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Spanish diphthongization as a non-derivational
phenomenon

David Eddington

In a previous study on derivational morphology (Eddington 1996), the
alternation between the unstressed mid-vowels /¢/ and /0/, and the stressed
diphthongs /je/ and /we/ was seen to escape straightforward explanation in
rule-based analyses. Diphthongization in Spanish was instead attributed to
the influence of other lexical items which contain the same derivational suffix.

The purpose of the present study is twofold. First, an experiment was
carried out to test the validity of the findings of the previous study. Spanish
speakers completed a questionnaire in which they decided between neologi-
sms containing mid-vowels or diphthongs (e.g. hielo ‘ice’ + -azo ‘augmentative
suffix’ could yield either hielazo or helazo). The high correlation between the
findings of the two studies validates the original study and lends further
support to the idea of lexical influence.

The second goal is to determine if lexical influence can account for
diphthongization in inflectional morphology. In a nonce study by Bybee and
Pardo (1981), the relationship between stress and diphthongization was “cor-
rectly” utilized by subjects in only 76% of the cases. An improved version of
their experiment was carried out which resulted in an increase in “correct”
responses (81%). The fact that predicted responses did not reach near 100%
is attributed to lexical influence. Diphthongization in Spanish verbs is not as
regular as it has been assumed. There is a small group of verbs in which
diphthongs appear in all verbal forms regardless of the stress pattern or ver-
bal suffix. This probably influenced subjects’ responses.”

1. Introduction

In the course of historical phonetic evolution, the open mid-
vowels /e/ and /5/ of Romance were diphthongized in stressed position
to /je/ and /we/ in Spanish. This resulted in the characteristic alterna-
tion between stressed diphthongs and unstressed mid-vowels, as seen
in prefiéren ‘they prefer’, and preferimos ‘we prefer’, and in puéria
‘door’, and portéro ‘doorman’.! This alternation, however, is complica-
ted by other word formation processes which often allow diphthongs
to occur without word stress (e.g. fiestéro ‘partier’, pueblito ‘small
town’), or which allow stressed mid-vowels to occur where diphthongs
are found in other related words (e.g. desiérto ‘desert, noun’, desértico
‘desert, adj.’; diéz ‘ten’, décimo ‘tenth’; Manuél ‘a given name’, Mandlo
‘nickname for Manuel’).
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(1) Which of these people; did you say that the psychiatrist has introduced t;
to other/themselves

However, (i) leaves the possibility open that reconstruction is not compulsory for
A'-phrases that are presuppositional, contrary to what happens with non-presup-
positional A-moved constituents. Examples like (84) in the text exactly show that
the expected Principle C violation does not arise when the constituent to be recon-
structed is presuppositional, a result which is clearly compatible with the existen-
ce of a syntactic representation in which reconstruction does not apply. Notice
that all we need for deriving the absence of a principle A violation in (i) is the exi-
stence of a syntactic representation where reconstruction has applied. In other
words, this class of data seems to lead to the conclusion that presuppositionality/
familiarity turns reconstruction with A-movement into an optional process. We
leave an in-depth theoretical discussion of this descriptive generalization for futu-
re research.
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