The Simple Past Tense vs. the Present Perfect Tense

Incorrect: Last night when I saw the picture of Berlusconi, I have laughed a lot.

Correct: Last night when I saw the picture of Berlusconi, I laughed a lot.

 

The verbal phrase I laughed is an example of the simple past tense in English whereas

the verbal phrase I have laughed is an example of the present perfect tense in English. 

 

Understanding the difference between these two tenses is often difficult for French, Italian and German speakers because they generally use the present perfect to express both (and only use the simple past tense in literature). To express both of these English tenses, French speakers use what is known as le passé composé.

 

In English, one should use the simple past tense for describing an event that happened (that began and ended) at a certain time. 
 

For example, in the sentence: "Last night when I saw the picture of Berlusconi, I laughed a lot." This describes an event that began and ended last night (a completed action). 

 

On the other hand, one should use present perfect tense to describe events which began in the past and have continued up until the present time. For example:

 

"I have laughed every time that l look at that picture of Berlusconi."

 

In this sentence, we are not talking about a completed action. We are talking about an event (laughing) that started in the past, but has continued up until the present. In other words, I laughed the first time that I saw the picture of Berlusconi (a completed action), and I have laughed each time that I've looked at it since then (a continuous action that continues up until the present time).

 

 

