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1. The semantic change of Dutch krijgen
Krijgen in Present Day Dutch (PDD) has the prototypical meanings ‘to receive’ and ‘to get’ in the inchoative sense of ‘to get a headache’. Both senses developed in the 12th/13th century out of the older meaning ‘to obtain by effort, to seize’. This meaning has become extinct in PDD, although its relics can still be found in uses such as te pakken krijgen ‘to get to hold’, in handen krijgen ‘to get in hands’ and compounds like krijgsgevangene ‘prisoner of war’.


This change shows some characteristics of grammaticalization, in that there is semantic bleaching, generalization and the fact that PDD krijgen can be used as an auxiliary in restricted contexts. Furthermore, the unrelated English get has followed a similar path in its development (Gronemeyer 1999), which could suggest a unidirectional cline.


The aim of this paper is to get a better insight in the relationship between mechanisms of change and unidirectionality in the semantic change of krijgen, using computer models of cultural evolution.

2. A computer simulation of semantic change

Unidirectionality in change is evolutionarily interesting for two reasons. First, although changes do not necessarily take place, if they take place, the change seems directional in that it follows a specific path. Second, it is very hard to determine the necessary conditions for a language to initiate such a change. In other words, it is very difficult to explain why in language A a change took place in 1300, in language B in 1500 and in language C not at all.


These phenomena are studied for PDD krijgen with a computer model. The model is based on the usage-based views that (adult) users continuously construct their linguistic knowledge on the basis of the input they receive, and that change comes about by innovations made by speakers (Traugott & Dasher 2002). 

In the model, the meaning of krijgen is represented by the direct objects it can be used with. These objects have certain semantic properties, which are represented on a one-dimensional scale. The linguistic knowledge of each individual in the model is a set of objects. In communication, a speaker exchanges an object of his set with a hearer. Hearers construct their knowledge of krijgen with this input. Innovation is the use of a new, unlearned direct object.

The role of (partial) synonyms such as veroveren ‘to conquer’ and pakken ‘to take’, which entered the semantic field of krijgen at different times in history, is considered by additional selectional pressures.

3. Results

Preliminary findings seem to indicate that the unidirectional tendency in the semantic change of krijgen can be explained by an asymmetry in the semantic properties of the set of direct objects. This asymmetry leads to innovations being made on one side of the set more frequently than on the other side. This effect can occur by random drift, without the selection pressures caused by synonyms.
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