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The major problem [in time travel] is simply one of grammar, and 
the main work to consult in this matter is Dr. Dan 
Streetmentioner’s Time Traveller’s Handbook of 1001 Tense 
Formations. It will tell you, for instance, how to describe 
something that was about to happen to you in the past before 
you avoided it by time-jumping forward two days […] described 
differently according to whether you are talking about it from 
the standpoint of your own natural time, from a time in the 
further future, or a time in the further past and is further 
complicated by the possibility of conducting conversations while 
you are actually travelling from one time to another with the 
intention of becoming your own mother or father. 
 

- Douglas Adams, The Restaurant at the End of the Universe 
 

 



How do languages express time? 



How do languages express time? 

• Grammaticalised vs. nongrammaticalised 
expressions 



How do languages express time? 

• Nongrammaticalised expressions, e.g. 

–  adverbs like yesterday, continuously 

–  phrases like in the days to come 

–  also some adjectives like former in the 
former Prime Minister 



How do languages express time? 

• Grammaticalised expressions, e.g. 

–  Verb endings like -ed:  

• I visited Lucy 

–  Auxiliaries like will: 

• I will visit Amanda 

 



How do languages express time? 

• This talk focuses on grammaticalised 
expressions 



How do languages express time? 

• There are two main types of 
grammaticalised expressions of time in 
the world’s languages: tense and aspect. 



How do languages express time? 

• Tense expresses time relative to some 
reference point (usually the time of 
speaking) 

• E.g. the distinction between I ate, I eat 
and I will eat in English  



How do languages express time? 

• Aspect: looks at the temporal structure 
of events “from inside”  

• e.g. ongoing vs. complete action 

• I ate vs. I have eaten vs. I was eating 



Tense 



Tense 

• Time relative to a reference point 



Tense 

• Tenses can be represented visually using 
an arrow to represent the physical 
dimension of time: 

earlier later 



Tense 

• Tenses are given relative to a point in 
time, usually the moment of speaking.  

• I will represent this with a yellow star. 

before speaking after speaking 

moment of speaking 



Tense 

PAST FUTURE 

PRESENT 



Tense 

Lucy ran Lucy will run 

Lucy is running 



Tense 

• Many languages only have two tenses … 



Tense 

PAST NON-PAST 



Tense 

• Finnish: 

–sanon “I say, I will say” 

–sanoin “I said” 



Tense 

FUTURE NON-FUTURE 



Tense 

• Dyirbal: 

–balgaɲ – “he will hit” 

–balgan – “he hits”, “he hit” 

 



Tense 

• Some languages have more tenses than 
English 

• E.g. Yagua has eight tenses …  



Tense 

one 
year 
ago 

distant 
past 

one 
month 

ago 

one 
week 
ago 

near 
future 

future 

today 
or 

yester 
-day 

now 



Aspect 



Aspect 

• temporal structure of events viewed 
“from inside” – not relative to some 
other point 



Aspect 

• Perfective 

 

 

–  expresses a complete event, with a 
beginning, middle and end  



Aspect 

• Imperfective 

 

 

–  expresses an ongoing event 



Aspect 

• Perfective: 

 

 

 

• Imperfective: 



Aspect 

• Rendille: 

–Imperfective: 
khadaabbe chiirta 
“he writes/is writing/was writing 
letters” 

–Perfective: 
khadaabbe chiirte 
“he wrote/has written letters” 



Aspect 

• English I have written vs. I was writing is 
roughly a contrast between perfective 
and imperfective 



Aspect 

• Subtypes of imperfective: 

–habitual: event that regularly takes 
place 

–continuous: genuinely ongoing event 



Aspect 

• Habitual: 

–  Richard used to work for Cadbury’s 

• Continuous: 

–Richard was working for eight hours 



Aspect 

• Inceptive 

 

 

–expresses the beginning of an action 

 

 



Aspect 

• Inceptive: 

–  e.g. suffix -hajime- “to begin” in 
Japanese 

–senshû hon o yomihajimemashita 
last week  book  read  begin  polite/past 

“I started reading the book last week” 

 



Aspect 

• Completive 

 

 

–expresses the ending of an action 

 

 



Aspect 

• Completive: 

–e.g. Jamaican Creole don 

– im nyam i’ don 
him eat it done 

“he/she finished eating it” 

 



Interactions between tense/aspect 
and other grammatical features 



Interactions 

• Tense/aspect often interact with other 
grammatical features 



Interactions 

• E.g. in English “stative” verbs don’t 
usually occur in the progressive aspect 

 

–  Becky was eating the cake  

–  Lucy was knowing the answer   



Interactions 

• Though this restriction is relaxed in some 
modern varieties: 



Interactions 

• Tense/aspect can also interact with 
nouns 



Interactions 

• Some languages have ergative case, 
found on transitive subjects 

 

–  Lucy plays football transitive 

–  Amy runs   intransitive 



Interactions 

• Georgian: 

–studentma cerili dacera 
student  ERG  letter  wrote 

“the student wrote the letter” 

 

–studenti midis 
student  goes 

“the student goes” 

 



Interactions 

• No ergative in the present tense: 

 

–studenti cerils cers 
student  letter  write 

“the student writes the letter” 

 

–studentma cerils cers   

 



WHY?? 



Conclusion 

• There are lots of ways for languages to 
express time 

• Expressions of time interact with other 
parts of grammar 



The end 
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Thank you! 
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