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 In this presentation, I will discuss the results of two recent studies in which I employ tools of network science to 

examine linguistic change in the history of the Germanic languages.  The main focus will be on the phenomenon of 
Preferential Attachment, also known as the "rich-get-richer" property that is common in a wide variety of social, 
informational, and biological networks (Albert and Barabási 2002).   Preferential Attachment involves the process 
whereby some large clusters of nodes (or hubs) in a complex network are linked to more frequently and grow at an 
exponential rate over time. In the first study, I explore patterns of growth in the co-occurrence networks of so-called 
light verbs in earlier stages of Swedish.  These verbs, such as English make in a phrase like make an impression or give as 
in give advice (Jespersen 1964), are basic transitive verbs that are often paired with a wide variety of nouns in the 
history of Swedish. Using a corpus of early Swedish texts written in the 13th through 16th centuries, I examine the 
frequency of light verbs and the increasing variety of object complements with which they occur. With the aid of 
several measurements of biodiversity from the field of ecology, I highlight the unique behavior of these verbs 
compared to others and demonstrate how they function as central hubs that follow the principles of Preferential 
Attachment within a network.  In a second study, I investigate the same phenomenon in a much larger corpus, 
namely, the 400-million-word Corpus of Historical American English.  I explore similar aspects of light verbs on a 
larger scale, discussing preliminary findings from the study of grammatical and lexical changes that took place 
between 1800 and 2000 in a set of several thousand historical American English texts.  The final portion of the 
presentation will address broader implications of these studies, like the role of first language acquisition in language 
change, the inevitability of certain linguistic changes, and how analytical tools of network science can shed light on 
these changes.  


