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We investigated strong-verb paradigm leveling in German, Dutch,
English, and Swedish, and found significant differences in ablaut
leveling and class change towards the weak conjugation. Swedish
favors ablaut patterns retaining a difference between the preterite and
the past participle, while German, Dutch, and English favor a common
vowel for both forms. In change from the strong to the weak conjuga-
tion in Swedish, the preterite is more resistant than the past participle,
while in the other languages it is the reverse. We provide a unified
explanation for these facts based on differences in category frequency
due to the prominence or lack of an aspectual distinction between
preterite and perfect.”

1. Introduction.

In this article, we compare the behavior of four Germanic languages—
German, Dutch, English, and Swedish—with respect to strong-verb
paradigm leveling. As a shared development, ablaut alternations were
simplified, and as the most extreme simplification, strong verbs have
been changing towards the weak conjugation. Nevertheless, we found
significant differences across languages, both in the direction of ablaut
leveling (section 2) and in the progression of change towards the weak
conjugation (section 3). Swedish favors ablaut patterns that keep the
preterite (pret) and past participle (PP) vowels distinct, while the other
three languages favor a common vowel for both forms.' In class change,

* We would like to thank Janet Duke for proofreading the manuscript. Of course,
we are responsible for all remaining mistakes.

" In research on Swedish, the past participle form used in the perfect periphrasis
is called the SUPINE. It is invariant (for instance, sjungit ‘sung’) as opposed to
the past participle in attributive and predicative function (for instance, bunden
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the preterite precedes the past participle in German, Dutch, and English.
In Swedish, the leveling direction is reversed.

We provide a unified functional explanation for these different
patterns (section 4), assuming that the differences in leveling are con-
ditioned primarily by the common denominator of aspectuality. We
argue in section 4.1 that Swedish has retained a stronger aspectual
distinction between the preterite and the perfect, while in German and
Dutch the perfect has been grammaticalized towards general past. In
section 4.2, we argue that this functional difference determines different
ratios of preterite versus perfect (and thus past participle) frequency of
use. We support our claim by a small corpus survey in section 5.1. Token
frequency, in its turn, indicates the degree of a form’s cognitive
entrenchment and thus its susceptibility to analogical leveling. English,
in spite of its strong aspectual distinction, behaves similarly to German
and Dutch with respect to leveling, which is discussed in section 5.2. Our
conclusions are summed up in section 6.

2. Leveling of Preterital Number Ablaut.

In earlier stages of development, all four languages exhibited preterital
number ablaut in the strong verb system, that is, different ablaut vowels
appeared in the singular and the plural preterite forms. This distinction
by means of qualitative or quantitative ablaut was leveled out in the
modern varieties of all four languages. Table 1 illustrates this complex
process in a simplified way.

SG.PRET. PL.PRET.

Swedish
German German
English English

Dutch

Table 1. Direction of ablaut leveling in the preterite.

As table 1 indicates, leveling took different directions in each language:
Swedish always generalized the vowel of the singular (indicated by the

‘bound’ common gender singular, bundet ‘bound’ neuter singular). For sake of
consistency, we use past participle throughout.



Strong Verb Leveling 339

crossed-out cell; see also table 2). Dutch went in the opposite direction
extending the vowel of the plural to the singular (table 3). In German,
either the singular or the plural forms prevailed, depending on the
respective ablaut class (table 4). English behaved similarly to German,
except that in some cases the preterite forms were remodeled after the
past participle (table 5), which sets English apart from the other three
languages.

Thus, different alternation types resulted from different leveling
directions, as shown by selected examples for each language in tables 2—
5.2 In Swedish, where the preterite singular forms were generalized
throughout (indicated by brackets), for the plural forms the patterns ABA
and ABC arose. Both of these patterns—and this is the crucial point—
preserve a difference between the preterite and the past participle via
ablaut, as shown in table 2 for skriva (see Schmuck 2010).

Class INF/ PRET. PRET. PP Alternation
PRES SG. PL.
1 Sk'rlva sk.r.gv (skrivo) SkI’lV:lt ABA
2 bjuda bod (budo) budit
3 f;r}na fann (fg?no) fgnqlt ABC
4 béra bar (baro) burit
5 giva gav (gévo) givit ABA

Table 2. Grade reduction in Swedish.?

In Dutch, the grade-reduction within the preterite only affected classes
1-3, but not classes 4 and 5, which retain quantitative number ablaut (see
table 3). Nevertheless, the generalization of the plural forms in classes 1-
3 resulted in the alternation type ABB, that is, the preterite and past
participle forms share the same vowel.

> We do not consider classes 6 and 7 because they never had preterital number
ablaut, and they always show alternation type ABA (for example, Dutch slapen—
sliep, sliepen—geslapen ‘sleep’).

3 skriva ‘write’, bjuda *bid’, finna ‘find’, béira ‘bear’, giva ‘give’.
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Class | INF, PRET. PRET. PP Alternation
PRES SG. PL.
1 riden (réd) réden geréden
2 bieden (bodd) bdden gebdden ABB
3 vinden | (vand) vonden | gevonden
4 stelen stal stilen gestdlen ABB’C
5 geven gaf gaven gegeven ABB’A

Table 3. Grade reduction in Dutch.?*

German also strengthened the ABB-type (classes 1, 2), but in the
leveling process the patterns ABC (classes 3, 4) and ABA (class 5)
emerged as well, as shown in table 4 (see Niibling 1998:188).

Class | INF, | PRET. | PRET. PP Alternation
PRES SG. PL.
1 riten (reit) riten geritten ABB
2 bieten bot (buten) geboten
3 finden fand | (funden) | gefunden ABC
4 stelen (stal) stalen gestolen
5 geben (gab) | glben gegeben ABA

Table 4. Grade reduction in German.

Unlike in Swedish, Dutch, and German, leveling in English was carried
out differently within the single ablaut classes, consequently leading to
different alternation types within each class (table 5; see Algeo & Pyles
2005:170-176). Thus, some verbs of classes 1 and 3, such as write and
sing, generalized their singular forms, while others, such as bite and spin,
generalized their plural forms. Verbs from class 2 and 4 mainly re-
formed their preterites from the past participle. As a result, the
alternation types ABB, ABC, and ABA emerged.

* riden ‘ride’, bieden ‘bid’, vinden ‘find’, stelen ‘steal’, geven ‘give’. See van
Bree 1987:209-219.
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Class | INF/ PRET. PRET. PP Alternation
PRES SG. PL.

1 wiritan wrat (writon) writen ABC
1 bitan (bat) biton biten ABB
2 cleofan | (cleaf) | (clufon) clofen ABB
3 singan sang (sungon) sungen ABC

spinnan | (span) | spunnon | spunnen ABB
4 beran (baer) (b&ron) boren ABB
5 gifan geaf géafon gifen ABA

Table 5. Grade reduction in English.

Hence, synchronically we observe the following main differences
concerning the alternation types across languages (compare table 6):
German, English, and particularly Dutch, strengthened foremost patterns
with a common ablaut vowel in the preterite and the past participle
(ABB), whereas Swedish lacks this pattern completely. As a specific trait
of Dutch, the predominance of ABB results mainly from the extension of
the pattern Opger—Opp (as in trekken—trokk—getrokken) during the leveling
process in class 3 (trebling its members from 15% to 45%, see Nowak
2010). The ABB type comprises 51% of German strong verbs (for
instance, bieten—bot—geboten ‘bid’), 60% of the ablauting verbs in
English (for instance, bear—bore—born), and 84% in Dutch (for instance,
binden—bond-gebonden ‘bind’).

Swedish, in contrast, has chiefly strengthened ABA instead (as in
skriva—skrev—skrivit ‘write’), accounting for 71% of all strong verbs,
and-to a lesser extent—ABC, accounting for 27% (as in springer—sprang—
sprungit ‘jump’).
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ABB ABA ABC
DUT 84% 11% 5%
Total 176 verbs (147 verbs) (20 verbs) (9 verbs)
ENG’ 60% 18% 22%
Total 91 verbs (55 verbs) (16 verbs) (20 verbs)
GER 51% 20% 29%
Total 171 verbs (88 verbs) (34 verbs) (49 verbs)
SWE?® 71% 27%
Total 111 verbs (79 verbs) (30 verbs)

Table 6. Distribution of the vowel alternation types
in Dutch, English, German, and Swedish.’

Thus, the main difference between Swedish on the one hand, and Dutch,
German, and English on the other, is that Swedish has no ABB alter-
nation type —the type that predominates in the other languages.

3. Inflection Change: Preterite First vs. Past Participle First.

Enger (2010) investigates inflectional class changes in Norwegian and
concludes that the change does not affect the entire verb paradigm at
once but rather one verb form at a time. Based on our data on the verbal
systems, we assume here that the class change proceeds step by step, and
address the following questions:

(i) What are the steps?

(i) Are the steps the same for different languages?

(iii) If the steps are different, what determines the differences in be-
havior?

> As for English, we only consider originally ablauting verbs. Thus, we exclude
verbs with identical principal parts (type cut—cut—cut, 26 verbs), with vowel
identity but (variable) (de)voicing in the past tense forms (type burn—burnt/
burned—burnt/burned, or spend—spent—spent, 16 verbs) or variable dental/nasal
suffix in the past participle (type hew—hewed—hewn/hewed, 9 verbs), as well as
verbs with vowel change but dental suffix in the past tense forms (type feel—felt—
felt, 28 verbs). For details see Quirk et al. 2004:103-120.

% The missing 2% concern the verbs sover—sov—sovit and kommer—kom—kommit
without vowel change (pattern AAA).

7 See ANS; Quirk et al. 2004; Duden®1998/72005; SAG & SAOL.
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We tested the first two points by analyzing historically strong verbs that
exhibit weak forms or oscillation between weak and strong forms in part
of their paradigm. We did this for the preterite and the past participle
forms for all four languages. The main question was whether there were
any suspicious gaps in the theoretically possible combinations of non-
regularized and regularized forms. Indeed, we found significant gaps for
all languages. The existence of verbs with mixed paradigms that contain
strong and weak forms in a manner as systematic as this supports the
claim that class change of verbs proceeds step by step not only for
German and Norwegian (see Bittner 1996, Enger 2010), but also for
Dutch, English, and Swedish.

However, the point here is that the gaps we found do not coincide.
Swedish behaves remarkably differently from the other three languages.
Tables 7-10 show the distribution of mixed paradigms for each lan-
guage, with black-bordered cells indicating the preferred combination(s)
of strong and weak forms. Table 11 contrasts the preferences of the four
languages.

PRET
strong both weak
PP strong (strong 9: backen, dreschen, 2: mahlen,
verbs fechten, flechten, salzen
proper) glimmen, hauen,
klimmen, schinden,
bersten
both ---! 12: giren, kreischen, kiiren, 1: spalten
melken, saugen, schnauben,
sieden, speisen, spriefien,
stieben, triefen, weben
weak ---! ---! (weak verbs
proper)

Table 7. German verbs oscillating between
strong and weak conjugation.’

8 See Bittner 1996, Duden ©1998/72005.
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PRET
strong both weak
PP strong (strong 9: delven, (er)varen, 18: bakken,
verbs kerven, melken, bannen, barsten,
proper) (ver)raden, stoten, brouwen, heten,
verschuilen lachen, laden,
malen, scheiden,
spannen,
spouwen,
verbannen,
vouwen,
wassen, weven,
wreken, zieden,
zouten
both ---! 8: breien, fuiven, -
(kerven), (schuilen),
spugen, vrijen, zeiken,
zweren
weak ---! ---! (weak verbs
proper)

Table 8. Dutch strong verbs oscillating
between strong and weak conjugation.’

PRET
strong both weak
PP strong (strong - 1: (beat)
verbs
proper)
both ---! 9: abide, awake, cleave, 7: hew, mow,
heave, shine, shrive, shave, shear,
thrive, wake, weave SOw, strew,
swell
weak ---! ---! (weak verbs
proper)

Table 9. English strong verbs oscillating
between strong and weak conjugation."

? See AS:Ch. 2.3.5.2-3, Smedts & Belle 1993:133-137.
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PRET
strong both weak
PP | strong (strong 2: kvida, kviada --!

verbs proper)

both 9: drypa, bli, 9: besluta, frysa, hjélpa, | 1: vixa
dra, gala, ge, klinga, nysa, simma,
sitta, sla, ta, smalta, strida, tvinga
vika

weak 8: be, do, fa, 13: begrava, byta, forse, | (weak verbs
gd, le, ligga, se, | nysa,rysa, strypa, proper)
st sluka, sluta, stupa,

skviitta, skilva, smélla,
svilta

Table 10. Swedish verbs oscillating
between strong and weak conjugation."

PRET
strong | both | weak
PP [strong IGERMAN __ DUTCH |
both 1 _|eNcLIsH |
weak  |SWEDISH 7]

Table 11. Directions of class change in contrast dashed frame:
Pret before PP, drawn through frame: PP before Pret.

Weakening strong verbs in German, Dutch, and English exhibit weak
forms in the preterite rather than in the past participle. Thus, we find
German backen—backte—gebacken with a weak preterite and a strong past
participle, but not ‘backen—buk—gebackt with a strong preterite and a
weak past participle. This gap holds also for Dutch and English and
suggests the order Pret before PP in class change with the past participle
as the more stable form."

' See Quirk et al. 2004:104—120, Biber et al. 1999:397f, and Krygier 1994.

' See Karlsson & Sahlqvist 1975, SAG, SAOL.
"2 Dutch even mirrors this direction with verbs becoming strong: Former weak
jagen ‘hunt, chase’, vragen ‘ask’, and waaien ‘blow (wind)’ adopted strong
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Weakening strong verbs in Swedish, on the contrary, exhibit weak
forms in the past participle rather than in the preterite. We find ligga—
ldg—legat ‘lie’ with a strong preterite and a weak past participle, but not
ligga—"lidde—"legit with a strong past participle and a weak preterite.
This suggests the order PP before Pret.”” In the next section, we argue for
a single factor behind the language-specific differences in ablaut leveling
as well as the change towards the weak conjugation. "*

4. A Functional Approach.

4.1. Aspect.

In addition to the preterite that used to be the general past until the
Middle Ages, all four languages have developed a perfect tense out of a
resultative construction (have/be+PP). The perfect originally implied
perfective meaning, while the preterite typically occurred in all other
contexts. However, enormous differences exist regarding the function of
the perfect in the Modern Germanic languages.

Initially a resultative, the perfect incrementally increased its func-
tional domain. Starting out as a present tense form, it shifted the focus
from the present result to the previous action (see Dentler 1997). Thus,
the original present tense form gradually acquired past time meaning and
in some languages became a past tense form. In German, followed by
Dutch, the grammaticalization process from resultative to perfect and
further to general past is most advanced.” The perfect entered the
domain of the preterite, retaining only a minimal functional distinction.

forms in the preterite, but not in the past participle. This inversed order supports
the view of the past participle as the cognitively more entrenched form.

" As Enger (2010) observes the same succession for Norwegian, this could be a
common trait of North Germanic languages.

' Of course, language-specific developments should be regarded as factors
determining leveling directions and orders, too. In Swedish, for example, to-
day’s invariant verbal past participle form descends from a neuter singular form
and thus bears a dental suffix (strong -it) similar to the weak suffixes (-at, -, -#f)
right from the start.

"> For further discussion of the well-documented grammaticalization path
resultative>perfective>general past, see, among others, Bybee & Dahl 1989:73—
77.
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In oral varieties, the perfect is the preferred past tense. In South German
dialects, it even completely took over the function of the preterite (see
Dentler 1997 for more references).

Swedish and English, by contrast, maintained the original aspectual
distinction between the two tenses. Here the preterite is still obligatory in
several contexts, especially in combination with definite past time
adverbials such as Swedish igdr, English yesterday (see SAG 4:234-242
§21-24; Rothstein 2005, Biber et al. 1999:6.3.2.3). Figure 1 illustrates
the differences in functional extension in detail.

In Swedish, similarly to English, current relevance is the decisive
factor for use of perfect: the event time lies in the past, but this event
must in all instances be relevant to the moment of speech. Thus, the
example Jag har tagit examen 1969 ‘I have taken the exam in 1969’ is
ungrammatical in Swedish (and English) though fully acceptable in
German and Dutch. However, the same sentence becomes grammatical
in Swedish if additional information links the event to the moment of
speech, such as sd jag har examen enligt det gamla systemet ‘so 1 have
the exam according to the old system’ (see Lindstrom & Wide 2001). In
this respect, English is even more restrictive, and the use of the (present!)
perfect is excluded in combination with definite past time adverbials, as
in *I have taken the exam in 1969, so I have the exam according to the
old system.

According to ANS, there is a tendency in Dutch to use the preterite
for durative or iterative events in the past such as vorig jaar fietste opa
nog regelmatig ‘last year grandpa still cycled regularly’. The perfect
variant vorig jaar heeft opa nog gefietst implies the punctual, perfective
reading of een enkele keer ‘only once’ (see ANS:2.4.8.4 ii). However,
perfect and preterite are often interchangeable (see ANS:2.4.8.7 i). Thus,
in Dutch the perfect is only slightly less grammaticalized than in
German. It has not moved through the last stage, that is, it has not
acquired the function of general and narrative past—a function quite
common for the perfect in spoken (Southern) German (see also Ten Cate
1989). This difference between Dutch and German is illustrated in 1.
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present perfective past general
perfect current tense N past
extended relevance
now
GER GER GER GER
Ich habe sie Ich habe Damals bin Die Tiir ist
seit gestern meinen ich aufgegangen
nicht gesehen. Fithrerschein regelmafig und sie ist
‘T haven’t schon 1990 Rad herein-
seen her since gemacht. ‘I gefahren. ‘At gekommen.
yesterday.’ already got my the time, 1 ‘The door
driver's licence cycled opened and
in 1990.” regularly.’ she came in.’
DUT butT DUT
We hebben i vorige Vorig jaar
Itijd in deze wee heeft
alty rijexamen celt opa
flat gewoond. gedaan: ik ben nog gefietst.
‘We’ve helaas gezakt. ‘Last year,
always lived ‘Last week, I grandpa still
in this flat.” took my went by
driving test. bike.”
Unfortunately, '
T failed.’
SWE SWE
Hon har bott i Jag har tagit
i . examen i
Sfmteb(‘)rgl 10 1969, s jag
ar nu. ‘She har examen
has lived in enligt det
Gothenburg gamla
for 10 years systemet. ‘1
, ¥y took the exam
now. ..., so I have
[it] according
to the old
system.’

ENG

She has lived
in London for
10 years now.

Figure 1. Functional expansion of the perfect.
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(1) a. German
Die Tiir ist aufgegangen und sie ist hereingekommen.
The door has opened and she has come in
The door opened and she came in.’

b. Dutch
*De trein is gestopt en ineens heeft zij daar gestaan —
de trein stopte en ineens stond zij daar.
The train is stopped and suddenly has she there stood /
The train stopped and suddenly stood she there
‘The train stopped and suddenly she stood there.’

As the perfect started out as a resultative and originally had present
time reference, it is worth asking if the latter is still available. In Swedish
utterances such as Hon har bott i Lund i tio dar (see figure 1) which
contain the perfect, the moment of speech (and even the future) is
included and the present tense form would render the sentence ungram-
matical. For German and Dutch, only the present tense is allowed in this
context, as in 2a and 3a; otherwise a different reading would be implied,
as in 2b and 3b (see Zwart 2008, Ehrich & Vater 1989).'°

(2) a. German
Ich wohne jetzt seit 10 Jahren in Berlin.
I live now since ten years in Berlin

b. Dutch
Ik woon nu tien jaar in Berlijn.
I live now ten year in Berlin
‘I have lived in Berlin for 10 years now.’
(and I am going to stay in Berlin)

'® According to ANS, however, both perfect and present tense are equally
suitable for describing events or states leading up to the present (Hans heeft zijn
hele leven bij dezelfde baas gewerkt/Hans werkt zijn hele leven al bij dezelfde
baas ‘Hans has worked/works his whole life for the same boss’ ANS:2.4.8 4 iii).
Thus, as far as the use of the present tense in these cases is concerned, we are
dealing again with a recent development.
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(3) a. German
Ich habe 10 Jahre in Berlin gewohnt.

b. Dutch
Ik heb tien jaar in Berlin gewoond.
I have ten years in Berlin lived
‘I have lived in Berlin for 10 years.’
(but I am planning to move away soon)

These examples show that, in losing its present time reference, the
perfect in German and Dutch is most advanced on its way towards a
clear past tense. Swedish and English differ from German and Dutch in
two respects. First, they retain the requirement of current relevance for
the perfect. Second, the perfect is still obligatory when referring to
ongoing events (as in Jag har bott i Lund i tio ar/I’ve lived in London for
10 years). These differences concerning the functional domain of the
perfect and the present tense are illustrated in figure 2 below.

4.2. Category Frequency.

We assume that the aspectual differences between preterite and perfect
should be reflected in token frequency ratios of these two categories. For
preterite and perfect use in German and English, empirical studies are
available. As for German, the perfect is by far the prevailing past tense
category, especially in spoken/colloquial language (see, among others,
Sieberg 1984, Solms 1984:310f). By contrast, in English the preterite is
still much more frequent than the present perfect (see Elsness 2007).

In order to test whether token frequencies also reflect these aspectual
differences in Dutch and Swedish, we collected a small sample (approxi-
mately 5,000 words for each language) ascertaining the frequency of use
of preterite and perfect in the four languages (see figures 3 and 4). To
provide a homogeneous database in terms of text type, as well as
closeness to oral varieties and survey period, we investigated recorded
interviews with native-speaking football players and trainers.
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Vorig jaar
ben ik in
Rome
geweest.
‘Last year, |
was (lit. have
been) in
Rome.’
Ich bin letztes
Jahr in Rom
gewesen.
(translation:
see above)

GER

Figure 2. The functional domain of the perfect
in German, Dutch, Swedish, and English.

As figure 3 illustrates, preterite and perfect forms are almost equally
frequent in German, accounting for 48% and 52%, respectively. In the
other three languages, however, the frequency of the preterite forms is
higher than that of the perfect forms, at least at first sight: compare 60%
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versus 40% in Dutch, 70% versus 30% in Swedish, and 72% versus 28%
in English.

GER 53
ouT B
SWE o
[ [ |
ENG T2
—

T 1
Lie 0% 40% G0%W B 100%

Figure 3. Frequency of the preterite and perfect (all verbs).

A closer look at the preterite forms in Dutch, and especially German,
reveals that the high frequency values of the preterite forms stem mainly
from auxiliary verbs in the preterite, such as German sein/Dutch zijn
‘be’, and German haben/Dutch hebben ‘have’. In Dutch, the preterite
forms of auxiliaries such as zijn or zullen ‘shall/will’ account for almost
50%, and in German—for 71%. In Swedish and English, in turn, the
preterite forms of main verbs (such as say, think) occur slightly more
often than those of auxiliaries: 57% versus 43% in Swedish, and 54%
versus 46% in English.

Taking this aspect into account and considering only main verbs, we
obtain the ratios presented in figure 4. In the German interviews, the
perfect is the predominant past tense category, accounting for 79%. In
Dutch, the use of the perfect increases (54%), whereas that of the preter-
ite decreases (46%), albeit less clearly than in German. In Swedish and
English, this tendency is not observed at all. The preterite is still the
predominant past tense category, with 57% in Swedish and 68% in
English.

GER F3]

ouUT 46

SWE

EMG [
1 | ]

L 20°% A0% B0Ya B hl

OPRET EFERF

Figure 4. Frequency of the preterite and perfect (only main verbs).
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5. Discussion.

5.1. Unified Explanation for Ablaut Leveling and Class Change.
Category frequency relations are known to be a crucial factor in deter-
mining the direction of analogical leveling (see, among others, Bybee
1985, Albright 2008). High frequency of use leads to a high degree of
lexical autonomy of forms as it increases their degree of cognitive
entrenchment. At the same time, it eliminates their intra-paradigmatic
links to other forms of the same paradigm and to parallel forms of other
paradigms. This causes token-frequent forms to resist analogical change,
while less frequent forms, relying more on intra- and inter-paradigmatic
relations, are the first to adopt type-frequent regular patterns.

Swedish has a more prominent aspectual distinction between the
preterite and the perfect, which causes higher relative frequency of the
preterite forms. This accounts for the different behavior of Swedish.
Ablaut leveling in this language always yields a distinct preterite vowel,
and strong preterite forms are more resistant to class change than strong
past participles.

For German, the expansion of the perfect into preterite domains
occurred in the Middle High and Early Modern German periods. Thus, it
clearly coincided with ablaut leveling (thirteenth to nineteenth centuries)
and, we think, has influenced the direction of leveling towards ABB
patterns. Functional expansion leads to an increasing frequency of use,
which, in turn, leads to higher cognitive entrenchment compared to the
preterite. While in the fourteenth century, the ratio of the perfect
compared to the preterite is 39%, by the fifteenth century its use
increases to 58% and achieves 75% in the seventeenth century (see
Solms 1984). Reconsidering the direction of leveling (see section 2), we
notice that whenever one of the preterite vowels (in singular or plural
form) is identical to the vowel of the past participle, this vowel is
generalized, resulting in an ABB pattern. This holds for ablaut class 1,
as in MHG riten—(reit)-riten—geriten, and 2, as in bieten—bot—(buten)—
geboten. In class 3, the vowel of the preterite singular form prevailed
after a long period of oscillation (15th—19th century), resulting in the
complex ABC type, as in binden—bant—(bunden)—gebunden. Neverthe-
less, a general tendency toward identical vowels within the past tenses is
observed.
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For Dutch, ablaut leveling is morphologically conditioned only in
class 3, otherwise it occurs due to phonological change. Unlike in
German, in Dutch the preterite plural vowel wins out, following the
model of the past participle and yielding ABB. Determining factors—we
would suggest—are the increasing frequency of the perfect and the high
entrenchment of [0(:)] as past tense marker as a special feature of Dutch
strong verbs (see section 2).

In Swedish, the use of perfect is still restricted, and preterite forms,
which are more frequent both relative to perfect forms in Swedish and to
pretertite forms in German and Dutch, preserve a high degree of
entrenchment. As to the direction of leveling, the vowel of the past
participle has no influence; quite the contrary, the vowels tend to remain
distinct. When we consider ablaut class 3, leveling occurs in favor of the
preterite singular, yielding ABC (OSw. binda—bant—(bundu)-bundit); in
class 1 and 2, leveling proceeds in the opposite direction from German,
resulting not in ABB but in ABA (OSw. skriva—skrev—(skrivu)—skrivit,
binpa—bop-bripu—biipit).

Verbs changing class (section 3) follow these tendencies in ablaut
leveling. In those languages that prefer ABB patterns (German, Dutch),
strong verbs first adopt weak forms in the preterite. This can be ascribed
to the same mechanism operating in ablaut leveling. The preterite is a
less frequently occurring category than the perfect, and thus, preterite
forms are less cognitively entrenched than past participle forms. Hence,
weak forms can enter this paradigm slot more easily, just as ablaut is less
independent and more prone to leveling in the preterite.

Swedish, however, takes the opposite direction, both in ablaut
leveling and in class change. Due to the persistence of the aspectual
distinction, the preterite is the better entrenched form. Accordingly, the
preterite vowel is not only immune to the influence of the past participle,
but the two vowels are formally kept distinct. The same phenomenon
underlies class change in Swedish, where strong preterite forms are more
resistant to analogical leveling than strong past participle forms. (For
similar argumentation based on Norwegian/German data see Enger
2004.)

5.2 English— An Exception to the General Tendency?
English seems to contradict the neat correlation revealed above. Strong
verbs show mainly ABB patterns, and in class change the preterite
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precedes the past participle. Even so, no functional expansion of the
perfect can be observed synchronically. However, in case of English, the
interaction between different factors must be taken into account. First, in
the same period in which number ablaut in English was leveled out
(thirteenth to eighteenth centuries), a substantial increase in the use of the
perfect is observed as well. This historical perfect expansion reached its
summit in the sixteenth to eighteenth centuries, with a ratio of 16.4% in
British English and up to 21.7% in American English. Later on, the
development was reversed, and the preterite re-established itself in its
former domains. By the twentieth century, the ratio of the perfect was
reduced to 12.2% in British English, and even more dramatically—to
10.5% —in American English (see Elsness 1997).

Second, due to massive sound change (especially the so-called Great
Vowel Shift in the fifteenth century), the whole ablaut system was
reshuffled and reorganized during the Middle English period (see
Krygier 1994). Not only were the former ablaut classes eroded by
analogical changes, but, more importantly, this reorganization led to the
integration of a considerable amount of originally weak irregularized
verbs (about 30) that imported ABB patterns into the system.'” Con-
sidering that in Modern English only 91 out of 172 irregular verbs still
belong to the strong conjugation, this seems to have been the major
factor that possibly explains the predominance of ABB patterns in
English.

6. Conclusion.
We have argued that one crucial factor determines both the reorgani-
zation of ablaut and the pathways towards the weak conjugation. This
factor is the category frequency ratio of preterite versus perfect. A higher
category frequency of the preterite relative to the perfect led to a better
cognitive entrenchment of the preterite in Swedish, making it more
resistant to analogical leveling. By contrast, a higher category frequency
of the perfect in relation to the preterite led to a better entrenchment of
the preterite in German and Dutch.

The frequency differences, in turn, arise due to a functional factor,
namely, the strength of the aspectual distinction between the two tenses.
The four languages show different degrees of grammaticalization of the

' For details and examples see note 5.
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perfect towards a general narrative past tense. If, as in Swedish, a strong
aspectual distinction between preterite and perfect is preserved, the
preterite has a higher category frequency. If the perfect has developed
towards a general past—as in German and Dutch—it is the perfect that is
more frequent.

This explains the different behavior of Swedish compared to German
and Dutch, namely, the Swedish preference for the pattern ABA in ablaut
leveling and the higher stability of Swedish strong preterite forms in
class change. German and Dutch provide the mirror image. Here, the
functional similarity of perfect and preterite, and the higher relative
frequency of the perfect are reflected formally in the preference for ABB
patterns and the higher stability of past participle forms with respect to
class change. English behaves like German and Dutch with respect to
leveling, but it goes along with Swedish as far as the aspectual distinc-
tion is concerned. This is mainly due to a former perfect expansion, now
obsolete, as well as the disintegration of the former conjugation system
through extensive sound change, which led to the integration of a great
number of originally weak verbs.
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