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Summary Summary 

Thiss thesis is about language change. It discusses a particular change in the 

Dutchh language over the past six centuries which has affected the neuter free 

relativee pronoun dat, which has gradually been replaced by the forms hetgeen 

andd wat. 

Thee thesis discusses several aspects of this change. First, it contains a 

detailedd description of the linguistic forms and the linguistic contexts involved. 

Thee description is accompanied by a linguistic analysis of the forms, which 

comprisess both an analysis of the meaning of relative dat, hetgeen and wat and 

ann analysis of the difference in interpretation between wat as a relative pronoun 

andd wat as an interrogative pronoun. In addition to the description and the 

analysis,, an attempt is made to develop a particular vision on language change in 

whichh the language user is the key figure. 

Afterr an introduction in Chapter one, Chapter two contains a detailed 

descriptionn of the change in the use of the free relative pronouns dat, hetgeen 

andd wat. The description is based on a corpus of Bible texts ranging from the 

fourteenthh to the twentieth century, which proved ideal for studying language 

changee because of its lack of change with respect to content. In addition, this 

chapterr lends support to the generally accepted important role of reanalysis as a 

prerequisitee for language change, by showing that the emergence of al wat 

alongsidee earlier al dat has to be attributed to a reanalysis of al. Al was first 

analysedd as an antecedent, and hence took the non-free relative dat. After 

reanalysiss of al as a mere quantifier, the relative pronoun was automatically 

analysedd as a free relative pronoun and hence free relative wat became possible 

afterr al. Also, reanalysis of the combination hetgene dat, with hetgene as an 

antecedentt and dat as a relative ptonoun into hetgene as a free relative pronoun 

accompaniedd by an omissible subordinator dat made possible the use of hetgeen 

onn its own as a free relative pronoun. 

Chapterr three introduces a recurring theme in this thesis: the one-form-

one-meaningg principle. This chapter seeks to demonstrate that one single 

meaningg ('selective') can be attributed to English relative and interrogative 

which',which', similarly, the meaning 'non-selective' is attributed to what. This analysis 

solvess the problem of the 'deviant' use of which and what in some cases, 

describedd in Quirk et al. 1985, thereby introducing another theme: the well-
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knownn fact that the categories of traditional grammar do not always constitute 

thee relevant categories for linguistic analysis. Quirk et al. for example describe 

sentencess like 'Choose which you will ' as exceptions, since which is not used as a 

freee relative pronoun anywhere else. In the present analysis, however, this 

sentencee fits in neatly with the description of which as 'selective'. 

Chapterr four examines the difference in interpretation between 

interrogativee and relative clauses. First, an attempt is made to arrive at a 

comprehensivee definition of this difference. Secondly, careful examination 

showss that several factors contribute to the difference in interpretation, which 

thereforee cannot be attributed solely to a difference in the main verb. Thirdly, 

inn contrast to the traditional view, the claim is put forward that the difference 

inn interpretation will not always be present. Finally, this chapter touches briefly 

onn a theme which is elaborated in Chapter six: the importance of differences 

betweenn language users. Language users will differ in their sensitivity to the 

distinctionn between interrogative and relative clauses and in the way they 

classifyy clauses in this respect. Differences in sensitivity are claimed to have led 

too the incidental classification of neuter relative clauses in Middle Dutch (which 

usedd relative dat) as interrogative clauses. This allowed occasional use of wat in 

thesee clauses which in turn led to reanalysis and the spread of relative wat. 

Chapterr five provides further evidence for the claim that categories of 

traditionall  grammar do not always constitute the relevant categories for 

linguisticc analysis. It examines the use of early Middle Dutch dat and (so) wat, 

andd concludes that these two forms, although both belonging to the same 

traditionall  category of the neuter free relative, are in no way linguistic variants. 

Thiss conclusion is supported by evidence from Old English, Old High German 

andd the few Old Dutch fragments which have been handed down, in which the 

^/-relativee and (so)ii>-relatives are not variants either. Since language variation is a 

prerequisitee for language change, the conclusion is that the change from relative 

datdat to wat must have started after the Early Middle Dutch period. 

Finally,, Chapter six discusses the role of the one-form-one-meaning 

principlee in language variation and language change. It discusses the condition 

whichh must be fulfilled if the one unifying meaning attributed to forms like dat, 

wat,wat, which and what is to play a role in language variation and language change. 

Thee basic assumption is that concepts resulting from linguistic analysis (in this 

casee linguistic meanings and differences in interpretation) must in some way be 
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reall  and accessible to the language user. It is, however, very plausible that there 

wil ll  be huge differences between language users. For instance, it is most unlikely 

thatt all language users will recognize that interrogative wat and relative wat have 

thee same linguistic meaning; nor will all language users perceive a difference in 

interpretationn between a relative and an interrogative wat-clause. Yet there will 

bee some language users who do perceive these linguistic similarities and 

differences.. In that sense, the proposed linguistic meanings and differences in 

interpretationn are real. Language change, then, occurs if the output resulting 

fromm the analysis of an individual is adopted as an (unanalysed) norm by other 

languagee users. The idea of 'automatic' mechanisms of language change is 

abandoned,, since this presupposes that all language users act similarly. 

Yett it is possible to formulate a more modest law of language change which 

statess that the analyses by the few and the adoption of the results as a norm by 

thee many will necessarily lead to relative and other (e.g. interrogative) types of 

usee of one form being semantically related. The hypothesis is formulated that if 

ann existing language form comes into use in a variation context, then the use of 

thatt form in non-variation contexts will impose limitations on the possible 

distributionn of the variants in the variation context. The distribution will be in 

accordancee with the difference in meaning that exists between the language 

formss in the non-variation contexts. These restrictions remain valid through 

time,, even if the frequencies with which the forms occur in the variation 

contextt change, granted that the meaning of the forms in non-variation 

contextss remains constant. 
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