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Present-day English is unlikeOld English in not using singular demonstrative pronounswith
anaphoric reference to human beings. This article adds to the contributions of Cole (2017)
and Los & van Kemenade (2018) in our understanding of the factors determining the choice
between personal and demonstrative pronouns in Old English by documenting the hitherto
unexamined use of these pronouns as heads of relative clauses. It also traces how the singular
demonstrative pronouns referring to humans retreated as heads of relative clauses in Early
Middle English. A corpus-based study shows that third-person personal pronouns were
unusual as heads of relative clauses in Old English and normally referred to specific
individuals, while demonstratives were the pronouns of choice for generic reference but
could also refer to specific individuals. The increased use of personal pronouns for
generic reference is well underway in Early Middle English. While the retreat of the
singular demonstrative pronouns to refer to humans in Early Middle English seems to
have some connection with the reduced marking of feature distinctions in that period, a
simple explanation in terms of loss of gender is untenable.
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1 Introduction

The Old English (OE) sentence in (1) illustrates two uses of a demonstrative pronoun that
became impossible sometime in Middle English (ME):2

(1) Se ðe sceattas underfehð and sylð Godes gife, se fordeð his sawle

SE that money receives and sells God’s gift SE destroys his soul

‘He who receives money and sells God’s gift, he destroys his soul.’

(coaelive,+ALS_[Sebastian]:202.1328)

Both instances of the masculine singular demonstrative pronoun se refer to a human
being. The first se heads a relative clause, and the second serves as the subject of the
main clause.3

1 Thanks to two anonymous ELL reviewers for their comments on an earlier draft of this article.
2 In the glosses, I use SE (or ÞE for some EME texts) to indicate a form of the distal demonstrative and ÞES for the
proximal, supplemented with information about the gender, case and number of the form in the example when it
is other than masculine, nominative and singular. Outside the glosses, I use ‘se-demonstrative’ for any SE form.
The data presented in this article are restricted to distal demonstratives, but a few examples with proximal
demonstratives are included to illustrate some points.

3 See section 2.3 for a discussion of the structure of relative clauses.
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The focus of this article is on the (distal) demonstrative pronoun in the first of these
uses, i.e. the head of a relative clause. The article documents demonstrative pronouns
in this use in texts in OE and Early Middle English (EME) and compares them with
the use of personal pronouns in the same function, e.g. (2):

(2) & hie þæt wundredon þe þæt gesawon

and they that wondered that that saw

‘and they who saw that wondered at that’

(coverhom,LS_17.2_[MartinVerc_18]:241.2387)

Cole (2017) compares OE se-demonstratives and personal pronouns in anaphoric
functions, but excludes ‘indefinite relative clauses involving se forms’ in which the
pronoun has an indefinite or generic reference, since she was looking specifically at the
textual antecedents for the two types of pronouns (Cole 2017: 386). Her study
therefore did not cover demonstrative-headed relative constructions, whether
left-dislocated like (1) or integrated into the clause like (3):

(3) Se hæfð forscruncene hand þe næfð mildheortnysse weorc

SE has withered hand that not.has mercy’s works

‘He has a withered hand who does not have the works of mercy’

(coaelhom,ÆHom_2:82.288)

The findings of the present study of pronominally headed relative clauses will add to
Cole’s findings on the use of personal and demonstrative pronouns in simple clauses.
As Cole (2017: 386–7) notes, although excluded from her study, such relative clauses
are of interest because they substantiate the claim of Bosch & Umbach (2007: 48) that
‘demonstratives as well as personal pronouns can function perfectly well without
antecedent expressions’.

A major aim of this article is to provide data comparing the two types of pronouns
heading relative clauses, most importantly, in the type of reference these pronouns can
have. As part of an investigation into the typology of pronouns, Kiparsky (2002: 205)
has a brief discussion of OE in which he notes some differences between personal and
demonstrative pronouns in simple sentences, including the tendency to use personal
pronouns in reference to the primary discourse topic and demonstratives for a change
in topic. Of most importance to this investigation are Kiparsky’s observations
concerning the two types of pronouns as heads of relative clauses. He notes that while
traditional grammars of OE do not seem to note any difference between the two types
of pronominal heads, it appears that personal pronouns must have a contextually
identifiable referent, while demonstrative pronouns could have generic reference. The
present corpus-based investigation adds details to Kiparsky’s general observations and
shows that some modification of his claims is needed.

A second aim of the article is to establish an empirical basis for hypotheses concerning
how the personal pronouns encroached upon the territory of demonstratives in EME.
Specifically, it presents data on the advent of personal pronouns as the heads of
generalizing/generic relative clauses and the replacement of the third-person singular
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demonstrative pronouns with personal pronouns in this construction. Allen (2016)
presents some data bearing on the use of demonstrative pronouns as the heads of
relative clauses in EME, but does not compare personal pronoun heads with
demonstrative ones in OE or present any statistics on ME. Van Gelderen (2013: 213)
sketches a scenario in which the demonstrative se lost its interpretable deictic features
and was replaced by personal pronouns, but does not offer details about these
pronouns as heads of relative clauses. Los & van Kemenade (2018) suggest that the
disappearance of gender distinctions in ME played a key role in the loss in of the use
of singular demonstrative pronouns as independent pronouns to refer to human beings.
This article presents data from relative clauses relevant to assessing this hypothesis.

While the focus of this article is on pronominal heads of relatives, it is necessary to give
some background on the use of se-demonstratives with human reference in OE more
generally. This is done in section 2. The methodology and scope of the study are set
out in section 3. Sections 4 and 5 detail the findings for OE and EME, respectively,
and section 6 draws together some conclusions.

2 Background: demonstrative pronouns with human reference in Old English

2.1 Simple clauses

In the main clause of (1), the se-demonstrative is a resumptive pronoun, but these
pronouns could also be used as pure anaphors in simple clauses like (4), where seo is
referring to a character who has been introduced into the narrative as the direct object
of the preceding sentence:

(4) Seo for ða mid me

SE:FEM.NOM.SG went then with me

‘She then went with me’

(coapollo,ApT:48.24.500)

The topic-shifting function of demonstrative pronouns in OE has long been recognized,
e.g. by Mitchell (1985: 320). More recently, Los & van Kemenade (2018) offer further
observations about similarities between OE and Dutch and German and some
quantitative support (from a single text) for some hitherto impressionistic observations
about this use of demonstrative pronouns. Cole (2017) adds to our understanding of the
factors determining the use of the two types of pronoun in OE, presenting statistics
from a larger number of texts. She convincingly demonstrates that the most important
determinant of which type of pronoun is used involves information structure, rather
than grammatical relation, which has been suggested as decisive by some observers.
Cole follows Bosch & Umbach (2007: 50) in using ‘discourse topic’ to refer to a
referent previously mentioned in the discourse, not as a new referent in the preceding
sentence, and concludes that ‘se pronouns generally avoid discourse topics’ (2017:
404–5). As Cole notes, this generalization does not explain every example, but it is a
strong one, contrasting with the greater flexibility of personal pronouns, which tend to
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favour discourse-old topics but show considerable overlap with demonstrative pronouns
for non-topics.

2.2 Independent pronoun or relative pronoun?

As is often noted, it is frequently difficult to determinewhether a se-demonstrative should
be treated as an anaphoric pronoun or a relative pronoun; seeMitchell (1985: §§2109–21)
for an extensive discussion. (5) is one of the examples Cole (2017) gives to illustrate the
problem:

(5) On ðam timan rixode sum reðe cyning se wæs Totilla gehaten

In that time reigned a cruel king SE was Totilla called

‘In that time reigned a cruel king who/he was called Totilla’

(cocathom2,+ACHom_II,_11:99.234.2062)

The se could be interpreted as a relative pronoun or an anaphoric pronoun beginning an
independent clause, and the punctuation of the manuscripts is no help here. Cole treats all
instances of se-demonstratives not followed by the relative marker þe as anaphoric
pronouns, arguing that clauses introduced by these pronouns behave like main clauses
in their word order.4 Such examples are naturally not included in the present study,
which only includes se-demonstratives that are potentially heads of relative clauses. An
analysis as the head of a relative clause is not plausible for a se-demonstrative not
followed by the relative particle þe, because unambiguous relative clauses with an
overt antecedent did not normally lack a relative marker in OE.5

While SE forms occurring on their owndo not raise any issues for demonstrative-headed
relatives, the fact that relative SE could combine with the indeclinable particle þe in
so-called se þe relatives does. The problem is illustrated in (6) and (7):

(6) & wæs se soða scyppend se þe ana is God forsewen & geunweorþod

and was the true Creator SE that alone is God despised and dishonoured

‘and the true Creator – the one who alone is God – was despised and dishonoured’

(cocathom1,ÆCHom_I,_1:186.220.232)

(7) ge seceað þone hælynd þone þe on rode ahangen wæs

you seek the:M.ACC.SG Saviour SE:NEUT.ACC.SG that on cross hanged was

‘you seek the Saviour, the one who was hanged on the cross’

(cowsgosp,Mt_[WSCp]:28.5.2139)

4 Van Kemenade (2017) considers this decision arguable, suggesting that the dominance of verb second with SE

relatives was due to the lack of a subordinator that would have blocked verb second. Clear examples where se
must be treated as a relative pronoun, e.g. (9), certainly exist. Since these clauses are excluded from this study,
no position on specific examples will be taken here.

5 However,mysearches on the electronic corpora threwupa numberof examplesparsed as a relative clause headed by
a demonstrative pronoun but without a relative particle. To ensure that the data are not affected by examples of a
construction with different properties from the target construction, I have excluded these examples frommy results.
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The translations given in (6) and (7) treat the relative clauses as headed by the
demonstratives se and þone, rather than by the nominal phrases se soða scyppend and
þone hælynd. In (6), however, we could analyse se þe ana is God as an appositive
relative clause ‘who alone is God’ headed by se soða scyppend. Case marking is no
help in deciding the issue.6 In (7), the accusative case marking of þone is consistent
with an analysis of this pronoun being an appositive to the object of the verb and the
head of a relative clause that has only þe as its relative marker, as my translation
suggests. However, an analysis of þone as a relative pronoun is also possible. While
the relative pronoun would usually have the case required by its role in the relative
clause, the accusative case of þone is not a difficulty because of the widely
acknowledged phenomenon of ‘case attraction’ in se þe relatives, whereby the case of
a relative pronoun is sometimes the case of the antecedent; see for example Traugott
(1992: 225), Allen (1980: 270, n. 15), van Kemenade (1987: 150) and Taylor (2014:
470–1).

Because of this ambiguity of se forms, the systematic data collection excluded all
examples with a noun that is potentially the antecedent of the relative clause, e.g. (6)
and (7). Also excluded are examples which involve a personal pronoun as a potential
head followed by a demonstrative, either combined with þe, as in (8) or on its own, as
in (9):

(8) Oþþe hwær agylte he æfre on his gegerelan, se þe mid þon anum hrægle

or where sinned he ever in his raiment SE that with the one garment

wæs gegyrwed þe of olfenda hærum awunden wæs?

was clothed that of camel hair woven was

‘Or where did he ever sin in his raiment, he who was dressed in a single garment woven of

camel hair?

(coblick,LS_12_[NatJnBapt[BlHom_14]]:167.136.2136)

(9) Ne sceal him na lytel þincean, se underfeng saula reccendomes,

not shall him not little seem SE undertakes souls’ governance

‘It shall not seem little to him who undertakes the governance of souls’

(cobenrul,BenR:2.14.11.209)

In summary, this study covers only examples of relative clauses, either adjacent to the
pronominal head or extraposed, with a personal or se-demonstrative head followed by
a relative particle. In what follows, demonstrative will be used to refer to a
se-demonstrative or its later equivalent, without further specifying the type of
demonstrative unless the proximal demonstrative is being referred to. I will use relative
construction to refer to the combination of the relative pronoun and the relative clause.

6 Example (6) is in fact parsed in the YCOEwith the se internal to the relative clause, i.e. treated as a relative pronoun.
In contrast, the demonstrative in (7) is treated as external to the relative clause, i.e. a pronoun within the matrix
clause, presumably because of its case marking. For further discussion of the parsing in the YCOE, see the
Appendix.
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2.3 Relative clauses: where is the pronoun?

As a preliminary to discussing relative clauses introduced by a demonstrative pronoun, I
sketch the structure currently most widely assumed by generative syntacticians of
‘ordinary’ relative clauses, i.e. relative clauses with a nominal head. This structure is
illustrated by Taylor (2014: 467), who assumes the same basic structure for headed
relative clauses in both OE and Present-day English (PDE). Gisborne & Truswell
(2017), in their discussion of the development of relative specifiers in EME, assume
essentially the same structure for PDE:

(10) [DP [NP headi [CP (RPi) [C (comp) [TP …gapi…]]]]]

The relative construction is a DP containing a subordinate clause with a relative pronoun
(RP, which may be non-overt) residing in its specifier. In PDE, either the RP or the
complementizer may be overt, but not both. OE differs from PDE in allowing the
combination of a relative pronoun and a relative particle (the se þe type).

As discussed, the fact that demonstrative pronouns served as relative pronouns in OE
causes structural ambiguity. Even excluding exampleswith a potential nominal head there
ismore than one possibility for the position of the demonstrative pronoun.One possibility
is a ‘headless’ structure in which the demonstrative is a relative pronoun in the specifier of
the CP of the relative clause. This is the only possibility for the ‘free relative’ of (11), in
which pied piping shows that be ðammust bewithin the relative clause, rather than in the
matrix clause:7

(11) Þes is be ðam ic sæde,

this is about whom:DAT I said

‘This is the one about whom I said …’

(cowsgosp,Jn_[WSCp]:1.30.5791)

However, there are numerous examples where the demonstrative pronoun must be the
head, i.e. external to the relative clause. This is the case when there is extraposition of
the relative clause but not the pronoun, e.g. (3). The preposition stranding found in
(12) also necessitates treating the pronoun ða as external to the relative clause rather
than as a relative pronoun within it, since it is well documented that preposition
stranding was not possible with indisputable se þe relatives:8

(12) for ðan ðe we nabbað ða ðe he on ðrowade.

for that that we not.have SE:FEM.ACC.SG that he on suffered

‘because we do not have what he suffered on’

(cocathom2,+ACHom_II,_19:175.53.3877)

7 In Allen (2020) I argue that examples like (11), with pied piping instead of preposition stranding, are
uncommon and probably due to the influence of the Latin.

8 See Allen (1980), van Kemenade (1987) and Taylor (2014: 444), for example.
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Taylor (2014: 476) concludes that both structures need to be assumed for OE, and both are
implemented in the parsing in the parsed electronic corpora used, as further detailed in the
Appendix, part B.

3 Methodology and scope

This investigation is mainly qualitative, looking at the existence or not of types of
examples, rather than comparing the frequency of demonstrative versus personal
pronominal heads in different periods. The statistics that will be presented are aimed at
supporting statements that examples of particular types are common or uncommon.

All OE examples presented in this article are taken from Taylor et al.’s (2003) York–
Toronto–Helsinki Parsed Corpus of OE Prose (YCOE), using queries written for
CorpusSearch (http://corpussearch.sourceforge.net/). This corpus is a very valuable tool,
but must be used with some caution and awareness of the variability of the texts in their
reliability as evidence for the syntax of earlier and later OE and of different dialects. A
small number of YCOE texts are better seen as representing EME rather than OE, since
they are of probable twelfth-century composition, and I have excluded them from the
OE investigations; for details, see the Appendix, part A. This slightly modified corpus is
valuable for extracting a large number of examples and giving an overall picture of the
frequency of the two types of pronominal heads in OE generally. However, the texts
come from different times and dialects, and some of them contain material composed in
early OE but only found as copies in manuscripts of a century or more later. Some of
the standard editions that form the basis of the YCOE texts also use more than one
manuscript to piece together a text, manuscripts sometimes separated by so much time
as to raise the possibility that scribes have changed the syntax of their originals in some
respects. For example, YCOE’s information on the text coaelhom.o3 notes that the text
comes from various manuscripts, but the .o3 extension, indicating the period 950–1050,
does not reflect the fact that while Ælfric composed these homilies around the end of the
tenth century, some of the texts are based on manuscripts from as late as the third quarter
of the eleventh century (see Allen 1992 for details). The scribes who produced copies of
these manuscripts made morphological changes, but we do not know whether
they made changes that might be relevant to syntactic investigations generally.9 The
evidence suggests that some changes in the use of the pronouns were taking place when
these late copies were made, so this is an aspect of the language that copyists might have
changed.

A second problem is that the corpus is unavoidably dominated byWest Saxon, and the
number of words in the texts written by one author, Ælfric, forms a disproportionate part

9 We do at least know that late scribes sometimes changed the case frames of individual verbs; for an example
comparing an early version of one of Ælfric’s homilies and a later one where the case frame for behofian ‘need’
has been dramatically changed by a scribe, see Allen (1997). Treharne (2000) emphasizes that twelfth-century
scribes often updated the content as well as the language of materials they were copying. We cannot assume that
the syntax of the added material in particular will not differ from the syntax of the original.
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of the corpus. Because of the problems just discussed, after an initial look at overall
frequencies in OE, the OE data presented in this article will be limited to a smaller and
more targeted corpus of texts of different periods and dialects to serve as a check on
whether any obvious diatopic or temporal differences emerge. This smaller corpus will
be briefly discussed in section 4, with further details given in the Appendix, part A,
and the queries used to identify relative clauses with pronominal heads are discussed in
part B of the Appendix.

A final problem has to do with the parsing of some examples in the YCOE. The
parsing is not intended as a definitive analysis and more than one query, along with
culling of non-target examples thrown up by the queries, was necessary. See the
Appendix, part B, for a discussion of this parsing and how the examples were
collected.

For EME, I used the texts of the m1 (1150–1250) period in Kroch et al. (2004) Penn–
Helsinki Parsed Corpus of Middle English 2 (PPCME2) and three versions of the Poema
Morale found in Laing’s (2013–) Linguistic Atlas of Early Middle English (LAEME).10

The PPCME2 consists of prose texts, apart from the Ormulum, a verse text with a
particularly important place in the study of a period when few texts composed in
English are available.

4 Findings: Old English

4.1 Frequency

Demonstrative pronouns are much more frequent than third-person personal pronouns as
heads of relative clauses in OE. Nearly all the texts of the YCOE corpus have some
examples of relative clauses with se-demonstrative heads, with numbers so large that it
is impractical to cull the examples that do not conform to the restrictions outlined in
section 3. The comparison of overall frequency of the two types of pronouns here will
therefore be limited to texts that have at least one instance of a personal pronoun head,
i.e. where we have some variation.11 The figures in table 1 do not distinguish
left-dislocated relative constructions from ones that are integrated into the clause, but
they distinguish pronouns in the nominative case from ones in either the accusative or
dative case.

4.2 Reference type

Examination of the tokens tabulated in table 1 reveals similarities and differences
between what has been observed for how personal and demonstrative pronouns are

10 Like theOrmulum, the PoemaMorale is an important source of changes that were taking place at a period lacking
original prose. For further discussion, see section 5.2.

11 The citations in the examples from the YCOE are those returned by searches on that corpus. For bibliographical
information on the editions of the texts used and an explanation of why some texts have extensions such as o3
indicating a date as well as other information, see www–users.york.ac.uk/�lang22/YCOE/YcoeHome.htm
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used in simple clauses and their use as the heads of relative clauses. Kiparsky (2002:
205) notes that that personal pronouns as heads of relative clauses in OE ‘seem to
require specific contextually identifiable referents’, and further says that this
restriction prevents the use of these pronouns for restrictive relatives. This is not
quite correct; a head of a restrictive relative clause may not have an antecedent but
a contextually identifiable referent, i.e. when it refers to a person or set of people
whose existence can be inferred from the context. Restrictive relative clauses of
this sort are found in OE:

(13) Þa het martianus þæt man hi gelæhte ac hi wurdon

then ordered Martianus that one her bound but they became

ablende þe þæt bod begunnon

blinded that that order began

‘Then Martianus ordered her to be bound, but they who began (to fulfil) that order were

blinded’

(coaelive,+ALS_[Julian_and_Basilissa]:360.1163)

In (13) the emperor’s command is conveyed using the indefinite pronounman ‘one’, so no
mention of the minions who are to carry out the action is made, but the context makes the
use of the personal pronoun hie ‘they’ possible.

It is difficult in several of the 45 examples with a personal pronoun of table 1 to be
certain whether the relative clause should be given a restrictive or non-restrictive
interpretation. However, setting aside some uncertain examples, I judge that a
restrictive interpretation is probable for 26 of the examples.12

Matters are differentwhenwe look at the (necessarily restrictive) examples inwhich the
pronoun has generic reference. Kiparsky was correct in observing that demonstrative,
rather than personal, pronouns were usual as heads of generic relatives; such examples
with demonstratives are very numerous, as we shall see. In contrast, of the 45 examples
of personal pronouns tabulated in table 1, only four have generic reference. These
examples are all from the first half of the eleventh century, that is, towards the end of
the OE period. Two are presented in (14) and (15):

(14) Ac him na speow nan þingc þæron forþam he swingð eall on idel

but them not profited no thing because that he strives all in idle

þe swincð ongean Cristes willan.

that strives against Christ’s will

‘But they didn’t profit at all, because he strives all in vain that strives against Christ’s

will.’

(codocu3,Ch_1467_[Rob_91]:46.182)

12 As is frequently noted, the distinctionbetween restrictive and non-restrictive relative clauses is clearat the extremes,
but there is a grey areawhere the distinction is not clear-cut. See Suárez-Gómez (2006: 46–7) for a summary of the
problems identifying the types in OE.
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(15) Ne he ne byð wel Cristen, þe þæt geleornian nele,

nor he not is well Christian who that learn not.will

‘He who will not learn that is not a true Christian’

(colaw1cn,LawICn:22.6.132)

(14) is from a mid-eleventh-century charter, written in Harold’s reign, and (15) is from
Cnut’s laws, so not composed earlier than 1016. The third example was also composed
during Cnut’s reign, by Wulfstan. It is identical in its wording to (15), as is the fourth,
from a homily by Wulfstan, who often used the same formulas in different works.

In addition to the late truly generalizing examples just discussed, which make
statements about the nature or fate of a type of person, we have some earlier examples
that talk about a hypothetical person who has been the topic of the preceding discourse
but that do not refer to actual individuals, but to representatives of a particular class:

(16) Eornestlice hwæt scel he agan on sundrum, þe furðon his agene

truly what shall he have in separate that at.least his own

lichoman ne his agen mod ne sceal agan on his agenum gewealde?

body nor his own mind not shall have in his own power

Table 1. Personal vs demonstrative pronouns as heads of relative clauses

Text Words Personal Demonstrative

Nom Acc/Dat Nom Acc/Dat
coaelhom.o3 62,669 3 2 157 43
coaelive.o3 100,193 5 1 85 34
coapollo.o3 6,545 0 1 5 2
cobenrul.o3 20,104 2 1 52 16
coblick.o23 42,506 1 1 38 14
cocanedgD 1,765 1 0 1 3
cocathom1o3 106,173 2 1 209 41
cocathom2.o3 42,506 0 2 200 43
cochdrul.psd 18,386 2 0 42 14
cochronE.o34 40,641 1 1 8 1
codocu3.o3 7,171 1 0 10 4
cogenesiC.psd 5,224 2 0 3 0
cogregdC.o24 91553 1 0 82 35
colaw1cn.o3 2,386 1 0 11 0
colsigewZ.o34 10,420 1 0 6 6
comargaC.o34 4,196 0 1 2 3
conicodE 1,588 1 0 1 0
coorosiu.o2 51,020 1 1 33 16
cootest.o3 59,524 1 0 49 20
cosevensl.psd 9,143 1 0 4 0
coverhom.psd 45,674 1 0 58 24
cowsgosp.o3 71,104 2 0 278 74
cowulf.o34 28768 3 0 124 28
Total 829,259 33 12 1,458 421
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‘Truly, what shall he have separately, who shall not even have the rule of his own body and

mind?’

(cobenrul,BenR:33.57.1.700)

(16) is part of a discussion about how the typical monk in a monastery should behave and
be treated. It seems likely that such sentences about hypothetical people who are
representatives of a previously introduced class formed a bridge between the specific
references to individuals and generic statements about types of people.

At this point, we can compareCole’s (2017)findings about the anaphoric use of the two
kinds of pronouns in simple sentences with the findings just discussed about relative
clauses. The strong preference for demonstrative pronouns in generalizing relatives fits
in well with Cole’s finding that se pronouns usually referred to discourse-new referents.
A relative clause with generic reference introduces a new set of people into the
discourse. Cole found more flexibility with personal pronouns than with
demonstratives; personal pronouns tended to refer to discourse topics, but their use
with discourse-new referents was not unusual. This flexibility with personal pronouns
in simple sentences contrasts with their very restricted use as heads of relative clauses.
This follows from the ‘referentially dependent’ nature of these pronouns in OE that
Kiparsky (2002) noted. In saying that a pronoun referred to a ‘discourse-new’ referent,
Cole is referring to a referent that is not an established topic, not one without a
discourse antecedent. In their anaphoric use in simple clauses, personal pronouns are
referentially dependent. Personal pronouns could be used as heads of relative clauses
with specific reference when the referent was at least inferable from the preceding
discourse, even without an explicit antecedent, but were not generally used to
introduce new topics.

AsCole (2017) discusses, the discourse status of the pronoun in simple clauses is not an
absolute regulator of choice of pronoun, but a strong tendency. This is true as well for the
heads of relative clauses. The most striking fact here is that while personal pronouns were
almost completely limited to heads of specific relative clauses, demonstrative pronouns
were also freely used in this function. For example, it is not clear why a demonstrative
is used in (17) but a personal pronoun is used in a similar situation in (18):13

(17) and hi ealle sædon þæt se is soð God þe swilce wundra macað,

and they all said that SE is true God that such miracles makes

‘and they all said that he is the true God who makes such miracles’

(coaelive,+ALS_[Apollinaris]:54.4568)

(18) þæt he is ana to wurðigenne þe geworhte ealle þing.

that he is alone to praise that wrought all things

‘That he is alone to praise who wrought all things’

(coaelhom,ÆHom_21:411.3280)

13 It can be noted, however, that (18), although composed byÆlfric, is from a text designated as B by Allen (1992),
meaning that it is a late copy, so the use of the personal pronoun may be a substitution made by a scribe at a time
when personal pronouns were starting to be used more frequently.
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We turn now to the question of how frequent the use of a demonstrative pronoun for
specific reference was. Little would be gained by examining the huge number of
demonstrative heads in the heterogeneous larger corpus for reference type, but it is
useful to get some idea of how common demonstrative pronouns were referring to
specific versus generic referents in a more homogeneous smaller corpus, set out in
table 2, that is tailored to represent different periods and dialects. Of course it must be
kept in mind that data from one or two texts from one period and dialect cannot be
extrapolated to all writers of the same times and region.

Orosius and the Cura Pastoralis (CP) are two of the four texts that form the basis of our
understanding of Early West Saxon (Bately 1980: xxxix). These two texts are useful in
illustrating how differences in genre show substantial differences in the frequency of
pronominally headed relatives. Orosius, YCOE file coorosiu.o2, is a history, concerned
mostly with the actions of individuals rather than generic statements about types of
people, and does not have a large number of demonstrative-headed relatives. In
contrast, CP is concerned with how various types of people should be advised by their
priest, and has such a large number of demonstrative-headed relatives that I have
restricted my study to large samples from the beginning, middle and end of YCOE
cocura.o2, namely sections 1–12, 21–29, 36–41, 46–51 and 58–65. The texts that
remain to us from OE are dominated by West Saxon, but Mercian authorship of the OE
translation of Bede’s Ecclesiastical History is generally accepted (Bately 1988).
Unfortunately, the oldest manuscript is incomplete, and a later manuscript is used as
the base manuscript for a large portion of the standard edition. In order to maintain as
much homogeneity of time and dialect as possible, I have extracted the portion based
on Tanner 10 from YCOE’s cobede.o2 into a file I have named bede (early). For more
discussion, see the Appendix, part A.

To compare two later West Saxon texts with the two earlier West Saxon texts, I have
used Ælfric’s Lives of Saints and Wulfstan’s homilies. The text I have labelled coaelive
(mod) is a slight adaptation of the YCOE’s coaelive.o3, since I have removed the Life
of St Vincent, which comes from a much later manuscript than the other lives; it was
added by the editor (Skeat 1881–90) to complete Ælfric’s work. Like CP, Wulfstan’s
homilies are full of generic references to types of people, while Ælfric’s Lives contain

Table 2. Smaller corpus texts

Text Description Word count

cura selections Early West Saxon 37,579
coorosiu.o2 Early West Saxon 51,020
bede (early) (Mostly) Early Mercian 65,961
coaelive (mod) Late West Saxon 97,928
cowulf.o34 Late West Saxon 28,768
Total 281,256
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both narrative and homiletic material. It should be noted that a comparison ofÆlfric’s and
Wulfstan’s writings is complicated by the fact that the YCOE file cowulf.o34 is based on
an edition that contains homilies from considerably later thanWulfstan’s death in 1023.14

Given that these copies are from a time when it is likely that changes in the use of the
pronouns were taking place, it is possible that scribes made some changes to the
pronouns used by Wulfstan.15

Table 3 presentsmyfindings for the reference type of the nominative demonstrative and
personal pronominal heads of relative clauses, excluding left-dislocated structures. This
table, which is limited to pronouns in the nominative case, both singular and plural,
divides examples in the smaller corpus into specific and generalizing. To reduce the
number of variables, it is furthermore limited to the non-left-dislocated examples.

In table 3, we see striking differences in the texts in the frequency of the relative
constructions overall, but these do not seem to be due to diachronic or diatopic
differences, but to genre differences, with generalizing relatives, and therefore
demonstratives, more frequent in works with frequent moralizing statements, and
specific relatives, where personal pronouns were more usual, more frequent in narratives.
What all of the texts have in common is a preference for demonstratives compared to
personal pronouns even for specific reference. Other than the single example in
Wulfstan’s homilies, which has already been mentioned, there is a lack of any examples
of personal pronouns with generic reference. To summarize, the demonstrative seems to
be the usual pronoun as a head of a relative clause, whatever the type of reference, while
personal pronouns were restricted to specific reference, with the late exceptions
discussed above.

Table 3. Reference type of nominative pronominal heads of relative clauses, smaller
corpus

Personal Demonstrative

Text Generalizing Specific Total Generalizing Specific Total

cooros.o2 0 1 1 18 6 24
cura selections 0 0 0 96 3 99
bede (early) 0 0 0 6 11 17
coaelive(mod) 0 5 5 35 18 53
cowulf.o34 1 2 3 70 5 75
Total 1 8 9 225 43 268

14 In contrast,Ælfric’s Lives, with the exception of StVincent, is based on a singlemanuscript, British Library Cotton
Julius E. vii, of the early eleventh century.

15 However, the appearance of the same phrase used in example (15) in two laws written byWulfstan and one of his
homilies suggests that it was a genuine feature of the language of this younger contemporary of Ælfric.
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4.3 Left-dislocated relative constructions

None of the relative constructions with a third-person personal pronoun head are found
in a left-dislocated position, while left-dislocated demonstrative pronouns are frequent,
e.g. (1) above. Table 4, which is limited to demonstratives in the nominative case in
our smaller corpus, gives an idea of how frequent left-dislocated demonstrative heads
are.16 In this table, LFD = left dislocation and Non-LFD means that the relative
construction is not left-dislocated.

The complete absence of left-dislocationwith personal pronouns is unsurprising given the
function of left dislocation in introducing new topics or bringing the reader’s attention to
topics not referred to in the immediately preceding discourse. Examples of left dislocation
with a first- or second-person pronoun, where the referent does not need to be identified,
are not rare.

Left-dislocated relatives involve pronouns in thematrix clause also, namely resumptive
pronouns. In OE, these pronouns vary between a demonstrative pronoun, as in (1), and a
personal one, as in (19):

(19) Se ðe Godes bebodu ne gecnæwð, ne bið he oncnawen from Gode.

se that God’s commands not knows not is he acknowledged by God

‘He who does not know God’s commands, he is not acknowledged by God’

(cocura,CP:1.29.1.110)

This appears to be a point of difference betweenOE andGerman, since Lambrecht (2001:
1075) says that in German, it is only possible to use a pronoun from the d- series (i.e. a
demonstrative pronoun) in this resumptive function, because the personal pronouns can
only be used for an established discourse topic. In OE, personal pronouns could clearly
be used for topics being introduced by left dislocation. A thorough study of the use of
the two types of pronouns as resumptive pronouns would require a study of their use

Table 4. Left dislocation of nominative demonstrative-headed relatives, smaller corpus

Text LFD Non-LFD

cura selections 46 99
coorosiu.o2 9 24
bede (early) 10 17
coaelive.o3 32 53
cowulf.o34 48 75
Total 145 268

16 As the guide to syntactic annotation in the YCOE notes, case is a less reliable indicator of the grammatical relation
of left-dislocated elements than it is with integrated constituents. The heads of left-dislocated relatives are
frequently in the nominative case without regard to the case that either the head or the relativized constituent
would have in an integrated relative construction.
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with ‘ordinary’ headed relative clauses as well as with pronominally headed ones, and so
there is little to be gained by giving any comparative figures here. However, it is useful to
give some figures from one text, our selections from the Cura Pastoralis. Of the 46
left-dislocated demonstrative-headed relative clauses in the selections, 41 are
generalizing, i.e. likely to be introducing a new discourse topic. The pronoun following
these up was a personal one in 36 of examples. Of course, we cannot assume that one
Early West Saxon text reflects OE generally, but it is enough to show that OE differed
from German as reported by Lambrecht.

4.4 Interim summary

In OE, personal pronouns were more restricted in their occurrence as heads of relative
clauses than demonstrative pronouns. Personal pronouns were not normally
generalizing, but referred to a specific person, although a small number of
exceptions are found towards the end of the OE period. Personal pronouns were not
found heading left-dislocated relative constructions, but could be used as resumptive
pronouns.

5 Findings: Early Middle English

By the end of the twelfth century, the spread of personal pronominal heads of relative
clauses into the earlier territory of demonstrative pronouns was underway. The old
relative particle þe/ðe was in variation with, or totally replaced by, (variants of) þat in
this period. We first look at three versions of a verse text that was composed in the late
twelfth century, then at the findings for the PPCME2’s texts of the m1 period (1150–
1250).

5.1 Poema Morale

If we had lengthy prose texts composed in the twelfth century, we would use those to
investigate English syntax in that period, but we do not, and we must work with what
we have. Fortunately, while the drawbacks of using verse texts for some syntactic
studies are obvious, they are minimal for this investigation; the choice of which
pronoun to use would not affect the metre, and the old rules of alliteration, which
might have affected the choice of pronoun based on the initial sound, no longer
applied. It should become apparent in the following discussion that the Poema Morale
does not appear to be conservative in its use of demonstrative pronouns, since that use
is similar to prose of a later period, as will be shown.

The Poema Morale is a rich source of generalizing relatives with pronominal heads.
According to Laing (1992), the Poema was probably composed around 1170–90.
Three of the seven existing versions will be discussed here, starting with a brief
description of the dates and language of the manuscripts, followed by a comparison of
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relative clauses headed by third-person singular demonstrative and personal pronouns,
based on LAEME materials.17

Cambridge Trinity College Manuscript B 14.52 (henceforth, T) is dated C12b2 by
LAEME, meaning the last quarter of the twelfth century, with a localization of western
Essex. The other two versions discussed here are from slightly later manuscripts.
According to LAEME, Lambeth Palace Library Manuscript 487 (L) is from around
1200, with a localization of northwest Worcestershire. L ends imperfectly and so is
shorter than the other versions discussed here. Oxford, Bodleian Library Manuscript
Digby4 (D) is fromwest centralKent, datedC13a1 (first quarter of the thirteenth century).

Laing (1992) comments that although T is the earliest of the seven manuscripts of the
Poema, it is linguistically less conservative than some later manuscripts. This is
unsurprising, since T comes from an area where many of the changes of ME proceeded
more quickly than in the southwestern dialect of L, and the conservatism of Kent in the
loss of case marking distinctions is well known.

I compared third-person singular personal subject pronouns with third-person singular
demonstratives as heads of relatives in these three versions. The results are presented in
table 5. The versions show differences in the form of the third-person masculine singular
distal demonstrative pronoun.18 Specifically, the old form se is the only one used in D,
but the replacement of se by þe is well underway in the other two versions. Se and þe are
in variation in T, while L has only þe as the form of the demonstrative pronoun as the
head of a relative. This means that in L and T, we find examples of the sequence þe þe:19

(20) þeþe godes milche secð iwis he mai hes finden

ÞE.that God’s mercy seeks certainly he can it find

‘He who seeks God’s mercy, certainly he may find it’

(Trinity Poema Morale; Morris line 219)20

As in OE, none of the relative constructions headed by the personal pronouns appears
left-dislocated, whereas left dislocation is frequent with demonstrative heads, as table 4,
which is limited to nominative third-person singular pronouns, shows.

17 All third-person personal pronouns heading relative clauses happened to be singular.
18 No feminine pronominal heads of relative clauses are found in this poem.
19 The awkwardness of this repetition may explain why we find so many examples of a type that, following the

terminology of Huddleston & Pullum et al. (2002: 63), can be called the ‘fused head’ construction, in which a
single þe introduces the relative clause:
(i) þe wel ne deð þe hwile he mai ne scal wenne he walde

ÞE wel not does the while he may not shall when he would
‘He who does not do good while he can, will not be able to when he wishes to’

(L; Morris line 35)
The use of only the relative particle in a ‘fused head’ construction is found occasionally in OE. Since this
investigation only covers relative clauses with an overt pronominal head accompanied by a relative
complementizer, examples of the fused head construction are not included in figures given.

20 All three versions of the Poema are published in LAEME, but without line numbers. The L and T versions are
edited by Morris (1868) and (1873), respectively, with line numbers. For convenience, examples from L and T
are presented in the article as they appear in Morris’ editions, with his line numbers.
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The continuing lack of left dislocation with personal pronouns is consistent with a
continuation of the use of demonstrative rather than personal pronouns for introducing new
participants into the discourse. However, the encroachment of personal pronouns into the
traditional territory of demonstratives in generalizing over sets of people seems to have
begun in late OE, and in the Poema, we find that although the demonstrative pronouns are
favoured for generic statement, personal pronouns are occasionally used for this, as in (21):

(21) For-þi he is sot þe swo abit to habban godes ore

therefore he is fool that so tarries to have God’s mercy

‘Therefore, he is a fool who tarries so to have God’s mercy’

(Trinity Poema Morale; Morris vol. II, line 130)

The fact that such examples showup in all three versions of thePoemaMorale, and, as we
shall see in section 5.2, other texts of the m1 EME period, indicates that the restriction of
examples to laterOE is not coincidental;we are dealingwith a real change here. The nature
of this moralizing text, which predicts the fates of peoplewho do and do not followGod’s
will, accounts for the generic reference of all the personal pronouns of table 5.

A second notable difference from OE is that singular demonstrative pronouns now
appear to be an alternative to personal pronouns only when used as heads of relative
clauses. The non-narrative genre of the Poema limits the use of anaphoric reference to
individuals, but it is striking that although demonstratives are used as heads of relative
clauses, they are not used as resumptive pronouns with left-dislocated structures. This
contrasts with OE, where demonstratives resumptive pronouns, as in (1), were
common, but it makes the Poema similar to later ME texts, as discussed in section 5.2.

To summarize, the Poema Morale shows that the use of the third-person singular
personal pronoun as the head of a relative clause with a generalized reference was
firmly established, at least in some dialects, by the end of the twelfth century. Since
this poem is one of the few extant texts composed in English in the late twelfth
century, it helps pinpoint the timing of the disappearance of the third-person singular
demonstrative referring to persons except in its use in heading relative clauses.

5.2 PPCME2 texts

Middle English was the time when the greatest dialect diversity in English is recorded in
texts, and it is generally interesting to ask to what extent the morphological differences

Table 5. Relative clauses with third-person nominative singular pronoun heads in
three versions of the Poema Morale

Personal Demonstrative

Version LFD Non-LFD LFD Non-LFD
Trinity 0 7 6 7
Lambeth 0 3 3 8
Digby 0 5 10 10
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found in m1 texts of the PPCME2 correlate with syntactic differences.21 We address this
question after surveying pronominally headed relatives in these texts.

As with the Poema Morale, the investigation of the m1 texts in the PPCME2 was
limited to singular pronouns. The PPCME marks NPs for grammatical function, rather
than case, in contrast to the YCOE, and so the figures given in table 6 are for subjects.
We find that even a text that favours demonstrative pronouns for generic statements
sometimes uses a personal pronoun, as in (22):

(22) He is iwis innocens, þat is, uneilinde, þe nauerʒete him seluen ne

he is truly innocens that is harmless that never.yet him self not

eilede ne nan oððer.

ailed nor no other

‘He is certainly innocens, that is harmless, who never yet did harm to himself nor any

other.’

(CMVICES1,133.1643)

Table 6 shows that personal pronouns were used with a generalizing sense nearly as
often as demonstrative pronouns in the m1 texts overall. See the Appendix, part A,
for short titles that identify the texts more clearly than the identifiers assigned by
the PPCME2.

Table 6 records only non-left-dislocated relatives, since the PPCME2 does not assign
grammatical relations to dislocated constituents. Queries searching for left-dislocated
relative constructions headed by pronouns or determiners reveal eleven examples of
singular personal pronouns heading left-dislocated relatives in the PPCME2 texts. In
(23), we have a personal pronoun that is both generalizing and left-dislocated:

(23) Hie ðe is clane maiden on likame, and ðese mihte ne hafð on hire

she that is clean virgin in body and this virtue not has in her

ʒeþanke,… hie nis naht maiden to-foren gode.

thought … she not.is not virgin before God

‘Shewho is a clean virgin in her body and does not have this virtue in her thought… she is not

a virgin in God’s sight’

(CMVICES1,131.1627)

However, singular demonstratives continued to be common for this generalizing use:

(24) þer as þe þe nickeð wel. Mei beon iboreʒen.
where as ÞE that denies well may be saved

‘where he who denies well may be saved’

(CMANCRIW-1,II.228.3288)

21 The citations in the examples from the PPCMEare those returned bysearches on that corpus. Information about the
texts and details of the editions used are available at www.ling.upenn.edu/hist–corpora/PPCME2–RELEASE–4/
index.html
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I found 18 examples, most of them from the Vices and Virtues.
Relative clauses headed by singular demonstratives to refer to specific individuals still

occur in the m1 texts, but only infrequently:

(25) for þe is ileuet to-dei… for amon of lam. þe þe is lauerd of lif.

for thee is granted today for a-man of clay ÞE that is lord of life

‘for today you are granted… (in exchange) for a man of clay, him who is lord of life.’22

(CMKATHE,48.449)

In sum, the role of the demonstrative pronoun in introducing new singular human referents
is giving way to personal pronouns in the m1 period.

5.3 The interaction of deflexion and the retreat of the demonstrative pronoun

We can now consider how the loss of inflection for grammatical categories on the
demonstrative pronouns might have triggered or contributed to their disappearance as
heads of relative clauses. We first observe that demonstrative pronouns remained longer
as the heads of relative clauses than they did as pronouns with anaphoric reference in
simple clauses, a fact noted by Millar (2000: 329), with Allen (2016) documenting the
declining functions of the demonstrative pronoun in more detail. This fact seems to
present complications for any simple link between deflexion and the replacement of
demonstrative pronouns by personal ones where this has happened.

Table 6. Singular personal and demonstrative pronouns in subject function, PPCME2
m1 texts

Specific Generalizing

Text Personal Demonstrative Total Personal Demonstrative Total

cmancriw-1.m1 8 1 9 21 9 30
cmancriw-2.m1 3 0 3 8 1 9
cmhali.m1 2 0 2 2 0 2
cmjulia.m1 1 0 1 0 0 0
cmkathe.m1 3 1 4 0 1 1
cmkentho.m1 0 0 0 0 0 0
cmlamb1.m1 2 0 2 2 0 2
cmmarga.m1 4 0 4 0 0 0
cmorm.po.m1 6 0 6 6 0 6
cmpeterb.m1 0 0 0 0 1 1
cmsawles.m1 0 0 0 0 0 0
cmvices1.m1 18 0 18 4 34 38
Total 47 2 49 43 46 89

22 I have used the object case of the personal pronoun for idiomaticity in the translation, but note that the pronoun of
the example is the nominative distal demonstrative.
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One specific suggestion that has been forwarded is that of Los & van Kemenade
(2018), who argue that the marking of topic shift is the typical function of
demonstratives in OE and link the loss of demonstrative pronouns referring to humans
with the loss of gender marking. They further suggest that the retention of the plural
demonstratives as independent pronouns referring to humans is due to the fact that
plural demonstratives and personal pronouns were not gendered in OE – the loss of
gender in singular demonstratives made them less useful than personal pronouns as
discourse reference trackers, but substituting personal pronouns for the plurals would
not improve discourse tracking. Note, however, that the use of plural demonstratives as
independent pronouns in PDE is more restricted than it was in OE. The demonstrative
pronoun is not used as a discourse-tracking device; Those are coming early is only
deictic and is not a substitute for They are coming early. As in EME, the plural
demonstrative pronoun can head a relative clause: Those who apply will be eligible for
a refund. Further research is needed into the loss of plural demonstratives as anaphoric
pronouns, but the fact that they are now restricted to relative clauses (and other
complements such as those with a ticket) suggests that they have travelled a parallel
path, with some lag, perhaps, to singulars.

Gender marking on the demonstrative pronouns was lost at different times in different
dialects, and if Los & van Kemenade’s suggestion is correct, we would expect a
correlation between the presence of such gender marking in a text and the use of
demonstratives with anaphoric reference. It is in fact true that the pronominal uses of
the demonstratives seem to be the same as in OE in the ‘Kentish Homilies’ found in
Cotton Vespasian D.xiv, a southeastern manuscript that Laing (1993: 83) dates as
c12a2–b1, i.e. the second part of the first half of the twelfth century to the first part of
the second half of that century.23 These homilies, which essentially retain the OE
inflectional system, have full inflection of the demonstratives:

(26) Seo studdede emb þa uterlice þing, þeos oðer

SE:FEM.NOM.SG cared about the outer things ÞES:FEM.NOM.SG other

þa inweardlice þing gemyndelice besceawode

the inner things thoughtfully contemplated

‘The former was concerned about the outer things, while this latter one thoughtfully

contemplated the inner things’

(CMKENTHO,136.71)

However, the retention of gender as an inflectional category was not sufficient to
guarantee the continued use of demonstrative pronouns in anaphoric function. Let us
turn our attention to two EME texts that retained gender marking in different ways.

The texts of the West Midlands dialect AB show considerable loss of inflected forms,
but maintained distinctions according to natural gender, withmasculine þe, neuter þet and
feminine (as well as general plural) þeo, as d’Ardenne (1961: §90) details. The Ancrene

23 ‘Seem to be’ because the homilies are too short to give a clear picture, which is why I have had to use a proximal
determiner in (26) to illustrate the point.
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Riwle will be discussed here as the longest of these texts in the PPCME2.24 Since the
Ancrene Riwle was written for nuns, we find plenty of examples of the feminine form.
D’Ardenne comments that the use of the demonstratives as pronouns referring to
humans is nearly limited to heads of relative clauses and other postmodifiers, e.g. þe
wið þe bront ‘the one with the brand’.25 This is in line with findings for other EME
texts, as discussed above. The retention of gender with the demonstratives in dialect
AB but general loss of their ability to refer to singular humans does not seem to fit
well with the idea that their restriction was a simple result of the loss of gender.

A second relevant text is theVices and Virtues of British LibraryManuscript Stowe 34,
which LAEME assigns to the first quarter of the thirteenth century in southwest Essex.
Grammatical gender is well preserved and mostly systematic in this text as a category,
as is morphological case, although there appears to be some of the use of old gender
markers to mark case that Jones (1988) noticed.26 The categories are still
systematically at work despite a good deal of syncretism of forms; the indeclinable ðe
is used as an alternative form for nearly all combinations of case and genders. In this
text, we find that only one form of the demonstrative, the nominative masculine
singular se, is used as the head of relative clauses, and this is the only function in
which it is found as a pronoun.27 Thus the Vices and Virtues was more limited in its
inventory of demonstrative pronouns heading relative clauses than the Ancrene Riwle,
even though it had a fuller system of inflection of the demonstrative. Table 6 does not
distinguish the gender of the pronouns, but it turns out that while se is the only form of
the demonstrative used with relative clauses, it is not the only masculine pronoun so
used; in (22) we have the less common nominative masculine singular personal pronoun.

In sum, it may be that gender was a necessary feature to retain the discourse-tracking
functions of demonstrative pronouns, but it was not a sufficient one. That is not to say that
there was no connection between the two changes. It is striking that the only EME texts
studied here that retain the old referential use of the demonstratives, the Kentish Homilies

24 Dobson (1972: lxxxii–lxxxiii) opines that ScribeA of the Cleopatra version of theAncrene Riwle (the version used
in the PPCME2) was not trained in the ‘orthographic tradition’ of AB but spoke a dialect very close to it. LAEME
localizes the dialect as Leominster, North Herefordshire, with a date of sometime in the first half of the thirteenth
century.

25 In Allen (2016), I note that the distal demonstrative is not used pronominally to track discourse referents, but is
sometimes used pronominally to make reference to an unnamed person in a ‘fill in the blank’ way:

(i) Þenchest þu he seið hu þe spec oðer þeo of flesches. galnesse
thinkest thou he says how ÞE:MASC spoke or ÞE:FEM of flesh’s lasciviousness
‘Do you remember, he says, how [male] so and so or [female] so and so spoke of the lascivious desires of the
flesh?’

(CMANCRIW–1,II.200.2852)
This use is deictic rather than anaphoric, a new referent is being added. For further details, see Allen (2016).

26 The loss of gender has usually been looked at in termsof deviations from theOEsystem, but alongwith Jones,more
recent studies such as Baechler’s (2019) investigation of the Lambeth Homilies show that the situation was not
simply chaotic. More case studies of the new systems in EME texts are needed.

27 In fact, se had become a form nearly restricted to the pronominal heads of relative clauses. As Millar (2000) notes
and my own investigation confirms, se is found only 8 times modifying a noun, where ðe is the normal form.
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of the early twelfth century, also retain the old inflectional categories, including gender
marking, while all the other texts either no longer have gender marking or only mark it
optionally. Noting that similar changes to postnominal genitives took place around the
same time in different dialects in EME regardless of the very different state of case
categories, in Allen (2008: 184) I suggest that it was the new optionality of overt
inflection, not the loss of inflectional categories, that was decisive in the disappearance
of postnominal genitives and genitive objects. It seems possible that the non-obligatory
status of overt inflection for grammatical features was also the key to the retreat of the
demonstratives to their more central deictic functions, ceding discourse tracking to the
personal pronouns, where anaphora was the central function and where gender
continued to be obligatorily marked. We do not have enough texts from the area
retaining obligatory marking of the old grammatical features in the late twelfth or early
thirteenth century to be certain of this conclusion.

The continued use of demonstrative pronouns as the heads of relative clauses is a result
of the fact that they are not tracking a previous referent, but defining one – the relative
clauses headed by these demonstratives are all restrictive. Why they did not remain in
this use is not clear, but what is clear is that they did not disappear suddenly; personal
pronouns were in variation with demonstratives in their last territory before ousting them.

6 Conclusions

The primary focus of this article has been to document the use of personal versus
demonstrative pronouns as the heads of relative clauses, but the use of demonstrative
pronouns as resumptive pronouns has also been discussed. The findings of this
investigation add to our understanding of how singular demonstrative pronouns
became more restricted in their ability to refer to humans in early English.

Cole (2017) and Los & van Kemenade (2018) are in agreement that demonstrative
pronouns were most likely to be used for less well-established referents in OE. The
great majority of pronominally headed relatives did not refer to an established topic in
the discourse, and so demonstratives greatly outnumbered personal pronouns as heads
in that period. Although the use of the two types of pronouns as discourse-tracking
devices was strikingly similar to modern Dutch and German, it was not identical with
those languages. Personal pronouns were not restricted in OE to referents who had
been referred to in the previous discourse, since they could be used as the heads of
relative clauses introducing a new referent whose existence could be inferred from that
discourse. Also, although personal pronouns do not appear in left-dislocated relatives,
which introduce new discourse topics, they were in variation with demonstratives as
resumptive pronouns following up left dislocation, and by the end of the OE period at
least, personal pronouns were sometimes used as the heads of generic relative clauses.

While there is no direct correlation between the disappearance of the demonstrative in
all of the old functions and the loss of the possibility of marking gender on the
demonstratives, the correlation between the restriction of the demonstratives in
anaphoric functions and the optionality of the expression of gender is good. This
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optionalitymade demonstrative pronouns less reliable as discourse reference trackers than
personal pronouns, which became used frequently for this tracking even when a
gender-specific demonstrative pronoun was still available as an alternative. As heads of
relative clauses defining referents, however, singular demonstrative pronouns remained
longer.

This study focused on relative clauses in subject function, and further research might
reveal some differences with object pronouns. Further research is needed too into plural
demonstratives. Finally, we cannot assume that any modern Germanic variety reflected
the Common Germanic situation, and the fact that English has changed so markedly
does not rule out the possibility that German and Dutch have changed less
dramatically. The developments in those languages may involve a sharpening of earlier
tendencies to arrive at the modern situation in which no variation between the two
pronouns is possible in some uses. It would be good to look at the history of the two
types of pronouns in German and Dutch, including in non-standard varieties.

Author’s address:

School of Literature, Languages and Linguistics
Australian National University
Canberra ACT 2600
Australia
cynthia.allen@anu.edu.au

References

Allen, Cynthia L. 1980. Movement and deletion in Old English. Linguistic Inquiry 11, 261–323.
Allen, Cynthia L. 1992. Old English and the syntactician: Some remarks and a syntactician’s guide
to the works of Ælfric. In Fran Colman (ed.), Evidence for Old English, 1–19. Edinburgh: John
Donald.

Allen, Cynthia L. 1997. The development of an ‘impersonal’ verb in Middle English: The case of
behoove. In Jacek Fisiak (ed.), Studies in Middle English linguistics, 1–21. Berlin: Mouton de
Gruyter.

Allen, Cynthia L. 2008. Genitives in early English: Typology and evidence. Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Allen, Cynthia L. 2016. The definite article: What happened with Þe? In Sten Vikner,
Henrik Jorgensen & Elly van Gelderen (eds.), Let us have articles betwixt us: Papers in
historical and comparative linguistics in honour of Johanna L. Wood, 43–82. Aarhus: Dept of
English, School of Communication & Culture, Aarhus University.

Allen, Cynthia L. 2020. Case and preposition stranding in Old English free relatives.
North-Western European Language Evolution 73, 185–211.

Baechler, Rafaela. 2019. Analogy, reanalysis and exaptation in Early Middle English: The
emergence of a new inflectional system. English Language and Linguistics 24, 123–52.

Bately, Janet (ed.). 1980. The Old English Orosius (Early English Text Society Supplementary
Series 6). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Bately, Janet M. 1988. Old English prose before and during the reign of Alfred. Anglo-Saxon
England 17, 93–138.

127PRONOMINALLY HEADED RELATIVE CLAUSES IN EARLY ENGLISH

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432100006X Published online by Cambridge University Press

mailto:cynthia.allen@anu.edu.au
https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432100006X


Bosch, Peter & Carla Umbach. 2007. Reference determination for demonstrative pronouns. In
Dagmar Bittner & Natalia Gargarina (eds.), Intersentential pronominal reference in child and
adult language (ZAS Papers in Linguistics 48), 39–51.

Clemoes, Peter (ed.) 1997.Ælfric’s Catholic homilies: The first series (Early English Text Society
Supplementary Series 17). Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Cole, Marcelle. 2017. Pronominal anaphoric strategies in the West Saxon dialect of Old English.
English Language and Linguistics 21, 381–408.

d’Ardenne, S. R. T. O. (ed.). 1961. Þe liflade and te passiun of Seinte Iuliene (Early English Text
Society 248). London: Oxford University Press.

Dobson, E. J. 1972. The English text of the Ancrene Riwle (Early English Text Society 267).
London: Oxford University Press.

Gelderen, Elly van. 2013. The diachrony of pronouns and demonstratives. In Terje Lohndal & Jan
Terje Faarlund (eds.), In search of universal grammar: From Old Norse to Zoque, 195–218.
Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins.

Gisborne, Nikolaus & Robert Truswell. 2017. Where do relative specifiers come from? In
Robert Truswell & Érik Mathieu (eds.),Micro-change and macro-change in diachronic syntax,
25–42. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Huddleston, RodneyD.&GeoffreyK. Pullum et al. 2002.TheCambridge grammarof the English
language. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Jones, Charles. 1988. Grammatical gender in English, 950 to 1250. New York: Croom Helm.
Kemenade, Ans van. 1987. Syntactic case and morphological case in the history of English.
Dordrecht: Forris.

Kemenade, Ans van. 2017. A response to Cole. English Language and Linguistics 21, 409–11.
Kiparsky, Paul. 2002. Disjoint reference and the typology of pronouns. In Ingrid Kaufmann &
Barbara Stiebels (eds.),More thanwords: A Festschrift for DieterWunderlich, 179–226. Berlin:
Akademie Verlag.

Kroch,Anthony,Beatrice Santorini&ArielDiertani. 2004.Penn–Helsinki ParsedCorpus of Early
Modern English. www.ling.upenn.edu/hist-corpora/PPCEME-RELEASE-3/index.html

Laing, Margaret. 1992. A linguistic atlas of Early Middle English: The value of texts surviving in
more than one version. In Matti Rissanenen, Ossi Ihalainen, Terttu Nevalainen &
Irma Taavitsainen (eds.), History of Englishes: New methods and interpretations in historical
linguistics, 566–81. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Laing, Margaret. 2013–. A Linguistic Atlas of Early Middle English 1150 to 1325, version 3.2
www.lel.ed.ac.uk/ihd/laeme2/laeme2.html

Lambrecht, Knud. 2001. Dislocation. InMartin Haspelmath, Ekkehard König,Wulf Oesterreicher
&Wolfgang Raible (eds.) Language typology and language universals, vol. 2, 1050–78. Berlin:
Mouton de Gruyter.

Los, Bettelou & Ans van Kemenade. 2018. Syntax and the morphology of deixis: The loss of
demonstratives and paratactic clause linking. InMarcoConiglio,AndrewMurphy, EvaSchlacter&
Tonjes Venstra (eds.), Atypical demonstratives, 127–60. Berlin: De Gruyter.

Millar, Robert McColl. 2000. System collapse, system rebirth: The demonstrative pronouns of
English, 900–1350 and the birth of the definite article. Oxford: Peter Lang.

Mitchell, Bruce. 1985. Old English syntax, 2 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Mitchell, Bruce, Christopher Ball & Angus Cameron. 1975. Short titles of Old English Texts.
Anglo-Saxon England 4, 207–21.

Morris, Richard (ed.). 1868. Old English homilies of the 12th and 13th centuries, vol. I (Early
English Text Society 29, 34). London: N. Trübner & Co.

Morris, Richard (ed.). 1873. Old English homilies of the 12th and 13th centuries, vol. II (Early
English Text Society 53). London: N. Trübner & Co.

128 CYNTHIA L. ALLEN

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432100006X Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://www.ling.upenn.edu/hist-corpora/PPCEME-RELEASE-3/index.html
https://www.lel.ed.ac.uk/ihd/laeme2/laeme2.html
https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432100006X


Skeat, Walter W. 1881–1900.Ælfric’s lives of saints (Early English Text Society 76, 82, 94, 114).
London: Trübner.

Suárez-Gómez, Cristina. 2006. Relativization in early English (950–1250): The position of the
relative clause. Bern: Peter Lang.

Taylor, Ann. 2014. Old English syntax. In Donald Ringe & Ann Taylor, The development of Old
English, 392–509. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Taylor, Ann, Anthony Warner, Susan Pintzuk & Frank Beths. 2003. The York–Toronto–Helsinki
Parsed Corpus of Old English Prose. Department of Language and Linguistic Science,
University of York. Distributed by the Oxford Text Archive. www-users.york.ac.uk/~lang22/
YCOE/YcoeHome.htm

Traugott, Elizabeth Closs. 1992. Syntax. In Richard M. Hogg (ed.), The Cambridge history of the
English language, vol. I: The beginnings to 1066, 168–289. Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Treharne, Elaine M. 2000. The production and script of manuscripts containing English religious
texts in the first half of the twelfth century. InMary Swan&ElaineM. Treharne (eds.),Rewriting
Old English in the twelfth century, 11–40. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

129PRONOMINALLY HEADED RELATIVE CLAUSES IN EARLY ENGLISH

https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432100006X Published online by Cambridge University Press

http://www-users.york.ac.uk/~lang22/YCOE/YcoeHome.htm
http://www-users.york.ac.uk/~lang22/YCOE/YcoeHome.htm
https://doi.org/10.1017/S136067432100006X


Appendix

A. Electronic corpora

Three YCOE files were excluded from all OE investigations, namely coeluc1, coeluc2,
and coneot. These texts were identified as of probable twelfth century composition by
Clemoes (1997: 17), so they belong to the EME period. The first two of these are
included in cmkentho.m1.psd in the PPCME2 and are used in the study of the m1 period.

The YCOE file cobede.o2 is based on an edition which presents a text based on
different manuscripts. The following discussion of these manuscripts is based on
Bately (1988). The two main manuscripts are from two substantially different periods.
The oldest is the Oxford manuscript Bodleian Tanner 10, written in the early tenth
century. The second is from the second half of the eleventh century and represents a
much later form of OE. The Tanner manuscript can be used for the study of the
Mercian dialect at a fairly early stage. Substantial amounts of material from the
beginning and end are missing from Tanner, and so this text is supplied from the later
manuscript. To restrict the study to a more homogeneous time and dialect, I have
limited my data to the portion of the text found in the Tanner manuscript, which I have
designated as bede (early).

Table A1. Identifying titles for YCOE text files

YCOE file Identifying title

coaelhom.o3 Homilies of Ælfric (Pope’s edition)
coaelive.o3 Lives of Saints
coapollo.o3 Apollonius of Tyre
cobenrul.o3 Benedictine Rule
coblick.o23 Blickling Homilies
cocanedgD Canons of Edgar (MS D)
cocathom1o3 Ælfric, Catholic Homilies I
cocathom2.o3 Ælfric, Catholic Homilies II
cochdrul.psd Chrodegang, Regula Canonicorum
cochronE.o34 Anglo-Saxon Chronicle (MS E)
codocu3.o3 (various documents, editions)
cogenesiC.psd Genesis (MS C version)
cogregdC.o24 Gregory’s Dialogues (MS C)
colaw1cn.o3 Cnut Law I
colsigewZ.o34 Ælfric’s letter to Sigeweard (MS Z)
comargaC.o34 St Margaret (MS CCCC)
conicodE Gospel of Nicodemus (MS E)
coorosiu.o2 Orosius, History of the World
cootest.o3 Heptateuch
cosevensl.psd Seven Sleepers
coverhom.psd Vercelli Homilies
cowsgosp.o3 West Saxon Gospels
cowulf.o34 Homilies of Wulfstan
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For information on all texts included in theYCOE, the reader is directed towww-users.
york.ac.uk/�lang22/YCOE/YcoeHome.htm. Table A1 supplies short titles for all the
YCOE files appearing in tables and examples in this article. Most of these titles are
based on Mitchell et al. (1975), but some YCOE files contain texts from more than
one edition, e.g. codocu.o3, so no single short title is applicable.

Table A2 presents identifying titles for the PPCME2 texts of table 6. For full
information, consult the PPCME2 website at www.ling.upenn.edu/hist-corpora/
PPCME2-RELEASE-4/index.html

B. Some notes on data gathering

When a head can be identified for a relative clause, that relative clause is parsed as
CP-REL by the YCOE. A CP-REL may have either a nominal or a pronominal head.
The main queries I used searched for CP-REL with a personal or demonstrative
pronoun as the head. The majority of the sentences caught by these searches were ones
where I would agree in treating the pronoun as the head of the relative clause, but as
noted in section 2.2, problems arise in deciding whether we are dealing with a relative
clause or an independent clause in some instances, and the figures in this article
exclude sentences in which I judged that a nominal NP might be the head, and the se
form therefore a relative pronoun, even though the YCOE treats the demonstrative as
the head, e.g. (7). Such examples were too few to affect the overall picture; using these
searches with CP-REL limited did a good job of identifying most examples where no
other analysis than as a pronominally headed relative clause was plausible. ‘Most’
because the YCOE assumes the existence of ‘free relatives’, labelled CP-FRL. In
CP-FRL, the structure presented in (10) is assumed, with the head missing, and a
relative pronoun in the specifier of the relative clause. The guide provided by YCOE
states that ‘relative clauses headed by a determiner with no other possible antecedent
and no complementizer are treated as free relatives’. It appears that CP-REL, rather

Table A2. Identifying titles for PPCME2 text files

cmancriw-1.m1 Ancrene Riwle (Introduction and part I)
cmancriw-2.m1 Ancrene Riwle (main part)
cmhali.m1 Hali Meiðhad
cmjulia.m1 St Juliana
cmkathe.m1 St Katharine
cmkentho.m1 Elucidarium and Festis Marie (Warner)
cmlamb1.m1 Lambeth Homilies
cmmarga.m1 St Margaret
cmorm.po.m1 Ormulum
cmpeterb.m1 Peterborough Chronicle
cmsawles.m1 Sawles Warde
cmvices1.m1 Vices and Virtues
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than CP-FRL, is the parsing most commonly used by YCOE when a particle is present.
However, the CP-FRL parsing is sometimes used when there is a particle, as in (27),
where þam is parsed as internal to a CP-FRL:

(27) Læsse lufað þam ðe læsse forgyfen ys.

less loves SE:DAT that less forgiven is

‘The one who is forgiven less loves less.’

(cowsgosp,Lk_[WSCp]:7.47.4196)

Presumably, the dative case marking of the þam caused the parser to decide that it should
be treated as internal to the clause that governs this casemarking.An alternative analysis is
that þam is in the matrix clause, and this is an instance of ‘upward’ case attraction. For a
discussion of these free relatives, see Allen (2020). To determine how frequent such
parsing is, and whether it might affect the overall picture, I have searched for
non-left-dislocated CP-FRL with a relative particle, and found only six examples,
which I have not included in any figures. None of these examples comes from the
smaller corpus.

I refined the queries looking for demonstrative-headed relative clauses in a couple of
ways. First, to reduce the number of non-target ‘hits’, specifically neuter forms were
excluded. Because of the grammatical gender of OE, the non-neuter forms do not
necessarily refer to humans, nor do all neuter forms refer to inanimates. Masculine and
feminine demonstratives not referring to animate beings were caught by the query
because OE had grammatical gender; these were easily excluded from the data by
hand. It was of course not possible to recover any examples of human beings referred
to by neuter pronouns, but this is unlikely to have affected the results, since neuter
pronouns for people usually referred to women and girls, and pronominally headed
relatives referring specifically to females were uncommon.

The figures for demonstrative versus personal pronouns presented in table 1 include
plural examples, and the highly ambiguous plural form þa|ða raises the problem that it
covers all genders in the nominative and accusative. Given that inspection of the output
shows that most of the examples involve humans, the inclusion of a small number of
neuters does not affect the general picture, and so I have made no attempt to remove
the neuter examples from these figures, which are only indicative at any rate. The
investigations of the smaller corpus involve only singulars, so this problem does not arise.

The searches of the Poema Morale versions in LAEME, which are not syntactically
annotated but are tagged for various features, required a different technique. I searched
for the grammel DatpnRTA, the tag for a relative clause in subject function with an
animate singular demonstrative antecedent. It was easier to collect the examples of
personal pronoun heads by hand than to execute a search looking for possible
examples, and so I did this using the html versions of the text provided by LAEME.
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