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This paper investigates the syntax of the Latvian present perfect within the Minimalist Program,
adopting an exoskeletal perspective on morphosyntactic structure. While cross-linguistically the
perfect is associated with readings of current relevance, experientiality and universality, Latvian
exhibits three surface forms: the full perfect (agreeing auxiliary + participle), the oblique perfect
(an invariable auxiliary, carrying evidential modal value but not ¢-features + participle) and
the short perfect (bare participle). Using data from the BASTA (Baltic and Slavic Tense and
Aspect) parallel corpus (Klimek-Jankowska et al. 2026), we show that these forms are not in free
alternation but display a systematic distribution: the full perfect core interpretations are most
transparently and systematically available in non-reported contexts, while the oblique and short
forms are confined to reported contexts. We argue that this asymmetry cannot be reduced to
morphophonological variation but reflects differences in the featural composition of auxiliaries
and participles. In particular, auxiliary presence correlates with the availability of an interpretable
tense feature, whereas auxiliaryless and invariable forms lack tense anchoring (resulting in a more
flexible temporal distribution, including, among others, past perfect uses) and instead encode
reported evidential values. The analysis contributes to the theory of feature-driven syntax by
demonstrating that Latvian perfect constructions instantiate distinct tense and aspect agreement
configurations. This supports a view of tense and aspect as distributed across multiple functional
heads rather than tied to lexical items and highlights the role of feature interpretability in deriving
contrasts between temporal and evidential meanings. Beyond its empirical contribution, the
Latvian perfect provides a test case for exoskeletal minimalist syntax, showing how abstract
feature bundles and their interaction predict the observed morphosyntactic variation.
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1 Introduction

The perfect has long been recognized as a central testing ground for theories of tense and aspect.
Cross-linguistically, perfect forms encode a past event with present relevance, with readings such
as current relevance, experiential and universal (Comrie 1976; Bybee et al. 1994; Lindstedt 2000).
Although the category is widespread, its morphosyntactic realization varies considerably. These
differences raise fundamental questions about how tense and aspect are represented in the syntax
and how their features are distributed across the clausal spine.

Within the Minimalist Program, starting from Chomsky (1995), T is generally assumed to
host tense features that regulate agreement and temporal interpretation. These features drive
the selection of verbal material via a categorial [V] feature on T, enabling the realization of
TP. However, the morphosyntactic effects of tense are rarely localized on T alone. Instead, they
emerge through complex interactions with the verb and other functional material. This motivates
the hypothesis that verbal heads themselves, such as V and v, may carry tense and aspect features.

In particular, V may bear an uninterpretable [T] feature and an interpretable [Asp] feature.

Exploring the distribution of [T] and [Asp] features on verbal heads opens new avenues for
understanding the syntax of complex tenses. It suggests that temporal and aspectual information is
more diffusely represented in the clausal architecture than traditionally assumed, with multiple
loci of feature valuation and agreement. This more symmetric view of the T-V relation allows
verbal morphology to be derived through syntactic feature interactions rather than being
relegated to verb movement or post-syntactic repair. In this paper, we analyze the category of
the perfect focusing on Latvian, whose perfect system displays striking variation in auxiliary
realization and interpretive possibilities, offering a revealing window into how tense and aspect

features interact in the syntax.

The perfect is a cross-linguistically attested grammatical category that typically expresses the
current relevance of a past situation and is particularly intriguing for an Agree analysis of tense.
Comparative and typological studies (e.g., Comrie 1976; Bybee et al. 1994; Lindstedt 2000) have
shown that perfect constructions vary widely in form and range of meanings but generally convey
that a past event has significance at the time of speaking. This temporal connection is central to
uses such as the experiential perfect or the reported perfect and may manifest with different
auxiliary-participle configurations across languages. While much work on the perfect has focused
on the semantics or diachronic evolution of the English perfect (Dowty 1982; Alexiadou et al.
2003; Iatridou et al. 2003; De Swart 2007; Mittwoch 2008; Grgnn & von Stechow 2020; Bertrand
et al. 2022; Dahl 2021; De Swart et al. 2022; Zhao 2022), the present study offers a syntactic

analysis of perfect constructions within the Minimalist Program, focusing on Latvian data.

Several studies discussed the syntactic nature of tense and aspect, focusing also on the nature
of the perfect (Stowell 1996; Giorgi & Pianesi 1997; Julien 2001; Migdalski 2006; Larsson 2009;



Bjorkman 2011). This work is framed within a non-lexicalist implementation of Minimalist Syntax
(Chomsky 1995). A key aspect of this framework is the view of features as primitive syntactic
objects (Chomsky 2001). Features, particularly formal features such as tense and aspect, are
central to the syntactic structures presented here and are taken to drive structure-building.
Crucially, this study adopts the view that features are not inherently tied to lexical items. Instead,
they are manipulated independently in the syntax and only matched to phonological exponents
at a later stage, a principle often associated with Late Insertion in Distributed Morphology (DM).
We emphasize, however, that our analysis does not assume a fully DM architecture. Rather, we
remain within a broadly Minimalist framework, in which the primitives of syntax are abstract
features and the central mechanisms are feature valuation, Agree and labeling. The realizational
perspective is adopted solely as a methodological tool, allowing us to capture the post-syntactic
insertion of lexical material while maintaining the core minimalist commitment to syntax as the

locus of structure-building.

This theoretical stance allows us to reconceptualize the perfect not merely as a semantic or
typological category but as the result of syntactic operations over abstract features, which model

the interaction between the auxiliary and the participle in the syntactic computation.

From an empirical perspective, this paper focuses on the Latvian present perfect, traditionally
labeled salikta tagadne (‘compound present’). Latvian is an especially well-suited language for
investigating the syntax of the perfect. On the one hand, it aligns closely with cross-linguistic
descriptions of the category, supporting the canonical current relevance, experiential and
universal readings. On the other hand, while perfect constructions are often structurally uniform
cross-linguistically, Latvian displays morphosyntactic variation within the domain of what is
traditionally subsumed under the label perfect, including constructions with present or evidential
auxiliaries, as well as bare participial constructions without an auxiliary. This combination of
semantic stability and formal diversity makes Latvian an ideal testing ground for probing the
interaction of abstract syntactic features with interpretive outcomes. By examining how different
feature configurations correlate with the availability of core versus reported readings, the Latvian
system offers unique insight into the division of labor between temporal, aspectual and modal

features in the clausal spine.

In other words, we argue that the Latvian perfect exhibits core properties associated with the
perfect cross-linguistically, particularly current relevance, experiential and universal readings,
but also shows syntactic variation in auxiliary realization. This variation is not treated as
mere morphophonological optionality; rather, we propose that it reflects differences in the
featural composition and interpretability within the syntactic structure. Through this lens, Latvian
provides a revealing case study for how Minimalism can account for the internal structure of

complex tense-aspect forms.



2 Latvian perfect
2.1 The perfect as a universal category

General studies in comparative linguistics or language typology have revealed that the perfect is a
universal grammatical category, found in a large number of natural languages. While the present
paper does not provide a formal semantic derivation of perfect interpretations, a substantial
body of work has developed explicit compositional analyses of perfect constructions (see e.g.
Verkuyl 2022). The discussion in this section is intended to remain at a descriptive and theory-
neutral level, as the syntactic analysis proposed below does not hinge on a particular semantic
implementation. The realization of the perfect differs cross-linguistically both formally and in
range of meanings. Several studies (Comrie 1976; Anderson 1982; Bybee 1985; Dahl 1985; Bybee
et al. 1994; Lindstedt 2000) advanced the understanding of the perfect and its universal properties.

A defining feature of the perfect is the current relevance of a past situation (cf. Comrie
1976: 52; Bybee et al. 1994: 54; Lindstedt 2000: 366). The perfect is used when speaking about
something that has occurred or existed previously but is significant in the present; “present”
here refers both to the actual moment of speech and to a generalized present. Often, the reason
for this relevance is that a new situation or state has arisen from the past event, which is now

being discussed.

By using a form corresponding to the perfect, the speaker links the past event to the present,
but does not link it to other past events (it is detached from other past facts, Lindstedt 2000: 366,
citing Maslov 1990). From this follows a second, negative criterion for identifying the perfect: it is
not used to narrate the past, i.e., to tell a story composed of interconnected past events (Lindstedt
2000: 366; Bybee et al. 1994: 54).

Many Indo-European languages exhibit compound present perfect forms with more restricted
uses, with English present perfect being the best studied one (Alexiadou et al. 2003; Mittwoch
2008; Dahl 2021; among others). Recently, a variety of studies have addressed variation in
the uses of the perfect in Germanic and Romance languages, mainly from the perspective of
formal semantics (Lindstedt 2000; Portner 2003; De Swart 2007; Bertrand et al. 2022; Van der
Klis et al. 2022). This article differs from previous studies in two respects. From a theoretical
perspective, it does not aim at defining temporal and aspectual uses of the perfect from a semantic
perspective, but it represents an application of the syntactic operation Agree (Chomsky 2001),
used to capture the syntactic computation of the elements that make up the compound perfect
form (the present auxiliary and the past participle form), as also proposed, in different fashions,
by Arsenijevi¢ (2006) and Biskup (2024); the analysis is embedded in the Minimalist generative
framework (Chomsky 1995). From an empirical perspective, the article focuses on the Latvian
present perfect (henceforth “perfect”; Nau 2005; Arkadiev & Wiemer 2020; Arkadiev & Daugavet

2021) in the indicative mood and active voice. The Latvian perfect has been widely overlooked



in formal linguistic approaches to tense and aspect; however, it will be shown that it exhibits the
properties of a prototypical perfect, in its core use, allowing for formal variations in the spell-out
of the auxiliary. We will propose that such variation depends on an underlying difference in the
syntactic computation, analyzing it in terms of feature valuation and interpretability, adopting

an exoskeletal view of syntax.

2.2 The meaning of the Latvian perfect

The Latvian perfect exhibits distinct surface realizations, which differ in both interpretation and
morphosyntactic structure. At a purely formal level, the Latvian perfect can appear in three forms:
the full perfect (1a) (present auxiliary + active past participle); the oblique perfect (1b) (invariable

evidential auxiliary + active past participle); the short perfect (1c) (“bare” active past participle).

(@D a. ir teik-us-i
AUX.PRS.3 say-PA.PST-SG.F
b. es-ot teik-us-i
AUX.PRS-EVID say-PA.PST-SG.F
c. teik-us-i
say-PA.PST-SG.F

‘she said/has said™

Only the full and oblique perfects are unambiguous in their meaning. The full perfect is
traditionally analyzed as a regular perfect, while Latvian grammars generally analyze the oblique
perfect as an instance of “reported” mood. Here we will propose that the two forms are built from
the same syntactic blocks and the distinction is captured at the featural level. Short perfects raise
a well-known classificatory issue in the literature. One possibility is to treat them as reduced
variants of the full perfect with a dropped present auxiliary, or of the oblique perfect with a
dropped evidential auxiliary. Another possibility is to analyze them as evidential counterparts
of the simple past (Holvoet 2001). In this paper, we adopt neither auxiliary-drop analysis. Short
perfects will be treated as a distinct syntactic configuration lacking tense features and auxiliary
altogether. At the same time, we acknowledge that short perfects can function as evidential
equivalents of past tense forms in discourse. This evidential use, however, does not entail formal
identity with the simple past, as short perfects remain participial constructions. Throughout the
paper, the term “perfect” is used as a descriptive cover term for predicative uses of active past
participles in Latvian, following a long tradition in descriptive grammars. We do not assume that
these constructions form a semantically homogeneous category. In particular, they may encode

perfect, resultative or evidential meanings, or combinations thereof. Crucially, existing work

! Unless otherwise indicated, the examples in this section are constructed by a native speaker of Latvian. Naturally
occurring examples from corpora or online sources are explicitly referenced.



on the Baltic perfect (Arkadiev & Daugavet 2021; Daugavet & Arkadiev 2022; Kapkan 2024)
emphasizes a distinction between resultative and current relevance uses. We do not deny the
importance of this distinction. However, for the purposes of the present paper, both are subsumed
under a broader category of ‘perfect-related’ interpretations, as the syntactic analysis proposed

here does not hinge on this finer-grained semantic split.

The core meaning of the Latvian full perfect involves reference to something that has
happened previously, but the focus is on the current relevance of the event itself, which is therefore
assumed to be somehow significant at speech time; in this context, the perfect generally appears
in its full compound form, with a present tense auxiliary and a past participle, both agreeing with

the subject of the sentence, as shown in (2):

2 Skol-a man-am bérn-am rad-a-s griitib-as, bet
school-LOC.SG my-DAT.SG.M child-DAT.SG arise-PST.3-REFL difficulty-ACcC.PL but
vin-§ t-as tagad ir parvaréj-is.
3-NOM.SG.M DEM-ACC.PL.F nOwW AUX.PRS.3 overcome-PA.PST.SG.M
‘My child had some difficulties in school, but he has now overcome them.’

The situation described with the perfect is linked in the text to present events, as the word
tagad (‘now’) highlights: (2) clearly expresses a contrast between the past (described using the
simple past) and the present. These linguistic facts support the view that the perfect in Latvian
should be classified as a present tense, even though it includes the meaning “something that

happened earlier”.

The actual time when the event occurred is not specified: sentences using the current relevance
perfect never contain past temporal adverbials that refer to a specific time (such as dates, years,
or clock times) and at least with respect to the core meaning of the perfect, it can be confidently
stated that such temporal expressions are not compatible (3). Conversely, temporal expressions

are fine with a past tense, as shown in (4).

(3) *Pirms piec-iem gad-iem man-i draug-i ir
before five-DAT.PL.M year-DAT.PL my-NOM.PL.M friend-NOM.PL AUX.PRS.3
parcél-us-ie-s uz Latvij-u.
move-PA.PST-PL.M-REFL to Latvia-ACC.SG
‘Five years ago, my friends have moved to Latvia.’

@ Pirms piec-iem gad-iem man-i draug-i parcel-a-s uz
before five-DAT.PL.M year-DAT.PL my-NOM.PL.M friend-NOM.PL move-PST.3-REFL to
Latvij-u.

Latvia-ACC.SG
‘Five years ago, my friends moved to Latvia.’



A closely-related meaning of the Latvian full perfect is the experiential one (5):

)] Katr-am ir gadij-ies dziv-e
everyone-DAT.SG.M AUX.PRS.3 happen-PA.PST.SG.M.REFL life-LOC.SG
stidzé-t-ies vai bi-t neapmierinat-am.
complain-INF-REFL or be-INF dissatisfied-DAT.SG.M

‘Everyone has had a moment in life to complain or be dissatisfied.”

Like in the case of current relevance, (5) refers to something that has occurred or existed at least
once in the past, until the present moment, as highlighted by the use of dzive (‘in life’), which
links the past with the present, as it implies “both in the past and now”. The same is true for the

adverb nekad (‘never), implying “not in the past and not now” (6).

(6) Vai tieSam tu nekad ne-es-i izlasij-is kaut  vien-u
Q really 2SG.NOM never NEG-AUX.PRS-2SG read-PA.PST.SG.M at.least one-ACC.SG
gramat-u no vak-a lidz vak-am?
book-ACC.SG from cover-GEN.SG to cover-DAT.SG

‘Have you really never read at least one book from cover to cover?’

Also in the experiential perfect meaning, the present perfect appears in its full form.

In addition, Latvian allows universal perfect constructions to refer to extended temporal
intervals under cumulative or lifetime readings.?® This reading is typically licensed by adverbials
such as since. As in previous contexts, the universal perfect requires overt temporal anchoring and

in Latvian it is expressed with the full perfect form (7).

7 Uld-is ir nostradaj-is Saja uznémum-a jau
Uldis-NOM AUX.PRS.3 WOrk-PA.PST.SG.M DEM.LOC.SG.M company-LOC.SG already
piec-us gad-us.
five-ACC.PL.M year-ACC.PL
‘Uldis has been working at this company for five years now.’

As it was presented at the beginning of this section, Latvian exhibits also oblique and short
perfect forms. Such perfect forms are generally used when talking about past events the speaker
has learned about indirectly, either inferred from visible circumstances or heard/read about,
as discussed for perfect forms in some other world languages (Bybee et al. 1994). Importantly,
neither the oblique nor the short perfect can normally be used in the core perfect readings, which

generally emerge in presence of the full perfect with an agreeing auxiliary.

2 Source: Facebook, accessed on 7/10/2025.
% We use the term universal descriptively for such cases, without implying that Latvian productively encodes persistent-
situation perfects, which are expressed by the simple present (see Arkadiev & Daugavet 2021).


https://www.facebook.com/story.php/?story_fbid=9066890148334026&id=100064769350079

In Latvian, the oblique perfect (Kalnaca & Lokmane 2021) construction is used to indicate
that information about an event was obtained from other people or written sources, that is, the
reported reading (see Izvorski 1997). In this context, the auxiliary verb form is replaced by the
invariable form esot (8).

8) Vis-i teic-a, ka es-ot bij-us-i varen-i
everyone-NOM.PL.M say-PST.3 that AUX.PRS-EVID be-PA.PST-PL.M huge-NOM.SG.M
plad-i.
flood-NOM.PL
‘Everyone said there were supposedly huge floods.’

In the literature, such constructions are sometimes analyzed as a separate oblique mood (Kalnaca
& Lokmane 2021); however, in line with Holvoet (2007), we will propose a more fine-grained
analysis of this form, which qualifies as a perfect, with the modal meaning specifically signaled
by the special invariable form of the auxiliary esot. Importantly, the -ot morpheme that marks this
evidential value is not confined to the present stem es-, but can also attach to the future auxiliary
stem biis-, as in (9). This suggests that the oblique auxiliary is not tenseless but rather carries an
abstract tense feature. The evidential meaning arises from the -ot suffix, while the auxiliary stem

itself continues to encode temporal reference (9).

9 Jau vin-§ man teic-a, ka izie-S-ot pensij-a,
already 3-NOM.SG.M 3SG.DAT say-PST.3 that go.out-FUT-EVID retirement-LOC.SG
lidz ko bii-$-ot nostradaj-is 35 gad-i.
once AUX-FUT-EVID work-PA.PST.SG.M 35 year-NOM.PL

‘He already told me he would retire once he had worked for 35 years.”

As noted in Kalnaca & Lokmane (2021), the invariable form esot is often dropped, giving rise
to a “short” form of the perfect, made up of a bare past active participle, without any auxiliary
verb (10).°

(10) Pedgj-o gad-u laik-a ta gadij-ies
last-GEN.PL.M.DEF year-GEN.PL time-LOC.SG so happen-PA.PST.SG.M.REFL
vairak-iem godajam-iem piekrastniek-iem.
several-DAT.PL.M respected-DAT.PL.M coast.dweller-DAT.PL

‘In recent years, that has happened to several respected coast dwellers.®

4 Source: Alvila Kalniesa (Klébaha) dienasgramatas, LFK Ak 26, 6, p. 02-0010, https://garamantas.lv/lv/file/1167239,
accessed on 7/10/2025.

°> A reviewer noticed that the temporal adverbial may suggest an experiential interpretation. We argue that in this case
the experiential inference is not grammatically encoded by the short perfect itself, but arises pragmatically. The short
perfect does not impose a present relevance relation to speech time and remains compatible with reportative contexts.
We therefore treat such cases as instances where an experiential-like reading is contextually supported.

6 Source: Corpus of the Latvian Language Timeklis2020, https://korpuss.lv/id/Timeklis2020, accessed on 7,/10/2025.


https://garamantas.lv/lv/file/1167239
https://korpuss.lv/id/T%C3%84%C2%ABmeklis2020

As shown in (10), such forms freely allow for definite past expressions to co-occur with the short
perfect, unlike the case of the full perfect. Besides, the perfect event is not related to the present
via current relevance, while it is connected to other events in the past, forming a narration. Nau
(2005) treats these forms as instances of a reported reading and does not classify them as genuine
perfects, placing them on a par with the esot forms. However, unlike the oblique esot perfect, the
auxiliary is absent altogether in the short perfect; as we will discuss in the analysis, the lack of an
overt auxiliary signals the absence of any tense feature in the structure. Nau (2005) acknowledges
that the boundary between perfect and reported uses is not sharply defined: it is not always clear
whether the speaker’s intention is to report someone else’s words and she notes the possibility
that reported contexts may instead reflect a relative tense reading. In other words, the existing
descriptions leave the status of these forms somewhat indeterminate, which reflects the empirical
difficulty of pinning down the precise contribution of perfect morphology in these contexts. It
is precisely here that corpus evidence becomes essential: by providing a systematic account of
distribution and interpretation, we are able to sharpen the definition of the Latvian perfect and

draw a clearer boundary between core perfect and reported readings.

In what follows, we examine evidence from the BASTA corpus to uncover the frequency and

functional range of each perfect type.

3 Corpus data

This section presents an analysis of the Latvian perfect tense based on the BASTA (Baltic and Slavic
Tense and Aspect) corpus (Klimek-Jankowska et al. 2026). The corpus uses a Translation Mining
methodology (Van der Klis et al. 2017) to analyze cross-linguistic variation in the use of the perfect
by comparing parallel translations of three chapters (1, 16, 17) of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter and
the Philosopher’s Stone in Slavic and Baltic languages. Here we focus on the Latvian data in the
corpus (from the Latvian version of the book, Harijs Poters un Filozofu akmens, Rowling 2021). In
total, we extracted 54 examples annotated as perfect, which we additionally labeled according to
perfect types (full, oblique and short), whether they are used to express a reported reading and
whether they convey a core perfect reading (current relevance, experiential, universal, or none).”
The data reveal strong correlations between these features that help clarify the distribution and

semantic contribution of different perfect forms.®

7 The corpus data discussed in this paper are drawn from Chapters 1, 16 and 17 of the Latvian translation of Harry Potter
and the Philosopher’s Stone. These chapters were selected because they are aligned and annotated in the Translation
Mining corpus used in previous work. All automatically extracted instances of the present perfect (full, oblique, and
short) discussed below come exclusively from this subset of the text.

8 The corpus counts reported in this section are not intended to support statistical inference or probabilistic modeling.
Rather, they are used to identify distributional asymmetries and categorical restrictions on the availability of different
perfect forms. In particular, the analysis focuses on the presence vs. absence of specific readings across construction
types, not on relative frequencies. Given the near-complementary distributions observed in the data (e.g. the absence
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The distribution of perfect forms is summarized in Tables 1, 2 and 3:

Perfect type | Count
Full 28
Short 22
Oblique 4
Total 54

Table 1: Counts by perfect type.

Reported reading | Count

Yes 24
No 30
Total 54

Table 2: Counts by reported reading.

Perfect reading Count

Current relevance | 19

No perfect reading | 26

Experiential

Universal
Total 54

Table 3: Counts by core perfect reading.

The tables provide a general overview of the distribution of counts across perfect types
(Table 1), reported reading (Table 2) and core perfect readings (Table 3), offering a broad
summary of the data.” These cases account for the apparent mismatch between the totals in

Tables 2 and 3. However, examining the correlations between these variables reveals a more

of core perfect readings with oblique and short forms), statistical significance testing would not be informative for
the theoretical claims advanced here.

9 The distinction between reported vs. non-reported (2) is independent from the classification into core perfect readings
vs. no perfect reading (3). While most non-reported contexts correspond to core perfect readings, two instances of
the short perfect occur in non-reported contexts but do not receive a core perfect interpretation; instead, they are
interpreted as past perfect in embedded environments (see discussion about example (15)).



i

nuanced and detailed picture. By analyzing how different perfect types relate to the reported and
to the core perfect readings, how the reported use intersects with such readings and how perfect
types interacts with the reported use, we uncover specific patterns and distributions that are not
apparent from the summary alone.

Table 4 shows that the full perfect type is always associated with core perfect readings
(current relevance, experiential and universal). The oblique and short perfects are never
associated with such readings.

Perfect Type | No | Current Relevance | Experiential | Universal
Short 22 [0 0 0
Full 0 19 7 2
Oblique 4 0 0 0
Subtotals 26 | 19 7 2

Table 4: Perfect Type vs. Core Reading.

Table 5 shows that the full perfect type is not used in the reported reading, while the short
perfect mostly occurs with the reported reading, with only two occurrences being used in non-

reported contexts. The oblique esot perfect type appears only with the reported reading (4 counts).

Perfect Type | Not Reported | Reported
Short 2 20

Full 28

Oblique 0 4
Subtotals 30 24

Table 5: Perfect Type vs. Reported.

The results reveal a striking pattern in how perfect forms function in Latvian. Full perfects
appear exclusively in non-reported contexts and strongly correlate with core perfect readings:
current relevance (11), experiential (12) and universal (13).

(11) Vip-i ir sagatavoj-us-i gana  eliksir-a, lai
3-NOM.PL.M AUX.PRS.3 prepare-PA.PST-PL.M enough elixir-GEN.SG so.that
pagii-tu vis-u nokarto-t.
manage-COND all-ACC.SG settle-INF
‘They have prepared enough elixir so that they can manage to get everything done.’ (Harry
Potter: Chapter 17)
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(12)

(13)

Es nekad ne-esm-u varej-is sapras-t, kapéc bi-tu
1SG.NOM never NEG-AUX.PRS-1SG can-PA.PST.SG.M understand-INF why be-COND
ja-baid-a-s izteik-t Voldemort-a vard-u.

DEB-fear-PRS3-REFL say-INF Voldemort-GEN.SG name-ACC.SG

‘T have never been able to understand why one should be afraid to say Voldemort’s name.’
(Harry Potter: Chapter 1)

Vesel-us vienpadsmit gad-us esm-u piiléj-jies
whole-Acc.pL.M 11 year-ACC.PL AUX.PRS-1SG  strive-PA.PST.SG.M.REFL
laud-im iegalvo-t, lai sauc vin-u ist-aja

people-DAT.PL convince-INF so.that call.PRS.3 3-ACC.SG real-LOC.SG.DEF

vard-a, par Voldemort-u.

name-LOC.SG by Voldemort-ACC.SG

‘For a whole eleven years, I've been trying to convince people to call him by his real name
— Voldemort.” (Harry Potter: Chapter 1)

In contrast, short perfects are excluded from core perfect readings and are almost entirely restricted

to reported readings'® (14). Only in two cases, the short perfect was used in non-reported reading.

In these contexts, the short perfect is found in an embedded clause and its tense reading allows

for a past perfect interpretation (15).

(14)

(15)

Vis-i stast-a, ka pagajus-aja nakt-i Voldemort-s
everyone-NOM.PL.M say-PRS.3 that last-LOC.SG.DEF night-LOC.SG Voldemort-NOM
peksni  paradij-ies Godrik-a grav-a.

suddenly appear-PA.PST.SG.M.REFL Godric-GEN.SG valley-LOC.SG

‘Everyone says that last night Voldemort suddenly appeared in Godric’s Hollow.” (Harry
Potter: Chapter 1)

Dérslij-a kung-s apsver-a, vai uzdriksté-s-ies  pateik-t, ka
Dursley-GEN.SG mister-NOM.SG consider-PST.3 whether dare-FUT.3-REFL say-INF that
dzirdéj-is Poter-u vard-u.

hear-PA.PST.SG.M Potter-GEN.PL name-ACC.SG

‘Mr. Dursley considered whether he would dare to say that he had heard the name of
Potter.” (Harry Potter: Chapter 1)

10 Recent corpus-based work (Daugavet 2023) reports instances of short perfects compatible with experiential or

resultative readings. We do not deny the availability of such interpretations. Crucially, however, our claim is not

that such readings are impossible, but that they are not structurally licensed by the short perfect itself. Rather, they

arise through pragmatic enrichment or reportative embedding, in contrast to the full perfect, where core perfect

meanings are grammatically encoded.



Examples (14) and (15) show that short perfect forms may receive experiential or resultative
interpretations (as also shown in Daugavet 2023) in embedded or reportative environments.
We take these cases to involve pragmatic enrichment, facilitated by embedding under verbs of
saying or thinking, rather than grammatical encoding of present perfect meaning by the short
perfect itself.

A similar trend holds for oblique perfects, which also occur only in reported contexts (16).

(16) Profesor-s Zibin-3 teic-a, ka vin-a eksamen-a es
professor-NOM.SG Zibin§-NOM.SG say-PST.3 that 3-GEN.SG exam-LOC.SG 1SG.NOM
es-ot dabiij-us-i simt divpadsmit procent-u.

AUX.PRS-evid get-PA.PST-SG.F 100 12 percent-GEN.PL
‘Professor Zibin$ said that I supposedly got 112 percent on his exam.” (Harry Potter:
Chapter 16)

Notably, the presence of a core perfect meaning is heavily tied to non-reported information.
Reported contexts show a clear dissociation from current relevance, experiential and universal

readings.!!

Overall, the corpus data point to a systematic division of labor between perfect types. The full
perfect exclusively supports canonical perfect interpretations, confirming its role as the default
marker of current relevance, experiential and universal readings. By contrast, the short and
oblique perfects almost categorically pattern with reported readings and they never appear in
contexts requiring current relevance. This asymmetry strongly indicates that auxiliary choice
and auxiliary omission in Latvian perfects are not stylistic variants but encode different featural
configurations. In particular, the distribution motivates an analysis in which the full perfect
involves genuine tense anchoring, whereas the short and oblique perfects lack such anchoring

and instead introduce evidential features.

4 Theoretical background

The empirical generalizations established in Sections 2 and 3 raise a theoretical question:
how can the variation among Latvian perfect forms be captured in terms of syntactic feature
configurations? To address this, it is necessary to establish the theoretical assumptions that will
guide our account, before turning to the analysis of the Latvian perfect. The analysis is couched
in a Minimalist framework with an exoskeletal bias, in the sense that syntactic structure is
built independently of lexical content. This does not entail the adoption of a DM framework.

Rather, it reflects the assumption that functional structure and feature composition play a primary

! As suggested by a reviewer, reportative and experiential interpretations are not mutually exclusive in Latvian; a clause
may be reportatively sourced while still supporting an experiential inference.
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role in determining interpretation, while lexical items are inserted into pre-established syntactic
positions. Therefore, the goal of this section is not to present new proposals, but to gather in one
place the key ideas from the literature that we will rely on. The subsections that follow review
exoskeletal approaches to grammar, the distribution of tense and aspect features on verbal heads

and recent work on feature valuation, interpretability and agreement.

The discussion proceeds in three steps. First, we outline the assumptions of an exoskeletal,
syntax-first model of grammar, which provides the general architecture for our approach. Second,
we consider proposals about the distribution of tense and aspect features on verbal heads, which
will be central to explaining the contrasts among the full, oblique and short perfect. Third,
we review the mechanisms of feature valuation, interpretability and agreement that allow us
to connect morphosyntactic variation with semantic interpretation. Together, these assumptions

establish the framework within which the Latvian data will be analyzed in Section 5.

41 The exoskeletal syntactic model

We adopt a broadly minimalist perspective on morphosyntax, informed by exoskeletal approaches
to grammatical architecture (Borer 2005; 2014; Lohndal & Putnam 2024). The core assumption
is that syntax operates over abstract feature bundles, not fully specified lexical items. Lexical
material is inserted post-syntactically, in line with realizational approaches to morphology such
as Late Insertion (Embick & Noyer 2007). Our analysis does not assume a fully DM framework but
retains the minimalist commitment that the syntactic operations Merge and Agree are the sole

mechanisms responsible for structure building.

In this view, functional heads provide the scaffolding into which lexical roots are inserted, but
the analytical focus of the present study is not on roots themselves. Instead, we concentrate on the
formal features (interpretable and uninterpretable) and their configurations, since these are the
properties that drive syntactic operations and determine morphosyntactic outcomes. This syntax-
first perspective contrasts with lexicon-driven models, which treat grammatical categories as
inherent to lexical items. Under an exoskeletal model, categories such as verb, noun, or adjective

emerge only through the projection of functional heads.

This framework provides the theoretical backdrop for the analysis of the Latvian perfect in
the following sections. The morphosyntactic variation observed in auxiliary realization will be
shown to follow from differences in feature composition and interpretability, rather than from

idiosyncratic lexical properties.

4.2 Feature repair, interpretability and agreement
4.21 Motivating tense features onV

In this paper, we build on the idea that V and v are merged in the syntactic structure as categorial

heads specified for some verb-related formal features such as tense and aspect. This idea is not



new, but it functions as a background to several studies (Pollock 1989; Roberts 1998; Schiitze
2003; Harwood 2014) that, similarly to the perspective discussed in this paper, adopt a raising
approach to auxiliaries and participles. In line with this approach, we assume that both auxiliaries
and participles in compound tenses are first merged as feature bundles, respectively in v and V

and raise to functional heads for morphological realization and feature valuation.

A central issue raised by the Latvian perfect is how tense features are represented within
verbal structures. One proposal, developed by Wurmbrand (2012), is that verbal heads (V and
v) are merged with uninterpretable, unvalued tense features. This assumption is central to
her account of compound tense constructions, such as the perfect and the progressive, where
temporal interpretation depends on the interaction of multiple functional projections. Within her
framework, Merge is constrained by a “Merge Condition,” which permits the combination of two
elements only when a feature on one can be valued by the other. In this view, the morphological
shape of the verb (e.g., eaten, eating, eat) is not lexically determined but arises from the valuation of
[uT:_ ] by a higher functional head (T/Mod/Asp, etc.), carrying a valued [T].'? This dependency
predicts a form of Agree that proceeds downward, with the higher head acting as the source
of valuation, a mechanism Wurmbrand terms Reverse Agree. While this allows for a syntactic
computation of non-finite verb forms and accounts for certain mismatches in VP ellipsis and
restructuring contexts, it departs from the standard model of Agree, in which unvalued features
on higher probes are valued by matching features on lower goals. The proposal thus hinges on a
non-standard directionality for feature valuation, in which the verb’s need for temporal anchoring
is satisfied by a higher tense-bearing element through downward valuation. In 5, while retaining
the insight that both v and V carry a kind of T feature, we implement it using the standard

upward Agree.

4.2.2 Parasitism in generative syntax

The notion of parasitism in generative syntax captures a pervasive structural asymmetry: certain
syntactic properties or operations depend for their presence or activation on the prior presence
of some other, independent property. In other words, a property is said to be parasitic when it
cannot occur on its own, but only in the context of another, more fundamental feature or process.
This idea has a long pedigree in syntactic theory, with early formulations found in the work of
Ross (1967), Taraldsen (1981) and Engdahl (1983), and more recently explored in Corver (2021).

One striking manifestation of this phenomenon is what has been termed Parasitic Agreement
(De Vincenzi & Di Domenico 1999; Van Urk 2015). In this configuration, agreement is not
necessarily triggered by a given feature on its own. Rather, if a syntactic probe P and a goal G are

already engaged in an agreement relation via active features, say, Fp and Fg, then other features

12 Throughout the paper, T refers to a functional head encoding tense features (e.g. past vs non-past), rather than a
generalized temporal anchoring head.
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present on the same elements (e.g., Fx), even if not independently active, can “piggyback” on that
Agree relation. That is, once the agreement relation is established via core features, additional
features may be shared as a secondary effect. These parasitic features, while not triggering Agree
on their own, become licensed in virtue of the already active syntactic relationship. A parasitic
feature is therefore understood as an uninterpretable feature that lacks independent probing
capacity and can be licensed only if it is bundled with an independently probing feature on the

same head.!®

This leads to an important theoretical distinction between active and parasitic features. Active
features, typically interpretable, are those that can independently initiate and participate in
syntactic operations like Agree and crucially, contribute to the labeling of syntactic structures

(Chomsky 2013). They are, in this sense, “grammatically visible” and structurally decisive.

Parasitic features, by contrast, tend to be uninterpretable and structurally inert in the sense
that they do not independently trigger syntactic operations such as Agree or labeling. However,
once a syntactic relation is already underway, they can be copied, shared, or otherwise resolved
in tandem with the active features. Their visibility in the syntactic structure is thus entirely

derivative, hence parasitic.

This parasitic behavior raises deeper questions about the architecture of feature interactions
in syntax. It suggests that the grammar distinguishes not only between different kinds of features
(valued vs. unvalued, interpretable vs. uninterpretable) but also between features that are primary

and those that are structurally dependent.

For the present study, the usefulness of parasitic agreement lies in the way it models features
that are not independently active but ride along with a primary Agree relation. This provides
the right architecture for the Latvian perfect, where the participial morphology can carry a
tense feature that is not locally licensed but is transmitted together with aspectual features
to higher heads. In other words, parasitism gives us a principled way to capture why certain
features surface only in the presence of other agreement relations, a pattern that will prove
central in distinguishing the full, oblique and short perfect. Importantly, “structural inertness”
here does not imply that uninterpretable features are absent from the computation or deleted
immediately. Rather, it means that such features cannot independently initiate Agree or determine
labeling. As will become clear below, uninterpretable features may nonetheless persist in the
syntactic computation and participate in syntactic dependencies once an Agree relation has been

established by other, active features.

13 As correctly pointed out by a reviewer, our notion of parasitic features is related to Coon & Bale’s 2014 proposal that
multiple features on a single head may probe together. However, unlike their approach, we assume an asymmetry
among the features involved: parasitic features do not probe independently and cannot initiate Agree. They are
licensed only as dependents of an independently active probe.



4.2.3 Interpretability as a formal, not semantic, notion (Zeijlstra 2014)

In this paper we will adopt Zeijlstra’s (2014) conceptualization of formal features within the
Minimalist framework, which departs significantly from Chomsky (2001). In the traditional view,
uninterpretable features must be deleted before transfer, since their presence at LF would violate
the Principle of Full Interpretation and cause a crash. In what follows, we use the term active
in a weaker sense than in 4.2.2: uninterpretable features are active insofar as they remain
present and available for valuation and feature sharing, even though they cannot themselves
trigger Agree.

Zeijlstra (2014) challenges the assumption that uninterpreted features must be deleted by
arguing that they are not problematic for semantic interpretation at all. Instead, they are formally
active during the syntactic computation but become inert at the interfaces, where they are
simply ignored by the interpretive system. Their function is to encode configurational needs: an
uninterpretable feature marks an element as requiring a licensing relation with a corresponding
interpretable feature. Importantly, however, interpretable features are not themselves interpreted
semantically either. They, too, are formal features, whose defining property is their ability
to satisfy the requirements of their uninterpretable counterpart. The frequent coincidence of
interpretable features with semantic content is a contingent outcome of acquisition rather than a
grammatical necessity. On this account, uninterpretable features are harmless at LF, interpretable
features are not inherently semantic and the syntax-semantics connection is mediated indirectly
by acquisition. In the context of the present work, the advantage of Zeijlstra’s model is that it
allows uninterpretable features to remain in the structure without immediately causing a crash,
while still participating in syntactic dependencies. This perspective is crucial for our analysis
of the Latvian perfect: it enables us to treat participial morphology as carrying uninterpretable
tense features that can remain active until valued by higher functional projections. In this way, the
model provides exactly the flexibility needed to capture the contrast between auxiliary-bearing

and auxiliaryless perfect forms.

4.2.4 Vacuous agreement and feature sharing (Pesetsky & Torrego 2007)

In a departure from the traditional view of syntactic agreement as a directional operation that
transmits values from one feature to another, Pesetsky & Torrego (2007) propose a reanalysis of
agreement as a process of feature sharing. On this view, agreement does not involve copying a
value from a source to a target. Instead, when two elements agree, they come to share a single
feature, one that may be unvalued or valued, interpretable or uninterpretable, but which is now
present in multiple syntactic locations. This model transforms our understanding of how syntactic

dependencies are established and maintained.

One of the central insights of this proposal is that agreement between two unvalued features,

typically assumed to be vacuous and therefore illicit, is in fact a meaningful and well-formed
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operation. While it may not immediately assign a value to either feature, it sets up a syntactic
relation that allows both features to subsequently be valued together by a third, valued instance
of the same feature. This prediction is particularly powerful in contexts involving delayed or long-

distance valuation, where agreement dependencies are resolved incrementally over several steps.

Moreover, Pesetsky & Torrego (2007) emphasize the distinction between valuation and
interpretability, two properties that are often conflated in minimalist accounts. In their model, a
feature can be valued and yet remain uninterpretable, meaning it cannot contribute to semantic

interpretation at the interfaces.

By modeling agreement as feature sharing rather than value transfer, Pesetsky & Torrego
(2007) offer a mechanism for multi-step dependencies in which features can remain active across
the computation until they are jointly interpreted. For the purposes of the present analysis, this
flexibility is essential. It allows us to capture the Latvian pattern in which both the participle and
the auxiliary contribute tense-related features: the participle may carry an uninterpretable [T]
feature, the auxiliary an interpretable [T] feature and agreement results in a valued feature in
TP. In this way, the feature-sharing model provides exactly the architecture needed to derive the

contrasts between the full, oblique and short perfect.

4.2.5 Last-resort feature insertion (Rezac 2010)

Rezac (2010) introduces a principled mechanism, referred to as R, which regulates the insertion
of uninterpretable features within syntactic structures. This mechanism restricts such insertions to
cases where they are strictly necessary to prevent a crash at the interfaces, namely Logical Form
(LF) or Phonological Form (PF). In doing so, it refines and formalizes the traditional minimalist
concept of ‘last resort’, emphasizing that operations introducing uninterpretable features are not

freely available but are tightly constrained by interface requirements.

(17) Core Principle (R):
An uninterpretable feature may enter the syntactic computation only if it is required to

satisfy Full Interpretation at the interfaces.

According to this view, features such as ¢-features (person, number, gender), Case, or agreement-
related probes can be inserted at a late stage, but only when their presence is necessary to rescue a
structure that would otherwise be uninterpretable at LF or PF. These are not arbitrary or optional
additions; rather, their insertion is strictly limited to ’repair’ scenarios where interface conditions

would otherwise be violated.'*

14 Qur reliance on Rezac’s (2010) Core Principle differs from approaches that treat agreement failure as fully grammatical
(Preminger 2014). While we agree with the autonomy of syntax, we assume that certain feature configurations require
last-resort repair to avoid crash at LF.



While Rezac (2010) motivates last-resort feature insertion in terms of avoiding interface
crashes under a traditional interpretation of Full Interpretation, we adopt a weaker version
of this mechanism. In the present analysis, last-resort insertion is not required to eliminate
uninterpretable features at LF, which we assume to be harmless following Zeijlstra (2014). Rather,
Rezac’s proposal is used as an economy constraint: uninterpretable features may be introduced
or activated only when required to license a syntactic dependency that would otherwise
remain unresolved. Under this reinterpretation, Rezac’s last-resort condition and Zeijlstra’s
feature theory are compatible. Zeijlstra’s model determines which features are semantically
permissible at the interfaces, while Rezac’s constraint regulates when the grammar is allowed
to introduce or activate otherwise inert features. In this respect, Rezac’s (2010) conception
of last-resort feature insertion can be viewed as closely related to late insertion approaches
more generally. Both frameworks assume that certain morphosyntactic material is introduced
only when required by the syntactic derivation, rather than being fully specified in advance.
In our analysis, this parallel is particularly relevant in accounting for cases where otherwise
inactive features become available to complete a dependency, as in the oblique perfect. In the
analysis that follows, we will exploit this device to account for the Latvian oblique perfect:
here the participle can be understood as supplying precisely the kind of feature that would
otherwise be missing. By treating such cases as last-resort feature insertion, we obtain a
principled explanation for why auxiliary variation in Latvian perfects correlates with specific

interpretive outcomes.

4.3 Summary

To summarize, Section 4 has reviewed a set of theoretical proposals that together provide the
toolbox for our analysis of the Latvian perfect. We briefly restate the points we drew from the

literature and explain why each is needed for the analysis that follows.

From the exoskeletal tradition (Borer 2005; 2014) we take the architecture-level claim that
syntactic structure is projected by functional heads while lexical roots are conceptually rich
but grammatically unmarked until merged. This syntax-first perspective motivates our focus on
features (rather than lexical idiosyncrasies of participles or auxiliaries): the empirical alternations
in Latvian should be captured by different feature-configurations in the clausal spine, not by
distinct lexical entries. From Minimalist work on labeling and economy (Chomsky 2013) we
also retain the idea that Merge and feature-driven operations are the central engines of syntactic
building, with labeling and interface pressures determining which feature relations (e.g. between
Asp, v and T) are syntactically privileged.

Within this architecture, Wurmbrand’s (2012) proposal that verbal heads (V, v) may bear
uninterpretable tense or aspect features provides the first step for our analysis. It gives us a way

of treating participial morphology as hosting tense/aspect features that interact with higher heads.
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We do not adopt Reverse-Agree as Wurmbrand formulates it, but we retain the insight that V/v
can carry temporal properties, which is crucial for analyzing the interaction between participle

and auxiliary in the Latvian perfect.

Next, the notion of parasitic agreement (e.g. De Vincenzi & Di Domenico 1999; Van Urk
2015) helps explain why some features appear only when carried along by other relations. This
perspective is particularly useful for modeling the Latvian participial tense feature: it is not
independently licensed but can be transmitted parasitically together with aspectual agreement

to higher heads, where it is ultimately resolved.

Zeijstra’s (2014) reinterpretation of interpretability as a formal syntactic property provides
the framework for keeping uninterpretable features present and available for valuation, without
causing the syntactic structure to crash. This flexibility allows us to treat participial tense features

as uninterpretable but still operative, a key step in defining the core perfect reading syntactically.

Pesetsky & Torrego’s (2007) model then supplies the mechanics for multi-step agreement
chains. By treating agreement as sharing rather than simple value transfer, it explains how
multiple unvalued features - for example, on the participle, Asp and v - can all remain active
until resolved by a valued feature on T. This provides exactly the structure we need to derive the

contrasts between the full, oblique and short perfect.

Finally, Rezac’s (2010) last-resort feature insertion is used here as a constraint on feature
introduction: otherwise inert features may be activated only when required to complete a syntactic
dependency, not to prevent semantic failure at the interfaces. We will use this mechanism to
capture why the participle can supply a tense feature when the auxiliary is absent: its insertion
is not an idiosyncratic lexical fact, but a formally constrained repair strategy licensed by the
grammar. Crucially, in our approach, last-resort insertion of features applies only when an
otherwise well-formed syntactic structure would crash due to an unvalued but interpretable

feature at the phase edge.

Taken together, these strands supply a coherent, feature-centered architecture: (i) the
exoskeletal syntax locates features on functional heads rather than lexical roots; (ii) verbal
heads may enter with T/Asp-type features; (iii) uninterpretable features can remain active until
valued (Zeijlstra 2014); (iv) agreement proceeds via feature valuation (Pesetsky & Torrego
2007); and (v) last-resort insertion is available only in tightly constrained contexts (Rezac 2010).
The approach adopted here is also closely related to the Morphology-as-Syntax framework
(Collins & Kayne 2023; Zyman 2026), which similarly rejects a rich pre-syntactic lexicon and
derives morphological structure through syntactic operations. Our proposal is compatible with
this perspective in treating morphological exponents as the spell-out of syntactically derived
feature configurations, without committing to a specific implementation of roots or vocabulary

insertion. With this apparatus in hand, we can now derive the three Latvian perfect forms as



distinct configurations of presence/absence and valuation/non-valuation of tense, aspect and

evidential features.

5 Analysis

Having established the theoretical groundwork in Section 4, we can now turn to the Latvian data
themselves. In what follows, we apply the feature-based framework directly to the full, oblique
and short perfect, showing how their morphosyntactic variation and interpretive properties
follow from distinct configurations of tense and aspect features. The syntactic structures in the
present sections are intentionally presented at an abstract, feature-based level. This reflects the
exoskeletal, syntax-first perspective adopted throughout the paper, where syntactic computation
operates over abstract feature bundles and lexical exponents are inserted only at a later
stage. In this respect, the analysis does not define auxiliaries or participles as fully specified

lexical items.'®

We nonetheless assume a standard mapping from syntactic heads to morphological exponence
at PF. In particular, auxiliary verbs in Latvian are treated as the spell-out of verbal functional heads
(v/T) carrying valued tense features. Thus, a T head valued as T:PRES is spelled out as a present
tense auxiliary, while a T head bearing an evidential feature MOD:EVID without tense valuation
is spelled out as the invariable form esot. When no tense-bearing head is present in the structure,

no auxiliary is inserted, yielding the short perfect.'®

Participial morphology is taken to realize the verbal root together with aspectual features
hosted on V and Asp. Agreement morphology on the participle reflects standard ¢-feature
agreement with the subject, independent of tense valuation. Linearization follows from the
hierarchical structure: auxiliaries, realized in T, precede the participle realized in Asp, yielding

the observed auxiliary—participle order in Latvian compound forms.

We proceed step by step. Section 5.1 discusses the full perfect and its current relevance,
experiential and universal interpretations; 5.2 turns to the oblique perfect with its evidential
reading; and 5.3 analyzes the short perfect, where the absence of tense anchoring leads to a

reduced clausal structure.

1> We added “aux” and “ptep” labels in the trees for clarity of exposition.

16 A brief note is in order concerning analyses of so-called ‘tenseless’ languages (Ritter & Wiltschko 2009; 2014; Wiltschko
2014). These approaches argue that languages may lack a T head encoding tense and instead rely on alternative
anchoring mechanisms. We do not adopt such an analysis for Latvian. Latvian displays robust morphosyntactic tense
distinctions in the finite verbal system, and we therefore assume a T head encoding tense features. The absence of
TP in certain constructions discussed below reflects a reduction that is understood as a restriction on the merge
of functional structure, rather than an idiosyncratic operation specific to the Latvian perfect. In this respect, it is
conceptually similar to operations such as Remove (Miiller 2017) or Exfoliation (Pesetsky 2021), which also derive
reduced structures by eliminating or failing to project certain functional layers under well-defined conditions. While
we do not adopt these mechanisms directly, the parallel suggests that the absence of TP in the short perfect can be
situated within a broader class of structure-reducing operations attested in contemporary syntactic theory.
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5. The current relevance, experiential and universal (full) perfect

We propose that in the core perfect readings, the underlying featural representation of an auxiliary
corresponds to an interpretable tense feature, valued as present; we represent it as T:PRES.
Conversely, the participle is featurally represented as an interpretable aspect feature Asp, which
can bear different values: in this case, we assume that the participle carries a perfective aspect
feature ASP:PFV (see Cinque 1999); the participle also parasitically carries an uninterpretable

tense feature, valued as past; we represent it as UT:PAST."”

The Latvian current relevance perfect is syntactically computed as follows. In line with
what discussed in Section 4.2.1, we propose that V and v are merged with some verb-related
features. In this case, we assume that V is merged as a feature bundle, minimally specified
for an interpretable aspect feature ASP:PFV and an uninterpretable tense feature UT:PAST.
Conversely, an interpretable present tense feature T:PRES is merged in v. AspP, encoding an
interpretable unvalued aspect feature AsP:_, is merged over vP (18). No claim is made that
individual features are merged separately; rather, V is fully specified for these features, in line with

exoskeletal assumptions.

(18) AspP
Asp vP
[Asp:_] A
v VP

[T:PRES] ‘

\Y%
[ASP:PFV, UT:PAST]

aux ptcp

The Asp head probes down looking for a goal carrying an interpretable aspect feature, finding
AsP:PFV in VP: ASP:PFV values ASP:_ on the Asp head. The uninterpretable past feature on the
participle parasitically raises to Asp together with the aspect feature (19).

17 Recall that we do not treat participles as uncategorized roots in the sense of DM. Instead, participles are introduced
as categorized verbal heads bearing aspectual and temporal features. This allows us to model their interaction with
auxiliaries without assuming a root/functional asymmetry.



(19) AspP
Asp vP
[AsP:PFV, UT:PAST] /\
A VP
[T:PRES] ‘
| v
ptcp aux [ASP:PFV, UT:PAST]

TP, encoding an interpretable unvalued tense feature T:_, is finally merged (20). Although multiple
interpretable tense features are present in the structure, we assume that semantic temporal
interpretation is determined only at the highest syntactic position where a valued interpretable
T-feature is present, namely T.'* Lower interpretable tense features (e.g. on v) are formally
interpretable but do not contribute independently to temporal interpretation, in line with the
view that interpretability is a syntactic property rather than a guarantee of semantic interpretation
(Zeijlstra 2014).

(20) TP
T AspP
[T:_] /\
Asp vP
[ASP:PFV, UT:PAST] /\
v VP
[T:PRES] ‘
| v
ptcp aux {ASP:PFV; UT:PAST}

The T head probes down looking for a goal carrying an interpretable tense feature. The first such

feature it finds is T:PRES on the v:'° T:PRES values T:_ on T as present, as shown in (21).

18 As pointed out by an anonymous reviewer, recall that the Core Principle (17) applies only within the minimal phase
containing an offending feature and cannot cross phase boundaries. In the case of (19), feature insertion cannot “skip”
intervening phase heads.

19 Here,we assume that valuation proceeds only between interpretable features. Uninterpretable tense features, even if
valued, cannot serve as goals for interpretable tense features. For this reason, the unvalued T-feature on T cannot be
valued by the UT:PAST feature carried by Asp, despite structural proximity.
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21 TP

/\

T AspP

[T:PRES] /\

Asp vP

[AsP:PFV, UT:PAST] A

‘ A VP
aux ptcp [T:PREST ‘

A%

At PF, the T:PRES feature on T is spelled out as the present auxiliary (aux in (21)), while the
Asp:PFV, UT:PAST bundle in AspP is spelled out with perfective participial morphology (ptcp in
(21)). Since both T and AspP valued ¢-features, full agreement is morphologically realized.

The structure in (21) is faced with a problem at this point. The uninterpretable past
feature carried by the participle parasitically raised to Asp but does not participate in any

agreement relationship.

In Chomsky’s (2001) model, this is a problem, as UT:PAST would interfere with the
interpretation of the sentence. We argue that it is precisely the presence of a past feature on
the participle that makes it possible to derive the current relevance reading. Following Zeijlstra
(2014), the difference between interpretable and uninterpretable features is only formal in nature
and therefore only visible to syntax. Feature checking does not lead to deletion of uninterpretable
features and their presence at LF does not make the structure crash. Similarly, interpretable
features are formal syntactic properties that fulfill a checking requirement imposed by the
presence of uninterpretable features. In this model, the uninterpretability of features is not defined
as a semantic property, but just as a formal requirement that the uninterpretable feature needs to
stand in a c-command relation with an element carrying a semantically interpretable counterpart
of the same feature. The uninterpretable feature on Asp is therefore not problematic for the
semantic component. We propose that an additional mechanism is established between T:PRES on
the auxiliary and the UT:PAST on the participle. Following Partee (1973), the participle functions
as a bound variable. In binding terms, UT:PAST turns the participle into an anaphoric tense, which,
as per Condition A, is bound in its local domain and interpreted as past relative to speech time

expressed by T:PRES on the present auxiliary.



5.2 The oblique perfect

For the second perfect type, the oblique perfect with the invariable auxiliary esot, we propose
that the syntactic computation follows parallel steps, but the type of features involved in the
agreement operation exhibit fine-grained differences, resulting in the reported reading associated

with the construction.

In particular, our analysis needs to exclude the current relevance, experiential and universal

interpretations and situate the event described by the perfect form in the past.

We argue that the difference is not to be searched in the way the structures are computed, but
rather in the featural composition of auxiliaries. Recall that parasitic features are uninterpretable
features activated as a last resort and cannot independently probe or value interpretable features.
Syntax distinguishes parasitic from non-parasitic features via their formal specification, not via
contextual inference.

Crucially, we propose that the lack of current relevance, universal or experiential readings
for the oblique perfect is captured syntactically as the lack of a present value on the invariable
auxiliary esot; the auxiliary carries an interpretable feature T:_, which is however not able to
establish a relationship with the past tense expressed by the participle because it lacks a tense
value itself.

The participle is first merged in V, carrying an interpretable aspectual feature valued as
perfective, ASP:PFV and an uninterpretable but valued tense feature UT:PAST. Above this, v is
merged, bearing an interpretable but unvalued tense feature T:_ and a valued uninterpretable
modal feature UMOD:EVID. The valued past tense feature on V is parasitic and uninterpretable.
As such, it cannot serve as a valuer for the unvalued T-feature on v, despite structural proximity.
This follows from the general restriction that uninterpretable features cannot value interpretable
ones. Over VP, an aspectual projection AspP is merged, where Asp carries an unvalued aspect

feature AsP:_, as shown in (22).

(22) AspP
Asp vP
[ASP:_] /\
v VP

[T:_, UMOD:EVID] ‘

\Y
[ASP:PFV, UT:PAST]

aux ptcp
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The aspectual head in AspP probes its c-command domain for a matching interpretable aspect
feature, locating ASP:PFV on the participle. This feature values the aspect probe in Asp as
perfective. In addition, the uninterpretable tense feature UT:PAST parasitically raises to Asp along

with the valued aspect feature. This Agree operation results in the configuration in (23).

(23) AspP
Asp vP
[ASP:PFV, UT:PAST] /\
\ VP

[T:_, UMOD:EVID] ‘

| v
ptcp aux fASP:PFV,UT:PAST}

Subsequently, TP is merged above AspP. The T head introduces an unvalued tense feature T:_, as
shown in (24).

24) TP

TN

T AspP

[T:] /\

Asp vP

[ASP:PFV, UT:PAST] /\

v VP
[T:, UMOD:EVID] ‘

| v
ptep aux TASP:PFV;-UT:PAST}

T then probes its c-command domain for a matching goal. The first matching feature it finds is T:_
on v. In Pesetsky & Torrego’s (2007) terms, feature-sharing applies; however, this interpretable
feature is also unvalued, so agreement does not result in value assignment and the probe in T
remains active. Nonetheless, the complex feature bundle [T:_, UMOD:EVID] on v parasitically

raises to T as a result of feature sharing, resulting in the configuration in (25).%°

20 The parasitic feature bundle [T:_, UMOD:EVID] does not raise independently. Rather, once T is activated via valuation
of its tense feature, the parasitic feature percolate to T together with the already established probe-goal relation. No
additional Agree relation is assumed here.



(25) TP

A

T AspP

[T:_, UMOD:EVID] /\

Asp vP

[AsP:PFV, UT:PAST] /\

‘ \ VP
aux ptcp [T:, uMOD:EVID] ‘

\Y%

At this point, the structure would not converge, since T requires a valued tense feature but only
encounters an uninterpretable one on Asp. Following Rezac (2010), however, uninterpretable
features can exceptionally be activated as a last resort when needed to rescue the structure.?! We
analyze the participial UT:PAST feature in precisely this way: although normally inert, it can be
pressed into service under constrained conditions to provide the value that T requires. Therefore,
T probes again and encounters the exceptionally activated uninterpretable tense feature UT:PAST

on Asp. This probe-goal relation allows T to be valued as past, as shown in (26).

(26) TP

A

T AspP

[T:PAST, UMOD:EVID] A

Asp vP

[ASP:PFV, UT:PAST] /\

‘ A VP
aux ptcp {T:, UMOD:EVID| ‘

\Y%

2l To address a reviewer’s concern about possible overgeneration, we specify that only features already present elsewhere
in the structure may be inserted as last-resort features. No novel feature types may be introduced. Because parasitic
features cannot probe independently and cannot be introduced freely, the analysis does not predict unrestricted
combinations of tense, aspect, and modality.
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Following Cinque (1999), a ModP layer is merged above TP. The Mod head carries an interpretable
unvalued modal feature MOD:_, as shown in (27). MOD:_ on Mod is interpretable, as it contributes

evidential meaning.

(27) ModP

T

Mod TP

[Mob:_] A

T AspP

[T:PAST, UMOD:EVID] /\

Asp
[ASP:PFV, UT:PAST]

aux ptep

The modal head probes its c-command domain and, being unable to find an interpretable goal, it
identifies the uninterpretable modal feature UMOD:EVID on T for Last Resort Agree. Importantly,
T probes separately for tense and modal features, as a feature-specific cyclic Agree: valuation of
the tense feature activates T, enabling a subsequent probe for modal features. This interaction

allows Mod to be valued as evidential, as illustrated in (28).2?

(28) ModP

T

Mod TP

[MOD:EVID] /\

T AspP

[T:PAST, UMOB:EVIB] /\

Asp
[AsP:PFV, UT:PAST]

aux ptcp

22 In this respect, we diverge from Cinque’s 1999 original proposal, whereby evidential readings are associated with a
dedicated EvidP; this is assumed to be a dedicated functional projection in the left periphery that hosts evidential
markers. It is typically generated only in languages with overt evidential morphology and lacks independent argument
structure. In the approach we adopt, the evidential reading is obtained via feature valuation. See also Simeonova
(2020) for an alternative to Cinque’s (1999) approach, more in line with the one we propose here.



This final representation captures the steps involved in licensing the evidential perfect. The
reported interpretation arises through the valuation of Mod by an evidential feature originally
introduced on v, while the temporal interpretation as past is mediated via the feature-sharing
dependency between Asp and T. At PF, the tense head valued as T:PAST but bearing an evidential
feature is realized as the invariable auxiliary esot. The lack of agreement morphology on the
auxiliary follows from the absence of valued ¢-features on this head, while agreement on the

participle remains unaffected.

5.3 The short perfect
5.3.1 Is Latvian a T-less language?

Before discussing the featural composition and the syntactic computation of the short perfect, we
need to reflect around the nature of the category of tense in Latvian. In this section, we briefly
present a proposal on the question of the status of Latvian inside the debate around the presence
or absence of the T category in languages that, at the same time, lack a D category. While a more
extensive answer to this question is left for future research, here we draw on a body of research
focused on the relationship between the presence of TP, the realization of tense morphology
and broader syntactic configurations such as the availability of DP; based on Latvian data, we
tentatively conclude that the feature approach presented in the present section can capture fine-
grained interactions of temporal properties in NP languages, without necessarily assuming lack

of T as a category in the language.

Boskovié¢ (2012) extends the idea that DP is not universal to the TP domain. He starts from
the well-known typological split between NP and DP languages, with languages that lack definite
articles, like Serbian, falling into the NP category and languages that exhibit definite articles,
like Bulgarian, falling into the DP category. Boskovi¢ (2012) proposes that in NP languages, the
absence of DP corresponds to the absence of TP, a claim based on the observation that while verbal
morphology is richly inflected for person and number, it lacks overt tense marking, especially
in the present and aorist forms. In contrast, DP languages like Bulgarian possess overt tense
morphology. Boskovié¢ (2012) thus argues for a structural parallel between nominal and clausal
domains: just as NP languages lack DP, they also lack TP.

Todorovi¢ (2016) further supports this view by analyzing verbal forms in Serbian and
Slovenian. While these forms include obligatory aspectual morphology and agreement features,
they lack a dedicated temporal morpheme. Temporal interpretation is instead mediated
through aspect. For instance, in Serbian, the aorist appears only with perfective aspect.
This suggests a morphological structure of stem-aspect-agreement, rather than stem-tense—
agreement. Bulgarian, by contrast, allows the aorist with both perfective and imperfective aspect

and includes a constant tense suffix, evidence for the realization of TP.
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The morphological contrast can be illustrated by the Serbian paradigms for present and aorist

forms:

Person | Present (Citati, ‘to read’) | Aorist (procitati, ‘to read (pfv)’)
1sg ¢ita-m procita-h

2sg cita-§ procita

3sg cCita procita

1pl ¢ita-mo procita-smo

2pl Cita-te procita-ste

3pl ita-ju procita-Se

Table 6: Serbian verbal morphology: present vs aorist.

As the table shows, all overt morphology in Serbian is tied to agreement and aspect; tense is
not morphologically encoded.

In an exoskeletal syntax-driven model such as the one adopted in the present paper,
morphophonological exponents are inserted post-syntactically; in this perspective, the lack of over
tense morphemes does not guarantee the systematic lack of T at a syntactic level.>* However,
even at a morphological level, the systematic correlation between the absence of overt tense
morphology and the absence of TP is challenged by Latvian, a language that also lacks DP (and is
thus categorized as NP under Boskovi¢’s typology) that exhibits clear morphological marking for
present, past and future tense. This calls into question the strength of the proposed typological
link between NP status and lack of TP.

Person | Present | Past Future
1sg las-u las-ij-u las-i-8-u
2sg las-i las-1j-i las-i-s-i
3sg las-a las-ij-a las-i-s
1pl las-am las-ij-am | las-i-s-im
2pl las-at las-ij-at | las-i-s-iet
3pl las-a las-ij-a las-i-s

Table 7: Latvian verbal morphology: present, past and future of lasit ‘to read’.

The presence of tense morphology in Latvian, despite its NP structure, suggests that the

absence of DP does not entail the absence of TP. In line with the approach adopted in this paper, we

2 In this respect, it should be noticed that several DP languages lack overt tense morphology as well.



further propose that the lack of morphophonological exponents of tense is not sufficient evidence

for the systematic lack of T as a category.**

Despite the explanatory power of this account, the theoretical claim that TP is absent in all NP
languages, or in all languages lacking overt tense morphology, remains too strong (see also the
diachronic evidence presented in Migdalski 2015 in this respect). As noted, Latvian constitutes a
clear counterexample to both claims. Additionally, the evidence from Serbian, while suggestive,
does not definitively prove the absence of TP, especially if TP is reinterpreted as hosting only

valued tense features, rather than actual tense morphemes.

A more nuanced analysis would treat TP not as categorically present or absent, but as a locus

of variation in feature composition.

Therefore, the claim that TP is systematically absent in NP languages should be abandoned

in favor of a feature-based, language-specific account.

However, the idea that the category of tense may remain unexpressed can be reshaped in
featural terms. In the following section, we will show that the Latvian short auxiliary-less perfect

exemplifies exactly this case.

5.3.2 The short perfect as lack of tense features

While we follow Boskovi¢ (2012) in the assumption that T is not universally realized across
languages, we propose that the tenseless evidential perfect in Latvian is derived through a reduced
clausal structure, where temporal anchoring is absent.>® In this configuration, the participle is
merged in V, bearing an interpretable aspectual feature valued as perfective, ASP:PFV, along with
an uninterpretable but valued tense feature UT:PAST. Above this, v is merged, introducing an
uninterpretable but valued evidential modal feature UMOD:EVID. Unlike in the oblique perfect
with the esot auxiliary, the v head here does not introduce any tense-related feature and there is
no TP.?® Crucially, no look-ahead mechanism is assumed. TP is projected only if a tense feature is

merged. In the short perfect, neither V nor v carries a tense feature, and therefore no T is merged.

24 More evidence about the lack of TP in NP languages is given in Migdalski (2015), who claims, based on diachronic
evidence from Slavic languages, that the loss of TP has structural consequences for clitic placement. Following
Chomsky (1995), clitics require a syntactic host with active ¢-features, typically T°. When TP is absent, there is
no suitable host for clitic attachment. As a result, clitics are reanalyzed as occupying a dedicated second-position
projection. Migdalski’s proposal thus links TP loss with changes in cliticization patterns and ultimately with larger
morphological and syntactic reconfigurations. Latvian does not have clitic elements comparable to the Slavic ones
discussed in Migdalski (2015), so it is not possible to verify whether such claim can be extended. For the moment,
the question remains open.

% A similar logic underlies Kallulli & Trommer (2011), who derive alternations in Albanian non-active morphology

through Agree and Impoverishment. Although the present analysis does not adopt their implementation, a comparable

notion of impoverishment could, in principle, account for the Latvian perfect alternations as resulting from feature
deletion following incomplete Agree.

2 The lack of tense can also explain the ambiguous data presented in Nau (2005), where the short perfect seems to
variably behave as a present or a past perfect. The way this ambiguity can be solved is a matter of present investigation.
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The absence of TP thus follows from feature-driven structure building, not from prior evaluation
of the computation’s success.

Over vP, AspP is merged with an unvalued aspect feature Asp:_. The Asp head probes its
complement and finds the interpretable aspect feature ASP:PFV on the participle. This values the
aspect probe in Asp. The uninterpretable past tense feature UT:PAST on the participle parasitically
raises to Asp together with the aspect feature, as shown in (29).

(29) AspP

T

Asp vP

[Asp:PFV, UT:PAST] A

‘ v VP
ptcp [UMOD:EVID] ‘

\Y%

At this point, no T head is merged; instead, a modal projection ModP is introduced above
the highest available verbal projection. While Cinque (1999) motivates the relative ordering
of modality above aspect, we do not assume a universally fixed sequence of functional heads.
The Mod head carries an unvalued modal feature MoOD:_. It probes its c-command domain and
identifies the matching uninterpretable evidential modal feature UMOD:EVID on v. This agreement

relation values Mod as evidential, as illustrated in (30).

(30) ModP

T

Mod AspP

[MOD:EVID] /\

Asp vP

[AspP:PFV, UT:PAST] /\

‘ v VP
ptcp [BMob:EVID} ‘

\Y%



This configuration yields a perfective aspect interpretation licensed in AspP and an evidential
modal interpretation derived via agreement between Mod and v. Crucially, the absence of TP and
the lack of any tense valuation in the structure reflect the tenseless nature of this construction: the
absence of the auxiliary in short perfects is not the result of ellipsis but reflects the absence of the
corresponding functional head in the syntax. Temporal interpretation may instead be inferred
from discourse or higher embedding contexts, while syntactic licensing is entirely handled
through aspect and modality. Since no TP is projected in this configuration, there is no tense-
bearing head available for auxiliary spell-out. Consequently, no auxiliary is inserted at PF and
only the participial form is realized. In other words, the absence of TP makes it possible for ModP
to directly select AspP. This does not contradict the structures assumed for the full and oblique
perfects. Rather, Mod is assumed to select the highest temporal or aspectual projection available
in the clause. When TP is present, Mod selects TP; when TP is absent, Mod selects AspP. This
yields the observed ModP-AspP sequence without additional stipulations. The resulting surface

string corresponds to the short perfect.

6 Conclusion

This paper has provided a framework for a formal syntactic analysis of the Latvian perfect within
a minimalist, exoskeletal approach. Empirically, the study showed that the Latvian system does
not display free alternation between auxiliary and non-auxiliary forms, but rather encodes a
principled division of labor: the full perfect is consistently tied to core perfect readings (current
relevance, experiential, universal), whereas the short and oblique perfects occur exclusively in
reported contexts. The corpus evidence confirmed that only the auxiliary-bearing form can license
temporal anchoring to speech time, while auxiliaryless and invariable forms lack this possibility

and instead introduce evidential values.

Theoretically, these findings support a feature-based view of the perfect, where surface
alternations reflect differences in the distribution and interpretability of tense and aspect features.
The Latvian data argue against reducing auxiliary variation to post-syntactic morphology: instead,
auxiliary presence correlates with the availability of an interpretable [T] feature. The short and
oblique forms demonstrate that perfect morphology can be licensed in the absence of tense
anchoring, relying instead on evidential or modal features. This motivates a syntactic distinction
between perfect forms that are fully valued for tense and those whose temporal interpretation is

supplied indirectly by discourse or higher projections.

The patterns discussed here illustrate how agreement distinctions yield empirically testable
predictions: only structures in which [T] is valued locally yield core perfect readings, while
structures with unvalued or absent [T] default to evidential interpretations. By connecting

morphosyntactic alternations with feature composition, the analysis contributes to a unified
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theory of the perfect that integrates aspect, tense and evidentiality within the same

syntactic architecture.

Future work should extend this analysis to the diachrony of Baltic perfects, to the comparison
with Lithuanian and to the typology of reported perfects more generally. Nonetheless, the Latvian
case study already demonstrates that the syntax of perfect constructions provides a crucial testing
ground for theories of feature interpretability, agreement and the distribution of tense across the
clausal spine.
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