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Rena Torres Cacoullos and Catherine Travis have been pioneers in variationist
approaches to the investigation of linguistic changes caused by language contact.
Their collaboration has produced a dozen articles and book chapters, one journal
special issue, and two National Science Foundation grants to date. Now their
latest monograph addresses the extent to which third-generation Spanish–English
bilinguals’ use of two languages drives grammatical change in New Mexican
Spanish and the role of codeswitching in inducing these changes (see pp. 1–2).
The authors’ detailed variationist analysis is methodologically rigorous, theoretically sound, and systematically distinguishes instances of internally motivated
variation from contact-induced linguistic change.
The pervading question throughout the book is whether New Mexican
bilinguals’ constant switching between Spanish and English leads to grammatical
convergence. This question is approached from a variationist viewpoint that is
based on comparative sociolinguistics. Beginning with the source languages, the
authors identify ‘diagnostic features’; that is features present in one source
language but absent, or conditioned in a different way, in the other (see Poplack
and Meechan, 1998). The contact varieties are then subjected to the same analysis
and comparisons are made. Convergence is established only when bilinguals
demonstrate a behaviour that is different from its monolingual counterpart and
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similar to the contact language. The chosen variable for this study is subject
pronoun expression. This variable opens a window to the potential convergence
or separation of linguistic systems in a bilingual speaker’s mind because verbs
with unexpressed subjects are prevalent in Spanish, whereas pronouns are
overwhelmingly expressed in English.
Having chosen this variable, the authors compare its behaviour among
bilinguals against a ‘reliable baseline’, a concept that in my opinion remains
somewhat vague in the field. In this case the baselines for comparison are a
corpus collected in the same community at an earlier time (New Mexico and
Colorado Spanish Survey, NMCSS), a monolingual English corpus (Santa
Barbara Corpus of Spoken American English), and a monolingual Spanish corpus
(Conversational Corpus of Colombian Spanish, CCCS). It appears the monolingual baselines were selected for convenience more than objective reasons,
given the geographic separation between New Mexico, California, and Colombia.
Still, the exhaustive comparisons of bilinguals’ English and Spanish subject
pronoun expression with these three data sets are a detailed and exemplary
application of comparative sociolinguistics to study the permeability of these two
linguistic systems in a context of prolonged contact and societal bilingualism.
The book contains eleven chapters and two appendices, one with transcription
conventions, the other with the factors conditioning subject expression across
bilingual and monolingual varieties. The first four chapters discuss the methodology of variationist sociolinguistic analysis as applied to bilingual communities.
Chapter 2 describes the sociolinguistic configuration of bilingual communities in
northern New Mexico and the authors’ sample, while Chapter 3 details the
processes of building the bilingual corpus. Here the authors’ explanations of ways
to tap into the vernacular of a community and best-practice guidelines for
prosodic-based transcription are particularly useful given the recent proliferation
of U.S. Spanish corpora. In Chapter 4, the authors address the importance of
rethinking the way bilingual proficiency is measured, in particular the general
tendency to assess bilinguals according to L1 and L2 standards. Based on the
basic principle that a bilingual speaker is someone who uses two languages
regularly, the authors propose self-reported language preference, self-rated
language proficiency, and language predominance (proportion of Spanish vs.
English clauses during the interview) as viable independent measures of proficiency. Together, these four chapters delineate how the long-established Labovian
methodological premises – i.e., the need for quantitative analysis of spontaneous
speech of a representative sample accompanied by detailed ethnographic
information on the speech community – can be employed in and tailored to the
investigation of bilingual varieties.
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The next six chapters present quantitative analyses that test the convergence
hypothesis through different prisms. Chapter 5 establishes the monolingual
benchmark that will become the basis of comparison with New Mexican bilingual
speech by presenting a set of linguistic constraints that have been analysed in
previous studies and testing them against their monolingual data. They clearly
show the role of subject continuity and priming in conditioning this variable, and
crucially, the way these constraints interact. Chapter 6 presents crosslinguistic
analyses of the expression of first- and third-person singular subject pronouns.
More specifically, the authors discuss cognitive and discourse factors that
condition this variable in English and Spanish in a search for diagnostic
differences in behaviour. There are several crosslinguistic coincidences in
linguistic factors and direction of effect, but a clearly distinct behaviour is that
differently from Spanish, unexpressed subjects in English are restricted to initial
prosodic units and in contexts of maximal syntactic linking (e.g., coreferential
coordinated clauses linked by ‘and’). These two contexts are potential loci of
contact-induced change, a hypothesis tested in the remaining chapters.
In Chapter 7, the third-generation bilingual corpus is compared to the NMCSS
corpus (first-generation bilinguals) and to monolinguals in Colombia (CCCS).
The identification of clear similarities in variable behaviour points to strong
continuities across these varieties. In Chapter 8, the authors expand their
comparisons to include not only monolingual and bilingual Spanish but also
monolingual and bilingual English. Crossdialectal and crosslinguistic analyses of
specific conflict sites (initial prosodic units, structural linking, and some translated
lexical constructions) show no significant differences or weakening of constraints
between contact and noncontact variable grammars and clearly reveal that
bilinguals keep Spanish and English grammars separate. The next two chapters
address the role of codeswitching in this variable output, a novel and valuable
way to test the long-held belief that codeswitching fosters convergence. In
Chapter 9 subject pronoun expression in the presence of a switch is compared
with expression in Spanish-only contexts. The finding that the overall probability
of subject pronoun expression in these two contexts is virtually the same
contradicts the codeswitching-triggered convergence hypothesis. Next, in Chapter
10, the authors examine the effect of crosslinguistic structural priming in the
output of this variable. They demonstrate that a preceding pronoun in either
Spanish or English will prime a subsequent Spanish pronoun. Since pronouns are
more frequent in English, codeswitching actually increases the number of
contexts that favour pronoun expression. Based on these results, the authors draw
an important distinction between crosslinguistic ‘convergence’ and crosslanguage ‘association’ (i.e., the impact of codeswitching on the distribution of
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variable contexts). Finally, the last chapter summarizes the results, answering the
question of the permeability of linguistic systems in contact by concluding that
while Spanish and English are associated in the minds of bilinguals, they are
clearly separated.
In general, the prose is fluid and an appropriate amount of information is
presented in a logical order. The quantitative results are easy to follow, as the
authors avoid the statistical snobbery that has infiltrated the field lately. Beginning
variationists should easily understand the methodology and the initial analyses,
but the multiple, thorough discussions of interactions between codeswitching and
linguistic factors and the theoretical intricacies in the last chapters are more
accessible to seasoned researchers. The chapters can be read separately as they
focus on distinct aspects of the study, but together they constitute an exemplary
model of the premises and complexities that any analyst interested in bilingualism
must consider. This book stands with other excellent investigations of Spanish
varieties in specific regions of the United States (e.g., Lipski, 1990; SilvaCorvalán, 1994; Martínez, 2006; Otheguy and Zentella, 2012; Potowski and
Torres, in press). However, what sets it apart from these other analyses is its
detailed and precise discussion of subject pronoun expression and its comparisons
with monolingual dialects of both source languages as well as an earlier variety of
bilingual New Mexican Spanish. Another valuable contribution to variationist
approaches to bilingualism is the authors’ innovative and careful analysis of the
effect of codeswitching on the overall behaviour of this variable.
As the authors claim several times, no a priori assumptions about the effects of
language contact on bilingual speech can be made without careful consideration
of particular speech communities. Thus, the fact that linguistic convergence is not
found in this instance cannot be generalized to other Spanish–English bilingual
communities. What can and should be generalized is the methodological and
theoretical rigor the authors employed. As we continue to ask questions regarding
the permeability of linguistic systems in contact, it is this type of analysis that
brilliantly illustrates the power of the variationist method to capture variable
distinctions in community grammars that more often than not point to the
independence of the codes, unlike other approaches that rely on either
decontextualized individual idiosyncrasies or highly controlled experimental data.
As Torres Cacoullos and Travis have argued before and expand here, once the
focus shifts from individual observations of nonstandard contact-induced forms to
a spontaneous data sample that is representative of the community and large
enough to reveal variational patterns, evidence of linguistic integrity emerges,
contradicting the presupposition that language contact invariably results in
language convergence.
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