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Abstract: 

This paper examines the predicate referentiality and non-referentiality in English linguistics, 

and the research is focused entirely on the literary corpora. While previous studies often used 

constructed or conversational examples, this paper demonstrates how referential and non-

referential temporal meanings of finite verb forms operate in canonical English literature. 

Eighteen examples are excerpted from the literary works of some of the most prominent 

writers of contemporary literature and analysed in terms of their temporal meaning within 

wider sentential context. The results of the research confirm that the non-referential use of the 

tenses is less common in the examined literature, and that it represents a stylistic means of 

colouring the context so as to make it more vivid, temporally extended and more expressive. 

The results primarily confirm that the interplay between grammatical tense and discourse 

context is central to temporal interpretation. 
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1. Introduction 

 

Temporal reference is one of the key layers of meaning in the interpretation of English finite 

verb forms. It is immanent to the denotation of verbs and to the whole sentential structure via 

verbs. Most of the tenses, i.e. the functions of the verb phrases refer to the temporal sector they 

convey by their name itself (present simple or progressive to present, past simple or 

progressive to past). If that is the case, then the use of the tense is considered referential. 

However, it is sometimes the case that a tense does not coincide with the temporal sector it 

implies, but the real time of the verb situation is elsewhere in time. In other words, the verb 

form does not always map directly onto chronological time. Instead, tense forms may operate 

referentially (anchored to real-world chronology) or non-referentially (transposed, 

hypothetical, gnomic, or evaluative). The literary excerpts provided here illustrate rich 

empirical evidence for these distinctions. 
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2. Literature Review 

 

The framework of temporal referentiality follows Reichenbach (1947), who distinguished 

between Speech time (S), Event time (E), and Reference time (R), necessary for the temporal 

determination, or location, of any verb situation in the sentence. When the time conveyed by 

the verb form in the predicate (the tense) aligns with the real time of the verb situation (the 

reference time), the verb situation is considered referential. When misaligned, it means that 

the reference time is salient and can be found somewhere else in the context, while the 

temporal interpretation itself depends on certain discourse functions. Further elaborations are 

found in Comrie (1985), Klein (1994), and Smith (1997). The literary excerpts selected for the 

purpose of the research in this paper offer the authentic context where tense can also be used 

metaphorically, counterfactually, or pragmatically. 

 

3. Material and Methods 

 

The sentential context for the analysis is excerpted from canonical English literature across 

different genres and centuries. The examples were chosen from the most recent, authoritative 

scholarly editions (Penguin Classics, Oxford World’s Classics, Scribner, Oxford University 

Press). A total of eighteen examples were analyzed, covering a balanced distribution across 

major authors, and with specific reference to the deciphering of the temporal meaning of the 

whole sentential construction. A qualitative analysis was employed as the methodology. The 

paper assumes that referential temporal interpretation is evident at the level of the verb phrase 

in the predicate; the whole sentential context is necessary for the non-referential temporal 

interpretation, as the verb form itself can be misleading, because it coincides with the temporal 

sector. More specifically, the English past tense often functions non-referentially in 

counterfactual and hypothetical contexts. The context determines whether the tense is 

interpreted referentially or as being transposed. Non-referential usage appears prominently 

in literary rhetoric, historical present, and gnomic expressions. 

 

5. Analysis and Discussion 

 

As aforementioned, the empirical part of the paper refers to the analysis of the excerpted 

examples by means of the three points in time offered by Reichenbach (S, E, R), to determine 

whether the form itself deviates from the referential use. The focus is put on Simple Present 

and Simple Past, as the predicate referentiality is most evident in terms of the grammatical 

category of tense and the binary opposition within it (past or present). The relevant excerpts 

for Simple Present are as follows: 

 

1) “To‑morrow, and to‑morrow, and to‑morrow, / Creeps in this petty pace from day to day.” 

(Macbeth) 

 

2) “Put out the light, and then put out the light.” (Othello) 
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3) “To be, or not to be: that is the question.” (Hamlet) 

 

4) “All animals are equal, but some animals are more equal than others.” (Animal Farm) 

 

5) “There is a touch of death about a ship. She always knows it.” (The Heart of Darkness) 

 

6) “It is a truth universally acknowledged, that a single man in possession of a good fortune, 

must be in want of a wife.” (Pride and Prejudice) 

 

7) “I am born.” (David Copperfield) 

 

8) “So, we beat on, boats against the current, borne back ceaselessly into the past.” (The Great 

Gatsby) 

 

 The first thing that is noticeable in all the aforementioned examples (1-8) is that the time 

span the verb situations encompass is related to the present tense. Formally, all the situations 

are related to the present. The speech time (S) in all the verb situations is in its deictic centre 

(now), and the grammatical time, the verb form in the predicate that conveys the situations, is 

also present (Present Simple). However, the time span that the verb situations encompass is 

different. Example 1 refers to the future, as the verb situation is expected to happen. Therefore, 

the referential time is in the future, not in the present, and it can be concluded that the present 

simple is used non-referentially here. Example 2 also refers to the future time, in the context 

of the imperative mood, and the use of the present tense here is also non-referential.  

 Examples 3-6 encompass a wide span of time, speech time (S) that coincides with now, 

parts of the past and future. The excerpts refer to universal statements that are omnitemporal, 

gnomic, and timeless. It means that they are created based on the experience, which implies 

repetition. It can be stated that these verb situations are referential, as they imply that they are 

happening in the present time as well, but a modified version of present meaning, i.e. present 

in a wider sense, and the use of the tense is referential. 

 Examples 7 and 8 refer to the past time, even though they are formally in present. The 

wider context suggests that the reference time of the situations is in the past time, and it can 

be stated that the use of the present tense here is non-referential.  

 The following set of excerpts is expressed in the past tense. A detailed discussion will 

reveal the temporal reference in each of them. The excerpts for Simple Past are as follows: 

 

1) “It was the best of times, it was the worst of times...” (A Tale of Two Cities) 

 

2) “My father’s family name being Pirrip, and my Christian name Philip...” (Great 

Expectations) 

 

3) “Emma Woodhouse, handsome, clever, and rich, with a comfortable home and happy 

disposition, seemed to unite some of the best blessings of existence...” (Emma) 
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4) “Mr. Leopold Bloom ate with relish the inner organs of beasts and fowls.” (Ulysses) 

 

5) “His soul swooned slowly as he heard the snow falling faintly through the universe...” 

(Dubliners) 

 

6) “He was an old man who fished alone in a skiff in the Gulf Stream...” (The Old Man and 

the Sea) 

 

7) “In the late summer of that year, we lived in a house in a village...” (A Farewell to Arms) 

 

8) “Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself.” (Mrs. Dalloway) 

 

9) “There was no possibility of taking a walk that day.” (Jane Eyre) 

 

10) “If it were done when ’tis done, then it were well / It were done quickly.” (Macbeth) 

 

 In examples 1-9, the verb situation happened in the past, as indicated by the Past Simple 

in the predicate. It actually means that the verb form in the predicate (E) coincides with the 

real time of the verb situation (R), both of which precede the speech time (S) on the timeline. 

The reference time of the verb situation is in the past, so the use of the verb form and its 

temporal meaning is referential. It varies from historical narrative over past tense 

autobiographical anchoring, situating narrative, and poetic narrative to the temporal frame. 

 However, the situation is different in example 10. Namely, the past tense form conveys 

counter-factuality. The whole construction refers to a possibility within present, which means 

that the actual time within this hypothetical construction refers to present, not the past. It is, 

therefore, evident that the mismatch between the form and the temporal function of the verb 

phrase in the predicate ascribes to the non-referential temporal meaning of the context. 

 

6. Conclusion 

 

This paper represents an attempt at revisiting referential and non-referential use of the two 

main oppositions within tense, i.e. Simple Past and Simple Present. The analysis of the literary 

examples confirms that the English tense use alternates between referential and non-

referential functions. It was evident from the analysis that the form of the verb itself and its 

inflectional variation alone do not necessarily determine its referential temporal 

interpretation. Instead, the discourse context, rhetorical stance, and narrative conventions 

guide whether the verb forms are interpreted as chronologically anchored or transposed. A 

further conclusion is that the present tense is more widespread and temporally elastic, as it 

can express the non-referential time regularly, which implies its being seen as encompassing 

a wide span of time that includes parts of the past and the future. 
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