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Complex items and units in extra-sentential code switching. Spanish and English in Gibraltar. 

 

Abstract 

As is well-known, code-mixing is particularly frequent at clause boundaries and with elements 

expressing pragmatic meaning. However, most of the literature has focussed on switching of 

morphologically simple elements such as conjunctions and discourse markers. This paper, in 

contrast, analyses clause peripheral switching involving two complex constructions: left 

dislocations and pseudo-clefts. The data are from English-Spanish bilingual conversations 

recorded in Gibraltar. A great majority of the bilingual constructions in the corpus belong to a 

few types occurring with a restricted set of lexical items. A vast amount of such highly recurrent 

strings in the data confirm the hypothesis that complex multi word strings that are switched 

together constitute units in code-mixing, i.e. they are processed together as single lexical items. 

Keywords: extra-clausal code-mixing, alternation, Gibraltar, left dislocation, pseudo-clefts 

 

0 Introduction 

In this paper, I investigate the process of unitisation (Backus, 2003) as an alternative explanation 

for some aspects of English-Spanish code-mixing in Gibraltar that in previous analyses were 

mostly attributed to functional-pragmatic features (Author 2016). Coherently with other papers 

in the present special issue, I argue that the theoretical assumptions provided by Construction 

Grammar (Fillmore et al. 1988, Goldberg, 1995, 2006; Croft, 2001; Hilpert, 2014 inter al.) and by 

the usage based paradigm (Bybee, 2006, 2010; Traugott and Trousdale 2013 inter al.) can go a 

long way towards explaining the emergence of patterns in code-mixing, both providing 

independent alternative evidence to previous findings, and providing explanations for questions 

that remain unsolved by functional analyses. 
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 Based on the view of constructions as syntactic patterns stored and processed at 

different levels of abstraction (Diessel, 2016), I will consider two cases of clause-peripheral code-

mixing, each involving a specific syntactic construction: left dislocations and pseudo-clefts. 

Relying on the notion of lexical specificity (Croft and Cruse, 2004 inter al.), I will show that code-

mixing is found more frequently with lexically specific instances of these constructions, that is 

cases in which the construction is associated with particular lexical items. Conversely, the 

phenomenon occurs less frequently with instances produced by using abstracted constructional 

schemas. To give an example, the transitive construction is schematic in that it involves abstract 

relations between predicate and arguments, regardless of the single lexical items occurring in 

context. However, transitive clauses like spill the beans or kick the bucket have an idiosyncratic 

meaning that is not predictable from the more general pattern and that depends on the lexical 

entries occurring in the construction; cases like these are instances of lexically specific 

constructions and correspond to Fillmore et al’s (1988) substantive idioms (see Croft 2001: 15). 

Moreover, constructions are often only partially filled. For example, even a highly idiomatic 

expression such as kick the bucket has a minimum degree of schematicity in that the argument 

slot for the subject is left open. In this paper, I argue that the different behaviour of (partially) 

lexically filled instances of a construction and its lexically unspecific instances in bilingual speech 

can be explained with reference to Backus’s (2003) Unit Hypothesis: lexically filled instances of 

the scrutinised constructions are favoured in code-mixing because they are already available as 

conventionalised multi-word lexical units. 

 The behaviour of multi-word strings in code-mixing has been explored in the type of 

code-mixing that Muysken (2000, 2013) calls insertion. This type of mixing involves the presence 

of a matrix language providing the grammatical frame for the whole sentence, and of insertions 

of variable sizes whose internal structure is determined by the principles of another language, 

often referred to as the embedded language (see Myers-Scotton, 1993, 2006 inter al; Auer and 

Muhamedova, 2005). Backus (2003) argued that inserted multi word strings, or embedded 
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language islands in Myers-Scotton’s framework, are often switched together because they are 

lexical units with a fixed form and a non-compositional meaning and emerge in the process of 

unitisation. In this paper, I argue that the same hypothesis applies to other types of code-mixing, 

namely what Muysken (2000, 2013) refers to as clause-peripheral alternation.  

Given the well-known issues in distinguishing between insertion and alternation at clause 

boundaries, I will adopt an operational definition of alternational code-mixing. I will thus 

consider those cases in which a switch at a clause boundary involves a clause expressed in 

language A and an extra-clausal constituent (henceforth ECC) expressed in language B. The 

definition of ECC that I will rely on is based on Dik’s (1997) account, one of the first attempts to 

deal systematically with this type of items. Crucially, he points out that ECCs may have different 

degrees of complexity, ranging from single lexical items to more complex and/or more abstract 

patterns. The same perspective has been further adopted recently by Kaltenböck et al. (2011), 

Heine et al. (2013), Heine (2013), Kaltenböck et al. (2016), who demonstrate that at the extra-

clausal level, which they call thetical grammar, the same functional values can be equally 

expressed by fixed formulaic expressions, constructions and even instantaneously produced 

elements. Therefore, it comes as no surprise that clause-peripheral alternation may involve 

elements with different degrees of syntactic complexity and lexical specificity. Nonetheless, 

research on ECCs in code-mixing has been based on their pragmatic functions (hence their 

definition as “utterance modifiers”, Matras, 1998), or on their social-indexical value (e.g. 

Poplack, 1980). Instead, I will argue in favour of an approach that takes into account both form 

and function of ECCs, which in this respect are not different from any other construction. I will 

look in particular at the frequency with which specific lexical items are used in ECC 

constructions.. This should help to provide a unified account of different types of alternation 

patterns, ranging from syntactically loose elements such as discourse markers or particles to 

more complex cases such as the left dislocation in (1), where the left-detached constituent, les 
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étrangers occurs in French, whereas the rest of the clause, including the co-referential 

resumptive pronoun ze, is in Dutch.  

 

 (1) French-Dutch (Treffers Daller 1994)1 

              Les étrangers ze habben  geen geld he?  

              the foreigners 3PL have:PRS.3PL no money DM 

              “foreigners, they have no money, isn’t it?” 

 

 In Author (2016) I have highlighted the advantages of applying models such as Functional 

Grammar or Discourse Grammar to the qualitative analysis of clause-peripheral code-mixing, 

arguing that the same regularities that are observed in morphosyntactically simple constituents 

also hold in elements of greater complexity. This result is partly expected from a functional-

pragmatic perspective because the presence of extra-clausal pragmatic functions (Dik, 1997) in 

ECCs urges the speakers to deal with both complex and simple items in the same way. Similarly, 

the principle of pragmatic detachability proposed by Matras (1998, 2009) states that those items 

that are more “detachable” from the propositional content of an utterance, regardless of their 

complexity, will constitute an ideal locus for code-mixing. However, this is not where the story 

ends. I suggest that even if relying on the pragmatic properties of ECCs allows us to investigate 

alternational code-mixing regardless of syntactic complexity, we still need to examine the status 

that complex items have in the speakers’ mental representation of grammar. Pragmatic 

motivations do not explain why some morphosyntactically complex items behave like simpler 

                                                             
1 To provide a better understanding of the non-English examples, I adopted a simplified version of the 
Leipzig Glossing Rules (https://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/resources/glossing-rules.php). A list of the 
abbreviations is provided at the end of the article. The gloss was not provided in case of minimal insertions 
into an English clause. 
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ones, and some others do not. Therefore, the research question underlying this paper is the 

following: given the general tendency of clause-peripheral elements to be expressed in a 

different language than the language of the rest of the utterance, what are the cognitive factors 

that facilitate the switching of syntactically complex items of this type? 

The rest of this article is structured in the following way. In Section 1 I briefly describe the 

most relevant aspects of bilingual speech in Gibraltar, in order to provide a general frame for 

the interpretation of the more specific issues related to the constructions under examination. In 

Section 2 I discuss the theoretical assumptions that underlie this study; it is argued that, the 

different status of lexically filled and lexically open instantiations of the two constructions might 

be the key to explaining the former type’s higher usage frequency in code-mixing. Sections 3 

and 4 describe the conducted case studies. In section 5, a final discussion summarises the results 

of this work. 

 

1 Bilingual Speech in Gibraltar 

 

Gibraltar is a small peninsula in the region of Cadiz, Southern Andalusia, which has been part of 

the British Overseas Territories since 1713, when the presence of English military forces dating 

back to a few years earlier was ratified by the Treaty of Utrecht. Since then, Gibraltar has been, 

more or less directly, under British rule2. Along with other social and political changes, English 

was introduced as the only official language of Gibraltar. However, the population was 

extremely mixed in the 18th century, with an Italian immigrant community from Liguria and 

Sephardic Jews constituting the majority (see the census data discussed in Levey, 2008b: 

Chapter 2). Although the distinctions between the various ethnic groups got blurred over the 

                                                             
2 When this article was first written, no clear information was available about the future of Gibraltar 
after the British vote for leaving the European Union. 
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centuries, before the second half of the 20th century only a small part of the population had 

English as its first language. Instead, as Kramer (1986) argued, Andalusian Spanish was 

maintained as the major language of communication, mostly due to the intense commercial 

relationships with the neighbouring region of Spain, the presence of Spanish workers in 

Gibraltar, and the frequent mixed marriages.  

 Under these conditions, the linguistic repertoire of the past can be described as a case 

of extended diglossia (Fishman, 1967), with English being almost restricted to official and written 

uses and Spanish being used in all other contexts. This changed due to the historical events in 

the second half of the 20th century, which culminated in the closing of the border with Spain 

from 1969 to 1985. Under these circumstances, which had dramatic effects on the local 

population, a language shift towards English has been becoming more and more apparent, so 

that the linguistic repertoire at present can be best described as an “extended form of diglossia” 

in Auer’s (2005a) terms: English has developed a local colloquial variety (Kellerman, 1996, 2001; 

Levey 2008a, 2014) and is crucially expanding its domains, including informal conversation, 

whereas local Spanish is more and more confined to the family and the spoken domain. 

 With English and Spanish being equally present in conversation, code-switching is an 

expected outcome of language contact. Its conversational aspects have been studied by Moyer 

(1998), whereas Weston (2013) focused on differences in code-switching patterns between the 

generations. In Author (2015, 2016) I showed the emergence of community-specific regularities 

in Gibraltar’s bilingual speech: even considering the differences between three age brackets, 

code-mixing was found to be mainly alternational. Bilingual patterns involving different types of 

extra-clausal constituents (ECCs) are extremely frequent and, more importantly, they are clearly 

unidirectional, for example:  

 (2) mira i grew up in an environment where we had three television stations 

       “look, I grew up in an environment where we had three television stations” 
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 (3) so you’ll need to converse in spanish. y claro ya. that becomes a part of you and              

                    your language your nationality 

                    “so you’ll need to converse in Spanish. And of course, that becomes a part of you,                 

                    and your language, your nationality” 

 (4) that was created porque the people of la_línea used to come to work in gibraltar 

                    “that was created because the people of La Línea used to come to work to   

                    Gibraltar” 

Examples (2)-(4), show that alternation always involves a Spanish peripheral element 

(conjunctions, subordinators, discourse markers, and so on) with an English clause, whereas it 

almost never occurs the other way around. There are only a few isolated cases of Spanish clauses 

preceded by an English ECC. The emergence of this arbitrary and community-specific regularity 

was interpreted as a case of fusion in the sense of Auer (1999, 2014), that is, a situation where 

switching between the two languages loses its original pragmatic functional value and becomes 

only a residual behaviour, limited to a number of fixed patterns where the speakers’ choice of 

language is heavily constrained. Single instances of (pragmatically motivated) code-switching 

become automatised routines and lose thus their conversational function, since switching is 

unavoidable at certain points. At the same time, these emerging fused lects (Auer 1999) 

generally acquire social-indexical values as related to particular social groups and globally 

opposed to monolingual practices; see O’Shannessy (2011 inter al.) for an extensive study of 

fused lects as related to younger generations. 

.  

 One of the aims of the present study is to carry out a finer-grained analysis of the 

bilingual patterns mentioned above, which systematically involve a Spanish left- or right-
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peripheral ECC and an English clause. Previous research has focussed on displaying and 

highlighting similarities between different types of peripheral elements, showing that: 

(i) regardless of their formal and functional differences, ECCs are easily switched even 

by speakers who do not code-switch a lot (Author 2015: Chapter 5);  

(ii) all ECCs are subject to the same constraints, since switching seems to occur only in 

one direction 

Given these preliminary findings, I want to ask whether there are any differences between 

different types of ECC, and, more specifically, I will look at the way in which syntactic complexity 

can favour or disfavour the emergence of bilingual ECC-clause patterns. The data on which the 

analysis is based are described extensively in Author (2015). They were collected during two 

fieldwork sessions in 2013, yielding a total of over 20 hours of audio-taped semi-structured 

interviews. The data were initially meant to be used for qualitative analysis of the community-

specific features of code-switching, so the sample was not built specifically for quantitative 

analysis. However, age was considered a relevant factor influencing code-mixing (see 

Kellermann, 2001; Levey, 2008b; Weston, 2013). For this reason, three age brackets were 

targeted during data collection: “young” speakers, below 30 years old, “adult” speakers, 

between 30 and 60 years old, and “old” speakers, over 60 years old3. 

 

2 Syntactic Complexity in Bilingual Speech 

2.1 The unit hypothesis and alternational code mixing 

According to the view adopted by usage-based linguistics (Croft 2001; Bybee 2006, 2010, 2013), 

constructions represent complex form-meaning associations whose meaning cannot be 

predicted by the semantics of the single elements involved. A distinction is made between 

                                                             
3 Since the subcorpus from the “over 60” age bracket initially contained much more monolingual speech 
than expected, this part of the sample was further expanded during the second fieldwork session. 
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lexically open (or schematic) constructions, that can be filled with any contextually appropriate 

lexical material (e.g. the English causative construction), and lexically filled (or substantive) 

constructions, in which all the elements forming the construction are fixed (ex. to cut a long 

story short). However, “schematic [constructions]4 vary considerably in their schematicity” 

(Croft and Cruse 2004: 248), and in fact most constructions are partly schematic and partly fixed, 

in that they involve both lexically filled and lexically open slots. For example, the way-

construction analysed in Goldberg (1995), as in Frank kicked his way out of the bar, has fixed 

slots represented by the lexical element way, the preceding possessive and the following 

prepositional phrase, but also open slots corresponding to the subject, the predicate and so on. 

 Research within the usage based paradigm (e.g. Bybee 2010) has provided a theory of 

how constructions, as elements of variable syntactic complexity, are dealt with in human 

cognition. Through repetition in use, linguistic representations of lexemes occurring in a given 

construction develop stable sequential relations, so that the whole string becomes stored in 

memory as a chunk. This holds true both for fully specific combinations, such as  break a leg!, as 

well as for those that have an internal structure, such as to lend X a hand. Chunking is thus the 

process that continuously shapes the lexicon/grammar, allowing for multi-word elements of any 

complexity to be autonomously stored. This has important consequences on how constructions 

with different degrees of specificity are treated by bilingual speakers. Research in this direction 

led to the formulation of the Unit Hypothesis (Backus 2003), which states that “if two or more 

EL [embedded language] morphemes co-occur in CS [code-switching], and they form a 

conventional combination in the EL, then it would be too coincidental if the speaker had 

produced them as two or more independent switches” (p. 91). In other words, multi-word 

strings that constitute units in monolingual speech, and which have thus lexical status regardless 

of their internal structure, are expected to maintain this status also in bilingual speech: this 

                                                             
4 I have replaced the term idiom, used in the original quote, with construction, to avoid terminological 
redundancy. 
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would make multi-word strings available for transfer from one language into the other under 

the same conditions as those that hold for simple lexical items. Now, the Unit Hypothesis has 

proven useful to describe different types of complex switches, involving elements such as 

nominal compounds (Backus 2003), plural nouns (Backus 2003, Hakimov 2016a), prepositional 

phrases (Hakimov 2016b). Even outside the usage based framework, studies like Poplack and 

Meechan (1995), among others have more or less intuitively referred to the notion of 

idiomaticity in meaning as a factor that may influence the switching of multi-word units. Most 

of case studies, though, describe cases of intra-clausal insertions in Muysken’s (2000) taxonomy. 

In this paper, instead, I show that the notion of unit, being a feature of speech production in 

general, is also applicable to alternational code-mixing. Specifically, I will analyse the case of 

clause-peripheral alternation, which involves the juxtaposition of two structures, one of them 

typically being a clause and the other an extra-clausal constituent in the sense of Dik (1997). The 

extra-clausal constituent can thus be filled by units of variable complexity: monomorphemic 

elements such as discourse markers (see Heine 2016 for an overview) represent the best-known 

case, but complex elements are not infrequent, either as fixed multi-word expressions (such as 

the second level discourse markers analysed by Siepmann 2005), or as schematic patterns, such 

as the pseudo-cleft and left dislocation constructions, which are then filled by lexical elements 

during the conversation.  

 This paper thus seeks to bring evidence from new data in favour of the Unit Hypothesis 

in two ways: first, by applying the hypothesis to previously overlooked bilingual patterns 

involving alternation; second, by considering not only fully lexically specific instantiations of 

constructions, but also other instances displaying degrees of schematicity. This aspect will be 

discussed in detail in Section 2.2.  

 

2.2 Syntactic complexity in extra-clausal constituents 
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 A usage-based approach to alternational code-mixing has several advantages. If one 

relies only on pragmatic analysis, functional accounts of ECCs leave a number of questions that 

cannot be fully answered. Dik’s (1997) account of ECCs downplays the importance of syntactic 

complexity, since he treats both simple and complex items on an equal basis if they have the 

same function. More recently, works within the framework of Discourse Grammar as proposed 

in Kaltenbök et al. (2011), Heine et al. (2013), Heine (2013), Kaltenbök et al. (2016), have tried 

to reach a more accurate formalisation of the different types of phenomena occurring at the 

periphery of the clause, addressing syntactic complexity in a more specific way. Kaltenbök et al. 

(2011) argue for a major distinction between two domains of grammar, namely Sentence 

Grammar and Thetical Grammar. The latter is the one involved in the production of discourse-

relevant entities, typically occurring at the periphery of the clause, which they call theticals. 

Three levels of complexity are considered in this sector of grammar. The first is the level of 

formulaic theticals, which are generally monomorphemic unanalysable units, as is the case with 

the discourse marker in example (5). The second is the level of constructional theticals, which 

are defined as “recurrent patterns or constructions of theticals, being compositional but having 

some schematic5 structure and function” (Kaltenböck et al. 2011: 875); these elements, of which 

an example is given in (6), correspond to constructions in usage-based linguistics. The third is 

the level of spontaneous theticals, see example (7). These items are fully compositional and built 

with the principles of sentence grammar; they represent local interactional strategies and are 

used only occasionally. 

 (5) The therapist’s level tone is bland and neutral — he has, for example, avoided  

                    stressing ‘you’.  

                     (Huddleston and Pullum, 2002: 1355, quoted in Kaltenböck et al., 2011) 

                                                             
5 Note that schematic is not used here in exactly the same way as in Construction Grammar works, and it 
points to the presence of morphosyntactic specifications on the structure of theticals. 
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 (6) (As for) Peter, he no longer is my friend. (Kaltenböck et al., 2011: 856) 

 (7) Yes there was one woman particularly I’ve forgotten what she was called in this   

                    group (ICE-GB:s1a-044-349; quoted in Kaltenböck et al. 2016b: 8) 

 In Author (2016) I have argued for the application of this framework to bilingual data, 

showing that it leads to interesting generalisations about alternational code-mixing. Namely, it 

allows to demonstrate that differently complex but functionally equivalent peripheral items 

behave in the same way in bilingual speech. Switches of different sizes can thus be considered 

instances of the same alternation pattern, while in the code-switching literature they have 

sometimes been labelled differently, for instance as cases of extrasentential and intersentential 

code-switching. However, Thetical Grammar alone cannot predict the probability with which 

theticals of a specific level occur in bilingual speech, nor to account for differences in behaviour 

of elements belonging to the same class. If we focus on constructions, a finer grained analysis is 

needed in order to explain why there are instances of a construction that are evidently more 

frequently switched than others and how this difference is related to the organisation of 

constructions in the bilingual’s lexicon/grammar. 

 The main claim of this paper is that lexically specific instances of a given construction 

are likely to be stored as lexical chunks and thus more accessible in speech productionFor this 

reason, they represent better candidates for code-mixing than instances that involve filling in 

the schematic template. A good example of this distinction between specific and schematic is 

represented by pseudo-cleft constructions, whose behaviour in bilingual speech is illustrated in 

Section 4. Pseudo-clefts constitute instantiations of the schematic pattern represented in (8), 

which has open slots that can be filled by any appropriate element, with very few constraints, 

as is illustrated in (9) (see also Collins, 1991). 

(8) wh- X is/was Y  

 (9)  a. what I lost was my wallet 
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  b.what Sean wanted was a new life 

 c. what the burglars took away was an old gift from my brother  

However, as pointed out among others by Günthner and Hopper (2010), lexically-specific 

instantiation of this general pattern have frozen into nearly-fixed lexical chunks such as the ones 

given in examples (10)-(12).  

 

(10) and so what happens is, your mic runs into i:t, and then it plugs into your receiver  

(adapted from Günthner and Hopper 2010: p.12)  

(11) it's really central government really that (.) that is obviously all the time trying to make our 

life difficult really but (.) the thing is that we have to put up with it 

(fieldwork data. Author 2015) 

(12) what I’m saying is, don’t get married in Vegas. Take your time.  

 (2007 COCA: MAG quoted by Brinton 2014) 

 

According to Backus’s (2003) Unit Hypothesis, it is possible to assume that lexically specific 

instances of this construction are stored as units in the mental lexicon and are thus more 

accessible in speech production with respect to cases like (8) that represent productive 

instantiations of a schematic pattern. Due to this greater accessibility, they are also expected to 

occur more frequently in bilingual speech. The same reasoning may in principle be extended to 

partially specific constructions in that they may also count as units. This is the case, for example, 

with the analysis of bilingual left dislocation to be discussed in Section 3.1, where a distinction 

is drawn between productive uses of the schematic template and partially specific instantiations 

of the same construction. The latter case shows greater constraints in that only a limited set of 
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expressions may occupy the left-peripheral slot, but the whole construction is not fully lexically 

specific. 

My claim is thus that in addition to single lexemes, two types of units are relevant in code-mixing: 

lexically specific chunks and partially specific constructions. This view is supported by the 

findings obtained from the two case studies presented in the following sections. 

 

3 Bilingual left dislocations 

 

 Bilingual left dislocations (LDs henceforth) are an interesting, and yet neglected, case of 

clause-peripheral alternation involving a schematic construction. LDs are constructions in that 

they represent complex syntactic structures that express interpersonal pragmatic functions and 

clause-oriented informative functions in a non-compositional fashion. Moreover, LDs are 

interesting for the analyst because they allow two levels of generalisation corresponding to two 

different subtypes of the construction. The first one corresponds to what will be referred to as 

nominal LD, and has a fully schematic structure; the second one will be referred to as pronominal 

LD, and is partially lexically specific. In this Section I show that bilingual left dislocations occur 

more frequently as instances of codeswitching when the expression has a higher degree of 

specificity and corresponds to a lexical chunk, and less frequently when the construction is 

lexically open, and thus has a greater degree of schematicity. In fact, most bilingual LDs involve 

only a few highly frequent lexical items. 

 

3.1 Formal and functional characteristics of left dislocation 
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The relevant constructions were identified in the Gibraltar corpus on the basis of both formal 

and functional features of LDs. Concerning formal parameters, Lambrecht (2001a) indicates four 

major features that cross-linguistically characterise LD. They are listed in (13) below: 

 (13) Defining features of the dislocation construction 

  (i) Extra-clausal position of a constituent 

  (ii) Possible alternative intra-clausal position 

  (iii) Pronominal co-indexation 

  (iv) Presence of a special prosodic contour 

According to this definition, LD involves thus the presence of a constituent, typically an NP, 

occupying a clause-peripheral slot, and coindexed by an anaphoric element inside the clause. In 

(14) below, thus, al partido carlista (“the Carlist party”) is a dislocated NP that occurs outside 

the clause, and it is anaphorically coindexed by the weak pronoun lo inside the clause. 

(14)  Al partido carlista dicen  que 

 DOM party carlist say:PRS.3PL COMP  

 no lo  legalizaron  para las elecciones 

 NEG 3SG.M.OBJ  legalise:PST.3PL  for the elections  

 ‘the Carlist party, they say that they did not legalise it for the elections’ (Rivero 1980) 

As for functional properties, LD has both informative and pragmatic-interactional values. 

Informatively, the construction marks the dislocated element as a Topic in the sense of 

Lambrecht (1994) and Dik (1997), and is often used to retrieve elements that are either textually 

or contextually accessible, but not topical at a certain point in the discourse (Hidalgo 2002). 

Furthermore, Duranti and Ochs (1979), and more recently Geluykens (1992), Hidalgo (2002) and 

Hidalgo Downing and Hidalgo Downing (2007), have argued that, particularly in Romance 

languages, LDs also have more global interactional properties, both interpersonal and 

metatextual. These constructions allow negotiating “difficult” and potentially face-threatening 
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operations such as keeping the floor, shifting the topic, and introducing the speaker’s 

perspective. 

 It is crucial for the present analysis to observe that, even if informative and interactional 

functions cannot be completely disentangled, differences in function tend to be reflected in 

differences in form, so that it is possible to consider two subtypes of LD (see also Author 2016). 

The first one will be referred to as ‘nominal LD’, and it is characterised by clause-oriented 

informative functions, namely that of marking the sentence Topic, either introducing a new one 

or retrieving a previously activated referent. The dislocated constituent in this variant of the LD 

construction can be any NP; an example is given in (15).  

 (15) nominal left dislocation (Hidalgo Downing and Hidalgo Downing, 2007: 329)  

                     oye  y la revista esta ¿cada cuánto la   

         DM and the journal this  how_often  3sg.F.OBJ  

         sacáis? 

         publish:PRS.2PL 

                       “Listen, and this journal, how often do you publish it?” 

 The second type will be called ‘pronominal LD’. This variant often expresses discourse-

oriented interactive functions (see Duranti and Ochs 1979, Downing 1997, Hidalgo Downing and 

Hidalgo Downing 2007). In Spanish, pronominal LD involves only a restricted set of elements, 

namely personal (16a) and demonstrative (16b) pronouns. 

 (16) pronominal left dislocation (Hidalgo Downing and Hidalgo Downing, 2007: 342) 

          a. yo  mucha gente me  ha  comentado 

                            1SG.SBJ  many people 1SG.OBJ have.AUX:3SG tell  

                            “As for me, many people told me” 
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                       b. eso yo creo   que deberías   

                            this.M 1SG believe:PRS.1SG COMP must:COND.2SG 

                            hacer=lo 

                           do:INF=3sg.M.OBJ 

                            “This, I think you should do it” 

 According to Hidalgo Downing and Hidalgo Downing (2007), pronominal LD is 

particularly frequent in Spanish: they observe that of all instances of dislocation in the Corpus 

oral de referencia de la lengua española contemporánea (Marin 1992), 40% is represented by 

pronominal LDs. Moreover, both Downing (1997) and Hidalgo Downing and Hidalgo Downing 

(2007) indicate the 1sg pronoun yo and demonstratives eso and esto are the most frequently 

found forms. In an exemplar model, as discussed in Bybee (2010), these would correspond to 

the prototype for pronominal LD. In contrast, no highly frequent lexical element was found for 

nominal LD, though the possibility cannot be ruled out that there are such frequent forms. This 

discrepancy between the two variants of the construction is of course biased by the different 

sizes of the class of nouns and pronouns, with possible effects also on their mental 

representations; nevertheless, this distribution suggests overall greater specificity of 

pronominal LD and greater schematicity of nominal LD.  

 Another issue that must be dealt with concerns the comparability of the LD construction 

across languages, and more specifically in the two contact languages considered here, English 

and Spanish. Differences between Romance languages and English were identified by Cinque 

(1990), Rizzi (1997) and Hidalgo (2000), who has argued that “[t]he form and use of [LD]s in 

English and Spanish is similar only in the prototypical form of the construction and in the main, 

general functions”, while the two languages differ with regard to the functional values of the 

construction. In English, Pronominal LD has in fact a contrastive value (Prince 1981, 1984) that 

is not attested in Romance languages, as in example (17). 
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 (17) That silly season when everybody loves everybody else. Me - I’m different! Everybody 

hates me and I hate everybody [Carl Barks, Christmas on Bear Mountain. “Four colour comics”. 

Dec. 1947)] 

 

To put it differently, LD has the same informative function in both English and Spanish, namely 

that of signalling a sentence Topic; the two languages differ, though, in the pragmatic uses of 

the construction. With respect to this issue, the analysis presented here is form-based in that 

the instances of the LD construction in the English-Spanish data have been considered in relation 

to Lambrecht’s (2001) interlinguistic definition and without consideration of their pragmatic 

function.  

 To sum up, two variants of the LD construction have been identified: nominal and 

pronominal LD. From a constructionist perspective, a nominal LD represents a schematic 

instance of the construction in that the extra-clausal slot is lexically open and admits any 

informatively adequate NP.The pronominal LD on the contrary is more lexically specific in that 

it allows only a restricted set of items, namely personal and demonstrative pronouns, and has a 

few highly frequent instantiations. Moreover, the two different forms are also related to 

partially different functions: while nominal LD expresses a clause-oriented informative function, 

namely that of marking the Topic, pronominal LD has developed additional pragmatic and 

discursive values. Hence, greater lexical specificity goes along with functional specificity. For 

what concerns the behaviour of this construction in bilingual speech,  

I will show that lexically specific instances of the LD construction that constitute lexicalised 

chunks are also more frequently switched from one language into the other.   

 

3.2 Data analysis and results 
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The analysis of LDs in the corpus was preceded by manual annotation of the relevant 

constructions with the software ELAN6 (Sloetjes and Wittenburg 2008). Based on the theoretical 

assumptions outlined above, two types of LD were identified: pronominal LDs, involving 

personal pronouns, demonstratives and possessives, and nominal LDs, involving any nominal 

constituent. With regard to the language of the analysed construction and the adjoined clause, 

four possible patterns were considered, assigning a separate language value for the dislocated 

constituent and the following clause. The bilingual speaker may produce both the dislocated 

constituent and the following clause in the same language, English or Spanish, and in this case 

the LD is labelled as monolingual, or she may switch the language at the juncture between the 

dislocated constituent and the clause. The monolingual patterns were labelled “e-e”, or “s-s”; 

the bilingual patterns were labelled “s-e” if a Spanish dislocand precedes an English clause and 

“e-s” if an English dislocand precedes a Spanish clause. Therefore, eight possible combinations 

between types of dislocation and types of bilingual patterns are exemplified below: 

 (18) English monolingual (nominal) LD 

      you go there even if we’re british [the cultural shock]i you have [it]I  

 

 (19) Spanish monolingual (nominal) LD 

      [y la pequeña]i que va  vení  dentro una semana  

      and the youngest COMP go:3SG come:INF within a week 

      [ella]i tiene  tres hijos 

      3SG.SBJ have:3SG three son:PL 

     “And the youngest, who’s going to come within a week, she has three sons” 

 

 (20) “s-e” bilingual nominal LD 

                                                             
6 ELAN is a software provided by Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics, The Language Archive, 
Nijmegen, The Netherlands (https://tla.mpi.nl/tools/tla-tools/elan/). 
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         sin embargo ahora [mucho’ niño’  jovene’]i 

         no doubt  now many  children young 

         [they]i 're writing with americanisms tambien 

             also 

      “No doubt now many young children are writing also with americanisms” 

 

 (21) “s-e” bilingual pronominal LD 

       you 'd be really really struck po'que [yo]I [i]i'm very innocent with those things  

      “You’d be really really struck, because me, I’m very innocent with those things” 

 

 (22) “e-s” bilingual nominal LD 

          and [the next child he caught]i  

          [eso]i era  él  que se  quedaba  

              this.M be:PST.3SG 3SG:SBJ  REL 3SG.REFL stop:PST.3SG 

      “And the next child he caught, that was the one who would stop” 

 

 (23) “e-s” bilingual pronominal LD 

      cosa como son [us]i economically 'tamo  demasiado bien 

      as things stand    be:PRS.3PL too  good 

      “As things stand, us economically we are way too good” 

The total number of LDs found in the corpus is 81. The analysis of the distribution of the 

different constructions, which is given in Table 1, yielded the following results. 

 Pattern 

 e-e s-s e-s s-e total 

nominal LD 14 5 2 14 35 

pronominal LD 2 23 2 19 46 
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Total 16 28 4 33 81 

Table 1: Distribution of nominal and pronominal left dislocation 

 

As for monolingual utterances, Spanish LDs appear to be more frequent than English ones, 

confirming the view expressed in Hidalgo (2000) about a broader diffusion of the construction 

in Spanish. Also, English shows a strong preference for nominal LDs (14 out of 16 tokens), 

whereas Spanish clauses more frequently contain pronominal LDs (23 out of 28 tokens). This too 

is partly expected in line with the literature discussed in Section 3.1, according to which Spanish 

pronominal LD was found, in some cases, to be predominant in number over nominal LD and 

associated with several interactive functions, whereas English LD is much more marginal. As for 

bilingual LDs, the “s-e” type, occurring 33 times, outnumbers the “e-s” type. This tendency is 

also observable in all cases of clause-peripheral alternation in the Gibraltar corpus: with very 

few exceptions, bilingual patterns involve a Spanish extra-clausal constituent and an English 

clause. In Author (2015, 2016) I have argued that the same unidirectionality applies also to 

discourse markers, conjunctions and subordinators7. We also observe that pronominal LDs with 

a Spanish dislocand are more frequent than nominal LDs both in monolingual and bilingual 

sentences. 

 The picture drawn so far suggests a slight preference for pronominal LDs when the 

dislocand is Spanish, and the absence of a similar pattern with English dislocands. This tendency 

can be better understood if one considers the single lexical items involved in LD, as represented 

in Table 2. 

 type of pattern 

dislocand Monolingual bilingual total 

yo 6 12 18 

                                                             
7 Unidirectionality in code-mixing patterns is also a diagnostic feature of incipient fusion in the sense of 
Auer (1999, 2014), in that it shows that code-mixing is restricted to a number of fixed patterns. 
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eso 11 5 16 

people 4 0 4 

ello’ 2 1 3 

nosotros 2 1 3 

proper nouns 3 0 3 

la gente 0 2 2 

la' persona’ 0 2 2 

other spa 7 10 17 

other eng 9 4 13 

total 44 37 81 

Table 2: Monolingual and bilingual dislocations for single lexical items occurring more than once 

 

The table lists the different instantiations of the first slot in the construction and their 

frequencies in monolingual and in bilingual combinations. The non-recurring lexical items were 

coalesced into two categories “other Spanish” and “other English”. It can be observed that 

English elements are underrepresented in LD constructions, with only the semantically general 

noun people occurring more than once. In contrast, the Spanish types that recur in LDs, 

according to Table 2, belong to a few well identifiable classes: personal pronouns (yo, ello’, 

nosotro’), demonstratives (eso), semantically general nouns (gente, personas “people”) and 

proper nouns. It is also important to note that all these elements represent prototypical 

sentence Topics. Furthermore, the two most frequent lexical types that enter the construction 

are the Spanish pronouns yo and eso, which together represent 42% of all LDs and 46% of all 

bilingual LDs. This distribution seems thus to mirror the distribution found in monolingual 

Spanish: Hidalgo Downing and Hidalgo Downing (2007: 333) observe that: “[i]n Marcos Marín’s 

Corpus oral de referencia de español contemporáneo (1992), pronouns amount to the 40% of 
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detachments. Of these pronominal detachments, 68% corresponds to personal pronouns, 

whereas the remaining 31.8% is composed of demonstrative pronouns”. 

This parallelism between monolingual and bilingual data supports the hypothesis that lexical 

specificity of particular instances of the LD construction is one of the major factors influencing 

the production of bilingual LDs. The items that occur more frequently in bilingual speech, namely 

the 1st person singular pronoun yo and the proximal deictic eso are highly frequent items also 

in monolingual speech. 

 To conclude, the analysis of bilingual left dislocation in my corpus supports the view that 

code-mixing, and in particular the emergence of patterns such as “yo + English clause” or “eso + 

English clause”, is highly affected by the frequency with which lexical items appear in the 

construction. Given a schematic pattern such as the LD construction, it has been demonstrated 

that those subtypes of the construction that are attested in monolingual Spanish as lexicalised 

routines are also the ones more frequently used in code-mixing.An assumption behind this 

effect is that lexicalised intantiations are more accessible to the speakers  than purely schematic 

patterns.” To conclude, a constructionist approach to bilingual LDs is complementary to the 

observations made on the same topic (among others, Author, 2016). Besides being more 

frequent in monolingual speech and more lexically specific, the subtypes of LD that are switched 

more frequently are also the ones that typically express interpersonal and discourse-oriented 

functions, and that are thus more pragmatically detachable (Matras, 1998, 2009) from the 

propositional content of the utterance. 

 

4 Bilingual pseudo-clefts 

 

Pseudo-cleft sentences are another example of a partially schematic construction that can have 

lexically filled and lexically open slots. These constructions are used to express pragmatic and 
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informative values of an utterance in a non-compositional way, i.e. through the realisation of a 

simple propositional content in a biclausal construction involving a relative clause and a copular 

clause. As occurs with other elements with similar functions, pseudo-clefts in my corpus often 

appear in bilingual utterances, with one element of the construction being realised in a different 

language than the other, which results in language alternation. In this section I analyse this type 

of code-mixing in the light of the Unit Hypothesis, and I argue that clause-peripheral alternation 

is more frequent with those instances of pseudo-clefts that have a higher degree of lexical 

specificity, and which therefore constitute lexical chunks, whereas more schematic 

instantiations of the construction will tend to be monolingual. 

 

 

4.1 Form and function of pseudo-clefts 

 

Pseudo-clefts, as part of a broader family of cleft constructions (e.g. Collins 1991, Lambrecht 

2001b, Traugott, 2008, Traugott and Trousdale 2013, Patten 2012), are characterised by a 

number of formal and functional properties; some of them shared with related constructions, 

some others specific to this particular type. Here, I will only concentrate on those aspects of 

pseudo-clefts that are relevant for their identification in the bilingual corpus. 

Pseudo-clefts are biclausal constructions with a headless relative clause, often introduced by a 

wh- element, in first position, followed by a copular clause. The complement of the copula is 

coreferent with the relative clause and often expresses the pragmatic function of Focus, 

whereas the relative clause contains presupposed content, for example: 

 (24) a. what we are talking about is your future 

         b. we are talking about your future 
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As can be seen, (24a) has the same propositional content as (24b), but the two have different 

informative values. The pseudo-cleft in (24a) has the function of marking the constituent your 

future, which occurs as the complement of the copula, as the Focus of the sentence, and at the 

same time it signals that the content of the relative clause is presupposed or retrievable from 

the context (see Lambrecht 1994). From this definition, pseudo-clefts are thus schematic form-

function pairings involving two fixed structural positions, one for the subordinator introducing 

the relative clause and one for the copula, and two open slots, one for the relative clause and 

one for the argument of the copula, as represented below: 

(25) WH- x BE y   

The element indicated as WH- in (25) corresponds to a relative-like subordinator. As recently 

argued by Patten (2012), this slot has three main realisations, corresponding to three subtypes 

of the pseudo-cleft construction, which are referred to as WH-clefts, TH-clefts and ALL-clefts; 

see examples (26a-c).  

 

(26) a. What I like best is grape soda (Patten 2012: 62) [WH-cleft] 

        b. The thing that I like best is grape soda (Patten 2012: 62) [TH-cleft] 

        c. All he drinks is grape soda (Patten 2012: 62) [ALL-cleft] 

However, since ALL-clefts have to be regarded as a more specific and in a way a less prototypical 

instance of the construction (see Traugott 2008), my analysis will address only the first two 

types. The pseudo-cleft constructions exhibits obvious similarities across English and Spanish, 

both in form and in function; the structure is thus highly comparable between the two languages 

in contact. As for wh-clefts, the most important difference between English and Spanish is the 

form of the wh- element. In English, a personal pronoun and a relative marker are fused into a 

single portmanteau form, which is commonly referred to as fused relative (Agar Marco 2014); 
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in Spanish, like in most Romance languages, the wh-element is expressed analytically by a 

personal pronoun followed by a relative pronoun, with the neuter form lo que being the default 

case; for instance:  

 

 (27)  lo  que  quiero   es   un  coche 

 3SG REL want:PRS.1SG be:PRS.3SG a car 

 “what I want is a car” (Fernández Soriano 2009: 88; my glosses) 

 

 Th-clefts have the same structure in English and Spanish. According to Collins (1991), the 

wh- element is formed by a semantically general noun such as thing, time, place, one, way and 

so on, followed by a relative clause. Examples (26b) and (28) show that TH-clefts are structured 

similarly in English and Spanish.  

(28)  la persona a la que mas echa de menos es a su madre 

 “the person that he misses most is his mother” [Agar Marco (2014: 180)]  

 

Both in English and Spanish, the second argument of the copular clause indicated as y in (25), 

can be a nominal element, as in (26a-c), as well as a clausal one, as in (29) below.  

 

(29) all the companies are here. and what happens is that they have (.) a lot of (.) workers that   

          do a lot of work for customer services o:r (.) or IT work [fieldwork data. Author 2015] 

 

It must be noted that pseudo-clefts that introduce a nominal constituent typically express a 

clause-internal function of focus-marking, while the ones introducing a clausal complement do 

not have this function. As Hopper and Thompson (2008) and Traugott and Trousdale (2013) have 
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argued, this variant of the construction expresses a discourse-oriented cataphoric function, in 

that it is used to project (Auer 2005) an upcoming unit of talk. This variant of the construction 

has been also identified for Spanish pseudo-clefts, for example by Curnow and Travis (2004) and 

Fernández Soriano (2009). Interestingly, works on both languages (see Fernández Soriano 2009, 

Reig Alamillo 2011 and Pannunzi 2016 for Spanish and Hopper and Thompson 2008 for English) 

point out that constructions expressing a discourse-oriented function are strongly associated to 

a few highly frequent lexical types, such as what happens is in English and lo que pasa es (que) 

in Spanish. Therefore, a difference in function is reflected by greater specifications on one of the 

constructional slots, in that the first member of the construction is often represented by a 

lexicalised chunk that constitutes a unit in Backus’s (2003) sense.  

 Moreover, an even greater level of fixedness is found in connectives such as es que in 

Spanish and (the) thing is in English, as in examples below:  

 

(30) it's really central government really that that is obviously all the time trying to make our life 

difficult really but the thing is that we have to put up with it [Fieldwork data. Author 2015] 

 

(31) that’s what i wanted to say é que  no  me   acuerdaba 

                                                          it’s that NEG REFL.1SG remember:PST.1SG 

          “that’s what I wanted to say, it’s that I didn’t remember” [Fieldwork data. Author 2015] 

 

As discussed for Spanish by Travis (2005), these items are diachronically related to pseudo-clefts 

and in particular they retain the same projecting function that has been identified also in other 

languages (Günthner 2011). From a formal perspective, they represent an outcome of chunking, 

in that they are lexical units that no longer admit internal lexical variation.  To sum up, two 
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variants of the pseudo-cleft construction can be distinguished. On the one hand, there are 

schematic instantiations resulting from the pairing of a headless relative clause with a copular 

clause, with few constraints on the elements that can enter the construction. These 

constructions are related to a local function of focus marking and typically take a nominal 

argument. On the other hand, lexically specific instances of the pseudo-cleft construction 

involve the presence of a few highly frequent verbs in the relative clause, meaning “do”, “say” 

or “happen”. Such constructions typically take a clausal argument and express global discourse-

oriented functions, in that they serve to project an upcoming propositional content. The same 

holds for the two fixed expressions es que and the thing is. In the following Section I will give 

empirical evidence that alternational code-mixing between the relative clause and the copular 

clause is more likely to occur if the first member of the construction is a lexical chunk, i.e. code-

mixing tends to involve lexically specific instances of the construction. 

 

4.2 Data analysis and results 

Relying on the description of the pseudo-cleft constructions given in Section 4.1, I have 

considered in this study the cases involving a switch between the first and the second member 

of the construction, i.e. between the relative clause and the copular clause, as in (32).  

(32) lo   que  pasó    era   que   

        3SG REL happen:PST.3SG be:PST.3SG COMP 

        they started the youth as a normal thing 

       “what happened was that they started the youth (club) as a normal thing” 

I have hypothesised that the occurrence of a bilingual pattern is favourably influenced by the 

high frequency of the verb occurring in the relative clause. In other words, highly frequent verbs 

would give rise to lexically specific instances of the construction; in these cases, the first member 

corresponding to the relative clause is a nearly fixed lexical chunk. According to Backus (2003), 
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these units should be considered the best candidates for switching. Such lexically specific 

instances of the construction are also typically related to pragmatic, or discourse-oriented, 

functions, whereas schematic instantiations frequently express clause-internal functions.  

 The analysis followed the same methodology as was used for left dislocations. According 

to the language in which each component of the pseudo-cleft construction was realised, the 

constructions were given different labels. Patterns where both the relative and the copular 

clause were in the same language were labelled “e-e” (English monolingual) or “s-s” (Spanish 

monolingual); see (33a) and (33b). They were labelled as “s-e” in cases were the relative clause 

occurs in Spanish and the copular clause in English, as in (34a) and as “e-s” when the relative 

clause occurs in English and the copular clause in Spanish, as in (34b). 

 (33a) Spanish monolingual pseudo-cleft 

  tu   lo que tiene  decí a la  gente    

            2SG:SBJ  3SG REL have:PRS.2SG say:INF to the people  

             é  mira   e'to  é   lo  que  tu    

                           be:PRS.3SG DM this be:PRS.3SG it REL 2SG.SBJ  

  puede’  hacé 

                           can:PRS.2SG do:INF 

                          “You, what you have to tell the people is: «look, this is what you can do»” 

                (33b) English monolingual pseudo-cleft 

  what they sell to their nation is “no no, gibraltar is a tax heaven” 

   (34a) la  gracia  y  la  suerte  que  tenemo’  é que  

           the flair and the luck REL have:PRS.1PL is that 

                         el llanito is funny in itself 

           “And the flair and the luck that we have is that the llanito is funny in itself” 
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    (34b) so basically what you do is  

  te  queda’  en casemates and  

 2SG:REFL stay:PRS.2SG in Casemates  

 te  toma’  una cerveza 

 2SG:REFL take:PRS.2SG a beer 

 “So basically what you do is, you stay in Casemates and you have yourself a beer” 

 

In the next step, the constructions were divided according to whether they introduced a nominal 

or a clausal argument. The frequency distribution of each type is given in Table 3. 

 

   Pattern    

ARGUMENT ? s-s e-e e-s s-e TOTAL 

CLAUSAL 2 51 25 3 32 113 

NOMINAL 0 26 3 0 1 30 

TOTAL 2 77 28 3 33 143 

Table 3: Distrbution of pseudo-clefts taking clausal and nominal arguments. 

 

As can be observed, constructions taking clausal arguments are clearly predominant in the data, 

and that bilingual constructions represent 25% of the observed constructions (36 out of 143 

tokens). As for bilingual patterns, two clear tendencies can be identified. The first tendency is 

the general preference for “s-e” over “e-s” (33 vs 3 tokens): recall that this was found to be the 

dominant pattern for all types of extra-clausal constituents (see Author 2015, 2016). What 

makes pseudo-clefts particularly interesting is that they are not fully-fledged extra-clausal 
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constituents like discourse markers or conjunctions, but constructions with a complex syntactic 

structure and exhibiting varying degrees of schematicity. This shows that the first member of a 

pseudo-cleft, the relative clause, is treated in the same way as other lexical elements and shows 

the same regularities. The second interesting finding in the distribution represented in Table 3 

is that bilingual patterns are observed almost only in the case of constructions taking a clausal 

argument (35 out of 36 tokens). In other words, those instances of pseudo-clefts where the 

relative clause has the function of projecting an upcoming full utterance are more likely to have 

a switch between the projector and the following clause. This would confirm what has been 

argued in functional analyses (e.g. Matras 1998), namely, that elements expressing pragmatic 

functions are more available for switching than those expressing clause-internal functions. 

Again, pragmatic motivations that facilitate the occurrence of particular items in bilingual 

speech seem to go along with structural motivations, and particularly with their degree of lexical 

specificity. The following analysis supports this claim. 

 PATTERN 

LEXICAL TYPES ? MONOLINGUAL BILINGUAL TOTAL 

es que 2 23 16 41 

pasar 0 16 8 24 

tener 0 1 3 4 

thing is 0 17 2 19 

hacer 0 6 2 8 

do 0 1 1 2 

decir 0 6 0 6 

afectar 0 2 0 2 

happen 0 2 0 2 

querer 0 2 0 2 

ser 0 2 0 2 
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other 0 16 1 17 

Total 2 102 33 137 

Table 4: Frequency distribution of single lexical items occurring more than once in monolingual and bilingual pseudo-
clefts. 

 

 Table 4 shows the frequency distribution of all the lexical types8 occurring more than 

once as the predicate of the relative clause. The data show that both monolingual and bilingual 

instances of the construction are strongly associated either to the connectives deriving from 

reduced pseudoclefts, such as es que (“it is that”) and the thing is, or to a small set of recurrent 

verbs, which correspond to lexically specific instantiations of the construction. Bilingual 

constructions, in fact, are found most frequently with the es que connective (16 over 33 tokens), 

and with the lexical type pasar “happen” (8 over 33 tokens), all of which correspond to the lexical 

chunk lo que pasa es “what happens is”. This finding is thus in line with the examined hypothesis 

that those instances of the construction that are more directly associated with single lexical 

elements, or that have already developed into formulaic expressions in monolingual speech, are 

more likely to function as units in code-mixing, as opposed to their schematic counterparts that 

require the productive application of a lexically open template.  

 

5 Discussion 

 

The present case studies allow to make a few more general remarks. The aim behind the 

quantitative evaluation of the data of the two constructions was to provide further evidence in 

favour of the Unit Hypothesis (Backus 2003), showing that it applies not only to lexical insertions 

but also to specific types of alternational code-mixing. Positive evidence from Spanish-English 

                                                             
8 I chose to consider lexical types instead of surface forms in order to consider predicates occurring in 
the present tense and in the past tense as instances of the same type.   
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code-mixing in Gibraltar was presented in both cases. The bilingual constructions that rank 

higher in the frequency lists discussed in Sections 3 and 4 are related to a few lexical items, 

corresponding in the case of dislocations to the 1st person pronoun yo and the deictic eso, and 

in the case of pseudo-clefts to the lexicalised chunks es que “it is that” and lo que pasa es que / 

lo que pasó era que “what happens is that / what happened was that”.  

 This analysis proposes a novel approach to explaining regularities emerging in bilingual 

speech. As outlined in the Introduction, extra-sentential switching has been frequently 

explained on a pragmatic basis, under the assumption that linguistic items expressing pragmatic 

and discourse-related meanings are more frequently switched from one language into the other 

regardless of their syntactic complexity and lexical specifity. In this study, I have adopted a 

different perspective, arguing that alternational switching of syntactically complex items is 

heavily constrained by the nature of the involved constructions, as determined by their mental 

representation. Specifically, those items that are available as lexical units in monolingual speech 

represent the best candidates for switching. By adopting as a major criterion the distinction 

between schematic and lexically specific instances of a construction, we do not merely find that 

code-mixing involves to the same extent simple and complex units, but we also can predict 

which instances of a construction will be more likely to be selected in bilingual patterns. In fact, 

even in typically schematic constructions, like dislocations and pseudo-clefts, switching was 

found to involve only a few lexical types which share the independently established feature that 

they are highly frequent in monolingual corpora. 

 Interestingly, this tendency does not contradict previous findings based on functional-

pragmatic distinctions between clause-internal and clause-external functions, but goes hand in 

hand with them. In both case studies, the elements that were recognised as lexical chunks also 

convey discursive and pragmatic meaning, whereas schematic instances of the constructions 

were more typically associated with local clause-oriented functions. 
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 To conclude, these findings also suggest a more general conclusion about language 

contact itself. It was shown that lexically-filled slots of particular constructions may have the 

status of lexical chunks in monolingual speech; the two case studies presented in the previous 

section demonstrate that these items are more available in code-mixing than schematic 

instantiations of the same constructions. Now, at a more general level, this could mean that 

code-mixing is cognitively easier to perform than interference, or pattern-replication in the 

sense of Matras and Sakel (2007). In fact, the first involves the use of surface forms whose 

mental representations are already stored in the lexicon/grammar, while the latter requires to 

pick up an empty (schematic) template in language A and fill it with surface material from 

language B (or both). Further evidence in favour of this view could be found by adopting the 

same perspective in the analysis of similar constructions, characterised by some degree of 

internal complexity and by the possibility to have both lexically-filled and lexically-open 

instantiations. 
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Table 1 

 Pattern 

 e-e s-s e-s s-e total 

nominal ld 14 5 2 14 35 

pronominal ld 2 23 2 19 46 

total 16 28 4 33 81 
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Table 2 

 Pattern 

Dislocand Monolingual Bilingual Total 

Yo 6 12 18 

Eso 11 5 16 

people 4 0 4 

ello’ 2 1 3 

nosotro 2 1 3 

name 3 0 3 

la gente 0 2 2 

la' persona’ 0 2 2 

other spa 7 10 17 

other eng 9 4 13 

Total 44 37 81 

 

Table 3 

   Pattern    

Argument ? s-s e-e e-s s-e total 

Clausal 2 51 25 3 32 113 

Nominal 0 26 3 0 1 30 

Total 2 77 28 3 33 143 
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Table 4 

 Pattern 

Lexical types ? Monolingual Bilingual Total 

es que 2 23 16 41 

pasar 0 16 8 24 

tener 0 1 3 4 

thing is 0 17 2 19 

hacer 0 6 2 8 

do 0 1 1 2 

decir 0 6 0 6 

afectar 0 2 0 2 

happen 0 2 0 2 

querer 0 2 0 2 

ser 0 2 0 2 

other 0 16 1 17 

Total 2 102 33 137 

 

SG Singular 

PL Plural 

AUX Auxiliary 

COMP Complementiser 

COND Conditional 

DM Discourse marker 

DOM Differential object marking 

F Feminine 
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INF Infinite 

M Masculine 

NEG Negation 

OBJ Object 

PRS Present 

PST Past 

REFL Reflexive 

REL Relative 

SBJ Subject 

1 1st person 

2 2nd person 

3 3rd person 

 


