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Recent research has shown that there is a direct relationship between fre-
quency and stability of linguistic variants: the more frequent a given variant is,
the less it tends to change over time. This relationship holds basic relevance for
language evolution: not only can it inform increasingly accurate deep language
phylogenies (as in Pagel, Atkinson, Calude, & Meade, 2013), but we will argue
it can also provide a unique window into the evolutionary dynamics of language
systems, shedding light on the interplay between stability at the system level and
instability at the word level.

Lieberman, Michel, Jackson, Tang, and Nowak (2007) examined verb regu-
larity in English, showing that highly frequent verbs are more likely to maintain
an irregular past participle over time. Despite the evident relationship between
frequency and stability, it is still unclear what specific factors underlie this rela-
tionship.

We aim to examine factors orthogonal to the passage of time which may affect
regularization, particularly as observed in English. The time period examined by
Lieberman et al. (2007) in English possesses at least two core qualities which
may not generalize to language as a whole. First, the period between Old and
Modern Englishes has seen considerable growth in the size of the population of
speakers. Second, this increase has been characterized in the late modern period
by a large increase in the number of non-native speakers. The influx of non-native
speakers may have crucial implications for language dynamics (e.g.,Lupyan &
Dale, 2010). To examine these factors we present evidence from corpora, as well
as experimental evidence contrasting the regularization behavior of native and
non-native speakers.

First, we present evidence from two corpora of American English, the Cor-



pus of Contemporary American English (CoCA; Davies, 2013) and the Corpus of
Historical American English (CoHA; Davies, 2012). Corpus data from this pe-
riod sheds light on both the increase in population as well as an increase in the
size of the language itself (i.e., vocabulary size). Synchronic data from CoCA
shows that regularity is not clear cut. Even within a relatively small period of
time considering a single variety of English, we observe both regular and irreg-
ular past tense variants in competition, and even multiple irregular variants in
competition in some cases. Diachronic data from CoHA show that even over a
relatively short period of time (<200 years), we can observe not only processes of
regularization, but also irregularization. We highlight the dominant role of system
expansion in increasing system regularity, and show that changes in the amplitude
of frequency play a role regularization. Lastly, we consider some cases of irregu-
larization, which indicate that this process likely occurs at the phonological level,
with highly stable, fossilized irregulars forming phonological attractors for new
verbs.

Finally, we present experimental evidence showing that native and non-native
speakers of English exhibit different patterns of regularization in a Wug-style task
(Bybee & Slobin, 1982). These results provide new empirical evidence that the
regularization behavior of non-native speakers differs markedly from that of native
speakers, lending weight to the notion that the stability of linguistic variants may
be influenced by an influx of non-native speakers.
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