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Is/ in Central
American Spanish

M John M. Lipski, The University of Houston

Of all the areas of Latin American Spanish,
the Central American isthmus is the least
studied in terms of dialectological investiga-
tions. Early studies' lumped all the Central
American republics under a general rubric,
which at times also included the Yucatan Pen-
insula of Mexico, while studies directed at
specific nations assumed an exclusively lexi-
cological character.? In recent years, Central
America has fared little better, for the area
has remained virtually untouched in linguistic
studies. The paucity of linguistic investiga-
tions becomes even more critical in the pho-
nological dimension, and only quite recently
has this area figured in linguistic analyses of
Central American Spanish.?

During the Spanish colonial empire, Central
America was culturally isolated from the
mainstream of Spanish America, with the ex-
ception of the capital of Guatemala. As a re-
sult, Central American Spanish constitutes a
linguistic microcosm with a certain coherency
in its own right as opposed to other main
currents of Hispanic dialectology, but with the
same tantalizingly emphemeral characteris-
tics which form the spirit of Central American
solidarity. In some cases Central American
dialects have participated in phonological pro-
cesses common to most of the rest of Latin
America, but the historical factors which have
led to the unique cultural configurations have
also permitted a number of divergent develop-
ments and even some innovations.

This article has a double purpose. The first
is to offer a concrete description of one facet
of Central American phonology, namely the
behavior of the phoneme /s/. This choice of
operating parameter represents one of the
key defining characteristics of Hispanic dialec-
tology, and enables the Central American data
to be fitted against the already existing studies
of the behavior of /s/ in other Spanish-speak-
ing regions. The second thrust, which in this
article will remain subordinated to the first, is
to consider the possible diachronic processes
which could have given rise to the current con-
figurations, and the theoretical consequences
implied by the reconstructions.*
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In order to observe the details of the distri-
bution of /s/ in Central America, I collected
data on the speech of the capital cities. During
periods of field work® recordings were made
in the five Spanish-speaking Central Amer-
ican republics. In the present discussion, the
speech patterns of Guatemala City, San Salva-
dor, Tegucigalpa, San José and Managua will
be compared. As a prelude to the quantitative
presentations, we observe that these data are
generally representative of the dialect pat-
terns of the respective countries, and that
the internal regional differences which exist
are mainly differences of degree of applica-
tion of certain phonological processes. Natu-
rally, considerable sociolinguistic stratification
exists, especially in urban areas, where a
broader spectrum of sociocultural groups may
be found. Guatemalan Spanish phonology is
quite homogeneous, except for the small
Caribbean costal area and part of the Pacific
coastal region near the Salvadoran border.
The Salvadoran and Nicaraguan dialects are
similarly homogeneous, with few regional dif-
ferences being discernible in either country.
Honduran Spanish is much more varied, since
the major transitions between the phonetically
conservative Guatemalan dialect and the pho-
netically advanced Nicaraguan region occur
within the borders of Honduras. The capital,
Tegucigalpa, provides an intermediate point
among the various influences; however, the
regional differences within Honduras are
quantitative rather than qualitative. Costa
Rican Spanish is the most heterogeneous,
since the central highlands dialect, including
the capital, is radically different from neigh-
boring Nicaragua and Panama. However, the
northern provinces which border on Nicara-
gua exhibit phonetic patterns indistinguisha-
ble from those of Nicaragua, while the regions
bordering on Panama exhibit Panamanian pho-
netic characteristics. The dialect of the meseta
central therefore occupies a unique position
as a phonological oasis in the midst of two
dialects which are characterized by a more
advanced degree of phonetic reduction.

For the present study, ten informants were
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chosen from each of the capital cities; each
had completed at least secondary schooling.
This level of education was chosen so the data
could be compared with the quantitative stud-
ies of /s/ which have already been carried out
for other dialects.® Each speaker provided ap-
proximately one half hour of interview mate-

rial, in which informal conversational styles
prevailed. The results, as exhibited in Table 1,
indicate a relatively high degree of homoge-
neity among speakers of a given dialect, while
at the same time demonstrating the diversity
which exists among the Central American
dialects.”

Table 1: Realizations of /s/ in Central American Spanish (%)

sC s#C s## s#V s#V

s h '] s h '] s h '] s h @ s h [}

Guatemala 93 7 0 62 30 8 93 3 3 100 0 0 99 1 0
(N =1213) (N = 1696) (N = 1025) (N =231) (N =1711)

CostaRica 92 8 0 69 29 2 96 2 2 98 2 0 96 4 0
(N =1103) (N =1710) (N =985) (N = 254) (N = 699)

Honduras 63 34 3 19 58 23 83 15 2 82 16 2 59 36 5
(N =1192) (N = 1539) (N =1087) (N =198) (N = 703)

El Salvador 54 44 2 10 65 25 85 10 5 46 43 1 28 69 3
(N = 1080) (N =1813) (N =1034) (N = 356) (N = 763)

Nicaragua 13 83 4 2 86 12 35 59 6 28 70 2 7 90 3
(N =1178) (N = 1786) (N = 969) (N = 316) (N = 824)

legend: C = consonant; V = stressed vowel; V = unstressed vowel; # = word boundary;

## = pause

It appears that the weakening of /s/, origi-
nally restricted to implosive position before
consonants (as in hasta, todos los) had its ori-
gin in southern Spain, but the nature of its
transference and spread to Latin America still
remains unclear. One hypothesis links colonial
seaports with the greatest transference of lin-
guistic innovation, especially from southern
Spanish cities.® The Central American data
are consistent with this hypothesis, since the
weakening of /s/ occurs in its greatest extent
in Nicaragua, which was served by the colonial
port of Realejo (modern Corinto) and on the
Caribbean coast of Honduras, around the port
of Trujillo, for a time one of the most impor-
tant ports-of-call on the Spanish Main. High
rates of weakening of /s/ are also found in
Honduras’ small Pacific region, also a frequent
point of contact with Spanish fleets, in El
Salvador, which was served by the port of
Acajutla, and in the northwestern coastal re-
gions of Costa Rica (Puntarenas and Guana-
caste), the only areas in that country which
had ports and enjoyed contact with Spanish
fleets during the colonial epoch. The hypoth-
esis that the weakening of /s/ was, if not
caused, at least propagated by large-scale im-
portation of black slaves, may not be entirely
discounted.® In Central America, the largest

slave populations were found in northern Hon-
duras, Nicaragua (including Guanacaste prov-
ince of Costa Rica, once part of Nicaragua)
and the Pacific coastal areas of El Salvador
and Guatemala. Today these are precisely the
areas of Central America where /s/ is most
consistently weakened.

Once transferred to Latin America, the
weakening of /s/, in the form of aspiration [h]
and subsequent deletion @, has become ex-
tended and generalized in several dialects, in
fashions which reflect evolutionary pressures
at times removed from the original process.
The most common extension involves aspira-
tion of /s/ when the following segment is a
vowel: los amigos [lohamiyoh]. In a few cases,
aspiration may also occur after consonants, a
commonly heard case being [entohes], which
may even lose the entire last syllable.

The first philological evidence of weakening
of /s/ in any position occurs in documents from
the sixteenth century, at which point a few
scribal errors may be found which suggest
that /s/ was being aspirated in implosive posi-
tion. Soon thereafter, Golden Age authors,
in their attempts to depict the speech of poor
black slaves and freedmen in Spain, gave these
subjects a pronunciation in which word-final
/s/ was frequently eliminated, particularly in



the verbal disnence -mos. Although this pro-
nunciation is only attributed to individuals of
the lowest social position, there is no evidence
to indicate that black speakers originated this
change; rather, they were most probably the
recipients of a process that was becoming
increasingly frequent among the lower classes
of Andalusia, with which the slaves were in
constant contact."

For evidence of a systematic reduction
of /s/ in all implosive positions, we have to
wait until around the turn of the eighteenth
century, although the process undoubtedly
started earlier in certain areas among less
educated speakers.™ The first phase of the
process was aspiration of /s/ before conson-
ants, and perhaps later in phrase-final posi-
tion, in accordance with the general hierarchy
of syllabic strength, whereby syllable-final po-
sition is phonologically the weakest. ™

Even at this first stage of the aspiration
process, there may be nonphonetic factors
which influence the outcome. For example,
/s/ in phrase-final position (e.g. llega a las
sets) is typically more resistant than preconso-
nantal /s/, perhaps since it gives the final con-
sonant prominence in the speech chain. Other
phonetic and paradigmatic pressures may also
enter into consideration. " In each case, how-
ever, the constraints modify a general pho-
netic process, affecting the frequency of appli-
cation in certain forms but not affecting the
overall configurations. The phonological rule
depicting the first stage of the weakening
would be:

C
1) s—)h/_{##}

or, utilizing the still somewhat controversial
inclusion of the syllable boundary:

2)s>h/__$

It is not immediately obvious that the two
environments should be collapsed into a single
rule, since in most dialects prepausal position
is more resistant than preconsonantal con-
texts, but in phonetic terms, prepausal po-
sition is syllable-final, and in view of other
processes in Spanish which do not make sub-
stantial differences between preconsonantal
and word-final prepausal position (assibilation
of /r/, loss of /d/, velarization of word-final
/n/, interchange or loss of /I/ and /r/), it is
probably best to leave the conditioning envi-
ronments as in (1), subject to the constraining
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factors already mentioned. Another question,
rarely mentioned in discussions of the weaken-
ing process, is whether one need differentiate
between word-internal and word-final precon-
sonantal position. Most accounts implicitly
suggest that such a separation is unnecessary,
and some investigators have even suggested
that aspiration first occurred in word-internal
implosive  position.”” Considerations of
dialects in which the aspiration/deletion pro-
cess has reached an advanced state do not
allow for a decision, for often little difference
is seen between word-internal and word-final
preconsonantal positions.

The differential behavior is more pro-
nounced in the Central American dialects of
El Salvador and Honduras, where the aspira-
tion is not as categorical; even in Nicaragua,
where weakening of /s/ attains the same levels
found in the Caribbean, there is a noticeable
differential between word-internal and word-
final implosive /s/. The differences are numer-
ical, gradations of a single process, and yet
in the dialects where the process is not as
advanced, the differential behavior suggests
that there may indeed have been a precursor
stage of weakening not in word internal posi-
tions as suggested by previous investigations,
but in word-final implosive contexts, in the
morpheme -mos, in combinations such as fo-
dos los, todas las, etc., followed by a gener-
alization to word-internal implosive position.
Support for this hypothesis is provided by data
from Costa Rica and Guatemala, whose capital
city dialects are the phonologically most con-
servative of Central America, with regard to
/s/. These data show a decided tendency to
weaken word-final preconsonantal /s/, while
word-internal preconsonantal /s/ continues to
resist aspiration or deletion. Therefore, it is
possible to postulate, as a proto-process for
Central America at least, a rule originally re-
stricted to word-final preconsonantal position:

3)s>h/__#C

A process of generalization to all preconsonan-
tal positions and then to word-final prepausal
position then yields (1), which is operative to
some degree in all the Central American dia-
lects. It is also conceivable that the process of
preconsonantal weakening of /s/, while origi-
nally a phonetic weakening, has taken a slight-
ly different path in various dialects, at different
points in history.

In many dialects of Spanish, word-final /s/
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is also aspirated or deleted when the following
word begins with a vowel (los amigos). The
rate of aspiration may be somewhat lower be-
fore vowels than before consonants, and the
rate of deletion even lower;'® moreover, the
presence of a stressed vowel following the /s/
may be a more potent impediment to weaken-
ing than an unstressed vowel, particularly
when the /s/ forms part of a determiner (los
otros, mis horas, etc.). These observations
are valid for the Central American dialects,
which run the gamut from nearly categorical
aspiration of word-final prevocalic /s/ in Nica-
ragua to nearly categorical retention of the
sibilant in Guatemala and Costa Rica. The
question thus arises as to how to incorporate
this new environment into the original rule
(1). Since no known speakers of Spanish
weaken word-final /s/ only in prevocalic posi-
tion and not in preconsonantal position, the
implicational relationship favors an extension
of (1). An obvious motivation is the reduction
of allomorphy, since the extension of aspira-
tion of word-final /s/ regardless of the follow-
ing environment creates the single realization
[h] for word-final /s/, at least in informal
speech. " Typically, it has been assumed that
this extension to prevocalic positions is a sim-
ple generalization of (1), but detailed attempts
to work out the precise mechanism of such
a generalization point out the difficulties in-
curred in conflating the conditioning environ-
ment. *

In view of the Central American data at the
very least, it is preferable to speak not in
terms of a generalization of (1) to cover addi-
tional environments, but rather of the addition
of a separate rule, motivated by conditions of
paradigmatic regularity, which causes aspira-
tion of word-final /s/ in prevocalic positions:

4) s>h/__#V

Such a hypothesis is more in accordance with
observed facts, since no phonetic motivation
is claimed for (4); it is a morphophonemic rule
added to assure paradigmatic regularity on a
larger scale. The postulate of separate rules
is also suggested by frequencies of applica-
tion; in no Central American dialect of Spanish
has the frequency of word-final prevocalic
weakening reached the same order of mag-
nitude as preconsonantal weakening, and in
formal situations such as speeches, reading
and radio broadcasting, the frequency of pre-
vocalic aspiration falls much more sharply than

does that of preconsonantal aspiration. *.

Although the original motivation of (4) was
not strictly phonetic, but rather morpho-
logical, the combined effect of (1) and (4)
produces a number of canonical sequences
characteristic of the phonotactics of Central
American Spanish. A pattern is established
by means of which the phoneme /s/ in word-
final position is realized as [h] (or even as @)
regardless of the following environment; at
the same time, for most speakers, the com-
bined application of (1) and (4) is conditioned
by conversational style and rapidity of speech,
so that the psychological reality of the under-
lying /s/ is always manifest. It is therefore not
beyond the bounds of possibility that the origi-
nal effect of (4), that of reducing the number
of realizations of word-final /s/, might be ex-
tended in the direction of achieving syntag-
matic regularity as well, by eliminating the
phonetic signals of juncture between words.
First, if one supposes that (3) preceded (1)
in certain dialects or for certain speakers,
then we may visualize an early stage in which
the combination [hC] signalled the presence
of a word boundary between the two seg-
ments: [h#C]. This is essentially the case for
educated speakers of modern day Guatemala
and central Costa Rica, as well as in other
Spanish dialects where implosive /s/ is not
categorically reduced. The sequence [sC], on
the other hand, could be word-internal or
could contain a word boundary, since applica-
tion of (3) is normally not categorical. A
generalization to (1) may be considered not
only a phonetic generalization to all preconso-
nantal positions, but also an elimination of the
phonetic discontinuity at the word boundary,
since the sequence [hC] in a dialect in which
(3) is operative, may be word-internal or may
contain a word boundary.

The addition of (4) to the phonology of
a Spanish dialect creates another differential
signal for a word boundary, since the combi-
nation [VsV] may be word-internal (casa) or
may contain a word boundary (las amigas),
whereas the sequence [VhV] must contain a
word boundary, if psycholinguistic awareness
of the underlying /s/ has not been lost (i.e. if
(4) is not entirely categorical in its application)
and/or if the fricative /x/ is not also articulated
as [h]. In the majority of cases, the sequence
[VhV] will be divided [Vh#V], corresponding
to /Vs#V/, but in a few cases the division
may be [Vh#hV] corresponding to /Vs#xV/



(es general) in dialects where /x/ is articulated
as [h]. The paradigm of realizations in word-
final position has been partially regularized by
the addition of (4), but in the process a new
phenomenon has been created, the phonetic
signalling of word boundaries, which goes con-
trary to the general tendencies of enlace,

Table 2: Intervocalic /s/ (in %)
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vowel fusion and other phonetic processes in
Spanish which obliterate the differentiation of
word boundaries.

Consider now the data regarding word-
initial postvocalic /s/ and word-internal inter-
vocalic /s/ in Honduras and El Salvador, as
shown in Table 2.

V#sV V#sV VsV VsV

S h [’} s h [} S h [] s h []

El Salvador 99 1 0 91 9 0 95 5 0 89 11 0
(N =432) (N = 821) (N =897) (N =1231)

Honduras 99 1 0 79 21 0 91 9 0 81 18 1
(N = 398) (N = 846) (N = 850) (N = 1363)

legend: C = consonant; V = stressed vowel; V = unstressed vowel; # = word boundary

From these data it may be seen that weak-
ening of initial /s/ before unstressed vowel
(e.g. la semana) is under way, representing
a phonetic innovation. Sporadic cases of aspi-
ration of word-initial /s/ have been signalled
for other dialects,® but the process has not
been reported to the extent found in Hon-
duras and El Salvador. In all but the least edu-
cated speakers of these two nations, aspira-
tion of word-initial /s/ occurs less frequently
than aspiration of word-final prevocalic /s/, but
the frequency is high enough to be of potential
significance as a phonological variable.

The effect of aspiration of most instances
of word-initial postvocalic /s/ would be to re-
duce the precision of the phonetic signalling
of word boundaries, since the sequence [VhV]
would now have at least the following possible
analyses: /Vs#V/, /Vs#xV/, /V#sV/. More-
over, in rapid speech, when word-final /s/ is
followed by an initial /s/, as in las semanas,
the two /s/’s coalesce into a single [s]. This
[s] resulting from the combination /s#s/ is
also subject to aspiration with the same rela-
tive frequencies as other instances of word-
initial postvocalic /s/, so that the sequence
[VhV] may also be analyzed as /Vs#sV/. A
single canonical pattern is created for the
representation of the boundary between two
words, one of which contains an /s/ adjacent
to the word boundary and the other of which
contains a vowel next to the boundary. It is
not immediately clear if aspiration of word-in-
itial /s/ is an extension of (4) or an entirely
separate rule, but the fact that no Central

American speakers® aspirate word-initial /s/
without also applying (4) makes one suspect
a (still highly constrained) extension of (4).
In favor of maintaining two separate rules, we
note that (4) reduces allomorphy by extending
the number of cases in which word-final /s/
is realized as [h]. Aspiration of word-initial /s/
creates more possible phonological analyses
of the string [VhV] and reduces the conspicu-
ousness of the word boundary in the spoken
chain; at the same time, it does increase word-
level allomorphy somewhat.?

Honduran and Salvadoran speakers exhibit
another extension of the aspiration of /s/, in
word-internal intervocalic contexts, nearly al-
ways before unstressed vowels (casa, presi-
dente). The aspiration of word-internal inter-
vocalic /s/ frequently occurs at a morpheme
boundary (presupuesto, desempleo) or in words
whose superficial configuration yields the ap-
pearance of containing a prefix (presidente,
decision); however, there is no indication that
the process originated through aspiration only
at morpheme boundaries. In many cases, the
presence of two instances of /s/ in the original
pronunciation makes one suspect a process
of dissimilation or haplology as having influ-
enced the aspiration of one of the /s/’s, since
such words as necesito, precisamente, etc. fre-
quently lose one of the /s/’s, even in dialects
where intervocalic /s/ normally remains un-
altered. Also included here is the pronuncia-
tion of nosotros as [nohotros]), nearly universal
among middle and lower class speakers in
Honduras and El Salvador, which accounts for
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nearly all instances of aspiration of intervo-
calic /s/ before stressed vowels.

Reduction of allomorphy in paradigms is not
the only global phonological tendency which
shapes the generalization of phonological
rules, since an increase in word-level allomor-
phy may act to reduce alternations in other
contexts. In the case of Honduras and El Sal-
vador, the extension of aspiration of word-final
/s/ to prevocalic positions reduces word-level
allomorphy but increases the number of ca-
nonical surface patterns and provides a phone-
tic discontinuity at the word boundary. These
discontinuities have been somewhat attenu-
ated through a further extension of the aspi-
ration process. Nothing short of a general
rule, aspirating /s/ in all environments, would
eliminate both kinds of alternation, but the
consequences for the phonotactics would be
drastic and probably unacceptable.

Another interesting observation regarding
aspiration of word-initial /s/ in Honduras and
El Salvador is that in these dialects, the overall
rate of aspiration of /s/ in other environments
has not advanced as far as in Nicaragua, Pana-
ma or the Caribbean nations; thus, the exten-
sion of aspiration to environments containing
word-initial /s/ is not simply a result of overall
level of weakening of /s/. At present, there is
no adequate information which would permit
the tracing of this phenomenon in El Salvador
and Honduras, but one possible avenue of ap-
proach lies in the area of lexical extension. In
everyday contexts in both countries, word-
initial /s/ is very commonly aspirated in the
word centavos and in the numbers cincuenta,
sesenta and sefenta, particularly in combina-
tions involving prices, which are shouted out
at every point in the market-place environ-
ment which characterizes Central American
interpersonal commerce: cincuenta, quince
centavos, etc. The Honduran unit of currency
is the lempira, worth US $0.50, while the
Salvadoran colén is worth slightly less; thus
fractional combinations involving the numbers
50, 60, 70 and the word centavos occur with
great frequency, and for many speakers these
words have become effectively lexicalized
with word-initial [h]. Even the /s/in un centavo
is most frequently pronounced as [h].

The Nicaraguan cdrdoba, worth aboout 40
to the dollar, is rarely used with the word cen-
tavos, while the Costa Rican colén, worth even
less, is divided into céntimos, whose stressed
first vowel would impede aspiration of the pre-

ceding /s/ even in those areas of Costa Rica
where /s/ is frequently weakened. The Guate-
malan quetzal, at par with the dollar, is divided
into centavos, but the overall resistance of /s/
in Guatemala precludes any word-initial aspi-
ration. In any case, further exploration is
called for in order to determine the possi-
ble cause(s) of this interesting development
which to date has only affected the middle
region of Central America.

The preceding discussion, while limited in
scope, illustrates the significant variation
found within the small Central American re-
gion. At the same time, the data illustrate the
viability of separate but parallel historical
evolution of /s/ in different dialect areas. The
relatively isolated Central American area has
developed patterns of weakening of /s/ which
parallel those found in other Spanish-speaking
areas, but which at the same time exhibit
essential differences, some of which repre-
sent unique innovations. Moreover, since
some Central American dialects are apparent-
ly at aless advanced stage as regards behavior
of /s/, they provide an excellent proving
ground for hypotheses regarding the eventual
spread of the weakening process. Finally, as
a perhaps superfluous epilogue to this brief
presentation, I would like to encourage more
in sttu investigations of Central American
Spanish which, despite the unfortunate politi-
cal conditions which have chronically plagued
this region, will amply repay all research ef-
forts with data from a fascinating and complex
linguistic zone.
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