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Recent work in exemplar-based frameworks of language change have started to fill the 
gaps in our understanding of the relationship between (morpho)syntactic and phonetic effects in 
the evolution of structures and the role that frequency plays in the propagation of linguistic 
change (see Hay & Bresnan 2006). The current paper takes up the issue of representing multiple 
components of linguistic analysis in explaining the co-evolution of form and function of 
morphosyntactic variables. I maintain that a more precise measure of phonetic variability more 
accurately captures the interplay between frequency and context of use exposing gradient 
patterns of language change. I examine periphrastic past forms (e.g., he llegado ‘I have arrived’, 
see Schwenter and Torres Cacoullos 2008) in a corpus of spoken Spanish consisting of 
sociolinguistic interviews with speakers from Alcalá de Henares, Spain. In addition to a 
quantitative treatment of the periphrastic and simple past structures, I develop an acoustic 
analysis of the periphrastic forms adopting current techniques in more precisely measuring 
patterns of consonantal reduction that eschews the categorical approach to these variables (cf. 
Bybee 2002, Blas Arroyo 2006).  

Impressionistic treatments of this variable have suggested similar trends in [ð] reduction 
(see, e.g., Gómez Molina & Gómez Devís 2008), though none have captured the gradient nature 
of this effect. The results, based on a logistic regression model of acoustic intensity differences 
between the target segment ([ð]) and a following vowel (Hualde et al. 2009), reveal significant 
frequency effects when comparing the verbal forms to lexical items. These effects, however, are 
not uniform across a particular paradigm (e.g., past participles), but rather are sensitive to 
phonetic characteristics that influence patterns of segmental reduction (e.g., preceding vocalic 
context). More generally, this analysis provides empirical evidence that the emergence of 
perfective meaning in the periphrastic past in Spanish occurs concomitantly with increased 
phonetic weakness of the intervocalic approximate [ð].  
 


