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WHITNEY CHAPPELL (ED.) (2019): Recent Advances in the Study of Spanish
Sociophonetic Perception, Amsterdam/Philadelphia, John Benjamins.

Chappell’s (2019) Recent Advances in the Study of Spanish Sociophonetic
Perception is an edited research volume which brings together the contributions of
fifteen different researchers that together explore the perception of multiple
sociolinguistic variables across the Spanish-speaking world. Its focus on how
listeners perceive and assign social meaning to phonetic variables offers an
innovative contrast to previous research in the field, which has traditionally been
concerned with how speakers of different social groups produce variable features.
Although production studies have been invaluable in providing data regarding the
stratification of a wide variety of sociolinguistic variables across Spanish-speaking
communities, they may not always be able to account for the motivations that
speakers may have in producing those variables. As such, perception research in
general (and this volume in particular) has a unique ability to complement previous
studies in the field; understanding how listeners use phonetic cues to make
assumptions about speakers may aid researchers in understanding how, why, and to
what extent individuals or groups of people may be driven to produce certain
sociophonetic variants over others.

Previous research in phonetic perception reveal that it is not uncommon for listeners
to associate certain social qualities and stereotypes with different language varieties
or even make assumptions about an individual based on one isolated sound (Giles &
Billings, 2004). For example, listeners can make judgments about speakers’ social
grouping (race, gender, age, sexual orientation, etc.), personality traits (intelligence,
articulateness, street credibility, etc.), and interactional stances (annoyance,
cooperation, politeness, etc.) simply based on acoustic properties of the speech
signal (Eckert, 2008). Often times, these judgements have real-life ramifications. For
example, individuals who sound African-American or Hispanic over the phone have
been denied the same housing opportunities available to speakers who sound white
(Purnell, Idsardi, & Baugh, 1999). Students who speak non-standard varieties of
English have been excluded from options offered to their counterparts who use more
standardized language, such as advanced-track classes or the ability to enter charter
schools (Chin, 2010). Because much of the research in linguistic prejudice has been
carried out in English, this volume plays an important role in extending our
understanding of such topics to Spanish-speaking contexts.

Previous studies in Spanish sociophonetic perception have been limited and mainly
have been interested in perceptions toward sibilants (Chappell, 2016; 2019; Mack &
Munson, 2012; Walker, Garcia, Cortés, and Campbell-Kibler, 2014). This volume,
however, discusses a wide variety of sociophonetic variables characteristic of Spain
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(Asturias, Catalonia, and Andalusia), Ecuador, Colombia, Argentina, Chile, Mexico,
and the United States, thereby extending our understanding of social meaning of
phonetic variation across monolingual and contact varieties of Spanish-speaking
communities in Europe and the Americas.

The volume is available in a hardcover print edition and an electronic version of 344
pages. It contains an introduction by the editor, twelve main chapters, and an index.
The twelve main chapters are split into four sections: Chapters 1-3 discuss
sociophonetic perception in Spain, Chapters 4-7 are dedicated to sociophonetic
perception in South America, Chapters 8-10 to that in North America, and Chapters
11-12 explore theoretical implications and future directions for sociophonetic
perception research.

In the introduction, Chappell (University of Texas at San Antonio) presents the
motivation for the volume, providing satisfying justification as to the importance and
timeliness of studying Spanish sociophonetic perception. She explains that although
these types of studies have been limited in the past, there has been a surge of interest
in the field, as evidenced by an increase of sociophonetic perception presentations
and panels at well-respected conferences on Hispanic Linguistics and Language
Variation and Change. In the introduction, Chappell also synthesizes the findings of
previous research in this field, such as the indication that exposure to variation is
necessary to perceive and form indexical fields related to phonetic variants (Schmidt,
2013), that language dominance can change how variants are perceived (Ramirez &
Simonet, 2017), and that the manipulation of a single phone can alter listeners’
perceptions of a speaker (Barnes, 2015; Chappell, 2016a, 2019; Mack & Munson,
2012; Walker, Garcia, Cortés, & Campbell-Kibler, 2014).

In Chapter 1, “The role of social cues in the perception of final vowel contrasts in
Asturian Spanish,” Sonia Barnes (Marquette University) explores how visual cues
influence the vowel perception in a region of northern Spain where Spanish is in
contact with Asturian. Speakers of Asturian Spanish vary in their production of
word-final back vowels in the masculine singular morpheme -o, with realizations
that range from Spanish [0] (/pero/) to Asturian [u] (/peru/). Building upon her own
previous research (Barnes, 2015) which found that [u] indexed rural identities and
lower status than [o], she used a binary forced-choice identification task combined
with sociolinguistic priming to explore the effect of the physical appearance of the
speaker on how their vowels were perceived. Barnes presented three groups of
listeners with no picture, a picture of a rural speaker, and a picture of an urban
speaker, respectively. Participants heard gradient vowel realizations ranging from
Spanish [o] to Asturian [u] and identified the vowel they perceived. The results
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indicate that that when participants were shown visuals of an urban speaker, the
vowels were more likely to be identified as Spanish /-o/, but only when listeners
were in favor of Asturian attaining co-official status. Barnes suggests that this may
be because those who are in favor of Asturian attaining co-official status may be
more likely to employ word-final [u] (and other Asturian features), and therefore
may be more sensitive to the “existence of a more robust association between the
two vowels and the relevant social categories” (p. 32). The chapter contributes to
our understanding of how visual cues and ideologies toward language policies affect
our mapping of phonetic information.

In Chapter 2, “Covert and overt attitudes towards Catalonian Spanish laterals and
intervocalic fricatives”, Justin Davidson (University of California, Berkeley) uses
matched guise methodology (cf. Lambert, 1967; Lambert, Hodgson, Gardner, &
Fillenbaum, 1960), to empirically analyze covert attitudes (vis-a-vis ratings of
solidarity, power, accent, rurality, and bilingualism) toward two phonetic variables
characteristic of Catalonian Spanish: lateral velarization (/I/ realized as [1]) and
intervocalic sibilant voicing (/s/ realized as [z]). All of the rating categories except
for power were found to be associated with one or both phenomena. Specifically, the
bilingual listeners afforded higher solidarity ratings to the Catalonian Spanish
variants ([1] and [z]), whereas Madrid listeners rated the alveolar lateral [1] higher
than the velar counterpart and did not evaluate [s] and [z] differently. Davidson
interprets the increased solidarity judgments for Catalonian Spanish variants on the
part of Catalonian listeners as demonstrative of a positive outlook toward their
Catalonian identity and concludes the chapter by proposing that the distinct social
values associated with each variant can account for their varied use and evaluation
in bilingual communities of Catalonia.

Chapter 3 concludes the section on sociophonetic perception of Peninsular Spanish
varieties. Entitled “Dialectology meets sociophonetics: The social evaluation of
ceceo and distincién in Lepe, Spain”, this chapter, written by Brendan Regan (Texas
Tech University), analyzes the social perceptions of two phonetic phenomena of
Lepe, Spain which is located in the the western part of Andalucia. In Spain, there are
three idealized norms of coronal fricative realization: ceceo, where graphemes <s>,
<z>, <ci>, and <ce> are all realized as a voiceless dental fricative /6/, seseo, where
the same graphemes are all realized as an alveolar /s/, and distincidn, where speakers
distinguish between the two fricatives, with orthographic <s> is realized as [s] while
orthographic <z>, <ci>, or <ce> is realized as [0]. Regan explains that the two
competing norms in Lepe are ceceo and distincion, and as such, his objective is to
understand how these variants are perceived by listeners from the region. Using a
matched-guise experiment created by digitally manipulating spontaneous speech
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from twelve speakers, varying only in realizations of syllable initial coronal
fricatives, participants were asked to evaluate the speakers on a variety of
characteristics such as status, education, urbanity, and formality. Regan’s data
indicate that listeners evaluate distincion and ceceo differently on several social
attributes. Specifically, guises characterized by the national standard, distincion,
were rated as more prestigious, as speakers were judged to be more educated, of
higher socioeconomic status, more urban, more formal, and of more occupational
prestige than those whose guises contained ceceo (although ceceo seems to enjoy
some covert prestige especially among men). Crucially, spending time away from
Lepe appears to have a significant effect on listeners’ social evaluations, suggesting
that language attitudes and language change (in this case, the demerger of ceceo)
may be driven by the geographic mobility of the speakers.

Chapter 4 begins the second section of the volume which highlights sociophonetic
perception in South America. In this chapter, entitled “Regional identity in Highland
Ecuador: Social evaluation of intervocalic /s/ voicing”, Christina Garcia (Saint Louis
University) explores the perceptions of intervocalic sibilant voicing in one coastal
and three highland cities of Ecuador (Guayaquil, Quito, Cuenca, and Loja) using
matched-guise methodology. Garcia begins the chapter by explaining that
intervocalic /s/ voicing is a phonetic feature of the highland region of Ecuador (as
opposed to the coastal region, where weakening of coda /s/ is more common).
Participants listened to stimuli of intervocalic [s] and [z] variants and evaluated the
speakers based on a variety of social qualities. The results of her study indicate that
intervocalic [z] is associated with lower status and younger speakers and is rated as
less pleasant sounding, however, these effects are only significant when the listeners
hear a female voice producing the stimuli; intervocalic [z] was not found to be
associated to status or pleasantness when the speaker was male. Garcia interprets
these results as a response to listener expectation; that is, since men produce more
intervocalic voicing than women (Strycharczuk, Van’T Veer, Bruil, & Linke, 2014;
Garcia, 2015; Schmidt, 2016), this feature may be less expected for female speakers,
and could be “noted as something exceptional that potentially carries information
about the female speaker’s status, pleasantness, age, and regional origin” (p. 145).
Garcia concludes that in Ecuador, male speakers’ use of intervocalic [z] does not
carry as much social meaning as it does for females and that this variable may be an
example of a change in progress in the Spanish of Loja.

In Chapter 5, entitled “Spanish and Palenquero: Language identification through
phonological correspondences,” John Lipski (The Pennsylvania State University)
explores perception in the Afro-Colombian creole language, Palenquero, spoken in
the community of San Basilio de Palenque. Lipski begins by explaining that in this
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region, Palenquero has been in contact with its historical lexifier, Spanish, for several
centuries and that while the lexicons of the two languages are more than 90%
cognate, the syntax of the two languages are dissimilar. Through a combination of
three experiments (a single-word identification task, a rapid-language identification
task, and a processing task), Lipski examines the role of regular Palenquero-Spanish
phonotactic correspondences in facilitating language identification by Palenquero-
Spanish bilinguals. The results indicate that Palenquero-Spanish phonological
predictability plays a key role in language identification, with greater importance for
the younger L2 Palenquero speakers. These findings suggest that sociophonetic
awareness can assist language learners’ emergent grammatical competence. Lipski
concludes by generalizing his findings to other contexts, suggesting that
sociophonetic awareness can help language revitalization efforts for nondominant
languages in situations where the dominant and minority languages share a highly
cognate lexical system.

In Chapter 6, “The role of social networks in cross-dialectal variation in the
perception of the Rioplatense assibilated pre-palatal [[]”, Lauren Schmidt (San
Diego State University) analyzes how individuals from different dialects perceive
and map one of the most salient phonetic features of the Spanish of the Buenos Aires
region: [[] (e.g., calle ‘street’ /kafe/). Two groups of participants that differed in their
degree of exposure to Rioplatense Spanish — one from La Rioja, Argentina and one
from Bogota, Colombia — completed an identification task that required them to
categorize [J] into corresponding graphemes in Spanish pseudowords. The contact
group from La Rioja successfully associated [[] with orthographic <y, 11>, while the
non-contact group from Bogota tended to map [f] to orthographic <ch>. Schmidt
interprets her results as further evidence of cross-dialectal variation in speech
perception and suggests that one’s social networks and contact through media
sources can result in adaptations to how speech sounds are perceived, even when
those sounds fall outside of the production norm of a certain speech community.

In the last chapter in the section on South American Spanish (Chapter 7), entitled
“The social perception of intervocalic /k/ voicing in Chilean Spanish”, MariSka
Bolyanatz Brown (Occidental College) and Brandon Rogers (Ball State University)
investigate how social meaning is attributed to the phonetic reduction of /k/ in Chile.
The authors begin by describing a phonetic innovation in Chilean Spanish that is
entering the speech communities vis-a-vis younger speakers: the reduction of
intervocalic voiceless stops, particularly /k/. This reduction is manifested in
processes of voicing (more common among women) and/or spirantization (more
common among men) (Rogers, 2017; Rogers & Mirisis, 2018). Based on these
findings, the authors explain that the objective of their study is to determine whether
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listeners are sensitive to the reduction of intervocalic /k/, and if so, whether their
perceptions align with the same variation patterns found in Chilean speakers’
production. Using digitally-manipulated excerpts of spontaneous speech that varied
only in voicing of /k/, they find that listeners are in fact not sensitive to voicing along
three of the measured scales and are not sensitive to voicing at all in female speech.
The authors explain that voiced intervocalic /k/ may function as a type of identity
marker, not for age or gender, but for local identity, since males were rated as more
Chilean (more local) when they produced a voiced /k/. However, in spite of previous
production data indicating that young, female speakers tended to voice /k/ more than
other groups (Rogers, 2017; Rogers & Mirisis, 2018), voicing was not a factor in the
listeners’ perception of female speakers’ Chilean identity, status, age, or niceness.
The authors suggest that the lack of effects for young, female stimuli associated with
/k/ voicing may be because this variant is a new innovation, and, as such, may be
below the level of consciousness for perceptual access.

The final geographic section of the edited volume focuses on perceptions toward
North American varieties of Spanish. In Chapter 8, entitled “The sociophonetic
perception of heritage Spanish speakers in the United States: Reactions to
labiodentalized <v> in the speech of late immigrant and U.S.-born voices”, Whitney
Chappell (University of Texas at San Antonio) explores how U.S. Spanish speakers
perceive bilabial and labiodentalized variants represented by orthographic <v>
(a[Blenida [B]eintitrés ‘23rd Avenue’ versus a[v]enida [v]eintitrés). Using matched-
guise methodology, she finds that heritage listeners perceive the variable
(labiodental vs. bilabial) as a socially meaningful marker along three different social
dimensions. However, their evaluations depend upon the sex of the speaker they
hear; women who produced [v] were rated as more intelligent/hard working, more
Hispanic/confident/competent in Spanish, and older, while men who used the same
variant ~ were  judged as less intelligent/hard  working, less
Hispanic/confident/competent in Spanish, and younger. Chappell suggests for these
listeners, [v] indexes prestige and status when a female uses it, but not when a male
does. The results line up neatly with perceptions of the same variable in Mexican
Spanish (Chappell, forthcoming), where [v] was in the same way rated positively
when used by females but negatively when used by males. This last finding implies
that heritage speakers — despite often being positioned as deficient speakers —
maintain a rich implicit knowledge of the social meaning of phonetic variables
similar to “native” or monolingual speakers.

In Chapter 9, entitled “Spoken word recognition and shesheo in Northwestern
Mexico: A preliminary investigation into the effects of sociophonetic variability on
auditory lexical access,” Mariela Lépez Velarde and Miquel Simonet (both of the
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University of Arizona) explore the auditory lexical processing of a regional phonetic
variable. The authors begin by describing that in Northwestern Mexico, there are
two main variants of sounds representing orthographic <ch> (as in charco ‘puddle’):
the traditional, alveopalatal affricate, [tf] and the more local variant, the palatal
fricative, [[]. The central goal of the study is to explore the speed and accuracy with
which speakers of this dialect lexically process [tf] and [J] and to see if one variant
is privileged over the other in their mental representation. Data were collected by
means of an auditory lexical decision task, meaning that listeners were asked to
decide as quickly and accurately as possible if what they heard was an actual word
in their language or not. The words presented to the listeners were a mix of words
and nonwords, beginning with [tf], [f], or another sound. These words were
immediately preceded with auditory primes, either related or unrelated to the target
word. Related primes consisted of the same lexical item as the target, but could
phonetically match or mismatch the target. For instance, a target such as [t[]arco
could be preceded by either [t[]arco (match) or [[]arco (mismatch), and a target such
as [[]arco could be preceded by either [tfJarco (mismatch) or [[]arco (match).
Unrelated primes were also included. Results indicate that speakers of this dialect
are equally likely to accept Spanish word forms produced with either variant and
that both variants primed listeners equally effectively in their recognition of spoken
words. Although these results imply that both phonetic variants activate the same
entry in their mental lexicon, since word recognition was found to be faster when the
word-initial phonetic variant was [t[], the authors suggest a privilege of [t[] over [[]
at some level of representation. In concluding, they posit that in cases of
sociophonetic variability, members of the speech community may maintain more
than one phonetic variant in their mental representation, but that one of the variants
may take processing precedence over the other.

Chapter 10, the final chapter in the section discussing North American Spanish
varieties, also investigates perception of the Spanish spoken in Northwestern
Mexico. However, in this chapter, entitled “The perception-production connection:
/tJ7 deaffrication and rhotic assibilation in Chihuahua Spanish”, Natalia Mazzaro and
Raquel Gonzélez de Anda (University of Texas at EI Paso) explore not only how
speakers perceive local phonetic features, but also to what extent they produce them,
with the goal of understanding how phonological context, frequency, and social
salience influence the perception-production relationship. In their study, the authors
consider two local phonological features varying in social status: first, rhotic
assibilation, traditionally associated with women and higher socioeconomic classes,
and second, the deaffrication of /tf/, traditionally indexing men and lower social
standing. Thirty-three native Spanish speakers from Chihuahua first completed a
production task to establish whether they produced [f] or [[], followed by a
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discrimination task to determine to what extent they were able to perceive these
features. The authors find similar overall production rates of [{] and [[] but very
different levels of awareness for each feature. While less than 10% of participants
perceive assibilation, nearly all of them (84.4%) perceive deaffrication. The authors
then discuss the factors that may account for the low level of perception of
assibilation as compared to that of deaffrication, including frequency, phonological
context, and sociolinguistic salience of each variant. Mazzaro and Gonzalez de Anda
conclude that “speaker’ perception of phonetic variants is related to their production
of them, but the perception-production relationship depends crucially upon an
individual variable’s phonological context, frequency, and social salience to the
speech community” (p. 306).

The concluding section of the volume discusses future directions in sociophonetic
research. In Chapter 11, entitled “Of intersectionality, replicability, and holistic
studies”, Sara Mack (University of Minnesota — Twin Cities) provides a reflection
on methodological considerations in sociophonetic perception research, highlighting
two areas that she considers crucial in the development of the field: intersectional
approaches and replication studies. First, Mack underscores the importance
intersectionality theoretic approaches (i.e. Crenshaw, 1989; Levon, 2015) in the
development of the field of sociophonetic perception. Such approaches crucially take
into consideration that social qualities such as socioeconomic status, race, gender,
geographic region, age (among others) are dynamic properties, constantly shifting
and interacting not only with each other but with the lived experiences of the speaker
and listener. As such, these categories cannot be isolated and should not be
considered as separate entities in sociophonetic research. The second reflection that
Mack shares is the need to more fully emphasize study replicability as a core value
of the field. She explains that in recent years, across many social science fields,
increasing value has been placed on the development of innovative, experimental
methodologies, often times at the expense of reproducing existing studies and
confirming or refuting their findings. This focus, she warns, may result in guiding
theories being built on quantitative studies whose results have not been reproducible,
“drawing into question the underpinnings of the theories themselves” (p. 319). She
argues that a more robust emphasis on replicability helps to increase the legitimacy
and the validity of our findings and our field as a whole. However, she states that
administrative policies that value replication studies over novel experiments must
become more mainstream in order to inspire shifts in the field. The importance of
replicability studies must be integrated into systems such as graduate curriculum,
tenure and promotion guidelines, faculty searches, and editorial decisions in
publications. Mack concludes that, as a developing field, embracing these two
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emphases will allow us to enjoy a more holistic and reliable picture of sociophonetic
perception.

In Chapter 12, the final contribution, Nicholas Henriksen (University of Michigan)
provides an epilogue for the edited volume. Entitled “Future directions for
sociophonetic research in Spanish”, this chapter synthesizes the volume’s contents,
highlighting the shared themes, methodologies, results, and implications presented
by this collection of sociophonetic research in the Spanish-speaking world. He then
details a series of recommendations for future work, suggesting topics,
methodologies, and theoretical considerations important for the continued
development of the field. He notes that two areas of potential growth for
sociophonetic research lie in vocalic and prosodic variation, detailing examples of
such phenomena in both monolingual and bilingual communities. Lastly,
Henricksen discusses theoretical approaches recommended for future research,
emphasizing the need for studies that explore the connection between individual
speakers’ production and perception, as well as those that investigate how the
production-perception relationship is mediated by various social and cognitive
factors. By doing so, he suggests that data extracted from Spanish can inform current
linguistic debates regarding sound change, including the role that individual listeners
play in the production-perception link. Henrikson concludes his chapter by asserting
that the volume has provided a solid foundation of Spanish sociophonetic research
and that further research in this field will expand our current knowledge of the social
meanings associated with linguistic variants as well as the non-linguistic motivations
behind sound change.

In concluding, this edited research volume serves as the first unified resource on
Spanish sociophonetic perception, and as such, provides an irreplaceable resource
for scholars interested in this blossoming field. The volume analyzes in innovative
ways how speakers across multiple varieties of Spanish interpret and navigate the
complexity of sociophonetic variation. Its 12 chapters, focusing on variables as
diverse as shesheo, sheismo, ceceo, distincion intervocalic /s/ voicing,
labiodentalization of <v>, rhotic assibilation, and intervocalic /k/ voicing (among
several others), explore the ways in which listeners process, perceive, and produce
social meaning present in monolingual and contact varieties of Spanish in Europe
and the Americas. These chapters help us to understand the crucial role that internal
and external factors play in speech perception, including (but not limited to) contact
with other varieties, political and language ideologies, visual and auditory cues,
population mobility, phonotactic predictability, social categories, and social
networks — ultimately helping to inform linguistic theory and leading to a better
understanding of how social evaluations of synchronic variation result in diachronic
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change. The volume engages with considerations that other social science fields also
currently face, including issues of intersectionality of factors and replicability of
studies, and discusses the future of the field. The edited volume is a welcome
addition to other resources in the field of language variation and change. It will likely
help shape future research in Spanish sociophonetics as the field continues to
develop.

Chelsea Escalante
University of Wyoming
cescalan@uwyo.edu
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