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THE USE OF DUTCH MOETEN WITHOUT 
AN INFINITIVE:  
A CASE OF DEGRAMMATICALIZATION? 

 

 

Wim Honselaar & Hella Olbertz 
 
 
 
 

1 Introduction 
In most Germanic languages,1 with the exception of English, modal verbs can be 
used independently in the context of directional movement, i.e. without the in-
finitive of a lexical verb. Compare the following examples of moeten in Dutch 
(1a), müssen in German (1b), and must in English (1c): 
 

(1)  a. Hij moet naar een kliniek. (DRAPAC, Keuls 1980) 
  b. Er muss in eine Klinik. 
  c. *He must to a clinic 
  ‘He must go / be sent to a clinic.’ 
 

Since in (1) the subject has an animate referent, the most obvious lexical verb to 
be filled in is ‘go’. But this is not a matter of ellipsis, because such a verb need not 
be present in the context in Dutch, German, Danish, Swedish and Norwegian.2 
The same procedure is possible in these languages when the subject refers to an in-
animate concrete entity. Compare Dutch (2a) and German (2b) with English (2c): 
 

(2)  a. Eerst moet die steen weg. (DRAPAC, Mulisch 1982) 
  b. Erst muss der Stein weg. 
  c. *First, the stone must away. 
  ‘First, the stone must be removed.’ 
 

                                                 
1 We are grateful to Vibeke Cohen, Annette Maria Myre Jørgensen, Inger Schoonderbeek Hansen 
and Lissan Taal-Apelqvist for informing us about the restrictions on the independent use of modal 
verbs of necessity in Norwegian, Danish and Swedish. 
2 See also Mortelmans et al. (2009: 45) for Danish and Eide (2005: 60) for Norwegian. 
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The difference between Dutch and the four other Germanic languages, represented 
here by German, becomes clear in non-movement contexts: 
 

(3)  a. De koffer en de tas moesten open. (DRAPAC, Reve 1961) 
  b. ??Der Koffer und die Tasche mussten auf. 
  c. ??The suitcase and the bag had to open. 
  ‘The suitcase and the bag had to be opened.’ 
 

In (3), the place of the directional adverbial in (1) and (2) is occupied by an adjec-
tival predicate. Whereas this construction type is quite popular in Dutch, it is not 
possible in any of the other four Germanic languages.3 Both (3b) and (3c) are odd 
and hardly interpretable, but (3a) makes sense immediately. An even more extreme 
case is the use of moeten with eventive subject referents: 
 

(4)  a. Als het moet doe ik alles voor hem (DRAPAC, Durlacher 2000) 
  b. *Wenn es muss, tu ich alles für ihn 
  c. *If it must, I do everything for him 
  ‘If necessary, I do everything for him’ 
 

Het ‘it’ in (4a) cataphorically refers to the state of affairs doe ik alles voor hem ‘I do 
everything for him’. In Dutch a pronominal element referring to a state of affairs 
as the subject with independent moeten is not only grammatical but also highly 
productive. This is impossible in the other Germanic languages, however: the lit-
eral translations into German and English are outright ungrammatical, and, accor-
ding to our informants, the same holds for Danish, Norwegian and Swedish. 
 What these four examples of the use of independent Dutch moeten have in 
common, is that in all cases moeten has a ‘root’ meaning, which means that it ex-
presses non-epistemic necessity. Within non-epistemic modality the most im-
portant distinctions are deontic and circumstantial. Circumstantial modality 
forms a part of what is generally referred to as ‘dynamic modality’ and concerns 
possibility or necessity due to external circumstances; deontic modality can 

                                                 
3 Barbiers (2002: 70) claims that Norwegian has exactly the same restrictions on the independent 
use of the modal of necessity. This is, however, contradicted by Eide (2005: 90), according to whom 
constructions with adjectival predicates such as (3) are ungrammatical in Norwegian. 
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roughly be characterized as permission or obligation. Examples (1), (2) and (4) are 
representative of our corpus examples in the sense that they are ambiguous: they 
can be read both as deontic and circumstantial; only (3) is undoubtedly deontic as 
it is usually a customs officer who requires bags and suitcases to be opened. 
 The four examples given above are also illustrative of the distinction between 
the different targets of the modalization: in (1) the target is an animate individual, 
i.e. the active participant in a state of affairs, whereas in (2)-(4) the modalization is 
targeted at the state of affairs itself. The rationale behind this distinction is that 
only animate referents have the ability to act autonomously. We will refer to this 
type of modalization as ‘participant-oriented’ (Hengeveld 2004). In all other cases, 
the scope of the modalization is the whole state of affairs, or, in Hengeveld’s terms 
(2004), they are ‘event-oriented’.4 
 The present paper concerns the development of the use of independent moeten 
during the last three centuries and is based on the analysis of a corpus of literary 
texts of approximately 1,2 million words for each century. Table 1 shows the 
quantitative development of independent moeten in this period. The percentage 
given in the rightmost column corresponds to the relation between the independent 
use and the total use of moeten. 
 

Table 1. Independent moeten from 1700 to 2000 
 words total moeten  independent moeten  
18th century 1,249,065 3.143 29 0.9226% 

19th century 1,196,958 2.768 94 3.3959%  
20th century 1,266,519 4.166 378 9.7345% 

 

This table clearly shows that the relative frequency of independent moeten has 
dramatically increased in the course of the last three centuries. The aim of this 
paper is to provide a tentative explanation of this phenomenon. More specifically, 
we wish to give an alternative to Nuyts’ (2013) claim that the use of Dutch modals 
without an infinitive is a specific type of degrammaticalization (see Section 4 for 
                                                 
4 For more details on this approach to modality see Hengeveld (2004) for a typological view and 
Olbertz & Honselaar (forthc.) for an application to Dutch. 



WIM HONSELAAR & HELLA OLBERTZ 

 188 

more details). What makes this matter particularly interesting is that the event-
oriented use of independent moeten has increased between 1700 and 2000, as is 
shown in Table 2. 
 

Table 2. Distribution of independent moeten over categories 
 MOVEMENT NON-MOVEMENT other5 totals 
targets: participant event participant event   
18th c.   17   58.7%   1   3.4%   4   13.8%   1     3.4%   6   20.7%   29   100% 
19th c.   53   56.4%   4   4.2% 14   14.9% 11   11.7% 12   12.8%   94   100% 
20th c. 216   57.1% 18   4.8% 69   18.3% 62   16.4% 13     3.4% 378   100% 

 

 

While the percentage of the numerically most important category, the participant-
oriented use in the context of directional movement, has remained basically un-
changed, there is a small increase in the participant-oriented use outside the move-
ment context, and a considerable increase in the event-oriented use outside the 
context of movement. 
 Our paper will be structured as follows. In Section 2 we will discuss the partici-
pant-oriented use of independent moeten in order to consider the restrictions on 
its use outside the movement context and to explain the increase of this category. 
Section 3 will be dedicated to the origin and the development of the event-oriented 
use of independent moeten, with particular attention to cases with eventive subject 
referents illustrated, as in (4) above. These two sections will form the basis for 
section 4, in which we will argue that the best way to interpret the increasing 
independent use of moeten is the generalization of its use as a lexical verb rather 
than the degrammaticalization of auxiliary moeten. Section 5 will contain our 
conclusions. 
 

                                                 
5 The category ‘other’ contains mainly interrupted utterances, from which it is not clear whether 
moeten was going to be followed by the infinitive of a lexical verb or not. In addition, it contains a 
small number of cases that do not fit in any of our main categories, as well as a few uninterpretable 
cases. In the 20th century sample, this category includes four tokens of epistemic use, to which we 
will come back in Section 3. 
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2 Participant-oriented independent moeten 
This section will discuss the diachronic development of the participant-oriented use 
of moeten without an infinitive, the most frequent use of independent moeten. We 
will do this chronologically, and each time we will start with moeten in the context 
of directional movement and then proceed to the non-movement cases. 

2.1  18th century 
As can be gathered from Table 2, use of independent moeten in the 18th century 
was almost always participant-oriented, with movement into some concrete direc-
tion, expressed by an adverbial that generally indicates place: 
 

(5)  Johannes moest in de Gevankenis (DBNL18, Van Swaanenburg, 1726) 
  ‘Johannes had to [go] to prison’ 
 

In one case the directional adverbial expresses an abstract goal of the movement: 
 

(6)  je moet in den ban (DBNL18, Van Swaanenburg, 1726) 
  ‘je must [be put] under the ban’ 
 
Apart from the orthography, (5) and (6) could occur in modern usage as well. 
 The four cases of participant-oriented moeten in the 18th century data that do 
not concern movement are all clear cases of ellipsis, i.e. the infinitive is given in the 
immediate context: 
 

(7)  DE WAARD: Deeze kerel heeft dorst. 
  DE OPPASSERS: Dat heeft hij ook. 
  DE WAARD: En hij moet drinken. 
  DE OPPASSERS: Dat moet hij ook. 
  DE WAARD: Maar hij wil niet. 
  DE OPPASSERS: Hij moet. (DBNL18, Paape 1789) 
 

  ‘THE INNKEEPER: This guy is thirsty (literally: “has thirst”) 
  THE GUARDS: Indeed he is (literally: “that he has”). 
  THE INNKEEPER: And he must drink. 
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  THE GUARDS: Yes he must (literally: “that he must”). 
  THE INNKEEPER: But he doesn’t want [to] 
  THE GUARDS: He must.’ 
 

This example illustrates two different types of ellipsis: in the first case, the event 
described in the ellipted infinitive drinken ‘drink’ is referred to by means of the 
anaphoric pronoun dat ‘this’. In the second case, there is no such pronoun. 
Interestingly, the second case, as opposed to the first, is also acceptable in English. 

2.2  19th century 
With the increasing frequency of independent moeten, the contexts of partici-
pant-oriented directional movement become more diverse. In most cases, the 
adverbial continues to indicate a goal as in examples (5) and (6) above, but very 
simple directional adverbs such as weg ‘away’ become increasingly popular: 
 

(8)  daarom moest ik weg, weg met haar, zoover mogelijk weg! 
  (DBNL19, Emants 1894) 
  ‘this is why I had to [go] away, away with her, as far away as possible!’ 
 

Fourteen out of a total of 53 tokens of participant-oriented movement are of this 
type. In addition we find adverbial expressions that indicate the source from which 
the movement begins, as illustrated in (9), as well as descriptions of the path of the 
movement (10): 
 

(9)  Als hy wat wachtte, zei ik, zou de deur wel eens opengaan, als er iemand uit 
moest. (DBNL19, Multatuli 1860) 
‘If he waited, I said, the door would open sooner or later, when somebody 
had to [get] out.’ 

(10) ik moet juist zijne deur voorbij (DBNL19, Oltmans 1838) 
  ‘I just had to [walk] past his door’ 
 

The 14 tokens of independent moeten outside the context of movement can be 
subdivided into two types: (i) those cases in which moeten expresses modal 
necessity and (ii) those in which it does not. The 12 tokens of the first type are 
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illustrated in: 
 

(11) als de aanvoerder zei: 'Ruiter, doe dit, ruiter, doe dat!' Verduiveld, dan moest 
Hans immers wel (DBNL19, Oltmans 1838) 
‘when the leader said: “Cavalryman, do this, cavalryman, do that!”. 
Damnit, then Hans had no choice after all’ (literally: “Hans must after all”) 

 

A crucial difference between these cases and 18th century usage as illustrated in (7), 
is that (11) is no longer a case of ellipsis: there is no infinitive in the context that 
could be filled in. 
 The second type of participant-oriented independent moeten is of an entirely 
different nature. Rather than necessity, moeten here expresses intention (12) or 
desire (13): 
 

(12) nu echter zag Gaspard het kind [...] en scheen te willen raden waarom het 
zich hier bevond; hij sloeg het met donkere blikken gade en vroeg driftig: ‘En 
wat moet dat kind?’ (DBNL19 Oltmans 1840) 
‘but now Gaspard saw the child [...] and seemed to try to guess why it was 
there; he watched it gloomily and asked aggressively: “And what is this 
child doing here?”’ 

(13) Wat zoekt gij hier? Moet gij kruiden, die het leven verkorten of verlen-
gen?(DBNL19 Oltmans 1838) 
‘What are you looking for here? Do you want herbs that shorten or pro-
long life?’ 

 

In these cases, any addition of an infinitive would alter the meaning of moeten, 
which means that moeten is a full verb here. The meaning of moeten in these ex-
amples is related to the Old Dutch (500-1200) meaning of deontic possibility of 
the auxiliary. From Middle Dutch onward deontic possibility auxiliary moeten 
occurs primarily in negative contexts6 and in Modern Dutch (1500-today) the 

                                                 
6 The switch from deontic possibility to deontic necessity occurred via negation as a bridging 
context in both German and English; see Narrog (2012: 187-190) for an overview. 
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meaning of possibility disappears in the auxiliary function.7 It survives in the 
lexicon, but, as in Middle Dutch, it rarely occurs in affirmative declaratives. 
 
2.3  20th century 
In the 20th century independent participant-oriented moeten in the context of 
directional movement behaves in the same way as described above, but its 
frequency increases. Additionally, there are a few cases of movement in the 
metaphorical sense of movement in time:8 
 

(14) Ik moet weer alleen verder, zonder vertrouwen en zonder Peter. 
(DRAPAC, Frank 1947) 
‘I must [go] on alone again, without confidence and without Peter.’ 

 

With respect to contexts other than movement, our 20th century corpus contains 
the first tokens of participant-oriented independent moeten with resultative 
predicative adjectives or particles: 
 

(15) je gaat nu blijkbaar uit van de veronderstelling, dat hij beslist dood moet... 
(DRAPAC, Vestdijk 1948) 

  ‘apparently you assume that there is no doubt that he has to be killed’ 
  (literally: “he certainly must dead”) 
(16) ‘Komt jouw tante uit Zeeuws-Vlaanderen nog naar de Dam, Sjon?’ [...] 

‘Vergeet het maar. Ze moest te vroeg op.’ (DRAPAC, v/d Heijden 1983) 
‘“Is your aunt from Dutch Flanders coming to Dam Square, John?” [...] 
“Forget it. She had to [get] up too early.”’ 

 

As has been stressed in generative studies on this subject (e.g. Hoeksema 1997; 
Barbiers 2002), the adjective (or particle) must mark the endpoint of a scale, 
                                                 
7 Most of the information provided here is based on the online Historische woordenboeken op inter-
net, provided by the Institute of Dutch Lexicology (INL). 
8 Sometimes, it is not clear whether we are dealing with movement in space or in time, or both, in 
particular in case of the relatively frequent set expression aan het werk moeten ‘to have to get down 
to work’; it has an inchoative meaning, and may or may not involve any spatial movement; an ex-
ample is: 
(i) […] en toen moesten we weer aan het werk. (DRAPAC, Anne Frank 1947) 
 ‘[…] and then we had to go down to work again.’ (literally: “we must again to the work”) 
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which for adjectives implies that they may not be gradable. Put differently, the 
predication with moeten must be telic. This is what these cases have in common 
with the directional movement use of independent moeten in which the goal of 
the movement is specified. Compare e.g. (17): 
 

(17) Je moet direct naar huis. (DRAPAC, Groen 1980) 
  ‘You must [go] home immediately.’ 
 

As the predicates dood ‘dead’ in (15) and op ‘up’ in (16), naar huis ‘home’ in (17) 
indicates an endpoint. Given the fact that the large majority of movement use of 
independent moeten contains a specification of the goal, the resultative cases can 
be explained as a generalization of goal-oriented movement to the domain of goal-
orientation as such. 
 Furthermore, it is noteworthy that the frequency of the lexical use of moeten 
has increased; (18) and (19) illustrate the desiderative and intentional meaning. 
They differ with respect to the adverbial modifier: in (18) the locative adverbial 
daar ‘there’ is used;9 (19) is a typical case of an adverbial specifying the person 
from whom something is being desired (van mij ‘from me’): 
 

(18) Wat moet die goser daar? (DRAPAC, v/d Heijden 1983) 
  ‘What is that guy after?’ 
(19) Wat moeten jullie nog van mij? (DRAPAC, Baantjer 1989) 
  ‘What else do you want from me?’ 
 

In our corpus there are eight tokens of the same type as (18), and three tokens 
that match (19). Both are restricted to the use in questions. 
 In addition, our corpus contains two examples of a more specific meaning of 
moeten: 
 

(20) Ze moest me niet, [...] misschien haatte ze me zelfs wel. 
  (DRAPAC, Durlacher 2000) 
  ‘She didn’t like me, [...] perhaps she even hated me.’ 
 

                                                 
9 In other contexts also hier ‘here’. 
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In this case, i.e. when it means ‘to like (someone)’, the use of moeten is restricted 
to negative contexts, which may be both declarative and interrogative. 
 
2.4 Summary 
In the context of directional movement, independent participant-oriented moeten 
is most frequently used with adverbials that specify the goal of the movement. 
The 20th century innovation of independent moeten with resultatives has shown 
to be a generalization of this use. The use of independent moeten outside the con-
text of movement starts in the 18th century. The initially strictly elliptic use is 
generalized in the 19th century in the sense that the lexical verb need no longer be 
immediately recoverable. In addition, moeten is used as a lexical verb based on the 
Old Dutch reading of possibility of moeten. 

3 Event-oriented independent moeten 
In this section we will discuss the diachronic development of the event-oriented 
use of independent moeten, that is to say, cases in which the subject of independ-
ent moeten does not refer to an animate being. For the 18th and 19th century, we 
will proceed in the same way as in Section 2, starting each time with the context of 
movement before proceeding to the other contexts. The discussion of the 20th 
century data will focus on the use of eventive subject referents. 

3.1  18th century 
In our 18th century data we find one case of event-oriented independent moeten 
in the context of directional movement: 
 

(21) [er lag] geen schip [...] dat naar Rotterdam moest (DBNL18, Campe 1780) 
  ‘[there was] no ship [...] that had to [sail] to Rotterdam’ 
 

In fact, this case is very close to movement with animate referents: ships fulfil the 
purpose of movement and can easily be perceived as autonomously moving entities. 
 The other event-oriented token in our 18th century sample, which does not 
concern movement, could, in principle, be read as a directional as well: 
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(22) Moet Romen dan te gronde? (DBNL18, Marre 1734) 
  ‘Must Rome [go] to wreck and ruin?’ 
 

However, given the subject referent, only a resultative reading is possible. It should 
be noted that resultatives seem to be more prone to occur with inanimate referents 
than with animate ones: the first resultative with an animate referent in our corpus 
dates from 1943. 
 
3.2  19th century 
The 19th century corpus shows a total of 15 event-oriented cases, four of which 
are of the directional movement type: 
 

(23) [moving to a new house] 
  nu alles bij mij van zijne plaats moest (DNBL19, Koetsveld 1843) 
  ‘now that everything in my house had to [be moved] from its place’ 
 

This example is representative: a concrete entity has to be moved by one or more 
person(s). Rather than the intransitive movement that characterizes that of 
animate and other entities capable of (seemingly) autonomous movement  such 
as the ship in (21)  these cases concern transitive movement: i.e. some person is 
moving some thing(s). 
 The other 19th century event-oriented tokens can be grouped into three sub-
categories: (i) truly lexical uses, (ii) concrete entities with resultatives, and (iii) 
eventive subject referents. The example below illustrates the event-oriented use of 
lexical moeten: 
 

(24) Maar wat moet die bijl daar? (DNBL19, Oltmans 1840) 
  ‘But what is that axe doing there?’ 
 

The meaning of moeten in example (24) is unrelated to necessity but designates 
the intention of the person responsible for having the inanimate entity at a given 
location. The semantics run parallel to the cases of lexical moeten with animate 
subjects, as illustrated in (18) and (19). 
 Example (25) illustrates the case of a concrete entity with a resultative predicate: 
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(25) Komaan, de kelder moet toch leeg; wie drinkt er eens met mij? 
  (DBNL19, Oltmans 1834) 

‘Come on, the cellar must [become] empty anyway; who drinks with me?’ 
 

This case can be explained in exactly the same way as the participant-oriented use 
discussed in the context of examples (16) and (17) in Section 2.3., i.e. due to the 
analogy of resultativity with goal-oriented movement. 
 In the 19th century we find the first use of independent moeten with eventive 
subjects: 
 

(26) zij vroeg zich af, of haar nog kracht genoeg overbleef het zware deksel in bewe-
ging te brengen. Maar het moest! (DNBL19, Emants 1879) 
‘she asked herself, if she would have suffient power left to get the heavy lid 
moved. But it had to [be]!’ 

 

Our 19th century corpus contains a total of six tokens of het ‘it’ or dat ‘this’ as a 
subject referent referring to an event specified in the context.10 
 
3.3  20th century 
Our 20th century corpus contains 12 tokens of directional movement with con-
crete entities, which are similar to example (2) quoted in the introduction, and 
seven tokens of resultatives (such as open ‘open’, dicht ‘closed’, anders ‘different’, 
vol ‘full’ and op ‘used up’) with concrete entities as in example (3). It also contains 
61 cases with pronominal (het – and its informal variant ‘t – or dat)11 eventive 
subject referents of independent moeten, both in the context of directional 
movement and outside this context. These allow a subdivision: (i) necessity ex-
pressions with anaphorical subjects (53 tokens), and (ii) lexical use (eight tokens). 
The following is a typical example of the first type. The event the pronoun het 
refers to becomes clear from the context: 
 

                                                 
10 The first case of independent moeten with an eventive subject of this type in our corpus dates from 
1840. The first case quoted in the standard Modern Dutch dictionary Woordenboek der Nederland-
sche Taal (WNT) dates from 1808 (see Historische Woordenboeken op internet). 
11 There is also one case of pronominal reference with alles ‘everything’. 
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(27) Dit is nu juist het onderwerp waar hij liever niet over praat. En nu, nu moet 
het opeens, met al die vreemde mensen erbij. (DRAPAC, Groen 1980) 
‘Now this is precisely a subject he prefers not to talk about. And now, now 
it must [be], with all these unknown people around.’ 

 

Furthermore, pronominal eventive referents frequently occur in the context with 
interrogatives or subordinated clauses introduced by hoe ‘how’. In contrast to 
most of the examples we have seen so far, this use is always deontic, requiring im-
positive behaviour from the part of the addressee, as illustrated in (28): 
 

(28) [about the rules of a game] 
Ik weet niet hoe het moet, zei ik. (DRAPAC, Reve 1949) 

  ‘I don’t know how to do it, I said.’ (literally: “I don’t know how it must”) 
 

In this example the pronoun het refers to a problem to be solved, which is given in 
the context or the situation. In (29) there is an adverbial modifier introduced by 
the preposition met ‘with’ that carries focal information: 
 

(29) En hoe moet dat nou met je school? Je bent ruim twee maanden achter! 
  (DRAPAC, Groen 1980) 

‘And what to do with your school? You are lagging more than two months 
behind!’ (literally: “And how must this [be solved] with your school?”) 

 

In such cases, which occur in interrogatives only, the eventive pronoun cataphor-
ically refers to the focal adverbial. 
 Interestingly, there are four uniquivocally epistemic cases in our corpus: 
 

(30) Egon vroeg zich af of Axel in drugs handelde. Het moest haast wel: hij stu-
deerde niet, hij had geen baantjes, en toch had hij altijd geld. 

  (DRAPAC, Krabbé 1987) 
‘Egon asked himself if Alex was dealing in drugs. It almost must [be the 
case]: he did not study, he had no job, and nevertheless he always had 
money.’ 

 

Epistemic independent moeten must be followed by the particle wel, which is not 
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required when moeten expresses epistemic modality in combination with an in-
finitive, and it is only possible with pronominal eventive subjects. 
 Let us now turn to the lexical use of moeten. The following example illustrates 
a petrified use of event-oriented independent moeten concering directional move-
ment. As, obviously, events cannot move or be moved, it is unsurprising that this 
use has a specific function: 
 

(31) Waar moet dit naartoe? (DRAPAC, Frank 1947) 
‘Where is this supposed to end up?’ (literally: “Where must this [go] to?”) 

 

Our corpus contains six tokens which are almost identical; there is only variation 
between rhetorical questions and subordinated clauses and between the directional 
adverbial naartoe ‘to’ and the synonymous heen. 
 Finally, our corpus contains two tokens that correspond to the idiomatic ques-
tions with human referents discussed in the context of the participant-oriented 
19th century examples (13) and (14); they express the will or the intention of the 
person supposed to be responsible for the state of affairs at issue: 
 

(32) Wilde neushoorns in de stad! Allerlei gespuis op de wegen! Wat moet dat? 
(DRAPAC, Schmidt 1964) 
‘Wild rhinoceroces in the city! All sorts of scum in the streets! What is this 
all about?’ (literally: “What must this?”) 

 

A construction such as (32) is only possible in questions, just like the similar cases 
presented so far: (12)-(13), (18)-(19) and (24). 
 
3.4 Summary 
The most important change with respect to event-oriented independent moeten is 
its use with pronominal subjects referring to events, which started in the 19th cen-
tury and has become very frequent in the 20th century. This use gives rise to the 
incidental epistemic use of independent moeten. On the other hand, there are 
eight cases in our corpus in which moeten with pronominal het or dat fulfils two 
different idiomatic functions, one based on moeten in its directional movement 
function and the other on moeten as a possibility-based lexical item. 



THE USE OF DUTCH MOETEN WITHOUT AN INFINITIVE 

 199 

4 Discussion 
In his diachronic study of the independent use of Dutch modals, Nuyts (2013) dis-
tinguishes three categories: (i) main verb, (ii) auxiliary with an elided main verb, and 
(iii) cases of doubt. The first category corresponds to our example (20), where 
moeten has a specific lexical meaning (Nuyts 2013: 128). The third category con-
cerns the use of moeten with an eventive argument as discussed in section 3.3. 
above. As Nuyts argues:  

one could each time possibly imagine a vague or general verb like gebeuren 
‘happen’ [...], but it simply sounds unnatural and very forced to actually in-
clude it. (2013: 127).  

 

Without doubt the same holds for the use of moeten in the context of directional 
movement, which Nuyts, together with the remaining cases, includes in the second 
category (2013: 126). Given that this category contains the large majority of in-
dependent use of moeten and the other two modals discussed in his paper, Nuyts 
concludes that there must be a tendency for Dutch modal verbs to “re-autonomize” 
(2013: 128) and proposes to account for this tendency in terms of degrammatical-
ization. In this case degrammaticalization would not go hand in hand with semantic 
change but would have to be redefined such that: 

any change in which an upsurge of full lexical uses of a form can be shown [...] 
to evolve out of the use of the form as a function word, is a case of degrammat-
icalization, no matter what happens semantically (Nuyts 2013: 132). 

 

In our view, there is no need to recur to degrammaticalization. Leaving the clearly 
lexical cases aside, we take the oldest independent use of moeten, that of directional 
movement, as a starting point. This use is functionally motivated by the fact that 
the way in which a person (or a thing) gets to some place, is communicatively ir-
relevant; the only thing that counts is that he/she/it gets there.12 Therefore, we 
regard moeten in this sense as a lexical element, meaning ‘must move or be moved’. 
The use of lexical moeten has further expanded to telic states of affairs other than 
directional movement due to the semantic parallel between directional movement 

                                                 
12 This also explains why this use is not specific to Dutch but occurs in almost any Germanic language. 
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and resultativity (see Section 2.3). 
 A different case is the use of moeten in elliptic contexts, which we showed to be 
no longer truly elliptic from the 19th century onward. It is probably on analogy to 
the increasing independence of ‘directional movement moeten’ that the conditions 
on ellipsis loosened, and moeten came to behave more like a lexical verb.13 
 We have found no explanation for Nuyts’ third category (‘cases of doubt’), 
which refers to the use of moeten with a pronominal eventive subject referent. It is 
not clear how this ‘Dutch curiosity’ came into being, particularly as, even in a large 
18th century corpus of more than 6.8 million words, there are no possible auxiliary 
predecessors of this construction type. This, by the way, confirms our idea that there 
is no degrammaticalization involved here. We consider this construction an origi-
nally lexical construction with a non-epistemic meaning, which has incidentally 
expanded to an epistemic meaning, although it could, of course, be contended 
that the expression of epistemic modality is a sign of grammaticalization. 

5 Conclusion 
In this paper, we have described the development of the meanings and functions 
of moeten without the infinitive of a lexical verb, on the basis of a relatively large 
corpus covering the last three centuries. We have presented an alternative solution 
to Nuyts’ (2013) degrammaticalization theory, but there are many problems left. 
First, is ‘elliptic’ moeten an auxiliary or not? Secondly, how can we explain the rise 
of the use of moeten with pronominal eventive subjects? Thirdly, and most im-
portantly: how is our account of the historical development of moeten related to 
that of the other modals, kunnen ‘can’ and mogen ‘may’? As we may expect that 
there will be analogies and mutual interaction – above all between moeten and 
mogen (cf. e.g. Nuyts, Byloo & Diepeveen 2007) – a comparison of the behaviour 
of the three modals in our corpus will certainly provide more explanations than 
we have found so far. 
 
University of Amsterdam  

                                                 
13 On the role of analogy in language change, see e.g. Fischer (2015). 
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