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ABSTRACT 

Recent research suggests that, when the two languages spoken by bilinguals share 
certain features, but one of the languages favors the use of a particular structure, possibly 
due to pragmatic reasons, the two languages may converge in the relevant domain (Hulk 
and Müller 2000; Müller and Hulk 2001; Sánchez 2003; Sánchez, 2004; Toribio 2001). 
This in turn may lead to convergence between the two languages in a society where most 
of the speakers are bilingual, assuming bilinguals and second language learners are often 
the agents of language change (Winford, 2003).  

 
Classical Nahuatl is a polysynthetic language (Baker, 2001) with variable word 

order (Bruhn de Garavito et al., 2005). We find both postpositions (1a) and prepositions 
(García Escamilla, 1993), although it seems the use of postpositions was more frequent 
(Kartunnen y Lockhart, 1976; Siméon, 1885; Sullivan, 1992; Lockhart, 1992, Tuggy, 
1991). Spanish, on the other hand, is a head initial language with prepositions (1c). After 
500 years of contact, modern Nahuatl speakers are almost all bilingual. According to the 
recent suggestions summarized above, this would predict a preference in modern 
speakers for prepositions in Nahuatl.  

 
Although in recent years several modern grammars of Nahuatl have been 

produced (Tuggy; 1991; Sullivan, 1992), all continue to emphasize the existence of 
postpositions, possibly because it is convenient to focus on the classical language and 
thus to avoid the problems of dialect variation. It seems necessary therefore, to establish 
the status of adpositions in current Nahuatl in order to determine up to what point 
convergence with Spanish is taking place. 
 

Classic Nahuatl (a)  Modern Nahuatl (b)  Spanish (c) 
1) xochi-    ti-      ca  ica-  xochitl         en      la  flor 
    flower- link-   prep-on prep-on flower          prep-on    the   flower 
   ‘on the flower’  ‘on the flower’         ‘on the flower’ 
 
2) mesa    pan   ipan   mesa   en la mesa 
     table    prep-on  prep-on  table   prep-on the table 
    ‘on the table’  ‘on the table’   ‘on the table’ 
 
This study was carried out in the town of San Andrés Azumiatla, in the state of 

Puebla. Most of the informants were illiterate, so it was appropriate to try different 
methodologies. The first one was to illicit the relevant structures from informants using 
translation and grammaticality judgments. The second one involved the use of a short 
story in Spanish. This story was told to the participants with the help of pictures. After 
hearing the story, they were asked questions about it. Those questions were posed in 
Nahuatl and did not involve the prepositions they were meant to elicit. Participants 
produced sentences using exclusively prepositions in Nahuatl. The judgments of the 
informants were also that postpositions were not possible. These results support the 
predictions regarding convergence under these conditions. 
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GLOSARIO 
 
Borrowing: Prestabilidad. Este término puede ser traducido también como ‘préstamos’, 
sin embargo, con prestabilidad nos referimos al proceso de tomar prestado y no a lo que 
se toma en préstamo. La aplicación de este término está en la página 8. 
 
Borrowing language: Lengua receptora (ver página 8). 
 
Causal mechanisms: Mecanismos causales (ver página 30). 
 
Cross-linguistic interference: Interferencia inter-lingüística (ver página 43).  
 
Elite closure: Cierre de la elite (ver página 11). 
 
Entrenchment: Cimentación (ver página 31). 
 
Hierarchy of borrowability: jerarquía de prestabilidad (ver página 48). 
 
Indigenized language: Lengua indigenizada (ver página 11). 
 
Language shift: Desplazamiento de la lengua (ver página 9). 
 
Policy makers: Creadores de políticas (ver página 11). 
 
Processual mechanisms: Mecanismos procesales (ver página 30). 
 
Proximal causes: Causas próximas (ver página 30). 
 
Source language: Lengua fuente (ver página 8). 
 
Target language: Lengua meta. Este término, también se refiere a la ‘lengua fuente’, ya 
que en el caso del náhuatl, la segunda lengua (español) es la lengua que proveé lo que el 
náhuatl toma en préstamo. En algunas citas, la lengua meta estará referida con las 
iniciales TG en lugar de LM (ver página 9). 
 
Ultimate causes: Causas finales (ver página 30). 
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