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APPENDIX 1: FREQUENCY OF PERFECTS AND PRETERITES IN ENGLISH 
 
By way of illustrating the rise of the perfect against the backdrop of the much more 
widespread and ancient preterite, I collected frequency data from Early English Books Online, 
comprising 755 million words of British English between the 1470s and the 1690s 
(https://corpus.byu.edu/eebo/, accessed on 09 Sept 2018), the Hansard Corpus, comprising 1.6 
billion words of speeches from the British Parliament between 1803 and 2005 
(https://www.hansard-corpus.org/, accessed on 09 Sept 2018), as well as COHA, 400 million 
words of American English between 1810 and 2009 (https://corpus.byu.edu/coha/, accessed 
on 09 Sept 2018). I searched for preterites and present perfects of two of the commonest 
lexemes, be and do, since they possess distinct shapes for the finite preterite and the non-finite 
past participle. The results are laid out in Tables 1–3, demonstrating how the perfect gradually 
carved out more and more territory from the consistently dominant preterite, though it has 
dwindled somewhat in American English over the latter half of the 20th and into the 21st c. 
(Tables 3a–e). 
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1 The first row lists all the sections of the corpus by decade. The second row gives the number of occurrences of 
the form in the relevant section, while the third row states how many words (in millions) that part of the corpus 
contains. The fourth row gives the frequencies per one million words, with the bars visualising those frequencies. 
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Table 1b. Frequency of was in Early English Books Online 
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Table 1c. Frequency of has done in Early English Books Online 
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Table 1d. Frequency of have done in Early English Books Online 
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Table 1e. Frequency of did in Early English Books Online 
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Table 2a. Frequency of has been in the Hansard Corpus 
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Table 2b. Frequency of was in the Hansard Corpus 
SEC

TIO

N 

1800 1810 1820 1830 1840 1850 1860 1870 1880 

189

0 

1900 

191

0 

192

0 

193

0 

194

0 

195

0 

196

0 

197

0 

198
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704 
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Table 2c. Frequency of has done in the Hansard Corpus 
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Table 2d. Frequency of have done in the Hansard Corpus 
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Table 2e. Frequency of did in the Hansard corpus 
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Table 3a. Frequency of has been in COHA 
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Table 3b. Frequency of was in COHA 
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Table 3c. Frequency of has done in COHA 
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16.
93 

25.
55 

23.
67 

22.
74 

23.
98 

25.
39 

24.
24 

22.
79 

26.
89 

25.
57 

23.
13 

23.
86 

16.
66 

16.
55 

16.
30 

15.
39 

16.
00 

15.
80 

13.
67 

12.
07 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 7 

Table 3d. Frequency of have done in COHA 
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39.
79 

40.
73 

39.
54 

33.
71 

33.
14 

 

 
Table 3e. Frequency of did in COHA 
SEC
TIO
N 

AL
L 

18
10 

18
20 

18
30 

18
40 

18
50 

18
60 

18
70 

18
80 

18
90 

19
00 

19
10 

19
20 

19
30 

19
40 

19
50 

19
60 

19
70 

19
80 

19
90 

20
00 

FRE
Q 

66
29
94 

94
0 

64
90 

12
69
0 

15
73
4 

19
92
1 

22
92
0 

27
74
8 

30
69
3 

29
41
8 

34
38
9 

38
32
2 

40
98
9 

43
26
4 

44
68
8 

44
24
1 

45
14
7 

45
17
4 

46
51
7 

55
30
9 

58
40
0 

WO
RDS 
(M) 

40
5 1.2 6.9 

13.
8 

16.
0 

16.
5 

17.
1 

18.
6 

20.
3 

20.
6 

22.
1 

22.
7 

25.
7 

24.
6 

24.
3 

24.
5 

24.
0 

23.
8 

25.
3 

27.
9 

29.
6 

PER 
MIL 

1,6
37.
02 

79
5.8
0 

93
6.8
9 

92
1.2
6 

98
0.4
1 

1,2
09.
41 

1,3
43.
90 

1,4
94.
86 

1,5
10.
78 

1,4
28.
00 

1,5
56.
23 

1,6
88.
15 

1,5
97.
78 

1,7
58.
51 

1,8
35.
39 

1,8
02.
46 

1,8
82.
91 

1,8
96.
86 

1,8
37.
46 

1,9
79.
45 

1,9
75.
15 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


