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THE FUNCTION OF TENSES (PART- I) 

A tense may be defined as that form of a verb which indicates the 

time and the state of an action or event. In this manner a verb may 

refer to 

(A)  Time of an Action (Tense) 

 For example 

(i) He goes to school.                           (Present time of an action)  

(ii) He went to school.                           (Past time of an action)  

(iii)   He will go to school.                        (Future time of an action) 

 From the above sentences, it will be clear to the students that 

 there are three main tenses.  

1.  The Present tense  

2.  The Past tense             

3.  The Future tense 

(B)  State of an Action (Function of Tenses) 

 For example 

(i)  I write letters regularly.   (Present tense, Habitual function)  

(ii) I am writing a letter.   (Present continuous, Progressive  

      function) 

(iii) I have just written a letter.     (Present perfect, preceding function) 
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(iv) I have been writing a letter for some time.      

    (Present perfect continuous, Time expression) 

(C) Time Frame of a Tense 

 We have following three time frames and in order to get a 

 complete structure of tenses, we should know briefly all of 

 them. These are as follows 

(i)  Point of time is that time which denotes any specific /proper  

 time, e.g., in 1947, on Monday etc. 

(ii)  Period of time is that time which denotes a specific duration of 

 time, e.g., from 1930 to 1950, from Monday to Saturday etc. 

(iii)  Expression of time denotes the combination of both point and 

 period of time, e.g., winter 1947, summer 1950 etc.        

The tenses and their functions 

 The Present Indefinite Tense —  (habitual action) 

(A)  This tense is generally used to denote- 'habit, custom, practice, 

 repeated action, permanent activity, general truth' etc. 

 These ideas are expressed by the adverbs of frequency such as - 

 'often, seldom, usually, never, occasionally, sometimes, 

 normally, generally, always, frequently, rarely, daily'. 

 For example  

(i)  The old man goes for a walk in the morning. 
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(ii)  Pearl usually believes everybody. 

(iii)  Arnav often gets late for dinner.  

(iv She always comes in time.  

(v)  Sharad seldom gets up late. 

(B)  This tense is also used to make a statement in the present 

 showing permanent nature and activity of the subject and eternal 

 principles. 

 For example  

(i)  I know him well.  

(ii)  He teaches in St. Xavier College.  

(iii)  The cow gives milk.  

(iv)  Rivers freeze at high altitude. 

 Additional Uses of Present Indefinite Tense 

 Historical Present 

(i) Now Netaji enters and addresses the Indian soldiers.  

(ii)  Now Arjun shoots arrows at Bhishma. 

 Future Arrangement 

(i) The Prime Minister arrives from New York tomorrow.  

(ii)  He leaves his job next week.         

 The Present Continuous Tense —     (Progressive Action) 
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(A) This tense is normally used for an action in progress that is 

 temporary in nature (not for a permanent activity) in the present 

 at the time of speaking.  

 For example 

(i)  She is not working.  

(ii)  She is swimming in the river.  

(iii)  It is raining outside. 

(B)  It also expresses future action or a definite arrangement in the 

 near future. 

 For example 

(i)  1 am going to the cinema tomorrow.  

(ii)  She is coming next week. 

 Additional Uses of Present Continuous Tense 

(C)  Continuous tense with 'always' may express an idea which is not 

 to the liking of the speaker.  

 For example 

 (i)  She is always teaching her children.  

(ii)  He is always praising his friends. 

(D)  There are some of the verbs which sometime don't admit of 

 progressive action. Such verbs are called Non-progressive 

 (Stative verbs). 
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 For example 

 (i)  Verbs of Perception-See, taste, smell, hear, prefer, please.  

(ii)  Verbs of Thinking Process-Think, know, mean, mind.  

(iii)  Verbs Showing Possession-Own, have, belong, comprise, 

 possess, contain.  

(iv) Verbs Expressing Feelings or State of Mind-Believe, like, love, 

 want, wish, desire, hate.  

(v)  Verbs in General-Look, seem, appear, affect, resemble, cost, 

 require, stand, face, become. 

(a)  Study these sentences carefully    

  Incorrect 

1.  He is owning a car. 

2.  We are hearing the bell. 

3.  This house is belonging to me. 

4.  1 am not hating him. 

5.  Are you forgetting my name? 

6.  1 am not meaning this. 

7.  I am having no house to live in. 

8.  She stands in the shade of a tree. 

9.  The temple is standing in the heart of the city. 
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10. The book is containing good subject-matter. 

 Correct 

1.  He owns a car. 

2.  We hear the bell. 

3.  This house belongs to me. 

4.  I don't hate him. 

5.  Have you forgotten my name? 

6.  I don't mean this. 

7.  I have no house to live in. 

8.  She is standing in the shade of a tree. 

9.  The temple stands in the heart of the city. 

10.  The book contains good subject-matter. 

The Present Perfect Tense (Imperfect Past) — Preceding Action 

(A)  This tense is a mixture of present and past. At the time of 

 speaking the action is already complete in the past. It always 

 implies a strong connection with the present though action took 

 place in the past. Generally, the following adverbs and 

 conjunctions are used to express the preceding action.  

 For example 

 'Ever, just, recently, already, yet, till (time), so far, of late, lately, 

 before, (by) by the time, after' etc. 
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NOTE- 'Just' is used in the sense of 'already'. Other meanings of 

  'just' are 'now' and 'exactly'. 

(i)  I have just seen that film.  

(ii)  I have already had my breakfast.  

(iii)  'Ever' means 'any time in the past' and 'always'. 

(iv)  'So far, yet, till' means 'upto now', upto this.  

(v)  Of late, lately (recently, used only in Present Perfect Tense. 

 (B)  Present Perfect + Point of time = Simple Past 

 It should be noted that point of time in the past indicates that 

 action took place at a point in the past. The point of time in the 

 past is expressed by 'Since, ever since, last, yesterday, the other 

 day, ago, before, back' formerly, (any time in the past) etc.  

 For example 

 (i)  She has returned two days ago/before.  (wrong)  

(ii)  She returned two days ago. (Correct) 

(C)  Present Indefinite + Time expression = Present Perfect 

 This tense can also be used with 'since, for, how long, whole, 

 all, throughout, all along etc.' to express time expression. 

 For example 

 (i)  He has known me for two years.  

(ii)  She has owned this shop since 2005.  
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