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We can note that from the early to the late stage this orthographic feature displays
clear patterns of change, where the center seems to take the lead over the
periphery, but also with marked North-South differences.

In other words, the innovation slowly starts in both centers, with Holland as the leading
region, but then pushes through in the North, spreading to the periphery, while it
doesn’t break through completely in the South, and, there, it reaches the periphery
later. This means that this feature confirms the hypothesis of a center-periphery
dynamic, but it also confirms the hypothesis of a North-South discrepancy: especially
from the 18th century onwards, the South has developed its own dynamic, which
is different from that of the North of the language area.

Feature:
Ø the orthographical representation of (semi)long /a:/ in closed syllables, where the

long vowel could be represented either by adding an <-e> to the single-grapheme
short vowel (e.g. rad ‘wheel’ v. raed ‘council’), or by doubling the original vowel
grapheme (e.g. rad ‘wheel’ v. raad ‘council’)

The Dutch language area is pluricentric, meaning that it has multiple centers (viz.
Holland in the Netherlands and Brabant in Belgium) from where language norms
spread to more peripheral regions. Traditional approaches to the history of Dutch
often assume this state of pluricentricity is a recent phenomenon dating back to the
nineteenth century. However, there is reason to believe that it is a much older
phenomenon.

Moreover, language histories usually discuss the history of Southern and
Northern Dutch separately, especially from the 1500s onwards. Southern and
Northern varieties may not have been very different though, and could thus be
treated simultaneously in an integrated history of Dutch in the Low Countries. By
approaching the history of language from the perspective of historical pluricentricity, I
will be able to reflect on the degree to which these varieties were integrated in the
past.

The sixteenth-century shift of the economic center of gravity from Brabant to
Holland is paralleled by a cultural and linguistic shift, and accordingly, Holland
replaces Brabant as the center of the language area. The Dutch standard
language, as a consequence, is essentially Hollandic. However, recent VUB research
suggests that we need to reckon with parallel writing traditions and emergent
standardization in the eighteenth and nineteenth-century Southern Netherlands
as well (e.g. Rutten & Vosters, 2010, 2011). In addition, it has been argued that the
differences between Southern and Northern written Dutch of this period may have
been less strong than traditional language histories would suggest (Vosters et al.,
2010).

Therefore, the central aim of our research project is to refine the traditional
language historiographical perspective, paying equal attention to Southern and
Northern writing practices, by at the same time integrating formal and less formal
sources. We will be focusing on the language area as a whole and on the various
tensions between linguistic centers and the linguistic periphery within the language
area.

By approaching the history of the Dutch language as a history of pluricentricity, I aim
to link up my findings for Dutch with ongoing research on the standardization histories
of various other pluricentric languages.

We compiled a diachronic, multigenre corpus of written Dutch: 

the Historical Corpus of Dutch 
(ca. 450.000 words)

Ø 4 periods: 1530-70, 1630-70, 1730-70, 1830-70
Ø 4 regions: Holland (C), Zeeland (P), Brabant (C), Flanders (P)1

Ø 3 text genres: administrative texts, pamphlets, egodocuments 

We will investigate a total of six variables, which all underwent change patterns during 
the period under investigation:

-the spelling of 2nd and 3rd person Sg Pres Ind endings of d- stem verbs;
-the orthographical representation of (semi)long /a:/ in closed syllables;
-the disappearance of the unstressed vowel in verbal endings (final schwa deletion);
-the use of the original velar v. the incoming palatalized diminutive suffixes;
-the spelling of word-final /k/;
-clause negation: bipartite negation v. single, postverbal negation.

The variables are investigated through corpus-based analyses. The corpus analysis
as well as the statistical and visual exploration of the data will be carried out entirely
using R and the interface RStudio.

1 C = center, P = periphery

These are the results shown diachronically and per North/South. The incoming form
(aa) first appears in the 17th century in the North and the South, and has become by
far the dominant form by the 19th century in the North. We have a full s-curve for the
Northern writings, while for the South, the final stage of the curve is probably to be
situated later.

Splitting up the results by region and by century, we can see that the change first took
off in the central region of Holland, although by the mid-17th century, it already starts
to show up in Brabant as well. By the mid-18th and mid-19th century, it has spread
from Holland to Zeeland and has become the clear norm in the North, while it is a
more gradual spread in the South. There, the incoming form has gained fairly stable
ground in Brabant by the mid-18th and mid-19th century, and by the mid-19th century
in Flanders.

Spelling of long A per century and per North/South
North South

16C 17C 18C 19C 16C 17C 18C 19C

Spelling of long A per region and per century

Zeeland Holland Brabant Flanders
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