A corpus-based and acceptability judgement study
on Auxiliary Selection in French and Italian

Greta VIALE (University of Verona, Sorbonne University/STIH), Andrea BRIGLIA (Sorbonne
nouvelle/ UMR LPP), Anne CARLIER (Sorbonne University/ STIH)

Introduction
e Research Question and State of the Art

Auxiliary selection refers to the possible choice between ‘have’ or ‘be’ in perfective tense. It is not just a
surface-level phenomenon, but it provides insight into verb classification, syntactic structure, and patterns
of language variation and change and, as such, contributes to understanding how languages encode aspect,
argument structure, and grammatical relations. This study will focus on auxiliary selection in Italian and
French and aims to shed light on the specific principles governing auxiliary selection in both languages.

Previous work has highlighted that auxiliary selection is partly conditioned by syntax. Transitive verbs,
as well as unergative verbs whose single argument is VP-external and corresponds to an agent, tend to
select ‘have’, whereas unaccusative verbs, whose single argument is VP-internal and has the thematic role
of theme, may accept the auxiliary ‘be’ (Levin & Rappaport Hovav 1995, 2005). A second factor is
semantic in nature and concerns aspect: telicity seems correlated with ‘be’ (Van Valin 1990, Bentley &
al. 2004). These two factors are integrated into Sorace’s (2000: 863) Auxiliary Selection Hierarchy (ASH),
which groups intransitive verbs into semantic classes distributed on a scale whose two extreme poles are
agentivity and telicity.

CHANGE OF LOCATION selects ‘be’ (least variation)
CHANGE OF STATE

CONTINUATION OF PRE-EXISTING STATE

EXISTENCE OF STATE

UNCONTROLLED PROCESS

CONTROLLED PROCESS (MOTIONAL)

CONTROLLED PROCESS (NONMOTIONAL) selects ‘have’ (least variation)

According to this model, verbs belonging to semantic classes at the upper end of the scale, conveying the
feature of telicity, consistently select ‘be’, whereas verbs found at the lower end of the scale, presupposing
an agentive subject, select ‘have’. Auxiliary alternation—whether within the same language or cross-
linguistically—occurs with verbs in the middle of the scale. This ASH scale is claimed to be universal, the
only language-specific variation being the location of the boundary between verbs selecting ‘have’ and
those selecting ‘be’.

e Positioning and Contribution of the Present Study

(1) Whereas the ASH, elaborated 25 years ago, is based on constructed examples and grammaticality
judgements, and relies primarily on qualitative analysis, the present study is conducted on new empirical
and theoretical grounds. First, it adopts a usage-based approach, relying on corpus data and statistical
modeling, without neglecting qualitative analysis through manual annotation of approximately 1,000
examples. Second, it includes large-scale acceptability judgment surveys (= 300 online participants for
each language), which provide additional insights into speaker intuitions.

(1) In contrast to the ASH’s focus on the two poles of the hierarchy, our study concentrates on verbs that
exhibit auxiliary alternation in each of the two languages under investigation, in the belief that they may
shed light on the principles underlying auxiliary selection. These verbs, identified through corpus que-
ries, differ between the two languages. For Italian, the list includes the following verbs: cambiare
‘change’, contare ‘count’, suonare ‘ring’, proseguire ‘go on’, cedere ‘surrender’, ‘collapse’, fallire ‘fail’,
pesare ‘weigh’, ‘matter’, continuare ‘continue’, iniziare ‘start’, cominciare ‘start’, procedere ‘proceed’,
finire ‘finish’, prevalere ‘prevail’. For French, the following verbs are involved: passer ‘come’ ‘go’,
monter ‘go up’, baisser ‘decrease’, diminuer ‘reduce’, descendre ‘go down’, changer ‘change’, miirir
‘mature’, exploser ‘explode’, paraitre ‘appear’, apparaitre ‘appear’.



(i11)) Whereas Sorace’s approach is primarily lexical-semantic, aiming to establish a hierarchy of verb
classes sharing auxiliary selection properties, our approach is parameter-based: it seeks to identify and
rank the parameters that govern auxiliary selection. Using our corpus as heuristic tool, we argue that
relevant parameters go beyond agentivity and telicity, and are more diverse in nature. In doing so, we aim
to refine the typology of auxiliary selection and contribute to a more nuanced, empirically grounded model
of variation in Romance languages.

Methodology

This study combines corpus-based analysis, quantitative modeling, and acceptability judgment tasks, in
order to achieve empirically robust and replicable results.

For the corpus study, approximately 1,000 sentences were selected from Sketch Engine (through targeted
regular expressions), each sentence is manually annotated based on 16 parameters, both semantic and
syntactic, such as agentivity, human feature, animacy and internal causation (Mateu 2009), the possibility
of an implicit direct object, and the presence of adverbials. We then apply two complementary statistical
methods: 2 (Kass 1980), grouping together similar sentences and separate different sentences in different
groups, by selecting the strongest predictor capable of the optimal split at each splitting node (cf. Fig. 1
& 2), and Random forest analysis (Kuhn 2008), providing a ranking of all the parameters, including the
less impactful ones, according to their weight. A usage-based questionnaire based on a Likert-scale accep-
tability judgments and structured according to a Latin square (Bross 2019) confirms the statistical results
of the corpus study. The methodological strength of our study lies in the combination of these different
approaches, integrating both speaker behavior (as reflected in corpus data) and speaker intuitions (as
reflected in judgment surveys).

Results and discussion

This study investigates a relatively unexplored area of research, namely the so-called peripheral verbs that
can take either ‘have’ or ‘be’ in the perfective tense, and contributes several novel findings that go beyond
the current state of the art.

(1) Regarding the semantic features of the subject, agentivity does not emerge as the primary factor
determining the choice of ‘have’; instead, ‘internal cause’ appears to play a more central role. In addition,
the presence of the ‘human’ feature seems to influence auxiliary selection independently of the two afore-
mentioned features.

(i1) For Italian, our study highlights the specific behavior of aspectual semi-auxiliaries in relation to ‘have’
vs. ‘be’ selection (Viale & al. 2024).

(i11) Regarding the comparison between Italian and French, the present study challenges the universality
of the ASH scale. It shows that the difference does not merely consist in a different cut-off point on the
scale between ‘be’ vs ‘have’ selection; rather, the very principles governing auxiliary selection differ
between the two languages. While semantic features related to the subject prevail in Italian, construction
type appears to play a more significant role in French, as illustrated in Figures 1 and 2.
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Annex

Figure 1. CHAID for French Figure 2. CHAID for Italian
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