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Abstract

The aim of this study is to discuss whether or not there is a Central
American standard variety of Spanish – or several – based on the
analysis of a feature catalogue for Central American phonetics and
morphosyntax that was compiled and investigated by Quesada Pacheco
(2010 & 2013). The inclusion of the varieties of Central American Span-
ish is even more important as they have, so far, essentially been repre-
sented as a grey area in the discussion on pluricentricity. Perception
and linguistic features should be brought into harmony.

1. Introduction – The issue of Central American Spanish

Pluricentricity, according to Clyne (1992: 4), is defined as one historical

language with several interacting centres. Studies on Spanish in Latin America

usually take a strongly Eurocentric view of national standards (Bierbach 2000)

or regional standards (Oesterreicher 2001). The regional standards according

to Oesterreicher (2001) include Andean, Mexican, and La Plata Spanish, whilst

large areas are left out or form a grey zone. For example, in the regional stan-

dards, Central America is not usually considered independently, but instead is

included in Mexican Spanish. This unfortunate situation is due to a lack of em-

pirical data. Quesada Pacheco (2010 & 2013) provides more extensive empirical

material that is available for the first time, which we will examine before ask-

ing about new emerging non-dominant varieties of Spanish. A distinct linguis-

tic variety certainly cannot be defined exclusively by linguistic features but

must be able to correlate it with the speaker's attitude and the perception of

the speaker's community.

The question of the standard variety or varieties in Central America is

anything but trivial, since Spanish has very different imprints due to language

contact, and the individual regions were relatively isolated from each other for

a long time. Even the status of Spanish is not uniform. For instance, in Belize,
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Spanish is generally an L2 at best. There is a particular question about the clas-

sification of Panama, because historically, when Central and South America

were conquered, Panama was the region where the seafarers went ashore,

coming from the Caribbean—Peru, for example, was conquered via Panama.

The ships arrived in Panama, were dismantled, then the parts were brought to

the Pacific coast by slaves, rebuilt and South America was conquered originally

from the Pacific coast. Thus, there is some evidence to suggest that Spanish in

Panama tends to form a unit with Caribbean Spanish from a historical point of

view and the linguistics of the resulting varieties there (cf. Quesada-Pacheco

2016: 188). Beside Panamanian Spanish, it is also important to distinguish Be-

lizean Spanish, because English is the country’s official language and Spanish is

mainly an L2. Nevertheless, in the last few decades, a wave of migrants mainly

from northern Central America (Guatemala, El Salvador, and Honduras) has re-

inforced the presence of Spanish, which is nowadays spoken by about 52% of

the population (cf. Cardona 2010b). This division into three main varieties is

confirmed by Quesada-Pacheco (2016: 187-188). In order to clarify the question

of the status of Spanish in Central America, we will first briefly define the con-

cept of standard variety, then present the linguistic material used and followed

by the method. In a further section, we will discuss the results of the investiga-

tion of linguistic features regarding the question of standard varieties, and fi-

nally we will summarize our results.

2. Pluricentricity – Challenges of a theoretical concept

A standard variety must have a recognisable normative centre (usually a

city) that serves as a linguistic model; it must serve as a reference in education

and the mass media and unite the speakers of the language community in the

sense of identity formation, as Bierbach (2000: 144-147) notes. Also, when the

standard is fully developed, normative instruments must be available, such as

grammars, dictionaries, and pronunciation books, because these serve as a ref-

erence and are an important indication to the existence of a collective con-

sciousness of (linguistic) identity and distance from other varieties. Neverthe-

less, it would be inappropriate to reduce the variety of a historical language to

these parameters, because the will of the speakers and the language attitude

are also decisive. Moreover, it should not be forgotten that pluricentricity, as

Pöll (2012: 40) points out, is a concept with several facets or a multi-layered

concept, because in addition to the regional, national, and large-area varieties,

there also exists a neutral variety of the mass media in the case of Spanish that
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is used throughout Latin America, the so-called español neutro (Meisnitzer

2017). In addition, international Spanish could possibly be added, although the

status of the last two varieties, which are ultimately artificial to a certain ex-

tent, is highly controversial, and they are to some extent parallel to the plu-

ricentricity discussion. Neutral Spanish in particular levels out the variety di-

versity rather than helping its consolidation, unlike in the case of Brazilian

Portuguese, as Arden (2015) states.

The role of speakers and their perception is central (Krefeld/ Pustka

2010), since pluricentricity is based on and determined by mental representa-

tions of language variation in the user’s minds. However, in order to be able to

speak of a (consolidated) standard variety, the existence of a bundle of linguis-

tic features that are to be considered neutral from the perspective of diasys-

tematic marking is necessary, which must be collected descriptively (Oesterrei-

cher 2001: 308).

In the case of Central America, we are dealing with norms that are not

strongly codified and that show divergences and convergences with neighbour-

ing varieties. In view of the high variation within individual varieties, some of

which are national in character, and some of which are more regional due to

historical, societal and socio-economic factors, it is important to note that lec-

tal varieties are prototype categories, “in the sense that some varieties are per-

ceived more prototypical or representative than others and the boundaries be-

tween adjacent varieties are not clear-cut” (Silva 2016: 15). A pluricentric lan-

guage therefore exhibits a network of contiguous lects with several interacting

prototypical centres.

In addition, prototype theory can help to understand that all lan-
guages are pluricentric to at least some degree, to the extent that they
exhibit internal dialectal variation and differing local norms.
(Silva 2016: 15)

This assumption developed by Silva (2016) is quite relevant for the dis-

cussion about the boundaries between a dialect and a regional standard vari-

ety, especially if we are discussing a new emerging non-dominant variety, be-

cause according to this definition, the field of tension between dialects as syn-

topic areal units and national standard varieties or large-areal varieties are

conceived as a continuum, so to speak. Their status depends mainly on the

mental representation of language variation on the speakers’ minds, with a

dialect being relational to a standard variety, which serves as reference, and

not being used in mass media, nor school, nor formal discourse traditions be-
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longing to the field of communicative distance according to

Koch/Oesterreicher (1985). For Central America with several Spanish speaking

countries, we will begin by attempting to define a large-areal variety or if justi-

fied several varieties.

3. Materials

In this paper, we conduct a preliminary analysis of the morphosyntactic

and phonetic level of the Central American varieties of Spanish. We try to de-

tect a possible standard variety of Central American Spanish in terms of lin-

guistic features, since its annexation to Mexican Spanish or its omission alto-

gether seems inappropriate in the context of Spanish pluricentricity. The

source selected is the extensive investigations of the phonetics and morpho-

syntax of Central American Spanish that were edited by Quesada Pacheco (2010

and 2013, respectively) as a feature catalogue. Quesada Pacheco himself divides

the varieties of Central America into three varieties, based on two linguistic

features:

1. No aspiration, use of vos – Guatemala and Costa Rica.

2. Aspiration of /s/, use of vos – El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua

3. Aspiration of /s/, use of tú – Panama

Figure 1 – Possible areas of the varieties of Central American Spanish
based on two linguistic features (Quesada Pacheco 2016: 194).

We want to expand the number of features taken into consideration, as

Quesada Pacheco (2016: 194) himself urges to. The investigations by Quesada
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Pacheco proved to be of high value as one general questionnaire was applied to

extract a set of morphosyntactic (Quesada Pacheco 2013: 379-382) and phonetic

features (ibid. 2010: 211f.) of those countries located in Central America, that is,

Belize, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama.

This allowed for an adequate comparison of the Spanish spoken in Central

American countries. However, there are a few limitations with Quesada

Pacheco’s investigations that ultimately rendered a few aspects too insufficient

or unclear for our analysis. Firstly, some authors chose to provide only termi-

nology such as “majority” or “a few informants” instead of precise percentages

or numbers of informants. For such instances, we chose reasonably appropriate

estimations of the possible percentages of the realizations of a feature. Sec-

ondly, although the aim of the investigations was to be as congruent as possi-

ble, some authors appeared to have chosen to include or exclude a few aspects

of their own accord. Therefore, a few studied features had to be left out in our

analysis because there was no overarching theme fit for comparison. Thirdly,

for some phonetic aspects, the terminology applied seemed imprecise. In some

instances, the fricative [h] was denominated velar. Since this phone is in fact

glottal, it would be more suitable to either denominate it as such or use the

phone [x] instead. For these cases, we had to rely on which realization sounded

more logical in the respective context, being, either [h] or [x]. Despite these

three issues, both works were still fairly fit for a preliminary analysis of Central

American Spanish.

While the phonetic investigation was dedicated to the pronunciation of

vowels and consonants in certain environments (see Quesada Pacheco 2010:

211f.), the morphosyntactic analysis investigated the gender (e.g., el sartén vs.

la sartén), number (e.g., pies vs. pieses), forms of address (e.g., whether the hus-

band uses vos, usted or tú to address his wife and vice versa), enclitic pronouns

(e.g., siéntense vs. siéntesen vs. siéntensen), derivation (e.g., diminutives manita

vs. manito), verbal variation (e.g., decimos vs. dicimos), mood and tense (e.g., fui

vs. he ido), and a few phraseological aspects (see Quesada Pacheco 2013: 379ff.).

4. Method

We needed to find a way to determine whether a Central American vari-

ety fits into a possible Central American standard or not. We first collected the

data of the realizations of all features in each of the seven countries. To illus-

trate this, the final unstressed /ɑ/ in masa/casa may have eight different reali-

zations all across Central America, i.e., plain, short, elided, polyphonous, closed, un-
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voiced, opened, and weakened. In Honduras, for instance, 96.4% of all informants

realized the /ɑ/ plainly and another 3.6% opted for an opened realization. 

After we collected all the data, we then needed a guideline value that

would represent the norm and that could be used to identify how closely the

realizations of the features in the respective countries related to that norm.

For this we used the arithmetic mean, calculated for each realization,

some of which are exemplified in section 5. For the example of the realization

of the final unstressed /ɑ/ in masa/casa, the mean yielded a value of 87.8% for

all plain realizations and a mean of 0.5% for all opened realizations across all

seven countries.

In the following step, we calculated the absolute difference (AD) between

the percentages of the realizations for each country (CR) and the general mean

(GM) | GM - CR| = AD. The smaller this value was, the closer the realization of a

feature in one country was to the general mean. For Honduras, this means that

its deviation from the mean of all plain realizations equals 8.6% and 3.1% for all

opened realizations, 87.8% - 96.4% = 8.6% and 0.5% - 3.6% = 3.1%.

Next, the deviation values needed to be evaluated. The number of devia-

tions that each country presents is dependent on where the threshold of the

percentages of the absolute difference is set. This means that relatively more

deviations from the norm are to be expected the lower this threshold is, since

the values of absolute difference ranged from 0% to 79.4% for the phonetic

level.

With a threshold set at >5%, Guatemala, for example, showed 106 devia-

tions from the 329 phonetic realizations analyzed (see table 1). The higher this

threshold is set, the lower the number of deviations becomes. At >50%, Guate-

mala only has 12 deviations. Since there was a considerable number of realiza-

tions that only reached a mean of lower than 10%, their absolute difference

cannot be expected to be any higher than that value. With higher means, the

absolute difference can be higher, too. Taking this into account, there is a con-

siderable number of deviations showing at a lower threshold that are most

likely of low significance. The higher the threshold is, the more significant the

deviations become since their absolute difference can be higher accordingly.

However, it is difficult to determine the threshold from which onwards

the deviations become significant. Thus, instead of determining an appropriate

threshold, we compared several thresholds, ranging from >5% to >50% in steps

of 5%, and observed how rapidly the number of deviations decreased as the

threshold increased. This analysis already yielded valuable results, but it ig-
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nored the realizations that were specific to only one of the seven countries in

Central America. Therefore, we counted the number of realizations for all

countries that were specific to only one country. Afterwards, we excluded all

country-specific realizations that were used by less than 20% of the informants

of the respective country. This would guarantee that random realizations or

those made by a relative minority did not influence a possible standard variety

negatively.

Going back to the example of the realization of the final unstressed /ɑ/ 

in masa/casa, El Salvador, for instance, is the only country in Central America

that realizes the phoneme as either closed (3.8%) or unvoiced (1.2%), but their

percentages are strongly overshadowed by the plain realization (93.8%). Hence,

the former two are not of any value for El Salvador’s uniqueness in terms of the

realization of the final unstressed /ɑ/ in masa/casa. In summary, two meas-

urements were used to determine whether there might be a possible standard

variety of Spanish in Central America.

These measurements are (1) the number of deviations from the Central

American mean compared across a range of thresholds of the absolute differ-

ence and (2) number of (significant) realizations that are specific to only one

country. Both measurements were applied to both the phonetic and the mor-

phosyntactic level of each country in Central America.

5. Results

For both the morphosyntactic and the phonetic level, certain numbers of

deviation were to be expected, especially with the lower thresholds, since for

instance, deviations of >5% are far more easily reached than deviations of >30%.

The peak values, that is, the highest values, of the deviations for each thresh-

old are outlined by dashed lines (see table 1).

It can be observed that Panama peaks in the lower thresholds (>5% to

>10%; 126 and 86 deviations, respectively, from the 329 mean values). However,

the lower thresholds can be considered as less significant in terms of deviation

from a possible standard, as discussed above. In the middle range (>15% to >

40%), Honduras clearly peaks in every threshold. These peak values decrease

fairly slowly with the increasing threshold compared to the other countries

and is only overtaken by Guatemala in the range of >45% to >50%. Additionally,

it should be noted that although Panama peaks in the low range thresholds, the

values are not higher by much compared to the remaining six countries. On the

other hand, Honduras peaks quite considerably in the middle range, closely fol-



82

lowed by Guatemala. Since the middle range thresholds become increasingly

more significant, the deviations that Honduras and Guatemala present are

hence to be interpreted as quite significant. The remaining countries show a

trend with less deviations from the mean throughout the entire threshold

range.

Table 1: Level of phonetic deviation between the different Spanish Varieties in Central America.

Following the deviations from the mean, the country-specific realiza-

tions of the phonetic feature catalogue need to be analyzed. Table 1 demon-

strates that Nicaragua and Costa Rica had 14 and 2 realizations, respectively,

that were unique. However, neither of these realizations were significant

enough to be taken into consideration, i.e., used by more than 20% of the in-

formants. Of the country-specific realizations in Guatemala (9) and El Salvador

(24), only one was significant for each country. In Guatemala, 27.2% realized

the /s/ before /b/ in las venas as the approximant [s̞]. In El Salvador, 43.8% real-

ized /x/ in José/abajo as a lenis [h]. The unique realizations of Belize, Honduras,

and Panama proved to be more numerous. Of the unique realizations in Belize

(7), three were significant. The prenuclear trill /r/ was realized as the retroflex

approximant [ɻ] in intervocalic position, perro/carreta (33.3%), and in word-

initial position, rojo (23%). Although not unique to Belize, this realization is also

rather prominent for the postnuclear flap /ɾ/ in contexts such as viernes

(32.2%), perla/Carlos (38.4%), cárcel/almuerzo (25.6%), and enredado (37.8%). The

phoneme /d/ after /r/ as in muerde(n) is uniquely realized as the retroflex [ɖ] 

by 30.7%. Of Honduras’ unique realizations (21) four are significant, namely the

realization of /x/ as [xh] in cajita (85.7%), gente/jeta/cajeta (~75%), junio (38.1%),

and caja/jabón/paja (50%). Although not unique to Honduras, this realization
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can also be found in José/abajo (44.1%). Panama (16) has the most significant

unique realizations, namely five. The postnuclear /s/ is realized as [ɦ] in isla

(22.4%), buenos días (28.9%), and las venas (26.3%). The postnuclear /s/ is also

realized as [z̞] before /t/ as in the United States (51.3%). Lastly, 28.4% realized

/b/ as [β̞] in jaiba/muy bueno/ceiba. In analogy to this, two more realizations can

be added to that list, though not unique to Panama, the realization of postnu-

clear /s/ as [ɦ] before /g/ as in los gatos (41.1%) and the realization of /b/ as [β̞]

in curva (22.7%).

In the morphosyntactic analysis of the deviations from the mean (see ta-

ble 2), only Panama peaks quite significantly, especially when regarding the

higher thresholds of the absolute difference. Again, the peak values for each

threshold are outlined by dashed lines. Costa Rica and Nicaragua also peak at

>10% and >15%, respectively, although neither peak value is quite as significant

when compared to the values that the other countries reached in the respec-

tive threshold. Furthermore, the lower thresholds are not to be given that

much weight in terms of significance.

.

Table 2: Level of morphosyntactic deviation between the different Spanish Varieties
in Central America

The number of morphosyntactic realizations specific to only one country

is not worth mentioning. Those exceeding 20% are restricted to only one or

two per country. Panama is once more an exception as it showed three unique

realizations, 44.4% address someone by using tú when they are furious, 20.8%

vary between tú and usted in the same situation, and 22.2% use enante to ex-

press ‘hace un momento’. This value does not exceed those of the other countries

by much nor do specific realizations appear particularly noteworthy. This may

furthermore support the conclusion that the morphosyntax of Panama Spanish

is different from the rest of Central America.
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6. Discussion

To sum up, Central American Spanish was analyzed for phonetics and

morphosyntax. On the phonetic level, approximately three countries stand out

in that they are different from what could be considered a Central American

norm, namely Guatemala, Honduras, and Panama. The former two show rea-

sonable differences from that norm in terms of their deviations from it, but

also in terms of their country-specific realizations. Panama does not deviate

significantly from the norm by much. However, the number of its country-

specific realizations is quite high. On the morpho-syntactic level, only Panama

proves to be different in both its deviations from the norm and its country-

specific realizations, although the latter seems to be less significant, given that

the other countries are in a lower but similar range.

Based on the data, we claim that two countries can already be excluded

from a possible Central American Standard Spanish (see figure 2). First, Pa-

nama is different in both phonetics and morphosyntax, following our analysis.

Panama Spanish is also often ascribed to Caribbean Spanish, which ties in with

our findings. Second, we exclude Belize although it did not peak once and

seemed to show a generally close relationship to the norm. Nevertheless, the

Belizean political situation needs to be taken into account. English is the offi-

cial language in Belize and the English rhoticity is a notorious aspect in Beliz-

ean Spanish that may render the perception of Belizean Spanish as different.

Furthermore, there may be unclear borders regarding Guatemala and Hondu-

ras. Both countries peak considerably on the phonetic level, but not on the

morphosyntactic level. The extent of their inclusion requires more investiga-

tion. This would also be true for Nicaragua since it reaches more or less raised

deviation values on both the morphosyntactic and the phonetic level. El Salva-

dor and Costa Rica seem almost ideal, since their deviation values never peak,

nor do they have a considerable number of country-specific realizations. Nev-

ertheless, it would be interesting to investigate Costa Rica further because like

Belize, it shows fairly high percentages for the realization of the postnuclear

/ɾ/ as [ɻ], between 19.4% and 67.3%. This did not particularly influence the sta-

tistics since a considerable amount of data for this feature was missing for

Nicaragua, which made a reasonable comparison impossible.

Returning to the initial question of our study, we can make the areal

subdivision shown in figure (2), in which a large-area non-dominant variety

can be identified, although it does not include Panama and Belize (cf. Quesada



85

Pacheco 2016: 194), both of which are also geographically part of Central Amer-

ica.

Figure 2 – Central American Emerging Standard Spanish.

Three types of areas are used to outline which countries may be included

in a Central American standard variety and which may not (see figure 2). Note

that the numbers in figure 2 help identify the respective country. The dark dot-

ted area marks Belize (1), in the north, and Panama (7), in south. These two

countries are accordingly excluded from the standard. Guatemala (2) and Costa

Rica (6) have some features that may imply that the border regions of these

two countries may blend with the core region of the Central American stan-

dard. Therefore, they are marked as being both part of the standard and mar-

ginally part of the standard, the white area, and the light grey dotted area, re-

spectively. The extent of their membership of the Central American standard is

a matter which requires more investigation. The aforementioned core region

comprises of El Salvador (3), Honduras (4), and Nicaragua (5). Although these

three countries appear clearer in terms of their membership than Guatemala

(2) and Costa Rica (6), there is reason to further investigate their features. As a

general note, it needs to be made clear that the area of the standard does not

necessarily coincide with national borders nor are those areas shown in figure

2 definite — they are merely a first sketch that requires further investigation.

One remaining important step would be to make sociolinguistic interviews

with speakers from the areas considered in this study in order to figure out if

the diatopic variation is relevant to the respective national identity and to
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which degree the involved lects are seen as unifiers or dividers by the speakers

(Muhr 2012: 29-30).

Pluricentric languages are both unifiers and dividers of people. They
unify people through the use of the language and separate them
through the development of national norms and indices and linguistic
variables with which the speakers identify. They mark group bounda-
ries […] indicating who belongs and who does not. (Clyne 1992: 1)

Recent studies have shown that “the majority of Central Americans tends

to say that they speak Spanish and call their mother tongue “Spanish” or “Cas-

tilian […]” (Quesada Pacheco 2016: 194). This implies that there is a very strong

sense of unity in each of the countries. Quesada Pacheco (2016: 195) could also

identify a nucleus formed by El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua, where al-

most all informants agreed on the similarities of their linguistic features, while

Costa Rica feels close to Panama. It is also interesting that they apparently feel

a particular admiration for their own national variety in Central America and

for peninsular Spanish, while no informants expressed admiration for varieties

of the neighbouring countries (Quesada Pacheco 2016: 196). The study on lan-

guage attitudes organized by Chiquito & Quesada Pacheco (2014) confirms our

historically and linguistically motivated inclusion of Panamanian Spanish in

Caribbean Spanish, since Venezuelans “feel that their variety is close to that of

Panamanians” (Quesada Pacheco 2016: 198). It is remarkable that “none of the

Central American Spanish features of national varieties are unknown to stan-

dard Spanish” (Quesada Pacheco 2016: 200), except voseo. However, the core

features are often unknown to the Spanish speakers from other varieties as

Quesada Pacheco (2016: 200) remarks, which leads him to conclude that “this

part of the New World is a kind of invisible section of the Spanish-speaking

countries” (Quesada Pacheco 2016: 199).

7. Conclusion

Based on the data we gathered from Quesada Pacheco (2010 & 2013) and

our analysis of it, there may very well be a Central American standard variety

of Spanish. Two countries are, however, to be excluded from this standard,

namely Belize and Panama. With regard to the two countries that we have not

included in the Central American standard, it should be noted that Belize can

only be attributed to the Hispanophone world to a limited extent, especially

since Spanish is generally only L2 for the speakers, and Panama clearly exhibits

linguistic features that strongly distinguish it from the other varieties consid-
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ered and that place it in the linguistic area of Caribbean Spanish with regard to

large-area standards. For the remaining countries it would still be interesting

to do a more thorough and precise analysis of their phonetics and morphosyn-

tax to find out whether their national borders do or do not coincide with a pos-

sible Central American standard. This would require a more reliable data set

that may even provide smaller scale data, i.e., of several regions that were se-

lected beforehand in each of the countries. To make this even more accurate, it

may be of interest to also include data of bordering standard varieties. As a fi-

nal step, a dialectometric analysis similar to the one conducted by Szmrecsanyi

(2015) may further clarify whether a Central American Standard would indeed

be a reasonable assumption and where its border would be located. In our main

division, considering an extended number of variables, the division remains

the same in general terms as the one proposed by Quesada Pacheco (2016).
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