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Abstract
Studies stemming from very diverse disciplines and theories have found that the differences
between men and women affect practically all the aspects of their personalities. Many of these
studies have discovered that with regard to language quite large differences have been found.
These are related to four facets of the individual: biological, psychological, cultural and
social. In this paper, we concentrate on a point of view which we could refer to as ‘cultural
with a biological base’and we examine this in a study of the verbal ambiguity produced by
the absence of the pronoun yo ‘I’in two urban areas of the Canary Islands.
Key words: sociolinguistics, gender, ambiguity, Spanish.

Resumo
Estudios procedentes de disciplinas e teorías diversas constataron que as diferencias entre
homes e mulleres afectan a practicamente tódolos aspectos da súa personalidade. Moitos
destes estudios comprobaron que, en relación coa linguaxe, se constatan diferencias máis ou
menos profundas relacionadas con catro dimensións dos individuos: a dimensión biolóxica, a
psicolóxica, a cultural e a social. Neste traballo centrámonos nunha perspectiva que podemos
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denominar "cultural con base biolóxica" e poñémola a proba nun estudio sobre a ambigüidade
verbal producida pola ausencia do pronome yo ‘eu’en dúas zonas urbanas das Illas Canarias.
Palabras clave: sociolingüística, xénero, ambigüidade, castelán.

1. Introduction
Sociolinguistic studies on gender carried out from a correlative or structural
standpoint have brought to light the idea that differences in behaviour observed
between men and women from any community obey different causes. Socioculturaltype theories argue that this situation is fundamentally based on the different social
positions occupied by the members of each group in the structure of the community.
Based on this viewpoint, the differences between men and women have generally
been explained from two standpoints: the consensus theory, which suggests that men
and women fulfil different, though complementary, social functions, from the point
of view of maintaining social order; and secondly, the power (or conflict) theory,
which puts forward the idea that the cause of such differences lies in the patriarchal
organisation characterising the majority of our societies. This type of organisation
leads men to the material and intellectual goods domain and leads women to play a
marginal role in the decision-making and control of the community.
Based on the correlative proposal some authors have pointed out that social
groups are not homogeneous, and that this lack of homogeneity may have something
to do with the position occupied by the individuals within the group and with their
acceptation or not of the group values. Thus, despite the existence of certain
stereotypes related to the upmake of social identities which we could refer to as
“masculine” or “feminine”, it is not strange to find individuals who do not respond
to these behavioural patterns at any level, within each of the groups constituted by
the category “gender”. Although social categories are imposed on us from the outside
it is possible for some kind of resistance to be shown by certain individuals who do
not agree with the social position that they have been granted.
Contrary to these sociocultural-type views, some theories which may really be
considered as sociobiological or anthropological put forward the possibility that the
behavioural differences between men and women may in fact be due to biological
reasons. With respect to language, it has been shown that women’s brain is less
lateralised and presents more connections between the two hemispheres, making it
work more as an organised whole. This could explain the fact that girls have greater
verbal abilities than boys during the first years of childhood (at least where fluency,
syntactical complexity and understanding of vocabulary are concerned), or that
women have less problems with aphasia than men do (Philips, 1988; Buxó Rey,
1988: 38-48; Chambers, 1995: 132-133; Fisher, 1999: chapter 3; all of these have
provided various testimonies from anthropology, neurobiology, sociology, etc.).
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Nevertheless, contrary to exclusively biological arguments, it may be argued that
biology and culture are in mutual interaction throughout the evolutionary process of
a species. Thus, if we accept that biology has an influence on culture, we must also
accept that an individual’s biological and neurophysiological organisation may be
explained as a response to a series of environmental or sociocultural demands. As
Buxó Rey (1988: 46-47) explains, initially men were dedicated to hunting and war,
whereas women were linked to the reproduction, rearing and socialisation of
children, as well as the tasks of harvesting and minor hunting, among other things.
These lifestyles have conditioned the different genetic and neurological development
of the members of each sex and, consequently, the assignment of specific social
functions for men and for women nowadays.
The theories presented up until now can be very well explained if we take the
so-called ‘sociolinguistic norm of gender’ (Fasold, 1990: 92) as a reference.
According to this, woman use forms of speech considered to be socially correct,
prestigious or attached to the standard language more than men do, whereas men are
more likely to use substandard or vulgar forms. From the consensus point of view it
has been argued that this behaviour may be due to the fact that women try to make
up for their lack of social status by using the symbolic status of language (Trudgill,
1978). It may also have something to do with the women’s desire to best fulfil their
role of primary agent in the socialisation of their children, since they are aware that
through the transmission of language they are not only teaching the child a
communication code but also a series of cultural knowledge (Jones & Jones, 1975,
referred to in Philips, 1988). From the power point of view it has been pointed out
that the symbolic status of the prestigious forms of speech is only a means of
compensating for the women’s lack of social power (Buxó Rey, 1988: 67; Eckert,
1989). For Lakoff (1975), however, this behaviour should be related to the
importance that women give to their public image, an image which is not conceived
voluntarily, but rather as a consequence of the pressure that others have put on them.
Lastly, sociobiological-type theories maintain that women’s inclination to use
standard forms of speech is simply one more way of showing their verbal superiority
over men during the first few years of life (Chambers, 1995: 134-135, based on
various pieces of research). This initial biological predisposition is strengthened
throughout the socialisation process, which leads girls to being able to process social
relationships and the prestige attributed to these with a greater linguistic sensitivity
than boys (Buxó Rey, 1988: 109-111). These behavioural forms, which may be
modified or reinforced by later experiences, will be incorporated into each
individual’s cognitive system and play an important role in their development.
A look through the sociolinguistic bibliography allows us to conclude that,
traditionally, the proposals made in the last paragraphs have been given very little
attention by researchers, who have concentrated more on the sociocultural aspects of
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the variation. Nevertheless, as Chambers (1995: 133) points out, interpretations of a
sociocultural type normally refer to the different behaviour in men and women as if
it were taken for granted that the members of the two groups undergo the same
processes of socialisation in all cultures and societies, therefore disregarding the fact
that these processes may vary from one culture to another. This leads us to
differentiate between ‘variability based on sex’ and ‘variability based on gender’
(Chambers, 1995: 124-137). The first type of variability has to do with the linguistic
differences between men and women per se, that is, when we say that men and
women from a specific community behave in a particular way without referring to
the kind of socioprofessional activity they are involved in (like when it is said that
women have a greater linguistic awareness or that they are more sensitive to the
prestigious forms of speech). The author attributes this type of variation to a series of
investigations made on the incidences of (iη) in several English-speaking
communities. If, on the other hand, the sociolinguistic behaviour of men and women
can be explained in relation to the distribution of social roles in both groups in the
community, the mobility of the groups etc., then we would consider the second kind
of variability (the research carried out by Nichols, 1983, on the black communities
of South Carolina or that of Wolfram, 1969, on the black community in Detroit would
belong to this section).
Our research is in fact based on the observations made by Chambers and Buxó
Rey on the biological bases of certain sociolinguistic behaviour. Our main argument
has been taken from an observation made by Fisher (1999: 3-15), who has also
studied the interaction between the innate capacities of an individual and his/her
social and cultural behaviour. According to her thesis, the female cerebral
organisation described earlier (greater connection between the two hemispheres)
allows women to process information in a more contextual way than men can, since
they are able to incorporate more details of the surrounding environment (whether
relevant or irrelevant) and can work with more data simultaneously. Men, on the
other hand, tend to concentrate on only one thing at a time. When faced with a
problem, women normally work with various alternatives at the same time, until they
find a solution (“web thinking”), whereas men come to the same conclusion by
means of a different mental process: evaluating the possible solutions one by one
(“step thinking”). One of the outcomes of this different way of processing is that,
according to Fisher, women tolerate ambiguity better than men do (backed up by
Rosener, 1995; Helgesen, 1990; and Duff, 1993).
For Fisher (1999) these two types of processing may originate in the activities
carried out by prehistoric men and women. Dedicated mainly to hunting, an activity
which requires concentrating one’s attention on the prey, the men’s brain could have
developed in the direction of eliminating peripheral thoughts and making decisions
step by step. Unlike men, women had to dedicate their time to numerous duties
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related to the upbringing of children all at the same time: feeding, educating,
attending them when ill, protecting them from animals1.
Using these data as a reference, our intention is to prove whether or not, with
regard to verbal production, women also act in a more contextual way than men do.
In other words, when women have to transmit a message, do they refrain from using
certain linguistic fragments that may be necessary to rule out any ambiguity from a
statement, more than men do? In the same way as it has be pointed out that the
organisation of the women’s brain, the result of a long adaptation process, makes
them more sensitive to the more prestigious forms of speech, we may also suppose
that a greater capacity to process information in a more contextual way should be
noted in the production of more ambiguous messages that those made by men.
In this paper we will concentrate on the use of the subject pronoun yo (‘I’) to
rule out any ambiguity in verb forms. If our prediction were correct, then women
would use this non-ambiguous procedure less than men do, thus allowing the context
to resolve the ambiguity.
2. Ambiguity in verb forms: The subject pronoun
The grammar of the Spanish language specifies that the presence of the subject
pronoun is optional, except in those cases where the verb form is ambiguous or to
express emphasis (Gili Gaya, 1973: 227-229; Real Academia Española, 1974: 421422; Alarcos, 1982: 208, 1994: 73; Hernández Alonso, 1986: 462-463). Reasons to
defend the optional use of the subject pronoun are based on the rich inflective
morphology which characterises the native Spanish speaker, an argument used for
other languages where the use of the subject pronoun is not categorical2.
As mentioned earlier, certain verb tenses in Spanish have common forms for the
first and third persons singular (the imperfect tense in indicative and subjunctive, the
conditional, the present subjunctive, etc.): (yo) comía ‘I ate’ vs. (él / ella) comía
‘he/she ate’; (yo) comería ‘I would eat’vs. (él / ella) comería ‘he/she would eat’, etc.

1 It may seem an exaggeration to go so far back in time to explain present day behaviour, but we should
not forget that, as Buxó Rey (1988: 47) points out, in the approximately 2.500.000 years attributed to
the existence of hominids, 99% of these the groups lived under a system which could be considered as
subsistent, that is, hunting and harvesting.
2 This is a very controversial argument, as shown in Cameron (1993). This author refers to a series of
research confirming the existence of languages, where despite having a rich verbal inflexion, the subject
pronoun may not be omitted (as in Danish), or which permit the elision of some grammatical persons
and not others (as in Tagalog).
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In this way, the exclusion of the pronoun could lead to the ambiguity of the verb
form, that is, confusion between the first and third persons3. This argument,
widespread among the syntactic linguistic models (that is, those models which limit
their analysis to the sentence), could be interpreted as a demonstration of a functional
general condition: languages tend to retain information which is semantically
relevant on the surface structure (Kiparsky, 1982). Data taken from various Spanish
dialects would seem to confirm this assumption, at least in appearance, as can be seen
from the data in Table 1 (taken from Castellano Alemán, 1998: 172).

Except for the case of Seville, where no differences between the two contexts
studied have been recorded, when the verb form is morphologically ambiguous the
use of the subject pronoun is more frequent than in cases where there is no ambiguity,
which would appear to support Kiparsky’s theory. However, it is remarkable to note
the extremely high percentage of omission of the pronoun with ambiguous verb
forms recorded in areas such as Sevilla, California and Madrid, and the moderate
elision that characterises places such Puente Genil, Caracas and Boston. It would
seem, therefore, that the functionalist criteria is somewhat limited when it comes to
explaining cases of the absence or presence of the pronoun in cases of verbal
ambiguity.
It is interesting to note, however, that this is not the only case where the
weaknesses of the functionalist theories can be seen. Different research carried out in
Spanish speaking areas around the world on the allophone of the final -/s/ has tried
to verify this theory, hypothesising that the consonant is elided more frequently in
cases where it does not fulfil a grammatical function (that is, when it is semantically

3 We naturally refer here to the standard language. In dialects where the final -/s/ and -/n/ are elided, the

number of homophonic forms increases: (tú) comía(s) ‘you ate’, ella(s) comía(n) ‘they ate’, etc.
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irrelevant, as in lunes ‘Monday’ or vamos ‘we go’) than when its function is to mark
the plural of a noun or the second person of the verb (casas ‘houses’, tienes ‘you have
(got)’. Nevertheless, the failure of this hypothesis is shown even more directly in
dialectal Spanish, as shown in Table 2 (based on data from Almeida & San Juan,
1998-1999).

As can be seen, the general tendency is for the grammatical status of -/s/ to once
again be a factor of little productivity in explaining the elision of the consonant.
These studies have, however, shown that Spanish-speaking people normally resort to
methods other than those described in the grammar of the Spanish language, in order
to maintain semantic transparency in their sentences: the phonic structure of the word
(la(s) flore(s) ‘the flowers’); the linear character of the message, which makes the
elements that appear at the start condition the interpretation given to those that follow
(in this way, dos libro(s) ‘two books’or las casa(s) ‘the houses’are never interpreted
as being singular); the knowledge of these rules of concordance (for example, the
subject and verb must agree in number: la(s) niña(s) juegan ‘the little girls play’),
etc. That is, when forming the semantics of a sentence we make use of the linguistic
context in such a way that we can elide apparently relevant information without
affecting communication.
For this reason, when explaining the absence/presence of the subject pronoun
some authors have opted to abandon the syntactic criteria and have decided to use
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more discursive procedures, considering that grammatical ambiguity can be cleared
up in the context in which the verb form appears (Barrenechea & Alonso, 1977;
Silva-Corvalán, 1990; Bentivoglio, 1987: 40-45; Paredes Silva, 1993). Bentivoglio,
for example, classifies verb forms as ‘non-ambiguous’, ‘morphologically
ambiguous’ and ‘contextually ambiguous’. To determine whether the ambiguity is
morphological or contextual, the author uses the following procedure: the three
clauses immediately preceding the verb form in question are examined to see if there
is any argument (subject or object) which may be the subject of that verb. It there is,
the verb form is classified as ‘contextually ambiguous’; if not, it is classified as
‘morphologically ambiguous’. See examples in (1).
(1) a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

Yo trabajaba allí,
(I worked there)
ø ganaba setenta bolívares semanales,
( I earned seventy bolivars a week)
entonces ø me iba los sábados para mi casa,
(so I would go home on Saturdays)
ø venía los lunes en la madrugada a trabajar,
(I would come back early on Monday mornings to work)
ø estaba viviendo en casa de una tía mía,
(I was living at the home of an aunt of mine)
entonces, bueno, yo me costeaba más o menos mis gastos de pasaje…
(so, well, I would more or less pay for my own travel expenses).

Once the subject in 1a is made explicit, the speaker has no need to repeat it in
the other cases, as in 1b-d there is no argument bearing this feature [+ animate]
causing any kind of ambiguity in what is said. These forms are all examples of
morphological ambiguity. However, in 1e una tía mía ‘an aunt of mine’ appears, an
argument that may be interpreted as the subject of the verb costeaba ‘I would pay
for’ in 1f and that may, consequently, cause ambiguity if the explicit subject yo ‘I’
does not appear. In this case we would be presented with an example of contextual
ambiguity. If the subject pronoun had not been mentioned, the listener would have
been forced to find the correct interpretation in the immediate (directly before and
after) context, or to use some other procedure (for example, shared knowledge). This
occurs in 25% of the cases of contextual ambiguity where the pronoun is not used
observed by Bentivoglio in Caracas.
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3. Other functions of the subject pronoun
Some studies carried out on the subject pronoun show that the presence can be
provoked by a series of factors other than ambiguity: switch in reference ([+ SR]),
switch in turn-talking ([+ ST]) and of emphasis4 ([+ EM]) (Silva-Corvalán, 1982;
Enríquez, 1984; Hochberg, 1986; Morales, 1986; Bentivoglio, 1987; Cameron, 1993;
Paredes Silva, 1993; Meyer-Hermann, 1996; Castellano Alemán, 1998), as can be
seen in the following examples:
[+ SR] (2) a. … ella empieza a hablar de algo
(she starts to talk about something)
b. y yo le sigo la corriente…
(and I go along with what she’s saying)
[+ ST] (3) a. Interviewer: ¿Por qué dice usted eso?
(Why do you say that?)
b. Informant: Porque yo quiero tener mi casa…
(Because I want to have my own house)
[+ EM] (4) a. … con el tiempo lo voy haciendo yo mismo...
(bit by bit I’ve been doing it myself)
(5) a. … Si yo no tuviera mal las piernas,
(If I didn’t have a problem with my legs)
b. si yo pudiera caminar... (LPw3)5
(if I could walk)
(6) a. … entonces, como yo tengo el apartamento
(so, since I have the apartment)
b. no me importa que él tenga el barco

4 Although it is easy to detect a change in speaker or referent, it is not quite as easy when we are met
with a case of a change in emphasis. Castellano Alemán (1998: 109-115), basing his conclusions on
several papers, considers the following situations to be emphatic: 1) When contrast is expressed via a
lexical structure such as pero ‘but’, aunque ‘although’, sin embargo ‘however’, etc. 2) When verbs with
opposite meanings appear. 3) When contrast is expressed between an affirmative sentence and a
negative sentence. 4) When there is opposition between time and space. 5) When different subjects or
complements appear for the same verb. 6) In cases of repetition. 7) In cases of self-interruption. 8) In
cases of reinforcement (yo mismo ‘myself’).
5 The data which appears in brackets in the examples correspond to the geographical and social
characteristics of the speakers: LP= Las Palmas de Gran Canaria (Spain); SC= Santa Cruz de Tenerife
(Spain); m= man; w= woman; 1= child; 2= adult; 3= more than 56 years old. The examples not showing
any data on the informant have been taken from Bentivoglio (1987).
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(I don’t care if he has the boat)
c. y se vaya a pescar (LPw2)
(and goes off fishing)

The specific function of the pronoun in all of these cases is not always made
sufficiently clear in the research mentioned earlier. We will not concentrate on this
aspect either since our main preoccupation now is the problem of ambiguity.
Nevertheless, one could say that, in general, when there is a switch of reference or
turning-talking or when expressing emphasis, the presence of the pronoun has mainly
got to do with the cohesion of speech and highlighting informative elements.
4. Methodology
The object of this paper is to study the presence of the pronoun yo with reference
to the linguistic variable ambiguity and the social variable gender. Our research was
carried out in two Canarian urban communities, Las Palmas de Gran Canaria and
Santa Cruz de Tenerife. In the first we used a sample of 36 informants, 16 men and
20 women; in the second we worked with the same number of informants, but this
time with the same number of men as women (18). With the aim, whenever possible,
of unifying the social characteristics of the speakers, we only worked with members
of low or middle social levels (which correspond, approximately, to unqualified and
qualified workers).
The procedure used to obtain the linguistic material was by means of
sociolinguistic conversation. To obtain the maximum stylistic homogeneity we
stipulated that the interviewers and informants had to know each other well. The
conversations were free or partially directed. In Las Palmas each conversation lasted
for 30 minutes, given a total sample of 18 hours of recorded conversation. In Santa
Cruz de Tenerife, each conversation lasted 15 minutes, totalling in 9 hours of
recorded conversation.
Once the recordings were transliterated, the codification of the data was then
started. The verb forms were classified following the same criteria as Bentivoglio for
Caracas, that is: non-ambiguous, morphologically ambiguous and contextually
ambiguous. Some examples are:
NON-AMBIGUOUS
(7) a.
b.
c.

No, yo estoy con…
(No, I’m with)
Yo tengo aquí dos hijos.
(I’ve got two kids here)
ø tengo tres solteros (SCw3)
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(I’ve got three who aren’t married)
(8) a. Yo, me gusta comer de todo,
(I like eating everything)
b. pero ø no puedo comer de todo
(but I can’t eat everything)
c. porque yo, yo estuve enfermo (SCm3)
(because I, I was ill)
MORPHOLOGICALLY AMBIGUOUS
(9) a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.

O sea, viví toda mi vida en Santa Cruz, en, en el barrio de Salamanca.
(I mean that, I lived in Santa Cruz all my life, in, in the Salamanca area)
Ya después pasé al barrio del Toscal,
(After that I moved to the Toscal area)
que ya es un barrio de solera en Santa Cruz, ¿no?
(which is now a well-established neighbourhood in Santa Cruz, isn’t it?)
Y… no sé, siempre he tenido la idea de que… de que… eso, de,
(And… I don’t know, I’ve always thought that, that, you know)
lo verdaderamente importante para mí era vivir en Santa Cruz
(what was really important for me was living in Santa Cruz)
porque ø lo tenía todo a mano (SCm2)
(because I had everything close at hand)

(10) a. Int(erviewer): Sí, ahora en Santa Cruz es donde están los cines,
(Yes, now Santa Cruz is where the cinemas are)
b. me refiero que en Santa Cruz no…
(I mean that in Santa Cruz there’s no)
c. Inf(ormant): Y en Santa Cruz, pocos quedan ya…
(And in Santa Cruz, there aren’t very many left)
d. Int: Tres.
(Three)
e. Inf: Tres quedan, ¿no?
(Three left, is that right?)
f. Int: Y en La Laguna, dos…
(And in La Laguna, two)
g. Inf: Así que… cuando soltero yo me divertía mucho,
(So… when I was single I used to have a great time)
h. yo me… ø bebía mucho, ø bebía demasiado (SCm3)
(I… I drank a lot, I drank too much)
CONTEXTUALLY AMBIGUOUS
(11) a.

… la vi de lejos saliendo de un sitio y metiéndose en otro,
(I saw her coming out of one place and going into another)
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b. y yo venía.
(and I was coming)
c. No me dio tiempo a decirle “Pues hasta luego”,
(I didn’t have time to say ‘hello’)
d. y digo “Por supuesto que sí”,
(and I said “Of course”)
e. bueno, primero porque ø tenía un compromiso muy importante
(well, firstly because I had an important appointment)
f. que era con la gente de la UNELCO (SCm1)
(with the people from UNELCO)
(12) a. Pero lo que sí me acuerdo
(But what I do remember)
b. es que mamá, conmigo,
(is that mum, with me)
c. que ø era la segunda de las hijas de mi madre,
(I was the second of my mother’s daughters)
d. nos levantábamos muy temprano con la noche (SCw1)
(we used to get up very early at night)

The non-ambiguous forms in (7) and (8) are not difficult to interpret. Neither are
the morphologically ambiguous forms in (9) and (10), since there is no argument in
9f or 10h which could be the subject of the verbs tenía ‘I had’and bebía ‘I drank’in
any of the three clauses previous to these. In (11), on the other hand, the referent of
the pronominal complement le in decirle ‘to say (her)’(in 11c) may be interpreted as
the subject of tenía ‘I had’ (in 11e). However, from the information provided by the
text as a whole one can deduce that the informant did not have time to say hello to
the other person, which would have made it difficult for her to know that the other
person had an important appointment with the people from UNELCO. In this case,
therefore, the context prevents ambiguity and allows us to interpret the text in such a
way that the subject of tenía ‘I had’ can only be yo ‘I’. In (12) there is another
possible subject for the verb in 12c, era ‘I was’, apart from yo ‘I’: mamá ‘mum’,
which appears in the clause directly before this; however, la segunda de las hijas de
mi madre ‘the second of my mother’s daughters’rules out this interpretation, in such
a way that in this case, once again, the linguistic context prevents any ambiguity in
the message.
Nevertheless, it should be made clear that in some cases it is not possible to
determine the subject of the verb, since neither the linguistic nor the situational
context allow us to clear up any ambiguity. This is the case in the following examples
taken from semi-spontaneous conversations in Las Palmas de Gran Canaria and
Santa Cruz de Tenerife, respectively:
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(13)

a. … y en vista de que hacía bastante rato
(and seeing that it had been ages since)
b. que se había metido en la ducha [la cuñada]
(she’d gone into the shower [the sister-in-law])
c. y no había salido,
(I didn’t go out)
d. pues, no sé, me asusté demasiado,
(so, I don’t know, I got really worried)
e. tenía un cuñado pequeño
(I/she had a younger brother-in-law)
f. y fui
(and I went)
g. y le dije
(and told him)
h. que fuese a mirar a la puerta de la calle (LPw2)
(to go out to the front door and have a look)

(14)

a. Ella me compraba trajes,
(She used to buy me dresses)
b. todos los trajes que quería (SCw2)
(as many dresses as I/she wanted)

CANARIAN SPANISH

In the first case it is impossible to deduce from the context if the subject of the
verb in 13e, tenía ‘I/she had’, is yo ‘I’ or la cuñada ‘the sister-in-law’. In 14b the
same thing happens with the subject of quería ‘I/she wanted’: we cannot tell whether
it is ella ‘she’ or yo ‘I’. Examples like these (which were eliminated from our
analysis) did not seem to produce any kind of communication problem since the
speakers did not ask for any kind of explanation and the ambiguity remained in the
message. It is true to say that cases like this are not frequent, but they are not unusual
either, which leads us to think that the principal function of communication is not
always that of conveying information, an idea that is often taken for granted. James
Milroy (1992: 40-41) comments that from the analysis of the structure of
conversations recorded in Belfast it could be proved that in the majority the
predominant function was not message-oriented (communicative) but listeneroriented: the important thing was not what they were talking about, but rather to
maintain a friendly relationship between the speakers. It is acceptable to think,
therefore, that in casual contexts the speakers are not as interested in avoiding
homonymity or in being clear or explicit as they would be in a more formal context:
they are satisfied if the conversation has been carried out successfully as an
expression of social solidarity. If misunderstandings occur because of homonymity
or for any other reason, such misunderstandings can be cleared up if the speakers feel
that it is necessary. If this is not the case, the speakers would appear to accept the
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results of ambiguity or lack of precision, under the assumption that, if it were deemed
necessary, the meanings would be clarified.
Other considerations must be made. As we have already mentioned, the
presence of the pronoun yo may fulfil functions other than that of dealing with verbal
ambiguity. Thus, it is not strange that while trying to solve ambiguity the pronoun
may also intervene in marking a switch in referent, a switch in turn-talking or in
expressing emphasis, as can be seen in the following examples:
(15)

a. … Ellos sabían la enfermedad que mi padre tenía.
(They knew what illness my father had)
b. Realmente yo no sabía nada (LPm3)
(Really, I didn’t know anything)

(16)

a. … mi madre leía muy bien
(my mother read very well)
b. porque se educó en el colegio de la Sagrada Familia, de las monjas,
(because she was educated in the Holy Family College, with the nuns)
c. y ellas eran muy puntillosas…
(and they were very fussy)
d. y yo leía bien (LPw3)
(and I read well)

(17)

a. Interviewer: Porque, ¿usted no estaba aquí?
(Because, you weren’t here?)
b. Informant: No, yo estaba trabajando (SCm2)
(No, I was working)

In 15-17 we find a series of ambiguous verb forms, but (15) is also an example
of [+ EM], (16) an example of [+ SR] and (17) an example of [+ ST]. Thus, with the
aim of studying the relationship between the presence of the pronoun and ambiguity
in more detail, we analysed the cases in which the variable ‘ambiguity’ did not
interfere with other variables (Tables 3 and 4 of the section ‘Results’) and the cases
where it did (Tables 5 and 6).
From the above data and the observations made in previous sections we can now
make our hypothesis a little more exact: in the cases of non-ambiguity and
morphological ambiguity we do not expect to find differences between men and
women in their use of the pronoun. However, we do expect to find significant
differences when it comes to contextual ambiguity; in this case, women elide the
pronoun more than men do. The testing of the hypothesis was carried out by means
of a quantitative study (a cross data analysis, for which we used the program SPSS).
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5. Results
5.1. Ambiguity of the verbal forms in case of [- SR], [- ST] or [- EM]
In Table 3 the results for Santa Cruz de Tenerife are shown. If we concentrate on
the presence of the pronoun, we can see that really the only case where significant
differences are noted between men and women (p< .05) is in the non-ambiguous
forms, with respective percentages of 8.7% and 16.6%. In the case of morphological
ambiguity men are two points higher than women (21.7% and 19.6%), whereas if we
analyse the contextual ambiguity we obtain the greatest similarity in use of the
pronoun between the two social groups (between 26-27%). Our hypothesis,
therefore, was only valid with regard to the prediction that there should be no
differences between men and women in cases of morphological ambiguity. With
respect to the other two expressions of ambiguity, the data show a pattern of use of
the subject pronoun which is precisely the opposite of what was expected.

What we did notice in Santa Cruz de Tenerife was a moderate increase in the
presence of the pronoun as we move from non-ambiguity to contextual ambiguity,
which would suggest that the use of the pronoun as a means of avoiding ambiguity
can only be interpreted as a tendency.
In the case of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria (Table 4) the results were more
conclusive: the differences were not significant in any of the cases from a statistical
point of view. In the cases of non-ambiguity, the percentages of use of the pronoun
were the same in both groups (approx. 9%); in the contextual ambiguity cases, men
were 5.5 points higher than women (17.7% and 12.2%), whereas in the expression of
morphological ambiguity women were two points higher than men (62.5% and
60.7%). Thus, once again, our hypothesis was only partially valid.
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Another interesting feature is that, unlike Santa Cruz de Tenerife, in Las Palmas
de Gran Canaria an important increase of percentages is produced in the presence of
the pronoun in cases of contextual ambiguity with respect to cases of non-ambiguity
or morphological ambiguity: the percentages fall around 26-27% in Santa Cruz and
between 61-62% in Las Palmas. These results are interesting because they show that
such marked linguistic differences produced between the two Canarian capitals are
not only produced on a phonetic level, as has normally been pointed out, but that they
also affect the morphosyntactic aspect, which has traditionally been considered as
more uniform in the different geographical areas of the Canary Islands.
5.2. Ambiguity of the verbal forms in case of [+ SR], [+ ST] or [+ EM]
As expected, when the ‘ambiguity’ factor is combined with a switch in
reference, switch in turn-talking or emphasis, an increase in the presence of the
pronoun is produced (Tables 5 and 6). In Santa Cruz de Tenerife the differences
between men and women are not significant in each of the texts studied (that is,
p>.05) (Table 5). However, the differences between men and women are more
pronounced with respect to the data in Table 3. On this occasion, women are 5 points
higher than men in the use of the subject pronoun when the verb form is not
ambiguous and almost 20 points higher when the verb form is contextually
ambiguous. On the other hand, men are 6 points higher than women in cases of
morphological ambiguity. Our hypothesis is, therefore, only valid for cases of nonambiguity or morphological ambiguity. In the cases of contextual ambiguity the
behaviour of women is exactly the opposite of what was expected.
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The results in Las Palmas de Gran Canaria (Table 6) were also non-significant,
with the only exception being that of the cases of non-ambiguity (p< .001).
According to the data, men and women reproduce a similar pattern of use within each
of the contexts related to ambiguity, although it can be observed that, in general, men
use the pronoun more than women do: by between 8-9 points higher in cases of nonambiguity and morphological ambiguity and by only 2 points in contextual
ambiguity. Once again, our initial hypothesis is only partially valid.
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It is again interesting to note something which we have already observed in
Tables 3 and 4: how speech in Las Palmas is characterised with respect to Santa Cruz
by a more marked tendency to increase the use of the pronoun when the verb forms
are contextually ambiguous. In this case the difference between the two towns has
only been recorded in the case of men (77.8% and 56.8%), whereas women show the
same behaviour (75.6%).
6. Conclusions
Our initial hypothesis was only partially valid. It is true to say that, on the whole,
men and women use the subject pronoun in practically the same way in almost all
contexts. In two cases differences were significant (Santa Cruz de Tenerife in Table
3 and Las Palmas de Gran Canaria in Table 6), but they were dealt with the noncontextual ambiguity. Therefore, the theory defending a biological base for
sociolinguistic behaviour was not supported in this case.
If the theory that women are more used to operating cognitively in a more
contextual way were true, we would have to assume either that this tendency does
not affect linguistic production related to the expression of verbal ambiguity in the
first person, or we would be lead to think that such a tendency has been inhibited
through the socialisation process (at least where the lowest social classes are
concerned).
Although the data given would appear to contradict the correlative claims in the
variationist analysis of language, for the differences between men and women that
has just been studied seems to be due to random factors (that is, factors that cannot
be explained by the theory that we have used to support our hypothesis), then we
cannot take on such a categorical attitude. We should not forgot, as Silva-Corvalán
(1988: 98) points out, that the study of syntactic variation faces various problems
which prevent the syntactic variables from becoming social markers.
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