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Dutch is a West Germanic language closely related to English and 

German, but its special properties have long aroused interest and debate 

among students of syntax. This is an informative guide to the syntax of 

Dutch, offering an extensive survey of both the phenomena of Dutch syn-

tax and their theoretical analyses over the years. In particular the book 

discusses those aspects of Dutch syntax that have played an important role 

in the development of syntactic theory in recent decades. Presupposing 

only a basic knowledge of syntax and complete with an extensive biblio-

graphy, this survey will be an important tool for students and linguists of 

all theoretical persuasions, and for anyone working in Germanic linguis-

tics, linguistic typology, and linguistic theory.

jan-wouter zwart is Professor of Theoretical Linguistics at the 

University of Groningen. His recent publications include Studies in Com-
parative Germanic Syntax (2002).
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Syntax Guides is to make available to all linguists major findings, both descriptive and the-

oretical, which have emerged from the study of particular languages. The series is not com-

mitted to working in any particular framework, but rather seeks to make language-specific

research available to theoreticians and practitioners of all persuasions.

Written by leading figures in the field, these guides will each include an overview of the 

grammatical structures of the language concerned. For the descriptivist, the books will pro-

vide an accessible introduction to the methods and results of the theoretical literature; for 

the theoretician, they will show how constructions that have achieved theoretical notoriety 

fit into the structure of the language as a whole; for everyone, they will promote cross-
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Preface

This book is intended as an introduction to the phenomena of Dutch syntax, 

as well as to the various ways in which these phenomena have been analyzed 

from a theoretical point of view. Consequently, it has two major parts, entitled 

‘Description’ (part II) and ‘Theory’ (part III).

In preparing this work, I have learned that not all phenomena of Dutch syntax 

have been accorded equal attention in the theoretical literature. As a result, it 

appeared impractical to present the data and the analyses side by side, and I have 

opted instead to separate the two parts completely, and have allowed myself to 

be guided first and foremost by what seemed interesting from a descriptive view-

point in part II, and from a historical-theoretical viewpoint in part III. As a result, 

the organization of the two parts is not completely parallel, and many interesting 

topics discussed in part II are not picked up in part III, simply for the reason that 

they have received insufficient theoretical attention.

It has been my intention, then, to create in part II something of a reference work 

(in English) of the syntax of Dutch, which could be used independently, and might 

be of service to students and researchers working on Dutch or Germanic more 

generally. At the same time, I have experienced that many phenomena of Dutch 

syntax are still not fully explored and are ill-understood, certainly by me, so that 

this work should not be viewed as comprehensive and conclusive, and I sincerely 

apologize for its many lacunae. I am sustained by the hope that it will make the 

phenomena of Dutch more widely available, and will help others in framing the 

questions to be asked when trying to understand Dutch, syntax, or both.

In writing part III, I have been guided by the question of how the phenomena 

of Dutch have helped shape syntactic theory over the years. The reader will find 

here a synopsis of the analyses of verb second, verb clustering, and word order 

in Dutch, going back as often as possible to pregenerative structuralist work, and 

continuing up to the current minimalist stage of generative grammar.

Introducing the book is a small part I presenting the Dutch language, its basic 

morphosyntax, and the main trends of linguistic analysis relevant to the discus-

sion in part III. Five appendices list the Dutch pronouns, adpositions, auxiliaries, 

verbs taking infinitival complements, and verb paradigms.
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Prefacex

I would have liked to conclude this work with a part IV discussing aspects of 

Dutch syntax that have played a major role in discussions confined to Dutch lin-

guistics journals, and hence little known to researchers outside the Netherlands. 

For various reasons, this proved too ambitious at this point. As a result, some of 

these constructions have not received sufficient attention here, and it is hoped that 

this can be rectified in a future edition.

In many ways, preparing this volume started long before its inception, and 

I have many people to thank for helping me along the way. For fear of leav-

ing anyone out, I refrain from listing them here, and refer to the reference sec-

tion instead. For comments on parts of this manuscript, I thank Jack Hoeksema, 

Jan Koster, and Mark de Vries. I am especially grateful to Helen Barton, Sarah 

Green, Elizabeth Davey, and Kay McKechnie at Cambridge University Press, for 

their patience and support.

Sadly, as I was composing this preface, word reached us that one of the pio-

neers of Dutch syntactic theory, Hans den Besten, had passed away. This book is 

dedicated to his memory.
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xi

Abbreviations used in the glosses

1 = first person; superscript = low tone

2 = second person; superscript = mid-low tone

3 = third person; superscript = mid tone

4 superscript = mid-high tone

5 superscript = high tone

acc = accusative case

adv = adverbial particle

advs = adversative

aff = affirmative particle

an = animate

appl = applicative prefix

aux = auxiliary verb

c = complementizer

caus = causative auxiliary

cg = common gender

cmp = comparative degree

coll = collective

cond = conditional force

cr = conjunction reduction zero element

dat = dative case

decl = declarative force

def = (i) definite determiner (ii) definite agreement

dem = demonstrative pronoun

dim = diminutive

dist = distal

dstr = distributive

e = [unglossed]

emp = emphatic suffix

en = [unglossed]

er = [unglossed]

f = feminine gender
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xii Abbreviations used in the glosses

gap = zero element

ge…d/n = past participle morphology

gp = gapping zero element

hum = human

inan = inanimate

indf = indefinite determiner

inf = infinitive

int = interrogative force

inv = inversion

lnk = linker

loc = (i) locative pronoun (ii) locative morpheme

m = masculine gender

mat = material adjective suffix

min = minimizer

mod = modal verb

n = neuter gender; see also ge…d/n

neg = (i) negative particle (ii) negative prefix

nml = nominalizing suffix

nom = nominative case

obj = objective case

ocl = object clitic

ord = ordinal

part = past participle

pass = passive voice

past = (i) past tense (ii) past tense ablaut or suppletive morphology

pcl = possessive clitic

pgap = parasitic gap

pl = plural number

poss = (i) possessive pronoun (ii) possessive affix

pro = infinitival subject zero element

prox = proximate

q = (i) interrogative pronoun (ii) interrogative morpheme

recp = reciprocal pronoun

refl = reflexive pronoun

rel = relative pronoun

sbjv = subjunctive

scl = subject clitic

sg = singular number
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xiiiAbbreviations used in the glosses

str = strong

sup = superlative degree

temp = temporal

univ = universal

wk = weak

A note on orthography

The examples follow the standard Dutch orthography, in which pairs of tense and 

lax vowels are represented by identical characters (a, e, i, o, u) without diacrit-

ics. In closed syllables, doubling of the vowel signals tenseness, whereas in open 

syllables laxness of the vowel is signaled by doubling of the following consonant. 

Unstressed e signals schwa. The combinations ie and dt signal [i] and [t], respect-

ively. In the examples, hyphens indicate morpheme boundaries, splitting ortho-

graphically doubled consonants.
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