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LINGUISTICS AND THE DUTCH

There is a common myth that the Dutch are born linguists in the sense that
they easily pick up foreign languages and that they have a natural and
unrivalled multilingual proficiency. And of course, they all speak English
too. A living example of this myth is the Dutch prime minister Lubbers, who,
according to reports in the press, speaks five or six languages and addresses
all his major European colleagues in their own native tongue.

This Dutch myth is nicely counterbalanced by a common belief among
the English that they do not have this knack for learning foreign languages,
for which they greatly envy the Dutch, especially in view of 1992, Some even
seem 1o believe that the English lack the genetic predisposition for iearning
foreign languages. How fortunate then that English is the major international
language today. N

My lecture today is not on comparative natienal mythology, so I will not
further discuss these beliefs here, except to say that in reality things are rather
different. It is not that the Dutch are genetically better equipped than the
English when it comes to foreign language learning. 11 is rather, | submit, that
our national interests have been different so far, and, as a consequence, the
respective educational policies and school systems have developed
differently too. Moreover, in language learning, a lot depends on exposure
and experience, training and habit formation - and in these respects, Dutch
schoolchildren have more, and more varied, linguistic experiences during
their years in secondary school, when they do the hard work that is necessary
in order to acquire foreign languages. English schoolchildren, on the other
hand, do not have this invaluable experience; they have a much more limited
exposure to foreign languages while they are at school. This lack of exposure
and experience tends to breed ignorance about the learning of foreign
languages, which in turn may help to explain why, in this country, one can
get away with advertisements claiming that Spanish or German can easily be
learnt in seven days. The underlying assumption seems to be that iearning a
foreign language is just another skill, with nothing much to it, something that
anybody caneasily doin alanguage laboratory. The reality is very often quite
different. And this, to my mind, clearly illustrates the need for fundamental
research into the actual processes and factors involved in successful foreign
language learning.

Now, what [ have been saying so far concerns the actual learning of
languages, and though I consider this to be of great academic and social
importance, it is not my main topic today. I will not be concerned here with
language learning, but with linguistics as an academnic pursuit.

Linguistics is usually defined as the scientific study of languag:,l and in
the sense that we are engaged in the systematic, empirical and theoretical
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investigation of language and languages this is fine as faras it goes. However,
we would do well to remember that the two key terms in this definition,
‘language’ and *scientific’, have been construed very differently at different
times. This is brought home to us when we ask for the birthdate of this
discipline and receive an astonishing range of answers.

To some, lil began in M ia in the third milleni before
Chml with the invention of writing. Clay tablets survive with school
ical paradigms and word lists in cuneiferm writing. On

account of this material, Sanown. inhis History of Science, says that philology
is one of the carliest sciences.” The opposite exireme is to say that linguistics
is a very young discipline that only really started in this century - either in
1916, with De Saussure’s Conrs de Linguistique Générale, ot in 1933, with
Bloomfield’s Language, or finally in 1957, with Chomsky’s Symiactic
Structures.

The easiest way to deal with these conflicting opinions is, perhaps, o say
that linguists make bad historians. Another trivial explanation would be to
see De Saussure, Bloomfield and Chomsky as representatives of successive
paradigms in the sense of Thomas Kuhn; if this were true, however,
linguistics would have gonc through no less than three Copemican
revolutions in only forty years. So, in between these two views, [ should like
to draw your attention to a peculiar feature of linguistics, namely its inbuilt
programmatic character, As De Saussure put it, the object we investigate is
created by our underlying point of view.” In linguistics, the empirical
descriptions and the theoretical explanations we deal with are embedded in
a larger perspective of leading c(lnceplions,5 like e.g. Chomsky’s mentalist
programme, This is not to say that linguistics now is a non-empirical,
ideological kind of discipline where everything is in the eye of the beholder.
Ne. To all intents and purposes, it is an empirical discipline, but in the
evaluation and testing of descriptions and cxplanations we also have to take
into account the underlying programmatic viewpoint that has inspired them
and from which they derive. Thus, linguistics is a discipline that keeps
reinventing and redefining ttself, and has been doing so ever since it first
began in ancient times. In the history of linguistics, therefore, time and again
we will see new viewpoints arise and develop into a research programme for
the empirical study of language.

When we now come to our main question of today and ask what the Dutch
have contributed to the development of this discipline - taking the Dutch to
mean the Dutch-speaking peoples of the Low Countries across the North Sea®
- itis not immediately clear that this is a topic for serious discussion.

Indeed, one could easily get the impression, for example from Geoffrey
Sampson’s Schools of Linguistics, published in 1980, that the Durch have
made no contribution at all. Worse still, in Robins’s authoritative Skorr
History of Linguistics, a Dutch linguist is mentioned, the ‘notorious’
Johannes GoroplusBecanuc (1518-1573) of Antwerp, who has given Dutch
linguistics rather a bad name. In 1569 he put forward the claim that his native
language really was the oldest language in the world and had actually been
used by Adam and Eve in Paradise. In support of this claim he adduced the
most hilarious etymologies. His argument was that in general the simplest is
the aldest, so short words must be older than long words, and as Dutch has
more short words than Latin, Greek and Hebrew, Dutch is obviously the older
language. If we thus come to see Dutch as the original language from which
all other languages are derived, it is suddenly very easy to understand why
the Dutch have no difficulty at all with foreign languages. Yeu will also
understand, though, that on account of these views, (mropms Becanus has
been buried under centuries of ridicule, The herm goropism” was especially
coined by Leibniz 1o mean "absurd etymology”. Tud::y Becanus is chiefly
remembered as a stock example of linguistic chauvinism.

The only other Ducch linguist mentioned by Robins, earlier in the
sixteenth century, is Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536) of Rotterdam. For him,
as aclassical scholar and theologian, Latin was the venerated language of the
Church and of Classical Rome. But it was also the living instrument of
humanist culture, as he masterfully demenstrated in his kterary works.
Though he is not commonly seen as a linguist, he published a dialogue on
the comect pronunciation of Greek and Latin in 1528, with interesting
phonetic chservations on these languages, and his system of Greek
promunciation was subsequentiy adopted all over northern Europe ? Brasmus
thus rep the more side of Dutch i Had he lived
he would probably have given Becanus a place of honour among the pedantic
schoolmasters and grammarians in his Praise of Folly.

Together, Becanus and Erasmus stand as the two patron saints of Dutch
linguistics, representing the opposite tendencies of nationalism and
internationalism that are characteristic of the early period of Dutch
linguistics.

Taking a closer look at this period, roughly from about 1560 till 1730, we
note a variety of interesting developments, of which I will highlight the
following four aspects.

First of all, in the field of classical scholarship, the universities of Levoven
and Leyden came Lo play a leading international role from about the second
half of the sixteenth century. Men of great learning, like Lipsius (1547-1606)

and Scaliger (1540-1609), came to these universilies, soon to be followed by
many other eminent scholars, all inspired by the humanist ideal of studying
and disseminating classical cultre which they admired so highly. Famous
throughout Europe for their excellent editions of the classics, as well as for
their Latin grammars and polyglot dictionaries, they had a deep and long
lasting influence. In the seventeenth century, if one wanted to study Greek,
one had to go to Leyden. Classical philology in Europe was dominated by
the Dutch School until wel! into the eighteenth century. 0ot particular
importance are the Latin grammars of Despanterius (ca.1480-1520) and
Vossius (1577-1649). published at the end of the sixteenth and the beginning
of the seventeenth centuries, not only because they lasted until far into the
nineteenth century, but especially because they were used as amodel for the
description of vernacular Dutch and its grammar. 4

Early in the seventeenth century, the university of Leyden also laid the
foundations for its lasting fame in the field of Oricntal languages, especially
Hebrew and Arabic. A scholarly rradition of by now almost four centuries
began with Erpenius's Grammatica Arabica of 1611, an outstanding werk,
which retained its undisputed value until the early part of the nineteenth
century. Arabic was studied in connection with the increasing trade with the
Middle East, but also for the purpose of gaining access to Arabic scholarship
in mathematics and astronomy. The study of Hebrew was motivated by
theological and biblical purposes, especially in connection with the great
Dutch Bible Translation of 1637. For all their scholarship, Erpenius
(1584-1624) and his successor at Leyden, Golius (1596-1667), werealso very
enterprising, travelfing widely to study these languages, 1o collect
manuscripts and to carry out diplomatic missions. They also seized upon the
opportunities offered by the new printing technology, setting up an Arabic
press at Lef'den, which until nearly 1650 was the only source of Arabic type
in Europe.

Secondly, in the field of Dutch language studies, a respectable tradition of
lexicography culminated in the lawter part of the sixteenth century 1n the
publication of the dictionaries of Cornelis Kiliaan {c. 1530-1607)." * His
famous etymological dicticnary, published by Plantijr of Antwerp, third
edition in 1599, stands out because of its careful explanations and its
comparative etymologies, and shows that even at that time, Becanus’
fantasies were already outdated.

Another important event is the publication, in 1584, of the first
cﬂmprchcnsl\fc grammar of Dutch, 1% s00n followed by a Rhetoric and a
Logic, also in Dutch. While their descriptive model was still that of Latin,
these works demonsirated that one ceuld study the three liberal arts
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(grammar, logic and thetoric) of the basic school curriculum in Dutch. In
fact, their publication was motivated by a conscious desire to see education
change to Dutch as its medium of insiruction, instead of Latin, in order to
widen access to the fields of science, learning and higher education. To this
end, new Dutch terms were coined for disciplines like mathematics,
chemistry and geography. Until the middle of the seventeenth century, the
grammar of 1584 was followed by a series of other works on Dutch grammar.
Interestingly enough, these works were written not by academics working in
the universities, but by merchants, church ministers, schoolmasters and
mathematicians, sheep shearers and musicians. But now Becanus appears in
anew light because, as it s out, he was leading a serious movement for
educational reform. In the event, this movement did not succeed, and there
is no evidence that these Dutch grammar books were ever used in the
education system. The cxtravagant claims and the fantastic etymologies of
Becanns seem to have backfired as they provided an easy target for the
academic defenders of classical culture. At any rate, Latin and not Dutch
remained the language of instruction at universities in the Netherlands until
well into the second quarter of the nineteenth century. ™

Tn addition to these lexicographic and grammatical works we also note,
from as early as 1550, the publication of a series of works on the problem of
Dutch orthography, which contain interesting phonetic observations on the
language. These provide us with some fascinating glimpses of how Dutch
was spoken and how it actually sounded at the time; the descriptive realism
of these works reminds one of the comedies and the paintings of the same
period. The series culminates in 1635 with (lleguh}icalinn of the Spreeckonst,
by Petrus Montanus (1594/5-1638) of Delft.'® This book is extraordinary in
its precise phonetic observations and its unfettered attention to the empirical
details of p iation, for which Montanus d ped a p new
Dutch terminology. In his Spreeckonst we find the same Renaissance
curiosity and the same spirit of empirical enquiry which is characteristic also
of the works of an engineer like Stevin, an astronorner like Snellius and
biologists like Ls oek and R ius. However, 1o
1ake this kind of scientific approach to the study of the real world around us
is one thing, but to apply it to the study of human specch was quite another,
and something that did not go well with contemporary cultural
preconceptmns abuul ]anguﬂge For this reason, and also because of its
i ’s work was largely ignored at the
time and has only been rediscovered in this century as the work of genius it
really is.




And then, thirdly, there is the field of foreign language learning. With respect
to European languages, we note the publication, from the early part of the
sixteenth century, of polyglot dictionaries and conversation bocks for
learning Latin and French. Later on, we find that Spanish and German are
also added. The first bocks for learning English began to appear also from
the early part of the sixteenth cenlury, and a strong tradition in teaching
English dT‘d in Ang]AJvDutch linguistic scholarship developed in the
h century, ing in William Sewel’s (1653-1720) great
dictionary and grammar of 1691. L Today, therefore, we are looking at along
tradition ef nearly four centuries, during which almost any idea has been tried
and tested, generating a vast body of experience and common sense with
respect tg foreign language learning. The motives for learning foreign
language{ﬂppear to have been purely practical throughout, and for most of
these four centuries the ficld remained in the hands of schoolmasters,
translators and publishers, working outside the universities. As an academi¢
subject it is relatively young: the first foreign language department in a Dutch
university was the French department at the University of Groningen,
established in 1884. At the beginning of the rwentieth century a man tike
Kruisinga (1875-1944) still had to go abroad in order to obtain his doctorate
in English studies, since this was not yet possible at a Dutch university. This
predominantly practical orientation may help to explain why the Dutch have
not, s far, made any significant ical and methodological contributions
in the field of foreign language learning. 5
QOutside the European sphere, there is the long tradition of studies in the
field of Indonesian languages, a tradition that alse began early in the
seventeenth century, In 1603 the merchant Frederik de Houtman
(1571-1627), after two years as a prisoner in Atjeh in the north of Sumatra,
came back to the Netherlands and published his Malay dictionary and
conversation book, to which he added the first descriptions of the stellar
configurations of the Southern hemisphere. ' This book inaugurates a
distinguished tradition, still c(mtmulng at Leyden today, of studies on the
indigencus | of the The driving force
behind these studies, at least during the seventeenth century, appears to have
been a peculiar Dutch mix of religious and commercial motives: the desire
to spread the Word of God and the Protestant faith in the Spice Islands, just
as much as the acceptance of Malay, the fingua franca of the Archipelago,
for trading purposes. In this field too, the first contributions were made by
T ies and working in the field. Although De
Houtman’s dictionary was made available to the international community
through Latin, Italian, French and English translations that remained in use
for a few centuries, the majority of these studies were published in Dutch,

with the result that even today a knowledge of Dutch is indispensable if one
wants to come to a serious understanding of Indonesian history, culture and
languages.©

The fourth and final point 1 want to make about early Dutch linguistics,
concerns the contributions by a number of Dutch linguists to what would
eventually become, in the nineteenth century and in Getmany, the discipline
of comparative linguistics.

Of great theoretical significance was the treatise” publlshcd in 1610 by
Scaliger, in which he reduced ail known European languages to 11 basic
roots, concluding that there was no common ancestor language for these
roots, The importance of this treatise lies in the systematic comparative
approach on which he based his Tusi Of wider signifi is that he
in fact refuted the various claims that had been made for either Latin or
Hebrew or Dutch as the original language, thus freeing the investigation of
Tinguistic history frem the cultural, biblical and nationalistic views which had
for such a long time prejudged the issue. Then, in 1665, came the invaluable
publication of the Codex Argenteus by Franciscus Junius (1589-1677),
which made available the text of the fourth century translation of the Bible
into Gothic, the oldest known Germanic language. On the basis of this
material, a Dutch schoolmaster, Lambert ten Kate (1674-1731) of
Amsterdam, succeeded in 1710 in establishing the family relations among
the Germanic languages, on the solid foundation of systematic comparison.
Thus, he in fact inaugurated the scientific study of comparative Germanic
grammar a full century before Jacob Grimm's Deutsche Grammatik.

At this point T should like to note that while | am highlighting the most
significant contributions by Dutch linguists in the period from about 1560 to
about 1730, L am not arguing that all this was done by the Dutch on their own.
On the contrary, there have always been close international contacts and
cooperation, For example, a scholar like Scaliger was not a Dutchman, but
he did his most important work while he was professor at Leyden. The book

Dby Junius I just mentioned was published with a Latin translation made by [ubfm(’b

an English colleague. Ten Kate’s work was also dependent on the work of
the Englishman George Hickes. In France, in 1660, the influential
G ire Générale et R
My point is, rather, that at the end of the sixteenth and the beginning of
the scventeenth centuries, in the four fields T have reviewed - classical and
ormmal philology, Dutch grammar, vocabulary and phonetics, foreign
and ive ics - we see an ion of scholarly

activity in the Low Cmmmes, arich variety of linguistic exploration and the
publication of what really are monuments of discovery and leaming. It is
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important to see that the linguistic investigations of these men were inspired

by a variety of motives, and withaviewto wider issues.
Indeed, we should not think of these men as ivory tower academics, but
rather, perhaps, as inquisitive and erudite i ig sifting - like George

Smiley - through all kinds of information, of strongly variable reliability and
relevance, in order to get at the truth (or at least to eliminate the fantasies),
on maiters as diverse as the true text of the Bible, the correct chronology of
world history, the original language, the exact position of the stars and the
continents, or even the ideal language with which to capture the essence of
reality. It is in the :.eamch for truth in these maters, at the frontiers of
k Jjedge, that phi idk was used and could be of decisive
importance. Thus, for example, in 1653, when Golius, who was professor of
Arabic and mathematics at Leyden and also the founder of its observatory,
established that the Cathay he knew from Arabic manuscripts was actually
the same as the China he was told of by the Jesuits, the deciding factor was
the available philological evidence, and the discovery itself so important that
it was publ]shﬂi right away in Martini's great Atlas of China, published by
Blaeu in 1655,

Concluding this survey, I think it is fair to say that the activities and
admirable achievements of Dutch linguists in this cafl period demonstrate
that in linguistics too, just as in so many other ﬁelda the Dutch have had
a Golden Age during which they dominated the European scene by the sheer
accumulation of linguistic materials, the concentration of high quality
scholarship and the availability of a weli-organized, international publishing
trade.

However, for all its quality and rich variety, one could argue that all this does
not really count as linguistics, since language at the time was not studied in
irself and for itself, but for some other purpose, and the study of language
was really governed by seme other agenda, a theological, humanist or
nationalist programme. As we have seen, this happens to be true, However,
this line of criticism is self-defeating; or at Jeasl it would follow that
Chomsky's mentalist and rationali hould now also be ded
as a programme alien to the study uf language One could conceivably take
this view, but in line with what I said earlier about the programmatic nature
of linguistics, I think it is more appropriate to see both the Renai earch
for the original language and Chomsky's quest for our innate mental
linguistic capacity as programmatic viewpoints, each of which is crucially
adopted in order to construct a coherent object for empirical investigation.
Even so, we might stitl argue that the grammarians and philologists of the
period we have just reviewed studied 1 butnot I that they
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uncitically adopted the logico-Latin mould of traditienal grammar for the
description of other languages; that they were quite normative in their
approach: that is, that they jacked a proper theoretical concept of language
and an acceptable method for describing and explaining the properties of this
ebject; in short, that they were not daing pure. scientific linguistics. In reply
to this, 1 should say that, however true this criticism may be, it derives from
a twentieth century conception of linguistics as a ‘pure” academnic discipline.
And if we apply the scieniific standards of our own time to works published
in the sixteenth century, we are not only trapped in an anachronism but also
run the risk of seriously misjudging works that perfectly satisfied the
standards of their own time.

Instead, I think it is more interesting to pursue this modern view of pure
linguistics and take a closer look at the present century, in which this view
has, after all, played its leading-role. So, taking up our central question of
today, we ask again: What did the Dutch contribute to the forther
development of lingui i

“The first thing | should like to note in this respect is that, while it is generally
true that linguisties has become a different discipline from what it was in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, in some respects at least there is also a
considerable measure of continuity, In the twentieth century Dutch linguists
have continued to produce dictionaries and to write grammars. And, although
this involves the use of new methods and techniques, covering wider ranges
of data in far deeper deiail, the descriptive work involved is not
fundamentally different from what it was then.

Asinthe early period, the Dutch have also continued to be concerned with
the problem of spelling. In the course of the present century, there has been
a series of four official spelling reforms. These reforms have generated a lot
of debate and the resulting spelling is clearly a compromise between on the
one hand, modem, scientific and phenological considerations and, on the
other hand, more traditional social and cultural values.”® Nevertheless, the
reforms have given the Dutch a spelling for their language which gives a far
more adequate representation of the current spoken language than those of
their French, English and German neighbours.

The Dutch have also continued to study foreign languages. They have
remained strong in Oriental and Asiatic languages, and, just as in the
seventeenth century, the study of English has remained an important concern.
In fact, for the first three quarters of the present century, the Dutch have
played a leading role in the study of English grammar. Before there was
Quirk, there was the Great Tradition of Poutsma, Kruisinga, Zandvoort and
Visser. So strong was this tradition that in 1936 the claim was even made that

of Port Royal was published. Andsoon. jasy, f{i <f



the English should certainly continue to speak and use their language. but
could safely leave the study and description of its grammar to the Dutch. o

In these fields there is a clear continuity. Tn other respects, however, there
have indeed been fundamental changes, as a resull of which the discipline of
linguistics is now completely different from its predecessors in the Golden
Apge.

A striking feature of the twentieth century in the Low Countries is that itis
such alinguistic century, in the sense that the problem of language has evoked
a continuous and intense interest from all sides. In Dutch poetry. especially
in the poetry of the Symbolist movement, where nebulous notions are
tantalizingly hidden behind the simplest of words, there is a strong
fascination with the ultimate limits of language. In the sciences the movement
DfSIgIIIfICSZ brought together, early in this century, a group of scholars from
various disciplines, in a growing awareness that language was not the
transparent vehicle of thought and knowledge it once seemed 10 be. The work.
of intuitionist mathematicians like Brouwer and Heyting has also
undoubtedly stimulated an awareness of language as a deep intellectual
problem.’ ®"And in the field of language sludles‘ this century has seen the
birth of a genuine i of general 1i on the study of
fanguage as such, as a unifying theorctical object in itself, behind and
underlying all the particular languages in this world.

Another contrast with the seventeenth century is that the time of the
Renaissance woma universale is over. Today, it is no longer possible (o be,
like Golius, professor of Arabic and mathematics, and to coniribuie ©
astronomy and geography as well. Instead, the advancement of knowledge
depends on specialization. In linguistics too, this has led to an ever increasing
number of new subdisciplines and new lines of research, In Dutch linguistics
we also find this trend and already before the second World War important
contributions were made by Van Ginncken in the new field of
p@ychclmgmqm,: Van Wijk in structural phonology, and Kloeke in dialect
ncography ! This process of thematic specialization continues, and the
growing number of subdisciplines as well as the increasing quantity of
scholarly output effectively mean that no person could seriously hope to be
able to cover all these developments in a thorough way.

So I too will have to restrict myself here and limit discussion to my own
area of specialization, that of grammatical. theory. In this field, the
logico-semantic mould of traditional grammar was the accepted base for
grammatical description for our colleagues in the seventeenth century, and
for quite a few today as well. But since that time, a number of new models
and approaches have been developed for the study of grammar. There is, first
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of all, the discovery of linguistic form in historical grammar and structural
linguistics, which has had a very liberating effect, freeing the study of
grammat of its logwal mould. The same can be said of the discovery of the
sign act in iol and inguistics, and the
exploration of functional aspects and problems of relevance in language.
Now, whether one starts from the concrete forms of language or from its
functions in use, it is clear that each of these approaches constitures a
fundamental departure from the logico-semantic tradition, which thus stands
out as the narrow, monistic viewpoint it really is.

The various approaches just mentioned can all be found in present day
Dutch linguistics too. But they originated elsewhere and have been imported
from abroad. This fact, together with the absence of a typically Dutch school
or a particular Dutch doctrine in linguistics, demonstrates that the Dutch are
no longer as dorninant as they were in the earlier period we reviewed,

They are, however, very well informed about intemational developments,
which they follow closely, and their active contribution to the international
exchange of new linguistic ideas is a basic and very valuable feature of their
role in the present century.

At a practical level, first of all, the Dutch have been active as
miermtdi:irias,}z organizing international congresses and housing
international organizations, producing important services and scholarly
initiatives, and publishing books and journals for the world market, For
cxample, in 1928 the First International Congress of Linguists was held at
the Hague, and today there is a lively activity in international seminars, the
most notable being those of GLOW and Functional Grammar. The
International Permanent Committee of Linguists has its Secretariat in The
Hapue, which prepares and publishes the invaluable annual Bibliographie
Linguistigue since 1948, Major international initiatives have been taken by
Duich linguists, e.g. the pioneering of a Enropean dialectology by Weijnen
in 1975 and the first attempt to define basic requirements for modern
Tanguage leaming in the European Community by Van Ek, also in 19753
In this whole international trade, it even seems that Dutch linguists
themselves have become an export commaodity, to be found not only in this
College, in the Departments of Linguistics, English and Dutch, but in other
foreign universities as well, and even at (he head of the Jesuit Order in Rume
Dutch publishers also play an imp role. Brill, ji
Elsevier, Foris, Mouion, Peeters, Wolters-Noordhoff, Reidel (now Kluwer)
are household names in the linguistic world. An exceptionally large number
of the major international journals in linguistics are published by these Dutch
houses. And in 1957 (ﬁ?nsky’sepuchfmakingﬁm book Syntactic Structures

was published in The Hague by Moutan, when he could not find an American
publisher interested in taking it.”

This examnple is interesting in that it provides a good insight into how the
Duteh trade in new ideas in internaticnal Jinguistics is related to scholarly
developments inside the Low Countries.”™ Chomsky's book was at first
strongly criticized by the leading Dutch linguists of the time, but at the same
time well received by Dutch mathematicians, philosephers, and logicians
working on formal, language-like systems. With their backing, Chomsky's
new approach soon became very influental, especially during the sixties,
when at times it seemed as if his new ideas would sweep away everything
thathad been built up in earlier Dutch linguistics. We see here a characteristic
Dutch openminded and a ponding lack of traditionalism, a
willingness to do away with received ideas in exchange for new and better
insights imp from abroad. A is mot automatic, however, and
new ideas are usually put to the test in thorough empirical research. This, in
turn, has led toimportant and original contributions by young Dutch linguists.
like Koster and Van Riemsdijk, who are now among the major players in the
international development of Chomskyan linguistic theories. At the same
time Chomsky s apy h has 1 to be challenged from the outside,
most directly by Dik's so called Functional Grammar, which provides a
Dutch aliernative that has found a wide international response. But there have
always been other challenges too. especially in the fietd of formal logical
semantics and lexical grammar,

However, the real benefit of the international orientation lies at a far more
substantial level of linguistics. Throughout this century. a wide range of
languages has been studied by Dutch linguists, not only the traditional
Indo-European, Oriental and South-east Asian languages, but also languages
as diverse as Eskimo, Basque, Hungarian, Turkish, Creole and African
1 the | of the Caucasus, and those of the American Indians.
Now, the interesting thing is that many of the lingui volved in these
languages have then ceme back and turned their attention towards the study
of Dutch. Thus, we find classical scholars, slavi s, Fomanists, anglists and
germanists, sanskritists and javanists, who all turn fo the study of Dutch and
produce highly enligt g studies of p lar aspects of it, in syntax,

ics, morphology, lex phy and intonation, which have immensely
enriched our knowledge of Dutch by their careful observations and their
atention to details that had often escaped their more traditional home
colleagues.

This line of linguistic research has recently culminated in the magnificent
doctoral dissertation on Information Structure in Russian, English and Dutch,
published in 1985 by Keysper. Her critical scrutiny of theories from Eastern
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European, especially Slavic scholars, on the basis of careful observations of
the facts and meaning of accentuation, scope and word order in these three
languages, has led to surprising new insights into the way information is
structured and presented in a language like for example Dulch.*

Her results and more generally the results of this empirical and
comparative tradition as a whole, demonstrate the effectiveness of this
approach in making progress in the study of gramiar, At the same time, they
suggest that the wideranging experience and thorough acquaintance with
languages, which Dutch linguists often have, do significantly contribute to
the shaping of their views and theories on language in general. The
comparative empirical approach is therefore to my mind among the most
valuable contributions the Dutch can make to the development of
international linguistics.

Let us now take a closer look at the most recent past, the eighties, and see
what is going on at the moment in Dutch linguistics.

To begin with, in the study of Dutch, a number of interesting
developments have taken place in the last decade. There is the guhllcalmn in
1984 of the first comp ive standard of Dutch,” exactly four
hundred years after the first grammar of 1584, And the great dictionary of
the Duich language, a project that started in 1860 is nearing completion and
will hopefully be finished before the year 2000.% There isa lively scholarly
output on the Dutch language. Speaking very generally, one could say that
linguists in Flanders, who are closer to the hinguistic frontier with French,
have a stronger political awareness and are more active in sociolinguistics,
whereas their colleagues in Holland, farther away from the front, concentrate
more ca tf | matters. An i ing number of publi are in
English. but the large majority and in particular the more significant
discoveries continue to be published in Dutch.® This situation is really not
very different from that in the seventeenth century: at that time the
international language of scholarship was Latin and that has now changed to
English, but the Dutch continue to publish scientific works on their own
language in Dutch all the same.

‘The other important development in the field of Dutch is the establishment
in 1980, by treaty between the Netherlands and Belgium, of the Dutch
Language Union, which brings together the 20 million speakers of the
language and aims at their integration in the domain of language and literature
in the widest sense. The Dutch Language Union supports a wide variety of
activities, one of which is the promotion of the Dutch language abmad for
example as one of the official 1 of the European C LIn
view of 1992, one could of course imagine a cemmon linguistic future along
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the lines of "Afls,’ Allo!, where we all use a sort of hard ecu of language. but
the Dutch, for all their internationalism, are certainly not going to give up
their own language for such a syncretist development.

In the field of foreign languages, we note that the position and role of the
Dutch in the international community is dependent on a wide distribution of
foreign language proficiency over the population. This has accordingly been
identified as a basic national interest, and a National Programme of Action
for Modern Foreign Languages has been established earlier this year. The
field of Applied Linguistics has advanced rapidly in the past 25 years, and
s0 has the Teaching of Dutch as a Second or Foreign Language. Researchers
in these fields are now doing the kind of fundamental research™ that is
essential if we are to come to a serious theoretical understanding of the factors
and processes involved in successful foreign language learning. 1t would be
useful, L think, if our own new Language Centre could also take on such a
role in research.

Now, if I mention the study of Dutch grammar and that of Dutch as a
Second Language, it should be noted that these cover only two of the twenty
subdisciplines mentioned in the most recent bibliography of Dutch
linguistics.“L With such a growth in our field, some kind of coordination is
needed, and here a stimulating role has been played since 1977 by the
Stichting Taal or Linguistics F Tn the pust decade the
Foundation has developed into a national ization for linguistic research,
parallel to the universities, bringing together the expertise of about one
thousand working linguists and stimulating their cooperation in research
projects.

In order (o meet the challenges of the future, the Foundation has recently
defined afive year research policy, and set out a number of thematic priorities
for linguistic research. 2 One of these priorities is in the field of grammatical
theory. In this field, there has been a proliferation of theories in the past
decade, each projecting a different perspective onto semething as seemingly
mple as the construction of our sentences.

To mention just three of these approaches. The Chomskyans want o find
the formal prulcﬁles of the mind that govern the syntactic structures of
natural language.”~ The functional grammarians focus on the communicative
facrors involved in the structuring of our sentences.” And Form-Content
Analysis atiempts to find the linguistic meanings that explain how and why
we can interpret and understand sentences.”® The central issue that occupies
all of them would seem 1o be the question how exactly form, meaning and
interpretation are connected in human language.

On this issue, there is a diversity of opinion that reminds one of the
individualistic nature of the Dutch, especially as it appears in religion and

16

politics, where the Dutch habit of disagreeing is most strongly developtd."ﬁ

On the other hand, this variety of viewpoints may also reflect the essential
plurality of the object ‘language’, which we are studying. At any rate, the
diversity of theoretical options, which is far greater than anything we saw in
the seventcenth century, is a valuable asser and a srrong incentive for serious
intellectual debate on the fundamenta) structure of language.

But when a first attempt to organize a debate between exponents of a
number of these theories was made in 1986, communication tumned out to be
hindered by an almost Babylonian confusion.*’ Key terms, like form,
meaning, function, structure, interpretation and explanation turned out to be
totalty different from one theoretical framework to the next, The debate was,
perhaps, the more lively for it, but the result was that it is not clear whether
these theories really involve empirical and explanatory differences of a
substantial nature.

Such a state of affairs is not acceptable to a Dutch mind. For all their
indiv sm, and love of di there is also, among the Dutch, a
strong desire for consensus and a wish, when all is said and done, to engage
in a constructive commen enterpri: B Thus, there is a real need for an
integrated framework for lingu inquiry, within which we can then
develop empirically testable theories,

In this respect, T think it would be a sensible move for the grammarians
to join forces with the psychologists who are also studying language,
especially since on the psychological side there is now a promising model in
Levelt’s recently published book .\‘pmking_w Invirs 500 pages Levelt gives a
comprehensive outline of all that may be involved in the process between
first Intention and final Articulation, a distance we daily travel in a splhit
second when we talk.

My point is not that Levelt is right, that what he presents is the correct
theory, or the definitive picture ef what goes on in our brains when we talk,
That remains to be seen. At the very least, his psychological picture should
be matched.with the empirical findings of a careful linguist like Keysper in
her book Information Structure. And it is by no means easy to see how this
could be done, partly because they work in ditferent fields and directions and
are apparently unaware of ¢ach other. Levelt starts from the speaker and
describes how we conceive, plan, formulate, execute, monitor and repair our
ulterances, and his aim is to construct a model of how the speaker works.
Keysper on the other hand, starts from the listener, and unalyzes how and
why we can interpret and understand what we hear, and her focus is on our
capacity 1o construct interpretations from the language material before us.
Obviously there is a connection here, since speakers and listeners remarkably
often succeed in reaching a measure of mutual understanding; but their
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mental makeup is not necessarily constructed on the same blueprint, as our
daily misund dings and miscommuni make only too clear. All
the more reason then, to study speakers and listeners and their intcractions
together. In this respect, these two outstanding bocks, Speaking by Levelt
and fnformation Structure by Keysper, which I regard as the most substantial
contributions of the decade to come from Dutch linguists, do offer a good
starting point for joint future research, and they at least enable us to draw up
an agenda for rescarch and a sound division'of academic labour.

At this point, the logical - and most exciting - next step would be, T think, to
link these fundamental grammatical and psychological investigations with
another line of research - also a strategic priority of the Linguistics
Foundation - viz. the technology of speech and hearing. Much more is
involved here than the mere use of computers and other machinery. [n fact,
the combination of linguistics and new information technology is opening
up new worlds of inquiry, and the development of computerized lexical
databases in the past decade already enables linguists to do language research
on a quite different scale than before, Of particular interest in this respect is
a nationwide project that is now being carried out in the Netherlands, which
involves the combined efforts of phe honologists, morphologi
syntacticians, semanticists, text grammarians and pragmalinguists. atl
aiming to produce a complete text-to-speech conversion by automatic aeans.
This new field of inquiry, for which the term ‘experimental linguistics™ has
been suggested, is of course not tackled in the Low Countries alone. There
is an i ing i ional interdepends here, and the Dutch are also
taking part in an eight-nation project on Speech Technology, for which, 1
note with pleasure, the UCL Department of Phonetics and Linguistics is the
prime contractor.

The expected spinoff of such research, in the form of machines that can
speak, read and und d, and also c.g. linguisti ophisticated word
processors, and multilingual translation aids, has already attracted
investments from companies like Elsevier, Philips and Kluwer. We are
witnessing here the beginning of ‘a real language industry’.”

Concluding this survey, 1 submit that in the present century the strong
points of Dutch linguistics are much the same as in the seventeenth: the
accumulation of diverse linguistic maierials, the concentration of high
quality scholarship and the availability of a well established publishing trade
working for the linguistic world market. One can therefore well understand
how itis that the great Chomsky has predicted a brilliant future for linguistics
in the Low Countries.

This leaves me with just two more questions, which I shall answer before
let you go. First. From everything | have said so far, what perspective, what
programme follows for the study of a language, like Dutch?

1t is clear that one can no longer study Dutch on its own. anymore than a
lepidopterist could restrict his or her studies to just one particular butterfly.
When we study Dutch, we do so in various different connecticns. First of all,
in relation to a general theory of language and its structure and functioning.
Secondly, we also need a comparative approach, and so we study Dutch in
relation to other languages and language families in the world. Thirdly, we
take an analytical perspective and study Dutch as an entity that is built from
a multitude of subcomponents. And working our way through all these
interconnections, it would seem that we are taking this language apart inever
increasing detail.

indeed, when we stand back and take a look at the whole, the Dutch
language emerges as an intricately structured and highly complex entity.
Now if we multiply this complexity by 6.170 - which is the total number of
languages in the world, according to the last reliable count™ - it is clear that
what we are facing is a uni of that is as i and
intellectually challenging as the structure of the universe out there.

And perhaps the linguistic universe is the more elusive of the two, since
it is so near. For it is our own linguistic faculty that we are studying, our own
mental instrument, which shapes the innermest workings of our thinking and
our soul; and at the same time, it is the communicative instrument with which
we build our culture and society, and without which there would be no stories
and hence no history; and finally also, language is a material that realizes its
highest potentialities in literary art, m novels, essays, drama, song and poetry.

So, if all this is in language, and is language, it follows that if we really
want to know a language, like e.g. Dutch, we will have to pursue and
investigate alt these aspects of it. On this view, the study of language in effect
straddles the divide between the world of science and the world of culture.
And the real challenge, to me, is to cross that divide and let linguistics be
both a science and an art.

My second and last question is: If we adopt this essentially Humboldtian
programme for linguistics, what am I going to do here in London to realize
ir?

Now, as you know, Archimedes said that with a point to stand upon he
could move the world. I may perhaps not expect to move the Low Countries
from here, but still London offers an ideal vantage point from which to study
their language and cullure.




1t was here in London, in 1568, that the merchant Johannes Radermacher
wrote his treatise on the necessity and the usefulness of the Dutch language.
Early in this century, also in London, here at UCL, Low Countries Studies
began in 1919, when Pieter Gey| was first appointed as Professor of Dutch,
and it has produced a solid tradition of scholarship over the years. In Higtory
there is the impressive work done by Professors Renier, Kossmann, iwsm
and now my colleague Jenathan Israel.™

Literary Studies have flourished, first after the Second World War under
Professor Theodoor Weevers at Bedford Ccullege;36 then especially since
1971 under my predecessor Professor Reinder Meijer, whose standard work
on the Literature of the Low Countries has laid the foundauons on which we
in the Dcparlment of Dutch can confidently build.”

There is a wider context, in that, for many centuries, Anglo-Duich
relations have invelved not only Literature, but also Art, War, Trade,
Translatton, Colonial Rivalry and Scientific exchange. And of course, there
is an old Frisian connection. In the study of this wider context, [ am confident
that the recently established interdisciplinary Centre for Low Countries
Siudies at UCL can and will play a leading academic role.™ And T will be
happy to contribute my expertise as a Dutch linguist to these developments.

As for my own work, against the background of the programme for
linguisties which I have outlined above, I will concentrate on two things: the
grammar of Dutch in the widest sense, and the literary works in which this
language has expressed itself in its most entrancing transparent beauty.

Earlier I told you that Saston saw philology as the first science, or one of the
first sciences. It may very well be that linguistics is the ultimate science too,
giving us our Alpha and our Omega, and in the galaxies between these two,
perhaps, some understanding of Dutch.
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