@ Russian Language Studies

Biannual Journal | vol. 1. Issue 1.

Russian Language Studies (RLS) | 50 0lb) Slallas aslilai
Vol. 1. - Issue 1 - Year 2026 pp. 15-23
Article type: Research - Received: 2026./07/02 - Accepted: 2026/09/26
The Role of Context in Understanding Russian Verbal Aspect
12 V) ok 2 gi'ﬁ Ay sl U“ﬁ"'

Mohammadali Norouzi

West Azad Branch University, Iran
Corresponding author: m.norowzi7777@gmail.com

ORCID: 0009-0005-0185-7860

Abstract

Russian verbal aspect is a central grammatical category that distinguishes between imperfective and
perfective forms and contributes substantially to the interpretation of events. Although aspectual pairs are often
introduced through simplified contrasts such as ongoing versus completed action, the interpretation of an
aspectual form is strongly conditioned by context. This article examines the role of context in understanding
Russian verbal aspect through a qualitative descriptive analysis of selected imperfective/perfective verb pairs.
Particular attention is given to the interaction of aspect with temporal reference, event boundaries, repetition,
habituality, resultative interpretation, and communicative perspective. The analysis focuses on the pairs
MUcaTh/HAMKCATh, YUTATH/IIPOYUTATh, JENaTh/cienarb, and CMOTpeTh/ocMOTpeTh. Drawing on general
theories of aspect and studies of Slavic and Russian aspect, the article argues that aspectual meaning cannot
be adequately understood by treating imperfective and perfective forms as simple equivalents of “unfinished”
and “finished” actions. Instead, aspect expresses how a speaker chooses to construe and present an event, while
contextual information helps the hearer identify that construal. The discussion has implications for learners of
Russian as a foreign language, particularly those who rely on one-to-one translations or isolated aspectual
pairs. A context-sensitive approach can provide a more accurate account of aspectual choice and can support
more effective learning and interpretation of Russian verbs.

Keywords: Russian verbal aspect, imperfective aspect; perfective aspect; context; aspectual meaning;
Russian as a foreign language

1. Introduction

Verbal aspect occupies a central position in the grammatical description of Russian. Unlike tense,
which primarily locates an event in time, aspect concerns the way an event is presented or viewed. In
Russian, the opposition between imperfective and perfective forms is pervasive and affects the
interpretation of many verbal constructions. The distinction is therefore important not only for
grammatical description but also for the interpretation and production of Russian discourse (Comrie,
1976; Forsyth, 1970).

For students of Russian, however, aspect is frequently difficult to master. Introductory
explanations often associate the imperfective with an action that is ongoing, repeated, or unfinished
and the perfective with an action that is completed. These descriptions can be useful as initial teaching
aids, but they do not capture the full range of aspectual meanings found in Russian. Forsyth (1970),
for example, emphasizes that traditional definitions can be misleading when they are treated as rigid
rules. Similarly, Dickey (2000) demonstrates that aspectual interpretation varies according to
semantic and contextual parameters rather than being reducible to a single opposition.

Context is particularly important because the same general type of event may be presented from
different perspectives. A speaker may focus on the process itself, on the occurrence of an event as a
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whole, on its result, on repetition, or on the relation of the event to another event. The choice of aspect
consequently contributes to the organization of information and to the speaker’s communicative
perspective.

The present article examines how contextual information contributes to the interpretation of
Russian verbal aspect. It does not attempt to provide an exhaustive description of the Russian aspect
system. Instead, it offers a focused qualitative discussion of selected verb pairs and illustrates how
aspectual interpretation changes according to context. The central research question is: How does
context contribute to the interpretation of imperfective and perfective verbal forms in contemporary
Russian?

A secondary aim is to present the issue in a way that is useful for learners of Russian as a foreign
language. By examining complete examples rather than isolated verb pairs, the article seeks to
demonstrate why aspectual choice should be interpreted within discourse. The analysis is therefore
situated at the intersection of Russian grammatical description and language-learning concerns.

The article is organized into six sections. Following the introduction, the literature review
discusses major approaches to verbal aspect and Russian aspectual interpretation. The methodology
then explains the qualitative procedure used in the analysis. The theoretical framework presents the
concepts of imperfectivity, perfectivity, boundedness, and contextual interpretation. The data analysis
examines selected verb pairs, and the conclusion summarizes the main findings and their implications
for understanding Russian aspect.

2. Literature Review

The linguistic study of aspect has developed around the question of how languages represent the
internal temporal structure and presentation of events. Comrie (1976) distinguishes aspect from tense
and describes aspect in terms of the internal temporal constituency of situations. His discussion of
perfective and imperfective forms provides a general framework for understanding why speakers may
present an event as a bounded whole or from an internal perspective.

In the study of Russian, aspect has traditionally been described as an opposition between
imperfective and perfective forms. Forsyth (1970) provides a detailed account of Russian verbal
aspect and stresses the importance of examining actual usage rather than relying exclusively on
simplified definitions. His treatment covers aspectual pairs as well as tense, multiple action, modality,
infinitival constructions, participles, gerunds, and other areas in which aspectual interpretation
becomes relevant. This broad treatment illustrates that aspect is not restricted to a simple distinction
between completed and uncompleted actions.

Dickey (2000) approaches Slavic aspect from a cognitive and comparative perspective. His
analysis identifies several parameters of aspectual variation, including habituality, the denotation of
past actions, the historical present, instructions, performative contexts, sequences of actions, and
verbal nouns. Of particular relevance to the present study is the idea that aspectual interpretation
depends on recurring semantic and contextual configurations. Russian belongs to the eastern Slavic
group considered in Dickey’s study, and its aspectual system cannot be adequately characterized by
one universal formula.

Another important contribution is Janda’s (2007) analysis of Russian aspectual clusters. Janda
challenges the traditional assumption that Russian aspect can always be represented through simple
binary pairs. Her study of 283 verb clusters, comprising more than 2,000 verbs, demonstrates that
Russian aspectual relationships can be structurally more complex than a single
imperfective/perfective pairing. This observation is relevant to contextual analysis because the
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semantic contribution of a particular form may depend on the broader lexical and aspectual
organization of the verb.

The literature therefore suggests two important principles. First, imperfective and perfective
aspect are meaningful grammatical categories that affect how events are construed. Second, the
interpretation of aspectual forms is sensitive to lexical, temporal, discourse, and communicative
factors. These principles motivate a closer examination of context in the interpretation of common
Russian verb pairs.

From a pedagogical perspective, the literature also suggests caution in presenting aspect as a set
of mechanical rules. If learners memorize only that imperfective means “ongoing” and perfective
means “completed,” they may have difficulty interpreting habitual, iterative, sequential, or result-
oriented contexts. A contextual approach can instead encourage learners to ask what part of the event
the speaker is foregrounding and how the event relates to the surrounding discourse.

The present article builds on these observations while maintaining a deliberately limited scope.
Rather than attempting a comprehensive theory of Russian aspect, it uses selected examples to
illustrate the role of context. The objective is explanatory: to show how contextual information helps
determine the most relevant interpretation of an aspectual form.

3. Methodology

The study uses a qualitative and descriptive methodology. It is not a corpus-statistical
investigation and does not claim to establish quantitative frequencies of aspectual forms. Instead, it
examines selected Russian verb pairs as illustrative data for discussing contextual interpretation.

Four common imperfective/perfective pairs are selected: nmucars/HanucaTh, YUTATH/TIPOUNTATH,
nenath/crenarts, and cMoTpeTh/mocMoTpeTh. The pairs were chosen because they allow relatively
transparent contrasts between process-oriented and bounded interpretations while also illustrating the
limitations of simple “unfinished/finished” explanations.

The analysis proceeds in three stages. First, the general aspectual contrast associated with each
pair is identified. Second, representative contextual situations are considered in which either the
imperfective or perfective form is pragmatically appropriate. Third, the examples are compared to
determine which contextual factors contribute to the interpretation of aspect.

The principal analytical factors are event boundedness, temporal reference, duration, repetition,
habituality, result, and communicative focus. These factors are not treated as independent rules.
Rather, they are considered as interacting components of contextual interpretation. This approach is
consistent with the broader literature, which emphasizes that aspectual meaning is sensitive to lexical
semantics and contextual conditions (Dickey, 2000; Forsyth, 1970).

Because the purpose of the article is explanatory rather than statistical, the examples are
constructed as illustrative sentences rather than presented as a quantified corpus sample. The
limitation is therefore explicit: the findings demonstrate interpretive patterns but do not provide
statistical claims about the frequency of aspectual forms in contemporary Russian. A larger corpus-
based study could extend the present analysis by testing these patterns across naturally occurring data.

4. Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework of the article is based on the distinction between imperfective and
perfective aspect. Following Comrie (1976), aspect is treated as a category concerned with the
internal temporal organization and presentation of situations rather than simply their position in
chronological time.
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Imperfective aspect commonly presents a situation from an internal or unbounded perspective.
The speaker may focus on the unfolding of an activity, its repetition, its habitual character, or its
occurrence without foregrounding a terminal boundary. Perfective aspect commonly presents a
situation as bounded or as a whole. It may foreground the completion of an event, the achievement
of a result, or the occurrence of a bounded event.

These descriptions are generalizations rather than absolute definitions. Context can alter which
semantic component becomes salient. For example, an imperfective form may occur in a past context
without implying that the action is literally occurring at the moment of speaking. Similarly, a
perfective form does not necessarily mean that the only relevant information is that an action has
“finished.” The perfective may also organize a sequence of events or present an event as a single
bounded occurrence (Dickey, 2000).

Context can be understood here as the linguistic and communicative environment in which a
verbal form occurs. Temporal adverbs, other verbs, objects, discourse structure, and knowledge
shared by speaker and hearer can all influence interpretation. Thus, aspectual meaning emerges from
an interaction between the grammatical form and the situation in which it is used.

The concept of boundedness is particularly useful. A bounded event is construed as having a
relevant limit or endpoint, while an unbounded presentation does not foreground such a boundary.
This distinction helps explain why perfective forms are frequently associated with completed events
and why imperfective forms are frequently used when the endpoint is not the focus. However,
boundedness should be treated as a semantic and discourse-related property rather than as a simple
synonym for completion.

A further theoretical consideration is aspectual opposition at the lexical level. Russian verbs
frequently occur in aspectually related forms, but these relationships are not always simple one-to-
one pairs. Janda (2007) demonstrates that Russian aspectual clusters may contain several related
forms and that aspect interacts with actionality. Consequently, the examples in this article are best
understood as convenient pedagogical pairs rather than as a complete representation of the Russian
aspectual system.

5. Data Analysis

The following analysis illustrates how contextual information contributes to the interpretation of
four selected Russian verb pairs. The examples are intended to show aspectual contrasts rather than
to establish exhaustive rules.

5.1 nucaTb / HanMcaTh

The imperfective nucate and perfective Hamucate provide a familiar illustration of the
process/result contrast. Consider the following simplified contexts:

(1) S mucan muceMO, KOT1a MHE TTO3BOHUI APYT.

I was writing a letter when my friend called me.

Here the imperfective nmucan presents the writing activity from within the process. The important
point is that another event, the telephone call, occurs while the writing is in progress. The sentence
therefore foregrounds the ongoing activity rather than its completion.

By contrast:

(2) A Hanucan MUCHMO U OTIPABUII €TO.

I wrote the letter and sent it.

The perfective manmcan presents the writing as a bounded event whose relevant result is available
for the subsequent action of sending. The context makes the endpoint salient. The meaning is
therefore not simply “writing versus not writing,” but rather a difference in how the event is presented.
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The contrast becomes clearer when the temporal context changes. A speaker may use the
imperfective when describing what was happening at a particular time, even if the activity was
eventually completed. The fact that an event later reached completion does not automatically require
the perfective; the speaker’s current perspective on the event is decisive. This illustrates why context
is necessary for interpretation.

5.2 yuraTh / npoYnTATH

The pair ynrats and npountats similarly demonstrates the importance of an endpoint. Consider:

(3) Beuepowm st unTan KHUTY.

In the evening, | was reading a book.

The imperfective form uutan focuses on the activity of reading. The sentence does not specify
whether the book was finished. The contextual information therefore supports a process-oriented
interpretation.

Now consider:

(4) Beuepom s mpouuTas KHUTY.

In the evening, I read the book through / finished reading the book.

The perfective npounTtan presents the reading event as reaching a relevant endpoint. The object
kHHra is interpreted in relation to the completed reading event. The difference between the two
sentences is therefore not merely lexical translation. It is a difference in aspectual construal.

The context can also make repetition relevant. If a speaker says that they regularly read books in
the evening, the imperfective is naturally associated with habitual activity. In such a context, the focus
is on the recurrence of the activity rather than on one bounded reading event. This is consistent with
the role of habituality discussed in the literature on Slavic aspect (Dickey, 2000).

5.3 nenars / cpenarh

The pair genate and cnenats offers another clear illustration. Consider:

(5) S nenan nomarniHee 3a1aHUE, KOTJa OHA MPUIILIA.
I was doing my homework when she arrived.

The imperfective neman presents the activity as ongoing at the time of another event. The arrival
of another person provides a temporal frame within which the homework activity is viewed.

In contrast:

(6) A cnenan nomaiHee 3a1aHNUE U TOLIEN TYIISTh.
I did/finished my homework and went for a walk.

The perfective caenan presents the homework activity as completed, allowing it to function as a
completed stage before the next event. The discourse sequence makes the result particularly salient.

This example demonstrates that aspect also contributes to discourse organization. The perfective
can help present a sequence in which one bounded event precedes another. The imperfective, by
contrast, can provide background information against which another event occurs. The difference is
therefore partly connected with the organization of foreground and background information.

5.4 cMmoTpeTh / HOCMOTPETH

The pair cmotpeTs and nocmotpeTs illustrates how the speaker may construe an activity either as
an ongoing experience or as a bounded viewing event.

Consider:

(7) MBI cMoTpenu GIIbM, KOT1a BBIKIIFOUUITU CBET.
We were watching a film when the lights went out.
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The imperfective cmoTpenu presents the viewing activity as ongoing. The event that follows
interrupts or changes the situation.

Compare this with:

(8) MbI mocMoTpenu GuabM U 00CYIUITH €ro.

We watched the film and discussed it.

The perfective mocmoTpenu presents the viewing as a bounded event that is completed before the
subsequent discussion. Again, the interpretation is supported by the surrounding context.

The examples across the four pairs reveal a recurring pattern: aspectual choice is connected with
how the speaker frames the event. The imperfective frequently supports an internal, process-oriented,
habitual, or background interpretation. The perfective frequently supports a bounded, result-oriented,
sequential, or whole-event interpretation. These tendencies are not mechanical rules, but they provide
a useful framework for contextual interpretation.

5.5 Context and the limits of “unfinished versus finished”

The examples also demonstrate why the common pedagogical formula “imperfective =
unfinished; perfective = finished” is insufficient. An action may be completed in the real world while
still being described with the imperfective because the speaker is focusing on its process. Conversely,
the perfective can be selected because the speaker wants to present an event as a single bounded
occurrence, even when the semantic notion of physical completion is not the only relevant factor.

Context also affects the interpretation of repeated events. Imperfective forms are frequently
associated with habitual or iterative readings, but repetition itself does not constitute the entire
meaning of imperfectivity. The relevant issue is how the event is conceptualized and what the
discourse requires.

Another important factor is the relation between aspect and other verbal or temporal information.
Adverbs and subordinate clauses can establish temporal frames that make one aspectual interpretation
more natural than another. In narrative discourse, aspect can also contribute to the distinction between
backgrounded situations and foregrounded events.

These observations support a contextual model of aspectual interpretation. Learners should
therefore be encouraged to examine the entire sentence and discourse rather than selecting an aspect
solely from an English translation or from an isolated dictionary entry.

5.6 Implications for learners of Russian

For learners of Russian as a foreign language, the analysis suggests that aspectual pairs should be
learned together with typical contexts of use. Memorizing nucats/Hanucate as two forms
corresponding to “write” may be less informative than learning how each form behaves in sentences
that foreground process, interruption, completion, result, or sequence.

A useful pedagogical procedure is to present contrasting sentences in pairs. For example, learners
can compare Sl mucan nuceMo, koraa... with Sl Hanmucan nucemo u.... The contrast allows students to
observe that the aspectual choice is motivated by the structure and communicative purpose of the
sentence.

This approach is consistent with the broader linguistic observation that Russian aspect involves
more than a simple formal opposition. Forsyth (1970) and Dickey (2000) both provide evidence that
aspectual usage involves a range of semantic and contextual distinctions. Janda’s (2007) discussion
of aspectual clusters further suggests that learners should not assume that every Russian verb
participates in a perfectly symmetrical binary pair.

The present analysis therefore supports the use of contextualized examples in Russian-as-a-
foreign-language instruction. Such examples can help learners develop an interpretive habit: before
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choosing an aspectual form, they should consider whether the discourse emphasizes the process, the
event as a whole, repetition, a result, or a sequence of events.

5.7 Contextual interpretation and discourse perspective

The relationship between aspect and context can also be understood in terms of discourse
perspective. Speakers do not merely report that an event occurred; they select a way of presenting the
event to the hearer. This selection may determine whether an event functions as the central event of
a narrative or as background information. In this respect, aspect contributes to discourse organization
as well as to the temporal interpretation of individual verbs.

For example, an imperfective form can provide a situation against which another event is introduced.
In S uywmran xHury, korma mnos3BoHws TenedoH, the reading activity establishes the background
situation, while the telephone call becomes the event that changes the discourse state. The aspectual
contrast therefore helps organize the relationship between two events. The choice is not adequately
explained by saying only that reading was “unfinished.” The speaker chooses to present the reading
activity from within its temporal development.

Perfective forms can similarly contribute to foregrounding. In I mpouwTan kHury m Hamucan
peuen3uio, the reading event is presented as a completed stage that makes the following event
relevant. The perfective form allows the hearer to interpret the first event as a bounded unit in a
sequence. This discourse function is consistent with the broader observation that aspect can influence
how events are arranged and connected in narrative and descriptive discourse (Dickey, 2000).

This perspective is useful for language learners because it shifts attention from translation to
interpretation. English often uses the same lexical verb in contexts where Russian requires an
aspectual choice. Consequently, learners who search for a direct English equivalent may overlook the
discourse function of the Russian form. Contextual exercises can help overcome this problem by
requiring learners to explain not only what an action means, but also why the speaker presents it in a
particular way.

5.8 Context, temporal expressions, and aspect

Temporal expressions provide another important source of contextual information.
Expressions referring to a specific moment, duration, sequence, or habitual period can
influence the interpretation of an aspectual form. However, they do not mechanically
determine aspect. Instead, they interact with the speaker’s perspective on the event.

A phrase such as xorma s mpumén (“when I came”) can establish a temporal frame in
which an ongoing activity is described with an imperfective form. Similarly, conjunctions
such as m (“and”) may occur in sequences where perfective forms present successive
bounded events. These patterns show that aspectual interpretation emerges through
interaction  between the verb and its syntactic and discourse environment.

Temporal expressions can also demonstrate why a simple tense-based explanation is
insufficient. Two sentences may refer to the same period of time while differing in aspect
because the speaker conceptualizes the event differently. Thus, aspect should be taught
alongside temporal reference rather than as a separate vocabulary property of individual
verbs.
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For learners, one useful strategy is to examine aspectual forms together with temporal
adverbs and subordinate clauses. Questions such as “What was in progress?”, “What
happened as a bounded event?”, and “What event provides the background for another
event?” can direct attention toward the contextual information that supports aspectual
interpretation. This type of analysis is compatible with the view that Russian aspect
involves systematic interactions among semantic, temporal, and discourse factors
(Forsyth, 1970; Dickey, 2000).

5.9 Implications for contextual learning

A contextual approach also has implications for assessment. Exercises that require learners to
select an aspectual form in isolation may measure memorization more than interpretation. By contrast,
short dialogues, narrative passages, and contrasting sentence pairs can reveal whether learners
understand the communicative reason for a particular aspectual choice. Such tasks can include
explicit explanation, for example asking learners to identify whether the speaker is foregrounding an
ongoing process, a completed result, a repeated activity, or a sequence of events. This type of task
connects grammatical knowledge with actual discourse interpretation and is particularly appropriate
for advanced stages of Russian-as-a-foreign-language learning.

6. Conclusion

This article has examined the role of context in understanding Russian verbal aspect through a
qualitative analysis of selected imperfective/perfective verb pairs. The discussion shows that
aspectual interpretation cannot be reduced to a simple distinction between unfinished and finished
actions. Although imperfective forms are frequently associated with process, repetition, habituality,
and an unbounded perspective, and perfective forms with bounded events and results, these
associations are interpreted within context.

The analysis of  mHcaTb/Hamucath, YUTATh/TIPOYHTAT, JenaTh/cIenarn, and
cMoTpeTs/mocMoTpeTs demonstrates that temporal framing, event boundaries, discourse sequence,
repetition, and communicative focus contribute to aspectual interpretation. In particular, the
imperfective may be used when an activity provides background for another event, whereas the
perfective may present an event as a completed or bounded stage in a sequence.

The theoretical discussion also indicates that Russian aspect should not be treated as a collection
of rigid rules. Comrie’s (1976) general account of aspect, Forsyth’s (1970) detailed treatment of
Russian usage, Dickey’s (2000) contextual and cognitive analysis of Slavic aspect, and Janda’s (2007)
study of Russian aspectual clusters all point toward a more nuanced understanding of aspectual
meaning.

For learners of Russian, the practical implication is that aspectual forms should be studied in
meaningful contexts. Rather than memorizing isolated pairs, learners can compare complete
sentences and identify what the speaker is foregrounding. Such practice can make the relationship
between grammatical form and communicative meaning more transparent.

The study has a clear limitation: it is qualitative and illustrative rather than corpus-based. The
examples demonstrate contextual patterns but do not measure their frequency across contemporary
Russian. Future research could extend the analysis through a corpus study of naturally occurring
Russian discourse and could examine whether particular contextual cues consistently correlate with
aspectual choices across different genres.

Overall, the analysis supports the view that context is an essential component in interpreting
Russian verbal aspect. A context-sensitive approach provides a more precise account of how
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imperfective and perfective forms contribute to the presentation of events and offers a practical
foundation for further research and language teaching.
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