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The goal of the present talk is twofold. First, a preliminary set of cross-linguis-

tically relevant parameters for analyzing aspectual systems will be introduced (and 

tested against Slavic material, among other). Second, the position of Slavic aspectual 

systems will be delimited within a broader typological space. For that purposes, the 

main properties supposed to constitute the peculiarity of Slavic aspectual systems 

(both formal and semantic) will be considered in turn.  

Accordingly, the paper focuses on those aspectual properties of Slavic 

languages which happen to be particularly relevant cross-linguistically. Interestingly, 

a typological approach, when applied systematically, reveals a slightly different set 

of parameters as compared to what can be usually found in traditional Slavic 

linguistics studies. In other words, Slavic aspectual systems, when considered under 

a cross-linguistic view, look in a somewhat less familiar way.   

Recall that a typological approach presupposes that particular grammatical 

systems all draw upon one and the same source, which is called the Universal 

Grammatical Inventory. Each grammatical system chooses some universal values 

for grammatical expression and assigns them to a given set of grammatical markers. 

Usually, one and the same marker assumes many different universal values, thus 

representing a polysemous grammatical cluster. (Actually, a large part of 

grammaticalization theory is called upon to describe the existing patterns of 

grammatical polysemy, with recourse to such tools as semantic maps, among other 

things.) The important point is that a marker which appears polysemous on a 

universal level may not necessarily be considered as polysemous in traditional 

linguistic descriptions. However, splitting up grammatical markers according to the 

universal inventory guarantees a typological compatibility of individual 

grammatical systems, which is one of the main concerns of this approach. 

The universal semantic inventory consists of several major domains; one of 

them is aspectual. The aspectual domain – like the other domains within this 

universal space – is defined on semantic basis. It means that, speaking about aspect 
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both cross-linguistically and language-specifically, we have to distinguish between 

(semantically based) “aspectuality” and grammatical aspect as a complex formal and 

semantic phenomenon. Not all languages have grammatical expression of aspect 

(though quite a few), but some means of expressing aspectuality (be they lexical, or 

syntactical, or of any other nature) can be found universally. 

The view of aspect as a cross-linguistically relevant and semantically based 

category with a complex internal structure is widely held in modern linguistic 

typology. The earlier attempts of this kind go back at least to 1970s, which saw such 

important publications as, for example, Friedrich 1974, Comrie 1976, or Coseriu 

1976. In the following, several linguistic traditions contributed to the functional 

typology of aspect; despite a wide variety of opinions, there are some fundamental 

points all these approaches have in common. Specifically, the most influential book 

Dahl 1985 is to be mentioned in this context (with a later article Bybee & Dahl 1989 

and an edited volume Dahl 2000); cf. also Bertinetto 1986, Brinton 1988, Cohen 

1989, Dik 1994, Smith 1991, Bybee et al. 1994, Johanson 2000, Tournadre 2004 and 

many other (needless to say, the list is very far from exhaustive). As for typologically 

oriented studies in Slavic aspect, let us mention Maslov’s work (1948, 1978, 1984) 

and, for a more recent synthesis, monographs Lindstedt 1985, Stunová 1993 and, 

especially, Dickey 2000. This is – very roughly – a broad functional typological 

framework our paper intends to fall into. 

We treat aspectual domain as consisting of three major types of values: those 

specifying the actional type of the predicate; those specifying the position of the 

reference interval (or “topic time”, in Klein’s 1994 parlance) with regard to the 

situation time; and those contributing to change or modify the actional type of the 

predicate. The last two groups of values will be referred to as “primary aspect” and 

“secondary aspect”, respectively. Another parameter, most important for a cross-

linguistic description of aspectual systems, is the type of aspectual clustering, 

specifying the pattern of grammatical polysemy for a given aspectual marker. The 

number of such patterns is limited, but they are seriously understudied so far.  

Among formal properties of Slavic aspectual systems which deserves special 

attention are the interplay of formal binarity and semantic complexity. Indeed, the 

main grammatically expressed aspectual opposition, Perfective vs. Imperfective, is 

a clear example of a very complex grammatical cluster, where Perfective includes 

universal values of at least punctual, completive, inceptive and (to a lesser extent) 

limitative, as well as of resultative perfect, and Imperfective includes universal 
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values of durative, habitual and (especially in East Slavic) of anti-resultative (for the 

latter term, cf. Plungian & van der Auwera 2006). This configuration cannot by no 

means be treated as universal (contrary to some earlier approaches to aspectual 

typology) and, most probably, constitutes a striking peculiarity of Slavic (rather 

rarely attested elsewhere).   

It is true, on the other hand, that binary character of Slavic aspectual oppositions 

is not absolute. There are both grammatical archaisms and innovations which go 

beyond this tendency. Thus, among what can pretend to be “the third Slavic aspect” 

are old Habituals (better preserved in Czech, but remaining in many other Slavic 

languages, including North Russian dialects) and new Perfects, (re)emerging in 

different loci of the Slavic domain; again, North Russian material is highly 

significant in this respect. 

Another formal property of Slavic aspect which is extremely relevant cross-

linguistically is its non-paradigmatic character – in the sense that the binary 

aspectual opposition is grammatical (i.e. obligatory), though not inflectional: there 

exist aspectual classes (similar to gender classes in Slavic nouns or diathetic classes 

in Slavic verbs), but no aspectual paradigms. The notion of “aspectual pairs”, very 

controversial in itself (for a recent discussion, cf., for example, Xrakovskij 2005, 

Janda 2007 and Zaliznjak & Šmelëv 2010), cannot be of much help here, because 

aspectual pairs, even if we recognize their utility for Slavic aspectology, are neither 

general enough to cover the majority of verbal lexicon nor morphologically regular 

to constitute a true inflectional paradigm.  

Typologically interesting semantic properties of Slavic aspectual systems are as 

follows. First, this is the “momentaneity bias” which makes the perfective cluster 

privilege the punctual values at the expense of limitative ones: as is well known, 

perfectivation of states and atelic processes is problematic in Slavic (again, 

especially in East Slavic). Second, this is the strong correlation between 

perfectivation and telicization. This property follows, to some extent, from the first 

one, but is not amenable to it. Since telicization is normally made through verbal 

prefixation, several interesting problems arise. We shall elaborate on Vey-

Schooneveld’s hypothesis (as a counter to traditional “empty preverbs” account) and 

on the so-called classifying type of verbal perfectivation in Slavic. The latter 

suggests that the choice of the most grammaticalized telicizing verbal prefix is made 

according to the lexical semantic class of the verb: thus, in Slavic exist about a dozen 

such classes which are to be specified in the lexicon; each class privileges its own 
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telicizing morpheme which, unlike other telicizators available, replicates the 

inherent semantic features of the verbs belonging to this class.  

Interestingly, a somewhat similar effect is attested very far from the Slavic area 

– for example, among the languages of South and South-East Asia with the 

constructions exemplifying what was called “analytical perfectivation” in Majsak 

2005. Here, the telicizing element is part of a periphrastic construction, but its choice 

is likewise triggered by lexical membership of the main verb.  

To sum up, the most important cross-linguistic properties of Slavic aspectual 

systems seem to be the following:  

– binary opposition with broad perfective and (especially) imperfective clusters; 

– a completive-oriented perfectives privileging momentary uses: perfectives tend 

to be treated as events (and not as limited processes or states); 

– a well-developed system of expressing telicity, operating mainly through 

derivational prefixes which combine the telicizing function with the classifying 

one (the phenomenon which can be referred to as “classifying perfectivation”). 

Of course, most of the above concerns primarily East and West Slavic systems; as is 

well known, South Slavic languages, along with the new derivation-based system,  

have, to a different extent, conserved the older and typologically more trivial ternary 

inflectional opposition of Aorist, Imperfect and Perfect. The latter is sufficiently 

closed to what is found, for example, in Romance, Greek or Armenian. 

Derivation-based aspectual systems with a classifying perfectivation are not as 

rare and idiosyncratic as one could think. They are found both inside and outside 

European area. However, an important fact (pointed out as early as in Dahl 1985) is 

that the systems with non-paradigmatic means of classifying perfectivation 

systematically occur, inter alia, on the periphery of the Slavic domain, which can be 

construed as a possible areal feature. Namely, verbal “satellites” with a largely 

similar inventory of grammatical functions are found in Georgian and Ossetic, 

Lithuanian and Latvian, Hungarian and Yiddish, as well as in some other cases. 

Interestingly, the same tendencies could be observed also for Gothic and late Latin 

(IV-VI c. C.E.), but in this case, the process of grammaticalization of verbal prefixes 

into true aspectual markers was interrupted. 
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