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PROTO-GERMANIC WORD ORDER 

The purpose of this paper is the investigation of Proto-Germanic word order. To 
do such investigation, we needed to collect a number of texts written in the oldest 
Germanic languages, and to produce a tagged corpus on their basis. Due to the fact 
that there are no written texts in Proto-Germanic proper, we took into account texts 
from Old High German (OHG), Gothic and West-Saxon, as well as runic inscrip 
tions. In order to objectivise the analysis, we chose texts whose parallel analysis in 
different languages would be possible. The best candidate for this analysis was the 
New Testament. Such procedure also allowed us to make recourse to the Vulgate 
and Septuagint and make further comparisons. The data that we obtained, mostly 
confirm the opinions generally held about Proto-Germanic word order, but there 
are some details that seem to say the opposite. For example, that Proto-Germanic 
had main clauses that were predominantly VO. Therefore, we venture to claim that 
Proto-Germanic was a VO language, especially if we take into account the elements 
V(erb) and O(bject). 

1. Background 

It is generally accepted that the Proto-Indo-European language (PIE) was 
predominantly OY in type and that its future dialects introduced some innova 
tions with respect to word order. According to Lehmann ( 1972: 241/2), the early 
Indo-European dialects, including Proto-Germanic (PG) were OV, or at least they 
maintain some relics of the OV characteristics, and thus we can regard these dia 
lects as developed from a language of an OV syntactic type. Lehmann ( 1972: 241) 
continues that since the modem Germanic languages are basically VO in type, the 
overall pattern of syntactic change in the Germanic branch was from an OY to 
a YO structure. In this development, Proto-Germanic maintains OY characteris 
tics, but it has also taken on numerous YO features. Furthermore, early Germanic 
materials at one stage are ambivalent [ when word order is neither YO nor OY], 
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reflecting OV patterns though developing toward a VO type (Lehmann, 1972: 
243). However, as he further points out (1972: 243), we must regard any histori 
cal sketch of Proto-Germanic syntax as highly preliminary because of the long 
distance in time between PIE and the first written texts in Germanic. 

Proto-Germanic, like Proto-Indo-European, is a reconstructed language and 
we can only guess at what its grammatical structure looked like. There are no 
documents written in the Proto-Germanic language, and we even cannot be sure 
if such a language has ever existed. Supposing that it existed, Proto-Germanic 
must have been spoken a few centuries before the birth of Christ or a few centu 
ries earlier, and its syntax, including word order, can be reconstructed upon the 
basis of the oldest Germanic dialects, as well as upon other ancient Indo-Europe 
an languages. Hopper (I 967: 140; after Bean, 1983: 45) reconstructed the Proto 
-Germanic sentence as having the form as shown below: 

# Particles - Pronouns - Pronominal Adverbs - 
Subject Nominal - {Indirect Object Nominal} 

{Nominal complement} 
Direct Object Nominal - Heavy Adverbs - 
Verbal Complex # 

Furthermore, he claims that the constituents are expandable into elements that 
are ordered in the following way: 

Nominal: /Descriptive Adjective - Noun - (Adposition) 
{Demonstrative, Possessive} - Limiting Adjective/ 

Heavy Adverb: /Non-pronominal Adverb - Adverbial Phrase/ 
Verbal Complex: /Reflexive - Preverb - Non-finite Verb - 
Negation - Finite Verb/ 

Hopper adds that 'The ideal word order represented by this schema was fre 
quently disrupted by stylistic, functional and rhythmical shifts. The heavy adver 
bial elements were especially susceptible of syntactic change. ln the West Ger 
manic dialects the possessive is often, and the demonstrative is normally found 
before, not after, a nominal. The reflexive is often placed not with the verb, but 
with the other pronouns at the head of the clause.' As Bean (1983 :45) observed, 
Hopper's ordering of the elements is mixed as regards the characteristics expected 
in a constituent OV or VO language. 

2. Text analysis for Proto-Germanic word order 

We will now try to give some general implications as to what the Proto-Ger 
manic word order looked like according to the analysis of the corpora that we 
investigated; we tagged four parallel chapters of the New Testament and made 
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a comparison. In the table below we present the data that we obtained for the be 
haviour of all objects, both pronominal and nominal, with respect to the verb in 
the parallel biblical texts that we analysed plus runic inscriptions. Moreover, we 
provide the table with two additional columns for the V2 and the SV2-within-V2 
phenomena in order to see the possible correlations between the OV-to-VO word 
order change and the two phenomena; we have so far seen that at least there is 
a correlation between the OV-to-VO word order change and the SV2-within-V2 
phenomenon. 

2.1. Analysis problems 

Before we make a detailed analysis of the table, however, we need to say that, 
as to the V2 phenomenon, one needs to treat the data with more distance than 
the rest of the data obtained. This mainly concerns dependent clauses. It is so be 
cause we have not got a clear definition of a dependent clause. There is no prob 
lem with a clause that has the basic sentence elements, or at least the subject (be 
it present physically or implied) and a finite-verb form. Moreover, when we are 
sure that such a clause cannot stand alone and is usually introduced by a depen 
dent clause connector, then the situation is most likely unambiguous. The prob 
lem starts when a given clause has no finite verb form and it cannot stand alone 
either, because its meaning is determined by the main clause. What we mean, in 
fact, are clauses that have only non-finite verb forms but they may have other ba 
sic sentence elements like the object or the subject, etc. The examples below will 
best illustrate the problem: 

l . pa wearo zacharias gedrefed facet geseonde and him ege onhreas 
WSCp Lk 1.12 
"Then upon seeing that, Zacharias was frightened and overcome with awe" 

The clause beet geseonde 'seeing that' should be treated as a subordinate clause 
because it can be replaced by the clause 'when he saw that.' However, we did not 
treat the participle 'geseonde.' as an ordinary finite verb, and thus it did not count 
in the analysis of the V2 phenomenon. Participles, however, sometimes occur in 
the first position and then follows a finite verb form, which qualifies the clause 
as an XV2 clause. In another example the non-finite verb form is an infinitive: 

2. and he gceo toforan him on gaste. and elias mihte. peel he feedera heortan to 
heora bearnum gecyrre. and unge/eaffu//e to rihtwisra gleawscype. drihtne 
[ullfremedfolc gegearwian WSCp Lk 1.17 
"And he will go before him with the spirit and power of Elijah, in order to tum 
the hearts of parents to their children and the desobedient to the wisdom of the 
righteous to prepare Dod a perfect people" 
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The first dependent clause in the example above is an ordinary 'that-clause' 
containing a finite-verb form in the subjunctive mood and, therefore, there is no 
question about its being a dependent clause. But the non-finite clause drihtnefull
fremedfolc gegearwian 'to prepare God a perfect people' is a dependent clause, 
but we did not treat the infinitive 'gegearwian' as an ordinary verb, and thus such 
clauses were not considered in the discussion of the V2 phenomenon. In yet other 
examples, that also did not count as regards the V2 phenomenon, the non-finite 
verb form is a 'to-infinitive' verb form. It is also some kind of a dependent clause 
and thus, as was the case with the above two examples, we marked it as dependent 
by means of the asterisk: 

3. Onlihtan bam pe on ćystrum and on deabes sceade sittaó. ure fet to gerec 
cenne on sybbe weg WSCp Lk I. 79 
"To enlighten those who sit in darkness and in the shadow of death, to guide 
our feet into the way of peace." 

4. & hig hyrmdon & cwcedon, La Hee/end Gades sunu, hwcet ys pe & us gemcene;
Come pu hider cer tide us to preagenne? WSCp Mt 8.29 
"Suddenly they shouted, Son of God, what have you to do with us? Have you 
come here before the time to torment us?" 

Although there are a substantial number of such clauses in the West-Saxon 
Bible, and other biblical texts that we analysed, especially in the Greek text, we 
classified them as dependent clauses but that did not count in the consideration of 
the V2 phenomenon, unless they contained a finite-verb form. Therefore, one of 
the direct consequences of such a procedure is that we obtained a much increased 
number of dependent clauses that, in tum, resulted in that the number ofV2 struc 
tures in dependent clauses automatically got decreased. All this implies that the 
picture of the V2 phenomenon is somewhat distorted when compared with that 
obtained for main clauses. For example, in the West-Saxon biblical fragments that 
we compared with Gothic and OHG, we found 195 dependent clauses and the V2 
structures constituted 36. 92% of all of the investigated dependent clauses, and the 
SV2 structures constituted 77 .77% of the total of the V2 structures. If the depen 
dent clauses had been treated in a different way we would consequently have ob 
tained different numbers and thus different percentages, depending on the criteria 
employed. However, as we have already mentioned, once the same criteria are 
employed for different texts to be compared, the data obtained for the individual 
texts are objectively comparable. 

2.2. Comparison of the data 

No matter what the situation with the V2 phenomenon, let us now have a look 
at the table below in order to see how the data for the behaviour of objects, as well 
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as the Y2 and the SY2-within-Y2 phenomena, that we have obtained for all the 
texts analysed, compare: 

Runic Period I (RP!), Runic Period li (RP Il), Runic Period Ill (RP 111), The Vulgate 
(V), OHG Tatian (T), Gothic Bible (G), The Septuagint (S) and the West Saxon Bi 
ble (WSB): diachronic comparison of V2, SV2 and OV in both main and dependent 
clauses. 

word order configurations 

main clauses 

V2% SV2 % 
all OV 

pron oV % nom OV % 
% 

RP I 44.4444 68.75% 20.6896 100% 17.8571 

RPI! 80.3333 94.6058 3.9130 25 3.1531 

RP III 77.0491 91.4893 18% 33.3333 6.8965 

V 38.0116 22.3076 14. 1975 4.6511 21.8390 

T 46.1748 34.9112 13.4502 1.0752 24.1758 

G 36.6863 20.9677 12.8205 I 1904 23.3766 

s 38.6227 20.1550 12.9032 1.1904 23.75 

WSB 53.6269 39.6135 28.4023 29.3478 23.9130 

dependent clauses 

V2% SV2 % 
all OV 

pron oV % nom OV% 
% 

RPI 0% 0% 0% 0% 0% 

RP II 53.6585 27.2727 733333 100% 63.6363 

RP!ll 83.3333 40% 75% 100% 50% 

V 39.3258 21.4285 25.4237 12.5 30% 

T 52.0202 68.9320 44.6153 70% 270270 

G 21.1764 27.7777 12% 5% 15.625 

s 18.3006 32.1428 17.3913 12.5 19.3548 

WSB 36.9230 77.7777 74.6478 97.1428 57.5% 

If we take the runic inscriptions as texts that best reflect what was the situa 
tion with respect to word order in Proto-Germanic, then, according to the table, 
OE seems to be the closest to the runic inscriptions out of all of the texts that un 
derwent our analysis; this observation at least refers to some of the areas of the 
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language. Ifwe take the main clauses first, we will see that, unlike what was the 
situation with Gothic and OHG, in OE pronominal objects behave more or less 
alike when compared with the first and second period of the runic inscriptions, 
as around 30% of al! of the pronominal objects precede the verb. Moreover, this 
results in that pronominal objects occur with a higher frequency before the verb 
than do nominal objects which means that they are more likely to occupy the po 
sition before the verb than after it. As for the behaviour of nominal objects, it can 
be seen that OE, OHG, and Gothic compare very well with the runic period I. It 
can also be seen that across the three runic periods (and also across the history of 
English, as will be seen later on) there is a general tendency towards the loss of the 
V2 structures, and at the same time there is a tendency towards the increase of the 
SV2-within-V2 structures. We cannot say much about the other texts with respect 
to that because we lack the analysis of the necessary texts that would allow us 
a diachronic comparison. Therefore, one of the implications here would be, as we 
observed before, that there is a connection between the development of the SV2- 
within-V2 structures and the loss of OV word order patterns. However, as to the 
V2 phenomenon, according to Fisher (2000: 83) 'It is worth emphasising that the 
phenomenon of Verb-Second is in principle independent of the order of object and 
verb.' As far as dependent clauses are concerned, it can be seen that OE again best 
reflects what was the situation in the runic periods; unfortunately, we lack the data 
for period one due to the fact that we found no dependent clauses in this particular 
period. If we take together all the objects, both nominal and pronominal, we will 
see that in the texts in question there are about 75% of nominal objects that go be 
fore the verb. On the other hand, if we take the behaviour of pronominal objects 
with respect to the verb, we will notice that up to I 00% of the total of them pre 
cede the verb; in the second place is the text of OHG Tatian that has around 70% 
of pronominal objects occurring before the verb. As to the behaviour of nominal 
objects, it can be seen that in both OE and the runic periods I and II, out of the to 
tal of nominal objects, there are around 60% of them that precede the verb. In the 
second place, after OE, with respect to that, is OHG Tatian again, where around 
30% of nominal objects go before the verb. As to the V2 and the SV2-within-V2 
phenomena in dependent clauses there are no striking correspondences between 
the runic inscriptions and the biblical texts that we analysed. Tatian seems to be 
the closest to the runic inscriptions with respect to that, but the correspondence is 
not very striking. 

3. Conclusions 

On the basis of our analysis we can therefore propose the following character 
istics for the Proto-Germanic word order: 
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in main clauses: 
it was predominantly VO 
pronominal objects occurred a lot more often before the verb than nominal 
objects 
there was a general tendency towards the loss of the OV patterns and an in 
crease of the SV2-within-V2 patterns 
pronominal objects tended to stay longer before the verb than nominal objects 
when the language was changing towards VO 

in dependent clauses: 
it was predominantly OV 
up to I 00% of pronominal objects preceded the verb 
much more nominal objects preceded the verb than in main clauses 
the loss of the OV patterns was much slower than in main clauses 
nominal objects were more likely to be arranged according to the VO pattern 
than were pronominal objects 
there was a general tendency towards the loss of OV patterns and the increase 
of SV2-within-V2 patterns 

What is innovative in our analysis is that Proto-Germanic main clauses were 
predominantly VO, which fact stands in opposition to the opinions generally ex 
pressed in the literature concerning historical linguistics. We should not, however, 
be surprised by the results of our analysis because the VO word order configura 
tion is more iconic and easier to process. Moreover, it always appears in language 
contact situations, which testifies to the fact that it is primary and more natural. 

According to Kiparsky (1995) the Proto-lndo-European was a paratactic lan 
guage. Therefore, if it was a paratactic language, then it was in a less advanced 
syntactic stage and this, in turn, probably implies that it was basically VO. Later 
on, in the Proto-Germanic period, the language became more advanced from the 
syntactic point of view, and dependent clauses proper started to develop. More 
over, dependent clauses started to be governed by their own principles, and in 
consequence they were arranged differently from main clauses. For example, the 
inflected verb usually went towards the end of the dependent clause, which con 
sequently resulted in OV word order patterns, whereas the main clause word order 
was still VO. If we assume that it is main clauses that are mostly used in a lan 
guage, we could safely say that Proto-Germanic was a VO language, and in this 
sense its word order was a continuation of Proto-Indo-European. Afterwards, at 
the end of the Proto-Germanic period, and the beginning of the Old English pe 
riod, dependent clauses were more and more common and they developed more 
and more OV word orders, which undoubtedly influenced the main clauses, and 
they, in turn, also started to develop OV word order configurations. However, it 
does not change the fact that Proto-Germanic was a VO language previous to 
that, especially as far as the position of the verb with respect to the object is con 
cerned. 
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