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10.1 Spanish Varieties of Latin America 1:
South America

Abstract: This chapter will focus on pronoun variation in American Spanish, one of
the most representative features of person deixis in the varieties spoken in South
America. Deixis is concerned with the way in which language encodes or grammatica-
lizes features of the situational context or speech event. Person deixis takes place in
pronominal systems, possessives, demonstratives and personal inflection of verbs.

The chapter begins by describing the personal pronoun system in Spanish, focus-
ing on their forms and distribution and drawing a distinction between stressed and
unstressed pronouns. In order to provide an account of variation in American Span-
ish, the chapter will focus on systems of pronouns of address, i.e., second person
pronouns used by Spanish speakers. Although the chapter is concerned with deixis in
American Spanish, it is necessary to briefly describe the pronominal subsystem used
in most areas of Spain, and then the subsystems used in the different regions of
Spanish-speaking America. In addition, the article will briefly comment on aspects of
the historical evolution of forms of address, which will help to clarify the origins of
regional variation of these forms.
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0 Introduction

This chapter is part of a manual aimed at describing deixis in Romance Languages. In
particular, I will focus on a number of deictic phenomena that are characteristic of
certain varieties of American Spanish. This work does not intend to cover all aspects
of deixis; rather, it will focus on the most representative features of person deixis in
certain varieties of American Spanish.1

The approach adopted in this chapter is mainly a descriptive one. The purpose of
this work is to contribute to the description of the varieties of Spanish in America
based on the analysis of address pronoun systems, which are far from being homo-

1 It should be noted that, due to space constraints, I will not deal with place deixis here. Demonstra-
tive adverbs present remarkable dialectal variation in that area.



geneous. The paradigms are not organized as sets of discrete elements; rather, their
members frequently overlap and have polysemous values.

As Levinson (1983) points out, deixis is the single most obvious way in which the
relationship between language and context is reflected in the structures of languages
themselves. Deixis is concerned with the way in which language encodes or gramma-
ticalizes features of the situational context or speech event.

Person deixis essentially takes the form of personal pronouns. This chapter will
begin by describing the second person personal pronouns systems in Spanish, their
forms and distribution, distinguishing stressed from unstressed pronouns. The dis-
cussion of variation in American Spanish will be based on pronoun systems of
address; that is, the various second person pronoun systems used in Spanish
America.

Even though this chapter deals with deixis in American Spanish, a brief introduc-
tion is needed on the pronoun system used in most parts of Spain (↗9 European
Spanish), and then the various sub-systems used in the regions of Spanish-speaking
America (Fontanella de Weinberg 1999; Kany 1945; Fernández Ordóñez 1999; Bartens
2003; Carricaburo 1997; Moser 2010; 2011). In order to understand how pronoun
systems are used in actual speech, their relation to verb forms and nominal address
forms must first be understood. Additionally, the chapter will briefly discuss some
aspects of the historical evolution of forms of address to allow an understanding of
the origin of the regional variation of these forms (Lapesa 1970; Rigatuso 1992; Koch
2008; Bertolotti 2004; 2010; 2012).

Finally, this chapter will consider the pragmatic implications of the use of deictics
in the Spanish-speaking regions reviewed.

1 The concept of deixis: person deixis

As stated in the introduction, deixis is the manner in which language grammaticalizes
or encodes certain features of the context of situation and of the speech act. From
another perspective, it is also concerned with those aspects of the interpretation of
utterances connected with the analysis of the context of enunciation.

In linguistics, the term deixis, as described by Lyons (1977), refers (↗14 Seman-
tics) to the function of certain grammatical categories such as demonstratives, perso-
nal pronouns and tense, among the most representative ones, which relate speech to
the time and space coordinates of an utterance. The Greek grammarians used deictic
adjectives with a demonstrative meaning, and it was the term demostrativus that Latin
grammarians chose to translate the term deiktikós they read in the texts written by the
Stoics Dionysius Thrax and Apollonius Dyscolus, which are foundational texts of
traditional Western grammar (Lyons 1977). It should be noted that Ancient Greek
made no clear distinction between demonstrative pronouns, the definite article and
the relative pronoun, neither on the basis of form nor of syntactic function.
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Thus stated, deixis means locating and identifying the people, objects, events,
processes and activities mentioned or referred to with relation to the spatio-temporal
context of enunciation. The canonical situation of enunciation is egocentric; the
speaker assumes the role of “I”, and all references are centered round his or her
viewpoint. The spatio-temporal zero point is determined by the location of the speak-
er, and this controls grammatical tense. Deixis constitutes a referential link between
certain language expressions and what they represent in the domain of discourse.
Deictics identify not only first-order entities (i.e. people, animals, objects), but also
second-order entities (i.e. events, situations and states of affairs occurring in the
world) and third-order entities (intensional objects such as propositions).

Reference is a broader phenomenon encompassing deixis. A distinction should be
drawn between deictic referential expressions (such as I, this building, now) and non-
deictic referential expressions (Peter, in London, in 1990). In deictic ones, the determi-
nation of the referent crucially depends on who produced the utterance, where and
when; in non deictic ones, on the other hand, the referent can be identified regardless
of the deictic coordinates of enunciation. That is, only “egocentrically oriented”
(Eguren 1999) referential expressions are deictic. Additionally, an egocentric orienta-
tion alone is not enough for deixis to exist; there must be a combination of both
features: referentiality and egocentricity. In relation to the meaning of deictic units, it
is not their meaning that is considered to be modified, but the referent that varies with
the situation.

1.1 Types of deixis

Deictic units can be classified into three types according to the kind of information
they provide: person deixis, place or space deixis and time deixis. Person deixis
concerns the role of the speakers in the speech event in which the utterance is
delivered; in languages such as Spanish, this type of deixis is performed by personal
pronouns, possessives, demonstratives and personal inflection of verbs.

The category of person is grammaticalized in varying degrees across langua-
ges.

The Latin word personameant ‘a mask’ and was used to translate the Greek word
for character or dramatic role. This is a result of conceiving the language event as a
drama in which the main character is played by the first person, the antagonistic role
is represented by the second person, and everything else by the third person.

Place or spatial deixis encodes the relative location of the elements of the context of
enunciation; demonstratives, certain adverbs, certain prepositional phrases and some
verbs of motion are place deictics (↗9 European Spanish). Time deixis locates the
speech event in relation to the time of enunciation. In Spanish, this type is realized by
adverbs, noun phrases and prepositional phrases with a temporal meaning, and verb
tense.
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Following authors such as Lyons (1977), Fillmore (1975), Levinson (1983) and
others, the traditional types of deixis described above should be supplemented with
textual deixis and social deixis. The former concerns references in a text to fragments
through neutral demonstrative pronouns such as esto and eso. Finally, social deixis
concerns the encoding of the social roles of the participants in the enunciation act. In
some languages, certain hierarchical distinctions between speaker and hearer are
encoded in the morphological system. In the several varieties of Spanish, there are
certain pronominal forms for the second person that are affected by the grammatical
category of politeness or deference, which indicates the kind of existing relationships
among the participants in the speech event (↗27 Social Interaction; ↗30 Discourse
Deixis).

1.2 Forms of address in Spanish

As mentioned in the introduction, I will mainly focus on person deixis. I will basically
analyze the forms of address in the Spanish of America; that is, the variations in the
pronouns used to address a hearer on the basis of the social relationship between the
speaker and the listener. The group of second person personal pronouns constitutes
one of the main axes of regional variation in Spanish, and for this reason represents
one of the most complex and also most widely studied aspects of the morphosyntax of
Spanish.

1.2.1 The pronoun paradigm

I will begin by providing a broad outline of the pronoun systems with their geographic
distribution as discussed by Fontanella de Weinberg (1999).

(a) Pronoun system I

The system presented below is used in most regions of Spain, except in Andalusia.

Table 1: Pronoun system used in Spain (↗9 European Spanish)

Singular Plural

Closeness
Formality

tú
usted

vosotros/as
ustedes

Subject Object Reflex Object to
preposition

Possessive

tú te te ti/contigo tu/s tuyo/a/os/as
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Subject Object Reflex Object to
preposition

Possessive

usted lo/la/le se usted su/s suyo/a/os/as

vosotros os os vosotros vuestro/a/os/as

ustedes los/las/les se ustedes su/s suyo/a/os/as

This is a balanced system which presents two forms for the singular, an informal form
tú and another formal, usted, with their corresponding plural forms: vosotros and
ustedes. This is the only system in the Spanish-speaking world in which the deference
opposition is expressed both in the singular and in the plural. The forms used for the
object, lo, la, le present differences even within the same region, although leísmo is
prevalent (Fernández Ordóñez 1999).2

(b) Pronoun system II

Table 2: Pronoun system used in certain regions of Spain and Spanish America
(↗9 European Spanish;↗10.2 Spanish Varieties of Latin America 2: Mexico and Central America)

Singular Plural

Closeness tú

Formality usted ustedes

Subject Object Reflex Object to
preposition

Possessive

tú te te ti/contigo tu/s tuyo/a/os/as

usted lo/la/le se usted su/s suyo/a/os/as

ustedes los/las/les se ustedes su/s suyo/a/os/as
(vuestro/a/os/as)

This system coincides with system I in the singular, but in the plural the vosotros/
ustedes, opposition has been neutralized. It is widespread in areas of the Iberian
Peninsula, the Canary Islands and certain regions of America. It spreads across most
of the territories of Mexico and Peru, and is also present in the Antilles. It is also used
in most of Colombia, Venezuela and a small portion of Uruguay. As to the object
pronouns corresponding to usted/ustedes, this system also includes etymological
uses, i.e., the use of pronoun forms inherited from the Latin accusative, lo, la, lo,

2 Prescriptive grammar defines leísmo as the use of the form le in place of lo (or, very rarely, la) as a
direct object pronoun.
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which derive from the Latin demonstrative ILLUMILLUM, ILLAMILLAM, ILLUDILLUD, and the form le, which
derives from the dative ILLIILLI, for the indirect object or other types of dative (Fernández
Ordóñez 1999) (↗22 From Latin and Vulgar Latin to Romance Languages).

As regards the possessive, the use of ustedes as the only second person plural
form triggers the umbrella forms su/s–suyo/a/os/as in examples such as ¿No encuen-
tran sus libros? These cases often lead to homonymy, as the same form is used both
for the third person singular and plural, the second person plural and the second
person singular usted. One way to avoid ambiguity is using the complement de
ustedes: ¿No encuentran los libros de ustedes? The use of vuestro/a/os/as is almost
exclusively found in written language.

(c) Pronoun system III

System III is made up of two subsystems containing the same pronoun forms, but with
different uses.

IIIa

Table 3: Pronoun system used in certain regions of South and Central America

Singular Plural

Closeness vos ~ tú

Formality usted ustedes

IIIb

Table 4: Pronoun system used in Uruguay

Singular Plural

Intimacy vos

Closeness tú ustedes

Formality usted

Below is the inflectional paradigm:

Table 5: Inflectional paradigm used in certain regions of South and Central America and Uruguay

Subject Object Reflex Object to
preposition

Possessive

vos te te vos tu/s tuyo/a/os/as

tú te te ti/contigo tu/s tuyo/a/os/as

Spanish Varieties of Latin America 1: South America 263



Subject Object Reflex Object to
preposition

Possessive

usted lo/la/le se usted su/s suyo/a/os/as

ustedes los/las/les se ustedes su/s suyo/a/os/as
(vuestro/a/os/as)

System IIIa is more widespread in those regions of America in which voseo and tuteo
coexist alternatively without neat functional boundaries. In Chile, the pronoun tú is
used by speakers in the higher end of the socio-cultural spectrum and in more formal
styles, while vos is reserved for strictly intimate situations with a combination of
verbal and pronominal tuteo and voseo, which will be discussed below. This alterna-
tion also occurs in the Ecuadorian sierra, among the Qulla in the south of Bolivia and
in Peru (Carricaburo 2008), and also in western Venezuela, a broad area of Colombia,
the border between Panama and Costa Rica and the Mexican state of Chiapas (Fonta-
nella de Weinberg 1999), (↗10.2 Spanish Varieties of Latin America 2: Mexico and
Central America).

System IIIb, which distinguishes three levels of formality: intimate vos, closeness
tú, and formal usted, is used in Uruguay, in which vos and tú are distinguished on the
basis of sociolect, register or chronolect, even though voseo is catching on among the
young (Di Tullio 2010). Vos and tú are used with monopthongized verb forms of voseo:
vos cantás, temés, partís; tú cantás, temés, partís.

(d) Pronoun system IV

This system is used in Argentina, Costa Rica, Nicaragua, Guatemala and Paraguay
(Kany 1945; Fontanella de Weinberg 1999). In El Salvador and Honduras it is wide-
spread, although it can alternate with the use of tuteo.

Table 6: Pronoun system used in Argentina, Paraguay and certain regions of Central America

Singular Plural

Closeness vos

Formality usted ustedes

The inflectional paradigm is as follows:

Table 7: Inflectional paradigm used in Argentina, Paraguay and certain regions of Central America

Subject Object Reflex Object to
preposition

Possessive

vos te te vos tu/s tuyo/a/os/as

usted lo/la/le se usted su/s suyo/a/os/as
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Subject Object Reflex Object to
preposition

Possessive

ustedes los/las/les se ustedes su/s
suyo/a/os/as
(vuestro/a/os/as)

This system features two forms for the singular, which are opposed on the basis of
formality or deference: vos and usted. Even though the use of voseo is widespread as a
way of informal address in countries like Argentina, where it is the most salient
grammatical feature of the language variety spoken there, it is not a homogeneous
phenomenon, as shown by Di Tullio (2010) in a work on Argentine voseo at the time of
the 200th Anniversary of Argentina’s May Revolution.

The standardization of voseo in the Spanish of Buenos Aires occurred only in
the second half of the 20th century: in the mid-1900s, the pronoun tú was still
used in written language and in very formal situations. Vidal de Battini (1964)
surveyed the change in written language. In Argentina, voseo now enjoys wide-
spread social acceptance, which culminated with its recognition in 1982 by the
Academia Argentina de Letras, which suggested to the Real Academia Española
the inclusion in its Diccionario “[…] of the article vos: Argent. Informal. Second
person singular personal pronoun used as a subject, vocative and object to
preposition. The associated verb paradigm varies across the different areas in
which it is used” (Academia Argentina de Letras 1982, 295). But the Academia
further warns: “as long as it is used within the constraints imposed by good style,
i.e., shunning affectation and vulgarity alike”; that is, avoiding the verb forms
ending in ‑ís.

1.2.2 Verb inflections

Pronoun systems swell with formidable complexity when combined with verb forms.
Such complexity appears in those systems containing the form vos; the pronoun

tú – except for Montevideo, Chile and other isolated areas of Panama, Colombia and
Bolivia – is used with the standardized verb forms. The multiple combinations of tú
and vos-linked verb and pronoun forms give rise to such a huge variability. In
addition, there are a number of types of vos-linked inflections.

Among the examples of combinations of tú and vos-linked forms is that of the
system used in Chile. In the 1800s, voseo was widespread in that country; however,
the pressure of prescriptive grammarians, spearheaded by Bello (1834) combined with
the influence of school campaigns, succeeded in wiping voseo out of educated speech,
and the use of vos was confined to the speech of the lower classes and peasants. Even
in Argentina, where vos is widespread, the combination of the pronoun with the verb
forms varies considerably.
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Next, I will discuss five subsystems of the closeness second person verb forms:
the vos-linked inflection appears in the present indicative, the simple future, the
present subjunctive and in the imperative. The most widely used forms are the
monopthongized ones: vos comprás ‘you buy’, with the alternative forms vos perdés/
vos perdís ‘you lose’ in the second conjugation. The less commonly used ones are the
diphthongized forms vos compráis or comprai(s). In the future tense, the alternative
forms are the vos-linked vos comprarás and the monopthongized vos-linked forms,
which may be of two types: comprarés or comprarís. The imperative also offers tú-
linked forms: compra, pierde, duerme, or vos-linked ones: comprá, perdé, dormí.

The combination of the different forms yields five vos-linked inflection systems,
which together with the tú-linked subsystem have been reported in various regions of
Spanish-speaking America.

(a) System I

Table 8: Verb inflections used in Ecuador and in Santiago del Estero, Argentina

Present indicative compras pierdes duermes

Simple future comprarás perderás dormirás

Imperative compra pierde duerme

This system is typical of tuteante areas, and is used with the pronoun vos in Ecuador
and in the province of Santiago del Estero, Argentina.3

(b) System II

Table 9: Verb inflections used in Argentina, Uruguay, Paraguay, Chile and certain regions of Central
America

Present indicative vos comprás perdés dormís

Simple future comprarás perderás dormirás

Imperative comprá perdé dormí

In this case, the system is a combination of monopthongized present inflections (-ás,
-és, -ís), a tú-linked future and a vos-linked imperative. This mixed paradigm partly

3 Fontanella de Weinberg (1999) points out that this system is used in the central-western region of
Argentina by educated speakers; however, there are conflicting reports on this issue. Di Tullio (2010)
posits that this pronominal voseo and verbal tuteo combination prevailed in north-western Argentina
throughout the 19century.
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derives from the fact that the simple future is scarcely used as a temporal form, and
the forms most frequently used in oral speech are periphrastic. Rona (1961) suggests
that the synthetic future is a form that children are taught in school: the form
comprarás is a learned norm; instead, compraréis, comprarés and comprarís are vos-
linked forms which are transmitted orally and compete with the periphrastic future.

This voseo, also known as canonical or Argentine voseo, covers the entire
Argentine territory. In the Buenos Aires province, the basin of river Paraná and in
the northwestern region, its use is exclusive; in the rest of the country, it coexists
with other forms typical of rural speech or the speech of the lower classes. It is also
used in Uruguay, Paraguay and the east of Bolivia, and also occurs in Central
America: Nicaragua and Costa Rica; in the coast of Ecuador, the Andean region of
Venezuela and Colombia, the northern and eastern areas of Bolivia and in the
Mexican state of Chiapas (↗10.2 Spanish Varieties of Latin America 2: Mexico and
Central America).

(c) System III

Table 10: Verb inflections used in certain regions of Central America and Colombia

Present indicative vos comprás perdés dormís

Simple future comprarés perderés dormirás

Imperative comprá perdé dormí

This system uses monopthongized forms for the present indicative similar to those
used in system II, vos-linked imperative forms and vos-linked future inflectional forms
ending in –és. It is used in Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras and Colombia. In the
Andean region of Venezuela, a combination of systems I and II exists, with tú-linked
future tense inflections such as comprarás and vos-linked ones as in comprarés.

(d) System IV

Table 11: Verb inflections used in certain Andean regions

Present indicative vos compráis perdéis dormís

Simple future compraréis perderéis dormiréis

Imperative comprá perdé dormí

This system features dipthongized vos-linked present and future inflections and a vos-
linked imperative inflection. It persists in Andean regions: in the region of Zulia and
in border provinces, Venezuela; in Oruro, Potosí and Tarija, Bolivia, where it is used
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with the tú-linked imperative and in the rural speech of the central-western area of
Argentina, from Neuquén to Salta, where it is confined to ‑ás.

(e) System V

Table 12: Verb inflections used in western Panama and Arequipa, Peru

Present indicative vos compráis perdéis dormís

Simple future comprarás perderás dormirás

Imperative compra pierde duerme

System V combines diphthongized vos-linked forms for the present with tuteante
simple future and imperative forms. Its use is very restricted, as it can be found in
western Panama and in Arequipa, Peru, where the first conjugation future variant
comprarís is used.

The fact that there are five voseante inflectional systems and the combination of
voseante and tuteante pronoun and verb forms reveal a great deal of complexity and
heterogeneity throughout the entire voseante region. This is due, in the first place, to
the origins of voseo, which arises out of a fusion of paradigms (Fontanella de
Weinberg 1994), and secondly, to the fact that in most areas where vos is used, it has
been restricted to substandard language, and has therefore not undergone normative
pressure. On the other hand, in the Buenos Aires area and in the basin of the river
Paraná, Argentina, it is standard usage and its use is widespread.

1.2.3 The simple preterit tense

The voseante second-person suffix is -stes, which derives from the Latin form -stis.
This form is preserved in many Spanish-speaking countries of America: cantastes,

trajistes, partistes. However, in other countries like Argentina, normative pressure
eliminated the final s, which gave rise to a hypercorrection phenomenon, so the
voseante form without the final s is considered standard: cantaste, trajiste, partiste.

2 Vos, tú and usted in Spanish: history

I will briefly discuss the historical evolution of pronoun systems of address in order to
understand how they work, and the pragmatic values they currently encode. Latin
had only two second-person pronouns: singular tú and plural vos. Later in the 4th
century, vos came to be used as a polite singular form combined with the second-
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person plural suffix, similar to the nos used by the emperor to refer to himself. The
first recorded use of vos to address an emperor as a politeness form can be traced back
to the 4th century. In Spanish, vos was associated with the second-person plural until
the 16th century, when ‑otros is added to nos- and vos- for the first- and second-person
plural.

Around that time, tú was reestablished as the informal pronoun as the use of vos
gradually declined.

In Spanish, courtesy or politeness is grammaticalized via two distinct processes.
The first one involves the pronoun vos being used to refer both to a plural or a

singular hearer, indicating politeness or respect. The second results in the introduc-
tion of another second person singular pronoun usted, which derives from the honori-
fic address noun phrase vuestra merced.4 This grammaticalization process entails a
gradual loss of phonetic weight: vuesa merced > vuesarced > vuasted > vuaçed > vuçed
> vusted > usted, and results in a restructuring of the pronoun system.

According to Kany (1945), in Poema del Cid (1207) vos is used as a respectful
address form between the king and the noblemen, between spouses, and between
noblemen (vos tomades, tomedes, veedes, sodes, seredes, fincaredes, llegastes, fostes);
on the other hand, tú was used to address persons in a lower social position or rank,
for example when El Cid addresses his servant and vassal or his opponents; and to
address God in prayers (tú callas, dizes, eres, dirás, fizist, mintist, among other
examples). But even in this 13th century poem, tú and the plural form of vos are used
to address the same person, though not in the same sentence. In the 15th century, vos
and tú were more often used interchangeably; second-person plural d is lost (vayaes
instead of vayades) and usually the two vowels were merged in the second conjuga-
tion: iredes > irees > irés; debedes > debees > debés. Probably, as Kany contends, forms
like debés gave rise by analogy to forms like sepás (< sepaes < sepades) and partís
(partíes < partides). Additionally, groups ae and oe were diphthongized into ai and oi
(andáis, sois), and these diphthongs favored the emergence of the diphthong ei,
deriving from ee (avees > avéis; debees > debéis). By the mid-1500s, all of these forms
were used interchangeably (Lapesa 1968; ↗10.2 Spanish Varieties of Latin America 2:
Mexico and Central America).

Throughout the 1600s, vos gradually lost its status and came to be used in
symmetrical relationships, between spouses and in asymmetrical relationships when
the listener was at the lower end of the power scale (Brown/Gilman 1960). The
pronoun tú, in turn, was used in relationships having a high degree of proximity or
strong intragroup ties. Where there was a generation gap, tú was used only when the
speaker belonged to the older generation or a higher social class. Vuestra merced >
usted was used to address listeners from the higher social strata or between members

4 Bertolotti (2010), following Koch (2008), considers vuestra merced to be an “abstract nominal
address”, which does not refer to a hearer but to an abstract entity.
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of the nobility. Bertolotti (2012) contends that in the 16th century, voseo was the form
that covered most communicative situations, as the pronoun vos was used in every
situation in which tú or vuestra merced/usted were not used. Hence, Fontanella de
Weinberg (1999) presents vos as being polysemic, owing to the great variety of
situations in which it was used. During the 17th century in Spain, vos was replaced by
tú for informal situations and vuestra merced by usted for polite and formal addresses.
In Don Quixote, the main character addresses Sancho with tú or vos alternatively, but
Sancho addresses Don Quixote as vuesa merced, except when he believes him dead,
then Sancho addresses Don Quixote as tú.

Voseo survived in America, as Cuervo (1893) explains, only because the conquis-
tadors came from the lower social strata and used vos amongst themselves and when
they addressed the natives to impose their superiority. Fontanella de Weinberg argues
that the presence of an unstable pronoun system gave rise to the merger of the vos and
tú paradigms and their subsequent restructuring into a single paradigm. This was
possibly due to the fact that tú had no single semantic value, and that both pronouns
frequently alternated during the 1600s and 1700s.5 The mixed paradigm retained vos
for the subject and object to preposition positions and the forms te/tu, tuyo for the
object and the possessive, thus avoiding the forms os and vuestro, which overlapped
with the paradigm of vosotros. Thus, the difference with the formal vos was estab-
lished. The author concludes that this merger of paradigms must have been firmly
resisted in those places in which the language had attained a high degree of standar-
dization, as normative pressure must have prevented the wearing out and the loss of
categories implied in the paradigm merger. This is why the system did not catch on in
Spain or in the capital cities of both viceroyalties, Mexico and Lima. In almost all of
the rest of Spanish America, the paradigms merged, which implied the emergence of
voseo. The process developed aside from language standardization, and this gave rise
to highly unstable and fluctuating paradigms across a large portion of the voseante
regions. Carricaburo (2013) infers that the fact that in America the use of second-
person plural vos became popular contributed to the disappearance of vosotros, as a
confusion between singular vos and plural vosotroswould have risen.

It is worth noting that Bertolotti (2012) analyzes forms of address in the Rio de la
Plata in the sainete El valiente fanfaron y [El] criollo socarrón based on two para-
meters: one is the power semantic, in the sense of Brown/Gilman (1960), +power/
-power/=power; and the other is the scope of the relationship between participants:
society and family. The author discusses Fontanella de Weinberg’s explanation that
the reason behind the diatopical, diastratical and diaphasical variation of voseo and
tuteo in America is the competition between vos-linked and tú-linked paradigms
during the conquest and colonization of America. Based on an analysis of the sainete

5 The author surveyed a corpus of 650 collected letters sent by immigrants between 1540 and 1616 to
relatives in Spain (Fontanella deWeinberg 1994).
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El valiente…, Bertolotti suggests that there are two norms or traditions, one in which
vos prevails, as it “fits in every situation” other than among the noblemen and
acquaintances or close relatives; this norm occurs earlier, and took deep root among
the first Spanish-speaking people in the new world, whether native speakers or
learners of Spanish as a second language. The other emerged later, and derives from
16th century European Spanish, in which tú absorbed a large part of the semantic and
pragmatic features of vos. According to Bertolotti,6 the vos-linked norm during the
1700s and early 1800s was typical of the speech of the semi-educated native peoples
and criollos in the rural areas; the tú-based norm, on the other hand, prevailed among
urban and educated Europeans. The vos-based norm would have survived in America
and competed with the tú-based norm, which was revived in the 1700s. The author
adopts the scheme proposed by Elizaincín (2011), who, drawing upon Coseriu’s
discursive traditions, contends that the contact between discursive traditions gives rise
to variation, and that could lead to future changes in the linguistic system (↗24 Lan-
guage Change and Language Contact).

Following the scheme proposed by Elizaincín, Bertolotti suggests that the contact
between both traditions in the Rio de la Plata in the late 1700s gave rise to the
variation in the forms of address and ultimately yielded the pronoun paradigm vos/te/
tu/tuyo in combination with monopthongized, oxytone verb suffixes which have
survived up to the present time. Finally, the author argues that the role of indigenous
peoples in the development of American Spanish and their contribution to it as speak-
ers of Spanish have been overlooked. Bertolotti holds that it is surely these peoples,
who in time accounted for a large proportion of the urban population, who have
maintained the address forms they heard most often when Spanish-speaking people
addressed them, and later carried those forms to urban centers such as Buenos Aires
and Montevideo.

3 Pragmatic values of the address forms

In this regard, I will discuss the uses of second-person pronouns, and the pragmatic
values of vos/tú and usted in particular. For that purpose, I will use the concept of
“social distance” as presented by Escandell Vidal (2005, 57):

“‘Social distance’ is the relation existing between the speaker and the listener, as defined by the
individuals’ physical or inherent (i.e., age, sex, etc) features. It is a measure of the relationship
between two interlocutors which has objective and subjective, and individual and social, compo-
nents”.

6 The author acknowledges that this is a crude summary based on the cultural and socio-demographic
behaviors of each of the two groups (Bertolotti 2012).
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Social relations are not simple, and can be measured along two axes: the hierarchy
axis and the familiarity axis. The vertical, or hierarchy, axis measures two parameters:
(a) the inherent or physical, objective and perceivable characteristics such as age and
sex; and (b), the social roles or functions the social group assigns to individuals in a
community. On this axis, relations can be symmetrical or asymmetrical. Familiarity is
measured as two different dimensions to that of hierarchy. One is the degree of
previous knowledge of speaker and listener, and the other concerns the degree of
empathy. This relation is usually symmetrical; what varies is the distance between the
participants of the speech event. Both dimensions can combine and the interlocutors
can be thought of as separate points on a plane: the longer the distance between the
points, the greater the social distance, which in turn translates into greater linguistic
distance (↗27 Social Interaction).

As foreseen by Brown/Gilman (1960), European languages have evolved from a
prevalence of asymmetrical relationships to relationships involving less social dis-
tance. According to data gathered by Fontanella de Weinberg (1999) and Rigatuso
(1992, in Fontanella de Weinberg 1999), in the 16th and 17th centuries, the prevailing
forms of address in American usage were vuesa merced/usted, which was used in
almost every relationship, both symmetrical and asymmetrical. However, when the
hearer was at the lower end of the hierarchy, the pronoun used was vos.

In El amor de la estanciera, an anonymous sainete written in the late 1700s, the
vos-based and tú-based paradigms are mixed, as can be seen in the excerpt below,
where vení, mirá, vos-linked imperatives and tenés, a vos-linked present indicative,
alternate in other verses with tú-linked forms, such as y tú por que no has venido, and
tienes, eres, tu-linked present indicative.

CANCHO7

Vení pues hija Chepinga
Qual novio os parece bien
[…]

PANCHA
Que hace aquí Juancho Perucho
Que esta hablando con tu Padre
Y tu por que no has venido
A ordeñar que ya es tarde

CHEPA
Atraido una Ternera
paa uste gorda, y hermosa
Ya mi un caallo de paso
Bonito como una Roza

7 Source: El amor de la estanciera, Facultad de Filosofía y Letras, Instituto de Literatura Argentina,
Sección de documentos: 1ª serie -Teatro, tomo IV N° 1, Buenos Aires, Imprenta de la Universidad, 1925.
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PANCHA
Cierto Chepa, q’ parece
tebas haciendo ardiloza
Yate inclinas a Perucho
Porque tenes las Quimeras
Mas baliera que casaras
Con Marcos de las Figueyras.

CANCHO
Que es lo que hablais en secreto
Di Pancha eres el pecado
Mirá que me tienes ya
con tus cosas enfadado
Aqu está Juancho Perucho
el que tu yerno ha de ser
que es mi gusto, y el de Chepa
Por fin tiene que comer

On the other hand, vos was also used in symmetrical relationships along the familiar-
ity axis between spouses, while tú covered a more limited range, as it was only used
by parents when addressing their children. In the province of Buenos Aires during the
19th century, the use of usted declined and vos took over. Currently, vos is used in the
family, where social distance along the familiarity axis is minimal.

Given the above discussion, forms of address in Spanish America are far from
being homogeneous. In the more conservative regions, such as rural areas, asymme-
trical relationships prevail, which imply a greater social distance; on the other hand,
in the more progressive regions, closer solidary relationships predominate, involving
a lower degree of social distance. One such example is the contrast pointed out by
Fontanella de Weinberg (1999) between speakers in the city of Bahía Blanca (province
of Buenos Aires) and Catamarca, a city located in northwestern Argentina, typically
much more socially conservative than the province of Buenos Aires.

Between parents and children in Bahía Blanca, the pronoun vos was used in
100% of the cases surveyed, while in Catamarca, vos is used in 61% of the cases, and
usted in 39%. Between grandparents and grandchildren in Bahía Blanca, voswas used
in 70% of the cases and usted accounted for 30% of the cases, while in Catamarca vos
accounted for 45% of the cases and ustedwas used in 55% of the cases.

In Argentina, the use of vos, the most distinguishing feature of its variety, has
increased diatopically and diastratically. It is used almost exclusively in close and
intimate relationships and its use has increased, displacing usted. Some authors,
including the NGRALE (2009), hold that in the Río de la Plata, the form tú is used to
address foreigners when the speaker does not want to show distance, but also does not
consider the hearer to be amember of the community so as to address themwith vos.

Even though tuteo has been disappearing from school instruction, children use it
in their play as a result of the influence of television. Rizzi (2004) contends that tú is
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one of the three variants of the Argentine pronoun system, as it is used in funeral
speeches, in Christian liturgy and in literary texts before 1970. This thesis is supported
by García Negroni/Rodríguez Gelbes (2003), arguing that there is a tú-based form, the
present subjunctive, which alternates with the vos-linked form and indicates a greater
discursive imposition. To further support their position, the authors draw upon
Havertake’s argument (1994) that such phenomena may be due to the fact that the
speaker is considered to occupy a position of [+power] or deliberately wants to alter
the balance of politeness. However, even though some scattered uses of tú reportedly
exist in Argentina, it is not generally believed that there is a ternary system in this
region. Fontanella de Weinberg (1979) pointed out that, as early as in 1979, the use of
the vos-linked form of the present subjunctive was very infrequent and was limited
almost exclusively to the negated imperative.

On a different note, I would like to focus on a particular use of usted, which is
different from the typical uses of this pronoun in Spain and Spanish America. This
use, dubbed ustedeo (Quesada Pacheco 1996), consists in using the pronoun usted in
familiarity relationships having little social distance; that is, symmetrical relation-
ships in which there is a high degree of acquaintance between interlocutors, such as
members of the family or friends. This use occurs in Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica,
Venezuela and Colombia (Fernández Rodríguez 2003; ↗10.2 Spanish Varieties of
Latin America 2: Mexico and Central America).

It is worth noting that, in regard to modern-day Colombian Spanish, Bartens
(2003) rebuts claims by Kany (1945) and Montes Giraldo (1967) that in Bogotá and in
the non-Caribbean regions of Colombia, vos and tú remain current in family ad-
dresses. Based on the findings of a survey carried out in the city of Bogotá on young
university students, the author concludes that there are substantial differences across
genders. Men range from distance ustedeo to tuteo to familiarity or closeness ustedeo.
Bartens supports Uber’s claims (1985) that tuteo would be extending from the higher
classes and among the young. Women use distance ustedeo, but in symmetrical
familiarity relationships mostly use tú. The use of vos is more restricted and is
associated with diatopic variations.

The pronoun usted has similar values in San José de Costa Rica. As suggested by
Moser (2011) in a work in which she contrasts the Costa Rican norm with the Argenti-
nean norm,8 even though on the morphological level both systems present the same
forms, their uses differ considerably across varieties. Thus, in the Spanish of San José
de Costa Rica the pronoun usted is used both in formal and informal situations, that
is, both in symmetrical and asymmetrical relationships. The author considers the use
of usted as polysemous. Moser, unlike Murillo Fernández, defines ustedeo to include

8 The author compares the person deixis system in the cities of San José de Costa Rica and Córdoba,
Argentina.
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only hierarchical situations for example between siblings of different ages or between
mother and daughter (compare mother-daughter relationship and its expression in↗1
Romanian). Additionally, as regards Costa Rican voseo, the author holds the view that
it is undergoing a transition phase, as the middle and upper classes of San José use
vos-linked forms (vos llamás) and tú-linked inflections (vos llamas). The use of tú as a
subject did not attain a high frequency of use in the corpus collected by the author.
The reasons for this can be manifold; one of them could be the analogy with
paroxytone forms (llamás > llamas), which originated in the use of usted in familiarity
relationships in the early 1700s; another reason is the influence of the media in the
20th century; and finally, the relationship with the mostly ternary address systems
from other central American countries such as Guatemala, El Salvador and Panama.

The use of usted in familiarity relationships, especially to address children in
showing both affection and reproach, has been recorded by Kany as both typically
peninsular and American. On the other hand, the use of empathetic usted, especially
by mothers addressing their children, is presented as an Americanism. The author
cites an excerpt of Mansilla’s Entre-nos (p. 104):

“Sobrino, estoy muy contento de usted… Es de advertir que era buen signo que Rozas tratara de
usted; porque cuando de tú trataba, quería decir que no estaba contento de su interlocutor, o que
por alguna circunstancia del momento fingía no estarlo”.

Even though in Argentina, following the great immigration wave of the early 1900s,
voseo was a mark of social prestige – as being a born Argentinean or a several-
generations Argentinean and using vos allowed the speakers to differentiate them-
selves from the immigrants – and attitudes towards voseo were contradictory. One
must consider the normative pressure exerted by the Argentine Consejo Nacional de
Educación, which prohibited the use of vos in the classroom in the early 20th century.

Additionally, as Di Tullio (2010) points out, the anti-voseo taboo in the epistolary
genre survived until midway through the 1900s, and the vacillation between vos and
tú in Argentine literature can be seen up to 1960. Likewise, publishing houses discou-
rage the use of vos by translators, as they consider it an excessively dialectal form.

4 Final remarks

The preceding survey of second-person pronouns in American Spanish has aimed to
show that there is no single homogeneous system. Additionally, I wish to point out
that the study of this topic cannot be approached from a single perspective, as
grammatical description must be supplemented with a diachronic approach, taking
into account the social and pragmatic categories encoded in these forms.

Even though vos is generally considered to be the unmarked term in the system
because it covers a wider range of situations than tú and usted, there are regions, such
as Costa Rica, in which the unmarked term is represented by the pronoun usted, as

Spanish Varieties of Latin America 1: South America 275



this pronoun form is used in relationships of great intimacy and little social distance,
along with hierarchical relationships of several kinds.

Additionally, the pronoun ustedes to address several hearers is widely used
across the Spanish-speaking world. Thus, when vosotros disappeared as a form of
address, the opposition +respect/-respect was neutralized in American Spanish.

The pronoun tú spread out in the large viceroyalties of Mexico and Peru and in
those areas that became independent later, such as the Caribbean islands, where the
use of vos declined. The pheripheral areas, such as continental Central America –
excluding Panama – and Argentina kept vos almost exclusively. On the other hand, in
intermediate regions both forms survived. In those areas where tú and vos are
exclusive, the system is binary; on the other hand, in the regions where tú and vos
coexist, the systems tend to be ternary, with varying attitudes towards each of the
forms depending on the region.

We have seen, from a grammatical perspective, how the personal address pronoun
system constitutes a hybrid system that combines vos-linked and tú-linked forms.

However, pronoun forms do not necessarily correspond strictly with verb inflec-
tions, as evidenced by the combinations vos comes and tú comés or comís, which have
been reported in Montevideo or in Santiago del Estero (Argentina).

Finally, I would like to stress the fact that the categories and the systems surveyed
arenot discrete entities but, asGivón (1986) inCompanyCompany (2003, 22) points out,

“Language categories are not, according to these functionalist frameworks, discrete elements, but
they are unstable, flexible, redefinable and creatively manipulated by the speakers. Categories are
not internally homogeneous […]. Linguistic forms often constitute a categorial continuum both
between categories and inside each individual category, with focal points, where the lexical entries
which best represent the category, i.e. the prototypes, are situated”.9
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