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APPENDIX 2: WHY DO LANGUAGES HAVE
IRREGULAR FORMS?

The distinct computational requirements posed by the existence of irregular pairs in a
language raises the question of why languages have irregulars to begin with . 1n this appendix,
we discuss some relevant data from our experiments and ancillary ratings.

Irregular forms have often been seen as the quintessence of linguistic illogic and quirkiness
(e.g. Lederer, 1989}, but Bybee (1985) notes that they may have some advantages. No
language uses rule-like productivity nearly as much as it could. For example. one can imagine
a language with separate morphemes indicaling humanness, animacy, colour, size, number
of legs, ability to fly, and so on, allowing most animals to be named by predictable productive
combinations. But in all languages, such concepts are instead given independent, unanalys-
able labels that have 1o be memorised by rote. Presumably, this reflects a trade-off between
productivity and processability (Cherry, 1966; Mandelbrot, 1954; Slobin, 1977; Zipf. 1935/
1965). Unique strings of recurring morphemes for every distinguishable concept would be
easily analysable but would necessarily be long and complex; unanalysed labels would be
limited to a fixed number that have been memorised beforehand by both speaker and hearer,
but can be short, simple, and recognised by simple Jook-up. Given that humans have the
ability both to generale linguistic objecis by rule and to retrieve them from memory -
grammar and lexicon, respectively — nothing should prevent them from memorising simple
unanalysed forms for meaning combinations that could in principle be generated by rule.

Bybee speculates that combinations of stem -meaning and affix meaning that are cognitively
cohesive and high in frequency are liable to have their forms listed in memory and reduced
in length and complexity. The properties of existing English irregular and regular verbs are
consisient with her conjecture. Pinker and Prince (1988) note that both the stem forms and
the past-tense forms of irrégulars are uniformly short (monosyllabic or with monosyllabic
roots), conforming to the prosodically minimal words of English, which may be the canonical
word shapes of the language (McCarthy and Prince, in press.) In contrast, the English
suffixation operation necessarily lengthens the word and may create an unnatural phono-
logical sequence where the word-final consonants and the suffix are concatenated. 1* Indeed. a
d or i at the end of a consonant cluster appears 1o be fragile in perception, production or
both. We have seen examples of its omission in written versions of forms thav are easy to
misanalyse as not being morphologically complex, such as concatenatives (use to, suppose
10}, clichés {cur and dry, if worse comes 1o worse, there's no love loss between those two). and
adjectives (Broil Cod, Use Books, Blacken Redfish, Handicap Facilities Available, This
Staiion Close). Some have actually replaced the originals in the language, such as ice tea and
skim milk. (In addition, occasionally, they are subject to hypercorrection as in celored TV and
soured cream.)

Table 1 and Appendix 1, which report ratings of pure phonclogical goodness. contain
relevant data. The phonological manipulation used to create forms similar to English irregular
pasts, a vowel change, had a very different effect on phonological naturalness than the
manipulation used to create forms similar 1o English regular pasts, the addition of a terminal
consonant. Changing the vowel had no effect for words in four of the six-classes. in one of
the classes, the forms with the vowel change were actually rated as better sounding {F(1.23)
= 5.94, P < 0.05]; in one other case, they were rated worse [F{1.23) = 16.18, P < 0.001].
Adding a consonant, however, made all six significantly worse than the stem or vowel change
forms (P < 0.05).

280me 25 verbs with -en participles, and the nouns oxen and children, do have polysyllabic
irregular forms, but even these are phonologically quite natural,
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The fact that internal vowel changes do not alter the basicness of a word, whereas
suffixation does, also helps makes sense of the fact that English irregular verbs, though
consistently basic in modern English, are the result of two independent historical processes.

_One is the retention of vowel-change patierns from Indo-European ablaut rules (“strong”

verbs). The second process implicates the target of phonological basicness more directly.
Many current irregular verbs (the “weak” jrregulars) appear to have resulted by the erosion
of weak verbs that had been suffixed with an affix containing f or 4. These changes yielded
monosyllables, often with single final consonants rather than consonant clusters (e.g. have=
had, make~made, bend—bent, hit—hit, teach—taught). Indeed, no irregular verb has the
syllabic ending -id seen in regular verbs that end in £ or d (Pinker & Prince, 1988}.

In sum, the differences in English-speakers’ intuitions of phonological naturalness between
vowel changes and consonant addition supports the conjecture that the co-existence of regular
and irregular alternations in a language represents a trade-off between full productivity at
the cost of increased phonological complexity {regulars) and input-dependent item-wise
acquisition with the benefit of lexical basicness (irregulars}.
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