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Grammatical change has been argued to be gradual rather than abrupt. Romance third
person singular (3sg) pronouns grammaticalized from the distal demonstrative ‘that one’ of
Latin, which originally had no separate category of third person pronouns. In present-day
Spanish, 3sg subject pronouns with human referents are expressed at rates anywhere from 20%
to 40% (e.g., Holmquist 2012:211; Erker & Guy 2012:540). In this study of 13'"-16" century
texts, we find an expression rate of only 9% (N=1322). This lower aggregate rate is consistent
with a diachronic increase in expressed subjects (though rate differences among the texts are due
to genre rather than chronology). More revealing of change, however, is the linguistic
conditioning of the variation in 3sg subject expression.

On the one hand, many of today’s well-known effects were already operative more than
500 years ago, and with the same fine details in conditioning. Expression rates are lowest when
the previous mention is the subject of the immediately preceding clause (e.g., Silva-Corvalan
1994:157) (Figure 1). Person syncretism in verb tense morphology interacts with this
accessibility effect, applying with less accessible referents, i.e. when the previous mention is at a
distance of 1 or more clauses, but being “nullified” in contexts of continuity of reference
(Cameron 1993:317) (Figure 2). Pronoun-to-pronoun priming is also present, and this effect is
stronger with more accessible than with less accessible referents (cf. Cameron 1994:40).

On the other hand, an effect which is to our knowledge unattested in studies of present-
day variation is the gender of the referent, with feminine favoring subject expression.
Furthermore, ella ‘she’ and él ‘he” have distinct linguistic conditioning, as revealed in both
independent variable-rule analyses and an interaction term between verbal morphology
syncreticity and gender in a generalized linear model (Wald Z=2.891, p<.01).

(1a) quel’ @ faria cuanto ella quisiesse
‘that (he) would do for her whatever she wanted’ (Lucanor, L)

(1b) quel’ @ pidria que non le & fablasse mas
‘that (she) would ask him that (he) not speak to her’ (Lucanor, L)

To interpret the gender effect, we look to the distribution of the data. In these data, 3sg
subjects referring to females are not only less frequent than those referring to males (at a ratio of
1:4) but, when they do occur, they are less likely to have been previously mentioned as a subject:
the proportion of previous mentions as object or oblique, as in (1), is 29% for feminine (N=251)
but 17% for masculine (N=977) (p < .001). Given the association between subject and topic
(e.g., Givdon 1979:209, 298), these distributions suggest that female referents are less topical in
the texts overall. As to the conditioning of variant choice, we find a stronger effect for ella than
for él of favoring by previous mentions in other than subject role. Together the data distribution
and effects, then, suggest that subject expression in these early texts is sensitive not only to
accessibility of the referent (as measured by distance from the previous mention) but also to
socio-pragmatic considerations, marking unexpected—or less likely—subjects.



. Figure 2: 3sg Subject Expression by Accessibility of Referent and Person Syncretism
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Figure 1: 3sg Subject Expression by Distance from and Syntactic Role of Previous Mention
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