Language Change as Iterated Chinese Whispers

Language change can be thought of as an iterated sequence of "Chinese Whispers" game writ large over many repeated mutations. Any model of long-term mutation should ideally be compatible with understanding the mechanisms of single mutations themselves. In this project we will make use of annotating and analyzing a database of over 2000 spontaneously notated slips of the ear -- moments in which utterances such as "You minus the freakout mode" are perceived as "You minus the free download". Slips of the ear occur most often in noisy environments (e.g. pubs), over bad connections (e.g. cell phones), during dialect contact (where the allophonic rules may differ between speaker and hearer), and in song lyrics (where instrumental music and rhythmic demands may compromise clarity). The input and output of this perception process are best modeled by taking into account factors such as consonant identification cues, stressed vs. unstressed syllables, and word boundary ambiguity. The goal of this project will be to produce a "confusion matrix" of slips of the ear, analyzing the mechanisms that give rise to them and attempting to illustrate their applicability for understanding the recurrent and categorical slips that ultimately constitute one source of language change.

