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I. Introduction


This paper attempts to study the use of tense and aspect in a newspaper article written by a native English speaker, Lawrence Brahm. He is a political economist and lawyer based in Beijing. The selected newspaper article is ‘Power to the People’ published on September 21, 2004 (See Appendix). This paper is an academic one; not directly related to pedagogical practice in classroom. Section II describes the objectives. Based on the objectives, two research questions are put forward in Section III. Section IV looks into the frequency of the verb forms used in Brahm’s article, which answers the first research question. Section V explains, in terms of traditional grammar, tenses and aspects used in Brahm’s article. Sections VI and VII discusses and analyzes the extent to which Brahm followed markedness theory. Section VIII concludes the paper.

II. Objectives


This paper aims at investigating the way the columnist used tenses and aspects in one of his column articles. It is hoped to find out the frequency of different verb forms, and to see which is the dominant one. It is also hoped to find out to what extent Brahm followed the markedness theory, based on prototype theory, when using different verb forms and the reasons for such phenomenon. 

Prototype theory proposes that grammatical and lexical meanings are learned by being exposed to various examples of valid use. A prototype will be abstracted from examples and used correctly; however, people may not be able to explain the reason for using the grammar the way they do (Huovila, 2001). Borrowed from the notions of prototype theory, markedness theory highlights the intentional selection between default options and marked options. With reference to tense and aspect, it is, in general, agreed that we use the present simple to refer to present time unless there is a good reason for doing otherwise, use the past simple to refer to past time unless otherwise, and use the future simple to refer to future unless otherwise. The default options are therefore present simple, past simple, and future simple. Aspectual distinctions including completed situation and ongoing situation are used as marked options only when necessary.

III. Research Questions


Based on the stated objective, the research questions are twofold: (1) How often did Brahm use different verb forms? (2) To what extent did he follow the markedness theory when using different verb forms and why?

IV. Frequency of Verb Forms Used 


In the selected article, Brahm used present simple a lot more frequently than other tenses, including past simple, future simple, present continuous, and present perfect. Past simple was used seven times, future simple twice, present continuous fourth times, and present perfect three times, while present simple was used thirty-seven times. These findings answer the first research question. The following list of quotations show how Brahm used these tenses in the ‘Power to the People’ article. The different tenses used are in italics:

· Present Simple
1. ‘That is exactly what needs to happen.’ (line 5)
2. ‘China currently has an energy deficit …’ (line 7)
3. ‘… provincial power grids are short of electricity, meaning that blackouts are commonplace.’ (line 8)
4. ‘Some factories can only operate …’ (line 9)
5. ‘… a figure that does not include problems …’ (line 12)
6. ‘… real problem these days is not …’ (line 15)
7. ‘They are: …’ (line 19)
8. ‘… they absorb 60 per cent …’ (line 21)
9. ‘Regional governments support their own projects, …’ (line 25)

10. ‘… many of these projects are inefficient, …’ (line 26)

11. ‘Added to this problem are enterprises which chase an ephemeral market demand, …’ (lines 27-28)

12. ‘… which end up being stockpiled.’ (line 28)

13. ‘The result is that a lot of power is used by industries which lack substantive output.’ (line 29)

14. ‘Zhejiang province is one example of this.’ (line 31)

15. ‘The region is one of the largest …’ (line 31)

16. ‘… it is also one of China’s biggest power consumers.’ (line 32)

17. ‘… output is totally absorbed by …’ (line 33)

18. ‘Traditional power sources … are now beset with …’ (line 35)

19. ‘… which involves railway quotas, …’ (line 35)

20. ‘… is now plunged into …’ (line 37)

21. ‘The truth is …’ (line 40)

22. ‘… supply system remains unbalanced …’ (line 40)

23. ‘… fossil fuels is still the main source …’ (line 41)

24. ‘… these are the subject of …’ (line 42)

25. ‘To make things worse, …’ (line 43)

26. ‘… mining accidents are common.’ (line 44)

27. ‘… exhaust fumes chokes most Chinese cities, …’ (line 45)

28. ‘… energy are badly needed.’ (line 48)

29. ‘Nuclear power supply is a mere pittance of …’ (line 49)

30. ‘Nuclear power supplies 85 per cent …’ (line 50)

31. ‘Solar and wind sources are both …’ (line 54)

32. ‘… they do not offer local governments …’ (line 54)

33. ‘Growing power outrages threaten to disrupt …’ (line 57)

· Past Simple

1. ‘Premier Wen Jiabao summed up …’ (line 1)
2. ‘He startled everyone, …’ (line 3)
3. ‘… which violated planning rules yet used lots of energy …’ (line 4)
4. ‘… people remained calm and there was no major looting.’ (line 60)
5. ‘… as he inspected the national power grid.’ (line 62)
· Future Simple
1. ‘… these fuels will eventually run out, …’ (line 43)
2. ‘… Three Gorges dam will supply only …’ (line 49)
· Present Continuous
1. ‘… citizens are becoming increasingly fed up.’ (line 58)
2. ‘Officials are now pondering the possible consequences …’ (line 58)
3. ‘… the big challenge is not cooling China’s economy, but electrifying it.’ (lines 63-64)
· Present Perfect
1. ‘China’s State Electricity Grid Corporation has suffered more than 840,000 outrages this year …’ (line 11)
2. ‘The government has identified five high-energy-consuming industries.’ (line 19)
3. ‘Problems have arisen with …’ (line 24)
V. Tense and Aspect


Before proceeding to the analysis, I shall first discuss, in terms of traditional grammar, the tenses and aspects Brahm used in the article. It is used as a foundation for my analysis in Section VI.

In traditional grammar, the time of the verb refers to the tense of the verb, which consists of three different times: past, present, and future. The present tense form “ties the situation described closely to the situation of utterance” (Yule, 1998, p.58). The past tense form “makes the situation described more remote from the situation of utterance” (Yule, 1998, p.58). The future tense form regards the situation described as “inherently non-factual, but can be considered as either relatively certain … or relatively unlikely or even impossible” (Yule, 1998, p.58). 

To give a more complete ways of referring to the time of actions, aspect is formed, including the progressive aspect and the perfect aspect (Barry, 1998). The former is used “to describe actions as backgrounds to other actions, or actions in progress” (Barry, 1998, p.56) and the latter “to associate an action with a later time” (Barry, 1998, p.57).

In general, present simple is used to talk about one’s thoughts and feelings at the present moment, or about one’s immediate reactions to something; or to talk about a settled state of affairs which includes the present moment but where the particular time reference is unimportant; or to say that something is always or generally true; or to talk about something that a particular person or thing does regularly or habitually (Sinclar, J. et al., 1990).

Past simple is used to refer to an event occurred or to something was the case at a particular time in the past; or to say that a situation existed over a period of time in the past; or to an activity that took place regularly or repeatedly in the past, but which no longer occurs (Sinclar, J. et al., 1990).

Future simple is used to refer to something is planned to happen or is thought to be likely to happen in the future; or to talk about general truths and to say that what can be expected to happen if a particular situation arises (Sinclar, J. et al., 1990).
Present continuous is used to talk about something that is happening at the moment one is speaking; or to emphasize the present moment or to indicate that a situation is temporary; or to indicate changes, trends, development, and progress; or to talk about a habitual action that takes place regularly, especially one which is new or temporary (Sinclair, J. et al., 1990). 

Present perfect is used to mention something that happened in the past without stating a specific time (Sinclar, J. et al., 1990). It also refers to a situation set in some indefinite period that leads to the present, whereas the situation may be a state of affairs that extends to the present or an event or set of events that is viewed as possibly recurring (Greenbaum & Nelson, 2002). It can also be used to talk about the results in present time of a past event (Green, 2004).
VI. Default Options Vs. Marked Options


From the above evidence, it seems that Brahm tended to use default options of tense more often that marked options. In other words, Brahm largely followed the notion of markedness theory, i.e., to use the present simple to refer to present time unless there is a good reason for doing otherwise, the past simple to refer to past time unless otherwise, and the future simple to refer to future unless otherwise. Other than present simple, past simple, and future simple, Brahm only used present continuous and present perfectly occasionally. It was also observed that Brahm used present simple far more frequently than past simple and future simple, making present simple a dominant tense used in the article. The findings answer the second research question.

VII. Analysis

The ensuing analysis focuses on two areas. One is on Brahm’s use of marked options of present continuous and present perfect in the article, elucidating what the tense in each case indicates and to argue whether or nor the marked options are necessary. The other is on his use of default options of present simple, past simple, and future simple, elucidating what the tense in each case indicates. The findings answer the second research question.

Present Continuous and Present Perfect
For the present continuous, the marked option is necessary in all the four cases as they refer to temporary situations. For the present perfect, it seems that the first two cases are unnecessary marked options, both can be replaced by the past simple. As Greenbaum & Nelson (2002) put it, in many contexts, the past simple can replace the present perfect. However, the third case is necessary as it talks about a state that began in the past and continues into the present.

Present Simple, Past Simple, and Future Simple
For the present simple, all the thirty-seven cases talk about a settled state of affairs which includes the present moment but where the particular time reference is unimportant. They are non-remote factual statement of a general current situation, the foreground of the writer’s focus (Yule, 1998). For the past simple, the five cases refer to an event occurred at a particular time in the past. For the future simple, both the cases can be regarded as “pure future” (Green, 2004), refer to something that is thought to be likely to happen in the future.

VIII. Conclusion

From the findings and analysis, it is appropriate to say that Brahm tended to use default options of the tenses more frequently, the present simple in particular, in the “Power to the People” article. His use of marked options was largely necessary except for the two present perfect cases. However, since only one article was studied, it is improper to give too many generalizations. On the other hand, the use of default options and marked options may depend on factors other than the author, like the critical aspects of context, including genre, field, mode, and tenor (Macken-Horarik, 2002; Martin, 1996). 
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Appendix: Laurence Brahm’s Article – ‘Power to the People’
Premier Wen Jiabao summed up his biggest headache during a recent inspection of the State Electric Power Company's control centre. He startled everyone, saying that low-production, polluting enterprises which violated planning rules yet used lots of energy should have their supplies cut. That is exactly what needs to happen. 
China currently has an energy deficit of 30 million kW. Twenty-four of the nation's provincial power grids are short of electricity, meaning that blackouts are commonplace. Some factories can only operate a few days each week.

China's State Electricity Grid Corporation has suffered more than 840,000 outages this year within its own system alone, a figure that does not include problems on provincial grids.

Arguably, then, Mr Wen's real problem these days is not how to engineer an economic "soft landing" but how to prevent energy problems sparking an economic crash.

The government has identified five high-energy-consuming industries. They are: metallurgy, chemicals, power stations, mineral metals, and construction equipment and materials. Together, they absorb 60 per cent of the nation's entire industrial supplies.
Problems have arisen with the decentralisation of power. Regional governments support their own projects, driving local gross domestic product and increasing employment. But many of these projects are inefficient, extravagant, and often useless white elephant construction eyesores. Added to this problem are enterprises which chase an ephemeral market demand, blindly producing goods, which end up being stockpiled. The result is that a lot of power is used by industries which lack substantive output.

Zhejiang province is one example of this. The region is one of the largest sources of industrial output, but it is also one of China's biggest power consumers. The local Jinshan nuclear power station's output is totally absorbed by the Shanghai municipality, leaving nothing for the rest of the province. Traditional power sources, such as coal and coke, are now beset with transport problems, which involve railway quotas, corruption and regional infighting. As a result, Shanghai's Bund, once nostalgically lit for tourists and residents alike, is now plunged into darkness at night.

The truth is that China's electricity supply system remains unbalanced and backward, compared with other economic sectors. Burning fossil fuels is still the main source of electricity, and these are the subject of transport impasses and bureaucratic bottlenecks. To make matters worse, these fuels will eventually run out, while even today, mining accidents are common. The resulting pollution from coal, coke and exhaust fumes chokes most Chinese cities, making them all but uninhabitable.
Alternative sources of energy are badly needed. The controversial Three Gorges dam will supply only 2 per cent of the nation's power. Nuclear power supply is a mere pittance of China's requirements. Nuclear power supplies 85 per cent of France's needs and 30 per cent of the United States', but only 2.3 per cent of China's requirements.

Solar and wind sources are both viable and practical, but they do not offer local governments the prestige associated with building a power plant or dam.

Growing power outages threaten to disrupt industrial production, and citizens are becoming increasingly fed up. Officials are now pondering the possible consequences of a New York-style major blackout, when, by and large, people remained calm and there was no major looting.
Would people in Beijing or Shanghai react in the same way? Such thoughts may have passed through Mr Wen's mind as he inspected the national power grid. For him, the big challenge is not cooling China's economy, but electrifying it.
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