
LEONARDO SPALATIN 

VERBAL ASPECT IN ENGLISH* 

1. DEFINITION OF VERBAL ASPECT 

Italian linguistic scientist Giacomo Devoto defines verbal aspect as 
»the quality of verbal action« (L'aspetto del verbo, Lingua nostra, anno 
II, fasc. 2, marzo 1940-XVIII). 

John Dyneley Prince in his »Practical Grammar of the Serbo-Croatian 
Language« (Beograd 1929) says that »aspect regulates the expression of 
cOlltinuance or noncontinuance of the verbal action.« Though this 
)) Grammar« is i ..lltended strictly for practical purposes it is interestillg 
for our discussion as it gives adefinition of the verbal aspect in Serbo
Croatian by an English-speaking person. Rajko Hamilton Ruzic in his 
treatise ))The Aspects of the Verb in Serbo-Croatian« (California Uni
versity Press) defines aspect as the expression of the continuance 01' 

uoncontinuance of, the verbal action. 
O. Jespersen in ))Philosophy of Grammar« tries to define verbal aspect 

in terms of its variolls fnnctions, which are as folIows: 
(1) The tempo distinction between the aorist and the imperfeet. 
(2) The distinctioll between durative or permanent and pnnctual or 

transitory. ' 
(3) The distinction between conclusive and non-eonclusive verbs. 
(4) The di5tinetion between finished and unfinished. 
(5) The distinetion between what takes place only onee, and repeat

ed or habitual action or happening. 

* lt should be 11l1derlined right at the beginning of this paper that it is by no) 
means intended as an attempt to give adefinite answer to the question of verbal 
aspect in the Englis!. language. 11 will treat the question of yerbal aspect (01' aspect,) 
in general , trying to show what the problem is rather than making an attempt 10 

.olve it. The paper will try to find out whether there is snch a thing as aspect in 
the Ellglish language; if it exists, how it is expressed. ' 
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(6) The distinction between stability and change. 
(7) The distinction according to the implication 01' non-implication 

of a result. 
Curme (Syntax) says that »aspect indicates the aspect (sic!), the type, 

the charactcr of the action. 
It will be inte1'esting to mention that the so-far !fullest treatise on the 

question of aspect in Serbo-Croatian (fluro Grubor, »Aspektna znace
nja«, Rad Jugoslavenske akademije znanosti i umjetnosti, knjiga 293, 
Zagreb 1953), whieh has 229 pages, does not even attempt to define 
the nature of aspeet but begins immediately with the various meaning" 
of aspect forms. 

Almost all of the authors quoted above are ll1embers of nations whose 
"language has no aspect proper but only Aktionsart, which is often con
fused with aspect. This paper will try to show that they belong to Lwo 
<JlIite different categories although their spheres may overlap, 01' ll1:lY 
~eem to do so. A sill1ilar confusion is not at all rare in works of Slavic 
allthors on the same subject for the reasons explained further on. 

Essentially, the term »verbal aspect«, at least that is the position of 
this paper, is the distinction between one and the same kind of verbal 
action considered in its progress 01' in astate of completion inherent in 
the verb itself withollt regard to its lexical value. This explains why the 
present of perfective verbs (completed action at On) can be used for the 
past in Croatian: Doau rano, ali je on vee bio otisao; and the present 
of imperfective verbs (action incompleted at On) for the future: DoZa
zirn sutra. 

The definition of verbal aspect as representing a verbal action as 
static 01' dynamic covers more 01' less completelyall the definitions gi
yen above. Some of them coincide exactly with this definition 01' are, as 
that of Jesperson, only a more detailed analysis of the same thought, 
and others, like that given by Curme, are so vague that it would be dif
ficult to find something they could not mean. Although a majority of 
the definitions are in accordance with the one maintainecf by this pa
per, the approach to the question of aspect is different. The definition 
of aspect as given in this paper views aspect as an inherent charaete
1'istic of a given verb, while most of the definitions given above consi
der the various types of actions which can be expre;'5sed by averb, but 
which are more a result of the actual meaning of the verb thall of any
thing else. They consider the types of verbal action while this paper 
goes to the verbal action itself and defines it as activity or act, in other 
words they are concerned with the meaning, our definition considers 
the function. They mostly confuse the dynamic 01' static quality of a ver
bal action with the possibilities in which variants of this dynall1ic 01' 
static quality can be expressed, that is, they confuse aspect with Ak
tionsart. While the function of verbal aspect is to show whether the 
verb ~neans that the action it stands for is in its development 01' .in a 
state of completion, Aktionsart stands for the various forms a complet
cd, incompleted 01' aspectnally neutral action can assllme. Aktionsart 



is concerned with the meaning of the verb and has no influence on its 
syntactic use, aspect determines syntactic situations in which a verb 
can be used. The function of aspect comes nearer to the function of 
tenses than it does to Aktionsart, as both tenses and aspect are categories 
hased on time; tenses defining a verbal action as past, present or 
future; aspect viewing it as occupying a cejl.'tain length of time or 
no time at all. As they both are concerned with time. it is quite na
tural that one will have some influence on the other and that they will 
sometimes be taken one for the other as in the example given above 
where the perfectivepresent stood for the past while the imperfective 
present stood for the future. 

To illustrate the question of aspect, letus take the verb to drink. 
From its infinitive form nothing can be conclud'ed as to the aspectual 
value of the verb. The verb can mean an action considered in its deve
lopment, without any implication of the beginning, end or even actua
lity, as He drin/;sa lot 0/ tea. Or it can mean a single act, as He drank 
a cup of tea after dinner. The difference in the function of the verh 
{o drin/; in each of the sentences, is what is called aspect in this paper. 

Of course, we can take the compound verb to drink up and say that 
it unmistably means an act and not an action. That is only apparently 
true, for we can use the verb in a context as the following: In summer 
he drinb up one large glass of water after another, where the verb 
stands for an action, not for an act,that is, the final moment is of no 
importance amI the action is not considered as static but as dynamic. 

Why the verb to drink seems to stand for an action, and the verb to 
drin/; up for an act will be discussed in Part Two. 

II. ASPECT IN ENGLISH 

Let us take the verb to drink again. Wehave seen that in the sentences 
He drinb a lot of tea and He dranh a cup of tea after dinner the verb 
is used for two different aspects of the action of drinking. In the first 
sentence it stands for a pure action, in the second it may stand for a 
finished act. But the action or the act value of the verb is not deter
miI)ed by the nature of the verb itself, it entirely depends on the con
text in which .the verb is used. We can take the second sentence (He 
drank .a ClIp of tea after dinner) with the act-value of the verb, and 
changing it slightly we shall get quite the opposite, value of the verb, 
that is action, as He drank tea after dinner. From the above examples 
it is evident that the act or action function of thc verb is only a que
stion of the situation in which it is used and is not a permanent cha
racteristic of the verb. In Serbo-Croatian in the sentence He drinks a 
lot of lea, the verb would be imperfective (pije) ; in the second sentence, 
He drank a cup of tea after dinner, the verb would be perfective (po
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pio je, ispio je); and in the third sentence, He drank tea after dinner, 
it would be imperfective again (pio je). The conclusion is: The English 
verb has no aspect distinction. 

The progressive forms like He is drin king a lot of tea (in contrast to 
He drinks a lot of tea) obviously stan'd for an action and not for an act. 
This is not in contradiction with our cOllclusion. It simply means that 
there are w-ays and means to express aspect in English, as it concerns 
verbal forms rather than the verb itself. The progressive forms can he 
l1sed with practically any verb with very few exceptions. But what du 
the progressive forms really mean? They normally stand for an action 
t:iking place round a definite point of time. They do not stand for pure 
actions as such, but for a definite type of action; in other words, thcy 
stand for Aktionsart, type of action, and not for action itself. This ex
plains the distinction between He drinks and He is drinking on oue 
band, and the imperfective verb pije used in Croatian for both situa
tions on the other. He drinks is aspectually neutral, standing for both 
.act and action, whiIe the progressive form only shows that the aspec
tually neutral present stands for adefinite realization of the action at a 

_	given mome l1 t; in the same way as . other combinations can stand for 
other types of action: He has drunlr (final momellt), he begins to dril11~ 
(initial moment); etc. It is worth noticing that in older language (Cur
me, Syntax, § 38) simple forms were often used where now progressive 
forms would normally stand, from which it may be concluded that the 
ing-forms have been chosen as a convellient meami to denote the actua
lity ofan action in the same way as the verbs to tunt., to become, to 
come to, to get, etc. (see Curme, Syntax, §38, 2, a) are used for thc in
gressive Aktionsart (see F. Mosse, Histoire de la forme pe,.iphrastique 
and Curme Syntax, § 38; and the many othcr functions of progressive 
forms and their interchangeability wi~h simple forms). The ing-forms 
and the present perfect tense, which seem to stand for an act or an 
action respectively are not used for that .purpose exclusively. F. Mosse 
enumerates a large number of the different meanings of progressive 
forms, among other, which could be very important for our discussion, 
hut unfortunately is not convincing, its ingressive valuc, as in: The life 
into which they are entering. 

We have a similar situation with the, present perfect tense which, it 
is true, can stand for a completed act (Thc wind has blown the fence 
down) but it also very often stands for an action (the so-ca lIed inclusive 
perfect): I have lived here five years. So tha t hoth tite progressive forms 
and the present perfect derh'c their apparently aspectual value from 
the situation in which they are used rather than from their function, 
mllch in the same way as the the simple verb to drink was used. 

There are verbs, like for instance to sleep which by their very meau
ing- stand for an action rather than for an act. In the simple present 
I .sleep nothing is said either of the beginning or the end of the action, 
so that wc can say that the verb to sleep is imperfective. But does the 
fact that we have defined the verb to sleep as imperfective - does it 

.35 



influence the use of the verb in any way? It does not, since the apparent 
imperfective value of the verb is due to i ts aculal meaning, it does not 
concern its function in the least degree, and it can be used in the same 
syntactical situations as, for instance, the verb to swollow up, which 
appears to stand for. an act, that is, lllay be considered perfective. The 
imperfective aspect of the verb to sleep is entirelly duc to the fact that 
we usually sleep several hours, while the perfective aspect of such verbs 
as to fall is due to the fact that we usually consider the act of falling 
in its last stage, that is, the suhject lying on the ground. As the situa
tion decided whether the verh to drink should he looked upon as per
fective or imperfective, in the same way the ahsence of a definite si
tuation (verb in the infinitive) makes HS place the verbs to sleep and 
to fall in the situation in which they are most often fOlwd. So that wc 
have again arrived at the concrete meaning in a given (or implied) si
tnation as decisive for the aspectual value of averb. 

The aspectual value of the English verh is hy no means inherellt in 
the verb itself: it isdetermined hy every situation in which thel verb 
is used. Aspect is the remnant of the old Indo-European verb-system 
<lud its röle is strictly functional. Aktionsart is a lexical value depen
dent on the denotation of the verh and the .connotatioll of the context. 

111. WAYS OF·EXPRESSTNG AKTIONSART IN ENGLISH 

This part, strictly speaking, should not he included in the paper as it 
<loes not deal with aspect but with another characteristic of the verb 
llsually known under the Gennan term Aktionsart. As aspect and Ak
tionsart are often cOllfused, we shall try to show what it is that causes 
this confusion and then proce9,e to discuss the question of Aktionsart ' 
in English. 

The verb to arrive usually stands for an act (perfective aspect). It is 
the fina'l link of the se ries start-go-arrive, that is, it stands for the final 
moment of the action of moving. In this way we have, for this partieu
lar case, thc following value of the verh to arrive: act considered as the 
final moment of an action. With the verb to start we have an act con
sidered as the initial moment of the action of moving, and, finally, with 
the verb to go we have the action itself considered in its dura tion. So 
th e senes start-go-arrive has this value: act:initial moment - action:du
ration - act:final moment. We see that in each pair we have a combi
nation of function (act-action) and of meaning (initial moment-duration 
-final moment).2 Frolll this it is dear that aspect and Aktionsart are 
rcIated in such a way that each of the aspects restrics the types of ver
haI actions to a certain ntlmber of possibilities. In the sentence He 

2 It .honld not be forgollen that the terms action ana "ct as applied to English 
verbs must be taken in the sense discussed in the secolld part of tbe paper. 
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drinks a lot of tea the simple present he drinks cannot stand for thc 
initial or final act because the verb stands for a pure 'action considered 
in its duration. In the sentence He drank a cup of tea after dinner th,~ 
preterit he drank stands for the final act of drinking and cannot, in this 
context, stand for, say, an action considered in its duration. But if thC' 
aspect is changed' by placing the verb in a different situation, like in 
He drank tea after dinner, the Aktionsart also changes and stands for 
a 	durative action. As aspect and Aktionsart depend one on the other, 
olle being the function (in the mathematical sense) of the other, they 
are very likely to get confused, especially in languages where aspect 
depellds so much Oll meaning and meaning is the sphere of Aktionsart. 
This is even tnle of languages with a weIl defined aspect system where 
it 	is sometimes difficult to say whether a verb is only a' variety in thc 
kind of actien of an aspectual pair 01' the second' member of another 
pair. . 

Separating aspect from Aktionsart we arrive . to the following system~ 

1. Pure Verb 

A. 	ASPECT (determined by· context): action 

AKTIONSART: 1. durative·: to sleep 
2. 	 repeated: to stroke 
3. 	an action performed in small measure: to sip 
4. an action performed by several subjects: to disperse 

B. 	ASPECT (determined by context): act 
AKTIONSART: 1. ingressive: begin 

2. effective: end, drink up. :I In compound verbs three 
kinds should be distingnished': (1) those in which the adverb serves only 
to give the verb a definite Aktionsart: to eat up, (2) those in which the 
adverb is nsed to give them a new meaning: to turn up, and (3) those' 
where the adverb has retained its original meaning: to come in. In this 
list we are concerned only with the compound verbs of the first group. 

3. 	 series of acts: flicker, crachle. 
4. momentaneous (termina te, confined to one single 

moment.: to give, to slap, to hit, to .~lwot. 

2. Other Ways 

In the above section we started frorn thc form (verb),llow we start 
horn the meaning and show what form a meaning take5. The suppo
sition i8 this: If the whole system of a langllage allows of a certain si
tuation, the language will provide means to express the situation. 

3 Compound verbs are included among pure verbs as they are considered as one 
morpheme; we can make a suhstantive goings·on hut we cannot say* bcgillnin~s ·to 
-sing. 
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I. DESCRIPTION AND VERB·COMBINATIONS 

A. ASPECT (d'etermined by context): action 

AKTIONSART: 1. durative: remain, keep (on), continu.e, go on, etc. 
plus present participle. 

2. an action done on several objects: 10 break l'€veraJ 
objects in two (Ruzic). 

B. ASPECT (determined b y context): act 
AKTIONSART: 1. ingressive: begin, ,commence, start; break ou.t, burst 

ou.t, set about, get, grow, etc. plus infinitive or present participle. 
2. 	 effective: to sing to Ihe end 
3. aseries of acts: the hou.selwld fell ill one . person 

after another. He brolce every bone in his body. 
It should be noted that this purely descriptive way of expressing ideas 

very often varies from speaker to speaker and it cannot be taken as a 
definite syntactical category.1t ranges from combinations of an appa· 
rently aspectual verb plus another aspectually neutral verb to long de
scriptions, and by descriptions we can express any morphem from any 
language, but description does not contribute mnch to onr disc~ssioll. 

11. VERB FORMS 

A. 	ASPECT (determined by context?): action 
AKTIONSART: 1. actuali.ty: to be singing. I am still doubtful abont the 

aspectual value of this form. It is not the question whether this in an 
expression of aspect that is difficult to decide. I am quite sure it is not 
aspect because aspect, by its very definition, concerns the whole verbal 
system and not only apart of it, it exists in the verb, not in verbal 
forms. As the form denotes actuality, does not actuality by its very na
ture always stand for an action, neve'I" for an act? If this is true, the 
action·value of the' form would be a result of its actual meaning, like 
for instance the aspect-value of the verb to sleep in the infinitive. I The 
question: whether we can change the aspect-value of the ing-forms by 
plltting them in various contexts still remais open. The ingressive value 
- a sudhivision of perfective aspect - which Mosse ascribes to the verb 
form in the sentence The life into which they wel'e entering can very 
easily he interpreted as standing for an action in the state of realization 
rather than for an act. 

B. 	ASPECT (determined by context): act 

AKTIONSART: 1. effective: to have read. 
Curme in his German Grammar gives a very interesting example of 

Aktionsart which can be expressed only'in speech: The ingressive mo
ment can also be expressed by giving a verb a ~pecial stress, as when 
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1 see it is »an exeIamation uttered upon finding a point in the land
scape after a, long search. « Here both the aspect of the;verb to see, which 
is normally action, and the Aktionsart, which is usually durative, are 
changed by a specia~ stress given to the verb. This example suffices to 
show to what degree aspect aud Aktionsart depend on the given si
tuation and how many possibilities there are to express them of which 
only a few have been listed here. 

IV. CO N C L U 5 ION. 

We have tried to show what is meant by the te.nn )~aspect« and we 
have contrasted it to another language phenomenon usually known as 
Aktio.nsart. Applying the definition of aspect to English verbs it has 
been suggested that they do not admit of any aspect distinction and 
that their aspectual function depends on the situation in which they 
are used or which is implied by the typical meaning of each verb. It 
changes with the change of context and thereforecannot be taken as a 
permanent characteristic of averb. Although there are constrllctions 
(progressive forms) which always present a verb as standing for an 
action, it has been refused to accept them as bearers of aspect because 
they are not usüd' in aspectual contrast to simple tenses as I steep: I am 
sleeping both stand for imperfective aspect and they are evidently not 
used for two different functions of the verb to sleep, they hoth stand 
for an action and they differ only in the type of the action, in other 
words the relation I sleep: I um sleeping is notof the type act: action 
but of the type habitual action: action in progress. 

Sometimes the contextual situation in which a verb is used is not 
eIear enough to warrant the use of a perfective 01' imperfective verb 
when an English text is translated into a langllage with a well-defined 
aspect system. This seems to indicate that the English language does not 
feel the necessity of representing a verb as an act 01' an action and that 
aspectual differences that are found are only incidental without any 
effect on the linguistic feeling of an English speaker. Therefore it 
seems reason'ably safe to conclude that the English verb is aspectually 
neutral. Wehave been confirmed in the correctness of this conclusioll 
by a sentence from R. A. Hall's book Lea/Je Y our Language AloT/e! in 
which h e expressly says that aspect is a category which is not found in 
th e English language. 

We have pointed out the co fusion between aspect and Aktionsart and 
have tried to explain the reasons which have led to it by showing that 
a verb looked upon as standing for an act can denote certain types of 
verbal action and when it is considered as an action it allows of other 
types of verbal action. Finally, we have shown the relation between 
aspect and Aktionsart, various kinds of Aktionsart foumT in EngE:;1 1 

and the ways in which they are expressed. 
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Sudriuj 

GLAGOLSKI ASPEKT U ENGLESKOM JEZIKU 

Aspekt treha odijeliti od Aktionsarta, jer svaki od njih pripada dl'ugoj gl'umatu'
koj kategoriji. Uloga aspekt': je fllllkciollallla, a Aktionsart ima salUO leksii'ku Vi" i
jednost. U engleskorn aspekatska VTijednost glagola odreden3 je uvi~ek samo kon
tekstom, i isti glagol 11 razlicitirn kontekstirna poprima obje aspekatske vrijednosti. 
Neki glagoli i kada se nalaze u infinitivu bez konteksta eini se, da imaju O'dreden1l 
vnjednost akcije ili akta, ali tome je uzrO'k .einjenica, da se ti glagoli u takvom slu
caju uzimaju u njihovom tipicnom znacenju. Za glagol to sleep (spavllti) eini se, da 
.tO'ji za akcijll, a glagol to fall (pasti) za akt. Tome je uzrok !lto covjek spava ohieno 
dulje vremena. a kod glagola to full mislimo obieno na zadnji stadij radnje, t. j. 
suhjekt le"i na. zemlji. Tu smo zapravo opet dosli do zakljucka, da kontekst (tipiella 
situacija) odreduje aspekt. Isto je tako j s progregivnim ohlicima: pl'ogresivni oblici 
s loje za Aktionsart , koji hismo mogli lIazvati aktuelnost, a aktuelnost znaci akciju (im
perfektiväost), pa je i ovdje kontekst odlucio 0 aspektu. Ovo vrijedi i za druge 
glagolske obnke (lla pr. perfekt). Zakljucak je, da glagolski aspekt u .engleskom 
ovisi 0 odre<lenoj silllaciji, koja moze hiti izricito navedena, ili je natuknuta tipicnim 
znacenjem glagola, ili je odredena tipicl1im znacenjem glagolskog ohlika, pa prema 
tome engleski glagol nema svO'ieg ul1utrasl1jeg, funkciO'nalnO'g glagO'lskO'gaspekta. 

Aspekt (funkeija) i AktiO'nsart (zl1acenje) pO'vezani s uutO'likO', stO' a~pekt O'grani
cuje mO'gncnO'sti zllacenja Aktionsarta. KakO' sn, prema tO'me, te dvije kategO'rije 
funkciO'nalnO' pO'vezane (u matcmatickO'm smislu), razumljivo je, !ltO' se cestO' brkaju_ 

AkO' kO'ntekstO'IJl O'dredimO" aspekt, O'nda AktiO'nsart pO'prirna razlicita znacel1ja, 
kO'ja se mO'gn iZl'aziti ili cistim glagO'lO'rn, ili pO'mO'cu kO'mbinacije aspekatski neutral
nog glagola + glagO'I, kO'jemu tipicna sitnacija daje aspekatsku vrijednO'st, ili gla
gO'lskim O'hlikO'rn, ili oduljim opisO'm, ili cak, n gO'vO'ru, narO'citim naglaskO'rn. 
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