On the Function of That of Complex Conjunctions in Late Middle English
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1. Introduction
Complex conjunctions such as in thai, now that, but that used for
introducing subordinate clauses, as shown in (1), are frozen and fossilized in
Present-day English with the second element that no longer separable from the
first, otherwise the first element would cease to function as conjunction.
However, in earlier times this type of conjunctions was more productive and
used extensively with that separable from the preceding particles without
altering their function. Hence, in this paper we will investigate these complex
conjunctions with the separable thar in late Middle English where they were
most flourishing in the history of English, and ascertain whether the allegedly
pleonastic that is literally redundant without any linguistic property.
(1) a. Privatization is said to be beneficial, in that it promotes
competition.
b. Now that you mention it, I do remember the incident.
She would have fallen but that he caught her.

2. Complex Conjunctions in Late Middle English

In Middle English there are three types of complex conjunctions combined
with pat ‘that’. The first type is inherited from Old English, composed of an
adverb and pat. This type of conjunctions was used sporadically in Midland in
the twelfth century. but it gradually increased in number and from the thirteenth
century it came to be used commonly in most dialects.

The second type is made anew of prepositions like bifor ‘before’, fram
‘from’, in, of, til ‘till" and pat by way of the two processes: first, as represented
by the changes from pem pe ‘since, from the time that’ > from pan pe > from pan
pat > from pat, the object of a preposition was first weakened, and then the
relative pe was replaced by the conjunction pat, and finally the weakened pan
dropped out; second. after the object of a preposition dropped out and was
simplified, par was added to the preposition, as in er pan(e) ‘before’ > er > er
patr.

The third type of complex conjunctions consists of a conjunction and par
represented by gif pat, when pat, sipen pat ‘since’. For this type of
conjunctions, the addition of pat is greatly due to analogy, though the
Scandinavian influence cannot be ignored. As for the detailed explanation to

Tsukuba English Studies (2009) vol.27, 1-11



the process of formation, the period of appearance and the dialectal difference of
these three types of conjunctions, we will leave to Kivimaa (1966:147-257) and
address ourselves to the function of pat in these conjunctions.

2.1. The Function of That in Complex Conjunctions in Late Middle English
Prose Works

In order to clarify the function of that in complex conjunctions of late
Middle English we will first take Mandeville's Travels as an instance of prose
works written around 1400, for it abounds in the type of conjunctions in question.
The edition used is that by Seymour (1967). First, in order to find out the clues
to the function of that under consideration we have chosen at random the
sentences in which complex conjunctions are used to introduce subordinate
clauses, as shown in (2).

(2) a. First, yif a man come from the west syde of the world, as
Engelond, Irelond, Wales, Skotlond, or Norweye, he may yif that
he wole go thorgh Almayne and thorgh the kyngdom of
Hungarye that marcheth to the lond of Polayne and to the lond of
Pannoyne and so to Slesie. (15/8-12)

b. And also a yonge man that wiste not of the dragoun wente out of
a schipp, and wente thorgh the ile #i/ that he come to the castelle
and cam into the cave and wente so longe #i/ that he fond a

chambre. IV 17/9-12)
c. In Egypt there ben but fewe forcelettes or castelles because that
the contree is so strong of himself. (V11 33/23-4)
d. But Ierusalem is in the lond of ludee, and it is clept of lude for
that ludas Machabeus was kyng of that contree. (X 54/12-4)

e. And whan that messangeres of straunge contrees comen before
him, the meynee of the Soudan, whan the strangeres speken to
hym, thei ben aboute the Souldan with swerdes drawen and
gysarmez and axes, here armes lift vp in high, with tho wepenes
for to smyte vpon hem yif they seye ony woord that is
displesance to the Soudan. (V1 27/30-6)

Because of the fluctuation in the addition of that in (2a, e), we cannot
predict with certainty when that appears after the conjunctions like yif *if” and
whan ‘when’ nor can we specify the function of that following the conjunctions.
Next, contrary to the instances given in (2b, ¢, d), there occur in other parts of
the text several instances of conjunctions like zil, because, for without being



followed by that, which are not cited here for want of space. Besides,
conjunctions like er “before’, whil ‘while’, though, too, exhibit nearly the same
fluctuation as those in (2a, e).

Hence, although a slight difference of possibility may arise among
different conjunctions as to when that may be appended to the preceding
conjunctions, it may be safe to regard. at least as far as Mandeville's Travels is
concerned, that the appendage of zhat to conjunctions, even though graphically
marked, is literally pleonastic, without any linguistic significance.

2.2. The Function of That in Complex Conjunctions in Late Middle English
Poetry

The fact that the instances of that used in complex conjunctions in late
Middle English prose works are most probably pleonastic does not necessarily
preclude it from carrying metrical significance in poetry of the same period.
For instance, Nakao (1972:369), referring to the relationship between that of the
complex conjunctions like whan that and rhythm in Chaucer’s poetry, states that
if the minor category of words precedes the complex conjunctions in question
whan will receive metrical stress, giving rise to whdn thdt, otherwise that would
be given metrical stress, producing whdn thdt. However, as apparent from
many previous studies on the meter in Chaucer’s works even monosyllabic
words of the minor category may be metrically strong and not all final syllables
of words of the major category receive strong metrical stress (Fujiwara
(1998:1-6)). Hence, we have to clarify what motivates for the use of thar after
conjunctions.

2.2.1. The Function of That in the General Prologue of the Canterbury Tales

First, we will take up the General Prologue of the Canterbury Tales and
investigate into the relationship between that and rhythm. The edition used is
that by Benson (1987) and the conjunctions to be analyzed are: er “ere, before’,
for ‘because’, if, syn ‘since’, tho(u)gh, til, whan, whil, wheither ‘whether’;
how and why used conjunctively are also included in the investigation.

Suppose there comes a word of the minor category before the conjunctions
such as when. As the word in question is generally unstressed, the following
conjunction whan naturally receives metrical stress, giving rise to whan.
Consequently, if that is used after the stressed whan, it is naturally not given
metrical stress and becomes thdr.  On the other hand, when a word of the major
category precedes the conjunction whan, if it is disyllabic with the trochaic



stress pattern or trisyllabic with the ‘weak-strong-weak’ one, the following whan,
as shown in (3), will naturally receive metrical stress (hereafter numbers in
parentheses refer to the respective lines in Benson’s edition, and the upperdotted
“¢” indicates a silent letter without any metrical entity). Thus, contrary to
Nakao’s statement, the words preceding the complex conjunctions like whan that,
irrespective of their lexical category, are not relevant to the metrical pattern of
such conjunctions.
(3) a. That hém hith holpén whdan théit théy wére séeké

‘who healed them when they were sick’ (18)
b. And in his harpyng, whan thit hé hidde séngé

‘and in his playing on the harp, when he had sung’ (266)
c.  Amérwé, whan thit ddy bigan to spryngé

‘On the morrow, when day began to dawn’ (822)

Next, we will examine the relationship between the complex conjunctions
and metrical stress. First, the conjunctions like if, though, whan, though they
are generally not given linguistic stress, appear in the General Prologue in both
arsis and thesis with nearly the same {requency, as shown in (4). To be more
specific, whan occurs five times and if six in thesis, while in arsis whan is used
five times and if eight; in all conjunctions including others used in the General
Prologue, nineteen instances occur in thesis and twenty in arsis when they are
used without being appended by thar.

(4) a. 1. Whdan Zéphirus €ek with his swéeté bréeth

‘when Zephyrus also with its sweet breath’ (5)
ii. And shortly, whén thé sénné wis to résts
‘And shortly, when the sun had gone to rest’ (30)
b. i. Kaught in & trappé, if it wéré déed or bléddé
‘caught in a trap, if it died or bled’ (145)
ii. Or if mén smobot it with i yérdé smérte
‘or if a man struck it hard with a rod’ (149)

Comparing the subordinate conjunctions like whan, if, er with other
function words such as but. or, a, the, we will soon notice the great difference of
metrical constraints between the two groups of words. First, take but for
instance. It is used in the General Prologue forty-five times in thesis, as shown
in (5ai), while only three in arsis, as given in (5aii). Second, in case of or, too,
there is a marked difference of positions the conjunction takes in verse lines: or
appears twenty-three times in thesis, as in (5bi), in contrast to only five in arsis,
as given in (5bii). Third, the articles a and the show a far more marked



difference of distribution: a occurs as often as two hundred and fifty-four times
in thesis, as shown in (Sci), while only eight in arsis, as given in (5cii); in
contrast to one hundred and twenty-eight instances of the as in (5di) in thesis
there are only three in arsis, as shown in (5dii). Thus, it is apparent that the
poet tries to avoid these unstressed words in arsis, while he does not care for
subordinate conjunctions like whan, if, thogh appearing in metrically strong
positions, as suggested in 2.2.1. and 2.2.2.
(5) a. i. Biitnathélées, whil [ have tyme and space
‘But nevertheless, while I have time and opportunity”  (35)
ii. His hors wéré géodé, but hé was nat gay

‘his horses were good, but he was not finely dressed” (74)
b. i. Or with 3 bréthérhéd t5 béen withh6ldé
‘or to be supported by a guild’ (511

1i. The réulé 6f Séint Mauré Jr 6f Séint Bénéit
‘The Rule of Saint Maur or of Saint Benedict’ (173)
¢. i. And cértiinly hé haddée 4 murye néte
‘And assuredly he had a merry note’ (235)
ii. Hé& was not palé as d forpynéd goost
‘he was not pale as a tortured spirit’ (205)
d. 1. His nékké& whit wis as thé flour-dé-lys
‘His neck was white as a lily’ (238)
ii. To téllé yow &l thé condicidéun
‘to tell you all the condition’ (38)
Then, what happens when the conjunctions are followed by that? First,
in case of whan that, as shown in (6a), there occur five instances of whdn that
and four of whan that. Second, with tho(u)gh that. too, that is used in both
arsis and thesis, though only once for each, as given in (6b). Including other
conjunctions we have the total of twenty-six instances: in seven of them that
appears in thesis, like (5ai) and (6bi), while in the remaining nineteen in arsis, as
given in (6aii) and (bii), which means the stressed thdr appears about two and a
half times as often as the unstressed thdr after subordinate conjunctions. This
is equal to say that the stressed thdr is likely to be appended after the unstressed
conjunctions. However, as the number of instances is not large enough, we
cannot draw any definite conclusion from these examples.
(6) a. i. Thait hém hath h6olpén whdn thdt théy weére séeké
‘who healed them when they were sick’ (18)
ii. Whan that wé haddé méiad 6uré rékényngés



‘When we had made our accounts’ (760)
b. i. And thdugh thdit hé wéré worthy, hé wis wys
‘And though he was distinguished, he wise’ (68)
ii. Thogh that I pléynly spékeé in this matéers
‘though I speak plainly in this matter’ (727)

2.2.2. The Function of That in the Knight's Tale of the Canterbury Tales

Hence, we will next take up another tale of the Canterbury Tales, i. e. the
Knight’s Tale to extract a more detailed data concerning the relationship between
that and metrical stress. The tale is placed in the text immediately after the
General Prologue, composed of 2250 lines which is nearly 2.6 times as big as the
General Prologue of the total 858 lines, sufficient for us to obtain specific data
on the present subject. If the Knight’s Tale shows nearly the same tendency
as that of the General Prologue with respect to the relationship between that and
metrical stress, it will be justified for us to make a generalization about the
relationship in question without piling up additional data.

First, there are fourteen lexical items used as conjunctions in the tale:
although, er, for, how, if, sith ‘since’, syn, though, til, whan, wherby ‘by which,
why’, where, whil, why. As a result of investigating these conjunctions, it is
found that these conjunctions are used without being accompanied by fkat, both
in stressed and unstressed positions in nearly the same frequency: sixty-three
instances in thesis and sixty-five in arsis, as shown in (7). As this result is
almost the same as that of the General Prologue, it is apparent that the poet uses
these conjunctions freely in either weak or strong positions of the line.

(7) a. i. And 6n thé mérwe, &r {t wire ddyés light

‘and the next morning, before the day was light’ (1629)
ii. FOr ér th€ sonné tint6 thé rést& wénté
‘For, before the sun went to rest’ (2637)
b. i. How wonnén was thé régné 6f Féményé
‘How the realm of the Amazons was won’ (877)
ii. And hdéw dsséged was Ypolitd
‘and how Hippolyta was besieged’ (881)
c. i. And télléth mé if it may béen dménded
‘And tell me if it may be put right’ (910)
ii. And cértés, if it néré t5 16ng t5 héers
‘And certainly, if it were not too long to hear’ (875)

d. i. NOw hélp is, 16rd, sith it is in th¥ myght



‘Now help us, Lord, since it is in your power’ (930)
ii. That, sith his facé was so disfigiréd
‘that, since his face was so changed’ (1403)
e. i. Whil Emé&lyé wis this in hir préyéré
‘while Emily was thus in her prayer’ (2332)
ii. Forlmoéot wépe and wayle, whil I lyve
‘For, I must weep and wail, while I live’ (1295)

Then, about the same frequency of that is expected both in the strong and
week positions of the line, when that is appended to the conjunctions. However,
contrary to our expectation there occur only eighteen instances of that in
unstressed positions, as shown in (8ai-di), in contrast to forty four in stressed
positions, as in (8ali-dii). Hence, it follows in the Knight’s Tale that the
stressed that occurs nearly two and a half times as often as the unstressed one.
This result is noteworthy, for the ratio of the stressed rhat to that of the
unstressed thdt is nearly the same as that of the General Prologue, as stated in
2.2.1.

(8) a. i. Thit ndo min wondréd héw that hé it haddé

‘so that no man wondered how he had got it’ (1445)
ii. Hym thoughté how that theé wingéd god Mércurié
‘it seemed to him how the wynged god Mercury’ (1385)
b. 1. That, if that Palamén wis wéundéd soré
‘that, if Palamon was badly wounded’ (1115)
ii. Ifthdt T haddé 1éysér for to séyé
‘if I had leisure to say’ (1188)
c. i. And théugh thit [ nd wépéné have in this placg
‘And though I have no weapon in this place’ (1591)
ii. Though that 1 névere hir gracé may désérve
‘though I may not deserve her grace’ (1232)
d. 1. Sostéod thé hévéneé whdn that wé wéré born
‘the heaven stood this way when we were born’ (1090)
it. Whdn that this worth¥ duc, this Théséus
‘When this noble ruler, this Theseus’ (1001)

Hence, we will have to explain the higher frequency of the stressed that
than that of the unstressed one when that is combined with subordinate
conjunctions. As a clue to find an answer to the question, remember that the
frequency of conjunctions like whan, if, er is about the same in arsis and thesis,
as shown in terms of the instances of (4) and (7), when used without being



accompanied by that. Hence, our assumption is that the poet was fond of using
the stressed rthdr as a metrical filler after unstressed monosyllabic conjunctions
so that the required iambic metrical pattern might be formed.

In order to verify our assumption of the stressed thds as a metrical filler we
will investigate the distribution of subordinate conjunctions like whan especially
in the initial positions of the line. In the General Prologue there are only four
in the total occurrence of thirty-eight single conjunctions without that which
occupy the initial positions of the line, as shown in (9a, b). However, when the
stressed that follows the conjunctions in question, the ratio of occurrence of
such conjunctions greatly increases in line-initial positions: we find as many as
ten in the total of twenty-six conjunctions, as shown in (8c, d), in contrast to five
for the second foot, five for the third, and six for the fourth (zero for the last
because of the rhyme requirement). On the other hand, in later positions of the
line the ratio of the stressed rhdr and the unstressed one is nearly the same: nine
for that, as in (9¢), and seven for fhdt, as in (9f). On the other hand, in later
positions of the line the ratio of the stressed that and the unstressed one is nearly
the same: nine for thdtz, as in (9e). and seven for thdt, as in (9f). Hence, it is
evident that the poet is fond of using the stressed thdz especially in the initial
positions of the line, for it is probably easier than in other later positions for him
to form the required iambic rhythm for a given foot. Now, we may ascribe the
higher frequency of the stressed thdt of complex conjunctions to the poet’s
preference of it in the initial foot of the line over the other later feet.

(9) a. Whdn Zéphiras éek with his swéeté bréeth

‘when Zephyrus also with its sweet breath’ (5)
b. Ifévén-séng ind morwé-séng dccodrdé

‘If even-song and morning-song agree’ (830)
c. Er thar T férthér in this talé pacé

‘Before I will further proceed (to tell) you this story’ (36)
d. Why that assémbléd was this compaignyé

‘Why this company was assembled ° (717)

e. Shé wolde wépé, if that shé sdugh & moéus

‘She would weep, if she saw a mouse’ (144)
f.  And in his harpyng, whén that hé hiddé séngé

*And in his playing on the harp, when he had sung’ (266)

2.2.3. The Metrical Relationship between that and the Following Words
We will next investigate the instances of that which is assigned metrical



stress when followed by subordinate conjunctions like whan, if. er, how. As for
the frequency of these conjunctions to receive metrical stress, when used without
being followed by thar. it is about fifty percent. as stated above. Hence., we
naturally expect that if that is added to such conjunctions, about half occurrence
of that will not receive metrical stress to maintain the iambic or trochaic rhythm
in the line. Actually, however, that is used in arsis more than twice as otten as
in thesis. as already shown. Wec ascribed the marked tendency for thar to
receive metrical stress after the conjunctions to the result of the poet’s
inclination towards metrical adjustment at the initial metrical foot of the line.
As the metrical pattern of complex conjunctions is not dependent on the words
appearing immediately before the conjunctions, the only remaining question is
whether the words immediately following the complex conjunctions are involved
in the addition of shat alter the conjunctions.

First, we take all words in the General Prologue all words which appear
immediately after the stressed thar of the complex conjunctions like whdn thdt.
whil that, syn that.  In consequence of investigating these words we can draw a
very interesting fact that sixteen out of the total occurrence of scventeen words
are function words (i.c. he (4). we (4), I (3), his (2). she (1). the (1), a (1)) and
one full word assembled with unstressed initial syllable, as shown in (10).
Hence, it is most likely that the poet added the stressed rhdr after conjunctions so
that function words and initial unstressed syllables of [ull words might not be
given metrical stress when they immediately follow subordinate conjuctions.

(10) a. Bt with thisé rélikés. whdn thdat hé (ond
*But with these relics, when he found® (701: 399, 570, 697)
b. NOw drawéth cit, ér that wé férrér twynné
"Now draw the lot before we depart farther’
(835: 721. 760, 801)
c. For by my tréuthé, if that I shal nit 1ye
“for. by my pledged word. if I am not going to tell lies
(763: 36.727)
d.  Syn that his 16rd was twénty yéer of age
“since his lord was twenty years of age’ (601: 506)
e. Shé wolde wépe. if thar shé saugh 2 moéus
she would weep. if she saw a mouse” (144)
f.  Fro Bardéux-ward. whil that thé chapmin sléep
‘from Bordeaux, while the merchant was sleeping” (397)
g.  And éck y& knoéwen wél how thdr ajay
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‘and also you know well how a jay’ (642)
h.  Why that dssémbléd was this compaignyé
*why this company was assembled’ (717)

Next, we will turn to the investigation of words which appear immediately
after complex conjunctions with the unstressed thdt. Among the six instances
in the General Prologue falling under the case, two of them, i.e. Aprill and day,
are full words with stressed initial syllables, as shown in (1la, b). Hence, in
these examples the unstressed rhds seems to be inserted for avoiding the stress
crash and maintaining the required iambic rhythm. The remaining four words
are all function words: three instances of ke in (11c) and one of they in (11d).
In these instances if the unstressed thdr were not appended after the stressed
conjunctions, the pronouns would occupy the weak positions and form the
iambic rhythmic pattern. Actually, however, the poet added the pleonastic thdt?
after the conjunctions so that the metrical stress might be given to the pronouns
in questions. The addition of the unstressed zhd: may be caused by the
numerical necessity of syllables required for a given line.

(11) a. ) Whan that April with his shourés s6oté
‘When April with its sweet showers’ (1)

b. AmOrwé, whdn thdt ddy bigan td spryngé
‘On the morrow, when day began to dawn’ (822)

¢. And in his harping, whdn that hé hadde sénge
‘and in his playing on the harp, when he had sung’
(266; 68, 637)
d. That hém hath h6lpén whdn thét théy wére séeké
‘who healed them when they were sick’ (18)
The restrictions imposed on words after the unstressed thdr in question is
more obvious in the Knight’s Tale than in the General Prologue. Specifically,
forty-three out of fifty instances of words immediately following the stressed
that are function words, as shown in (12ai), and the remaining seven are full
words with unstressed first syllables, as shown in (12aii). On the other hand.
fourteen out of twenty-nine instances of words immediately following the
unstressed thdt are restricted to personal pronouns or possessive pronouns like
(12bi), while others are full words beginning with stressed first syllables. as
shown in (12bii).
(12) a. i. the (9),1(6), they (5). hir ‘her’ (4), thou (3). hym (2). his (2).
ther ‘there’ (1), this (1), myn (1), men ‘anyone” *(1), she (1)
ii.  Arcit& (5), Fortaneé (1), Didné ‘Diana’ (1)
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b. i. T(4). he(4), we (2). thou (1).ye (1). me (1), my (1)
ii.  was (2). highte *was called” (1), éon “one’ (1), wépe “weep’
(1). évere ‘ever’ (1), Palamon (1). Argus (1), day (1). lad
‘led” (1), lyche-wake ‘watch over a corpse” (1), baar
‘behaved’ (1)

Hence, it follows from the preceding analyses that when the poet added
that immediately after subordinate conjunctions, whether stressed or not, that
directly contributes to the formation of the required rhythm in a given line, at
least as far as Chaucer’s works are concerned.

3. Conclusion

The allegedly pleonastic that which may be used after subordinate
conjunctions in late Middle English may be literally redundant in prose works.
while it substantially contributes to the formation of required rhythm in poctical
works like those of Chaucer. It is apparent that thar was especially cffective as
a means to avoid unstressed function words to be placed in metrically strong
positions. The fact that the instances of the stressed thdt in the first metrical
foot of the line far outnumber those in later feet is duly ascribed to the poet’s
inclination towards metrical adjustment at the initial positions of the line.
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