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Abstract 
 
This study investigates the variability in the use of the Preterit canté (‘I sang’) and the 
Present Perfect he cantado (‘I have sung’) across three Spanish dialects: Peninsular 
(PEN), Peruvian (PER) and Argentinian (AR). For this purpose, we analyze the effect 
of type of context and temporal adverbials on the selection of these two forms. The 
corpus has been obtained through online questionnaires, comprising a total of thirty-two 
exercises that evaluate the use of the two verb forms in the following contexts: 
continuative, relevance of present, life experience, prehodiernal context and without 
temporal adverbs. The results of this research seek to contribute to the description of 
dialectal differences with respect to the use of the Preterit and the Present Perfect from 
both a quantitative and qualitative perspective. 
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1. Introduction 
 
This study investigates the variability in the use of the Preterit canté (‘I sang’) and 
the Present Perfect he cantado (‘I have sung’) across three Spanish dialects: 
Peninsular (PEN), Peruvian (PER) and Argentinian (AR). For this purpose, we 
analyze the effect of type of context and temporal adverbials on the selection of 
these two forms. Our goal is threefold: (a) to examine which contexts favor the 
use of the perfect; (b) to explore to what extent temporal adverbs affect the 
selection of the perfect; and (c) to identify the semantic differences between these 
three varieties, according to the contexts favored by each of them. 

Typically, the Present Perfect (PP) is characterized in Spanish as a 
structure expressing a completed situation with present relevance (Alarcos 
Llorach 1970; Cartagena 1999; Schwenter 1994a). In contrast, the Preterit (Pret) 
communicates completed situations in the past without present relevance but 
related to certain points of reference. The PP marks the event as located in the 
present and oriented to the moment of speaking. For this reason, it is not suitable 
for sequencing events in narrations. In contrast, the Pret encodes past situations as 
detached from the present, and it is used for foregrounding events in the narration 
and creating sequences of events in a course of events in the past. Thus, the 
archetypical use of the PP conveys perfect while the Pret expresses perfective 
aspect, (Bybee, Pagliuca and Perkins1994; Givón 1982, 2005). The PP and the 
Pret share the temporal semantic feature that the time of the event precedes the 
utterance time; but they differ in that the reference time in the Pret is aligned with 
the event time, whereas in the PP is aligned with the speech time (Howe 2013: 
22). From the point of view of formal semantics, the semantic differentiation 
between these two tenses is that the PP conveys completion while the Pret marks 
anteriority not related to the present but related to some point of reference in the 
past, aorist-like (Verkuyl 1999, González 2003, González and Verkuyl 2017).  

This article is organized as follows. Firstly, we summarize the historical 
process of grammaticalization of the PP from Classical Latin to its current form in 
different varieties. Secondly, we review some studies on the use of PP and the 
Pret forms in Peninsular, Peruvian and Argentinian varieties, and introduce our 
proposal. Thirdly, we explain the methodology applied to collect the data and 
provide information about the participants. After that, we offer the analysis of the 
data and the discussion. Finally, we present our conclusions. 
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2. Grammaticalization of the Perfect 
 
In general, grammaticalization processes have been argued to present a striking 
cross-linguistic consistency (Hopper and Traugott 1993). In addition, such 
processes are standardly assumed to be unidirectional in nature (Bybee, Pagliuca 
and Perkins 1994, Haspelmath 2004). Grammaticalization paths are known to be 
irreversible: lexical items seem to become functional items, but not the other way 
around. Furthermore, and more specific to our research hypotheses, even in the 
functional domain, morphemes expressing perfect tense will further 
grammaticalize into functional elements expressing perfective aspect, but not vice 
versa (Bybee and Dahl 1989). Possible counterexamples to unidirectionality are 
described as cases of degrammaticalization (Ramat 1992, Newmeyer 1998).  

The original construction habere + Participle in Classical Latin initiated a 
grammaticalization process in Vulgar Latin, and gained new meanings in 
Romance Languages. González and Verkuyl (2017) discuss the difference 
between the Spanish Pret canté as a tense form derived from the synthetic Latin 
Present Perfect cantavi, and the form he cantado as an analytical form which 
developed from habeo cantatum. These long-term processes that took place in 
Romance languages have been extensively studied by Harris (1982), Pinkster 
(1987), Salvi (1987), Bichakjian (1988), Vincent (1988), Schwegler (1990), 
Ledgeway (2012) and Cennamo (2018), among others. The scheme below 
summarizes the evolution of the synthetic and periphrastic past forms as explained 
by Harris (1982:49), which distinguishes four stages in the evolution of past 
systems in Romance (Based on Harris 1982, Engel and Ritz 2000: 125). 
 
2 Forms:  

a)  Synthetic Past, derived from the Latin Perfect (cantavi à canté) 
b) Periphrastic Past, derived from the Latin resultative (habeo factum à he 

hecho) 
 
4 stages: 

• Stage 1: The synthetic past is used for all perfective past functions, and the 
periphrastic past only present states resulting from past situations. This is 
nowadays the case of Calabrian and Sicilian (see 1).  

• Stage 2: The synthetic past is used for most of the past perfective 
situations, including recent past situations or a period still in progress, 
while the periphrastic past is used with past events with present relevance 
and aspectually marked as durative or repetitive (see 2, from Mexican 
Spanish). This use is also found in present-day/contemporary Portuguese.  

• Stage 3: The synthetic past is used in past situations without relevance in 
the present, while the periphrastic past is used in past situations with 
relevance in the present (archetypical use of the perfect). This use is found 
in contemporary Catalan and Peninsular Spanish (see 3, from Peninsular 
Spanish). 

• Stage 4: the synthetic past appears in past situations without relevance in 
the present, and only in written formal language. The periphrastic past is 
used in past situations, in other words, it functions in both perfect and 
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perfective contexts. This is happening in Romance languages such as 
French, Italian and Rumanian (see 4, from French).  

 
(1)  U fici ora  (Calabrian, Harris 1982: 50) 

‘I’ve just done it’, lit. ‘…I did it now’.  
 

(2)  Últimamente he ido mucho a Acapulco (y sigo yendo).  
‘Lately I’ve been to Acapulco a lot (and continue going there)’ 
 (Moreno de Alba 2004:72) 
 

(3)  Hoy he tenido un poco de fiebre (tengo escalofríos). (Kempas 2005: 524)  
‘I have had a little fever today (I still have chills)’ 
 

(4) J’e le vu hier/en 1980  (Cotte 1987: 101) 
‘I saw him yesterday/in1980’ 

 
In each stage of the grammaticalization process, the PP has gone through 

semantic changes, losing some of the original semantic properties and gaining 
new ones. These forms may retain some of the original meaning while developing 
new values; thus, the old meanings and the new ones may coexist (Bybee, 
Pagliuca and Perkins 1994; Harris 1982; Hopper and Traugott 2003).  

Through a process of erosion of the PP component of relevance (Comrie 
1976: 61; Schwenter 1994a: 101), the perfect structure extends its reference to 
remote past context until it completes its path from perfect to perfective, as it 
happens in modern French (e.g. J’ai écrit un livre/‘I wrote a book’). This 
grammaticalization path has been called “aoristic drift” (Squartini and Bertinetto 
2000:404). For an exhaustive and variationist overview of the different paths the 
verb ‘to have’ has historically taken and its current use in Spanish, see Benito 
Moreno and Toledo y Huerta (2016). 

González and Verkuyl (2017:126) hypothesize that the evolution of 
Spanish haber from main verb to auxiliary “(…) is part of the development of 
Romance tense systems into a system which can be described in terms of three 
tense oppositions: (i) Present vs. Past, (ii) Synchronous vs. Posterior, and (iii) 
Perfectum vs. Imperfective”. Such a system provides room for eight Spanish tense 
forms: 

This binary system puts the Pret in a peripheral position because it does 
not participate in systematic oppositions distinguishing it from the others. Thus 
the binary approach to the Spanish tense system reveals that in the course of time 
Spanish has developed from a system in which the Pret was part of a system of 
synthetically expressed tense forms into a system in which it has to fight for its 
existence due to the development of the analytic perfect forms. 

An interesting factor to be taken into account when looking at the 
interplay between PP and Pret is the issue of the current relevance of PP: it creates 
the possibility to see an eventuality as completed from the point of view of 
relevance shared between speaker and hearer by using a present tense form.  The 
PP can be seen as a tense form which puts completed eventualities in a present 
domain marked by the use of present tense forms, so that eventualities are looked 
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at differently from a situation in which they are embedded in a past domain 
anterior to the speech situation.  

In other words, Table 1 allows us to see the tense forms of Spanish as all 
belonging to one same system, with one outsider: the Pret. González and Verkuyl 
(2017) hypothesise on why the PP and Pret are both used for the same meanings 
in different Spanish dialects. They both follow their own grammaticalization 
paths, which do not need to be equal in all dialects, as it will be shown in this 
study with the help of three Spanish varieties. 

 
pres past 
1a. Presente 
pres(syn)(imp)(…Vinf…) 
canto  
(sing) 

1b. Imperfecto 
past(syn)(imp)(…Vinf…) 
cantaba 
(sang) 

2a. Futuro Simple 
pres(post)(imp)(…Vinf…) 
cantaré 
(will sing) 

2b. Condicional 
past(post)(imp)(…Vinf…) 
cantaría  
(would sing) 

3a. Perfecto 
pres(syn)(perf)(…VPastP…) 
he cantado  
(have sung) 

3b. Pluscuamperfecto 
past(syn)(perf)(…VPastP…) 
había cantado   
(had sung) 

4a. Futuro compuesto 
pres(post)(imp)(…VPastP…) 
habré cantado 
(will have sung) 

4b. Condicional 
compuesto 
past(post)(imp)(…VPastP…
) 
habría cantado  
(would have sung) 

Table 1: The Spanish tense system binarily organized (adaptation of González 
and Verkuyl 2017:102)	

 
 

3. Previous studies on the variability of the Present Perfect in Spain, Peru 
and Argentina 
 
An intriguing question arises when the varieties of Spanish are taken into 
consideration; in particular, when Latin American Spanish (LA) and Peninsular 
Spanish varieties are compared. In most LA varieties (with the exception of the 
Andean and Peruvian Amazonian varieties), the aspectual markers seem to be 
going through a very different type of grammaticalization process, in which the 
perfective form has not only managed to maintain its position but has also gained 
territory over the perfect meanings. 

Different studies on AR (from Buenos Aires) show that in this variety the 
Pret is much more frequent than the PP (De Jonge 1999: 300, Kubarth 1992: 557, 
Rodríguez Louro 2009: 152). With respect to its semantic readings, Kubarth 
(1992) distinguishes two criteria: the first criterion is temporal or affective 
distance. It indicates if an action started and finished in the past. The second 
criterion is temporal attainment. It refers to the continuation of the action until the 
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moment of speaking or to its completion before the moment of speaking. Kubarth 
observes that in this variety temporal or affective distance is a criterion that does 
not have impact on the selection of the PP. However, he states that PP choice 
seems to be linked to actions that continue into the present. In a further study 
carried out by De Jonge (1999: 304), he argues that the PP highlights the deictic 
point but not necessarily the present relevance. De Jonge mentions that the PP can 
refer to moments occurred far from the time of speaking (5) and to events that 
have not happened in the real world. 
 
(5) Buenos Aires, sample 6 (De Jonge 1999: 303) 

- ¿Se discuten…más bien…son preguntas? 
- No son no, no. Eh… a mí me ha tocado leer, por ejemplo, en, con…en el 
Congreso Internacional de Nefrología de Washington (…).  
 ‘Are they discussed… or rather… are they questions? 
- No, there aren’t, no, no. I had to read (with PP), for example, in, with… 
in the International congress of Nephrology of Washington (…)’ 

 
Rodríguez Louro (2009: 249) points out that the PP in AR appears mostly 

in experiential and past indefinite contexts and expresses personal experience and 
indefinite past reference. She proposes that in AR the PP does not establish a 
relation with the present but it is used instead to express indefinite past and 
generic reference. The PP refers to a past situation, although it does not mention a 
specific moment (6). It is the Pret that has the function to refer to a specific past 
event (7). 
 
(6) Yo me he enamorado de tipos; me enamoro de tipos.  

‘I have felt in love with guys, I fall in love with guys’ 
  (Rodríguez Louro 2009:85) 
 
(7) Yo ayer me quemé.  (Rodríguez Louro 2009:150) 

‘Yesterday I burned myself’ 

In Peru, there is a general preference for the Pret over the PP. However, 
this trend is more marked in the Coastal varieties (Schumacher de Peña 1975, 
1980) as exemplified in (8)2 below: 
 
(8) E: ¿Me puedes contar eso? 

S: La primera vez que me robaron, este, me parece que estaba en cuarto 
de media y fue una vez que me regresaba de la playa con un amigo. Y 
este, nos bajamos en el centro de Lima, porque veníamos de Ancón. Y nos 
dimos cuenta que no teníamos plata para tomar el micro de allí a nuestra 
casas. Entonces no encontramos otra mejor idea, brillante idea, que 
empezar a caminar e ir caminando porque nos sabíamos la ruta. O sea, no 
se nos ocurrió tomar un taxi y pagarlo acá, en mi casa. Grave error.  

																																																								
2  An anonymous reviewer mentions that the Nueva Gramática de la Real Academia 

Española (NGRAE 2009:23.8p: 1735) points out that this reading appears in Central 
America and Andean areas as well.	
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Entonces, caminando por la avenida Brasil, ya pues, nos asaltaron.  Eran 
tres, tres patas, con cuchillo. Y ya, pues, me robaron mis zapatillas, mi 
mochila. Esa fue la primera vez que me robaron. Después, después me 
han asaltado en un paradero. Estaba esperando una combi y un pata con 
una pistola me robó, me robó una cadena. Eso fue más o menos al paso. 
(...)   
‘E: Can you explain that? 
 S: The first time they stole me, like, I think I was still in high school and it 
was a time that I was returning from the beach with a friend. And this, we 
got out in Lima downtown, because we were coming from Ancón. And we 
found out that we did not have money to take the bus from there to our 
home. Then we didn’t find a better idea, brilliant idea, that to start walking 
and keep walking because we knew the way. That is, we didn’t think to 
take a taxi and pay it here, at home. Big mistake. Then, while walking 
through the Brasil Avenue, then, they robbed us. They were three, three 
guys, with a knife. And yes, then, they stole my shoes, my backpack. That 
one was the first time they stole from me. After that, they robbed (with PP) 
me in a bus stop. I was waiting for a bus and a guy with a gun robbed me, 
he took my chain. This was more or less on the move. (…)’ 
 (Jara Yupanqui 2013: 86-87) 

 
However, in the Andean and Amazonian Spanish varieties the use of the 

PP is higher than in Coastal Spanish (Caravedo, 1996: 165; Howe 2006). In 
Amazonian Spanish, this tendency prevails and the PP even takes over the whole 
narration as we can see in (9). This pattern is associated with external factors such 
as low education level, less exposure to formal Spanish and an area of intensive 
language contact (Jara Yupanqui and Valenzuela 2013). 
 
(9) He salido de acá un cuarto para las seis de la tarde. He llegado a las seis 

en punto. De ahí me he ido al hospital. En el hospital me han internado, 
el segundo día a las once me he salido. De ahí he sal… he venido el… 
primero de mayo. Estaba acá el… cuatro. […] He llegado acá el cuatro. 
(Participant A)  
‘I left (PP) here at quarter to six in the afternoon. I arrived (with PP) at six 
o’clock. From there I went (with PP) to the hospital. At the hospital they 
admitted (with PP) me, the second day at eleven I left (with PP). From 
there I have lef… I arrived (with PP) on May 1st. I was here on the fourth 
[…]. I arrived (with PP) here at four’  
 (Jara Yupanqui and Valenzuela 2013: 51) 

 
Howe’s (2006) statistics results show the preference of Lima and Cusco varieties 
for the Pret. This researcher states that PER does not follow the Peninsular model 
of the PP grammaticalization. In PEN, the PP gradually expands its acceptance of 
definite past adverbials and its compatibility with foreground contexts in 
narratives. In contrast, in PER the PP has reorganized the notion of relevance, 
developing innovative uses, e.g. spatial and evidential readings (Escobar 1997). 
Howe (2006: 208) points out that the semantic change in the Peruvian PP is based 
on the extension of relevance rather than the erosion of semantic features.    
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With respect to Peninsular Spanish, Hurtado González (1998) and Howe 
(2006) show that the PP is much more used in Spain than in the rest of the 
Spanish speaking world. Moreover, the use of the PP in some varieties in Spain 
seems to be undergoing the same grammaticalization path of other Romance 
languages, where the PP takes over the Pret contexts.  Schwenter  (1994) finds 
that the PP is well established in hodiernal contexts (1994: 89), like in (10). This 
type of context has been identified as an intermediate stage in the aoristic 
grammaticalization process (Squartini and Bertinetto (2000), cited by Schwenter 
and Torres Cacoullos (2008:8)). Also, Rodríguez Louro and Howe (2010: 165) 
report clear contexts of PP in remote context (see (11) below); however, they also 
point out that this use may be related to the epistemic profile of the verb and not 
to the aspectual profile. 
 
(10) Bueno, pues hoy me he despertado a las 9 y media porque ayer estuve con 

mi compañera de piso hasta las 3 hablando. Y hemos desayunado un café 
con leche con tostadas, y nos hemos vestido rápidamente sin ducharnos 
porque no nos daba tiempo.(…)  
‘Ok, today I woke up (with PP) at half past nine because yesterday I was 
with my roommate talking until three. And we had (with PP) breakfast a 
coffee with milk and toasts, and we dressed up (with PP) quickly without 
taking a shower because we didn’t have enough time. (…) (Barcelona 
2008)   
 (Rodríguez Louro and Jara Yupanqui 2011: 58) 

(11) Pues, bueno, soy de aquí, de Alcalá, bueno de hecho, soy…he nacido (PP) 
aquí. 
‘Well, I am from here, from Alcalá [de Henares], well, in fact, I’m…I was 
born (PP) here’  (Rodríguez Louro and Howe 2010: 175) 

 
In addition, Kempas (2008) noted that the PP has been extended for 

perfective uses (in prehodiernal contexts). He describes the acceptance of ayer 
(yesterday) with PP by the Peninsular speakers who participated in his study 
(2006: 175). In sum, in Peninsular Spanish, it seems that the Pret is being pushed 
back and becoming obsolete, as already has happened in some of its dialects (cf. 
Schwenter 1994, Hurtado González 1998, Howe 2006), because, as in other 
surrounding languages, two past tense forms seem to suffice. 

 
 

4. Our proposal 
 

It has been shown that in PEN the PP expresses hodiernal temporal contexts, but it 
can also appear in prehodiernal contexts (Schwenter 1994). In AR, the PP 
enlarges its deictic value to highlight a situation and it can refer to remote events 
(De Jonge 2001). However, in PER the PP seems to extend the relevance notion 
in the present, so that the perfect gets used for both near-to-the-speaking-moment 
events and temporally remote events (Howe 2006, 2013). 

In this article we show not only that the grammaticalization of the PP can 
go a step further across varieties of Spanish, but also that its spread can fail to 
overgeneralize as it is typical in other European languages (Drinka 2003). Our 
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results show that there is a general gradation in the use of the perfects, where the 
Peninsular Spanish appears as the variety that shows traces of the 
grammaticalization path, followed by the Peruvian speakers and then the 
Argentinian variety, exhibiting a considerable difference in the spread of the PP in 
comparison with Peninsular Spanish. As opposed to what has been said about the 
grammaticalisation of the PP, this gradation reveals that the opposite seems to be 
taking place. The results of this study contribute to the description of dialectal 
differences with respect to the use of the perfect and the perfective from both a 
quantitative and a qualitative perspective. On the basis of the collected evidence, 
this study challenges one basic correlate of grammaticalization: the new form (PP) 
typically displaces the old form (AOR). 

 
 

5. Methodology 
 

Based on our review of the literature and taking into consideration the reported 
variation between PEN and LA varieties regarding the use of the PP and the Pret, 
we formulate the following hypotheses: 

 
a. The PP is used much more often in Spain than in LA, being followed by 

Peruvian Spanish and finally Argentinian Spanish  
b. The PP appears in Present Relevance contexts both in Peruvian and 

Peninsular Spanish, but not in Argentinian Spanish.  
c. The PP appears in life experience contexts in the three varieties  
d. In PEN, the PP appears also in prehodiernal contexts, while in LA the Pret 

takes over hodiernal contexts.  
 

 Argentina Peru Spain 
Edad F M F M F M 
Age group I (19-30) 3 6 1 1 2 11 
Age group II (31-50) 3 0 10 7 8 27 
Age group III (51-70) 4 2 2 0 3 1 
Total  10 8 13 8 12 39 

Table 2: Participants by birthplace, sex and age group	
We used a questionnaire that consisted of 32 exercises which tested the 

use of the Present Perfect and the Preterit in a number of contexts: resultative, 
continuative, of present relevance, of life experience, prehodiernal and ending up 
with contexts where there was no specification at the temporal level. The corpus 
for our study was collected via Qualtrics (a software that enables users to do 
online data collection); 32 exercises (24 sentences with a choice between the 
Present Perfect and the Preterit, and 8 filler sentences (with a choice between the 
Preterit and the Imperfect). The participants were asked to choose between one of 
the two verbal forms.    
 The 24 sentences were presented randomly and divided into the following 
categories according to their context: 
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a. Resultative context 
b. Continuative context 
c. Relevance of present context 
d. Life experience context 
e. Prehodiernal context 
f. Without temporal adverbs 
 

Out of the 24 under scrutiny sentences, 14 sentences contained 
prototypical Present Perfect contexts. The resultative context (context 1), the 
continuative context (context 2) and the life experience context (context 4) were 
presented in 3 sentences each, and the relevance of the present context was 
present in 5 sentences (as it includes the hodiernal context (3 sentences) and the 
recent past context (2 sentences)). Moreover, there were also five sentences 
containing prehodiernal contexts (context 5) and five sentences containing 
contexts without temporal adverbs (context 6).  The questionnaire looked as 
follows: 
 
a. Resultative context (29 in the questionnaire): 
 
(12) Todavía no ___________ de limpiar la casa. 

a. han terminado 
b. terminaron 
‘They haven’t finished/didn’t finish cleaning the house.’ 
 

b. Continuative context (13 in the questionnaire): 
 

(13) Este mes el hotel _____________ y sigue estando muy ocupado. 
a. ha estado 
b. estuvo 
‘This month the hotel has been/was and is still very full.’ 

 
c. Relevance of the present context (hodiernal) (25 in the questionnaire): 

 
(14) Esta mañana me ________muy temprano 

a. he levantado 
b. levanté 
‘This morning I have woken up/woke up very soon.’ 
 

d. Relevance of the present context (recent past) (16 in the questionnaire): 
 

(15) Recién ____________ este artículo 
a. he escrito 
b. escribí 
‘I have just finished/just finished this article.’ 
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e. Life experience context (32 in the questionnaire): 
 

(16) Últimamente________________ en cambiar de trabajo 
a. he pensado 
b. pensé 
‘Lately I thought/ have thought of changing jobs.’ 
 

f. Prehodiernal context (6 in questionnaire): 
 

(17) El domingo pasado __________ la iglesia 
a. hemos visitado 
b. visitamos 
‘Last Sunday we have visited/visited the church.’ 
 

g. Without temporal adverbs (14 in questionnaire): 
 

(18) Mi hermana ___________ su Carrera de Psicología 
a. ha terminado 
b. terminó 
‘My sister has finished/finished her Psychology studies.’ 

 
 
6. Analysis 

 
In this section, we first present our results on the total frequency of PP and Pret by 
Spanish variety, and then we discuss the statistics obtained for each PP context. 
The overall numbers show that PEN uses the PP with much more frequency than 
the PER and AR. Table 2 below displays the frequencies of the simple and 
periphrastic past obtained from our survey. 
 
 Argentina  Peru  Spain  Total 
 N % N % N % N % 
PP 51 10,6 199 41,5 250 52,1 500 34,7 
Pret 429 89,4 281 58,5 230 47,9 950 65,3 
Total 480 100 480 100 480 100 1450 100 

Table 3: Crossdialectal distribution of the Present Perfect and the Preterit 
These results show significant differences between dialects. They situate 

PEN with the highest frequency of PP forms (52,1%), PER in an intermediate 
position (41,5%), and AR (10,6%) with the lowest frequency.  
 
6.1.Present Perfect and Preterit distribution by type of context 
With respect to the resultative PP contexts (e.g.  todavía no han terminado de 
limpiar la casa/ ‘they haven’t finished cleaning the house’), the examination of 
the differences between the three dialects mirrors the overall frequencies. PEN 
leads the use of PP (72%), followed by PER (65%) and AR (30%) (Table 3). 
These results are significant. 
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Variety N % 
Spain 1103 72 
Peru 41 65 
Argentina 16 30 

F (3,91) = 19, 803, **p < ,001 
Table 4: Distribution of Resultative PP across dialects  

The frequencies obtained for the continuative PP contexts (e.g.	este mes el 
hotel ha estado y sigue estando muy ocupado/ ‘this month the hotel has been and 
still is really busy’),  are unexpected since the advance of the grammaticalization 
process by which the PP takes over the Pret typically would involve the gradually 
disappearance of the continuative contexts (Howe 2013: 49); however, we 
observe that this type of context obtains a high incidence of PP in PEN. We may 
interpret these results as a relatively stable use of PP in continuative contexts, but 
that does not mean that the PP is necessarily the most common in the overall 
tendency. The fact that the question included a blank space followed by a present 
tense …______ y sigue estando…(‘…______ and still is …’) may have favored in 
PEN the interpretation of a period of time that concludes before the moment of 
the utterance. This pattern seems to reflect the reported progressive extension of 
the PP from recent temporal frames to temporal remote ones. In PEN the PP 
seems to be more prone to be interpreted as a bounded period of time and, thus, 
the high number of PP incidence in this context (78%). 

The results of the PP of Present Relevance contexts (e.g. Esta mañana me 
he levantado muy temprano, ‘this morning I have woken up very soon’) show 
some striking differences between dialects (Table 5). PEN obtains a 37%, 
followed closely by  AR with a 34%. However, PER clearly displays a different 
pattern with a percentage of 47%. These differences are significant. 
 
Variety N % 
Spain 57 37 
Peru 29 47 
Argentina 19 34 

F (3,91) = 2,795, *p < ,05 
Table 5: Distribution of Present Relevance PP across dialects 

The analysis of the experiential PP contexts (e.g. He pensado en cambiar 
de trabajo, ‘I have thought about changing jobs’) present also a significant result 
with PEN (49%) positioning it  in first place again in the use of PP over PER 
(36%) and AR (25%). 

Regarding the PP prehodiernal contexts (e.g. El domingo pasado hemos 
visitado la iglesia, ‘last Sunday we have visited church’), the percentages show a 
similar pattern to the one observed for the PP of current relevance. This means that 
PER shows a slightly higher frequency of PP than PEN and AR, however these 
results are not statistically significant. The different tendency of PER in this 
context with respect to PEN and AR goes in hand with previous research that have 
revealed that the PP in PER has widened its notion of relevance making it more 

																																																								
3  The percentages and the raw numbers are per dialect group.  
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likely to refer to remote past situations in the narration than the PEN and AR 
varieties. 

 
Variety N % 
Spain 75 49 
Peru 23 36 
Argentina 14 26 

F (3,91) = 8,463, **p < ,001 
Table 6: Distribution of Experiential PP across dialects 

Variety N % 
Spain 35 23 
Peru 19 30 
Argentina 12 22 

F (3,91) = 1,733, p < ,166 
Table 7: Distribution of Prehodiernal PP across dialects 

In fact, both the tendency of PP of current relevance and prehodiernal 
contexts suggest that the change undergone in this variety does not seem to 
correspond to same grammaticalization path reported for PEN (Hurtado González 
1998, Howe 2006). This tendency supports Howe’s (2013) claim that in the 
Peruvian case the semantic change occurs not through semantic erosion but 
through the expansion of the presupposition of discourse relevance (pp. 152-153). 
In other words, the speakers subjectively decide the relevance between the topic of 
discourse and the proposition. In the Peruvian case, the notion of relevance is more 
flexible and allows the PP to easily accept definite temporal adverbials. 

Lastly, the analysis of contexts with PP without temporal adverbials (e.g. 
Mi hermana ha terminado Psicología, ‘my sister has finished Psychology’) shows 
again that PER stands in an intermediate position within the observed continuum. 

 
Variety N % 
Spain 94 61 
Peru 23 36 
Argentina 7 13 

F (3,91) = 10,221, **p < ,001 
Table 8: Distribution of PP in contexts without temporal adverbials 

 
6.2. Temporal Adverbials and PP and Pret Choice 
The results of the resultative, continuative, experiential, and without temporal 
adverbials contexts corroborate that the PP is used more frequently in Spain than in 
Peru and Argentina. It also reflects that there is a geographical dialectal continuum 
in which Spain and Argentina are placed at the extremes, with Peru standing in the 
middle.  

With respect to the present relevance meaning and acceptance of 
prehodiernal temporal modifiers, Spain and Argentina display a similar trend but 
Peru show a different one. This distribution would confirm what has been 
suggested in other studies: the Peruvian PP widens the current relevance meaning 
to remote contexts (Howe 2013) but it continues having either a temporal or 
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psychological impact on the present (Jara Yupanqui 2011: 111). However, this is at 
odds with what one would expect from the PEN speakers. After careful 
consideration4, we observed that the sentences containing present relevance 
contexts were not chosen carefully. A sentence such as Me la he 
encontrado/encontré hace dos horas (‘I (have) found her two hours ago’) may be 
perfectly hodiernal. However, the temporal information given by hace dos horas 
(‘two hours ago’) is effortlessly perfective, and as such, it explains why the PEN 
speakers in this study choose the PERF more often. Moreover, another type of 
sentence we considered pertaining to the relevance of the present context contained 
recién (‘just’). This meaning of relevance of the present is definitely the case in 
LA Spanish, but this adverb has become obsolete in PEN Spanish. Taking this into 
consideration, the results from the PEN speakers cannot be representative of the 
context in question.  

 
Type of context Spain Peru Argentina 
resultative** 72% 65% 30% 

continuative** 78% 56% 48% 

experiential** 49% 36% 49% 

present relevance* 37% 47% 34% 

prehodiernal 23% 30% 22% 

without temporal adverbials ** 61% 36% 13% 

Table 9: Cross-dialectal distribution of perfects by type of perfect and absence of 
temporal adverbials 

Additionally, in the case of Spain, the high frequency of PP tokens with no 
temporal adverbial contexts can be interpreted as the PP becoming the default past 
form. Also, although PER displays much lower frequency in the same type of 
contexts, the 36% of PP occurrence demonstrates that in this variety there is more 
flexibility to accept this form and that the constraints have relaxed or weakened in 
comparison to what it is observed in the Argentinian variety. 

 
 

7. Conclusions 
 
Overall, our results show that in the LA varieties, the PP seems to be going 
through a step further in its grammaticalization process which involves the 
emergence of more abstract meanings and therefore fails to generalize. As a result, 
the form that prevails is not the perfect but the perfective. In other words, the Pret 
encroaches the PP territory regardless of the temporal or aspectual value of the 
action. In (19) we see sentences extracted from the questionnaire, with their 
particular context within parenthesis, where one would expect the choice of the PP 
(because of the context), but nevertheless the preferred form in Argentina and Peru 
is the Pret.  

																																																								
4  We thank one of the anonymous reviewers for pointing us out this unexpected finding.  
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(19) Perfect à Perfective (Peru, Argentina) 

a. Últimamente pensé en cambiar de trabajo (life experience) 
‘Lately I thought about changing jobs’ 

b. Todavía no terminaron de limpiar la casa (resultative) 
‘They did not finish cleaning the house yet’ 

c. Mi hermana terminó psicología (without temporal adverb) 
‘My sister finished psychology’ 

d. Este mes el hotel estuvo y sigue estando ocupado (continuative) 
‘This month the hotel was and still is full’ 

 
In contrast, in PEN, the pathway seems to be from perfective to perfect. In 

(20) we see sentences extracted from the questionnaire, with their particular 
context in brackets, where, because of the context, one could expect the choice of 
the Pret, but nevertheless the preferred form in Spain is the PP.  

 
(20) Perfective à perfect  

a. Esta mañana me he levantado muy temprano (relevance present) 
‘This morning I have woken up very early’ 

b. Hemos viajado por toda Europa (no temporal adverbial) 
‘We have travelled all around Europe’ 

 
Our study shows that there is no cross-linguistic consistency: The above 

study is at odds with the traditional analysis which holds that Standard Spanish has 
evolved like French and Dutch. The LA Spanish varieties analysed in this study do 
not follow the typical spread trend than the European perfect (Drinka 2003) that 
involves the displacing of the AOR for the PERF. LA Spanish PP and Pret have 
developed independently (Westmoreland 1988, de Jonge 2001). As Howe (2013) 
suggests, it may be the path of subjectivization, at least in Peruvian Spanish.  

The Pret and the PP seem to be competing for their space in the Spanish 
past tense system. The PP in Peninsular Spanish follows the well-known 
grammaticalization path of other Indo-European languages (although not as clear 
cut as in other studies, such as in Schwenter and Torres Cacoullos 2008), where it 
seems to be becoming the default past. In Peninsular Spanish, the Pret seems to 
have lost many of its previous readings and handed them in to the PP. This has to 
be interpreted with much caution, as there is dialectal variation within the 
Peninsula and the most standard dialects still contain very clear and traditional cuts 
in its uses of the PP and the Pret. Moreover, there are also some regions in Spain 
(Canary Islands, Galicia, Asturias, Leon) which seem to behave like in Latin 
American Spanish, as shown by Serrano (1995). 

What seems much more remarkable is the use of these two forms in Latin 
America, even more if we consider the grammaticalization paths extensively 
described in previous research and in the state of the art of this paper.  It is not the 
PP but the Pret the form that is taking over past tense meanings. It is the default 
past tense per excellence. We have shown that it is being used in flawless perfect 
readings (like for example resultative and relevance of the present contexts). As 
González and Verkuyl (2017) argue, “it is simply occupying the place of the Perf 
tense form by taking over its role in the binary system” (2017:133). But there is 
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also variation within the Latin American dialects. Howe (2006), Jara Yupanqui 
(2011), Rodríguez Louro and Jara Yupanqui (2011) indicate that in the Andean 
variety the Pret is the favourite form, but the PP is still present in everyday use, 
although marking past tense with subjective and discourse-pragmatic purpose. 

Following González and Verkuyl (2017), and partly supported by our 
results, our prediction for Peninsular Spanish is that the Pret may end up becoming 
obsolete, and the PP may prevail as past tense default, as in other Romance (and 
Germanic) languages. In several Latin American Spanish dialects the opposite path 
concerning past meanings seems to be in progress: the Pret seems to be adopting  
the past tense properties of the expelled PP. In both cases, “a reduction of tense 
forms seems to be taking place” (González and Verkuyl 2017: 132) because there 
does not seem to be necessary to keep both a perfective and a perfect form in the 
past realm. 
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