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Abstract

This article provides qualitative and quantitative analyses of variable gender 
agreement in Correntino Spanish, the variety of Spanish spoken by both Spanish-
Guarani bilinguals and Correntino Spanish monolinguals in the province of Corrientes, 
Argentina. Drawing on data collected from fieldwork in the province, it will be shown 
that this variation is conditioned by distance effects and modifier class. Synchronic 
gender agreement variation in Correntino Spanish is attributed to diachronic source 
language agentivity effects (Van Coetsem, 1988) given the lack of gender inflection 
in Guarani. This phenomenon would be unsurprising as a contact effect if found 
synchronically only in bilinguals; however, its occurrence in monolinguals sets it aside 
as a rare instance of variable gender agreement in monolingual Spanish. This loosening 
of gender agreement mirrors the development of gender in Argentine Guarani (Cerno, 
2010), and these phenomena taken together shed light on the malleability of gender 
systems under situations of intense language contact. Together they provide a valuable 
example of mutual contact-induced changes in gender systems.
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1	 Introduction

In the Argentine province of Corrientes, stable bilingualism in Spanish and 
Guarani has characterized the population for centuries. In the modern day, 
much of the rural population of the province is bilingual to one degree or 
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another. Many Correntinos in these rural regions are L1 speakers of Argentine 
Guarani, a variety of Guarani unique to the province of Corrientes (also referred 
to as “Correntinean Guarani”, “Correntino Guarani”, or “guaraní correntino”). 
Spanish-L1 bilinguals are found throughout the province, and Spanish mono-
linguals are common in larger cities and towns. The close contact between the 
two languages in the region has had widespread effects on both grammars in 
the lexical, phonological, and morpho-syntactic domains. Argentine Guarani 
is unique among Guarani varieties in the high degree to which it has been 
influenced by Spanish (Cerno, 2017: 351), and colloquial Correntino Spanish 
(henceforth called just “Correntino Spanish”) can be considered a Spanish con-
tact variety given widespread Guarani influence.

One salient morpho-syntactic feature of Correntino Spanish is its system of 
gender agreement in noun phrases. In this article, I analyze variable morpholog-
ical gender agreement in this variety of Spanish spoken predominantly in rural 
Corrientes. While many authors have reported Spanish nonagreement phenom-
ena among Spanish contact varieties (Sánchez, 1996; Tesoro, 2002; Lipski, 2006; 
Michnowicz, 2012), to my knowledge, no analyses provide comprehensive details 
of the linguistic conditioning of nonagreement or the sociolinguistic profile of 
those in which nonagreement is found. This study seeks to do both.

I investigate the linguistic factors which condition the use of morpholog-
ically masculine gender inflection in feminine noun phrases in Correntino 
Spanish; I show that this variation is more systematic in some contexts than 
in others. Distance effects between noun and modifier are important to the 
patterns of gender morphology in this variety of Spanish, as is the class of the 
modifier (i.e., whether it is a determiner or adjective); intervening material 
between noun and modifier decreases the likelihood of agreement, and within 
adjacent modifiers, determiners are more likely to agree with their noun than 
are adjectives. I demonstrate that this phenomenon takes place to one degree 
or another across all speakers of Correntino Spanish; it is found in speakers of 
all ages, both sexes, and crucially, among both monolinguals and bilinguals. 
This is in contrast to most of the existing literature on variation in Spanish 
agreement, which reports similar phenomena among Spanish L2 speakers but 
not Spanish-L1 bilinguals or monolinguals. I attribute the synchronic situation 
of gender agreement variation in this Spanish variety to diachronic contact 
effects, namely source language agentivity effects (Van Coetsem, 1988) result-
ing from Guarani L1 speakers acquiring Spanish as an L2. The case of Correntino 
Spanish allows for analysis of synchronic contact phenomena which stem from 
second language acquisition and of diachronic contact phenomena which 
serve as engines of language change. It additionally provides specific linguistic 
conditioning by which gender systems can vary, and ultimately, evolve.
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Finally, I link this phenomenon in Correntino Spanish to the opposite 
phenomenon in Argentine Guarani. While Spanish, a heavily natively gen-
dered language, has lost patterns of gender agreement in Corrientes, Guarani, 
a natively genderless language, has gained gender in its article system in 
Corrientes (Cerno, 2010). These facts together shed light on the malleability of 
gender systems under situations of intense linguistic contact. These two varie-
ties, on opposite poles of a continuum of gender agreement enforcement, have 
both shifted to a middle ground which is unattested in either of their recent 
linguistic ancestors.

2	 Background

2.1	 The Phenomenon
Spanish has a binary system of grammatical gender. Gender in Spanish can 
be semantic in the case of animate referents, in which natural gender aligns 
with morphological gender, and purely grammatical with inanimate referents, 
in which morphological gender is arbitrary (see Corbett, 1991 for a detailed 
discussion). Standard Spanish has obligatory morphological gender mark-
ing in its modifier system, where the gender of the determiner or adjective 
must align with that of the noun, as seen in (1). The canonical morphological 
marker of masculine lexical items is -o, while -a is used for feminine lexical 
items; exceptions to this generalization exist (e.g., the masculine noun día ‘day’ 
and the feminine noun mano ‘hand’), and some lexical items have ambiguous 
morphology (e.g., the feminine noun gente ‘people’ and the masculine noun 
estante ‘shelf ’).

(1) a. esta gata negra
this.f cat.f black.f
‘this black (female) cat’

b. este gato negro
this.m cat.m black.m
‘this black (male) cat’

As a point of comparison, Argentine Guarani is natively genderless, as are 
all Guarani languages. While it has acquired gender agreement in its article 
system (which itself was also borrowed) due to contact with Spanish (as dis-
cussed in Section 4.2), it does not have grammatical gender in any other aspect 
of its modifier system. To reproduce the examples in (1) in Argentine Guarani, 
as is done in (2), the addition of the words kuimba’e ‘male’ and kuña ‘female’ 
are necessary given that the gender of the noun cannot be communicated 
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morphologically (Cerno, 2013: 201–202). The modifiers ko ‘this’ and hu﻿̃ ‘black’ 
are also morphologically invariable regardless of the sex of the referent.

(2) a. ko mbarakaja kuña hu﻿̃
this cat female black
‘this black female cat’

b. ko mbarakaja kuimba’e hu﻿̃
this cat male black
‘this black male cat’

Correntino Spanish shows variation in whether or not gender agreement is 
attested in the modifier system. This variation occurs in both Guarani-Spanish 
bilinguals and Spanish monolinguals of the region. Examples without gender 
agreement are seen in feminine nouns taking modifiers with canonically mas-
culine morphology; agreement patterns between masculine nouns and their 
modifiers are identical to those in standard Spanish (i.e., as in (1b) above). This 
variation is not lexically conditioned; it occurs throughout the lexicon with 
both frequent and infrequent modifiers. Examples are found in (3), with the 
relevant morphology in bold.

(3) a. Escuchan música moderno
listen.3pl music.f modern.m
‘They listen to modern music’.

b. La carne es rico
the.f meat.f be.3sg tasty.m
‘The meat is delicious’

c. Estoy acostumbrado
be.1sg accustomed.m
‘I’m used to [it]’. (said by a female speaker)

Corresponding standard Spanish variants of the phrases in (3) are found 
below in (4), again with the relevant morphology in bold.

(4) a. Escuchan música moderna
listen.3pl music.f modern.f
‘They listen to modern music’.

b. La carne es rica
the.f meat.f be.3sg tasty.f
‘The meat is delicious’.

c. Estoy acostumbrada
be.1sg accustomed.f
‘I’m used to [it]’. (said by a female speaker)
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Consequently, three out of the four possible combinations of gender align-
ment are possible in Correntino Spanish noun+modifier phrases. This is illus-
trated in (5) with the modifier viejo ‘old’. With a feminine noun (as in 5a and 5b) 
either morphologically masculine or feminine modifiers are possible, whereas 
with a masculine noun (as in 5c and 5d) only morphologically masculine mod-
ifiers are possible; (5d) is ungrammatical.

(5) a. escuela vieja
school.f old.f
‘old school’

b. escuela viejo
school.f old.m
‘old school’

c. pueblo viejo
town.m old.m
‘old town’

d. *pueblo vieja
town.m old.f
‘old town’

2.2	 Spanish Gender Agreement
There exists an extensive literature on gender in Spanish. As noted by Eddington 
(2002: 49), most studies fall into one of three categories: (1) the pedagogical 
approach, (2) the descriptive approach, or (3) the generative approach. In the 
second category, a second division might be made between studies which aim 
to account for patterns of gender generally (e.g., Teschner, 1983; Harris, 1991) 
and those which analyze non-standard patterns of Spanish gender morphol-
ogy – usually referred to as errors in gender agreement.1 The latter class forms 
the background relevant to the analysis provided here.

It is assumed that adult L1 Spanish speakers in regions where Spanish is 
the dominant language have highly consistent systems of gender agreement 
(Hawkins and Franceschina, 2004). This has been shown experimentally by 
Alarcón (2011: 340), in which L1 speakers of standard Spanish varieties from 
Argentina, Chile, Colombia, Spain, Honduras, and Mexico had universally con-
sistent gender morphology in a production task. Similar results were found in a 

1	 Note that this is distinct from cases where agreement is variable due to a conflict between 
semantic and syntactic gender assignment. See Corbett 2006: 214–218 for a discussion of how 
patterns of variable gender agreement of this type fit into larger crosslinguistic patterns of 
agreement (i.e., Corbett’s Agreement Hierarchy).
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group of 63 monolingual Spanish speakers from Spain, all of whom had gender 
agreement rates “at ceiling” in a variety of experimental tasks involving gender 
agreement (Sagarra and Herschensohn, 2010). Antón-Méndez (1999) showed 
in a production experiment involving 56 L1 Spanish speakers, the majority of 
whom were monolingual, a gender agreement error rate of 3% (out of 2304 
responses). The task in this study was designed to test gender agreement and 
therefore had stimuli more complex than would be commonly found in nat-
uralistic speech, suggesting that the naturalistic error rate in speakers is likely 
below 3%. Further evidence is provided by various neurolinguistic studies 
which have shown that L1 speakers of standard Spanish varieties are highly 
sensitive to gender agreement errors – even when there is intervening material 
between the noun and modifier (see Bañón et al., 2012 and the references pro-
vided there). Similarly, sensitivity among native speakers to gender agreement 
is such that in reading tasks, errors induce reanalysis (evidenced by increased 
reading time, regressive eye movements, and P600 brain responses), which is 
not the case for L2 speakers (Keating, 2010: 114–115). Acquisition-oriented stud-
ies have shown the accuracy of the acquisition of the Spanish gender system in 
children raised bilingual or trilingual (Eichler et al., 2012; Hager, 2014), in par-
ticular when compared to their acquisition of more morphologically complex 
gender systems, such as that of German. Finally, spontaneous gender agree-
ment errors in Spanish are much less common than number agreement errors 
(Antón-Méndez et al., 2002: 3; Barber and Carreiras, 2005: 138). This trend has 
been attributed to the fact that “gender and number information are not pro-
cessed in the same manner during sentence production” (Igoa et al., 1999: 189).

Many of the previous studies of nonagreement patterns of Spanish gender 
morphology either address the L1 acquisition process in children (Pérez-Pereira, 
1991; Mariscal, 2008), the L2 acquisition process (White et al., 2004; Montrul et 
al., 2008; Isabelli-Garcia, 2010), or agreement phenomena in code-switching 
environments (Otheguy and Lapidus, 2003; Liceras et al., 2008; Cantone and 
Müller, 2008). The underlying theme of this literature is that any deviation 
from canonical Spanish agreement patterns can be accounted for as some sort 
of synchronic irregularity (e.g., the complexities of L1 or L2 acquisition).

A separate literature on irregular agreement analyzes synchronic nona-
greement phenomena in Spanish heritage speakers. Montrul (2013: 174) notes 
that “[u]ndoubtedly, the linguistic area most noticeably affected in heritage 
language grammars is inflectional morphology”. This is evidenced by studies 
which have shown systematic patterns of gender nonagreement in heritage 
speakers, with Montrul et al., (2008) for instance, showing nonagreement rates 
of 11–15% across three different experimental tasks. Nonagreement patterns 
have been demonstrated among heritage speakers of other languages with 
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grammatical gender as well, e.g., Russian (Polinsky, 2008) and Norwegian 
(Lohndal and Westergaard, 2016). Anderson (1999: 392), in a discussion of lin-
guistic outcomes of L1 attrition, notes that because Spanish grammatical gen-
der cannot be reliably recovered morphologically, due to irregularities in the 
paradigm, “grammatical gender is a feature of the noun […]. It is this character-
istic of grammatical gender that makes it susceptible to loss.”

Other studies address variable gender agreement in situations which are 
not minority language environments or environments of language shift – such 
as that of Corrientes. The unifying theme of this literature is that gender agree-
ment variation seems to exclusively happen in situations of language contact.2 
One of the more well-studied examples is that of Afro-Bolivian Spanish, spo-
ken by descendants of slaves in Los Yungas, Department of La Paz, Bolivia. This 
variety of Spanish is also reported to have variable gender agreement, as well 
as other features which distinguish it from standard Bolivian Spanish (Lipski, 
2006, 2008; Sessarego, 2010, 2011; Sessarego and Gutiérrez-Rexach, 2011).  
Afro-Bolivian Spanish has been described as “creole-like” (Lipski, 2008), and 
its socio-historical development has led to various grammatical features which 
are uncommon in Spanish generally.

Relaxed gender agreement is also documented in the Andes in regions where 
Quechua is spoken. Sánchez (1996) reports nonagreement among speakers of 
Quechua who acquired Spanish as adults. Babel (2014: 60) similarly notes that 
in the Andes “[v]ariable number and gender agreement, including variation 
in the interpretation of collective nouns, is often associated with speakers 
who have contact influence.” Escobar (2001: 87) notes that in the writings of 
Quechua-Spanish bilinguals in Peru in the colonial period, “gender agreement 
tends to be masculine between the Art+N and the N+Adj.” The extent to which 
gender nonagreement in the Andes is found in Spanish monolinguals – com-
plicated by the gradient nature of the categories “monolingual” and “bilin-
gual” there – is unclear, as are the details of the linguistic conditioning of the 
reported patterns which have been described.

Michnowicz (2012) discusses the case of a regional variety of Spanish in 
close contact with Yucatec Maya. The reported agreement effects in this vari-
ety have broad scope, as determiners and object pronouns are affected, imply-
ing an across-the-board relaxing of gender agreement unlike what is seen in 
Corrientes. Crucially, gender nonagreement is reported among bilinguals of 
this variety but not among monolinguals.

2	 Counterexamples exist outside of the context of purely morphosyntactic operations such as 
those discussed here. Orozco (1970) for instance discusses the use of nosotros ‘we [masculine]’ 
and uno ‘one [masculine]’ when the referent is a woman.
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Tesoro (2002) presents the results of an analysis of a corpus of Guatemalan 
Spanish composed of written texts and spoken speech; data is provided from 
both Spanish monolinguals and multilinguals. She reports relaxed gender 
agreement among noun-adjective relationships in which morphologically 
feminine modifiers are used in masculine contexts and vice versa. It is not 
immediately clear whether the monolinguals in her corpus produced patterns 
of nonagreement, given that no analysis of monolinguals vs. multilinguals 
is provided, and the precise details of the patterns of nonagreement are not 
given.3

Balam (2014) reports nonagreement in Northern Belizean Spanish, but the 
details and scope of the patterns are not given. This phenomenon is reportedly 
most prevalent among Kriol-dominant trilinguals who speak Kriol, English, 
and Spanish; adolescent and post-adolescent speakers of Belizean Spanish 
exhibit standard Spanish agreement patterns.

Spanish-lexicon creoles, namely Chabacano, Papiamentu, and Palenquero, 
do not have systems of gender agreement (see Grant, 2007: 178; Kouwenberg 
and Murray 1994: 19; and Lipski, 2015: 1146, respectively) and thus are not sub-
ject to the variation reported in non-creole Spanish varieties.4

Looking at Spanish globally, variation in gender agreement in stable 
Spanish-speaking communities, insofar as I am aware, has only been reported 
in situations of contact in which multilingualism is common. The case of 
Correntino Spanish is not unique in this regard, but I am not aware of other 
Spanish varieties, setting aside “creole-like” varieties, in which monolinguals 
exhibit variation in gender agreement in noun-modifier relationships. As 
Escobar (2012: 69) points out in a discussion about grammatical contact fea-
tures in Spanish contact varieties, “it is important to distinguish features found 
only in second-language speakers of Spanish who have the Amerindian lan-
guage as their first language.” This allows us to differentiate synchronic contact 
phenomena related to second language acquisition on the one hand from dia-
chronic contact phenomena which serve as engines of language change on the 
other; the former phenomena can only become the latter if the sociolinguis-
tic conditions are met for such features to become conventionalized within a 

3	 Tesoro (2010) does provide instances, although scarce, of gender nonagreement in the direct 
object system of monolingual speakers of Guatemalan Spanish. Comparisons between this 
and Correntino Spanish are not productive however given widespread leísmo (i.e., the use 
of gender-neutral le as an invariable direct object pronoun where standard Spanish uses 
masculine lo or feminine la) among Correntino speakers.

4	 Non-systematic use of both masculine and feminine Spanish definite articles is however 
reported in Mindanao Chabacano (Grant, 2007: 178).
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speech community and consequently form part of the linguistic input for L1 
acquisition in subsequent generations.

2.3	 Spanish-Guarani Contact
There exists a small literature on the linguistic outcomes of the contact 
between Spanish and Guarani in Corrientes. Abadía de Quant, (1996) provides 
a general overview of the Guarani influence on Correntino Spanish and briefly 
addresses gender, mentioning “incorrecta concordancia” (‘incorrect agree-
ment’) in the Correntino Spanish noun phrase (Abadía de Quant, 1996: 208). 
Cerno (2010) analyzes the adoption of Spanish articles into Argentine Guarani, 
contrasting the synchronic grammars of it and Paraguayan Guarani regarding 
their article systems. Guillán (2010) and Sandoval (2006) both discuss a few pri-
marily morphosyntactic effects of Argentine Guarani on Correntino Spanish, 
in particular the borrowing of specific morphemes (e.g., interrogative markers, 
evidentials, etc.). Fernández (2008) discusses institutional factors with respect 
to this situation of language contact, while Fernández (2015) broadly analyzes 
the effects of this contact on the construction of identity. These studies com-
prise the totality of the literature specifically aimed at the contact situation in 
Corrientes as far as I am aware, and with the exception of Cerno (2010) I am 
unaware of any study which has systematically analyzed any of the contact 
effects in either language.5

Studies of Paraguayan Spanish which address the outcome of Spanish-
Guarani contact are far more common (e.g., Cassano, 1971, 1973; Tessen, 1974; 
Granda, 1979, 1980a, 1980b, 1996; Velázquez-Castillo, 1994; Choi, 1998, 2000, 2001; 
Palacios Alcaine, 2000; Pruñonosa, 2000; Gómez Rendón, 2008; Gynan, 2011; 
Escobar, 2012, Estigarribia, 2017, Trawick and Michnowicz, 2019  ; Gynan and 
Almada, 2020). In that literature I am aware of three references to gender nona-
greement phenomena with regard to the noun phrase (excluding the numerous 
descriptions of Paraguayan leísmo). Firstly, Gómez Rendón (2008: 149) says:

In morphology, all the features of [Colloquial Paraguayan Spanish] – ex-
cept for voseo and leísmo – are induced by contact with Guaraní. They 
can be classified in two types: those which calque Guaraní morphology 
and those which use Guaraní morphology. The first type includes: the 
lack of number and gender agreement in the noun phrase, induced by 
the non-marking of these categories in the indigenous language.

5	 Cuervo and Mazzaro (2013) provide a noteworthy analysis of patterns of negation in Correntino 
Spanish which are linked to Guarani contact. Bilingualism and language dominance are 
excluded from their study however, which is only concerned with Guarani contact as part of 
the diachronic context to their synchronic analysis of other social and linguistic factors.
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Secondly, Granda (1996: 78) makes mention in a footnote of “the very notori-
ous weakening in Paraguayan Spanish of the gender agreement system of the 
standard Spanish noun phrase, a fact which is a result of, as an exclusive driv-
ing factor, the non-existence in Guarani of gender marking” (my translation).6 
Lastly, Herring (2012) provides a more focused analysis of gender in Paraguayan 
Spanish. She ultimately provides evidence for the system of agreement in 
Paraguay being similar to that of non-contact varieties of Spanish via a corpus 
analysis of 1,135 tokens in which only 26 (2.3%) showed nonagreement; she 
concludes that there were no apparent social or linguistic explanations for the 
observed nonagreement. Thus, with regard to the existing literature, the nature 
and patterns of gender (non)agreement in Paraguayan Spanish are unclear.

3	 Analysis

3.1	 Data
The data informing this study were collected during fieldwork in the prov-
ince of Corrientes during the (southern hemisphere) winters of 2017 and 2018. 
These data come from a corpus of formal, recorded sociolinguistic interviews 
with 24 participants. There were 8 female and 16 male participants, and the 
participant age range spanned 35–86. On the basis of self-reporting, there were 
13 L1 Guarani speakers and 11 L1 Spanish speakers. Four of the L1 Spanish speak-
ers considered themselves monolingual (speakers 10, 11, 14, and 18 in Table 1); 
all other participants considered themselves bilingual. The speech analyzed in 
this study comprised approximately 14 hours of recordings.

All recordings were made within either the department of San Miguel or 
General Paz, and the majority took place in the primary field site of Loreto (in 
San Miguel). Figure 17 shows a map of the province, and Loreto can be seen in 
the central northern region of the province, near the Paraná River (not shown 
on the map) which forms part of the natural boundary separating Argentina 
and Paraguay.

6	 Original text: “el muy notorio resquebrajamiento en el español paraguayo del sistema de 
concordancias genéricas existente en el sintagma nominal del español común, hecho en el que ha 
actuado causalmente, como factor propulsor exclusivo, la inexistencia en guaraní de marcas de 
género.”

7	 Both images are taken from Wikimedia Commons and are used under the terms of the gnu 
Free Documentation License; the national map (https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/
File:Provincia_de_Corrientes,_Argentina.png) is unaltered while the provincial map (https://
commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Map_of_Corrientes_Province.svg) is altered for the 
purposes of this article.
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It is important to mention that I observed this phenomenon in many speak-
ers in Corrientes who were not included in this study, including completely 
monolingual children. For the quantitative analysis, however, I only included 
speakers for whom I had recorded sociolinguistic interviews. I took notes in a 
field notebook whenever I encountered the phenomenon, but these speakers 
for whom I only had tokens of nonagreement (i.e., speakers who were not for-
mally interviewed) were excluded from the analysis to avoid skewing the data. 
Qualitative statements here about the phenomenon include these excluded 
data, but the quantitative analysis does not.

Table 1 provides the sex, age, birthplace, and L1 of each speaker included 
in the quantitative analysis. “Birthplace” indicates not just birthplace but also 

table 1	 Participant information (L1s are self-reported).

Speaker Sex Age Birthplace L1

1 M 82 Loreto Spanish
2 F 86 San Miguel Guarani
3 F 67 Loreto Guarani
4 M 81 Ituzaingó Guarani
5 M 35 San Miguel Guarani
6 F 67 Loreto Spanish
7 M 47 Loreto Guarani
8 M 86 Loreto Guarani
9 M 65 Loreto Spanish
10 M 72 Loreto Spanish
11 M 68 Loreto Spanish
12 M 64 rural area near Loreto Guarani
13 F 47 Loreto Spanish
14 M 44 Loreto Spanish
15 M 70 rural area near Loreto Guarani
16 F 83 rural area near Loreto Spanish
17 M 65 Palmar Grande Spanish
18 F 84 rural area near Loreto Spanish
19 M 76 Loreto Spanish
20 M 55 rural area near Loreto Guarani
21 M 65 rural area near Loreto Guarani
22 F 72 Loreto Guarani
23 F 52 San Miguel Guarani
24 M 70 rural area near Loreto Guarani
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that the individual was raised in that location. All birthplace locations are 
within the departments of General Paz and San Miguel as shown in Figure 1 
except that of speaker 4; Ituzaingó is a town within a department of the same 
name (located immediately to the east of the department of San Miguel).

The envelope of variation, i.e., the context in which variation occurs 
(Cameron and Schwenter, 2013: 466), for this study includes all grammatically 
feminine Spanish nouns with an accompanying modifier with overt gender 
morphology, given that the gender agreement variation is only found in fem-
inine np s. “Modifier” here is used as an umbrella term to mean any adjective 
or determiner – crucially excluding articles. I did not find variation in other 
contexts. Article agreement patterns, for both definites and indefinites, are 
identical to those in standard Spanish, as are agreement patterns between 
morphologically masculine forms and their modifiers.8 On these criteria, noun 
phrases such as those in (7) would not be included on the respective bases of 

figure 1	 The province of Corrientes; the superimposed map shows it within Argentina. The 
adjacent departments of General Paz and San Miguel, respectively from west to 
east, are highlighted; the town of Loreto is indicated by the small circle.
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the presence of a definite article, indefinite article, and non-overt gender mor-
phology; noun phrases such as those in (8) would be included.

(7) a. la casa
the.f house.f
‘the house’

b. una casa
one.f house.f
‘a house’

c. casa verde
house.f green
‘green house’

 
(8) a. esta casa

this.f house.f
‘this house’

b. nuestra casa
our.f house.f
‘our house’

c. casa blanca
house.f white.f
‘white house’

Of course, larger noun phrases in which articles and other modifiers are 
present, e.g., la casa blanca ‘the white house’, are counted as a modifier token 
with the article being ignored; the article is ignored given that, as described 
above, article+noun combinations show universal agreement for all speakers.9 
No proper nouns or fixed phrases involving a feminine noun and modifier were 

8	 There were actually two instances of this reverse pattern in the corpus, in which a masculine 
noun took morphologically feminine modifiers:

(6) a. toda esta surgimiento
all.f this.f emergence.f
‘all of this emergence’

b. en lugares destacadas
in place.m.pl prominent.f.pl
‘in prominent places’

(6a) was said by speaker 6 (in Table 1) and (6b) by speaker 13. I did not notice any other instances 
of this reverse phenomenon in my time in the province (and I never noticed instances of 
article+noun nonagreement), whether in formal interviews or during conversation generally. 
Given their extremely low frequency, I treat them as anomalous.
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found in the corpus (e.g., La Casa Rosada ‘the pink house’, i.e., the executive 
mansion and office of the President of Argentina).

736 total tokens within the envelope of variation were identified. The overall 
rate of nonagreement in the data is 17% (124/736), leaving an agreement rate 
of 83%. This rate is highly influenced by inter-speaker variability (see Figure 
2 above) and by the fact that the interviews with some speakers were longer 
than those with others. The two longest interviews, for instance, were with two 
individuals with high rates of agreement. When controlling for token count 
by speaker, the mean nonagreement rate between speakers is 22%, leaving 
an agreement rate of 78%, i.e., agreement is consistently more common than 
nonagreement. It is noteworthy that some speakers, for instance 9 and 2, have 
agreement rates approximating 50%, while other speakers have agreement 
rates higher than 90%. Every speaker interviewed had some instances of non-
agreement; except for speaker 12, for whom there is a very low token count. 
Speaker individual agreement rates are shown left to right from highest rate to 
lowest rate in Figure 2.

figure 2	 Morphological gender agreement rates by speaker (mean rate: 83%, 612/736). The 
y-axis represents the number of observations; the x-axis represents individual 
speakers left to right from highest rate to lowest rate of agreement (speaker 
numbers below each column correlate to those in Table 1). Agreement rates for 
each speaker are given at the top of the column in percentages.

9	 That is, both la casa blanca and la casa blanco are possible but not *el casa blanco or *el casa 
blanca.
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3.2	 Variables
The dependent variable in this study is gender agreement, a categorical varia-
ble (agreement vs. nonagreement) which was contrast-coded. I coded for both 
social and linguistic independent variables. The social independent variables 
coded for were:
–	 speaker age (continuous)
–	 speaker sex (categorical)
–	 speaker L1 (categorical)
The linguistic independent variables coded for were all categorical:
–	 animacy (animate vs. inanimate)
–	 priming (whether or not the same pattern – either agreement or nonagree-

ment – took place twice within a five-clause span)
–	 definiteness (definite vs. indefinite)10
–	 adjacency (immediately adjacent vs. non-adjacent)
–	 modifier class (determiner vs. adjective)11
–	 noun-modifier order (N+M vs. M+N)
–	 noun morphology (canonical feminine marking, i.e., ending in -a vs.  

non-canonical marking, i.e., everything else)12
It should be noted that no single statistical model can contain all the 

variables coded for given the relative scarcity of data. Accordingly, various var-
iables were not included in the final model. The decision of what variables to 
keep was made on the bases of: (1) which variables were theoretically most 
expected to impact gender agreement (on the basis of prior literature), and  
(2) which variables impressionistically seemed most important via the use 
of contingency tables, random forests, and conditional inference trees. 

10	 Whether or not a given np was classified as definite or indefinite was based on the typology 
in Abbott 2004.

11	 “Determiner” here is used to mean demonstratives (e.g., este ‘this [masculine, singular]’), 
possessive determiners (e.g., nuestro, ‘our [masculine, singular]’), and quantifiers (e.g., 
muchos ‘many [masculine, plural]’). Other canonical determiners were excluded due to their 
not having variable gender morphology in Spanish, e.g., cada ‘each’ which is gender-neutral 
in spite of its ending in -a, i.e., cada mujer ‘each woman’, cada hombre ‘each man’, *cado 
hombre. Additionally, as mentioned before, articles are excluded due to their not showing 
variation.

12	 The possibility of other morphophonological factors playing a role was also considered, such 
as whether or not a Spanish noun with Guarani phonological shape would be less likely 
to show agreement. Given that in many ways the native phonologies of the two languages 
overlap, that Spanish phonological structures have been imported into Guarani (Pinta and 
Smith, 2017), and that in my experience bilingual speakers are sometimes unaware of the 
source of a given lexical item if it appears in both languages, such factors were left out of 
this analysis.
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Additionally, some pairs of variables could not be included in the same model 
due to issues of collinearity. For instance, I coded for both modifier class and 
noun-modifier order in spite of their likely collinearity, given that determiners 
most often appear before the noun (e.g., este ‘this’ in este ave rojo ‘this red bird’) 
while adjectives most often appear after the noun (e.g., rojo ‘red’ in este ave rojo 
‘this red bird’). In the end, three independent variables were included in the 
final statistical model: animacy, adjacency, and modifier class.

3.3	 Results
Given the categorical dependent variable, I built a logistic mixed-effects regres-
sion model to predict the realization of gender agreement from animacy, adja-
cency, modifier class, and all their interactions. I began by running a maximal 
effects structure model; given that the variables are all within-subjects varia-
bles, this is necessary to avoid violation of the assumption of independence 
(Barr et al., 2013). The maximal effects structure model did not converge. Given 
this, I systematically followed the advice of Barr et al., (2013) to simplify the 
model until a model which converged was produced. I first removed all cor-
relations among the random effects and reran the model. This model did not 
converge, so I then removed random intercepts for speaker. Again the model 
did not converge, so I removed random effects with the lowest variance until 
arriving at a model which converged. That model included a random slope for 
adjacency by speaker but no intercept. I then ‘stepped down’ using log-likeli-
hood comparisons in order to find the simplest model which accounted for 
the patterns in the data. This model included adjacency, modifier class, and 
their interaction, but not animacy, as including animacy did not significantly 
improve the model’s fit. The final model produced the results seen in Table 2.

We can see the significant variables visually represented in Figures 3 and 4. 
Figure 3 shows agreement ratios looking at adjacency of the modifier alone. 
Figure 4 shows the agreement ratios for the significant interaction of adja-
cency and modifier class across the four possible groups: adjacent adjectives, 
non-adjacent adjectives, adjacent determiners, and non-adjacent determiners.

table 2	 Fixed effects results table of the simplest best-fit model predicting the realization 
of morphological gender agreement in Correntino Spanish. (* p<.05, ** p<.01)

Estimate z value Pr (>|z|)

(Intercept) 0.4343 2.554 0.01064 *
adjacent 1.0910 2.297 0.02160 *
determiner 0.4937 1.482 0.13835
adjacent:determiner 1.3987 2.701 0.00692 **
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figure 3	 Rates of morphological gender agreement by adjacency only. The y-axis represents 
the number of observations. Percentages within each class are found at the top of 
each column.

figure 4	 Rates of morphological gender agreement across all combinations of adjacency 
and modifier class. The y-axis represents the number of total observations. 
Percentages within each of the four divisions are found at the top of each column.
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As corroborated by the logistic regression, Figure 3 demonstrates that adja-
cency is important overall. Modifiers are less likely to agree with their nouns if 
there is any intervening linguistic material between them; this is illustrated in 
(9), produced by speaker 11 (see Table 1), where immediately adjacent corren-
tina agrees with historia but non-adjacent lindo does not.

(9) la historia correntina es lindo
the.f history.f Correntino.f be.3sg beautiful.m
‘Correntino history is beautiful’.

Figure 4 demonstrates that the effect of adjacency differs by modifier class. 
Within adjacent modifiers, determiners are more likely to agree with their 
noun than adjectives; this is illustrated by comparing (10a) and (10b), the for-
mer produced by speaker 7 and the latter by speaker 19 (see Table 1), where the 
adjacent determiner esa agrees with música but the adjacent adjective autén-
tico does not. Adjacent determiners show the highest rates of agreement at 
95.6%; they have both the highest token count of the four divisions seen in 
Figure 4 as well as the largest discrepancy in terms of the agreement ratio.

(10) a. esa música
that.f music.f
‘that music’

b. la música auténtico
the.f music.f authentic.m
‘the authentic music’

Given that determiners in Spanish generally precede the noun while adjec-
tives usually follow the noun, it might be the case that the effect of modifier 
class here is not actually of modifier class but rather of sensitivity to word 
order. To test this, I went through the same stepwise process described above 
to build a model that included noun-modifier order in place of modifier class. 
This model yielded significance of adjacency only (i.e., noun-modifier order 
and the interaction between adjacency and noun-modifier order were not sig-
nificant). This suggests that modifier class is more important to determining 
gender agreement than noun-modifier order, and that adjacency is consist-
ently important overall given its significance in both models.

3.3.1	 Speaker L1
While the social variables were left out of the formal statistical model, the 
role of speaker L1 is worth looking at descriptively. Of the 736 tokens, 228 were 
produced by self-reported Guarani L1 speakers, while the remaining 508 came 
from Spanish L1 speakers. Of the Guarani L1 group, the overall rate of agree-
ment was 73.7% (168/228) while for Spanish L1 speakers the agreement rate 
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was 87.4% (444/508). The four Spanish-L1 speakers who considered them-
selves monolingual, speakers 10, 11, 14, and 18, had agreement rates of 94%, 
94%, 67% and 78% respectively. Mean agreement rates by L1, with Spanish L1 
monolinguals separate from Spanish L1 bilinguals, are seen in Figure 5.

These rates were calculated by taking the mean agreement rate of each 
speaker within the three groups, and then taking the mean of those means. 
This helps control for the fact that token counts varied by speaker. This com-
parison is valuable but has some limitations; the number of speakers within 
each group varies (4 Spanish L1 monolinguals, 7 Spanish L1 bilinguals, and 13 
Guarani L1 bilinguals) as do the token counts within each group (125, 383, and 
228 respectively). Therefore, we cannot confirm statistically that the behavior 
of these three groups is different; nonetheless, the data do demonstrate that 
Spanish L1 speakers – including monolinguals – have moderately high non-
agreement rates. Given the rates of agreement of 97–100% in Spanish mono-
linguals found in the previous studies discussed above, Correntino Spanish 
speakers – in particular the monolinguals – have higher-than-expected rates of 
nonagreement when compared to monolinguals of standard Spanish varieties.

4	 Discussion

This analysis provides evidence that (1) the variation in morphological gen-
der agreement in Correntino Spanish cannot be analyzed as just high rates of 
speech errors, and (2) this variation is linguistically conditioned. Regarding the 
first point, the mean nonagreement rate of 22% here contrasts sharply with the 
previous literature on Spanish gender agreement-related speech errors, which 
has found rates of between 0–3% (see Section 2.2). Previous analysis of spon-
taneous production errors in Spanish has shown that, as expected, such errors 
involve both morphologically masculine forms used in feminine contexts and 
morphologically feminine forms used in masculine contexts (Igoa et al., 1999: 
180). The data here show an essentially exclusive trend of morphologically 

figure 5	 Mean rates of gender agreement in Correntino Spanish by speaker L1
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masculine forms being used in feminine contexts, strongly suggesting these are 
not slip-of-the-tongue errors. With respect to the second point, distance effects 
were shown to be important moderators of agreement in Correntino Spanish. 
When modifiers are immediately adjacent to the noun they modify, they are 
significantly more likely to agree morphologically with that noun. Furthermore, 
within adjacent modifiers, determiners are more likely to agree with their noun 
than adjectives. The sensitivity of the Correntino Spanish grammar to locality 
effects is theoretically unsurprising given that distance has been shown to affect 
gender agreement cross-linguistically in general (see Bañón et al., 2012: 50 and 
the references cited there) as well as in L2 contexts. Keating (2010: 113–114) for 
instance, relates distance phenomena to L2 learning processes, saying:

In light of the widely held assumptions that long-distance dependencies 
tax computational resources (e.g., Gibson 1998) and that memory re-
sources vary among individuals (e.g., Daneman and Carpenter 1980), the 
distance that mediates a controller noun and its target adjective and the 
availability of memory resources needed to check agreement between 
them may be key determinants in whether native-like processing of gen-
der is achievable in a L2.

In Correntino Spanish, feminine nouns require morphological agreement 
from accompanying modifiers variably along a continuum, as represented in 
Figure 6.

Articles are a class apart in that gender agreement is consistent among all 
speakers. Adjacent (non-article) determiners form a separate class for which 
agreement is favored but in which variation is still attested. A third class, for 
which variation in the agreement system is freer, is composed of adjectives and 
non-adjacent (non-article) determiners.

There are three possible interpretations of the data presented here and 
what they tell us about the Correntino Spanish grammar:
1.	 The grammatical assignment of gender at the lexical level is variable, i.e., 

speakers do not have rigid assignment of gender in their nominal lexicon.

AGREEMENT FULLY ENFORCED AGREEMENT LESS ENFORCED

articles adjacent non-article determiners
adjectives

non-adjacent non-article determiners 

figure 6	 Continuum of gender agreement enforcement in Correntino Spanish
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2.	 Gender is rigidly assigned at the lexical level, but the grammatical con-
straints requiring gender agreement in general have been lessened to the 
point where agreement is variable in some contexts.

3.	 Gender is rigidly assigned at the lexical level and agreement is 
still enforced, but morphologically masculine forms can serve as a  
gender-neutral alternative.

These data favor the third interpretation as the appropriate analysis. 
Interpretation 1 cannot account for the fact that the article+noun agreement sys-
tem in Correntino Spanish (including both definites and indefinites) is identical to 
that of standard Spanish. All the irregularities in the gender patterns of standard 
Spanish nouns (i.e., nouns with ambiguous gender morphology, feminine nouns 
with -o endings, masculine nouns with -a endings, etc.) are present in the Correntino 
Spanish system.13 I found no instances of gender nonagreement between articles 
and nouns in the data; that agreement of this type is strictly enforced suggests all 
nouns still have clear gender assignment for Correntino Spanish speakers.

This same line of reasoning also eliminates interpretation 2 as a potential 
analysis. Although logically possible, the notion that patterns of agreement 
are being loosened in general cannot account for the obligatory article+noun 
agreement in Correntino Spanish. Additional evidence against this account 
comes from the fact that, as described in Section 3.1, morphologically mascu-
line modifiers can optionally appear with feminine nouns but not the other 
way around (e.g., cabeza rojo ‘red head’ is grammatical but not *pájaro roja 
‘red bird’). If the rules governing agreement in the Correntino Spanish gram-
mar were loosened generally, we would not expect such rule-governed varia-
tion. That is, we would expect instances of morphologically masculine nouns 
being modified by morphologically feminine modifiers as is reported by Tesoro 
(2002) for a variety of Guatemalan Spanish (discussed in Section 2.2).

These pieces of evidence point to the third interpretation, that of morpholog-
ically masculine forms serving as a gender-neutral option. Speakers appear to be 
treating morphologically masculine forms as forms which can agree with nouns 
of either gender, given (1) that gender agreement is still rigidly enforced in certain 
domains of the Correntino Spanish noun phrase, and (2) that we see variation 
involving canonically masculine morphology but not feminine morphology. This 
can be seen as a constrained (i.e., non-global) loosening of the rules of agreement, 
and the distance effects indicate that as the cognitive load of tracking gender 
agreement gets higher (with intervening linguistic material between the noun 

13	 The singular exception is the noun idioma ‘language’ which is irregular and masculine 
in standard Spanish (i.e., el idioma, un idioma, etc.) but feminine for many speakers of 
Correntino Spanish (i.e., la idioma, una idioma).
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and its modifier) speakers can mitigate this with optional use of a gender-neutral 
modifier. Across-the-board non-enforcement of agreement rules should lead to 
less systematic patterns. Such systematicity suggests the evolution of these mod-
ifiers from having masculine morphology and masculine grammatical gender to 
having masculine morphology but optionally ambiguous grammatical gender.14

One subtle but important distinction between the behavior of these option-
ally ambiguous modifiers and previous definitions of “default” gender in 
Spanish is worth consideration. Harris (1991: 44) for instance, notes “I interpret 
unmarked or default gender literally as the absence of any information about 
gender in lexical entries.” Such a definition is not applicable to the phenom-
enon in Correntino Spanish given that strictly enforced article+noun agree-
ment indicates the direct presence of gender information on the noun. The 
Correntino Spanish patterns are therefore not theoretically identical to the 
masculine-as-default phenomenon discussed in standard Spanish, in which 
masculine modifiers are used when the noun is inherently genderless.15

Similarly, ubiquitous article+noun agreement also theoretically distinguishes 
the patterns here from accounts of the underspecification of gender in nouns 
(see, for instance, Opitz and Pechmann, 2016 for such an analysis in German). 
Nouns in Correntino Spanish, as in standard Spanish, are fully specified for gen-
der. If we assume Harris’ (1991: 44) notion that “[c]oncord targets like determin-
ers and adjectives must be genderless in the lexicon (presumably universally); 
they acquire gender only through concord”, then analysis of these modifiers in 
Correntino Spanish as being underspecified for gender is redundant. They have 
merely expanded the range of nouns which they can grammatically appear with.

14	 A reviewer raises the point of the various inflectional classes in Spanish. The canonical  
-o/-a class (e.g., bueno ‘good [masculine]’, buena ‘good [feminine]’) contrasts with the -e class 
(e.g., interesante ‘interesting’); lexical items in the latter class are invariable regardless of the 
gender of the noun phrase. Additionally, there are borrowed morphemes in Spanish which 
are also invariable, e.g., the Greek-origin agentive -ista. The variation in Correntino Spanish 
in some ways resembles these invariable cases, yet is different in the sense that it occurs in 
instances in which Spanish has the morphological means by which to communicate gender; 
the -e class and morphemes like -ista are invariable because gender inflection in these 
contexts is not morphologically possible (*-isto for instance does not exist). The variation in 
Correntino Spanish concerns morphologically masculine modifiers, i.e., instances in which 
-o adjectives, for instance, can function in both masculine and feminine noun phrases. 
There is no morphological class in standard Spanish in which -o forms can act invariably, 
making an explanation of the Correntino Spanish phenomenon on the basis of analogy to a 
standard Spanish inflectional class unlikely.

15	 Consider Harris’ (1991: 43) example: Tienes demasiados “paras” en ese párrafo [You have too 
many “paras” in that paragraph]. Here the metalinguistically mentioned preposition para 
‘for’, which cannot have inherent gender, is modified by the morphologically masculine (and 
plural) modifier demasiados.
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Finally, it is worth considering the unique behavior of articles (as shown in 
Figure 6). The special treatment of articles by the Correntino Spanish gram-
mar may plausibly be due to their privileged status within the noun phrase. 
Article+noun combinations are highly susceptible to chunking phenomena 
because of their frequent adjacent appearance, and this effect is exaggerated in 
Spanish given that adjectives prototypically follow nouns and therefore inter-
vening material between a noun and its article is even less frequent than it is in 
languages such as English. Evidence for this comes from L1 acquisition of the 
Spanish noun phrase. López Ornat (1997) shows how children younger than 
two have already acquired article+noun phrases, in which the “articles” are lin-
guistically relevant vowels (or “proto-articles” for Lleó, [1998]) which are later 
bootstrapped into their fully morphosyntactically meaningful forms. Other 
studies have demonstrated sensitivity to gender-marked articles in L2 speakers 
of Spanish (Lew-Williams and Fernald, 2010; Grüter et al., 2012), providing fur-
ther evidence of learner – be they L1 or L2 – sensitivity to article+noun combi-
nations. The privileged status of articles in the Correntino Spanish grammar is 
likely a manifestation of their privileged status in acquisition generally.16

4.1	 Contact Effects
I here take the stance which Gómez Rendón (2008: 149) takes for Paraguayan 
Spanish, i.e., that these patterns of variable gender agreement are a product 
of Spanish contact with Guarani, a natively genderless language. This account 
is grounded in previous studies of two different types: (1) those showing that 
Spanish gender systems vary in other parts of the Hispanosphere in situa-
tions of intense contact with genderless languages, and (2) those showing that 
monolingual varieties of Spanish outside situations of intense contact have 
been shown to have extremely consistent patterns of gender agreement (see 
Section 2.2).

With regard to contact effects, Van Coetsem (1988) distinguishes two dif-
ferent phenomena, those governed by recipient language agentivity (i.e., bor-
rowing) and those governed by source language agentivity (i.e., imposition).17 
Phonological adaptation of borrowed forms is an example of recipient lan-
guage agentivity, given that an input form comes from the source language and 
is then adapted by the recipient language grammar. Source language agentivity, 
however, is exemplified by cases where an L2 speaker of a given language uses 

16	 Special thanks to an anonymous reviewer for insightful discussion along these lines.
17	 As pointed out by Winford (2007: 26), this latter category is roughly used in the same way as 

the terms “interference via shift”, “transfer”, “indirect diffusion”, and “substratum influence” 
elsewhere in the literature.
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features from their L1 grammar in the L2 system, e.g., as Van Coetsem (1988: 11) 
points out, if a native speaker of French pronounces English pit as [pit] and 
not [phɪt]. In this latter case, linguistic material is not outright borrowed, but 
rather grammatical features of the acquired system undergo modification as a 
result of the native system.

Given that the phenomenon here is found in monolingual speakers of 
Spanish in Corrientes, it cannot be synchronically analyzed as a case of source 
language agentivity (i.e., imposition). The most parsimonious account of this 
phenomenon is that it has diachronic roots in imposition, i.e., it is an instance 
of contact-induced change (Thomason and Kaufman, 1988) which arose 
sometime previous to the current situation of widespread bilingualism in 
Corrientes. It is easy to envision the historical scenario in which large numbers 
of the Guarani-speaking population were learning Spanish as a second lan-
guage. The influence of their native Guarani grammars could have mediated 
their acquisition of the Spanish gender agreement system, as often happens 
when L1 speakers of a genderless language acquire a language with gender 
(Franceschina, 2005: 116–120), e.g., when L1 English speakers acquire Spanish. 
With a sufficiently skewed L2-to-L1 speaker ratio, the conditions might not have 
formed to allow for the complete acquisition of the standard Spanish system 
at the community level. Consequently, the variability in agreement patterns, 
with its source in L2 acquisition of Spanish, became the linguistic input for L1 
learners of this variety, and Spanish monolinguals began to exhibit this varia-
tion, at which point it ceased being a contact feature (except in the diachronic 
sense). The Spanish gender system is particularly vulnerable in L2 acquisition 
given that it is not strictly speaking necessary for comprehension and there-
fore would not have been one of the more pressing features for L2 learners to 
acquire in order to communicate. Under this interpretation, the contact effects 
on the transmission of Spanish gender resemble the development of English; 
the diachronic reduction in English morphology and other grammatical fea-
tures has been argued to stem from the acquisition of English as an L2 by Old 
Norse speakers and, later, Norman French speakers, whose imposition effects 
became an aspect of monolingual, standard English (McWhorter, 2002).

4.2	 Contact-Induced Gender Agreement in Argentine Guarani
In light of the fact that Guarani languages are natively genderless, the article 
system of Argentine Guarani is noteworthy for its productive use of gender 
(Cerno, 2010). Argentine Guarani uses both definite singular articles from 
Spanish, i.e., masculine el and feminine la. On the basis of the generalizations 
provided by Cerno (2010), which are additionally confirmed by Argentine 
Guarani data I have collected, el is the default article, while la is limited in 
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scope.18 As seen in Table 3, la appears in cases in which the noun either (1) has 
feminine semantic gender (e.g., ryguasu ‘hen’, guáina ‘girl’) or (2) is a borrow-
ing from Spanish with feminine grammatical gender in the source form (e.g., 
ekuéla ‘school’, pare ‘wall’).19

This phenomenon extends to the Argentine Guarani indefinite article sys-
tem as well, in which both Spanish masculine un and feminine una are used 

18	 This is further supported by Morínigo (1990: 111) who provides el as the Argentine Guarani 
equivalent to Paraguayan Guarani’s la, although erroneously seeming to imply that el is 
used for both masculine and feminine nouns: “…la adopción del artículo español la (el 
en el dialecto correntino) como señalador del nombre singular masculino o femenino…” 
[…the adoption of the Spanish article la (el in the Correntino dialect) as a marker of both 
masculine and feminine singular nouns…] (my translation).

19	 One unexpected form is el mesã ‘the table’ (Cerno, 2010: 7), which comes from Spanish la 
mesa and therefore might have reasonably been expected to appear in Argentine Guarani as 
la mesã, following the pattern of ekuéla and pare in Table 3.

20	 The status of these variable cases is unresolved. Whether they have truly ambiguous 
grammatical gender, and whether or not there are other forms like them, are questions for 
future research.

table 3	 Argentine Guarani article+noun noun phrases. (Adapted from Cerno, 2010: 6)

Article gender Argentine Guarani 
noun phrase

Spanish equivalent Gloss

feminine la ryguasu ‘la gallina’ ‘the hen’
 la kuña ‘la mujer’ ‘the woman’
 la guáina ‘la muchacha’ ‘the girl’
 la isy ‘la madre’ ‘the mother’
 la itajy﻿́ra ‘la hija’ ‘the daughter’
 la ekuéla ‘la escuela’ ‘the school’
 la pare ‘la pared’ ‘the wall’
masculine el kavaju ‘el caballo’ ‘the horse’
 el karai ‘el señor’ ‘the gentleman’
 el mbaraka ‘la guitarra’ ‘the guitar’
 el yvy ‘la tierra’ ‘the ground’
 el so’o ‘la carne’ ‘the meat’
 el yvoty ‘la flor’ ‘the flower’
 el oke﻿̃ ‘la puerta’ ‘the door’
variable20 la/el avati ‘el maíz’ ‘the corn’
 la/el irete ‘la miel’ ‘the honey’
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(with the same patterning as el and la). It is, however, confined to the singular; 
the plural definite article lo is used as a gender-neutral article in Argentine 
Guarani (Cerno, 2010: 7).

This use of both Spanish el and la is synchronically unattested in Argentine 
Guarani’s closest relative, Paraguayan Guarani,21 in which the Spanish definite 
article la is used as a gender-neutral form and not as a marker of feminine 
grammatical gender (Gynan, 2017: 87).22 Paraguayan Guarani np s such as la 
karai ‘the gentleman’ are ungrammatical in Argentine Guarani. Likewise, we 
see the same pattern with indefinites, in which Paraguayan Guarani uses the 
native form petei﻿̃ as a gender-neutral indefinite article (Cerno, 2010: 8). The 
greater presence of Spanish-origin features in the Argentine Guarani grammat-
ical system is one of several distinguishing features between it and Paraguayan 
Guarani, and nominal gender in the former but not the latter, visible in the 
borrowed article system, is an example of this.

4.3	 Theoretical Implications
The fact that Argentine Guarani developed and has maintained a system of 
grammatical gender in effect mirrors the findings here that the canonical 
Spanish system of obligatory gender agreement is loosened in Correntino 
Spanish. That is, the pre-contact patterns of agreement in both languages – 
obligatory gender agreement in Spanish and no agreement in Guarani – have 
both shifted to become like the opposite language. On a continuum of gen-
der agreement enforcement, both languages have taken steps away from their 
native polar positions of the continuum toward the center in which agree-
ment is neither entirely enforced nor entirely absent. The latter has developed 
patterns of gender agreement where there originally were none, and the for-
mer has relaxed obligatory gender agreement such that canonical patterns of 
agreement are not enforced in all environments. These parallel but ultimately 
distinct contact effects provide interesting insight into how intense language 

21	 Use of both el and la is however attested in Paraguayan Guarani from the mid 19th century 
(Thun, 2006: 389–391), around the time that it and Argentine Guarani were undergoing a 
period of linguistic divergence (Cerno, 2013: 34). This suggests that the use of both el and la 
in Argentine Guarani could be a retention of a pre-Argentine Guarani development and not 
an innovation. That is, the disappearance of el from Paraguayan Guarani took place after it 
and Argentine Guarani had diverged, leaving Argentine Guarani unaffected by this change.

22	 It is worth mentioning that in both Argentine and Paraguayan Guarani, the use of Spanish-
source definite articles differs from definite article use in Spanish. In addition to use as an 
article they have a variety of other functions, e.g., as a relative pronoun, in genitive np s, etc. 
(see Cerno, 2010 for Argentine Guarani; see Thun, 2006 and Herring, 2017 for Paraguayan 
Guarani).
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contact can affect gender systems, which feeds into larger conversations about 
the evolution of gender systems generally.

With regard to gender systems cross-linguistically, Janse et al. (2011: 239) 
note:

[O]n the historical side of things, it must be admitted that a lot of what 
we believe we know about gender systems and how they change is infer-
ential. There is very little direct observation of change, except for some 
reshuffling of distinctions, including especially the loss of distinctions, 
and virtually no observation of how they arise in the first place and get to 
be so pervasive across large swaths of the grammar.

While “direct observation of change” might not be an appropriate characteri-
zation of the data and analysis presented here, we can demonstrate that both 
gender-related changes, that of Correntino Spanish and that of Argentine 
Guarani, have taken place since contact. This contact situation provides an 
example of not only a (partial) loss of distinctions, but also a direct instance 
of the genesis of a gender system. While Argentine Guarani has not developed 
gender morphology, cross-linguistically it is not uncommon for gender sys-
tems to exist in which underlying gender is morphologically irrecoverable and 
only visible through modifier agreement (Herbert, 1985: 172). Language contact 
is one avenue for the genesis of such a system. In saying that we have “virtually 
no observation of how [gender systems] arise in the first place”, Janse et al. 
were likely referring more directly to language-internal gender development; 
however, the role of contact as a vehicle for evolution in gender systems is a 
necessary component of a more thorough understanding of gender generally 
(see also Trudgill, 1999 and Clamons, 1995).

The data here also inform our understanding of gender agreement hierar-
chies cross-linguistically. The fact that the Correntino Spanish system is sensi-
tive to the determiner/adjective distinction is in line with a variety of previous 
studies. As Franceschina (2005: 114) notes, “[S]tudies of child sla (e.g., Boyd, 
1975; Van Naerssen, 1986) and adult sla (e.g., Bartning, 2000; Bruhn de Garavito 
and White, 2000; Chini, 1995; Dewaele and Véronique, 2001; Fernández García, 
1999; Finnemann, 1992) show that det+N agreement is overall more accurate 
than N+adj or adj+N agreement, as in L1 development.” It has been proposed 
that determiners, and articles in particular (as discussed above), are encoded 
during the acquisition process in the lexical representation of nouns and 
therefore act as privileged elements with regard to their role in the acquisition 
of gender systems (Carroll, 1989: 572). The Correntino Spanish data here are 
consistent with this analysis.
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There are also ways in which Correntino Spanish does not pattern accord-
ing to previously discussed gender agreement hierarchies. Franceschina (2005: 
114) also notes for instance that “gender agreement accuracy between the noun 
and the definite article typically emerges and is mastered before agreement 
between the noun and the indefinite article (e.g., Bartning, 2000; Chini, 1995; 
Hawkins, 1998; Müller, 1994, 2000; Sabourin, 2001), as in L1 development”. 
The Correntino Spanish grammar however makes no distinction with regard 
to agreement patterns between definite and indefinite articles. Additionally, 
Sessarego and Gutiérrez-Rexach (2011) provide the gender agreement ranking 
in Figure 7 for Afro-Bolivian Spanish.23

While there are similarities between this ranking and that in Figure 6, there 
are differences as well, such as the fact that Correntino Spanish demonstratives 
and definite articles do not pattern together, the Correntino Spanish grammar 
is not sensitive to the weak/strong quantifier distinction, and adjective position 
with respect to the noun does not impact agreement likelihood. Thus, while 
cross-linguistic generalizations can (and should) be made,24 the minor details 
of gender agreement hierarchies exhibit inter-variety (or inter-language) vari-
ation, something unsurprising given the common occurrence of intra-variety 
variation. This latter kind of variation also leads to questions about the stabil-
ity of such systems. Sessarego and Gutiérrez-Rexach (2011) show evolution in 
the Afro-Bolivian system over three generations, such that speakers who are 
80+, 51–80, and 21–50 have in effect three different (although similar) gram-
mars. While the Correntino Spanish system does not exhibit such demarcated 
generational distinctions, the long-term stability of occupying middle ground 
on a continuum of gender agreement enforcement is still an open question, 
and further movement along this continuum for either Correntino Spanish or 
Argentine Guarani will make for fruitful future research.

DEMONSTRATIVES,
DEFINITE ARTICLES

> WEAK 

QUANTIFIERS
>

PRE-
NOMINAL 

ADJECTIVES

> STRONG 

QUANTIFIERS
>

POST-
NOMINAL 

ADJECTIVES

figure 7	 Gender agreement ranking in Afro-Bolivian Spanish. Adapted from Sessarego and 
Gutiérrez-Rexach (2011:482).

23	 “Weak” quantifiers are those which can occur in existential sentences (e.g., some, many) 
while “strong” quantifiers are those which cannot (e.g., all, most); see Milsark 1974.

24	 See for instance Corbett (2006: 214–218) for a crosslinguistic discussion of gender as it relates 
to Corbett’s Agreement Hierarchy.
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5	 Conclusion

In this study, I have provided an account of the variation in gender agreement 
in the Correntino Spanish np. Feminine nouns in this variety of Spanish can 
optionally take modifiers with canonically masculine morphology, and the 
data here suggest that modifiers with masculine morphology can serve as 
gender-neutral modifiers in this variety. Variation is not random, and immedi-
ately adjacent modifiers are significantly more likely to agree with their nouns 
that non-adjacent modifiers. Additionally, within adjacent modifiers specifi-
cally, determiners are more likely to agree with their noun than adjectives.

This effect is presented here as a diachronic imposition phenomenon, i.e., a 
contact effect from Argentine Guarani, which is a natively genderless language. 
Synchronically however, this phenomenon cannot be exclusively attributed to 
contact effects resulting from the acquisition process given that it is present 
in Spanish monolinguals. The case of Correntino Spanish highlights the rela-
tionship between synchronic contact phenomena related to second language 
acquisition and diachronic linguistic change generally.

This study has brought to light a previously uninvestigated instance of mor-
phosyntactic variation in an under-documented variety of Spanish. The case 
of Correntino Spanish allows insight into how contact effects can become 
part of a monolingual grammar. Other Spanish contact situations which 
have had similar effects on Spanish gender agreement, such as the cases of 
Yucatec Spanish and North Belizean Spanish, have not resulted in effects on 
the Spanish of monolinguals. Setting aside “creole-like” Spanish varieties, the 
case of Correntino Spanish represents a rare case of contact effects causing a 
change in patterns of gender agreement among Spanish monolinguals. This 
case study also illustrates specific linguistic mechanisms by which gender 
systems can vary – namely via distance effects resulting from intervening lin-
guistic material between a noun and its modifier and via sensitivity to lexical 
classes such as adjective and determiner.

Via comparison with the contact-induced development of gender agree-
ment in Argentine Guarani, this study paints a larger picture of the mallea-
bility of gender systems in environments of intense language contact. When 
Spanish and Guarani first came into contact in Corrientes, the system of the 
former was characterized by mandatory gender agreement in the noun phrase, 
while that of the latter had no gender agreement of any kind. Centuries later, 
Argentine Guarani is unique among Guarani varieties as having a gendered 
article system, reflecting the development of underlying gender in nouns, and 
Correntino Spanish is rare among Spanish varieties in having developed gen-
der-neutral modifier morphology. The situation of widespread bilingualism in 

gender agreement in correntino spanish

Journal of Language Contact 14 (2021) 609–645 Downloaded from Brill.com10/31/2022 05:44:02AM
via free access



638

Corrientes has led to a kind of meeting in the middle between the two lan-
guages regarding gender agreement requirements, and it provides a valuable 
example of mutual contact-induced changes in gender systems.
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