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Abstract. Much ink has been spilled over the question how the pronoun u
‘you’ came to be used as a polite form of address in subject function in the
history of Dutch, and the role epistolary forms of address played in it. What
has so far escaped attention is the form that verbal agreement takes with
u. In present-day Dutch, there is variation in verbs that have distinct second
and third person forms. The current paper traces the diachronic
development of this variation in a corpus of letters from the 17™" and 18"
centuries and argues that the present-day variation is the result of top-
down and bottom-up tendencies: the downward spread of upper class
(written) forms of address requiring third person agreement and the initial
use of the position-dependent agreement system of gij, and analogical
pressure against it, from below.
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1 Starting point

In present-day standard Dutch, there is variation in verbal agreement with
the polite subject pronoun u ‘you’ in those verbs that do not have a
syncretic form for second and third person singular, viz. hebben ‘to have’,
zijn ‘to be’, and the modal verbs willen ‘want’, zullen ‘shall’ and kunnen
‘can’. The advisory website (https://taaladvies.net/) of the Dutch language
union (https://taalunie.org/), the language policy organisation for Dutch in
the Netherlands, Belgium, and Suriname, states

Het persoonlijk voornaamwoord u is van oorsprong een derde
persoon enkelvoud, afgeleid van uwe edelheid. Daarbij hoorde
ook een persoonsvorm in de derde persoon enkelvoud [...].
Tegenwoordig wordt u niet meer als derde persoon beschouwd
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maar als tweede persoon enkelvoud. U wordt dan
gecombineerd met de persoonsvorm van de tweede persoon
[...].2
The website goes on to note that one can freely choose between second
and third person in case of hebben, kunnen, willen and zullen, while in case
of zijn, the third person form u is/is u is stated to be ‘archaic’ (1). For the
modal verbs (kunnen, willen, zullen), the website mentions further that
second person is considered to be more formal in the Netherlands, while
there is no difference in formality in Belgium.
(1) u heeft (2SG) / u hebt (35G) ‘you have’
u kunt (2SG) / u kan (3SG) ‘you can’
u wilt (2SG) / u wil (35G) ‘you want’
u zult (2SG) / u zal (3SG) ‘you shall’
u bent (2SG) / *u is (3SG) ‘you are’
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As the quote above shows, the website furthermore claims that the
pronoun u originally required third person agreement, and that it is
derived from a form of address consisting of a (possessive) pronoun and a
honorific noun, uwe edelheid ‘your honour, you honourable (person)’, but
that, as u is now used as a second person pronoun, it can be now used with
second person agreement. This suggests a diachronic path from third to
second person. However, as we will see presently, there is no detailed
treatment of such a path in the literature so far.

The (polite) forms of address in Dutch underwent a cyclic replacement,
sketched in Tab. 1, by which the originally second person nominative plural
pronoun ghi/gij spread to the singular, first as a formal form of address
(V(os)-form), and subsequently the informal second nominative singular
pronoun (T(u)-form), replacing older du. The accusative form of gij both
when it was still a plural pronoun and when it became used with singular
reference, was u. Later, u became the new nominative V-form. At the same

1 “The personal pronoun u is originally third person singular, derived from uwe edelheid
‘your honourable [person]’ [...]. Nowadays, u is no longer perceived as third person, but
as second person singular. U is is therefore combined with the verb form of the second
person [...]" (transl. mine).



time, so-called epistolary forms of address like uwe edelheid mentioned
above, abbreviated in letters as U.E. or UEd., arise in the 17" century, and
as the quote above demonstrates, an influence on the rise of subject u is
attributed to them.

Sg Pl

Nom Acc/Dat Nom Acc/Dat
Middle Dutch  du di ghi u
(c. 1150-1500)
1500-1600 du, ghi di, u ghi u
17th/18th c. gij u gij u

je/jij je/jou (gij lieden) (u lieden)

epist: UE/UL epist: UE/UL epist: UE  epist: UE
today T: je/jij je/jou jullie jullie

< gij lieden u lieden
Viu u u u

Table 1: Cyclic shifts in second-person pronouns in the history of Dutch
(adapted from Van Leuvensteijn 2002:289 and Vermaas 2005).

Exactly how this influence by epistolary forms of address would have
worked is a matter of debate. The main positions in the literature regarding
the rise of the form u are summarised in Kuijper (1972). Most accounts see
the epistolary forms of address U.E./U.Ed. and U.E., abbreviations of uw(e)
edelheid, ‘your honour’ and U.L. = uwe(r) liefde ‘your love / kindness’ used
in letters from the 17*" century onwards as an important catalyst in the
development of subject-u (Kern 1911; Heeroma 1934; Kloeke 1947; van
der Horst 2008); vor der Hake (1911) is isolated in arguing for a
replacement of the nominative form by the accusative form, akin to the
use of hun ‘them’ for zij ‘they’ in more recent colloquial Dutch (van der
Horst 1988; van Hout 1996; 1999; De Vogelaer and Oosterhof 2010; van
Bree 2012). There is variation regarding the question of whether u arose
via a pronominalisation of these abbreviated noun phrases (e.g. van der



Horst 2008:1094) —and therefore should go with third person singular
agreement, as suggested also in the quote from Taaladvies— or whether
the oral realisation of the abbreviated epistolary forms U.E. as uwé (Kloeke
1947; 1948), perhaps with a shift in accent to the first syllable (Kern 1911;
1927), or the abbreviation of the full form u[w(e) edelheid] was responsible
for u. Another (related) route suggested in the literature is derivation from
the possessive uw(e) in uw(e) edelheid (a.o. Mak 1967).

The main focus of the debate, however, has been on the question of
how u comes to be used in subject function, and what determines its
choice once it does, compared to gij. What has so far completely stayed
under the radar is the verbal agreement in verbs that are not syncretic, that
is, the choice between second and third person, and its diachronic
development. In fact, contrary to what the quote from the Taaladvies
website may suggest (“van oorsprong” — ‘originally’), second person
agreement with u is already attested in the earliest examples of subject u
from the beginning of the 17" century (2a), even from (just) before 1600
(2b—2c).

(2)a. Het schindt dat ic het ongeluck hebbe dat ickop mijn
it pains that | the misfortune have thatl at my
broeders bruloften niet en magh zijn want u  zult hoope
brother’s wedding NEG NEG may be for you shall hope
ick een wijf hebben voor mijnewederkompste
I a wife have before my return
‘It pains me that | should have the misfortune that | cannot be at my
brother’s wedding, for you shall, | hope, have a wife before my
return/
([1624] Letter by Maria van Reigersberch to her brother, from
Kloeke 1948:286)

b. ende u hebt in dese wech al 7vame 6vame ende
and you have in this way already 7fathom 6fathom and
bij lant komende 5 vamen
near land coming 5 fathom
‘And you have(2SG) in this way already 7 fathom, 6 fathom, and,
coming onto the shore, 5 fathom.

([1599] De tweede schipvaart der Nederlanders naar Qost-Indié [...],
from Paardekooper 1996:70)



c. Wat belangt de regerijnge is off soude te lanck sijn te
what concerns the government is or should too long be to
verhaelen, dat sult v alles verstaen godt ons met lijff
tell thatshall you all  understandGod us with body
in Nerlant helpende
in Netherland helping
‘Concerning the government, it is or would be too long to tell (all),
you shall(2SG) understand all of that, if God help us [protect] our
bodies in the Netherlands.’

([1599] B. Journaal van Reijer Cornelisz., from Paardekooper
1996:70)

Thus, without having been explicitly addressed, there are indications that
subject u was used with second person agreement already very early on,
in fact very soon after the complete loss of du/di and the establishment of
gij/u as generalised second-person pronoun.

The current paper wants to take a new and more systematic look at the
question of how the verbal agreement with u developed, once it began to
be used in subject function around 1600. To address this question, suitable
data are needed, i.e., data where a second person is addressed, and where
epistolary forms are used, that is, letters. Section 2 describes the corpora
used, as well as the methods of data extraction and coding, and the
quantitative results. In 4, the results are interpreted and given a formal
analysis, returning to our research question. Section 5 concludes.

2 The corpus

2.1 Letters as Loot

The data for the present paper come from the Letters as Loot corpus, or
Sailing Letters, 2 which is a corpus of “Dutch letters that [...] were
confiscated aboard ships taken by the English fleet and by private ships
(privateers) during the frequent warfare between England and the
Netherlands, from the second half of the seventeenth century to the early
nineteenth century” (Rutten & van der Wal 2014:1). It comprises c. 10,000
letters (out of about 40,000 preserved letters) from two sub-periods

2 https://brievenalsbuit.ivdnt.org.
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(1661-1673 and 1777-1783) that have been enriched with linguistic
annotations.

The Letters as Loot are lemmatised and POS-tagged, and are enriched
with sociolinguistic metadata on the authors and recipients of the letters.
Besides the date of the letter, we find the names of both writer and
addressee (if known), the province, the social class (high, middle-high,
middle, middle-low, and low), the relation of the writer to the addressee
(mother, business partner, ...), the purpose of the letter (private/business),
and the name of the ship. Where known, the age group of the writer is
given, in three categories: under 30, between 30 and 50, and older than
50. This is important for our purposes, because the birth generation, and
thus the approximate time of language acquisition, can be taken as a proxy
for diachrony. This aligns with the apparent-time construct known from
variationist sociolinguistics. While it is not often used in historical
linguistics, it has been applied to historical data by e.g. Arnaud (1998) or
Wallenberg (2019).

2.2 Data extraction and coding

Even though the data are POS-tagged and lemmatised, it is difficult to
formulate syntactic queries for specific verb forms — in the present case,
second and third person — as there is no morphological tagging. It is also
not possible to search for two items within the same sentence, the only
choice in the “advanced” search interface is between “within the same
document” and “within the same paragraph”. Distance operators (e.g.
search X within n words of Y) are not available. Therefore, embedded
clauses where the subject and the finite verb are usually not adjacent
cannot be searched for a form of U.E. or U.L. and a verb form of one of the
non-syncretic verbs. As morphological tagging is unavailable, also main
clauses with straight or inverted word order can at best be searched for
lemma = ue|ul immediately followed or preceded by the exact spelling of
the verbs of interest.3 Given the great variation in this respect — the third
person singular of hebben ‘to have’ can for instance be spelled heeft, heft,
eeft, eft —, there is a danger of missing relevant tokens. It was therefore

3 This is what Bouzouita & Breitbarth 2019 did. As will become evident below, not
including embedded clauses, where the finite verb is mostly non-adjacent to subject v,
severely distorts the results.



decided to just search for the lemma of the epistolary form of address
(lemma = ue|ul), and weed out irrelevant hits manually. This left us with
621 tokens of U.E. or U.L. as subject.*

In addition to the metadata that are exported together with the hits
from the search interface, the data were coded for

1. Verb (hebben, kunnen, mogen, willen, zijn, zullen)®

2. Position of the verb:
- inversion: verb first (V1) or non-subject-initial verb second (V2)
- 'straight' verb second order (subject-initial V2)
- later or clause final verb placement

3. Form of the verb (second or third person)

Inversion can be seen in the examples in (3), with both second- and third-
person agreement. For straight or subject-initial V2, there are examples
with both second- and third-person agreement in the Letters as Loot
corpus (4). Later or final placement of the finite verb is found in syndetic
embedded clauses as in (5), again with both second- and third-person
agreement.

% This is only 7.2% of all hits that the query turned up (n= 8627); most were cases of
objects or possessives (i), or contained syncretic verbs.
(i) de groetenis aen alle vrienden bevele uE onder de

the greeting to all friends command you(OBJ) under the

genadige vleugelen des  alderhooghsten en blijve  uE

merciful wings of.the all highest and remain your (POSS)

soon adriaen Jasperse

son  Adriaen Jasperse

‘Greetings to all friends. [I] command you under the merciful wings of the Almighty

and remain your son Adriaen Jasperse.’

(bab1282; Zeeland, 1673)
> The modal verb mogen no longer shows the alternation between second and third
person agreement anymore in the standard language, which is why it is not listed on the
Taaladvies website, but it does in the corpus used in the present study. Regionally, second
agreement is still possible in Flanders (u moogt next to u mag ‘you may’).



(3) a. soo  kunt VE hem  spreken
o) can.2SG you him  speak
‘so you can speak to him’
(bab0908; Zeeland, 1620)

b. daar kan ul dan  reekeningh  near
there can.3SG you then account after
Maeckken
make

‘there can you then make accounts for’

(bab1063; Noord-Holland (excl. Amsterdam), 1664)
(4) a. vl bent niet  vit mijn  herte

you are.2SG NEG out my heart

‘You are not away from my heart’

(bab0300; Zeeland, 1664)

b. UE is hier — meer geweest

you are.3SG here more been

‘You have (lit. are.3SG) been here more often’

(bab0410; Amsterdam, 1780)

(5) a. Zoo als UE omstandig In de
o) as you  circumstantially in the
brieven van vader zult vinden
letters of father shall2SG find

‘As you will find extensively in the letters from (our) father’
(bab1011; Zuid-Holland, 1780)

b. dog hoopen dat  uld het  niet
yet hope that you it NEG
kwalyk nemen zal
badly take shall.3SG

‘but [I] hope that you will(3SG) not resent it’
(bab0914; Amsterdam, 1781)

Additionally, the sociolinguistic variables in the Letters as Loot data were
recoded. Based on the age range given in the original annotation (where
available), an approximate birth year was computed. For instance, if a
letter author is coded as being between 30 and 50 years old in 1680
according to the Letters as Loot annotation, the approximate birth year was
postulated to be 1640. Also the social class was recoded, to manage data



sparsity: instead of the five levels in the original annotation (high, middle-
high, middle, middle-low, and low, besides unknown), the levels middle-
high, middle, middle-low were conflated into middle, leaving three levels
in the variable ‘social class’.

The ‘province’ variable was recoded, too, with the aim to reduce data
sparsity for some values. Because for some provinces (Caribbean, West
Africa, North America, ...) there are only sparse data, it was decided to use
only data from the best-attested, and geographically contiguous, provinces
of Noord-Holland (only Amsterdam), Noord-Holland (excluding
Amsterdam), Zuid-Holland, and Zeeland, leaving a total of 451 tokens from
the Letters as Loot corpus.

3 Quantitative analysis

Table 2 gives a first overview of the distribution of the data. This table
already indicates that there is a diachronic shift from initially more second
person forms —they are in the majority in the 17" century— to more third
person forms in non-syncretic verbs in the 18" century.

2Sg  3Sg Total
17tec. 116 71 187
18t c. 73 191 264

Grand Total 189 364 451

Table 2: Overview over the distribution of second- and third-person
agreement in the Letters as Loot corpus

Although the development is already ongoing at the time our data begin,
third person seems to be the incoming form. This is somewhat surprising
given the theory discussed above that u is a pronominalisation of u edele,
uw(e) edelheid, or uwe(r) liefde, which as a noun phrase should trigger
third person agreement. It is consistent with the observation that the
earliest examples of subject-u (2) do occur with second person agreement.

Next, we examine the linguistic and extra-linguistic factors that may
influence the shift to third person in non-syncretic verbs with subject u.



There are two linguistic factors coded in the data: position of the finite verb
(inversion, straight V2, and verb-later) and lemma (hebben, kunnen,
mogen, willen, zijn, and zullen). The generation/approximate birth year,
which we will take as a proxy for diachrony, the gender of the letter author,
and the province from where the letter was sent, are the extra-linguistic
factors.

linguistic extra-linguistic

N prop. N prop.

pos.V later 286 0.47 | gender female 169 0.60
inv. 68 0.88 male 282 0.57

straight 97 071 coner. 1600 37 041

verb  hebben 90 0.52 1620 1 0.34
kunnen 62 0.68 1640 37 0.46
mogen 34 0.62 1660 22 0.36

willen 15 0.47 1720 16 0.88

zijn 67 0.45 1740 172 0.70

zullen 183 0.63 1760 76 0.74

prov. Ams 255 0.69
NH 42 0.57

ZH 78 0.53

ZL 76 0.28

class high 143 0.66

mid 295 0.55
dle

low 13 0.54

Table 3: Comparison of marginals for third person agreement for the two
linguistic and three extra-linguistic factors (Overall 0.58, n= 451)

10




The comparison of marginals for the Letters as Loot-data in Table 3
provides an overview over the frequency of third person agreement in the
different factor groups. It becomes evident that third person agreement is
much more frequently found in straight verb-second, and particularly in
inversion contexts, and much less frequently in clauses with later verb
placement. The differences between the verb lexemes are much less
strongly expressed, though kunnen seems to prefer third person more than
any other verb, when in the present-day language, there is still free
variation, with a preference for second person.® Looking at the extra-
linguistic factors, the difference between the genders is not very strong,
whereas there is a pronounced difference between letter writers born in
the 17" and such born in the 18" century: clearly, third person is an
innovation that gains hold only in the 18" century. There is also a clear
difference between the provinces of Noord-Holland (further differentiated
into the city of Amsterdam (Ams) and the rest of the province excluding
Amsterdam (NH) and Zuid-Holland (ZH) on the one hand, and Zeeland (ZL)
on the other, with Zeeland clearly lagging behind.

To gain a better insight into the effect of the predictors on the incidence
of third person agreement, the data were modelled in R (R Core Team
2023) with binary mixed effects regression models using the Ime4 package
(Bates et al. 2015), including generation, position of the verb, gender,
province, and class as predictors, and verb lemma and author as random
effects. In the full model, all predictors were included, and then removed
one by one to find an optimally fitting model. Models with author as
random effect failed to converge. The best-fitting model included all
predictors except class. Models including generation, position, and
province, and only differing in whether or not including gender were
equivalent in terms of performance, so gender was left in as a predictor in
the final model.” This model is reported in Tab. 4.

8 A search for U kan (= third person) within the same sentence in the over 3-billion-word
Corpus Hedendaags Nederlands (https://ivdnt.org/corpora-lexica/ corpus-hedendaags-
nederlands/) with the query [lemma = "U"] [word = "kan"] within <s/> turned up 12,021
hits. The same search for U kunt (=second person) resulted in more than double the hits,
viz. 26,900.

7 Model performance was evaluated using the anova-function and the Hmisc package
(Harrell Jr. 2025). We report the results of the Anova in the appendix.
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Formula: person ~ generation + position + gender + province + (1 | verb)

Fixed effect Estimate Std. error  zvalue Pr(>|z]) sign.
Intercept?® -14.989179 2.105650 -7.119 1.09e-12 ok x
generation 0.010652 0.001244 8.563 <2e-16 wokx
position=later -2.543697 0.437939 -5.808 6.31e-09 ok
position=straight -1.597159 0.481932 -3.314 0.000919  ***
gender=male -0.396832  0.238231 -1.666 0.095765
province=NH -0.264132 0.379798 -0.695 0.486772
province=ZH -0.700209 0.292504 -2.394 0.016673 *
province=ZL -1.579609  0.346973 -4.553 5.30e-06  ***
AIC501.1

Table 4: Statistics for the fixed factors fit in the best-performing model

In Fig. 1, some of the model coefficients are plotted using the ggeffects
package (Lidecke 2018), with the approximate birth year/generation as
the x-axis and the probability of third person agreement dependent on the
position of the finite verb as the y-axis. Clearly, third person is already very
frequently used in inversion contexts from the beginning, while it is hardly
used in embedded clauses with later placement of the finite verb. Straight
(subject-initial) verb-second clauses take an intermediate position. In all
contexts, the probability of third person agreement being used rises over
time, most dramatically in straight verb-second and verb-later contexts,
though the latter do not reach the original probability of inversion contexts

even after 150 years.

& Intercept = generation=1600, position=inversion, gender=female, province=Ams.

Significance codes: <0.001 = ***,0.001—0.01 = **,0.01—0.05 = *, 0.05—0.1 =.
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Figure 1: Influence of the position of the finite verb on the use of third-
person agreement over time

Fig. 2 shows how the use of third person agreement diffuses
geographically. Though the confidence intervals of Amsterdam, Noord
Holland (excluding Amsterdam itself) and Zuid Holland largely overlap, and
only Zeeland significantly lags behind, we can see a clear diffusion from
Amsterdam as the centre of innovation, which only reaches Zeeland with a
delay of c. 150 years.
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Figure 2: Geographical diffusion of the use of third-person agreement over
time

Finally, though the confidence intervals largely overlap, there is a slight
difference between male and female letter authors, with women
appearing to lead the change towards third person and men only following
1-2 generations later, see Fig. 3. In Section 4, we will offer an interpretation
of these trends.
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3rd person

==+ male

1650 1700 1750
approx. birth year
Figure 3: Influence of the gender of the letter author on the use of third
person agreement over time

4 Discussion

4.1 Linguistic factors

As the description of the data and the statistical model discussed in Section
3 make clear, third person agreement in non-syncretic verbs with subject u
is the incoming form, gradually replacing second person agreement. In the
Letters as Loot corpus, we see a strong conditioning by syntactic context:
third person agreement begins its breakthrough in inversion contexts while
second person is preserved the longest in verb-later contexts;
straight/uninverted verb second takes an intermediate position. The
variation observed in the examples in (3)—(5) above is thus clearly
linguistically structured.
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This clear division between inversion contexts on the one hand, and
straight verb-second and later verb placement on the other, is strongly
reminiscent of the position-dependent verbal agreement (PDA) found in
present-day Dutch with the informal second person singular pronoun jij (6),
where a different form from straight verb second and form verb-later
contexts is used in inversion contexts.

(6) a. Inversion:
ben-djij ‘are you’
b. Straight V2 & later verb placement:

jij ben-t ‘you are’

According to Zwart (1993; 1997), PDA —which besides in second person
singular in the standard language is also found with first person plural in
dialects of Dutch— is due to Dutch being an asymmetric V2-language,
where the finite verb is in different positions in straight and inversion
contexts, while the subject is always in the same position. In the
(hierarchically higher) inversion position, the finite verb takes a different
agreement form than in the lower straight-V2 position below the subject.
The essential idea is sketched in (7).

(7)

Straight V2: subj. verb | (rest of the clause)
Inversion: (non-subj.) | verb | subj. (rest of the clause)

Under Zwart’s proposal, the higher position of the finite verb is C (the head
of the complementiser phrase, i.e. of the finite clause), the lower is T/I (the
head of the tense/inflection phrase). In order to keep the intuition that
verb movement in verb second languages is related to clause type, and
therefore targets the clausal left periphery (that is, a position higher than
tense/inflection), we can represent the analysis as in (8)., This proposal
takes inspiration from e.g. Haegeman and Greco (2018), who analyse
different kinds of verb-later-than-second orders in varieties of Dutch as the
result of asymmetric V2 in more lenient varieties such as West Flemish,
using a cartographic split left periphery, which provides a more fine-
grained mapping of the functions associated with the anchoring of a clause
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in discourse (Rizzi 1997), with positions for (illocutionary) Force, Topic,
Focus, and at the hierarchically lowest position, connecting to the
inflectional domain, Fin(iteness).

(8) a. Straight V2:

[Forcep _ [Force _] [Fine jij [Fin ben-t J[p ... ]1]
[ForceP _ [Force _ ] [FinPjij [Fin _ ][TP [VP [V ben-t ]]]]]
b. Inversion:

[Forcer XP [Force bEN-B]  [Finp jij [Fin _ 1[1P ... ]1]

It makes sense to apply this account to the clear syntactic conditioning of
verbal agreement in non-syncretic verbs with epistolary forms of address
and subject u (cf. (2)) in the 17" century data discussed above. In this
system, the verb appears in second person when it is in either V/T or Fin,
and agrees with subject u in its specifier (9a—9b). When it is raised to Force,
where it is not in a specifier-head relation with u, it appears in third person,
(9¢c).

(9) a. V-later:
[Forcep _ [Force _ J[Finp _ [Fin dat ][1p [spectp U ] ... [T zult ]]]]
b. Straight V2:
[Forcep _ [Force _ 1[Fine U [Fin zult ][7p ... ]1]
C. Inversion:
[Forcer daar [rorce zal 1[rinp U [Fin _ ][1p ... 1]]

PDA with non-syncretic verbs was innovated after the originally plural
pronoun gij came to replace singular du in the course of the 16" century
(e.g. Kloeke 1926; Berteloot 1999; 2002; Aalberse 2009; Postma 2011), cf.
Tab. 1. Postma (2011) even argues that the loss of du and the rise of PDA
are causally related. However, in the case of epistolary forms of address
and subject u, it would seem that PDA is lost between the 17" and 18"
centuries, merely a century after its innovation. While letter-writers born
in the middle of the 17" century clearly distinguish inversion contexts from
straight V2 and later verb placement in terms of verbal agreement, this
distinction becomes blurred towards the second half of the 18" c. It seems
unlikely that asymmetric V2/PDA is both innovated (Postma 2011, for
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a century, of each other.

Instead, | propose that the system in (9) reflects the use of epistolary
forms U.E./U.L. — as well as the emerging subject u (2) — with the underlying
PDA that belongs to the singular use of gij. During the 17t century, these
forms gradually become associated with third person agreement. A
language-internal reason for this that immediately suggests itself is
analogical pressure (e.g. Kodner 2023): First, most verbs are syncretic
between second and third person, except the six under investigation here.
Second, these six verbs are the most frequent ones in the Letters as Loot
corpus —zijn ranks first, hebben second and zullen third. Kunnen comes in
fifth, (ver)mogen in tenth place and willen in fifteenth.® Only the most
frequent non-syncretic verbs can resist the pressure of third person
agreement at all. Under the Tolerance Principle (Yang 2005; 2016), a formal
model deriving the productivity of linguistic rules from the distribution of
regular forms and exceptions in the input data available to children during
language acquisition (which can be estimated from historical corpora), the
learning threshold is N/In(N). Therefore, taking only the 569 verb lemmas
that occurred more than ten times (see fn. 12), this would allow for
569/6,21460809842 =~ 96 non-syncretic verbs. This is an order of
magnitude more than the number of actual non-syncretic verbs. The
Tolerance Principle in its original formulation only considers type
frequency. As Kodner (2023) shows, however, token frequency, too, can
have a significant effect on analogical change. However, as the Letters as
Loot corpus is not tagged for person and number, one cannot filter only for
second person singular. The figure of 569 includes all word forms of these
lemmas, including non-finite, first person singular, and plural ones. This
means that the token frequency relevant for acquiring the exception
(second / third person agreement) is in fact lower. Also the inversion forms,
even though they only account for 15% of the tokens in our corpus, allow
much less variation and strongly tend to appear in the third person form,

9 These figures were obtained by sorting the 2526 different lemmas of tokens with the
part of speech VRB (n=87.293 after cleaning up mistagged ones) by their count. The
lemmas mogen and vermogen were merged as they have the same base lexeme. Among
the 2526 different verb lemmas, there were 747 singletons, 1595 occurred fewer than
five times, only 569 lemmas occurred more than ten times.
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and thus potentially create another source of paradigm pressure. We can
see that the slightly less frequent verb mogen no longer shows variation in
the present-day language.l® The fact that second person is now considered
more formal within Netherlandic Dutch (as stated on the Taaladvies-
website, cf. above) is also interesting in this context. Possibly, second
person agreement became iconically reinterpreted as a more marked form
in Netherlandic Dutch as a result of analogical pressure from third person
agreement (e.g. Bybee 2010).!

However, token frequency alone cannot explain all of the diachronic
developments described above. If the most frequent verbs can resist the
paradigm pressure, why do we still observe a slow shift to third person
agreement in the corpus with exactly those verbs during the period under
consideration? In Section 4.2, we will look at possible additional
sociolinguistic reasons.

4.2 Social factors

The change described above also has a clear sociolinguistic structure, and
supports Rutten’s (2016) claim that Dutch did not evolve from diglossia
(written / spoken) to diaglossia only in the 20™ century, but that the
sociolinguistic situation was already diaglossic in the 17%" century. The
centre of innovation seems to be Amsterdam, from where it spreads to the
surrounding province of Noord-Holland, and then further south to Zuid-
Holland and ultimately Zeeland (Fig. 2), and female letter-writers appear to
lead the change from second to third person agreement by 1-2
generations (Fig. 3).

10 Using the query described in footnote 9 above, | found 6,244 cases of u mag, but only
12 u moogt in the Corpus Hedendaags Nederlands, so third person can be considered
categorical.

11 Note, however, that this is no longer reflected in the frequency of use today, possibly
because the polite form is preferred with (polite) u. In the Corpus Hedendaags
Nederlands, using the same query as in footnote 9, second person agreement is
somewhat more frequent than third person agreement not only with kunnen (cf. fn. 9
above), but also with zullen (4,827 x u zult vs. 2,301 x u zal) and willen (7,352 x u wilt vs.
3,508 x u wil. With hebben, though, third person is preferred (17,705 x u heeft vs. 13,571
x u hebt within the same sentence). Bear in mind, though, that the Corpus Hedendaags
Nederlands covers material not only from the Netherlands, but also Flanders, Surinam
and the Dutch Antilles.
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The fact that Amsterdam appears to be the centre of innovation, from
where it spreads to the surrounding province of Noord-Holland, and then
further south to Zuid-Holland and ultimately Zeeland (Fig. 2), is not
surprising, given that given that Amsterdam was a (for the period) large
and influential urban centre of 175.000 inhabitants, which formed the
cultural and economic centre of the 17" century “Golden Age” of
prosperity in the Northen Netherlands (Rutten and van der Wal 2014:10—-
11). Besides, it was a hub of language and dialect contact “attracting many
immigrants from the rural areas of Holland and from other provinces of the
Netherlands, as well as from abroad, mainly from German-speaking
regions” (Rutten & van der Wal 2014:12), which can be expected to lead to
accelerated change (Trudgill 2011, Walkden & Breitbarth 2019).

The fact that women appear to lead the transition from a system of
position-dependent agreement is telling both considering the linguistic
change and the demographic backdrop. According to Labov (1991; 2001),
women tend to advance linguistic change as long as the incoming form is
not sociolinguistically stratified, while they tend to adhere to standard
forms when it is.

(10) a. In stable sociolinguistic stratification, men use a higher
frequency of nonstandard forms than women.
b. In the majority of linguistic changes, women use a higher

frequency of the incoming forms than men.
(Labov 1991:205-206)

The question is, is the incoming form —third person regardless of syntactic
position— the innovation, or the standard form?

In his treatment of the forms of address in the letters of Maria van
Reigersberch (1589?-1653), Van Leuvensteijn (2002) distinguishes “second
person”, by which he means gij (nominative) and u (accusative), and “third
person”, i.e. epistolary U.E./U.L. (echoing the idea that as noun phrases,
they should trigger third person agreement, cf. Kern 1911; van der Horst
2008) though without looking at the forms of the verbs. He argues that

“Dit UE-systeem van de derde persoon hoort niet bij de
natuurlijk verworven taal, maar moest aangeleerd worden. We

zien nu in de zeventiende eeuw het gebruik van de adelige
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kanselarijen ten opzichte van adelige personen, met
aangepaste titels en eerwoorden verschuiven naar de
burgerlijke klassen [...] en naar de klassen van
hoogopgeleiden.”*? (Van Leuvensteijn 2002:290)

Van Leuvensteijn goes on to note that Maria van Reigersberch uses gij with
close family members like her husband and sons, but U.E./U.L. with socially
more distant persons, but also with her family members during periods
when their correspondence was likely to be intercepted by censors. This
indicates that Van Reigersberch was rather aware of what form of address
was appropriate in which context.

Even though Van Leuvensteijn does not in fact look at verbal
agreement, the association with the upper-class use of epistolary forms of
address was a written norm, which interfered, despite a degree of
fomulaicity in the letters (Rutten & van der Wal 2012; 2014) with the
immediacy (in the sense of Koch & Oesterreicher 1985) of the genre
(Rutten & van der Wal 2014:ch.3). The higher proportion of third person
agreement in upper-class letter writers in our corpus, cf. Table 3, might
seem to further corroborate this. Note that such a conclusion is to be
approached with caution, as there too few data to reliably model the
influence of class (it was ultimately also not used in the statistical model).
Nonetheless, we can assume that the PDA-system pertaining to gij formed
the underlying, oral form. In writers being less aware of the emerging
written norm, the agreement system would be used as in the spoken
language, and just the pronouns exchanged (U.E./U.L. for gij). Given the
Labovian gender paradox (10), it is more likely that men would transgress
against the norm. The language awareness of Maria Reigersberch
regarding forms of address noted by Van Leuvensteijn (2002), already in
the first half of the 17" century, suggests that also the other side of this
Labovian principle holds in this case: women tend to use standard forms
more frequently than men.

12 “This UE-system of the third person does not belong in naturally acquired language, but
needed to be learned. We see in the 17th century that the use by noble chancelleries of
respective titles and honorifics [(i.e., the epistolary forms U.E./U.L.; clarification mine)]
used to address noblepersons shifts down to the classes of commoners and highly
educated people.” (transl. mine).
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In the case at hand, the upper-class forms of address which are adopted
as epistolary forms of address, would, as full noun phrases, require third
person agreement. Being associated with upper class language use,
particularly in an urbanised metropolis such as “Golden Age” Amsterdam,
this can be expected to be the written standard norm emerging in the
course of the 17" century, and consolidating in the 18™. In fact, the gradual
convergence to an emergent norm centred in Amsterdam of using third
person agreement with subject u also with non-syncretic verbs can be
considered supralocalisation (Rutten 2016).

5 Conclusion

The data discussed in the current paper show the effect of both bottom-up
and top-down developments: While the position-dependent use of
different verb forms grafted on the paradigm of gij, as well as the force of
paradigm pressure, especially in the slightly less frequent verbs, could be
considered conflicting bottom-up tendencies, there also seems to be an
influence of top-down tendencies stemming from the social evaluation of
the different variants.

Subject u, as well as epistolary forms of address, emerge around 1600,
initially being grafted upon the agreement patterns of underlying gij —a
systematic use ‘from below’. Social awareness of the upper class/formal
written use with third-person agreement (top-down) coupled with
analogical pressure from syncretic forms (bottom-up) led to the erosion of
PDA with the new epistolary forms of address, and as a consequence,
subject u. The high token frequency of the non-syncretic verbs, however,
protected them from the complete loss of second person agreement, but
the loss of a clear structural trigger for the choice led to a social
reinterpretation of the factors determining the choice in the case of zullen
‘shall’, kunnen ‘can’ and willen ‘want’. Where third person agreement had
originally been more formal, the lower frequency of the second-person
forms led to a markedness reversal, at least in the northern Netherlands,
where second person is now considered more formal (and in the present-
day language, somewhat paradoxically, to a higher frequency of second
person with these verbs, because u is considered formal, too). In case of
zijn ‘to be’ and mogen ‘may’, the lexical preference for second person
became fossilised.
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Corpora used

The Letters as Loot / Brieven als Buit-corpus. Leiden University. Compiled
by Marijke van der Wal (Programme leader), Gijsbert Rutten, Judith
Nobels & Tanja Simons, with the assistance of volunteers of the
Leiden-based Wikiscripta Neerlandica transcription project, and
lemmatised, tagged and provided with search facilities by the
Dutch Language Institute. 3™ release januari 2021.
http://hdl.handle.net/10032/tm-a2-s4.

Corpus Hedendaags Nederlands — CHN (Version 4.0) (January 2025) [Online
Service]. Available at the Dutch Language Institute:
https://hdl.handle.net/10032/tm-a3-a4. Consulted on [March 12,
2025].
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A Models

A.l Full model

Formula: person ~ generation + position + gender + province + class +
(1] verb)

Estimate Std. Error zvalue Pr(>|z|) sign.

(Intercept) -15.498941 2.156041 -7.189 6.55e-13 ***
generation 0.010908 0.001259 8.667 <2e-16  ***
positionlater -2.564591 0.438888 -5.843 5.12e-09 ***
positionstraight -1.619679 0.483061 -3.353 0.0008 oA
gendermale -0.402924 0.241646 -1.667 0.0954
provinceNH -0.261709 0.384377 -0.681 0.4960
provinceZH -0.661979 0.300496 -2.203 0.0276 *
provinceZL -1.605977 0.357506 -4.492 7.05e-06 ***
classlow 0.305804 0.641119 0.477 0.6334
classmiddle 0.128974 0.263932 0.489 0.6251

AIC: 504.7

A.2 Model comparison

Models:
U23.m2: person ~ generation + position + gender + province + (1 | verb)
U23.m1: person ~ generation + position + gender + province + class + (1 | verb)

npar | AIC BIC loglLik -2*log(L) | Chisq | df Pr(>Chisq)

U23.m2 | 9 501.06 | 538.07 | -241.53 | 483.06

Uu23.ml1l | 11 504.70 | 549.93 | -241.35 | 482.70 0.359 | 2 0.8357

Models:
U23.m3: person ~ generation + position + province + (1 | verb)
U23.m2: person ~ generation + position + gender + province + (1 | verb)
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npar | AIC BIC loglLik -2*log(L) | Chisq df | Pr(>Chisq)

u23.m3 | 8 501.75 | 534.64 | -242.87 | 485.75
u23.m2 |9 501.06 | 538.07 | -241.53 | 483.06 2.6837 | 1 0.1014
Models:

U23.m3: person ~ generation + position + province + (1 | verb)
U23.m1: person ~ generation + position + gender + province + class + (1 | verb)

npar | AIC BIC loglLik -2*log(L) | Chisq df | Pr(>Chisq)

u23.m2 | 9 501.06 | 538.07 | -241.53 | 483.06

u23.m3 | 11 504.70 | 549.93 | -241.35 | 482.70 3.0426 | 3 0.3851

28





