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2. Syntactic Variation between Northern and Southern Dutch

Before turning to the experiments, it will be useful to take a brief look at the three
syntactic variables that we chose to study.

2.1 Adjective noun agreement

Adjective noun agreement in Dutch is simple on the morphological level. There are only
two forms of the adjective, the short or uninflected form consisting of just the stem of the
adjective, and the long or inflected form in which a schwa has been added to the stem (in
words ending in a vowel, this schwa is automatically deleted). The syntactic conditioning
of agreement is a bit more complex, since it depends on two factors: nominal gender and
type of determiner. Standard Northern Dutch only has two genders, neuter and common
gender (because the original Germanic feminine and masculine genders merged in the
early modern period). Standard Southern Dutch maintains a distinction between
masculine and feminine in its system of pronominal reference, but not in the inflectional
system. Moreover, the gender distinction has completely disappeared in the plural, where
all nouns are treated as common gender, as will be evident from the examples in (1)
below. In Northern Dutch, singular neuter nouns with an indefinite determiner (such as
een ‘a, one’ or geen ‘no’) are preceded by short forms, while all other combinations of
noun and determiner require the long form of the adjective. Compare:

(1) a. het oude huis [singular; neuter; definite]
the old house

b. een oud huis [singular; neuter; indefinite]
an old house

c. de oude man [singular; common gender; definite]
the old man

d. een oude man [singular; common gender; indefinite]
an old man

e. de oude huizen [plural; definite]
the old houses

f. geen oude huizen [plural; indefinite]
no old houses

As noted in Haeseryn et al. (1997, section 6.4.1.3), southern Dutch sometimes employs
the short form in definite neuter noun phrases such as
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to occur in the verb cluster than nonidiomatic nonverbal items. Koelmans’ observation
was based on corpus research; it is one goal of our study to see if first, the difference
between Northern and Southern variants of Dutch is reflected in the acceptability
judgments of native speakers as well and second if the effect of idiomaticity can be seen in
perception and if so it affects the Southern group only.

2.3. Splitting of particle verbs

Closely related to the previous construction is the splitting of particle verbs. Standard
Dutch (both northern and southern) typically allows two options for particle verbs in the
verb cluster: the particle may either appear inside the cluster, typically adjoined to the
main verb, or with another verbal element intervening, leading to a splitting of the verb
particle combination.

(5) …hoe het team de werkzaamheden zou indelen.
…how the team the tasks would apportion
‘…how the team would apportion the tasks.’

(6) …hoe het team de werkzaamheden in zou delen
‘id’

(7) …hoe het team de werkzaamheden in zou willen delen
…how the team the tasks would want to apportion
‘…how the team would want to apportion the tasks’

Verb particle combinations are actually special cases of the verbal idioms mentioned
above in connection with interruptions of the verbal cluster. What is different about them
is that particles are always acceptable as cluster creepers, both in the North and in the
South. What we would like to know, however, is whether there are significant differences
between sentences like (6) and sentences like (7) in terms of preference or relative
acceptability. There are issues as to the relative acceptability of the possible positions of
the particle (cf. Bennis 1992, Koopman & Szabolcsi 2000). Our primary concern in this
study is whether there is a difference between the Northern and Southern participants
with regard to the acceptability of the split version. De Cubber (1973) noted that non
adjacent position is less common in Southern Dutch. However, we also manipulate the
distance between the particle and its verb by varying the size of the verbal cluster from
two to three elements, which may serve to accentuate differences in preference between
the split and non split versions of the construction.
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Faculty of Arts of the University of Groningen in Northeast Netherlands (50 F; 6 M; mean
age = 21.4; s.d. = 4.71). For the Southern Dutch group, 56 students of psychology at the
University of Gent in the northwest of Belgium (40 F; 16 M; mean age = 18.5; s.d. = 2.04)
participated. These participants were also selected for inclusion from a larger group on
the basis of being native speakers of Northern or Southern Dutch without extensive
exposure to the other variant, based on a language experience questionnaire that they
filled in. Some additional subjects were excluded to make the number of participants
from each group on each list equal (see materials).

4.2 Materials

The experiments were interleaved in a single data collection and served as distracters for
each other. For this reason, we will describe all three sets of materials together.
Magnitude estimation encourages participants to judge relative acceptability, and it is
important to include a number of very clearly ungrammatical items and very clearly
acceptable items to calibrate the extremes of the scale. A description of fillers which
served to achieve this will be provided at the end of this section, as will a description of
the allocation of the materials and fillers to experimental lists.

4.2.1 Experiment 1: Adjective Noun Agreement

We constructed 12 sentence pairs which contained a prepositional phrase with a definite
neuter gender noun phrase, as in (8).6 This could appear with an adjective in the inflected
form –e, which is standard in Northern Dutch, or without the inflection which is
acceptable for a large number of adjective noun combinations in Southern Dutch. This
variability between language variants is indicated by the question mark before the
sentence. The sentences varied somewhat in structure, but had in common that the noun

6 Inflection production pre test. A number of factors seem to affect the frequency of the uninflected form with
definite neuter gender nouns in Southern Dutch, including the exact combinations of adjective and noun. The
major goal of the current experiment was to investigate the degree to which the perception of acceptability
mirrors the degree to which the forms are produced. For this reason, we chose to maximize the degree to which
Southern speakers are likely to produce the actual sequences which we used in the experiment. Therefore, we
conducted a pretest in which we presented a questionnaire with indefinite neuter gender noun phrases (e.g.,
een belangrijk gesprek), in which the uninflected form is correct, and asked participants to orally generate the
definite form. They then filled in whether they had used the –e form or not. We used combinations for which at
least 70% of our sample of 10 had generated the uninflected form. Note that this pretest, if anything, may
underestimate the frequency of the uninflected form, since in a conscious generation task like this one the
uninflected formmight be underreported.
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common idiomatic verb phrases (e.g., (10), such as uit het oog verliezen (loose track of or
literally out of the eye lose).

(10) a. Dat waren kwesties die de mannen uit het oog hadden verloren
b. Dat waren kwesties die de mannen hadden uit het oog verloren
Lit. Those were issues that the men had out the eye lost (lost track of)

‘Those were issues that the gentleman had lost track of.’
(11) a. Dat waren brieven die de dames in hun tas hadden gestopt

b. *Dat waren brieven die de dames hadden in hun tas gestopt
lit Those were letters that the ladies had in their bags placed.

‘Those were letters that the ladies had put in their handbags.’

For each idiomatic item, a non idiomatic sentence pair was constructed matched in
sentence structure, like the example in (11), in order to test whether the asymmetry in
acceptability between idiomnatic and non idiomatic sentences is also found in perceived
acceptability. Based on Koelmans’ production data the version of these sentences with
nonverbal interruptions are expected to be equally unacceptable regardless of
idiomaticity for the Northern groups (main effect of interruption and no interaction with
idiomaticity), but they are expected to be more acceptable for Southern dialect speakers,
particularly in he case of the idiomatic sentences (interaction between idiomaticity and
interruption).

4.2.3 Experiment 3: Splitting Particle Verbs

We constructed 24 sentence sets like those in (12) containing particle verb combinations
like indelen, which means apportion or, syntactically more apposite, carve up. These
sentences occurred in four versions: one version with the particle and verb together in
clause final position in an embedded clause (12a), another version with the particle
fronted to a position before a single auxiliary or modal in the verb cluster (12b), and
similar versions that contain two auxiliary and/or modal elements in the cluster (e.g. 12c
and d). The occurrence of the particle both adjacent to the verb and separated from it
occurs in both Northern Dutch and Southern Dutch, but the non adjacent position appears
to occur less frequently in Southern Dutch (De Cubber 1973). For the experimental
sentences there was some variability in the structure of the main clause and transitivity of
the embedded clause, but all sentences contained an embedded clause with a particle
verb.
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(14) De puber heeft tegen zijn broer gejammerd 12
Lit. The teenager had to his brother complained
(15) De tennisser heeft de finale bereikt 12
Lit. The tennis player had the finals reached
(16) *De jongen heeft zijn moeder gejammerd 12
Lit. The boy has his mother complained
(17) *De renner heeft in de wedstrijd bereikt 12
Lit. The runner has in the contest reached
(18) * De oppas realiseerde dat weg het jongetje liep 12
Lit: The babysitter realized that away the kid ran
(19) De man begon te werken 6
Lit: The man began to work
(20) *De man begon werken 9
Lit: The man began work
(21) ?De jongen vond bij de school waar hij elke dag speelde het poesj 12
Lit. The boy found next to the school where he every day played the kitten
(22) De man zag in de tuin een lange, slanke dame gekleed in witte zijde 12

The man saw in the garden a tall slender woman dressed in white silk

To prevent effects of having already seen and rated a nearly identical sentence, versions
of the experimental sentences were allocated to the four lists using a Latin square design,
so that subjects saw an equal number of each condition in an experiment (6) with no
repeated items. When allocating experimental sentences to conditions on the lists, care
was taken that the variable sentence structures were evenly spread across the conditions.
All filler sentences appeared on each of the four lists in order to provide the same scale
for magnitude estimation. Six blocks were made containing sentences of each type of
filler sentence and one sentence of each condition of each experiment. Each block of
sentences was then randomly ordered and the blocks were concatenated with each other
to provide an order in which the sentences types were thoroughly mixed and were evenly
spread across the list. A second version of each list was also created with the sentences in
reversed order, giving eight versions of the experiment, each of which was rated by an
equal number of the participants in the final analysis. 7

7 The versions presented in Ghent and in Groningen were almost identical, except that one filler
sentence contained the word hesp (‘ham’) in the Southern version, but ham (‘ham’) in the Northern version, and
in another two filler sentences, the neuter determiner was used in the Southern version and the common
gender determiner in the Northern version.
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clearly not significant. In general, our interest is in the effects of the language variants
used by the two groups, and we will therefore concentrate on interactions of other factors
with group (although see footnote 3).

5. Results and Discussion

5.1 Experiment 1: Adjective Noun Agreement: Results and Discussion

The results of the experiment in which we investigated the acceptability of uninflected
adjective forms in neuter gender noun phrases are shown in Figure 1 below.

Both groups showed significant main effects of Gender [Southern: F1 (1, 52) = 78.84,
p < .001; F2 (1, 20) = 14.58, p = .001; Northern: F1(1, 52) = 40.39, p < .001; F2 (1, 20) =
7.12, p < .05] and Inflection [Southern: F1 (1, 52) = 47.44, p < .001; F2 (1, 20) = 46.90, p <
.001; Northern: F1 (1, 52) = 160.40, p < .001; F2 (1, 20) = 129.23, p < .001]. However, only
the Southern group showed a significant interaction between Gender and Inflection
[Southern: F1(1, 52) = 31.41, p < .001; F2(1, 20) = 28.76, p < .001; Northern: F1 and F2 <
1]. An overall interaction between Group (Ghent/Groningen), Gender, and Inflection [F1
(1, 104) = 13.76, p < .001; F2 (1, 20) = 8.48, p < .001] suggests that the two groups do
indeed differ in how they react to the inflectionless definite neuter.

Previous work (Haeseryn 1990) has suggested that the use of the uninflected form
with neuter gender (het) words is relatively more frequent and acceptable in Southern
than in Northern Dutch. The results of the current experiment clearly confirm this claim.
The Southern participants find the uninflected form with het much more acceptable than
with de (p<.001 for both subjects and items). Furthermore, the results suggest that the
current generation of Southern speakers find the uninflected form approximately as
acceptable as the inflected form showing virtually no difference in acceptability between
the two variants (neither subjects or items significant. The uninflected form with common
gender de is regarded as quite unacceptable relative to the inflected form by both
Northern and Southern groups (p<.001 for both subjects and items), so the effect cannot
be explained as readers missing the omitted e.
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Figure 2: Mean Z score ratings for embedded clauses containing idiomatic and non
idiomatic phrases preceding or interrupting verbal clusters

The Southern group showed a significant Interruption x Idiomaticity interaction [F1 (1, 52)
= 53.54, p < .001; F2 (1, 20) = 17.76, p < .001], as well as main effects of Interruption [F1
(1,52) = 189.70, p < .001; F2 (1,20) = 133.14; p < .001] and Idiomaticity [F1(1, 52) = 34.47, p
< .001; F2 (1, 20) = 175.34; p < .05]. The interaction reflects a significantly increased
acceptability for the interruption in idiomatic verb phrases (F1(1, 52) = 74.055, p < .001;
t2(22) = 5.460, p < .001), as well as a non reliable tendency toward decreased acceptability
for idiomatic sentences without intrusion (F1(1, 52) = 3.773, p < .058; t2(22) = 711, p < .3).
The group from Groningen also showed a significant Interruption x Idiomaticity interaction
[F1(1, 52) = 44.82, p < .001; F2(1, 20) = 16.61, p = .001] and a main effect of Interruption
[F1(1, 52) = 822.52, p < .001; F2 (1, 20) = 696.79, p < .001], but they showed no effect of
idiomaticity [F1(1, 52) = 1.34, p > .25; F2 < 1 ]. As in the Southern group, idiomaticity
modified the acceptability of sentences with intrusions (F1(1, 52) = 24.883, p < .001; t2(22)
= 6.023, p < .001), and showed a tendency to do so as well for those without (F1(1, 52) =
15.43, p < .001; t2(22) = 1.788, p .088). The two groups show essentially the same
pattern, although it is somewhat more extreme for the Northern group.

In earlier forms of Dutch non verbal material within the verbal cluster was
grammatical regardless of idiomaticity, but it is currently normally regarded as
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effect of Particle Splitting when only one element intervenes between the verb and the
particle [Southern: F1(1,52) = 34.093, p < .001; F2(1, 20) = 9.826, p = .005; Northern:
F1(1,52) = 2.162, p > 1; F2(1, 20) < 1].

Figure 3 Mean Z score ratings for sentences containing split and non split particles, with
short or long verbal clusters

Although non split particle verbs are considered to be interruptions within the verb
cluster, they are not considered less grammatical than the split variant in general. In fact,
they seem to be the preferred form. This is confirmed by the main effect of splitting
shown by both groups. It has been noted (De Cubber 1973) that splitting a particle from its
verb within the verbal cluster is less common in Southern Dutch than in Northern Dutch.
We investigated whether this pattern can also be seen in the perceived acceptability of
these constructions. As predicted, the effect is more obvious for the Southern group than
for the Northern group. This is confirmed by the significant interaction between Group
and Particle Splitting reported above.9 The results demonstrate that in perception, as in
production, the language variants differ. However, even though less common in the

9 This result cannot be attributed to the general tendency of the Northern group to assign a more extreme
scale in their ratings, because in this case they are consistently more positive than the Southern group for
the less preferred version. This interaction, then, can be accepted without further reservation. 
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the ratings more reliable. Replications of the current studies might confirm that the
apparent group differences in Experiment 1 and 2 really exist. Despite these difficulties,
elicitation of acceptability judgments seems suitable for further investigation of
differences between language variants, particularly since it can be web based, allowing
large sets of data to be collected, adding to our arsenal of methods for investigating
language variation.
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