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ABSTRACT

In this paper, we propose a comprehensive account of the paradigms of Frisian verb-classes. Verb-classes in
Frisian are an example of a more general phenomenon of inflectional classes that we encounter in many
natural languages across the major word classes. Members of different inflectional classes show different
paradigms. Traditionally, inflectional classes have been analyzed using class-features (see e.g., Marzi et al.
2020). However, such features suffer from being ad hoc devices that seem to have no other function in the
grammar than to code this difference. In the present analysis we propose that the verb stems from different
classes show a difference in size. Using phrasal spell-out, we will show that these stems differ in the amount
of morpho-syntactic structure that they may realize, rendering class-features superfluous.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The aim of this paper is to account for the differences between Frisian verbal classes without
making use of language-specific class features. The major divisions in the Frisian verbal system
are between regular (weak and strong) and irregular verbs (Dyk 2020). At least within the
regular weak verbs, there is a disivion between class I and class II, which both have their
own inflectional paradigms. We analyze the difference in verb classes as a size difference be-
tween the verb stems of the different classes. We focus on Frisian regular verbs, and not yet
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consider any irregular verbs in this paper.1 Interestingly, we show that the same technique can
be applied to both weak and strong regular verbs.

As an example of the difference in class, consider the weak verbs, bakke [bɑkə], a so-called
class I verb, and wurkje [wœrkjə], belonging to class II.

(1) class I Pres. Past class II Pres. Past
1 sing. bɑk bɑktə 1 sing. ʋœrkjə ʋœrkə
2 sing. bɑkst bɑktəst 2 sing. ʋœrkəst ʋœrkəst
3 sing. bɑkt bɑktə 3 sing. ʋœrket ʋœrkə
1 plur. bɑkə bɑktən 1 plur. ʋœrkjə ʋœrkən
2 plur. bɑkə bɑktən 2 plur. ʋœrkjə ʋœrkən
3 plur. bɑkə bɑktən 3 plur. ʋœrkjə ʋœrkən

(Data from Merkuur 2021, 55)

Two observations can immediately be made. First, verbs from different classes have different
paradigms both in the present and in the past tense (e.g., the suffix -je shows up in the paradigm
of class II but never in class I, conversely, -te shows up in class I but never in class II). Second,
the paradigms partly overlap in the sense that some affixes (such as -n in the past plural, -t in 3rd
person, and -st in 2nd person) are shared by both classes. Ideally, any theory of these paradigms,
should account for these observations.

From a theoretical perspective, morphological classes have been taken by some as an argument
for the existence of a separate module of the grammar where words are built (e.g., Aronoff 1994).
The line of reasoning of these proponents of a separate word-formation component starts from the
observation that elements belonging to different morphological classes syntactically behave in the
same way. For example, there are no syntactic rules in Frisian that only pertain to class I or class
II-verbs. Furthermore, there is no phonological difference between elements of different morpho-
logical classes either. That is, we cannot attribute the different paradigms to any phonological
properties of the stems (Merkuur 2021, 39). Given this lack of phonological or syntactic reasons to
separate members of different morphological classes, there must be some feature that is only
relevant to morphology proper that distinguishes the two. Or, put differently, since there is neither
a syntactic nor a phonological rule referring to morphological class, such information (coded as
‘class features’) should be confined in its own domain i.e., in the domain of morphology.

However, since the rise of Distributed Morphology (Halle & Marantz 1993, 1994; Marantz
1997), there is a strong trend in modern linguistics to break down any walls that separate
morphology from syntax. The attractiveness of such proposals lies in the requirement of having
only a single module (or even stronger, a single operation) to account for all structure-building
in the grammar, rather than having more places, or different rule-types, that have the power to
construct forms (Marantz 1997; Hauser et al. 2002).

In this paper, we will follow this alluring idea, and show that the existence of morphological
classes is not an argument for a separate word-building module of the grammar. We will show that
class-features (e.g., Marzi et al., 2020) can be eliminated and that there is an alternative available in

1Although the inflectional paradigms of irregular verbs show more anamolies and less similarities, they also show (traces
of) class differences (as historically they developed from regular verbs).
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the form of different sizes of lexical items. The theoretical idea of phrasal spell-out is one of the key
ingredients of the present proposal. Rather than, as is customary in Distributed Morphology, spelling
out terminal nodes of the syntactic tree, we will assume a nanosyntactic framework in which phrases
are the target of spell-out (Caha 2009; Starke 2011, 2014a, 2014b, 2014a). Caha, De Clercq &
Wyngaerd (2019) proposes that the difference between two classes of adjectives in Czech, is the
result of a difference in size between the adjectival bases. Caha (2021) uses the same analytical idea to
account for the differences in Russian nominal declensions. Here, we also follow this theoretical idea
and show that it can be successfully applied to different morphological classes in a different language,
eliminating class-features completely. In this way, we hope that that this paper not only contributes
to an understanding of the Frisian data, but also to a growing body of literature that argues for
phrasal spell-out (Weerman & Evers-Vermeul 2002; Neeleman & Szendrői 2007).

During the paper, we also signal a problem. It turns out that the second person singular in the
verbal paradigm of Frisian induces a so-called ABA-pattern. Such patterns have been assumed to
be impossible in natural language (see e.g., Bobaljik 2012; Caha 2009), although they do occur. We
will show that, indeed, the analysis employed here can not account for this Frisian ABA-pattern.
We suggest a solution in the form of an adaptation of the spell-out algorithm, as earlier proposed
by Blix (2022), who argues that certain ABA-patterns can be accounted for with the aid of so-
called complex left branches. Because the present paper concentrates on accounting for the class
difference, we postpone the analysis of the Frisian ABA pattern to future work and leave the
second person singular out of the present analysis.

This paper starts out with a brief theoretical introduction in Section 1, explaining the main
ingredients for our nanosyntactic analysis. In Section 2, we present the relevant Frisian data for
weak verbs and analyze these data using the theorical tools presented in Section 1. In Section 3
we turn to the strong verbs and show that, although some paradigms require an adapted version
of the theory, a possibility that goes beyond the scope of this paper, at least for some verbs, the
presented analysis for weak verbs directly accounts for their paradigms. In Section 4 we briefly
evaluate and conclude.

2. SOME THEORETICAL BACKGROUND: CLASS AS SIZE DIFFERENCE

Our analysis is embedded in nanosyntax (Starke 2009, 2014; Caha 2009). Here, we focus on the
spell-out algorithm, in particular the way that different root sizes may lead to different inflec-
tional paradigms. We refrain from a broader introduction to the framework. We refer the
interested reader to Starke (2014a), Caha (2019) and Baunaz & Lander (2018) for such broader
introductions to the nanosyntactic framework. We have tried to present our analysis in such a
way that also those readers that are not familiar with the framework should be able to under-
stand the core of the analysis.

A central idea of nanosyntax is that the syntactic structure is built up by stepwise merging of
features. After each merger, the grammar tries to spell-out the resulting structure with an entry
from the lexicon.2 Often, there is no lexical entry available that can spell-out the resulting

2A caveat is in order here. We do not imply that each merger is to be equated with a phase in the sense of phase-theory
(Chomsky 2008). Here we intend that the relevant lexical items are somehow activated and put in memory before being
realized.
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structure directly. Therefore, in many cases one or more movement operations are necessary to
adapt the structure in such a way to allow matching.

Each syntactic feature is a terminal node that heads its own projection. These features come
in a specific hierarchical order (often referred to as the functional sequence or, in short, fseq.),
which is assumed to be universal. There are more such functional sequences, depending on
word-class. These features merge stepwise on top of a root (see the structure in (2)). Of course,
not every feature of the hierarchy is always present. The syntactic use of the item determines
which features will be present. E.g., in a third person singular present tense, the features [past],
[plural] and [speaker] will be absent. However, each feature that is part of the structure will need
to be spelled out by some element of the vocabulary (i.e., by some morph in the terminology of
Haspelmath 2020).

We assume the functional sequence represented by the structure in (2) (Starke 2020).

(2) SpP

[Sp.] PartP

[Part] πP

[π] PlurP

[Plur] NumP

[Num] PastP

[Past] TenseP

[Tense] Root

In contrast to what is customary in earlier proposals (such as Distributed Morphology), nano-
syntax makes use of phrasal spell-out. This means that phrases such as TenseP, PastP are the
targets of spell out, rather than the terminal nodes (such as [Tense], [Past], etc.).

We make use of a simplified version of the spell-out algorithm proposed by Starke (2018):3

(3) Spell-out algorithm (simplified version)
Merge F (F being a feature on the fseq.) and

a. Spell out FP
b. If (a) fails, attempt any of the rescue strategies below (in the order given),
and retry (a), until spellout is successful:
(i) move the spec of the complement of F
(ii) move the complement of F.

3It would require too much of the available space here to fully explain the spell-out algorithm and its technical details.
We refer the interested reader to Caha (2019, 105 ff.) for a detailed exposition.
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Let us illustrate the workings of this algorithm with a small example in which we build the
plural of the English noun boy.4 As a first step, the root merges with a feature [n] that heads
an nP.

(4)

After this merger, clause (a) of the Spell-out algorithm applies to the nP. To fulfill this task, we
need to consult the lexicon and see whether there is a lexical item that corresponds to the nP.
The English lexicon contains a form /bɔj/ that has exactly the form of the tree in (4). So, spell-
out is successful for this tree, indicated by the double-arrow in (4).

As a second step, we merge the plural feature, leading to the structure in (5):

(5)

Now, we try to spell out PlurP, but since the lexicon does not contain a special form for the
plural of this noun, the (b)-clause of the Spell-out algorithm applies. Therefore, we first try to
move the specifier of the complement of Plur, but since there is no specifier in this complement,
clause (b) (ii) applies, and we move the whole complement, resulting in the structure in (6):

(6)

Again, we consult the lexicon to see whether there is something stored that may realize the
PlurP. One of the items that the lexicon contains is the suffix /-z/, which is stored as a treelet (7):

(7)

The Spell-out of the PlurP in (6) can be successfully completed since the PlurP is realized as /-z/,
and the remaining nP as /bɔj/.

Note that in the case of a root such as √MAN (/mæn/) (rather than √BOY), there would
be a special lexical item available (the ‘suppletive’ form men) realizing the corresponding

4Note that we simply assume here a nominal fseq. in which plural is the highest head. This does not reflect any claim we
make about the structure of the nominal fseq., it merely serves our illustration of the Spell-out algorithm.
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structure in (5). For this structure, English has a ‘bigger’ lexical item that not only covers the
nP containing this root, but also the PlurP:

(8)

There is one more theoretical element of the nanosyntactic approach that we need to explain.
Suppose we would have chosen to build the plural of the root √SHEEP. As with √MAN, there is a
special form (sheep) for the plural (corresponding to the structure in (8)), which is also used for
the singular. How can we have this ‘bigger’ special form also realizing the ‘smaller’ singular
structure?

Nanosyntactic theory relies on the Superset Principle, proposed by Starke (2009):

(9) Superset Principle (Starke 2009)
A lexically stored tree matches a syntactic node iff the lexically stored tree contains the
syntactic node.

That is, if the lexical tree of √SHEEP contains the ‘singular’ nP, then, according to the Superset
Principle, this tree may be used to spell-out the singular form. This, of course, raises a new
question: why is it that in the case of √MAN it is the smaller lexical item (/mæn/) that wins over
the bigger one in the singular? The answer comes from a second principle, which is a version of
the so-called Elsewhere Condition (Kiparsky 1973, 18):

(10) Elsewhere Condition (Kiparsky 1973)
In case two rules, R1 and R2, can apply in an environment E, R1 takes precedence over
R2 if it applies in a proper subset of environments compared to R2.

This condition ensures that the smaller (i.e., more specific) lexical tree will be chosen in case two
lexical items compete for insertion.

Before we turn to a detailed analysis of the Frisian verb classes, we are now in the position to
explain the gist of our analysis. We will argue that roots from class I are bigger in that they spell
out one feature more than the roots from class II (see the paradigms in (1)). As a result, spell-out
calls for an extra morph for roots from class II to realize the feature that is ‘covered’ by class I
roots. We will demonstrate that this small difference in size and its consequences for spellout
will explain the difference between paradigms in (1). Furthermore, as we will demonstrate in due
course, the overlap between the two paradigms also follows since a class II root plus the extra
morph equals the size of a class I root. Thus, to account for the two different paradigms, we need
only to understand the size difference between lexical roots, and we do not need to revert to
language-specific morphological features. The class-variation follows from general syntactic
principles that are part of UG. In a DM-account (see Merkuur 2021), by contrast, one would
have to rely on language-specific features that refer to the class of the verb, triggering
different inflectional affixes. In the nanosyntactic approach, there is no such need since the
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class-differences fall out from a universally available mechanism i.e., so-called size differences
between lexical items.

In our discussion of the paradigms, we encounter a problem concerning the second person
singular forms (ending in -st). These forms challenge the ordering on the fseq. of the second
person vis-à-vis the first and third person. Consider the singular second person past tense forms
in (1). Here, we see that there is a syncretism between first and third person to the exclusion of
the second. This is an instantiation of a so-called ABA-pattern given the hierarchy in (2).
Because such ABA patterns are assumed to be impossible in natural language (see e.g., Bobaljik
2012), ideally, an elegant analysis would resolve this problem for the Frisian data. On closer
inspection, however, it turns out that certain ABA-patterns do occur. Proper treatment of such
patterns requires an adaptation of the spell-out algorithm. Here, we will limit ourselves to the
elimination of class-features, postponing discussion of the second person singular to
future work.

The step-wise merger and application of the spell-out algorithm is a rather tedious and
space-consuming way of presenting our analysis. Fortunately, it is possible to translate them
to transparent lexicalization tables that we will use to exemplify our analyses.

The first row of the table (apart from the last column that contains the resulting phonological
form, added for convenience) gives the fseq., starting from the root in the leftmost cell.

The leftmost cell of the second row contains the syntactic specification of the given form
(here: 1st person plural past). The other cells of this row contain the morphs that realize the
features from the fseq. with which they are aligned in the table which they spell out. Note that a
single affix (e.g., -n in Table 1) may realize more than a single feature (due to phrasal spell-out).
However, the following rules in the lexicalization tables must be obeyed, since they directly
reflect the way the spell-out algorithm works:

- Each affix has a maximal size which corresponds to its lexical specification.
- Each affix has a minimal size which corresponds to the lowest feature in the hierarchy that
it may lexicalize (it may ‘shrink from the top’).

- Affixes cannot skip features in the hierarchy that are part of their lexical representation.

The first statement simply states that an affix cannot be used to spell out features that are not
part of its lexical specification. Note that this element of the theory contrasts with systems that
rely on underspecification of affixes (such as DM, Halle & Marantz 1993).5 The second state-
ment is a direct consequence of the Superset Principle (Starke 2009). This implies that not all
features contained in a lexical item always must be present in the syntactic representation for the

Table 1. 1st plural past tense of weak class I verb

VerbType Synt. Repr. Verb-root Tense Past Num Plur. π Sp. Phon. form

Class I 1st plur. past bɑk -tə -n bɑktən

5We refer the interested reader to Caha (2020) for an extensive comparison between DM and nanosyntax.
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item to be inserted. Specifically, lexical items may ‘shrink from the top’ to their minimal size i.e.,
their foot, but features at the bottom or in the middle of the lexical specification cannot be left
out or skipped. We will see the workings of the Superset Principle in discussing the different
Frisian forms, to which we will now turn in Section 2.

3. WEAK VERBS

The forms that we use as our data represent what one might call ‘standard Modern Frisian’.
This is not the only form spoken in Fryslân (a province in the Northern part of the
Netherlands) today; there is quite some variation among speakers. Ignoring this variation
for now, we limit the discussion to these standard forms (taken from a recent study by
Merkuur 2021).

Frisian verbs belong to either one of two classes: class I or class II. The paradigms of these
classes are exemplified in (1), using wurkje ‘to work’ and bakke ‘to bake’ as our examples.

Let us start by looking at the plural forms in the present tense. The present tense plural forms
of the two verb classes differ only in the occurrence of [j] (bakke versus wurkje). This [j] must be
the realization of an extra morpheme that is lacking in the class I verbs.6 Since the plural present
tense forms are for the rest identical, the logic of our approach only allows the conclusion that
this morpheme realizes a feature that is covered by the stem of class I verbs. Hence, class I stems
are bigger than class II stems. The lexicalization table below (Table 2) gives our analysis of the
plural present tense forms of the regular weak class I and II verbs.

Specifically, we claim that the stem of class I verbs covers the Tense-feature which is not
covered by the stem of class II verbs. Since all features need to be realized, an immediate
consequence is that another affix must be recruited to spell out Tense in class II verbs. This
affix is the suffix that surfaces as [j]. Thus, we propose that the lexical representation of the
stems of bak (class I) and wurk (class II) is as in (11):

(11)

Table 2. Plural present tense of weak class I and class II verbs

 

6Note that this [j] cannot be part of the root since it occurs in all class II verbs.
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The syncretism between the three person-forms in the plural is easily accounted for by assuming
that the suffix [ə] is not only specified for plural but also for all person features. Its lexical
representation is given in the first line of (12).7 Here we also give our first approach towards the
representation of the suffix -j.

(12) Frisian lexicon of verbal suffixes (first version)
-ə : Num – Plur. – π – Part. – Sp.
-j : Tense

The superset principle ensures that the ‘plural’ suffix not only realizes the first-person plural
(its ‘largest’ coverage) but may also be recruited (in case more specific affixes are lacking) to
realize second and third-person plural.

As the next step in our analysis, let us turn to the past tense forms before we come back to
the singular present tense forms. Consider Table 3 below. First, the stems bak (class I) and wurk
(class II) are fixed in size, bak covering one more feature than wurk. Second, the morpheme -n
should have the same size in both paradigms, with the same foot. This leaves the morphemes -ə
and -tə to be of different sizes. The morpheme that surfaces as -ə has its foot in Tense because
that is where the class II stems end. Consequently, this morpheme must be the same morpheme
as [j] in Table 2. Because there is only a single morpheme between wurk and -n, and there is
already a morpheme that starts at Tense, it must be the same.

In fact, it makes a lot of sense that the morpheme that surfaces as -ə here must be identified
with the morpheme -j in Table 2. Following Merkuur (2021), we assume that, underlyingly, this
affix consists of the abstract vowel [I], which reduces to schwa in stressless position, whereas it
shows up as a glide [j] elsewhere. We describe the phonology of the suffix informally with the
following rules:

Table 3. 3rd plural past tense of weak class I and class II verbs

7We use linear notations here rather than trees for reasons of space. We assume that the reader may easily translate these
linear notations to treelets.
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(13) a. /I/ is a vowel before C, a glide elsewhere:
/I/ → i /____C
/I/ → j / Elsewhere

b. Reduction:
/i/ → ə
[�stress]

Interestingly, in some versions of presentday Frisian, the [I] is realized as [i], rather than in its
reduced version.8 We take this as further evidence for the correctness of our analysis.

Consequently, the suffix /I/ is larger than we thought before. It also realizes the features Past
and Num. One may ask at this point of our analysis whether the suffix -n could have a different
foot. The answer is negative, since it cannot foot in Num because -ə does, and there cannot be
identical representations for different morphemes. Furthermore, the morpheme -ə cannot have a
foot higher in the structure, because then there are no features for -te to realize.

Both in class I and in class II, the forms for 1st, 2nd, and 3rd person are syncretic in the
plural of the past tense. As we have seen above, the way that nanosyntax deals with these
syncretisms is by assuming that the syncretic affix is lexically specified as containing the full
hierarchy of features. Because of the superset principle, it may ‘shrink’ from the top, and
therefore, those syntactic structures that contain a subconstituent of the lexical structure, may
also be realized by this affix. Apparently, the suffix -n spells out any phrase containing plural and
one or more person features. However, it does not have to realize all its person-features. It may
‘shrink’ from the top. Therefore, it can do first, second and third person (in the absence of more
specific affixes).

We update our lexicon of affixes in (14):

(14) Frisian lexicon of verbal suffixes (second version):
-ə : Num – Plur. – π – Part. – Sp.
-I : Tense – Past – Num
-te : Past – Num
-n : Plur. – π – Part. – Sp.

Let us now turn to the singular forms, again starting with the past tense, leaving out the second
person forms. Our analysis of these forms is summarized in Table 4. We use three dots to
indicate that these features are realized by the suffix in a column further to the right. E.g., in the
first row the suffix -te realizes the features Past-Num-π. Similarly, in the third row -I realizes the
features Tense-Past-Num-π-Sp.

These tables show that the only step we have to make to include these forms in our analysis is
extending the lexical representation of both -te and -I. If we include the person features in their
representations, the past tense forms in Table 4 immediately follow. So, again updating our
lexicon, gives us the affixes in (15):

8The first author of this paper is a speaker of such Frisian dialect.
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(15) Frisian lexicon of verbal suffixes (third version):
-ə : Num – Plur. – π – Part. – Sp.
-I : Tense – Past – Num – π – Sp.
-tə : Past – Num – π – Sp.
-n : Plur. – π – Part. – Sp.

Finally, let us turn to the singular forms of the present tense (again leaving out second person
forms). As in the plural (Table 2), we expect the same suffixes to occur in class I and class II,
since the stem of class II equals the stem þ I of class I. The first person is zero-marked in class I
verbs. This could be taken as an indication that the verb-root realizes all person and number
features. However, if that were the case, we would expect a syncretism with the second and third
person, which is clearly not what we find. Therefore, for now we are forced to postulate a zero-
affix that realizes the number and person features in the present first person singular.9

In the third person, we encounter a new suffix -t that only covers Num and π. The analysis,
asking for two new suffixes, -t and -0, is straightforward, as presented in Table 5.

This leads to a final update our lexicon, adding the two present tense suffixes -0 and -t:

Table 5. Singular present tense forms of weak class I and class II verbs

 

Table 4. Past tense forms of weak class I and class II verbs

 

9We are fully aware that postulating a zero-afffix is an analytical last resort. We are therefore committed to find another
solution in which the stem that covers the root-features also shows up in the first person singular of the present tense.
However, since we focus on the elimination of class-features here, for which this discussion is not relevant, and since this
analytical step would require so-called complex left branches (Blix 2022), we leave this issue here without further
discussion.
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(16) Frisian lexicon of verbal suffixes (final version):
-ə : Num – Plur. – π – Sp.
-I : Tense – Past – Num – π – Sp.
-tə : Past – Num – π – Sp.
-n : Plur. – π – Part – Sp.
-0 : Num – π – Sp.
-t : Num – π

Before we move on, let us briefly zoom in on the 1st singular present tense form of class II verbs
(ʋɶrkjə). The suffix -I is realized as a palatal glide here since it does not precede a consonant.
This renders the phonological form /wɶrkj/ but since that is not a viable phonological word in
Frisian, we assume that the phonology inserts a final schwa as a kind of repair, leading to the
surface form [wɶrkjə] (see for similar analyses: Visser 1992; Merkuur 2021). This epenthetic
segment is therefore not part of the morphology of Frisian.

At this point of our analysis, one may appreciate multiple reasons for which we consider
‘size’ a better explanation than class features for the paradigmatic differences between class I and
class II verbs. Firstly, the current analysis makes predictions as to where the paradigms differ
and where they are the same. The morpheme /I/ sometimes, together with the verbal stem (class
II), realizes the same features as the larger class I stem. In such cases, we see the same mor-
phemes showing up in both classes higher up in the tree (more to the right). If the morpheme -I
realizes more features, then we see different morphemes higher up in both classes. As far as we
are aware, an account using class features cannot make such specific empirical predictions as it
can be used to label any difference.

Secondly, as indicated above, using size rather than featural make-up to code the class-
difference, we obviate the need for language-specific features and make use of a universally
available mechanism to code this lexical difference.

Thirdly, another theoretical advantage of the current approach is that we may use the same
technique to account for the differences between the paradigms in the weak verbs, and those we
see in the strong verbs. That is, a theory relying on features to distinguish between verb classes,
would have to invoke two features: [±strong] and [I/II class]. In our proposal only size differ-
ences of lexical items are used to derive the different verbal paradigms. The central point of our
section 3 is that a substantial subset of the strong verbs can be analyzed within our framework
with no additional theoretical apparatus.

4. ‘STRONG’ VERBS

Next to the weak class I and class II verbs discussed above, Frisian hosts strong verbs that,
although they seem less regular at first sight, can also be classified as either class I or class II. By
way of example, we give the paradigms of wurde (‘to become’) (class I) and hingje (‘to hang’)
(class II). Next to class I and class II weak and strong verbs, there is also a set of truly irregular
verbs. We will refrain from discussing those latter verbs, although in principle we see no prob-
lem for the analytical tools used to capture these too. We leave this for future research.

The strong verbs are characterized by having multiple stems i.e., wurd, waard for the verb ‘to
become’, and hing, hong for the verb ‘to hang’ (Table 6). In the past tense, in contrast to the weak
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verbs, they do not show the suffixes, -I or -te. The situation in Frisian is not dissimilar from what
we observe in English strong verbs that also have multiple stems. Below, we investigate to what
extent the same theoretical notion ‘size difference’ that successfully may replace class features,
may also, replace the notions ‘strong’ and ‘weak’.

More specifically, the general idea of our analysis is that the stems that only occur in the past
tense (such as waard ‘became’), realize the feature [past].

(17) class I Pres. Past class II Pres. Past
1 sing. ʋurd ʋard 1 sg. hɪŋjə hɔŋ
2 sing. ʋurdst ʋardst 2 sg. hɪŋəst hɔŋst
3 sing. ʋurdt ʋard 3 sg. hɪŋət hɔŋ
1 plur. ʋurdə ʋardn ̩ 1 plur. hɪŋjə hɔŋn ̩
2 plur. ʋurdə ʋardn ̩ 2 plur. hɪŋjə hɔŋn ̩
3 plur. ʋurdə ʋardn ̩ 3 plur. hɪŋjə hɔŋn ̩

Let us first have a look at a strong verb from class I, the verb wurde ‘to become’. The present
tense forms of this verb, as is true for all strong verbs of this class, are identical to the paradigm
found in the weak class I verbs. We present the relevant lexicalization table for the present tense
of wurde below. The table shows that wurde behaves parallel to bakke in the present tense.

The past tense, however, clearly differs. The absence of the -te suffix in the past tense in
strong verbs suggests that the stem ward covers the features that are covered by stem þ te in the
weak verbs. Table 7 makes this idea concrete.

Table 6. Present tense of strong class I verb

Table 7. Past tense forms of strong class I verb
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The whole past tense paradigm results from this step without further ado. The paradigm
follows from the lexical representation of the affixes in (16) and the assumption that the deviant
stem has the lexical representation, given in (18) below.

(18)

In principle, the stem waard /ʋard/ may be used to realize the present tense form as well.
However, the Elsewhere Condition will select the ‘smaller’ form wurd since it has less super-
fluous features.

Turning to class II strong verbs, with the verb hingje as an example, the picture is slightly
different: the present tense behaves as in the regular cases. The verb hingje is class II and behaves
just like wurkje in the present tense.

Now, if we turn to the past tense and take the same analytical step as we did for the strong
verbs of Class I, we encounter a serious problem.

Comparison of Table 9 with Table 8 visualizes that point:

Table 8. Present tense of strong class II verb

Table 9. Past tense forms of strong class II verb

 

368 Acta Linguistica Academica 70 (2023) 3, 355–371

Brought to you by MTA Könyvtár és Információs Központ olvasók | Unauthenticated | Downloaded 09/29/23 08:30 AM UTC



At first sight, this step nicely derives the past tense forms without any additional assump-
tions. However, in this case, the form hong would be chosen over the form hingþI in the present
tense. The reason is that hingþI is bimorphemic (rather than the monomorphemic wurd in
Class I strong verbs) and therefore, the spell-out algorithm used in this paper, chooses hong over
hingþI in the present tense. The structure containing the root plus the Tense-feature is a subtree
of the lexical structure of hong. Therefore, without any movement operations, this stem will be
able to spell out that structure, incorrectly predicting that hong is used in the present tense. We
would need to make use of complex left branches (Blix 2022) to be able to deal with these cases,
a step that we do not want to take yet, since we cannot oversee all consequences of such a
farreaching move. We leave the Class II strong verbs as a problem for now.

5. EVALUATION AND CONCLUSION

We have argued that in Frisan verbal stems from class I spell out one feature more than verbal
stems from class II. As a result, the stems from class II call for an extra affix to realize this
feature. This small difference in size between the roots explains further differences in the
paradigms of class I and II verbs. Furthermore, the overlap between the paradigms is expected
within this approach since a class II root plus the extra affix equals the size of a class I root. In
this way, we do not need to revert to language-specific morphological features. The class-
variation follows from general syntactic principles that are part of UG. In the nanosyntactic
approach, there is no need for special class-features, but morphological classes fall out from a
universally available mechanism i.e., so-called size differences between lexical items.

Furthermore, the same technique of size-differences allows us to bring previously considered
irregularities (such as the strong verbs) within the same system without any ad hoc devices or
special rules.

The key ingredient of the nanosyntactic analysis presented here is the possibility for one and
the same morpheme to realize a stretch of the fseq. rather than just a single feature, or a feature-
bundle (i.e., phrasal spell-out). Interestingly, the nanosyntactic approach puts a severe constraint
on possible syncretisms: features involved should be (structurally) adjacent on the fseq. (see
Caha 2009 for extensive discussion of case-syncretisms). Since morphemes realize a stretch of
features, they can differ in size. In line with earlier proposals, such as Caha, De Clercq &
Wyngaerd (2019), we have shown that these size differences are the key to a better understand-
ing of morphological verb classes in Modern Frisian. Making class-features follow from size
diffeences, mitigates an important argument for separating morphology from syntax. If the
defended approach can be generalized to other such features, there is all the more reason to
try to unify these grammatical components.

Finally, we observe that Frisian also challenges the ordering of the second person vis-à-vis
the first and third person. The observed syncretism between first and third person to the
exclusion of the second, seems to be an instantiation of an ABA-pattern that the theory excludes.
In future work, we aim to show that a solution proposed by Blix (2022) proposing complex left
branches plus an adaptation of the spell-out algorithm, is needed to deal with these ABA-
patterns. Furthermore, these future analyses should provide an account for all strong and
irregular verbs as well.
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