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Background

• Spanish is a null subject language (NSL) which means it’s perfectly grammatical to “drop” 

the subject pronoun:

Spanish [consistent NSL]: (Nosotros) queremos ir a la playa 

English [non-NSL (NNSL)]: *(We) want to go to the beach

• It’s been noticed that in Latin American Spanish (LAS) overt pronouns are being used at 

higher rates, e.g. Dominican Spanish (Toribio 2000):

1. Ellos me dijeron que yo tenía anemia . . . Si ellos me dicen que yo estoy en peligro cuando

ellos me entren la aguja por el ombligo, yo me voy a ver en una situación de estrés.

‘They told me that I had anemia . . . If they tell me that I am in danger when they put the needle in my 

belly-button, I am going to find myself in a stressful situation.’ (Toribio, 2000:319, ex. 3e).

• This could potentially represent an incipient process towards becoming a NNSL (Camacho 

2013)

• Why might this be? One of the biggest characteristics of LAS is its history of significant 

language contact 
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Background: Null Subject Acquisition & Simplification

• When we talk about language contact, we are really talking about language 

acquisition. 

• It has been well-noted in the acquisition literature that null subjects are harder to 

acquire, particularly for L2 speakers (Bini 1993, Pérez-Leroux & Glass 1999, Margaza

& Bel 2006, Sorace 2011, Tsimpli & Lavidas 2019)

• In that case, increasing the use of overt pronouns seems to be an act of simplification

• Language contact, then, is often an impetus for simplification when the simplifying 

feature is difficult to acquire. 

• Especially when that contact takes the form of short-term, loose-knit, adult language 

learning (Trudgill 2011, Walkden & Breitbarth 2019)

• That is exactly the context for African learners of Spanish in colonial Latin America
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Background: AHLAs

• Specifically, during the colonial period enslaved Africans were 

brought over to Latin America.

• These adult learners of L2+ Spanish might have struggled 

acquiring the L2-difficult null subject system, preferring overt 

pronouns.

• Their children would then have nativized this system. 

• This is exactly the scenario Sandro Sessarego (2013) proposes for 

Latin American Spanish where AHLAs are these nativized varieties. 

• So, the next step would be to look into the diachronic trajectory 

of pronoun realization and word order in Latin American Spanish. 

• I’m in the process of creating a corpus of 60+ texts to do just that. Figure 1: Afro-Hispanic areas of Latin America (Klee & Lynch 2009:6)

Diachronic Null Subject Use across Latin American Spanish5 07/09/2023



Universität Konstanz

Research Questions

1. does overtness increase diachronically?

2. does it have higher rates from Spain > South 

America > Caribbean?
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Methodology: CorDELES

◦ This is the main historical corpus covering 57 texts (~2-3k 

words each) from 8 countries during the 16th-19th centuries

◦ I selected 7 countries from the Caribbean and Central and 

South America (plus Spain as a control)

◦ They were selected for their high Afro-Hispanic populations

◦ For each century + country combination, there are ideally 2 

texts, one from each genre:

◦ Literature (e.g. novels, plays, poetry)

◦ Documents (e.g. newspapers, legal documents, letters)

◦ In addition to this corpus, I have also set aside:

◦ A transcript of an interview in Afro-Bolivian from 2010

◦ 4 texts from Candelario Obeso, a 19th century writer and

speaker of Afro-Colombian

◦ The main sources for the texts are Cervantes Virtual, 

dLOC, and BDH

◦ Each text has been transcribed by myself or my research 

assistant, parsed by the Stanford Parser, and then annotated 

by hand
Table 1: Corpus Composition | AH | Born in Spain | Verse*
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CorDELES: Pronoun Realization
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Measuring Orality

•Rosemeyer (2019) measured orality levels in a diachronic corpus of Brazilian 

Portuguese plays:

• The plays followed a shift toward reflecting spoken speech over the centuries

•Rosemeyer (2019) variables:

•Present progressive

•Demonstrative neuter pronouns

•Time and place adverbs

•Discourse markers

•Private verbs

•My variables:

•Progressive

•Demonstrative neuter pronouns

• esto/eso/aquello

•Time and place adverbs

• aqui/ahora

•Private verbs

• pensar ‘to think’ / creer ‘to believe'
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Plotting Orality Against Overtness Rates
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Modelling Orality
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CorDELES: Model

Model

• glmer from lme4 package in R

• Fixed effects: Year (z-scored), ORSCORE (z-

scored), Macro-Region; interaction between Year 

and ORSCORE 

• docID as a random effect

➢ Year is no longer significant on its own

➢ But the interaction between Year and ORSCORE

is!

• p < 0.034

➢ Still no effect of Country or Region; but Macro-

Region (Spain vs. Non-Spain) comes out just 

significant 

• p < 0.049
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Research Questions

1. does overtness increase diachronically?

2. does it have higher rates from Spain > South 

America > Caribbean?

3. are these trends the same across corpora?
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CORDIAM: Data Collection

Searched for 8 forms of creer ‘to 

think/believe’
• creo (1sg.pres.) – 1791 = 76%

• creemos (1pl.pres.) – 389 = 17%

• crees (2sg.pres.) – 27 = 1.2%

• creíamos (1pl.imperf.) – 35 = 1.5%

• creías (2sg.imperf.) – 2 = <1.0%

• creí (1sg.pret.) – 63 = 2.7%

• creímos (1pl.pret.) – 37 = 1.6%

• creíste (2sg.pret.) – 1 = <.05%

2,345 tokens
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Reasons for excluding 3rd person:
• Ambiguous with subjunctive forms of crear

‘to build’

• Can have relative pronouns or full noun 

phrases as subjects

• Impersonals

• Semantic person split between usted

‘you.f’ and él/ella ‘he/she’

Reasons for excluding subjunctive 

and 1sg.imperf.:
• Too many forms ambiguous with 3rd

person
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CORDIAM: creer counts
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16th 17th 18th 19th

NULL OVERT NULL OVERT NULL OVERT NULL OVERT

ARGENTINA 2 0 1 0 6 0 22 5

CHILE 3 0 8 7 39 5 12 1

COLOMBIA 34 2 1 0 17 4 27 4

MEXICO 214 24 53 4 69 6 23 1

PERU 78 35 33 4 65 10 247 15

VENEZUELA 13 0 3 0 3 1 103 22
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Religious vs. discourse creer

creer ‘to believe/think’ has two senses
1. creo que la prueba es el lunes ‘I think the quiz is on Monday’ 

2. creo en Dios ‘I believe in God’ 

Why exclude the second?
• Religious creer can be very formulaic and repetitive: 

− Creyendo como Creo en el Misterio de la Santísima Trinidad Padre, Hijo y Espíritu santo (Año 1690, 

Argentina, Documentos administrativos, CORDIAM) → 14 repetitions

− ‘Believing as I Believe in the Mystery of the Holy Trinity of the Father, Son, and the Holy Ghost’

• Doesn’t mark orality as well as the first sense

The data should then reflect this by showing a lower overtness rate for 

religious creer than discourse creer

➢ Added tag for religious vs. discourse creer
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Religious vs. discourse creer plotted
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CORDIAM: creer bar charts
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CORDIAM: Model

Model

• glm from lme4 package in R

• Fixed effects: Year, Country 

➢ Country isn’t significant 

➢ But Year is 

• p < 0.0089

• Negative co-efficient: -0.002
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CDH: Data Collection

CDH

• 19 countries: Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, 

Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, Dominican 

Republic, Ecuador, Filipinas, Guatemala, 

Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Paraguay, 

Peru, Puerto Rico, Spain, Uruguay, 

Venezuela

• 6 centuries: 16th-21st

Mass Queries

• creo = 61,136 tokens

• creo + yo = 7,826 tokens

• creo + que = 40,304 tokens

• creo + yo + que = 7,409 tokens
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Cons of not going through by hand:

• False positives

• Undercount for overt realization

• No accounting for religious creer

• creo que workaround

• There are potential exceptions 

though: creo que Jesús es el hijo de 

Dios ‘I believe that Jesus is the son of 

God’
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CDH: creo
bar charts 
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CDH creo + que

Spain 27,272

Chile 1,710

Colombia 1,042

Mexico 2,689

Peru 1,096
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CDH: Models (19th-21st Centuries)

Model (Chile, Colombia, Mexico, Peru)

• glm from lme4 package in R

• Fixed effects: Century, Country 

➢ Every country is significant!

➢ Century is significant!

• p < 0.0058
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Model (Spain)

• glm from lme4 package in R

• Fixed effects: Century

• Spain was separated as it has 10x the tokens, 

affecting the model results when included

➢ Century is significant!

• p < 7.42e-12

• Negative co-efficient: --0.3123
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Conclusion

I accounted for orality and compared pronoun realization across 3 corpora:

1. CorDELES (ORSCORE accounted for, by hand)

− Diachrony: increase in overt subjects 

− Region: Spain vs. non-Spain

2. CORDIAM (discourse creer only, by hand)

− Diachrony: decrease in overt subjects

− Region: none

3. CDH (creo que only, mass counts)

− Diachrony: increase in overt subjects from 19th-21st centuries

− Region: Spain vs. non-Spain

Why 19th century? 

➢ New access to publication after independence and abolition?
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Plotting Orality Against Overtness 
Rates: Regression
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CDH: creo + que counts
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CDH 16 17 18 19 20 21

Spain 4,360 1,224 933 3,465 17,261 29

Chile 13 13 0 92 1,577 15

Colombia 52 8 7 57 879 39

Mexico 105 54 26 211 2,254 39

Peru 49 20 38 48 890 51
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