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Abstract

As inanimate nouns are not classified according to grammatical gender in Zapotec, it
is legitimate to wonder whether it is possible that the influence of Zapotec on Spanish
plays a role in the quantity and in the grammatical and structural contexts where
pronoun “lo” is used as a substitute for “la”. We also address whether or not there are
differences between the Zapotec/Spanish bilinguals and the Spanish monolinguals, as
Spanish monolinguals have been in contact with Zapotec/Spanish bilinguals for
generations. We have analyzed data from 40 adults, 20 Spanish monolinguals and 20
Zapotec/Spanish bilinguals in San Cristobal Lachirioag, Oaxaca, Mexico. The data
analysis carried out on the three experimental tasks administered to the participants
shows differences between the bilingual and the monolingual groups, both in terms of
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the number of inherent feminine nouns that are pronominalized with "lo" and with
respect to the structural contexts where this occurs. Another relevant finding relates to
the differences between the first task (classification of nouns according to gender) and
the second task (gender agreement), which leads us to propose that the two groups of
participants have problems with gender agreement but not with gender assignment.

Keywords: Zapotec/Spanish, gender agreement, gender assignment, “default 1o0”,
crosslinguistic influence.

1. Introduction

The main objective of this work is to investigate the uses and distribution of the
unstressed (or clitic) pronoun “lo” with a feminine referent in the Spanish of
monolingual speakers in areas of contact with Zapotec and of Zapotec/Spanish
bilinguals. Specifically, we aim to investigate, first, the type of sentences and structural
contexts where “lo” is used to pronominalize a feminine referent and, second, whether
the feminine “la” is used to pronominalize a masculine referent. Another objective of
this research is to determine whether the lack of a gender system in Zapotec could
account for crosslinguistic influence in the case of both gender assignment and gender
agreement. In other words, we investigate whether the classification of nouns
according to gender by both monolingual and bilingual speakers differs from the
Standard Spanish variety, which would speak to a gender assignment issue or whether
it is the referential use of “lo” that influences gender agreement. The originality of our
contribution lies in the use of oral experimental, the comparison of gender assignment
and gender agreement, and the investigation of the specific structural contexts where
“lo” occurs.

According to the latest information published by the Consejo Nacional de
Poblacion (National Population Council, CONAPO 2015), Mexico is one of the
countries in the world with the most indigenous languages, and, within Mexico,
Oaxaca is the state with the most speakers of these. Eleven indigenous languages are
spoken in Oaxaca, one of them is Zapotec. According to the Sistema de Informacion
Cultural 2020 Zapotec is the most spoken native language in Oaxaca, with a total of
460,695 speakers. In the publication of the Instituto Nacional de las Lenguas Indigenas
(National Institute of Indigenous Languages, INALI 2009), 62 varieties of Zapotec are
listed. In this study we focus on the Southeastern Mountain Zapotec variant, spoken
by the inhabitants of San Cristébal Lachirioag.

While Zapotec does not have grammatical gender with inanimate nouns or
adjectives and does not differentiate number (plural or singular) (Pickett, Black &
Marcial Cerqueda 2001), Spanish has grammatical gender, which is why it classifies
inanimate nouns as masculine or feminine. This difference can lead to crosslinguistic
influence both in the case of Zapotec/Spanish bilinguals, and in the variant of Spanish
spoken in areas of contact with Zapotec. Crosslinguistic influence is typically defined
as the influence that knowledge of one language has on an individual's learning or use
of another language. Here, we refer to the fact that the lack of grammatical gender in
Zapotec may lead to the use of the masculine form of the pronoun with both masculine
and feminine referents. In other words, it is not a case of direct transfer (e.g. the use of
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a lexical or morphological element or of a construction from Zapotec) but a
cancellation of the binary gender classification which characterizes Spanish.

The results of this research will allow us to contribute to the description of
Spanish in contact with indigenous languages in general and to the variety of Spanish
in areas of contact with Zapotec, in particular.

2. Grammatical Versus Biological Gender in Spanish and Zapotec

Hockett defines genders as “classes of nouns reflected in the behaviour of associated
words” (1958: 231) and states that if a language has a gender system every noun must
belong to one of the classes and very few can belong to more than one. Semantics such
as sex, animacy, size, shape, etc. can characterize a given gender system but most of
the time the gender affiliations are arbitrary. For instance, Spanish, and many other
languages consistently classify nouns referring to females as feminine and nouns
referring to males as masculine; however, the gender for other nouns is arbitrary. This
is in fact the case of all inanimate nouns in Spanish. Therefore, unlike English, which
only has a semantic or conceptual gender system (the gender of a noun is determined
by its biological sex), Spanish has a formal gender system by which all its nouns
(including inanimate nouns which do not have sex) are assigned a gender feature.
Thus, we can differentiate nouns which are assigned biological gender from nouns
which are assigned formal gender. The term feature (also grammatical category) is
used to refer to gender, number, case and other features (Corbett 1991, 2015). Gender
has different values (masculine, feminine, neuter) and noun phrases depict agreement
with determiners, adjectives, etc.

2.1. Grammatical gender in Spanish Nouns

Spanish nouns are classified for gender: masculine and feminine, that is Spanish nouns
are assigned gender (Kramer et al. 2020). The morphology of Spanish nouns may
provide information about their classification with respect to gender, however, there
1s no clear connection between gender assignment and meaning when assigning gender
to inanimate nouns. Nouns in Spanish are divided into animated and inanimate nouns.
Animated nouns refer to the biological gender of the referent. While inanimate nouns
refer to nonliving things (Corbett 1991; Harris 1991).

In Spanish, inanimate nouns are categorized into two groups: transparent and
opaque (non-transparent). The gender marking on nouns follows a phonologically
regular pattern. Transparent nouns have a clear morphological hint to determine their
gender. Nouns with Transparent Gender Morphology end with -a or -o. The ending -
o (e.g. libro ‘book’) typically denotes masculine gender in nearly all instances
(99.87%), while the ending -a (e.g. casa ‘house’) represents feminine gender slightly
less consistently (96.30%) in most cases (Teschner 1987; Harris 1991; Klassen 2016).
Nouns with Opaque Gender Morphology end with a vowel other than -a or -0 or with
a consonant. For instance, fomate (‘tomato’) is masculine, whereas carne (‘meat’) is
feminine. Opaque gender can be distinguished by their definite or indefinite articles.

In this research, we only focus on inanimate nouns, both transparent and
opaque and how they are pronominalized.
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Spanish determiners, adjectives and participles inflect for gender and agree
with the nouns which they specify (referred to as “concord” in the case of determiners,
as in la casa versus el libro) or modify (referred to as “agreement” in the case of

adjectives or participles, as in la casa roja (‘the red house’) or el libro rojo (‘the red
book’).

2.2. Zapotec does not have a gender system

In the Zapotec from the Isthmus of Oaxaca, nouns, determiners and adjectives are not
inflected for gender, number or animacy although pronouns differentiate animate from
inanimate nouns (Ramos 2019); namely, they have a different marker depending on
whether they refer to a person, animal or object (Pickett, Black & Marcial Cerqueda
2001). In spite of this pronominal differentiation, Zapotec does not have a gender
system because its noun phrases headed by nouns do not control different agreements.
That is, and following Corbett, “the evidence that nouns have gender values in a given
language lies in the agreement targets which show gender” (Corbett 2015: 87). For
example, in Zapotec, a noun such as mesa in (1) does not have inherent gender as it
does in Spanish.

(1) Zapotec, Ramos (2019: 114)
r-ladz na y-ka na mex.
want 1SG  buy 1SG table
‘I want to buy a table.’

As is the case with the lack of gender distinction, Zapotec does not have
number distinction. In Zapotec, the plural is formed by putting the number before the
noun (Ramos 2019; Pickett, Black & Marcial Cerqueda 2001), as shown in (2).

2) Zapotec, Pickett, Black, and Marcial Cerqueda (2001: 20)
Chupa yoo.
two  house
“Two houses.’

In other words, there are no morphemes which differentiate singular from
plural nouns, adjectives, determiners, etc.

2.3. Gender and the pronominal systems of Spanish and Zapotec

The pronominal systems of Spanish and Zapotec regarding gender differ since Zapotec
pronouns, unlike the Spanish ones, are not marked for gender. This means that, as is
the case with nouns or adjectives, Zapotec does not differentiate between feminine nor
masculine in pronouns.

2.3.1. Spanish
Unstressed personal pronouns display forms marked for gender (feminine or
masculine) and for number (singular or plural) as shown in Table 1.
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Table 1. Forms of unstressed personal pronouns.

Grammatical person Singular Plural
1st person Me Nos
2nd person Te os!
3rd person | DO masc. Lo Los
fem. La Las
DO or attribute | neutral | Lo --
10 le (se before another | les (se before another
unstressed pronoun) unstressed pronoun)
Reflexive se

—Direct Object (DO); Indirect Object (10); Masculine (masc.); Feminine (fem.).

Source: Adapted from Real Academia Espafiola y Asociacion de Academias de la Lengua
Espafiola: Diccionario panhispanico de dudas (DPD) 2.* edicion (provisional version)
https://www.rae.es/dpd/pronombres%20personales%20%C3%A 1tonos

[Consulted on 28/05/2024].

These unstressed object personal pronouns are known as “clitics” because they
are phonologically dependent, always attached to the verb. They can appear before the
inflected forms of the verb as in (3) or postponed with infinitivals or imperative forms
as in (4) and (5).

3) Spanish, Real Academia Espaiola y Asociacion de Academias de la Lengua
Espanola (n. d.)

Te lo advierto: Me voy.

you.Io it.DO warn.1SG REFL.1SG leave.1SG

‘I warn you about it: [ am leaving.’

4) Spanish, Real Academia Espafiola y Asociacion de Academias de la Lengua
Espafiola (n. d.)

Al mirar-lo, sonrio.

upon looking-it.D0.3SG smiled.3SG

(5) Spanish, Real Academia Espafiola y Asociacion de Academias de la Lengua
Espafola (n. d.)

Haz-lo.

do.2sG-it.DO

‘Do it.

Clitics in preverbal position (proclisis) are written as independent words (free
morphemes) as in (3), while enclitics (clitics in postverbal position) are written as
bound morphemes as in (4) and (5).

Unstressed personal pronouns can reappear in full noun phrases, which is
called reduplication or clitic doubling (Ferndndez Soriano 1999; Alexiadou &
Anagnostopoulou 2000). This occurs mainly with indirect object pronouns, as in (6).

1 In America, in the Canary Islands and in part of Andalusia, the strong personal
pronoun vosotros is not used for the second person plural. Instead, ustedes is used, which in
these areas serves as both a treatment of familiarity and respect (— usted). Therefore, the
unstressed second person plural personal pronouns used in those areas are those that
correspond, grammatically, to the third person -/o(s), la(s) and le(s).
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However, in some Spanish dialects as in Rioplatense Spanish (Di Tullio & Zdrojewski
2006; Di Tullio, Saab & Zdrojewski 2019), this extends to direct object pronouns as

in (7).

(6)

(7

Le di el regalo a Maria.
her.10.3sG gave.1SG the gift  to Maria
‘I gave the gift to Maria.’

Lo Vi a Juan.
him.D0.3SG  saw.1SG to Juan
‘I saw Juan.’

Masculine is considered the default gender in Spanish (Harris 1991; Roca

2005; Real Academia Espafiola & Asociacion de Academias de la Lengua Espafola
2009; Mendivil-Gir6 2020). One of the arguments given for this classification is that
it is used in the agreement of noun phrases coordinated with masculine followed by
feminine or vice versa, as in the examples of (8) and (9) respectively.

(8) Los libros y las revistas estan
the.DET.M,PL  books and the.DET.F.PL magazines.F.PL are
bien colocados.
well  placed.M.PL
‘The books and the magazines are well placed.’

9) Las revistas y los libros
the.DET.F.PL magazines.F.PL and  the.DET.M,PL books
estin bien colocados.
are well  placed.M.PL
‘The magazines and the books are well placed.’

2.3.2 Zapotec

Pronouns have a distinction when referring to a person, animal, or thing, but there is
no difference in terms of gender, as shown in (10).

(10)

Pickett, Black, and Marcial Cerqueda (2001: 30)
a. Nahuiinibe.

is.small.3SG.SUBJ(PERS)

‘S/he is small.’

b. Nahuiinime.
is.small. 3SG.SUBJ(ANIMAL)
‘She/he is small.’

C. Nahuiinini.
is.small. 3SG.SUBJ(THING)
‘It 1s small.’
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In Zapotec the same pronominal forms are used as subject pronouns, direct
object pronouns, indirect object pronouns, and objects of preposition (Marlett 1993;
Pickett, Black & Marcial Cerqueda 2001), as shown in Table 2, which provides a
summary of Zapotec subject and object pronouns compared to their Spanish
“equivalents” (Pickett, Black & Marcial Cerqueda 2001).

Table 2. Zapotec pronouns compared to Spanish pronouns.

Zapotec pronouns Spanish pronouns
Person Zapotec SU, DO, 10 SUBJ DO 10 Strong pronouns:
Clitics | Clitics | used after a
preposition (OP)
1%p. s. naa yo me me mi
nd " th te te ti
2p-s. Lii usted la, lo se, le | usted
laabe (person)
3" p.s. lame (animal) él, ella la, lo se,le | él, ella
laani (thing)
laanu, laadu
1% p. p. (inclusive, exclusive)? nosotros, nos nos nosotros, nosotras
nosotras
2"p.p. | Laatu ustedes los, las | se, les | ustedes
laacabe (people)
3" p.p. | laacame (animals) ellos, ellas los, las | se, les | ellos, ellas
laacani (things)

Subject (SUBJ); Direct Object (DO); Indirect Object (I10); Object of Preposition (OP).
Source: Translated and adapted from Pickett, Black, and Marcial Cerqueda (2001: 29-30).

As shown in Table 2, Zapotec pronouns have two parts (base and affix). The
affix is enclitic to the verb so that it conjugates it. For instance, in Zapotec, “laabe”
refers to the third person singular when talking about a human being. This pronoun is
made up of laa, the base form, and be, the affix. This affix is also added to the verb so
that it is inflected as third person singular as in (11).

(11)  Zapotec, Pickett, Black, and Marcial Cerqueda (2001: 32)
Nabe chingunibe ni.
say.3SG.SUBJ(PERS)  going.AUX.do0.3SG.SUBJ(PERS) it.DO(THING)
‘S/he says s/he is going to do it.’

As shown in example (9), na is the base form of ‘say’. The pronominal affix
be refers to he, she, his, him when talking about a person. Chin is the auxiliary verb
that goes before the lexical verb to indicate that it will happen in the future. The base
form of the verb is guni (‘to do’) and the pronominal affix be is repeated to specify
who is going to do the action, in this case, he or she. It can be interpreted as the
reflexive “himself/herself” since the same subject is going to do the action but it is
ambiguous unless there is a clear context. The inanimate pronoun, ni, (‘it’ or ‘that”)
appears after the verb and functions as a direct object.

2 Zapotec uses an affix to differentiate inclusiveness and exclusiveness: Inclusive (we

are going to the movies: your friend will also join you and your son). Exclusive (we are going
to the movies: you and your son are talking to your friend, but she will not be going).
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What these two examples show is that, regardless of the order of the two noun
phrases that form the subject of those sentences, the participle, colocados (‘placed’),
with which they agree, has masculine gender.® This is also the case in Zapotec-
Spanish.

3. Previous Research

Torres Sanchez and Orozco (2019) maintain that the Mexican variant of Spanish is
influenced by the indigenous languages spoken in that country. If this is so, it is
possible that the Spanish spoken in Oaxaca is also influenced by the indigenous
languages spoken there.*

In the Oaxacan variety of Spanish, the form “lo” can refer to an inanimate
feminine noun. However, to the best of our knowledge, no empirical study has been
carried out to investigate either the specific context in which this type of
pronominalization occurs nor the distance from the referent. For example, it is not
clear whether this default use of “lo” can refer to a noun in the preceding sentence or
several sentences before, or to a subsequent sentence. Nor has it been investigated
whether the preverbal or postverbal position favors this use. Another issue that should
be investigated is whether there are verbs that favor the use of “lo” with feminine
referents and whether, in parallel with what happens with “lo”, the feminine “la” is
used with masculine referents and if so, in which contexts.

We do not have historical, dialectal or sociolinguistic data that provides
information about the origin of the use of “default lo”, although we do know that it is
not a specific phenomenon of Oaxacan Spanish. In fact, the use of “default 10” has
been reported by different researchers and it has been attributed to contact with the
indigenous languages of Latin America (Palacios 2000, 2007, 2015; Caravedo 1997;
among others).

There are uses of “lo” that are attributed to influence from indigenous
languages. For example, Chichimenco is mentioned in De Angulo (1933), Otomi-
Spanish in Guerrero Galvan (2006) and Tepehuan in Willet and de Willet (2016).°

The so-called “Andean lo” has been detected in different varieties of Spanish
(Caravedo 1997; Klee & Caravedo 2005; Escobar 2001). Klee and Caravedo (2005)

3 Although in Spanish most words ending in -o have inherent masculine gender, there

are words with an -o ending that have feminine gender, such as /a mano. Harris (1991), Roca
(2005), Real Academia Espafiola and La Asociacion de Academias de la Lengua Espafiola
(2009) also point out that there are words that have only one ending (-a as it is the case of
demonym belga (Belgian) but can be used as both masculine (El chocolate belga / The Belgian
chocolate) and feminine (La cerveza belga / The Belgian beer).

4 We would like to mention that crosslinguistic influence from Spanish into the
indigenous languages has also been documented. For instance, see Watters (2017) for a clear
description of instances of influence from Spanish into Tepehua languages and the specific
contact-induced changes that these languages have undergone.

5 In the case of the Otomi-Spanish spoken by the young Otomi speakers who learn
Spanish as a second language, Hekking and Bakker (1998) attribute to Otomi the non-standard
use of prepositions, gender agreement, number agreement or reflexive affixes. Guerrero
Galvan (2006) carries out a sociolinguistic analysis of the presence, omission, and
overcorrection of plural marking.
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maintain that “Andean speakers do not seem to direct the focus of perception towards
the differences between object pronouns in relation to gender differences and,
therefore, the principle of verb-object agreement of the Lima Spanish” (Klee &
Caravedo 2005: 18), as in (12).

(12)  Spanish, Klee and Caravedo (2005: 18), and Klee and Caravedo (2020: 20).

Lo pintan la calle, lo ponen
it.DO  paint.3PL the.DET.F street, it.DO put.3PL
la piedra pa®  jugar.
the.DET.F stone to play

‘The street has been painted; the stone has been put to play.’

Hernéndez and Palacios (2015), in their work on the contact of Spanish with
Amerindian languages, maintain that in the case of Spanish in contact with Yucatec
Mayan “the unstressed pronominal system tends to not specify the features of gender
and number” (Hernandez & Palacios 2015: 38), and illustrate this with the following
example:

(13)  Spanish, Hernandez and Palacios (2015: 38).

Porque esas iglesias que se han  construido,
because those.F.PL  churches.F.PL that se have Dbuilt

lo han... lo han construido

1t.DO.M have.3pPL it.DO.M have.3PL built

los norteamericanos.

the North Americans

‘Because those churches that have been built, they have been built by the North
American people.’

These authors consider that bilingual speakers, by not having grammatical
gender in their mother tongue (Yucatecan Mayan), tend to omit the gender distinction
as a “pronominal selection pattern” and neutralize gender and number features in the
pronominal forms of the Spanish accusative clitic which results in a morphological
simplification of the pronominal paradigm.

In their research on the “Andean lo” of Spanish in contact with Mapudungun,
Olate Vinet, Wittig, and Hasler Sandoval (2014) state that the linguistic factors that
motivate the appearance of the “invariable 10” in Spanish may have their origin in the
mark of object of Mapudungun (the language of the Mapuche) which would be
equivalent to the unstressed pronoun of Spanish, since this language does not have
gender markers with either animate entities nor with inanimate entities. Therefore, the
“Andean lo” of Spanish in contact with Mapudungun is attributed to the influence of
this latter language.

Hernandez Méndez (2020) gives an account of how the “Andean 1o in Spanish
in contact with Otomi is carried out in the discourse, as shown in the following
exchanges:

6 The form pa is the orthographic representation of the colloquial pronunciation of

“para”, which is used in informal registers and is not considered grammatical in Standard
Spanish.
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(14)

Spanish, Hernandez Méndez (2020: 175)

a.

E: ;Y cree usted que el nifio, después que reclamen, entregue la
mufiecar.sg?

B: No ps’ si 10.M.SG tiene que entregar. ..

(Informante 21, hombre, 26-50 afos, nivel basico, bilingiie
consecutivo).

E: And do you think that the kid, after they reclaim, will give back the
doll.F.sG?

B: No, well he must give it.M.SG back...

(Informant 21, man, 26-50 years old, basic level, consecutive bilingual).

I: aqui veo a un muchacho que va caminando por un pasillo. Y unas
muchachas.F.PL levantando la mano.

E: ;Y qué hace este muchacho?
I: Pus® que los.M.PL ignord...

(Informante 21, hombre, 26-50 afios, nivel basico, bilinglie
consecutivo)

I: here I see a one young man who is walking in an aisle. And some
young ladies.F.PL are raising their hand.

E: And what us this young man doing?

I: Well, he ignored them.M.PL...

(Informant 21, man, 26-50 years old, basic level, consecutive
bilingual).

Pus’ que si est4 bien, pero toda le... para mi, siento que le falta mucho
para que 10.M.SG terminen de arreglar, para que quede bonito.M.SG (la
iglesia).F.SG ...

(Informante 30, mujer, 26-50 afios, nivel medio superior, bilingiie
simétrica)

Well, it is okay, but all it... for me, I feel like there is a long time to
finish fixing 1t.M.SG to make it look pretty.M.SG (the church).F.sG ...
(Informant 30, woman, 26-50 years old, medium superior level,
symmetrical bilingual).

Lo que es costillita de res;, ya sea que lo; prepare con... un poco de que
es cerveza y limon o/y naranja.

(Informante 31, hombre, 18-25, nivel medio superior, bilingiie
incipiente).

What it is beef rib, weather it is made with... a little bit of beer and lime
or/and orange...

(Informant 31, man, 18-25, medium superior level, incipient bilingual).

7

8
9

The form ps is the orthographic representation of the colloquial pronunciation of
“pues” (which is used in informal registers and is not considered grammatical in Standard
Spanish).
The form pus is a variant of ps and is also the orthographic representation of pues.
Here the form pus is also used.
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We can observe that, in these examples, not only is the singular “lo”
coreferential with a singular feminine noun, but also that informant #21 uses “los” with
a referent that is a plural feminine noun and that (19c) is an instance of backward
pronominalization: “default lo” is produced before its referent, la iglesia (‘the
church’).

Ramirez Cruz (2009), in his work on gender and number agreement in contact
with indigenous languages such as Sikuani, Tayuus or Tikuna, analyzes the Spanish
spoken by indigenous people in the border areas of Colombia and concludes that:

Structural simplicity, the use of primitive universal linguistic
categories, non-complex structures, unmarked patterns and the
inappropriate use or absence of inflectional morphology occur in any
situation in which a speaker attempts to communicate in a language
that he/she speaks imperfectly, so the one that has receptive or
passive knowledge and in which he/she does not have sufficient
competence, whether this language is in the interlectal stage of
learning or is in the advanced process of regression by displacement.
(Ramirez 2009: 190).

It is obvious that the use of “default lo” does not always have to be attributed
to contact with an indigenous language that has no grammatical gender. In some cases,
the level of Spanish of the informants included in the previous studies is native or near
native, which means that this use of “default lo” cannot be due to lack of native
command of the language. In fact, we can conclude that the “Andean lo” is not only
produced by bilingual speakers but is also present in the speech of monolingual
Spanish speakers of Andean varieties. However, we cannot conclude that contact-
induced language change may explain “Andean lo” because, unlike it is the case with
our monolingual and our bilingual speakers, we do not know if in these varieties
gender assignment mirrors Standard Spanish. If it does, we could argue that contact-
induce language change does not seem to have taken place in the case of gender
assignment but has influenced gender agreement.

4. Crosslinguistic Influence and Language Dominance

In the study of the simultaneous or the subsequent acquisition of two languages at a
young age, core issues such as crosslinguistic influence and language dominance
occupy a central role. With respect to crosslinguistic influence (i.e. Genesee, Nicoladis
& Paradis 1995; Miiller 1998; Nicoladis 2002; Liceras, Fernandez Fuertes & Alba de
la Fuente 2012; Ferndndez Fuertes & Liceras 2018, inter alia), we would like to point
out that, in spite of the fact that language systems share a single computational
component, the realization of universal principles in each language is to be mediated
by the existence of two lexicons and two phonological components. This implies that
the combinations of features present in the functional categories (i.e. pronouns,
determiners, auxiliaries, complementizers ...) and the substantive categories (i.e.
nouns, lexical verbs, adjectives ...) in the two languages may differ and, therefore,
may result in crosslinguistic influence. For instance, a different gender system or, more
specifically, a different gender assignment of nouns, as in the case of French and
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Spanish “nose”, which is feminine in Spanish (/a nariz) and masculine in French (/e
nez), is prone to lead to crosslinguistic influence, namely, the classification of “nose”
as masculine (el nariz) in Spanish or as feminine in French (/a nez) ). This is a clear-
cut case of crosslinguistic influence. However, the fact that Zapotec does not have a
gender system implies that this type of influence cannot occur with respect to Spanish.
Nonetheless, crosslinguistic influence can occur in subtle ways. For instance, lack of
gender in Zapotec nouns could lead to gender assignment idiosyncrasies in Spanish so
that feminine nouns could be assigned masculine gender or vice versa resulting in a
gender assignment classification which differs from the Standard variety. It could also
lead to a preference for masculine, the default gender in Spanish (Harris 1991), a
preference that has been found in Spanish in contact with English in Belice (Balam
2016) and in Miami (Balam et al. 2021), or with Purépecha in Michoacan, Mexico
(Bellamy, Parafita Couto & Stadthagen-Gonzalez 2018). Lack of gender in Zapotec
nouns could also lead to a lack of sensibility when gender agreement has to be
implemented. This could account for the use of “default lo”: the agreement mismatch
between masculine pronoun “lo” and a feminine referent as in the examples in (14) in
section 3.

Language dominance has been defined in terms of relative speed of
development (Wapole 2000) or relative proficiency (Grosjean 1982, among others).
While there is not a unified definition of language dominance, an inventory of
linguistic diagnostics along with other types of diagnostics, has been proposed to
identify the dominant language (Ferndndez Fuertes & Liceras 2018).

Language dominance is directly related to whether the outcome of bilingualism
consists of a balanced or an unbalanced bilingual. However, this outcome cannot be
taken as categorical but rather as a continuum when it comes to comparing individuals.

Dominance needs not coincide with balance and, using Baker’s words, “it is
possible to be approximately equally proficient in two languages, yet one may be
dominant” and so, for instance, “speed of processing may provide evidence about
balance but not about dominance in actual language use” (2011: 35). In fact, language
dominance can change overtime and it may be easier to identify at the lexical and
phonological levels than at the morphosyntactic level.

5. The Study

In this section and in the three subsequent sections we present the research questions,
the specific characteristics of the participants. The subsequent sections present the data
collection procedure, the description of the questionnaires and the experimental tasks
and, finally, the results of the experimental tasks.

5.1 Research questions

The research questions that we would like to answer in this study are:
RQ#1. Is there a preference for the use of “default 10 depending on the position
of the unstressed pronoun?
In forward pronominalization?
In backward pronominalization?
In preverbal position?



Grammatical gender in Zapotec/Spanish Isogloss 2025, 11(4)/6 13

In postverbal position?

RQ#2. Is “la” used to pronominalize masculine nouns?

RQ#3. Are there differences depending on whether nouns have opaque (non-
transparent) [-TRP] or transparent [+TRP] gender (see examples on section 5.1 and
5.2)

RQ#4. Are there differences between bilingual Spanish-Zapotec speakers and
monolingual Spanish speakers when it comes to the above questions?

RQ#5. Could the use of “default lo” be explained because of influence from
Zapotec in the case of bilinguals or by the historical contact between the two languages
in the case of both bilinguals and monolinguals?

5.2 Participants

Participants for our study were recruited at the San Cristobal Lachirioag Community
Center. This town is in the Sierra Norte of the State of Oaxaca and has a total
population of 1,342 people (SICULTURA 2020). We tested 50 people, but, for the
data analysis, we had to eliminate 10, as indicated below (section 4.2).

50 adult (over 18 years old) inhabitants of San Cristobal Lachirioag, located in
the Sierra Norte of Oaxaca, Mexico (see Figure 1), were recruited.

Spanish is the language in which all speakers in the area are literate.

In this region, daily life happens in Spanish in the case of young people and the
school system works entirely in Spanish and so do their relationships, including the
use of cell phones, the Internet, etc. As for adults, from approximately 40 years of age
onwards, oral communication takes place in Zapotec.

Figure 1. Map of San Cristobal Lachirioag, Oaxaca, Mexico.
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25 of the participants were monolingual Spanish speakers and 25 were
bilingual speakers of Spanish and Zapotec. For the data analysis, five participants from
each group were discarded because they did not complete the experimental tasks, that
is, we have analyzed the data from 20 monolingual and 20 bilingual speakers. The
specific characteristics of the participants are summarized in Table 3.

Table 3. Participants’ biodata.

Group Age (in years) Gender Level education Language
M (min. — max.)

B 36 (18 — 64) Male: 30% Elementary: 10% Spa: 50%

(n=20) Female: 70% | Middle School: 10% Zap: 50%

High School: 50%
University: 30%
M 23 (18 -42) Male: 30% Elementary: 0% Spa: 100%
(n=20) Female: 70% | Middle School: 5%
High School: 50%
University: 45%
Bilingual (B); Monolingual (M); Zapotec (Zap); Spanish (Spa).

According to the Bilingual and Multilingual Competence Self-Assessment
Questionnaire (Appendix II), the speakers for whom Zapotec was the dominant
language were balanced bilinguals, as their level of Spanish was near-native. In the
case of the bilinguals whose dominant language was Spanish, the level of Zapotec was
also near-native.

For six adult participants the dominant language is Zapotec, that is, it is their
parents’ native language, the language they spoke as children and the language in
which they feel most comfortable.

During the interview that took place before the tests were administered, some
of the bilingual speakers said that they did not have a good command of Zapotec.
Additionally, there are monolingual speakers whose parents are bilingual, but only
Spanish is spoken at home, and they have not had the opportunity to learn Zapotec.

6. Procedure and Testing Materials

All participants completed an Information and Consent form, as well as the two
questionnaires and the three experimental tasks.

The questionnaires and the experimental tasks were completed and
administered orally, as few speakers master the Zapotec written system, even though
a written system seems to be available (Molina Cruz 1997). The researcher used a
Samsung Galaxy Tab S7 [https://www.gsmarena.com/samsung_galaxy tab s7-
10337.php] to administer the questionnaires and the experimental tasks. The items
were displayed on the tablet screen and then the researcher entered the answers
provided by the participants in an Excel document. The tasks were administered
individually in the participants' homes, at the Community Center, in the library or in a
park. The place was chosen by the participants.

All participants completed the Language Experience Background
Questionnaire (see Appendix I). Additionally, bilingual participants completed the
Bilingual and Multilingual Proficiency Self-Assessment Questionnaire (see Appendix
IT) which provided us with information about their proficiency in Zapotec and Spanish.
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Finally, all participants completed three experimental tasks: (1) Classification of
Nouns according to Grammatical Gender (GG), which addresses directly the issue of
gender assignment; (2) Fill in the Blank task (FB), where participants were asked to
provide the unstressed pronoun that sounded best to them and which required the
establishment of gender agreement; (3) Yes-No Acceptability Judgement Task (AGJ)
where participants were asked to decide whether each item was either acceptable or
not acceptable, namely whether the required agreement occurred (see Sprouse &
Almeida 2017; Bross 2019, for the advantages of using acceptability judgments in
experimental research).

The Information and Consent form and the two questionnaires intended to
determine previous linguistic experience and self-assessment fluency were completed
during the first meeting with the researcher and lasted approximately one hour. The
three experimental tasks were administered on subsequent days based on participant
availability and were completed in approximately two hours. During the
administration of the experimental tasks, there were two ten-minute breaks as needed
or requested by the participants.

6.1. Questionnaires

Participants orally completed the following questionnaires:

1. Information and Consent Form. This form is required to comply with the
requirements of the Ethics Committee of the University of Ottawa (Ethics #S-
03-22-7518).

2. Language Experience Background Questionnaire (see Appendix I) from the

Language Acquisition Research Laboratory of the University of Ottawa
(http://www.uottawalarlab.ca). Biographical information was collected from
the participants (age, place of birth, places they have lived), also the languages
to which they have been exposed from birth, at school, at work and the
languages in which they communicate with the family, friends or
professionally.

3. Bilingual participants also completed a Fluency Assessment Questionnaire for
Bilinguals and Polyglots (see Appendix II), also from the Language
Acquisition Research Laboratory at the University of Ottawa. In this
questionnaire, participants self-assessed their competence in the languages
they speak. They indicated which language they felt most comfortable with,
gave a percentage of the time they spent using each language with different
people, and evaluated on a scale from 1 to 9 the level of difficulty they found
in carrying out a series of oral and written comprehension and production tasks
based on the language they speak.

Based on these questionnaires, two groups of participants were set up, a
monolingual group and a bilingual group (section 5.2 Participants).
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6.2. Experimental tasks
The three oral experimental tasks completed by the participants were as follows:

6.2.1. Experimental Task 1. Classification of nouns according to Grammatical Gender
(GG)

In this first task, which is a gender assignment task, participants had to assign gender
to Nouns with Transparent Gender Morphology [+TPR] such as /a caj4 (the box) o el
teléfonO (the telephone) and Nouns with Opaque Gender Morphology [-TPR] such as
la nariZ (the nose) o el dientE (the tooth).

To complete this task, participants were told to name the images of each slide
using “el” or “la” in front of the name depending on how they would name it when
speaking or writing. Before they started to complete the task, there was a practice
session with nouns with [+TRP] and [-TRP] morphological gender which were
organized randomly. There were 18 nouns with feminine inherent gender (9 of them
were [+TRP] and 9 were [-TRP]). There were 18 nouns with masculine default gender
(9 were [+TRP] and 9 were [-TRP]).

The participants were shown a picture and they had to provide the noun that
defined the picture including the article, which was meant to be pronounced before the
noun, that is, la bicicleta (the bicycle) as in (15):

as % [respuesta esperada: la.F bicicletal.

expected answer  the.F bycicle

The objective of this task was to determine whether the participants were aware
of the gender of the nouns that were going to be presented to them in the subsequent
tasks. In this way, it would be possible to know if the words were classified according
to the inherent gender in ‘standard’ Spanish (and in ‘local’ Spanish because all the
nouns that were included had the same grammatical gender in the two varieties).'”

Before administering the task to the two experimental groups, the monolingual
and the bilingual speakers, we conducted a pilot study with six bilingual speakers from
the area to ensure that each of the task items was given the expected response (the
pictures were identified and labeled as expected). This led us to discard some nouns
that had initially been included and replace them with others that met that requirement.

6.2.2. Experimental Task 2. Fill in the Blank (FB)

The specific objective of the second task was to determine whether the clitic pronoun
with which the participants had to fill in the blanks agreed with the object represented
by the image provided. None of the experimental items included the determiners nor
the nouns used, they only included the pictures used in the previous task as in example
(25) and (26). This second task consisted of a total of 63 sentences, six of which were
practice items, 21 were distractors, and 36 experimental items distributed among the
three categories included in this task: 12 sentences for each of the three categories.

10 By Standard Spanish we refer to the variety of Spanish that, both orally and in writing,
follows the cultured norm of all Spanish-speaking countries. Local Spanish refers to the
Spanish that belongs to a locality with its own linguistic variety.
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There were 6 sentences with feminine nouns and 6 sentences with masculine nouns,
of which 3 were [+TRP] and 3 [-TRP] for each category. 12 sentences displayed
forward pronominalization and preverbal as in (16), 12 sentences displayed backward
pronominalization and preverbal clitic position as in example (17),!' and 12 sentences
forward pronominalization and postverbal clitic position as in (18).

(16) Daniel corto [esa flor(picure)] Yy metid en el jarron.
[respuesta esperada: 1a.F]
Daniel cut [that flower] and put __ in the jar. [expected answer: it.F]

(17) Yo _ veia de lejos, [la lunapicture)] estaba muy brillante.
[respuesta esperada: la.F]
Isaw  far away, [the moon] was very bright. [expected answer: it.F]

(18)  Alex camind hacia [la puertapicture)] € intentd abrir .
[respuesta esperada: 1a.F]
Alex walked toward the door and tried to open . [expected answer: it.F]

Images were presented as shown in (19) for preverbal (19a) and postverbal
(19b) forward pronominalization and as shown in (20) for backward
pronominalization:

({W \
(19) a. Cuando hacemos , ___horneamos por las noches.
[respuesta esperada: lo.M horneamos]

(
When we make ‘, we bake  throughout the night. [expected

answer: baked it.M]

b. Alex camind hacia & e intento abrir .
[respuesta esperada ...abrirla.F]

Alex walked toward
...open it.F]

and tried to open . [expected answer

H It is a fact that in these cases of backward pronominalization the participants may

interpret the missing pronoun with a generic reading (not related to the forthcoming noun), in
which case it is impossible to know whether they have in mind a masculine or a feminine
referent.
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(20) Ella __ compraria si >fuera de color verde. [expected answer: lo.M

compraria]

She would buy __if > were green. [expected answer: would buy it.M]
6.2.3 Experimental Task 3. Yes-No Acceptability Judgment Task (AJT)

In this task, participants must decide between acceptable and not acceptable. The
acceptable sentences were standard grammatical sentences, and the non-acceptable
sentences were nonstandard sentences. When the participants chose “non-acceptable”,
they also had to provide the acceptable version.

This third task consisted of a total of 64 sentences, 4 of which were practice
items, 24 were distractors, and 36 were experimental items distributed among the three
categories included in this task: 12 sentences for each of the three categories. There
were 6 sentences with feminine nouns and 6 sentences with masculine nouns, of which
3 were grammatical and 3 were ungrammatical for each category. 12 sentences were
presented with statements with forward pronominalization and preverbal clitic
position as in (21), 12 sentences displayed backward pronominalization and preverbal
clitic position as in (22), and 12 sentences forward pronominalization and postverbal
clitic position as in (23).

(21) Carmen recogi6 =& y loM dej6 en su cuarto. [Respuesta esperada: No
aceptable, deberia ser... Carmen recogi6é /a mochila.F y la.F de dejo en su
cuarto].

Carmen picked = J and left it.M in her bedroom. [Expected answer: Not
acceptable, it should be... Carmen picked the backpack.F and left it.F in her
bedroom)].

(22) Clara la.F puede encontrar en el mercado si quiere wcomprar de
madera. [Respuesta esperada: Aceptable].

Clara could find it.F in the market if she would like to buy a wooden @—
. [Expected answer: Acceptable].

(23) Tengo en casa, voy a colgarlo M en la terraza. [Respuesta esperada:
No aceptable, deberia ser... Tengo una hamaca en casa, voy a colgarla.F en la
terrazal.
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I have a at home, I am going to hang it on the terrace. [Expected
answer: Not acceptable, it should be... I have a hammock.F at home, I am going
to hang it.F on the terrace].

7. Treatment and Data Analysis

The participants’ responses to experimental task 1 are displayed in different
contingency tables in order to describe the distribution of responses in raw and relative
frequencies (percentages). This analysis confirms a robust participants’ recognition of
gender for the group of nouns selected as experimental items. In addition, the internal
consistency of the responses gathered from experimental tasks 2 and 3 was checked in
order to ensure that items elicit the expected responses. Three items from these two
tasks were removed as their deletion led to a significant increase in internal
consistency. Following this approach, item 25 was deleted from task 2. The word
‘sombrilla’ yielded 28 out of 40 unexpected responses, after removing it from the
sample, internal consistency Cronbach’s Alpha index increased from 0.88 to 0.91. Item
4 ‘television’ and item 13 ‘semilla’ were deleted as well from experimental task 3. The
proportion of unexpected responses produced was 11/40 and 14/40 respectively.
Cronbach’s Alpha index increased from 0.89 to 0.95 after removing these two items.

For the analysis of the participants’ responses from task 2 and 3, data was
recoded into a dichotomous response variable (0 = unexpected response; 1 = expected
response). Missing data was removed from both datasets. For the responses of task 2,
omitted responses represents 8.2% of the data; for the responses of task 3, it represents
1.1% of the observations.

Data from task 2 were analyzed separately for feminine nouns and masculine
nouns. For each dataset a generalized (logistic) mixed model was fitted. Random
intercepts by participant and by item were added (ICCfeminine = 0.59; ICCmasculine =
0.43). Group (monolingual vs. bilingual), Transparency (transparent Vs.
nontransparent), and type of pronominalization (backward, forward or postverbal)
were added as fixed factors using sum coding contrasts. The contribution of the
random factors structure was examined comparing the AIC index between two null
models (nonhierarchical vs. hierarchical). In both cases the hierarchical model yielded
better goodness-of-fit indexes (AAICfemenine = 219 [X? = 223.15, df = 1, p < .01];
AAICmasculine = 83 [X2 = 8693, df: l,p < 01])

Data from task 3 were analyzed separately for grammatical (standard Spanish)
and ungrammatical (non-standard) items (Spinner and Gass, 2019). For each dataset a
generalized (logistic) mixed model was fitted. Random intercepts by participant and
by item were added (ICCgrammaticat = 0.21; ICCungrammatical = 0.58). Group (monolingual
vs. bilingual), and type of pronominalization (backward, forward or postverbal) were
added as fixed factors using treatment coding contrasts. The contribution of the
random factors structure was examined comparing the AIC index between two null
models (nonhierarchical vs. hierarchical). In both cases the hierarchical model yielded
better goodness-of-fit indexes (AAICgrammatical = 14 [X° = 18.36, df = 1, p < .01];
AAICmascutine = 1.1 [X? =5.09, df =1, p = .02]).
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8. Results
8.1. Experimental task 1

As shown in Table 4, the data analysis for experimental task 1, Classification of Nouns
according to Grammatical Gender (GG), the differences between the monolingual and
bilingual groups are minimal. By “other” we refer to answers with a noun that was not
expected. For example, when they saw an image of a blouse instead of saying /a blusa
they said el vestido (‘the dress’).

Table 4. Classification of Nouns according to the Grammatical Gender (GG) task.

[+TRP] LA [-TRP] LA [+TRP] EL [-TRP] EL
Answer
}fls;ffg / “la™ “el” | other | “la” “el” | other | “el” “la” | other | “el” “la” other
“el!!
M 99.4% | 0% 0.6% | 96.7% | 0% 3.3% | 98.8% | 0% 1.2% | 98.3% | 0% 1.7%
B 100% | 0% | 0% | 955% | 1.7% | 2.8% | 98.8% | 0% 1.2% | 98.8% | 0% 1.2%

Monolingual (M); Bilingual (B).

In fact, results are at ceiling in both cases, that is, all participants assign the
inherent gender to the nouns as in the case of standard Spanish. These results allow us
to ensure that the use of “default lo” will not be due to gender assignment based on a
non-standard classification of Spanish nouns by the monolingual or the bilingual
speakers but to the processing strategy which underlies the pronominalization of a
referential noun (Barber, Sallillas & Carreiras 2004).

8.2. Experimental task 2
The results from experimental task 2 (Fill in the Blank) are depicted in tables 5 to 7.

Table 5. Gender Agreement Task: Forward Pronominalization.

[+TRP] LA |-TRP] LA [+TRP] LO [-TRP] LO
“la” | “lo” with | other | “la”  “lo” with other “lo”  [a” | other | “lo” “la” other
fem. fem. with with
(“default (“default masc. masc.
10”) 10”)
M | 683% | 28.3% 3.4% | 36.7% 45% 18.33% | 88.3% 11.7%| 0% 88.3% 11.7% | 0%
B | 583% | 40% 1.7% | 36.7% 45% 18.33% | 85% 15% | 0% 78.3% 16.7% | 5%

Monolingual (M); Bilingual (B).

By “other” we refer to cases in which the unstressed pronoun is omitted or a
word other than the unstressed pronouns is used, like for example “se”, “
“su”, “mal” (reflexive pronoun, more, no, his/her, wrong).

In the case of forward pronominalization, the data show that there is a
substantial use of “lo” with feminine referents and even more so with [-TRP] gender
nouns. Bilinguals use more “default lo” with transparent nouns and “la” with [-TRP]
masculine nouns. This seems to indicate that the bilinguals comply somehow less with

the standard variety.

L b 13 2

mas”, “no
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In the case of backward pronominalization (table 6), it seems that the trend is
the same as in the case of forward pronominalization both for monolinguals and in
terms of the differences with the bilinguals. For both the monolingual and the bilingual
groups, the use of “default 10” is higher than in the case of forward pronominalization
(table 6).

Table 6. Gender Agreement Task: Backward Pronominalization.

[+TRP] LA [-TRP| LA [+TRP] LO [-TRP] LO

“la” | “lo™ with | other | “la” “lo™ with | other “lo” “la” other “lo” “la” other
fem. fem. with with
(“default (“default masc. masc.

10”) 10”)
M | 55% | 38.3% 6.7% | 40% 56.6% 3.33% | 85% 1.7% | 13.3% | 91.7% | 1.7% | 6.6%

B | 45% | 50% 5% 28.33% | 63.3% 8.33% | 76.7% | 10% 13.3% | 71.7% | 21.7% | 6.6%

Monolingual (M); Bilingual (B).

As is the case with forward pronominalization, the use of “la” to pronominalize
masculine nouns is also scarce, although here there is a somewhat more marked
difference between monolinguals (1.7%) and bilinguals (21.7%) in the case of [-TRP]
masculine nouns. This is interesting and has not been mentioned in the case of Spanish
in contact with other indigenous languages.

As far as the preverbal and postverbal position of the unstressed pronoun is
concerned, the examples in the tables above all include unstressed pronouns in
preverbal position. Table 7 includes the cases of postverbal pronominalization. When
compared to the previous tables (table 5 and 6), we see similar trends to those of
preverbal pronominalization, although here there are fewer cases of use of “default
lo”, although the difference is small. We do not know why this would be the case, as
there is more linear distance from the referent in postverbal pronominalization.
However, it may be the case that gender agreement is easier to process when the
unstressed pronoun appears in the canonical position, namely the position of object
Noun Phrases, as in Juan ha comprado una bicicleta /| Juan va a comprarla.
Nonetheless, we are talking about percentages. In fact, the statistical analysis shows
that the position with respect to the verb does not play a significant role in the use of
the “default lo” strategy.

Table 7. Gender Agreement Task: Postverbal position.

[+TRP] LA [-TRP] LA [+TRP] LO [-TRP] LO
“la” “lo” with | other | “la” “lo” with | other | *lo” “la” other | “lo” “la” other
fem. fem. with with
(“default (“default masc. masc.

10™) 107)
M | 80% 18.3% 1.7% | 51.7% | 43.3% 5% 98.3% | 1.7% | 0% 93.3% | 6.7% | 0%

B | 66.7% | 31.6% 1.7% | 33.3% | 58.3% 8.4% | 85% 13.3% | 1.7% | 78.3% | 21.7% | 0%
Monolingual (M); Bilingual (B).
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Table 7 also shows that the pronominalization of masculine nouns with “la” in
the case of the postverbal position of the unstressed pronoun presents a pattern similar
to that of the preverbal position in the previous tables, that is, very few cases, and less
by monolinguals than by bilinguals. In fact, it can be said that the use of “la” with
masculine referents by monolinguals is anecdotal since in 98.3% of cases they use “lo”
with transparent nouns [+TRP] and in 93.3% of cases with [-TRP] nouns, in other
words, it is used as in standard Spanish.

In spite of those differences, what the statistical analyses show for feminine
nouns is that there are no group effects (X> = 1.617, df =2, p = .44) nor effects related
to the position of the pronoun (forward vs. backward pronominalization) (X? = 1.264,
df =2, p =.92). Only the transparent versus opaque nature of the nouns has an effect
(OR = 0.54 [95%CI = 0.34; 0.86], p = .010). Namely, “default lo” is less used with
feminine [+TRP] nouns than with [-TRP] nouns. This is clearly shown in figure 1.

Figure 1. Gender Agreement Task: Participants’ responses in relation to the direction of
pronominalization, the grammatical gender of the referent and its transparency.
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This figure shows how the monolingual and the bilingual participants
performed with respect to the type of pronominalization (forward and backward) and
forward postverbal for both masculine and feminine nouns with transparent versus
opaque gender. Namely, “default 10” is less used with feminine transparent nouns,
those ending with -a or -0 as in la mesa (‘the table’) or el libro (‘the book’), than with
opaque nouns (as in la nariz (‘the nose’) or el tomate (‘the tomato’). This is even more
clearly shown in figure 2.
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Figure 2. Gender Agreement Task (experiment 2): Pronominalization of feminine transparent
Versus opaque nouns.
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It should be noted that bilinguals’ responses for transparent nouns are
practically at chance while monolinguals choose the standard pronominalization 75%
of the time.

Statistical analyses on masculine nouns show that there are no effects of
transparency (X° = 3.422, df =2, p = .18), but a significant effect of group was detected
(X? = 3.764, df = 2, p = .04), and significant interaction effect between group and
position (X? = 7.903, df = 2, p = .01. Post-hoc pairwise comparisons on odds ratio
between groups confirms (OR = 5.66, SE = 4.26, p = .02), but no difference was
detected in forward (OR = 1.45, SE = 0.94, p = .57). This is clearly shown in figure 3.

Figure 3. Gender Agreement Task (experiment 2): Participants’ responses in relation to the
direction of pronominalization and the position of the pronoun.
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8.3. Experimental task 3

The results from experimental task 3, the Yes-No Acceptability Judgement Task,
appear on tables 8, 9 and 10.

Table 8. Results of Yes-No Acceptability Judgement Task. Forward Pronominalization.

Feminine Masculine
grammatical items ungrammatical items grammatical items ungrammatical items
(standard use (non-standard use) (standard use) (non-standard)

“10”

with “lo” with

fem. fem. “la” “la”

(“default (“default with with
la lo™) other la lo™) other lo masc. | other lo masc. | other
11.6

M| 80.0% | 11.7% | 8.3% | 55% 33.3% Y 98% 2% 0% 80% 20% 0%
B | 88.3% 8.3% 3.3% | 21.6% 71.6% 6.6% | 95% | 1.6% | 3.3% | 48.3% | 51.6% 0%

Monolingual (M); Bilingual (B).

The bilingual group chooses a higher number of non-standard “default lo” than
the monolingual group to pronominalize feminine nouns (71.6% versus 33.3%). The
bilingual group also chooses a higher number of non-standard “la” with masculine
nouns than the monolingual group.

Table 9. Results of Yes-No Acceptability Judgement Task. Backward Pronominalization.

Feminine Masculine
grammatical items ungrammatical items grammatical items ungrammatical items
(standard use) (non-standard use) (standard use) (non-standard)
“lo” “lo”
with with
fem. fem. “la” “la”
(“default (“default with with
la lo”) others la 10”) others lo masc. | others lo masc. | others
M| 71.6% | 11.6% | 16.6% | 46.6% | 53.3% 0% | 93.3% 0% 6.6% | 53.3% | 45% 1.6%
B | 76.6% 6.6% 16.6% | 16.6% | 81.6% | 1.6% | 83.3% | 1.6% 15% | 30% 70% 0%

Monolingual (M); Bilingual (B).

Table 9 shows that with backward pronominalization, as it is the case with
forward pronominalization, the bilingual group also chooses a higher number of non-

standard “default lo” than the monolingual group, and a higher number of “la” with
masculine nouns.
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Table 10. Results of Yes-No Acceptability Judgement Task. Postverbal position.

Feminine Masculine
grammatical items ungrammatical items grammatical items ungrammatical items
(standard use) (non-standard use) (standard use) (non-standard use)
“lo” “lo”
with with
fem. fem. “la” “la”
(“default (“default with with
la 10>) others la 10”) others lo masc. | others lo masc. | others
M | 96.6% 3.3% 0% | 66.6% | 31.6% 1.6% | 98.3% | 1.6% 0% 80% 20% 0%
B | 98.3% 0% 1.6% | 28.3% | 71.6% 0% 90% 3.3% 6.6% | 31.6% | 68.3% 0%

Monolingual (M); Bilingual (B).

Table 10 shows that with the postverbal position of the clitic, the bilingual
group chooses a higher number of non-standard “default 10” and “la” with masculine
nouns than the monolingual group.

The Statistical analysis shows that there is no significant effect of Group (X? =
0.174, df=1, p = .67) or position (X° = 2.341, df = 2, p = .12) for grammatical items
(figure 4).

Figure 4. Yes-No Acceptability Judgement Task. Backward and forward pronominalization
and postverbal position: grammatical and ungrammatical items.
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In other words, both the monolingual and the bilingual group perform rather
accurately in the case of the grammatical items. With the ungrammatical items,
monolinguals are clearly more accurate than the bilinguals (OR =0.06 [95%CI = 0.02;
0.25], p <.01). Besides, a significant main effect was detected for gender noun (OR =
2.63 [95%CI = 1.27; 5.45], p = .01), and for type of pronominalization, comparing
backward vs. forward (OR = 3.92 [95%CI = 1.57; 9.78], p = .003), and backward
versus postverbal (OR = 3.42 [95%CI = 1.44; 8.13], p = .005).
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Figure 5. Yes-No Acceptability Judgement Task. Backward and forward pronominalization
and postverbal position: ungrammatical items.
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Figure 5 shows that the difference between the bilingual and the monolingual
group is significant in the case of the ungrammatical items for both masculine and
feminine nouns.

9. Discussion

We have already argued that the differences between the results of the first task, on
the one hand, and the second and the third tasks, on the other, speak to the fact that the
two groups of participants have problems with gender agreement but not with gender
assignment. This has led us to propose that the lack of a gender system in Zapotec does
not exert crosslinguistic influence in relation to how Spanish nouns are classified,
given that the results of the gender assignment task show that nouns are classified as
in Standard Spanish. However, based on the rather systematic pronominalization of
feminine nouns with “lo” and the instances of pronominalization of masculine nouns
with “la”, we would like to argue that this is due to crosslinguistic influence from
Zapotec when processing gender agreement occurs. In other words, the gender value
of a given referent does not seem to be retained in the working memory so that “default
lo” 1s the preferred option. The less frequent use pronominalization with “la” of
masculine antecedents may also be a consequence of this lack of memory retention of
the gender value assigned to a given noun. As we have mentioned, the use of default
masculine has been identified in different varieties of Spanish in contact with English
and other languages. This gender assignment versus gender agreement dichotomy
constitutes an important finding that should be further explored using corpus data and
data from more participants.

As for the specific structural contexts where the use of “default lo” stands out,
namely with respect to the first question which deals with the preference for the
“default lo” depending on the position of the unstressed pronoun, the descriptive
analysis shows that there is a greater use in backward pronominalization than in
forward pronominalization. The difference between groups is only statistically
significant in the case of the ungrammatical items and, even if it could be favored by
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the possibility of a generic reading for the missing pronoun, it could be accounted for
by a processing account which makes the identification of a referent more problematic
if it has not already occurred in the discourse.

Regarding the position of the unstressed pronoun with respect to the verb
(preverbal or postverbal), when we compare table 10 with tables 8 and 9, we can
observe that, for both monolinguals and bilinguals, there is a somewhat lower
percentage of “default 10” when the unstressed pronoun occurs in postverbal position.
However, the difference is only significant in the case of the ungrammatical items. We
would like to suggest that this may be due to a processing preference related to the
canonical position of the postverbal clitic, since when it appears in postverbal position
it occupies the same place as the nominal direct object would.

In response to the second question about the difference between bilingual
Spanish-Zapotec speakers and monolingual Spanish speakers, we can conclude that,
as would be expected if there is crosslinguistic influence from Zapotec into Spanish,
the latter make significantly less use of “default lo” in all contexts. However, the
difference is only significant when judging ungrammatical items on the Yes-No
Acceptability Judgment Task. It is important to mention that in the Spanish spoken by
these monolinguals, the unstressed pronoun “lo” when referring to some feminine
nouns is produced, even when going from plural to singular. This may be due to the
contact between the two languages, but not for these speakers, but for their parents, in
other words, it may be a feature of Zapotec-Spanish that was incorporated into Spanish
by previous generations of speakers.

As for the difference between nouns of transparent gender [+TRP] and opaque
gender [-TRP], the third question, the results show that there are more cases of “default
lo” with feminine nouns of opaque gender and that this is the case in the different
positions and for both bilinguals as well as monolinguals. We believe that this further
confirms that processing effects account for the use of “default lo” because, on the one
hand, it is difficult to retrieve the gender assignment of a referent whose gender is
opaque and, on the other, frequency may also lead to the use of “default 0™ since the
number of opaque feminine nouns is scarce. It is also important to mention that
crosslinguistic influence from Zapotec is more obvious in the case of the bilingual
group also in relation to transparent nouns, because, while monolinguals choose the
standard pronominalization 75% of the time bilinguals’ judgments of transparent
nouns are practically at chance.

Regarding the fourth question, the use of “la” to pronominalize masculine
nouns, an issue that has not been paid attention to in the literature, we can conclude
that both monolingual and bilingual speakers produced and accepted “la” with
masculine referents. However, the monolingual group’s acceptance of “la” is clearly
lower than that of the bilingual group, as tables 8, 9 and 10 show, a difference that may
also evidence the subtle role of crosslinguistic influence from Zapotec.

Regarding the fifth question, whether the use of “default lo” could be explained
because of influence from Zapotec or by the historical contact between the two
languages, we would like to suggest that the more frequent use of “default lo” by the
bilingual participants may result from the present contact between Spanish and
Zapotec. Nonetheless, since the monolinguals also use “default 10”, it is possible that
the lack of grammatical gender in Zapotec could have influenced the gender sensitivity
when processing gender agreement from the initial contacts between the two
languages, and this situation would have been passed to successive generations. This
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would account for the fact that, as we have seen in our review of the literature, “default
lo”” does not only occur in the case of contact between Zapotec and Spanish, but also
in the case of contact between Spanish and other indigenous languages which, as it is
the case with Zapotec, do not have grammatical gender. In other words, it could be
evidence of an ‘abstract’ generalized crosslinguistic influence. However, we have
shown that Zapotec does not seem to have influenced Spanish in relation to gender
assignment, as our participants classified all nouns along the same lines as they are
classified in Standard Spanish. Therefore, the use of “default lo” seems to be
implemented when processing gender agreement to complete or to interpret and judge
the sentences included in experimental tasks #2 and #3.

In relation to whether this abstract interlinguistic influence from Zapotec which
can account for the use of “default lo” in gender agreement may be considered an
instance of contact-inducted language change (Palacios 2007, 2017), we would like to
argue that it does not seem to qualify for the so-called direct contact-induced language
change that involves the incorporation of lexical or structural material from a language
into another, nor for the type of indirect contact-induced language change that leads,
for instance, to the re-organization of the meaning of the locative prepositions in
Spanish due from influence from Guarani (Palacios 2017). In fact, we would like to
propose that the gender agreement versus gender assignment divide that our
experimental research has brought to light, could be characterized as a ‘latent’ contact-
induced language change which, albeit differently from the type of convergence
attributed to the re-organization of the meaning of the locative prepositions in Guarani
Spanish, also leads to convergence in that Zapotec Spanish reduces the two values of
Spanish gender using “default lo”.

10. Conclusions and Suggestions for Further Research

We have shown that, in the gender assignment task, no difference was detected
between monolinguals and bilinguals. The percentage of expected responses with
respect to standard Spanish was almost at ceiling. Regarding the directionality of
pronominalization, a greater tendency to use “default lo” is observed in the case of
backward pronominalization, although the parameters are similar: bilinguals use
“default lo” more than monolinguals. As for the position of the unstressed pronoun
with respect to the verb (preverbal or postverbal) the data show that it may not play a
relevant role. In fact, the relevant differences are linked to the directionality of the
pronominalization: both monolinguals and bilinguals use more “default lo” with
backward pronominalization.

The contribution of this research has three dimensions. In relation to syntax, it
contributes to the description of Spanish in contact with indigenous languages and,
specifically, with status of gender in the object pronominal system of the variety of
Spanish spoken in areas of contact with Zapotec. To the best of our knowledge, this is
the first time that the distinction between gender assignment and gender agreement has
been investigated with respect to “default lo” and this specific variety of Spanish. On
a descriptive level, this research addresses an aspect of the use of the unstressed object
pronoun in that variety of Spanish that, unlike other varieties of Spanish in contact
with other indigenous languages (Quechua, Wayuunaiki, Mayan, etc.) that have been
widely researched, has received little attention, in general, and almost none with



Grammatical gender in Zapotec/Spanish Isogloss 2025, 11(4)/6 29

respect to the gender system. Regarding the applied dimension, the data presented on
the use of the grammatical gender of the unstressed (clitic) pronoun in Spanish in
contact with the Zapotec of the Oaxaca area can be useful to bilingual communities of
Spanish and indigenous languages and to the monolingual communities of that area,
since these results can be taken into account when training bilingual educators and for
designing school curricula.

For future research, it would be important to carry out online
processing/comprehension tasks using production and acceptability judgment tasks
and considering reaction time. Our research could be extended to other varieties of
Spanish in contact with indigenous languages. Finally, it would be interesting to
analyze corpus data and to obtain more data from both children and adults to determine
whether there are differences due to: (i) age, (ii) the type of contact between the two
languages; and (iii) the participants’ attitude towards bilingualism.
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