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ly because we view the situation as a state and not as a sensation cur-
rently being experienced, we use the non-progressive form, e.g. 'My
eyes sting' or 'My feet itch'.

With the progressive form we are concerned with conveying our
experiencing of a temporary sensation that is already in progress at the
moment of utterance, e.g. 'My eyes are stinging', 'My feet are itching'.
In this case we are referring to an ongoing process which is probably
seen as a temporary sensation that will end sooner or later.

The temporary nature of the sensation is brought out even more
clearly if we add 'again' to these sentences, the result being that we
note a marked preference for the progressive 'My back's aching again'
or 'My eyes are stinging again' as opposed to the non-progressive 'My
back aches again' or 'My eyes sting again' (as an indication of the recur-
rence of a certain condition the non-progressive form is possible, but
the progressive form would generally seem to be a more natural
option). Backache and stinging eyes come and go, they are iterative
events that may occur sporadically during the current period, but they
are not a permanent 'fact of life' for the speaker in question.

Interestingly, if we refer to a physical or psychological state that
suddenly comes into being immediately prior to the moment of utter-
ance, e.g. 'Mmm, that feels good' or 'Ooh, that stings', or 'That hurts'
in reply to an insensitive remark such as 'Given up dieting, have you,
Fatty?', then we find that the progressive form is generally quite inap-
propriate. The reason for this would appear to be that in order to use
the progressive form the situation must be perceived as having already
come into existence for a certain amount of time (at least a few sec-
onds) prior to the moment of utterance.

18) 'I promise to pay you back'/Tm promising to pay you back'.
We must also examine a group of verbs that have variously been

termed as 'asseveratives' (Jóos, 1964), 'performatives' or 'illocutionary'
verbs. These are verbs such as 'ñame' ('I ñame this ship "The Princess"),
'say' ('I say you're wrong'), 'advise' (I advise you to see a specialist')
etc., where the performance of the verb in question must be carried
out in its entirety at the moment of utterance in order to be consid-
ered as valid. Here we are dealing with a perfective use of the non-
progressive form. The use of the progressive form with any of these
verbs implies that the action has not been performed in its entirety.
Tm advising you to see a specialist' suggests that the speaker still has
something to add in terms of the advice being offered, perhaps because
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the hearer is not really convinced that the advice being given is suit-
able. Similarly, 'I promise to pay you back' represents an act -that of
promising- which has been completed simply by being uttered
(whether the promise is subsequently fulfilled is immaterial), while Tm
promising to pay you back' implies that the act of promising is still in
progress and is henee incomplete.

19) Tve finished the article'/Tve been finishing the article'.
The observation made in the previous point concerning 'perfor-

matives' points to an even wider issue that is often of crucial impor-
tance in determining whether the non-progressive or the progressive
form is used. In short, as we have already had cause to note in sev-
eral cases so far, we are often forced to examine what Lyons (1968, p.
706) has defined as the 'aspectual character' of the verb, a phenome-
non more commonly referred to as either 'Aktionsart' or (less fre-
quently) 'actionality'26.

Verbs have been classified by linguists in a number of ways; one
of the most fruitful distinctions has been that of identifying what have
variously been called 'accomplishment' and 'achievement' verbs
(Vendler, 1967), 'transitional event' verbs (Leech, 1971), or 'telic' verbs
(Garey, 1957) (from the Greek 'telos' meaning goal or objective), i.e.
where the kind of situation expressed by the verb or verbal expression
must reach a terminal point for it to be considered as having been
accomplished. For example, if we take the telic verb 'persuade', the
sentence Tve persuaded Bob to join our sports club' implicates that
Bob is now a member -or is about to become a member- of the sports
club as a result of being successfully persuaded by the speaker, while
Tve been persuading Bob to join our sports club' implicates that the
act of persuasión has not been fully completed.

Sometimes the verb may be essentially 'atelic', e.g. 'play', as in 'I
play golf every day' or Tm playing golf at the moment', but when it
becomes part of a certain type of verbal expression, e.g. 'play a round
of golf, it becomes 'telic', for while the sentence Tm playing golf at
the moment' does not invalidate the subsequent claim that the speak-
er has indeed played golf, the sentence (for example spoken to some-
one on a mobile phone) Tm playing a round of golf at the moment'

26 Bertinetto (1997, pp. 27-60) is one of the many contemporary theorists who
consider of the utmost importance the necessity of making a sharp distinction between
'aspectuality' and 'actionality'.
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cannot subsequently be taken as meaning with any certainty that the
speaker has played a round of golf. He or she may have begun play-
ing a round of golf, but may have been forced to give up before com-
pleting the entire round. Similarly, someone who was drowning but
was subsequently saved clearly has not drowned, and so on.

The implications of the distinction between telic and atelic expres-
sions have been widely examined by linguists, often with reference to
the perfect tenses, above all the present perfect. A sentence such as
Tve finished the article', containing the telic verb 'finish', leaves no
room for doubt that (at least, according to the speaker) the article has
been completed. This type of non-progressive present perfect can be
defined (on the basis of Declerck's classification, 1991a, p. 328) as
'indefinite' insofar as the moment of completion of the action lies whol-
ly before the moment of utterance, and henee is quite clearly perfec-
tive. The sentence Tve been finishing the article' is open to both a
'continuative' and an 'indefinite' reading. For example, if someone asks
a person sitting in front of a computer screen 'What have you been
doing all day?', a possible answer could be Tve been finishing the arti-
cle. Just five more minutes and 1*11 have finished it completely'. Here
we have a continuative reading: the speaker is still in the process of
putting the final touches to the article at the time the utterance is made.
Alternatively, as an answer to the observation made during an evening
meal 'You look dreadful. What have you been doing all day?', the reply
Tve been finishing the article' is self evidently of the indefinite variety
since the speaker is not actually involved in the activity of finishing the
article at the moment of utterance.

This indefinite type of progressive present perfect is sometimes called
the 'explanatory resultative' type (Declerck, 1991a, p. 341, note 62) in
that it tends to be used to explain the reason for a given situation, e.g.
'Your sleeves are all wet. Have you been watering the plants again?' or
'Sorry Fm late. Fve been trying to find somewhere to park'. Although
the actions referred to in such sentences have already come to an end
before the moment of utterance, their resultative implications are very
strongly in the foreground -the situation described in the indefinite
present perfect progressive is, as it were, prolonged in its results
(Defromont, 1973, pp. 66-67)27. Such uses of the indefinite present per-

27 Referring to examples of the indefinite form of the present perfect progres-
sive (e.g. 'You haven't been listening' or 'Who's been eating my porridge?'), Defromont
observes: "l'action désignée par has been -ing a, dans ees exemples, des résultats
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fect in the progressive form would seem to invalidate the claim made
by some linguists that only the non-progressive form may be consid-
ered as having 'resultative' implications.

20) 'She wrote to him'/'She was writing to him'.
Little can be usefully added here that has not already been

observed in hundreds of grammar books concerning the basic differ-
ence between the non-progressive and the progressive form of the past.
Non-progressive uses of the past in English tend to be predominantly
perfective28 insofar as the majority of situations are perceived as already
having been completed regardless of whether they are punctual or
durative ('You blinked just now', 'It took billions of years of evolution
to créate someone like you'); the situation described usually has no
connection with the present. Even sentences such as 'And they all lived
happily ever after', or Their love was eternal' are temporally bounded,
the situation having presumably terminated some time before the pres-
ent moment. However, there may occasionally be exceptions to this
rule, as Declerck has pointed out (1991a, p. 227), in cases such as
'Where's John?' 'He was in the kitchen five minutes ago, so I suppose
he's still there', where the situation of John being in the kitchen is not
represented as 'completed' by the past tense.

In the sentence 'She wrote to him', the action of writing is viewed
as being complete, while the progressive form of the past, on the oth-
er hand, as is well known, indicates an action or process that was in
progress but was in some way (either actually or potentially) incom-
plete, e.g. 'She was writing to him when she suddenly realised she did-
n't know his new address'.

directs et concrets qui sont présents á l'esprit du locateur au moment oü il parle" (1973,
p. 68).

28 This statement requires some qualification as there are a number of cases in
which the non-progressive past tense may refer to an imperfective situation. Just to
take one example, in certain 'narrative' contexts, a sentence where all the verbs are in
the non-progressive form of the past tense, e.g. 'As the farmer walked down the lañe,
the sun shone and the cows lazily munched grass' is, semantically and pragmatically
speaking, almost indistinguishable from the sentence in which all three verbs are in
the past progressive: 'As the farmer was walking down the lañe, the sun was shining
and the cows were lazily munching grass'. (Obviously, the latter sentence would strike
most native-speakers as the more natural of the two). Assuming one ignores the pos-
sibility of giving an ingressive interpretation to 'the sun shone' in the former example
(which would render the situation aspectually open to more than one interpretation),
in both sentences the verbal situations can be seen as being in some way incomplete
and henee may constitute cases of imperfectivity.
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Even modal uses of past tenses, such as 'distancing' as in 'I was
wondering if you felt like going out for a meal tomorrow evening' or
'Did you want to speak to the manager?', which need not necessarily
refer to a situation wholly located in the past time sphere, do not sub-
stantially affect the above remarks.

21) 'The bride wore a white dress'/The bride was wearing a white
dress'.

Sometimes the difference between the progressive form and the
non-progressive form in the past tense is minimal, but a slight nuance
may still be discernible, and it is one that lies at the heart of the dif-
ference between the two forms. With the non-progressive form here
we have a situation that refers to an action (which may well be per-
ceived as being complete), while with the progressive form we have a
situation that smacks more of a description than of an action. Decler-
ck (1991a, p. 276, note 41) agrees with Fenn (1987, p. 35) in consid-
ering certain instances of progressive sentences of this type, i.e. which
refer to atelic situations (e.g. 'John was standing outside the pub'), as
being in no way incomplete. From a purely pragmatic viewpoint this
may well prove to be the case. But all cases of the progressive are
potentially incomplete in a way that many cases of the non-progressive
cannot possibly be. For example, the progressive sentence here could
theoretically be preceded by a construction that would allow this
(potential) aspect of incompleteness to emerge clearly, e.g. 'When the
vicar accidentally spilt coffee all over her, the bride was wearing a white
dress', while the non-progressive form ('When the vicar accidentally
spilt coffee all over her, the bride wore a white dress') would imply a
sequence of actions, first the spilling of the coffee, then the wearing
of the dress.

It is precisely this difference in the way the two forms behave that
accounts for the way they are sometimes intermingled in descriptive
scenes in novéis, the non-progressive form carrying the action forward,
the progressive form filling in the scene: "I flung on my clothes. The
corridor was holding an exhibition of appalling paintings of happy
Russian peasants dancing in snow-filled forest glades. In the casino,
two sullen Finns were playing against a roomful of croupiers and host-
esses. I stepped into the street. A flurry of girls with their pimps
advanced on me"29.

29 John Le Carré, The Game, Alfred A. Knopf, New York, 1995, p. 257.
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22) 'I arrive in Tokyo at six o'clock tomorr-ow'/Tm arriving in Tokyo at
six o'clock tomorrow'.

Another well-documented difference between the non-progressive
form and the progressive form consists in the two future uses of the
present tense. The non-progressive form implies an arrangement or
state of affairs that is so certain that it becomes in practice a kind of
continuation of the present, thus making the use of the present tense
particularly appropriate. Once again it is to be viewed perfectively as
a situation that is already complete in itself, and the presence of the
non-progressive form lends an air of authoritativeness to the situation,
leaving no room for uncertainty: the future situation has already entered
the realm of 'fact'. The progressive form -so frequently employed when
referring to short-term personal plans- may sometimes leave room for
a margin of uncertainty; although considered unlikely, things might not
go according to plan.

However, the choice between the non-progressive and the pro-
gressive form does not always depend on the greater degree of cer-
tainty implicit in the use of the non-progressive form; it may often be
a question of how the speaker's perceives the situation. For example,
if someone says 'Hurry up. The film starts in ten minutes', the situa-
tion of the film starting is perceived "from outside" (Comrie, 1976, p. 4),
as an objective fact that is in some way 'detached' from any other con-
sideration and which pertains to the near future, whereas if that same
person says 'Hurry up. The film's starting in ten minutes', the situation
is perceived as implicitly referring to a wider situation which came into
being prior to the moment of utterance, in this particular case, for exam-
ple, the arrangement to see the film. It is that wider situation which is
currently 'in progress' -and which the speaker is 'in the middle of—
that necessitates the use of the progressive form. But the use of the
latter does not necessarily imply a greater degree of uncertainty as to
whether the film will in fact start in ten minutes' time or not.

However, one cannot say *'It rains tomorrow' (Comrie, 1985, p. 47)
because there is no hundred per cent certainty about weather fore-
casting, while one can say 'The sun rises at 5.30 a.m. tomorrow'
because it is a fact that obeys a scientific law. The progressive forms
*'It's raining tomorrow' and *'The sun's rising at 5.30 a.m. tomorrow'
are unacceptable because the present progressive with future time ref-
erence refers exclusively to man-made phenomena that are planned or
arranged in advance, and leaves room for the eventuality that the planned
event may not take place. It is no coincidence that the 'going to' form
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