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It is widely assumed that expressed subjects in languages with variable subject 
expression parallel stressed, or pitch accented, pronouns in languages with non-variable 
expression (e.g. Givón 1983: 17; Payne 1997: 43). In this paper, we present the first empirical 
test of this presumed functional equivalence, through a comparison of Spanish expressed first-
person singular yo and English pitch accented I. 

The Spanish analysis is based on previous findings (for reviews see Silva-Corvalán 
2001: 154-169). The analysis of pitch accent in English is based on 2,000 tokens of I from the 
Santa Barbara Corpus of Spoken American English (Du Bois et al. 2000, 2003, 2004, 2005). 
Multivariate analyses reveal that both expressed yo and pitch-accented I are favored in contexts 
where they are not coreferential with the subject of the preceding clause, and both are subject to 
a structural priming effect. But while position in turn is at best a weak effect in yo expression, 
turn initial position strongly favors pitch-accented I, which is consistent with the use of pitch 
accent to mark new or contrastive information (Chafe 1994; Wennerstrom 2001, inter alia). And 
lexical effects do not necessarily correspond: I is rarely pitch accented in I mean and I guess, and 
accented more than the average in I (don’t) know and I see; for Spanish, yo shows high rates of 
expression in collocations such as yo creo ‘I think’ and, like English, yo (no) sé ‘I (don’t) know’. 
These results suggest that English pitch accent and Spanish subject expression cannot be 
considered equivalent, and underscore how structural variability can be used to identify “conflict 
sites” (Poplack and Tagliamonte 2001: 101) between the two languages, that is, loci of different 
patterning of apparently similar constructions, instantiated as differences in the linguistic 
conditioning of variant choice.  
 
 


