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“Mauder, you know what your problem is?  
You are not a linguist, you are a data engineer”  

Erica García 





Preface 
 
 
On a crisp winter morning in July 1997, I was hiking on the outer slopes of the 
Andes, a couple of miles outside Salta in the intriguing North West of Argentina. I 
had left behind the hiking path and was following a creek. Slowly but steadily I 
advanced, finding my way between slippery stones and roots and rocks, in a forest 
alive with plants and birds I had never seen before. The more I advanced uphill the 
more challenging the territory got. Eventually, I climbed up a steep part, with water 
cascading down next to me, only to find out that on top there was a plateau with 
vegetation so thick that there was no reasonable way to go on. I decided that it was a 
good moment to go back, anyway. I had had a wonderful hike, I was looking 
forward to a pleasant way back and I would easily get out of the forest before dark. I 
turned back and started to climb down.  
 
A moment later, I found myself lying in a shallow pool of icy water, with some 
bruises and scratches and a right foot that felt definitely wrong. The way back was 
long and cold and painful. Still, I learnt a couple of useful things that afternoon, 
about hiking and about myself. 
 
Those who are familiar with the history of this dissertation will recognize the 
metaphor – all others are invited to infer it. However, in one aspect the metaphor is 
off the mark: on my way through the pristine Andean forest I was alone and on my 
long way to finish this dissertation, I was not. To all those who were with me on my 
way up and on my way down, I am deeply grateful.
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Chapter one 
 

Introduction 
 
 

1.1 Pronoun variation in the wild 
In November 1999, a chain of Argentine Do-It-Yourself-stores called EASY 
changed their employees’ outfit. The blouses, which up to then had carried the 
slogan Estoy para ayudarlo, were replaced by blouses which said Estoy para 
ayudarle. The two versions coexisted for a couple of weeks, which made it possible 
to take the picture presented in Figure 1.1.1  
 

 
 

Figure 1.1: The EASY employees' old and new blouses. 
 
Enter the linguist: Estoy para ayudarlo means ‘I am here to help you’ and Estoy 
para ayudarle means precisely the same thing.2 The difference resides in the use of 
the pronouns, lo being the accusative form and le the dative one. To the layman, this 

                                                 
1 I owe this example and the picture to my Buenos Aires colleague Angelita Martínez. For the 
reasons behind changing the slogan, see Martínez and Mauder (2003). 
2 The pronouns involved are third person pronouns but Spanish also uses the third person 
forms for “polite address”. 
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may not seem particularly fascinating, but to a linguist, the appearance of two 
different grammatical forms in precisely the same context feels like spotting a white 
tiger or finding a Coelacanth on a local fish market. So, here we are – with a live 
example of le/lo-variation in yellow print on red cloth - and to many a linguist this 
may seem a wonderful problem waiting to be investigated. But is it?  
 
First of all, it is not a problem – at least not in the everyday sense of the word. 
Nobody except some professional linguists actually cares and nobody will gain 
anything practical from its investigation. Secondly, the fact that Spanish pronouns 
stubbornly resist to comply with whatever linguistic theory is thrown at them, is not 
particularly new. It is a safe bet that thousands of pages have been published on 
Spanish pronouns, not to mention the time linguists all over the world have spent in 
friendly discussions and fierce debates. 
 
Spanish pronouns are not the only unsolved mystery of language and eternal 
discussions on issues whose relevance is hard to explain to non-experts are a 
linguistic universal in the most literal sense of the word. Another unsolved mystery 
has even found its way into Douglas Adam’s The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy:  
 

It is a curious fact, and one to which no one knows quite how much importance 
to attach, that something like 85 per cent of all known worlds in the Galaxy, be 
they primitive or highly advanced, have invented a drink called jynnan tonnyx, 
or gee-N'N-T"N-ix, or jinond-o-nicks, or any one of a thousand or more 
variations on the same phonetic theme. The drinks themselves are not the same, 
and vary between the Sivolvian 'chinanto/mnigs', which is ordinary water served 
at slightly above room temperature, and the Gagrakackan 'tzijn-anthony-ks' 
which kills a cow at a hundred paces; and in fact the one common factor 
between all of them, beyond the fact that the names sound the same, is that they 
were all invented and named before the worlds concerned made contact with 
any other worlds.  
 
What can be made of this fact? It exists in total isolation. As far as any theory of 
structural linguistics is concerned it is right off the graph, and yet it persists. Old 
structural linguists get very angry when young structural linguists get deeply 
excited about it and stay up late at night convinced that they are very close to 
something of profound importance, and end up becoming old structural linguists 
before their time, getting very angry with the young ones. Structural linguistics 
is a bitterly divided and unhappy discipline, and a large number of its 
practitioners spend too many nights drowning their problems in ouisghian 
zodahs.  (Adams, 2005: 335) 

 
This introduction would, of course, not have been written if this was not going to be 
another book on Spanish pronouns. The EASY employees’ blouses will no longer 
play a prominent role here, but the fact that the same speakers – not only in Buenos 
Aires, but all over Latin America – sometimes use a dative pronoun and sometimes 
an accusative one in combination with the verb ayudar and in a number of other 
constructions, will be omnipresent throughout the book.  
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1.2 Pronoun use in a nutshell 
At this point it becomes unavoidable to introduce some technical details: the 
pronominal system of Latin American Spanish features case-related third person 
forms, with the form le referring to dative objects and the forms lo and la 
(respectively masculine and feminine) referring to accusative objects.3 Grammar 
books tend to state that the pronoun depends on the verbs, i.e., that some verbs 
require the use of the dative forms, while others require the use of the accusative 
forms. This principle is called “government” and in most contexts, this actually does 
the trick: the verb matar ‘to kill’ comes with the accusative form lo and the verb 
hablar ‘to talk’ combines with the dative form le and no native speaker would think 
of using anything else. In this study I will refer to such contexts as “categorical 
contexts”.  
 
There are, however, a number of constructions – among them clauses with the verb 
ayudar – in which native speakers sometimes use the accusative and sometimes the 
dative form. We will refer to these contexts as “variable contexts”. The remarkable 
thing about this le/lo variation is that both alternatives are broadly accepted by 
speakers, and this is quite an exceptional situation in the field of linguistic variation. 
When two forms appear in the same context with the same meaning, usually one of 
the forms is “standard” and the other is “sub-standard” or one is “innovative” and 
the other is “conservative” and different groups of speakers tend to prefer different 
forms.4 None of this seems to play a role here. The fact that both pronouns are used 
in some contexts can be traced back to texts more than a hundred years old. Neither 
national academies, nor grammar books nor teachers “prohibit” the use of either le 
or lo, and individual speakers may have personal preferences for one form or the 
other but few will reject the alternative version as “bad Spanish”. All this points 
towards a situation of stable variation and for many a linguist this qualifies as a 
problem – after all, if “government” works fine for other verbs in Spanish and even 
for the same verbs in other languages, why are speakers of Spanish inconsistent in 
their use of the pronouns with the verbs like ayudar?  
 
In reality, the question is if they really are “inconsistent” and this investigation is 
based on a theoretical framework which claims that they are not. This framework is 
called the “Columbia School Approach” and its core statement is that language is a 
system of meaningful signs which speakers combine in such a way, that the listener 
can “get the message”. The revolutionary part of this theory is that it basically 
denies the existence of “grammar” and “rules”. Instead, Columbia School tries to 
identify the “meaning” of linguistic forms (usually words) and the strategies which 
speakers apply in combining these forms. 

                                                 
3 Comparable systems appear in German ihm/ ihn, Dutch hen/hun or French le/lui. 
4 Those familiar with linguistic variation might think, for instance, of Labov’s famous “fourth 
floor” study on the pronunciation of the [r] in New York English, of the Dutch zij/hun 
alternation for plural subjects, of German word order in clauses which begin with weil or the 
alternation between que and de que for subordination in many Latin American Spanish 
dialects. 
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From a Columbia School point of view, the fact that ayudar appears sometimes with 
the form le and sometimes with the form lo is not a problem, but a particularly nice 
example of the speakers’ creativity in combining forms. In a nutshell, the application 
of Columbia ideas to the pronoun issue is as follows: Third person pronouns contain 
information about the pronoun referent’s degree of activity in the action described. 
Accusative referents are passive, dative referents are relatively more active. This 
works fine for hablar and matar – after all, being spoken to leaves more leeway for 
interaction than being killed – and a verb like ayudar falls neatly in-between. You 
can see the person being helped as the “victim” of the helper or you can see the 
action of helping as an act of interaction between two people with the “helpee” in 
the lead. Ma Dalton (from the Lucky Luke cartoon series) will help grasp the idea: 
 

 
 

Figure 1.2: A strongly polarized helping situation:  
an active helper and a passive “helpee”. 

 
1.2 shows a situation which can be described as “Lucky Luke helps Ma Dalton cross 
the street”. In this situation, we see a clear difference in the degree of activity: Lucky 
Luke, the helper (and the subject of the clause) is in the lead and Ma Dalton, the 
“helpee” (and object of the clause) is relatively passive.5 For describing such a 
situation, the use of the accusative pronoun for referring to Ma Dalton seems a good 
choice.  
 
There are, however, helping situations in which the activity relations are less 
obvious, such as the one shown in Figure 1.3: 
 
                                                 
5 One might argue that Ma Dalton is not really passive, since she still  “does her own 
walking”.  However, considering the relative degree of activity of Lucky Luke and Ma 
Dalton, Lucky Luke is the one who is literally  “in the lead”. 
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Figure 1.3: A weakly polarized helping situation:  helper and “helpee” are equally active. 
 
The situation in Figure 1.3 can be described as “Sweetie helps Ma Dalton knit a 
sweater”. Again, the helper – in this case, Sweetie, the cat – is the subject and Ma 
Dalton, the “helpee” is the object of the clause. However, with respect to the degree 
of activity, Ma Dalton is certainly not less active than Sweetie; it is rather she who is 
in the lead here. The use of the accusative pronoun – with its inherent connotation of 
passivity – might be less adequate here for referring to Ma Dalton and speakers 
might resort to the use of the more active dative pronoun for describing this 
situation. 
 
To the reader unfamiliar with the field, this might seem like an interesting 
hypothesis worthy of thorough investigation. However, there is no need to prove the 
degree-of-activity hypothesis: the fact that the Columbia approach works like a 
charm for many aspects of pronoun use in Buenos Aires Spanish was  convincingly 
demonstrated in 1975, in García’s 522-page book on “The Role of Theory in 
Linguistic Analysis”. Her book explains the application of the Columbia School 
ideas to the Spanish pronoun system in great detail, it discusses many examples of 
common and uncommon uses of pronouns and it identifies a large number of 
contextual elements which characterize accusative and dative situations. 
 
One of the elements (in a more technical sense referred to a “variables” or “factors”) 
that is generally considered relevant for pronoun use in variable situations is, for 
instance, the nature of the subject of the sentence. After all, being helped by a book 
– or a cat – requires a more active state of the helpee than being helped by a person. 
We can therefore expect that sentences with a non-human subject should favour the 
use of the dative form and sentences with a person as a subject should favour the use 
of the accusative form. Similar predictions can be made for the gender of the 
pronoun referent, because - women’s liberation aside - men are still considered to be 
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inherently more active than women. Whether or not the utterance is used in for 
polite address can also be relevant: in polite contexts, such as in the EASY slogan, 
the use of the active form le might be considered more flattering than the passive 
counterpart – a consideration which indeed played a role in the respective lo-to-le 
change.  
 
These and other contextual elements have been discussed and tested not only in 
García’s 1975 book but also by other authors and by García herself in later studies. 
Some investigators took up the cumbersome task of screening Spanish texts for le’s 
and lo’s and classifying the sentences where they occur for all kinds of 
characteristics. Others have stalked native speakers with questions about which 
pronoun they would use in a given sentence, to name but the two most common 
investigation techniques. Not all these studies were based on the Columbia School 
ideas; some of them were carried out for basically descriptive purposes or from 
other  theoretical perspectives. In general, it seems that at least two factors – 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and POLITE ADDRESS – are by now broadly accepted as 
being relevant for pronoun choice in variable contexts in Latin American Spanish. 

1.3 The purpose of this study 
The number of different factors which have been tested for their impact on pronoun 
use is impressive, but there is one aspect which has received little attention in the 
earlier studies: it is the fact that these factors do not occur in isolation. Each and 
every Spanish sentence which contains a le or lo pronoun, also has a subject – which 
is either animate or inanimate – and the pronoun refers to someone or something – 
which is either male or a female  – and the sentence is either directed towards a 
person or it contains a statement about a person. So, if we take for granted that an 
animate subject favours the use of lo and that polite address use favours the use of 
le, which form is the poor speaker supposed to use in a polite address context with 
an animate subject?  
 
None of the earlier studies have addressed this problem in a systematic manner. 
Moreover, many of the investigations are plagued by weaknesses in the design and 
the evaluation of the results. Of course, it would be unfair to be too hard on 
investigations which were carried out at a time when the application of techniques 
developed for the Social Sciences to linguistics was still in its infancy, but still – 
many of the earlier studies would probably not survive a peer review in our time. 
The basic pattern of these investigations is as follows: the investigator takes one 
factor at a time and implements it in one context which yields two test sentences, for 
instance, one with a male referent and one with a female referent (if gender of the 
referent is the factor under investigation). The pronoun which is part of the sentence 
is left out and then some native speakers of Spanish are shown one or both of these 
sentences and are asked which pronoun they would use in the respective sentence. 
Eventually, the le versus lo ratio of the two test sentences is compared and if one 
sentence receives a higher percentages of le for the condition which – according to 
the investigator – should favour the use of le, the factor is declared “relevant for 
pronoun choice”. 
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Today, social scientists go through great pains to demonstrate that their 
investigations live up to the requirements of “validity” and “reliability”. In more 
down-to-earth terms, they ask themselves “Am I really testing what I want to test? ” 
and “Are my tests good enough to allow a generalization of the results that I might 
find? ” If we apply these criteria to the former experimental studies on pronoun use, 
they do not really sit well.  
 
The purpose of the present study is a modest one: To replicate some of the earlier 
tests, applying the present methodological standards of the Social Sciences. The 
main result of the study will be a statement as to whether the results of the earlier 
studies can be replicated. By-products of this study will be insights into the 
application of strict testing methods to problems of linguistic variation in general, 
and to Spanish pronouns in particular. 
 
For a good understanding of the choices made in this project it is important to note 
that the focus of this project is not Linguistic Theory. This is a strongly data-
oriented project. Its purpose is not to prove a linguistic theory or a particular 
hypothesis on the effect of any factor on pronoun use. The question is a plain: “Do 
things work the way everyone thinks?” My colleague linguists – from Columbia 
School or any other background – are invited to interpret the results in any way they 
find convenient.  

1.4 The structure of this book 
Since even a data-oriented study cannot exist in a theoretical vacuum, I will, in 
Chapter 2, shortly present the basic ideas of the Columbia School, which is the 
background of most earlier studies on the subject. I will then discuss the Spanish 
pronoun system, addressing the issue of variation between dialects and within 
dialects, a common source of misunderstanding in discussions on Spanish pronouns. 
The major part of Chapter 2 is dedicated to the phenomenon of “variation” in itself, 
related to pronoun use in Latin American Spanish.  
 
The purpose of Chapter 3 is to present the major methodological decisions made for 
this projects, such as the choice of Argentine Spanish, the contexts and factors 
chosen for further investigation, the purpose of the three types of investigation 
carried out and the techniques applied for the evaluation of the results.  
 
Chapter 4 is dedicated to a review of earlier studies on pronoun use. Not only will 
earlier publications be critically discussed, but, in so far as possible,  the data 
reported in these studies will be recalculated with present day statistical techniques. 
The respective choices and calculations for this process, together with detailed 
tabulated results can be found in Appendix 1.  
 
Chapter 5 reports the results of an observational study of pronoun use. This is to say, 
spontaneous language production of native speakers – in the form of interviews and 
written text – is investigated for pronoun use. Findings include the relative 
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frequency of categorical versus variable contexts and the relation between the 
factors under investigation and pronoun use in both context types.  
 
The respective experimental investigation – where test sentences in which certain 
parts are systematically varied in order to examine the effect of the factors under 
investigation – is reported in Chapter 6. Since the structure of the experiment is 
quite complex, a substantial part of the chapter is dedicated to methodological 
questions. The experiment also provides rudimentary data on response time, i.e. the 
time the informants needed to make a choice between lo and le in any given 
sentence.  
 
In the final Chapters 7 and 8, I will relate the results of the preceding chapters to 
each other and to the broadly accepted statements on pronoun use. Chapter 7 will 
present this in a more technical manner, whereas Chapter 8 will address the general 
questions and lessons learned more informally and in a broader context,  ending with 
a very personal view on “how pronouns work”.  

1.5 A final caveat 
It is a dangerous thing to begin an introductory chapter with casting serious doubts 
on the usefulness of more investigation into an existing problem. After all, it obliges 
one to come up with a mighty good excuse for the hundreds of pages which are 
bound to follow. It is even more dangerous to do so, when one does not even attempt 
to find spectacular new things, but does the ultimate boring thing, a replication 
study. Still, it is the purpose of an introduction to convince the reader that it is worth 
while reading the rest of the book. 
 
So, will this book be fun to read? No, it will not. It will make the multi-variate 
approach as accessible as possible, but it will also dwell endlessly on 
methodological details and in many parts it will be just as boring and technical as 
one can expect of a book originally called A multi-variate analysis of third person 
pronoun use in Buenos Aires Spanish and not even the use of Diego Maradona’s 
autobiography for the text-study part will be able to change this.  
 
Will this book be useful? Yes, it will. It will be useful to linguists who are interested 
in pronoun use in Latin American Spanish and, yes, it does contain quite a number 
of surprises. It might be that your pronoun world will never be the same after 
reading this book. It will also be useful to those few who are truly interested in the 
pitfalls of observational and experimental research of linguistic variation – and some 
of them might even appreciate the endless dwelling on methodological details. Last 
but not least, after reading this book, you will never again trust an experiment that is 
based on single factors in single contexts. You will probably not even trust 
multivariate experiments with multiple contexts, such as the one which forms the 
core part of this study.  
 
A final piece of advice to all those who decide at this point that they will not read 
the book and even for those who are still in doubt: Read the conclusion



 

Chapter two 
 

Background 
 
 

2.1 Introduction 
 
The main purpose of this study was defined in Chapter 1 as a replication of earlier 
studies on pronoun use. The study is thus not primarily a theoretical one, but is 
strongly data oriented. Still, a certain degree of background information is necessary 
to understand the subject matter and the theoretical background of pronoun choice.  
 
This chapter will start with a short survey of the main ideas of the Columbia School 
Approach, the theoretical background to which most of the earlier studies on 
pronoun choice are related. It is radically sign-based approach to linguistics which 
originated in the 60’s and 70’s of the past century at Columbia University. Since it is 
not a mainstream linguistic approach and its assumptions and techniques will not be 
familiar to every reader, the School’s approach and methodology will be presented 
and discussed in section 2 of this chapter.  
 
The object of investigation in this book is the Spanish pronoun system, in particular 
the variation in the use of third person pronouns in the Buenos Aires dialect. Section 
3 will present the relevant facts about the Spanish pronoun system, starting from the 
“standard” system which is generally used in the teaching of Spanish as a second 
language.  
 
Spanish pronouns, and in particular the third person pronouns which are the subject 
matter of this study, vary notably across the different dialects of Spanish, which 
requires a sharp distinction between inter-dialect and intra-dialect variation. The 
purpose of section 4 it to introduce a clear distinction between European and Latin 
American Spanish and to discuss the situation of those Latin American dialects in 
which contact with indigenous languages has had effects on pronoun use.  
 
Section 5 focuses on another source of “noise” in the investigation of pronoun use, 
the distinction between categorical and variable contexts.  The former are contexts in 
which a particular pronoun form can be seen as directly dependent (“governed by”) 
another element within the clause, whereas in the latter the speaker can make a 
choice between two forms. Although no sharp line can be drawn between these two 
types of contexts, the section will discuss the main criteria which allow a distinction 
for most practical purposes.  
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Section 6 will relate the concepts of this chapter to the practical aspects of the 
studies to be carried out.  

2.2  The Columbia School Approach to 
Linguistics 
 
The fact that one particular theoretical approach to pronoun variation is discussed in 
a study whose main purpose is the replication of earlier studies, might come as a 
surprise. However, the majority of the earlier studies on pronoun use (García, 1975 
and 1990, García and Otheguy, 1977 and 1983, Orange, 1982, Ringer Uber, 1988) 
are directly or indirectly based on this approach. A discussion of this approach will 
thus be helpful in understanding the definition of the problems and the choice made 
in the investigations. 

2.2.1 A global description of the approach 
There are several sign-oriented approaches to linguistics based on the theories of, for 
instance, de Saussure, Jakobson, Guillaume or Martinet. These approaches assume 
that language is a system of meaningful signs and that the structure of language is 
determined by its communicative function. Language is seen as an imprecise code 
by means of which precise messages can be transmitted through the exercise of 
human ingenuity (Diver, 1995:43) 
 
What eventually came to be knows as “the Columbia School” is based on de 
Saussure’s teachings and was developed by William Diver and his students at 
Columbia University in the late sixties and early seventies of the last century 
(García, 1975:xix).6  
 
Within the cluster of sign-oriented theories, the Columbia School has acquired the 
reputation of being a particularly radical approach (Huffman, 2001:29). Columbia 
School followers are notorious for their militant rejection of the idea of autonomous 
syntactic processes, arguing that “grammatical” rules can be replaced by invoking 
nothing more than communicative strategies (see, for instance, García’s 1979 article 
on ‘Discourse without Grammar’). In their analyses, they reject traditional 
grammatical categories, such as parts of speech (Contini-Morava, 1995:22) and with 
respect to application of the Form-Content principle, they adhere as much as 
possible to the “one form-one meaning” axioma.7 
 

                                                 
6 In this presentation of the Columbia Approach, I rely heavily on Contini-Morava’s very 
accessible presentation of the theory in her introduction to the Meaning as Explanation 
compilation (Contini-Morava, 1995). 
7 Contini-Morava (1995:8) modifies the “one-form – one-meaning” claim by adding that the 
theory does not a priori exclude the existence of homonymy or allomorphy in language, but 
considers this principle as a “reasonable initial working hypothesis”. 
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The central question which Columbia School followers try to answer in their 
analyses is why certain forms are used in certain contexts, or as Contini-Morava 
(1995:3) puts it: Why do linguistic forms occur where they do, rather than in other 
imaginable patterns or at random?8  The Columbia model of human communication 
is based on the assumption of a set of invariant meanings which are combined by the 
speaker in such a way that the hearer can infer the message which the speaker 
intended. Therefore, the basic answer to the question about the non-randomness of 
the occurrence of linguistic forms is that linguistic forms occur where they do 
because they are the signals of meanings, being used by speakers to communicate 
messages.  
 
Meanings of forms can vary from fairly concrete, in the case of lexical items, to 
highly abstract, in the case of grammatical items. Similarly, the process of “inferring 
a message” does not simply consist of “adding up the meanings”. Understanding 
what the speaker actually meant, requires “bridging the gap between meaning and 
message” and this can only be achieved by a creative act in which a broad spectrum 
of human knowledge and communicative strategies are involved. The ability to 
make use of such a broad range of resources for grasping the message is referred to 
as the “inferential capacity” of human beings. 
 
It is characteristic for the Columbia School approach that all theoretical constructs 
and explanatory principles invoked for explaining how a certain message is derived 
from a certain combination of forms must have a communicative motivation. Such a 
communicative motivation can reside in the compatibility of the respective 
(invariant and possibly highly abstract) meanings of the forms which appear 
together. Alternatively, their patterning can follow from other, independently 
motivated extralinguistic principles. The range of such principles which Columbia 
School explicitly considers as valid mechanisms include: 

• respecting the human propensity for selective attention 
• taking into consideration the egocentric bias   
• avoiding inferential complexity 
• avoiding perceptual problems of signal recognition 
• employing iconicity 
• facilitating the ease of processing 

plus the particularly powerful concept of “communicative strategy” which is defined 
as  

a routinized exploitation of a given meaning, so that it is regularly used to 
suggest/infer a particular type of message. A postulation of such 
conventionalized patterns of inference is justified by appeal to the human 
preference for habit or routine. (Contini-Morava, 1995:19). 

 

                                                 
8 In traditional Columbia terms this central task is defined even more abstractly as to explain 
the non-arbitrariness observable in the vocal movements of communicating human beings or 
in the written symbolization of those vocal movements (Diver, 1969:45; García, 1975:38) 
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The aim of the linguist is then to detect the meanings and the strategies involved, or 
as Kirsner puts it,  
 

[to] hypothesize a meaning for the form which is capable of explaining the 
full range of messages the form can communicate, without 
counterexamples or appeal to idiom [and] to delineate as explicitly as 
possible the particular mechanism used in bridging the inferential gap 
between meaning and message (Kirsner,1983:237). 

 
Such studies have been carried out for a broad range of grammatical items in a broad 
range of languages, such as the Ancient Greek case system (Diver, 1969), the 
Buenos Aires Spanish pronoun system (García, 1975), Suaheli locatives (Contini 
Morava, 1976), Dutch demonstratives (Kirsner & van Heuven, 1988), dual number 
in Modern Hebrew (Tobin, 1988), Spanish copulative verbs (de Jonge, 1990, 
Mauder, 2000), French pronouns (Huffman, 1996) and even an effort to tackle 
Mapuche subordination structures (Martínez and Golbert, 1995) – to name but a 
few. 
 
Following the same basic principles, later studies have turned to diachronic items, 
trying to explain language change by the same communicative principles applied to 
synchronic studies. The main focus of these studies is no longer simply to find the 
meaning of a form but to trace how these meanings are subject to change, either due 
to changing strategies used by the speakers or due to successive re-interpretations of 
the meanings by successive generations of speakers (see, for instance, García, 1985, 
1986). 

2.2.2 Columbia School Methodology 
The most characteristic trait of Columbia School Methodology is its emphasis on 
observing natural discourse and their fierce rejection of grammaticality judgments 
(Contini-Morava, 1995:4). Observational studies – qualitative and quantitative 
analyses of actual discourse – are the basis of all traditional Columbia style analyses. 
Experimental studies are applied by some members of the school but play a 
subordinate role. 

2.2.2.1 Observational investigation 
The aim of a traditional Columbia-style analysis is to define the meaning of a 
particular linguistic form, usually a set of (grammatical) forms. The preferred way to 
do this is to select a text written by a competent speaker of the language.9 Such a 
text is likely to yield a rich harvest of the forms to be investigated within a broad 
and coherent context. The combination of forms and contexts will allow drawing 
conclusions about the inferential strategies involved. After studying a certain 

                                                 
9 Diver (1995:81) explicitly advises the use of long prose texts written by skilled writers 
because what we want [...] is a text containing abundant information with which we can cross 
check whatever hypotheses we develop. 
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number of occurrences of the form(s) under investigation within the respective 
contexts, a meaning for the form(s) is hypothesised and illustrated with typical or 
particularly striking examples. Then, predictions about preferred contexts for the 
form are made and tested by comparing the relative frequency of examples 
containing the form in question versus its alternative in the preferred versus the 
complementary contexts.  
 
There will – almost always – be examples of occurrences of the form in the non-
preferred contexts or of non-occurrences in the preferred contexts. This can lead to a 
revision of the hypothesised meaning, or to an explanation of the unexpected 
occurrences invoking particular communicative strategies relevant for the 
communication of this particular message, which comes down to accepting a certain 
number of “counterexamples”. Defining the meaning of the forms and testing 
various predictions derived from these meanings can be an iterative process and, 
ideally, the hypothesised meaning is reformulated again and again until all 
occurrences of the form in question can be explained. Opinions as to whether all 
examples have to be explained, seem to differ: Diver claims that we are not satisfied 
until we can account for all the examples, but even then we remain aware that 
further examples may require even further revision (Diver, 1995:75), and Kirsner 
asks for meanings which cover all occurrences, without counterexamples or appeal 
to idiom (Kirsner, 1983:237) whereas García is more lenient with respect to the 
existence of counterexamples and argues that a context delimits in a probabilistic 
way the boundaries of a more or less coherent message (García,1988:28-29).10 
 
In many Columbia School analyses, quantitative methods originally used in the 
Social Sciences are used for testing the hypotheses (or rather the predictions derived 
from the hypotheses), such as the widely used Chi Square (χ2) statistic. One might 
ask whether the use of inferential statistics is plausible for Diver’s approach, in 
which the collection of examples under investigation is actually the only set of 
interest. For García, whose probabilistic approach implies that the text used for the 
analysis is considered representative for the speech production of a whole 
community, the use of these techniques makes sense. In this setting, the text (or the 
set of corpus examples) is only a sample and the author wants to find out whether it 
is legitimate to extrapolate the findings to the whole speaker community.11  
 
During the process of establishing the meaning of a set of forms, usually more than 
one variable is used and this leads to an iterative process of refining the proposed 
meaning of forms with several re-classifications of the same set of examples 
according to various contextual elements. This procedure severely aggravates the 

                                                 
10 See Reid, 1995 for a detailed discussion on the assumptions behind Columbia’s approaches 
to quantitative analysis, in particular section 5.3 on the interpretation of “counterexamples”. 
11 The use of the Chi Square statistic for text studies is, however, controversial because – 
strictly speaking – utterances taken from the same text do not constitute independent samples. 
The question of independence of measurements will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 3.  
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methodological objections against the use of inferential statistics, such as the Chi 
Square. After all, the iterative re-classification and statistical evaluation of the same 
set of samples increases the chance of a “Type I error”, in the given situation the 
conclusion that one of the variables under investigation has a non-random 
association with the form whose meaning has to be established, whereas in reality 
the two variables are distributed randomly. Furthermore, such a procedure neglects 
the influence of systematic co-occurrences of elements used as independent 
variables. On the other hand, considering that contextual coherence is a central claim 
of the Columbia approach, the systematic co-occurrence of all kinds of contextual 
elements is a necessary consequence.12 As long as the aim of the quantitative 
analysis is limited to improving the definition of the meaning of a form, the 
repetitive classification of the same set of examples is not necessarily detrimental, 
certainly not when it is used in combination with descriptive statistics.  

2.2.2.2 Experimental investigation 
An observational investigation has at least one major disadvantage: A corpus does 
usually not contain all the combinations and configurations of variables the 
investigator would like to evaluate. Furthermore, however strong the associations 
between variables might be, an observational investigation does not allow any causal 
inferences about the processes which lead to the production of the utterances in 
question (Butler, 1985:149-150). One way to get insight into the use of the forms in 
contexts which were not found in the observational investigation is to “make up” 
such contexts and ask informants whether they find the resulting utterances 
acceptable. Columbia School strongly rejects this procedure, arguing that answering 
such a question does not invoke the informants’ communicative and inferential 
strategies and that speakers might reject such utterances by not taking into 
consideration particular – possibly not very common – communicative situations in 
which the message to be communicated would actually call for precisely such a 
combination of forms (Contini-Morava, 1995:6).13 
 
To avoid this method and still get information on controlled contexts, Columbia 
School takes recourse to the use of “fill-in tasks”, usually presented in the form of 
written questionnaires. These usually consist of pairs of contexts which differ with 
respect to one contextual element, with form in which the investigator is interested 
being left out. It is the informant’s task to fill in one or the other of a pair (or set) of 
competing forms. By comparing the informants’ choices for the two respective 
versions of the stimulus, the investigator can draw conclusions about the influence 

                                                 
12 Reid (1995: 127) is preoccupied that even extremely incompatible contextual elements can 
and do co-occur in natural discourse and might disturb a quantitative analysis. This potential 
objection to a quantitative approach can probably best be dealt with by obeying the basic rules 
of statistical analysis, which requires a substantial number of cases for an evaluation.  
13 Against this background, is somewhat surprising to find García – one of the most 
outspoken opponents of this technique – switch to this technique, stating explicitly that our 
data consist of acceptability judgments (García, 2001:391)  
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of the contextual element systematically varied on the choice of the forms under 
investigation.  
 
This procedure, of course, comes dangerously close to an acceptability judgment. 
The informant fills in one alternative target form in the blank, and asks himself 
whether the result is acceptable, or at least more acceptable than the counterpart. Just 
as with eliciting grammaticality judgments, the informant is confronted with an 
utterance he or she might never produce spontaneously. The Columbia School 
members who use this technique will argue that having to choose which of two 
forms to use in a context – even in a context which might appear somewhat weird – 
does oblige the informant “to make the best” of the set of forms available in order to 
get a coherent message out of it and that therefore this method is superior to eliciting 
grammaticality judgments.  

2.3 Case and pronouns in Latin-American 
Spanish 
 
The purpose of this section is to provide the reader not familiar with details of 
Spanish grammar with as much background information about the Spanish case and 
pronoun system as is needed for the literature review and the derivation of the 
detailed questions for this study. I will present the basic facts on case-marking of 
noun phrases in § 2.3.1 in order to show that case marking in Spanish depends 
crucially on pronouns. The pronoun system of Latin-American Spanish will be 
presented in §2.3.2 and in §2.3.3 I will give some typical examples of pronoun use 
in categorical contexts.  
 
This section treats the Latin-American case and pronoun system which is often 
referred to as the etymological or loísta-system (see § 2.3.2 for the explanation of 
the terms). This system is not only characteristic of the standard Latin-American 
dialects, but also of the dialects of Southern Spain and the Canary islands. Pronoun 
use in other dialects of Spanish will be discussed in § 2.4. The reason for the 
selection of Buenos Aires Spanish for the investigation and the relevant peculiarities 
of this dialect will be dealt with in Chapter 3. 

2.3.1 Case marking in noun phrases 
Of the complex morphological case system of Latin, little is preserved in the modern 
Romance languages. Spanish classifies as an accusative language with three 
grammatical cases, the nominative (subject), the accusative (direct object) and the 
dative (indirect object). Spanish noun phrases are not unambiguously marked for 
case. The case roles must be inferred from a number of factors, some of which are 
coded in the sentence (the position of the noun phrase relative to the verb and the 
presence or absence of the preposition a) whereas others reside in the referent or the 
situation (the animacy and the degree of individualization of the referent). 
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The general rules for case-marking can be summarized as follows: the subject entity 
is the one which is expressed by the inflection of the main verb. It can – but need not 
– be present in the form of a pronoun, a bare noun phrase or a clause. If a subject is 
present, it usually precedes the noun. A noun phrase in the dative case is always 
preceded by the preposition a and in most cases a dative pronoun, co-referential with 
the noun phrase, will appear as a clitic to the verb, such as in (1) 
 
(1)  Johan Cruyff  le parece un jugador fantástico a Maradona 
 Johan Cruyff to-himi he-seems a player fantastic to Maradonai 
 Maradona thinks that Johan Cruyff is a fantastic player 
 
The basic rule for accusative noun phrases is that a noun phrase which refers to a 
person is preceded by the preposition a (this use of the preposition is referred to as 
“a personal”). Inanimate entities, in contrast, appear as bare noun phrases. This 
makes an animate accusative noun phrase morphologically indistinct from a dative 
one and an inanimate accusative noun phrase morphologically indistinct from a 
nominative one. The use of “a personal” is complicated by the fact that there are 
many exceptions to the above-mentioned rule, i.e. “a personal” is sometimes used 
for inanimate referents and it is sometimes omitted with animate and even human 
ones.14 Moreover, the preposition a is also used for locative purposes. Word order is 
of some help for identifying accusative entities in the sense that the unmarked 
position for an accusative noun phrase is post-verbal. When the accusative noun 
phrase appears pre-verbally, a redundant accusative pronoun will usually appear as a 
clitic to the noun. Examples (2) and (3) show examples of postverbal and preverbal 
accusative noun phrases. 
 
(2) Paul Breitner invitó a Maradona en su partido despedida 
 Paul Breitner he-invited to Maradona to his match farwell 
 Paul Breitner invited Maradona to his farewell match 
 
Example (2) represents the unmarked word order with the accusative object in 
postverbal position, which does not require a redundant pronoun.15  A preverbal 
accusative object, as in example (3), in contrast, requires the use of the pronoun.  
 
(3) A Maradona, Paul Breitner lo invitó en su partido despedida 
 To Maradonai, Paul Breitner himi he-invited to his match farewell 
 As for Maradona, Paul Breitner invited him to his farewell match 
 
All in all, case information in noun phrases is far from unambiguous in Modern 
Spanish. This might well be the reason that Spanish uses pronouns not only for 
                                                 
14 For a clear and profound discussion of the complex matter of the use of a-personal, see for 
instance Laca (1987) 
15 In some, mostly Latin American, dialects a pronoun can appear also with postverbal lexical 
noun phrases in accusative roles, but example (2) will sound fine to probably all speakers of 
Spanish. 
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reference to entities with antecedents outside the clause but also as referentially 
redundant elements for adding case information to entities which appear in lexical 
noun phrases within the same clause as the pronoun. Pronouns can thus be seen as 
the most important and reliable carriers of case information in Spanish.16 

2.3.2 The personal pronoun system of Latin-
American Spanish  
The history of Latin-American Spanish has been the subject of many a discussion 
among scholars, but it is generally accepted that Latin-American Spanish has its 
roots in the 16th and 17th century versions of the dialects of Southern Spain, in 
particular of Andalusia and the Canary islands (Lipski,1994:36). At that time, the 
pronominal systems of Castilian Spanish (i.e. dialects of Central and Northern 
Spain) and Southern Spain were already different. The southern system was case 
oriented, whereas the Castilian system was already on its way towards referential 
use of the pronouns.17 Latin-American Spanish remained in contact with Castilian 
Spanish and many innovations of Castilian Spanish were taken over in Latin 
America, although to varying degrees, depending on the degree of contact the 
respective region had with Spain (Lipski, 1994:49). It seems, however, that the 
Castilian influence did not affect the use of third person pronouns in the Latin-
American dialects. This system remained basically unchanged so that nowadays the 
Latin-American pronoun system is the more archaic one in the sense that it is more 
clearly related to the Latin case system than its Castilian counterpart. Grammarians 
refer to the Latin-American system as “the etymological case system” and the 
system is also known as the loísta system, in contrast to the Castilian system, which 
is called leísta.18  
 
The Latin-American Spanish pronoun system is determined by the dimensions 
“grammatical number”, “grammatical person”, “case” and “gender”. Table 2.1 
presents the personal pronouns system for the singular.  
 

                                                 
16 García (1975:111) even refers to the duplication of pronouns as an indirect way of 
‘inflecting’ nouns for case.  
17 For details and references, see the discussion of Castilian Spanish in §2.4.1. 
18 The term “etymological” is traditionally used for this system in Spanish linguistics 
although it has little to do with the meaning of the word “etymology” in the strict sense of the 
word.  It is intended to indicate that the system is related to the “Latin roots of Spanish”. The 
terms loísta and leísta refer to the use of the pronoun lo (versus le) for male referents in 
accusative roles. 
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Table 2.1: The Latin-American Spanish personal pronouns ( singular). 

 
The subject and object pronouns do not only differ with respect to their forms, but 
also with respect to their prosodic behaviour: the subject pronouns are prosodically 
independent forms, whereas the object pronouns are clitics which form a prosodic 
unit together with the verb. The use of subject pronouns is not obligatory in Spanish 
since the subject can be inferred from the verb ending. Speakers usually employ 
subject pronouns for emphasis or contrast.  
 
With respect to grammatical person, it is important to note that Spanish features 
different forms for intimate and polite address to an interlocutor, the original second 
person pronouns and verb forms being reserved for intimate use, whereas third 
person forms are used for polite address. The use of the form vos (usually combined 
with verbs forms derived from the Old Spanish second person plural) instead of tú is 
common in a number of Latin-American dialects and vernaculars. It is the standard 
form in Argentina and one of the most characteristic features of Argentine Spanish.  
 
The object pronouns are the only ones with different forms for dative and 
accusative. Within the accusative, a further differentiation is made for male and 
female referents. The fact that third person pronouns are more specific with respect 
to case roles makes sense in functional terms when one takes into consideration that 
the speaker must always infer the pronoun referent in order to derive a coherent 
message from  the sentence. With first and second person pronouns, this task is 
trivial because speaker and hearer are unambiguously present in the discourse 
situation. Third person pronouns, however, have often to be identified out of a range 
of possible referent so that any additional information will be helpful in this process. 
In the same line of argumentation, it is plausible that accusative pronouns 
distinguish for the gender of the referent, whereas the dative pronoun has only form 
for male and female referents. Dative referents are almost always human and salient 
in the discourse. In any given situation, it is unlikely that, in addition to the speaker 
and the hearer, several other human referents are potentially relevant in any situation 
to be described. For an accusative pronoun referent, on the other hand, the set of 
entities which are possible referents is much larger because it includes all persons 
and things relevant to the situation.19 

                                                 
19 The fact that datives are usually accessible in the contexts, whereas the accusative position 
often contains new or less accessible information corresponds to the topicality hierarchy 
(Givón, 1984:151) and it is corroborated by the distribution of pronouns versus lexical noun 
phrases in the respective roles. In a study on some 2000 clauses in Buenos Aires Spanish, 

case nom (subject) dat  (IO) acc (DO) 

referent male  fem male + fem male fem 
1st  person yo me 
2nd pers. intimate tú (vos) te 
2nd pers. polite usted 
3rd person él ella le lo la 
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The plural pronoun system is basically parallel to the singular one, with the 
difference that all second person forms are identical to the third person ones. Table 
2.2 presents the system: 
 

Table 2.2: The Latin-American Spanish personal pronouns (plural). 

 
The absence of specific pronouns and verb morphology for the second person plural 
is another characteristic of the dialects of Southern Spanish and Latin America. With 
respect to the third person pronouns, the system is equivalent to the singular, 
pronoun forms differing from their singular counterparts only by the plural 
morpheme –s.20 

2.3.3 Case and pronouns in categorical contexts 
In Chapter 1, I introduced the concept of “categorical” and “variable” contexts, i.e. 
the distinction between contexts in which only one pronoun form can be used to the 
exclusion of the other and contexts in which the use of either form is possible. Since 
variable contexts play a predominant role in the investigational part of this study, 
these will be discussed in detail (see § 2.5). Nevertheless, it is important to keep in 
mind that in the vast majority of contexts, case roles are clear and only either the 
dative or the accusative pronoun can be used in a given context. In this section, I 
will briefly discuss the typical constellations for accusative and for dative objects. 
The examples will be discussed using traditional grammatical terminology and do 
not reflect the Columbia School view of the Spanish pronoun system. This latter 
view, developed García and published in her 1975 book, will be presented in 
Chapter 4. 
 
Just as in other accusative languages, accusative objects are typically used to refer to 
the affected patient of an action described by a transitive verb. With respect to their 
semantic content, Spanish transitive verbs include the typical highly polarized 
                                                                                                                   
García (1975:103) found that the dative role is typically coded by a pronoun (82% of the 
cases) whereas accusatives, and in particular inanimate accusatives, are typically represented 
by lexical noun phrases (66% for all accusatives, 83% for inanimate ones). 
20 In colloquial Spanish, the plural ending of the dative pronoun is sometimes omitted – not 
only in speech (where all final [s] sounds tend to be aspirated or omitted in most Latin-
American dialects) but also in colloquial written texts and sometimes even in literary texts 
(Butt and Benjamin, 1988:132).  

case subject dative accusative 

referent male  fem male + fem male fem 
1st  person nosotros nos 
2nd pers. intimate 
2nd person polite ustedes 

3rd person ellos ellas 

 
      les 
 

los las 
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actions of a subject exerting physical force onto an object, but they also include 
verbs much lower on the transitivity scale, such as verbs of perception. Example (4) 
presents a typical and uncontroversial example of an accusative object.  
 

El presidente  no se rindió  y  los rebeldes  lo  mataron 
the presidenti not himselfi he-rendered and the rebels himi they-killed 

(4) 
 

The president did not surrender and the rebels killed him 
 
It is a characteristic of Spanish that each clause can only contain one accusative 
object, i.e. that there are no bi-transitive verbs. Accusative objects are usually 
phonetically present – in the form of a lexical noun phrase, a clause or a pronoun, 
but this is not always the case. Objects which are highly predictable – either from 
the semantic content of the verb or from the context – may be omitted in 
combination with certain verbs. However, even with a “tacit” accusative object, all 
other participants can only appear in the dative role. This leads to the somewhat 
surprising fact that in the Spanish translation of the sentence ‘John hits Jack’ – a 
situation which comes close to being a prototype of transitivity – the victim of the 
thrashing appears in the dative and not in the accusative case, as can be seen in 
example (5) 
 

John le pega a Jack 
John to-himi  he-hits to Jacki 

(5) 
 

John hits Jack 
 
The reason for this is that the verb pegar actually means ‘to stick’ or to ‘glue 
something onto something’. It is indeed possible to use the full construction and to 
say (6) 
 

John le pega un golpe a Jack 
John to-himi he-sticks a blow to Jacki 

(6) 
 

John hits Jack / John gives a blow to Jack 
 
In this construction, with the accusative object (un golpe) visible, it is evident that 
the person which is hit appears in the dative as the “receiver of the blow”.  
 
The dative role is semantically more diverse than the accusative role. Traditionally, 
different semantic roles are identified for the dative case, such as “material transfer”, 
“perceptual transfer”, “abstract motion” or  “interest”, to name but a few.21 The 
detailed sub-classification of dative roles is not relevant for this study and I will only 
present some examples of typical uses of the dative.22 A generally accepted basic 
distinction is usually made between “actantial” and “non-actantial” datives. The 
former term refers to dative roles which are directly related to the thematic structure 
                                                 
21 These categories  and examples are taken from Delbecque & Lamiroy  (1996). 
22 As can be expected, the Columbia School Approach claims that there is only one meaning 
of the form le and that all case roles are not “facts of grammar” but inferences made by the 
speaker (García, 1975:98ff) 
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imposed by the verb, whereas the latter refers to the fact that Spanish allows adding 
dative participants to a very broad range of clauses.   
 
Among the actantial uses, probably the most typical construction is the three-
participant construction with verbs of transaction and communication. Example (7) 
represents this group: 
 

El sobrino  de Maradona le regaló  la  primera  pelota 
The cousin of Maradonai to-himi gave  the first  football 

(7) 
 

Maradona’s cousin gave him his first football 
 
Another frequent use of the dative is the combination with what is often referred to 
as “psych-verbs”. These are two-participant constructions in which the causer of 
some emotional reaction appears in the subject role and the experiencer appears in 
the dative role, such as in example (8). 
 

Juan lee mucho sobre sicología. Le gusta la materia 
Juani reads much about psychology. to-himi  it-pleases the subject  

(8) 
 

Juan reads much about psychology. He likes the subject 
 
What is referred to as the “possessive use” of the dative, appears in situations where 
some relation of inclusion (such as body parts or clothing) exists between the subject 
and the object, for instance with verbs as doler (to hurt) or between the accusative 
and the dative object, such as in example (9).  
 

El médico le miró los ojos al paciente 
the doctor to-himi he-looked the eyes to-the patienti 

(9) 
 

The doctor looked at the patient’s eyes 
  
The non-actantial use of the dative is also called the “ethical” dative. This use is 
peculiar in the sense that there is no direct relation between dative referent and the 
verb or another syntactic participant. Instead, the adding of a dative participant to a 
given situation expresses the idea the respective referent is affected indirectly by the 
entire situation described. Not only can such a dative be added to transitive and 
intransitive two-participant situations, it can even be added to a three-participant 
situation, as example (10) demonstrates.23 
 

¿Me le buscas un buen abogado a Juan? 
to-me to-himi you-look-for a good lawyer to Juani 

(10) 
 

Can you do me a favour and look for a good lawyer for Juan? 
 
Example (10) represents a four-participant situation, with a second person subject 
expressed by the verb inflection, an accusative object (un abogado) and two dative 

                                                 
23 Ethical datives are typically, but not exclusively, references to a first person. 
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objects (a Juan with a co-referential dative pronoun) and a first person pronoun (me) 
with a dative interpretation, indicating that the first person is indirectly affected by 
the action.  
 
In all examples given in this section, the pronouns cannot be replaced the pronoun 
form which correspond to the other case. Such a replacement would yield 
expressions which are unacceptable to native speakers of loísta dialects. Even if 
other elements of the sentences were changed – such as the ANIMACY OF THE 
SUBJECT, the GENDER OF REFERENT or the use of POLITE ADDRESS – they will not 
make a change in the pronoun form acceptable. Only changing the verb or the 
number of syntactic participants can licence a change of the pronoun form in such 
examples. 
 

2.4 Dialect variation in pronoun use 
 
Discussions of third person pronoun use in Spanish exhibit, by and large, two flaws. 
In the first place, differences in pronoun use between dialects and sociolects of 
Spanish are often not clearly separated and secondly, many studies do not 
distinguish between examples of contrast and examples of genuine variation. In this 
section I will address the major dialect differences in the use of third person 
pronouns, with some attention to sociolinguistic issues. Issues of variation within 
Latin American Spanish will be addressed in § 2.5. 

2.4.1 Castilian Spanish 
Whereas the Latin American pronoun system is case-related, the system of Castilian 
Spanish is characterized by a strong tendency towards referential use of the 
pronouns. The change from a case-system towards a referential system has been 
going on for centuries and can be traced back to medieval Spanish.24 Nowadays, the 
Spanish Academy still officially recommends the case-related use of the pronouns 
but, in the face of massive resistance in Spain (Butt and Benjamin, 1988:109), it has 
come to tolerate the use of the pronoun le for male referents in accusative contexts 
(Real Academia, 1974:425). In everyday language use in Castilian Spanish, 
however, case does no longer play a prominent role in pronoun selection. Not only is 
le widely used for male referents in accusative roles, many speakers even loathe the 
use of lo for persons.25 The abundant use of the pronoun le for accusative contexts is 

                                                 
24 In medieval texts, pronoun use was generally case-related (Lapesa, 1991:405), but 
examples of the use of  le in accusative contexts can already be found in the earliest literary 
text of Spanish, the Poema del Mío Cid, written in the 12th or early 13th century in Northern 
Spain. Lapesa (1968) and Keniston (1937:63ff) provide a wealth of examples of referential 
use of the pronouns (for male and female referents) from the medieval and 16th-century 
Castilian literature. 
25 A typical answer to the question why a speaker used le and not lo in a given situation 
would be  digo ‘lo’ si es perro (I say lo for a dog) (Mircea Branza, personal communication). 
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the reason that Castilian dialects are called leísta dialects, in contrast to the loísta 
Latin American dialects. The tendency towards referential use can also be observed 
for female referents, where it has become rather common to use la, not only in 
accusative but also in dative roles. This phenomenon is called laísmo and it is still 
strongly rejected by the Spanish Academy. For inanimate nouns, there is a certain 
tendency towards extending the form lo to dative contexts, in particular for referring 
to mass nouns (Klein, 2000). Table 2.3 presents a summary of the two competing 
pronoun systems of Castilian Spanish. 
 

Table 2.3: Prescriptive versus colloquial pronoun use in Castilian Spanish. 
 
Prescriptive use  Colloquial use 
 dative accusative   dative + accusative 
male le lo (le)  male le 
female le la  female la 
inanimate le lo/la  inanimate lo (la) 
 
Table 2.3 presents the two extreme forms of the pronoun systems which co-exist in 
contemporary Castilian Spanish.26 In contrast with Table 2.1 and Table 2.2, this 
table includes inanimate referents as a separate category because this distinction is a 
crucial one in the colloquial system. The prescriptive system is almost identical to 
the Latin American one; the only exception is that the use of the pronoun le for male 
accusative referents is endorsed by the Spanish Academy. The extreme form of the 
colloquial system is strongly referential: human referents take the pronoun forms le 
and la, according to the sex of the referent and inanimate referents take the pronouns 
lo and la according to their grammatical gender, with a tendency towards the use of 
lo even for female (mass) nouns.  
 
The coexistence of these two systems leads to an enormous amount of 
variation in pronoun use throughout Central and Northern. Regional, 
social and register factors play a role in the explanation of the 
variation, but also grammatical factors within the contexts have been 
shown to be relevant (Klein, 1980, 1981a, 1981b, 2000, Branza, 
1999). 

                                                                                                                   
Butt & Benjamin (1988:119) also remark that [i]n Spain, it is possible that for some speakers 
the use of lo denotes contempt, a low estimate of the person’s rationality [...], or helplessness 
[...].  
26 I will limit the discussion to the well-described singular forms here. Discussions and 
investigations about the use of plural forms in Castilian Spanish can be found, for instance, in 
Branza (1999) and Fernández-Ordóñez (1993:82ff).  
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2.4.2 Spanish in contact with Native American 
languages 
Within Latin American dialects, those varieties which are spoken in bilingual 
regions or by bilingual speakers tend to use pronouns in ways that coincide neither 
with standard Latin American use nor with Castilian use. The best-known example 
of such a region is Paraguay, where Guaraní is spoken by the majority of the 
population (Lipski, 1994:303) but similar situations are found in Ecuador, Peru, 
Bolivia and some regions of Argentina.27 For all these regions, one must take into 
consideration the strong socio-regional stratification of Latin American dialects, as 
stated by Lipsky (1994:28) 
 

At the higher end of the sociolinguistic scale, especially in urban areas, 
there is convergence in the direction of broad pan-American norms, 
modulated by relatively minor phonetic and lexical differences, while at the 
other end of the sociolinguistic spectrum, regional variation can be 
overwhelming.  

 
Examples of pronoun use from substrate or bilingual regions include all kinds of 
pronoun uses which are impossible in the standard variety. Paraguayans are, for 
instance, notorious for their abundant use of le in accusative contexts (Lipski, 
1994:310), in Ecuador the use of la (even for male referents) has been observed for 
polite address (García & Otheguy, 1983), while speakers in the Andean provinces of 
Argentina are known to use the accusative form lo for dative contexts (Martinez, 
2000), to name but a few examples.28 Due to strong migration tendencies within 
Latin America, bilingual speakers constitute an ever-increasing percentage of 
inhabitants of major in cities in traditionally monolingual regions and their non-
standard use of Spanish has led to special teaching programs for pupils for bilingual 
families (Martínez, 2005).  

2.4.3 Variation in pronoun use among standard 
Latin American dialects 
Differences between the various regions of Latin America are known to manifest 
themselves primarily with respect to phonetic, prosodic and lexical traits of the 
language (Moreno de Alba, 1988:101). Pronoun systems differ with respect to the 

                                                 
27 Fernández-Ordóñez (1993:87ff) presents a valuable summary of what is known about 
pronoun use in regions where Spanish is in contact with indigenous languages. 
28 Fernández-Ordóñez (1993: 87ff) provides a detailed and well-documented survey of 
pronoun use in contact zones. Analyses of pronoun use of bilingual speakers by Columbia 
School linguists have shown that it is possible to interpret the ‘deviant’ pronoun uses of 
bilingual speakers as divergent strategies exploiting the same basic meanings of the pronouns 
(García, 1990,  Martínez, 2000).  
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use of the second person pronouns, but few major or systematic differences have 
been reported in the use of the third person pronouns.29 
 
In order to get a general impression of pronoun use in different areas, a query has 
been carried out in the text database of the Spanish Academy where texts from the 
past 25 years from almost all Spanish-speaking countries are accessible (Real 
Academia Española, CREA database). In this query, all combinations of the third 
person pronouns le, lo and la in direct postposition to the infinitive of the verb 
ayudar from all available countries were gathered and the respective percentages of 
the use of the dative form le were calculated for each country. The results for all 
those countries where at least 10 corresponding strings (i.e. ayudarlo, ayudarla, 
ayudarle) were found are presented in Figure 2.1. Each bar represents the percentage 
of uses of the dative form le. The total number of strings found for the respective 
country is indicated after the country name. 
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Figure 2.1: Percentage use of dative pronoun in postposition to infinitive form of the verb 
ayudar is various Spanish-speaking countries. 

 
Figure 2.1 shows the expected high percentages of the use of le for Spain and 
Paraguay, together with a high value for the United States (another bilingual region). 
Apart from the unexpected high percentage for a number of Central American 
countries, the results of the query can be taken as a confirmation of the assumption 
that monolingual loísta dialects do not differ largely with respect to pronoun use. 
The data presented here are comparable to the experimental study of García and 
Otheguy (1977) in six Spanish-speaking countries. This study suggests, moreover, 

                                                 
29 An example of such a difference would be the combination of an impersonal use of the 
pronoun se with a third person pronoun, which  is reported to differ between the northern and 
southern regions of Latin America (Fernández-Ordóñez, 1999:1336ff) 



                                          CHAPTER TWO 
 
26 

that within the loísta dialects, speakers generally respond to the same contextual 
factors in their choice of pronouns in variable contexts.  

2.4.4 Castilian influence on Latin American 
Spanish 
The leísta pronoun use is one of the most striking characteristics of Castilian 
Spanish. Many, and in particular the well-educated, speakers of Latin American 
Spanish will be aware of the fact that Spanish pronoun use is different from theirs, 
not only from contact with European speakers, but also due to reading Spanish 
publications or by watching Spanish movies. If Castilian Spanish were considered a 
prestige dialect in Latin America, this might have repercussions on the pronoun use 
of certain groups of Latin American speakers. It seems, indeed, that such influences 
cannot be totally neglected. Fernández-Ordóñez (1993:79) refers to this influence as 
an “artificial leísmo in educated writers and speakers” [my translation] and a similar 
statement is made by Roldán (1975:16). Imitation of Spanish style has probably 
indeed played a role in Latin American literature (Kany, 1951:104, Lapesa, 
1968:538), but the tendency to do this has decreased during the 20th century (Monge, 
1987:348). Important changes of language attitude have occurred in the period 
between 1960 and 1970, in which the position of, for instance, the Argentine 
National Academy has shifted from a “monocentric” view, i.e. a view based on the 
superiority of European Spanish, towards a “polycentric standardization” of 
Spanish, i.e. the acceptance of different regional standards (Blanco, 1994:110ff).30 
 
Nowadays, Latin Americans tend to consider the linguistic standard of their 
respective capital as their prestige variety (Lipski, 1994:137) and there are no 
attempts to imitate European Spanish, or as Lipski (1994:149) puts it 

 
Although the Latin American prestige norm is a set of common 
denominators in which regionally or ethnically marked items do not appear, 
there is no striving for imitation of Peninsular Spanish speech.31 

 

                                                 
30 A fact which illustrates this polycentric approach is the Proyecto de estudio coordinado de 
la norma lingüística culta de las principles ciudades de Iberoamerica y de la Pensínula 
Ibérica (Project of coordinated study of educated linguistic norms of the major cities of 
Spanish-speaking America and Spain) in which a number of Spanish and Latin American 
universities took part. The project started in 1961 and lead to the collection of linguistic data 
by means of interviews with speakers whose speech was considered representative for the 
respective regions. The transcriptions were published in the form of books, mainly in the 70’s 
and  80’s of the past century but new publications are still emerging (e.g. Laconi, 2000). The 
transcriptions of the interviews taken in Buenos Aires within this project are used, among 
other sources, in the observational investigation for the present study. 
31 This statement is corroborated by informal interviews taken with Buenos Aires students. 
They were aware of the leista system of Castilian, and many of them were even convinced 
that Castilian pronoun use was “the right one” and that their own use was “wrong” but they 
still would find imitating the Castilian use ridiculous.  
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With respect to literary texts it is also plausible that the “boom” of native Latin 
American literature (commonly associated with “Magic Realism”) should have 
disfavoured the imitation of linguistic traits characteristic of European Spanish 
(Shaw, 2002:123).  
 
Again, there is some support for these affirmations from the electronic corpus of the 
Spanish Academy. A comparison of pronoun use in Argentina (according to the 
same criteria as used for the comparison across countries, i.e. pronoun use in 
combination with the infinitive of the verb ayudar) over a longer time period 
indicates that the use of le in these expressions was notably more frequent before the 
20th century (47% le for Ntot=15) than in the time after 1900 (15% le for Ntot=201).32 
When the same comparison is carried out for texts from 1900 through 1969 (13% le 
for Ntot=48) versus texts from 1970 and later (16% le for Ntot=153), no significant 
difference is found. Similar results are obtained for a text comparison between 
Argentinean fiction and non-fiction texts for the past 25 years (such a comparison is 
not possible for earlier texts) with 15% le in 53 examples from fiction texts versus 
17% le in the 100 examples from all other texts (Real Academia Española, CORDE 
and CREA databases).  

2.4.5 Implications for the investigation of pronoun 
use 
The discussion in this section has shown that there is considerable variation in 
pronoun use between Castilian Spanish and Latin American Spanish on the one hand 
and between monolingual and bilingual dialects within Latin America on the other. 
The monolingual-bilingual distinction does not only have a geographical but also a 
socio-cultural dimension. Differences between standard dialects of Latin America 
seem to be comparatively minor. It is, moreover, probable that older literary texts in 
Latin America may reflect attempts to copy Castilian ways of speaking.   
 
For practical purposes of the investigation of pronoun use, this means that both the 
regional and socio-cultural background of the speakers must be taken into 
consideration. With (literary) text studies, it seems advisable to use text from the late 
20th the 21st century. 
 

                                                 
32 Text sources for the period before 1900 are predominantly literary. 
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2.5 Variation in pronoun use within the 
etymological system 
 
In Chapter 1, the difference between categorical and variable contexts was 
illustrated on the basis of the verbs matar ‘to kill’ and hablar ‘to talk’ on the one 
hand and contexts based on the verb ayudar ‘to help’ on the other hand. I stated that 
“the object of the verb matar ‘to kill’ takes the accusative form and the object of the 
verb hablar ‘to talk’ takes the dative form and no native speaker would think of 
using anything else”. With the verb ayudar, on the other hand, a speaker might use 
the accusative in one sentence and the dative in another. Following these examples, 
one could conclude that any pair of expressions which only differ in the use of the 
pronoun should constitute an example of variation. In this section, I will show that 
such minimal pairs are a necessary but not a sufficient condition for a genuine 
variable context.  

2.5.1 Variation and contrast 
There are many contexts in which the combination of one and the same verb with a 
dative and with an accusative pronoun yields two clauses which are both highly 
acceptable to native speakers and which both definitely make sense. It can, however, 
be the case that the two versions do not “mean the same” in the sense that they do 
not describe the same situation. Such examples, in which the interpretation of a 
sentence hinges crucially on one of two forms in opposition, are called “contrast 
contexts”. It should be obvious that such examples are not examples of variation – 
the discussion of Spanish pronoun use, however, is often clouded by the 
confounding of examples of variation with examples of contrast.33 
 
Most contrast examples in pronoun use can either be related to the identification of 
the pronoun referent or they are based on polysemic verbs. I will briefly discuss both 
phenomena.  

2.5.1.1 Changing pronoun antecedents 
In the discussion of the Spanish case and pronoun system, I mentioned that Spanish 
is flexible with respect to the number of syntactic participants which can appear in a 
clause. On the one hand, “ethical datives” can be added to many expressions and on 
the other hand dative and accusative participants do not always have to appear as 
overt linguistic forms. It is therefore easy to construct minimal pairs of clauses 
which only differ in the pronoun form used but in which the pronouns do not refer to 
the same antecedent. Example (11) is based on a typical three-participant situation: 
 
(11) Ana dice que no hay agua. No se lo creo 
 Anai she-says [that not there-is water]j. Not to-heri itj I-believe 
                                                 
33 Fernández-Ordóñez (1993:78) is one of the few publications which explicitly address this 
problem.  



BACKGROUND 

 

29 

 Ana says that there is no water. I do not believe her 
 
The verbs of both sentences (decir ‘to say’ and creer ‘to believe’) are verbs which 
suggest three-participant situations. Both objects of the verb creer are given in the 
preceding contexts and creer is a verb which allows omission of the dative as well 
as the accusative object. The omission, respectively, of the dative (12a) and the 
accusative (12b) object yields a perfect minimal pair. 
 
(12a) Ana dice que no hay agua. No lo creo 
 Anai she-says [that not there-is water]j. Not itj I-believe 
 Ana says that there is no water. I do not believe it 
 
(12b) Ana dice que no hay agua. No le creo 
 Anai she-says [that not there-is water]j. Not to-heri I-believe 
 Ana says that there is no water. I do not believe her 

 
Both sentences are fully acceptable and can even be used in the same 
communicative situation, but they are not equivalent in meaning since (12a) makes a 
statement about not believing a message, whereas (12b) makes a statement about not 
believing a person. 
 
Due to the flexibility of the use of the dative and the possibility of leaving an 
accusative object without lexical mention, the possibilities of Spanish for such 
minimal pairs are enormous. The explicit exclusion of such minimal pairs from any 
discussion of pronoun variation may seem trivial. However, examples of minimal 
pairs with different referents appear repeatedly in studies and discussions of pronoun 
variation. For the present study, such contexts are considered to be categorical – 
after all, for the message the speaker wanted to convey the pronoun form used was 
the only one possible.  

2.5.1.2 Polysemic verbs 
A second source of contrast in pronoun use is the fact that Spanish features a large 
number of verbs which can be combined with either the dative or the accusative 
pronoun but whose meaning changes according to the combination with the 
respective pronoun.  
 
There are verbs whose interpretations change dramatically such as in the (admittedly 
somewhat far-fetched) pair of examples in (13a and 13b ) based on the verb gustar. 
This verb is usually combined with a dative object and interpreted as ‘to be pleased 
with’ but it can also can be used transitively and is then interpreted as ‘to taste’ or 
‘to savour’.34 Imagine a situation where a lion tamer is offered a new tiger for his 
show and he likes it. This can yield the following statement (13a) 
                                                 
34 The term ‘polysemic’ will be used here for all verbs which undergo a change in 
interpretation depending on their transitive or intransitive use. The discussion as to whether 
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(13a) El tigre le gusta al domador 
 The tiger to-himi pleases to-the tameri 
 The tamer likes the tiger 
 
It takes a weird situation to construct the accusative counterpart: the tiger has killed 
the lion tamer and is trying to find out whether lion-tamers can be eaten.  
 
(13b) El tigre lo gusta al domador 35 
 The tiger himi tastes the tameri 
 The tiger tastes the tamer 
 
In both cases, the tiger is the subject and the lion tamer is the object, but the two 
examples do definitely not describe the same situation in the real word – after all, for 
describing a situation where a tiger is chewing on the lion-tamers leg, example (13b) 
is the only possible option. With such an extreme example as the verb gustar, it is 
trivial that the two examples do not constitute an example of variation. Other verbs, 
however, undergo a less dramatic change in their interpretation.  
 
An example of a polysemic verb whose transitive and intransitive interpretations are 
more closely related is the verb encantar which is interpreted as ‘to bewitch’ with an 
accusative object and ‘to fascinate’ in combination with a dative object. Examples 
(14a) and (14b) present a minimal pair based on this verb.  
 
(14a) Hermione lo encanta a Harry Potter 
 Hermione himi  she-bewitches to Harry Potteri 
 Hermione casts a spell on Harry Potter 
 
(14b) Hermione le encanta a Harry Potter 
 Hermione to-himi she-fascinates to Harry Potteri 
 Harry Potter likes Hermione very much 
 
Both sentences describe a situation in which Hermione acts upon Harry Potter in a 
way that can be seen as “magic”. In (14a) Harry might find himself converted into a 
frog, whereas in (14b) the effect is much more subtle – in this case, it is rather Harry 
Potter’s state of mind which changes due to his fascination with Hermione. Many 
speakers of Spanish will have the impression that there is a common semantic core 
to both interpretations of the verb, but still (14a) and (14b) clearly refer to different 
situations in the real world and therefore constitute an example of contrast and not of 
variation. 

                                                                                                                   
these verbs represent examples of homonymy or polysemy or whether each of these verbs has 
only one abstract meaning which allows the inference of the concrete messages is not relevant 
to this investigation and will therefore be sidestepped  
35 Example (13b) uses pronoun duplication of an accusative pronoun with a post-verbal 
lexical object. Not all dialects of Spanish allow this construction but it is common, for 
instance, in Argentinean Spanish (see §3.2.2). 
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From a Columbia School point of view, contrast and variation are two aspects of the 
same basic process of inferring messages from combinations of linguistic forms. The 
examples presented in this section do not pose the slightest problem for a Columbia-
style analysis: in contrast examples with changing referents, such as (12a) and (12b), 
the referent of the accusative pronoun will almost always be inanimate and the 
dative referent will be animate, which corresponds to the degree of activity theory 
on pronoun use. The same holds for the polysemic verbs: in the examples where the 
pronoun referent is undergoing some “heavy action” initiated by the subject (such as 
being eaten or being converted into a frog) the pronoun’s antecedent is referred to by 
the “passive” lo or la forms, whereas in those examples where the action is going on 
within the referent rather than being initiated from the outside, the more active form 
le is used.36 

2.5.2 Categorical, variable and contrast contexts 
The two pairs of examples mentioned here will already make clear that the question 
as to whether two clauses do or do not describe the same situation (i.e. whether they 
are functionally equivalent) is not a matter of absolute definition but a gradual one. 
The degree of activity of the pronoun referent will necessarily have repercussions on 
the interpretation of the verb. Thus, the combination of whatever verb with the 
accusative pronoun will “mean something different” than the combination of the 
same verb with the dative pronoun. On the other hand, the impact of a pronoun on 
the interpretation of the verb, c.q. the expression, varies depending on the verb itself.  
 
In Chapter 1, two different “helping situations” were presented in Figure 1.2 and 
Figure 1.3.  I suggested that the use of the dative pronoun was more likely for the 
situation where the cat helped Ma Dalton knit a sweater than for the situation where 
Lucky Luke helped Ma Dalton cross the street. However, although the dative form is 
more likely for the example where the cat helps than for the one where Lucky Luke 
is the helper, both pronouns can be used on both situations. Examples (15a) and 
(15b) represent two possible descriptions of the situation depicted in Figure 1.3:  
 
(15a) El gato le ayuda a Ma Dalton a tejer un jersey 
 the cat to-her helps to Ma Dalton to knit a sweater 
 The cat helps Ma Dalton knit a sweater 
 
(15b) El gato la ayuda a Ma Dalton a tejer un jersey 
 the cat her helps to Ma Dalton to knit a sweater 
 The cat helps Ma Dalton knit a sweater 
 

                                                 
36 For a detailed discussion of the Columbia School approach to this issue, see Chapter 2 of 
García (1975) and in particular the discussion of the verb to eat (pg 42). One might argue that 
this explanation is not sufficient to explain the specific meanings associated with the 
transitive and intransitive use of the verbs, but this question is not crucial for the 
argumentation at hand.  
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When native speakers are presented with this minimal pair, they might have a 
personal preference for one or the other option, but they will generally agree that 
both versions are possible for describing the situation given in Figure 1.3.  
The difference between the two versions (15a) and (15b)  is only a nuance in the 
perception of Ma Dalton’s activity status. García (1975:330ff) refers to such 
differences as “comment use” of the pronouns:  
 

[...] if a speaker wishes to communicate that – for whatever reason – the 
participant out of focus [i.e. the participant referred to by an object 
pronoun, EM] is relatively higher, more subject-like and less accusative-
like, the case meaning least inappropriate for the envisaged message is 
clearly le, even though only two participants may be involved.  
 

García also quotes the famous grammarian Cuervo who goes even further in 
allowing possible explanations of pronoun use in such “comment” situations:  
 

Thus the use of le for lo may be regarded as a mere elegance, but not as a 
requirement [...] And it is credible that a choice may be made between lo 
and le either by instinct or after deliberation, for reasons either purely 
logical or purely euphonic [...] It is perhaps a distinction that no one can 
understand except those that have the same taste and sensitiveness as the 
writers that make the distinction (Millard Rosenberg 1932:597, quoting 
Cuervo, as cited in García, 1975:336).  
 

“Comment use” and “contrastive use” of the dative/accusative pronoun alternation 
are extreme points on a scale for which I will use the term “descriptive equivalence 
(of the verb+lo versus the verb+le combination)”. The examples based on the verb 
ayudar represent “comment use”, i.e. “high descriptive equivalence”, whereas the 
examples based on the verb gustar represent “contrast use”, i.e. “low descriptive 
equivalence”. The minimal pair based on the verb encantar is another example of 
“low descriptive equivalence”, although a less extreme one than the gustar-based 
pair. There is no sharp line which determines where contrastive use ends and 
comment use begins. There will certainly be verbs for which some speakers perceive 
a contrast between the respective le and lo versions of a sentence, whereas others 
will find that both variants can be used to describe the same situation.37 
 
The second dimension involved in defining variation is the dimension of 
acceptability. In Chapter 1 matar ‘to kill’ was given as an example of a verb which 
“governs” the accusative. Example (16a) is identical to example (4) of § 2.3.3. 
 
 
 
 
                                                 
37 The verb molestar ‘to bother’ is a good example for a verb on which speakers’ judgments 
about the descriptive equivalence of molestarlo versus molestarle tend to differ strongly (see 
examples (17a)and (17b) for a near-minimal pair based on this verb). 
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El presidente  no se rindió y los rebeldes lo mataron 
the presidenti not himself he-rendered and the rebels himi they-killed 

(16a) 
 

The president did not surrender and the rebels killed him 
 
The replacement of the accusative pronoun by the dative one would yield the 
following expression (16b) 
 

*El presidente no se rindió y los rebeldes le mataron 
the presidenti not himself he-rendered and the rebels to-himi they-killed 

(16b) 
 

The president did not surrender and the rebels killed him 
 
Native speakers of a loista dialect will probably not have any problems in 
understanding what the sequence means, i.e. they will infer the same message as 
from example (16a), but they will nevertheless vehemently reject expression (16b).38 
 
The difference between matar and ayudar resides thus in the acceptability of both 
versions of the minimal pair. As with the descriptive equivalence dimension, 
acceptability is not a matter of absolute terms and the rejection, c.q. acceptation will 
not be equally strong for all verbs. The verb ver ‘to see’, for instance, is occasionally 
reported to occur with the dative pronoun, even in strictly loísta dialects such as 
Buenos Aires Spanish (García, 1975:314,332).  
 
Figure 2.2 gives a schematic representation of the continuum between contrast and 
variation contexts in one dimension and between unacceptability and variation in the 
other. The graph is schematic and tentative in the sense that the positions of the 
verbs are not the result of a systematic investigation but only of informal discussions 
with native speakers.  

                                                 
38 Typical reactions of Buenos Aires speakers to such examples are: Claro que se entiende 
pero así no hablamos nosotros ‘Of course one can understand it but we do not say it like this’.  
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Figure 2.2: Schematic representation of contrast and variation contexts. 

 
Figure 2.2 is based on the assumption that for all seven verbs which appear in the 
diagram, the combination with the accusative pronoun is fully acceptable and clearly 
interpretable to native speakers. The asterisk in the upper right corner indicates the 
reference point for all these verb+lo combinations. The diagram depicts the 
acceptability and functional equivalence of the replacement of the accusative 
pronoun by the dative form le. A ‘truly variable verb’ would appear at the same 
position as the asterisk, i.e. the acceptability with its combination with lo and with le 
would be equally good and speakers would not experience any difference in the 
interpretation of between the two combinations.  
 
The verbs matar and gustar can be seen as the negative extremes on the scales of 
acceptability and functional equivalence, respectively. And just as the replacement 
of the pronoun with the verb encantar ‘to fascinate’/’to bewitch’ does not lead to 
such a dramatic re-interpretation of the verb as with gustar ‘to be pleased’/‘to taste’, 
the combination of the verb ver ‘to see’ with the dative will probably be less 
vehemently rejected than the same combination with the verb matar ‘to kill’.  
 
With such a definition of variation in terms of combined functional equivalence and 
acceptability of both members of a minimal pair, there is probably not one single 
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verb in Latin American Spanish which can be the core of a truly variable context. 
With many verbs, the combination with one of the pronouns (usually the dative 
form) will be less acceptable to the speech community than the corresponding 
expression with the other pronoun form. This holds certainly for the verb ayudar 
because there are Buenos Aires speakers who frown on the combination of ayudar 
with le (Martínez & Mauder, 2003). With respect to functional equivalence, on the 
other hand, the pronoun will always have some influence on the message inferred 
from the verb-plus-pronoun combination. Many speakers feel that the interpretation 
of the verb molestar ‘to bother’ changes towards what could be translated to English 
as ‘to molest’ when combined with an accusative pronoun and towards ‘to disturb’ 
when combined with a dative.39 In a similar way, the interpretation of convencer 
might be perceived to vary between the equivalent of ‘to persuade’ with an 
accusative object and ‘to seem convincing’ with a dative.  
 
The diagram in Figure 2.2 contains only examples for pronoun use related to verbs. 
Other examples discussed in this chapter could also be placed in the diagram. The 
examples of changing pronoun referents are, for instance, contrast examples and 
would be positioned in the lower left part of the diagram.  

2.5.3 ‘Comment use’ versus ‘message selection’ 
The strict separation between variable and categorical contexts which will be applied 
within the present investigation is due to the fact that the role of the pronoun – and 
likely the speaker’s process of choosing a pronoun for a given context – are 
profoundly different in these two types of context. If one focuses merely on the 
occurrence of the pronoun forms, the obvious observation is that they vary.  
Technically, it is possible to investigate this variation in all kinds of contexts. One 
can, for instance, relate the use of the pronouns to the ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, or 
a range of other contextual elements. This has been done (e.g. in Schmidely, 1971, 
García 1975, Huffman, 1996) and it yields convincing results for a number of 
factors. Within Columbia School, the non-randomness of such distributions – in 
categorical just as in variable contexts – is crucial for the argumentation of the 
communicative motivation of the use of the respective forms.  
 
However, what appears as variation in both types of contexts, differs crucially in one 
respect: in variable contexts, the variation between dative and accusative pronoun 
forms is a primary phenomenon in the sense that the pronoun form may be 
‘dependent’ on a whole range of possible factors. The question which of these 
factors influence the choice is a plausible and a legitimate one. Within the Columbia 
School approach, the assumption is that the speaker actively exploits the meaning of 
the forms for communicative purposes. The basic message would be the same, 

                                                 
39 This implies that, for instance in a context which refers to a situation of sexual harassment, 
the replacement of the accusative form by the dative one will yield an expression which is no 
longer adequate to describe the original situation. In most contexts, however, such as with 
examples (17a) and (17b), changing the pronouns will not have such an effect.  
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independent of the form used, but the choice of one versus the other pronoun allows 
him to ‘comment’ on the situation, to add extra information on the respective 
activity relations between the subject and the object. 
 
In categorical contexts, on the other hand, the observed variation is merely a meta-
phenomenon. The speaker has actually no choice at all with respect to the pronoun, 
once the verb (in combination with the number of participants) is given. The 
pronoun depends on the verb, it is ‘governed’, at least in the technical sense of the 
word.  This does not necessarily imply that the combination between the verb and 
the pronoun is arbitrary. The fact that the verb matar ‘to kill’ combines with the 
accusative pronoun form and not with the dative one (for the entity directly affected 
by the action) can just as well be seen as a standard communicative strategy or one 
might even invoke a semantic relation of such strength that the communicative 
necessity for the alternative combination is so unlikely that the combination actually 
never occurs. Still, for all technical purposes, the speaker is not free to exploit 
actively the semantic content of the pronoun and the pronoun does not ‘depend’ on 
contextual factors such as, for instance, the ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT.  
 
Whatever systematic relations are found between contextual elements (other than the 
verb) and pronoun forms can thus not imply a direct causal relation. If we find a 
higher concentration of one or the other pronoun form in any given sub-set of a 
sample, the reason will be that these sub-sets contain different shares of dative-
governing or accusative-governing verbs. Since the verb can be considered to be of 
crucial relevance to the message the speaker wants to convey, the causal element 
behind what appears as variation in pronoun use, is ‘message distribution’. In other 
words, the sub-sets under comparison differ in ‘what is spoken about’.  
 
Within Columbia School, the idea that sub-sets of samples might represent different 
communicative necessities, has been raised by Beatriz Lavandera (1977, 1984). 
Lavandera was mostly interested in sociolinguistics, so that the sub-sets she 
discusses are socially stratified or related to variation in style. The investigation of 
these questions leads her to claim that message distribution (what she calls 
“syntagmatic distribution” has to be the object of linguistic investigation, just as the 
use of the available forms, i.e. “paradigmatic distribution” (Lavandera, 1984:17).  
 
However, the question of “message selection” does not only arise in sociolinguistics. 
The number of sub-sets of a samples which can be assumed to represent different 
messages, i.e. different communicative necessities, is much broader. It is quite 
plausible that we make different statements about persons than about things, that we 
tell different stories about men than about women and that we exchange different 
messages when we talk to a socially superior person in comparsion to simply 
making a statement about someone.  
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All in all, it makes sense to investigate variable, as well as categorical contexts, but 
they must be investigated separately, because what appears as ‘variation’ to the 
naked eye is caused by different processes. 40 

2.6 Variable contexts for pronoun use 
 
In § 2.3.3, I claimed that Spanish pronoun use is determined by the verb and the 
number of syntactic participants. The examples of variable contexts which were 
discussed up to now were all based on two-participant situations with verbs which 
do not, by themselves, determine pronoun use. There are, however, other contexts 
which meet the criteria established in § 2.5.2, where the variable use of the pronouns 
is not due to the verb in itself, but rather to an ambiguous or indeterminate number 
of syntactic participants. In the following sections, I will present three groups of 
variable contexts – one based on verbs and two others based on ambiguous syntactic 
role patterns.  

2.6.1 Weakly polarizing verbs 
A verb like matar ‘to kill’ describes a situation with a strong impact of the subject 
onto the object. The subject is clearly active and the object is clearly passive. Due to 
the maximum difference in activity, the action they describe is strongly polarized 
and the object takes the accusative case. A verb like faltar ‘to be lacking’, on the 
other hand, describes a stative situation in which no real action takes place. After all, 
the person or thing which is lacking does not ‘do anything’ to the pronoun referent. 
Such verbs describe non-polarized situations with the object appearing in the dative 
case. In-between these two extremes, there are verbs like ayudar ‘to help’ and 
molestar ‘to bother’. These verbs describe actions in which there is some kind of 
impact of the subject onto the object but where – depending on the particular 
situation for which the verb is used – this impact can be fairly strong or rather weak. 
The use of the accusative versus dative pronoun can “highlight” the respective 
degree of activity of the object. The use of one versus the other pronoun does not 
change the description of the situation, but it conveys a more or less polarized view 
of the situation. I will refer to verbs which this characteristic as weakly-polarizing 
verbs.41  

                                                 
40 A study in which the separation of categorical and variable contexts plays a role is García’s 
(1994) article on “Extra-linguistic conditioning of grammatical change” in which she tries to 
explain pronoun use in Castilian Spanish, claims that speakers use the characteristics of 
categorical contexts in order to resolve the ambiguity with respect to pronoun use in the 
variable contexts. 
41 There is, admittedly, some kind of circularity involved in the definition of “weakly 
polarizing verbs” versus “verbs which combine with either the dative or the accusative 
pronoun”.  All known verbs which combine with either pronoun have this semantic 
characteristic but it is, of course, the use of the  pronouns which makes the two aspects 
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The fact that ayudar and molestar combine with either the accusative or the dative 
pronoun is a fairly well-known fact in Spanish linguistics, but it is far from clear 
which other verbs behave in the same way. The most convincing way to find 
examples of other verbs of this group is to gather minimal or similar pairs in actual 
use, i.e. examples of the same verb in the same construction, with the dative form 
and with an accusative form. This, however, is not an easy endeavour: Not only are 
verbs with this characteristic generally infrequent, they also take almost exclusively 
animate objects, in which the dative-accusative distinction is morphologically 
invisible when the object is a lexical noun phrase or a 1st or 2nd person personal 
pronoun. Moreover, many of these verbs can also appear without an overt object.  
Figure 2.3 gives an example of the distribution of objects with the verb ayudar. 
Examples are taken from the online corpus of the Spanish Academy over all 
Argentinean texts available (period 1980-2005) with the verb form ayudó as input 
for the query.  
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Figure 2.3: Distribution of object type with 150 clauses  
containing the verb form ayudó from various Argentinean texts. 

 

                                                                                                                   
visible. Finding a truly independent way to assess the relative degree of polarization of a 
given verb would make a challenging topic for further research.  
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The 150 clauses which were evaluated for Figure 2.3 come from a sample of some 
10 million words of Argentinean texts.42 Only slightly more than one quarter of the 
examples bear visible case marking in the form of a third person pronoun. 
Considering that all tokens of the verb ayudar (i.e. all occurrences of all 
morphological variants of this verb) together have frequency of approximately 1 in 
10 000 words43, this means that it takes approximately 100 pages (of 400 words 
each) to find one valid example for the discussion of pronoun variation with ayudar 
– and this does not yet make a minimal pair.  
 
The difficulty in observing the actual use might be a reason for the fact that 
information about pronoun use with weakly polarizing verbs tends to be whimsical 
and even contradictory. Dictionaries usually mark these verbs only as transitive,44 
grammar books seem to avoid the discussion (González Araña 1997, Hernández 
Alonso 1986, Pottier, Charaudeau & Darbord, 1995) or do not distinguish between 
different sources of variation (Cascón Martín, 1999:180, de Bruyne, 1979:159, 
Alcina Franch & Blecua, 1975:607). In some cases, even the same verbs appear are 
discussed as examples of categorical use in one publication and of variable use in 
another. In Delbecque (1996:101), for instance, the verb molestar appears in a list of 
dative-governing verbs, whereas Cascón Martín (1999:182) include molestar in a 
list of verbs for which they claim that the accusative constitutes the “correct use”. 
 
Table 2.4 presents the result of a survey of 14 publications (grammar books, 
theoretical treatments, observational and experimental studies) which specifically or 
ad passim discuss pronoun use in loísta dialects (many without specifying their 
particular sources) and which name these verbs in discussions of variable pronoun 
use.45 The total list contains 122 verbs, 48 of which are mentioned in more than one 
publication. The list is cleared of verbs which are polysemic (such as encantar) and 
of verbs with ambiguous syntactic structures (such as aconsejar, avisar, llamar), 
which will be discussed in § 2.6.3. 
 

                                                 
42 This is an estimate based on the information available about the composition of the  CREA 
corpus (125 million words, of which 14% representing the Río de la Plata zone which is 
defined there as Argentina, Uruguay and Paraguay.  
43 The frequency dictionary of  Juilland et at. (1964) reports 46 tokens in a corpus of some 
460000 words 
44 The words ayudar, convencer and molestar were checked in a number of well-known 
monolingual and bilingual dictionaries with the following result: Vox (Alvar Ezquerra, 1987) 
and Cambridge (Gondar Oubiña, 2002) mark all three verbs as transitive, so does Maria 
Moliner (1991) but  her example sentences are mostly with the pronoun le, Langenscheid 
(Schoen & Noeli 1976) does not indicate transitivity for these verbs, although it does for 
others.  
45 Hurst (1951), Restrepo (1969), Roldán (1975), García (1975), García and Otheguy (1977), 
Klein (1980), Levy (1980), Ramos (1981), García and Otheguy (1983), Ramos (1984), Ringer 
Uber (1986), Monge (1987), Butt and Benjamin (1988), García (1990), Fernández-Ordóñez 
(1993). 
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All verbs which are mentioned in more than one publication are listed, together with 
their English translation and the number of studies in which they are mentioned. 
Examples are ordered by frequency of mention and within equal numbers of 
mention, alphabetically. 
 

Table 2.4: Summary of examples of possibly weakly polarizing verbs 
with indication of number of mentions in a total of 14 publications. 

 
ayudar to help 11 aburrir to bore 2 
molestar to bother 9 asistir to assist 2 
distraer to distract, to entertain 5 asombrar to amaze 2 
asustar to frighten 4 aterrorizar to terrify 2 
divertir to amuse 4 atraer to attract 2 
entusiasmar to enthuse 4 complacer to please 2 
inquietar to worry 4 convencer to convince 2 
preocupar to worry 4 desagradar to displease 2 
sorprender to surprise 4 disgustar to displease 2 
alentar to encourage 3 estorbar to bother 2 
cansar to tire, to bore 3 indignar to infuriate 2 
entretener to entertain 3 repeler to repel 2 
escandalizar to scandalize 3 saludar to greet 2 
fascinar to fascinate 3 seducir to seduce 2 
impresionar to impress 3 tranquilizar to tranquilize 2 
irritar to irritate 3    
mortificar to torment 3    

 
At first glance, Table 2.4 contains a collection of unrelated words, with quite a 
number of fairly unusual ones.46 They can, however, be seen as representing two 
semantic groups: one group represents verbs which indicate a state of mind or a 
change of the state of mind of the referent. Such verbs are referred to as “psych 
verbs”, “psych movement verbs”, “verbs of emotive action”  or “affective verbs”. 
Molestar, preocupar and  fascinar are typical examples of this group.47 Other verbs, 
such as ayudar, asistir, distraer or saludar imply actions which depend on the active 
cooperation of the subject with the object referent.  
 
From a Columbia School point of view, it is not surprising that these verbs should be 
used in this way. Both groups of verbs imply actions which can involve different 
activity states of the pronoun referent with respect to the subject, such as the two 

                                                 
46 Almost one third of the verbs do not even appear in the list of the 5000 most frequent 
words of Spanish. The only ones which are in the top 1000 are asistir, convencer and ayudar 
with asistir as the most frequent one on position 702 (Juilland, 1964). 
47 It is important to note that not all ‘psych verbs’ are compatible with the accusative and the 
dative case. The most frequent and most typical verbs of this class are gustar ‘to be pleased 
with’ and interesar ‘to be interested’ and these verbs only combine with the dative case. For 
gustar, the reason may lay in the polysemic use, interesar combines with the accusative in a 
different syntactic construction. 
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helping situations discussed in Chapter 1. For the “psych verbs” the difference 
resides not so much in the physical degree of activity but rather in whether the 
change of emotional state or attitude is caused by an external force or whether it is 
seen as an internal process. Examples (16a) and (16b) demonstrate this idea 
 

Ana no quiere trabajar aquí  porque los estudiantes la molestan 
Anai not she-wants work here because the students heri they-bother 

(16a) 
 

Ana does not want to work here because the students disturb her 
 

Ana no quiere trabajar aquí porque el desorden le molesta 
Anai not she-wants work here because the mess to-heri it-bothers 

(16b) 
 

Ana does not want to work here because the mess disturbs her 
 
In example (16a), one can imagine students coming into the room and actively 
interfering with Ana’s work, whereas in example (16b) it is basically Ana herself 
who gets distracted from her work by the mess around her.  

2.6.2 Accusative with Infinitive constructions  
The second context in which pronoun use is reported to be variable in loísta dialects 
of Spanish are the so-called Accusative-with-Infinitive (AcI) or “double object” 
constructions. AcI-constructions appear with verbs of perception and with causative 
verbs. The peculiar thing about these constructions is that they combine two events 
in a complex verbal expression (García, 2003:401).48 The verbs which form the 
basis for AcI clauses are clearly transitive when use in simple two-participant 
constructions and in many AcI constructions the object appears in the accusative, 
such as in (18a) 
 
(18a) El jefe lo oye a Juan arrancar el Camaro 
 The boss himi he-hears to Juani start the Camaro 
 The boss hears Juan start the Camaro 
 
However, also with a dative pronoun, many speakers of loísta dialects will accept 
the resulting sentence (18b) as a possible alternative.  
 
(18b) El jefe le oye a Juan arrancar el Camaro 
 The boss to-himi he-hears to Juani start the Camaro 
 The boss hears Juan start the Camaro 
 
For the interpretation of the expressions, the use of the accusative versus the dative 
pronoun seems not to play a role. In terms of the definition of variation as 
represented in Figure 2.2, AcI-examples would all be located near the top of the 
                                                 
48 The term Objeto con Infinitivo (Object with Infinitive) is also used for these contexts and 
this term is actually more adequate, considering that these contexts are considered variable 
contexts with respect to pronoun use.  
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field (i.e. counting as minimal pairs with high functional equivalence) but might 
vary with respect to the acceptability of both variants.49 In general, just as with most 
variable verbs, the accusative pronoun will be broadly accepted in such contexts, 
whereas acceptance of the dative form will vary depending on characteristics of the 
context and preferences of individual speakers. AcI-constructions can be based on a 
broad range of verbs of perception, such as ver ‘to see’, mirar ‘to look’, oír ‘to 
hear’, escuchar ‘to listen’, sentir ‘to feel’ and on the causative uses of the verbs  
dejar ‘to let’ and hacer ‘to make’.50 
 
The difficulty in identifying the syntactic roles in an AcI-construction resides in the 
fact that the object (Juan) of the main verb (oír or dejar) is simultaneously the agent 
and inferred subject of the infinitive verb (arrancar), which can, in turn, have a 
direct object of its own (el Camaro). Although AcI-constructions are very similar to 
other infinitive constructions, the problem in determining case roles is not present in 
the latter. In order to make this clear, it is convenient to have a look at an infinitive 
construction based on another verb, such as permitir ‘to allow’. Example (19a) is 
based on this verb: 
 
(19a) El jefe  le permite  a Juan arrancar el Camaro 
 The boss to-himi he-allows to Juani [start the Camaro]j 
 The boss allows Juan to start the Camaro 
 
Sentences like (19a) do not pose a problem for determining case roles: El jefe  is the 
subject, arrancar el Camaro  is the direct object and Juan (with the co-referential 
pronoun le) is the indirect object. The dative and the accusative object can be 
pronominalized independently of each other (19b) 
 
(19b) Juan quiere arrancar el Camaro y el jefe se lo  permite51  
 Juani wants [to start the Camaro]j and the boss to-himi itj he-allows  
 Juan wants to start the Camaro and the boss allows it to him 
 
Example (19b) shows that the construction features two independent objects. The 
fact that the dative object is the inferred subject of the infinitive does – contrary to 
the situation in AcI-context – not deprive the infinitive of a its status as a direct 
object of the verb. With respect to pronoun use, such examples are strictly 
categorical in Latin American Spanish, with the subject of the infinitive always 
appearing in the dative role.  
 

                                                 
49 As with weakly-polarizing verbs, acceptance of the dative form will generally be more 
questionable than acceptance of the accusative form. 
50 Fernández-Ordóñez (1999:1326) observes that variation also appears in constructions based 
on the verb mandar ‘to order’.  
51 The sequence se lo in this sentence is due to the fact that Spanish does not allow the 
sequence of two 3rd person pronouns (le, la or lo). The dative pronoun is replaced by the form 
se in such sequences. The logic behind this “replacement rule” is controversial, but this 
discussion is not relevant to the present investigation.  
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AcI contexts, at first glance, look very similar to the three-participant constructions 
discussed above. Example (20a) is almost identical to (19a): only the verb permitir 
‘to allow’ has been replaced by dejar ‘to let’: 
 
(20a) El jefe lo deja a Juan arrancar el Camaro 
 The boss himi he-lets to-Juani start the Camaro 
 The boss lets Juan start the Camaro 
 
In this example, el jefe is the subject of the main verb dejar.  Juan is the direct object 
of the verb and at the same time the inferred subject of the verb arrancar. Whereas in 
the example based on permitir, the person and the action could be pronominalized 
independently (19b), this is not possible with the AcI-construction (20b).  
 
(20b) Juan arranca el Camaro. * El jefe se lo deja 
 Juani [he-starts the Camaro]j. The boss to-himi itj he-lets 
 Juan starts the Camaro. The boss lets him do it 
 
There is nothing wrong with the sequence El jefe se lo deja in itself. The dative 
pronoun le (in this particular case se due to the direct collocation with lo) will be 
understood to refer to Juan, but the accusative pronoun lo does not refer to arrancar 
el Camaro.52 Example (20b) can thus been seen as an indication  that in the AcI 
construction –  in contrast to the construction based on permitir –  Juan and 
arrancar the Camaro are not separate entities but that the entire infinitive clause 
constitutes the object of the verb dejar.53 This would mean that, technically, only the 
accusative pronoun should be possible in such contexts.  
 
Traditional grammars explain the variation in these contexts either by the fact that 
historically, these constructions required the dative (see Fernández-Ordóñez, 
1999:1327) or by analogy with other infinitive constructions. In Columbia terms, the 
explanation given for the variability of AcI constructions is that in some cases, the 
use of the accusative pronoun with its connotation of passivity does not combine 
well with the active status of the same referent as inferred subject of the infinitive. 
An AcI-construction can be categorized as either a two-participant situation – with 
consequently the human referent in the accusative role – or it can be seen as a three-
participant situation with the infinitive as the least active (= accusative) participant 
and the subject of the infinitive as an intermediately active (=dative) participant.54 
 

                                                 
52 The accusative pronoun can refer to the Camaro, but then the original sentence would be a 
simple three-participant construction, such as El jefe le deja el Camaro a Juan (the boss 
leaves the Camaro to Juan). 
53 For a detailed discussion of the complexity of these constructions, see García (2003). 
54 This is a somewhat simplified presentation the argument. For a more profound discussion 
of pronoun use in AcI constructions, see García (1975:296ff). 
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Apart from García’s (1975) discussion of AcI constructions from a Columbia point 
of view and a descriptive treatment by Fernández-Ordóñez in the comprehensive 
grammar of Bosque et al. (1999), discussions of pronoun use in AcI-contexts are 
practically absent in grammar books. Bello (1847) and Cano (1981) briefly address 
the issue but neither the Grammar of the Spanish Academy (Real Academia, 1974) 
nor Gili Gaya (1961) contain treatments of pronoun use in these contexts. As for 
reference grammars, neither Alcina Franch et al. (1975) nor de Bruyne (1979) – to 
name but a few –mention it and in Butt and Benjamin’s (1988:121) twelve-page 
discussion of 3rd person pronoun use, no more than seven lines are dedicated to AcI 
constructions. 

2.6.3 Other contexts of variation 
Weakly polarizing verbs and AcI constructions constitute two groups of variable 
contexts with clear-cut definitions in terms of syntactic construction. There are 
several more verbs which can – in particular configurations – form variable contexts 
for pronoun use and these examples do not fall in either of the above-mentioned 
groups. The general characteristic of these examples is that – similar to AcI 
constructions – they imply ambiguity with respect to the number of syntactic 
participants.  
 
An example of a relatively frequent word which can yield minimal pairs of pronoun 
use is the verb llamar ‘to call’. When the verb is used in a two-participant situation 
in the interpretation of ‘to call’ someone (by phone or by saying his name) it can 
only combine with the accusative, such as in example (21) 
 
(21) Quiero invitar a Juan. Ya lo llamé.  
 I-want invite to Juan. Already him I-called 
 I want to invite Juan. I already called him 
 
The same verb can, however, be used for referring to situations of giving a person a 
(nick)name. In these contexts, the verb takes a predicative complement, such as in 
example (22a)   
 
(22a) Los amigos de Maradona lo llaman pelusa 
 The friends of Maradona him they-call fluff 
 Maradona’s friends call him “fluff” 
 
Most speakers of loísta dialects will still (strongly) prefer the accusative, but 
examples with the dative do appear in texts and many native speakers find examples 
like (22b) acceptable.  
 
(22b) Los amigos de Maradona le llaman pelusa 
 The friends of Maradona to-him they-call fluff 
 Maradona’s friends call him “fluff” 
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What this example has in common with AcI-examples is the fact that the 
construction involves a noun phrase (the infinitive in the case of AcI’s and the 
nickname with llamar) which can be seen as a participant in the action but which, 
syntactically, does not qualify as an object – it can, after all, not be pronominalized. 
 
According to García (1975:293), this ambiguity can trigger the use of the dative 
pronoun in such contexts.55 
  
 Another small group of Spanish verbs can – without any significant change of 
interpretation – form a two-participant construction with a subject and a human 
object or a three-participant construction like communication verbs. A well-known 
example of such a verb is aconsejar ‘to give advice’. It often appears as a verb of 
communication with a human object in the dative role and the advice given in the 
accusative role, such as in (23). 
 
(23) El médico le aconsejó estas píldoras a la abuela 
 The doctor to-heri he-advised these pills to the grandmotheri 
 The doctor advised these pills to grandmother 
 
However, when the “piece of advice given” is not mentioned, the human referent 
can appear either in the dative, as in (24a)  
 
(24a) El médico le aconsejó bien a la abuela 
 The doctor to-heri he-advised well to the grandmotheri 
 The doctor gave grandmother good advice 
 
or – without a change in interpretation – in the accusative role, as in (24b).  
 
(24b) El médico la aconsejó bien a la abuela 
 The doctor heri he-advised well to the grandmotheri 
 The doctor gave grandmother good advice 
 
It seems that with the verb aconsejar in such two-participant situations, the use of 
either pronoun is widely accepted by speakers of loísta dialects and that no 
difference in interpretation is perceived. 
 
Studies on pronoun use mention other verbs which arguably show the same 
behaviour, such as enseñar ‘to teach’ and avisar ‘to warn’ pagar ‘to pay’ and 
perdonar ‘to forgive’ and several more, but the use of the accusative form for 
human referents with several of these verbs is probably less acceptable than with 
aconsejar. In recent years it seems that also the verb robar, which is typically used 

                                                 
55 For a detailed discussion of these verbs and the factors which influence pronoun choice 
with the verb llamar, see García (1975:293, 338ff). 
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in three-participant constructions for ‘to steal something from someone’, has joined 
this group.56 

2.6.4 Concluding  remarks on variable contexts 
Strict followers of the Columbia approach will frown at the attempt of defining 
variable and categorical contexts and they will certainly be amused by the 
cumbersome derivation of the definitions of these types of context and the 
admittance that truly variable contexts do not exist. After all, the Columbia 
Approach is very successful in explaining pronoun use in categorical as well as in 
variable contexts. For practical purposes of investigation pronoun use, however, it is 
important to make this distinction. 
 
The definition of variable contexts does not imply that every pronoun in a variable 
context can be replaced by the respective form of the other case, nor does it imply 
that pronoun use in variable contexts is random. It does imply that categorical 
situations contain at least one contextual element (the verb or a direct object) which 
has a powerful effect on pronoun choice so that practically no margin is left for the 
influence of other factors. Variable contexts do not contain such a strong element 
and pronoun choice can still be influenced by other factors. Some of these factors – 
for instance the subject of the verb – will necessarily be present in every realization 
of a variable context. The nature of the subject, i.e. whether or not it is animate, may 
influence pronoun choice and this influence may even be strong. This can mean that 
the combination of a certain type of subject with a certain variable verb may, in 
itself, have such a powerful influence on pronoun choice that the resulting 
expression is categorical, i.e. that the version with the complementary pronoun is 
strongly rejected by native speakers. It might, vice versa, mean that there are verbs 
or constructions which in the vast majority of contexts combine with one pronoun, 
but which – in very specific contextual constellations – become acceptable with the 
other pronoun form. The discussion of factors which are known or likely to have 
influence on pronoun use will be discussed in the following section.  

2.7 Implications for the present study 
 
The purpose of this project is not to test a theory on pronoun use. It is a data-driven 
project with the main purpose of determing whether earlier studies could be 
replicated and a secondary purpose of exploring the influence of contextual factors 
on pronoun use.  
 
The application of the ideas discussed in this chapter, will therefore be strictly 
pragmatic. This holds in the first place for the definition of variable versus 
categorical contexts, which will be treated as distinct categories. Details on 

                                                 
56 There are examples from Buenos Aires newspapers using the verb in two-participant 
construction, similar to the English expression ‘to mug someone’. (Angelita Martínez, 
personal communication).  
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classification of given sentences or experimental stimuli into one or the other 
category will be discussed ad hoc in the respective sections.  
 
With respect to terminology, the Columbia terms about degree of activity will 
generally be used. However, in the classification of factors or grammatical traits of 
the clauses under investigation, “traditional” terminology (with terms like “subject”, 
“object”, “dative”, “accusative” and even the discussion-ridden term of “reflexive”) 
will be used, as well.  
 
The following chapter will present the general lay out of the investigation at hand 
and will discuss the main technical and methodological decisions involved. 
 



 

 
 
 



 

Chapter three 
 

Method 
 
 

3.1 Introduction 
 
The main issues of Chapters 1 and 2 were WHAT will be done in the project and WHY 
this will be done. The present chapter will give details on HOW the investigation will 
be carried out.  
 
A whole chapter on methodology, together with substantial method sections in 
Chapters 4, 5 and 6 might seem like “methodological overkill”. However, in the 
context of this project, it is not. After all, one of the main arguments for the need to 
replicate earlier studies was that most of them have methodological weaknesses. 
 
The purpose of this chapter is to discuss the general methodological decisions taken 
in this project. Details and aspects relevant for parts of the investigation itself  will 
be taken up in the respective chapters.  
 
Section 2 will explain the basic structure of this project and the logic behind the 
chosen approach. The concepts of reliability and validity play a major role in this, 
therefore they are explained in some detail in section 3. The factors which were 
chosen for this research will be presented and briefly discussed in section 4 and 
section 5 is dedicated to a global discussion of the statistical techniques used for the 
evaluation of the data.   

3.2 The structure of this investigation 
 
Earlier studies on pronoun use fall into two categories: text studies and experimental 
studies. The former (also called corpus studies)  investigate pronoun use in more or 
less spontaneous language production, either spoken (usually on the basis of 
transcriptions) or written. The latter attempt to capture pronoun use under controlled 
circumstances, usually on the basis of contexts designed by the investigator.  
 
The data work of this project basically follows the earlier studies. There will be a 
study of pronoun use in spontaneous language production (Chapter 5) and an 
experimental investigation of pronoun use (Chapter 6). The first step in data work, 
however, will be a review of earlier studies and meta-analysis of the data provided 
by these studies (Chapter 4). 
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One of the aspects which make this study different from most earlier ones, is the a 
priori separation of contexts into categorical and variable ones (see §2.5.2 for details 
and definitions). In earlier studies, there is a tendency to work with all contexts 
together in observational studies and to use variable contexts in the experiment. 
Both decisions are plausible from a practical point of view, but the result is that, 
strictly speaking, the investigations cannot be compared. After all, it cannot be taken 
for granted that factors which are associated with pronoun use in one type of context 
should have the same effect in the other type.  
 
Another problem with earlier studies is the lack of consistency in the definition and 
application of factors which are supposed to influence pronoun choice. The main 
reason for this is that most authors presented either an observational or an 
experimental study. In the present study, a set of factors will be investigated in text 
material, for categorical and variable contexts separately, and set of identical factors 
will be used in the text study and in the experiment.  
 
In the text study, as well as in the experiment, attention will be paid to the 
multivariate character of the pronoun choice problem. The complexity of the 
multivariate approach will be limited to the simultaneous investigation of two 
factors at a time (with incidental remarks on more complex interactions). However, 
initially, factors will be investigated as if they existed in isolation. The main reason 
for this is to keep the results comparable to earlier studies, but also because a single-
factor approach is intuitively attractive and is the most down-to-earth way to 
investigate a problem. Interaction effects will then be demonstrated graphically and 
only then will multivariate analysis techniques be applied to the data sets.  
 
Part of the experiment was  carried out in an on-line version, which allows the 
recording of response times for pronoun choice. The evaluation of these data has a 
strong exploratory character and will be discussed briefly at the end of Chapter 6.57  

3.3 Reliability and Validity 
 
It is a trivial statement that no investigation, no experiment, no test can ever capture 
“the truth”. In terms of this investigation: there is, at least theoretically, a “reality of 
pronoun use” in a given speaker community, the “true” percentage of pronouns of 
one versus the other form which are used in a given context. However, no 
investigation whatsoever will be able to measure this value. Even the best 
investigation can only attempt to give a good estimate of the reality. It is, of course, 
the ambition of each self-respecting researcher to approach the truth as much as 
possible and to eliminate from his research those elements which disturb or 
contaminate his data.  
 

                                                 
57 The results of an additional experiment, carried out in 2005, can be found in Appendix 3.  
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This is basically what the concepts of reliability and validity are about, concepts 
which are broadly accepted in the Social Sciences and play a predominant role in 
research planning in this field (see, for instance, Gregory (2006), in particular topics 
B and C from Chapter 6, for a detailed but accessible discussion).58 

3.3.1 Definition of the concepts and their relation  
In short, validity can be interpreted as “measuring what one intends to measure” and 
reliability can be interpreted as “measuring the effect as sharply as possible”.  A 
useful metaphor for these two concepts, applied to experimental research,  is given 
in the online ‘Research Methods Knowledge Base’: 

One of my favorite metaphors for the relationship between reliability [and 
validity] is that of the target. Think of the center of the target as the concept 
that you are trying to measure. Imagine that for each person you are 
measuring, you are taking a shot at the target. If you measure the concept 
perfectly for a person, you are hitting the center of the target. If you don't, you 
are missing the center. The more you are off for that person, the further you 
are from the center.  

 

Figure 3.1: Graphic representation of the concepts of reliability and validity  
(copied from Trochim, 2006). 

The figure above shows four possible situations. In the first one, you are 
hitting the target consistently, but you are missing the center of the target. 
That is, you are consistently and systematically measuring the wrong value 
for all respondents. This measure is reliable, but no valid (that is, it's 

                                                 
58 In the standard textbooks of linguistic research, these concepts are not given a prominent 
role, with the exception of Hatch and Farhaday (1982:243-254) and Rietveld and van Hout 
(1993:187ff), the latter, however, with a narrow focus on rater agreement.  
 
 



                                          CHAPTER THREE 52 

consistent but wrong). The second, shows hits that are randomly spread 
across the target. You seldom hit the center of the target but, on average, 
you are getting the right answer for the group (but not very well for 
individuals). In this case, you get a valid group estimate, but you are 
inconsistent. Here, you can clearly see that reliability is directly related to 
the variability of your measure. The third scenario shows a case where your 
hits are spread across the target and you are consistently missing the center. 
Your measure in this case is neither reliable nor valid. Finally, we see the 
"Robin Hood" scenario -- you consistently hit the center of the target. Your 
measure is both reliable and valid […].59 

Basically, reliability is about “doing measurements in the right way” and validity is 
about “measuring the right thing”. In a somewhat more technical terminology, the 
concept of reliability refers to the consistency of measurements. Reliability can be 
defined as the extent to which a test produces consistent results when administered 
under similar conditions (Hatch and Farhaday, 1982:244). Total reliability would be 
equivalent to total repeatability of results. Theoretically, every measurement consists 
of two elements: stable elements which represent the attributes which the researcher 
wants to measure and factors that contribute to inconsistency (the testing situation, 
external influences, etc.). Within these latter factors, two sources have to be 
distinguished, i.e. “measurement errors” and “systematic errors”. Measurement 
errors can be seen as “noise” which influences the results in a random way. 
Systematic errors, however, are weaknesses in the design of the research which 
introduce a bias which changes the results into a certain direction. In other words, 
measurement errors affect the variability of the results, whereas systematic errors 
affect the average. In practice, reliability is rather a matter of degree, i.e. one strives 
to achieve an acceptable level of reliability for the particular research to be carried 
out.  
 
Validity refers to the extent to which the results of the procedure serve the use for 
which they were intended (ibid:250). Social Sciences use various sub-classification 
of this concept, but for the purpose of this study, the main distinction is about the 
“internal validity” versus “external validity” of an investigations.  
 
Internal validity is about “measuring what one intends to measure”. Certainly when 
the concept under investigation is a complex or vague one, it is important to check 
carefully whether the measurements carried out are actually relevant for the question 
one wants to answer. A common way to increase the validity of one’s investigation 
is to reduce the complexity of the concepts or to exclude possible disturbing 
elements from the test. It usually leads to carrying out an investigation under 
“laboratory conditions”. 
                                                 
59 The reader familiar with the concepts might observe that the phenomena shown in Figure 
3.1 as “not valid” might also be the result of a “systematic error”. One might say that the 
figure represents the “not-valid condition”  if the shooter misinterpreted the target (i.e. he 
intentionally aimed away from the bulls-eye) whereas it is the results of a “systematic error” 
when the shooter aimed at the bulls-eye but consistently missed it.  
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External validity refers to the possibility of generalizing  from  the results to a 
broader context than the one used in the investigation; for instance predicting the 
behaviour of a large group of people on the basis of the investigation of a small 
group or using results of an investigation for a practical purpose (such as instruction 
or for treatment purposes).  
 
There is, of course, some kind of trade-off between these two concepts, in the sense 
that  a high degree of internal validity often implies a low degree of external validity 
and vice versa.   

3.3.2 Some practical examples of pitfalls relating  
reliability and validity 
The definitions given above might sound somewhat confusing, in particular since 
the effects of a systematic error and a validity violation might be quite similar. A 
couple of examples based on the problem under investigation here, might help to 
capture the difference.  
 
Imagine that I want to investigate pronoun use by typical Argentinean speakers and I 
choose to do this on the basis of a series of columns written for a newspaper. I 
stumble across a series of nice columns written by a writer with an Argentinean 
passport. However, this man has spent most of his life in Spain and writes mostly for 
a Spanish public. With all the effort and care I might invest in my investigation, if 
this man has adapted his pronoun use to the dialect of the speakers around him, my 
investigation will not be valid. I would be barking up the wrong tree, I am not 
investigating what I intended (and promised my readers) to do.  
 
Image now, that I have carefully chosen my speakers  – they are as porteño as one 
can be – and I have made a questionnaire with carefully controlled contexts. The 
questionnaire contains blanks in which the participants in my experiment have to 
write the pronoun form they would use in the respective context. In order to save 
paper, I have squeezed quite a lot of text on each page, so that the texts lines are 
narrow and the blanks are small. The result is that my informants will scribble which 
increases the risk that I will misinterpret quite a number of  le’s as lo’s and vice 
versa. I am still investigating ‘the right thing’ but I introduced a source of extra 
‘noise’ – in other words, my results will be not as sharp as they could be. This is a 
threat to the reliability of my data. If I only make random errors (“measurement 
errors”) – bad enough. It becomes even worse when I misread much more le’s as 
lo’s than vice versa (“systematic error”) because that might lead to fundamentally 
wrong conclusions.  
 
One more example based on reaction times: Again, imagine that  I want to 
investigate pronoun use by Argentinean speakers. I have a computer program which 
shows a sentence with a blank instead of a pronoun. The program records the time 
from the appearance of the sentence until the participant in the experiment has made 
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his pronoun choice by pressing a given key. In such a setting there are many threats 
to the reliability of my data: some informants may be experienced computer users 
and others will not be, the screen size and keyboard dimensions might influence the 
response times and background noise might now and then distract the participants. 
Such factors will mostly introduce random noise (“measurement errors”). Things get 
worse when, for instance, the tuning of the program is not correct so that all times 
measured are too slow or too fast (“systematic error”). All this is bad, but I might 
still get some useful information out of the comparison of the different contexts I 
administered to my participants.  
 
The real problem resides in another aspect of this experiment: there is no way to 
measure directly the time needed for “choosing a pronoun”. I might assume that the 
time for reading a sentence will always be approximately the same and I might 
therefore attribute all the differences I find to the process of pronoun choice. If this 
assumption is wrong, maybe because the time for reading the sentences varies much 
more than the time for choosing  a pronoun, I might be measuring and evaluating 
“sentence processing time” instead of “pronoun choice time” and all my findings 
and conclusion will be utterly wrong. 
 
Finally, a somewhat exaggerated example to illustrate internal en external validity:  
if I really want to be sure to investigate “the influence of the factor ANIMACY OF THE 
SUBJECT on pronoun use in variable contexts in Argentinean Spanish”, I should 
leave out of my experiment whatever else might interfere between me and the 
phenomenon under investigation.  

• First of all, there is no clear definition of “Argentinean Spanish”. I might 
rather start off by investigating the pronoun use of one particular person.  

• The complexity of the concept “variable context” has been discussed in 
§2.5.2. I might rather start off by investigating pronoun use with only one 
verb, for instance,  ayudar ‘to help’.   

• ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT is (as will be discussed in §3.6.2.1) quite tricky 
to define. I might rather limit my set of possible subject to un hombre ‘a 
man’ versus un libro ‘a book’.  

The resulting experiment (asking Diego Maradona whether he uses le or lo in the 
sentences un hombre ___ ayuda versus un libro ___ ayuda) would yield an 
observation about the impact of an animate versus an inanimate subject on pronoun 
use in a variable context. The usefulness of this observation would, however, be 
quite low.   
 

3.3.3 Relevance of the concepts for the present 
project  
Doing research with an acceptable degree of reliability and validity has two aspects:  
The first is making good choices in the design of the investigation and the other is 
demonstrating – with quantitative methods – that an investigation meets the 
requirements of reliability and validity. Methodology books in the field of 
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Psychology  tend to stress the second factor and offer a whole range of calibration 
methods for new testing instruments and statistical tests for demonstrating the 
reliability and validity of an investigation are available.  
 
In Linguistic research, the application of techniques from the Social Sciences has 
become a good practice in the past decades. This holds certainly for the applications 
of statistical tests. However, there is not yet much attention for the concepts of 
reliability and validity. To a certain degree, this is understandable: the concepts 
tested in linguistic research are less complex than the phenomena which 
psychologists try to capture. After all, the quest for the use of Spanish pronouns le 
versus lo in particular contexts is a very down-to-earth endeavour in comparison to a 
psychologist’s attempt to measure concepts such as “anxiety” or “social interest”. 
Moreover,  even if linguists attempted to address the issues as seriously as 
psychologists do, they lack some of the crucial instruments, such as generally 
accepted tests which can used to calibrate and verify newly developed methods. 
 
Within the project at hand, maximizing reliability and validity, will therefore hinge 
crucially on a solid research design. The fairly detailed descriptions and discussion 
of the methodological decisions taken at each step of the investigation is aimed at 
convincing the reader of the reliability and validity of the research at hand.. 
 
The following sections will discuss the basic decisions taken for this project and the 
logic behind these decisions. These decisions might give the impression that a broad 
range of data has been left out of the investigation. There is some truth to this 
reproach, but it is justified by two reasons: 

1. In this project, where comparisons between different studies (former 
studies and the present one, observational studies versus experimental ones, 
categorical contexts versus variable contexts) are the main issue, the 
internal validity of the tests must be given high priority. In other words, 
elements which might hamper the comparisons or which might influence 
pronoun choice in unknown – and not directly relevant ways – have to be 
excluded a priori.  

2. Considering the choice of contexts in earlier studies, it is likely that the 
same or similar decisions have been taken by the authors of these studies, 
either deliberately or intuitively. They are, unfortunately, not or only 
scarcely discussed in the publications.  

 

3.4 Dialect selection 
 
The discussion of dialect variation in pronoun use in §2.4 has shown that the Latin 
American dialects of monolingual speech communities (the loísta-dialects) share a 
pronoun system which is based on the Latin case system, with most verbs 
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“governing” either the accusative or the dative case. From this point of view, the 
investigation could be carried out on basically any loísta-dialect.  
 
However, earlier research (García and Otheguy, 1977, García, 1990) has shown that 
there are differences with respect to the degree to which speakers are inclined to use 
the dative form in variable contexts (see also §2.4.3). Little is known about the 
mechanisms behind these differences, but knowing that they exist calls for a 
limitation to only one dialect. 

3.4.1 The choice of Buenos Aires Spanish 
For a number of reasons, Buenos Aires Spanish is a good candidate for carrying out 
such an investigation. First of all, many of the earlier studies on pronoun use have 
been carried out on Buenos Aires Spanish.60 Four of these studies report results for 
this dialect separately, which allows a direct comparison of the results with the 
present study. Should there be systematic concurrences between the earlier 
Argentine-based studies and the present study, together with differences between 
these studies and the results from other countries, one might cautiously relate these 
differences to dialect variation.   
 
Secondly, there are a number of practical reasons which make Buenos Aires Spanish 
a good candidate for such an investigation. The dialect is spoken in the city of 
Buenos Aires and in the surrounding provinces, i.e. it is the mother tongue of the 
vast majority of Argentina’s 36 million inhabitants, making it one of the major 
dialects of Spanish. This fact facilitates the finding of text sources and native 
informants for experimental studies.  
 
Historically, Argentine Spanish is one of the most archaic dialects of Spanish, in 
particular with respect to pronoun use. It became isolated from European Spanish in 
the 17th century and has maintained a number of archaic features, in the lexicon, 
morphology and the pronominal system (Lipsky, 1994:172ff). With respect to the 
third person pronouns, Buenos Aires Spanish is a typical – and probably even the 
most typical – loísta-dialect: pronoun use basically follows the Latin case system 
and even in contexts where either pronoun can be used, many speakers stick to the 
accusative form (García and Otheguy,1977).  
 
Sociolinguistic variation has been known to play a role in pronoun selection in Spain 
(Branza, 1999, Klein Andreu, 1981) and in bilingual regions in Latin America, in 
the sense that the degree of impact of the contact language is influences by the social 
stratification (Lipski, 1994:28). It is, however, very probable that sociolinguistic 
variation does not affect pronoun choice in Buenos Aires Spanish: the dialect – 
though sometimes loathed by speakers from other Spanish speaking countries – is a 
high-prestige dialect within Argentina (Lipsky, 1994:162). One of the few 

                                                 
60 Of the ten data-based studies to be discussed in Chapter 4, seven have been carried out 
exclusively or partially Argentina or with mixed groups of speakers, among them speakers of 
Argentine dialect. 
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publications on sociolinguistics in Argentine Spanish (Donni de Miranda, 1991:49) 
states that Argentine Spanish is strongly loísta, without any mention of 
sociolinguistic variation with respect to pronoun use. Informal interviews with 
native speakers confirm this impression (see also § 2.4).61 
 
With respect to the frequency of the use of pronoun forms, there is one particular 
feature of Buenos Aires Spanish which makes it particularly suited for this 
investigation. More than any other dialect of Spanish, Argentinean Spanish favours 
the phenomenon of redundant pronoun use (duplication). Other dialects use 
duplication for lexical referents in a dative role and only for preverbal mention of 
accusative referents. In Buenos Aires Spanish, in contrast, duplication of pronouns is 
common for lexical referents in dative and accusative roles, independent of the 
position of the lexical noun phrase. This means that of the following four sentences 
(25a), (25b), (26a), (26b), the first three will be acceptable in all dialects of Spanish. 
Example (26b), however, will be unacceptable in Spain and at best marginally 
acceptable in most Latin American countries. In Argentine Spanish, however, this 
use is quite common (Lipski 1994:173). 
 
(25a) A Pablo le hablo cada día 
 I talk to Pablo every day 
 
(25a) Le hablo cada día a Pablo 
 I talk to Pablo every day 
 
(26a) A Pablo lo veo cada día 
 I see Pablo every day 
 
(26b) Lo veo cada día a Pablo 
 I talk to Pablo every day 
 
This phenomenon substantially facilitates text based studies. Not only will there be 
relatively more pronouns than in other dialects, many of them will also have easily 
identifiable lexical referents in the same clause.    

3.4.2 Some peculiarities of Buenos Aires Spanish 
A minor disadvantage of Buenos Aires Spanish is that it has a number of 
peculiarities, which might impede the understanding of the examples for readers 
who are familiar with standard Spanish, but not with this particular dialect. Although 
these traits are not directly relevant for the investigation, they will briefly be 
discussed here.  

                                                 
61 Several publications mention that in literary texts, authors tend to use the dative form “in 
imitation of the Castilian model”. All examples reported are from texts from the 19th or early 
20th century. It is unlikely that this tendency still plays a role nowadays (see also § 2.4 and § 
5.2.1). 
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Apart from phonological and lexical differences, the most striking characteristic of 
Argentinean Spanish is the use of the second person singular pronouns and verb 
forms. In contrast to speakers of most other dialects of Spanish, the second person 
singular pronoun is not tu, but the archaic form vos which combines with a verb 
form derived form the second person plural (Donni de Miranda 1992, Lipski, 
1994:173).62 So the sentence “what are you telling me?” translates into Castillian 
Spanish and most Latin American variants as ¿Qué me cuentas? A Porteño speaker, 
however, would say ¿Qué me contás? 
 
Other particularities of this dialect reside in the use of verbal times: With respect to 
the past time, Porteño speakers have a strong preference for the simple preterite 
verbal time and hardly ever use the present perfect (Lipski, 1998:173). For 
expressions of future tense, the periphrastic constructions are strongly preferred over 
the morphological future.  
 
As for pronoun use, it seems that Argentine Spanish has more verbs which combine 
with either the dative or the accusative pronoun but with a clear shift in the 
interpretation of the verb content.63 A well-known example of this is the verb hablar 
‘to talk’ which usually combines with the pronoun le in the interpretation of talking 
to someone. Argentine speakers also use the verb with the accusative form, resulting 
in the interpretation of the verb as ‘to persuade someone by talking a lot’.64 
Although this use would not be acceptable in other Spanish speaking countries, it 
does not interfere with the investigation, because for a speaker of Argentine Spanish, 
these examples do actually represent categorical use and will therefore be classified 
as such (see discussion in §2.5.2).  

3.5 Selection of contexts  
 
For the present project, it would actually suffice to define the contexts on which 
earlier studies were based or to mention the contexts which are not investigated, 
without any further argumentation. However, the fact that many contexts do not 
appear in earlier studies, is probably not a coincidence. It is, after all, a sensible 
thing to try to understand the factors which might influence pronoun choice in the 
more down-to-earth contexts before complicating things by going to inherently 

                                                 
62 In the use of the second person plural forms, Buenos Aires Spanish shows the same features 
as other Latin American dialects: it has lost the intimate second person plural form vosotros, 
that is to say all addresses to plural listeners are done by using the third person plural form 
with the form ustedes (often abbreviated as uds or Vds) used as the respective pronoun 
(Lipski:1994,170). 
63 In §2.5.1, this phenomenon is discussed as “functional use” of the pronouns. 
64 A real life example of this use was found in the corpus study: 
L. me  dijo: "Mirá, yo lo puedo hablar a R. que es amigo mío  
L. said to me: “Look, I can talk R. round, he is a friend of mine”  [BAC 204.27] 
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complex contexts. It is likely that the authors of earlier publications made roughly 
the same decisions, without explicitly reporting them.  
 
The reason this chapter pays specific attention to the exclusion of certain contexts is 
in line with the general emphasis on methodology which characterizes the present 
project. In addition, the fact that categorical and variable contexts will be compared, 
introduces the need to identify those contexts which are “inherently categorical” 
because these contexts cannot be compared to the variable ones.  

3.5.1 Limitation to human pronoun referents 
There is a strong correlation between the animacy of the pronoun referent and 
pronoun case – dative pronoun referents are predominantly human and accusative 
pronoun referents can be either human or non-human, with a strong bias towards 
non-human referents.65 
 
In categorical contexts, animate and inanimate pronoun referents are both well 
represented. In variable contexts, however, the object is usually a person.66 In order 
to keep categorical and variable contexts comparable, only contexts with pronouns 
referring to persons will be taken into consideration in this study. 

3.5.2 Limitation to two-participant constructions 
Categorical contexts for the use of the pronoun le fall into two types: on the one 
hand contexts based on verbs which “govern” the dative (such as gustar ‘to please’) 
and on the other hand clauses of three (or incidentally even four) participants. 
 
The vast majority of three participant situations follow the pattern “subject – 
pronominal dative object – lexical accusative object”. In other words, if a third-
person pronoun appears in a three participant situation, it is almost always a dative 
pronoun. Its replacement by an accusative form would lead to a clearly unacceptable 
sentence.67 The situation is slightly complicated by the phenomenon of “tacit 
accusatives” i.e. the fact that a contextually given accusative pronouns may be left 

                                                 
65 Company Company (2004) provides a range of data on the historical development of 
pronous use with convincing evidence of the strong coincidence of dative clitics and human 
referents over centuries (see for instance Table 3 on page 229). 
66 One might, of course, help an animal or convince a commission (see Roldán, 1975:20 for 
examples) but practically, such examples are not frequent.  
67 It might be possible to construct a three participant clause in which the replacement of the 
form le the an accusative form leads to an acceptable sentence due to a grammatical re-
interpretation of the original accusative constituent as an adverbial complement. In such a 
case, the pronoun referent, together with the interpretation of the verb and therefore the 
meaning of the sentence would change, so that the example would still be classified as 
categorical. For a more profound discussion of the ambiguity between accusative objects and 
adverbial complements in Spanish, see Laca (1987:309) 
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out. For instance, a common answer to the question whether someone told 
something to another person might be (27a):  
 
(27a) Ya le dije  
 already to-him/her I-said Ø 
 I already told him/her.  
 
Replacement of the pronoun le by the accusative form lo yields a perfectly 
acceptable sentence, (27b)  
 
(27b) Ya lo dije  
 already it I-said Ø 
 I already said it 
 
The difference in interpretation between (27a) and (27b) resides in the fact that the 
pronoun in (27a) refers to the person for whom the message is intended, with the 
messages (in the direct object position) left unmentioned, whereas in (27b) the 
pronoun refers to the ‘thing communicated’ with the person to whom it was 
communicated left unmentioned. Example (27b) would be classified as a two-
participant situation, whereas example (27a) would be classified as a three-
participant situation with a tacit accusative object. 
 
The phenomenon under investigation is the choice of pronoun for the object which 
is directly affected by the verb. Since any additional participant will necessarily 
appear in the dative form, clauses of more than two participants are of no practical 
interest and would, in a comparison between categorical and variable contexts 
introduce a strong bias towards dative forms between categorical and variable 
contexts. Therefore the investigation is limited to two-participant situations. 

3.5.3 Limitation to singular pronoun referents  
The limitation to singular pronouns and singular pronoun referents has theoretical, 
as well as practical reasons. The question whether the pronoun refers to a singular or 
a plural referent, has not received much attention in earlier studies and it is not tested 
in any of the studies relevant for the project at hand. However, the one study which 
puts a major focus on this question (Branza, 1999) reveals that in various Spanish 
dialects pronoun choice is consistently and significantly affected by the grammatical 
number of the referent. Mixing singular and plural contexts would therefore imply 
the necessity to control for this factor which, in turn, would complicate the design of 
the study.  
 
On the practical side, in Latin American Spanish, the dative form le is, at least in 
colloquial speech, quite often used for plural referents (Sturgis, 1927, García, 
1975:388)68, a fact which would complicate the investigation by the need to decide 

                                                 
68 This fact, i.e. the use of the singular form le instead of the “correct” plural form les – a 
phenomenon which is characteristic of this (dative) form, but not of its (accusative) 



METHOD 

 

61 

whether the classification would be based on the linguistic form (le or les) or the 
characteristics of the referent (singular or plural).69  

3.5.4 Exclusion of clauses containing the form se 
The Spanish form se is one of the most controversial linguistic items of this 
language: it is used for a broad range of – at first glance – unrelated uses: it serves as 
a reflexive pronoun, as an allomorph for the pronoun le whenever this occurs in 
direct combination with la or lo, as an undefined subject and for taking the subject 
position in what in Spanish is generally considered to be the passive construction. 
There are controversies as to whether there are several forms se, serving different 
purposes and being homonyms or whether – as García (1975) claims – all uses of se 
can be explained by postulating one abstract meaning for this form. For practical 
purposes, clauses containing the form se make bad candidates for an investigation of 
other pronouns, simply because clauses containing the se tend to be tricky to parse. 
In other words, in order to parse these clauses or to make a decision about the 
number of participants involved in such a clause, one must take a position in the 
above mentioned discussion of what se actually is.70  

3.5.5 Limitation to identifiable pronoun 
antecedents 
A further, merely practical restriction has to do with the identifiability of the 
pronoun referents. In most cases, the pronoun referent is easily identifiable, either by 
being mentioned within the same clause or sentence or in the preceding context. The 
antecedent can be a person or a generic entity like uno (one) or alguien (someone). 
In some cases, in particular in material based on spoken language, it is possible that 
it is impossible to decide to whom the speaker refers with the pronoun. Such 
contexts are excluded from the corpus investigation. Experimental stimuli will be 
controlled for unambiguous reference of the pronoun.  

3.6 Choice of factors  
 
In the literature on pronoun choice in Latin American Spanish and in earlier studies 
of this subject, scores of  factors have been discussed and investigated. Only a 
handful of these have been selected for the present study. The limitation in number 

                                                                                                                   
counterparts los and las, is in itself remarkable. A likely explanation is the contextual 
givenness of the dative referent  
69 This aspect is discussed in the study of Sturgis (1927) and led to the same decision as taken 
in the present project.  
70 The presence of se in itself is a factor which has been reported to influence pronoun choice 
in Latin American Spanish. These claims will be considered in the evaluation of earlier 
studies (Chapter 4), but because of the above mentioned complications, the factor will be not 
be part of the present investigation. 
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is not only practical, but also related to the intent to investigate interaction effect. 
The choice of factors is, to a certain degree, arbitrary. Factors investigated in this 
study include, of course,  the most frequently discussed and tested factors. 
Additionally, a number of less-used factors will be added (in particular in the 
experimental part) in order to find out whether other factors than the usually invoked 
ones, have influence on pronoun choice.  
 
As for terminology, the terms “factor” and “factor level” will be used in this study 
instead of the roughly equivalent terms “variable” and “value”. The main reason for 
this choice is that the chosen terminology is common practice in multivariate 
analyses. An additional advantage is that the functional load of the string “variable” 
is reduced to the adjectival use only (such as in “variable context”) which augments 
the legibility of the text. The names of the factors will be rendered in small capital 
letters, the factor levels will appear between slashes wherever this is necessary for 
the ease of reading. 

3.6.1 Summary of factors and factor levels 
 
The definition of the factors and the respective factor levels is made for the purposes 
of the present study, against the background of the context limitations discussed 
above (§3.3). This implies, for instance, that the factor GENDER OF THE REFERENT 
has only to be defined for human referents, since clauses in which the pronoun refers 
to a non-human referent are not part of this study.  
 
Many of the earlier studies did not explicitly define their factors and factor levels 
chosen. Since, at least for all practical purposes, the definitions are not problematic, 
it can be assumed that the definitions chosen here will be roughly equivalent to those 
used in earlier studies. As for factor names, in those parts of the study where earlier 
publications are discussed (mainly in Chapter 4), the terminology used by the 
respective author will be used. In the meta-analysis (§4.5 and Appendix 1) the factor 
names as defined in this section will be used.  
 
The dependent variable in almost all parts of the present investigation is  PRONOUN 
CASE with the levels /dative/ and /accusative/  c.q. /le/ and /lo/, where lo also 
represents the corresponding form la for female referents.  
 
The factors used as independent variables are presented in a summarized form in 
Table 3.1, with the name as used in this investigation, a brief definition of the nature 
of the factors, the factor levels as chosen for this investigation and an indication in 
which part or parts of the investigation the respective factor is used. For those 
factors where a prediction is available in the literature or can be derived from the 
principles of Columbia School, the expected effect of each factor level is indicated 
by marking the presumable le-favouring level in bold print, ordering of the factor 
levels is done intuitively with the expected “default” level on top. Some details 
about the factors and their classification  will be discussed in the following section.   
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Table 3.1: Summary of factors and factor levels. 
 
Factor name Brief Definition Factor levels (le-

favouring bold) 
Use within this 
project 

ANIMACY OF THE 
SUBJECT 

Nature of the 
subject of the clause 

/animate/ 
/inanimate/ 

lit.review 
text study 
experiment 

POLITE ADDRESS Use of the third 
person form within 
a politeness 
construction vs. 
plain third person 
use 

/3rd pers use/ or 
/referential/ 
/2nd pers use/ or 
/polite/ 
 

lit. review 
text study 
experiment 

GENDER OF THE 
REFERENT 

Gender of the 
person to whom the 
pronoun refers 

/male/ 
/female/ 

lit. review 
text study 
experiment 

ACI OBJECT Presence of a direct 
object of the 
infinitive in an AcI 
construction 

/present/ 
/absent/ 

lit. review 
text study 
experiment 

IMPERSONAL SE AS 
A SUBJECT 

Occurrence of se in 
subject position 

/se/ 
/other/ 

lit.review 

ACI VERB Semantic type of 
verb on which the 
AcI construction is 
based 

/causative/ 
/perceptive/ 

text study 

VERB Verb used in the 
clause under 
investigation 

verb of the resp. 
clause 

text study 
experiment 

GENDER OF THE 
SUBJECT 

Gender of the 
person to whom the 
subject refers 

/male/ 
/female/ 

experiment 

LEXICAL MENTION 
OF PRONOUN 
REFERENT 

Position of the 
redundant lexical 
appearance of the 
pronoun referent 

/preverbal/ 
/postverbal/ or 
/none/ 
 

experiment 

POSITION OF THE 
PRONOUN 

Position of the 
pronoun with 
respect to the verb 

/preverbal/ 
/postverbal/ 
 

experiment 

SENTENCE MOOD Affirmative 
statement or 
negation 

/affirmative/ 
/negative/ 

experiment 
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Factor name Brief Definition Factor levels (le-
favouring bold) 

Use within this 
project 

SERIAL EFFECT Pronoun appearing 
in the contexts 
preceding the target 
clause 

/le-priming/ 
/lo-priming/ 

experiment 

CONSTRUCTION Type of variable 
context in which the 
pronoun occurs 

variable verb 
AcI 

experiment 

 

3.6.2 Discussion of factors and factor levels 
In the following sections, each of the factors will be briefly discussed, with respect 
to the reason why the factor has been chosen for the investigation and what the 
expected effect of the factor on pronoun choice is.  

3.6.2.1 Animacy of the Subject 
The factor ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT is one of the most-mentioned factors which 
are said to influence pronoun choice in variable contexts While grammar books only 
state the fact, García provides an explanation from a Columbia School point of view: 

A person is more likely to be active than a thing; if, therefore, a thing is put 
into focus, there is less distance between it and the other participant than 
there would be if a person were in focus. Hence, inanimate subjects should 
favour le, while animate subjects should favour lo, all other things being 
equal. (García, 1975:307).  

The factor is actually not easy to classify. Obviously, items such as robots, pets, 
other animals or spiritual beings are hard to classify and cultural aspects might 
influence a speaker’s perception of animacy (Martínez, 2000). Furthermore, many 
sub-classifications can be applied to either category (like individual person, generic 
person, group within /animate/ and thing, abstract entity, non-lexical item within 
/inanimate/ and it is likely that these might be relevant for the impact of the factor on 
pronoun choice.  

For the project at hand, the concept is kept strictly binary. This works well for the 
purpose of this study and minor classification problem will be discussed ad hoc 
whenever they arise.  

3.6.2.2 Polite Address 
In contrast to English, Spanish makes a distinction between formal and informal 
address to an interlocutor. For informal address, the second person singular is used  
(with the pronouns tu or vos, depending on the dialect), for formal address the third 
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person verb form is used, together with the form usted (a derivative from Vuestra 
Merced meaning ‘your mercy’).  
 
A sentence such as lo llamé ayer is thus ambiguous and can mean either ‘I called 
him yesterday’ with the pronoun referring to a third person or it can mean ‘I called 
you yesterday’, the pronoun referring to a the interlocutor who is talked to in the 
polite usted form.  
 
The comparison which will be carried out for the factor polite address is thus a 
comparison of third person utterances which are either “true third person uses” 
where something is said ABOUT another person, versus third person utterances in 
which something is said TOWARDS another person hence the factor levels /3rd 
person use/ and /2nd person use/ (occasionally this will also be called ‘polite use’).  
 
It seems to be a generally accepted fact about Spanish that in polite use contexts, the 
preferred pronoun is le  – with strong and explicit statement that this holds for ‘all 
dialects of Spanish’ (García, 1975:339) or with special emphasis that this holds for 
all loísta dialects (Fernández-Ordóñez, 1993:79). There is even specific term for this 
phenomenon. It is referred to as leísmo de cortesía ‘politeness use of le’.71 
 
In Columbia terms, the logic behind this expectation is apparent: the accusative 
forms signal a least active status, a status which should not be desirable and which 
does not correspond to persons with power, rank and status. García & Otheguy 
(1983:112) formulate the following working hypothesis:  
 

[...] the prediction must be that le, which signals relatively higher rank, will 
be more appropriate to the second, lo to the third person 

 
The perception of an association between politeness and the use of the dative 
pronoun is also present among native speakers. It was invoked by the employee’s of 
the EASY chain as the most likely reason for the change of pronouns on their vests 
(Martínez 2000) and it was invoked frequently in informal interviews about pronoun 
use with native speakers in Buenos Aires  
 
The factor does not pose particular classification problems. Classification as /2nd 
person use/ is made strictly on the basis of the identitifaction of the referent 
(interlocutor versus person spoken about). The form usted will appear in many, but 
not in all of the 2nd person contexts.  

                                                 
71 In her treatment of the Spanish pronoun system in loísta dialects, Fernández-Ordóñez 
(1999) dedicates a whole section – outside the part in which she discusses variation 
phenomena – to this phenomenon. This implies that she assumes it to be able even to 
‘overrule’ otherwise categorical contexts.  
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3.6.2.3 Gender of the referent 
Although there are no strong claims that GENDER OF THE REFERENT should influence 
pronoun choice in Latin American Spanish, this factor is included in the 
investigation. First of all, the factor plays a prominent role in the pronominal system 
of European Spanish (see §2.4.1) and the fact that it should do so is in line with the 
activity principle of Columbia School. After all, male referents can be assumed to be 
inherently more active than female referents which should disfavour their perception 
as “passive”, and hence lead to a preferences for the form le in variable contexts. 
Considering this logic and the fact that in Spain le is indeed strongly preferred for 
male referents, independent of the case role of the object referent, it is rather 
amazing that this principle should not work in Latin American Spanish.72  
 
It is possibly this discrepancy that led to the fact that this factor has been tested over 
and over again, not only for European, but also for Latin American Spanish. The 
reason that this factor is used in this study is simply that it has been tested in earlier 
studies and  that will thus be part of the replication. 
  
The question as to whether the factor should be called SEX OF THE REFERENT or 
GENDER OF THE REFERENT is not relevant for the project at hand. The term “gender” 
has been chosen basically for it being “politically correct”. In neither part of the 
investigation should there be any conflicts (neither for the investigator nor for the 
informants) with respect to the “sex versus gender” classification.73  The factor 
levels are binary and, correspondingly, the terms /male/ and /female/  have been 
chosen for them.  

3.6.2.4 AcI Object  
Within the AcI-contexts, the most discussed factor for pronoun choice is the 
presence or absence of a direct object of the infinitive. The general assumption is 
that, whenever the infinitive has “an accusative object of its own”, the object of the 
main verb is likely to appear in the dative (García 1975:295ff).  
 
It is actually not easy to relate this factor to the activity hypothesis used by García. 
For concepts such as the ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, GENDER OF THE REFERENT or 
POLITE ADDRESS, this hypothesis is intuitively attractive. However, why should a 
person be perceived as more active in the sentence ‘The boss makes him do many 

                                                 
72 An international social study on cultural values such as gender roles (Hofstede, 1991:79ff) 
reveals that the various Spanish speaking countries differ notably in with respect to the role of 
‘masculinity’ in their societies, but no particular difference exists between Spain and Latin 
American countries. Of the 13 countries ranked in this study, Spain appears neatly in the 
middle with a rank score of 7. Although the results of Hofstede’s can only be seen as a rough 
indication cultural differences, it does in any case not yield any support for  a possible socio-
cultural explanation of the impact of the factor GENDER OF THE REFERENT.  
73 For examples of how the ‘sex versus gender discussion’ can affect linguistic investigation 
(and also for a vivid illustration of how far the question can be pushed, see Bergval, 1996:1-
30). 
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tasks’ than in ‘The boss makes him work hard’? In this case, a different  – an 
inherently grammatical concept – in invoked, i.e. that fact that a Spanish clause can 
have only one accusative (i.e. ‘least active’) participant and that the presence of a 
such a participant (‘many tasks’ in the example above) leads to a relatively more 
active perception of the pronoun referent than in the absence of such an object 
(García:1975:295ff).  
 
With respect to the classification of examples or the design of experimental stimuli, 
this factor poses some challenges: the main problem is that  it is not clear whether 
the relevant distinctive criterion between the two factor levels should be the 
‘presence of an object’ – i.e. the phonetic or orthographic realization of a 
corresponding noun phrase, or whether it is the transitivity of the infinitive verb (i.e. 
the degree to which the verb implies the presence of an accusative object) which 
actually counts.  
 
For the present study, the lexical presence of an object has been chosen as a 
criterion. This is in line with the Columbia approach (which is, after based, on the 
relevance of perceptible signs) and which make classification easy and obvious. 
Examples which require further discussion, will be dealt with in the respective 
sections.   

3.6.2.5 AcI Verb 
Within the same contexts, a difference the verbs which allow an AcI construction 
has been suggested (García,1975:298, Fernández-Ordóñez:1999:1327). García 
observes that, in particular, the verb ver ‘to see’ seems to be less prone to combine 
with a dative pronoun, whereas Fernández-Ordóñez states a general difference 
between perceptive and causative verbs, with a higher inclination of the causative 
verbs to combine with the dative pronoun. 
 
From a Columbia School point of view, this difference seems plausible when one 
takes into consideration  the degree to which the two actions mentioned in an AcI 
construction are dependent on each other. Comparing the statements “I saw my 
secretary copy a secret document” versus “I made my secretary copy a secret 
document” the former one describes two basically independent actions whereas in 
the latter one, the two actions cannot be separated. In other words, it is possible to 
split up the perseptive construction into two consistent statements, i.e.  “I see my 
secretary” and “my secretary copies a secret document” but it is impossible to split 
up the causative statement in the same manner.74 For the degree of activity of the 
subject of the infinitive, this means that in a perceptive construction the subject of 
the infinitive is in control of the action he or she carries out (copying the document). 
However, this is not the point, because with respect to the main verb of the 
construction this is not the case. If her boss sees her, he sees her and there is not 
much she can do about it. In the causative construction, however, the secretary is, 
                                                 
74 For a detailed discussion of the complexity of AcI constructions, see García, 2003.  
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literally, a partner in crime. The truth value of the statement (i.e. making her do 
something) depends on her active cooperation with the subject of the main clause.75 
 
The factor AcI Verb in this study will be used with two factor levels, i.e. /causative/ 
(with the verbs hacer  ‘to make’ and dejar ‘to let’) and /perceptive/ (most frequently 
with the verbs ver ‘to see’ and oír ‘to hear’).  

3.6.2.6 Verb 
The factor VERB is used within the context of weakly polarizing verbs. The reason 
that it is kept distinct from the factor ACI VERB resides in the classification of its 
factor levels. Whereas for AcI construction the causative versus perceptive 
distinction is relevant, the factor verb can take any verb form as a factor level.  
 
That the verb in itself should be relevant for pronoun choice seems plausible. After 
all, it is the verb which determines whether a context is categorical or variable. 
However, also within a variable context, the verb itself may to a certain degree be 
decisive for pronoun choice or it may hamper or enhance the effect of other 
contextual factors.76 It is in particular this latter effect which will receive extra 
attention in this study.  

3.6.2.7 Gender of the Subject 
This factor has received little attention in previous investigations. However, 
considering that characteristics of the subject of the clause (such as animacy) are 
considered relevant for pronoun choice and that gender is considered a relevant 
characteristic of the pronoun referent, it sounds quite plausible that the gender of the 
subject (at least with animate subjects) should have impact on pronoun choice. The 
hypothesis with respect to the factor’s influence on pronoun choice can be derived 
from the same ‘inherent gender activity’ assumption which is used for GENDER OF 
THE REFERENT. However, with GENDER OF THE SUBJECT the prediction should be 
inversed. If a male referent is considered to be inherently more active – and 
therefore more prone to be referred to by the dative form - than a female referent, it 
is plausible that a male subject, more than a female subject, should decrease the 
relative activity of the pronoun referent, thus increasing the chance that the pronoun 
referent should be referred to with the accusative form.  

                                                 
75 Similar predictions could be made about different verbs within the two groups, in the sense 
that ‘hearing someone do something’ differs from ‘seeing someone do something’ in the 
sense that in the former case some active noise-making is involved, giving the subject of the 
infinitive a somewhat higher degree of activity. In a similar way, ‘making someone do 
something’ requires more active cooperation of the subject of the infinitive than ‘letting 
someone do something’.  
76 See Roldán (1975) for an attempt to tackle this question.  
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3.6.2.8 Lexical mention of pronoun referent 
In many clauses, the pronoun referent is mentioned lexically and the pronominal 
reference is actually redundant. The lexical mention of the pronoun referent can be 
investigated in the sense of whether or not the referent is mentioned in the given 
clause and, in those cases where the referent is mentioned, whether the lexical noun 
phrase referring to the object appears before of after the verb. The factor is used for 
exploratory purposes. A tentative prediction about its influence on pronoun choice 
might relate a preverbal mention (i.e. a mention early in the clause), with greater 
salience of the referent in the ongoing discourse which should increase the 
probability of the use of the form le.  

3.6.2.9 Position of the Pronoun  
In combination with an uninflected verb, the pronoun can appear in a pre-verbal or 
in a post-verbal position. Little is known about the drivers behind the variation 
involved in pronoun position and it is likely to be generally accepted as a 
phenomenon of free variation. There is no evident relation to pronoun choice, the 
factor is used for exploratory reasons only.  

3.6.2.10 Sentence mood 
For the effect of the negation of a sentence on pronoun choice in Spanish, no claims 
from Columbia School exist, but it is plausible that a sentence in which a statement 
appears in negative mood, should have less impact on the object than the 
corresponding one in the affirmative mood, simply due to the non-occurrence of the 
action. This might, in particular, hold for weakly-polarizing verbs, where pronoun 
choice can be seen as a comment on the impact of the action on the referent. A 
tentative prediction would thus be that affirmative sentences should have a relatively 
higher percentage of accusative pronouns than negative ones.  

3.6.2.11 Serial Effect 
That the occurrence of a particular linguistic form might trigger further occurrences 
of the same form is a well-established fact in sociolinguistics and other fields of 
linguistic variation (Sankoff & Laberge, 1978, Pereira Scherre & Naro, 1992). 77 
 
In the experiment, a number of stimuli will be used where the target clause remains 
identical while the preceding contexts is manipulated. Under one condition the target 

                                                 
77 An illustrative example of the effect of priming in everyday life is the joking 
question: ‘Imagine there are three white refrigerators in the kitchen. Which colour is 
the right one? Which colour is the middle one? Which colour is the left one? What 
does a cow drink?” Many people will sponeously answer ‘milk’ to the fourth 
questions, not because they truly believe that cows drink milk, but because the have 
been ‘primed’ by  the association with ‘white’ from the previous context. (Example 
taken from Mathyssek, Zurink & Kempen, 2003). 
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clause is preceded by a series of clauses in which a dative pronoun is used and in the 
complementary condition, a series of clauses with the accusative form is used. The 
purpose of this factor is to test whether elements outside the clause, c.q. the situation 
described in the respective clause, can influence pronoun choice.  
 
The factor is used for exploratory purposes. Therefore discussion whether a possible 
effect is merely the result of priming in the sense that the informant responds to the 
form he/she has perceived before or whether the informant makes a semantic choice 
based on the ‘argumentation line’ in the preceding contexts will not be addressed 
here.  

3.6.2.12 Construction 
The experiment contains sets of stimuli in which the same factors are tested – within 
the same context, i.e. the same real-word scenario – in one sub-set of stimuli with a 
variable verb and in a complementary set based on an AcI construction. The factor 
CONSTRUCTION is used in such contexts in order to check whether the construction 
of the carrier contexts influences pronoun choice, either directly or in combination 
with another factor.  

3.7 Choice of techniques for evaluation 
 
The justification of this project was derived from criticisms of earlier studies on 
pronoun use, firstly  the fact that these studies did not take into consideration the 
inherently multivariate character of the problem and secondly the lack of accepted 
techniques for the evaluation of the results. 
 
This project will apply such techniques and the logic of their application will be 
discussed here. The purpose is not to enter into mathematical details – there will be 
references to textbooks and publications which provide this information for the 
interested reader  –  the purpose is rather to convey the general logic of the choices 
made and the techniques applied. 
 
A major handicap of this study, as well as all earlier studies on pronoun use and of 
many other studies in the field of linguistics,  is that the “data” which is gathered is 
qualitative. The only part of this study for which this does not hold are response 
times in the on-line experiment. The rest of the data collection is not the result of 
“measurements” but of “counts”. What the study is all about is le’s and lo’s and 
under which circumstances (e.g. animate or inanimate subjects) there are more of the 
one or the other. This yields what is called nominal (or qualitative) data and the 
number of statistical techniques which can be applied to nominal data is limited.78  
 

                                                 
78 The response times collected in the experiment are scale data, for the evaluation of which a 
broader range of techniques is available.  
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As mentioned in §1.3, earlier studies tended to interpret their results in a somewhat 
naïve way.  To put it somewhat bluntly: whenever they found, for instance, a higher 
percentage of dative pronouns in a dataset with inanimate subjects than in the 
corresponding sets with animate subjects, they would conclude that the factor 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT had impact on pronoun choice. 
 
This project endeavours a more sophisticated approach in which two questions play 
a crucial role:  
 

1. Does the (set of) factor(s) under investigation show a relation with pronoun 
choice which is so systematic that it is unlikely that the difference should 
be the result of sheer coincidence? 

2. How much of the variation (in the le versus lo use) is actually accounted for 
by the (set of) factor(s) under investigation?  

3.7.1 Descriptive and inferential statistics 
A major concept in statistics is the idea of descriptive versus inferential techniques. 
Descriptive techniques are used to organize and summarize raw data. The 
calculation of percentages, averages, ranges, etc. fall into this category. These 
techniques are useful in exploring data and in presenting them. However, with these 
techniques alone it is not possible to indicate whether any differences between two 
(or more) groups are merely random deviations or whether they can be related to 
characteristics of the two (or more) groups under investigation, whereby “groups” 
are defined by the respective factor levels of the factor under investigation. The 
above-mentioned problem with many of the earlier studies resides thus in the fact 
that  that they used only descriptive techniques for the presentation and evaluation of 
their data. 
 
Inferential techniques make it possible to decide whether a difference is treated as 
random or non-random. The result of the application of whatever inferential 
technique to a set of data is usually a value between zero and one, indicating the 
probability of the differences being random effects. If the probability is high, there is 
no reason to assume that the factor under investigation should be related to the 
differences, if the value is low (in linguistics, as in Social Sciences a probability of 
less than 5% is generally taken as the threshold) one may reject the idea of 
randomness and assume that there is some kind of systematic relation between the 
factor tested and the results found.79 

                                                 
79 An inferential techniques does thus not, in itself, distinguish between a random or a non-
random phenomenon. It is up to the researcher to make this decisions. The added value of a 
statistical technique is that it provides information on the basis of which the decision can be 
made. 
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3.7.2 Single factor evaluation 
Although the problem to be investigated is inherently a multivariate one, single-
factor (or bivariate) evaluation techniques will be used in several parts of the study. 
They will play a major role in Chapter 4, where earlier studies are reviewed and 
their results will be recalculated. These studies used a single-factor approach and 
this is reflected in the presentation of their data. The only form of recalculation (in 
as far as this is possible, anyway) is, of course, a single factor recalculation. The 
purpose of the recalculation is only to test whether the data presented do actually 
support the conclusions drawn by the authors (details will be discussed in §4.51 and 
in Appendix 1).  
 
Another part of the project where single factor evaluation is used, is the text study 
(Chapter 5). In this Chapter the factors will first be evaluated one by one – although 
this is, strictly speaking, not legitimate for a multivariate problem80 – mainly in 
order to make them comparable to earlier studies. The first step in the multivariate 
evaluation, will still be based on bivariate techniques: In order to investigate 
possible interaction effects, the impact of one of the factors under investigation will 
be investigated separately within the two factor levels of another factor. For the 
interaction between ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and POLITE ADDRESS, for instance, 
this means that the effect of POLITE ADDRESS is measured separately for contexts 
with animate and with inanimate subjects. If the effect of POLITE ADDRESS in 
different in these two sub-sets, there is an interaction between the two factors. I will 
refer to this approach as “stratified univariate approach”. The advantage of this 
approach is that it allows a graphic representation of the results and that the 
outcomes can be directly compared to the single-factor evaluation.  A major 
disadvantage of this technique is that it violates the requirement of ‘independent 
measurements’, i.e. that the data which are to be compared should not be inherently 
related to each other. Evidently, when the same data set is repeatedly segmented and 
parts of it are compared, the data are, strictly speaking, no longer independent.81 

3.7.2.1. Chi Square 
The techniques used for single factor evaluation are the Chi square and the Phi 
statistics, the usual techniques for the evaluation of qualitative data. Both techniques 

                                                 
80 The main reason for this is that it involves repeated testing to the same data set. This 
increases the probability that the result may look non-random, although it actually is random - 
the 5% threshold is, of course, chosen with the assumption that one single test is carried out 
with a given data set. In technical terms, this increases to chance to commit a ‘type I error’ i.e. 
to erroneously rejecting randomness.  
81 Such data are therefore not suitable for statistical evaluation. In Chapter 4, Chi square and 
Phi calculations will be carried out within the stratiefied univariate approach, in order to make 
the results comparable to earlier studies. Considering that in the same chapter a multivariate 
analysis is carried out, this seems legitimate.  
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assume that the data can be represented in a 2*2 matrix.82  In the case of the 
influence of, for instance, the factor ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT on pronoun choice in 
a text study or an experiment, the raw data will consist of number of informants (or 
sentences from a text) which choose (or contain) one of the pronouns forms (le or 
lo) in combination with an animate or an inanimate subject. The calculation of the 
Chi Square value consists of two steps, first the calculation of the values of the 
respective cells simply on the basis of how large the share of animate versus 
inanimate subjects and dative versus accusative pronouns is.  This “expected 
distribution” is then compared to the “observed distribution” i.e. the actual values, 
and from the comparison of these two distribution the probability of randomness of 
the deviation can be calculated. Details about the calculation can be found in a 
variety of publication about statistics and research methodology for linguistics and 
Social Sciences, for instance Butler (1985:112ff), Paolillo (2001:107ff,) Woods 
(1986:132ff), Clegg (1984:150ff), Hatch and Farhady (1982:165ff), to name but a 
few. 
 
For achieving reliable results with a Chi square test, the sample size must not be too 
small, c.q all factor levels must constribute a substantial number of cases. Whenever 
the expected frequency for one or more of the cells is less than 5, a correction (called 
“Continuity Correction” or “Yates’ correction” is applied, which leads to a lower 
Chi Square value, i.e. a more conservative estimate of the probablity. 83 

3.7.2.2 Phi 
The Phi value is a simple derivation of the chi-square value, obtained by calculating 
the square root of the chi-square value divided by the total number of observations 
(see Butler, 1985:148 for details). Unlike the Chi Square value, it is not influenced 
by the number of observations. The Phi value indicates how strongly the two factors 
under investigation are associated with each other.84 The value ranges from 0 to 1, 
with 0 indicating the total lack of correlation, whereas a value of 1 indicates total 
correlation, i.e. the values for one factor are totally predictable from the other. The 
Phi-value is a measure of correlation and not an inferential statistic, in other words it 
does not say anything about whether the distribution found is significant. Its 
usefulness resides mainly in the fact that is allows one to compare the results of 
different data sets even if these are not based on the same number of observations. 
The squared value of the Phi can be used to determine the percentage of variation 
which is explained by the factor under investigation (see also §3.7.3).  

                                                 
82 This statement actually holds only for the calculation of the Phi, the Chi square can be 
calculated for any two-dimensional matrix. For the evaluations used here, however, all 
matrices for the single factor evaluation are 2*2.   
83 The correction consists in subtracting the value of 0.5 from the difference between 
the observed and expected value for each cell.  
84 The term ‘association’ instead of ‘correlation’ is used in the case of nominal data. The 
concepts are otherwise basically equivalent.  
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3.7.2.3 Weighted Ratio (Odds Ratio) 
In publications of the Columbia School, an evaluation is used, which is sometime 
referred to as “odds ratio”.85 The calculation of this value requires the same 2*2 
matrix as discussed above. It is calculated by simply calculating the product of the 
cells which contain the values which are according to the expectation (i.e. the 
working hypothesis) and dividing it by the product of the two other cells. It allows a 
fast check on whether the data distribution is basically according to the hypothesis 
(value > 1) or against it (value < 1), but its further interpretation is not obvious and 
the technique in itself is not a generally accepted statistic.86 

3.7.2.4 Statistics used for response time evaluation 
The only source of scale data in this project are the response times collected in the 
experiment. Their evaluation will be mostly descriptive, due to the exploratory 
status of this part of the investigation, so that statistical evaluation does practically 
not play a role.  
 
For measuring the degree of correlation the R-square statistic will be used, a 
frequently used technique for establishing the degree of correlation between two 
factors (for details on the calculation, see Butler, 1985:143ff). Its interpretation is 
basically the same as described for the Phi statistic (see §3.7.2.2).87  
 
At one point in Chapter 7, a comparison of different mean values of response times 
will tested statistically. For this purpose, an independent sample t-test will be used. 
This technique gives an estimate of the probability that the mean values of data from 
two different (sub-)sets represent significant differences or should rather be 
considered random deviations. For the result, not only the difference in mean values, 
but also the number of observations and the variance of means within the compared 
sub-groups are relevant (for details on the calculation, see Butler, 1985:83ff)).  

3.7.3 Multivariate techniques 
Whenever more than one factor is supposed to have influence on a phenomenon, 
multivariate techniques are the method of choice in the evaluation. Three techniques 
will be briefly discussed here and all three of them will be used and reported in the 
evaluation of the corpus data. The evaluation of pronoun choice in the experiment 
will be based on logit analysis.  
 
One might ask whether the application of three different techniques is actually 
necessary. The reason behind the use of different techniques is that each of them has 
                                                 
85 It is important to note that the use of the term “odds value” in these publications is not 
related to the use of this concept within regression techniques.  
86 See Appendix 1 for a more detailed discussion of this technique and its implication for the 
reconstruction of data in Chapter 4.  
87 This statistic will only be used in the discussion of scatterplots in §6.3.6, its relevance will 
be explained there in relation to the specific problem.  
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its own merits in the field. One of the methods (VARBRUL) has specifically been 
designed for application to problems of linguistic variation in the 60’s and 70’s of 
the past century.. Had any of the authors of earlier studies chosen to carry out a 
multivariate analysis, it is very likely that they had used VARBRUL, which makes 
this technique a good candidate to work with. VARBRUL is actually not only a as 
statistical technique but a whole software package on its own. Nowadays, statistical 
evaluation, in Social Sciences as in linguistics is usually done with the program 
SPSS (Statistical Package for the Social Sciences). SPSS offers a technique which is 
closely related to VARBRUL, which made this technique (logistic regression) 
candidate number 2. On the other hand, since the Chi Square technique is widely 
used for single-factor analyses, it seemed plausible to use the multivariate equivalent 
of the Chi Square (loglinear cq. logit techniques), which added a third option to the 
set. The corpus analysis in Chapter 5 will be used as kind of a ‘playground’ for 
testing and comparing the different techniques, while in Chapter 6 a choice will be 
made for the technique which provides  the most accessible interpretations.  
 
The techniques available for multivariate analysis, fall into two categories, logistic 
regression (which includes VARBRUL) and loglinear techniques. 

3.7.3.1 Logistic Regression 
Regression techniques are often used in the analysis of linguistic data. The technique 
allows one to make statements about the influence of one or more factors (such as 
age, gender, social class of a person) on the phenomenon under investigation 
(usually some kind of “behaviour” or “competence”). However, these techniques 
require that the outcome (ie. what is actually measured) yields quantitative data 
(such as reaction times), which keeps them out of scope for this project.  
 
There is, however, a technique which follows basically the same logic, but which 
works for qualitative data. This technique is called “logistic regression”. Instead of 
making a prediction about a value on a scale, it simply predicts the probability of an 
event. The “event” may be whether a certain person will or will not get a heart attack 
– based on information about the persons age, sex, weight, diet factors, etc or it may 
be whether a person is likely to use the pronoun le or lo in a given clause – based on 
information about the ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and the GENDER OF THE REFERENT 
in the respective clause.  
 
An early representative of the former group is the programme VARBRUL and its 
subsequent release under the name of GOLDVARB. This technique was developed 
in the early years of Sociolinguistics and it was available at a time when statistical 
packages were still in their infancy and did not include logistic regression techniques 
(Paolillo, 2001:16). The program is available as freeware (Rand & Sankoff, 1999) 
but its handling requires rather cumbersome preparation of the raw data.  SPSS 
offers a modern alternative in the form of various regression techniques, whereby 
the logistic regression has been chosen for this project.  
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As mentioned above, the goal of logistic regression is to correctly predict the 
category of outcome for individual cases. It takes into consideration the factors 
under investigation, but tries to establish the most parsimonious model, i.e. to ‘throw 
out’ factors (or interactions between factors) which do not really matter. To 
accomplish this goal, a model is created that includes the factors (called “predictor 
variables”) that are useful in predicting the outcome.  

Various models can be tested, either specified by the researcher, or by allowing 
logistic regression to test the fit of the model after each coefficient is added or 
deleted, called stepwise regression. In the present project, this latter option has been 
chosen, since all tests carried out within this project follow the same, fairly simple 
pattern of two factors and their possible interaction being tested for their effect on 
pronoun choice.88 The initial situation contains all possible influences (i.e. it 
constitutes a fully-saturated model) in which the effect of each factor can be 
calculated and irrelevant factors are eliminated. When no more variables can be 
eliminated from the model, the analysis has been completed.  For each model 
calculated a statistics called “Wald test” is used to test the statistical significance of 
each factor or combination of factors. The probability value corresponding to this 
statistic, and taken from the resulting, i.e. the best-fitting model, will be used in the 
presentation and evaluation of the data (for a detailed description of logistic 
regression and the underlying calculations, see Rietveld and van Hout, 1993:327ff). 

As for the question how much the factors under investigation actually contribute in 
the explanation of the actually observed variations, it is helpful that logistic 
regression gives information about the comparison between the prediction and the 
actual distribution of the data. This step yields insight into the how good the 
estimate is, in other words, how much the factors under investigation actually 
contribute to the outcome.  

For applying Logistic Regression to a set of data, a number of criteria must be met 
(Wright, 2002:220):  
 

1. the variable of interest (in the present case “pronoun choice”) is 
dichotomous and can be coded into values 0 and 1 

2. a single case can be represented in the data set only once (i.e. the 
observations must be independent from each other) 

                                                 
88 In Chapter 6, it will be explained why not all stimuli which were used in the experiment 
were included in the evaluation. This has partially to do with the selection of contexts 
explained in limitations explained in §3.7, but also with the need for creating fully saturated 
models , i.e. sets of stimuli in which two levels of two factors were implemented for the ease 
of statistical evaluation.  



METHOD 

 

77 

3. the model must be correctly specified, i.e. contains all relevant predictors 
and no irrelevant predictors and  the categories under analysis must be 
mutually exclusive and collectively exhaustive.89   

4. relative large samples are required (standard errors for maximum likelihood 
coefficients are large-sample estimates). For most applications, a minimum 
of 50 cases per predictor variable is sufficient. 

 
In general, the data available for this project meet the criteria, details will be 
discussed in the respective sections. 

3.7.3.2. Logit analysis 
The logit analysis falls into the cluster of techniques called “analysis of 
frequencies”. These techniques are specifically designed for the use of nominal data; 
the Chi Square technique is limited to situations which can be represented in a two-
dimensional matrix, whereas log-linear analysis allow the incorporation of more 
factors, each of them contributing an extra dimension to the problem.  
 
Log-linear techniques can also be applied to the standard Chi Square situation. The 
calculation described in §3.7.2.1 is based on multiplications. Alternatively, these 
calculations can be carried out as an addition of logarithms. This step makes it 
possible to add more factors (i.e. dimensions) to the calculations and to take possible 
interactions between these factors into account.  In general terms, log-linear 
techniques, just as the Chi Square, calculate the difference between expected and 
observed distributions of observations. Like logistic regression, different models 
(i.e. different combinations of factors and possible interactions between factors) are 
applied until the best-fitting model is found. In these models, there is no inherent 
difference between dependent and independent variables, it is only the deviation 
from a random distribution which is measured.90 
 
The logit procedures differs from the log-linear techniques with respect to the fact 
that it does allow the a priori marking of one of the variables as dependent. Certainly 
for an experimental investigation, where an attempt may be made to draw causal 
conclusions this is attractive. The output, as generated by SPSS, contains estimates 
for each factor and possible interactions between factors in the form of a z-score 
with the corresponding probability. It is this value which will used for judging the 
significance of each of the factors under investigation.  
 
Another advantage is that the output of the logit procedure in SPSS contains and 
indication of “entropy and concentration” of which the latter can be directly 
interpreted as the degree of explained variation (Rietveld & van Hout, 1993:320).  
                                                 
89 Wright (2002:220) states that this assumption is rarely met in practice. After all, in most 
situations not all  possibly relevant factors are known. The basic principle of ‘garbage in – 
garbage out’ holds, of course, also in statistical evaluation.  
90 This holds also for the Chi Square and the Phi statistics. 
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3.7.4 Determining the degree of explained variation 
The question whether the association between one or more factors and the 
phenomenon under investigation is random or not, is of course a crucial one in the 
process of data evaluation. However, even a highly significant association does not 
mean that the respective factor (or combination of factors) is really helpful in the 
explanation of the observed variation (Hudson, Thyer and Stocks, 1986, Stocks, 
1988). It is the degree of explained variation which gives an impression on whether 
the factor or set of factors assumed to be relevant for the problem do actually help to 
understand the distribution. Values range van 0 to 1 and can be read as percentages 
of the actual variation which is explained by the factor or the combination of factors 
(i.e. the model) under investigation.



 

Chapter four 
 

Literature Review 
 

 

4.1 Introduction 
 
Third person pronoun use in loísta dialects has been the subject of many 
publications. A considerable number of these present descriptive or theoretical 
approaches based on qualitative evidence, i.e. they discuss pronoun use on the basis 
of example sentences, either made up by the author or taken from text sources. In as 
far as these studies make claims with respect to pronoun use in categorical versus 
variable contexts or with respect to the influence of contextual factors on pronoun 
use, these studies were discussed or at least mentioned in the respective sections of 
Chapter 2. The same holds for the treatment of pronoun use in the standard 
grammars of Spanish.91 
 
In this Chapter, I will first (in section 2) discuss two publications, each of which 
presents a broad view on pronoun use in loísta dialects and treats a large spectrum of 
possibly relevant factors. Sections 3 and 4 are dedicated to studies which base their 
claims on the evaluation of data. In section 3, I will present observational studies, 
i.e., studies which are based on the investigation of pronoun use in spontaneous 
language production of native speakers. In section 4, a series of experimental studies 
will be presented and discussed, in particular with respect to their methodology and 
the reliability of the investigations.  
 
The results of the data-based studies will be compared and discussed in section 5. 
Since the studies are quite diverse in their approach and methodology, a number of 
classification and recalculation steps had to be carried out in order to make the 
results comparable. All relevant details of this process and a series of tables with 
details of the studies and with the results of all the investigations can be found in 
Appendix 1.  
 

                                                 
91 In chronological order, studies consulted but not discussed in the Literature Review are: 
Sturgis (1927), Bolinger (1950), Restrepo (1969), Roldán (1975), Bordelois (1978), Levy 
(1980), Ramos (1981), Monge (1987), Rall (1988), Fernández-Ordóñez (1993) and Lee 
(2003).  
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4.2 Major studies on pronoun use 
 
There are only two authors who have taken up the endeavour to present a global 
survey on pronoun use in loísta dialects and they have done this in quite different 
ways. In the following sections, I will discuss Chapter 7 of García’s (1975) book on 
Spanish pronouns, a strongly theory-oriented treatise, and section 2 of Fernández-
Ordóñez’ contribution to Bosque and Demonte’s (1999) Spanish Grammar, which 
presents a wealth of observations from a descriptive point of view.  

4.2.1 García 1975 
García’s 1975 book The Role of Theory in Linguistic Analysis is probably the most 
extensive treatise on the Spanish pronoun system ever. It is based on Buenos Aires 
Spanish, but most of the findings are valid for other loísta dialects as well. The book 
is written from a strict Columbia School point of view and although its main focus 
lies on the multiple uses of the form se, it contains a detailed description and 
analysis of the use of the third person pronouns le, lo and la.  
 
García’s approach to linguistics is “anti-generativist” in the sense that she rejects 
analyses which are based on a distinction between competence and performance and 
which explain grammatical processes by means of rules. As an example of the 
approach to linguistics which she objects to, she quotes Chomsky (ibid: 489, 
referring to Chomsky, 1972:198): 
 

A central idea in much of structural linguistics was that the formal devices 
of language should be studied independently of their use. [...] It seems that 
grammars contain a substructure of perfectly formal rules operating on 
phrase markers in narrowly circumscribed ways – these rules [are] 
independent of meaning or sound in their function [...].  

 
In García’s view, grammar can be explained by postulating invariant meanings for 
all linguistic forms – not only lexical ones but also “grammatical” ones – and by 
explaining their occurrence in given contexts as the result of the speaker’s desire to 
choose the combination of forms by which the hearer can best infer the message the 
speaker intends to convey (see §2.2 for a general presentation of the Columbia 
School approach). 
 
It is crucial to García’s approach that pronouns, other than lexical forms, are part of 
a closed system, i.e. that each form derives its meaning from the contrast to the other 
forms in the same paradigm. The criteria which distinguish the clitic pronouns 
among each other are: 
 

• Person, gender and number of the referent with the person-roles of  
“speaker”, “hearer” and “other”, the gender-roles of “male” and “female” 
and with “singular” and “plural” as numbers, whereby not all roles are 
encoded in different forms.  
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• Within the third person forms, the concept of deixis, defined as the force 
with which the hearer is instructed to seek the referent of the pronoun 
(García, 1975:65), where high deixis indicates a strong urge for identifying 
the referent and low deixis indicates that the referent is either obvious or 
not relevant for the message. The forms le, la and lo are all considered to be 
the high-deixis forms, as opposed to the low-deixis form se.  

• Within the third-person high-deixis forms, the degree of activity of the 
pronoun referent in the given situation, as described by the verb, which 
distinguishes the “less active” form le from the “least active” forms lo and 
la.92 

 
The third person pronouns le versus la and lo differ thus in only in one dimension, 
i.e. the degree of the pronoun referent’s activity. Figure 4.1 presents the pronoun 
system of Buenos Aires Spanish (i.e. the pronoun system of the loísta dialects) as it 
appears in García’s book. 

 
Figure 4.1: García's schematic presentation  

of the (Buenos Aires) Spanish pronoun system (García, 1975:73). 
 
 
At first glance, this system looks very different from traditional representations. 
However, with respect to the third person pronouns le, la and lo, it boils down to a 
paradigm quite similar to the traditional one, as presented in § 2.3.2 with the 
exception that the category “case” is replaced by “degree of activity”. This, 
however, is more than changing the label of a grammatical category. “Case” is a 
traditional grammatical concept, often related to “arbitrary rules” which García 
rejects. “Degree of activity” in contrast, is a semantic concept. In García’s view, the 
form le versus lo or la is thus not used because a particular verb “governs” the 

                                                 
92 The use of the terms “less active” versus “least active” may be somewhat confusing. It 
makes sense from the point of view that there is an entity which fulfils the “most active” role 
– a rough equivalent to the notion of ‘agent’ in traditional grammar (p.68). However, the most 
active participant must be inferred by the listener, since there is no form which carries the 
meaning of ‘most active participant’ (ibid:68)  
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corresponding case, or because there is some other “rule” which makes the form 
obligatory but because it is the form which – in a particular context – is the one most 
adequate for communicating a coherent message.93  
 
García zooms in on the pronouns le versus la/lo in Chapter 7, called “Validation of 
le”. The Chapter begins with introducing a distinction between situations in which 
there is a match between reality and language and situations which constitute a 
mismatch between language and reality. The former are three-participant situations, 
i.e. situations in which three entities are present which map upon the different 
degrees of activity (most, less, least). Pronoun choice is easy in these situations, 
since there are three linguistic forms available to indicate these roles (verb ending, 
pronoun le, pronoun la or lo). The dative role (“less active participant”) in such a 
situation will almost always be occupied by a human participant.  
 
Mismatches between reality and language can occur due to two reasons: either the 
number of participants is ambiguous or there are only two participants involved in 
the situation. In the former situation – which is the case in AcI-constructions and 
with verbs which take a predicative complement, such as llamar ‘to call’ – pronoun 
choice is largely a matter of the (perceived) participant status of the element whose 
status is ambiguous. The latter case constitutes the major challenge for pronoun use: 
there are only two participants involved (a subject and one object) but three 
linguistic forms are available. The speaker’s pronoun choice in these cases will 
mainly be based on the (perceived) activity difference between the subject and the 
object. If the subject is clearly more active than the object, the accusative will be 
used, if this is not the case, the dative will be more adequate.  
 
In the section on pronoun use in two-participant situations, García discusses a large 
number of factors which she considers relevant for pronoun choice and she supports 
her hypotheses with many real-text examples, mostly from literary texts, and with 
the results of experimental studies.94 The factors she invokes include characteristics 
of the subject (such as animacy, grammatical person, the use of the form se as a 
subject, the impact of the subject on the respective situation), characteristics of the 
pronoun referent (animacy, gender, contextual identifiability, activity of the referent, 
polite address), characteristics of the event (action versus state, intensity of the 
action) and several more. 
 
In line with the Columbia tradition, García does, in this discussion, not distinguish 
between categorical, contrast and variable uses. For purposes of qualitative 
evaluation – i.e. the discussion of pronoun use in particular contexts – she uses 
examples of all three categories; her experimental stimuli, however, are all based on 

                                                 
93 García does not reject the idea of case altogether and regularly applies the terms ‘dative’ 
and ‘accusative’ (ibid:66) and in other publications she even uses the term ‘government’ (e.g. 
García, 1992:243) but she sees these fixed combinations of certain verbs with pronouns of 
one or the other case as the result of ‘communicative strategies’ rather than ‘rules’.  
94 The observational and experimental parts of García’s book will be treated in more detail in 
the respective sections. 



LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

83 

contrast or variable contexts. Although García never states this explicitly, her 
approach leads to the impression that pronoun choice in two-participant situations is 
always a speaker’s active choice. Only occasionally does she acknowledge the fact 
that certain verbs will naturally combine with pronouns, e.g., when she admits that 
certain combinations are “quite unusual” (ibid:332) or “against the norm” (ibid:335). 
 
García’s treatment of the use of the third person personal pronouns is so extensive 
and so detailed that it leaves one with the impression that – at least from a Columbia 
Approach – nothing is left to say about the matter. The few critical remarks that can 
be made about her approach do not have to do with her treatment of the subject 
matter in itself, but rather with some basic Columbia School issues which were 
already discussed in §2.2.2. 

4.2.2 Fernández-Ordóñez 1999 
In 1999, Fernández-Ordóñez contributed an article on Léismo, Laísmo and Loísmo 
to the Gramática Descriptiva de la Lengua Española (Bosque and Demonte, 1999) in 
which she dedicates a section (p. 1322-1341) to what she calls “leísmo in case-
distinguishing zones” 
.  
Fernández-Ordóñez is one of the few authors who address the issue that not any 
alternation between le and lo is a case of leísmo – at least not in usual interpretation 
of this term, which refers to shift from a case system to a referential system, i.e. the 
situation in Castilian Spanish. According to her, the alternation between dative and 
accusative pronoun forms which is observed in loista regions, can be explained as a 
conflict between archaic and innovative solutions and it does not constitute an 
extension of the dative forms to accusative contexts, but rather transitive use of 
verbs or constructions which originally were intransitive. The contexts she identifies 
as conditions in which the dative and accusative pronouns can alternate are roughly 
the ones which are described in §2.6, although Fernández-Ordóñez uses a slightly 
different classification and terminology. She distinguishes the categories “affection 
verbs”, “subjects of infinitive clauses” and “verbs which can omit the direct object”, 
but introduces additional categories for verbs whose government has been 
reinterpreted (ayudar ‘to help’ falls into this category), a separate category for the 
verb llamar ‘to call’ which she calls verbs whose object requires a predicative 
complement and a separate category for impersonal se followed by a clitic pronoun. 
Apart from these categories, she discusses the use of le instead of lo in polite address 
situations and the imitation of Castilian leísta use by speakers of loísta dialects as a 
“prestigious use”.  
 
Pronoun use with affection verbs depends, according to Fernández-Ordóñez, on the 
“degree of transitivity achieved by the verb” and she mentions “animacy of the 
subject”, “verbal aspect” and the “discourse position of the subject” as factors which 
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play a role in this process (ibid:1324-1325).95  With respect to AcI-contexts, she 
observes that, historically, dative pronouns were used in causative constructions and 
that nowadays – in certain areas and for certain verbs (ibid:1327) – there is a 
tendency towards the use of accusative forms in these constructions. She further 
acknowledges the fact that the transitivity of the infinitive plays an important, but 
not totally decisive role in pronoun choice in causative, as well as in perceptive 
constructions.  
 
Fernández-Ordóñez’ article is not based on systematic investigation but on literature 
research and interviews with several speakers of loísta dialects (ibid:1323, fn10). 
Unlike García, she does not make theoretical claims about the speakers’ choices in 
the respective contexts nor does she not try to find an overall explanation for all the 
contexts and factors she mentions. Nevertheless (or perhaps just because of this 
down-to-earth approach) her article contains a very detailed description of variation 
in pronoun use with many examples and detailed discussions of accepted, marginal 
and unaccepted uses, in many cases even with distinctions between various loísta 
dialects.  

4.3 Observational investigations 
 
Observational investigations are cumbersome and even more so, when the 
phenomenon under investigation is rare. Hurst (1951) reports that she had made an 
attempt to investigate the influence of the subject on pronoun use in variable 
contexts in a combined observational-experimental study. For the observational part 
she used examples from literary works written by well-known Spanish and Latin 
American authors (ibid:78, fn3) but eventually came to the conclusion that examples 
from literary works did not offer much additional information because of the paucity 
of examples located (ibid:76). This observation coincides with the findings on the 
low frequency of variable verbs in actual language production (see §2.5.2) and it is 
probably the explanation for the general scarcity of observational studies on pronoun 
use and in particular on pronoun use in variable contexts. Only two authors report 
the results of observational investigations in publications. These studies will be 
discussed in the following, together with the observational data which are reported 
in García (1975). 

                                                 
95 The respective predictions are that inanimate subjects decrease the transitivity of 
the verbs and favour the use of the dative pronouns, whereas a perfective aspect 
(Spanish requires indicating perfective versus imperfective aspect in the past time 
form of the verb) favours a transitive interpretation, i.e. an accusative pronoun. With 
respect to word order, Fernández-Ordóñez claims that subject-verb-object order 
favours a transitive interpretation whereas object-verb-subject favours an intransitive 
interpretation. 



LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

85 

4.3.1 Schmidely 1971 
An early attempt to apply quantitative methods and a statistical evaluation to the use 
of third person pronouns is reported in Schmidely (1971). He collected all 
pronominal references to a “direct object” in the 1958 novel La Resaca of the 
Spanish author Juan Goytisolo (Goytisolo, 1958) and classified the contexts 
according to a number of contextual characteristics. Schmidely selects eleven factors 
(such as ANIMACY OF THE PRONOUN REFERENT, POSITION OF THE PRONOUN, 
PRESENCE OF THE FORM SE, NATURE OF THE SUBJECT, TENSE OF THE VERB), classifies 
the corpus tokens according to the levels (between two and seven) he identifies for 
the factors and compares the use of the pronouns le versus la/lo in the resulting 
groups, by applying a Chi-Square test to the cross-tabulations.  
 
Schmidely’s discusses only briefly his choice of examples which he includes in his 
investigation. He chooses clauses with with masculine pronoun referents which are 
direct object complements (ibid:39). It seems that he deliberately left out examples 
of variation in pronoun use, according to him because in these examples it was 
impossible to determine whether the object is a direct or an indirect one (ibid:40).  
 
Schmidely’s choice and definition of factors and factor levels are not the result of 
theoretical considerations or based on a specific hypothesis. The discussion of the 
results is consequently limited to stating whether or not the results are statistically 
significant and Schmidely himself does not make any effort to interpret his findings; 
he even states explicitly that “explaining the tendencies observed due to the 
statistical techniques is another story” (ibid:56, my translation). 
 
What Schmidely modestly calls “tendencies” are actually statistically (highly) 
significant associations between pronoun use and nine of the eleven factors he 
investigates. Not only do the often-discussed factors like ANIMACY OF SUBJECT or 
GRAMMATICAL PERSON OF THE SUBJECT yield strong associations, he also obtains 
highly significant results for factors such as VERBAL TENSE and even TEXT GENRE – 
factors whose relation to pronoun use is not obvious, neither in the traditional nor in 
the Columbia style approach. 
 
Unfortunately, Schmidely’s study is of limited use as a reference for other 
investigations: The selection of a text written by Goytisolo as a corpus text may 
have been triggered by Goytisolo’s varied use of pronouns. However, although 
Goytisolo is not Castilian, his language use is not representative of truly loísta 
pronoun use, either. It rather seems as if – at least with respect to pronoun use – 
Goytisolo’s language use is not characteristic of any particular dialect of Spanish96 

                                                 
96 Goytisolo was born in Barcelona, in 1938; his parents were of Basque and Catalonian 
descent (Kitching-Schulman, 1983:5). He spent his childhood in Barcelona and in a village in 
the Pyrenees. Later in his life he lived in various regions of Spain (mostly Andalusia and 
Catalonia) and he spent much of his time in Paris (where the novel La Resaca was written) 
before he moved to Marrakesh in the 60’s. It seems, thus, that he spent most of his life outside 
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and Schmidely’s study is more likely to be an investigation of the particular pronoun 
use of Goytisolo in contexts which would be classified as categorical in this study.  

4.3.2 Observational data in García 1975 
As discussed in §4.2.1, García’s 1975 book is mainly based on qualitative 
argumentation, i.e. the discussion of the semantic contribution of one or the other 
pronoun form to a certain context or within a certain situation. The discussion is 
usually based on concrete text examples taken from literary sources. A few times, 
however, García reports the results of text counts and these examples will be 
discussed here.  
 
García’s corpus consists of several books written by Borges, Cortázar, Güiraldes, 
Martínez Estrada, Sábado, Sánchez and Valera, all of them Argentinean authors 
(ibid:509). The choice of Güiraldes’ gaucho novel Don Segundo Sombra (Güiraldes, 
1952) (which García uses frequently in the qualitative evaluation) is the only one 
which is methodologically questionable, firstly because the text was written at the 
beginning of the 20th century and secondly because it contains many instances of 
“Gaucho speech”, which differs in many aspects from Standard Argentinean 
language use.  
 
García presents and discusses her results only in terms of percentages, but since all 
raw data are presented, it is possible to reconstruct the observational counts and to 
determine their statistical significance. The factors and classifications she uses are 
well-documented and all argumentations are derived from her theoretical claim on 
the semantic content of the pronoun forms involved.  
 
In the chapter on the “Validation of le” she refers to text counts (based on all 
occurrences of lo, la and le, i.e. the evaluation of categorical and variable contexts 
together) for the factor ANIMACY OF THE REFERENT and finds highly significant 
results for the association of human referents with the dative pronoun. This holds for 
two-participant situations as well as for three-participant situations.  
 
In her discussion of AcI-constructions she uses text counts for investigating the 
association between the AcI-object and pronoun use. In her own interpretation – and 
evaluating the results for all four AcI-verbs together – she finds the expected higher 
percentages of le in the presence of an object for all AcI-constructions she 
investigates. In my recalculation, however, only the contexts based on causative 
verbs yield significant results.   

                                                                                                                   
Castile so that his pronoun use could indeed be expected to be loísta. However, a short review 
of one of his later works, Telón de boca (Goytisolo, 2003) reveals instances of leísta pronoun 
uses which would not be acceptable in loísta dialects.  
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4.3.3 Orange 1982 
In 1982, Orange made an effort to apply a variable rules analysis (VARBRUL) to 
the use of Spanish pronouns. His corpus was the Cuban set of recordings made as 
part of the “linguistic norm” program in the period between 1968 and 1970. The 
speakers interviewed were native speakers of Cuban Spanish residing in Miami, 
Florida. Orange uses Columbia School argumentation and terminology and claims 
explicitly that his research is based on García’s 1975 book (Orange, 1982:203). 
 
Orange’s study could be an interesting counterpart to the study to be carried out 
here, since Cuban Spanish is clearly loísta with respect to pronoun use (see §2.4.3). 
Unfortunately, Orange’s selection of variable contexts remains cryptic. Orange 
indicates that he used some 2000 sentences “involving clitics” from which a data set 
containing more than 600 instances of le or lo was created. He uses this data set for 
the evaluation of the factor number of participants. The corresponding cross-
tabulation shows that some 450 pronouns appear in two-participant situations. With 
respect to these contexts, Orange makes the following statement:   
 

In two participant situations, not only may le and lo alternate, but either 
may be used for comment. Furthermore, the element of personal stylistic 
choice must not be discounted. It is therefore impossible to predict with 
total accuracy which clitic will be used in a given situation. Consequently, 
given that particular sets of factors may “weight” the choice of one or the 
other of these two clitics, le/lo choice should be an ideal candidate for 
variable rule analysis. (ibid:207) 

 
García’s treatment of pronoun use in two-participant situations can indeed be 
interpreted in this way although this does not correspond to the real situation of 
pronoun use in loísta dialects. Orange, contrary to his statement on the supposed 
variability of all two-participant situations, goes on to choose only 70 examples for 
his further analysis, claiming that  
 

[...] in only 70 of these sentences was a choice made between lo and le in 
reference to a direct object or accusative participant. In these 70 cases, 
either the referent of lo or le was a singular human male direct object or the 
clitic was in a so-called impersonal se construction (ibid:202).  

 
It seems as if Orange’s target were the variable contexts, but the list of verb he 
presents (ibid:214) shows that his corpus contains verbs (e.g. matar ‘to kill’, buscar 
‘to look for’, conocer ‘to know’) which constitute clear cases of categorical contexts 
according to the criteria discussed in §2.5.2.97  

                                                 
97 Orange’s selection criteria for the contexts are not easy to understand. His selection is 
obviously based on potentially le-favouring factor levels of two (out of a whole range of 
possibly relevant) factors, i.e. GEBDER OF THE REFERENT and IMPERSONAL SE AS A SUBJECT. 
Why these two conditions, in particular, should constitute contexts in which a choice [was] 
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Orange does generally not discuss the logic behind his selection of factors. Many of 
the factors he uses for the evaluation of pronoun use correspond to contextual 
elements discussed in García 1975 and it is plausible that Orange implicitly adopts 
García’s hypotheses. With respect to those factors which are not discussed by García 
– Orange uses factors such as LITERAL ACTIVITY OF THE OBJECT, RELATIVE SOCIAL 
STANDINGS (of subject versus object) and APPARENT FEELING TOWARD ANTECEDENT 
– the understanding of the results is hampered by the fact that Orange does not give 
much information about his factors, his factor levels and the respective classification 
of contexts.98  
 
Orange applies a total of 17 classifications to various subsets of his data, 14 of them 
to the 70 tokens he considers variable. He applies a Fisher’s Exact Test99 for the 
determination of statistical significance of the association and finds significant 
results at a 5% level only for two of the factors, i.e. LITERAL ACTIVITY OF THE 
OBJECT and IMPERSONAL SE as a subject.  
 
Orange then proceeds to apply a multivariate analysis (VARBRUL) to his data set. 
In order to meet the VARBRUL requirements he eliminates some factors and factor 
levels and eventually uses a set of ten factors with two or three factor levels each. 
From this analysis, three factors (LITERAL ACTIVITY OF OBJECT, SEX OF HUMAN 
SUBJECT and PRESENCE OF A-PHRASE COREFERENTIAL WITH HUMAN MALE DIRECT 
OBJECT) turn out to be “salient”.100 For these factors, he calculates the weight for the 
resulting conditions (i.e. all possible combinations of factor levels). As can be 
expected, the most le-favouring condition are contexts where the object is “literally 
active”, where the subject is female and which contain an “a-phrase co-referential 
with the human male direct object” and the most lo-favouring condition is the 
combination of a non-active referent with a male subject and without a co-referential 
a-phrase with the 16 other conditions yielding intermediate probabilities.  
 
It is not easy to make sense of these results, mainly because of the selection of 
factors for the multivariate analysis: that the presence of a co-referential a-phrase or 
the gender of the subject should be particularly relevant for pronoun choice is at 
least counter-intuitive – just as the fact that these factors did not turn out significant 
when they were tested as single effect. 

                                                                                                                   
made between lo and le in reference to a direct object or accusative participant (ibid:202) is 
by no means evident.  
98 Another example of a problematic classification is the factor HUMAN MALE DIRECT OBJECTS: 
PRESENCE OF COREFERENTIAL A-PHRASE with the corresponding two factor levels ‘present’ 
versus ‘not present, or no human male direct object’ (ibid:212).  
99 The Fisher’s Exact Test is an alternative to the Chi-Square test and is considered 
particularly adequate for cross-tabulations based on relatively low numbers (online Handbook 
of Biological Statistics).  
100 Orange uses the following definition for ‘salient’: In combination, salient variables are 
those which, of all possible combinations of variables, are most likely to have produced the 
particular data set according to the model (ibid:217).  
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All in all, the lack of methodological information on data selection and classification 
makes it difficult to interpret Orange’s findings and to compare them with other 
investigations. Additionally, a set of only 70 examples is fairly small for a multi-
variate analysis, as Orange himself admits by indicating that the scantiness of the 
data in this study is of serious concern (ibid:223). 

4.4 Experimental investigations 
 
Contrary to observational investigations in which one has to evaluate large amounts 
of text in order to find tokens of pronoun use in variable contexts, the experimental 
investigation of pronoun use is comparatively easy and this might be one of the 
reasons that the number of experimental investigations which led to publications is 
notably higher than the number of corpus studies. Fill-in tasks presented in the form 
of questionnaires are a particularly popular way of data collection and 7 out of the 8 
studies discussed in the following sections are based on this method. 
 
Several of these studies report results not only for loísta speakers but also for other 
regions, such as Spain or bilingual zones. The data for these dialects will be 
discussed only marginally and are not used in the recalculation and comparison of 
the results. 

4.4.1 Hurst 1951 
A very early attempt to experimentally investigate pronoun choice in variable 
contexts is reported in Hurst’s 1951 article “Influence of Subject and Connotation of 
Force”. The author starts out from the observation that some verbs, such as divertir 
‘to amuse’ 
 

[...] take now a direct object, now an indirect, in contexts which are 
syntactically identical. The apparent inconsistency is a challenge to the 
analyst, for it does not fit the usual conceptions of a dative and accusative: 
and it also puts a severe strain on the arbitrary classing of the verbs in 
question as transitive or intransitive, for by it they lend themselves to either 
or both (ibid:74) 

 
Hurst then sets out to test the hypothesis that ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT plays a role 
in the choice of the pronoun in an experimental study. Little information is given 
about methodological decisions but it appears that a questionnaire was administered 
to some 55 speakers from various Spanish-speaking countries (including Spain). 
Each questionnaire contained stimuli based on 23 “verbs of emotion” each of which 
was presented in four versions, i.e. with an animate versus an inanimate subject and 
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each of these versions with a dative and an accusative pronoun.101 The informants’ 
task consisted in indicating whether the given pronoun seemed acceptable to them. 
The task was not a forced-choice task, i.e., it was possible to accept or to reject both 
pronoun forms.  
 
For the analysis of the results, Hurst uses a technique which she calls the “margin of 
preference”. It is based on the subtraction of the number of rejections from the 
number of the acceptances for each pronoun in each context and then adding the 
respective value for the combinations which support the underlying hypothesis (i.e., 
that animate subjects should favour the use of la and inanimate subjects should 
favour the use of le). This does provide some indication of the polarization of the 
judgments and allows her to order the results for the respective stimuli. 
Unfortunately, this measure does not allow the reconstruction of the original data so 
that recalculations can only be carried out for those stimuli for which she reported 
the original data. In general, she finds support for her hypothesis, albeit to different 
degrees in different contexts.  
 
Hurst states two major results of her experiment. Firstly, acceptance of the 
accusative pronoun with animate subject varies notably across the stimuli – a fact 
which Hurst discusses in terms of “quality of force” (of the verb or other lexical 
elements in the context) – a concept she introduces only in a post hoc qualitative 
evaluation of her stimuli. Secondly, she finds that sentences with inanimate subjects 
do not necessarily yield a majority of acceptances of the form le, but that in these 
cases the number of informants who found both forms acceptable was relatively 
high. In other words: sentences with an animate subject tend to go together with 
accusative pronouns and sentences with an inanimate subject tend to combine well 
with either pronoun form.  
 
Although Hurst does not discuss her research in terms of factors, she marginally 
addresses the multivariate character of her investigation, when she notes that the 
effect on pronoun choice of an animate versus an inanimate subject varies with 
different verbs.  

4.4.2 Carfora 1968 
The section “Notes on Usage” of the 1968 volume of “Hispania – A journal devoted 
to the interests of the teaching of Spanish and Portuguese” contains a short article 
called “Lo and Le in American Spanish” by Carfora. The author deplores the lack of 
attention that has been paid to the use of le as a direct object pronoun in Spanish 
America and claims that it is not sufficient to teach the use of lo for direct objects 
because 
 

                                                 
101 The examples Hurst gives show that the versions are not minimal pairs, i.e. that not only 
the subjects and the pronoun, but also elements such as the verb form, position of the 
pronoun, use of quantifying adverbs, etc. were changed. Some verbs were obviously used 
more than once.  
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[...] it does come as a surprise to the language student to hear a Latin 
American say Le vi anoche or No le creas, when he has learned that lo is 
the usual form (ibid:300).  

 
To the linguist  familiar with pronoun use in Latin American Spanish, this statement 
is rather surprising: no le creas is indeed what every Latin American speaker will 
say for ‘do not believe him’ although it is unlikely that any grammarian will classify 
this example as an accusative use. It is, after all, a typical example of a construction 
involving a tacit accusative object (see §3.5.2). The example le vi anoche ‘I saw him 
last night’ represents indeed the use of le in an accusative construction, but this 
utterance, in turn, will rarely be heard from a native speaker of Latin American 
Spanish.  
 
Apart from the somewhat unfortunate examples, Carfora is, of course, right when 
she states that the use of le in accusative contexts is possible in Latin American 
Spanish. She sets out to investigate the actual use of le and lo by administering a 
questionnaire to 94 Latin American informants from almost all Spanish American 
countries.102 Sixty sentences, selected from various texts, in which pronouns appear 
in contexts which the author classified as accusative third-person singular referring 
to male human beings (ibid:301) were offered to the informants and they had to 
choose whether they would use the form le or lo.  
 
The overall results of this inquiry are stunning: 38% of the responses (2019 of 5358) 
represent the form le. If the stimuli represent a random sample of direct object uses – 
as Carfora’s description suggests – most of the contexts should be categorical. Le-
responses could only be given for contrast or variable context which would have to 
be extremely numerous to yield an overall of 38% of le-responses. Merely the 
overall distribution of responses suggests that some other factor must be involved 
here. Carfora herself identifies one cause: her Ecuadorian informants are – as could 
be expected – abundant users of le (see §2.4.2). However, even the elimination of 
the Ecuadorian informants from the sample does not have a major effect on the 
overall distribution of the responses - the share of le responses drops to a still 
incredibly high 36%.  
 
Unfortunately only very few stimuli are given and very few data are reported and no 
information is given about how the results were analyzed, but Carfora’s own 
analysis – together with the initial examples discussed above – points to the 
probable cause: Carfora’s stimuli do not only consist of accusative situations: in her 
discussions she mentions the high percentages of le-responses with the verbs creer 
‘to believe’, pagar ‘to pay’ and ganar ‘to win’ – three verbs which represent the 
group of verbs with “tacit accusatives” i.e. three-participant constructions with an 

                                                 
102 Carfora speaks of native informants who represent the respective countries, but does not 
give any further information about their linguistic background, their residence or whether they 
were monolingual or bilingual (ibid:302, note 8). 
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inanimate accusative object and an animate dative object in which the lexical 
mention of the accusative object is optional.103 Still, there remain some noteworthy 
results, such as an increase in le with the verb conocer ‘to meet’ when addressing an 
older man, compared to addressing a man of the same age (ibid:301). Unfortunately, 
it is not clear which (groups of) stimuli were compared and how large the reported 
increase is. Another remarkable finding is that “the use of two object pronouns in 
the same sentence [...] caused several informants to use both forms in order to avoid 
repetition. Unfortunately, they showed no consistency [...]” (ibid:301). It seems that 
Carfora made an attempt to investigate SERIAL EFFECTS – although with results 
counter to the hypothesis formulated for the present investigation (§ 3.6.2.11).104  
 
In the summary of her results, Carfora quotes an informant saying that the use of le 
in Latin America [presumably in accusative contexts] is almost null (ibid:301) – a 
statement which stands in sharp contrast to her quantitative findings. Particularly 
surprising is Carfora’s overall conclusion: The findings show that neither structure, 
verb tense, nor age of the informant, determines the choice for one form or the other 
since there is free variation in the usage of these pronouns (ibid:301), followed by 
the statement that the most determining factor seems to be etiquette and personal 
relationship, i.e. that le is preferred when referring to someone of high social rank 
(ibid:302).  
 
Carfora’s study is poorly documented and likely to be ridden by methodological 
problems in the selection of the stimuli and the evaluation of the results. Therefore 
her findings – even the more plausible ones, such as the preferred use of le in 
contexts of polite address – must be interpreted with much reserve.  

4.4.3 Experimental data in García 1975 
In her 1975 book, García reports the results of fill-in questionnaires for many of her 
hypotheses on the use of the dative versus accusative pronouns. Her informants were 
45 Argentineans, about half of them living in New York (students and translators) 
the other half students of the University of La Plata in Argentina. All informants 
were native speakers of Argentine Spanish or spent most of their formative years in 
the Buenos Aires region. The task of the informants was the traditional fill-in task, 
i.e. informants were presented with a questionnaire in which the position of the 
pronoun was marked by a gap and the informants were instructed to make a choice 

                                                 
103 Carfora herself states that several informants justified the preference for le with the verb 
creer by indicating that lo would change the meaning of the sentence. This remark illustrates 
nicely that there is a tacit accusative involved and it corresponds precisely to examples (12a) 
and (12b) with the change in interpretation between no le creo ‘I do not believe him’ and no 
lo creo ‘I do not believe it’. 
104 The verb amarrar ‘to tie up’ and llevar ‘to bring/take’ should definitely trigger the use of 
lo in loísta speakers. Llevar is explicitely mentioned by García (1975:345) as a typical 
example of “verbs that take lo in a two-participant situation”. Apart from that, Carfora’s 
causal interpretation seems somewhat premature; in particular since she does not indicate on 
which other stimulus the comparison is based. 
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between the respective pronoun forms and – where both forms were considered 
possible – to indicate whether there was a difference in meaning (ibid:397, note 23). 
No further details are given about the procedure and only some stimuli are presented 
and discussed. The data suggest that only one questionnaire was used.  
 
The major methodological objection to this study is that the pairs of stimuli used are 
usually not minimal pairs. An illustrative example occurs in the discussion of the 
influence of ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, where the following pair of stimuli is used 
with (28) representing the animate-subject condition and (29) representing the 
inanimate condition (ibid:311). 
 

No ___ distraigas, que va a chocar!  (28) 
Do not distract him, or he’ll crash   

 
Todo el año Luis trabaja fuerte, pero durante las vacaciones ___ distrae(n) 
su quinta, la pesca, y paseos en el monte 

(29) 

All year Luis works hard, but during the holidays, his farm, fishing and 
hiking entertain him 

 
It is evident, that the two stimuli differ in more aspects than just the presence of an 
animate versus an inanimate subject. Any differences in the use of the pronoun 
forms can therefore not directly be attributed to the influence of the factor ANIMACY 
OF THE SUBJECT. 
 
García does not apply any statistical procedures, but discusses the results in terms of 
higher versus lower percentages of lo-responses, interpreting any difference in 
percentages in the predicted direction as a confirmation of her hypothesis. My 
recalculation of her data yields significant results in the predicted direction for less 
than half (9 out of 20) of the pairs of stimuli (see Appendix 1). 
 
Taking the recalculation as a basis, García finds significant results for ANIMACY OF 
THE SUBJECT with three verbs (convencer ‘to convince’, halagar ‘to flatter’, 
molestar ‘to bother’) but not with two others (distraer ‘to distract’ and servir ‘to 
serve’). PRESENCE OF A DIRECT OBJECT IN AN ACI-CONSTRUCTION yields significant 
results with stimuli based on ver ‘to see’ and dejar ‘to let’, but not with oír ‘to hear’. 
Other factors, such as GENDER OF THE REFERENT (tested with ayudar ‘to help’) do – 
as García herself observes (ibid:327) – not have an impact on pronoun choice. 
Counter to her interpretation, this also holds for GRAMMATICAL PERSON OF THE 
SUBJECT, which fails in all three sets of stimuli in which it is tested.   
 
García is quite aware of the fact that pronoun choice is not necessarily a matter of a 
single contextual element and she occasionally addresses this fact, for instance in the 
discussion of a pair of stimuli which does not show the expected change in pronoun 
use for a factor where she states that these pairs are far from being ‘minimal’, and 
the favouring of lo will consequently not be determined exclusively by the person of 
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the subject (ibid:400, note 46). Occasionally, García even “recycles” stimuli by 
using the same stimulus in different comparisons.105 Methodologically, such a 
procedure is, of course, problematic, but it is understandable within García’s 
approach, where the argumentation is mainly qualitative and experimental data play 
a minor role.  

4.4.4 García and Otheguy 1977 
After her 1975 book, García did not further elaborate on pronoun variation in 
Buenos Aires Spanish, but applied her theory and methodology to questions of 
language change in Spain and to dialectal variation in Latin-American Spanish. In 
1977, she published, together with Otheguy, the results of an experimental 
investigation carried out among speakers of Spanish from five Latin-American 
countries and from Spain under the title “Dialect Variation in Leísmo: A Semantic 
Approach”. The aim of the investigation was to shed light on dialect differences in 
the use of pronouns in variable contexts. The basic claim is that dialect differences 
are not due to different interpretations of the forms involved, but to differences in 
the relative strength of inferential strategies (García and Otheguy, 1977:66).  
 
The experiment has form of questionnaire in which informants had to fill in the 
respective pronoun form. Informants were some 200 NewYork-resident native 
speakers of Latin-American dialects (Argentina, Cuba Colombia, Ecuador and 
Mexico) and of Spain (evidently without distinguishing between dialects) plus a 
group of Cubans living in Puerto Rico. The stimuli are based on three types of 
variable contexts: the weakly-polarizing verbs ayudar ‘to help’ and distraer ‘to 
distract’, the verb llamar ‘to call’ (in two-participant constructions) and the AcI-
construction ver salir ‘to see s.o. leave’.106  
 
Although the stimuli are presented in an appendix and there is some information 
about which factor level is implemented in which stimulus, it is not quite clear 
which (pairs or sets of) stimuli are eventually compared for the evaluation of the 
responses. An attempt to reconstruct the design of the experiment reveals that 
several configurations of factor levels were tested, but that, at least for some stimuli, 
the corresponding versions differed in more than one level of a factor. 
 
Of the seven factors which were tested in the experiment (IDENTIFIABILITY OF 
GENDER, SEX OF THE REFERENT, DOUBLE MENTION OF THE PRONOUN REFERENT, plus 
the subject characteristics ANIMACY, DEFINITENESS, GRAMMATICAL PERSON and 
POSITION WITHIN THE CLAUSE), only three (IDENTIFIABILITY OF GENDER, SEX OF THE 

                                                 
105 This holds, for example, for stimulus 4 on page 299 and stimulus 1 on page 320, which are 
identical and reported with the same numbers of responses, once in the evaluation of the 
PRESENCE OF A DIRECT OBJECT and once in an evaluation of the factor LITERAL ACTIVITY OF THE 
OUT-OF-FOCUS PARTICIPANT.  
106The questionnaire consisted of 39 stimuli, which implies that not all factors are fully 
implemented. A full implementation of seven binary factors would require a minimum of 128 
stimuli.  
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REFERENT and ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT) are discussed in some detail. The results 
for these three factors are reported in the form of bar graphs indicating the 
percentage of dative responses per stimulus (or possibly per set of stimuli) per 
country. For each country, a “ratio” and an indication of “significance” are given, 
without any information about the underlying logic or technique.107  
 
In overall terms, the results show that for loista dialects, the accusative is clearly 
favoured under almost all conditions. However, even within loísta dialects, there is 
quite some difference as to the degree to which speakers are willing to use dative 
pronouns in variable contexts: Argentineans seems to have the strongest preference 
for accusative forms (only 13% le responses), whereas Columbians – who still 
strongly prefer accusatives – use the dative almost three times as much as 
Argentineans, with Cubans and Mexicans ranging in between. As could be expected, 
the highest overall uses of le are found for non-loísta dialects, i.e. for Spain and 
Ecuador.  
 
As for the factors investigated, the results are presented only in terms of the effects 
of single factors and only the factors concerning the SEX OF THE REFERENT, 
IDENTIFIABILITY OF THE REFERENT’S SEX and ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT are 
discussed in detail. The summary of the results is organized in a matrix, with results 
(in terms of ratios) per factor per country. In general, although the inclination to the 
use the dative differs within the dialects, the effect of the factors under investigation 
is very similar for the different loista countries: ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and SEX 
OF THE REFERENT yield clearly positive ratios in all countries and IDENTIFIABILITY 
OF THE REFERENT’S SEX fails only in Argentina. Of the factors which are not 
discussed in detail, PRESENCE OF A-PHRASE yields quite strong ratios, failing only in 
Argentina, whereas the remaining three factors all yield ratios which are not 
considered significant by the authors.  
 
García and Otheguy interpret these results as evidence for a form-content analysis of 
the pronouns and claims that the “meaning” of the pronoun is the same in all 
dialects, but that speakers of different dialects differ with respect to their 
exploitation of this meaning, i.e. that dialects differ in terms of the relative 
importance given to (or the relative strength of) different strategies (ibid:84). 
 

                                                 
107 At first glance, the ‘ratios’ presented seem to be ‘Weighted Ratios’ (c.q. ‘Odds Ratios’), a 
descriptive technique used, for instance, in García and Otheguy (1983). However, a 
recalculation of the data in the graphs into ‘Weighted Ratios’ does not yield a convincing 
match and the fact that significance is reported (which cannot be derived from a Weighted 
Ratio) and that ratios above and below 1 appear with markers for positive and for negative 
associations, suggests that the figures are the result of some other technique.  
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4.4.5 García and Otheguy 1983 and García 1990 
García and Otheguy (1977:80) contains the annunciation that the research will be 
replicated with a different questionnaire and a larger number of informants. Their 
famous 1983 publication “Being Polite in Ecuador” and García’s 1990 article  
“Bilingüísmo e Interferencia Sintáctica” are in all probability both based on this new 
questionnaire, which was administered to at least 400 informants in nine Latin 
American countries.108  The major focus of both these studies lies in the comparison 
of pronoun-use strategies of monolingual loísta speakers and speakers who have a 
Quechua background – which holds for many Ecuadorians and some Peruvians – but 
both studies contain a wealth of data about the influence of a variety of factors on 
pronoun choice in AcI-contexts. 
 
The questionnaire designed for this project constitutes a serious attempt to tackle the 
multivariate character of pronoun use in variable contexts. The factors which are 
investigated in this project are 
 

ACI-OBJECT 
ANIMACY OF THE REFERENT 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT 
POLITE ADDRESS 
SEX/GENDER OF THE REFERENT109 
IMPERSONAL SE AS SUBJECT 

 
Each of these factors is considered to have two levels, but not all of the factor levels 
are mutually compatible (e.g. the level “polite use” cannot be implemented in 
combination with an inanimate referent). This implies that the questionnaire 
contains several empty categories so that the basic design boils down to 3*3*3*2 
system, i.e. four factors, three of which have three (instead of two) factor levels: 
 

Table 4.1: Reconstruction of factors and factor levels  
used in the experiment reported in García and Otheguy (1983) and García (1990) 

 
Factor Factor levels 
ACI-OBJECT present / absent 
NATURE OF THE REFERENT inanimate/ animate referential  / polite 
NATURE OF THE SUBJECT inanimate / human specific / impersonal se 
GENDER OF THE REFERENT masculine / feminine / unknown 
 
                                                 
108 Whether precisely the same questionnaire was used in both studies, cannot be deduced 
from the publications. However, both studies give examples of the stimuli, which are identical 
and so are the results on Venezuela and Argentina, which are reported in both studies. 
109 This study is the only one which investigates the effect of GRAMMATICAL GENDER OF AN 
INANIMATE OBJECT on pronoun choice. García and Otheguy do not discuss the derivation of 
the working hypothesis for this factor, which would need quite a strong interpretation of the 
Whorf-hypothesis (Whorf, 1956) as a basis. However, recent investigation by Boroditsky, 
Schmidt and Phillips (2003) has actually demonstrated such effects.  
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The combination of these conditions results in a set of 54 stimuli, which are all 
implemented on the basis of the same verb and construction, i.e. an AcI-construction 
based on the verb hacer ‘to make’. The examples of the stimuli presented (García, 
1990:165) suggest that at least some of them constitute truly minimal pairs in which 
only the parts representing a specific factor level differ. The questionnaire was 
administered to students at several Latin American universities with some 30 to 50 
informants per university. García and Otheguy (1983) report results on Argentina, 
Costa Rica, Mexico, Puerto Rico, Venezuela and Ecuador; García (1990) presents 
data on Argentina, Venezuela, Ecuador, Chile and Peru.  
 
The multivariate potential of the questionnaire is, however, not exploited in the 
evaluation. The analysis of the data is univariate and not based on the respective 
minimal pairs. Instead, different stimuli containing the same factor levels of the 
respective factor under investigation are conflated. The decision about which stimuli 
enter into the evaluation and which do not is discussed only briefly:  
 

[I]n order to identify as well as possible the contribution of each factor in 
question, we shall take into consideration those responses in which the 
factor is not combined with factors which could notably interfere with their 
effect (García, 1990:176, my translation) 
 

This statement is, however, not followed by a discussion of which factors are 
expected to interfere with each other. It is, for instance, not obvious why the 
evaluation of POLITE ADDRESS is limited to those stimuli in which the SEX OF THE 
REFERENT is unknown, whilst stimuli with and without an AcI-object which are 
quite different with respect to the situation they describe, are conflated.  
 
Both publications contain tables with the raw data for maximal cross-sections of the 
stimuli (i.e. the total number of le versus lo responses for unknown versus male 
versus female referents) and Weighted Ratios for the respective evaluations. Both 
articles present the results of some of the factors for some of the countries (see 
Appendix 1 for all results and the recalculations). In the discussions, all positive 
Weighted Ratios (i.e. all those cross-tabulations in which the le-favouring condition 
has a higher percentage of le-responses than the corresponding lo-favouring 
condition) are treated as evidence for the hypotheses. In general, the results on the 
impact of the individual factors in the respective loísta-countries are fairly similar.  
 
A recalculation of the data into Chi Square values (according to the procedure 
described in Appendix 1) reveals that only two of the factors yield significant results 
in several countries. ANIMACY OF THE OBJECT turns out to be highly relevant for 
pronoun choice in all the loísta countries where it is tested. More surprising is the 
finding that the factor IMPERSONAL SE AS SUBJECT yields (highly) significant results 
in Costa Rica, Mexico, Puerto Rico and Venezuela (though not in Argentina). Quite 
unexpectedly, ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT fails to show significant results, it even 
yields responses counter to the hypothesis (i.e. with higher percentages of le-
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responses for animate than for inanimate subjects) in each single one of the seven 
groups for which was evaluated.110 
 
In both studies, the data of the monolingual speakers are used basically as “control” 
in order to enable a comparison with the speakers from bilingual zones in Ecuador 
and Peru. The conclusions of the two articles do therefore not contain detailed 
statements about the influence of the various factors on pronoun choice in these 
countries. García comments on the findings on the loísta dialects only globally, 
suggesting that 
 

Argentina, Costa Rica, Mexico, Puerto Rico and Venezuela all share the 
same meanings of less and least active for le and lo, but [...] they differ in 
the weight which speakers attach to various properties of the situation. 
(García, 1990:115). 
 

According to García and Otheguy (1983:123), this is also the key to the explanation 
of the highly deviant use of the pronouns in bilingual zones, in particular in Ecuador. 
“The meaning of the forms is the same, but these meanings [...] do not appear to 
have the same value under different social circumstances.” 

4.4.6 Ramos 1984 
The dialect of the Canary Islands is generally considered loísta (see §2.3) but due to 
the influence of Castilian Spanish and migration within Spain, people living on the 
Canary Islands might be, to some degree, leísta. As part of Ramos’ investigation of 
peculiarities of the Canary Islands dialect, he carried out an experiment in which 
speakers from various islands had to fill in pronouns for pairs of stimuli in which 
one represented a referential contexts and the other a polite-address context. The one 
example given in the publication (Ramos, 1984:254) suggests that contexts were not 
minimal pairs but that they were based on the same verbs. Later discussions reveal 
that the set of verbs used contains categorical and variable ones and at least one AcI-
construction. A total of 58 students of several Canary Islands universities took part 
in the experiment. Ramos presents only a discussion of the results without giving all 
data or a statistical evaluation. He concludes that polite-address contexts receive a 
higher percentage of le responses than referential contexts, even from speakers 
whose pronoun choice for the referential contexts shows that they are clearly loísta.  
 
Although it cannot be checked whether Ramos’ results are statistically significant 
and whether the increased use of le in contexts of polite address appears with all 
verbs, his discussion suggests that there are a substantial number of informants who 
prefer the form le in contexts with polite address whilst they choose lo for a similar 
referential context.  

                                                 
110 García suggests that the unexpected result for this variable might be due to the fact that the 
inanimate subject used (el susto ‘the scare/fright’) might actually be more powerful than the 
animate subject (el padre ‘the father’), which, in her words, suggests that the analysis would 
be basically correct (García, 1990:178).  
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4.4.7 Ringer Uber 1988 
Ringer Uber’s 1988 publication “Actions and Activeness in Spanish Clitic 
Selection” (Ringer Uber, 1988) adapts García’s (1975) ideas about pronoun use in 
Latin-American dialects and takes up a praiseworthy endeavour: she tests 
experimentally some of the claims about pronoun use and pronoun variation which 
were made in other studies on the basis of qualitative discussions of (mostly self-
constructed) minimal pairs. Ringer Uber refers to the respective studies and the 
examples discussed there and she constructs pairs of stimuli which are similar to 
these examples. The studies she refers to are Roldán (1975), García (1975) and 
Haverkate (1980) and she constructs Spanish stimuli corresponding to Zubin’s 
(1977) remarks on pronoun use in German.  
 
The stimuli are presented as a fill-in task in the form of a questionnaire, 
administered to 50 native speakers of Spanish living in the New Jersey-New York 
City area (Ringer Uber, 1986:154). Only one questionnaire is used (i.e. each 
informant is confronted with both versions of the same stimuli) but the items are 
presented in random order. The stimuli are not minimal pairs but each pair of stimuli 
is only used for the evaluation of one factor. Results are discussed on the basis of 
percentages without statistical evaluation, but the raw data are provided so that a 
post-hoc calculation of statistical significance was possible. 
 
Ringer Uber finds experimental evidence for some of Roldán’s claims on the 
influence of ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT with some contrast and variable verbs, and 
for Roldán’s claim on the influence of the PRESENCE OF AN OBJECT OF THE 
INFINITIVE in a causative AcI-construction. Similarly, she confirms García’s 
hypothesis on the influence of ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT on pronoun choice with the 
verb molestar ‘to bother’, but she finds no evidence for Haverkate’s assumption that 
the verb ver ‘to see’ combines with different pronouns depending on whether the 
message implies only visual contact or verbal interaction.111 
 
Ringer Uber’s results on the Spanish implementation of Zubin’s hypothesis are 
plainly surprising: Zubin claims that in German pronoun use with verbs which imply 
physical contact between the subject and the object reflects the degree of impact of 
the action imparted by the verb. In other words: verbs which suggest strong or 

                                                 
111 Ringer Uber refers to Haverkate (1980:103) for the example in question, but originally, 
this claim was made by Givón (1976:170): [...] in Spanish, the dative/accusative distinction 
may lexically differentiate the same verb as to the degree of involvement of the object NP, 
with the dative marking a higher degree of personal involvement. Givón illustrates this claim 
with two pairs of verbs, one based on  the verb sorprender ‘to surprise’ (a variable verb), but 
the other one is based on ver ‘to see’. Givón’s translation of the examples suggests that the 
accusative pronoun is used in cases of visual contact only (Lo vi en la calle ‘I saw him in the 
street’), whereas the dative pronoun implies speaking to the person in question (Le vi en su 
oficina ‘I met him in his office’). No indication is given of the dialect(s) of Spanish for which 
this claim should hold.  
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aggressive contact take the accusative and verbs which imply light or friendly 
contact combine with the dative. Ringer Uber uses stimuli based on the verbs 
agarrar ‘to grasp’, empujar ‘to push’ golpear ‘to hit’, tocar ‘to touch’ and acariciar 
‘to caress’ – verbs which should take accusative pronouns in Latin-American 
Spanish. However, her results correspond to Zubin’s hypothesis in the sense that she 
obtains le-responses between 12% and 32% for these verbs with the highest 
percentages for the verbs tocar and acariciar.  
 
For loista dialects, these results are strange and a closer look at the results for some 
of the other stimuli also reveals amazingly high percentages of le-responses. An 
example is (30), the stimulus based on the contrast verb atacar ‘to attack’ (ibid:157) 
 
(30) A la pobre María ___ atacó un hombre por la calle anoche 
 To the poor Mariai [heri] he-attacked a man in the street last night 
 Last night, poor Maria was attacked by a man in the street.  
 
One third of her informants chose the dative form for this stimulus, which casts 
serious doubts on the claim that her informants are native speakers of Latin-
American Spanish.112 Although the linguistic background of almost all her speakers 
is reported to be Latin-American (mostly Caribbean), Ringer Uber herself considers 
31 of them English-dominant and reports that the questionnaire was purposefully 
formulated in informal style, using everyday vocabulary, so that English-dominant 
bilinguals “would not have problems with comprehension” (ibid:164, note2).113 In a 
later publication (Ringer Uber, 1988)  the author explicitely discusses the point that 
English-dominant speakers differ from Spanish-dominant speakers in their pronoun 
choice.   

4.5. Summary and evaluation 
 
Many ideas, statements and claims have been published about the use of third person 
pronouns in loísta dialects, but the field also boasts a history of more than half a 
century of data-based work. In the preceding sections, I discussed the studies of 
eight linguists – three corpus studies and eight experimental investigations to which 
more than one thousand informants have contributed. An impressive 33 different 
factors have been investigated, covering a broad range of approaches – syntactic, 
semantic, pragmatic, stylistic – and ranging from various implementations of the 
well-known factors such as ANIMACY OF THE REFERENT, ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, 
POLITE ADDRESS, SEX OF THE REFERENT, PRESENCE OF AN A-PHRASE or ACI-

                                                 
112 An ad hoc cross-check of these stimuli with several Argentine speakers revealed an 
emphatical rejection the use of the dative forms.  
113 Although the informants are probably not representative speakers of Latin-American 
Spanish, the fact that Zubin’s assumption can be replicated for Spanish remains fascinating 
and calls for further research. That precisely those speakers who are not fluent in the ‘standard 
dialect’ can yield important insights into the ‘logic’ behind the use of linguistic forms has 
already been shown, e.g. in Martínez (1990).  
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OBJECT, to rather exotic ones, such as APPARENT FEELING TOWARD ANTECEDENT, 
GENDER OF INANIMATE REFERENT or RELATIVE SOCIAL STANDING (of subject and 
object), to name but a few. 
 
One might expect that after so much time and effort, the basic principles of pronoun 
use should have been established. After all, all authors conclude that there are 
factors which are associated with pronoun use and those who do implicitly or 
explicitly formulate hypotheses, find most of their hypotheses confirmed by the 
data. A number of factors have even tested in multiple studies and the authors tend 
to agree about the hypotheses concerned. So, at least with respect to these factors, 
the issue should be resolved. As we shall see shortly, it is not. 
 
Appendix 1 contains a number of tables in which all studies are compared in various 
dimensions including tables in which the results of the studies – broken down per 
factor per country, wherever possible – can be compared on the basis of the 
calculation of Chi Square and Phi values. Details about the calculations and 
classification procedures for the comparison are given in the first part of Appendix 
1.  
 
In the following section, I will briefly discuss the research results for those factors 
which were tested in more than one study. Observational and experimental studies 
will be treated separately. The results for all factors can be found in Table A10 (for 
the observational studies) and Table A11 (for the experimental studies) of Appendix 
1. In the discussion of the factors, I will not only refer to the statistical significance 
of the results, but also present the strength of association found. The strength of 
association is indicated by means of a Phi-value, which ranges from 0 (no 
association at all, i.e. the percentages of le responses versus lo responses is identical 
under the le-favouring and the lo-favouring factor level) and 1 (total association, 
100% le for the le-favouring factor level and 100% lo for the lo-favouring factor 
level). I will indicate associations counter to the hypothesis (percentage le for the le-
favouring factor is level is lower than for the lo-favouring factor level) by negative 
Phi-values.114 

4.5.1 Comparison of research results 
The three observational studies remain hard to compare, simply because most of the 
factors appear in only one study. However, for the few factors which appear in more 
than one test, we find few converging results: The factor ACI-OBJECT turns out 
significant twice but remains insignificant in two other tests. ANIMACY OF THE 
SUBJECT works fine in Schmidely’s study, but not in Orange’s and the same holds 
for GRAMMATICAL PERSON OF THE SUBJECT. The factor IMPERSONAL SE AS A 
SUBJECT, in turn, yields significant results in both studies.  
 

                                                 
114 See §3.7.2.2 for a more detailed discussion of the Phi statistic. 
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The experimental studies yield more material for systematic comparisons – there are 
more studies available and there is less diversity in the factors which were put to 
test.  
 
Table 4.2 presents a systematic overview of the results of the five factors which 
were tested in more than two experiments. The number of studies which report 
results on the factor in question is given in parenthesis with the factor name. 
“Number of tests” refers to a reported results for the factor in a certain stimulus (or 
group of stimuli) presented to a group of informants. Results are ordered by the 
percentage of results which turn out significant.  
 

Table 4.2: Summary of recalculation of reported research results  
on five factors influencing pronoun choice. 

 
Significance of results Factor  

(N = studies reporting 
results) 

N  
Tests 

min 
Phi 

max 
Phi  

<.001 
 
<.05 

n.s. 
≥.05 

? 
% 
sig.. 

IMPERSONAL SE AS 
SUBJECT (3) 

8 .12 .56 5  3  62.5 

ANIMACY OF SUBJ. (5) 18 –.13 .93 8 3 7  61.1 
GENDER OF REF. (4) 17 .06 .39 1 6 10  41.2 
ACI-OBJECT(4) 15 .02 .85 2  13  13.3 
POLITE ADDRESS (4) 13 .00 .07    2 0.0 
 
IMPERSONAL SE AS A SUBJECT is the factor which shows the most consistent pattern: 
Although three out of the eight tests fail, the five which are significant yield strong 
associations (with Phi-values > 0.45). It seems that in this case dialect differences 
play an important role, since the negative tests were all carried out with Argentine 
informants, while the results for all other countries are significant.  
 
The factor ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, probably the one which is most frequently 
mentioned as the factor which influences pronoun choice in variable cases, is tested 
18 times but yields significant results in only 11 tests, with associations ranging 
from –0.13 (i.e. counter to the expectation) to 0.93 (almost categorical). 
 
GENDER OF THE REFERENT, the factor which is decisive in Castilian Spanish, does 
generally not yield strong effects for the loísta dialects (Phi-values ranging from 
0.06 to 0.39) but still proves significant in seven out of the 17 tests.  
 
For the factor ACI-OBJECT, which is used in four studies in a total of 15 stimulus 
sets, only two studies yield significant results, one with a mixed group of 
informants, another for Argentine informants. The results of these two evaluations 
are impressive (Phi-values > 0.7) but 13 other tests (among which four with 
Argentine informants) yield results which do not even get close to a 5% significance 
level.  
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For POLITE ADDRESS, we have Carfora’s (1968) and Ramos’(1984) results, which 
cannot be recalculated, plus eleven results from García’s (1990) and García and 
Otheguy’s (1983) questionnaires – all of which fail to yield significant results.  
 
Table 4.2 shows clearly that the consistency of research results can only be called 
disappointing. It does allow, on the other hand, some ranking of factors: 
IMPERSONAL SE AS A SUBJECT and ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT yield significant 
results in more than sixty percent of the tests, GENDER OF THE REFERENT turns out to 
have significant influence in more than forty percent of the tests, whereas the results 
for ACI-OBJECT and POLITE ADDRESS are very weak.  
 
Various reasons can be given for this vast diversity in results:  First of all, several of 
the studies are ridden by methodological weaknesses: some of them (Carfora, 1968, 
Ringer Uber, 1988) are – due to their selection of informants – not convincingly 
representative of loísta dialects and others (García, 1975, Carfora, 1968, Ramos, 
1984) use problematic definitions of “variable contexts”. Moreover, dialect variation 
within loísta dialects does certainly play a role here.  
 
On the other hand, it is unlikely that these aspects alone are responsible for the vast 
divergence of results – after all, several factors show significant and insignificant 
results even within the same speaker community and investigated by the same 
author. Neither is it plausible that the results are an artefact of “repeated testing”, 
i.e., the fact that if a large number of tests is carried out, some of them will yield 
significant results “by chance” – after all, quite a number of test yield highly 
significant results which are extremely unlikely to be the results of coincidence.  
 
In sum, the results suggest that most of the factors under investigation CAN have an 
impact on pronoun choice but that they do not “work” in all contexts. In other 
words, it seems that a context can contain elements which “trigger” or “suppress” 
the effect of the factor in question. This is, of course, what interaction effects are all 
about.115  
 
The divergence of the results is thus in all probability related to the univariate 
approach to the problem. Some of the authors of the studies discussed here were 
definitely aware of the fact that pronoun use in variable contexts cannot be explained 
as the effect of one single factor and that the presence of a certain element related to 
one factor might have influence on the effect of another factor. After all, this is the 
logic behind García’s testing the factor ACI-OBJECT with different AcI-Verbs and of 
Hurst’s implementing ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT in constructions based on various 
“emotion verbs” or of García and Otheguy’s evaluation of only those stimuli of 
which it could be assumed that the contexts contained “no interfering elements”. 

                                                 
115 A closer look at the results of the recalculation results in Table A10 in Appendix shows 
that results for certain factors are more consistent within studies (i.e. for a given stimulus or 
set of stimuli) than within countries (i.e. speaker communities).  
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4.5.2 Implications for the present research project  
While several authors of earlier studies were aware of the multivariate nature of the 
problem under investigation, none of them (maybe with the exception of Orange) 
made this aspect an integral part of their research. The aim of the project at hand is 
to gain more insight into the way in which contextual factors are related to pronoun 
use and in which the presence of certain factor levels affects  the influence of other 
factors.  
 
Apart from a multivariate approach in the design and the evaluation of the respective 
investigations, this implies a high degree of methodological rigor in order to exclude 
interfering effects from factors which are not under investigation. Chapter 3 was 
dedicated to the discussion of all methodological decisions taken for the research 
part of the project at hand – with a serious effort to avoid all the methodological 
pitfalls of earlier studies which were so meticulously denounced in this review. 
 



 

Chapter five 
 

Text study 
 
 

5.1 Introduction 
 
This Chapter presents the investigation of third person pronoun use in actual Buenos 
Aires language use. It is based on the evaluation of three text sources in which 
pronoun use will be analyzed according to a range of criteria. In the first place, this 
study will attempt to replicate the earlier text-based studies on pronoun use (García, 
1975, Orange, 1982, Schmidely, 1971) with special attention to methodological 
aspects and the separation of categorical from variable contexts.  
 
In section 2, the relevant methodological decisions for this investigation will be 
discussed. Section 3 presents the analysis of the categorical contexts, first with a 
stratified univariate approach in which primary effects and two types of interaction 
effects will be analyzed and discussed. A short digression will be taken to have a 
look at whether all combinations of factor levels are equally frequent in natural 
language use. In the multivariate analysis, several techniques will be applied to the 
data and the respective results will be compared. Section 4 is dedicated to the 
analysis of variable contexts and their comparison with the categorical ones. Section 
5 summarizes the results and discusses the findings. 

5.2 Method 
 
The basic methodological decisions for this project, such as the choice of factors and 
the selection and background of the statistical techniques to be used were discussed 
in Chapter 3. This section presents methodological aspects which are specifically 
relevant to the corpus investigation, i.e. selection of texts and samples and sample 
classification. 

5.2.1 Selection of texts 
This corpus study is based on old-fashioned page-by-page reading of text with 
subsequent copying of examples with their contexts – albeit not onto little file cards 
to be stored in an empty shoe box but directly into a spreadsheet  – but still, very 
much in the philological tradition of text-based studies of linguistic variation. In 
times of easily accessible electronic corpora based on thousands of pages from a 
broad spectrum of text sources, it would certainly be possible to conduct a text study 
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of pronoun use based on queries carried out in such a corpus.116 The fact that this 
was not done is mostly due to practical aspects, in particular the limited availability 
of electronic corpus data for Argentine Spanish in the early stages of this 
investigation. This approach does, however, have the advantage of replicating even 
the manner of data collection of the earlier studies. 117 
 
The price for the traditional approach is that – within the same amount of time 
available - less text can evaluated so that it is more difficult to get a large and 
representative sample of the language production of the speaker community in 
question. However, for an investigation of pronoun use, the most important aspect is 
not to have a broad range of texts but to have a broad range of expressions which 
contain forms under investigation. It seems plausible that this can also be achieved 
by selecting a small number of different texts, each of which covers a broad 
spectrum of subject matter and different communicative situations. For this study, 
three quite different texts were chosen, a novel, an autobiography and a series of 
interviews. The main selection criterion for the texts was their being representative 
of Buenos Aires language use and – for practical purposes – a relatively high density 
of third person pronouns referring to human antecedents. Each of the three text 
sources will be discussed in the following. 

5.2.1.1. Cortázar’s novel Los Premios 
The text which will be referred to in the following as ‘Premios’ is a novel written by 
Julio Cortázar and first published in 1960 (Cortázar, 1960).118 Los Premios was 
Cortázar’s first novel and the book is considered to be one of the early works within 
the ‘Boom’ of Latin-American literature that characterized the literary production of 
the sixties and early seventies of the past century (Shaw, 2002:109 and 119). The 
novel has not received as much attention from literary critics as the more 
revolutionary “Rayuela” (Hopscotch) which appeared three years later, but it does 
have many of traits which characterize the Boom period. Franco (1994:325) 
mentions it as an example of the new novel in which Latin-American writers no 
longer produce pallid imitations of European literature but instead Latin-American 
modernity in its confrontation with tradition (ibid:326).  
 
The novel is about a group of eighteen passengers, representing a cross-section of 
the inhabitants of Buenos Aires, who have won a cruise as a prize in a lottery. 
However, right from the beginning, strange things happen: the passengers are taken 
to the ship under police supervision, the cruise-ship turns out to be some kind of 
cargo ship with a separate passenger part, the destiny of the cruise is not revealed to 

                                                 
116 Writing the corresponding queries for an electronic corpus without morphological tagging 
would, besides, be quite a challenge. The pronouns can appear either as independent forms or 
as suffixes to verbs and the forms la and lo can either be pronouns or articles. A plain query 
on the strings le, la and lo would, in any case, yield a result full of ‘noise’.  
117 Data from electronic corpora will be used sporadically, mostly to answer specific 
questions about contexts for which only few tokens are available in the chosen texts. 
118 The English translation of the novel appeared in 1965 under the title ‘The Winners’. 
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the passengers, the captain and the senior officers remain anonymous and invisible, 
most crew members speak an incomprehensible language and there is no way to 
communicate with the outside world. Moreover, the passengers are denied access to 
the stern of the ship with the explanation that there are cases of typhoid fever on 
board. The passengers cope in different ways with these restrictions, some accepting 
them, others trying to challenge and disobey them. When a little boy gets sick, a 
group of passengers force their way into the forbidden zone in order to send a radio 
message for medical assistance. In this endeavour, one of the passengers is killed by 
a crew member and shortly after this, the other passengers are taken back to Buenos 
Aires only a few days after the beginning of the cruise. This is about all the action 
that happens in the 400-odd pages of this book. Literary critics interpret the novel as 
a metaphor of an authoritarian society but it is also famous for the complex 
interpersonal relationships which reveal themselves in the continuous chatter of the 
passengers. It is this wealth of dialogues between and among and over the fellow 
travellers which makes this book a valuable source for third person pronoun uses.   
 
The dialogues are rendered in typical Porteño speech, including markers of the 
socio-cultural background of the characters. This authentic language use might be 
surprising, considering that Cortázar was born in Brussels, came to Argentina only 
at the age of four and spent the most productive years of his literary career in France, 
the country to which he had emigrated at the age of 37. Nevertheless, critics praise 
him for his language use and even emphasise his influence on the language use in 
Latin American literature in general (Fernández Retamar, 1992, Gnutzmann, 1989).  

5.2.1.2 El Habla Culta de la Ciudad de Buenos Aires 
In chronological order, the second text source, which will be referred to as “Habla 
Culta” is a set of interviews collected as part of the project for documenting the 
linguistic standards of the major Spanish-speaking cities in Spain and Latin 
America. The use of these text sources has become sort of a tradition in the 
investigation of linguistic variation in Spanish-speaking regions. The respective data 
for Buenos Aires were published in two volumes under the title “El Habla Culta de 
la Ciudad de Buenos Aires” (Barrenechea, 1987). The introduction to the text does 
not indicate the year in which the interviews were taken. Considering the fact that 
the project was started in 1961 and that the director of the Buenos Aires project was 
a member of the project group right from the beginning (ibid:5), it is probable that 
the interviews were taken in the early or mid 60’s of the past century. Speakers 
whose language use had to be representative of the Buenos Aires dialect  were 
selected mainly on criteria of education (university or equivalent). Various types of 
recordings were made, such as open interviews, formal discourse and secret 
recordings. The books contain evidently unedited transcriptions of the interviews 
(with fillers, pauses, slips of the tongue, etc.) The introduction states that all 
transcriptions were reviewed at least three times, by at least two different persons 
(ibid:6). Although it is not explicitly stated, it is likely that all interviewers and the 
persons who made the transcriptions were university staff and native speakers of the 
Buenos Aires dialect.  
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The data for the investigation at hand were taken from volume 2 which contains free 
dialogues, i.e. recordings of conversations of groups of two, three or four informants 
about any subject they chose. For the evaluation of pronoun use, the three recordings 
of young adults (age 26 to 33) and two of the medium age group (37 and 52 years) 
were used. This corresponds to approximately four hours of speech.119 The 
informants were six men and nine women, with each informant taking part in only 
one group. The informants were well-educated professionals, such as college 
teachers, lawyers, linguists and architects. Typical subjects of the conversations are 
work, friends, hobbies and travelling. Table 5.1 presents an overview of speakers’ 
characteristics of the interviews selected for the corpus. 
 

Table 5.1: Speakers' gender and age for the interviews 
selected for the corpus. 

 
Inter- 
view 

Pages number of 
speakers 

age of 
male 
speaker(s) 

age of 
female 
speaker(s) 

21   7-  64 3 33 26, 34 
22 65-105 2 30 29 
23 106-132 2 29 ? 
24 133-214 4 42, 44 39, 42 
26 276-312 2 ? 52 
27 313-360 2  37, ? 

 
For some informants, no socio-demographic data (besides their gender) is available 
because the informants “did not count” for the statistical purposes of the project, i.e. 
there were already sufficient recordings for the respective socio-demographic group. 
It can be assumed, however, that all informants within any given interview group 
had roughly the same age and educational background.   

5.2.1.3 Maradona’s autobiography Yo Soy el Diego 
A text intended to represent contemporary language use is the autobiography of the 
Argentine soccer star Diego Maradona (Maradona, 2000) and it will be referred to as 
“Maradona” in the following.120 The book is the result of a series of interviews done 
with Maradona between February and July 2000, a period in which Maradona was 
living in Cuba. The book is written in the first person and yields Maradona’s 
memories of his childhood and youth, his soccer career in Argentina and Europe 

                                                 
119 The volume contains information about the minutes of recording per speaker, but does so 
only until the number of speakers necessary to obtain a sample according to the specifications 
of the project. The total duration is estimated on the basis of the duration indicated for six of 
the nine speakers (166 minutes), with the speech time for the remaining ones assumed to be 
approximately equal to that of their counterparts. 
120 An English translation of the book appeared in 2005 under the title El Diego - the 
autobiography of the world’s greatest footballer. 
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until his retirement from soccer in 1997. The book contains vivid descriptions of 
soccer matches and anecdotes and comments about soccer celebrities and officials 
all over the world, which makes it a bonanza of third person pronouns with human 
referents. 
 
The question whether Maradona is a typical speaker of Buenos Aires Spanish 
deserves some discussion: Maradona is the son of migrants from the Province of 
Corrientes in the North East of Argentina. This Province is considered a region of 
language contact due to the large number of Guaraní-speaking inhabitants but there 
are no indications that this should hold for Maradona’s parents. Villa Fiorito, the 
poor suburb where Maradona grew up, will nowadays have a large number of 
bilingual speakers due to immigration from Paraguay and Bolivia. However, 
immigration from the neighbouring countries to the large cities of Argentina is a 
phenomenon which did not start until the 90’s of the past century so that one can be 
quite sure that Maradona’s peers were monolingual speakers of the Porteño 
dialect.121 
 
The book does not contain any information about the process by which the 
interviews were converted into the autobiography text and how much editing was 
done by the two journalists involved. It is evident that the text is not a mere 
transcription of the actual interviews: the style is colloquial but the text consists 
entirely of well-formed full sentences and contains well structured information, 
which means that at least some editing must have taken place. Considering that both 
journalists involved in the project are native speakers of Porteño Spanish it is, 
however, very unlikely that Maradona’s use of third person pronouns should have 
been the specific target of editing actions.122 All in all, even if the text is not 
authentic “Maradona speech” but represents to a certain degree the language use of 
the journalists, it is still a document of Buenos Aires language use and therefore 
suitable to the investigation at hand. As for possible Cuban traits in Maradona’s 
speech, there is no evidence that he has picked up any Cuban accent or expressions - 
he conducted a series of talk shows on Argentine TV in 2005 and his speech is 
judged by native speakers as “typical lower class Buenos Aires Spanish” without 
any traits of other dialects.123 
 
The three texts differ in several dimensions so that it will not be possible to make 
well-argumented statements about differences between the texts. For the purpose of 

                                                 
121 Information gathered at the website of the Argentinean Office for Statistics and Census 
(Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Censos, 2003). 
122 The two journalists are Daniel Arcucci, a sports journalist and writer of several books on 
sports-related items, a native of the province of Buenos Aires and Ernesto Cherquis Bialo, a 
sports journalist, native of Montevideo, Uruguay who spent most of his life in Argentina. The 
Uruguayan background of Bialo should not pose any problem, since the Montevideo dialect is 
almost indistinguishable from the Buenos Aires Spanish (Lipski, 1994:337). 
123 Even if this were the case, it should not affect his pronoun use since Cuban Spanish is, just 
as Buenos Aires Spanish, clearly loísta ( § 2.4.3). 
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this project, where neither text-type nor sociolinguistic variables are under 
investigation, this is not a problem. The basic distribution of categorical and variable 
cases and of pronoun forms within these categories will be presented for the three 
texts separately, but for the analysis of contextual factors and their co-occurrence 
with pronoun forms, the text sources will be conflated.  

5.2.2 Selection of samples 
In the discussion of the limitation to ‘relevant contexts’ (§ 3.3) the restriction to a 
data set which enables an efficient comparison of categorical and variable pronoun 
uses was explained. In the first step of data collection, all clauses with pronouns 
referring to single human persons were taken into consideration. The intention was 
to gather at least 500 tokens from each texts and the initial set consisted of 1608 
clauses in which third person pronouns appeared.124  
 
Each of these examples was given a unique identification number and was enriched 
by information about the source and the position in the text in the form of page and 
line number. “Sufficient context” was defined as the amount of surrounding (usually 
preceding) context that was needed to afford a classification of all the factors to be 
investigated. In practice, the context included at least the clause that contained the 
target pronoun, but usually the whole sentence and in some instances even (part of) 
the preceding sentence was copied into the database.  
 
The set of tokens was subsequently cleared of those contexts which can practically 
not contain variable contexts (three-participant contexts and contexts with a tacit 
accusative) and those which pose practical problems with respect to their 
classification for the contextual factors which were chosen for the investigation (use 
of the form se, ambiguous structure or a referent which cannot be classified into the 
categories ‘male’ and ‘female’).  

 
Figure 5.1 presents the result of the classification of the 1608 original tokens. The 
ones which are suitable for a direct comparison of categorical and variable cases are 
represented by the light grey shade; those which are excluded from the further 
analysis appear in dark grey, with an indication of the reason for their exclusion. 
 

                                                 
124 The collection of samples after the respective 500th token per text was continued to the end 
of the chapter or interview so that between 517 and 551 tokens were gathered per text. 
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Figure 5.1: Selection of tokens for further investigation. 
 
Figure 5.1 shows that the majority of tokens are excluded in this step. Some 48% of 
the tokens represent three-participant situations, 43% with lexically present direct 
objects and some 5% with tacit accusatives. Ambiguous syntactic structures (often 
due to the use of se) and references to generic or unidentifiable referents account for 
another 8%. 
  
The share of ‘surviving’ tokens differs somewhat across the three corpus texts, 
mainly as a function of the relative frequency of 3-participant contexts. The number 
of excluded tokens is relatively high for the informal texts (Habla Culto 63% and 
Maradona 59%), but notably lower for the novel (Premios 44%). Table 5.2 presents 
the number of remaining tokens per text: 
 

Table 5.2: Summary of Corpus Sources, selection criteria and examples. 
 

Text # pages 
used 

# valid 
tokens 

Los Premios  (Cortázar) 183 295 
Yo Soy el Diego (Maradona) 188 256 
El Habla Culto de la Cuidad de Buenos Aires 
(Interviews) 

291 196 

Total 662 747 
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This set contains categorical and variable cases and forms the basis for the further 
investigation, i.e. for the evaluation of the share of variable contexts, the overall 
distribution of pronouns in these tokens and the detailed evaluation of the 
categorical contexts. For the evaluation of variable contexts, additional tokens will 
be added in order to reach a number of tokens sufficient for a multivariate analysis. 

5.2.3 Classification of samples 
The contexts were then classified for a broad range of criteria, among which the 
variables selected for this investigation (see §3.4).  
 

Table 5.3: Summary of factors and levels used in the corpus study. 
 
Factor accusative-

favouring level 
dative-
favouring 
level 

relevant part of 
the corpus 

ANIMACY OF THE 
SUBJECT 

animate inanimate all contexts 

POLITE ADDRESS referential use polite use all contexts 
GENDER OF THE 
REFERENT 

female male all contexts 

ACI-VERB perceptive causative AcI-contexts 
ACI-OBJECT absent present AcI-contexts 
 
Pronoun case with values accusative (for lo c.q. la) and dative (le) will in most 
evaluations be treated as the dependent variable. 
 
The classification criteria for the factors are fairly straightforward: For ANIMACY OF 
THE SUBJECT, humans or groups of humans were classified as animate, all other 
subjects (whether tangible, intangible or abstract) were classified as inanimate.125 
POLITE ADDRESS is always clearly identifiable from the discourse situation, i.e. those 
cases where the pronoun refers to an interlocutor (independent of the actual presence 
of the form usted) were classified as polite use, all others were classified as 
referential use. The classification of GENDER OF THE REFERENT was facilitated by the 
exclusion of those (few) examples which referred to indefinite referents or examples 
in which the referent was not unambiguously identifiable. All other cases were 
classified as /male/ or /female/ on the basis of the biological sex of the referent. The 
classification of the factors relevant for the AcI-contexts will be discussed and 
illustrated in §5.4. 
 
 

                                                 
125 The classification problems discussed in §3.6.2.1 did not materialize in the classification 
of the corpus examples.  
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5.2.4 Identification of categorical and variable 
contexts  
One of the main purposes of the corpus study is to find out whether there are 
structural differences between those statements where the pronoun chosen by the 
speaker is the only one that yields a coherent message of the intended content 
(‘categorical use’) or whether the speaker could actually have chosen the pronoun 
form corresponding to the other case, still conveying a coherent message of 
practically identical content (‘variable use’). In order to make such a comparison 
possible, all corpus examples had to be classified as either representing a categorical 
or a variable use of the pronoun.  
 
The difficulties involved in defining variable uses were discussed in detail in §2.5.2. 
The fact that it is practically impossible to define the complete set of variable 
contexts does, however, not imply that no such statement can be made for concrete 
examples. The best way to make this decision would be to present each example to a 
substantial number of native speakers and classify it as variable when a certain 
percentage of these speakers indicate that they would accept the expression with the 
alternative pronoun form and that the resulting expression would, in their opinion, 
still be an adequate description of the same situation. For practical purposes, this 
option was not available and the procedure applied was a mixture of a priori choices 
combined with the judgments of a few native speakers.  
 
In the a priori classification, token contexts were labelled as ‘variable’ under each of 
the following conditions: 
 

1. clauses which are based on one of the verbs listed as weakly-polarizing 
verbs in § 2.6.1. 

2. AcI-clauses as defined in § 2.6.2, independent of the main verb on which 
they are based.  

3. clauses based on the two-participant use of the verbs aconsejar  ‘to advise’ 
and  perdonar ‘to forgive’ and clauses based on the verb llamar ‘to call’ 
with a nominal predicate (see §2.6.3). 

 
All examples of the Habla Culta and Premios texts were then classified on the basis 
of judgements of native speakers of Buenos Aires Spanish.126 Each statement in the 
corpus was presented to two informants who were asked to give an opinion about 
how the statement could be interpreted with the complementary pronoun instead of 
the original one. The “complementary pronoun” was the dative form le for all those 
cases where the original context contained one of the accusative forms lo or la.  
When the original texts contained the dative form le, this form had to be substituted 
by either lo or la, according to the gender of the referent. When giving their 

                                                 
126 The Maradona corpus, which was added later, was only classified on the basis of the a 
priori criteria.  
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judgments, the informants did not know the a priori classification of the examples in 
terms of the above-mentioned criteria.127  
 
Seven of the 673 examples which were originally classified as categorical were 
judged as variable by at least one of the informants. On the other hand, more than 
half of the 74 examples initially classified as variable were judged as categorical by 
one or more of the informants. For the final classification of the examples it was 
decided to consider them as variable when they were either considered variable by 
one or more of the informants or when they were variable according to the criteria 
established for the a priori classification. This decision is predominantly based on 
practical considerations of maintaining a number of variable contexts which is large 
enough to allow statistical evaluation. It does, on the other hand, imply the danger of 
a too broad definition of variable contexts.  
 
The most controversial classification concerned the examples based on the verb ver 
‘to see’. Among the 41 examples based on this verb (not counting the AcI-cases 
which fall, by definition, into the variable category) there was one example in which 
the dative form was used.  
 
(31) Yo a Aníbal hace muchísimo que no  le veo. (C153.34) 
 I  to Anibal   it-makes  very-much  that not  to-him  I-see 
 As for me, I have not seen Anibal in a long time 
 
Since other examples had been classified as variable merely on the basis of the verb 
with which they occurred, actually finding the use of both pronouns with the same 
verb in two-participant constructions with identical meaning, should lead to the 
classification of all other 40 examples based on this verb as variable. This item was 
discussed with a number of native speakers. All but one of them strongly rejected 
the use of le together with ver, even in the example found in the corpus. Example 
(31) was therefore classified as variable – after all, the substitution of le by lo 
seemed highly acceptable to all and even preferable to most informants – whereas 
the other 40 examples based on the verb ver remained with their original 
classification as categorical.  
 
Table 5.4 presents the distribution of categorical and variable contexts in the three 
texts from which categorical and variable samples were collected. The category 
“variable verbs” contains examples based on variable verbs as defined in §2.5.2, 
plus the (very few) examples of pronoun use with verbs with a changing valence 
pattern. 
 

                                                 
127 Five native speakers of Buenos Aires Spanish (Ana Arregui, Teresa Aguilar, Alejandro 
Renato, Amalia Amati and Laura DiMello) all students, Ph.D. students or staff members at 
either Leiden University or the University of Buenos Aires and aged between 24 and 32 years 
were involved in this task. Each sample was judged by at least two informants.  
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Table 5.4: Distribution of categorical and variable texts. 
 
Text (down) tokens categorical variable 
   verbs AcI 
Premios  295 251 (85.0%) 18 (6.1%) 26 (8.8%) 
Maradona  256 179 (92.6%) 7 (2.3%) 10 (5.1%) 
Habla Culta 196 236 (91.3%) 7 (3.6%) 13 (5.1%) 
TOTAL 747 666 (89.3%) 32 (4.2%) 49 (6.6%) 
 
Table 5.4 shows that variable contexts are rare, although the classification criteria 
are lenient towards the classification of a token as variable. The dataset of the 
evaluation of categorical and variable contexts in two-participant contexts yields 
only contain 81 variable cases, some 11% of the total selected for investigation.  
 
The distribution of categorical and variable contexts differs notably between the 
novel Los Premios on the one hand and Maradona’s autobiography and the Habla 
Culta interviews on the other.128 That AcI-construction should be found relatively 
more frequently in literary texts than in texts based on conversations, is line with the 
findings of García (2003) on the cognitive complexity of these structures and the 
resulting skewing in appearance of these constructions in different types of 
communicative contexts. As for contexts based on weakly-polarizing verbs and in 
particular psych-verbs, it seems plausible that their density should be higher in a 
novel in which complicated interpersonal relations play a major role than in the 
more down-to-earth texts of the Habla Culta interviews and Maradona’s 
autobiography. 

5.3 Evaluation of categorical contexts 
 
Categorical contexts are contexts in which the pronoun present in the context is the 
only possible form for the given message in the given dialect. All contexts 
investigated here are two-participant situations, i.e. the pronoun referent is the entity 
most directly affected by the action described in the verb. In the approach chosen for 
this investigation, pronoun choice is the result of government by the verb.  
 
The investigation of pronoun use in a categorical context is, de facto, an 
investigation of verb distribution. After all, each accusative pronoun appears 
together with a transitive verb and each dative pronoun appears together with an 
intransitive verb (with polysemic ones being transitive in one interpretation and 
intransitive in the other). The evaluation will establish quantitative relations between 
pronoun forms and contextual factors – precisely in the same way as this will be 
                                                 
128 The classification into ‘categorical’ versus ‘variable’ contexts yields significant values for 
the comparison between Premios and Habla Culta (χ2=4.5, df=1, p=.033) and between 
Premios and Maradona (χ2=7.2, df=1, p=.007) but not for the comparison of Habla Culta  
and Maradona (χ2=0.1, df=1, ins.) 
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done within variable contexts later. The technique applied is the same; the 
implications, however are not. In variable contexts there might be a causal relation 
between contextual elements and pronoun use, in the categorical contexts it can be 
stated a priori that this is not the case. Still, it is relevant to find out whether the 
factor levels of the factors under investigation are distributed in the same way in 
categorical and in variable cases. This is, after all, one of the things which earlier 
studied never have checked.  
 
Another new aspect of this investigation in comparison to the earlier ones is that in 
addition to the investigation of direct co-occurrence of contextual factors and 
pronouns (i.e. the primary effects) also interaction effects will be investigated.  
 
In this section, I will first analyze the corpus with univariate techniques, applying 
cross-tabulations and statistical techniques for nominal data. This will be done for 
the primary effects and – by analysing sub-groups of contexts defined by levels of 
the respective factors – also for the interaction effects. I will refer to this approach as 
the stratified univariate approach (see Chapter 3.5.1) In the last part of this section, 
multivariate techniques will be applied to the same data set which was analyzed with 
successive univariate techniques and the results will be compared and discussed.  

5.3.1 Pronoun distribution in categorical contexts 
The tokens from all three text sources together are considered to form a sample of 
language production in Buenos Aires and will therefore be merged for the further 
analysis. Before doing so, it is useful to know whether there are substantial 
differences in the distribution of pronoun forms over the various texts sources. Table 
5.5 presents the results of a cross-tabulation of pronoun case with the three texts 
used.  
  
Table 5.5: Frequency of dative and accusative pronouns in the three corpus texts. 
 
 total dative accusative 
Premios  250  88 (35.2%) 162 (64.8%) 
Habla Culta 179  54 (30.2%) 125 (69.8%) 
Maradona  237  37 (15.6%) 200 (84.4%) 
TOTAL 666 179 (26.9%) 487 (73.1%) 
 
Table 5.5 shows a very similar distribution of dative and accusative pronouns in the 
Premios and the Habla Culta text sources and a notably lower share of datives in 
Maradona’s autobiography. Considering that this distribution corresponds by 
definition directly to the frequency of transitive and intransitive verbs in the texts, 
there is a plausible explanation for this difference: Whereas the Premios and the 
Habla Culta interviews cover a broad range of topics, Maradona’s book is mainly 
about soccer, an activity with much direct and strong interaction between persons 
which should be reflected in the use of the verbs. Table 5.6 presents the ten most 
frequent verbs within each of the text sources, together with their translation. 
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Intransitive verbs are marked by bold letters; the remaining verbs are either 
transitive or polysemic.  
 

Table 5.6: List of the ten most frequent verbs in categorical part  
of each of the text sources (intransitive verbs are marked in bold). 

 
Premios Habla Culta Maradona 

mirar        to look ver          to see llamar     to call 
gustar       to please conocer  to know ver          to see 
hablar      to talk gustar     to please conocer   to know 
ver            to see hablar    to talk to dejar      to let 
besar        to kiss llamar     to call pasar      to pass  

to happen 
parecer     to seem querer     to want 

to love 
encarar   to face 

esperar     to wait 
to hope 

echar       to throw tener       to have 
to keep 

interesar   to interest interesar to interest poner      to put 
tutear        to address  

informally 
matar      to kill matar      to kill 

seguir       to follow pasar      to pass  
to happen 

mirar      to look at 

 
Table 5.6 confirms the assumption about differences in verb choice: the typical 
intransitive verbs such as gustar, hablar, parecer and interesar rank high in the 
Premios and the Habla Culto texts, but are absent in Maradona’s top ten verbs.  

5.3.2 Evaluation of primary effects 
For the investigation of the primary effects, i.e. the plain differences in co-
occurrence of the levels of each factor with pronoun use, three cross-tabulations 
were carried out over the corpus samples. In each of the three cross-tabulations, the 
corpus was subdivided corresponding to the levels of the respective factor, without 
taking into consideration the influence of the other factors.129 Figure 5.2 presents the 
percentage of the use of the dative pronoun form le (as opposed to the accusative 
pronoun forms lo and la) in the presence of the accusative-favouring value of each 
of the factors versus the respective dative-favouring value.   

                                                 
129 For the discussion of the procedure applied here (stratiefied univariate approach) see 
§3.7.1  
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Figure 5.2: Frequency of occurrence of the dative pronoun form  

with accusative-favouring and dative-favouring contextual factors. 
 
 
One glance at Figure 5.2 is sufficient to see that two of the three factors (ANIMACY 
OF THE SUBJECT and POLITE ADDRESS) are clearly associated to pronoun choice 
whereas the third (GENDER OF THE REFERENT) is not. The distribution of cases across 
categories and the statistical data for the respective calculations are presented in 
Table 5.7 with significant results marked by bold letters. 
 

Table 5.7: Results of primary effect calculations. 
 

Pronoun Case Factor Level 
dat acc 

total χ2 p φ 

animate 47 
9% 

452 
91% 499 

ANIMACY OF 
SUBJECT inanimate 132 

79% 
35 

21% 167 
308.6 <.001 .681 

referential 156 
25% 

478 
75% 634 

POLITE 
ADDRESS polite 23 

72% 
9 

28% 32 
34.6 <.001 .228 

female 39 
23% 

129 
77% 168 

GENDER OF 
REFERENT male 140 

28% 
358 

72% 498 
1.5 .216 .048 
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The strongest association with pronoun case is clearly the one of the factor ANIMACY 
OF THE SUBJECT. In the given data set, the vast majority of clauses with an animate 
subject have an accusative pronoun and the vast majority of sentences with an 
inanimate subject have a dative pronoun. As discussed in §2.5.3, there is no direct 
relation between ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and the pronoun – after all, changing the 
subject from animate to inanimate or vice versa will not have repercussions on 
pronoun use in a categorical context – the explanation for this distribution can be 
found in the fact that transitive verbs, merely due to their semantic content, tend to 
appear with an animate subject, while intransitive (many of them stative) verbs tend 
to go with inanimate subjects.  
 
POLITE ADDRESS, in which a third person pronoun is used to address an interlocutor 
in polite way, also shows a sharp rise in the percentage of dative pronouns relative to 
the accusative-favouring referential use. With respect to the relative increase of the 
dative form in polite versus referential contexts, the factor is similar in strength to 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT. However, the distribution of the two values of the factors 
is different in the sense that tokens which represent the polite use of the pronoun are 
rather scarce. This fact has also repercussions on the chi-square and phi statistics 
which give notably lower (but still highly significant) results for this factor.  
 
That the factor POLITE ADDRESS should show such a strong association with pronoun 
forms in categorical contexts is not immediately plausible. However, the reason for 
this distribution must – just as in the case of ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT – be relatable 
to the distribution of the verbs. Since the contexts are categorical, the reason for the 
association cannot be that speakers ‘say things differently’ when speaking politely 
towards a person (in comparison to speaking about a person) but that speakers ‘say 
different things’ in such a situation. A check on the verbs used in those context 
which are classified as polite use shows, indeed, that the two verbs parecer ‘to 
seem’ and gustar ‘to please’ alone make up for more than half of all the cases. That 
polite interactions should have a high share of ¿le parece que...? ‘do you think 
that...?’ and ¿le gusta ...? ‘do you like ...? ” is indeed plausible and might be fairly 
universal, at least in western cultures. The respective Spanish verbs govern the 
dative so that the strong association between the factor POLITE ADDRESS and pronoun 
case can be explained as a question of message selection.130 
 
The factor GENDER OF THE REFERENT does not yield a significant association with 
pronoun case. The frequency of the dative pronoun is slightly higher for male 

                                                 
130 The fact that speakers of Buenos Aires Spanish seem to have a strong intuition about the 
pronoun form le being ‘polite’ (see § 3.4.2.2), is thus to a certain degree backed by the 
distribution of the forms. Why speakers perceive the association of POLITE ADDRESS more 
clearly than the – statistically stronger – association with ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT can only 
be guessed at. It might have to do with a higher salience of polite-address contexts in 
comparison to contexts which feature an inanimate subject or with the fact that the ‘politeness 
pronoun’ usted (which often, but not always, appears in polite-address contexts) is a clear 
marker of a polite context, whereas no such form is identifiable for inanimate subjects. 
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referents than for female ones, but differences are minimal. Had there been any 
significant difference, this would not have meant that ‘men are felt to be more active 
and therefore referred to by the more active pronoun form’ – after all, we are dealing 
with categorical contexts – but that the things which are said about male referents 
are different from the things which are said about female referents. For the corpus 
under investigation, there is little difference with respect to the verbs most 
frequently used for male and female referents. In the list of the five most frequently 
used verbs for male and for female referents there is an overlap of four (gustar ‘to 
please’, mirar ‘to look’,  ver ‘to see’ and conocer ‘to know’) with a striking besar 
‘to kiss’ on rank five for female referents in comparison to a plain hablar ‘to talk’ 
for male referents.  

5.3.3 Evaluation of multi-collinearity effects 
The second step of the evaluation of categorical contexts will consist in checking 
whether the three factors under investigation, or rather their respective levels, show 
systematic co-occurrences among each other. Such effects are referred to as multi-
collinearity effects in statistics (Rietveld & van Hout, 1993:98ff).  
 
A non-linguistic example will help to illustrate the idea. Imagine that I want to 
investigate the voting behaviour of different groups in the population. I might 
consider the religion and the ethnical background of a persons as a relevant factor. 
However, if I really want to understand the phenomenon, I should ask myself 
whether the levels of the factors “religion” and “ethnical background” are distributed 
in a random way or whether these factors are in some way “entangled”. A good way 
to check this, is to separate the group under investigation according to the factor 
levels of one factor (say, ethnical background) and calculate the effect of the other 
(in our example, religion) on the phenomenon which I want to understand or predict 
(here, the voting behaviour).  
 
The term “stratified univariate evaluation” was chosen for this approach in Chapter 
3.5. For the data under investigation here, the three contextual factors (ANIMACY OF 
THE SUBJECT, POLITE ADDRESS, GENDER OF THE REFERENT) will be cross-tabulated in 
all three constellations possible.  
 
Figure 5.3 represents the results in pairs of bars with, for each comparison, the more 
unevenly distributed factor on the horizontal axis.  
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Figure 5.3: Multicollinearity among contextual factors. 
 
Figure 5.3 shows that animate and inanimate subjects are very evenly distributed 
across male and female referents. The distribution of male and female referents 
across referential and polite contexts is less balanced, with male referents somewhat 
overrepresented in polite address. The difference is, however, not significant 
(χ2=2.87, df=1, ins.). The rightmost pair of columns, in contrast, shows a clear and 
highly significant multi-collinearity effect (χ2=29.42, df=1, p<<0.001): polite use 
and inanimate subjects have a strong tendency to appear in the same contexts. Of 
course, considering the explanations given for the primary effects, this does not 
come as a surprise – the causality involved in this distribution is again the verb: as 
discussed above, intransitive verbs tend to have inanimate subjects and these verbs 
are – for purely pragmatic reasons – preferred in those contexts in which someone 
talks to a person of higher status.  

5.3.4 Evaluation of interaction effects 
The question behind the study of interaction effect is whether the presence of a 
particular level of a factor has influence on the effect of another factor. Again, it 
might help to look at a real-life example before looking at the pronoun problem: 
Imagine that I want to test the effect of watering and fertilizing plants. I divide my 
field into two halves one of which receives no water, the other is watered regularly. 
Each half is then divided in two parts, of which one receives a regular doses of 
fertilizer and the other does not. It can be expected that water will have a positive 
effect on the growth of the fertilizer will, too. However, fertilizer in the absence of 
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water will do no good. The effect of the two factors is thus not simply additive, but 
the combination of the factor levels will also contribute to the outcome.  
 
For the problem at hand, the respective question is, for instance,  whether the factor 
POLITE ADDRESS shows the same degree of association with pronoun case in contexts 
with animate subjects as in those with inanimate subjects. Such effects can have 
‘technical reasons’: it is, for instance, possible that a certain level has, in itself, a 
very strong association with the target variable and thereby “shadows” the effect of 
another factor. Alternatively, there can be content-related reasons, in the sense that a 
certain factor is particularly relevant within a semantic contexts defined by a level of 
another factor. 
 
In the approach chosen for this project, these effects will be made visible by 
dividing the corpus in sub-sets according to the levels of the factors involved and 
calculating the effect of the factors within these sets.131 This results in the 
calculation of each primary effect within four different sub-contexts, corresponding 
to the pairs of  factor levels for the two other factors. Table 5.8 shows the results of 
the corresponding calculations. The table is horizontally subdivided for the three 
factors under investigation, ordered by their impact as a primary effect. The table 
indicates the respective sub-context, the % of le (versus lo) for each of the two levels 
of the factor being tested. Statistical results are given in the form of the Chi Square 
value, followed by an indication of whether or not a Continuity Correction132 has 
been applied, and the Phi value. The latter is the most important value for the 
comparison of the impact of a factor across sub-contexts. The Chi Square value is 
necessary to indicate whether the results is significant, i.e. whether the Phi value can 
be “trusted”. The Chi Square values can, however not be compared across sub-
contexts because the number of observations on which it is based, vary considerably, 
since there are, for instance, much more samples of referential contexts than of 
polite address ones.  
 

                                                 
131 As explained in §3.7.1, the stratified univariate approach is not a “legitimate” way to 
calculate interaction effects, but it is a way to demonstrate the effect and make it tangible. 
132 The continuity correction is applied whenever one or more of the cells in the calculation 
have an expected value of < 5 (see §3.7.2.1 for details). 
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Table 5.8: Stratified calculation of factor impact on pronoun use. 
 

ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT 
sub-context % le  

animate  
% le  

inanimate 
Chi Cont. 

Corr. 
p Phi 

referential cont. 9.2 76.0 270.359 n < .001 .653 
polite addr. cont. 18.2 100.0 20.029 n < .001 .864 
female ref. 5.5 78.0 91.487 n < .001 .738 
male ref 10.8 79.4 219.249 n < .001 .664 

POLITE ADDRESS 
sub-context % le  

referential 
(3rd pers) 

% le  
polite  

(2nd pers) 

Chi Cont. 
Corr. 

p Phi 

animate subj. 9.2 18.2 .235 y ins .045 
inanimate subj. 76 100.0 5.004 y .025 .195 
female ref. 23.2 25.0 .000 n ins .007 
male ref. 25.1 78.6 37.378 n < .001 .274 

GENDER OF THE REFERENT 
sub-context % le 

 female  
% le  
male  

Chi Cont. 
Corr. 

p Phi 

animate subj. 5.5 10.8 3.048 n ins .078 
inanimate subj. 78 79.4 .032 n ins .014 
referential cont. 23.2 25.1 .246 n ins .020 
polite addr. cont. 25 78.6 2.672 y ins .394 
 
Table 5.8 shows clearly that the effect of a factor differs notably in the various sub-
contexts, i.e. that there are interaction effects involved. However, the patterns that 
emerge for each of the three factors are notably different. ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT 
turns out to be a factor which yields strong associations in all sub-contexts. POLITE 
ADDRESS, on the other hand, seems to have effect only in the presence of another le-
favouring factor level, i.e. an inanimate subject or a male referent. GENDER OF THE 
REFERENT, finally, does not yield significant effects in either sub-contexts, although 
it features a fairly strong association within polite use.  
 
A graphic representation makes this even more obvious. Figure 5.4 shows the results 
for ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT in the four sub-contexts, as presented in Table 5.8. 
Each line represents the effect of the factor within one sub-context; significant 
effects are indicated by straight (as opposed to broken) lines.  
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Figure 5.4: Interaction effects for factor ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT. 
 
Three of the four emerging lines, among them the lines for both levels of the factor 
GENDER OF THE REFERENT are practically parallel, which indicates that there are no 
interaction effects involved with this factor. As for interaction with the FACTOR 
POLITE address, it can be seen that the effect of ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT is 
somewhat stronger in the polite contexts than in the referential ones. The raw data 
shed some more light on the problem: There are few cases of polite use in 
combination with animate subjects (N=11) and most of them (N=9) appear with 
transitive verbs. In contexts with inanimate verbs, on the other hand, all 21 examples 
of polite use are based on intransitive verbs. This is must be seen as a manifestation 
of the ‘small-talk effect’, i.e., of the fact that a small group of intransitive verbs 
which – due to their semantic context – combine well with inanimate subjects, are 
used very frequently in situations of social interaction. A check on the verbs reveals 
that, indeed, the verbs gustar ‘to please’, parecer ‘to seem’ and interesar ‘to 
interest’ account for more than 80% of these cases. 
 
Figure 5.5 (same layout as Figure 5.4) shows the effect of POLITE ADDRESS within 
the factor levels of GENDER OF THE REFERENT.  
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Figure 5.5: Interaction effects for factor POLITE ADDRESS  

for male and female referents. 
 
The impression which Figure 5.5 conveys is quite different from the pattern in 
Figure 5.4. There is no effect of the factor POLITE ADDRESS for female referents, but 
a strong and significant one for male referents. This is quite amazing, considering 
that the calculations are carried out on categorical contexts, where the speaker 
cannot freely choose the pronoun. Again, message selection is the only plausible 
explanation. Unfortunately, distribution in Figure 5.5 has to be taken with a grain of 
salt due to the small number of contexts, in particular for female referents (N=4). It 
is of course, very tempting to conclude that message distribution for male versus 
female referents does not differ when Buenos Aires speaker talk ABOUT men, but 
that different things are said (i.e. that different verbs are used) as soon as speakers 
speak TOWARDS a male versus a female interlocutor in a polite context, as is the 
case for the corpus samples.133 However, the distribution would have to be 
replicated in a larger corpus before extrapolating the results to the speaker 
community. 

                                                 
133 The distribution of verbs within the few contexts available here is indeed striking: for the 
contexts where a male referent is spoken to, the intransitive ‘small-talk verbs’ gustar ‘to 
please’, parecer ‘to seem’ and interesar ‘to interest’ account for almost two-thirds of the 
cases. For female referents, in contrast, only one of the four examples is based on gustar, 
whereas the 75% of accusative pronouns are due to the transitive verbs incluir ‘to include’, 
decepcionar ‘to disappoint’ and ‘tirar’ to throw (the latter in a situation where a male 
passenger, teasingly, threatens a female passenger to throw her overboard).  
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5.3.5 Clustering of levels  
There is another way of looking at the factors and the respective co-occurrences of 
levels. So far, we adopted a view in which pronoun choice was implicitly considered 
to be the ‘result’ of the other contextual levels. This is, of course, not the case. If 
there is any direct causality involved in these cases, it is the verb on which the 
pronoun depends. Message selection favours certain verbs for certain messages and 
this has as a result that all those levels which tend to co-occur with a given verb, 
appear to be related directly with each other.  
 
In Figure 5.6, the corpus examples are presented in the form of a tree structure. Each 
factor represents one layer in the chart, the hierarchy being given by the strength of 
association with pronoun case of each factor in question. The respective accusative-
favouring levels are always presented to the left and the relatively more dative-
favouring levels to the right. This implies that the most “coherent” contexts, i.e. the 
ones with all levels favouring the accusative or, respectively, the dative case within 
the same clause, will appear at the edges and the less coherent ones in the middle 
part. In this way, all the 16 possible configurations of levels of the factors appear in 
the lowest layer, with indications of how many actual tokens of this configuration 
the corpus contains. The grey bar at the bottom indicates the expected frequency for 
each of the constellations.134 Configurations with an observed frequency equal to or 
greater than the expected one are marked by a grey shade.  
 
The five levels represent, from top to bottom 
 

i. the whole set of data 
ii. pronoun occurrence 

iii. animacy of the subject 
iv. polite address 
v. gender of the referent 

 

                                                 
134 The expected frequency was calculated by multiplying the total number of tokens by the 
percentage of occurrence of the respective levels of each of the factors (calculation of linear 
additive main effects, without interactions). The leftmost expected value of 88 for a female 
referent in referential use with an animate subject and an accusative pronoun is thus 
calculated as: 666 (total)*0.253 (fem ref)*0.952 (ref use)*0.749 (anim subj)*0.731 (acc pron). 
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Figure 5.6 Distribution of factor levels in the corpus. 
 
Figure 5.6 shows that six out of the sixteen possible combinations of pronoun form, 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, POLITE ADDRESS and GENDER OF THE REFERENCE occur 
more frequently than expected. These six combinations appear at the edges of the 
graph, where the factor levels coincide with respect to the prediction of the pronoun 
form.  
 
Example (32) comes from the leftmost category, and represents an utterance with an 
accusative pronoun in combination with an animate verb, a female subject and a 
referential contexts. The example is from Habla Culta corpus (139:21) and refers to 
parents looking for her daughter. 
 
(32 ) Entonces la fueron a buscar 
 Then her they-went to look-for 
 Then they went looking for her 
 
In Columbia terms, in this sentences everything fits together. An (active) human 
subject, a female (presumably inherently passive) object, a referential context with 
no need to boost up the activity of the object, in other words the ideal biotope for an 
accusative pronoun. Since the context is a categorical one, there is no direct causal 
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relation between these factor levels, but it turns out that in natural language 
production such “redundant” utterances are particularly abundant.  
 
An example from the rightmost edge of Figure 5.6 is (33), from the Premios (88.22) 
 
(33) Pero  usted me estaba explicando por qué le gustaba el viaje 

but youi (polite) to-me you-were explaining for what to-youi pleased the 
journey 

 But you were explaining to me why you liked the journey 
  
It is a direct speech example, between two male passengers (Raúl addressing 
Felipe). Here, everything works together to support the dative form le: A male 
refererent, in a polite-address situation, both ingredients for a relatively active 
position of the object, in combination with an inanimate subject (the journey), 
unlikely to exert much force on the situation. Again, even with for instance an 
animate subject, the pronoun would have been the same (it is a categorical context, 
after all), but it is the redundant constellation which is clearly favoured in natural 
language production. The expected number of sentences with this constellation of 
factor levels is 2, whereas the the corpus actually contains 20 examples with this 
combination.  
 
Sentences in which the pronoun form is not maximally supported by the context 
have factor level constellations represented in the middle part of Figure 5.6. They do 
occur and there is nothing ‘wrong’ with a sentence like (34), taken from the Habla 
Culta corpus (96:22) 
 
(34) Vos le hablabas de un obrero 
 You to-her you-spoke of a worker 
 And you, you talked to her about a worker 
 
However, the pronoun le appears together with an animate subject, in a referential 
contexts and refers to a female speaker, i.e. in a setting which is typical for an 
accusative pronoun. Considering that the factor-level constellation is expected 32 
times in the corpus but does actually only occur seven times,  one must conclude 
that natural language production disfavours such utterances.  
 
The accusative counterpart of example (34) would be an accusative pronoun in 
combination with an inanimate subject, a male referent and a polite address context. 
Expected values for this constellation are not really high (N=4), but the corpus does 
not contain any example at all. Again, there is nothing inherently wrong with this 
constellation, a sentence like “smoking can kill you” uttered in the polite address 
form would meet all the criteria.  
 
Actually, Figure 5.6, does not really contain new information. The results are a 
necessary consequence of the associations found and discussed earlier in this 
Chapter. It rather constitutes a different way of looking at the data and it shows the 
powerful mechanism of message selection. Pronouns in categorical contexts are 



TEXT STUDY 

 

129 

“governed” by the verb. But speakers prefer consistent and even redundant 
utterances.  

5.3.6 Application of multivariate techniques 
The evaluation of the data in the preceding sections represented a rather non-
canonical approach to linguistic variation. Such an approach yields insights into the 
relations of the factors with pronoun case and with each other but it only gives a 
series of “spotlight” impressions of the data set without taking into account the 
simultaneous effect of all the factors involved.  
 
Multivariate techniques are designed to handle this aspect, i.e. to calculate the 
simultaneous impact of several factors on the phenomenon under investigation. For 
the data available, where all variables are binary, there is a choice from only two 
statistical techniques: binary logistic regression and loglinear analysis. Logistic 
regression and loglinear techniques are available under SPSS, but logistic regression 
is also the basis for the most widely used program for the analysis of linguistic 
variation the program VARBRUL c.q. its newer version GOLDVARB (see Chapter 
3.5.2 for a more detailed descriptions of the programs and their underlying logic and 
assumptions). 
 
In this section, the results of the application of all three procedures to the same 
dataset that was used for the layered approach, will be presented and discussed. 

5.3.6.1 Binary logistic regression under SPSS 
Binary logistic regression under SPSS assumes that one of the variables is defined as 
the dependent (i.e. the target variable) whereas all others are independent and are 
called ‘predictors’. The data set used here meets all the requirements for the 
technique (see Chapter 3.5.2.1) except for the “specificity assumption” i.e. the 
prerequisite that the model contain all relevant predictors and no irrelevant 
predictors (Wright, 1995:220). The model does, after all, not contain the most 
relevant predictor, i.e. the transitivity of the verb, but including this factor would be 
pointless since it would yield a perfect match with pronoun case and thereby 
rendering all other predictors redundant. The layered approach gave a good 
impression of the relevant levels and combinations of levels, but the added value of 
the application of multivariate techniques to the dataset consists in finding out 
whether these techniques yield the same or at least comparable results. For this 
reason, all three factors and all two-way interactions will be used for the initial 
model. The fact that the specificity assumption is not met, does not seem to be a 
major obstacle for the analysis as even Wright himself admits that in practice, 
however, the specificity assumption is rarely met (ibid:220).  
 
The purpose of a linear regression technique is to predict the value of the dependent 
variable for each of the cases under investigation on the basis of the levels of the 
independent variables (i.e. factors) specified (see §3.7.3 for a more detailed 
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description) and to select those factors which yield the prediction with the highest 
share of correctly classified cases. For the dataset at hand, the three factors ANIMACY 
OF THE SUBJECT, POLITE ADDRESS and GENDER OF THE REFERENT were used as 
predictors, together with the three respective interaction effects. The outcome of a 
backward selection procedure yielded the results presented in Table 5.9, with the 
factors indicated in the first colum (Predictor), followed by the value of the 
regression coefficient (B) with its standard error (S.E) and the value of the Wald 
statistics (Wald) which is used to termine the significance (Sig.) preceded by the 
respective degrees of freedom (df). Exp(B) indicates the “odds ratio” for the 
respective factor level, together with the corresponding lower and upper confidence 
intervals for the 95% range.  
 

Table 5.9: Results of binary logistic regression calculation. 
 

95,0%  
C.I.for EXP(B)  Predictor 

  
B 
  

S.E. 
  

Wald 
  

df 
  

Sig. 
  

Exp(B) 
  Lower Upper 

ANIMACY OF 
SUBJECT 
(inanimate) –3.525 0.246 204.973 1 <0.001 0.029 0.018 0.048 
POLITE 
ADDRESS  
(polite use) –1.487 0.543 7.484 1 0.006 0.226 0.078 0.656 
Constant 2.692 0.553 23.703 1 <0.001 14.757     

 
Table 5.9 shows that only two factors were selected as relevant predictors: ANIMACY 
OF THE SUBJECT and POLITE ADDRESS. This might seem surprising at first glance – 
after all the stratified univariate approach revealed that there are interaction effects. 
However, the results have to be interpreted against the purpose of the regression 
technique. A regression technique is applied in order to find the best predictors for 
group membership of the target group. Applied to the problem under investigation 
the question is: which (combination of) levels of factor is the most efficient and 
parsimonious predictor for pronoun case? As discussed in §3.7.3, a binary regression 
analysis calculates probabilities for group membership of the target group for each 
case on the basis of the configuration of level present. If the probability is lower to 
than the ‘cut value’ (usually .5) the case is assigned to the target level coded by the 
value 0, otherwise it is assigned to the complementary group.  
 
For the data set under investigation, Table 5.10 presents the probabilities calculated 
for the eight combinations of the three factors involved. The target levels were 
calculated as 0 for the accusative case and 1 for the dative case, so that probabilities 
equal to or higher than .5 lead to a classification as ‘dative’: 
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Table 5.10: Probabilities for target variable group membership  
calculated in the binary logistic regression. 

 
ANIMACY OF 
THE SUBJECT 

POLITE 
ADDRESS 

GENDER OF 
REFERENT 

Probability 
for dative 
pronoun 

tokens and % 
correct 
prediction 

animate referential female 0.054 124   (94%) 
animate referential male 0.105 364   (90%) 
animate polite female 0.112 3 (100%) 
animate polite male 0.208 8   (75%) 
inanimate referential female 0.760 40   (78%) 
inanimate referential male 0.760 106   (76%) 
inanimate polite female 0.760 1 (100%) 
inanimate polite male 0.999 20 (100%) 
TOTAL    666 (88%) 
 
Table 5.10 shows that the increase in probability for the factors gender of the 
referent and polite address is not enough to ‘push’ the respective cases across the 
50% threshold, which means that actually only ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT is used for 
the prediction. This also becomes evident in the cross-tabulation of the correctly and 
incorrectly predicted cases which are presented in Table 5.11:  
 

Table 5.11: Observed and Predicted pronoun case. 
 

Predicted  case Observed 
case acc dat 

Percentage 
correct 

Acc       452 35 92.8 
Dat 47 132 73.7 
Overall Percentage 87.7 

 
The distribution cannot come as a surprise. A comparison of the correctly and 
incorrectly predicted cases from Table 5.11 with the level clusters in Figure 5.6 
shows that the numbers correspond precisely.  The cases with a combination of 
animate subject and accusative pronoun (N=452) and those with an inanimate 
subject and a dative pronoun (N=132) were predicted correctly and all cases with the 
complementary combinations were predicted wrongly. This means that merely on 
the basis of the FACTOR ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT almost 88% of cases can be 
predicted correctly.135 
  
This finding also explains why the multi-collinearity effects and the interaction 
effects found in the layered approach do not appear as relevant predictors in the 
                                                 
135 This value is somewhat less impressive if one takes into consideration that 73% of the 
cases can be predicted correctly merely by predicting ‘accusative’ (the pronoun case which 
appear in 73% of the tokens) for the whole data set. This also explains that the percentage of 
correct predictions for accusative pronouns is higher than for dative ones.  
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binary regression.136 Of the two levels with a high degree of co-occurrence (polite 
use and animate subject) the stronger one (animate subject) is chosen as the main 
basis for the prediction, which leads to the correct classification of all those cases in 
which the levels appear together. A similar argumentation applies to the interaction 
effect for GENDER OF THE REFERENT and POLITE ADDRESS, i.e. the particularly high 
occurrence of dative pronouns for the combination of male referent and polite use: 
this effect is not useful for the prediction of pronoun case for the respective tokens. 
Twenty of the tokens with a male referent and polite use can be correctly predicted 
as ‘dative’ merely from the fact that they have an inanimate subject, the remaining 6 
(those with an animate subject) which the present regression model predicts 
correctly as ‘accusative’ on the basis of the animacy criterion, would get a wrong 
classification if the interaction were used. The total fit of the model would thus 
deteriorate by taking this effect into consideration – although the interaction effect is 
definitely present in the data set.137  

5.3.6.2 GOLDVARB (VARBRUL) analysis 
The most famous and probably most frequently used statistical program for the 
analysis of linguistic variation is VARBRUL developed by David Sankoff in the 
1970’s. A new version, GOLDVARB 2001, suitable for use under Windows has 
recently become available. VARBRUL is based on linear regression and builds 
model for the best prediction of the target variable. It combines a ‘stepping up run’ 
in which predictors are subsequently added to a model until no significant 
improvement of the prediction is found and a ‘stepping down run’ in which 
predictors are removed from an initial model containing all effects until this leads to 
significant decline in the quality of the prediction. 
 
For the GOLDVARB analysis, the data set which was used in SPSS for the stratified 
univariate approach and the binary logistic regression was transformed and recoded 
into the required format for GOLDVARB without any loss or change of 
information. A default analysis (without further recoding or grouping of the factors) 
was then carried out on the data.  
 
The GOLDVARB run yields the desired coinciding factor selection for the step-up 
and the step-down run with the following results (i.e. the factor weights calculated in 
the step-up run):   
 
 

                                                 
136 The standard technique for an a priori detection of multi-collinearity effects in linear 
regression is the Durbin-Watson test. However, this test cannot be applied to nominal data. 
137 The application of other models (e.g. only primary effects or including 3-way interaction 
between all factors) and different procedures for predictor selection return different values for 
the estimates, but do not change the classification result. 
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Table 5.12: Output of the GOLDVARB analysis. 
 

Run # 6, 4 cells: 
Convergence at Iteration 5 
Input 0,213 
Group # 1 -- a: 0,286, i: 0,933 
Group # 3 -- r: 0,482, p: 0,813 
Log likelihood = -241,615 Significance = 0,007 

 
Group #1 in Table 5.12 corresponds to the factor ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT with ‘a’ 
representing animate subjects and ‘i’ representing inanimate subjects. Group 2 
corresponds to POLITE ADDRESS with ‘r’ for referential use and ‘p’ for polite use. 
The ‘strength’ of a factor is calculated by subtracting the lower from the respective 
higher value for each factor, which yields a range of 0.647 for ANIMACY OF THE 
SUBJECT and 0.331 for POLITE ADDRESS. The results correspond roughly to the 
binary logistic regression in the sense that the same two variables are selected as 
relevant predictors and the ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT is identified as notably 
stronger than POLITE ADDRESS.  

5.3.6.3 Loglinear Analysis under SPSS 
In the stratified univariate approach, cross-tabulations were used for getting insight 
into the respective associations between contextual factors and pronoun case and 
between the factors among each other. The statistical technique which carries out 
such analyses for more than two variables at a time is the loglinear analysis. It is 
adequate for nominal data, but it does distinguish between dependent and 
independent variables. The logic behind the technique is that for each combination 
of levels (or values) the respective expected frequency can be calculated and 
compared to the observed frequency (see 3.5.2.2 for a more detailed discussion).  
 
When all three factors and pronoun case are entered into the model, a loglinear 
analysis will calculate all possible combinations of values and their respective 
deviation from the expected frequency. The deviation is rendered in the form of a z-
score, from which the probability that such a deviation should occur at random is 
calculated.  
 
Table 5.13 gives the results for the loglinear analysis, with the ‘parameter’ (i.e. the 
respective factor or variable or the respective combinations) in the first column. 
‘Estimate’ indicates the respective coefficient, together with its standard error. 
Significance (Sig.) is determined on the basis of a z-statistics (Z) with the 
corresponding coefficient intervals for a 95% probability range. Results are ordered 
by increasing probability, i.e. with the most significant effects on top. Factor 
combinations with pronoun case – the most relevant for this investigation – are 
marked in bold letters. Those variables or combinations which do not yield 
significant results (i.e. those with a significance of ≥ 0.05) are marked by a grey cell 
background: 
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Table 5.13: Results from loglinear analysis. 
 

95% Conf. Int. Parameter Estimate Std. 
Err. 

Z Sig. 

Lower Upper 
Constant 3.020 0.221 13.676 <0.001 2.588 3.453 
POLITE ADDRESS   1.368 0.247 5.529 <0.001 0.883 1.853 
GENDER OF REFERENT   –2.615 0.846 –3.092 0.002 –4.273 –0.957 
ANIMACY OF SUBJECT   –2.104 0.670 –3.141 0.002 –3.417 –0.791 
PRONOUN CASE  *  
ANIMACY OF SUBJECT   

4.669 1.613 2.894 0.004 1.507 7.831 

PRONOUN CASE   –3.714 1.431 –2.594 0.009 –6.519 –0.908 
ANIMACY OF SUBJECT   * 
 POLITE ADDRESS   

1.367 0.698 1.958 0.050 –0.001 2.735 

POLITE ADDRESS   *  
GENDER OF REFERENT   

1.677 0.872 1.924 0.054 –0.032 3.385 

PRONOUN CASE   * 
 POLITE ADDRESS   

2.602 1.449 1.796 0.072 –0.237 5.442 

PRONOUN CASE   * POLITE 
ADDRESS   * GENDER OF 
REFERENT   

    –2.703   2.214 –1.221 0.222 –7.042 1.637 

PRONOUN CASE   *  
GENDER OF REFERENT   

2.615 2.172 1.204 0.229 –1.641 6.871 

ANIMACY OF SUBJECT   * POLITE 
ADDRESS   * GENDER OF 
REFERENT   

–1.703 1.822 –0.935 0.350 –5.274 1.868 

PRONOUN CASE   * ANIMACY OF 
SUBJECT   * POLITE ADDRESS   

–1.420 1.638 –0.867 0.386 –4.630 1.789 

PRONOUN CASE   * ANIMACY OF 
SUBJECT   * POLITE ADDRESS   * 
GENDER OF REFERENT   

2.326 2.813 0.827 0.408 –3.187 7.839 

PRONOUN CASE   * ANIMACY OF 
SUBJECT   * GENDER OF 
REFERENT   

–1.625 2.749 –0.591 0.554 –7.012 3.763 

ANIMACY OF SUBJECT   * 
GENDER OF REFERENT   

1.006 1.765 0.570 0.569 –2.454 4.465 

 
Table 5.13 shows strong effects for the factors in themselves which reflect the 
unbalanced distribution of their respective levels (indeed strongest for POLITE 
ADDRESS and GENDER OF THE REFERENT and somewhat more balanced for ANIMACY 
OF THE SUBJECT and PRONOUN CASE). The factor with the strongest primary effect on 
PRONOUN CASE is ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and this is also the only factor with a 
significant primary effect. The loglinear analysis also detects the multi-collinearity 
effects between ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and POLITE ADDRESS (due the fact that 
most cases of polite use have animate subjects) and another one between POLITE 
ADDRESS and GENDER OF THE REFERENT (i.e. the over-representation of male 
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referents in polite use contexts) but both are just short of significance. The combined 
effect of POLITE ADDRESS and GENDER OF THE REFERENT on pronoun case is also 
detected but is does not appear to be significant. 
 

5.3.6.4 Comparison of evaluation techniques 
The same set of data has now been analysed by different techniques. This calls for a 
comparison of the results. Table 5.14 shows the results with respect to classifying a 
factor as ‘relevant’ or ‘significant’. For those techniques which provide p-values, 
these are used, for GOLDVARB the ranking of relevant factors is used. 
 

Table 5.14: Comparison of effects for main effects  
across the evaluation techniques used. 

 
 ANIMACY OF THE 

SUBJECT 
POLITE ADDRESS GENDER OF THE 

REFERENT 
Univariate analysis p < .001 p < .001 ins 
Logistic regression p < .001 p = .006 ins 
Loglinear analysis p = .004 ins ins 
GOLDVARB most relevant second most 

relevant 
not relevant 

 
Table 5.14 shows that the results obtained by the different techniques coincide in 
some respects, but not in all. GENDER OF THE REFERENT is clearly classified as a 
factor which does not have a significant relation with pronoun use. On the other 
hand, ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT is detected by all techniques as the strongest factor. 
Results vary, however for POLITE ADDRESS: Three of the techniques identify this 
factor as relevant;  however, loglinear analysis does not. Logistic regression, on the 
other hand, although identifying it as significant, did not actually use this factor in 
the prediction (see §5.3.6.1).  
 
The explanation for this resides in the strong collinearity between ANIMACY OF THE 
SUBJECT and POLITE ADDRESS. This was made visible in the stratified univariate 
approach (see Figure 5.3) and the effect was detected in the loglinear analysis, 
although it fell short of being significant (p = .05).138  
 
The general conclusion must be that the multivariate techniques are much more 
conservative in their results. Clearly, when ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and POLITE 
ADDRESS are calculated separately, the fact that there is substantial overlap in their 
occurrence is not taken into consideration. Multivariate techniques, on the other 
hand, attribute the effect only once, i.e. to only one of the factors.  
 

                                                 
138 A z-value of > 1.96 (thus quite close to the 1.958 actually achieved) would have made the 
effect significant.  
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5.4 Evaluation of variable contexts 
 
As discussed in §2.5.3, the relation between pronoun case and contextual elements 
differs between categorical and variable contexts. In categorical contexts, pronoun 
use is a consequence of the selection of the verb (in combination with the number of 
participants). Any associations between contextual elements and pronoun case must 
then be causally related to these aspects, i.e. they must be, in one way or another, the 
result of message selection. In variable contexts, however, the speaker is supposedly 
free to choose a pronoun and might exploit actively the semantic value of the 
pronouns for comment purposes. This should lead to associations between 
contextual factors and pronoun case and comparing the strength of the association in 
categorical and variable cases may yield insights into the speakers’ strategies for 
pronoun use in variable contexts. 
 
The main corpus yielded 81 tokens of variable contexts, 32 based on verbs and 49 
based on AcI-contexts. This is too few for a multivariate analysis (see §3.7.2) and 
therefore more tokens of variable contexts were added to the corpus. This was done 
by collecting variable examples according to the criteria discussed in §5.2 but 
without the native-speaker check on variability, i.e the same procedure which was 
used for the Maradona corpus. The text sources used for this action were unused 
parts the three corpus texts and a collection of short stories (Ritos) written by Julio 
Cortázar, the author of the novel Los Premios (Cortázar, 1997). In this way, 88 extra 
tokens were added to the evaluation set and classified in the same way as the other 
corpus examples. The final data set for evaluation of the variable contexts contained 
169 tokens, 65 of them based on variable verbs and 104 based on AcI-constructions. 
In the following sections, I will first analyse the contexts based on variable verbs 
and then the ones based on AcI-constructions. 

5.4.1 Evaluation of variable-verb contexts 
The variable-verb part of the corpus contains 65 tokens based on 29 different verbs 
of which twelve occur more than once. Table 5.15 presents these twelve verbs, 
together with the respective number of tokens they provide. 
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Table 5.15: List of most frequent verbs in variable contexts (N ≥ 2). 
 

Verb Translation N  
molestar to disturb 10 
ayudar to help 8 
calmar to calm 4 
divertir to amuse 6 
oír to hear 4 
inquietar to worry 6 
convencer to convince 3 
saludar to greet 3 
afligir to upset 2 
irritar to irritate 2 
fastidiar to annoy 2 
tranquilizar to tranquilize 2 

 
These twelve verbs account for 80% of the total set and all of these, except for oír, 
are weakly-polarizing verbs.139 There are only two verbs whose variability in 
pronoun use is due to an ambiguous syntactic structure, i.e robar ‘to rob’ and 
perdonar ‘to forgive’, each with only one occurrence.  
 
The overall distribution of pronoun case in these tokens is strikingly similar to the 
categorical cases, with a 26% share of dative pronouns (in comparison to 27% for 
the categorical corpus). Half of the twelve verbs which appear more than once 
(divertir, fastidiar, inquietar, molestar, oír, saludar) appear with accusative as well 
as with dative pronouns. Somewhat surprisingly, this does not hold for ayudar, all 
eight occurrences of which are combinations with accusative pronouns.  
 
It is, of course, possible that inter-speaker variation is involved in pronoun use in 
variable contexts. Therefore, the most valid examples of variation are those where 
the same speaker used different pronoun case forms with one and the same verb. 
The corpus contains such examples; all of them from Cortázar’s texts. Cortázar uses 
both pronouns with the verbs fastidiar, inquietar and molestar.  
 
The verb fastidiar yields a striking pair of contexts, both from the same page of Los 
Premios, once in combination with a dative (32) and the other time with an 
accusative pronoun (33).140 Both appear in the initial part of the novel, in a situation 
where the young and ambitious Felipe, who travels with his obviously lower-middle 
class family, joins a group of upper-class passengers and tries to take part in their 
conversation. They exchange small-talk about how they like their cabins and address 
                                                 
139 The verb oír is not one of the verbs which lead to an a priori classification as ‘variable’. 
The tokens were re-classified on the basis of informant judgments. The example which 
appears with a dative pronoun was originally classified as ‘tacit accusative’ but informants 
insisted that they perceived it as a two-participant situation.  
140 Examples are from Premios (74:26 and 74:34) 
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Felipe with the question ‘And how about you-guys?’. Cortázar describes Felipe’s 
reaction to this question as (32) 
 
(32) A Felipe le fastidió que de entrada lo asimilaran a su familia.  
 To Felipei to-himi it-annoyed that of begin himi they-associated to his 

family. 
 Felipe found it annoying that they associated him with his family right 

away. 
 
The conversation drags on and one of the passengers in the group asks Felipe 
whether this journey is “his first great adventure”.  
 
(33) A Felipe volvió a fastidiarlo el recorte inevitable que hacían de su persona.  
 To Felipei it-returned to annoy-himi the cutting inevitable that they-made of 

his person. 
 Again, it annoyed Felipe that, inevitably, they pidgeonholed him. 
 
Native speakers agree that in both examples the use of the respective other pronoun 
would also be acceptable and yield basically the same message. The pair can thus be 
seen as a clear example of ‘comment use’ of the pronoun forms.  
 
In a Columbia approach, a pair of contexts like this prompts a qualitative analysis 
aiming to explain why Cortázar’s contrastive choice of pronouns in these two 
contexts was ‘the right one’ – an intuition which many native and near-native 
speakers of Latin American Spanish will probably share. Such an analysis which 
takes into consideration not only the direct background of the contexts, but also the 
setting of the novel and traits of the characters could look like this: 

 
Felipe is 16 years old, he is aware of the embarrassingly middle-class 
behaviour of his family and he wants to be different. The situation 
described is one of this first attempts to join the upper-class group on board 
and he is sensitive enough to feel right away that they do not accept him as 
their peer. The very first sentence they address to him is already a bad 
surprise because the ‘how about you-guys?’ makes him realize that they do 
not see him as an individual but rather as ‘the boy from that middle class 
family’ – precisely the classification he is trying to avoid by joining their 
group. This is certainly annoying, but he replies politely and makes an 
attempt to switch the subject of the conversion to the journey. But the very 
moment he does this, Raúl, a passenger who Felipe particularly admires, 
asks him whether this journey is ‘his first great adventure’. This does not 
only imply that Raúl assumes that Felipe has never before travelled, but 
also that the thinks that Felipe’s life has known few highlights. Such a 
remark must really hurt an ambitious 16-year old – and actually Felipe 
considers lying or not answering the question, but he feel trapped by the 
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presence of his high school teacher who is perfectly aware of his 
background.141 

 
Cortázar’s use of the dative pronoun in the first example (32) presents the 
situation from a non-polarized view. The ‘anger’ is a feeling which Felipe 
experiences but he can still deal with the impact of the remark and remains 
in control of his feelings. The use of the accusative pronoun in the second 
example (33) conveys the polarized view of the situation, indicating the 
stronger impact of the second remark which causes Felipe to be 
“overwhelmed” by his anger. 
 

Examples (32) and (33) show the comment use of the pronouns very clearly and the 
qualitative explanation is attractive because both sentences appear in the same scene 
of the book. It would, of course, be possible to give a qualitative evaluation of each 
of the other 63 examples, a cumbersome enterprise which would not actually prove 
anything because a different argument would have to be used for each of the 
situations. According to the Columbia tradition, a quantitative analysis should also 
yield results for these examples: in general, inanimate subject should favour a non-
polarized view of a situation and animate subject should favour a polarized view. In 
general, if speakers actively exploit the semantic connotations of the pronouns for 
‘being polite’ the use of dative pronouns should be more frequent in polite address 
contexts than in general ones. Of course, for the pair of examples discussed above, 
this does not hold: both examples have the same configuration of factor levels, i.e. 
an inanimate subject, a referential discourse situation and a male referentso that one 
should rather expect the dative pronoun in both examples.142 
 
The fact that this particular pair of examples does not respond well to the factors 
involved, does of course not allow any conclusions with respect to the remaining 
examples. The calculations for the associations between the contextual factors and 
pronoun case were carried out in the same way as for the categorical contexts.  
 
Figure 5.7 presents the percentage of dative pronouns for the respective accusative 
and dative-favouring levels of the three factors under investigation: 

                                                 
141 Qualitative analyses have to be taken with a grain of salt. The above argumentation is 
based on a series of contextually plausible but not verifiable assumptions (e.g. about Felipe’s 
feelings). Moreover, if Cortázar had used the pronouns the other way round, it would also be 
possible to find arguments in favour of that choice. One might think about the first rejection 
hitting Felipe harder than the second one because it came when he did not expect it or about 
Felipe resenting much more being associated with his family than not being considered an 
experienced traveller. 
142 The contexts differ, of course, with respect to other possibly relevant factors, such as 
position of the pronoun with respect to the verb, inflection of the verb and morpho-syntactic 
manifestation of the subject, to name but a few. 
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Figure 5.7: Frequency of occurrence of the dative pronoun form  
with accusative-favouring and dative-favouring contextual factors. 

 
Evidently, there is little effect for the variables ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and 
GENDER OF THE REFERENT. Only for POLITE ADDRESS is there a notably higher 
percentage of dative pronouns in polite use as compared to referential use. Table 
5.16 presents the respective frequencies, percentages and statistical data. The 
corresponding phi-values for the categorical cases (taken from Table 5.7) are given 
in the leftmost, grey-shaded column in order to facilitate the comparison. 
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Table 5.16: Results of primary effect calculation for variable verb contexts 
 

Pronoun 
Case 

Factor Level 

dat acc 

total χ2 p φ φ  
categorical  

context 
animate 7

21%
26

79%
33

ANIMACY OF 
SUBJECT inanimate 10

31%
22

69%
32 0.848 ins. .114 .681 

referential 15
25%

46
75%

61
POLITE 
ADDRESS polite 2

50%
2

50%
4

 

1.255 ins. .139 .228 

female 4
27%

13
73%

17
GENDER OF 
REFERENT male 13

24%
35

77%
48 0.82 ins. .036 .048 

 
Table 5.16 shows clearly that none of the effects is significant and that also in terms 
of mere association (which does not take into account the smaller number of 
observations) the associations of the contextual factors with pronoun case are much 
weaker than the ones found in categorical contexts.  
 
One might object that the analysis is clouded by the disputable classification of 
corpus tokens as ‘variable’ versus ‘categorical’ in which all doubtful cases were 
classified as ‘variable’ (§5.2.4).143 In this case, at least the 27 tokens based on those 
six verbs which appear in the corpus with dative and accusative pronouns should 
show the expected effects. A number of 27 is low, but not impossible for a cross-
tabulation and the respective results are presented in Table 5.17, with in the 
rightmost, grey column the respective phi-values for the evaluation of all cases 
based on variable verbs.  
 

                                                 
143 Considering that the categorical tokens show a stronger association between ANIMACY OF 
THE SUBJECT and PRONOUN CASE and between POLITE ADDRESS and PRONOUN CASE, a more 
restrictive classification of  variable contexts should have lead to an even sharper contrast in 
the association between contextual factos and pronoun use. 
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Table 5.17: Results of primary effect calculation for variable verb contexts for subset of verbs 
which show combination with either pronoun case in corpus. 

 
Pronoun 

Case 
Factor Level 

dat acc 

total 
χ2 p φ 

φ for all 
variable 

verbs 
animate 3 

33%
6

67%
9

ANIMACY 
OF SUBJECT inanimate 9

50%
9

50%
18 0.675 ins. .158 .114 

referential 10 
42%

14
58%

24
POLITE 
ADDRESS polite 2

67%
1

33%
3 0.617 ins. .151 .139 

female 4
57%

3
43%

7
GENDER OF 
REFERENT male 8

40%
12

60%
20 0.675 ins. .158 .036 

 
The fact that all Chi-square values turn out insignificant is not surprising, given the 
small number of examples. A comparison of the degree of association as expressed 
in the phi-values, however, shows that these results are not convincing either - the 
associations are only slightly stronger than for the evaluation of all contexts based 
on variable verbs. The largest difference can be found for the factor GENDER OF THE 
REFERENT – however, a glance at the percentages shows that the association is 
inverted, i.e. for this sub-set of examples the female referents receive the higher 
percentage of dative pronouns, which is counter to the hypothesis presented in 
§3.6.2.3.. 
 
The fact that all eight tokens of the verb ayudar appear with accusative pronouns is 
also somewhat surprising, considering that so many publications list ayudar as a 
variable verb.144 One might conlude that all these examples should have animate 
subjects and represent referential uses, but this is not the case: there is indeed no 
combination of the verb ayudar with polite use, but two of the examples have 
inanimate subjects.  
 
The corpus examples of ayudar cannot be further analyzed in a quantitative way, but 
ayudar, being one of the most frequently-used variable verbs, yields many hits in the 
electronic corpus of the Spanish Academy (see §2.4.3 for details). The collection of 
Argentine texts of the past 25 years contains 179 examples of the infinitive of 

                                                 
144 It is possible to estimate the percentage of the occurrence of an event (in this case the use 
of le with ayudar) in the population (all comparable clauses with ayudar) on the basis of a 
sample, even a relatively small one (in our case the 8 examples available). If there are 0 
occurrences in a sample of 8, there is 95% chance that the event should occur in maximally 
4% of the cases in the population (see Butler, 1985:62 for “confidence limit calculation of p/q 
ratio calculated from a sample”). 
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ayudar with a third person pronoun as a suffix, 25 (14%) with a dative pronoun 
form, which can be classified for ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT. The results of the 
respective cross-tabulation are in line with the results of the corpus evaluation: there 
is no significant association between ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and pronoun case 
(χ2=0.74, df=1, φ=.06).145  
 
For the verb molestar, with 10 tokens the most frequent one in the evaluation at 
hand, things look slightly better: a separate cross-tabulation for these 10 examples 
yields chi-square values which remain far below the significance level but the phi-
values for ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT (φ=.218), for POLITE ADDRESS (φ=.327) and 
for GENDER OF THE REFERENT (φ=.535, although again with higher dative 
percentages for female than for male referents) indicate considerable associations. In 
this case, one must conclude that the sample size is simply too small to draw any 
conclusions. The respective search in the CREA database (same criteria as for 
ayudar) yields only 13 examples. These examples, however, do not confirm the 
tendencies for ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT (φ=.101) or POLITE ADDRESS (φ=.101). 
Only the association for GENDER OF THE REFERENT (φ=.337) is noteworthy and – 
again – it favours the (rather counterintuitive) use of the dative pronoun for female 
referents.  
 
Summarizing the results of these calculations, one must conclude that there is no 
significant effect of any of the three factors on pronoun use in the sub-corpus of 
variable verbs and also further sub-classifications or counter-checks with the CREA 
database do not reveal significant effects, either.  
 
A loglinear calculation for this data is problematic due to the relatively low number 
of tokens (see §3.7.3). A sample size of 65 would be just enough to allow running a 
four-variable model (PRONOUN CASE and the three independent factors) but due to 
the relatively low number of tokens for the levels polite use (N=4), female referent 
(N=7) and animate subject (N=9) the expected frequency for six of the cells is very 
low, which will make the results unreliable. In order to avoid this, two different runs 
were carried out, omitting alternatively, POLITE ADDRESS and GENDER OF THE 
REFERENT. As predicable from the above analysis of the primary effects, in neither 
of the two runs do the parameter estimates show any significant associations of the 
factors with pronoun case or for factor levels among each other.  
 
The results from the binary logistic regression are just as devastating: the percentage 
of correct predictions does not increase at all from the first estimate which is based 
on the unbalanced frequency of accusative and dative cases. In the calculation of the 

                                                 
145 One might argue that it has not been shown that infinitive forms behave as a random 
sample with respect to pronoun use. However, if there were a strong association between 
PRONOUN CASE and ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, it would be very strange that it should yield 
such extremely low values on a particular morphological form.  
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prediction weights, all 65 cases are assigned the same weight factor which leads to a 
prediction as ‘accusative’ for the total set.146 
 
All in all, one must conclude that the factors which are significantly associated with 
pronoun use in categorical contexts do not show a similar distribution in variable 
contexts, in other words, pronoun choice must be considered random.  

5.4.2 Evaluation of AcI-contexts 
As discussed in §2.6.2, AcI constructions can be based on causative or on perceptive 
constructions and both constructions can appear with or without a direct object of 
the infinitive. The classification of the examples with respect to AcI-type is clear-cut 
since there are only few verbs which can form the basis for AcI-constructions and all 
these are clearly perceptive or causative. The classification of the factor AcI-Object 
could theoretically be complicated by tacit direct objects (§2.5.1.1). Among the 
corpus examples, however, there was only one with a tacit accusative object of the 
infinitive, which was excluded. 
 
Examples (34) to (37), all taken from Chapter 13 of Maradona’s autobiography, 
where he gives his opinion on one hundred soccer celebrities, represent the 
respective four levels.147 Example (34) is an example of a perceptive verb (ver ‘to 
see’), in combination with an intransitive use of the verb jugar ‘to play’ [M288:10] 
 
(34) Bochini fue mi ídolo. Me volvía loco verlo jugar  
 Bochini he-was my idol. Me it-turned crazy see-him play 
 Bochini was my idol. I went crazy seeing him play. 
 
In example (35), the same AcI-Type is combined with a transitive infinitive (hacer 
‘to make’) with a lexical noun phrase (cosas increibles ‘incredible things’) as a 
direct object. [M287:2] 
 
(35) Romario es un gran jugador.  Le he visto hacer cosas increíbles adentro 

del área 
 Romario is a great player. to-him I-have seen make things incredible within 

the field. 
 Romario is a great player. I have seen him do incredible things in the field.  
 
(36) is an example of a causative AcI-construction, based on the verb hacer ‘to 
make’, which is combined here with an intransitive infinitive debutar (‘to 
play/appear for the first time’) [M291:4] 
 
 

                                                 
146 A number is 65 tokens is, strictly speaking, too low for a binary logistic regression 
analysis which requires a minimum of 50 cases per predictor. 
147 Some of the examples are slightly modified in order to include the pronoun antecedent in 
the contexts, the AcI-constructions in themselves have not been changed. 
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(36) Raúl tiene clase. Valdano lo hizo debutar de pibito pibito  
 Raúl has-got class. Valdano him he-made play-for-the-first-time of little-

boy little-boy 
 Raúl has got class. Valdando made him play his first match when he was 

still very, very young. 
 
The last example (37) represents the group of causative AcI-constructions, in this 
case based on the verb dejar ‘to let’, combined with a transitive verb (ver ‘to see’) 
with a lexical noun phrase (las cosas ‘the things’) as a direct object [M293:2]  
 
(37) A Ayala, a veces el passarellismo no le deja ver las cosas  
 To Ayala, at times the passarellism no to-him it-lets see the things 
 Sometimes, Passarella’s influence does not let Ayala see things clearly. 
 
The corpus contains 104 examples of AcI-constructions, based on 7 different verbs. 
Table 5.18 presents the verbs, together with their respective frequency, their 
classification into causative and perceptive and the share of tokens which are based 
on a transitive infinitive. 
 

Table 5.18: List of AcI verbs in variable contexts. 
 

verb translation tokens AcI-Type with object of the infinitive 
hacer to make 40 causative  16 40%  
ver to see 25 perceptive  5 20% 
dejar to let 22 causative  3 14% 
oír to hear   8 perceptive  3 37% 
escuchar to listen   4 perceptive  0  
mirar to look   3 perceptive  0  
sentir to feel   2 perceptive  0  

 
Table 5.18 shows that causative constructions (N=62) are more frequent than 
perceptive ones (N=42) but that both categories contain tokens with and without 
direct objects, which permits a further statistical evaluation. The four most frequent 
verbs (hacer, ver, dejar and oír) all appear with both pronoun cases, the less 
frequent ones (escuchar, mirar and sentir) which in total only account for 9 tokens 
appear only with the accusative.  
 
Since two more factors are involved in the analysis of these contexts, the evaluation 
of the primary effects for AcI-contexts implies five successive subcategorizations of 
the set of examples, according to the five factors involved, i.e. ANIMACY OF THE 
SUBJECT, POLITE ADDRESS and GENDER OF THE REFERENT, the two AcI-specific 
variables ACI-TYPE and ACI OBJECT The results are presented graphically in Figure 
5.8. 
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Figure5.8: Frequency of occurrence of the dative pronoun form 

with accusative-favouring and dative-favouring contextual factors in AcI. 
 
Obviously, the factor AcI Object is associated with PRONOUN CASE, but also the 
classifications for the factors ACI-TYPE, ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and POLITE 
ADDRESS show a visible increase of the percentage of dative pronouns in the dative-
favouring level. Table 5.19 presents the corresponding frequencies and statistical 
data, with significant results marked in bold. The leftmost, grey-shaded column 
contains the corresponding phi-values of the categorical cases. 
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Table 5.19: Results of primary effect calculation for AcI contexts. 
....... 

Pronoun 
Case 

Factor Level 

dat acc 

total χ2 p φ φ  
categorical  

context 
perceptive 4

10%
38

90%
44

ACI-TYPE causative 20
32%

42
68%

62 7.2 .007 .265 n.a. 

absent    4 
5%

  73 
95%

77

ACI-OBJECT present 20
74%

7
26%

27 52.4 >.001 .717 n.a. 

animate 20
21%

76
79%

96
ANIMACY 
OF SUBJECT inanimate 4

50%
4

50%
8 3.54 ins .184 .681 

referential 22 
22%

78
78%

100
POLITE 
ADDRESS polite 2

50%
2

50%
4 1.70 ins .128 .228 

female 9
21%

34
79%

43
GENDER OF 
REFERENT male 15

25%
46

75%
61 .043 ins .043 .048 

 
Table 5.19 shows that only the two AcI-specific factors ACI-TYPE and ACI-OBJECT 
yield significant results, with a particularly strong effect for ACI-OBJECT. ANIMACY 
OF THE SUBJECT and POLITE ADDRESS show a strong increase in the percentage of 
dative pronouns under the respective dative-favouring levels but the internal 
distribution of the factor is strongly unbalanced with only few cases of the dative-
favouring level which leads to relatively low phi and chi-square values.  
 
As for interaction effects, AcI-contexts are of special interest since it has been 
claimed that the presence or absence of a direct object of the infinitive is relevant for 
causative verbs, but not for perceptive ones (Fernández-Ordóñez, 1999:1327, 
García, 1975:297). Figure 5.9 represents the percentage of dative pronouns for 
examples with transitive and intransitive infinitives, for causative and perceptive 
AcI-constructions. The number of tokens in the respective category is indicated at 
the end points of the lines. 
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Figure 5.9: Percentage dative pronouns for factor levels of ACI OBJECT  

for the two levels of ACI-TYPE. 
 

Figure 5.9 shows that the increase is actually somewhat stronger for the causative 
verbs than for the perceptive ones, but that in both subgroups the effect is 
significant.148 The impression that pronoun case in perceptive verbs is not associated 
with ACI OBJECT might be due to the combined effect of the overall lower 
occurrence of dative pronouns with perceptive verbs in combination with the fact 
that these verbs tend to appear less frequently with direct objects of the infinitive. 
This ties in with the observation that actual examples of perceptive verbs with dative 
pronouns are quite rare (e.g. only 4 out of 104 examples in this corpus). 
 
The separate evaluation of the other factors within causative and perceptive AcI-
Types does not yield significant effects in either group. A sub-division of the 
examples according to the levels of the factor AcI Object reveals a significant effect 
for ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT for the examples with without a direct object of the 
infinitive: the percentage of dative pronouns rises from 3% for animate to 33% for 
inanimate subjects which yields χ2=5,18 (with continuity correction), df=1, p<.023, 
φ=.369. The respective association under the complementary level remains 
insignificant (χ2=0.76, df=1, ins., φ=.167) although the increase in the percentage of 
dative pronouns is almost identical with 72% le for animate subjects versus 100% le 

                                                 
148 χ2=33,8, df=1, p<.001, φ=.739 for causative verbs and  
      χ2=18,8, df=1, p<.001, φ=.669 for perceptive verbs 
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for inanimate subjects. In both cases the number of tokens with an inanimate subject 
is very low (N=6 and N=2, respectively) so that the results are not very reliable. 
 
Although the number of examples for AcI-contexts is higher than for verbs, it is not 
possible to run a loglinear analysis with three independent variables, due the 
excessive number of cells with an expected frequency <1. A run with ACI OBJECT 
and ACI-TYPE as independent variables yields the results which are presented in 
Table 5.20. Results are ordered by decreasing significance, parameters which 
involve interaction with PRONOUN CASE are marked by bold letters and insignificant 
effects are marked by a grey shade of the cell.  
 

Table 5.20: Results of loglinear analysis of AcI contexts. 
 

95% Confidence 
Interval 

Parameter Estimate 
Std. 

Error Z Sig. 
Lower 
Bound 

Upper 
Bound 

Constant 2.803 0.246 11.387 <0.001 2.321 3.286 
PRONOUN CASE * 
ACI OBJECT 3.723 0.771 4.831 <0.001 2.212 5.233 

PRONOUN CASE    –1.551 0.588 –2.635 0.01 –2.704 –0.397 
ACI VERB –1.299 0.532 –2.443 0.01 –2.342 –0.257 
ACI OBJECT –1.299 0.532 –2.443 0.01 –2.342 –0.257 
PRONOUN CASE  * 
ACI VERB 1.551 0.889 1.744 0.08 –0.192 3.293 

ACI OBJECT 
* ACI VERB –0.898 1.583 –0.567 0.57 –4.000 2.204 

PRONOUN CASE  * 
ACI OBJECT 
* ACI VERB 

0511 1.751 0.292 0.77 –2.921 3.944 

 
As with the evaluation of the categorical contexts, the loglinear analysis gives 
results which generally match the subsequent application of a univariate cross-
tabulation, but the significance for some of the factors (in this case ACI-TYPE) is 
lower. According to this analysis, ACI OBJECT is the only factor which is 
significantly associated with pronoun case.  
 
A binary loglinear analysis for this data set selects ACI OBJECT, ACI-TYPE and 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT as relevant predictors. This improves the percentage of 
correct predictions from the baseline of 76.9 (based merely on higher frequency of 
accusative pronouns) to an impressive 89.4.149  

                                                 
149 As in the case of the variable verbs, the number of observations is actually too low for 
running a three-factor loglinear analysis. In the actual calculation of the predictions, DIRECT 
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All in all, pronoun variation in AcI-contexts can be explained quite well on the basis 
of the ACI-OBJECT. The remaining variation, however, does not respond to the 
factors used in this investigation. The pattern is thus similar to the one found for 
variable verb contexts: the factors which are associated with pronoun use in 
categorical cases, are distributed randomly in variable ones.  

 5.5 Discussion 
 
The results of the evaluations of the different context types were presented without 
much comment. In this section, I will first give a summary of the results and then 
relate them to each other and discuss them. In as far as possible, questions relating to 
pronoun use will be discussed separately from methodological questions.  

5.5.1 Evaluation of the methodology used 
The methodological findings of this corpus study can be summarized as follows: 
 

• The separate evaluation of categorical and variable contexts is hampered by 
the low frequency of variable contexts. If the same amount of text is 
analysed for both categories, it either implies analyzing a substantial 
amount of categorical contexts, or there will be too few variable contexts 
for a multivariate analysis. The approach chosen here (working with a 
larger corpus for variable contexts only) is a way out of this dilemma.  

• The stratified univariate approach is cumbersome, but it makes the 
distribution of the factor levels visible and accessible. Inferential 
techniques applied in this procedure are not reliable because probabilities 
are too low in comparison with the corresponding multivariate analyses. 
This implies that the stratified univariate approach increases the probability 
of an erroneous rejection of the null hypothesis:  firstly, the risk of such an 
error increases merely due to the repeated testing of the same data set and 
secondly, primary effects are overestimated because interaction effects are 
not accounted for.  

• Binary logistic regression selects the strongest predictors for the depending 
variable and gives a good indication of how much variation is accounted 
for, but it does not provide information about minor effects and 
interactions. This technique cannot detect multi-collinearity effects, but will 
choose the stronger of the two factors involved as a predictor. 

• The parameter estimates from loglinear techniques provide insights into the 
data set which are equivalent to those obtained by the stratified univariate 
approach. However, this technique requires large sample sizes if 
unbalanced factors are involved. 

                                                                                                                   
OBJECT OF THE INFINITIVE is the only predictor which can push a case across the .50 cut value, 
i.e. which leads to a prediction as “dative”.  
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• A GOLDVARB analysis gives results which are equivalent to those 
obtained with binary linear regression. Without specific recoding of the 
data, it cannot detect interaction effects. 

 
The different techniques applied did not yield identical results, but they did not yield 
contradicting results, either. All results could be explained against the background 
and purpose of the respective techniques. As for making a choice between the 
techniques, it is obvious that there is no “best technique” in absolute terms, but that 
each of the techniques has its specific merits and should be chosen depending on the 
questions which one wants answered. The stratified univariate approach can be 
applied under all circumstances, e.g. for factors with more than two levels or with 
unbalanced variables and is certainly a good choice for “getting to know one’s data”. 
In practice, however, it is suitable only for a small number of factors (and factor 
levels) because the number of individual comparisons increases exponentially with 
each additional factor. Furthermore, this technique must not be used inferentially, 
due to the increased danger of erroneously rejecting the null-hypothesis. For all 
purposes where a parsimonious prediction of the dependent variable is important, 
the binary logistic regression seems the best choice. When information about all 
effects involved is desirable and a fairly large and balanced data set is available, the 
parameter estimates of a loglinear analysis generally seem to yield the best choice.  
 
The additional value of GOLDVARB in comparison to SPSS-techniques is not 
convincing. SPSS allows the application of a large number of manipulations and 
statistical techniques (descriptive and inferential) to the same basic data set. 
GOLDVARB requires a transformation of the raw data and yields only factor 
weights as a result.  The calculation of interaction effects requires splitting or 
recoding of the data, it can thus be achieved faster and easier in SPSS.  

5.5.2 Pronoun use in categorical and variable 
contexts 
With respect to the relation between pronoun case and the factors chosen for 
evaluation, the most important results are 

• Variable cases of pronoun use are infrequent – they account for less than 
3% of the occurrences of singular third person pronouns. This means that 
whenever categorical and variable cases are investigated together, the 
results will, de facto, reflect the characteristics of the categorical and not of 
the variable cases.  

• Categorical contexts show strong and highly significant associations 
between PRONOUN CASE and the factors ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and 
POLITE ADDRESS, but not with GENDER OF THE REFERENT. These 
associations are not the result of the speaker’s choice of the respective 
pronouns (which is, by definition, impossible in categorical contexts) but 
they are the results of a combination of message selection and message 
coherence: transitive situations – which require accusative pronouns – tend 
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to have animate subjects and are frequent in referential situations whereas 
intransitive situations – which come with dative pronouns – tend to appear 
with inanimate subjects and are frequently used in polite-address situations. 

• The distribution of factor levels in the categorical contexts shows that 
actual communication has a clear preference for clauses in which several 
specific levels appear together, i.e. for ‘typically transitive’ and  ‘typically 
intransitive’ clauses. 

• Variation in pronoun case in the set of contexts based on variable verbs 
cannot be explained by the factors used in this study. 

• Variation in pronoun case in AcI-contexts can be explained to a high 
degree by the factor AcI Object, with constructions based on perceptive 
verbs showing a generally lower percentage of dative pronouns than 
causative constructions.  

• There are interaction effects in categorical contexts which yield strong 
associations but which do not turn out significant in all analyses. Effects 
which might be confirmed in larger investigations are the multi-collinearity 
between ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and POLITE ADDRESS in categorical (but 
not in variable) cases and a combined effect of GENDER OF THE REFERENT 
and POLITE ADDRESS on pronoun case. These effects, just like the primary 
effects, can be explained by principles of message selection. The predicted 
interaction effect between ACI-OBJECT and ACI-TYPE was not confirmed 
by the data. 

 
As discussed in Chapter 4, only two corpus studies of pronoun use have been 
published and neither is directly comparable to this investigation. Schmidely’s study 
(Schmidely, 1971) does not distinguish between categorical and variable contexts, it 
is not limited to two-participant situations and his corpus text is not of a clearly 
loísta dialect. Still, his results for ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT resemble the results 
found for the categorical contexts (which is what he actually investigated, 
considering the scarcity of variable contexts).150 Schmidely did not attempt to 
explain the associations he found, but against the background of this study it is 
evident that Schmidely was actually investigating message choice.151 

 
Orange (1982:207) studies pronoun use in a corpus based on interviews with Cuban 
speakers and claims to investigate variable contexts. His calculations for ANIMACY 

                                                 
150 He found a significant association with χ2=27,4, df=1, p<.001 for a sample size of N=478. 
The corresponding φ-value is .236 and thus lower than the association found in this study. 
151 Schmidely ends his article with the question: Enfin les résultats enregistrés obligent le 
linguiste à se poser des questions fondamentales, comme celle qui nous est suggérée par la 
présente étude: comment, d’abord à l’intérieur du système des pronoms personnels, puis dans 
l’organisation générale de la langue españole, expliquer les tendances observées grâce aux 
méthodes statistiques? (Schmidely, 1971:57) 
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OF THE SUBJECT and SEX OF THE REFERENT are compatible with this study in the 
sense that he did not find significant associations for these factors either.152   
 
As for AcI-contexts, the results are in line with the general assumption of the 
relevance of ACI OBJECT for pronoun case (Fernández-Ordóñez, 1999, García, 
1975). On the other hand, the findings of the AcI-contexts contradict Roldan’s 
(1975:29) statement which implies that the transitivity of the infinitive determines 
pronoun case in causative AcI-constructions. The corpus shows that there is indeed a 
strong tendency in this direction but that 25% of the examples do not show this 
distribution, i.e. that there are counter-examples (dative pronoun with intransitive 
infinitive and accusative pronoun with transitive infinitive) in both directions.  
 
The wide-spread conviction that, for instance, ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT is a 
decisive factor for pronoun choice in variable contexts is thus not borne out by the 
results from the corpus investigation. Rather, it looks as if this opinion was based on 
the distribution of categorical (and, in particular contrast) contexts.  
 
What do these facts mean in terms of the ‘degree-of-activity’ theory for pronoun 
use?  For this discussion, it is important to note that García (1975) does not draw 
attention to the distinction between categorical, contrast and variable use of the 
pronouns. Her basic argumentation is that pronoun use contributes to message 
coherence. This overall concept covers message selection (which she does not 
discuss explicitly), as well as the explicit choice for one or the other pronoun in 
order to highlight the activity status of the referent. The finding that there are strong 
associations between ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and PRONOUN CASE and between 
POLITE ADDRESS and PRONOUN CASE in categorical contexts is thus completely in 
line with the Columbia approach, as is the finding that factor levels tend to cluster, 
i.e. that speakers tend to produce ‘coherently transitive’ or ‘coherently intransitive’ 
sentences. The findings on pronoun use in the variable part of the corpus, on the 
other hand, are unexpected from a Columbia point of view. After all, there is only 
one factor which is clearly related to pronoun case in variable contexts and that is 
ACI OBJECT in AcI-contexts. Among all the factors used here, this is the one which 
is least directly relatable to the ‘degree-of-activity’ concept. The assumption that the 
referent in ‘I see him read’ should be more active than the one in ‘I see him write a 
letter’ is intuitively not attractive (see discussion of the factor in §3.6). The 
remaining variation (i.e. the AcI-tokens which do not follow this pattern and all 
variable-verb contexts) cannot be explained by the factors chosen for this 
investigation.  
 
There are several possible reasons for the generally negative outcome of this study: 

                                                 
152 Orange uses a Fisher’s Exact Test for his data analysis, recalculation to χ2 yields even less 
significant results due to expected cell frequencies <5; φ-values for both factors are low (.134 
and .089, respectively). 
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1. There are systematic associations with the factors used but the sample size for 
the variable contexts is too small. A sample of 169 cases is indeed relatively 
small for a multivariate analysis. So this argument might hold for the 
unbalanced factors POLITE ADDRESS and GENDER OF THE REFERENT or for 
detecting interaction effects.  However, for a finding a primary effect for a well-
balanced factor such as ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, the sample size is 
sufficient.153 

2. Pronoun use with variable verbs (and partially with AcI-constructions) is a 
matter of ‘free variation’. For the corpus under investigation this statement is 
technically true: in an analysis of linguistic variation ‘free variation’ 
corresponds to the null hypothesis and, indeed, the analysis carried out here 
yielded no evidence for rejecting the null hypothesis – except for the factor 
ACI-OBJECT. On the other hand, the null hypothesis is not ‘proven’ by the lack 
of evidence for an alternative interpretation because there are  a large number of 
factors which might explain the variation and which have not yet been 
rigorously tested. 

3. There is systematic variation and it can be shown in a quantitative analysis, but 
the factors chosen for this investigation are not relevant for pronoun choice in 
variable contexts. This is possible and it might be a suggestion for further 
investigation. Perhaps pronoun use works along a totally different dimension 
and everyone is barking up the wrong tree. The fact that the only factor which 
shows an  effect (ACI OBJECT) cannot easily be related to the concept of activity 
hierarchy certainly points to the need for another approach.  

4. Pronouns are used for ‘comment purposes’ but this use can only be 
demonstrated qualitatively and not quantitatively. This is basically the situation 
which we have at hand. Examples (33) and (34) are intuitively attractive as 
evidence for ‘comment use’. If they are taken as evidence for ‘comment use’, 
they demonstrate that comment use is possible even under syntactically, 
semantically and pragmatically very similar conditions. Technically, this would 
mean that either the wrong factors were investigated (see explanation 4) or that 
highly complex interactions between many factors are involved.  

4. Pronoun use for comment is a luxury activity. It might actually not be a 
coincidence that the comment-use examples come from Cortázar’s novel and 
not from the more down-to-earth texts of Maradona or Habla Culta. Cortázar is 
a world-famous author and can be supposed to have a higher linguistic 
sensitivity than an average language user. Moreover, he will have had the time 
to write and edit the text of his novel in order to reach a maximum degree of 
coherence. This is, after all, what literature is about. But does the use of 
pronouns for ‘comment’ purposes really improve everyday communication? 
After all, non-polarizing verbs – merely by being non-polarizing – yield 
coherent expressions with dative and with accusative pronouns, with animate 
and with inanimate subjects and they can be used in referential as well as in 

                                                 
153 A chi-square calculation is considered reliable if all cells have a minimum expected 
frequency of 5 (Butler, 1985) , which means that for a relatively well-balanced factor such as 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT a sample size of 30 should be sufficient to detect a significant 
association at a 5% level.  
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polite discourse situations. The overall distribution of pronouns in variable 
contexts shows that speakers generally prefer accusative pronouns with weakly-
polarizing verbs and this seems to work well in everyday communication. Using 
a dative pronoun in such a situation to indicate the relatively higher activity 
status of the referent would make a good and coherent message slightly better – 
an effect desirable in literature but possibly too slight to be even detected in 
everyday communication. After all, if the speaker had really wanted to stress the 
object’s active status, he could have chosen another verb or another construction 
– le echo una mano ‘I give him a hand’ is a good alternative for ayudar ‘to 
help’ for all those situations in which it matters that the receiver of the help 
should not be seen as a passive ‘victim’ of the helping action. Technically, this 
statement would boil down to a combination of the statements above: There are 
comment uses, but they are few and so complex that it is difficult to investigate 
them quantitatively (statement 4) and in the majority of cases, pronoun use in 
variable contexts does not respond to variables which relate directly to the 
semantic content of the pronouns (statement 2 or 3).  

 
All in all, the corpus investigation provides a good insight into the structure and 
pronoun use in categorical contexts, but – due to the sheer infrequency of variable 
contexts – it is much less adequate for the investigation the latter ones. The 
experimental investigation, which will be reported in the following chapter, will 
attempt to shed more light on pronoun choice in these contexts.   
 



 



 

 Chapter six 
 

Experiment 
 
 

6.1 Introduction 
 
The investigation at hand is based on three scientific endeavours: (i) the evaluation 
and recalculation of earlier studies (Chapter 4), (ii) a corpus study (Chapter 5) and 
(iii) an experiment. This last dimension is the subject of the present Chapter. The 
main purpose of the experimental investigation is to gather a large amount of data 
about pronoun use in variable contexts in a suitably controlled way. This will yield 
more insight into how the factors tested in this project influence pronoun choice and 
how they interact in doing so.  
 
The factors under investigation and the respective predictions for their impact on 
pronoun use, were discussed in some detail in Chapter 3. In short, the expectation is 
that each of the factor levels of the factors tested should relatively favour either the 
use of the dative pronoun le or its accusative counterpart lo. This effect should 
basically be found in all variable contexts, but some factors should be consistently 
stronger than others. As for interaction effects – i.e. the impact of one of the factors 
on the effect of another one – no specific predictions were made. The experiment 
also contains a tentative effort to measure response times for pronoun choice. The 
prediction for response times is that pronoun choice in categorical contexts should 
be easier than in variables ones, which should be manifest in shorter response times. 
It can also be expected that the presence of a factor level which clearly favours the 
use of a certain pronoun form, should result in shorter response times, at least for 
those informants who choose the favoured form.  
 
In the following section, the methodological decisions for the experimental 
investigation will be explained and discussed, with attention for the preliminary 
decisions, the actual experimental procedure and the processing of the data, for the 
pronoun choice data and the respective response time data. In section 3, the results 
will be discussed, in the first place for the factors tested in this experiment, but also 
– albeit in an exploratory and descriptive manner – for a number of additional 
circumstances which might play a role in pronoun choice. The results section ends 
with the findings on response time. Section 4 summarizes and discusses the results. 
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6.2 Method 
 
This section describes and explains the methodological decisions that were taken in 
planning and running the experiment and for the presentation and evaluation of the 
data. This section contains quite a lot of terminology, part of it highly specific to the 
description of the structure of the experiment. All terms are explained the first time 
they are used. Appendix 2 contains a list of the terms and their definition, a 
schematic representation of the design of the experiment and the stimuli, together 
with their translation. 

6.2.1 Preliminary decisions 
The experiment described here is quite complex due to the fact that a substantial 
number of factors are tested in a large number of different contexts.  A detailed 
discussion of the methodological issues is therefore crucial for the understanding of 
the resulting data. 

6.2.1.1 Structure of the experimental investigation 
Columbia School analyses are predominantly based on the qualitative evaluation of 
natural language production. Experimental investigations play a minor role, but 
when they are done (e.g. García and Otheguy, 1977, Kirsner, van Heuven & 
Vermeulen, 1987, Zubin, 1975) the method chosen is usually the ‘fill-in task’. 
Informants are presented with a given context in which one word is missing and the 
informant’s task consists in deciding which form (usually one out of two possible 
forms) he would consider the more adequate one within the context in question. If 
the contexts form minimal pairs, i.e. if all elements in the stimulus are identical with 
the exception of the item under investigation, one can plausibly attribute any 
differences in the informants’ responses to the factor implemented. 
 
This approach is also the basis for the investigation at hand. However, this 
experiment differs from earlier investigations of Spanish pronoun use in a number of 
respects:  
 

• In order to investigate direct and interaction effects, more factors will be 
tested simultaneously154 

• The validity of the experiment is enhanced by testing factors in different 
carrier contexts 

• Instead of the traditional ‘paper-questionnaire’, a computerized version is 
used in order to collect not only data on the pronoun form chosen, but also 
response times  

                                                 
154As discussed in Chapter 4,  the experiment which is reported in García and Otheguy (1977, 
1983) and in García (1990) is also based on the simultaneous implementation of several 
factors. However, the multivariate approach is not consistently followed in the evaluation.  
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6.2.1.2 Design of the experiment 
The setup of the experiment is a between-speaker investigation, based on a factorial 
design with pronoun choice as the dependent variable. As three binary factors were 
to be tested, sets of eight stimuli ( = 23) were used. Each stimulus consists of an 
invariable part (the carrier context) in which the basic situation is sketched. The 
variable parts are implementations of factor levels of the factors under investigation. 
Example (38), based on lexical set 32, exemplifies the design:  
 
(38) Ana ya no sigue la carrera de computación   
 Ana does no longer study computer science 
 
 El profesor del primer año  
 Her first-year teacher 
 
 ___ hizo cambiar de planes 
 made [her] change plans 
 
This stimulus represents one of a set of eight, in which three factors are tested, i.e. 
GENDER OF THE REFERENT, ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and ACI OBJECT. The 
corresponding factor levels which are implemented in example (38) are /female/ 
(Ana), /animate/ (el profesor del primer año) and /absent/ (de planes).  
 
In designing the full lexical set, each of this factor levels was varied so that all 
possible combinations of levels are realized, which results in eight different stimuli. 
The fully complementary version, with all factor levels representing the 
complementary level, corresponds to example (39).  
 
(39) Jorge ya no sigue la carrera de computación   
 Jorge does no longer study computer science 
 
 El haber sacado notas tan bajas  
 The fact that he got such low grades 
 
 ___ hizo cambiar sus planes 
 made [him] change his plans 
 
Example (39) features a male pronoun referent (Jorge) and inanimate subject (el 
haber sacado notas tan bajas) and a direct object of the infinitive (sus planes).155  

                                                 
155 In this particular example, the implementation of the direct object of the infinitive hinges 
merely on the syntactic structure of the component following the infinitive. The phrase sus 
planes ‘his plans’ is a noun phrase, whereas de planes (literally ‘of plans’) is a prepositional 
phrase which does not qualify as a direct object of cambiar. The English translation does not 
allow the implementation of the same difference. Dutch, in turn, has a very similar minimal 
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Together with the other six stimuli which result from the remaining combinations of 
factor levels, these eight stimuli form one lexical set, i.e. the total of stimuli based 
on one and the same carrier context.  

6.2.1.3 Selection of stimuli and factors 
A total of 42 carrier contexts were constructed for the experiment. The basis for 
most of them were utterances from spontaneous language production, found in 
Argentinean texts or produced spontaneously by Latin American speakers. Others 
were made up specifically for the purpose of this investigation.  
 
The material contains a number of contexts and stimuli which were used for merely 
exploratory purposes. However, the major part was intended as a systematic 
multivariate investigation. The factors to be investigated were mainly the ones used 
in the corpus investigation, i.e. ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, GENDER OF THE 
REFERENT, POLITE ADDRESS and ACI OBJECT.  In a number of lexical sets, the VERB 
or the CONSTRUCTION (AcI-based versus variable-verb based) was varied. 
Additionally, a number of other factors were used, such as SERIAL EFFECT (i.e. 
priming), SENTENCE MOOD (affirmative vs negative), LEXICAL MENTION OF THE 
PRONOUN REFERENT, POSITION OF THE PRONOUN and GENDER OF THE SUBJECT (see 
§3.6 for definition and discussion of the factors and factor levels). 
 
The majority of the stimuli is based on variable constructions, a number of 
categorical contexts are used for control purposes.  

6.2.1.4 Creating stimulus sequences 
An inter-speaker design requires that each informant must not be confronted with 
more than one version of the same lexical set. Therefore, the maximum number of 
stimuli within a lexical set determines the number of groups of informants which 
have to take part in the experiment. In the experiment at hand, this requires enlisting 
eight groups of informants.  
 
Ideally, each group of informants would be administered one stimulus from each 
lexical set. However, not all lexical sets were implemented with a full-factorial 
design with three binary factor levels. A number of lexical sets contained factors 
with three or even four factor levels, while in still others only two factors were 
tested, so that a number of lexical sets consist of only four or six stimuli. This 
slightly complicated the task of making equivalent stimulus sequences, i.e. sets of 
stimuli for each of the eight informant groups, and led to a situation in which not all 
lexical sets appeared in all stimulus sequences. The total number of carrier contexts 
(42) was therefore not equal to the number of stimuli within each of the sequences 
(37). For an overview of the distribution of stimuli over the eight sequences, see 
Appendix 2.  

                                                                                                                   
pair in the form of zijn plan veranderen, an NP-construction versus van plan veranderen a 
PP-construction.  
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In order to avoid a clustering of responses for one or the other pronoun form in any 
particular stimulus sequence, the stimuli underwent an a priori classification in 
which the investigator estimated whether the stimulus would receive a high, medium 
or low percentage of le responses. Stimuli were allotted to stimulus sequences in 
such a way that approximately the same number of stimuli from the three categories 
appeared in each sequence.  

6.2.1.5 Questionnaire versus computerized experiment 
Apart from the traditional paper versions of the questionnaires, a computerized 
version was used in this experiment. The main purpose of this version was to gather 
on-line information about the decision process involved in pronoun choice by 
measuring the time it took an informant to make the decision. The experimental 
materials were identical to those of the paper questionnaires.  
 
The reason that both techniques were used is mainly that a computerized version had 
not been used before for this purpose, so that it seemed advisable to gather data in 
the traditional way for control purposes.  
 
The main difference in the administration of the experiment in a traditional versus 
computerized version consists in the way in which  stimuli are presented to the 
informants. In a questionnaire, all the experimental material is presented to the 
informant immediately. Participants in the experiment are usually asked to work 
sequentially, from one stimulus to the next, but is nearly impossible to enforce this. 
In the computerized version, stimuli build up on the screen, which focuses the 
informant’s attention to the stimulus at hand. 
 
In order to control for effects deriving from the sequence of stimuli offered to the 
informants, the questionnaire version was offered in two different orders – half of 
the questionnaires presented the stimuli in the same order as the computerized 
version, the other half had the order inverted.  

6.2.1.6 Implementation of the computerized version 
For making the response-time investigation possible, a Q-BASIC program was 
developed which resulted in the presentation of successive parts of the stimuli on a 
computer screen. The program allowed the incremental presentation of the stimuli 
on the screen and recorded key strokes as well as the delay times between key 
strokes.156  
 
Informants were instructed to press the “enter” key for the program to display the 
next part of the context. The last portion of the context, which contained the blank 
for which the pronoun had to be chosen, was preceded by an acoustic signal (a short 

                                                 
156 I am grateful to Vincent van Heuven of the Department of Linguistics of Leiden 
University for designing, developing, testing and tuning the program.  
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beep). Pronoun choice was to be indicated by pressing a key on the right or left side 
of the keyboard. Which side of the keyboard corresponded to which pronoun was 
indicated by coloured labels indicating LE or LA/LO at the right and left the margin 
of the computer screen. Keys on the respective sides of the keyboard were taped in 
the corresponding colours. The lateral orientation of the assignment of pronoun case 
to the keyboard side was changed randomly, so that about half of the informants 
indicated a dative choice with their right hand and an accusative choice with their 
left hand while the other informants had the orientation reversed.  
 
The program recorded the key pressed as an indication of pronoun choice and the 
time elapsed between the appearance of the last part of the stimulus and the pressing 
of a key. The key data were later converted to the respective case information.  

6.2.1.7 Stimulus control and plausibility changes 
The initial version of most stimuli, i.e. the conversion of basic carrier contexts taken 
from actual language production into experimental stimuli, was done by the 
investigator, a non-native speaker of Spanish. This had the advantage of a purely 
technical approach, reducing the danger of accidentally introducing contextual 
elements particularly favouring the use of a certain form. It had the disadvantage of 
creating a number of contrived, unnatural, culturally inadequate or otherwise 
unfortunate stimuli.  
 
In order to guarantee grammaticality and acceptability of the stimuli to the future 
informants, they were reviewed by two native speakers of Buenos Aires Spanish 
living in the Netherlands, one of them having the socio-demographic characteristics 
of the future informants. This review led to changes and replacements of several 
stimuli. 
 
A particular problem which became obvious in this stage was that of the internal 
plausibility of the stimuli. In the evaluation with native speakers, it became obvious 
that a merely technical implementation of factor levels could compromise the 
plausibility or cultural acceptability of certain stimuli. The factor GENDER OF THE 
REFERENT, for instance, is prone to create such problems. A carrier context, designed 
with a male referent in mind will usually represent a situation in which typically a 
male referent occurs. Implementing the complementary factor level is technically 
easy – it usually does not involve more than replacing a male name by a female one 
– but the situation sketched might lose part of its plausibility. Lexical set 14, for 
instance, sketches a situation in which the training achievements of a child do (or do 
not) impress the trainer. Since there are few sport activities which are (certainly in 
Latin America) equally plausible for boys and girls, varying the gender of the child 
requires a decision whether or not the sport activity should be changed as well. Not 
changing the activity, might affect the gender interpretation of the referent (i.e.raise 
questions about the “girlyness” of a soccer-playing girl) or it might affect the 
distance between the stimulus and the cultural stereotype about the situation 
described. Changing the activity, on the other hands, affects the whole the 
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background setting of the stimulus set and runs counter to the idea of creating truly 
minimal pairs.157  
 
This discussion leads to the inevitable conclusion that it is practically impossible to 
design  truly minimal pairs of stimuli. Each change in a context changes the internal  
coherence (and therefore possibly the inherent plausibility) of an utterance. 
 
In the situation at hand, some of the stimuli identified as implausible by the native 
speakers who reviewed them, were replaced by totally different lexical sets, others 
underwent minor contextual adaptations in order to increase their plausibility. 
Changes in the target clauses were restricted to an absolute minimum.  

6.2.1.8 The pilot study 
The first validation of the stimuli and their administration was done in the form of a 
pilot study, based on a reduced design, consisting of 30 pairs of stimuli. The pilot 
was carried out with 20 native speakers of various dialects of Latin-American 
Spanish, without taking into consideration further socio-demographic traits. Slight 
adaptations of the timing of the presentation of context fragments were carried out 
as a result of this study and, again, a number of carrier contexts were dropped or 
underwent changes due to comments received from inform 

6.2.2 Carrying out the experiment 
The experiment was carried out in Buenos Aires in July and August 1995, details on 
particpants and the procedures are discussed in the subsequent sections.  

6.2.2.1 Recruitment and selection of informants 
An experiment based on eight sets of stimuli, applying two different techniques and 
including a control for order effects, requires a large number of informants. It was 
estimated that approximately 35 informants were required  for the each of the eight 
sequences, for the questionnaire version as well as for the computerized version. 
With a significance level of 5%, this number yields a significant result when the 
difference in pronoun use between two stimuli is about 25%.  
 
Informants for the computer version were mainly recruited among students of the 
Ciudad Universitaria, a university campus of the Universidad de Buenos Aires, the 
public university of this city. This campus accommodates all Science and 

                                                 
157 One might suggest that the solution consists in the construction of culturally neutral 
situations. Apart from the question as to whether this is possible – i.e. whether such situation  
actually exit  – the price to be paid for this solution would probably be working with a set of 
bleak and artificial stimuli. The effect of such a set might be that the participants in the 
experiment will have difficulty in relating them to their own communicative needs in daily 
life, increasing the danger of receiving “normative” results instead of the spontaneous ones 
desired for the purpose at hand. 
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Technology Faculties of the University. Students of Mathematics and Computer 
Science were invited to take part in the experiment by e-mail, others were recruited 
in the libraries and cafeterias. A smaller, but still notable number of informants were 
students of the Faculty of Social Sciences. They were recruited in the building of the 
Social Science Faculty, situated in the Center of Buenos Aires, where they were 
approached before and after regular classes. All informants took part voluntarily and 
without remuneration.158 
 
Demographic data were collected in order to guarantee a coherent group of 
informants. All informants were students, most of them part-time, which is the usual 
pattern for Argentine public universities. Informants were between 17 and 35 years 
of age and were born and bred in Buenos Aires or the neighbouring provinces.159 A 
total of 253 informants took part in the computer experiment, with each of the eight 
versions of the experiment being administered to at least 30 informants.  
 
For the questionnaire version, the bulk of informants were students taking  the 
preparatory course of the Philosophy Department. The questionnaire was 
administered to various groups during their classes and in presence of their lecturers. 
Taking part in the experiment was not obligatory, but due to the in-class situation, 
students might have felt to be obliged to cooperate. Other informants -  about one 
third of the total - were recruited in the same ways as for the computer version, so 
that a considerable number of questionnaires were filled in by students of the 
Science and Technology and of Social Sciences Faculty.160 Assignment of 
questionnaire versions to informants was randomised so that each of the 16 versions 
was used in all groups of informants.  
 
The same socio-demographic data as for the experiment were collected from the 
questionnaire informants; a small number of informants were excluded for not 
meeting the dialectal criteria. In total, 392 questionnaires were considered valid for 
the investigation. For each of the 16 versions (8 sequences in two different orders), 
at least 24 valid questionnaires were available. 

                                                 
158 Eventually more than 650 persons took part in the experiment. Recruiting such a large 
number of informants in limited time would not have been possible without the generous help 
of staff members of various Faculties of the Universidad de Buenos Aires, to whom I am very 
grateful.  
159 Most informants came from the city or province of Buenos Aires, others from Entre Ríos, 
Santa Fé, Córdoba, La Pampa and Río Negro. A few informants were excluded for having 
spent their formative years abroad. In order to avoid interference due to language contact (see 
§2.4.2), informants from the provinces of Misiones and Corrientes were also excluded. 
160 Recruitment of informants for questionnaires in the Ciudad Universitaria and the Faculty 
of Social Sciences took place after the computer experiment had been carried out. Informants 
who had taken part in the computer experiment were not admitted to the questionnaire 
experiment. 
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6.2.2.2 Procedure of the experiment 
For all informants, the purpose of the experiment was defined as gaining insight into 
actual language use of Buenos Aires Spanish for didactic reasons in second language 
instruction in the Netherlands. Informants were asked to choose the pronoun form 
they would most likely use in the context in question. They were explicitly asked not 
to think in prescriptive categories, i.e. not to worry about which pronoun form would 
be “the correct one”. Informants received written instructions before the start of the 
task and were given the opportunity to ask questions.  
 
For the computer version of the experiment, the program was installed locally on 
two personal computers in one of the lab rooms of the Department of Computer 
Science and on the investigator’s laptop. Depending on the local circumstances and 
availability of the systems, informants were asked to carry out the experiment on 
one of the computers. Socio-demographic data of the informant in question, the 
lateral orientation of dative versus accusative choice, type of hardware used and 
place and time of the experiment were logged. Each session began with the 
presentation of five training stimuli which did not form part of the actual 
experiment. Informants were given the possibility to ask questions after reading the 
instructions and after the training set. All instances of the computer experiment were 
taken in the presence of the investigator; in the majority of the cases only one 
informant at a time participated in  the experiment. In the computer version, it was 
impossible to return to stimuli already responded to. When an informant indicated 
that he or she had pressed the wrong button immediately after responding, this was 
logged and the respective response was eliminated from the data set after the run. 
This choice was made mainly because the response times were not valid for these 
cases. Furthermore, the pronoun choice could no longer be considered to be the 
result of a spontaneous decision.  
 
Informants who received the questionnaire were given the same instructions, but no 
test stimuli were provided. Questionnaires were collected after approximately 10 
minutes. Correction of already filled-in responses was not encouraged, but could not 
always be prevented. Responses which had obviously undergone correction (i.e. one 
response crossed and another one written above) were excluded from further data 
analysis in order to keep the questionnaire and  computer versions comparable.  

6.2.3 Preparing the data for evaluation 
The questionnaires yielded only data on pronoun choice, whereas the computerized 
version provided pronoun choice data and response times. In both cases the raw data 
had to be pre-processed before being accessible for statistical evaluation. 

6.2.3.1 Data transcription 
The questionnaire responses were copied to a text file which was later imported into 
an SPSS spreadsheet. In order to avoid biased interpretations of the responses 
(which, in some cases, were graphically very similar) the pronouns filled in by the 
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informants were read out aloud by a person who did not speak Spanish and were 
written down by another person. Responses were converted into case categories, i.e. 
all accusative responses, which were indicated by different forms (lo or la) 
according to the referent of the pronoun, were recoded to one value.  
 
For the data from the computer experiment, information about the key the informant 
had pressed was converted to pronoun case coding on the basis of the logged 
information about the lateral orientation of the dative versus accusative choice on 
the keyboard. Response data from both types of experiment were enriched with 
factor level information about the respective stimuli and statistically evaluated using 
SPSS. 
 
The two versions of the experiment contain different sources of potentially 
“erroneous” responses. For the computer version, it is likely that occasionally an 
informant might have pressed a key which did not correspond to his of her actual 
pronoun choice. Informants were instructed to signal such situations verbally to the 
investigator, but they might not have followed this instruction in all cases. As for the 
questionnaires, the informants’ hand-written  responses might be a source of error. 
Although informants were asked to write clearly and in capital letters, the difference 
between le, la and lo was sometimes hard to distinguish. Ambiguous responses were 
skipped in the data conversion, but it is probable that, even with all the diligence 
applied to gathering and converting the data, a number of errors have remained.  

6.2.3.2 Basic checks 
A couple of validity checks were carried out in order to exclude possibly disturbing 
effects:  
 
1. Balanced distribution of dative- and accusative-favouring stimuli over the eight 

stimulus sequences: The aim of achieving a balanced distribution (see §6.2.1.4) 
was not achieved in the desired degree. The total percentage of dative choices 
over the experimental sets varied between 32% and 40%. However, considering 
that all eight percentages lay within two standard deviations of the overall mean 
value of 35.4% (std = 2.3%), the differences seem acceptable. 

2. Differences between questionnaire and computer version of the experiment 
were calculated by comparing the mean percentage of le-responses per stimulus 
for the questionnaire and the computer version. The overall percentage of le-
choices was somewhat higher in the computer experiment (38.4% versus 
33.4%) but the result is insignificant (t = 1.622, df = 394, p = .106) for the 
comparison of all stimuli and also for the respective comparisons of variable 
contexts based on verbs (t = 1.425, df = 174, p = . 156) and contexts based on 
AcI-constructions (t = 1.444, df = 170, p = .151). 

3. Socio-demographic effects: Socio-demographic variables were available for the 
computer version of the experiment. There is no significant effect for GENDER 
OF THE INFORMANT on pronoun choice (χ2 =  0.020, df = 1, ins. φ = −0.002). The 
University Faculty to which the informants belonged, was recoded into the 
values “Science” versus “Humanities/Philosophy”. Science students had a 
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somewhat higher tendency to choose dative forms (χ2 = 4.64, df  = 1, p = 0.031, 
φ = 0.024).  

6.2.3.3 Data selection for final evaluation 
The stimuli which were eventually selected for the final evaluation were those who 
met the criteria for this study, as defined in §3.5 and which allowed a multivariate 
evaluation of two factors in a variable context. For categorical contexts, the criterion 
was that they were based on a two-participant situation.  
 
This led to the selection of 30 lexical sets for variable contexts, of which 14 AcI-
based and 16 based on variable verbs, together with five lexical sets based on 
categorical contexts, resulting in a total of 144 stimuli. Each stimulus set for a 
variable context consisted of four stimuli, based on the same construction and the 
same verb.  
 
In a number of cases, sets of eight stimuli met the criteria for the final evaluation. If 
the verb was a factor tested in the set, the lexical set was split into two stimulus sets, 
each based on a different verb. Two other lexical sets were split along the factor 
levels of the factor GENDER OF THE REFERENT, a frequently implemented factor 
which – before splitting the lexical set – was tested for its impact on pronoun choice 
and found insignificant.  
 
The schematic representation in Appendix 2 indicates per stimulus whether or not it 
has been chosen for the evaluation.  

6.2.4 Evaluation and presentation of results 
Considering the complexity of the experiment, the evaluation of the data en the 
presentation of the results require some discussion. The main choices for the 
pronoun choice data en the experimental data will be discussed in the subsequent 
sections.  

6.2.4.1 Data on pronoun choice 
The purpose of a multivariate analysis is to determine the simultaneous influence of 
two or more factors on a dependent variable. The results of such an analysis are 
generally not easily accessible in “down-to-earth terms” and are  increasingly 
difficult represent graphically.161 This section makes an attempt to illustrate how the 
data are evaluated, on the basis of one of the stimulus sets of the experiments. 
 

                                                 
161 For two factors, the results can, of course, still be represented by two lines (see Figure 6.1). For any 
higher number of factors, graphical representation becomes cumbersome and hard to interpret for the 
untrained observer. 
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Stimulus (40) represents the combination of the lo-favouring level of the factor 
POLITE ADDRESS, i.e. a 3rd person context in which someone talks about the pronoun 
referent, in an AcI-context without an object of the infinitive. Both factor levels are 
considered to favour the use of the accusative form lo.  
 
(40) No tiene sentido que el embajador 
 It does not make sense that the ambassador 
 
 conteste las preguntas de los periodistas 
 should answer the questions of the journalists 
 
 Esos charlatanes sólo ___ harán rabiar. 
 Those paparazzi will only make [him] react furiously 
 
Stimulus (41) represents the implementation of the corresponding two le-favouring 
factor levels: a context in which the pronoun referent is directly addressed with the 
polite third-person form and which is based on an AcI-construction with an explicit 
direct object. 
 
(41) No tiene sentido que usted, su excelencia 
 It does not make sense that the ambassador 
 
 conteste las preguntas de los periodistas 
 should answer the questions of the journalists 
 
 Esos charlatanes sólo ___ harán perder el tiempo 
 Those paparazzi will only make [you] lose your time 
 
The remaining two stimuli of this set combine the two respective “mixed 
conditions”, with a lo-favouring level for POLITE ADDRESS and a le-favouring level 
for ACI OBJECT and vice versa. 
 
Table 6.1 presents the four conditions in a matrix and shows the informants’ 
pronoun choice for each of the results in terms of choice of the pronoun le 

 
Table 6.1: Pronoun choice results for stimulus set 4. 

 
Polite Address→  
↓ AcI-Object 

/3rd person/ 
el embajador 

/2nd person/ 
usted, excelencia 

Total for 
ACI-OBJECT 

/absent/ 
rabiar   

38.2% le 
(13/34) 

48.4% le 
(15/31) 

43.1% le 
(28/65) 

/present/ 
perder el tiempo  

82.9% le 
(29/35) 

94.3% le 
(33/35) 

88.6% le 
(62/70) 

Total for 
POLITE ADDRESS 

60.1% le 
(42/69) 

72.7% le 
(48/66) 

66.7% le 
(90/135) 
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This set of four stimuli can be seen as two sets of minimal pairs for each of the 
factors in question: the overall influence of the factors can be estimated by looking 
at the marginal totals, the vertical ones for the effect of ACI-OBJECT, and the 
horizontal ones for the effect of POLITE ADDRESS. Obviously, both factors have at 
least some effect. For the factor ACI-OBJECT, the use of the form le shoots up from a 
modest 43.1% when the AcI-construction is based on an intransitive verb (rabiar) to 
an impressive 88.6% in the construction with a direct object of the infinitive (perder 
el tiempo). For POLITE ADDRESS, the effect is less dramatic with 60.1% in the 3rd 
person context increasing to 72.7% in the (polite) 2nd person construction.  
 
Figure 6.1 represents the evaluation of the factor ACI-OBJECT. Each point represents 
the percentage of le-responses for one of the four stimuli of the set and each line 
represents one minimal pair of contexts which only differs with respect to whether 
or not the AcI-construction comes with a direct object. The y-axis represents the 
percentage of dative responses of the total of valid responses for the stimulus in 
question. The expectation for pronoun choice would be that the percentage of dative 
forms should be higher in the contexts with a direct object than in the construction 
without one. 
 

referential 
stimuli

polite address 
stimuli

0

20

40

60

80

100

aci- aci+

%
 le

 
Figure 6.1: Effect of ACI-OBJECT  on pronoun choice  

in a referential and a polite context within the same stimulus set. 
 
Figure 6.1 shows, more clearly than the matrix representation, that the data bear out 
the expectation. More speakers choose the dative form when the AcI-construction 
comes with a direct object than in the context which is based on an intransitive verb. 
The increase is roughly the same in the pair of stimuli which is based on referential 
contexts and in the pair which is based on a polite address context.  
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A chi-square test on the data yields highly significant results for both pairs of stimuli 
(χ2 = 14.4, df = 1, p < 0.001 for the referential pair and χ2 = 17.5, df = 1, p < 0.001 
for the polite address pair). 
 
Figure 6.1 also reveals an effect for POLITE ADDRESS, the second factor in this set, 
since the line which represents the polite contexts is above the one which represents 
the referential contexts. The statistical evaluation confirms this impression, i.e., it 
does not yield significant results for either pair of stimuli (χ2 = 0.7, df = 1, ins. for 
the AcI construction without an object and χ2 = 2.3, df = 1, ins. for the pair based on 
the AcI-construction with a direct object). 
 
As for interaction effects, Figure 6.1 shows clearly that no such effects are involved. 
The pair of lines runs nearly parallel, which indicates that the effect for any given  
factor under investigation is not influenced by any other the factor.  
 
For analyzing the effects of both factors simultaneously, multivariate techniques, 
such as Hiloglinear analyses or regression analyses (see discussion in §3.7.3) are 
used. The results of the Hiloglinear analysis (Logit) are presented in Table 6.2: 
 

Table 6.2: Results of Logit Analysis  
for effect of the factors AcI-Object and Polite Address  

on pronoun choice for stimulus set 4. 
 

Factor Z-score Significance 
ACI-OBJECT (A) –3.568 < 0.001.(ins) 
POLITE ADDRESS (P) –1.378 0.168 (ins) 
Interaction A × P 0.732 0.464 (ins) 

 
Obviously, the individual Chi-Square results and the Logit analysis coincide well: 
the effect for the factor ACI-OBJECT is highly significant, whereas the effect of the 
factor POLITE ADDRESS is not. The interaction effect, i.e. the joint influence of the 
two factors on pronoun choice is small and clearly insignificant.  
 
Multivariate techniques also allow us to see how much of the variation in pronoun 
use can be explained by the two factors under investigation. That there is at least 
some unexplained variation is evident, even from the basic percentages in Table 6.1: 
after all, some 40% of the informants choose the pronoun le in the condition in 
which no le-favouring element is present and even in the presence of both le-
favouring conditions some informants still choose the accusative form lo. The 
corresponding concentration coefficient, i.e. the relation between explained and 
unexplained variation (see §3.7.4) is 0.23, which means that less than one quarter of 
the total variation is explained by the two factors tested.  
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6.2.4.2 Evaluation of response times 
The program written for the computerized version of the experiment, measured the 
time from the appearance of the last part of the stimulus on the screen until the 
informant pressed a key on the keyboard. It is important to note that it does thus not 
measure the “pure” response time for pronoun choice, but a combination of reading 
the last part of the stimulus, processing the target clause (or even the whole 
stimulus) plus the time needed for choosing the preferred pronoun form. The  
assumption behind this approach is that reading and processing the clause should 
take relatively little time and should be basically constant for all stimuli, so that the 
variation found can be attributed to the process of choosing the pronoun.  
 
The program was initially set to a time-out of 30 seconds. In the first evaluation, all 
times shorter than 10 seconds were considered valid for the preliminary evaluation. 
Response times varied between 457 ms and 9494 ms, with a mean of 2402 ms and a 
standard deviation of 1215 ms. Response times close to the maximum time (10 
seconds) are questionable: one may seriously doubt whether such responses can be 
the result of a spontaneous decision. On the other hand, such outliers can 
substantially influence the data evaluation. It was therefore decided to eliminate all 
responses longer than five seconds. A five-second cut-off is roughly three standard 
deviations above the mean (4.8 seconds) and is intuitively attractive as a time span 
for a “spontaneous choice”.  
 
The amount of variation in the response data was high. In the untrimmed data set, 
mean times for individual stimuli lay between 1420 and 3720 ms. The variation 
across informants was even larger, with mean times per informant ranging between 
1007 and 5208 ms. In order to eliminate part of the individual variation, the response 
times were normalized for each speaker by converting them to the respective z-
scores.162 The value does then no longer represent the actual response time but the 
deviation of the particular mean response time for the speaker in question. Positive 
values indicate response times longer than the average for the speaker at hand, 
negative values indicate faster responses.163  
 
 

                                                 
162 This is done by subtracting the difference of each individual score (in this case of an 
informant for each stimulus of his sequence) from the mean value (for this particular 
informant) and dividing the result by the standard deviation (for this particular speaker).  
163 One might object that a repeated measures statistics would have been a more elegant 
solution to this problem. This is, however, not the case. A repeated measures statistic is the 
preferred method if the research question can be formulated in terms of ‘treatment’, i.e. if one 
is interested in a person’s response in a pre- and post-treatment situation (e.g. having received 
some kind of  training). In the present study, the object of the investigation are the four 
different versions of each stimulus, of which each informant is confronted with only one. 
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6.3. Results of the experiment 

6.3.1. Categorical versus variable contexts 
Categorical contexts were included for control purposes and for facilitating the 
comparison of response times between categorical and variable uses. The respective 
stimulus sets were based on verbs which in the corpus investigations were classified 
as ‘categorical verbs’. All three main factors (ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, GENDER OF 
THE REFERENT, POLITE ADDRESS) were tested in various combinations for their effect 
on pronoun choice. As expected, the factors did not show any notable effect on 
pronoun choice in these contexts: for the dative-governing verbs interesar ‘to be 
interested in’ and gustar ‘to be pleased with, to like’, informants chose the dative 
pronoun le and for the accusative-governing verbs matar ‘to kill’, castigar ‘to 
punish’ and buscar ‘to look for’, they chose the accusative forms lo or la. 
 
Contrary to what one might expect, not all stimuli received 100%-scores of the 
expected pronoun. 2.6% of the responses were “unexpected” in the sense that 
informants chose dative responses for verbs which were classified as accusative-
governing and vice versa.164 There is no way to determine whether these responses 
really represent the informant’s choice or whether they are “errors”. Arguments in 
favour of their interpretation as errors are that the unexpected responses do not show 
any relation with the factors under investigation, nor do they show any other 
systematic pattern. Furthermore, a cross-check with the questionnaire results shows 
that unexpected responses are much more frequent in the computer experiment than 
in the questionnaire, which suggests their being related to the type of experiment, 
maybe simply to informants incidentally pressing the ‘wrong key’.165 
 
As for the variable contexts, the first question to be answered is whether informants 
confronted with stimuli do actually differ in their responses, i.e., whether there is 
observable variation is pronoun use for these contexts. 
 
The 16 verb-based stimulus sets contained seven verbs, four of which were used in 
only one set, two were used twice, and the verb ayudar ‘to help’ was used in eight 
different sets. Figure 6.2 presents the range of variation for each of the verbs, by 
indicating the minimum, maximum and mean percentage of le responses for the 
stimuli based on each of the verbs. The verbs are arranged from left to right by 
ascending mean percentage of le responses.  
 
                                                 
164 Unexpected responses occurred in stimuli based on dative-governing verbs (2.3%) and in 
stimuli based on accusative-governing verbs (2.9%), the differene being insignificant. 
165 The questionnaires contain only 0.06% of unexpected responses (7 out of 1161). A cross-
tabulation of the expected versus unexpected responses in the questionnaire and the computer 
version of the experiment yields a highly significant effect of the variable “type of 
experiment” (χ2 = 13.8, df = 1, p < 0.001). Furthermore, the mean reaction time for the 
“wrong” responses is some 500 ms shorter than for the expected responses, which also points 
to motoric errors rather than a deliberate decision.  
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Figure 6.2: Range of responses in terms of percentage le responses  
for different weakly polarizing verbs. 

 
Although the results are not directly comparable due to the fact that not all verbs 
were used in the same number of stimuli, Figure 6.2 confirms in any case that all the 
verbs, i.e. the contexts used deserve the predicate “variable”.  
 
For AcI-contexts, the same global check can be carried out; results are presented in 
Figure 6.3, which is organized in the same way as Figure 6.2. 
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Figure 6.3: Range of responses in terms of percentage le responses  
for the four AcI-verbs used in the experiment. 

 
Although the results do not allow a direct comparison, since each of the verbs of 
perception was used in only set, there appears to be a striking difference between the 
variability of the contexts based on the causative verbs dejar and hacer in 
comparison with the verbs of perception ver and oír.166 The hacer-based stimuli, in 
particular, show an impressive variability, ranging from a stimulus in which more 
than 90% of the informants agree in their choice of lo whereas, for another stimulus 
based on the same verb, more than 90% indicated a preference for the pronoun le. 
All in all, this global check does not reveal any major incompatibilities with the a-
priori division of the verbs into categorical and variable.  

6.3.2 Primary effects of main factors in variable 
contexts 
In variable contexts, we expect to find direct effects of the factors under 
investigation, and possibly secondary ones, i.e. interaction effects. Just as in the 
corpus analysis, I will discuss these effects separately.  
 
The direct effects will be presented in this section. The comparison of the different 
techniques in the text study has shown that their results for the same data set will 
show a high degree of coincidence. For the evaluation of the experiment, the results 

                                                 
166 This confirms the observations of Fernández-Ordóñez (1999:1327) 
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of the logit analysis will be presented here, with the logit p-value as an indication of 
significance of the factor (for details about the technique, see §3.7).167 

6.3.2.1 Stimuli based on weakly polarizing verbs 
The experiment contained 16 sets of four stimuli, in each of which two factors were 
investigated simultaneously. For the present approach, where each factor will be 
considered individually, this means that each stimulus set will appear twice in the 
summary of the results. Table 6.3 presents the results per factor, ordered by the 
strength of the effect within factors. The leftmost column indicates the factor under 
investigation, the second and third columns give the verb on which the stimulus set 
is based,  followed by the stimulus set ID (by which of the full context in Appendix 
2). The two rightmost columns contain the probability of the logit value, with 
significant values in bold print, and the respective significance level, with one 
asterisk indicating significance at the 5% level and two asterisks indicating a 1% 
level of significance. Significant results that run counter to the hypothesis are 
marked by an exclamation mark instead of the asterisk.  
 

                                                 
167 In general, it is not advisable to compare the impact of factors on the basis of significance 
data, since significance is (strongly) influenced by the number of observations. However, in 
the experiment, the number of responses to each of the stimuli is very similar, so that 
significance data will yield a valid ranking of the factors with respect to their impact on 
pronoun choice.  



                                                CHAPTER SIX 176 

Table 6.3: Core factors tested in stimuli based on weakly polarizing verbs. 
 

Factor under 
investigation for 
primary effect 

Verb Translation Stim 
set ID 

Logit 
p-value 

sig. 

molestar to molest/disturb 22 0.000 ** 
fastidiar to annoy 36 0.006 ** 
ayudar to help   8 0.130  
irritar to irritate 22 0.411  
repugnar to make s.o. sick 31 0.581  

ANIMACY OF 
SUBJECT 

irritar to irritate 37168 1.000  
          

irritar to irritate 22 0.095  
repugnar to  31 0.380  
ayudar to help 11 0.725  
impresionar to impress 14 0.863  
convencer to convince 14 0.872  

GENDER OF 
REFERENT 

molestar to molest/disturb 22 0.884  
          

irritar to irritate 37 0.543  
molestar to molest/disturb 28 0.631  
ayudar to help 12m169 0.793  
ayudar to help 35 0.861  
ayudar to help 12f 0.964  

POLITE ADDRESS 

ayudar to help   8 0.968  
     
 
A superficial glance at Table 6.3 is sufficient to conclude that the factors under 
investigation have little impact on pronoun choice. ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT is the 
only factor which yields significant results, but only in two contexts, whereas it fails 
in four others. GENDER OF THE REFERENT and POLITE ADDRESS, although tested with 
different verbs and in six contexts each, show no significant effect at all.  
 
The varying impact of the factor ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT raises the question 
whether differences in the implementation of the factor in the respective stimuli 
might play a role. This would be in line with the observation in §3.6.2.1 that the 
distinction between the levels ‘animate’ and ‘inanimate’ is often not clear-cut. 
However, this is mainly a problem for the classification of examples in the text 

                                                 
168 For this stimulus, ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT has contrary effects on pronoun use in 
referential and polite contexts. For the minimal pair based on the referential context, the chi-
square test yields a significant effect.  
169 Stimulus set 12 is one of the sets of eight stimuli which were divided into two sets of 4 on 
the basis of the factor levels for the factor GENDER OF THE REFERENT. The letters ‘m’ (for 
male) and ‘f’ (for female) are added to the set IDs.  
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study. The experimental stimuli were designed in a way which should avoid 
ambiguities with respect to the factor levels. 
 
For testing ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, five different lexical sets were involved.170 In 
all sets, the animate subject referred to a person. In set 8, the inanimate level was 
implemented as a physical object, a book (‘a specialist who can help you’ versus ‘a 
book which can help you’); in all other sets the inanimate level was non-lexical and 
referred to an action described in a clause (e.g. ‘the child disturbs her’ versus ‘the 
noise which the children make disturbs her’). According to the working hypothesis 
for this factor, non-lexical subjects should have the least impact on the situation, i.e. 
lead to the highest possible share of dative responses.  
 
However, this prediction is not borne out by the data. The two stimuli which yield 
significant results are indeed based on non-lexical inanimate subjects, but so are 
three of the sets which do not yield significant results. Furthermore, the fact that in 
set 22 the same implementation of the factor yields a significant result with one verb 
but fails to do so with another, shows that the implementation of the subject is 
unlikely to have a decisive, direct impact on pronoun choice.  

6.3.2.2 Stimuli based on AcI-constructions 
The AcI-part of the experiment consisted of 14 sets of 4 stimuli, which leads to 28 
single-factor evaluations. The evaluation of pronoun use in the AcI-contexts 
contains one extra basic factor, ACI OBJECT, i.e. the presence or absence of a direct 
object of the infinitive. Being considered crucial for pronoun choice in AcI-contexts 
(see §2.6.2), this factor is implemented in 11 of the 14 sets. The results are presented 
in Table 6.4  which is organized in the same way as Table 6.3.  
 

                                                 
170 Set 22 contains four stimuli based on the verbs convencer ‘to convince’and four stimuli 
based on the verb impresionar ‘to impress’. The situation sketched (i.e. the carrier context) is 
identical.  
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Table 6.4: Core factors tested in stimuli based on AcI-constructions. 
 

Factor under 
investigation for 
primary effect 

Verb Translation Stimulus 
set ID 

Logit 
p-value 

sig. 

hacer to make 13 0.000 ** 
hacer to make   4 0.000 ** 
hacer to make 21 0.001 ** 
dejar to let 42m 0.003 ** 
hacer to make 32f 0.009 ** 
hacer to make 17 0.065  
dejar to let   6 0.067  
hacer to make 32m 0.074  
dejar to let 42f 0.224  
ver to see 17 0.332  

ACI OBJECT 
  

oír to hear   5 0.367  
          

hacer to make 32m 0.012 ! ANIMACY OF THE 
SUBJECT hacer to make 32f 0.997  
      

hacer to make 21 0.310  
hacer to make 11 0.355  
oir to hear   5 0.478  
ver to see 17 0.671  

GENDER OF 
REFERENT 
 

hacer to make 17 0.967  
      

hacer to make   4 0.168  
POLITE ADDRESS dejar to let 35 0.730  
     
 
Table 6.4 reveals that the factors tested in AcI-contexts have more influence on 
pronoun choice than the ones tested with weakly-polarizing verbs. ACI-OBJECT is 
clearly relevant for pronoun choice: in five out of the eleven contexts where it was 
used, it has a highly significant impact and in all these cases the effect was in the 
predicted direction. 
 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT turns out to have a significant impact in one stimulus set – 
however, here the effect is counter to the hypothesis. i.e. the percentage of dative 
pronouns chosen is significantly lower with an inanimate subject than with an 
animate one.171 The two remaining factors (GENDER OF THE REFERENT and POLITE 
ADDRESS) do not show any significant impact on pronoun choice.  

                                                 
171 Whether this effect is due to a “freak score” or whether ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT really 
has an effect on pronoun choice – albeit counter to the hypothesis – is hard to tell. Arguments 
in favour of a “freak-score interpretation” are the fact that the significance of the results (p = 
0.012) is not particularly high. If instead of a 5% significance level the more rigorous 1% 
level had been chosen, the effect would simply be considered as non-significant. Invoking the 
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Although the factor ACI-OBJECT clearly can influence pronoun choice, it does not 
have an effect in all contexts; one might wonder whether the diverging results can be 
related to the implementation of the factor in the lexical set. The discussion of AcI-
contexts  (§2.6.2) and the definition of the factor (§3.6.2.4) suggest that the impact 
of the presence of an object (apart from the discussion whether the actual lexical 
presence or the transitivity of the verb should be the basis for the classification) 
might be moderated by other criteria, such as its definiteness, semantic content, the 
degree to which it adds new information to the situation, to name but a few.  
 
The fact that the results for the stimulus sets which belong to the same lexical set 
(32m versus 32f and 42m versus 42f) are clearly different although they reflect the 
same implementation of the factor, proves that the choice of the object noun phrase 
in itself does not totally determine the pronoun choice. Nevertheless, it might be 
worthwhile scanning the different AcI-objects and their objectless counterparts for 
structural differences which can be related to the factor’s influence on pronoun 
choice.  
 
Table 6.5 presents the chosen implementations in the experiment for each lexical set. 
The first column indicates the ID of the lexical set, the second and third columns 
contain the respective level implementations for the level without an object, also 
indicated as “AcI-“ and for the corresponding implementation of the “AcI+” level, 
i.e. the context which contains a direct object of the infinitive. The rightmost column 
indicates whether the factor had a significant effect in the stimulus set(s) based on 
the respective lexical set. Lexical sets are ordered by the (average) impact of the 
factor, with the sets with the strongest impact on top.  
 

                                                                                                                   
questionnaire results does not resolve the question either: on the one hand, the effect of the 
factor in the corresponding stimulus set is not significant (p = 0.23), on the other hand, the 
questionnaire results show the same direction of the effect, i.e. a lower percentage of le-
responses with an animate subject than with an inanimate one. The fact that García (1990) 
also finds a significantly negative effect of the factor ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT in an AcI-
context, suggests that there might be some systematic interaction involved.  
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Table 6.5: Implementation of the factor AcI-Object. 
 
Lexical Set AcI-   

(infinitive has no DO) 
AcI+  
(infinitive has DO) 

Effect of 
the factor 

13 trabajar   
to work 

limpiar los baños 
to clean the toilets 

yes 

  4 rabiar 
to be furious 

perder el tiempo 
to lose time 

yes 

21 quedar mal 
to stay bad (make a bad 
impression) 

pasar vergüenza 
to suffer shame 

yes 

42 (m+f) jugar al tenis 
to play tennis 

hacer lo que quiere 
to do what he/she likes 

yes / no 

32 (m+f) cambiar de planes 
to change plans 

cambiar sus planes 
to change his plans 

yes / no 

17.(ver+dejar) estudiar mucho tiempo 
to study much time 

estudiar la lección 
to study the lessons 

no 

  6 fumar 
to smoke 

fumar cigarrillos 
to smoke cigarettes 

no 

  5 gritar 
to yell 

soltar palabrotas 
to shout abuse words 

no 

 
The implementation of the levels of this factor is not systematic enough to allow 
thorough conclusions, but Table 6.5 shows enough structure to formulate hypotheses 
for further investigations: in general, it seems that the sets in which different verbs 
were used for the infinitive, yield better results than the ones in which both levels 
are based on the same verb. Whether this has to do with the “inherent transitivity” of 
the verbs or with the semantic impact of the direct object, cannot be decided on the 
basis of this experiment.172 

6.3.2.3 Additional factors 
In addition to the four basic factors which form the core of this investigation, a 
number of additional factors were used in the experiment. The respective logic of 
their use and hypotheses for their impact on pronoun choice are discussed in §3.6.2.  
 
Table 6.6 presents the results for these factors, for contexts based on weakly-
polarizing verbs and AcI-contexts together. The layout of the table is identical to the 
previous ones, with the exception of the extra column “context type”.   
 

                                                 
172 This is not so much a shortcoming of the present experiment, but an inherent characteristic 
of those verbs which can be used with or without a direct object. Generally, such verbs 
presuppose a direct object and if it is not specified, it is inferred from the contexts. Lexical 
sets 6 (based on the verb fumar ‘to smoke’) and set 32 (based on the verb estudiar ‘to study’) 
are clear examples of such verbs.  
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Table 6.6: Additional factors tested for their influence on pronoun choice. 
 

Factor under 
investigation for 
primary effect 

Con-
text 
type 

Verb Translation Stim 
set ID 

Logit 
p-value sig. 

aci hacer to make 40 0.006 ** 
aci dejar to let 42m 0.162  
aci dejar to let 42f 0.177  
vb ayudar to help 11 0.187  
aci hacer to make 11 0.556  
vb ayudar to help 35 0.798  
vb ayudar to help 40 0.826  

SERIAL EFFECT 

aci dejar to let 35 0.909  
       

aci hacer to make 40 0.012 * 
vb convencer to convince 14 0.225  
aci dejar to let   6 0.429  
vb impresionar to impress 14 0.913  

NEGATION 

vb ayudar to help 40 0.951  
       

vb ayudar to help 33f 0.001 ** 
vb ayudar to help 33m 0.003 ** LEXICAL MENTION 

OF THE PRONOUN vb molestar to molest/disturb 28 0.591  
       

vb ayudar to help 12m 0.112  POSITION OF THE 
PRONOUN vb ayudar to help 12f 0.514  
          

vb ayudar to help 33m 0.105  
vb ayudar to help 33f 0.474  GENDER OF THE 

SUBJECT vb fastidiar to annoy 36 0.920  
      
 
Rather surprisingly, the effect of these factors, which are much less discussed and 
tested in earlier studies, does not really lag behind the effect of the core-factors. For 
the 14 contexts based on weakly-polarizing verbs and the 7 AcI-contexts there are 
two stimulus sets each, where one of the factors has a significant effect on pronoun 
use. 
 
What we find are quite convincing effects of the factors SERIAL EFFECT, NEGATION 
and LEXICAL MENTION OF THE PRONOUN. The factor SERIAL EFFECT is of particular 
interest because it measures the influence of differences outside the clause in which 
the pronoun occurs, i.e. in the implementation of this factor, the target clause is 
identical in both factor levels, but the preceding context differs. NEGATION can be 
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related to the transitivity scale; it is plausible that the impact of the verb on the 
object under negation could be less intense than in the affirmative condition. 
However, the overall evidence for the impact of these two factors is not convincing 
because in the majority of tests they fail. The third successful factor, LEXICAL 
MENTION OF THE PRONOUN, is particularly hard to interpret. It has been added to the 
experiment as a control factor, because there is no clear relation to pronoun choice. 
The number of implementations is too low to allow further conclusions and the two 
stimulus sets in which the factors turns out to be significant, are based on the same 
lexical set.  

6.3.3 Interaction effects 
The interactions we are looking for in this experiment, are mainly interactions 
between core factors, for instance, an effect of ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT only in a 
polite-address context, but not in the referential counterpart. No such effects for 
these two factors or for any other of the core factor combinations materialized in any 
significant way. The impact of the factors was not always identical for both factor-
level pairs, but the differences were far too small to be significant.  
 
The whole experiment yielded only one significant interaction effect – an effect 
which involves two of the additional factors, SERIAL EFFECT and NEGATION, in the 
AcI-version of lexical set 40. Examples (42) and (43) present two of the four stimuli 
which illustrate the implementation of both factors. Example (42) represents the le-
priming level of serial effect in combination with an affirmative context:  
 

El padre de Manuel trata de darle buena educación.  Le eligió la 
mejor escuela, le paga clases de piano, le permite ir al club de tenis y 
ahora incluso ___ hace jugar al ajedrez  

(42) 

Manuel’s father tries to give him a good education. He chose the best 
school for him, he pays his piano lessons, he allows him to join the 
tennis club and now he even makes [him] play chess 

 
Example (43) represents the implementation of the other two factor levels, a lo-
priming context in combination with a negative clause. 
 

El padre de Manuel hace todo para educarlo bien. Lo manda a la 
mejor escuela, lo deja tomar a clases de piano, lo inscribió en el club 
de tenis, pero desgraciadamente no ___ hace jugar al ajedrez  

(43) 

Manuel’s father does everything to educate him well. He sends him to 
the best school, he makes him take piano lessons, he subscribed him to 
the tennis club but unfortunately he does not make [him] play chess 

 
The other two stimuli are cross-combinations of the factor levels presented here. 
Figure 6.4 presents the results for the four stimuli of this set, in terms of percentage 
of le-responses for the four individual stimuli of which this set consists.  
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Figure 6.4: Results for stimulus set 40 (AcI-version). 
 
Evidently, informants are inclined to choose le as the response when the previous 
context contains a series of dative pronouns AND when the context is negative. For 
the affirmative context, the le-priming has no significant effect and the percentage of 
dative responses is even lower than in the lo-priming context. With the available 
knowledge on pronoun use, it is hard to make sense of this interaction. Whatever 
explanation would be given could only be tentative and will require more 
investigation to be verified.173 
 
Lexical set 40, which featured a primary effect of the factors NEGATION and SERIAL 
EFFECT and an interaction effect between these two factors, is at the same time an 
example for the influence of the verb on the behaviour of the other factors. Lexical 
set 40 consisted originally of eight stimuli and contained three factors, i.e. SERIAL 
EFFECT, NEGATION and CONSTRUCTION. The latter factor was implemented by using 
an AcI-construction in four of the stimuli and the verb ayudar ‘to help’ in the other 
four. Both versions confirm the assumption that the constructions are ‘variable’: 
although lo is clearly preferred form in both stimulus sets, all stimuli receive a fair 
share of le-responses, ranging from 11.8 to 38.9% for the AcI-construction and from 
20 to 34.3% for the ayudar-based construction. Figure 6.5 shows the results for the 
two stimulus sets in terms of the effect of the factor SERIAL EFFECT for the 
affirmative and the negative factor levels, respectively, with the ayudar-based 
results at the left and the hacer-based set at the right. 

                                                 
173 The questionnaire results for this stimulus set are very similar, with an even stronger 
interaction effect, a fact that strongly suggests that the effect is not an incidental ”freak score”.  
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Figure 6.5:  Effect of the factors SERIAL EFFECT and SENTENCE MOOD  
for two stimulus sets based on lexical set 40. 

 
What becomes obvious in Figure 6.5 is that the ayudar-based set shows little effect 
of the factor under investigation, in both levels of the second factor (though it does 
show a stronger effect of priming in the negative context). For the hacer-based set, 
on the other hand, the negative version shows a low percentage of le-responses for 
the context where the preceding context features lo-references, and a relatively high 
percentage of le-responses where the preceding context features le-references. In 
other words, the factor SERIAL EFFECT is requires the simultaneous presence of two 
specific conditions for becoming manifest: firstly a context which contains a 
negation and secondly an hacer-based AcI-construction, which makes it a third-
order interaction.  
 
An even more striking example of the interaction between verbs and other factors on 
pronoun choice is provided by lexical set 22. The lexical context describes a 
situation of a person who cannot work at home because of the noise caused by 
children. The factors tested are the ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT (the children who 
make noise versus the child who plays in a noisy way) and the GENDER OF THE 
REFERENT (Alicia versus Manuel). One stimulus set is based on the verb molestar ‘to 
molest/disturb’ the other one on the verb irritar ‘to irritate’. In the given context, the 
verbs are almost synonymous. Figure 6.6 shows the results for both sets. 
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Figure 6.6: Effect of ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT on pronoun use 
for two stimulus sets based on lexical set 22. 

 
Whereas in Figure 6.5 the range of variation of the informants’ responses was 
overlapping, Figure 6.6 shows a major difference not only with respect to the effect 
of the factor ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, but above all with respect to the total range 
of variation. It seems that the verb irritar in itself strongly favours the use of the 
accusative form, whereas molestar leaves much more leeway for the use of both 
pronouns, with indeed a notable impact of the factor ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT for 
male as well as for female referents.  
 
Other lexical sets which contain two stimulus sets based on different verbs show 
similar interaction effects, although in a less impressive way because the factors 
themselves (i.e. main effects) do not have a significant impact in any of the stimulus 
sets.174  

6.3.4 Explained variation 
Stimulus set 4, the one used for the illustration of the multivariate evaluation in 
§6.2.4, was a “successful” stimulus set in the sense that it showed a notable increase 
of the use of the pronoun le in the presence of an object of the infinitive and, 
correspondingly, a  highly significant effect of the factor AcI-object (p = 0.0004). 
Considering the experimental setup, this means that of the 35 informants who saw 
the sentence in which no AcI-object was present, some 40% indicated that they 

                                                 
174 This holds for sets 11, 14, 17, 35 and also for set 31 in which a categorical and a variable 
verb were used in the same lexical set.  
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would use the form le, whereas of the group who saw the sentence with an AcI-
object, more than 80% indicated a preference for le. One might be inclined to 
conclude that all these speakers ‘responded’ to the presence of the AcI-object. This, 
however, is unlikely. After all, 40% of the other group had used le as well. These 
speakers must have chosen le for some other reason – a reason which, considering 
that the stimuli were minimal pairs – is very likely to be present in the 
corresponding stimulus as well. These 40% must be considered ‘default le-users’ for 
the practical purposes of this investigation, which means that about half of the 
speakers who chose le for the stimulus with an AcI-object, did so for reasons which 
have nothing to do with the presence of the AcI-object. The same argumentation 
holds, mutatis mutandis, for the informants who chose lo. Figure 6.7 illustrates this 
idea on the basis of the distribution for one of the pairs of stimuli of set 4. The light-
grey shades indicate le-responses, dark grey indicates lo-responses, with the dotted 
areas representing the informants whose choice is supposedly not governed by the 
factor under investigation.  
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Figure 6.7: Illustration of explained variation on the basis of stimulus set 4. 
 
In other words, although there is variation in pronoun use in both conditions, only 
part of it can be explained by the factor involved. In the example presented in Figure 
6.7, this concerns the responses of only 15 of the 35 informants of each group – and 
this with a highly significant result for the factor under investigation.  
 
The statistical concept of ‘explained variation’ is based on such considerations and 
indicates the predictability of the dependent variable in terms of the factor under 
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investigation175 A value of 1 (100% explained variance) would indicate that pronoun 
choice is totally predictable from the factors or combinations of factor levels. A 
value of zero (0%) indicates that the factors have no influence at all on pronoun 
choice. In Social Sciences studies, explained variation is usually not very high and 
coefficients of 0.4 or higher are considered to be ‘good’.  
 
For the specific minimal pair with ACI-OBJECT as the only factor under investigation 
(see Figure 6.7), the explained variation can be calculated by squaring the Phi-value 
(0.44 for the example in Figure 6.7) which yields a value of  0.19,  i.e. 19 % of the 
variation can be explained. The total set, of course, consisted of four stimuli with 
two binary factors (ACI-OBJECT and POLITE ADDRESS). Phi-values cannot be 
calculated for such sets, but the SPSS Logit Calculations indicates the ‘concentration 
value’ of the Measure of Association. For stimulus set 4, considering both factors 
and their possible interactions, the explained variation is 0.23, i.e. both factors 
together account for 23% of the variation in pronoun use in this particular set.  

After the discussion of the impact of the factors under investigation and the 
conclusion that some of them have no impact at all and other have impact in only 
some of the stimulus sets it will already be obvious that there will be much 
unexplained variation. Figure 6.8 presents the range of explained variation for the 
contexts based on weakly polarizing verb to the left and the AcI-contexts to the 
right. The bars indicate the range between the lowest and the highest value for each 
set of stimulus groups with the average indicated by a horizontal line.  

                                                 
175 See Paolillo (2001:141ff) for an accessible explanation of this concept. Hudson and Stocks 
(1986) and Stocks (1988) discuss the necessity of adding the explained variation to the 
evaluation of results and present some techiques for calculating it.  
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Figure 6.8: Explained variation (min, max, av) in the two types of variable contexts 
investigated. 

 
Figure 6.8 shows that the explained variation is generally higher for the AcI-
contexts than for contexts based on weakly-polarizing verbs. However, both sets 
contain stimulus sets in which the explained variation is close to zero. On average, 
some 10 % of pronoun variation in AcI-contexts can be explained by the factors 
involved. For contexts based on weakly polarizing verbs, the score is still lower: less 
than 5% of the variation can be explained by the factors implemented.  

6.3.5  Exploratory evaluation of other factors 
A statistical evaluation of the experimental results requires comparing independent 
measurements. Practically, this means that only the four stimuli which together form 
a stimulus set, can be compared for factor levels of the factors implemented and the 
informants’ respective pronoun choice. As we have seen above, there is a notable 
degree of variation involved, but only a small fraction of this variation can be 
explained by the factors implemented.  
 
In the following sections, other elements will be considered, such as the verbs, the 
carrier contexts and the informants. Although only descriptive techniques can be 
used, the evaluation will give some insight into other sources of variation. 
 
 

6.3.5.1  Impact of verb versus carrier context 
The comparison of stimulus sets which were derived from the same lexical set, but 
contained two different verbs in §3.5 has demonstrated that, even in variable 
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contexts, the verb in itself is an important factor for pronoun choice and that it 
interacts with other factors. This might suggest that the verb sets the “baseline” for 
the possible variation of a given context. On the other hand, as long as only one verb 
in one context is tested, the effect of the verb versus the context cannot be separated. 
In order to get insight into the impact on pronoun choice of the verb versus the 
carrier context, two verbs were used in a whole range of contexts. 
 
In the AcI stimuli, the verb hacer ‘to make’ was used in seven different lexical sets 
(one of which was a set of eight stimuli which was split into two stimulus-sets). In 
six of the sets, the factor AcI-Object was used, i.e. two of the four stimuli of each 
stimulus set were based on an expression with an object of the infinitive, with two 
complementary stimuli in which an object of the infinitive was present. Only in set 
11 and set 40 were all four stimuli of each set based on expression without an object 
of the infinitive.  
 
If the verb were decisive for pronoun choice, one might expect the percentage of le 
responses to vary around approximately the same average value in all stimuli sets 
based on the same verb. The different levels of relevant factors (such as AcI-Object) 
might then increase or decrease the percentage, causing fluctuations around the 
average value.  
 
Figure 6.9 shows the percentages of le-use for the eight stimulus sets based on the 
verb hacer. Each bar represents the range of le-responses for the four stimuli in each 
set, with the average indicated by a horizontal crossbar. The x-axis indicates the 
stimulus set ID together with the explained variation. The results are ordered by 
increasing average value of le-responses.  
 



                                                CHAPTER SIX 190 

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90

100

21
 (0.15)

40
 (0.07)

13
 (0.26)

17
 (0.05)

32f
 (0.17)

32m
 (0.08)

11
 (0.01)

4
 (0.23)

Stimulus sets based on the verb hacer 'to make' 
(with explained variation)

pe
rc

en
t 

le
 r

es
po

ns
es

 
 

Figure 6.9: Variation ranges for each of the AcI stimulus sets 
based on the verb hacer ‘to make’. 

 
Figure 6.9 shows clearly that the average percentage of le-responses varies notably, 
from less than 20% (in set 11) to more than 60% (in set 13). Even more remarkable 
is the variation in the minimum values. All minimum values represent a condition in 
which the infinitive has no direct object, i.e. in which, according to the current 
assumption (§3.6.2.4) the pronoun lo would be expected. Although lo is indeed the 
preferred form in all but one stimulus sets, the degree in variation is surprising, 
considering that the percentage of  le-responses ranges from 9% (set 21) to as high 
as 57% (set 11).  
 
The only explanation for this is that there must be some element in the context of, or 
in the situation described in stimulus set 11 (a series of lucky or unlucky events 
which make someone change his/her life) which makes the use of le preferable to 
many informants, whereas in set 20 (a statement about the necessity of blaming 
someone in public for his/her bad behaviour) the majority of informants consider lo 
the more adequate pronoun. 
 
Similar observations can be made for the stimuli of the weakly-polarizing verb sets 
which were based on the verb ayudar ‘to help’, which was used in eight different 
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stimulus sets. Figure 6.10 (same organization as Figure 6.9) represents the respective 
results. 
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Figure 6.10: Variation ranges for each of the stimulus sets 
based on the verb ayudar ‘to help’. 

 
The range of variation with the ayudar-based stimulus sets is smaller than with the 
AcI-constructions above. Still, Figure 6.10 shows basically the pattern observed in 
Figure 6.9: pronoun use varies notably across stimuli based on the same verb and so 
does the degree to which contextual factors built into the experiment influence the 
respondent’s choice.  
 

6.3.5.2  Speaker variation with ayudar 
One possible source of variation, viz. the individual speaker, has not been discussed 
up to now. In the theoretical discussion on pronoun use, speaker variation has not 
received much attention (see §3.6.1) and the (albeit superficial) preliminary checks 
carried out in this investigation (§6.3.2.3) did not show notable socio-cultural 
differences either.  
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The fact that the verb ayudar was used in several lexical sets, allows to have a closer 
look how speakers respond to different stimuli based on one and the same verb. The 
response ranges for ayudar as presented in Figure 6.10 do not reveal information 
about how many informants actually use both pronoun forms with ayudar. Could the 
differences be caused – at least to a certain degree – by inter-speaker variation? And 
if speakers do vary their pronoun use – even with the same verb – is there some 
traceable logic behind these choices?  
 
For answering these questions, the ideal situation would be a distribution of the 
lexical sets based on ayudar across all stimulus sequences, preferably even with the 
same set of factors implemented. This is not the case in the data set at hand (as 
discussed in §6.2.1.4) but still, each of the eight stimulus sets contained various 
stimuli based on the verb ayudar. Sequence 3 and sequence 7 contain five ayudar-
based stimuli each, from the same lexical sets. In other words, each respondent of 
one of these sets had to make pronoun choices for five different “helping situations”. 
The stimuli refer to a variety of situations like  
 

• getting help for a tricky computer program (set 8) 
• a series of (pleasant or unpleasant) events helping someone to change his 

life (set 11) 
• getting help for carrying heavy stuff (set 12) 
• an egoistic person helping a family member (set 33) 
• a father helping his son with homework (set 40) 

 
There are of course different factors and factor levels involved, so that the stimuli 
within sequence 3 and sequence 7 may differ in more than one aspect. Since the 
question asked here is simply how speakers vary in their pronoun use for stimuli 
which are based on one and the same verb, this is not problematic. There were in 
total 63 participants (29 who received sequence 3 and 34 who had received sequence 
7) who gave valid responses to all five ayudar-based stimuli and their behaviour will 
be scrutinized in this section.  
 
For five stimuli and two response options, there are 6 possible outcomes for the 
distribution of le versus lo choices, ranging from “all lo” to “all le”. Figure 6.11 
shows how the 63 participants are distributed across these six options. Contrary to 
most other graphic representations in this chapter, the figure does not represent 
responses but informants. For this reason a different and somewhat less abstract way 
of representation of the data has been chosen. The clusters represent informants 
which gave the respective share of le versus lo responses, with the leftmost group 
representing the consistent lo users, the rightmost group representing the consistent 
le users, with those speakers who used forms in between. Results are clustered for 
the two stimulus sequences, but the numbers per stimulus sequence can be 
reconstructed due to the indication of the sequence number on each of the symbols. 
The different colours mark whether the informants varied in their pronoun use (grey) 
or whether they used one and the same form for all stimuli (black or white).  
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Figure 6.11: Distribution of respondents to data sets 3 and 7 depending on the frequency of le-

choices for the five stimuli based on the verb ayudar ‘to help’. 
 
Figure 6.11 shows that the majority of participants (48 out of 63, i.e. more than three 
quarters) use both pronouns. Those who do not are – with the exception of one 
single person who used le in all cases  – consistent lo-users. That there should be 
quite a number of participants which vary in their pronoun use even for the same 
verb is actually not surprising. Considering the amount of variation encountered in 
the evaluation before, the variation could not be the result of mere inter-speaker 
variation.  
 
However, within these 63 speakers, there is one group which deserves some extra 
attention – it is the group of 17 speakers who used le for only one out of the five 
ayudar-based stimuli. One might ask oneself in how far these speakers agree among 
each other in their choice for le for a particular stimulus. Do at least these informants 
show a clear preference for stimuli with inanimate subjects? In this case, they should 
all choose a stimulus with an inanimate subject (lexical set 11 in both sequences or 
lexical set 8 in sequence 7). Or is it the ‘real-life situation described, the carrier 
context, which triggers their use of le? A clear vote for one of the five lexical sets 
should then be the result. Figure 6.12 presents the distribution of these 17 “single le 
responses” across the five context sets. Light grey bars represent responses from 
sequence 7, the dark grey ones represent sequence 3. The respective levels of the 
factor ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT are indicated on the bars.  
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Figure 6.12: Distribution of le responses across stimuli  

and separated for the factor level of ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT  
for informants who responded le to one single ayudar-based stimulus. 

 
Figure 6.12 fails to show much consensus among the participants. Considering that 
animate subjects are overrepresented in this set by 7:3, the fact that more than half of 
the single-le choosers picked a stimulus with an inanimate subject, suggest that this 
factor did play a role. On the other hand, lexical set 8 is popular, even with an 
animate subject and this holds certainly for set 40 in which all subjects are animate. 
All in all – even this step in the investigation does not really help to shed more light 
on the speakers’ choices. Results, again, point to a complex interaction between 
factors and the carrier contexts.  

6.3.6 Evaluation of response times 
As discussed in §6.2.4.2, the idea behind working with response times is to get 
insight into the relative ease (or difficulty) of an informant’s choice about a pronoun 
form in a given context. Short response times are usually assumed  to indicate easy 
decisions while long response times can be taken to indicate hard decisions.  
 
Response times were to be matched to the nominal data, the expectation being that, 
for instance, the presence of an inanimate subject should make the decision for le 
relatively easy, whereas an animate subject should not only favour the use of the 
form lo in quantitative terms (i.e. relatively more informants should choose this 
form) but it should also make the choice easier, at least for those informants who 
“picked up the clue”, i.e. for those who responded according to the factor level.  
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In the experiment at hand, this hypothesis can be tested statistically: since all four 
versions of a stimulus set were administered to different groups of speakers, the 
response data can be considered to constitute independent measurements. This 
allows the application of a t-test to each of the stimuli, comparing the response times 
between speakers who responded le to those who responded lo, expecting that those 
who chose the response predicted for the factor level in question should have shorter 
response times. A caveat must only be made for the fact that this technique implies 
quite a series of repeated measurements, so that incidental significant results might 
be the result of coincidence, rather than indicating a true difference in the 
informant’s behaviour. This can be countered by lowering the significance level 
from 5% to 1%. 
 
Of course, the disappointing results of the evaluation of the nominal data might also 
hamper the evaluation of the response times. The factors investigated simply did  not 
have much effect on pronoun choice. It does therefore not really come as a surprise 
that the t-test results remain insignificant for all stimuli tested, for the unconverted 
response times, just as for the normalized ones. 
 
Another fact which might at least partially be responsible for this outcome is the 
high degree of variation discussed in §6.2.4.2. Considering this fact, a number of 35 
informants per set – which for the evaluation are split according to their pronoun 
choice – is probably simply too low. Furthermore, as discussed in §6.2.1.5, what is 
treated as ‘response time’ in this study, is actually the sum of various activities (such 
as reading the last part of the clause, deciding about the pronoun and the motor 
activities for pressing the corresponding key) so that there is quite some “noise” 
involved which will hamper a sharp evaluation of the true response times.  
 
The only possible evaluation of response data that remains to be done is a global 
evaluation of groups of contexts. Due to the initial set-up of the experiment in which 
not all lexical contexts appeared in all stimulus sequences and the fact that not all 
original stimuli were used in the evaluation, the available total data set no longer 
represents a factorial design. This has as a consequence that only descriptive, but no 
inferential techniques can be applied when lumping together different stimuli. 
 
Still, this approach makes it possible to answer questions about whether there is an 
observable relation between the distribution of lo and le responses for a given 
stimulus – a factor will be referred to as “speaker consensus” and  response times. 

6.3.6.1 Response times in categorical and variable 
contexts 
The basic assumption for response times is that the decision about which pronoun to 
use in a given context, should be easier for an informant in a categorical than in a 
variable context. Figure 6.13 presents the mean response times for both pronoun 
choices, in the three types of contexts used. “Categorical” is defined here as the 
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respective categorical context for the pronoun chosen. The few “erroneous” 
responses in categorical contexts are not included.  
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Figure 6.13: Mean response times for pronoun choice  
in categorical contexts and both types of variable contexts (verb and AcI)  

for dative (le) and accusative (lo/la) responses. 
 
The expectation is clearly met: Informants make the fastest choices in categorical 
contexts and take more time in variable contexts, with contexts based on verbs 
yielding faster times than AcI-constructions. Figure 6.13 reveals substantial 
differences: the mean response times (neglecting pronoun choice) for categorical 
contexts are roughly 1.8 seconds, for variable verbs contexts they are close to 2.2 
seconds and in AcI-contexts they lay as high as 2.5 seconds.176  Whether the latter 
difference is really due to pronoun choice or whether more time is needed for 
processing the inherently more complex AcI-structure cannot be determined  on the 
basis of this experiment. 
 

                                                 
176 A t-test applied to these differences yields, as can expected, highly significant results (t = 
11.638, df = 2919, p < .0001 for the comparison of categorical contexts versus contexts based 
on variable verbs and t = 18.954, df = 2454, p < .0001 for the comparison of categorical 
contexts with AcI-constructions). Strictly speaking, however, the application of a t-test 
statistic to these data is arguable, since not all respondents are necessarily equally represented 
in the different groups. 



EXPERIMENT 

 

197 

6.3.6.1 Response times within variable contexts 
Categorical contexts can be seen as contexts in which there is an extremely high 
degree of consensus among speakers about the pronoun form to be used, in other 
words – almost all speakers use either lo for some stimuli and they use le for others. 
Variable contexts – by definition – are contexts in which speakers use both forms. 
However the degree to which they actually do so, varies notably across stimuli. This 
has been shown in the preceding sections and is illustrated in Figure 6.2, Figure 6.3, 
Figure 6.9 and Figure 6.10. 
 
The speakers’ responses to these variable stimuli are thus by far not always fifty-
fifty. There are variable stimuli which receive a degree of consensus which is 
actually as high as (or even higher than) some of the categorical stimuli. Others 
clearly show variation but with a sound majority of speakers preferring one of the 
pronoun forms over the other. The evaluation of the factors involved could not 
convincingly explain the variation found. Still, one might ask whether the 
distribution of the responses is really random of whether there is some kind of 
internal coherence in some of the stimuli which is responsible for the clustering of le 
(or lo) answers in some of the stimuli.  
 
If  this were  the case, one might predict that response times should decrease with 
increasing speaker consensus, at least for the “majority responses”. This hypothesis 
can be tested by correlating the mean response times per pronoun chosen per 
stimulus to the “speaker consensus” i.e. the distribution of responses per stimulus, 
expressed in the percentage le responses). Considering that the decision processes 
might be different in variable verb contexts and in AcI-contexts, the evaluation will 
be done for the two context types separately.  
 
Figure 6.14 presents the results for variable verb stimuli in the form of a scatter plot, 
with speaker consensus (expressed in the percentage le responses a given stimulus 
had received) on the horizontal axis and the normalized mean response time per 
stimulus per pronoun choice on the vertical axis. Responses le and lo are indicated 
by different symbols (black dots and grey diamonds, respectively).  For avoiding 
freak score influences by extremely fast or slow responses of any particular 
individual speaker, mean response times are only taken into consideration if they 
represent at least three informants. 
 
Relations between the two dimensions in a scatterplot are, unless they are quite 
strong, often not clearly visible to the naked eye. However, the strength of the 
relation can be indicated by calculating a correlation coefficient, which indicates 
how much of the values on one dimension can be predicted by the values on the 
other dimension. The calculation can be carried out either assuming a linear or a 
quadratic relation between the two dimensions. This coefficient yields a value 
comparable to the Phi square value (see §3.5.1.2)  and the corresponding trend line 
can be shown in the plot. In Figure 6.14 trend lines per pronoun choice are indicated, 
with a continuous line for lo and a broke line for le (indicated as “~ marks” in the 
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legend). Since there is no theoretical basis for making a prediction about whether the 
relation between speaker consensus and response time should be linear or quadratic, 
both lines were calculated and the best-fitting line is used in the plot, with 
correlation coefficients for both calculation being given in the text.  

 
Figure 6.14: Scatterplot of speaker consensus (horizontally)  

and normalized mean response time per pronoun choice (vertically)  
for all variable verb stimuli. 

 
Figure 6.14 shows that the expectation is borne out for the lo responses, at least to a 
certain degree. There is a linear trend (with some imagination even visible to the 
naked eye in the distribution of the black dots) in the expected direction, i.e. 
speakers tend to respond relatively fast to those stimuli where the majority of 
speakers indeed choose lo (near the left margin) and response times get slower as the 
consensus towards the choice of lo decreases. The correlation (R2 = .329) is highly 
significant (p <.0001) and the fact that almost one third of the variation in response 
times can be explained by speaker consensus is – certainly in comparison with the 
degrees of explained variation found in the evaluation of the nominal data – quite 
impressive.177  For le responses, the effect is less obvious. There is a general decline 
of response times in the expected direction, i.e. responses are fastest where the 
consensus is highest (near the right margin). However, the slowest responses are not 
found for the stimuli with the least share of le responses, but with those stimuli with 

                                                 
177 For a linear relation, the linear and quadratic calculations yield identical values.  
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the highest degree of variation, i.e. for those stimuli in which the least degree of 
speaker consensus is found. The quadratic calculation (R2 = .054) yields a better fit 
than the linear one (R2 = .019), but neither value is significant, which means that the 
distribution for le-responses must be considered random.   
 
Figure 6.15 represents the same relations for the AcI stimuli. Data selection criteria 
and organisation of the plot are identical to Figure 6.14. The vertical scale, however, 
is extended (to a maximum value of 2) which is due to the generally longer response 
times in  AcI-contexts (see also Figure 6.13).  

 
Figure 6.15: Scatterplot of speaker consensus (horizontally)  

and normalized mean response time per pronoun choice (vertically)  
for all AcI stimuli. 

 
In general, and other than in Figure 6.14, no pattern can be detected merely on the 
basis of the data points. The only pattern which strikes the eye is that for those 
stimuli which receive a high share of lo responses (to the left), the mean response 
times vary enormously. In contrast, the response time for the (relatively few) stimuli 
in which le is the preferred form (right margin), are relatively fast, independently of 
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whether the response is le or lo. This is, of course, a somewhat counterintuitive 
result. Still, as in Figure 6.14, the trend is clearly linear (with R2 = .054) but the 
correlation is not significant. For le responses the result is as predicted: responses 
tend to be faster for those stimuli where many speakers choose le. The linear relation 
(R2 = .093) is significant (p = 0.28) but the amount of variation explained (less than 
10%)  is relatively low, at least in comparison with the lo-responses in variable verb 
contexts.  
 
All in all, the results of this exploratory analysis of response times do at least not 
contradict the prediction. In both contexts, the responses for one of the pronoun 
choices yield significant correlations in the predicted direction; the complementary 
sets, less plausible in their graphical realisation, fail to turn out significant which 
makes any discussion of the trend futile.  

6.4. Summary and discussion  
 
The basic question for the experimental investigation was, whether speakers of 
Buenos Aires Spanish, when obliged to make a choice for one of the two pronoun 
forms in a variable context, make this choice as a function of contextual factors. If 
they do so, the intention was to establish a hierarchy of factors and describe their 
interactions.  
 
Categorical contexts were used for control purposes only and work as expected: 
there is high degree of consensus among informants about pronoun choice and 
response times are relatively fast.  
 
Variable contexts, whether verb or AcI-based, did generally not show a convincing 
response to the five main factors used in this investigation. While GENDER OF THE 
REFERENT and POLITE ADDRESS did not yield any effect in any of the stimuli, 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT  and ACI-OBJECT triggered the expected increase in le-
responses in the favouring condition in some, but not in all stimulus sets. 
 
On the other hand, additional factors, not or rarely discussed in the literature as 
potentially related to pronoun choice, were shown to be able to influence pronoun 
choice, as well: LEXICAL MENTION OF THE PRONOUN, NEGATION and CONTEXTUAL 
PRIMING had strong effects in some stimulus sets, but none in others.  
 
As for interaction effects between the factors used in the experiment, only one out of 
the 30 stimulus sets showed a significant one. However, it did not concern any of 
basic factors but two secondary factors (NEGATION and CONTEXTUAL PRIMING) for 
which no theory-based explanation is available.  
 
All in all, the factors tested in the experiment did not “work well” and the overall 
explained variation by the factors and their interactions is low. Technically 
speaking, it seems that there are powerful moderating effects present, which enhance 
or hamper the effect of the factors under investigation.  
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Taking into consideration the verbs and the contexts, I showed that these elements 
do play a major role, at least in determining the degree of variation, but even 
between stimuli based on one and the same verb or AcI-construction, there are 
notable differences. These differences can only be ascribed to the context in its 
totality, the situation sketched with all the linguistic elements present. 
 
Another likely source of variation are the speakers. The evaluation of ayudar-based 
stimuli showed that the tendency to use the dative pronoun varies notably. 
Generally, there is a strong tendency to use the accusative form with this verb, but 
still the vast majority of speakers use the dative form le in at least one context, 
without a convincing relation to any particular contextual trait. On the other hand, 
the inclination towards the use of one versus the other pronoun form varies notably 
between informants, so that eventually also the individual respondent himself must 
be considered a source of variation.  
 
The contribution of the evaluation of reaction times remained limited to showing 
that pronoun choice is significantly faster in categorical than in variable contexts, 
and the same effect, although weaker, can be found for stimuli based on variable 
verbs. 
 
With respect to the methodology used, the experiment does provide important 
insights: testing factors in different contexts has proven very useful. Had the tests 
been carried out with only one context, the effect of the factors would have been 
misinterpreted. In other words, the fact that a particular factor shows a statistically 
significant effect in one particular context, does not prove that the factor ‘works’ but 
only that it ‘works’ within this specific context. The experiment has demonstrated 
that the context in itself has a moderating effect on the factors. 
 
 



 

 
 



 

Chapter seven 
 

Discussion 
 
 

7.1 Introduction 
 
The one question a researcher has to answer at the end of a project is: Did I actually 
find anything new? Of course, ‘anything new’ is a broad term, but in research it will 
usually boil down to new facts or new interpretations of already known facts. For 
the present study this means in the first place, comparing the findings of the 
literature review to the results from my own investigation. The use of observational 
versus experimental techniques also calls for a comparison of the respective results 
and – considering that a substantial number of  the earlier studies were based on the 
Columbia School Approach – a brief discussion of how the present results fit into 
this theory is also in its place.  

7.2 How do the findings of this project relate 
to earlier studies? 
 
Chapter 3 was dedicated to the review of earlier studies on pronoun use in Latin 
American (or rather loísta) dialects. There are quite some claims about contextual 
factors influencing pronoun choice, in grammar books, discussion papers and also in 
publications based on data work. Data work on pronoun use has been carried out for 
many years, starting in 1951 (Hurst, 1951) but seems to have become somewhat 
marginalized later on, with the most recent publication dating from 1990 (García, 
1990). Most of these studies were thus carried out at a time when the use of a sound 
research design and the application of statistical techniques were not yet established 
in linguistics. This resulted in a approach where any numerical difference between 
two groups of data was interpreted as supporting or disproving the underlying claim. 
The meta-study carried out in Chapter 4 revealed that many of these claims do not 
survive a standard statistical evaluation. In the comparison of the results of this 
project with earlier research, I will use the recalculated data, rather than the authors’ 
claims as a basis.  
 
There is one issue which complicates the comparison of the present results with 
earlier studies, namely the influence of particular dialects, a question addressed in 
§2.4. In general, there seems to be consensus that all loísta dialects of Spanish 
behave roughly the same with respect to pronoun use. However the multi-dialect 
studies of pronoun use (García and Otheguy, 1977, García and Otheguy, 1983, 
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García 1990) showed that this is not necessarily the case.178 The decision to work 
with only one dialect was based on the desire to minimize the influence of extra-
linguistic factors, with the choice for Argentine Spanish being mainly the result of 
practical considerations (see §3.6.1.). The question to be answered here is whether 
the findings of this project match earlier studies on Argentine Spanish and whether 
there is reason to believe that there are substantial differences between Argentine 
Spanish and other loísta dialects with respect to the relation between contextual 
factors and pronoun use.   

7.2.1 Data match for observational studies 
For observational studies, there are relatively few earlier studies available, so that 
not all factors can be compared and that the dialect question cannot be addressed. 
Table 7.1 presents the results of earlier observational studies, together with the 
respective findings of this study. For the present investigation data for variable 
contexts are presented separately for variable-verb contexts and AcI-contexts. For 
the comparison, the phi-value representing the measure of association has been 
chosen as the basis for the comparison, together with an indication of the 
significance level based on the chi square calculation. Significant results are marked  
by one to three asterisks, indicating significance levels of <5%, <1%, and <0.1%, 
respectively. Results are presented separately for categorical and variable 
contexts.179 
 

                                                 
178 García and Otheguy focused mainly on the differences between monolingual and bilingual 
speaker communities, paying little attention to the differences between the different loísta 
dialects, although these differences are clearly visible in their data. 
179 Studies which did not distinguish between categorical and variable contexts are considered 
to represent categorical data, given the infrequency of variable contexts in actual language 
production. 



DISCUSSION 

 

205 

Table 7.1: Comparison of results of the present study with 
earlier observational studies. 

 
Phi and significance Factor Source Dialect 

categorical  variable  
This study Argentina .681 *** .114 ins 

.184 ins 
Orange (1982) Cuba no data .134 ins 

ANIMACY OF 
THE SUBJECT 

Schmidely (1971) Loísta Spain .236 *** no data 
     

This study Argentina .048 ins .036 ins 
.043 ins GENDER OF 

REFERENT Orange (1982) Cuba no data .089 ins 
     

This study Argentina n.a. .717 *** ACI OBJECT García (1975) 180 Argentina n.a. .750 *** 
 
Table 7.1 shows that for the three factors for which comparable data are available, 
the match between earlier studies and the present study is quite good. For all 
possible comparisons, the significance vs. insignificance of the associations 
coincides, mostly even with a striking similarity of the degree association.  

7.2.2 Data match for experimental studies 
The number of experimental studies on pronoun use in loísta dialects is larger than 
for observational ones and it allows comparing the findings of this study with earlier 
studies specifically on Argentine Spanish, as well as with studies on other loísta 
dialects. Table 7.2 shows the results of earlier studies in comparison with the results 
of this experiment carried out within this project. Contrary to the comparison of the 
observational studies, Phi values cannot be used here, due to the inherently 
multivariate approach of the evaluation of the experimental data. What will be 
compared is whether or not the tests carried out within the respective studies yield 
significant results, using not the authors’ interpretation of the data but the 
recalculated Chi square values (see Appendix 1 for the applied techniques) as 
criterion.  
 
 
 

                                                 
180 In order to make García’s data comparable to the present study, the four subsets of data 
she presents (1975:297) were joined and recalculated.  
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Table 7.2: Comparison of the experimental results of this study 
with earlier studies on Argentine Spanish. 

 
Factor Source N tests significant 

García 1975 3 2  
García & Otheguy 1977 1 0 
Total other studies 4 2 (50%) 

ANIMACY OF 
THE SUBJECT 

This study 8   2 (25%) 
    

García 1975  1 0 
García & Otheguy 1977 1 0 
García & Otheguy 1983 
= García 1990181 

1 0 

Total other studies 3 0 

GENDER OF 
REFERENT 

This study 11 0 
    

García & Otheguy 1983 
= García 1990 

1 0 POLITE 
ADDRESS This study 8 0 
    

García 1975  3 1 
García & Otheguy 1983 / 
García 1990 

1 0 

Total other studies 4 1 (25%) 
ACI OBJECT 

This study 11 5 ( 45%) 
 
Although the number of earlier experimental runs is not very large, on can conclude 
on the basis of Table 7.2 that there is quite a good match between the findings of this 
study and earlier studies. The factors which did not show significant effects in this 
study, i.e. GENDER OF THE REFERENT and POLITE ADDRESS, did not turn out 
significant in earlier studies either.182 As for ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and ACI 
OBJECT, the results coincide in the sense that the factors do clearly not ‘determine’ 
pronoun use. In at least half of the tests in this study and in earlier studies, the 
factors ‘fail’.  
 

                                                 
181 With all likelihood, the publications of García and Otheguy (1983) and García (1990) are 
based on the same experiment. The data on Argentina are therefore counted only once.  
182 As stated before, this holds for the recalculated results of earlier studies The percentages 
of le choices in these studies were higher in the condition with male referents, c.q. polite 
address contexts than in the respective conditions with female or third-person referents. On 
the basis of this distribution, the authors concluded that the factors influenced pronoun choice. 
However, the application of statistical test to the data showed that the differences were not 
significant. 
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7.2.3 Comparison between results for Argentina en 
other loísta dialects 
The studies of García and Otheguy (1983) and Garcia (1990) suggest that there are 
differences between the various loísta dialects, not only with respect to the baseline 
of variation, i.e. the speakers’ general inclination to use the form le in variable 
contexts but also with respect to the impact of different factors. Although dialect 
differences are not the core issue of this study, it is tempting to compare the  results 
for Argentine Spanish with the respective results for other countries. Of course, such 
a comparison can only be indicative, mainly because of  the methodological 
shortcomings and the broad regional variation of earlier studies. Table 7.3 shows the 
results experimental investigations in various loísta regions, as discussed in Chapter 
4, in comparison with the results for Argentina, with the results of earlier studies and 
this study combined for the same four factors discussed above. 
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Table 7.3: Comparison of results of the present study with 
earlier experimental studies. 

 
Factor Source Dialect N tests signif. 

Hurst 1951 mixed group 1  1 
García & Otheguy 1977 Cuba (2), Col, Mex 4 4 
Ringer Uber 1988 mixed group 3 3 
García 1990183 Peru (2), Chile 3 0 
Total other loísta countries 11 8.(73%) 

ANIMACY 
OF THE 
SUBJECT 

Total Argentina 12 4 (33%) 
 

García & Otheguy 1977 Cuba (2), Col, Mex 4 4 
García & Otheguy 1983 Mex, Csta Rica, Ven, 

Prto Rico 
4 0 

García 1990 Peru (2), Chile 3 2 
Total other loísta countries 11 6 (55%) 

GENDER OF 
REFERENT 

Total Argentina 12 0 
 

García & Otheguy 1983 Mex, Csta Rica, Ven, 
Prto Rico 

4 0 

García 1990 Peru (2), Chile 3 0 
Total other loísta countries 7 0 

POLITE 
ADDRESS 

Total Argentina 9 0 
 

García & Otheguy 1983 Mex, Csta Rica, Ven, 
Prto Rico 

4 0 

Ringer Uber 1988 mixed group 1 1  
García 1990 Peru (2), Chile 3 0 
Total other loísta countries 8 1 (13%) 

ACI 
OBJECT 

Total Argentina 15 6 (40%) 
 
Leaving aside the factor POLITE ADDRESS which fails in other countries just as 
systematically as in Argentina, there are notable differences between the impact of 
the factors. Table 7.3 shows that GENDER OF THE REFERENT, which fails in 
Argentina, does quite well in other dialects. This comes somewhat as a surprise, 
since this factor is usually associated with European Spanish rather than with the 
loísta dialects. ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, on the other hand shows some effect in 
Argentine Spanish, but seems to play a much more important role in other dialects, 
yielding significant results in almost three quarters of the tests. The only factor 
which seems to have more effect in Argentine Spanish than in the other dialects is 
ACI OBJECT, the presence or absence of a direct object in an AcI construction.  
 

                                                 
183 For the same reasons as applied to the evaluation of Argentine data, results reported for 
Colombia in García 1990 are not included since they are probably based on the same 
experiment as reported in García and Otheguy 1983.  
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As mentioned above, the data are too scarce and too diverse to allow far reaching 
conclusions. However, the pattern that emerges here is quite striking: Argentine 
Spanish, the most archaic dialect with respect to pronoun use, the dialect whose 
speakers are least inclined to vary their pronoun use, is the one which responds best 
to a syntactic factor (ACI OBJECT). Speakers of other dialects, with more variation in 
their pronoun use, seem to rely predominantly to semantic factors in their pronoun 
choice. This is at this moment nothing more than a serendipitous finding, but it 
might be worth further investigation.  

7.2.4 Discussion of the data match 
All in all, the data match between earlier studies and the present one is quite good. 
The crucial aspect here is that the comparison is based on the recalculated data 
rather than on the conclusions of other authors. Had the authors’ own interpretation 
of their data been taken as a criterion, the conclusion would have been that the 
results of the present study do not coincide with the earlier studies. In other words, 
the crucial step with respect to the earlier study has been taken in Chapter 4, where 
the reported results have been subjected to statistical test, which turned out to be a 
powerful filter and which showed that many of the earlier results were over-
interpreted.  

7.3 Do the observational data fit with the 
experimental ones?  
 
Comparing the results of the text study with the experimental results is hampered by 
the different evaluation techniques which the respective data sets require. In order to 
give at least an indication, Phi values of the observational study (as in Table 7.2) and 
the number of tests in which a factor yielded significant results (as in Table 7.3) will 
be matched. Observational data will be presented separately for categorical and for 
variable contexts. Within the variable contexts, results will be presented separately 
for variable verb contexts and AcI contexts.  
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Table 7.4: Results for observational and experimental investigation 
of the present study. 

 
variable context Factor Type of  

investi-
gation 

categorical 
context 
 verb-based AcI-based 

Obs. *** .681 ins .114 ins .184 ANIMACY OF 
THE SUBJECT Exp. n.a 25% (8 tests) 0% (2 tests) 
     

Obs. ins  .048 ins .036  ins .043  GENDER OF 
REFERENT Exp. n.a. 0% (6 tests ) 0% (5 tests) 
     

Obs. *** .228 ins .139 ins .128 POLITE 
ADDRESS Exp. n.a. 0% (6 tests) 0% (2 tests) 
     

Obs. n.a. n.a. *** .717 ACI OBJECT Exp. n.a. n.a. 45% (11 tests) 
 
Table 7.4 shows that for the three factors which could be investigated in categorical 
and in variable contexts, the association is generally stronger in categorical than in 
variable contexts. This was, indeed, the general conclusion of Chapter 5 and can be 
related to what I called “message selection”. Pronoun choice in categorical contexts 
is direct consequence of the choice of the verb. This choice, in turn, depends on 
“what the speaker wants to say”. The distribution of factor levels, like animate 
subjects or polite use often “goes with the verb”, simply for reasons of consistency 
of the message. In other words, transitive verbs tend to combine with animate 
subjects, intransitive verbs tend to combine with inanimate subjects, and polite 
address messages are usually based on intransitive verbs (which, in turn, tend to 
combine with inanimate subjects). In variable contexts this natural redundancy is not 
available because the verb is, what I called “weakly polarizing”. The expected 
(strong) direct relation between contextual factors and pronoun use manifests itself 
neither in spontaneous language production (text study) nor in an experimental 
situation.  
 
In as far as the observational and experimental results can be compared directly, 
there seems to be the same trend in the data. The factors GENDER OF THE REFERENT 
and POLITE ADDRESS fail consistently, ACI OBJECT shows a consistent impact in both 
types of investigation. ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, on the other hand, which fails to 
produce significant results in the text study, turns out to be a relevant factor in at 
least some of the experimental stimuli.  
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7.4 Are the results in line with the Columbia 
School predictions?  
 
Columbia scholars hypothesize a “meaning” for a given form (with le signaling a 
relatively more active role of the referent in the event than lo), go on to hypothesize 
about the relation between a contextual factor (such as ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT) 
and consider their hypothesis about the meaning of the form confirmed when, in a 
text count or in an experiment, they find a relatively higher percentage of the 
“matching” form (e.g. the form le in the condition with an inanimate subject).  
 
All in all, the results of this investigation do not contradict the predictions made for 
the factors under investigation. In the categorical contexts, the predictions are borne 
out, and in the variable ones, although in many cases the relations are not strong 
enough to turn out significant, the trends are almost always in the predicted 
direction. Furthermore, the claims of the Columbia School with respect to the impact 
of the factors are usually not strong (with the possible exception of García, 1994) 
and Columbia scholars are well aware of the complexity of the phenomenon and the 
fact that many different factors play a role for the explanation of a given form in a 
given contexts.184 
 
The issues with Columbia School arise on the methodological side rather than on the 
theoretical one. First of all, their implicit claim to the variability of all contexts, i.e. 
their failure to distinguish between categorical and variable contexts, makes them 
blind to the actually quite strong effects of message selection.185 Secondly, the 
question arises how quantitative analysis should be used. Some Columbia 
publications show a convincing use of inferential statistics, whereas others use 
descriptive techniques but tend to draw conclusions which inferential techniques do 
not allow. The most convincing discussions within this theory are based on the 
qualitative evaluation of the use of particular forms in a particular context. 
Considering that the Columbia approach acknowledges the complexity of variation 
phenomena and that a speaker’s choice is influenced by a multitude of factors 
simultaneously, the question arises whether the use of inferential techniques is 
actually relevant for the Columbia approach (Davis, 2002). 

                                                 
184 It is, after all, García herself who remarks that “It seems highly likely that “less” and “least 
active” (the meanings postulated in García 1975 for Dative and Accusative, respectively) are 
merely preferred inferences from more abstract meanings, which perhaps concern not the 
involvement of the participants (subject, object) in the event as such, but thather the 
inferential process itself.” (García, 1991:57, fn 16). 
185 Within Columbia, Lavandera’s (1977, 1984.) approach to sociolinguistics, addressing 
possibly different communicational needs of different social groups,  comes close to the 
findings of this study. However, as discussed in §2.5.3, message selection goes much farther 
than this.  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 



 

Chapter eight 
 

Concluding remarks 
 
 

 

8.1 Pronoun variation in the wild 
 
In fall 2003, the Buenos Aires Do-It-Yourself stores of the EASY-chain changed 
their employees' outfit again. The sleeveless vests were replaced by collared T-Shirts 
which bore the chain’s slogan ‘I am here to help you’. Figure 8.1 shows one of the 
newly introduced shirts.186 
 

 
 

Figure 8.1: EASY employees' outfit in November 2003. 
 
To the innocent observer, there is nothing spectacular about this change, but the 
diligent reader of this book will already have noted a minor change in the words 
appearing on the shirts – indeed,  the slogan had been switched back from estoy para 
                                                 
186 Again, I am deeply grateful to Angelita Martínez who took the photographs, did the 
interviews and made her material available to me. For more details see Mauder and Martínez 
(2006).  
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ayudarle  – with a dative pronoun to estoy para ayudarlo with the accusative 
pronoun form. The 1999 change had been reversed. The obligatory interview with 
the EASY marketing department revealed that the change from le back to lo was not 
intended and was in all likelihood the result of someone’s negligence. This 
explanation is actually quite plausible, because the lo-to-le switch had never been 
carried out whole-heartedly – the newspaper advertisements, as well as the store 
signposts ( 
Figure 8.2), still featured the combination of the verb ayudar ‘to help’ with the 
accusative pronoun lo.  
 

 
 

Figure 8.2: EASY sign within the store. 
. 
 
Figure 8.2 is a photograph of a sign hanging above a service desk for furniture and 
paint which says Lo ayudamos a concretar sus proyectos  ‘We help you to carry out 
your projects’. So, in a way it seems that switching the slogans from ayudar+lo to 
the supposedly more polite version ayudar+le did not really have the desired effect.  
 
To those readers who endeavoured the cumbersome task of reading all the previous 
chapters, the EASY company’s switch back to ayudar+lo will not come as a 
surprise. To them, the myth that the use of le instead of lo makes messages more 
polite, has been thoroughly busted by now.  
 
This final Chapter is, however, mainly addressed to those readers who are interested 
in a brief review of the main findings of this project and their interpretation, without 
too much linguistic or methodological tech-talk. This implies that this Chapter will 
contain some redundancy with the discussion parts of the individual chapters and, in 
particular with the Chapter 7. 
 
I will start with a review of the different parts of the investigation and in order to 
keep the story line straight, I will do this by putting together the various pieces of 
evidence about the workings of one particular factor, POLITE ADDRESS – the one 
presumably at work in the EASY case. I will then summarize the results for the 
other factors and the interaction effects and relate my findings to the earlier studies 
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which I attempted to replicate. I will end this chapter with a very personal view on 
‘how pronouns work’.  

8.2 The story of Polite Address 
 
Claims to the existence of a phenomenon called leísmo de cortesía are numerous 
and they usually boil down to the statement that the pronoun le is used in polite 
address contexts, even when in the respective referential context the form lo would 
be used. This is equivalent to what in this study is referred to as the effect of the 
factor POLITE ADDRESS. 
 
In Chapter 1, I presented the case of the EASY-chain, a real-life example of pronoun 
variation and went on to explain the logic behind the use of the respective pronoun 
forms. In the final section I introduced some criticism on earlier studies on pronoun 
use, pointing out that these studies do not meet modern research standards and do 
not do justice to the multivariate nature of the phenomenon.  
 
In Chapter 2, I discussed some theoretical background of this study (i.e. the 
Columbia School approach) and presented general aspects of Spanish pronouns.  
The discussion of the different sources of variation in this chapter is already the first 
step towards a more precise definition of the problem than was used in earlier 
studies.  In Chapter 3, I explained in detail how the present study intends to avoid 
the pitfalls of the earlier ones. In this chapter I also presented the factors chosen for 
this study, of which POLITE ADDRESS was one. 
 
The first step of the investigation – reported in Chapter 4 – was a critical review of 
the literature together with a meta-analysis of earlier studies. This chapter casts the 
first shadows of doubt on the actual effectiveness of the factor POLITE ADDRESS. It 
turned out that earlier investigations on speakers’ preference for le over lo in polite 
address contexts do not survive the application of statistical tests. In other words, the 
higher percentage of le responses in polite contexts versus plain third person 
context, which the authors of the studies interpreted as the effect of the factor polite 
address, might just as well have been a matter of random variation without any 
specific cause.  
 
Chapter 5 reports the results of the observational investigation: I investigated 
natural, spontaneous language production by native speakers and compared the 
frequency of use of le versus lo in polite contexts to their respective frequency in 
plain third-person sentences. As for variable contexts – and it is these contexts to 
which the claims refer – no convincing support was found for the effect of the factor 
POLITE ADDRESS: percentages of the use of le were indeed higher in the polite 
contexts than in the referential ones, but the difference was too small to be 
statistically significant.  
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Chapter 6 is about the core part of this study – an experiment in which hundreds of 
Buenos Aires students took part. They were shown test sentences for each of which 
they had to fill in the pronoun of their choice. Among these contexts there were 
numerous ones in which one version contained a plain third-person context and the 
counterpart contained the same sentence with a polite-address context. There was a 
whole range of carrier contexts sketching diverse real-life situations and there were 
different combinations of the factor POLITE ADDRESS with other factors under 
investigation. The factor POLITE ADDRESS was tested over and over again and it 
failed. It failed dramatically and miserably, in each and every one of the tests. 
 
Chapter 7 is an attempt to make sense of all the different results – much like this 
chapter, but with a more serious and technical focus.  For POLITE ADDRESS, the 
conclusion is obvious: Argentine speakers do not bother to adapt their pronoun use 
to polite address contexts. They use both pronoun forms in variable contexts, but 
whatever it is that triggers them to use one or the other form in any given situation, it 
has got little to do with POLITE ADDRESS.187 

8.3 How about the other factors? 
 
The fate of the other factors which were investigated in this study is not 
fundamentally different from that of Polite Address. For GENDER OF THE REFERENT 
– the factor which plays a predominant role in pronoun use in European Spanish  – I 
found no evidence in my own investigation, just as in the case of  POLITE ADDRESS. 
The major difference is that, to my knowledge, no one has ever claimed that GENDER 
OF THE REFERENT should have any influence on pronoun choice in Latin-American 
dialects. In this sense, the non-results of study confirm the non-claims in the 
literature about this factor. 
 
Two more factors, ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and ACI OBJECT are – just like POLITE 
ADDRESS – generally supposed to influence pronoun choice. For these two factors, 
at least part of the results reported in earlier studies have survived the recalculation 
and my own investigation also revealed some effect. In the text study, ANIMACY OF 
THE SUBJECT did not show a convincing impact, but the results for ACI OBJECT were 
quite sound. The experiment, in turn, showed significant effects for both factors. 
This would be good news, were it not for the fact that the effects are rather 
inconsistent across contexts. In some contexts, the factors work like a charm, in 
other contexts they are marginal and in others, there is no effect whatsoever. To 
make things worse, for ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, I even found significant effects 
which ran counter to the prediction. ACI OBJECT comes out somewhat stronger than 
                                                 
187 Anyone who still doubts the null effect of polite address for pronoun choice is welcome 
to check the results of the 2005 validation experiment reported in Appendix 3: there I 
presented pairs of similar sentences to Argentine speakers and forced them to choose le for 
one context and lo for the other. Results, even in this enhanced experimental condition, were 
totally random. 
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ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, but certainly when we look at how much of the variation 
in le versus lo responses can actually be related to the factors under investigation, 
the result, an average of some 10% for AcI contexts and less than 5% for contexts 
based on weakly polarizing verbs, is disappointingly low.  
All in all, the claim that these two factors influence pronoun use in variable contexts 
finds some support in this study, but the general conclusion has to be that these 
factors MAY influence pronoun use but they certainly do not do so under all 
circumstances and their overall impact is low.  
 
So much for the four main factors under investigation. In the experiment, a number 
of additional factors were tested, mainly for ‘exploratory purposes’ (a chique 
expression of what one might call ‘curiosity’ in everyday life). Surprisingly, some of 
these factors turned out to have considerable impact on pronoun use. They were not 
tested thoroughly enough to allow major claims, but the results for the sentences in 
which they worked were so strong that they have to be taken seriously. This 
suggests that many more factors are involved in pronoun choice that anyone might 
think. In the end – mostly out of desperation due to the lack of consistent results – I 
turned to the individual informant as a source of variation: indeed, the basic 
inclination to use le in variable contexts also varies substantially across speakers – 
unfortunately without any traceable relation to the factors under investigation. 
 
So, can pronoun use in variable contexts be explained by the factors which appear in 
grammar books and earlier studies? A blunt NO would be going too far, since results 
vary per factor, but in general, the explanatory effect of the factors is lamentably 
low. 

8.4 What about interaction effects?  
 
In the Introduction, I suggested that doing the really modern thing which is working 
with interaction effects, i.e. investigating the combined effect of two factors and 
taking into consideration that they might influence each other’s effect on the 
phenomenon under investigation. 
 
The search for interaction effects of the main factors on pronoun use in variable 
contexts can be summarized in one short statement: No evidence found – neither in 
the text study nor in the experiment.188 This does, of course, not come as a surprise 
after reading the previous section: the direct effect of the factors is disappointingly 
small, so it would have been amazing to find significant interaction effects.189  
 
                                                 
188 The interaction effects reported in Chapter 6 are found not with the main factors, but with 
the additional ones. For details see the discussion in Chapter 6.3.3 
189 The combination of strong interaction effect in the absence of any main effects of  factors 
is, of course, possible but rather unlikely in the present setting (see Chapter 3 for a 
discussion). 
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However, what the experimental part of the investigation teaches us is that the effect 
of the factors under investigation is not stable, in other words that there must be 
other elements involved which influence the effect of the factors under investigation 
on pronoun choice. The quest to identify at least some of these elements brought the 
verb of the clause into scope. It turns out that the verb plays a major role in the sense 
that some ‘variable verbs’ are definitely more ‘variable’ than others. On the other 
hand, the whimsical results for pronoun use even in contexts based on one and the 
same verb (ayudar, for instance, which was tested in all kinds of settings) show that 
the verb is only part of the puzzle. Technically, the final conclusion on interaction 
effects cannot be any other than to admit an effect of the carrier context (i.e. the 
sentence presented to the informant) or the situation referred to in it. This statement 
will make my colleagues from Columbia School happy but from a methodological 
point of view it is equivalent to throwing in the towel, because it does not help to 
explain or predict the phenomenon under investigation. 

8.5 Did I prove earlier studies wrong?   
 
The main purpose of this project was to replicate earlier studies on the influence of a 
number of factors on pronoun use. The main result of this project is that the effect of 
these factors could not be convincingly demonstrated. Does this mean that I proved 
earlier studies wrong? Yes and no.  
 
The closest I got to proving anyone wrong is in Chapter 4, with the recalculation and 
statistical evaluation of earlier studies. Here, I show repeatedly that what other 
investigators explicitly or implicitly claimed to be the effect of a certain factor on 
pronoun choice, might just as well be considered random variation totally unrelated 
to their investigation.  
 
As soon as I compare my results to earlier results, things get trickier. One might 
think that for the factor POLITE ADDRESS, where claims tend to be strong but the 
results are nil, I did a good job of myth-busting. The basic problem here is the ‘rules 
of the science game’: it is impossible to prove a negative. Technically speaking, I 
did not prove the null-effect of this factor, I only consistently failed to demonstrate 
its applicability. Somehow, somewhere, there might still be particular contexts or 
particular circumstances where POLITE ADDRESS works. 
 
For the other factors, deciding what the results of the present investigation mean for 
earlier studies is even more complicated. First of all, the claims in these studies, and 
also the claims in grammar books and discussion papers, are rarely formulated in 
absolute terms. One of the most emphatic statements about the complexity of the 
phenomenon is made by García (1975:312):  

 
“The explanation for any le or lo in a particular sentence […] will depend 
on the complex interaction of a number of factors or strategies, suggesting 
either a smaller or a greater distance between the two participants, and 
accordingly favouring or disfavouring the use of le.” 
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The main problem here lies in the fact that my approach allows me to conclude that 
certain effects are ‘weak’ or ‘not stable’. The earlier experiments, with their ‘one-
factor-in-one-context approach’ did not leave their creators much room for choice 
other than to simply jump to conclusions based on relatively weak evidence.  
 
So, for the factors which work in some contexts but not in others, it is largely a 
matter of how to interpret the results. Most of the authors of earlier studies are 
linguists who explicitly or implicitly wanted to prove a hypothesis. They focussed 
on what the factor under investigation is able to do and embraced even a slightly 
higher percentage of le-responses in one condition as evidence in favour of their 
theory. My data-oriented point of view, in turn, obliges me to look at the total 
amount of variation and makes me frown upon the fact that the factors under 
investigation are not really helpful in creating order in this chaos190. 
 
Last, but not least, there remains the problem of possible dialect variation. Most 
earlier claims concern ‘loísta Spanish’ in general, while the present study was 
carried out for Buenos Aires Spanish only. Although it is unlikely that dialect 
differences play a major role in how the factors chosen for this study affect pronoun 
choice, the results of the literature study suggest that a certain degree of dialect 
variation cannot be excluded.  

8.6 How come that I saw what others did not 
see? 
 
That a replication study should yield major deviations not only from one but from a 
whole series of earlier studies calls for an explanation. How is it possible that so 
many renowned linguists believe in the effectiveness of POLITE ADDRESS and 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT when language use and experiment provide so little 
evidence for these factors? In my opinion, at least two aspects of the question have 
not received sufficient attention in the past. One is message selection and the other is 
the need for repeated testing. 

8.6.1 Watch out for effects of ‘message selection’  
It seems very likely to me that the main answer to this question lies in the 
categorical contexts. It is in these contexts – and not in the variable ones – that there 

                                                 
190 The point here – as in many other discussions where statistical data play a role – is that 
statistical significance does not guarantee the down-to-earth relevance of the results. It is a bit 
like reading that eating five ounces of broccoli every day increases your chance of reaching 
the age of 100 years by 50%. It may sound convincing to a layman’s ear, but it will still leave 
the vast majority of broccoli-eaters dead by the day they are entitled to 100 candles on their 
birthday cake.  
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are indeed strong co-occurrence effects between contextual elements and pronouns. 
This holds for inanimate subjects and the pronoun le and – most strikingly – for 
polite address (often marked by the form usted), and the pronoun le. It is probably 
this everyday, high-frequency input of co-occurrences of forms which leads linguists 
and even native speakers up the garden path.  
 
The fact that this study clearly distinguishes between categorical and variable 
contexts, together with the multivariate approach, gives more insight into the 
internal structure of the respective context types. Categorical contexts show a high 
degree of redundancy with respect to the degree of activity of the pronoun referent. 
Not only do the factors under investigation strongly correlate among each other, 
they are also correlated to another factor, viz. the verb. In a categorical context, this 
factor is the one which can be considered to have a direct causal relation with 
pronoun use. The underlying principle turns out to be plain and simple ‘message 
selection’ – speakers do not say the same things about animate and inanimate 
subjects and speakers do not say the same things when they talk about someone as 
opposed to when they speak politely to someone. Saying different things involves 
choosing different verbs and different verbs ‘govern’ different pronouns. 
 
None of the earlier studies compared the distribution of forms in categorical contexts 
with the ones in variable contexts, probably because it was simply assumed that 
there should not be any major difference. It is intuitively attractive to assume that 
speaker strategies for categorical and variable contexts should somehow be related, 
i.e., that the strong and obvious distributions within categorical contexts should also 
find their way into the speaker’s behaviour in variable ones.  

8.6.2 Never trust a single context 
In the experiment, the multi-context, multi-factor approach, together with a strict 
limitation to variable contexts, has proven its usefulness. A phenomenon that looked 
like a simple relation between a contextual factor and pronoun use in the traditional 
approach, reveals its complexity when it has to show its effect under various 
conditions. It turns out that the influence of factors on each other’s effect on 
pronoun is not the real problem. The problem is that each and every context seems 
to create its own rules.  
 
In more technical terms, this means that the earlier studies failed to create an 
experimental setting that guaranteed the reliability and validity of their results. On 
the methodological side, this is one of major lessons of this project. The sheer 
complexity of linguistic variations strongly calls for such an approach. On the other 
hand, even with this setting, no clear pattern on the influence of the factors on 
pronoun has emerged. Inflating the experiment with more contexts and more factors 
would probably have resulted in more variation and more complexity – so not even a 
multi-context, multi-factor approach can capture all aspects of the phenomenon.  
 
 
 



CONCLUDING REMARKS 

 

221 

8.7 How do pronouns work? 
 
It is not particularly flattering to find out, after years of blood, sweat and tears, that 
the phenomenon under investigation is a total mess. After all, it is far from certain 
that other statistical techniques, or a different experimental setting, could shed more 
light on the problem and it is far from certain that adding more factors to the model 
will increase the amount of explained variation. One might be inclined to apply the 
words of the great scholar Martin Buber who said that ‘whatever way you stir it, shit 
will remain shit’191. In more positive terms, what can be concluded at this stage is 
that pronoun use in variable contexts is not a matter of single factors or of the 
combination of a small number of factors but an extremely complex interaction.  
 
It is actually a good thing that the aim of this project was to replicate earlier studies 
and not explain how the le-lo alternation in variable contexts actually works. Still, at 
the end of this project there should be room to address this question and to evaluate 
what this project has contributed to solving the underlying puzzle.  
 
There are, in my opinion, two aspects which deserve more attention than they got up 
to now. First of all, there is the matter of the communicative impact of pronoun 
choice in variable contexts. What this project teaches us is that speakers have a 
strong preference for coherent (and even redundant) messages. Categorical contexts 
tend to contain various elements that point either towards a polarized or a non-
polarized activity relation. Variable contexts lack this redundancy, simply because 
they describe weakly-polarized situations. Of the two available pronouns of Spanish, 
either form is allright and neither form is perfect for describing such a situation. The 
broad variation, i.e. the general lack of consensus among speakers is evidence for 
this statement.192 In other words, pronoun choice in variable contexts is not a 
‘problem’ for the speaker. Literature Nobel laureates and marketing department 
employees may ponder whether le or lo is the better choice in a given contexts – for 
everyday communication it does not make a major difference.193  
 
Secondly, there is the question as to whether it is a realistic aim to pin down the 
variation involved in these contexts in a fixed number of factors. In the Introduction 
I introduced the concept of weakly-polarized situation with the Ma Dalton examples 
and went on to explain how linguists try to catch the speaker’s decision process by 
relating his pronoun choice to a number of ‘factors’. Maybe, it is at this point that 

                                                 
191 Was willst du? Rühr’ her den Kot, rühr hin den Kot, bleibt’s doch immer Kot. 
Martin Buber (1948) Der Weg des Menschen nach der Chassidischen Lehre – with thanks to 
Bob Kirsner who brought this wise statement to my attention.  
192 There is admittedly a certain degree of circularity in this argumentation, but this always 
looms when one interprets the meaning of forms in relation to the contexts where the forms 
appear.  
193 Davis remarked (albeit in a different context) that in the use of pronouns ‘the speaker does 
what the hearer expects with what the hearer already knows’ (2004:161).  
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we (meaning the linguists investigating this problem) are barking up the wrong tree. 
The fact that we cannot catch the speaker’s choice with these factors, does not 
necessarily mean that speakers behave ‘at random’. It is disappointing from a 
technical point of view, but it is totally in line with what the Columbia-School 
approach predicts. Lots and lots of factors, possibly of a much broader range than 
we can think of in linguistic terms, may contribute towards a more active or less 
active interpretation of the pronoun referent’s activity. At some moment the balance 
tilts towards le or lo and whatever the outcome is, we must assume that this is what 
makes sense for this specific utterance of this specific speaker at this specific 
moment. 
 
Let us end this discussion with a last glance at the EASY chain. The fact that they 
switch back and forth between lo and le suggests that, in a way, neither le nor lo is 
the perfect solution. Possibly, the basic strain of this slogan lies in the combination 
of a weakly polarizing verb with a polite address context. We saw that, on the one 
hand, Buenos Aires speakers have a general preference for the combination of the 
verb ayudar with the pronoun lo, on the other hand, in the truly polite messages, 
Buenos Aires speakers overwhelmingly use le. So, whatever pronoun they use, it 
will not yield a perfect fit. Is there a way out of this dilemma? There is, and EASY 
showed it on the subsequent version of their T-Shirts which was issued only shortly 
after the 2003 edition shown in  
Figure 8.1.  
Figure 8.3 shows both 2003 outfits next to each other.  
 

 
 

Figure 8.3: Both 2003 editions of the EASY employees’ outfit. 
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The person to the right wears the most recent edition of the outfit which bears the 
slogan estoy para ayudarte meaning ‘I am here to help you’. The basic message has 
not changed, the change consists in the fact that they dropped the politeness form 
and are addressing their clients in the intimate second person mode, actually quite 
common in Argentine Spanish, even for adults who do not know each other. It is this 
shirt which is still in use today – four years later – and it is, probably, the most 
coherent way of getting the EASY message across. 
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Appendix one 
 

Data reconstruction  
for Chapter four 

 

App1 1 Introduction 
 
In Chapter 4, a total of eleven data oriented studies on pronoun use are discussed. 
These studies vary widely with respect to the methodological choices involved, the 
manner of evaluation of the results and the degree to which the authors share their 
decisions with the reader. In spite of this diversity, section 5 of Chapter 4 contains a 
comparison of the research results, summarized in Table 4.2 in which the results for 
five factors are compared across the eleven studies, on the basis of Chi Square 
probabilities and Phi values.  
 
The purpose of this appendix is to document the techniques and decisions involved 
in distilling from the eleven publications the information presented in Table 4.2. The 
reason that the description is presented in an appendix and not in the text itself is 
that it not of crucial importance for the argumentation in Chapter 4 and that is it – at 
least partially – quite technical. However, since the operations carried out involve 
major reclassifications of data and recalculation techniques, part of which were 
developed ad hoc for this specific problem, the interested reader is definitely entitled 
to a detailed documentation of the steps involved and the decisions taken. 
  
The recalculation of statistical significance for the results presented in the eleven 
studies will lead to the conclusion “insignificant” for quite a number of these results. 
In some cases, the authors themselves drew this conclusion on the basis of their own 
evaluation of the data. In other cases, however, they considered their data as support 
for the respective hypotheses. I would like to state explicitly that it is not the purpose 
of this appendix or of the related discussion in Chapter 4 to disparage other studies. 
In many cases, the methodology chosen by the authors makes sense within their 
respective research question or theoretical approach.  
 
This appendix consists of two parts: an explanation of the steps taken in order to 
make the studies comparable and a set of 11 tables in which the original and 
normalized information is presented. These tables must be seen as intermediary 
products on the way from the original studies to Table 4.2. They contain information 
about the original studies and the results of the actions applied to them which goes 
further than what is used in Table. 4.2 of Chapter 4.  



APPENDIX  ONE 238 

App1 2 Converting reported data into 
comparable data sets 
 
This section presents a global overview of the actions taken to derive Table 4.2 in 
Chapter 4 from the eleven publications under investigation and about the 
organization of Tables A1 to A11 in which the original and derived information is 
organized. Details about the actions carried out and logic behind are given in section 
3.  

App1 2.1 Necessity for data conversion 
The purpose of this action is to apply standard statistical techniques to as many as 
possible of the results reported in the eleven articles under investigation. The Chi 
Square statistic will be used to determine whether or not the results are statistically 
significant and the Phi statistic will be applied in order to allow a comparison of the 
results based on the respective strength of association found in each of the tests. It is 
this information which is eventually presented in Table 4.2. 
 
What is needed for the calculation of these values is (an estimate of) the raw data 
and the possibility to organize the results in a 2*2 table, i.e. a design in which the 
dependent variable (pronoun choice) and all factors under investigation can be 
represented in two levels. Most of the publications do not explicitly present this 
information. The actions carried out are aimed at the reorganization and, where 
necessary,  reconstruction of the relevant data.  

App1 2.2 The procedure 
Figure 1 shows the basic actions and decisions involved in this process in the form 
of a flow chart. Rectangular fields represent actions, diamond shaped fields 
represent decisions and trapeze shaped fields represent input or output. End states 
are indicated by oval shapes. Full lines represent the action flow and broken lines 
connect operations to input and output. The action fields contain references to the 
respective sections of this appendix in which the actions are described and 
discussed. 
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Figure A4: Flow chart representing the steps in data classification  

and normalisation for the 11 articles under investigation. 
 
The first three steps (selection of data relevant, classification of a broad range of 
methodological information and normalization of the factor names) were carried out 
for all publications. The actions for data reconstruction and normalization depend on 
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the availably of data. Depending on what is reported in the respective studies, 
procedures will vary. The results of  all operations carried out can be found in 
Tables A1 to A10.  

App1 2.3 The benefit-of-the-doubt principle 
The fact that methodological decisions are not always well-described in the 
publications and that only few of them present the raw data together with their 
results, requires at certain points in the procedure to make assumptions or estimates. 
The leading principle is, of course, to use all of the available information as 
thoroughly as possible and to restrict assumptions and estimates to where it is 
absolutely necessary.  
 
Furthermore, the original study will always be given the “benefit of the doubt”. This 
implies, for instance, that the highest assumable number of informants is used for 
the calculations if the respective information is ambiguous and that estimates of 
statistical significance for tests where data had to be reconstructed are based on ideal 
distributions which yield the highest possible significance. The purpose of this 
principle is to avoid wrongfully marking someone else’s research results as 
insignificant.194  

App1 2.4 Organisation of the resulting tables 
The results of the normalization of the studies and results will be presented in the 
form of a series of tables in which several aspects of the studies can be compared. 
The tables contain information about the following aspects: 
 

• The publications under investigation (Table 1) 
• Design of the studies (Tables 2 – 4) 
• Evaluation of the data (Tables 5 and 6) 
• Factors (Tables 7 and 8) 
• Results (Tables 9 and 10) 
• Legend (Table 11) 

 
A separate presentation for observational and experimental studies has been chosen 
(except for Tables 1 and 11), because the two groups of studies differ notably with 
respect to the factors investigated and also with respect to the dialects and the 
contexts selected for investigation. Because of this, comparisons across the two 
types of studies – although theoretically possible and certainly interesting – can 
practically not be done for the publications under investigation. For layout-purposes, 
field names were kept short. Definitions of field names and abbreviations used in the 

                                                 
194 The consequence of this practice is that some results might erroneously be marked as 
significant. One might object that this is counter to the general  principle of avoiding type 1 
errors (i.e. wrongfully accepting H1). Fortunately, the vast majority of results (60 out of 69) 
show fairly clear results, either with probabilities (much) higher than 5% (insignificant) or 
probabilities lower than .01% (highly significant).  
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respective fields can be found in Table 11.  Figure A2 presents an overview of the 
eleven tables and their relation to the observational and experimental studies 
 

 
 

Figure A5: Overview of literature comparison tables. 
 
The information used in Table 4.2 of Chapter 4 is based on Tables A10 and A11.  
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App1 3 Discussion of steps and actions 
In this section each of the actions in Figure A1 is described and discussed in more 
detail. 

App1 3.1 Selection of data for the comparison 
Aim: Exclude those parts of the studies which do not fall into the scope of this 
investigation.  
 
Method: Only results of investigations which represent loísta pronoun use (as 
defined in Chapter 2.4) were taken into consideration. This excludes data from Spain 
(except loísta regions) and Ecuador (García and Otheguy, 1977) and from bilingual 
Peruvian speakers (García, 1990). All data where authors of the studies claimed or 
suggested that the informants were loísta speakers, were used and possible doubts 
about the reliability of the data are indicated in the respective ‘remarks’ columns of 
Table A2 (for observational studies) and Table A3 (for experimental studies)  
 
Only factors which are clearly defined at some point in the publication are taken into 
consideration. 

App1 3.2 Classification of technical criteria 
Aim: Facilitate the comparison across studies by making explicit the relevant 
information about the type of investigation, selection of samples, design of  the 
experiments, choice of informants, context types and method of evaluation.  
 
Method: The main source of information is the authors’ own account on the 
methodological decisions taken in their studies.  Additional information is derived 
from examples provided by the authors and inferred from implicit methodological 
statement in the articles (for details see the discussion of the respective articles in 
Chapter 4). Context types were classified as categorical, contrast/polysemic or 
variable according to the criteria defined in Chapter 2.5.195 
 
Tables A1, A2, A3, A4, A5 and A6 contain the respective information and comment 
on individual issues. 

App1 3.3 Normalization of factors 
The studies under investigation use a broad range of factor names, factor level 
definitions and number of factor levels. For a comparison of the results, it is 
necessary to use standard terminology in factor names and factor levels and to work 
with only two factor levels.  

                                                 
195 These classifications are not the results of independent speaker judgments and must 
therefore be considered tentative. 
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App1 3.3.1 Normalization of factor names 
Aim: Reduce the diversity in the choice of factor names and use, if possible, factor 
names as defined for the present investigation (see Ch.3.4).  
 
Method: Identify factors and factor levels, preferably on the basis of the author’s 
own classification criteria or other information available in the study. Use one name 
(preferably the one defined for the present study) for all those factors which measure 
practically the same phenomenon.  
 
Tables A7 and A8 present all factors with the original and normalized factor names 
and the factor level definitions as used in the original publication.  

App1 3.3.2 Reduction of factor levels 
Aim: Reduce the number of factor levels to two in order to allow the creation of 2*2 
tables for application of Phi statistics. 
 
Method: Wherever cross-tabulations were based on factors with more than two 
levels, an attempt was made to conflate two or more levels in such a way that two 
meaningful levels remained. For those factors which are used in the present study, 
the resulting set had to be roughly equivalent to the factor levels defined in Chapter 
3.4.   
 
All factor level reductions are indicated in the ‘remarks’ fields of the respective 
tables.  

App1 3.4 Calculation of Chi Square and Phi values 
Standard Chi Square and Phi calculations as described in Chapter 3.5 were applied 
using SPSS 12.0.1.  
 
Objections to the violation of the “independent measurements criterion” apply in 
this case even more than in the rest of this investigation. Strictly speaking, none of 
the eleven studies involved in this comparison fulfil this condition. In the 
observational studies, the same set of corpus tokens is repeatedly classified for 
various factor levels. In the experimental studies one and the same questionnaire is 
administered to all informants of a speaker group, so that each informant contributes 
responses for both factor levels.  
 
The choice to apply a Chi Square test anyway is primarily based on the lack of 
alternatives in combination with the special purpose of this comparison, which is 
normalization of the data – including the application of one and the same test to all 
studies – in order to make them comparable to each other despite their enormous 
diversity.  The main objection to using a Chi Square statistic for non-independent 
data is that the test will tend to create Type 1 errors, i.e. fail to mark tests as 
insignificant. Considering the “benefit-of-the-doubt principle” (see §App1 2.3) 
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towards other authors’ research, this can be considered to be in line with the general 
approach chosen here.  
 
Phi values can be derived from Chi Square values in combination with the number 
of observations. They are therefore not explicitly mentioned in the flow-chart 
(Figure 1). Phi values can be used for comparing the strength of association across 
various studies. This can be done independently of whether or not the results are 
significant.  

App1 3.5 Correction for stimulus conflation 
Several of the studies under investigation report results which are based on the 
evaluation of groups of stimuli which contain the same factor levels. Since only one 
questionnaire was used, this means that the responses of every informant to a given 
factor level are counted several times. Considering that the Chi Square value is a 
linear function of the number of observations, the Chi Square values calculated in 
this way are too high. The correction is carried out by dividing the original Chi 
Square value by the number of observations on which it was calculated and 
multiplying it by the number of informants available for the test in question, 
multiplied by two (the number of factor levels).196  

App1 3.6 Calculation of ‘Upper Limit Chi Square’ 
In a number of studies, no raw data are reported, but data on the number of 
informants are available and the results are reported in the form of a “Weighted 
Ratio” (García and Otheguy, 1977 and parts of García, 1990).197   
 
On the basis on a Weighed Ratio (WR) and the total number of observations, it is 
possible to reconstruct one of the possibly underlying cross-tabulations which yields 
the highest possible Chi Square value corresponding to the reported Weighted Ratio 
value. The logic and technique of this reconstruction is described in the following 
sub-sections. 
 
Like the correction for stimulus conflation, the calculation of this “Upper Limit Chi 
Square” is a method for data reconstruction developed specifically for the purpose of 
this evaluation. I will not present a mathematical proof , but the procedure and its 
results have been empirically tested on a large number of examples. The step-by-

                                                 
196 This correction is an ad hoc, common sense-based manipulation of the Chi Square 
formula. It is not documented in the respective statistical literature. In all cases, the Chi 
Square values resulting from the original calculation are also presented in the respective tables 
(Tables A9 and A10).  
197 The Weighted Ratio is used by members of the Columbia School as a means to indicate 
the strength of association between two factors (e.g. García and Otheguy, 1983:114). It is also 
referred to as ‘Odds Ratio’ by García and other Columbia School members. The term ‘Odds 
Ratio’ is avoided here because this term is used within regression analysis with a different 
definition. 
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step derivation in the subsequent sections is intended to demonstrate the consistency 
of the procedure.  

App1 3.6.1 The logic of the Weighted Ratio (WR) 
A Weighted Ratio is based on a 2*2 cross-tabulation and it compares the ratio of 
hypothesis-favouring and hypothesis-disfavouring responses for two factor levels.  
The procedure can best be explained with a (fictitious) example which might 
represent the responses for two stimuli administered each to 100 informants, which 
yields a total set of observations (Ntotal) of 200.  

 
Table A1: Fictitious data set for calculation of 'Weighted Ratio'. 

 
 N 

responses 
le 

N 
responses 
lo 

N informants 
per stimulus 

le-favouring condition cell A 
80 

cell B 
20 

 
100 

lo-favouring  
condition 

cell C 
40 

cell D 
60 

 
100 

 
N responses  
per pronoun  

 
120 

 
80 

 
200 

 
The responses confirm the hypothesis, in the sense that the percentage of responses 
le is higher under the le-favouring condition (80%) than  under lo-favouring 
condition (40%). The Weighted Ratio for the above cross-tabulation is calculated by 
multiplying the cells which represent the hypothesis-favouring data (cells A and D) 
and then dividing the product by the product of the two disfavouring cells (B and C). 
For the data in Table A1, this yields a value of 6. 

  
Weighted Ratios can only be calculated for cross-tabulations in which each cell 
contains at least 1 observation. Values of the Weighted Ratio range between 
(Ntotal/2-1)-2 and (Ntotal/2-1)2  with values >1 for distributions which favour the 
prediction and values < 1 for distributions which run counter to the prediction. The 
Weighed Ratio is an obvious way to check whether a distribution favours or 
disfavours the hypothesis. In several Columbia School studies, it is also used to 
compare the effect of a factor in different sets of data.198  

                                                 
198 Obviously, many objections can be made against this technique, the major one being its 
non-linear behaviour, which results in particularly high values under the least reliable 
conditions, i.e. with a low number of observations in a divisor cell, even if this low number is 
due to the scarcity of data for a given condition (i.e. for low “expected values”).  
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App1 3.6.2 Deriving symmetrical distributions from WR  
If only the Weighted Ratio and the number of informants are known, it is not 
possible to reconstruct the underlying cross tabulation since various data sets can 
yield the respective Weighted Ratio for the respective number of informants.199  
 
Among the different cross-tabulations which yield one and the same WR, there is 
one which is symmetrical, in the sense that the data distribution for one factor level 
is the mirror image of the data distribution for the complementary level. For this 
distribution, the frequencies for cells A and D are identical, just as for cells B and D. 
This allows the reconstruction of the cross-tabulation on the basis of the following 
two equations: 
 

A2/B2= “Weighted Ratio” (WR) 
(A+B) = Number of informants (Ninf) 
 
This can be transformed into  
 
A = Ninf / (1±√WR) and 
B = Ninf–A 

 
The resulting values for cells A and B in the example used here are 71 and 29, so 
that the reconstructed cross-tabulation looks as presented in Table A2:200 

 
Table A2: Reconstructed data set for the data presented in Table A1. 

 
 N 

responses 
le 

N 
responses 

lo 

N informants 
per stimulus 

le-favouring factor cell A 
71 

cell B 
29 

 
100 

lo-favouring factor cell C 
29 

cell D 
71 

 
100 

N responses 
per pronoun 

 
100 

 

 
100 

 
200 

 

                                                 
199 For the example used here, examples of datasets which yield a Weighted Ratio of 6 are, 
for instance, 78-22-37-63 or 94-6-72-28 (listed in cell order A-B-C-D).  
200 The results of the equation A = Ninf / (1-√WR) can be neglected for the problem at hand, 
since Weighted Ratios yield positive numbers.  
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App1 3.6.3 Chi Square and Phi for original and 
reconstructed distributions 
Of all the possible cross-tabulations underlying a given pair of values for a 
Weighted Ratio and the corresponding number of informants, the highest Chi Square 
and Phi values are achieved for the symmetrical tables, i.e. the one which can be 
reconstructed on the basis of the two values. 

 
For the examples used here, the respective values are, for the original data   

  
χ2 =33.3, df=1, p<.001, φ=.408 

 
and for the reconstructed data  

 
χ2 =35.3, df=1, p<.001, φ=.420 

 
The differences in Chi Square and Phi-values are marginal here because the original 
data from Table A1 already represent are fairly balanced distribution. Extremely 
unbalanced cross-tabulations can, for the same combination of Weighted Ratio and 
number of informants, yield Phi-values as low as 0.10 and Chi Square values which 
are not significant at a 5% level. 

App1 3.6.4 Usefulness of the Upper Limit Chi Square  
The Upper Limit Chi Square does not yield a reliable indication of the significance 
of the results on which the data reconstruction is based. However, the fact that it 
yields the highest possible Chi Square and Phi value for the data under investigation 
implies that, if this value is below the significance threshold, the underlying original 
data cannot have represented a significant association.201  In other words, the 
calculation of the Upper Limit Chi Square cannot prove the significance of the 
original data but it allows the identification of those results which are certainly 
insignificant. This, again, is in line with the “benefit-of-the-doubt principle” as 
defined in §App1 2.3. 

App1 3.7 Continuity Correction 
If one or more cells of the cross-tabulation yield expected frequencies <5, the results 
of the Pearson Chi Square are not reliable (Butler, 1985  122). For these tests, the 
standard Continuity Correction is applied. This leads in all cases to a lower 
significance. The respective data are added to tables 9 and 10.  
 

                                                 
201 For the purpose of this comparison, with a significance level of 5% and one degree of 
freedom (i.e. all data reduced to 2*2 tables) the corresponding value is 3.84. 
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App1 3.8 Determination of significance of results 
Tables A9 and A10 present the results for all tests mentioned in the studies under 
investigation. They contain the results which were reported in the respective 
publication, together with the Chi Square and Phi-values calculated if raw data were 
available and – where applicable – the results of corrections applied to the Chi 
Square value, together with an indication of the reason for the correction.  
 
Studies are treated as significant unless the calculation of the Chi Square or the 
corrected Chi Square yields a probability of ≥ 5% that the distribution is the result of 
random deviations. In line with the benefit-of-the-doubt principle, all studies for 
which a symmetrical distribution was recalculated, are treated as significant unless 
the Upper Limit Chi Square is insignificant.  
 
The data presented in Table 4.2 in Chapter 4 is a selection of the results presented in 
Table A10 for those 5 factors which were tested in more than 2 experiments. 

App1 4 Data Tables 
In the following pages, the tables as described in Figure A2 will be presented. The 
abbreviations used within the tables are explained in Table 11.  
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Appendix two 
 

Stimuli 
 

App2 1 Introduction 
The experiment described in Chapter 6 had a complex design en contained a total of 
296 stimuli, of which 144 had the characteristics required for use in this study (see 
Chapter 3 for a discussion of the criteria). The purpose of the appendix is to serve as 
a reference and source of additional information for Chapter 6. It consists of three 
parts (i) a glossary of the key terms used in the explanation of the design of the 
experiment, (ii) a representation of the design in the form of a table, and (iii) a list of 
30 stimuli with glosses and translations, together with an indication of the factors 
and factor levels used in the respective stimulus set.  

App2 2 Glossary of terms used in Chapter 6 
The key terms which require a definition are listed below, in alphabetical order. 
 
Carrier context 

The real-life situation sketched for the implementation of the stimulus, such as 
“noisy child interferes with person working” (number 22). The term is 
practically equivalent to ‘lexical set’ but refers to the semantic background, 
rather than to the implementation within the experiment. Carrier contexts are 
indicated by numbers (1 to 42), in the same way as lexical sets. 
 

Factor 
The contextual element under investigation  for its impact on pronoun use in a 
given stimulus set, such as ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT, or GENDER OF THE 
REFERENT. All factors used are defined in Chapter 3.4. Contrary to the ‘factor 
level’, a factor is an abstract concept and does, as such, not appear visibly in a 
stimulus. 

 
Factor level 

The implementation of one of the aspects of a factor, for instance an animate or 
an inanimate subject, or a male or a female referent.  

 
Informant 

Person taking part in the experiment, either the computerized run (with some 35 
informants per sequence) or the questionnaire run (with some 50 informants per 
sequence). For the selection of informants see §6.2.2.1 
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Lexical set 
The term is roughly equivalent to the term ‘carrier context’ as defined above, 
and refers to the same numbers. A lexical set is always based on one and the 
same carrier context and forms the total of stimuli which are based on the 
context in question. For the evaluation of categorical contexts, the ‘lexical set’ 
is identical to the ‘stimulus set’ and contains two, four or eight stimuli, for the 
evaluation of variable contexts, two stimulus sets can belong to the same lexical 
set. This is the case, for instance, when different verbs or constructions are 
tested against each other. In such cases, two different target clauses are derived 
from the same carrier context, either a variable and a categorical one (e.g. 
context 31), or an AcI-construction and a variable-verb construction (e.g. 
context 11) or two different variable verb constructions (e.g. context 14). 

 
Stimulus 

One specific combination of a carrier context with a given set of factor levels. 
The stimulus is what is acually presented to the informant. Each stimulus is 
defined by a lexical set and the stimulus sequence where it appears. For 
instance, stimulus 22-3 reads  

 
Manuel no puede trabajar en casa por los chicos. El ruido que hacen ___ 
molesta.  
‘Manuel cannot work at home because of the children. The noise they make 
disturbs [him]’.  

 
It uses the carrier context number 22 (and is thus part of lexical set 22) which 
contains the factors VERB, ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and GENDER OF THE 
REFERENT. This stimulus contains the verb molestar, an inanimate subject (el 
ruido ‘the noise’) and a male referent, Manuel. This stimulus is administered to 
the informants of group 3.  

 
Stimulus sequence 

The set of stimuli which are presented to a group of informants. The inter-
subject design of the experiment requires that stimuli which are to be compared 
with each other, must be presented to different informants. This is why a total of 
eight groups of informants is required. Each stimulus sequence consists of 35 
stimuli, which means that not each carrier context is presented to all informants. 
This is due to the fact that not all lexical sets consist of eight stimuli.  

 
Stimulus set 

The set of stimuli whose results are compared to each other. A stimulus set for a 
categorical contexts (where no multivariate analysis of the factors is applied) 
can consist of  two, four or eight stimuli. For variable contexts, a stimulus sets 
always consists of four stimuli (the implementation of two binary factors). A 
stimulus set is always based on the same lexical set and on the same verb. 
Lexical sets which contain two verbs or two constructions (AcI versus verb) are 
split into two stimulus sets for the evaluation. The lexical sets which contain 3 
binary factors, are split into two stimulus sets according to the factor GENDER OF 
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THE REFERENT (due to its low impact and frequent implementation). Stimulus 
sets are identified by the number of the lexical set, in combination with their 
verb or, in the case of split sets, by the number of the lexical set plus an 
indication of the gender of the referent, e.g. 33m (for lexical set 33 with a male 
referent) and 33f (the same set with a female referent).  

 
Stimulus set ID 

The combination of the number of the lexical set with the sequence where the 
stimulus is used, eg. 22-3 or 33f-5.  

 
Target clause 

The part of the stimulus for which the pronoun has to be chosen by the 
informant. In the present experiment, this is always the final clause of the 
stimulus.  

 
Variable parts 

All those parts of a stimulus which make it differ from other stimuli within the 
same lexical set. This implies in the first place the factor levels, but also (a few) 
contextual adaptations carried out to ensure the coherence of the stimulus.  

App2 3 Matrix representation of the 
experiment 
The experiment consisted of a total of 296 stimuli, belonging to 42 lexical sets. For 
the present investigation, 144 stimuli from 32 lexical sets were used. Table A12 
presents the structure of the experiment in a matrix form, with lexical sets appearing 
horizontally and stimulus sequences appearing vertically.  
 
Each cell in the matrix represents one stimulus. Stimuli not used in this experiment 
are marked by a grey background. The number indicates the lexical set, which 
together with the verb determines the stimulus set. For the stimuli used in this 
investigation, the classification of the stimulus is indicated together with the lexical 
set number where ‘cat-lo’ and ‘cat-le’ indicate categorical stimuli for either the use 
of the accusative or the dative form. Variable stimuli are marked ‘vb’ if they are 
based on a variable verb and ‘aci’ if they are based on an AcI context.   
 
Stimuli which are marked by bold letter type will appear in tables A13 to A15 with 
full text, gloss, translation and an indication of the factors and factor levels used.  
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Table A12: Matrix structure of the experiment. 
 
sequence

1 
sequence

2 
sequence

3 
sequence

4 
sequence

5 
sequence

6 
sequence

7 
sequence

8 

1  
presentar 

1  
presentar 

1  
presentar

1  
presentar

1  
presentar

1  
presentar

1  
presentar 

1  
presentar

2 cat-le 
interesar 

2 cat-le  
interesar 

2 cat-le
 interesar

2 cat-le 
interesar 

2 cat-le 
interesar 

2 cat-le
 interesar

2 cat-le  
interesar 

2 cat-le 
interesar 

3  
mandar 

3  
hacer 

3  
mandar 

3  
hacer 

3  
mandar 

3  
hacer 

4 
molestar 

4 aci 
hacer 

4 aci 
hacer 

4 
molestar 

5 aci 
oír 

5 aci 
oír 

4 aci 
hacer 

4 aci 
hacer 

5 
oír 

5 aci 
oír 

5 aci 
oír 

5 
oír 

6 aci 
dejar 

6 aci 
dejar 

6 aci 
dejar 

6 aci 
dejar 

6 
dejar 

6 
dejar 

7 
aconsejar 

7  
aconsejar 

7  
aconsejar

7  
aconsejar

7  
aconsejar

7  
aconsejar

7  
aconsejar 

7  
aconsejar

8  
ayudar 

8  
ayudar 

8 vb 
ayudar 

8 vb 
ayudar 

8  
ayudar 

8  
ayudar 

8 vb 
ayudar 

8 vb 
ayudar 

9  
escribir 

10  
hacer 

10  
hacer 

10  
hacer 

10  
hacer 

9  
escribir 

9  
escribir 

9  
escribir 

11 vb 
ayudar 

11 aci 
hacer 

11 vb 
ayudar 

11 aci 
hacer 

11 vb 
ayudar 

11 aci 
hacer 

11 vb 
ayudar 

11 aci 
hacer 

12m vb  
ayudar 

12m vb  
ayudar 

12f vb 
ayudar 

12f vb 
ayudar 

12m vb 
ayudar 

12m vb 
ayudar 

12f vb  
ayudar 

12f vb  
ayudar 

13 aci  
hacer 

13 aci  
hacer 

13 aci 
hacer 

13 aci 
hacer 

13  
hacer 

13  
hacer 

13  
hacer 

13  
hacer 

14 vb  
convencer 

14 vb  
convencer 

14 vb  
convencer

14 vb 
impresionar

14 vb  
impresionar

14 vb  
impr. 

14 vb  
impresionar 

14 vb  
convencer

15  
dar 

15  
dar 

16  
interesar 

16  
interesar 

16  
interesar 

16  
interesar 

15  
dar 

15  
dar 

17 aci  
hacer 

17 aci  
ver 

17 aci 
hacer 

17 aci 
ver 

17 aci 
hacer 

17 aci 
ver 

17 aci  
hacer 

17 aci  
ver 

18  
ver 

18  
ver 

18  
ver 

18  
ver 

19 cat-lo
castigar 

19  cat-lo
castigar 

19  
pegar 

19  
pegar 

20  
ayudar 

20  
ayudar 

20  
ayudar 

20  
ayudar 

20  
ayudar 

20  
ayudar 

20  
ayudar 

20  
ayudar 
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sequence
1 

sequence
2 

sequence
3 

sequence
4 

sequence
5 

sequence
6 

sequence
7 

sequence
8 

21 
hacer 

21 aci  
hacer 

21 aci 
hacer 

21 aci 
hacer 

21 aci 
hacer 

21  
hacer 

21 
 hacer 

21  
hacer 

22 vb  
molestar 

22 vb  
irritar 

22 vb  
molestar

22 vb  
irritar 

22 vb  
molestar 

22 vb  
irritar 

22 vb  
molestar 

22 vb  
irritar 

23  
ayudar 

23  
ayudar 

23  
hacer 

23  
ayudar 

23  
hacer 

23  
ayudar 

23  
hacer 

23  
hacer 

24 cat-lo  
matar 

24 cat-lo  
matar 

24 cat-lo 
matar 

24 cat-lo 
matar 

24 cat-lo 
matar 

24 cat-lo 
matar 

24 cat-lo  
matar 

24 cat-lo 
matar 

25 
 ver 

25 
 ver 

25  
ver 

25  
ver 

25  
ver 

25  
ver 

25  
ver 

25  
ver 

26  
inquietar 

26  
inquietar 

26  
inquietar 

26  
inquietar 

26  
inquietar 

26  
inquietar 

26  
inquietar 

26  
inquietar 

27  
hacer 

27  
hacer 

27  
hacer 

27  
hacer 

27  
hacer 

27  
hacer 

27  
hacer 

27  
hacer 

28 vb 
molestar 

28  
molestar 

28  
molestar 

28 vb 
molestar 

28 vb 
molestar 

28  
molestar 

28  
molestar 

28 vb 
molestar 

29  
ver 

29  
hacer 

29  
ver 

29  
hacer 

29  
ver 

29  
hacer 

29  
ver 

29  
ver 

30  
decir 

30  
decir 

30  
llamar 

30  
llamar 

30  
llamar 

30  
llamar 

30  
decir 

30  
decir 

31 vb  
repugnar 

31 vb  
repugnar 

31 vb  
repugnar 

31 vb  
repugnar

31 cat-le 
gustar 

31 cat-le 
gustar 

31 cat-le  
gustar 

31 cat-le 
gustar 

32f aci 
hacer 

32m aci 
hacer 

32m aci 
hacer 

32f aci 
hacer 

32f aci 
hacer 

32m aci 
hacer 

32m aci 
hacer 

32f aci 
hacer 

33f  
ayudar 

33f  
ayudar 

33f  
ayudar 

33m  
ayudar 

33m  
ayudar 

33m  
ayudar 

33m  
ayudar 

33f  
ayudar 

34  
devolver 

34  
devolver 

34  
devolver 

34  
trampear 

34  
trampear 

34 
 trampear

34  
trampear 

34  
devolver 

35  
dejar 

35  
ayudar 

35  
dejar 

35  
ayudar 

35  
dejar 

35  
ayudar 

35  
dejar 

35  
ayudar 

36 vb  
fastidar 

36 vb  
fastidar 

36 vb  
fastidar 

36 vb  
fastidar 

36 vb  
fastidar 

36 vb  
fastidar 

37 vb  
irritar 

37 vb  
irritar 

37 vb  
irritar 

37 vb  
irritar 

37 vb  
irritar 

37 vb  
irritar 

38 cat-lo 
buscar 

38 cat-lo 
buscar 

38   
buscar 

38  
buscar 
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sequence
1 

sequence
2 

sequence
3 

sequence
4 

sequence
5 

sequence
6 

sequence
7 

sequence
8 

38  
buscar 

38  
buscar 

39  
molestar 

39  
molestar 

39  
molestar 

39  
molestar 

39  
molestar 

39  
molestar 

40 aci  
hacer 

40 vb  
ayudar 

40 vb  
ayudar 

40 aci 
hacer 

40 aci 
hacer 

40 vb  
ayudar 

40 vb  
ayudar 

40 aci  
hacer 

41 
molestar 

41 
molestar 

41 
ayudar 

41 
ayudar 

41 
pegar 

41 
pegar 

41 
matar 

41 
matar 

42f aci  
dejar 

42f aci  
dejar 

42m aci 
dejar 

42m aci 
dejar 

42f aci 
dejar 

42f aci 
dejar 

42m aci  
dejar 

42m aci 
dejar 

 
App2 4 Stimuli with translation 
The subsequent three tables (Tables A13 to A15) present a choice of stimuli, with 
glosses and translation plus an indication of the factor levels used in the respective 
stimulus set. Table A13 presents the stimuli which represent categorical contexts, 
Table A14 shows examples of stimuli based on variable verbs and Table A15 shows 
stimuli based on AcI contexts. All stimuli presented come with an indication of the 
factors tested in the respective stimulus set and the factor levels implemented in the 
stimuli. This allows the basic  reconstruction of all stimuli. The tables contain at 
least one example of each stimulus set. For stimulus sets in which the factor SERIAL 
EFFECT is tested (a factor which implies major changes in the context preceding the 
target clause), both factor level implementations are presented, either within the 
same table (when the lexical set was based on only one verb and construction) or in 
different tables, representing different stimulus sets.  
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Table A13: Categorical stimuli with glosses, translations  

and factor implementations. 
 
 
stim 

Table A13: Stimuli based on categorical contexts 
Text 

2-1 La hermana de Enrique cree que Amanda sería la novia ideal para él. Hace 
cualquier cosa para que se encuentren y no se da cuenta de que todo esto a 
Enrique simplemente no ___ interesa 
 

 The sister of Enrique thinks that Amanda would-be the girlfriend ideal for him. 
She-does any thing for that each-other they-meet and not  to-herself she-gives 
account of that all this to Enrique simply no [him] it-is-of-interest 
 

 Enrique’s sister thinks that Amanda would be the perfect girlfriend for him. She 
does everything to bring them together and does not realize that Enrique is just not 
interested in all this.  
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT 
LEXICAL MENTION 

(el hermano de Amanda) ese chico / 
 (la hermana de Enrique) esa chica 
ese chico (esa chica) / todo eso 
a [ref] [subj] no ... interesa / 
 [subj] no ... interesa a [ref] [ 

  
19-6 El día en que recibió el boletín Ernesto se escapó a lo de su abuelita porque temía 

que su padre ___ castigara. 
 

 The day in which he-received the report Ernesto {se} he-escaped to it of his 
grandmother because he-feared that his father [him] he-should-punish 
 

 The day  Ernesto received his school report, he ran off to his grandmother’s place 
because he was afraid that his father might punish him. 
 

 MODO VERBAL sabía que … castigaría /  temía que … castigara 
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stim 

Table A13: Stimuli based on categorical contexts 
Text 

  
24-6 Dolores está muy preocupada porque su hermana hace paracaidismo. Tiene 

miedo de que un día este deporte ___ mate. 
  

Dolores she-is very worried because her sister she-makes skydiving. She-has fear 
of that one day this sport [her] it-may-kill 
 

 Dolores is very worried because her sister goes skydiving. She is afraid that one 
day this sport will kill her. 

  
GENDER OF THE REFERENT 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT 
 
POLITE ADDRESS 

 
su hermano / su hermana 
este deporte (hace paracaídismo) /  
un mafioso (trabaja en el dpto de narcotráfico) 
su hermano (hermana) / (usted) 

  
31-5 Isabel trata de pasar por persona fina, pero tiene el cuarto lleno de fotos de 

Michael Jackson.  Parece mentira que ese tipo   ___  guste. 
 

 Isabel she-tries of passing for person refined but she-has the room full of fotots of 
Michael Jackson. It-seems lie that this guy  [her] pleases 
 

 Isabel attempts to make the impression of a refined person but she has her room 
full of fotos of Michael Jackson. It seems unbelievable that she likes this guy. 
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT 

Felipe / Isabel 
ese tipo (M.J.) / eso (colores chillones) 

  
38-5 Los padres de Marta le tienen poca confianza. Cuando no volvió de sus 

vacaciones el día fijado inmediatamente fueron a buscar___. 
 

 The parents of Marta to-her they-have little trust. When not she-came-back from 
her vacation the day fixed immediately they-went to look-for her 
 

 Marta’s parents have little faith in her. When she did not come back from her 
vacation the expected day, they immediately went to look for her. 
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT Marta / Lucio 
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Tabel A14: Variable stimuli with glosses, translations and factor 
implementations based on variable verbs. 

 
 
stim 

Table A14: Stimuli based on variable verbs 
Text      

8-7 No hace falta que Manuel se preocupe; aunque el programa de computación le 
parezca muy difícil, aprenderá rápidamente a usarlo porque hay un buen libro 
que ___ ayudará mucho. 

  
Not it-makes need that Manuel himself he-preoccupies; although the program of 
computation to-him it-may-seem very difficult, he-will-learn fast to use-it because 
there-is a good book that [him] it-will-help much 

  
There is no need to worry for Manuel. Although the computer program may seem 
difficult to him, he will learn to use it rapidly, because there is a good book that 
will help him a lot.  
 

 ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT 
POLITE ADDRESS 

un especialista / un buen libro 
Manuel / Señor  
 

11-1 ¿Oíste lo de Pedro? Parece que lo persigue la mala suerte: hace una semana lo 
echaron del trabajo, ayer lo abandonó la novia que siempre lo había protegido, y 
ahora acaban de informarlo de que lo condenaron a pagar multa. Esto 
seguramente ___ ayudar a cambiar de vida. 

  
You-did-hear of Pedro? It-seems that him it-is-chasing the bad luck: it-makes a 
week him they-fired of-the work, yesterday him she-left the girl-friend who 
always him she-had protected and now they-finished of inform-him of that him 
they-charged him to pay a-fine. This certainly [him] it-will-help to change of life 

  
Did you hear the news about Pedro? It seems that he has a streak of bad luck: a 
week ago, he was fired from his job, yesterday his girl-friend who had always 
protected him, left him and now he has just been informed that they charged him a 
fine. This will certainly help him to change his life 
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
SERIAL EFFECT 

Pedro / Carmen 
lo-priming context  (this context) /  
le-priming context  (see 11-2, Table A15) 
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Table A14: Stimuli based on variable verbs 
Text      

  
12-7 La computadora pesa tanto que María no la puede llevar a su oficina; quizás el 

portero pueda ayudar ___. 
 

 The computer it-weighs so-much that Maria not it she-can carry to her office; 
maybe the doorkeeper he-can help [her] 
 

 The computer is so heavy that Maria cannot carry it to her office; maybe the 
doorkeeper can help her. 
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
POLITE ADDRESS 
POSITION OF PRONOUN  

José (señor) for set 12m / María (señora) for set 12f 
name (José/María) / address (señor/señora) 
pueda ayudar___ / ___ pueda ayudar 

  
14-2 Miguel fue puesto en el primer equipo porque el presidente del club asistió a un 

par de sesiones de práctica y el juego de Miguel ___ convenció inmediatamente. 
 

 Miguel he-was put in the first team because the president of-the club he-attended 
to a couple of sessions of training and the play of Miguel [him] convinced 
immediately 
 

 Miguel was put in the first team because the president of the club attended a 
couple of training sessions and Miguel’s way of playing convinced him 
immediately. 
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
SENTENCE MOOD 
 

Miguel / Julia (with context football/dance) 
___ convenció inmediatamente / 
 no ___ concenció para nada 

  
14-6 Miguel fue puesto en el primer equipo porque el presidente del club asistió a un 

par de sesiones de práctica y el juego de Miguel ___ convenció inmediatamente. 
 Miguel he-was put in the first team because the president of-the club he-attended 

to a couple of sessions of training and the play of Miguel [him] convinced 
immediately 
 

 Miguel was put in the first team because the president of the club attended a 
couple of training sessions and Miguel’s way of playing convinced him 
immediately. 
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
SENTENCE MOOD 
 

Miguel / Julia (with context football/dance) 
___ impresionó  inmediatamente / 
 no ___ impresionó para nada 
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Table A14: Stimuli based on variable verbs 
Text      

22-3 Manuel no puede trabajar en casa por los chicos. El ruido que hacen ___ molesta 
. 

 Manuel not he-can work in house for the children. The noise which they-make 
[him] molesta 
 

 Manuel cannot work at home because of the children. The noise they are making 
disturbs him. 
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT 

Manuel / Alicia 
por el chico que siempre juega a gritos y ___ / 
por los chicos. El ruido que hacen ___ 

  
22-4 Manuel no puede trabajar en casa por los chicos. El ruido que hace ___ irrita. 

 
 Manuel not he-can work in house for the children. The noise which they-make 

[him] irritates 
 

 Manuel cannot work at home because of the children. The noise they are making 
irritates him. 
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT 

Manuel / Alicia 
por el chico que siempre juega a gritos y ___ / 
por los chicos. El ruido que hacen ___ 

  
28-1 Hace un calor espantoso en este autobús. Podés abrir la ventana si a la señora no 

___ molesta. 
 

 It-makes a heat terribly in this bus. You-may open the window if to the lady not 
[her] it molests. 
 

 It is terribly hot in this bus. You may open the window if it does not bother the 
lady. 
 

 POLITE ADDRESS 
LEXICAL MENTION OF 
PRONOUN REFERENT 

si a la señora no ___  / señora, si no ___  
abrir la ventana al lado de la señora /  
abrir la ventana, si a la señora 
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Table A14: Stimuli based on variable verbs 
Text      

31-4 Felipe trata de pasar por persona fina, pero casi siempre lleva colores chillones. 
Parece mentira que eso no ___ repugne. 
 

 Felipe he-tries of passing for person refined but almost always he-wears colours 
gaudy. It-seems lie that this not [him] repugne 
 

 Felipe attempts to make the impression of a refined person but usually he dresses 
in gaudy colours. It seems unbelievable that this does not repugne him. 
 

 ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT 
GENDER OF REFERENT 

eso (colores chillones) / ese tipo (Michael Jackson) 
Felipe / Isabel 

  
33-2 Con sus hijos Miguel se comporta de modo muy egoísta; parece mentira que en 

cambio a su hermana siempre ___ ayude. 
 

 With his children Miguel {se} he-behaves of way very selfish; it-seems lie that in 
change to his sister always  [her] he-helps 
 

 Miguel behaves in a very selfish way towards his children; it seems unbelievable 
that in contrast he always helps his sister. 
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
GENDER OF SUBJECT 
LEXICAL MENTION OF 
REFERENT 
 
 
 
 

hermano (for set 33m) / hermana (for set 33f) 
Miguel / Carla 
a su hermano (hermana) siempre ___ ayuda 
siempre ___ ayuda a su hermano (hermana) 
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Table A14: Stimuli based on variable verbs 
Text      

35-1 Perdone, señor, pero sus quejas carecen de base: el profesor lo dejó trabajar en 
su cuarto el técnico lo instruyó en computación la bibliotecaria lo acompañó cada 
día al archivo ¿y ahora usted anda quejándose de que nadie ___ ayude?  

  
Forgive, Sir, but your complaints lack of basis: the professor  him/you he-let work 
in his office, the technician him/you he-instructed in computing, the librarian 
him/you she-accompanied every day to the archives and now he/you-go 
complaining of that nobody [him/you] helps? 
 

 Excuse me, Sir, but your complaints lack any basis: the professor let you work in 
his office, the technician taught you computer skills, the librarian accompanied 
you to the archives every day, and now you go around complaining that nobody 
helps you? 
 

 POLITE ADDRESS 
 
SERIAL EFFECT 

Perdone, señor pero sus quejas / 
 Las quejas del docente invitado  
lo-priming context (this context) / 
le-priming context (see 35-5, Table A15) 

  
36-5 En general, Mariana se lleva bien con sus hijos. Pero que el menor se haya teñido 

el pelo naranja ___ fastidia bastante. 
 

 In general, Mariana {se} she-carries well with her children. But that the younger-
one {se} she-should-have dyed the hair orange [her] it-annoys enough 
 

 In general, Mariana gets along well with her children. But the fact the the younger 
one dyed her hair orange annoys her quite a lot.  
 

 ANIMACY OF SUBJECT 
 
GENDER OF SUBJECT 

uno (una) de ellos, el (la) menor /  
que el (la) menor se haya teñido el pelo… 
el menor / la menor 
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Table A14: Stimuli based on variable verbs 
Text      

37-7 ¿Cómo puede Jorge trabajar en esa oficina? La secretaria juega a los naipes, el 
técnico hace jogging en el pasillo y el contador canta boleros. ¿Esos locos no ___ 
irritan? 
 

 How he-can Jorge work in this office? The secretary she-plays to the cards, the 
technician makes jogging in the hall and the accountant he-sings boleros. These 
madmen not [him] irritate? 
 

 How can Jorge work in this office? The secretary is playing cards, the technician 
goes jogging in the hall and the accountant is singing boleros. Do these madmen 
not irritate him?  
 

 ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT 
POLITE ADDRESS 

esos locos / todo esto 
Jorge / usted 

  
40-6 El padre de Manuel hace todo para educarlo bien. Lo manda a la mejor escuela, 

lo deja tomar a clases de piano, lo inscribió en el club de tenis e incluso ___  
ayuda con los deberes. 
 

 The father of Manuel he-tries of to-give-to-him good education. him he-sends to 
the best school, him he-makes take lessons of piano, him he-signed-on in the club 
of tennis and even [him] he-helps play with the homework 
 

 Manuel’s father tries to give him a good education. He sends him to the best 
school, he makes him take his piano lessons, he subscribed him to the tennis club 
and he even helps him with his homework 
 

 SENTENCE MOOD 
SERIAL EFFECT 

incluso ___  / desgraciadamente no ___ 
lo-priming context (this context) / 
le-priming context (see 40-1, Table A15) 

  
 
 



STIMULI 

 

287 

Table A15: Variable stimuli with glosses, translations and factor 
implementations based on AcI constructions. 

 
 
stim 

 Table A15: Stimuli based on AcI contexts 
Text      

4-1 No tiene sentido que el embajador conteste las preguntas de los periodistas. Esos 
charlatanes sólo ___ harán perder el tiempo. 
 

 Not it-has sense that the ambassaror should-answer the questions of the journalist. 
These paparazzi only [him] they-will-make lose time 
 

 It is not a good idea that the ambassador should answer the questions of the 
journalists. These paparazzi will only let him waste his time. 
 

 POLITE ADDRESS     
ACI OBJECT           

el embajador / usted, su excelencia 
rabiar / perder el tiempo 

  
5-3 Tené cuidado con el jefe, que está de mal humor. ¿No __ oíste gritar? 

 
 You-have care with the boss, that he-is of bad mood. No [him] you-heard yell? 

 
 Watch out for the boss, he is in a lousy mood. Didn’t you hear him yell? 

 
 GENDER OF REFERENT 

ACI OBJECT 
el jefe / la jefa 
gritar / soltar palabrotas 

  
6-3 Los padres de Joaquín le permiten muchas cosas. Pero estoy seguro de que no 

___ dejan fumar. 
 

 The parents of Joaquín him they-allow many things. But I-am sure of that not 
[him] they-let smoke 
 

 Joaquín’s parents allow him many things. But I am sure that they won’t let him 
smoke. 
 

 SENTENCE MOOD 
 
ACI OBJECT 

Estoy seguro de que incluso /  
Pero estoy seguro de que no 
fumar / fumar cigarrillos 
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 Table A15: Stimuli based on AcI contexts 
Text      

  
11-2 ¿Oíste lo de Carmen? Parece que le va muy bien: hace una semana el jefe le 

aumentó el sueldo, ayer le habló el chico que tanto le gusta, y ahora acaban de 
decirle que le tocó un premio en la lotería. Esto seguramente ___ hará cambiar 
de vida. 
 

 You-did-hear it of Carmen? It-seems that to-her it-goes very well: it-makes a 
week the boss to-her he-increased the salary, yesterday to-her he-spoke the boy 
which so-much to-her he-pleases, and now they-just-finished of tell-to-her that to-
her it-fell a prize in the lottery. This certainly [her] it-will-make change of life 
 

 Did you hear the news about Carmen? It seems that she is doing very well: a week 
ago her boss gave her a raise, yestday the boy she fancies talked to her and now 
she has just heard that she won a prize in the lottery. This will certainly make her 
change her life.  
 

 GENDER OFREFERENT 
SERIAL EFFECT 

Pedro / Carmen 
lo-priming context  (see 11-1, Table A14) /  
le-priming context  (this context) 

  
13-1 María se quejó de la distribución de tareas para la fiesta escolar. Esperaba 

obtener una tarea agradable como las demás chicas, pero ___ hicieron trabajar. 
 

 Maria {se}she-complained of the distribution of tasks for the party of-school. she-
hoped to-get a task pleasant like the other girls, but [her] they-made work 
 

 Maria complained about the distribution of tasks for the school party. She hoped 
to get a pleasant task like the other girls, but they made her work. 
 

 ACI OBJECT 
LEXICAL MENTION OF 
PRONOUN REFERENT 

hicieron trabajar / hicieron limpiar los baños 
pero ___ hicieron trabajar / 
pero a ella ___ hicieron trabajar 

  
17-8 ¿Cómo es posible que Jorge tenga tanto éxito en la escuela? - El padre contó que 

cada día ___ ve estudiar mucho tiempo. 
 

 How it-is possible that Jorge he-should-have so-much success in the school? The 
father he-told that every day [him] he-sees study much time 
 

 How it is possible that Jorge does so well in school? His father said that he sees 
him study a lot every day. 
 

 ACI OBJECT 
GENDER OF REFERENT 

estudiar mucho tiempo / estudiar la lección 
Jorge / Elena 
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 Table A15: Stimuli based on AcI contexts 
Text      

  
17-1 ¿Cómo es posible que Jorge tenga tanto éxito en la escuela? - El padre contó que 

cada día ___ hace estudiar mucho tiempo. 
 

 How it-is possible that Jorge he-should-have so-much success in the school? The 
father he-told that every day [him] he-makes study much time 
 

 How it is possible that Jorge does so well in school? His father said that he makes 
him study a lot every day. 
 

 ACI OBJECT 
GENDER OF REFERENT 

estudiar mucho tiempo / estudiar la lección 
Jorge / Elena 

  
21-4 Puede ser que Pedro se haya comportado mal. Pero no es necesario decirlo en 

público haciendo ___ quedar mal. 
 

 It-may be that Pedro {se}he-might-have behaved bad. But not it-is necessary say-
it in public making [him] stay bad 
 

 Pedro might have behaved badly, but there is no need to embarras him by 
mentioning that in public.  
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
ACI OBJECT 

Pedro / Mariana 
quedar mal / pasar vergüenza 

  
32-6 Jorge ya no sigue la carrera de informática. El haber sacado notas tan bajas ___ 

hizo cambiar de planes. 
 

 Jorge still not he-follows the study of computer science. The to-have received 
grades so low [him] made change of plans 
 

 Jorge does no longer study computer science. He received such low grades that it 
made him change plans.  
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
ANIMACY OF SUBJECT 
 
ACI OBJECT 

Jorge (for set 32m) / Elena (for set 32f) 
El profesor del primer año /  
el haber sacado notas tan bajas 
cambiar de planes / cambiar planes 
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 Table A15: Stimuli based on AcI contexts 
Text      

 
  
40-1 El padre de Manuel trata de darle buena educación. Le eligió la mejor escuela, le 

paga clases de piano, le permite ir al club de tenis y ahora incluso ___ hace jugar 
al ajedrez. 
 

 The father of Manuel he-tries of to-give-to-him good education. To-him he-chose 
the best school, to-him he-pays lessons of piano, to-him he-allows to-go to-the 
club of tennis and now even [him] he-makes play to-the chess 
 

 Manuel’s father tries to give him a good education. He chose the best school for 
him, he pays his piano lessons, he allows him to go to the tennis club and now he 
even makes him play chess.  
 

 SENTENCE MOOD 
SERIAL EFFECT 

incluso ___  / desgraciadamente no ___ 
lo-priming context (see 40-4, Table A14) / 
le-priming context (this context) 

  
42-1 Depende de la familia, cómo los chicos pasan las tardes: a Julia, le sugieren 

estudiar mucho, a Silvia, le permiten jugar al voley, a Mónica, el padre le hace 
trabajar en la tienda, a Andrea, le gusta quedarse en la biblioteca, y a Daniela, 
parece que ___ dejan jugar al tenis. 
 

 It-depends of the family how the childres they-spend the afternoons: to Julia to-
her they suggest study a lot, to Silvia to-her they allow to-play volleyball, to 
Monica, the father to-her he-makes work in the shop, to Andrea to-her it-pleases 
to-stay in the library and to Daniela, it-seems that [her] they-let play to-the tennis 
 

 It depends on the family how the children spend their afternoons:  Julia’s parents  
encourage her to study a lot, Silvia is allowed to play volleyball, Monica’s father 
makes her work in the shop, Andrea enjoys being in the library and it seems that 
Daniela’s parents let her play tennis. 
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
ACI OBJECT 
SERIAL EFFECT 

Daniel (for set 42m) / Daniela (for set 42f) 
jugar al tenis / hacer lo que quiere 
lo-priming context (see 42-5) /  
le-priming context (this context) 
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 Table A15: Stimuli based on AcI contexts 
Text      

42-5 Depende de la familia, cómo las chicas pasan las tardes: a Julia, la obligan a 
estudiar todo el tiempo, a Silvia, la veo jugar al voley, a Mónica, el padre la hace 
trabajar en la tienda, a Andrea, la encontré en la biblioteca, y a Daniela, parece 
que  ___ dejan jugar al tenis. 
 

 It-depends of the family how the children they-spend the afternoons: to Julia her 
they oblige to-study a lot, to Silvia her I-see play volleyball, to Monica, the father 
her he-makes work in the shop, to Andrea her I-met in the library and to Daniela, 
it-seems that [her] they-let play to-the tennis 
 

 It depends on the family how the children spend their afternoons: Julia’s parents 
push her to study all the time, I see Silvia play volleyball, Monica’s father makes 
her work in the shop, I met Andrea in the library and it seems that Daniela’s 
parents let her play tennis. 
 

 GENDER OF REFERENT 
ACI OBJECT 
SERIAL EFFECT 

Daniel (for set 42m) / Daniela (for set 42f) 
jugar al tenis / hacer lo que quiere 
lo-priming context (this context) /  
le-priming context (see 42-1) 
 
 

  



 
 



 
 

Appendix three 
 

Forced choice experiment 
 

App3 1 Purpose of the experiment 
 
In the experiment discussed in Chapter 6 groups of informants received different 
versions of the stimuli, i.e. each individual informant saw only one version of a 
stimulus. In the present experiment, a different method is chosen: Informants are 
shown both versions of a pair stimuli and must assign the dative case to one of them 
and the accusative case to the other, even if they would use the same case for both 
stimuli in their actual language production. This should result in detecting whether 
informants perceive subtle differences in the pronoun forms, even if they generally 
preferred one of the forms.  
 
The experiment was also used to test whether native speakers perceive the supposed 
logic of the EASY store’s pronoun choice on their employees’ clothing (see Chapter 
1 and Chapter 8) and to test the Ma Dalton drawings, used in Chapter 1 to illustrate 
the “degree of activity hypothesis”.  

App3 2  Method 
The experiment was carried out in Córdoba, capital of the Province of Córdoba, 
approximately 700km to the west-north west of Buenos Aires, and part of the same 
dialect zone. The participants were 50 students of the Universidad de Córdoba.202  
 
The experiment consisted of a set of six pairs of stimuli. The task was defined as 
choosing the dative pronoun for one stimulus and the accusative one for the other, 
even if in actual language use the informant would use the same form for both 
contexts. The choice was to be indicated by drawing a line connecting the stimulus 
and the pronoun, as explained in the instruction sheet shown in Figure A3: 
 

                                                 
202 I am grateful to Sonia Bierbrauer of the University of Córdoba for distributing the 
questionnaires among her students and supervising the experiment. 
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Figure A3: Instructions for forced choice experiment. 
 
Four of the stimuli were similar or identical to stimuli used in the 1995 experiment 
In addition, the two Lucky Luke drawings from Chapter 1, together with a pair of 
sentences describing the situation and a pair of stimuli representing the EASY chain 
slogan were used as testing material. In order to control for laterality effects, two 
versions of the questionnaire were used, with inversed right/left ordering of the 
stimuli. Figure A4 shows one version of the full questionnaire.  
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App3 3 Results 
According to the hypotheses related to the respective factors, participants were 
expected to assign the form le to the right stimulus and la to the left one in pairs 1, 2, 
4, 5 and 6 and the inverse order in pair 3. Table A16 presents the results, for the 
translated stimuli, together with a brief indication of the logic behind the expected 
distribution. The results column shows the number of valid responses, the relation 
between the two possible orderings (le-la versus la-le) and the corresponding 
probability.  
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Table A16: Translation of stimuli  and results. 
 
stim right left result 
1 The cat [her] helps 

grandmother to knit a sweater 
The cowboy [her] helps 
grandmother to cross the street 

N=43 
26/17 
p=.22 

2 Poor Laura, the new project 
makes [her] despair 
 

Poor Laura, the new colleague 
makes [her] despair 

N=45 
24/21 
p=.77 

3 Clara’s daughter is very smart; 
yesterday I saw [her] draw 
with much diligence 

Clara’s daughter is very smart; 
yesterday I saw [her] draw a 
penguin 

N=43 
16/27 
p=.13 

4  I do not want you to carry the 
suitcase upstairs, Madam. I 
will tell the doorman to help 
[you] 

I do not want Mom to carry the 
suitcase upstairs. I will tell the 
doorman to help [her] 

N=50 
18/32 
p=.07 

5 The noise from the street really 
disturbs [her] Ana a lot 

The noise of the children really 
disturbs [her] Ana a lot 

N=43 
22/21 
p=.99 

6 The employee said to the 
client: “Madam, I am here to 
help [you] 

The employee said to the client 
that he was here to help [her] 

N=50 
20/30 
p=.20 

 
Only four of the six pairs (1, 2, 3 and 5) received a higher share of the expected 
distribution and none of the distributions is statistically significant.  

App3 4 Discussion 
The results are in line with the results of the 1995 experiment in the sense that the 
factors under investigation show little (or even no) result. The fact that speakers do 
not respond to the factors, even under a forced-choice condition, casts even more 
doubt on the underlying hypothesis. However, the method of this experiment has not 
been calibrated against the method used in 1995, so that these results can only be 
seen as an indication or a suggestion for further research.  
 
 



 
 

Summary 
 
 
Spanish, like other Romance languages, has maintained traces of the Latin case 
system which become manifest in the use of the third person personal pronouns. 
There is a dative form le and there are two accusative forms, lo for male referents 
and la for female referents. Since the vast majority of Spanish verbs govern either 
the dative or the accusative case, one might expect a clear-cut pronoun system along 
evident rules. However, pronoun use in actual language production often appears 
unpredictable and arbitrary, which has triggered many a study and quite some 
discussion on the topic of ‘variation in pronoun use’.  
 
The common denominator of many of these studies is that they state that there are 
‘variable contexts’, i.e., clauses in which the pronoun is not governed by the verb 
and that in these contexts, pronoun use is related to contextual factors other than the 
verb. Well-known ‘variable contexts’ are clauses based on verbs of internal action 
(sometimes called ‘psych verbs’) such as molestar ‘to molest/disturb’ and on verbs 
which imply some kind of cooperation between two entities, such as ayudar ‘to 
help’. Variation also appears in infinitive constructions based on causatives and 
verbs of perception. 
 
The factors claimed to influence pronoun choice in such contexts are multiple, but a 
number of them are generally accepted and are even referred to in grammar books. 
A frequently discussed factor is ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT which is based on the 
claim that an animate subject favors the use of the accusative forms, whereas an 
inanimate subject favors a dative pronoun. Another one, POLITE ADDRESS USE, also 
referred to as leísmo de cortesía, maintains that the dative form le is used when the 
pronoun is part of the Spanish politeness construction (which involves the use of a 
third person for addressing an interlocutor). For infinitive constructions, the claim is 
that the dative form tends to be used when a direct object of the infinitive is present.  
 
Most of the studies underlying these claims were carried out before research 
methods developed for the Social Sciences were available to linguists. The main 
purpose of the project underlying this book is to replicate these studies under strict 
methodological conditions in order to find out whether these claims can be 
confirmed. An additional aim is to address the multivariate nature of pronoun 
variation, i.e., to take into account the fact that the factors under investigation never 
occur in isolation but are present simultaneously and must be supposed to interact in 
their effects on pronoun use. 
 
A major obstacle in the investigation of pronoun use is that there are several 
dimensions of variation involved, a fact which tends to blur the discussion. The 
theoretical part of this study intents to shed light on this issue and discusses the 
different sources of variation. In the first place, there is dialect variation involved, 
combined with some degree of sociolinguistic variation. Then there is the fact that, 
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in Latin American Spanish, contextually given objects do not always have to be 
lexically present, which leads to parsing problems which are sometimes erroneously 
interpreted as pronoun variation. Another phenomenon which complicates the 
analysis is the fact that Latin American Spanish features a substantial number of 
polysemic verbs in which the dative versus accusative choice is related to different 
semantic interpretations of the verb.  
 
In the methodological part of the study, these findings are used to define the 
contexts of proper variation which form the basic terrain of this investigation. The 
investigation carried out within this project consists of three parts: (i) a critical 
discussion and meta-analysis of earlier studies, (ii) a text-based study of pronoun use 
in spontaneous language production, and (iii) a large-scale experiment. 
 
The discussion of earlier publications reveals that the majority of them are ridden by 
methodological weaknesses. The results of those studies that report quantitative 
results, are made comparable to each other and are submitted to statistical tests. The 
outcome is that quite a number of these results fail to survive statistical testing.  
 
In the text study, three text sources (a series of interviews, Cortázar’s novel “The 
Winners” and Diego Maradona’s autobiography) are searched for examples of third 
person pronouns and the respective tokens are classified in terms of the above-
mentioned factors. The text study reveals in the first place that variable contexts 
constitute only a small fraction of actual language use. Within these contexts, only 
the factor PRESENCE OF AN OBJECT OF THE INFINITIVE showed a significant 
association with pronoun use, whilst no such effects were found for the factors 
ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT and POLITE ADDRESS.  
 
The experimental investigation was carried out in Buenos Aires and involved more 
than a hundred stimuli in which a broad range of contextual factors were submitted 
to test. The results are in line with the previous findings of the investigation: no 
effect at all could be found for the factor POLITE ADDRESS, whilst ANIMACY OF THE 
SUBJECT and PRESENCE OF AN OBJECT OF THE INFINITIVE turn out to influence 
pronoun choice in some stimuli, but in general the effects are weak and inconsistent 
and the degree of explained variation is low. No systematic interaction effects 
between the factors were found, but the verb on which the clause is based, turns out 
to mitigate the effect of the other factors. However, not even in different contexts 
based on one and the same verb is any consistent impact of contextual factors 
observed. The overall conclusion is that pronoun variation is a complex process 
which cannot sensibly be related to one single factor or a small set of factors.  
 
This raises the question as to how it is possible that there is such a wide-spread 
belief in the impact of factors such as ANIMACY OF THE SUBJECT or POLITE ADDRESS 
on pronoun use in variable contexts, when actually such effects barely exist. The 
likely answer is found by investigating those contexts in which there is no variation, 
i.e., the ones where the pronoun is governed by the verb. It is these contexts which 
show the expected combination of inanimate subjects with the form le and a 
predominance of the form le in polite address contexts. The principle underlying this 
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distribution is a merely pragmatic one, i.e. ‘message selection’: In real-life 
communication, the statements made about inanimate entities are inherently 
different from the statements made about people and the things we say to a person 
(particularly in polite conversation) are different from the things we say about other 
persons. These communicative differences lead to a skewed distribution of verbs, 
with a high frequency of dative-governing verbs in both polite address contexts and 
in combination with inanimate subjects. It is likely that this distribution of forms in 
the highly frequent government contexts has been projected onto the scarce contexts 
of variation, either intuitively or by failing to separate the contexts in the 
investigation.  
 
The theoretical background of this study is a functional approach known as 
Columbia School, yet due to the strongly data-oriented focus, the book is also 
accessible to specialists working in other theoretical frameworks. The detailed 
discussion of methodological questions, such as the application of the principles of 
validity and reliability to linguistic research, the selection of text samples for the 
investigation of a phenomenon, the design of experimental stimuli, and the use of a 
broad spectrum of statistical techniques for the evaluation of the data, should make 
this book also interesting to those who are working on other problems of linguistic 
variation.  



 
 
 
 



 
 

Samenvatting 
 
 
Net als andere romaanse talen heeft ook het Spaans resten van het Latijnse 
casussysteem die zichtbaar worden in het gebruik van de derde-persoons pronomina. 
Er bestaan een datiefvorm le en twee accusatiefvormen, lo voor mannelijke 
referenten en la voor vrouwelijke. De meeste Spaanse werkwoorden regeren of de 
datief of de accusatief, zodat men een helder systeem in het gebruik van de 
pronomina zou verwachten. Maar in het taalgebruik lijkt de keuze van het 
voornaamwoord vaak onvoorspelbaar en arbitrair. Dit heeft tot een flink aantal 
studies geleid en tot behoorlijke discussie over het onderwerp over de vermeende 
variatie in het gebruik van de pronomina. 
 
Wat veel van deze studies gemeen hebben, is dat ze vaststellen dat er ‘variabele 
contexten’ zijn, d.w.z. zinnen waarin het pronomen niet door het werkwoord 
bepaald is, en dat in deze zinnen het gebruik van de pronomina gerelateerd is aan 
andere aspecten van de context dan het werkwoord. Bekende ‘variabele contexten’ 
zijn zinnen die gebaseerd zijn op werkwoorden die emotionele reacties aanduiden, 
zoals molestar ‘lastig vallen, storen’ en werkwoorden die een actie uitdrukken 
waarbij twee personen moeten samenwerken, zoals ayudar ‘helpen’. Variatie doet 
zich ook voor in constructies die gebaseerd zijn op een infinitief met een causatief of 
perceptief werkwoord. De factoren waarvan beweerd wordt dat ze invloed hebben 
op de keuze van het voornaamwoord zijn talrijk; een aantal ervan zijn algemeen 
geaccepteerd en worden zelfs in de grammatica’s van het Spaans genoemd. Een 
veelbesproken factor is de aard van het onderwerp, gebaseerd op de bewering dat in 
een zin met een persoon als onderwerp meestal de accusatiefvorm gebruikt wordt, 
terwijl in zinnen waar het onderwerp een ding of een abstracte entiteit is, veelal de 
datiefvorm gebruikt wordt. En andere factor wordt in het Spaans leísmo de cortesía 
genoemd, d.w.z. ‘gebruik van le in de beleefdheidsvorm’ (het Spaans gebruikt voor 
de beleefdheidsconstructie de grammaticale derde persoon). Binnen 
infinitiefconstructies geldt de bewering dat de datiefvorm van het voornaamwoord 
gebruikt wordt als het werkwoord dat in de infinitief verschijnt een direct object 
heeft.  
 
De meeste studies waarop deze vermoedens gebaseerd zijn, vonden plaats voordat 
de onderzoeksmethodes van de Sociale Wetenschappen beschikbaar waren voor 
taalkundigen. Het hoofddoel van de studie die in dit boek beschreven wordt, is de 
eerdere studies te repliceren onder strakke methodologie, om erachter te komen of 
de resultaten bevestigd kunnen worden. Een bijkomend doel is rekening te houden 
met de multivariate aard van dit verschijnsel, d.w.z. het feit dat de genoemde 
factoren nooit geïsoleerd optreden, maar altijd simultaan aanwezig zijn en mogelijk 
elkaar beïnvloeden in hun effect op de keuze van een voornaamwoord. 
 
Een noemenswaardig obstakel in het onderzoek naar het gebruik van de pronomina 
is dat de variatie verschillende dimensies heeft, een feit dat de discussie regelmatig 
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vertroebelt. In het theoretische gedeelte van dit onderzoek wordt gepoogd dit 
onderwerp te verhelderen en worden de verschillende bronnen van variatie 
besproken. Zo is er in eerste instantie sprake van dialectvariatie, tot op zekere hoogte 
gecombineerd met sociolinguistische variatie. Verder is het zo dat in het Latijns-
Amerikaanse Spaans een contextueel gegeven object niet altijd lexicaal aanwezig 
hoeft te zijn, wat tot problemen bij de zinsontleding lijdt, die soms ten onrechte 
geïnterpreteerd worden als variatie in het gebruik van de pronomina. Een ander 
fenomeen dat de analyse bemoeilijkt is het feit dat het Spaans van Latijns Amerika 
een aantal polysemische werkwoorden kent, waarbij de combinatie met de datief 
versus de accusatief vorm van het voornaamwoord tot verschillende semantische 
interpretaties van het werkwoord leidt.  
 
In het hoofdstuk over methodologie worden deze aspecten gebruikt om de contexten 
van echte variatie te definiëren; alleen deze vormen het terrein van mijn onderzoek. 
Het onderzoek bestaat voorts uit drie delen: (i) een kritische discussie en meta-
analyse van eerdere studies, (ii) een tekstonderzoek waarbij het gebruik van de 
pronomina in spontaan taalgebruik onderzocht wordt en (iii) een grootschalig 
experiment. 
 
Analyse van eerder publicaties toont dat die in meerderheid methodologische 
zwaktes vertonen. De resultaten van kwantitatieve studies worden vergelijkbaar 
gemaakt en aan statistische toetsing onderworpen. Het resultaat van deze actie is dat 
een substantieel aantal van deze resultaten de statistische toetsing niet doorstaat.  
 
In de tekststudie worden drie tekstbronnen (een serie interviews, Cortázar’s roman 
“Los Premios” en de autobiografie van Diego Maradona) doorzocht op voorbeelden 
van het gebruik van derde persoons pronomina. De betreffende voorbeelden worden 
dan geclassificeerd in termen van bovengenoemde factoren. Het eerste resultaat van 
de tekststudie is dat variabele contexten alleen een klein gedeelte van het feitelijke 
taalgebruik uitmaken. Binnen deze contexten wordt alleen voor de aanwezigheid van 
een object van de infinitief een significante associatie met het gebruik van de 
pronomina gevonden, terwijl voor de aard van het onderwerp of de aanwezigheid 
van een beleefdheidsconstructie dergelijke effecten zich niet voordoen. 
 
Het experimentele gedeelte van dit onderzoek werd in Buenos Aires uitgevoerd en 
was gebaseerd op meer dan honderd stimuli waarin een breed palet van contextuele 
factoren getest werd. De resultaten zijn in lijn met de bevindingen in de andere 
gedeeltes van de studie: er is geen effect van de beleefdheidsconstructie terwijl de 
aard van het onderwerp en de aanwezigheid van een object bij de infinitief het 
gebruik van de pronomina in sommige stimuli wel blijken te beïnvloeden. In het 
algemeen waren de effecten echter zwak en inconsistent en is de hoeveelheid 
verklaarde variatie gering. Er werden geen systematische interactie-effecten tussen 
de factoren aangetroffen maar wel blijkt het werkwoord waarop de zin gebaseerd is, 
het effect van andere factoren te beïnvloeden. Anderzijds komt er zelfs niet in 
contexten die op hetzelfde werkwoord gebaseerd zijn, een consistent effect van de 
contextuele factoren naar voren. De uiteindelijke conclusie is dan ook dat variatie in 
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het gebruik van de pronomina een complex proces is dat niet door één factor of een 
kleine verzameling van factoren te verklaren valt.  
 
Daarmee stelt zich de vraag hoe het mogelijk is dat er een breed geloof is in de 
impact van factoren zoals de aard van het onderwerp of de invloed van de 
beleefdheidsconstructie, als een dergelijk effect in werkelijkheid nauwelijks bestaat. 
Het meest waarschijnlijke antwoord is te vinden in het onderzoek van de contexten 
waarin zich geen variatie voordoet, d.w.z. waar het voornaamwoord geregeerd wordt 
door het werkwoord. Het zijn juist deze contexten die de verwachte combinatie van 
niet-levende onderwerpen met de vorm le vertonen en waarin de vorm le overheerst 
in de beleefdheidsvorm. Het principe dat deze verdeling mogelijk maakt, is puur 
pragmatisch, d.w.z. “selectieve communicatie”: In echte communicatie zijn de 
uitspraken over personen anders dan over zaken en wordt er anders gesproken tegen 
een persoon (in het bijzonder als de beleefdheidsvorm gebruikt wordt) dan over die 
persoon. Deze communicatieve verschillen leiden tot een vertekende verdeling van 
werkwoorden, met een hoge frequentie van datief-regerende werkwoorden in zowel 
beleefdheidsconstructies als in combinatie met niet-levende onderwerpen. Het is 
waarschijnlijk dat deze verdeling van vormen in de hoogfrequente niet-variabele 
contexten geprojecteerd is op de schaarse variabele contexten, hetzij intuïtief, hetzij 
door de contexten in het onderzoek niet van elkaar te scheiden.  
 
De theoretische achtergrond van deze studie is een functionele aanpak, bekend als de 
Columbia School, maar door de sterk datagerichte focus is dit boek ook toegankelijk 
voor specialisten die in andere theoretische kaders werken. Door de aandacht voor 
methodologische vraagstukken, zoals de discussie van het toepassen van validiteits- 
and betrouwbaarheidscriteria op taalkundig onderzoek, de selectie van 
tekstvoorbeelden voor het onderzoek, het ontwerpen van experimentele stimuli and 
het gebruik van een breed spectrum aan statistische technieken voor de evaluatie van 
de data is dit boek ook interessant voor diegenen die aan andere problemen van 
taalvariatie werken.  
 
 



 
 



 
 

Resumen 
 

El español, tal como otras lenguas Romances, mantiene rezagos del sistema de caso 
del Latín que se manifiestan en el uso de los pronombres de la tercera persona. Hay 
una forma del dativo le y dos formas del acusativo, lo para los referentes masculinos 
y la para los referentes femeninos. Como la mayoría de los verbos de español rigen 
o el dativo o el acusativo, se podría esperar un sistema pronominal bien definido y 
con reglas evidentes. Sin embargo, en la realidad de la producción lingüística, el uso 
de los pronombres parece imprevisible y arbitrario, lo que ha motivado numerosos 
estudios y bastante discusión sobre el asunto de la ‘variación en el uso de los 
pronombres’.  
 
Lo que tienen en común muchos de estos estudios es que afirman la existencia de 
‘contextos variables’, o sea cláusulas en las que el pronombre no está regido por el 
verbo y se sostiene que en estos contextos el uso de los pronombres está asociado 
con otros factores contextuales. ‘Contextos variables’ son, por ejemplo, las cláusulas 
basadas en verbos afectivos, como molestar o en verbos que indican acciones en las 
que cooperan dos personas, como ayudar. La variación también se da en 
construcciones infinitivas basadas en verbos perceptivos y causativos.  
 
Son muchos los factores de los que se sostiene que tienen influencia sobre la 
selección del pronombre, pero algunos son de aceptación general y hasta se 
mencionan en las gramáticas del español. Un factor frecuentemente discutido es la 
NATURALEZA DEL SUJETO, basado en la afirmación de que un sujeto animado 
favorece el uso de las formas acusativas, mientras que un sujeto inanimado favorece 
el dativo. Otro factor, conocido como leísmo de cortesía implica que se usa el 
pronombre le en contextos de cortesía, donde la tercera persona se usa para dirigirse 
a un interlocutor. En las construcciones con infinitivo, se sostiene que se prefiere el 
dativo si el objeto del infinitivo viene con un objeto directo.  
 
La mayoría de los estudios en los que se basan estas afirmaciones se llevaron a cabo 
antes de que los lingüistas tuvieran a su alcance los métodos de investigación 
desarrollados para las Ciencias Sociales. El objetivo de este proyecto es replicar 
estos estudios bajo condiciones metodológicas estrictas para verificar las 
afirmaciones. Una meta adicional consiste en tomar en cuenta la naturaleza 
multivariable del fenómeno, o sea el hecho de que los factores bajo investigación 
nunca aparecen aislados sino que se presentan simultáneamente. Esto implica que 
posiblemente el uso de los pronombres sea el resultado no sólo de un único factor, 
sino de un conjunto de factores.  
 
Un obstáculo en la investigación es que están en juego varias dimensiones de 
variación, lo cual complica la discusión del problema. En la parte teórica de este 
estudio se intenta aclarar este asunto y se discuten las distintas fuentes de variación. 
Primero, hay variación dialectal, parcialmente en combinación con variación social. 



SUMMARY IN SPANISH 306 

Además, el español Latinoamericano permite en cierta medida que los objetos dados 
por el contexto no se expresen lexicalmente. Esto puede llevar a problemas de 
análisis sintáctico, lo que a veces resulta en afirmaciones erróneas sobre variación en 
el uso de los pronombres. Otro fenómeno que suele complicar la discusión es el 
hecho de que el español tiene cierto número de verbos polisémicos en los que la 
combinación con el pronombre del dativo versus el acusativo va con distintas 
interpretaciones semánticas del verbo.  
 
En la parte metodológica de este estudio, esta comprensión de la variación se usa 
para definir los contextos de variación verdadera, que forman el terreno de la 
presente investigación. El proyecto consta de tres partes: (i) una discusión crítica y 
meta-análisis de estudios anteriores, (ii) una investigación de textos, dirigida al uso 
de los pronombres en la producción lingüística espontánea y (iii) un amplio 
experimento. 
 
La discusión de las publicaciones anteriores muestra que la mayoría de ellos 
adolecen de imperfecciones metodológicas. Los resultados de aquellos estudios que 
presentan resultados cuantitativos se recalculan y se someten a tests estadísticos. Un 
número considerable de los resultados no llega a ser estadísticamente significativo.  
 
En la investigación observacional, tres textos (una serie de entrevistas, la novela Los 
Premios de Julio Cortázar y la autobiografía de Diego Maradona) se analizan 
meticulosamente en busca de ejemplos de pronombres de la tercera persona que en 
seguida se clasifican por los factores mencionados arriba. Este estudio muestra en 
primer lugar que los contextos variables son infrecuentes en la auténtica producción 
de lengua. Dentro de estos contextos, sólo el factor OBJETO DEL INFINITIVO muestra 
una asociación significativa con el uso de los pronombres, mientras que 
NATURALEZA DEL SUJETO y  USO CORTÉS no llegan a ser relacionados con el uso de 
los pronombres.  
 
La investigación experimental se llevó a cabo en Buenos Aires y se basó en más de 
cien estímulos en los que se puso a prueba un gran número de factores contextuales. 
Los resultados están en línea con los resultados de las partes anteriores: no se 
encuentra ningún efecto del factor USO CORTÉS, mientras que NATURALEZA DEL 
SUJETO y OBJETO DE INFINITIVO resultan tener influencia en la selección de 
pronombre en algunos estímulos. En general, sin embargo, los efectos son débiles e 
inconsistentes y el porcentaje de la variación explicada es baja. Tampoco se 
encuentran interacciones sistemáticas entre los factores, sólo el verbo de la cláusula 
consigue influenciar el efecto de los demás  factores. Sin embargo, ni siquiera en 
distintos contextos basados en el mismo verbo, se observa una relación estable entre 
los factores contextuales y el uso de los pronombres. La conclusión general no 
puede ser otra que la afirmación que la variación en el uso de los pronombres no se 
puede relacional a un sólo factor, ni a la combinación de unos pocos factores.  
 
Con estos resultados, se plantea el problema de cómo es posible que exista tan fuerte 
convicción en el impacto de factores como la NATURALEZA DEL SUJETO o el USO 
CORTÉS si en la realidad tales efectos apenas existen. La respuesta más probable se 
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encuentra en la investigación de aquellos contextos en los que no se da variación, o 
sea los contextos en los que el uso del pronombre está regido por el verbo. Son estos 
contextos, los que muestran la combinación esperada de sujetos inanimados con el 
pronombre le y una claro predominio de la forma le en los contextos de cortesía. El 
principio subyacente a esta distribución es meramente pragmático, o sea es 
‘selección de mensajes’. En la comunicación diaria, las afirmaciones que se hacen 
sobre personas son distintas de las que se hacen sobre cosas y las cosas que se dicen 
hacia una persona (en particular en contextos de cortesía) son distintas de las cosas 
que se dicen sobre otras personas. Tales diferencias comunicativas conducen a una 
distribución desequilibrada de los verbos, con alta frecuencia de verbos y 
construcciones que rigen el dativo en contextos de cortesía y en combinación con los 
sujetos inanimados. Es probable que esta distribución de las formas dentro de los 
frecuentes contextos de régimen se haya proyectado sobre los pocos contextos de 
variación, sea intuitivamente o sea por dejar de separar los contextos en la 
investigación.  
 
El trasfondo teórico de este proyecto es un enfoque funcional,  conocido como 
Columbia School. Sin embargo, ya que el enfoque del estudio está fuertemente 
dirigido hacia la colección de datos, este libro es también accesible para especialistas 
de otros trasfondos teóricos. La discusión detallada de preguntas metodológicas, tal 
como la aplicación a la investigación lingüística de los principios de la fiabilidad y 
validez, la selección de muestras de textos para la investigación de un fenómeno, el 
diseño de estímulos experimentales y el uso de una amplia gama de técnicas 
estadísticas para la evaluación de los datos hacen que este libro sea de interés para 
todos los que estén trabajando con problemas de variación lingüística. 
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