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Chapter 1

Referring to discourse participants in
Ibero-Romance languages: Introduction
Peter Herbeck
University of Vienna & University of Wuppertal

Pekka Posio
University of Helsinki

1 Introducing reference to discourse participants

The current volume aims at presenting a panoramic view of recent advances in
the study of reference to discourse participants in Ibero-Romance languages and
to search for connections between phenomena that have previously been stud-
ied in isolation. It brings together contributions on person reference in Ibero-
Romance languages that go beyond the well-established field of study focusing
on the expression vs. non-expression of subject pronouns. Several corpus studies
on Ibero-Romance languages have shown that the phenomena affecting the ex-
pression of subject pronouns transcend the traditionally established factors like
morphological ambiguity of the verb, emphasis, contrast, and topic continuity.
Besides additional factors like tense/aspect/mood marking, subjectivity, and the
degrees of fixation of subject-verb combinations with particular verb forms (see,
e.g., Carvalho et al. 2015 and Posio 2018 for an overview), it has been demon-
strated that grammatical person is one of the most significant variables affecting
subject expression, and that the factors influencing the expression of anaphoric
third person subjects differ from those conditioning deictic first- and second-
person subjects. The question of overt/covert alternations in syntax has also been
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addressed in research focusing on the encoding of impersonal reference in lan-
guages with variable subject expression, such as new pronoun-like referential de-
vices emerging from noun phrases, and the uses of impersonal constructions like
passives and impersonals formed with the reflexive clitic se to express personal
reference. These devices allow speaker-inclusive and/or addressee-inclusive in-
terpretations to different degrees, depending on the variety and the type of nom-
inal expression encoding impersonality. Moreover, while approaches to variable
pronoun expression have traditionally focused on nominative subjects, recent re-
search has opened new avenues to studying to what extent the same or different
factors affect the expression of other forms such as direct (accusative) objects
and indirect (dative) objects encoding experiencers and recipients.

This introductory chapter provides an overview of the topics of this volume
and emphasizes the relevance of the studies included against the background
of previous research on pronouns and other referential devices. We use this
latter term, as suggested by Kibrik (2011), to subsume bound person marking
morphemes, pronouns and noun phrases used to establish reference, in order to
highlight the fact that the boundaries of the traditional categories “pronoun” and
“noun phrase” are flexible and some semi-grammaticalized items display proper-
ties of both (e.g., Portuguese a gente ‘the people; we’ and a/uma pessoa ‘the/a
person; one’). By focusing on discourse participants, i.e., the speaker(s) and the
addressee(s), this volume takes into account the findings of previous research
regarding the similarities between these categories as well as differences with
regard to the third person.

For instance, while third-person referents need to be introduced into the dis-
course and the choice of referential devices (null pronouns, agreement mor-
phemes, weak pronouns, demonstratives, strong pronouns, definite and indef-
inite NPs, lexical expressions) referring to them is therefore heavily influenced
by information-structural categories, such as referentiality, topic continuity, and
accessibility (Givón 1983, Levinson 1987, Ariel 1990, Gundel et al. 1993, among
many others), discourse participants are, in principle, always accessible by virtue
of being present in the communicative situation. To use the file card metaphor
(Reinhart 1981, Heim 1982), the cards for the speaker and addressee are always on
top of the file and, thus, available as topics (Erteschik-Shir 2007: 45–46). For first-
person pronominal forms, it has therefore been argued that, apart from topic
and referential continuity, factors in determining subject pronoun expression
include subjectivity and the epistemic stance of the speaker (see, e.g., Enríquez
1984, Aijón Oliva & Serrano 2010, Posio 2011, Herbeck 2021), probably depending
on the type of verb lexeme or individual verb forms. For address forms in mor-
phological second and third person, use of a subject pronoun or noun phrase is
governed by factors related to formality of the discourse, (positive and negative)
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1 Introduction

politeness and (inter)personal relations between the interlocutors (see De Jonge
& Nieuwenhuijsen 2012 and Uber 2016 for an overview and references).

However, it is also important to note that grammatical and referential cate-
gories do not always coincide: canonically, speakers refer to themselves with
first-person pronouns and to their addressees by second-person pronouns, but
in practice, there is ample variation in the choice of referential devices. The use of
noun phrases formally in the third person to refer to first and second person en-
tities is a well-known case, as is the emergence of formally third-person expres-
sions (like the Spanish impersonal pronoun uno ‘one’ or the Portuguese noun
phrases a pessoa ‘the person’; Orozco et al. 2023, Amaral & Mihatsch 2023 [this
volume]) that establish reference to the speaker, either through generalization
involving the speaker or directly as a first-person reference. Another example of
such a development is the personal use of a gente ‘the people’ that has developed
into an impersonalization strategy and, subsequently, into a first-person plural
pronoun, in particular in Brazilian Portuguese (e.g., Lopes 2004, Zilles 2005), or
the appearance of “new” address forms based on noun phrases in European Por-
tuguese (see §4).

This volume is structured into three thematic blocks addressing the before-
mentioned topics: Part I, Variable expression of subjects and objects contains the
contributions from Ryan Bessett examining first-person singular (1sg) subject ex-
pression in two varieties of Spanish spoken in the United States, Esther Brown
and Javier Rivas studying the expression of first- and third-person indirect object
pronouns in Spanish and Galician, and Kimberly Geeslin, Tom Goebel-Mahrle,
Jingyi Guo, and Bret Linford, whose study focuses on the role of perseveration
in the acquisition of variable subject expression in Spanish as a second language.

Part II, Between personal and impersonal, contains the papers by Eduardo Ama-
ral and Wiltrud Mihatsch who study emerging impersonal constructions with
the lexeme pessoa ‘person’ in Portuguese, Yoselin Henriques Pestana’s paper on
personal uses of impersonal constructions in rural Madeiran Portuguese, Juanito
Ornelas de Avelar’s paper on the pronominal uses of the word geral ‘general’ in
Brazilian Portuguese, the contribution by Rafael Orozco, Luz Marcela Hurtado
and Marianne Dieck who study the personal uses of the impersonal pronoun
uno ‘one’ in Colombian Spanish, and the paper by Émeline Pierre & Barbara de
Cock on the use of object discourse participant pronouns in a third person plural
impersonal construction.

Part III, Referring to the addressee, contains Aldina Marques and Isabel Mar-
garida Duarte’s study of the address form senhor and its variants in European
Portuguese and Neus Nogué Serrano and Lluís Payrató’s paper on changing ad-
dress forms in Catalan parliamentary discourse.

3



Peter Herbeck & Pekka Posio

With this selection of papers, our intention is not only to shed light on the dif-
ferent ways of referring to discourse participants in Ibero-Romance languages,
but also to open new perspectives to phenomena related to person reference
and inspire future research on reference and discourse. This introductory chap-
ter provides an overview about the state-of-the-art of the three thematic blocks
and outlines the research questions addressed in the contributions of the current
volume.

2 Variable expression of subjects and objects

The variable expression of subjects has received considerable attention in gener-
ative syntax as well as functional and constructional approaches. While in gen-
erative studies of the so-called pro-drop parameter (Chomsky 1981, 1982, Rizzi
1982, Solà 1992, Barbosa 1995), the focus has been on the formal properties of a
language system that make null pronouns possible, functional approaches have
focused on the conditions under which subjects are expressed in actual language
use (see, e.g., Enríquez 1984, Bentivoglio 1987, Cameron 1993, Morales 1997, Oth-
eguy et al. 2007, Travis & Torres Cacoullos 2012, Posio 2011, 2018, among many
others). Thus, the following represent some of the leading questions in studies
approaching variable subject expression:

1. Which factors determine subject pronoun use andwhat is the internal rank-
ing of these factors?

2. How does usage frequency (e.g., of verbs and verb forms) relate to the
expression of pronominal subjects?

3. Is subject expression governed by same or different factors across lan-
guages and language varieties?

With respect to the first question, there is a vast body of research examin-
ing subject expression from various theoretical and methodological perspectives.
The following non-exhaustive list presents the most prominent factors affecting
subject expression that have been singled out in previous studies:

1. (morphological) ambiguity (e.g., Hochberg 1986) emphasis and contrast
(e.g., Rigau 1989, Luján 1999, Mayol 2010)

2. referential and/or topic continuity (e.g., Bentivoglio 1983)
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1 Introduction

3. switch reference (e.g., Cameron 1993, Silva-Corvalán 2001, Travis & Torres
Cacoullos 2012)

4. person/number; tense, aspect, mood; verb type (e.g., Enríquez 1984, Mo-
rales 1997, Silva-Corvalán 2001, Otheguy et al. 2007, Orozco & Guy 2008,
Posio 2011)

A common trend observed in most studies is that topic and referential con-
tinuity favor null subjects, while shifting topics and switch reference favor the
presence of overt subject pronouns. With respect to morphological ambiguity,
one hypothesis that has been discussed is whether syncretic verb forms trigger
higher subject expression rates than non-syncretic ones, i.e., the so-called “func-
tional hypothesis” (Hochberg 1986). However, the results of different studies are
not homogenous, some studies supporting and others not providing direct evi-
dence for the relevance of syncretism between first, second and third person (see
Posio 2018 for discussion). With respect to emphasis and contrast, several stud-
ies claim that strong subject pronouns encode different flavors of these notions.
Thus, Rigau (1989) makes a distinction between weakly and strongly emphasized
strong pronouns and Mayol (2010) claims that strong pronouns encode different
types of contrastive topics.

Tense, aspect and mood marking on verbs is closely related to the factor of
morphological ambiguity: certain verb forms have ambiguous person-marking
morphology in first-person singular (1sg) and third-person singular (3sg), e.g.,
in Catalan, European Portuguese, and Spanish. Thus, imperfect, conditional, and
subjunctive paradigms display a syncretism between 1sg and 3sg in these lan-
guages. Furthermore, phonological processes lead to a higher number of ambigu-
ous verb endings in some varieties of the Ibero-Romance languages, which in
turn might influence subject expression rates. Hochberg (1986) investigated how
word-final /s/ deletion correlated with subject expression in Puerto Rico Spanish,
observing that ambiguity between second-person singular (2sg) and 3sg verb
forms, e.g., in the indicative present, or between 1sg, 2sg, and 3sg, e.g., in in-
dicative imperfect correlated with higher subject expression frequencies. More
recently, Herbeck (2022) has observed that some Valencian Catalan varieties dis-
play high frequency of 1sg subject pronouns in the present perfect, in which the
1sg and 3sg auxiliary has the same form. However, the relevance of the functional
hypothesis is not confirmed by some studies with different type of data (Ranson
1991, Cameron 1992, 1993, cf. Posio 2018: 290). Silva-Corvalán (2001), on the con-
trary, argues that the discourse function of TAMmarkings (i.e., event foreground-
ing vs. backgrounding), rather than their surface ambiguity, is the decisive factor
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explaining variable subject expression in different tenses and moods. However,
Brazilian Portuguese provides strong evidence in favor of the role of morphologi-
cal syncretism. Brazilian Portuguese has developed from a consistent to a partial
pro-drop language (in the sense of Holmberg 2005; see Kato 1999, Barbosa 2009;
collected works in Kato & Negrão 2000). Interestingly, the loss of some proper-
ties of a (consistent) null subject language and syncretism in verb morphology
has consequences, not only for the expression of referential subjects, but also
for the encoding of impersonal (see, e.g., Carvalho 2019 for impersonal 3sg null
subjects) and personal subjects (e.g. a gente referring to first-person plural [1pl];
see Lopes 2004).

In the case of person/number, one important question is whether subject ex-
pression behaves similarly in different grammatical persons and numbers. Thus,
the difference between deictic first and second person and discourse anaphoric
third person might affect the relevance or weight of factors such as topic conti-
nuity, switch reference and (morphological) ambiguity. In fact, the study of only
one grammatical person at a time has turned out to be a very fruitful approach
(see Shin & Otheguy 2005, Travis & Torres Cacoullos 2012, Shin 2014, Bessett
2023 [this volume] for Spanish; Herbeck 2022 for Valencian Catalan). This issue
takes us to one of the main issues of the present volume: the question of what
the factors governing subject expression are in the case of reference to discourse
participants and whether they differ from those that have been observed to hold
for discourse anaphoric persons. In fact, for devices expressing reference to the
speaker, it has been argued that, rather than continuity, subjectivity is a major
factor for the use of an implicit or explicit subject pronoun (see, e.g., Enríquez
1984, Aijón Oliva & Serrano 2010, Posio 2011, 2018, Hennemann 2016, Herbeck
2021).

However, the influence of grammatical person cannot be considered in iso-
lation but must be examined together with verb type and specific verb forms,
taking into account that these might not behave uniformly in different varieties
and languages. This brings us to the points (ii) and (iii) above: Subject expres-
sion has been argued to show considerable variation if specific verb forms (and
not only verb types) are considered. With respect to verb type and semantics,
it has frequently been observed that verbs of cognition have particularly high
1sg subject expression rates in Spanish (e.g., Enríquez 1984, Morales 1997, Posio
2011). However, the issue is complex because the group of verbs of mental activ-
ity is not homogenous, some verbs of cognition favoring 1sg subject expression
(e.g., [yo] creo ‘I think’), others disfavoring it in Peninsular Spanish (e.g. [yo] sé
‘I know’; Herbeck 2021). Furthermore, Aijón Oliva & Serrano (2010) argue that
[yo] creo has higher subject expression rates when used as a verb expressing
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the personal opinion of the speaker and lower rates if it has a mere epistemic
function. This mirrors Enríquez’s (1984) classification of verbs of cognition into
verbs expressing a mental state/activity and those expressing opinions: the latter
class has the highest 1sg subject expression rates in her study. The question thus
arises whether verb semantics, the function of a verb in context (expression of
epistemicity, evidentiality, subjectivity, opinions, etc.), the concrete verb form,
or a combination of all these factors affects the expression of pronouns referring
to discourse participants.

The question of semantic factors influencing expression of pronouns is espe-
cially interesting if a cross-linguistic perspective is integrated into the picture.
As Posio (2018) notes, there is considerable variation with respect to which verbs
and verb forms trigger high and low subject pronoun rates in different Ibero-
Romance languages and varieties. For example, with decir ‘say’, subject expres-
sion has been observed to have a low frequency in Peninsular Spanish (e.g., Posio
2013, 2014), but a high frequency in Colombian Spanish (Orozco 2015: 25). Fur-
thermore, Posio (2013, 2014) observes in his study of Peninsular Spanish and Eu-
ropean Portuguese that 1sg subject expression is particularly high with the verb
form creo ‘I think’ in the former language, while the verb form digo ‘I say’ has low
to average expression rates. In European Portuguese, on the contrary, the equiv-
alent form digo ‘I say’ has high subject expression rates, but the verb form acho ‘I
think’ is associated with low rates. In a similar vein, Herbeck (2022) observes that
1sg subject pronouns are frequently expressed with the verb dir ‘say’ in Valen-
cian Catalan varieties, while creure ‘think’ has only average rates of 1sg subject
expression, unlike in Peninsular Spanish. Posio (2013, 2014, 2015) argues that cer-
tain verb forms and their subject pronouns have become formulaic sequences
due to high frequency of use in determined discourse context and correlated rou-
tinization. The degree of fixation of a 1sg or 2sg subject pronoun + verb sequence
might differ across languages and varieties, the sequence [yo] creo showing a
higher degree of grammaticalization and conventionalization in Spanish than
the corresponding sequence in EP. This raises the question of the relation be-
tween frequency, the expression of reference to discourse participants, and verb
forms encoding epistemic stance, personal opinions and speech acts – notions
that are particularly relevant in speaker/hearer interactions.

Lastly, while subject expression (as null or strong pronouns) is a topic that
has received considerable attention from both theoretic and data-based perspec-
tives, the question of whether variable object pronoun expression as weak or
strong pronouns is governed by the same or different factors as subject pronoun
expression still awaits further research. This issue is particularly relevant for da-
tive experiencers that have been argued to display several subject properties (see
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Masullo 1993). Thus, with psych-verbs selecting a dative experiencer, the ques-
tion is whether the same factors govern expression of strong speaker/addressee
pronouns vs. clitic ones as with nominative subjects and with dative objects (see
Rivas & Brown 2023 [this volume] for related discussion). The issue is interesting
in the light of functional approaches positing that certain scales, such as topical-
ity, animacy, and grammatical function (see Givón 1983 and related work) affect
the choice of referential device. Thus, it has been argued that topic continuity
favors subject omission (Givón 1983, Bentivoglio 1983, among many others). Top-
icality is in turn favored with animate referents (if compared with inanimates)
and with nominative subjects if compared with dative and accusative NPs (see
Givón 1983).While dative experiencers are highly animate and, thus, predicted to
be high on the scale of topicality, they display case marking typically associated
with lower topicality than nominative subjects.

The thematic part Variable expression of subjects and objects of the present vol-
ume deals with several questions discussed above. First, the paper by Rivas &
Brown (2023 [this volume]) addresses the issue whether object expression is af-
fected by same or different factors as subject expression. They analyze which
factors influence weak (e.g., me, te) and strong (e.g., a mí, a ti) indirect object
pronoun expression in Spanish and Galician, offering insights into two closely
related Ibero-Romance languages. The authors show that while expressing the
object as a strong pronoun is more frequent in Spanish than in Galician, it is
affected by the same syntactic, discourse, and interactional factors in the two
languages. Thus, their study indicates that expression of 1sg object pronouns
is favored in utterance initial position, in constructions with gustar-type verbs,
when primed by previous mention, and in non-continuous contexts.

The next paper of this part by Bessett (2023 [this volume]) asks whether refer-
ence to the speaker presents differences between two geographically close vari-
eties of Spanish. Bessett examines 1sg subject expression in the Spanish spoken
in two communities located on the border between Mexico and the US: Southern
Arizona and Southeast Texas. The quantitative results of the study show that 1sg
subject expression occurs with similar rates in the two samples representing the
two varieties and is conditioned by similar factors (switch reference; clause type;
tense, mood, and aspect; and whether the verb is reflexive or not). In addition
to contributing to the general discussion on factors affecting subject expression,
the paper provides new data from these borderland varieties of Spanish.

Lastly, while the role of perseveration and priming has been studied in the con-
text of subject expression (see, e.g., Travis & Torres Cacoullos 2018), its role in
the acquisition of subject expression by L2 speakers of Spanish still awaits wider
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research. The paper by Geeslin et al. (2023 [this volume]) investigates the acqui-
sition of subject expression in Spanish as a second language by native speakers
of English. In particular, their study focuses on how far perseveration, i.e., the
use of the same subject form that has been used in the context preceding the
target form, influences subject expression across several proficiency levels. This
factor is examined in interaction with other linguistic factors (form of the prime
– null, overt, or lexical noun phrase – switch reference, gender continuity, TAM
continuity) in a written contextualized preference task. Focusing on third person
subjects, the study sheds new light on the role that the form of the previous men-
tion of the referent of a (null or overt) subject plays in conditioning subject form
in second language acquisition.

3 Between personal and impersonal

During the last decade there has been an increasing interest towards construc-
tions expressing impersonal, generic, or vague reference to human participants
within functional-typological linguistics (see, e.g., the papers in Malchukov &
Siewierska 2011). The notion of impersonality is used in various ways in linguis-
tics. Traditionally, Ibero-Romance linguistics has distinguished between syntac-
tic and semantic impersonality (Fernández Soriano & Táboas Baylín 1999: 1723).
Syntactically impersonal constructions can be defined as those where the verb
does not agree with a subject or the overt subject is lacking completely, as is the
case with meteorological verbs (e.g., Spanish llueve ‘it rains’) or existential verbs
(e.g., Portuguese há ovos no frigorífico ‘there are eggs in the fridge’). Impersonal
constructions with expletive or “dummy” subjects are rare in Ibero-Romance va-
rieties, although they are found in varieties of Portuguese (Carrilho 2005) and
Dominican Spanish (Toribio 2000).

Semantically impersonal constructions can be defined as those where the sub-
ject argument is reduced in referentiality: there is a subject in the verbal con-
struction, but it is either non-canonical in the sense that it does not coincide
with the agent of the depicted action (e.g., Spanish “passive” se-constructions
like se venden coches ‘cars are sold’ where coches ‘cars’ is formally the subject) or
it is referentially vague in the sense that it does not point at any particular partic-
ipant (e.g., Spanish uno ‘one’, as in uno no sabe qué hacer ‘one doesn’t knowwhat
to do’). In the latter case, typical sources of impersonality are personal pronouns
used for non-canonical reference: for instance, 2sg pronouns and verb forms are
used in many languages to refer vaguely to ‘anyone in general or in a given sit-
uation’, and the third person plural is often used to refer vaguely to ‘people in
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general’. A further distinction can be made between generic and episodic read-
ings of impersonal subjects: for instance, impersonal second person singulars
can, in most cases, only be used in generic sentences that are not anchored into
any specific point in time or place, while third person plurals are found in both
generic and episodic sentences, i.e., sentences referring to actions taking place
in a given time and space. In formal approaches, a similar distinction is made
between “generic” and “arbitrary” pronouns, i.e., those referring to ‘anyone’.

The subtype of impersonal constructions that is of interest to the current vol-
ume has been referred to as reference impersonals or R-impersonals (Siewierska
& Papastathi 2011, Malchukov & Ogawa 2011, Malchukov & Siewierska 2011) or
human impersonals (Cabredo Hofherr 2008), highlighting the fact that the source
of impersonality is a reduction in the referentiality of the subject argument in
these constructions. For a more elaborate typology of human impersonals, see
Gast & van der Auwera (2013). Crucially, the subject (or agent) of the depicted
action is always human (or at least construed as human), and non-animate or
non-human animate participants are not acceptable without very specific con-
text (e.g., Portuguese ?/*ladra-se muito à noite ‘one barks a lot at night’, where
the intended referent would be the neighborhood dogs). What makes these con-
structions interesting for the current volume is the two-way relationship be-
tween personal pronouns and other referential devices used to refer to discourse
participants: not only do deictic pronouns like the second-person singular ac-
quire generic and impersonal uses, but originally impersonal forms like the se-
constructions or Portuguese a gente and a pessoa (see Henriques Pestana 2023
[this volume], and Amaral & Mihatsch 2023 [this volume]) also develop uses
where their primary referential range is the speaker or a group including the
speaker.

The reduction of referentiality found in human impersonal constructions does
not mean that their reference is completely arbitrary: rather, the choice of the
human impersonal construction, as well as contextual elements such as locative
expressions, typically restrict the scope of possible referents of the constructions
(i.e., their referential range; Posio & Vilkuna 2013). Thus, human impersonals
deriving from personal pronouns such as 2sg or the third person plural (3pl)
typically maintain part of their “original” referential properties. For instance, 2sg
used impersonally implies that the intended referent is singular andmay coincide
with the speaker or the addressee, whereas impersonal 3pl, at least in most cases,
exclude both speech act persons from their referential range.

Since Ibero-Romance languages display a wide range of human impersonal
constructions – including reflexive-based se-constructions, one-impersonals like
Spanish uno, pronoun-based like 2sg and 3pl, and noun-based like Portuguese
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a pessoa – the constructions are specialized to express different kinds of refer-
ential range. For instance, non-anaphoric 3pl with no expressed subjects – the
topic of Pierre & De Cock’s paper (2023 [this volume]) – generally expresses
a referential range that excludes the speaker and the addressee. However, 1sg
and 2sg pronouns can occur in these constructions as direct or indirect objects.
Pierre & De Cock argue that the referential vagueness of the subject of these
constructions makes the object arguments more prominent.

In the European language area, there is a widespread construction type known
as man-impersonals, i.e., human impersonal pronouns derived from the word
meaning ‘man’ that are found in most Germanic languages and French. As
pointed out by Giacalone Ramat & Sansò (2007) and Siewierska & Papastathi
(2011), these constructions are found in languages with obligatory subject ex-
pression, whereas so-called null subject or pro-drop languages are less prone to
develop such constructions. Thus, man-impersonals are not found in present-
day Spanish, Portuguese, or Italian, although they have existed in earlier stages
of these languages (Giacalone Ramat & Sansò 2007). Portuguese is an interesting
exception to this typological tendency, as it does present a range of construc-
tions based on the noun pessoa ‘person’ that have developed uses akin to man-
impersonals (Duarte & Marques 2014, Posio 2017, 2021, Amaral & Mihatsch 2019,
2023 [this volume]). The Portuguese a gente construction deriving from the noun
phrase meaning ‘the people’ is another example of a human impersonal construc-
tion similar to man- constructions. This construction has now become the pre-
dominant choice of referential device used for the first-person plural in varieties
of Portuguese (in particular Brazilian Portuguese), while in European Portuguese
it remains ambiguous between personal and impersonal readings (Posio 2012).

The development of noun-based constructions like a gente and the pessoa con-
structions has been previously attributed to the high number of expressed pro-
nominal subjects in Portuguese (in particular Brazilian, but also European va-
riety; Posio 2021). Interestingly, Portuguese seems to be particularly disposed
to develop “new” impersonal constructions and referential devices from noun
phrase constructions.

The thematic part between impersonal and personal addresses the above-men-
tioned research questions from different angles. Amaral & Mihatsch (2023 [this
volume]), Henriques Pestana (2023 [this volume]), and Ornelas de Avelar (2023
[this volume]) examine dialectal and/or informal data from different varieties
of Portuguese to study the emergence of “new” impersonal pronouns. Another
interesting question is why some impersonal constructions tend to acquire per-
sonal uses in discourse: this question is addressed in the papers by Henriques
Pestana (2023 [this volume]) and Orozco et al. (2023 [this volume]). A case in
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point about the emerging impersonal pronouns in Brazilian Portuguese is the
geral construction discussed by Ornelas de Avelar, where the adjective meaning
‘general’ has been repurposed as a human impersonal subject. Henriques Pestana
(2023 [this volume]) explores the a gente construction which is used in Madeiran
Portuguese together with the morpheme se that also expresses impersonality in
what Henriques calls hybrid constructions. These constructions, Henriques ar-
gues, are an example of impersonal constructions developing personal uses. A
similar development can be observed with the pessoa constructions studied by
Amaral & Mihatsch that are often used to refer to the speaker, although simul-
taneously expressing generalizations or mitigation. Orozco et al. (2023 [this vol-
ume]) also look into a development from impersonal to personal, but in Colom-
bian Spanish, where the human impersonal pronoun uno has developed personal
uses to the extent that it can be considered a variant of the 1sg pronoun yo ‘I’.

Lastly, the paper by Pierre & De Cock (2023 [this volume]) investigates a con-
figuration where an impersonal third-person plural subject co-occurs with a ref-
erential object pronoun. Their paper investigates the use of object discourse par-
ticipant pronouns in impersonal third person plural constructions (e.g. me han
criticado ‘they have criticized me’). Given that third-person plurals have been an-
alyzed as an agent-defocusing mechanism, the authors examine to what extent
the higher referentiality of the first or second person object pronoun, contrasting
with the lower referentiality of the subject, affects the conceptualization of the
whole construction. The authors offer a quantitative and qualitative analysis of
different types of corpus data by means of which they investigate different fac-
tors influencing the use of the examined construction, such as topic continuity,
verb type, and different types of register.

4 Reference to the addressee

The variable use of address forms is a widely studied topic in Ibero-Romance
linguistics (see, e.g., Hummel et al. 2010 for Spanish), and different geographical
and social varieties of Ibero-Romance languages display a wide range of address
systems ranging from only one address pronoun referring to singular addressees,
e.g., ustedeo in different regions of Central America (see Moser 2006, Quesada
Pacheco 2010), to tripartite pronominal systems, e.g., the use of tú, vos and usted
in Uruguayan Spanish (Steffen 2010), or the use of tu, vós, and vostè in Catalan
(see Robinson 1980, Todolí 2006, Nogué 2022, GIEC 2022: 8.2.2), and complex
nominal and pronominal systems comprising address pronouns as well as the
use of proper names and honorific nominal forms of address, as is the case in
European Portuguese (see, e.g., Allen 2019).
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Since Brown & Gilman’s (1960) seminal work, the use of different forms of ad-
dress has been related to the notions of power and solidarity that hold between
two (or more) interlocutors to different degrees. For example, in the 2sg pro-
noun tú in Peninsular Spanish expresses intimacy and solidarity in reciprocal
uses in which the level of power is equal, while in non-reciprocal uses it may
express condescendence (cf. Uber 2016: 622). Brown & Levinson (1972) and Gar-
cía (1992) use the notions of positive and negative politeness to account for the
choice of address forms. Thus, use of informal address forms like tú in Peninsular
Spanish can be considered a form of positive politeness, showing affection and
approval, while use of formal address forms such as Peninsular Spanish usted
correlates with negative politeness, i.e., showing respect and keeping distance
(cf. Uber 2016: 622).

On amorpho-syntactic level, address forms show interesting patterns of agree-
ment mismatches: the pronoun usted and its plural ustedes in Spanish are mor-
pho-syntactically third person forms used to refer to the addressee. However,
there are varieties of Spanish in which 3pl ustedes is used with second person
plural (2pl) inflection (De Jonge & Nieuwenhuijsen 2012: 254). Furthermore, in
several varieties that use the 2sg pronoun vos, different systems of verb inflection
can be found: the use of vos with the 2sg inflection (called “mixed pronominal
voseo”, e.g., vos no puedes ‘you cannot’) or the use of tú with the verbal inflec-
tion of vos (“mixed verbal voseo”, e.g,. tú no podés ‘you cannot’; cf. De Jonge &
Nieuwenhuijsen 2012: 256–257). In some systems that make use of tú, vos, as well
as usted, a functional partition can be observed: for example, in Uruguay, vos is
used as an intimate and confidential address form and tú as an informal but less
intimate address form (cf. De Jonge & Nieuwenhuijsen 2012: 258, Hualde et al.
2010: 329). Furthermore, historical, political and social factors may intervene in
the choice of address forms in different varieties (as, e.g., in Nicaragua; see Lipski
1994: 159ff).

In several varieties of Catalan, a tripartite address system can also be found:
tu which is morpho-syntactically a 2sg pronoun, refers to the addressee and it
agrees with a 2sg verb (tu ho saps ‘(you) know it’). Use of this form indicates
a degree of intimacy (cf. Robinson 1980) between the interlocutors, similarly to
tú in Spanish. The form vostè in singular and vostès in plural are interpreted ref-
erentially as second person, referring to the addressee(s), but they are morpho-
syntactically third person, agreeing with a third person verb form. The address
pronoun can also be omitted (e.g., (Vostè) ho sap millor ‘You know it best’, GIEC
2022: 8.2.2). This pattern stems from the fact that vostè originates from the noun
phrase vostramercè ‘your grace’ and thus behaves like a third person noun phrase
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with respect to agreement patterns. Use of these forms is related to a lower de-
gree of intimacy between the interlocutors (Robinson 1980), to politeness and a
certain degree of social distancing and formality of the speech act (GIEC 2022:
8.2.2)). Apart from these second person and third person address forms, there
is a third form, vós, which is used to refer to a 2SG addressee but triggers 2PL
agreement on the verb, e.g.,Què en penseu (vós)? ‘What do (you [2sg]) think [2pl]
of it?’ (GIEC 2022: 8.2.2). As mentioned in the GIEC (2022: 8.2.2), traditionally
the use of vós indicated “cordial and friendly respect” [our translation] and was
used to address elderly interlocutors. In colloquial speech, the use of vós is de-
creasing, but it is very common in juridical and administrative language (GIEC
2022: 8.2.2; see also Nogué 2022 for discussion). This form is associated with a
lower degree of distancing than the form vostè. Thus, in the varieties in which the
tripartite system is used, there seems to be a functional partitioning not only be-
tween [+/−intimate] forms, but furthermore, between the two [−intimate] forms
vós and vostè. However, some varieties have abandoned the use of a tripartite
system, as for example, in Nothern Catalonia, where vostè is not used anymore,
in the Comunitat Valenciana, where vós has fallen into disuse; in other regions
of Catalonia, the tripartite system is characterized as unstable (cf. Robinson 1980,
Nogué 2022).

Within personal pronoun paradigms, address forms are most open to varia-
tion and the introduction of new forms deriving from nominal sources. Some
well-known cases of such “new” pronouns are the development of vuestra merced
> usted ‘you-singular/formal’ in Spanish as well as the creation of plural forms
like vos ‘you-PL’ + otros ‘others’ > vosotros ‘you-plural/informal’ through univer-
bation (Lapesa 1981 [1942]: 259, 392). As is the case with impersonal construc-
tions, Portuguese is particularly prone to the apparition of “new” address forms
based on noun phrases such as o senhor ‘the sir’, a doutora ‘the doctor’ or com-
binations of nominal forms of address and proper names (e.g., a doutora Maria
‘the doctor Maria’). The complexity of the European Portuguese address system
is described in terms of a tripartite categorization into pronominal, nominal and
verbal address forms (Cintra 1972, Duarte & Marques 2023 [this volume]). These
forms are used to encode different levels of proximity, familiarity and deference
that are difficult to formalize or describe in terms of T/V distinctions (Brown
& Gilman 1960), as the interpretation of each form depends heavily on sociolin-
guistic and socio-situational factors. Carreira (2005) considers that the European
Portuguese address system provides various ways to encode indirectness and
negative politeness. It is also interesting to note that the avoidance of nominal
and pronominal address forms is a common strategy: the use of 3sg verb forms
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without expressed subjects is a way to avoid the choice of address form and can
be considered a “zero degree of politeness” (Carreira 2005: 313).

Research on address forms has traditionally focused on accounting for varia-
tion between competing address forms in different discourse types and between
different types of interlocutors, as well as explaining the diachronic development
of address forms. The variation is affected by sociolinguistic and sociosituational
factors such as age, sex, profession, social rank, personal relation, time of ac-
quaintance, place and type of conversation, among others (cf. Uber 2016: 627 for
an overview and references).

The third thematic part of the current volume, Reference to the addressee, pres-
ents two studies focusing on Catalan and European Portuguese address forms
from both synchronic and diachronic perspectives. The paper by Nogué-Serrano
& Payrató (2023 [this volume]) discusses interesting data and sheds new light
on the use and role of different address forms in Catalan parliamentary debates.
The authors examine reference to the participants in comparing two time periods:
from 1932 to 1938, and from 1980 to 2020, using qualitative as well as quantitative
methods. The authors show that the study of reference to discourse participants
in parliamentary debates needs to go beyond the study of first and second-person
forms and include several third-person forms as well. Furthermore, they observe
a development of address forms, specifically vocatives, from more complex to
less complex forms. Likewise, they detect an increase of the use of vostè and a
loss of vós and vostra senyoria and other third-person forms. Lastly, on a general
level, the study shows a move towards more informality on a continuum. The
chapter by Duarte & Marques (2023 [this volume]) examines the address form o
senhor in a wide variety of data from an interactional perspective. Their analysis
also covers contracted forms like sotor, deriving from the contraction of the com-
plex address form senhor doutor ‘mister doctor’ and other innovations. Similarly
to the pessoa constructions analyzed by Amaral &Mihatsch (2023 [this volume]),
the address forms based on senhor form a network of partially variable construc-
tions with different grades of productivity and variability, occupying a position
between noun phrases and pronouns in the paradigm of referential devices of
European Portuguese.
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Variable expression of subjects
and objects





Chapter 2

A cross dialectal comparison of first
person singular subject pronoun
expression in Southern Arizona and
Southeast Texas
Ryan M. Bessett
University of Texas Rio Grande Valley

This study provides a cross-dialectic comparison of first person singular subject
pronoun expression in the Spanish varieties of two US-Mexico borderland commu-
nities, Southern Arizona and Southeast Texas. Using data collected from sociolin-
guistic interviews of 32 Spanish/English bilingual speakers, this analysis further
explores the impact that trans-frontier practices have on the realization of subject
pronouns in border communities and demonstrates the similarities in the variable
grammar of the Spanish spoken in the US Southwest. The results show that both
Arizona and Texas express first person singular pronouns at a similar rate (19.3%
and 18.7%, respectively). Additionally, the linguistic factors that condition the vari-
able (switch reference; clause type; tense, mood, and aspect; and whether or not
the verb is reflexive) are very similar within each group.

1 Introduction

Subject pronoun expression (SPE) is a variable context in Spanish, in which a
speaker can express a pronoun, as in (1) or not express a pronoun, as in (2), both
from the Corpus del Español del Valle (CoBiVa) (Christoffersen & Bessett 2019).

(1) Pues, yo me fui pensando porque para mí- a mí- yo fui- yo era criado con
la intención de que a un padrecito nunca se dice que no. Entonces, yo me
fui para la casa. (CoBiVa005)

Ryan M. Bessett. 2023. A cross dialectal comparison of first person singular subject
pronoun expression in Southern Arizona and Southeast Texas. In Pekka Posio & Peter
Herbeck (eds.), Referring to discourse participants in Ibero-Romance languages, 25–39.
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‘Well, I went about thinking because for me- for me- I was- I was raised
with the intention that one to a parent never says no. So, I went home.’
(CoBiva005)

(2) No, me gusta aquí el Valle. (∅) Estoy a gusto. Ya me (∅) acostumbré aquí,
ya (∅) sé cómo – cómo es la gente. (CoBiVa006)
‘No, I like it here in the Valley. (∅) am happy. (∅) already got accustomed
here, (∅) already know what – what the people are like.’ (CoBiVa006)

An abundance of research has been conducted on this variable and in a wide a
range of communities in the United States, including: Arizona (Cerrón-Palomino
2016, Bessett 2018), California (Silva-Corvalán 1994, Bayley & Pease-Alvarez
1997), Florida (Hurtado 2001, Abreu 2009), Georgia (Limerick 2017), New Mex-
ico (Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010b,a), New Jersey (Flores-Ferrán 2007), and
New York (Flores-Ferrán 2004, Otheguy et al. 2007, Otheguy & Zentella 2012,
among others). The center focus of SPE studies in the US has been to examine
the possible effects of language contact on SPE in US Spanish, as witnessed in
the summary of the previous research that follows.

One of the most debated features of SPE in US Spanish is the overall frequency
with which bilinguals express pronouns, specifically if they do so at a higher rate
than monolinguals, since in English, pronouns are expressed at nearly categori-
cal rates. There are some studies that show a higher rate (Shin & Otheguy 2005,
Otheguy et al. 2007, Otheguy & Zentella 2012, among others), and there are oth-
ers that do not (Silva-Corvalán 1994, Bayley & Pease-Alvarez 1997, Hurtado 2001,
Flores-Ferrán 2004, 2007, Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010a,b, Cerrón-Palomino
2016, Limerick 2017, Bessett 2018, among others).

In order to determine the significance of overall frequency, the extralinguis-
tic factor of community or group has been used as a predictor variable among
different groups. For example, in New York, bilinguals who were born in the
US produce more expressed pronouns than speakers who were born outside the
US (Otheguy et al. 2007, Otheguy & Zentella 2012). However, in Arizona, when
comparing Mexican vs Arizona born speakers, community was not a significant
factor (Bessett 2018). Another way to group participants to test frequency differ-
ences is through proficiency level and in Arizona English-dominant bilinguals
are shown to disfavor expressed pronouns, the opposite of what would be ex-
pected if the result were due to contact with English (Cerrón-Palomino 2016).

In addition to overall frequency, several linguistic factors have been found
to condition SPE. One of the most robust linguistic factors is the tense, mood,
and aspect (TMA) of the verb. On the whole, it is noted that in Spanish, in gen-
eral, TMA forms that are morphologically ambiguous (those whose form does

26



2 First person singular subject pronoun expression in Arizona and Texas

not expressly provide the subject, like tuviera ‘I/(s)he had’ or hablaba ‘I/(s)he
spoke’) tend to favor expressed pronouns while those forms that do not present
morphological ambiguity (like tengo ‘I have’ or hablé ‘I spoke’), tend to disfavor
expressed pronouns (Carvalho et al. 2015). This tendency is also borne out in
the context of US Spanish (Otheguy & Zentella 2012, Shin & Montes-Alcalá 2014,
Cerrón-Palomino 2016, Limerick 2017, among others), although there do exist a
few exceptions (Shin 2014, Limerick 2019).

A second linguistic factor is known as the switch reference constraint. This fac-
tor group examines the relationship in subject between a verb and the verb that
comes before it. Commonly, three levels are considered: same subject, a change
in the subject but same object, and a complete change in subject. In Spanish,
when there is a complete change in subject in the present verb as compared to
the previous one, pronouns are expressed at a higher rate than when the subject
stays the same (Carvalho et al. 2015, among many others). In bilingual commu-
nities in the US, some studies note that difference between same and change in
subject happens to a lesser degree than among monolingual speakers (Otheguy
& Zentella 2012, Limerick 2017). However, in other US bilingual communities, the
switch reference constraint shows similar results to monolingual speakers (Silva-
Corvalán 1994, Hurtado 2001, Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2018, Cerrón-Palomino
2016, Bessett 2018).

Another factor group considered in previous studies is whether the verb is pro-
duced with a reflexive pronoun. When speakers produce a verb with a reflexive
pronoun, this context has been found to disfavor the use of an expressed pronoun
(Otheguy et al. 2007, Abreu 2009, Otheguy & Zentella 2012, Cerrón-Palomino
2016, among others).

Clause type has also been noted to condition SPE in Spanish. In general, main
clauses tend to favor expressed pronouns, while subordinate clauses and coordi-
nate clauses disfavor expressed pronouns (Flores-Ferrán 2009, Otheguy & Zen-
tella 2012, Shin & Montes-Alcalá 2014). However, in some communities, clause
type is not a significant predictor variable (Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010b).

To summarize the overall findings of the realization of SPE in the context of
Spanish in the US, the literature is divided into those that show evidence of con-
tact (Silva-Corvalán 1994, Shin & Otheguy 2005, Otheguy et al. 2007, Otheguy
& Zentella 2012, Limerick 2017, among others) and those that do not (Hurtado
2001, Flores-Ferrán 2004, Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010a,b, Cerrón-Palomino
2016, Bessett 2018, among others). Interestingly, in general, a pattern emerges,
in which the studies on speech communities in the US Southwest tend to show
lack of influence of contact for this variable including in New Mexico (Torres
Cacoullos & Travis 2010a,b) and Arizona (Cerrón-Palomino 2016, Bessett 2018).
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This brings to the forefront of the discussion the trans-frontier practices from res-
idents on both sides of the US–Mexico border (Jaramillo 1995, Bessett 2015 and
Cerrón-Palomino 2016) that help to facilitate connectivity between the Spanish
spoken on both sides of the border, especially in terms of subject pronoun ex-
pression. These results bring about the focus of the present study, which seeks
to document this continuity of linguistic behavior along the border, through the
analysis of first person-singular subject pronoun expression in Southern Arizona
and Southeastern Texas. Previous SPE research on US Spanish includes different
variables and different coding practices, making it difficult to compare clearly be-
tween communities. In the present study, by comparing two communities with
the same factor groups, within group factors and the same researcher (coder),
commonalities and differences noted in the results can be taken to better repre-
sent the realization of SPE in the communities in general.

2 Methodology

2.1 Participants

The participants in this study consist of 32 bilinguals (Spanish–English) from
two bilingual communities along the US–Mexico border, one in Southern Ari-
zona (Tucson and Nogales) and the other in Southeastern Texas (along the bor-
der from the McAllen metropolitan area through Brownsville). The participants
are equally divided by community with 16 Arizona participants from the Bessett
(2012) corpus and 16 from the Corpus Bilingüe del Valle (Christoffersen & Bessett
2019). They are further divided equally by gender (16 men and 16 women). Table 1
shows the distribution of the participants by community and gender.

Table 1: Participants by community and gender

Gender Community

Arizona Texas

Male 8 8
Female 8 8
Total 16 16

Both participant groups and corpora represent data from sociolinguistic inter-
views of about an hour in length. All participants self-evaluated their proficiency.
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For the Arizona group, the scale was 0 (low proficiency) to 10 (high proficiency)
and all participants rated themselves as 6 or higher in both Spanish and English.
For the Texas group, the scale was from 0–6 and all participants rated their Span-
ish and English as 4 or higher. The speakers also demonstrated their bilingual
abilities by participating in a conversation in Spanish for the duration of the ap-
proximately one hour-long interview, as well as a post interview conversation in
English. The participants all also attend(ed) school in the United States (with En-
glish instruction), and they live and work in bilingual communities where they
are called upon to speak and interact in both languages.

2.2 Data collection

The first 100 instances of verbs conjugated for the first person singular subject
pronoun yo were extracted from each of the 32 sociolinguistic interviews. Lim-
iting the study to one grammatical person is a practice based off the knowledge
that each grammatical person is conditioned differently in terms of SPE and has
been applied in previous studies (e.g., Shin & Otheguy 2005, Torres Cacoullos
& Travis 2010a,b, Shin 2014, Bessett 2018). The decision to limit the number of
tokens to 100 was to provide as equal a sample as possible among the 32 partici-
pants. Some participants use first person singular yo quite often, while others do
not.

Some specific tokens that refer to structures in which the participant does not
make the decision on whether or not to express the subject pronoun yo were ex-
cluded from the analysis. For example, reported speech (see 3), where the person
who produced the original utterance and not the participant made the decision
to express, or not, the subject pronoun.

(3) …y un día me dijo- mi mamá dijo… dijo “(∅) Tengo que ir.” (CoBiVa005)
‘…and one day (she) told me- my mom said… (she) said “(∅) have to go.”’
(CoBiVa005)

Another such case is with set phrases (as in example 4), where again the par-
ticipant does not make the decision to express or not a pronoun.

(4) ¿Cómo te (∅) diré? (CoBiVa039)
‘How will (∅) tell you?’(CoBiVa039)

The tokens were coded for the dependent variable of subject pronoun expres-
sion (expressed, unexpressed) as well as the four linguistic factors that have
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proven to condition the variable, as outlined in the introduction. For the fac-
tor group of “tense, mood, and aspect” (TMA), the categories were simplified to
two, ambiguous TMA morphology (see example 5) and unambiguous TMA mor-
phology (see example 6), following Cerrón-Palomino (2016), based on the well
attested pattern of TMA outlined in the introduction. This decision also makes
a comparison between the results of the present study and previous US Spanish
communities more straightforward.

(5) …para cuando yo estaba chiquillo en la escuela… (CoBiVa005)
‘…for when I was little in school…’ (CoBiVa005)

(6) …y vino un señor ahí a la casa a c- a curar la vaca y lo (∅) miré como le
hizo… (CoBiVa005)
‘…and a man came there to the house to c- cure the cow and (∅) saw how
he did it…’ (CoBiVa005)

Next, the factor group of “switch reference” documented the relationship of the
current verb to the previous verb and consisted of three categories, coreference
with subject (no switch, see example 7), switch in subject but coreference with
object (see example 8), and a switch with the subject and all objects (complete
switch, see example 9).

(7) …no puedo comer comida de México cuando (∅) estoy acá. (CoBiVa006)
‘…I can’t eat Mexican food when (∅) am here.’ (CoBiVa006)

(8) No, me gusta aquí el Valle. (∅) estoy a gusto. (CoBiVa006)
‘No, I like it here in the Valley. (∅) am content.’ (CoBiVa006)

(9) No es una mala opción, ¿verdad?, pero yo creo que… (CoBiVa006)
‘It’s no a bad option, right?, but I think that…’ (CoBiVa006)

A third factor group, “reflexive verb”, coded for if the verbwas conjugatedwith
a reflexive pronoun (see example 11) or without a reflexive pronoun (see example
10).

(10) …ya concordamos más las opciones y de que (∅) voy a hacer eso… (T01)
‘…we already agreed the options more and that (∅) am going to do that…’
(T01)

(11) …si no era que me (∅) quedaba dormida en una casa de una amiga… (T01)

‘…if it wasn’t that (∅) fell asleep at a friend’s house…’ (T01)
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Lastly, “clause type” coded for the type of clause in which the verb was located.
This factor group was divided into the following three categories: main clause
(defined as an isolated clause, a clause between pauses, or one that had a subor-
dinate clause) as seen in example (12), coordinate clause (which included a string
of main clauses) as seen in example (13), and subordinate clauses (see example
14).

(12) Pues, (∅) tengo un hermano mayor que yo… (T02)
‘…Well, (∅) have and older brother…’ (T02)

(13) De chiquita no prestaba mucha atención a cómo era Tucson y luego como
(∅) he notado muchos cambios… (T02)
‘…As a little girl I didn’t pay much attention to what Tucson was like and
later like (∅) have noticed a lot of changes…’ (T02)

(14) Yo siempre era muy floja, entonces no es que no (∅) pudiera hacer el
trabajo… (T02)
‘…I was always very lazy, so it wasn’t that (∅) couldn’t do the work…’
(T02)

Once the data was coded, it was analyzed through a multivariate model using
the statistical program GoldVarb for Mac (Sankoff et al. 2018).

3 Results

This section presents the results of the comparison in the realization of first per-
son singular SPE between the Arizona and Texas communities. To this end, §3.1
provides a summary of the overall frequency of SPE by community and com-
pares these findings to other US Southwest communities. Next, §3.2 presents an
overview of the constraint hierarchy for the linguistic factor groups between
the Arizona and Texas communities. Then, §3.3 explores a detailed analysis of
the factors that condition SPE in the Arizona and Texas and communities and
discusses the similarities and differences between the two.

3.1 Overall frequency of SPE in Arizona and Texas

The overall frequency with which the Arizona and Texas speakers produce an
expressed pronoun is roughly the same, 19.3% (274 of a total of 1,423 tokens)
for Arizona bilinguals and 18.7% (299 of a total of 1,600 tokens) for the Texas
bilinguals. Table 2 shows this pattern.
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Table 2: Overall frequency of first person singular SPE in Arizona and
Texas Spanish

% 𝑛
Arizona 19.3 274/1423
Texas 18.7 299/1600

These results indicate a first parallel between the two communities as well
as to the Phoenix, Arizona community whose speakers produce expressed pro-
nouns at a rate of 23.2% (Cerrón-Palomino 2016). While there are clear parallels
between Arizona and Texas, in terms of overall frequency, the speakers in New
Mexico (Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010a) as well as California (Silva-Corvalán
1994) show higher rates of 32% and 34.7%, respectively, diverging from the pat-
tern. However, these rates all fall well within the range of monolingual Mexican
communities which run from 16.7% in Sonora (Bessett 2018) to 33% in Xalapa
(Orozco 2016), showing similar patterns of subject pronoun expression in the
Mexican Spanish spoken on both sides of the US-Mexico border. It is also impor-
tant to mention, as Travis (2007) warns, overall frequency can be misleading, and
so it is crucial to determine whether or not this finding is significant. One way
to establish this is to use community as a factor group in the logistic regression
and determine if the factor is selected by the model. Table 3 shows the factor
groups and their ranges for the factors that were selected by GoldVarb when
using community (Arizona vs Texas) as a factor group.

Table 3: Constraint hierarchy of the linguistic factor groups with com-
munity (Arizona/Texas) as a factor for the probability of an expressed
yo

Factor group Range

Switch reference 38
Clause Type 32
TMA 21
Reflexive 10

Log likelihood = −1242.309
𝑝 < 0.05
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Community (Arizona/Texas) is not among the factors that condition SPE ex-
pression in this data set. This suggests that the realization of the variable in these
two communities is similar. In order to further explore this idea, §3.2 and §3.3 dis-
cuss the constraint hierarchies of the factors that condition first person subject
pronoun expression in the Arizona and Texas communities in separate regres-
sion models.

3.2 Constraint hierarchy of the linguistic factor groups

Having discussed the overall frequency, it is important to compare the linguistic
factors that condition SPE in Arizona and Texas. The first measure is to evaluate
the hierarchy of the factor groups, in accordance with comparative sociolinguis-
tics which maintains that similarities in the constraint ranking can indicate a
common origin for the pattern of the given structure in the communities (Taglia-
monte 2003). Table 4 shows the hierarchy of factor groups and range for both
communities.

Table 4: Factor groups that condition first person singular SPE in Ari-
zona and Texas

Arizona Texas

Factor group Range Factor group Range

Switch/Reference 38 = Switch Reference 39
Clause Type 35 = Clause Type 31
TMA 17 = TMA 24
Reflexive 16 =/≠ Reflexive [7]

Log likelihood = −582.725 Log likelihood= −654.674
𝑝 < 0.05 𝑝 < 0.05

Both the Arizona and Texas groups show switch reference, followed by clause
type and then TMA as the significant factor groups. There is a discrepancy be-
tween the two data sets in that reflexive is significant for Arizona, but not Texas.
However, in both cases, this factor group is the lowest ranking factor. In general,
the two groups are strikingly similar in terms of the constraint hierarchy that con-
ditions first person singular SPE. When comparing this to other US Southwest
communities, we see more similarities. In Phoenix, Arizona (Cerrón-Palomino
2016), while clause type was not included, switch reference was followed by
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TMA and then reflexive. Additionally, in NewMexico (Torres Cacoullos & Travis
2010b), switch reference was followed by TMA (ambiguity of verb morphology).
However, for this community clause type was not significant. Again, there seem
to be strong similarities between the Arizona and Texas communities of the cur-
rent study, and possibly with the previously studied Arizona (Cerrón-Palomino
2016) and New Mexico (Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010b) communities. To bet-
ter understand this relationship, §3.3 will explore the constraint ranking within
each factor group.

3.3 Linguistic factors that condition first person SPE

While §3.2 suggests parallels between the factor groups that condition SPE
among the Arizona and Texas speakers of this study, this section now turns to
the more detailed analysis of the within-group factors and the directionality of
their effects. Table 5 outlines these results.

First, for both groups, switch reference is the highest ranking factor group. A
complete switch from the previous subject highly favors an expressed pronoun
in both communities and to the same degree (FW = 0.70), while a coreferential
subject disfavors an expressed pronoun to a similar degree in both communities
with a factor weight of 0.32 for Arizona and 0.31 for Texas. In both communities,
a switch in the subject but with a coreferential object is ranked second, but this
context disfavors an expressed pronoun in Arizona (FW = 0.35) while it slightly
favors an expressed pronoun in Texas (FW = 0.56). These results, in addition to
following the well-attested pattern of Spanish in general (Carvalho et al. 2015),
are also seen in New Mexico (Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010b) as well as in
Phoenix, Arizona (Cerrón-Palomino 2016).

The second highest ranked factor group, clause type, shows further parallels
between the two groups. Main clauses favor expressed pronouns for both Ari-
zona (FW = 0.75) and Texas (FW = 0.71) speakers, while coordinate and subordi-
nate clauses disfavor expressed pronouns. However, in Texas coordinate clauses
rank lower (FW = 0.40) than subordinate clauses (FW = 0.46), while in Arizona
the pattern is flipped, and subordinate clauses rank lower (FW = 0.40) than co-
ordinate clauses (FW = 0.42). In terms of percent of expressed pronouns in co-
ordinate and subordinate clauses however, the pattern is the same for the two
communities. In Arizona, first person singular verbs are produced with an ex-
pressed pronoun in subordinate clauses at a rate of 15.2% (35/230) while in coor-
dinate clauses pronouns are expressed at a rate of 12.9% (112/870). In Texas, the
rates are 17.2% (52/303) in subordinate clauses and 11.2% (94/836) in coordinate
clauses. Overall, in this context there are apparent similarities between the two
communities.
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Table 5: Comparison of the linguistic factors that condition the expres-
sion of first person singular pronouns in Arizona and Texas. FW = fac-
tor weight.

Factor Arizona Texas

FW % 𝑛 FW % 𝑛
Switch Reference
Complete switch 0.70 32.1 207/645 0.70 30.8 208/676
Same object 0.35 8.7 8/92 0.56 20.8 33/159
Same subject 0.32 8.6 59/686 0.31 7.6 58/765

Range = 38 Range = 39
Clause type
Main 0.75 39.3 127/323 0.71 33.2 153/461
Coordinate 0.42 12.9 112/870 0.40 11.2 94/836
Subordinate 0.40 15.2 35/230 0.46 17.2 52/303

Range = 35 Range = 31
TMA
Ambiguous 0.63 23.4 81/346 0.69 27.2 84/309
Not ambiguous 0.46 17.9 193/1077 0.45 16.7 215/1291

Range = 17 Range = 24
Reflexive
Not reflexive 0.52 20.3 253/1244 [0.51] 19.4 266/1372
Reflexive 0.36 11.7 21/179 [0.44] 14.5 33/228

Range = 16 Range = [7]

Log likelihood = −582.725 Log likelihood = −654.674
𝑝 < 0.05 𝑝 < 0.05
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The next factor group is TMA which is separated into ambiguous and not am-
biguous verb morphology. Among Arizona speakers, ambiguous verb morphol-
ogy favors expressed pronouns at a rate of 0.63, similar to the 0.69 rate for Texas
speakers, while unambiguous verb morphology disfavors expressed pronouns in
both Arizona (FW = 0.46) and Texas (FW = 0.45). These results conform to the
general pattern noted for Spanish in general (Carvalho et al. 2015) and, more
specifically, to the Phoenix, Arizona (Cerrón-Palomino 2016) and New Mexico
(Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010b) communities.

The last factor group is the presence or absence of a reflexive pronoun. The
factor group is only significant for the Arizona community. However, the distri-
bution of the effect is the same for both communities, the absence of a reflexive
pronoun favors expressed subject pronouns in Arizona (FW = 0.52) as well as
in Texas (FW = [0.51]), while the presence of a reflexive pronoun disfavors ex-
pressed subject pronouns in Arizona (FW = 0.36) and Texas (FW = [0.44]). In
Phoenix, Arizona, much like the Arizona speakers in the current study, reflexive
is a significant factor group (Cerrón-Palomino 2016) and the absence of a reflex-
ive pronoun favors expressed subject pronouns. With this factor group we again
see continuities in the realization of SPE within the US Southwest.

4 Conclusion

This study provided a cross-dialectal comparison of first person singular subject
pronoun expression in two border communities in the US Southwest, Southern
Arizona and Southeastern Texas. Overall, the results indicated clear ties between
the Arizona and Texas speech communities under consideration in this study.
The overall frequency was nearly identical for the two groups, with the Arizona
participants expressing first person singular pronouns at a rate of 19.3%, while
the rate for Texas participants is 18.7%. This rate was also similar to the Phoenix,
Arizona (Cerrón-Palomino 2016) community aswell as to the slightly higher rates
of NewMexico (Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010a) and California (Silva-Corvalán
1994) bilinguals. When taking into account the rates of expressed pronouns in
Monolingual Mexican communities from 16.7% in Sonora (Bessett 2018) to 33%
in Xalapa (Orozco 2016), US border communities fit well within the range, demon-
strating a similarity. Additionally, the constraint hierarchy was identical for both
Arizona and Texas speakers, switch reference, clause type, TMA and then re-
flexive (although reflexive was not significant for Texas bilinguals). The within-
group factors were also ordered in the same way, with the exception of the in-
verse order of coordinate and subordinate clauses (although in both communi-
ties the two contexts disfavor expressed pronouns). First person singular subject
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pronoun expression appears to be conditioned in the same way in both Arizona
and Texas. These results demonstrate continuity in the Spanish spoken in the
two communities (Arizona and Texas) and when compared to previous studies,
a pattern of continuity emerges among US Southwest bilinguals and within the
Spanish spoken on both sides of the US-Mexico border. By examining these pat-
terns with other variables, future studies may be able to demonstrate an overall
pattern of cohesion in the Spanish spoken along the US-Mexico border.
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1 Introduction

Recent years have brought us fine-grained analyses from a usage-based perspec-
tive that contribute to a deeper knowledge of traditional linguistic categories and
constructions. For example, researchers have generated a plethora of empirical
studies on subject pronoun expression in Spanish. These studies suggest that sub-
jects actually subsume usage-patterns and constructions that are, in fact, quite
different. Traditionally, we assign the function of subject to elements such as yo
‘I’ (e.g., yo creo ‘I think’), ella ‘she’ (e.g., ella ganó las elecciones ‘she won the elec-
tion’), and un café ‘one coffee’, (un café por la mañana te alegra el día ‘one coffee
in the morning brightens your day’), because they share a number of commonal-
ities including the same coding devices (e.g., verbal concord and, if pronominal,
nominative case). However, these elements differ greatly in terms of animacy
(semantics) and givenness, referentiality and definiteness (pragmatics).

In recognition of these differences, some studies of variable subject pronoun
expression limit the scope of analysis to first person singular subject pronouns
(Morales 1980, Bentivoglio 1987, Travis & Torres Cacoullos 2012, 2021, Posio 2013,
Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2014, 2018, 2019, Ramos 2016, Travis et al. 2017). In nar-
rowing the scope of variation, these studies have brought to light a lack of differ-
ence in factors constraining variable expression across languages that may have
been obscured by considering all subjects simultaneously. In this line, subject ex-
pression in English and Spanish, two languages typically opposed as examples of
non-pro-drop and pro-drop respectively, share probabilistic constraints on varia-
tion despite disparate rates of expression. Such research allows for the discovery
of novel emergent patterns and leads us to question the utility of imposing a
priori labels upon our data.

First person singular pronominal expression is not limited to subject constit-
uents, but it also appears in other syntactic functions such as direct object and
indirect object. Do first person pronouns behave similarly across syntactic func-
tions? Do these syntactic functions (subject, object), traditionally described as
binary opposites, behave uniformly with regard to conditioning factors present
in the target context? In this study, we explore first person singular pronom-
inal expression in indirect object function in order to unveil which linguistic
factors constrain overt (vs. omitted) strong pronominal forms as well as identify
potential similarities across two syntactic functions (subject and indirect object)
that are generally examined independently from one another. This work is in-
formed by cross-linguistic, typological studies (e.g., Givón 2001: 474) that high-
light commonalities across these functions (subject, indirect object). Both typi-
cally encode highly animate (human) and definite referents that are high in the
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agentivity scale and low in their degree of affectedness by the verbal action. Ad-
ditionally, indirect objects in intransitive constructions have been described as
dative (Bhaskararao & Subbarao 2004) or quirky subjects (Rivero 2004, Gutiérrez-
Bravo 2006, Cuervo 2010) in the previous literature because they display behavior
and control properties typical of subjects in syntactic processes such as equiva-
lent N(oun) P(hrase) deletion in adverbial infinitival clauses (Campos 1999: 1560).

In order to explore potential commonalities between first person singular pro-
nouns in indirect object and subject functions, we focus upon a case of variation
in Galician and Spanish. Grammars from both Galician (Álvarez & Xove 2002:
110, Freixeiro Mato 2006: 126) and Spanish (Alarcos Llorach 1994: 199, Gutiérrez
Ordoñez 1999: 1872) make evident that the two languages behave quite similarly
by allowing for variable expression of first person singular indirect object pro-
nouns a min/a mí (literally ‘to me’) in clauses including me ‘me’ as a verbal clitic.
Similar constraints of pronominal expression across grammatical relations (i.e.,
subject, indirect object) would suggest that the boundaries between them are not
hard and fast (see Aijón Oliva 2017, 2018, 2019, Serrano 2017, 2018), and that a new
avenue of linguistic inquiry would be to focus on first person singular expression
in all its functions.

In this study we provide a large-scale quantitative analysis of a min/a mí vari-
ation in naturally occurring discourse in Galician and Spanish in order to iden-
tify the linguistic factors that significantly constrain expression (vs. omission) of
strong pronominal forms. This analysis allows us to explore the theoretical ques-
tions raised in the previous paragraphs. Additionally, we show that expression
of a min/a mí is conditioned by multiple factors simultaneously, of syntactic, dis-
course, and interactional nature. These results, which contribute new empirical
findings to the body of literature on indirect object, are interpreted from within
a usage-based perspective (Bybee 2010).

2 Background

From a cross-linguistic typological perspective, the indirect object is one of the
participants of the ditransitive construction (Givón 2001: 141, Kittilä 2007), to-
gether with the subject and the direct object. Prototypical instances of subject,
direct object and indirect object respectively encode the semantic roles of agent,
patient, and recipient, as in (1) and (2). In addition, in both Galician (Álvarez &
Xove 2002: 110) and Spanish grammars (Gutiérrez Ordoñez 1999: 1872), the ex-
periencer of intransitive gustar ‘like’ type verbs is also regarded as an indirect
object, as shown in (3). In both languages, indirect objects may be expressed by
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means of the following grammatical markers: a) a dative clitic, b) an [a ‘to’ + NP]
construction, and c) an [a + NP] construction which is coreferential to a dative
clitic marked on the verb. Examples in both languages are provided in (1), (2) and
(3), respectively.

(1) Indirect objects expressed as clitics
a. Galician (oico-urb-cbas-santiagodecompostela-01-2013)

eu
1sbj.sg

quero
want.1sg.prs

que
that

me
1sg.obj

digades
say.2pl.prs.sbjv

a ver
see.inf

que
that

vos
2pl.obj

parece
seem.3sg.prs

esto
that.dem

||

‘I want you to tell me what you think about this’
b. Spanish (madr_h23_033)

me
1sg.obj

decías
say.2sg.ipfv

que
that

tenía
have.3sg.ipfv

una
indf art.f.sg

serie
series

de
of

ventajas.
advantage.pl
‘you were telling me it had a number of advantages’

(2) Indirect objects expressed by means of a + NP
a. Galician (oied-surb-cdub-santiagodecompostela-01-1995)

e
and

estába-me
be.1sg.ipfv-1sg.obj

dedicando
focus.prs.ptcp

a mandar
to send.inf

curriculums
curriculum.pl

ás
art.f.pl

empresas
company.pl

‘and I was focusing on sending my CV out to companies’
b. Spanish (madr_h32_043)

¿ustedes
2sbj.pl

saben
know.3pl.prs

el
art.m.sg

mal
evil

que
that

están
be3sg.prs

haciendo
do.prs.ptcp

[…]

a
to

la
art.f.sg

gente
people

joven?
young

‘do you know how much harm they are doing to young people?’

(3) Indirect objects expressed by clitics (me) as well as a min/a mí
a. Galician (oied-surb-cdub-santiagodecompostela-01-1995)

A
to

min
1sg.obl

non
neg

me
1sg.obj

gustaba
like.3sg.ipfv

nada
nothing

‘I didn’t like it at all’
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b. Spanish (madr_h32_043)
¿A
to

mí
1sg.obl

qué
what

leches
milk.pl

me
1sg.obj

importa?
matter.3sg.prs

‘What the hell do I care?’

In this paper, we will focus on first person singular indirect objects in both lan-
guages. In this context, the occurrence of the clitic (me) on the verb is obligatory
in both present-day Galician (Expósito Loureiro 2016: 30) and Spanish (Company
Company 2006: 536, Pericchi et al. 2020: 52). In this context, then, we have two
options: the indirect object may be expressed either by the clitic me alone, as in
(1), or by both the clitic and the strong pronominal form a min/a mí (as shown
in (3)). The speech sample represented in (1) could have been accompanied by an
expressed strong pronoun and the speaker in (3) could likewise have omitted a
min/a mí. In this way, the variation we examine is probabilistic.

We restrict our analysis to first person singular indirect objects for several
reasons. Results provided by previous studies on Spanish suggest that first per-
son singular indirect objects have a higher token frequency than all the other
persons (Dufter & Stark 2008: 119, Vázquez Rozas 2012: 849) and that a mí is
the most frequent strong pronominal form in the discourse (Aijón Oliva 2018:
587), providing sufficient tokens for analysis. Additionally, the variability with
other persons (i.e., third) introduces in the analysis dichotomies such as pronom-
inal/lexical, given/new, definite/indefinite, human/inanimate which makes defin-
ing them as “two ways of saying the same thing” (Labov 1994, Tagliamonte 2012)
(i.e. a variant) more problematic. First person singular indirect objects are always
pronominal, given, definite and human, whichmakes the number of independent
factors contributing to the variation between me and a min/mí…me more man-
ageable. Focusing exclusively on first person singular, moreover, follows prece-
dent (Morales 1980, Bentivoglio 1987, Posio 2013, Ramos 2016, Torres Cacoullos
& Travis 2014, 2018, 2019, Travis & Torres Cacoullos 2012, 2021, Travis et al. 2017)
and allows us to situate our work within research on pronominal expression gen-
erally.

In both Galician (Freixeiro Mato 2006: 187) and Spanish (Gili Gaya 1980: 231,
Luján 1999) grammars, the use of strong pronominal forms such as a min/a mí
is described as ‘emphatic’, or ‘contrastive’, since the information they provide
regarding person and number is already expressed through the clitic form (e.g.,
me). More recent approaches (e.g., Serrano 2017, 2018, Aijón Oliva 2018) account
for the occurrence of Spanish strong pronouns in object function (a mí, a ti, a
nosotros/nosotras, a vosotros/vosotras, a usted, a ustedes) from a cognitive perspec-
tive, drawing upon notions such as salience and subjectivity. In this line, Serrano
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(2018) assigns the use of a mí discourse functions such as informativeness and
focus/stress on the referent. This researcher also finds the presence of a mí to
correlate with argumentative speech styles.

To the best of our knowledge, the study presented here reports the results from
the first variationist comparative analysis on this subject. The following sections
describe the data and methods we employ in our analysis.

3 Data

In order to identify the usage patterns of first person indirect object expression
in Galician and Spanish, we use two corpora of conversational data. We extract
all examples of me in indirect object function with or without a min/a mí. We
include verbs that can be interpreted as occurring in both transitive and intran-
sitive constructions (Vázquez Rozas 2006) such as aburrir ‘bore’, afectar ‘affect’,
alegrar ‘make happy’, atraer ‘attract’, fastidiar ‘bother’, impresionar ‘impress’,
interesar ‘interest’, molestar ‘bother’ and preocupar ‘worry’ (𝑁 = 35). We use
Miglio, Gries, Harris, Willer, and Santana-Paixão’s (2013) contextual factors (e.g.,
tense of the verb, position of the indirect object, position of the theme) to identify
intransitive interpretations in these data.

For Galician, we extract our data from Corpus Oral Informatizado da Lingua
Galega ‘Computerized Oral Corpus of the Galician Language’ (CORILGA). This
corpus (Fernández Rei & Regueira Fernández 2019) consists of approximately
1,400,000 words of spoken Galician from recordings made from the 1960s up to
the present day. The corpus includes different registers (informal, formal) as well
as conversations, interviews, speeches and lectures. We base our analysis on the
data found in 24 randomly selected conversations (circa 142,000 words) of infor-
mal spoken Galician recorded between the 1990s and the present day.

Our Spanish data is taken from Corpus del Proyecto para el Estudio Sociolingüís-
tico del Español de España y de América ‘Corpus of the Project for the Sociolin-
guistic Study of Spanish from Spain and America’ (PRESEEA 2014). This cor-
pus contains spoken data from different dialects and social groups across the
Spanish-speaking world. In this corpus, we extract data from fifteen randomly
selected interviews belonging to the corpus from Madrid. Together, these inter-
views amount to approximately 191,000 words for analysis.

From all non-truncated and complete examples, we exclude indirect object pro-
nouns that do not fall within the envelope of variation. These include examples
of indirect object pronouns used reflexively, as in (4), because they cannot co-
occur with a strong first person singular pronoun a min/a mí. It is grammatically
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possible, though, for reflexive me to co-occur with a mín mesmo/mesma/a mí
mismo/misma ‘myself’ both in Galician (Pregúntome a min mesma iso ‘I am ask-
ing myself about that’, Álvarez 2000: 84) and Spanish (yo me he tomado el pulso
a mí mismo ‘I have taken my pulse’, Otero 1999: 1458). However, we did not find
any examples of this type in either language in our corpora:

(4) Indirect object pronoun me used reflexively (excluded)
a. Galician (oico-urb-cbas-santiagodecompostela-03-2014)

non
neg

me
1sg.obj

estou
be.1sg.prs

preguntando
ask.prs.ptcp

que
that

tará
be.3sg.fut

facendo
do.prs.ptcp

miña
poss.1sg.f

nai
mother

‘I am not wondering what my mom is doing’
b. Spanish (madr_m11_004)

no
neg

si
if

es
be.3sg.prs

que
that

me
1sg.obj

he
have.1sg.prs

puesto
put.pst.ptcp

un
art.m.sg

jersey
sweater

gordo
thick

‘no, it is just that I am wearing a thick sweater’

We also exclude from the analysis constructions in which the verb is followed
by the complementation pattern [np + infinitival clause] if the NP is the ‘logi-
cal’ subject of the infinitive. This complementation pattern can be found in Span-
ish after perception (ver ‘see’, oír ‘hear’) and causative (hacer ‘make’, mandar
‘order’) verbs, as well as other verbs of manipulation such as obligar ‘force’ and
invitar ‘invite’. These constructions fall outside the envelope of variation of our
study because their syntactic structure is still a matter of controversy (see En-
ghels 2012 for perception verbs, Rivas 2013 for manipulative verbs and Marchís
Moreno & Navarro 2015 for causative verbs): it is not clear what the syntactic
function of the infinitive is or whether the intervening NP is a direct or an indi-
rect object.

Additionally, from the Spanish data we exclude enclitic indirect objects in com-
mands (e.g., háblame ‘talk to me’) and infinitival and gerundial periphrases such
as empezó a decirme ‘he began to tell me’ (𝑁 = 118) because we also find 0%
of a mí expression (no variation), even though constructions such as háblame a
mí are grammatically permissible.1 In the Galician data, we also exclude exam-
ples in which me is contracted with a third person direct object clitic (o, a, os,

1Since these constructions are grammatically possible, a larger corpus might allow inclusion of
these cases in the statistical analysis if enough variation were found.
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as). This methodology gives us 760 tokens for Spanish and 528 for Galician (total
𝑁 = 1288) of first person singular indirect object referents on which we base our
analysis.

4 Method

In order to determine which factors constrain the occurrence of the strong pro-
nominal form a min/a mí in both languages, we code each of these examples
for a variety of linguistic predictors. We hypothesize that expression/omission
of a min/a mí will respond to multiple factors simultaneously. As such, we con-
sider the syntactic-semantic features of the verb accompanying me, the specific
discourse context preceding the target, as well as the position that the clause
occupies within the interactional context. The specific coding we employ is de-
scribed in more detail in the following paragraphs.

4.1 Presence of a min/a mí : yes vs. no

This is our dependent variable. As mentioned above, the cliticme is obligatory in
the present stages of both languages. We code each instance of indirect objectme
for whether it is accompanied by the strong pronominal form or not. We include
both pre-verbal and post-verbal uses. The vast majority of examples of amin/amí
are pre-verbal (93%, 𝑁 = 228), with no significant difference in position whether
used in a transitive or an intransitive construction (unlike suggested by Dufter &
Stark 2008: 117). The propensity to appear preverbally aligns with findings from
previous research on Spanish (cf. Vázquez Rozas 2006: 97 and Aijón Oliva 2018:
593).

4.2 Syntactic construction: Transitive vs. intransitive

Previous studies propose that transitive and intransitive constructions condition
indirect object usage in different ways. For example, the presence of the da-
tive clitic marker on the verb in Spanish is more common in intransitive than
in (di)transitive clauses (Dufter & Stark 2008: 116). Furthermore, as has already
been mentioned, indirect objects in intransitive constructions are described as
dative or quirky subjects because they share some grammatical characteristics
with subjects (e.g., clausal position, behavior and control properties in syntac-
tic processes). This fact might have an impact on pronoun expression. For this
reason, we code each token of me for whether it occurs in a (di)transitive or
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intransitive construction. Following Soto Andión (2008), we regard psycholog-
ical constructions such as dar medo/miedo ‘frighten’ or dar igual ‘not care’ as
intransitive constructions, because their probabilistic grammars resemble those
of gustar-type constructions (Rivas 2016). We also include within this category
impersonal uses of (di)transitive verbs, such as (5), because these constructions
lack a direct object:

(5) Impersonal (di)transitive verbs with me
a. Galician (oied-surb-cdub-santiagodecompostela-01-1995)

a
to

min
1sg.obl

empezóuseme
begin.3sg.pst-3sg.refl-1sg.obj

a
to

acumular
accumulate.inf

o
art.m.sg

traballo
work

‘The work started to pile up on me’
b. Spanish (madr_m21_024)

…para
to

controlar
check.inf

que
that

no
neg

se
3sg.refl

me
1sg.obj

acaben
finish.3p.sbjv

las
art.f.pl

pilas
battery.pl
‘in order to check that the batteries don’t run out’

4.3 Appearance of me in the preceding discourse context:
Coreferential vs. non-coreferential vs. not applicable

We code for this factor in order to determine whether previous mention of an
oblique first person singular participant in the preceding three finite clauses in-
fluences in any way the occurrence of the strong pronominal form. We count all
types of me: direct object, indirect object and reflexive. We predict presence of a
coreferential me will disfavor the occurrence of a min/a mí in the target clause if
speakers are using a min/a mí to track reference. Example (6a) illustrates a case
in which amí is present in the target sentence (amí es que me da un poco…) when
the previous me is non-coreferential. In contrast, in example (6b), a mí occurs in
the target sentence (a mí siempre me ha gustado mucho ir a Egipto), even though
me in the previous sentence is coreferential with it.
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(6) Presence of me in previous clause

a. Spanish (madr_m23_034)

E: está
be.3sg.prs

rico
good

<laughter=“I”/> a
to

mí
1sg.obl

también
also

me
1sg.obj

gusta
like.3sg.prs

I: a
to

mí
1sg.obl

es
be.3sg.prs

que
that

me
1sg.obj

da
give.3sg.prs

un
art.m.sg

poco…
little

‘E: it’s good. I also like it. I: The thing is that to me it is a little…’
b. Spanish (madr_m12_010)

I: entonces
so

a lo mejor
probably

ir
go.inf

llamando
call.prs.ptcp

la
art.f.sg

atención
attention

con
with

un
art.m.sg

coche
car

tampoco
neither

es
be.3sg.prs

lo que
what

me
1sg.obj

llame
call.3sg.sbjv

/ o
or

con
with

joyas
jewelry

o
or

no
neg

//

E: y
and

de
of

viaje
trip

adónde
to-where

irías
go.2sg.cond

I: pues
well

/ siempre
always

a
to

mí
1sg.obl

me
1sg.obj

ha
have.3sg.prs

gustado
like.pst.ptcp

mucho
much

ir
go.inf

a
to

Egipto
Egypt

/

‘I: Then going around showing off with a car it is probably not what I
like, either with jewels or not. E: and where would you go on a trip? I:
Well, I have always liked to go to Egypt’

4.4 Presence of an indirect object in the previous clause

Priming is a psycholinguistic process by which speakers tend to repeat linguistic
forms and constructions that are used in the previous context (Cameron & Flores-
Ferrán 2004, Travis 2007, Abreu 2012, Travis & Torres Cacoullos 2012). To test
whether there is any effect on expression from a preceding similar construction,
for each token we determine whether me is preceded in the immediate clause by
an indirect object expressed by a PP headed by a, be it pronominal (e.g., a ti) or
lexical (e.g., a Rosa). We distinguish expressed (as in 7a) vs. other (as in 7b):
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(7) Indirect object in clause preceding target clause
a. Galician (oied-urb-cdub-santiagodecompostela-07-1995)2

eu
1sg.sbj

non
neg

sei
know.1sg.prs

o que
what

lle
3sg.dat

afecta
affect.3sg.prs

á
to.art.f.sg

xente
people

| a
to

min
1sg.obl

non
neg

me
1sg.obj

afectou…
affect.3sg.pst

‘I don’t know what moves people | I wasn’t moved…’
b. Spanish (madr_m11_004)3

y
and

se
3sg.refl

te
2sg.obj

apunta
sign-up.3sg.prs

más
more

de
of

uno
one.m.sg

// a
to

mí
1sg.obl

me
1sg.obj

encantaría
love.3sg.cond

por
for

ejemplo
example

‘And more than one signs up // I would really love that’

In both (7a) and (7b), the target clause has the strong pronoun a min/a mí.
In (7a), the previous clause has an expressed PP headed by a (á xente ‘to the
people’) in indirect object function, so we code this example as expressed. In (7b),
the indirect object of the previous clause is expressed exclusively by means of
the clitic te ‘you’. We therefore code (7b) as other. We predict that presence of a
similar construction in the preceding clause could favor a min/a mí expression
if structural priming constrains the variation.

4.5 Subject reference of previous finite verb: Same vs. different

Unlike the linguistic factors just described, which are concerned with the occur-
rence of an (indirect) object in the preceding discourse, this factor concerns itself
with the potential role of preceding subject reference on the appearance of a min
/a mí. As previously mentioned, among other similarities with subjects, indirect
objects tend to be animate and definite (Hopper & Thompson 1980: 259). If a min
/a mí has subject-like qualities, it might be constrained in ways similar to vari-
able subject pronominal expression in Spanish. Numerous studies concur (e.g.,
Carvalho et al. 2015) that a factor that strongly conditions expressed vs. unex-
pressed subject pronouns is reference continuity in discourse. That is, overt vs.
null pronominal subjects are significantly conditioned by whether the subject of
the preceding finite verb is the same (non-switch) or different (switch) from the

2As is noted by one of the reviewers, the expression of a mí in this example could also be
conditioned by referential contrast.

3In this example, te is a dative of interest with a generic referent.
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subject of the target. When referents (target, preceding finite verb) are different,
expression is favored. Consequently, we code each token of me for whether the
subject of the preceding finite verb (spoken by any participant) was the same as
me (eu/yo ‘I’ and/or first person singular verbal agreement) or not:

(8) Previous finite verb subject reference
a. Galician (oied-surb-cdub-santiagodecompostela-01-1995)

e
and

ao
to.art.m.sg

día
day

siguiente
following

xa
already

empecei
start.1sg.pst

a
to

notar
notice.inf

que
that

non
neg

me
1sg.obj

doía
hurt.3sg.ipfv

‘and the following day I started noticing it did not hurt’
b. Spanish (madr_h22_026)

la
art.f.sg

casa
house

va
go.3sg.prs

a
to

estar
be.inf

prácticamente
practically

desnuda
empty

/ y
and

/

cuando
when

algo
something

me
1sg.obj

guste
like.3sg.sbjv

me
1sg.obj

lo
3m.sg.obj

iré
go.1sg.fut

comprando
buy.prs.ptcp
‘The house is gonna be practically empty, and when I like something I
will buy it’

Example (8a) illustrates a case in which the subject of the preceding finite
verb is expressed by means of a first person singular verbal agreement (empecei
‘I started’).We therefore code this example as same. In contrast, in (8b) the subject
of the previous clause is la casa ‘the house’ so this token is coded as different. If
a min/a mí has subject-like qualities, we anticipate preceding subject reference
(switch/non-switch) should condition a min/a mí expression

4.6 Position of the clause containing the indirect object clitic in the
interactional context: Initial vs. other

For all tokens of me in both languages, based upon the transcribed data, indi-
cating pauses and turn-taking, we code for whether the clause in which me is
included is pause-adjacent or not. Tokens were coded for whether they followed
a pause in order to test for any potential effects of turn-taking or Intonation Unit-
initial effects (cf. results reported for Spanish, Bentivoglio 1987: 40, 62, Travis &
Torres Cacoullos 2012: 743, and English, Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2014: 27, re-
garding subject pronoun expression). Example (9a) is coded as initial, whereas
(9b) is coded as other :

52



3 Variable indirect object pronoun expression

(9) Position of me in the clause
a. Galician (oied-surb-cdub-santiagodecompostela-02-1995)

pero
but

en
in

septiembre
September

saliron
come.3pl.pst

convocadas
invoke.pst.ptcp

| ou
or

xa
already

en
in

agosto
August

sería
be.3sg.con

| as
art.f.pl

da
of.art.f.sg

universidá
university

de
of

Vigo
Vigo

‖ e
and

entós
then

decía-me
say.3sg.ipfv-1sg.obj

o
art.m.sg

tipo
guy

da
of.art.f.sg

academia…’
school

‘but there was a call in September | it might have been in August
already | for University of Vigo || and the guy from the school would
tell me…’

b. Spanish (mad_h21_020)
depende
depend.3sg.prs

si
if

me
1sg.obj

toca
touch.3sg.prs

o
or

no
neg

me
1sg.obj

toca
touch.3sg.prs

‘It depends on whether I win or not’

4.7 Language: Galician vs. Spanish

Although grammars suggest that the use of overt strong pronominal forms in
indirect object function in both Galician and Spanish are not at odds, we include
language in our analysis to test whether this is the case in these oral data.

In the following section, we summarize the results of our quantitative analyses.

5 Results

The percentage of expression for strong first person singular indirect object pro-
nouns in our data is 19%, as is shown in Table 1. If we examine rates across lan-
guages separately, we find that the percentage of expressed strong pronouns is
higher in Galician (25%) than in Spanish (15%).

Differences in rates of expression across these two languages do not neces-
sarily entail a different probabilistic grammar regarding indirect object usage.
In order to test whether the probabilistic grammar constraining usage likewise
differs, we submit the data to a generalized mixed effect model using R (R Core
Team 2019). We include in the analysis all of the factors described in the previ-
ous section: presence of a min/a mí, syntactic construction, appearance of me in
the preceding discourse context, presence of an indirect object in the previous
clause, subject reference of previous finite verb, position of the clause contain-
ing the indirect object clitic in the interactional context, and language. We also
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Table 1: Overt a min/a mí expression in oral Galician and Spanish

expressed 𝑁 % expression

Galician 133 528 25
Spanish 113 760 15
Total 246 1288 19

𝑝 < 0.0000, 𝜒2 = 21.4787

include speaker (𝑁 = 41) and verb form (𝑁 = 514) as random effects. We find
no significant interactions between these fixed effects. Table 2 summarizes the
results of the best model, determined by the lowest AIC.

The two factor groups that most significantly constrain a min/a mí expression
are appearance of me in the preceding discourse context and syntactic construc-
tion. The presence of a min/a mí in the target construction is strongly favored
in our data when there is either a non-coreferential me or no me in the previous
discourse context. This result suggests that the presence of the strong pronomi-
nal form a min/a mí is highly disfavored in contexts of continuity of reference
across neighboring first person clitic pronouns in object function.

A novel contribution of this work is the finding that previous subject reference
also constrains indirect object expression. A preceding subject coreferential tome
in the target clause disfavors the expression of a min/a mí. Similar to the effect of
a previous me in the discourse, this result suggests that indirect object pronouns
are sensitive to discourse continuity, an attribute commonly ascribed to subject
referents. When there is a switch in reference between the previous subject and
me in the target clause, a min/a mí expression is more probable than when there
is no switch in reference.4

The presence of the strong pronominal form is also statistically conditioned
by position of the clause containing the indirect object clitic in the interactional
context. When the clause containing the clitic me occurs in any context other
than after a pause, a min/a mí expression is disfavored. This result suggests that
the presence of the strong pronominal form a min/a mí is favored in contexts
that highlight the interactional nature of conversational language (cf. the results
provided in Travis & Torres Cacoullos 2012: 737 regarding the use of expressed
yo ‘I’ in Spanish in combination with cognitive verbs).

4As noted by one of the external reviewers, the significant effect of switch reference in these
data may relate to the contrastive and emphatic functions attributed to the strong pronominal
form by traditional grammars.
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Table 2: Generalized linear mixed model predicting a min/a mí expres-
sion (𝑁 = 1288). AIC = 1093.2, Random effects: Speaker (𝑁 = 43), Verb
(𝑁 = 513). Positive coefficients are associated with a min/a mí expres-
sion. Significance codes: 𝑝: *** 0.001 ** 0.01 * 0.05 . 0.1 ns 1.

Random effect Var SD

Speaker (intercept) 0.2235 0.4728
Verb form (intercept) 0.4938 0.7027

Fixed effects 𝑁 % overt Est. coef. SE 𝑝
Intercept −2.47 0.48 <0.0001 ***
Previous me

Non-coreferential, na - ref 820 25 1.52 0.22 <0.0000 ***
Coreferential 468 9

Syntactic construction
Intransitive - ref 791 26 1.36 0.22 <0.0001 ***
(Di)transitive 497 10

Previous IO
Null, na - ref 1246 19 −0.70 0.42 <0.1 .
Expressed 42 33

Previous subject reference
Same - ref 251 18 −0.46 0.20 <0.05 *
Different 1037 19

Language
Spanish - ref 760 15 −0.12 0.27 0.78 ns
Galician 528 25

Pos. in interactional context
Non-initial - ref 676 13 −0.70 0.21 <0.01 **
Initial 612 25
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As far as syntactic construction is concerned, Table 2 shows that intransitive
constructions strongly favor a min/a mí expression. This result suggests that in-
direct objects in (di)transitive and intransitive constructions behave differently,
a pattern that was already pointed out by those studies that suggest that the indi-
rect object of intransitive gustar-type constructions is a dative or quirky subject.
In addition to the subject-like nature of the strong pronominal form in behavior
and control processes at the syntactic level, our results suggest that these forms
are also more subject-like than the indirect object of (di)transitive clauses at the
discourse level.

When the previous clause has no indirect object or has an indirect object ex-
clusively encoded by means of the dative clitic, the presence of a min/a mí is
disfavored in the data. This result is only marginally significant. There are rela-
tively few target tokens that are preceded by a clause with an expressed indirect
object owing to the low textual frequency of this construction. As we show in
Table 2, in these contexts we find a higher rate of expression of a min/a mí (33%
compared to 19%). This could be suggestive of a priming effect of the preceding
strong pronominal form. We will return to this result in the Discussion Section.

The only factor that turned out to be non-significant in our analysis was lan-
guage. Despite higher rates of strong pronoun expression in Galician than in
Spanish, once controlling for the independent factors present in the discourse
and interactional context as well as factors related to the verb, language does
not independently predict expression of the strong pronominal form. We find no
significant interactions between language and the other predictors included in
the model, which suggests their effect is similar across the two languages.

6 Discussion

In this paper we analyze variable first person singular indirect object pronoun
expression (me vs.me…a min/a mí ) in both Galician and Spanish and our corpus-
based analysis demonstrates which linguistic factors significantly constrain ex-
pression vs. omission of the strong pronominal form a min/a mí. Despite sig-
nificant differences in rates of expression (Table 1), the statistical analysis de-
termines that expression is conditioned similarly across the two languages con-
sidered in this work. In both Galician and Spanish, expression of a min/a mí is
constrained similarly between interactional (utterance position), syntactic (con-
struction), and discourse (presence of a previous me, previous subject reference,
and previous indirect object) factors. This result echoes literature on subject pro-
noun expression. Languages such as English and Spanish differ significantly with
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regard to rates of overt subject pronominal expression. Nevertheless, it has now
been demonstrated that subject expression in both languages responds to similar
linguistic predictors (Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2019). The comparable probabilis-
tic grammar across languages (despite significant difference in rates of variant
expression) is also true for dialects of Spanish (Carvalho et al. 2015).

In fact, this generalization holds when applied to variants of multiple linguis-
tic variables. Regarding subject position, Llompart (2016) finds that higher rates
of preverbal subjects in the Spanish of Arizona than in the Spanish of Mexico
City do not entail a difference in factors constraining the usage patterns. In this
same line, Rivas & García Pineda (forthcoming) show that, despite significantly
higher rates of expression of Present Perfect vs. Preterit in Costa Rican (20%)
than in Mexican (15%) Spanish, the linguistic factors constraining the occurrence
of the Present Perfect are consistently the same in both dialects. Similarly, with
regard to the extension of estar (Silva-Corvalán 1986), although rates of innova-
tive estar vary cross-dialectally, again the constraints governing usage coincide
(Rivas forthcoming).

In addition to showing a lack of difference between languages, we interpret
our results as suggesting a lack of difference in conditioning of the variable ex-
pression/omission of first person singular pronouns across syntactic functions
(indirect object and subject). For instance, as already mentioned, the overt strong
pronoun a min/a mí appears preverbally in the vast majority of our examples
(𝑁 = 228, 93%).5 Likewise, Travis & Torres Cacoullos (2012: 713) report that
95% of instances of overt yo occur before the verb. Together with this similar-
ity we find regarding clausal position, we identify multiple conditioning factors
of indirect object pronoun expression that mirror those employed in previous
research on subject pronoun expression. Following Travis & Torres Cacoullos
(2012), we classify the significant findings in our study into four different cat-
egories: mechanical (priming), cognitive (reference tracking), interactional, and
constructional (lexically specific constructions). Each of these categorizations,
framed within a usage-based approach, is described in turn.

6.1 Mechanical factors

In the case of indirect objects, our statistical analysis shows only a marginally
significant effect of a preceding [a NP] construction priming the subsequent tar-
get use (a min/a mí ). Nevertheless, as we note, owing to the low token frequency
of indirect objects expressed by a NP in discourse, the number of target cases

5This result is in line with findings reported by Aijón Oliva (2019: 106) for first-person dative
pronouns.
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preceded by an indirect object construction is low. To more directly examine a
potential role for priming, we study only the target tokens preceded by a clause
with an indirect object (𝑁 = 315). Of these targets, 42 are preceded by an ex-
pressed indirect object, that is to say, an [a NP] construction (all the persons:
first, second, third) in indirect object function. In contrast, 273 target tokens are
preceded by a clause with a null indirect object, i.e., an indirect object exclusively
expressed by means of the clitic. When the indirect object is expressed in the pre-
vious clause, our targets are overt at a rate of 33%, compared to just 11% when the
indirect object in the preceding clause is null (i.e., just a clitic). This tendency is
in the direction we would expect if primed by the previous construction. On the
basis of this pattern, we can conclude that in our data there is perhaps a weak
structural priming effect. However, as can be appreciated in Table 3, if we con-
sider only the 42 targets preceded by an overt indirect object, we find a different
picture. Rates of expression for targets preceded by first person singular a min/a
mí are lower than rates for targets preceded by other person~number combina-
tions (e.g., a ti), (26%, 𝑁 = 31 vs. 55%, 𝑁 = 11). This result does not support a
lexical priming interpretation. Again, these interpretations are speculative given
the low token counts of these examples. If this result were replicatedwith a larger
data sample, it could be suggestive of a contrastive function of a min/a mí.

Table 3: Rates of overt a min/a mí expression in targets preceded by a
clause containing an overt indirect object [aNP] construction (𝑁 = 42)

Preceding clause 𝑁 % expression

First person (a min/a mí ) 31 26
Second, third persons (a ti/a Rosa) 11 55

6.2 Reference-tracking factors

Speakers use pronouns and agreement to track referents in ongoing discourse.
For subject pronoun expression, continuity in reference between the target and
the subject of the previous finite clause correlates with higher rates of null sub-
jects. Similarly, our results show that the presence of a coreferential me in the
previous three clauses significantly disfavors a min/a mí expression. The coref-
erentiality of me is derived not only from when it functions as an indirect object,
but also from when it is a direct object or a reflexive.

The results in Table 2 report the effects of a previous coreferential me in dis-
course. A more detailed analysis of the rates of expression can be seen in Figure 1.
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Figure 1 summarizes target rates of overt a min/a mí in three contexts: preceded
by overt coreferential forms, preceded by overt non-coreferential forms, and pre-
ceded by clauses lacking overt me. The number of overt target tokens preceded
in discourse in the prior three clauses by an overt non-coreferential me is quite
low (𝑁 = 41). Notwithstanding this small number of examples, the results il-
lustrated in Figure 1 do seem to support the possibility of a tracking (cognitive)
effect. When the preceding me is coreferential (𝑁 = 468), rates of expression are
the lowest (8.5%). When the preceding me is non-coreferential (and potentially
competing for reference), rates of a min/a mí are the highest (48.7%). This re-
sult could account for the function of contrast attributed to the overt a min/a mí
expression in traditional grammars.

Coreferential N/A Non-coreferential
0
20
40
60
80
100

8.5
23.8

48.7%

Figure 1: % of a min/a mí expression according to appearance of me in
preceding contexts (𝑁 = 1288)

Interestingly, our results also reveal that the presence of the overt indirect ob-
ject strong pronominal form is not only conditioned by the cognitive features of
the indirect objects occurring in the preceding discourse but also by the cognitive
features of preceding subjects. In this respect, we find that when the referent of
the previous subject is the same as the referent of the indirect object, a min/a mí
is disfavored in our data. This result suggests that first person singular pronouns
are interrelated in the discourse regardless of the syntactic function (indirect ob-
ject, subject) they fulfill in the clause.

6.3 Interactional factors

The quantitative analyses summarized in Table 2 reveal a significant effect of
utterance position on expression/omission of a min/a mí. When the indirect ob-
ject clause follows a pause (as indicated in the orthographic transcriptions), the
expression of the strong pronoun is favored as compared to when the clause is
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embedded elsewhere in the discourse. This result is independent of the role that
the subject reference of the previous clause plays in a min/a mí expression. In
most cases (72%, 𝑁 = 440), when the target clause occurs after a pause, the ref-
erence of the indirect object is different from the reference of the subject of the
previous clause. However, within switch reference contexts, the percentage of
a min/a mí expression is significantly higher (𝑝 < 0.0000, 𝜒2 = 22.48862) when
it occurs in a clause following a pause (28%, 𝑁 = 123) than when it occurs in
other interactional positions (15%, 𝑁 = 69). This result suggests that, regardless
of reference-tracking factors, the occurrence of expressed a min/a mí may also
be conditioned by an interactional effect.6 As is noted by Travis & Torres Cacoul-
los (2012: 737) with regard to overt yo, this interactional effect may well have led
to the traditional interpretations of contrast and emphasis associated with the
expression of strong pronominal forms in object function.

This finding also suggests a potential role for Intonation Units (IUs) (Du Bois
et al. 1993) in constraining indirect object pronominal expression in line with
results reported for subject pronominal expression (Travis & Torres Cacoullos
2012, Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2014). Future research on corpora that are IU-
transcribed may be able to ascertain if the same pattern holds true for indirect
objects.

6.4 Constructional factors

Our quantitative analysis indicates that intransitive constructions (i.e., gram-
matical patterns) favor expression of the strong indirect object pronoun over
(di)transitive constructions. Similarly, Orozco & Hurtado (2021) have also shown
that syntactic construction significantly constrains subject pronoun expression
in Spanish. In order to determine whether all verbs within these two categories
behave similarly or not, we examine rates of expression for each translation
equivalent with 10 or more tokens in our data. Table 4 summarizes our findings.
We group together Galician and Spanish forms (for example, soar and sonar ‘to
sound’, are considered jointly). Recall, the average rate of overt a min/a mí ex-
pression is 19% (see Table 1). We have approximated this in the table with a dotted
line. All verbs listed above the dashed line have rates of expression higher than
19%, and those below have lower than average rates. The two bolded types in
the list (gustar, dicir/decir) are the two verbs with the highest token frequency in

6An anonymous reviewer suggests that an interpretation of this result is that the speaker is ori-
enting the interpretation of subsequent discourse as specifically regarding his/her perspective
(e.g., Fauconnier & Turner 2006).
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Table 4: Rates of overt a min/a mí expression in translation equivalents
occurring 10+ more times in data

Verb infinitive 𝑁 % expression

pasar ‘happen’ 26 61.5
importar ‘matter’ 24 54.2
soar/sonar ‘sound’ 12 33.3
parecer ‘seem’ 108 25.9
encantar ‘love’ 50 24.0
gustar ‘like’ 289 23.5
dar pena, etc. ‘cause pain’ 46 21.7
ocorrer/ocurrir ‘occur’ 15 20.0
falar/hablar ‘speak’ 11 18.2
saír/salir ‘leave’ 11 18.2
dar ‘give’ 67 11.9
custar/costar ‘cost’ 10 10.0
tocar ‘to be one’s turn’ 33 9.1
quedar ‘have left’ 11 9.1
dicir / decir ‘say’ 178 5.6
contar ‘tell’ 25 4.0
facer/hacer ‘do, make’ 25 4.0
poñer/poner ‘put’ 15 0.0
quitar ‘remove’ 10 0.0

each category (intransitive and (di)transitive respectively). The rates of expres-
sion for these two particular verbs differ significantly (𝜒2 = 25.40103, 𝑝 < 0.000),
with gustar exceeding the average (23.5%) and dicir/decir falling well below the
average (5.6%). The high token frequency verb dicir/decir has remarkably low
rates of overt strong pronoun expression and may work to suppress the rates of
expression in the whole category (along with other speech verbs such as contar
and hablar).

The verbs with greater than average rates of a min/a mí expression (among
ourmost frequent types), belong to the same semantic category alongwith gustar.
Previous studies (Delbecque & Lamiroy 1996: 101, Gutiérrez Ordoñez 1999: 1879)
include these verb types into the category of “psych-movement” or “psychologi-
cal verbs”. Again, here, we can see a parallel with the literature on subject (as op-
posed to object) pronoun expression. Many studies (e.g., Enríquez 1984, Otheguy
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& Zentella 2012, Posio 2013, 2014, 2015, Herbeck 2021, Travis & Torres Cacoullos
2021) report higher rates of overt subject pronouns with cognitive-psych verbs
than with other verb types. Usage-based analyses of subject pronoun expression
(e.g., Brown & Shin 2022) suggest a verb’s history of use conditioning context
may help account for the overall higher rate of subject pronoun expression for
this verb class. Given the variability apparent in Table 4 within the categories
of transitive and intransitive (cf. pasar 61.5%, quedar 9.1%), the relative contribu-
tion of construction as opposed to verb semantics in predicting strong pronoun
expression remains to be determined.

7 Conclusion

It has been common practice in linguistics to identify grammatical relations on
the basis of coding devices such as case, presence/absence of an adposition, agree-
ment and clausal position. In this line, grammatical relations such as subject, di-
rect object and indirect object have become part of the core metalanguage to
describe the structure of (accusative) languages such as Galician and Spanish.
Subject, direct object and indirect object can be expressed by means of differ-
ent grammatical markers including agreement, clitics, strong personal pronouns,
and lexical NPs. Undoubtedly, this methodology has contributed enormously to
our understanding of linguistic structure. However, by assuming that grammati-
cal relations play a central role in language, we tend to take them as the starting
point of our analyses, turning in this way our back to any commonalities that
may exist across them. For example, the results of this paper suggest that first
person singular behaves similarly across different grammatical relations (indi-
rect object and subject) regarding cognitive, mechanical and interactional factors.
Our results also suggest that the expression of first person singular is determined
by the occurrence of a first person singular in the preceding discourse, regard-
less of its grammatical relation. These factors may outweigh syntactic functions
in accounting for grammatical variation. Future research might consider giving
precedence to grammatical categories (such as first person singular) over gram-
matical relations in their accounts of processes of language variation and change.
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Chapter 4

Variable subject expression in second
language acquisition: The role of
perseveration
Kimberly L. Geeslina, Thomas Goebel-Mahrlea, Jingyi
Guoa & Bret Linfordb

aIndiana University bGrand Valley State University

The current study examines the development of variable subject expression in
Spanish across multiple proficiency levels of second language learners, and com-
pares their patterns with a group of native speakers from the same speech com-
munity. A cross-sectional design and a written contextualized preference task are
employed to explore the differences in rates of subject form selection, the degree
to which the linguistic and psychological construct known as perseveration, con-
strains the acquisition of subject expression, as well as the potential interaction
between perseveration and other linguistic factors. Our analysis examines null and
overt pronominal subjects as well as full lexical noun phrase verbal subjects. The
results show that as proficiency level increases, learners’ selection rates of subject
forms and rates of perseveration become gradually more native-like, and an in-
creasing number of linguistic factors (prime form, gender continuity, tense mood
aspect continuity) predict the occurrence of perseveration. In addition, for learners
from the two most advanced levels and native speakers, feminine primes are more
likely to perseverate thanmasculine primes, suggesting the effects of psychological
processes (i.e., surprisal) on perseveration.

1 Introduction

The current study examines the patterns of the perseveration of variable sub-
ject forms in Spanish across multiple proficiency levels of second-language (L2)
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able subject expression in second language acquisition: The role of perseveration.
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learners, and for a group of native speakers (NS) from the same speech com-
munity. In a general sense, perseveration refers to the tendency for a particular
form to appear again (i.e., to persevere) in subsequent discourse. We note that
this is sometimes referred to as linguistic priming, but priming may also refer
to the cognitive explanation for the effect known as perseveration (see Otheguy
2015). Thus, we will employ the term perseveration throughout, and we will take
this to describe a distribution of subject forms attested in our dataset, such that
a given form (i.e., a prime) is followed by a second subject of the same type
(e.g., an overt subject pronoun is followed by a subsequent overt subject pro-
noun). What is particularly interesting about perseveration is that it may occur
even in the absence of a discourse-based or functional explanation. For example,
Poplack (1980), studying Puerto Rican Spanish which tends to delete word-final
-s, found that plural marking was more likely to occur if a previous element in
an NP was already -s marked for plural (e.g., la[∅] mujere[∅] bonita[∅] vs. las
mujeres bonitas ‘the beautiful women’). This marking cannot be accounted for
by appealing to discourse constraints or a disambiguation strategy; rather, overt
plural marking with -s is favored when a previous element is already marked,
even though a functional hypothesis would consider this marking redundant. In
short, the phenomenon can be described as the distribution that results when
one form begets another subsequent like form, even when this is unnecessary
for reasons such as disambiguation. We will return to a more detailed discussion
of this distribution later.

Our selection of subject forms as the object of study is based in large part
on the wealth of research available on their variable use. Collectively, sociolin-
guistic studies show that variation between null subjects and overt subject pro-
nouns (SPs) is constrained by factors such as person/number, verbal tense, mood,
and aspect (TMA), reflexivity of the verb, lexical content of the verb, and speci-
ficity of the referent as well as by discourse-related factors beyond the verb
phrase, such as perseveration, discourse genre, referent cohesiveness and clause
type (e.g., Carvalho et al. 2015, Otheguy et al. 2007, Shin & Otheguy 2009, Silva-
Corvalán 1994, Travis & Torres Cacoullos 2012). Although there is a tendency to
limit the study of subject forms to null and overt SPs, there has recently been
expansion to study the patterns that influence the realization of subject forms
as full lexical noun phrases (NPs), even in contexts where they have been men-
tioned previously. These studies have demonstrated that many of the same inde-
pendent linguistic constraints influence use of these forms relative to null and
overt pronouns (see Bentivoglio 1993, Dumont 2006, Gudmestad & Geeslin 2022,
Gudmestad et al. 2013, Silva-Corvalán 2015). In general, we see that rates of use
of null forms vary dialectally, but the constraints on these rates of use are often
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steady across studies and speech communities (Carvalho et al. 2015, Gudmestad
& Geeslin 2022). Similarly, there are ample studies of subject form expression in
L2 Spanish, examining variability in learner-directed input as compared to pat-
terns of second language development (Gurzynski-Weiss et al. 2018), the subtle
differences attested between highly-advanced non-native speakers (NNSs) and
NSs of Spanish (Geeslin & Gudmestad 2011, 2016), stages of development across
multiple levels of proficiency (Geeslin et al. 2015), and differences between group
and individual patterns for variable structures (Geeslin et al. 2013), to name only
a few key issues. As with the studies of NS patterns of use, we find that the
constraints on the expression of subject forms are relatively stable. This makes
subject form expression a particularly good test case for a variety of theoretical
questions.

The current study adopts a variationist framework, which is characterized by
its attention to the many factors that simultaneously influence patterns of use.
An advantage of this approach is that it allows researchers to determine the con-
straints that influence the realization of specific (socio)linguistic variables in the
interlanguage, how these constraints develop over time, and if learners approxi-
mate native-like usage. For NSs of Spanish, the wealth of research available has
shown the multiple independent linguistic factors, as well as social factors such
as regional location of a speech community come into play in studying the pat-
terns of subject from use. Likewise, there now exists a significant body of L2
research showing that sensitivity to the factors that constrain NS variation can
be acquired by NNSs of the language (for overviews see Geeslin & Long 2014,
Kanwit 2018). The native-like variation between two or more grammatical forms
that perform the same function (i.e., variable structures) is guided probabilisti-
cally by the semantic, morphosyntactic, and discourse-level features of the lin-
guistic context as well as the social features of the extra-linguistic context and
is often referred to as Type II variation (Bayley & Preston 1996, Mougeon & De-
waele 2004, Young 1991). In Spanish, research has examined the SLA of the vari-
ation between forms used to express copulas, mood contrasts, the progressive
aspect, future and past-time marking, as well as grammatical subjects and ob-
jects (see Geeslin 2018 for a review). Together these studies demonstrate that the
variationist perspective can be applied profitably to the study of second language
development.1

1For a generative approach to the study of L2 subject expression, see Lozano (2002), who utilizes
experimental methodology to investigate the acquisition of universal properties of subject ex-
pression versus Spanish language-specific parameters. Additionally, Lozano (2016) uses corpus
data to argue that advanced learners are pragmatically redundant in their subject expression
and may struggle with the syntax-discourse interface.
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In this brief introduction, we have established that subject form expression is
a well-studied structure in both first and second language contexts and, that it
lends itself to the study of perseveration. We close this introduction by highlight-
ing the contributions of the current investigation to the larger whole.While there
are studies that analyze the relative influence of many morphosyntactic factors
on subject form expression, there is still a need for careful examinations of the
more complex patterns that are exhibited in extended discourse. For example, we
know that the form of the previous mention of the referent predicts rates of pro-
duction of subject forms for highly advanced NNSs (e.g., Geeslin & Gudmestad
2011). Moreover, this particular factor tends to be one that is controlled in elicita-
tion tasks designed to study L2 development, rather than the focus of the analy-
sis (e.g., Geeslin et al. 2015). To date, less is known about the developmental path
that L2 learners follow in their acquisition of sensitivity to these more complex
factors and whether this sensitivity might lead to similar patterns of persevera-
tion in learner language. Finally, within the variationist framework, studies of
subject expression by L2 learners have been based primarily on oral production
data. Thus, the current study contributes to the growing body of research on the
acquisition of variable structures by using a cross-sectional design to examine
the L2 development of subject expression and sensitivity to the form of the pre-
vious mention of the referent. We accomplish this through an analysis of subject
form selection on a controlled preference task, which allows us to ensure that
each participant responds to the same confluence of independent variables. In so
doing, we also continue the cross-disciplinary dialogue between research on lan-
guage variation and second language acquisition and provide common ground
to move both fields forward.

2 Spanish subject expression

The syntax of Spanish allows for grammatical subjects to be expressed overtly
as a personal pronoun (overt SP; example 1), a lexical noun phrase (lexical NP;
example 2), demonstrative pronoun (example 3), indefinite pronoun (example 4),
interrogative pronoun (example 5), as well as allowing phonetically unexpressed,
or null subjects (example 6).

(1) Él habla español.
‘He speaks Spanish.’

(2) Juan habla español.
‘Juan speaks Spanish.’
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(3) Ese habla español.
‘That one speaks Spanish.’

(4) Alguien habla español.
‘Someone speaks Spanish.’

(5) ¿Quién habla español?
‘Who speaks Spanish?’

(6) ∅ Habla español.
‘(He/she-null) speaks Spanish.’

With few exceptions, variationist research on subject expression in Spanish
has focused on the variation between null and overt SPs and the analyses are lim-
ited to contexts that are determined to permit variation between the two forms
(Otheguy & Zentella 2007). Nonetheless, there are studies that suggest that these
two forms are in variation with others, most notably full lexical NPs which have
been shown to occur even following an adjacent previous mention of the same
subject (Bentivoglio 1993, Dumont 2006, Gudmestad & Geeslin 2022, Gudmes-
tad et al. 2013, Silva-Corvalán 2015).2 Previous variationist research on subject
expression in Spanish has found that variation between null and overt SPs is con-
strained bymorphosyntactic factors such as person/number, tense, mood, and as-
pect (TMA), lexical frequency and reflexivity of the verb, semantic factors such as
lexical content of the verb and specificity of the referent, discourse-level factors
such as switch reference3, referent cohesiveness, the form of the previous men-
tion of the subject (i.e., perseveration), discourse genre, clause type, as well as
some extra-linguistic factors (Ávila-Jiménez 1995, Bayley & Pease-Alvarez 1996,
1997, Bentivoglio 1987, Cameron 1994, 1995, Cameron & Flores-Ferrán 2004, En-
ríquez 1984, Erker & Guy 2012, Flores-Ferrán 2005, Hochberg 1986, Morales 1986,
Otheguy et al. 2007, Otheguy & Zentella 2012, Shin 2006, 2012, Shin & Cairns
2009, Shin & Otheguy 2009, Silva-Corvalán 1994, Travis 2007, Torres Cacoullos

2While it may seem counterintuitive given the general rules of use for full lexical NPs, recent
research has begun to provide two strong arguments for their consideration within the same
envelope of variation as other subject forms. Firstly, their use can be constrained by similar
factors to other subject forms (e.g., Gudmestad & Geeslin 2022, Dumont 2006) and secondly,
the forms have been shown to appear in interview speech with some regularity in contexts
where they would not be expected, such as those where they are mentioned previously and
where there is no need to disambiguate from other referents.

3Also known as “continuity of reference” (Shin & Otheguy 2009), “coreferentiality” (Silva-
Corvalán 1994), “subject continuity” (Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010) and “discourse connec-
tion” (Carvalho & Child 2011).
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& Travis 2010; inter alia). The discourse-level factors previously mentioned have
been found to be crucial in explaining subject expression in Spanish and are the
focus of the current study. Hence, the following review will be limited specifi-
cally to the impact of discourse-level factors on subject expression and how these
findings have influenced the goals of the present investigation.

Perhaps the most widely studied discourse-level factor is switch reference
(Bayley & Pease-Alvarez 1997, Bentivoglio 1987, Cameron 1994, 1995, Cameron
& Flores-Ferrán 2004, Erker & Guy 2012, Otheguy et al. 2007, Silva-Corvalán
1994, Shin & Cairns 2009, Shin & Otheguy 2009, Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010,
Travis 2007). Contexts where the subject referent is different from the referent
of the previous tensed verb are known as “switch reference” while situations
where these two referents are the same are known as “same reference”. Results
across studies based on oral speech of speakers from a variety of linguistic back-
grounds demonstrate that overt SPs are more frequent in contexts of switch ref-
erence than same reference. Moreover, several studies find that this factor is one
of the most important factors influencing subject form variation (see Cameron
1994: 28).

Some studies have expanded the analysis of switch reference (Bayley & Pease-
Alvarez 1997, Cameron 1995, Travis 2007). For example, Bayley & Pease-Alvarez
(1997) analyzed degrees of “discourse connectedness” in Mexican-descent chil-
dren’s oral and written narratives. The categories of the discourse connected-
ness variable accounted for the continuity of TMA between tensed verbs in the
discourse, the clause distance to the previous mention of the referent, the pre-
vious mentions of the referent in different syntactic functions, and changes in
narratives. By combining these factors, Bayley & Pease-Alvarez (1997) identified
five degrees of discourse connection: from the most connected discourse (where
the referent and TMA of the verb were the same as the referent and TMA in the
preceding tensed verb) to the least connected discourse (where the narrative sec-
tion or discourse topic changed). Their findings showed that there was a steady
increase in the probability of using overt SPs as the discourse became less con-
nected. They also found that the effect of the discourse connectedness variable
was a more robust predictor of subject use than switch reference alone. As we
turn our attention to the focus of the current study, the role of perseveration in
subject form acquisition and use, we will see that discourse connectedness must
remain in view as well.
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3 Research on perseveration

Interest in perseveration4, the focus of the current study, stems from research
findings that showed that patterns of deletion could not be explained using dis-
course constraints alone. For example, Poplack (1980) analyzed the factors that
constrain overt plural -s marking (in variation with -s aspiration and deletion)
in Puerto Rican Spanish. From a corpus of naturalistic productions, 6439 tokens
of words in plural NP strings were extracted (e.g., las nenas bonitas ‘the pretty
girls’) and were coded for grammatical category, following phonological seg-
ment, following stress, presence of disambiguating plural information, position
of the word in the NP string, and presence of preceding plural marking. Apart
from following stress, the functional and discourse-related factors did not ac-
count for the realization of final -s. In fact, Poplack found that “[p]resence of a
plural marker before the token favors marker retention on that token, whereas
absence of a preceding marker favors deletion (…) (Additionally,) [t]he most fa-
vorable context for marker deletion is precisely when the two preceding markers
have already been deleted” (pp. 63–64). Thus, her findings do not fit a functional
explanation and, instead, are consistent with Torres Cacoullos & Travis (2010:
4), who state that “the use of a certain structure in one utterance functions as a
prime on a subsequent utterance, such that that same structure is repeated”.

With respect to subject form perseveration, most studies distinguish between
what Travis & Torres Cacoullos (2018) dub co-referential subject priming, which
focuses on the previous expression of the same referent regardless of clausal dis-
tance, and adjacent clause subject priming, which analyzes the subject forms in
adjacent clauses regardless of co-referentiality. Variations of these analyses were
carried out by Torres Cacoullos & Travis (2010), Carvalho & Child (2011), Abreu
(2012), Flores-Ferrán (2002), Geeslin & Gudmestad (2011) and Travis (2007).5 Ad-
ditional studies focus solely on first- and third-person singular forms (de Prada
Pérez 2020) and still others have examined perseveration’s role in the expression
of second person singular pronouns (Callaghan & Travis 2021). The diverse cod-
ing schemes employed in these studies maywell stem from the fact that persever-

4Also known as “parallelism” (e.g., Carvalho & Child 2011), “linguistic priming” and “structural
priming” (Pickering & Ferreira 2008) among other terms.

5We recognize that there are additional nuances within the various coding schemes employed in
these studies. For example, some studies examine only the form of the preceding co-referential
subject (Carvalho & Child 2011, Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010), others examine the form of
the preceding subject, even when it is not co-referential (Cameron 1994, Cameron & Flores-
Ferrán 2004), while others examine the form of the precedingmention of the referent in subject
position regardless of the distance between mentions (Abreu 2012, Flores-Ferrán 2002, Geeslin
& Gudmestad 2011, Travis 2007).
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ation has been shown to happen on various levels of linguistic representation in-
cluding syntactic, semantic, structural, and lexical (see Pickering & Ferreira 2008
for a review, Travis 2007). For example, while lexical repetition appears to boost
the strength of perseveration, perseveration also appears to happen between lin-
guistic structures in the absence of lexical repetition (Pickering & Ferreira 2008,
Travis 2007) and even when speakers switch between languages (de Prada Pérez
2018, Gries & Kootstra 2017, Sodaci 2018, Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2010).

In general, this research has shown perseveration to occur through findings
such as higher rates of overt SPs in contexts where they are preceded by overt
SPs than when they are preceded by nulls and vice versa. In fact, the form of the
previous mention of a referent has been found to be one of the strongest predic-
tors of subject form variation in some studies (e.g., Carvalho & Child 2011, Tor-
res Cacoullos & Travis 2010). A functional hypothesis, on the other hand, would
predict that repeated marking of forms (such as overt subjects) would be unnec-
essary once the information was clearly established in accordance with Grice’s
(1975) maxim of quantity, which states that speakers should “not make a contri-
bution more informative than is required” (p. 45). In contrast to the use of subject
forms for functional reasons, perseveration is unique because it appears to hap-
pen involuntarily without any pragmatic or functional motivation (Cameron &
Flores-Ferrán 2004). Thus, as Cameron & Flores-Ferrán (2004) describe, it can
be considered the part of language that is expressive, that is, where the message
may be more spontaneous and less carefully planned. There are accounts that
address the relative importance of perseveration vis-a-vis function, shifting the
predictive importance toward one or the other (e.g., see Otheguy 2015 for dis-
cussion of the importance of function). It is our view that allowing for a role for
functional factors does not diminish the apparent importance of perseveration.
Instead, the current study recognizes a role for each.

4 Subject expression in L2 Spanish

Research on subject expression in L2 Spanish began with a focus on the L2 ac-
quisition of the null subject parameter and its associated properties (Al-Kasey &
Pérez-Leroux 1998, Bini 1993, Emberson 1987, Galvan 1999, Isabelli 2004, Liceras
1989, Liceras et al. 1997, Phinney 1987, White 1985). Some work, informed by
generative and optimality theory, explored discourse-pragmatic features as well
(LaFond 2002, LaFond et al. 2000, Montrul & Rodríguez Louro 2006, Rothman
2007), although studies that investigated the role of pragmatics on subject ex-
pression generally focused on the acquisition of subject expression in obligatory
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rather than variable contexts (Blackwell & Quesada 2012, Quesada & Blackwell
2009, Rothman 2009). Both generative and discourse-pragmatic approaches to
this issue continue to be of interest today (e.g., Lozano 2002, 2016).

In contrast to the aforementioned approaches, the variationist method allows
us to measure and track patterns of use over the course of development without
relying on an assessment of accuracy of a single form in a given context. This
is especially helpful for charting acquisition in contexts where more than one
subject form is allowable. Existing variationist research on subject expression in
L2 Spanish has sought to determine the various linguistic and extra-linguistic
factors that guide the use of subject forms. Through a series of studies, Geeslin
& Gudmestad (2008, 2010, 2011) and Gudmestad & Geeslin (2010) showed that
advanced L2 learners appear to reach a native-like sensitivity to the predictors
of subject form variation in sociolinguistic interviews. They analyzed all forms
produced in the subject position, including null, overt SPs and lexical NPs. Like
Bayley & Pease-Alvarez 1997, Geeslin & Gudmestad (2011) examined referent co-
hesiveness and found that NSs and NNSs used more overt subjects as distance
between mentions of the referent increased or functions of the referent changed.
Relevant to the current study, they found that perseveration occurred for these
speakers given that “null subjects were followed by a higher frequency of null
subjects and overt forms were followed by a higher frequency of overt forms”
(Geeslin & Gudmestad 2011: 10).

Continuing this line of work, Linford & Geeslin (2022) studied the L2 acqui-
sition of sensitivity to referent cohesiveness on variable subject expression in
Spanish. For their study, 125 NNSs across five levels of proficiency (beginner to
highly-advanced) and a group of 25 NSs completed a written contextualized pref-
erence task (WCPT) in which aspects of referent cohesiveness were manipulated.
Specifically, the distance to the previous mention of the referent, the syntactic
function of the previous mention of the referent and the TMA of the verb with
the previous mention of the referent were manipulated. For the WCPT, partic-
ipants selected either a null subject, an SP or a lexical NP to complete phrases
that were embedded into a written dialogue. Each item was categorized into one
of eight referent cohesiveness categories, from most to least cohesive based on
the manipulated factors. The results showed that native-like rates of selection of
the three forms did not occur until the highest level of proficiency, suggesting
that acquiring the rates of variation across subject forms occurs rather late in
the acquisition process. In addition, unlike previous research on oral production
data that found a consistent decrease in the use of null subjects as the discourse
became less cohesive, they did not find this to be a case between all categories
for any group – even the native speakers – including after they reorganized the
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categories based on the varying degrees of importance of the sub-factors. Hence,
even in this highly controlled and structured task, we see that referent cohesive-
ness and its associated properties, despite their clear importance, cannot be taken
as the lone explanatory factor.

In connecting these findings across studies, we hypothesize that better under-
standing the role of the form of the previous mention of subject referents and the
resulting perseveration is a key step in understanding the limitations of previous
findings. In addition, other associated properties of referent cohesiveness not ex-
plored yet, such as referent gender, might be related to perseveration as well. In
fact, there is complementary research on the acquisition of gender as well as re-
search on the psychological notion of surprisal, which suggests that the gender
of the referent and the cohesiveness between referents in terms of gender may
further play a role in understanding perseveration. For example, Malovrh (2014)
found that even the most advanced learners performed less accurately on a writ-
ten and oral short film retell when producing feminine clitics (i.e., la[s]) versus
masculine clitics (i.e., lo[s]). He further posited that “masculine forms are used as
defaults under conditions in which access to working memory is more restricted”
(p. 66), such as experimental tasks. Earlier studies such as Klee (1989) also found
that, with respect to object clitics, learners tend to acquire feminine clitics last,
and default to lo as an archmorpheme in all accusative contexts. Relatedly, studies
on noun and adjective agreement such as Alarcón (2010) have found that learners
are typically more accurate at producing gender agreement between masculine
nouns and adjectives and are often guided by semantic notions such as animacy.
Taken together, these disparities in learner performance between masculine and
feminine referents suggest that masculine and feminine gender are activated dif-
ferently in psychological representation. It is possible that, if masculine gender
acts as a default, perseveration may obtain less in cases where the prime gender
is masculine. Conversely, overt feminine referents may prime a preference for
overt feminine referents. This relates to the notion of surprisal, as described by
Jaeger & Snider (2007). These authors analyzed the English ditransitive construc-
tion which varies between the more frequent double NP construction (e.g., I gave
him the book) and the less frequent NP PP construction (e.g., I gave the book to
him). The authors found that the less frequent construction was more likely to re-
sult in perseveration on the following ditransitive structure. They interpret this
result as a product of the surprisal caused by the less frequent construction. Ac-
cording to this surprisal-sensitive persistence hypothesis (Jaeger & Snider 2007:
3), “less expected prime structures are predicted to prime more (i.e., to lead to a
bigger increase in the probability of repetition) than more expected prime struc-
tures”. In other words, less frequent variants exert a stronger priming effect due
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to their salience in the discourse. If we assume that masculine is the unmarked
gender (and indeed, it has been argued that feminine is the marked gender in
Spanish, see Beatty-Martínez & Dussias 2019, Harris 1991), then it is possible for
a feminine form tomore strongly activate an underlying feminine representation,
leading to higher rates of perseveration.

5 The current study

The current project was designed to examine the development of subject expres-
sion in L2 Spanish, looking specifically at perseveration in referential third per-
son singular contexts6 in order to deepen our understanding of the relationship
between perseveration of referential pronouns and other discourse-related fac-
tors, such as referent cohesion. To meet these goals, the current study answers
the following questions:

1. What is the overall frequency of subject form selection by native speakers
and L2 learners across different levels of proficiency on a written contex-
tualized preference task?

2. Do L2 learners across different levels of proficiency and native speakers
perseverate subject forms on a written contextualized preference task?

3. If perseveration is attested for a speaker group, is it constrained by inde-
pendent factors such as the prime form (null, overt or lexical NP), and
factors related to referent cohesiveness, such as, switch reference, TMA
continuity, gender continuity, and/or gender of the referent?

5.1 Participants

The participants were 125 L2 learners of Spanish and 25 NSs. All L2 learners
were native speakers of English and ranged in age from 18 to 47 years (average
= 21.9 yrs.). There were 70 female and 55 male L2 learners. The L2 learners were
divided into five groups of Spanish proficiency (split into five percentile ranges)
based on their scores on a 24-item grammar proficiency test (see §5.2 for addi-
tional information about the grammar test). Table 1 summarizes these participant
characteristics.

6Here, we describe third person pronouns as “referential” since they refer to persons who are
not actively participating in the discourse between interlocutors, as opposed to first and second
person pronouns which are deictic in nature (see de Prada Pérez 2020 for further discussion
of the referential nature of third person pronouns).
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Table 1: Participant characteristics by year of university Spanish course
enrollment and mean score in a grammar proficiency test (“G”: Gradu-
ate).

Year

Level 𝑁 1 2 3 4 G Test mean (%)

1 25 19 6 30.8
2 18 6 11 1 41.7
3 22 8 13 1 51.3
4 31 11 20 68.0
5 29 4 25 89.9
NSa 25 n/a 97.3

aTwo native speaker participants did not complete the grammar test.

The results of a One-Way ANOVA revealed that differences in grammar test
scores across participant groups were significant [𝐹 (5, 142) = 280.6, 𝑝 < 0.0001],
and Games-Howell post hoc tests7 revealed significant differences between all
participant groups.

The NS group included 19 females and 6 males. Their countries of origin were
Argentina (1), Bolivia (1), Colombia (3), Costa Rica (1), Mexico (6), Nicaragua (1),
Peru (3), Puerto Rico (1) and Spain (8). Their ages ranged from 22 to 44 (mean =
31.24 years). All were university-educated instructors of Spanish residing in the
U.S. at the time of data collection. In addition, all were bilingual in at least Spanish
and English. Similar to Geeslin&Gudmestad (2008), this group of native speakers
was chosen precisely because it is these speakers with whom the L2 learners in
our study interact and as such constitute a reasonable target for acquisition.

5.2 Elicitation tasks

All participants completed three tasks in the following order: a written contex-
tualized preference task (WCPT), a grammar proficiency test, and a background
questionnaire. The tasks were administered to the first four groups of L2 partic-
ipants either on paper or online by means of Quia Web8 during the participants’
regularly scheduled class time. The graduate-level L2 learners and the native
speakers completed the tasks online at a location of their choice.

7Games-Howell post hoc tests were employed since the test of homogeneity of variances was
significant.

8http://www.quia.com
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Participants first completed the WCPT, which consisted of 20 items embed-
ded within a fictional dialogue in Spanish. Each item had three response choices,
which were identical except for the subject forms: null, overt SP, or lexical NP.9

Participants were instructed to read the dialogue and select the phrase with the
form that sounded most natural in each context. The preceding mention of the
referent was varied throughout the WCT in order to provide a means for exam-
ining perseveration. Additionally, the instrument presented contexts with same
and switch reference, same and switch TMA, and also varied the gender of the
referent, making it possible to study the way these factors conspire to influence
perseveration.

Various linguistic features of the context were controlled in the instrument
to avoid potential confounding factors. All referents in each item were animate
third person singular referents, and all clauses were independent clauses. Fur-
thermore, the verb forms in each item were divided evenly between the simple
present indicative and the imperfect indicative, allowing for a balance between
clearly defined and potentially ambiguous verb forms. Although at first glance
this task may resemble those used under other theoretical approaches (e.g., gen-
erative), it falls within variationist framing because of (1) its attention to themany
independent linguistic factors that come to bear on form selection and (2) the re-
sponse format that allows participants to indicate a preference without reference
to accuracy or acceptability. While not always the case, another defining feature
is that it creates extended narrative context rather than eliciting sentence-level
judgements. Example 7 is an excerpt taken from the written contextualized task
followed by a translation into English:

(7) Jorge: ¿De verdad? Pues ya nunca llego tarde porque cada vez que yo
llegaba tarde, ella siempre se ponía muy seria.
a. Decía que le daba igual…
b. Ella decía que le daba igual…
c. Juanita decía que le daba igual…

Jorge: Really? Well, now I never arrive late because every time I arrived
late, she always got really serious.
a. ∅ Said that it didn’t matter…
b. She said that it didn’t matter…
c. Juanita said that it didn’t matter…

9The reason for limiting the options to these three forms was that Geeslin & Gudmestad (2008)
found that the other forms (e.g., demonstrative pronouns, indefinite pronouns, and interroga-
tive pronouns) represented a very small portion of the data (only 4.6% for highly-advanced L2
learners and 8.4% for native speakers).

81



Kimberly L. Geeslin, Thomas Goebel-Mahrle, Jingyi Guo & Bret Linford

The second task, a grammar test, consisted of a fictional narration in Spanish
that contained 25 contextualized items in which the participants were instructed
to choose between three possible options to complete the sentences grammati-
cally.10 In the current study, we excluded from the analysis one item due to high
levels of variability among native speakers,11 specifically, the item that included
Spanish copulas and is marked with preterit or imperfect aspect. As both aspec-
tual marking and copula contrast in Spanish tend to vary, the variability on this
item is not unusual, leaving a total of 24 items.

The background questionnaire for the L2 learners consisted of 33 questions in
English that gathered demographic information (e.g., age, gender, etc.) as well
as determined the participants’ current and previous experience with Spanish
and other languages. Another questionnaire was created for the NSs which con-
tained 10 items to gather information regarding demographics, time spent in the
U.S., and experience with other languages. The data collected through these tasks
yielded the description of the participants provided in §5.1.

5.3 Coding and analysis

In this study, we examined contexts in which the previous mention of the ref-
erent was in subject position regardless of the distance to the previous mention,
thereby following the operationalizations of Abreu (2012), Flores-Ferrán (2002),
Geeslin & Gudmestad (2011), and Travis (2007). This operationalization allowed
us to examine the potential relationship to perseveration of continuity of refer-
ence and/or gender of the referent. However, three of the total twenty contexts
were excluded from this analysis because there is no previous mention of the
referent in subject position or this mention falls in a previous item, where the
subject depends on the participant response to the previous item. In addition, one
context was excluded from the analysis because the potential previous mention
of the same referent has an ambiguous reference. These exclusions left us with
16 items for analysis and a total of 2,396 tokens.

Our dependent variable in the current analysis is whether perseveration oc-
curred, that is, whether the form selected by the participant was the same or dif-
ferent from the previous form of the referent. Additionally, we coded our data for

10As mentioned earlier, only 8 of the native speaker participants scored 100% on the proficiency
test. Even so, it is important to note that the results on the same grammatical proficiency test
of over 500 native and L2 learners of Spanish were submitted to a reliability test using SPSS.
The Cronbach’s Alpha for the proficiency test was 0.868, well above the minimum requirement
of 0.70 for a test to be reliable (George & Mallery 2012).

11The item that was removed asked test-takers to select between options that contained the
Spanish copulas.

82



4 Variable subject expression in second language acquisition

several independent variables. It will be recalled that previous research indicates
that referent cohesiveness, which has been operationalized with varying degrees
of distinction, sometimes based on TMA continuity, position of the referent, or
other factors, plays an important role in understanding patterns of subject form
use. To this end, we explored multiple factors related to referent cohesiveness.
From studies such as Geeslin & Gudmestad (2011) and Linford & Geeslin (2022),
we know that TMA continuity (which distinguishes adjacent tensed verbs that
contrast in TMA from those that do not) adds dimension to our understanding of
the relationship between referent cohesiveness and perseveration and, thus, we
included this factor in our coding. We also examined the variable gender continu-
ity, which captures whether a referent has the same gender as the referent of the
subject of the previous third person singular verb. As noted earlier, this factor
is particularly relevant for third person subjects because third person pronouns
are referential. For this factor, we disregarded intervening referents that were not
third person singular because we assume that gender continuity is most likely
a relevant influence for perseveration of third person singular subject forms. In
cases of same reference, there is by definition, also gender continuity and, thus,
the key contrast occurs in contexts of switch reference. This interaction is re-
flected in our coding scheme (details below).12 This variable sheds light on the
relationship between perseveration and the function that forms, such as overt
SPs or lexical NPs, play in distinguishing the current referent from a previous
one.

In addition to gender continuity, we also coded for the gender (masculine vs.
feminine) of the prime.13 Our reasons for including this variable stem from the re-
search reviewed previously on the acquisition of various other L2 Spanish struc-
tures that reflect learners’ differing patterns of acquisition with feminine refer-
ents (e.g., Alarcón 2010, Klee 1989, Malovrh 2014) as well as the possible role that
a non-default form may play in processes such as perseveration (Jaeger & Snider
2007). We summarize our coding of these independent variables in Tables 2–6.

12There is only one item that has an intervening referent that is not third person singular. This
item was coded as switch reference for the “same/switch reference” factor, since the interven-
ing verbal subject is first person singular. The same item was coded as same reference, same
gender for the “gender continuity” factor, since the closest preceding third person singular
verbal subject has the same reference as the subject of this item.

13There is only one item where the prime gender and the current referent gender do not cor-
respond. In this item, the current referent is singular feminine [∅/Ella/Olivia no siente nada
por él ‘null/She/Olivia does not feel anything for him’], while the prime is a plural masculine
referent null subject ellos ‘they’ which includes the current referent.
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Table 2: Analysis of independent variable: Prime form (The form of the
preceding mention of the referent in subject position, regardless of the
distance)

Categories Example (prompt with response options)

Null El único problema es que hace cinco meses que ∅ rompió con
su exnovio tras una relación de dos años y todavía está un
poco triste.
‘The only problem is that it has been five months since she
(∅) broke up with her ex-boyfriend after a two-year
relationship and she is still a little sad.’
∅/Ella/Juanita salía con Paco García.
‘∅/She/Juanita was dating Paco García.’

Overt pronoun Sé que ELLA no siente nada por él ahora…Antes…
‘I know that SHE doesn’t feel anything for him
now…Before…’
∅/Ella/Olivia sentía algo por él, ¿no?
‘∅/She/Olivia felt something for him, right?’

Lexical NP Sí, sí. Me voy. JUANITA ya me está esperando.
‘Yes, yes. I’m leaving. JUANITA is already waiting for me.’
∅/Ella/Juanita se irrita un poco cuando llego tarde
‘∅/She/Juanita becomes a little irritated when I arrive late.’

The initial step in our analysis was to examine the distribution of the subject
forms selected by each participant group. Although this is not the dependent
variable for the remaining analyses, it is important to provide this distribution
as a backdrop for comparison to other studies. Following the reporting of the dis-
tribution of the forms selected on our WCPT, we provide a similar report of the
distribution of the perseveration attested by each participant group. Although
we do provide the overall rates of perseveration by group, we note that it is the
rate of perseveration within the prime form that is more meaningful in answer-
ing our research questions and contextualizing our findings within the existing
research on this subject. Our analysis then turns to a statistical examination of
the degree to which the independent factors in our analysis are related to perse-
veration for each group. We present the findings of a binary logistic regression
analysis14 for each participant group as a means for answering our third research

14We used the Generalized Estimating Equations tool in SPSS 27 with participant as an exchange-
able subject variable for the regressions.

84



4 Variable subject expression in second language acquisition

Table 3: Analysis of independent variable: Same vs. switch reference
(Whether the subject referent of the immediately preceding tensed
verb is the same)

Categories Example (prompt with response options)

Same reference Pablo: Pues, en primer lugar, Olivia no tiene exnovios.
‘Pablo: Well, first, Olivia doesn’t have ex-boyfriends.’
Jorge: ∅/Ella/Olivia salía con Enrique el año pasado, ¿no?
‘Jorge: ∅/She/Olivia dated Enrique last year, right?’

Switch reference Ok, ok…la verdad es que tengo una cita con mi novia.
‘Ok, ok…the truth is that I have a date with my girlfriend.’
∅/Ella/Mi novia quiere comer en un restaurante elegante
así que...
‘∅/She/My girlfriend wants to eat at an elegant
restaurant so …’

Table 4: Analysis of independent variable: TMA continuity (Is TMA of
previous mention of the referent in subject position the same?)

Categories Example (prompt with response options)

Same TMA Tal vez, pero también él le dice a Juanita que no pasa nada si
ella sale con otro chico. Si…
‘Possibly, but he also tells Juanita that it’s ok if she dates
another guy. If…’
∅/él/Paco tiene problema conmigo...
‘∅/he/Paco has a problem with me…’

Different TMA Antes Paco me trataba como a un amigo pero ahora que
Juanita sale conmigo,…
‘Before Paco treated me as a friend but now that Juanita
dates me,…’
∅/él/Paco ni me mira.
‘∅/he/Paco doesn’t even look at me.’
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Table 5: Analysis of independent variable: Gender continuity (Is the
gender of the 3rd person subject referent of the immediately preceding
tensed verb the same?)

Categories Example (prompt with response options)

Same gender,
same referents

Pablo: Pues, en primer lugar, OLIVIA no tiene exnovios.
‘Pablo: Well, first, OLIVIA doesn’t have ex-boyfriends.’
Jorge: ∅/Ella/Olivia salía con Enrique el año pasado, ¿no?
‘Jorge: ∅/She/Olivia dated Enrique last year, right?’

Same gender,
different referents

Jorge: ¿Seguro que no la conoces? Pues, es la chica con
quien hablaba Ana Ramírez después de la clase de
biología todos los días el semestre pasado. De hecho, ANA
es su mejor amiga.
‘Jorge: Are you sure you don’t know her? Well, she is
the girl with whom Ana Ramírez chatted after the
biology class everyday las semester. In fact, ANA is her
best friend.’
Pablo: Ah, ok...sí...
‘Pablo: Ah, ok…yes…’
∅/Ella/Juanita es muy guapa entonces.
‘∅/She/Juanita is very beautiful then.’

Different gender,
different referents

Antes Paco me trataba como a un amigo pero ahora que
JUANITA sale conmigo,…
‘Before Paco treated me as a friend but now that
JUANITA dates me,…’
∅/él/Paco ni me mira.
‘∅/he/Paco doesn’t even look at me.’
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Table 6: Analysis of independent variable: Prime gender

Masculine Tal vez, pero también él le dice a Juanita que no pasa nada si ella
sale con otro chico. Si…
‘Possibly, but he also tells Juanita that it’s ok if she dates
another guy. If…’
∅/él/Paco tiene problema conmigo...
‘‘∅/he/Paco has problem with me…’

Feminine ¿De verdad? Pues ya nunca llego tarde porque cada vez que yo
llegaba tarde, ELLA siempre se ponía muy seria.
‘Really? Well now I never arrive late because every time I
arrived late, SHE always got very serious.’
∅/Ella/Juanita decía que le daba igual.
‘∅/She/Juanita said that she didn’t care.’

question. The independent variables included in the regression are prime form,
TMA continuity, and gender continuity. We included prime form in order to ex-
amine how this variable affects perseveration when other factors are considered
in the same statistical model. Gender continuity rather than same vs. switch ref-
erence was included since the former further specifies the degrees of discourse
cohesion captured in the switch reference variable and it allows us to tease apart
the effects of selecting each form for functional reasons (e.g., contrast/clarity)
and psychological or expressive reasons (e.g., priming). Specifically, one would
expect based on functional use of subject forms that null subjects would be perse-
verated most often in same reference contexts, overt SPs would be perseverated
most often in switch reference contexts where the gender is contrastive with the
previous subject referent, and lexical NPs would be perseverated most often in
switch reference contexts, especially without contrastive gender of the referents.
The degree to which these functional predictions (do not) account for the pat-
terns attested, indicates a role for psychological effects, such as perseveration.
We did not include the prime gender variable in the regression because there
were unintended correlations between the prime gender and switch reference in
the instrument design. The final step of our analysis is to focus more directly on
the prime gender and its relationship to perseveration. By looking at the prime
gender only in contexts of switch reference, we are able to test the hypotheses
put forth earlier regarding the degree to which perseveration is differential for
default vs. non-default forms.
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6 Results

As described previously, we begin our presentation of the results with an
overview of the distribution of the forms selected according to proficiency level.
Table 7 shows the overall distribution of the subject forms selected by each par-
ticipant group and the percentage each form selected constitutes within each
participant group. The note below the table provides details of ANOVA tests of
differences between groups for each subject form.

Table 7: Distribution of forms selected by group. Note: ANOVA tests
between groups *** = 𝑝 < 0.001, Nulls [𝐹(5, 144) = 36.13, 𝑝 < 0.001],
Overt SPs [𝐹(5, 144) = 8.817, 𝑝 < 0.001], Lexical NPs [𝐹(5, 144) =
18.433, 𝑝 < 0.001].

*** *** ***
Level Null subjects Overt SPs Lexical NPs Total

# % # % # % 𝑁
1 133 33.5 151 38.0 113 28.5 397
2 99 34.5 106 36.9 82 28.6 287
3 127 36.1 155 44.0 70 19.9 352
4 249 50.2 179 36.1 68 13.7 496
5 334 72.0 90 19.4 40 8.6 464
NS 307 76.8 63 15.8 30 7.5 400

Table 7 demonstrates that the L2 learners select a relatively large proportion of
overt SPs and lexical NPs at lower proficiency levels and gradually select a higher
percentage of null subjects as L2 proficiency increases. This trend is especially
noticeable at level 4 where the selection rates of overt SPs and lexical NPs de-
crease, accompanied by a sharp increase in the selection of null subjects. Results
from three one-way ANOVAs comparing the selection rates of each of the forms
between groups were significant (see note below Table 7). Post-hoc Tukey tests
showed that for null subjects, the selection rates for learners in levels 1-3 were
not significantly different from each other, level 4 learners’ selection rate of null
subjects was significantly different from all other levels, and level 5 and NSs were
not significantly different from each other. For overt SPs, post hoc Tukey tests
showed that the selection rates from level 1 to 4 were not significantly different
from one another and level 5 and NSs were not significantly different from each
other. Finally, post hoc Games-Howell tests showed that for lexical NPs, levels
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1–3 were not significantly different from each other, and level 4, 5 and the NSs
were not significantly different from one another. In sum, we see that these ap-
parent shifts, at level 4 for null subjects and lexical NPs, and at level 5 for overt
SPs represent significant shifts in rates of selection.

We now turn our analysis toward the overarching question of whether we
find perseveration, for all groups and for all forms, and what other independent
variables help us understand the patterns of perseveration attested in our dataset.
Table 8 shows the rates of perseveration within participant groups for each form
and the overall rates of perseveration. For example, for level 3 learners, when
the prime form was null, the form selected was also null in 34 tokens, which
represent 30.9 percent of the cases; and in total, they selected the same form as
the primewith 90 tokens (25.6 percent of all the cases). The use of the asterisks (*)
indicates the results of chi-square tests that measured the degree to which these
patterns were significantly different by form, within the group. Building on the
previous example, this means that for level 3, the 𝑝-value for a test measuring the
degree to which rates of perseveration differed by form was smaller than 0.001.

Table 8: Number and percentage of perseveration by prime form and
overall perseveration (OP). Note: 𝜒 2 tests, *** = 𝑝 < 0.001.

Level Null Overt SP Lexical NP OP

# % # % # % # %

1 27 21.8 39 31.5 36 24.2 102 25.7
2 27 30.0 28 31.5 22 20.4 77 26.8
3*** 34 30.9 41 37.3 15 11.4 90 25.6
4*** 78 50.3 50 32.3 13 7.0 141 28.4
5*** 102 70.3 22 15.2 6 3.4 130 28.0
NS*** 93 74.4 22 17.6 2 1.3 117 29.3

Table 8 demonstrates that starting at level 3 and continuing for each of the
more advanced groups, and the NSs, the perseveration rates differ significantly
across the three forms examined. This result is highly anticipated as we would
not expect similar rates of perseveration for null subjects and lexical NPs in nat-
ural discourse. On the contrary, we might expect that because the persevera-
tion of lexical NPs is functionally unnecessary for content recovery, it would
occur at lower rates. A more interesting question is whether the rates of per-
severation for a given form differ by participant group, as this would demon-
strate the path of acquisition, and whether our learners arrive at native-like pat-
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terns of perseveration. To assess this, we compared perseveration rates between
groups by means of One-Way ANOVAs for each prime form (i.e., three sepa-
rate ANOVAs). The results of the ANOVAs show that there are significant differ-
ences in perseveration rates between groups for null primes [𝐹(5, 144) = 25.003,
𝑝 < 0.001], overt SP primes [𝐹(5, 144) = 5.187, 𝑝 < 0.001] and for lexical NP
primes [𝐹(5, 144) = 10.519, 𝑝 < 0.001]. Post hoc Tukey tests revealed that for per-
severation of null primes, levels 1–3 were not significantly different from each
other, level 4 was significantly different from all other groups and level 5 and NSs
were not significantly different from each other. For overt SPs, post hoc Games-
Howell tests showed no significant differences in perseveration between levels
1-4; level 5 was significantly different from levels 1, 3 and 4, and NSs were only
significantly different from level 3. For lexical NP primes, levels 1–3 were not
significantly different from each other, levels 3–5 were not significantly differ-
ent from each other, and levels 4-NSs were not significantly different from one
another. As a whole, this indicates that level 5 was the only group that demon-
strated consistent native-like patterns of perseveration across primes. Adding
detail, for null primes it appears that there is a shift at level 4 that leads to more
native-like patterns by level 5, whereas this happens somewhat sooner for lexi-
cal NPs, showing the transition between levels 3 and 4. Patterns for overt SPs are
not as linear as for null subjects and lexical NPs and, thus, the patterns attested
by the ANOVA are more complex, but show a general trend toward reduction in
perseveration over time, with a dramatic shift between levels 4 and 5.

Thus far, our analysis demonstrates that perseveration does in fact vary by
form and proficiency level. To understand these patterns, we conducted sepa-
rate binary logistic regressions for each level to examine other factors that may
influence perseveration (see §5.3 for independent variable details). Table 9 sum-
marizes the results of each of these six statistical models.

As is demonstrated in Table 9, prime form is a significant predictor of persever-
ation for level 3 and above. In contrast, the factors related to referent cohesive-
ness, such as gender continuity (which includes a measure of switch reference)
and TMA continuity do not seem to play a significant role in patterns of per-
severation until level 5. Additionally, the role of gender continuity is apparent
for highly advanced learners and for NSs. We did find one anomalous result in
that TMA continuity is significant at level 2, but then not for other levels un-
til level 5. With regard to the direction of these effects, for prime form, we find
that for nearly all groups for which this variable was significant, perseveration
was most common with null primes, followed by overt SP primes, then lexical
NP primes. The only exception to this trend was Level 3 in which perseveration
occurred more with overt SP than null primes. For gender continuity, for level 5
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Table 9: Results of binary logistic regressions for perseveration by level
(significant results bolded)

Level Prime form Gender continuity TMA continuity

Wald 𝜒2 𝑝 Wald 𝜒2 𝑝 Wald 𝜒2 𝑝
1 2.399 0.301 0.738 0.691 0.942 0.332
2 3.907 0.142 0.733 0.693 7.335 0.007
3 32.731 <0.001 7.107 0.029 0.012 0.912
4 52.368 <0.001 2.221 0.329 1.642 0.200
5 59.282 <0.001 22.687 <0.001 8.655 0.003
NS 51.358 <0.001 11.163 0.004 1.900 0.168

and the NSs, perseveration occurred least often in same reference contexts and
more often in switch reference contexts, with little apparent difference with and
without switches in gender. Finally, for continuity of TMA, level 3 demonstrated
more perseveration when there was a switch in TMA whereas level 5 showed
the opposite trend. We will discuss this result further in the section that follows.
To summarize the overall patterns in terms of development, we see that learners
first perseverate at different rates by prime form and then, at much higher levels
of development, begin to demonstrate patterns of perseveration that are sensi-
tive to independent variables related to referent cohesiveness. Such factors are
indicators of functional explanations for (lack of) perseveration and it is to be
expected that the interplay between functional patterns and psychological ones,
such as perseveration, requires advanced ability in a language. We will return to
these results in the discussion section.

The final step in our analysis was to examine whether the prime gender plays
a role in perseveration. This analysis focused on switch reference contexts for
which the nearest previous mention of the referent was in subject position. This
narrower scopewas selected becausewe identified interactionswith switch refer-
ence as well as the distance of the mention of the reference, on the one hand, and
the prime gender, on the other. These interactions were artifacts of the instru-
ment rather than indications of how these might operate in naturally-occurring
language. For example, on theWCPTwe found that items with male primes were
found in significantly more contexts of switch reference (57.2%) than those with
female primes (33.4%) [Pearson 𝜒2 = 135.391, df = 1, 𝑝 < 0.001]. We further
noted that although our original analysis included previous referents in subject
position, regardless of intervening mentions of the referent, that this might in-
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fluence the role that gender of the prime played. Consequently, we further nar-
rowed our analysis to those contexts where the previous mention of the referent
was in subject position (e.g., there were no intervening mentions of the referent
as verbal objects). Table 10 presents the results of Chi-square tests to determine if
the prime gender significantly correlated with perseveration for each participant
group in contexts of switch reference where the previous mention of the referent
was in subject position.

Table 10: Perseveration by prime gender in switch reference contexts
with previous mention of referent in subject position (significant re-
sults bolded)

Level Pearson 𝜒2 𝑝 m prime f prime

𝑁 % 𝑁 %

1 0.350 0.554 20 26.7 11 22.0
2 0.854 0.355 9 17.0 9 25.0
3 0.287 0.582 18 27.3 10 22.7
4 6.596 0.010 21 22.6 26 41.9
5 13.647 <0.001 18 20.7 29 50.0
NS 13.539 <0.001 13 17.3 24 48.0

As shown in Table 10, prime gender was found to significantly correlate to
perseveration for levels 4, 5 and NSs. In every case, when this factor was found
to be significant, there was significantly more perseveration for feminine primes
than for masculine ones. As with the results from the regression analysis, we will
further explore this finding in the discussion that follows.

7 Discussion

The current study was designed to expand our understanding of how persevera-
tion operates with third person referential subjects for second language learners
of Spanish and how these patterns change as proficiency increases. Our first re-
search question examined the distribution of subject forms selected on theWCPT
and how this differed by group. Our analysis showed that in the early stages of
acquisition (levels 1–3), L2 learners select each form at similar rates, suggesting
that their selection is not (heavily) influenced by contextual factors. At levels 3–
4, however, learners begin showing differences in selection rates for each form.
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As L2 proficiency level increased, patterns indicated a shift toward greater selec-
tion rates of null forms and lowered selection rates of overt SPs and lexical NPs.
For null and lexical NPs, the shift toward native-like rates occurred at level 4,
whereas this occurred later (only at level 5) for overt SPs. These results confirm
previous research employing both experimental and spontaneous oral data (e.g.,
Geeslin & Gudmestad 2010, 2011) and suggest that acquiring native-like patterns
of subject form variation occurs relatively late in the acquisition process. As pre-
vious research has suggested, native-like variation of this structure is guided by
a myriad of semantic and discursive attributes of the linguistic context, as well as
psychological processes such as priming, and this complexity likely contributes
to acquisition rates of these patterns.

Our second research question examined the rates of perseveration. Our analy-
sis showed that from level 3 onward the rates of perseveration differed by prime
form, and from level 4 the perseveration rate was highest for null primes and
lowest for lexical NP primes. We note that this difference across forms, and the
direction of those differences, is not surprising, but it is important from a de-
velopmental standpoint to understand when L2 learners begin to reflect these
patterns in their own use. Adding further depth to these developmental patterns,
our analysis of patterns within prime forms showed that for null subjects, only
level 5 learners reached native-like patterns (i.e., did not differ significantly from
the native speaker group). For overt SPs the trend over levels was not linear, but
level 5 did reach native-like rates of perseveration. Finally, for lexical NPs this
occurred slightly earlier in the process and level 4 learners were shown not to
differ significantly from level 5 or from the NSs. The gradual differentiation of
patterns by form as proficiency increases is consistent with previous research,
regardless of the additional factors under examination (e.g., Geeslin et al. 2015).
However, the current study is the first to our knowledge to look at changes in
perseveration rates by level.

The remainder of our analysis (research question 3 and its sub-questions)
sought to explore the role of additional factors in understanding perseveration
among our L2 learner groups. Henceforth our dependent variable is whether
perseveration occurred, and the goal of the analysis is to determine which in-
dependent factors contribute to the occurrence of perseveration. The regression
analyses conducted for each level indicate stable patterns of change across pro-
ficiency levels, with the exception of the effect of TMA continuity, which was a
significant predictor of perseveration at levels 2 and 5, but in opposite directions.
We hypothesize that the results for the role of TMA continuity for level 5 are in
line with the general trends and the level 2 results are anomalous. This may re-
flect the pattern of acquisition of the two morphosyntactic forms in alternation
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on our instrument, rather than a fact related to perseveration. Specifically, the
acquisition of the two forms that mark past tense in Spanish is likely in progress
for level 2 learners (Salaberry 2011) and the forms are likely to draw additional at-
tention until they are incorporated into the learners’ grammar (VanPatten 1990).
Lower rates of perseveration with switches in TMA for level 2 may indicate the
attention required to process these forms at this particular level, whereas by level
5 we see the direction of effect that explanations based on referent cohesiveness
would predict. Returning then to overall patterns of development attested by the
regression analyses, we see that as proficiency increases, learner grammars move
toward patterns that are predicted by an increasing number of factors. The im-
portance of the prime form is attested for level 3 and above and the role of gender
continuity becomes apparent at level 5, as does TMA continuity. The reader will
recall that because of the overlap between gender continuity and a dichotomous
switch reference distinction, whereby same reference contexts are also, by defi-
nition, contexts where gender is also continuous, we combined these factors into
a single, three-part distinction. Consequently, this variable represents a level of
complexity that a simpler switch vs. same reference distinction would not. Our
hypothesis is supported by earlier studies that show a relatively earlier effect
for switch reference when not combined with gender continuity (Geeslin et al.
2015). It is likely that this complexity explains why the variable is significant only
for the highest proficiency level and for NSs, whereas Linford & Geeslin (2022)
found that referent cohesiveness alone constrained subject expression as early
as level 3 among their learners.

The final step in our analysis was to look not only at whether there were shifts
in gender of the referent, a reflection of referent cohesion that offers a functional
explanation of perseveration, but also whether the prime gender is related to per-
severation. This final variable speaks to hypotheses related to surprisal or default
forms and is based on psychological processes rather than functional ones (Jaeger
& Snider 2007). Our results do, in fact, demonstrate an effect for prime gender
beginning at level 4 and continuing for level 5 and the NS group. Specifically,
for these groups we see that feminine primes are more likely to perseverate than
masculine ones. This finding is consistent with our predictions as the feminine
form is described in the literature as less frequent, and the less likely form to
serve as the default, both for learners and NSs (Alarcón 2010, Klee 1989, Malovrh
2014). In terms of L2 development, it is reasonable to expect that learners must
reach a fairly advanced level of proficiency in order to demonstrate these sophis-
ticated patterns of language processing. Although our findings are as expected,
our study is the first of its kind to demonstrate a role for both functional and
psychological processes as they relate to L2 perseveration.
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Throughout the discussion, we have provided an account of the differences
between levels in an effort to use our cross-sectional design to illustrate the path
of L2 acquisition. In order to provide a snapshot of development that captures all
of our findings, we summarize the results in Table 11 in terms of developmental
trends by level of proficiency.

Table 11: Developmental stages for subject form perseveration

Level Summary of patterns

1 Subject form selection rates are near chance; Perseveration rates are
not influenced by prime form, gender or TMA continuity or prime
gender

2 Similar to level 1, except perseveration rates for null SPs increase,
and TMA continuity has a level-specific relationship to perseveration

3 Subject form selection rates are similar to levels 1 and 2;
Perseveration rates begin to show differentiation by prime form
(null, overt SP and lexical NP); Perseveration rates for null primes
and lexical NP primes begin to shift toward native-like patterns

4 Rates of selection for null and lexical NP subjects are significantly
different from lower levels (overt SPs are not); Perseveration rates
for null primes are significantly different from lower levels and those
for overt SP and lexical NP primes are like NSs; Perseveration rates
are significantly influenced by prime form, but not by other
discourse factors; prime forms denoting feminine referents start to
be more likely perseverated and this continues through higher levels

5 Subject selection rates are like NSs for all forms and uniquely so, for
null and overt SPs; Perseveration rates for all prime forms are like
NSs; perseveration rates are significantly related to prime form,
gender continuity and TMA continuity; prime forms denoting
feminine referents continue to be perseverated at higher rates

NS Subject form selection rates are significantly different by form;
perseveration rates are significantly related to prime form and
gender continuity; prime forms denoting feminine referents are
perseverated at higher rates
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As seen in Table 11, there is little difference in form selection and rates of per-
severation between levels 1 and 2 and patterns at this level do not appear to be
influenced by the independent factors in the current study. By level 3, however,
rates of selection remain similar to earlier levels but rates of perseveration for
null subjects and lexical NPs are shifting towards native-like tendencies. Nev-
ertheless, we do not see a marked influence on rates of perseveration by the
referent cohesiveness variables, nor by the prime gender. The learners at level 4
show the sharpest differentiation from earlier levels. They exhibit significantly
different rates of selection of null and lexical NP subjects, and they have reached
native-like rates of perseveration for lexical NPs and also differ significantly from
lower levels in their rates of perseveration of null subjects. However, not all inde-
pendent variables in the current study have begun to demonstrate a significant
relationship to perseveration given that gender continuity nor TMA continuity
was not significant for this group. The patterns documented for learners at level
5 are similar to the native speaker group in several ways. First, level 5’s rates
of selection of all forms are comparable to that of native speakers. Additionally,
their rates of perseveration for null, overt SP and lexical NP primes do not sig-
nificantly differ from native speakers. It is also at level 5 that we begin to see the
native-like influence of gender continuity on patterns of perseveration. However,
TMA continuity was significant for level 5 but not for the NSs.

In sum, the current study adds to the body of literature on the L2 acquisition
of subject expression by exploring factors related to perseveration. Furthermore,
our study is the first to demonstrate the role that the prime gender plays in per-
severation. Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the results provide evidence
for a developmental path in which learners move towards nativelike subject ex-
pression as they gain proficiency in Spanish. It is noteworthy that differences
remain even between highly advanced learners and native speakers as patterns
that reflect this complex interplay of factors are likely to develop only with ex-
tensive exposure to the language. Taken together, our findings suggest a role for
functional factors that proceed from the discourse at hand, as well as the psy-
chological factors, such as priming, that lead to perseveration. Indeed, the study
stresses the importance of considering functional accounts (see Otheguy 2015) as
well as the effect of perseveration in order to account for subject expression in
both native and L2 Spanish. Our findings further suggest that controlled instru-
ments such as the WCPT in the present study can be effective means for teasing
out these subtle differences (see also Geeslin et al. 2015).
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8 Conclusion and future directions

The present study has shown that perseveration occurs among L2 learners of
Spanish and its study provides important information about the acquisition of
subject forms. Specifically, we see that learners first come to differentiate rates
of selection of subject forms and then, at higher levels of proficiency, demon-
strate varying rates of perseveration by form. Additionally, we see that learners
do come to make use of other related factors, such as gender continuity and TMA
continuity. We also showed that for learners as well as for native speakers, the
examination of prime gender adds dimension to our knowledge of the persever-
ation of subject forms. These findings are consistent with existing literature but
also provide new insights related to L2 acquisition and the role of prime gender
in particular.

Benefits of our findings notwithstanding, there are limitations to the current
project that provide impetus for future investigations. As is often the case, the
benefits of using a highly controlled elicitation instrument were appropriate
given the goals of our investigation and, at the same time, it is important to take
what we have learned and explore these same patterns in more freely produced
samples of language. Specifically, it will be important to expand these findings in
contexts where there are a greater number of referents in play and the narrative
structure is more complex. We further recognize that learner populations differ,
and these results should be expanded to include learners in other contexts and
with other first languages. Similarly, adding additional native speaker groups to
the study of these factors is essential to corroborate and build on our findings.
Clearly our native speaker group serves as an example of the input our learners
receive, but they do not represent the diverse speech communities throughout
the Spanish-speaking world.
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Portuguese a pessoa and uma pessoa:
Emerging inclusive impersonals
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In both Brazilian and European Portuguese, a pessoa (‘the person’), uma pessoa
(‘a person’), as pessoas (‘the persons’), o povo (‘the people’), o pessoal (‘the peo-
ple’) and some other, more colloquial expressions such as geral ‘general’ (Ornelas
de Avelar 2023 [this volume]) are currently developing new impersonal uses (see
Afonso 2008, Amaral & Mihatsch 2019, Posio 2021). In this contribution we will
analyse the functional changes of a pessoa and uma pessoa, with a focus on Brazil-
ian Portuguese. Interestingly, all these expressions are originally third person noun
phrases excluding reference to speakers and addressees. In impersonal contexts,
however, a pessoa and uma pessoa are predominantly used in non-referential con-
texts where speaker and addressee may be included. We will try to shed light on
the evolution of the functions of the emerging impersonal pronouns a pessoa and
uma pessoa in Brazilian Portuguese, starting with a macro-diachronic analysis trac-
ing the earliest impersonal uses on the basis of the Corpus do português (CDP,
Genre/Historical) by Mark Davies and by comparing Brazilian oral colloquial data
from the 20th century based on the comparative subcorpus of NURC RJ with con-
temporary corpus data from Rio de Janeiro (CORPORAPORT) and Minas Gerais
(MOC). The corpus analysis will be complemented by acceptability judgments. The
different data types will be combined in order to trace the diachronic development
of the restrictions determining the impersonal uses and the differences and par-
allels between the two expressions. We will close by comparing our results with
existing studies by Posio (2017, 2021) and Martins (2022) on parallel developments
in European Portuguese.
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Referring to discourse participants in Ibero-Romance languages, 107–146. Berlin: Lan-
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https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.8124494


Eduardo Tadeu Roque Amaral & Wiltrud Mihatsch

1 Introduction

A considerable number of studies have shown the existence of impersonal and
personal pronouns that originate from noun phrases with highly general hu-
man nouns such as French on (impersonal ‘one’ or ‘you’) or Portuguese a gente
(personal pronoun ‘we’ with an earlier impersonal meaning, from a gente ‘the
people’). In Brazilian Portuguese (BP) and European Portuguese (EP) there are
several expressions such as a pessoa, uma pessoa, as pessoas, o povo and o pes-
soal which take over impersonal functions (Amaral &Mihatsch 2019, Posio 2021).
However, although all these expressions are originally third person noun phrases
excluding speakers and addressees, a pessoa (literally ‘the person’) and uma pes-
soa (literally ‘a person’) are particularly used in contexts where speaker and ad-
dressee are included. This study aims to analyse these expressions in order to
shed light on the different restrictions determining the exclusive and inclusive
impersonal uses and their referential functions, starting out with the classifica-
tion by Gast & van der Auwera (2013). As typically observed in other processes
of grammaticalisation, the functional changes are accompanied by other, rather
formal changes not focused on in this study (but see Posio 2021 for European
Portuguese and Amaral & Mihatsch 2019 for Brazilian Portuguese), such as their
increasingly common occurrence in the syntactic subject position, decategori-
alisation, which leads to the loss of gender and number inflection and the pos-
sibility of adjectival modification, a certain degree of prosodic weakening (Po-
sio 2021) and more specific developments leading to well-established impersonal
pronouns such as the impossibility of referring anaphorically to an impersonal
antecedent (Cabredo Hofherr 2008: 39–42, 45–48).

Posio (2021) analyses these constructions in EP and discusses their status as po-
tentially grammaticalised referential devices. Posio (2021: 3) assumes that human
impersonal referential devices, in opposition to prototypical personal pronouns
(such as I or you), receive their interpretation through inference rather than ref-
erence. In example (1), according to Posio (2021: 11), the NP a pessoa ‘the person’
gains its speaker-oriented interpretation by inference from the immediate dis-
course context. The statement about the speaker’s life and work, formulated in
the first person plural, is followed by the generalising but still inclusive expres-
sion a pessoa, corresponding to English one. This is another typical use of the
pessoa constructions, as will be confirmed by our analysis.

(1) penso que o trabalho absorve-nos muito, (1.3) e acho que nos ocupa
mesmo muito atualmente
‘I think that the work absorbs us a lot, (1.3) and I think that it occupies us
really a lot these days’
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acho que a pessoa vive muito para o trabalho. (.) e já sai do trabalho muito
cansada. (0.6) eh:(0.4)
‘I think that the person lives a lot for the work. (.) and already leaves the
job really tired. (0.6) eh: (0.4) (Posio 2021: 11)

Based on previous studies, Posio (2017, 2021) points out some differences be-
tween EP, BP and Peninsular Spanish varieties in the domain of human imper-
sonal constructions. Although Spanish is a language syntactically close to Por-
tuguese, it does not present evidence of a grammaticalisation process resembling
the pessoa constructions, but both EP and BP do, and recent research has shown
some interesting similarities and differences between them. Posio (2021) high-
lights that it is not surprising that a construction resembling the man-imperson-
als has emerged in the varieties of Portuguese but not in Spanish, since Brazilian
Portuguese and to some extent European Portuguese (Posio 2012: 346) do now
fill the subject position more frequently and in more contexts than Spanish (see
the chapters in Kato & Negrão 2000 and Lamoglia Duarte 2000). The impersonal
uses of a pessoa and uma pessoa are thus a particular feature of Portuguese within
the Ibero-Romance language family. When translating the above example into
Spanish, the use of the non-grammaticalised Spanish NPs la persona and una
persona leads to the loss of the impersonal reading and in many cases the use
of this etymological equivalent sounds awkward. This is clear evidence of func-
tional changes occurring beyond contextual effects andmere inference, by which
these expressions have changed.

This contribution focuses on the diachronic and, to some extent, diatopic ten-
dencies in the referential functions of these emerging impersonals. Our analy-
sis is structured as follows: the next section (§2) will give an overview of the
main functions and properties of impersonal pronouns. In §3 we will sketch the
known paths of pronominalisation of impersonal pronouns and formulate a hy-
pothesis as to how a pessoa and uma pessoa might have emerged and the degree
to which their paths might be related. The following section §4 will explain the
methodology. In §5, we present our diachronic corpus analysis, starting with the
earliest uses in the Corpus do Português (CDP) Genre/Historical and ending with
21st-century colloquial data from Brazil. We will bring together the results of
the corpus analysis in §6, where we will outline the most important referential
changes of a pessoa and uma pessoa and point out parallels and differences be-
tween BP and EP. These results will be complemented by some of our results
from a large-scale acceptability study before we close with a brief conclusion.
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2 Impersonality and impersonal pronouns

There are various discourse contexts or communicative settings where speakers
need or want to avoid specifying arguments that must be expressed syntacti-
cally, for instance when speakers make general statements, when they want to
avoid naming known referents or when they ignore the identity of referents.
This is particularly important for the subject position, which is typically occu-
pied by an argument referring to a human agent. This position needs to be filled
in non-pro-drop languages such as French and is increasingly filled in Brazilian
Portuguese (see, for instance, Kato 2000). In European Portuguese it may also be
filled even when subject expression is not syntactically, semantically or pragmat-
ically obligatory (Posio 2012: 346). This is also one reason, at least for non-pro-
drop languages, why many impersonal pronouns occur in the subject position,
as in the case of French on, or at least prefer the subject position as in the case
of English one. Similarly, in the pro-drop language Spanish the impersonal pro-
noun uno ‘one’ occurs most often although not exclusively in the subject position
(Cabredo Hofherr 2008: 43–44, 2017: 263). Other aspects play a role in explaining
the preference for the subject position, for instance the correlation between the
subject position and agency and the frequency of subjects referring to humans.

Apart from the above-mentioned speaker motivations, impersonal pronouns
thus allow the subject position to be filled without specifying the referents, a
function captured by the definition offered by Gast & van der Auwera (2013: 124):

Impersonalization is the process of filling an argument position of a predi-
cate with a variable ranging over sets of human participants without estab-
lishing a referential link to any entity from the universe of discourse.

(Gast & van der Auwera 2013: 124)

The crucial difference between impersonals and other pronouns is indeed their
lack of referential anchoring, i.e. they do not introduce new discourse referents
that can be taken up anaphorically (see Siewierska 2011: 67), which is a conse-
quence of their primary function, agent defocusing (Achard 2015: 52–55).

Impersonal pronouns, i.e. different types of fillers of argument positions, go
back to several distinct types of diachronic sources. They may go back to lexical
sources, in most cases general human nouns meaning ‘human being’ as in the
case of the so-called man-impersonals such as French on or German man, but
also collective or plural general human nouns with the meaning ‘people’, as in
the case of the earlier impersonal uses of Portuguese a gente and the incipient
impersonal uses of Portuguese as pessoas, geral, (a) galera, (o) povo, (o) pessoal
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(Amaral & Mihatsch 2019, Silva & Coelho 2020, Ornelas de Avelar 2023 [this
volume]); a similar tendency has been observed for French les gens (Cappeau &
Schnedecker 2015).

Another important source for impersonal pronouns are personal pronouns as
in the case of the impersonal uses of second person pronouns (see Kluge 2016)
and third person plural pronouns (Siewierska 2011), but also indefinite pronouns
as in the case of English one (Moltmann 2010) or Spanish uno (Company Com-
pany & Pozas Loyo 2009). Notably, we thus find both definite and indefinite
sources.

The evolution of the impersonal pair a pessoa/uma pessoa with both a definite
and an indefinite source is still unclear and we do not know for sure whether
they have a common source or two separate sources. Related to their diachrony,
we need to find out whether they are functionally equivalent, and whether there
are any differences between BP and EP.

3 The evolution of impersonal pronouns and the case of a
pessoa/uma pessoa

Apessoa and uma pessoa share their function of agent defocusing and their emerg-
ing status as pronouns, as suggested by Amaral & Mihatsch (2019) and Mihatsch
(2017). The more established impersonal pronouns (e.g. French on, Portuguese
a gente) are known to go back to different sources: a generic NP in the case of
on (see Giacalone Ramat & Sansò 2007, 2011), and a definite referring NP with
plural reference as in the case of a gente ‘the people’ (see Lopes 2003, 2004) or in
the emerging impersonals as pessoas ‘the persons’ and o povo ‘the people’. The
sources are linked to particular discourse strategies, which also explains some
of their contemporary functional differences (Amaral & Mihatsch 2019). We will
start out with Gast & van der Auwera’s semantic map1 of impersonal pronouns,
refining some aspects. The circular map established by Gast & van der Auwera
(2013) for impersonal pronouns synthesises the functions distinguished for the
well-studied man-impersonals and impersonals based on third person plural pro-
nouns (see Siewierska 2011 and Cabredo Hofherr 2006, 2008, and others). Gast
& van der Auwera (2013) distinguish seven main functional clusters, which are
each related with the preceding and following cluster, with a link between func-
tions 1 and 7 closing the circle. In what follows we will adopt their terminology:

1Semantic maps visualise synchronic relations between functions typically expressed by poly-
semous items as well as diachronic relations (see Haspelmath 2003). Neighbouring functions
on a semantic map typically show minor differences.
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S refers to the sentence type and HP to the properties of the human participants
(Gast & van der Auwera 2013: 27). Sentence contexts can be either veridical or
non-veridical, i.e. not showing truth values, as is the case with conditionals or
questions and generally modal contexts such as hypothetical sentences. Episodic
sentences are anchored in time and space and refer to particular (but not neces-
sarily identifiable) referents, whereas generic sentences are not anchored in any
specific point in time or specify any particular referents. Furthermore, imperson-
als can include or exclude the speaker or, if the speaker is not included, can be
oriented toward the speaker and adopt the perspective of the speaker.

Table 1 summarises and illustrates this classification.

Table 1: Clusters of properties of impersonal pronouns (Gast & van der
Auwera 2013: 27)

1. S: veridical/episodic, HP: existential/indefinite/vague
They’re knocking on the door.

2. S: veridical/episodic, HP: existential/indefinite/plural
They’ve surrounded us.

3. S: veridical/episodic, HP: existential/definite
They’ve raised the taxes again.

4. S: veridical/generic, HP: universal, external
They eat dragonflies in Bali.

5. S: veridical/generic, HP: universal, internal
One only lives once.

6. S: non-veridical/modal, HP: universal, internal
One should never give up.

7. S: non-veridical/non-modal, HP: universal, internal
What happens if one drinks sour milk?

The distinctions between inclusive and exclusive, episodic and generic and
veridical or non-veridical uses seem to be binary ones. However, there are de-
grees of inclusiveness, ranging from a clear reference including the speaker to
differing degrees of speaker orientation, or degrees of episodicity with more or
less explicit and specific temporal anchors, or degrees of universality, between
the reference to a totality (humankind in 5) to vague spatio-temporal restrictions
as in function 4 in Table 1.
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The link between function 1 and function 7, leading to a circular map, might
not be obvious at first sight. When we take into account the closeness and ref-
erential equivalence of the indefinite pronouns someone or somebody and the
impersonals in these contexts, this link becomes plausible. The contrast between
functions 1 and 7 regarding inclusiveness is a pragmatic effect which Gast & van
der Auwera (2013: 154) relate to informativity in discourse, with a highly marked
and therefore unlikely inclusive interpretation for episodic contexts as in func-
tion 1. Nevertheless, impersonal pronouns may also develop inclusive episodic
readings, and they may leave the domain of impersonals and become first per-
son personal pronouns as in the cases of BP a gente (Lopes 2004) or French on. In
what follows we will situate known grammaticalisation paths of impersonal pro-
nounswith respect to these functions, point out themain differences between the
grammaticalised uses and the non-grammaticalised source constructions and try
to position the evolution of a pessoa and uma pessoa with respect to the semantic
map and the known paths.

The most detailed diachronic analyses exist for man-impersonals, which are
considered an SAE feature2 well-attested in many European languages, includ-
ing Ibero-Romance languages, at least in themedieval period (Giacalone Ramat &
Sansò 2007). They only survive in some languages such as French on and German
man and Mainland Scandinavian (Egerland 2003), while they disappeared from
Portuguese and Spanish in the 16th century (Company Company & Pozas Loyo
2009, Lopes 2003: 54). The source construction is a generic noun phrase with a
lexical noun ‘man, human being’. Generic NPs are, of course, not restricted to
humans although, in the case of generic NPs with general human nouns, we au-
tomatically arrive at a speaker-inclusive interpretation. It is crucial for the study
of these pronominalisation processes to consider NPs and not just lexical items.
This is easily overlooked since man-impersonals do not show any determiners.
The starting point of the process of pronominalisation is the medieval or even
earlier singular generic bare NP, at a time when the generic function of the defi-
nite article is gradually developing (a process fossilised in the French impersonal
variant l’on). It is notable that the indefinite article cross-linguistically develops
its generic readings rather late, in the 16th century in Romance languages, and
is generally the last step in the evolution of indefinite articles as in the case of
Spanish un(a) ‘a’ (see Givón 1978, 1981, Elvira 1994: 48).

In the analysis of man-impersonals, the generic reading as illustrated in the
following example does not require grammaticalisation:

2The linguistic area of Standard Average European (SAE) covers Romance, Germanic, Balto-
Slavic, Balkan and to some extent Finno-Ugrian, which share a number of grammatical features
due to contacts in late antiquity (Haspelmath 2001).
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(2) Non in solo pane vivit homo (Matthew 4:4)
‘Man does not live by bread alone’ (Giacalone Ramat & Sansò 2007: 100)

Generic uses as a source of impersonals are associated with particular dis-
course traditions. Company Company & Pozas Loyo (2009: 1171–1174) identify
the role played by religious and moral genres for this development in Old Span-
ish. In these texts the positing of general truths about human beings is highly
relevant. The kind-reference is lost as the impersonal use arises. This is evident
in theOld Italian example in (3), a hypothetical context corresponding to function
7 in Table 1, the point where man-impersonals enter the domain of impersonals:

(3) ...quando uomo truova la donnola nella via… (Novellino, 32, rr. 7–8)
‘When one finds a weasel on his [sic] way’ (Giacalone Ramat & Sansò
2007: 101)

Here, uomo refers to any member of humanity but not to humankind, and it is
referentially equivalent to the indefinite pronoun one (see also Giacalone Ramat
& Sansò 2011: 94). In the course of grammaticalisation these impersonals may
subsequently adopt the other functions from 6 to 1 in Table 1. An indicator for
the generic source are the first uses in non-episodic non-referring contexts and
the still prevailing generic or non-episodic inclusive use of the less entrenched
man-impersonals in peripheral areas of the SAE languages (Giacalone Ramat &
Sansò 2007).

Well-entrenched impersonals (such as English one, going back to a different
source, however) can be distinguished from generic uses of general human nouns.
Our English example (4) features a fossilised bare generic use of man, which can
also be capitalised (OED, s.v. man), while the pronoun one cannot refer to the
kind and therefore cannot replace man in this use:

(4) With the agricultural revolution, man started to settle down, but still
many followed a wandering path throughout history.
(https://eu.coloradoan.com/story/opinion/2017/07/07/editorial-fort-
collins-should-stay-course-homeless-services/449108001/, page last
consulted on 28/04/2022)

The referentially equivalent lexical item as well the definite article of a pessoa
might suggest an analogous path of pronominalisation. In order to clarify this
question we need to look at different types of generic NPs.

In English, as well as in other modern European languages with a strongly
grammaticalised definite and indefinite article, there are two basic ways of es-
tablishing generic reference (see Krifka & Gerstner-Link 1993, Krifka et al. 1995).
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The definite article (singular and plural) may directly refer to kinds. This is why
they are common with kind predicates, shown in the Portuguese examples taken
from Ferreira & Correia (2016):

(5) O urso polar está quase extinto. (BP, EP)
‘The polar bear is almost extinct.’

(6) Os ursos polares estão quase extintos. (BP, EP)
‘The polar bears are almost extinct.’

Kind-generic uses also allow plural (and singular) interpretations:

(7) The antelope gathers near waterholes. (Krifka & Gerstner-Link 1993)

We believe that this flexibility eases the subsequent step of grammaticalisa-
tion of man-impersonals. Relevant for the grammaticalisation processes of im-
personal pronouns is the distinction between the previously described kind-
generic interpretation (D-genericity according to Krifka & Gerstner-Link 1993)
and generic readings with the indefinite singular article. According to Krifka &
Gerstner-Link (1993) this is a case of I-genericity arising at the sentence level.
We suggest that diachronically, indefinite articles must have undergone changes
to allow for these uses which, as mentioned above, arise relatively late. Krifka
& Gerstner-Link (1993) argue that indefinite generic uses are tied to modal uses
and habitual uses. We think that diachronically the generic uses of indefinite
NPs arise from the communicative strategy of exemplification, i.e. generalisa-
tions based on selecting one exemplar that represents the kind. This also explains
why indefinite generics cannot refer to accidental properties such as popular as
in (8) and (9), since this property does not necessarily apply to each exemplar but,
rather, is a typical feature characterising many instances of the whole category.
Although the property popular does not apply to each instance, it is a character-
istic feature of the whole kind, therefore allowing the definite generic NP, which
does not show this restriction:

(8) The madrigal is popular. / The madrigal is polyphonic.

(9) * A madrigal is popular. / A madrigal is polyphonic. (Krifka &
Gerstner-Link 1993)

We think that the exemplar-based generalisation not requiring an established
category (but an applicability of a predicate to each instance) also explains the
flexible noun selection of sentences with indefinite generics as opposed to the
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restriction of definite generics to well-established kinds (Krifka & Gerstner-Link
1993). There is no well-established category ‘green bottle’, therefore the definite
generic NP is not possible (example 10). However, the generalisation starting
out from one exemplar is a cognitive strategy for allowing new categories to be
created (see Barsalou 1983 and Mauri 2017 on the linguistic means of creating
ad hoc categories) and since the indefinite generic is based on a generalisation
strategy starting out from a representative instance, its use is not restricted to
well-established categories, but can also refer to ad hoc categories such as green
bottle:

(10) * The green bottle has a narrow neck.

(11) A green bottle has a narrow neck.

As for the evolution of man-impersonals, the early contexts of use in moral
and religious texts (Giacalone Ramat & Sansò 2007) go far beyond focusing on
just the essential properties of the human species applying to each individual. At
the same time the human species is a well-established kind. Therefore definite
generics must be the source of man-impersonals, although the medieval bare
NPs do not give us a direct formal clue.

Could a pessoa also arise in definite generic contexts? Our own previous lexi-
cal analyses of French, Spanish and Portuguese cognates of PERSŌNA rather ex-
clude this path. While nowadays the Romance cognates of HOMŌ in the gender-
neutral reading still almost exclusively occur in generic contexts and were com-
mon both in bare NPs and with the singular definite article in the middle ages,
the Romance cognates of PERSŌNA (e.g. French personne; Spanish persona; Por-
tuguese pessoa) in turn are only marginally acceptable in generic uses referring
to the human species today (Mihatsch 2017: 77f.), although Amaral & Mihatsch
(2016) show that, unlike in the other languages investigated, in BP generic uses
are slightly more acceptable for pessoa. The lexical uses of the cognates of PER-
SŌNA are rather used in indefinite non-specific contexts with the indefinite ar-
ticle in several Romance languages. The most acceptable definite uses tend to
be anaphoric uses with indefinite non-specific antecedents (Amaral & Mihatsch
2016, Mihatsch 2017: 89, Amaral & Mihatsch 2019). We counted 100 occurrences
of homem in the 15th century subcorpus of CDP (in their order of appearance
up to five attestations per text) and found, alongside bare impersonal readings,
about 25% definite NPs with a definite generic interpretation. A search for ge-
neric uses of pessoa, including the bare generic uses of the 16th-century data
clearly show that generic uses are isolated cases and that the context is indefi-
nite generic rather than definite generic, even with the definite determiner, ap-
pearing mostly in anaphoric uses with an indefinite-generic antecedent. In the
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typical example (12) below a pessoa does not refer to humankind, but to a hypo-
thetical individual whomight happen to taste the water of the described territory.
There is no explicit indefinite antecedent that might explain the determiner, but
perhaps the preceding impersonal expression se bebem ‘are drunk/that people
drink’ introduces an indeterminate agent and, just as importantly, establishes
the hypothetical situation of a person drinking of that particular water:

(12) Ha por baixo destes aruoredos grande matto e mui basto, e de tal maneira
esta escuro e serrado em partes que nunca partecipa o chão da quetura rie
da claridade do sol & assy esta sempre humido e manando agoa de sy. As
agoas que na terra se bebem saõ mui sadias e sabrosas, por muita que se
beba não preiudica a saude da pessoa, a mais della se torna logo a suar e
fica o corpo desalliuado e saõ. (CDP, Pêro deMagalhães de Gândavo (1570?):
Tractado da prouinçia do Brasil)
‘Underneath these groves there is a large and vast forest and it is so dark
and sawn up in parts that the ground never participates in the heat or
brightness of the sun, and so it is always humid and flowing with water.
The waters that are drunk on that land are very healthy and tasty, however
much water you drink it does not harm a person’s (one’s) health, most of
them (lit. ‘her’) soon sweat and the body is relieved and healthy.’3

This use is related to similar and quite widespread uses of a pessoa which
can be glossed as ‘the respective person/the person in question’ with a possible
indefinite antecedent, but alsowith a possible indirect anaphoric associationwith
an implicit antecedent, as in (12), and as can be seen in example (13) where a
pessoa does not have an explicit antecedent, though this can be inferred as people
who receive the payment:

(13) E pera que os vassalos se animem a servir seu rei, principalmente aqueles
que servem na guerra, são seus serviços escritos em livro e em modo de
crónica. Estes actos dos homens são lidos ante el-Rei, assi pera com a lem-
brança averem igual premio de seu serviço, como pera gloria de seu nome
aos que dele descenderem, e todos são pagos nestes rendimentos da terra;
dela se dá per anos, e algûa em vida da pessoa, e nenhûa de juro. (CDP, João
de Barros (1552): Décadas da Asia (Década Terceira, Livros I-X ))
‘And in order that the vassals are encouraged to serve their king, especially
those who serve in war, their services are written down in a book and in
mode of a chronicle. These acts of the men are read in front of the King,

3The italics in all the examples have been added by the authors.
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as a reminder to have thus equal reward of their service, as for the glory
of their name to their descendants, and all are paid by the revenue of the
land; it is given for years, and some in the person’s life, and no interest.’

The indirect or associative-anaphoric contexts typical of a pessoa might point
to another grammaticalisation path, namely the path leading to the evolution of
third person impersonals (either with or without an explicit pronoun, depending
on the language; see Carvalho 2020 on BP). This is another source with a definite
expression which, however, does not have a generic interpretation, but one that
is anaphorically linked to an antecedent that remains implicit, similarly to third
person plural impersonals.

Third person plural impersonals are more widespread than man-impersonals
worldwide according to Siewierska (2011: 69). They differ from man-impersonals
since they are constructions that exclude the speaker and the addressee. Siewier-
ska & Papastathi (2011: 604) suggest an anaphoric source extending to a partially
known explicit universal and a partially known source deduced from corporate
uses. Third person plural impersonals may plausibly enter the semantic map es-
tablished by Gast & van der Auwera (2013) as impersonals corresponding to the
corporate function 3 in Table 1, referring to indeterminate groups of people asso-
ciated with established and prominent institutions, the starting point of their im-
personal uses. Their reference to (anaphoric) third person referents also explains
their prevailing plural interpretation and their external perspective, clearly ex-
cluding the speaker.

The emerging Portuguese impersonals as pessoas, o povo, o pessoal (see Afonso
2008: 147 for their use in EP, Amaral & Mihatsch 2019 in BP)4 share two impor-
tant features with third person impersonals – their plural reference and their
definiteness. We have previously argued (Amaral & Mihatsch 2019) that these
undergo a process based on mechanisms comparable to the evolution of third
person plural pronouns. However, these lexically-based expressions are impos-
sible or awkward in the corporate function 3 (English They’ve raised the taxes
again; Portuguese *As pessoas/o povo/o pessoal aumentou/-aram os impostos), so
there must be some difference in the source and the path of impersonal uses of
the former personal pronoun and the lexically filled NPs. We believe that the
greater referential vagueness of the lexically based impersonals of this group
and the possibility to develop inclusive readings (impossible for third person plu-
ral impersonals), at least for the most entrenched expression as pessoas (Amaral

4Also see Ornelas de Avelar (2023 [this volume]), Silva & Coelho (2020) for further candidates
in colloquial Portuguese, and Cappeau & Schnedecker (2015) on the impersonal uses of French
les gens.
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& Mihatsch 2019), is due to the greater ease of bridging inferences of lexically
filled NPs as opposed to pronouns (Koenig & Mauner 1999: 230f.), so that no nar-
row institutional context is required or even possible as a starting point. Apart
from the greater flexibility of lexically filled NPs, the pronominalisation of such
a large number of expressions in Portuguese might be related to a tendency in
Portuguese to use lexically filled NPs for discourse participants.

Notably, the plural or collective Portuguese impersonals as pessoas, geral, (a)
galera, (o) povo, (o) pessoal (with the approximate meaning of ‘people’), have
a functional profile clearly differing from a pessoa and uma pessoa (Amaral &
Mihatsch 2019). A pessoa and uma pessoa are commonly used in inclusive non-
episodic functions while o povo and o pessoal are quite complementary and tend
to appear in exclusive episodic contexts (as pessoas shows more flexibility, possi-
bly because of its greater degree of grammaticalisation). Due to these differences
between the collective and plural expressions and uma pessoa and a pessoawhich
pattern together, we assume that a pessoa must arise in a context related to uma
pessoa.

There is in fact a type of impersonal pronoun that shares important semantic
properties, notably the preference for inclusive and non-episodic interpretation,
with the lexically filled indefinite NP uma pessoa, namely English one and Span-
ish uno. In Amaral & Mihatsch (2019) we propose related paths for a pessoa and
uma pessoa and we propose a mechanism closer to indefinite generics (in the
sense of Krifka & Gerstner-Link 1993) in discourse strategies of generalisation.
These are expected to start in the context of function 7, which neutralises the
differences between impersonals and indefinites because in these cases indefi-
nites tend to lead to indefinite-generic readings. This explains why uno and one
and equivalent impersonals found in Spanish, Catalan, Italian, but not in French,
Portuguese or Romanian (Cabredo Hofherr 2017: 262), are still restricted to non-
episodic uses. According to Company Company & Pozas Loyo (2009: 1197–1207)
uno starts developing in the 16th century, possibly replacing the Old Spanish
man-impersonal. Spanish uno and English one show a strong tendency towards
speaker-inclusive or speaker-oriented uses (Moltmann 2010) and we will argue
here that this is also true for both uma pessoa and a pessoa. Speaker-oriented
exemplar- or case-related generalisation strategies also explain why their use in
function 4 referring to a large, vaguely delimited group might require a more
advanced stage of grammaticalisation (also see Moltmann 2010 on relevant re-
strictions for English one). Example (14) shows a possible starting point for the
pronominalization of uma pessoa, i.e., a use in a hypothetical context:
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(14) Uma pessoa é bipolar quando apresenta um comportamento no qual ocor-
rem, com certa frequência, variações entre períodos de bomhumor, irritabi-
lidade e tristeza. Essas mudanças podem ocorrer em duas fases: a maníaca,
onde a pessoa estará muito feliz e com os ânimos elevados e a hipoma-
níaca (…) (https://www.significados.com.br/como-identificaruma-pessoa-
bipolar/, page last consulted on 28/02/2018)
‘A person is bipolar when they present a behaviour which, with some fre-
quency, varies between times of good humour, irritability and sadness.
These changes can take place in two phases. The manic one, where the
person will be very happy and in high spirits, and the hypomanic one’

We have argued (in Amaral & Mihatsch 2019) that the variant a pessoa goes
back to the same type of context, but refers anaphorically to the first mention
featuring the indefinite non-referential general NP uma pessoa.

Posio (2021) points out two early uses of a pessoa and uma pessoa going in the
direction of impersonality:

(15) a fruta é de maravilhoso gosto, tão leve e sadia que, por mais que uma
pessoa coma, não há fartar-se
‘the fruit has a wonderful taste, so light and healthy that, no matter how
much a person eats, they will not get tired’ (CDP, Fernão Cardim (1590):
Carta de relação da viagem e missão a Província do Brasil)

(16) e tenho observado que o chocolate é alimento dominante que, em se ha-
bituando a ele, não se toma quando a pessoa quer, senão quando quer ele
(CDP, Manuel Bernardes (1688): Nova Floresta)
‘and I have noticed that chocolate is an addictive foodstuff which, once
being used to, is not eaten when the person wants [to eat it], but when it
wants [to be eaten]’

We suggest that both examples perfectly illustrate the generalising move of the
speakers (or writers): in both cases particular situations are described, in (15) a
hypothetical person who tastes the described fruit, and in (16) a hypothetical
person accustomed to eating chocolate (a minority at the time), again following
an impersonal expression with se, which establishes an impersonal antecedent
that might be picked up by a pessoa. Possibly a pessoa does not require an explicit
antecedent, but may establish a rather wide anaphoric bridge from contextually
given information. In (16), a translation using the person sounds awkward, and
one would be a more accurate formulation. Unlike Posio, we think that in (16)
there is a clear speaker orientation, and this becomes clear if we look at the
preceding passage:
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(17) Não usando de chocolate este venerável prelado, formaram disto alguns
matéria de reparo, por haver no seu bispado (que era então La Puebla de los
Angeles) os melhores ingredientes daquela solene bebida. Respondeu-lhes:
Não o faço por mortificar-me, senão porque não haja em minha casa quem
mande mais que eu (…) (CDP, Manuel Bernardes (1688): Nova Floresta)
‘Since this venerable prelate did not use chocolate, some people took issue
with him for having in his episcopate (which was then La Puebla de los
Angeles) the best ingredients of that solemn drink. He answered them, I
do not do this to mortify myself, but so that there is no one in my house
who commands more than I do (…)’

There is also independent evidence for a plausible anaphoric source of the def-
inite variant a pessoa, namely the high incidence of anaphoric uses of a pessoa
and its equivalents in other languages with indefinite unspecific antecedents (cf.
Amaral &Mihatsch 2019), note also the probability of topical indefinite Old Span-
ish un(o) to be taken up by an anaphor in discourse in Old Spanish and possibly
other languages (see Elvira 1994 who analyzed anaphoric chains in the Primera
Crónica General and detected this marked tendency for topical uses).

As for the diatopic variation, Martins (2022) suggests that in EP uma pessoa is
always inclusive and the definite variant a pessoa can be both inclusive and ex-
clusive. Posio (2021), on the other hand, expects an inclusive preference for the
definite variant due to the definiteness of the speaker role, but detects a general
overwhelming tendency toward inclusive or speaker-oriented uses and does not
observe any functional differences between the definite and the indefinite vari-
ant in his EP data (Posio 2017: 220). According to our hypothesis, the common
pronominalisation path (only distinguished by the anaphoric use of the definite
variant from the above-mentioned hypothetical use of the indefinite variant)
should not lead to differences between the two expressions, although varying
degrees of grammaticalisation of the two variants might lead to a subsequent
differentiation.

In most uses – leaving aside the entry point of the semantic map in hypothet-
ical uses (function 7) – the translations of the Portuguese examples into other
languages make it evident that a pessoa and uma pessoa have undergone a clear
functional change, because replacing either one of them by a lexical NP sounds
awkward or is impossible and we need to choose an impersonal pronoun.
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4 Methodology

Our contribution has a clear empirical focus on corpus data, complemented by
acceptability judgments. The analysed data include both spoken and written lan-
guage and diachronic as well as synchronic data of Brazilian and European Por-
tuguese varieties. The diachronic corpus is composed of data collected in Corpus
do Português (Genre/Historical), which features texts from the 13th to the 20th
centuries distributed between the genres of spoken, fiction, newspaper, and aca-
demic texts. We examine all texts in EP and BP until 1899 and take a selective
qualitative look at written Brazilian texts in the 20th century until 1969, when
the first oral corpora appear. The contemporary Portuguese data we analysed
comprise interviews carried out in different locations in Brazil, especially in Rio
de Janeiro and Minas Gerais states. In order to obtain a micro-diachronic data
set, a sub-sample of the NURC RJ interviews of two synchronies (the compara-
tive subcorpus from the 1970s and ’90s, with speakers from Rio de Janeiro) was
analysed and compared to data from the 2010s of the Corporaport project, also
from Rio de Janeiro. We selected the subcorpora Copacabana and Nova Iguaçu,
all speakers between 18 and 35 years old at the time of recording. In the case of the
Minas Gerais data, the sample is composed of sociolinguistic interviews carried
out in Montes Claros (Minas Gerais) in this decade (Santos 2021 and Table 2). We
have not included occurrences in utterances made by the interviewers. We are,
of course, aware of gaps in the corpus sample. This is due to the difficulty of find-
ing minimally comparable spoken language corpora (in this case sociolinguistic
interviews) from different periods.

Table 2: Sources of the oral data

Period 1970s 1990s 2010s 2020s

Corpus NURC RJ NURC RJ Corporaport MOC – Minas Gerais

Size (tokens) 80,759 120,332 139,450 181,256

Since ambiguous uses that allow both a pronominal and a lexical interpreta-
tion are necessary for grammaticalisation to take place, we also expect many
unclear cases in our data. For our analysis we have isolated the clear cases that
ought not to be translated by a person and the person but rather by an impersonal
pronoun, and which deviate from the lexical uses, notably in terms of number
indeterminacy and inclusiveness. Although we both checked all occurrences we
identified as candidates for impersonal uses and discussed potentially ambiguous
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attestations, especially in the case of possibly anaphoric uses with an implicit an-
tecedent, there remains a certain subjectivity in the data classification.

Although the size of the analysed data base is large, the absolute frequencies
of the impersonal uses are not very high. We have therefore decided to work
with the relative frequencies, but have not undertaken an analysis checking for
statistical significance. Due to the infrequency of occurrences in some periods
and to the diverse nature of the data, the focus will thus be more qualitative than
quantitative.

It is well-known that some constructions do not occur in a corpus with the
same regularity as others, and this applies to some of the constructions analysed
in this study. It is difficult to find each of the different functional types in sociolin-
guistic interviews. For this reason we opted to complete the corpus analysis with
an acceptability study, on the basis of eight online questionnaires of acceptabil-
ity judgments which altogether featured 237 different sentences that included a
pessoa and uma pessoa, but also other expressions with impersonal uses not dis-
cussed in this contribution, such as as pessoas, o pessoal, o povo, a galera and third
person plural impersonals. The participants had to evaluate the acceptability on
a Likert scale of 1 to 5, with 1 corresponding to a “totally acceptable use” and 5 to
a “not acceptable use”. The questionnaires were uploaded to Google Forms and
the participants were asked to complete them on two occasions, in 2019 and 2021.
The 240 participants are all native speakers of Brazilian Portuguese and, at the
time the data were collected, were university students of the Faculty of Letters
of UFMG in Minas Gerais, and were between 18 and 55 years of age. We obtained
30 answers per sentence. The results of the acceptability judgments were submit-
ted to an SPSS analysis (a Games-Howell post hoc test) to check the statistical
significance of the responses.

5 Corpus analyses

5.1 A macro-diacronic overview: From the earliest occurrences to the
20th century

The source constructions as well as the first reanalysed uses of a pessoa and uma
pessoa go back several centuries (see also Martins 2022 and Posio 2021 with ob-
servations on diachrony). For this study we manually sorted all uses of pessoa
and its graphic variants with a full range of determiners and all text types and
varieties of CDP until 1899. We also looked at the time-span between 1900 and
1970 and the beginning of the first oral subcorpus analysed by us (NURC from
the ’70s), with data from between 1971 and 1978.
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Since attestations are existent but scarce before the 19th century, we took into
consideration all syntactic positions. Similarly to Martins (2022), we found the
first attestations in the 16th century data.

As pointed out in §3, generic uses are not a plausible source for emerging
impersonal uses of a pessoa and definite generic attestations are in fact quite
rare; the following examples are two candidates from the 16th century and one
from the 17th century that might offer an isolated generic reading. (18) is perhaps
a difficult case as it is used in a proverb, thus in a fixed expression, while in (19)
and (20) we might also think of a case-based use corresponding to ‘the person in
question’, referring in (19) to the hypothetical person offended and in (20) to the
person likely to appreciate the paintings:

(18) Fome, & frio, mette a pessoa com seu inimigo. (CDP, Antonio Delicado
(1651): Adagios)5

‘Hunger and cold unite the person/the human being with one’s enemy’

(19) Uma escândola com’esta / enche de birra a pessoa / nem tal chufa nam é
boa pera béspera de festa.
(CDP, Gil Vicente (C16th): Obra completa (A-M) - Clerigo da Beira)
‘An offence like this fills the person/the human with tantrums, such mock-
ery is not good for the eve of a party’

(20) E d’isto fará o pintor, para ser visto com mór gosto e que muito commova
a pessoa. (CDP, Francisco de Holanda (1561): Da Pintura Antiga)
‘And the painter will do this, in order to be regarded with greater appreci-
ation and in order to strongly move the person/the human.’

Other examples are less clear; in (21) a pessoa seems rather to correspond to
‘outer appearance’:

(21) lhemerquei eu emLixboa / dumque chamam solivão / que faz luzir a pessoa
/ e merquei-lhe dum judeu (CDP, Gil Vicente (C16th): Obra completa (N-Z)
‘I bought it in Lisbon / of one they call solivão / that makes the person shine
/ And I bought it from a Jew.’

Closest to the first attested uses are plausibly anaphoric contexts as in (22).
Note the generic use of o homem ‘the human being/Man’ referring to all humans
and the following impersonal se, then the transition to the more particular case
(acontece algûuas vezes ‘it happens sometimes’) and the indirect anaphor a pessoa

5The same proverb appears in an identical form in a later collection.
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(which explains the definite article) referring to one type of case described here,
a use clearly close to indefinite genericity:

(22) Capítulo LVI – Que o homem nom deve presumir de si, posto que virtuoso
seja, porque muitas vezes acontece que soo per hûu defeito se perde: Ora
está o coraçom em seu castello alto aseentado, bem fundado e cercado e
bem guarnido de vitalhas e d’água. Ora acontece algûuas vezes que a pessoa
esguarda o castello de seu coraçom, e vee-o tam forte que se segura mais
que rrazom, per que caae em algûua niglligência (CDP, 1400–1500: Castelo
Perigoso)
‘Chapter 56th – That man should not boast if he is virtuous, because it
often happens that by a single defect he is lost. Now the heart is set high
in its castle, well-founded, and surrounded, and well-furnished with food
and water. Now it happens sometimes that the person guards the castle of
his heart and sees it to be so strong that he thinks himself safe more than
is reasonable, so he falls into some neglect.’

Up to the 19th century there were only four possibly impersonal use of a pessoa
found, for instance example (16), repeated in (23)

(23) e tenho observado que o chocolate é alimento dominante que, em se habi-
tuando a ele, não se toma quando a pessoa quer, senão quando quer ele
‘and I have noticed that chocolate is an addictive foodstuff which, once
being used to, is not eaten when the person wants [to eat it], but when it
wants [to be eaten]’ (CDP, Manuel Bernardes (1688): Nova Floresta)

First impersonal uses of uma pessoa are slightly more frequent (seven occur-
rences) than a pessoa, possibly because the indefinite variant may occur in hypo-
thetical uses, while the use of the definite variant a pessoa needs an additional
anaphoric bridge. The inclusive interpretation in (24) in a typical combination
with another impersonal expression (se) points to a functional change:

(24) aliem dos caminhos serem ingrimes, estreitos e perigosos para a banda do
mar, e se passava por humas balsas ou bruassaes, dos quaes desviando hum
pé hia huma pessoa cahir nos abismos por aquella rocha abaixo junto do
mar em penedia solta. (CDP, Frois (1560–1580): Historia do Japam 3)
‘because, in addition to the paths being steep, narrow and dangerous to-
wards the sea, and one passed by rafts or heather, from which a person/one,
deviating with one foot, would fall into the abysses by that rock below by
the sea in loose boulders.’
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Example (25) is less straightforward because this is most likely an exclusive
use by a European writer commenting on Japanese practices, so a lexical inter-
pretation ‘a person’ might also be possible:

(25) …tenho achado hum meio que me parece não pouco conveniente e acomo-
dado para poder evitar todos os males que daqui se podião seguir. O qual
hé rapar-me eu (que hé manifesto sinal em Japão de huma pessoa deixar e
renunciar o mundo) e recolher-me na Igreja e renunciar todo meo estado
temporal,…e [ o ] (CDP, Frois (1560–1580): Historia do Japam)
‘I have found a way that seems to me convenient and comfortable in order
to avoid all the evils that could follow, which is to shave myself (which is
a clear sign in Japan of a person leaving and renouncing the world) and
retire to the Church and renounce all my worldly estate’

An inclusive example with a typical generalisation from a subjective narrative
to a generalisation is (26):

(26) porque na primeyra noite que chegamos fomos logo roubados de quanto
leuauamos, sem nos deixarem nem hua camisa, porque como a casa da pri-
saõ era muyto grãde, & muyta a gente que estaua nella (porque segundo
nos affirmarão passauão de quatro mil presos) não auia onde hua pessoa se
pudesse assentar que logo não fosse roubado & cuberto de piolhos. (CDP,
Fernão Mendes Pinto (1603): Peregrinação)
‘because on the first night we arrived we were immediately robbed of ev-
erything we wore, they did not even leave us a shirt, because the prison
house was very big and many people were there (as we were told there
were more than four thousand inmates) there was nowhere a person/one
could sit that wouldn’t soon be robbed and covered with lice’

In total, we identified one plausible impersonal use of uma pessoa in the 16th
century (example 25), possibly two in the 17th century and four in the 18th cen-
tury.6

The picture changes in the 19th century where we see an overall increase
(although still with a low frequency) in impersonal uses of uma pessoa. There
are 73 clearly impersonal occurrences in different syntactic positions, which cor-
responds to 7.6 occurrences per million words (rounded to one decimal place),

6Posio (2021) points to a remark on the early impersonal uses of uma pessoa in Nunes (1919). For
a pessoa we found one case in the 16th and two in the 17th century. All uses were non-episodic
and except for (25) inclusive.

126



5 Portuguese a pessoa and uma pessoa: Emerging inclusive impersonals

while in the 18th century there are only 1.8 cases per million words. The subject
position (including infinitival subjects) prevails (see Table 3).7

Table 3: Attestations of impersonal uma pessoa, 19th century, CDP, EP
and BP, per million words.

Uma pessoa Subject of an Infinitival subject Complement
inflected verb (of P and V)

EP 10.26 5.92 3.95
BP 0.80 1.07 0.40

The European subcorpus shows 19.7 impersonal occurrences of both a pessoa
and uma pessoa per million words while the Brazilian subcorpus has 2.7 cases
per million words, so a European origin might be plausible.

Impersonal a pessoa is attested three times in texts by the Brazilian writer
Machado de Assis, in one case as an infinitival subject and twice in complement
position, as in (27) (featuring in the 19th-century subcorpus). In (27), a pessoa
appears in a generalising statement after a narrative sequence as in many other
early occurrences (see examples (24) and (25)):

(27) Paulo correu a pedir socorro. Santos entrou desorientado no quarto, a
tempo de ouvir à esposa algumas palavras suspiradas e derradeiras. A ago-
nia começou logo, e durou algumas horas. Contadas todas as horas de ago-
nia que tem havido no mundo, quantos séculos farão? Desses terão sido
tenebrosos alguns, outros melancólicos, muitos desesperados, raros enfa-
donhos. Enfim, a morte chega, por muito que se demore, e arranca a pessoa
ao pranto ou ao silêncio. (CDP; Machado de Assis (1904): Esaú e Jacó)
‘Paul ran for help. Santos entered the room disoriented, in time to hear a
few sighed and final words from his wife. The agony started right away,
and lasted for a few hours. Counting all the hours of agony that have
been in the world, how many centuries will it be? Some of these will have
been tenebrous, others melancholy, many desperate, rare ones dull. Finally,
death arrives, no matter how long it takes, and pulls the person/one into
tears or silence.’

7According to CDP the genre/historical corpus contains approximately the following number of
words (inmillions): 16th century: 4.4; 17th century 3.4; 18th: 2.2; 19th century: 10.0; 20th century:
10.2 (BP) and 10.5 (EP) (for the exact numbers see https://www.corpusdoportugues.org/hist-
gen/, page last consulted on 01/05/2022).
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What many of these uses have in common is that they appear in Realist novels
and in many cases in reported speech or free indirect speech, typically in the
previously described generalisation tendency. Such uses can also be found with
characters from labouring classes such as servants, whose manner of speaking
is also often imitated in these passages. This suggests that there may have been
a tendency to use the expressions in oral colloquial speech:8

(28) Pois olha que dúvida! Se se fosse a direito lá por baixo, era mais perto,
mas… – Mas foi então pelo prazer de trepar que me trouxeste por aqui? –
Não é isso, patrão; mas bem vê V. S.a que o caminho lá por baixo é todo
cortado por quintas e campos, e é preciso dar tais voltas, que afinal fica
mais longe. Depois, com a chuva que tem caído, faz lá ideia de como estão
os riachos por lá! Só o esteiro do almargeal é para uma pessoa se afogar.
Mas tenha o patrão paciência, que pouco falta agora. (CDP, Dinis, Júlio
(1868): A Morgadinha dos Canaviais)
‘Well, look what a doubt! If you went straight down there, it would be
closer, but... – But was it then for the pleasure of going up that you brought
me here? – It’s not that, boss; but you can see that the path below is all cut
by farms and fields, and it’s necessary to take such loops, so after all it’s
farther away. Then, with the rain that has been falling, you have an idea of
how the streams are there! Only the creek of the marsh is for a person/one
to drown. But have patience, because there is little more now.’

In the following episodic example the speaker orientation and inclusiveness is
signaled by aqui ‘here’ and the whole passage is emotionally charged:

(29) Estou eu aqui a chamar há mais de duas horas e vossemecê aparece-me
lá quando é muito do seu gosto! Isto atura-se? A culpa tem quem eu sei..
Tu cuidas que mandriar não é roubar? - Mas… - Cale-se! Ouça e cale-se.
Tens a língua muito pronta para responder. Ora toma-me cautela, senão
vais já, já pela porta fora. Pouca vergonha! Uma pessoa aqui aflita, com as
coisas por fazer, a querer mandar onde é preciso e não aparece um criado
nesta casa! A pagar-se aqui umas soldadas por aí além, e, quando se quer o
serviço feito, tem uma pessoa de o fazer por suas mãos.. Tu cuidas que isso
não é pecado também? Deixa, meu amigo, que tens boas contas a dar de ti.
Quem é que lhe deu licença de sair sem ordem de seus amos? Faz favor de

8While the earlier examples tend to be from privileged writers and reflects their perspective,
these types of use do not appear in non-fiction, academic or technical texts, for example.
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me dizer? (CDP Dinis, Júlio (1868): A Morgadinha dos Canaviais)
‘I’ve been calling here for over two hours and you come when you like! Is
this acceptable? Whoever is to blame... Do you think that to dawdle is not
to steal? - But... - Shut up! Listen and shut up. You’re always very ready
to respond. Now take care, otherwise you’ll go right out the door. It’s a
shame!A person here distressed/one here being distressed, with things to do,
wanting to order where it’s needed and not having a servant in this house!
To pay here some wages, and, when you want the job done, a person/one
has to do it with their own hands... Do you think that this is not a sin too?
Wait, my friend, you have good explanations to give about yourself. Who
gave you permission to leave without orders from your bosses? Will you
please tell me?’

Example (30) was interpreted as an episodic use; however, as a reviewer of this
contribution has pointed out, this could also be a statement about a generalised,
typical behaviour. In any case uma pessoa has a clear inclusive reading:

(30) Joana ia já a retirar-se desconsolada, quando avistou Clara na alameda.
Vendo que não era percebida por ela, chamou-a. – Fale à gente. Então que
modos são esses agora? Passa por uma pessoa, como cão por vinha vindi-
mada! - Não a tinha visto - disse Clara, (CDP; Dinis, Júlio (1863): As Pupilas
do Senhor Reitor)
‘Joana was going to leave saddened when she saw Clara in the alley. See-
ing that she was not noticed by her, she called her. – Tell us. So what are
these behaviours now? You pass by a person/one, like a dog by a harvested
vineyard! - I hadn’t seen you, said Clara (…).’

A glance at the global frequencies of the forms (not distinguishing impersonal
uses) of the 20th-century data of the CDP clearly points to an oral evolution in
the 20th century and a difference between EP and BP as for a pessoa:9

For the 20th century we looked only at Brazilian data until 1969 in the CDP,
the time when the first oral data of our sample are documented.We found 11 clear
cases of impersonal uma pessoa and 5 cases of impersonal a pessoa, i.e. uses that
have an impersonal interpretation andwhich do not correspond to the lexical use
as in the case of the speaker-inclusive uses or anaphors in the case of the definite
a pessoa. The latter all appear in a novel (Meu destino é pecar from 1945 by Nelson
Rodrigues) so they cannot be used as evidence of an increase in frequency.

9For a comparison between BP and Spanish, see Amaral (2017).
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5.2 A micro-diacronic study of NURC RJ

The rough picture of a purely formal search in the 20th century subcorpus of
CDP given in Figure 1 points to a particular oral use of pessoa. We assume that
the lexical uses are by no means restricted to colloquial language, but rather tend
to be tied to more formal written texts, while the higher frequency in oral texts
might be due to the incipient impersonal uses, for example in (28) and (29), where
the impersonal expression appears in dialogue sequences. This is why we con-
centrate on oral (partly colloquial) data from the 1970s to the 21st century. We
consulted the comparative subcorpus of NURC RJ from Rio de Janeiro’s Norma
Urbana Linguística Culta Project) with a subselection of data collected from the
1970s and complementary data from the 1990s, with participants with a univer-
sity degree, born in Rio de Janeiro and children of parents who were preferably
from Rio de Janeiro (Barbosa et al. 2021), totalling 38 interviews in the form of
dialogues between interviewers and informants. The subcorpus from the 1990s
includes recordings with speakers interviewed in the 1970s and interviews with
new informants. In our analysis we did not take into account the age or gender
of the speakers. In contrast to our previous analysis of written texts in §5.1, we re-
stricted our analysis to the subject position, since various previous studies have
shown the higher frequency of impersonals in this position (Amaral & Mihatsch
2019, Posio 2021).

Portugal Brazil ACAD NEWS FICT ORAL
0

100

200

300

83.4 83.39
59.08 44.84 67.03

317.29

29.37
64.78 47.79

22.04 26.61

180

uma pessoa
a pessoa

Figure 1: Frequencies of the expressions a pessoa/uma pessoa in the 20th
century, CDP (per million words) in EP and BP and different genres.

Although the data come from different sources (most importantly, we do not
have oral data from prior to the 1970s), the data might reflect an increase from
the 19th to the 20th century. Alternatively, the increase in impersonal uses starts
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earlier, but this is not evident in the available written data. Interestingly, in the
19th century uma pessoa prevails both in EP and BP. In both subcorpora in NURC
a pessoa clearly prevails, a comparison of the subcorpus from the 1970s and 1990s
shows that the proportion of uma pessoa diminishes, as shown in Figure 2.

16th c. CDP 17th c. CDP 18th c. CDP 19th c. CDP NURC 70 NURC 90
0

100

200

300

0.23 0.59 1.79 5.7 24.76 16.620.23 0.29 0 0.1

272.42 282.55
uma pessoa
a pessoa

Figure 2: Impersonal a pessoa and uma pessoa in CDP and NURC RJ for
the ’70s and ’90s (in subject position, per million words).

5.3 Contemporary oral data from Rio de Janeiro and Minas Gerais

The comparison of the oral data from the 1970s, 1990s, 2010s and 2020s show
that the proportion between uma pessoa and a pessoa – with impersonal a pessoa
being far more frequent than uma pessoa – remains relatively stable, with a slight
increase of uma pessoa from the 1990s to the 21st century, and amore pronounced
growth in the use of a pessoa in the 21st century in comparison with the 20th.
The comparison of a pessoa and uma pessoa in the samples from the 2010s and
2020s does not show great differences (this is also true for the referential types
and contexts, discussed in §6). The analyses of the frequency of a pessoa and
uma pessoa in two contemporary samples of BP also offer important insights in
terms of regional variation. There are no significant differences between the 21st-
century data from CORPORAPORT Rio de Janeiro and Minas Gerais MOC (see
Figure 3). Considering previous studies of a pessoa and uma pessoa in BP and EP,
the results allow us to suppose that perhaps more significant differences can be
found between BP and EP than between different Brazilian dialects.

The following examples illustrate contemporary uses. In example (31), the par-
ticipant comments on the current facilities for students. In this context, he uses
a pessoa to express the general statement that if one wants to study it is easy
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NURC 70 NURC 90 CORPORAPORT 10 MOC Minas Gerais 20’
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Figure 3: 20th- and 21st-century oral data (impersonal uses in subject
position per million words)

because there are many possibilities. Note that after using the formally feminine
NP a pessoa, the participant anaphorically refers back with the masculine per-
sonal pronoun ele ‘he’. Posio (2021: 13) mentions the same phenomenon when
he analyses occurrences of uma pessoa. The author has no explanation for the
observation that masculine agreement is found only with indefinite form uma
pessoa but not with the definite a pessoa in the corpus of EP he mentions. Mas-
culine agreement is also common with the grammaticalised pronoun a gente,
which also goes back to a feminine noun, and it is unsurprising that the same
kind of agreement can be observed in pessoa constructions. Both gente (‘people’)
and pessoa (‘person’) are feminine nouns in their original lexical meaning, and
the masculine anaphors therefore point to a loss of the feminine gender in the
process of pronominalisation (see Lopes 2004 on the changes in agreement of a
gente in the course of grammaticalisation).

(31) porque eu trabalho e estudo né eu faço os dois eu não deixei de trabalhar
pra poder estudar pros concursos... isso acaba apertando o horário você
tem que estudar até mais tarde final de semana você acaba estuDANdo ...
[...]
[...] hoje em dia tem tanto curso tem tanta:: tanta facilidade de acesso à
informaÇÃO:: à/ à AUla te/ tem aula telepresenciAL tem: um monte de
facilidade ... [...] eu acho que se a pessoa quiser estudar mesmo pode ser
o que FOR ele vai assim você hoje tem MUIto CURso eh:... (COP-A-3-M,
male, 31 years old, high educational level)
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‘because I work and study, you know? I do both I didn’t stop working to
study for the public contests... this ends up tightening the schedule you
have to study late on weekends you end up studying... [...]
[...] nowadays there are so many courses there is so much:: it’s so easy to
have access to information:: to/ to the CLASS you/ there are non presential
classes there is: everything is so easy... [...] I think if the person really wants
to study anything he will, so today you have a LOT of COURSES eh:...’

Examples with a similar interpretation to the ones above appear in the recent
data collected in Minas Gerais. In example (32), the interviewer and the partic-
ipant talk about physical exercise. The participant admits that he does not do
any sports, but after that states that it is important for health. To justify that
statement, he uses the generalising NP a pessoa.

(32) Interviewer: ...tem algum outro esporte de que o sinhô gosta?
Participant: uah tem esporte que eu gosto só que eu num eu praticamente
num tô pratican[d]o quase nenhum caminhada né éh fazer caminhada ex-
ercício físico isso é muito bom é necessário a pessoa fazer para a saúde
(MOC 19 - J.F, male, 59 years old, low educational level)
‘Interviewer: ...is there any other sport you like? Participant: why, there
are sports that I like but I don’t practise any like walking, you know, walk-
ing physical exercise that’s very good it’s necessary for the person/one to
do it for one’s health’

In example (33), the inclusion of speaker and addressee can also be observed.
The interviewer uses the first person pronoun nós and the participant answers
with the NP a pessoa. Both uses are close to the universal generic function 5 in
Table 1.

(33) Interviewer: ok intão em sua opinião qual é o nosso destino depois da
morte? pra onde nós vamos?
Participant: depois da morte a pessoa vai ter um lugar de repouso né de
descanso né com Deus é a promessa da palavra de Deus após a morte a
pessoa terá ôta vida cum Deus né (MOC 19 - J.F, male, 59 years old, low
educational level)
‘Interviewer: ok so in your opinion what is our fate after death? where are
we going to?
Participant: after death we/one will have a place to rest, you know, rest
with God, it’s the promise of the word of God after death we/one will have
great life with God, you know’
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According to our own observations in informal speech conducted in Brazil-
ian Portuguese,10 especially with younger speakers, a pessoa aqui acquires an
interpretation equivalent to the first person pronoun. In all the examples below,
written in informal blogs and found through a search in Corpus do Português –
Web/dialects, the speaker uses this construction as a first person pronoun:

(34) Ana, querida, ainda não postei seus selinhos, a homenagem e o prêmio
dardos, mas é que a pessoa aqui tá mesmo enrolada tá? Não é falta de
atenção e carinho nao, tá? (http://anamgs.blogspot.com/2010/06/gente-se-
acostuma.html)
‘Ana, dear, I haven’t posted your stamps, the homage and the Dardos award
yet, but the person here (= I) is really messed up, right? It’s not a lack of
attention and affection, right?’

(35) No box tinha uma cortina, bem fofa, porque a pessoa aqui sempre gostou
de coisas fofas né? (http://cassisfamilia.blogspot.com/2013/06/minha-casa-
linda-e-com-meu-jeito-meu.html)
‘In the bathroom stall there was a curtain, very cute, because the person
here (= I ) always liked cute things, right?’

This might point to a use in the direction of a first person pronoun, thus sug-
gesting an interpretation similar to a gente (for instance Lopes 2004) and French
on (see Coveney 2000).

The cases with uma pessoa are less frequent, though it is worth citing some
examples. In example (36), there is an exclusive interpretation. In example (37),
the participant uses the NP uma pessoa and also a pessoa (possibly anaphorically
referring to the impersonal antecedent uma pessoa) in a sequence of conditional
clauses. Note that these are cases close to the lexical use with a first indefinite
NP and a following anaphoric NP:

(36) não acredito que uma pessoa se sinta plena ou realizada vivendo de esmola
vivendo de migalhas eu acho que se e/ elas deveria(m) ter a oportunidade
de ser cidadões cidadãos né tudo (COP-A-2-M, male, 19 years old, middle
educational level)
‘I don’t believe that a person/one feels full or fulfilled, living on alms, living
on crumbs I think if and/they should have the opportunity to be citizens,
you know?’

10The corpora mentioned in Figure 3 include sociolinguistic interviews and are therefore less
colloquial than, say, free conversations or occurrences derived from the internet.
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(37) com a reforma mudou muito isso mais se num tiver emprego num tem co-
mida num tem como uma pessoa pagar uma água num tem como a pessoa
pagar uma luz aí cumeça num estado que a pessoa ou então mesmo a com-
prar a pessoa as vez prefere comprar comida dentro de casa do que comprar
uma roupa (MOC 07 - A.R, male, 25 years old, high educational level)
‘with the reform this has changed a lot, but if you don’t have a job, you
don’t have food, the person/one doesn’t have money to pay for water there
is no way to pay for electricity, then it reaches a state that you are even
buying, you sometimes prefers to buy food at home than buy clothes’

6 Diachronic and diatopic tendencies of functional
differentiation

The general impression from existing studies on BP (Amaral & Mihatsch 2019)
and EP (Posio 2021, Martins 2022) is that a pessoa and uma pessoa specialise in
non-episodic uses, i.e. functions 5 to 7 in Table 1. They also agree on the essen-
tially inclusive or speaker-oriented character and their tendency to occur in gen-
eralisation strategies.

We analysed the corpora across the centuries according to the functions in Ta-
ble 1, isolated uses in inclusive as well as exclusive contexts. Figure 4 illustrates
percentages of the respective impersonal uses; as explained above, CORPORA-
PORT contains data from the 2010s and MOC from 2020.
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Figure 4: The functional development of a pessoa and uma pessoa (% of
uses) in diachrony in subject position
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Functions 4, 5, 6 and 7 (the latter two taken together) appear from the first
attestations on, although sporadically. The most frequent non-veridical (mainly
hypothetical) uses in the 19th century (functions 6 and 7) decrease in proportion
in the 20th and 21st century, the generalising function 4 comes to prevail from
the second half of the 20th century and episodic uses first appear in the 19th cen-
tury and show a slight increase in the contemporary data. This picture shows
an increasing functional diversification in the course of grammaticalisation. It
is hard to pin down one of the functions as a starting point of the emergence
of the impersonal function. General statements and universal truths prevail in
the isolated uses before the 19th century, while in the 19th century non-veridical
uses dominate. These overlap with function 7, which also links indefinite (non-
impersonal) uses and impersonal interpretations, since conditionals tend to allow
both interpretations (see §3). Possibly these contexts contributed to an entrench-
ment of the impersonal function.

Although episodic uses are rare, they have been attested (see Amaral & Mi-
hatsch 2019). Our observations, as well as those of Posio (2021), suggest a transi-
tional context and degrees of episodicity, with narratives in the past (especially
what Kitagawa & Lehrer (1990) call “life drama” narrations) occupying an inter-
mediate position between generic and episodic uses. The distance from the mo-
ment of speaking possibly leads to a greater degree of vagueness and lesser speci-
ficity of episodic impersonals in the past in comparison to uses in the present.
The following examples may illustrate this transition zone. In (38) the informant
answers the interviewer’s question regarding whether the informant has expe-
rienced a potentially lethal situation before, although the use of negation gives
this episodic use a hypothetical flavor:

(38) Interviewer: intendi... tirando isso você nunca passou por nenhum outro
problema não?
Participant: não
Interviewer: você já presenciou algum acidente?
Participant: de moto assim na / nada grave nada que a pessoa saiu de lá
muito grave nada não acidente comum de / de esquina esses trem assim
(MOC 13 - A.J, female, 37 years old, low educational level)
‘Interviewer: I see... other than that, you never had any other problems
did you?
Participant: no
Interviewer: Have you ever witnessed an accident?
Participant: on a motorcycle like that in / nothing serious, nothing that
the person/one came out seriously injured, nothing not, common accident
on / around corners and things like that’
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In (39) a pessoa refers to the speaker’s mother in a specific situation, but one
might think alternatively about a general statement about the length of the trip
at that time, so here, the episodic character is not entirely clear either, although
the perfect rather suggests an episodic use (interestingly uma pessoa precedes a
pessoa):

(39) meu avô... ele... foi... destacado pro sul... e a minha mãe não podia ir porque
ia formar... ia acabar... o... o normal... então ficou pra depois encontrar com
eles... eles foram pra depois ela ir... QUANdo a minha mãe foi... eh... não
tinha aquela... aquela... ( ) tem hoje né... era um navio bem... bem fuleraz-
inho... fulerazinho... então... coitadinha ela foi... sozinha... foi embora pro
sul... e pegou uma tempestade em alto mar... diz ela que a água passava...
então ela tinha verdadeiro pavor... não é pra menos... eu acho que uma pes-
soa ... já pensou? à noite... a pessoa levou muito tempo pra chegar no sul
né... pegou essa tempestade em pleno... alto mar... (NURC 90 complemen-
tar)
‘my grandfather... he... was... transferred to the south... and my mother
couldn’t go because she finished her studies... she finished... the... normal
course... then she agreed to meet them later... they went so that she should
go later... WHEN my mother went... eh... there wasn’t that one... that one...
( ) there is today, right... it was a ship quite...quite tiny... tiny... so... she
went... alone... she went to the south... and caught a storm on the high
seas... she says the water passed... so she was really terrified... no wonder...
I think a person/one ... have you thought about it? at night... the person/one
took a long time to reach the south, right... she caught this storm... on the
high sea...’

The inclusive quasi-episodic uses do not fit into Gast & van der Auwera’s char-
acterisation of exclusive episodic uses – here, rather than showing a development
towards a use as a first person pronoun, we think the type of pronominalisation
source, linked to inclusive uses in generalising statements, seems to affect the
exact sequence of emerging new functions and functional expansion. This is a
case of persistence in the course of grammaticalisation following Hopper (1991).
However, we cannot exclude an evolution of episodic inclusive uses taking over
the function of first person pronouns as in (34) which, according to our research,
is possibly more frequent in young people’s speech nowadays. Unfortunately the
Web/dialects corpus does not give us the age of the writers.
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Figure 5 highlights the frequencies of inclusive and exclusive uses.11 The pro-
portion of uses in inclusive contexts decreases over time. Inclusive or speaker-
oriented uses characterise the earlier uses leading to the evolution of these im-
personals while exclusive uses arise later and tend to increase until the 2010s
data, with a slight decrease in 2020.

16–18th c. CDP 19th c. CDP NURC 70 NURC 90 CORORAPORT MOC
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Figure 5: The functional development of a pessoa and uma pessoa (% of
uses in the respective corpus) taken together in diachrony in subject
position.

The reversal of frequency of uma pessoa to a pessoa in the 20th century in BP
(see Figure 2) differs from the observations for EP in Posio (2021) and Martins
(2022) as well as in Afonso (2008: 147) who argue in favour of a higher frequency
of uma pessoa in EP. The fact that the impersonal expression a pessoa is more fre-
quent might be a result, at least for Brazilian Portuguese, of the greater frequency
of anaphoric NPs in longer chains of reference as opposed to the originally in-
definite uma pessoa.

We have postulated above that a pessoa and uma pessoa follow the same gram-
maticalisation path, so we would then also expect comparable functional profiles.
Since uma pessoa is very infrequent in our corpus data, we conducted a survey
based on acceptability judgments (see §4 on the survey design). We used a Lik-
ert scale from 1 (perfectly acceptable) to 5 (unacceptable) und tested equivalents
of the diagnostic sentences of Gast & van der Auwera (2013) and additional sen-
tences for each function (see Figure 6).

We tested the statistical significance of the differences between the accept-
ability of the two expressions for each function and only found a significant
difference for function 1 (applying the Games-Howell post hoc test12). Function

11As pointed out above, the CDP data are based on written texts, while NURC, CORPORAPORT
and MOC are oral corpora. Thus a comparison of the data up to the 19th century and the 20th
and 21st century has to be interpreted with great caution.

12Only for condition 1 was a pessoa rated significantly higher than uma pessoa (𝑝 < 0.001). See
Appendix A for test results.
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Figure 6: Degrees of acceptabilty of a pessoa and uma pessoa in diag-
nostic functions (high values indicate lower acceptability).

1 also allows an indefinite interpretation of uma pessoa, so the participants prob-
ably did not judge the impersonal use, despite the instruction to consider only
impersonal interpretations. The near identity of both forms in all other cases is
a striking confirmation of the functional equivalence in BP. The data also show
an increasing acceptability from function 2 to function 7, which backs our cor-
pus analysis, i.e. the preference for non-episodic inclusive uses. The position of
function 1 is harder to explain. It is possible that the informants interpreted the
sentences as having a personal/referential interpretation.

Finally, when discussing the evidence of the grammaticalisation of a/uma pes-
soa, Posio (2021: 12) mentions the issue of the repetition of the noun phrase to
refer to itself, instead of using a personal pronoun. The author comments that in
his data there are no cases where the personal pronoun ela ‘she’ is used to refer
back to the NP. Contrary to what the author observes for EP, our data present
occurrences with this context (40), as well as occurrences where the whole NP
is repeated (41). However, unlike what the author finds for EP, according to the
first author of this paper uma pessoa does not allow this kind of repetition in BP
(although we detected one example in C-ORAL-Brasil, see Amaral & Mihatsch
2019). Therefore, an example like (41) seems to be unacceptable in BP, while (40)
is acceptable. The samples thus corroborate the existence of differences between
the two varieties of Portuguese, especially when analysing the frequency and the
paths of grammaticalisation of uma pessoa.

(40) às vezes a pessoa ela gosta de assistir um jornal e ela não tem... é custume
de assistir um otro... (Amaral 2015)
‘sometimes one (lit. ’the person’, feminine) she likes to watch a news pro-
gramme and she is not used to watch another one.’
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(41) Mas esse peixe, já uma pessoa às vezes não o conhece. Não sabe de que
peixe é, não é? Se uma pessoa visse a figura do peixe, já uma pessoa dizia:
“Olha, pode ser a sardinha, pode ser carapau”. (CORDIAL-SIN, VPA-30)
‘But that fish, sometimes a person does not even recognise it. They don’t
know what fish it is, right? If a person saw the form of the fish, a person
would say: “Look, it can be a sardine, it can be a mackerel.”’ (Posio 2021:
13)

7 Conclusion

In this paper we discussed the functions of inclusive impersonal uses of a pessoa
and uma pessoa in Brazilian Portuguese in order to shed light on the diachronic
development of the restrictions determining impersonal uses and the differences
and parallels between the two expressions.

First, it should be highlighted that the development of impersonal uses de-
tectable in our data – as well as their synchronic properties – point to parallels
in the origins of a pessoa and uma pessoa, although the grammaticalisation pro-
cess then leads to a subsequent, mainly diatopical differentiation. In our Brazilian
oral data a pessoa very clearly prevails. Their impersonal function becomes ev-
ident when trying to translate the impersonal attestations into other languages
that have nouns derived from Latin persona such as Spanish persona, French per-
sonne or English person. The translation requires an impersonal pronoun such as
English one or French on.

The first impersonal occurrences in the 16th and 17th centuries are scarce. The
situation changes in the 19th century, when there is an increase, especially in
the incidence of uma pessoa. In the second half of the 20th century Brazilian Por-
tuguese, however, clearly prefers the impersonal a pessoa, although uma pessoa
is also used. A classification of the occurrences from two different varieties of BP
showed a similar pattern of behaviour of the two expressions.

From the 16th century to the 21st century they have shown a clear preference
for inclusive, non-episodic uses up to the 21st century, although our corpus data
threw up results that reveal a functional shift and a certain functional expansion,
notably exclusive and epidsodic uses, in the course of grammaticalisation of the
two expressions. Some occurrences even show a tendency toward first person
pronoun uses, so it is certainly worth continuing this research with recent data
from young speakers.
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Appendix A Games-Howell post hoc test results

Table 4: Games-Howell post hoc test results. “H” rating indicates
higher rating, “L” lower.

a pessoa uma pessoa

Comparison Rating 𝑝 Comparison Rating 𝑝
8:1 H <0.001 2:1 H <0.001
8:3 H 0.001 2:3 H <0.001
8:4 H <0.001 2:4 H <0.001
8:5 H <0.001 2:5 H <0.001
8:6 H <0.001 2:6 H <0.001
8:7 H <0.001 2:7 H <0.001
8:9 H <0.001 2:10 H <0.001
8:10 H <0.001 2:11 H <0.001
8:11 H 0.028 8:1 H <0.001
2:1 H <0.001 8:4 H <0.001
2:4 H <0.001 8:5 H 0.001
2:5 H 0.002 8:6 H <0.001
2:6 H <0.001 8:7 H <0.001
2:7 H <0.001 8:10 H 0.022
2:9 H <0.001 8:11 H <0.001
2:10 H 0.005 3:1 H 0.001
6:1 H <0.001 3:2 L <0.001
6:2 H <0.001 3:6 H 0.008
6:3 H <0.001 3:7 H <0.001
6:4 H 0.004 3:11 H <0.001
6:8 H <0.001 10:1 H 0.001
6:10 H 0.005 10:2 L <0.001
6:11 H 0.003 10:6 H 0.042
7:1 L <0.001 10:7 H <0.001
7:2 L <0.001 10:8 L 0.022
7:3 L <0.001 10:11 H 0.002
7:4 L <0.001 7:1 L 0.018
7:5 L 0.017 7:2 L <0.001
7:8 L <0.001 7:3 L <0.001
7:9 L <0.001 7:4 L <0.001
7:10 L <0.001 7:5 L 0.036
7:11 L <0.001 7:6 L 0.007

7:8 L <0.001
7:10 L <0.001
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Chapter 6

Personal uses of impersonalizing
strategies: Hybrid constructions with a
gente and se in rural Madeiran
Portuguese varieties
Yoselin Henriques Pestana
Universität Zürich

The varieties of Portuguese spoken in Madeira present a predominant use of a
gente, a grammaticalized first person plural pronoun, derived from the noun phrase
‘the people’, instead of the traditional pronoun nós. They also exhibit constructions
where a gente cooccurs with the impersonal clitic se. In a pioneering study, Martins
(2009) provides a detailed description of what she calls “double subject impersonal
constructions” and proposes that a gente restricts the generic interpretation of the
clitic se. Based on spoken data from semi-directed interviews and free-speech con-
versations with elderly speakers of rural Madeiran Portuguese, this chapter pro-
vides a quantitative and qualitative approach to the [(a gente) + se] construction.
The goal of this study is twofold. First, a depiction of the broad referential range of
this hybrid structure is presented. Its possible interpretations cover a scope similar
to that of first person plural pronouns reaching from indefinite readings to deictic
ones (referring to participants of the speech act). Second, a description of the syn-
tactic features of this innovative construction will show that the element se is being
reanalyzed as a dependent person marker in rural Madeiran Portuguese varieties.

1 Introduction

In some Portuguese varieties, the traditional first person plural (henceforth 1pl)
pronoun nós, illustrated in example (1), coexists with a newer 1pl pronoun a gente,
as shown in example (2). The latter originates from a noun phrase consisting of

Yoselin Henriques Pestana. 2023. Personal uses of impersonalizing strategies: Hybrid
constructions with a gente and se in rural Madeiran Portuguese varieties. In Pekka
Posio & Peter Herbeck (eds.), Referring to discourse participants in Ibero-Romance lan-
guages, 147–175. Berlin: Language Science Press. DOI: 10.5281/zenodo.8124496
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the definite feminine article a (‘the’) and the generic noun gente (‘people’). By los-
ing its nominal properties, this noun phrase gave rise to an indefinite pronoun a
gente displaying generic readings (Lopes 2007, 2003, 1999, deOmena 2003, among
others). This grammaticalization process first resulted in a referential shift from
speaker-exclusive readings to speaker-inclusive ones. From the 19th century on-
ward, a gente became a new 1pl pronoun with specific interpretation and has
even replaced the pronoun nós in some Portuguese varieties. The nominal origin
and gradual grammaticalization of a gente led to a mismatch between its seman-
tic and syntactic properties resulting in mixed agreement patterns (cf. §3).1

(1) Nós,
pron.sbj.1pl

nessa
in-that

altura,
time

não
neg

tínhamos
have-ipfv.1pl

luz.
electricity

‘Back then, we did not have electricity.’

(2) Sabe
know.prs.3sg

onde
where

é
is

que
that

a gente
pron.sbj.1pl

vai
go.prs.3sg

dar
give-inf

com
with

ele?
him

‘Do you know where we find him?’

In rural Madeiran Portuguese (hereafter MP) varieties, the 1pl pronoun a gente
seems to have largely replaced the canonical nós. However, there is another vari-
ant to these pronominal 1pl expressions illustrated in (3). In these constructions,
the 1pl pronoun a gente cooccurs with what seems to be an impersonal se (hence-
forth se-imp2), found in most Romance languages.

(3) A gente
pron.sbj.1pl

contava-se
count-ipfv.3sg=SE

os
the

dias
days

[...]

‘We counted the days […]’

The element se appears cliticized to the verb, whereas a gente is identifiable
as the subject. I will call it “hybrid construction” due to its nature of combining
a personal pronoun with an impersonal marker. The qualitative analysis shows
that these constructions present a referential scope reaching from indefinite to
deictic readings which is thus congruous with the range of interpretations of the
other 1pl pronouns nós and a gente available in the varieties under study.3

1The glossing of the language examples follows the Leipzig Glossing Rules.
2The label se-imp is used in this chapter as an umbrella term for impersonal and passive se
constructions. Note that all examples found in the corpus are instances of non-agreeing and
thus impersonal se constructions.

3The fact that the pronoun a gente is still frowned upon in the context of school education
contributes to the existence of discrepancies on the stylistic level. Thus, the pronoun nós is
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So far, very little attention has been paid to these constructions, except for the
research by Martins (2003, 2005, 2009). Based on the assumption that the two
elements share subject features, the author refers to them as “impersonal sub-
ject doubling constructions” (Martins 2009). However, the data analyzed in the
present study bring to fore other aspects of the referential properties of these con-
structions. Thus, they provide evidence that these constructions may display in-
terpretations that go far beyond the speaker-inclusive impersonality thoroughly
described in Martins (2009), as illustrated in the example (4).

(4) Amanhã
Tomorrow

a gente
pron.sbj.1pl

vai-se
go-prs.3sg=SE

limpar
clean-inf

o
the

escritório.
office

‘Tomorrow, we will clean the office.’

In light of these new insights, this chapter aims to review the referential and
syntactic properties of the hybrid construction. Its particular properties are de-
rived under the hypothesis that se might be reanalyzed as a person-marking item
associated with the 1pl pronoun a gente in rural MP varieties.

The present study is structured as follows: §2 describes the data under survey.
§3 presents a brief overview of the variation of 1pl pronominal subject expres-
sions in Portuguese varieties. §4 describes the referential range of the construc-
tion under focus and its constituting elements in Portuguese. §5 analyzes some
of the syntactic features the hybrid construction [(a gente)+se] displays. Lastly,
§6 provides some conclusions along with observations for future research.

2 Data and methodology

Portuguese dialectology grapples with a scarcity of corpora and data that im-
pedes a detailed and thorough analysis of the numerous morphosyntactic phe-
nomena still little-known to linguists. So far, dialectal studies on Madeiran va-
rieties have used either the dialectal corpus CORDIAL-SIN (e.g., Martins 2021,
among others) or the Corpus de Concordância (e.g., Bazenga 2019, 2015) as their
primary data sources. However, apart from presenting only few excerpts of spon-
taneous speech of the dialect under analysis, the CORDIAL-SIN raises other prob-
lems, such as the communicative asymmetry between interviewer – a speaker
of the standard Portuguese variety – and a local informant, which results in

perceived as corresponding tomore formal contexts by speakers with higher educational levels.
A similar tendency is found in French in the use of nous as opposed to the newer 1pl pronoun
on (Coveney 2000). Future research on MP based on corpora displaying different degrees of
formality will allow to confirm or rule out this trend.
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auto-correction and neutralization of certain phenomena. Furthermore, the the-
matic domains addressed in the spontaneous and semi-directed speech samples
of the available corpora – i.e., local traditions and customs – do not enable a
broad referential scope such as the one displayed by the hybrid construction un-
der discussion. Therefore, we compiled a corpus composed of two sub-samples
– semi-directed sociolinguistic interviews and free conversation samples – to
tackle these shortcomings.4

The sociolinguistic profiles of the speakers chosen as informants roughly meet
the standards introduced by Chambers & Trudgill (1980), also known by the
acronymNORM (“non-mobile, older, rural, males”), except for their gender.5 The
informants have a low level of education ranging from zero to four years of pri-
mary school and represent an age scale ranging from 54 to 84.

Part of the data stems from 13 semi-directed interviews in different rural sites
across Madeira Island.6 To increase the occurrence of constructions displaying
the broadest possible referential range, our data include classic dialectological in-
terview questions and questions concerning the social environment and private
lives of the informants. The latter category proved to be crucial for triggering
more specific uses of the hybrid construction under analysis. Furthermore, al-
though most of the interviews were conducted with one interviewer and one
informant, the inclusion of several participants produced occurrences of com-
pletely deictic expressions, i.e., constructions that refer exclusively to the speech-
act participants.

4The corpus analyzed in this study is, in comparison to the available corpora, in many respects
broader in coverage. Firstly, it includes speech samples from different rural sites of Madeira
Island, whereas the Corpus the Concordância focuses exclusively on the variety spoken in the
capital city of the island, Funchal. The CORDIAL-SIN includes data from four localities, two of
which are situated on the archipelago’s main island: Câmara de Lobos and Caniçal. Secondly,
the sub-sample of semi-directed interviews contains, in addition to questions used in classic
dialectological interviews, topics which allude to the personal and family lives of the infor-
mants. The inclusion of such topics enables the mention of more delimited groups. Thirdly, the
sub-sample of free conversations between family members, neighbors or friends not only pro-
motes the occurrence of 1pl expressions with deictic interpretations, but also presents a highly
natural communicative environment. Moreover, the fact that the interviewer is perceived by
the informants as a member of their speech community, also contributes to counteracting the
asymmetrical situation of sociolinguistic interviews.

5Our corpus consists of language produced predominantly by female speakers. This is due to
the extremely limited number of local male speakers of the target age group who have not
emigrated for an extended period.

6The interviews were conducted in Estreito de Câmara de Lobos, Câmara de Lobos, Curral das
Freiras, Maroços, Canhas, Santa, Tabúa, Campanário, Camacha (Santa Cruz), Santo António
(Santana), and São Vicente.
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In addition to the 13 semi-directed interviews, the second part of our corpus
contains free conversation samples. These latter samples complement the above
interviews in two different aspects. Although the interviewer was present during
the recording, by taking place in a familial context, the free conversations yield
“immediate” speech samples (following Koch & Oesterreicher 1990). These cir-
cumstances are invaluable for the study of morphosyntactic variation. Secondly,
since the discourse participants are familiar with each other and therefore share
social networks, the free conversation samples include several specific uses of
the hybrid construction as the informants often produce utterances that refer to
particular groups to which they belong. This type of use is less common in semi-
directed interviews in which speech act participants do not know each other.
Conversely, informants of semi-directed interviews provide more clues so that
the addressee correctly infers the intended 1pl reference, which is a complex and
challenging task for linguistic analysis.

In total, the data under survey contain 827 examples of 1pl subjects. For the
analysis, all occurrences were coded manually for an array of grammatical and
referential properties, including expression or omission of the subject pronoun,
verbal agreement, coreference, and referential range.

3 First person plural (1pl) in Portuguese varieties

This section provides a brief overview of the 1pl pronominal subject expressions
a gente and nós in Portuguese. It then describes the differences in the usage of a
gente and nós in rural MP varieties.

Due to its nominal origins described in the introduction to this chapter, a gente
presents discrepancies between its semantic and syntactic properties, leading to
varying agreement patterns in terms of verbal inflection, as can be observed in
the contrast between examples (5) and (6). Likewise, a gente triggers varying
adjectival (or participial) agreement as shown in example (7) (cf. Pereira 2003,
Costa & Pereira 2013, 2005).

(5) A gente
pron.sbj.1pl

fizemos
make-pst.1pl

uma
a

fogueira.
bonfire

‘We made a bonfire.’

(6) A gente
pron.sbj.1pl

ia
go.ipfv.3sg

lavar
wash-inf

a
the

roupa
clothes

aqui.
here

‘We came here to wash our clothes.’
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(7) A gente
pron.sbj.1pl

era
be.ipfv.3sg

pequenos.
small-masc.pl

‘We were little.’

A considerable number of studies show variation between a gente and nós in
different varieties of Brazilian Portuguese (BP) (cf. Vianna 2011 for an overview).
It is observable that the newer pronoun a gente “is the more productive of the
forms” (Travis & Silveira 2009: 22) and thus, appears to replace nós progressively.
This canonical pronoun and its associated 1pl verbal marking – the desinence -
mos illustrated in example (8) – are subject to a restricted distribution. Travis
& Silveira (2009) observe the retention of these morphological forms in high-
frequency verbs such as ter (‘to have’) or ser (‘to be’) and in cohortative con-
structions7 illustrated in (9). According to the authors, these are some of the few
domains to which a gente has not extended.

(8) onde
where

nós
pron.sbj.1pl

vivíamos
live-ipfv.1pl

‘where we lived’

(9) Então,
so

vamos
go.prs.1pl

à
to-the

minha
my

casa!
house

‘So, let’s go to my place!’

Limited studies have addressed the variation of 1pl expression in European
Portuguese (EP) varieties. Contrary to the traditional belief that the newer form
a gente is commonly found in central and southern EP varieties, recent studies
have shown that this pronoun exhibits a high usage rate throughout continental
EP varieties. For instance, while contrasting the use of the two 1pl pronominal
variants in Brazilian and European varieties, de Paiva Sória (2013) found that
the pronominal expression a gente is highly productive in most of the 31 local
EP varieties accounted for. The author concludes that this pronoun is not only
firmly established but also most commonly used throughout the observed EP
varieties (de Paiva Sória 2013). Similarly, Posio (2012) observes a relatively high
application rate of a gente in his contrastive study on 1pl subject expression in
EP and Peninsular Spanish. Regarding the referential scope of a gente, the author
acknowledges its speaker-inclusive impersonal traits attributing this fact to its
impersonal origin.

7There are numerous denominations for these constructions. Travis & Silveira (2009), for in-
stance, use the label “hortative constructions”. Others use a more transparent terminology
such as “inclusive imperative” (Dobrushina & Goussev 2005). Following Posio (2012) the term
“cohortatives” will be used in this chapter to refer to these constructions.
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While the construction with a gente was included in the current study as
a way to create first person plural reference, examining the use of a gente
in context reveals that in the EP data it is very seldom used in contexts
where only a personal (i.e. inclusive or exclusive) reference is possible. In
most cases, the referential range of a gente can be described as speaker-
inclusive impersonal or allowing both impersonal and first person plural
interpretations. (Posio 2012: 348)

As for the varieties under survey, the data suggest that the newer pronoun a
gente, found in all but three examples, has largely replaced the canonical subject
pronoun nós. Given this markedly high use rate of a gente in the data of rural
MP varieties, it can be hypothesized that this newer 1pl pronoun is more gram-
maticalized in some EP varieties than previously believed (cf. Posio 2012) and
thus may occur in less restricted referential contexts. As expected, the data show
divergent agreement patterns triggered by a gente, with a clear predominance
of 3sg verb forms. Table 1 summarizes the quantitative analysis concerning the
subject-verb agreement involving 1pl subject pronoun variants.8

Table 1: Subject and verb agreement with 1pl pronouns (a gente and
nós) in rural MP varieties

3sg 1pl

𝑛 % 𝑛 %

∅ 5 9.1 50 90.9
a gente 160 87.9 22 12.1
nós 0 0 3 100

As shown in Table 1, the data under survey contain 75 examples of 1pl verb
forms, the majority of which are found in clauses lacking an overt subject. The
low occurrence of 3sg verbs without an expressed subject is due to the ambiguity
of this form, referring either to a 3sg or to a 1pl subject associated with the pro-
noun a gente. Therefore, ambiguous examples such as (10) were excluded from
the analysis.

8Although the hybrid construction [(a gente)+se] is considered a variant of the subject pronouns
a gente and nós, it was excluded from the quantitative analysis resumed in Table 1. Moreover,
21 tokens of non-finite verbs occurring with the pronoun a gente were excluded, due to their
well-known distinctive person marking behavior.
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(10) A gente𝑖
pron.sbj.1pl

vê
see.prs.3sg

ele𝑗
to

quando
my

passa𝑖,𝑗
pass-prs.3sg

por
through

ali.
there

‘We see him when (he/we) pass(es) by.’

The only occurrences of verb agreement in 3sg lacking an overt subject con-
sidered in the analysis are those displaying coreference with a preceding 1pl
pronoun.9 Example (11) illustrates the coreference between a 3sg verb form and
a gente.

(11) Mas
But

a gente
pron.sbj.1pl

não
neg

deitava
throw-ipfv.3sg

aquela
that

[carne]
[meat]

fora;
away

‘But we did not throw that meat away;’
tirava
take-ipfv.3sg

um
a

bocadinho
bit

e
and

cozia.
cook-ipfv.3sg

‘(we) took out a little bit and (we) cooked (it).’
Depois
Afterwards

partia
cut-ipfv.3sg

um
a

bocadinho
bit

a
for

cada
each

um.
one

‘Afterwards (we) cut a little bit for each one.’

Interestingly, despite not displaying an overt subject pronoun a gente in the
immediate co-text, example (12) is not ambiguous. What establishes the 1pl ref-
erence of the second verb form tinha is its coreferentiality with the element se
cliticized to the first 3sg verb tinha-se. Furthermore, the coordination with the
1pl form temos also indicates coreference between the two preceding null subject
verb forms. Based on their coreference, these three verb forms, including the first
verbal form bearing the element se (tinha-se) in example (12) are variants of 1pl
expression lacking an overt subject.

(12) Tinha-se
have-ipfv.3sg=SE

uma
a

fonte;
fountain

tinha
have-ipfv.3.sg

e
and

temos.
have-prs.1pl

‘(We) used to have a fountain, (we) still have (one).’

As discussed in the introduction to this chapter, MP varieties display – in addi-
tion to a gente and nós – what we call a hybrid construction. This 1pl expression

9There is an ongoing discussion on the existence of a null subject associated with a gente. For
instance, Pereira (2003) and Martins & Nunes (2021) state that its mixed verbal agreement
patterns hinder the existence of a null subject associated with this pronoun. De Paiva Sória
(2013), in the same vein, argues that the omissions of a gente cannot be considered proper
cases of null subjects due to the fact that it is only permissible in restricted syntactic contexts
in which there is an overt a gente in the immediate discourse.
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consists of the newer pronoun a gente and the originally impersonal marker se.
In this paper, we argue that a gente takes the role of a 1pl subject, which is omis-
sible in these Portuguese varieties.10 The clitic se associated with this pronoun
is reanalyzed as a dependent person form encoding 1pl marking. As a result, the
omission of a gente is more permissible in the varieties under focus than in conti-
nental Portuguese varieties (cf. Pereira 2003, Posio 2012), for the clitic semanages
to disambiguate 3sg verb forms and establish 1pl specific reference, as illustrated
in example (12) above and in (13).

(13) A: As
the

mulheres
women

trabalhavam
work-ipfv.3.pl

na
in-the

fazenda
field

ou
or

bordavam?
sew-ipfv.3pl

‘Did the women work in the fields or sew?’
B: Bordava-se.

sew-ipfv.3sg=SE
‘(We) sewed.’

In terms of frequency, the data indicate that within the different forms of 1pl
expression – e.g., pronominal forms a gente and nós as opposed to the hybrid
construction [(a gente) + se] – the latter is far more frequent than the former, as
the results in Table 2 show.

Table 2: First person plural expression in rural MP varieties

3sg 1pl

𝑛 % 𝑛 %

[(a gente)+se] 566 98.95 6 1.05
a gente / nósa 160 86.49 25 13.51

aThe pronoun nós only appears three times in the data under study. All of these occurrences
occur with 1pl verb forms.

Furthermore, the low rate of 1pl verbal forms and the virtual substitution of the
canonical pronoun form nós are likely to be symptomatic of a possible ongoing
realignment of the pronominal and verbal paradigm in the insular Portuguese
variety under focus.

10Due to the possible omission of a gente the hybrid construction under analysis will be repre-
sented as “[(a gente)+se]” in this chapter.
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Although these hybrid constructions have received little attention in research
on morphosyntactic variation so far, Martins (2009) provided a seminal study
in this area. Following a generative framework, Martins (2009: 179) argues that
these structures fall under the denomination of “double subject impersonal se
construction”, as a strong subject pronoun or determinant phrase (DP) appears
with what the author considers to be an “impersonal subject” (se). According to
Martins, this construction is present in both insular and continental Portuguese
dialects, particularly in the center-south region of continental Portugal (Martins
2009: 180, fn. 2). In the Portuguese varieties taken into account by the author, se
can cooccur not only with 1pl pronouns (nós and a gente) but also with 3pl pro-
nouns and “less commonly with full determinant phrases” (Martins 2009: 179).
The interpretation of these constructions depends on the semantics of the sub-
ject expression, in the sense that the “doubling strong pronoun” semantically
restricts the denotative scope of se. Thus, an inclusive interpretation – including
the speaker in a non-specific group of humans – arises when the strong pronoun
or DP is 1pl. In contrast, 3pl strong pronouns in combination with se usually trig-
ger an exclusive interpretation, excluding the speaker from the referent group.

In contrast to these findings, our corpus shows a significant number of other
uses that are not included in Martins (2009), i.e., denoting specific sets of refer-
ents. In a footnote, the author states that only two cases of a specific readingwere
attested and that it “appears to be infrequent” (Martins 2009: 186, fn. 10). The lack
of such data in Martins (2009) is likely to be a corpus effect. The CORDIAL-SIN
includes classic dialectological interviews and short free speech samples. The top-
ics addressed therein cover a thematic range of aspects of the language commu-
nity’s cultural life (e.g., traditions, customs, fishing and farming practices, etc.),
thus favoring the mention of unspecific groups. The fact that our semi-directed
interviews also include questions on the informant’s personal life contributes to
the allusion to specific referents and specific groups. Our data thus suggest that
the analyzed construction manifests a broader referential scope than previously
assumed. This wide scope of possible interpretations ranging from impersonal
to personal can be observed in examples (14) and (15) respectively:

(14) A gente
pron.sbj.1pl

diz-se
say-pres.3sg=SE

assim:
so:

uma
a

traçada.
bundle

‘We say it like this: a bundle.’

(15) Mãe,
mother

o que é que
what

a gente
pron.sbj.1pl

vai-se
go-prs.3sg=SE

fazer?
do-inf

‘Mom, what are we going to do?’
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While (14) is consistent with the impersonal and speaker-inclusive interpreta-
tive effects described by Martins (2009: 186–188), (15) illustrates a personal inter-
pretation of the construction due to its use in a directive speech act addressed to
the interlocutor. The readings conveyed by [(a gente)+se] are further discussed
in the following section.

4 Referential scope

This section provides an overview of the referential scope of the hybrid con-
struction and its constituents, namely the pronoun a gente and the clitic se. This
detailed description highlights the possible reference overlaps of both elements,
which have made possible the conjoint construction found in rural MP varieties.
As mentioned, I consider [(a gente)+se] to be a variant of pronominal 1pl expres-
sions in the varieties under focus. As such, it shows a complex reference, which
Posio considers as being able to “include any human beings from the addressee
to a third person or persons, an institution, or even the whole humankind” (2012:
342).

The first part of this section will deal with the referential range of se-imp con-
structions in Portuguese varieties. The second part is dedicated to the referential
aspects of a gente. Finally, the last section uses the observations of the first two
sections to phrase possible interpretations of the hybrid construction under anal-
ysis.

4.1 se-imp and its referential properties

In most Romance languages, se-imp constructions are a common agent-defocus-
ing strategy in which the reference of the agent is interpreted as unspecific and
human. Due to its properties of conveying a reduction in referentiality regarding
the intended subject, recent studies on impersonalizing strategies have referred
to these as “R-impersonals” (Siewierska 2011). In terms of its formal characteris-
tics, the clitic se attaches to a verb in third person, singular or plural. With tran-
sitive verbs, a plural NP bearing the semantic role of patient can trigger plural
agreement with the verb, thus manifesting both object and subject properties.11

11The patient NP is typically placed after the verb. Preverbal patient NPs, display topic status,
and thus appear in canonical subject position. However, both preverbal as well as postverbal
plural patient NPs may trigger agreement on the verb. Posio & Vilkuna (2013: 187) state that
the postverbal position is most commonly found in their dialectal data.
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Following this possible agreement, traditional Portuguese grammars usually dis-
tinguish between two formally different se constructions: an agreeing construc-
tion often referred to as “passive”, and a non-agreeing one often referred to as
“impersonal” (Naro 1976). Cinque (1988), who provides a detailed seminal descrip-
tion for si constructions in Italian, proposes that depending on its agreement, the
intended subjects have different interpretations: “quasi-existential” in agreeing
constructions and “quasi-universal” in non-agreeing structures. While observ-
ing the same types of constructions in Portuguese, Raposo & Uriagereka (1996:
750) adopt the labels “indefinite SE construction” and “generic SE construction”
respectively.

The grammatical status of se-imp has been prone to polemic in linguistic stud-
ies. Some authors have considered se to display subject properties (cf. Martins
2009, 2005, 2003, Raposo & Uriagereka 1996). Others have highlighted its func-
tionality in discourse and considered it a grammaticalized impersonality marker
(Posio & Vilkuna 2013).

As far as the referential properties of impersonal se are concerned, few stud-
ies on Portuguese have dealt with it extensively. For instance, Naro (1976) ob-
serves that in standard EP, se might incidentally include the speaker in its ref-
erential scope. Regarding dialectal Portuguese varieties, Posio & Vilkuna (2013)
find that the default readings of se-imp tend to be speaker-inclusive impersonal.
They might even alternate with the 1pl pronouns a gente and nós in impersonal
contexts12, according to the speaker-inclusive semantic properties they share. A
description that ascribes a more specific reference property to the element se can
be found in Casteleiro (1975). Considering 1pl expression items in nonstandard
varieties of continental Portuguese, the author acknowledges that, apart from a
gente, se frequently alludes to 1pl referents (Casteleiro 1975: 65). However, the
examples proposed to support this idea do not present enough context to uni-
vocally infer a specific referent. Hence, according to these observations on the
semantic properties of the element se, there seems to be a consensus that – per
its agent demotion properties – se manifests an overall indefinite interpretation
that incidentally may include the speaker in its scope.

These results regarding the predominance of speaker-inclusive readings of im-
personal se are consistent with the data under survey in this study. All of the 258
se-imp constructions found in the corpus have speaker-inclusive readings. Fur-
thermore, the impersonal interpretation is blocked in episodic clauses (e.g., fea-

12Given the fact that the examples used by Posio & Vilkuna (2013: 211–213) to illustrate this
alternation stem exclusively from Madeiran informants, one might be tempted to hypothesize
that this alternation is a possible hybrid construction used in coreferential contexts, without
the expressed subject pronoun a gente.
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turing predicates anchored in time). The fact that the only verbs found in se-imp
constructions are imperfect or present tense underlines this aspect. The cooccur-
rence with perfective predicates would trigger a specific reading anaphorically
associated to a 1pl referent, as illustrates the difference between examples (16)
and (17).

(16) Deita-se
put-pres.3sg=SE

sal
salt

na
in-the

carne.
meat

‘One puts salt on the meat.’

(17) Teve-se
have-pst.3sg=SE

uma
a

viagem
trip

maravilhosa.
wonderful

‘(We) had a wonderful trip.’

The preferably speaker-inclusive interpretations of se-imp found in previous
studies, in addition to the ruralMP data analyzed in this study,might facilitate the
specific, and even deictic, readings displayed by the hybrid construction under
focus.

4.2 The pronoun a gente and 1pl reference

The nominal origin of a gente (Lopes 2003, 1999) has resulted in a mismatch be-
tween semantic and syntactic properties, a phenomenon well studied in previous
research (cf. for EP, Costa & Pereira 2013, 2005). Thus, the deviation between no-
tional person (1pl) and the grammatical person (3sg) often incentivizes debates
about the pronominal status of a gente (e.g., Taylor 2009). While its pronominal
properties are still subject to ongoing discussion, there seems to be consensus
on its referential properties ranging from impersonal readings to personal ones.
As mentioned in §3, previous studies show that the variation between nós and
a gente is present in both BP and EP varieties. However, it has been shown that
EP varieties display lower usage rates of a gente than BP varieties, where there
is a notorious expansion of a gente into more formal discursive contexts (Callou
& Lopes 2004). Along these lines, the research on a gente indicates that increas-
ing application rates correlate with increasing grammaticalization (cf. de Omena
2003). These empirical studies show that a gente can be used as a subject pronoun
with speaker-inclusive impersonal reference and specific reference alike, despite
the generic origins of a gente (cf. de Omena 2003, Travis & Silveira 2009).

The data under analysis here suggest a high usage rate of the pronoun a gente
(cf. Table 1), which seems to have almost entirely replaced the canonical pronoun
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nós in rural MP varieties. These findings might indicate a grammaticalized pro-
noun state comparable to the one found in BP varieties. Moreover, its referential
scope is compatible with other 1pl pronominal expressions, ranging from an un-
specified group of persons (or people in general) including the speaker, to purely
deictic uses, referring to speech-act participants.13

Considering that the speaker-inclusive impersonal reference constitutes the
common denominator of both 1pl pronouns and se-imp, this intersection may
have been the basis of the junction of a gente and se in the varieties under focus.

4.3 The referential scope of the hybrid construction [(a gente) + se]

The reference of the hybrid constructions are generally consistent with the range
of possible references displayed by 1pl pronouns. Not only does [(a gente)+se]
display the impersonal speaker-inclusive references described by Martins (2009:
186–188), it also shows purely deictic interpretations referring to speech-act par-
ticipants. The contrast between examples (18) and (19) spans the wide variety of
possible interpretations.

(18) Pega-me
pick-imp.2sg=acc.1sg

às
to-the

costas!
back

A gente
pron.sbj.1pl

chega-se
arrive-pres.3sg=SE

lá
there

num
in-an

instante.
instant

‘Pick me up on your back! We’ll get there in no time.’

(19) A gente
pron.sbj.1pl

aqui
here

chama-se
call-pres.3sg=SE

abóbora
pumpkin

moira.
<word>

‘We call it moira-pumpkin here.’

The deictic reading of the hybrid construction in (18) is connected with the
imperative – which refers to the addressee – and the accusative clitic (-me) in
the first sentence. The group referred to (i.e., 2sg imperative pega and 1sg clitic
-me) is construed simultaneously as the sentence is uttered, which leads to the
deictic interpretation of [(a gente)+se] in the following sentence. Contrary to that,
(19) shows an impersonal interpretation, referring to the speaker community in
general.

13Following Posio (2012: 342), this flexibility of reference “is what makes possible also the use of
first person plural as an impersonalizing strategy”.
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In between these two poles of the referential continuum – speaker-inclusive
impersonality and hearer-inclusive reference14 – there are several intermediate
interpretations, highly dependent on various co-textual aspects, to which I will
return later on in this chapter.

The results of the quantitative analysis (cf. §5.1) show that the majority of the
constructions being analyzed lack an overt subject. Interestingly, the omission
of a gente materializes in a construction in which se can establish personal in-
terpretation, as illustrated in the affirmative verbal response15 to the question in
(20).

(20) A: Vocês
pron.sbj.2pl

já
already

estão
be-pres.3pl

em
at

casa?
home?

‘Are you already home?’
B: Está-se.

be-pres.3sg=SE
‘Yes, we are.’

The specific interpretation in (20) is based on the contrast between the 2pl
pronoun vocês and the verb estar bearing the element se. The speaker’s utilization
of this construction as an affirmative verbal answer (Martins 2013, 2016b) further
supports the hypothesis of se functioning as a 1pl person marker.

In direct comparison, these se interpretations differ strikingly from those of
se-imps described in §4.1. The fact that an impersonal interpretation of se is im-
possible in contexts where it refers to speech-act participants seems to confirm
the hypothesis regarding the reanalysis of se. This reanalysis becomes even more
evident in cases like (21) below, where se, controlled by another subject NP with
1pl reference rather than a gente, seems to add number- and person-marking to
the 3sg verb form.16

(21) Eu
pron.sbj.1sg

mais
with

meus
my

primos
cousins

ia-se
go.ipfv.3sg=SE

buscar
get-inf

lenha.
firewood

‘Me and my cousins used to go get firewood.’

14Posio (2012: 342) utilizes clusivity as the differentiating factor between “hearer-inclusive” and
“impersonal (speaker-inclusive)” readings. The two extremes of the continuum proposed here
are defined following Posio’s categorization.

15In Portuguese, there are several strategies to respond affirmatively to a polar question. One of
these strategies consists of repeating the finite verb by adapting person and number features
(cf. Martins 2013, 2016b)

16Note that there are no occurrences of lack of agreement between a coordinate preverbal subject
and the verb in the data under analysis.
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There are at least two possible analyses for examples like (21). One analysis
would consider the preverbal coordinate NP (Eu mais meus primos) to be a topic,
which precedes the sentence displaying a null subject a gente (Eu mais meus
primos, ∅ ia-se buscar lenha). A second possibility is to assume the preverbal NP
(Eu mais meus primos) to be the subject. In light of the second analysis, example
(21) could illustrate a further step in the grammaticalization path of se as a 1pl
person marker.

There are several possible intermediate interpretations of the hybrid construc-
tion located between the impersonal and deictic poles of the proposed referential
scale. These specific interpretations of [(a gente)+se] are determined by a vast ar-
ray of co-textual factors.

(22) Ia-se
go.3sg=SE

as
the

duas.
two

‘The two of us used to go.’

(23) Ia-se
go.3sg=SE

todos
all

para
to

lá.
there

‘All of us went there.’

Examples (22) and (23) illustrate the graduality of possible specific interpreta-
tions of se. For instance, the specific reading of (22) relies on the cooccurrence
with numerals, thus on the cardinality of the group. The interpretation of (23)
is slightly less specific than the one triggered by (22). The cooccurrence of todos
(‘all’) implies that there is a specific number of members in the set of referents
which consequently evokes a specific rather than an impersonal reference.

The examples clearly illustrate the broad scope of references covered by the
hybrid construction under analysis. It appears in contexts where possible refer-
ences of a gente and se-imp converge. This suggests that the speaker-inclusive
impersonality shared by both constituents is the common denominator and may
be where this hybrid construction originated. The fact that this originally se-imp
occurs in specific or even deictic contexts shows that it no longer requires a gente
to establish personal reference, which could be a symptom of the reanalysis of se
as a person marker. A possible syntactic catalyst for this reanalysis is described
by Posio & Vilkuna (2013). The authors observe that, while in EP varieties, the
patient NP can be reanalyzed as the subject of se-imp constructions, “in Madeira
and Porto Santo dialects the Patient has been reanalyzed as a direct object” (2013:
213). This reanalysis of the patient NP as a direct object can be observed in ex-
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amples of se-imp constructions featuring accusative clitics,17 the combination of
which is considered ungrammatical in standard EP (Naro 1976: 786). The reanal-
ysis of the patient NP as a direct object and thus eliminating it from the list of
possible clausal subjects, might have served as a catalyst for the latter reanalysis
of se as a person marker.

5 Syntactic features of [(a gente) + se]

The new insights into the referential scope of the hybrid construction, briefly
introduced in the previous section, have substantial repercussions on the analysis
of the syntactic properties of this particular phenomenon. Given that the hybrid
construction [(a gente)+se] not only exhibits impersonal readings, in which they
partially overlap with the semantics of canonical se-imp constructions, but also
allows for specific and even deictic readings (e.g., the reference to speech act
participants), it is necessary to reconsider the syntactic and semantic properties
of the formerly impersonal marker se in the studied variety.

This section describes and discusses different syntactic properties displayed by
the construction under study here in contrast with the findings of previous stud-
ies. §5.1 deals with variable subject expression of a gente in these contexts. §5.2
describes verbal agreement patterns in clauses where [(a gente)+se] accounts for
subject person marking. §5.3 provides evidence for the ability of se in these con-
texts to trigger adjectival agreement. §5.4 connects with the former two and adds
a descriptive insight into the construction’s behavior in coreferential contexts.

5.1 Variable subject expression

As it has already been stated in §3, the construction under analysis can occur
with the subject pronoun a gente (24), with subject NPs as its antecedents (25),
or in clauses without an overt subject or antecedent (26).

(24) Mas
But

a gente
pron.sbj.1pl

não
neg

se fazia
SE=make-ipfv.3sg

bacalhau.
codfish

‘But we didn’t make codfish.’
17Following Posio & Vilkuna (2013: 214) the reanalysis of the patient NP as a direct object can
be observed in their example (24) partially reproduced here as (i).

(i) Em
in

sendo
be-ger

para
for

a
the

latada,
trellis

deixa-se-a
leve-3sg=SE=acc.3sg

crescer
grow inf

[...]

‘Being for the trellis, you let them grow [...].’
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(25) Eu
pron.sbj.1sg

e
and

Alicinha,
Alicinha

cada
each

uma
one

fazia
make-ipfv.3sg

a
the

sua
poss.f-sg

semana.
week

Cosia-se
cook-ipfv.3sg=SE

uma
one

semana
week

inteira
whole

o
the

almoço.
lunch

‘Alicinha and I each made her own week. (We) cooked lunch for a whole
week.’

(26) Se
If

ele
pron.sbj.3sg

fosse
be.sbjv.ipfv.3sg

preciso
necessary

ser
be.inf

opearado,
operated

ficava-se
stay-ipfv.3sg=SE

lá.
there

‘If it would be necessary for him to get surgery, (we) would stay there.’

The high frequency of hybrid constructions without an expressed subject, in
which the clitic se is the primary element encoding 1pl reference on the verb, in-
dicates the degree of grammaticalization of this expression in rural MP varieties.
Indeed, the vast majority of the analyzed clauses in the data do not occur with
the subject pronoun a gente.

Out of the 566 clauses containing [(a gente)+se], 177 occur with the overt sub-
ject pronoun. The remaining 389 cases are occurrences of 3sg verbal forms with
the clitic se displaying personal (i.e. specific or deictic) interpretations.

Table 3: First person plural pronominal expression in ruralMP varieties

overt null

𝑛 % 𝑛 %

[a gente+se] 177 31.3 389 68.7
a gente/nós 208 79.1 55 20.9

Contrary to these findings, Posio states for peninsular EP varieties that a gente
“is usually expressed even in contexts that strongly favor the omission,” such as
coreferential contexts within coordinated clauses (2012: 345). This is a straight-
forward consequence of the ambiguity conveyed by the omission of a gente with
3sg verb forms. Thus, as illustrated below, the presence of se results in higher
permissibility of the 1pl subject omission. Example (27), for instance, illustrates
an occurrence of se lacking an overt subject pronoun. Its specific interpretation
is, again, determined by co-textual factors.
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(27) A: Quantos filhos é que a sua mãe teve?
‘How many children did your mother have?’

B: Era-se
be.ipfv.3sg=SE

dez.
ten

(‘We) were ten.’ (=‘There were ten of us.’)

The fact that null pronominal subjects are so common in these contexts is rel-
evant in two different respects. First, it shows that se is able to disambiguate 3sg
verb forms while establishing 1pl reference. Second, it suggests that the element
se is being reanalyzed as a 1pl person marker.

5.2 Variable verbal agreement patterns

In her analysis of the verbal agreement in constructions comprising a strong pro-
noun and the clitic se, Martins (2009: 185) found that it is the former that triggers
agreement on the verb due to the presumably person-less nature of se. She draws
this conclusion from the fact that the same variable agreement patterns – namely
3sg, 1pl, and 3pl – induced by the pronoun a gente can also be found encoded in
the verbal forms associated with these “double subject impersonal se construc-
tions” (Martins 2009: 185–186). In our data, as shown in Table 2, 13.5% of the
clauses in which a gente or nós assumes the role of pronominal subject have the
verb in 1pl. However, in regard to verbal agreement induced by the hybrid con-
struction [(a gente)+se], the data display a clear predominance of 3sg verb forms
and only six cases of verbal agreement with 1pl verb forms (1.05%). It is worth
noting that in all these cases se appears in the proclitic position, thus occurring
in finite subordinate clauses (28), and in principal clauses featuring negative po-
larity items (29) or other proclisis-inducing elements such as focalizing já (30).18

(28) porque
because

se fomos
SE=be.pst.1pl

as
the

mais
more

velhas
old

‘because (we) were the eldest’

(29) Não
neg

se morremos
SE=die-pst.1pl

de
of

fome.
hunger

‘We didn’t die of hunger.’

18European Portuguese varieties display complex clitic positioning patterns. This issue, however,
goes far beyond the scope of the present chapter. For a seminal description on this issue see
Martins (2016a). Furthermore, a recent study by the same author (Martins 2021) highlights the
clitic positioning in insular Portuguese varieties of the Madeira and Azores archipelagos.
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(30) Já
even

se criámos
SE=raise-pst.1pl

dois
two

de
at

cada
each

vez.
time

‘We even raised two at a time.’

The proclitic position of se could explain the preferable omission of a gente and
the use of the person marking morpheme -mos in these contexts. The combina-
tion of the three personmarking items – a gente, morphological 1plmarking -mos
and the element se19 – could lead to over-specification of 1pl person-encoding
on the verb.20

5.3 Adjectival agreement

For standard EP, Martins (2009: 191-192) states that the element se in imper-
sonal constructions cannot establish adjectival agreement in predicative contexts.
Comparing with the adjectival agreement properties found in dialectal EP vari-
eties, the author differentiates between two types of “impersonal se”: one found
in standard EP varieties, whose number feature corresponds to “singular”; the
other one, found in EP dialects, manifesting the construction under analysis, dis-
plays the number feature “plural” and therefore allows “plural agreement be-
tween se and an adjectival predicate” (Martins 2009: 192). Additionally, the au-
thor proposes two examples illustrating the ungrammaticality of plural adjectival
agreement in se-imp constructions in standard EP, reproduced here as (31) and
(32):

19There are no examples manifesting all three person marking items in the corpus under study.
For illustrative purposes, consider the following fabricated example:

(i) * A gente
pron.sbj.1pl

trabalhamos-se
work-prs.1pl=SE

muito.
a lot

‘We work a lot.’

20Despite the overall high productivity of [(a gente)+se], reflexive/reciprocal verbs seem to re-
strict the use of this construction. It must be noted that se is homonymous to the reflex-
ive/reciprocal 3sg and 3pl clitic in Portuguese. Moreover, in some varieties with the pronoun a
gente – including those mentioned here – it formally coincides with the 1pl reflexive/reciprocal
clitic (Martins 2009: 185). Thus, in our data, reflexive/reciprocal verbs tend to block the use of
[(a gente)+se], due to the unacceptability of the sequence *se-se discussed in Martins (2009:
footnote 18). The ungrammaticality of the sequence *se-se also accounts for the well-attested
incompatibility of reciprocal/reflexive verbs in se-imp constructions. In light of these observa-
tions, further analyses are required to understand the use of [(a gente)+se] with other clitic
pronouns.
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(31) Quando
When

se é
SE=be.prs.3sg

novo...
young-m.sg

‘When one is young...’

(32) * Quando
When

se é
SE=be.prs.3sg

novos...
young-m.pl

‘When one is young...’

In terms of the hybrid construction [(a gente)+se], the data under analysis here
confirm the tendencies described in Martins (2009). Thus, the hybrid construc-
tion exclusively triggers plural agreement in predicative contexts. Moreover, our
data include cases of agreement reflecting the gender of the intended referents,
as shown in examples (33) and (34):

(33) Quando
when

se era
se=be.ipfv.3sg

pequenos?
little-m.pl

‘When (we) were little?’

(34) Era-se
be.ipfv.3sg=SE

pequenas.
little-f.pl

‘(We) were little.’

The agreement contrast between these two examples stems from the fact that
the group alluded to in example (34) is exclusively female (the informant is re-
ferring to herself and the neighbor’s daughter). Example (33), however, relates
to the informant’s brothers and sisters, thus displaying default masculine and
plural adjectival agreement.

The data under analysis suggest that the hybrid construction [(a gente) + se]
displays non-variable plural adjectival agreement in predicative contexts. How-
ever, in terms of gender agreement, variable patterns can be found. These vari-
able gender agreement patterns are consistent with those attested for other 1pl
person marking items in Portuguese (Costa & Pereira 2013, 2005, Pereira 2003).
Furthermore, the fact that the element se of hybrid constructions exclusively trig-
gers plural agreement on the predicate might further endorse its status as a 1pl
person marker.

5.4 Coreference

Coreference has been identified as an essential contributing factor for the ex-
pression or omission of subject pronouns in pro-drop languages. There is a broad
consensus that coreference with a previous subject favors the omission of subject
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pronouns (Silva-Corvalán 1982, among others). This section focuses on the role
of coreference regarding the structural and semantic features of [(a gente)+se].
Even though this study does not claim to contemplate all the factors that enable
subject omission in these contexts, the examples clearly illustrate that, even in
contexts lacking an overt subject and those without an immediate 1pl subject
antecedent, se establishes 1pl reference.

Previous studies on the variation of 1pl pronominal expression in Portuguese
varieties have shown that the newer pronoun a gente occurring with 3sg verb
forms can only be omitted in a restricted number of contexts. One requirement
is coreference with the overt antecedent a gente (de Paiva Sória 2013). The quan-
titative analyses on rural MP varieties (cf. §3) confirm the tendencies found in
previous research: only five examples of null subject a gente were found in the
corpus. This is in line with Posio’s findings for continental EP varieties, where
overt a gente even appears “in contexts that strongly favor the omission” (2012:
345).

In the context of the hybrid construction [(a gente)+se], the omission rate is
much higher, occurring in 68.7% of the cases displaying 1pl reference (cf. Ta-
ble 3). The data under analysis suggest that coreference is a key factor affecting
the omission of the subject pronoun in hybrid constructions, resulting in a 3sg
verb form and the clitic se. Furthermore, discourse connectedness (in terms of
Paredes Silva 1993) appears to determine whether a given occurrence of se is to
be interpreted as personal rather than impersonal. Example (35) shows the abil-
ity of the clitic se to maintain 1pl-specific reference when the pronoun a gente is
omitted.

(35) A gente
pron.sbj.1pl

era-se
be.ipfv.3sg=SE

costumadas
accostumed

ambas.
both

‘We were used to each other.’
Ia-se
go.ipfv.3sg=SE

para
to

a
the

escola,
school

‘(We) used to go to school’
ia-se
go.ipfv.3sg=SE

as
the

duas
two.fpl

passava-se
pass-ipfv.3sg=SE

ali...
there

‘(we) used to go together, (we) would pass by...’

Cameron (1995) proposes that a 1pl expression is usually introduced into dis-
course only after its reference – or parts of the referent set – has previously
been established in the discourse. This can be seen in example (36) where the
informant starts the utterance with eu and then goes on to refer to herself and
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her spouse, which can be inferred from the semantics of the verb casar. Partial
coreference is thus established between the clitic se and the first person singular
personal pronoun eu.21

(36) Eu
pron.sbj.1sg

quando
when

casei,
marry-pst.1sg

criava-se
raise-ipfv.3sg=SE

dois
two

[porcos].
[pigs]

‘When I got married, (we) raised two [pigs].’

The importance of coreference between a 1pl antecedent and the element se
becomes even more evident when discourse-initial contexts are considered.

(37) Matava-se
kill-ipfv.3sg=SE

um
a

porco,
pig

era
be.ipfv.3sg

tudo
everything

salgado.
salted

‘One used to kill pigs, everything had to be salted.’
Comprava-se
buy-ipfv.3sg=SE

uma
a

salga
<name>

para
to

salgar
salt-inf

o
the

porco.
pig.

‘One bought a salting vessel to salt the pig.’

In discourse-initial contexts, the absence of a gente or another 1pl referent
renders the personal interpretation of se improbable or at least impossible to
determine. Consider the contrast between the previous example (37) and example
(38) below:

(38) Em
in

princípio,
beginning

a gente
pron.sbj.1pl

foi-se
be.pst.3sg=SE

bebés.
babies

‘First, we were babies.’
Depois
then

cresceu-se,
grow.pst.3sg=SE

foi-se
go.pst.3sg=SE

para
to

a
the

Escola das Irmãs.
<name of the school>

‘Then (we) grew up, (we) went to Escola das Irmãs.’
Mas como os meus pais não tinham a possibilidade de pôr a gente a
estudar,
‘But, since my parents did not have the possibility to let us go to school,
apenas
only

se deu
se=give.pst.3sg.

a
the

terceira
third

classe.
class

‘(we) only completed the third grade.’

21This partial coreference is connected to what Gelbes (2008: 522–524) calls “correferencia in-
clusiva” (‘inclusive correferentiality’).
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Example (38) shows another extract of a discourse-initial context. The infor-
mant answers a question on how many siblings she has and how they were
brought up. She retrieves the set of referents – the informant and her siblings
– by using the pronoun a gente in the first sentence. What follows is a chronolog-
ical depiction of the events with coreferential null subjects. Interestingly, in (38)
the pronoun a gente is omitted in the fourth sentence (apenas se deu a terceira
classe), even though there is discontinuity regarding the previous subject os meus
pais. This shows, in part, that coreference cannot fully account for the variation
between expression and omission of the subject in hybrid constructions. The cor-
rect interpretation of the 1pl subject, in this case, is most probably established
by the perfective past (deu) describing an event anchored in time, thus favoring
a personal interpretation (Siewierska 2011).

As anticipated in the introductory lines to this section, there are particular con-
texts in which the omitted subject of the hybrid construction is not coreferential
to the previous subject. The following examples, for instance, show contexts that
strongly favor the omission of the subject. Hence, the element se is used to en-
code 1pl person marking on its own.

(39) Teresinha,
<name>

vai-se
go.pres=SE

brincar!
play-inf

‘Teresinha, let’s go play!’

(40) A: A
the

senhora
Mrs

brincava
play-ipfv.3sg

com
with

os
the

seus
your

irmãos?
siblings

‘Did you play with your siblings?’
B: Brincava-se

play-ipfv.3sg=SE
ao
on-the

domingo.
Sunday

‘Yes, (we) played on Sundays.’

Example (39) shows a cohortative construction that “expresses the exhortation
to the addressee to carry out an action together with the speaker” (Dobrushina
& Goussev 2005: 179). Hence, the interpretation of the referent is inherently per-
sonal (i.e., deictic). Another context in which se establishes personal 1pl reference
is found in affirmative verbal responses, such as (40). In these contexts, the ele-
ment se retrieves the set of referents defined in the question (i.e., the informant
and her siblings) thus assuming the role of a 1pl person marker. These examples
can be considered crucial evidence for the reanalysis of se of the hybrid construc-
tions in rural MP varieties.
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6 Conclusion

Rural Madeiran Portuguese varieties manifest two predominant 1pl pronominal
expressions: a gente and the more common variant [(a gente)+se]. Furthermore,
the quantitative analysis indicates that the presence of se allows for substantial
variation in terms of the presence and absence of a gente or other subjects dis-
playing 1pl reference (cf. Table 3). To account for this fact, a hypothesis was
anticipated that the clitic se seems to display 1pl marking features in the absence
of other person markers. There is evidence within the syntactic properties of [(a
gente)+se] outlined in this study that seems to support this tentative hypothesis:

1. There is a meager rate of 1pl verb forms in the context of these construc-
tions, which might instigate that se suffices to establish 1pl reference.

2. The hybrid construction (with and without the overt subject) can trigger
variable gender agreement according to the constellation of the alluded
group. However, in terms of number adjectival agreement in predicative
contexts it exclusively triggers plural agreement.

3. Independently of its coreference with a 1pl antecedent, se can trigger per-
sonal interpretations in contexts lacking an overt subject. Thus, it can be
found in verbal affirmative answers and cohortative constructions, both of
which favor the omission of the subject.

In terms of its referential properties, several observations can be made. The
hybrid construction, whose constituents originate from impersonalizing strate-
gies, might imply not only specific interpretations but also deictic ones, even in
the contexts mentioned above lacking an overt subject. The fact that se can re-
fer to speech-act participants is the most straightforward argument supporting
the initial tentative hypothesis. However, more research is needed to determine
whether or not discourse-initial antecedentless contexts are the only restriction
for the occurrence of se referring to a specific 1pl subject. Moreover, the analysis
of diachronic data could offer more substantial insights into the possible origins
of this hybrid construction.
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Chapter 7

On pronominal uses of geral in
Brazilian Portuguese
Juanito Ornelas de Avelar
University of Campinas

This paper analyzes the impersonal use of geral ‘general’ in Brazilian Portuguese,
in the light of investigations dealing with impersonalization strategies in the gen-
erative literature. I will show that geral behaves as a φ-featureless impersonal pro-
noun with regard to agreement patterns and to generic/arbitrary interpretation,
but as a pronoun with φ-features if we take its syntactic distribution into consid-
eration. Despite this incongruity, I will argue that geral must be analyzed as an
item that is devoid of φ-features, similarly to man in Swedish, si in Italian and on
in French, according to Egerland’s (2003) proposal. The analysis provides evidence
in favor of the hypothesis that the distribution of impersonal pronouns in different
sentential positions is better captured in terms of case marking instead of syntac-
tic function (Fenger 2018). I will also show that geral can be used as a first-person
plural pronoun, which seems to depend on strictly pragmatic factors, as a result of
the lack of φ-features.

1 Introduction

This study approaches the occurrence of geral ‘general’ in Brazilian Portuguese
in cases in which its use can be analyzed as an impersonalization strategy (i.e.,
denoting an indefinite human referent). Geral is originally an adjective, but the
examples in (1) below illustrate its use as a generic pronoun (corresponding to
generic ‘you’ in English – see 1a–1b) or as an arbitrary pronoun (corresponding
to referentially undetermined ‘they’ in English – see 1c–1d).1

1Please see Appendix A for links to the internet sources for all examples.
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(1) a. Geral
geral

sabe
knows.pres

que
that

esporte
sport

gera
generates

renda.
money

‘Everyone knows that sports generate income.’
b. Bom

good
mesmo
really

era
was

na
in-the

idade média
age middle

que
that

geral
geral

morria
died.3sg

de
of

sífilis
syphilis

e
and

ninguém
nobody

tava
was

nem aí.
unconcerned

‘Things went really well in the Middle Ages, when everyone/you died
from syphilis and nobody cared.’

c. de
at

noite
night

fomos
went.past.1pl

pro
to-the

baile
prom

e
and

depois
after

geral
geral

foi
went

chegando
arriving

e
and

curtindo
enjoying

pra
very

caramba
much

‘in the evening we went to the dance and many people/some people
kept on coming and enjoyed it a lot’

d. Olha
look

aí
there

a
the

galera
people

dos
of-the

comes
foods

e
and

bebes
drinks

da
of-the

festa
party

que
that

geral
geral

ficou
was

alucinado!
crazy

‘These are the guys who took care of the party’s foods and beverages
that got many people/lots of people crazy!!!’

Based on the Minimalist version of the Principles and Parameters Theory
(Chomsky 1995), this study aims at analyzing the behavior of geral in the light
of investigations dealing with impersonal pronouns in the generative literature.
I approach in greater detail the works of Egerland (2003) and Fenger (2018), who
pursue the hypothesis that impersonal pronouns fall into two groups with regard
to the presence or absence of the so-called φ-features (which codify information
related to grammatical categories such as gender, number and person): those
that exhibit φ-features and those that are devoid of φ-features. The presence or
absence of φ-features has syntactic and pragmatic implications, since they de-
termine the syntactic positions in which impersonal pronouns may occur and,
at least in part, also condition their readings in a given context. Although geral
behaves in a way that is apparently inconsistent with what would be expected
in terms of φ-features, I will argue that it must be analyzed as an item that is
devoid of such features. I shall further argue that, under specific pragmatic cir-
cumstances, geral may gain a referentially definite reading, equivalent to the
personal pronouns nós and a gente ‘we’, which refer to the first-person plural in
Brazilian Portuguese.
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This study will be carried out from an exclusively qualitative perspective. In
addition to resorting to my own intuition (a common expedient in generative
investigations), the analysis was based on data collected from webpages, infor-
mal writing on blogs, social networks, forums and commercial advertisement.
The database currently consists of around 150 occurrences of geral as an imper-
sonalization strategy and has been gathered since 2018. In most cases, it is not
possible to identify the author of each utterance nor their regional provenance,
which at this point prevents me from engaging in more detailed sociolinguistic
considerations regarding the relevant use of geral.

This chapter is structured as follows: in §2, I present other uses of geral, i.e., as
an adjective, a noun and an adverb, in which this item also conveys the meanings
of indetermination or intensification; in §3, I present the proposals of Egerland
(2003) and Fenger (2018) for dividing impersonal pronouns into two large groups
– those that exhibit φ-features and those that are devoid of φ-features; in §4,
I analyze the behavior of geral with regard to the expected properties of each
of those types of pronouns, with the purpose of establishing in which group it
belongs; in §5, I present some occurrences of geral in which it refers to the first-
person plural; in §6, I summarize the conclusions of this study.

2 Adjectival, nominal and adverbial uses of geral

The use of geral as an impersonalization strategy has been associated with the
speech of younger individuals (below 30 years of age) living in urban areas in
different regions of Brazil. Nevertheless, a systematic and in-depth sociolinguis-
tic study on the distribution of geral in Brazilian Portuguese remains to be con-
ducted so as to enable a precise mapping of occurrences according to geographic,
social and age criteria. Although it is commonly associated with spontaneous ut-
terances of younger individuals, geral may be observed in different age groups,
including the author of this paper, who is currently in his forties.

As an adjective, the Dicionário Houaiss da Língua Portuguesa gives the follow-
ing definitions of geral: ‘that which applies to an array of cases or individuals’
(2a), ‘that which embraces the totality or the majority of a group of persons or
things’ (2b) and ‘universal, widespread’ (2c), among others. The examples are
presented in the online version of Dicionário Houaiss.

(2) a. lei geral ‘general statute’
assembleia geral ‘general assembly’
busca o bem geral ‘(s)he seeks the general good’
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b. tendências gerais ‘overall tendencies’
o desejo geral da população ‘the population’s overall desire’
greve geral ‘general/mass strike’

c. o conceito de animal é mais geral do que o de inseto.
‘the concept of animal is more general than that of insect’

The Dicionário also has entries for this item as a noun, with definitions such
as ‘the greater number; the main part; generality, majority’ (3a), ‘that which is
ordinary, usual; common’ (3b) and ‘a part of the stadium, without benches nor
roofing, from which a game or show can be watched standing, at the same level
as the arena; the audience in such places’ (3c). In the first two cases, geral is a
masculine noun, whereas it is a feminine noun in the third entry.

(3) a. o
the.masc

geral
general

da
of-the

população
population

não
not

se alimenta
eat

adequadamente
properly

‘the majority of the population does not eat properly’
b. o

the.masc
geral
general

é
is

a
the

casa
house

possuir
to-possess

duas
two

entradas
entrances

‘in most cases, a house has two entrances’
c. a

the.fem
geral
general

fez
made

uma
a

algazarra
hullabaloo

ensurdecedora
deafening

‘the audience made a deafening hullabaloo’

The Dicionário further mentions the use of geral in composite expressions,
such as dar uma geral (4a) and em geral (4b), respectively meaning ‘to clean
thoroughly’ and ‘in most cases’.

(4) a. o
the

sábado
Saturday

é
is

o
the

dia
day

em
in

que
which

a
the

faxineira
cleaner

dá
gives

uma
a

geral
general

na
in-the

casa
house.

‘on Saturdays, the maid cleans the house thoroughly’
b. em

in
geral
general

vai
goes

ao
to-the

sítio
ranch

duas
two

vezes
times

por
by

mês
month

‘(s)he usually goes to the ranch twice a month’

The Dicionário does not register two fairly common uses of geral: its occur-
rence as an impersonal pronoun, with which this study is directly concerned,
and cases such as those in (5), in which geral may be classified as an adverb.
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In the latter case, geral works as an intensifier, as muito ‘very, much’, demais
‘too much’, tudo ‘everything’, todo lugar ‘everywhere’, among other possibilities.
The adverbial use of geral is quite common even among speakers that find the
impersonal use of geral odd and/or do not resort to it.

(5) a. Bebeu
drank.3sg

geral
general

e
and

o
the

que
that

serviam
served.3pl

ele
he

tomava
took.3sg

‘He drank a lot and took whatever was being served.’
b. Choveu

rained
geral
general

nos
in-the

últimos
last

sete
seven

dias,
days

mas
but

em
in

volumes
volumes

diferenciados
different
‘It has rained heavily in the past seven days, but in different volumes.’

c. A
the

coisa
thing

não
not

funcionou
worked

legal
well

e
and

[ele]
he

se machucou
injured

geral
general

‘It didn’t work out well and he was badly injured.’

The cases this study is more directly concerned with are those presented in (1),
in which geral is used as an impersonalization strategy. It is not clear how this
item came to be used as a pronoun, but it is possible that this usage represents
an advanced stage of its grammaticalization in certain varieties of Brazilian Por-
tuguese. However, I will not concern myself with this question in the present
study.

3 Impersonal pronouns and φ-features

3.1 Agreement patterns, interpretation and syntactic distribution

In this section, I approach the studies of Egerland (2003) and Fenger (2018), who
explore the idea that impersonal pronouns may be described with regard to the
presence or absence of φ-features. Other generative studies adopt similar per-
spectives or introduce different approaches (Cinque 1988, D’Alessandro & Alexi-
adou 2003, Hoekstra 2010, among others), but I restrict myself to these two con-
tributions because the analyses they put forward deal with aspects that are more
directly pertinent to a formal comparison with properties observed in the use of
geral.

Based on these authors’ proposals, the structures of impersonal pronouns with
and without φ-features may be represented as in (6a) and (6b) respectively: in (a),
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we see what I will term imp pronouns here, i.e., impersonal pronouns devoid of φ-
features; in (b), we seewhat I will termφ-imp pronouns, i.e., impersonal pronouns
with φ-features.

(6) a. imp: [NP N ]
b. φ-imp: [φP φ [NP N ] ]

In short, imp pronouns are bare, in the sense that there is no functional pro-
jection associated with N, whereas φ-imp pronouns have at least one projection
(φP), a phrase headed by specified φ-features. Egerland (2003) analyzes imper-
sonal pronouns in Romance and Scandinavian languages to show that man in
Swedish, on in French and si in Italian are of the imp type, whereas maður in
Icelandic and du in Swedish (as you in English) are of the φ-imp type. The author
seeks to derive some grammatical and pragmatic properties from the opposition
in (6) above. I will address three such properties here, which shall be relevant for
an analysis of the behavior observed in geral: (i) agreement patterns, (ii) generic
and/or arbitrary readings, and (iii) its syntactic position.

3.1.1 Agreement patterns

According to Egerland, φ-imp pronouns display previously specified φ-features
and therefore always trigger the same agreement mark. The Icelandic pronoun
maður , exemplified in (7), is just such a pronoun: adjectives related with it must
be marked as singular, as stoltur ‘proud’ in (7a) and sannfærður ‘convinced’ in
(7b); the use of the plural form of these adjectives (stoltir and sannfærðir respec-
tively) is ungrammatical.

(7) Icelandic (Egerland 2003: 78)
a. Í hernum

in the army
er
is

maður
maður

stoltur
proud.sg

/
/
*stoltir
proud.pl

af
of

henni.
her

‘People in the army/they are proud of her.’
b. þrátt fyrir

in spite of
sannanirnar
the evidence

var
was

maður
maður

ekki
not

alveg
completely

sannfærður / *sannfærðir
convinced.sg/convinced.pl

um sekt hans.
about guilt his

‘in spite of the evidence, people/they were not convinced.’

In contrast with φ-imp, imp may be associated with different agreement mark-
ings. According to Egerland, this is due precisely to the fact that this kind of
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pronoun has no φ-feature, which makes it possible for it to occur along with
items bearing different agreement markings. The Swedish cases in (8) exemplify
this property: in (8a) the pronoun man occurs with the singular and plural forms
of the adjective corresponding to proud in English (stolt and stolta respectively);
the same occurs with the form corresponding to convinced (övertygad and över-
tygade respectively) in (8b).

(8) Swedish (Egerland 2003: 78)
a. Inom

within
armén
the army

är
is

man
man

stolt/stolta
proud.sg/proud.pl

över
of

henne.
her

b. Trots
in spite of

bevisföringen
the evidence

var
was

man
man

inte
not

helt
completely

övertygad / övertygade
convinced.sg / convinced.pl

om
about

hans
his

skuld.
guilt

Egerland shows that the lack of uniformity in the agreement patterns may also
be observed in the case of gendermarkings. In Italian, for example, the pronoun si
in copular constructions usually requires the third-person singular to be marked
in the verb, with the adjective in the masculine plural, as in (9a). However, the
adjective may be used in the feminine if si refers to a group of women, as in (9b).

(9) Italian (Egerland 2003: 79)
a. Quando

when
si
si

è
is.sg

giovani,...
young.pl.masc

‘When people are young…’
b. Quando

when
si
si

è
is

donne,
women

si
si

è
is

disposte
ready.pl.fem

a
to

rinunciare
renounce

a
to

molte
many

cose
things

per
for

i
the

propri figli.
children

In short, the relevant distinctions between Icelandic maður, on the one hand,
and man in Swedish and si in Italian, on the other, are a result of the presence
or absence of φ-features: whereas man and si are imp pronouns (allowing them
to occur with items bearing different φ-feature specifications), maður is φ-imp
(limiting their occurrence to items agreeing with their φ-features).

3.1.2 Generic and arbitrary readings

Another relevant distinction between imp and φ-imp is their compatibility with
generic and/or arbitrary interpretations. Egerland takes pronouns that have a ge-
neric reading to refer to “a quasi-universal set of individuals” whereas those that
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have an arbitrary reading describe “a non-specific group of individuals”. The au-
thor argues that imp can have generic and arbitrary readings, as in the examples
of Swedish man in (10a) and (10b) respectively. In contrast, the φ-imp Icelandic
pronoun maður only licenses the generic reading, as can be seen in the gram-
maticality contrast in (11): in (11a) the meaning is generic, but the only possible
reading in (11b) is that it is arbitrary because of the choice of verbal tense (a form
of past simple that is usually not compatible with the generic interpretation).

(10) Swedish (Egerland 2003: 76; 80)
a. Man

man
måste
must

arbeta
work

till
until

65.
65

‘People have to work until the age of 65.’
b. Man

man
arbetade
worked

i
for

två
two

månader
months

för att lösa
to solve

problemet.
the problem

‘Some people/they worked for two months to solve.’

(11) Icelandic (Egerland 2003: 81)
a. Maður

maður
vinur
works

til
until

65
65

ára
years

aldurs.
age

b. * Maður
maður

hefur
has

unnið
worked

að því í tvo mánuði
for two months

að
to

leysa
solve

vandamálið.
the problem

Taking into consideration this contrast between Swedish man (as well as Ital-
ian si and French on) and Icelandic maður , Egerland comes to the generalization
that φ-imp pronouns can only be generic, whereas imp pronouns can have both
generic and arbitrary readings. In order to account for this distinction, the author
assumes that the generic reading is defined by the presence of a generic opera-
tor (see Krifka et al. 1995 and Chierchia 1995) that can have either a φ-imp or an
imp pronoun under its scope. In contrast, the arbitrary reading is only triggered
when a pronoun is devoid of lexical content (which the author sees as equivalent
to not having φ-features) beyond the trait [+human] and is not under the scope
of a generic operator. According to Egerland (2003: 89),

By and large, the meaning of such an element amounts to nothing but a
[+human] entity in an episodic context. Whether the subject is understood
as a single individual or a group of people is entirely determined by the
discourse context and is not restrained by any syntactic restrictions. Essen-
tially, this amounts to saying that the notion “arbitrary” […] has no theoret-
ical status and that there is no natural class of “arbitrary pronouns”. Also,
there is no “arbitrary” feature to be appealed to in syntactic derivations.
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Therefore, according to Egerland’s proposal, a pronoun’s ability to bear both
readings (generic and arbitrary) or only one of them depends onwhether it has or
does not have φ-features: those that are devoid of φ-features (imp) are naturally
interpreted as arbitrary in the absence of a generic operator; those that have
φ-features (φ-imp) will only be interpreted as impersonal if they are under the
scope of this operator and, since they have lexical content, they will never be
interpreted as arbitrary.

3.1.3 Syntactic function

Egerland (2003) also notes that a distinction between imp and φ-imp lies in their
syntactic functions: imp can only appear as syntactic subjects, whereas φ-imp
can appear syntactically as both subjects and objects. This distinction may be ob-
served in comparing (12) and (13): in (12), the syntactic object is an imp pronoun
(man, si and on in Swedish, Italian and French, respectively) and the resulting sen-
tences are ungrammatical; in (13), the object pronouns are the non-nominative
versions of maður and du (which can work as a φ-imp pronoun in Swedish) and,
in this case, sentences are grammatical.

(12) (Egerland 2003: 91)
a. Swedish

* Det
they

har
have

sett
seen

man.
man

b. French
* Ils
they

ont
have

vu
seen

on.
on

/ *Ils on ont vu.

c. Italian
* Loro
they

si
have

hanno
seen

visto.
si.

(13) (Egerland 2003: 91)
a. Icelandic

Svona
such

tölur
figures

segja
tell

manni
manni

að
that

eitthvað
something

sé í
is

ólagi.
wrong

b. Swedish
Om
if

de
they

litar
rely

på
on

dig
you

får
must

du
you

inte
not

göra
make

dem
them

besvikna.
disappointed

According to Egerland, imp cannot be syntactic objects because, in the absence
of φ-features, their semantic role as an internal argument cannot be properly eval-
uated. In favor of this analysis, Egerland (2003) draws attention to the distinction
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between Swedish nominative man and accusative/oblique en, in sentences such
as (14): the relation between these two pronouns is the same that can be ob-
served between English he and him, and the morphological distinction is due to
case-marking.

(14) Om
if

de
they

litar
rely

på
on

en i
one

får
must

mani
man

inte
not

göra
make

dem
them

beskivna.
disappointed

Because en is a numeral, it bears inherent number marking, which makes it
possible to classify it as φ-imp and thus allows it to occur in a non-nominative po-
sition. From an interlinguistic perspective, Egerland notes thatman-impersonals
may not occur in an object position, whereas one-impersonals suffer no such re-
striction.

Egerland’s analysis thus establishes a relation between the presence or absence
of φ-features and a set of grammatical and pragmatic properties in the use of
impersonal pronouns: imp pronouns, precisely because they lack φ-features, have
different agreement patterns and are only possible in nominative position, where
they license both a generic and an arbitrary reading; φ-imp pronouns, in turn,
have a fixed agreement pattern and may present different syntactic functions,
but only license a generic reading.

3.2 Case-marking, φ-features and syntactic distribution

Fenger (2018) analyzes the behavior of the so-called “dedicated impersonal pro-
nouns” (i.e., those that are exclusively used as impersonal pronouns) in eight
Germanic languages, and argues that, differently from what Egerland (2003) had
stated, it is not the syntactic function that restricts the distribution of these pro-
nouns, but rather the presence of a case projection in their internal configuration.
The author assumes that only pronouns with φ-features may have case projec-
tion (KP), as represented in (15b), whereas pronouns devoid of φ-features cannot
have such projection (15a). As a result, the distinction between imp and φ-imp
presented in the previous section can be translated as a distinction between NP
(noun phrase) and KP (Kase phrase), the latter of which has φ-features in its in-
ternal constitution.

(15) a. imp: [NP N ]
b. φ-imp: [KP K [φP φ [NP N ] ] ]
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From a theoretical perspective, in the light of the Minimalist Program (Chom-
sky 1995), Fenger’s proposal (2018) is easily motivated by the assumption that
case-marking results from the agreement between the (interpretable) φ-features
of a noun constituent and the (non-interpretable) φ-features of a given functional
head: the agreement with φ-features present, for example, in T(ense), V(erb)
and P(reposition) results in nominative, accusative and oblique markings, respec-
tively, on a noun constituent.

In line with other studies on case-marking (for instance, Bittner & Hale 1996,
Neeleman & Weerman 1999, among others), Fenger assumes nominative to be
a non-case, which implies that nominative constituents bear no KP, differently
from, e.g., accusatives and obliques. Fenger derives the syntactic distribution of
imp and φ-imp pronouns from this property: since they bear no KP, imp pronouns
may only occur in nominative positions; φ-imp pronouns may in turn occur in
positions associated with other cases, precisely because they bear a KP.

One advantage of Fenger’s (2018) over Egerland’s (2003) proposal is related
to the distribution of imp and φ-imp in ECM-constructions: the latter can be a
subject of such constructions (provided its reading is generic), whereas the for-
mer cannot, irrespective of their generic or arbitrary reading. The distinction is
illustrated in (16) and (17) below, with Icelandic and Swedish examples presented
by Fenger (2018: 299–300). If the distribution of impersonal pronouns depended
exclusively on syntactic function, the Swedish sentences in (16b) and (17b) should
be grammatical, since man, an imp pronoun, is the subject in both cases; because
the sentence is an ECM-construction, the position of man within the embedded
clause is marked with the accusative, not the nominative case, which is easily
explained if we assume that this pronoun has no KP, a mandatory projection for
enabling the occurrence of noun constituents in positions other than the nomina-
tive. In Icelandic, as expected, mann, the accusative form of maður , can appear
in this position because it is a φ-imp pronoun, as can be seen in (16a). The un-
grammaticality of (17a) results from the fact that mann cannot be read arbitrarily,
irrespective of the position in which it occurs.

(16) Context: He is a station master.
Intended: ‘Therefore he always sees people leave for the holidays.’

a. Icelandic (φ-imp, generic)
Þess
that

vegna
because

sér
see

hann
he

mann
impersonal

alltaf
always

fara
leave

í
in

frí.
holiday

b. Swedish (imp, generic)
* Därför
therefore

see
see

han
he

man
impersonal

alltid
always

åka
go

på
on

semester.
holydays
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(17) Context: I lay awake all night.
Intended: ‘I heard someone work on the road.’

a. Icelandic (φ-imp, arbitrary)
* Ég
I

heyrði
heard

mann
impersonal

vinna
work

vegavinnu.
road.construction

b. Swedish (imp, arbitrary)
* Jag
I

hörde
heard

man
impersonal

arbetade
work

ute
out

på
in

gatan.
the.street

Fenger believes that the generic reading is achieved through the presence of
a generic operator [GEN] that can bind both imp and φ-imp pronouns. As for φ-
imp, the author states that “its feature specification includes the speaker and the
addressee, and this is not contradictory to the requirements of [GEN]. It does not
mean that [GEN] always needs to have an element which necessarily includes
[speaker] and [addressee], but the element cannot have features that are contra-
dictory with [GEN]” (Fenger 2018: 310).

As for the arbitrary reading, Fenger departs from Egerland regarding the idea
that the arbitrary reading stems naturally from the absence of both lexical con-
tent (φ-features in this case) and a generic operator. For Fenger, at least two
possibilities can be entertained: (i) the presence of an existential operator or (ii)
the local relation between the pronoun and the Asp(ect) head. The author does
not commit herself to either proposal, but regards both as superior to Egerland’s
hypothesis because they predict the occurrence of φ-imp pronouns that may be
read arbitrarily, such as German wer and English they, as in (18) below.

(18) a. Ich
I

habe
have

die
the

ganze
whole

Zeit
time

wen
indef

auf/an
on

der
the

Strasse
road

arbeiten
work

hören.
hear

‘I heard someone work on the road.’
b. They have called for you, but I don’t know what is about.

I shall here assume Fenger’s proposal regarding the presence of KP in φ-imp
and the absence of this projection in imp. As I will argue, this proposal is quite
advantageous in the attempt to locate the occurrences of geral within the set
of properties of the Brazilian Portuguese pronominal system. As for the condi-
tions for the generic and/or arbitrary reading, I shall not commit myself to any
approach here, since, from a purely formal perspective, there are no relevant
consequences for the properties of geral that I will be considering.
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3.3 Comparative perspective

The table below summarizes the set of properties that have been addressed in this
section according to the distinction of impersonal pronouns as imp and φ-imp. In
the next section, I will analyze geral according to these properties in an attempt
to determine the best characterization of this item when used as an impersonal
pronoun.

Table 1: Properties of imp and φ-imp pronouns

Properties imp φ-imp

Is associated with a single form of agreement. no yes
May have either a generic or an arbitrary reading. yes no
Only occurs in nominative positions. yes no

4 Properties of geral in Brazilian Portuguese

4.1 Agreement patterns

As far as agreement is concerned, geral behaves as an imp pronoun, since it does
not trigger fixed agreement marking in verbs and adjectives. Particularly in the
case of verbal agreement, geral can occur with verbs both in the third-person
singular, as in (19), and in the third-person plural, as in (20), although the former
is more frequent.

(19) a. eu
I

não
not

consigo
can

entender
understand

pq
why

geral
geral

não
not

gosta
like.pres.3sg

de
of

mim
mine

‘I cannot understand why nobody likes me.’
b. Alguém

somebody
postou
posted

no
in-the

Facebook
Facebook

uma
a

lista
list

com
with

curiosidades
curiosities

sobre
about

a
the

série
series

Vaga-Lume,
Vaga-Lume

aquela
that one

que
that

geral
geral

conhece
know.pres.3sg

‘Someone has posted on Facebook a list of curious facts about the
book series Vaga-Lume, the one everybody knows.’
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(20) a. nao
not

gosto
like.pres.1sg

de
of

la,
there

me
me

sinto
feel.1sg

como
as

se
if

geral
geral

tivessem
had.past.snj.3pl

me
me

observando
observing

‘I don’t like that place, I feel like everyone was observing me.’
b. sabemos

know.pres.1pl
que
that

geral
geral

curtem
like.pres.3pl

os
the

bonés
caps

da
of-the

nossa
our

coleção
collection
‘we know everyone likes the caps in our collection’

As for adjectives, variation can be observed both in gender, with masculine
(21a) and feminine (21b) forms, and in number, with singular (21) and plural (22).

(21) a. que
what

delícia
delight

geral
geral

deixando
leaving

de ser
of to-be

otário
douchebag.sg.masc

e
and

respeitando
respecting

a
the

opinião
opinion

alheia
of-other

‘what a delight to see everyone quitting being a douchebag and
respecting each other’s opinions’

b. mas
but

o
the

que
what

geral
geral

ficou
was

interessada
interested.sg.fem

mesmo
actually

foi
was

na
in-the

receita
recipe

do
of-the

meu
my

bolo
cake

de
of

morango
strawberry

‘[...] but what everyone was actually interested in was my strawberry
cake recipe’

(22) a. CAPCOM
C.

sabe
knows

que
that

geral
geral

ficaram
were

no
in-the

mínimo
minimum

frustrados
frustrate.masc.pl
‘CAPCOM knows that everyone was at least frustrated’

b. [estou]
be.1.sg

chocada
shocked

que
that

geral
geral

tao
are

passados
astonished.masc.pl

pq
because

a médica [...]
the doctor

combinou
combined-3sg

as
the

perguntas
questions

com
with

os
the

governistas
governmentists

‘[I’m] shocked that everyone is astonished that the doctor [...]
previously agreed on the questions with government supporters’
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Therefore, with regard to agreement patterns, geral behaves as an imp pro-
noun, with no φ-features demanding a fixed agreement marking.

4.2 Generic and arbitrary readings

As already noted in the introduction, geral may occur with both the generic and
the arbitrary readings. Occurrences in (23) exemplify the generic reading. More
particularly, in (23a) geral occurs with other pronominal forms (todo mundo ‘ev-
eryone’, todos ‘all’, você ‘you’) that are also interpreted as generic in Brazilian
Portuguese. In (24), we find some cases of geral taking on arbitrary interpreta-
tion.

(23) a. Todo mundo
everyone

tem
has

aquele
that

autor
author.masc

ou
or

autora
author.fem

que
that

geral
geral

conhece
knows

bem
well

e
and

todos
all

falam
speak.pres.3pl

bem,
well

mas
but

você
you

nunca
never

chegou
arrived.3sg

a
to

pegar
take

qualquer
any

uma
one

de
of

suas
their

obras
books

pra
for

ler
to-read

‘Everyone has a male or female author that everyone knows well and
praises, but you never actually got to reading one of their works.’

b. Quem
who

vai
goes

perder
to-read

o
the

mercado
market

muito
very

em breve
soon

é
is

a
the

Samsung,
Samsung

que
that

acha
thinks

que
that

geral
geral

não
not

acompanha
follows

a
the

evolução
evolution

‘Samsung will soon be out of the market, for they think people do not
keep up with innovation.’

(24) a. Nem
not

preciso
need.1.sg

dizer
to-say

que
that

geral
geral

ficou
was

boquiaberto
agape

ao
when

ver
to-see

nós
we

dois
two

juntos
together

‘I don’t even have to say that everyone was agape when they saw us
together.’

b. rolou
happened

um
an

pipoco
uproar

[e]
and

geral
geral

correu
ran

achando
thinking

que
that

era
was

o
the

bope
bope

‘there was an uproar, everyone ran thinking it as the BOPE [a
division of the police]’
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Therefore, as regards generic and arbitrary readings, geral also behaves as an
imp pronoun, exhibiting patterns that are similar to Swedish man, French on and
Italian si, in line with the properties presented in Egerland (2003).

4.3 Syntactic distribution

As far as its distribution within the sentence is concerned, geral is compatible
with different syntactic functions and may occur in positions associated with
the nominative, accusative and oblique cases. In addition to the cases hitherto
presented, in which geral occurs in a nominative position, it may also appear in
an accusative position, as in (25), and in oblique positions, as in (26–28).

(25) a. falaram
said.3pl

que
that

ele
he

é
is

uma
a

simpatia
nice person

e
and

atendeu
received.3sg

geral
geral

com
with

o
the

maior
biggest

carinho
gentleness

‘they said he is really nice and received everyone with the utmost
gentleness’

b. Quando
when

aquela
that

pessoa
person

que
that

elogia
praises

geral,
geral

vem
comes

e
and

te
you

elogia,
praises

não
not

rola
happen

emoção
emotion

‘When someone who praises everybody comes and praises you, you
can’t feel touched.’

c. ensinei
taught.1sg

geral
geral

a
to

como
how

jogar
play

R6
R6

‘I have taught everyone how to play R6.’

(26) ele
he

já
already

tirou
took

print
print

e
and

já
already

enviou
sent

pra
to

geral
geral

‘he has already taken a screenshot and sent it to everyone’

(27) Hoje
today

não
not

me
me

interessa
interest

a
the

aprovação
approval

de
of

geral
geral

apenas
only

a
the

minha
my

felicidade
happiness
‘Currently I don’t care about being approved by everyone, but only about
my happiness.’
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(28) Geral
geral

sabe
knows

que
that

ela
she

fica
stays

cm
with

geral
geral

pega
takes

o
the

bonde
tram

todoooooo
entire

‘Everyone knows she picks up everybody, she fools around with
everybody!!!’

As for its syntactic distribution, geral therefore behaves as a φ-imp pronoun,
therefore contradicting what has been established concerning its agreement pat-
tern and its reading, criteria that would rather align geral with imp pronouns.

Table 2 illustrates the behavior of geral in comparison with that of imp and
φ-imp pronouns.

Table 2: Properties of imp, φ-imp and geral

Properties imp φ-imp geral

Is associated with a single form of agreement. no yes no
May have either a generic or an arbitrary reading. yes no yes
Only occurs in nominative positions. yes no no

At first sight, we are thus facing a problem for the precise characterization of
geral, since, if it were an imp (i.e., devoid of φ-features and of Case projection), it
ought to be licensed only in nominative positions. In the next section, however,
I shall argue that this apparently contradictory behavior of geral regarding case
marking is to be expected in view of the properties of the Brazilian Portuguese
pronominal system.

5 Placing geral within the Brazilian Portuguese
pronominal system

We have seen that geral behaves as imp with regard to agreement patterns and to
interpretation, but as φ-impwith regard to the syntactic positions in which it may
occur. As I will argue for, this inconsistent behavior is expected if we take into
consideration that the impersonal version of geral is integrated into the Brazilian
Portuguese pronominal system.

The paradigm of Brazilian Portuguese personal pronouns, especially in its ver-
nacular varieties, licenses the occurrence of typically nominative pronouns in
accusative and oblique positions (cf. Carvalho 2008, Galves et al. 2016, among
others). This property is widely observed for the third-person nominative pro-
nouns ele/ela (‘he/she’), which are frequently used in the object position, instead
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of o/a (‘him/her’), both in the singular and in the plural (29–30). The forms você
‘you’ (31) and a gente ‘we’ (32), which are typically nominative position pronouns,
are also frequent in the accusative position, instead of te (‘you’) and nos (‘us’) – cf.
Lopes 2003, Vianna & Lopes 2012, Lopes et al. 2013, Lopes & Rumeu 2015, among
others.2

(29) testemunhas
witnesses

confirmam
confirm.3pl

que
that

viram
saw.3pl

ele
he

no
in-the

local
place

do
of-the

crime
crime

‘witnesses confirm that they saw him in the crime scene’

(30) eles
they

levaram
took.3pl

ela
she

pro
for-the

veterinário
vet

‘they took her to the vet’

(31) eu
I

conheço
know.1sg

você
you

desde
since

os
the

seis
six

anos
years

de
of

idade
age

‘I have known you since you were six years old’

(32) todos
all.pl

cumprimentaram
greeted.3pl

a gente
we

‘everyone greeted us’

Although less frequently, the first-person singular (eu, ‘I’) and first-person plu-
ral (nós, ‘we’) nominative forms also occur in typically accusative positions in-

2One of the reviewers of this chapter made the following remarks: “The fact that a gente (and
other “pronouns” that derived from NPs, such as Colloquial Brazilian Portuguese o pessoal,
as pessoas and o povo but also Standard European and Brazilian Portuguese o senhor) may
appear in object position could be due to them still being felt as NPs (or NP-like). Geral as a
pronoun can be related to a noun as well; this would be an alternative explanation”. Even if this
alternative explanation is correct, it does not exclude the need for an additional explanation,
given that, unlike o pessoal, as pessoas and o povo, the items geral and a gente do not trigger any
specificmark of agreementwith verbs and adjectives (cf. §4). In Brazilian Portuguese (at least in
my variety, spoken in the metropolitan region of Rio de Janeiro), o pessoal and o povo always
trigger the masculine singular mark, whereas as pessoas triggers the feminine plural. These
items have previously specified φ-features and, if analyzed as impersonal pronouns, should be
treated as φ-imp. It is not surprising that they can occur as direct objects, regardless of whether
they are nouns or pronouns. What is surprising in this picture is that geral and a gente occur
as direct objects (even though they derive historically from nouns), as they behave like items
without φ-features and, as such, should occur only as subjects. The explanation I propose in
this chapter is that the Brazilian Portuguese pronominal system, in contrast to the system of
the languages exemplified in Egerland (2003) and Fenger (2018), allows typically nominative
pronouns (including φ-featureless impersonal pronouns) in any syntactic function/position,
regardless of such pronouns still being felt as NPs (or NP-like). Therefore, my proposal is not
incompatible with the alternative explanation suggested by the reviewer.
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stead of me (‘me’) and nos (‘us’), either as subjects of ECM-constructions (see 33)
or as direct objects (see 34).

(33) muitas
manyfm

que
that

não
not

viram
saw.3pl

eu
I

jogar
to-play

falam
talk.3pl

como
as

se
if

me
me

acompanhassem
follow.past.sbj.3pl
‘many [fem.] who didn’t see me play talk as if they had been following
my career’

(34) os
the

funcionários [...]
employees

atenderam
helped.3pl

nós
we

com
with

muita
much

gentileza
attention

‘the employees helped us with the utmost attention’

These data make it clear that any typically nominative pronoun in Brazilian
Portuguese may also occur in non-nominative positions, in contrast with Euro-
pean Portuguese. It is not yet clear how to account for the licensing of nominative
pronouns in non-nominative positions. Avelar & Galves (2016), for example, ar-
gue that noun constituents in Brazilian Portuguese, including personal pronouns,
may ormay not exhibit casemarking; in the specific situation of pronouns, one of
the consequences of this variation would be precisely the use of the morphologi-
cal nominative when the pronoun is not marked for case and, as such, is licensed
for any syntactic position.

Irrespective of the formal explanation that may eventually account for these
observations, the fact is that, in Brazilian Portuguese, typical nominative pro-
nouns are licensed in positions associated with different cases. This must be the
exact behavior of geral if it has already been integrated to the pronominal system
of the language, at least in the grammar of those speakers that resort to it as an
impersonalization strategy. If this analysis is on the right track, then geral must
be characterized as an imp pronoun (that is to say, a typically nominative pro-
noun devoid of φ-features), but that, differently from man, on, si and other imp
pronouns, occurs in different syntactic positions as a result of the peculiarities
of the personal pronoun system in Brazilian Portuguese. The properties of geral
therefore provides indirect evidence in favor of Fenger’s (2018) perspective, for
whom the distribution of personal pronouns in different positions in the sentence
is better captured in terms of case marking, and not as a result of the syntactic
function of the pronoun.
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6 Occurrences of geral with specific and inclusive
readings

Egerland (2003: 82–83) mentions situations in which Swedish man may refer
to the first-person singular, as in (35a). French on and Italian si may also occur
with a specific reading, but referring to the first-person plural, as in (35b) and
(35c) respectively. Egerland terms these occurrences in Swedish, on the one hand,
and in French and Italian, on the other, specific reading and inclusive reading,
respectively.

(35) a. Swedish (Arbitrary/Specific)
Man
man

arbetade
worked

i
for

två
two

månader
months

för
to

att
solve

lösa
the

problemet.
problem

b. Italian (Arbitrary/Inclusive)
Si
si

è
has

lavorato
worked

per
for

due
two

mesi
months

per
to

risolvere
solve

il
the

problema.
problem

c. French (Arbitrary/Inclusive)
On
on

a
has

travaillé
worked

pour
for

deux
two

mois
months

pour
to

résoudre
solve

le
the

problème.
problem

Geral may also occur in a reading that refers to a group of individuals that
includes the speaker, as in the case of pronouns nós and a gente ‘we’. In (36a),
for example, geral refers to a specific group of students in which the speaker is
included; in (36b), geral also refers to a specific group of people (the speaker’s
family) that may or may not include the speaker.

(36) a. Ter
to-have

aulas
classes

no
in-the

sábado
Saturday

é
is

horrivel!
horrible

Eu
I

preferia
prefer.past.1sg

ter
to-have

aulas
classes

até
until

dezembro!
December

Minha
My

escola
school

ainda
yet

não
not

se pronunciou
pronounce.3sg

quanto
cregarding

a
to

isso
that

só
only

falou
said.3sg

que
that

geral
geral

vai
go

voltar
return

dia
day

10.
10

‘Having classes on Saturday is awful! I would rather have classes into
December! My school has still not made an announcement about this
and only said that we students are back on the 10th.’
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b. Minha
my

mãe
mother

ta
is

internada,
hospitalized

ae
so

ontem
yesterday

tive
had.1sg

que
that

fazer
to-do

a
the

janta,
dinner

fiz
did.1sg

um
a

macarrão
pasta

que
that

geral
geral

comeu
ate.3sg

horrores,
horrors

só
only

não
not

falo
say.1sg

como
how

fazer
to-do

porque
because

to
am

com
with

pressa
hurry

‘My mother is hospitalized, so I had to cook dinner yesterday. I made
pasta that everyone ate until they were full. I only won’t teach you
how to make it because I’m in a hurry.’

These occurrences raise the question of determining what licenses the specific
and inclusive readings, since imp pronouns do not exhibit φ-features. In other
words, in the absence of φ-features, these pronouns ought to exhibit either the
generic or the arbitrary readings, since they lack the necessary ingredient for es-
tablishing a reference to the first-person. Discussing this kind of data, Egerland
argues that there are reasons for believing that inclusiveness may not be pre-
dictable:

[...] whereas there are principled reasons behind the restrictions on generic
and “arbitrary” readings, it is more doubtful whether there are principles
deciding whether impersonal pronouns are interpreted as including or ex-
cluding the speaker. Depending on the function of the message and the com-
municative strategies of the speaker, the impersonal construction is prag-
matically open to a variety of uses. Some such uses will be inclusive, others
exclusive, not for syntactic reasons, but due to contextual (extra-linguistic)
factors. (Egerland 2003: 96–97)

In other words, the factors at stake to determine the specific and inclusive read-
ings of impersonal pronouns are not of a grammatical, but rather of a pragmatic
nature, and it is altogether impossible to predict one or another reading without
taking extralinguistic factors into account.

Egerland acknowledges, however, that there is interlinguistic variation in the
conditions for one or another reading to be triggered. The author exemplifies by
comparing the Icelandic maður and the Swedish man impersonal pronouns, as
in (37) and (38). In Icelandic, maður and eg (‘I’) may be coreferential in (37a), but
not in (37b); in contrast, man and jag (‘I’) may be coreferential as much in (38a)
as in (38b).
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(37) Icelandic (Jónsson 1992 apud Egerland 2003: 98)
a. Eg

I
vona
hope

að
that

maður
maður

verdði
will-be

ekki
not

of
too

seinn.
late

‘I hope I won’t be late.’
b. Maður

maður
vona
hopes

að
that

eg
I

verdði
will-be

ekki
not

of
too

seinn.
late

‘People hope I won’t be late.’

(38) a. Swedish (Egerland 2003: 98–99)
Jag
I

får
may

hopas
hope

att
that

man
man

inte
not

kommer
comes

för
too

sent.
late

‘I hope I won’t be late.’ / ‘I hope they won’t be late.’
b. Man

man
får
may

hoppas
hope

att
that

jag
I

inte
not

kommer
come

för
too

sent.
late

‘I hope I won’t be late’
‘They hope I won’t be late.’
‘Let’s hope I won’t be late.’

In his discussion of this difference, Egerland (2003: 98–99) points to a sugges-
tion by Jónsson (1992), according to which “a lower ranked feature cannot bind
a higher ranked one”. If we consider that the first-person is ranked higher than
the third-person, it becomes possible to explain why eg may bind maður in (37a),
producing the specific reading of the impersonal pronoun; the opposite, as in
(37b), preserves the generic reading of maður (which is a third-person), since, by
the same rule, the impersonal pronoun cannot bind a first-person pronoun. In
Swedish, however, man has no φ-features and therefore escapes the condition
set forth by Jónsson, thus enabling it to take on a specific reading referring to
the first-person, whether it is or not bound by jag.

What has been noted for man is precisely what happens with geral, as can be
seen in (39), with the exception of the type of readings (specific in Swedish and
inclusive in Brazilian Portuguese). Geral may be coreferential with the pronoun
a gente (‘we’, which would also apply to the form nós, ‘we’), both in (39a) and in
(39b).

(39) a. A gente
we

tá
are

esperando
hoping

que
that

geral
geral

não
not

chegue
arrive

atrasado
late

‘We hope we won’t be late.’
‘We hope they won’t be late.’
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b. Geral
geral

tá
are

esperando
hoping

que
that

a gente
we

não
not

chegue
arrive

atrasado.
late

‘We hope we won’t be late.’
‘They hope we won’t be late.’

If Egerland’s proposal is on the right track, the possibility that geral presents
an inclusive reading in some contexts is precisely due to the fact that it bears no φ-
features (that is to say, it is an imp pronoun, and not a φ-imp pronoun). The factors
that will determine such a reading are, however, of a pragmatic nature, since they
depend on contextual (extralinguistic) factors that interfere in the reading of the
sentence.

7 Conclusion

Although the grammatical and/or pragmatic factors that have triggered (or have
been triggering) the use of geral as an impersonal pronoun demand further study,
there is evidence that the process of its impersonalization resulted in the emer-
gence of an imp pronoun, with a behavior similar to that of man, on and si as
described by Egerland (2003). The apparent inconsistency with regard to the syn-
tactic positions it can fill, approximating the pattern of a φ-imp pronoun, may be
easily explained if we take into account the case-marking properties of the Brazil-
ian Portuguese pronominal system, in which nominative pronouns are licensed
in non-nominative positions. In other words, geral has been gaining ground as
an inherently nominative imp pronoun that is also licensed in accusative and
oblique positions, as other nominative pronominal forms in Brazilian Portuguese.
Besides the generic and arbitrary readings, geral can also have an inclusive read-
ing (when it is the referential equivalent of a first-person plural, just as pronouns
nós and a gente). The inclusive reading seems to depend on strictly pragmatic fac-
tors, as a result of the lack of φ-features.

Appendix A Source documents used in the examples

(1) a. https://votolegal.com.br/em/brunoramos (accessed on 8 Sep 2018)
b. https://twitter.com/bbcbrasil/status/1020326263335079936 (accessed

on 8 Sep 2018)
c. https://vk.com/topic-73988417_37659003?offset=1380 (accessed on 4

Jul 2019)
d. https://www.facebook.com/watch/?v=1722931431109561 (accessed on

1 Jul 2019)
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(5) a. http://armazemdoseubrasil.blogspot.com/2011_07_10_archive.html
(accessed on 30 Sep 2021)

b. http://diariogaucho.clicrbs.com.br/rs/noticia/2009/01/parana-tem-
mais-da-metade-das-lavouras-com-qualidade-media-e-ruim-
2357367.html (accessed on 30 Sep 2021)

c. https://www.diariodecuiaba.com.br/ilustrado/sobras/416243 (accessed
on 30 Sep 2021)

(19) a. https://twitter.com/isasalviattii/status/928063135046660097 (accessed
on 1 Jul 2019)

b. https://sonhandocomdarcy.wixsite.com/sonhandocomdarcy/single-
post/2015/12/10/Top-5-Autores-Que-Eu-Nunca-Li (accessed on 1 Jul
2019)

(20) a. https:
//answers.yahoo.com/question/index?qid=20170211204407AA4anTs
(accessed on 30 Sep 2021)

b. https://gramho.com/explore-hashtag/bonesjs (accessed on 30 Sep
2021)

(21) a. https://twitter.com/Mandy_Baessa (accessed on 1 Jul 2019)
b. https://blogqueideia.wordpress.com/2017/03/20/bolo-de-morango-a-

receita/ (acessado em 1 Jul 2019)

(22) a. https://beta2.gamevicio.com/noticias/2021/09/resident-evil-3-deve-
receber-atualizacao-em-breve/ (accessed on 30 Sep 2021)

b. https://twitter.com/Neni66576183 (accessed on 30 Sep 2021)

(23) a. https://sonhandocomdarcy.wixsite.com/sonhandocomdarcy/single-
post/2015/12/10/Top-5-Autores-Que-Eu-Nunca-Li (accessed on 1 Jul
2019)

b. https://www.tudocelular.com/samsung/noticias/n142917/analise-
samsung-galaxy-a10-review.html (accessed on 4 Jul 2019)

(24) a. https://www.wattpad.com/590285161-visão-de-cria-cap%C3%ADtulo-
35/page/2 (accessed on 1 Jul 2019)

b. https://twitter.com/boombapx/status/772478713963372544 (accessed
on 4 Jul 2019)

(25) a. https://www.facebook.com/PaparazzoRN/photos/a.517262558616376/
773477566328206/?type=3&theater (accessed on 3 Aug 2020)
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b. https://twitter.com/nadinerv/status/766251351244414976 (Accessed on
3 Aug 2020)

c. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=xgWk4Oo7TUU (Accessed on 3
Aug 2020)

(26) https://pandlr.com/forum/22-pan/forum/topic/off-alguem-que-entende-
de-twitter-help/?cache=1 (Accessed on 3 Aug 2020)

(27) https://www.picuki.com/tag/quandovivideverdade (Accessed on 30 Sep
2021)

(28) https://curiouscat.me/Caralhouuuuuuuuuuuuu (Accessed on 7 Sep 2021)

(29) https://www.campograndenews.com.br/cidades/capital/rapaz-suspeito-
de-matar-a-mulher-tem-habeas-corpus-negado-pela-justica (Accessed
on 30 Sep 2021)

(30) https://www.vakinha.com.br/vaquinha/ajudem-a-luna-igor-romero-dos-
santos (Accessed on 30 Sep 2021)

(31) https://www.intrinseca.com.br/paratodososgarotosquejaamei/carta/3195/
tentando-me-despedir (Accessed on 30 Sep 2021)

(32) https://www.dgabc.com.br/Noticia/2803060/jovens-viajam-por-dez-
horas-como-representantes-unicos-de-cidades (Accessed on 30 Sep 2021)

(33) https://www.palmeiras.com.br/pt-br/noticias/torcedores-idolatram-evair-
em-loja-oficial-do-palmeiras-de-catanduva/ (Accessed on 30 Sep 2021)

(34) https://behappyviagens.com.br/depoimento/131 (Accessed on 30 Sep 2021)

(36) a. http://praverpralereouvir.blogspot.com/2009/07/atim-sera-que-estou-
com-gripe-suina.html (Accessed on 30 Sep 2021)

b. https://hangarnet.com.br/showthread.php?tid=107803&pid=1340162
(Accessed on 30 Sep 2021)
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This variationist study explores the alternation between the pronouns uno ‘one’
and yo ‘I’ in Colombian Spanish using data from the PRESEEAMedellín corpus.We
test the hypothesis that, in Colombian Spanish, uno is being recast to the point that
it functions as a variant of the first-person singular subject pronoun yo. We aim to
go beyond the well-established pronombrista line of subject pronoun research with
a variationist analysis of the alternation between uno and yo that examines, among
other things, the role of stance and the focus of attention in terms of predictors that
include transitivity, verb semantics, coreference, type of discourse, and sentence
polarity. Our findings uncover the strongest conditioning effect of tense, mood and
aspect as well as robust effects of transitivity, discourse genre, polarity, and type
of preceding subject. Thus, the uno/yo alternation constitutes a linguistic variable
in its own right.

1 Introduction

Uno ‘one’ is amultifunctional Spanish subject pronounwith third person singular
morphosyntax whose pragmatic domain extends to other grammatical persons,
mainly the first. Uno has traditionally been associated with the expression of
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impersonality because its association with the first person – both singular and
plural – involves connotations of genericity. Studies on impersonality employing
semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic approaches have shown that impersonals are
versatile with respect to their referential interpretation (Casielles Suárez 1996:
376, Hernanz 1990: 160, Hurtado & Gutiérrez-Rivas 2016). Their versatility is such
that impersonals can coincide and fulfill the tripartite function of (1) hiding an
agent or reducing the speaker’s prominence (Barrajón 2005, Gómez Torrego 1992,
Haverkate 1987, Hernanz 1990, Hollænder Jensen 2002,Muñiz Cachón 1998, Ricos
Vidal 2002); (2) integrating the speaker, involving the interlocutor, and alluding
to a group (Fernández 2008, Fernández Ramírez 1986, Gelabert-Desnoyer 2008,
Muñiz Cachón 1998); and (3) denoting all speakers; i.e., humankind (Company
Company & Pozas Loyo 2009, Fernández Soriano 1999, Siewierska 2008). That
is, impersonals display different degrees of specificity and inclusion of the agent.
However, some scholars such as Company Company & Pozas Loyo (2009: 1206)
also raise the possibility of the complete reduction of the impersonal reference
when textual elements such as first-person singular subjects appear; that is, a
more personal reading as in the case of example (1), from of our dataset.1

(1) eh si es un día laboral / pues uno se levanta / obviamente [∅] se baña / [∅]
se va para el trabajo / ah no / [∅] despacha a los hijos / [∅] llevo la señora
al trabajo / al trabajo de ella obviamente / y [∅] me voy ya para el trabajo
mío y [∅] ya regreso después de las seis de la tarde. (MEDE_H12_3)
‘eh if it’s a weekday / well one2 gets up / obviously [one] bathes / [one] goes
to work / ah no / [one] sends the children off / [I ] take my wife to work /
to her work obviously / and [I ] go to work and [I ] return after six in the
evening.’

In (1) we observe that the use of uno ‘one’ allows a definite reading in con-
nection with the first person and the speaker’s perspective (Haverkate 1985: 19),
depending on the contextual cues (Gelabert-Desnoyer 2008).

This variationist study goes beyond the traditional analysis of the alternation
between null and overt subjects in Spanish addressed in the vast pronombrista
or pronombrismo literature (cf. Carvalho et al. 2015, Orozco & Hurtado 2021a,
Otheguy & Zentella 2012; inter alia), i.e., the research strand devoted to the study

1Throughout this chapter, we have indicated null subjects using [∅] in the Spanish examples.
In the corresponding English translations, null subjects are indicated within backets as well.

2In most cases, Spanish uno would translate as (impersonal) you in colloquial contemporary
English. However, given that our paper deals with the uno/yo alternation in Spanish, we have
translated uno as (the less commonly used English equivalent) one.
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of subject pronoun expression (SPE).We explore the variable alternation between
the subject pronouns uno ‘one’ and yo ‘I’ in the Spanish of Medellín, Colombia.
Our study is motivated by recent findings from Colombian Spanish (Hurtado
2015, Hurtado & Gutiérrez-Rivas 2016, Hurtado & Ortega-Santos 2019, Orozco &
Hurtado 2021a,b) that report the impersonal pronoun uno being used primarily
with referential interpretation in which the connection with the I-speaker as a
marker of positioning and subjectivation of discourse prevails.

Given that the interpretation of uno as an alternate to yo predominates within
the range of referential interpretations of uno, in the present investigation, we
seek to explore whether this role constitutes an indication that uno behaves in
a more definite and personal way in Colombian Spanish. As our findings will
show, the uno/yo alternation constitutes a linguistic variable in its own right
with its own internal conditioning. The remainder of this chapter is organized as
follows: We discuss impersonality and the nature of uno in the next section. §3
is devoted to the methodological approach, including descriptions of the speech
community, the corpus, the dataset, the envelope of variation, our research ques-
tions and hypothesis. §4 is dedicated to the presentation of our results. §5 and §6
respectively present the discussion of findings and the conclusion.

2 Background

The frequent occurrence of unowith first person singular interpretation has been
attested in studies that integrate semantic-pragmatic and social predictors. For
instance, Morales (1995) finds that Spanish/English bilingual speakers favor im-
personal tú ‘you’ and uno ‘one’ in the narration of personal experiences. Fernán-
dez (2008) points out the influence of the type of information that is transmitted
and the speaker’s access to the source of information. According to this scholar,
speakers generalize by using uno and tú departing from the perspective of their
own experience and by using the clitic se to include other generally accepted
voices or opinions. Bassa Vanrell (2013) also indicates that the predominant refer-
ential interpretation for uno in Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic is linked
to the speaker’s situation. Additionally, with regard to the social conditioning,
Guirado (2011), Rodríguez Alfano (2004), and Guantiva Acosta (2000) correlate
the use of uno with the lower socioeconomic levels in Caracas, Monterrey, and
Bogotá, respectively.

Impersonality in Colombian Spanish has been explored in the varieties spoken
in the Andean and Caribbean regions as well as among diasporic speakers resid-
ing in the United States. These studies have uncovered that uno is the predom-
inant form of impersonalization, as follows. In the Andean varieties, uno with
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a frequency of 51% and se with 43.5% are the most frequent in Bogotá (Hurtado
2016: 184). In Medellín, uno with a frequency of 47.9% and se with 27.5% are the
most used impersonals (Dieck 2016: 160). In the Caribbean city of Barranquilla,
the use of uno prevails with a frequency of 61.6%, followed by se with 25.1% (Hur-
tado & Gutiérrez-Rivas 2016: 45). Moreover, in Westchester county and Albany,
NY, U.S., among bilingual speakers originally from Bogotá, Valle del Cauca, An-
tioquia, and Quindío uno registers a frequency of 62.6% followed by sewith 25.5%,
and impersonal tú ‘you’ with 11.9% (Ramírez 2007: 152).

The predominant use of uno with direct reference to the speaker’s situation –
i.e., first person singular interpretation – has been analyzed as a positioning and
subjectivization of discourse strategy (Hurtado 2015, Hurtado & Gutiérrez-Rivas
2016, Ramírez 2007). The referential interpretation of uno as a substitute for yo –
referring only to the speaker – dominates in Bogotá (87%, weight 0.85) together
with a high overt pronominal rate (83%). This dominance of uno reported by Hur-
tado (2015) appears to increase the attention to the subject’s referent. Likewise,
uno occurs mainly with verbs whose lexical content indicates feelings, states,
and opinions; that is, verbs linked to the speaker’s subjectivity (Hurtado 2015:
136-137). In Barranquilla, uno predominantly functions as a variant of yo (89.3%,
weight 0.73). Moreover, uno appears to denote positioning by being used mainly
with verbs that indicate the speaker’s knowledge, evaluation, feelings, and loca-
tion (Hurtado & Gutiérrez-Rivas 2016: 56). These studies indicate that semantic
constraints such as the verb’s referential interpretation and semantic class con-
dition the use of uno in Barranquilla and Bogotá.

Notwithstanding, the variable alternation between uno and yo remains un-
explored in variationist sociolinguistics. Among the few existing investigations,
Flores-Ferrán (2009) analyzes this phenomenon among speakers of Colombian,
Cuban, Dominican, Mexican, Puerto Rican, and Uruguayan Spanish residing in
metropolitan New York City. She finds that the use of uno is conditioned by
several predictors including semantic clause type, semantic verb type, discourse
type, and speaker’s age. Thus, the current investigation addresses the dearth of
research on the uno/yo alternation and is motivated by recent findings on sub-
ject pronoun expression in Barranquilla and Medellín. Hurtado & Ortega-Santos
(2019) show the effect of high transitivity verbs and the focus of attention on
the object in disfavoring the use of overt uno in Barranquilla (probability weight
of 0.47 for monotransitives and 0.37 for ditransitives). They provide evidence
that when the number of participants increases, the competition for the focus of
attention also increases, which disfavors the use of overt subject pronouns (pre-
viously suggested by Aijón Oliva & Serrano 2013 and Posio 2011). This result sug-
gests its potential influence on the uno/yo alternation. Orozco & Hurtado (2021a:
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14) report that third person singular pronouns favor overt subjects in Medellín
(probability weight 0.64, 42%). A subsequent analysis (Hurtado & Orozco 2022),
separating uno from the other third person singular pronouns (ella ‘she’ and él
‘he’), reveals that the favorable effect of third person pronouns on overt sub-
jects is driven by uno (weight 0.83, 60%) whereas the other third person singular
pronouns have a neutral effect (0.49). Thus, uno registers the highest overt pro-
nominal rate in Medellín (60%) while the other third person singular pronouns
ella and él combined have a modest pronominal rate of 27%.

3 Methodology

This section describes the speech community constituted by the city of Medellín,
the corpus, and the dataset analyzed. It also presents the research questions and
hypothesis that guide this investigation, and describes the predictors explored as
well as the envelope of variation.

3.1 The speech community and the dataset

Medellín, founded in 1675, has constituted one of Colombia’s main industrial
centers since the early 20th Century. Between 1890 and 1950, the process of textile
industrialization and the production of beer, ceramics, glass, tobacco, and coffee
promoted an increment of the blue-collar population as well as the urbanistic
growth of the city (Botero 1996: 8-10). According to the 2018 census, Medellín
has a population of 2,372,330 out of which 59% were born in the city, 37% were
born elsewhere in Colombia, and 2.2% abroad. This reflects the migration and
displacement to urban centers Colombians suffered in the latter years of the 20th

century because of social unrest and lack of economic opportunities (DANE 2019,
Castañeda 2005: 82).

Medellín Spanish belongs to what Montes Giraldo (1982) classified as Western
Andean Colombian Spanish. The city is located in the department of Antioquia,
where two dialectal varieties, the Andean and the Caribbean converge. Because
of its geographical location, Medellín developed as an isolated city with differ-
entiated traditions, religious orientation, and family values (Fernández Acosta
2020: 95). The Spanish of this region is characterized by the extensive use of the
second person singular pronoun vos ‘you’ across ages, socioeconomic levels, and
registers, which has been analyzed not only as an indicator of an egalitarian and
open society (Montes Giraldo 1967: 25), but as an expression of local identity and
belonging to the region (Fernández Acosta 2020: 97).
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Our dataset was culled from the Proyecto para el Estudio Sociolingüístico del
Español de España y de América (PRESEEA) Medellín Corpus collected between
2007 and 2010 (González-Rátiva 2008). The PRESEEAMedellín corpus interviews
contain important cultural and sociolinguistic information about the people, cus-
toms, and life in the city. They were carried out using topics prepared to elicit
conversation. The predominant form of address used by interviewers was usted
(formal ‘you’). Questions deal with a variety of topics, from weather, the neigh-
borhood, Medellín’s people, problems in the city, and transportation, to more
personal topics including family, work, daily routines, traditions, and holidays.
The interviews ended with narrations of a dream or a scary event. We used a
subset of 40 of the 119 socially stratified interviews in the corpus, which corre-
spond to 20 women and 20 men whose ages ranged from 15 to 85 years old at
data collection time (See Table 1). All consultants were born in Medellín or in the
surrounding region.

Table 1: The speakers.

Socioeconomic level

Gender Low Mid Mid-High Total

Women 8 6 6 20
Men 8 6 6 20

Total 16 12 12 40

3.2 Research questions and hypothesis

The present investigation is guided by the following research questions and a
main hypothesis. We seek to answer three main research questions.

1. How are uno and yo distributed when they appear interchangeably within
a single speech turn, and what predictor variables condition their alterna-
tion?

2. In what discursive contexts are uno and yo used interchangeably?

3. What functions are most commonly assumed by each pronoun, and how
do uno and yo construct/create the discursive subject?
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Concurrently, we aim to probe the following main hypothesis: The predomi-
nance of uno as a substitute of yo, within the range of referential interpretations,
constitutes an indication that uno behaves particularly in a more definite and per-
sonal way in Colombian Spanish. Our hypothesis and research questions were
informed by recent investigations of subject pronoun expression and impersonal-
ity in Colombian Spanish (Dieck 2016, Hurtado 2015, Hurtado & Gutiérrez-Rivas
2016, Hurtado &Ortega-Santos 2019, Olave-Arias et al. 2021, Orozco 2018, Orozco
& Hurtado 2021a).

3.3 Predictor variables explored

To answer the above research questions and probe our main hypothesis, we ex-
plore the effects of six predictor variables which provide information about the
focus of attention and stance. These predictors operate at different morphosyn-
tactic and discourse levels. They can be divided into two main categories:

• Predictors related to the whole clause: discourse genre, type of preceding
subject, polarity, and attenuation procedure and genericity inducers, and

• Predictors related to the verb phrase: transitivity and verb tense, mood and
aspect [TMA].

As with our research questions and hypothesis, our choice of these predictor
variables was guided by the findings of relevant investigations of the expres-
sion of impersonality (De Cock 2014, Flores-Ferrán 2009, Guirado 2011, González
Vergara & Rojas 2012, Hernanz 1990, Hurtado & Ortega-Santos 2019, Orozco &
Hurtado 2021b, Repede & Leon-Castro 2019).

To analyze the role of the focus of attention, we considered the relationship
between the predictors analyzed and some of Hopper & Thompson’s transitivity
components (1980: 252). As done by Aijón Oliva & Serrano (2013), Hurtado &
Ortega-Santos (2019), and Posio (2011), we probe the premise that transitivity re-
lates to the subject referent’s focus of attention. We also test the notion that high
transitivity components (e.g., perfective aspect, realis mode, two or more partic-
ipants, and affirmative clauses) increase the possibility that attention focuses on
the action expressed by the verb and on the object’s reference.

3.3.1 Clause-related predictors

3.3.1.1 Discourse genre

We explore the effect of discourse genre seeking to provide a detailed analysis
of the role of the speaker’s stance, understood as the manifestation of attitudes,
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feelings, judgment or commitment to their speech (Biber & Finegan 1988). In so
doing, we analyzed the impact of various discursive modes to measure the effect
of realis and irrealis events – one of Hopper & Thompson’s (1980) transitivity
components – on the uno/yo alternation in terms of the following three factors:

Narrative: personal experiences, daily routine, events that happened in the past
or are currently happening (as in example 1),

Opinion: argumentative discourse about the city and its people (example 2), and

Hypothetical situations: projected and contrary to fact actions (example 3).

Hurtado & Ortega-Santos (2019: 53) found a predominant use of uno in Bar-
ranquilla, Colombia, with factual events, according to the following distribution:
narration of personal experiences (80%), general facts (13%) and hypotheses and
conjectures (7%). Thus, we seek to determine whether a) this trend extends to
contexts in which uno and yo alternate, or b) the use of uno predominates with
more irrealis types of discourse (hypothetical situations, opinions) – commonly
associated with generalizations or impersonal interpretations – whereas yo pre-
dominates with more subjective discourse (personal experience narratives), as
illustrated in (2) and (3).

(2) Yo soy partidario de eso / yo creo en eso / que a veces la suerte influye en
muchas cosas / aunque no debe depender uno / eeh / completamente de eso.
(MEDE_H23_5)
‘I’m a supporter of that / I believe in that / that sometimes luck influences
many things / although one shouldn’t depend / eeh / completely on that.’

(3) E: ¿cómo cree que sería vivir en otro barrio?
‘What do you think it would be like to live in another neighborhood?’

I: pues / la verdad [∅] no sé / porque nunca [∅] he vivido en otro barrio /
pero yo digo que eso depende como la zona en la que uno viva / depende
de los vecinos / como de la interacción que uno tenga con ellos.
(MEDE_M03_5)
‘well / the truth [I] don’t know / because [I]’ve never lived in another
neighborhood / but I say that it depends on the area where one lives
/ it depends on your neighbors / like on the interaction one has with
them.’
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3.3.1.2 Type of preceding subject

This predictor variable explores the possibility that an immediately preceding
overt or null subject triggers the occurrence of either uno or yo. The type of
preceding subject predictor relates to priming, a construct based on the premise
that speech is cognitively patterned according to preceding discourse (Travis
2007). Though priming was earlier considered to be of linguistic nature, it has
been reclassified as a cognitive constraint (cf. Labov 2010, Tamminga et al. 2016).
In pronombrista studies, priming explores the possibility that the occurrence
of a prior overt or null subject triggers further pronoun expression or omis-
sion (Cameron & Flores-Ferrán 2004). Studies on Colombian Spanish (Torres Ca-
coullos & Travis 2019, Travis 2005, 2007), Peninsular and Puerto Rican Spanish
(Cameron 1994, Flores-Ferrán 2002) have found significant priming effects on
SPE and its intersections with coreference, distance from the preceding corefer-
ential subject, and type of discourse.

Priming is illustrated in (4) where the first overt pronominal subject (uno cogía
‘onewould take’) triggers three successive overt uno pronominal subjects. Then,
the null pronominal subject in [∅] tiene ‘[one] has’ triggers another null subject
in [∅] he visto ‘[I] have seen.’

(4) … en ese entonces uno cogía de un barrio al centro un bus // me recuerda
mucho eso porque cuando uno llegaba a / a la / al río Medellín // habían
unos puentes // que eran como muy inclinados / entonces el bus subía
y cuando bajaba // uno sentía un vacío muy profundo // entonces eso le
causaba a uno como susto / comomiedo // y en cambio ahora ya los puentes
son como diferentes / ya uno no siente pues esos vacíos // [∅] tiene como
mejor / están mejor diseñados // y pues muy cambiado / y hay espacios
también peatonales que no había // eeh lo que sí [∅] he visto mucho es
que / ha habido mucho aumento de carros / de motos de // de vehículos…
(MEDE H21-2)
‘… in those days one would take a bus from a neighborhood to the city
center / I remember that a lot because when one arrived at / at the / at the
Medellín River // there were some bridges // that were like very steep /
then the bus would go up and when it went down // one felt a very deep
vacuum // then that would give you like a fright / like fear // and instead
now the bridges are like different / one no longer feels well those gaps //
[one] has like better / [they] are better designed // and well very changed
/ and there are pedestrian spaces too that didn’t exist // eeh what [I ] have
seen a lot is that / there has been a great increase in cars / in motorcycles
of // in vehicles…’
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Given that priming is a robust SPE predictor in Medellín, we aim to explore its
effect on the alternation between uno and yo in that speech community. Guided
by prior pronombrista research (Orozco 2018), we tested the effect of perseverance
using three factors to code our tokens according to their preceding subject as
follows: 1) pronominal overt subject, 2) null subject, and 3) other subjects. The
latter factor includes lexical subjects as well as demonstratives.

3.3.1.3 Polarity

This predictor probes the effect of affirmative and negative statements on the
uno/yo alternation. When classifying clauses into affirmative or negative, we
classified as negative those produced with utterances of negation and negative
quantifiers, as in (5). This example contains three clauses where negative polar-
ity occurs as the speaker transitions from uno being the subject to null cases of
yo as the subject.

(5) … hay veces no puede uno hacer / [∅] no puedo hacer una presencia pues
física / como ir todos los días no no no / [∅] no puedo. (MEDE H13-2)
‘…there are times one cannot do / [I] can’t make like a physical presence /
like going every day no no no / [I ] can’t.’

Flores-Ferrán (2009: 1817) found an apparent polarity effect regarding the oc-
currence of uno and yo in personal experience narrations during therapeutic
interviews. She found that Hispanic residents of New York City and Central
New Jersey favored uno over yo in neutral information clauses (those expressing
general information considered neither positive nor negative in nature). Flores-
Ferrán also found that uno occurred more frequently (41.2%) in clauses that con-
tain negation or were framed in negative or conflicted situations than in positive
contexts (6.5%).

3.3.1.4 Attenuation procedure and genericity inducers

Besides the above linguistic predictors, we explore the effects of attenuation
procedure and genericity inducers, a pragmatic predictor. Impersonalization has
been studied as an enunciativemitigation device, related to evidentiality,3 that re-
duces the speaker’s responsibility for an utterance (Caffi 2007). Thus, we sought

3By means of impersonalization mechanisms, speakers can attenuate the deictic origin of their
utterances, expressing that they come from an impersonal or even a more objective source,
and reducing their responsibility for the content of their words or for their actions.
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to discover whether speakers employ the same attenuation procedures with uno
and with yo. We tested this predictor using a classification based on the PRE-
SEEA Guide for the study of attenuation (Cestero & Alfano 2021), which includes
linguistic and pragmatic procedures, some with argumentative value and others
with interactional value (Briz Gómez 1995). According to Cestero Mancera (2020:
367), these strategies are organized as a continuum, “from the speaker’s greater
to lesser commitment, from correcting the utterance or the action to defocaliza-
tion.” We analyzed the effects of a series of factors that include the following:

1. Resources that correct or reformulate: o sea ‘that is,’ es decir ‘that is to say,’
bueno ‘well.’

2. Resources that limit or restrict: concessivity (sí ‘yes,’ pues ‘so,’ es verdad
‘it’s true’ followed by pero ‘but’); expressions with conditional meaning (si
‘if,’ siempre que ‘as long as,’ con tal (de) que, a menos que ‘unless that,’ a no
ser que ‘if not,’ mientras ‘whereas’).

3. Resources that downgrade: verbs, verb contractions, and modal particles
that express doubt or probability (creer ‘believe,’ parecer ‘seem,’ imaginar
‘imagine,’ ser posible ‘be possible,’ ser conveniente ‘be convenient,’ a lo mejor
‘perhaps,’ quizás, tal vez, de pronto ‘maybe,’ dizque ‘supposedly,’ probable-
mente ‘probably,’ posiblemente ‘possibly’); expressions that feign uncer-
tainty, incompetence or ignorance (no sé cómo decirte ‘I don’t know how
to tell you,’ que yo sepa ‘as far as I know,’ no estar seguro ‘not to be sure,’ se-
guramente ‘surely,’ yo qué sé ‘what do I know,’ no creer ser capaz ‘not think
to be able to’); modal use of verb tenses (use of the conditional and the
imperfect for politeness, use of the future of probability in present tense
contexts).

4. Resources that minimize or blur the quantity or the quality of what is said:
diminutive suffixes; downgrading quantifiers; approximators or diffusers
of meaning (poco ‘little,’ algo ‘some,’ un tanto/un poco ‘a bit,’ más o menos
‘more or less,’ medio ‘kind of,’ como ‘like,’ hay veces / a veces ‘sometimes,’
hasta ‘even/kind of,’ algo así ‘something like that’).

5. Resources that justify: es que ‘well/so,’ porque ‘because,’ lo que pasa es que
‘what happens is that,’ por así decirlo ‘to say so,’ por decir algo ‘to say some-
thing,’ por decir ‘just to say,’ ni qué decir ‘it goes without saying.’
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6. Resources that involve the addressee: particles and expressions of control
of interaction (¿no? ¿eh? ¿sabe? ‘you know,’ ¿cierto? ‘really’); ways of ad-
dressing the interlocutor (vea ‘look,’ mire ‘see, watch’ escuche ‘listen,’ hom-
bre ‘man,’ venga ‘come on,’ hermano ‘brother’).

7. Resources that impersonalize and defocalize: impersonal constructions (se,
uno, tú, 3pl impersonal, and the collective use of 1pl); direct speech; ob-
jectivization using modal discourse particles (obviamente ‘obviously,’ la
verdad ‘the truth,’ verdaderamente ‘truly,’ realmente ‘really,’ normalmente
‘normally,’ notablemente ‘notably,’ legalmente ‘legally’).

We did not include the cases of direct speech in the calculations, because there
was only one case of citations with uno out of 13. Instead, we included other
impersonal inducers such as adverbial constructions of place, time, or mood.

Within this predictor, we also explored whether uno and yo appeared in post-
verbal position, as this is a non-prototypical position in Spanish that could soften
the agent-patient relationship (Aijón Oliva & Serrano 2013: 310) and reduce agen-
cy, making the subject less prominent (Serrano 2012). Due to its complex nature,
we tested this predictor as a random effects factor.

3.3.2 Verb-related predictors

3.3.2.1 Transitivity

We use transitivity, a central property of language use, to explore the relation-
ship between the number of participants (agent and object) and the competition
for the focus of attention and its influence on the choice between uno and yo. Ac-
cording to Hopper & Thompson’s theory of transitivity (1980), a smaller number
of participants would correlate with a lesser degree of transitivity, and the focus
of attention would remain on the subject.

Given that Posio (2011), Hurtado & Ortega-Santos (2019), and Orozco & Hur-
tado (2021a) have found that low transitivity verbs (when the subject does not
compete with an object for the focus of attention) such as vivir ‘live,’ trabajar
‘work,’ and ser ‘be’ favor the occurrence of overt pronominal subjects, this study
aims to determine whether this reduced competition for the focus of attention
influences the uno/yo alternation in the same way. Thus, to test transitivity, we
divide factors into two main types:

1. low transitivity clauses with one participant: intransitive verbs, reflexives,
and epistemic/evidential verbs in clauses that introduce a complement
clause;
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2. higher transitivity clauses in which the competition for the focus of atten-
tion varies between two or three participants: transitive verbs, transitive
verbs with null objects, and transitive verbs with prepositional comple-
ments.

Among transitive verbs, those with prepositional complements such as uno
pensaba en ‘one thought of’ (example 6) and null object verbs such as comer ‘eat’
in [uno] come ‘[one] eats’ (example 7) illustrate cases in which transitivity de-
creases. Although the number of participants is maintained, not expressing the
direct object decreases the subject’s competition for the focus of attention (Posio
2011, 2013).

(6) uno pensaba en sus muñecas / en sus trastecitos / en las comiditas que [∅]
hacía / todo así como tan / inocentemente tan rico (MEDE_M32_3)
‘one would think of one’s dolls / of one’s toy dishes / of the little meals that
[one] would make / everything like so innocently nice’

(7) yo no desprecio a un anciano ni un pobre / porque eso es un pecado /
porque otro día es uno / porque uno tiene subidas y bajadas / si uno es bien
conchudo y [∅] come solo / también / [∅] se ve pidiendo. (MEDE_M31_2)
‘I do not despise an elderly or a poor person / because that is a sin / be-
cause another day it’s one / because one has ups and downs / if one is very
shameless and [one] eats alone / also / [one] finds himself begging.’

We classify within one-participant clauses the epistemic/evidential verbs that
introduce a complement clause following Thompson & Hopper’s (2001: 31) crite-
ria. Thus, in clauses with such verbs as saber ‘know,’ pensar ‘think,’ ver ‘see,’ and
recordar ‘remember’ as well as such clauses as piensa uno que ‘one thinks that’
or se da uno cuenta que ‘one realizes that’ (example 8), the complement clause is
not counted as a participant or object of the main clause.

(8) Otro susto / es cuando [∅] estuve viajando en avión / ¡ay hermano! / eso
piensa uno que / ¡cuando hay turbulencias! / piensa uno que se va a des-
baratar / ahí se da uno cuenta que el problema de uno es no tener / no
saber volar. (MEDE_ H13_2)
‘Another scare / is when [I ]was traveling by plane / oh brother! / one thinks
that / when there is turbulence! / one thinks that it [the plane] is going to
fall apart / that’s when one realizes that one’s problem is not having / not
knowing how to fly.’
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3.3.2.2 Verb tense, mood and aspect (TMA)

Informed by prior findings showing that TMA conditions impersonality, we ex-
plore the effect of this predictor on the uno/yo alternation in Medellín. Flores-
Ferrán (2009: 1819) found that uno occurred more frequently with infinitives, and
De Cock (2014: 203) found correlation between the generic readings of uno and
the present tense. We divided verb paradigms into six factors as follows.

• the present indicative,

• the imperfect indicative,

• the preterit of indicative,

• subjunctive forms,

• infinitives and gerunds as one factor,

• other paradigms.

In our data, the category of infinitives includes

• preposition + subject + infinitive constructions (e.g., Es una montañita
buena para uno subirla ‘It is a nice little mountain for one to climb,’ La
costumbre de uno estar aquí ‘The habit of one being here’);

• infinitives in independent sentences (Sería uno saber manejar ‘It would
be one knowing how to drive’);

• infinitives in predicative complements of perception verbs (Yo no veo donde
divertirse uno ‘I don’t see where to enjoy (oneself))’;

• complements of adverbs (¡Después de haber trabajado [uno] tantos años!
‘After one having worked for so many years!’); and

• subordinated expressions of desire, influence or need (Es mejor irse uno
caminando desde el barrio ‘it’s better for one to go walking from the neigh-
borhood’).

Other paradigms include the conditional, the perfect tenses, and the futures.
These forms were initially coded as independent factors. However, we amalga-
mated them due to low token counts and similar tendencies found in preliminary
analyses. Although this configuration departs from the traditional configuration
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practiced in pronombrista studies, it fits the nature of our linguistic variable. TMA
contributes to test whether the use of uno is linked to less definite or punctual
temporal reference, which could promote a generic reading (De Cock 2014: 203,
Hernanz 1990: 156), whereas perfective actions do not promote generic readings
(Monge 2002: 355). Moreover, analyzing the distinction between perfective and
imperfective actions – one of Hopper & Thompson’s (1980) transitivity compo-
nents – will also provide information about the effect of the focus of attention
on the subject.

3.4 The envelope of variation and the analysis

The envelope of variation employed here adheres to the Principle of Accountabil-
ity (Labov 1972: 72). We set the envelope of variation for this study in terms of the
exchangeability of uno and yo when these pronouns appear in a single speech
turn in clauses constituting answers to direct, personal questions explicitly ask-
ing the speaker to talk about her/himself. Example (9) below illustrates the en-
velope of variation and the uno/yo alternation. The fieldworker asked about the
speaker’s family. The speaker’s answer contains nine clauses whose pronominal
subject is either yo or uno. In the first of these clauses ([∅] subí ‘[I] went up-
stairs’), the null subject is yo ‘I.’ It is followed by four more instances of yo as the
subject. Then, uno ‘one’ appears as the subject of the sixth clause (uno se achanta
‘one backs down’), and yo is the subject again in the last two clauses.

(9) E.: ¿y qué le dijo su familia de eso?
I.: no, las niñas hermano / fue que la señora es la que me vio cuando [∅]

subí 1 sin zapatos // no, lo que pasó / yo cuando subí2 / yo me acuerdo3
que [ø] subí4 la subida y [∅] no me acuerdo5 quién había y quién no
… uno / uno se achanta6 y / todas esas veces que se toma uno7 unas
cervecitas por ahí en el centro / yo me alejé8 / pues [∅] me he alejado9
de todo eso. (MEDE H11-2)

‘E.: And what did your family tell you about that?
I.: no, the girls brother / my wife was the one who saw me when [I ]

went1 upstairs shoeless // no, what happened / when I went2 upstairs
/ I remember3 that [I ] went4 upstairs and [I ] don’t remember5 who
was there and who wasn’t ... one / one backs down6 and / all those
times when one drinks7 a few beers around downtown / I backed8
away / well [I ] have backed9 away from all that.’

Thus, to probe whether in Colombian Spanish uno is assuming first person
singular roles, we extracted from the corpus those clauses in which uno and yo
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appear in the same speech turn. Given that our dependent variable consists of the
alternation between uno and yo, we analyzed each of the 1582 tokens collected to
determine the interchangeability of both pronouns. During this preliminary ana-
lytical stage – upon further data scrutiny and collective consensus – we excluded
219 clauses in which yo and uno do not constitute a linguistic variable by not be-
ing interchangeable. One example of the exclusions is provided in (10), where the
speaker focuses on the hearer as the direct object of the enunciative verb digo
‘[I] tell’ and the occurrence of uno would render the clause ungrammatical.

(10) E.: ¿en qué le gustaría trabajar?
‘E.: what would you like to work on?’
I: amíme gustaría trabajar hombre... / en qué te [∅] digo / en / ya uno por

la edad no / nooo / no puede hacer trabajos pesados. (MEDE_H21_5)
‘I: I would like to work, man... / in what would [I] tell you / in / now

because of one’s age / nooo / one can no longer do heavy jobs.’

On the other hand, yo could not replace uno in clauses where the speakers’
intention is to provide a generic characterization to a statement that is valid to
all other persons and not exclusively to themselves, as illustrated in example (11):

(11) E.: ¿no le gustó el estudio / y ¿por qué?
‘E.: didn’t you like to study / and why?’
I.: ¡ah! / porque yo no sé / no / no / uno muchas veces así cuando está

pequeño por los / por los / por los amigos también que / muchas veces
uno se deja llevar. (MEDE H31-2)

‘I.: ah! / because I don’t know / no / no / many times when one is young
because of / because of / because of one’s friends too that / many times
one gets carried away.’

Thus, we analyzed the remaining 1363 tokens from sociolinguistic and prag-
matic perspectives seeking to probe whether the occurrence of either uno or yo
reflects the same discourse individualization process and expresses the speaker’s
positioning and experience in the same way. We coded our 1363 tokens in terms
of the predictors discussed above on Excel spreadsheets saved as comma-sepa-
rated-value files (.csv). We subsequently conducted a series of quantitative anal-
yses with Rbrul and Language Variation Suite (Scrivner & Díaz-Campos 2016) as
our statistical tools. The first analytical step in the quantitative exploration of
our data sample was a distributional analysis (Tagliamonte 2006: 193, 2012: 121)
presented in the next section. This was followed by a series of crosstabulations
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intended to detect factor interactions. Then, we analyzed our dataset through
a series of mixed-effects multivariate logistic regressions intended to probe hy-
potheses pertaining to each one of the predictor variables explored. Our multi-
variate analyses tested speaker as a random-effects predictor with the purpose of
probing whether any outliers may skew the results. We also tested attenuation
procedure and genericity inducers as a random-effects predictor. This was done
because this predictor, by having 18 factors, would have skewed the multivari-
ate regression results as well as the data distribution – with half of our tokens
having no attenuating elements.

4 Results

Our presentation of the results starts with the distribution of the variation be-
tween uno and yo. Subsequently, we address the predictors that significantly
condition the linguistic variable explored.

4.1 Distribution of variants

The distribution of uno and yo in interchangeable contexts inMedellín, presented
in Figure 1 and Table 2, shows that uno (52%) occurs slightlymore frequently than
yo (48%).

uno yo0

200

400

600

709 654
544

306

Su
bj
ec

t

overt null

Figure 1: Distribution of uno and yo in Medellín

Despite uno and yo being similarly distributed in contexts where they are inter-
changeable, overt subjects are more frequent with uno (77%) than with yo (47%).
That is, they register significantly different overt/null pronominal subject ratios
(𝜒2 = 128.6, 𝑝 < 0.001). The much more frequent occurrence of overt subjects
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Table 2: Distribution of uno and yo in Medellín

Subject type Variant Total

uno yo

Null subjects 165 (23%) 348 (53%) 513 (38%)
Overt subjects 544 (77%) 306 (47%) 850 (62%)
Total 709 (52%) 654 (48%) 1363 (100%)

with uno may stem from the fact that when uno occurs in speech, its first oc-
currence contains an overt subject whereas that is not the case with yo. These
results, as well as those from Barranquilla, Colombia (Hurtado & Ortega-Santos
2019: 51), are congruent with the first mention of uno being obligatorily overt
and its subsequent implications for SPE research.

4.2 Conditioning effects on the uno/yo alternation

The quantitative model likely to best explain the uno/yo alternation in our data
sample is illustrated in the random forest consisting of Figure 2, which is a
graphic representation of Table 3.4

Figure 2: Random forest illustrating the analytical model on the vari-
able uno/yo alternation in Medellín

4This random forest was established using Language Variation Suite (Scrivner & Díaz-Campos
2016). A random forest is a technique embodied in R that helps determine from a set of predic-
tors those most likely to significantly condition a dependent variable (Tagliamonte 2012: 152),
in our case the uno/yo alternation. A random forest contributes to enhance the explanatory
power of a multivariate regression analysis by providing a visual representation of the condi-
tioning on a given linguistic variable that illustrates the relative importance of each predictor.
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Table 3: Analytical model on the variable alternation between uno and
yo in Medellín

Predictor 𝑝 Range

Tense, mood & aspect (TMA) < 0.001 77
Transitivity < 0.001 51
Discourse genre < 0.001 34
Type of preceding subject 0.003 13
Polarity 0.033 10
Log likelihood = −739.9 AIC = 1517.8

The quantitative multivariate model of our data sample reveals that the uno/yo
alternation is significantly conditioned by all five predictors probed in our analy-
sis: TMA, transitivity, discourse genre, type of preceding subject, and polarity. As
previously stated (§3.4), this model also includes speaker as well as attenuation
procedure and genericity inducers, both tested as a random-effects factors; that
is, they were not tested for statistical significance. TMA emerges as the strongest
predictor variable, appearing as the farthest from the broken line in Figure 2 and
the predictor with the largest range value (77) in Table 3. The variation under
analysis is also strongly conditioned by transitivity and discourse genre. The dif-
ference in the relative conditioning strength of the stronger predictors (TMA,
transitivity, and discourse genre) and the weaker ones (type of preceding sub-
ject and polarity) is illustrated by the gap that appears in the middle of Figure 2,
which is also appreciable in Table 3 by the larger range values and smaller but
more statistically significant 𝑝-values for the top three predictors.

Overall, the conditioning effects on the uno/yo alternation validate its status
as a legitimate linguistic variable. The results corresponding to the condition-
ing effects for the different predictors are presented in the following paragraphs
according to their statistical ranges and 𝑝-values; that is, in the same order in
which they appear in Table 3.

4.3 Verb tense, mood and aspect (TMA)

TMA has the greatest conditioning effect on the uno/yo alternation. The results
in Table 4 reflect that there are specific contexts of use for either uno or yo. Infini-
tives and gerunds – the non-personal verb forms – strongly favor the occurrence
of uno (0.92). Verbs in the subjunctive mood (0.59) and those in the present in-
dicative – the most frequent tense with 64% of the data – (0.53) also favor the
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use of uno. At the same time, the imperfect indicative has a neutral effect (0.50)
which contrasts with its strongest effect on the alternation between overt and
null subjects in this speech community (Orozco & Hurtado 2021a). Conversely,
the compound tenses, the conditional and the future – amalgamated as a single
factor – (0.25) as well as the preterit indicative (0.15) strongly favor the use of yo
while disfavoring uno.

Table 4: Logistic regression analysis of the effect of TMA on the choice
of uno in Medellín

Factor Prob. Log-odds % uno 𝑁 % data

Infinitives & gerunds 0.92 2.42 91.2 52/57 4.2
Subjunctive 0.59 0.35 63.9 46/72 5.3
Present Indicative 0.53 0.09 55.4 486/878 64.4
Imperfect Indicative 0.50 −0.02 46.3 76/164 12.0
Othera 0.25 −1.12 31.6 36/114 8.4
Preterit Indicative 0.15 −1.72 16.7 13/78 5.7

Range = 77 𝑝 < 0.001

aCompound tenses, conditional & future

These tendencies differ from those registered for SPE in this community
(Orozco & Hurtado 2021a). Inter alia, in this analysis we include non-personal
verb forms, which are outside the envelope of variation in analyses of the alter-
nation between null and overt pronominal subjects.

The conditional inference tree5 (Figure 3) isolates TMA and transitivity – the
two strongest conditioners of the uno/yo alternation – from all other predictors.
It corroborates that TMA has the greatest conditioning effect on our linguistic
variable and transitivity also has a strong effect. Moreover, the conditional in-
ference tree shows how TMA intersects with transitivity. On the left-hand side,
node 2 bifurcates into node 4, which contains the TMA factors favoring the oc-
currence of uno (infinitives/gerund and subjunctives), and node 3 which contains
the transitivity factors that disfavor uno (epistemic clauses). On the right-hand

5This conditional inference tree was established using Language Variation Suite (Scrivner &
Díaz-Campos 2016). A conditional inference tree, like a random forest, is another technique
embodied in R which also contributes to enhance the explanatory power of a multivariate re-
gression analysis by highlighting complex interactions within a dataset. One advantage of a
conditional inference tree is that it shows “the subtle interactions in the data using a hierar-
chical display” (Tagliamonte 2012: 153).
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side, node 7 bifurcates into the two TMA factors (preterit indicative and others)
that favor yo by disfavoring the occurrence of uno; that is, nodes 8 and 9, respec-
tively.

Figure 3: Conditional inference tree for TMA and transitivity

4.4 Transitivity

The results for transitivity (Table 5, page 224) uncover that verbs with different
degrees of transitivity favor the occurrence of uno, regardless of whether uno
competes with the object for the focus of attention. Instead, epistemic/evidential
clauses with one participant promote the occurrence of yo. This is an important
finding, as it corroborates what previous studies had already indicated: cognitive
verbs behave differently with regard to the use of yo. In pronombrista studies,
cognitive verbs have been found to favor first person singular overt pronomi-
nal subjects, possibly because the structure of yo + epistemic/evidential verbs +
clause is so frequent, that it can be considered a “prefabricated unit” (Travis &
Torres Cacoullos 2012: 739).

4.5 Discourse genre

As Table 6 (page 224) shows, opinion statements strongly promote unowith a sta-
tistical weight of 0.71. At the same time, hypothetical situations exert a neutral
effect (0.47) whereas narrations favor the selection of yo. These findings clearly
indicate that the link between yo and the most personal discursive types, on the
one hand, and uno with argumentative discourse, on the other, is maintained. Be-
cause narrations mainly consisted of reporting events that happened in the past
or were currently happening at data collection time, those actions are considered
realis forms, high in transitivity (Hopper & Thompson 1980). As irrealis forms
are low in transitivity, attention is focused on the subject, in this case, expressed
by uno. This use could be explained as a mitigation strategy, as the speaker ex-
presses opinions.
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Table 5: Logistic regression analysis. Effect of transitivity and compe-
tition for the focus of attention on the use of uno in Medellín. “#P”:
Number of participants

Factor #P Prob. Logodds % uno 𝑁 % data

Verb with prepositional
complement

2 0.67 0.71 64.4 29/45 3.3

Intransitive 1 0.59 0.35 56.7 216/381 28.0
Transitive 2/3 0.59 0.38 56.0 255/455 33.4
Reflexive 1 0.56 0.25 55.0 116/211 15.5
Transitive with null
object

2 0.50 0.01 44.9 53/118 8.7

Epistemic +
complement clause

1 0.16 −1.70 26.1 40/153 11.2

Range = 51 𝑝 < 0.001

Table 6: Logistic regression analysis. Effect of discourse genre on the
choice of uno in Medellín

Factor Prob. Logodds % uno 𝑁 % data

Opinion 0.71 0.89 68.9 354/514 37.7
Hypothetical situations 0.47 −0.12 49.7 99/199 14.6
Narrative 0.32 −0.77 39.4 256/650 47.7

Range = 37 𝑝 < 0.001

Table 7: Logistic regression analysis. Effect of type of preceding subject
on the choice of uno in Medellín

Factor Prob. Logodds %uno 𝑁 %data

Overt subjects 0.56 0.22 57.6 285/495 36.3
Others 0.52 0.07 53.9 173/321 23.6
Null subjects 0.43 −0.29 45.9 251/547 40.1

Range = 13 𝑝 = 0.003
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4.6 Type of preceding subject

As Table 7 (page 224) shows, preceding overt pronominal subjects favor the se-
lection of uno with a statistical weight of 0.56, confirming that an overt pronoun
precedes a coreferent uno. Preceding null subjects, by disfavoring uno, promote
the occurrence of yo (0.43). Concurrently, all other subjects (lexical subjects and
demonstratives) have a neutral effect (0.52).

The conditioning effect of type of preceding subject is similar to what happens
across the board with SPE (Cameron & Flores-Ferrán 2004), which has been at-
tested in several Colombian speech communities including Medellín (Orozco &
Hurtado 2021a), Cali (Torres Cacoullos & Travis 2019), Barranquilla, and the New
York City Colombian enclave (Orozco 2018: 104), respectively. Moreover, these
tendencies uncover that the conditioning effect of priming on variation in Span-
ish extends to the uno/yo alternation.

4.7 Polarity

Results for polarity (Table 8) reveal that affirmative statements favor the occur-
rence of uno with a probability weight of 0.55. Nevertheless, negative statements
favor the occurrence of yo with a weight of 0.45, a tendency contrary to findings
by Flores-Ferrán (2009).

Table 8: Logistic regression analysis. Effect of polarity on the choice of
uno in Medellín

Factor Prob. Log-odds % uno 𝑁 % data

Affirmative 0.55 0.22 54.1 629/1162 85.3
Negative 0.45 −0.22 39.8 80/201 14.7

Range = 10 𝑝 = 0.033

4.8 Attenuation procedure and genericity inducers

The effects of the attenuating procedure on the uno/yo alternation reveal the
pragmatic dynamics involved in the expression of impersonality. Due to the na-
ture of this predictor,6 as indicated above (§3.4), we tested its effect as a random

6Attenuation procedure and genericity inducers comprise what for a multivariate regression
constitutes a large number of factors – initially 18; later reduced to 14 – which would render
skewed results if included in a multivariate analysis.
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effects factor to measure the pragmatic conditioning on the alternation between
uno and yo. In general (see Table 9), we found that uno favors the use of atten-
uating elements more than yo, which suggests that the greater the number of
resources available to the speaker, the higher the degree of mitigation (Cestero
Mancera 2020: 368). The speaker uses uno as follows:

• to reduce their agentivity by placing the subject in a postverbal position
(0.75);

• with two or three more attenuating elements (0.65);

• in justifying or apologizing constructions (0.64);

• with adverbial inductors of genericity – especially adverbs of time – (0.57);

• with resources that involve the addressee to draw the interlocutor’s atten-
tion (0.54); and

• with diminutives (0.53).

Conversely, yo is used mainly without attenuating elements, with strategies
expressing doubt, probability and reformulation, with resources that imperson-
alize, and especially with epistemic markers that indicate uncertainty, lack of
knowledge or competence (34 of 39 cases), such as no sé ‘I don’t know’ to estab-
lish their personal deixis (Caffi 2007).

In previous SPE investigations (cf. Flores-Ferrán 2009), uno has been analyzed
in terms of its morphosyntactic properties. This investigation extends the ana-
lytical scope to its pragmatic properties.

5 Discussion

This variationist investigation has explored the alternation between the Spanish
subject pronouns uno and yo – an underexplored pronominal expression phe-
nomenon – in terms of the extension of uno to other morphosyntactic and se-
mantic domains, mainly that of first person singular. Our study has addressed
three research questions and a main hypothesis. Interestingly, uno and yo are
interchangeable when they occur within a single speech turn even if they do not
indicate impersonality. In fact, in our data sample, they are interchangeable in
1363 or 82% of the 1582 clauses with either pronoun as the subject. The answer
to our first research question (How are uno and yo distributed when they appear
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interchangeably within a single speech turn, and what predictor variables condi-
tion their alternation?) reveals that both pronouns are similarly distributed al-
though uno (52%) is slightly more frequent than yo (48%). The internal predictors
that most strongly condition the uno/yo alternation are TMA, transitivity, and
discourse genre. Our analysis uncovered that uno is favored by low transitivity
contexts such as impersonal verb forms (infinitives and gerunds), imperfective
actions (present indicative) and irrealis forms (subjunctive mood and opinion),
which promote the focus of attention to remain on the subject. Concurrently, yo
is favored in high transitivity contexts where the focus is more on the action and
the object, as happens in perfective actions (preterit) and realis discursive types
such as narration.

The findings for TMA are especially important, not only because this predic-
tor exerted the strongest conditioning influence, but also because they partially
support the premise that actions involving impersonal pronouns are framed pref-
erentially in the habitual present and the imperfect (Muñiz Cachón 1998), given
that the imperfect indicative has a neutral effect, as example (12) illustrates.

(12) E.: ¿y qué le dijo su familia de eso?
‘E: And what did your family tell you about that?
I.: no las niñas hermano / fue que la señora es la que me vio cuando [∅]

subí sin zapatos // no lo que pasó / yo cuando subí / yo me acuerdo que
[∅] subí la subida y [∅] no me acuerdo quién había y quién no … uno
/ uno se achanta y / todas esas veces que se toma uno unas cervecitas
por ahí en el centro / yo me alejé / pues [∅] me he alejado de todo eso.
(MEDE H11-2)

‘I.: no, the girls brother / my wife was the one who saw me when [I ]
went1 upstairs shoeless // no, what happened / when I went2 upstairs /
I remember3 that [I ] went4 upstairs and [I ] don’t remember5 who was
there and who wasn’t ... one / one backs down6 and / all those times
when one drinks7 a few beers around downtown / I backed8 away/ well
[I ] have backed9 away from all that.’

The strongest favoring effect of non-finite forms (infinitives and gerunds amal-
gamated as a single factor [0.92]) on uno can be related to the premise that,
as these forms do not provide morphological information about tense, aspect
and person, they are often used as infinitives of generic interpretation (Real
Academia Española 2009: 2002). Our results also concur with those of Flores-
Ferrán’s (2009), given that uno was also used more frequently in preposition +
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subject + infinitive constructions (39%). There were also cases in which the in-
finitive appears after subordinate clauses (14.6%), with the occurrence of uno +
infinitive subordinated to a subjunctive clause, as example (13) illustrates. This
also occurs frequently in our data in the coreference between subjects with in-
finitives and the subject of the subordinating clause whose verb occurs in the
subjunctive (14):

(13) ¿Qué [∅] pienso? pues / ojalá que cambie / ojalá que cambie / porque uno
ver uno por donde pasa y // [∅] ve gente muerta y // eso es muy duro uno
ver gente ahí tirada. (MEDE_ M11_4)
‘What do I think? well [I hope] it changes/ hopefully [it] will change be-
cause one to see where one passes and [one] sees dead people and // that is
very hard one to see people lying there.’

(14) E.: ¿qué es lo que más le gusta? / algún espacio / ¿o le gusta porque se
siente cómodo? / ¿qué es lo que más le gusta de su casa?

‘E.: ‘What do you like best? / some space / or do you like it because you
feel comfortable? / what do you like most about your house?’

I.: Pues que uno se sienta cómodo / estar bien esto y esto. (MEDE_H11_2)
‘I.: ‘Well that one feels comfortable / to be well this and this.’

In both cases, the infinitive obtains temporal information from the predicates
to which it is subordinated (Real Academia Española 2009: 1976).

However, when we analyzed the role of the number of participants, we found
no effect of the competition for the focus of attention on the selection of uno.
Instead, yowas considerably favored by epistemic/evidential verbs that introduce
complement clauses, in which the speaker expresses a stance toward the content
of that clause. This is an important finding because Posio (2011) and Hurtado
& Ortega-Santos (2019) have found a correlation between low transitivity verbs
with one participant and the overt expression of yo and uno, respectively. Our
findings regarding the uno/yo alternation corroborate that besides the influence
of low transitivity verbs and the focus of attention on the subject, speakers also
favor yo to express a stance with epistemic verbs, as suggested by Posio (2011).
The use of yo with low transitivity verbs is also evident in the favoring effect of
the attenuation procedure of expressing uncertainty, incompetence or ignorance.
No sé ‘I don’t know’ was the recurrent form in this category, a negated verb
which indicates the degree of commitment of the speaker toward what is said.
It is also interesting that, in Medellín, the use of yo happens not only with this
downgrading strategy that involves the speaker, but also with impersonalization
mechanisms that indicate distancing from the speaker (Cestero Mancera 2020).
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The answer to our second research question (In what discursive contexts are
uno and yo used interchangeably?) reveals that, in certain interchangeable con-
texts, uno and yo share the same tendencies: with present indicative and hy-
pothetical situations; with attenuation procedures that limit or restrict (conces-
sivity, expressions with conditional meaning, modal use of verb tenses), modal
discourse particles for objectivization, and approximators. These findings con-
tribute to validate the premise that uno has extended semantically and pragmat-
ically beyond the third person singular – as it is morphosyntactically inflected –
to contexts now shared with the first-person singular pronoun.

The tendencies for discourse genre contribute to answer our third research
question (What functions are most commonly assumed by each pronoun, and how
do uno and yo construct/create the discursive subject?), as they suggest a clear
differentiation of discursive functions. Uno assumes the function of expressing
opinions about the city and its people, whereas yo assumes narrative functions
(personal experiences). Concomitantly, both pronouns equally facilitate the for-
mulation of hypothetical discourse. Despite the tendencies for the other predic-
tors that condition the uno/yo alternation not reflecting a clear differentiation of
functions, uno appears to facilitate the expression of the subjunctive and non-
personal verb forms, overt pronominal subjects, and postverbal subjects, respec-
tively. On the other hand, yo appears to assume the expression of the preterit,
epistemicity, null subjects, as well as that of verbs and particles that feign uncer-
tainty, incompetence, or ignorance.

With regard to TMA, the strongest favoring effect of impersonal forms on
uno (statistical weight 0.92) highlights the effect of a factor that is not measured
in classic pronombrista studies because non-finite, impersonal forms are outside
the SPE envelope of variation given that such forms do not facilitate the iden-
tification of the grammatical person of a null subject (Otheguy & Zentella 2012,
Orozco 2018). Concurrently, a priming effect is evident, as the tendencies for type
of preceding subject uncover the favorable effect of a preceding overt subject on
uno whereas yo is promoted by preceding null subjects. This priming effect, be-
ing similar to the priming effect on SPE, constitutes a structural commonality
between the uno/yo alternation and the alternation between null and overt pro-
nominal subjects.

6 Conclusion

The present variationist study corroborates the strong effect of uno promoting
the occurrence of overt pronominal subjects previously reported in Medellín
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(Orozco & Hurtado 2021b: 717). Here we have shown how uno has entered the
morphosyntactic and semantic domain of the first person singular. Our results
uncover that there is not a complete reduction of the impersonal reference in all
cases where uno and yo alternate as sentential subjects within a single speech
turn. Among other things, our analysis has demonstrated that the uno/yo alter-
nation constitutes a linguistic variable in its own right. Along with the goals of
this volume, this chapter contributes to augment our collective knowledge of
pronominal expression and related linguistic phenomena. Our investigation also
contributes to show that the analysis of pronominal expression still has much to
contribute to the study of language variation and change.
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1 Introduction

In this chapter, we want to focus on non-anaphoric third person plural subjects.
Non-anaphoric third person plurals consist of a verb agreeingwith a third person
null subject which, contrary to their anaphoric counterparts, lack an antecedent
in the linguistic context. This is why we resort to the term “non-anaphoric third
person plurals”, followingCabredoHofherr (2006).More specifically, wewill look
into the impact of the presence of a discourse participant object, that is, an object
in first or second person (be it direct or indirect), on the use of this form. We will
do this through a comparison with non-discourse participant object pronouns
(third person forms), focusing particularly on the ones referring to an animate
entity, since those are most likely to have similar functions to the (by definition
animate) discourse participants.

Example (1) combines a non-anaphoric third person plural (han criticado ‘have
criticized’) with a first person pronoun object pronoun (me ‘me’) and illustrates
the phenomenon we are interested in.

(1) Los sistemas eléctricos son una de las características que los diferencian y
también otros importantes, pero alargaría mucho esto y ya me han
criticado por largas respuestas, pero si quieres aprender tienes que leer.
Saludos (YAHOO)
‘Electrical systems are one of the features that differentiate them and also
other important ones, but I would lengthen this a lot and they already
have criticized me for long answers, but if you want to learn you have to
read. Regards’

Non-anaphoric third person plural forms have mainly been studied as imper-
sonal constructions and have been considered to have a “non-referential human
subject which excludes the speaker and the addressee” (Siewierska & Papastathi
2011: 577). Given the above, non-anaphoric uses of the third person plural are
considered “to be impersonal under the functional, agent defocusing view of
impersonality which associates defocusing of an agent with loss of subject sta-
tus and/or lack of full referentiality” (Siewierska 2010: 74). As such, this use can
be considered functionally similar to passive structures. Such agent-defocusing
structures, among which we can find constructions such as the periphrastic pas-
sive (auxiliary with a past participle), the se-construction or the numeral-based
uno, defocus or demote the agent of a verbal clause through under-elaboration,
non-elaboration or both processes (see Siewierska 2008). As Spanish is a pro-
drop language, the presence of a subject pronoun is not obligatory, the subject
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being retrievable from the verbal morphology. Traditionally, it has been consid-
ered that the presence of a subject pronoun even cancels the non-anaphoric read-
ing of the Spanish third person plural form (Fernández Soriano & Táboas Baylín
1999: 1739). However, Shin & Otheguy (2005) have shown that in some varieties
of Spanish, a non-anaphoric reading is possible with overt ellos ‘they’. Such cases
were not found in the data studied for the present analysis.

Focusing on colloquial English, Weiner & Labov (1983: 35–36) show that the
non-anaphoric third person plural can be considered a major alternative for the
agentless passive. De Cock (2014: 194) has shown previously that it is also much
more frequent in Spanish informal spoken interaction than in more formal spo-
ken interactions, such as TV debates or parliamentary debates. In the more for-
mal interactions, other agent-defocusing structures such as the se-passive and the
periphrastic passive are more frequent, suggesting that in some cases the non-
anaphoric third person plural can function as an alternative for Spanish agent-
less passive constructions. While there is a wider variety of agent-defocusing
constructions in Spanish, we focus particularly on the alternation between a pe-
riphrastic passive and a non-anaphoric third person plural form, which has been
described more amply for English. We will occasionally refer to the alternation
between the non-anaphoric third person plural form and other agent-defocusing
constructions as well, but refer the reader to Pierre (2021) for a more elaborate
analysis of the interaction between all agent-defocusing constructions.

Different uses of the non-anaphoric third person plural form have been identi-
fied among others by Cabredo Hofherr (2006) and brought together in a semantic
map by Siewierska & Papastathi (2011), based on criteria such as the delimitation
through a locative, predicative, time or inference. Posio (2015) looks into the ap-
plicability of this proposal for Spanish. Through a study of a translation corpus of
some Harry Potter chapters, Siewierska & Papastathi (2011) point out the impor-
tance of analyzing the role of speech act verbs with non-anaphoric third person
plural forms (2011: 606). In order to investigate the importance of speech act verbs
(and other verbs), we will analyze with which verb types the non-anaphoric third
person plurals occur in various genres. We then expect these speech act verbs to
be frequently used with non-anaphoric third person plurals. Wewill furthermore
look into the impact of the presence of an object pronoun, particularly discourse
participant object pronouns, in order to offer a more detailed account of the im-
pact of the verb type and the presence of a discourse participant on the use of
non-anaphoric third person plural subjects.

Indeed, we wish to focus on the presence of discourse participant object pro-
nouns with these constructions since they are often the most referential element
of the utterance, given that the human subject is non-referential (Siewierska &
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Papastathi 2011: 577). We thus expect this highly referential element to have an
impact on the utterance as a whole and to fulfill a more crucial role for the dis-
cursive progression than the non-specific third person plural subjects.

The article is structured as follows. Data and methodology are presented in §2.
Using comparable corpora from different situations, we start by offering a quan-
titative overview of the data (§3). Then, in §4, we analyze with which semantic
verb types and with which semantic roles these (non)-discourse participant pro-
nouns occur (§4.1). The analysis then focuses on the pragmatic-discursive effects
of the construction choice on the presentation of the first and second person
(§4.2). Finally, we examine the presence of the phenomenon in function of genre
and register variation (§4.3). §5 synthesizes our main observations and presents
the general conclusions drawn from this corpus-based study.

2 Data and methodology

In order to obtain a fine-grained description of the presence of direct object pro-
nouns with non-anaphoric third person plurals, the present investigation looks
into the presence of this phenomenon in both formal and informal registers and
oral and written modes. Formal data consist of excerpts from the Wikipedia cor-
pus (Reese et al. 2010) for the written part and from European parliamentary
debates (PROCEP) for the oral part. Only two occurrences of a non-anaphoric
third person plural with a discourse participant were found in formal data. We
will thus not provide further information on these corpora (for more details see
Pierre 2021: 74–78) but the low frequency of the phenomenon in formal data is in
itself a relevant finding. The informal written part consists of extracts from the
Spanish version of the Yahoo-based Contrastive Corpus Questions & Answers
(see De Smet 2009) compiled from the digital forum Yahoo Questions and An-
swers. A total of 46,603 words from daily life topics such as means of transporta-
tion and food habits has been analyzed. The informal oral part of the data comes
from the corpus Español Lengua Oral (ESLORAv.2) (see Barcala et al. 2018 or
Vázquez Rozas et al. 2020 for a detailed description of the corpus) and consists of
spontaneous conversations between two ormore interlocutors, usually friends or
relatives, recorded between 2007 and 2015. The metadata available with the cor-
pus allowed us to select only the participants whose main language is Castilian
Spanish and to ensure that they use it on a daily basis. Participants whose na-
tive and main language was Galician or another official language of Spain were
discarded. Similarly to the data selected from the digital forum, conversations
mainly address topics from day-to-day life. The oral corpus totals 76,749 words.
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This greater size of the oral corpus compared to the written one is explained
by the fact that the data used in the present work are part of a larger investiga-
tion on structures that are functionally similar to the passive, which are, overall,
less frequent in oral data (Pierre 2021: 80) and required a larger corpus to collect
sufficient material. All the examples used in this Chapter are presented in their
original form and, thus, may contain non-standard language.

The degree of formality of language production can bemeasured following var-
ious methods such as the heuristic one suggested by Heylighen &Dewaele (1999)
or the continuum offered by Briz (2010) which considers features such as the rela-
tion between the interlocutors, the degree of shared knowledge, the setting and
the topic of the interaction and the planning and the tone of the discourse (Briz
2010). We rely on this latter methodology to classify the data used in the present
study and thus consider the interactions collected from the Yahoo and ESLORA
corpora as informal language, whereas the fragments extracted from Wikipedia
articles and parliamentary debates exhibit a higher degree of formality and are
classified as samples of formal language.

All occurrences of non-anaphoric third person plurals were extracted by a
combination of automatized searches. This process was carried out in the corpus
processing systemUnitex,1 a text searching program that allows the automatic re-
trieval of linguistic phenomena. This process was followed by a manual revision
to ensure the agent-defocusing character of each example. A manual annotation
of the data was then performed on all the non-anaphoric third person plurals.
Two parameters have been annotated: (i) the verb types, following the taxon-
omy developed in the Alternancias de Diátesis y Esquemas Sintáctico-Semánticos
del Español (ADESSE) project (García-Miguel & Albertuz 2005), designed by the
University of Vigo (Spain) and (ii) the syntactic and semantic role of the (non)-
discourse participants.

3 Quantitative overview

Following the extraction methodology presented above, a total of 498 occur-
rences of non-anaphoric third person plurals was extracted, which gives a nor-
malized frequency of 23.85 structures per ten thousand words. Out of this set,
a manual revision and annotation made it possible to identify non-anaphoric
third person plurals used with a discourse participant (first and second person
object pronouns) and/or a non-discourse participant object pronoun (third per-
son object pronoun). No cases of usted/ustedes, the polite form of address of the

1Unitex/GramLab retrieved from https://unitexgramlab.org/fr.
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pronoun you, were found in our data. This amounts to 274 occurrences2 of (non)-
discourse participant object pronouns, which represents more than half of all the
occurrences of the non-anaphoric third person plurals. These occurrences consti-
tute the final data set of the present study. The next two examples illustrate cases
of non-anaphoric third person plurals with a discourse participant (the second
person singular te ‘you’ in Example (2)) and with a non-discourse participant,
illustrated in (3) with a third person plural pronoun les.3

(2) H2 no se me ocurrí[a tampoco pero es que] si hacía esas cosas mi
padre me daba un / so[papo]

Speaker 2 ‘I didn’t thin[k of it either but] if I did those things my father
would give me a / s[lap]’

H1 [ni se te ocurría]
Speaker 1 ‘[you wouldn’t even think of it]’

H1 [sí oh] <inint> <Pausa>
Speaker 1 ‘[yes oh] <inint> <Pause>’

H2 y me decía / <cita>[no vuelves] a salir en [tu vida]</cita>
Speaker 2 ‘and he would tell me / <quote>[you’ll never again] go out in

[your life] </quote>’
H1 [lo que pasa que]

Speaker 1 ‘[the thing is]’
H1 [ahora no se les] puede pegar que que= es maltrato infantil / y

te pueden denunciar <Pausa> ¿sabes?
Speaker 1 ‘[now you can’t] hit them that= it’s child abuse / and they can

report you <Pause> you know?’
H2 pues te voy a decir una [cosa]

Speaker 2 ‘Well, I’m going to tell you [something]’
H1 [fff] <Pausa>

Speaker 1 [fff] <Pause>
H2 unas hostias a tiempo solucionan muchas cosas

Speaker 2 ‘A few punches in time will solve a lot of things.’ (ESLORA)

2Nineteen occurrences of non-anaphoric third person plurals combine two discourse partici-
pants, one in direct object position and one an indirect object position. This phenomenon is
illustrated and discussed in §3.

3We have slightly modified the transcriptions of the ESLORA corpus in order to distinguish the
pauses more clearly from the remainder of the production.

242



9 Discourse participants in impersonal constructions

(3) H2 que una vez se quejaron los peregrinos que= que les habían
cobrado por= / meterlos en un pabellón porque normalmente
<Pausa>

Speaker 1 ‘that pilgrims once complained that= they had been charged
for= / putting them in a pavilion because they were normally
<Pause>’

H1 es gratis
Speaker 1 ‘it’s free’ (ESLORA)

Third person pronouns represent participants who are not directly involved
in the interaction but rather participants about whom certain facts or events are
reported.

Table 1: Distribution of (non-discourse) participants according to their
syntactic role and animate nature (raw frequencies).

Raw number direct object Raw number indirect objcet

Type of Ani- Inani- Indetermi- Animate Inanimate Total
participant mate mate nate

1sg 16 0 0 34 0 50
1pl 1 0 1 4 0 6
2sg 12 0 0 54 0 66
2pl 0 0 0 3 0 3
Sub-total 29 0 1 95 0 125
3sg 14 65 2 23 3 107
3pl 17 13 1 9 2 42
Sub-total 31 78 3 32 5 149
Total 274

As indicated in Table 1, 125 non-anaphoric third person plurals appear with
a discourse participant object pronoun and 149 with a third person object pro-
noun. When used with a discourse participant, results show that it is preferably
a singular pronoun since, out of the 125 discourse participants, first and second
person singular pronouns total 50 and 66 occurrences, respectively. The overall
dominance of singular pronouns can partly be due to first and second person
singular pronouns being generally more frequent than their plural counterparts
in our data. These two object pronouns are illustrated in (4) and (5), respectively.
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(4) H2 el ciclo este que quiero hacer después de= de lo de Forestales
que es de= / también de Forestales de lo de= <Pausa>

Speaker 2 ‘the cycle that I want to do after= the Forestry course which is
from= / also from Forestry from= <Pause>’

H1 sí <Pausa>
Speaker 1 ‘yes <Pause>’

H2 <#> ¿cómo se llama? / gestor del= // de recursos forestales o
algo así <Pausa> al tener la carrera me convalidan en primero
/ dos asignaturas <Pausa>

Speaker 2 ‘<#> what is it called? / manager of the= // of forestry
resources or something like that Pause as I have the degree
they validate me in the first / two subjects <Pause>’ (ESLORA)

(5) H2 pero no la llamaron de ningún lado y [empez]ó ahí porque
necesitaba dinero

Speaker 2 ‘but they didn’t call her from anywhere and she [started]
there because she needed money’

H1 [claro] claro <Pausa>
Speaker 1 ‘[of course] of course <Pause>’

H2 pues es lo que hay que hacer <Pausa> tú has estudiado para
<Pausa> pues para trabajar [si]

Speaker 2 ‘so that’s what you have to do <Pause> you have studied for
<Pause> so to work [if]’

H1 [<inint>] pues ya te llamarán= [<inint>]
Speaker 1 ‘[<inint>] then they will call you= [<inint>]’

H2 [si hay suerte] <Pausa>
Speaker 2 ‘[if there is luck] <Pause>’ (ESLORA)

Though in substantially more limited proportions, it is interesting to note that
plural discourse participants are not absent from non-anaphoric third person
plurals.

(6) Me gustaría hacer un par de puntualizaciones en este sentido. Está bien
que hablemos de limitaciones de la producción, pero estas limitaciones de
la producción tienen que venir asociadas al concepto de soberanía alimen-
taria, porque lo que no puede ser es que nos hagan lo mismo que con la
leche: no nos digan — a España — que tenemos que producir menos leche
para que se invada nuestro mercado de leche extranjera, porque eso no nos
hace más sostenibles, nos hace más pobres. (PROCEP)
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‘I would like to make a couple of clarifications in this regard. It is right
that we talk about production limitations, but these production limitations
must be associated with the concept of food sovereignty, because what can-
not be is that they do the same to us as with milk: they do not tell us – Spain
– that we have to produce less milk so that our market is invaded by for-
eign milk, because that does not make us more sustainable, it makes us
poorer.’

Example (6), an excerpt from parliamentary debates, shows an instance with
the first person plural object pronoun nos (‘us’). This ties in with a higher over-
all presence of first person plural forms in parliamentary debates, where speak-
ers typically are spokespersons for a whole group, typically their political party
(Gelabert-Desnoyer 2006a,b, De Cock 2014: 35). In this excerpt from the Euro-
pean Parliament, the speaker specifies that she speaks for her whole national
group (by referring to a España), thus resolving a possible ambiguity between
reference to the political or national identity.

While first and second person pronouns, that is, pronouns encoding partici-
pants directly involved in the interaction, are rarely used in the plural in our
data, third person plural pronouns, illustrated in (7) with the direct object pro-
noun las ‘them’, tend to be more commonly employed.

(7) H1 [parece ser que es bas]tante timo el bufé<@@> <Pausa>
Speaker 1 ‘[it seems to be qui]te a fraud the buffet<@@> <Pause>’

H2 ¿sí? <Pausa>
Speaker 2 ‘Yes? <Pause>’

H1 creo que son= para entrar diez euros <Pausa> pero tienes que
tomar una consumición <Pausa> y las consumiciones dicen
que las clavan= bien clavadas <Pausa>

Speaker 1 ‘I think it’s= ten euros to get in <Pause> but you have to have
a drink <Pause> and they say that the drinks they ripped
them off = well ripped off <Pause>’

H2 ¡bua! pues yo cuando fui a Barcelona Pausa pagué diez euros /
con= bebida incluida

Speaker 2 ‘Wow! well when I went to Barcelona <Pause> I paid ten
euros / with= drink included’ (ESLORA)

We also analyzed the syntactic role of the discourse participant, that is, direct
or indirect object and identified its nature (animate versus inanimate), as it inter-
acts with the verb type used in the construction.
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A look at the syntactic role of the object pronouns reveals that discourse par-
ticipants are preferably used as indirect objects, that is, as the receiver or the
beneficiary of the action (95 occurrences out of 125), and especially the second
person singular pronoun (54 occurrences). However, a larger set of data would
be necessary to confirm the tendency. A comparison with non-discourse partic-
ipants shows that, while discourse participants are preferably used as indirect
objects, non-discourse participants are rather direct objects, reflecting more gen-
eral tendencies of indirect objects often having animate referents. The relatively
high proportion of inanimate third person singular pronouns (65 occurrences out
of 107 third person singular pronouns) largely contributes to this result.

The analysis also highlights 19 cases where both a direct and indirect object
pronoun co-occur with the non-anaphoric third person plural. In our data, these
cases always combine a discourse with a non-discourse participant, as illustrated
in (8), which includes a third person direct object lo ‘it’ and a first person indirect
object me ‘me’.

(8) H2 que sí que= había visto algún- disfraces muy chulos y todo / lo
[que pasa que] yo no entiendo nada de lo de= ya te digo de
Comadres y todas estas historias porque nunca me lo
[explicaron tampoco]

Speaker 2 ‘that yes that= I had seen some very cool costumes and
everything / what [happens that] I don’t understand anything
about= I’m telling you about Comadres and all these stories
because they never [explained it to me either].’

H1 [claro][pues eso / Comadres] y Compadres es así creo que es
un día que se disfrazan todos de ho- mujeres y otro día
también pero es más de postureo [¿sabes?]
Speaker 1 ‘[of course] [so that / Comadres] and Compadres is
like that I think it’s a day when they all dress up as me-
women and another day too but it’s more like pretending
[you know?]’ (ESLORA)

As will be discussed in §4.1, the syntactic role of the object pronouns is closely
linked to the semantics of the verb.

Regarding the nature of the object pronouns, that is, animate versus inani-
mate,4 results indicate that animate pronouns dominate, whether the object dis-
course participant acts as a direct complement or an indirect one. The tendency

4Three occurrences where categorized as indeterminate. In these cases it was not possible to
determine the nature of the pronoun due to a lack of context.
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is not observed when the object pronoun does not act as a discourse participant,
in other words, when it is a third person pronoun (9).

(9) H1 bueno yo mañana sin falta lo pago sí porque yo creo que estoy
fuera de plazo total= <Pausa>

Speaker 1 ‘well tomorrow without fail I will pay it yes because I think I
am out of schedule total= <Pause>’

H1 y si la cortan por lo menos que no sea de noche <Pausa>
Speaker 1 ‘and if they cut it, at least not at night <Pause>’

H2 sí / toma to[ma] H1 vete a saber si mañana nos levantamos sin
luz ¡eh!

Speaker 2 ‘yes / take ta[ke] H1 you never know if tomorrow we’ll wake
up without electricity, eh!’ (ESLORA)

Third person pronouns display a clear trend towards the substitution of direct
object nouns referring to inanimate entities (9) or part of the discourse (10). The
alternative for (9) in a periphrastic passive, namely [la electricidad] es cortada
‘the electricity is cut off’ is imaginable but unlikely in colloquial language, un-
derlining again the importance of the non-anaphoric third person plural as an
agent-defocusing strategy in this register.

(10) H1 y si faltas a la práctica / estás suspenso [/ tú eliges o ha]cer
huelga o ir a la prácti[ca]

Speaker 1 ‘and if you miss practice / you are suspended [/ you choose
whether to] strike or go to prac[tice]’

H2 [ho]y lo dije[ron lo dijeron] en la manifestación rollo que
había profesores

Speaker 2 ‘[to]day [they said it said it]’ in the strike that they were
teachers’

H1 [<dud>hay dos</dud>] <Pausa>
Speaker 1 ‘[<doubt>there are two</doubt>] <Pause>’

H2 incluso ponían exámenes a propósito estos tres días para que
la gente no faltara

Speaker 2 ‘they even put exams on purpose these three days so that
people wouldn’t be absent’ (ESLORA)

It is interesting to note that when third person direct object pronouns are used
to substitute an animate entity, they do not stand for humans but also frequently
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refer to an animal (18 occurrences out of 31). In our data, this result does not
apply to indirect object pronouns since animals account for 2 occurrences out of
32.

In addition to the variation in number and person, in syntactic role and na-
ture of the object, the analysis has revealed that discourse participants included
in non-anaphoric third person plurals fulfil different semantic roles, as will be
discussed in more detail in the qualitative analysis.

4 Exploring the data: A qualitative analysis

4.1 Types of processes

The analysis of the type of process involved in a non-anaphoric third person plu-
ral with and without an object pronoun provides valuable insights into the un-
derstanding of the use of the agent-defocusing mechanism and the subsequent
semantic roles of discourse participants.

Experience “consists of a flow of events, or ‘goings-on’” (Halliday & Matthies-
sen 2014: 170). In Halliday’s (1994) terminology, this flow of events is divided
into different process types which reflect experiences of happening, doing, sens-
ing, saying, being or having (see Halliday & Matthiessen 1999). They unfold
through time and have participants being directly involved in this process in
some way; and, in addition, there may be circumstances of time, space, cause,
manner or one of a few other types (Halliday & Matthiessen 2014: 170). Building
on this systemic functional approach and the adapted classification offered in the
ADESSE database (Alternancias de Diátesis y Esquemas Sintáctico-Semánticos del
Español), designed by the University of Vigo (Spain) (García-Miguel & Albertuz
2005), verbs will be classified according to the type of process they reflect: men-
tal, relational, material, verbal, existential and modulation5 (labelled according to
García-Miguel & Albertuz 2005’s work).

Let us first compare the behaviour of non-anaphoric third person plurals with
and without object pronouns. Tables 2 and 3 reveal that when used with object
pronouns, verbs of possession largely predominate (31.9%, 81 occurrences), fol-
lowed by verbs of communication and verbs denoting spaces. These findings will
be deepened in what follows. A different picture emerges when non-anaphoric

5Modulation processes include verbs expressing causation (e.g., to help or to allow), acceptation
(e.g., to accept or to reject), disposition (e.g., to dare or to try) and verbs of support. This lat-
ter category gathers verbs that combine with nominal clauses to form semantically complex
phrases which confer another meaning on them than the one conveyed by the base verb.
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Table 2: Verb types in non-anaphoric third person plurals with direct
and indirect object pronouns vs. without object pronouns (raw frequen-
cies (%)).

Main Subtype of Non- Non- Examples
category of process anaphoric anaphoric
process 3pl 3pl

with without
object object
pronouns pronouns

Mental Sensation 2 (0.8) 3 (3.5) querer (‘to
love, to
want’)

Perception 12 (4.7) 0 ver (‘to see’)
Cognition 3 (1.2) 5 (5.8) enseñar (‘to

teach’)

Relational Attribution 9 (3.5) 2 (2.3) asignar (‘to
assign’)

Possession 81 (31.9) 7 (8.1) cobrar (‘to
charge’),
pagar (‘to
pay)

Material Space 31 (12.2) 23 (26.7) guardar (‘to
keep’),
aislar, (‘to
isolate’)

Change 23 (9.1) 5 (5.8) reconstruir
(‘to rebuild’)

Other facts 16 (6.3) 3 (3.5) utilizar (‘to
use’)

Behaviour 5 (2) 1 (1.2) violar (‘to
rape’)
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Table 3: Verb types in non-anaphoric third person plurals with direct
and indirect object pronouns vs. without object pronouns (raw frequen-
cies (%)).

Main Subtype of Non- Non- Examples
category of process anaphoric anaphoric
process 3PL 3PL

with without
object object
pronouns pronouns

Verbal Communi- 50 (19.7) 30 (34.9) explicar (‘to
cation explain’),

decir (‘to say’)
Assessment 2 (0.8) 0 criticar (‘to

critize’)

Modulation Causation 4 (1.6) 0 ayudar (‘to
help’)

Acceptation 3 (1.2) 2 (2.3) aceptar (‘to
accept’)

Verbs of 9 (3.5) 4 (4.7) darse cuenta
support (‘to realize’)

Existential Phase-Time 2 (0.8) 1 (1.2) desencadenar
(‘to trigger’)

Life 2 (0.8) 0 embarazar (‘to
get [sb]
pregnant’)

Not 1 (0.4) 0
codifiable
due to
truncated
utterance

Total 255 (100) 86 (100)
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third person plural subjects do not co-occur with object pronouns, since it ap-
pears that possession verbs are hardly used (8.1%) while communication verbs
(34.9%) and, to a smaller extent, space verbs (26.7%) are the only two prevalent
categories. These results point towards a different use of the non-anaphoric third
person plurals when accompanied by object pronouns.

Interestingly, when non-anaphoric third person plurals are used with object
pronouns, the study indicates that the results can be influenced by the frequent
use of specific verbs. It is the case for the semantic category communicationwhere
the verb decir (‘to say’) predominates, followed by the verb llamar (‘to call’). A
similar pattern occurs with possession verbs, where the verb dar (‘to give’) largely
dominates, followed by pagar (‘to pay’) and vender (‘to sell’). The tendency for
one or a restricted number of verbs to appear frequently is not noticed in the se-
mantic category that includes space verbs. These observations lead us to assume
that, depending on the semantic category, it is either a specific verb within the
category or the semantics of the category itself which plays a decisive role in
explaining the behaviour of non-anaphoric third person plurals. A brief review
of the structure without object pronouns reveals a comparable phenomenon, the
only difference being that tener (‘to have’) is the most frequent verb in the cate-
gory possession verbs. As figures are lower when non-anaphoric third persons do
not occur with an object pronoun, this result should be considered with caution.

In what follows, we will examine the potential association of object pronouns
with the different types of verbs.

We now focus on discourse participants. It can be seen from Table 46 that two
categories largely predominate: possession verbs, which pertain to the head cate-
gory relational verbs, and communication, which is one of the two subtypes of ver-
bal types of processes. The dominance of these types ties in with the dominance
of indirect object forms among discourse participant object pronouns shown in
Table 1, since these verbs privilege an indirect object. This high frequency of com-
munication verbs further underpins the suggestion of Siewierska & Papastathi
(2011) to create a specific category of these verbs in their non-episodic use in the
analysis of non-anaphoric third person plural forms.

Verbs of possession are the most common verbs used with discourse partici-
pants (37.6%, 47 occurrences). This type of verb traditionally receives two seman-
tic labels: belonging, where an entity owns (part of) another entity, and transfer,
which implies a change of owner of an entity, where a transfer from an agent
(initial owner) to a recipient (final owner) takes place (García-Miguel & Albertuz

6The total of Table 4 amounts to 274 as it includes the 19 cases that combine both a direct and
an indirect object.
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Table 4: Verb types in non-anaphoric third person plurals occurring
with object pronouns referring to discourse participants vs. not refer-
ring to discourse participants (raw frequencies (%)).

Main category Subtype of Discourse Non-discourse
of process process participant participant

Raw number Raw number
(%) (%)

Mental Sensation 1 (0.8) 1 (0.7)
Perception 7 (5.6) 6 (4)
Cognition 2 (1.6) 1 (0.7)

Relational Attribution 4 (3.2) 6 (4)
Possession 47 (37.6) 43 (28.9)

Material Space 17 (13.6) 18 (12.1)
Change 2 (1.6) 23 (15.4)
Other facts 2 (1.6) 15 (10.1)
Behaviour 2 (1.6) 3 (2)

Verbal Communication 29 (23.2) 22 (14.8)

Assessment 2 (1.6) 0

Modulation Causation 3 (2.4) 1 (0.7)
Acceptation 2 (1.6) 1 (0.7)
Verbs of support 4 (3.2) 5 (3.4)

Existential Phase-Time 0 2 (1.3)
Life 0 2 (1.3)

Not codifiable 1 (0.8) 0

Total 125 (100) 149 (100)
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2005). Example (11) illustrates this category with the verb pagan (‘they pay’) ac-
companied by the discourse participant te ‘you’, in a discussion between pilots
and trainee pilots.

(11) el descanso es depende del trabajo que tengas si vuelas una aerolinea o si
vuelas un privado si es de una aerolinea es por horas son ciertas horas al
mes si vuelas mas te pagan mas y si vuelas menos te pagan lo mismo (…).
(YAHOO)
‘the rest depends on the job you have if you fly an airline or if you fly
private if it is an airline it is by hours it is a certain number of hours per
month if you fly more they pay you more and if you fly less they pay you
the same (…).’

There is a transfer, of money in this case, from the agent (the person in charge
of salaries in the airline) to the recipient (the pronoun te ‘you’), which would
refer to a person working as a pilot or a flight attendant. Based on this deictic
use of te, this second person singular form can be interpreted in the context of
the forum as entailing a broader reference possibly including other forum mem-
bers and the speaker’s own experience. In her scalar interpretation of reference
of second person singular forms, Kluge (2012: 91) qualifies this use as “anyone
but addressee as a typical representative”. The discourse participant object oc-
cupies a recipient role, becoming the ultimate possessor. Relational verbs serve
to characterize and to identify (Halliday & Matthiessen 2004: 210). This type of
verb thus helps to establish the relationship among different entities (Ammara
et al. 2019). Relational processes, and more particularly verbs of possession, are
perfect candidates for the presence of an object since these verbs usually require
reference to more than one entity, the main one being the subject. As explained
by Halliday &Matthiessen (2004: 213), while clauses including amaterial process
can appear with only one participant, relational verbs imply at least two partici-
pants. Our results indicate that in the examined construction these participants
are mainly indirect objects.

Verbal types of processes express acts of saying, within which participants
function either as sayer, verbiage, receiver or addressee (Halliday & Matthiessen
2004). Communication verbs are the second most frequent type of verb process
with 23.2% (29 occurrences). This type of verb is a typical resource to transfer
information from one participant to another. As explained by Pierre (2021), ver-
bal types of processes “engage the speaker on the cognitive and communication
level” (2021: 146). Example (12) illustrates a case of a non-anaphoric third person
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plural used with a verbal process dicen ‘tell’ and including a discourse partici-
pant, which is, in this case, the second person singular te ‘you’. The discourse
participant pronoun has then a recipient role.

(12) entre otras cosas, en el curso te dicen a ke velocidad debes despegar y
aterrizar el avion ke te asignaron, a cuantos grados debes girar los flaps
segun el clima y la pista, o ke velocidad de crucero debes mantener. en un
determinado viaje.. osea la informacion basica suerte! (YAHOO)
‘among other things, in the course they tell you at what speed you should
take off and land the plane you have been assigned, how many degrees
you should turn the flaps depending on the weather and the runway, or
what cruising speed you should maintain on a given trip... that is the
basic information, good luck!’

Thus, the two most frequent verb types place the discourse participant object
in the recipient role, configured as an indirect object. This shows that the use
of these object pronouns with an agent-defocusing strategy, leaving the subject
underdetermined, typically configures roles in a context of transfer to a recipient,
and not in an inversion of the agent-patient scheme asmay be the case with some
other agent-defocusing structures, such as the periphrastic passive.

In addition to processes of possession and communication, verbs denoting space
also occur with discourse participants (17 occurrences out of 125, which represent
13.6% of our data).

(13) [speaking about cleaning service]
H1 porque= / yo // en plan / estaba en= // en la habitación

<Pausa>
Speaker 1 ‘because I was in the room <Pause>’

H2 hm <Pausa>
Speaker 2 ‘hm <Pause>’

H1 y= aún no ac- / no aún no había acabado ¿sabes? // de= [de] //
estaba tomando el desayuno / y me echaron básicamente
¿sabes? me dijeron

Speaker 1 ‘and not yet / no I wasn’t done yet you know? // of= [of] // I
was having breakfast / and they basically kicked me out you
know? they said to me’

H2 [hm]
Speaker 2 ‘[hm] <Pause>’
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H1 <cita>bueno vamos a limpiar la otra habitación <Pausa>
Speaker 1 ‘<quote>well we’re going to clean the other room <Pause>’

H1 y venimos</cita> // ¿sabes? <Pausa>
Speaker 1 ‘and we’re coming</quote> // you know // <Pause>’

H1 de esto que <Pausa> no habían pasado ni cinco minutos
¿sabes? // y ya habían venido entonces me fui para vues- /
para= vuestra habitación

Speaker 1 ‘from this that <Pause> it wasn’t even five minutes later you
know // and they had already come so I went to your- / to=
your room.’ (ESLORA)

In Example (13), the object discourse participant, here the first person singular
expressed through the pronoun me ‘me’, undergoes a change of location: an un-
specified agent causes Speaker 1 to leave the room, thus representing the speaker
as undergoing a (hostile) action by a group of agents that remains underdeter-
mined. It then underlines the power relation between the patient and agent.

It has to be noted that the other types of processes present a low frequency
of use. Existential verbs, which express processes linked to life, existence and
phase-time relations, are even absent from non-anaphoric third person plural
with discourse participants. This may seem logical since existential verbs typi-
cally have only one argument, Moreover, a low frequency of use of existential
verbs was already found in non-anaphoric third person plurals, regardless of the
presence of discourse participants (Pierre 2021: 204) (see also Tables 2 and 3).

A closer look at the type of verb processes engaged in non-anaphoric third
person plurals co-occurring with a third person object pronoun reveals a rel-
atively different picture. While possession verbs remain the dominant types of
verb processes, they occur in a smaller proportion (28.9%) in comparison with
non-anaphoric third person plurals with discourse participant objects (37.6%). In
addition, Table 4 indicates that communication verbs are slightly less used with
non-discourse participants. This category of verb presents a similar frequency
of use as verbs expressing spaces (14), changes (15) or other facts (16). The latter
two categories appear as rather typical of verbs occurring with non-discourse
participants.

(14) viaje por Air Canada, cuando llegue a CYYZ me no encontre mi maleta,
informe en el aeropuerto y me dieron un numero, llame y a los dos dias la
vinieron a dejar a la casa… creo que podrias hacer lo mismo o denunciar a
la empresa… (YAHOO)
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‘I travelled by Air Canada, when I arrived at CYYZ I couldn’t find my suit-
case, I informed the airport and they gave me a number, I called and two
days later they came to drop it off at the house... I think you could do the
same or report the company...’

(15) estube viendo un especial del A380, en NatGeo Channel de como lo hicie-
ron desde el diseño hasta su construcción etc, está super interesante ese
programa. hablaron de todo, lo de los wingets, como acortaron sus alas
acortaron las medidas, donde lo construyen, todo lo que recorre para ir a la
linea de ensamblaje final etc. (YAHOO)
‘I was watching a special of the A380, on NatGeo Channel about how they
made it from design to construction etc, it was very interesting this pro-
gram. they talked about everything, the winglets, how they shortened the
wings, where they build it, everything it goes through to go to the final
assembly line, etc.’

(16) Sin embargo en otras paginas encontre que era un sistema que se diseño en
los 60 para los modulos Apolo de la NASA y de ahi lo utilizaron en algunos
tipos de misiles a principios de los 70 Honeywell lo ofrecio a Douglas y fue
ahi que surgio primeramente montarlo en simuladores, IBM fabricaba los
chips y tenian gran variedad de fallas comenzando con sobrecalentamiento.
(YAHOO)
‘However on other pages I found that it was a system that was designed
in the 60’s for Apollo modules of the NASA and from there they used it
in some types of missiles in the early 70’s Honeywell offered it to Douglas
and it was there that it was first mounted in simulators, IBMmanufactured
the chips and they had a variety of failures starting with overheating.’

The verb phrase vinieron a dejar (‘came to drop off’) in (14) illustrates the
category space, where the pronoun la which substitutes the suitcase (maleta) is
moved from one place to another. In (15), the verb construyen ‘build’ implies a
change of state, from non-existence to creation, including the necessary steps to
be created. Example (16) illustrates a verb classified as ‘others’. This rather het-
erogeneous category includes verbs referring to a physical type of action that
does not meet the criteria to be related to changes, space or behaviour. In (16),
the verb utilizaron (‘used’) denotes a physical manipulation but the patient, here
the pronoun lo, does not suffer any modification.

Verbs expressing spaces, changes and other facts, pertain to the head category
material verbs. Our analysis points, thus, towards the use ofmaterial verbs, which
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refer to physical actions, as a key characteristic of occurrences with non-dis-
course participants. This ties in with the high presence of inanimate non-dis-
course participant object pronouns, which are more likely to be the object of a
material verb.

As a preliminary conclusion, this leads us to assume that the type of verb
and the type of participant involved (or not) in the discourse are closely asso-
ciated. The results have shown that the use of discourse participant objects is
favoured by the presence of relational verbs, followed by communication verbs.
Non-discourse participant objects also appear with these categories, though in
smaller proportions. Our analysis has indicated that this type of object clearly
links to material verbs (changes, spaces and other facts), a characteristic not ob-
served in the behaviour of discourse participant objects. Finally, non-anaphoric
third person plurals usedwithout any object pronouns exhibit amarked tendency
for communication verbs and, to a lesser extent, for space verbs. The analysis has,
thus, helped us highlight the importance of the type of verb in the variation of
the presence and the specificities of object pronouns, as well as the types of verbs
that are most used with the non-specific third person plural form.

4.2 Impact of the construction on the representation: A
pragmatic-discursive approach

In this section, we will adopt a more pragmatic-discursive analysis and focus
on the impact of the construction of a non-anaphoric third person plural with a
discourse participant object on the conceptualization of the event. We will also
discuss contrasts with non-discourse participant objects and the construction
without an object.

Let us first focus on the utterances with a communication verb, one of themost
frequent verb types with this construction. Siewierska & Papastathi consider that
the non-episodic uses with say should be considered a separate type, rather than
being considered as falling under the vague type proposed by Cabredo Hofherr
(2003, 2006), which is linked to a specific moment in time (Siewierska & Papas-
tathi 2011: 585). Other cases with communication verbs are, however, episodic.
In many cases, the discourse participant object pronoun continues the reference
of a deictic form in the preceding utterances (or is continued in what follows),
showing the central position of the deictic forms for the development of topic
continuity. This analysis of the broader discursive context shows indeed that,
although the non-anaphoric third person plural form is the subject, the object
pronoun with reference to a discourse participant is actually the form that an-
chors the utterance in the interaction, by referring to the speaker or addressee,
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and that ensures the topic continuity with regard to the preceding and follow-
ing parts of the interaction. Thus, from a discursive perspective, focusing on the
discourse participant object is key to analyzing the utterance in the broader con-
text. Example (17), an episodic use, illustrates this with a conversation concerning
surgery on the broken leg of Speaker 1 (H1).

(17) HI (…) me operé en enero mes y medio me llamaron [con la
historia d]el seguro

Speaker 1 (…) ‘I got surgery in January a month and a half later they
called me [about] the insurance’

H3 claro.
Speaker 3 ‘of course.’

HI ¿qué pasa? / que como me la había roto antes,
Speaker 1 ‘What happens? That, since I had broken it previously,’

H3 [sí]
Speaker 3 ‘Yes’

HI era un seguro de fractura
Speaker 1 ‘it was a fracture insurance (…)’ (ESLORA)

The first person singular object pronoun continues the narrative about being
operated on (me operé ‘I got surgery’) and is further taken up when recount-
ing a previous fracture (me la había roto antes ‘I had broken it previously’). We
see then a clear configuration where the object pronoun refers to one of the
discourse participants and constitutes the main thread of the narrative through
co-reference with previous mention of the speaker. The non-anaphoric third per-
son plural can be interpreted through contextual information (con la historia del
seguro ‘about the matter of the insurance’) as referring to the insurance company
and its actions towards the discourse participant, showing the importance of the
agent-defocusing strategy for the discursive development.

However, not all 1st and 2nd person object pronouns combine deictic anchoring
with establishing topic continuity through coreference. Indeed, in various cases,
the discourse participant object does not establish a coreference with preceding
or following references, as in (18). It is then the main element that anchors the
utterance in the interaction.

(18) No es una planta inteligente. Tiene formas de supervivencia, pero de
ninguna manera inteligencia. O sea te mintieron!!! (YAHOO)
‘It is not an intelligent plant. It has forms of survival but by no means
intelligence. So they lied to you!!!’
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The third person object pronouns that appear with communication verbs are
mainly the direct object, that is the topic of communication. Only 11 are indirect
objects, typically anaphorical, and have an antecedent that is linked to the dis-
course participants via a possessive pronoun, e.g., mi amigo in (19). Thus, while
the third person object pronoun is ensuring topic continuity, the presence of a de-
ictic form in the wider context establishes a link with the speaker, thus showing
again that, while the non-anaphoric subject is underdetermined, the contribution
of Speaker 1 as a whole is clearly tied into the ongoing interaction.

(19) H1 bueno / entonces / mi amigo ~Diego y su amiga ~Nuria
Salgado decidieron presentarse

Speaker 1 ‘well / then / my friend Diego and his friend Nuria Salgado
decided to be candidates.’

H2 ¿y los cogen?
Speaker 2 ‘and do they take them?’

H1 por qué / nadie lo sabe // pero en plan= <Pausa> hizo= / o sea /
se- llamaron por teléfono les hicieron una entrevista rápida por
teléfono // y les dijeron que ya les avisarían y esa misma tarde
les mandaron un correo // con un cuestionario de noventa
preguntas cada u- / noventa y cuatro preguntas cada uno

Speaker 1 ‘why / no one knows // but as a way of… <Pause> he did / so /
they- they called by phone they interviewed them quickly by
phone // and they told them that they would inform them and
that same afternoon they sent them a mail // with a
questionnaire of ninety questions each / ninety-four
questions each’ (ESLORA)

If we contrast these uses with non-anaphoric third person plural forms with
communication verbs but without an object pronoun, as in (20), we see a different
picture. This is in addition a non-episodic use.

(20) H1 [la se]rie
Speaker 1 ‘[the ser]ies’

H2 [ah] <Pausa>
Speaker 2 ‘[ah] <Pause>’

H2 no sé <Pausa>
Speaker 2 ‘I don’t know <Pause>’
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H1 dicen que es muy buena también
Speaker 1 ‘they say that it’s really good as well.’ (ESLORA)

In those caseswhere there is no topic continuity nor deictic anchoring, the non-
specific nature of the subject pronoun becomes the dominant feature. It functions
then as a kind of evidential strategy, referring to hearsay but without further
information. This hearsay meaning is also present in the uses with an object
pronoun, but the presence of the concrete object pronoun puts the focus on the
(highly specific) recipient of the message.

When investigating the non-anaphorical third person plurals overall, it should
be noted that some of the second person singular object pronouns allow a reading
that is not merely deictic. Indeed, as pointed out by Posio (2016: 4), in a so-called
impersonal use of the second person singular “the speaker may be included or
excluded and the reference may concern either a group of people or an individ-
ual”. Following Kluge (2012: 89), we refer to the generic use of the second person
singular and opt for “a scalar model of referentiation of the second person singu-
lar, with five more or less well-defined focal points”. This proposal ranges from a
speaker reference I hiding behind you over anyone (a generic use) to you as term
of address, with intermediary forms where respectively I or you are representa-
tive of a larger entity. While most cases included in our data deictically refer to
the hearer, some cases include other uses on the scale, where the position of the
discourse participant merits further discussion. Thus, (21) illustrates a reference
to ‘anyone’, clearly not anchored in the speaker or hearer’s personal experience,
since the interlocutors conclude they will have to go one day to this club, re-
vealing that they do not have a concrete experience yet. However, the link to
the discourse participants remains present in that they are discussing their own
options to go there.

(21) H1 me dijo eso que que te [cobraban bastan]te
Speaker 1 ‘he told me that that they [charged you quite a lo]t’

H2 [cucadas] <Pausa>
Speaker 2 ‘[cute things] <Pause>’

H1 pero no sé <Pausa> habrá que ir un [día]
Speaker 1 ‘but I don’t know <Pause> we’ll have to go one [day].’

(ESLORA)

Example (22), by contrast, refers to the speaker as a representative of a larger
entity, which may include the hearer. Indeed, the speaker narrates a personal
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experience as advice for the hearer. The generic reading then does not at all
preclude a reference to the discourse participants. Quite the contrary, it often
involves both speaker and hearer.

(22) H1 un trenecito turístico de Monforte a Orense que te costaba= //
(no sé) // veinte euros / creo que era

Speaker 1 ‘A tourist train from Monforte to Orense that costed you I
don’t know twenty euros I think it was’

H2 [hm / hm / hm / hm] hm / hm
Speaker 2 ‘hm hm hm hm hm hm’

HI te subías al tren / te llevaban de Monforte a Orense / antes de
llegar a Orense te hacían un recorr- / hacían un recorrido por
to da= la = / ciudad

Speaker 1 ‘you got on the train they took you from Monforte to Orense
before reaching Orense they took you for a tour through the
town.’ (ESLORA)

In Example (23) Speaker 1 fears electricity will be cut off due to late payment.
Speaker 2 explains that advance warning is given, addressing this to Speaker 1
but also representing more general information concerning how electricity com-
panies work.

(23) H1 [no si / me puedes dar para la fac]tura de la luz [que no sé
cuánto será] y que mañana a primera hora [tengo que pa]gar

Speaker 1 ‘[not if you / can give me for the light bill, since I don’t know
how much it will be] and tomorrow first thing [I have to p]ay’

H2 [<inint>] H2 [<inint>] <Pausa>
Speaker 2 ‘(not understandable) <Pause>’

H1 ¿qué hago? llamo= / y digo que no me llegó el recibo / que me
den algo pa- / un código para [pagar o]= en /en internet ¿no?

Speaker 1 ‘What do I do? I call and say that the receipt didn’t arrive that
they give me a code to [pay or] on internet, didn’t they?’

H2 [claro] <Pausa> H2 <inint> <Pausa>
Speaker 2 ‘Indeed <Pause> (not understandable) <Pause>’

H1 antes de que salgan a cortarla porque no te digo yo que no
vengan mañana [a cortarla ¿eh? // de] hecho no te aseguro yo
que no hayan venido ya y que no hayan encontrado el
por[tal]</dud>
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Speaker 1 ‘before they go out to cut it off because I don’t tell you that
they won’t come tomorrow [to cut it off] actually I can’t
assure you that they haven’t come already and that they
haven’t found the por[tal]’

H2 [<inint>] H2 [no] no / te tienen / te tienen que dar un aviso /
te dan un aviso

Speaker 2 ‘(not understandable) no no they have to give you a
notification they give you a notification’ (ESLORA)

Again, though the reference is larger than a strictly deictic one, it does involve
one of the discourse participants concretely and thus maintains a deictic anchor-
ing. It falls under the use described by Kluge (2012: 89) as “anyone, but addressee
as a typical representative”, since the addressee’s concrete situation is the start-
ing point for a reference that can cover more people but in which the addressee
remains included.

Thus, these cases where a second person with a not exclusively deictic use ap-
pears still are to be considered as references to discourse participants and by no
means make the whole construction impersonal. Overall, the agent-defocusing
effect of the non-anaphoric third person plural forms then entails a more promi-
nent position for the (discourse participant) object pronoun as compared to the
less prominent non-anaphoric third person plural form, rather than a low referen-
tiality for the utterance as a whole. Indeed, these discourse participant pronouns
are then the main reference in the ongoing interaction, relating to one of the
interaction participants, and as such occupy a crucial position.

4.3 Mode and register variation

The literature shows that the use of non-anaphoric third person plurals, regard-
less of the presence of a discourse participant object, is specific to spontaneous
interactions (Siewierska & Papastathi 2011: 585). Pierre (2021: 118) indicates that
this non-referential mechanism appears more typically in informal oral mode,
though themechanism is still relatively frequent in written informal productions.
A closer look at the mechanism used with object (non)-discourse participants
confirms the tendency to appear in discursive situations considered informal (see
Table 5). However, it seems that the preference for appearing in oral rather than
written types of data is less marked when the non-anaphoric third person plurals
co-occur with object pronouns. Indeed, the results reveal a normalized frequency
of 21.9 occurrences per ten thousand words in the oral data used for this study
and 18.2 in the written data used in this study.
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Table 5: Distribution of (non)-discourse participants in formal and in-
formal data (raw frequencies (normalized per ten thousand words)).
Frequencies (“freq.”) are given twice, as both raw and normalized.

Discourse participant Non discourse
participant (only)

1st person 2nd person 3rd person Total

Freq. % Freq. % Freq. % Freq. %

Informal data
Oral 43 (5.6) 25.6 38 (4.9) 22.6 87 (11.3) 51.8 168(21.9) 100
(ESLORA)
Written 11 (2.4) 12.9 31 (6.6) 36.5 43 (9.2) 50.7 85 (18.2) 100
(Yahoo Q&A)

Formal data
Oral 2 (0.5) 100 0 0 0 0 2 (0.5) 100
(PROCEP)
Written 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0
(Wikipedia)

Table 5 provides more details on the distribution of object pronouns across the
four types of language production used to collect the data of the present study
(two different modes and two different registers). Since, as previously explained,
nineteen occurrences combine two participants, where at least one of them is a
non-discourse participant, Table 5 only includes non-discourse participants oc-
curring alone, that is, without the simultaneous presence of another participant.
This prevents counting twice those utterances that contain a combination of par-
ticipants and allows us to focus on how the register and the mode impact the
presence of discourse versus non-discourse participants.

As shown in Table 5, it is especially the first person singular form that appears
in the informal spoken mode (25.6% of all object pronouns occurring in informal
oral data compared to 12.9% in informal written data), whereas the second per-
son singular form appears more in the informal written mode (36.5% and 22.6%,
respectively). This finding thus points towards a more interlocutor-oriented ap-
proach in written productions than what is observed in conversational situations.
This finding can be related to the specific advice-giving function of the Yahoo
Q&A forum, where addressing the interlocutor is a crucial feature. As shown in
the previous section, this second person form is not always to be interpreted in
a purely deictic way, though. The dominance of the first person object pronoun
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in informal oral mode ties in with overall research results concerning the use of
deictics in informal oral interactions (see De Cock 2014: 35) and with the liter-
ature concerning person reference in different modes and registers. They thus
highlight the impact of the nature of the language production.

The higher presence of first person pronouns in informal oral conversations
suggests that this type of conversation engages the speakermuchmore than com-
municative exchanges achieved through the written mode. When looking at the
research body on the use of reference to discourse participants in English, deic-
tic forms have been associated with spoken mode, and non-deictic and canonical
passive constructions with written mode (Biber 1988). The presence of deictics in
spoken mode has also been pointed out by Chafe (1982), who formulates this ten-
dency in terms of involvement, as opposed to the detachment reflected e.g. in the
use of passives in the written mode. Ochs pointed out the higher use of passives
in planned discourse vs. the preference for active constructions in unplanned
discourse (Ochs 1979: 76). The constructions we focus on in this paper can be ex-
plained partly through these findings. Indeed, the use of a non-anaphoric third
person plural form as an alternative to a passive form in informal conversation
can be explained in part through the preference for active constructions in un-
planned discourse, leading to the Spanish periphrastic passive being even less
frequent in unplanned spoken discourse than it already is in other genres. When
adapting Chafe’s (1982) and Biber’s (1988) ideas to Spanish, we have to take into
account, however, that the periphrastic passive is much less used in Spanish than
in English, since Spanish also has impersonal and passive constructions formed
with the third-person reflexive clitic se, the latter being muchmore frequent than
the periphrastic passive (see e.g., Laslop & Díaz 2010 or Pierre 2021), though
in some, mainly informal, spoken genres, the non-anaphoric third person plu-
ral form is more frequent than the se-passive (De Cock 2014: 194, Posio 2015,
Pierre 2021: 117–118). The non-anaphoric third person plural form also competes
to some extent with these se-constructions (Siewierska 2011: 86). With regard
to our informal written data, they seem to behave differently from the written
mode commented upon by Biber (1988) and Chafe (1982), who looked into En-
glish formal written data. The written data from the Yahoo Q&A forum fall into
Ochs’ description of unplanned discourse and are informal (as can be seen also
by the lexical choices and spelling), though, which explains the presence of de-
ictics and the use of active constructions, rather than canonical passive ones or
se-constructions. Indeed, research has shown (Pierre 2021) that periphrastic pas-
sives and se-constructions occur more frequently in formal written texts than
in informal written texts, whereas the latter contain non-anaphoric third person
plural forms, which the former lack. In addition, Posio (2015: 384) shows that
there is no link between the degree of formality of the discourse and the pres-
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ence of the se-constructions, whereas a high degree of contextuality favours the
non-anaphoric third person plurals (Posio contrasts formality with contextuality,
following Heylighen & Dewaele 2002).

Finally, Table 5 reveals that the use of non-discourse participants remains sta-
ble as they total 51.8% of object pronouns in the informal oral corpus and 50.7%
of object pronouns in the informal written corpus. These results seem to indicate
that the use of pronouns referring to discourse participants is more influenced
by the type of language production than the use of pronouns referring to non-
discourse participants.

Summarizing the behavior of non-anaphoric third person plurals occurring
with vs. without pronouns referring to discourse participants in two registers and
modes of productions, the following results can be put forward. Typically, the
non-anaphoric third person plural is associated with informal situations, which
confirms what is reported in the literature. Within oral data, discourse partic-
ipants tend to be oriented towards the speaker whereas in written data they
rather involve the interlocutor. It can thus be suggested that the distribution
of participants is considerably impacted by the degree of formality and the mode
of production of the language, but also by the specificities of the genre (informal
oral conversations and written exchanges on a digital forum). However, as the
figures are low, these tendencies need to be confirmed.

5 Conclusions

In this study, we have looked into the Spanish non-anaphoric third person plural
form. Following earlier research, we focus on the verb types with which these
forms are used. Given the non-referential nature of the subject, we have paid
particular attention to the cases in which they appear with a referential object
pronoun, be it a discourse participant or non-discourse participant.

Through an analysis of corpora representing informal and formal oral and
written genres, we have shown that the non-anaphoric third person plural form
is virtually absent in formal genres, which is in line with previous findings by,
e.g., De Cock (2014), Pierre (2021). Siewierska & Papastathi (2011: 606) also argue
that the structure is particularly related to spontaneous conversations. A more
detailed analysis of the occurrences found in our datasets has shown that ref-
erences to discourse participants tend to occur as indirect object in the roles of
receiver or beneficiary, whereas the non-discourse participant objects are rather
used as direct objects, in line with more general tendencies of indirect objects
being typically animate. The non-discourse participant objects refer mainly to
inanimate entities (altogether another type of referent than the necessarily an-
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imate discourse participants). Note that the animate non-discourse participant
objects mainly refer to animals, rather than humans.

The analysis of the verb types has shown that the use of discourse participant
objects in the examined construction is favoured by the presence of relational
verbs, followed by communication verbs. This furthermore ties in with the use
of discourse participant object pronouns as indirect objects in a receiver or bene-
ficiary role. As such, both the verb semantics and the thematic role of the object
pronoun play a role. Also, non-anaphoric third person plurals without any ob-
ject pronoun are frequently used with communication verbs, regularly in a non-
episodic use. These results support Siewierska & Papastathi’s (2011) suggestion
to consider non-episodic uses of speech act verbs as a separate category in the
study of non-anaphoric third person plural forms.

Our pragmatic-discursive analysis sheds light on the impact of using a refer-
ential discourse participant object pronoun with a non-referential subject pro-
noun. In the absence of a referential subject, it is above all these deictic object
forms that ensure the anchoring in the ongoing interaction and frequently also
ensure topic continuity. The non-discourse participants, third person objects, on
the other hand, tend to be anaphoric but about one third of the occurrences in
our corpus include a deictic reference by means of a possessive pronoun in the
object or in a coreferential object to which it refers. Some pronouns referring
to discourse participants are not used with a merely deictic reference, but also
allow for a generic reading. However, even in such cases the link with one or
more discourse participants remains present and such utterances are then not to
be considered entirely impersonal.

The specificities of the genres analyzed explain the preference for first per-
son object pronouns in informal conversation and second person singular object
pronouns in the Yahoo Q&A data, where participants answer questions. These re-
sults also show that it is the informal nature of the data, rather than their being
written or spoken, that influences the presence of non-anaphoric third person
plural forms, since the written and spoken informal datasets present similar fre-
quencies of non-anaphoric third person plural forms.

Through this study of non-anaphoric third person plural forms with particu-
lar attention to their use with discourse participant object pronouns, we have
aimed to contribute to the literature, which has hitherto focused mainly on the
non-referential subject. By examining referential objects and the verb types with
which the non-anaphoric third person plural forms appear, we hope to have con-
tributed to a more complete image of how discourse participant objects are used
with these forms, as well as to the place they hold in the development of interac-
tion.
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Corpora

Corpus para el estudio del español oral: http://eslora.usc.es, versión 2.0 de sep-
tiembre de 2020, ISSN: 2444-1430.

Proceedings from European Parliamentary debates (PROCEP): https://www.
europarl.europa.eu/plenary/en/debates-video.html

Wikicorpus V.1.0: Catalan, Spanish and English portion of Wikipedia, https://
www.cs.upc.edu/~nlp/wikicorpus/

Yahoo Contrastive Corpus of Questions and Answers: Compiled by Hendrik De
Smet at the Department of Linguistics, University of Leuven, 2009
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We will examine the uses of the noun phrase o senhor (formal ‘you’), as well as
its linguistic and discourse status. As a form of address, it has acquired features
that are typical of pronominal forms of address, with bleaching of semantic traits
that point to an ongoing process of grammaticalization. In European Portuguese,
despite being an issue that has been addressed several times, a comparison of the
existing theoretical explanations has yet to be accomplished. Furthermore, its us-
age has not been analysed in different discourse contexts so as to attest to these
changes. It is therefore necessary to revive and broaden the discussion. The data
we have employed in this analysis is taken from the corpus Perfil sociolinguístico
da fala bracarense (‘Sociolinguistic profile of Braga speech’), consisting of sociolin-
guistic interviews. We also built an ad hoc corpus, comprising political debates
and interviews. In addition, for specific questions, some data was obtained from
the CETEMPúblico corpus, and from the Davies & Ferreira corpus for diachronic
data. The overall goal of this study is the analysis of the linguistic and discourse
features of the address form o senhor. It is a qualitative approach, complemented
by quantitative analysis of the occurrences recorded.

The results of our study show that o senhor is a hybrid form of address, revealing
features from the two categories, the nominal form of address and the pronominal
form of address. The confrontation of diachronic and synchronic data shows that
the semantic values of the noun affect the current pragmatic values of the forms
of address (FA).
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1 Introduction

Nominal structures that show signs of a process of grammaticalization (cases
like a gente ‘us’, o senhor ‘Mr/you’, vossa excelência ‘your excellence/your lord-
ship/your grace’), changing from noun to pronoun, are a linguistic phenomenon
that has been studied extensively in European Portuguese (EP) and Brazilian Por-
tuguese (BP) (see, e.g, Cintra 1972, Nascimento 1987, Cook 1994–1995, Faraco 1996,
Pereira 2003, de Paiva Sória 2013, among many others). Some of these processes
certainly do not exhibit the same degree of grammaticalization in the two sta-
bilized varieties of the Portuguese language. Although some of these structures
in BP, such as a gente ‘us’, have been the focus of more studies than in EP, this
does not mean that identical processes have not also occurred in EP, and several
studies have been published on the topic (Nascimento 1987, Pereira 2003, Posio
2021, among others).

In the case of EP, although this issue has been addressed several times, a com-
parison of the proposed theoretical explanations of the form o senhor has yet to
be accomplished, nor has its usage in different discourse contexts been analysed
in order to identify the changes it has experienced. It is, therefore, necessary to
revive and broaden the discussion, paying particular attention to the actual uses
of o senhor.

In this chapter, we aim to gain new insights into the categorization and uses of
the noun phrase (NP) o senhor, as well as its linguistic and discourse status.1 As
a form of address (FA), we intend to show that o senhor is a hybrid form, whose
usage is at times closer to nominal forms of address (NFA) and at others closer
to pronominal forms of address (PFA).

Our analysis is based on a qualitative approach, due to the theoretical need to
consider the linguistic and extralinguistic contexts (situational, social, experien-
tial) in the description and explanation of how the object under study works in
discourse. This approach will be complemented by a quantitative examination of
the occurrences recorded in the corpus and an analysis of the results.

This chapter is organised as follows. After this brief Introduction (§1), the state
of the art is presented in §2, starting with an overview of the address system in
Contemporary European Portuguese (§2.1), followed by a review of the main the-
ories and previous studies on o senhor (§2.2). The theoretical and methodological
framework on which our analysis is based is described in §3. The following §4

1We will not analyse the morphosyntactic variants senhor/senhora, senhores/senhoras ‘Mr/Mrs/
Ms, sir/madam, gentlemen/ladies’ according to gender and number categories. In fact, these
variations are more complex and involve the morpho-phonetic, syntactic, semantic and prag-
matic levels that would require a different approach.
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is devoted to the analysis of the form of address o senhor, taking into account
also the vocative form senhor. This is a synchronic approach, completed by a
diachronic comparison. Historical data is employed to explain the current func-
tionalities of these forms. In §4.1, we present the changes the form has experi-
enced from a diachronic perspective and, in §4.2, from a synchronic perspective,
its occurrence and pragmatic-discursive features in different discourse genres,
namely, in sociolinguistic interviews (§4.2.1), as well as in television interviews
and electoral political debates (§4.2.2). The next section focuses on o senhor as the
only form of address (§4.3) and the process of phonetic erosion that is currently
taking place, namely in the terms sô, sor, se, and sotor (§4.4). This section ends
with a discussion of the results (§4.5). In §5, we present the final considerations
on the issues analysed, suggesting avenues for future research.

2 The address system in European Portuguese: State of
the art

2.1 Proposals to categorize the forms of address in European
Portuguese

The forms of address (FA) are a pragmatic category, central to the description and
analysis of discourse organization, especially in the construction of interpersonal
relations. In other words, they are “relationèmes” (Kerbrat-Orecchioni 1992: 37,
2010: 8). The importance of the role they play is evident in the bibliography on
the topic, which encompasses a wide range of theoretical frameworks (Cintra
1972, Medeiros 1985, Carreira 1997, 2004, Hammermüller 2004, Duarte 2010, 2011,
Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2010, and Scherre et al. 2015).

The FA have been systematically organized (Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2010: 8) into
two subcategories as pronominal forms of address (PFA) and nominal forms of
address (NFA), taking into account the lexical or pronominal nature of their
members, as well as their different semantic and pragmatic features and func-
tions. Amongst these, there are the semantic-pragmatic functions performed by
their constituent elements, namely a deictic (personal) pronominal function and
a nominal definitory function concerning the identity and other features of the
addressee, prototypically performed by PFA and NFA, respectively.2 They are

2According to Johnen (2014), “La distinction entre «déictique» et «définitoire» a été introduite
par Bühler (1982 [1934]: 114–120), faisant lui-même référence à Apollonius Dyscole, pour saisir
la différence entre pronoms (dont la fonction est déictique, car ils font partie du «système
d’orientation subjective ici-maintenant-moi», Bühler 1982 [1934]: 149) et substantifs (dont la
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complementary functions, in that the deictic function is prototypical of the FA
category as a whole and the identifying function may be present in varying de-
grees of prominence. However, as individualizing prototypical features of each
category, the deictic function is specific to PFA, whereas the definitory function
characterizes the NFA category (Carreira 1997, 2004, 2007, Kerbrat-Orecchioni
2014).

For European Portuguese, we highlight three major theoretical proposals. The
first is the work of Cintra (1972), who identifies three FA categories. This is a
particularity of the Portuguese address system in comparison to other Romance
languages like French (Nascimento et al. 2018, Duarte & Marques forthcoming).
Diverging from the dichotomous model of Brown & Gilman (1960), and taking
into account the subject function of FA, Cintra analyses and divides the address
system in European Portuguese into three categories, pronominal (PFA), nominal
(NFA) and verbal (VFA) forms of address (see Table 1 regarding Cintra’s tripartite
morphosyntactic categorization). They are organized according to an individual
or collective addressee and the interpersonal relations established, of greater or
lesser intimacy, or of greater or lesser hierarchy and deference. The VFA, consti-
tuted only by the verbal form, marks in the 3rd person the zero degree of defer-
ence, as a strategy of avoiding the specificities that govern the FA choices for EP
speakers (Carreira 1997, Hammermüller 2004, Duarte & Marques forthcoming).

Table 1, Cintra’s tripartite morphosyntactic model, shows the complexity of
the FAs in Portuguese, whose translation into English is reduced, in almost all
cases, to the use of the form “you” (formal or informal), such as: Quer?/ Do you
want?; O senhor quer?/ Do you want?; O António quer? Do you want?; Queres?
Do you want? and so on.

In addition to this morphosyntactic categorization, the NFA category is broad
and complex (Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2010: 7), encompassing not only the vocative
uses (1) that are characteristic of English and French NFA, for instance (For-
mentelli 2009), but also uses with the syntactic functions of subject and com-
plement (2), exclusive to PFA in these two languages.

(1) Ana,
Ana

trouxe
pst.3sg

o
the

livro?
book?

‘Ana, did you bring the book?’

fonction est définitoire, car ils caractérisent sémantiquement leurs référents)”. “The distinc-
tion between ‘deictic’ and ‘defining’ was introduced by Bühler (1982 [1934]: 114–120), himself
referring to Apollonius Dyscolus, to grasp the difference between pronouns (whose function is
deictic, because they are part of the “subjective orientation system here-now-me”, Bühler 1982
[1934]: 149) and nouns (whose function is defining, because they semantically characterize
their referents)”.
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Table 1: Cintra’s tripartite morphosyntactic categorization of EP (Cin-
tra 1972: 11-12)

Pronominal FA Nominal FA Verbal FA

tu (Tu queres?)
vós (Vós quereis?)
você (Você quer?)
vocês (Vocês querem?)
Vossa Excelência (V. Ex.ª
quer?)
Vossas Excelências (V.as

Ex.as querem?

O senhor, a senhora, os
senhores, as senhoras (o
senhor quer?)
O senhor Dr., o senhor
Ministro (o senhor Dr.
quer?)
O pai, a mãe, o avô (o
pai quer?)
O António, a Maria (A
Maria quer?)
Omeu amigo, o patrão (o
meu amigo quer?)

Quer? Querem?

(2) A
art.def.f.sg

Ana
Ana.sbj

trouxe
pst.3sg

o
the

livro?
book?

‘Did you bring the book?’

In turn, although maintaining Cintra’s tripartite morphosyntactic categoriza-
tion, Carreira (1997, 2004, 2007) proposes a verbal proxemic criterion that orga-
nizes the address forms into a continuum from proximity to social distance. She
also develops a new definition of the address system in EP, which integrates loc-
utive and delocutive forms, besides the traditional allocutive forms, concerning,
respectively, the designative forms of the speaker and of others as objects of
discourse (Carreira 1997).

Finally, Medeiros/Oliveira (1985, 1992, 2004)3 is noteworthy in her reorganiza-
tion of Cintra’s categories into pure pronouns, pro-pronouns and zero forms. The
researcher brings to the discussion the sociolinguistic categories of power and
solidarity established by Brown & Gilman (1960), aggregated to informal and
formal forms of address (T/V, according to the Latin system), to propose a more
comprehensive, psycho-sociolinguistic model of the forms of address. According
to the author, Brown and Gilman’s theoretical model is only applicable to “con-
ventionalized forms of address” and, therefore, unable to explain the complexity
of the phenomenon, contrary to the model she proposes (Medeiros 1992: 340).

3Medeiros and Oliveira refer to the same author.
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Noting that there is a process of negotiation of address forms in verbal interac-
tions, Medeiros (1992: 335/338) emphasizes how idiosyncratic issues determine
the choices made by speakers. In fact, she proposes a model that takes into ac-
count the contextual variability based on the idiosyncrasies of the participants
in the interaction. Rooted in the concept of negotiation, her theoretical proposal
is a fundamental contribution to the study of the FA, which forces us to consider
an experiential, idiosyncratic dimension that governs the speakers’ choices. For-
mentelli (2009) came to the same conclusion, after investigating the forms of
address in an academic environment.

2.2 Previous studies on the categorization of the form of address (o)
senhor in contemporary European Portuguese

In addition to the above-mentioned individualized categories according to their
lexical, pronominal, or verbal nature, researchers have identified other features
that underlie new categories, namely the syntactic distribution of the form of ad-
dress. Thus, for instance, in relation to the English address system, Formentelli
(2009: 182) identifies NFA with the vocative category (which has its own into-
national profile), highlighting the high productivity rate of this open category,
with a very free distribution within the utterance. However, this transposition
to EP raises some theoretical questions. The NFA in EP do not present the same
syntactic restrictions as in English or in French. This is one of the reasons why
the form o senhor is subject to different categorizations.

As an address form, (o) senhor is a general appellative (3–7), which may occur
aggregated to other forms of nominal address (anthroponyms, such as first/last
name) (3–4); functional appellatives (5), such as academic titles, professional ti-
tles, positions, etc., and as the NP o senhor (7), and as a single form or combined
with the aforementioned nominal forms (6):

(3) Bem,
Well,

senhor
Mr.

Vicente,
Vicente,

ficamos por aqui.
we can end here.

‘Well, Mr. Vicente, I think we can end here.’ [PSFB interview 12]4

(4) Olhe,
Look,

sr.
Mr.

Machado,
Machado,

acha que
prt.3sg

em
in

Lisboa
Lisbon

se
people

fala
speak

da mesma forma
in the same way

que
as

em
in

Braga?
Braga?

‘Look, Mr. Machado, do you think people in Lisbon speak in the same
way as in Braga?’ [PSFB interview 22]

4These examples are taken from the corpora analysed (see §4.2).
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(5) Eu?!
Me?!

Ó
voc

senhor
Mr

engenheiro…
Engineer…

‘Me?! Really, Mr Engineer…’ [debate, 2011]

(6) - Não foi o Partido Socialista. Foi o Eurostat.
‘It wasn’t the Socialist Party. It was Eurostat.’
- Foi
pst.3sg

o
art-def-m-sg

senhor
Mr

engenheiro
Engineer

José Sócrates…
José Sócrates…

‘It was you (the Mr Engineer José Sócrates)...’ [debate, 2005]

(7) Se
If

o
art-def-m-sg

senhor
Mr

for eleito
pass.3sg

o que é que
what

o
art-def-m-sg

senhor
Mr

fará?
will do?
‘If you are elected, what will you do?’ [interview, 2010]

The address form (o) senhor occurs as a vocative in (3), (4) and (5), but also
with an allocutive function in the syntactic position of subject in (6) and (7), a
trait associated with the address pronouns in English and French (Formentelli
2009, Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2010, Johnen 2014).

It is on the basis of these classifications and the discussions generated around
the status and features of the NFA and PFA that we should examine the catego-
rizations proposed for the FA o senhor. First, the distinction of syntactic contexts,
which characterizes the functionalities of the FA (nominal and pronominal) in
English and serves to distinguish between the PFA category and the syntactic
function of the pronoun, is not valid for Portuguese (see Johnen 2014: 376). In
some Romance languages, including Portuguese, third person forms are used in
allocution to refer to the second person, which Pountain calls a “third-as-second
person form” (Pountain 2003: 149–150). Heine & Song (2011) draw attention to
other languages where the same phenomenon occurs. As Pountain rightly points
out, this structural possibility leads to a very open pronominal system. In EP,
third-as-second person forms can occur with either a delocutive or allocutive
function. In these contexts, forms that can occur both with allocutive and deloc-
utive values intersect. The immediate context and the global context are essential
for the disambiguation of the function. So, (O) senhor, as a FA, is distinct from
the uses of (el) señor in Spanish, a language that otherwise shares many affinities
with Portuguese. Castillo Lluch (2014: 264) is adamant when she states that the
form (el) señor in its allocutive function does not occur with a definite article,
contrarily to its delocutive use.
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The tripartite categorization of the FA in EP is accepted by researchers, despite
minor differences in the delimitation and designation of each category. However,
the inclusion of the FA o senhor is more problematic, as we will see next (§4). In
fact, due to its traits, this FA shows the porosity of the categories, the continuum
of values, and can, therefore, be framed in different categories.

Cunha & Cintra (1984: 292) include the FA o senhor in the category of address
pronouns, which also includes the forms você, vossa excelência or vossa senho-
ria ‘you, your grace, or your lordship’. The category is constituted by “... certain
words and locutions that are equivalent to actual personal pronouns, such as você,
o senhor, Vossa Excelência”. Note that Cintra, in an earlier work (1972), places o
senhor in the nominal address forms (saying that o senhor and a senhora are the
most pronominalized of these forms, Cintra 1972: 12). Medeiros (1985) considers o
senhor a pro-pronoun, but você a pure pronoun, whereas Preti (2004: 184) distin-
guishes two pronoun subcategories for BP, pronoun forms and pronominalized
forms, and includes the FA o senhor in the latter: “...pronominalized forms, that
is, with personal pronoun value (você, o senhor, Vossa Excelência, Vossa Senhoria
and its variations)”. Ilari et al. (1996: 184) also argues that the “...set of personal
pronouns in Portuguese (...) includes, in the second person, o senhor/a senhora”.
In Raposo (2013: 900), the author speaks of “pronominal locution”, as it consists
of two elements (unlike pronouns).

Diverging from these categorizations, Nascimento et al. (2018: 248) consider
o senhor a nominal form, albeit “equivalent to the 3rd person paradigm of você
(Você quer? O senhor quer?/Do you [−formal] want? Do you [+formal] want?)”.
Table 2 summarizes the different terms used by the authors discussed here.

Table 2: Categorization of the address form o senhor

Author

Cintra Medeiros Preti Ilari Nascimento Raposo

Nominal form of address 3 3

Pronominalized form 3

Pronominal locution 3

Pro-pronoun 3

Pronoun of address 3 3
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For all the researchers cited, on a list that is far from exhaustive, there is an
identification, approximation or parallelism of the address form o senhor to the
PFA category. Although the designations may obliterate this issue, the classifi-
cation of the NP o senhor as a pronoun does not derive from a purely decon-
textualized grammatical classification, but rather from one of its heterogeneous
discourse uses. The central conclusion to be drawn from this literature review is
that o senhor is a fuzzy category.

3 Theoretical and methodological framework

Taking into account the contributions discussed in §2, we have adopted a prag-
matic-discursive theoretical approach.We focus on discourse genres, as a nuclear
research concept, with an emphasis on oral verbal interactions characterized
by different degrees of formality, as a central factor to consider in the analy-
sis of the variety of address forms in EP and the contexts in which they occur
(Marques 2014). Besides the authors mentioned previously, the works of Kerbrat-
Orecchioni (1992, 2005) constitute the basis for our approach to forms of address
in the construction of interpersonal relations in discourse interactions. Assum-
ing, therefore, an interdisciplinary perspective, and in order to explain some of
the uses of the NP o senhor as a form of address, we have also used the grammat-
icalization theory by Traugott & Heine (1991), Lehmann (2015), and subsequent
developments since then, such as Heine &Kuteva (2004: 17), who established four
criteria of grammaticalization, as follows: “(a) desemanticization (or “semantic
bleaching”) – loss in meaning content, (b) extension (or context generalization) –
use in new contexts, (c) decategorialization – loss in morphosyntactic properties
characteristic of lexical or other less grammaticalized forms, and (d) erosion (or
“phonetic reduction”) – loss in phonetic substance.”

As mentioned previously, the address forms are sensitive to local and global
contexts: thus, a qualitative analysis of the data collected is required, so as to iden-
tify the pragmatic meanings they bring to discourses. However, we will combine
it with a quantitative analysis, in a complementary perspective, which will serve
to show the changes of their uses over time, and the predominance of certain
forms of address in a certain genre.

Having examined different oral and written discourse genres that exemplify
the diversity of address forms in Portuguese, we have selected the NP (o) senhor
in its pragmatic function of allocution as the object of our analysis. Phonetic and
morphosyntactic issues will also be considered in the analysis of the occurrences
and uses of this form.
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The main questions of this research are related to the linguistic and discourse
status of the address form (o) senhor, the semantic and pragmatic features that
stand out in its use, both diachronically and synchronically, and the contexts and
frequency of occurrences of this form, according to the discourse genre. In order
to answer these questions, our expected results are that: (1)O senhor is a frequent
form of address in contemporary Portuguese; (2) limited by its lexical origin,
the form (o) senhor includes a pragmatic trait of respect; (3) in contemporary
Portuguese, the use of the form has become widespread, marking a relationship
of social distance; (4) the nominal form of address o senhor is in a process of
grammaticalization in EP.

Thus, the goals of this chapter are (1) to determine the linguistic and discursive
features and uses of o senhor from both the diachronic and synchronic perspec-
tives, in order to (2) identify and analyse its pragmatic-discursive functions; (3) to
identify features of use that support its classification as an address form in a pro-
cess of grammaticalization towards pronominalization. To perform the analysis,
we have employed data from the corpus Perfil Sociolinguístico da Fala Bracarense
(PSFB), ‘Sociolinguistic Profile of Braga Speech’, built from sociolinguistic inter-
views. From this corpus, consisting of 80 interviews of about 60 minutes each,
we have selected interviews with male informants (𝑁 = 36). Taking into account
the occurrences of the forms tu and o senhor, the interviews were grouped into
two categories (those that used the FA tu and those in which the participants
used the FA o senhor) from which four interviews per category were randomly
selected. These are interviews 1, 3, 5, 7, and 12, 22, 31 and 43, respectively.

An ad hoc corpus was also built, composed of televised political debates and
interviews. They are verbal interactions that took place during the legislative
elections in the early 21st century in Portugal. The corpus has about five and half
hours of recordings distributed over the following interactions: three debates,
held in 2005 (c. 90 minutes), 2011 (c. 45 minutes), and 2015 (c. 60 minutes); and
three interviews, held in 2005 (c. 41 minutes and c. 40 minutes), and in 2009 (c. 46
minutes). Additionally, for specific issues, some data from the CETEMPúblico5

corpus and from Corpus do Português (Davies & Ferreira 2016–) were used as
sources of written and diachronic data, respectively.

The variety of data selected provides both a diachronic and synchronic per-
spective on the uses of (o) senhor : firstly, written texts, from the 13th century to
the present day, in the Corpus do Português (Davies & Ferreira 2016–) provide ev-
idence of semantic and pragmatic changes; secondly, from a synchronic perspec-
tive, sociolinguistic interviews (PSFB), which cover diverse social groups, provide

5To account for occurrences in the written press as a source of endorsement, we also used, for
three examples, the CETEMPúblico, a journalistic corpus.
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evidence of informal orality in interactions with strong features of colloquialism;
and finally, a corpus of political interviews and debates provides evidence of a
more formal register. The diachronic perspective adds data that serve to better
capture the synchronic functions, i.e., there are dominant semantic traits from
other time periods that persist today in certain allocutive uses, although their
meaning has changed significantly over time, as we will show in the next section.
According to Dickey (1997: 257), this has also happenedwith Frenchmonsieur, En-
glish Mister (from ‘master’), and German Herr, for example. These FA no longer
mean ‘older’, ‘wiser’, ‘more respectable’, as in senior, lord or master, nor ‘owner’,
as in landlord or proprietor, as they once did, nor are they used exclusively to
address the nobility, although they conserve traces of deference.

4 Analysis: The form of address o senhor in European
Portuguese

4.1 The (o) senhor structure from a diachronic perspective

A diachronic perspective on how o senhor has shifted from NP to FA serves
to contextualize the current functions of the FA and is the basis for the syn-
chronic analysis conducted in §4.2. The data were collected from the Corpus
do Português (Davies & Ferreira 2016–). The noun senhor comes from the Latin,
senex/senior > senhor and its distinguishing value of deference and respect comes
from this sense of ‘older, wiser, more respectable’, values that different societies
attribute to a generational status. The occurrences available in the Corpus do
Português (Davies & Ferreira 2016–), from which all pre-twentieth century ex-
amples were collected, point to the diachronic meaning of o senhor as a lexical
item endowed with a certain content, organized into two interrelated semantic
dimensions. From the 13th to the 18th century, senhor occurred mainly as a proper
noun, in reference to God (8), and as a common noun, referring to someone of
the male gender in a very high social position, owner of various types of assets
(9).6 In this case, o senhor is synonymous of dono ‘owner/lord’: o senhor do lagar,
o senhor da herdade, o senhor do preito, o senhor da terra ‘the lord of the press,
the lord of the estate, the lord of the servants, the lord of the land’, as in example
(9), taken from the Terceira Partida de Afonso X (1221–1284):

6Biderman (1972–1973) gives a detailed account of the forms of address in Portuguese from a
diachronic perspective.
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(8) E ante que chegue ao logar hu diz por que o senhor todalas cousas cria.
am dofereçer os clerigos o Olio da hûã das enpolas que dissemos que he
ûtar os enfermos. [Corpus do Português]
‘And before reaching the moment when they say “because the Lord
creates all things”, the clerics should offer the holy oils from one of the
containers and anoint the sick.’7

(9) Outrossy dizemos que se o senhor mãdasse ao seruo conprar algûã cousa
... [Corpus do Português]
‘Also, we can say that if his grace were to send the servant to buy
something...’8

From the 16th century onwards, there are frequent examples of the NP o senhor
where it is used in honorific titles, preceding the designation of professions, an-
throponyms, noble titles (10) or the proper name of a member of the upper class
(11), as in the examples:

(10) O senhor Rei D. Pedro tinha um couteiro em Alcântara… [Corpus do
Português]
‘His Royal Highness King Dom Pedro had a gamekeeper in Alcantara...’9

(11) E o senhor Dom Alvaro yrmão do duque, E o duque e o senhor Dom Jorge
postos a pee cada hum de sua parte levaram a princesa. [Corpus do
Português]
‘And his grace Dom Alvaro brother to the duke, And the duke and his
grace Dom Jorge stood up and took the princess.’

These are all delocutive uses. In fact, in the Corpus do Português (Davies &
Ferreira 2016–), very few occurrences of allocution are attested before the 19th

century. The first occurrence (12) dates from the 17th century, in a literary text
by the writer Francisco Manuel de Melo:

7Primeira Partida de Afonso X [Corpus do Português].
8Example (9) is taken from the 3rd Partida de Afonso X [Corpus do Português]. As a vocative,
senhor appears only addressed to God, as in the Crónica General de España of 1344: “Ó Senhor
Jhesu Cristo, cujo he o reyno e o inperio e todos os poderios som em tuasmããos!”/“O Lord Jesus
Christ, whose is the kingdom and the empire, and all the powers are in your hands!”. The use
in religious discourse as a form of addressing the divinity is systematic and has continued to
the present day.

9Vida e feitos d’el-rey Dom João Segundo, by Garcia de Resende (1533) [Corpus do Português].
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(12) Vá-se
go-sbj.3sg.=rfl.3

já
right now

o
art.def.m.sg

senhor
sire

muito embora, que,
because,

sendo
being

destes
one of these

senhores,
gentlemen,

poucas saudades nos deixará
you will not be missed at all

‘You should leave right now, sire, because, being one of these gentlemen,
you will not be missed at all.’ [Corpus do Português]

In the 18th century, the epistolary genre seems to create room for allocutive
uses. However, once again, there are very few occurrences and not without some
ambiguity between allocutive or delocutive use (13), given that only short ex-
cerpts are available which do not fully contextualize the uses found:

(13) Aqui perguntaria o Senhor João se os arredores de Roma serão tão lindos
como os do Porto?
‘Here would Mr João ask/Here would you [Mr João] ask if the
surroundings of Rome are as beautiful as those of Porto?’10

The occurrences of o senhor increased and reached their peak in the 19th cen-
tury, as Table 3 shows.

Table 3: Occurrences of o senhor, according to Corpus do Português
(Davies & Ferreira 2016–)

Cronology Occurrences Per million

sXIII 28 50.82
sXIV 101 78.44
sXV 794 279.12
sXVI 867 200.08
sXVII 424 129.58
sXVIII 445 203.25
sXIX 4642 476.76
sXX 3920 193.44

In the 19th century, the form started to appear in dialogues in novels (14) and
plays, as an allocutive form of address, not exclusive to the nobility, marking a
formal relationship of social distancing:

10Cartas do Abade António da Costa, 1744 [Corpus do Português].
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(14) O seu
Your

amigo
friend

é
is

um
a

canalha!…
scoundrel!…

O
art.def.m.sg

senhor
mister

é
be.prs.3sg

um homem de bem.
a good man

‘Your friend is a scoundrel! … You’re a good man.’11

Still in the 19th century, there are many instances of o senhor in a complex
NFA, placed before a title, as in o senhor pároco, o senhor cónego (15), o senhor
administrador, o senhor doutor literally, ‘Mr Parish Priest’, ‘Mr Canon’, ‘Mr Ad-
ministrator’, ‘Mr Doctor’, etc.

(15) - E o senhor cónego toma um copinho de geleia, sim?
‘- And you, Mr Canon, will you have a cup of jam?’ 12

The use of o senhor as a form of address was reinforced in the 20th century
(Biderman 1972–1973), providing thus more relevant contexts of use. For the first
time, we are able to analyse what is explicitly described as registered uses in oral-
ity. The form o senhor is much more frequent in orality than in writing, at least
judging from the Corpus do Português (Davies & Ferreira 2016–). In these cases,
it is almost always used as a form of address, and it is therefore understandable
that it exists in oral dialogical interactions and in the fictional dialogues that seek
to reproduce them.

In this diachronic reading of the occurrences of o senhor, a degree of semantic
bleaching is noticeable. As from the 19th century, not only does o senhor reveal
semantic features considered exclusive to nouns, but it is also used in allocution,
as a way to address male addressees with whom the speaker does not have a close
relationship. The restriction of FA use only to addressing members of the nobil-
ity disappears and the appellative becomes more common, directed at a wider
range of addressees, while maintaining a dimension of respect that comes from
its initial use.

Interpreting the change in address forms, Biderman (1972–1973: 370) considers
that o senhor fills a void in the former system occupied by the pronoun vós (you-
2sg.deferential). She refers to a tripartite system of pronoun forms: tu – você13

– o senhor (Biderman 1972–1973: 373). This position in the address system causes
o senhor to be used as a pronominalized form, without the possibility of different
pronominal choice.

11Singularidades de uma rapariga loira by Eça de Queirós [Corpus do Português]
12O Crime do Padre Amaro by Eça de Queirós [Corpus do Português]
13See Nascimento et al. (2018).
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Despite these changes, the semantic-pragmatic values of the lexeme of positive
appreciation remains:

(16) A começar pelo princípio (…) e a acabar no fim (…), Kevin é um senhor.
‘Starting at the beginning (...) and finishing at the end (...), Kevin is a
gentleman.’ [CETEMPúblico]

This positive evaluation is also a part of the newmeanings of o senhor as ‘adult
male person.’

(17) O meu pai conhece um senhor que deita fogo de artifício.
‘My father knows a gentleman who sets fireworks.’ [PSFB interview 4]

If conhece um senhor ‘knows a gentleman’ were substituted by conhece um
homem ‘knows a man’, this would imply a decrease in the positive valuation of
the object of discourse, even though it is perfectly acceptable to say ‘knows a
man’. The FA o senhor shares this positive value associated with deference and
respect, as we shall see.

4.2 Contexts of the occurrence of o senhor in contemporary
European Portuguese: A synchronic perspective

The FA o senhor is a challenge to the classical conception of a watertight catego-
rization. As a lexical item with semantic content, this form is also addressed to
an adult male, known or unknown. As the only form (o senhor) or occasionally
followed by other nominal forms of address (o senhor + Presidente), o senhor oc-
curs in contexts that, according to the syntactic criterion adopted (to distinguish
nominal forms of address from pronominal forms of address), are specific to the
pronominal forms of address.

As this FA can occur with an allocutive or delocutive function, the ambiguity
this may create is resolved by the linguistic or situational context, as in exam-
ple (6). In fact, this usage is only apparently delocutive. O senhor engenheiro José
Sócrates ‘Mr Engineer José Sócrates’ is the locutor’s addressee. The ambiguity may
be reinforced by linguistic mechanisms, such as repeating the 3rd person singu-
lar pronoun, and non-verbal mechanisms, namely, by eye contact. If politicians
look directly at the moderator, a reorganization of relationships among all the ad-
dressees takes place. Kerbrat-Orecchioni (2010: 109) emphasizes the importance
of non-verbal mechanisms of address to identify the addressee. Goffman (1981:
133) also defines addressee as “(…) the one to whom the speaker addresses his
visual attention”. José Sócrates in (6) may be shown as a secondary addressee by
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this gesture but is nevertheless the main target of the illocutionary act of criti-
cism (Goffman 1981, Maury-Rouan 2005, Rossano 2013, Constantin de Chanay &
Kerbrat-Orecchioni 2017).

4.2.1 Occurrences of o senhor in sociolinguistic interviews in European
Portuguese

In interpersonal relationships, the choice of o senhor underlines and simulta-
neously constructs a formal relationship of respect and deference, in contexts
where the form você is assessed by the speakers as inappropriate. In the corpora
consulted, the sociolinguistic interviews are particularly productive in terms of
this type of occurrence. As we mentioned in the methodological framework, we
have used the Perfil Sociolinguístico da Fala Bracarense corpus. It is a stratified
sample, according to age, gender, and education. The interviewers (E) are young
university students. The interviewees or informants (I) are organized into four
age brackets (15–25; 26–59, 60–75 and +75). In the forms of address adopted, the
intragenerational, interpersonal relationship determined the use of the informal
second person address form (tu) (18). Furthermore, because they may also belong
to different generations, an intergenerational relationship determined the use of
3rd person forms, with variations between use of the verbal form (3sg) and the
use of o senhor (19). O senhor is the most frequent form, sometimes the only one,
along with the occurrence of the 3rd person verbal form. The interactional rela-
tionship that is established is one of reciprocity of address forms combined with
proximity (18) or social distance (19), as in the following examples:

(18) E:
E:

Tu
pron.2sg

se
if

pudesses
can-subj.imp.2sg

viver
inf

noutro
anywhere

sítio...
else

I:
I:
Ao
At

fim,
the

sempre
end,

em
straight

frente,
ahead,

já vês
see-prs.2sg

a minha
my

escola.
school

‘E: If you could live anywhere else...’
‘I: At the end, straight ahead, you can see my school’ [PSFB interview 1]

(19) E:
E:

O
art.def.m.sg

senhor
mister

gosta
like-prs.3sg

de
prep

viver
inf

aqui?
here?

I:
I:
Desculpe,
Sorry,

mas perdi
I’ve lost

o fio à meada,
my train of thought,

da pergunta que
regarding the question

a
art.def.f.sg

menina
Miss

fez.
asked.

‘E: Do you like living here?
‘I: I’m sorry, I’ve lost my train of thought, regarding the question you
asked’ [PSFB interview 31]
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Given the characteristics of the interview genre (and specifically, of the so-
ciolinguistic interview genre, which is aimed at getting the informants to talk
about their personal lives, experiences and opinions), we find the forms of ad-
dress mainly in the interviewer’s interventions.

The results of the analysis of the interview data in terms of absolute occur-
rences, presented in Tables 4 and 5, corroborate the interpersonal relationship
profile presented with regard to the FA used, and show how tu (pronoun and/or
verb form) and o senhor (and/or verb form) are in complementary distribution:

Table 4: Forms of address of the 2nd person singular in sociolinguistic
interviews

FA tu only verb in 2sg total
Interviews + verb in 2sg

1 67 70 137
3 65 88 153
5 36 238 274
7 15 31 46

Total occurrences 183 427 610

Table 5: Forms of address of the 3rd person singular in sociolinguistic
interviews

FA Interviews o senhor (o) senhor only verb in total
+ verb in 3SG name 3SG

+ verb in 3SG

12 46 2 57 125
22 37 6 106 149
31 16 0 6 22
43 0 14 33 47

Total occurrences 99 22 202 333
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Given the features of the discourse genre, the findings show that it is the in-
terviewers who mostly use the forms of address as part of question acts. In some
interviews, the interviewees hardly use any form of address, or indeed none at
all.

In Table 4, the FA tu is the only FA used together with the 2sg verbal form, cor-
responding to 30% of all verbal forms of address used in the interviews (tu + verb
in 2sg and only verb in 2sg). It is important to stress the Pro-Drop nature of Eu-
ropean Portuguese in order to understand those occurrences of the verbal form.
It should be also noted that interview 5 stands out for the number of occurrences
of second person verbal forms. The interviewee gives short answers, which leads
to the occurrence of more than three hundred question acts in the course of the
60 minutes dedicated to each interview. This points out the interviewer’s need
to provoke the informant to get him to talk.

In Table 5, the VFA (3sg) is still prevalent (202 occurrences), and o senhor is the
most used FA (99 occurrences against 22 occurrences of (o) senhor + F-L name).
The divergence of occurrences that stands out in interview 43 stems from the so-
cial prestige of the interviewee (parish priest). The interviewer prefers the struc-
ture (o) senhor abade ‘mister parish priest’ to (o) senhor as a more deferential FA.
The higher prevalence of only verbal forms (verbal address, i.e., 3sg without an
expressed subject) in this interview may also be due to the fact that the use of FA
is not exclusively determined by linguistic rules, but also involves idiosyncratic
features.

4.2.2 Occurrences of o senhor in political interviews and debates on
Portuguese television

The debates and interviews in the corpus we compiled were collected according
to the established criteria, namely, occurring in the 21st century during electoral
campaigns with male political participants, given the objective of analysing the
occurrences and characteristics of the form of address o senhor in these discourse
genres. Three debates between leaders of the two main parties were selected, the
first in 2005, between José Sócrates (JS), leader of the Socialist Party (PS), and
Pedro Santana Lopes (PSL), leader of the Social Democratic Party (PSD), lasting
about 90 minutes; the second in 2011, between José Sócrates, leader of PS, and
Pedro Passos Coelho (PPC), leader of PSD, lasting approximately 45 minutes. The
third debate was held in 2015 between Pedro Passos Coelho, leader of PSD, and
António Costa (AC), leader of PS, lasting 60 minutes.

Three interviews were also selected, two in 2005, one with Pedro Santana
Lopes, leader of PSD, lasting about 41minutes, conducted by the journalists Paulo
Magalhães and Manuel Carvalho, and the other with Jerónimo de Sousa, leader
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of the Portuguese Communist Party (PCP), lasting approximately 40minutes and
conducted by the journalists Raquel Abecassis and Eduardo Dâmaso. The third
interviewwas held in 2019, with Rui Rio, leader of PSD, and the journalists Carlos
Daniel and António Esteves, lasting about 30 minutes.

In the debates analysed, the frequency of o senhor and other forms of address
is related to the degree of interaction in each debate. In debates with high in-
teractivity like these ones, the politician’s question and confront each other and
often disagree. Interruptions, overlapping turns, and the moderator’s difficulty
in controlling the course of the debate are signs of this high level of interaction.
In these contexts of confrontation and combative aggressiveness, features of col-
loquialism are frequent. In these highly interactive debates and as we can see in
Table 6, the frequency of FA occurrences with (o) senhor should be taken into
account in the analysis of genre features and the interpersonal relationship built.
They mark a formal relationship of respect, with varying degrees of distancing,
building a polite relationship, despite the pragmatic dimension of confrontation
that runs through the discourse genre.

Table 6: Occurrences of FA with senhor in political debates

2005 2011 2015 Total
JS – PSL JS – PPC PPC – AC occurrences

o senhor 21 98 51 170
o senhor (Title / F-L Name) 2 31 38 71
os senhores 8 1 16 25
senhor (Title / F-L Name) 2 61 77 140
meus senhores 2 0 0 2
Total occurrences 35 181 182 408

The address form o senhor is the most frequent, with 170 occurrences of the
total 408 address forms in which this term is present. Moreover, delocutive forms
with allocutive value predominate (241 occurrences), although forms with a voca-
tive function seem to be growing (from 2 occurrences in 2005 to 77 in 2015).Meus
senhores ‘my [possessive] gentlemen’ is residual, because even though the term
may be used by the moderators, it seems to have fallen into disuse. We believe
this abandonment is related to possile changes in the forms of address used by
journalists, who seem to opt more frequently for nominal forms of address, for
example, first and last names. Os senhores (‘gentlemen’) is also a form of address
that is rarely used. The fact that these are debates between party leaders directs
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the allocution to the individual rather than to the group to which they belong.
When the attack is directed at the political group, the participants in the debate
choose to mention the name of the party alongside os senhores. The contesta-
tion of the adversary through acts of criticism and accusation are preferential
contexts of occurrence of the forms o senhor and senhor + NFA. The numbers
found suggest a significant relationship between verbal aggressiveness and the
occurrence of these forms (example 6).14

It should be noted that we consider the genre to be of central importance for
the study of these topics, and that the defining traits of electoral political debates
should not by any means be confused with electoral interviews. However, the
latter reveal interesting similarities with debates, considering that the journal-
ist(s) generally ask the interviewees controversial and difficult questions whose
answers are similar to those they would give a political opponent. Moreover, the
journalists assume they are the spokespeople of the Portuguese people, andmore
than just question, they may actually confront their interviewees, coming closer
to the relationship of conflict inherent to a debate.

In this corpus of interviews, there are numerous occurrences of o senhor (20–
23). This seems to be the interviewers’ preferred FA to address electoral can-
didates, besides the use of their first/last name (20), which may combine with
Doutor (Doctor) (23). Together with these occurrences, the forms sotor (21) and
o sotor (22), contracted forms of senhor doutor/o senhor doutor ((the) Mr Doctor),
reveal a pattern of occurrence to whose analysis we will return:

(20) Jerónimo
Jerónimo

de
de

Sousa,
Sousa,

o
art.def.m.sg

senhor
mister

disse
say-prt.3sg

que
that

o
the

euro
euro

não trouxe
has not brought

o
the

crescimento
promised

prometido…
growth…

‘Jerónimo de Sousa, you [the Mr] said that the euro has not brought the
promised growth...’ [interview, 2005b]

(21) Boa
Good

noite
evening,

sotor,
Mr doctor [contracted form],

o
art.def.m.sg

senhor
mister

desde há duas semanas que anda a dizer...
have been saying that for two weeks now…
‘Good evening, sir, you have been saying that for two weeks now…’
[interview, 2005]

14In contrast, in debates with low interaction, politicians assign the moderator the role of direct
addressee, marked verbally and non-verbally. The direction of their gaze is a key indicator. The
debate assumes a question-answer structure, with fewer interruptions, less overlapping, and
easier turn alternations. Allocution marks are infrequent.
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(22) Ou seja,
In other words,

o
art.def.m.sg

sotor
Mr doctor [contracted form]

não se sente preso por este acordo com com com o PP...
do not feel bound to this agreement with with PP...
‘In other words, you [the Mr doctor, contracted form] do not feel bound
to this agreement with with PP...’ [interview, 17/02/2005]

(23) Doutor Rui Rio,
Doctor Rui Rio,

o jornal Expresso revelou hoje que há
the Expresso newspaper revealed today that there is

uma conspiração do Ministério Público com envolvimento ...
a conspiracy in the Public Prosecutor’s Ministry with the involvement ...
O
art.def.m.sg

senhor
Mr

acha
think

crível
credible

uma
a

tese
theory

com
with

estas
these

características?
characteristics?
‘Mr Rui Rio, the Expresso newspaper revealed today that there is a
conspiracy in the Public Prosecutor’s Ministry with the involvement [...].
Do you [the Mr] think a theory with these characteristics is credible?’
[interview, 2019]

The FA o senhor occurs frequently as an anaphoric resumption of a NFA with
a vocative function as in (20), (21) and (23). It occurs in these cases with the
function of pronominal deixis, preceding the verb as syntactic subject. Given that
Portuguese is a null-subject language, the speaker could have opted for Jerónimo
de Sousa, disse que o euro não trouxe o crescimento prometido ‘Jerónimo de Sousa,
[you] said that the euro didn’t bring the promised growth’. However, there is a
change at the pragmatic level, which is fundamental. The occurrence of o senhor
stresses a relationship of politeness between the speakers. There is in fact a clear
difference in the degree of politeness between o senhor + V and the exclusive use
of the verb, which is less empathetic and aloof, the “zero degree of politeness”
that Carreira (1997) refers to.

These data show strong idiosyncratic variability which is typical of the dis-
course genre but maintaining always a minimal relationship of respect, to which
the use of the forms of address and o senhor, in particular, contribute. The po-
litical interview genre (as well as the electoral debate) determines a formal re-
lationship between the speakers, but with remarkable variability. Indeed, there
are idiosyncratic traits that mark the speech of the journalists, as they systemat-
ically opt for certain variations of this form. Table 7 summarizes the occurrences
of address forms in the three interviews considered.
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Table 7: FA occurrences in political interviews

Journalists Interviewees Total

o senhor 35 0 35
sotor/o sotor 16 / 15 0 31
os senhores 2 3 5
doutor + N + last name 3 0 3
first name + last name 11 0 11

Total 82 4 85

Some conclusions can be drawn from the figures obtained: it is mostly journal-
ists who address the politicians using the FA, which is common in this journalis-
tic genre. They have to take the initiative to ask the questions, which is why they
address the interviewee using the FA. The most frequent forms are o senhor (35
occurrences) and sotor/o sotor (with 31 occurrences). The fact that sotor/o sotor
are so frequent in these records suggests the standardization or conventionaliza-
tion of this form. The nominal address form first/last name appears in third place
in the number of occurrences, but far below the others.

In conclusion, we can say that in 50 of the 82 occurrences involving the jour-
nalists, o senhor and sotor are found before a verb as a syntactic subject. These
findings can be related to the results highlighted in Allen (2019), about the growth
in productivity of these forms by the end of the 20th century.

From the analysis of the occurrences in the different corpora, we further con-
clude that the NP senhor does not occur as a vocative, contrary to medieval uses.
We are aware, however, of its use in a religious context, addressed to God, and
also in children’s speech and in popular registers, to call the attention of an un-
known adult. In these last two cases, it is usually accompanied by the particle ó
‘hey’ (as in hey mister).

4.3 O senhor as the only form of address

As a form of address, o senhor is used alone in the utterance, marking a systematic
relationship of respect with the addressee. It is frequent in interviews, whether
political or sociolinguistic interviews. In the PSFB corpus, as in examples (24)
and (25), o senhor is the most frequent form of address used by the interviewers,
who are young women, to address the interviewees, who are male and from an
older generation, regardless of their social status:
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(24) E
And

o
art.def.m.sg

senhor
mister

não
neg

sabe?
know-prs.3sg?

‘And don’t you know?’ [PSFB interview 25]

(25) E,
And,

por
for

exemplo,
example,

acha
prt.3sg

que os seus filhos estão a educar os seus
that your children are raising your

netos
grandchildren

da
the

mesma
same

maneira
way

que
that

o
art.def.m.sg

senhor
Mr

os
raised

educou?
them?
‘And, for example, do you think that your children are raising your
grandchildren the same way that you raised them?’ [PSFB interview 22]

The prevalence of this form of address in the interactions analysed, regardless
of the social group to which the addressee belongs, seems to point to a more
generalized use of o senhor. This may in turn lead to the banalization of its use
as it becomes more automatized, consequently decreasing the prominence of
the semantic-pragmatic feature of deference found in the Corpus do Português
(Davies & Ferreira 2016–). O senhor thus seems to move into the semantic-prag-
matic area of the form você. This is a shift that signals a degree of instability and
plasticity of the FA, which is reflected in uses like this one:

(26) Mas
But

o
art.def.m.sg

senhor
mister

acha
find-prs.3sg

importante,
important,

por
for

exemplo,
example,

acha
find-prt.3sg

importante
important

vocês
ppr.2pl

irem
go-inf.3pl

à
to

missa?
mass?

‘But do you [+deference] think it is important, for example, do you think
it is important that you [-deference] all go to mass....? [PSFB interview 22]

The forms of address o senhor and vocês (see Duarte & Marques, accepted)
participate in the construction of an anaphoric chain that brings together the
interpersonal values of respect in the two FA. These are scalar uses of o senhor.
There is a difference in the pragmatic values of respect and deference between
the use of o senhor and o senhor + NFA (see Hummel & dos Santos Lopes 2020)
on the traits of respect and deference). Not only titles, but also proper name
and family name convey deference to varying degrees. Using senhor followed by
the first name, last name or full name (sr. Joaquim, senhor Silva, senhor Joaquim
Silva) is a mark of respect and establishes a growing degree of deference. In the
gradation established, the example below (27) illustrates a form of respect, but
not of deference. An addressee whom the speaker addresses with senhor + first
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name is not in a high interpersonal position relative to the speaker. O senhor
marks a relationship of respect, determined by a generational criterion, but not
of deference.

(27) Bem, senhor Vicente, ficamos por aqui.
‘Well, Mr. Vicente, I think we can end here.’ [PSFB interview 12]

One of the contexts for the occurrence of o senhor is as an anaphoric resump-
tion of an immediately preceding NFA (28). It is a fundamental usage to deter-
mine the semantic-pragmatic adaptability of o senhor as a scalar form of defer-
ential address. As a case of anaphoric retaking by coreference, the interpersonal
relationship of deference created by the NFA remains unchanged.

(28) Senhor
Mr.

Engenheiro
Engineer

José
José

Sócrates,
Sócrates,

o
art.def.m.sg

senhor
Mr

insiste
prt.3sg

na
on

co-incineração.
co-incineration.
‘Mr. Engineer José Sócrates, you insist on co-incineration.’ [debate, 2005]

In pragmatic terms, recourse to the nominal address form is a discourse strat-
egy to ‘recognize’ the others, assigning them a specific social role in the interac-
tion, which the form o senhor does not do. The derogatory irony of the FA used
with critical intention in the example below (29) derives from the mismatch be-
tween the chosen form of address and the social status of the public figures men-
tioned.

(29) Assim, já poderia marcar mais um almoço, com o senhor Alegre; um
lanche, com o senhor Machete e mais um jantar, com o senhor
Monjardino!
‘Thus, you could schedule another lunch with Mr. Alegre; tea with Mr.
Machete, and another dinner with Mr. Monjardino!’ [CETEMPúblico]

These public figures are usually referred to as Manuel Alegre/(senhor) doutor
Manuel Alegre, Rui Machete/(senhor) doutor Rui Machete, Carlos Monjardino/
(senhor) doutor Carlos Monjardino, but never referred to as Senhor Alegre, Senhor
Machete and Senhor Monjardino. Thus, in this example, there is a downgrading
of the referents’ image reducing them to the status almost of regular people.
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4.4 Phonetic contraction of the address form (o) senhor

The phonetic phenomenon of erosion is frequent in oral language uses, espe-
cially in more informal contexts. The NP o senhor, in the subject position of V
and performing an allocutive function, seems to be realized shorter in duration15

and it even appears reduced to the forms seor or sor. The examples (30) and (31)
illustrate a very frequent usage in the corpus analysed:

(30) Rui
Rui

Rio,
Rio,

aceitaria
accept-cond.3sg

a
the

leitura
reading

que
that

o
art.def.m.sg

seor
Mr [eroded form]

foi
be-prt.3sg

um
a

melhor
better

líder
leader

nas
in the

duas últimas semanas que nos últimos dois anos?
last two weeks than in the last two years?
‘Rui Rio, (...). Would you accept the reading that you have been a better
leader in the last two weeks than in the last two years?’ (interview, 2019)

(31) O
art.def.m.sg

sor
Mr [eroded form]

tem falado
has spoken

muito do record da carga
a lot about the record tax

fiscal...
burden…
‘You [the Mr, contracted form] have talked a lot about the record tax
burden...’ (interview, 2019)

There are other reduced forms of senhor that are equally documented in the
PSFB, like the form se in se Joaquim.16 This form can be used with both males
(32) and females (33), as in se Manel, se Maria, preceding the proper name in
an address form that is typical of popular varieties, with a clear generational
dimension of politeness, being normally used for older addressees:

(32) O meu falecido pai andava pelas ruas
My late father walked the streets

vem
come-prs.3sg

aí
adv

o
art.def.m.sg

se
Mr [eroded form]

Machadinho
Last Name [diminutive form]

cos jornais
with the newspapers

e tal
and such”.
‘My late father walked the streets “Here comes Mr Machadinho with the
newspapers and such’ [PSFB, interview 22]

15This is our native speakers’ perception, as we do not measure the duration of the elocution.
However, we consider this situation is similar to Posio’s (2018) finding regarding the duration
of a/uma pessoa in grammaticalized vs. non-grammaticalized uses.

16A variant of this form is sô, also as a mark of informality. It has occurred in literary texts since
the 19th century, as documented in the Corpus do Português, which records 65 examples.
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(33) Ande
sbj.3sg

se
Mrs [eroded form]

Joaquina,
Joaquina,

você…
pron.p…

Ela era Joaquina
She was Joaquina

a
the

avó.
granny.

Você
pron.p

não vai,
neg.fut,

não lhe vai bater muitas vezes…
you’re not going to beat her many times...

‘Come on Mrs Joaquina, you… She was Joaquina the granny. You’re not
going to beat her many times...’ [PSFB interview 22]

The form sotor (34) and o sotor (35) has a different status, as a phonetic contrac-
tion of the address form o senhor doutor ‘(the) Mr. Doctor’. It presents a different
distribution from that of the eroded forms analysed above, as it hardly ever oc-
curs with any other nominal address form:17

(34) …sotor,
Mr

...
doctor [contracted form]

espero que
I hope

o
art.def.m.sg

sotor
Mr doctor [contracted form]

não
neg

me fuja a uma resposta...
sbjv.3sg to avoid my question…

‘...Sir, ... I hope you’re not trying to avoid my question...’ [interview,
2005a]

(35) O
art.def.m.sg

sotor
Mr doctor [contracted form]

tem
prt.3sg

uma
a

ótima
very

relação
good

com António Costa.
relationship with António Costa
‘You have a very good relationship with António Costa.’ [interview, 2019]

The examples of sotor are indicative of new uses, recorded in contemporary
European Portuguese. They point to different degrees of a lexicalization process
of the form o senhor doutor. They are present in our corpus of electoral inter-
views and debates, despite having a formal language register as a parameter of
genre. This contraction occurs also in the written press, even if only incipiently
to mark orality with different degrees of informality (36) and (37), which the
CETEMPúblico corpus records. In (37), the artifice of placing the word between
quotation marks indicates the not yet fully conventionalized nature of the form:

17It may occur with light-hearted purposes or as a strategy to attenuate an act of criticism, for
example. It is, however, different in status from the form stor/setor, typical of primary and
secondary school students when addressing their teachers.
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(36) Ó
voc.

sotor
Mr doctor [contracted form]

está aqui um médico, quer que o
there is a doctor here, do you want

chame?
me to call him?
‘Hey mister, there is a doctor here, do you want me to call him?’
[CETEMPúblico]

(37) O
art.de.m.sg

“sotor”
Mr doctor [contracted form]

teve
pst.3sg.

exactamente
exactly

o
the

mesmo
same

tipo
reaction

de
of

estupefacção
stupefaction

que
as

eu
I

tive,
did,

disse
said

a
the

juíza.
judge.

‘You (Mr Doctor, contracted form) had exactly the same reaction of
stupefaction as I did, said the judge.’ [CETEMPúblico]

From a pragmatic point of view, this contraction, frequent in political debates
and interviews, may also indicate some kind of growing informality in the social
relationships, specifically between journalists and politicians. The increasing use
of the graphical form points to a relatively advanced state of integration of sotor
in the lexicon of the Portuguese language.

4.5 Discussion of the results

The categories of address forms are heterogeneous and porous. Far from a wa-
tertight delimitation, they rather configure a continuum of values and functions.
They share the central deictic properties of the deictic category (a prototypical
trait), but differ in social values, namely in definitional capacity (of idiosyncratic,
social, and discourse features of the addressee). In each nominal and pronomi-
nal category, we must thus consider more or less prototypical forms with varied
functionalities.18

The analysis we conducted of the form (o) senhor highlights its current com-
plexity, which we approached from a synchronic perspective, complemented by
a diachronic view on the matter. The result is a clarification of the uses and func-
tionalities of (o) senhor today. The frequency of occurrence and the semantic-
pragmatic features of (o) senhor have changed diachronically and are still chang-
ing in contemporary EP. These changes are limited to the allocutionary uses that
have accompanied changes in the Portuguese address system over time.

18Kerbrat-Orecchioni (2014) also recognizes the possibility that the address pronouns in French
can convey social and relational values, not limited to the function of personal deictics.
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There are a diversity of functions and syntactic positions occupied by the
forms of address senhor and o senhor. Senhor occurs in the vocative position, com-
bined with other nominal forms of address, organized on a gradation according
to the features of [±] formality and [±] deference. It may also occur in this con-
text with delocutive value, functioning as a full word. In the allocutive function,
there is some fixation of the structure, as it only has this function if it occurs with
the definite, male, singular article characteristic of the nominal address form cat-
egory. Other categories of determiners like um senhor, este senhor, aquele senhor,
certo senhor ‘a gentleman, this gentleman, that gentleman, a certain gentleman’,
etc. always have delocutive uses. In syntactic terms, o senhor performs the func-
tion of subject or complement, like the personal pronouns. It is integrated into
the sentence structure. It is also in this context that it occurs as the only form
of address and may accumulate an anaphoric function of linking to a previous
nominal form of address (see (20)). In this case, the degree of deference varies
from context to context, depending on the NFA, not on the form of address o
senhor.

The data we analysed also point to different uses and frequencies of occur-
rence, according to the discourse genres and the idiosyncrasies of the speakers.
But there are also dimensions of change regarding the semantic-pragmatic char-
acteristics of this FA, in connection with a semantic axis from deference to re-
spect, originating from its lexical content as a full word. As a single FA, frequent
especially from the last century onwards, the NP o senhor is experiencing a pro-
cess of semantic bleaching, conveying a general relational value of respect. There-
fore, it occurs in situations of varying formality. It marks a social relationship of
distance with regard to the addressee, identified as a ‘male, adult interlocutor’.
These syntactic, semantic and pragmatic particularities are accompanied by a
process of phonetic erosion (see Heine & Kuteva 2004: 3),19 which gave rise to
the eroded forms, se, sô, sor, seor. The contracted sotor/stor (senhor + doutor) is
one of the most widespread forms of these eroded forms, with uses that are signs
of the word’s integration into the Portuguese lexicon, occurring particularly in
written contexts. In the data collected in the Corpus do Português (Davies & Fer-
reira 2016–) for current use, only the forms sotor and stor occur with 8 and 14
occurrences, respectively. They are also the only eroded forms that have been
introduced into dictionaries.20

19The phenomenon is very similar to what has happened to the Portuguese address pronoun
você, where there has been a change/reduction of form that accompanies semantic change and
the content.

20https://www.infopedia.pt/dicionarios/lingua-portuguesa/sotor and other online dictionaries.
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According to the four criteria established by Heine & Kuteva (2004: 17), the
uses we identified in the data analysed suggest that there is an ongoing process
of grammaticalization.21 The analysis carried out reveals processes of semantic
bleaching, use in new contexts, syntactic fixation, recategorization (approxima-
tion to the pronoun category) and phonetic erosion. These characteristics of (o)
senhor are related to each other, as Heine & Kuteva (2004) remind us. The seman-
tic change highlights a more grammatical sense, although in o senhor as a deictic
element, some part of the semantic value of the NP is maintained. In pragmatic
terms, o senhor marks social distancing (social deixis) but retains NFAmarks, like
the combination with the 3rd person (Carreira 2009) and the occurrence with the
definite article, a characteristic of NFA in this context.

5 Final considerations

This paper has focused on the different discourse contexts in which the form of
address o senhor appears in EP. We consider that there is a generalization of the
uses of o senhor which defines a respectful form of address, regardless of whether
the relationship between the speakers is asymmetrical or symmetrical.

Having analysed different data, organized according to different discourse gen-
res, we found that the discourse genre interferes in the speakers’ choices of the
FA, but further research is required to confirm these findings. The variability in
usage that we identified, however, forces us to consider that other dimensions of
verbal interaction interfere in the speakers’ choices, thus, an idiosyncratic dimen-
sion should be considered in the analysis. Finally, the nominal form of address o
senhor is in a process of grammaticalization in EP. In short, o senhor is a hybrid
form of address, with uses that sometimes bring it closer to a NFA and sometimes
to a PFA; there is a synchronic convergence of both categories’ features, accord-
ing to different contexts and usages. While it may be premature to speak of a
stabilization of the grammatical category pronoun for o senhor in allocutive use,
it is safe to say that there are uses with a pronoun function, a deictic function,
even though the semantic bleaching is not finished. We thus underline the insta-
bility of these usages, some more grammaticalized than others, as in examples
(33), (20–21) and (27).

Taking into account our preliminary expectations, the results of the present
analysis show that o senhor is a widespread form of address marking a relation-
ship of social distance in contemporary Portuguese. Finally, we have identified

21We use the term grammaticalization in a broad sense, encompassing processes also called prag-
maticalization or pragmatization and discursivization.
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a set of characteristics that allow us to state that as a nominal form of address, o
senhor is in a process of grammaticalization in EP.

Some avenues for future research have become evident in the course of the
analysis. We have established that the variation o senhor/a senhora deserves fur-
ther investigation, as it is not limited to a mere morphosyntactic variation. The
form (a) senhora is used in specific contexts deserving more research work. An-
other topic that deserves future attention is the VFA category. The use of the 3rd

person singular of the verb without a subject, much more frequent in the data
analysed than the NFA or PFA, is in line with the fact that EP is a null-subject
language. But we also consider that it has discursive implications that have yet to
be determined. As mentioned above, the duration of elocution, in previously pub-
lished works, is associated with the process of grammaticalization. The analysis
of the behaviour of o senhor in this respect may bring more data to the current
discussion. Finally, the functioning of this FA in different discourse genres, not
only at the oral level, but also in certain written genres, like the epistolary one,
deserves further analysis. Specifically, in future research, we intend to analyse
the crystallized expression sim senhor/sim senhora (‘yes sir’/‘yes ma’am’) which
also presents unique features and functions that may bring new information on
the process of grammaticalization.
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1 Introduction

Catalan is a western Romance language, situated between the Gallo-Romance
languages (mainly, French and Occitan) and the Ibero-Romance languages (Por-
tuguese, Galician, Spanish, Asturian, and Aragonese). It is spoken in an area in-
cluding Catalonia, Valencia, Andorra, the Balearic Islands, Northern Catalonia,
the eastern strip of Aragon, Carche, and Alghero, in Sardinia. It has more than 9
million speakers.

Parliamentary debate, a subgenre of parliamentary discourse, takes place in a
political institutional setting, the Parliament. Members of parliament take part in
the event as addressees and in some cases as addressers, and take on a variety of
roles: politicians, representatives of a party or coalition, presidents either of the
Parliament or of the Government, ministers, spokespersons, and so on. Interac-
tion is highly ritualised and in Catalonia all interventions are closely moderated
by the President of the Parliament, who acts as the Speaker and opens and closes
the debate (see Cuenca 2014 and Ilie 2015 for a more detailed description).

In the Parliament of Catalonia, the discursive style of the debates from the
1932–1938 period, under the Spanish Second Republic, differs greatly from the
style used now or in the recent past. The impression is that the language used
now is less formal. But is this impression actually borne out by the facts? And
what are the linguistic features that convey it?

This chapter seeks to provide an answer to these questions, focusing on a
specific aspect of parliamentary debate: reference to participants.

1.1 Theoretical background

To address the questions just posed, we have combined concepts and categories
drawn from different disciplines and theoretical orientations.

The first is person deixis. We adopt the framework established by Levinson
(1983), and especially its adaptation in the studies of Catalan in recent decades
(Payrató 2002, Cuenca 2004, 2014, Nogué 2005, 2008a,b, 2011, 2015, De Cock &
Nogué 2017).

The second is politeness, and more specifically the studies into the Catalan
three-degree system of honorifics: tu-vosaltres (2sg and 2pl, informal) – vós (2pl,
respectful) – vostè(s) (3sg and 3pl, formal). The traditional use of this system
was described by Coromines (1971) and more recently in the new Catalan norma-
tive grammar (GIEC 2016). The honorific form (la) Vostra Senyoria/(sa) senyoria,
specific to the speech event, has also been included.
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11 Variation and change in reference to discourse participants

The third concept is the notion of participant and the different categories into
which it can be broken down. Drawing on previous work by Bühler (1934), Jakob-
son (1960), and Hymes (1974), here we adopt the framework proposed by Goff-
man (1981). In the production of an utterance, or production format, Goffman dis-
tinguishes between the animator (the person who uses his/her voice, or hands,
to produce the linguistic sounds, or letters or characters, that constitute an ut-
terance), the author (the person who linguistically encodes an utterance, the one
who selects the words and builds the sentences that verbalise what is meant), and
the principal (the person or party held responsible for the message). First person
always encodes reference to the principal, be it in cases where a participant only
adopts this component or in cases where s/he adopts two components, or when
s/he adopts all three components, which is the most frequent case.

In the reception of an utterance, or reception format, Goffman distinguishes be-
tween ratified participants (accepted in the communicative event) and bystanders
(not accepted). Ratified participants, in turn, are split into addressed recipients and
unaddressed recipients; and bystanders are split into overhearers (perceived) and
eavesdroppers (not perceived). The grammatical category of second person – sg
or pl – only encodes the reference to the addressed recipient(s) – 2pl, together or
not with non-participants –, and the reference to unaddressed recipients is made
through 3rd person strategies (Nogué 2005, 2008a). The distinction between ad-
dressed and unaddressed recipients will be highly relevant to our study.

This chapter focuses on the description of the phenomena while abstracting
away from the discussions of theoretical concepts and categories involved in the
analysis. Although a discussion as such would be of much interest, it would fall
out of the scope and goals of this chapter to analyse the phenomena from the per-
spective of Brown & Levinson (1987)’s politeness model. However, as highlighted
in the conclusion, we will see how the application of Goffman’s participation
frameworks and third person strategies to the analysis of the different strategies
used to refer to participants and their diachronic evolution can help broaden our
understanding of interaction, conceived as a key element in the development of
any communicative event.

1.2 Data and methodology

This study consists of a corpus-driven qualitative and quantitative analysis. The
corpus, divided into six subcorpora, has been taken from the Diari de Sessions of
the Parliament of Catalonia. The first subcorpus includes six debates of a political
(not legislative) nature held in the 1932–1938 period, during the Spanish Second
Republic, the time the first modern parliament was convened in Catalonia. The
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other five subcorpora consist of the whole text of the “general politics debate”
held in the following years: 1980 (the year of the recovery of the Parliament of
Catalonia after the Franco dictatorship, with CiU, a centre-right-wing coalition,
in government), 1993 (when parliamentary activity was consolidated and CiU
had an absolute majority), 2005 (when, for the first time in recent history, a left-
wing three-party coalition was into power), 2013 (with CiU in government again
and changes in the composition of the Parliament, with the incorporation of the
Spanish nationalist party C’s and the radical left-wing party CUP), and 2020 (with
a pro-independence centrist and social democratic coalition in government).

These debates are similar to the State of the Union or State of the State ad-
dresses in the United States, but they include the opposition’s response and fur-
ther interaction in the same plenary session of the Parliament. Thus, the five
subcorpora of the present-day period comprise full communicative events. The
corpus contains 602,641 words, 3.6% of which are in Spanish (1980, 2013, and
2020), which is co-official in Catalonia together with Catalan. Our qualitative
analysis focuses on Catalan, but Spanish is included in the quantitative analysis.
The six subcorpora vary in length, containing an average of 100,440 words.

The corpus was labelled manually using the categories described in the pre-
vious section and then processed with Textstat, a programme designed at the
Freie Universität Berlin, and with SPSS for the statistical analysis. Linear regres-
sion, Pearson correlation and ANOVA test are the statistical tests conducted to
account for the evolution through time in the amount of tokens of some of the
phenomena analysed in the qualitative analysis.

2 Qualitative analysis

In this section we discuss the phenomena related to the reference to participants
from a qualitative point of view. Although some of them deal with the proto-
typical uses of the 1st and 2nd persons, most go beyond the prototypical uses of
person deixis and beyond the 1st and 2nd persons, and indeed highlighting these
phenomena is one of the main contributions of our work. This line of research
can also be found in the work of Cornelia Ilie (2003, 2010, 2015) applied to parlia-
mentary discourse.

In §2.1 we discuss the strategies for addresser reference: first, in §2.1.1, the
references to the addresser alone, both in the 1st and in the 3rd person; and in
§2.1.2, the strategies for the reference to the addresser groups, the groups where
he or she includes him/herself; §2.2 is devoted to the strategies for the reference
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to the recipient: §2.2.1, to one or several addressed recipients and §2.2.2, to one
or several unaddressed recipients.1

At the end of each strategy, a short reference is made to its temporal evolution
in quantitative terms. Global quantitative data are then analysed in §3.

2.1 Addresser reference

In this section the main functions of the 1sg in parliamentary debate are pre-
sented, followed by the main alternative strategies in the 3rd person to refer to
the addresser. Then, focusing on the reference to the addresser groups, two uses
of the 1pl will be discussed. The section is closed by several uses of the 3rd person
to refer to the addresser groups.

2.1.1 The reference to the addresser alone

It is well-known that the 1sg is prototypically used to refer to oneself. Here we
focus on the specific uses of this person deictic category that can be found in
parliamentary debate. The non-prototypical use of 3sg to establish reference to
the speaker in this genre is also analysed.

2.1.1.1 1sg

In parliamentary debate, the prototypical use of the 1sg to refer to the addresser
performs several functions. The most genre-specific ones are the following.

TheMPs use the 1sg tomanage their own discourse, with ametadiscursive pur-
pose, using different kinds of verba dicendi (1);2 they make statements that con-
vey performative speech acts that involve them individually (2); together with
other words that are semantically related and structures such as “com a (‘as’) +
POSITION”, they emphasize the role they are playing in a specific utterance (3);
and finally they interact directly: see (4a) for an interaction between the Presi-
dent of Catalonia and the Leader of the Opposition and (4b), where the President

1The examples are labelled as follows, in brackets: the name (or names) that identify the ad-
dressers, their party’s initials (see the list of abbreviations on page 341) and the year of the
subcorpus. In some cases, the position (Prime Minister, President of the Parliament, President
of Catalonia…) is given instead of the party’s initials in order to clarify the example. Usually
the President of Catalonia – also called President de la Generalitat – is also the Prime Minister,
but on some occasions (1932–1933 and 2005, in our corpus) the two posts were occupied by
different people.

2By means of parliamentary metadiscourse, “MPs provide supplementary indications about the
intentionality, implications, and goals of their own discourse” (Ilie 2015: 12; see also Ilie 2003).
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and another MP present contrasting points of view, which is reflected in the use
of explicit personal pronouns (jo, ‘I’, vs. vostè ‘you formal’).

(1) assumim el que fins ara era competència de l’Estat, és a dir, subratllo això
‘we are taking on something that until now has been a competence of the
State, that is, I underline that’ (Pujol, President of Catalonia, 1980)

(2) i em disculpo, perquè potser hauria hagut d’esperar
‘and I apologize, because maybe I should have waited’

(Iceta, PSC-PSOE, 2005)

(3) és el meu deure i el meu compromís com a president
‘it is my duty and my commitment as President”

(Torra, President of Catalonia, 2020)

(4) a. després li parlaré d’alguns temes concrets
‘I will talk to you [sing.] later about some specific issues’

(Mas, Leader of the Opposition, 2005)
b. vostè parla que Itàlia no és exemple. Home, jo no l’he posat com a

model a seguir
‘you say that Italy is not an example. Well, I did not put it as a role
model’ (Maragall, President of Catalonia, 2005)

The use of the 1sg throughout our corpus follows a decreasing tendency (Ta-
ble 1). As we will see later on (§2.1.2), MPs more and more prefer to include
themselves in groups than to speak in their own behalf alone.

Table 1: The evolution of the 1sg (number of tokens per 100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

1sg 2,129 2,070 2,119 2,081 1,839 1,380

2.1.1.2 3sg

In Catalan the 3sg allows the addresser to refer to him/herself through a variety
of non-prototypical strategies (see Nogué 2011: 124–127, 2015: 226–228). In par-
liamentary language, making use of a full NP for participant reference is both an
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indirect reference strategy and a marker of formality.3 At the same time, it con-
veys a certain distance from oneself to focus on the institution (5) or the position
held (6). In example (7), moreover, the deictic reference is preserved by means
of a demonstrative. Finally, the use of un servidor (‘your humble servant’), a 3sg
strategy without deictic inscription in Catalan, conveys mainly modesty and po-
liteness (8).

(5) La Presidència no necessita, agraint-ho molt, cap consell
‘The Presidency, while very grateful, does not need any advice’

(Companys, President of the Parliament, 1932)

(6) El president no ha perdut la confiança en el seu Govern
‘The President has not lost confidence in his Government’

(Maragall, President of Catalonia, 2005)

(7) en aquesta tasca tindran sempre, si la volen, la col·laboració d’aquest
Diputat
‘you will always have this member of parliament’s cooperation in this
task if you want it’ (Benet, independent, 1980)

(8) aquesta exposició d’un servidor
‘this presentation by your humble servant’ (Rigol, Labour Minister, 1980)

As can be observed in Table 2, this strategy is recorded most frequently in the
1932–1938 period, followed by the debate in 1980, when it seems that to some ex-
tent the MPs wanted to recover the stylistic tradition predating the break caused
by Franco’s dictatorship. Even though in 2005 the President of Catalonia, Pasqual
Maragall, used this strategy quite often, between 1993 and 2020 it was rarely used
by others. Thus, the present trend is to use it only when a distance effect and a
focus on the institutional position is sought, while it is used less and less as a
marker of formality alone. Furthermore, its use by Maragall may also be consid-
ered a feature of his own communicative style. In Table 2 only NPs have been
considered, without including verbal morphemes, pronouns and possessives that
can be in an anaphoric relation to them.

In Table 2, the figures in italics highlight the uses of el president (‘the Presi-
dent’) in 1980 and in 2005 that correspond to the same addresser each year, the
President of Catalonia. In a way, these can be regarded as outliers. In fact, in 1993
the President was the same as in 1980, hence, during his presidency he seems to

3Weuse the term full noun phrase to refer to phrases with a noun as its nominal head (in contrast
to pronoun or infinitive NPs).
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have changed his discursive style, at least in this respect. The eight tokens of
“demonstrative + POSITION” in 1980 (aquest Diputat, ‘this MP’), also correspond
to the same addresser. Excluding these outliers, the reduction of the total tokens
of these strategies in recent decades is even clearer (see the second figure in the
global data for 1980 and 2005).

Global quantitative data, including verbal morphemes, pronouns and posses-
sives, are summarized in Table 3.

Table 2: The evolution of 3sg strategies to refer to the addresser (num-
ber of tokens per 100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

la Presidència 14 4 1 0 0 0
el president (de) 1 15 1 15 2 1
demonstr. + N/Rel 7 8 1 1 0 0
others 6 10 0 4 5 3

TOTAL 28 37 / 14 3 20 / 5 7 4

Table 3: The evolution of 3sg strategies to refer to the addresser (num-
ber of tokens per 100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

Reference to the addresser 71 48 9 41 9 15

2.1.2 Addresser-group reference

Beyond the prototypical uses of the 1pl, in this section we focus on two uses of
this category: the first one is widespread in Catalan but serves specific purposes
in political discourse; the second one is quite new, and only found in some genres.
Some non-prototypical uses of 3sg and 3pl are also analysed.

2.1.2.1 1pl with a full NP subject

The combination of a verb in the 1pl with a full NP subject, also in PL (9), “allows
the speaker to underline affiliation to a group which the addressee may or may
not belong to, and to simultaneously give a clear, not merely deictic, definition
of the group” (De Cock & Nogué 2017: 107).
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(9) a. tots els Diputats encara estem pendents de quin és l’íntim pensament
de Lliga Catalana
‘we members of parliament are (1pl) all still waiting for the private
thoughts of the Lliga Catalana’ (Lluhí, Prime Minister, 1933)

b. Els catalans hem de poder decidir
‘We Catalans must (1pl) be able to decide’ (Navarro, PSC-PSOE, 2013)

This structure can be found through all our corpus and is also common in other
registers. Catalan shares it with Spanish, Occitan, and Basque, while English,
Italian, and other languages need a 1pl pronoun specifying the subject NP (We
Italians are very friendly, Noi italiani siamo molto gentili). It is also used with the
2pl: Els catalans heu de poder decidir (‘You Catalans must be able to decide’) (De
Cock & Nogué 2017: 108).4

On the other hand, this structure has recently adopted a specific variant,
mainly in political and trade-union discourse, although it is also spreading in
other registers: now the NP subject is in SG and the referent is usually the name
of the political party or trade union, a collective noun, by means of which the
addresser includes him/herself. In our corpus, the two first tokens of this variant
are found in 1980 (10a) and 1993 (10b), and there are some other later tokens, as
in (10c). In this variant the lack of agreement applies not only to the grammatical
category of person, but also to the category of number.

(10) a. Centristes de Catalunya […] aprofitem la invitació del President
‘We Centristes de Catalunya [the name of a political party] […] take
(1pl) advantage of the President’s invitation’ (Cañellas, CC, 1980)

b. Iniciativa per Catalunya hem elaborat […] un document, amb
quaranta o cinquanta mesures
‘We Iniciativa per Catalunya […] have (1pl) prepared a text with forty
or fifty measures’ (Saura, IC, 1993)

c. la CUP també faríem els mateixos quatre blocs però canviant-ne els
títols
‘We the CUP would (1pl) also make the same groups but would
change their titles’ (Fernàndez, CUP, 2013)

4Basque can emphasize the inclusion in the group with a specific morpheme, -o-, in the NP
which also appears in other structures, all of them called plural hurbila (proximate or close
plural) (Hualde & de Urbina 2003: 122 and Zubiri 2012: 68–69): Italiarrak oso jatorrak gara or
Italiarrok oso jatorrak gara (‘We Italians are very friendly’).
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2.1.2.2 Assembly 1pl

In the 2013 and 2020 subcorpora a particular use of the 1pl is found which had
not appeared before: the CUP MPs use the 1sg less than the other MPs, in favour
of the 1pl (11).

(11) a. Provarem de dir-ho tot sense deixar-nos res en nom de la CUP
‘We’ll try to say everything without omitting anything on behalf of
the CUP’ (Fernàndez, CUP, 2013)

b. Per iniciar la nostra resposta al seu discurs, inicialment mirarem
d’apuntar algunes dimensions de la crisi que, des del nostre punt de
vista, és important assenyalar
‘To begin our answer to your speech, in the beginning we shall try to
mention several dimensions of the crisis that, from our point of view,
it is important to point out’ (Riera, CUP, 2020)

Besides the quantitative aspect, however, the qualitative analysis of the two
grammatical categories reveals that these addressers try to use the 1sg only in
some metadiscursive utterances (12), the first use shown in §2.1.1.1.

(12) a. No entenc la meva lletra...
‘I can’t read my own writing’ (Fernàndez, CUP, 2013)

b. I acabo –si em dona un segon més, president– emplaçant-los […] a
frenar el despropòsit de l’acord […] per fer possible el Hard Rock
‘And I finish – if you give me one more second, President – urging
you to stop this nonsensical agreement to make the Hard Rock
possible’ (Sànchez, CUP, 2020)

Finally, in (13) we can see a case of self-correction in this use of the 1pl, which
reflects that it is not completely spontaneous.

(13) I, després, conec experiències, coneixem experiències de la CUP, sobretot,
arrelades al territori i a les comarques
‘And afterwards, I know some experiences, we know some of the CUP’s
experiences, above all, rooted in the territory and the counties’

(Fernàndez, CUP, 2013)

The reason for this communicative behaviour can be found in the ideology
of the group these addressers represent (pro-independence, anti-capitalist, ecol-
ogist, and feminist), and above all, in its assembly-based decision-making pro-
cesses. In (11a) we observe the use of the 1pl in an utterance that makes the il-
lustrated strategy explicit. The preference for the 1pl, thus, linguistically reflects
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the fact that as MPs the addressers speak on behalf of the assembly, and not on
their own behalf or on behalf of the hypothetical leaders of their political group.

Table 4 shows that the number of tokens of the 1pl follows an upward trend
that compensates the opposite trend for the 1sg (§2.1.1.1) and the 3sg and the 3pl
(§2.1.2.3 and §2.1.2.4).

Table 4: The evolution of the 1pl (number of tokens per 100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

1pl 2,377 2,965 2,754 2,543 3,037 3,816

2.1.2.3 3sg with a full NP

The use of a full NP in SG allows reference to the addresser groups. The NP head
is also a collective noun, usually in our corpus the name of a party, a parliamen-
tary group, the Government, the majority, or any parliamentary minority (14).

(14) a. per a concretar d’una manera ja més ferma el punt de vista del
Govern, he de dir que aquest Govern us exposarà l’obra que pensa
‘to establish more firmly the point of view of the Government, I should
say that this Government will present to you the work it is thinking of’

(Lluhí, Prime Minister, 1932)
b. el 80 per cent del Parlament té clar que no podem mantenir l’statu quo

actual
‘80% of the Parliament understands that we cannot maintain the
current status quo’ (Mas, President of Catalonia, 2013)

In an example such as (14a), the use of the demonstrative (aquest Govern, ‘this
Government’) preserves deictic reference and makes the inclusion of the ad-
dresser in the reference explicit, whereas in (14b) the inclusion of the President in
the group he is talking about is achieved through inference. Through this strat-
egy, a distance effect is achieved.

Furthermore, when the NP is in PL, the addresser can choose either the strat-
egy we have seen in §2.1.2.1, where the inclusion in the group is explicit, or the
strategy we will see immediately below.

This strategy is most used in the 1932–1938 period and follows a downward
trend nowadays, as Table 5 shows. More direct strategies, mainly the 1pl, com-
pensate for this reduction.
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Table 5: The evolution of 3sg strategies to refer to the addresser groups
(number of tokens per 100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

Reference to the addresser
groups

782 348 268 429 250 180

2.1.2.4 3pl with a full NP

A full NP in PL also allows reference to the addresser groups. In contrast to the
strategy discussed in §2.1.2.1, where the verb is in the 1pl, in this case the use of
the 3rd person obtains a distance effect from the group and from the addresser
him/herself (15).

(15) a. el doctor Martí i Julià i aquest que ara us parla propugnaven per a
donar al catalanisme liberalista d’aquella època un gran sentit
d’universalitat
‘Doctor Martí i Julià and the person [lit. this] who is addressing you
wanted to give the liberal Catalanism of that period a great sense of
universality’ (Serra i Moret, USC, 1932)

b. Aquests cent vint diputats i diputades, aquest Parlament, mereixen
respecte
‘These hundred and twenty MPs (men and women), this Parliament,
deserve respect’ (Carod-Rovira, ERC, 2005)

The addressers of the examples in (15) are part of the group they are talking
about, but the use of the 3rd person allows them to distance themselves and talk
as if they did not belong to this group.

As the previous strategy, this one also shows a downward trend, as seen in
Table 6. More direct strategies, mainly the 1pl, compensate for this reduction.

Table 6: The evolution of 3pl strategies to refer to the addresser groups
(number of tokens per 100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

Reference to the addresser
groups

47 21 16 32 6 10
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2.2 Recipient reference

In this section, the main strategies for the reference to the recipient in Catalan
parliamentary discourse are presented. We will begin with the strategies to refer
to the addressed recipient(s) and then we will move on to the strategies to refer
to the unaddressed recipient(s).

2.2.1 Addressed recipient(s) reference

In our corpus, the reference to the addressed recipient(s) is the kind of partici-
pant reference that includes the widest range of strategies, both prototypical and
(especially) non-prototypical.

2.2.1.1 Tu (‘you’ SING, informal)

In our corpus, the tu (‘you’ SING, informal) form is not used to refer to the ad-
dressed recipient. All the political parties and parliamentary groups, from right-
wing to left-wing and from 1932 to 2020, follow an unwritten norm for participant
reference in parliamentary debates and avoid this form (Payà 2022). The collo-
quial tu is perceived as inappropriate in the context of high formality associated
with that communicative event. Moreover, comparing parliamentary debate with
other meetings of MPs which are not carried out in public, Payà (2022) observes
that in these other speech events the tu form is also used, so the private-public
opposition has to be taken into account too. This norm is only broken on two
different occasions, in the last two subcorpora (2013 and 2020), as we will see
immediately below.

In any case, in the debates of the present-day period (interestingly, not during
the 1932–1938 period) a number of 2sg tokens are found. They can be included
in the following uses:

a. In some discursive markers, often (though not always) in direct reported
speech: mira (‘look’), escolta(’m) (‘listen (to me)’) and espera (‘wait’) (16).

(16) I vostès diuen: “Espera, nosaltres decidirem, però a la nostra
manera, no?”
‘And you (2pl, formal) say: «Wait (2sg, informal), we will decide,
but our own way, OK?»’ (Mas, President of Catalonia, 2013)

b. In its prototypical use, in direct reported speech in which the addresser
quotes a conversation with another person, a public person – usually an-
other politician – or an anonymous person. Here, it must be underlined
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that, even when the conversational partner is another politician and they
talk about politics, the different setting provided by the reported speech,
outside the Parliament, makes it easy to switch to the informal form tu. In
(17), Carlos Solchaga was Spain’s Minister for the Economy and Finance.

(17) l’any passat vàrem dir a en Solchaga: “El plantejament que tu fas és
irreal, és voluntarista.”
‘last year we told Solchaga: «the proposal you (2sg, informal) make
is unreal, it is just wishful thinking.»’

(Pujol, President of Catalonia, 1993)

c. With a generic value, which is also a strategy of mitigated reference to the
addresser (Nogué 2011: 124 and 2015: 226). This use, mostly found in infor-
mal registers (Nogué 2008b: 213), appears for the first time in our corpus
in 1993, with a single token; it reappears in 2005, with two tokens; and it
increases remarkably in 2013, when several MPs use it, especially Artur
Mas (CiU, President of Catalonia) (18), who acts here as an outlier. In the
2020 subcorpus we find this use again but the number of tokens is lower
than in 2013.

(18) de què serveix tenir el 50 per cent de participació en l’IVA, si
després resulta que quan incrementes els IVA tu no tens cap
rendiment addicional […]?
‘what is the use of having a 50 per cent share of VAT, if afterwards
when you increase VAT you don’t gain any additional revenue […]?’

(Mas, President of Catalonia, 2013)

Most probably, beyond the reference to participants, the generic use of the
2sg can be considered as a marker of informality in the stylistic evolution
of parliamentary discourse – and in our corpus also an individual feature
of one participant, the President of Catalonia in 2013.

d. As we said before, the prototypical use of 2sg appears twice in our corpus,
one in the 2013 subcorpus (19a) and the other in the 2020 subcorpus (19b).

(19) a. En Junqueras diu: “Estimem Espanya, però no ens en fiem,”
–no?– “del Govern espanyol.” Oriol, estimo Catalunya, però no
em fio gens del Govern de Convergència i Unió. […] I saps per
què? –saps per què? Perquè resulta que en polítiques fiscals, en
polítiques laborals, […] sempre estan a l’altre bàndol
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‘Junqueras says: «We love Spain but we don’t trust» – no? –
«the Spanish Government». Oriol, I love Catalonia but I don’t
trust the Convergència i Unió Government at all. […] And do
you know (2sg, informal) why? – do you know (2sg, informal)
why? Because it turns out that in tax policies, in labour policies,
[…] they are always on the other side’ (Herrera, ICV, 2013)

b. seria la proposta transaccional entre el Grup de la CUP - Crida
Constituent i el nostre grup, sobre el Hard Rock Cafe –ai!,
“cafe” no, perdona
‘it would be the transactional proposal between the Group of
the CUP - Crida Constituent and our group, about the Hard
Rock Cafe – ah! not «cafe», sorry (2sg, informal, in Catalan)’

(Segovia, CC-P, 2020)

In (19a) a direct interaction of the addresser with an MP of another politi-
cal group is found. When the speaker addresses him, he seems to “forget”
the formal situation they are in. In fact, he seems to forget it from the be-
ginning of the utterance, when he uses his colleague’s family name with
an article (en Junqueras) and his first name as a vocative (Oriol), which
are clearly informal and extremely unusual in parliamentary debate. In
(19b), after his failing to name properly a giant casino and leisure complex
project, the MP recurs to perdona, the informal version of a very frequent
formula to apologize.

Even as unique tokens, they do not appear in the first subcorpora but in
the most recent ones; the present-day social setting seems to allow a kind
of slippage that would not have been easy to imagine only thirty years ago.
Another question arises here: has the left-wing orientation of the parties
involved in these two examples anything to do with these tokens? A larger
corpus would be needed to answer it properly.

Table 7 summarizes the evolution of the 2sg in our corpus. From 1980 on, a sus-
tained upward trend is observed that peaks in 2013 due to its use with a generic
value by Artur Mas, as just mentioned.

Table 7: The evolution of 2sg (informal) (number of tokens per 100,000
words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

2sg (informal) 0 10 9 26 80 34
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2.2.1.2 Vós (‘you’ pl, respectful)

In the Catalan three-degree honorific system (tu-vós-vostè, §1.1), vós, which refers
to a single addressed recipient although it is morphologically 2pl, was used reg-
ularly during the 1932–1938 period: the presidents of Catalonia and of the Par-
liament and the MPs of the different parties and coalitions used it. It conveys
respect and is structurally similar to its French equivalent vous (a more detailed
description can be found in Coromines 1971: 88–89, Nogué 2011: 134–135, 2015:
232–233, and GIEC 2016: 195–196).5 In (20) the speaker addresses only the MP
Josep M. Espanya (ERC) although the forms in italics are in the 2pl.

(20) És això justament el que jo us demanava i em plau que ho veieu així
‘This is precisely what I asked you (2pl, respectful) for and I am pleased
that you (2pl) see it this way’ (Martínez Domingo, Lliga, 1933)

In that period, this form alternated with the formulaic form (la) Vostra Senyoria
(Your Lordship) (see §2.2.1.4 below), which was much more frequent: 40 tokens of
vós and 200 tokens of (la) Vostra Senyoria (per 100,000 words). In the present-day
period, only 4 tokens of vós are found in 1980, and only one MP (Àngel Colom,
ERC) used it systematically in 1993 (also an outlier).6 These data are summarized
in Table 8.

Table 8: The evolution of vós (respectful) (number of tokens per 100,000
words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

Vós (respectful) 40 4 366 0 0 0

2.2.1.3 Vostè (3sg, formal)

Recorded only occasionally in the 1932–1938 period, vostè has become more and
more used as a strategy to refer to the addressed recipient in Catalan parliamen-
tary debate. It comes from the formulaic form vostra mercè (your grace), from the
vós form (vostra is the stressed feminine possessive of vós); when it is the subject,

5Nogué (2022) offers a general overview of the present unsteady situation of the Catalan hon-
orifics system, and Payà (2022) of the use of vós in the Catalan Administration.

6In 1993, in addition to Colom, only the President of the Parliament (3 tokens) and the President
of the Government (2 tokens) use it, and only when answering him, hence influenced by his
own usage.
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it agrees in the 3rd person with the verb (21). Although the Catalan Administra-
tion chose vós for its relations with the citizens forty years ago (when Catalonia
recovered its political institutions and Catalan become themain language of com-
munication both within the Administration and between the Administration and
the citizens), today vostè is the general preferred strategy for formal interaction,
especially in oral contexts (Nogué 2022, Payà 2022). Parliamentary debates are
no exception: all parties and coalitions use it, including the anti-capitalist left-
wing, as can be observed in the examples (for a more detailed description, see
Nogué 2011: 134–136, 2015: 232–233).

(21) a. Senyor Macià Alavedra, no ens ofenguem, vostè està a la dreta i jo a
l’esquerra. Si vostè es considera de dreta popular, jo em considero
d’esquerra popular
‘Mr. Macià Alavedra, do not be offended, you (3sg, formal) are on the
right and I am on the left. If you (3sg, formal) consider yourself (3sg,
formal) popular right-wing, I consider myself popular left-wing’

(Gutiérrez Díaz, PSUC, 1980)
b. Vostè parlava de colideratge, una tesi que surt molt del marquès

d’ESADE, si em permet dir-ho així
‘You (3sg, formal) talked about co-leadership, an idea that goes out a
lot from the marquis of ESADE,7 if you (3sg, formal) allow me the
expression’ (Fernàndez, CUP, 2013)

This use of vostè in parliamentary debate is fully consistent with its use as a
marker of formality and politeness in other communicative contexts in present-
day Catalan society.

Like the corresponding form in SG, the PL form vostès is found only occasion-
ally in the 1932–1938 period. In contrast, in the present-day period it is increas-
ingly used by all the parties of the Parliament of Catalonia, as in (22).

(22) Aquest Parlament s’ha de reactivar, i vostès, més que cap altre grup
polític, tenen la responsabilitat de reactivar la vida d’aquest Parlament.
Moltes gràcies per la seva atenció
‘This Parliament has to be reactivated, and you (3pl, formal), more than
any other political party, have the responsibility of reactivating this
Parliament. Thank you very much for your (3pl, formal) attention’

(Obiols, PSC-PSOE, 1993)
7The expression marquès d’ESADE is a play on words on the marquis de Sade. ESADE is a pres-
tigious Business School in Barcelona.
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The above example also reveals that this form, like other forms of reference
to the addressed recipient, can have different referents in consecutive utterances
(and even in the same utterance): in the first one, the addresser is referring to the
parliamentary group in government (CiU) and, in the second, to all the MPs.8

The evolution in the use of vostè(s) can be observed in Table 9. The 2013 and
2020 figures suggest that the upward trend observed before may have come to a
standstill.

Table 9: The evolution of vostè(s) (formal) (number of tokens per
100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

Vostè (formal, sing.) 4 312 858 1,388 1,712 1,588
Vostès (formal, pl.) 4 401 692 1,004 1,243 1,235

2.2.1.4 (la) Vostra Senyoria (Your Lordship)

As already noted (§2.2.1.2), (la) Vostra Senyoria (Your Lordship) is the most fre-
quent strategy in the Second Republic subcorpus for referring to the addressed
recipient. Like vostè (see §2.2.1.3), it derives from the vós form; in subject position
it agrees with the verb in the 3sg and is usually represented in the Catalan Par-
liament’s Diari de Sessions by means of the abbreviation V. S. (VV.SS. in plural)
in the 1932–1938 period (23).

(23) Senyor Lluhí: en l’article 14.è de l’Estatut s’estableix, d’una manera
precisa i categòrica, una cosa que també ha reconegut V. S.
‘Mr Lluhí: the 14th article of the Catalan Constitution established, in a
precise and categorical way, something that Your Lordship has also
recognised’ (Ventosa, Lliga, 1932)

This form, as a marker of high formality, is strongly associated today with a
specific speech event: a trial in court (De Cock & Nogué 2017: 116). In the corpus
from the present-day period, no SG token of this honorific form is found.

The (les) Vostres Senyories plural form is used systematically in the 1932–1938
subcorpus, although it is used to a lower extent than vosaltres, as we will see in
§2.2.1.5 (24).

8A multimodal analysis of fragments like this – including gestures, body-position and above all
gaze – would allow us to confirm this more precisely.
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(24) El 12 d’abril les VV. SS. es quedaven a casa seva
‘On April 12th Your Lordships stayed at home’

(Lluhí, Prime Minister, 1933)

This PL variant is occasionally found, with only two tokens, one in Catalan
(25a) and the other in Spanish (25b), in the 1980 subcorpus, recalling the tradi-
tion previous to the Franco dictatorship. However, in the case of these tokens its
morphological form is related to vostè (ses senyories, sus señorías; ses and sus are
3rd person possessives), not to vós. This change in grammatical person may once
again reflect the strength of the emergence of vostè(s) in the present-day period,
and also the influence of the practices of the Spanish Parliament, where it is a
usual form of address (De Cock & Nogué 2017).

(25) a. em limitaré […], per no cansar ses senyories, a mencionar d’una
manera bastant puntual cadascun dels punts
‘I will restrict myself […], so as not to bore Their Lordships, to
mentioning each of the points quite briefly’ (Vicens, ERC, 1980)

b. a nosotros nos interesa todo, pero sus señorías saben que, de forma
especial, lo que hace referencia a la política cultural y social
‘we are interested in everything, but as Their Lordships know, we are
especially interested in matters of cultural and social policy’

(Acosta, GA, 1980)

The evolution in the use of these forms is summarized in Table 10.

Table 10: The evolution of (la) Vostra Senyoria and (les) Vostres/Ses Seny-
ories (number of tokens per 100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

(la) Vostra Senyoria 200 0 0 0 0 0
(les) Vostres/Ses Senyories 43 2 0 0 0 0

2.2.1.5 Vosaltres (‘you pl’)

In the Catalan three-degree system of honorifics, the form vosaltres (‘you’ PL)
corresponds both to the PL of tu (‘you’ sg, informal) and to the PL of vós (‘you’
pl, respectful). In the 1932–1938 subcorpus, it is used as a PL of vós (26), and in
contrast to the reference to a single addressed recipient in that period, it is the
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MPs’ preferred strategy: 748 tokens (for 100,000 words), compared with only 43
for (les) Vostres Senyories (Your Lordships).

(26) Honorables Diputats: La vostra presència ací, com a representants que
sou del poble i membres d’aquestes Corts catalanes
‘Honourable Members: your (2pl, respectful) presence here, as
representatives (lit. that you (2pl, respectful) are) of the people and as
members of this Catalan parliament’

(Macià, President of Catalonia, 1932)

The vosaltres PL form is used only occasionally in the present-day period.
Given the absence of the honorific vós from 2005 onwards (see section §2.2.1.2),
it must be interpreted as a PL of the informal form tu used to refer to all MPs or
to some of them (27). These tokens, even if they are only occasional, are linked
with a certain loss of formality in present-day Catalan parliamentary debates.

(27) les nostres ciutats metropolitanes, de les quals alguns de vosaltres sou o
heu estat alcaldes
‘our metropolitan cities, of which some of you are or have been (2pl,
informal) mayors’ (Junqueras, ERC, 2013)

In present-day parliamentary debate, these tokens of vosaltres can also be seen
as an unmarked strategywhich, due to its plural form and its lack of an individual
referent, does not share all features of tu – linked to informal and colloquial
speech events – and, thus, allows the addresser to avoid the features associated
with vostè: formality, respect and distance. This is why a sustained increase of
this use in the Parliament of Catalonia is to be expected in the near future.

As can be seen in example (28), in some cases this form is also found in frag-
ments of direct reported speech, like tu (2sg, informal, §2.2.1.1).

(28) els ho hem de dir, haurem de dir amb coratge: “Escolteu, aquí no n’hi
haurà mai, de regs. Per tant, feu el que vulgueu”
‘we have to tell them, we will have to say with courage: «Listen (2pl),
there will never be any irrigation systems here. So do (2pl) whatever you
(2pl) want»’ (Pujol, President of Catalonia, 1980)

The evolution of the 2pl vosaltres is summarized in Table 11.
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Table 11: The evolution of 2pl (tu and vós) (informal or respectful) (num-
ber of tokens per 100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

2PL (tu and vós) 748 33 43 19 49 24
(informal or respectful)

2.2.1.6 Vocatives

The use of a vocative to refer to a single addressed recipient is a strategy that
is seldom used in the 1932–1938 subcorpus: in that period, fewer types and also
fewer tokens occur than in the present-day subcorpora. The reason can be found
in the fact that vocatives are a direct way of addressing the recipient; in ear-
lier times, less direct, more formal strategies of address were preferred. Today, a
greater diversity of forms and a greater number of tokens of SG vocatives is used
byMPs to address the President of Catalonia, the President of the Parliament and
other MPs.9

The main structures that constitute the SG vocatives of our corpus are the
following (they have been ordered according to a chronological criterion, from
older to more recent, which combines with structure and formality):

1. (Molt) honorable (senyor(a)) president(a) [(Very) Honourable (Mr./Ms.) Presi-
dent]. The different variants of this strategy, the most complex structurally,
are the most formal vocatives used in the Parliament of Catalonia.

2. Senyor(a) (Mr./Ms.) + POSITION. Above all, senyor(a) president(a) (Mr./Ms.
President); but also senyor(a) diputat -ada (Mr./Ms. Member of parliament),
senyor(a) conseller(a) (Mr./Ms. Minister), senyor secretari (Mr. Secretary),
senyor portaveu (Mr. Spokesman)…

3. Senyor(a) (Mr./Ms.) + FAMILY NAME(S). This is the general vocative used
in formal situations and it is used throughout our corpus, from 1932 to 2020.
Some examples are: senyor Lluhí, senyor Gutiérrez Díaz, senyorMas, senyora
Rovira. Very occasionally, this vocative includes the first name (senyor Jordi
Pujol).

9A detailed study of vocatives in parliamentary debate is beyond the scope of this chapter. We
will only highlight the general trends found in the corpus. We do not distinguish between the
use of upper case (used most in the two first subcorpora) and lower case letters (used most
from 1993 onwards).
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4. POSITION alone: president(a) (masculine or feminine), diputat/diputada
(member of parliament, masculine or feminine), conseller(a) (minister, mas-
culine or feminine). This structure appears for the first time in 1993, but
in that year it was used by a single MP (Colom, ERC) only to refer to the
President of Catalonia and to the President of the Parliament; in 2005 and
2013, it was used by several MPs and in 2020 it was already the preferred
form of vocative to address the presidents and the MPs. These vocatives,
with their very simple structure, which has no honorific form and only ex-
presses the position, are among the clearest markers of the trend towards
less formality in the Catalan parliamentary debates in modern times.

In contrast to the vocatives in SG, the highest number of tokens of vocatives in
PL is found in the Second Republic subcorpus. This is probably because the ref-
erence to a group makes this strategy more indirect and, thus, a more acceptable
one in that context and in that time, and because of a more frequent use of the
phatic senyors diputats (Gentlemen members) to address all MPs. The subsequent
evolution must be related to a redistribution of the reference strategies found in
the present-day period, especially to the surge in the use of vostès (§2.2.1.3), and
also to a less frequent use of the phatic (senyors) diputats / (senyores i senyors)
diputats.

Themain structures we find in the PL vocatives of our corpus are the following
(a chronological criterion has been followed here):

1. Senyors diputats (Gentlemen members). This is, by far, the most frequently
used PL vocative during the 1932–1938 period, when in the Parliament
were only men, and also appears occasionally in the first present-day pe-
riod subcorpora.

2. Senyores i senyors diputats (Ladies and gentlemen members). This structure
is found from 1980, when women began to take seat as MPs in the Parlia-
ment of Catalonia, until 2005, when it began to alternate with structure 3
below. This is probably one of the first contexts in which masculine and
feminine forms appear more or less systematically in coordination (instead
of only the masculine ones, which can have a generic value in Catalan).

3. Senyores diputades i senyors diputats; or senyors diputats i senyores dipu-
tades; or senyores diputades, senyors diputats; or senyors diputats, senyores
diputades (all combinations of versions of ‘Ladies and gentlemenmembers’).
This structure splits men and women into two coordinated NPs and is
found especially in the 2013 subcorpus.
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4. Diputats i diputades; or diputades i diputats; or diputades, diputats; or dipu-
tats, diputades) (all combinations of versions of ‘members’ (masculine) and
‘members’ (feminine)). Like structure 3 above, this vocative separates men
and women in two coordinated NPs and only expresses their position. This
is the preferred strategy in the 2020 subcorpus, and, together with singu-
lar structure 4, seems to be the last step towards a radical simplification
of vocatives in the Parliament of Catalonia’s debates, which is associated
with a more general drop in formality.

The quantitative tendencies of both SG and PL vocatives can be observed in
Table 12.

Table 12: The evolution of SG and PL vocatives (number of tokens per
100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

SG vocatives 62 237 260 232 348 269
PL vocatives 92 70 63 62 57 51

2.2.1.7 3sg with a full NP

Goffman’s (1981) distinction between addressed and unaddressed recipients (see,
§1.1) is highly relevant when we analyse the use of the 3rd person to refer to these
two different kinds of recipients.

The 3sg is used for the non-prototypical reference to an addressed recipient
with purposes similar to those found when it is used to refer to the addresser
(§2.1.1.2): as an indirect strategy, it is a marker of formality and a way to convey
distance (29).

(29) a. Però recordi el senyor Ventosa que…
‘But Mr Ventosa must remember (lit. imperative) that…’

(Lluhí, Prime Minister, 1933)
b. El Diputat senyor Benet vol replicar la intervenció?

‘Does the Member of parliament Mr Benet want to reply to this
intervention?’ (Barrera, President of the Parliament, 1980)

Similarly, with a collective noun head (party, parliamentary group…), this strat-
egy also allows reference to one group of the Parliament as the addressed recip-
ient (30).

329



Neus Nogué-Serrano & Lluís Payrató

(30) a. Ho accepta així la minoria regionalista?
‘Does the regionalist minority accept it in this way?”

(Companys, President of the Parliament, 1932)
b. El Grup Socialista no hi veuria inconvenient?

‘Would the Socialist Group agree?’
(Barrera, President of the Parliament, 1980)

Table 13 summarizes the evolution of these two strategies through time.

Table 13: The evolution of 3sg strategies to refer to one addressed re-
cipient and to a group of addressed recipients (number of tokens per
100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

Reference to one addressed
recipient

64 22 5 0 0 0

Reference to a group of
addressed recipients

15 8 13 0 0 0

Tokens of the first strategy are foundmost of all in the Second Republic subcor-
pus and in the 1980 debate; in 1993 it drops significantly, and it does not appear
at all in the 21st-century debates (2005, 2013, and 2020).10

The second strategy is also used from the 1932–1938 period to 1993. The high
distance and formality effect obtained explains its extremely low frequency and
the complete absence of tokens from 1993 onwards. In declarative utterances
(not in interrogatives and imperatives), the boundary between reference to an
addressed or an unaddressed recipient is considerably blurred.

2.2.1.8 3pl with a full NP

Recipients can also be addressed directly through a structure in the 3pl, usually
with a full NP in subject or other syntactic positions (31).

10In the United Kingdom’s House of Commons, “the third person pronoun is the officially ac-
knowledged pronominal form of address” and in the Swedish Riksdag “the third person pro-
noun used to be the recommended form of parliamentary address. However, the use of the
second person pronoun – both plural (‘ni’) and singular (‘du’) – is increasingly frequent in
Swedish parliamentary debates” (Ilie 2010: 891).
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(31) a. Resten suspeses les sessions. Per a la vinent, els senyors Diputats seran
advertits a domicili
‘The sessions are suspended. For the next one, the members will be
notified at home’ (Companys, President of the Parliament, 1932)

b. Als altres portaveus els va bé aquesta agrupació?
‘Do the other spokespersons agree with this grouping?’

(Xicoy, President of the Parliament, 1993)

In (31a) the President of the Parliament addresses all MPs to give them some
important information: how they will be notified the date for the next plenary
session. In (31b) it is also the President of the Parliament who addresses a group
of spokespersons in an attempt to secure their agreement. Neither the declara-
tive (31a) nor the interrogative (31b) modality of this strategy appear in the 21st-
century debates in our corpus, as observed in Table 14. More direct strategies are
used instead, especially vocatives together with the vostè(s) form of address.

Table 14: The evolution of 3pl strategies to refer to a group of addressed
recipients (number of tokens per 100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

Reference to a group of
addressed recipients

3 2 4 0 0 0

2.2.2 Unadressed recipient(s) reference

2.2.2.1 3sg with a full NP

The 3sg is the unmarked or prototypical strategy for the reference to an unad-
dressed recipient: as the 2sg only grammaticalizes the reference to an addressed
recipient (see §1.1), it cannot be used to refer to this second type of ratified recip-
ient. Catalan, like other languages, uses the 3rd person to refer to them (32).

(32) a. Té la paraula el molt honorable senyor Pasqual Maragall
‘The Very Honourable Mr. Pasqual Maragall has the floor’

(Benach, President of the Parliament, 2005)
b. Resta elegit President de la Cambra el Diputat senyor Josep Irla i Bosch.

‘The Member of parliament Mr. Josep Irla i Bosch has been elected
President of the Chamber’

(Serra i Húnter, temporary President of the Parliament, 1938)
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c. a això el senyor Junqueras potser no hi ha fet referència, però jo
també ho vull esmentar
‘Perhaps Mr Junqueras did not refer to this, but I want to mention it
too’ (Mas, President of Catalonia, 2013)

As the unmarked strategy for the reference to an unaddressed recipient, the
3sg with a full NP is found in all the debates in our corpus (indeed, in all gen-
res and registers with more than two participants; see Nogué 2011: 140–141, 2015:
233–234). What is more, example (32a) illustrates a fixed formula to call on some-
one to speak, used throughout our corpus by the President of the Parliament as
the moderator of the debate. A number of tokens are thus found in all the debates.
Even so, this strategy is more frequent in the Second Republic debates, whereas
in recent times there is a downward trend, in spite of a small increase in 2005.
In this case, the difference in the number of tokens is probably due to a general
redistribution of the strategies for referring to participants in a parliamentary
debate which, as we will see in §3, is reflected in the quantitative analysis of the
corpus.

The use of a full NP in SG, with a collective noun head (party, parliamentary
group, plenary session of the Parliament, Government, parliamentary majority,
a minority…), also makes it possible to refer to the different groups taking part in
the parliamentary debate as unaddressed recipients (33). In (33a) Mr Ventosa is
not a member of the Government, but of the opposition; in (33b) Mr Bargalló is a
member of the Government who refers indirectly to the majority that supports
it.

(33) a. El Govern no vol rectificar
‘The Government does not want to rectify’ (Ventosa, Lliga, 1933)

b. El Govern sap que té el suport de la majoria d’aquesta cambra
‘The Government knows that it has the support of the majority of
this chamber’ (Bargalló, Prime Minister, 2005)

The downward trend observed in Table 15 suggests that more direct forms of
reference are preferred nowadays.

2.2.2.2 3pl with a full NP

Similarly, the 3pl is the unmarked or prototypical strategy for the reference to
several unaddressed recipients: as the 2pl only grammaticalizes the reference to
one or several addressed recipients (see §1.1), it cannot be used to refer to this
second type of ratified recipient.
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Table 15: The evolution of 3sg strategies to refer to one unaddressed
recipient and to a group of unaddressed recipients (number of tokens
per 100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

Reference to one
unaddressed recipient

1,230 954 405 743 194 360

Reference to a group of
unaddressed recipients

488 321 260 397 153 292

In (34a), for example, the President of Catalonia refers to a group of MPs but he
does not address them directly; likewise, in (34b) the President of the Parliament
mentions the next speakers in the debate without addressing them directly.

(34) a. aquest drama que es viu en aquests pobles, que els Diputats de la
demarcació de Lleida coneixen perfectament
‘the dramatic situation in those towns, which the members from
Lleida know perfectly well’ (Pujol, President of Catalonia, 1980)

b. Prossegueix el debat amb les intervencions dels representants dels
grups parlamentaris
‘The debate continues with the speeches of the representatives of the
parliamentary groups’ (Benach, President of the Parliament, 2005)

As observed in Table 16, a distribution matching the pattern identified for the
SG structure (§2.2.2.1, Table 15) is observed in the quantitative data, albeit with
lower global figures.

Table 16: The evolution of 3pl strategies to refer to a group of unad-
dressed recipients (number of tokens per 100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

Reference to a group of
unaddressed recipients

244 244 49 149 27 72
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3 Quantitative analysis

In this section we present an overview of the quantitative data of the study. We
will begin with general participant reference, focusing on two statistically signif-
icant linear regressions and one Pearson correlation. Next we will see the quan-
titative results in detail and how they show significant differences and lead to
different conclusions depending on whether 3rd person strategies for participant
reference are included or excluded.11

1980 1993 2005 2013 2020
8,000

8,500

9,000

8,072 8,193

9,146
9,004

9,326

Year

To
ke

ns

𝑅2 = 0.872

Figure 1: General evolution of participant reference including 3rd per-
son (1980–2020)

Figure 1 shows an upward trend in the global amount of participant reference
in the present-day period (1980–2020) in the form of a linear regression (signifi-
cance values calculated with ANOVA test, 𝑝 < 0.02): from 1980 on, the MPs make
more references to themselves, both as addressers and as recipients. So there is
more participant inscription in the discourse today than in the past.

If we focus on the evolution of the internal distribution of the reference to
the addresser alone and the reference to one addressee (both addressed and un-
addressed recipient), we also find a patterned evolution in the form of a linear
regression (significance values calculated with ANOVA test, 𝑝 < 0.03) (Figure 2):
from more references to the addresser (in the 1932–1938 period and in 1980) to
increasingly more references to the addressee (until 2005-20). Hence, as for in-
dividual reference, in the past MPs referred more to themselves than to other
MPs, whereas now they refer more to other MPs than to themselves. Thus, the
higher participant inscription we saw in Figure 1 includes a tendency toward a

11We are very grateful to Pau Francesch (University of Birmingham) for his help in the quanti-
tative analysis of the data.
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Figure 2: General distribution of the reference to an addresser alone
and one recipient (%)

more addressee-oriented reference, at least when the speaker’s discourse has a
single recipient, either addressed or unaddressed. These data can be read as a
patent rise in the interactivity of Catalan parliamentary debate. The fact that the
general politics debate concerns the action of the Government, presented and
defended by its President, can help explain such an increase in both absolute and
relative terms (De Cock 2014: 261–262).

We focus now on the addresser reference and compare the reference to the
speaker alone and the reference to the addresser groups (Figure 3). In this case,
we can see a Pearson correlation in the data (significance values calculated with
Pearson correlation, 𝑝 < 0.012): the two variables show a similar amount of to-
kens for decades but, from 2013 onwards, they develop in opposite directions:
the reference to the addresser groups grows while the reference to the speaker
alone falls. That is, in the last decade,MPs, presidents andministers include them-
selves in a group (the Government, the Parliament, the party, the country, and
so on) more often than before, and at the same time they refer less and less to
themselves alone. These figures seem to mirror an evolution in the conception
of politics and government from a more individual to a more collective one.

Table 17 includes the general quantitative results (both broken down into vari-
ables and global) without taking into account the 3rd person strategies; Table 18
includes the 3rd person results; and Table 19, the changes in global data due to
their incorporation in the analysis.
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Figure 3: The evolution of addresser-alone and addresser-group refer-
ence

Table 17: Global data without 3rd person (number of tokens per 100,000
words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

1SG 2,129 2,070 2,119 2,081 1,839 1,380
1PL 2,377 2,965 2,754 2,543 3,037 3,816

Total addresser 4,506 5,035 4,873 4,624 4,876 5,196

2sg (informal) 0 10 9 26 80 34
Vós (respectful) 40 4 366 0 0 0
Vostè (formal) 4 312 858 1,388 1,712 1,588
(la) Vostra Senyoria 200 0 0 0 0 0
SG vocatives 62 237 260 232 348 269

Total one recipient 306 563 1,493 1,646 2,140 1,891

2pl (tu and vós)a 748 33 43 19 49 24
Vostès (formal) 4 401 692 1,004 1,243 1,235
(les) Vostres/Ses Senyories 43 2 0 0 0 0
PL vocatives 92 70 63 62 57 51

Total several recipients 887 506 798 1,085 1,349 1,310

Total recipient(s) 1,193 1,069 2,291 2,731 3,489 3.201

TOTAL 5,699 6,104 7,164 7,355 8,365 8,397

a(informal or respectful)
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Table 18: 3rd person strategies for the reference to the addresser and to
the addressee(s) (number of tokens per 100,000 words)

1932–
Reference to 1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

3sg addresser 71 48 9 41 9 15
3sg addresser groups 782 348 268 429 250 180
3pl addresser groups 47 21 16 32 6 10

Total 3rd person addresser 900 417 293 502 265 205

3sg one addressed recipient 64 22 5 0 0 0
3sg one unaddressed recip. 1,230 954 405 743 194 360
3sg a group of addr. recip. 15 8 13 0 0 0
3sg a group of unaddr. recip. 488 321 260 397 153 292
3pl a group of addr. recip. 3 2 4 0 0 0
3pl a group of unaddr. recip. 244 244 49 149 27 72

Total 3rd person addressee 2,044 1,551 736 1,289 374 724

Total 3rd person strategies 2,944 1,968 1,029 1,791 639 929

Table 19: Total addresser, total recipient(s) and global data without and
with 3rd person (number of tokens per 100,000 words)

1932–1938 1980 1993 2005 2013 2020

Total addresser 4,506 5,035 4,873 4,624 4,876 5,196
without 3rd person

Total addresser 5,406 5,452 5,166 5,126 5,141 5,401
with 3rd person

Total recipient(s) 1,193 1,069 2,291 2,731 3,489 3.201
without 3rd person

Total recipient(s) 3,237 2,620 3,027 4,020 3,863 3,925
with 3rd person

Global data 5,699 6,104 7,164 7,355 8,365 8,397
without 3rd person

Global data 8,643 8,072 8,193 9,146 9,004 9,326
with 3rd person
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The global data concerning the reference to the addresser and to the addresser
groups reveal the following trends:

1. A slight global downward trend.

2. A clear increase in the preference for the inclusion in a group with a sub-
sequent drop in the individual references to oneself, as we saw in Figure 3.

3. A gradual rise in the deictic forms of reference (in the 1st person, SG or
PL), more direct and less formal, to the exclusion of 3rd person strategies,
which are less direct and more formal.

4. In spite of the trend above, the 3rd person strategy that has decreased the
least is the use of the SG to refer to a group: mainly, the party, the parlia-
mentary group or the Government.

As for the reference to the recipient, a distinction must be made between ref-
erences to addressed and to unaddressed recipients.

In the reference to the addressed recipient, the following trends are observed:

1. The disappearance of vós in the present-day period. This form was only
used systematically during the 1932–1938 period.

2. The disappearance in the present-day period of (la) Vostra Senyoria, which
was also only used systematically during the 1932–1938 period, both in
individual and collective references.

3. The decline of most 3rd person non-prototypical strategies in the three last
subcorpora (2005, 2013, and 2020). These strategies had been used during
the 1932–1938 period, and some tokens are still found in 1980 and 1993. The
evolution towards more direct and less formal forms is clear.

4. The systematic use of vostè(s) in the present-day period, with a pronounced
and sustained growth in both individual and collective references.

5. The sustained increase in the number of vocatives referring to a single
recipient. Together with the introduction of more simple vocative forms
in recent years (see §2.2.1.6), this growth illustrates once again the rising
preference for more direct and less formal forms of reference.

6. The reduction in the number of vocatives referring to addressed recipient
groups, which is compensated by the soaring use of vostè just mentioned
in 4.
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In the reference to the unaddressed recipient, the following trends are ob-
served:

1. A general reduction in this kind of reference. Increasingly, MPs prefer to
conceptualise the recipient, often a political adversary, as the addressed
recipient, and they replace an indirect strategy of reference with a direct
one: mainly vostè(s).

2. Within this overall trend, a smaller decrease is observed in the case of
the reference to groups through a SG NP: political parties, parliamentary
groups, Government…

3. A reduction, also smaller, in the case of the reference to a single unad-
dressed recipient is observed. The speech formula used by the President of
the Parliament to give the floor to an addresser (Té la paraula el diputat /
la diputada… – ‘The MP… has the floor’) explains the maintenance of this
strategy.

Finally, the comparison of the global figures in Tables 17 and 18, summarised in
Table 19, reveals straightforwardly how taking into account 3rd person strategies
for the analysis provides us with a more accurate view of the reality we want to
describe and explain.

Table 17 suggests a sustained increase in participant reference tokens, but Ta-
ble 19 shows that the real growth is much more moderate. It also shows a change
in the preferred strategies: for the reference to the addresser, there is a trend to-
wards the inclusion in groups to the detriment of individual references; for the
reference to the recipient, and above all to the addressed recipient, over time we
find a more reduced use of 3rd person strategies, the decrease and later disappear-
ance of the use of vós and (la) Vostra Senyoria, and a surge in the use of vostè(s).
Vostè(s) is also distant and formal, but it is a more direct strategy of reference
than 3rd person strategies.

4 Conclusions

Both the qualitative and the quantitative analyses of the corpus show that person
deixis only (1st and 2nd person, including honorifics) is not enough to explain the
reference to participants; the combination with Goffman’s (1981) participation
frameworks allows the incorporation into the study of strategies for referring
to unaddressed recipients. These strategies are added to other non-prototypical
strategies of reference, also in the 3rd person.
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This first general conclusion, which is theoretical and methodological, goes
beyond the study of participant reference in parliamentary debate and is highly
relevant to an understanding of participant reference in general.

As for the specific results of the study, the conclusions can be summarised as
follows:

1. Throughout the period analysed, the strategies for referring to the recipi-
ents (addressed and unaddressed) and the groups they belong to present a
greater variety than those for referring to the addresser and the addresser
groups.

2. From a structural point of view, vocatives evolve frommore complex (Molt
Honorable Senyor President) to simpler forms (president), and, from a func-
tional point of view, from more formal and indirect to less formal and di-
rect. The increase in the use of SG vocatives is related to the extension of
more direct forms of reference to one recipient, and the reduction of PL
vocatives can be explained by the extension of the use of vostès and by a
less frequent use of phatic (senyors) diputats / (senyores i senyors) diputats.

3. The loss of vós and (la) Vostra Senyoria (in SG and in PL), and the reduction
of the use of 3rd person forms, is compensated by the extension of the use
of vostè(s). Hence, actually there is little variation in the total number of
tokens of forms of participant reference, although a slight upward trend is
observed. This growth also entails an increase in the degree of personali-
sation of the discourse of parliamentary debate.

4. These conclusions suggest that from the 1932–1938 period until now, and
also within the present-day period, there is a major stylistic evolution from
more indirect and formal strategies to more direct and less formal ones.
This final conclusion is especially meaningful in an institutional setting,
and it is consistent with wider processes that have affected many other
registers of Catalan in that period, which can be summarised in a constant
movement towards less formality within the continuum defined by the
two extremes of solemnity (or the highest degree of formality, not absent
from the parliamentary debate) and the most informal colloquiality (which
would not be expected in this speech event).

Two general questions, among others, remain open for further research. First,
whether the movement towards less formality found in the Parliament of Catalo-
nia is also found in other traditions of parliamentary discourse. Besides, it would
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be interesting to analyse to what extent this tendency is found in other genres
of formal discourse, such as non-parliamentary political discourse, discourse of
mass media, or academic discourse.

And second, whether participant reference in other parliamentary traditions
presents the same properties and evolution. The different rules and uses found
in the United Kingdom’s House of Commons, the Swedish Riksdag (Ilie 2010),
the Spanish Congreso de los Diputados (De Cock & Nogué 2017), and the Par-
liament of Catalonia suggest that traditions regarding participant reference vary
in several important aspects, and that contrastive analyses are needed to shed
light upon the relation between these uses and the corresponding sociocultural
contexts.

Abbreviations

The abbreviations used in the text follow the Leipzig Glossing Rules. Additional
abbreviations for political parties, coalitions and parliamentary groups are:

CC-P Catalunya en Comú Podem
CC Centristes de Catalunya
C’s Ciudadanos
CUP Candidatura d’Unitat Popular
ERC Esquerra Republicana de Catalunya
CiU Convergència i Unió
GA Grup Andalusista
IC Iniciativa per Catalunya
ICV-EUA Iniciativa per Catalunya Verds - Esquerra Unida i Alternativa
Lliga Lliga Regionalista/Lliga Catalana
MP Member of parliament
PSC-PSOE Partit dels Socialistes de Catalunya
PSUC Partit Socialista Unificat de Catalunya
USC Unió Socialista de Catalunya
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Referring to discourse participants
in Ibero-Romance languages

This volume brings together contributions by researchers focusing on personal pronouns
in Ibero-Romance languages, going beyond the well-established variable of expressed
vs. non-expressed subjects. While factors such as agreement morphology, topic shift
and contrast or emphasis have been argued to account for variable subject expression,
several corpus studies on Ibero-Romance languages have shown that the expression of
subject pronouns goes beyond these traditionally established factors and is also subject
to considerable dialectal variation. One of the factors affecting choice and expression
of personal pronouns or other referential devices is whether the construction is used
personally or impersonally. The use and emergence of new impersonal constructions,
eventually also new (im)personal pronouns, as well as the variation found in the expres-
sion of human impersonality in different Ibero-Romance language varieties is another
interesting research area that has gained ground in the recent years. In addition to vari-
able subject expression, similar methods and theoretical approaches have been applied
to study the expression of objects. Finally, the reference to the addressee(s) using dif-
ferent address pronouns and other address forms is an important field of study that is
closely connected to the variable expression of pronouns. The present book sheds light
on all these aspects of reference to discourse participants. The volume contains contri-
butions with a strong empirical background and various methods and both written and
spoken corpus data from Ibero-Romance languages. The focus on discourse participants
highlights the special properties of first and second person referents and the factors af-
fecting them that are often different from the anaphoric third person. The chapters are
organized into three thematic sections: (i) Variable expression of subjects and objects, (ii)
Between personal and impersonal, and (iii) Reference to the addressee.
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