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A
ccou

n
tin

g for M
orpho-Syntactic C

hange in Spanish: 

1 
In

trod
u

ction
 

T
he present perfect case 

M
arfa Jose S

errano 
U

niversidad de L
a L

aguna 

T
he present perfect is a R

om
ance form

 used initially to refer to anterior and im
perfective 

events. F
or its part, the sim

ple past w
as the tense used both to indicate actions w

hich had 
taken place at a definite point in tim

e in the past ('E
l aiio pasado estuve en S

uiza' [I w
as in 

S
w

itzerland last year]) and events occurring near to the tim
e of com

m
unication ('M

e levante 
a las siete' [I got up at seven o'clock]), w

hether on the sam
e day ('C

ornia las dos y m
edia' 

[I had lunch at half past tw
o]), or slightly beforehand ('M

e quite Ia chaqueta porque hacfa 
calor' [I took off m

y jacket because it w
as hot]). T

his use of the sim
ple past has long been 

docum
ented in R

om
ance languages, but in m

any cases it has been com
pletely replaced by 

the com
pound perfect, w

hich is specialized in 'anterior' references, but currently used for 
the sam

e sequences as the sim
ple past. 

A
 double grarnrnaticalization process is considered to have taken place: on the one 

hand, o
f the functions (that o

f the auxiliary 'haber' [have] in the inflexion o
f com

pound 
tenses) and, secondly, o

f the com
pound form

 to refer to perfective situations ('H
e com

ido a 
las dos y m

edia' [I had lunch at half past tw
o]), added to its norm

al anterior use ('H
e estado 

en S
uiza' [I have been in S

w
tizerland]). T

hus, w
e appear to be dealing w

ith a case o
f 

syntactical-sem
antical change, w

hich appears to have concluded in other R
om

ance 
languages, and also a phenom

enon o
f gram

m
aticalization and variation from

 one verbal 
form

 to the other. 
T

his w
ork attem

pts to analyze the uses o
f these tw

o com
peting form

s in a S
panish

speaking com
m

unity: the m
etropolitan area o

f M
adrid. E

ach area o
f S

panish presents a 
com

pletely diverging situation as regards the above-m
entioned change. W

e w
ould venture 

that grarnm
aticalization of the present perfect has been concluded entirely in M

adrid Spanish 
(the present perfect is used virtually categorically as 'perfective', as w

ell as 'anterior', and 
the sim

ple past as perfective, but irrelevant in the present). In C
anary Islands S

panish as in 
A

licante S
panish (S

chw
enter 1994), how

ever, another gram
m

aticalization degree 
w

ould be found. 

2 
O

n 
gram

m
aticalization: F

rom
 

the anterior to 
the perfective 

sen
se 

In m
ost R

om
ance languages the use of the present perfect to denote references w

hich are 
'proper' to the sim

ple past has been recorded. T
he form

er has acquired a specialized 
function to operate as an 'anterior' and as a description o

f 'past states w
ith significance in 

the present'. It has also com
e to describe perfective, term

inative states and situations w
hich 

have taken place w
ithin the tim

e of com
m

unication (K
ing 1992). 

B
oth H

arris 1'192 and F
leischm

an 1983 have draw
n up tables to illustrate the 

various stages o
f this process in different R

om
ance languages. F

or the S
panish language, 

both authors consider that the distinction is m
aintained betw

een 'anterior' perfect (relevant 
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in the present) and 'perfective' (irrelevant in the present), but they have not noted the 
im

portance o
f the 'encroachm

ent' o
f the present perfect in the terrain o

f the sim
ple past to 

express recent actions (close in tim
e to the tim

e o
f com

m
unication or on the sam

e day). 
F

leischm
an (1983: 1

9
8

)-
w

ro
n

g
ly

-
considers that there is a preference in the usage o

f 
sim

ple past at the expense o
f present perfect in C

astilian S
panish. In the case o

f A
licante 

S
panish, S

chw
enter (1994) considers that there is a "gram

m
aticalization o

f the present 
perfect in progress" as a result o

f its use only for sam
e day (hodiem

al) contexts, and its 
different generational distribution. 

G
ram

m
aticalization does not describe linguistic states, but rather processes w

hereby 
a structure develops gram

m
atical functions in certain contexts for w

hich it gradually adopts 
new

 gram
m

atical functions (L
ehm

an 1985: 303; H
opper and T

raugott 1993: 15; H
eine, 

C
laudi and H

iinnem
eyer 1991). T

his process, initiated by m
eans o

f m
etaphorical and 

m
etonym

ic procedures (T
raugott and K

onig 
1991), becom

es an aspect o
f linguistic 

evolution w
hich generates situations o

f polysem
y and hom

onym
y w

hen both form
s are 

used w
ith different gram

m
atical functions. Interaction betw

een discourse and gram
m

ar is 
considered fundam

ental, because both the role played by conversational context and textual 
relationships (propositional, ideational and interpersonal (H

alliday 1978) generate the 
adequate fram

ew
ork for a form

 to adopt m
ore than one gram

m
atical function. T

he 
description o

f the process not only im
plicity rules out the principle o

f "one form
, one 

function" (B
ybee, P

agliuca and P
erkins (in T

augrott and H
eine eds, 1991) but also im

plies 
the constantly-evolving situation of language in the fram

ew
ork o

f daily usage; G
ram

m
ar 

shapes D
iscourse, and D

iscourse shapes G
ram

m
ar (L

ichtenbberk 1991: 76). T
hus, the 

m
echanism

s used by speakers to pragm
atically encode new

 m
eanings and senses becom

es 
related to the study o

f language in its social context. 
A

s regards verbal form
s, gram

m
aticalization processes occur in the change o

f 
m

ode, tense or aspect categories. T
his has been called 'secondary m

eaning' (D
ahl 1985), 

given by the conventionalization o
f certain conversational im

plications. In the case o
f the 

present perfect, for exam
ple, the sense o

f 'current relevance' is considered to be m
arginal 

com
pared to its true 'anterior' m

eaning, i.e., its occurrence is not constant but derived 
rather from

 certain incidental textual contexts. H
ow

ever, this approach has been rejected 
(H

opper and T
augrott 1993: 75) on the grounds that the functional possibility o

f a form
 is 

derived from
 its ow

n sem
antic possibilities, i.e., from

 the relationship betw
een form

 and 
function, w

hich need not be unidirectional. 
W

ith regard to the present perfect, as has been noted above, the gram
m

aticalization 
o

f the perfective sense has been am
ply docum

ented. T
his is functionally equivalent to the 

sim
ple past (B

ybee and D
ahl 1989; B

ybee, P
erkins and P

agliuca 1994; etc) but apparently 
does not stem

 from
 a m

etaphorization of m
eanings. Instead, it corresponds to the shift from

 
an 'anterior' abstract function to a m

ore precise 'perfective' function w
hich is also part o

f 
its gram

m
atical nature. 

3 
A

ltern
an

ce in
 M

ad
rid

 Spanish 

W
e carried out a m

ethodological procedure for M
adrid Spanish. R

espondents w
ere selected 

choosing a sim
ilar proportion o

f individuals from
 each generation, sex and socio-cultural 

Ievell. A
ll the respondents cam

e from
 the G

reater M
adrid area. T

o com
pensate and contrast 

. 
1 95 speakers w

ere interview
ed, 48 w

om
en and 47 m

en. G
enerational boundaries w

ere as follow
s: 1st 

generation 20-34yrs, 2nd generation 35-54, and 3rd generation 55 and over. S
ocio-cultural levels w

ere also 
considered by com

bining education level, incom
e level and occupation. 
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the results, w
e (also) used exam

ples taken from
 a corpus collected by E

squeva and 
C

antarero (1981), E
l habla de la ciudad de M

adrid. M
ateriales para su estuclio. 

In order to be able to m
easure the process, w

e asked respondents to narrate events 
that had occurred on the sam

e day, the previous day, and tw
o or three m

onths ago2. W
e 

chose the different tim
e perspectives in the hope that it w

ould be possible to ascertain the 
degree o

f grarnm
aticalization o

f the usage of the present perfect and sim
ple past. 

T
he use o

f the grarnm
aticalized present perfect can be said to be categorical for the 

description o
f events occurring at a point in tim

e very close to the tim
e o

f com
m

unication 
and on the sam

e day. O
f 829 exam

ples, the sim
ple past w

as used in only 4%
 o

f cases 
(33)3. 

T
he 'perfective' present perfect is, therefore, the form

 used m
ostly for expressing 

events close in tim
e to the m

om
ent o

f com
m

unication: 

( 1) 
M

e he com
prado unos zapatos preciosos en aquella zapaterfa de la esquina (hace 

unas horas) 
I bought a lovely pair o

f shoes in the shoeshop on the com
er (a few

 hours ago) 

(2) 
H

em
os cam

inado desde la G
ran V

ia hasta aqui (ahora) 
W

e w
alked from

 G
ran V

ia up to here G
ust now

) 

(3) 
N

os has hecho una buena faena (hace escasos m
om

entos) 
Y

ou really m
essed us up (a few

 m
inutes ago) 

A
m

ong the data provided by E
l habla culta de M

adrid, w
e m

anaged to find abundant 
exam

ples sim
ilar to the previous ones: 

(4) 
M

e ha hablado usted que ha estado cino m
eses en L

ondres 
Y

ou told m
e you have been to L

ondon five tim
es 

(5) 
M

e ha dicho usted que no estaba de acuerdo con esa generaci6n quiza un poco m
as 

joven que usted 
Y

ou told m
e that you didn't agree w

ith that generation w
hich is perhaps just a bit 

younger than you 

(6) 
M

e has ido a preguntar una cosa que voy a tener cuerda para rato 
Y

ou asked m
e som

ething that is going to keep m
e thinking for a w

hile 

H
aving obtained these revealing data, w

e then undertook the narrative survey. W
e asked 

respondents to tell us things that had occurred 'the sam
e day', 'the previous day', and 'tw

o 
or three m

onths ago', just as w
e described before. 

A
s predicted, the results w

ere rather different: for sam
e day contexts the present 

perfect w
as alw

ays used: 

2 W
e follow

 S
chw

enter's approach (1994:93) and use a conunand form
: 'T

ell m
e about your day today."' in 

order not to influence the use o
f present perfect o

r sim
ple past. 

3 T
hese data w

ere obtained from
 free conversation. T

he frequencies taken as baselines, how
ever, correspond 

to the directed interview
 specified below

. 
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a) S
am

e day 

(7) 
H

oy he venido a dar un beso a m
i abuelo, que hoy es su cum

pleafios, y he venido a 
felicitarle a Ia salida del pediatra. Le hem

os cantado el "cum
pleafios feliz", ha abierto 

los ojos y se ha em
ocionado. H

a sido m
uy bonito ... L

. es la prim
era vez que venia 

y se ha quedado m
aravillado con todo Io que ha vista. L

uego hem
os regresado a 

casa y ahara m
e has hecho unas preguntas ... B

ueno, en fin, Io he pasado m
uy bien 

y espero que se repita. 

T
oday, I cam

e to give G
ranny a kiss, because it's her birthday and I w

ent to w
ish 

her m
any happy returns on com

ing back from
 the paediatrician's. W

e sang H
appy 

B
irthday to her, she opened her eyes and got all em

otional. It w
as lovely ... It w

as 
the first tim

e L
. had com

e and she w
as delighted w

ith w
hat she saw

. T
hen w

e w
ent 

back hom
e and now

 you've asked m
e som

e questions ... W
ell, I had a great tim

e 
and I hope to do it again. 

V
ery frequently also it w

as used to express events that had occurred the day before: 

b) P
revious day 

(8) 
A

yer hem
os celebrado una reunion con todos los alum

nos del colegio. L
o m

as 
dificil ha sido poder reunir a tanta gente en tan poco tiem

po. H
a 

sido una 
experiencia m

uy bonita volver av
er a ese rarnillete de am

igos de antes y ojala que 
esto sirva para generar m

as union entre nosotros. L
o bonito ha sido que Ia gente ha 

resp
o

n
d

id
o

 bien. H
em

os com
ido de lo Iindo, hem

os bebido, hem
os cantado y 

hem
os recordado los viejos tiem

pos. 

W
e held a m

eeting yesterday w
ith all the old pupils. T

he hardest part w
as to get so 

m
any people together at such short notice. It w

as nice to see the crow
d o

f friends 
from

 days gone by and I hope it serves to organise m
ore m

eetings. T
he nice thing 

w
as the positive response. W

e had a great lunch, drank, sang and recalled old 
tim

es. 

C
onversely, for actions in the m

ore distant past, the frequency o
f the sim

ple past began to 
increase: 

c) T
w

o or three m
onths ago 

(9) 
R

ace cosa de dos m
eses, J. 

y yo nos en
co

n
tra

m
o

s en una discoteca y fu
e 

m
aravilloso; no m

e im
port6 nada hablar con el aunque solo fuera por esa noche. M

e 
invito a una copa, estu

vim
o

s charlando todo el tiem
po de tem

as estrictam
ente 

profesionales, aunque en aquel am
biente no pegaba m

ucho, buena, incluso 
bailam

os un poco. P
ara rni fue un reencuentro positivo, porque Io vi m

ucho m
as 

natural conm
igo que otras veces. M

e llev6 a m
i casa, m

e dej6 en el portal y m
e dijo 

que m
e llam

aria algun dia, pero despues, pas6 algo asf com
o un m

es y m
edia, y no 

Io vi m
as. 
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A
bout tw

o m
onths ago, J. and I m

et at a disco and it w
as great; I didn't m

ind 
talking to him

: albeit for one night only. H
e bought m

e a drink, w
e chatted the 

w
hole tim

e about our jobs, although the subject w
as not appropriate to the place, 

w
ell, w

e danced a bit also. I thought it w
as a positive thing to m

eet again, because I 
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found him
 m

uch m
ore at ease w

ith m
e than on other occasions. H

e took m
e hom

e, 
left m

e at the door and said he w
ould ring m

e som
e day, but a m

onth and a half 
w

ent by and I didn't see him
 again. 

In
 E

sgueva and C
antarero (1981) w

e also find the present perfect used for events 'on the 
sam

e day': 

(10) 
N

o has dado tiem
po de grabar una ... una cinta m

agnetof6nica ( ... ) P
ues h

e 
hablado, pues, de ... de historia ( ... ) l,C

uantas copas te has bebido? ;,H
as salida asi 

de casa? ( ... ) N
o, cuando hem

os salida de Ia casa de m
odas ( ... ) B

ueno, con el 
abuelo ya hem

os hablado bastante. 

Y
ou didn't give us enough tim

e to record a ... a tap
e( ... ) W

ell, I talked, you know
, 

about... h
isto

ry
( ... ) H

ow
 m

any drinks did did you have? D
id you go out like that? 

( ... ) N
o, w

hen w
e left the fashion shop ( ... ) W

ell, w
e have talked enough w

ith 
G

randad. 

In addition, for events w
hich happened 'yesterday': 

(11) 
Y

 a! dia siguiente nos dijeron: ayer hem
os pensado hacer esto. V

enga a trabajar. L
o 

hacem
os por Ia m

anana. 

A
nd the follow

ing day they told us: yesterday w
e thought about doing this. L

et's 
get dow

n to w
ork. W

e'll do it in the m
orning. 

(12) 
H

ace dos dias ha estado com
iendo por ahi con unos extranjeros que habian venido 

para asuntos de alii. 

A
 few

 days ago he w
ent out for lunch w

ith people from
 abroad w

ho had com
e to 

deal w
ith business from

 over there 

T
he sim

ple past is also used for events w
hich happened som

e tim
e ago: 

(13) 
P

ues com
o tu sabes, m

e case con el... Ia Iglesia del E
spiritu S

anto, el dia trece de 
julio a las seis y m

edia d
e la tarde, con un calor horrible y ... y m

uy tranquila, 
porque estab

a tranquilisim
a; no m

e 
em

ocione nada, m
e di cuenta d

e toda la 
cerem

onia, y todo, perfecto. P
or la m

anana m
e fu

i a confesar con A
. y despues a 

llevar las m
aletas. 

W
ell, you know

, I m
arried him

 ... at the C
hurch o

f the H
oly S

pirit, on 13 July, at 
half past six in the evening, and it w

as horribly hot and ... I w
as very calm

, I w
as 

really calm
; I didn't get em

otional at all, I w
as com

pletely aw
are o

f the cerem
ony 

and everything w
as perfect. In the m

orning, I w
ent to confession w

ith A
. and then 

to take the luggage. 

H
ow

ever, exam
ples o

f the present perfect w
ere also found in these contexts: 

(14) 
{.Q

ue he hecho yo este verano? jA
h! sf. B

ueno, he estado trabajando todo el m
es de 

agosto y Iueg~ h
e ido, h

e estado veinte dias en los P
irineos. H

e 
entrada por 

F
uenterrabia ( ... ) y hacienda eses, eses, he salida p

o
rIa parte de G

erona. Y
 luego, 

hem
os bajado por la, por Ia C

osta ... 
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W
hat did I do this sum

m
er? O

h, yes! W
ell, I w

as w
orking throughout A

ugust and 
then I 

w
ent off, I 

w
as in 

the P
yrenees for tw

enty days. I 
w

ent in through 
F

uenterrabia ( ... ) and, taking all the w
inding roads, I cam

e out via G
erona. A

nd 
then w

e travelled dow
n along the C

oast... 

A
ltem

ance of both form
s has also been observed: 

(15) 
P

recisam
ente, este verano estuve en San S

ebastian. H
acia m

uchos afios que no 
estaba en San Sebastian; y entonces, m

e ha gustado m
ucho, aparte de Ia lluvia, que 

m
e he m

ojado m
uchisim

o de, de verlo, el gusto, Ia distinci6n de las, de las chicas, 
de las m

ujeres de S
an Sebastian. 

T
his sum

m
er I w

as in San Sebastian. I hadn't been in San S
ebastian for m

any 
years; w

ell, I loved, except the rain, w
hich soaked m

e through, to look at their 
dress sense, the distinguished girls, the w

om
en of San Sebastian. 

It can be seen that the 'anterior' m
eaning of the present perfect w

ith respect to the 
'perfective' m

eaning of the sim
ple past is also m

aintained in relatively distant past contexts, 
i.e., w

hen the event took place quite som
e tim

e before the tim
e of com

m
unication. In 

"today" and "yesterday" contexts, the differences betw
een the tw

o form
s are m

inim
ized; the 

present perfect is gram
m

aticalized to perform
 perfective functions in place of the sim

ple 
past. T

he 'perfective' sense o
f present perfect is, thus, com

pletely gram
m

aticalized to 
describe sequences w

hich are im
m

ediately anterior to the m
om

ent o
f speech (generally 

w
ithin the sam

e day), and it is beginning to spread to contexts w
hich are m

ore rem
ote, such 

as events w
hich took place 'yesterday'. T

his situation m
ay be interesting since it w

ould 
im

ply that this form
 is gaining ground at the expense of the sim

ple past and that it m
ay 

com
pletely supplant it. T

o study this possiblity, w
e analyzed usage fequencies of this form

 
for events that occurred on days prior to the tim

e o
f com

m
unication. From

 our narrative 
surveys for the 'yesterday' context w

e obtained a total of 174 exam
ples, 122 (70%

) o
f 

w
hich corresponded to the present perfect and 52 (30%

) to the sim
ple past. O

n the 
contrary, in the contexts of 'tw

o or three m
onths ago' the proportion of use o

f each verbal 
form

 vastly different: 42 (18%
) out of 235 cases used the present perfect and 193 (82%

) the 
sim

ple past. T
he results are quite definitive, indicating both the projection o

f the present 
perfect beyond those contexts w

hich are closer to the com
m

unication tim
e, as w

ell as an 
increase in usage. T

he distribution am
ong the different social groups also show

s that this is 
an increasing phenom

enon, due to its frequency am
ong young groups, as show

n in the 
follow

ing table: 

Present Perfect 
Sim

ple past 
1st G

en. (20-34) 
(39) 22%

 
(12) 

7%
 

2nd G
en. (35-55) 

(67) 39%
 

(4) 
2%

 
~
r
d
 G

en._{55---) .. ~
·
-
·
·
 -
·
~
 c_(16) 9%

 
.
~
 

(36) 21%
 

-
-
-
·
-

T
able 1: P

ercentages of use o
f each form

 for each generation group in 
'b

efore 
today' 

con
texts. 
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A
s can be seen in the T

able, the highest percentage o
f use o

f the gram
m

aticalized present 
perfect is found in the second generation, follow

ed by the first, w
hereas the com

peting 
form

, the sim
ple past, appears m

ainly in the third generation. T
his clearly indicates that the 

gram
m

aticalized form
 w

ill m
ake further inroads in future. 

H
ow

ever, the distribution by sociocultural levels does not show
 the sam

e clearcut 
pattern, although there is a clear tendency for it to appear am

ong m
em

bers o
f interm

ediate 
sociocultural levels, as can be seen in the follow

ing table: 

Present 
Sim

ple 
Perfect 

P
ast 

. 
1st (low

) level 
(13) 7%

 
(7) 4%

 
'I 

2nd (m
iddle-low

) level 
(45) 26%

 
(14) 8%

 
.I 

3rd (m
iddle-high) level 

(52) 30%
 

(16) 9%
 

I 
4th (high) level 

(12) 7%
 

(15) 9%
 

T
ab

le 2: P
ercentages of use o

f each form
 by sociocultural level in 'before 

to
d

ay
' 

contexts. 

T
he results obtained lend further support to the idea that the gram

m
aticalized present perfect 

for 'before today' sequences is quite deeply-rooted am
ong this com

m
unity due to its 

presence am
ong interm

ediate groups. Indeed, the very low
 percentage o

f use o
f the 

alternative form
 could be an indication that it is a scarcely used form

 and that its use m
ight 

decrease. 
O

n the other hand, the distribution by sex is not significant, the percentages for use 
in each case being quite regular. T

his can be seen in table 3: 

P
resent 

Sim
ple 

P
erfect 

P
ast 

M
ale 

(72) 41%
 

(32) 18%
 

1 
Fem

ale 
(50) 29%

 
(20) 12%

 

T
ab

le 3: P
ercentages o

f usage o
f each form

 by sex in 'before today' 
co

n
tex

ts. 

It can be inferred from
 the above considerations not only that the gram

m
aticalized 

'perfective' use o
f the present perfect has been fully introduced in the speaking habits o

f 
M

adrid people for events w
hich occurred on the sam

e day or shortly before the tim
e o

f 
com

m
unication tim

e, but also, and quite definitely, that this form
 is spreading through other 

designative areas o
f the sim

ple past, such as events that occurred the previous day. T
his 

m
eans that the gram

m
aticalization process in this speech com

m
unity is quite advanced and 

the change has proven successful for speakers. 
H

ow
ever, it is also necessary to evaluate attitudes tow

ards this phenom
enon. In 

order to detect this attitude, w
e carried out research to evaluate and assess aw

areness of this 
form

. T
he interview

 w
as passed to the sam

e respondents w
ho had provided the initial data 
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and also the data o
f the narrative survey described in the present w

ork. T
he questions w

ere 
as follow

s4: 

(16) 
I. 

W
hich o

f these tw
o constructions w

ould you say?: 
a) 

"E
sta m

aiiana m
e he levantado a las siete" 

b) 
"E

sta m
aiiana m

e levante a las siete" 
[I got up at seven this m

orning] 

2. 
W

hich construction do you think is the m
ost adequate in a form

al context?: 
a) 

"H
e llegado tarde porque habfa m

ucho tratico" (esta m
aiiana) 

b) 
L

legue tarde porque habfa m
ucho tratico" (esta m

aiiana) 
[I arrived late because the traffic w

as heavy (this m
orning)] 

3. 
D

o you think it is m
ore correct and portrays you in a better light to say "H

oy he 
com

ido a las dos y m
edia" rather than "H

oy com
i a a las dos y m

edia"? 
[I had lunch today at half past tw

o] 

O
verall, there w

ere no negative attitudes tow
ards the use o

f the gram
m

aticalized form
; 

rather, it w
as considered a 'norm

al' form
 

for sequences o
f this type. 

M
ost people 

responded to the first question that the com
pound form

 w
as the one to be used, alm

ost 
im

m
ediately discarding the use of the sim

ple past form
. W

ith regard to the second question 
-w

hich o
f the form

s w
ould be used in a form

al context-, again a m
ajority o

f respondents 
chose the gram

m
aticalized form

. L
astly, there w

as no particular attitude tow
ards the degree 

o
f correctness o

f one or other form
; the m

ost frequent answ
er w

as that both w
ere equally 

acceptable. T
here w

as a correspondence betw
een use and attitude, since the m

ajority o
f 

'positive' responses w
ere given by respondents from

 the first generation and m
iddle 

sociocultural levels. F
requencies w

ere quite hom
ogeneous as regards sex. D

ue to the 
negligible num

ber o
f negative attitude responses, significant conclusions cannot be draw

n 
in this regard. 

T
he use o

f the gram
m

aticalized form
, therefore, is deeply rooted in the M

adrid 
com

m
unity; it is not considered to be an 'abnorm

al' form
, and its spread to other past 

contexts indicates that its use fits perfectly w
ell the expression o

f such events. 

4 
D

ifferent 
d

egrees 
of gram

m
aticalization 

T
he gram

m
aticalization process studied is clearly unevenly spread across the com

m
unity 

studied. It seem
s that the shift from

 the abstract function of the 'anterior' perfect past to a 
'perfective' is alm

ost com
pletely established in M

adrid S
panish. T

he m
aintaining o

f both 
referential system

s 
(present perfect and sim

ple past) in other spanish varieties, such in 
C

anarian S
panish for exam

ple should be due to an older standard, a previous state o
f the 

language in w
hich this evolution had not occurred. T

he change, how
ever, has been feasible 

in other R
om

ance languages and in m
ainland varieties (such as M

adrid S
panish), w

here the 

4 
W

e tried not to choose "erbs w
hich elicited the anterior use o

f the present perfect (representations o
f acts 

lasting into the present), such as m
orir 'die'. n

m
 'to be born', etc. W

e included adverbs in the m
odel 

sentences so that the perfective reference w
ould be better perceived by respondents. 
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use o
f the sim

ple ('perfective') past has been progressively forced out and replaced by the 
present perfect. 

In C
anarian Spanish, for exam

ple, the system
 o

f the tw
o form

s is m
aintained fully: 

the present perfect is used in its 'anterior' sense, linked w
ith the present, w

hereas the 
sim

ple past is used w
ith its 'perfective' value. T

he form
er, therefore, has not suffered an 

'erosion' o
f its m

eaning, nor has it been gram
m

aticalized to perform
 perfective functions, 

as has happened in other S
panish varieties on the m

ainland, e.g: 

( 17) 
V

ine porque tenia que contarle am
i vecina lo que m

e pas6 esta tarde 
I cam

e because I had to tell m
y neighbour w

hat happened to m
e this afternoon 

(18) 
T

e m
ando este fax para com

unicarte que m
e he inscrito (esta m

anana) en el C
urso de 

Inform
acion G

eografica 
I am

 sending you this fax to let you know
 that I registered (this m

orning) for the 
G

eographical Inform
ation C

ourse. 

In A
licante S

panish, for exam
ple, Schw

enter 1994, considers that this step has taken place 
due to the break-up o

f the boundary betw
een the 'anterior' m

eaning w
ith relevance in the 

present and the 'perfective' m
eaning w

ith the sam
e relevance in the present, and as such it 

has becom
e generalized. A

ccording to R
eyes ( 1990: 115) this change is due to a process o

f 
desubjectivization o

f the perfect, elim
inating the value o

f 'abstract' present relevance and 
presenting only the m

uch m
ore precise value o

f 'past'. T
he desire to specify a past action 

w
hich is close in tim

e ('relevant here and now
') to the com

m
unication tim

e is w
hat has 

produced the gram
m

aticalization o
f the present perfect for this reference and the 

'substitution' o
f the sim

ple past. 
T

he reasons for this process, how
ever, should not be generalized for all cases. 

R
ather they can be said to be due to different degrees of grarnm

aticalization w
ith respect to 

the type o
f speech com

m
unity and its linguistic and social circum

stances. In the S
panish o

f 
the C

anary Islands, this incipient grarnm
aticalization process has com

m
enced only in 

contexts near to the tim
e o

f com
m

unication. A
s w

e have seen, this process has extended 
beyond the boundary o

f closeness to speech tim
e in the S

panish o
f M

adrid. T
he reasons 

w
hy a form

 gradually adopts new
 functions are related to com

m
unicative intention and the 

desire to convey certain m
essages. H

ence, the fact that a structure becom
es grarnm

aticalized 
in a language m

ay result from
 social reasons. T

his aspect has been insufficiently discussed 
by grarnm

aticalization theoreticians (H
opper and T

raugott 1993), but w
ould constitute the 

basis o
f our explanation o

f these tw
o different degrees o

f evolution o
f the sam

e form
. 

S
ince the present perfect is capable o

f relating the past w
ith the present, it is the 

adequate form
 to recount events w

hich, although past, have happened in the present (the 
sam

e day); consequently, it achieves sufficient com
m

unicative efficiency to acquire a new
 

gram
m

atical function. H
ow

ever, as the form
 gradually appears in situations w

hich are m
ore 

rem
ote from

 those occurring on the sam
e day, the opposition betw

een anterior/perfect 
becom

es blurred and the substitution o
f the sim

ple past for events w
hich took place som

e 
tim

e ago (such as our exam
ples o

f tw
o or three m

onths ago) cannot be m
ade entirely 

because the abstract 'anterior' function cannot be elim
inated w

hen w
e narrate 'long' past 

events. O
n the other hand, this process m

ay have been initiated due to a com
m

unicative 
need to isolate the past tim

e w
hich w

as 
'relevant in the present' or 'close to the 

com
m

unication tim
e' from

 those past tim
es deem

ed to be 'irrelevant' or 'not close to the 
com

m
unication tim

e;. T
he explanation is, therefore, a function-oriented one, and the 

process is a response to a com
m

unicative need on the part of speakers. H
ow

ever, in the 
S

panish o
f the C

anary Islands this process has not taken place, but the separation o
f the 

'sam
e today', 'yesterday' or 'som

e tim
e ago' contexts should be m

ade equally through 
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other pragm
atic procedures, and thus the hearer can easily identify each reference. 

C
onsequently, 

the fact 
that each speech com

m
unity presents the sam

e pragm
atic 

phenom
enon in tw

o different form
s is explained from

 a social point o
f view

. T
he 

geographical location o
f M

adrid, com
bined w

ith its centralism
, has facilitated reception o

f 
influences from

 other speech com
m

unities, both m
ainland and foreign, and this has 

propitiated a highly perm
eable linguistic system

. It is not suprising, therefore, that this 
gram

m
aticalization process has evolved so far, sim

ilar to that o
f the F

rench language, for 
exam

ple. O
n the contrary, in the case o

f the S
panish o

f the C
anary Islands, an insular 

variety w
hich had less contact w

ith the m
ainland for a long tim

e, the system
 o

f each verbal 
form

 has been preserved intact (as C
atalan pointed out thirty years ago). T

his situation is 
now

 changing, given that contact betw
een the islands and the continent has been 

strengthened by the decentralization o
f pow

er in M
adrid follow

ing the arrival o
f devolved 

governm
ent. M

oreover, there has been a m
arked increase in sea and air com

m
unications, 

w
hich has fostered exchange and m

obility o
f speakers. T

o the above-m
entioned factors, w

e 
m

ust add also the influence o
f the m

edia, w
hich has becom

e increasingly w
ell-received in 

the islands over the last few
 decades. H

ow
ever, this process, as w

e have discussed, is just 
beginning; w

e m
ay be w

itnessing just the initial stage, and w
e cannot predict w

ith certainty 
if full introduction w

ill occur as has happened in M
adrid S

panish. 
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