
44 45

We
Leonardo Barón Birchenall, Noël Nguyen 
Aix Marseille Univ, CNRS, LPL, Aix-en-Provence, France

leonardo.baron@lpl-aix.fr

Ander Egurtzegi 
Institute of Phonetics and Speech Processing, Ludwig Maximilians University Munich, 
Germany

egurtzegi@phonetik.uni-muenchen.de

Rhythmic convergence during conversational interactions: 
preliminary evidence in Spanish-speaking dyads

Reciprocal metathesis: the transposition of 
two non-adjacent segments

In some theoretical frameworks, an increase of similarity in speech patterns, known as 
phonetic convergence, occurs automatically between speakers during conversations (e.g. 
Louwerse et al., 2012). The present work focuses on the interaction between speech rhythm 
and phonetic convergence in an interactive task. Specifically, given that repetitions of a 
speech stimulus can reduce the time and neural activation needed for its processing, and 
that multiple repetitions significantly enhance memory and learning (Falk et al., 2014), we 
propose that the use of regular rhythmic structures during conversations produces more 
convergence between speakers with respect to irregular rhythmic structures. We created a 
set of stimuli consisting of seven groups of 16 nine- or eight-syllable Spanish sentences 
each. Each group had a particular rhythmic structure, obtained through the arrangement of 
different types of words (oxytones, paroxytones, proparoxytones and unstressed words) in feet 
of different length. Rhythmic structures were composed as follows (unstressed syllables are 
represented by a lowercase x and stressed syllables by an uppercase X): regular structures 
(xxXxxXxxX, XxxXxxXxx, XxXxXxXx), irregular structures (xxXxXxxXx, XxXXxxxXx, 
XxXXxxXx, XxxxXxxXx). We tested four dyads of Spanish native speakers separately in a 
reading - repetition task, with different combinations of the rhythmic structures. A rhythmic 
distance score, proposed by Späth et al. (2016), served to determine the degree of 
convergence between the interlocutors’ rhythms. Results indicate a greater amount of 
convergence between regular structures with respect to irregular ones, when feet nuclei are 
left aligned. Detail will be given on the response patterns observed in the other conditions, 
and implications for current models of phonetic convergence in speech will be discussed.

In this paper, I present an outline of the little-studied reciprocal metathesis (Ultan 1978), 
which refers to the cases of metathesis that involve two different non-adjacent segments  
that exchange their positions with one another without directly affecting the rest of the 
sequence. This kind of metathesis is exemplified by examples such as Lat. leriquiae  
< Lat. rēlĭquĭae ‘relic’, Fr. moustique ‘mosquito’ (cf. Lat. musca ‘fly’) and non-standard 
English irrevelant < standard English irrelevant. Although this process is not as widely 
discussed in the literature as other kinds of metathesis, it has been known since the early 
20th century (cf. Brugmann 1904 [1970]).
In order for reciprocal metathesis to occur, the two affected segments typically need to be  
in the same syllabic position – i.e., onset, nucleus or coda – and they need to share some 
crucial phonological features. In languages such as Basque or Greek, reciprocal metathesis 
affects not only consonants, as in Basque bage > gabe ‘without’ or erakutsi > eratsuki 
‘show’, but vowels as well, as shown by atera > etara ‘come out’ or alkandora > alkondara 
‘shirt’ (Egurtzegi 2014). This paper presents examples of reciprocal metathesis from a wide 
variety of languages, including Greek, Spanish, Sardinian, Polish, Saraiki and Basque. 
I hypothesize that, unlike other kinds of metathesis such as perceptual metathesis (Blevins  
& Garrett 2004), reciprocal metathesis originates in motor planning errors, being similar to 
the speech error usually regarded as spoonerism (MacKay 1970), in which the sequential 
order of two segments is involuntarily reversed (cf. overinflated state	→	overinstated flate; 
pus pocket	→	pos pucket; Goldstein 1968). These speech errors are the consequence  
of the influence of some planning elements —such as gestures— in others through priming, 
coactivation, inhibition, etc. (Garrett & Johnson 2013). I propose that reciprocal metathesis 
involves cases of gesture exchange errors that can be incorporated into a language, thus 
yielding sound change. This hypothesis implies that not only segments, but also lower units 
in the speech chain can exchange their sequential positions with one another as an instance 
of reciprocal metathesis at the feature level. This is the case in Standard Polish izdɛpka > 
North Mazovian Polish izbɛtka ‘room (dim.)’ and Hindi bittiː to Saraiki (Western Punjabi, 
Indo-Aryan) piddiː	‘small’. 
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