a (durative) PREPARATORY PHASE READING.

1.37.4 Verb phrases denoting a punctual type of situation cannot co-occur
with a duration adverbial, except if repetition is implied or if a duration adver-
bial can be used to expresses the duration of the resultant state (i.e. the state
resulting from the performance of the action).

*Jill reached the church for three hours. (This is unacceptable because, in the world
as we know it, Jill’s reaching the church is a single punctual actualizing situation,
which could not last for three hours.)

The clown jumped up and down for several minutes. (repeated jumps)

Mother has just left for two hours. (Acceptable only on the reading that her absence
[i.e. the resultant state] will last for two hours.)

1.38 Ontological feature 5: [+ transitional]

1.38.1 A situation may or may not — this is the meaning of the + sign — be
a transition. A situation is (represented as) a TRANSITION if it consists in a
single transition, conceived of as punctual, from one state into another. Verbs
like die, open, kill, pick up, etc. refer to such a transition. For example, in John
died two weeks ago, the TRANSITIONAL SITUATION VERB die refers to the punc-
tual transition from the state of being alive to the state of being dead. The
sentence Jim suddenly stopped [to light a cigarette] expresses a punctual transi-
tion from motion to standstill. In Our lives changed drastically after that, the
situation referred to is not a transition because it is not punctual. No matter
how quick the change was (felt to be), the evolution was more continuous (less
abrupt) than the transitions referred to by stop and die in the preceding exam-
ples.

Transitional situations are often the culmination of a preparatory phase.
This phase may or may not be explicitly referred to in the sentence in which
the transitional situation verb phrase is used. Compare:

Last week John suddenly died. (Suddenly rules out the idea of preparatory phase.)

Last week John was dying. (Because of the progressive form, the sentence refers to
the preparatory phase only.)

Last week John died. (Without an indication to the contrary, the hearer will assume
that there probably was a preparatory phase of some length, but this is a question
of pragmatic interpretation. The sentence itself asserts the transition only.)

1.38.2 According to the definition adopted here, a transition is always
conceived of as punctual. This rules out what in every-day language could be
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referred to as ‘gradual transitions’, like the ones referred to in the following ex-
amples:

The situation is deteriorating.
The child is still growing.

The music was fading out.

In our terminology, such sentences refer to a ‘process’, i.e. a durative change
of state (see 1.42.5 below).

The definition of ‘transition’ as a punctual change of state reflects the fact
that in a progressive sentence the transition itself never forms part of the ‘mid-
dle part’ of the situation that is picked out by the progressive form. Thus, John
was dying refers to the preparatory phase leading up to John’s death but cannot
include the transition itself in its reference. If it did, we could not explain why
John was dying does not actually say that John died. It is only the context that
can make it clear whether or not the transition actualized:

When we found him, John was dying. [But he pulled through in hospital.]

John wrote this poem when he was dying. [We keep it in a frame next to his ashes.]

The fact that the transition cannot form part of the ‘middle part’ of the situa-
tion referred to by the progressive form is due to the fact that the transition
itself is the possible end of the process. The end of a situation never forms part
of the ‘middle part’ that is being referred to by a progressive form — see 1.22.4.

1.39  Ontological feature 6: ‘telic’ vs ‘atelic’

1.39.1 A situation type (referred to by a situation-template) is said to be TELIC
when the verb phrase describing it represents the situation as tending towards
a natural (inherent) point of completion, i.e. a necessary terminal point, with-
out which the situation is not complete and at which it naturally comes to an
end. In sentences like John pushed his mountain bike into the garage, Betty
ran three miles, Mr Harris is writing another book or Hyacinth sang a line of
the aria, the verb phrase each time represents a type of situation as telic, be-
cause it involves reference to a point of completion beyond which the situation
(as described by the verb phrase) cannot continue. Thus, once Hyacinth has
sung a line of the aria, the situation as described by the VP sang a line of the
aria is complete and cannot continue, irrespective of how many more lines of
the aria Hyacinth goes on to sing.

A situation-template is ATELIC if it does not represent the kind of situation
referred to as telic. In other words, ‘atelic’ means ‘nontelic’. Thus, in sentences
like John drove the car or Betty ran, the verb phrase represents its situation as
atelic, because it does not refer to a natural (inherent, automatic) point of
completion.
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1.39.2 It is important to see that there is a difference between conceptualizing
an abstract kind of situation as tending towards a natural point of completion
and representing an actualizing situation as reaching a terminal point (whether
this is a natural point of completion or not). The former is a question of
ontological aspect, in this case telicity, the latter a question of ‘actualization
aspect’, in this case ‘boundedness’ (see section 1.44). Both John drank vodka
on his birthday and John drank a bottle of vodka on his birthday represent
the actualization of the situation referred to as bounded (i.e. as having come
to and end, as reaching a terminal point), but the latter contains a telic verb
phrase (because drink a bottle of vodka implies a natural point of completion,
viz. when the bottle is empty) whereas the former does not (because drink
vodka does not indicate a boundary). In both John wrote a book and John
was writing a book the reference is to the actualization of a situation that is
of the telic kind, i. e. which involves a development towards a natural point of
completion, but only the former sentence represents the actualization of the
situation as bounded (in this case: as having come to an end, hence as ‘com-
pleted’). In other words, the ontological aspect category [+ telic] has to be
distinguished not only from the grammatical aspect category [+ progressive]
but also from the actualization aspect category [+ bounded].

1.39.3 Because (a)telicity has nothing to do with actualization, we can apply
the terms telic and atelic to situation-templates (denoted by verbs, verb phrases
and other, more complex, predicate constituents) and, in a derived use, to the
situation types distinguished on the basis of the (a)telicity of the template used,
but strictly speaking not to sentences (which, if we are still ‘strictly speaking’,
are used to refer to the actualization of a kind of situation). The following are
examples of atelic and telic verbs and verb phrases:

atelic: write, write letters, drink, drink whisky, drink some whisky, drink (some)
glasses of whisky

telic: write a letter, write three letters, drink a glass of whisky, drink three glasses
of whisky

1.39.4 Although it is situation-templates and situation kinds, not clauses and
actualizing situations, that are telic or atelic, it will occasionally be difficult to
avoid speaking of TELIC CLAUSES or TELIC SITUATIONS, because ‘clause with a
telic situation-template’ and ‘actualization of a situation referred to by a clause
involving a telic situation-template’ are very unwieldy expressions. Thus, for
reasons of readability, expressions like ‘sentences representing a situation as
durative and agentive, and containing a telic VP” will be simplified to ‘sentences
that are durative, agentive and telic’. Still, one should always keep in mind that
only the former formulation is really accurate.

1.39.5 It follows from the definition of (a)telicity that the distinction does
not apply to punctual situation verb phrases (e. g. tap on the window, explode,
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hit a man): only a durative situation verb phrase can represent a situation as
tending towards (i.e. implying a development towards) a natural (inherent)
point of completion. A development is by definition durative (otherwise it is a
transition — see 1.38.2).

1.39.6  One reliable fest to distinguish between telic and atelic verb phrases is
to try using the gerund form of the verb phrase as direct object of complete or
finish, which refer to the natural point of completion of an action. Only telic
verb phrases can be used in this way. (It should be noted, however, that not
all telic VPs can depend on both complete and finish. There are constraints on
the use of complete which entail that we cannot always substitute complete for
finish. This is not relevant to the reliability of the test, though: if a VP can
depend on either complete or finish, it is a telic VP.)

[“What did you do last night?”] — “I finished {repairing the roof / *repairing}.
(Repair the roof is a telic VP while repair is atelic.)

It was 11.30 p.m. when I completed {writing the report / *writing}. (Write the report
is a telic VP while write is atelic.)

He {stopped / *finished / *completed} being their leader in 1988. (Be their leader is
an atelic VP.)

Unlike finish and complete, the verb stop refers to an arbitrary endpoint. It
can therefore be followed by an atelic verb phrase. If it is followed by a telic
one, stop is by implicature interpreted as referring to a provisional endpoint
preceding the natural point of completion:

I stopped reading the book at five. (implicates that | had not finished reading the
book when I stopped reading it)

This test also reveals that ‘pseudo-transitive’ verbs (like eat, smoke, read, etc.)
are treated as telic even if they have no object NP if the speaker conceives of
the action as having a natural point of completion:

It was 11.30 when [ finished reading. (The speaker has a specific book, letter, poem,
etc. in mind.)

[Dinner was served at 8.] We finished eating at 9.30.

1.39.7 Another test is that only telic verb phrases can follow strings of the
type It {took / will take} me an hour to ... (which measure the duration of
the actualizing situation up to its inherent point of completion). Compare:

It took John twenty minutes to run a mile. (telic verb phrase)

It took John an hour to run. (atelic verb phrase) (If judged acceptable, the only
possible interpretation is ‘It took John an hour to reach the point of beginning to
run’. There is no reading in which the duration of the running itself is measured.)

It will take Bill a long time to read that book. (telic verb phrase)
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It will take Bill a long time to read books. (atelic verb phrase) (If acceptable, the
sentence can only be interpreted as ‘It will last a long time before Bill starts reading
books’. There is no reading in which the duration of the situation of reading books
itself is measured.)

1.39.8 We have already stressed that (a)telicity is not a characteristic of sen-
tences (since the nature of the subject does not play a part in making the
distinction)2? but of verbs and verb phrases. In fact, various constituents of the
verb phrase can determine the (a)telic nature of the situation-template. For
example, walk is an atelic verb, but walk a mile and walk for two hours are
telic situation-templates. In the latter examples, the ‘TELICIZING’ constituents
(a mile, for two hours) ‘measure’ the length of the conceptualized type of situa-
tion. Measuring the duration of a situation naturally means considering it from
beginning to end. A verb phrase involving a measure phrase therefore naturally
represents a kind of situation as having a point of completion, i.e. as telic. (At
least, this is the case as long as there is no reference to actualization, i.e. as
long as the VP is used in isolation, as an infinitival form, and not as the
inflected VP of a tensed clause — see below). In write a book, the ‘TELOS’
(point of completion) is implied rather than indicated by a phrase with a defi-
nite meaning, but there is measuring in the sense that a book is typically con-
ceived of as having an end and as constituting a unit of writing. In this case the
idea of a ‘telos’ is what Grice (1975) calls a ‘conventional’ (= noncancellable)
pragmatic implicature of the infinitival VP write a book.

From a pragmatic point of view, there are only two kinds of verb phrase
that can measure a type of situation. One is exemplified by write a book or
build a wall, in which the point of completion is conventionally implicated,
but remains indefinite (i.e. writing a book and building a wall take up a spe-
cific amount of time, but the precise duration differs according to the length
of the book or the size of the wall and is unspecified when the verb phrase
write a book or build a wall is used). The other kind of measuring VP consists
of verb phrases which specify the exact location of the point of completion in
time or space, as when we use a verb phrase like walk for two hours (which
involves an adverbial indicating a specific duration), walk a mile (which in-
volves an indication of specific distance) or go into the church (which involves
an adverbial specifying a goal that is reached).

If the speaker uses a telic VP in a clause referring to the present or future,
the point of completion is not yet reached at speech time. This means that
reference to the precise length (i. e. duration or distance) of the situation, as in

20. Not only in John walked but also in Three people walked the VP is atelic. It is irrelevant
to this whether the three people walked together or one after another. Since walk is
atelic, the situation of the third person walking has no inherent point of completion,
and so the cumulative hypersituation of three people walking cannot have an inherent
point of completion either.
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She is walking for two hours, is pragmatically only possible if the speaker
knows in advance what the length of the situation is going to be. This is a very
important point, which is often neglected because the vast majority of examples
adduced to illustrate claims in connection with (a)telicity are in the past tense.
A sentence in the past tense typically refers to a ‘bounded’ situation, more
particularly to a situation whose actualization terminated before the time of
speech. This is the case irrespective of whether the VP is telic (e.g. John went
to London on his birthday) or atelic (e. g. John was in London on his birthday).
Conclusions drawn from examples in the past tense therefore often concern
boundedness rather than telicity. To illustrate the (a)telic nature of a situation-
template it is therefore better to use the VP in a present tense sentence in the
progressive form. Examples with a telic VP like John is running two miles. [He
is nearly half-way now.] or John is running for 45 minutes. [He is nearly half-
way now.] are then only acceptable if the speaker knows in advance what the
length of the complete situation is going to be. Only in that case is it pragmati-
cally possible for him to use a telic VP specifying the precise length (i. e. dura-
tion or distance) of the conceptualized kind of situation (whose actualization
is represented as still incomplete).

On a higher level than the VP, viz. on the level of the clause (which refers
to actualization), the indication of the full length of a situation can also be the
result of measuring the situation when the endpoint of the actualization is
reached, as in He had walked for two hours [before he reached the village].
However, what is measured here is not a kind of situation but a particular
instance of actualization. As we will see in section 1.48.2, when an adverbial
like for two hours is the result of this kind of measuring, it renders the clause
(and the actualizing situation referred to) bounded, but it does not affect the
atelic nature of the kind of situation denoted by the VP (walked). In other
words, for two hours is then a ‘bounding’ constituent, but not a telicizing one.
A measure phrase is telicizing only if it indicates the pre-determined length of
a kind of situation. In that case the speaker is able to indicate that length
because he knows in advance what it is going to be, as in the following:

John will walk a mile tomorrow.

John was walking a mile when he had a heart attack.
John was walking for two hours when he had a heart attack.
In these examples a mile and for two hours indicate the natural terminal point

of a pre-determined telic situation type: the description of the kind of situation
is not walk (which is atelic) but walk a mile or walk for two hours.
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1.40 Ontological feature 7: [+ evolving]

1.40.1 A verb phrase may or may not represent a type of situation as EVOLV-
ING, i.e. as gradually developing. Compare:

John drew a circle. (The situation is represented as dynamic, agentive and telic, but
not as evolving.)

The situation deteriorated. (dynamic, nonagentive, atelic, and evolving)

Evolving situations (e. g. growing, getting dark, diminishing) are always (con-
ceived of as) dynamic, durative, nonagentive and consisting in a gradual
change. The latter feature means that each stage of an evolving situation is
similar to the preceding stage, except that it usually represents a higher or
lower value on a scale. Prototypical verbs denoting an evolving situation are
change and develop (in their intransitive use, i.e. when they are nonagentive).
They imply movement on an implicit scale.

1.40.2 Punctual situations are by definition not evolving, because any evolu-
tion takes time. States are not evolving either, because an evolution involves
change, while states are by definition unchanging throughout their duration.

1.40.3 In section 1.33.1 it was noted that grammatical aspect can sometimes
overrule ontological aspect. We saw that John was writing two letters is homo-
geneous, although John wrote two letters is not. In the same way, the pro-
gressive form can sometimes change [— evolving] into [+ evolving]. Compare
John died, which represents a situation that is a punctual transition (and hence
not evolving) with John was dying, which represents the situation as evolving,
i.e. as nonstatic, nonagentive and gradually developing.
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VI. Classifications of situation types

1.41 Introduction

On the basis of the ontological features identified in section 1.33—40 various
types of situation-templates can be discerned. These ontological features can
also be used to distinguish the various abstract situation types referred to by
the linguistic expressions (verbs, VPs and predicate constituents) denoting these
situation-templates. Moreover, we can also apply the ontological features to
concrete actualizations of situations (and to the linguistic expressions — i.e.
clauses — referring to them). This is because the actualization of a situation is
referred to by a clause, which consists of a subject and a predicate constituent.
As we have seen, the subject can help to determine some of the ontological
features, e.g. (non)homogeneity — see 1.36.4 — or durativity — see 1.37.2.
Otherwise the ontological features necessary to distinguish between the types of
situation are determined by elements in the predicate constituent. It is therefore
perfectly possible to build a classification of situation types on the basis of the
ontological features distinguished in sections 1.33—40 under the heading of
‘ontological aspect’.

Apart from the fact that each ontological distinction (e.g. ‘static’ versus
‘dynamic’) by itself divides all situations into two types, there are two well-
known typologies which are based on more than one ontological distinction.
One is Lyons’ (1977) classification of situations into ‘states’, ‘actions’, ‘pro-
cesses’ and ‘events’; the other is Vendler’s (1967) classification of situations
into ‘states’, ‘activities’, ‘accomplishments’ and ‘achievements’. In the following
subsections we will briefly examine these two classifications.

1.42 Classification 1: states, actions, events and processes

In this section we introduce a categorization of situation kinds which reflects
our intuitive distinction between different kinds of actualization (determined
by the choice of verb, verb phrase, predicate constituent and subject of the
clause). The division in question is that between ‘states’, ‘actions’, ‘processes’
and ‘events’ — a fourfold distinction proposed by Lyons (1977). The conclusion
of the discussion will be that this is an extremely useful classification, provided
we slightly adapt some of Lyons’s definitions — see 1.42.5.

1.42.1 A STATE (STATIC SITUATION) is a kind of situation which is conceived
of as existing (rather than as being done, taking place or developing) and as
homogeneous (because unchanging) throughout its duration. A state is not
agentive (i.e. when there is actualization, it is not performed or instigated by
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an agent — see section 1.35 above) and is not conceived of as needing a con-
tinuous input of energy to continue.

1.42.2  Situations that are not static are called NONsTATIC or DYNAMIC. A dy-
namic situation may be (conceived of as) either punctual (e.g. knocking) or
durative (e. g. building something). In the latter case, the dynamic situation is
conceptualized as consisting of a number of stages (‘slices’), each of which may
be different from (though possibly of the same kind as) the previous stage. This
means that durative dynamic situations involve change and therefore as a rule
require a continuous input of fresh energy in order to continue.

Bill was a teacher. (static)

I need more money. Everything costs so much. (static situations)

I believe he is right. (static situations)

John walked in the wood this morning. (dynamic: the situation is conceived of as
made up of a number of temporal stages which are similar to each other but are
essentially different: at every new stage John has moved a bit forward and his body
is in a slightly different position.)

Bill will write a novel. (Writing a novel is a dynamic situation.)

1.42.3  Within the class of nonstatic (dynamic) situations, we will distinguish
between actions, events and processes. Actions differ from the latter two situa-
tion types in that they actualize under the control of an agent (e.g. John dug
a hole), whereas the latter do not (e. g. John fell off the ladder; The population
diminished rapidly). An EVENT is a dynamic kind of situation which is not
controlled by an agent but just happens (e. g. bursting, exploding, falling off a
ladder, snowing). As is clear from these examples, an event may be (conceived
of as) punctual or durative. A PROCESS (e.g. changing, getting dark, diminish-
ing) is also dynamic and nonagentive, but is always (conceived of as) durative
and involving incremental change that implies a scale of some sort. This means
that each stage of a process is similar to the preceding stage, except that it
usually represents a higher or lower value on a scale. While prototypical pro-
cess verbs like change or develop just imply movement on an implicit scale,
process verbs like increase or decrease emphasize that the subsequent stages of
the process correspond with different quantificational values on the scale, each
value being placed just above or below the value of the preceding stage.?!

1.42.4  Certain verbs can only be used with reference to a dynamic (nonstatic)
kind of situation (i.e. an action, event or process), unless they are used in a

21. In the (especially philosophically or logically oriented) linguistic literature the term pro-
cess is sometimes used in a different sense, viz. in the sense of our cover-term ‘situation’.
A sentence like John is walking is then considered as a process (rather than as an action
in progress). We will not follow this convention.
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sentence that receives a habitual interpretation.?? Such verbs are commonly
called ‘dynamic verbs’. However, we will stick to the convention introduced in
1.37.2 (in connection with punctual / durative) and speak of ‘dynamic situation
verbs’ and ‘dynamic situation verb phrases’, which are more consistent and
more transparent terms than ‘dynamic verbs’ and ‘dynamic verb phrases’.

Verbs which in their default meaning (i.e. without habitual meaning and
without being put in the progressive form) refer to a process, action or event
will be called PrOCESS VERBS, ACTION VERBS and EVENT VERBS, respectively. The
following are some illustrations:

(process verbs) change, grow, mature, die, widen, slow down, improve, thicken,
deteriorate, strengthen, diminish, darken, deepen, develop, increase

(action verbs) walk, read, drink, look at, write, eat, abandon, ask, play

(event verbs) explode, burst, take place, rain, occur, happen, break down, snow, be-

fall

1.42.5 The above classification is based on the ontological features [+ static],
[+ evolving] and [+ agentive]. A STATE is a static situation (see section 1.34.1).
An ACTION is an agentive dynamic situation (e.g. digging a hole); an EVENT is
a nonagentive nonevolving dynamic situation (e. g. falling off a ladder); a rro-
CESS is a nonagentive evolving dynamic situation (e.g. becoming dark). This
means that this ontologically based classification can be represented by the
following chart:

static evolving agentive
state + - -
action - — +
process - + -

event - - -

In this chart all the relevant distinctive features are referred to. Other ontologi-
cal features need not be mentioned because they either follow from the three
that are exploited or do not help to clarify the classification. Thus, it is not
useful to mark the four situation types for the distinctions (a)telic and (non)ho-
mogeneous because (a) all states are atelic and homogeneous, and (b) all three
nonstatic situation types may or may not be telic or homogeneous. Similarly,
it is superfluous to refer to the feature [+ transitional], since states and pro-
cesses are always nontransitional, whereas actions and events may or may not
be transitional. (As noted in 1.38.1, a situation is transitional if it consists in a
single transition, conceived of as punctual, from one state into another.) And

22. In section 1.23.3 we have argued that a habit is a kind of characteristic, and hence a state.
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it would also be redundant to refer to the feature [+ durative], since states and
processes are always durative, whereas actions and events may or may not be.
In sum, the only features that are relevant are those that set off one situation
type from all the others, i. e. those for which only one situation type is marked
as [+ feature]. Thus, only states are [+ static], only processes are [+ evolving]
and only actions are [+ agentive].23

It is also important to keep in mind that this classification is exclusively
based on ontological features. As we will see in 1.49.1, progressive aspect can
overrule the classification (e. g. whereas [ am always careful denotes a state, I
am being careful denotes an action), but [+ progressive] is not an ontological
feature and is therefore immaterial to the ontological classification.

1.42.6 The four types of situation distinguished in the preceding sections are
the same as those distinguished by Lyons (1977). However, the definitions differ
in a number of ways. Firstly, Lyons does not mention the feature [+ evolving].
Secondly, whereas Lyons seems to allow for agentive processes and agentive
events (referring to agentive processes as ‘activities’ and agentive events as
‘acts’) we shall assume that all agentive dynamic situations are actions, and
that processes and events are always nonagentive. This adaptation is necessary
to clarify Lyons’ distinctions, which are not clearly define