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cJVa primero el verbo? or ;El sujeto va primero?:
Subject-verb order in Latin American Spanish

Lee-Ann Vidal Covas*

Abstract. This paper investigates subject-verb placement for unaccusative and
unergative verbs in Spanish, focusing on syntactic, pragmatic, and sociolinguistic
factors that predict placement. The study aims to answer three questions: (1) Does
the unergative/unaccusative divide influence SV/VS order acceptability?, (2) What
are the dialectal differences in subject placement acceptability in Spanish?, and (3)
Does sentence context affect subject placement preference? The study collected
data from sixty-nine Spanish speakers from the Caribbean, Chile, and Mexico, who
provided 1656 acceptability ratings on sentences with different subject-verb orders.
The findings indicate that both verb type and pragmatic conditions predict word
preferability, with VS order preferred when the verb is unaccusative, and SV order
preferred overall. The study adds to the literature by establishing the connection be-
tween argument structure and information structure and supporting the Unaccusative
Hypothesis.

Keywords. Latin-American Spanish; subject-verb order; intransitive verbs; unac-
cusative verbs; unergative verbs; regional dialects; sociosyntax; Spanish language

1. Introduction. Spanish has been shown to have systematically constrained word order varia-
tion when it comes to subject and verb. Subject-Verb (SV) and Verb Subject (VS) constructions,
such as the ones seen in example (1), have not only been shown to be acceptable by native speak-
ers but are also produced in spontaneous speech by Spanish speakers on a regular basis.

(1) a. Catalina canté. (SV) b. Canté Catalina. (VS)
Catalina sing-3SG.PST sing-3SG.PST Catalina
‘Catalina sang.’ ‘Catalina sang.’

This word order variability has garnered the attention of scholars from many areas of linguis-
tics for quite some time. Although many have tried to understand and explain SV and VS word
order variation in Spanish, accounts of said variation remain insufficient. These accounts have
focused on different aspects of the subject placement phenomenon. Generative syntactic theorists
(Chomsky 1981; Rizzi 1982) and variationist studies (Silva Corvalan 1982; Ortiz Lépez 2009;
Ortiz Lopez & Citivello 2016; Rafia-Risso & Barrera-Tob6n 2018) alike have linked the availabil-
ity of SV & VS variation to being a null subject language. Corr (2016:2) mentions, however, that
while some instances of VS order "correlate with the null-subject parameter," being a null-subject
subject language is not a pre-requisite for said order. Some studies have declared the canonical
Spanish order as SVO, and departure from said order has been attributed to internal variables
such as focus, topicalization, and constituent length (Ocampo 2009, 2010; Zagona 2002). Corr
establishes that in a subset of VS constructions, referred to by syntacticians as wide-focus verb
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inversion, the information provided by the post-verbal subject and the verb is new, i.e., informa-
tion that was not previously known by the listener (2016:1-2). The new information then creates
a context where the sentence receives focus, referred to as "wide-focus." Bergen (1976:95) ex-
plores the possible reasons for variability in subject placement in interrogatives. He proposes that
subject usage and placement in wh-questions in Spanish is related to emphasis: a question that
appears with no subject has no emphasis, whereas a question with a subject can indicate slight or
strong emphasis.

Studies have also investigated the effect of verb type on subject placement (Silva Corvaldn
1982; Ortiz Lépez 2009). Many studies have indeed investigated what factors motivate the varia-
tion that exists in Spanish when it comes to SV/VS order, yet questions still remain. For example,
Ortiz Lopez (2009) found that Caribbean Spanish speakers seem to exhibit a preferred SV word
order, a finding that goes against what the author hypothesized was to be expected based on pre-
vious research. The main drive of this study was that much of the previous literature regarding
this phenomenon presupposes that word order preferences come about as a result of one factor,
whether it be only pragmatic condition or the verb type, and, in many of the studies, the possibil-
ity of there being a multivariate and probabilistic explanation is not explored.

The current study looks to add to the growing understanding of subject placement by assess-
ing the acceptability (Corr 2016) and preference (Corr 2012; Ortiz Lépez 2009) of SV/VS con-
structions among Spanish speakers in Latin America.! The idea is to determine whether the re-
sults found by Ortiz Lépez (2009), Corr (2012, 2016) were indeed generalizable to other dialects
of Spanish. The objective is to study subject placement preference in Spanish speakers, focusing
on unaccusative and unergative verbs,” and analyzing the restrictions on subject placement using
syntactic, pragmatic, and sociolinguistic factors. A focus of the study is to compare the findings
to those of Ortiz Lépez’s 2009 on Caribbean Spanish, as well as Corr’s 2012 & 2016 findings on
European, Mexican, and Rio Platense Spanish. Another goal is to identify any potential dialectal
differences in grammatical judgments on SV/VS order. This study endeavors to highlight poten-
tial predictors of SV/VS acceptability in order to create a clearer picture of which grammatically
conditioned predictors need to be taken into account when designing future experiments.

1.1. RESEARCH QUESTIONS. I set out to answer the following research questions:

1. Does the unergative/unaccusative divide influence subject placement?

2. What are the dialectal differences, if any, regarding subject placement acceptability in
Spanish?
3. Does sentence context affect subject placement preference?

This paper provides an overview of a sociolinguistic study that examines the shaping ef-
fects of linguistic and social factors on word order variability in a specific community. The study
found that the type of verb was the key driving factor for word order acceptability and preferabil-
ity, followed by the context of the sentence. Region was not found to be a predictor in VS order
preferability. The paper concludes with a discussion of the results, framed by the three research
questions.

! Acceptability refers to whether an utterance is accepted at all by the speakers, while preference refers to whether
one order is preferred over another when different predictor variables are taken into account.

2 Unaccusative verbs are those whose subject is the undergoer of the action. Unergative verbs are those whose subject
is the doer of the action.



2. Previous research.

2.1. GENERAL RESEARCH ON WORD ORDER. Corr (2012) and (2016) explore SV/VS word
order in six Ibero-Romance varieties: Asturian, Brazilian Portuguese, European Portuguese, Eu-
ropean Spanish, Mexican Spanish, and River-Plate Spanish. They focus on what they call wide-
focus verb inversion (explained above), having a type of locative element that can occupy differ-
ent positions to the left of the verb, which is variably available in the languages, thus explaining
the variation. According to the author, many languages with access to this null locative element
have a positive setting for the null subject parameter; however, being a null subject language is
not a prerequisite for having said locative element (Corr 2016:2). Gupton (2010) collected quan-
titative and qualitative data regarding the syntax-information structure interface in Galician. Fo-
cusing on agentive transitive verbs, she examined the acceptability of multiple word orders using
seven pragmatic conditions. Her results suggested a marked preference for SVO order, which is
markedly different from studies using similar contexts for Spanish, such as Zubizarreta (1998)
and Casielles-Suérez (2004). Gupton (2010), in reference to findings indicating that SV order

in Spanish occurs because said subjects are canonical or left-peripheral, mentions that the gen-
eralizability of these results comes into question given that regional variation has been found,
something that could help explain why there is so much diversity in the findings.

Ciconte (2018) investigated post-verbal subjects in old Italo-Romance, concluding that vari-
able word order is pragmatically motivated and that for the subject to occur in its obligatorily
postverbal position in sentence-focus structures with unaccusative verbs, "the subject referent
must carry no presupposition and must be low in agentivity, nonidentifiable and non-specific,
whether formally indefinite or definite" (2018:149). Establishing modern Romance word order
as SVO, the author adds that "sentence-focus structures with unaccusatives exhibit VS order in
classical and late Latin and modern Italo-Romance, suggesting that patient/undergoer subjects
are invariably postverbal over time" (Ciconte 2018:148). Lobo & Martins (2017) studied con-
stituent order in Romance languages and what motivates and licenses these orders. According to
the authors, subjects in SV orders are usually interpreted as topics when VS is an available op-
tion. They also state that VS orders have a common feature in that their subjects are usually not
topicalized. In contrast, in root subjects with transitive verbs, subject focalization derives a VOS
order, while thetic sentences and non-degree exclamatives derive a VSO order (Lobo & Martins
2017:32).3

2.2. WORD ORDER IN SPANISH. Sitaridou (2012) studied word-order phenomena in Old French,
Old Spanish, Old Portuguese, and Old Occitan from a comparative perspective to establish if
Old Romance languages were all V2, a claim that has been previously made. Several findings
regarding the felicitousness of certain word orders in modern Spanish exist. Casielles-Sudrez
(2004) ascertains that SVO word order in Spanish can be felicitous when answering questions
where nothing is presupposed, as well as those where the subject is presupposed. She, however,
makes no claims about whether other word orders such as VSO or VOS are felicitous and how,
or even if, they would compare in acceptability to SVO. Zubizarreta, on the other hand, did as-
certain that SVO is not a felicitous order in response to a subject-narrow focus question, but VOS
is (1998:123). She also mentions that SVO and VSO orders are compatible when nothing is pre-

3 Thetic sentences are those which describe the situation without expressing any type of topicalization. Non-
degree exclamatives are those which do not include a wh-operator and "comment upon a fact (or state of affairs)
and express the speaker’s emotive attitude towards its unexpectedness" (Lobo & Martins 2017:47).



supposed. Ortiz Lopez (2009) studied word order in Spanish with intransitive verbs. The Unac-
cusative Hypothesis (UH), developed by Perlmutter & Postal (1974), proposed that intransitive
verbs can be divided into two groups: unaccusative and unergative. The basic idea behind this di-
vision is that unergative subjects seem to behave like transitive subjects. In contrast, unaccusative
subjects behave like transitive objects [see Perlmutter (1978) for a full explanation of the theory].
The terms themselves are by courtesy of Geoffrey K. Pullum.* Using examples (2) and (3) be-
low, Ortiz Lépez (2009:80) explains that, while the type of verb can affect the word order, in an
utterance with no focus, where both word orders are grammatically possible, one of them is prag-
matically infelicitous. He hypothesized that, in cases where the subject is not the only new piece
of information, argument structure would be the determinant of the word order, i.e., unergatives
would prefer SV and unaccusatives would prefer VS.

(2) (Qué ocurr-i6 anoche en el programa de don Francisco?
What happened in Don Francisco’s program last night?
a. Vino el presidente Hugo Chavez. (VS)

come.PST.3SG the president Hugo Chavez
‘President Hugo Chavez came.’

b. *El presidente Hugo Chavez vino. (SV)
the president Hugo Chavez come.PST.3SG
‘President Hugo Chavez came.’
Ortiz Lopez (2009:81), glossing & translations are mine

(3) (Qué pas-6 anoche en el programa de don Francisco?
What happened in Don Francisco’s program last night?

a. *Bail-6 toda la noche el presidente Hugo Chavez. (VS)
dance-PST.3SG all the night the president Hugo Chavez
‘President Hugo Chavez danced all night.’

b. El presidente Hugo Chavez bail-6 toda la noche. (SV)
the president Hugo Chavez dance-PST.3SG all the night
‘President Hugo Chavez danced all night.’
Ortiz Lopez (2009:81), glossing & translations are mine

However, Ortiz Lépez (2009) adds that when focus is added to the utterance, as in (4) and (5)
below, said focus should affect the word order in favor of the SV order. In other words, when the
subject is the only new information, as in (4) and (5), then SV order is preferred.

(4) (Quién vin-o anoche al programa de don Francisco?
Who came to Don Francisco’s program last night?

a. *Vino el presidente Hugo Chavez. (VS)
come.PST.3SG the president Hugo Chavez
‘President Hugo Chavez came.

4 Read Pullum (1988) for an amusing lesson on the origins of UH and the history of miscitations it has endured.
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b. El presidente Hugo Chévez vino. (SV)
the president Hugo Chavez come.PST.3SG
‘President Hugo Chavez came.’
Ortiz Lopez (2009:81), glossing & translations are mine

(5) (Quién bail-6 anoche en el programa de don Francisco?
Who danced in Don Francisco’s program last night?

a. *Bail-6 toda la noche el presidente Hugo Chavez. (VS)
dance-PST.3SG all the night the president Hugo Chavez

‘President Hugo Chavez danced all night.’

b. El presidente Hugo Chédvez bail-6 toda la noche. (SV)
the president Hugo Chavez dance-PST.3SG all the night
‘President Hugo Chavez danced all night.’
Ortiz Lopez (2009:81), glossing & translations are mine

His results went against his predictions; he found that SV order was favored with unac-
cusatives 71% of the time, contra the Unaccusative Hypothesis (UH) (Ortiz Lopez 2009:84).
While VS was favored more when it appeared with unaccusatives, Ortiz-Lopez indicated that he
did not have an explanation for this as neither the argument structure (verb type) nor information
structure (+/-focus) proved to have a significant effect on word order preferability (Ortiz Lopez
2009:84-86).> Although participants appeared to prefer SV order in focused sentences, the anal-
ysis revealed no significant differences. There was also no regional difference between the three
Caribbean dialects: Cuban, Dominican, and Puerto Rican. These results led Ortiz-Lépez to con-
clude that both types of intransitive verbs patterned the same (contra UH) and that SV was the
unmarked order in Spanish.

Erker et al. (2017) studied subject placement in finite clauses. They used the first 100 finite
verb tokens from fourteen participants’ interviews, seven newcomers, and seven New York-raised
Cubans. This yielded 1,400 finite verb tokens, half from Cuban newcomers and half from Cuban
participants raised in New York (NYR). Their research questions related to whether Cuban new-
comers choose to place subjects before or after verbs and if said preference was something the
New York-raised Cubans did similarly or if a difference between the two groups existed. They
explored social factors such as proficiency in English and Spanish to determine whether "the
differences of frequency of use and proficiency between the generations in the two groups and
between the patterns of subject placement in the two languages were associated with some de-
gree of intergenerational change in the variable placement of subjects of Spanish finite verbs"
(Erker et al. 2017:63). After considering the variables that motivate SV/VS placement in Span-
ish, they found two main differences between the two groups: (1) the New York-raised Cubans
were sensitive to a predictive variable that the newcomers ignored (whether the clause was main
or subordinate), and (2) the generations differed in terms of order of preference for the predictor
variables. Newcomers preferred the type of finite verb as their top predictor, while the New York-
raised Cubans were concerned with the type of subject (i.e., whether the subject was a personal

3 If example (2b) were to be reduced to "Chévez vino" (Chavez came), then the utterance would be more likely to
become more acceptable to speakers. For the current study, the heaviness of the Noun Phrase (NP) was taken into
consideration, and "light" lexical NPs to reduce possible noise in the data.
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pronoun, a lexical noun phrase, a demonstrative pronoun, a quantifier, or a clause). The results
showed that, for both generations, SV order was more likely to occur when pronominal subjects
appear with a human referent, in declarative sentences and when they occurred with either a cop-
ulative or occurrence verb (Erker et al. 2017:74). On the other hand, post-verbal subjects were
more probable when the subject was a lexical noun phrase, a quantifier, or a clause appearing
with a non-human referent in interrogative sentences and when they occurred with either an ex-
periential or presentative verb (Erker et al. 2017:74). Ortiz Lopez (2009) did not control for NP
size and, unlike Erker et al. (2017), he did not look at type of subject, which could help explain
why his results appeared to be unexplainable. Given the differences observed between the new-
comers and the New York-raised Cubans, Erker et al.’s 2017 findings suggest that Subject/Verb
order should be added to the list of features regularly employed as diagnostics for investigating
outcomes of contact. This study aims to add to previous research by not just adding to the field of
sociolinguistic variation but by looking at it through the lens of sociosyntax and applying syntac-
tic ideas and methods to variation patterns.

3. Speakers, data, & methods. The present study takes an experimental approach, which is not

only helpful in avoiding research bias that can come from intuition-based theoretical linguistic re-
search (Gupton 2014:109), it can also aid in gathering information on possible dialectal variation.
The survey was created and hosted on Qualtrics Research Suite (2005) and administered through

Prolific (2014). Inspired by Ortiz Lépez (2009), Corr (2012) and Gupton (2010), informants were
asked to provide acceptability judgments on SV/VS constructions in Spanish.

3.1. SPEAKERS. A total of 69 participants were recruited through Prolific. The 69 speakers

in the study vary along several social dimensions. They represent three regions: Andean, Cen-
tral, and Caribbean and four countries: Chile (25), Cuba (10), Mexico (25), and Puerto Rico (9).
All were born in one of the countries, and either still live there or emigrated to the United States.
They range from 18 to 70 years of age. While the vast majority (61 speakers) have at least some
university level education, nine do not. Of these, eight were educated through high school, while
the other was educated through elementary school. Fifty-nine participants consider Spanish to
be their L1, while ten consider both Spanish and English their L1s. All reported using Spanish at
home and in general daily or frequently, while thirteen reported never using it at work.

3.2. SURVEY. The experimental part of the survey consisted of a quantitative data-gathering
task hosted on Qualtrics and administered through an anonymous link participants could access
after being pre-screened on Prolific. Participation was entirely voluntary and anonymous. Par-
ticipants were compensated for their time through Prolific. The survey consisted of a total of

24 day-to-day scenarios. Inspired by both Ortiz Lépez (2009) and Gupton (2010), the scenar-

10s were followed by a question in one of three pragmatic conditions: wide-focus, subject-narrow
focus, and subject-old information (explained below). Following Ortiz Lépez’s 2009 methodol-
ogy, two lexically identical sentences with two different syntactic orders (SV/VS) were given as
possible answers, which participants were to rate using a Likert scale. Half of the scenarios were
filler items, while the other half were target items. Taking into consideration the dependent vari-
able (Word Order preference) and the two independent variables: (i) Verb Type (with two values)
and (i) Pragmatic Condition (with three values), the survey was designed using a 2x3 factorial
approach. The task had 12 target items, with 1/3 of the items devoted to each Pragmatic Condi-
tion. Half of the verbs were unaccusative for all items, and half were unergative, a la Ortiz Lopez



(2009). Questions were randomized on Qualtrics to reduce potential bias.

3.3. PREDICTOR VARIABLES. As mentioned above, the study was designed with two indepen-
dent variables in mind: verb type and pragmatic condition. In this section, the two linguistic pre-
dictor variables are defined and explained.

3.3.1. VERB TYPE. All verbs in the study are intransitive verbs, meaning that they are verbs
that have only one argument. The two types of intransitive verbs that used in the experiment are
unergative and unaccusative. Unaccusative verbs are those whose subject is the undergoer of the
action (as in example 6a), whereas, in unergative verbs, the subject is the doer of the action (see
example 6b).

(6) a. Las flores florecieron. b. Casandra camind.
The flowers bloom.PST.3PL Casandra walk.PST.3SG
‘The flowers bloomed.’ ‘Casandra walked.

3.3.2. PRAGMATIC CONDITIONS. As mentioned, the questions that followed each scenario
were designed using three possible Pragmatic Conditions:

Wide-focus Wide-focus relates to situations where there is no presupposition; all the informa-
tion is new and unknown to the listener (Corr 2016:1-2). Wide-focus utterances would answer the
question: ‘what happened?’. An example of a Wide-focus scenario can be seen in (7):

(7) Alexandra estd haciendo la tarea. De repente se escucha una conmocién en el patio. Su
compaiera de cuarto, Adriana, sale alarmada de su habitacion, y le pregunta: ‘; Qué pasa?’
Alexandra anuncia:

Alexandra’s doing her homework. Suddenly there is a commotion in the backyard. Her
roommate, Adriana, comes out of her room alarmed, and asks: ‘“What’s going on?’ Alexan-
dra replies:

a. Esta gritando Daniela angustiosamente. (VS)
be.PRS.3SG scream.PROG Daniela agonizingly

‘Daniela is screaming agonizingly.’

b. Daniela estd gritando angustiosamente. (SV).
Daniela be.PRS.3SG scream.PROG agonizingly
‘Daniela is screaming agonizingly.’

Subject narrow-focus Subject Narrow Focus relates to situations where the subject is the only
piece of information not known to the listener. These situations would ask the question ‘Who did
X?’, as in example (8):

(8) Ashley tiene una compaifiera de cuarto que sufre de migrafias. Una amiga de Ashley viene
a visitarla a su casa y Ashley le dice que tienen que hablar en voz baja porque una de sus
compaiieras de cuarto sufre de migrafias y estd durmiendo. Su amiga le pregunta: ‘; Quién
estd sufriendo de una migraiia?’ Ashley contesta:



Ashley has a roommate who suffers from migraines. A friend of Ashley’s comes to visit her
at her house and Ashley tells her that they have to speak quietly because one of her room-
mates suffers from migraines and is sleeping. Her friend asks, ‘“Who is suffering from a mi-
graine?’ Ashley replies:

a. Sufre de migrafa Marta. (VS)
suffer.PRS.3SG from migraines Martha

‘Martha suffers from migraines.’

b. Marta sufre de  migrafia. (SV)
Martha suffer.PRS.3SG from migraines

‘Martha suffers from migraines.’

Subject as old information Subject as old information refers to situations where the subject
has already been given within the discourse. These situations would be driven by the question:
‘What did X do?’. See example (9) below:

(9) Camila, Isabela y Olivia estan de vacaciones en Canada en invierno. Luego de pasar el dia
haciendo varias actividades separadas, deciden cocinar juntas pero Camila llega més tarde
que las otras dos y se va a bafar. Isabela le pregunta a Olivia: ‘; Qué hizo Camila hoy?’
Olivia dice:

Camila, Isabela, and Olivia are on vacation in Canada in winter. After spending the day
doing various activities, they decide to cook together but Camila arrives later than the other
two and goes to bathe. Isabela asks Olivia: ‘What did Camila do today?’ Olivia says:

a. Patiné Camila todo el dia. (VS)
skate.PST.3SG Camila all the day
‘Camila skated all day.’

b. Camila patiné todo el dia. (SV)
Camila skate.PST.3SG all the day
‘Camila skated all day.’

If speakers prefer an SV order regardless of any pragmatic or discourse restrictions, they will
pattern with those found in Caribbean speakers by Ortiz Lépez (2009). However, if, in scenarios
with neutral text, speakers prefer a VS order in sentences with unaccusative verbs and an SV in
sentences with unergative verbs, then they would pattern with findings of other groups of speak-
ers. In a scenario where the subject is focused, the SV order would be expected for both types of
verbs.

The statistical results of the survey will appear in the following section. These will give an
overview of the preferences regarding word order for all three pragmatic conditions and both
unergative and unaccusative verbs.

4. Results. The 69 questionnaires yielded a total of 1656 acceptability ratings, with 828 belong-
ing to SV order, and 828 to VS order. The results of this study are presented in four parts. First,
I walk you through the distribution of the data without any predictor variables. Then, focusing
on VS order, I give a quick summary of what the univariate analysis highlights were. Third, I
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explore a multivariate analysis. Lastly, I discuss interactions between some of the predictor vari-
ables. All visuals and statistics were created using R (2021).° Results are presented using diverg-
ing stacked bar charts; the further an entire bar is to the left on the x-axis, the less participants
liked it for the order in question and thus used the unfavorable values. On the other hand, the fur-
ther to right an entire bar is, the more highly it was rated by participants, thus more preferable.

sv 5% 9% 86%

Vs 23% 17% 60%

100 50 50 100

o
Percentage

no aceptable poco aceptable més o menos bastante aceptable preferible
Responses . not acceptable not very acceptabl more or less acceptabl qui eptable preferable

Figure 1. Word order ratings

4.1. VARIATION IN WORD ORDER PREFERABILITY RATINGS. Figure 1 shows that, overall,
SV order is highly preferable (86%) compared to VS order which is rated as preferable only
60% of the time. SV order is only dispreferred 5% of the time, whereas VS is rated negatively
23% of the time. T-test results are significant, t(1469.1) = 14.189, p < .001, with SV order being
rated more positively on average (M = 4.44, SD = 0.91) than VS order (M = 3.66, SD = 1.32). It
should be noted that the word values used in the experiment were converted to numbers (1-5). In
other words, the categorical values were transformed into a continuous numeric variable, as this
allowed me to report the means and interpret the results in a simpler and more informative man-
ner. These results confirm that the data is consistent with what we know to be true of Spanish,
although speakers do prefer SV order, they are also accepting of VS order. Based on these results,
and given that we know SV order is usually accepted, the next steps are to analyze what factors
affect the favorability of VS order. In other words, what predictor variables affect when VS is
rated favorably or disfavorably.

4.2. UNIVARIATE ANALYSIS SUMMARY. A univariate analysis returned significant results for
both linguistic factors, yet showed that Region, was not a significant variable for either word or-
der. The univariate analysis showed that, while VS is generally less preferred than SV order over-
all, as discussed earlier and visualized in Figure 1, it is rated more highly when it appears with
unaccusative verbs, and in wide-focus contexts. An example that illustrates the conditions under
which VS is rated most favorably can be seen in (10), where there is no presupposition, except
for the knowledge that something happened:

(10) Carolina, Julio y Olivia estdn sentados en un restaurante para desayunar. La mesera trae
la comida y se va. Olivia hace gestos para llamarle la atencién a la mesera y Carolina le
pregunta: ;Qué pasa?’ Olivia contesta:

6 Packages used in R to wrangle data, visualize and run stats: likert (Bryer & Speerschneider 2016) Ime4 (Bates et al.
2015), stargazer (Hlavac 2018), kableExtra (Zhu 2021), dplyr (Wickham et al. 2021), ggpubr (Kassambara 2020),
ggplot2 (Wickham 2016), and tidyr (Wickham 2021)



Carolina, Julio, and Olivia are sitting in a restaurant for breakfast. The waitress brings the
food and leaves. Olivia gestures to get the waitress’s attention and Carolina asks: ‘What’s
going on?’ Olivia replies:

a. Falta el café.
miss.PRS.3SG the coffee
‘The coffee is missing.’

4.3. MULTIVARIATE ANALYSIS. I now proceed with the multivariate analysis, which unfolds in
two steps. First, a mixed effects model combining linguistic and social factors is built and com-
mented on for the VS word order. This is followed by a conditional inference (CI) tree being con-
structed for both word orders and commented on. Given that Region was not found significant,

it was left out of the CI. Finally, as mentioned before, the categorical values in the experiment
were transformed into a continuous numeric variable to conduct the analyses. This allowed me to
interpret the results in a more straightforward and informative manner.

4.3.1. FIXED AND MIXED EFFECTS LINEAR REGRESSIONS - VS ORDER. Using the function
Imer() in the Ime4 package, a mixed effects model,” shown in Table 2, was run with the depen-
dent variable as a function of the linguistic and social variables combined, all treated as fixed
effects. It additionally includes participant and answer (test-item) as random effects. When
the random effects are taken into account, approximately 63% of the variance is accounted for.
The reference level in the intercept for the model is a sentence in a wide-focus context, with an
unergative verb. Two variables appear to be statistically significant. When the subject is presup-
posed (i.e., subject old information), it is associated with a lower rating of VS order compared
to the reference level of wide-focus context, where nothing is presupposed. Similarly, when the
verb is unaccusative, it is associated with a higher rate for VS orders when compared to the ref-
erence level of unergative. Given the results of the univariate analysis, it is not surprising that no
significance for Region was found by the models.

4.3.2. MODELING WITH CI TREES. The conditional inference (CI) trees used for this study
are non-parametric models that “select variables in an unbiased way” and use a partitioning al-
gorithm not affected by overfitting (Hothorn et al. 2006:670).% CI trees can provide insight into
the data, even though they cannot be used in lieu of a regression analysis. These are designed to
group the dependent variable into maximally homogeneous groups. Figure 2 shows both word
orders, where the continuous transformation of the ratings mentioned above is treated as a cat-
egorical variable. As is expected, the first partition encountered is the word order, followed by
verb type, confirming again that the most critical factor in word order preferability in these data
is, in fact, the type of verb. We can see that pragmatic condition is an essential factor predicting

7 Various models were run in the exploration of the data. I used the function Im() in the base package in R to model
the variation in the dependent variable as a function of (1) the study’s linguistic variables, (2) the social variable,
and (3) the linguistic and social variables combined. In the fixed effects models, the first model accounts for ap-
proximately 40% of the variance, the second for less than 1% of the variance, and the combined model accounts for
approximately 40% of the variance.

8 Packages used: rpart (Therneau & Atkinson 2019), partykit (Hothorn & Zeileis 2015), and ctree (Hothorn et al.
2006).
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VS word order rating (1-5

scale)

Predictors Estimate  SE t-value p-value
Intercept 323 029 11.23 <0.001
Pragmatic Condition: Subject Narrow-Focus -0.34 032 -1.04 0.33
Pragmatic Condition: Subject Old Information -0.76  0.32 -2.34 0.05
Verb Type: Unaccusative 1.51 0.27 571 <0.001
Region: Caribbean 0.00 0.17 0.01 0.99
Region: Central 0.11 0.16 0.66 0.51

Random Effects
o? 0.67
T00 participant_id 0.27
T00 answer 0.20
ICC 0.41
N participant_id 69
N answer 12
Observations 828
Marginal R? / Conditional R? 0.371/0.631

Table 2. Mixed effects regression model predicting vs word order acceptability

preferability only for the type of verb that is less preferred in a given word order. For VS order,
unergative verbs divide into two new nodes where SOI (subject old information) is in one of the
nodes and SNF (subject-narrow focus) and WF (wide-focus) are together in the other. This is be-
cause, in VS order, sentences with unergative verbs in SOI contexts are rated more negatively
when compared to both SNF and WF, where the ratings are more evenly distributed amongst

all possible options. For SV order, unaccusatives, the verb type rated least favorably, also splits
into two nodes. In this case, SNF and SOI pattern together as they are rated more favorably than
WF, where the ratings are more distributed. This will be discussed more in the following section,
which addresses the topic of interactions.

4.4. INTERACTIONS. Taking into account the results of multivariate analyses, we now turn to
look at the possible interactions between type of verb and pragmatic condition. Given that Region
was not a significant factor in the univariate or multivariate analyses with the response variable,
word order preferability, it was not be included in the analysis of interactions.

4.4.1. VERB TYPE - PRAGMATIC CONDITION. Figure 3 shows an interesting asymmetry that
appears in contexts in which there is no information being focused (wide-focus): SV is preferred
with unergatives, and VS is preferred with unaccusatives. It should be emphasized that, when

it comes to unergative verbs, the dispreference for VS is stronger when the subject is old info,
amplifying the effect of people’s general dislike of VS order in sentences with unergative verbs.
While in unaccusatives, participants rate VS more favorably than in unergatives, we can see that
when focus is added to a sentence, there is some pressure from the information structure that
seems to counteract the argument structure preference we see with the wide-focused sentences.
We also see that the preference for VS order in unaccusative verbs is restricted to wide-focus con-
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unergative  unaccusative unaccusative  unergative
pragmatlc condition pragmatlc condition
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Figure 2. CI tree for word order preference

texts. While we see negative ratings only 1% with wide-focus, the negative ratings rise to 6% and
7% when the subject is not known (subject narrow-focus) and when the subject is the only in-
formation that is presupposed (subject old info). The regression results in Table 4, which have

as a reference level a VS order sentence with an unergative verb, and in a subject narrow-focus
context, corroborate what the rows related to VS order in Figure 3 show: that the interactions
between verb and pragmatic condition are indeed significant for VS order. The conditions and
verbs were re-leved to see if other combinations were significant, and the results consistently
showed that the interactions are indeed significant. Table 3 shows examples of what these dif-
ferent contexts would look like. The examples, although shortened, come from the experiment
itself.

5. Discussion. The primary objectives of this study were to determine whether the type of in-
transitive verb and/or information structure influenced SV/VS word order acceptability and whether
there were any dialectal differences in these preferences. Although, as expected, SV order was
the preferred order overall, the question remained as to what factors influenced favorable rat-
ings for VS order. Whilst no regional differences were found for VS order, the linguistic factors
proved to be illuminating.

Contra Ortiz Lépez (2009), verb type significantly predicts word order preferability. Partici-
pants overwhelmingly preferred SV order (97%) with unergative verbs, while VS order was rated
higher with unaccusative verbs, an order preference highlighted by Bosque Mufioz & Gutiérrez-
Rexach (2009). This is unsurprising, given that it patterns with the expected divide via the Un-
accusative Hypothesis (Perlmutter & Postal 1974). It bears mentioning that, to reduce possible
noise in the data and to allow for a better understanding of the data, no extra information was in-
cluded in our SV/VS structures; all sentences were relatively short, and yet the preferences still
appeared.

In terms of the influence of information structure, the three pragmatic conditions (wide-focus
(WF), subject-narrow focus (SNF), and subject old information (SOI) surveyed were found to be
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Wide-Focus Subject Narrow-Focus Subject Old Info
|

AR | - e )
I

|
SV | 1% 1 - 99% 94%,
P
H
g I I
o
5
VS 133% l 22% I 45% VS | 32% 26% I 42%, VS 62% 22% 16%
| | |
100 50 0 50 100 100 50 0 50 100 100 50 o 50 100
I I I
g SV 120% 35% 46% SV | 6% % 89%, SV | 2% 9% 88%
3 I 1
3
§
Svs | 1% 0f - 99% VS 6% |13% . 81%, VS 7% IlE% . 78%
| |
100 50 o 50 100 100 50 0 50 100 100 50 o 50 100
Percentage Percentage Percentage
Responses . no aceptah\gl . poco aceptable ol mésumlenos " bastante acepbtlah\e . pre;enb;‘e
not acceptable not very acceptable more or less acceptable quite acceptable preferable
Figure 3. Word order ratings for verb types by pragmatic conditions
Pragmatic Context SV VS Translation
Condition
Unergatives
WEF Jorge pregunta: ‘;Catalina, que Valentina Bostezo Jorge asks: ‘What happened?’
pas6?’ Catalina contesta: bostezo. Valentina. Catherine replies: ‘Valentina
yawned.’
SNF Paula le pregunta a Elsa: ‘;Quién se Victor se rio. Se rio Victor. Paula asks Elsa: “Who smiled first?’
sonrio primero?’ Elsa contesta: Elsa replies: ‘Victor laughed.’
SOI Isabela le pregunta a Olivia: ;Qué Camila patind Patin6 Camila Isabela asks Olivia: “What did
hizo Camila hoy?” Olivia: todo el dia. todo el dia. Camila do today?’ Olivia: ‘Camila
skated all day.’
Unaccusatives
WF Emilio pregunta: ‘;Ah? ;Qué pas6?’ Una planta Creci6 una Emilio asks: ‘Oh? What happened?’
Franchesca: crecié en el planta en el Franchesca: ‘A plant grew in the car.
carro. carro.
SNF La maestra pregunta: ‘;Quién Florencia Desaparecio The teacher asks: “Who
desaparecié?’ Anastasia contesta: despareci6. Florencia. disappeared?’ Anastasia replies:
‘Florence disappeared.’
SOI Luna pregunta: ‘;Qué pasa con el El agua estd Estd hirviendo el ~ Luna asks: ‘What is wrong with the
agua?’ Cristina contesta: hirviendo. agua. water?’ Cristina replies: ‘The water
is boiling.’

Table 3. Examples of the pragmatic conditions

significant predictors. When the only information presupposed is the subject (SOI), participants
preferred SV order while rating VS order as preferable only 47% of the time. With no presuppo-
sition (WF), both orders were equally accepted, with 72% positive ratings. Although SV order
was clearly preferred when the subject was the only information not presupposed (SNF) with a
92% preferability rating, VS order was not totally dispreferred, as it was rated 67% of the time
favorably and disfavored 19% of the time. This is similar to what Lobo & Martins (2017) stated
for Romance, where subjects in SV orders are usually interpreted as topics when VS is an avail-
able option. However, it should be noted that SV is still the overall preferred Spanish order. In
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Predictors Estimate SE t-value p-value

Intercept 3.16 0.087 36.41 <0.001
Verb Type: Unaccusative 1.05 0.123 8.56 <0.001
Pragmatic Condition: Wide-Focus 0.04 0.123 0.35 0.723
Pragmatic Condition: Subject Old Information -0.83 0.123  -6.73 <0.001
Verb Type: Unaccusative | Pragmatic Condition: WF 0.59 0.174 3.38 <0.001
Verb Type: Unaccusative | Pragmatic Condition: SOI 0.80 0.174 4.64 <0.001

Table 4. Interaction between Verb type & pragmatic conditions - VS word order rating

contrast, Ortiz Lépez (2009) found no effect of information structure, while Corr (2012:12) men-
tions that, when asking her participants to explain their preferences, they explained that the ques-
tion that is used in wide-focus contexts (; qué?/what?) makes VS more acceptable.

Table 4 and Figure 3 present the most exciting find: the interaction of verb type and prag-
matic condition. When information structure puts pressure on the argument structure preferences,
we see some changes in the SV order preferability of unergatives. In these verbs, when the sub-
ject is presupposed, VS order is dispreferred 62% of the time. When there is no focus, VS is rated
negatively 33% of the time and only positively rated 45% of the time. Similarly, when the sub-
ject is the only thing not presupposed in the sentence, VS is dispreferred 32% of the time and
only rated 42% of the time positively. Similarly, we can observe the influence of the pragmatic
conditions on the VS order preferability of unaccusatives. When the subject is the only thing
not known in a sentence with an unaccusative verb, VS order is rated 81% of the time favorably
while being rated unfavorably only 6% of the time. Analogously, when the subject is presup-
posed, VS order is rated 78% of the time positively and disfavored only 7% of the time.

Corr (2012) mentions that the systematic observation observed in her data should be ex-
plained by semantic differences in the verbs and the effects of PP structure. However, the data
in the current study point to both argument structure and information structure working together
to condition acceptability to both SV and VS word order. While, yes, overall, SV order seems to
be the unmarked word order in Spanish, this doesn’t mean that VS order is undesirable. The data
shows that both syntactic and pragmatic factors constrain the preferability of these word orders.

6. Conclusion. This study endeavored to establish the potential predictors of SV/VS acceptabil-
ity to highlight them for future studies and create a clearer picture of what would need to be con-
sidered when designing future experiments. Some studies looked at the effect of pragmatic con-
ditions in transitive verbs only (Gupton 2010 for Galician). In contrast, others looked at only one
or two pragmatic conditions and found diverging results (Ortiz Lopez 2009; Corr 2012, 2016).
The present study is the first to investigate the current combination of predictor variables while
also controlling for subject properties, clause type, and subject size. Of the three predictors ex-
amined, verb type and pragmatic condition work together to condition word order acceptability.
This study adds to the literature by establishing the connection between argument structure and
information structure, as well as asserting that the Unaccusative Hypothesis is indeed borne out
in the data.

Future studies could control for intonation by including audio with each context and possible
responses as immediate responses to the orthographic representations might be different if heard
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rather than read, thus effects of intonation are possible.

While I strove to include various dialects of Spanish in Latin America, this also meant that
a wide net was cast. In the end, four countries and three Regions were represented, allowing for
comparison between the dialects and to test whether what had been previously found for specific
varieties regarding this variable was generalizable. The respondents of this study did not signifi-
cantly diverge. While many exciting results have been explored, this study only scratches the
surface regarding SV/VS order and allows future researchers to continue expanding this work.
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