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 The hierarchy of the English verbs 
 

While searching the optimum way of studying 
English distinct structure of English grammar was 
found out. 

Analysis of English grammar carried out from 
the point of view of a person with higher technical 
education corresponds to the philosophical current 
of the XXth century by the name of structuralism 
which is closely connected with the development of 
the humanities cognition. «Before the appearance 
of philosophical structuralism there appeared the 
structuralism as the method of scientific analysis 
which got the name of the structural analysis. The 
main point of it consists in picking out and analyz-
ing a structure as an aggregate of «latent relation-
ships» between the elements of the whole. The 
main principle of the structural analysis is «the 
methodological primacy of relationships upon the 
elements in the system». Another methodological 
principle is «the primacy of synchronism upon dia-
chronism». The structural analysis supposes distrac-
tion from the development of the system, from its 
interactions and changes at different moments of time 
(diachronism), it concentrates on studying of internal 
mechanisms of the static system, on internal interac-
tions of elements existing at one and the same mo-
ment of time (synchronism) [1, p. 223–224].  

Any language changes with time, it is a devel-
oping system. But at the same time it is a stable 
enough system. Though any language changes as a 
result of interactions with other languages it keeps 

its main elements and interactions between them 
for centuries. That allows us to identify it among 
other languages. So the structure of a system is 
formed by not changing «stable connections and 
relationships between the elements of the system. 
In other words system is elements and their struc-
ture» [1, p. 366]. 

In our case we can see that any language is a 
system. The structure of the English language is 
shown on the figures and schemes in previous arti-
cles [2, сс. 178, 180; 3, с. 14] and there we can see 
the elements of this structure. Some elements of the 
structure have the same features. Such elements in 
philosophy are called as classes of material systems 
or levels of the substance organization. «The struc-
ture of a substance can be pictured as a certain hi-
erarchy of these levels» [1, p. 366]. 

English grammar is in complete agreement with 
the above description. The previous analysis 
showed that in the English language it is a predi-
cate that has the most complicated structure. A 
predicate can be analyzed as a substructure of Eng-
lish grammar. A predicate consists of verbs that can 
be called as classes or levels of the predicate struc-
ture. And the most common element of a predicate 
is the verb to be. What is it – the verb to be? What 
does the verb to be present by itself? 

We know that with the help of the verb to be we 
can answer the following questions: 

1. Who or what is the subject in this world? 
2. What kind of thing is it? 
3. Where is it? 
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From the philosophic point of view the verb to 
be reflects the existence of some thing, creature or 
phenomenon in this world. Once this thing, crea-
ture or phenomenon exists it has some characteris-
tic features (the second question) and is situated 
somewhere (the third question). All these ques-
tions can be answered with the help of a universal 
verb to be. With its help we can describe every-
thing in the Universe, which exists independently 
from a human being. That’s why the author of this 
article calls it a «natural» verb. Thus the verb to be 
is the main verb of the English language. 

The next most common element of the English 
predicate is the verb to have. What does it present 
by itself? From the philosophic point of view the 
verb to have just as the verb to be reflects a natural 
phenomenon, namely, that every object existing in 
the Universe possesses some characteristic features. 
For example: The Earth has an atmosphere., The 
man has upper and lower extremities., The tree has 
a trunk and a crown., etc. At present time people 
instead of the verb to have mainly use the word 
combination to have got which strictly speaking 
has a different meaning from the verb to have. The 
word combination to have got has the meaning of 
«to reach, to receive, to get». This combination 
reflects a result of certain efforts towards the 
achievement of some purpose. For example, if a 
person speaks about his / her family, he / she may 
use two variants: 1. «I have a family» and 2. «I 
have got a family». The first variant must be used 
when a person speaks about his parents, brothers 
and sisters whom a person has naturally, inde-
pendently of him- or herself. The second variant 
must be used by a person who had made some ef-
forts and had married because marriage is not given 
by nature independently of a person. 

So with the help of «natural» verbs to be and to 
have we can know what, with its description and 
where we have it in this world and what features 
it is characterized by. 

From the philosophic point of view when study-
ing nature we are interested in what we can expect 
from the described object, i. e. we ask questions: 
«What is this object capable of?», «How high is the 
probability of fulfilment of this or that action by 
it?», «What must necessarily occur?» We can see 
that the next “natural” verbs are modal verbs must, 
can and may. And in our grammatical analysis we 
have found out that after the verbs to be and to 
have there appear modal verbs which can be com-
bined with all the verbs of action. 

Modal verbs already appear when we study the 
simplest form of the verbs of action – the infinitive 
with the particle to. Then modal verbs combine 
with the infinitive of the verbs of action without the 
particle to. Modal verbs are very often used in spo-

ken English. While studying the tense-aspectual 
forms of the English verb we always see combina-
tion of modal verbs with the corresponding com-
plex infinitive. It means that modal verbs follow 
the verbs to be and to have according to the level of 
their importance; because of that they must be stud-
ied just after the verbs to be and to have and that 
contradicts common practice. Usually modal verbs 
just like Participle I and II are studied last. 

The level of importance of modal verbs is con-
firmed by the fixed frequency of their usage. In the 
English words frequency vocabulary of almost 
3 000 words (compiled in Japan) where the fre-
quency of the word usage is shown we can see that 
the verb form be is on the second place according 
to the frequency of its usage (the definite article the 
is on the first place), the verb form have is on the 
9th place, the verb form do is on the 25th. And then 
modal verbs go: would is on the 31st place, will – 
on the 33rd, can – 39th, could – 54th, may – 73rd, 
must – 86th, should – 95th. The most frequently used 
verbs of action are: say – on the 35th place, make – 
37th, go – on the 50th, take – on the 60th place. 
There are more verbs of action further. But we can 
see that modal verbs are among the first 100 most 
frequently used words.  

The modal verb must shows what action occurs in 
nature without fail. In other words it says that the ac-
tion we speak about is 100% fulfilled. This is true for 
nature laws, laws of the state, traffic rules, parent’s 
orders, commands of superior, etc. For example: a 
change of day and night, of seasons in nature. 

The modal verb can expresses ability, it shows 
what an object is able to do. It expresses 50% prob-
ability of fulfilment of action depending on the 
ability or inability of operating object. For exam-
ple, a seed is able to sprout in a tree if it is healthy, 
and it is unable to do it if it is damaged. 

The modal verb may as well as the verb can ex-
presses 50% probability of fulfilment of an action. 
But, unlike the verb can, with the verb may proba-
bility of the action depends not on the operating 
object itself, but on its environment: the nature or 
people. For example, the birch may grow high and 
upright in favourable conditions, and it may grow 
dwarfed and crooked in the inhospitable conditions 
of the Far North. 

So, as «natural» verbs we regard the verbs to be, 
to have, must, can, may. The equivalents of modal 
verbs to be to, to have to, ought to, should are more 
concerned with the world of people, because the 
verb to be to expresses the planned action, the verb to 
have to – the compelled action, the verb should – 
advice, the verb ought to – different degrees of 
obligation, as well as expressing reproach. All 
these actions are particular to the animal world and, 
specifically, apply to people. 
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We know that a little number of modal verbs 
combine with all the variety of the verbs of action. 
All the objects of the nature fulfil some action. For 
example: The Sun shines., A tree grows., A dog 
barks., etc. But the principal among the verbs of 
action is the verb to do, which occupies an inter-
mediate position between the modal verbs and the 
verbs of action. If modal verbs reflect a degree of 
probability of the action, the verb to do reflects a 
real action itself. 

While explaining tense-aspectual forms of the 
English verb, we usually use a table. For the Pre-
sent Indefinite Active Tense it looks like Table 1. 

We see there the forms of the main verbs of the 
English language – to be, to have, to do, and of two 
regular verbs – to ask, to study (with specific end-
ing -y) and of irregular verb to write in the Present 
Indefinite Active Tense. 

In the full form this table must also contain 
modal verbs (see Table 2). 

We can see from Table 2 that in order to make a 
general interrogative sentence the verbs of the first 
three columns are taken out to the beginning of the 
affirmative sentence. In order to make an interroga-
tive sentence with the verbs of action we use the 
verb to do at the beginning of the general interroga-
tive sentence. In this  case  it  is  called  an  auxilia-
ry verb. In practice it behaves itself as a modal verb 
because an emphasizing construction still exists: I 
do read. Like modal verbs, it forms a question and 
a negative answer: 1) I must go. – Must I go? – I 
mustn’t go. 2) I can go. – Can I go? – I can’t go. 3) 
I may go. – May I go? – I may not go. 4) I do go. 
(emphasizing construction) – Do I go? – I don’t go. 
The difference is in the fact that the verb to do has 
two forms, depending on the person and the num-
ber: do and does. 

All the other verbs never stand at the beginning 
of the interrogative sentence. 

So we have revealed six levels of the English 
verbs: 

1. The verb to be – it reflects the existence of an 
object in this world. 

2. The verb to have – it reflect the characteristic 
features of the object. 

3. The modal verbs must, can, may reflect the 
level of probability of fulfillment of some action by 
the object. 

4. All the other modal verbs and their equiva-
lents. – They refer more to the world of people and 
animals. 

5. The dual verb to do which on the one hand 
behaves itself as a modal verb in the interrogative 
and negative sentences and on the other hand is a 
usual verb of action. 

6. All the other verbs of action. 
The enumerated six levels of the English verbs 

we have arranged according to the level of their 
importance beginning with the most important and 
ending with the least important. In such a way we 
have defined their hierarchy. It means that in full 
accordance with the conclusions of philosophic 
science we revealed that the English language is a 
strictly structured system which has hierarchy of its 
levels formed by verbs. 

 
The algorithm of the predicate search 

 
While translating from the English language in-

to Russian students usually begin to translate from 
the first word till the last one in consecutive order. 
In this case students are not able to translate in a 
correct way because English words often represent 
different parts of speech and have different mean-
ings, so students may choose the wrong variant of 
the word translation for the sentence meaning. The 
author of this article thinks that translating of a sen-

                                                                                                       Table 1 
The forms of the verbs in the Present Indefinite Active Tense 

 to be to have to do to ask to write to study 
I am have do ask write study 
He 
She 
It 

 
is 

 
has 

 
does 
[dAz] 

 
asks 

 
writes 

 
studies 

We 
You 
They 

 
are 

 
have 

 
do 

 
ask 

 
write 

 
study 

 
                                                                                                                                                      Table 2 

 to be to have MV to do to ask to write to study 
I am have  do ask write study 
He 
She 
It 

 
is 

 
has 

 
  must 
   can 

 
does 
[dAz] 

 
asks 

 
writes 

 
studies 

We 
You 
They 

 
are 

 
have 

   may  
do 

 
ask 

 
write 

 
study 
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tence is equal to solving of a mathematical equation 
with several unknown quantities. That’s why the 
algorithm of the predicate search has been devel-
oped. As in the English language the predominating 
role is played by the predicate, translation of a sen-
tence must begin with search for the predicate. Ac-
cording to the formulas of tense-aspectual forms of 
the English verb we see that the verb to be is al-
ways either a predicate itself or begins some tense-
aspectual form. Hence, first it must be found out if 
there is one of the forms of the verb to be in the 
sentence, namely, am, is, are, was, were. The sub-
ject of the sentence will always precede the verb to 
be. The found form of the verb to be shows the 
number (singular or plural) of the subject of the 
sentence. When the subject is found the student 
must translate only the subject and the predicate. If 
the verb to be is the predicate itself then the transla-
tion gives the description of the subject or shows 
where it is situated. If the verb to be is followed by 
other verbs or participles then the student consults 
the table of tense-aspectual forms and finds how to 
translate this particular construction of the predi-
cate. Having translated the subject and the predi-
cate the student translates the other parts of the sen-
tence. 

If there is no the verb to be in the sentence then 
we look for the verb to have but only in two forms: 
has and had. Just as the forms of the verb to be 
these forms may be an independent predicate or 
begin one of the tense-aspectual forms. The form 
has shows that the preceding subject is in singular 
and after the predicate there must be an object an-
swering the question: What has the subject? Having 
found the subject and the predicate the students 
translates them, the object and then the other parts 
of the sentence. To translate the sentence with the 
form had it is more difficult because the number of 
the subject is not known but in other respects the 
construction of the sentence is the same. If the verb 
forms has and had are followed by participles then 
the student consults the table of tense-aspectual 
forms and finds how to translate this particular con-
struction of the predicate. 

If there are no forms of the verb to be or the 
forms of the verb to have – has and had then the 
student must search modal verbs and not the form 

have because this form can be preceded by modal 
verbs and then it will not be an independent predi-
cate. Modal verbs are combined with the infinitive 
of a verb or of a tense-aspectual form so again first 
the student finds the predicate then he finds the 
subject in front of it then he translates these main 
parts of the sentence and then all the others. 

In front of the verb form have there also may be 
auxiliary verbs shall and will forming the Future 
Tense hence if there are no modal verbs in the sen-
tence the student must search these verbs shall and 
will. Having found the predicate he finds the sub-
ject and translates the sentence as described above. 

On the next stage the verb form have is 
searched as a predicate. 

The last variant of a predicate is a verb of ac-
tion. It is easier to find it if it has the verb endings –
s or –ed. It is more difficult for a student to find it if 
it is an irregular verb in the Past Tense. The most 
difficult variant when the verb of action is in the 
Present Tense and in plural. 

So the algorithm of search of the predicate 
looks as follows: 

1.  to be – am, is, are, was, was, were. 
2.  to have – has, had. 
3.  Modal verbs - must, should, would, can, 

could, may, might. 
4.  Indicators of the Future Tense – shall, will. 
5.  to have – have. 
6.  All the other verbs that may have endings -s, -

es (in the Present Tense), -ed (in the Past Tense for 
regular verbs), including irregular verbs in the Past 
Tense. 

 
We suppose that this algorithm may be also 

used for computerized translating. 
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R.I. Kuryaeva 
 

Any language is a system consisting of some elements. Stable connections and relations between the elements of 
the system form its structure.  In this article, we analyze verbs, one of the main parts of the English language, at the 
moment when they act as a predicate. The predicate is the most complicated part of English grammar. In order to facili-
tate the study of the English predicate, a particular sequence of studying  English verbs has been developed. It corre-
sponds to the revealed hierarchy of the English verbs beginning with the most important verb – to be, which is followed 
by the verb to have, then modal verbs and finally the verbs of action.  To make the task of translating an English text 
easier, an algorithm of the predicate search is offered. The proposed sequence is the basis for the manual written by this 
article's author, which is intended to make English an easier language to learn and understand for the students. 
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