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Overview of talk

® Part |: English verb inflection past and present
— A brief introduction

® Part ll: The Great Regularization
® Part lll: Late-modern trends

® Part [V: "Wildfire" — the dynamics of large-
scale regularization



Key points of talk (I)

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

NOT a constant tendency throughout the history
of the language.



Key points of talk (11)

The metaphor of a "wildfire" (or epidemic) — that
(1) feeds on itself for a time, but
(2) eventually runs its course and ends

captures the way this kind of regularization spreads
through the lexicon — with regular-irregular
variation playing a crucial role.



Part I
English verb inflection
past and present:
A brief introduction



Regular vs. Irregular

Vast majority of verbs today are inflectionally
"regular”: form past tense and participle with
(orthographic) -(e)d suffix: walk—-walked, etc.

A few dozen "irregular" verbs form past tense and
participle in a variety of other ways, e.g.:

drive—drove—driven; take—took—taken...
sing—sang—sung; come—came—come...
set—set; beat—beat—beaten...

leave—left; keep—kept; send—sent; say—said...



Strong vs. weak

Many of today's irregular verbs descend from
Germanic "strong” patterns — forming past
tense with root-vowel change (ablaut) but
no tense suffix; participle (originally always)
with -en suffix (with or without a further
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 they
reflect a mix of old strong patterns:

let—let—let; beat—beat—beat(en)
and old weak patterns:

set—set—set; rid—rid—rid; put—put—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



Participles in -(e)n

The -n suffix for past participles reflects the
old strong pattern but has developed a

degree of productivity that is independent of
other strong-vs.-weak issues:

mow—mowed—mown; shave—shaved—shaven

hide—hidden; show—showed—shown



Part |l
The Great Regularization



Beginning mainly in the |14th c. regular, weak past
tense and participle variants start appearing for
almost all originally strong verbs.

Why at this time!...



Morphological change as a reaction
to non-morphological change

There had been only a handful of "irregular” verbs
in Old English.

The inflectional properites of almost all OE strong
and weak verbs were predictable from the
phonological shape of the infinitive (or of most
other present-tense forms).

This predictability progressively breaks down —
due mainly to regular sound changes — over the
course of the | Ith, 12th,and |3th centuries.




Of the ~293 basic strong verbs of OE

® |02 have been lost with no sign of regularization

® 65 are still (more or less) entirely strong today

® |3 show some kind of strong—weak variation in PDE

e |5
o At
® /4

have become irregular weak verbs

east 23 have merged with an originally weak verb

nave regularized (17 of which were later lost).



For 62 of the 74 Old English strong verbs that have

regularized, weak forms are first attested between
1300 and 1450.

Seven additional (more or less low-frequency)
verbs come on board 1481—1589.

Strong—weak variation is widespread in the |5th and
| 6th centuries — among the verbs that would
regularize, but also among the 78 verbs that have
remained (partly or entirely) strong in PDE.

This variation is largely resolved — one way or the
other —in later Early Modern English.
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Part Ill:
Late-modern trends



A widespread misconception primarily among
scholars who are not specialists in the history of
English:

Regularization of originally irregular verbs is
assumed to be a constant tendency
throughout the history of English.



An extreme example:
Lieberman et. al. 2007

"the half-life of irregular verbs is proportional to
the square root of their frequency.[...] Irregular
verbs that occur with a frequency between 10
and 10~ have a half-life of about 300 years,

whereas those with a frequency between 10
and 10-3 have a half-life of 2,000 years." (p. 7 14)



Getting it right: Lounsbury 1908

"From the Elizabethan period to this day not a single
instance can be pointed out of a strong verb becoming
weak, or of having manifested the slightest disposition
to become so." (p.704)

"the struggle between the conjugations exhibits the
remarkable though little remarked spectacle of a
return of language upon itself, of a complete change in
the current of tendency. A movement in one direction
which threatened to sweep everything before it was

much more than arrested. It was actually
reversed.” (703)



lllustrating Lounsbury's point
— with data from COHA

The English Bible, Shakespeare, Milton [...],
will be searched in vain for such a tense-
form as woke. In all these works the preterite
is invariably waked. [...] it was not till the
latter part of the eighteenth century that the
now common preterite woke makes frequent
appearance in books. (Lounsbury 1908:705)




...and look what has happened since
Lounsbury wrote those words in 1908

(data from COHA):

woke

SECTION | 1810 | 1820 | 1830 | 1840 | 1850 | 1860 | 1870 [ 1880 | 1890 | 1900 | 1910 | 1920 | 1930 | 1940 | 1950 | 1960 | 1970 [ 1980 | 1990 | 2000
FREQ 9 21 92 77 158 210 211 187 195 235 279 269 370 452 430 506 541 651 959 843 | SECTICON
PER MIL | 7.62 | 3.03 | 6.68 | 480 | ©.59 | 12.31 | 11.37 | 9.20 | 9.47 | 10.63 | 12.29 | 10.49 | 15.04 | 18.56 | 17.52 | 21.10 | 22.72 | 25.71 | 34.32 | 28.51
# TOKENS
SEE ALL
YEARS SIZE
AT ONCE
PER MILLION
— [ 1]
SECTION | 1810 [ 1820 | 1830 | 1840 | 1850 | 1860 | 1870 | 1880 | 1890 [ 1900 | 1910 | 1920 | 1930 | 1940 | 1950 | 1960 | 1970 | 1980 | 1990 | 2000
FREQ 7 31 86 125 95 114 142 131 127 138 110 101 91 71 71 46 39 12 20 6 SECTION
PER MIL | 5.03 | 4.48 | 6.24 | 7.79 | 577 | 6.68 | 7.65 | 645 | 6.16 | 6.25 | 4.85 | 3.94 | 3.0 | 2.92 | 2.89 | 1.2 | 1.64 | 0.47 | 072 | 0.20 | 1820
# TOKENS
31
Years e927,273
AT ONCE /927,
PER MILLION
4.48
— —_




"Only one strong preterite has been added to the
language since the Elizabethan period, [...]. Digged is the
only form of the past tense of dig found in our version
of the Bible, in Shakespeare, in Milton, or in any writer
of the period. It was not until the latter part of the
seventeenth century that the now authorized preterite
[dug] made its appearance in literature. [...]



dug

SECTION| 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000
FREQ 3 67 115 163 181 195 201 190 236 310 386 385 374 459 476 350 376 441 545 627
PER MIL| 2.54 S.67 8.35 10.16 | 10.99 | 11.43 | 10.83 S.35 11.46 | 14,03 | 17.44 | 15.40 | 15.20 | 20.49 | 19.39 | 16.27 | 15.79 | 17.42 | 19.51 | 21.21
SEE ALL
YEARS
AT ONCE

I
disced
SECTION| 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 13900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000
FREQ 2 4 13 S 10 5 4 s 12 18 =] 8 1 13 0 0 0 1 0 2
PER MIL| 1.69 0.58 0.94 0.31 0.61 0.29 0.22 0.25 0.58 0.81 0.40 0.31 0.04 0.53 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.04 0.00 0.07
SEE ALL
YEARS
AT ONCE

e —

dig (verb lexeme)
SECTION| 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1830 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000
FREQ 8 117 269 352 392 451 493 445 500 703 Q11 1000 Q49 1099 1109 Qg7 1071 1068 1292 1511
PER MIL| 6.77 16,89 | 19,53 | 21.83 | 23.80 | 26.44 | 26,56 | 21.80 | 24.27 | 31.81 | 40.13 | 38.98 | 38.57 | 45.14 | 45,18 | 41.58 | 44,97 | 42.19 | 46.24 | 51.10
SEE ALL
YEARS

AT ONCE




We can see the present attitude illustrated in the
case of dive. [...] All that would be needed to
establish it in good usage would be its adoption
by a number of great writers, [...]. But of that
event coming to pass there are no signs; and until
it does come to pass, dove must stand in the list of
condemned expressions.” (Lounsbury 1908:706).



dove

SECTION| 1810 | 1820 | 1830 | 1840 | 1850 | 1860 | 1870 | 1880 | 1890 | 1900 [ 1910 | 1920 | 1930 | 1940 | 1950 | 1960 | 1970 | 1980 | 1890 | 2000
FREQ 0 0 3 5 7 3 5 4 5 13 13 8 18 31 21 28 35 47 65 60
PER MIL| 0.00 | 0.00 | 0.22 | 0.31 | 0.42 | 0.18 | 0.27 0.20 0.24 | 0.58 0.57 0.31 0.73 1.27 0.86 1.17 1.47 1.86 | 2.33 2.03
SEE ALL

YEARS

AT ONCE

1 hl_\\’_m

dived

SECTION| 1810 | 1820 | 1830 | 1840 | 1850 | 1860 | 1870 | 1880 | 1890 | 1900 | 1910 | 1920 | 1930 | 1940 | 1950 | 1960 | 1870 | 1980 | 1990 | 2000
FREQ 0 1 14 24 34 28 25 30 45 64 88 107 102 157 110 76 83 S0 71 74
PER MIL| 0.00 | 0.14 1.02 1.50 | 2.06 | 1.64 1.35 1.48 2.18 2.90 3.88 4.17 4.15 6.45 4.48 3.17 3.49 3.56 2.54 2.50
SEE ALL

YEARS

AT ONCE
dive (lexeme)

SECTION| 1810 | 1820 | 1830 | 1840 | 1850 | 1860 | 1870 | 1880 | 1890 [ 1900 | 1910 | 1920 | 1930 | 1940 | 1850 | 1960 | 1970 | 1980 | 1990 | 2000
FREQ 3 23 86 116 106 77 100 114 122 174 150 225 260 374 282 283 281 372 458 508
PER MIL| 2.54 | 3.32 | 6.24 | 7.23 | 644 | 451 | 539 | 561 | 592 | 7.87 | 8.37 8.77 | 10.57 11536 [11.49| 11.80 | 11.80 | 14.69 | 16.39 | 17.21
SEE ALL

YEARS

AT ONCE




...and dive is no longer alone



spat (as past tense/participle of spit)

SECTION| 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000
FREQ 0 2 3 8 6 15 12 24 33 64 87 120 224 257 224 176 151 213 182 229
PER MIL| 0.00 0.29 0.22 0.50 0.36 0.88 0.65 1.18 1.60 2.50 3.83 4,68 9,10 10.56 9,13 7.34 6.34 8.41 6.87 7.75
SEE ALL
YEARS
AT ONCE
|
I | | |
spit (verb lexeme)
SECTION| 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 | 2000
FREQ S 23 85 66 g1 66 67 112 103 170 209 332 683 537 529 457 477 506 656 785
PER MIL| 4.23 3.32 6.17 4,11 5.52 3.87 3.61 5.51 5.00 7.69 9,21 | 12.94 | 27.76 | 22.06 | 21.55 | 19.06 | 20.03 | 19.99 | 23.48 | 26.55
SEE ALL
YEARS
AT ONCE




shuck

SECTION| 1810 | 1820 | 1830 | 1840 | 1850 | 1860 | 1870 | 1880 [ 1890 | 1500 1910 | 1920 1930 1940 | 1850 1960 1970 1980 1950 2000
FREQ 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 1 0 1 3 1 4 ) 7 17 30 24 62 91
PER MIL| 0.C0 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.00 0.05 0.00 0.05 0.18 0.04 0.16 0.25 0.29 0.71 1.26 0.95 2.22 3.08
SEE ALL

YEARS

AT ONCE

—— —

SECTION| 1810 | 1820 | 1830 | 1840 | 1850 | 1860 | 1870 | 1880 1890 1800 | 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 | 2000
FREQ 0 0 11 11 5 11 13 11 32 56 74 91 62 79 87 74 84 71 108 104
PER MIL| 0.00 | 0.00 | 0.80 0.69 0.30 0.64 0.70 0.54 1.55 2.53 3.26 3.55 2.52 3.24 3.54 3.09 3.53 2.80 3.87 3.52
SEE ALL

YEARS

AT ONCE

| “_“
I | | |

SECTION| 1810 | 1820 | 1830 | 1840 | 1850 | 1860 | 1870 | 1880 | 1850 | 1900 [ 1910 | 1920 | 1930 | 1940 | 1950 | 1960 | 1970 | 1980 [ 1990 | 2000
FREQ 18 12 30 55 45 400 75 84 125 185 266 2595 250 272 312 255 350 346 540 686
PER MIL| 15.24 | 1.73 2.18 3.43 2.73 | 23.45 | 4.26 4.13 5.07 837 | 11.72 | 11,66 | 10.16 | 11.17 | 12.71 | 12.30 | 16.38 | 13.67 | 18.33 | 23.54

SEE ALL
YEARS
AT ONCE

=




A few variably irregular weak verbs do show
increasing preference for the regular form

burnt

SECTION| 1810 | 1820 | 1830 | 1840 | 1850 | 1860 | 1870 | 1880 | 1890 [ 1900 | 1910 | 1920 | 1930 | 1940 | 1850 | 1960 | 1970 | 1980 | 1990 | 2000
FREQ 30 176 189 279 248 268 273 250 191 186 171 207 211 176 157 136 115 157 201 157
PER MIL| 25.40 | 25.41 | 13.72 | 17.38 | 15.06 | 15.71 | 14,71 | 12.31 | 9.27 | 8.42 | 7.53 8.07 8.58 7.23 6.40 5.67 4.83 6.20 7.18 6.66
SEE ALL

YEARS

AT ONCE

SECTION| 1810 | 1820 | 1830 | 1840 | 1850 | 1860 | 1870 | 1880 | 1850 | 1900 | 1910 | 1520 | 1930 | 1940 | 1950 | 1960 | 1970 | 1980 | 1990 | 2000
FREQ 11 86 232 432 482 655 669 790 843 964 838 1097 | 1096 | 1113 | 1076 | 908 911 1034 | 1187 | 1265
PERMIL| 9.31 [12.41 | 16.84 | 26,52 | 29.26 | 38.41 | 36.04 | 38.89 | 40.92 | 43.62 | 36.92 | 42.76 | 44.55 | 45.71 | 43.84 | 37.87 | 38.25 | 40.84 | 42.48 | 42.78
SEE ALL

YEARS

AT ONCE




But others have been changing
in the opposite direction

leapt

SECTION 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1850 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1850 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000

FREQ 1 15 30 30 14 22 9 22 42 26 42 83 85 88 43 59 77 134 185 272 SECTICON

PER MIL 0.85 2.17 2.18 1.87 0.85 1.29 0.48 1.08 2.04 1.18 1.85 3.24 3.45 3.61 1.75 2.46 3.23 5.29 6.62 9.20

# TOKENS
SEE ALL
YEARS SIZE
AT ONCE

PER MILLION

leaped

SECTION | 1810 | 1820 | 1830 | 1840 | 1850 | 1860 | 1870 | 1880 | 1890 | 1900 | 1910 | 1920 | 1930 | 1940 [ 1950 | 1960 | 1970 | 1980 | 1990 [ 2000
FREQ 3 205 | 253 369 250 330 315 350 | 479 743 751 817 691 529 556 430 314 453 317 282 | SECTION
PER MIL | 2.54 | 29.59 | 18.37 | 22.99 | 15.18 | 19.35 | 16.97 | 17.23 | 23.25 | 33.62 | 33.08 | 31.85 | 28.09 | 21.73 | 22.65 | 17.93 | 13.18 | 17.89 | 11.35 | 9.5¢ | 1820
# TOKENS
205
Years 21357 173
AT ONCE 1927,
PER MILLION
29.59
1




catched

SECTION | 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000

FREQ 0 4 25 7 4 13 7 5

0.04 0.28 0.04 0.21 0.08 0.08 0.00 0.07

PER MIL 0.00 0.58 1.81 0.44 0.24 0.76 0.38 0.25 0.44 0.18 0.18 0.18
SEE ALL

YEARS
AT ONCE




The "no-change” class:

signs of real productivity
fitted

1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 1500 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000
550 604 644 574 575 538 556 450 354 378 29S8 248 262
22.41 21.87 22.84 18.33 14.76 15.91 11.81 8.88 8.86

SECTION 1810 1820
FREQ 20 258 467 561 656 530 508
PER MIL 16.93 37.39 33.90 34.96 39.83 31.08 27.42 27.07 28.32 258.14 25.29

SEE ALL
YEARS
AT ONCE

fit (verb lexeme)

1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 1890 1900 1910 1920 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 2000
1009 87s 1172 1235 1487 1413 1486 1481 1507 1464 1279 1371 1540 2031 2173

SECTION 1810
FREQ 48 418 862 1022 1165

PER MIL 40.64 60.34 62.58 63.68 70.73 58.16 52.74 57.68 58.95 67.29 62.24 57.93 60.20 61.89 58.65 53.34 57.57 60.83 72.69 73.49

SEE ALL
YEARS
AT ONCE




Part IV:
"Wildfire" —

the dynamics of large-
scale regularization



Bloomfield 1933 (I)

"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 (11)

"It seems that at any one stage of a language, certain
features are relatively stable and others relatively
unstable.VWe 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)



The standard view

® Many scholars regard the widespread variation
in verbal inflection found in late Middle and
early Early Modern English as the "natural”
state of a language...

® ..and the relative uniformity of later Modern
English as an artificial product of
standardization

® but what about...



Morphological blocking and
the "Unique Entry Principle”

"irregularly inflected forms do not coexist with
their regular conterparts; if an irregular form exists
in a word-specific paradigm, its regular alternative

formed by the general affix paradigm is
blocked" (Pinker 1996:177)

This principle is in no way limited to standardized
languages.




The wildfire (or epidemic) metaphor

Widespread variation between regular and
irregular inflected forms can arise in a language —
under certain circumstances

Once such variation starts spreading, it tends to
spread "like wildfire" through the lexicon.

But this type of variation constitutes an inherently
unstable state for a language.

Within a few generations the wildfire/epidemic is
bound to run its course, restoring the stable state
captured in the Unique Entry Principle.
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