Manipulation of Tense in English and Spanish Spontaneous Speech Errors

This paper investigates the cross-linguistic behavior of spontaneous speech errors involving tense inflection. I argue that differences in the structural representation of tense morphology predict the distribution of spontaneous speech errors that we observe in English and Spanish.

English main and auxiliary verbs behave differently in spontaneous speech errors. For example, an irregular main verb may appear in speech errors as a regular form, as in (1a)-(b) (the intended utterance appears to the left and the spoken utterance to the right of the arrow; errors from UCLA Speech Error Corpus; see Fromkin 1980, 1988, Cutler 1982, etc.) However, we do not observe similar errors with irregular auxiliary verbs. 

(1)
a.
the last I knew about that


->
the last I knowed about that

b.
and the objects that would be locally bound 
->
and the objects that would be locally binded

In addition, as is seen in the examples in (2a-b), main verbs may switch position, in which case inflectional material may be stranded and each verb surface with the inflection of the other verb. It is also possible for the inflectional material itself to switch position between two verbs, as in (2c).

(2)
a.
We've learned to love mountains
->
We've loved to learn mountains


b.
It goes to show


->
It shows to go


c.
I saw him digging up those bulbs
->
I see him dugging up ...

Errors with auxiliary verbs appearing in these error patterns are not attested in the data. In contrast, when an auxiliary verb is targeted for deletion, the whole unit is affected, as shown in (3).

 (3)
He doesn't seem happy now

->
He not seem happy now

Observe that in movement errors the inflectional item itself may move from the verb to another item of the utterance, as in (4a-b). However, these movement errors seem to be restricted to main verbs.

(4)
a.
He kind a tends ta ... 

->
He kinds a tend ta ...


b.
If she wants to come here ... 
->
If she want to comes here

We may explain the difference between main and auxiliary verbs if, following Lasnik (1995), we assume that main verbs in English are derivationally constructed out of syntactically separate stem and affix, while (inflected) auxiliary verbs form a single lexical unit (see Chomsky 1957). The speech errors above involving main verbs thus result when the derivation is accessed before the verb and inflection have become a unit. We therefore predict that auxiliary verbs do not appear in these error patterns, since there is no point in the derivation of an auxiliary verb at which the verb and inflection are separate units.


Turning to Spanish speech errors, we observe that, unlike in English, we find examples of tense morphology being separated from the auxilary verb as well as from the main verb (speech errors in Spanish from del Viso 1996). The examples in (5a) and (5b) show that errors involving movement of the inflectional material are possible with both main and auxiliary verbs in Spanish.

(5)
a.
Mamá, Dolores quiere que vayas 
->
Mamá, Dolores quieres que vaya 


b.
No la has roto tú, hija


->
No la ha rotos tú, hija


We also observe errors where the inflectional material of two main verbs are reversed, as in English, as well as errors involving reversal of inflectional material between an auxiliary verb and a main verb (6a-6b).

(6)
a.
¡Si no es dejar colgao a nadie!
->
¡Si no es dejao colgar a nadie! 


b.
Habría que haber barrido

->
Habría que habido barrer


Unlike the pattern observed in English, in Spanish an auxiliary verb may be deleted, stranding its inflectional material, which is then realized on the main verb (7):

(7)
Más sano no puede parecer
->
Más sano no parece

The different behavior of Spanish and English auxiliary verbs is predicted if we assume that Spanish main and auxiliary verbs, unlike their English counterparts, are not distinct – both are constructed out of syntactically separate stem and affix. Therefore, Spanish auxiliary verbs, as well as main verbs, allow separation and manipulation of tense morphology in speech errors.

This work thus contributes to the theory of syntactic variation in the realization of tense inflection, as well as to our understanding of speech errors, since, although research in speech errors has investigated language variation in the phonological domain (Berg 1987, Wells-Jensen 1999), variation in syntactic structures has not been explored.
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