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1.  

This paper is about temporal 'boundaries' (French 'bornes'); it is also about 'completion' and 

'incompletion', the state of being 'complete' or 'incomplete' ('completed' or 'uncompleted') when 

applied to what is expressed by verbs in sentences (French equivalents are 'accompli' and 

'inaccompli'). Verbs denote entities that have time as an essential component; these entities are 

called 'situations' ('procès' is preferred in the French tradition). It is possible to think of situations 

abstractly as forming a single category characterized by that relation to time (the category of 

'situations') as distinct from, say, the categories of 'qualities' or 'material substances', which have a 

pertinent relation to space. It is also possible to subdivide the category into subcategories (types) 

which differ in respect of their relation to time: states, activities, accomplishments, achievements 

and others are different modes of being in time or 'aspects'; they are 'situation aspects'. Situation 

aspect concerns the inherent features of each type of situation; it is also called 'lexical aspect' 

because it is expressed chiefly by verbal lexemes and the lexical material of sentences. 

In discourse a sentence refers to a general or particular 'instance' (French 'occurrence') of a state, 

activity, etc. These instances also exist/take place in time. Typically an instance will precede, 

follow, or be simultaneous with instances of other situations. It will also be related in like manner to 

one or more 'reference points'. A reference point is generally an independently established position 

like the time of speech, or a date, or the time of a given situation in a story. It can give an instance 

its temporal location (typically expressed by a tense). It is also a viewpoint from which the instance 

may be seen: this instance is seen at or near its beginning, middle, or end; or, more basically, it 

appears completed or uncompleted. These are also aspects ('viewpoint aspects'), modes of being, or 

rather appearing, in time, but they are aspects of instances, not types, of situations. 

Some viewpoint aspects, the 'grammatical aspects', are expressed by periphrastic formes like be + 

-ing, or inflectionally: the 'incomplete' and 'complete' aspects are expressed by the present and past 

participles of verbs respectively. Other viewpoint aspects — the beginning, middle and end (the 

phases) of instances of situations are expressed lexically by 'aspectual verbs' (begin, start, etc.) 

which can combine with grammatical aspects (He has begun writing his book, It was beginning to 
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snow). The heterogeneity and complexity of instance aspects is perhaps why they have not been 

recognized as a single category. In many approaches 'viewpoint aspect' covers 'grammatical aspect' 

only, the aspects denoted by begin, start etc. being ignored. When this is the case there is a clear 

contrast between situation/lexical aspects and viewpoint/grammatical aspects; but it is perhaps an 

artificial one. This question cannot be discussed further here; the main point is that 'incomplete' and 

'complete' are 'grammatical viewpoint aspects' which are about instances of situations. 

2.  

'Boundary' is a common concept in the treatment of aspect (situation or otherwise). A boundary is a 

limit/extremity; in time it is typically an initial or final instant. It is essential first to the definition of 

accomplishments (actions). A typical material accomplishment is telic; it has a complex internal 

structure consisting of a finite sequence of distinguishable subactions, which are performed in order 

to attain a goal (telos) and produce a result. Its initial instant is shared by the first subaction; before 

that instant there is only a non dynamic state-of-affairs in which are all the necessary conditions for 

the action — that state being itself perhaps the result of prior preparatory work. Its final instant is 

when the whole programme has been executed, the goal is attained and the resulting state begins. At 

each extremity an accomplishment is clearly separated from a preceding state and a subsequent 

state; its boundaries are both temporal and notional, temporal demarcation being the equivalent of 

conceptual unity. The concept of boundary is also crucial to the definition of achievements 

(punctual situations like knock or die); such situations are also clearly marked off from what 

precedes and what follows them, the difference from accomplishments being that initial and final 

boundaries coincide. 

In contrast with accomplishments and achievements, activities are non telic (atelic). An 

accomplishment like write a book is telic; the singular NP a book refers to its goal and sets a limit at 

which it must stop (an inherent endpoint); but the activity write which underlies it is atelic, as it 

only consists in the regular repetition of particular physical and/or mental acts. Having no goal 

outside itself to which it is directed, an activity can be an end in itself — something that is done for 

its own sake and that can be stopped at any time, or be continued, though not indefinitely. 

Although activities are not telic, they do have boundaries, their initial boundary being characteristic: 
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a) They have boundaries because they are dynamic: they require a constant input of energy or 

physical force to take place (Comrie 1976, 49); there is therefore a point before which they do 

not yet exist and another after which they can no longer exist.  

b) The initial boundary is more characteristic than the final one because i) repeating a movement, 

an activity is unchanging and notionally complete from its first instants onwards. ii) The 

beginning is when it is new and contrasts most with the preceding situations, its salience 

diminishing afterwards. Thus activities, which are simple, are notionally complete from the 

beginning, while accomplishments, which are more complex, are notionally complete only at 

the end. 

While boundaries are defining features of the situations discussed so far, they are often judged 

irrelevant to a definition of states. Like activities, states are unchanging; they have no 

distinguishable phases (no internal temporal structure); they are the same throughout their duration 

and are notionally complete at every moment. They differ from activities and other situations in that 

they are non dynamic — they do not typically use energy to be and to remain in existence, and often 

appear all the more self-contained and stable. Boundaries are not necessary to define states thus 

characterized; but not all states are 'unbounded' as is sometimes claimed; with respect to boundaries 

several types must be distinguished. 1) Mathematical rules like three and three is six, conclusions 

inferred logically from premisses, laws of geometry, to name only these, are necessarily true and 

forever valid; they represent "eternal states". Being axiomatic or based on coherent and compelling 

principles, such states do not, and could not, change over time (nothing can 'happen' to them) and 

they cannot be regarded as having temporal boundaries (a beginning and an end). An effect of this is 

that eternal states are often called "timeless": they supposedly do not exist in time defined as the 

dimension of change, but outside time. But the grammar of the sentences expressing them does not 

confirm this timelessness. Typically these sentences are in the present tense (three and three is six), 

this being a straightforward, not a stylistic, use of the tense. The present means that the situation 

exists now, this being one of the times at which the state exists. Of course this begs the question 

why 'now' rather than some other time is chosen to locate the eternal state's existence. A possible 

answer is that when it comes to locating situations in time, the present, which is the first reference 

point available, being the time of speech, has priority over other reference points: as a rule if 

something exists now, even if its existence transcends that point, it is located in the present first (in 

context there may be an override of the rule; e.g. He said that three and three was six.). An eternal 
3



state therefore is perhaps not 'timeless' but thought of as being in time. Now time, as generally 

conceived, has no boundaries — no beginning and no end — but extends infinitely; it may be 

proposed then that eternal states are simply coextensive with time and that they are naturally 

unbounded too. 2) Although the line is sometimes hard to draw between the two, other states are not 

'eternal' but 'permanent' ('everlasting'); examples are the existence of social rules and conventions, 

institutions, properties like having brown eyes, or the existence of this rock or that building. Eternal 

states are abstract; they are conceived and understood, they exist by virtue of absolute principles, 

they are necessarily true and forever valid: nothing can happen to them (cf. 1)). Permanent 

(everlasting) states in contrast are concrete and exist in time and space; they are observable, 

perceived rather than conceived; they are known from experience and they persist/endure because 

of some balance of forces or sheer inertia; they could be otherwise and are liable to change 

(something can happen to them). Permanent states are not coextensive with time but bounded; the 

property 'having brown eyes' is true only of some subjects and during these subjects' lifetime; the 

existence of a building somewhere results from an accomplishment ('build') and the building is 

subject to change and destruction in time (this is true also of the rock in geologic time); an open 

door results from an opening of the door and it is a state that we know can have an end. Yet these 

boundaries are less prominent than those of dynamic situations and perhaps irrelevant for users of 

the language; typically a permanent state is seen as stretching into the past and the future; it is like a 

backdrop against which dynamic situations will stand out. 3) But boundaries do form a distinctive 

feature of concrete 'temporary states' like be late/ill/sick/angry/13 years old; start, sit, and other 

stances of animate beings. These are states which are meant to last for a limited time yet are 

different from telic situations. They tend to invalidate the claim that the boundaries of states are 

never relevant. In some of the examples above the beginning and end of the state coincide with the 

boundaries of adjacent dynamic situations ('occurrences'): the beginning of 'be ill' is also the end of 

'fall ill' and its end coincides with the beginning of 'recover'. It is perhaps arguable from these 

examples that such states receive their boundaries from other situations; but this cannot be true of 

'be 13 years old'. These states have precise limits (they last one year) and they share their 

boundaries with similar states ('be 14', 'be 15'). Here the boundaries are clearly inherent to the static 

situation and they are 'internal' (they are not given to the state by other situations). So states are best 

defined as unchanging non dynamic situations which do not have phases but are 'notionally 

complete' — i.e. which show all the features that define them — at all times. 
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3.1  

In a VP the constituent comprising the verb and its complements — the 'verbal' — assigns the 

situation to a type; thus the situation denoted by intransitive write or write books is an activity, 

while write a book denotes an accomplishment. The categories of tense and grammatical aspect are 

generally not concerned with the denotation but with the reference of the VP: they locate the 

instance of the situation in time and inform about its completion; we have seen that these operations 

involve reference points. 

If a situation type involves boundaries, an instance of that situation will inherit these boundaries; 

thus an instance of write a book will unfold between the initial and final limits of that 

accomplishment. At the time the instance is viewed the unfolding will appear complete or not. The 

incomplete aspect justifies the distinction of instance and type, since less is realized than is 

necessary to attain the final limit defined by the type. But the complete aspect is complex too. 

It is necessary to distinguish between 'complete' and 'completed'. [1a] is a report of an agent's 

actions in which the instances of the situations described are complete. 

[1a] She dives into her bag, finds her lighter, lights a cigarette, takes a few puffs, catches her 

smartphone and reads some emails. 

Each action is perfective: it is presented as a totality, a 'complete whole'; crossing its final boundary, 

the agent turns her back on it and moves to the next action immediately, or is in a position to do so 

at the close of the sequence; the perfective has a 'plot-advancing effect'. In [1b] the past participle 

found shows a 'completed' aspect: 

[1b] She dives into her bag; when she has found her lighter, she lights a cigarette, takes a few 

puffs… 

In [1b] has found her lighter refers to a present state of the subject, the state of 'having found one's 

lighter', which results from the realization of find one's lighter and in which the subject is now able 

to use her lighter. From that position the instance of find one's lighter is seen retrospectively as past 

and complete; this retrospective view and its implications distinguish the 'completed' (accompli) 
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aspect of found (the past participle) from the complete but non retrospective perfective finds in [1a]. 

Note the following points : 

a) Assuming that the completed aspect ('l'accompli') is expressed by the past participle, Groussier 

& Rivière's definition is "aspect dans lequel une occurrence de procès est représentée comme 

ayant atteint et franchi sa deuxième borne" (1996, 8) (an instance of a situation is presented as 

having reached and crossed its second limit/boundary). If the second limit is where the instance 

stops — as is generally admitted in the first analysis — it may be contradictory to claim that the 

instance "crosses" that limit; but the definition rightly suggests that the completed aspect 

expressed by a past participle declares a position beyond the instance's second or final limit. 

b) While in [1a] finds her lighter is an instance of a simple situation (an achievement), she has 

found her lighter ([1b]) is an instance of a complex situation consisting of the achievement and 

the state resulting from it. In [1b] two situations are therefore involved; the present state is the 

main reference and the achievement, which is seen in its perspective, is relative to it. 

c) Although find her lighter is dynamic, has found her lighter is a typical state: it is notionally 

complete from its first instant and unchanging; it has no distinguishable phases and it can 

continue indefinitely (long after the actual lighting of the cigarette). In [1] the substitution of a 

state for an action makes [1b] less dynamic and fluid than [1a] is. The perfect has a 'plot-

retarding effect'. 

d) While the collocations the act of finding something and the state/condition of having found 

something are acceptable, *?the state of finding something and *?the act of having found 

something are less acceptable collocations. This confirms the analysis. 

e) The completed aspect depends on a retrospective view of an instance; in this view the second 

boundary is aspectual (being a marker of completion) and temporal (separating past from 

present). 

3.2  

The verbs in [1a] are in the present; but the perfective is independent of tense; the actions in [1c-e] 

are also complete: 

[1c] She dived into her bag, found her lighter, lit a cigarette, took a few puffs… 

[1d] She'll dive into her bag, find her lighter, light a cigarette, take a few puffs… 

[1e] He saw her dive into her bag,… 
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The perfective is not realized by a specialized marker in English, while the completed aspect is 

marked by the "past participle"; the following remarks are about the realization of these two 

aspects: 

a) The perfective aspect does not have a specialized marker because it is the default aspect of 

accomplishments, achievements and perhaps other situations. In [1] the verbs' lexical bases and 

internal complements define accomplishments and achievements — situations which are 

notionally complete when their final limit is reached (cf. 2). A perfective instance actualizing 

the situation from beginning to end copies this and can be expressed directly by the linguistic 

material defining the situation. The perfective is the 'natural' aspect of instances of 

accomplishments and achievements; this is why it is assigned directly in the absence of other 

aspectual markers. 

This implies that the imperfective value is 'marked' by contrast (be Ving being one of its 

expressions). The linguistic material defines the accomplishment or achievement as above, but 

on the representation thus constructed imperfectivity superimposes the representation of an 

instance which is incomplete at the time of reference. 

b) By contrast with the perfective, the completed aspect is also marked since it is based on a 

retrospective look after the instance's completion. So like the imperfective, the completed 

aspect has a specialized marker, the past participle. This participle is non finite and it is a 

constituent of the periphrastic form have Ven, where have can be finite (cf. 3.3). 

c) In English the distinction between the past participle and the preterite is syncretized in the 

paradigm of most verbs: there is one form for the two (talked, kept, shone, etc.). This 

syncretism is perhaps motivated since a completed instance is earlier than a reference point. Yet 

it is essential to distinguish these morphemes: although the past tense means "earlier than" and 

perhaps only that when it is used temporally if we take into account its non-deictic use 

(Huddleston & Pullum 2002, 139), this tense by itself does not mean that the situation to which 

it applies is seen as "completed" since it can combine with an imperfective aspect. 

d) It is useful to distinguish between several kinds of "earlier than" relations. i) In [1a, c-e] there 

are "earlier than" and "later than" relations between the perfective instances of situations. They 

are expressed by the relative ordering of verb phrases in the sequences and by the logical 

relations between the situations denoted; thus finds her lighter is earlier than lights a cigarette 

on both counts, while takes a few puffs is earlier than catches her smartphone only because it is 
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mentioned first. The perfective presents an instance of a situation from beginning to end as a 

complete whole, "viewed, as it were, from the outside" (Huddleston & Pullum, 124). Such an 

instance can easily be connected to other situations (although it can also be considered 

separately) but the perfective itself does not mean that an instance is "earlier" or "later" than 

another instance. ii) In [1c] the perfective instances are earlier than the time of speech/narration 

(i.e. past). Even if each verb bears a past tense, the past location seems to apply to the whole 

sequence and the earlier/later-than relations within the sequence remain the same: found her 

lighter is earlier than lit a cigarette for the same reasons as above. iii) In has found her lighter 

([1b]), the completed aspect of the past participle means that the instance find is earlier than the 

present state of the subject which is taken as a reference point (see above). This earlier-than 

relation is independent of the general temporal location: the state of the subject is located in the 

present like the rest of the sequence in [1b] but it could be past or future (She had found her 

lighter / She'll have found her lighter by then). The logical 'earlier' relation between found her 

lighter and light a cigarette remains true; the relative ordering 'find her lighter' → 'light a 

cigarette' is preserved, but found her lighter is primarily related to the state have found her 

lighter from which it is viewed retrospectively — a perspective which we saw goes against the 

general dynamism of the sequence.  

3.3  

The completed aspect of the past participle is a basic aspect which is sometimes a component of a 

more complex aspect, the 'perfect' (to be distinguished from the perfective aspect). While the past 

participle signifies qualities of the situation that is seen retrospectively (completed, earlier), the 

perfect connects this earlier instance to the situation from which it is seen and it is also about that 

later situation. If the first situation is telic and produces a result, the second situation is where this 

result exists; the result is a state (a "resultant state") whose initial boundary is the final boundary of 

the dynamic situation. In [1b] she has found is a 'present perfect'; the form refers to the act of 

finding and to the present result of that act. Note:  

a) The periphrastic form has other senses than the perfect of result and this perfect can also be 

expressed by the preterite in some varieties of English. 
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b) An action may have several results; if I write a book the necessary result is the existence of the 

book and contingent results may be that I am tired, have become famous, etc. ; if I find my 

lighter the necessary result is that I now have it and can use it and a contingent result is perhaps 

that I am glad I did not lose it. A perfect of result implies only the necessary result. 

c) The past participle is common to the perfect and to the passive; this point will not be developed. 

3.4 

 

In the periphrastic form have Ven the auxiliary have is main verb and the past participle it its 

internal complement. Like the lexical verb from which it is derived, Aux have is stative and means a 

relation between its internal complement and a reference point. In its lexical use have means 

'possess, own, comprise, include, hold, receive, experience', etc. In outline the structure 'S has O' 

implies: i) S and O refer to distinct nominal entities; ii) S is the reference point and O is located by 

it; iii) in this relation S is the centre of a domain which includes O (S 'possesses' O / O 'belongs to' 

S); iv) the inclusion is a state and it is to S's benefit or detriment. When have is auxiliary as in She's 

found her lighter / Her lighter has been found, i) the relation is also between two entities: the 

instance of the situation denoted by the past participle that this auxiliary governs (O = found her 

lighter / been found) and a complex entity ST consisting of the referent of the subject S (she / her 

lighter) and a time T at which S exists and is considered (she at the present time / her lighter at the 

present time); the auxiliary, if tensed, informs about T; otherwise the context does. ii) ST is the 

reference point and O is situated relative to it: it is earlier than ST. iii) Nominal entities are 

conceived as stable in time: they transcend and include the instances of situations of which they are 

participants.When have Ven is used, although O is earlier than ST, it is therefore considered as a part 

of S (as a feature); it is this "possession" that has expresses. iv) As above the inclusion is a state; 

typically it is beneficial or detrimental to S. To represent this dynamically, in [1b] the subject she 

finds her lighter; as she crosses the final boundary of this instance her involvement in it becomes 

past but it remains a part of her, something that she "has". 

In this analysis have Ven expresses a continuity between points in time, which is grounded in the 

permanence of the nominal entity in subject fonction; this grounding explains why have Ven is also 

used for atelic situations. 
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4.1 

The last point is illustrated by: 

[2a] I have lived in Chelsea. 

The referent of the subject is stable in time. The permanence of the person is the 

connection / continuity between the present in which s/he is located — this is expressed by the 

present tense of the auxiliary (compare I had lived in Chelsea) — and an earlier completed instance 

of the state 'live in Chelsea'. As in [1b] S at time T is seen as the centre of a domain which includes 

the past state. Being the object of have, the state is presented as "thing possessed", a property, and it 

belongs to / is located by the subject now (ST). Note:  

a) 'Live in Chelsea' is a permanent state with implicit boundaries (see 2); in [2a] the final boundary 

of the instance is just the time when the instance happened to stop and become a past 

experience. 

b) Generally speaking, because the state is located relative to ST, it is not located in its past 

context, as it is when the tense is the preterite and the aspect is perfective: 

[2b] I lived in Chelsea till 1914 / for a few years / at the time / then. 

4.2.1 Beside the non continuative use of have Ven in [2a], there is a continuative use of the form in 

English, which is exemplified by I have lived in London in [2c]: 

[2c] I have lived in Chelsea, but since 1914 I have lived in London. (Hirtle 1975, 75) 

In [2c] we understand that live in London lasts from 1914 until now, and will presumably continue 

into the future; English uses have Ven in the present, where other languages would perhaps simply 

use V in the present. The continuative use is 'marked'; in [2c] it depends on since 1914. But since 

does not always force the continuative interpretation. In [2d] several places are mentioned; it is not 
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clear whether the list of the subject's residences is complete, and whether it contains the present 

residence, as is shown by [2e]: 

[2d] Since 1914 I have lived in London, York, and Bristol. 

[2e] Since 1914 I have lived in London, York, and Bristol, but I live in Oxford now. 

If the list in [2d] contains the present residence, it is not clear which it is either; and the subject 

could have lived on and off in all the places named during the interval of time considered. It must 

also be noted that if the list contains the present and earlier residences I have lived is both non 

continuative and continuative; the fact that this is not perceived as contradictory (and perhaps not 

even perceived) shows that continuative and non continuative are interpretations of a more general 

meaning of the periphrastic form. Finally in [2f]: 

[2f] Since 1914 I have lived in London. 

the adjunct since 1914 marks the beginning of an interval of time in which live in London is located 

whether it is continuative or not, but it does not necessarily mark the beginning of live in London; 

the speaker may have begun living in London in 1914, but also before or after this date; this means 

that the first boundary of an instance denoted by the past participle may be irrelevant. 

4.2.2 The continuative use of have Ven raises several questions. One is the distribution of this 

periphrastic form in the present or preterite compared with a simple present or preterite tense in 

sentences referring to continuing instances of situations (ex: I live in London now / I lived in 

London then.) The simple tenses are default expressions while the periphrastic forms are used 

mainly in the context of measure adjuncts ((for) ten years) and since-adjuncts; whether they express 

a measure or mark the beginning of an instance, these adjuncts focus the past portion of the instance 

and they imply a retrospective view. 

But while the continuative use of have Ven confirms the retrospective view of the completed aspect, 

it contradicts the claim that the final boundary of the instance is necessarily reached and that the 

instance is fully realized, and this imposes changes in the theory. If the retrospective view, rather 

that the full realization of the instance, is the major feature of the completed aspect in English, the 

following corrections are in order: 
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a) An instance of a situation may not be finished at the time of the retrospective view; when this is 

the case, it must be divided into what is realized (the completed portion) and the rest. 

b) After the first boundary it is necessary to distinguish between a second boundary and the final 

boundary. A second boundary is the limit of the portion of the instance that is realized, at the 

time of the retrospective view, when the instance continues. The final boundary is when the 

instance stops.  

c) A single instance may be seen, retrospectively or otherwise, an indefinite member of times; 

there is therefore a class of second boundaries; concomitantly the portion of the instance that is 

completed when have Ven is continuative becomes gradually larger. 

d) The contrast associated with the final boundary is a notional contrast between the situation 

denoted and other situations; but the one associated with a second boundary is a modal contrast 

between what is and what is not already realized within the instance. 'Completed' here means 

'realized/actualized' rather than 'complete'. 

e) A second boundary is contiguous with the reference point from which the instance is seen. 

f) In [2c] the present is simultaneously the time when live in London continues to exist and when 

the speaker's retrospective view of that situation takes place. 

If we leave aside the question of boundaries, the marked continuative use of have Ven can be 

explained like the non continuative in [2a]. The subject's permanence underlies the temporal 

continuity of the past and non-past portions of the instance denoted. The subject is involved in the 

situation now and "has" the part of the instance that is already realized. 

5. 

 

Section 5 is about the present participle (Ving) a traditional marker of the incomplete aspect 

(inaccompli). It is a constituent of the periphrastic form be Ving, which expresses a viewpoint 

aspect. It may also occur in adverbial or adjectival clauses; we look at this use first, beginning with 

clauses in adjunct function. 
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5.1 In [3-7] the [a] and [b] sentences are equivalent; the [b] sentences contain an adverbial ing-

clause. 

[3a] His mother was ill, so Max had to withdraw from the expedition. 

[3b] His mother being ill, Max had to withdraw from the expedition. (Huddleston & Pullum, 1191) 

[4a] As I knew that Bill was on holiday, I burgled his house. 

[4b] Knowing that Bill was on holiday, I burgled his house. (Comrie, 39) 

[5a] I spent the afternoons and evenings in my room and I read books. 

[5b] I spent the afternoons and evenings in my room reading books. 

[6a] He took his pen and wrote a thank-you note. 

[6b] Taking his pen, he wrote a thank-you note. 

[7a] He stormed out of the house and slammed the door as he left. 

[7b] He stormed out of the house, slamming the door as he left. 

There is no appreciable aspectual difference (lexical or grammatical) between [a] and [b]. The 

situation is a temporary state (be ill) in [3a-b], a permanent state (know) in [4a-b], an activity (read 

books) in [5a-b], an accomplishment (take one's pen) in [6a-b] and an achievement (slam the door) 

in [7a-b]; Ving does not change the lexical type of the situation. Nor does it change the grammatical 

aspect. In [3] and [4] at the time of reference the states denoted are incomplete: they have not 

reached their final boundary. That this aspect is expressed both by the non finite and finite forms 

means that Ving here has no responsibility in the incomplete aspect: this is perhaps the default 

grammatical aspect with states, which continue until/unless something external happens to them, 

like recovery (be ill) or a memory lapse (know). In [5] the situation read books is bounded by the 

afternoons and evenings and the instance is complete; Ving in [5b] does not change this. In [6] take 

his pen is an accomplishment which is a necessary condition for another accomplishment; the 

instance is complete (reaches its final limit) even if taking is used. The same holds for [7]: the 

achievement slam the door is complete, whether slam is finite or non finite (slamming). Admitting 

that finite sentences like [a] are basic and that non finite ing sentences are their transforms we can 
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now say that substituting Ving for the finite verb in the transformation preserves the tense and 

aspect of the underlying form. Aspectwise, in this use Ving does not express an aspect and is 

transparent in the first analysis. 

It must be noted that the acceptability (or interpretation) is changed by be Ving: 

[3c] *His mother was being ill, so Max had to withdraw from the expedition. 

[4c] *I was knowing that Bill was on holiday and I burgled his house. 

[5c] ?*I spent the afternoons and evenings in my room and I was reading books. 

[6c] *He was taking his pen and wrote a thank-you note. 

[7c] *He stormed out of the house and was slamming the door as he left. 

In [3-4c] be ill and know are state verbs which do not ordinarily combine with be Ving. The 

avoidance of redundancy may explain this restriction if the incomplete aspect is the default aspect 

of states and incompleteness is a semantic feature of be Ving. In [5c] where the instance is bounded 

and is normally seen as complete it is the conflict between this and the periphrastic form this time 

which can explain the restriction. In [6c] a complete instance of take his pen is necessary before 

write a note can take place; the perfective in [6a] implies that completeness; Ving does not cancel it 

in [6b]; but the incomplete aspect expressed by be Ving makes the sequence unacceptable in the 

context of [6] (take one's pen and be Ving can combine if it is clear that the instance is seen before 

its end; eg In the photograph he is taking his pen.) Finally in an achievement like slam the door in 

[7] the initial and final boundaries coincide so that an instance is necessarily complete. A 

periphrastic form can refer to a series of instances, which can continue indefinitely and be 

incomplete (ex: He is always slamming doors) (iterative use) but it is not acceptable to describe a 

single instance in which the achievement occurs only once and cannot be incomplete (semelfactive 

use). While Ving preserves the semelfactive aspect in [7b], be Ving does not preserve it in [7c]. Like 

the other [c] sentences above this too confirms that the present participle in adverbial clauses is not 

aspectual, or not aspectual in the way that be Ving is. 
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But it is perhaps not meaningless. According to Comrie (39) in a sentence such as [4b] the ing-form 

"typically indicates (…) simultaneity (…) with the situation of the main verb". Simultaneity is not 

aspectual but temporal; it is a general temporal relation characteristic of the present tense, and this 

is probably why the ing-participle is traditionally called 'present participle'. In [3-4b] some of the 

instants when the states 'be ill' and 'know' obtain are also the instants when 'withdraw from the 

expedition' and 'burgle his house' occur. In [5b] reading books is coextensive and simultaneous with 

spent the afternoons and evenings in my room; in [7b] slamming the door is simultaneous with the 

last instants of storm out of the house. In [6] the accomplishments are successive, but ing is perhaps 

a device by which the narrator presents take his pen as a part of write a thank-you note; this 

presentation is superimposed on the succession expressed; it depends on / favours the interpretation 

of take his pen as preparatory to write a thank-you note (and of write a thank-you note as including 

the subsituation take one's pen). In this analysis the simultaneity of the ing-instances with the main 

situations, which provide the reference time, means that the ing-instances depend on the main 

situations for their temporal location, a fact which contributes to their subordination. In [3b] and 

[4b] where causality is involved, simultaneity attaches the dependent clause to the main event while 

the incomplete aspect of the states be ill and know presents the mother's illness and knowledge 

about Bill as a circumstance transcending and containing that event. 

A difficulty with this analysis is that there is also simultaneity between main and dependent 

situations when adverbial ed-clauses are used, whether the past participles are active or passive. 

[8a] Arrived at the spot, the party lost no time in getting to work. (Visser 1970, 1255) 

[8b] Argued ultimately on a basis of doctrine, these disputes tend to become more rigid and more 

bitter. (Scheurweghs 1961, 161) 

[8c] The discussion completed, the chairman adjourned the meeting for half an hour. (Quirk et al. 

1985, 993) 

When the dependent clause is not introduced by a subordinator indicating a temporal relation 

overtly, simultaneity is the rule. In the first analysis, this means that simultaneity might not be what 

the participle indicates in adverbial ing-clauses. However sentences [8a'-c'], in which the ed-
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participles are governed by ing-participles, are synonymous with [8a-c] and ing does not appear to 

express any feature that is not implicit there: 

[8a'] Having arrived at the spot, the party lost no time in getting to work. 

[8b'] Being argued ultimately on a basis of doctrine, these disputes tend to become more rigid and 

more bitter. 

[8c'] The discussion being completed (having been completed), the chairman adjourned the meeting 

for half an hour. 

So perhaps the ing-participles do mean the simultaneity of the non finite clauses with the finite 

ones, making this meaning and the syntactic dependency of the non finite clauses only more explicit 

in [8a'-c']. If they do, they have the metalinguistic / epilinguistic function of explaining meaning, 

and by the same token in [3b], [4b] and [5b] above perhaps they also express the incompleteness of 

his mother was ill, I knew (that Bill was on holiday) and I read books even if simultaneity is their 

principal sense. 

5.2  

 

The sentences in [9] have postmodifying ing-clauses in adjectival function. 

[9a] A military jeep travelling down Beach Road at high speed struck a youth crossing the street. 

(Biber et al. 1999, 630) 

[9b] A tile falling from a roof shattered into fragments at his feet. (Quirk et al., 1268) 

[9c] The dog barking next door sounded like a terrier. (ib.) 

[9d] It was a mixture consisting of oil and vinegar. (ib.) 

[9e] This is a liquid with a taste resembling that of soapy water. (ib.) 

[9f] Anyone knowing the whereabouts of John Smith is asked to communicate with his solicitor. 

(Comrie ib.) 

[9g] Anyone dropping litter will be prosecuted. (Erades 1975, 208) 

[9h] Anyone arriving one minute late was punished. 

The situation may be an activity (travel, fall, bark), an accomplishment (cross the street), an 

achievement (drop litter, arrive late) or a state (know, consist, resemble); the instance may be 
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incomplete (travel, cross, fall, bark, consist, resemble) or complete (drop, arrive); in the first 

analysis, drop and arrive in [9g-h] are semelfactive, just as slamming is in [7b]. A comparison 

between these postmodifying ing-clauses and synonymous finite relative clauses shows that Ving 

corresponds to a periphrastic form (the dog barking next door = the dog that was barking next door) 

or a simple form (a mixture consisting of oil and vinegar = which consisted…; anyone dropping 

litter = who drops litter).  

There are several kinds of postmodifying ing-clauses. 

5.2.1 The ing-clauses in sentences [9a-c] refer to particular instances of dynamic situations. The 

present participles present these instances in their unfolding: in progress and durative (incomplete 

aspect). Compare [9b'] where the past participle (completed aspect and resultant state) is used; the 

instance of fall is not seen in its unfolding but retrospectively: 

[9b'] A tile fallen from a roof lay in fragments at his feet. 

In [9b'] it may be noted that the main verb is stative (lay in fragments) and could not be dynamic: 

[9b''] ?*A tile fallen from a roof shattered into fragments at his feet. 

Conversely, in [9b], where falling is dynamic, the main verb could not denote a static location of the 

subject: 

[9b'''] *A tile falling from a roof lay in fragments at his feet. 

This means that the simultaneity constraint applies to postmodifying participles too; in [9a-c], 

travelling, crossing, falling and barking must be simultaneous or in contact with struck, shattered 

and sounded; in [9b'] the resulting state (be) fallen is simultaneous with lay in fragments. This 

simultaneity explains that the adjectival clauses in [9a-b'] are similar to adverbial clauses; [10a-b'] 

are near synonyms of [9a-b']: 

[10a] Travelling down Beach Road at high speed, a military jeep struck a youth crossing the street. 

[10b] Falling from a roof, a tile shattered into fragments at his feet. 
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[10b'] Fallen from a roof, a tile lay in fragments at his feet. 

In their adverbial use the participle clauses are interpreted causally; [10c] is not so acceptable 

because barking next door cannot be interpreted causally in the context of the main clause; 

[10c] *? Barking next door, the dog sounded like a terrier. 

 

In [10c] the participle clause is also more difficult to detach from its head noun because it provides 

highly integrated information that makes the nominal referent definite (the dog). 

The following is an attempt to explain the similarity between adjectival and adverbial participle 

clauses in general terms; the analysis of postmodifying ing-clauses is continued in 5.2.3. 

5.2.2 A participle clause is non finite; its verb lacks a tense that locates the situation it denotes, it 

does not inflect for number or person, and the entity of which it is predicated (its deep subject) is 

mostly covert ([3b] is an exception). Typically information about its temporal location and its 

subject is given by the context. 1) The ing-clause is located indirectly by the finite clause, with 

which it is simultaneous. 2) A nominal referent of the finite clause is also the deep subject of the 

participle clause. The participle clause attaches to the clause that supplies the information it lacks; it 

has a function in it — this is subordination; in return it also enriches this (main) clause — this is 

modification. 

In practice the participle clause can connect primarily to the nominal entity representing its subject 

within the main clause (adjectival use); or it can connect primarily to the situation of the main 

clause which locates it — this is the adverbial use in which it has a circumstantial role; but in each 

case the other connection is implicit; this is why [9a-b] and [10a-b] are synonymous. Note the 

following points: 

a) In a sequence like falling from a roof, a tile… ([10b]), the ing-clause has a circumstantial role in 

the main clause, describing an attendant circumstance of the situation denoted; opening the 

sentence it also has the pragmatic function of presenting/introducing the main event. In addition 

it modifies tile, although it is not a syntactic constituent of the NP a tile. A restriction is 

imposed on this modification; a fronted ing-clause in adjunct function can only be attributed to 
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the subject of the higher clause: this subject is a default theme to which properties can be 

attributed naturally. Compare [11a-d] in this respect; [11b-c] are ill-formed because the nominal 

entities modified by the fronted ing-clause (the jeep in [11b] and the youth in [11c]) are not 

expressed by the subject of the main clause: 

[11a] Travelling down Beach Road at high speed, a military jeep struck a youth crossing the 

street. 

[11b] *Travelling down Beach Road at high speed, a youth crossing the street was struck by a 

military jeep. 

[11c] *Crossing the street, a military jeep travelling down Beach Road at high speed struck a 

youth. 

[11d] Crossing the street, a youth was struck by a military jeep travelling down Beach Road at 

high speed. 

b) It is an important grammatical property of postmodifying ing/ed-clauses — one that 

distinguishes them from relative clauses — that the nominal entity which is their head in the NP 

must be their deep/covert subject. This suggests that an NP like a tile falling from a roof is 

perhaps not obtained by a process of relative clause reduction, but by predicating fall from a 

roof of tile directly. Traditionally a predication is the relation of the predicate of a sentence to 

the subject. In a sentence like a tile was falling/fell from a roof the subject a tile is theme; it is 

what the sentence as a whole is about or 'what something is said about'; and the predicate (the 

rest of the sentence) is the rheme, or 'what is said of the theme'; in other words the predication is 

information at sentence-level about the subject. In an NP like a tile falling from a roof the head 

of the 'nominal' tile is also what is enriched by the modifier (the ing-clause) which has the same 

lexical material as the predicate of the sentence; the addition of this clause is a kind of 

predication at phrase level. It could be called a 'minor predication' by contrast with the main 

predication at sentence-level; thus in [9b] the relation of falling from a roof to tile is a minor 

predication, while the relation of shattered into fragments at his feet to a tile falling from a roof 

is the main predication. The minor predication connects its clause to a nominal referent of the 

main clause which represents its deep subject; it also connects the situation of the minor clause 

with the time of the main situation (principle of simultaneity); the choice of the participle (ing 

or ed) depends largely on the aspect of the main verb (cf. [9b]/[9b'] above). Now in a main or 

independent clause, whether the sentence is a statement or a question, the subject-predicate 
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relation is typically a topic for discussion. If the sentence is a statement the Speaker asserts the 

relation, expecting the Hearer to accept it, but the Hearer may accept it or not. This motivates 

the structure: the predicate (was falling/fell from a roof) is not incorporated by the subject (the 

sentence is not a nominal structure headed by a noun); subject and predicate are two distinct 

terms that are divided from each other (the subject is the "external" complement of the verb); 

they are "sisters" immediately dominated by the node Sentence. In a predication at phrase-level 

on the other hand the subject-predicate relation is not at issue but is accepted and presupposed; 

the nominal referent which is deep subject incorporates the predicate. The structure is more 

integrated internally, having a hierarchical structure with headnoun and dependent clause, and it 

can thereby integrate externally into the higher clause in which it fills a function. 

5.2.3 A common use of postmodifying ing-clauses according to Biber et al. (631) is with "stative 

verbs of existence or relationship" (be, use, contain; concern, have, involve; arise, correspond, 

relate, require, result, etc.). Many of these verbs are hardly ever used with be Ving: 

[9d] It was a mixture consisting of oil and vinegar. 

[9e] This is a liquid with a taste resembling that of soapy water. 

The state denoted by the participle (consisting, resembling) is simultaneous with the state denoted 

by be. In [9d] the time at which the referent of it is a mixture is also the time at which this mixture 

consists of oil and vinegar; in [9e] the time at which the referent of this is a liquid is also the time at 

which the liquid has a taste and the taste resembles that of soapy water. In [12a] the time at which 

the mixture has interesting properties is also the time at which it consists of oil and vinegar. 

[12a] A mixture consisting of oil and vinegar has some interesting properties. 

The ing-participles also mean that, like be and have, with which they are simultaneous, the states 

consist and resemble are incomplete and continue. This aspectual feature is another reason for using 

the ing-participle. Sentence [12b] can refer to the same state of things as [9d]: 

[12b] It was a mixture produced/obtained by adding oil to vinegar. 
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In this sentence (where adding oil to vinegar is a gerund) the time at which the referent of it is a 

mixture is also the time at which the resulting state of produced/obtained by adding oil to vinegar 

exists. This state is 'consist of oil and vinegar', but it is only implied, not denoted. The verbs 

produce, obtain express dynamic accomplishments; they denote the coming to be of the mixture, 

not its existence once established or its constitution, as consist does. A past participle is necessary to 

indicate the completed aspect of the instance of obtain/produce and imply the adjacent resulting 

state; so the incomplete present participle cannot apply to these verbs in this sentence despite the 

simultaneity. 

5.2.4 Another common use of postmodifying ing-clauses in the context of the quantifier any is 

exemplified by [9f-h]: 

[9f] Anyone knowing the whereabouts of John Smith is asked to communicate with his solicitor. 

[9g] Anyone dropping litter will be prosecuted. 

[9h] Anyone arriving one minute late was punished. 

The ing-clauses are integrated adjectival constituents that modify (enrich) the head noun one 

(person) to produce new nominal categories (the category of those who know John Smith's 

whereabouts, of people who drop litter, etc.). The categories are present or past and are limited in 

time or not; any means the contingency of members of these categories and thereby of instances of 

the situations denoted (perhaps no one knows Smith's whereabouts, or will drop any litter). 

Sentence [9h] does not refer to the closed set of past actual instances of arrive one minute late; 

adopting the perspective of some past law, it refers to an open set of possible instances to which that 

law applied. Sentence [9f] can be analyzed like [9d-e]. The Speaker's present request — which is a 

response to his/her present ignorance — implies the possibility of other people's present knowledge 

of Smith's whereabouts. The ing-participle presents 'know' as existing at the same time as 'ask'; 

aspectually it means that the instance of 'know' is continuous and incomplete because it is a state. 

But sentences [9g-h] are different. The situations denoted by the ing-clauses are not unbounded 

states but bounded achievements; although an instance of 'drop litter' can be iterative, implying a 

multiplicity of subsituations (Huddleston & Pullum, 123), [9g], which expresses a warning as part 

of the enforcement of a law (dropping litter is an offense), is semelfactive: it is forbidden to drop 

even one piece of litter. So in the first analysis, the instance denoted by ing in [9g] is not incomplete 
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and continuous and it cannot be simultaneous with the main situation, the prosecution, which is 

posterior; the same holds for [9h]. 

But grammatical meaning can be stratified and the ing-participle is perhaps used metonymically to 

denote more than a dynamic instance of 'drop litter' or 'arrive one minute late'. In the structure 

'headnoun + modifying clause' the situation denoted by the clause is construed as a property of the 

referent of the headnoun. A property characterizes and perhaps distinguishes a nominal referent; it is 

conceived as belonging to that referent and this attachment is a state even if what constitutes the 

property is dynamic. In the context of the non specific indefinite pronoun anyone even a property 

like 'drop litter' is an essential property which identifies a new category; it is therefore highly 

integrated, existing permanently in the nominal referent. The hypothesis is that by analogy with [9d-

e] and [9f] the present participle in [9g-h] expresses the permanence of the properties 'drop litter' 

and 'arrive one minute late' in the nominal referents thus defined over and above the reference to 

instances of these situations. The properties are incomplete continuous states which are 

simultaneous with the main situations 'will be prosecuted/was punished' eventually; resting 

ultimately on the time-stable nominal referents, they underlie the conditional relation between, say, 

'drop litter' (protasis) and 'be prosecuted' (apodosis). This analysis means that in [9g-h] the 

situations 'drop litter' and 'arrive one minute late' are both instances and properties. It also means 

that there are two grammatical aspects in the ing-clause. One is the preconstructed complete aspect 

of the instances of the actions 'drop litter' and 'arrive one minute late' — without which there would 

be no actualization and no offender to punish. The other, which is superimposed on the first, is the 

incomplete aspect of these situations when they are envisaged as stable properties that remain 

attached to the agent until and after s/he is prosecuted. The completion of the dynamic instance 

marks the beginning of the incomplete property. Note the following points: 

a) Finite relative clauses can generally be used in NPs to express properties of nominal referents. 

[9d-h] have synonyms using these clauses (It was a mixture that consisted…(…), Anyone that 

arrived one minute late…). 

b) [9g] or [9h] is an apt expression of a law: (i) anyone represents a non specific indefinite subject 

that only bears the property which is the object of the law; (ii) the present participle promotes 

the continuity (logical relation) between the offense denoted by its clause and a prosecution, 

this continuity being the main object of the law. In contrast with this consider [13a]: 
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[13a] That boy/a boy who dropped litter the other day will be prosecuted. 

Although the law expressed by [9g] may underlie the relation between 'drop litter' and 'be 

prosecuted', an ing-participle is deviant: 

[13a] *That boy/a boy dropping litter the other day will be prosecuted. 

It is not justified in two respects: (i) The nominal entity concerned is not a general type but a 

particular individual who necessarily has an indefinite number of properties; 'drop litter' can 

only be a non essential property, one that cannot define the individual and be treated as 

permanent. (ii) 'Drop litter' and 'be prosecuted' are particular occurrences with distinct 

spatiotemporal locations; their temporal difference is prominent, which does not favour the 

expression of the logical continuity between them by the ing-participle. 

c) In English the passive voice has a marked form with and ed-participle. Examples of NPs in any 

with postmodifying passive ed-clauses are (adapted from Huddleston & Pullum): 

[13c] Anything submitted after today will be considered only next month. 

[13d] Anyone arrested will appear in court immediately. 

The properties denoted by the participle clauses are incomplete and continuous resulting states 

that are eventually simultaneous with the main action, but these grammatical features are 

simply not expressed, as the ed-participle is necessary here too, for the correct interpretation of 

the sentence. The ing-participle could only be borne by the passive auxiliary (anything being 

submitted/anyone being arrested) but such sequences would likely be analyzed as 'nominal head 

+ reduced relative clause containing be+ing' (anyone who is being arrested → anyone being 

arrested). 

5.3.1 In the dependent clauses studied in 5.1-2. the present participle has a locating and 

subordinating function. It indicates that the instance of the situation denoted by its clause is 

simultaneous with that denoted by another, finite, clause; thus it subordinates its clause and gives it 

a qualifying function, incompleteness being a subsidiary sense. In contrast this aspect is prominent 
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in the periphrastic form be Ving. In English, tense, not aspect, is an obligatory grammatical category 

of VPs in independent clauses (She sang). English tenses are strictly temporal: the preterite of sang 

and was in was singing means deictic or non deictic anteriority irrespective of aspect. The 

periphrastic form can therefore be seen as a device for combining a tense, borne by an auxiliary, and 

the incomplete aspect expressed by the ing-participle of another verb in the VP of the clause. 

Traditionally this form is analyzed as a "discontinuous constituent" consisting of the auxiliary be 

and an ing-participle. The auxiliary bears the tense and is predicated of the subject, thus predicating 

the ing-participle with which it is connected; but this connection is not analyzed and the auxiliary is 

not supposed to be meaningful as there is no alternative to it in the periphrasis. In contrast with this, 

some theories claim that meaning is a construction and that all the constituents of a structure 

contribute to its meaning, even if the contribution is a covert one. In these theories auxiliaries are 

meaningful elements and they can behave like ordinary verbs. For Joly & O'Kelly (1990, 178, 184, 

259 ff.) following Hirtle (1965, 1967), the auxiliary be situates the entity in subject function "in the 

immanence" of the situation denoted by the ing verb. Similarly Groussier & Rivière (85-6) claim 

that auxiliary be predicates of the subject "a state of involvement in the situation". This is the option 

chosen in this paper. The following is a syntactic and semantic account of the periphrastic form in 

which be is main verb and signifies the subject's involvement.  

The be Ving periphrasis has a hierarchical structure involving a main clause and a dependent clause. 

Be is the main verb; it can be finite. It is a two-place predicate whose external argument is the 

subject and whose internal argument is the non finite ing-clause. The dependent clause lacks a 

subject and a tense and receives them from the governing clause. When be is predicated of the 

subject, its complement clause is naturally predicated of it too; as for the ing participle, it implies 

that the situation denoted by its clause is simultaneous with the higher relation signified by be; 

hence the equivalence of She was singing and She sang. 

Semantically, the auxiliary in She was singing situates its external argument S (she), at time T, 

within the instance of the situation denoted by the internal argument headed by the ing-verb (this 

verb can be lexical (singing) or it can be the passive auxiliary governing the lexical verb (being 

sung in The song was being sung)). Thus be presents S participating in the situation with a semantic 

role in it. T is an independent reference point from which the instance is seen (viewpoint aspect); 
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there is a relation of simultaneity between this point, the instance that ing denotes and the subject's 

participation in it, whether in the present, the past or the future. 

According to the Oxford English Dictionary "the primary sense of be is 'occupy a place (…) in 

some specified place', 'be somewhere'; 'Thence (…) by abstracting the notion of particular space, so 

as to emphasize that of actual existence' into 'to be somewhere, no matter where, to be in the 

universe, or realm of fact, to have a place among existing things, to exist' (…). Thence 'by 

weakening the idea of actual presence, into the merely intellectual conception of 'having a place in a 

class of notions' (…) : 'Centaurs are imaginary creatures = centaurs have their place in the class of 

creatures of the imagination'"; thence (my interpretation) into 'being identical with': London (X) is 

the capital city of England (Y) = X coincides with Y = occupies the same space as Y/has its place in 

Y. In the analysis proposed the locative use of be in be Ving is a metaphorical extension of the basic 

spatial use 'be somewhere' to temporal situations. 

In this locative use the 'locating term' is the ing instance which is fixed in time by its simultaneity 

with T; the 'located term' is S. Be also means that the temporal relation between the two terms is one 

of coincidence (not anteriority or posteriority, but simultaneity), hence the expression of immanence 

and involvement. Finally, being stative, be indicates that this relation is stable through the instance: 

it is a temporary state. There is no contradiction between this and the dynamic character of the 

situation often denoted by the lexical verb (She was singing). Even if an agent performing an action 

executes distinct dynamic gestures (subactions) during the instance s/he is also involved at each 

instant in a single overarching situation, and this involvement is continuous and unchanging. Thus 

the subject in She was singing has two compatible semantic roles: 'located term (participant)' and 

'agent'. Offering an overt expression of the subject's participation, be is meaningful but redundant, 

since a subject's referent is necessarily a participant; this explains why She was singing is 

traditionally analyzed as a single clause even if it consists of two; it also implies that the main 

motivation for using this periphrastic form in an independent finite clause is the incomplete aspect 

(the present participle). 

 

The relation expressed by be contrasts with the one expressed by have in have Ven, in which the 

entity in subject function is beyond the limits of the completed instance expressed by the past 

participle, "possessing" its participation instead of being in the middle of it (cf. 3.3.). There is a 

semantic harmony between auxiliary and participle in the two periphrastic forms: have situates the 
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subject beyond the instance and the past participle means that the instance is completed and seen 

retrospectively; be situates the subject in the instance and the present participle means that the 

instance is incomplete and seen internally. 

5.3.2 Although the periphrastic form be Ving is an overt expression of incompleteness, its use in 

reference to incomplete situations is not universal. It is used freely in reference to durative dynamic 

situations (activities and accomplishments) but less often in reference to states. Prototypical, 

permanent, states are inert situations that do no change but continue infinitely "unless something 

happens to change them" (Comrie, 48-50), i.e. unless some external dynamic process interrupts or 

ends them: they know no aspectual contrast and are inherently incomplete. Their instances inherit 

this incompleteness. In [14a] the instance of be open is incomplete now and could remain so 

infinitely in the absence of any external action. Similarly sentence [14b] claims that be open was 

incomplete at one point in the past, no matter whether that state continued ([14c]) or not ([14d]): 

[14a] The door is open. 

[14b] The door was open. 

[14c] The door was open (then) and it has remained open until now. 

[14d] The door was open (then), but now it is closed. 

Sentence [14d] means that be open existed incomplete at a particular time of reference in the past, 

and it only implies that it is now complete. If instances of states are inherently incomplete, finite 

clauses denoting them do not require be Ving in order to express this aspect, and this can explain the 

restriction on the use of this periphrastic form with states. 

Durative dynamic situations are more complex. According to Comrie (ib.) activities and 

accomplishments "involve necessarily change" and they require a repeated input of energy to begin 

and to continue (cf. 2) ("the situation will only continue if it is continually subject to a new input of 

energy"); it is typically the agent that has the energy, or desire, to begin and to continue a dynamic 

situation. This condition for the continuation of dynamic situations — the "only if" in Comrie's 

account — implies that even if activities are atelic and can be protracted "indefinitely" (for an 

undetermined time) they cannot, in practice, be extended "infinitely" (endlessly) but must come to 

an end; and, unlike states, they do not end because something outside them changes them, but 

primarily because an essential part of them, the agent's energy, is no longer forthcoming at some 
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point. As for telic accomplishments, they have an inherent endpoint at which they stop (but they 

may also stop before this for the same reasons as activities). So inherently, durative dynamic 

situations show an aspectual opposition and follow the pattern incomplete/complete. This 

opposition motivates the use of distinct forms.  

Be Ving is also motivated by the salience of incomplete dynamic processes. There is a world of 

difference between the inertia-based continuation of unchanging states, which tend to fade into the 

background, and the energy-driven continuation of changing dynamic processes which engage an 

observer's attention: the alternative gestures of activities contrast ("If we say John is running (…) at 

one moment John will have one foot on the ground, at another moment neither foot will be in the 

ground, and so on" (Comrie ib.)) and so do the distinct subactions of accomplishments; at each 

moment one may also wonder whether an activity will continue or not and one may have to infer 

what an accomplishment is from what is seen of it. 

5.3.3 The two aspects are one thing; their expression is another. Tensed lexical verbs denoting 

activities or accomplishments can be used in reference to instances that are interpreted as 

incomplete or complete in context. In the history of English, before be Ving was in general use she 

sang/she made a chair could refer to complete particular instances of 'sing' or 'make a chair', or to 

incomplete instances of these situations, where present-day English uses the periphrastic form (She 

was singing/making a chair). The rise of be Ving contributed to the expression of the aspectual 

distinction, the periphrasis signifying the incomplete aspect overtly. But even today a tensed lexical 

verb may be used in reference to incomplete particular activities or accomplishments if this aspect 

in expressed by other means such as as or while: 

[14e] He made up the story as he went along. 

[14f] They looked after the children while I cooked lunch. 

[14g] Here she comes! 

The periphrastic form expresses the incomplete aspect of a dynamic instance, and the speaker's 

perception of that instance (cf. 5.3.4). Once it was established in that function, it developed the use 

illustrated in [14h] (cf. Huddleston & Pullum 167-8): 

[14h] He is being tactful. 
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[14i] He is tactful. 

Sentence [14i] can denote a character trait of its subject, or an instance of the quality 'tactful' in 

connection with some activity of the subject. In the second interpretation even if the activity and the 

quality are in existence, and incomplete, at the time of reference, the periphrastic form is not used. 

There are two reasons for this: 1) What predominates in this interpretation is not the activity, which 

is presupposed or implied, but the stated relation between the subject and the quality, which is a  

state. 2) By comparison with [14h] the sentence expresses a straightforward judgment about the 

subject. 

Sentence [14h] also refers to an instance of 'be tactful' connected to a particular activity; but unlike  

the second interpretation of [14i] it denotes "a transitory behaviour at a special moment which is 

often quite alien to the normal character of the subject" (Visser 1953) or it suggests that the subject 

"is putting on an act" (Huddleston & Pullum ib.); it also implies that this is the speaker's 

interpretation of the subject's behaviour. Conventionally be Ving is used in reference to incomplete 

instances of intentional dynamic situations. Its use in [14h] means that there is something of a 

dynamic situation in the subject's tact, which is construed as a deliberate choice. Being tactful 

implies that one is conscious and willing, but [14h] indicates a heightened agentivity ('agentive 

activity' in Huddleston & Pullum), namely the subject's decision to behave as he does for the 

occasion, probably insincerely. The instance of 'be tactful' has therefore a marked beginning and it 

will have an end; being limited to the instance denoted, the attitude cannot reflect a stable character 

trait as in [14i]. 

5.3.4 The dynamic incomplete aspect is expressed grammatically by be Ving and lexically by fixed 

phrases: 

[15a] The company is in the process of moving to new offices. 

[15b] I was in the middle of sorting some papers when the phone rang. 

[15c] In the course of researching customer needs, we discovered how few families have adequate 

life insurance. 

[15d] There was an armed revolt in process. 

[15e] The research was in progress. 

[15f] She was busy packing her things. 
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These expressions point to the significance of this aspect for speakers, while their variety perhaps 

reflects some of its facets, like the names given to be Ving by grammarians. Be Ving is sometimes 

called the "continuous" or "progressive" form. These are more positive terms than "incomplete", 

which suggests a lack; "continuous" means that the instance develops (expands) and implies that 

there is time ahead in which it can develop further; "progressive" means that more and more of the 

instance is realized as it develops. Research has thrown light on other features of be Ving, whether 

cognitive, contextual or modal; they are rather well-known and will not be presented there (cf. Cotte 

1997 94-116, 213-248). They do not conflict, but are in harmony, with the incomplete aspect. Thus 

an instance is "in progress/ongoing" (Huddleston & Pullum 123) at a particular time of reference. 

This time is when a cognizing subject, typically the Speaker, views and focusses on this instance for 

the benefit of the Hearer, but may also interpret it and express an attitude towards it; all this is 

implied by the name 'viewpoint aspect'. Note that the view and the focus may be durative (see 

below) and thus concomitant with the situation denoted. Thus a tensed sentence with a periphrastic 

form involves no fewer than three situations: the one denoted by the whole proposition, the 

participation of the subject in it (cf. 5.3.1) and the cognizing subject's view. 

5.3.5 The progressive is often placed in the category of 'imperfectivity'. The general definition of 

imperfectivity is "explicit reference to the internal temporal structure of a situation; viewing a 

situation from within" (Comrie 24) or "focus on some feature of the internal temporal structure [of a 

situation] or some subinterval of time within the whole" (Huddleston & Pullum 124). Habituality, 

which implies an incomplete series of instances of a single activity or accomplishment,  also 

belongs to the category; be Ving is one of its exponents. Thus the progressive contrasts with the 

'perfective' aspect which sees an instance from beginning to end 'as a complete whole' and with the 

perfect, which views a 'completed' situation retrospectively (cf. 3.); compare: 

[16a] She lights/lit a cigarette. (perfective)  

[16b] She has/had lit a cigarette. (perfect) 

[16c] She is/was lighting a cigarette. (imperfective, progressive) 

[16d] She is/was always lighting cigarettes. (imperfective, habitual) 

Despite their differences the progressive and the perfect share several characteristics (5.4 is about 

their combination). 1) They are viewpoint aspects. Unlike the perfective, they imply an independent 

situation of reference from which the instance denoted by the sentence is viewed by the speaker or 
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some other covert subject. The view is concomitant or retrospective; in either case it has a 'plot-

retarding effect' while the perfective has a 'plot-advancing effect' (cf 3.1). 2) The instance denoted is 

conceived of as somehow belonging to the situation of reference and as having 'current relevance'. 

This feature is commonly mentioned in discussions of the English perfect, but it is also shown by 

the progressive; if the perfect Somebody's stolen my car! marks the current relevance of a past 

action, how could the progressive Somebody's stealing my car! not mark the current relevance of 

the present action? 3) The two periphrastic forms can therefore be expressive. They can express the 

speaker's subjectivity — an emotion or an epistemic attitude towards something noteworthy; 

perhaps evidentiality. 4) The referent of the subject, when it is a material entity, is located relative to 

the instance denoted. In the perfect this entity has crossed a second limit, or the final limit, of the 

instance and is located beyond it (cf. 3); in the progressive it is located in a mid-interval of the 

instance after the initial and before the final limit and it is presented as participating in the situation 

denoted (cf. 5.3.1). 

5.3.6 The imperfective perspective is implicit in statements such as: be Ving "focalizes the listener's 

attention on the post-inception phase" of the instance (Visser 1924), "emphasizes the notion of 

'already'" (Jespersen 1932, IV, 183), or "declares that the event was already under way at the 

moment indicated" / "involves an accomplished portion" (Hirtle 27, 44). For these writers when be 

Ving is used, only a portion of the instance is realized (the instance is incomplete) and implicitly 

only a portion of what is realized, the "midinterval" after the beginning, is viewed. There is an 

example of the 'midinterval feature' in [17a] (Hirtle); it contrasts with the perfective aspect of [17b]: 

[17a] When the bomb exploded, he was going into the basement. 

[17b] When the bomb exploded, he went into the basement. 

In [17a] at the time of the explosion the instance of 'go into the basement' is incomplete — it is not 

known whether the subject gets into the basement — and this instance has already begun. The be 

Ving clause refers to its midinterval (or post-inception phase). The inception is presupposed, the 

midinterval is focalized and the termination is not known. This corresponds clearly to the internal 

perspective of the imperfective aspect. In [17b] the bomb's explosion causes 'go into the basement', 

which is viewed in its wake from beginning to end as a complete whole, i.e. externally. No attention 

is given to the instance's internal structure and its subdivisions and the entire instance is known. (In 
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these sentences the imperfective or perfective perspective of 'go into the basement' depends on the 

simultaneity or successivity of the two processes denoted.) 

However the midinterval is perhaps only an implicature of be Ving (a contextual interpretation) 

according to Huddleston & Pullum (164-5). I can use sentence [17c] if I worked in the library not 

only between ten and eleven, but all morning: 

[17c] Between 10 and 11 I was working in the library. 

My working in the library between ten and eleven is a midinterval of the instance of 'work in the 

library'. But I can also use [17c] if I worked in the library only between ten and eleven; then my 

working in the library is not a midinterval of 'work in the library' and the instance is not incomplete 

but complete (cf. Huddleston & Pullum ib.). Other examples of this use are the likely interpretations 

of [17d-e] (cf. Millington-Ward 1954, 36-40): 

[17d] I was driving from Edinburgh to London yesterday. 

[17e] He was playing tennis for the whole of yesterday afternoon. 

In reference to a midinterval be Ving is obligatory if the reference time in punctual as in [17a] (when 

the bomb exploded, at 10 o'clock, etc.) (but it is perhaps not obligatory in the first interpretation of 

[17c]). In reference to a whole instance be Ving is optional in [17c-e]; the simple form is also 

grammatical: 

[17d'] I drove from Edinburgh to London yesterday. 

[17e'] He played tennis for the whole of yesterday afternoon. 

Commenting on the difference between [17d] and [17d'], Millington-Ward writes (37-8): "the 

continuous form with the word yesterday automatically and immediately shows (a) that the whole 

of yesterday is meant, and (b) that the action was continuous during the whole of the time". [17d'] 

does not carry these implications; I may not have driven for the whole of yesterday and the action 

was perhaps not continuous. 
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According to Huddleston & Pullum (165) the cancellation of the midinterval (incomplete) feature, 

i.e. the reference to complete instances, is actually consistent with the imperfective meaning of the 

progressive. This meaning "involves taking an internal view of the situation (…) and not presenting 

it in its totality" (…) which is "not the same as presenting it as incomplete." The important word is 

presenting. The instance is complete but it is not presented in its totality because the speaker 

chooses to give an internal view of it, in which the initial and final limits are ignored. So the same 

internal view underlies all the uses discussed ([17c-e]). 

However this view is perhaps different where the instance is complete from where it is not, as in 

[17a]. In the second interpretation of [17c] or in [17d-e] it can be suggested that the speaker 

fictively takes a series of internal views of the instance. The unit 'yesterday' in [17d] is divided into 

a number of reference times, each of which in turn locates a distinct incomplete subinterval of the 

instance of the situation, and is a point from which that subinterval is viewed. As the unit is scanned 

the incomplete subintervals seen are knitted together into a continuum and an internal step by step 

representation of the instance is built. There is not one perspective on a single subinterval, but 

perspectives on many subintervals; this makes [17d] more emphatic and expressive than [17d'], as 

the subject is located within the instance repeatedly (be Ving is sometimes numbered among "the 

emotional and affective means of expression in Modern English" (Charleston 1960)). 

In contrast with [17d], the perfective in [17d'] expresses a non internal view of the complete 

instance. 1) The imperfective does not present the initial and final limits of the instance even if it is 

complete, but it focalizes its internal structure and the continuation of the process through its 

phases. On the other hand the perfective presents these limits and it presents the instance in its 

totality, from beginning to end, "as it were, from the outside" (Huddleston & Pullum 124), but is 

does not present its internal structure or the progress of the process in it. The imperfective reflects 

something of our experience of processes, while the perfective doesn't. 2) In [17d] 'yesterday' and 

'drive from Edinburgh to London' are subdivided into an indefinite number of reference times and 

subintervals and there is a one-to-one correspondence between them: each reference time locates a 

subinterval and is a viewpoint for it. There are no such subdivisions in [17d'], where 'yesterday' and 

'drive from Edinburgh to London' are undivided wholes; the situation is located by the day (the 

process took place yesterday, not on another day), but the relation is not specified further and the 

interpretation is more free: the instance may cover the whole day or not and it may be continuous or 

not (cf. Millington-Ward above). The perfective expression of complete processes is thus unmarked. 
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5.3.7 An essential feature of the imperfective aspect expressed by the progressive is that it involves 

two processes. One is the situation denoted by the lexical verb, which is typically dynamic; the 

other is the focalization of this situation, which is implied by the internal perspective. This is a 

mental process occurring at the time of reference and involving an Experiencer, the subject who 

focalizes, typically the speaker, and a Phenomenon, the object focalized (the instance of the denoted 

situation). The instances of the two processes are simultaneous in part, but they are not co-

extensive: the initial and final limits (and phases) of the situation denoted, which are no longer or 

not yet perceptible at the time of reference, are not focalized. The temporal difference between the 

instances is significant. 

If a is anterior to b it cannot result from b but is independent of it. If be Ving means that at the time 

it is focalized, an instance has already begun and is continuing as it was, it implicitly attributes to it 

a reality that is independent of the mental process by which it is viewed now and of its current 

representation by the experiencer. In other words it implies that it is objective (in the modern sense). 

Be Ving implies this independence. This is not in contradiction with the fact that it also expresses a 

speaker's conscious view of the instance and his/her perspective (the speaker names, qualifies, 

interprets, expresses a personal attitude towards the instance). On the contrary, recognition of the 

independence of the situation denoted can only highlight the subjectivity and representational 

character of whatever is said about it. 

The opposite of this is represented by performatives like: 

[18a] I declare the meeting open. 

[18b] I promise to pay the bearer on demand the sum of five pounds. 

In these sentences the speaker names and performs an action; the action is performed only if the 

sentence is uttered. This means that there is no independence or reality of the action denoted before 

the utterance. The action begins strictly when the sentence begins. In these non constative speech-

acts, be Ving is not grammatical and the aspect must be the perfective (cf. Cotte 1997, 97-98).  

[18a'] (*)I am declaring the meeting open. 
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5.4 Have Ven and be Ving combine in [19] (Huddleston & Pullum 147, Quirk et al. 210-3): 

[19a] Every time I see them, they have been drinking. 

[19b] It's been snowing. 

[19c] Have you been crying? 

[19d] I have been cleaning the windows. 

[19e] He has been losing money for years. 

[19f] We've been living in Europe all our lives. 

In [19a-c] the present perfect is non continuative. The speaker sees something and interprets it as 

the result, and sign, of a recent activity that s/he infers from it. The activity is viewed 

retrospectively from the present for its relevance; it is anterior and completed (compare Every time I 

see them they are drinking/they are about to drink). This explains the present perfect. Be Ving 

expresses a fictive internal view of the realization of the activity in its past context. From successive 

past instants with which the instances of 'drink', 'snow' or 'cry' are simultaneous, subintervals of 

these instances are focalized. In these fictive but expressive views the subintervals are linked into a 

continuous image of the instance (cf. 5.3.6 and Cotte 1997, 213-248). 

The retrospective perspective of the perfect sees the instance as already realized and the internal 

perspective of the progressive sees it being realized. The combination of the two perspectives in the 

sentence is not contradictory because a) Each perspective has its own reference time: the reference 

time of the internal view (the progressive) is in the past; that of the retrospective view is the present. 

b) One of the perspectives has precedence over the other. A VP like have been drinking has a 

hierarchical syntactic structure; the auxiliary have, which bears the tense of the whole unit and 

which imposes the past participle on be, is head; it governs be Ving, its internal complement. This 

means that the retrospective view of the perfect has scope over the internal view of the progressive: 

have connects be drinking to the present indicated by the tense that it bears; the past participle that it 

imposes on be, the head of be drinking, means that this instance is anterior to the present, i.e. past 

and completed when it is viewed. 

In I have been drinking the instance is related to its immediate context by be Ving and to its larger 

context by have Ven. The immediate context is where the instance occurs and where the first view 

of it is possible, while the larger context is the time for a later view; so the structure can be seen, 
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genetically, as an upward expansion of they were drinking — and early view of the instance in its 

past context — by the perfect, which expresses a later view in the larger context of the present. In 

this expansion the later view is added to the earlier one and transcends it; this is why the 

preconstructed VP expressing the imperfective view of the instance is the internal complement of 

the auxiliary of the perfect. The upward expansion follows the agent, who is seen in the middle of 

the dynamic situation then in the resulting state beyond it, "possessing" the realization of the 

instance. It also represents the experience of a witness. But in [19a-c] the speaker's mental activity 

corresponds to a downward movement in the structure. 

In [19d-f] the present prefect is continuative. The speaker has witnessed the instance. Be Ving 

indicates the focalization, which may be expressive, of past subintervals of the instance from a 

series of past instants that are simultaneous with it. Then have Ven expresses a present retrospective 

view of the past portion of the instance thus represented. The continuation of the instance in the 

present and future is implicit, but it is consistent with the usual definition of the imperfective 

(focalization of the middle of the instance) and of the completed aspect (what is completed is not 

necessarily complete).  
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