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The alternation or variation between two grammatical structures should be 
explained not just as the correlation of forms with social and linguistic factors, but also 
as the possibility for speakers to make meaningful choices in discourse and interaction. 
The cognitive approach to language, with its principle that any change in form conveys 
some difference in meaning, favors a methodology for the analysis of syntactic variation 
that takes into account the underlying perceptions and conceptualizations of reality. 
From this viewpoint, syntactic variants constitute resources to construct communicative 
styles which may be socially and situationally distributed, and what is more, this all 
might be ultimately explainable with regard to the cognitive properties of grammar. 

Previous research on variation of subject expression / omission in Spanish has 
indicated that it is related to the cognitive property of salience, this being understood as 
a continuum along the discursive notions of thematicity and informativity. An express 
subject (Usted tiene ‘you have’) is in principle more informationally prominent than an 
omitted one (Tiene ‘(you) have’), which is in turn more thematic and perceptually 
activated in interaction. Moreover, variation in the position of the subject regarding the 
verb is also meaningful: a preverbal pronoun (Usted tiene ‘you have’) will be more 
salient than its postposed alternative (Tiene usted lit. ‘have you’), since postposition 
signals an assimilation to the typical formal traits of syntactic objects as well as a higher 
degree of informativity.  

This paper will move forward from these results and focus on the covariations 
between usted/ustedes (plural, formal 'you') variation (expression/omission as well as 
preverbal / posverbal position) and social and stylistic traits such as gender and 
socioprofessional category within an oral Spanish corpus: Corpus Conversacional del 
Español de Canarias (CCEC). Such a study will make it possible to ascertain whether 
the meanings derived from syntactic variation help perform different communicative 
styles in interaction, which should in turn be cognitively shaped along the discursive 
axis of evidentiality-objetivity / non evidentiality-subjectivity. 


