
Paradigm levelling in Spanish as a case of
Syncretism

Guido Vanden Wyngaerd

DMmeets Nano
Universität Wien

15‐16 July 2025

1 / 68



Outline

Introduction

Prerequisites

The analysis

Conclusion

2 / 68



Outline

Introduction

Prerequisites

The analysis

Conclusion

3 / 68



Introduction

I II III
V TV Φ V TV Φ V TV Φ

INF cant á r tem é r part í r
SG 1 cánt Ø o tém Ø o párt Ø o

2 cánt a s tém e s párt e s
3 cánt a Ø tém e Ø párt e Ø

PL 1 cant á mos tem é mos part í mos
2 cant á is tem é is part í is
3 cánt a n tém e n párt e n

‘to sing’ ‘to fear’ ‘to leave’
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L1: 1SG.PRS.IND, Class I‐II‐III

I II III
V TV Φ V TV Φ V TV Φ

INF cant á r tem é r part í r
SG 1 cánt Ø o tém Ø o párt Ø o

2 cánt a s tém e s párt e s
3 cánt a Ø tém e Ø párt e Ø

PL 1 cant á mos tem é mos part í mos
2 cant á is tem é is part í is
3 cánt a n tém e n párt e n
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L2: PRS.IND, Class II‐III

I II III
V TV Φ V TV Φ V TV Φ

INF cant á r tem é r part í r
SG 1 cánt Ø o tém Ø o párt Ø o

2 cánt a s tém e s párt e s
3 cánt a Ø tém e Ø párt e Ø

PL 1 cant á mos tem é mos part í mos
2 cant á is tem é is part í is
3 cánt a n tém e n párt e n

6 / 68



L3: PRS.SBJV, Class II‐III

I II III
V TV Φ V TV Φ V TV Φ

SG 1 cánt e Ø tém a Ø párt a Ø
2 cánt e s tém a s párt a s
3 cánt e Ø tém a Ø párt a Ø

PL 1 cant é mos tem á mos part á mos
2 cant é is tem á is part á is
3 cánt e n tém a n párt a n
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Introduction

Three types of paradigmatic levelling:
▶ L1
▶ 1SG PRS IND
▶ total (neutralises all Class distinctions)
▶ no TV

▶ L2
▶ PRS.IND
▶ partial (Class II‐III)
▶ in certain parts of the paradigm

▶ L3
▶ PRS.SBJV
▶ partial (Class II‐III)
▶ all persons/numbers
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In a nutshell

▶ the levelling phenomenon can be explained in terms of the
nanosyntactic concept of root size
▶ roots ‘select’ a TV in function of their size
▶ roots may ‘shrink’ to become the same size as the roots of

another verb class
▶ this causes the levelling phenomenon
▶ the roots of Class III may appear in four different sizes,

(corresponding to the three types of levelling)
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The functional sequence (after Cortiula 2023)

ϕP

ϕ TP

T MoodP

Mood AspP

Asp SPI
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The functional sequence (after Cortiula 2023)

ϕP

ϕ TP

T IndP

Ind MoodP

Mood AspP

Asp SPI
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The functional sequence (after Cortiula 2023)

SpkrP

Spkr PartP

Part πP

π PlP

Pl #P

# DgP

Dg TP

T …

PERSON

NUMBER

14 / 68
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Phrasal lexicalisation

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
II 3SG IND tem e
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Root size

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
I 3SG IND cant a
II 3SG IND tem e
III 1PL IND part i mos
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Root allomorphy

AP C1 C2
POS good
CMPR bett er

(Caha et al. 2019)
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L1: 1SG.IND, Class I‐II‐III

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
I 3SG IND cant a

1SG IND cant o *
II 3SG IND tem e

1SG IND tem o *
III 1PL IND part i mos

1SG IND part o *
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L1: 1SG.IND, Class I‐II‐III: root allomorphy

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
I 3SG IND cant a

1SG IND cant o *
II 3SG IND cab e

1SG IND quep o *
III 1PL IND ven i mos

1SG IND veng o *
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L2: PRS.IND, Class II‐III

I II III
V TV Φ V TV Φ V TV Φ

INF cant á r tem é r part í r
SG 1 cánt Ø o tém Ø o párt Ø o

2 cánt a s tém e s párt e s
3 cánt a Ø tém e Ø párt e Ø

PL 1 cant á mos tem é mos part í mos
2 cant á is tem é is part í is
3 cánt a n tém e n párt e n
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Class I

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 cant o *

2 cant a s
3 cant a

PL 1 cant a mos
2 cant a is
3 cant a n
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Class II

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 tem o *

2 tem e s
3 tem e

PL 1 tem e mos
2 tem e is
3 tem e n
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Class III

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 part o *

2 part i s
3 part i

PL 1 part i mos
2 part i is
3 part i n
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Class III

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 part o

2 part e s
3 part e

PL 1 part i mos
2 part i is
3 part e n
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The data

II III
V TV Φ V TV Φ

SG 1 tem Ø o pid Ø o
2 tem e s pid e s
3 tem e Ø pid e Ø

PL 1 tem e mos ped i mos
2 tem e is ped i is
3 tem e n pid e n
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The data

Class I Class II Class III
INF 3SG.PFV.PST INF 3SG.PFV.PST INF 3SG.PFV.PST

e‐i ped‐í‐r pid‐i‐ó
compet‐í‐r compit‐i‐ó
correg‐í‐r corrig‐i‐ó
repet‐í‐r repit‐i‐ó
segu‐í‐r sig‐i‐ó

o‐u dorm‐í‐r durm‐i‐ó
mor‐í‐r mur‐i‐ó
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The data

Correlation
theme vowel i e~� ~�
root allomorph ped pid

dorm durm
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The data

Correlation
theme vowel H M~� ~�
root allomorph M H
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Could it be phonology?

Theme Vowel Lowering (Arregi 2000: 16)
i → e / V[stress]C0 (i is a theme vowel)

III III
V TV Φ TVL V TV Φ

SG 1 párt Ø o párt Ø o
2 párt i s → párt e s
3 párt i Ø → párt e Ø

PL 1 part í mos part í mos
2 part í is part í is
3 párt i n → párt e n
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Could it be phonology?

Theme Vowel Lowering (Arregi 2000: 16)
i → e / V[stress]C0 (i is a theme vowel)

III III
V TV Φ TVL V TV Φ

SG 1 píd Ø o píd Ø o
2 píd i s → píd e s
3 píd i Ø → píd e Ø

PL 1 ped í mos ped í mos
2 ped í is ped í is
3 píd i n → píd e n
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TV Lowering

▶ takes care of the e/i alternation in the TV of PRS.IND
▶ has nothing to say about the allomorphy in the roots of the

verbs that have it
▶ nonmodular: phonological rule needs access to morphological

information

lapiz ‘pencil’
poli ‘police’ (inf.; policia)
cari ‘darling’ (inf.; cariño)
piti ‘cigarette’ (sl.)
bisi ‘great‐grandparent (bisabuelo/a)
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Could it be phonology?

Dissimilation (Embick 2012: 33)
i → e / (C)i
(for the specified class of Roots)

III III
V TV Φ DISS V TV Φ

SG 1 píd Ø o píd Ø o
2 píd e s píd e s
3 píd e Ø píd e Ø

PL 1 pid í mos → ped í mos
2 pid í is → ped í is
3 píd e n píd e n
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Could it be phonology?

Dissimilation (Embick 2012: 33)
i → e / (C)i
(for the specified class of Roots)

III III
V TV Φ DISS V TV Φ

SG 1 vív Ø o vív Ø o
2 vív e s vív e s
3 vív e Ø vív e Ø

PL 1 viv í mos ↛ viv í mos
2 viv í is ↛ viv í is
3 vív e n vív e n

42 / 68



Dissimilation

▶ takes care of the e/i alternation in the roots of the verbs that
show it
▶ has nothing to say about the e/i alternation in the TV (or has to

additionally assume TV Lowering)
▶ is nonmodular (the phonology needs access to lexical

information)
▶ does not explain why Dissimilation is restricted to Class III (e.g.

cant‐a‐mos, tem‐e‐mos)
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Could it be phonology?

Underspecification (Gorman and Reiss 2024)

▶ Underspecification
viv‐ pId‐

/i/ =



+SYLLABIC
−BACK
−ROUND
+HIGH
−LOW
+ATR


/I/ =


+SYLLABIC
−BACK
−ROUND
−LOW
+ATR


▶ I → e (‘lowering’)� −BACK

−LOW
�
⊔ � −HIGH 	 / C0

� −BACK
+HIGH

�
▶ I → i� −LOW � ⊔ � +HIGH 	
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Could it be phonology?

III III
V TV Φ V TV Φ

SG 1 pId Ø o → pid Ø o
2 pId e s → pid e s
3 pId e Ø → pid e Ø

PL 1 pId i mos → ped i mos
2 pId i is → ped i is
3 pId e n → pid e n
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Could it be phonology?

III III
V TV Φ V TV Φ

SG 1 vív Ø o vív Ø o
2 vív e s vív e s
3 vív e Ø vív e Ø

PL 1 viv í mos viv í mos
2 viv í is viv í is
3 vív e n vív e n
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Underspecification

▶ takes care of the e/i alternation in the roots of the verbs that
show it
▶ has nothing to say about the e/i alternation in the TV (or has to

additionally assume TV Lowering)
▶ does not explain why the e/i alternation is restricted to Class III

47 / 68
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A morphosyntactic account

▶ the morphosyntactic account is modular (does not refer to
phonology at all)
▶ ties the alternation in the TV to that in the root in a principled

manner
▶ explains why the phenomenon of root allomorphy and TV

alternation is restricted to Class III

49 / 68



Class I

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 cant o *

2 cant a s
3 cant a

PL 1 cant a mos
2 cant a is
3 cant a n
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Class II

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 tem o *

2 tem e s
3 tem e

PL 1 tem e mos
2 tem e is
3 tem e n
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Class III

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 part o

2 part e s
3 part e

PL 1 part i mos
2 part i is
3 part e n
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A morphosyntactic account

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 pid o

2 pid e s
3 pid e

PL 1 ped i mos
2 ped i is
3 pid e n
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A morphosyntactic account

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 dig o

2 dic e s
3 dic e

PL 1 dec i mos
2 dec i is
3 dic e n
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L3: PRS.SBJV, CLASS II‐III

I II III
V TV Φ V TV Φ V TV Φ

SG 1 cánt e Ø tém a Ø párt a Ø
2 cánt e s tém a s párt a s
3 cánt e Ø tém a Ø párt a Ø

PL 1 cant é mos tem á mos part á mos
2 cant é is tem á is part á is
3 cánt e n tém a n párt a n
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L3: PRS.SBJV, CLASS II‐III

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
I 3SG IND cant a

1SG IND cant o *
3SG SBJV cant e

II 3SG IND tem e
1SG IND tem o *
3SG SBJV tem a

III 3SG IND part e
1PL IND part i mos
1SG IND part o *
3SG SBJV part a

57 / 68



Class I

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 cant e *

2 cant e s
3 cant e

PL 1 cant e mos
2 cant e is
3 cant e n
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Class II

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 tem a *

2 tem a s
3 tem a

PL 1 tem a mos
2 tem a is
3 tem a n
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Class III

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 part a *

2 part a s
3 part a

PL 1 part a mos
2 part a is
3 part a n
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Class III, with root allomorphy

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
SG 1 pid a *

2 pid a s
3 pid a

PL 1 pid a mos
2 pid a is
3 pid a n
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Class III, with root allomorphy

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
III 3SG IND pid e

1PL IND ped i mos
1SG IND pid o *
3SG SBJV pid a
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Class III, with root allomorphy

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
III 3SG IND dic e

1PL IND dec i mos
1SG IND dig o *
3SG SBJV dig a

63 / 68



L1 and L3

SPI ASP MOOD IND T DG # PL π PART SPKR
I 3SG IND cant a

1SG IND cant o *
3SG SBJV cant e

II 3SG IND cab e
1SG IND quep o *
3SG SBJV quep a

III 1PL IND ven i mos
1SG IND veng o *
3SG SBJV veng a

64 / 68
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Conclusion

3 explained the distribution of Spanish TVs in terms of root size

3 explained the three types of levelling in terms of the ability of
roots to ‘shrink’ to smaller sizes, becoming the same size as the
root of another verb class

3 explained various instances of root allomorphy as a
consequence of this shrinking
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Outline

An alternative: PSN < NR
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Class II

SPI ASP MOOD IND T π PART SPKR # PL MIN
SG 1 tem o

2 tem e s
3 tem e

PL 1 tem e mos
2 tem e is
3 tem e n
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Class III

SPI ASP MOOD IND T π PART SPKR # PL MIN
SG 1 part o

2 part e s
3 part e

PL 1 part i mos
2 part i is
3 part e n
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Class III, with root allomorphy

SPI ASP MOOD IND T π PART SPKR # PL MIN
SG 1 pid o

2 pid e s
3 pid e

PL 1 ped i mos
2 ped i is
3 pid e n
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SBJV

SPI ASP MOOD IND T π PART SPKR # PL MIN
SG 1 cant e

2 cant e s
3 cant e

PL 1 cant e mos
2 cant e is
3 cant e n

5 / 5
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