A New Reference Grammar of
Modern Spanish



A New
Reference Grammar
of Modern Spanish

Second Edition
John Butt
Carmen Benjamin

Edward Arnold

A member of the Hodder Headline Group
LONDON NEW YORK MELBOURNE AUCKLAND



© 1988, 1994 John Butt and Carmen Benjamin

First published in Great Britain 1988

Second edition published 1994

Distributed in the USA by Routledge, Chapman and Hall, Inc
29 West 35th Street, New York, NY 10001

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Available upon request
Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Butt, John, 1943-
A new reference grammar of modern Spanish/John Butt, Carmen Benjamin. — 2nd ed.

p. cm.
Includes bibliographical references (p.499) and index.
ISBN-13: 978-1-4615-8370-7 e-ISBN-13: 978-1-4615-8368-4

DOI: 10.1007/978-1-4615-8368-4

1. Spanish language—Grammar.
I. Benjamin, Carmen. II. Title.
PC4112.B88 1994
468.2'421—dc20

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form
or by any means, electronically or mechanically, including photocopying, recording or any
information storage or retrieval system, without either prior permission in writing from the
publisher or a licence permitting restricted copying. In the United Kingdom such licences

are issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency: 90 Tottenham Court Road, London W1P 9HE.

Typeset in 10/12 pt. Palatino by Anneset, Weston-super-Mare, Avon.

a division of Hodder Headline PLC,

338 Euston Road, London NW1 3BH.by St Edmondsbury Press, Bury St Edmunds, Suffolk
and Hartnolls Ltd., Bodmin, Cornwall.



Contents

Preface to the first edition (abridged and revised)
Preface to the second edition
Conventions, spelling and abbreviations

OV oONNANU R WN

Gender of nouns

Plural of nouns

Articles

Adjectives

Comparison of adjectives and adverbs
Demonstrative adjectives and pronouns
Neuter article and pronouns
Possessive adjectives and pronouns
Miscellaneous adjectives and pronouns
Numerals

Personal pronouns

Le/les and lo/la/los/las

Forms of verbs

Use of indicative (non-continuous) verb forms

Continuous forms of the verb
The subjunctive

The imperative

The infinitive

Participles

The gerund

Modal auxiliary verbs

Personal a

Negation

Interrogation and exclamation
Conditional sentences
Pronominal verbs

Verbs of becoming

Passive and impersonal sentences
Ser and estar

Existential sentences(‘there is/are’, etc.)
Adverbs

Expressions of time

Conjunctions



vi Contents

34 Prepositions

35 Relative clauses and pronouns

36 Nominalizers and cleft sentences

37 Word order

38 Diminutive, augmentative and pejorative suffixes

39 Spelling, accent rules, punctuation and word division
Bibliography and sources

Index of English words

Index of Spanish words and grammatical points

419
448
458
464
476
483
499
503
506



Preface to the first edition
(abridged and revised)

This reference grammar offers intermediate and advanced students a reason-
ably comprehensive guide to the morphology and syntax of educated speech
and plain prose in Spain and Latin America at the end of the twentieth
century.

Spanish is the main, usually the sole official language of twenty-one
countries,! and it is set fair to overtake English by the year 2000 in numbers
of native speakers.2 This vast geographical and political diversity ensures that
Spanish is a good deal less unified than French, German or even English, the
latter more or less internationally standardized according to either American
or British norms.

Until the 1960s, the criteria of internationally correct Spanish were dictated
by the Real Academia Espariola, but the prestige of this institution has now sunk
so low that its most solemn decrees are hardly taken seriously — witness the
fate of the spelling reforms listed in the Nuevas normas de prosodia y ortografia,
which were supposed to come into force in all Spanish-speaking countries
in 1959 and, nearly forty years later, are still selectively ignored by publishers
and literate persons everywhere. The fact is that in Spanish ‘correctness’
is nowadays decided, as it is in all living languages, by the consensus of
native speakers; but consensus about linguistic usage is obviously difficult
to achieve between more than twenty independent, widely scattered and
sometimes mutually hostile countries.

Peninsular Spanish is itself in flux. Since the end of Franco’s dictatorship in
1975 the language of the old Establishment has steadily yielded to a standard
based on the speech of the new middle classes of Madrid, but this evolution
has been resisted by purists and there are constant disputes about what
constitutes correct Spanish.

1 Argentina, Bolivia, Chile, Colombia, Costa Rica, Cuba, The Dominican Republic,
Ecuador, Equatorial Guinea (on the African Atlantic coast between Gabon and
Cameroun), Guatemala, Honduras, Mexico, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru,
Puerto Rico, El Salvador, Spain, Uruguay and Venezuela.

2 English will continue to have more speakers for whom it is a second language.
Chinese (Putonghua) has more native speakers than either, but it is geographically
more restricted.
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But it is above all the variety, vigour and constantly rising prestige of Latin-
American Spanish that makes the task of lexicographers and grammarians
difficult. The day is (or should be) long past when one could claim that
the only variety of Spanish worth serious study and imitation is the standard
language of Spain, which is based on the Castilian dialect of the North
and Centre, a variety nowadays spoken by less than eight per cent of the
Spanish-speaking world. But now that European Castilian has lost its standing
as a pan-Hispanic model, no new model has replaced it and there is no
longer any one national Spanish-speaking linguistic or cultural centre to
which the other countries and regions defer. This absence of universally
acknowledged pan-Hispanic linguistic norms will no doubt persist for the
foreseeable future.

This is not to say that Spanish is no longer one language: anyone who knows

one variety well can travel the Spanish-speaking world with no more problems
of communication than would afflict Britons, Americans and Australians
travelling in the various English-speaking countries — and probably less. But
at the level of detail, i.e. at the level at which textbooks like this one must work,
there are regional and national variations of vocabulary and, to a much lesser
extent, syntax, that can be very disconcerting when it comes to laying down
the law about what is ‘correct’ or recommended usage. These differences do
not only separate European and ‘Latin-American’ Spanish. Strictly speaking,
the latter does not exist: Mexican, Cuban, Colombian, Peruvian, Argentine
and all the other national varieties differ from one another, above all in
colloquial vocabulary, and the distance between, for example, Mexican and
Argentine is probably as great as between Argentine and European Spanish.
- This problem of diversity need not worry the beginner who is struggling
with basic grammar and vocabulary, but it grows more acute as one
advances beyond the intermediate level. It disheartens a foreign student to
find that Collins Spanish-English English-Spanish dictionary gives twelve different
national Latin-American meanings for the word chiva including ‘goat’,
‘sheep’, ‘goatee’, ‘bus’, ‘car’, ‘blanket’, ‘naughty girl’, ‘immoral woman’ and
‘’knapsack’ (although any one Spanish-speaker will usually know only a few
of these possible meanings). The dimensions of the problem become clearer
when one reads headlines in a popular Peruvian daily like Choros chupan tres
palos a Cristal (‘Thieves steal three million soles from Crystal Brewery’) or Lorchos
datean que los afilaron tres afios (‘Peruvians claim they were trained for three
years’), language that baffles Argentines and Mexicans as much as Spaniards.
This problem of variety must frequently perplex the fair-minded grammarian
who can no more denounce as ‘incorrect’ a typical Latin-American sentence
such as Es con ella que quiero hablar (‘It's her that I want to talk to’, Spaniards
insist on Es con ella con la que quiero hablar), than assert that dentro de is the
‘correct’ Spanish for ‘inside’ when a writer as famous as Borges uses the form
adentro de - unacceptable to Spaniards.

Many textbooks of Spanish sidestep this problem of diversity by ignoring
or understating the variety of Latin-American usage or by confining their
discussion to a colourless pan-Hispanic lingua franca of the sort found in
Selecciones del Reader’s Digest, a language stripped of all the colloquialisms
and regionalisms that give everyday Spanish its immense vigour and charm.
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We reject both of these solutions and have adopted the working method
of illustrating as many important points as possible with Latin-American
examples which, except where stated, seem to us also to be good European
Spanish and therefore indicative of what one assumes is international Spanish
usage. We hope that this method will give readers a sense of authentic
Spanish and also do justice to the status of Latin-American language.

Despite this, it is certain that some of our everyday Peninsular examples
will amuse or puzzle readers from the Americas. We apologize for this, and
we hope that the spirit of this grammar is as pan-Hispanic as it can be in the
face of the ultimately irreconcilable claims of all the subtly different national
and regional varieties of the language.

We often quote familiar dialogue from plays and novels as well as extracts
from a range of texts, including the press and popular material like cookery
books, leisure and hobby magazines and occasionally spontaneous utterances
by native speakers. The fact that some of these sources are not usually
considered to be linguistically prestigious does not mean that all their
language is necessarily corrupt: all our examples are good Spanish except
where stated. The alternative would have been to quote only elegant literary
texts by famous authors or the editorials of one or two up-market newspapers,
and this would have given a false picture of the language.

As far as possible we indicate whether the language described is formal,
colloquial, familiar or popular. Foreign students will constantly hear
colloquial and popular forms, but pending real fluency in the language
they should use them - especially popular forms — with caution. In any
language some things that pass unnoticed in relaxed native speech sound
shocking when spoken with a foreign accent.

With rare exceptions, examples of written language are taken from texts
published since the 1960s, many of them from the 1980s and 1990s. Severe
problems of space have obliged us to omit historical considerations. The
grammar also concentrates on syntactic and morphological questions: lexical
issues such as word formation (except diminutive and other affective
suffixes) are barely discussed, mainly because of acute lack of space,
but also because teaching foreigners how to coin new words encourages
badly-formed vocabulary.

The approach and terminology of the grammar are conservative and points
are often clarified by example rather than by theoretical argument, which
is kept to a minimum. The fact that we use traditional terms like ‘subject’,
‘object’, ‘indirect object’, ‘demonstratives’, etc. does not mean that we are
completely ignorant of the unscientific nature of such labels. But to speak
of ‘nominals’, ‘disjuncts’, ‘deictics” and so on would frighten off the type of
reader we have in mind. Words and constructions are discussed under those
headings by which readers unfamiliar with modern linguistic terms will most
easily recognize them.

We assume that readers have a native knowledge of English, and explana-
tions have been drastically shortened by reference to English wherever the
languages seem to coincide. Since interference from French and occasionally
Italian and Portuguese is a perennial problem for teachers of Spanish, sporadic
mention of these languages is made in order to emphasize some peculiarity of
Spanish.
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We have rewritten several chapters and made numerous additions and clari-
fications in most of the others. A number of new chapters are included, on
the Imperative, Expressions of time, Existential sentences (i.e. ways of saying
‘there is’/‘there are’), and on Modal Auxiliaries like haber, deber, poder, etc.
Verbs meaning ‘to become’ are now discussed in a separate chapter, as is
the vexed question of the difference between the pronouns le and lo.

English translations are shown more systematically than in the first edition,
except in a few obvious cases and in some long lists of verbs. A number
of footnotes have been added with items of interest or information about
the language that are often missing from dictionaries. The appendix on
pronunciation has been deleted: it contained nothing that cannot be found
in countless beginners’ course-books.

We have included more Mexican examples, since this, the most populous
Spanish-speaking country, was under-represented in the first edition. In this
regard John Butt thanks Professor David Hook for arranging, and King’s
College, London for granting assistance towards a journey to Mexico in
Autumn 1992. In connection with the Latin-American examples, we should
point out that a remark like ‘in Spain the word used is . . .” does not exclude
the possibility that what we know is good European usage is also current in
some or all of the American republics: it is clearly impossible to check every
fact country by country.

The term ‘Spanish America(n)’, which irritates some Latin Americans, has
been replaced by ‘Latin America(n)’. It should be obvious that we are talking
about Latin-American Spanish and not the continent’s other Latin-based
languages.

In response to several complaints, the Argentine author Ernesto Sabato has
been given back his accent, despite the fact that many publishers print his
name Sabato, Italian-style.

The success of this book in the USA raised problems of trans-Atlantic
variety in English that were more troublesome than we foresaw: a number of
American readers questioned our British spelling, punctuation and idiom. In
this new edition we have made an effort to avoid (insofar as Britons can) what
seems to be exclusively British usage, and we include American equivalents
of British words that we think may cause confusion across the Atlantic.

We again owe heartfelt thanks to numerous readers, colleagues, friends
and students who helped us with their remarks and criticisms, especially
to Professors Steven L. Hartman and Leo Hickey, to Carmen Gleadow and
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Maria Brown. We are again much indebted to Antonia Moreira for her unfail-
ing interest and numerous invaluable comments.

Once more we declare that we alone are responsible for any omissions or
errors.

London, 1994



Conventions, spelling and
abbreviations

*El mujer: a preceding asterisk marks a form that is not Spanish. It is
occasionally also used for forms that may be heard but are very aberrant.

?Se puso detrds mio, ?Se los dije: a preceding uninverted question mark shows
that a form is doubtful or disputed and not accepted by all speakers.

‘Colloquial’ describes forms that are accepted in spontaneous educated
speech but are usually avoided in formal speech or writing, e.g. Si tuviera
dinero me compraba un piso ‘If I had some money I'd buy a flat/apartment’ for
me compraria un piso.

‘Familiar’ describes forms that are commonly heard in spontaneous speech,
e.g. ?el chico que fui con él ‘the boy I went with’ (i.e. el chico con el que fui), but
should be avoided or used with great caution by foreign learners.

‘Popular’ describes commonly-heard forms that may be stigmatized as
uneducated, for example ?Habian muchos for Habia muchos ‘There were lots
of them’.

Forms separated by / are alternatives, either alternatives that have different
meanings but use the same construction, e.g. yo sé/él sabe ‘I know’/'(s)he
knows’, or alternative ways of saying the same thing, e.g. antes de quelantes
que ‘before’.

Words in round brackets may be optionally deleted with no or only slight
effect on meaning or style, e.g. con tal (de) que ‘provided that’.

The European equivalents of distinctly Latin-American forms are noted,
e.g. el plomero (Spain el fontanero) ‘plumber’, but Latin-American equivalents
of European forms are not systematically shown. It would be beyond the
scope of this, and probably of any book, to list every national or regional
Latin-American equivalent of words used in Spain.

Except where stated otherwise, all examples represent usage worthy of
imitation by foreigners. The Latin-American quotations are also good
European Spanish unless stated otherwise. Latin-American texts published
outside their author’s home country may have been ‘normalized’ by editors,
particularly in the case of the numerous famous Latin-American novels
published in Spain.

Words that represent the speech of fictional characters are marked
‘dialogue’ to show that they reflect spoken usage and to avoid their language
being attributed to their author.

The spelling of Spanish words follows the original text or, in the case of
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unattributed examples, the Academy’s rules laid down in the Nuevas normas
de prosodia y ortografia of 1959, although we follow general usage where this is
clearly at odds with the Academy’s prescriptions. In the cases of the word
sélo/solo ‘only’/‘alone’ and of the demonstrative pronouns este/éste, eselése,
aquel/aquél, modern written usage usually flouts the Academy’s rules and we
show both forms.

The spellings México, mexicano are used throughout for Méjico, mejicano on
the grounds that Mexicans prefer them, as does the prestigious Spanish daily
El Pais.

The English used throughout is British, although we try to indicate US
usage where confusion may arise (e.g. ‘lecturer’/(US) ‘professor’, etc.). British
habits will be particularly obvious in the punctuation (particularly our habit
of writing punctuation outside inverted commas), in certain spellings, in
the writing of dates,! and most of all in the translations of colloquial
Spanish, where our colloquial British will sometimes puzzle or amuse North
Americans.

Grammar books constantly make even the simplest language ambiguous by
quoting it out of context. This problem is severe in a language like Spanish
which regularly omits subject pronouns and does not systematically mark
sex, number or person in its object pronouns. Thus Se lo daba can mean ‘I gave
it to her/him/them/you’, ‘He/she gave it to him/her/them/you’, “You (usted)
gave it to him/her/them/you’, ‘(S)he gave it to himself/herself’, and so on. One
cannot show all of the possibilities each time, but the temptation to translate
such sentences always using masculine English pronouns is misleading and
possibly shows sexual bias. For this reason we often use English feminine
forms in the translations, if only to recall that a native Spanish-speaker does
not automatically form a mental picture of a man on hearing the verb tosi6
‘(S)helyou/it coughed’, and to remind readers that, out of context, there is
no special reason for translating Habla ruso as ‘He speaks Russian’ rather than
‘She speaks Russian’ or “You speak Russian’.

The following abbreviations are used:

Esbozo Real Academia de la Lengua, Esbozo de una nueva gramdtica de la lengua
espafiola (Madrid 1973)

lit. ‘literally’, ‘literal translation’

Nuevas normas  Nuevas normas de prosodia y ortografia. Nuevo texto definitivo (Madrid
1959)

Lat. Am. Latin America(n)

1 E.g. 10 July 1998 = North American 7-10-1998, European 10-7-1998.



Gender of nouns

I.I General

All nouns in Spanish are either masculine or feminine in gender, except for
one or two nouns of undecided gender. There are no Spanish nouns of neuter
gender, but there are some neuter pronouns: see Chapter 7.

Discussion of the gender of Spanish nouns is clarified by dividing nouns
into two groups:
(a) nouns that refer to human beings or to domesticated animals, and also a
few well-known wild animals. These are discussed in 1.2.
(b) nouns that refer to inanimate things or to plants, or to the animals not
included in 1.2. These are discussed in 1.3 and 1.4.

1.2 Nouns referring to human beings and domesticated animals
(and a few wild animals)

Nouns referring to male human beings or to male domesticated animals and
to the male of a few well-known wild animals such as wolves, lions, tigers,
elephants, bears and foxes, are almost always masculine, and those referring
to females are feminine.

This remark is not as obvious as it seems: the gender of such nouns is more
biological in Spanish than in French where le professeur or le docteur can be a
woman and la recrue ‘recruit’ can be a man, or in Italian where a policeman
may be la guardia (forms like la recluta, la centinela used to be applied to men
in Golden-Age Spanish, but one now says el recluta for a male recruit, la
recluta for a female). However, a few Spanish nouns of fixed gender, e.g. la
victima, la celebridad, el ligue may refer to both males and females: see 1.2.11 for
a selection.

I.2.1 Special forms for male and female
Some nouns have special forms for the male and female which must be learnt
separately. The following list is not exhaustive:

el abad la abadesa abbot/abbess

el actor la actriz actor/actress

el barén la baronesa baron/baroness
el caballo la yegua stallion/mare

el carnero la oveja, ram/ewe

el conde la condesa count/countess

el duque la duquesa duke/duchess
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el emperador la emperatriz emperor/empress

el gallo la gallina¥, cockerel/hen

el héroe la heroina hero/heroine (or heroin)
el jabali la jabalina wild boar/wild sow

el marido la mujer husband/wife (or woman)
el padre la madre father/mother

el principe la princesa prince/princess

el rey la reina king/queen

el sacerdote la sacerdotisa priest/priestess

el toro la vaca bull/cow

el yerno la nuera son-in-law/daughter-in law

(la yerna is heard
in parts of Lat. Am.)

el varén 1 la hembra male/female
(el macho)

el zar la zarina Tsar/Tsarina
Note

#% A feminine form which is also used for the species in general. Normally the
masculine is the generic form: los caballos = ‘horses’ as well as ‘stallions’.

1.2.2 Feminine of nouns ending in -o
The great majority of nouns referring to human beings or to the animals
included in this group make their feminine in -a:

el abuelo la abuela grandfather/ el novio  la novia boyfriend/
grandmother girlfriend

el amigo la amiga friend el oso la 0sa bear/she-bear

el candidato  la candidata candidate el perro  la perra dog/bitch

el ganso la gansa gander/goose el tio la tia uncle/aunt

el gato la gata cat el zorro  la zorra fox/vixen

el hermano la hermana brother/sister etc.

But some words denoting professions or activities are invariable in form, and
the sex of the person referred to is shown by an article or adjective:

el/lla modelo  model; modelos francesas ellla soprano  soprano

‘female French models’ ellla testigo witness (la testiga is popular
el/la piloto pilot/racing driver Spanish)
el/la reo accused (in court)

el/la soldado  soldier; una soldado israeli
‘an Israeli woman soldier’

Others, like el médico/la médica, ‘doctor’ are controversial. See 1.2.7 for a
discussion.

1.2.3 Feminine of nouns ending in -or, -6n, -in, -és
Nouns referring to members of this group and ending in -or, -6n, in and -és make
their feminine in -a:

el asesor Ia asesora adviser/ el anfitrion  la anfitriona host/hostess
consultant el bailarin la bailarina dancer

1 El varén = human male; el macho = male of other animals.



Nouns referring to human beings and domesticated animals 3

el burgués  laburguesa  bourgeois/ el ledn la leona lion/lioness
bourgeoise el profesor la profesora teacher

el campedn  la campeona  champion el programador la programadora  programmer

el doctor la doctora doctor etc.

Notes

(i) Adjectives (which in Spanish can almost always double as nouns) ending in
-és make their feminine in -a: el francés/la francesa ‘Frenchman’/Frenchwoman’. The
only important exception is cortés/descortés ‘courteous’/'discourteous’ (masc. and fem.
singular; the plural is (des)corteses). Adjectives are discussed in detail in Chapter 4.

(ii) El/la peatdn ‘pedestrian’ seems to be the only invariable noun in -6n: La peatén recibid
graves heridas (La Voz de Galicia, Spain, confirmed by native informants) ‘The woman
pedestrian received severe injuries’.

1.2.4 Nouns ending in -a
These are invariable:

ellla artista artist el/la espia spy

el/la astronauta  astronaut ellla guia guide (la guia also
ellla atleta athlete ‘guide book’)

ellla camarada comrade ellla némada nomad

el/la colega colleague/workmate etc.

Occasional uneducated masculine forms in -isto are heard. El modisto ‘fashion
designer’ is well-established in everyday Peninsular usage: Todo las separa, los
lazos de sangre, el destino, e incluso los modistos (El Mundo, Madrid) ‘Everything
stands between them, blood ties, fate and even fashion designers’. Manuel
Seco and El Pais recommend el/la modista.

1.2.5 Feminine of nouns ending in -nte
The majority are invariable:

el/la adolescente  adolescent ellla creyente believer

el/la agente police officer/agent el/la descendiente descendant
el/la amante lover ellla representante representative
el/la cantante singer etc.

But a few feminine forms in -nta are in standard use (at least in Spain; they
may be unacceptable in parts of Latin America):

el acompafiantella acomparianta companion/escort

el asistentella asistenta valet/daily help

el comediante/la comedianta ‘actor’/‘actress’2

el dependientella dependienta shop assistant/(US) sales clerk
el gigante/la giganta giant

el infantella infanta royal prince/princess

el parientella parienta relative

el principiantella principianta beginner

el sirvientella sirvienta servant

2 These words tend to be derogatory in Peninsular usage, particularly the feminine:
jQué comediantela eres! “‘What an act you put on! Polite forms are actor comico/actriz
comica ‘comic actor’.
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In general, the tendency to form the feminine in -nfa may spread, although
forms like *la estudianta for la estudiante ‘female student’ are considered
substandard. There are a few popular nouns/adjectives that form a feminine
in -nta: el golfante/la golfanta ‘lout’/'good-for-nothing’, el atorrante/la atorranta (Lat.
Am.) ‘tramp’/(US) ‘bum’/‘slacker’.

Note

The following also occur, the invariable form being more formal: el/la asistente social
‘social worker’ (also la asistenta social), el/la cliente, ‘customer’ (familiarly la clienta), el/la
presidente, ‘president’ (also la presidenta, which Seco recommends).

1.2.6 Feminine of nouns ending in -e or a consonant
Apart from those already mentioned, these are mostly invariable:

ellla alférez subaltern el/la rehén hostage
el/la enlace union representative/ el/la mdrtir martyr
(British) shop steward el/la médium (spiritualist) medium
el/la intérprete  interpreter ellla tigre (la tigresa  tiger
el/la lider (political) leader is heard)
ellla joven young man/woman etc.

But el huésped/la huéspeda ‘guest’ (also la huésped), el monje/la monja ‘monk’/'nun’,
el sastrella sastra ‘tailor’. For la jefa see 1.2.7.

1.2.7 Feminine of nouns referring to professions

Like other Latin-based languages, Spanish is afflicted with the relatively new
problem of what title to use for professional women. Until quite recently
feminine forms of professional or educational titles had pejorative or comic
overtones or denoted the wife of the male, cf. el bachiller (someone who has
passed the equivalent of the baccalaureat or pre-university examination), la
bachillera ‘blue stocking’ (i.e. a woman sneered at for being too intellectual),
el sargento/la sargenta ‘sergeant’/’battle-axe’ (i.e. a fierce woman), el general/la
generala ‘general’/‘the general’s wife’.

In parts of the Spanish-speaking world, especially in Spain, a lingering
stigma still attaches to the feminine form of words referring to professionals,
so formal language tends to show respect by using the masculine form with a
feminine article, e.g. el/la abogado ‘lawyer/'legal counsel’ (la abogada, originally
‘intercessionary saint’, is however now widespread for a woman lawyer).

Further examples (the comments reflect usage in Spain; the feminine forms
may be more acceptable in Latin America):

ellla catedrdtico ‘professor’.3 La catedritica is gaining ground, but is often
avoided when addressing the woman concerned;

el juez/la jueza ‘judge’. In Spain, la juez is used in formal language; El Pais
insists on it. La jueza may still mean ‘the judge’s wife’ in rural usage;

ellla médico ‘doctor’. La médica is spreading and is considered normal in

3 El catedritico = ‘professor’ in the European sense, i.e. someone who occupies
a university chair or citedra and is usually, but not always, chairperson of the
department. US ‘professor’ = profesor universitario.
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much of Latin America, cf. una médica blanca sudafricana (Granma, Cuba)
‘a white South-African female doctor’, but it is thought disrespectful by
many speakers of European Spanish. Doctora is, however, normal as a form
of address;

el/la miembro ‘member’ (of clubs). El socio is said of men and Ia socio sometimes
of women, but Iz socia is avoided, in Spain if not elsewhere, because it may be
slang for prostitute;

el/la ministro ‘minister’ is common, but la ministra is increasingly acceptable.
Both la primer ministro and la primera ministra are used for a woman prime
minister. The former is more common, although El Pais and Manuel Seco
both recommend la primera ministra.

In much of Latin America la jefa is an accepted feminine of el/la jefe ‘boss’,
but it may sound disrespectful in Spain.

Other nouns in -0 may be regular: el arquitecto/la arquitecta ‘architect’, el
biélogolla bidloga ‘biologist’, el fildsofo/la filésofa “philosopher’, el letrado/la letrada
‘counsel’/‘legal representative’, el politico/la politica ‘politician’, el socidlogo/la
socidloga ‘sociologist’, etc. Nevertheless, forms like la arquitecto, la fildsofo, la
letrado may be preferred in Spain and are common in respectful language.

Very often the feminine form is only used when the woman referred to is
not present: ;Qué tal te llevas con la nueva jefa? ‘How are you getting on with
your new woman boss?’, but Me han dicho que usted es la jefe del departamento
‘They tell me that you are the head of the department’.

1.2.8 Nouns referring to mixed groups of males and females
With rare exceptions (some noted at 1.2.1), the masculine plural denotes
either a group of males, or of males and females:

los ingleses English men/the English  Ios profesores men teachers/teachers in general
los nifios  little boys/children los reyes kings/the kings and queens

los padres  fathers/parents etc.

los perros  male dogs/dogs in general

Since masculine plural nouns indicate either males or mixed groups and
feminine nouns refer only to females, use of the masculine noun is obligatory
in sentences like No tengo mds amigos que mujeres ‘The only friends I have are
women’ or Todos los profesores son mujeres ‘All the teachers are women’. *No
tengo mds amigas que mujeres would have the absurd meaning ‘The only female
friends I have are women’.

Care must also be taken with words like uno, otro. If a woman from Madrid
says Todos los madrilefios me caen gordos ‘All the people from Madrid get on my
nerves’ one could reply jPero tii eres uno de ellos! ‘But you're one of them!’4, but
not *. . .una de ellos, since madrilefios includes both males and females.

Compare

Ana es una de las profesoras Ana is one of the women teachers

4 Though Pero jtii eres madrilefia también! ‘But you're from Madrid too! avoids the
problem.
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and
Ana es uno de los profesores Ana is one of the teachers (who include males)

However, this principle is not applied consistently. In sentences like the
following, use of the feminine noun does not necessarily exclude males:

Maria es la mejor profesora del instituto Maria’s the best teacher in the school
(may or may not include males)

Emilia Pardo Bazin es la mejor intérprete Emilia Pardo Bazan is the best interpreter

de la vida rural de toda la literatura espariola of rural life in the whole of 19th-century

del siglo XIX Spanish literature

For this reason, ambiguity must be removed in sentences like Emilia Pardo
Bazin es la mayor novelista femenina espariola del siglo pasado ‘Emilia Pardo Bazan
is the greatest Spanish woman novelist of the last century’.

In some cases usage seems uncertain. A woman might say either Unos estin
a favor y otros en contra. Yo soy de las que estdn a favor or . . . de los que estdn a favor
‘Some are for, others are against. I'm one of those who are for it’.

1.2.9 Gender of inanimate nouns when applied to humans
Feminine nouns applied to male humans may acquire masculine gender:

la cdmara camera el cdmara camera man

la piel skin el piel roja redskin

la primera clase first class un primera clase someone first-class
la superventa top sale el superventa top seller (male)

la trompeta trumpet el trompeta trumpet-player
etc.

The reverse case is better avoided: la que toca la trompeta ‘the woman playing
the trumpet’, not la trompeta, which is the instrument.

1.2.10 Gender of names applied across sex boundaries

A female name applied to a male acquires masculine gender: Ti eres un
Margaret Thatcher “You're a Margaret Thatcher’ (said to a man of his right-wing
political ideas). But men’s names usually remain masculine: Maria, tii eres un
Hitler con faldas ‘Maria, you're a female Hitler’ (lit. ‘Hitler in skirts’).

1.2.11 Nouns of invariable gender applied to either sex

The following are some common words which, although applied to human
beings, do not change their gender. One says El bebé estd enfermo ‘The baby is
ill’, whatever its sex5:

el dngel angel el genio genius

el bebé baby el ligue ‘date’/casual boy or

la celebridad celebrity girlfriend

el desastre ‘disaster’ la persona person

el esperpento ‘fright’/weird-looking el personaje character (in novels, etc.)
person la victima victim

la estrella star (TV, etc.)

5 Bebé is considered to be a Gallicism in Spain and nifio/nifia are more common in
everyday speech.
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and a few other words, most involving sexual innuendo or comparisons with
objects, cf. el pendén ‘trollop’ (lit. ‘pennant’), el marimacho ‘tom-boy’, etc.

Note

The titles Alteza ‘Highness’, Excelencia, Ilustrisima ‘Grace’, (title of bishops) and Majestad
‘Majesty’ are feminine, but the person addressed keeps his/her gender: Su Majestad
estard cansado (to king), “Your Majesty must be tired’.

1.3 Nouns referring to animals not included under 1.2.1-1.2.11

Nouns that refer to animals not included in the preceding sections - i.e. to
most wild animals - are treated as though they referred to inanimates, i.e. the
noun is of fixed, arbitrary gender:

la arafia spider el panda panda
la ardilla squirrel el puma puma
la ballena whale la rana frog

el canguro® kangaroo el sapo toad

el castor beaver el tejon badger
la marsopa porpoise el tiburén shark
la nutria otter etc.

If sex must be distinguished, the male is denoted by adding macho ‘male’ and
the female by adding hembra ‘female’: la ardilla macho ‘male squirrel’, el cangrejo
hembra ‘female crab’, etc.

Agreement of adjectives in good Spanish is with the noun, not with the
animal: La rana macho estd muerta ‘the male frog is dead’, El ratén hembra es
blanco ‘the female mouse is white’.

Neither macho nor hembra agrees in gender or number: las cebras macho ‘male
zebras’, los gavilanes hembra ‘female sparrowhawks’.

Note

There is a tendency in familiar language and popular journalism to give such nouns
biological gender: el/la gorila ‘he-gorilla’ and ‘she-gorilla’ (properly invariably el gorila),
el/la jirafa ‘giraffe’ (la jirafa is properly invariably feminine).

1.4 Gender of nouns referring to inanimates

The gender of nouns referring to inanimates (and to plants) must be learned
for each noun. The gender of these nouns is arbitrary and cannot be predicted
from the meaning of the word. It also has no sexual implications and
occasionally varies from place to place or century to century (e.g. Golden
Age la puente, modern el puente ‘bridge’).

There are few infallible rules, and only those are quoted which in our view
do not encourage false generalizations.

6 La canguro is used in Spain to mean ‘child-minder’.
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The other Romance languages are uncertain guides to the gender of Spanish
nouns, as the following list shows:

Spanish French Portuguese Italian
(o = masc.
a = fem.)
el andlisis I'analyse (fem.) a anadlise I'analisi (fem.)
la duda le doute a dilvida il dubbio
la estratagema le stratagéme o estratagema lo stratagemma (masc.)
el fin la fin o fim la fine
la flor Ia fleur a flor il fiore
la sal le sel o sal il sale

There are many disagreements of this kind.

I.4.1 Masculine by meaning
Many nouns acquire the gender of an underlying or implied noun (metonymic
gender). The following are typical:
(a) Rivers (el rio): el Amazonas ‘the Amazon’, el Jarama, el Manzanares, el Plata
‘the River Plate’, el Sena ‘the Seine’ (French la Seine), el Tdmesis ‘the Thames’,
el Volga.

Locally some rivers may be feminine, but outsiders rarely know this and the
masculine is always correct.
(b) Mountains, oceans, seas and lakes (el monte, el océano, el mar, el lago):
el Etna, el Everest, el Himalaya (singular), el Pacifico, el Caribe ‘Caribbean’, el
Windermere.
(c) The names of cars, boats and aircraft (el coche, el barco, el avién): un Fiesta,
un Mercedes, un haiga (colloquial Peninsular Spanish ‘flashy car’), el Queen
Elisabeth, el Marie Celeste, un DC10, un Mig 21.

Also el caza ‘fighter aircraft’. Light aircraft are usually feminine because of
the underlying noun la avioneta: una Cessna.
(d) Months and days of the week (los meses y los dias de la semana): enero/abril
pasado, el lunes, el viernes.
(e) Wines (el vino): el Borgoria ‘Burgundy’, el champarfialel champin ‘champagne’,
el Chianti, un Rioja.
(f) Pictures (el cuadro) by named artists: un Constable, un Leonardo, un
Rembrandt, un Riley.
(g) Sports teams (el equipo): el Barca ‘Barcelona soccer club’ (pronounced
[barsa)), el Betis ‘Seville soccer club’, el Esparia, el Bilbao, etc.
(h) All infinitives and all words referred to for grammatical or typographical
purposes: el fumar ‘smoking’, el escupir ‘spitting’.

Quita el “de” y pon un “del” (printer talking) Take out the ‘of and put an ‘of the’

El “cama” no se lee You can’t read the word ‘bed’
No viene la sefial, el “siga” que él esperaba The signal doesn’t come, the ‘go on’
(E. Poniatowska, Mexico) that he was expecting

(i) Any adverb, interjection or other genderless word used as a noun: un algo
‘a “something”’, un no sé qué, ‘a je ne sais quoi’ (i.e. ‘indefinable quality’), Ella
estd siempre con un “ay” ‘She’s always sighing’/‘always got troubles’.
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(§) Numbers (el niimero): un seis, un 5, la Generacién del 98 ‘the Generation of
98, el dos por ciento ‘two per cent’.

(k) Musical notes: el fa, el la (underlying noun unclear).

(1) Colours (el color): el azul ‘blue’, el rosa “pink’, el ocre ‘ochre’, Con lentitud se
amplia el naranja del horizonte ‘The orange of the horizon spreads gradually
wider’ (A. Gala, Spain).

(m) Certain trees (el drbol) whose fruit is feminine, e.g.

Tree Fruit

el almendro la almendra almond

el avellano la avellana hazel

el banano la banana banana (Lat. Am.)

el castafio la castafia chestnut

el cerezo la cereza cherry

el ciruelo la ciruela plum

el granado la granada pomegranate

el guayabo la guayaba guava

el guindo la guinda morello cherry

el mandarino la mandarina tangerine

el manzano la manzana apple

el naranjo la naranja orange

el nogal la nuez walnut (or simply
‘nut’)

el papayo la papaya papaya

el peral la pera pear

But some fruits are masculine: el limén ‘lemon’, el aguacate ‘avocado’ (called
la palta in southern Latin America), el melén ‘melon’, el albaricoque ‘apricot’, el
pldtano ‘banana’, (Spain), la higuera ‘fig tree’, but el higo ‘fig’.

1.4.2 Masculine by form
(a) Nouns ending in -o: el eco ‘echo’, el tiro ‘shot’.

Exceptions:

la dinamo dynamo (also la dinamo)

la foto photo

la Gestapo the Gestapo

la libido libido

la magneto magneto (masc. in Lat. Am.)

la mano hand (diminutive la manita (Spain), la manito (Lat. Am.))
la moto motorbike

la nao ship (archaic)

la polio polio

la porno porn(ography) (i.e. la pornografia)

La radio ‘radio’ is feminine in Spain and in the Southern Cone, but in Mexico
and Central America and sporadically in northern parts of South America it
is masculine: el radio. In some places el radio is ‘radio set’ and la radio is ‘radio
station’. El radio also everywhere means ‘radius’, ‘radium”’ and ‘radiogram’.

(b) Words ending in -aje, -or, -dn, -ambre or a stressed vowel:

el equipaje  luggage el amor love
el paisaje landscape el calor heat
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el color colour Canadd (masc.) Canada
el valor value el champii  shampoo

el mazapdn marzipan el sofd sofa/couch

el refrin proverb el rubi ruby

el calambre spasm/twinge etc.

el enjambre swarm

But: la labor ‘labour’, la flor, ‘flower’. El hambre ‘hunger’ is also feminine: see
3.1.2 for explanation of the masculine article.

The forms la calor and la color for el calor ‘heat’ and el color ‘colour’ are heard
in dialect and rural speech in Spain and in parts of Latin America. La televisor
for el televisor ‘television set’ and one or two other unusual genders are also
found in local Latin-American dialects.

1.4.3 Common masculine nouns ending in -a

Many errors are caused by the assumption that nouns ending in -z are
feminine. Many nouns ending in -ma, and several other nouns ending in -2
are masculine:

el anagrama anagram

el anatema anathema

el aroma aroma

el cisma schism

el clima climate

el coma coma (la coma = ‘comma’)

el crisma holy oil (but Te rompo la crisma

el crucigrama

‘T'll knock your block off’)
crossword puzzle

el diagrama diagram

el dilema dilemma

el diploma diploma

el dogma dogma

el drama drama

el eczemaleccema eczema

el emblema emblem

el enigma enigma

el esquema scheme

el estigma stigma

el fantasma ghost

el fonema phoneme

el holograma hologram

el lema slogan/watchword

el magma magma

el miasma miasma

el panorama panorama

el pijama pyjamas/(US) “pajamas’ (la pijama
or la piyama in Lat. Am.)

el plasma plasma

el poema poem

el prisma prism

el problema problem

el programa program(me)

el radiograma radiogram

el reiima

rheumatism (less commonly
el reuma)
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el sintoma symptom

el sistema system

el telegrama telegram

el tema theme/topic/subject
el trauma trauma

and most other scientific or technical words ending in -ma. These words
are masculine because the Greek words they are derived from are neuter.
However, la estratagema ‘stratagem’, el asma ‘asthma’ (see 3.1.2 for explanation
of the masculine article) and la flema ‘phlegm’ are feminine in Spanish even
though the Greek originals are neuter.

For a list of feminine words in -ma see 1.4.6.

Notes
(i) A few of these words are feminine in popular speech, dialects and pre-nineteenth-

century texts, especially problema, clima, miasma and fantasma, cf. pobre fantasma
sofiadora in Lorca’s El maleficio de la mariposa.

(ii) Also masculine are: el aleluya ‘halleluya’ (la aleluya is ‘doggerel’/jingle’), el alerta
‘alert’ (el alerta rojo ‘red alert’; la alerta is spreading), el caza ‘fighter plane’, el cometa
‘comet’ (la cometa = ‘kite’, the toy), el dia ‘day’, el extra ‘extra’, el guardarropa ‘wardrobe’
(all such compounds are masculine), el insecticida ‘insecticide’ (and all chemicals
ending in -icida), el mafiana ‘the morrow’/tomorrow’ (la mafiana = ‘morning), el mapa
‘map’, el mediodia ‘noon’, el nirvana, el planeta ‘planet’, el telesilla ‘ski-lift’, el tranvia
‘tram’, el vodka, el yoga.

1.4.4 Feminine by meaning

The following are feminine, usually because of an underlying noun:

(a) Companies (la comparifa, la firma): la Westinghouse, la ICI, la Seat, la Hertz, la
Volkswagen, la Ford.

(b) Letters of the alphabet (la letra): una b, una c, una h, la omega. El delta ‘river
delta’ is masculine.

(¢) Islands (la isla): las Azores, las Baleares, las Antillas “West Indies’, las Canarias,
etc.

(d) Roads (la carretera ‘road’ or la autopista ‘motorway’/US ‘freeway’): la N11, la
M4.

1.4.5 Feminine by form
Nouns ending in -eza, -cién, -sion, -dad, -tad, -tud, -umbre, -ie, -nza, -cia, -sis, -itis:

la pereza laziness la superficie surface

la accion action la esperanza hope

la version version la presencia presence
la verdad truth la crisis crisis

Ia libertad freedom la tesis thesis

la virtud virtue la diagnosis diagnosis
la muchedumbre crowd/multitude la bronguitis bronchitis
la servidumbre servitude etc.

la serie series

But the following are masculine:

el andlisis analysis el éxtasis ecstasy
el apocalipsis apocalypse el paréntesis parenthesis/bracket
el énfasis emphasis/pomposity

of style
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1.4.6 Common feminine nouns ending in -ma

The majority of nouns ending in -ma are masculine (see 1.4.3), but many are
feminine. The following are common examples (asterisked forms require the
masculine article for reasons explained at 3.1.2, despite the fact that they are
feminine nouns):

la alarma alarm la forma shape
el alma* soul la gama selection/range
la amalgama amalgam la goma rubber
el arma* weapon la lagrima tear (i.e. teardrop)
el asma* asthma la lima (wood, nail)
la broma joke file/lime (fruit)
la calma calm la llama flame/llama
la cama bed la loma hillock
la cima summit la mdxima maxim
la crema cream la merma decrease
la Cuaresma Lent la norma norm
la chusma rabble la palma palm
la diadema diadem/tiara la paloma dove
la doma breaking-in/taming la pantomima  pantomime
(= la domadura) la prima female cousin/
la dracma drachma bonus/prize
la enzima enzyme la quema burning
la escama scale (fish) la rama branch
la esgrima fencing (with swords) la rima rhyme
la/el esperma sperm la sima chasm/abyss
la estima esteem la suma sum
la estratagema  stratagem la toma taking
la firma firm/signature la yema egg yolk/fingertip
la flema phlegm

1.4.7 Gender of countries, provinces, regions
Countries, provinces or regions ending in unstressed -z are feminine:

la Espatia/Francial Argentina de hoy
la conservadora Gran Bretafia

Spain/France/Argentina today
conservative Britain

The rest are masculine: (el) Perii, (el) Paraguay, (el) Canadd; Aragén, Devon,

Tennessee.

Some place names include the definite article and may exceptionally be

feminine, cf. las Hurdes (near Salamanca, Spain). For use of the article with
countries and place names, see 3.2.17.

Note

Such constructions as todo Colombia lo sabe ‘all Colombia knows it’ are nevertheless
normal and correct, especially with the adjectives todo, medio, mismo, etc., probably
because the underlying noun is felt to be pueblo ‘people’. Cf. Todo Piura estd muerta
‘The whole of Piura is dead’ (M. Vargas Llosa, Peru, dialogue).

1.4.8 Gender of cities, towns and villages
Cities ending in unstressed - are usually feminine, the rest are masculine:

la Barcelona de ayer

the Barcelona of yesterday
la Roma de Horacio

Horace’s Rome
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el Londres de Dickens Dickens’s London
el Moscii turistico the tourist’s Moscow

But there are exceptions like Nueva York, la antigua Cartago, and spontan-
eous language often makes cities feminine because of the influence of the
underlying noun la ciudad “city’:

Bogotd, antes de ser remodelada . . . Bogota, before it was refashioned . . .
(Colombian press, in Variedades, 20)

Villages are usually masculine even when they end in -4, because of
underlying el pueblo ‘village’.
For the construction Todo Barcelona habla de ello see the note to 1.4.7.

1.4.9 Gender of compound nouns

Compound nouns consisting of a verb plus a noun (frequent) are
masculine:

el cazamariposas butterfly net el paraguas umbrella

el cuentarrevoluciones tachometer/ el sacacorchos  corkscrew
rev-counter el saltamontes ~ grasshopper

el lanzallamas flamethrower etc.

The gender of other compound nouns should be learned separately.

1.4.10 Gender of foreign words
Words that refer to human beings will be feminine or masculine according to
the gender of the person referred to: los yuppies, el recordman ‘record-holder’
(probably borrowed from French), but la nanny.

Foreign words referring to inanimates may be feminine if they closely
resemble a familiar feminine Spanish word in form or meaning or, sometimes,
because they are feminine in the original language:

la beautiful people the rich set in Madrid (because of la gente?)
la chance chance (Lat. Am. only, sometimes masc.)
la élite élite (best pronounced as in French)
la Guinness because of la cerveza ‘beer’
la hi-fi because of la alta fidelidad
la Kneset the Knesset (Israeli parliament,
because of las Cortes?)
la Motorola portable phone
la NASA because of la agencia
la opus in music (cf. la obra), but El Opus = Opus Dei
la pizza
la roulotte caravan
la sauna (masc. in Argentina)
la suite suite (all senses)

But if the word is un-Spanish in spelling or ending, or is not clearly associated
with a feminine Spanish word, it will be masculine. The great majority of
foreign-looking words are therefore masculine, even though some of them are
feminine in their original language:

el affaire affair (love or political; fem. in French)

el after-shave
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el Big Bang
el best-seller
los boxes

el boom

el/la cassette (or
el/la casete)

el chalet

el chdndal

el Christmas

el déficit

el diskette

el dumping

el echarpe

el eslogan/los esloganes

el entrecot

el fax

el footing

el gel de bafio
el hardware
el jazz

el karaoke

el joystick

el long play
el marketing
el modem

el performance
el poster

el pub

el quark

el ranking
el reprise
el scroll

el slip

el slogan
el software
el (e)spray
el standing

also la Gran Explosién

pits (in motor racing, more correctly

el taller; el box is also sometimes used for ‘casing’,
e.g. of an electrical component)

financial boom

(el cassette is the player, la

cassette the tape)

(British) detached house, i.e. a house built on its own land
track-suit

Christmas card

economic deficit

floppy disk; also el disquete

commercial dumping

(light) scarf (fem. in French;

pronounced as a Spanish word)

advertising slogan/catch-phrase

entrecote steak (fem. in French)

jogging (from French)
bath gel
(colloquially el hard; the Academy prefers el soporte fisico)

joystick/(US) yoke (of an aeroplane)
L-P (record)

performance (of a machine)

(in Spain, a fashionable bar with music)
cf. el neutrén, el protén and el electrén, but las particulas
subatémicas

pick-up (i.e. acceleration of a car)

e.g. hacer un scroll de pantalla

‘to scroll the screen’ (in computing)

men’s underpants/(US) ‘shorts’

(publicity) slogan

(colloquially el soft; the Academy prefers el soporte l6gico)
aerosol

e.g. un piso alto standing ‘desirable flat/apartment’

The formation of the plural of foreign words is discussed at 2.1.5.
There is wide variation between the various Hispanic countries as to the
source and number of recent loanwords, so no universally valid list can be

drawn up.

1.4.11 Gender of abbreviations
This is determined by the gender of the main noun:

la ONU
la OTAN
la CEE

las FF.AA. (Fuerzas Armadas)
la UVI (Unidad de Vigilancia Intensiva)

el FBI

UN

NATO

EEC

Armed Forces
Intensive Care Unit
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el BOE Boletin Oficial del Estado (where Spanish
laws are published)

In CIA

la EGB Educacion General Bdsica, the basic course in

Spanish schools
el OVNI (objeto volante no identificado) UFO

If the gender of the underlying noun is unknown the abbreviation is mascu-
line unless there is a good reason otherwise: el IRA ‘the IRA (Irish Republican
Army; la ira = ‘anger’), but la RAF, la USAF (because of las fuerzas aéreas “air
force’), etc.

1.4.12 Gender acquired from underlying noun (metonymic gender)
Many of the examples in previous sections illustrate cases of a noun acquiring
‘the gender of another that has been deleted. This accounts for many apparent
gender anomalies, cf. el Psicosis = el Bar Psicosis, (la (p)sicosis = ‘psychosis’),

el Avenida = el Cine Avenida, (la avenida = ‘avenue’), una EBRO = una camioneta
EBRO ‘an EBRO light truck’, la Modelo = la Circel Modelo ‘Model Jail’, Radio
Nacional de Espafia, la niimero uno (RNE, 11-1-92, la emisora ‘broadcasting station’
omitted) ‘National Radio of Spain, the number one (station)’, la (niimero) setenta
y tres = la habitacion niimero setenta y tres ‘room seventy-three’.

1.4.13 Doubtful genders

There are a few words of doubtful gender. The following list gives the more
common gender in the modern language in Spain (and usually elsewhere).
Where both genders are in use, the more usual comes first:

el aziicar sugar; it is usually masculine, though curiously a following

adjective may correctly be feminine, e.g. el aziicar moreno/a
‘brown sugar’

el calor heat (la calor is rustic)

el color colour (la color is rustic)

la dote dowry/gifts (in plural — tiene dotes ‘he’s gifted’)
la/el duermevela snooze/nap/light sleep

los herpes herpes

el hojaldre puff pastry

el/la interrogante question

el lente lens (but las lentillas ‘contact lenses’)

el/la linde boundary

lajel pelambre thick hair/mop of hair

lajel pringue fat/grease/sticky dirt (esto estd pringoso ‘this is sticky’)
la sartén

ellla testuz

frying pan (masc. in Bilbao and locally in Spain, and in many
parts of Lat. Am.; fem. in Mexico)
forehead (of animals)

la tilde the sign over an 71

ellla tizne soot/black smear or stain
la/el torticolis stiff neck

el tripode tripod

Pre-twentieth century texts may contain now obsolete genders, e.g. la puente
‘bridge’, la fin ‘end’, la andlisis ‘analysis’, etc.

1.4.14 Gender of mar, ‘sea’

Masculine, except in poetry, the speech of sailors and fishermen, in nautical
terms (la pleamar/la bajamar ‘high/low tide’, la mar llana ‘dead calm’) and
whenever the word is used as a colloquial intensifier: la mar de tonto ‘absolutely
stupid’, la mar de gente ““loads”” of people’.
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1.4.15 Some Latin-American genders

Some words are given different genders in provincial Spain and/or some parts
of Latin America. Examples current in educated usage and writing in some
(but not all) Latin-American countries are:

el bombillo (Sp. la bombilla) light bulb

el llamado (la llamada) call

el vuelto (la vuelta) change (money)
el protesto (la protesta) protest

There are surely many other examples, locally more or less accepted in
educated speech.

1.4.16 Words with two genders
A number of common words have meanings differentiated solely by their
gender. Well-known examples are:

Masculine Feminine

cometa comet kite (toy)

coma coma comma

consonante rhyming word consonant

colera cholera wrath/anger

corte cut the Court/'Madrid’

capital capital (money) capital (city)

cura priest cure

delta river delta delta (Greek letter)

doblez fold/crease duplicity

editorial editorial publishing house

escucha radio monitor/listening listening/monitoring
device/phone ‘bug’

frente front (military) forehead

guardia policeman guard

génesis Genesis (Bible) genesis (= birth)

mariana tomorrow/morrow morning

margen margin riverbank

moral mulberry tree morals/morale

orden order (opposite of order (=command or
disorder) religious order)

ordenanza messenger/orderly decree/ordinance

parte official bulletin part

pendiente earring slope

pez fish pitch (i.e. ‘tar’)

policia policeman police force

radio radius/radium/spoke radio

terminal terminal (computers, terminus
electrical)

vocal member of a board vowel

Notes

(i) Arte ‘art’ is usually masculine in the singular, but feminine in the plural: el arte
espariol ‘Spanish art’, las bellas artes ‘fine arts’. But note set phrase el arte poética ‘Ars
Poetica’/'treatise on poetry’.

But Manuel Seco (1992) 51, notes that a phrase like esta nueva arte ‘this new
art-form’ is not incorrect, and that los artes de pesca ‘fishing gear’ (of a trawler) is
standard usage.

(ii) Radio in the meaning of ‘radio’ is masculine from Colombia northwards, feminine
elsewhere.
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Plural of nouns

2.1 Formation of the plural of nouns

2.1.1 Summary of rules
The vast majority of Spanish nouns form their plural in one of the following
three ways:

Method Main type of noun Example
of plural
Add -s Ending in an unstressed vowel las casas
Many foreign words ending in a los chalets
consonant los shows
Add -es Spanish (not foreign) nouns las flores
ending in a consonant other than -s
Nouns ending in a stressed los ingleses
vowel + -5
Many nouns ending in a stressed los iranies
vowel
No change Nouns already ending with an las crisis
unstressed vowel + -5 los virus
Families (people or things) los Blanco
los Ford

Exceptions to these rules are discussed in the following sections.

2.1.2 Plural in -s
(a) Nouns ending in an unstressed vowel:

la cama las camas table

la serie las series series

el quinqui los quinquis ‘tinkers’, itinerant peddlers
(US ‘pedlars’)!

el huevo los huevos egg

la tribu las tribus tribe

el ecu los ecus Ecu (European Currency Unit)

1 Los quinquis (Spain only) live much like the gypsies but keep apart from them. For
many people the word is a synonym for ‘gangster’.
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(b) Nouns ending in stressed -¢, including words of one syllable ending in -e:

el café los cafés coffee/café
el pie los pies foot/feet
el té los tés tea (the accent distinguishes

this from the pronoun te)

(c) Nouns of more than one syllable ending in -6 (rare):

el dominé los dominés domino(es)
el buré los burés (roll-top) desk

(d) Many foreign words ending in a consonant, e.g. el club/los clubs (or los
clubes). See 2.1.5.

2.1.3 Plural in -es
(a) Native (or nativized) nouns ending in a consonant other than -s:

el avion los aviones aeroplane

el color los colores colour

el cudsar los cudsares quasar

el/la chofer los/las chdferes driver

(el chofer/los choferes in many American republics)

la verdad las verdades truth

el rey los reyes king

el suéter los suéteres sweater?

la vez las veces time (as in ‘three times’)

(b) Nouns ending in a stressed vowel plus -s, and all words of one syllable not
ending in -e:

el anis los anises anis (an alcoholic drink)
el autobiis los autobuses bus

el francés los franceses Frenchman

el dios los dioses god

el mes los meses month

el pais los paises country

la tos las toses cough

los sies y los noes  the ‘yesses’ and ‘'noes’, usually
sis y nos in speech

Exception: el mentis/los mentis ‘denial’ (literary styles).

(c) Nouns ending in -7, - or -4:

The following plural forms are considered correct in formal or written
language. For the use of the written accent in these words, see notes (iii)
and (iv):

el bisturi los bisturies scalpel

el maniqui los maniquies tailor's dummy (la maniqui =
female model)

el rubi los rubies ruby

No intento siquiera poner el I'm not even trying to dot the Is

punto sobre las ies (A. Gala, Spain)

2 This is the Academy’s recommended form, but los suéters is commonly heard.
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el zulii los zuliles Zulu

el tabii los tabiies taboo

el ombii los ombiies ombu tree (Lat. Am.)

el bajd los bajaes® pasha

el jacarandd los jacarandaes  jacaranda tree

Exceptions:

papdlpapds father/dad el meniiflos meniis  menu
mamd/mamds mother/'mum/mom el tisii/los tistis (paper) tissues

sofilsofés (illiterate *sofases)  sofa/couch

However, words of this kind usually simply add -s in spontaneous speech: los
iranis ‘Iranians’ (properly los iranies), los jabalis (properly jabalies) ‘wild boars’,
los jacarandds, los rubis, los tabis, los zahoris ‘clairvoyants’/‘water diviners’. A
literary plural form of a truly popular word, e.g. la gachillas gachis ‘woman’
(Spanish slang) would sound ridiculous.

The Latin-American words el aji ‘chili’/’chili sauce’, and el mani ‘peanut’
(Spain el cacahuete) often form the plurals los ajises, los manises in speech.

Notes
(i) If -es is added to a final z, the z becomes c: la paz/las paces ‘peace’, la voz/las voces
‘voice’.

For words ending in -g (rare) or -c see 2.1.5.
(ii) If, when -es is added, the stress naturally falls on the last syllable but one, any
accent written in the singular disappears:

el alacrin los alacranes scorpion
el irlandés los irlandeses Irishman
la nacion las naciones nation
el/la rehén los/las rehenes hostage
etc.

This does not apply to words that end in -i or -ii: el pakistanillos pakistanies (or el
paquistanil/los paquistanies) ‘Pakistani’, el tabii/los tabiies ‘taboo’. These are discussed
above at 2.1.3c and in note (iv) below.

(iii) Words ending in -en (but not -én!) require an accent in the plural to preserve the
position of the stress. Since they are frequently misspelled, the following commonly-
seen forms should be noted:

el carmen los cdrmenes villa with a garden (esp. in Andalusia)
el crimen los crimenes crime

el germen los gérmenes germ

la imagen las imdgenes image

el lumen los limenes lumen (in physics)

el/la margen los/las mdrgenes margin (masc.)/river-bank (fem.)

el origen los origenes origin

la virgen las virgenes virgin

This also affects the nativized word el mitin/los mitines ‘political meeting’.4
For the irregular plurals of el régimen and el espécimen see 2.1.8a.
(iv) When an accent written on { or # shows that these vowels are pronounced

3 The combination ae never forms a diphthong so it does not require an accent.

4 A non-political meeting, e.g. of a department, family, shareholders, etc., is I
reunion.
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separately and do not form a diphthong, the accent is retained in the plural after
the addition of -es:

el baul los bailes trunk/chest
el laud los latides lute

el pais los paises country

la raiz las raices root

2.1.4 No change in the plural
(a) Words ending in an unstressed vowel plus s:

elllos andlisis analysis

el/los atlas atlas

elllos campus campus

la/las crisis crisis

el/los lunes Monday (similarly all weekdays)
el/los mecenas patron of the arts

elllos paréntesis bracket

la/las tesis thesis

el/los virus virus

In words of one syllable like la tos ‘cough’, the vowel is always stressed, so the
plural ends in -es: las toses.

(b) Words ending in -x, e.g. el/los diiplex (US) ‘duplex apartment’/(British)
‘maisonette’, el/los fénix ‘phoenix’, elllos fax ‘fax’: No bajamos de tres o cuatro
fax por dia (interview in Cambiol6, Spain) ‘We don’t send less than three or
four faxes a day’.

(c) Latin words ending in - (at least in careful language):

los altos déficit presupuestarios (El Pais) high budgetary deficits

Likewise los superdvit ‘budgetary surpluses’, los accésit ‘second prizes’, el/los
quérum. But in everyday usage words in -um usually form their plural in -ums:
el memordndum/los memordndums, el referéndumllos referéndums, el ultimdtumilos
ultimdtums, el curriculum vitaellos curriculums vitae.

El Pais prefers the plurals memorandos, referendos, ultimatos and curriculos,
though common usage says -ums. The corresponding singular forms, el
memorando, el referendo, el ultimato are Academy recommendations that the
public has not accepted. EIl curriculo ‘curriculum’ has recently spread in
Peninsular colloquial language (and possibly also elsewhere).

In spontaneous speech all Latin words may be treated like other foreign
words (see 2.1.5). Spanish speakers do not try to impress by using Latin
plurals, cf. our (incorrect) ‘referenda’ for ‘referendums’.

(d) Words ending in a consonant plus -s: los biceps, los forceps.

2.1.5 Plural of foreign words ending in a consonant

The universal tendency is to treat them all as English words and add -s,
whatever language they come from. This produces words that end in two
consonants, which goes against the spirit of the Spanish language and
irritates grammarians. As a result, some foreign words have recommended
written plurals in -es and everyday spoken plurals in -s, e.g. los cdcteles/los
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cdctels ‘cocktail’, los corneres/los corners ‘corner’ (in soccer), los fraques/los fracs
‘dress-coat’/ “tails’.5

Asarule, ifaword endsinb,c, f, g, k, m, p, t, v, orw, orin any two or more
consonants, it is almost certainly a foreign word and will make its plural in -s
unless it ends with a s, sh or ch sound, cf. el kibutz ‘kibbutz’, el flash, el lunch,
el sketch, in which case it will probably be invariable in spontaneous speech.

Well-informed speakers may use foreign plurals like los flashes, los kibutzim, los
sketches. Examples:

el dlbum los dlbums (written form los dlbumes)

el barman los barmans barman (the most usual colloquial plural in Spain,
although los barmen is heard)

el boicot los boicots boycott

el complot los complots (political) plot

el cofiac los cofiacs cognac

el chalet los chalets detached house

el esnob los esnobs ‘snob’/'trendy’é

el hit los hits hit parade

el hobby los hobbys hobby/hobbies

el iceberg los icebergs iceberg

el kart los karts go-kart

el penalty? los penaltys (in soccer)

el quark los quarks quark (in physics)

el tic los tics tic

etc.

Notes

(i) El sandwich (different from a bocadillo, which is a filled bread roll), makes the plural
los sandwiches in educated usage, but los sandwich is frequently heard. It is pronounced
[singwich]. The Academy’s word for ‘sandwich’, el emparedado, has never found
favour.

(ii) Some modern loanwords are treated as Spanish words. This happens most readily
when the word ends in -I, -n or -r:

el bar los bares bar
el délar los délares dollar
el electrén los electrones electron
el esciner los escineres scanner (also el scanner/los scanners)
los espaguetis spaghetti (also los espagueti)
el gol los goles goal (in sport)
el hotel los hoteles hotel
el neutrén los neutrones neutron
el quasar los quasares quasar (preferably el cudsar/los cudsares)
etc.

(iii) Academy plurals like el gongllos gongues ‘gong’, el zizgzagllos zigzagues ‘zigzag',
etc. are not used; -s alone is added. However el film(e)/los filmes is not uncommon
and is recommended by EI Pais (the everyday word is la pelicula), and el clubllos clubes

5 Grammarians often recommend Hispanized forms of foreign words, e.g. giiisqui for
whisky, yip for jeep, yaz for jazz, yoquey or yoqui for jockey, etc. Since use of such
forms suggests ignorance of foreign languages, it is unlikely that many of them will
be adopted.

6 In Spain esnob can also be applied to objects, in which case it means ‘trendy’ or
‘flashy’: un coche esnob = ‘a flashy car’.

7 Pronounced [elpenalti].
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‘club’ is normal in Latin America for the common Peninsular los clubs (E! Pais prefers
los clubes).

(iv) Some writers and editors occasionally treat foreign words ending in a consonant
like Latin words (see 2.1.4c), so forms like los hit, los ldser are sometimes seen; El
Pais recommends los ldser. Zero plural forms are often given to foreign words in
spontaneous everyday speech.

2.1.6 Proper names
If a proper name refers to a collective entity such as a family, it has no plural
form: los Franco, los Mallol, los Pérez; en casa de los Riba (E. Poniatowska, Mexico)
‘in the Ribas’ house’.

A group of individuals who merely happen to have the same name will
be pluralized according to the usual rules, although names in -z are almost
always invariable:

Este pueblo estd lleno de Morenos, Blancos y This village is full of Morenos, Blancos
Péreces/Pérez and Perezes
no todos los Juan Pérez del mundo not all the Juan Perezes in the world

(J. Donoso, Chile)
los Géngoras del siglo dieciocho the Gongoras of the eighteenth century
Notes

(i) The same principle also applies to objects that form families: los Ford ‘Ford cars’,
los Chevrolet, los Simca.

(ii) Royal houses are considered to be successive individuals: los Borbones ‘the
Bourbons’, los Habsburgos.

2.1.7 Compound nouns
(a) Those (the most common) consisting of a verb plus a plural noun do not
change in the plural:

el/los abrelatas tin-opener

el elevalunas automatic window opener (in a car)
el/los lanzamisiles missile-launcher

el/los limpiabotas shoe-shine

el/los portaaviones aircraft carrier

(b) There is a growing class of compounds consisting of two juxtaposed
nouns. Normally only the first noun is pluralized. The following forms have
been noted from various written sources:

el afio luz los afios luz light year

el arco iris los arcos iris rainbow

la cdrcel modelo las circeles modelo model prison

el coche cama los coches cama sleeping car

el hombre rana los hombres rana® frogman

la hora punta las horas punta rush hour (lit. ‘point hour)
el experimento piloto los experimentos piloto pilot experiment

el nifio prodigio los nifios prodigio child prodigy

el perro policia los perros policia police dog

el sistema antimisil los sistemas antimisil antimissile system

8 Manuel Seco (1992), 223, says the plural should be los hombres-ranas, but neither the
hyphen nor the double plural reflects general usage.
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But always:
el pais miembro los paises miembros member country
la tierra virgen las tierras virgenes virgin land

Pluralization of the second noun robs it of its adjectival force: los hombres ranas
sounds like ‘men who are frogs’, cf.

las ediciones pirata  pirate editions los editores piratas  pirate publishers
los nifios modelo model children los nifios modelos child models

(c) Other compound nouns are treated as single words with regular plurals:

altavoz los altavoces loudspeaker (Lat. Am. el altoparlante)
bocacalle las bocacalles side street

correveidile los correveidiles tell-tale

sordomudo los sordomudos deaf-mute

hidalgo los hidalgos nobleman (the old plural was hijosdalgo)

2.1.8 Irregular plurals
There are only two or three irregular plural nouns.

(a) Three common nouns shift their stress in the plural:

el cardcter los caracteres character (*los cardcteres is not Spanish!)
el espécimen los especimenes specimen
el régimen los regimenes régime

(b) El lord (British) ‘lord’ has the plural los lores: la Cdmara de los Lores ‘“The
House of Lords’.

The scholarly word el hipérbaton ‘hyperbaton’ usually forms the plural los
hipérbatos.

2.2 Syntax and semantics of plural nouns

2.2.1 Mass nouns and count nouns in Spanish and English

A count noun refers to countable items, ‘egg’/‘two eggs’. Mass or uncountable
nouns denote non-countable items, ‘justice’, ‘bread’, but not *'two justices’,
*two breads’. ‘

In both English and Spanish, mass or uncountable nouns can often be
pluralized to mean different varieties of the thing in question: ‘her fear’/’her
fears’, ‘my love’/'my loves’, ‘I love French wine’/’I love French wines’.

This device is far more frequent in Spanish than in English, and idiomatic
translation of the resulting plural noun may require thought, e.g.:

Si aparece por tu casa, lo echas sin If he turns up at your house, throw him
contemplaciones (J. Marsé, Spain, dialogue) out on the spot/without second
thoughts
Para nosotros existen dos urgencias For us there are two urgent issues
(interview in Cambiol6, Spain) (lit.‘urgencies’)

A number of Spanish nouns can be pluralized in this way whereas their English
translation cannot.? Examples: ‘

la amistad friendship las amistades friends
la atencion attention las atenciones acts of kindness

9 Some of these examples are from Iannucci (1952) and Stockwell et al. (1965).
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Ia bondad goodness las bondades good acts

la carne meat las carnes fleshy parts

la crueldad cruelty las crueldades cruel acts

la gente people las gentes peoples

la informacién information las informaciones news items

el negocio business los negocios business affairs
el pan bread los panes loaves of bread
el progreso progress los progresos advances

la tostada toast las tostadas slices of toast
la tristeza sadness las tristezas SOITOWS

el trueno thunder los truenos thunderclaps
etc.

2.2.2 Nouns denoting symmetrical objects
As in English, these nouns are usually invariably plural:

los auriculares earphones

las gafas glasses (Lat. Am. los anteojos)
los gemelos binoculars/cuff-links/twins
las tijeras scissors

But usage is uncertain in some cases, with a colloquial tendency towards the
singular. The more usual form (in Spain) comes first:

los alicates/el alicate pliers/pincer

las bragas/la braga knickers/panties

los calzoncillos/un calzoncillo  underpants/(US, shorts

la nariz/las narices nose (the plural is colloquial)

las pinzas/la pinza peg/pincers/tweezers/dart (in sewing)

el pantalon/los pantalones trousers/(US, pants (both Spanish forms equally
common19)

las tenazas/la tenaza tongs/pliers

Note

las escaleras/la escalera ‘stairs’ (plural more common), but singular if it means ‘a ladder’.

2.2.3 Nouns always plural in Spanish
As happens in English, some nouns or phrases are normally found only in the
plural. The following list is by no means exhaustive:

las afueras outskirts

los alrededores surroundings

los altos (Lat. Am.) upstairs flat/apartment

los bajos (Lat. Am.) downstairs flat/apartment

los bienes goods, provisions

buenos dias good morning

buenas noches good night (greeting or goodbye)
buenas tardes good afternoon

las cosquillas tickling

los enseres goods and chattels/ household goods
las exequias funeral rites

las ganas urge/desire

las nupcias (archaic) wedding rites

10 But always En casa es ella la que lleva los pantalones ‘She’s the one who wears the
trousers round the house’ (i.e. ‘she’s the boss’).
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Ias tinieblas darkness

los ultramarinos groceries

las vacaciones holiday/vacation
etc.

2.2.4 Singular for objects of which a person has only one

The English sentence ‘they cut their knees’ is ambiguous: one knee or both?
Spanish normally clarifies the issue by using the singular if only one each is
implied or if only one thing is possessed:

Les cortaron la cabeza They cut off their heads

Se quitaron el sombrero They took off their hats

Todos tenian novia All had girlfriends (one each)

tres israelies con pasaporte alemin three Israelis with German passports
(Cambiol6, Spain)

La cara de Antonio no refleja el mismo Antonio’s face doesn’t reflect the same

entusiasmo. Ni la de sus cufiados enthusiasm. Nor do (lit. ‘nor does that

tampoco (Carmen Rico-Godoy, Spain) of’) those of his brothers-in-law

This rule is sometimes ignored in Latin-American speech: Nos hemos mojado las
cabezas (Bolivia, quoted Kany, 26) ‘We’ve wet our heads’, Lo hacian para que no
les viéramos las caras (L. Spota, dialogue, Mexico) ‘They were doing it so we
wouldn’t see their faces’.

2.2.5 Singular for plural
Singular nouns may sometimes be used to represent large numbers after
words like mucho, tanto, etc., often, but not exclusively, with an ironic tone:

En verano viene mucho inglés . . . In summer you get a lot of English . . .

con tanto angldfilo como anda por ahi . . . with all those Anglophiles about . . .

Se emociond de ver tanto libro junto He was moved to see so many books
(L. Seprilveda, Chile) together

This construction is colloquial and tends to sound mocking.

2.3 Number agreement rules

This section covers various aspects of number agreement, mainly with nouns.
For further remarks on the agreement of adjectives see 4.7. For the agreement
of possessive adjectives, see 8.3.2. For agreement with cuyo see 35.7. For tense
agreement see 16.16.

2.3.1 Number agreement with collective nouns

(a) Adjectives that modify a collective noun (one that refers to a group of
persons or things) are singular and the verb is in the singular when it immedi-
ately follows the collective noun: La mayoria musulmana ha reaccionado . . .
‘The Muslim majority have/has reacted . . ., La policia britinica busca a dos
individuos ‘The British police are looking for two individuals’. As the transla-
tions show, such nouns may be treated as plurals in English — especially in
spoken British English, cf.

El gobierno considera . . . The government consider(s)

La gente dice . . . People say . . .
La tripulacion estd a su disposicién The crew is/are at your disposal
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(b) If the collective noun is linked to a plural noun (usually by de), the safest
option is to make the adjective or verb plural: un grupo de vecinos airados ‘a
group of angry neighbours’, una mayoria de espafioles creen que. .. ‘a majority
of Spaniards think that...”. The singular is, in fact, quite common in such
constructions, but use of the plural will prevent beginners uttering nonsense
like *un grupo de mujeres embarazado ‘a pregnant group of women’ for un grupo
de mujeres embarazadas ‘a group of pregnant women’.

Examples:

Un minimo de 13 presos habian sido asistidos A minimum of 13 prisoners had been
de heridas (El Pais, Spain) treated for injuries

La mayoria duermen, hechos ovillos (M. The majority are curled up asleep

Vargas Llosa, Peru; duerme would sound
wrong here because of the adjacent
plural participle hechos)

As mentioned above, singular agreement is very common when the
meaning allows it:

Un sinniimero de personas observaba el A vast crowd of people was/were

famoso Big Ben (EI Comercio, Peru) watching the famous Big Ben

La masa de los creyentes no era menos The mass of believers were no less

compleja que sus creencias (O. Paz, Mexico) complex than their beliefs

El resto de mis bienes es ya vuestro The rest of my goods are yours now
(A. Gala, Spain)

Notes

(i) The question of agreement with collective nouns in constructions like una mayoria
de personas is controversial. Seco (1992), 110, advocates the plural, but the style book
of El Pais recommends the singular wherever possible.

Native speakers will sometimes hesitate over agreement with collective nouns: una
pareja amiga que se llama/llaman Mario y Ana ‘a couple who are friends of ours and are
called Mario and Ana’.

(ii) When the collective noun is separated from the verb by intervening words, plural
agreement is normal: Una muchedumbre entr6 en el Palacio Real, pero al encontrarse con las
tropas, huyeron ‘A crowd entered the Royal Palace, but on encountering the troops,
they fled’.

(iii) For constructions like Esa gente son unos desgraciados, El comité son unos mentirosos,
see 2.3.3.

2.3.2 Plural noun after tipo de, etc.
After tipo de and similar phrases, count nouns are often made plural:

Ya que ese tipo de rostros es frecuente Since that type of face is frequent in
en los paises sudamericanos (E. Sabato, South American countries
Argentina)

¢Por qué hacen los hombres este tipo de cosas?  Why do men do this kind of thing?
(C. Rico-Godoy, Spain)

2.3.3 Esto son lentejas, todo son problemas, etc.

When ser (and occasionally a few other verbs like volverse) has a singular
subject and a plural noun for its predicate, the verb agrees in number with
the predicate, a construction which is unfamiliar to English speakers and
difficult to analyse according to the traditional rules of grammar.



Number agreement rules 27

This most commonly occurs after neuter pronouns like todo ‘everything. . ./,
esto ‘this. . .’, etc.

A similar phenomenon is found in French and German, which say ‘it are
lies’: ce sont des mensonges, es sind Liigen:

Esa gente son unos ladrones Those people are thieves

Esto son lentejas y eso son guisantes This is lentils and that’s peas

Todo son problemas It's all problems

El escrito eran sus ‘condiciones’ para que The document was his ‘conditions’ for

las Fuerzas Armadas aceptaran el sistema the Armed Forces accepting the estab-

establecido (Cambiol6, Spain) lished system

Su morada mds comiin son las ruinas . . . Their most usual dwelling-place is (in)
(J.L. Borges, Argentina) ruins

Al perro flaco todo se le vuelven pulgas Everything turns to fleas for a skinny dog

(i.e. one misfortune follows another)

However, the following example suggests that this rule is not rigidly applied
everywhere:

En la terrible escasez que vive el pais, lo iinico  Amidst the terrible shortages the country
que no falta es cigarrillos (M. Vargas Llosa, is living through, the only thing that isn’t
Peru, for son cigarrillos) lacking is cigarettes

Note

For this rule to be applied, the predicate must literally refer to a series of different
things. In the following example the statement does not refer to something that is
literally plural:

Maria es en realidad muchas personas Maria is really a lot of different people
diferentes (i-e. she has lots of different
personalities)

Maria son muchas personas diferentes would mean that there are a lot of people
who are assumed to be Maria.

2.3.4 Agreement with nouns linked by y, o and phrases
meaning ‘as well as’

(@) Nouns linked by y require plural agreement unless they are felt to form a
single concept. Compare

Su padre y su madre estaban preocupados His father and his mother were worried
and
un atolondrado ir y venir a mad coming and going

Further examples:

Su modestia y dulzura me encantaba (or Her modesty and gentleness charmed
encantaban) me

. . el derrumbe del socialismo y la . . . the collapse of socialism and the
desaparicién de la URSS causé el mayor disappearance of the Soviet Union
dafio en el orden econémico (speech by caused the greatest damage in the
Fidel Castro in Cuba Internacional; economic sphere

causaron equally possible)

Note
As in any language, a speaker may start an utterance with a single noun and then
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add further nouns as an afterthought. In this case the rules of agreement will not be
applied:

Por supuesto que podemos pensar que en Obviously we can suppose that rivalry,
el juicio de Lope pesaba la rivalidad, el resentment and closeness to the events
resentimiento, y la cercania (E. Sabato, played their part in Lope’s assessment!!
Argentina, interview; pesaban equally

possible)

(b) With o agreement is optional, but the singular stresses the idea of ‘one or
the other’ more than the plural:

Viene(n) Mario o Antonia Mario or Antonia is/are coming
Singular agreement is usual when the nouns represent a single idea:

la depresion o tristeza que afecta(n) . . . the depression or sadness that
affect(s) . . .

(c) Agreement after phrases that mean ‘as well as’, ‘likewise’, etc. seems to be
optional, although the plural is more common:

Tanto Mario como Maria pensaba(n) que . . . both Mario and Maria thought that . . .

11 The 17th-century playwright Lope de Vega allegedly said that Don Quixote was the
worst book he had ever read.
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Articles

Use of the definite article el/la/los/las is discussed in sections 3.2. The indefinite
article un/una/unos/unas is discussed in section 3.3. Unos/unas is discussed at
3.4.

For the use of the definite article to replace a possessive adjective, e.g. Se ha
roto el brazo ‘He’s broken his arm’, Me dejé la cartera en casa ‘I left my wallet at
home’, see 8.3.4. For the definite article in superlatives see 5.3. For the ‘neuter
article’ lo see 7.2.

3.1 Forms of the definite article

3.1.1 Masculine and feminine definite articles

Masculine Feminine
Singular el Ia
Plural los las

La is always written in full in modern Spanish. Compare Spanish la artista
‘woman artist’ with Italian l'artista. The -a is not elided in pronunciation
before words beginning with a vowel other than a: la emisora ‘radio station’
is pronounced [laemiséra], not [lemiséral.

3.1.2 Use of el and un before certain feminine nouns
El and un are always used immediately before singular feminine nouns
beginning with stressed a- or ha-, despite the fact that all the adjectives and
pronouns that modify these nouns must be in the feminine form. This feature
of Spanish has no counterpart in other Romance languages.

This important rule must not be broken, although it is not always observed
in pre-nineteenth-century texts and in some dialects. The following are some
common examples:

ellun abra mountain pass (Lat. Am., el puerto)
el Africa contemporinea contemporary Africa

el agua water

el/un dguila eagle

el/un alba dawn (poetic)

ellun alma humana the human soul
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ellun alza rise/increase

el/lun ancla anchor

ellun drea area

ellun arma weapon

ellun arpa harp

el Asia de hoy Asia today

el asma asthma

ellun aula lecture room

el/lun haba bean

ellun habla language/speech form
el/un hacha axe/(US) ax

ellun hada fairy

el/un hambre hunger

el hampa madrilefia the Madrid criminal underworld
el/lun haya beech

Compare the following words which do not begin with a stressed a:

la/una amnistia amnesty

laluna apertura opening

la/una armonia harmony

la/una hamaca hammock

Exceptions:

la a, la hache ‘a’, ‘I’ (letters of the alphabet)

la Angela, la Ana and other women’s names (see 3.2.2 for the
rare use of the article with personal names)

La Haya the Hague

la/una haz surface/face (archaic; alsoel hazalthough fem.;
el haz, masc. = bundle/sheaf)

la drabe Arab woman

la dcrata anarchist woman

Notes

(i) The plural is always with las/unas: las dguilas ‘eagles’, las hachas ‘axes’. The feminine
article must be used if any word intervenes between the article and the noun: una
peligrosa arma ‘a dangerous weapon’, la misma drea ‘the same area’.

(ii) The rule applies only to nouns, not to adjectives: la/una ardua lucha ‘the/an
arduous struggle’, . . . una amplia estancia con libros y cuadros (F. Umbral, Spain) ‘a
wide room with books and paintings’, la/una ancha puerta ‘wide door’, Suele asumir la
forma de una alta mujer silenciosa (J.L. Borges, Argentina) ‘She usually takes the form of
a tall silent woman’. ‘

(iii) This rule should apply to those rare feminine compound nouns whose first
element would have begun with a stressed 4 had it stood alone: el aguamarina
‘aquamarine’, un avemaria ‘an Ave Maria’.

(iv) It is a bad error to treat such words as masculine in the singular. One must say
un aula oscura ‘a dark lecture hall’, not *un aula oscuro, la iltima alza ‘the latest rise’,
not *el iltimo alza, etc.

However, mistakes like ?Habrd que encontrar otro aula ‘We’ll have to find another
lecture-room’ (for otra aula) or el habla popular hispanomericano ‘popular Spanish-
American speech’ (seen in a Spanish grammar book!) are extremely common, and
constructions like ?Tengo un hambre bdirbaro ‘I'm starving hungry’ or ?Tengo mucho
hambre ‘I'm very hungry’ pass unnoticed in relaxed Latin-American speech, although
they are not allowed in formal language.

(v) The forms algiin ‘some’, ningiin 'no’ are normal in spontaneous speech before
such nouns, but alguna, ninguna are the recommended written forms.

Este ‘this’, ese and aquel ‘that’ are also common in spontaneous speech before such
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nouns, but the feminine forms should be used in writing: esta drea ‘this area’, esta agua
‘that water’.

(vi) The usual explanation of the use of el before feminine nouns beginning with
stressed a- is that the ancient form of the feminine article, ela, was abbreviated to el
before such nouns: ela arma>el arma. But this does not explain why the masculine
form is not used before adjectives beginning with stressed a-, e.g. la ancha puerta,
never *el ancha puerta.

3.1.3 Del and al
De plus el is shortened to del ‘of the’. A plus el is shortened to al ‘to the’. De €l ‘of
him’ and 4 ¢l ‘to him’ are not abbreviated in modern Spanish.

The abbreviated forms are not used (at least in writing) if the article is part
of a proper name:

la primera pigina de El Comercio page one of El Comercio
Viajaron a El Cairo They journeyed to Cairo
el autor de El intruso the author of The Intruder

3.2 Uses and omission of the definite article

3.2.1 General remarks on the use of the definite article

Article usage is especially difficult to define, and usage of the definite article
notoriously so: why does one say en la prictica ‘in practice’ but en teoria ‘in
theory’?

Article usage also varies in detail from region to region in the Spanish-
speaking world, so the following remarks must be supplemented by careftil
study of good writing and educated speech.

Perhaps the most striking difference between Spanish and English is the
use of the definite article with generic nouns, i.e. nouns which refer to a
concept or object in general: la naturaleza ‘nature’, la democracia ‘democracy’,
el espacio ‘space’ (in general) or ‘the space’, las vacas ‘cows’ (in general) or ‘the
cows’. But this rule is by no means hard and fast.

Careful study of the following pages should make it clear to students of
French that although use of the Spanish definite article resembles French
usage, the definite article in Spanish is in fact less used than its modern
French counterpart, and is apparently less used than fifty years ago.

3.2.2 The French and Spanish definite articles
The following summary of the main differences may be useful.

French Spanish

Usual with unqualified names of Not used (with occasional exceptions
countries, provinces, continents: ~ see 3.2.17): Esparia es un hermoso pais,
L’Espagne est un beau pays, L’ Amérique, América, etc.

etc.

Often used when addressing people: Not used: jHola muchachos!, Si, sefior
Salut les gars!, Oui, monsieur le Président Presidente
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Used without preposition with numer-
ous time words: le soir ‘in the evening’,
le matin ‘in the morning’, le lendemain ‘the
next day’

Not used in time expressions of the type
il est huit heures

Used with generic nouns: Le vin est
mauvais pour la foie ‘Wine’s bad for the
liver’, I'amour est aveugle “love is blind’

Used instead of possessives with parts of
the body, clothing, mental faculties:
1l ferme les yeux, Il a perdu la mémoire, etc.

Double article in superlatives when
adjective follows noun: le livre le plus
intéressant

Used with superlative adverbs:
C'est lui qui chante le mieux

De used before partitive nouns (i.e. to
express ‘some’): Il boit de l'eau, Il y avait
de la neige

Preposition often required: por la tarde,
por la matiana, al dia siguiente, but el afio
pasado, ‘last year’, etc.

Used: son las ocho

Very similar, but not identical (see 3.2.6
- 3.2.10): El vino es malo para el higado, El
amor es ciego

Same, but more extensive: Cierra los ojos,
Ha perdido la memoria; also Te he aparcado
el coche ‘I've parked your car’, etc. See
8.34

Only one article, el libro mds interesante.
See 5.3

Not used: El es quien mejor canta. See 5.4.

No article or preposition in partitive
constructions: Bebe agua, Habia

nieve (except occasionally before
demonstratives; see 3.2.8 note ii)

3.2.3 A useful generalization about the Spanish definite article
With two important exceptions, if the definite article is used in English it is

also used in Spanish:

la caida del gobierno
Es dificil definir el uso del articulo definido

Exceptions:

the fall of the government
It is difficult to define the use of the
definite article

() Ordinal numbers with kings, popes, etc.: Fernando séptimo ‘Ferdinand the
Seventh’, Carlos quinto ‘Charles the Fifth’.

(b) A number of set phrases in Spanish take no article whereas their English
equivalent usually does. They must be learned separately:

a corto/largo plazo  in the short/long run

cuesta abajo down (the) hill
cuesta arriba up (the) hill

a gusto de to the liking of

en alta mar on the high seas
en camino on the way

en dicho mes in the said month
en manos de at/in the hands of

in the name of
towards the east

en nombre de
hacia oriente
(hacia el este)
a titulo de

a voluntad de
de plantilla
etc.

in the capacity of
at the discretion of
on the payroll/staff

This applies only to set adverbial phrases: compare en las manos de Julia “in
Julia’s hands’. Note also a fuerza de ‘by dint of’, and a la fuerzalpor fuerza ‘by

force’.

Note

The converse is not true: the Spanish definite article is constantly used where English
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uses none, e.g. El feminismo ha mejorado la condicién de las mujeres ‘Feminism has
improved the condition of women’.

3.2.4 Definite article with more than one noun

If two or more nouns appear together, each has its own article if they are
individually particularized or are felt to indicate different things (see 3.2.7 for
further remarks on lists of nouns).

In this respect Spanish differs sharply from English, which allows omission
of the second article, possessive or demonstrative in phrases like ‘the sun and
moon’, ‘a dog and cat’, ‘my brother and sister’, ‘those men and women’.
Spanish says el sol y la luna, un perro y un gato, mi hermano y mi hermana, esos
hombres y esas mujeres. ?Un gato y perro sounds like a cross between a cat and
a dog:

el padre y la madre the father and mother

entre el hotel y la playa between the hotel and (the) beach

el agua y la leche the water and (the) milk

Por el contrario, ello ayuda a mantener el pais ~ On the contrary, it helps to keep the

en el subdesarrollo, es decir la pobreza, country in a state of underdevelopment -

la desigualdad y la dependencia (M. Vargas  i.e. poverty, inequality and dependence
Llosa, Peru)

But if the nouns are felt to form a single complex idea or are felt to be
aspects of the same thing (often the case when they are joined by o ‘or’), all
but the first article may be omitted, especially in writing:
el misterio o enigma del origen . . . (O. Paz, the mystery or enigma of the origin . . .
Mexico)

El procedimiento y consecuencias son The procedure and consequences are
semejantes (M. Vargas Llosa, Peru) similar

Si una universidad debe pagar el preciode la  If a university has to pay the price of free
ensefianza gratuita renunciando a contar con  education by giving up the laboratories,

los laboratorios, equipos, bibliotecas, aulas, equipment, libraries, lecture rooms,
sistemas audiovisuales indispensables para audiovisual systems indispensable for
cumplir con su trabajo [...] aquella solucién it to do its work, that solution is a false
es una falsa solucién (M. Vargas Llosa, solution

Peru)

Notes

(i) Nouns may constitute similar things in one context and not in another. One says
Voy a comprarme un libro y una revista ‘I'm going to buy a book and a magazine’ (two
different things), but ‘Los libros y (las) revistas estin en el estante de arriba “The books and
magazines are on the top shelf’ (books and magazines both seen as members of the set
‘publications’).

(i) If the first noun in a list is feminine and the second masculine, good style requires
that the article should appear before both. One could say las aulas y los equipos
‘lecture rooms and equipment’ or los equipos y aulas but preferably not las aulas y
equipos.

This rule is sometimes broken, cf Las liebres, las perdices y faisanes, los cacé esta mafiana
(M. Vargas Llosa, Peru, dialogue) ‘I shot the hares, partridges and pheasants this
morning’ (el faisin = ‘pheasant’).

(iii) In pairs of animate nouns of different sex both require the article: el toro y la vaca
‘the bull and (the) cow’, never *el toro y vaca.

(iv) In doubtful cases retention of the articles is safer: Trdeme los tenedores y las
cucharas ‘Bring me the forks and spoons’.



34 Articles

3.2.5 Omiission of articles in proverbs
Articles, definite and indefinite, are often omitted in proverbs and in state-
ments that are meant to sound proverbial:

Gato escaldado del agua fria huye A scalded cat runs from cold water
Afectaremos a muchos turistas extranjeros, ~We'll affect a lot of foreign tourists, Mr
serior Presidente, y turista que se enoja, no President, and an angry tourist doesn’t
regresa (Luis Spota, Mexico, dialogue) come back

Virtudes y defectos van unidos Virtues and defects go together

3.2.6 Definite article with generic nouns

With the exceptions noted at 3.2.10, the definite article is required before
generic nouns, i.e. nouns that refer to something in general. These are
typically:

(a) Abstract nouns:

la informalidad informality/unreliability
la democracia democracy
el catolicismo espariol Spanish catholicism

(b) Substances in general:

El salvado es bueno para la digestion Bran is good for the digestion
El acero inoxidable es carisimo Stainless steel is extremely expensive
La sangre no tiene precio Blood has no price

Colour nouns are members of this class of noun and require the article: el
azul ‘blue’, el negro ‘black’, EI amarillo es un color que no me gusta ‘Yellow is a
colour I don't like’.

(c) Countable nouns which refer to all the members of their class:

Los belgas beben mucha cerveza (The) Belgians (in general) drink a lot of
beer

Reivindicaban los derechos de la mujer They were campaigning for the rights of

moderna (the) modern womarn/of modern women

El tigre es un animal peligroso The tiger is a dangerous animal

Notes

(i) These rules are especially binding when the noun is the subject of a verb. The
article cannot be omitted in the following sentences (but see 3.2.7 for the omission
of the article from lists of two or more generic nouns): No me gusta la manzanilla ‘1
don’t like camomile’, (lit. ‘camomile doesn’t please me’), El azicar es malo para los
dientes ‘sugar is bad for the teeth’. ‘

But when the generic noun is the object of a verb or is preceded by a preposition,
the definite article may be omitted in certain circumstances. See 3.2.10 for examples.

See 3.4.2 for sentences like Expertos americanos dicen . . . ‘American experts say . . .’
in which the noun may in fact be partitive, i.e. it does not really apply to every
member of the class it denotes.
(ii) Sentences like Me gusta el vino, Me gustan las cerezas are therefore ambiguous out
of context: ‘I like the wine/the cherries’ or ‘I like wine/cherries’. In practice context
or intonation makes the meaning clear, or a demonstrative — este vino ‘this wine’, estas
cerezas ‘these cherries’ — can be used for the first meaning.

3.2.7 Omission of the article in lists
When two or more generic nouns follow one another, all the articles may be
omitted, especially in literary style.

One must say Esto podrd interesar a los jovenes ‘“This may interest the young’
(i.e. ‘young people’), but in both languages one could omit the bracketed
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items in Esto podrd interesar a (los) jévenes y (a los) viejos “This may interest (the)
young and (the) old’.
This is presumably done to avoid the tedium of too many definite articles:

Los ingredientes con que se amasa el ser The ingredients that go to make up the
humano: amor, terror, fracaso, destino’, human being: love, terror, failure, fate,
libertad, fe, esperanza, risa, y llanto (Ultima freedom, faith, hope, laughter and tears
Hora, Bolivia)

Ingleses y alemanes, en cuyos idiomas no Englishmen and Germans, in whose
existe la fi, encuentran cierta dificultad en languages 7i does not exist, find it
pronunciarla (instead of Los ingleses y los somewhat difficult to pronounce
alemanes)

. . esas apariencias que Historia y Those appearances that History and
Tradicién te exigen respetar (L. Spota, Tradition require you to respect
Mexico, dialogue)

Note

The nouns must be generic for omission to be possible. One can only say el padre
y la madre de Antonio ‘Antonio’s father and mother’, both nouns being specific in
reference.

3.2.8 Omiission of the article before partitive nouns

The article is omitted before nouns that refer not to the whole but only to part
of something (‘partitive’ nouns):

(a) Before partitive mass (uncountable) nouns, i.e. nouns that refer only to a
part of the whole:

Quiero cerveza I want (some) beer
Eso necesita valor That needs courage
No hay agua There isn’t any water/there’s no water

The difference between generic and non-generic mass nouns is, however,
not always obvious - as in the sentence Como carne ‘I eat meat’, where ‘meat’
is apparently generic. See 3.2.10 for further comments on the subject.

(b) Before partitive count nouns, i.e. countable nouns that in English could
normally be preceded by ‘some”:

No se te olvide traer clavos Don'’t forget to bring (some) nails
Incluso nos dieron flores They even gave us (some) flowers
Llevan armas They’re carrying weapons

Notes

(i) Unqualified partitive nouns rarely appear in front of the verb of which they are the
subject: Caian bombas por todas partes (not *Bombas caian por todas partes) ‘Bombs were
falling everywhere’.

However, partitive nouns modified by some expression like como éselese ‘like that
one’ may appear in front of the verb of which they are the subject: Cosas como ésas/esas
sdlo/solo te pasan a ti (example from M. Moliner) ‘Things like that only happen to you’,
Hombres como €l no se encuentran a menudo ‘One doesn'’t often find men like him’.

For Expertos americanos dicen que . . . ‘American experts say that . . ." see 3.4.2.

(ii) French and Italian regularly uses de or di before partitive nouns: Il a des roses
rouges/Ha delle rose rosse = Tiene rosas rojas ‘(S)he’s got some red roses’. De is not
used in this way in Spanish, but it may occasionally appear before a demonstrative
adjective to make it clear that ‘some of  rather than ‘all of’ is meant. Compare Trdenos
de ese vino tan bueno que nos serviste ayer ‘Bring us some of that really good wine you
served us yesterday’, and Trdenos ese vino tan bueno que nos serviste ayer ‘Bring us that
really good wine you served us yesterday’.
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3.2.9 Definite article required before nouns restricted by a qualifier

As in English, a noun that does not require the definite article when it stands
alone usually requires it when it is qualified by a following word or phrase.
Compare Estd hecho de oro ‘It's made of gold’, and Estd hecho del oro que trajeron
de las Indias ‘It's made from the gold they brought from the Indies’. Cf also
Admiramos al Cervantes humanista “We admire the humanist (in) Cervantes’,
recuerdos de la Espafia medieval ‘memories/souvenirs of Medieval Spain’.

This rule must be understood to override any of the rules of article omission
that follow. However, a qualifier does not always make a noun specific: the
resulting noun phrase may still be generic in its own right. This is especially
true when the qualifier is an adjective:

Estd hecho de oro macizo It's made of solid gold

Estamos hablando de religion antigua We're talking about ancient religion

No hablo con traidores de su patria I don’t talk to traitors to their own
country

3.2.10 Apparent exceptions to the rules outlined in 3.2.6
The general rule given at 3.2.6 — that generic nouns take the definite article —
has exceptions.

In the sentence Yo como carne ‘I eat meat’, carne seems to be generic: it refers
to all meat and should apparently require the definite article. Such exceptions
usually arise because the noun does not really refer to the whole of its class
but only to a part, although this may not always be obvious. This is especially
true of nouns which (a) follow prepositions or (b) are the object of certain
kinds of verb.

(a) Omission after prepositions
Nouns following prepositions very often really only denote a part or an aspect
of the thing they refer to. If this is the case, they take no definite article:

Le gusta salir con ingleses She/He likes going out with English
people (one ora few at a time, not the
whole species at once)

El Ministerio de Justicia The Ministry of Justice
(local, not universal justice)
S6lo una minoria cuenta con electricidad Only a minority have electricity

(only quantities of electricitry, not
electricity in general)

Dio una conferencia sobre poesia drabe He gave a lecture on Arabic poetry
(aspects of it, not the whole thing)
Me suena a mentira It sounds like a lie

(b) After certain verbs, e.g. of consuming, desiring, producing, nouns which
at first sight seem generic may on examination be seen to be partitive:

Los lagartos comen moscas Lizards eat flies (one or two at a time, not
the whole species at once)

Escribo novelas de ciencia ficcién I write science-fiction novels

Claro que uso jabén Of course I use soap

Queremos paz We want peace

But if the verb really affects the whole of its object in genéral — usually the
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case with verbs of human emotion like ‘love’, ‘hate’, ‘admire’, ‘criticize’,
‘censure’, ‘reject’, etc. — then the article is required:
Odio las novelas de ciencia ficcion I hate science-fiction novels

Adoro el helado de vainilla I'love vanilla ice cream
Hay que combatir el terrorismo Terrorism must be fought

(c) Omission in adverbial phrases
The article is omitted in many adverbial phrases consisting of a preposition
plus a noun:

la confusién por antonomasia confusion personified/par excellence
a cdntaros in pitcherfuls

en balde pointlessly/in vain

a quemarropa point-blank

por avion by plane

en tren/coche by train/car

Estamos aqui de observadores We're here as observers

De nifia yo s6lo hablaba cataldn As a little girl I only spoke Catalan

See Chapter 34 for detailed examples of prepositional usage.

Note

Omission or retention of the article with abstract and mass nouns after a preposition
often depends on the point of view of the speaker. One can say either Public6 tres
articulos sobre poesia ‘He published three articles on poetry’ or . . . sobre la poesia ‘on
Poetry’. The latter implies the universal concept ‘Poetry’; the former implies ‘aspects
of poetry’. The difference is slight, and the strong modern tendency is to omit the
article.

3.2.11 The definite article after de

When two nouns are joined by de to form what is effectively a compound
noun, the article is omitted before the second noun. Compare Ia rueda del
coche ‘the wheel of/from the car’, and una rueda de coche ‘a car wheel’:

la carne de la vaca the meat of the cow

la carne de vaca beef

los sombreros de las mujeres the women's hats

los sombreros de mujer women’s hats

el dolor de muelas toothache

un crimen de pasion a crime of passion
lecciones de contabilidad lessons in accountancy

Such combinations are often denoted in English by compound nouns: la
noche de la fiesta ‘the night of the party’, la noche de fiesta ‘party night’.

3.2.12 Use of the definite article after haber (‘there is’/‘there are’)

Use of the articles with haber/hay meaning ‘there is’/‘there are’ is discussed
separately at 30.2.1 note (iii), but it is worth repeating here that Spanish does
not normally allow the definite article to appear after haber: Hay agua ‘There’s
water’, Hubo una tormenta ‘There was a storm’, but Ahi estd el cartero ‘There’s
the postman’.

3.2.13 Omission of the definite articles in book, film and other titles
At the beginning of titles of works of literature or art the definite article is
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often suppressed before nouns that are not felt to be unique entities:

Politica y estado bajo el régimen de Franco Politics and the State under the Franco
Régime

Casa de campo, de José Donoso The Country House, by J. Donoso

Seleccion de poemas Selected Poems

But with unique entities or proper names the article is retained:

La casa verde, de M. Vargas Llosa The Green House, by . . .
La Iglesia en Espafia ayer y matiana The Church in Spain yesterday and tomorrow

For the use of capital letters in book titles, see 39.3.2d.

3.2.14 Omission in headlines

In Spain the grammar of headline language is fairly normal and article
omission follows the general rules. In Latin America a type of headline jargon
has emerged which follows English in omitting articles:

Ingleses toman Islas Georgias luego de British take Georgias after two-hour
combate de 2 horas (La Prensa, Peru) battle

Causa de deslizamiento verdn expertos (idem) Experts to investigate cause of landslide
Afirma divorcios producen temblor (Ultima ‘Divorces cause Earthquakes’ Claim
Hora, Dominican Republic, quoted in

Variedades 20)

For the word order of these Latin-American headlines see 37.5.1, note (iii).

3.2.15 The definite article with names of unique entities
As in English, the definite article is used with nouns which refer to things of
which there is only one.

Unlike English, Spanish also uses the definite article with mountains,
volcanoes, Heaven and Hell: El Taj Mahal, el Atlintico, el Infierno ‘Hell’, el
Cielolel Paraiso ‘Heaven’/'Paradise’, el Diablo ‘the Devil’, la Virgen ‘the Virgin’,
el Everest, el Mont Blanc.

As in English, it is not used with personal names as opposed to epithets or
titles: Dios ‘God’, Cristo ‘Christ’ (very rarely el Cristo), Jesucristo ‘Jesus Christ’,

Satands ‘Satan’.
For the article before ordinary personal names see 3.2.21.

3.2.16 Definite article with names of languages
Usage is capricious and departures from the following rules may occur:
(a) No article after en, or, usually, after saber, aprender, hablar:

en espariol, en inglés in Spanish, in English
Sé quechua I know Quechua
Aprendo alemdn, habla griego I’'m learning German, he speaks Greek

(b) Optional article after entender ‘understand’, escribir ‘write’, estudiar ‘study’:

Entiendo (el) inglés I understand English
Escribe (el) italiano He writes Italian

(c) After de meaning ‘from’ and after other prepositions, the article is used:

traducir del espariol al francés to translate from Spanish to French
una palabra del griego a word from Greek
Comparado con el ruso, el espariol parece Compared with Russian, Spanish seems

poco complicado uncomplicated



Uses and omission of the definite article 39

(d) After de meaning ‘of, the article is used only if the whole language is
meant: curso de espariol ‘Spanish course’ (really ‘aspects of Spanish’), dificultades
del espafiol ‘difficulties of Spanish’ (in general), las sutilezas del japonés ‘the
subtleties of Japanese’;

(e) After traducir ‘translate’, dominar ‘master’, chapurrear ‘speak badly’, destrozar
‘murder’ and other verbs and prepositions not discussed above, the article is
used: Domina perfectamente el portugués ‘He’s a complete master of Portuguese’,
Chapurrea el inglés ‘He speaks broken English’;

(H) If the language is the subject of a verb it requires the article:

El francés es dificil French is difficult
El espariol es una lengua hermosa Spanish is a beautiful language

(g) If the language is qualified by a following word or phrase, the article is
required:

el espariol de Colombia the Spanish of Colombia
el inglés que se habla en Tennessee  the English spoken in Tennessee

3.2.17 Definite article with names of countries
This is a difficult problem since spoken usage varies and is out of line with the
most modern written styles. El Pais (Libro de estilo 8.28) orders its journalists
to write all countries without the article except la India, el Reino Unido ‘the
United Kingdom’ and los Paises Bajos ‘the Low Countries’; one even sees en
Reino Unido in advertisements.1

The rules of everyday spoken language seem to be:
(a) Obligatory: la India, El Salvador, El Reino Unido ‘the United Kingdom’;
(b) Usual: el Cameriin ‘Cameroon’, el Congo, el Libano ‘Lebanon’, la China, el
Oriente Medio “The Middle East’, el Senegal, el Suddn, la Somalia, el Yemen;
(c) Optional: (Ia) Arabia Saudita, (la) Argentina (article always used in Argentina
itself), (el) Brasil, (el) Canadd, (el) Ecuador, (las) Filipinas ‘The Philippines’, (el)
Irak, (el) Irdn, (el) Japon, (el) Nepal, (el) Pakistdn, (el) Paraguay, (el) Perd, (el) Tibet,
(el) Uruguay, (el) Vietnam.

The article is frequently heard with these nouns in everyday speech,
probably more so in Latin America than in Spain.

Other countries do not take the article: tres afios en Australia/Egipto/
Noruega/Europa Oriental/Africa del Sur ‘three years in Australia/Egypt/Nor-
way/Eastern Europe/South Africa’.

Notes
(i) ‘The United States’ is either los Estados Unidos (plural agreement) or Estados Unidos
(singular agreement and no article). The latter is common in Latin-American usage
and is the only form allowed in El Pais (Spain).

Gran Bretafia ‘Great Britain’ does not take the article, but el Reino Unido ‘the United
Kingdom’ does.
(ii) In older texts, particularly in solemn diplomatic language, names of countries
occasionally appear with the article: la Francia, la Inglaterra, etc.

1 In this respect we must differ from Batchelor and Pountain (1992), 297, who say that
‘use of the article is more typical of the written registers’. The reverse is true.
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(iii) All place names require the article when they are qualified or restricted by a
following adjective, phrase or clause, unless the qualifier is part of an official name:

la Espafia contempordnea contemporary Spain
la Suecia que yo conocia the Sweden I knew
but

en Australia Occidental in Western Australia
en Irlanda del Norte in Northern Ireland

3.2.18 Definite article with provinces, regions, cities and towns
Some place names include the article as an inseparable feature: Los Angeles,
El Cairo?, La Corufia, El Escorial, La Habana ‘Havana’, El Havre, La Haya ‘the
Hague’, la Mancha, La Meca “Mecca’, La Paz, la Plata, la Rioja, etc.

Otherwise the article is not used — unless 3.2.9 applies, as in el Buenos Aires
de hoy ‘Buenos Aires today’, la Roma de Cicerén ‘Cicero’s Rome’, etc.

3.2.19 Definite article before names of streets, roads, squares, etc.
The definite article is used before roads, squares, avenues, lanes, alleys and
similar places:

Vive en la plaza/la calle de la Independencia ~ He lives in Independence
square/street
la panaderia de la avenida Fleming the baker’s in Fleming Avenue

3.2.20 Definite articles with days of the week

The definite article appears with days of the week, but it does not appear
when the day is the predicate of ser ‘to be’, or after de when it means ‘from’.
The article is also not used in dates:

Llegan el martes They’re arriving on Tuesday

cerrado los viernes closed on Friday(s)

Odio los Iunes ‘ I hate Mondays

El miércoles es cuando habrd menos Wednesday's the day there’ll be least
a partir del domingo after Sunday

but '

Hoy es lunes Today is Monday

Trabajo de lunes a jueves I work from Monday to Thursday
miércoles 23 de marzo de 1943 Wednesday 23 March 1943

When de means ‘of the article is used:

Ocurrid en la noche del viernes It happened on Friday night

3.2.21 Definite article with personal names :
The definite article occasionally appears before the surname of very famous
women: la Loren, la Garbo, la Callas, la Pardo Bazin.

It is not used in this way before the names of men, except occasionally in
law courts to refer to the accused.

2 The article is usually written with a capital letter only in the case of cities (Seco
1992, 162). This is the practice of El Pais.
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Use of the article before first names, e.g. la Maria, la Josefa, el Mario, is
considered substandard or regional or typical of court-room language or
police reports, unless the name is qualified, as in la simpdtica Inés ‘the kindly
Inés’.

The definite article usually appears before nicknames: EI Che nunca fue
derrotado ‘“Che” (Guevara) was never defeated’ (Cuba Internacional, Cuba)3,
Detuvieron a Ramén Pérez “el Duque” ‘They arrested Ramoén Pérez, (alias)
“the Duke” (in Spain virtually all notorious criminals are identified by
nicknames).

In some places, e.g. Chile and Catalonia, use of the article before first
names is quite common even in educated speech, but it is generally best
avoided by foreign learners since it may sound condescending. Students of
Portuguese should remember to omit the article in Spanish: o Antdnio quer um
café = Antonio quiere un café.

3.2.22 Definite article with sports teams
The masculine article is used before sports teams: el Granada ‘Granada FC’, el
Manchester United, el Argentina.

3.2.23 Definite article before nouns of family relationship

Abuelo/abuela takes the article: Entré a dar un beso a la abuela ‘1 went in to
give grandmother a kiss’, El abuelo comia en silencio ‘Grandfather was eating
in silence’.

Tio/tia “uncle/aunt’ also take the article: Di un beso a la tia ‘I gave auntie a
kiss’. But if the person is named the article is omitted — at least in educated
language: Le di un beso a tia Julia ‘I kissed aunt Julia’. (This rule may not be
observed everywhere, but children in Madrid are — or were until recently —
rebuked for saying a la tia Julia.)

In rural areas tio/tia may be used before the first names of local worthies: el
tio José/la tia Paca ‘old José’/'old Paca’.4

With papd/mamd use of the article may also sound uneducated to some
speakers if the noun stands alone: Dale un beso a papd ‘Give daddy a kiss'.

3.2.24 Definite article with personal titles
The definite article is used before the title of a person being talked about: el
sefior Moreira, el profesor Smith, el general Rodriguez, el presidente Belainde, el
doctor Fleming, el padre Blanco ‘Father Blanco’. It is not used if the person is
directly addressed: Pase usted, sefior Sender/sefior Presidente/padre Blanco ‘Come
in Mr Sender/Mr President/ Father Blanco’.

The definite article is not, however, used before don, dofia, fray, san, santa,
sor, or before foreign titles like mister, monsieur, Herr: don Miguel, fray Bentos,
santa Teresa, sor Juana, mister Smith, etc.

3 But a few lines above in the same article Che nunca fue derrotado, no doubt because
the revolutionary hero’s nickname ‘Che’ is sometimes felt to be a proper name.

4 El tio, la tia are nowadays very frequent in Spain as a rather vulgar word roughly
meaning ‘guy’ (French type): No conozco al tio ese ‘I don’t know that guy’/(British)
‘bloke’. Latin-Americans and well-spoken Spaniards use the more refined el tipo.
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Notes

(i) Don/dofia are used before the first names of older persons of respected social status
and on envelopes (less now than formerly): sefior don Miguel Ramirez, dofia Josefa, don
Miguel.

(i) For the military forms of address mi general ‘General’, mi coronel ‘Colonel’ see
8.3.3.

3.2.25 Definite article in apposition
The definite article is omitted in apposition:

Madrid, capital de Espafia Madrid, the capital of Spain
Simén Bolivar, libertador de América Simon Bolivar, the liberator of Latin
America

But it is retained:

(a) if the following phrase is used to remove a possible confusion of identity:
Mir6, el autor ‘Mir6, the author’ (not the painter); Cérdoba, la ciudad argentina
‘Cordoba, the Argentine city’ (not the one in Spain).

(b) if the following phrase is a comparative or superlative: Cervantes, el mayor
novelista espafiol ‘Cervantes, the greatest Spanish novelist’, Joaquin, el mds listo
de los dos ‘Joaquin, the cleverer of the two’.

(c) if the phrase is qualified by a following word or phrase:

Javier Marcos, el arquitecto que disefi6 las Javier Marcos, the architect who
dos fuentes designed the two fountains

3.2.26 Definite article with numbered nouns
Unlike English, nouns identified by a number take the article:

Vivo en el piso 38 Ilive in apartment 38

una disposicién del articulo 277 de la a provision in Art. 277 of the Constitution
Constitucion

unas fotos del 93 some photos from the year 1993

el diez por ciento ten per cent

The article is also used in expressions like Murié a los ochenta afios ‘He died

at the age of eighty’, but not when translating ‘n years old’: Tiene ochenta afios
‘He’s eighty’.

3.2.27 Definite article in phrases denoting place
The following require the definite article in Spanish:

alen/de la cama to/in/from bed

alen/de la iglesia tofin/from church

allen elldel cielo/infierno to/in/from Heaven/Hell
allen elldel hospital to/in/from hospital

en la circellen el colegiolen el trabajo in prison/at school/at work
en el escenario on stage

en la television on television

en el espacio in space

en el mar at sea, on/in the sea

debajo de la tierra (but bajo tierra) underground
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en todas partes everywhere

(cf. en todos los sitios everywhere)
alen/de casa (often alen/de la casa in Lat. at/in/from home
Am.)

en clase in class

Some speakers differentiate estar en la cama ‘to be in bed’ and estar en cama ‘to
be ill/sick in bed’, but the distinction is not universal.

3.2.28 Definite article after the verb jugar

The verb jugar requires the article: jugar a la pelota ‘to play ball/with a ball’,
jugar al ajedrez ‘to play chess’, jugar a las cartas ‘to play cards’, jugar al escondite
‘to play hide and seek’.

3.2.29 Definite article with personal pronouns

The definite article is required after first and second-person plural pronouns
in phrases like the following: ustedes los uruguayos ‘you Uruguayans’, nosotros
los pobres “we poor people’, vosotras las espafiolas ‘you Spanish women . . ." It
is also used when the pronoun is deleted:

Las mujeres de los mineros siempre estamos We miners’ wives are always on

en vilo pensando en los hombres (A. Lépez tenterhooks thinking about the men
Salinas, Spain, dialogue)

Los ingleses siempre ocultdis vuestras You English always hide your emotions
emociones

3.2.30 Colloquial use of la de
In familiar language, la de may mean ‘lots of’:

Con la de niimeros de abogado que vienen en ~ With all the dozens of lawyers’ numbers

laguia. .. there are in the directory . . .

. . . la de veces que han dicho eso . . . the number of times they've said
that!

. . . la de ldgrimas que solté (L. Sepulveda,  the amount of tears I shed . . .
Chile, dialogue)

3.3 The indefinite article

3.3.1 Forms of the indefinite article

Masculine Feminine
Singular un una
Plural unos unas

For the use of un before feminine nouns beginning with a stressed a, e.g. un
arma, un alma, see 3.1.2.

3.3.2 General remarks on the use of the indefinite article
In general terms, use of the indefinite article in Spanish corresponds to the
use of ‘a’/‘an’ in English, but there are two important differences:
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(a) it is omitted before singular count nouns in certain contexts described at
3.3.6-12: Tengo coche ‘I've got a car’, Mario es ingeniero ‘Mario’s an engineer’, Lo
abrio sin llave ‘He opened it without a key’, Es mentira ‘It's a lie’

(b) It can appear in the plural: unos pantalones ‘a pair of trousers’, Han
organizado unas manifestaciones ‘They’ve organized demonstrations’, Son unos
genios incomprendidos ‘“They’re misunderstood geniuses’.

For uno/una as an impersonal pronoun see 28.7.1.

3.3.3 The indefinite article in Spanish and French

Use of the indefinite article corresponds quite closely in these two Romance
languages, but Spanish almost never uses partitive de, cf Tengo vino and J'ai
du vin ‘T've got some wine’ (see 3.2.8 note (ii) for discussion) and French has
no plural form of un/une, cf. Spanish unos guantes ‘some gloves’, French des
gants. Unlike French, Spanish regularly omits the article in sentences of the
type Tiene secretaria ‘He’s got a secretary’, cf Il a une secrétaire. See 3.3.8.

3.3.4 Indefinite article before more than one noun
When more than one noun occurs in a sequence, the indefinite article is
required before each noun. English tends to omit the article in such cases:

Entraron un hombre y una mujer A man and (a) woman entered
Compré una mdquina de escribir y una I bought a typewriter and (a) wastepaper
papelera para mi despacho basket for my office

However, omission is necessary when the nouns refer to the same thing or
to different aspects of the same thing:

una actriz y cantante an actress and singer (same woman)
un cuchillo y abrelatas a combined knife and tin-opener

Este libro estd escrito con una maestria y This novel is written with unusual skill
delicadeza insdlitas and delicacy

3.3.5 Omission before singular nouns: general
Un/una is quite often omitted before singular count nouns in circumstances
that are difficult to explain.

This happens whenever the generic or universal features of the noun are
being stressed. Compare Pepe tiene secretaria ‘Pepe’s got a secretary’ (like most
bosses) and Pepe tiene una secretaria que habla chino ‘Pepe’s got a Chinese-
speaking secretary’ (unlike most bosses).

The following sections 3.3.6-13 illustrate the main cases in which un/una
are omitted. For the omission of un/una in proverbs, see 3.2.5.

3.3.6 Omission before nouns denoting professions, occupations, social
status, sex
(This is a very common case of the phenomenon described in 3.3.7.)
Un/una are regularly omitted before nouns which describe profession,
occupation, social status, sex, etc. In this case the noun can be thought of
as a sort of adjective that simply allocates the noun to a general type:

Soy piloto/son buzos I'm a pilot/they’re divers
Mi mujer es enfermera My wife’s a nurse
Es solteroles casada (compare estd casada He'’s a bachelor/she’s a married woman

‘she’s married’; see 29.4.1a for further
details)
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Se hizo detective He became a detective

. . . y aunque Alejandra era mujer . . . . . . and although Alejandra was a
(E. Sabato, Argentina) woman . . .

Veo que es usted mujer de buen gusto I see you’re a woman of good taste

But nouns denoting personal qualities rather than membership of a profes-
sion or other group require the article: compare Es negrero ‘He is a slave-
trader’ and Es un negrero ‘He’s a “slave driver” (i.e. makes you work too
hard), Eres un genio ‘You're a genius’, Es un ladrén ‘He’s a thief (i.e. not
professionally).

Notes
(i) The article is retained if it means ‘one of . . .": — ;Quién es ese que ha saludado? — Es
un profesor ‘“Who was that who said hello?” “He’s one of the teachers”’.
(i) If a noun of the type discussed above is qualified, it usually becomes particularized
(non-generic) and therefore requires the article. Compare es actor ‘He’s an actor’ and Es
un actor que nunca encuentra trabajo ‘He’s an actor who never finds work’.

But the resulting noun phrase may still be a recognized profession or a generic
type, so no article will be used: Soy profesor de espariol. See 3.3.9 for discussion.

3.3.7 Omiission of the indefinite article with ser and nouns not included
in 3.3.6

Omission of the indefinite article after ser is frequent (a) in certain common
phrases, (b) in literary style. A rare English counterpart is the optional
omission of ‘a’ with ‘part’: ‘“This is (a) part of our heritage’ Esto es (una) parte
de nuestro patrimonio.

Omission is more common in negative sentences and apparently more
frequent in Peninsular Spanish than in Latin-American.
(a) In the following phrases omission seems to be optional:

Es (una) coincidencia It's a coincidence
Es (una) cuestion de dinero It's a question of money
Es (una) victima de las circunstancias He/she’s a victim of circumstances

No clear rule can be formulated since the article is retained in other
common phrases of a similar type:

Es una lata (colloquial) It's a nuisance
Es una pena It's a pity

Es un problema It's a problem
Ha sido un éxito It was a success

Omission may occur after the negative verb even though it is not usual after
the positive verb:

No es molestia/problema It's no bother/problem
No es exageracién It's no exaggeration
No es desventaja It's not a disadvantage

(b) In other cases, omission often, but not always, produces a literary effect:

Es mar de veras (M. Vargas Llosa, It's (a) real sea
Peruvian dialogue)
La codorniz es ave tiernisima (M. Delibes) The quail is an extremely tender bird
(to eat)
jViéyanse! ;Qué vienen a ver? [Esta es Go away! What have you come here to
cuestion que a ustedes no les importa! look at? This is an affair that has nothing

(J. Ibargliengoitia, Mexico, dialogue) to do with you!
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Es privilegio peculiar de ciertos linajes de It is a special privilege of certain
pura sangre celta (J. L. Borges, Argentina)  thoroughbred Celtic families

In all the above examples the article could be used.

Notes

(i) If the following noun is not generic but merely implies the possession of certain
qualities, un/una is used: El hombre es un lobo para el hombre ‘Man is a wolf to man’
(but not a member of the wolf species), Esos muchachos son unas nifias ‘Those boys are
(behaving like) little girls’.

(ii) In literary styles, omission of un/una is normal in definitions when the subject
comes first: Novela es toda obra de ficcion que . . . ‘A novel is any work of fiction
that . . /.

(iii) Omission of the indefinite article before a qualified noun tends to produce an
archaic or heavily literary effect, as in Entra una sefiora con sombrero verde con plumas
de avestruz ‘A lady with a green hat with ostrich feathers enters’, where un sombrero
verde would nowadays be much more normal.

Similarly, where Unamuno wrote Era un viejecillo [. . .] con levitén de largos bolsillos
‘He was a little old man . . . with a large frock-coat with deep pockets’, a modern
writer might prefer un levitén. Purists occasionally complain about this increasing use
of the indefinite article, which they attribute to English or French influence.

(iv) For constructions like Expertos americanos dicen que . . . ‘American experts say
that . . ." see 3.4.2.

3.3.8 Omission of un/una after other verbs

Spanish omits un/una after a number of verbs such as tener ‘have’, sacar
‘take’/'draw out’ (with cinema tickets, etc. = ‘buy’/’book’), buscar ‘look for’,
llevar ‘wear’, when their object is a certain type of noun.

These nouns refer to things of which one would normally have or be
carrying only one at a time: umbrella, pen, spoon, nanny, valet, cook, hat,
etc. Sometimes the noun denotes some object or person - wife, garden, video
recorder, telephone, freezer, lover — which in some way defines the social
status of the speaker:

¢ Tenias idea de lo que serias capaz de hacer? ~ Did you have any idea of what you'd be

able to do?
Ya he sacado entrada I've already got a ticket
Vamos a buscarle novia Let’s look for a girlfriend for him
Siempre lleva anillo He always wears a ring
Hubo quien se ofendi6 y sacé pistola (M. There was one person who took
Vargas Llosa, Peru) offence/(US) ‘offense’” and pulled a gun
Barcelona tiene puerto y parque y tranvia Barcelona has a port, park, tramway,
y metro y autobiis y cine (L. Goytisolo, metro, buses and cinema(s)

Spain)
Voy a pedir hora (una hora = one hourora  I'm going to ask for an appointment
specific time)

The indefinite article reappears if the particular identity of the object is
relevant:

Llevaba una falda blanca She was wearing a white skirt
Tenia [. . .] una carita de chico pecoso . . . She had a cute face like a freckled boy’s
(F. Umbral, Spain)

Use of un/una with unqualified nouns may therefore hint at some suppressed
comment: Tiene una mujer . . . ‘He's got a wife . . . (and sheis . . .), Tiene un
coche . . . “You should see his car. ... This may sound insinuating.
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Note

If it would be normal to have more than one of the things denoted, or if the idea of
‘one’ is relevant, the article must be used: ;Tienes un hermano? Do you have a brother?
— not *; Tienes hermano?:

¢ Tienes un délar? Have you got a dollar?
¢Has comprado una novela? Have you bought a novel?
Tiene un novio-en Burgos y otro en Huelva She’s got one boyfriend in Burgos and

another in Huelva

3.3.9 Retention of indefinite article before qualified nouns

As soon as nouns are qualified (restricted) by a clause, phrase or adjective
they become specific and the article is obligatory: Tengo padre ‘I've got a
father’, Tengo un padre que es inaguantable ‘I've got an unbearable father’. But
if the resulting noun phrase is still generic the article may still be omitted:
Tt eres hombre respetable “You're a respectable man’, Es pastor protestante "He's
a protestant vicar’'.

Note
This rule also applies in the plural: Es un conservador arrepentido/Son unos conservadores
arrepentidos "He’s a repentant conservative’/They’re repentant conservatives’:

Es un ejemplo/Son unos ejemplos que hemos It's an example/They’re examples we

encontrado en tu novela found in your novel
El tipo habia estudiado su carrera en The fellow/guy had studied for
Inglaterra y en seguida me llené de unos his degree in England, and I was

celos juveniles hacia él (F. Umbral, Spain) immediately filled with juvenile jealousy
towards him

3.3.10 Omission of indefinite article in apposition
The indefinite article is normally omitted in appositive phrases in written

language:

El Espariol de hoy, lengua en ebullicién Spanish today, a Language in Ferment (book
title)

a orillas del Huisne, arroyo de apariencia On the banks of the Huisne, a seemingly

tranquila . . (J. L. Borges, Argentina) tranquil stream . . .

But in informal language, or if the noun in apposition is qualified by an
adjective or clause, the article may optionally be retained:

. . el Coronel Gaddafi de Libia, un ardiente . . . Colonel Gaddafi of Libya, a fervent
admirador del ayatollah Jomeini . . . admirer of Ayatollah Khomeini . . .
(Cambiol6, Spain)

3.3.11 Indefinite article to distinguish nouns from adjectives
Many Spanish nouns are indistinguishable in form from adjectives: use of
un/una indicates that the noun is meant:

Juan es cobarde John is cowardly
Juan es un cobarde John is a coward
Papd es (un) fascista Father is a fascist
Soy (un) extranjero I'm foreign/a foreigner

Papi es fascista implies ‘he’s a committed Fascist’, whereas Papd es un fascista
suggests ‘he acts like a fascist’. The indefinite article is also used in the plural
so as to retain the distinction: Son desgraciados ‘They’re unhappy’, Son unos
desgraciados “They’re wretches’.
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3.3.12 Omission after como, a modo/manera de, por, sin, con
(@) The indefinite article is omitted after a manera de, a modo de and after como
when it means ‘in the capacity of’ or ‘by way of’:

a manera de prélogo by way of a prologue

a modo de bastén as/like a walking stick

como ejemplo as an example

Utilicé mi zapato como martillo I used my shoe as a hammer
Vino como ayudante He came as an assistant

(b) It is omitted after por when it means ‘instead of’, ‘in place of’ or ‘for’ in
phrases like: Por respuesta le dio un beso ‘She gave him a kiss as a reply’, Por toda
comida me dieron un plato de arroz ‘For a meal they gave me a plate of rice’ (i.e.
‘all I got for a meal was . . .*).

(0) Itis usually omitted after sin ‘without’:

No lo vas a poder cortar sin cuchillo/No vasa  You won’t be able to cut it without a

poder cortarlo sin cuchillo knife
Ha venido sin camisa He’s come without a shirt on
un gato sin cola a cat without a tail

But if the idea of ‘one’ is stressed, the article is required:

sin una peseta without a (single) peseta
sin un amigo a quien contar sus problemas without a friend to tell his problems to

(d) It is omitted after con when it means ‘wearing’, ‘equipped with’ and in
many other adverbial phrases:

Siempre va con abrigo He always wears an overcoat
una casa con jardin a house with a garden
La Esfinge [. . .] es un leén echado en la The Sphinx is a lion stretched out on the

tierra y con cabeza de hombre (J. L. Borges, = ground, with a man’s head
Argentina)

Lo escribi con lipiz I wrote it with a pencil
con ganas/violencia enthusiastically/violently
etc.

3.3.13 Omission in exclamations, after qué, and before tal, medio,
cierto, otro
The following constructions differ from English:

iExtrafia coincidencia! What a strange coincidence!

iQué cantidad!/ruido!/pena! What a quantity/noise/pity!

¢Como ha podido hacer tal/semejante cosa? How could he have done such a thing?
(colloquially una cosa asf; un tal = ‘a

certain’)

media pinta/medio kilo half a pint/kilo

cierta mujer/otra cerveza a certain woman/another beer

See 9.7 for cierto and 9.13 for otro.

3.4 Unos/unas

Spanish is unusual in that the indefinite article can be used in the plural with
a variety of meanings.
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For a comparison of algunos and unos, which may both sometimes mean
‘some’, see 9.4.2.

3.4.1 Uses of unos/unas
(The pronoun uno is discussed at 9.3 note (iv) and 28.7.1.)

The Spanish indefinite article appears in the plural with various meanings :
(a) before numbers, ‘approximately’:

unos trescientos mil pesos about 300,000 pesos
Se calculd que el terremoto duré unos 25 It was calculated that the earthquake
segundos lasted some twenty-five seconds

(b) before plural nouns, ‘some”:

Le dieron unas monedas They gave him some coins
Tomamos unas cervezas We had some beers
Todavia tenia unos restos de fe He still had some vestiges of faith

When used thus it may merely moderate the force of a following noun. It
can therefore add a modest note and may sometimes be the equivalent of
the colloquial disclaimer ‘just a couple of':

El gobierno ha organizado unas elecciones The government has organized elections
(Cambiol6, Spain)

(Omission of unas would imply something grander, e.g. general elections.)

Sonrei . . . pero fue peor: unos dientes I smiled, but it was worse: a set of yellow
amarillos aparecieron (C. Rico-Godoy, teeth appeared (or ‘some yellow teeth
Spain) appeared’)

Mira estas fotos — son unas vistas tomadas Look at these photos — they’re a couple
en Guadalajara of shots taken in Guadalajara

But sometimes use of unos makes little difference:

El pacifismo deberia traducirse en unos Pacifism ought to be translated into (a set
comportamientos politicos que no tuviesen of) patterns of political behaviour which
ninguna indulgencia con los violentos (La show no indulgence towards the violent

Vanguardia, unos deletable)

(c) Before nouns that only appear in the plural, to show that only one is
meant. If the noun denotes a symmetrical object like trousers, binoculars,
scissors, unos/unas means ‘a pair of:

Me he caido por unas escaleras I've fallen/I fell down some/a flight of
stairs

Voy a tomarme unas vacaciones I'm going to have a holiday/vacation

Llevaba unos pantalones a rayas He was wearing striped trousers

Se habia puesto unas gafas que no She had put on a pair of glasses which

intelectualizaban su rostro (F. Umbral, did not give her face an intellectual air

Spain)

He comprado unas cortinas I've bought a pair of curtains

(d) Use of unos/unas may show that the plural noun which follows is not being
used generically:

Son nifias They’re little girls
Son unas nifias They're (acting like) little girls
Son payasos They’re (circus) clowns

Son unos payasos They’re (acting like) clowns
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(e) Unos/unas may be needed to show that the following noun is a noun and
not an adjective or noun used as an adjective. See 3.3.11 for examples.

3.4.2 Omission of unos/unas
There is a growing tendency in written Spanish, especially in journalism, to
avoid the use of unos (and of algunos) in sentences of the kind:

Expertos americanos afirman que . . . American experts claim that . . .

It is not clear whether los, algunos or unos has been omitted here. The
omission is no doubt a journalistic ruse designed to gloss over the fact that
only one or two experts were actually consulted. Spoken Spanish requires los
if the meaning is ‘all American experts’, algunos if the meaning is ‘some’, and
unos if ‘a few’ is intended.

In other cases omission produces a literary effect:

Eléctricas letras verdes intermitentes Flashing green electric lights announced
anunciaron la salida del vuelo (M. Vazquez  the departure of the flight
Montalban, Spain)

where unas letras verdes eléctricas e intermitentes . . . would have been more
normal.
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4.1 General

(a) Spanish adjectives agree with nouns and pronouns in number and,
if possible, gender. This means that nearly all adjectives have at least
two forms, e.g. natural/naturales, and in many cases four different forms:
bueno/buenalbuenos/buenas. However, a small group of rather unusual adjec-
tives, e.g. macho, violeta, are invariable in form. They are discussed at 4.2.3.
(b) One problem facing the student of Spanish is the position of an adjective
with respect to the noun it modifies, the difference between un problema dificil
and un dificil problema ‘a difficult problem’ or una nube lejana and una lejana
nube ‘a distant cloud’ being virtually untranslatable in English. This problem
is discussed in section 4.11.
() It is necessary to distinguish ‘descriptive’ and ‘attributive’! adjectives.
Descriptive adjectives can be thought of as replacing a simple relative clause:
un libro aburrido ‘a boring book’ is the same as un libro que es aburrido ‘a book
that is boring’. Attributive adjectives usually replace a noun + de: la presién
sanguinea ‘blood pressure’ = la presion de la sangre, un programa televisivo =
un programa de television. Unlike descriptive adjectives, attributive adjectives
always follow the noun. They are discussed in detail at 4.12.
(d) As in other Romance languages, adjectives in Spanish become nouns if
an article, demonstrative, numeral or other qualifier is added: viejo/el viejo
‘old’/'the old man’ or ‘the old one’, enfermol/estos enfermos ‘ill'/‘these ill/sick
people’, reptil/tres reptiles ‘reptilian’/‘three reptiles’, etc. In this respect the
difference between adjectives and nouns in Spanish is not very clear,
especially in view of the fact that nouns can occasionally be used like
adjectives, as in Ella es mds mujer que Ana ‘She’s more (of a) woman than
Ana’ (or ‘more feminine’). Such adjectival use of nouns is discussed at 4.10.
However, although adjectives can serve as nouns, adjectives are neverthe-
less formed in unpredictable ways from nouns: automévil > automovilistico,
legislacion > legislativo, montasia > montanoso, leche > lacteo ‘milk’, etc.
Only a few nouns, e.g. miembro, virgen, function as adjectives without a
change of form, cf. los paises miembros ‘member countries’, las tierras virgenes
‘virgin territories’, etc.

1 This is the term used in Collins Spanish-English/English-Spanish Dictionary. Judge and
Healey (1983) use the term ‘relational’.
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(e) Some adjectives can be used with object pronouns and the verb ser: Me
es importante ‘It’s important to me’, Nos es imprescindible ‘He’s indispensable
to us’, Estas materias primas le son muy necesarias ‘These raw materials are very
necessary for him/you’; but most cannot. See 11.9 for discussion.

(f) Adjectival participles ending in -ante, -iente are discussed under partici-
ples at 19.4.

(g) The gerund in -ndo is a verbal form in Spanish and must not therefore be
used as an adjective: una murieca que anda ‘a walking doll’, not una muieca
andando ‘a doll walking’. For two exceptions to this rule, see 4.4; for a general
discussion of the gerund see Chapter 20.

(h) A few adjectives may also function as adverbs, e.g. Los teléfonos estin fatal
‘The phones are in a dreadful state’. See 31.3.3. for discussion.

4.2 Morphology of adjectives

Spanish adjectives are of three types:
Type 1 show agreement in number and gender with the noun.
Type 2 show agreement for number but not for gender.
Type 3 are invariable in form (few, and mostly colours).

4.2.1 Type | adjectives (marked for number and gender)
These include adjectives whose masculine singular ends in:

-0,  with the rare exceptions noted at 4.2.3

-4n

-és  except cortés ‘courteous’ and descortés ‘discourteous’, which are type 2
-in  usually a diminutive suffix (but see note iii)

-6n  usually an augmentative suffix (but see note iii)

-or  with the dozen or so exceptions listed in note (i)

-ote

-ete

and adjectives of place of origin or nationality not ending in -a, -i, -e, -al or
-ar, e.g. espafiollespariola, but not celta, irani, provenzal, balear, which are type
2. (Espafiol and andaluz are in fact the only two common type 1 adjectives
ending in a consonant other than -n.)

The feminine of type 1 adjectives is formed thus:

(1) if the masculine singular ends in a vowel, change the vowel to -a:
colombiano > colombiana? ‘Colombian’;

(2) if the masculine singular ends in a consonant, add -a: pillin > pillina
‘mischievous’. By the normal rules of spelling (explained at 39.2.1), an
accent on the final vowel of the masculine is dropped.

2 Adjectives in Spanish are almost always written with a lower-case letter. See 39.3.1
for occasional exceptions.
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The plural of type 1 adjectives is formed thus:
(1) add -s to a vowel: colombiano > colombianos, colombiana > colombianas;

(2) add -es to a consonant to form the masculine, pillin > pillines, and -as
to form the feminine pillina > pillinas. By the normal rules of spelling, a
final -z is changed to ¢ before e. Examples:

Singular Plural

Masc. bueno buenos good

Fem. buena buenas
musulmdn musulmanes Muslim
musulmana musulmanas
aragonés aragoneses Aragonese
aragonesa aragonesas
saltarin saltarines restless, fidgety
saltarina saltarinas
manddn mandones bossy
mandona mandonas
hablador habladores talkative
habladora habladoras
regordete regordetes plump
regordeta regordetas
espariol esparioles Spanish
espariola espafiolas
andaluz andaluces Andalusian
andaluza andaluzas

Notes

(i) Adjectives in -or that have a comparative meaning are all type 2, i.e. they
have no separate feminine form. These are: anterior ‘previous’, exterior ‘outer’,
inferior ‘lower’/'inferior’, interior ‘inner’/'interior’, mayor ‘greater’/’older’, mejor ‘better’,
menor ‘minor’/‘smaller/younger’, peor ‘worse’, posterior ‘later’/’subsequent’, superior*
‘upper’/‘superior’, ulterior ‘later’/further’. :
*Exception: la madre superiora ‘mother superior’.

(ii) Cortés,’courteous’ and descortés ‘discourteous’ are type 2 adjectives. Montés ‘wild’
(i.e. not domesticated) is also usually type 2: el gato montés ‘wild/untamed cat’, la cabra
montés ‘wild goat’, las hierbas monteses ‘mountain herbs’.

(iii) One or two adjectives ending in -in or -6n are type 2: marrén ‘brown’3, afin
‘related’/'similar’: una camisa marrén, ‘a brown shirt’, ideas afines ‘related ideas’.

4.2.2 Type 2 adjectives (no separate feminine form)
No difference between masculine and feminine. This class includes (with the
exceptions noted above):

(a) all adjectives whose masculine singular ends in a consonant other than -n
or -€s;
(b) adjectives ending in -4, -¢, -, -i.

The plural is formed:

3There is no single word for ‘brown’ in Peninsular Spanish. Marrén is chiefly used
for artificial things like shoes. Castario is used for hair and eyes: pelo castafio, ojos
castafios. ‘Brown skin’ is piel morena. ‘Brown earth’ is tierra parda or tierra rojiza. Café
(no agreement) is used for ‘brown’ in many parts of Latin America.
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(1) if the adjective ends in a consonant or -7 or -#, by adding -es. -z is written
¢ before ¢;
(2) in all other cases, by adding -s.

Examples:

Singular Plural

azteca aztecas Aztec

suicida suicidas suicidal
grande grandes big/great
farsante farsantes fraud/‘pseudo’
irani iranies Iranian

hindu hindiles Hinduw/Indian (see 4.8.1 note iii)
cortés corteses courteous

gris grises grey

feliz felices happy

Notes

(i) Adjectives ending in -7 often make their plural in -is in spontaneous speech, e.g.
los iranis ‘Iranians’, although los iranies is the standard written form. Some words, e.g.
maori/maories or maoris ‘Maori’ are uncertain, but at the present stage of the language,
-fes is still generally felt to be the correct written plural ending of adjectives ending in
.

(ii) If a diminutive or augmentative suffix is added to one of these adjectives, it then
becomes type 1: mayorcito/mayorcita ‘grown-up’, grandote/grandota ‘extremely large’.
(iii) Dominante forms a popular feminine dominanta ‘bossy’/’domineering’. A few other
popular or slang forms in -nta occur, e.g. atorrante/atorranta (Lat. Am.) ‘lazy’/‘loafer’,
but in general adjectives ending in -nte are not marked for gender, whereas some
nouns ending in -nte are. See 1.2.5 and 19.4 for further discussion.

4.2.3 Type 3 adjectives (marked for neither number nor gender)
Members of this group, which also includes a number of colour adjectives
discussed 4.2.4, are invariable in form, presumably because they are felt to
be nouns rather than adjectives. (See also 2.1.7b for discussion of compound
nouns like perro policia ‘police dog’, hombre rana ‘frogman’):

Singular Plural

una rata macho unas ratas macho male rat(s)

la camisa beige (EI Pais uses las camisas beige beige shirt(s)
the spelling beis)

Other common members of this class are:

alerta* alert estamos alerta we're alert
clave* key el punto claveflos puntos clave  the key issue(s)
encinta (literary) pregnant tres mujeres encinta three pregnant

women (Manuel Seco
recommends the
plural encintas)

extra* pagos extra extra payments
hembra female los ratones hembra female mice

esnob snobbish/trendy

modelo las granjas modelo model farms

monstruo  monster una casa monstruo a monster/giant house
sport los coches sport sports cars

tabu* taboo

ultra* extreme right-wing



Morphology of adjectives 55

Notes

(i) This group is unstable, and the words asterisked often agree in the plural: los
problemas claves, los pagos extras, los temas tabiies, Nuestra obligacién es vivir constantemente
alertas (M. Vargas Llosa, Peru) ‘Our obligation is to live constantly alert . . .".

(ii) Although they look like nouns, maestro, virgen and perro agree like normal adjec-
tives: llaves maestras ‘master keys’, tierras virgenes ‘virgin territories’, ;Qué vida mds
perra! “‘What a rotten life!”

(iii) Vardn ‘male’ (of humans) is type 2: nifios varones ‘male children’.

(iv) Pluralization of the adjectival word restores its full function as a noun. Compare
nifios modelo ‘model children’ and nifios modelos ‘child models’. See 2.1.7b for discus-
sion.

(v) A similar phenomenon is found in French with a few adjectives, cf. des chemises
marron ‘brown shirts’.

4.2.4 Invariable adjectives of colour

The more usual adjectives denoting colours — negro, rojo, azul — are ordinary
type 1 or type 2 adjectives. However, any suitable noun, preceded by color,
de color or color de, can describe a colour: ojos color (de) humo ‘smoke-coloured
eyes’, color barquillo ‘wafer-coloured’. The phrase with color is sometimes
dropped and the noun is then used like a type 3 adjective, i.e. it does not agree
in number and gender: tres botones naranja/rosa/beige/malvalvioletalesmeralda
‘three orange/pink/beige/mauve/violet/emerald buttons’, corbatas salmén
‘salmon ties’, cintas fresa ‘strawberry-colour ribbons’. Other nouns so used
are:

afil indigo _ granate garnet/dark red
azafrin saffron lila lilac

azur azure oro gold (dorado = golden)
café coffee-coloured/brown paja straw-coloured
carmest crimson sepia sepia

cereza cherry turquesa turquoise

chocolate chocolate brown etc.

escarlata scarlet

grana dark red (Se puso como la

grana ‘He turned deep red’)

Notes

(i) Colloquially, and in the work of some writers, especially Latin-American, naranja,
rosa, malva, violeta and a few others may be pluralized: flores malvas ‘mauve flowers’,
Los jacarandaes se pusieron violetas (E. Sabato, Argentina) ‘The jacarandas turned violet’,
las unias violetas *violet finger-nails’ (C. Barral, Spain), ... los ojos violetas eran de Mary
(C. Fuentes, Mexico) ‘the violet eyes were Mary’s’. But this seems to be avoided in
careful language: ... sus ojos violeta parpadean (J. Marsé, Spain) ‘her violet eyes are
blinking’, ... rayos ultravioleta (El Pafs, Spain) ‘ultraviolet rays’, pliegos de papel llegados
de Europa, azules, malva, rosa, verdes (F. Umbral, Spain) ‘folds of paper from Europe,
blue, mauve, pink, green’.

Carmesi ‘crimson’ is always pluralized like a regular type 2 adjective (carmesies) by
the Spanish writer Antonio Gala in his best-selling novel El manuscrito carmesi (1991).
It is also pluralized in the novels of the Mexican, Luis Spota.

(ii) It is unusual to find such adjectives before a noun, except in poetry: Como sonreia
la rosa mafiana (Antonio Machado, Spain, written before 1910) ‘As pink dawn was
smiling’.

(iii) Color or de color is, in practice, usually inserted before such words in everyday
language: una bicicleta color naranja ‘an orange bicycle’, zapatos (de) color mostaza
‘mustard-colour shoes’.
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4.3 Compound colour adjectives

All compound colour adjectives of the type ‘dark blue’, ‘light green’, ‘signal
red’ are invariable in form:

hojas verde oscuro dark green leaves
calcetines rojo claro pale/light red socks
una masa gris castario a grey-brown mass
[Mis ojos] son azul My eyes are pale blue,
pdlido como los de las like the wet-nurses’
nodrizas (E. Poniatowska,

Mexico)

In this respect Spanish resembles French: des yeux bleu clair.

Notes

(i) Well-established compound adjectives of this kind may be used on their own, but
new or unusual formations may require the formula de color . . ., e.g. una mancha de
color rojo apagado “a dull red stain/patch’, not ?una mancha rojo apagado.

(ii) There are special words for some common mixed colours: verdirrojo ‘red-green’,
verdiblanco ‘greenish white’, verdinegro ‘very dark green’, blanquiazul ‘bluish white’,
blanquinegro ‘black and white’, blanquirrojo ‘red and white’. These agree like normal
adjectives: verdinegros/verdinegras, etc.

4.4 Hirviendo and ardiendo

Gerunds cannot be used as adjectives in Spanish: one cannot say *un objeto
volando for “a flying object’ (un objeto volante or un objeto que vuela/volaba, etc.).
See 20.3 for a more detailed discussion.

There are two exceptions, hirviendo ‘boiling’ and ardiendo ‘burning’ which,
despite having the form of gerunds, can be used as adjective:

Trdeme agua hirviendo Bring me some boiling water
Tienes la frente ardiendo Your forehead is burning

Yo mds bien soy un carbon ardiendo 1 feel more like a burning coal
(i.e. sexually excited; dialogue in

M. Vargas Llosa, Peru)

Chorreando ‘dripping wet’ may be another exception in Llevo la ropa chorreando
‘my clothes are dripping wet'.

Hirviendo and ardiendo are invariable in form, take no suffixes and cannot
appear before a noun.

4.5 Adjectives formed from two words

Some compound adjectives are made into single words and behave like
any adjective: muchachas pelirrojas ‘red-haired girls’ (from pelo ‘hair’ and rojo
‘red’), cuernos puntiagudos ‘sharp-pointed horns’ (from punta ‘point’ and agudo
‘sharp’).

In compound adjectives joined by a hyphen, only the second word agrees
with the noun:

movimientos politico-militares political-military movements
teorias histdrico-criticas historical-critical theories
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Such examples excepted, use of a hyphen to join words is very rare
in Spanish; cf. contrarrevolucionario ‘counter-revolutionary’, latinoamericano
‘Latin-American’. See 39.4.6 for details about the use of the hyphen.

4.6 Short forms of some adjectives

A number of common adjectives lose their final syllable in certain circum-
stances.

(a) The singular of grande is shortened to gran before any noun: un gran
momento ‘a great moment’, una gran comida ‘a great meal’. The -de is occasionally
retained in literary styles for purposes of emphasis or before words beginning
with a vowel: este grande héroe nacional ‘this great national hero’.

Grande is not shortened if mds or menos precede: el mds grande pintor del mundo
‘the greatest painter in the world’ (el mayor pintor is better).

(b) The following lose their final vowel when placed before a singular
masculine noun or combination of adjective and masculine noun:

alguno algiin remoto dia some remote day
bueno un buen cocinero a good cook

malo un mal ingeniero a bad engineer
ninguno en ningtin momento at no moment
postrero tu postrer dia your last day (archaic)
primero mi primer gran amor my first great love
tercero el tercer candidato the third candidate
Notes

(i) The full form must be used if any conjunction or adverb separates the adjective
from the noun or noun phrase: esta grande pero costosa victoria ‘this great but costly
victory’, un bueno aunque agrio vino ‘a good though sour wine’.

(ii) Popular speech, especially Latin-American, sometimes uses short forms of adjec-
tives before feminine nouns as well. This usage is also occasionally seen in several
good Spanish writers of the first half of the twentieth century, but it is nowadays
avoided: la primera mujer ‘the first woman’, not *la primer mujer, buena parte de ‘a good
part of’, not *buen parte de.

(iii) Algin and ningiin are found in spontaneous speech before feminine nouns
beginning with a stressed a- or ha-, but the full feminine forms should be used in
writing. See 3.1.2, 9.4 and 23.5.5 for details.

(iv) For cualquiera see 9.8.

(v) Santo ‘saint’ is shortened to San before the names of all male saints except those
beginning with Do- or To-: san Juan, san Blas, santo Tomds, Santo Domingo. It is not
shortened when it means ‘holy’: el santo Padre ‘the Holy Father’, todo el santo dia ‘the
whole day through'’, el Santo Oficio ‘the Holy Office’ (i.e. the Inquisition).

(vi) For the short forms of tanto and cudnto (tan and cudn) see 9.16 and 24.6.

4.7 Agreement of adjectives*

Some questions of number agreement of adjectives are also discussed under
2.3, particularly agreement with collectives nouns (2.3.1).

For the agreement of adjectives with titles like Alteza ‘Highness’, Excelencia
‘Excellency’ see 1.2.4.

4 Some of the examples and arguments in this section are inspired by Judge and
Healey (1983) 11.2.
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4.7.1 Agreement of adjectives that follow the noun

(@) One or more masculine nouns require a masculine adjective: un elefante
asidtico ‘an Asian elephant’, platos combinados ‘meals on a plate’ (e.g.
hamburger, vegetables, potatoes all served together, foreign-style), cien
mil pesos mexicanos, ‘100,000 Mexican pesos’, Mi padre es inglés ‘My father
is English’.

One or more feminine nouns require a feminine adjective: la Grecia antigua
‘ancient Greece’, mil pesetas espariolas ‘1000 Spanish pesetas’, Mi madre es
inglesa ‘My mother is English’.

Two or more nouns of different gender require a masculine plural adjec-
tive:
profesores y profesoras ingleses English men and women teachers
puentes y casas decrépitos derelict bridges and houses

(b) If several adjectives follow a plural noun and each adjective refers to only
one individual item, the adjective will be singular: los presidentes venezolano y
peruano ‘the Peruvian president and the Venezuelan president’. Los presidentes
venezolanos y peruanos means ‘the presidents of Venezuela and the presidents
of Peru’.

Notes

(i) Seco (1992), 112, notes the possibility of singular agreement with two or more
nouns denoting a single complex idea: talento y habilidad extremada ‘extreme talent
and skill’ or talento y habilidad extremados. In the former case the adjective agrees in
gender with the last noun in the series, but plural agreement is much more usual in
everyday language.

(ii) A plural adjective is occasionally given the gender of the last noun in the list even
though it qualifies all the nouns: los arbustos y las flores marchitas ‘withered bushes and
flowers’ — although the most obvious reading is ‘bushes and withered flowers’. Los
arbustos y las flores marchitos makes the adjective refer unambiguously to both nouns
and is the normal construction.

Spanish is more tolerant than French of a masculine adjective following a feminine
noun. French rejects constructions like *des hommes et des femmes gros = hombres y
mujeres gordos ‘fat men and women’.

(iii) Adjectives may sometimes function as adverbs, in which case they are invari-
ably masculine singular in form: Maria habla muy claro ‘Maria speaks very clearly’. See
31.3.3 for further discussion.

4.7.2 Agreement with nouns joined by o or ni

(@) With the conjunction o agreement is optional. Plural agreement
emphasizes the fact that the o is not exclusive (i.e. either one or the
other or possibly both) and it indicates that the adjective refers to both
nouns:

Buscaban una tienda o un restaurante They were looking for an open shop or
abiertos (abiertos unambiguously refers to  (an open) restaurant

both)

Buscaban la mugjer o el hombre capaces They were looking for the woman or man
de asumir el cargo (for the absence of capable of taking on the job

personal a see 22.2)

Singular agreement emphasizes exclusivity:

Puede venir Mario o su hermano, pero no Mario or his brother can come, but not
los dos both
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(b) With ni ‘nor’ the plural is usual:

Ni Mario ni Juan eran tontos Neither Mario nor Juan were stupid

4.7.3 Agreement with collective nouns
An adjective that modifies a collective noun is singular:

La organizacion de profesores se dio por The teachers’ association gave
vencida up/admitted defeat

However, if words that refer to the people belonging to the collective noun
intervene between the collective noun and the adjective or verb, the latter are
usually in the plural. Compare Sélo/Solo una minoria es culta ‘Only a minority
are educated’ and Sélo/Solo una minoria de los empleados son cultos ‘Only a
minority of the employees are educated’.

For further details on agreement with collective nouns, including minoria,
parte, resto, mitad and similar words, see 2.3.1.

4.7.4 Agreement of pre-posed adjectives

When an adjective precedes two or more nouns and modifies them all, it
usually agrees only with the first noun. This avoids the awkward combination
of a plural adjective with a singular noun:

con exagerada cortesia y deferencia with exaggerated courtesy and deference
Henrique Urefia . . . con su habitual Henrique Ureifia, with his usual wisdom
sabiduria y tolerancia (E. Sabato, and tolerance

Argentina, interview)

. . . esta creciente generalizacion y this growing generalization and
abstraccién de la ciencia (ibid.) abstraction of science

The plural may, however, be used to avoid severe ambiguities: sus amados
hijo y nieto ‘his beloved son and grandson’ (different people, both beloved).
Note

French does not allow this construction. Compare . .. una profunda inspiracién y
reflexion and une inspiration et une réflexion profondes ‘deep inspiration and reflection’.5

4.7.5 ‘Neuter’ agreement

An adjective that refers to no noun in particular is masculine singular in
form:

Es absurdo hacerlo sin ayuda It's absurd to do it without help
Fantdstico . . . la cantidad de dinero que Fantastic . . . the amount of money he
gasta en tabaco spends on tobacco

La miseria no tiene nada de sano y Extreme poverty has nothing healthy or
placentero (M. Vargas Llosa, Peru) agreeable about it

Notes

(i) Neuter agreement is sometimes found even where a noun is present: Tampoco es
bueno demasiada natacion (L. Goytisolo, Spain, dialogue) ‘Too much swimming isn’t
good either’. Here the adjective does not modify the noun natacién but the idea
demasiada natacién. Buena would also be correct.

(ii) For adjectives with the article lo (lo bueno, lo grande, etc.), see 7.2.

5 P. Gerboin and C. Leroy (1991), 33.
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4.8 Formation of adjectives of place
4.8.1 Adjectives from countries and regions

These are formed unpredictably. The following are noteworthy (for the use of
the definite article with the names of countries, see 3.2.17):

Alemania alemdn

América americano (often "Latin-American’. See note i)

Argelia argelino Algeria, Algerian

(Ia) Argentina argentino

Austria austriaco

Bélgica belga

Bolivia boliviano

(el) Brasil brasilefio

(el) Canadd canadiense

Canarias canario

Castilla castellano Castile/Castilian. (See note ii)

Catalusia cataldn

Chile chileno

(la) China chino

Colombia colombiano

Costa Rica costarriquefio, costarricense

Dinamarca danés Danish

Ecuador ecuatoriano

Egipto egipcio (not *egipciano)

Escocia escocés Scottish

Estados Unidos  estadounidense (rare in speech. See note (i) )

Europa europeo

Francia francés

Gales galés Wales/Welsh

Galicia gallego

Gibraltar gibraltarerio

Grecia griego

Guatemala guatemalteco

Holanda holandés

Honduras hondurefio

Hungria hingaro

Inglaterra inglés (often used for ‘British’)

Irlanda irlandés

(el) Japén japonés

la India indio (see note iii for hindit)

Marruecos marroqui Moroccan

Meéjico/lMéxico mejicano/mexicano (see note iv)

Nicaragua nicaragiiense

Panamd panamerio

(el) Paraguay paraguayo

(el) Perii peruano

Polonia polaco Polish

Portugal portugués

Puerto Rico puertorriguerio/ (the former is used on
portorriquerio the island and is

spreading)

El Salvador salvadoretio

Rusia TUSO0

Suecia sueco Swedish

Suiza suizo

(el) Uruguay uruguayo
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Vascongadas vasco

(Pais Vasco)

Venezuela venezolano
Notes

(i) The adjective from América Latina or Latinoamérica is latinoamericano. Spanish-
speaking Latin-Americans dislike terms like hispanoamericano or ‘Spanish-American’
for the same reason that US citizens would not like to be called ‘British Americans’.
However, Latinoamérica includes countries where other Latin-based languages are
spoken — e.g. Brazil, Haiti, Martinique, French Guyana - so ‘Latin-American’ is
linguistically misleading.

In Latin America norteamericano is taken to mean our ‘American’ and is more
common than estadounidense, which is rarely used in spoken Spanish. Americano
is assumed to mean latinoamericano, although in Spain it means the same as our
‘American’.

The adjective from América del sur or Sudamérica ‘South America’ — which does
not include Central America, Mexico or the Caribbean — is sudamericano. The form
suramericano is rejected by the style-book of El Pais and is generally considered
incorrect in Spain, but it and similar forms, e.g. Surdfrica, suroeste ‘South-West’,
sureste ‘South-East’ are common in Latin America. Standard Peninsular usage prefers
sud- in all of these, though sur- is increasingly common.

For agreement with Estados Unidos, see 3.2.17.

(ii) Castellano is the Castilian language, i.e. the language described in this book,
strictly speaking the dialect of Castile, which came to be the dominant literary
language of Spain. El castellano now means the same as el espafiol, ‘the Spanish
language’. However el espariol has political overtones for autonomists, and now that
Spain has several official languages, Catalans, Basques and Galicians sometimes
object to el castellano being called el espafiol. The same objection is also heard from
some Latin-Americans.

(iii) In Latin America the word indio is always assumed to mean ‘Amerindian’, so
hindi is normally used there — but not in Spain - for Asian Indian, despite the fact that
it properly means the Hindu religion: los empleados hindiis del raj britdnico® (C. Fuentes,
dialogue, Mexico), ‘the Indian employees under the British Raj'.

In Spain, indiano used to denote a ‘colonial’ who had made a fortune in Latm

America and returned home.
(iv) Mexicans always spell the words Meéxico/mexicano, even though they are
pronounced Mgéjico, mejicano. The spelling with x honours the memory of the
Mexica or Aztecs, as their neighbours called them. El Pais (Spain) always prints
Meéxico, mexicano, but Manuel Seco objects on the grounds that it encourages Spanish
news-readers to pronounce them [méksiko], [meksikano].

A few other Mexican place names are similarly affected, e.g. Oaxaca, Xalapa (or
Jalapa). See 39.1.3 for further remarks on the pronunciation of x.

(v) Arabe means ‘Arab’ or ‘Arabic’.

4.8.2 Adjectives from towns
There is no general rule for deriving adjectives from the names of towns, and
some places pride themselves on obscure forms, e.g. Huelva — onubense.

Some of the more common are:

Alava alavés _

Alcald complutense (used of the ancient university of Alcal4,
now in Madrid)

Avila abulense

Badajoz pacense

6 Hindis, colloquial for hindiies. See 2.1.3c.
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Barcelona barcelonés
Bilbao bilbaino
Bogotd bogotano
Buenos Aires porterio
Burgos burgalés
Cidiz gaditano
Caracas caraquernio
Cérdoba cordobés
La Corufia corufiés
Florencia florentino
Granada granadino
La Habana habanero
Lima limefio
Londres londinense (note spelling)
Lugo lucense
Madrid madrilerio
Milaga malaguefio
Moscii moscovita
Murcia murciano
Ndpoles napolitano
Nueva York neoyorquino
Oviedo ovetense
Pamplona pamplonés/pamplonica
Paris parisiense (El Pais censures the use of parisién
and parisino)
La Paz pacerio/pacense
Quito quitefio
Rio de Janeiro carioca (after a local Indian tribe)
Roma romano
Salamanca salmantino/salamanqués
San Sebastidn donostiarra (a Basque word)
Santander santanderino
Santiago santiaguino (Chile)
santiggués (Spain)
Sevilla sevillano
Toledo toledano
Valencia valenciano
Valladolid vallisoletano
Zaragoza zaragozano

4.9 Intensive forms of the adjective

4.9.1 The suffix -isimo: meaning and formation
The suffix -isimo can be added to many adjectives. It intensifies the origi-
nal meaning — Ana es riquisima ‘Ana is extremely rich’ (from rico) — and
should be used sparingly. It cannot be added to all adjectives, and there are
irregularities.

This suffix is sometimes misnamed a ‘superlative’ suffix, but it cannot be
used in comparisons and is best thought of simply as an intensifier.

-isimo is added after removing any final vowel: grande/grandisimo,
guapalguapisima.
(a) Adjectives ending -co/-ca and -go/-ga require spelling changes to keep the
hard sound of the c or g: rico/riquisimo ‘rich’, vago/vaguisimo ‘vague’/‘lazy’.
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(b) Adjectives ending in -z change the z to c: feliz/felicisimo ‘happy’,
feroz/ferocisimo ‘ferocious’.

(c) For adjectives ending in two vowels, see 4.9.2.

(d) Adjectives ending in -ble change this ending to -bil: amablelamabilisimo
‘friendly’, posible/posibilisimo. Endeblelendeblisimo ‘feeble’ is a rare exception.

4.9.2 Adjectives which do not take -isimo

The following adjectives do not take the suffix -isimo:

(a) Those ending in -7, -uo, -io, or -eo if not stressed on the e: e.g. baladi ‘trivial’,

arduo ‘arduous’, espontineo ‘spontaneous’, rubio ‘blond’, tardio ‘late’.
Exceptions: agriolagrisimo ‘sour’, ampliolamplisimo ‘wide’/’extensive’,

friolfritsimo ‘cold’, limpio/limpisimo ‘clean’, ordinario/ordinarisimo ‘ordinary’/

‘vulgar’, pio/piisimo ‘pious’, sucio/sucisimo ‘dirty’, vacio/vaciisimo ‘empty’.

(b) Words stressed on the antepenultimate syllable (esdriijulas) ending in

-ico, -fero, -geno, -voro: politico ‘political’, mamifero ‘mammal(ian)’, homogéneo

‘homogeneous’, carnfvoro ‘carnivorous’.

(c) Augmentatives, diminutives and comparatives: preguntén ‘inquisitive’,

bonito ‘pretty’, grandote ‘enormous’, menor ‘smaller’/’younger’.

Note
Mayorcisimo ‘very old’ is often heard, e.g. Es mayorcisimo ‘He's very old’.

(d) Compound adjectives, e.g. patizambo ‘knock-kneed’, ojituerto ‘one-eyed’.

(e) Many adjectives of more than three syllables ending in -ble:

inexplicable, incontestable ‘unquestionable’, desmontable ‘collapsible’. There

are exceptions, though some are uncommon: agradable/agradabilisimo

‘agreeable’, apacible/apacibilisimo, ‘mild’, miserable/miserabilisimo ‘wretched’,

venerable/venerabilisimo ‘venerable’.

(f) Those whose meaning cannot be further intensified: fantdstico, ideal,

infinito, inmortal ‘immortal’, total, etc.

Exceptions: mismo/mismisimo ‘very’ (la mismisima persona ‘the very same

person’), singular/singularisimo.

(g) Time and number adjectives: anual ‘annual’, diario ‘daily’, nocturno ‘night-

time’, semanal ‘weekly’, quinto ‘fifth’, dltimo ‘last’, vigésimo ‘twentieth’, etc.
Exception: primer/primerisimo ‘first’/'very first of all’.

(h) Hirviendo ‘boiling’ and ardiendo ‘burning’.

(i) Technical and scientific adjectives and most adjectives ending in -ista,

e.g. decimal, termonuclear ‘thermo-nuclear’, transformacional ‘transformational’,

comunista ‘Communist’, nacionalista ‘nationalist’, etc.

4.9.3 Irregular intensive forms
(a) The following are best learnt as separate words:

antiquisimo (from antiguo)  ancient

cursilisimo (from cursi) affected/pseudo-refined
infimo (from inferior)  inferior/least/lowest (literary)
jovencisimo (from joven) young

mdximo (from mayor) supreme/greatest

minimo (from menor) slightest/least

Optimo (from mejor) superb (literary)

pésimo (from peor) bad/dreadful

supremo (from superior) ~ superior/supreme
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(b) The following forms are occasionally found in older texts and or in
flowery written styles:

Literary form Current form
amigo friendly/keen amicisimo amiguisimo
dspero harsh aspérrimo asperisimo
benévolo charitable/benevolent  benevolentisimo not used
célebre famous celebérrimo not used
cruel cruel crudelisimo cruelisimo
dificil difficult dificilimo dificilisimo
facil easy facilimo facilisimo
fiel faithful fidelisimo fidelisimo
frio cold frigidisimo frifsimo
integro whole/entire integérrimo integrisimo
libre free libérrimo librisimo (familiar)
magnifice magnificent magnificentisimo not used
misero wretched (archaic) misérrimo not used?
munifice munificent munificentisimo not used
pobre poor paupérrimo pobrisimo
sabio wise sapientisimo not used
sagrado sacred sacratisimo not used

() The old rule whereby the diphthongs ue and ie are simplified to 0 or e when
-isimo is added, is nowadays usually ignored although novisimo ‘very recent’
must be distinguished from nuevisimo ‘very new’:

bueno buenisimo (bonisimo) good

cierto ciertisimo (certisimo) certain
fuerte Sfuertisimo (fortisimo) strong
reciente recientisimo (recentisimo) recent
tierno tiernisimo (ternisimo) tender

Some words never suffered modification: viejo/viejisimo ‘old’, cuerdo/
cuerdisimo ‘sane’, etc.

4.10 Use of nouns as adjectives

Nouns may occasionally be used adjectivally, although this construction is
not particularly common in written language:

Tienes que ser mds persona decente You've got to be more of a decent person
Este libro es menos novela que el otro This book is less of a novel than the other
Es mds bailarina que actriz She’s more (of) a dancer than an actress
Su reaccidn es puro teatro His reaction is pure theatre

Such nouns do not agree in number or gender with the word they modify,
and when they are modified by words like mds, menos, tan they are not
accompanied by a definite or indefinite article.

4.11 Position of adjectives in relation to nouns

4.11.1 General
For the position of alguno, ninguno, cualquiera, mismo, see 9.4.1a, 23.5.5, 9.8a
and 9.11 respectively. For the position of ordinal numerals see 10.12.3.

It is hardly true to say that the adjective ‘normally” follows the noun in
Spanish. Adjective position is much more flexible than in English and a
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good deal more flexible than in French, but the underlying rules are difficult
to formulate. Many factors of convention, sound and above all style and
meaning combine to determine whether, for example, one says un lejano
ruido or un ruido lejano ‘a distant noise’. Moreover there seem to be as yet
unresearched differences between Peninsular and American-Spanish, the
latter apparently allowing some pre-posed constructions unacceptable in
Spain. The basic rule seems to be:

(a) Restrictive adjectives follow the noun.

(b) Non-restrictive adjectives may precede or follow the noun. Some
always precede the noun.

Restrictive adjectives narrow the scope of the noun that precedes them:
vino espumoso ‘sparkling wine’ denotes a restricted type of wine; Odio las
novelas histéricas ‘1 hate historical novels’ refers only to those novels which
are historical.

Non-restrictive adjectives typically refer to the whole of the entity denoted
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