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Typically, Germanic verb inflection falls apart into two main classes: strong and
weak verb inflections. At present, the strong verb inflection system has lost most
of its original transparencies and disintegrated into an intricate patchwork of
distinct classes and irregularities (Haeseryn et al., 1997, pp. 87-94; Lieberman et
al., 2007; Mailhammer, 2007). Yet, although the alternative “weak” inflection
system — which also developed quite early - is much more transparent and
highly productive, the strong verb inflection continues to show itself remarkably
resilient. Not only has it resisted the strong regularization pressure of the weak
verbs relatively well, it incidentally even shows some signs of expansion
(Salverda, 2006, pp. 170-179).

In order to investigate how such an untransparent system can survive
and even incidentally expand in a population, we have constructed an agent-
based model of the competition between the strong and weak verb forms in
Dutch. In our current model, the agents are embedded in a world of events,
which they need to communicate to one another in a language game (Steels,
1995). These events are typically expressed by strong verbs in Dutch and their
frequency correlates with the frequency of the verbs describing them in the
Corpus of Spoken Dutch (CGN, cf. VVan Eerten, 2007). The more often an agent



hears the strong or weak form of a particular verb, the more likely he is to use
this form in a future game. While the agents start with an outspoken preference
for the strong forms — corresponding to the current situation in Dutch — the weak
forms benefit from being more transparent. That is, while the use of a strong
form only affects its direct counterpart in the lexicon of the hearer, the use of a
weak form also slightly raises the probability of all other weak forms in the
hearer’s lexicon due to the transparency of weak inflectional endings.

Although the current state of our model is too simple to accurately
model the historical competition, it is our aim to ultimately compose a truly
realistic model. To achieve this, we mean to go as far as possible in
incorporating the vast body of knowledge already available on the strong-weak
verb competition.

References

Albright, A., & Hayes B. (2003). Rules vs. analogy in English past tenses: a
computational/ experimental study. Cognition 90(2), 119-161.

Lieberman, E., Michel, J.-B., Jackson, B., Tang, T., & Martin, A.. (2007).
Quantifying the evolutionary dynamics of language. Nature 449 (7163), 713-
716.

Mailhammer, R. (2007). Islands of resilience: the history of the German strong
verbs from a systemic point of view. Morphology 17(1): 77-108.

Salverda, R. (2006). Over de sterke werkwoorden in het Nederlands, Engels en
Duits. In: M. Hining et al. (Eds.), Nederlands tussen Duits en Engels (pp.
163-181). Leiden: Stichting Neerlandistiek Leiden.

Steels, L. (1995). A self-organizing spatial vocabulary. Artificial Life, 2(3), 319-
332.

Van Eerten, L. (2007). Over het Corpus Gesproken Nederlands. Nederlandse
Taalkunde 12(3), 194-215.

Van Santen, A.. (1997). Hoe sterk zijn de sterke werkwoorden? In: A. van
Santen & M. van der Wal (eds.), Taal in tijd en ruimte. Voor Cor van Bree
bij zijn afscheid als hoogleraar Historische Taalkunde en Taalvariatie aan
de Vakgroep Nederlands van de Rijksuniversiteit Leiden (pp. 45-56). Leiden:
SNL.



