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Merger of 2. and 3.sg.pres.ind. in Old Norse

Overview:

• In North Germanic, the original 3.sg.pres.ind. ending -iþ is replaced by the 2.sg.
ending.

• Some scholars have assumed that sound change made the 2. and 3.sg. forms identical
in some cases, and this identity was then generalized to all verbs.

• Other scholars have claimed that the outcome of the original 3.sg. ending would
make the verb forms ‘unrecognizable’ to speakers, who then replaced the 3.sg. with
the 2.sg.

• I will show that both of these theories are incorrect.

• I suggest a morphological account in which the 3.sg. was replaced by the 2.sg. in
order to establish a distinction between the 3.sg. and the 2.pl.

1 Introduction
(1) In regular strong verbs, Proto-Germanic inherits a distinction between the 2. and

3.sg.pres.ind.act., as seen in East and West Germanic:

(2) Pres.ind.act. endings

Gothic OHG OS OLF OF OE

2.sg. -is -is -is -is -est -is
3.sg. -iþ -it -id -it -ith -ið

(3) In North Germanic, the two endings are identical:

(4) Old Norwegian Old Danish Old Swedish Old Gutnish

2.sg.
}

-r -ær -er -r3.sg.
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(5) There is near universal agreement in the grammars that the 2.sg. ending has replaced
the original 3.sg. ending (Holthausen 1895, Noreen 1923, Jónsson 1925, Heusler 1932,
Krause 1948, 1971, Iversen 1972, Antonsen 1975, Hanssen et al. 1975, Haugen 1982,
Schulte 2018).

(6) The replacement 2.sg. → 3.sg. is very surprising.

(7) The 3.sg. is the most frequent form in the paradigm (Greenberg 1966, Bybee 1985),
and more frequent forms generally replace less frequent forms:

(8) “In the case of more frequent forms and less frequent ones, e.g. […] those of the third
person — those of the other persons, […] the former replace the latter more often
than vice versa” (Mańczak 1978, 1980).

(9) The reverse replacement in North Germanic has “taxed the explanatory abilities of
five or six generations of linguists” (Dilts 1980).

(10) Most accounts of the merger in North Germanic have been based on phonology.

(11) I will demonstrate that these accounts are flawed, and instead provide a morphologi-
cal account.

(12) For North Germanic, I will from now only refer to Old Norse = Old Norwegian and
its offshoot Old Icelandic.

2 2./3.sg. endings in Proto-Norse and Old Norse
(13) The 2./3.sg. ending -r in Old Norse goes back to an older ending -ʀ, attested in runic

inscriptions (e.g. n 2, dr 192, sö 131, Gustavson et al. 1983), which in turn goes back
to an even older ending -iʀ (ög 136).

(14) The original 3.sg. ending is once attested in Proto-Norse as -iþ (dr 357, kj 96).

(15) The new 3.sg. ending -(i)ʀ appears in inscriptions from southeastern Sweden and
northwestern Norway by the second half of the 7th c. (dr 360, kj 97, niær 55, kj 101).

(16) Proto-Norse Old Norse

2.sg. *-iʀ
}

⇒ -iʀ > -ʀ > -r3.sg. -iþ
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3 The theory of regular merger
(17) After long syllables, the vowel i in the original 2.sg. ending *-iʀ and the 3.sg. -iþ

would be lost.

(18) The consonants *-ʀ and *-þ would then come in direct contact with the final segment
of the verbal stem.

(19) If the stem ended in *-l or *-n, both endings would undergo total assimilation with
the stem final consonant and give -ll and -nn (Kuryłowicz 1945, 1977, Hilmarsson
1980, Schulte 2018).

(20) Exemplified with skína ‘shine’:

(21) Regular merger according to Kuryłowicz

Proto-Norse Old Norse

2.sg. *skīn-iʀ > *skīn-ʀ > skín-n
3.sg. *skīn-iþ > *skīn-þ > skín-n

(22) This pattern would subsequently spread to all present indicative conjugations by
analogy.

(23) This cannot be correct, because the postulated sound changes *-lþ > -ll and *-nþ >
-nn did not in fact take place.

(24) Only original sequences *-lþ- and *-nþ- would undergo total assimilation.

(25) Secondary sequences *-lþ- and *-nþ- originating from the loss of a vowel between
the two consonants, did not:

(26) Primary and secondary *-lþ- and *-nþ- in Old Norse

Early Proto-Norse Late Proto-Norse Old Norse

*wulþō > *olla > olla ‘I wielded’
*kunþō > *kunna > kunna ‘I knew’

*maþlidō > *mǣlþa > mǽlta ‘I spoke’
*rahnidō > *rǣnþa > rǽnta ‘I robbed’
*skilidō > *skilða > skilða ‘I separated’
*spanidō > *spænða > spenða ‘I attracted’

(27) There are no assimilations that would cause the 2. and 3.sg.pres.ind.act. forms to be
identical (Reimer & Lindroth 1939).
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4 The theory of detrimental assimilation
(28) After long syllables, the vowel in the original 3.sg. ending -iþ would be lost.

(29) The ending *-þ would then come in direct contact with the final segment of the verbal
stem.

(30) After vowels and most consonants, *-þ would give Old Norse *-ð.

(31) After dental fricatives *-þ and *-ð or an alveolar stop *-t, the ending *-þ would assim-
ilate to the consonant and become *-d and *-t, respectively.

(32) After consonant clusters ending in an alveolar stop *-t or *-d, the ending *-þ would
drop and give a zero ending *-∅ in Old Norse.

(33) Hypothetical outcomes in the 3.sg.

Proto-Norse Old Norse

*drīb-iþ > *drīb-þ > *dríf-ð ‘drives’
*stīg-iþ > *stīg-þ > *stíg-ð ‘steps’

*līþ-iþ > *līþ-þ > *líd-d ‘goes’
*rīd-iþ > *rīð-þ > *ríd-d ‘rides’
*bīt-iþ > *bīt-þ > *bít-t ‘bites’

*brest-iþ > *brest-þ > *brest-∅ ‘bursts’
*bind-iþ > *bind-þ > *bind-∅ ‘binds’

(34) The regular outcome of the original 3.sg. ending would be a phonologically condi-
tioned variation (= allomorphy) between *-ð, *-d, *-t, and *-∅.

(35) Many scholars have seen this potential allomorphy as the reason why the 3.sg. was
replaced by the 2.sg. (Sommerfelt 1924, 1959, Seip 1971, Hilmarsson 1980, Nielsen 2000,
Bjorvand 2010, Fulk 2018, Schulte 2018).

(36) The hypothetical assimilated 3.sg. forms are seen as ‘problematic’ in some way, but it
is not made explicit why or how they are problematic.

(37) The exception is Hilmarsson (1980), who claims that assimilated 3.sg. forms such as
*rídd from ríða ‘ride’ would be ‘unrecognizable’.

(38) The assumption is, then, that speakers would not be able to identify *-ð, *-d, *-t, and
*-∅ as variants of the same morpheme *-ð, and therefore replaced it with the more
transparent 2.sg. ending.
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(39) This cannot be correct, because the exact same allomorphy exists elsewhere in the
language, and this allomorphy is productive.

4.1 Abstract nouns in -ð
(40) The suffix -ð derives abstract nouns from adjectives (Torp 1909, Krahe 1969), with

fronting of a back vowel in the root.

(41) When the adjectival root ends in a dental fricative, the suffix -ð assimilates to it and
creates a voiced geminate stop -dd.

(42) When the adjectival root ends in a voiceless obstruent -p, -k, and -s, the suffix -ð
changes to a voiceless -t (Noreen 1923).

(43) Noun derivations with suffix -ð
Adjective Abstract noun

dauf- ‘deaf’ deyf-ð ‘deafness’
fagr- ‘beautiful’ fegr-ð ‘beauty’
gnóg- ‘abundant’ gnǿg-ð ‘abundance’

breið- ‘broad’ breid-d ‘breadth’
víð- ‘wide’ víd-d ‘width’

djúp- ‘deep’ dýp-t ‘depth’
spak- ‘wise’ spek-t ‘wisdom’
fús- ‘eager’ fýs-t ‘eagerness’

(44) The derivation vídd from víð- is perfectly equivalent to the allegedly ‘unrecognizable’
conjugational form *rídd from ríð-.

(45) Deriving abstract nouns in -ð from roots was ‘very productive’ in Old Norse (Torp
1909).

(46) An Old Norse innovation is to derive such nouns from weak verbs (Torp 1909):
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(47) Innovative derivations with suffix -ð
Verb Abstract noun

fylg-ja ‘follow’ fylg-ð ‘following’
hlíf-a ‘protect’ hlíf-ð ‘protection’

hefn-a ‘avenge’ hefn-d ‘revenge’
hvíl-a ‘rest’ hvíl-d ‘rest’

styrk-ja ‘strengthen’ styrk-t ‘strength’
nefs-a ‘punish’ nefs-t ‘punishment’

(48) The allomorphy between -ð, -d, and -t in these innovate formations demonstrates
that it was both productive and transparent to speakers of Old Norse.

(49) Sommerfelt (1959) sees the potential counterargument provided by these abstract
nouns.

(50) His solution is to claim that the allomorphy is ‘more awkward in finite verb forms
than in abstract nouns’, without explaining this reasoning any further.

(51) But the exact same allomorphy exists in finite verb forms too.

4.2 Past tense of weak verbs
(52) Old Norse forms the preterite and perfect participles of weak verbs with a past tense

morpheme -ð.

(53) In 3rd conjugation verbs, the suffix -ð follows the verbal root directly due to the loss
of an intervening vowel -i-.

(54) The past tense suffix -ð exhibits the exact same allomorphy between -ð, -d, -t, and -∅
that was supposed to be ‘unrecognizable’ in the present tense:

(55) Verbs with past tense morpheme -ð
Infinitive 3.sg.pret.ind. Perf.part.

fylg-ja ‘follow’ fylg-ð-i fylg-ð
fǿr-a ‘bring’ fǿr-ð-i fǿr-ð
erf-a ‘inherit’ erf-ð-i erf-ð
dǿm-a ‘judge’ dǿm-ð-i dǿm-ð

fǿð-a ‘feed’ fǿd-d-i fǿd-d
mǿt-a ‘meet’ mǿt-t-i mǿt-t
fest-a ‘fasten’ fest-∅-i fest-∅
send-a ‘send’ send-∅-i send-∅
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(56) The same allomorphy is applied in later loanwords (de Vries 1962), showing that the
allomorphy was productive and transparent:

(57) Loanwords with past tense morpheme -ð
Infinitive 3.sg.pret.ind. Perf.part.

tǽr-a ‘consume’ tǽr-ð-i tǽr-ð
snǽð-a ‘eat’ snǽd-d-i snǽd-d
být-a ‘exchange’ být-t-i být-t
pynd-a ‘extort’ pynd-∅-i pynd-∅

4.3 Pronominal clitic -ðu
(58) The 2.sg.nom. personal pronoun þú ‘thou’ reduces to a clitic -ðu (Noreen 1923).

(59) The pronoun can attach as a clitic to almost any preceding word in the sentence, but
most often with imperatives and the present tense of so-called preterite-present verbs.

(60) The initial fricative of the clitic -ðu exhibits the exact same variants as it does in the
abstract noun suffix -ð and the past tense suffix -ð:

(61) Variants of the 2nd person clitic -ðu
Host word Clitic -ðu

seg ‘say.imp’ seg-ðu
hlíf ‘protect.imp’ hlíf-ðu

heill ‘hail!’ heill-du
efl ‘strengthen.imp’ efl-du

sit ‘sit.imp’ sit-tu
brjót ‘break.imp’ brjót-tu
ves ‘be.imp’ ves-tu

þarft ‘need.2.sg.pres.ind’ þarft-u
dragst ‘move.imp’ dragst-u
statt ‘stand.imp’ statt-u

4.4 Interim conclusion
(62) There are many suffixes in Old Norse with an initial dental fricative -ð-.

(63) They are all common and productive, and they exhibit the regular and expected
variation between -ð-, -d-, -t-, and -∅-.
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(64) This allomorphy was fully transparent to speakers of Old Norse, and they had no
difficulties with either recognizing them or applying them productively in new words.

(65) There is nothing to indicate that the regular outcome of the original 3.sg. ending -iþ
would be problematic for speakers.

(66) The expected allomorphy of the 3.sg. ending cannot be the reason why it was lost
and replaced by the 2.sg. ending.

5 A morphological account
(67) There is no phonological reason for the formal identity (= syncretism) between the 2.

and 3.sg. endings in Old Norse.

(68) We should look at the status of the original 3.sg. ending -iþ with respect to the other
grammatical endings in the verbal paradigms.

(69) In regular strong verbs, there is full syncretism between the 3.sg. and 2.pl.pres.ind.act.
in Proto-Germanic.

(70) This is the result of regular sound change (Krahe 1969):

(71) Pres.ind.act. endings

Gothic OHG OLF

2.sg. -is -is -is
3.sg.

}
-iþ -it -it2.pl.

(72) This syncretism is inherited into Proto-Norse (Krause 1971):

(73) Pres.ind. endings in Proto-Norse and Old Norse

Strong v. 1st class 2nd class 3rd class 4th class
PN ON PN ON PN ON PN ON PN ON

2.sg. *-iʀ -r *-ōʀ -ar *-iʀ -r *-īʀ -ir *-ēʀ -ir
3.sg. -iþ -r *-ōþ -ar *-iþ -r *-īþ -ir *-ēþ -ir
2.pl. *-iþ -ið *-ōþ -ið *-iþ -ið *-īþ -ið *-ēþ -ið

(74) This syncretism does not exist outside the present indicative:
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(75) Pres.subj. endings in Proto-Norse and Old Norse

Strong v. 1st class 2nd class 3rd class 4th class
PN ON PN ON PN ON PN ON PN ON

2.sg. *-ēʀ -ir *-ōʀ -ir *-jēʀ -ir *-ijēʀ -ir *-ēʀ -ir
3.sg. *-ē -i *-ō -i *-jē -i *-ijē -i *-ē -i
2.pl. *-ēþ -ið *-ōþ -ið *-jēþ -ið *-ijēþ -ið *-ēþ -ið

(76) Pret. endings in Proto-Norse and Old Norse

Strong verbs Weak verbs
Indicative Subjunctive Indicative Subjunctive
PN ON PN ON PN ON PN ON

2.sg. *-t -t *-īʀ -ir *-dēʀ -ðir *-dīʀ -ðir
3.sg. -∅ -∅ *-ī -i -dē -ði *-dī -ði
2.pl. *-uþ -uð *-īþ -ið *-duþ -ðuð *-dīþ -ðið

(77) Compare the last three tables!

(78) Whenever the 3.sg. and 2.pl. endings were identical in Proto-Norse, the original 3.sg.
ending is always lost and replaced by the 2.sg. ending in Old Norse.

(79) Whenever the 3.sg. and 2.pl. endings were distinct in Proto-Norse, both are kept and
remain distinct in Old Norse, and the 3.sg. is never replaced by the 2.sg. ending.

(80) There are no exceptions to these generalizations, and it is unlikely to be coincidental.

(81) The end result is that the 3.sg. and 2.pl. are kept distinct in Old Norse, at the expense
of sometimes losing the contrast between the 2. and 3.sg.

(82) This suggests that speakers found the syncretism between the 3.sg. and 2.pl. ‘prob-
lematic’ to the extent that it triggered a move to separate the two endings.

(83) The ‘solution’ to this problem caused a new syncretism to arise instead: 2.sg. = 3.sg.

(84) This indicates that the new syncretism between the 2. and 3.sg. appeared ‘less prob-
lematic’ to speakers than the original syncretism between the 3.sg. and 2.pl.

(85) Both syncretisms obliterate the distinction between the second and third person, but
one does so within a number category (the singular), while the other does so across
number categories (the singular and the plural).
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(86) It seems that syncretisms within number categories are preferred over syncretisms
across number categories.

(87) Kuryłowicz (1945): When a verb form is generalized within its paradigm, it happens
within and not across numbers.

(88) He sees this generalization as an instantiation of his fifth law of analogy:

(89) ‘To reestablish a difference of central importance, the language abandons a difference
of more marginal importance’ (translated).

(90) Differentiating verbal forms across numbers is more ‘important’ than differentiating
verbal forms within numbers.

(91) Speakers of Proto-Norse gave up on the distinction between the 2. and 3.sg. (‘of
marginal importance’) in order to establish a distinction between the 3.sg. and 2.pl.
(‘of central importance’).

6 Conclusion
(92) In North Germanic, the original 3.sg.pres.ind. ending -iþ was replaced by the 2.sg.

ending *-(i)ʀ.

(93) Most scholars have assumed phonological accounts of this replacement.

(94) These theories are incorrect.

(95) The original 3.sg. is replaced by the 2.sg. only in the present indicative.

(96) The present indicative is also the only category in which the original 3.sg. ending
was identical to the 2.pl.

(97) Whenever the 3.sg. was different from the 2.pl., the original 3.sg. ending remains.

(98) I suggest that speakers replaced the 3.sg. with the 2.sg. ending in order to establish a
distinction between the 3.sg. and the 2.pl.

(99) It seems to be a universal principle that distinctions in verb forms across numbers
(singular and plural) are more important than distinctions within number.
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