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Auxiliaries in the Romance Perfect:  

How (much) do they help? 

 

Introduction. Perfect constructions with auxiliaries BE/HAVE (Aux) + “past participle” (PP) 

have been extensively studied across Romance, especially by virtue of the cross-linguistic 

variation in their interpretation, e.g. resultative, experiential, universal or perfective (Harris 

1982).  

Issue. Even though most theories somehow converge in that perfect tenses convey varying 

degrees of both “anteriority” and “current relevance” of the underlying event, a precise 

characterization of the work distribution between Aux and PP is difficult to achieve, both 

semantically and syntactically (see Iatridou et al. 2001, Bhatt & Pancheva 2005).  

Aim of the work. This work aims at providing some insights and a preliminary proposal on the 

role of Aux in the Romance perfect, analysing the nature of Aux itself and, consequently, its 

semantic and syntactic contribution in the perfect periphrasis (see Burzio 1986, Kayne 1993 for 

seminal work in the generative framework). 

The status of Aux: State of the art. Two recent and influential views are analysed, couched in 

the Minimalist framework: Manzini & Savoia (2005) describe BE and HAVE as endowed with 

their own event/argument structure, by virtue of their intransitive vs transitive nature, which 

they show also in non-auxiliary uses. However, the unification of BE/HAVE as Aux and lexical 

verbs is synchronically hard, for instance Italo-Romance Aux selection shows the most diverse 

patterns (free variation, tense-/person-/mood driven splits, one-Aux systems). Bjorkman (2011) 

describes Aux as a mere rescue strategy to realize Tense/Agr features when V-to-T movement 

is blocked because of the intervention of marked Asp/Voice features. However, this account 

does not explain why the superficially identical BE.Present + PP conveys an anterior reading in 

the perfect active (ex. 1) but a present reading in the present passive (ex. 2). Moreover, it does 

not consider that Aux itself can be specified for Aspect, hence cannot be a pure filler for T/Agr 

(ex. 3 vs 4 from Italian). 

Proposal: The analytic perfect is a mono-clausal construction, as the presence of only one 

Tense demonstrates. Nonetheless, it encodes an aspectually complex event, endowed with two 

aspect layers. In particular, partly basing on Reichenbach (1947) for the semantics of aspect, 

and on Ramchand (2018) and Pancheva (2003) for the PP structure, I propose that the lower 

Asp layer (lexicalized by the PP) encodes perfect aspect, i.e. the anteriority of event time with 

respect to reference time (see 5), whereas the higher Asp layer (filled via movement by Aux) 

can encode perfective/imperfective aspect and, via further movement to T, anchors the 

reference time to the utterance time (see 6), deriving present/past/future perfects. Event 

unification between the two aspect layers is given by: 1) Argument-structure unification (the 

auxiliary behaves as a raising predicate, see Cinque 2001); 2) The sharing of the same 

reference time in the lower and the higher Asp layers. Crucially, this complex aspectual 

structure is absent in passive tenses, where the whole aspectual/temporal interpretation is given 

by Aux/T, because the PP structure does not have an own Aspect.  

Implications for Aux and the perfect: Whereas the passive auxiliary seems to behave as a pure 

rescue strategy for the realization of inflectional features (see Bjorkman 2011), the perfect 



auxiliary contributes to an aspectually complex event. Partly following Ramchand (2018), I 

propose that vAux is a functional category that, by virtue of its stative semantics, builds an 

Evidential State asserting the existence of the non-finite event embedded under its projection. 

This embedded event can have different aspect specifications cross-linguistically (see Bhatt & 

Pancheva 2005), which give rise to different readings of the perfect. However, the overall idea 

of anteriority which has been described in every work on the perfect cross-linguistically can be 

always derived by Aux providing an Evidential-State for the underlying event, meaning that 

the latter must have an onset prior to the emergence of vAux’s state. The movement of vAux to 

Asp and T in finite contexts finally provides the temporal anchoring of the whole construction 

to the utterance time. 

Conclusion: The use of an analytic Aux + PP construction, with two separate Asp layers, can 

be seen as a cross-linguistically common strategy to make a clear syntactic mapping of events 

with complex aspectual coordinates, where there is no overlapping between event and 

reference time, contrarily to what happens in simple tenses with (im)perfective aspect. 

 

Examples: 

(1) L’amico     è                        arrivato. 
 The friend   be.IND.PRS.3SG    arrive.PTCP.PST.M.SG 

“The friend has arrived”. 

 

(2) Il gatto è                     inseguito                 dal      cane.  
The cat   be.IND.PRS.3SG chase.PTCP.PST.M.SG by.the   dog 

“The cat is chased by the dog”. 

 

(3) Aveva                     appena         finito              di lavorare, 
have.IND.PST.IPFV.3S just                  stop.PTCP.PST of-working 

quando squillò                      il telefono. 
when      ring.IND.PST.PFV.3SG the phone 

“He had just finished working, when the phone rang”. 

 

(4) Quando ebbe                          finito             di lavorare,  
when       have.IND.PST.PFV.3SG stop.PTCP.PST of- working 

si      trasferì                     all’estero. 
REFL move.IND.PST.PFV.3SG abroad 

“After he had finished working, he moved abroad”. 

 

(5) Lower Aspect Layer (PP): VP/vP > Asp (Perfect).  

(6) Higher Aspect Layer (Aux): vAux > Asp (Pfv/Impfv) > T. 
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