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AG 15: Modelling gradient variability in grammar

Accepting our mistakes:
How variation completes the linguistic puzzle
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The goal of this talk is to reframe how linguists view speech errors, and to introduce Gradient Sym-
bolic Computation (GSC: Smolensky et al. 2014) as a framework that can accommodate variation in
linguistic output, including deviant utterances as a part of the whole working grammar.

Every speaker has multiple options to express an idea. Sometimes, speakers produce an un-
intentional utterance that deviates from the standard language. For instance (1) is a speech error
known as a blend. While nonsensical in its own right, it blends two well-formed responses “It really
is” and “Very” to the hypothetical question “Isn’t this lovely?”

(1) 1t very is (Fromkins 2002, #450)

Deviations such as (1) are often excluded from linguistic analysis, or glossed over as an outlier.
However, “unintentional deviations from what we attempt to produce ... provide a window into
the tacit knowledge underlying speech (Goldrick 2011: 397).” Meringer and Mayer (1895) ack-
nowledged that and produced one of the first psycholinguistic studies centered around speech
errors, by collecting and analyzing slips of the tongue as evidence of the language production
process.

More recently, Goldrick et al. (GPS, 2016) drew attention to doubling in codeswitching cor-
pora. Using the example utterance (2), GPS develop an analysis in GSC and claim that this rare
code-switch is a probable output from the grammar.

(2) they gave me a research grant koqutaa (Sankoff et al. 1990: 93)
they gave me a research grant gave.3.PL.PAST
‘They gave me a research grant’

GPS’s analysis of doubling criticized regarding whether or not doubling is actually a codeswit-
ching phenomenon or if it is a “performance error” or a result of “misfiring” during the produc-
tion process (Deuchar & Biberauer 2016: 881).

The question central to this talk is: why must there be a distinction between performance
errors, misfires and rare linguistic phenomenon? Is there a way to embrace all linguistic output
and fit all of the pieces into the puzzle?
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