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Following previous studies of the syntactic variation on tense, this work reviews 

the historical development and present-day usage of two past tenses in Latin-

American and European Spanish. It covers those aspects which connect the usage 

of the preterit and the present perfect with the speakers using them, in a mainly 

socio-pragmatic perspective. Specifically, it investigates the aspectual distinction, 

frequency of use of these tenses by speakers on both sides of the Atlantic, and the 

extent to which the present perfect is replaced by the preterit in Latin American 

Spanish. The study includes the contrastive description of aspectual values as 

utilized in European romances as opposed to the transplanted dialects of Latin-

America. 
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The sources of data are Spanish-language contemporary newspapers 

reports and movie productions of recent years. The language samples examined 

thus range from formal written to informal spoken registers, as they are relevant 

in showing the semantic limits within which the two past tenses are utilized. 

Carrying out the project with data from these naturalistic settings facilitated 

covering data from several countries, while at the same time it afforded larger 

language samples than could be made available in the typical control study 

situations. 

The difference found in the use of the two past tenses on opposite sides of 

the Atlantic, which may have resulted from processes internal to the Latin and 

Spanish verbal systems, indicates that present-day Spanish is not as 

grammatically uniform or regionally ‘standard’ as generally assumed. A process 

of simplification for transplanted languages seems to have taken place in the 

regional varieties of Spanish found in America. The value of ‘recent past’ so 

dominant in the present perfect of Peninsular Spanish, and other European 

Romance languages, is fulfilled by the simple preterit in Latin-American Spanish, 

although the varying frequencies found in the language samples from different 

regions and register types also indicate that the aspectual value of the preterit is 

not entirely uniform in the New World. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 

1.0. General statement and objectives 

As a result of my interest in socio-pragmatic variation among the diverse dialectal 

varieties of Spanish, the present study reviews the historical development and 

analyzes the present-day status of two tenses in Spanish: the preterit and the present 

perfect. The study covers those aspects that connect the usage of these tenses with 

the speakers using them in a mainly socio-pragmatic perspective. Specifically, it 

investigates the frequency of use of the present perfect and the simple preterit by 

speakers on both sides of the Atlantic in order to assess the truth in the claim that, in 

Spanish-speaking Latin America, there is a prevailing tendency to substitute the 

simple preterit for the present perfect. 

The research of such frequency responds to reasons for my strategy in 

determining and validating how these two tenses are reflected in similar contexts of 

written and oral language settings. The complexity of the topic involves the 

elaboration of some sort of conclusion when comparing how these tenses are 

utilized in the original European romances as opposed to how they are used in the 

transplanted dialects of Spanish-speaking Latin America. Assessments of 

discrepancy of use will be crucially based on my own judgments, as a native 

speaker of Peninsular Spanish, born, raised and educated in Salamanca, Spain. At 

the same time, I will also draw from my own observations based on extensive 

interactions and experience with Latin American speakers in my work and study 

environment in the USA. 
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1.1. Prior research 

Attempts have been made in the past to review the mechanics of these two tenses in 

widely-spoken Western European languages such as German, English, Italian, 

French, and Spanish. However, this study deals with Spanish, and, although 

research has not been lacking, reconciling conclusions have not yet been reached on 

frequency of use for specific dialectal areas. 

If we are to consider the methodology that scholars have traditionally used for 

the study of the various stages of Latin, we must depart from the premise that Latin 

did not leave any live oral samples of language from which trends or rules could be 

pointed out towards reconstructing the making of oral Latin. If anything, the most 

significant contribution in this sense, would have been the works of authors like 

Plautus (254-184 BC), whose comedies were superb in describing the language of 

the masses. In fact, his works have been utilized by Latinists in the diachronic 

reconstruction of spoken Latin throughout its different stages of evolution (Harris & 

Vincent 1998: 27). 

Extrapolating this concept of attempting to describe and present the common, 

everyday language of the ‘plain people’ is certainly an idea that can be implemented 

in our days as well. However, when studying the contrast and usage of the two past 

tenses in question, it seems as though a majority of scholars and works, would have 

focused on sources of data which pose certain limitations to their conclusions. 

Some of the works by prestigious authors base their input on the observations 

of the speech collected by the researchers themselves, a source worthy of respect, 

but limited in that it does not utilize actual and concrete subjects who could provide 
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actual samples of both written and oral language. Other researches have chosen to 

use random samples of speakers or have even circulated questionnaires expecting to 

compile a reliable corpus of data which would later afford them generalizing 

conclusions. 

In contrast with those other works using the types of data collection just 

described, the present study has resorted to the concept for which Plautus and his 

works contributed so much in the field of diachronic reconstruction for Latin: using 

‘live’ sources present in the media as an innovative tool for data collection. These 

naturalistic settings representing the actual written/formal and oral/informal 

language are nothing but two media giants that have revolutionized and continue to 

dominate our world nowadays: the written press and the making of films. The first 

represents marvelously the way a language is written in a rather formal style, 

whereas the latter is the ‘focus’ of much of our attention, as it is meant to depict 

people, their lives, and their communication and actions as truthfully as mankind 

can only do by the means of acting. 

It is in this aspect that this study is most innovative and contributing to the 

field of language variation as it applies to the study of these two tenses in contrast. 

Nevertheless, all other studies worth our attention will be reviewed in chapter 2, 

explaining more in detail and length both the kind of data collected and the focus 

attempted by each of the researchers. 
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1.2. Sources and goals 

My sources of data will be six (6) newspapers as well as seven (7) movies of 

different nationalities. I believe that carrying out the project with data from these 

naturalistic settings will make possible and easier to cover copious data from 

various foreign countries, while at the same time it will afford me larger language 

samples than cannot be made available in the typical control study situations. 

In Europe, the primary language under study will be Spanish, although Italian, 

French, and Portuguese given their Romance origin will be briefly regarded for the 

sake of comparison of their historical evolution and current status. The verbal 

system of other European languages in reference to these two tenses will be also 

quickly commented upon. In Spanish-speaking America, my project will mainly 

encompass Spanish; Brazilian Portuguese will be given some consideration as well. 

In the end, I expect to validate the numerical differences expected in the usage 

of the two tenses on both sides of the Atlantic and across countries, and to discuss 

whether they are the result of both internal and external processes, resulting from 

internal structural reasons pertaining to the verbal systems of Latin and Spanish, as 

well as from the external influences affecting Peninsular Spanish throughout 

history. I will also ponder the empirical notion that Spanish is a highly uniform and 

standard language across the world when considering specific settings in regards to 

the more formal use of these two tenses, such as in its formal written form, as in 

printed media reporting. 

The study starts with a concise description of the very origins of Romance 

languages, that is, Latin, and moves on to its variations into the different romance 
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dialects that emerged after the disappearance of the Western Roman Empire. As of 

then, I will grant equal importance to the first Peninsular grammar (by Nebrija, 

1492) and other source of stylistics, namely the various schools of thought in the 

Peninsula as well as the first Spanish American grammar (by Bello, 1847), all of 

which equally affected the transplanted Spanish Romance. 

All in all, it is my hope to prove that the present perfect tense plays a 

significant role in certain formal registers in Spanish, and that its frequency of use 

in those registers will vary considerably depending on nationality and degree of 

elaboration, as will be demonstrated by means of the nature of the data selected. 

Hence, the importance of emphasizing and/or rationalizing its study throughout 

curricula with the pedagogical hope of integrating this tense rationally and 

realistically in the SLA (second-language acquisition) classrooms across the world. 

I shall also be able to present and demonstrate the contrast between various national 

informal registers affecting these two tenses in the Old World as compared to the 

New World, and how such registers are the outcome of internal historically-laden 

processes. 

 

1.3. Organization 

This dissertation project is designed to include an introductory chapter followed by 

six others. Chapter 1 (Introduction), presents the scope of the study and its projected 

expectations, chapter 2 (Previous studies of past tense usage) reviews the relevant 

literature, chapter 3 (From Latin to Romance) provides an overview of the historical 

and linguistic developments that gave out European Romances, and chapter 4 (The 
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evolution of verbal tenses) examines the internal and external influences that may 

have contributed to the present-day status of the two tenses under consideration. In 

chapter 5 (Contemporary formal/written Spanish across the Atlantic) written data 

from newspapers covering key linguistic areas are presented and analyzed, while in 

chapter 6 (Informal/spoken contemporary Spanish in two continents) everyday 

speech is quantified and explained in films covering representative linguistic areas 

of the Spanish-speaking world. Finally, chapter 7 (Conclusions) sums up the 

general findings, while also describing shortcomings of the study and areas for 

further research in connection with the questions raised. 

 

1.4. Language data 

The data that form the basis for the present study proceed from two main sources. 

For the written language, the selection includes the following newspapers: El 

Mercurio (Chile), El Comercio (Perú), El Mundo (Spain), La Crónica (México), El 

Nuevo Diario (Nicaragua), Hoy Digital (República Dominicana). The reasons 

behind the selection of these specific publications relate to geo-linguistic 

motivations, which are explained and justified at length in chapter 5. 

As for the spoken language, data have been extracted from seven 

contemporary movies which come from each of the areas involved in the study, 

namely, Central America, the Andean region, the Southern Cone, Mexico, the 

Caribbean, and the Iberian Peninsula. More on the research-related reasons 

supporting this particular selection will be duly explained and justified in chapter 6. 

The selection of films is the following: Talk to her and The sea inside, Spain; 
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Amores perros, Mexico; City of M, Peru; Our Lady of the assassins, Colombia; 

Common ground, Argentina; and Strawberry and chocolate, Cuba. 

 

1.5. The contrast between the two tenses 

The two tense forms under study, the ‘pretérito indefinido’ (Simple Past) and the 

‘pretérito perfecto’ (Present Perfect), hold a very peculiar opposition with each 

other, one that is unique within the Spanish verbal tense system. Although they are 

both part of the Indicative mood, and both express past tense as well as perfective 

or completed aspect, there are however reasons for the existence of each of them. 

The simple form pretérito indefinido expresses an action accomplished within 

a time frame which, to the speaker, is part of the past. Examples (extracted from 

‘Manual de Lengua Española’ by Fernando Lázaro, Anaya 1988): 

 

1. "Ayer estuve a verlo" (Yesterday, I went to see him) (the time frame has 

already expired) 

2. "En la última reunión acordamos eso" (At the last meeting, we agreed on 

that) (we are now outside or away from the time we agreed on that) 

3. "En febrero faltasteis dos días" (In February you guys were absent two 

days) (it is implied that February has already ended) 

 

By contrast, the compound form, the pretérito perfecto, roughly corresponding to 

the ‘present perfect’ in English, expresses an action carried out within a unit of time 
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which is not yet finished in reference to the speaker. Examples (extracted from 

‘Manual de Lengua Española’ by Fernando Lázaro, Anaya 1988): 

 

4. "Esta semana hemos ido dos veces al cine" (This week we have gone to the 

movies twice) (the week is not over yet) 

5. "En mi vida he visto cosa igual" (In my entire life have I seen anything like 

it) (I am still alive) 

6. "Hoy no he leído el periódico" (I have not read the paper today) (the day is 

not exhausted yet) 

 

From the previous examples it can be deduced that the pretérito indefinido or 

simple preterit may be perfectly compatible with adverbs or time clauses which 

could exclude the moment in time in which the utterance is being said (e. g. hace un 

año (a year ago), ayer (yesterday), ayer tarde (late last night), anoche (last night), el 

mes pasado (last month), una vez (once), etc). The following are illustrative 

examples (extracted from ‘Manual de Lengua Española’ by Fernando Lázaro, 

Anaya 1988): 

 

7. Ayer descubrí la verdad (Yesterday I learned the truth) 

8. Hoy he descubierto la verdad (Today I have learned the truth) 

9. Anoche hubo un apagón (Last night the lights went out) 

10. Esta noche ha habido un apagón (Tonight the lights have gone out) 

11. Una vez jugué al fútbol (I once played football) 
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12. Siempre he jugado al fútbol (I have always played football) 

13. Hace un año se desbordó el río (A year ago the river flooded) 

14. Este año se ha desbordado el río (This year the river has flooded) 

 

On the other hand, that the pretérito perfecto or present perfect may be combined 

with adverbs or time clauses, which include the moment in time when the utterance 

is being produced, such as the following: aún (still), todavía (still), hoy (today), 

ahora (now), en este momento (at this moment), este año (this year), esta semana 

(this week), siempre (always), etc. 

 

1.6. Absent time clauses 

In the previous examples, either the adverbs of time or the time clauses, are present 

in the sentence, for instance, esta semana  (this week), en mi vida (in my life), 

entonces (then, at the time), una vez (once, one time), etc. Instead, in the following 

sentences such elements do not show (extracted from ‘Manual de Lengua Española’ 

by Fernando Lázaro, Anaya 1988): 

 

15 "Lope escribió Fuenteovejuna" (Lope wrote Fuenteovejuna) 

16. "Se nos ha estropeado el televisor" (The TV has broken on us) 

 

However the case may be, and despite the lack of any apparent time precisions, the 

speaker still feels ‘located’ within a given time frame, which will prompt him/her to 

make the choice between the preterit or the present perfect as follows. In “Lope 
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escribió Fuenteovejuna”, the speaker regards the time in which the action took 

place as finished. In “Se nos ha estropeado el televisor”, the speaker locates 

him/herself inside a certain time unit (today, right now, this morning, etc), which in 

his/her mind has not yet expired. 

The following two Peninsular literary samples will confirm the previous 

explanation (extracted from ‘Manual de Lengua Española’ by Fernando Lázaro, 

Anaya 1988): 

 

17. [With adverbs of time or time clauses:] 

El bollero de Arrabal de Portillo [….], al lamentarme ayer de la sequía, me 

respondió que quizá durase poco […..]. Hoy, en efecto, ha amanecido un día 

gris y aborrascado, con vientos racheados que bajan de las cuestas de 

Zaratán. A mediodía ha comenzado a llover tímidamente (Miguel Delibes). 

 

(The pastry-maker from Arrabal, while I was complaining about the draught 

yesterday, told me that it might not last very long. Today, in fact, the day has 

started gray and showery, with sporadic winds going down the hills of 

Zaratán. At noon it has begun to rain timidly). Miguel Delibes, author. 

 

 

18. [Without adverbs or time clauses:] 

Ha muerto el doctor Solórzano, el papirólogo universal. La muerte le 

sorprendió haciendo lo de siempre: pajaritas de papel […]. A mi paso por 
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Buenos Aires, el doctor Solórzano me entregó un cocodrilo de papel plegado 

y me dijo con sonrisa maliciosa: “Entregue usted esto en mano al doctor 

Montero cuando llegue a Valladolid. Dígale que he conseguido un cocodrilo 

en veintisiete pliegues”. Miguel Delibes. 

 

(Dr. Solórzano has died, the worldwide-known papirologist. Death surprised 

him while doing his usual thing: paper figures. When I stopped over in 

Buenos Aires, Dr. Solórzano gave me a crocodile made of paper and told me 

with a mischievous smile: “Give this personally to Dr. Montero when you 

arrive in Valladolid. Tell him that I have managed a crocodile in twenty-seven 

foldings”). Miguel Delibes, author. 

 

In this last example, there is a time phrase along with me entregó (he gave me) and 

me dijo (he told me): A mi paso por Buenos Aires (at my stop-over in Buenos 

Aires). But the time phrase is absent in: ha muerto (he has died), le sorprendió (it 

surprised him), and he conseguido (I have managed). When the author uses ha 

muerto (he has died), he is referring to a specific time frame (this week, these days, 

this month, etc), which he regards as unfinished. In contrast, with la muerte le 

sorprendió (death surprised him) the author's perspective is different. He is 

approaching the topic of death as a timeframe with a clear end point. Stylistically, 

these different choices of verbal tense are important as well: in ha muerto (he has 

died) the grieving for the friend's death is still present, and by using le sorprendió 

(it surprised him) the author is also exhibiting his rejection to the idea of death by 



 

 

 

12 

extracting it from its actual timing. Dr. Solórzano, when using he conseguido (I 

have managed), is referring to an activity of his which he has long been cultivating: 

to make simpler and more perfected paper figures every time. 

It is therefore not accurate to claim, as has been done by all the scholars cited 

thus far, that the preterit indicates a remote past while the present perfect underlines 

a recent past. If we say: yesterday I studied the conjunctions, this past is closer in 

time to the speaker than if we say, this winter I have done little, because the winter 

in which we are does not only comprehend yesterday, but also the previous days 

and months. 

 

1.7. Stylistic translations of the past tenses 

Many speakers from Asturias and Galicia quite frequently show a preference in 

their speech for the preterit forms at the expense of the present perfect ones (Lázaro 

1988, 158). This may be due to the fact that their local languages or dialects do not 

employ the compound forms, given that asturiano and gallego form cantéi (I sang), 

for instance, is equivalent to both the preterit, canté (I sang), and the present 

perfect, he cantado (I have sung). As a result of this lack of differentiation, these 

speakers will not establish the distinction between the two tenses whenever they are 

speaking Castilian Spanish. It is therefore common to note this absence of 

distinction in the writings of journalists and writers of such origins, although, surely 

not always in a consistent manner. In their spoken or written Spanish, the preterit 

forms would lack the stylistic intent, being rather a natural phenomenon of lexical 

transference between the languages in contact. 
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However, in a number of occasions, and also in cases of speakers whose 

mother tongue is Spanish, certain intentional translations can be found in their use 

in order to produce specific stylistic effects. By using the preterit where the present 

perfect would normally fit and vice versa, the speaker is capable of charging the 

action with concrete shades, thereby emphasizing the effect of the event denoted. 

For example, a student, satisfied with his exam scores, may say: he aprobado el 

COU en junio (I have completed 12th grade in August), although the present time 

may be August. The psychological time frame of his satisfaction is still lasting, in 

spite of the chronological unit having finished (June). Equally, a son, grieving his 

father's death, may write to his friend: mi padre ha muerto la semana pasada (my 

father has passed away last week), indicating in this manner that he is still living 

that pain and time frame intensely, not caring that the time unit has already expired 

(la semana pasada). 

By the same token, if one is working on something unpleasant, it would be 

possible to say upon completing the task: Ya lo rematé (I already finished it), 

although the time frame (el día (the day), la tarde (the evening) may not have yet 

expired. A radio station conductor may announce: Oyeron Vds. nuestro espacio 

"Cantantes negros" (you just listened to our show ‘Black Singers’). By so saying, 

he is establishing the boundary between two different programs of the station’s 

daily schedule. Psychologically, the conductor places himself into another 

subjective time unit, which is less remote in time. 

In summary, these examples (extracted from ‘Manual de Lengua Española’ by 

Fernando Lázaro, Anaya 1988) and many others which could be presented, reveal 
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that, in the use of the preterit in contrast with the present perfect, psychological time 

may be at times more influential (the units subjectively perceived by the speaker) 

than chronological time (the objective units, as measured by clock and calendar). It 

is challenging then to accept that, across the geography of the Spanish-speaking 

world, its many different speakers would not enjoy a similar thinking process when 

trying to phrase past events. 

In writing, and depending on the country of origin, it is commonly 

recommended that grammatical regularity be maintained by resorting to the preterit 

when the speaker feels outside of the time unit, and to the present perfect when the 

speaker still locates himself within the time unit in which the action took place. 

 

19. Aprobé el C.O.U. en junio (I completed 12th grade in June) 

20. El accidente ocurrió la semana pasada (The accident happened last week) 

21. ¡Ya lo he rematado! (I have just finished it) 

22. Han oído Vds. nuestro espacio "Cantantes negros" (You have just listened 

to our show ‘Black Singers’) 

 

As initially stated, this study focuses on the difference of use of these two tenses in 

the Spanish-speaking areas separated by the Atlantic ocean. Moreover, it takes into 

consideration how European Romances have evolved into a standard different from 

those socially accepted in the New World. For example, in Spain, even if the 

speaker divides the time unit of hoy (today) into the subunits of esta mañana (this 

morning), al mediodía (at noon), después de comer (after lunch), esta tarde (this 



 

 

 

15 

evening), etc., the popular and most accepted tendency is to use the present perfect 

in connection with any of these subunits referring to hoy (today), e. g.: 

 

23. Esta mañana he ido a clase (and not: fui a clase) 

24. This morning I have gone to class (and not: I went to class) 

25. Esta tarde habéis trabajado mucho (and not: trabajasteis mucho) 

26. This morning you guys have worked a lot (and not: You guys worked a 

lot) 

 

It should be clear that this study does not aim at imposing a criterion or a norm for 

all speakers of the language, but at finding or proposing a descriptive rule that 

appears to be most used by a majority of speakers. For this reason, forms that could 

be even valid in areas that are not Spain, would qualify as awkward utterances to 

the average Spaniard: 

 

27. Hoy vi la television (Today I watched television) 

28. Ahora mismo lo saludé (I just now greeted him) 

29. Todavía no llegó (He didn’t arrive yet) 

30. Una vez hemos visto un eclipse (Once we have seen an eclipse) 

31. Se ha inagurado el puente hace dos años (The bridge has been 

inaugurated two years ago) 

32. Anoche me han puesto una inyección (Last night I have been given a shot) 
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There is, however, one more instance of the usage of the present perfect which may 

provoke discussion. That is the present perfect to denote a time period which is part 

of a very immediate future: 

 

33. “¿Nos vamos ya? (Are we leaving already?) --Ve saliendo; en un instante 

he acabado (acabaré), y te alcanzo.” (Go ahead and leave; in a minute, I have 

finished and will catch up with you) 

 

34. “Aún no eres médico. (You are not a doctor yet) --En dos semanas, me he 

examinado (habré examinado) de todo, y ya tengo el título.” (In two weeks, I 

-will- have got examined, and will have the degree) 

 

35. “Siento mucho que tengamos que separarnos de ellos (I am very sorry that 

we have to separate from them). Dentro de diez días he vuelto (habré vuelto) y 

no se irán más (In ten days, I -will- have come back and they won’t leave 

again). 

 

The explanation of the differences annotated in the use of the present perfect is to 

be researched within the history of the language. Indeed, derived from its status in 

medieval Spanish, the present perfect has progressively ‘invaded’ the domain of the 

preterit in the Peninsular norm (Lázaro 1988, 159). From its purely ‘resultative’ use 

in speech situated in the present, it has evolved into becoming a resource to express 

reference to actions which, although concluded in the past, still present a certain 
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degree of relevance for the current circumstances of the speaker as well as for those 

completed immediately prior to the utterance, as this example from an Old Spanish 

literary piece reflects (extracted from ‘Manual de Lengua Española’ by Fernando 

Lázaro, Anaya 1988): 

 

36. Es especie de heregía lo que agora dixieste. (What you just now said is 

some sort of heresy) “Poema de Mío Cid”, Anonymous. [OLD SPANISH] 

 

37. Lo que has dicho ahora es una herejía. (What you have now said is 

heresy) [MODERN PENINSULAR SPANISH] 

 

The next step would be what has taken place in ‘standard’ French or Italian, that is, 

that the compound form (present perfect) only reflects a completed action in the 

past, and that its distribution in contrast with the simple form (preterit) no longer 

relates to differences in temporality, but to those of stylistics, as in written versus 

oral speech. We may surmise that in Spanish-speaking America the alleged 

invasion of functions and derived uses have developed at a much slower pace, 

thereby allowing for the preservation of the pre-classical use of the preterit in order 

to express actions linking with the proximal or recent past. However, there are 

variations in its regional intensity. In the Southern Cone, for example, a decrease in 

the use of the present perfect may be noted when compared, for example, with 

Mexico (Lope Blanch 1961). In contrast, present-day Canarian exhibits an 

intermediate style, due to its inevitable ties to the Peninsular norm. All in all, the 
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occasional linguist is only dealing with different but parallel evolutions stemming 

from a common heritage. 

 

1.8. Summary 

This chapter has presented the research project intended in this dissertation work. It 

has also given an outlook of the organization of the project, chapter by chapter. The 

data sources have also been listed and briefly explained, pending a lengthier and 

more detailed explanation in each of the pertinent chapters. Comments and 

appreciations have likewise been laid out about the contrast between the two tenses 

(preterit and present perfect) and in reference to time clauses and stylistic 

translations for both tenses. Chapter 2 will now cover the review of the previous 

available literature for the topic of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

PREVIOUS STUDIES OF PAST TENSE USAGE 

 

2.0. Introduction 

As explained in section 1.1, the present study differs from previous studies mainly 

in the type of data on which it is based. Unlike other research focusing on the 

observer’s impressions, recorded or elicited data, this study uses sources never 

approached before, in the sense that such sources are not subject to any undesirable 

influences as it may occur in direct person-to-person data collection with subjects. 

Newspapers writing style is typically a reflection of what could be generally 

accepted to represent a formal or educated variety of the language of any given 

country. On the other hand, quality purposeful movies intend to reflect the type of 

speech that is found to be used by the peoples whose characters the movie script is 

attempting to depict. 

Thus, this study uses two original and naturalistic data sources, setting a 

precedent in the area of present perfect/preterit research to date. The only 

contemporary known instance of an approach similar in data collection dates back 

to Rosengren’s (1974) monographic study on the occurrence vs. non-occurrence of 

personal pronoun usage in contemporary Spanish. In this well-recognized work, 

Rosengren collected data from the dialogs in contemporary theatre plays in 

attempting to illustrate and compute the amount of personal pronouns found in the 

spoken language. 

The majority of works investigate the usage of these two tenses from a non-

quantitative point of view, analyzing the grammatical categories of verbal 
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temporality, verbal aspect, and discourse. There are only a few studies which 

present data intending to quantify the linguistic trends of one or several dialectal 

areas in contrast. Among the quantitative studies we find only those by De Koch 

(1991), De Jong (1995), and the work of an interesting doctoral dissertation by Said 

(1977). They are all reviewed in more detail in sections 2.2 and 2.3. 

A great amount of what these studies reveal contrasts with what is described 

in some of the most referenced traditional grammars, such as those by the Royal 

Academy of the Spanish Language (R.A.E.) and those of equal standing in the field 

written by prestigious scholars of the stature of Lapesa, Rosemblat, or Lázaro-

Carreter. For the purpose of the present study, however, it is more relevant to 

consider the previous research that has contributed data aimed at quantifying 

language variation in the area of past tense usage. This is accomplished in the 

following section. 

 

2.1. Roles and frequency of present perfect and preterit 

First is the seminal study by Lope Blanch (1972), which refers mostly to Mexican 

Spanish. The author comments on the preference in Mexican settings for the preterit 

at the expense of the present perfect because of the different uses attributed to the 

latter. In Lope Blanch’s studies of either the Spanish of Mexico (1976) or American 

Spanish (1989), not much, however, can be found on frequency accounts of the two 

tenses beyond the valuable comments of the author: that there is an evident 

preference in Peninsular Spanish for the present perfect when expressing recent past 

actions in contrast with the choice for the preterit of Mexican Spanish. Lope Blanch 
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points out that, in Madrid, the choice is now the present perfect even more so that in 

the past, as it is coming to replace instances where the preterit could be considered 

the ‘legitimate’ choice. 

Other authors like Kany (1969, 199) had already observed and reported 

similar trends regarding these uneven preferences in Spain as compared to some 

forms of American Spanish. Kany did in fact add an interesting claim: that the 

present perfect is unusually more common in Bolivian Spanish and the northern 

areas of Argentina than in the average sample of Latin American Spanish. 

Moreno de Alba (1993, 179) indicates that usage of the preterit in Latin 

American Spanish (at least in the Bogota and Mexico City varieties) differs from 

the Peninsular usage in that it may establish a connection with the present, or rather, 

it may co-occur with time modifiers that include the present moment without losing 

yet their perfective value. Following Lope Blanch’s proposal, Moreno de Alba 

reinforces the idea that the present perfect is a present-past tense with an 

imperfective aspect. 

In their important volume on American Spanish dialectology, Zamora Munné 

and J. M. Guitart (1982, 70) point out the Latin American speakers’ tense 

preference for the preterit at the expense of the present perfect in situations where 

Peninsular Spanish speakers would use the present perfect. Although statistical 

preferences are mentioned, they are not tested by the authors. There is therefore no 

methodology applied to compute data. The validity of their conclusions rests solely 

on their rightful, though empirically unsupported, observations. 
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Fontanella (1992), in her book dedicated to American Spanish, strangely does 

not make any mention of the contrasting usage of the two past tenses. Nonetheless, 

Vaquero (1996, 29) uses as a reference Cardona’s study (1979) and establishes the 

higher patterns of frequency for the preterit, although making clear at the same time 

that the present perfect has not disappeared from the Spanish American written and 

oral forms of the language. No specific quantitative data are contributed though 

other than the observations of the two authors. Cardona´s study, however, is based 

on a large corpus of recordings or monologues and conversations by native Puerto 

Ricans. This study is commented on later in this chapter. 

Little more can be said about the presentation of this contrast between the two 

tenses in the more generic publications dealing with Latin American Spanish. 

Overall, it is mainly the monographic treatises that underline a stronger interest in 

the topic and use a more substantial corpus of data.  

 

2.2. Monographic studies 

Beginning with Mexico, in 1972 Lope Blanch gathered an interesting description of 

the usage of the preterit in Mexican Spanish. In this work, the author clarifies, in the 

first place, the inaccuracy of the claim that the present perfect is rarely found in 

American Spanish. Moreover, Lope Blanch, does away with the idea that Latin 

American speakers of Spanish may be confused in the ways they use these two 

tenses. The main limitation with his work is his somewhat indistinctive use of 

‘Mexican’ and ‘Latin American Spanish’ terminology as though they could be 

easily equated in the matter with tense predilection or prediction. In fact, his study 
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does not include any computed data for any varieties of Spanish that are not 

originally from Mexico. The sources are a result of the discerning observations of 

the researcher. 

On Puerto Rico’s Spanish, the literature found focuses once again on the roles 

of the two tenses and how, when used with different time adverbials, the semantic 

roles of each tense will be in opposition. López Morales determines that the 

temporal value of the preterit has vanished in the Caribbean, leaving only available 

its aspectual or even stylistic elements. Cardona (1979 & 1980) presents the claim 

that there is a highly marked tendency towards the present perfect as opposed to the 

preterit in their usage, which clearly creates a conflict with the traditional claim, 

supported by others like Gil Gaya (1972), on a robust prevalence of the preterit over 

the present perfect. The latter also confirms that the present perfect is rarely found 

in Latin American Spanish in the narrative (and written) forms, as opposed to its 

common occurrence in Peninsular Spanish. 

The difficulty with this study is the parallelism that the author establishes –

just as Lope Blanch- between Puerto Rican Spanish and Latin American Spanish as 

comparable entities. Morales later used some of Cardona´s corpora from personal 

interviews to conclude that the highest frequency for present perfect applies to 

statements implying opinion and/or comments versus those narrative ones where 

the present perfect is hardly ever used. Cardona considers some variables, such as 

gender, and the type of topic used for her interviews, which would determine the 

use of one tense and not the other. Abstract and general topics would trigger the 

present perfect, whereas narration of concrete facts would give out more preterits. 



 

 

 

24 

Cardona´s study does not compare overall frequencies found in her samples with 

those of other dialectal areas. The researcher’s interest was once more on semantic 

roles, types of adverbials and types of discourse. 

In Venezuela, Bentivoglio and Sedano (1992) took the lead initiated by Lope 

Blanch in suggesting that there is an imperfective aspect to the sporadic use of the 

present perfect in Venezuelan Spanish. These authors added, however, an 

interesting element to the presentation of their findings: that the present perfect 

might be used to ‘wrap up’ or summarize a series of actions being told by the 

speaker, in the way of a finishing-label sentence. 

Secondly for this Caribbean area, Bolivar’s (1996) research offers an 

informative sociolinguistic study of the distribution of the two tenses in the Spanish 

of Venezuela, as they might be more common in some circles of speakers than in 

others. However, the data proceed from mere observations by the author, and do not 

contain a corpus of utterances from which to draw conclusions that can be 

extrapolated to other Spanish dialectal varieties. On the other hand, her study is 

circumscribed to the area of Caracas (Venezuela), which clearly narrows down the 

scope of the conclusions and how these could be applied to other linguistic entities 

within the Spanish-speaking world. Bolivar’s study does not compare the speech of 

Caracas with any other from the same country or area, or even with Peninsular 

Spanish. 

As for the Spanish spoken in Colombia, Flores’ work (1963, 16) is the 

reference for uses and trends of this dialectal variety as far as how our two tenses 

contrast. In his work, the author ascertains the absence of the present perfect in 
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Colombia in the role of Peninsular ‘ante-presente’ (past linked to present); however 

though, he still points out core differences in regards to other Latin Spanish 

American varieties. No data are computed or analyzed in Flores’ work. The author 

only describes general stylistic trends in respect with the two tenses. 

In addition to Flores’ work, Berschin (1975) contributes some computed data 

in his study contrasting the two tenses as they occur in the Bogotá and Madrid’s 

linguistic interaction. His analysis links each of the tenses with different temporal 

modifiers/adverbials and proposes that the preterit is almost 50% more common in 

the Latin American city than in its Peninsular counterpart. 

In as far as the Andean area, Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia, there are several 

works worth mentioning. First, Humberto Toscano’s (1953, 260) on Ecuadorian 

Spanish explains the preference of Ecuador’s speakers, whether educated or not, for 

the present perfect when referring to recent events. This observation had already 

been made by Kany for the speakers of certain areas of Ecuador such as the Sierra, 

the Corba, and even for some other provinces in Southern Colombia. 

Other authors such as Bustamante (1991, 198), Manheim (1987), Godenzzi 

(1987), and Niño Murcia (1988) also coincide on the fact that the Spanish speakers 

from Quito are fond of the present perfect when other Spanish American speakers 

would use the preterit. They also mention the existence of areas of Colombia in its 

Andean region (Nariño and Cachi) where the speakers, just like in Peru, use the 

present perfect in an epistemological or evidential style, which according to these 

authors, has been strengthened by the interaction with Quechua, in which the formal 

distinction between one tense and the other is mandatory when an action witnessed 
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by the speaker him/herself is recalled. The examples provided by Bustamante are 

compiled from interviews and/or spontaneous conversations. 

About the Spanish from Bolivia, Mendoza (1991, 85), claims that the present 

perfect has displaced the preterit in this country, however without providing any 

significant data on frequency or on semantic values or functions. Mendoza does 

mention though the influence of the local indigenous language in the verbal system 

of La Paz, as explained also for Quito. 

On Chile’s Spanish, Miranda (1980, 37) proposes a frequency similar to that 

of Mexico for the contrast between our two tenses; that is, the preterit has a more 

predominant role than the present perfect. Miranda’s study is based on the 

researcher’s project on the ‘Study of the Educated Linguistic Norm’. Oroz (1996, 

1984) corroborates Miranda’s report on Chilean Spanish. 

Argentina’s Spanish is also discussed in some specific studies. Battini (1966, 

189) reports that the dominant use of each of the two tenses varies in respect to the 

area of the country in question. In the northern areas of Tucumán, Salta, etc, the 

preference is for the present perfect, whereas in the coastal section of the country 

and the city of Buenos Aires, the choice is almost always the preterit. Kubarth 

(1992, 565) goes a step beyond Battini and maintains that there may even exist a 

sociolinguistic status to the more frequent use of the present perfect by some 

speakers of Buenos Aires. In his study, there is a corpus of 100 Buenos Aires locals 

who are interviewed for 30 minutes. Abiding by his claim, it might be the case that 

those speakers who would be older and more educated could use more extensively 

the present perfect than those other speakers who would fall into the category of the 
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‘average’ urban Buenos Aires’ citizen. Kubarth also holds the claim that this more 

significant usage of present perfect over preterit could somehow have established 

some model of prestige norm. Consequently, younger generations, with no heed to a 

concrete sociolect or sociolinguistic grouping, would use the present perfect much 

less frequently. 

In addition to Lope Blanch’s research, Alarcos-Llorach in 1947 provides an 

account of the different functions accomplished by the present perfect and the 

preterit in Spanish, and although his listing is most comprehensive in regards to 

semantic uses for each of the tenses, his study does not refer to the possible regional 

variations in usage and/or frequency involving these two tenses. 

De Mello, in 1994, comments in a yearly bulletin of the ‘Real Academia de la 

Lengua’ (84.611-33) on the extension of the temporality of the present perfect in 

Peninsular Spanish to limits formerly covered by the simple preterit. The report 

includes examples such as ‘Ayer he visto a Juan’ (Yesterday I have seen Juan), 

which strikes the academician as an awkward phenomenon that is progressively 

making its way into daily speech. Since it is not tied to the actual present when the 

interlocutor utters the statement, De Mello reports it in the Academy´s bulletin as a 

questionable tense choice. 

Another interesting study is that by Piñero-Piñero (1998) dealing with the 

patterns of use by Canary Islanders within the educated strata of the local 

population of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria (the capital city of the Gran Canaria 

Island). Her study reveals a great deal of information along the lines of how upper-

end Canary Islanders tend to imitate the Peninsular speech to the point of dropping 
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their use of preterit to express recent event at the expense of the present perfect, as 

it normally occurs in standard Peninsular Spanish. This study however does not 

compare regional dialects within Spain or the Spanish-speaking world; it is instead 

limited to Canarian Spanish and takes for granted the Peninsular standard. 

 

2.3. Quantitative Studies 

De Koch (1991, 490) compiled some interesting numerical data where some of the 

revealed information loses some value due to the author´s endorsement of theories, 

which go quite beyond the linguistic domain by speculating and making claims on 

geo-political issues, such as: “ … the new nations reiterate their right to be 

different, to their patriotic pride …”. De Koch’s data, however, confirm the theories 

and trends proffered by other authors in that the present perfect is much more used 

in Spain than in American Spanish. The data however are circumscribed to the 

countries of Mexico, Spain, and Chile. 

Another work by De Jong (1995) presents an unusual study on four corpora 

for Madrid, México City, Caracas and Buenos Aires previously used by Lope 

Blanch, Alonso, and Rosemblat, and consisting of recorded conversations by 

educated speakers below the age of thirty-five. From this study, the author 

concludes that Buenos Aires and Caracas utilize the present perfect with a 

frequency almost equal to that of Madrid. Observably, this does not coincide with 

what other authors have reported on the data collected for those four specific areas. 
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Said’s (1977) doctoral dissertation deals with the variation in usage of the 

present perfect in the spoken Spanish of Mexico City, but does not include 

comparative studies within Mexico as a linguistic entity in itself, or outside of the 

country of Mexico, in contrast to other countries where Spanish is one of the main 

languages spoken. Although Said’s work is quantitative, it focuses mostly on the 

syntactic and semantic functions of both tenses. 

 

2.4. Further remarks 

The results of previous studies, although contributing in many ways, are somewhat 

fragmentary, often inconclusive, and even anecdotal in some cases, as they are 

lacking fully reliable sources providing frequency counts which could be 

extrapolated when attempting to make generalizing conclusions. 

In dealing with the present selection of sources, newspapers and films, made 

available for this dissertation study, several factors were given careful consideration 

together with dialectal representation, such as general availability of sources in 

order to allow for process replication and conclusive meaningful generalizations. 

Choosing such untapped sources of data to quantify in a reliable manner the 

tense frequencies shown in both ‘uncontrolled’ written and oral samples of 

language contributes to making this study a solid one from its very foundations, the  

collection of the relevant data. 

The novelty of the nature of the sources involved in the study certainly sets a 

precedent in the field, specifically in the area of research, for making objective 

direct observations of the contrast between these two tenses. Moreover, the opening 
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of this innovative and truly naturalistic source of data should lead the paths of those 

attempting to consider similar phenomena in the foreseeable future. 

 

2.5. Summary 

This chapter reviews the available literature on the topic concerning this work. It 

appears to be clear that there is enough interest in the contrast of these two tenses. 

Nonetheless, none of those projects and/or works reviews the historical evolution 

that could have possibly triggered the emergence and difference in use between the 

two tenses as they are utilized in two continents (Europe and America) and their 

language offspring across the rest of the world geography. Nor does any of the 

previous research use fully naturalistic and innovative settings such as 

contemporary written and oral media. Besides, the issue of frequencies pertaining to 

each of the main dialectal areas identified by scholars continues to remain unsettled 

due to the very dissimilar conclusions reached by each of the studies. 

Moreover, no researcher recognizes that the difference in past tense use could 

even remotely pose a didactic problem when trying to teach a language such as 

Spanish from a ‘standardizing’ globally-oriented standpoint. It is widely reported by 

Peninsular study abroad programs faculty the unexpected lack of competence some 

students demonstrate in using the present perfect depending on the part of the world 

where they may have attended college. After all, the present perfect tense is an 

everyday tool in Peninsular Spanish and the other Romances located in Europe, 

with the exception perhaps of Portuguese. As a result of these lacunas in the study 
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of the contrast between the two tenses, it is essential to address the topic and 

establish the relevance of the divergence, if any. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

FROM LATIN TO ROMANCE 

 
3.0. Introduction 

A historical analysis of the evolution from Latin to Romance of our two past tenses 

is appropriate at this stage, so as to trace back the interaction of these tenses 

throughout the history of Spain, as well as that of the other European Romance 

countries and what later became of their colonies in the New World. 

Here is a summary review of the historical events that have brought about, 

throughout time, what the Spanish language has evolved into. These events are 

meant to refresh our historical memory in order to establish the development of the 

two past tenses, and whether they may have actually co-existed at one point. 

Determining what the situation was for Spanish immediately before it 

ventured across the Atlantic in 1492, and monitoring how it had become precisely 

that, in terms of tense choice, will be a valuable tool at the point of speculating over 

the reasons behind the quantitative differences found for the different dialectal areas 

under analysis. 

 

3.1. Indo-European, Latin, and Romance 

Spanish is a member of the Indo-European family of languages. Speakers of Indo-

European progressively spread covering most areas of Europe, except for the small 

pockets of Basque, Finnish, Sami and Magyar, as well as the majority of the Indian 

subcontinent and many territories in between. The most prominent member of the 

Italian branch of Indo-European is Latin. The expansion of Latin outside of Rome 
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was not limited to the Italic peninsula, but rather spread into adjacent, and in the 

long run, distant areas of the Mediterranean zone and its outskirts. The most salient 

elements in the family are Portuguese, Spanish, Catalan, French, Occitan, Romansh 

(the fourth national language of Switzerland), Italian, Dalmatian (extinct since the 

19th century) and Romanian. 

It would make perfect sense from a historical-linguistic point of view to claim 

that, Latin is still spoken in a vast area of the world these days. However, it is 

somewhat inconvenient to speak of ‘Latin’, since the evolution of each of its forms 

in the different territories of what was the Western and Eastern Roman Empire 

made those dialects of Latin into mutually unintelligible language for their 

speakers. Another reason is that, due to the rise of nation-states forming the 

contemporary political and geographical European map, it would not really apply to 

refer to Spanish Latin, French Latin, Catalan Latin, etc, but instead, Spanish, 

French, Catalan, etc. And of course, it is not to be forgotten that some of these 

offspring of Latin have transcended continental borders, and in doing so, the claim 

might comprehend that Latin is spoken as well in many American, African, and 

even a few Asian countries. 

Although we cannot think of ‘contemporary’ Latin as uniform, common sense 

tells us that a ‘uniform’ linguistic situation might have never been the case for 

Latin. Therefore, Latin must have varied ‘diatonically’, socio-linguistically, and 

diachronically over more than two thousand years. Certainly, these variations must 

have applied to semantics, phonology and syntax. Consequently, it is by all means 

reasonable to assume that such variations must have affected tenses rather 
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specifically, too. Evidence of the diachronic differences may prove hard to find, 

since Latin authors tended to write in quite a classical and elevated style, which did 

not at all represent the speech of the common people, the mobs. But on the other 

hand, by comparing the styles of different writers, as much as by reading their 

comments on obsolete and/or trendier forms, it is feasible to infer that 

language/dialect variation was a common denominator from the very early stages of 

Latin. This, of course, would be equally true for all Romances. However, since the 

19th century we know that the Romance languages are not ‘descendants’ of classical 

Latin, but of vulgar Latin indeed (Lapesa 1942: 51). 

During the Imperial period of the Roman Empire, the differences between 

classical and vulgar Latin became deeper and deeper; while classical Latin became 

somewhat stationary, the variety spoken by the common peoples of less elevated 

classes continued to spread rapidly giving way to what later would become the 

Romances. The newly Romanized citizens, when attempting to learn the new 

language, would not perceive all that well the many linguistic shades making out 

classical Latin; nonetheless, they seemed to be aware of the semantic value of the 

new expressions that were continuously emerging. It was in this way that the newly 

coined forms would progressively enter the everyday language (Lapesa 1942: 52). 

However, to think that both varieties of Latin were mutually exclusive codes 

is, on the contrary, an inexact conclusion. This view cannot be sustained, since all 

varieties of Latin of which we have knowledge share most of their lexicon, their 

morphology, and the largest part of their syntactical features (Penny 1991: 5). What 

interests us now is to determine how these general trends of behavior ever applied 
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to both vulgar and classical Latin past tenses first, and then to the Romance 

equivalents. 

 

3.2. The Latin of Spain 

The Romans first arrived in Spain in 218 BC in order to fight the Carthaginians at 

the beginning of the second Punic War. Once the Carthaginians fell and their 

influenced ceased to exist in the east and south of Spain, the Romanization of the 

Peninsula began to take place in rapid ways through the contact with soldiers, 

settlers, administrators, traders, and of course, as a result of convenience and quest 

for the social prestige which speaking Latin carried along. Latinization occurred 

much more quickly in the south and east than in other areas, some of which were 

never fully Romanized. It is no coincidence that Tartessian, Greek and Iberian had 

already been quite displaced by Latin by the 1st century AD at the latest (Penny 

1991: 9). 

It would be extremely difficult to know what the choice of tenses in the past 

would have been for Iberian or Tartessian or Greek in the spoken varieties at the 

time, since, at the most, we can only account for those written records of classical 

Greek. The Latin of Spain was characterized by a few phenomena of archaism, 

innovation, conservatism, and dialecticism. Despite the characteristics affecting the 

variety of Latin spoken and used in the Iberian Peninsula, there is no reason to 

believe that the tense system, in respect to the past, made any distinctions. More so, 

in written/classical Latin, the only record that we have got of what Latin once was, 
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there was no evidence of a ‘present perfect’, as that form only emerged when the 

so-called romances1 started to stem out of vulgar Latin. 

It is nonetheless assumed that those areas of the Peninsula geographically 

closer to Rome tended to show a more prestigious use (according to Rome’s 

standard of purity) of Latin than those others further apart in distance. This could 

explain, for example, how the areas of present-day Spain more west of the country 

(Galicia, Asturias, and Leon for instance) display a set of norms by which they use 

the preterit at the expense of the present perfect more often than other areas of the 

country (Castile and the North), areas which, geographically speaking, would have 

been less distant from Rome.  

But other reasons, like the proximity to Portugal, could also account for such 

phenomena, --that is, the differences in the frequency//applicability of use for these 

two tenses. Of course, Portugal as an entity was, if anything, also a remote area in 

relation to Rome, in terms of geographical distance. 

In the area of dialectalism, the Latin from Spain has been described as one 

having an Osco-Umbrian connection (Penny 1993: 10, 13) in some aspects of 

phonology and morphology, since it was these areas of the Italic Peninsula from 

which quite a number of Roman settlers made their way into Spain. It would be 

then reasonable to assess that some of the syntactic characteristic of the Latin of 

Spain at that time also belonged to the Osco-Umbrian2 dialects of the day. And why 

not: Osco-Umbrian influence could possibly include interesting variations in the use 

of tense. 

                                                 
1 ‘Romance’ is the term accepted to refer to the intermediate dialectal forms between actual Latin and the 
present-day Romance languages and their regional versions and/or dialects. 
2 Osco-Umbrian: A group of dead languages of ancient Italy that were displaced by Latin. 
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It is well-known that the south of Italy and the Mediterranean islands count 

among their dialects many that include forms believed to be very much in 

synchrony with their Peninsular Spanish counterparts (Harris & Vincent 1988: 315). 

Some of this synchrony consists of using the preterit when the present perfect 

would be in order in ‘standard’ Italian. That correspondence is typically attributed 

to the long-lived Spanish control of the Kingdom of Naples and the Two Sicilies 

during the Bourbons’ time (Harris & Vincent 1988: 315), but it could also have 

started from the early days of full latinization in these two Romance territories, 

given that ‘standard’ Peninsular Spanish coincides with ‘standard’ Italian, and not 

with Sicilian, Napolitano, or Sardinian, in its pattern usage of the present 

perfect/preterit tandem (Loi Corvetto 1983: 8). But again, the written choice 

between preterit and present perfect was still not ‘available’ at the time; hence we 

would not be able to analyze any written records on it. But the fact that we do not 

have any records of that nature, written, that is, does not imply necessarily that such 

present perfect forms were not already part of the oral language. 

 

3.3. The Visigoths 

From the 5th to the early 8th century, the Peninsula was controlled and ruled by the 

Visigoths. Linguistically, these Germanic tribes already spoke Latin as a second 

language (Lapesa 1942: 80) by the time the sack of Rome took place in 410. After 

that, they established a powerful kingdom in Gaul with a capital in Toulouse in the 

southeastern region. The Goths had been pushed west by the hordes of the Huns, 

and by the time they took over the Western Roman Empire, they were already well-
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integrated into the Latin-speaking world. It is believed that, although they still 

carried their eastern Germanic vernacular as a main language, were nonetheless 

perfectly capable of speaking Latin in a rather natural way (Lapesa 1942: 80). 

Alternation between the two languages was very probably an everyday event. 

The Germanic vernacular was never influential enough to leave a legacy in the form 

of a written variety. It did however have a great effect on patronymics and some of 

the names for localities. Whether this influence, and even the way they spoke Latin, 

determined that, the extent of their presence in Spain was linguistically more 

transcendental than it has been credited to this day, is something uncertain. 

In regards to the preterit and the present perfect, and considering that, 

eventually, proto-Germanic, just as Latin, was also developing a periphrastic 

preference for the present perfect for remote events, it would not be too audacious 

to ponder that the later Germanic spoken by the Visigoths might have transferred 

some syntactic patterns to the forming Romances of those territories once part of 

the Western Roman Empire. This may be a reasonable clue to follow for those 

interested in that line of research (Lapesa 1942: 80). 

Coincidentally, the most widely spoken Romances in Europe (Spanish, 

French, and Italian) opt for the present perfect, just as present-day German does, 

when they could use the preterit as a choice. Could this be indicative of a shared 

Western European trait? At the same time, even in Visigothic days, the speakers of 

both Latin and Old German had the touch of Germanic influence in the Latin that 

was spoken in the ruling classes. It was, if anything, a label of prestige amongst 

them (Penny 1990: 16). 
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But the question to ask remains this. When did the present perfect begin to be 

used by speakers of Latin in Hispania, Italica or Gaul? That would be quite difficult 

to ascertain, but surely it may be safely surmised that small changes and 

innovations were beginning to be implemented as soon as the Visigoths occupied 

the Peninsula. The developing proto-romances and romances later on did nothing 

but materialize and perpetuate those changes and new solutions. 

The Toledo norm was a model to follow in remembrance of the city that had 

once been the capital of the Visigoths’ kingdom. But what was the Toledo norm 

like with respect to the past tenses? “The fact that Toledo fell in 1085 to Castilian 

‘reconquerors’ (against Islam) endowed Castilian speech with a prestige that it 

might otherwise not have enjoyed, and can therefore be seen as an important factor 

in the rise of Castilian to national status” (Penny 1990: 16).3 

 

3.4. Christians and others 

In 711 the Arab invasion took place and the Peninsula became quite a mosaic of 

colorful linguistic phenomena happening at one time. On the one hand, the 

Christians found strongholds in the remote north and northwestern parts of the 

Peninsula, while the 8th century Hispano-Romance continued to develop in the rest 

of the geography. In addition, the Mozarabic dialect became an entity, however 

though, not absorbing patterns from Arabic and filtering them into the Romance. 

But, although that could have been the case, the Arabic verb structure is utterly 

different from that of Indo-European. 

                                                 
3 This appreciation for Castilian trends at the expense of others and the linguistic consequences of such 
adopted patterns is relevant to this dissertation and will be further dealt with in this chapter as well as 
chapter 4. 
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As the reconquerors added territories to the north, east and west of their 

original holdings, Castile began to consolidate its power and its letters became 

influential to others (circa 1035). It soon became the leader among the other 

Christian kingdoms, expanding its influence (including its language) to each and 

every one of them. Conversely, Basque, along with the Romances spoken in the 

northern areas of Cantabria, Asturias, and even Aragon (historical areas of Spain), 

remained somewhat untouched by what was forming in the rest of the territory, 

without failing however to diminish their impact and influence on the developing 

mainstream Castilian Romance. As a result, the influence went in all directions, 

from Castilian to the other romances, and vice versa. 

 

3.5. Standard Spanish 

The creation of the first standard Spanish can be without doubt attributed to the 

person of King Alfonso X, known by the nickname of ‘the Learned’. Alfonso was 

king of Castile and León from 1252 to 1284, and it was during his ruling that 

Spanish received a great thrust as a national language for what one day would be 

Spain. With his Toledo School of Translators, Latin was progressively left behind 

in favor of Castilian. It can be claimed that it was under his mandate that the many 

regional varieties of Peninsular Romance were successfully superseded by a 

standard form of Castilian that became widely accepted by the Peninsular speakers, 

even in the historical areas of Aragon, Navarre, or the Basque provinces.  

A purified and cultivated form of Castilian was not only the language of the 

administration but also a social class marker. Toledo had become one of the centers 
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of intellectuality (the other being Seville), and it would not lose this characteristic 

until Madrid was to take over in the 1560s. Although Toledo was undoubtedly a 

cultural center, Seville was no less transcendental an icon. In fact, the intellectual 

and cultural achievements of Seville were even more laudable that those of Toledo. 

The latter, though, kept the prestige associated with having been the capital of the 

Visigoths’ kingdom before the Arab occupation. 

And since both Castile’s and Seville’s language patterns would, in the dusk of 

the 15th century, make it across the Atlantic and into the New World, that fact alone 

sanctions that we try to review in this dissertation whether already at this time, there 

were any significant differences in the use of our two tenses by either Sevillians or 

Castilians, which could have affected frequencies of appearance of one of the tenses 

as opposed to the other as we contemporarily know them. 

As seen in old epic texts dating back to 1307, there was already evidence in 

written language of some usage of present perfect in the still developing Castilian 

language. In addition, in the texts dating back to the Alfonsine period, it is already 

possible to see --indirectly-- a preference in the speech of Seville for the preterit 

forms, not finding any instances of present perfect with the appearance that it would 

sport at that time, that is, in an adjectival fashion and linked to the copula ‘ser’ 

instead of ‘haber’. Ex: ‘somos llegados’ (we are arrived) instead of ‘habemos 

llegado’ (we have arrived) as linked to a copula, or ‘tengo la espalda cansada’ (I 

have my back tired) as a participial adjective. 
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3.6. The expansion of Castilian 

In the 15th and 16th centuries, Castilian made it across its own boundaries and was 

more or less successfully implanted in the New World, the Canaries, the 

Mediterranean and the Balkans, and the Philippines. 

The colonization of the Canary Islands was not completed until the days of the 

Catholic monarchs. It is known and universally accepted that the Spanish-American 

varieties of Spanish share most of their characteristics with Canarian Spanish. 

Moreover, Canarian Spanish was most likely drawn in its majority from western 

Andalusian, as phonologically and semantically most aspects of both Canarian and 

all the Spanish American counterparts can be easily correlated. Canarian did in fact 

take after the Seville norm. 

As for the Spanish American norm, most historical linguists agree on the 

findings and theories that a great part of the features displayed by all varieties of 

American Spanish can be successfully located in the region of Andalusia and the 

Canarian archipelago. It is equally important to underline at this point the 

distinction between what came to be known as ‘tierras altas’ and ‘tierras bajas’, 

referring to the interior of the American continent and the coastal areas respectively 

(Lipski 1994: 37). It makes sense to expect that if the ‘tierras altas’ (high lands) 

tended to resemble the ways and trends of the Toledo and Madrid norms, while the 

‘tierras bajas’ (low lands)4 followed those of Seville, Cadiz, and Canarias then, just 

as well as in Peninsular Castilian seemed to triumph over Andalusian or Canarian, 

in the New World, the same evolution could have prevailed in the colonies. But in 

                                                 
4  The concepts ´tierras altas/tierras bajas’ responds to the idea that Spanish settlements developed in 
patterns by which Spanish southerners --mainly Andalusians and Extremeños-- occupied the coastal areas 
whereas northerners and Castilians flourished in the interior of the Americas. 
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fact, this is not the case, as in Spanish America the ruling linguistic norm overall 

became that of the coastal varieties of Spanish, that is, that of Andalusian and 

Canarian Spanish. There are, of course, well-known exceptions, for instance, the 

case of most of Mexico and the ‘tierras altas’ of Colombia, Peru and Bolivia, and 

perhaps some of the neighboring areas ranging across other nearby geopolitical 

borders per the administrative divisional boundaries drawn by the colonizing 

country. 

 

3.7. Spanish in the contemporary world 

Today, Spanish is the official language of Spain and nineteen republics in North, 

Central, and South America. It is also one of the familiar and/or official languages 

of the Philippines and Equatorial Guinea, on the west coast of Africa. In addition, 

and as a result of former colonization, it is spoken by a significant number of 

bilingual speakers in the Western Sahara and the Moroccan cities of Ceuta and 

Melilla (due to their centuries-old administration by Spain), as well as Tangiers and 

Tetuan (Penny 1991: 31). 

With this sort of ample linguistic panorama, this dissertation over the 

difference of the preterit and present perfect tenses must be narrowed down as much 

as possible to those areas representative of larger and more numerous linguistic 

siblings, from which general conclusions may be drawn and applied to the present 

study. The process of selection and academic reliability for the linguistic areas is 

described in Chapters 5 and 6. 
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3.8. Summary 

This chapter has attempted to present an overview of the evolution from Latin to 

Romance while covering the very initial stages of this development and reviewing 

the linguistic occurrences surrounding the two tenses under consideration: from 

Indo-European to Latin to Romance. The chapter has also discussed the Latin of 

Spain, and in particular, that which was spoken by the Visigoths, and at a later point 

in history, the Latin existing during the ever-influential confrontation between 

Christians and Moors, and how that gave way to a type of standard Spanish by 

means of the expansion of Castilian westwards, to the New World, and eastwards, 

to the Mediterranean. Lastly, the chapter reminds us briefly of the boundaries of the 

contemporary Spanish-speaking world. 

 

 

 



 

 

 

45 

CHAPTER FOUR 

THE EVOLUTION OF VERBAL TENSES 

 
4.0. Introduction 

Let us now consider the following questions. First, what were the factors (based on 

grammar or speech style) that caused the present perfect to continue developing in 

the continent while allowing the simple preterit to remain preponderant in Spanish-

speaking America? Second, at which point did Latin evolve into utilizing the 

present-day present perfect as it is contemporarily known in the European 

Romances? To arrive at some understanding of these questions one must first 

consider the form of the Latin system of tenses and what is so far known about its 

evolution into the system found in modern romances. In addition, given that Latin 

had been in contact with other languages, the question arises on whether the 

transformations that occurred might have been influenced by the speech of the 

different peoples that came to the Peninsula after the Romans, specifically, the 

Gothic peoples. This chapter also reviews other historical moments connecting the 

newly-formed Spain with other European cultural powers of the Renaissance, such 

as Italy and France. 

Although the ultimate goal of this dissertation is to collect and analyze 

naturalistic data regarding frequencies of use of both tenses for representative 

dialectal areas of the Spanish-speaking world, it is well worth reviewing the 

evolution of the verbal system from Latin into Romance in order to detect whether 

the variations on the present-day written and spoken languages might possibly 

respond to causes and/or historical moments affecting each of our two tenses. This 
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review is in order so as to facilitate the reader the task of comprehending the 

comments and conclusions drawn in subsequent chapters. 

 

4.1. The Latin system of tenses 

In the Latin verbal system, the Indicative mood had forms for the active and the 

passive voice. However, the verbal systems of present-day Romances keep only the 

active voice, while the passive system, as opposed to Latin’s synthetic forms, has 

been relegated to just periphrastic forms. Or rather, the Latin synthetic passive 

(dicitur—‘it is being said’) was restructured to analytic or quasi-reflexive forms (est 

dictum—‘it is [being] said’). Here are the passive voices that came to replace the 

Latin ‘Perfect’: 

PERFECT PASSIVE 

*Visus-i, a-ae, um-a, sum, es, est, sumus, estis, sunt 

PLUPERFECT PASSIVE 

*Visus-i, a-ae, um-a, eram, eras, erat, eramus, eratis, errant 

 

FUTURE PERFECT PASSIVE 

*Visus-i, a-ae, um-a, ero, eris, erit, erimus, eritis ,erunt 

 

Let us first review the Latin system for the verb habeo (to have), which came to be 

used in Spanish as a substitute of the auxiliary esse (to be). 
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Latin ‘habere’ = to possess 

habeo   habemus 

habes   habetis 

habet   habent 

 

The present perfect is a periphrastic form derived from the perfect passive tense of 

the Latin verbal system. Spanish is well-endowed with periphrastic forms, but no 

more so than any other standard Romance language, such as Italian, French, or 

Portuguese. Usually, these periphrases consist of an inflected auxiliary followed by 

a non-finite form of the lexical verb (an infinitive or a participle), but more complex 

combinations are also possible. 

Although almost all of the forms are a Romance creation, some embryonic 

forms of these final periphrases were already present in Latin. One interesting 

innovation was the compounding of habere, which originally meant ‘to possess’, 

with a past participle, as in ‘habeo cenam paratam’, which first meant, word for 

word, ‘I have the supper prepared’, but with increased use and a change in word 

order, it came to mean simply: ‘I have prepared supper’. This new structure 

rendered a productive pattern: in principle, any paradigm of habere could be 

combined with the past participle in a new-tense form.  

This remains true in modern Spanish: all eight simple paradigms of ‘haber’, 

including the almost extinct future subjunctive (fuere venido--(if/that) I shall have 

come), can be used as auxiliaries. Although the periphrases with ‘haber’ were 

flourishing in Old Castilian (Penny 1991: 165), they could only be used with 
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transitive verbs; intransitive verbs were conjugated with ‘ser’ (to be). It was towards 

the end of the XV century that ‘haber’ (to have) had displaced ‘ser’ for almost all 

verbs, and the past participle had become invariable (Penny 1991: 166), for 

example: 

 

Old Castilian:   Somos venidos (We are arrived(s)-plural/masculine) 

Modern Spanish:  Hemos venido (We have arrived) 

 

However, alongside the now fully grammaticalized periphrases with ‘haber’, 

Spanish has had, since some of its earlier texts in the 13th century, an alternative 

construction, which makes use of ‘tener’ (from tenere ‘to hold’): ‘Tengo preparada 

la cena’ (I have the dinner ready), which means the same as the Latin expression 

from which the construction originated. 

Spanish verbs, as it has been pointed out, are highly inflected and can often 

stand without an expressed subject to form a complete utterance. As such, they are 

necessarily the principal carriers of tense, aspect, and modality, though this 

information can be delegated to an auxiliary and supplemented by various adverbial 

structures. The emergence of habere as an auxiliary in Spanish, not only provided a 

uniform morphological marking of perfective aspect, which in Latin had depended 

on a stem alteration, but also resolved the bivalency of the Latin ‘perfect’ as 

between present perfect and simple past (aorist) functions. Thus, vidi, for instance, 

in the sense of ‘I have seen’, was replaced by habeo vistu (‘he visto’ - ‘I have 

seen’), leaving vidi to denote unambiguously ‘I saw’. It would be more difficult, in 
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Spanish, to make the claim for the exclusion of either of these forms from the core 

system, though the inclusion of both requires the recognition of a third aspect 

(punctual), which is nevertheless only opposed to the other two on the past time 

axis (Harris & Vincent 1988: 111). 

The observation of the evolution of the two forms, the preterit and the present 

perfect, has led to the belief that Peninsular Spanish might follow French or 

Northern Italian in extending the domain of the periphrastic paradigm to the point 

where it would displace the preterit from everyday speech, and recreate, in so 

doing, the bivalency of Latin with respect to the perfect. But the evidence available 

for Spanish proves intricate to interpret. The essential denotation of forms like ‘he 

visto’ is ‘completion of an action or process, which remains relevant at the moment 

of speaking’.  

In Castilian and central Peninsular dialects the tolerated time lapse is longer, 

so that ‘he visto’ is semantically compatible with time adverbials like ‘esta mañana’ 

(this morning), and for some speakers, even with ‘ayer’ (yesterday). In other 

Peninsular dialects such combinations are not found, and in American Spanish, the 

periphrastic form is generally reserved for referring to immediate past time, so ‘ayer 

he visto’ (Yesterday I have seen) would simply be ungrammatical (Harris & 

Vincent 1988: 112). These patterns of behavior will be duly considered and 

commented upon in chapters 5 and 6. 
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4.2. The linguistic imprint of settlers and invaders 

 Considering that Latin was constantly in contact with other languages, a healthy 

degree of speculation as to what happened is once again in order. Questions such as 

the following arise: are we to simply accept that the present perfect forms were 

fully and only coined in the era of the proto-romances, that is, with no outside 

influence from the peoples that came to constitute the ethno-linguistic diversity of 

the Western Roman Empire? What was the role of the Goths in the linguistic 

development of the peoples with whom they mingled?  

In the case of Spanish, it appears that scholars have radically different 

opinions on how important a role the Gothic peoples played in the making or 

evolution of the Spanish Romance. When more than 85% percent of Spanish last-

names (facts from R.A.E.)5 and more than 55% percent of traditional Spanish first 

names can be traced to present-day German/Germanic last names and first names, 

how can one deny that the Gothic peoples, upon entering and becoming a part of the 

linguistic diversity of the Roman Empire, did not contribute more significantly --

than so far acknowledged-- to the morphology of what was continuously becoming 

the many versions of vulgar Latin spoken throughout the Empire?  

If the Visigoths who remained in the Iberian Peninsula were in fact the re-

conquerors (as in “Reconquista”) 6  of Hispania for the Christians, it appears 

negligent to simply disregard the question that, the ways in which they spoke, may 

have had some effect over what was to become the Spanish of the Middle Ages, the 

Renaissance, the Golden Age, and contemporary Spain, as well as that of the 

                                                 
5  R.A.E. stands for ‘Real Academia de la Lengua Española’ 
6 ‘Reconquista’ refers to the long recovery process by the Christian Goths of the territories lost the Arabs 
after the invasion of 711. 
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Americas and those peoples and territories that got to be located outside the 

Peninsula. Spanish medieval texts (the “Epic of Mio Cid” of the 12th century, for 

instance) fail to show a great incidence of present perfect as we know it today. 

However, the absence in the written language does not imply that the tense was not 

used in the spoken language of everyday conversation. 

In analyzing both Old and Modern Germanic languages, it can be attested that 

the patterns of usage for the preterit and the present perfect do, in fact, follow the 

same rules of use as those applicable to modern standard Italian, standard 

continental French and Peninsular Spanish. That is, perhaps a Western-wide 

European trend could be pondered. Not only so, but also present-day Romanian and 

Catalan exhibit the same characteristics of tense choice. While it is accurate to 

affirm that the Catalan functional equivalent of Spanish preterit is a periphrasis 

using the verb anar (to go) as its modal, there is also a traditional synthetic preterit, 

however mostly relegated to literary use or as a feature of Balearic Catalan (the 

dialectal form of Catalan spoken in the Balearic Islands). Forms in the present 

perfect refer to a recent past however, just like in Castilian.  

Even Modern Greek has eliminated the old synthetic present perfect (and past 

perfects) and developed a “habeo factum” pattern, where the auxiliary is ékho, 

equivalent to tenere (to have). This alternates with, and is less common than, the 

traditional aorist, which operates much like the Romance simple preterit. In sum, 

from Iberia to Dacia, this preterit/present perfect phenomenon seems to have taken 

place (Harris & Vincent 1998: 56). 
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European Portuguese seems on the surface to be a different entity: its patterns 

of use may be somewhat different. Or to an extent, Portuguese does indeed have a 

present perfect, or what would seem to be one, but it is formed with the verb ter (to 

have) in its meaning indicating possession (instead of as an auxiliary), along with 

the past participle of the verb that is being conjugated. Moreover, the usage of this 

Portuguese periphrastic structure is not quite the same as the present perfect in 

European-based contemporary Romances, nor does it replace the preterit in most of 

the cases where any other contemporary Romances in the rest of Europe would use 

the present perfect.  

The Portuguese present perfect is more of a stylistic tool, rather formal, and 

perhaps a more suitable one to be used more often in written language. However, it 

can also be found in oral samples with very specific semantic roles, for example, 

those emphatic ones describing an action dating back to a remote past timeframe, 

which the speaker wants to bring into the present as an ongoing, iterative action. 

For example, for Brazilian Portuguese: 

 

‘Ele tem viajado’, (He has been traveling -for some time now) 

‘Ele (já) viajou’, (He has –already- traveled)  

 

It is known on the other hand, that Old German developed past tense periphrastic 

forms from their synthetic ones as a result of internal processes that took place in 

the course of the evolution from Gothic through proto-German onto Old German. In 

fact, just as Latin, Gothic did not have but one tense form to express the simple 
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past, and that was an equivalent of the Latin ‘perfect’, the antecedent of the present-

day preterit (Harweg 1975: 130-83). 

Nevertheless, Latin, in the internal process of allowing for the emergence of 

its own present perfect, certainly might have benefited from being surrounded by 

new settlers of the Roman provinces - the Barbarians - who were also in the 

linguistic process of developing a present perfect of their own. This internal 

development in Germanic, stemming out of Gothic, dates back to the Middle Ages, 

as it is the case for Spanish and other Romances (Harweg 1975: 130-83), a 

chronological coincidence which reinforces the hypothesis of the reciprocal 

influence that Western European languages might have undergone during the 

Middle Ages. This sort of reasoning, however, would fail to take into account that, 

once the unifying Roman administration came to an end, the flow of influence in 

both directions might have also decreased. 

 

4.3. Atlantic/Coastal Romances versus interior Romances 

As Lope Blanch appeals to a Renaissance hypothesis to try to explain why the 

preterit has been preserved in American Spanish in the form that we know it to date 

(Lope Blanch 1972: 142), others like Diego Catalán (1955: 28) resort to the old 

concept of ‘Atlantic Spanish’ as opposed to ‘Castilian Spanish’. The latter would be 

represented by the contemporary standard Peninsular Spanish, whereas the ‘Atlantic 

Spanish’ would include both medieval Spanish usage as well as the current versions 

of American Spanish, most of the Andalusian styles, and also Canarian, under its 

umbrella of influence. 
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It would seem at this point appropriate to theorize that the characteristic 

regarding a given European country, of being located on the edges of the map, in 

opposition to being a continental mass of land, could have a connection with the 

way our two tenses are utilized. This is to say, that interior dialects may have shown 

different patterns of usage for these two tenses than, say, coastal or peripheral 

dialects of romance. Moreover, different regions of the same country may ‘prefer’ 

different tense choices -to express the past- connected with their geographic 

position, and certainly, with the preterit existing in all of them. That would be so in 

Spain, Italy, and France, for instance. It is possible to find preterits in the south of 

France, Spain, and Italy within the standards of the mainstream national trends of 

each of the languages.  

Preterit forms (in place of the present perfect) may also be found in southern 

Italian, southern French, and the Spanish of the Mediterranean islands, and also the 

Canary Islands (Lipski 1994: 55-61). Granted, history may very well explain those 

curious ‘replacing’ preterits, for example, in the south of Italy or even France 

(Harris & Vincent 1988: 228, 300-301, 315); in the former due to the lengthy 

Spanish administrative and military control, and in the second, as a result of 

southern Italian immigration throughout various periods of history. However, 

another possible way to explain the ‘anomaly’ of finding preterits when the 

standard calls for a present perfect, would be to resort to the external, ‘on the 

outskirts’, geographical positions of these lands, where the linguistic epicenter of 

Rome might not have quite reached its full force. 
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4.4. The Latin of the Goths 

By the 5th century A.D., Roman chroniclers like Tacitus (Lapesa 1942: 79, 90) 

already described the Latin spoken by the Barbarians as awkward and foreign-

accented, although intelligible to most. However, this appreciation could prove to 

be irrelevant as to whether the Gothic peoples brought their present perfect along 

into the Iberian Peninsula. 

Therefore, speculation based on what we know could easily lead us to 

consider that one of the possible explanations for the ‘identity’ of who it was that 

incorporated these trends into the main provinces of the Roman Empire, would 

carry us in the direction of these Germanic tribes, which had progressively 

penetrated the Roman territories. The linguistic descendants of these same tribes 

were later the ones who, in the cases of Italy, France, and Spain, became the 

founding fathers of these countries as we know them today. 

Monitoring the case of another Western European language, English, and 

provided that its British variety presents a much higher frequency of usage of 

present perfect forms than that of American English (Thomson & Martinet 1982: 

151), one could postulate instead to constitute a pan-European phenomenon the fact 

that this tense is much more commonly present in European languages (including 

those derived from Latin) than in their offspring elsewhere in the rest of the 

remaining continents (English in Africa or Asia, French or Portuguese in Africa, 

Dutch in Asia, etc). And then, there remains to be considered the fact that it was 

actually these Gothic peoples who, as feudal lords and masters, came to spread their 

ways of speaking to the lower classes who would soon imitate them, as in fact, it 
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was this Gothic nobility class that contributed to establish the foundations of what 

the standard Romance would be in the post-Latin//post-Rome Western European 

world.  

Nonetheless, the absence of the present perfect in written Latin or written 

Gothic does not imply that the tense was not used in the spoken language versions 

of those languages.  Nor does it imply that it was used either. 

 

4.5. Reflecting upon history 

The prior arguments are to become ideas for both the inexperienced reader and the 

dedicated scholar to reflect upon when considering the origins of specific areas of 

Romanic syntax. However, paradoxically, there has really not been any research 

done pointing in this direction. 

Nor are we all to disregard the fact that, certain areas, like the south of Italy 

and its Mediterranean islands, the south of Spain and its Atlantic and Mediterranean 

islands, and the south of France and its share of islands next to the Spanish and 

Italian ones, always displayed patterns of verbal usage that directly resembled 

Latin, that is, not showing or having a present perfect ‘per se’ until the standard 

varieties of those countries took over due to their political and economic dominance 

over these southern areas (Meid 1978: 31-41). On the other hand, there was the 

tendency of spoken Latin to use analytical forms as opposed to the synthetic ones of 

written Latin (Alatorre 1979: 54). But these considerations rest for the moment until 

we retake them later in this work while drawing prudent conclusions on the data 

collected. 
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4.6. Towards a unified Romance 

By the mid 11th century, more than 85% of the Peninsular territories had been re-

conquered from the Moors, and the Spanish Proto-Romance continued evolving at 

different speeds, decade after decade. The main three linguistic foci of development 

were Leonés, Aragonés and Andaluz. Nevertheless, by the days of the discovery of 

the New World, reputable academicians defended contrastive schools of stylistics in 

the rhetoric of the Spanish romance. Not only so, the first grammar of the Castilian 

language was published in 1492, the first of any Romance or even European 

language. Antonio de Nebrija was the compiler of such work and Juan de Valdés 

rivaled him (1513-41) in attempting to decide which rhetorical style was to be 

followed by the average Spaniard (as depicted in “Diálogo de la Lengua” by Juan 

de Valdés). It was the School of Seville against the School of Toledo. It was Toledo 

and Madrid versus Sevilla and Cádiz. Nonetheless, neither of them made a 

reference to the usage of tenses per se. But if Valdés vowed for simplicity and the 

more popular sort of speech, Nebrija was more usually conservative and less pro-

Andalusian. 

Curiously enough, it was in Andalusian where the present perfect was less 

common, despite its tendency to resemble the speech of the less elevated classes. 

The paradox is that Andalusian had more of a Latin approach in regards to the 

verbal tense system than Castilian did, and ironically, it was none but Andalusian 

the type of speech which mostly crossed the Atlantic into the newly conquered 

lands. One would have to refer to the theories and assumptions of the ever on-going 
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‘Debate Andalucista’ in order to be able to solve the puzzle of why it must have 

been Andalusian Spanish that truly crossed the Atlantic, instead of Castilian.7  

To be sure, that would explain why American Spanish contains --in both 

written language and oral speech-- a smaller rate of frequency for the present 

perfect than Peninsular Spanish does. Simply put, Andalusian Spanish would have 

presumably remained to some considerable extent isolated from the influence of 

Gothic Latin and their proto-Romance during the centuries of Arab occupation. 

Therefore, by the period in which Spanish went west across the seas, it had not yet 

evolved from its more latinized verbal habits, thus never leaving behind its old 

Latin flavor as it applies to the more synthetic (as opposed to analytic) forms 

favored in the southern Peninsular Romance. 

The two visions of rhetoric and stylistics which founded the future of the 

Spanish Romance, --wherever this was meant to be ‘divulged‘--, would have been 

therefore formulated before the discovery of the West Indies. This idea could also 

be extrapolated to the necessary explanation that would shed light onto the speech 

of southern Italian dialects: the Spanish influence on the evolution of modern Italian 

since the Renaissance till the creation of the Italian State in the second half of the 

19th century. Let us remember that, although the military control was under 

Castilian ordinance, the trade and the most contacts took place between the Spanish 

Levante (Catalonian and the rest of the Mediterranean and Andalusian coastal 

posts) and the Italian kingdom of Naples and the Two Sicilies (Harris & Vincent 

1988: 315). That can certainly explain that these southern Italian anomalies 

                                                 
7The ‘Debate Andalucista’ is the term used to refer to the controversy over the origin of the Spanish spoken 
in the American continent, from Mexico to the very Southern Cone. 
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(exhibiting preterits where standard Italian prefers present perfects) could have been 

more traditional forms of evolved romance, which resembled more both southern 

Spanish and classical Latin. 

The liveliness and preponderance of one tense preference over the other 

within the Peninsula may have been reinforced towards the end of the 15th century, 

as the Catholic Monarchs, Isabella and Ferdinand, insisted on ‘the good taste’ of 

speaking in a Castilian way by means of their 1492 ‘Royal Decree of Linguistic 

Unification’. And since the ‘Castilian way’ was that of the Old Christians of the 

North, still the true Visigoths as they themselves believed to be, that type of speech 

would have included a preponderant present perfect over a declining preterit (an 

emerging phenomenon in both vulgar Latin and others like late Gothic), more 

favored in the newly re-conquered territories. Ironically, this emphasis, despite its 

expanding attitudes, never quite reached the New World, since it was mostly 

Andalusians (southerners), Extremeños (‘sort of’ southerners, speech-wise), and 

Canarians (Atlantic islanders) --and not so many Castilians-- the subjects of their 

Majesties who would be more inclined to venture into the transatlantic voyage 

(Lipski 37, 1994).  

At this point, the concept of linguistic simplification for transplanted dialects 

(Peñalosa 1981, 173) must be brought forth when considering why these emergent 

present perfects, that of Latin itself as it was giving out romance, or even that of 

Gothic and its unaccounted weight upon Latin, did in fact never make their way to 

the New World. Or rather, these emergent present perfects did reach that New 

World but were not ever bound to settle in and remain overtime. 
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To make it an even stronger case for the relevance of the interaction between 

co-existing developing languages, the mid-station between the Guadalquivir river 

and the West Indies was always the Canary Islands, where the type of speech was a 

sub-product of Andalusian itself, therefore opting consistently for preterits where 

Castilian would favor the present perfects. Again, the ‘Debate Andalucista’ 

becomes once more very alive regardless of where we may want to take our 

discussion when it becomes time to make sense of the data collected for the present 

study. 

In addition to these considerations there is also the Italian Renaissance, and 

how it affected Spain and France (Lope Blanch 1972: 142). This swiping form of 

understanding the fine arts flourished, let us not forget, in the historical great cities 

of present-day Northern Italy, which during many decades were part of the Austrian 

monarchy --therefore once again being influenced by the many trends that the 

Austro-German language featured. At that time, Spain was also ruled by a dynasty 

of Germanic kings, the Hapsburgs, who might have supposedly favored their own 

linguistic flavor among the nobility and religious orders. If civil and religious art 

was Gothic for several centuries, and some of the main European crowns (involved 

in our speculation on European Romances) were of that ancestry as well, along with 

the widespread movement of the Renaissance and the inclination for everything 

Italian (that is, Northern Italian), one should then not ignore all of these historical 

events as potential inducers --among others-- of the syntactic, morphological, and 

semantic features of Western European languages, and more specifically, Western 

European Romances. 
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The abovementioned linguistic influences seem to be reinforced by the 

historical fact that the Kingdom of Naples and the Two Sicilies was in the hands of 

one Spanish Crown or another up until the late 1800’s, which has left behind the 

stereotypical belief of the weight of the Spanish linguistic legacy in these southern 

Italian dialects. Coincidentally, these dialects (Napolitano, Calabrese, Sicilian, 

Sardinian, etc) are characterized by the frequent choice of a preterit (‘passato 

remoto’), when standard Italian would opt for a present perfect (‘passato 

prossimo’). This phenomenon, along with others not related to tense, is traditionally 

attributed to the several centuries of Spanish control (Harris & Vincent 1988: 300-

301). 

However, it would be more natural to reason that, since in Spain the standards 

of use for preterit and present perfect happen to be most similar to those of 

contemporary standard Italian, these southern Italian preterit forms must have 

somehow managed to remain alive throughout history instead of being the actual 

by-product of the Spanish linguistic influence over the centuries. That could only be 

the result of, either the non-exposure of the Italian South to the more Germanic-

oriented (politically and territorially) provinces of the North of the Italic Peninsula 

or the adherence of those Southern Italian dialects to their Latin maternal stem due 

to their peripheral geo-linguistic location away from the city of Rome. However, 

American Spanish could have developed, maybe even preserved, the same tense 

patterns as their mother European Romance, had the New World’s transplanted 

dialects not undergone the likelihood of a process of simplification. 
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What seems to be clear is that, when a set of standard questions regarding 

situations in which, one tense or the other could in any foreseeable way be 

considered an equally likely choice for certain speakers, those natives to Italian, 

Peninsular Spanish, French, and Romanian, decidedly opt for the choices 

represented by the present perfect and not the preterit. Peninsular Portuguese 

though, is the only European Romance that prefers the preterit over the present 

perfect (Harris & Vincent 1988: 150), it simply does not even have a present perfect 

per se, or at least not one equivalent to that found in other romances. 

Viewed from a different perspective, though, it would be also possible to 

expand our theorizing by claiming that the development of these distinctive features 

and patterns of present perfect/preterit uses might have been a consequence of 

rather a global and thorough internal development of the various romances and 

other non-romanic neighboring languages found all throughout post-Roman Europe 

of the Middle Ages; that is to say, that all of these languages would have 

implemented a set of universal past tense trends that became significant all across 

Western Europe.  

Moreover, one may even construe that peripheral areas always remain more 

isolated from evolution and linguistic transformation than those other areas 

surrounding the birthplace of a given language; the theory of ‘atlantism’ once again. 

Such could have been the case of the southern areas of Spain, France, and Italy, and 

surely, of that of any of the islands linguistically depending of these main-lands, 

given that islands are always going to be more subject to isolation than peninsulas 

or inland territories. That could, for example, explain why continental Portuguese 
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never quite created a periphrastic present perfect as its standard for the narration of 

recent past. 

 

4.7. Summary 

This chapter has discussed the evolution of the verbal past tenses from its primary 

Latin system to the contemporary re-organization in the languages related. A 

judicious and balanced account has been developed by way of shadowing the most 

relevant historical stages regarding the verb system. Besides, adequate 

consideration has been granted to the linguistic imprint left on the Spanish language 

by both settlers and invaders, dating back to the early Peninsular geographical 

boundaries of the language. Lastly, pertinent attention has been equally directed to 

the various hypotheses emerged whilst in the linguistic process to a unified 

romance. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

FORMAL/WRITTEN CONTEMPORARY SPANISH 

ACROSS THE ATLANTIC 

 

5.0. Introduction 

The present chapter researches the newspaper samples of a specific piece of news 

reported by different national publications. The intention is to filter out the 

occasions on which the present perfect and the preterit are both used. Once that is 

accomplished, the two sets of incidences for both tenses will be classified according 

to the quantitative values for various frequencies of use. The countries representing 

each of the written publications have been intentionally chosen in a manner that 

reflects the main linguistic areas within the Spanish-speaking world. This is 

explained in more depth in the following sections of this chapter. 

After classifying the incidence for both tenses, several possible reasons are 

offered as to why each of the dialectal areas under the scope of the study might 

possibly exhibit characteristic linguistic trends by means of their writing style. As 

initially stated, judgments over discrepant usage of tenses in the Spanish dialects 

under observation are the author’s, as based on my native Peninsular Spanish 

dialect. 
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5.1. The written sources 

This chapter will therefore include samples from newspaper sources of the 

linguistically representative areas in the Spanish-speaking world. Given the fact 

that, it would be too difficult a task to reflect all of the possible varieties of Spanish 

that can be found both in European and American Spanish, the Spanish-speaking 

areas have been narrowed down to six main ones. These would be North America 

(Mexico and Northern Guatemala), Central America (Guatemala, Honduras, El 

Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica), the Caribbean region (Cuba, Puerto Rico, 

Dominican Republic, Panama and the Atlantic coastal areas of Central America, 

Colombia, and Venezuela), the Andes (interior areas of Colombia, Peru, Ecuador, 

Bolivia, areas of Northern Chile and Northern Argentina, and parts of Paraguay), 

the Southern Cone (Chile, Argentina, Uruguay, and most of Paraguay), and, of 

course, the Iberian Peninsula (Spain), per the classification initially pointed out by 

Henríquez Ureña in 1921 and later re-coined and expanded by others. Although 

there are other classifications available in the extensive literature on the dialectal 

areas of the Spanish language across the world, Henríquez Ureña’s basic 

classification -with its later modifications- remains the one most followed and 

widely accepted by a majority of scholars. 

Within these areas, a decision was made as to which countries would be the 

best representatives of the entire group. The results have been the following: 

Mexico, Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, Peru, Chile, and Spain. The reasons 

why these countries have been selected as best representatives are explained next. 
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The choice of Mexico obeys to the fact that Mexico constitutes a linguistic 

entity in itself --an area in itself within the Spanish-speaking world, which cannot 

be disregarded. In the case of Central America, Nicaragua is selected as a state that 

is geographically centrally located within the Central American isthmus. 

Peru has been selected at the expense of Ecuador or Bolivia, because of the 

proportionally small size of Ecuador when compared with Peru, and also because of 

the geographical location of Bolivia not having a coast to the Pacific Ocean as Peru 

or Ecuador. Besides, the population of Peru is considerably larger than those of 

Bolivia or Ecuador, and the history of Peru as a former epicenter of influence inside 

the Inca Empire makes Peru the choice by reason of default. 

Argentina has been selected for the section of analysis dealing with written 

language in order to avoid the burden of considering that Argentinean Spanish may 

have quite an amount of syntactic influence from the patterns of the southern Italian 

dialects, since so many immigrants from those areas of that European country made 

Argentina their land of adoption. 

Chile has been chosen instead as the representative of the Southern Cone 

dialectal variety. Uruguay was also selected due to the many patterns shared with 

Argentinean Spanish and their very similar history in respect with the massive 

numbers of European immigration in the two capital cities of Montevideo and 

Buenos Aires. Asunción, the capital of Paraguay, was also ruled out on the basis of 

its geographical location: much distant from Montevideo and Buenos Aires and not 

situated on the coastline (since Paraguay does not have one). Moreover, Paraguay’s 

other official language is Guaraní, a fact which is known to conflict with many 
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linguistic aspects researched in Paraguayan Spanish. Therefore, Chile remains the 

most unbiased, non-laden choice 

Finally, the case for Spain is quite self-explanatory, since Spain is the 

European source of the Romance that occupies us in this study, and also of the 

many varieties of the Spanish Romance across both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. 

Returning to the sources and the selection process, those have been in each 

case extracted from one of the several main nationwide newspapers published 

online. In addition, the same piece of international news, or in its absence, news 

from the same day addressing the same international issue or event, has been 

selected in order to ensure a linguistic environment as similar as possible for all of 

the article samples. The online newspapers are all either the first or second most 

read news-reporting publications online or the ones considered most prestigious -

online- by most for those countries, as verified by sources external to the 

publications themselves. 

In what follows, the fragments that contain any past tenses can be found 

incorporated. All preterit or present perfect forms have been underlined, bold-

cased, or both, in order to highlight their presence. The purpose of these fragment 

selections is to analyze whether or not a different form would be more pertinent if 

the fragment had originated in a Peninsular newspaper. 

 

5.2. Organization of the occurrences for each tense 

This section explains the method and the rationale for classifying the data in the 

analysis that has been carried out. Pondering over the nature of the data of this 
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study, and considering that one of the goals is to assess overall frequencies for each 

dialectal area, it seemed logical to classify the occurrences of both preterit and 

present perfect in order to compare them later in the process of data analysis. 

Another issue was to determine which occurrences were going to be analyzed, 

and due to reasons of feasibility, it was decided that it would be the instances of 

present perfect that would be broken down and scrutinized. Analyzing each of the 

instances for the preterit would have been, not only much more time-consuming a 

task, but also, an unrealistic one, considering the many different criteria available 

depending on each country or dialectal area or even individual speakers themselves. 

Facing such an incommensurable level of difficulty, it was only rational to 

have the analysis cover exclusively the occurrences for the present perfect. On the 

other hand, it is the present perfect (not the preterit) the tense for which we are 

intending to establish boundaries of frequency of use. Additionally, the preterit 

lends itself to multiple interpretations by the speaker selecting this choice of tense. 

These interpretations would depend on multiple factors such as time/action 

distance, level of complexity, habitualness of an action, reaction to an action, or 

closing of a statement, just to name a few of the many possibilities available to the 

speaker which would justify the choice of one tense over the other. 

The degree of complexity in trying to explain each of the preterit occurrences 

found would make the task both unattainable and highly prone to subjectivity in the 

interpretation of the data by the researcher. In other words, it is far more viable to 

determine why a native speaker of Spanish would use a present perfect, than to 

attempt to comprehend why and how that same speaker is using every single 
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instance of his or her preterit forms. Moreover, the preterit seems the default tense 

to express past in American Spanish; it is only in situations of a particular nature 

when the speaker resorts to the present perfect. 

In trying to expound the incidences for the present perfect, one of the actual 

scopes of this study, it can be seen that some of those incidences may respond to 

semantic needs of the narration of the story, whereas others are or can be connected 

to the translation style of the author. This arrangement is being done in order to 

identify the written instances that could have opted for a different choice of tense if 

the written sample had instead been an oral, spontaneous one. The consideration of 

the journalist’s translation style, for example, will prove useful for us to trace in 

those statements directly deriving from patterns in the original language of the news 

(typically English), often quickly translated by the journalist into each of the target 

languages. Therefore, ‘textual’ and ‘semi-textual’ will refer to those occurrences of 

the present perfect that can be clearly or even doubtfully linked to a direct ‘literal’ 

journalistic translation. The category of ‘textual’ will comprehend those examples 

that pose no doubt, while the category of ‘semi-textual’ will include the examples 

that present some degree of doubt. 

The section by the heading of ‘recent’ will connect directly with the idea that, 

by the descriptions of traditional grammar, the present perfect in Spanish is to be 

used to express ideas or thoughts of the recent past, or even those other events more 

distant in time, but yet connected to the present time in a concrete semantic fashion 

(Solé and Solé, 1977: 15). 
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The remaining labels, ‘durative/time-related’, ‘passive’, and ‘process’ respond 

to the need of categorizing the rest of the instances found throughout the different 

written article samples. Following a semantic orientation, it seems appropriate to 

group each incidence of a present perfect form under one of those categories, as 

some the occurrences refer to a durative process within a time frame, others to a 

general process without time boundaries, and others have a form of the passive 

voice as required by grammar or style needs. 

 

5.3. Newspaper items 

This section presents the written samples (articles) that were collected from the 

newspapers that are representative of the various nationalities selected from both 

sides of the Atlantic. 

 

5.3.0. Mexico 

“La Crónica” is one of the most accessible Mexico publications available online. In 

its written version, although not the most widely distributed periodical, it enjoys 

satisfactory quality ratings among readers, who choose it over other written 

publications due to its smaller paper format. In its online version, it is also one of 

the most accessed news resources, both from inside Mexico and from outside of the  

country’s borders. 
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La Crónica 

Lunes 28 de Junio de 2004 
 
EU transfirió (transferred) 48 horas antes a iraquíes el poder y a Sadam 
(Agencias en Bagdad )  
Dos días antes de lo previsto, la coalición transfirió (transferred) ayer el poder 
al gobierno iraquí interino en una corta y sobria ceremonia anunciada apenas unos 
momentos antes y realizada en un antiguo palacio del derrocado presidente Sadam 
Husein. 
 
Tras el traspaso de poder en Irak, el primer ministro, Iyad Alawi, instó (urged) a 
los iraquíes, sean sunitas, kurdos o chiitas, a que se unan para afrontar juntos el 
futuro, combatir el terrorismo y lograr la prosperidad del país. 
 
Mientras, George W. Bush y Tony Blair reconocieron (acknowledged) que 
“seguirá habiendo dificultades y peligros” en un futuro inmediato, pero han 
subrayado (have underlined) que “Alawi no se acobardará frente a actos tan 
brutales y nosotros tampoco”. 
 
Alawi pidió (asked) a los líderes tribales y religiosos, muy en especial al clérigo 
Ali Sistani, la máxima autoridad de los chiitas, que colaboren con su gobierno 
para luchar contra los “terroristas extranjeros” activos en el país. 
 
“Los mercenarios vienen de diferentes países. Búsquenlos. Los perseguiremos 
para entregarlos a la justicia y que reciban su justo castigo”, declaró. Alawi 
prometió (promised) además crear fuerzas de defensa, relanzar la economía y 
pedir una ayuda al exterior para la reconstrucción de Irak. 
 
Jornada histórica. A su vez, el administrador civil estadunidense, Paul Bremer, 
calificó (considered) a la jornada de “histórica” y felicitó (congratulated) a 
Alawi durante el acto en el que los iraquíes recibieron (received) una carta de 
George W. Bush, en la que el presidente estadounidense pide el restablecimiento 
de las relaciones diplomáticas entre ambos países, rotas en 1991 tras la invasión 
de Kuwait por parte de Sadam. Bremer abandonó (left) este mismo lunes Irak 
tras la disolución de la Autoridad Provisoria de la Coalición (CPA), organismo 
que presidió (presided) durante 13 meses marcados por la violencia y la 
inestabilidad. 
 
Satisfacción inicial. La celebración del traspaso de poderes fue (was) recibida en 
el mundo con satisfacción y como un primer paso hacia la  plena soberanía de los 
iraquíes. 
 
El presidente de EU, George W. Bush, calificó (considered) la transferencia de 
poderes como “un día de gran esperanza para los iraquíes y un día que los 
enemigos de Irak esperaban no ver jamás”. 
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En Estambul, donde asiste a la cumbre de la OTAN, Bush dijo (said) que 
“prometimos (promised) derrocar al régimen de Sadam Husein y restablecer la 
completa soberanía en el país, y hoy hemos cumplido (have fulfilled) nuestra 
palabra”. 
 
Blair reconoció (acknowledged) que la “batalla por Irak y su futuro es un intento 
genuino de hacer frente al terrorismo y las amenazas contra la seguridad, que 
calificó (considered) de la gran amenaza de nuestro tiempo”. El presidente 
francés, Jacques Chirac, dijo (said) en la misma cumbre atlántica que la solución 
es “que el pueblo iraquí tenga verdadera conciencia de que ha retomado (has 

retaken) su destino en sus manos”. 
En Moscú, el Kremlin anunció (announced) su disposición de desarrollar la 
cooperación con el gobierno transitorio de Irak, y expresó (expressed) la 
esperanza de que las empresas rusas puedan volver a ese país árabe. 
 
Sadam Husein ya está bajo custodia iraquí 
El derrocado líder iraquí, Sadam Husein, así como los altos cargos de su régimen 
presos bajo custodia de soldados estadunidenses, pasaron (passed) ayer a la del 
gobierno iraquí, informó (informed) el segundo jefe de operaciones del ejército 
de EU en Irak y portavoz militar, Mark Kimmit. Sin embargo, tanto Sadam como 
sus colaboradores seguirán estando bajo protección de los soldados 
estadunidenses. 
Kimmit precisó (pointed out) que Sadam será juzgado por un tribunal iraquí en 
la primera semana de julio, pero no precisó (pointed out) si ya ha sido 

trasladado (has been moved) de prisión. 
 
El Primer Ministro iraquí, Iyad Alawi, dijo (said) que está dispuesto a firmar 
cualquier sentencia que dicte un tribunal iraquí tras juzgar a Sadam, “incluida la 
pena de muerte”. Un ex-baasista vinculado a la CIA quiere erradicar la violencia 
Iyad Alawi, primer ministro de gobierno interino iraquí al que la coalición 
entregó (transferred) el poder ayer, es un ex miembro del partido Baas 
convertido luego en opositor de Sadam Husein, quien recibió (received) el apoyo 
de la CIA (Agencia Central de Inteligencia) para llevar adelante un golpe de 
Estado que fracasó en 1996. 
 
“El gobierno debió ser múltiple, para evitar el exterminio”. La mañana de ayer 
Estados Unidos e Irak celebraron (celebrated) la transición del poder que recayó 
provisionalmente en manos del chiita Iyad Allawi. El acto supone la nueva era de 
soberanía para los iraquíes y el restablecimiento de sus relaciones diplomáticas 
con Estados Unidos. 
 
En medio de un ambiente de creciente violencia, se anunció (was announced) 
que la Autoridad Provisional de la Coalición (CPA), instalada desde el 16 de 
mayo del 2003 dejó (ceased) de existir. “A partir de hoy, la CPA ya no existe”, 
declaró un alto responsable de la antigua autoridad.  Sobre el cambio de poderes, 
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el cuentista y novelista, Guillermo Samperio, opinó (opined) en entrevista para 
Crónica que el nuevo gobierno debió (needed) ser múltiple no sólo chiita, “que 
represente las diversas tendencias, con una comisión gobernante provisional que 
logre concordia entre las diversas fuerzas. 
 

 

5.3.1. Nicaragua 

“El Nuevo Diario” (Managua) is a modern online news source available in 

Nicaragua and well-reputed across this Central American country. This publication 

is also published in a written version, one which also enjoys the same level of 

prestige as the online format. 

 

El Nuevo Diario 

Managua, Lunes 28 de Junio, 2004 
 
La coalición transfirió (transferred) este lunes la soberanía a los iraquíes 
BAGDAD (AFP) 
 
La coalición transfirió (transferred) oficialmente este lunes, dos días antes de lo 
previsto, el poder al gobierno iraquí interino en una ceremonia sobria en un 
antiguo palacio del derrocado y encarcelado presidente Saddam Hussein. El 
administrador civil estadounidense, Paul Bremer, calificó (labeled) de "histórica" 
la jornada del lunes al felicitar al primer ministro iraquí Iyad Allawi durante el 
acto, que comenzó (started) a las 10H26 locales (06H26 GMT) en la oficina de 
este último. 
 
"Es una gran satisfacción estar aquí, en nombre de la coalición, para esta 
transferencia de soberanía",  declaró (stated) Bremer ante una treintena de 
políticos, diplomáticos y periodistas reunidos en la oficina situada en la llamada 
Zona Verde, el perímetro de alta seguridad del centro de Bagdad que también 
alberga el cuartel general de la coalición. "Esta transferencia de soberanía a un 
gobierno y al pueblo iraquí es una jornada histórica. Hemos trabajado (have 

worked) duro con el embajador Bremer para llegar hasta aquí" afirmó Allawi a 
un pequeño grupo de periodistas. 
 
La ceremonia consistió (consisted) en un intercambio de documentos sobre la 
transferencia del poder. Los iraquíes también recibieron (received) una carta de 
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George W. Bush, en la que el presidente norteamericano pide el restablecimiento 
de las relaciones diplomáticas entre los dos países, que se rompieron (were 

broken) en 1990 tras la invasión de Kuwait por el ejército de Saddam Hussein. 
 
Bremer abandonó (left) este mismo lunes Irak, país donde permaneció 
(remained) 13 meses, comprobó (attested) una periodista de la AFP. 
 
La transición entre la coalición y las nuevas autoridades iraquíes tuvo (took) 
lugar en el clima de violencia que ha aumentado (has increased) a medida que 
se acerca la fecha del 30 de junio, día inicialmente previsto para el traspaso oficial 
del poder a los iraquíes. 
 
Después de la ceremonia se anunció (was announced) oficialmente que la 
Autoridad Provisional de la Coalición (CPA) había dejado de existir. "A partir de 
hoy, la CPA ya no existe", declaró (stated) un alto responsable de la antigua 
autoridad. 
 
 
Paul Bremer deja el cargo 
BAGDAD (AFP) 
 
El administrador civil estadounidense Paul Bremer abandonará el lunes Iraq, 
luego de 13 meses en funciones, afirmó (stated) a la AFP un portavoz de la 
coalición. 
 
Bremer, quien llegó (arrived) a comienzos de mayo de 2003 tras la destitución 
del general Jay Garner, administró a Iraq, instaló (assembled) el Consejo de 
gobierno y el nuevo ejecutivo iraquí, y participó (participated) activamente en la 
redacción de la constitución provisional. 
 
Su primera decisión, el 16 de mayo de 2003, fue (was) el desmantelamiento del 
ejército iraquí, lo que dejó (left) en la calle a centenares de miles de soldados, una 
parte de los cuales se sumó (joined) a la guerrilla. 
 
Bremer también depuró (depurated) la administración de sus funcionarios 
baassistas, desestabilizando el aparato de Estado, y suprimió (did away) los 
servicios de inteligencia, privando a las fuerzas de la coalición de toda 
información vital sobre los grupos de insurgentes. 
 
El ejército estadounidense lanzó (released), con su aprobación, una ofensiva 
sobre la ciudad sunita rebelde de Faluya (al oeste de Bagdad) que terminó 
(finished) con un fracaso. En ese mismo periodo Bremer decretó (placed) fuera 
de la ley al jefe radical chiíta Moqtada Sadr, abriendo la vía a la insurrección 
chiíta en el sur, el centro y la periferia de Bagdad. 
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5.3.2. Dominican Republic 

“Hoy Digital” is, by far, the most read and recognized online publication in this 

Caribbean country at the present time. 

 

Hoy Digital 

Martes, 29 de Junio, 2004 
República Dominicana, Santo Domingo / Última Actualización: 
 
BAGDAD (AP) _ La coalición encabezada por Estados Unidos entregó 
(transferred) la soberanía de Irak a un gobierno interino hoy, adelantando todo 
dos días antes de lo programado, en un aparente intento por tomar por sorpresa a 
los rebeldes que tratan de sabotear la transferencia de poderes. 
 
Una serie de documentos que detallan la entrega de la soberanía le fueron (were) 

entregados por el gobernador estadounidense L. Paul Bremer al primer ministro 
interino Iyad Alaui, durante una ceremonia realizada en la muy fortificada Zona 
Verde, donde se asientan los cuarteles militares. 
 
“Este es un día histórico. Sentimos que somos capaces de controlar la situación de 
seguridad'', indicó Alaui. 
 
Bremer salió (got out) de Irak a bordo de un avión militar C-130 alrededor de las 
12.30, indicó Robert Tappan, funcionario de la otrora autoridad de las fuerzas de 
ocupación. También salieron (got out) en la misma nave el vocero de la 
coalición, Dan Señor, y funcionarios cercanos. Los últimos momentos de Bremer 
en Irak fueron (were) empleados en un encuentro con el teniente general Ricardo 
Sánchez, jefe del ejército norteamericano en el país. Un funcionario cercano a 
Bremer, quien pidió (asked) no ser identificado, se negó a precisar a dónde se 
dirigía este, limitándose a decir que ``iba a casa''. Aunque el gobierno interino 
tendrá soberanía total, funcionará bajo importantes restricciones, algunas de ellas 
impuestas por presión de los importantes religiosos chiítas, quienes buscan limitar 
los poderes de un gobierno no electo democráticamente. Las principales tareas del 
nuevo gobierno serán preparar las elecciones para el 31 de enero, manejar los 
asuntos cotidianos del país y trabajar con las fuerzas multinacionales encabezadas 
por Estados Unidos, que estarán a cargo de la seguridad. Los iraquíes pueden en 
principio pedir la salida de los contingentes internacionales, aunque ello 
seguramente no pasará. Estados Unidos y sus socios esperan que la transferencia 
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tenga un impacto psicológico sobre los iraquíes, que se han visto (have become) 
cada vez más frustrados por la ocupación extranjera, con un creciente grado de 
hostilidad. La ceremonia fue (was) realizada en una sala formal con muebles 
estilo Luis XIV, en una oficina del edificio otrora empleado por el Consejo de 
Gobierno de Irak. Los funcionarios estaban sentados alrededor de una mesa, en 
cuyo centro estaba un tazón con flores y una pequeña bandera de Irak. Antes de la 
transferencia de poderes, todos se pusieron (stood up) de pie y se le entregaron 

(were handed out) los documentos al juez supremo Midjat al-Mahmoudi, a las 
10.26, lo cual legalizó (legalized) la entrega de soberanía. 
 
El general de brigada Mark Kimmitt, subjefe de operaciones de la coalición, fue 
(was) el único militar norteamericano presente. Bremer estaba sentado en un 
sillón con Alaui y el presidente Gazi al-Yauer: “Queremos darle las gracias a la 
coalición. Ahora, no hay forma de retroceder”, dijo al-Yauer. 
 
En Estambul, donde el presidente estadounidense George W. Bush y otros 
dirigentes asisten a una cumbre de la Organización del Tratado del Atlántico 
Norte, el gobierno norteamericano dijo (stated) estar satisfecho por la entrega de 
soberanía e indicó (indicated) que la fecha tendría un efecto profundo en el 
pueblo de Irak. 
 
“Ustedes nos han dicho (have said), y nosotros estuvimos (were) de acuerdo, 
que están listos para la soberanía. Dejaremos Irak con confianza en su futuro”, 
indicó Bremer. Alaui indicó que pidió (asked) el adelanto de la entrega de 
soberanía, ante el deseo de los iraquíes de ser capaces de controlar su destino lo 
más pronto posible. El jueves, la coalición entregó (transferred) los últimos 11 
de los 26 ministerios del gobierno a los iraquíes, lo cual significa que ellos de 
hecho ya manejan los asuntos diarios del gobierno interino. 

 

 

5.3.3. Peru 

The publication selected for Peru, “El Comercio” (Lima) has been the first online 

newspaper in the country since 1998 to date. Its paper-based version is ranked 

number one in the country as well. 

 

El Comercio 

Lunes, 28 de Junio del 2004 
EE.UU. transfirió (transferred) la soberanía al gobierno interino iraquí en Bagdad. 
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Estados Unidos transfirió (transferred) la soberanía a un gobierno interino 
iraquí hoy, dos días antes de lo programado en una acción sorpresiva 
aparentemente con el propósito de tomar desprevenidos a los insurgentes y evitar 
que frustren el proceso. 
 
Los documentos legales transfiriendo la soberanía fueron (were) entregados por 
el gobernador estadounidense de Iraq, L. Paul Bremer, al presidente de la Corte 
Suprema de Iraq Midhat al-Mahmood. 
 
La modesta ceremonia, a la que asistieron (attended) una media docena de 
iraquíes y funcionarios de la ocupación, se efectuó (took place) en un edificio de 
la Zona Verde, un área fortificada del centro de Bagdad. Bremer había asumido el 
cargo en Iraq hace aproximadamente un año. 
 
Este es un día histórico, dijo (said) el primer ministro interino Iyad Alaui durante 
la ceremonia. Creemos que somos capaces de controlar la situación de seguridad. 
 
La resistencia iraquí ha llevado (has carried out) a cabo en semanas recientes 
una campaña de atentados con vehículos cargados de explosivos, secuestros y 
otros actos de violencia en que murieron (died) centenares de iraquíes. El 
propósito era perturbar la transferencia del poder anunciada a fines del año pasado 
por el gobierno del presidente de Estados Unidos George W. Bush. Al principio, 
los estadounidenses habían planificado alrededor de un año más de ocupación. 
 
Dos horas después de la ceremonia, Bremer abandonó (left) Iraq en un avión de 
la fuerza aérea de Estados Unidos, dijo (said) Robert Tappan, funcionario de la 
disuelta Autoridad Provisional de la Coalición. Bremer fue (went) acompañado 
por el vocero de la coalición, Dan Senor y por miembros de su equipo. No se 
informó (was not reported) del destino de Bremer, pero un asesor dijo (said) 
que regresa a casa. 
 
El nuevo gobierno interino se juramentó (was sworn in) seis horas más tarde 
luego de la ceremonia de traspaso del poder. El mundo árabe expresó (expressed) 
un cauteloso optimismo pero insistió (insisted) en que el ejército de Estados 
Unidos debe abandonar Iraq a la mayor brevedad posible. 
 
Alaui pronunció (pronounced) un discurso en el cual pidió (asked) a sus 
compatriotas que no sientan temor por los forajidos que luchan contra el Islam y 
los musulmanes y aseguró (assured) que Dios está de nuestro lado. 
 
Una vez más les advierto a las fuerzas del terror: No olvidaremos quienes 
estuvieron (were) con nosotros y quienes en contra nuestra en esta crisis, añadió. 
 
Tras juramentarse, el nuevo presidente, Ghazi al-Yawer, dijo (said) que las 
autoridades interinas enfrentan un desafío y una carga, y pedimos a Dios 
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todopoderoso que nos brinde paciencia y nos guíe para hacernos cargo de este 
país cuyo pueblo merece lo mejor. 
 

 

5.3.4. Chile 

The Chilean newspapers “El Mercurio” (Santiago) is one of the three most 

important ones nation-wide in the country of Chile. Its online version is the most-

read, well ahead of the other two national publications. 

 

El Mercurio 

Lunes 28 de junio de 2004 
 
EE.UU. entregó (transferred) soberanía a Irak. Bush dijo “hemos cumplido 

(have fulfilled) nuestra palabra”. 
 
Bush dice que EEUU no intervino (intervened) en la designación del nuevo 
gobierno iraquí. 
 
Seis mujeres en gobierno interino. 
El gobierno interino iraquí, que desde hoy tiene independencia, comprende seis 
mujeres, de las cuales cinco son ministras y una es subsecretaria. Se trata de 
Mishkat Mumin (turcomana), que ocupa la cartera de Ambiente; Leila Abdel Latif 
(sunnita), Trabajo y Asuntos sociales; Pascale Icho Warda (kurda, cristiano-
caldea), Refugiados y sin techo; Sawsan al-Sharifi (chiita), Agricultura; Nesrin Al 
Barwari (kurda), Trabajos públicos; y Nermin Osman (kurda), subsecretaria de la 
Mujer. 
 
El Presidente de Estados Unidos, George W. Bush, calificó (described) hoy la 
transferencia de poderes al nuevo gobierno iraquí como “un día de gran esperanza 
para los iraquíes y un día que los enemigos de Irak esperaban no ver jamás”. 
 
En una declaración conjunta con el primer ministro británico al término de una 
reunión bilateral, el Mandatario norteamericano aseguró (assured) que la 
coalición había prometido derrocar al régimen de Saddam Hussein y restablecer la 
completa soberanía en el país y hoy con el traspaso de poderes “hemos cumplido 
(have fulfilled) nuestra palabra”. Por su parte, el presidente iraquí, Ghazi al-
Yawer, calificó (referred to) el traspaso oficial como "un gran y feliz día en la 
historia del pueblo de Irak". 
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El administrador civil estadounidense en Irak, Paul Bremer, quien entregó (gave) 
al primer ministro interino de Irak, Iyad Allawi, un documento oficial que le 
otorgaba el poder y en que se señala: "Dejaré Irak y tengo plena confianza en su 
futuro y la capacidad de su gobierno al enfrentar desafíos". 
 
DOS DIAS ANTES 
Después de la ceremonia de traspaso de mando en la llamada Zona Verde de 
Bagdad en medio de estrictas medidas de seguridad, se dice que Bremer 
abandonó (left) Irak, país en donde ha estado (has been) un más de un año. 
Estados Unidos entregó (transferred) hoy la soberanía a Irak, dos días antes de 
la fecha prevista. 
 
La entrega del poder, la cual se realizaría el 30 de junio, fue (was) cambiada 
debido a la escalada de ataques diarios por parte de insurgentes se acrecentaba en 
la medida en que la fecha del traspaso se acercaba. La embajada estadounidense 
en Bagdad ahora pasa a ser un nuevo punto oficial de contacto entre los dos 
países, aunque se espera que la coalición dirigida por Estados Unidos y que 
cuenta con 135.000 soldados permanezca allí al menos hasta el próximo año. 
 

 

5.3.5. Spain 

The newspaper “El Mundo” is the most widely read in Spain in its online version. It 

is a nation-wide publication which enjoys a high degree of public and institutional 

recognition as well as international prestige Well-known columnists and 

intellectuals of the public and political life contribute in the daily online pages of 

this periodical. 

 

El Mundo 

Lunes, 28 de Junio de 2004 
 
BREMER YA HA ABANDONADO EL PAÍS (has left) 
 
Los miembros del nuevo Gobierno iraquí juran sus cargos tras el traspaso de 
poder de la coalición. 
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BAGDAD.- Un año y dos meses después del final de la guerra, Irak ha 

recuperado (has recovered) su soberanía mediante una ceremonia en la que el 
administrador estadounidense, Paul Bremer, y el primer ministro iraquí, Iyad 
Alaui, han completado (has completed) el traspaso de poder dos días antes de lo 
previsto. Pocas horas más tarde, el presidente iraquí, el primer ministro y los 
miembros del nuevo Gobierno juraron (sworn) sus cargos. Las nuevas 
autoridades creen que la transferencia hará más fácil la lucha contra la violencia. 
 
La transferencia de poder tuvo lugar (took place) en una ceremonia celebrada en 
la Zona Verde, que alberga el cuartel general de la coalición. Después de entregar 
una carpeta a Alaui con la que simbolizaba el traspaso de poder, Bremer 
abandonó (left) Irak en avión, poniendo fin a un mandato que ha durado (has 

lasted) aproximadamente un año. "Dejo Irak confiando en el futuro y en la 
habilidad del Gobierno de enfrenarse a los muchos retos que le esperan", aseguró 
el administrador estadounidense. Bremer entregó (handed out) a Alaui y Al 
Yauar una carta presidente de Estados Unidos, en el que que éste pide el 
restablecimiento de relaciones diplomáticas entre los dos países, que quedaron 
(were left) rotas en 1990, tras la invasión de Kuwait por Sadam Husein. Fuentes 
diplomáticas en Bagdad explicaron (explained) que Estados Unidos ha querido 

(has wanted) evitar que Bremer coincidiera en Irak con el futuro embajador 
estadounidense, John Negroponte, para evitar la idea de una continuidad entre 
ambos funcionarios. 
 
Además, según Muafeq Rabie, consejero de seguridad nacional del Gobierno 
iraquí, el adelanto se decidió (was decided) para tomar por sorpresa a los grupos 
insurgentes que podrían haber intentado atentar contra la ceremonia. El ministro 
iraquí de Asuntos Exteriores, Hoshiyar Zebari, aseguró (assured) que con este 
paso intentan frenar la violencia en el país y combatir el terrorismo "Haremos un 
trabajo mejor, lo puedo prometer, que nuestros amigos de la coalición", aseguró, 
pero añadió: "No hay ninguna garantía de que la violencia vaya a parar". 
 
Medidas de urgencia 
El traspaso de poder se produjo (took place) sin que se firmara un acuerdo 
formal entre la coalición y el Ejecutivo iraquí sobre el estatus de las fuerzas 
extranjeras que permanecen en el país. 
 
El presidente de Estados Unidos, George W. Bush, saludó (greeted) la 
transferencia de poderes y subrayó (underlined) la "seriedad" de la que hacen 
prueba los nuevos dirigentes de Irak en la lucha antiterrorista. En el transcurso de 
la ceremonia, Alaui anunció (announced) que el Gobierno iraquí va a tomar una 
serie de medidas de urgencia para intentar restablecer la seguridad en el país. 
También se comprometió (committed itself) a convocar elecciones el próximo 2 
de enero. "Advierto a los miembros del partido Baas que no cometieron 

(committed) crímenes en el pasado y les pido que permanezcan lejos de los 
mercenarios de Sadam Husein", alertó. 
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Por su parte, el presidente Al Yauar aseguró que "éste es un día histórico, un día 
feliz, el día que anhelaban todos los iraquíes". Mientras, la violencia continúa. En 
Baquba, dos iraquíes murieron (died) y un tercero resultó (came out) herido por 
la explosión de una bomba al paso de un convoy militar. En Basora, un soldado 
británico resultó (came out) muerto y otros dos heridos tras un ataque contra un 
vehículo militar. Entretanto, los 26 jefes de Estado y de Gobierno de la OTAN, 
reunidos en Estambul, han acordado (have agreed) ayudar a la formación de las 
fuerzas de seguridad iraquíes. 
 
Sadam, en manos de Irak 
Una de las primeras medidas anunciadas tras el traspaso de poderes fue (was) la 
entrega de Sadam Husein y los altos cargos de su régimen, que han pasado (have 

come to be) a estar bajo custodia iraquí, según confirmó (confirmed) el segundo 
jefe del Ejército estadounidense en Irak y portavoz militar, Mark Kimmit. 
 
Sin embargo, en declaraciones a la cadena Al Yazira, Kimmit precisó (pointed 

out) que Sadam seguirá "bajo protección de soldados estadounidenses". En todo 
caso, no explicó (explained) si el cambio de estatus de Sadam estuvo (was) 
acompañado de un traslado de prisión. 
 

 

5.4. Newspaper analysis 

This section now considers the analysis and classification of the items of the present 

perfect tense occurrences found in the newspaper articles sampled. As explained in 

detail in section 5.2, the incidences have been categorized following a 

semantic/grammatical rationale that led to categories such as “recent”, “process”, 

“duration/time”, with the additional classes of “textual” and “semi-textual”, to 

characterize those forms that respond primarily to journalistic styles. 

 

5.4.0. Mexican newspaper 

In the examples compiled for Mexico, shown below, we can see that a majority can 

be perfectly justified in the category of textual or semi-textual: 
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1. SEMI-TEXTUAL: … han subrayado (have underlined) que “Alawi 

no se acobardará frente a … 

2. TEXTUAL: “… hoy hemos cumplido (have fulfilled) nuestra … 

3. TEXTUAL: “… conciencia de que ha retomado (has retaken) su destino 

en sus manos”  

4. PASSIVE: …, pero no precisó si ya ha sido trasladado (has already been 

moved)… 

 

It would not be surprising that Mexican journalists would be much familiarized 

with the English language in its oral and written versions, to the effect that direct 

translations, even if not faithful to regular standards, could be handled with a bit 

more permissiveness. One way or another, no challenges to what is supposed to be 

standard grammar would be incurred, since by standard grammar, the preference for 

present perfect over preterit is the rule on both sides of the Atlantic (Solé & Solé, 

1977: 17). 

The one ‘passive’ example that can be found in the Mexican text can also 

qualify for a literal translation of the original English-version article, since in oral 

Mexican Spanish, most likely a preterit form –‘ya fue trasladado’-- would represent 

more the common rule of the speaker than that of the present perfect. 

 

5.4.1. Nicaraguan newspaper 

The two examples displayed in the case of Nicaragua can be labeled, if nothing 

else, scarce. Even the durative/time-related example may also be considered as a 
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runner-up for candidacy into the textual or semi-textual translation. These are the 

examples for Nicaragua: 

 

5. TEXTUAL: “… pueblo iraquí es una jornada histórica. Hemos trabajado 

… (have worked)” 

6. DURATION/ TIME: … que ha aumentado (has increased) a medida que 

se acerca la fecha del … 

 
What is truly striking is the overall scarcity of usage of the present perfect in favor 

of the preterit, which indicates preservation of older forms of the language versus 

newer ones, including periphrastic tenses. 

 
 

5.4.2. Dominican newspaper 

The analysis for the article of the Dominican newspaper is not too different from 

that for Nicaragua. These are the examples for the Dominican Republic: 

 

7. TEXTUAL: “Ustedes nos han dicho (have said), y nosotros estuvimos de 

…” 

8. PROCESS: … que se han visto (have been seen) cada vez más frustrados 

por la ocupación … 

 

It could be argued whether the latitude of the two countries might yield any 

connections bearing an explanation for the coincidence. The instance of ‘process’ 
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seems to be a clear case of a process verb in the presumed original English version 

of the piece of news. Perhaps it makes us think of an original ‘have become’, ‘are 

becoming’, or ‘are growing’. 

 

5.4.3. Peruvian newspaper 

Scarcity is also the main characteristic in the Peruvian data. These are the examples 

for Peru: 

 

9. SEMI-TEXTUAL: ... La resistencia iraquí ha llevado a cabo (has carried 

out) en semanas …  

 

The only example exhibited in the Peruvian article appears to be one of a semi-

textual basis, in contrast to the absolute lack of other present perfect forms which 

could have been present in the rest of the article, but which cannot be found. 

 

5.4.4. Chilean newspaper 

The Chilean examples are interesting in that textual present perfect is present, as it 

is in all other cases except for Spain. However, in Spain there is an instance of 

semi-textual, which does not allow for what would constitute an interpretation of an 

absence of either textual or semi-textual units. Here are occurrences for Chile: 

 

10. TEXTUAL: ... Bush dijo "hemos cumplido (have fulfilled) nuestra …”  
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11. TEXTUAL: … con el traspaso de poderes “hemos cumplido (have 

fulfilled) nuestra palabra”. 

12. DURATION/ TIME: … abandonó (left) Irak, país en donde ha estado 

(has been) más … 

 

On the other hand, the durative/time-related appearance proves to be a pure case of 

what the category is trying to exemplify, although a case for a semi-textual 

translation could also be brought forward. 

 

5.4.5. Spanish newspaper 

The occurrences of present perfect are most numerous in the Spanish newspaper; 

the following examples are given as illustrating the various categories used: 

 

13. RECENT: …Bremer ya ha abandonado (has left) el país  

14. RECENT: … guerra, Irak ha recuperado (has recovered) su soberanía 

mediante una … 

15. RECENT: … Estados Unidos ha querido (has wanted) evitar que Bremer 

coincidiera en … 

16. PROCESS: … han completado (has completed) el traspaso de poder dos 

días antes … 

17. PROCESS: … cargos de su régimen, que han pasado (have moved) a 

estar bajo … 

18. SEMI-TEXTUAL: … reunidos en Estambul, han acordado (have 

agreed) ayudar a  … 
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19. DURATION/TIME: … que ha durado (has lasted) aproximadamente un 

año … 

 
It is quite apparent that in written peninsular Spanish almost half of the usage of the 

present perfect can be accounted for under the umbrella of ‘recent’ past actions, a 

pattern that is rare in the Spanish American varieties. Peninsular Spanish would 

strongly resemble continental European French and contemporary standard Italian 

in this past tense use, which is comparable to the ‘passe compose’ and the ‘passato 

remoto’. 

 

 

5.5. Results 

This section deals with the quantitative results, presenting the frequencies found in 

the items examined and analyzed. The frequency counts for the given locations are 

compared and commented upon on what follows. 

 

5.5.0. Frequencies 

The percentages found indicate that, in the Spanish newspaper, the present perfect 

is used the most in contrast to the other areas targeted. One out of four times, the 

reporter opts for the present perfect at the expense of the preterit. This is 

remarkable, given that, in other areas, the numbers indicate that such choice does 

not even reach one fourth of the total usage of past tenses. Perhaps the case of Chile 

could deserve comment, since Chile accumulates up to 18.1% of the use for the 
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present perfect. Others hardly make it over a mere 11.1%, if even that. The chart 

that follows indicates the overall percentages: 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Chart 1. Percentages for each tense. 

 

It does appear as though, in written Peninsular Spanish, almost half of the usage of 

the present perfect is instances of ‘recent’ past actions, an occurrence uncommon in 

the other areas. On the other hand, it does not seem that, newspapers from the other 

nationalities would share much in the usage of ‘process’ as Peninsular Spanish 

does. The Dominican Republic shows the only case, and having only one example, 

prevents us from drawing any conclusions. Surely, the two cases of process for 

peninsular Spanish could very well be located under the section of ‘recent’, since 

the two categories can easily overlap with each other. 

Both Spain and Chile show only one case of durative/time related usage, 

although both instances could be also justified within the parameters of ‘translation 

need’, considering that international news make their way into non-English 

speaking countries through English-based agencies: 

 Pr. Perfect Preterit Total Words 

SPAIN 24.1% 75.9% 658 

CHILE 18.1% 81.9% 411 

MEXICO 11.1% 88.9% 825 

DOMINICAN Rep. 11.1% 88.9% 607 

NICARAGUA 7.1% 92.9% 539 

PERU 4.8% 95.2% 433 
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20. Chile: “    ha estado más….. (has been the longest)” 

21. Spain: “….ha durado aproximadamente un año (has lasted 

approximately a year)” 

 
Once again, translation very often reflects the rush and limitation of resources that 

local translating reporters have to endure when converting the news into the 

domestic target language of each particular country. Specifically, this can be seen in 

a very evident manner when we are reading direct quotes or paraphrases (which has 

been labeled as ‘textual’ in this study). ‘Semi-textual’ then will correspond to those 

other examples which, although not open textual or literal translations, also seem to 

fall under the calling of what could have been the choice of a newspaper translator 

or international correspondent when trying to put into Spanish the original English 

version of a given newsflash article. 

The chart below shows the percentage of times each of the tenses appears 

for each of the national online newspapers recorded. In addition to those recordings, 

in order to acquire a global idea about the length of each of the articles, the quantity 

of words is listed paper by paper to the right of the chart: 
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Chart 2. Numerical values for each tense. 

 

The organization reveals a decreasing trend in percentages from top to bottom with 

respect to the present perfect. Conversely, for the preterit, the frequency is 

represented as the tense increases from top to bottom. 

 

 

5.5.1. Chi Square testing 

Chi Square is a non-parametric test of statistical significance for bi-variate tabular 

analysis, also known as cross-breaks. Any appropriately performed test of statistical 

significance lets us know the degree of confidence we can have in accepting or 

rejecting a hypothesis. Typically, the hypothesis tested with Chi Square is, whether 

or not two different samples (of people, texts, whatever), are different enough in 

some characteristic or aspect of their behavior that, we can generalize, from our 

samples, that the populations from which our samples are drawn are also different 

in the behavior or characteristic. 

A non-parametric test, like Chi Square, is a rough estimate of confidence; it 

accepts weaker, less accurate data as input than parametric tests (like t-tests and 

 Pr. Perfect Preterit Total Words 

SPAIN 7 times 22 times 658 

CHILE 3 times 8 times 411 

MEXICO 4 times 32 times 825 

DOMINICAN Rep. 2 times 16 times 607 

NICARAGUA 2 times 25 times 539 

PERU 1 times 20 times 433 
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analysis of variance, for example) and therefore has less status in the hierarchy of 

statistical tests. Nonetheless, its limitations are also its strengths; because Chi 

Square is more ‘forgiving’ in the data it will accept, it can be used in a wide variety 

of research contexts. 

Chi Square is used most frequently to test the statistical significance of results 

reported in the form of bi-variate charts as seen below: 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chart 3. Newspapers: predictions Present Perfect // Preterit. 

Degrees of freedom: 5 
Chi-square = 7.14426250769632 
For significance at the .05 level, chi-square should be greater than or equal to 
11.07. 
The distribution is not significant: p is less than or equal to 1 
 

When the data entered into the test parameters show that the distribution is ‘not 

significant’, this would be indicating in our case that there is reason ‘not to believe’ 

that the way in which the ratio ‘present perfect//preterit’ operates for each of the 

countries or areas involved in this part of the study is significantly linked to the 

 Peninsular So.Cone Mexican Caribbean C.America Andean  TOTAL 

PRES. 

PERFECT 

7 3 4 2 2 1 19 

PRETERIT 22 8 32 16 25 20 123 

TOTAL 29 11 36 18 27 21 142 



 

 

 

91 

differences among these countries or areas’ written journalistic style. That is, there 

is not a connection between a particular country and the results obtained for that 

country as they compare with the results for another given country. 

However, the Chi Square test requires that each of the cells reach a minimum 

value of 5, and the samples be taken randomly. These conditions are not met by the 

samples provided in this part of the study. For that reason, a graphic showing 

frequencies may be more revealing in indicating how the numerical values for each 

of the dialectal areas relate to one another overall, as illustrated by Chart 4: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chart 4. Numerical values for Newspapers. 

 

Therefore, the differences in written journalistic style regarding the most 

likely choice for the two tenses may be significant in that, each of the countries or 

areas, show different choice patterns when expressed in numerical values or 

percentages. 
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Hence, we can predict that, in their written form, both the present perfect and 

the preterit do operate significantly differently for each of the areas in the scope of 

this dissertation study, as represented in the following chart. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Chart 5. Present Perfects categorized by grammar. 

 

As displayed in the synopsis chart below, it is worth noting in this section that the 

categories of ‘textual’ and ‘semi-textual’ account for 50% or more of the incidence 

in all countries but Spain. By the same token, in the data for Spain the reverse 

situation applies, and the purely semantic/syntactic events constitute the majority of 

the events justifying the use of the present perfect. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 PROCESS DURATIVE-TIME PASSIVE RECENT 

SPAIN 28.5% 14.25% ---- 43% 

MEXICO ---- ---- 25% ---- 

NICARAGUA ---- 50% ---- ---- 

DOMIN. REP. 50% ---- ---- ---- 

PERU ---- ---- ---- ---- 

CHILE ---- 33.3% ---- ---- 
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Chart 6. Present Perfects categorized by stylistics. 

 

The data for Peru could prove relevant as well, since ‘semi-textual’ journalistic 

translation is responsible for the actual totality of the present perfect representation. 

The transcendence of this would be to make possible to speculate that Peru does not 

display any sort of semantic/syntactic use of the present perfect in written/formal 

language. Nonetheless, short of seeing the data for our oral/informal sources in 

chapter 6, it is necessary to wait until those results may be scrutinized in order to 

conclude any meaningful ulterior observations. 

 

 

5.5.2. General remarks on the findings 

Direct translation from English is truly a phenomenon that proves to be complex to 

analyze. Because in formal written speech, and specifically in journalistic formats, a 

high degree of flexibility is allowed, to the point of making different languages 

appear to be so similar that they could be thought to have originated from the same 

family of languages, the analysis of what elements could or could not be a textual or 

 TEXTUAL Semi-TEXTUAL 

SPAIN ---- 14.25% 

MEXICO 50% 25% 

NICARAGUA 50% ---- 

DOMIN. REP. 50% ---- 

PERU ---- 100% 

CHILE 66.6% ---- 
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semi-textual translation, or even an acceptable translation into the target language 

from the English-based foreign source, is by all means a complicated conclusion 

process. 

On the other hand, in trying to obey the most basic rules on journalistic 

writing style, it only seems logical to try to introduce every so often a contrastive 

element that may appeal to the attention of the reader, or that may even try to 

underline the nature of the events being narrated in a given article. Hence, the 

alternation between preterit and present perfect is a very natural choice for the 

speaker of any Indo-European language, as any narration alluding to the past is 

likely to include chronological semantic movement between more recent and more 

remote past events. 

The one observation that seems to present itself in quite an objective way in 

this sense is that, in Peninsular Spanish, there appears to be a tendency towards this 

choice of alternation between the two tenses in written narrative style than in other 

areas of the Spanish-speaking world intended to be represented by our area-

countries of choice. 

However, another valid explanation could be that the present perfect is simply 

more used in Peninsular Spanish than it is in American Spanish, due to the fact that 

when Spanish was taken to the Americas, the use of the present perfect to express 

recent past was not yet widespread in the Peninsula, and, for that reason, was not 

massively transported into the New World. This consideration is quite natural, since 

Latin did not have present perfect forms as such, and they only became what they 
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are in present-day Romances by means of a steady but slow process of syntactic 

evolution. 

Notwithstanding this progressive coming about, there must have been a high 

point in the linguistic history of France, Italy and Spain, when a clear switch took 

place in favor of the use of the present perfect to express remote past events. This is 

surely one of the aspects of this study which, although highly desirable to ascertain, 

would be also extremely complex to locate chronologically, and therefore, cannot 

be extended beyond rational speculation. 

Another interesting syntactic coincidence is that the other main European 

language in the Americas, American English, although not a Romance, seems to 

enjoy an obvious preference for the preterit at the expense of the present perfect, 

even when its sibling parent, European English, does often prefer present perfect 

and does not regard the preterit as even a standard choice (Thomson & Martinet 

1982: 151). 

Could it then be a phenomenon of simplification, or territorial trend related to 

the varied linguistic backgrounds of the immigrants that came to populate the 

Americas, from Alaska to the Tierra del Fuego? This approach could in fact be 

more than just mere speculation, from the point of view that the choice for either 

preterit or present perfect in both American Spanish and American English proves 

to be extremely similar, if not identical --durative/time-related and process-related 

(Solé and Solé, 1977: 17). 8 

 

                                                 
8 A similar trend and/or difference is apparent between European French and Canadian French. 
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The other possible argument remains the debate on the origin of American 

Spanish, whether the connection with the Andalusian dialect was as strong as 

suggested by scholars (such as Catalán 1955: 233), or in fact, whether other 

elements, such as the indigenous languages and the African creoles may have 

incorporated a contribution much larger than that initially acknowledged by 

linguistic analysts.9 

In this debate, we cannot fail to mention the distinction between ‘tierras altas’ 

and ‘tierras bajas’, and the presumption of population trends corresponding to each 

of the two divisions, with mainly Castilian speakers in the ‘tierras altas’, and 

predominantly Andalusian and Canarian speakers populating the ‘tierras bajas’ 

(Lipski 1994: 35-37). 

May it be implied from this approach that, Castilian, as deriving from the 

language spoken by the ‘cristianos viejos’ (all-time Christians), had more European 

influence in its verbal trends, than Andalusian, as spoken by the ‘cristianos nuevos’ 

(newly-ascribed Christians) did, given the coincidence that German, and even 

Germanic at some point in its history, finds many uses for their present perfect 

forms? In particular, present-day German, shows a preference for the present 

perfect over the preterit when referring to recent events. Could it be that, although 

the Barbarians already knew and used Latin when they entered the Roman Empire, 

their favoring the present perfect progressively gained strength, made it into the 

Barbarians’ style of spoken Latin, and therefore catalyzed the emergence and 

subsistence of the present perfect in Latin itself and into modern times? Or is it that 

                                                 
9 See ‘Debate Andalucista’: footnote 7) 
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perhaps it did acquire its mainstream favoritism for that tense under the effects and 

influence of the Renaissance and its linguistic traits? 

 

5.6. Summary 

This chapter has presented and examined the written data sources, which in this 

study, have been extracted from Spanish-language national online publications of 

several nationalities representing the main dialectal areas regarding the Spanish 

language. The data have been recorded and organized in several categories 

responding to semantic and stylistic/grammatical patterns, and the frequencies 

collected for each type of occurrence have been compared and explained through 

specific statistical testing. Speculation has also been offered on the issues regarding 

a likely historical reconstruction of how the present perfect may have become more 

prevalent in the contemporary Peninsular dialect than in its American siblings. The 

following chapter will analyze the data collected for the observation and scrutiny of 

the oral sources. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

INFORMAL/SPOKEN CONTEMPORARY SPANISH 

IN TWO CONTINENTS 

 

6.0. Introduction 

The present chapter analyzes contemporary spoken language as extracted from 

seven movies produced in the Spanish language in recent years, both from Europe 

(Peninsular or Castilian Spanish) and from the New World (American Spanish). 

The seven films selected for this section of my research on past tense usage were 

the following: for Spain (2 movies), “Talk to her” (2002) and “The sea inside” 

(2004); for Colombia, “Our Lady of the assassins” (2000); for Perú, “City of M” 

(2000); for Argentina, “Common ground” (2002); for Mexico, “Amores perros” 

(2000); and for Cuba, “Strawberry and chocolate” (1994). 

 

6.1. Methodology for data collection 

In order to compile data containing informal spoken language, I have resorted to 

viewing and accounting for seven (7) contemporary movies representing six (6) of 

the dialectal areas of the Spanish language selected for the present study. The 

purpose while viewing the movies was to collect quantitative data regarding the 

frequency of usage of the present perfect tense in contrast with the preterit. Every 

movie has been viewed three times so as to assure that no speech patterns were 

overlooked. My method consisted of counting the number of times that the present 

perfect and preterit appeared in the script of each of the films. The occurrences of 
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the present perfect are not only recorded, but also annotated and presented to the 

reader with their English translations on the side. 

All of the productions take place in Spanish, the original language of each of 

the films, although other languages can be featured to caption the subtitles.10 Each 

movie was also carefully selected among the available titles so that a sufficient 

amount of past actions were dealt with in every script. That would guarantee a 

context of recent past actions versus more remote past ones, which would allow the 

characters to choose either the preterit or the present perfect to relate to these 

actions. 

The process of selecting the films representing each significant dialectal area 

proved challenging in the sense that, the nationality or area that was to be included, 

did not always have a movie production available in the market. Another issue was 

that of selecting films that had been produced at least in the time frame from 1990 

to date, so as to reflect a more contemporary type of speech for them all. That 

prerequisite would ensure data which could be considered equally leveled for all of 

the dialectal areas. In spoken American Spanish, another important element worth 

computing is always to compare ‘low lands’ and ‘high lands’ speech, since the 

speech variation reflected may be much more significant than what the written 

language from the online newspapers can offer for analysis. As a result of this 

desideratum, a movie representative of the Colombian highlands was selected along 

with a representative of the Peruvian lowlands. 

                                                 
10 These other languages were not taken into consideration and played no role in the data collection or 
analysis. 
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As a choice for the Caribbean area, a Cuban movie was selected over other 

productions from Puerto Rico or the Dominican Republic. The difficulty with a 

Puerto Rican production would have been the possible influence of the English 

language in the script of the movie, since English is the other official language of 

Puerto Rico alongside with Spanish. Moreover, educational instruction is carried 

out in English with the consequences that this could bear in the patterns of speech 

of the average Puerto Rican speaker. There is abundant bibliography available on 

this specific topic questioning how Puerto Rican spoken Spanish might not be an 

appropriate candidate for a study like this one. A prospective Dominican movie was 

given equal consideration, but it was likewise disregarded due to the lack of 

Dominican productions existing at the time of this work. 

 

6.2. Film selection 

The elements within each of the movies that were key in the selection used were 

those of nationality, recentness, level of representation for each dialectal area 

focused, and sufficient amount of occasions on which any of the two past tenses 

could be utilized. In what follows, comments are offered on each of the movies 

individually and the analysis of the data gathered for each one is presented. 

 

6.2.0. Mexico: “Amores perros” (2000) 

This film presents three simultaneous stories that contain a countless number of 

situations where a past tense is in order. The plot unwinds in Mexico City. Due to 

its fast pace and its script, which both allow for constant recollections of recent 
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events, this film proved to be especially useful in displaying sequences which 

referred to prior and/or recent actions or events. 

Interestingly, one of the main characters of the film is a native Spaniard. As a 

result, this character was under stricter observation in her patterns of speech than 

any of the other protagonists. The prediction was that the use of the past tense, with 

respect to recent actions and events, would contain more instances of present 

perfect than the other styles of speaking produced by all of the other characters, 

who were all native Mexicans. Another possibility was that, because of the 

demands of the script and the audience, this Spanish character would not render her 

part like a stereotypical Spaniard, but instead would try to resemble the patterns 

normally found in Mexican Spanish.  

To the contrary, and because of the pursuance of realism that most movie 

makers try to accomplish in contemporary cinema, the patterns of speech of the 

only Spaniard on the film, remained very natural all along most of her script, and 

proved, not only to sound, but also to match –on most occasions-- the regular 

syntactic speech of the average Spaniard. On the other hand, this actress did not 

portray any signs of regionalism within the Peninsula. Her syntactic and 

morphological features appeared to be, most of the time, those of a generic 

Spaniard.11 

As for registers, the script presupposes that the various characters and 

protagonists come from a diverse range of socio-linguistic backgrounds. Some of 

the main characters belong to the upper end of the Mexican society, whereas others 

                                                 
11 There are a few instances, though, where those features adapt to the Mexican style. This is quite obvious, 
as, despite the Castilian pronunciation and phrasing of the character, some of the syntactic solutions do not 
fit the ‘standard’ register of Spain. 
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can be naturally placed in the lower end of the social pyramid. Then, there are also 

those others in between, such as police officers, clerks, shop-attendants, etc. 

Except for the instances where the female Spaniard utters examples of present 

perfect, there are very few other cases where this choice of tense occurs. Some 

interesting occurrences take place when the boyfriend of the Spanish character, a 

middle-aged upper-class Mexican man, converses with his friend, the Spaniard, and 

uses the present perfect, when presumably this would not be the typical choice in 

standard Mexican Spanish. 

There are no other utterances involving the present perfect that can be 

possibly found in the entire remainder of the movie except for the final sentence 

that a Mexican female (playing the role of a lower-class person) utters. In that 

instance, the choice for present perfect is very striking. 

There is no indication throughout the movie that a more or less frequent use of 

present perfect may in any way correspond to socioeconomic parameters of any 

kind. The characters consistently opt for the preterit, when in ‘standard’ Peninsular 

Spanish, the present perfect would apply instead in many of the instances. 

Following can be found and explained (if applicable) each of the appearances 

of present perfect extracted from the film: 

 

1.  ¿Te has comprado una casa?  

(Have you bought yourself a house?)  

2.  Te has pasado  

(You have gone too far) 
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3.  Te has portado muy bien  

(You have behaved wonderfully) 

4.  Ha llegado tu madre 

(Your mother has arrived) 

 

The first two examples, 1 and 2, are utterances of the Spanish character. Utterances 

3 and 4 are utterances of her boyfriend, an upper-class middle-aged Mexican male 

who, is probably trying to connect linguistically with the Spaniard by resorting to 

the same tense she normally uses while with him. This assessment is highly likely 

to be accurate since, at the time the Mexican male proffers those utterances, he is 

trying to reconnect with his Spanish female counterpart by having tender and 

compassionate words for her. In the film, the character of the Spanish woman (a 

professional model in the movie) has just successfully come out of an excruciating 

traffic accident. 

In a contrasting mood, the female Spanish character also sporadically adjusts 

to Mexican Spanish by using preterit forms, when in standard Peninsular Spanish, a 

present perfect would apply. This sort of adaptation is common among native 

speakers of a language like Spanish, where a group of interlocutors often will try to 

adjust individually to the patterns of speech of the most numerous subgroup of 

speakers within the main group, the subgroup being a linguistic region, a 

nationality, or even a colloquial set of unspoken rules affecting speech patterns. 

Here are the instances in which such switch can be appreciated: 
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5.  Creo que se movió   --preterit-- 

(I think he moved) 

6.  Se fue al salón  --preterit-- 

(He went to the dining-room) 

7.  Las vi (a las ratas), se comieron a Richie --2 preterits-- 

(I saw them, they ate Ritchie)   

8. ¿Quién llamó? --preterit-- 

(Who called?) 

9.  Ya hablé con el médico  --preterit-- 

(I already talked to the doctor) 

 

Only example 9 is one where it would be difficult to decide whether, even in the 

case of a Spaniard with ‘standard’ features in his/her speech, would choose a 

present perfect over a preterit. All of the other instances clearly represent accurate 

choices for a present perfect in conventional Peninsular speech. 

In one of the final sequences of the movie, one of the characters (a female 

around the age of 25) more associated with a lower socio-economic status, utters a 

summarizing sentence using a present perfect; that is the only time a present perfect 

is used by this group of speakers in the movie. 

 

10.  No has entendido nada  

(You have not understood anything) 
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However, other Mexican speakers in the movie, although belonging to higher-end 

layers of the Mexican society, do not either produce any instance of present perfect 

at any point. The only occasion one of them does, is when he is interacting in a 

close-knit conversation with her counterpart, who speaks Peninsular Spanish. 

Beyond that situation, no other present perfects are used throughout the entire 

movie by any of the characters, main ones or secondary, regardless or social class, 

educational level or any other socio-linguistic factor. 

 

6.2.1. Colombia: “Our Lady of the assassins” (2000) 

The plot of this film develops in Medellín, the second most populated city in the 

country of Colombia after its capital, Bogotá. Medellín, like Bogotá, is located in 

the High Lands of Colombia. The movie narrates the story of an exiled writer who 

returns to his native city of Medellín to live the last period of his life. After the 

many years he has been away from Medellín, the city has experimented profound 

changes on many levels. Violence seems to be pervasive, and both the protagonists 

and his occasional friends bump into violent scenarios more and more often as the 

action of the movie moves forward. Because of the many violent scenes, there are 

many opportunities to pay detailed attention to the use of the past tenses when 

referring to both recent actions or events, and remote ones. 

As it is known to those familiar with the features of Spanish spoken in the 

interior of Colombia, the phenomenon known as ‘voseo’ is ever-present in the 

speech of the characters. This is not a characteristic that has been found to affect the 
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frequency in use of either the preterit or the present perfect insofar as choice of 

tense for recent actions or events. 

The main character is a middle-aged male who belongs to the upper-class and 

therefore displays a high educational background by means of his speech. In 

particular, the character is supposed to be a professional writer and grammarian. In 

contrast, his regular friends are two teenagers of a much lower socio-economic 

status and educational level. In fact, they are almost ‘street boys’ in many ways, and 

the features of their speech contrast with those of the writer. On the other hand, the 

writer leads a much larger role in most of the conversations than any of the two 

youngsters. In observing the features of the speech of each of them, no instances of 

use of present perfect can be found specifically for one of the two youngsters. It is 

mostly the adult, the writer, who produces the majority of examples for the present 

perfect. They are recorded next: 

 

11.  No has cambiado tanto  

(You have not changed that much) 

12.  Qué milagro que no la hayan ‘tumbao’ 

(What a miracle that they have not tipped him over) 

13.  Nunca he entrado en esta iglesia  

(I have never entered this church) 

14.  ¿Adónde hemos llegado?  

(Where have we arrived?) 
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15.  Tú eres lo más hermoso que me ha dado la vida  

(You are the most beautiful thing life has given me) 

16.  Has estado raro conmigo todo el día  

(You have behaved awkward(ly) with me all day long) 

17.  ¿Qué te he hecho? 

(What have I done to you?) 

 

While examples 12 through 15 are produced by the protagonist writer, example 11 

is proffered by another middle-aged male who also belongs to the elite of 

Colombia, both socially and intellectually. Examples 16 and 17 are uttered by one 

of the youngsters.  

It remains to be debated whether the same person would have spoken using 

such words had he not been influenced by the speech of the main character, the 

writer, who at that time, had spent a considerable number of days sharing an intense 

personal relationship with him. All three characters are male.  

Despite the countless number of occasions throughout the film in which a 

Peninsular speaker would have opted for a present perfect as opposed to a preterit, 

the characters always chose the preterit. Moreover, on those occasions where 

present perfects were used, a standard Peninsular speaker would have --foreseeably-

- also selected the present perfect as the only natural choice. 
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6.2.2. Argentina: “Common ground” (2002) 

This Argentinean production is based on the novel “El Renacimiento” (The 

Renaissance). The film tells the story of a mature Argentinean couple who 

experiments a drastic change in their lifestyle when the husband is dismissed from 

his college post as a literature professor. It is important to note that, his partner and 

wife in the movie, is played by a Spanish actress who plays the role of the daughter 

of an exiled Spanish family dating back to the Spanish post-civil war days. The 

couple has a son, who has been in Spain for a few years and is married to another 

Argentine there. The residence for this younger couple is Madrid (Spain), whereas 

for the older one is Buenos Aires (Argentina). 

The movie starts with a scene where one of the two main protagonists (the 

literature professor) is writing a letter in the form of a memoir of some type. This 

part is to be included in the comments on the film because a present perfect appears 

as part of the oral speech of the movie, although in reality, the utterance is being 

read aloud by the protagonist as he keeps on writing his thoughts. It reads as 

follows: 

 

18.  “ …, que siempre ha sido escasa, …” 

(which has always been scarce) 

 

The utterance is placed between comas in the scene and the viewer can see the 

paragraph while being written by the protagonist. It is also pronounced between 

pauses when read aloud by the same protagonist as he writes it on his desk. 
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This film also exhibited an extra particularity, as explained above, namely the 

nationality (Spanish) of one of the main characters, the protagonist’s wife.12 Below 

are the three of six occasions when the present perfect can be isolated, all of them 

being delivered by this character: 

 

19  ¿Te has vuelto loco?  

(Have you gone mad?) 

20.  ¿Te ha dado por volver a fumar? 

(Have you gone back to smoking again?) 

21.  Nunca nos hemos ocultado nada  

(We have never hidden anything from each other) 

 

As the meaning of all three examples reveals, there seems to be a component of 

reaction to something in each of these three examples, and in fact, that proves to be 

the case after watching each of the three scenes. 

It is important to point out that, even if the three situations had been of a 

different nature other than a reactive statement, an average Peninsular speaker 

would still have selected the present perfect at the expense of the preterit. 

Nonetheless, and rather interestingly, the responses to each of the three statements 

presented by the Spanish character are managed with replies in the preterit by his 

Argentinean counterpart.13 

                                                 
12  The character is also played by an actress who is a native Spaniard. 
13 Other college-educated Argentines informally interviewed agreed on using the same tense as their fellow 
national in the movie. 
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The remaining appearances by the present perfect are not framed within a 

context of reaction statements, but instead in the course of a regular conversation 

between the two main protagonists, the Argentinean literature professor and his 

Spanish wife. Once again, it is the Spanish character the one who renders most of 

the instances of present perfect forms. They read as follows: 

 

22.  Las hemos pasado peores  

(We have been through worse) 

23.  Y hemos salido a flote  

(And we have come afloat) 

24.  No es que hayas fracasado14 

(It is not like you have failed) 

 

This Argentinean production involves a lot of narration of the past, and as a result, 

an abundance of the imperfect tense. This fact poses a slight problem when trying to 

perform the analysis that happens to be the intent of this work. In a way, the focus 

on the past events and the extended use of this yet another tense, the imperfect 

(was/were __ ing or used to/would ___) takes away from the rendering that an ideal 

movie production could have offered. Despite this descriptive narrative component, 

nothing makes us think that, had this element of extensive narration not been so 

ever-present throughout the film, the frequency of present perfect instances uttered 

by the Argentinean characters would have been any higher than the actual outcome. 

                                                 
14 The different form of the auxiliary in this occurrence of present perfect is to indicate the Subjunctive 
mood. More will be said about this form in chapter 6. 
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Another observation to be made is that, at some point in the movie, the two 

main characters travel to Spain, where the only son of the couple resides along with 

his Argentinean wife. At no time during that visit to Madrid is it shown that any of 

the Argentinean characters (the father, the son, and the daughter-in-law) use the 

present perfect with any more frequency. In fact, none of the Argentinean 

characters produce any present perfect forms in the entire film. This circumstance is 

very unique, given that, it would be quite logical to expect that, either the 

Argentinean couple residing in Madrid, or the Argentinean literature professor 

husband of the Spaniard, would be in a position to be influenced by the setting, in 

the first case, or the interaction, in the second. Instead, what can be found 

demonstrates no use of the present perfect. 

 

6.2.3. Peru: “City of M” (2000) 

This movie setting is located in Lima, the capital of Peru. The story presented deals 

with a group of youngsters in their mid-twenties who are trying to find a way out of 

their financial difficulties. There are four main characters, all male, and all around 

the same age, and a few secondary female characters, perhaps of a slightly younger 

age, but still in the same range of age as the males. 

Although no one seems to belong to the educated class, it cannot be said that 

they do not display a considerable amount of solid educational background. It can 

be implied through the viewing of the film, that all of them have completed their 

secondary education, and none has ever studied at the university level, not because 

of a deficit in skills, but because of a lack of financial resources and the pressing 
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need of having to make a living rather early in life. These facts are something that 

the average viewer is supposed to assume about the characters. 

The plot unwinds in the suburbs of Lima. The strategy was also to record the 

occurrence of the present perfect in the first place, since it was expected to be much 

lower that that of the preterit, and therefore easier to record for that matter. But 

surprisingly as it might be, the incidence of present perfect is much higher than 

what could be initially presumed. Although Lima is located on the coast, because of 

its peculiar status as the capital of the country, it has retained some features 

characteristic of the ‘tierras altas’, which, from a historical perspective, would more 

closely resemble Castilian Spanish than a typical coastal location (Lipski 1994, 

321). 

This film, just like the others, was intentionally selected due to the 

characteristics of the plot, which would provide a great number of scenes where the 

main tense was to be a past one referring to the remote past. Because of the many 

intense scenes throughout the entire film, plenty of opportunities for using the 

present perfect as a recent past tense were available. The analysis of this production 

proved to be revealing in several ways. Here are the instances recorded (all in the 

present perfect): 

 

25.  He tenido que usarla para ...  

(I have been forced to use it to …) 

26. Tú le ofreces vender flores que ni siquiera has sembrado 

(You offer him to sell flower that you have not even planted)  



 

 

 

113 

27. ¿Qué ha pasado contigo, hermano?  

(What has happened with you, brother?) 

28.  Ese guevón ha venido con billete  

(That fellow has come with a ticket) 

29.  Esta conversación la he oído miles de veces (female) 

(I have heard that conversation thousands of times) 

30.  Me he metido en una cosa mucho más grande 

(I have gotten myself into something a lot bigger) 

31.  Ya te he dicho que …  

(I have already told you that ...) 

32.  ¿Dónde has estado metido?  

(Where on Earth have you been?) 

33.  El boliviano ya lo ha hecho una docena de veces 

(The Bolivian has already done it a dozen times) 

34.  ¿Qué te has comprado?  

(What have you bought yourself?) 

35.  Me has dejado pésima, me cagaste (female) 

(You have made me look bad, you failed me) 

36.  El boliviano aún no se ha manifestado  

(The Bolivian has not said anything yet) 

37.  Hemos tomado una decisión  

(We have made a decision) 
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38.  Les han cambiado los nombres  

(They have changed their names) 

39.  Ha sido mostrado que Pacho no nos quiere aquí  

(It has been proven that Pacho does not want us here) 

 

The two details with respect to gender (male/female of the subject) and 

passive/active voice appeared to be irrelevant to the study. The female characters in 

the movie only played small roles; therefore the quantity of their speech was 

limited. On the other hand, the sporadic use of a passive voice form could be 

deemed also irrelevant to the study, because they all involve the usage of perfect 

tenses in Spanish.15 However, it is relevant that, in our example, that passive voice 

is yet the result of the passivization of a present perfect form. 

The overall impression following the analysis of this piece is that the present 

perfect is employed much more frequently than in the previously analyzed 

productions (México, Colombia, and Argentina). 

 

6.2.4. Cuba: “Strawberry and chocolate” (1993) 

This Caribbean production has two main characters, both male, and both educated. 

One is however somewhat part of an intellectual conceited elite within the island, 

whereas the other is a university student ideologically affiliated with the communist 

ordinance. The other characters include the friends of the older protagonist, the 

                                                 
15  Thus, the two alternative passive forms can occur in the preterit and in the present perfect:  

Active Passive  Reflexive-passive 
Mostraron Fue mostrado Se mostró 

Han mostrado Ha sido mostrado  Se ha mostrado 
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intellectual, also educated and elitist, as well as other ‘commoners’, such as a 

female neighbor with an obscure past, who simultaneously develops a friendship 

with the university student. 

Of a total of 95 times of preterit/present perfect use, the present perfect is 

uttered 14 times, with 81 times for the preterit. It cannot be said that any one 

particular character uses the present perfect more than any other. Most of them 

belong to an educated class of speakers, and, if anything, the character that uses 

more present perfect forms is, one could say, a kind of an intellectual ‘snob’, per the 

script of the movie. Speculating over this increased usage as a vehicle of overt-

prestige is an option that will be discussed in chapter 7. 

 

40.  El 60% de los hombres han tenido en su vida … 

(Sixty percent of men have had in their lifetime) 

41.  No me has entendido a mí nada  

(You have not understood anything from me) 

42.  He pensado ...... antes de irme  

(I have thought ... ... before leaving) 

43.  He tenido problemas con el sistema 

(I have had problems with the system) 

44.  Hasta con la policía creo que ha tenido problemas 

(Even with the police, I think he has had problems) 

45.  ¿Tú te has leído todos esos libros?  

(You have read all those books?) 
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46.  Pero tú no me has entendido  

(But you have not understood me) 

47.  Pero claro que te he entendido  

(But of course I have understood you) 

48.  La he pasado muy bien  

(I have had a very nice time) 

49.  He pasado un día muy lindo, aunque tú no has hablado ni veinte 

palabras 

(I have had a very nice day, although you have not spoken more than twenty 

words) 

50.  Por eso te he pedido muchas veces ...  

(That’s why I have asked you many times ...) 

51.  Hoy me he sentido muy bien  

(Today I have felt very well) 

 

It should be noticed that the frequency of usage of present perfect in this Cuban 

production is very similar to the data gathered for the Peruvian movie. At the same 

time, these are the two productions that show the highest circulation of present 

perfect. It is important to remember that both specific areas, the Caribbean and 

coast of Peru, are considered ‘tierras bajas’, one due to its condition of being an 

island, and the other because of its coastal location. Nonetheless, the localities for 

each of the two films are the cities of Havana and Lima, the capital cities for those 

countries, a fact that could have an effect over their status as true ‘tierras bajas’. 
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More will be discussed in the final chapter (chapter 7) dealing with data analysis 

and overall conclusions. 

 

6.2.5. Spain: “Talk to her” (2002) 

This movie presents a set of parallel stories involving a great deal of scenes relating 

to the recent past. As a result, there are abundant opportunities to analyze the 

speech patterns in connection with the choice of past tense, the preterit or the 

present perfect. 

Although some of the settings involve scenarios that could be deemed as 

formal, the types of speech shown are always produced in a casual, spontaneous 

variety of language. In analyzing this film, one of the first strategies was to make 

the choice once more about which tense needed to be recorded, whether the preterit 

or the present perfect. 

As it was expected, the present perfect made its appearance with substantial 

frequency in comparison with the other films analyzed. The present perfect in 

Peninsular speech seems to be the choice when talking about the recent past, 

whereas the preterit is left to express past actions more distant in time. 

In the movie, the main roles are performed by male actors; however, there is a 

good amount of female participation, as well. The characters are all professionals of 

the middle class and they all display a substantial level of education. A relevant 

peculiarity is that one of the main male characters is a middle-aged man from 

Argentina, a role which is played by an actual Argentine. This adds interest to the 

analysis, since this character is supposed to have been living in Spain for a few 
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years, and it would be logical to assume that he could have acquired some of the 

different speech patterns. In fact, on a few occasions, this character uses the 

morphological form ‘vosotros’ (you) instead of the conventional Spanish-American 

‘ustedes’ (you). This, again, could leads us to think that perhaps other patterns with 

respect to regional uses could have been absorbed by this character, but in fact, the 

observation of this film proved otherwise.  

Of a total of 154 instances of both past tenses combined, 99 were preterits and 

55 present perfects. These are the recordings attesting to the appearance of the 

present perfect in this film:16 

 

52.  “ … que he visto yo en mi vida” 

( ... that I have seen in my whole life) 

53.  Te he traído una sorpresa  

(I have brought you a surprise) 

54.  Le ha venido el período  

(She has gotten her period) 

55.  Se le ha adelantado  

(She has gotten it earlier) 

56.  ¿Por qué has venido?  

(Why have you come?) 

57.  Te ha chuleado 

(He has used you) 

                                                 
16 The forms produced by the Argentinean character (also played by a native Argentinean) are highlighted 
with bold case. These occurrences are commented upon in the text. 
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58.  Te ha dejado tirada  

(He has left you stranded) 

59.  Se ha vuelto loca  

(She has gone mad) 

60.  Después de lo que has hecho por mí   

(After what you have done for me) 

61.  Yo tengo la culpa de todo lo que te ha pasado  

(I am to blame for all that has happened to you) 

62.  No, la culpa fue mía (Argentine) --preterit-- 

No, it was my fault 

63.  Qué tal, ¿cómo ha pasado la noche? 

(How is she, how has she spent the night?) 

64.  Nunca he estado en Ibiza  

(I have never been in Ibiza) 

65.  Ya se va, pero si no hemos hablado de nada 

(You are leaving?!, but ... we haven’t really talked at all) 

66.  ¿Ha estado el padre?  

(Has the father been here?) 

67.  Ha utilizado la fórmula Americana  

(He has used the American formula) 

68.  ¿A ti te ha preguntado si te gusta el bestialismo y la coprofagia? 

(Has he asked you if you like bestiality and coprophagy?) 
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69.  ¿Has tenido alguna relación sexual con alguien? 

(Have you ever had a sexual relation with anyone?) 

70.  ¿Has tenido una adolescencia especial?  

(Have you had a special adolescence?) 

71.  He vivido veinte años con una  

(I have lived with one for twenty years) 

72.  Me lo ha confirmado el Dr. Vega  

(Dr. Vega has confirmed it for me) 

73.  He quedado con mi editor (Argentine)  

(I have made plans to meet with my editor) 

74.  ¿Has hablado con ella?  

(Have you talked to her?) 

75.  Espero que no te haya pegado nada  

(I hope she has not given you anything) 

76.  Que habeís manifestado ante la Iglesia  

(which you have stated before the Church) 

77.  La que ha llorado ha sido tú (Argentine) 

(You are the one who has cried) 

78.  Me alegro de que no me haya cogido el toro 

(I am glad the bull has not gored me) 

79.  ¿Habéis roto?  

(Have you two broken up?) 
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80.  ¿Le ha bajado la regla ya? 

(Has she gotten her period yet?) 

81.  A Lidia se le ha retirado la regla  

(Lidia has lost her period) 

82.  Nuestra paciente ha sido violada y está embarazada 

(Our patient has been raped and is now pregnant) 

83.  Te has convertido en el principal sospechoso 

(You have become the main suspect) 

84.  ¿Has ido a verle? 

(Have you gone to see him) 

85.  Después de lo que ha hecho, yo no puedo 

(After what he has done, I cannot) 

86.  El interno no ha solicitado visita  

(The inmate has not requested a visit) 

87.  He cambiado de número (Argentine) 

(I have changed my phone number) 

88.  El Dr. Vega me lo ha contado todo (Argentine) 

(Dr. Vega has told me everything) 

89.  Averigua qué ha pasado con Alicia (Argentine) 

(Find out what has happened with Alicia) 

90.  “ … saber cómo ha terminado todo” 

(“ ... to know how everything has ended”) 
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91.  Estos ultimos meses he pensado mucho en ti 

(These last few months I have thought a lot about you) 

92.  Aquí no ha venido nadie 

(Nobody has come here) 

93.  No se han dignado venir 

(They have not had the decency to come) 

94.  Me ha emocionado mucho 

(It has gotten me very emotional) 

95.  Me has visto 

(You have seen me) 

96.  Hoy he hecho cien  

(Today I have done a hundred) 

97.  Alicia ha despertado 

(Alicia has woken) 

98.  ¿Te has  mojado? 

(Have you wetted yourself?) 

99.  ¿Has visto al nuevo abogado? (Argentine) 

(Have you seen the new lawyer?) 

100.  He abrazado a muy pocas personas en mi vida 

(I have hugged very few people in my life) 

101.  Benigno Martín ha dejado esta carta para Usted 

(Benigno Martin has left this letter for you, Sir) 
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102.  Todo lo que me he tomado  

(All that I have taken) 

103.  Todas las pertenencias que hemos encontrado en la celda 

(All the belongings we have found in his cell) 

104.  Te metí en el bolsillo y también he metido… (Argentine) 

(I put you in my pocket and I have also put you…) 

105.  ¿Qué le ha dicho?  

(What have you told him?) 

106.  Les he visto hablar  

(I have seen them speak) 

107.  Benigno ha muerto  

(Benigno has died) 

 

In utterance 62, the Argentinean character responds to utterance 61, where another 

character uses the present perfect. Rather than taking on the present perfect and 

using it, this character/actor prefers to stay with his choice of preterit. In items 73, 

77, 87, 88, 89, 99, and 104, he opts for a present perfect form, when in an 

Argentinean setting, the most likely choice would have been the preterit. It is 

therefore plausible that, either this character is following a script that has been 

given to him, or that, at the time of discussing the wording of the script, the actor 

felt comfortable with the choice of tenses selected.17  

                                                 
17 It is also possible that the Argentinean is someone who has lived in Spain for some time or who is 
familiar with the Peninsular speech, to the point of feeling perfectly comfortable with a past tense choice 
that might not be his native one. In other words, one may assume that the actor feels equally natural about 
either choice of tense. 
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Utterance 101 refers to a letter written by one of the main Spanish 

protagonists. Although the present perfect can be found more often in 

written/formal speech (especially in the case of speakers of American Spanish), as 

presented in Chapter 4, there is no indication that this would not be the choice for 

the Peninsular speaker had this sentence been uttered by the character, rather than 

written by him in the context of a letter. 

As a general statement, it is safe to affirm that, in many of the situations 

where a present perfect form was found in this film, in the other films, those forms 

would have very likely been preterit forms instead. This observation can be 

supported by the fact that, most of the scenes under scrutiny in this work can 

perfectly support the use of both tenses in a strictly grammatical sense. However, 

the replacement of the present perfect with the preterit would be likely to impress 

the viewer/listener with a touch of regionalism within the Peninsula, that is, it 

would not be what the generic speaker of ‘standard’ Peninsular Spanish would 

expect to hear. 

For example, if the film were hypothetically trying to present some of its 

characters as Peninsular speakers from other parts of the country, such as the 

North/Northwest (as the second Spanish film will show), or the Canary Islands, 

then, in addition to the accented speech and the intonational changes, the 

replacement of some present perfect forms with preterit ones would be the element 

completing the portrayal of that character representing that other regional type of 

speech, somewhat distant from the generic Peninsular standard. This purpose is 
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rendered by means of the data computed in the analysis of the other Spanish 

production, “The sea inside”, whose action was situated in the northwest of Spain. 

On the other hand, the wording of Peninsular Spanish is very often quite 

dissimilar to those varieties of Spanish spoken in different parts of the Americas. 

This different wording plays, without a doubt, a significant role in the tense 

decision process. More will also be discussed in connection with this point in the 

following chapter. 

 

6.2.6. Spain: “The sea inside” (2004) 

The computing of the data from this other production from Spain was added to this 

work at a later stage. The intention was to try to compare and contrast the 

quantitative results obtained for this second production with those of the first. 

The script of this movie is based on a real story known to most in 

contemporary Spain. The peculiarity of this plot though, is the region of Spain 

where it takes place: Galicia (the most northwest area of the country).18 As a result, 

the preterit is used in these areas with much more frequency than the present 

perfect, - in a manner that resembles Peninsular Portuguese- when in fact the 

present perfect would be more ‘in order’ in Peninsular Spanish to refer to a specific 

recent action. 

By computing the data in this other Spanish production, an attempt is being 

made in order to corroborate precisely that: the higher frequency of preterit forms 

                                                 
18 As pointed out several times throughout the previous pages of this work, the north and northwest regions 
of Spain display a use of the preterit which is traditionally different from that of standard Castilian Spanish. 
It is not in vain that this area fell within the galaico-portuguese area of linguistic influence during the 
Roman Empire and beyond, even during the beginning stages of Romance formation. 
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claimed for this area within Peninsular Spanish itself. To this end, the numerical 

data has been included at the end of this chapter, but no comments have been 

attached to it, just as with the data computed for the other films. 

Computing the data for this ‘regional’ production only intends to demonstrate 

that this type of preterit-laden speech does exist in Peninsular Spanish, and that the 

data accounted for proves the claims and predictions of those studying the features 

of that dialectal area. In addition to this point, by presenting this numerical data, a 

point is being made to build a case in this dissertation on behalf of not trying to 

speculate over the potential for using our two tenses in traded roles in Peninsular 

Spanish, since both the ‘overlapping’ of roles and individual preferences, based on 

regional origin, would play a role.  

This would be one more reason for this study not to attempt to interpret in 

which cases Peninsular speakers would or could use preterits instead of present 

perfects, as both could be equally natural choices depending on the interlocutor 

researched. Moreover, Peninsular speakers, because of these known dialectal 

differences, are very accommodating in accepting other choices from within the 

Peninsula which are not their own as ordinary and ‘customary’ alternatives. 

In this ‘dialectically-charged’ Spanish film, the regional characters use the 

present perfect only twice (2), while their usage of preterit amounts to seventy-nine 

times (79). Contrastingly, the ‘other’ non-regional Peninsular characters in this 

same movie use the present perfect sixteen (16) times, whereas their resorting to the 

preterit is done in twenty (20) instances.  
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It remains to be explained whether the regional characters, having throughout 

the script a myriad of opportunities available to utilize the present perfect, would 

have opted for preterits, had the speech type been the ‘standard’ Peninsular variety 

instead. On the other hand, the other characters, the ‘standard’ non-regional 

characters use both tenses almost equally, and that is due to the fact that their 

particular script roles deal more with distant past events than with recent past ones. 

This is reflected in the total count of tenses for this group, which produces more 

preterit than present perfect forms, a result unlikely to be found in the average 

‘standard Peninsular’ production if the amount of distant past narration were not a 

prevalent element in this script. 

 

6.3. Frequencies and general results 

For the purpose of presenting the data in opposition to some time-related variable, 

the duration of each of the films has been recorded in minutes. For the matter of 

computing frequency of occurrence for the present perfect (PP), the number of 

times showing in each of the movies is the datum being counted. As a result of 

combining the duration in minutes for each movie with the total of times that our 

tense is triggered for each of them, a new column containing the frequency of 

repetition for the tense within the overall duration of the film has been created and 

located in the chart displayed in chapter 7. A summarizing column also, labeling the 

results by using a scale ranging from ‘most frequent’ to ‘least frequent’, has been 

added on the right side of the chart in the final chapter of this work. The purpose is 

to give the reader a tangible idea on the relative frequency of present perfect 
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appearance for each of the countries/ areas involved in this chapter of data 

collection for informal/oral speech. Below is the chart establishing overall 

numerical frequencies. 

 

 Present Perfect Preterit Minutes 

Spain Standard 54 times 99 times 114 min 

Spain Regional 2 times 79 times 125 min 

Peru 15 times 113 times 100 min 

Cuba 14 times 81 times 104 min 

Argentina 7 times 140 times 112 min 

Colombia 6 times 110 times 100 min 

Mexico 14 times 177 times 153 min 

 
Chart 7. Occurrence of both tenses & film length. 

 

By observing the chart above, it is easy to direct our attention to the fact that Spain 

presents a much higher frequency than any of the other countries. However, and 

once again, just like in the consideration of the written newspapers data, a Chi-

Square test is in order at this point. 
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 Present Perfect Preterit Total 

Spain Standard 54 99 153 

Spain Regional 2 79 81 

Peru 15 113 128 

Cuba 14 81 95 

Argentina 7 140 147 

Colombia 6 110 116 

Mexico 14 177 191 

Total 112 799 911 

 
Chart 8. Movies: predictions for Present Perfect // Preterit. 

 

Degrees of freedom: 6 
Chi-square = 100.434358908753 
p is less than or equal to 0.001. 
The distribution is significant 

 

Except for the case of regional Spain, all the numerical values of the cells are higher 

than five, one the conditions for a Chi Square test. In fact, the distribution of the 

samples proves to be significant, that is, there is reason to believe that the variables 
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displayed in the Chi Square chart are significantly interconnected, in that the 

expected frequencies are relevant to the statistical test performed. 

Nonetheless, and just as in the case of the study of written data, the numerical 

values are shown below in the following numerical chart, which compares the 

overall numerical values of the data: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chart 9. Numerical values for Films. 

 

In fact, the total number of occurrences for all of the other countries combined 

amounts to 32 times, which compared to 54 for Spain alone, makes us become 

aware that, whereas for Peninsular speakers the present perfect is an extremely 

common tense, this tense does not bear an equal degree of weight in everyday 

conversation for speakers of American Spanish. Moreover, in the Mexican 

production the present perfect is seen a mere 4 times in a film that happens to be the 

longest of all five; the Mexican film also contains a countless number of occasions 
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involving recent past recollection. However, the total count amounts only to 4 

times. 

The Peruvian case along with that of Cuba is also interesting for several 

reasons. First, they both present the second highest frequencies after Spain. 

Nonetheless, the Peruvian/Cuban total frequencies are still less than three times 

lower than that for Spain; the Peruvian/Cuban movies are slightly shorter in 

duration, although, not so much shorter as to justify the much different ratios 

recorded. Speculation on this aspect could point in the direction of the ‘tierras 

altas/tierras bajas’ opposition. The Peruvian movie action is located in Lima, the 

capital of the country. Lima, although a coastal administrative capital, is not truly 

considered ‘tierras bajas’, given that, as the capital of Peru, it meets a set of 

conditions and population that disqualify the setting as a truly coastal one in regards 

to dialectal variance. The same case would apply to Havana as the capital of Cuba 

(Lipski 1994: 7-9). 

The second point of interest with respect to the columns for Peru and Cuba is 

that the recorded frequencies for their film, although much lower than those for 

Spain, are still considerably higher than those other frequencies for the rest of the 

other countries recorded. Perhaps attempting to analyze the number of times per 

minute in the cases of Peru/Cuba is more revealing than speculating over the total 

incidence of the present perfect in the Peruvian movie. And in doing this, we can 

see how the frequency is almost three times that of Argentina and Colombia, and 

almost six times that of Mexico. 
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This raises similar speculation over why Argentina and Colombia would show 

similar frequencies, when the case is that, the Argentinean movie is located in 

Buenos Aires (a clearly coastal area), and Medellín is a city of the interior of 

Colombia. However, there would be quite a simple explanation for this point in that 

Buenos Aires, just as Lima, is the capital of the country, albeit exhibiting a type of 

speech that cannot be fully equated with that of other coastal areas of Argentina. In 

addition, Buenos Aires presents its own characteristics in terms of speech, which 

relate to being a representative of the linguistic area known as the Southern Cone, 

as well as of the ‘Rioplatense’ variety.19 Geographically it is low lands, but due to 

its character as a capital city, it shares the grammatical features of the high-land 

varieties. 

The data for Mexico is even more revealing. The results show that the film for 

this country presents the least frequency of present perfect forms out of all of the 

films computed. Speculation here will aim at the fact the Mexico City (where the 

movie is set) is a city in the interior of Mexico, which immediately qualifies the 

type of speech as ‘tierras altas’. However, and against all expectations, including 

the predictions of Lope Blanch (1989), who presented the idea that the present 

perfect was still very alive in Mexico, this tense does not seem to be so ever-

present, with a total count of a mere four times. 

Lastly, the film selection for the regional Spanish movie shows frequencies 

most similar to those of Mexico, proving once more that Spanish-American patterns 

can be perfectly found in areas within the Peninsula. All of these points will be 

expounded and further reviewed in the next chapter of conclusions. 
                                                 
19 This is the speech of the coastal area surrounding ‘Río de la Plata’. 
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6.4. Summary 

This chapter has examined the oral data collected, consisting of seven films 

representing different linguistic areas. The instances of present perfect have been 

counted and matched against their settings and other potential tense choices. The 

plot of the films, along with the main characters producing data, have been given 

consideration regarding their social class, speech style, gender, level of education, 

and other relevant sociolinguistic factors. The data collected have demonstrated 

that, Peninsular oral speech continues to be ahead of those of all other countries or 

areas in how often the former uses the present perfect as compared to the latter. 

Likewise, the data have brought attention over various points of linguistic 

speculation which will be further discussed and expanded in the following and last 

chapter. The final conclusions, drawbacks, applications, and lessons learned 

through this empirical study are the subject matter of the next and final chapter. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCLUSIONS 

 

7.0. Introduction 

It is now time to spell out the conclusions that were reached upon completing this 

investigation of the use of the preterit and present perfect tenses of the Spanish 

language, as spoken nowadays on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. At this point, it 

is also safe to say that the present study serves to articulate some important related 

issues that arise when descriptions of language use are ascertained. These will be 

addressed in what follows. 

 

7.1. Frequencies for both tenses 

Extrapolating from the numerical results (percentages and frequencies of 

occurrence) produced in chapters 5 and 6, it is reasonable to generalize these results 

extending them to the linguistic regions which the countries were taken to represent. 

Accordingly, we arrive at the following modified charts, in which it is possible to 

see the progressive decreasing values of frequency for present perfect as we move 

from Peninsular into Central American and Andean Spanish. Chart 10 summarizes 

the numerical values for the written language elicited from newspapers samples, 

whereas chart 11 gives the specific frequencies of usage for the same samples. 
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Chart 10. Numerical values for Newspapers. 

 

 

WRITTEN # of times 

Pres Perfect 

# of times 

Preterit 

TOTAL 

words in 

article 

FREQUENCY 

Pres Perfect 

PENINSULAR 7 times 

24.1% 

22 times 

75.9% 

658 words MOST 

frequent 

SOUTHERN 

CONE 

3 times 

18.1% 

8 times 

81.9% 

411 words LESS frequent 

MEXICAN 4 times 

11.1% 

32 times 

88.9% 

825 words MUCH LESS 

frequent 

CARIBBEAN 2 times 

11.1% 

16 times 

88.9% 

607 words MUCH LESS 

frequent 

C. AMERICA 2 times 

7.1% 

25 times 

92.9% 

539 words MUCH LESS 

frequent 

ANDEAN 1 time 

4.8% 

20 times 

95.2% 

433 words LEAST 

frequent 

 
Chart 11. Frequencies found in Newspapers. 
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As for the results derived from the analysis of the data obtained from the films, 

Charts 12 and 13 will also visibly reflect the much higher frequency of the present 

perfect in Peninsular Spanish than in the other varieties of Spanish under analysis. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chart 12. Numerical values for Films. 
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SPOKEN # of times 

Pres Perfect 

# of times 

Preterit 

TOTAL 

movie 

time 

FREQUENCY 

Pres Perfect 

PENINSULAR 54 times 

35.2 % 

99 times 

64.8% 

114 

minutes 

MOST 

frequent 

CARIBBEAN 14 times 

14.8% 

81 times 

85.2% 

104 

minutes 

LESS 

frequent 

ANDEAN 15 times 

11.8% 

113 times 

88.2% 

100 

minutes 

LESS 

frequent 

HIGH LANDS 6 times 

5.1% 

110 times 

94.9% 

100 

minutes 

MUCH LESS 

frequent 

SOUTHERN 

CONE 

7 times 

4.7% 

140 times 

95.3% 

112 

minutes 

MUCH LESS 

frequent 

Peninsular 

Regional 

2 time 

2.4% 

79 times 

97.6% 

125 

minutes 

MUCH LESS 

frequent 

MEXICO 4 time 

2.2% 

177 times 

97.8% 

153 

minutes 

LEAST 

frequent 

 
Chart 13. Frequencies found in Films. 

 

It seems evident, by exploring the previous charts, that the present perfect is much 

more found in Peninsular Spanish than in any American variety, regardless of the 

type of language sample. The frequency of use of the present perfect in the written 

and spoken present-day Spanish is much higher for Peninsular than for any of the 

other regional varieties, including the regional type within the Peninsula itself. 

Interestingly, the numbers in these charts also indicate that the amount of present 
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perfect found in the two different settings analyzed (formal/written language and 

informal/oral speech) do not necessarily coincide for each of the countries. 

Moreover, we can statistically say that, the way in which the frequencies 

appear to be distributed, is significant for the oral (films) data; that is, the relation 

between choosing a given area/country and the percentages of both tenses that we 

are likely to find for such area/country is a relation of statistical significance. 

Therefore, the variables ‘country/area’ and ‘frequency’ of more or less abundance 

of present perfect are significantly related to each other, as can be seen in Charts 14 

and 15 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

 Chart 14. Overall ratio Written//Oral. 
 (From more to less Present Perfect used) 

 

 

  

WRITTEN SPOKEN 

1.- PENINSULAR 1.- PENINSULAR 

2.- SOUTHERN CONE 2.- CARIBBEAN 

3.- MEXICAN 3.- ANDEAN 

4.- CARIBBEAN 4.- HIGH LANDS 

5.- CENTRAL AMERICA 5.- SOUTHERN CONE 

6.- ANDEAN 6.- Peninsular Regional 

----- 7.- MEXICO 
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Chart 15. Area frequencies represented in Written//Oral. 

(From more to less Present Perfect used) 
 

Recalling what the previous charts evidence, Andean follows Peninsular in 

frequency in oral speech, but it turns out the lowest frequency of use for the written 

language. In fact, the frequency for the Andean data as used in the newspaper 

article (formal language) is quite close to that of Low Lands (Nicaragua).20 On the 

other hand, one must recall that the frequencies for formal/written present perfect 

for the Dominican Republic are slightly higher than for Nicaragua, a surprising 

result.  

As the Dominican Republic is more representative of the Caribbean than 

Nicaragua, an even lower count of present perfect is to be expected, the Caribbean 

Spanish Antilles being considered ‘tierras bajas’. But the case of Cuba for oral 

speech is quite remarkable, situating itself in the second position after Peninsular 

                                                 
20 Let us not forget that Lima is not quite ‘tierras bajas’, qualifying rather as ‘tierras altas’ in many ways 
instead. What is more, in the case of Central America, almost any locality in it may be considered ‘tierras 
bajas’ (Low Lands), given the proximity to the coast of almost any physical location in the geography of 
the countries in this area. Managua, the capital of Nicaragua, is located some distance off the Pacific coast, 
but because of its Central American setting, it is considered ‘tierras bajas’ (Lipski 1994: 287-93). 

WRITTEN SPOKEN 

1.- PENINSULAR 1.- PENINSULAR 

2.- SOUTHERN CONE 2.- CARIBBEAN 

3.- MEXICAN 3.- ANDEAN 

4.- CARIBBEAN HIGH LANDS 

CENTRAL AMERICA 4.- SOUTHERN CONE 

5.- ANDEAN 5.- MEXICO 

-----  
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Spanish, which openly opposes the ranking of the Dominican Republic written 

sample, both representing Caribbean Spanish. 

As for Mexico, paradoxically also, the count for present perfect in 

written/formal language is not the lowest, as in for oral/informal speech. Mexico’s 

frequency for present perfect is exactly at the same level as that of Nicaragua, an 

interesting outcome considering that, Mexico City, a city clearly in the interior of 

the vast Mexican territory, is, without hesitation, considered ‘tierras altas’ (Lipski 

1994: 274-86). Let us recall from chapter 5 that Mexico presented such a low 

frequency for present perfect in oral/informal speech that it was practically almost 

inexistent, amounting to a mere 4 times in 153 minutes. 

On the other hand, in what applies to the Southern Cone, the representative for 

written/formal language was Chile, which tested second highest in usage of present 

perfect after Spain (Peninsular). However, the country tested for oral/informal 

speech was Argentina and its count was one of the most distant as compared to the 

Peninsular outcome. Assuming that the selection of these two different countries 

would not pose a problem for this study, it seems that in written language the 

Southern Cone could be the closest to the Peninsular variety with respect to the use 

of present perfect, while in the oral variety the two dialects, Peninsular and 

Southern Cone, are two of the most distant ones in terms of frequency of usage for 

the present perfect.  

The fact that Santiago de Chile, the capital of the country is not located exactly 

on the coast, could be a factor, given than Buenos Aires is, by contrast, a coastal 

metropolis. The difference in results for oral/informal speech (Argentina) and 
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written/formal speech (Chile) could be perhaps justified by the concept of Chile 

constituting a linguistic entity in itself within the Southern Cone (Lipski 1994: 196-

203). 

Conversely, and based on the frequencies researched for each of the 

newspaper articles and movie scripts for the different countries involved in both 

parts of the study -Spain, Mexico, Chile, Argentina, Dominican Republic, 

Nicaragua, Peru, and Colombia-, the much higher frequency of use for the preterit 

is a common denominator in all of the researched American Spanish samples as it 

compares to their use of present perfect. 

 

7.2. The present perfect in Latin-American Spanish 

What has been explained in section 6.1 does not imply, however, that the present 

perfect is by any means lost in American Spanish, only its uses do differ from those 

typical in Peninsular Spanish, as it has been illustrated in the listing of the examples 

recorded with the English translation. It may be the case that the choice for the 

present perfect is reserved for other areas of tense/aspect meaning in American 

Spanish.21 This is an interesting aspect that deserves further study. 

Another proven fact in this study is that there are differences for each country 

and/or area in the amount of use for each of the tenses examined. Given our present 

knowledge concerning diachronic language development in Romance, it is 

reasonable to think that such differences could be related to the historical 

development of the language varieties presently found in each of the countries. 

                                                 
21 For instance, Lope Blanch (1972: 131-132) cites examples where the use of this tense would denote that 
an action is not concluded. 
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Once again, this area of speculation about the two tenses and their development for 

each country in Spanish-speaking America shows great potential for more research 

in the field of historical linguistics. 

 

7.3. Sociolinguistics and historical accounts 

The present study has also made mention of some sociolinguistic features 

surrounding the characters of the films and the syntactic patterns and origins seen in 

the press articles, features which could open new debate as to what kind of 

population, within a given country, uses more or less frequently one tense or the 

other, depending on educational level, socioeconomic status, dialectal region within 

the same country, etc. 

In the process of proving these initial aims, other ideas may emerge in regards 

to the historical paths that gave out the disparity in usage affecting the present 

perfect and the preterit in the different linguistic areas dealt with in this work. These 

would include that, these different patterns in usage affecting our two tenses, may 

have stemmed from historical developments from the Latin spoken in Hispania and 

its influence by the Gothic peoples (the Barbarians), as they moved into the 

Romance-speaking countries of what was once the Western Roman Empire (France, 

Spain, Portugal, Italy, and Romania) while mixing with their prior inhabitants both 

ethnically and linguistically. 

In addition to the Gothic influence and the fact that, Gothic, just as Latin, had 

also developed a periphrastic present perfect, other possible influences may have 

come into play at a later time in history; for instance, at the time of the Renaissance, 
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as a result of the tense patterns used in Italy and France. Moreover, and ‘bouncing 

back’ to the same idea, those patterns of speech found in Italy or France may have 

likewise stemmed from internal developments within the Latin tense system while 

the incoming Germanic peoples remained within the Roman provinces. These 

options deserve further investigation. 

From another perspective, the Andalusian features debated upon in the 

‘Debate Andalucista’ played a significant role in the making of the speech features 

found in American Spanish, which along with the linguistic substrate of the 

Amerindian tongues, gave out many of the characteristics of American Spanish, 

including those related to the use of the two past tenses discussed in this work and 

the simplification process that took place when the Spanish language was adopted 

in the New World. 

It would then be far too complex to be able to establish any sort of 

sociolinguistic criteria with the data available in trying to determine which social 

layers of society across both side of the Atlantic Ocean use the present perfect 

and/or the preterit with more or less frequency. The data in this study seem to 

indicate that the trends are rather more national, or even regional, than, in fact, of a 

sociolinguistic nature indeed. This opens a door to constructing regional linguistic 

atlases within countries or outside of them, describing the areas/regions of use 

relating to our two tenses. 

From another standpoint, for instance, analyzing the data from a 

socioeconomic perspective, it could be hypothesized that the Mexican and Southern 

Cone varieties remain closer to the written language standards of Peninsular 
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Spanish, theorizing that more developed countries –like Argentina, or even Mexico, 

within Latin America-- would make room for more influence from their European 

mother tongue and Europe itself as a global entity. Conversely, those countries or 

areas with developing economies would tend to preserve less the social ties that 

once united them to the Old World, allowing for a slower evolution of their 

language patterns and resembling more the transplanted version of the language 

inherited at the time of the initial contact between the Old World and the New 

World.  

This is to say, that if a developing country creates an emergent middle-class, 

then these middle class citizens would pursue re-encountering themselves with their 

historical ancestors, especially if the latter (Spaniards, in this case), happen to enjoy 

a prosperous position among the more industrialized countries of the world. 

Conversely, the Caribbean, Central America and, the Low Lands (represented by 

Lima, Peru), for reasons of being developing economies or due to their 

geographical location in the Low Lands, would exhibit a lesser use of the preterit.22  

Next come the Southern Cone, the High Lands (Medellín-Colombia), and 

Mexico, which show a much less frequent pattern of use for the present perfect in 

oral speech than for the preterit, which is almost ever-present, in contrast to how it 

occurs in Peninsular Spanish. In the case of colloquial speech, the two ends of the 

chart (Spain and Mexico) are separated almost by 36 points of increased frequency 

                                                 
22 Beyond these speculations on potential socioeconomic trends, let us not forget that the Low Lands would 
typically resemble more the Andalusian trends of speech, whereas the High Lands would somehow have 
kept some of the features of the Castilian style. It is, again, the ‘debate andalucista’, which departs from the 
idea that the interior lands of the New World, or High Lands, would have been populated and/or more 
influenced by Castilians, while the coastal areas, or so-called Low Lands, would have been, linguistically 
speaking, the result of the settlement of Andalusians (Lipski 1994: 7, 46-7). 
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for the present perfect for Peninsular Spanish. Even the closest follower in 

frequency for the present perfect, is still 4.5 points behind Peninsular Spanish. The 

remaining ones, the Southern Cone and the High Lands, show 14 points below the 

count for Peninsular Spanish. 

 

7.4. Some shortcomings  

Central America is not represented in the oral speech section of the study owing to a 

lack of movies, which would have been representative enough of that area, and 

which would contain a sufficient amount of ‘recent past’ settings needed for a study 

of this nature. However, for a variety of reasons, the author of this study is 

convinced that the results would not have yielded any conclusions different from 

those presented in this work. 

Another absent link would be not counting on significant data in terms of 

quality and quantity for a more thorough study of the peculiarities of Bolivian 

Spanish, which according to Mendoza‘s research, has –allegedly-- dropped its 

conventional use of preterit in favor of the present perfect in some areas of the 

country. Although such original phenomenon may have been influenced by the 

local indigenous languages (Quechua, Aymara), it would have been advantageous 

to verify the extent of this replacement as it would compare to that done in 

Peninsular Spanish. The same phenomenon was also pointed out by other 

researchers for other areas such as Peru and Ecuador, as stated in Chapter 2. 
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7.5. Directions for future research 

The challenges that this study opens take two distinct directions: the particularities 

of usage of these two tenses for each Spanish-speaking country or dialectal area, 

and the historical internal processes of periphrastic formation and syntactic 

simplification causing the present perfect to be an everyday tense in Peninsular 

Spanish, as opposed to its less preferred usage, in American Spanish (especially in 

the spoken language). 

Let us also keep in mind that much of the written language analyzed in the 

newspaper clips could be attributed to direct translations from the international 

news agencies, which use English as an international language of communication, 

something which would minimize even more the amount of present perfect found in 

the press articles of the non-Peninsular varieties of Spanish. Nonetheless, this 

journalistic influence from the English-speaking world applies equally to a vast 

number of countries in the Western hemisphere, which makes us imply that, ‘bits’ 

of such journalistic style, are constantly entering other languages, or even that they 

have remained long a vital part of those languages within the area of cultural 

influence of the United States of America. 

One last intriguing point for the researcher relates to the concept of aspect and 

perfectiveness, and how it could be the case that, the classic opposition in Romance 

languages of imperfect/preterit, referring to imperfective/perfective aspect, is 

replaced in European Romances, excluding Portuguese, by the imperfect/present 

perfect (imperfective/perfective respectively) in some types of speech. Let us not 

forget either that, aside from Romances, Germanic languages in Europe present the 
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same sort of usage/aspect patterns as those European Romances –except 

Portuguese, a point which has been one of the claims of this study. Therefore, the 

emergence of habere as an auxiliary in Latin, not only provided a neat 

morphological marking of perfective aspect, which in Latin had been dependent on 

a stem alteration, but also resolved the bivalency of the Latin ‘perfect’ as present 

perfective and simple past (aorist) functions (Harris & Vincent 1988: 111). 

Moreover, in the question of aspect, whereas American Spanish may resort to 

the present perfect only to express a ‘resulting’ effect of an on-going past action, 

Peninsular Spanish regards it as a universal choice to refer to the recent past. On the 

other hand, for the preterit, both sides of the Atlantic Ocean use it to narrate distant 

past actions, but American Spanish extends its durative domain to the recent past, as 

well.  

It would be complex in Spanish to argue for the exclusion of either of these 

two forms, present perfect and preterit, from the core system, though the inclusion 

of both requires the recognition of a third aspect (punctual), which is nevertheless 

only opposed to the other two on the past-time axis. The resulting asymmetry has 

led some to suppose that Spanish might follow French and northern Italian in 

extending the domain of the periphrastic paradigm, to the point where it ousts the 

preterit from everyday speech, hence re-creating the ambivalence of the ‘perfect’ in 

Latin (Harris & Vincent 1988: 111). 
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7.6. Pedagogical implications 

The other challenge that remains widely open lies within the pedagogical arena. The 

question would be: how do we approach presenting Spanish as a second language 

when teaching the foreign language students how to utilize the two tenses? What do 

we tell them is the norm? How do we simplify or summarize the norm or norms for 

them? Or even, what sort of variety of Spanish should they learn at the college level 

in the United States? 

American Spanish resembles more American English in the patterns of use for 

past tenses (Dusková 1976: 53-68). However, the Spanish studied as a second 

language by Europeans is the Peninsular sort, due to, among other reasons, those 

pertaining to geographic proximity and political nature. At the same time, any other 

Romance languages that our students are likely to learn in their college curriculum, 

or later in their adult life, may present the patterns of Peninsular Spanish more so 

than those of American Spanish. And to this end, the case of Brazil may prove 

illustrative in that the opposite extrapolation is also true.  

Accordingly, as Brazil and their markets gain more importance in the world, 

and become more of a strategic epicenter in Latin America, U.S. students will 

become increasingly interested in learning Portuguese. And, as we know, the 

patterns of use for the present perfect/preterit will tend to be the same as those seen 

for Latin-American Spanish. European Romances, however, whether French, 

Italian, or Romanian (but not Portuguese) would not present much difficulty to the 

American student after having learned Spanish. The problem will arise if, we have 

ignored the present perfect in our Spanish curriculum, and we then intend to move 
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on to language variants which use the present perfect almost every time the foreign 

student is hoping to use the preterit. 

It is beyond the scope of the present study to discuss how its findings may be 

applied in the construction of Spanish language programs, in the preparation of 

descriptively adequate language textbooks, or in the training of Spanish language 

teachers. However, it is uncontroversial to affirm that these findings about 

differences in past tense usage cannot now continue to be ignored in the area of 

second language teaching. At the very least, these differences involving important 

areas of the Spanish-speaking world, must be explained to the student in sufficient 

detail. Only in this way, may we be securing that our students are prepared for the 

linguistic challenges that await them. 

 

7.7. Closing 

With no further ado, this dissertation ends at this point, by stating one last time, that 

more room for further study has been opened in regards to the peculiarities of these 

two past tenses and how they are used in two continents, aspects on to which this 

work has tried to shed some light and confirm or deny various claims, hopefully 

leaving some useful clues and an original set of balanced thoughts for other 

upcoming researchers on the topic. 
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