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, . Language and Dialects 

Geographlcal Varieties of Language 

We all know that a Bostonia~~ does not speak like a Mississippian and thal solnec 
ltom Denver or Baltimore thinks that both of them have a very definite accent. The  avera 
individual's ear (apparently among speakers of a11 languages) is remarkably attuned 
dialectal differences in speech-regardless of how little linguistic knowledge he  or s 
may have. These differences and this ability to perceive them provide a great source 
humor, fun, arguments, and, unfortunately, even prejodice. However, even though ml 
speitkers of a given language can immediately pick out a speaker from a different gc 
graphical region solely on the basis of his or her speech, Few really understand the natt 
of these regional pronunciation features. Their knowledge of the production of spee 
sounds does not come anywhese neat to matching their ability to perceive the correspor 
ing auditory differences. They might even be able to imitate the dialect, but they ran 
can explain exactly what they are doing and how they are doing i t .  

Not only is the average person perceptive of regional dialect differences, he or r 
often has subjective, impressionistic, and even erroneous opinions about not o ~ ~ l y  tht 
dialects but their speakers. Fact and Fancy are mingled in such a way that widespre 
popular misconceptions abound in our thinking. Although there is no such thing as c 
typical New York accent or one typical Southern accent, hearing what we identify as su 
an aceent may quickly conjure up stereotypical images with soeial, ethnic, racial, a 
educational implications that are no longer true or important and perhaps never were. F 
example, a recent survey taken for an automobile manufacturer revealed that the Americr 
polled thought that a Boston aecent sounded the mosl "intelligent," a New Yosk acci 
the lnost "unt~stworthy," and a Southern accent the "sexiest."' These unfounded fe  
ings have long been exploited in movies and on television, and the use of regional d ink  
has probably created as much controversy and perhaps ill will as it has provided h i ~ n  
and entertainment. 

'As reporled in the Certlre Daily Times (Slate College. PA), Mar. 23, 1995, p. 2A. 
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Spanish speakers naturally have similar notions about speakers from other dialect 
regions of the Hispanic world. But it is interesting to note that speakers of one language 
do 1101 always hold these opinions about speakers of i~nother laoguage that they have 
learned. The Spiinish speaker new to the U.S. is at first not aware of the images associated 
with llie different dinlects of American English. Likewise, the English speaker-even 
thougl~ he or she m;ly also speak Spanish as a formally lear~icd language-does no1 always 
share the same linguistic impressions about speakers from Madrid or Havana or Buenos 
Ai~res that a Mexican, for example, [night have. 

Dialect or Language? 

Dit~lect or language vari;ltion is one of (he areas of lil~guistics of greatest interest and 
fascination to the non-professional or ley person, bul it is, ac the same time, a concept 
extremely diflicult to define and explain with precisioo. So~netimes it is even impossible 
for l:~~iguage professionals to decide whether a given speeeh mode is really another lan- 
guage or just a different dialect of the same language. Several factors ilre used to determine 
this. The main one is mulunl intelligibility or comprehm~sibility. If speakersof two diflerenl 
speech "modes" can unclerstalld each other, ever] though with some tlifficulty at firs1 and 
after some praclice (assuming, of course, that neither has formally studied whatever it is 
that the olher spcaker is speaking), these modes are usually colisidered lo be different 
dialects of the same language. An individual from Minneapolis or Wit~i~ipeg may have 
some difficulty in communicating easily at first with an i~idividual from Johannesburg, 
South AWca, or New Delhi, India, but this difficully won't last long or rcally impede 
coln~nunicalion in any serious way because they are all speaking dialeets of the same 
language. English. The same is true when an individunl from Las. Pnllnas on lhe CANARY 

ISLANDS cotlfronts someone from Arequipa, Peru, since they are boll1 speaking varieties 
of Spanish. 

Fortunately, for 11s this issue is clear-cut and relalively simple in both Spanish and 
English. But i t  is a major problern in other langt~ages, such as Italian, Gernian, o r  Chioese. 
Sometimes the solution is co~ivenlional, convenieot, e\,eli political, and not based solely 
on lingitistic reality. We speak of the various dialects of Italinn (Neapolitan, Piedmontese, 
Tuscan, Calabrese. Sicilian. Venetian, and so on), yet some of these modes are ~eally 
mutually incomprehensible (Neapolitan and Venetian, for example). But rarely do we 
speak of the differen( "languages" of Italy. On the other band, this is exactly what ~niosl 
linguists say about Mandarin and Cantonese, which are likewise ~nulunlly incomprcl~en- 
sible; Llius, linguists refcr to them as languages. Most people really mean Mandarin when 
they say "Chinese" since il is the oflicinl language of  China and tlle one with t l ~ e  lnost 
speakers. 

Anolher case, closer lo l io~ne for us, is that olSpnnish and CATALAN, LWO of the main 
languages of the Iberian peninsula. Both nre spoken by many of the snlne speakers in 
northeastern and eastern Spain and the DALBARIC ISLANDS in the Mediterranean off the 
eastern coasl of' Spain. These people are politically, ethnically, a t ~ d  culturally united wilh 
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the rest of Spain, yet Spanish and Catalan are unquestionably two different languages. 
Many North Americans who knew Spanish were surprised to find that they could  not read 
the signs shown or understandmany ofthe words spoken by Spaniardsduring the televising 
of the 1992 Oly~npics in Barcelona. This is because these words were not Spanish but 
Catalan, the official language in this part of Spain, Catalonia, although the vast majority 
of its citizens are bilingual. These two languages started centuries ago as dialects of Lalin 
but have diverged to the point where they now have such significant gra~nmatical and 
phonological differences that they are now separate. In this case political, ethnic, and 
cultural unity has not been as significant as linguistic reality. 

It is a historical accident or at least a series of historical events that has made Castilian 
and not Catalan the official language of a11 of Spain, and, therefore, the official language 
of the countries of Spanish America as well. Castilian was the language of the people who 
led the reconquest of Spain from the ~ o o t ~ s  in the Middle Ages and became the dominant 
force on the Iberian peninsula. It has becn said facetiously that "a language is just adialect 
that had a strong army and navy at one time in the past." 

But almost nll languages i n  turn have different geographical varieties or dialects of 
their own. A speaker from Boston and a speaker from Minneapolis both write the word 
here the same way, and i t  means exactly the same thing to both. Yet the first speaker says 
/hih/ l~mh without any tinal rconsonant, and the second speaker says lhfrl, with his tongue 
curled back for a very prominent and definite final r. Each understands the other's pro- 
~lunciation of the word despite never saying it that way. Both the uniform meaning and 
the written form of thousands of words just like here, combined with the crucial [act of 
mutual intelligibility, lead us to the obvious fact that the New England and Midwestern 
speech modes are two dialeets of the same language, English. But, in contrast, the Spanish 
word buz6n and the Catalan word bustia mean exactly the same thing, and Lhe speaker 
of each language can even easily pronounce the word in the other language correctly when 
he or she sees it written. Yet neither speaker-unless he or she alrendy knows the other 
language-realizes that the unknown word means exactly the same thing-~nnilbox. In 
this case, mutual incomprehensibility (plus other differences, of course) shows clenrly thal 
Spanish and Catalan are two distinct languages. 

Mutual comprehensibility, of course, depends on more than sound and meaning. The 
grammatical structures of different dialects of the same language differ only slightly, but 
those of different languages, even though related-like Spnnish and Frcnch-usu:~lly dif- 
fer radically. It is difficult to think of significant gra~ntnaticnl differences between the 
various dialects of English or betweell the various dialects of Spanish. But the gral~l~natical 
differences between any dialect of English and any dialect of Spanish are so nllmerous 
and difficult that, as you should well know by now, it may take years of study to inasle~. 
them. 

When all is said and done, the definitive solution (if there is one) to the problem of 
language versus dialect is perkaps more one of quantity than quality. Catnlan, peninsulnl. 
or Castilian Spanish, and Argentinian Spanish all originally came from Latin, but Catalan 
is considered a separate language. The latter two are just different varieties of  the same 
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language; tlie differences between Catalan and Castilian Spanish or Catillan and Argenti- 
nian Spanish, for example, are far greater than those between Cnstilian and Argentinian 
Spanish. In some languages like German or Italian, the deternlination of language versus 
dialect is quite arbitrary and open to question, but in the cases of the two l ang~~ages  we 
are concerned with here, Spanish and English, linguists agree quite readily on whether a 
given speech mode is a different language or just a different dialect of the same language. 

Social and Educational Varieties of Language 

In addition, dialectal differences can be analyzed not only on a geographical or re- 
gional basis but also aloug social ilnd educational parameters. There tire noticeable and 
important diflerences i n  tlie speecll of people of different socio-econolnic backgrounds, 
different ages, ant1 different educetioni~l levels. This is a coinplicated question, i111d these 
speech variations are changing and diminishing relatively rapidly in the developetl coun- 
tries because of increased travel, more higher education, a transient population, upward 
social mclbility of more people, and particularly the i~~fluence ol' the Inass medin- 
television, fillns, and popular music. English in tlie Unitetl Stalcs and Cant~da is ~noving 
toward greater uniformity, especially with the younger generations. The same tliing is true 
of Spanish, particularly in highly industrialized countries like Spain and Argentina, al- 
thougli this dialeet leveling is not proceeding as fast in Americn~~ Spanish because of the 
differelice between the mle of soci~ll, economic, and eclucational factors i n  tlie Hispanic 
world and in the U.S. and Canada. 

There is also a difference i n  the way the two pnramelers of regional slid social rtrctors 
intersect in English ant1 Spanish. In English, although there is more leveling among 
younger speakers, niore mature speakers still show marked regional variation in their 
speech with socio-econon~ic factors being largely irrelevant. For exa~~iple,  a lnwycr f ~ n l n  
Boston, with regard to pronunciation, sounds more like a dockworker from Boston than 
he does a lawyer from Los Angeles or New Orleans. Bill Clinton, Tt.oln Arkansas, and Ted 
Kel~nedy, from Massachusetts, even with the sirniltlrity of their educarional backgrounds 
and their professions, clearly have diirerent nccents-both regio~~al  from tlie point of view 
of General America~~. One accent is Southern Midlands and the ollier, New Englantl. And. 
niore importantly, as is typical with older speakers, neither has shown any interest in 
changing his speech for any reason-political or otherwise. 

But in Spanish the situation is somewhat dil'ferent. Regional clilferences wilh liiore 
highly educated people, who are normally also in o higher socio-econolnic class, are not 
as prominent. Thus, a doctor from Mexico City. for cxn~nple-in his pronunciotion at 
least-sounds somewhat niorc like a doctor from Dogoti o r  Buenos Aires than lie does 
like a laborer from the oulskirts of his own city or a peasnnt rrom a nearby village. The 
reasons for this are complex and based on the social nnd educntional difl'erences in Hispanic 
and North American culture and society. 

In adclition, certain regional or geographical varieties 01. dialccts i n  cvcry linguistic 
coniniunity have greater prestige, or, better said, greater accepl~ibility. "Acceptability" 
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means that the dialect in  question does not particularly attract atlcntion or is certainly not 
annoying 10 the majority o f  individuals who do not speak it.  They are able to attend tiiore 
lo  what tlie speaker is saying r~itl ier than to the way i n  which he 01. she is saying il. The 
prestige or standard dialecl for both Spanish and English-that is, the one wi th the greatest 
acceptability-is tlie one cur~rently dominant on nalionnl television and radio i n  both lin- 
guistic colnmu~~ities. (We are rcrelring, o f  course, mainly to announcers and newspcople 
rather lhan to dramatic and mosical perform el.^.) 

Varletles of North Amerlcan Engllsh 

An oversimplilied but convenient division ior  llie United States shows four gene121 
regional speech areas (althoi~gli encli, of course, call be s~ibdivided): Eastcr~i, Midlands, 
Southern, and Midwester11 or General. "Eastern" is coaslal New England ant1 the itn- 

mediate New York city area (including  nearby New Jcrsey but not eastern Long Island, 
for example). "Midlands" starts in  southem Pennsylvnnia, Oliio. Indiana, and I l l inois 
(what might be termed the northern scctor o i thc Ol i io  River valley) and proceeds soulhward 
through the Appalachians, down through tlie Ohio valley and the Mississippi valley, starl- 
ing around St. Louis and extending cortsiderably to tlie west o f  tlie Mississippi, vecring 
above Louisiana westward into Texas. "Soutlierii" starts arou~ld Washinglon, D C ,  ant1 
moves soutl~ fairly closc lo  the Atln~iticcoast and then westward south o f  tlie Appnlacllians 
through what is known as the "Deep South" u ~ ~ t i l  i t  nlelds wi th Mid la l~ds in eastern Texas. 
Florida does not l i t  lieally into this area because o f  the influx o f  speakers froi l l  otIiel.areas 
o f  the eastern United States, plus, o f  course, the Hispanics since the early sixties. "Geileral 
American" is basically evetything else, including the Mid-Atlantic area (excIuding tlic 
regions already mentioned), the Great Lakes area, the Midwest, the Great Plains, the Rocky 
Moiintains, tllc extreme Southwest, and the Far West (from the Pacific coast to the Rockies 
and from the Mexican border actually all the way l o  Alaska). The speech o f  tilost Englisli- 
speaking Canadians, at least west of Quebec, is very similar, and i n  most cases alrnosl 
identical, to the speech o f  the neighboring areas o f  the U.S. 

Unquestionably, General, or Midwestern English, wit11 all its subdivisio~is 11nd vari- 
eties, is the default dialect in the United States, the one with the greatest acceptabilily 
tkrougliout the country and the one spoken by the greatest number o f  people i n  North 
America. The trutli o f  this is shown by the curious [act that an individual born and raised 
i n  Manhattan wi I l  not get a job as a television announcer or perhaps even an on-camera 
news persol1 on a national network, wllose headquarters, o f  course, are in  Manhattan unless 
be or she speaks rnore l ike sorneone from Detroit or Los Angcles than wi th the so-called 
typical New York accent. An individual born and raised i n  Georgia w i l l  not ge l  an an- 
nounecr's job on an Atlanta radio or lelevision station will1 a wide reception are11 unless 
lie uses General American rather than Souther11 speeeh. Yet an individual wi th an Eastern 
aecent (Franklin Roosevelt, from near New York Cily) atid an individual w i th  a Southern 
accent (Ji~luny Carter, from soothwest Georgia) both got to be prcsitle~~c o f  lhe Unitecl 
States. Despite this, individuals with regional accents w i l l  most certainly never gel  lo  be 
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anchor persons on nightly network news broadcasts. The most popular television person- 
alties have been speakers of General American (Johnny Carson, Oprah Winfrey, and David 
Letterman, for example), although there are exceptions (like Jay Lena nnd Regis Pl~ilbin, 
both speakers of Eastern). 

The L a n g u a g e  S l t u a t l o n  o n  the Ibe r i an  Peninsula 

The Hispanic world is also divided into various dialect areas, but the situation here is 
even more diverse. Education is still not as widespread as it is in the United States and 
Canada, yet it is much more uniform because of the educational systems in Hispanic 
countries. In Spain and Spanish America there are greater regional dialectal differences 
among the middle and lower socio-economic classes than among educated speakers be- 
cause of this uniformity of education and closer agreement on linguistic standards which 
dictate how an educated speaker should speak his or her own language. 

There are tour languages on the Iberian peninsula: SPANISH (CASTILIAN), CATALAN, 
oALIcrAN-mwuouCsE, and BLYQUE (see Map I on p. 18). The first three are Romance 
languages and the fourth, vnsco or vascuencc, is unrelated to any other language spoken 
in the world today. Sonie linguists believe it to be a descendant of the latiguage spoken 
on the Iberian peninsula when the Greeks, Phoenicians, and Romans arrived before the 
Com~non Era. Basque is now spoke11 in a small aren in northern Spain. Catalan (cntnlAn) 
and its dialeets ore spoken by virtually everyone in northeastern Spnin and in the Balearic 
Islands and is ao officially recognized language. Golicinn (gnllego), spoken in northwestern 
Spain, can be lumped with Portuguese to form a larger language unit known as Gnlician- 
Portuguese (gullego-portugu6s). Portugnese, of course, is the national language or Por- 
tugal, but Gnlicinn, now in essence a dialect of  Portuguese, is a regional language orSpain 
heard more in rural than urban nrens and lacking the prestige and status that Catalan. for 
example, enjoys in the other corner of Spain. Spanish (espniinl), that is, Castilian (cns- 
tcllnno), is the official national language of Spain and is spoken nll over the country, 
including the Canary Islands (not shown on the map). Spnnish is spoken by virtually all 
the inhabitants of the other language areas (except the very young who have not yet gone 
to school and sonie of the very old who perhaps never went). These individuals are true 
bilinguals since they speak the national language in addition to their native regional lan- 
goage, in most cases equally well. 

Naturally there are also dialects within cnstcllnno itselr. The main one, the oflicial 
national standard dinlect, has no particulnr name other than custcllnno. It is spoken all 
over Spain (whether natively or not), is used in schools, is heard on radio and television 
and in the movies, and is used for business and social intercourse throughout the nation. 
One of its principal regionnl dialects is ANDALUSIAN (nndaluz), spoken in southern Spain 
and in the Canary Islands. Most of the relatively few sound diffelenccs that cliarnctcrize 
it are also heard in American Spanish. The reasons for this arc ~nninly historical and are 
presented later in this chapter. 
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Map 1 Languages of the Iberian Peninsula 

ZARAGOZA 0 

ESPANOL (CASTELLANO) VASCUENCE 
(with the dialect andaluz) 

There are very few important sound differences between standnrd castellano and 
andnluz or between costellano and American Spanish (all of which wi l l  be taken up in 
subsequent chnpters). The principal one is the distinction or eontrast in castelln~io between 
IS/  (as i n  c a p  house) and 101 ("th") (as i n  c n o  hunt), the former always being spelled 
with s (poso sedi~nenr, seso bruin, !ierra ~ilorrnfnirt rungc) and the latter with z ( p a 0  
well) and c + e (gso I stol~) or c + i (cjerra s/hc closes). From now on i n  this book the 
term castellnno will be used only to refer to the national standard language or  Spain, 
spoken natively by people from central and northern Spain and characterized mainly (but 
not solely) by DISTINCTION 01 distinci6n, the contrast between Is/ and 101, as illusrmted 



Most Spaniards in the areas where vascn (vascucnce), gallego, ant1 catal4n are spoken 
are, as we said, bilingual. Some speak their native language mainly at home and in other 
informal situations, but others, such as the catalanes in northeastern Spain, speak it vir- 
tually all the time until, of course, they encounter those who speak only espaiinl. During 
the autocratic regime of the dictator Francisco Franco (1936-1975), these three languages 
became symbols of political separatism and defiance of the central government, which 
thus attenipted to suppress them in all forms. But these languages have recently experi- 
enced a vigorous revival and perhaps even glorification under tlie subsequent democratic 
regime of the constirutional monarch, Juan Carlos, who, himself, has delivered speeches 
in catolin, for example. Some Spaniards, however, are still not in total agreement with a 
policy that permits and fosters other recognized languages, as evideneed by theirdispleas- 
ure at the fact, for example, that King Juan Carlos opened the 1992 Olympic Games in 
Barcelona by speaking Catalan first, then Spanish. Vasco has also become an i~nportant 
symbol and tool for the Basque separatists. Regardless of all this linguistic disagreement 
and even conflict, the visitor to Spain today can depend on being able to use Spanish with 
virtually everyone of school age or older anywhere in tlie country. 

One other dialect of Spanish, JUDEO-SPANISH Qudcn-espaiinl or ladino), should be 
mentioned before passing to America. In 1492, along with the Moors (those of North 
African descent), oiost Jews were expelled from Spain and Rcd to Portugal, North Africa, 
and the eastern Mediterranean, particularly Greece and Turkey. These Sephadic Jews (so- 
named fro111 sephnrad, the Hebrew word for Spain) lived close together, usually in seg- 
regated districts, and mnintained along with their religion and social customs the language 
they had brought from Spain. Although many foreign wortls have since entered this dinlect 
of medieval Spanish, i t  is considered to be phonologically quite similar to what it was in 
the days of Colutnbus. This is particularly interesting and valuable to linguists because it 
gives them u good idea of how all Spanish was pronounced at that tinie. Such a sitontion 
is a very fortuitous and practically unique one for scholars. This dialect of Spanish is 
diflerent Crom modern Spnnish for several reasons, the principal one being that it did 1101 
pnrticipt~te in the s o ~ ~ n d  changes of the sixteenth and seventeenth ce~~turies. For example, 
it does not have tlie sound jntn [x ]  as in jnrdln or hijo since this sound developed years 
after the Spanish or Sephardic Jews were'forced to leave their homeland. In tlie twentieth 
century liiany oC them emigrated to other countries, and early in this century there were 
significant groups in the large Eastern cities of the United States, although these groups 
have grown much smaller over the years since the younger members are abandoning the 
use of Spanish. But there are now vitnl Sephardic communities throughout Europe and in 
Israel, where newspapers, magazines, and other writings in lndino (often written with 
Hebrew rather than Ro~iian ch~uactel.~) are regularly published. 
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T h e  I n d i a n  Languages of Spanish Amer i ca  

Unlike the situation in the U.S. and Cannda where the number of speakers o f  native 
Indian languages is small and even diminishing, there are still many areas of Latin America 
where Indian languages are the main means o f  communicatio~l. I n  Mexico and Central 
and South America there are millions o f  speakers or the principal indigenous languages, 
many of whom are bilingual with Spanish, but many or whom do not know Spanish very 
well or at all. 

In  Mexico among the Uto-Aztecan languages still spoken, Nihuatl is the ]nost i n -  
portant with nearly a illillion speakers. This was the la~iguage of  the Aztecs of central 
Mexico. 111 Meso-America, which includes sourhern Mexico, the Yucatan peninsul;~, and 
nearby areas of Central America, Mayan and Mayan-related languages are spoken by 
several million. Quechua, the language of  the Indian peoples mled by the Incas when the 
Spanianls first reached Peru, is spoken by over seven million in Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia. 
Over a million Bolivians and Peruvians speak Aymard, and Guarani is spoken and pre- 
ferred for daily use by Paraguayans, mosl o l  whom are bilingual with Spanish. Tlie gov- 
ernments of these countries l~nve at various times made concerted efrorts to teach all their 
citizens Spanish with varying degrees of success. The influence o f  these indigenous 
languages on Spanish vocabulary is noticeable at first but really niinor in the overall 
picture. I t  consists mainly o l  specialized wol-ds having to do with animals, plants, food, 
implements, and other things that were unknown by the Spaniards when they arrived 
in the New World-words such as hnrbncoo (barbecue), bntato (sweet l~ofnto), cnnon, 
cbndor, coyote, chocolate, goucho, bnmoco (horr~frrock), huroc4n, jnguor, llnmn, 
poncho, tarnal, tornate. Many o f  these words, of course, are quite familiar to North 
Americans since they have been taken into English in almost the original Intlian 
form. The influence of the grammar of the Indian langunges on Spanish, though, is vir- 
tually nil. 

Var iet ies of A m e r i c a n  Spanish 

American Spanish todny is much closer i n  pronunciation to nndnluz than to statidard 
cnsteIlnno, and there are two principal theories to explain this. One holds that the majorily 
or the Spanish conquistadores nnd settlers were from southern Spain or had lived there 
for a period of time and naturally carried their speecli to America. Also a very high 
percentage of the women, deemed more influential than ~nen in child language acquisition. 
were from southern Spain. And even many o f  the men and women not from this areu o l  
the country spent considerable tirne-sometimes a year or more-in southern eities such 
as Seville awaiting passage to the New World. 

The expIanation, however, is not quite so simple. Although a majority o f  these im- 
migrants to Americn were from southern Spain or had spent time there, a sizeable number 
were not. I n  addition, although lnost features oftlle ondnluz dialecl are found in American 
Spanish today, some are not. Another theory holds that both the Spanish ohouthern Spain 
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and that o f  America underwent certain similar sound changes at nbout the same time in 
history and consequently are quite close today. Tlius thc Spanish of America evolvetl in 
the same direction as the Spanish o f  southern Spain, but independently, according to this 
theory. 

In  ;~ddir io~~, American Spanish, as might be expected, now shows Innny rcgion;rl vari- 
ations o f  its own. Some linguists feel that tllcse differences can be attributed lothc infll~cncc 
o f  the SUBSTRATUM tNDlceNOUS American languages that the Spiinish settlers catlie in 
colltact with. I n  other words, the native Americans, who had to learn Spanish in most areas 
o f  Spanish America, put the peculiar stamp o f  their Indian languages on their Spa~iisli. 
thus in i~king American Spanid~yihat i t  is today. 

Ot l~cr linguists feel that i t  is not logical lhat the language o f  tlrc conqocretl peoples 
should have such a slrong influence on the language o f  the conquerors. and r1lel.e innst be 
;~notlier explanation ibr the regional varieties of Amcrican Spanish. Tliese differences ;lre 
~ n i ~ i ~ l l y  due to the migration and settlement patterns ol'tlic sixteenth and seventeentli cen- 
lurics. Tlicy feel that all American Spanish can really bc divided into two broad groupings, 
somelimes referred to as highland Spanish and lowland Spanish, or inland Spanish ant1 
coastal Spanish, or administrative and governlnelit Spanish and trade and maritime Span- 
ish. Tliese distinctions 1,efer. respectively, to tbe Spanish spoken in the inountainous inland 
regions (the Andean legion o f  Soutli America and the vallcy o f  Mexico), both regions tlial 
werc tlic sites o f  two or the most important adminislmtive and cultural centcn of [lie 
colonial pcriod-Bog018 and Mexieo City. These were regions relatively rcmovctl from 
the waves o f  immigration coming in from Spain, as opposed to the low-lying, coastal 
regions (the Caribbean islands and Gulf Coast areasof Mexico. Central and Soutl~ Amcrica, 
the Pacific coast o f  South America, and the River Plate area on the lower Atlantic coast 
o f  Soutli Amcrica). Tliese were regions o f  ~nnritime trade and commerce, where all lhe 
new immigrants from Spain first arrived and ~nixcd with each other. Many, o f  course. 
setlled here permanently. This first type of region (highl;lndlinland), coincidentally per- 
haps, also encompasses the two lnosl inlluential lndian languages, Nibu;~tl and Quecliua, 
lending some credence to the first subslrntum theory. 

For purposes o f  study end analysis, in this book we wil l  present American Spanish i n  
live main areas, each o f  which has also bcen subdivided by specialists. just as linguists 
for American English can find several regions i n  each or  the broad arcas we have alrencly 
indicated lor  the United States. Sueh divisions an: somewhat arbitrary and dil'licult to 
deli~nit with great precision, yet they aredefensible. For example, cveryone who h;ts Lived 
in the two cities knows that New Yorkers do not speak exactly like Bostonians, yet thesc 
two dialects are undeniably milch closer to each other than eit l~er is to the variety ol'English 
spoken i n  Nashville, Tennessee. Tlius New Yorkers and Bostonians are both co~~si<lere<l 
to be speakers o f  "Eastern." The same arbitrariness is truc o f  Spanish. Cubans nnd Puerlo 
Ricans can easily be shown to speak somewhat clifferenl fornis o l  Spanish, yct the typical 
speaker from each o l  these islands sounds much more like his counlcrpart t1i;ln citlier do 
to a spcaker from La Paz. Bolivia, for examplc. Thus, they are boll1 considcretl to bc 
speakers o f  "Caribbean Spanish." 
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Map 2 Dialect Areas of American Spanish 

. . . . , . . 

Areal oTSpa~lish 

Arcn 2 of Spanish 

Area I of Spanish 

Area4 or Spanish 

Arras of Spanish 

Counirier whcre oll~ci Bumpent8 imgunges .I= ollicirl (areas ill  

lilt U.S. whcrp llterp ore many Spnnisb-rp.lken nrc nlso indientd). 

The Following nre the geogrnphical divisions of American Spanish (seeMap 2, above). 

I .  Mexico (most parts) nnd So~~dtwestern UnitedSlofes, including Califo~nia. 
2. Cenrral An~erico: southern Mexico and the Yucatnn peninsula, Guatemala. Hon- 

duras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Costa R~ca.  
3. Caribbean: Pnnama. Cuba, Puerto Rico, Dominican Republic, the northern coast 

of Colotnbia nnd Venezuela, the northea~tern Unitcd Stntes containing Puerto 
Rican populations, Florida and the Gulf Coast areas of the United States having 
Cuban popr~lations. 
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4. Highland und lnlurrd Sorifh America: interior of Venezuela; most of Colombia, 
Ecuador, and Peru; Bolivia and Paraguay. 

5 .  Southern South America: Argentina, Uruguay, and Chile. (This area is also callecl 
the Southern Cone.) 

General Amerlcan Spanish 

This is necessarily an oversimplification, and exceptions car1 easily be found, but this 
rough division will be satisfactory for our purposes. The variety of  Spanish that will serve 
as the basis for the examples trnnscribecl phonetically and heard on the tapes can be called 
General American Spanish. Many of the same criteria used above in the discussion of 
General American English have been used to establish this division. American Spanish is 
quite uniform in its grammat., that is, its MORPHOLOGY (form of words) and SYNTAX (order 
of worcls). The regional dialectal distinctions are in vocabulary-interesting, but not the 
province of our sludy in this book-and in pronunciation, the main theme of this book. 
General American Spanish is spoken by edlrcrrled speakers all over Spanish America and 
is heard as the principal form on radio and television. It enjoys, if not necessarily tlie 
greatest prestige, certai~ily the greatest acceptability. We have already defined this concept 
as the quality of a dialect which calls the least attention to itself, thus permitting listcnels 
to concentrate more on the message than the method of delivering it-the aim of verbnl 
co~ntnunication in any language. 

However. General American Spanish characterizes not only the Spanish of educated 
speakers in most parts of Spanish America, but also the Spanish of Lhe majority of urbnn 
speakers, whether educated or not, in areas 1, 2, and 4. A TV news announcer in any 
Spanish American cily is more likely to have tlie features thnt characterize the nceent of 
an educated speaker from Mexico City, San lost5 (Costa Rica), or BogotB than one from 
Havana, Santiago (Chile), or Buenos Aires, provided, of course, thnt the latter spenker is 
using his or her normal pronunciation. These pronunciation features will be examined in 
detail i n  subsequent chapters. 

It is n1s0 interesting to note thnt Spanish speakers who record language instruction 
tapes prepared by publishers for purchase and use by Nor111 American students of Spanish 
virtually always use General American Spanish (whether i t  is their normal dialect or not). 
This is almost exactly like the situation already described for Genernl Atnericno Englisli. 
Since most of you are learning Spanish as a foreign or  second language, i t  is most practical 
for you to star1 with the dialect enjoying the greatest ncceplobility th~.oughout the Spanish- 
speaking world. Later, if you visil and live in another diaiecl area of the Hispanic world, 
you can decide if you want to try to modify your Spanish accordingly. This is advisable 
and rarely dimcult to do; in fact, for young students it is usually difficult to avoid. 

In the last analysis, the mntter of regional dialects should not represent a problem for 
the student of Spanish. It should be asserted once more that any eduented speaker of 
Spanish can be easily understood by any other educated Spanish speaker anywhere in the 
world. Your problems in learning to speak with n good Spanish accent will alwnys stem 
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~nuclr more from the interference of your native language than to any Spanish dialectal 
variatio~~s tllat you may encuuoter along the way. 

Review and Discussion 

Remember rliar s~rggested a~rswos  ore forrtld in Appe~~dix C 

I .  Does everyone have an "acce~~l," th;u is, speak a dialect of his or her language? 
2. Wllal are some features that enable one to decide whether a given speecl~ [node 

is jusl adiffere111 dialect from another one or really another lang~~age? 
3. Explain lhe truth underlying the quip, "A language is just a dialect that had a 

slrong army and navy." 
4. Is the matler of dialect solely a question of where a given speaker grew up? 

Explain. 
5. What general dialect of English or Spanish (if you are a native speaker of Spanish 

or a bilingual) do you speak? 
6. What languages are spoken on ihe Iberian peninsula? 
7 .  Why (lo some citizens of Israel speak Spanish natively today? 
8. What is one explanation for the fact thnt most Latin A~nericuns speak a form ol  

Spanish totlny that is closer to tlie Spanish spoken in Seville (southern Spain) 
thnn in Bilbao (northern Spain), for example? 

9. Is Spanish the o111y important language spoken in Spanish America? 
10. If you had to delineate some broad geographical dialect divisions for American 

Spanish, what area couple of strategies for trying to do this? 
1 I .  Is your own dinlecl of English or Spanish (if you are a native speaker of Spanish 

or a bilingual) tlle same. ns lnosL others in your home town or city? If not, how 
do you explain it? 


