
Deconstructing what with absolutes 

Claudia Felser and David Britain 

what with what with
–

what with Evaluative

wh –
– what with 

1. Introduction 

with

without

The coach being crowded

With John driving

–

what with

what with 

-ing



-en -

ing

what with everyone in  

   Kingsmarkham being bilingual

what with his being half asleep

Life’s Little Ironies

What with Mrs Clements and the girls also gone for the week

what  

   with the old man on the pilot boat as well

what with climbing the mountain  

   and having my tea cooked for me

what with 

What with

What with her neat black suit, white blouse, rimless spectacles  

   and greying hair, 

what

   with the film and the book

The British 
National Corpus



what with their singing of the  

   (then) latest hits

what with –

Oxford English Dictionary OED

with

Cambridge

Advanced Learner’s Dictionary what with

The Cambridge 

Grammar of the English Language

what with What with all the 
overtime at the office and having to look after his mother at home, he’d had no 
time for himself for weeks

what –
what with

what



what  OED

OED

1393 Conf.

What for sikenesse and what for elde

1531 Prol. Jonas

what in Fraunce, and  

   what with their owne sword

1819 Ivanhoe – what of

   yeomen – what of commons

c1386 Sqr.’s T. What for the seson and

   the yonge grene 

1476 Paston Lett.

what with the see and what wythe thys dyet  

   heer

1603 Meas. for M. What with the war; what with  

   the sweat, what with the gallowes, and what with pouerty

with

what

what with



2.  The properties and distribution of WWAs in Present-Day English 

2.1 The corpus 

–

Table 1



– –

ing

ing –

2.2 WWAs and coordination 

and all and everything –

what with one thing and another

what with  

   Christmas and everything

what with  

   the baby and all

what with one  

   thing and another

to

with
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not

2.3 Interpretive restrictions 

With her children asleep

With her children asleep

with

being a doctor

with
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FIGURE 1 Coordination in WWAs: Number of elements in

  WWA in tokens with and without a predicate
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With  his mother being a doctor

with

what  

   with the old man on the pilot boat as well

What with mother being sick and Ellen on holiday

what

what

with the old  

  man on the pilot boat as well



With her children asleep

with

because

 what

   with my drinking and the debts and everything

 what with that  

   British accent and all

what with the myriad of carriages thumping and clanging  

   about as they passed, pickpockets and goodness knows what else  

   on the loose

What with weblogs, online discussions, websites and other more  

   traditional forms of publishing such as online journals

what with brilliant facilities and only 3.5

   hours from the city

what with Ives’ deep and meaningful  

   lyrics, the understated accompaniment and his wonderful voice



What with water wheels, worms and waste paper shredding

what with the Wii Virtual Console and emulation all the rage  

   these days

stroppy princess

what with the current Tranniesphere expansion

what with all the visits from various  

   people and employees of big major companies visiting on their  

   company Internets

What with the enormous amounts of high quality clones on the  

   market

what with the free  

   weekend calls included that includes calls to mobiles



T
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what with the massacre being the point of the movie

what with one  

   thing and another (twins’ birthday, house guests, etc)

what with the traffic the way  

   it is

Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English

what with

2.4 WWAs as ‘constructions’? 

–

what with



what with

3. The internal structure of WWAs 

3.1 Overtly clausal WWAs 

with

ing

what with ing

with

–

What with health budgets being pruned and cut back

what  

   with the kids all running around

what with  

   there being only a few medical afflictions that can play on prime

   time

what with it being the day of the old man's funeral 

with



what with you not being around 

what with the Church never keeping adequate records

ing inter alia

what

with with

ing

with

all

all

ing what with ing

ing ing

ing

ing

what

   with their both

what with their  

   being all squeezed together and obscurely titled

v

ing



en

–

ing

what with the girls all out

what with her not even able  

   to be in the same room with a tea cup poodle

ing

what with ing

all

3.2 Subjectless WWAs

what

what  with climbing the 

   mountain and having my tea cooked for me

What with being so uncoordinated and all



what with  

   being ‘congratulated’ in the Parc des Princes tunnel by Daniel

   Dubroca

what with  

   being shot at and exploded at and stuff

what with not having been in school  

   for close on 3 months. 

what with not returning phone calls or going out

What with holding myself out as an expert on Magic and so forth

what with  

   drowning myself in gameplay and moderating a chat

PROi myselfi

PROi myselfi

with



with

With driving slowly

with-

without

without being absolutely sure

Without calling for one’s whole attention

with even

even with reducing the pixels count  

   

especially with being

with

with

– ing with

 with eating banana boats and fried twinkies



with

remember

him his PRO

ing ing

ing pro –

– ing ing

with remember

3.3 ‘Predicateless’ WWAs

with

have there be

With job offers from three major universities

With this bad weather

her having

there being



with

with

–

what with the little one,  

   and Ben just about to start school

“What with all this, and Ken still lying in that bed –”

what with the noise of the water and not knowing  

   their language 

What with my wedding as well in October

what with her heart and now her leg

What with the heat, the fiddly bit and then him

what with nothing to do but sleep all day

what with no combat

with

With no job

With no job



what with no tenants and no furniture

what  with

pro

ing ing ing en

with

what

4. What about what?

4.1 Preliminary observations 

with

what

what with

wh

with wh

what with

what also with 



Final Fantasy VIII

what especially with

what primarily with

what now with

what just with

What, therefore, with

 what what all

what all with

what all with

sic

what all What all did 

you get for Christmas?

all what all 

what

what wh what

else



What else

what else with 

what

whether wh-

wh

whether what

with

what

what

with

either

Either with 

Either what with What either with 



what

–

and

what

what

what

what 

what  what with

what

  with what with what with

A Tale of Two Cities

what

–



with

what

what

even

especially just

even

   what with

especially what with

Just what with

what

what

4.2 What as an evaluative operator

wh

wh  how come

with



What

How come

t

what how come

how come

wh

iota 



how come 

what

what

unfortunately  luckily

what how come

Evaluative Phrases

what

Eval



cossa was

–

Cossa

Was

wh

cossa wh che

cossa wh

what

what

4.3 Underspecified what

wh what 

to

with



–

what why

OED

1579 Heskins’ Parl what

1667 P L What

a1677 Serm What

what what do you care if...

What’s X doing Y?

What do you care if

What is doing

what why 

what

what

what

what



what what 

what

what

–

what what

what

–

– and everything and all

–

5. Concluding remarks 

what with

what

wh

what
what

wh
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