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Main hypothesis of 
larger project

Large-scale regularization of originally strong verbs 
was a historical event that took place in late 
Middle and Early Modern English...

NOT a manifestation of a pervasive tendency for 
irregular items to regularize.



Overview of this talk

• Part I: Quick crash course in historical English 
verb inflection

• Part II: Regularization, variation, hybridization

• Part III: Hybrid strong/weak verb classes in 
Middle English

• Part IV: Hybrid strong/weak verb classes in Early 
Modern English



Part I: 
Quick crash course in 
historical English verb 

inflection



Strong vs. weak
Many PDE irregular verbs descend from 
Germanic "strong" patterns – forming past 
tense with root-vowel change (ablaut) but 
no tense suffix and participle (originally 
always) with -en suffix (with or without a 
root vowel change): drive–drove–driven, etc.

-(e)d and -t suffixes reflect Germanic "weak" 
pattern – which originally never entailed any 
root-vowel change. 



Irregular weak verbs
Verbs with orthographic -t suffix – and a few with 
-d are "weak irregulars"; some have developed 
root-vowel alternations:

keep–kept; mean–meant; leave–left...  
tell–told; say–said...  
teach–taught; seek–sought...

In a few cases, -t replaces root-final -d:

send–sent; lend–lent...



"No-change" verbs

Verbs whose past tense is identical to their 
present all end in -t or -d; historically some 
reflect old strong patterns:

let; shed; beat–beat–beat(en)

others old weak patterns:

set; rid; put; etc. 



"Vowel-shortening" verbs

Another class with roots ending in -t or -d 
that also reflects a historical mix of old 
strong:

slide–slid; bite–bit(–bitten); shoot–shot

and weak patterns:

hide–hid(–hidden); feed–fed



Type 1 and 2 weak verbs

Early Middle English (ca. 1150-1350) 
maintained a pretty consistent distinction 
between two types of weak verbs:

Type 1: Past tense -t(e) or -d(e) suffix was 
attached directly to the end of the verb.

Type II: A “connecting” schwa preceded the -t(e) 
or -d(e) suffix.



Types 1 and 2 in the 
present tense

Southern and Southwestern dialects of 
early Middle English 

maintained a type-I-vs.-2 distinction in 
present tense forms as well.

The present-tense forms of class-1 weak 
verbs were the same as those of strong 
verbs.



Part II: 
Regularization, variation, 

hybridization



Bloomfield 1933 (1)

"Some nouns fluctuated: [feld] 'field,' plural ['felda] or 
['feldas]. We do not know the origin of this fluctuation, 
but, once granted its existence, we can see in it a 
favoring condition for the spread of the [-as]-plural. A 
neologism like ['sunas] instead of older ['suna] 'sons' 
would perhaps have had no better chance of success 
than a modern foots, had it not been for the familiar 
fluctuation in cases like the word 'field.'" (p. 410)



Bloomfield 1933 (1I)

"We must suppose that in the sixteenth century, 
owing to antecedent developments, there were 
enough alternative plural-forms (say, eyen : eyes, shoon : 
shoes, brethren : brothers) to make an innovation like 
cows relatively inconspicuous and acceptable. " (p. 409)



Morphological blocking and 
the "Unique Entry Principle"

"irregularly inflected forms do not coexist with 
their regular counterparts; if an irregular form 
exists in a word-specific paradigm, its regular 
alternative formed by the general affix paradigm is 
blocked" (Pinker 1996:177)



Hybridization: one type 
of inflectional variation

 “… in some cases, overabundance amounts to 
hybridization  of inflection classes: a group of 
lexemes forms a class that is a hybrid between 
two other inflection classes in that it 
simultaneously allows inflection strategies from 
both.” (Guzmán Naranjo and Bonami 2016) 



Distinguishing hybridization from 
other kinds of inflectional variation 

Guzmán Naranjo and Bonami (2016) show that 
the members of hybrid inflection classes have 
characteristic phonological shapes, just like 
non-hybrid inflection classes (cf. Bybee and 
Moder 1983) 



Pinker’s “Unique Entry Principle” may hold true in 
languages (and language stages) that lack hybrid 
inflectional classes.

But when hybrid inflection classes emerge, inflectional 
variation becomes normal (Bloomfield: “relatively 
inconspicuous and acceptable”) for items with certain 
phonological properties.



Part III:
Hybrid strong/weak 

verb classes in Middle 
English



Some hybrid classes
ou: flow, row, sow, low, crow, grow, blow, know, mow

eu: rue, brew, hew, chew, (au: gnaw)

Root final labials:
p: yelp, help, warp, step, shape, reap, (leap, sleep, weep, 
creep),  
((m)b: climb

v: starve, carve, swerve, delve, shave, grave, shove, heave 

sh: wash, thresh 

back vowel + k ??: bake, ache, brook, ‘suck’, (wreak)

th: seethe, writhe, [mīthen, līthen, snīthen]



Before 1375: 

Weak tokens attested for only a small number of 
originally strong verbs.

From 1375 on: 

Weak numbers increase for some, but not all, verbs 
that previously showed strong/weak variation.

Verbs phonologically similar to those that showed 
strong/weak variation before 1375 are attracted into 
the hybrid classes.



strong weak

flow 8 4

row 6 3

crow 2 0

sow 29 0

grow 15 0

blow 27 0

Before 1375

strong weak

flow 5 19

row 2 10

crow 13 1

sow 101 13

grow 84 18

blow 94 3

From 1375 on



strong weak

rue 17 3

brew 5 0

hew 35 1

chew 0 0

gnaw 17 0

Before 1375 From 1375 on

strong weak

rue 3 21

brew 12 7

hew 90 18

chew 0 11

gnaw 54 3



strong weak

yelp 5 0

help 32 0

warp 63 1

step 27 3

shape 70 17

reap 5 0

Before 1375 From 1375 on

strong weak

yelp 1 2

help 80 14

warp 17 20

step 11 10

shape 242 29

reap 26 7



strong weak

starve 18 2

carve 64 0

swerve 4 0

delve 29 0

shave 7 4

grave 9 6

shove 31 0

heave 91 11

weave 5 0

strong weak

starve 30 5

carve 121 6

swerve 2 9

delve 79 12

shave 52 8

grave 86 16

shove 51 29

heave 66 20

weave 41 12

Before 1375 From 1375 on



strong weak

wash 47 2

thresh 10 0

wax 85 0

seethe 25 1

writhe 11 0

mīthen 0 0

Before 1375 From 1375 on

strong weak

wash 189 40

thresh 14 9

wax 155 27

seethe 89 8

writhe 62 7

mīthen 0 5



strong weak

bake 5 0

ache 5 0

brook 0 0

‘suck’ 15 1

wreak 28 0

swallow 13 3

[berwen] 9 1

strong weak

bake 36 3

ache 3 1

brook 0 2

‘suck’ 19 12

wreak 47 3

swallow 4 58

[berwen] 4 4

Before 1375 From 1375 on



Part III:
Hybrid strong/weak 
verb classes in Early 

Modern English
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Rethinking regularization
Linguists have generally understood 
regularization in strictly negative terms:  
Irregular forms are lost and replaced by 
default forms.

The evidence from English verbs suggests 
that regularization may at least sometimes 
entail the emergence of a new kind of non-
default class: hybrid classes in which 
regular and irregular forms co-exist.
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