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Abstract

Previous evidence suggests clitics and determiners do not enter the same type of gender agreement 
relations in contact varieties of Spanish, despite proposals that treat clitics as determiners (big 
DP – Determiner Phrase – hypothesis) (Uriagereka 1995; Cecchetto 1999, 2000; Belletti 2005). 
We conducted a study on gender agreement between clitics and their antecedents, and determiners 
and nouns among adult Shipibo-Spanish bilinguals to answer the following question: Do Shipibo-
Spanish bilingual speakers have similar patterns of local vs. long-distance gender agreement? Our 
results show gender agreement between D and N obtains categorically, but gender agreement 
between the clitic and its antecedent is at chance-level. We propose an alternative analysis for 
our data that does not assume the big DP hypothesis.

Keywords: big DP analysis; clitics; determiner-noun agreement; gender; language contact; 
Shipibo; Spanish

Resum. La hipòtesi del SD gros: les dades de concordança de gènere en una situació de contacte 
de llengües shipibo-espanyol

Els treballs anteriors suggereixen que els clítics i els determinants no entren en el mateix tipus de 
relacions de concordança de gènere en varietats de contacte de l’espanyol, tot i les propostes que 
tracten els clítics com a determinants (hipòtesi del SD gros) (Uriagereka 1995; Cecchetto 1999, 
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2000; Belletti 2005). Hem realitzat un estudi sobre la concordança de gènere entre els clítics i 
els seus antecedents, i els determinants i els noms entre els bilingües adults shipibo-espanyol 
per respondre a la pregunta: Els parlants bilingües shipibo-espanyol tenen patrons similars de 
concordança de gènere local vs. concordança de gènere a llarga distància? Els nostres resultats 
mostren que la concordança de gènere entre D i N es fa categòricament, però la concordança de 
gènere entre el clític i el seu antecedents es producte de l’atzar. Proposem una anàlisi alternativa 
per a les nostres dades que no assumeixi la hipòtesi del SD gros.

Paraules clau: anàlisi del SD gros; clítics; concordança entre determinant i nom; gènere; contacte 
de llengües; shipibo; espanyol

1. Introduction

Clitics in Romance languages have been traditionally analyzed either as gener-
ated in argument position (Kayne 1975; Quicoli 1980; etc.) or as generated as 
inflectional heads matching or identifying the true argument respectively (Lenz 
1920; Givón 1976; Jaeggli 1982; Suñer 1988; Sportiche 1996). In the first type of 
analysis, clitics like the one in example (1a) move from the argumental position 
to adjoin to the verb, and subsequently raise together with the verb to T/INFL, as 
schematized in (1b). In the second type of analysis, clitics are generated with the 
verb, or perhaps in a higher functional head, and subsequently, raise with the verb 
to T/INFL. Importantly, the argumental position is occupied by a null category, 
schematized in (1c) as pro.

(1)	 a.	 L-a	 vi.
		  CL-F	 see.1.SG.PST
		  ‘I saw her.’

	 b.	
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	 c.	

		

These illustrations are highly schematic, and they gloss over many important 
differences between the two analyses, for example, whether the initial movement 
of the clitic in (1b) targets a larger XP, with the subsequent movement of the clitic 
as a head (cf. Kayne 1989). Still, they provide a general idea of the main difference 
of interest for this study.

One instantiation of this proposal is the idea that clitics are generated as deter-
miners of a “big DP” (Uriagereka 1995; Cecchetto 2000; Belletti 2005). This analy-
sis builds on the phonological similarity between third-person clitics and determin-
ers, as shown in Table 1, by proposing that clitics are definite determiners.

Table 1. Parallelism between determiners and clitics

Determiner Clitic

Sg. el (M) /la (F) lo (M.ACC) / la (F.ACC) / le (DAT)

Pl. los (M) / las (F) los (M.ACC) / las (F.ACC) / les (DAT)

The proposed structure for (1a) is shown in (3a), which includes a null NP as a 
complement; in the case of clitic-doubled arguments, the proposed structure is in 
(3b). In this last structure, the doubled element is in its specifier, corresponding to 
clitic-doubling structures.

(3)	 a.	

		

	 b.	
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In this paper, we present a novel exploratory study that suggests a way to 
experimentally test the “big DP” hypothesis in the Spanish grammar of bilingual 
speakers of Spanish in contact with Shipibo. Since Shipibo lacks pronominal clitics 
and gender, we compare gender agreement patterns inside traditional DPs (“local 
DP agreement”), with gender agreement between a clitic and pro (“long-distance 
agreement”), as shown in (4). If third-person clitics are determiners in the Spanish 
of these speakers, we would expect similar agreement patterns in (4a) and (4b). 
In contrast, dissimilar patterns would be more consistent with alternative analyses 
that do not equate clitics with definite determiners.1

(4)	 a. 	DP-internal (local) agreement	 b.	 Clitic-pro agreement 
		  [DP laF  [NP    casaF  ]] 		  [DP laF    [NP    proF  ]]

		  			 

Since pro is a null element, in order to assess the gender agreement between the 
clitic and pro, we target the referent or discursive antecedent of pro.

From a second/bilingual language acquisition perspective, gender is known 
to be a divergent property (Alarcón 2011; Keating 2010). The study of Shipibo 
L1-Spanish L1/L2 speakers allows us to test the acquisition of local vs. long-
distance clitic agreement in bilinguals, assuming some level of feature reassembly 
of gender takes place in Spanish (Franceschina 2005; Lardiere 2017) due to contact 
with Shipibo. We first determine whether gender is used to generate masculine 
and feminine noun classes in their Spanish as evidenced by local agreement, and 
we then test whether long-distance clitic gender agreement is operative. On the 
basis of the results of two experimental tasks administered to L1 and L2 Spanish 
speakers in a Shipibo-Spanish contact situation, we propose different analyses for 
determiners and clitics. In particular, in the case of L2 Spanish speakers that exhibit 
gender mismatches between clitics and their discourse antecedents, we propose that 
clitics are argument markers not specified for gender (Sánchez et. al 2022). For 
those who exhibit gender matching we propose an analysis that allows for feature 
matching between the antecedent and the clitic rather than feature valuation at the 
sentential level.

2. The big DP analysis

Uriagereka (1995) proposed an analysis of clitic doubled expressions in which 
the clitic and the doubled DP formed part of the same constituent, as shown in (3) 
above. Cechetto (2000) and Belletti (2005) extend this analysis to unify cases of 
clitic doubling, clitic left-dislocation and floated quantifiers. The common idea 
behind all these constructions is that the clitic coexists with doubled elements 
because they initially form a larger constituent, a “big DP”, which is headed by the 

1.	 An anonymous reviewer points out that there is a possibility that agreement between the clitic and 
the DP may not be local if it takes place after movement. We are testing the big DP hypothesis 
under the assumption that agreement is local.
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clitic. In Belletti’s (2005) formulation, the doubled element appears in the comple-
ment position to the clitic determiner, as seen in (5). The clitic raises from the big 
DP and adjoins to V, together they raise to TP, as (5) shows.

(5)

	

This analysis allows for the derivation of expressions in which a clitic and a 
doubled DP co-occur in a sentence from a single initial structure. In the simple 
case, this doubled DP is null and only the clitic appears. In more complex cases, 
the big DP hypothesis can also account for instances where the clitic is doubled 
by an overt DP. Specifically, it provides a unified analysis for both clitic doubling 
structures, as shown in (6) and clitic left dislocations structures, shown in (7).

(6)	 a.	 L-a 	 saludé 	 a 	 ella.
		  CL-F 	greeted 	DOM 	her
		  ‘I greeted her.’

	 b.	
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(7)	 a.	 A 	 ella,	 l-a 	 saludé.
		  DOM 	her,	 CL-F 	greeted
		  ‘Her, I greeted.’

	 b.

		

In addition to providing a unified analysis, the big DP Hypothesis has an advan-
tage over other analyses of clitic doubling expressions that treat the doubled DP as 
an adjunct (Aoun 1981) which cannot easily account for the fact that in most Latin 
American Spanish varieties that allow for extended doubling of third-person direct 
objects, the clitic and the DP agree in gender and number (Jaeggli 1982; Suñer 
1988; Di Tullio, Saab & Zdrojewski 2019; among others), as shown in

(8) 	 L-a	 vio	 a	 l-a	 niñ-a.
	 CL-F	 saw	 DOM	 the-F	 girl-F
	 ‘H/she saw the girl.’

In these cases, the big DP headed by clitic la is the local nominal domain in 
which gender and number agreement is not only possible but expected, just as in any 
other DP (cf. las niñas the-F-P girl-F-P). Technically, we can imagine two possible 
implementations of this local agreement: either N is marked for valued gender and 
agrees with all other categories within the DP that are unvalued for gender (clitic 
la and determiner la), as shown in (9a), or the clitic itself is valued as feminine, as 
well as N, as seen in (9b). Both values would then have to match.

(9)	 a.	 [l-	 [ l-	 niñ-a ] ]

	

	 b.	 [l-a	 [ l-	 niñ-a ] ] 
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In the case of clitics without an overtly doubled argument, the same options 
remain: either the clitic is valued by agreeing with the null DP (see (10a)) or the 
clitic and the DP are valued, and those values need to match, as in (10b).2 The main 
difference between (9) and (10) is whether the abstract syntactic nodes are overtly 
realized as la niña in (9) or remain null (‘pro’) as in (10).

(10)	a.	 [l-	 [  D-	   pro.F ] ] 

	

	 b.	 [l-a	 [ D-	    pro.F ] ] 

		

For our purposes, the most important conclusion from (10) is that the clitic and 
the DP agree in gender, just as they do in the case of la…la niña in (9). This follows 
from the two premises of the big DP analysis: a) the clitic is a determiner, and b) 
the clitic and the doubled DP form an extended nominal projection.

There are, however, several varieties of Spanish, in particular varieties of 
Spanish in contact with languages that lack gender in which there is no agree-
ment between the clitic and the DP (Escobar 1990; Sánchez 2003; Camacho & 
Sánchez 1995; Mayer & Sánchez 2017, 2020a, 2020b; Zdrojewski & Sánchez 
2014). Zdrojewski & Sánchez (2014) note that these varieties may differ from 
the agreeing varieties not only with respect to gender but also with respect to the 
availability of doubling of indefinite DPs, as shown in the following example from 
Luján (1987):

(11)	Se	 lo	 llev-ó 	 un-a 	 caja. 
	 3 	 DEF.ACC.M.3.SG	 take-PST.3.SG 	INDEF-F	 box 
	 ‘(S/he) took a box (with her/him).’
	 (Luján 1987: 115) 

We propose that these varieties do not appear to fall under the big DP analysis 
and that further research is needed to explore the role of definiteness in these varie-
ties. This raises the question of whether it is possible to treat agreement between 
determiners and nouns as similar to agreement between clitics and their discursive 
antecedents or doubled DPs in all varieties of Spanish. In the next section, we will 
show in more detail data from previous studies that show how prevalent the dif-
ferences in gender agreement between clitics and their antecedents and between 
determiners and nouns are in contact varieties of Spanish.

2.	 We include “pro” in (10a) for ease of exposition, to indicate a null DP, no theoretical claim is 
intended.
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3. �Clitic gender agreement and DP-internal gender agreement in Contact 
Bilingualism 

Gender expression in contact bilingualism generally exhibits high levels of 
variability cross-linguistically (Mayer & Sánchez 2017; Laleko 2018; Lohndal & 
Westergaard 2016). Previous studies of Spanish in contact with languages that lack 
gender have found a wide range of gender agreement (and lack thereof) options for 
clitics. These range from the use of invariable forms such as le or lo, unmarked 
for gender (Mayer & Sánchez 2017) to gender-specific forms such as lo (masculine) 
and la (feminine) for direct object clitics (Camacho & Sánchez 2002; Mayer 2010, 
2017; Mayer & Sánchez 2016, 2017). In this section, we will present some previous 
studies conducted among Spanish-English heritage bilingual children and speakers 
of Spanish in contact with two indigenous languages of Peru, Quechua, and Shipibo. 
In all of these cases, Spanish is in contact with a language that lacks grammatical 
gender agreement between determiners and nouns, as illustrated by the contrast 
between Spanish and English shown in (12):

(12)	The house	 /	L-a	 cas-a
			   DEF-F.SG	 house-F.SG

Regarding gender assignment to pronouns, there are some differences. In the 
case of English, pronouns referring to animate entities show gender assignment and 
may refer to lexically gendered antecedents, as shown in example (13). As we will 
show below, in languages such as Shipibo, unlike in English, third-person pronouns 
are not lexically marked for gender.

(13)	John and Mary entered the room. I greeted her.

In a study on bilingual effects, Castilla-Earls et al. (2020) examined the perfor-
mance of two groups of Spanish-English bilingual children (one with high and one 
with low English proficiency) in an oral task aimed to elicit sentences with clitics 
and DPs with definite determiners and nouns. The study’s goal was to determine the 
accuracy of both groups regarding the overt production of clitics and determiners, 
in particular, their accuracy in gender, and number marking. The stimuli they used 
included questions such as (14a) to elicit clitics according to the antecedent in the 
question (14b), and (15a) to elicit DPs as in (15b):

(14)	a. 	¿Qué hace el ratón con el queso?
		  ‘What does the mouse do with the cheese?’

	 b.	 Se	 l-o		 come.
		  ASP	 DEF-M.SG 	eat.3.SG
		  ‘(He/she) eats it.’
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(15)	a.	 ¿A quién les lee la gallina?
		  ‘To whom the chicken reads to?’

	 b.	 A	 l-o-s 	 pollit-o-s.
		  DOM	 DEF-M-PL	 chicken-M-PL
		  ‘To the chickens.’

Their results indicate that the bilingual children were overall more accurate 
with determiners than with clitics. Furthermore, they found the errors were minimal 
among a comparison group of children monolingual in Spanish. We take this as 
a first indication that bilingual individuals may exhibit some difference between 
determiners and clitics.

Shin et al. (2019) conducted a study on the production and comprehension of 
direct object clitics among child heritage speakers of Spanish. Their results showed 
that higher English vocabulary scores and more use of English in the home were 
related to higher frequencies of gender mismatches between the clitic and its ante-
cedent in the production task they used, similar to the one used by Castilla-Earls 
et al. (2020) based on Grüter et al. (2012). We take this to indicate that there is an 
effect of crosslinguistic influence from English on gender agreement between the 
clitic and its antecedent. Furthermore, the results of their comprehension task (a 
picture selection task) showed evidence that the children did not attend to the clitic 
gender to select a referent.

Mayer & Sánchez (2017) analyzed the oral production of 17 adult Cuzco 
Quechua-Spanish bilinguals, 14 Huanuco Quechua-Spanish bilinguals, 24 Shipibo-
Spanish bilinguals and three monolingual speakers of Spanish from the city of Lima. 
In this study, Mayer and Sánchez analyzed sentences with direct object clitics with 
and without doubling of a DP.3 Their findings showed a strong preference for the 
clitic le (unmarked for gender) over the masculine clitic lo among the three bilingual 
groups, but not among the monolingual contact individuals. Of particular interest is 
the hierarchy in the distribution of the clitics present in the Shipibo-Spanish group, 
where le was by far the most frequent direct object form, but not to the total exclu-
sion of lo, se, and la, the latter two absent in the Quechua-Spanish groups:

(16)	le > se > lo > la
	 74% > 7% > 4% > 3%

Mayer & Sánchez (2017) interpret this preference as an indication of variabil-
ity in how features are mapped onto morphological forms such that these range 
from le as a form unmarked for gender to a more complex array of morphological 
forms available to the speakers including lo and la which indicates the emergence 
of gender marking.

While the strong preference for le may be taken as evidence of some type of 
neutralization in the mapping of gender features, it could also be attributed to dif-

3.	 Their study also focused on differential object marking on the doubled DP.
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ficulties in production. Unlike Shin et al.’s study, Mayer & Sánchez’s (2017) study 
only had a production task leaving open the question of the extent to which the 
Shipibo group would be able to attend to differences in clitic gender in a compre-
hension task. Moreover, in contrast to Castilla-Earls et al.’s (2020) study, Mayer & 
Sánchez (2017) examined clitic production and gender matching with the discursive 
antecedents but it did not examine determiner-noun agreement. In this study, we 
examine comprehension data on gender (mis)matches between clitics and referents 
and we also provide data on determiner-noun agreement in a group of Shipibo-
Spanish bilingual speakers in order to provide an answer to the question of whether 
the big DP analysis can be extended to adult Spanish in contact with Shipibo. 

Before discussing the study, we present in the next section a brief sketch of 
some of the grammatical characteristics of Shipibo that are most relevant to this 
study. 

4. Shipibo language

The Panoan language family is located in the Amazon basin and extends to Peru, 
Brazil and Bolivia. There are approximately 32 known Panoan languages (Fleck 
2013), and one of these is Shipibo-Konibo or simply Shipibo. According to 
Valenzuela (2003), Shipibo is a predominantly agglutinating and suffixing lan-
guage. Regarding gender, Shipibo lacks gender marking on pronouns, morphologi-
cal gender marking, and gender agreement inside the Determiner Phrase (DP), as 
shown in (17), (18) and (19).

(17)	Ja-ra	 jo-ke.
	 3P:ABS-EVID	 come-ASP
	 ‘(I have direct evidence that) he/she has come.’
	 (Faust 1990: 7, our glosses)

(18)	Bake	 ainbo	 /	bake	 benbo
	 child	 woman		  child	 man
	 ‘daughter’		  ‘son’
	 (Valenzuela 2003)

(19) 	Maxko-shoko 	joni
	 small-DIM 	 person.ABS
	 ‘small person’ 
	 (Valenzuela 2003)

The sentence/clause mainly follows a basic order SOV/SV. Moreover, Shipibo 
presents an ergative-absolutive alignment with an ergative case marked by an affix 
at the end of the noun phrase in subject position and variable marking of absolu-
tive case of direct objects. A salient characteristic is the variety of ergative case 
allomorphs: -n, an, -en, -in, -kan, -ten, -tan, -man, -nin, -ton, -tonin (Valenzuela 
2010). In addition, this Panoan language also shows some other clitics as eviden-
tials (see Valenzuela 2003). Unlike Spanish, Shipibo lacks pronominal clitics, as 
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illustrated in (20b) with a null object that corresponds to tasa ‘basket’, the direct 
object in (20a)4:

(20)	a. 	E-n-ra	 tasa	 jama-ke.
		  1SG-ERG-EVID	 basket	 kick-COMPL
		  ‘I kicked the basket.’

	 b.	 E-n-ra	 jama-ke.
		  1SG-ERG-EVID	 kick-COMPL
		  ‘I kicked.’ 

5. The study

Given the previous evidence that suggests clitics and determiners do not enter 
the same type of gender agreement relations in contact varieties of Spanish, we 
conducted a study on gender agreement between clitics and their referents, and 
determiners and nouns among adult Shipibo-Spanish bilinguals. Our main goal 
was to answer the question: Do Shipibo-Spanish bilingual speakers have similar 
patterns of local vs. long-distance gender agreement? A positive answer would 
be consistent with the ‘big DP’ analysis. A negative answer, on the other hand, 
would be inconsistent with such analysis for this variety of Spanish in contact with 
Shipibo. In the next subsection, we present a description of the Shipibo community 
where we conducted the study, the participants, and the methods employed.

5.1. The context of contact: The Shipibo-Konibo people at Patria Nueva

In this section, we present information on the contact situation of the participants in 
this study which is vital in our understanding of how language contact affects 
language change. It also serves the purpose of documenting the emergence of the 
varieties of Spanish in this study. 

The Shipibo-Konibo are one of the largest indigenous groups in the Peruvian 
Amazon region, with approximately 25,232 members (INEI 2017). These indige-
nous people are widespread along the Ucayali river. However, over the last decades, 
Shipibo-Konibo migration to urban cities has intensified. Nowadays, the cities of 
Pucallpa and Lima congregate one of the largest and most prominent Shipibo settle-
ments. The continuity between the rural and urban areas has increased the locations 
and social network contributing to the development of bilingualism in Shipibo-
Konibo and Spanish and the emergence of new varieties of Shipibo-Spanish.

4.	 An anonymous reviewer suggests that the distribution of non-nominal clitics in Shipibo might 
affect the use of nominal clitics in Spanish, for example “without movement or agreement”. The 
paper is, in some sense, an exploration of the distribution of nominal clitics in L1 Shipibo Spanish. 
However, the notion that second position clitics in Shipibo may affect the distribution of nominal 
clitics in Spanish presupposes that clitics form a natural class defined by properties that go beyond 
being syntactically and prosodically weak. While this is certainly possible, we do not assume that 
this is the default theoretical position.
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The Native Community Patria Nueva de Mediación Callería is located close to 
the Callería river, one of the Ucayali’s tributaries (Callería district, Coronel Portillo 
province, Ucayali region). In 1983, the Peruvian State recognized this territory and 
granted a property title of 723,8600 hectares, which was expanded in 1997 (IBC 
2016: 129). According to Brabec de Mori (2015: 733), Patria Nueva was prob-
ably founded in 1972 with two or three houses of first settlers. Its growth in later 
years is associated with the establishment of the primary school taught mostly in 
Spanish which led to more Shipibo arriving from the Upper Ucayali area (Abel 
Mori, first authority in the community. Personal communication, 2019). Nowadays, 
the community also has a pre-school and a secondary school, with a Bilingual 
Intercultural Education program currently being developed with participation of 
Shipibo teachers.

The population in Patria Nueva, estimated at 271 in 2015, is mostly composed 
of Shipibo-Konibo people (Brabec de Mori 2015: 733) and to a lesser extent of 
individuals who the Shipibo call nawa (mestizos in Spanish). These are usually 
non-Shipibo men married to Shipibo women. Some mestizos working as teach-
ers or health workers have a stable presence in the community. Other mestizos 
come to the community for seasonal fishing or sporadic tourism. There are also 
mestizos from evangelical churches participating in communal activities led by 
a Shipibo pastor.

Despite the relatively large population, it is almost impossible to precisely 
know how many people are living in Patria Nueva. This is mainly due to the 
population’s high mobility within the Callería river basin in pursuit of fishing 
and agriculture. Additionally, the Shipibo-Konibo inhabitants of Patria Nueva 
regularly visit nearby cities in order to provide themselves with food to comple-
ment their diet based on the products they grow, to visit a relative or to settle 
temporarily. This results in their frequent contact with Spanish inside and outside 
the community. 

5.2. Participants 

Twenty-four Shipibo-Spanish bilinguals from Patria Nueva with an age range 
between 21 and 79 completed the two tasks using Psychopy, in addition to a lin-
guistic background questionnaire and a proficiency task as part of a larger study. 
Among the people interviewed, 18 reported Shipibo as their first language (Shipibo 
L1 henceforth). Most participants in this group were born in the same community 
where the study was carried out. In contrast, others indicated that they came from 
native communities of the Upper Ucayali river, but that they had already lived 
in Patria Nueva for many years. Another 6 participants were mestizos that came 
from cities in the Lower Ucayali river and reported Spanish as their first language 
(Spanish L1 henceforth).

Participants were mainly male, with 8 Shipibo-Konibo and 6 mestizos. All 
female participants (10) were Shipibo-Konibo. As mentioned above, in the Patria 
Nueva Native Community, there is currently no presence of mestizo females. 
Still, there are mestizo males who have married Shipibo women or carry out some 
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specific activity in the community. All participants were compensated for their 
participation.

5.3. Methods

Participants underwent several training rounds to become familiar with the com-
puter used to administer the three tasks of the Psychopy program. These tasks 
included: a lexical activation pre-task, a gender agreement picture-selection 
task (inspired in Grüter et al. 2012, but culturally adapted), and a DP-internal 
Agreement task.5 The three tasks were administered in the community of Patria 
Nueva to each individual participant by one of the authors and a research assis-
tant who is a speaker of Shipibo. In addition to the Psychopy tasks, participants 
responded orally to a questionnaire about their language use and preference and 
completed two other tasks not reported here. The interviews were conducted 
entirely in Spanish, although some indications had to be clarified in the Shipibo 
language for the first group of participants. This was possible thanks to the sup-
port of the research assistant.

5.3.1. Lexical Activation Pre-Task
To ensure participants understood the meaning of the nouns, they were first shown 
drawings of 30 objects and given a bare noun to name the object in Spanish, as 
shown in Figure 1.

13 pictures represented objects with nouns ending in feminine -a, 7 in mascu-
line -o, 4 in a consonant (3 masculine, 1 feminine) and 2 in -e (both masculine). 
The asymmetric distribution by gender and morphology is due to the fact these data 
were collected as part of a larger comparison with Ashaninka, so we had to ensure 
that words would be equally valid across the three languages. 

5.	 The stimuli for the Lexical Activation Pre-task, the Picture-Selection Task and the DP-internal 
Agreement Task are publicly available at the Center for Open Science Database (<https://osf.io/
rn28t/>) as a power point document. The questionnaire is also available there.

Figure 1. Canasta ‘basket’.



140  CatJL 22, 2023	 Liliana Sánchez; José Camacho; Elisabeth Mayer; Carolina Rodríguez Alzza

5.3.2. Long-distance Gender Agreement Picture-Selection Task
The picture-selection task items involved a pair of drawings that were shown side 
by side, chosen from the words already presented in the lexical activation task. The 
images correspond to culturally relevant objects that are part of the everyday life of 
the participants in the study. The task was a forced-choice task that did not allow 
for a third option. Participants had to pick one of the images, following an audio 
prompt that included an expression with a verb in imperative form and a clitic. 
Psychopy tasks were designed to choose using the keyboard left or right arrow. 
The imperative with a clitic referred to a masculine (21a) or feminine (21b) noun. 
This indicated clitic-antecedent gender agreement patterns.

(21)	a.	 Cóge-l-o.	 b.	 Cóge-l-a.
		  Take-CL-M.SG		  Take-CL-F.SG
		  ‘Take it.’		  ‘Take it.’

Figure 2 shows an example of an item from this task in which participants 
had to choose one image after hearing an imperative verb form with a clitic as in 
(21a) or b. In this particular item, if the participant heard (21a), it was expected 
they would select the image with the comb as the word peine ‘comb’ is masculine 
in Spanish. Conversely, if they heard (21), they were expected to select the image 
with the basket as the word canasta ‘basket’ is feminine in Spanish. Half of the 
items included a masculine lo clitic, and half a feminine la.

5.3.3. DP-internal Gender Agreement Task
In the second task, participants saw 20 images from the same drawings they saw in 
the Lexical Activation Pre-Task. They were asked to provide a definite determiner 
for those objects orally. Figure 3 illustrates what the participants saw and what they 
were expected to produce.

The answers were annotated on a paper by hand. The determiner produced by 
the participant would indicate the assignment of the noun to a gender class through 
local agreement, which we could then match to the morphological ending of the 
noun. This task was given last to avoid priming.

Figure 2. Long-distance Gender Agreement Picture-Selection Task.
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6. Results 

In the DP-internal agreement task, participants consistently assigned nouns to gen-
der class (Table 2) whenever the noun ends in –o or –a (χ2 (5, N = 480) = 734.18 
p < 0.001). Nouns ending in a consonant and -e were excluded for two reasons: 
first, -o and -a are more transparently mapped onto masculine and feminine gender, 
potentially increasing the chances of agreement. Second, the nouns ending in a 
consonant and -e had very few tokens in the tasks.

Table 2. DP-internal Agreement Task: Percentage of Masc/Fem Ns indicated by determiner

-a -o

MASC 0% 84.5%

FEM 100% 15.5%

In the long-distance agreement task, if the clitic’s gender matched the gender 
assigned to the corresponding noun when the participants produced the determiner 
in the DP-internal agreement task, it was coded as a case of successful agreement, 
otherwise, it was considered non-matching. The four possibilities are illustrated 
in Table 3.

Table 3. Clitic agreement options in Task 2

Antecedent gender Clitic gender

Matching agreement
Fem (araña, ‘spider’) Fem (la)

Masc (cerro, ‘mountain’) Masc (lo)

Non-matching agreement
Fem (araña ‘spider’) Masc (lo)

Masc (cerro ‘mountain’) Fem (la)

Figure 3. DP-internal Gender Agreement Task.

(22)	 l-a 	 canast-a.
	 DEF-F.SG	 basket-F.SG
	 ‘The basket.’
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Figure 4 presents results for consistent vs. inconsistent gender between the 
antecedent and the clitic (target or non-target) by noun gender and by the first 
language of the participant where SP is Spanish (the group of mestizos) and SK 
is Shipibo.

Target clitic-antecedent gender was almost random for both groups.6 For 
Spanish L1 speakers, target-like clitic-antecedent gender matching was 50.8% and 
for Shipibo L1 speakers, 48%, as shown in Table 4.

6.	 As the task was a forced-choice task, the data do not include the possibility for participants to state 
that they did not know which image to choose.

Figure 4. Clitic-antecedent gender match by gender and L1.
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Table 4. Long-distance clitic-antecedent gender matching coding

SP SK

Target 51% 48%

Non-Target 49% 52% 

(χ2(1, 480) = 0.178, p < .67)

Overall, participants selected feminine antecedents slightly more target-like 
(53.7%) than masculine ones (43.75%). Table 5 shows the distribution of these 
forms among the two groups.

Table 5. Target and non-target antecedent selection

Spanish L1 la clitic lo clitic

Target 55% 46%

Non-Target 45% 54%

Shipibo L1 la clitic lo clitic

Target 53% 43%

Non-Target 47% 57%

A generalized linear model (R, lme4) with matching clitic-gender agreement 
(“Yes”, “No”) as the dependent variable and clitic gender (“Masc”, “Fem”) as 
independent variable revealed that feminine clitics were more highly associated 
with matching the antecedent than masculine clitics (p = 0.03). 

Likewise, we tested whether the gender of the clitic would predict matching 
agreement patterns, but the generalized linear model with Clitic-gender agreement 
(“Yes”, “No”) as the dependent variable and Clitic gender (“Masc”, “Fem”) as 
predictor did not show clitic gender as significant, suggesting that the gender of 
the clitic does not determine whether the clitic will agree or not with its antecedent. 

In sum, 1) nouns are assigned to gender classes, as signaled by local DP agree-
ment; 2) long distance, CL-antecedent gender agreement is only a tendency, higher 
for feminine than for masculine antecedents; 3) clitic gender does not seem to affect 
gender agreement with the antecedent.

7. Discussion

The big DP hypothesis would lead us to expect that long-distance agreement (ante-
cedent-clitic) and local (DP-internal) agreement should be similar. Our results show 
reliable local (DP-internal) agreement, indicating that Shipibo-Spanish speakers 
assign nouns to the right class and perform determiner-noun agreement involving 
feature valuation from N to D, as shown in (23):
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(23)	[DP	 D[ _G]	 NP[F]]

Agreement between the clitic and its antecedent, on the other hand, is at chance 
level (matching 51%, non-matching 49%) despite a slightly better matching for 
feminine (54%) than for masculine (45%) clitics and their antecedent. In contrast, 
assignment to gender class and local D-NP agreement is close to 100% accurate for 
feminine and 84.5% for masculine.7 These results are consistent with the findings 
of Shin et al. (2019), according to which bilingual children experience more dif-
ficulties with clitic antecedent agreement than with agreement between determiners 
and nouns. In the present study, this difference emerges despite the fact that the 
picture-selection task is a receptive task and the determiner-noun agreement task 
is a productive one. The difference suggests, first, that local and long-distance 
agreement patterns are different. Secondly, it suggests that the relationship between 
clitics and their antecedents in Shipibo-Spanish is not one of agreement, at least in 
gender, but more a relationship between a pronoun and its antecedent in sentences 
such as (24):

(24) 	Ayer vimos a l-a niñ-ai. Nos fuimos a jugar al parque con ell-ai
	 ‘Yesterday, we saw the girl.F. We went to the park to play with her-F.’

The relationship between la niña ‘the girl.F’ and ella ‘her.F’ does not involve 
locally bound agreement, but perhaps long-distance concord, in that the pronoun 
in the second sentence in (24) is not bound. Similarly, the pronominal clitic does 
not establish a sentence-internal relationship that requires feature valuation but 
a relationship with an antecedent in discourse. If rather than feature valuation, a 
process of feature-matching were to take place between the clitic and its anteced-
ent in the long-distance cases, as in (25), one could account for why non-identity 
features are allowed.

(25)	 DP[F]        ……………       CL/pro[F]

If masculine is the default gender in Spanish (Harris 1991; Beatty-Martinez & 
Dussias 2019), then mismatches, when the clitic/pro is masculine, could be more 
frequent since speakers would assign the default to all cases where the concord 
relationship is uncertain. Alternatively, one could propose that, since Shipibo is an 
ergative language and different marking of the direct object and the subject is already 
a challenge, the acquisition of long-distance gender could prove to be an even greater 
challenge. The clitic would remain, for most L2 learners, an argument marker and 

7.	 An anonymous reviewer points out that the tasks used in each case involved different levels of com-
plexity in processing. While the determiner and the noun are in the same phrasal domain, the clitic 
and its antecedent are related in discourse. We acknowledge that this difference could play a role 
in the results, although the difference could be compensated by the fact that the determiner-noun 
agreement is tested in a production task which could in principle be cognitively more demanding 
than the receptive task with the clitic stimuli. Furthermore, as noted in Lewis and Vasishth (2005), 
other factors such as frequency of activation of gender features could be at play.
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not a D with features. This would still not account for the lack of agreement between 
the clitic and its antecedent among the Spanish L1 group in the Shipibo community 
in the present study8 or for the instances of lo and la clitics found in Mayer & 
Sánchez (2017).

To account for the distribution of clitics in our results, we propose that in the 
picture selection task, the images evoke a linguistic representation that includes 
the lexical specification for gender of the antecedent in discourse, as is the case in 
(24), that is, there is no feature valuation. This specification matches the clitic and 
pro for speakers who show target-like long-distance agreement, as shown in (26):

(26)	[canasta[F]]	  [IP … [VP [DP CL[F] [DP pro[F]]]]]

For Shipibo-Spanish speakers that do not have target-like long-distance agree-
ment, we propose that the clitic lacks specified gender, so that again there is no 
phi-feature agreement with pro or the antecedent, nor matching between the clitic 
and the antecedent.9 This lack of specification is supported by results from previous 
work (Sánchez et al. 2022) showing that, in production, some L2 Shipibo-Spanish 
speakers show a preference for the clitic le (dative in other varieties) which is 
unmarked for gender. The antecedent is coreferential with the clitic/pro DP, but 
does not formally agree with it in gender:

(27) 	[canasta[F]]	  [IP … [VP [DP CL [DP   pro]]]]

This analysis would better account for the distribution of the data in our study 
and could perhaps be extended to other contact varieties of Spanish such as the 
ones studied by Shin et al. (2019). For the present study, the grammar that has a 
clitic underspecified for gender would predict no systematic agreement pattern 
between the clitic and the antecedent, as found for some speakers. In fact, Shin et 
al. (2019)’s study found similar data. Children who used more English at home and 
who had higher English vocabulary scores had more gender mismatches and did 
not process the clitic’s gender for referent identification, suggesting that the clitic 
may be unspecified for gender for some of those children.

8. Conclusions

In the bilingual variety of Spanish in contact with Shipibo, the clitic does not pat-
tern like a determiner with respect to gender agreement. While gender agreement 
between D and N obtains categorically, gender agreement between the clitic and 
its antecedent is at chance level. Furthermore, all pro/CL are unmarked for gender, 

8.	 Mismatches in gender have also been attested in other monolingual varieties of Spanish in contact 
with indigenous languages in Peru (Mayer & Sánchez 2017).

9.	 It is possible that individual speakers may have access to multiple grammars with different, poten-
tially competing settings, or to a grammar with multiple specifications (e.g., see Adger & Smith 
2005 and references therein). These results don’t provide evidence for or against this possibility.
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so no formal gender agreement takes place between the antecedent and pro/CL. 
We propose that DP-internal agreement is not the same operation as long-distance 
CL-antecedent agreement in these bilinguals. Shipibo-Spanish speakers systemati-
cally assign Ns to gender classes, as seen by agreement patterns between determin-
ers and nouns, which also track morphological endings of nouns. However, clitic 
gender does not systematically match antecedent gender, particularly with feminine 
antecedents. These results are compatible with theories that do not assume clitics 
are generated in argument positions, inside a big DP, at least for this bilingual 
variety.
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