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There are three main divisions of time: the Past, Present and Future. The Past 

and the Future are interminable, while the Present is theoretically but a fragment of 

a moment. It is the moment of the speaker’s immediate perception of the objective 

reality and it coincides with the moment of speech: 

TIME 
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 PAST 
PRESENT  

MOMENT  
FUTURE 

So, the linguistic content of the present moment is the moment of speech [1]. 

Though the present moment is but a fragment of a second, it is the most 

important for us because at every immediate moment of perception of the objective 

reality we always live in the Present. The objective time is reflected in the thought 

in the form of the concept of temporality and through the thought is represented in 

human languages with the help of various means: 

• lexical (yesterday, today, tomorrow, then);  

• lexico-morphological (pre-war, post-war);  

• lexico-syntactical (in two days, this week, two weeks ago); 

• morphological with the help of tense forms (he speaks, he spoke, he will 

speak, he has been speaking). 

 

The most abstract means of expressing temporality is the morphological one, 

i.e. when the very grammatical form of the verb, though in a very generalized, 

abstract way, indicates the time of the action spoken of (e.g.: goes, went, will go, 

etc). The tense form “went” only indicates in a generalized way that the action of 

“going” took place before the moment of speaking without any further 

concretization of the time of the event. The tense form “will go” only indicates that 

the action of “going” will take place after the moment of speaking. Thus, the 

category of tense is a verbal category reflecting the objective time and reflecting 

the relations between the time of the action denoted by the predicate verb and the 

time of speaking. The form of the verb indicating the time of the action is called 

tense form. The category of tense is based on the three-member (ternary) 

opposition of the past to the present and future. The system of tenses in Modern 

TEMPORALITY  

M  
(tense) 

L/S 
(in two days, in a week) 

L  
(tomorrow, today) 

L/M  
(pre-war, post-war) 
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English is rather complicated, there are 16 tense aspect forms in Modern English, 

but only some of them are used absolutely, i.e. in accord with the three divisions of 

time (with the immediate regard to the moment of speech). The rest of the tense-

aspect forms are used relatively, i.e. with regard to some past or future moment or 

in other words with indirect reference to the moment of speech. E.g.: the Past 

Perfect Tense, the Future Perfect Tense are considered to be relative tenses. The 

past and the future moments may be expressed lexically, i.e. in a direct way 

(e.g.:by two o’clock, by that time) or by some other action (e.g.: when I came, he 

had already finished his work). 

For a graphic presentation of the system of tenses in Modern English, we must 

use a three temporal centre diagram on which two additional temporal centres must 

be added to the present tense centre. (See the diagram ). 

 

The grammatical category of tense is universally recognized by most scholars.  
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