
On the emergence of uninflectedness:

The case of incipient verbal inflection dropping

in present-day French

Vincent Renner & Adam Renwick (University of Lyon)

Uninflectedness Workshop
45th DGfS Annual Conference 
University of Cologne, 9 March 2023



The morphological adaptation of loanwords from English

(Saugera, 2012 a & b)



The morphological adaptation of loanverbs from English

Anastassiadis-Syméonidis & Nikolaou (2011: 119)

les verbes s’adaptent de façon obligatoire au système flexionnel de la L1 
(Anastassiadis-Syméonidis, 2005: 112), mais l’adaptation est facultative 
pour les substantifs et les adjectifs

Saulière (2014: 100)

On ne constate pas dans le français les symptômes d’une mort 
prochaine, notamment l’atteinte du noyau grammatical de la langue
(on continue à conjuguer les verbes empruntés à l’anglais)
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Also attested in the online press



Need for a quantitative approach

Choice of a syntactic pattern requiring verbal inflection that is both audible

and graphemically visible:

• 1st-person pronoun + aller1p.-pres. + XINFINITIVE: je vais stream(er), je vais tweet(er)



Data collection 

Twitter as corpus (Academic Research access) 

• automated queries on the targeted pattern — je vais X — in a sample

of French tweets from Nov. 2020 to Feb. 2022

= 100+ million tweets



Manual data filtering

• ≈ 400,000 types

• ≈ 4,000 types with > 2,000 tokens

• selection of uninflected English verbal items

(forms like mangé, downloadé were filtered out)



Top 50 uninflected English-origin French verbs

bet boycott bug cancel carry

check choke cop copyright crush

dead del delete die dl

dm fake flop follow glow

google grind hashtag kill like

live look match play pop

post pull rp rush screen

skip snap spam spoil step

stop story stream switch troll

try tryhard tweet unfollow win



Distribution of the top 50 verbs

Twitter archives, 2006-2022

• change of scale (billions of French tweets) & diachronic depth

• relative distribution of inflected and uninflected forms:

• je vais stream vs je vais streamer

the spelling variants of the inflected forms are included

(e.g. canceller/canceler, hashtaguer/hashtager)



Basic clustering into 3 groups

Group 1: virtually all forms are uninflected

• 34 verbs out 50, i.e. a sizable majority

• 27 of them are neologisms: grind, screen, skip, cancel, play, snap, carry, 

unfollow, crush, delete, fake, live, pop, cop, dead, del, die, dl, dm, glow, 

hashtag, pull, rp, try, tryhard, story, step

• 7 are established French verbs (listed in Weisman 2020):

bug, copyright, flop, switch, follow, google, match 



Basic clustering into 3 groups

Group 2: a sizable majority of forms are uninflected

• 11 verbs out of 50

• 6 neologisms: choke, kill, look, stream, win, bet 

• 5 established verbs: troll, like, stop, rush, tweet



Basic clustering into 3 groups

Group 3 : a more or less balanced ratio of inflected and uninflected forms

• 5 established verbs: post, spoil, boycott, check, spam











Uninflectedness in other remote corners of the lexicon

in
verlan

slang



in verlan slang

Uninflectedness in other remote corners of the lexicon



in slang loanwords from Romani (verbs in ave(r))

Uninflectedness in other remote corners of the lexicon



Nouchi (Ahua 2008, Atsé N'Cho 2014)

for verbs which are not of French origin:

• uninflectedness in the present-tense paradigm

(but variation in the 1st and 2nd person of the plural)

• je/yé badou 'I eat'

• unadapted past participle

• nous avons badou 'we have eaten'

In French-based contact languages of western Africa



Camfranglais (Bogni 2018)

for some verbs which are not of French origin:

• J’ai begin à play les cartes frons.

• Il va win le bacho cette année.

• Nous allons back autour de 17 heures.

=> a new "fourth-group" class of conjugation

In French-based contact languages of western Africa



Conclusion

• verbal inflection not systematic in present-day French

• exploratory study of a quantitatively important phenomenon in online discourse

• verbal uninflectedness especially salient in loanwords

• marked choice flagging foreignness, peripherality, limited assimilation, but also

textual genre and in-group membership

• seems mostly limited to informal discourse and younger speakers


