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ANALOGICAL LEVELING AND CHILD MORPHOLOGY:
THE CASE OF THE IRISH DEPENDENT
CAROL LYNN MODER & MICHAEL NOONAN
State University of New York at Buffalo

In the past few years there has been a renewed in-
terest in the influence of child language on language
change. This trend is found in phonology (viz. Stampe
(1973), Dressler (1974) and Drachman (1976)), and in
syntax and morphology (viz. Baron (1977), Slobin (1977)
and Bybee Hooper (1979)). The procedure common to many
of these investigators has been to observe the order
and manner of acquisition of some set of elements by
children and infer from these general principles of his-
torical development. Certain cross-linguistic develop-
mental trends taken from Slobin (1973) are particularly
suggestive of a connection between analogical leveling
and acquisition processes: (1) Children prefer gramma-
tical markers which are systematically related to mean-
ing; (2) when multiple forms performing the same se-
mantic function alternate on the basis of arbitrary
formal criteria, children tend to select a single form
for use in all environments; and (3) formal alterna-
tions are acquired late and tend to be eliminated in
favor of more transparent sound-meaning relations.
These tendencies correlate well with general principles
of morphophonemic change and seem to continue to govern
the morphological system in adulthood (Bybee Hooper
1979). 1In fact Bybee Hooper suggests that "the child's
innovations will succeed in producing a change only if
the speech community (including the adults) can view
the innovation as compatible with the system as inter-
nalized in their own grammars." (p.42) Given the si-
milarity of the analogical tendencies in adults and
children, the child can not be implicated as the ini-
tiator of morphophonemic change solely on the basis of
the correlation of acquisition processes with princi-
ples of analogical change. 1In this paper we will pre-—
sent evidence that analogical leveling in the adult sys-
tem is initiated by the child in the early stages of
language acquisition. Our evidence will consist of da-
ta from recent changes in the Irish verbal paradigm.

A few verbs in Irish distinguish 'absolute' from
‘dependent’ stems., Dependent stems occur after a se-
ries of particles, referred to as ‘conjunct particles'.
A list follows:l

(1) ni negative
an interrogative
nach/na negative interrogative
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go R complementizer
nach/na negative complementizer
go/a indirect relative (i.e. where the

relativized NP is a genitive or
the object of a preposition)

nach/na negative relative

ca ‘where*

mura/muna *if not, unless'
sula/sara '‘before, lest'

a *all that, the one that'

The environments, then, for dependent stems include all
negative contexts, yes/no questions and information
questions with 'where', finite complement clauses, in-
direct relative clauses, and conjunct clauses following
mura and sula. Absolute stems occur in all other envi-
ronments, which is to say they occur in main, declara-
tive, affirmative clauses, in relative clauses where
the relativized NP is the subject or direct object, and
following the great majority of conjunctions and ques-
tion words.

Only a few verbs preserve the absolute/dependent
distinction. The morphological relation between the
stems is synchronically unpredictable; in a couple of
cases the stems evolved from different roots. A list
of absolute/dependent stems is found in (2). The forms
given represent Classical Modern Irish:

(2) absolute dependent

ata fuil it

is ' 'is?
dochi feiceann 'sees’
adeir abair 'says’
dogheibh faigheann rgets’
dobheir tabhair ‘gives'
doghni déanann 'does"
chuaidh deaca '‘went*

No modern dialect preserves all these stem alternations,
though all dialects preserve some.

Some examples illustrating the use of the absolute/
dependent distinction are provided from Standard Modern
Irish:

(3) a. chonaic Sean Seoirse absolute
saw John George
b. an fear a chonaic Sean, ta aithne agam air
the man rel-part saw John, is acguaintance
at-me on-him
'I know the man that John saw'
'I know the man that saw John'
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c. cé a chonaic Seoirse?
who rel-part see-past George
'Wwho saw George?'
'who did George see?’

d. chonaic Sean Seoirse agus chonaic Maire Seile
see-past John George and see-past Mary Sheila
'John saw George and Mary saw Sheila'

(4) a. ni fhaca Sean Seoirse dependent
neg saw John George
*John didn't see George'
b. an bhfaca Sean Seoirse?
Q saw John George
'Did John see George?' .

c. an fear a bhfaca a mhac Sean, thainig se
the man rel-part saw his son John, came he
'*The man whose son saw John came’

d. ta a fhios agam go bhfaca Sean Seoirse
is its knowledge to-me that saw John George
'T know that John saw George'

The origins of the absolute/dependent distinction
lay in the pre-0l1d Irish period. Pre-verbal particles,
including relational words, which in other sentential
positions developed into prepositions, various object
pronouns, negative and interrogative particles, and
conjunctions, attached themselves as prefixes to the
verb., For example, the verb berid in (5):

(5) berid
'bears’

can take on various prefixes, as we note in (6):

(6) a, do-bear
to-bear
'9rings/gives'

b, ni-ta-bair
neg-to-bear
t*does not bring/give'

c. as-beir
out of-bear
'says'

d. ni-beir
neg-bear
'‘doesn't bear'

e. fu-a-ta-barr
under-which-to-bear-pass
runder which is brought®

f., ma-ni-ta-bair
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if-neg-to-bear

'%f does not bring’
g. ni-tha-bair

neg it-to-bear

‘does not give it’

The morphological effect of the prefixes is two-fold:
First, when prefixes are added to the verb, a special
inflection is used, the so-called 'conjunct' flexion.
Second, and most important for our purposes, the stress
may shift.

The rules for stressing verbs in uld 1rish have a
number of peculiarities, but in essence are as follows:
The first syllable of the verb is stressed if there is
no prefix or if there is only one prefix. If there is
more than one prefix, the second prefix receives stress.
So, again looking at the verb berid when the prefix is
added as in (6a), the inflection changes--note the fi-
nal -id of (5) is lacking in (6ba)~--but the stress re-
mains on the first syllable. when two prefixes are ad-
ded, as in (6b), the stress shifts onto the second pre-
fix. The position of the stress is summarized in (7);
the underlined vowel receives stress:

(7) a. pberid (=5)
b. do-beir (=6a)
Cc. ni-ta-bair (=6b)

when stress shifts off the verb, a nuper of phonologi-
cal changes occur, the cumulative effect of which wmay be
guite large. with the exception of the copular verbs,
all the absolute/dependent pairs listed in (2) derived
from the same historical root and were differentiated

by means of these stress shifts and accompanying pho-
nological adjustments.

The forms given in (2) are survivors of a much
larger set. 1In fact, even the most conservative dia-
lect in modern Irish does not preserve all the apso-
lute/dependent distinctions noted in (2). while the
loss of such a distinction is not surprising--it is a
morphologically idiosyncratic distinction with a low,
or better yet, negligible functional yield--the direc-
tion of the change is somewhat surprising. For the
surviving absolute/dependent pairs presented in (2) only
One verb has generalized the absolute; the rest have
generalized the dependent stem.

Consider, for example, the verb meaning 'to see'.
The Classical modern Zrish distribution of these forms
is given in (8). c¢Cnly third singular forms are listed:



(8) absolute dependent
present do-chi feiceann
past imperfective/ do-chiodh feiceadh

past subjunctive
future do-chifidh feicfidh
conditional do-chifeadh  feicfeadh
past perfective do~-chonnaic faca
present subjunctive - feicidh
imperative - feiceadh

The (moribund) present subjunctive and the imperative
did not distinguish absolute and dependent form; in
01d Irish the imperative had a special stress pattern
that resulted in a form like the dependent. Further-
more the verbal noun and participle resembled the de-
pendent:

feicsin
feicthe

(9) verbal noun
participle

Many of the modern dialects preserve the distinction on-
ly in one tense (usually the past perfective). when le-
veling occurs, with one exception, it is always in fa-
vor of the dependent:

(10) west iMuskerry (Munster) (0'Cuiv 1944)

absolute dependent

present chionn feiceann
past imperf. chiodh feicfeadh
future chifidh feicfidh
conditional chifeadh feicfeadh
past perf. chonaic faca

(11) Teilinn (Donegal) . (Wwagner 1959)
present tchionn feiceann
past imperf. tchiodh feiceadh
future tchifidh feicfidh
conditional tchifeadh feicfeadh
past perf. chonnaic faca/feaca

(12) Cois Fhairrge (Connemarra) (de Bhaldraithe 1953)
present feiceann feiceann
past imperf. feiceadh feiceadh
future feicfidh feicfidh
conditional feicfeadh feicfeadh
past perf. chonaic faca

(iMac an Fhailigh 1968)
feiceann feiceann
feiceadh feiceadh

(13) Erris (Connaugut)
present
past imperf.
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future feicfidh feicfidh
conditional feicfeadh feicfeadh
past perf, chonaic faca

The Connaugut and Connemarra dialects represented above
preserve the distinction only in the past perfective,
In other forms only the dependent survives.

The reason this development might seem surprising
is that the absolute form occurs in environments that
are usually considered 'unmarked' relative to the en-
vironments where the dependent is found., That main,
declarative, affirmative sentences and the syntax and
morphology that characterize them should be considered
as the unmarked type seems to follow regardless of which
of the applicable approaches to markedness one accepts.
In perhaps the simplest of these approaches, the mor-
pheme~-counting approach, dependent contexts typically
have an additional morpheme (e.g. the negative or in-
terrogative) and are therefore *marked' in the literal
sense. In the frequency approach to markedness abso-
lute contexts are more frequent botn absolutely (73% to
27%) and specifically for verbs showing absolute/depen-
dent contrasts (e.g. for taim 'I am' 68% to 32%) and
are therefore unmarked. In the discourse presupposi-
tion approach suggested recently by Givon (1979) main,
declarative, affirmative sentences have a smaller de-
gree of presuppposed background than other sentence
types and are therefore unmarked relative to dependent
contexts.

It has frequently been assumed that unmarked
structures serve as models in cases of paradigmatic le-
veling., Given that this is generally correct, it is
surprising that the marked dependent forms should serve
as models for the leveling observed in the case of the
Irish paradigm.

Owing to the suppletive nature of the absolute/de-
pendent distinction in the synchronic system, the direc-
tion of the morphological leveling may not have been a
factor of the sentence types in which the absolute/de~
pendent forms occured, but rather of lexical properties
of the verbal forms themselves. Zager (1978) has for-
mulated a theory based on the properties of individual
words. He proposes that diachronic change is a function
of the degree of autonomy of a particular form. aAauto-
nomy can be defined as the extent to which a word is
likely to be represented in the speaker's lexicon as a
whole and independent unit. Bybee and Brewer (1980)
have proposed that the degree of autonomy of a given
set of forms is the factor which determines the basic-
derived relationship and therefore the direction of
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1eveling.5 Three factors contribute to the degree

of autonomy of a particular lexical item: semantic
simplicity, morphophonemic regularity and word frequen-
cy in discourse. The absolute dependent stem forms in
{rish can not be differentiated on the basis of the
first two criteria; neither stem bears more overt se-
mantic marking and neither can be said to be more ir-
regular. The only factor differentiating the verbal
forms is frequency. as we have stated, the absolute
forms are more frequent than the dependent. For adults,
then, the absolute forms should be more autonomous and
yet they are not generalized. 1f, however, we consider
the frequency in the linguistic input to children, the
results are more consistent with the direction of le-
veling.

A number of differences exist between the linguis-
tic data base of the child and that of the adult. This
is due in a large part to the difference in interaction
styles found in speech among adults and speech between
adults and children. One such difference is the fre-
guency of occurence of particular sentence types in ge-
neral discourse. Newport et al. (1977), in a study of
fifteen English-speaking caretaker-child dyads, found
the following results:

Mother-Child Mother -ixperiment
Declaratives 30% 87% difference
puestions 44% o 9% 1194 significant
Imperatives 18% 62% 2% % at p< .001

The majority of utterances directed toward the child
took the form of a question or an imperative. Speech
directed toward adults most frequently took the form of
a declarative. In the linguistic input the percentage
of questions and imperatives decreases and the percen-
tage of declaratives increases from childhood to adult-
hood. Similar trends have been found in a variety of
languages, including Luo and Samoan (Blount 1977), Kok-
wet (Harkness 1977) and Hawaiian Creole (Scollon 1976).6
In Irish these imperative and question forms would be
expressed with a dependent verbal form. In the Irish
child's linguistic input the dependent form would be
most frequent and therefore the most autonomous.

The absolute/dependent distinction exhibits exact-
1y the properties which would lead us to expect the
child to simplify the system: First, since there is no
one-to-one correspondence between the surface forms and
semantic elements, the alternation will be acquired la-
ter. Second, the alternation is based on arbitrary
formal criteria; therefore, the child is likely to use
one of the stem forms in all environments. The factors
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which determine autonomy correspond to those which have
been found to determine the form which the child ac-
quires first: semantic and grammatical complexity
(Bloom and Lahey 1978, grown 1973, Slobin 1973) and
frequency in input (Bowerman 1973, Van der Gsast 1977).
Therefore, the form the child selects as basic and
generalizes to all environments will be the most auto-
nomous; in this case it is the dependent. (wing to the
formal complexity involved in the alternation, this ana-
lysis will be tolerated by the speech community and
eventually incorporated into the adult system. The
forms which maintain the distinction will be those for
which the absolute forms occur with a higher frequency
thus prevgnting the child from choosing the dependent

as basic.

The unusual direction of leveling in the Irish pa-
radigm has provided a framework for evaluating the role
of the child in diachronic change. As a result of sup-
pletion in the absolute and dependent forms, the main
factor differentiating the stem forms is freguency. =as
we have seen, frequency favors the dependent form in the
child's linguistic data base, but not in that of the
adult. This variation in linuistic input makes it pos-
sible to distinguish child initiated changes from adult
changes., The conditions for leveling the paradigm in
favor of the dependent are met only in childhood. Thus,
in the case of the Irish dependent we find evidence that
the leveling attested in the adult system is a product
of the analysis of the child.

Notes:

Apart from conditioning dependent stems, the par-
ticles in (1) have another feature in common, namely
that they have past counterparts that include -r, which
derives from the 0l1d and Middle Irish perfect particle
ro. Compare (a) and (b):

(a) ni chreideann sé Séan
neg believe-pres he John
'‘He doesn't beligve John!
(b) nior chreid sé Séan
neg believe-past he John
‘He didn't believe John'

Verbs that distinguish absolute from dependent stems,
however, use the present form of conjunct particles
even when in the past:

(c) ni fheiceann sé Séan
neg see-pres he John
'‘He doesn't see John'!
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(d) ni fhaca sé séan
neg see-past he John
*He didn't see John'
2Not surprisingly, the distinction is uniformly
preserved in the two copular verbs. For some other
verbs, the distinction may only be preserved in the
past tense.

Text counts are from the novel Seadna by Peter
O'Leary which includes both straight narrative and ex-
tensive dialogues.

4We choose to discuss the properties of the forms
themselves in terms of autonomy rather than markedness
because it is more clearly defined and offers the ad-
vantage of considering the properties of individual
lexical items independent of the paradigm of which they
are a_part.

SHudson (1974) and Vennemann (1972) have shown that
the more basic form is the model for leveling.

6In knglish this interactional tendency results in
the child's hearing an uninflected verbal form most fre-
quently, allowing it to be taken as the basic form.

We hope to verify this hypothesis with data from
the acquisition of Irish which are currently being col-
lected.

References

Baron, Naomi, 1977. Language acquisition and histori-
cal change. Amsterdam: North Holland.

Bloom, Lois & Lahey, Margaret. 1978. Language deve-
lopment and language disorders. New York: John
Wiley & Sons.

Blount, Ben G. 1977. Ethnography and the caretaker-
child interaction. In Snow and Ferguson (eds.).

Bowerman, Melissa. 1973, garly syntactic development.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Brown, Roger. 1973, A first language. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press.

Bybee, Joan & Brewer, Mary Alexandra. 1980. gxplana-
tion in morphophonemics: Changes in Provengal and
Spanish preterite forms. Lingua 52.271-312.

de Bhaldraithe, Tomas. 1953. Gaeilge Chois Fhairrge.
Dublin: Dublin Institute for advanced Studies.

Drachmann, Gabarell. 1976. Child language and lan-
guage change: a conjecture and some refutations.
In Fisiak (ed.). Recent developments in histori-
cal phonology.

Dressler, Wolfgang. 1974. Diachronic puzzles for na-
tural phonology. Natural Phonology Parasession.
Chicago: Chicago Linguistic Society.



201

Givén, Talmy. 1979. On understanding grammar. New
York: Academic Press.

Harkness, Sarah, 1977. Aspects of social environment
and first language acguisition in rural Africa.

In Snow & Ferguson (eds.).

Hudson, Grover. 1974. The representation of non-pro-
ductive alternations. In J. anderson and C. Jones
(eds.). Historical Linguistics II. amsterdam:
North Holland.

Mac an Fhailigh, Lamon. 1968. The Irish of wrris,
County Mayo. Dublin: Dublin Institute for advan=-
ced Studies.

Newport, Gleitman & Gleitman. 1977. Mother I'd rather
do it myself: some effects and non-effects of ma-

. 'ternal speech style. In Snow & Ferguson (eds. ).

§ cuiv, Brian. 1944. The Irish of West suskerry, Coun-
ty Cork. Dublin: Dublin Institute for advanced
Studies. 3

O'Leary, Peter. 1933. Seadna. publin: Dawsons.

Scollon, Ronald. 1976. Conversations with a one-year-
old. University of Hawaii Press.

Slobin, Dan. 1973. Cognitive prerequisites for the
development of grammar. In Ferguson & Slobin
(eds.). Studies of child language developnment.
New York: Holt, Rinehart and Wwinston.

Snow, Catherine & Ferguson, charles (eds.). 1977.
Talking to children., Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press.

Stampe, David. 1973, A dissertation on natural pho-
nology. University of Chicago doctoral disserta-
tion,

van der Geest, Ton. 1977. Some interactional aspects
of language acquisition. In Snow & Ferguson
(eds.).

Vennemann, Theo. 1972. Rule inversion. Lingua
29,209-242.

wagner, Heinrich. 1959. gaeilge Theilinn.

Zager, David., 1978. 4 grey area of morphology.
SUNY/Buffalo Manuscript.



