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1. INTRODUCTION 

In none of the Modern Germanic standard languages are thematic null subjects 
allowed.  
 
(1:1) a. Her *(I) do not know. 
 b. Henne känner *(jag) inte. (Swedish) 
 b. Sie kenne *(ich) nicht.  (Standard German) 
 c. Ekki þekki *(ég) hana.  (Icelandic) 
   
This observation led Jaeggli & Safir (1989:33) and Rohrbacher (1999:251ff) to 
the assumption that thematic null subjects as such are incompatible with V2-
word order. One of the main points of this book is to demonstrate that this 
conjecture is erroneous. Although thematic null subjects do not appear in the 
contemporary standard Germanic languages, they are attested in the Old 
Germanic languages (cf. Sigurðsson 1993, van Gelderen 2000, xxxx, Fuß 2005, 
Håkansson 2008, Schlachter 2012 etc.) as well as in a number of Modern 
Germanic vernaculars (cf. Hoekstra 1997, Rosenkvist 2010, Axel & Weiß 2010, 
2011 and Fuß 2011 for discussions about thematic null subjects in Western 
Germanic). The language varieties that constitute the empirical core of this book 
are: Old English, Old High German, Old Icelandic and Old Swedish; Zürich 
German, Bavarian, Schwabian, Frisian, Yiddish and Övdalian. 

In most of the recent contributions to the scholarly discussion about null 
subjects (such as Holmberg 2005, Ackema et al 2006, Frascarelli 2007, Barbosa 
2009, Cole 2009, 2010, Biberauer et al 2010, Sigurðsson 2011 etc.), Germanic 
null subjects are conspicuously absent, perhaps due to the influential statements 
by Jaeggli & Safir (1989) and Rohrbacher (1999), perhaps due to the lack of 
accessible data. Hence, this book has two additional purposes: to present and 
discuss thematic null subjects in Germanic languages, from a generative 
syntactic viewpoint, and to point at an interesting field of research which, I 
think, has been insufficiently explored. This is unfortunate, because, being 
languages with relatively rigid word order, varieties of Old and Modern 
Germanic allow for a degree of syntactic clarity that is not always feasible in for 
instance Romance languages. 
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Although this study is primarily data-driven, I will also attend to some 
theoretical issues that are of importance in the generative research program – but 
in many cases I will identify problems without being able to solve them 
decisively. The main contribution of the present work is not intended to be the 
furthering of current generative theorizing about null subjects, but rather to 
supply new data that may inspire other researchers to develop fresh hypotheses 
and initiate novel studies. 

Furthermore, the diachronic development of the Germanic languages are 
better documented than for instance the history of Finnish, a language which has 
had some impact on the generative discourse on null subjects, in the wake of e.g. 
Holmberg (2005). For this reason, the Germanic languages also offer 
possibilities to track the development of thematic null subjects in detail, 
searching for answers to central questions such as: In which syntactic 
configurations do they appear? How do the null subjects correlate with 
agreement?  

Yet another reason for initiating research into Germanic languages is that a 
number of the modern Germanic vernaculars recently have been documented in 
various projects on dialect syntax. Two examples are the SAND-project, that has 
focused on dialects in the Netherlands and the ScanDiaSyn-project, that has 
mapped dialects in Scandinavia. At present, it is possible to utilize the resulting 
databases in the search for various syntactic phenomena. Also other corpora 
have recently been published on the Internet, such as the Corpus of Modern 
Yiddish and the Icelandic Parsed Historical Corpus, which provide new research 
opportunities for linguists with varying interests. All electronic resources that 
have been utilized are presented in the various subsections, and they are of 
course also included in the references, where the URLs are provided. 

This book is organized as follows. Chapter 2 gives an overview of the 
research background, discussing different types of null subjects (in 2.2) and 
current approaches to null thematic subjects (2.3). A vital factor for the licensing 
of null subjects is verb agreement; in section 2.4, the notion of distinct 
agreement is discussed and defined. Chapters 3 and 4 deal with thematic null 
subjects in Old and Modern Germanic, respectively, although they are organized 
differently. Beginning with a background to Old Germanic (section 3.1), the 
third chapter then continues with data from Old English (3.2), Old High German 
(3.3), Old Icelandic (3.4), and Old Swedish (3.5). In these sections, earlier 
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approaches to null thematic subjects are also presented and discussed. The 
chapter ends with a concluding discussion (3.6), where the common properties 
of the thematic null subjects in Old Germanic is attended to. In this section, I 
also develop a hypothesis concerning the loss of thematic null subjects in Old 
Germanic. 

Chapter 4 is organized thematically, according to grammatical issues that are 
of relevance in the study of null thematic subjects. After a short introduction, the 
Modern Germanic vernaculars are presented in brief (in 4.2), and then a number 
of salient aspects of these thematic null subjects in the respective language 
varieties are presented and discussed: the correspondence with verb agreement 
(4.3), person reference (4.4), distribution in main and embedded clauses (4.5), 
and, finally, the differences pertaining to frequency and pragmatic properties 
between overt and null subjects (4.6). The chapter is concluded in section 4.7, 
where the thematic null subjects’ morphosyntactic similarities in the Modern 
Germanic vernaculars are further investigated, and where the emergence of 
thematic null subjects in Modern Germanic is discussed in depth. 

The data that are presented in this book have, I argue, repercussions for most 
theories about null subjects in the generative framework. In chapter 5, I propose 
that a diachronic view is essential when trying to understand the contemporary 
syntax of thematic null subjects (5.1), and that there are several ways in which 
thematic null subjects can develop, and accordingly also a number of syntactic 
possibilities for languages to accommodate thematic null subjects (5.2.). 

Chapter 6 concludes the book – here a short summary and some final remarks 
of a more general character can be found. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	 4	

2. OVERVIEW 

2.1. Introduction 
	
Not finished. 
 

2.2. Different types of null subjects 
	

In a specific language, certain types of subjects may be omitted whereas others 
must always be pronounced, and, additionally, some positions may allow null 
subjects whereas subjects cannot be null in other structural configurations. As 
the topic of this work only is null thematic subjects, it is necessary to define 
which types of null subjects and which empty syntactic positions that do not 
qualify as true null thematic subjects. 

Subject pronouns were divided into three groups by Chomsky (1981), 
depending on their argument status and referentiality. Falk (1993) suggested 
separate terms for the two types of non-referential subjects (see table 2.1), and 
argued “The history of Swedish gives, in fact, strong evidence for this typology, 
since the three types of subjects show different patterns of development” (Falk 
1993:67). Impersonal subjects do not naturally fall into any of these categories, 
but Sigurðsson (1989:161ff) did for instance analyse impersonal subjects as 
referential. However, null impersonal pronouns are still understudied, in 
comparison with other types of null subjects: “Little is yet known about the 
distribution of silent impersonals, both cross-linguistically and internal to 
individual languages [...]” (Sigurðsson & Egerland 2009:182). 

In feature-based versions of generative grammar (following Chomsky 1995 
and subsequent works), argumenthood and referentiality are out-of-date notions, 
but the division of subjects that is illustrated in table 2.1 is still an operational 
categorization.  
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Table	2.1.	Division	of	subjects	in	different	types.	

type	of	subject	 argumental?	 referential?	 example	

referential	 +	 +	 She	is	running.	

quasi-argumental	 +	 -	 It	is	raining.	

expletive	 -	 -	 There	is	a	cat	in	the	garden.	

impersonal	 ?	 ?	 One	is	not	allowed	to	smoke	here.	

	

In the current study, the focus is on null thematic (i.e., referential) subjects, 
although impersonal subjects are mentioned in some sections. Quasi-argumental 
and expletive null subjects are however not included (cf. Abraham 1993 for a 
study of non-referential subjects in the history of German, Biberauer 2010 for a 
recent analysis of null expletives, and Sigurðsson & Egerland 2009 for an 
overview of (null) impersonal subjects).  

In many non-NSLs, subjects can still be null in clause-initial position. 
Mörnsjö (2002) showed that in Swedish, a notorious non-NSL, subjects and 
objects can be deleted from Spec-CP as long as there is an antecedent in the 
discourse which can be used to reconstruct the missing subject (see example 
2:1).1 
	

(2:1) - Kan du mata katten? (Swedish) 
  can you.SG feed cat.DEF 
 ‘Can you feed the cat?’ 
  
 - Har redan gjort det. 
  have already done that 
 ‘I have already done that.’ 
 

The type of subject omission that is demonstrated in (2:1) is known as topic 
drop.  

Likewise, subjects are often unpronounced in coordinations (2:2), and in short 
texts in diaries and on postcards (2:3) (cf. Haegeman 1990). 
 

	
1  In the English translations of the examples, subjects that correspond to unpronounced 
subjects in the source language are in bold. 
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(2:2) Harry fed the cat and then (he) went to school. 
 
(2:3) a. (I) Felt rather well yesterday evening. 
 

 b. (We) Are having a really great time! 
 

The omitted subjects in (2:1, 2:2 and 2:3) can all be interpreted, because overt 
subjects are present in the discourse, or because the person reference falls out 
from the genre – the writer of the diary or the sender of the postcard. In this 
study, null subjects of the types illustrated above will not be considered further. 
Only so-called genuine pro-drop (Sigurðsson 1993:247), i.e. thematic subjects 
that are omitted from syntactic configurations that disallow topic drop or 
coordination deletion, such as non-coordinated null subjects in embedded 
clauses and null subjects in non-initial positions in main clauses, will be taken 
into account. The discussion whether a null subject is a genuine pro, in 
Sigurðsson’s terms, or some form of topic drop, will however be pertinent 
throughout chapter 3, in the account of null subjects in Old Germanic. 

2.3. Generative research about null subjects – a brief background 
	
In most of the world´s languages, referential subjects may in general be omitted 
(Gilligan 1987). Rizzi (1982, 1986) suggested that in null subject languages 
(NSLs), the subject role is fulfilled by a null pronoun (pro), which must be 
licensed and identified. Licensing decides which syntactic configurations allow 
pro and identification recreates the semantic content of the omitted subject, 
typically by “strong” or “rich” verb agreement (cf. Vikner 1995, 1997, 
Rohrbacher 1999), the idea being that the content of a null subject can only be 
reconstructed if the specific person/number-combination of the subject is 
reflected by agreement on the finite verb (or elsewhere in the clause). In a 
language with “weak” verb agreement on the other hand, only non-specific (i.e. 
non-referential) subjects may be omitted. Hence, a strict implication follows 
from Rizzi´s hypothesis: any language allowing thematic null subjects will also 
allow non-referential null subjects. This implication is still quite vigorous – it is 
e.g. restated by Roberts & Holmberg (2010:8). However, as pointed out by 
Holmberg (2005), an expletive subject is sometimes required in Finnish, a 
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language with thematic null subjects, and Rosenkvist (2010:236) shows that also 
Övdalian allows thematic null subjects but not expletive null subjects (see 
section xxx). 

Furthermore, partial and asymmetrical NSLs have called into question the 
simple division into NSLs and non-NSLs. In a partial NSL such as Hebrew or 
Finnish, for instance, null subjects only appear in certain person/number 
combinations (see Shlonsky 2009, Holmberg & Sheehan 2010), and in 
asymmetric NSLs (as for example Arabic, cf. Alexiadou 2006), null subjects can 
only appear in certain positions in the clause.  

A significant factor for the identification of null subjects is thus agreement 
(Taraldsen 1978, Jaeggli & Safir 1989:26ff). 2  Borer (1986) suggests that 
agreeing affixes may actually function as subjects per se, being ‘I-subjects’. 
This proposal has become a standard analysis: “Indeed, the possibility of null 
subjects in a given language has been generally attributed to the pronominal 
character of its agreement morphology” (Frascarelli 2007:692). More recently, 
proposals in the same vein have been made by Platzack (2004), Koeneman 
(2006), Barbosa (2009), Roberts (2010), and Sigurðsson (2011). 

Languages with “weak” or no verb agreement that nonetheless allow null 
subjects, such as Mandarin (Huang 1984), constitute a problem for Rizzi´s 
hypothesis. Jaeggli & Safir (1989:36ff) discuss the possibility that pro in such 
languages is controlled by a clause-external antecedent and is interpreted by 
feature inheritance, following Huang (1984) and Borer (1986). Modern versions 
of this idea have been put forth by for example Frascarelli (2007), Cole (2009, 
2010) and Sigurðsson (2011).  

In current versions of generative grammar (Chomsky 1995, 2001, 2005), the 
subject role cannot be fulfilled by an unrealized pronoun (pro) that is identified 
by agreement on the finite verb, since syntactic φ-features only are interpretable 
on a DP/NP. Hence, φ-features on a verb are uninterpretable and must be valued 
and deleted in the course of the syntactic derivation. Indeed, Holmberg (2005) 
emphasizes that  
	

	

	
2 Roberts & Holmberg (2010:3) underlines that this is a venerable generalization that goes 
back at least to Apollonius Dyscolus, a 2nd century grammarian at the library in Alexandria. 
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The theory of pro [...] cannot be maintained in a theory making the distinction between 
interpretable and uninterpretable features that plays a crucial role in Chomsky 1995: 
chapter 4 and subsequent work by Chomsky and others. Holmberg (2005:536) 

	

Several linguists have therefore suggested new analyses (as has been mentioned 
above), departing either from Borer´s (1986) pronominal affix-hypothesis (ʻI-
subject’), and/or from the assumption that null subjects may in some way be 
identified via antecedents in the discourse, the two main approaches in current 
theorizing about null subjects. 

In a recent paper, Cole (2010:281) assumes that thematic null subjects must be 
recovered both by agreement and by antecedents; in any NSL, a null subject 
must be identified by an antecedent as well as by morphologically maximal 
agreement (i.e., as much agreement as is present in the language). Contextual 
strength/weakness in conjunction with agreement decide whether null subjects 
are possible or not, and the result is that there are three types of languages: 
contextually weak languages without null subjects (such as Norwegian, English 
and Icelandic), contextually strong languages where null subjects occur in 
conjunction with maximal agreement (Spanish, Bengali, Irish etc.) and 
contextually strong languages without agreement, such as Thai, Chinese, 
Japanese etc., where null subjects are allowed (Cole 2010:303). It may be noted 
that the contextual condition overrides agreement; Icelandic has rich agreement 
but since it is contextually weak, it nevertheless does not allow thematic null 
subjects in its grammar. Cole furthermore assumes that 1p and 2p null subjects 
are more accessible than 3p, 1p and 2p subjects being speech act participants 
SAPs), following Ariel’s (1990) Accessibility Theory. 

Likewise, Holmberg (2010) argues that null subjects can be derived in two 
different fashions. 

 
One of the theses argued for in this chapter is that there are two ways to derive null 
subjects: one is by means of incorporation of a subject pronoun in T. In this case the 
null subject is a deleted copy in a chain headed by T. Definite null subjects can be 
derived in this way in consistent NSLs only. The other is by deletion of a pronoun in 
SpecTP, subject to control from a higher clause. This is the only way that definite null 
subjects can be derived in partial NSLs. (Holmberg 2010:89) 
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Holmberg (2010) puts forth that null subjects in consistent NSLs are not DPs, 
but ϕPs, lacking a D-feature. This feature is supplied by a D-feature in T which 
merges with the subject ϕP, and the resulting null subject is accordingly 
interpreted as definite. In non-consistent NSLs, T has no D-feature, and 
consequently all ϕPs will be indefinite, unless they are controlled by a definite 
antecedent. 

Also Sigurðsson (2011) proposes that there are two ways in which languages 
can accommodate null subjects. In line with Borer (1986), he claims that in 
acknowledged NSLs such as e.g. Italian, the agreement affixes on the finite verb 
function as a subject (being, in fact, incorporated pronouns). As affixal subjects, 
they are incorporated in T, but they are still visible across clause-boundaries just 
as regular overt pronouns. Topic-dropped null arguments (as well as overt 
pronouns) in non-agreeing languages are on the other hand identified via a 
C/Edge-linker in the C-domain (cf. Frascarelli 2007). Through context scanning, 
the C/Edge-linker connects with a clause-external antecedent that decides the 
reference of the null pronoun. Importantly, Sigurðsson (2011:283) claims that 
1p and 2p pronouns need no such antecedent, being SAPs, while 3p null subjects 
always need to be successfully linked to an antecedent, regardless of the 
“richness” of agreement. 

 
Since 1st and 2nd person are inherently C/edge-linked, this simply says that Italian Ø–
Tϕ must either be a 1st or 2nd person pronoun or be a C/edge-linked (A-Top-linked) 3rd 
person pronoun, which is precisely the claim made by Frascarelli (2007). (Sigurðsson 
2011:283) 

	
Importantly, though, the Italian type of null subject highlights the fact that not only ϕ-
silent arguments but also Ø–Tϕ [i.e., pronominal agreement] and other ϕ-visible 
pronouns need to be successfully C/edge-linked. (Sigurðsson 2011:286) 

	
It follows that if access to the C/Edge-linker in the C-domain is blocked by an 
overt constituent in SpecCP, topic drop in e.g. Swedish is not possible. 
However, since the agreement affixes in languages such as Italian are in fact 
visible (affixal) pronouns, they do not depend on antecedents for the provision 
of φ-features, but they still must be C/Edge-linked. 

Schematically, the proposals regarding identification presented by Cole 
(2010), Holmberg (2010), and Sigurðsson (2011:283) can be illustrated as in 
Figure 1 (disregarding the differences in analytical details).  
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Figure	2.1.	Two	types	of	identification	of	null	subjects.	

	

A null subject can be identified syntactically, by clause-internal (as shown with 
the square brackets in Figure 1) agreement, that either causes the subject 
pronoun to delete or that itself is a subject pronoun, or contextually, by a clause-
external antecedent. In the first case, we expect the (affixal) subject to merge 
internally to T, along with the agreeing element, due to EPP-movement or, 
alternatively, that there must be a (visible) Agree-relation between the agreeing 
element and the null subject in TP, where the interpretable φ-features are 
deleted. In both of these scenarios, there is an intimate relation between the 
agreeing element (the finite verb, in general), and the subject, and this relation 
can be expected to be overtly visible as adjacency. A null subject can also be 
identified via an antecedent in the context, or be controlled by an antecedent in a 
preceding clause. Then, no such relation between the subject and the finite verb 
is necessary, and neither are the subject and the agreeing element required to 
appear in any specific syntactic positions, determined by the necessity to agree. 
In stead, we expect to find contextually identified null subjects only in structural 
positions where an appropriate antecedent is available. In this case, it is access 
to a clause-external antecedent that is essential, not the relation to agreement. 

As pointed out by Sigurðsson (2011:279f), the two types of identification 
often interact. In Icelandic (see also section 3.3 below), verb agreement is non-
interpretable and no null subjects appear. Still, Icelandic verb agreement is 
distinct in parts of the inflection paradigm. Hence, if a 1pl subject is topic-

ANTECEDENT	 AGREEMENT	NULL	SUBJECT	[	 ]	
contextual	
identificatio

n	

syntactic	
identificatio

n	
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dropped, it must be identified through a context linker, but the identification is at 
the same time also constrained by the verb form (see example 2:4, which is 
taken from Sigurðsson 2011:280). 

 
(2:4) Liggjum bara á ströndinni. 
 lie1pl only on beach-the 
 ’We are only lying on the beach.’ 
 
Another relevant case is 3p null pronouns in for instance Spanish. According to 
Sigurðsson (2011), these pronouns are incorporated in T and visible as 3p-
agreement on the finite verb. However, there is a salient difference between the 
verb inflection for 3pl (in general -an or -en) and the 3pl pronouns ellos and 
ellas; the pronouns, but not the verb form, are marked for gender (masculine and 
feminine, respectively). Gender is also reflected in predicative adjectives, as in 
example (2:5). 
 
(2:5) Son largos/largas. 
 are3pl tall.pl.masc./tall.pl.fem. 
 ’They are tall.’ 
 
Given that the predicative adjectives agree in gender, although gender features 
are not expressed by the supposedly incorporated subject pronoun, we must 
conclude that the agreeing adjective is controlled by an antecedent from outside 
of the clause, perhaps mediated by the subject in T. However, this phenomenon 
can also be seen as an indication that there actually is a regular null subject 
pronoun, a pro, in the clause (contra the affixal subject-hypothesis).  

In the following section, I will argue that there is an alternative explanation 
for the person bias that has been observed and accounted for by Cole (2010) and 
Sigurðsson (2011), relating to the matter of “rich” verb agreement. 

2.4. Distinct agreement 
 
In consistent NSLs, verbs in general agree with subject pronouns, and this 
feature has for long been assumed to be the foremost cause for covert subjects. 
However, the exact breaking point is still a matter of dispute: how “rich” must 
agreement be to license thematic null subjects (cf. Vikner 1995, 1997; 
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Rohrbacher 1999; Koeneman 2006, Cole 2009, 2010 etc.)? In most attempts to 
specify “richness” of agreement, the inflectional system of the finite verb in 
each particular language is looked upon as a discrete system. For instance, Cole 
(2009, 2010) claims that agreement must be as strong as possible in any specific 
language in order to license null subjects. 

 
	

Effectively what one can say is that every language has its own morphological 
maximality in terms of subject agreement. A null thematic subject can occur provided 
that, in the first instance, subject verb agreement is unique up to the point of 
morphological maximality. (Cole 2009:578) 

	
In a language such as Tarifit, where verbs may agree for person, number and 
gender, only verb forms that display all of these features allow null subjects. But 
if maximal verb agreement does not supply all identifying features, the 
remaining features must be recovered contextually, by an antecedent, according 
to Cole (2009, 2010). Still, Cole (2009:579) observes a problem in Arabic, a 
language in which 1sg and 1pl verb forms do not agree for gender, in contrast 
with the forms for 2p and 3p: 
 

In Arabic, morphological maximality is represented by person, number and gender. This 
creates a slight problem since, in this language, gender is only morphologically 
recovered in the second and third person singular and plural. The concept therefore 
needs some modification to allow null subjects to occur in the 1st person singular and 
plural without agreement for that person being specified for gender. (Cole 2009:579) 

 
Cole’s problem is however at least partially caused by the sole focus on verb 
agreement. A question that Cole (2009, 2010) and, in fact, most linguists having 
dealt with “rich” agreement, fails to ask is: what is it that needs to be identified? 
In the case of Arabic, there is no verb agreement for gender in 1p, as observed 
by Cole, but gender agreement for 1p would be superfluous in Arabic, since the 
1p pronouns do not express gender; 1sg is ana (‘I’) and 1pl is nahnu (‘we’). If 
the null subjects in Arabic are null versions of the regular null subjects, we 
accordingly would not expect gender agreement in 1p. In fact, a gender agreeing 
verb form for 1p would have no interpretable features on a nominal head to 
agree with, and would consequently lead to a crash of the derivation. However, 
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the pronouns for 2p and 3p all express gender features – there are masculine and 
feminine forms both in the singular and in the plural. 

Roberts (2010:59) states, “We can think of identification as a process whereby 
the values of the pro’s features are assigned.” However, Roberts does not 
consider the overt subject pronouns’ respective φ-features, which presumably 
match the features of the corresponding null subjects. If a null pronoun’s 
features are to be recovered, one must, I suggest, first determine which features 
the overt pronoun is characterized by. This issue is especially salient in a great 
deal of the languages which have played a prominent role in the debate about 
null subjects (Italian, Spanish etc.), since in these languages, where the finite 
verbs agree in number and person, some pronouns express a gender feature 
whereas other pronouns do not. For instance, the Spanish pronoun ellos (‘they’ 
masc.) has the following φ-features: plural, third person, masculine. As 
illustrated in example (2:5), the corresponding verb form is only marked for 
number (plural) and person (third), but not for gender, and hence the verb form 
cannot supply any gender feature to aid the identification of the null subject. 
This fact has gone unnoticed in most recent accounts of null subjects. For 
instance, in her detailed exploration of the properties of Italian 3sg null subjects, 
Frascarelli (2007) does not mention gender at all. Accordingly, in a language 
such as Spanish, we can say that agreement for 1sg is able to fully recover the 
corresponding pronoun (yo ‘I’), since both forms express the same set of φ-
features (number and person) and the same values of these features (singular and 
first). Hence, syntactic identification of 1sg null subjects is feasible in Spanish. 

If there is such a complete match between the φ-features that are expressed by 
the agreeing verb form and the φ-features that are expressed by the subject 
pronoun, verb agreement will be considered distinct in the remainder of this 
work. Distinct agreement (DA) is defined in more formal terms in (2:6). 

 
(2:6) Verb agreement is distinct iff 
 

a. a specific verb form (Fa) and a pronoun (P) express the same set of φ-features 
b. F and P have the same values for φ 

 c. only Fa match the values for P. 
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The condition in (2:6c) excludes syncretic forms in the verb inflection paradigm 
from being distinct. Crucially, I will assume that also infinitival verbs are 
included among the relevant verb forms (following Vikner 1995, 1997).   

In table 2.2, the feature correlation in Spanish is illustrated. The shaded cells 
denote the features expressed by finite verbs (present tense indicative), in 
comparison with the personal pronouns (full forms, nominative; polite forms are 
not included). Only in cases where the shading coincides with the pronouns, 
verb agreement is distinct (and the pronouns are then set in capitals). 
 
Table 2.2. Feature correlation in Spanish. 

 number person gender 

1sg  YO  

2sg  TÚ  

3sg.m   él 

3sg.f   ella 

3sg.n   ello 

1pl.m   nosotros 

1pl.f   nosotras 

2pl.m   vosotros 

2pl.f   vosotras 

3pl.m   ellos 

3pl.f   ellas 

 
As illustrated in table 2.2., we only find distinct agreement in 1sg and 2sg in 
Spanish. Assuming that null subject pronouns express the very same φ-features 
as their overt counterparts do, and the same values of these features, all other 
pronouns than yo and tú must hence be recovered also be means not relating to 
verb agreement in order to be fully identified – i.e., contextual identification is 
required. The other null subject pronouns must be linked to an antecedent, as 
proposed by Frascarelli (2007) for Italian 3sg null subjects and, more generally, 
by for instance Cole (2009, 2010) and Sigurðsson (2011).  

Sigurðsson (2011) also suggests that 1p and 2p subject pronouns have a 
special status, being SAPs (as mentioned above), but the notion of DA may shed 
some new light on this issue, since many languages have gender marking on 3p 
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pronouns, but not on 1p and 2p pronouns. In such languages, one would of 
course expect 3p null subject pronouns to behave differently, but not due to the 
fact that they do not refer to SAPs, but to the fact that the corresponding verb-
agreement is non-distinct. Following this line of thought, one may conclude that 
there are two ways in which diachronic change can affect DA: changes in the 
agreement pattern of the finite verb or changes in the paradigm of personal 
pronouns. As is demonstrated in section 4.6, both of these types of change have 
been instrumental in the emergence of null thematic subjects in the modern 
Germanic languages. 

The argumentation in this section will be of some importance in the following 
chapters – especially in chapter 4, where null subjects in modern Germanic are 
discussed. But also in the following chapter, where the topic is null subjects in 
Old Germanic, DA will be an essential concept. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



	 16	

3. NULL SUBJECTS IN OLD GERMANIC 

3.1. Introduction 
	
The Old Germanic (OG) languages that are discussed in this chapter are Old 
High German (OHG), Old English (OE), Old Icelandic (OI) and Old Swedish 
(OS).3 In spite of the similar designations, these languages were in usage during 
different periods of time. OE and OHG are approximately 500 years older than 
OI and OS. At about the time when OE and OHG are developing into later 
language varieties (Middle English and Middle High German, respectively), OI 
and OS first appear in texts written with the Latin script. A rough outline of the 
chronological relations can be found in table 3:1. 
	
Table	3:1.	Old	Germanic	timeline.	
language/period	 600	 700	 800	 900	 1000	 1100	 1200	 1300	 1400	 1500	
Old	English	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Old	High	German	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Old	Icelandic	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	
Old	Swedish	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	

	
As for OE and OHG, there are a handful of earlier runic inscriptions, but longer 
coherent texts, which constitute a prerequisite for syntactic studies, first appear 
around 650 and 750.  

The exact division of each OG language in different periods is of course a 
matter of continuous dispute. The traditional dating is often based on extant 
texts, the preservation of which into modern times is quite coincidental. For 
instance, the oldest preserved OS manuscript is Äldre Västgötalagen (‘The Old 
Westro-Gothic Law’), which was written around 1225. For this reason, the Old 
Swedish period is assumed to commence then, although the fact that the 
language of that time happened to be documented in the Latin alphabet certainly 
does not imply that there was any radical shift in the spoken language which 
could justify a linguistic division between Runic Swedish and Old Swedish at 

	
3 In his introduction to the OG languages, Robinson (1992) includes Gothic, Old Norse, Old 
Saxon, Old English, Old Frisian, Old Low Franconian and Old High German. Old Norse 
corresponds to North Germanic, which later developed into East (Insular) and West 
(Mainland) Scandinavian, but Old Norse and Old Icelandic are often used interchangeably. 
Old Saxon is another term for Old Low German or Old Dutch. 
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that exact year. Similar considerations naturally apply also for the dating of OE, 
OHG and OI. 

Null thematic subjects can be attested in all of these OG languages, and, 
interestingly, the null subjects also disappear within the timespan illustrated in 
table 3:1. The exception is Icelandic, where null subjects continued to be a 
grammatical option until the 19th century. 

The Old Germanic languages are syntactically similar, and it has even been 
claimed that Old English, Old Icelandic, Old High German etc. should be 
considered mere dialects of one and the same language: 

I am proposing in this book that it is appropriate to think of a single Old Germanic 
language with dialects of Old English, Old Icelandic, Old High German and others. 
(Davis 2006:15). 

	
The survey of the properties of null subjects in OG that is presented in the 
subsections below gives partial support to the assumption presented by Davis 
(2006); the resemblance between these languages is in this particular respect 
quite remarkable. It is however important to point out that although null 
thematic subjects do appear in OE, OHG, OI and OS, it is by no means certain 
that all of the OG languages share this property. In a study of Old Frisian syntax, 
de Haan (2010:53) states that there were few null subjects in Old Frisian, 
showing with examples that even expletive subjects were overt, as a rule. 

Traditionally it is claimed that in the older stages of the Germanic languages, the subject 
need not be lexically realized. Although subjectless sentences do occur in Old Frisian, it 
is normally the case that subjects are overtly expressed. (de Haan 2010:53) 

	
Yet again, the possibility of thematic null subjects in OE was for a long time 

denied (the issue is still somewhat controversial), and hence the existence, 
frequence and syntactic distribution of thematic null subjects in any given OG 
language variety should be seen as an unexplored research possibility as long as 
no contemporary, comprehensive, and syntactically informed study has been 
conducted.  

A substantial part of all OG texts are translations from Latin (or, rather, 
Germanic versions of Latin texts). Since Latin is a classic null subject language, 
the hypothesis that the OG null subjects are instances of loan syntax may seem 
plausible (cf. Eggenberger 1961:167, who claims that the closer to Latin an 
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OHG text is, the higher the ratio of null subjects). This hypothesis is discussed 
and convincingly rejected by van Gelderen (2000:132ff) as well as by Axel 
(2007:319ff; see also Schlachter 2012:157–158). One of the issues Axel 
underlines is that there are distinct, language-specific morphosyntactic 
restrictions for null subjects in OHG. 

One serious problem of the loan-syntax approach is that even though it may be possible 
to envisage a situation where a feature of a foreign-language source is consistently 
‚copied’ into the target language, it is hard to explain why this copying process should 
be banned from specific morphosyntactic environments defined by the target language. 
(Axel 2007:319) 

	
The idea that the Latin source has influenced the syntax of the target languages 
has been discussed also for OI and OS (cf. Wollin 2009, 2011, for instance), but 
since the earliest texts in these cases mostly consist of sagas and provincial laws, 
which are supposed to be more or less autochtonic, the problem has not been as 
salient as for OE and OHG. 

Another possible Germanic null subject language for which the loan syntax 
hypothesis has been intensively discussed is Gothic (see Schlachter 2012:161ff). 
The Gothic Bible, the only comprehensive Gothic text, was written by the 
Visigothic bishop Wulfila during the 4th century AD, and it is preserved in 
manuscripts from the 5th and 6th centuries AD (the most prominent being Codex 
Argentus, one of the treasures of the university library in Uppsala). In Wulfila’s 
Bible, subject pronouns are in general omitted, a syntactic feature which either 
may be caused by influence from the Greek source text (which has not been 
preserved) or which may be an inherent property of Gothic. For instance, 
Abraham (1993:121) and Ferraresi (2005:47) claim that Gothic without doubt is 
a null subject language, due to the richness of its verbal agreement system, while 
Hopper (1975:31f) argues that the null subjects in Gothic were caused by 
influence from Greek and Latin: 

In the early Germanic languages the use of a pronominal subject was probably usual; 
the omission of the pronoun is sporadic in original texts, especially poetic ones, and it is 
only in works which adhere closely to a Greek or Latin model that the subject is 
frequently left unexpressed. In Gothic, as Meillet has shown there are many examples of 
pronouns added against the Vorlage, but almost no places where the translator has failed 
to render a Greek pronoun. (Hopper 1975:31-32; quoted from Schlachter 2012:161) 
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A compromise between these two opinions is represented by Fertig (2000), who 
claims that in Gothic, null subject pronouns were predominantly used with topic 
antecedents, while pronouns with non-topic antecedents were overt. Similar 
findings have been reported by Frascarelli (2007) for modern Italian (see chapter 
2).  

The ancient language of Gothic constitutes a challenge for contemporary 
syntacticians, primarily due to the paucity of texts. The selection of OG 
languages to include in this chapter depends upon the availability of sufficiently 
rich source material, which has allowed for and facilitated detailed studies of 
each particular language, with a focus on null subjects, as mentioned in the 
introduction (chapter 1). For this reason, Old Frisian, Old Saxon and Old Danish 
are for instance not included.  

In the remainder of this chapter, I present and discuss relevant data 
concerning thematic null subjects in OE, OHG, OI and OS in separate sections 
(sections 3.1–3.4). Previous studies by van Gelderen (2000, xxxx), Axel (2007), 
Schlachter (2012), Sigurdsson (1993) and Håkansson (2008) constitute the 
foundation for what is presented in the respective sections. 

The chapter is concluded with a section where the linguistic properties of the 
null subjects in the OG languages are compared (section 3.5) and a summarizing 
discussion (section 3.6). 

3.2. Null subjects in Old English 
	

The presence of thematic null subjects in Old English (OE) is somewhat 
controversial.  On the one hand, Hulk & van Kemenade (1995:245) explicitly 
state that there are no such null subjects in OE: “The phenomenon of referential 
pro-drop does not exist in OE.” On the other hand, Mitchell (1985) discusses 
subject pronouns in OE and comes to the conclusion that “[...] a subject pronoun 
need not be expressed” (Mitchell 1985 I:109) and that “This non-expression of a 
pronoun subject which can be supplied from a preceding clause must be 
accepted as idiomatic OE” (Mitchell 1985 I:633). Furthermore, there are a 
number of traditional linguistic studies discussing OE subject pronouns, overt 
and covert, in various texts, such as Pogatscher (1901), Berndt (1956) and 
Visser (1963–1973). Drawing on these earlier works (among others), van 
Gelderen (2000:149, 2011) concludes that thematic null subjects were relatively 
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common in OE, especially in the earlier stages of the language. In late OE, null 
subjects are getting increasingly infrequent, and no, or very few, null subjects 
are attested in Middle English. 

An example of a null subject in OE is presented in (3:1). It is taken from 
Beowulf (van Gelderen 2000:127). 
	
(3:1) Sona þæt gesawon  
 soon that saw 
 ‘Soon they saw that’ 
	
In the example in (3:1), the unexpressed subject cannot be assumed to be an 
instance of topic drop, since the clause initial position is unavailable. Likewise, 
thematic null subjects also appeared in OE embedded clauses, as shown by the 
examples in (3:2), which are taken from van Gelderen (2011), quoting 
Pogatscher (1901:176). Also these examples come from Beowulf. 
 
(3:2) a. þæt ic gumcystum godne funde beaga bryttan breac þonne moste  
  that I manly-virtue good found ring dispenser enjoyed as-long could  
  `that I found a noble bestower of rings and enjoyed it as long as I could.’  
 
 b. swylcum gifeþe bið þæt þone hilderæs hal gedigeð   
  such given be that the battle-storm unhurt endure 
  `May it be that he will withstand unhurt the heat of the battle.’  
 
Topic drop is of course not possible from embedded clauses, in general, and 
since both of the embedded clauses in (3:2) furthermore are verb-final, they do 
not constitute any main clause (i.e., V2 or root) contexts, from which topic drop 
arguably could be assumed to be possible. These examples also demonstrate 
clearly that verb raising (to T or C) is not necessary for the licensing of null 
subjects in OE. 

In OE, both singular and plural subject pronouns appear as thematic null 
subjects, irrespective of the fact that person agreement only was present in the 
singular verb forms: “In common with Old Saxon and Old Frisian, Old English 
did not distinguish person in the plural of any verb”. (Mitchell 1985 I:9). The 
fact that there does not seem to be any difference between omission of subjects 
relating to number in OE is unexpected, if the presence of thematic null subjects 
is assumed to be connected with sufficiently rich verb agreement.  
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Rather than number, the distinguishing factor for OE null subjects is person, 
as pointed out by van Gelderen (2000): “In summary, Old English has pro-drop, 
especially with third person [...]” (van Gelderen 2000:137). Hence, 3p subjects 
are more frequently omitted than 1p and 2p subjects, and there are only marginal 
differences between the rate of omission of 3p singular and 3p plural subjects 
(see below), although there is a unique (albeit non-distinct, since the subjects 
pronouns also were marked for gender) verb form for 3p singular, but not for 3p 
plural (see table 3:2). The plural form is in the present tense invariably –aþ, 
while the plural past form varies between -dun, -don and –dan due to lexical 
features. 

 
Table 3:2. OE verb agreement (weak verbs, present and past tense indicative). 
num.	 pers.	 present	 past	

sing.	 1	 -e	 -de	

2	 -es(t)	 -des(t)	

3	 -eþ	 -de	

plural	 1	 	

-aþ	

	

-dun,		

-don,		

-dan	

2	

3	

infinitive	 -an	

 
Table 3:2 shows that there were distinct verb forms for 1sg and 2sg subjects in 
OE, and that the form for 3sg was unique. One would accordingly expect that 
singular subject pronouns were omitted more frequently than plural subject 
pronouns, under the assumption that null subjects are dependent on “rich” 
inflection, but this is not the case. Berndt (1956:65ff) presents illustrative data 
from two OE texts (the Lindisfarne and Rushworth gospels, both from around 
700 AD), which are quoted by van Gelderen (2000:133, 2011) as well as by 
Rosenkvist (2009:159). The percentage of overt and null subjects in these two 
texts, broken down into number and person, is presented in table 3:3. 
	
Table 3:3. Null subjects in two OE texts (after Berndt 1956:65ff) 
num.	 pers.	 total	 overt	subj.	 null	subj.	

sing.	 1	 1632	 97%	(1587)	 3%	(45)	
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2	 799	 91%	(727)	 9%	(72)	

3	 3728	 26,5%	(773)	 73,5%	(2955)	

plural	 1	 321	 99%	(317)	 1%	(4)	

2	 1217	 91%	(1104)	 9%	(113)	

3	 2066	 26%	(527)	 74%	(1539)	

Σ	 9763	 52%	(5035)		 48%	(4728)	

	
The data in table 3:3 very amply demonstrate that OE null subjects were not 
dependent on richness of verb agreement – the distinct verb forms in singular 
did not license null subjects in any higher degree than the non-distinct plural 
verb form. For instance, the clearly distinct form för 2sg (-est) still requires that 
2sg subject pronouns be overt (only 1 % are null), whereas the syncretic plural 
form allows for 9,5 % of the 2pl subjects to be null. Still, the most striking data 
in table 3 is of course that 3sg and 3pl subjects are null in a majority of the 
cases, while 1p and 2p subjects almost always are overt. 

In spite of the apparent lack of a relation between agreement and null subjects 
in OE, van Gelderen (2011) argues that the person split in OE is caused by 
differences in interpretability of agreement.  

Starting with first and second person agreement, a reanalysis occurs in late Old English 
from interpretable to uninterpretable. One can think of this as strength as well. In Old 
English, pro-drop is possible but there is a person split suggesting that, if we think of 
pro-drop as `strength’ of the tense and agreement features, third person features are the 
ones that retain the interpretable features the longest. Once the interpretable features are 
lost on the verb, a pronoun with interpretable features becomes obligatory. (van 
Gelderen 2011) 

 
Given that the OE agreement is considerably richer in singular (two distinct 
forms) than it is in plural (see table 3:2), and that there is virtually no difference 
in frequence between null 3sg and null 3p subjects (see table 3:3), the 
explanation provided by van Gelderen (2011) infers that there is no correlation 
at all between visible morphological agreement and syntactic interpretability. 
Given basic assumptions about the prerequisites for null thematic subjects as 
presented by e.g. Rizzi (1986) and much subsequent work, this is unexpected. In 
other words – it is inconceivable why non-distinct 3pl agreement would be 
interpretable while distinct 2sg agreement would be uninterpretable in OE.  
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Furthermore, if a null subject is to be identified via verb agreement, a 
commonly acknowledged condition is that the verb and the subject pronoun are 
adjacent in the overt syntactic structure (see the discussion in chapter 2), 
allowing for a pre-interface Agree-relation. The fact that OE null subjects appear 
in verb-final embedded clauses (see examples in 3:2) is a solid argument against 
the necessity of such a syntactic relation (but see the following section). A final 
point is that Mitchell (1985 I:633) claims that OE null subjects were “supplied 
from a preceding clause”, i.e., that they were identified by antecedents in the 
discourse rather than by clause-internal agreement. As will be shown in the 
remainder of this chapter, similar observations regarding the distribution and 
identification of thematic null subjects have been made also for OHG, OI and 
OS. 

Summing up, we have found that there are thematic null subjects in OE. These 
null subjects appear in main clauses as well as in embedded clauses, and the 
position of the finite verb and the verb agreement do not have any bearing on the 
frequency or distribution of these null subjects. 3p null subjects are furthermore 
considerably more common than 1p and 2p null subjects, both in the singular 
and in the plural. 

3.3. Null subjects in Old High German 
 

The classic study of subject pronouns in OHG is Eggenberger (1961). As 
mentioned above, Eggenberger claimed that the null subjects in OHG were due 
to influence from Greek and Latin source texts. Subsequent studies by Axel 
(2007), Axel & Weiß (2010, 2011) and Schlachter (2012) suggest, however, that 
null thematic pronouns were a part of proper OHG syntax, with language-
specific morphosyntactic and syntactic properties. 

In her comprehensive study of Old High German (OHG) syntax, Axel (2007) 
devotes an entire chapter to a discussion about the syntactic properties of OHG 
null subjects (referential as well as non-referential), with a focus on verb 
placement (Axel 2007:chapter 6). As in OE, null subjects were most common in 
the earliest stages of the language, i.e. in the 8th and 9th centuries: “Referential 
null subjects only occur in the 8th and 9th century texts” (Axel & Weiß 2011:22). 
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Two examples are presented in (3:3) (both are quoted from from Axel 2007:307, 
310): 

 
(3:3) a. Druthin ist auh 
  Lord is also 
  ‘He is also the Lord’ 
 
 b.  uuanta sehente nigisehent 
  because seeing not-see-3pl 
  ‘Because seeing they do not see’  
 
OHG is also similar to OE when it concerns the person reference of null 
thematic subjects; third person null subjects are by far the most frequent: 

Referential null subjects are attested in all persons and numbers. However [...], it is only 
in third person singular and plural that the null variant is used more frequently than the 
overt one. (Axel 2007:314) 

	
Table 3:4 shows the relevant percentages. The data are taken from Schlachter 
(2012:184), who has studied two OHG texts, and have been collapsed into one 
table.  
	
Table 3:4. Null subjects in two OHG texts (after Schlachter 2012:184)   
num.	 pers.	 total	 overt	subj.	 null	subj.	

sing.	 1	 60	 90%	(54)	 10%	(6)	

2	 19	 74%	(14)	 26%	(5)	

3	 161	 68%	(110)	 32%	(51)	

plural	 1	 14	 91%	(13)	 9%	(1)	

2	 32	 78%	(25)	 21%	(7)	

3	 61	 57%	(35)	 43%	(26)	

Σ	 347	 72%	(251)	 28%	(96)	

 
In Axel’s study (2007) of three OHG texts, 57%, i.e., a majority, of all 3p 
subjects were omitted, whereas only 21% 1p and 25% 2p subject pronouns were 
null. These two studies accordingly both show, independently, that 1p null 
subjects were least frequent in OHG, followed by 2p and 3p null subjects. The 
marked person asymmetry was observed also by Eggenberger (1961:170), who 
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considered 3p subject pronouns to be a grammatical domain particularly prone 
to be influenced by Latin. 

Unlike OE, the verb agreement in OHG distinguished six different verb forms 
in present tense indicative – each verb form was marked for person and number 
(see table 3:5).  
	
Table 3:5. OHG verb agreement (weak verbs, present and past tense indicative; taken from 

Braune & Reiffenstein 2004). 
num.	 pers.	 present	 past	

sing.	 1	 -u,	-om,	-em	 -ta	

2	 -is,	 -es(t),	 -

os(t)	

-tos,	-ost	

3	 -it,	-et,	-ot	 -ta	

plural	 1	
-mes,	-en,	-on	

-tum,	-

un	

2	 -et,	-ot	 -tut	

3	 -ent,	-ont	 -tun	

infinitive	 -an	

 
In the present tense, there are few syncretisms in the OHG verb declension 
paradigm, as shown in table 3:5 (only 3sg and 2pl coincide in some cases). It 
thus seems possible to assume a connection between “rich” agreement and 
thematic null subjects in OHG. However, the person asymmetry discussed 
above does not fall out from the data in table 3:5; the agreement morphology 
does not vindicate that 3p subject pronouns are omitted more frequently than 
other subject pronouns. Furthermore, both Axel (2007) and Schlachter (2012) 
note that the diachronic development of OHG appears to contradict such an 
assumption – the null subjects were lost before the late OHG period although 
there were no concomitant changes in the declension system:  

In the late Old High German period subjects pronouns are almost always realised 
overtly […] (Axel & Weiß 2011:29f). 

Summing up, referential null subjects were largely lost in the OHG period even though 
there was no substantial weakening of inflectional endings. (Axel 2007:323) 
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Zusammenfassend lässt sich sagen, dass die Flexionsmorphologie nicht ursächlich für 
den Rückgang der Nullsubjektsoption verantwortlich gemacht werden kann. (Schlachter 
2012:184)4  

 

In spite of the richness of verb agreement, the OHG null subjects accordingly 
were dependent on some other grammatical device in order to be felicitously 
identified. 

Another syntactic feature that Axel (2007) observes is that the null subjects in 
OHG seem to be restricted to main clauses: “[...] OHG null subjects occurred in 
main clauses and not in subordinate clauses.” (Axel 2007:299). Although Axel 
acknowledges that some null subjects can be found in embedded clauses in 
OHG, she proposes that these clauses always display main clause word order 
(i.e., the finite verb has moved to C), thereby not contradicting her proposed 
generalisation. All embedded OHG clauses with the finite verb in final position 
thus require an overt subject; only when the finite verb appears in second 
position a null subject is possible, according to Axel (2007). A few counter-
examples are explained as translation errors or just as simple mistakes by the 
scribe. The same view is maintained by Axel & Weiß (2011:24): “The 
main/subordinate asymmetry show that Old High German null subjects depend 
on verb fronting”. 

Axel’s generalization is challenged by data presented by Schlachter 
(2012:174ff). She underlines that thematic null subjects actually do appear 
regularly in OHG verb-final embedded clauses, and that such null subjects 
therefore should be seen as part of regular OHG syntax. Eggenberger (1961) and 
Schlachter find that about 15% of the subject pronouns in embedded clauses are 
omitted, while Axel & Weiß (2011:24) give the figure 9–15%. This is a far 
greater number than expected, given the hypothesis presented by Axel (2007) 
and by Axel & Weiß (2011), Schlachter argues. Two of Schlachter’s (2012:175) 
examples are presented in (3:4). 

 
 
(3:4) a. so sama so hear after quhidhit  
  which hereafter says 
  ’which he says hereafter’ 

	
4 “As a summary, one may say that the agreement morphology cannot be responsible for the 
decline of the possibility of the null subjects.” (HR translation) 
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 b.  daz inan lei do tin  
  that him accused 
  ’that he him accused’ 
 
Schlachter (2012:175) observes that “Keiner dieser Belege stellt einen V2-
Nebensatz dar oder kann als Übersetzungsfehler betrachtet werden”.5 Having 
concluded that neither verb morphology nor any Agree-relation between the 
finite verb are instrumental when it comes to thematic null subjects in OHG, 
Schlachter ventures to explore other possible explanations for how OHG null 
subjects were identified. She suggests that OHG had a complex CP-field with 
two topic positions, as illustrated in (3:5).  
	
(3:5) [(Top) – Fok – (Top) – Infl – V] 
 
Having shown that OHG V3-clauses with lexical subjects can be attested, 
Schlachter claims that both overt and null subjects could appear in the lower 
SpecTopP, thereby analysing the thematic null subjects as pre-verbal also in V2-
clauses. This differs from Axel (2007) and Axel & Weiß (2010, 2011), who 
claim that null subjects in V2-clauses are post-verbal. Schlachter’s view of the 
OHG null subjects is thus that they were independent of the agreement features 
expressed by the finite verb – which is in accord with the observation that the 
OHG null subjects disappeared without any changes in the declension paradigm 
– and that they instead should be seen as a form of non-initial topic drop, 
enabled by the lower TopP, that could relate to an antecedent in the previous 
discourse. When OHG successively develops into a regular V2-language during 
the OHG period, the lower TopP disappears and non-initial subject pronouns 
must hence always be spelled out in late OHG (Schlachter 2012:207). This is in 
line with both Faarlund’s (2003) analysis of null subjects in Old Norse, and 
Håkansson (2008), who has studied null subjects in OS (see below). 

An example such as (3:3a) is accordingly analysed differently by Axel (2007) 
and Schlachter (2012), as illustrated in (3:6). 
(3:6) Druthin ist auh (= 3:3 a) 
 Lord is also 
 ‘He is also the Lord’ 

	
5 “None of these examples represent an embedded V2-clause or can be regarded as translation 
errors.” (HR translation) 
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 Axel’s (2007) analysis:  [CP Druthin C isti [SpecTP pro T ti auh]] 
 
 Schalchter’s (2012) analysis: [TopP [FokP Druthin [TopP pro [T ist auh]]]] 
 
The empirical data that favour Schlachter's analysis are the independence 
between verb agreement and null subjects, the independence between the 
position of the finite verb and null subjects, and the fact that V3-structures with 
overt subjects actually did occur in OHG. 

To conclude, we have found that there are thematic null subjects in OHG, 
predominantly in the early OHG period. As in OE, these null subjects appear in 
main clauses as well as in embedded clauses. While the OHG agreement 
morphology is distinct in almost the entire paradigm, the attested person 
asymmetry and the eventual loss of thematic null subjects in late OHG, without 
any weakening of the agreement system, suggest that the null subjects were 
independent of agreement on the finite verb. Likewise, the position of the finite 
verb does not appear to play any crucial role, since null thematic subjects 
relatively frequently occur in embedded, verb-final clauses, which do not allow 
for any pre-interface Agree-relation. 

3.3. Null subjects in Old Icelandic 
 

Also in Old Icelandic (OI), null thematic subjects can be found. Sigurðsson 
(1993), drawing on earlier work by Hjartardóttir (1987), is careful to distinguish 
between topic drop and “genuine pro-drop”, and presents a number of examples 
of the latter (see 3:7). 
	
(3:7). a. þá skar Rögnvaldr jarl [hár hans], en aðr hafði verit úskorit 
  then cut R. jarl hair his but before had been uncut 
  ‘Then R. cut his hair, but it had been uncut before.’ 
 
 b.  ok kom hann þangat ok var Hoskuldr uti, er reið í tún. 
  and came he there and was H. outdoors when rode into field 
  ‘And he came there, and H. was outdoors when he rode into the field.’ 
 
Just as in OE and OHG, third person null subject pronouns were more frequent 
than other types, as pointed out by Sigurðsson: “dropping of first and second 
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person arguments was very rare” (1993:253). Another apparent similarity is that 
the Icelandic null subjects disappeared (during the 18th and 19th centuries 
(Hróarsdóttir 1996)) without any concomitant changes in the verbal agreement 
paradigm, as also underlined by Sigurðsson (1993:248f) and reiterated by 
Sigurðsson (2011). 

 [...] Icelandic generally lost subject drop in subordinate clauses and in main clauses 
with a lexicalized Spec,C without any concomitant change of grammar—in particular, 
without any relevant weakening of its robust agreement morphology (Sigurðsson 
2011:276) 

	
The OI verb agreement, which has remained more or less unchanged into 
contemporary Ielandic, is illustrated in table 3:6. 
	
Table 3:6. OI verb agreement (weak verbs, present and past tense indicative). 
num.	 pers.	 present	 past	

sing.	 1	 -i	 -aða	

2	
-ir,	-ar	

-aðir	

3	 -aði	

plural	 1	 -um	 -oðum	

2	 -ið -oðuð	

3	 -an	 -oðu	

infinitive	 -an	

 
As shown by table 3:6, neither the agreement form for 3sg, nor for 3pl, are 
distinct in the present tense – there is a common form for 2sg and 3sg, and 3pl 
coincides with the infinite, which makes the form non-distinct (cf. the discussion 
in Vikner 1995, 1997). On the other hand, the forms for 1sg, 1pl and 2pl are 
clearly distinct and would hence allow for null subjects, had “rich” verb 
agreement been the deciding factor. Still, 3p thematic null subjects were most 
frequent in OI. This indicates very clearly that verb agreement did not constitute 
an essential licensing factor for null subjects in OI. 

Unlike null subjects in OE and OHG, it appears that omitted subjects were 
quite common also in OI embedded clauses (cf. 3:7b). Sigurðsson claims that 
“null subjects were frequent in subordinate clauses, especially in adverbial 
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clauses” (1993:262). However, there are no quantitative studies of null subjects 
in OI that may be compared with the OHG data provided by Axel (2007) and 
Schlachter (2012), or with the OS data provided by Håkansson (2008; see 
below). Although Hróarsdóttir (1996:130) has studied the distribution of null 
subjects in main and embedded clauses, the numbers that she presents are 
absolute; she reports that she has found 13 instances of OI null thematic subjects 
in her text sample from 1730–1750, but neither the number of overt subjects in 
the sample nor the clausal context is provided. Therefore, we cannot make any 
conclusions regarding the frequence of null subjects or their syntactic 
distribution. Were OI null subjects perhaps restricted to main clauses, as Axel 
(2007) argues was the case in OHG? Below, I present a corpus study that 
provides tentative answers to some of these questions. 

The recently developed Icelandic Parsed Historical Corpus (IcePaHC; see 
Wallenberg et al 2011) comprises about 1 000 000 words from 63 Icelandic 
texts. The oldest text (The First Grammarian, a brilliant essay about OI 
phonetics and ortography) is written about 1150, and the youngest is from 2008. 
The corpus is tagged and syntactically annotated, and it is freely available on the 
Internet.6  

In table 3:7, the number of thematic null subjects (NS) in a sample of 
Icelandic texts from the 12th, 13th, 14th, 15th and 19th centuries, plus one text 
(Ofsi) from 2008, is presented. The texts are ordered diachronically, i.e., the 14th 
century text Grettir was produced earlier in that century (1300–1320) than the 
text BandamennM (1330–1370).7 The abbreviations in the table are explained in 
the accompanying key. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	
6 The URL is: 
http://www.linguist.is/icelandic_treebank/Icelandic_Parsed_Historical_Corpus_(IcePaHC) 
7 All information about the texts is taken from the IcePaHC website (February 2013). 
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Table 3:7. Thematic null subjects in IcePaHC. 
cent.	 text	 genre	 words	 OS	 NS	 %NS	 emb.	

NS	
%emb.	
NS	

12th	
First	
Grammarian	

science	 4	439	 176	 36	 20	 30	 83	

Homiliubok	 sermon	 40	871	 2009	 45	 2	 25	 55	

13th	

Jartein	 saga	 10	328	 815	 40	 5	 33	 87	
Sturlunga	 saga	 22	720	 2220	 35	 2	 11	 31	
Jomsvikingar	 saga	 21	133	 1503	 47	 3	 14	 30	
Morkinskinna	 history	 25	017	 2136	 101	 5	 27	 27	

14th	
Grettir	 saga	 20	563	 2045	 38	 2	 24	 63	
BandamennM	 saga	 13	542	 1198	 59	 5	 26	 44	
Finnbogi	 saga	 23	040	 2322	 54	 2	 13	 24	

15th	
Gunnar	 saga	 8	770	 932	 20	 2	 10	 50	
Viglundur	 saga	 13	453	 1276	 22	 2	 9	 40	
Vilhjalmur	 saga	 23	041	 2385	 59	 2	 29	 49	

19th	

Hellismenn	 saga	 14	988	 1371	 41	 3	 20	 49	
Piltur	 fiction	 17	837	 1425	 23	 2	 12	 52	
Hugvekjur	 sermon	 20	370	 1041	 4	 <	1	 1	 25	
Torfhildur	 fiction	 27	192	 1937	 23	 1	 15	 65	
Voggur	 fiction	 1	951	 127	 0	 –	 0	 –	
Grimur	 fiction	 7	341	 593	 1	 <	1	 1	 100	
Vordraumur	 fiction	 10	753	 739	 4	 <	1	 1	 25	

21th	 Ofsi	 saga	 21	144	 1	165	 22	 2	 10	 45	
	 Σ	 327	349	 27	415	 675	 2	 301	 45	

 
 Key to table 3:7 
 
 OS   = overt NP-subject 
 NS   = null thematic subject 
 %NS  = percentage null thematic subjects (NS/OS) 
 emb. NS = null thematic subjects in embedded clauses 
 %emb. NS = percentage emb. NS (emb. NS/NS) 
 
The data in table 3:7 show that thematic null subjects were relatively infrequent 
even in the oldest period of Icelandic. The earliest text, The First Grammarian, 
stands out since a fifth of all subjects are omitted. This is however due to the 
large number of impersonal constructions in this scientific text, which infer a 
high frequency of clauses without NP-subjects, as well as null impersonal 
subjects, i.e., this is a stylistic trait determined by the genre. See example (3:8). 
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(3:8) þær þegar er úr einni og hinni sömu tungu hafa gengist eða greinst ,  
 there so-soon is from one and the same language have gone or branched  
 þarf ólíka stafi í að hafa en eigi hina sömu 
 need different letters to have and not the same 
 ‘As soon as one and the same language has been divided, one needs different letters 
 and not the same.’ 
 
In several places in this early text, the exact interpretation of the omitted subject 
is far from clear, as underlined by the IcePaHC-manual: 

Note that in early (Old Icelandic) texts, it may be difficult to distinguish between *exp* 
and *pro* in cases where there is an empty subject and it has a roughly impersonal (i.e. 
"maður") interpretation. (IcePaHC manual, February 2013) 

	
This is of course a caveat that may have influenced the number of null subjects 
that are coded as *pro*, particularly in this early text, which has a marked 
impersonal character.8 

The same type of explanation can be applied when it concerns the number of 
null subjects in Ofsi, which is quite high for such a late text (it is from 2008).9 In 
the saga genre, the style is often archaic, and a feature of the archaic style is 
(arguably) to omit thematic subjects. Both Ofsi and the early 19th century text 
Hellismenn belong to this venerable Icelandic literary tradition.  

In the fiction from the second half of the 19th century, the relative number of 
null thematic subjects is very low, an indication that thematic null subjects were 
ousted from Icelandic grammar during this period, as pointed out by 
Hróarsdóttir (1996) and Sigurðsson (1993). Further relevant changes in 
Icelandic grammar during the 19th century are the appearance of expletive það as 
a subject, and the loss of OV-word order in embedded clauses (Hróarsdóttir 
1996:118ff). Having established this correlation, Hróarsdóttir suggests that these 
changes are related to each other, and that the driving force is a change in the 
Icelandic case system; from having been morphologically active until about 
1750, it then changes so that it “no longer has any real function” (Hróarsdóttir 
1996:132). However, since there are no observable weakening of the Icelandic 

	
8 As for modern Icelandic, Sigurðsson (1989:161ff) considers impersonal subjects of the 
maður-type to be non-referential. 
9  Sigurðsson (2011:276) states “Spelling out the subject is obligatory in present-day 
Icelandic” but the null subjects in Ofsi indicate that this is a genre related syntactic possibility 
that is still vivid. 
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overt case morphology during this period, this hypothesis is not underpinned by 
empirical data (as pointed out by e.g. Håkansson 2008:194f).  

Faarlund (2003) in stead suggests that the loss of null subjects during the 
change from Old Norse to Middle Norwegian is caused by a syntactic 
grammaticalization of the canonical subject position (SpecTP, or Spec-AgrP, in 
Faarlund’s terminology). He argues that in Old Norse, movement to this position 
was not driven by syntax, but by pragmatics. 

In ON the rule which moves elements to Spec-AgrP does not mention syntactic 
category. The movement is conditioned by discourse functional or possibly coding 
properties (such as the lack of weight or complexity). In ON, therefore, this position is 
apparently an A-bar position, which can serve as a landing site for different phrasal 
categories. (Faarlund 2003:132) 

	
Old Norse allowed clause final subjects and null subjects (referential as well as 
expletive), and objects and adverbials furthermore occur in SpecTP. All of these 
phenomena indicate that SpecTP was not dedicated to subjects only. The 
subsequent change is taken by Faarlund as a consequence of frequency; even if 
other items could occupy SpecTP, subject were still most common there, and 
this resulted in a bias that eventually developed into a requirement. 

The frequency of sentences with a subject in this position may at some stage have 
increased to the point where it was conceived of as basic or obligatory. (Faarlund 
2003:132) 

	
Building on Faarlund’s analysis of Old Norse in his study of OS null subjects, 
Håkansson (2008) provides a more elaborate analysis of the factors that made 
subjects compulsory overt (see section 3.4). 

As also shown by table 3:7, null subjects in embedded clauses were 
considerably more common in OI than in OE and OHG, respectively (this 
vindicates Sigurðsson’s assumption (above) that null subjects in embedded 
clauses were frequent in OI). In several of the OI texts, a majority of the null 
subjects appear in embedded contexts.10 In example (3:9), which also is taken 
from The First Grammarian, two conditional clauses lack overt subjects. 
 
 

	
10 The search query is: IP-SUB* idoms NP-SBJ* AND NP-SBJ* idoms \*pro\*. I thank 
Eirikur Rögnvaldsson (pc) for aiding me in this. 
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(3:9) svo sem sól lýsir þar áður var myrkt þá lýsir svo titull bók ef fyrir er ritinn  
 so like sun shines there earlier was dark then shines so title bok if first is written 
 eða orð ef yfir er settur 
 or word if over is put 
 ‘As the sun shines where it previously was dark, there shines the title of the book if it  
 is written first or a word if it is put above.’ 
 
Unlike OE and OHG (see examples in 3:2 and 3:4, respectively), the embedded 
clauses in OI were not verb-final, in general. It is therefore possible to assume 
that the finite verb and the (null) subject often were juxtaposed in OI embedded 
clauses, allowing for a pre-interface Agree-relation that could facilitate the 
possible identification of a null subject. Furthermore, Sigurðsson (2011:280) 
notes that topic drop in contemporary Icelandic obeys the very same restrictions 
as in contemporary Swedish, even if the Icelandic verb forms for, for instance, 
1sg and 1pl are distinct. Hence, in a sentence such as Liggjum bara á ströndinni 
(‘Lie only on the beach’), where the finite verb is inflected for 1pl, the topic-
dropped subject can only be interpreted as við (‘we’). While unable to license 
null subjects on its own, the distinct agreement still renders other interpretations 
illicit.  

So, in OI, it is plausible that null subjects in embedded clauses could be 
identified via two different grammatical devices – both by verb agreement and 
by antecedents. In example (3:9), for instance, the antecedents (titull bók (‘title 
of the book’) and orð (‘word’) both appear in matrix clauses, directly preceding 
the corresponding, embedded null subjects. It is possible that main clause 
antecedents were able to control and identify null subjects in OI embedded 
clauses, in cases where the embedded subject and the finite verb had established 
an Agree-relation in T (cf. Holmberg 2010:89, who argues that “control from a 
higher clause” may be a licensing factor in some NSLs). The subsequent loss of 
null subjects, the verb agreement nevertheless remaining intact, clearly indicates 
that the licensing property for null subjects was not agreement. This should not 
be taken, however, as an argument against the hypothesis that agreement was (at 
least) a supporting factor in the identification of null thematic subjects in OI (see 
Frascarelli 2007, Cole 2009 and Sigurðsson 2011 for relevant discussions).  

To sum up, null thematic subjects can be attested in OI. As was the case with 
OE and OHG, it seems that they did not rely on verb agreement in order to be 
identified, and 3p null subjects were more common than 1p and 2p null subjects. 
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The proportion of null subjects varies between 2–5% during the first four 
centuries (excluding the earliest text, The First Grammarian, for reasons 
discussed above), but a significant amount of the null subjects appear in 
embedded clauses. In these two aspects, OI differ from OE and OHG. The high 
proportion of embedded null subjects might be related to the fact that finite 
verbs in OI embedded clauses often appear in non-final positions, unlike OE and 
OHG embedded clauses, where the finite verb often is situated in the final 
position. 

The brief study of null subjects in OI that is presented here must of course be 
supplemented by more comprehensive surveys and detailed analyses, in which, 
for instance, person reference of the null subjects, and the exact syntactic status 
of the contexts in which null subjects appear, can be ascertained. This falls well 
beyond the scope of the present work. 

3.4. Null subjects in Old Swedish 
	
In traditional studies of OS, such as Pettersson (1959) and Wessén (1965), the 
possibility to omit referential subjects is noted and briefly discussed. Wessén 
(1965:192f) assumes that OS null thematic subjects mainly occur in embedded 
clauses, but Falk (1993:150), in her study of non-referential null subjects in the 
history of Swedish, presents a contradictory view: 

Some brief investigations I have made in Old Swedish show that referential pro is 
uncommon and that most examples are found in main clauses. However, isolated 
examples are also found in embedded clauses. (Falk 1993:150) 

 
 The matter is further investigated in a thesis by Håkansson (2008), a careful, 
comprehensive and detailed analysis of null thematic subjects in OS. A 
substantial part of the remainder of this section is build upon that work. 

Some OS examples, which are taken from Håkansson (2008:77f), are 
presented in (3:10). 

 
(3:10)  a.  þar gierþi kirchiu aþra  
  there built church other  
  ‘There he built another church.’ 
 
 b. Mangur kunungar stridu agutland miþan haþit war. 
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  many kings fought against-Gotland while pagan was 
  ‘Many kings fought against Gotland when it was pagan.’ 
   
There are very few null thematic subjects even in the oldest texts (from the 13th 

century). Håkansson (2008:113) finds that 96% of all subjects are overt in OS 

(in this number, impersonal subjects are included), leaving only 4% null 

subjects. He is nevertheless able to conclude that, as in OE, OHG, and OI, 3p 

null subjects are by far the most frequent: 

Omitted subjects that refer to third person dominate in all periods [...]. (Håkansson 

2008:106; HR translation) 

	
Furthermore, singular null subjects were more common than plural in OS, 

although there was only one verb form for singular in OS; in some cases, 

however, 1sg was marked by -r (see table 3:8). 

Table 3:8. OS verb agreement (weak verbs, present and past tense indicative). 
num.	 pers.	 present	 past	

sing.	 1	 -a(r)	 	

-aþi	2	
-a	

3	

plural	 1	 -um	 -aþum	

2	 -in -þin	

3	 -a	 -aþu	

infinitive	 -a	

	
As shown by table 3:8, there are notable syncretisms in the OS declension 
paradigm. There are no distinct singular forms in neither the present, nor the 
past tense (the 1sg suffix -r is a rare exception), and in the present tense 3pl is 
furthermore identical to the infinitival form. Still, 3p null subjects dominate 
throughout the OS period, as shown by table 3:9, which is taken from 
Håkansson (2008:115). 
	
	
Table 3:9. Null subjects in OS (after Håkansson 2008:115). 
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pers.	 total	 overt	subj.	 null	subj.	

1	 167	 98%	(164)	 2%	(3)	

2	 132	 100%	(132)	 0%	(0)	

3	 809	 95%	(765)	 5	%	(44)	

Σ	 1108	 96%	(1	061)	 4%	(47)	

	
It is apparent that 1p and 2p subjects almost always are overt in OS – no 2p null 

subjects were found in Håkansson's sample of OS texts – while 3p subjects can 

be omitted, albeit infrequently, although the verb forms for both 3sg and 3pl are 

non-distinct. The OS data accordingly suggest (again) that the hypothesis that 

there is an equivalence relation between “rich” agreement and thematic null 

subjects is untenable, at least when it comes to the OG languages. 

OS also displays the same pattern as OHG concerning the syntactic 

distribution of null thematic subejcts. Håkansson (2008:101ff) concludes that 

null subjects are most frequently found in main clauses; only 18% of the OS null 

subjects appear in embedded clauses. 

Building on ideas presented by Faarlund (2003), Håkansson explains the loss 

of referential null subjects as a case of syntactic grammaticalization. He argues 

that in OS, there was no EPP-driven movement to SpecTP, but this position was 

an A'-position, accomodating different syntactic constituents. In example (3:11; 

taken from Håkansson 2008:151), a temporal adverbial seems to occupy 

SpecTP, while the subject iak (‘I’) appears in a lower position.11 

 

(3:11) sum nu havir iak taltt 
 that now have I counted 
 ‘that I have counted now.’ 
  

	
11 Stylistic Fronting is common in OS, and may be of relevance here too, but there are a great 
number of analytical approaches to Stylistic Inversion, and therefore it is not discussed further 
– for a recent investigation of Stylistic Fronting in Icelandic and some related languages, see 
Angantýsson (2011:145ff). 
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Example (3:11) furthermore demonstrates that OS subject were not required to 
move to SpecTP. This is further underlined by the possibility to place the 
subject in a clause-final position in OS main clauses (see example (3:12); the 
example is taken from Håkansson 2008:176). 
	
(3:12) nu uarþær dræpin bonda bryti 
 now is killed farmer’s serf 
 ‘now the farmer’s serf is killed.’ 
 
A final point is of course that subjects, referential as well as expletive, were not 
obligatorily overt in OS. Håkansson (2008:163) concludes that movement to 
both SpecCP and SpecTP were triggered by factors relating to text cohesion in 
OS. 

Following an analysis proposed by Faarlund (1993), I argue that the omission of 
subjects in both verb-second main clauses and subordinate clauses is an effect of 
movement strategies. Whereas the movement to Spec, IP is determined by syntactic 
function in Modern Swedish, the corresponding movement is dependent on pragmatic 
factors in Early Old Swedish. (Håkansson 2008:241) 

	
Håkansson then proceeds to explaining why null subjects became 
ungrammatical in OS, focusing on the loss of OV-word order in OI (as 
mentioned above) and in OS.  

According to the Predicate Internal Subject Hypothesis (cf. e.g. Hornstein et 
al 2005:80f), both subjects and objects are merged in VP. Given that two 
arguments cannot remain in the VP at Spell-Out (cf. Alexiadou & 
Anagnostopoulou 2001), Håkansson (2008:206ff) argues that in a pure OV-
language, the direct object cannot remain in the VP in Spell-Out but must 
evacuate the VP and find a landing site in the structure above VP.12 Since both 
SpecTP and SpecCP were available in OS, the object often ends up there, 
pragmatical factors determining which landing site is best suited. As for the 
subject, it can either remain in VP, or move to a higher position, and the 
incentive for this move would also be pragmatic. This is the reason why subjects 
appear in various structural positions in OS. Håkansson (2008:215) 

	
12 This argumentation is based on the view that XP:s are always head-initial – for an recent 
account of loss the of OV in OE that in stead assumes a shift from head-final to head-initial 
VP, see Taylor & Pintzuk (2012). 
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demonstrates that there is a clear temporal correlation between OV-word order 
(only clauses with DP-objects are included in his study) and null subjects in OS. 
Both of these phenomena decrease during the earliest stages of OS, and both 
reach almost zero in the period 1375–1450; in texts from this period, only 2% of 
the clauses are OV, and in only 1% of all clauses do we find null subjects. 

In this section, I have demonstrated that also in the history of Swedish, there is a 
chronological correlation between the loss of OV-word order and the emergence of a 
requirement to pronounce subjects. More specifically, the usage of clauses without overt 
subjects seem to become restricted at the same time as Swedish loses a pure OV-
grammar. (Håkansson 2008:217; HR translation) 

	
In turn, the loss of OV-word order is supposed to be caused by morphological 
changes in OS, especially the successive appearance of obligatory articles, a 
novelty that indicates that the DP-structure evolved into greater complexity. 
Thereby also new feature-checking possibilities and requirements emerged (cf. 
Delsing 1999). As a consequence, more DP-objects were required to have a 
filled D, and DP-objects with a filled D-position could be featurally satisfied 
within the VP. This syntactic option made the evidence for a pure OV-grammar 
gradually less visible, eventually resulting in a VO-grammar with a specific, 
syntactically determined, slot for the subject: SpecTP. In such a grammar, null 
thematic subjects are not possible, Håkansson (2008) argues, although null 
expletives may be allowed during the unstable period when the new grammar is 
settling. 

Håkansson’s explanation for the loss of null subjects in OS is appealing, since 
it traces a syntactic change back to an evidently independent change, and since it 
is supported by data from Icelandic. As shown by Schlachter (2012:138ff), also 
in OHG verb-final main clauses were relatively frequent, but they seem to have 
remained as a syntactic option also after the null subjects disappeared, although 
there is a marked decline in the end of the OHG period. Old English too lost 
declarative main clauses with OV-word order (cf. Kemenade 1987, Pintzuk 
1996, Trips 2002, Taylor & van der Wurff 2005, Taylor & Pintzuk 2012 etc.) at 
about the same time as the null subjects disappeared – which, according to 
Kemenade (1987), they did before the 13th century. However, while the new 
word order in OS may have been driven by changes in the system of 
determiners, as proposed by Håkansson (2008), the similar changes in OE, OHG 
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and Icelandic have been attributed to various other factors, such as for instance 
weakening of the case morphology (Hróarsdóttir 1996 for Icelandic, Roberts 
1997 for OE), the emergence of V2-word order (Schlachter 2012 for OHG), 
prosody (Taylor 2005 for OE) or Scandinavian influence (Trips 2002 for OE).13 
As a matter of fact, the shift from OV to VO in OE has attracted substantial 
interest from historical linguists, as underlined by e.g. Taylor & van der Wurff 
(2005:1). 

Whether judged by the amount of intrinsic interest, the number of knock-on effects, or 
the sheer volume of scholarly work devoted to it, it seems safe to say that one of the 
major issues in English historical syntax is the shift from object–verb (OV) to verb–
object (VO) order. (Taylor & van der Wurff 2005:1) 

	
In the present work, it is not possible to do justice to the vast literature 
concerning this salient word order shift in OE, nor in any other of the OG 
languages. Nevertheless, it has been shown in this section that there appears to 
be a temporal coincidence between loss of OV-word order and null thematic 
subjects in all of the OG-languages that are included in this study. This fact 
suggests strongly that there is a general, underlying pattern of change that is not 
caused by any language-specific developments. This issue is discussed further in 
section 3.6. 

3.5. Common properties of null subjects in Old Germanic 
	
The survey of null subjects in OG has shown that there are striking similarities 
when it comes to the syntactic properties of thematic null subjects in OE, OHG, 
OI, and OS. 

First, it seems clear that there is no apparent association between verb 
agreement and null subjects in any of the languages. On the contrary, in OE and 
OS 3p thematic null subjects are most frequent, although the respective verb 
forms in these cases are clearly non-distinct (see tables 3:2 and 3:8). And while 
the agreement in OHG and OI display six different forms (as illustrated in tables 
3:5 and 3:6), distinguishing number as well as person, it has been shown, and 
pointed out, by Sigurðsson (1993, 2011), Axel (2007) and Schlachter (2012) that 

	
13 English Language and Linguistics (2005:1) is a special issue on OV and VO in the history 
of English, including, inter alia, a critical review of Trips (2002). 
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the successive loss of thematic null subjects in the respective languages did not 
correspond to any simultaneous weakening of the inflection system. We also 
find that in OE, OHG and OS, thematic null subjects appeared in verb-final 
clauses, suggesting that the finite verb did not need to move to T in order to 
establish an Agree-relation with the null subject. In sum, there are three solid 
arguments against the hypothesis that null thematic subjects in OG were 
dependent on “rich” agreement: null subjects appeared in spite of non-distinct 
agreement, no adjacency between the subject and the finite verb was necessary, 
and the diachronic developments in the respective languages suggest that verb 
agreement and thematic null subjects were separate phenomena. 

Two further similarities are that the thematic null subjects in all of these 
languages in general required linguistically expressed antecedents, unlike 
acknowledged NSLs, and that the null subjects were quite rare in embedded 
clauses, with the exception for OI. Above I claimed that OI embedded clauses 
differed from embedded clauses in OE, OHG and OS in that the finite verb often 
raised to T, which arguably facilitated the omission of an overt subject. 
Furthermore, examples such as (3:9) indicate that OI embedded null subjects 
often were controlled by close-range antecedents in the matrix clause. 

Yet another common feature of the OG languages is that 3p null subjects were 
markedly more frequent than other types of null subjects (as shown in tables 3:3, 
3:4 and 3:9), and, finally, an obvious correlation between the OG languages is of 
course that the thematic null subjects became ungrammatical in the early stages 
of the different languages, Icelandic again being the exception. Taken together 
with the other similarities, it seems reasonable to assume a pan-Germanic 
perspective in the search for possible explanations for the syntactic 
characteristics of null thematic subjects in OG, and for the eventual loss. In the 
following section, I set out to propose an outline for such explanations. 

3.6. The loss of null subjects in Old Germanic 
 

3.6.1. Contextual identification of null thematic subjects in OG 
	
As has been discussed above, Faarlund (2003), Håkansson (2008) and 
Schlachter (2012) assume that the loss of thematic null subjects in OI, OS and 
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OHG, respectively, is to be seen as a consequence of a syntactic change in the 
prefield of the clause. The basic idea is that the canonical subject position, 
SpecTP, was not dedicated for the subject in OG. Rather, both SpecCP and 
SpecTP were A'-positions, allowing for movement of various constituents into 
these positions due to factors relating to information structure (cf. Los et al 2012 
for an overview of the recent research in this field). Accordingly, there were no 
syntactic EPP-features in T, forcing the subject and the finite verb to establish 
an overt Agree-location, but both the subject and the finite verb were allowed to 
remain in the VP in OG.14  This is the reason why verb-final main clauses, 
subject-final clauses and OV-word order seem to be perfectly grammatical in the 
four OG-languages that have been discussed above. As for the thematic null 
subjects, we have seen that they for instance were unrelated to morphological 
agreement (expressed by the finite verb), and that they in general required overt 
antecedents in the preceding context. Therefore, one can conclude that thematic 
null subjects in Old Germanic were contextually identified, being topic-dropped 
from one of the two available A'-positions (SpecCP and SpecTP).  

The suggestion that OG had no syntactic EPP-features in T and C has some 
implications that are further discussed below. 
	

3.6.2. Null thematic subjects and narrative inversion 
	
Given the hypothesis that there were no syntactic EPP-features neither in T nor 
in C in OG, we would furthermore expect to find OG clauses where both 
SpecTP and SpecCP were devoid of lexical material, although the finite verb 
was situated in T or C. If no constituent merged in SpecTP of SpecCP for 
information structural reasons, a declarative main clause would accordingly 
display V1-word order, i.e. narrative inversion (cf. Alving 1916, Sigurðsson 
1990, Axel 2007, Calle-Martín & Miranda Garcia 2010, Petrova 2011 etc.). 
However, if an EPP-feature was eventually developed, forcing constituents to 
merge in Spec-positions in the prefield of the clause, we would expect V1-
clauses to become successively rarer. The hypothesis that OG lacked syntactic 
EPP-features in T and C therefore predicts that narrative inversion should be 

	
14 Another view is presented by Biberauer & Roberts (2005), who suggest that there was an 
EPP-feature in OE, and that also XPs containing the subject could merge in SpecTP by pied-
piping, thereby satisfying the probing EPP-feature in T. 
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attested in the OG-languages, and, crucially, that this syntactic option should 
also become increasingly infrequent at about the same time as null thematic 
subjects, OV-word order, verb-final clauses, and subject-final clauses become 
less frequent; all of these syntactic constructions should in other words change 
in concert, more or less.  

This prediction is borne out. In a recent study of narrative inversion in OE, 
Calle-Martín and Miranda Garcia remark “The decreasing number of instances 
of V1 in late OE may be tentatively connected with the progressive 
standardization of the marked V2 rule in English [...]” (Calle-Martin & Miranda 
Garcia 2010:52). Axel (2007:170f) notes that narrative inversion was common 
in OHG, and that is missing in MHG (cf. also Petrova 2011), while Sigurðsson 
(1990:46) points out that although narrative inversion was more common in OI, 
it is still found in contemporary Icelandic, although it appears to be restricted to 
some written genres: 

Declarative V1 is typical of many of the best known Old Icelandic texts. Narrative texts 
do not take such a central position in the modern literature. Accordingly, declarative V1 
is a much more characteristic feature of the preserved Old Icelandic texts than of 
Modern Icelandic prose in general. (Sigurðsson 1990:46) 

 
Since null subjects still occur in some genres in Icelandic, it is not surprising 
that also narrative inversion is attested, albeit sporadically. 

As for OS, a classic study by Alving (1916) shows that narrative inversion 
was relatively uncommon. Yet, Alving (1916:8ff) states that a significant 
decline occurred in the shift between late OS and early modern Swedish (in the 
first half of the 16th century). For instance, in the translation of the New 
Testament from 1526 there are about 30 instances of narrative inversion in the 
gospel of Matthew. In the final translation of the entire Bible (1541), nine of 
these have been changed so that the subject precedes the finite verb. According 
to Alving (1916:12), narrative inversion was “a pure exceptional phenomenon” 
[HR translation] in early modern Swedish. 

So, we can conclude that narrative inversion became less frequent in OE, 
OHG and OS at about the same time as the number of thematic null subjects 
decreased. The observation that the loss of null thematic subjects in OG 
correlates in time with the loss of narrative inversion indicates that these two 
languages changes were related to each other. The explanation for this is that 
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both phenomena were dependent on the absence of syntactic EPP-features in T 
and C. Below, the eventual development of such features in OG is discussed 
further. 
	

3.6.3. EPP and information structure 
	
It seems that the OG languages developed from a stage without syntactic EPP-
features in T and C into languages with syntactically determined V2-word order 
in main clauses, the grammar of which did not license null thematic subjects. In 
this section, I will present an outline of how this change might have proceeded. 

First, it is important to point out that OE differed from OHG, OI and OS in 
that clauses with some types of topicalized constituents and pronominal subjects 
regularly displayed V3-word order (cf. Hinterhölzl & Petrova 2010, Los 2012). 
Example (3:13) is taken from Los (2012:4) 

 
(3:13) And seo eadiga M. handaupp ahof and hi to gode gebæd 
 and the blessed M. handsup lifted and her to God prayed  
 ‘and the blessed M. lifted up her hands and prayed to God’ 

 
Los (2012) argues that this indicates that the OE finite verb could either appear 
in C, yielding a V2-clause, or in T, resulting in a V3-clause. The different 
landing sites coded different information structural aspects: 

The different positions for pronominal subjects [...] could perhaps be regarded as the 
outcome of what were originally two different verb placement rules, one motivated by a 
need to mark off foci, which would include verb movement after first-position elements 
like question words, negation, and contrastively focused phrases, and another verb 
placement rule to mark off topics and other backgrounded information. (Los 2012:4) 

	
The verb placement rules suggested by Los (2012) corresponds to movement to 
C and T, respectively; she assumes that constituents which were marked +Focus 
merged in SpecCP, triggering verb movement to C, while +Topic constituents 
merged in SpecTP, requiring the finite verb to move to T. Accordingly, the 
position of the finite verb in OE was decided by information structure. The 
explanation for the verb placement variation in OE presented by Los (2012) is 
backed up by a recent study of the placement of overt subjects in the Romance 
languages. Giurgea & Ramberger (2012) proposes that T in these languages has 
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information structural EPP-features, i.e. constituents are attracted to SpecTP not 
due to morphosyntax, but to information structure. 

We explain the differences between preverbal subjects and other fronted constituents by 
assuming that the EPP in T is not connected to agreement features, but to a probe 
related to information structure. (Giurgea & Ramberger 2012:43) 

	
In cases where there is no proper goal for the probe in T, the closest constituent 
is merged in SpecTP due to a last resort-mechanism, and the closest constituent, 
in turn, is in general the subject in SpecVP, according to Giurgea & Ramberger 
(2012). 

At this stage, recall that null thematic subjects in the OG-languages did not 
require verb movement to T or C (as has been demonstrated in this chapter). I 
take this to indicate that there were no EPP-features of any kind associated with 
these heads in early OG, not even EPP-features relating to information structure. 
Let us accordingly assume that the early OG-languages originally had no EPP-
features at all, neither in T nor in C, while the modern Germanic languages 
clearly have syntactic EPP-features in both of these heads. An intermediate stage 
would be a language with EPP-features relating to information structure, in line 
with not only Los (2012) and Giurgea & Ramberger (2012), but also with the 
historical linguists Faarlund (2003), Håkansson (2008), and Schlachter (2012). 
They all present similar proposals, although in slightly different terms.  

The tentative development is illustrated in (3:14); EPP-IS in (3:14) indicates 
that the relevant hand carries EPP-features relating to information structure, 
while EPP-synt. shows that T or C have syntactically determined EPP-features. 
The head C is in stage 3 assumed to host both types of EPP-features (see below). 

 
(3:14) stage 1: [SpecCP C-EPP [SpecTP T-EPP [VP]]] 
 
 stage 2: [SpecCP C-EPP-IS [SpecTP T-EPP-IS [VP]]] 
 
 stage 3: [SpecCP C-EPP-IS/synt. [SpecTP T-EPP-synt. [VP]]] 

 
In stage 1, there are no EPP-features, allowing for any constituent to move to 
SpecTP or SpecCP (perhaps due to a combination of prosodic and information-
structural reasons); these positions did not need to be filled, however. Stages 1 
and 2 both allow contextually identified null thematic subjects, since it is 
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possible to topic-drop subjects from SpecTP or SpecCP in both of these stages. 
A crucial difference is that topic-dropped subjects in stage 2 require verb 
movement to T or C, since the EPP-IS-features of the subject must be deleted 
prior to Spell-Out.15 In the final stage, stage 3, subjects must move to SpecTP 
and must be overt, unless they can merge in SpecCP and be topic-dropped there, 
being context-linked to an antecedent in the discourse (cf. Cole 2010, 
Sigurðsson 2011). In this stage, the finite verb moves to T for syntactic EPP-
reasons and then to C.  

It is not clear to me why the finite verb must move to C in the Germanic 
languages (with the exception for English), although this question has been a 
prominent issue in studies of Germanic syntax – Sigurðsson (1990:62) 
underlines that “a really convincing explanation of I-to-C has not yet been 
developed”, and this is still true, I think (see discussions in e.g. Hinterhölzl & 
Petrova 2010, Petrova 2011 etc.). The V2-requirement indicates that the move is 
conditioned by syntax, while the fact that the virtually any type of constituent 
can merge in SpecCP, and that this constituent is interpreted as some kind of 
topic, in general, leads us to believe that movement to this slot is triggered by 
information structure. This uncertainty is illustrated by the double nature of 
modern Germanic EPP-features in C in (3:14). 

A crucial question is of course why the OG languages changed, first from 
stage 1 to stage 2, and then from stage 2 to stage 3. The explanations presented 
by Faarlund (2003), Håkansson (2008), Schlachter (2012) and Los (2012) 
principally concern the latter change (stage 2 to stage 3), not the initial 
emergence of EPP-IS-features in T and C. Clearly, since V1-sentences was not 
the norm in any of the early OG-languages, constituents nevertheless must have 
merged in SpecTP and/or SpecCP for other reasons, before the EPP-IS-features 
were developed.  

A possible explanation is that prosodic factors had a decisive influence on 
word order in early OG. On this note, Taylor (2005:140) states “[...] because 
prosodic structure is related to syntactic structure in a rule-based way, it is 
possible to recover some aspects of syntactic structure from prosodic structure.” 
Indeed, a rather large portion of OG texts had specific metrical properties (such 

	
15 Another difference is of course that also objects could be topic-dropped in stage 1, given 
that they were properly contextually identified (cf. Sigurðsson 2011:278ff). 
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as OE Beowulf, OHG Hildebrandslied, the OS chronicles, Icelandic skaldic 
poetry, the Edda literature etc.). Furthermore, the old Scandinavian laws were 
memorized and recited aloud by a lagsagoman (Icelandic lögsögumaður), and 
were obviously designed accordingly, with alliterations and other mnemonic 
devices, which were preserved when the laws eventually were written down. 
Bearing in mind, too, that OG texts in general were read (or sung) aloud, it is not 
inconceivable that prosody has had an impact on sentence structure in the extant 
OG texts. Prosodically motivated word order variation is not unknown in the 
languages of the world. For instance, Harfurd & Demuth (1999) argue that 
certain cases of variation between VS- and SV-word order in Bantu languages 
are decided by prosody: “Under our analysis, the motivation for movement in 
Bantu is purely prosodic” (Harfurd & Demuth 1999:22). 

Tentatively assuming that this is on the right track, if follows that variation 
between stressed and unstressed syllables, the number of syllables in various 
constituents, as well as the cohesion of metrical units, should have affected OG 
word order. At some stage, however, pre-verbal constituents may have been 
interpreted as principally significant from an information-structural perspective, 
according to a general cognitive or stylistic strategy of 'what comes first is most 
important' (cf. Leech & Short 1981:236). Such an interpretation would infer an 
eventual syntactic reanalysis, i.e., the establishment of EPP-IS-features in T (and 
C).  

As for the following step, the change from EPP-IS-features to syntactic EPP-
features, Faarlund (2003:132) claims that frequency may have played a role (cf. 
the second quote in section 3.3 above), the idea being that since subjects often 
are topics, a subject/topic in SpecTP could be assumed to have merged for 
syntactic rather than information-structural reasons. As soon as a syntactic EPP-
feature has been developed, SpecTP can no longer host any other constituents 
than the syntactic subject in SpecTP– objects and other parts of the clause must 
therefore either remain in VP or merge in SpecCP (in main clauses). The loss of 
OV-word order is in this perspective to be seen as a consequence of the syntactic 
change, rather than the trigger of it (cf. Håkansson 2008, and the discussion 
about OS in section 3.5). Likewise, subject-final clauses, verb-final clauses and 
narrative inversion are cumbersome to derive in a V2-language where the finite 
verb obligatory must merge in T and the subject in SpecTP. As has been shown 
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above, the loss of these constructions in OG coincide in time with the loss of 
OV-word order and, crucially, the novel requirement that subjects must be overt.  
	

3.6.4. The bias for 3rd person null thematic subjects in Old Germanic 
 

In all of the OG languages, 3p null subjects are more frequent than other types 
of null subjects. This has of course been noted by every scholar working with 
the respective languages (as discussed throughout sections 3.2–3.5 in the present 
chapter). Given the hypothesis pursued here, that null subjects in OG are 
contextually identified, explanations for the person bias in OG that are based on 
syntactic identification (i.e., via agreement on the finite verb), such as van 
Gelderen (2011), cannot be on the mark, and Distinct Agreement (as defined in 
section 2.4) is likewise irrelevant (although DA may constrain the identification 
of the null thematic subject). 

An explanation for the person bias in OG accordingly must proceed from the 
observation that contextual identification is the key factor. The question is, then, 
what properties relating to contextual interpretation may make 3p null subjects 
easier to derive than 1p and 2p null subjects in OG? Given the proposals 
presented by for instance Sigurðsson (2011:283; see the discussion in section 
2.3.), 1p and 2p null subjects are inherently C/edge-linked, and should for this 
reason be easier to process than 3p null subjects, not harder.16 But recall that 
also context scanning is a part of context linking, according to Sigurðsson: 

While arguments are ϕ-computed under CLn matching in narrow syntax, their definite 
reference is decided by clause-external context scanning, either under distant 
Agree/control [...] or by extrasyntactic means. Together, CLn matching and context 
scanning yield context linking [...] (Sigurðsson 2011:283) 

	
Ascertaining the reference of any argumental subject pronoun hence involves 
context scanning, a principled search for the correct referential point of the 
pronoun. For instance, 1sg (I) refers to a singular speaker who participates in the 
ongoing discourse. Being used by speaker A, it refers to speaker A, but when 

	
16 The assumption that 1p and 2p pronouns have a special grammatical status, being Speech 
Act Participants (SAPs), goes back to Postal (1966). For more discussions about SAPs and 
null subjects, see Cole (2010) and Wratil (2011:119ff). 
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used by speaker B, it refers to speaker B.17 Interestingly, 1p and 2p pronouns are 
used interchangeably by the speaker and the hearer in a typical conversation, 
meaning that the pronoun you, for instance, does not have a fixed point of 
reference in a dialogue. Sigurðsson (2011:283) provides the following example: 
	
(3:15)  a. Hey, John, are you invited?  
 b. No, Sandra, but you are.  
 
The 2sg pronoun you first refers to John (in 3:15a) and then to Sandra (in 
3:15b). Deictic shifts of this type are prevalent in natural discourse, also in very 
short exchanges. The reference of pronouns that refer to non-participants, i.e. 3p 
pronouns, is on the other hand more stable, since the speaker and hearer often 
tend to talk about the same topic for a period of time. For instance, Frascarelli 
(2007:703) presents an Italian example where seven 3sg pronouns after each 
other (of which six are null) all refer to the same person, forming a referential 
chain. She concludes that overt pronouns in Italian, a typical NSL, are used 
mainly to disentangle the referential properties of 3p pronouns (Frascarelli 
2007:703) 

[...] strong subjects are not produced to avoid featural ambiguities: the speaker is talking 
about two men and the φ-features expressed with the pronoun lui [i.e., he] cannot be 
helpful to identify either (possible) referent. Strong pronouns, on the other hand, avoid 
ambiguities at a discourse level, since they are used to obviate coreference with respect 
to the current Aboutness Topic (and, eventually, to propose a shift). (Frascarelli 
2007:703) 

	
As long as the point of reference does not change, a null subject is accordingly 
possible in Italian. 

Consider at this point a brief piece of discourse such as (3:16). 
	
(3:16)  a. Johna: Ia would like to know if youb think hec's coming. 
 b. Janeb: Why do youa think Ib should know if hec's coming? 
	
The SAPs I and you refer to both the speaker and the hearer, through deictic 
shift, while the 3sg pronoun he remains stable (otherwise, the short exchange 
would be incomprehensible). In (3:16), this is shown by the indices a (referring 

	
17 How pronouns relate to language-external referents is of course an extremely complicated 
and much-debated issue that cannot be discussed in any depth here. 
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to John), b (referring to Jane) and c (referring to the person being spoken about). 
Unlike I and you, he refers to the same person throughout the exchange. One can 
thus claim that he is easier to process, since the context scanning result, the 
established point of reference, for he is invariant throughout the discourse, in 
contrast with the shifting pronouns I and you. In other words, John and Jane in 
(3:16) are in agreement when it concerns the reference of he, but, following the 
principles for usage of personal pronouns, they congenially disagree on the 
reference of I and you. Each time these pronouns are used, a new context-
scanning process must be initiated and a new point of reference must be fixed. 

In some genres, also SAPs continuously keep referring to the same person, 
however. It has been noted that even in typical non-NSLs, such as English, 1p 
pronouns may be omitted in diary contexts and on postcards, for instance 
(Haegeman 1990; see section 2.2); arguably, this is made possible by the fact 
that deictic shifts do not occur in these genres – addressees are rarely, if ever, 
allowed to assume the role of speaker in a diary. 

Let us accordingly entertain the possibility that the deictic shifts that are 
typical for 1p and 2p pronouns made 3p null thematic subjects easier to derive, 
in comparison, in OG. It would then be unsurprising that 3p pronouns were 
omitted more frequently than 1p and 2p pronouns, perhaps especially in the 
early stages of the OG languages, when the written language had not yet been 
codified and standardized, hence, presumably, being modeled on the spoken 
language to a greater extent. Another factor of relevance is that a substantial part 
of the extant OG texts are religious and/or historical narratives (such as the OE 
Beowulf, the OI saga literature, descriptions of the lives of saints etc.), genres in 
which 3p reference chains are relatively common, whereas 1p and 2p reference 
chains occur rather sparingly. In the OG data that have been presented in tables 
3:3, 3:4, and 3:9, the number of 3p subjects (null as well as overt) is very high, 
compared with 1p and 2p subjects. In OE, 3p subjects make up 59% of all 
subjects, and the corresponding figure in OHG is 64%, while in OS no less than 
73% of all subjects were 3p subjects. This is a clear indication that 3p reference 
chains must have been considerably more common than 1p and 2p reference 
chains in the OG texts that have formed the basis of investigation for the studies 
discussed above. 

While many researchers claim that SAPs are easier to process than non-SAPs 
(i.e., 3p pronouns) (see Déchaine & Wiltschko 2002 etc.), the OG facts show 
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that 3p pronouns are more prone to be covert in some languages, suggesting that 
the identification of 3p pronouns in OG was less complex than identification of 
the SAPs. It has been argued here that this unexpected non-complexity is due to 
the relation between the pronoun and the point of reference. For a 3p pronoun in 
a chain of reference, this point is a fixed target, facilitating the omission of the 
overt subject pronoun, while 1p and 2p subject pronouns constantly keep 
shifting in this respect.  

This suggestion obviously calls for further studies of null subjects in OG, 
based on hypotheses relating to genre differences (cf. for instance Håkansson 
2008:117, who finds that null thematic subjects occur more often in early OS 
non-religious texts than in religious texts), deictic shifts, referential chains, 
contextual identification, and/or context scanning, requiring investigations of 
substantial chunks of text rather than of isolated sentences. Needless to say, such 
an enterprise cannot be undertaken here, but must be left for future research. 

 

4. MODERN GERMANIC 

4.1. Introduction 
	
In this chapter, the topic is thematic null subjects in Bavarian, Zürich German, 
Swabian, Frisian, Övdalian and Yiddish. These language varieties have an 
unclear status. Traditionally, they have all been considered dialects of the 
respective standard languages (German, Dutch, and Swedish), but recently 
Frisian and Yiddish have been officially recognized as languages. On the other 
hand, Bavarian, Zürich German and Swabian are still classified as dialects, 
although the number of speakers, the sociolinguistic situation (including 
increasing usage on all levels of communication and emerging standardization) 
and a number of linguistic features rather seem to call for the label language in 
these cases (although Zürich German of course would be a dialect of Swiss 
German). Övdalian is also still considered a dialect of Swedish, even if it is 
linguistically very different from Swedish (or any other Mainland Scandinavian 
variety). When discussing these language varieties as a group, I have therefore 
chosen to use this particular term (i.e., language variety) or the term vernacular, 
rather than language or dialect, two terms that are mainly politically defined. 
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According to Merriam-Webster dictionary (Merriam-Webster 2013), a 
vernacular is “an expression or mode of expression that occurs in ordinary 
speech rather than formal writing”, a definition that, I think, captures the 
similarities of these language varieties quite well. Neither is used as a main 
national language, and neither has, until recently, been exposed to any serious 
attempts of standardization. In fact, the latter may in part explain why these 
vernaculars share a number of linguistic properties not found in the standard 
national languages (I return to this issue in chapter 5). 

The data that are presented and discussed in this chapter have to a large extent 
been gathered from previous works, such as for instance Weiß (1998) for 
Bavarian, and Werner (1999) for Zürich German. However, small questionnaire 
studies have been performed with speakers of North Frisian, Swabian and 
Zürich German (during the period 2011–2012), and the data concerning 
Övdalian have mainly been drawn from quite extensive field work (interviews 
and questionnaire studies), transcriptions of older recordings etc. conducted 
during the period 2005–2012. As for Yiddish, I have made a small corpus study 
(cf. Rosenkvist 2012), complementing earlier works such as Prince (1998) and 
Geller (1999). 

In the following section, the six vernaculars are introduced, in brief. More 
detailed linguistic introductions to Frisian, Swabian, Bavarian and Swiss 
German can be found in Russ (1989), while Jacobs (2005) provides a linguistic 
description of Yiddish, and Johannessen & Garbacz give a linguistic background 
to Övdalian. Then the thematic null subjects and their relation to Distinct 
Agreement are discussed (in section 4.3), while the topic of section 4.4 is 
thematic null 1sg subjects in Swabian and Zürich German. Then I turn to the 
syntactic distribution of thematic null subjects in embedded clauses (section 4.5) 
and the possible pragmatic effects of overt pronominal subjects (section 4.6). In 
section 4.7, which concludes the chapter, some common features of the modern 
Germanic vernaculars pertaining to thematic null subjects are further discussed: 
the historical origin of these null subjects and the status of different types of null 
subjects in the respective synchronic grammars. 

The disposition of the present chapter is accordingly determined by relevant 
syntactic properties, in contrast with the preceding chapter, where each language 
was discussed in a section of its own. 
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4.2. Modern Germanic vernaculars – a brief description 
	
In this section, brief backgrounds to the six modern Germanic vernaculars are 
provided. Since it has been surprisingly difficult to find printed matter where for 
instance the current number of speakers and the geographical distribution of 
these Germanic vernaculars are accurately and coherently described, the 
information presented here has mainly been gathered from various sources on 
the Internet, including Ethnologue (Lewis et al 2013), English, German and 
Alemannic Wikipedia, and some variety-specific sites such as the Frisian 
Academy (Fryske Akademy 2013) and Dialektsyntax des Schweizerdeutschen 
 Syntaktischer Atlas der Deutschen Schweiz (SADS 2013). A complete list of 
relevant sites can be found in the list of references. 

Bavarian, Zürich German and Swabian are varieties of High German (German 
Oberdeutsch), which are chiefly spoken in southern Germany, Switzerland and 
Austria (but also in France, Italy and the Czech republic speakers reside   – see 
map 1). These vernaculars are widely accepted in the respective societies, being 
used – with pride – in all social strata, although standard German prevails in 
schools. They are furthermore often used in radio and TV, and on the Internet. 
In all, Bavarian, Swabian and Zürich German have relatively large speaker 
populations and neither of these vernaculars is threatened by standard German. 
Furthermore, the increasing usage of Bavarian etc. in writing (primarily in non-
traditional media such as blogs etc.) is leading to an emerging standardization. 
	

Map 1. High German language varieties (Wikipedia 2013) 
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INSERT	MAP	1	HERE

	
	
Bavarian (German Bairisch) is spoken mainly in the southern German free state 
of Bavaria and in Austria, as a provincial standard language with four major 
dialects: Salzburgish, Central Bavarian (Mittelbairisch), North Bavarian 
(Nordbairisch) and South Bavarian (Südbairisch) (cf. Rowley 1989 and 
Wiesinger 1989). There are about 13 million speakers of Bavarian, and it is 
classified as “vigorous” by Ethnologue (Lewis et al 2013). The Bible was 
translated into Bavarian in 1998, and there is also a Bavarian Wikipedia-site. 



	 55	

The syntax of Bavarian has been studied in depth by Bayer (1984) and Weiß 
(1998), while Fuß (2004, 2005, 2010, 2011) and Axel & Weiß (2010, 2011) 
have discussed the historical emergence of thematic null subjects in Bavarian, 
inter alia. 

Swabian (Schwäbisch) is spoken in the historical region of Swabia (German 
Schwaben), which covers the modern German state Baden-Württemberg and the 
southwestern parts of Bavaria (with the city of Ulm as a geographical centre) 
(cf. Russ 1989b). It is traditionally categorized as a northern Alemannic dialect, 
and the first Swabian Bible translation was issued in 2009. According to 
Ethnologue (Lewis et al 2013), there are 819 000 speakers of Swabian, but 
considering the population of Baden-Württemberg, which is about 10,7 million, 
this number is implausibly low. Certainly, some of the inhabitants speak only 
standard German and some speak Badish (Niederalemannische Dialekte on map 
1), but the number is still too low. More reasonable estimations are that there are 
between 2 and 3,5 million speakers,18 or around 4,7 million speakers.19 Swabian 
null subjects have been studied by Haag-Merz (1996), and, more recently, by 
Bohnacker (2013).  

Also Zürich German (Züritüütsch; German Zürichdeutsch) is an Alemannic 
language variety, spoken in the Swiss canton of Zürich (cf. Russ 1989c). Due to 
its geography and history, there is a notable linguistic diversity in Switzerland; 
there are four national languages (German, French, Italian, and Romansh), and 
the German spoken in Switzerland can be divided into numerous dialects and 
sub-dialects, the latter often restricted to specific valleys. Furthermore, while 
Swiss German is the spoken standard at most social levels and occasions, 
spoken by almost 5 million speakers, Swiss Standard German is used in schools 
and in multilingual settings. As for Zürich German, it is spoken by about one 
million people. Null thematic subjects in ZG have been investigated by Cooper 
& Engdahl (1989), Cooper (1994) and by Werner (1999). 

In a common Alemannic Wikipedia-site, it is possible to select four different 
language varieties for displaying the content: Zürich German, Swabian, Badish 
and Alsatian (Alemannic Wikipedia 2013). 

	
18 Ute Bohnacker, personal communication, 1/5 2013. 
19 Jürgen Sutter, personal communication, 25/4 2013. 
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Frisian (frysk; German Friesisch) is spoken along the shores of the North Sea, 
mainly in the Dutch region of Friesland (West Frisian) and in the southwest part 
of Jutland (North Frisian) (cf. Walker 1989). West Frisian has about 350 000 
speakers; a West Frisian Bible was completed in 1978. A small number of 
speakers of Frisian (around 2 000) can be found in Saterland (Germany), where 
Saterland Frisian still survives. As shown by map 2, the Frisian dialects are 
spoken in isolated enclaves. Being used on separate islands (such as Sylt, Föhr 
and Amrum), North Frisian, with about 10 000 speakers, has traditionally been 
further divided into a number a clearly separable local dialects (of which some 
are rapidly becoming extinct). West Frisian is an official language in the 
Netherlands, and Saterland Frisian and North Frisian have been recognized as 
minority languages in Germany. However, due to the low number of speakers 
and to the sociolinguistic situation, both North Frisian and Saterland Frisian are 
endangered. Thematic null subjects in Frisian were discussed by Hoekstra & 
Marácz (1989), and later de Haan (1994, 2010) as well as Hoekstra (1997) have 
explored this syntactic property of Frisian. 

 
INSERT MAP 2 HERE 
Map 2. Frisian language varieties (Wikipedia 2013) 
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Övdalian (övdalska; in Swedish älvdalska or älvdalsmål; in English also known 
(improperly)20 as Elfdalian or Dalecarlian) has traditionally been classified as a 
dialect of Swedish, although recent research suggests that on linguistic grounds, 
it should be considered a separate Scandinavian language (cf. Garbacz 2010, 
Rosenkvist 2010, Melerska 2011). Properties of the lexicon, the morphology and 
the syntax remind more about Icelandic and Faroese than about Norwegian or 
Swedish (Dahl 2005, Ringmar 2005). It is spoken by about 2 500 people in the 
province of Älvdalen in Dalecarlia. Since it has gained no official recognition, it 
is critically endangered, in spite of the efforts of the remaining speakers. The 
syntax of Övdalian has been studied by e.g. Levander (1909), Rosenkvist (1994, 
2006, 2010, 2011), Garbacz (2010, 2011), and Angantýsson (2011). 

Among the Germanic languages, Yiddish stands out as the only non-territorial 
language. Although it was widely used in the Jewish community in Western and 
Eastern Europe in the 19th century and at the beginning of the 20th, it was never 
an official language anywhere, and consequently it has never been standardized 
in a similar manner as e.g. German or Danish. The dialectal and sociolinguistic 
variation therefore prevailed in the written language even during the heydays of 
Yiddish, lasting until the beginning of the 20th century. The Holocaust caused a 
severe decline in the usage of Yiddish in Europe, of course, and at present the 
largest Yiddish speaking communities can be found in USA (mainly in New 
York) and in Israel. There are about 200 000 speakers in these countries, 
respectively; estimates of the total number of Yiddish speakers in the world vary 
between 500 000 and two millions. Yiddish has recently been recognized as a 
minority language in the Netherlands, Sweden and Moldova. Syntactic studies 
of Yiddish that are of relevance here have been performed by Santorini (1989), 
Prince (1998), Geller (1999), and Rosenkvist (2012). 

	
20 Elfdalian is calqued on the Swedish word älvdalska. The term Elfdalian is inadequate for 
two reasons, I think. First, it is distractingly similar to English elf, while älv simply means 
'river', and, second, it is an exonym. Dalecarlian refers to all language varieties in Dalecarlia, 
but there are distinct isoglosses in Dalecarlia, clearly separating Övdalian from adjacent 
varieties and, above all, from the varieties in the southeast (which are mere dialects of 
Swedish).  
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4.3. Thematic null subjects and Distinct Agreement  
	
In all of the six vernaculars that were presented in the previous section, null 
thematic subjects occur. However, the presence of thematic null subjects in 
Yiddish is adamantly denied by Speas (2006:60): “Yiddish does not allow null 
referential pronouns”, and in the same volume Koeneman (2006:86) makes a 
similar statement. Still, according to Prince (1998:83), traditional Yiddish 
grammarians acknowledge that “du, the second person singular pronoun is 
deletable” and in his Yiddish grammar, Jacobs (2005:261) provides two 
examples of thematic null subjects in Yiddish (both of them are null instances of 
du). In addition, Geller (1999:74) actually states that omission of Yiddish du is 
obligatory in some cases. The contradicting statements indicate very clearly, I 
think, that studies of non-standard Germanic syntax (and in particular Yiddish 
syntax) have been rather scarce, and that the syntactic properties of non-standard 
Germanic are accordingly still relatively unknown for many linguists.  
	

4.3.1. Null subjects in modern Germanic – the basic facts 
	
Example sentences with thematic null subjects from the respective vernaculars, 
plus an example from Central Bavarian (a variety of Bavarian – see further 
below), are provided in (4:1)–(4:7). In examples (4:2) and (4:5), also agreeing 
complementizers are illustrated. This is a common morphosyntactic feature in 
several modern Germanic vernaculars that is further discussed in section xxx. 

 
(4:1) I glaub moang bisd wieda gsund. (Bavarian; Axel & Weiß 2011:36) 

 I think tomorrow are-2sg again healthy 

 ‘I think that you will be well again tomorrow’ 

 

(4:2) ...wama bmaid hama. (Central Bavarian; Axel & Weiß 2011:34) 

 because-1pl thought have-1pl 

 ‘because we have been thinking’ 

 

(4:3) Ha der das nöd scho verzellt? (Zürich German; Cooper & Engdahl 1989:33) 

 have-1sg to-you it not already told 

 ‘Haven’t I told you that already?’ 
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(4:4) Vielleicht merksch plötzlich nix mee. (Swabian; Bohnacker 2013:10) 
 maybe notice-2SG suddenly nothing more 
  ‘Maybe you suddenly will not feel anything anymore.’ 
 

(4:5) Ik tink datst my helpe moatst. (West Frisian; de Haan 1994:81) 

 I think that-2sg me help must-2sg 

 ‘I think that you must help me’ 

 

(4:6) Trink nit di kave, vorem vest nit kenen slofn. (Yiddish; Jacobs 2005:261) 

 drink not the coffee because get-2sg not no sleep 

 ‘Don’t drink the coffee, because you won’t be able to sleep’ 

 

(4:7) An wet byddjum i Övdalim. (Övdalian) 

 he knows live-1pl in Älvdalen 

 ‘He knows that we live in Älvdalen’ 

 

As is evident from the example sentences above, only 1p and 2p thematic null 
subjects are attested in the modern Germanic vernaculars (cf. Rosenkvist 2009, 
2010:256ff; cf. also table 4:1).  

However, Bohnacker (2013:23ff) notes that in her recordings of spontaneous 
Swabian, also 3sg null subjects seem to occur. These null subjects only appear 
directly after the finite verb isch (‘is’) or the complementizer daß (‘that’). 
Considering that the form of the 3sg neuter subject is es, it is plausible that es 
becomes null in these positions due to a phonological process, unlike the other 
possible null subjects: “What we can say is that the omission of 3SGNEU 
subjects is qualitatively very different from the omission of 2SG and 1SG 
subjects [...]” (Bohnacker 2013:26). Interestingly, Bohnacker also notes that 
while older speakers of Swabian delete es after isch and daß very often (91% of 
the cases), younger speakers tend to pronounce es also in these positions, only 
using a silent es in 12,5% of the cases. This indicates that younger speakers of 
Swabian use a more orthoepic pronunciation, perhaps being influenced by 
written standard German. But given that only six informants participated in the 
study, Bohnacker underlines (2013:26) that “the pattern observed may simply be 
due to individual preference and variation”. Following Bohnacker (2013), I will 
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assume that the Swabian 3sg null subjects indeed are solely phonologically 
conditioned (viz., this is a post-syntactic phenomenon), and therefore I do not 
discuss these null subjects further in this work. 

 

4.3.2. Null subjects in modern Germanic and Distinct Agreement 
	
In stark contrast with Old Germanic, there is an evident relation between 
thematic null subjects and verb agreement in the modern Germanic vernaculars. 
In table 4:1 (cf. Rosenkvist 2009, 2010:257), the verb agreement patterns in 
seven different vernaculars (including Central Bavarian) are presented. Only the 
verb forms that are set in bold in the table allow thematic null subjects.21  

 
Table	4:1.	Verb	agreement	and	thematic	null	subjects	in	seven	modern	Germanic	
vernaculars.	
num.	 per	 Bav.	 CBav.	 ZG	 Swab.	 Fris.	 Övd.	 Yidd.	

sg.	 1	 kumm	 kumm	 chume	 komm	 kom	 kumb	 kum	

2	 kummst	 kummst	 chunnsch	 kommsch	 komst	 kumst	

3	 kummt	 kummt	 chunnt	 kommt	 komt	 kumt	

pl.	 1	 kumman	 kumma/	

kumman	 	

chömed	

	

kommet	 komme	

kumum	 kumn	

2	 kummts	 kummts	 kumið	 kumt	

3	 kumman	 kumman	 	

kumå	

	

kumn	infinitive	 kemma	 kemma	 chu	 komma	 kommen	

possible	

null	

subjects	

2sg,	2pl	 2sg,	1pl,	

2pl	

1sg,	2sg	 1sg,	2sg	 2sg	 1pl,	2pl	 2sg	

	
21	The	data	in	table	4:1	are	taken	from	the	following	sources:	Bayer	(1984)	and	Weiß	
(1998):	Bavarian	and	Central	Bavarian;	Cooper	(1994)	and	Werner	(1999):	Zürich	
German;	Haag-Merz	(1996)	and	Bohnacker	(2013):	Swabian; Hoekstra & Marácz (1989), 
de Haan (1994), and Hoekstra (1997): Frisian; Levander (1909), Garbacz (2010), and 
Rosenkvist (2010): Övdalian; Prince (1998), Geller (1999), and Jacobs (2005): Yiddish. 
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The agreement patterns in table 4:1 and their relation to the possibility of 
thematic null subjects show very clearly that agreement is a key factor for 
licensing thematic null subjects in modern Germanic. In particular, the contrast 
between Bavarian and Central Bavarian is telling – 1pl cannot be null in 
Bavarian, while this is possible in Central Bavarian if the 1pl verb form is the 
distinct -ma (Axel & Weiß 2011:30ff). This form appears only in C. In verb 
final clauses, the form for 1pl in Central Bavarian is -an (coinciding with the 
form for 3pl), and in such clauses the 1pl subject must be overt (unless the suffix 
-ma appears on the complementizer – see section xxx below). The difference 
between Bavarian and Central Bavarian is illustrated in tables 4.1 and 4.2, where 
the respective feature correlations are presented (cf. section 2.4). 
	
Table 4.2. Feature correlation in Bavarian. 

 number person gender 

1sg  ii  

2sg  DU  

3sg.m   ea 

3sg.f   sie 

3sg.n   es 

1pl.  mia  

2pl.  EES  

3pl.  se  
	
Table 4.3. Feature correlation in Central Bavarian (with the 1pl suffix -ma). 

 number person gender 

1sg  ii  

2sg  DU  

3sg.m   ea 

3sg.f   sie 

3sg.n   es 

1pl.  MIA  

2pl.  EES  

3pl.  se  
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While 1pl agreement in Bavarian is non-distinct, coinciding with 3pl, in Central 
Bavarian the 1pl agreement suffix -ma is clearly distinct. Thus, the notion of 
Distinct Agreement (DA), as presented in section 2.4, captures the difference 
between Bavarian and Central Bavarian, as well as the intralinguistic variation 
in Central Bavarian, accurately. Furthermore, also in the remaining modern 
Germanic vernaculars, DA is a prerequisite for thematic null subjects; no 
syncretic verb forms allow thematic null subjects.  

The licensing of thematic null subjects in modern Germanic can accordingly 
be explained solely by morphosyntactic properties of the various vernaculars, 
and one does not need to evoke any notion of a particular, syntactically encoded 
Person-feature, as proposed by Sigurðsson (2011) and many others, in order to 
explain the person bias. Distinct Agreement pays heed to the fact that 3sg 
pronouns in Germanic are marked for gender – a null 3sg pronoun cannot be 
reconstructed from mere number and person agreement – and this explains why 
3p thematic null subjects are not attested in modern Germanic (but see above for 
an apparent exception in Swabian). 

Interestingly, in the Alemannic varieties Swabian and Zürich German, 1sg 
null thematic subjects occur (cf. Cooper 1994 and Haag-Merz 1996), while such 
null subjects are unattested elsewhere. In Zürich German, the verb form is, in 
general, clearly distinct (chume), but in Swabian, where the 1sg verb form 
coincides with the form for the imperative, and is underspecified (lacking a 
specific 1sg suffix), it is surprising that 1sg null subjects are licit. A closer look 
at Swabian and Zürich German null 1sg subjects reveals interesting similarities 
regarding their distributional properties, however. This is the topic of the 
following section. 

4.4. Null 1sg subjects in Swabian and Zürich German 
	
In this section, the properties of null 1sg subjects in the Alemannic vernaculars 
Swabian and Zürich German are investigated (in that order). The section is 
concluded in subsection 4.4.3. 
	

4.4.1. Null 1sg subjects in Swabian  
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According to Haag-Merz (1996:162ff), null 1sg subjects are restricted to 
positions immediately before clitics in Swabian, positions where the subject 
pronoun alternatively may appear not as a full pronoun (i), but as a clitic (e) (as 
illustrated in example 4.8).22 
 
(4:8) Geschtern han-(e)-mr en Bobbel Eis kauft. (Swabian; Haag-Merz 1996:162) 
 yesterday have-1sg-(I)-me-CL a ball ice cream bought 
 ‘Yesterday I bought myself a ball of ice cream’ 

 
Haag-Merz (1996:162f) also points out that if the clitic element following the 
1sg subject clitic is vowel-initial or syllabic (such as (e)m, the 3sgm dative 
clitic), then the subject clitic must be null, in order to avoid hiatus. On the other 
hand, the accusative clitics s (‘it’) and se (‘her’) require the preceding 1sg 
subject to be overt. The proposed contrasts are demonstrated in (4:9) and (4:10). 
	
(4:9) a. Geschtern han-m a bißle gholfe. 
  yesterday have-1sg-him-CL a little helped 
  ‘Yesterday, I helped him a little’ 
 b. *Geschtern han-e-m a bißle gholfe. (Swabian; Haag-Merz 1996:162) 
  yesterday have-1sg-I-CL-him-CL a little helped 
  ‘Yesterday, I helped him a little’ 
  
(4:10) a. *Geschtern han-s ufgmacht. (Swabian; Haag-Merz 1996:162) 
  yesterday have-1sg-it-CL opened 
  ‘I opened it yesterday’ 
 b. Geschtern han-e-s ufgmacht. 
  yesterday have-1sg-I-CL-it-CL opened 
  ‘I opened it yesterday’ 
 
Haag-Merz (1996:167) concludes that the possible omission of 1sg subject 
clitics is phonologically conditioned: “Zusammenfassend kann man fasthalten, 
daß ich-drop phonologisch bedingt ist und nur im Cluster auftreten kann”. 

In a recent corpus study, Bohnacker (2013:21ff) scrutinizes the claims made 
by Haag-Merz (1996). First, she underlines that in her material, 1sg null subjects 
are exceedingly rare – no more than 1,3% of the possible 1sg subjects are null 
(in marked contrast with 2sg, where 61% appear as null subjects). Furthermore, 

	
22 Haag-Merz (1996:155) underlines, however, that her syntactic intuitions do not always 
coincide completely with other speakers' and researchers' intuitions. 
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the claim that hiatus controls the distribution of the clitic null subjects is not 
vindicated by Bohnacker’s study; rather, she finds that clitics can be null in 
contexts where hiatus is irrelevant, and, conversely, that 1sg subject clitics are 
overt in many cases where they actually do cause hiatus. 

Two of the null 1sg subjects clitics in Bohnacker’s study also appear without 
following pronominal clitics (see example 4:11). 

 
(4:11) un jetz in dem neua hen-se-s au glaub gändert (Swabian; Bohnacker 2013:21) 
 and now in the new have-3PL-they-it also think.1SG changed  
 ‘And now in the new one I think they’ve changed it though.’ 
 
To conclude, the data presented by Bohnacker (2013) indicate that some of the 
claims made by Haag-Merz (1996) may be misleading, and she underlines that 
hiatus is not an essential licensing factor for the speakers in her study: 

This finding suggests that Haag-Merz’s condition that 1SG subjects must be dropped 
for phonological reasons to avoid vowel-vowel hiatus does not hold for the six 
informants here. (Bohnacker 2013:23) 

	
The results from a small questionnaire study, involving six younger (below 30 
years of age) speakers of Swabian and comprising 52 test sentences, also call for 
a re-evaluation of some of the data concerning thematic null subjects in Swabian 
that Haag-Merz (1996) presented.23 The informants were asked to grade the test 
sentences on a 1–5 scale, with 5 as the highest grade, corresponding to the 
judgment “in full accordance with general language us (this is what you 
normally say)”. When testing the sentences in (4:9) and (4:10), the informants’ 
responses do not correlate entirely with the claims made by Haag-Merz (1996), 
as shown in (4:12) and (4:13). 

 
(4:12) a. Geschtern han-m a bißle gholfe. (=4:9a) 
  test score: 5, 2, 5, 3, 2, 5 
  mean value: 3,7 
  according to Haag-Merz (1996): OK 
 b. Geschtern han-e-m a bißle gholfe. (=4:9b) 
  test scores: 4, 5, 3, 5, 5, 5 
  mean value: 4,5 

	
23 The questionnaire study was carried out in Freiburg during October 2011, with the 
generous aid of prof. Guido Seiler. 
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  according to Haag-Merz (1996): * 
 
 
According to Haag-Merz (1996:161ff), 1sg clitics cannot be overt in positions 
before a following vowel-initial or syllabic clitic (as in 4:9b, 4:12b). However, 
the informants in the questionnaire study all considered a test sentence with an 
overt 1sg subject clitic in this position to be fully acceptable, with the exception 
of one informant who assigned the test sentence the grade 3, corresponding to 
the judgment “in partial accordance with general language use (sometimes you 
can say so)”. Furthermore, the sentence with a null 1sg subject (4:9a, 4:12a) 
actually received lower grades – three informants considered it to be acceptable, 
while three did not (a notable individual variation). The informants' 
grammaticality judgments accordingly contradict the claims made by Haag-
Merz (1996) concerning this particular matter. 

As for the other suggested generalization – that 1sg subjects must be overt if 
they are followed by the accusative clitics s (‘it’) or se (‘her’) – the results 
partially corroborate the hypothesis issued by Haag-Merz (1996). Half of the 
informants considered a 1sg null subject to be illicit in this position (cf. 4:13a), 
while the remaining three accepted a 1sg null subject. The contrasting sentence, 
with an overt subject clitic (cf. 4:13b), received high scores throughout. 

 
(4:13) a. Geschtern han-s ufgmacht. (=4:10a) 
  test score: 4, 4, 1, 4, 1, 1  
  mean value: 2,5 
  according to Haag-Merz (1996): * 
 b. Geschtern han-e-s ufgmacht. (=4:10b) 
  test scores: 5, 5, 5, 5, 4, 5 
  mean value: 4,5 
  according to Haag-Merz (1996): OK 

 
The obligation that a clitic must follow null 1sg subjects in Swabian is evident 

also in the questionnaire study (cf. 4:14a and 4:14b). 
 
 (4:14) a. Den Artikel hab-e no dr-heim. 
  the article hab-1sg-I-CL still at-home 
  ‘I still have the article at home.’ 
  test score: 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5  
  mean value: 5 
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 b. Den Artikel hab no dr-heim. 
  the article hab-1sg still at-home 
  ‘I still have the article at home.’ 
  test score: 1, 3, 1, 1, 1, 1 
  mean value: 1,3 
 
The test sentence with a pronounced clitic 1sg subject (4:14a) is unanimously 
declared to be perfectly acceptable, while the contrasting sentence, with a null 
1sg not preceding a clitic element (4:14b), clearly is not. In this case, the results 
of the questionnaire study follow the assumptions made by Haag-Merz (1996).  

As was mentioned above, Bohnacker (2013:21) presents two cases in her 
corpus study where null 1sg subjects appear without juxtaposed clitics. 
However, both of these examples occur after the verb glaub ('believe-1sg'), a 
verb which Bohnacker assumes has a special function in Swabian: 

Like woisch [wish-2sg], glaub is polyfunctional. It can serve as a matrix clause taking a 
sentential complement (I believe that X), but in such contexts the informants use overt 
subjects. They do not employ glaub + Ø as a matrix clause but rather like a discourse 
marker, a parenthetical I think comment and hedge on the proposition of a clause [...] 
(Bohnacker 2013:21) 

	
The bare glaub is inserted in the middle field of a sentence, in general, and 
should be seen as a parenthetical expression, more reminding about a speaker-
oriented sentential adverbial than a proper clause (cf. English He has, I think, 
already arrived). The findings reported by Bohnacker are hence not to be 
considered proper counter-arguments against the criteria that null 1sg subjects 
require a setting where they are followed by a clitic element (and Bohnacker 
does not address this particular issue). Interestingly, out of the 13 examples of 
null 1sg subjects in Bohnacker's study, no less than seven appear in this type of 
fixed glaub-construction. 

To conclude, Swabian 1sg null subjects are very infrequent, and speakers in 
some cases disagree concerning the phonological licensing contexts. With the 
exception of the construction with the near-formulaic glaub ('believe-1sg'), 
however, 1sg null subjects in Swabian only appear in syntactic positions where 
the unpronounced subject would have been realized as a clitic, i.e. immediately 
preceding another clitic. The Swabian 1sg null subject is accordingly a null clitic 
pronoun, the contemporary usage of which is partially obscure; the phonological 
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prerequisites that was suggested by Haag-Merz (1996) do not hold for all 
speakers. 

One way of explaining the attested current variation among speakers is to 
assume that Swabian is changing; hypothesizing that 1sg null subjects were 
more common in older Swabian, Bohnacker (2013:23) calls for diachronic 
studies of Swabian 1sg null subjects.  

 

4.4.2. Null 1sg subjects in Zürich German 
	
	
In her study of Zürich German syntax, Cooper (1994:99-101) presents a handful 
of examples of thematic null 1sg subjects – two of them are presented below 
(examples 4:15–4:16). 
	
(4:15) Ha der das nöd scho verzellt? (Zürich German; Cooper 1994:99) 

  have-1sg to-you it not already told 

  'Haven't I told you this already?'  

(4:16)  ...öb ere das nöd scho verzellt ha (Zürich German; Cooper 1994:99) 
  whether to-her this not already told have-1sg  
  'whether I haven't told her this already' 
 

Like in Swabian, the 1sg null subject in Zürich German can only appear in 
positions directly preceding a pronominal clitic – other types of lexical items, 
such as the strong pronoun dir ('you'), are disallowed, as shown by examples 
(4:17–4:18).  
	
(4:17) *Ha dir das verzellt? (Zürich German; Cooper 1994:100) 

  have-1sg to-you this told 

  'Haven't I told you this?'  

 

(4:18)  *...öb de Chind das nöd scho verzellt ha (Zürich German; Cooper 1994:100) 
  whether the children this not already told have-1sg  
  'whether I haven't told the children this already' 
	
 
Accordingly, just as in Swabian, the 1sg thematic null subject in Zürich German 
requires a position immediately preceding another clitic (a cliticized pronominal 
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object). If the 1sg subject were to be pronounced in this position, it would 
appear as the enclitic i or e (the full form is ich – cf. Cooper 1994:103, Werner 
1999:46).  

There is one exception to this pattern, however: a position in front of the 
masculine determiner em, which is homonymous with a dative masculine clitic, 
is also possible (Cooper & Engdahl 1989:39, Cooper 1994:100). 
	
(4:18) ...wil em Brüeder alli Artikel schicke. 
 because to-the brother all articles send-1sg 
 'because I send my brother all the articles' 
 
As shown by Werner (1999:50, 128), also the feminine determiner der, which is 
homophonous with the object clitic der, allows thematic null 1sg subjects. 
	
(4:18) Das ha der Iris scho geschter gsäit. (Werner 1999:50, 128) 
 das habe der Iris schon gestern gesagt 
 'I have already told Iris that yesterday' 
	
Werner (1999:49) also claims that 1sg subjects must be null if followed by an 
object clitic; but when they precede an unstressed syllable beginning with [e], 
1sg subjects cannot be null (as shown by 4:19). 
	
(4:19) Das han *ø/i erwartet. (Werner 1999:49) 
 that have-1sg I/I expected 
 'I have expected that' 
	
	
Having noted the phonological criteria for 1sg null subjects, both Cooper 
(1994:110f) and Werner (1999:132f) conclude that in Zürich German, the 
phenomenon of unpronounced 1sg subject pronoun is not a property of syntax, 
but rather a lexical or phonological feature.  

Cooper (1994:110) suggests that 1sg (and 2sg) null clitics are the 
consequence of a lexical deficiency (although there in fact is a weak 1sg clitic in 
Zürich German, as mentioned above). Having argued against a phonological 
analysis, she claims that a strong subject pronoun alternates with a weak 
(cliticized) pronoun, but only if there actually is such a clitic pronoun available 
in the lexicon (cf. Fuß 2011 for a comprehensive discussion about the relation 
between clitics and null subjects in Bavarian, and in other languages). 



	 69	

This implies that ZH [i.e., Zürich German] null subjects occur in place of clitics rather 
than in place of full pronouns, i.e. they alternate with clitics if clitics are available. 
(Cooper 1994:110) 

The assumption of silent clitics also suggests that, at least in Zurich German, we are 
dealing with a lexical idiosyncrasy rather than a syntactic property. (Cooper 1994:110) 

 
On the other hand, pointing out that Cooper's arguments against a phonological 
explanation are untenable, and that there actually is a 2sg subject clitic in Zürich 
German (d or t), Werner (1999:133) concludes that the notion of null clitics in 
Zürich German is redundant, and that it is regular phonological processes at 
work in Zürich German that cause some 1sg (and 2sg) subject clitics to delete. 

Für das Ausslassen der 1. und 2.Sg. wurde eine rein phonologische Lösung 
vorgeschlagen, die damit begründet wurde, daß es sich um allgemeingültige noch 
produktive phonologische Regeln handelt [...] (Werner 1999:133) 

	
	
The idea is that the 1sg and 2sg clitics (i and t) has merged with their respective 
finite verbs during the historical development of Zürich German (cf. Cooper 
1994:109ff, and Fuß 2005 for a detailed discussion about this process), as 
illustrated in examples 4:20 and 4:21. 
	
(4:20) chume ich > chume i > chume e > chume 
 
(4:21) chunnscht du > chunnscht te > chunnschte > chunnscht (Werner 1999:130) 
 
	
One may note that the resulting verb actually is identical with the original form, 
in both of the cases that are schematically illustrated in 4:19 and 4:20. A 
prerequisite for the fusions to occur is of course that the subjects are not 
topicalized, but appear immediately juxtaposed to the finite verb, in SpecTP, 
where they initially may appear as enclitic subjects. Werner (1999:130) 
furthermore argues that the lexical form of the 2sg verb is chunnscht, to be 
compared with chunnsch in table 4:1. The final -t disappears in regular speech, 
she argues, but is realized when the verb is stressed; the loss of final -t after the 
sibilant [ʃ] is a general phonetic rule in Zürich German.  

To sum up so far, Werner (1999) claims that absolute phonological rules 
determine whether 1sg (and 2sg) subjects appear as overt clitics or as null 
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subjects in Zürich German. Schematically, her proposals regarding 1sg subjects 
can be illustrated as in (4:22), where Ø represents a null subject. 

 
(4:22) a. clitic 1sg i/e – object clitic  → obligatory Ø – object 
clitic  
 
 b. clitic 1sg i/e – unstressed e-  →  *Ø – unstressed e- 

 
	

In a small questionnaire study, comprising eight younger speakers of Zürich 
German,24 some of Werner's (1999:49–50) example sentences with 1sg subjects 
were tested. The features in focus were the necessity of a pre-clitic position 
(4:23), the assumed impossibility to delete the 1sg subject in front of unstressed 
e- (4:24), and the requirement that 1sg subjects be omitted when followed by an 
object clitic or the determiner em (4:25). 
	
(4:23) a. Das han i nöd gsäit. 
  that have-1sg I not said 
  ‘I have not said that.’ 
  test score: 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5 
  mean value: 5 
 b. Das han nöd gsäit. 
  that have-1sg not said 
  ‘I have not said that.’ 
  test score: 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1, 1 
  mean value: 1 
 c. Das han der scho gsäit. 
  that have-1sg you already said 
  ‘I have already told you that.’ 
  test score: 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5 
  mean value: 5 
 
As shown by the contrast between (4:23a) and (4:23b), the 1sg subject cannot be 
omitted when it precedes the negation nöd ('not'). A null 1sg subject is however 
legitimate in (4:23c), when an object clitic follows – the tested speakers agree 
unanimously in these cases. It could furthermore be ascertained that the same 

	
24 The study was conducted in Zürich during May 2012, with the kind help of prof. Elvira 
Glaser and Anja Hasse. 
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restrictions apply in embedded clauses. Hence, the tested speakers express the 
same grammatical intuitions as Werner (1999) in this particular case. 

 The speakers' judgments also vindicate the assumptions put forth by Werner 
(1999) regarding null 1sg subjects in front of unstressed e- (see 4:24).  
 
(4:24) a. Da han i es Reeli gsee. 
  then have-1sg I a deer seen 
  ‘Then I saw a deer.’ 
  test score: 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5  
  mean value: 5 
 b. Da han es Reeli gsee. 
  then have-1sg a deer seen 
  ‘Then I saw a deer.’ 
  test score: 1, 1, 1, 3, 1, 1, 1, 1 
  mean value: 1,3 

 

Seven of the speakers consider a null 1sg subject impossible in a context where 
it would be followed by an unstressed e- (as in 4:24b), while one speaker finds 
the test sentence dubious.  

But as for the third generalization, all of the speakers find a sentence with an 
overt subject in front of em perfectly grammatical (cf. 4:25a), which is 
surprising, given Werner's proposal (1999:49–50). With an omitted subject, half 
of the speakers assign the sentence the lowest grade, while the rest consider it to 
be good or at least acceptable (see 4:25b). 
	
(4:25) a. Das han i em Paul scho geschter gsäit. 
  that have-1sg I the Paul already yesterday said 
  ‘I told Paul that yesterday already.’ 
  test score: 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5, 5  
  mean value: 5 
 b. Das han em Paul scho geschter gsäit. 
  that have-1sg I the Paul already yesterday said 
  ‘I told Paul that yesterday already.’ 
  test score: 1, 1, 5, 4, 3, 1, 5, 1 
  mean value: 2,6 
	
In this respect, the tested speakers express a grammatical intuition that is the 
reverse of Werner's. One should note, however, that both of Werner's rules for 
the distribution of null 1sg subjects (see 4:22) apply whenever a null 1sg subject 
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precedes the clitic em; as an object clitic em requires the 1sg subject to be null, 
whereas its phonetic structure, it being e-initial, requires an overt 1sg subject. 
This apparent contradiction may confuse some speakers. In (4:25) em functions 
as a determiner, not as an object clitic, and it is therefore plausible that some 
speakers apply the rule in (4:22a), assuming that the determiner em has the same 
morphosyntactic status as the homonymous clitic em, while others follow the 
phonetic principle illustrated in (4:22b). Only further studies of Zürich German 
1sg null and clitic subjects can determine whether these suggestions are correct. 
	

4.4.3. Null 1sg subjects in modern Germanic 
	
	
In the modern Germanic vernaculars, null 1sg subjects are only attested in the 
Alemannic varieties Swabian and Zürich German. As asserted by Cooper 
(1994), Haag-Merz (1996), and Werner (1999), these thematic null subjects are 
furthermore null clitics, not full pronouns – and two questionnaire studies point 
to the same conclusion. As clitics, the distribution of these null subjects is 
restrained by morphophonological criteria: they are only possible when followed 
by another clitic element. In main clauses, the 1sg null clitic appear directly 
following the finite verb, while it follows to the complementizer in embedded 
clauses (see section 4.5).  

The alternation between overt and null 1sg subjects in Alemannic is 
accordingly determined not only by agreement on the finite verb, but also by the 
clausal context. In contemporary theorizing about null subjects (cf. the 
discussion in section 2.3), null subjects are often assumed to be manifested as 
pronominal affixes, or to be linked to antecedents in the discourse, and both of 
these mechanisms are understood as being encoded in syntax. The Alemannic 
null 1sg subjects obviously require additional explanatory models, as noted by 
Cooper (1994:100). 

It is obvious that the assumption of a lexically or syntactically triggered phenomenon of 
null first singular subjects in the context of certain phonologically conditioned elements 
[...] is a problem for a theory which orders phonological processes after lexical and 
syntactic ones. (Cooper 1994:100) 

	
However, while Cooper (1994), Haag-Merz (1996), Werner (1999) underline the 
phonological criteria that determine the distribution of null 1sg subjects in 
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Swabian and Zürich German, the direct link between Distinct Agreement and 
null 1sg subjects in these vernaculars must also be stressed. Had mere 
phonology been the sole licensing factor, it could be expected that also other 
apparently rather weak subject clitics, such as for instance the both Zürich 
German and Swabian 3sg neuter -s ('it')  (Cooper 1994:103, Bohnacker 
2013:25), would be in peril to disappear in specific articulatory combinations (as 
discussed by Bohnacker 2013 – see above), and to successively become 
established as a true null subject. Yet, this is not the case. The explanation is 
probably the lack of Distinct Agreement – in want of gender features, the 3sg 
agreement suffix -t cannot recover a null 3sg neuter subject. 

In a recent quantitative study, Bohnacker (2013) demonstrates that 1sg null 
subjects are exceedingly rare in Swabian (but there are to date no such studies of 
Zürich German).  

The questionnaire studies show that in some cases, the individual variation is 
noticeable, both in Swabian (as also evidenced by Bohnacker 2013) and in 
Zürich German. The variation is however centered on the purported 
phonological criteria, while all tested speakers agree that null 1sg subjects 
require a pre-clitic position (cf. the test sentences in 4:14 and 4:23). This 
indicates very clearly that these null subject clitics are an integrated and still 
vivid part of Alemannic grammar. 

4.5. Null thematic subjects in embedded clauses 
	

4.5.1. Introduction 
 
In a number of contemporary theoretical approaches to the null subject research 
problem, null subjects are in different fashions tied to the finite verb in T (cf. 
Holmberg 2010, Biberauer 2010, Biberauer & Roberts 2010, Sigurðsson 2011 
etc.). For instance, Biberauer (2010) suggests that T may have D- and/or V-
features, and that the EPP-feature can be satisfied by movement of either DP to 
SpecTP or D to T, and Sigurðsson (2011) considers null subjects of the 
Romance type to be affixal subjects that are incorporated with the finite verb in 
T (following similar analyses by Alexiadou & Anagnostopoulou 1998, Platzack 
2004, Holmberg et al 2009, and Roberts 2009). D-features in T are however 
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uninterpretable, and must be deleted before Spell-Out (see the discussion in 
section 2.3), so the finite verb must move to T in overt syntax. The identification 
and/or licensing of null subjects is accordingly dependent on the presence of the 
finite verb in T, prior to Spell-Out. The modern Germanic null-subject 
vernaculars constitute an interesting challenge in this perspective, since most of 
them (the exceptions are Övdalian and Yiddish) are of the OV-type, with the 
finite verb in final position in embedded clauses.25 

In this section, a number of issues pertaining to null subjects in embedded 
clauses are addressed. First, the topic is the distribution of null subjects in 
embedded clauses (subsection 4.5.2), but also agreeing and non-agreeing 
complementizers (subsection 4.5.3) and the role of verb movement to T in 
Övdalian (subsection 4.5.4) are discussed. The section is concluded in 
subsection 4.5.5. 

 

4.5.2. Null subjects in verb-final clauses 

 
In all of the modern Germanic vernaculars that are included in this study, null 
subjects appear both in main clauses and in embedded clauses – see examples in 
(4:26–4:31). 
	
(4:26) ...daß scho des Buch kauft hasch. (Swabian; Haag-Merz xxx) 
  that already the book bought have-2sg 
  'that you already have bought the book' 
 
(4:27) ...öb nach Züri chunnsch. (Zürich German; Cooper & Engdahl 1989:38). 
  whether to Zürich come-2sg 
  'whether you come to Zürich' 
 
(4:28) Ik tink datst my helpe moatst. (Frisian; de Haan 1994:81) 
  I think that-2sg me help must-2sg 
  'I think that you must help me' 
 

	
25 There are of course various analytical approaches to the West Germanic OV-languages. 
Some scholars (such as for instance xxx) claim that German has a clause-final T. However, 
Haider (2010:chapter 2) argues (convincingly, I think) that German does not have any TP, and 
that the finite verb remains in VP in embedded clauses. For reasons of time and space, it is not 
possible to discuss the analytical options further here, considering that this is a complex 
debate that has been going on for more than 30 years. 
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(4:29) ...obst noch Minga kummst (Bavarian; Fuß 2004:60) 
  whether-2sg to Munich come-2sg 
  'whether you come to Munich' 
 
(4:30) Trink nit di kave, vorem vest nit kenen slofn. (Yiddish; Jacobs 2005:261) 
  drink not the coffee because get-2sg not no sleep 
  'Don’t drink the coffee, because you won’t be able to sleep' 
 
(4:31) ...dar wilum glåmå min wennanan. (Övdalian)     
  when want-1pl chat with each-other 
  'when we want to chat with each other' 
 

As was noted above, the finite verb in Swabian, Zürich German, Bavarian and 
Frisian is clause-final in embedded clauses, while it follows the complementizer 
in Yiddish and Övdalian (when the subject is missing). With an overt subject, 
the word order is complementizer-subject-finite verb in Yiddish and Övdalian 
(cf. Rosenkvist 2010, 2012). Assuming that the finite verb raises to T in these 
two vernaculars (as for Övdalian, see section 4.5.4), the proposed link between 
thematic null subjects and the finite verb in T can be upheld, whereas the 
position of the finite verb in the remaining vernaculars call for an analytical 
revision. Being clause-final, the finite verb cannot easily be envisaged to occupy 
T in Spell-Out in Swabian etc., and therefore it cannot participate in the 
identification/licensing of the thematic null subject (as suggested by for instance 
Holmberg 2010, Biberauer 2010, Biberauer & Roberts 2010 and Sigurðsson 
2011). Even if one postulates that the Germanic OV-varieties have a clause-final 
TP, it is hard to see how the subject could merge in SpecTP. 

In spite of the apparent theoretical difficulties, the evident link between 
Distinct Agreement and thematic null subjects in modern Germanic nevertheless 
implies that agreement on the finite verb is a necessary condition for thematic 
null subjects in these vernaculars.  

In Bavarian and Frisian, the complementizer (in C) agrees with the subject 
(see 4:28 and 4:29), be it overt or null. Axel & Weiß (2010, 2011) argue that this 
particular property constitutes a prerequisite for thematic null subjects in 
modern Germanic. They assume that an agreeing verb (in main clauses) or an 
agreing complementizer (in embedded clauses) in C may serve as a licenser for 
the null subject in SpecTP, the subject being c-commanded by the agreeing 
head. In this view, the relevant syntactic head is not T but C. However, since 
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agreeing complementizers are not found in Swabian or Zürich German, two OV-
vernaculars which nevertheless allow null subjects in embedded clauses, there 
are reasons to reconsider their proposal.  
	

4.5.3. Agreeing and non-agreeing complementizers 

 

4.5.4. Verb raising and verb in situ in Övdalian 

 

4.5.5. Conclusions 
	
	

4.6. Pragmatic differences between null and overt subjects  
	

Weiß (1998:125) remarks: 

[...] daß die pro-drop Version den unmarkierten Fall darstellt, dagegen clitic-doubling 

[an overt subject – my remark] nur unter spezifischen Bedingungen (Emphase) erlaubt 

ist. 

4.x Intralinguistic variation and syntactic retention 
	
The	notion	of	syntactic	retention:	the	diachronic	development	can	be	traced	in	
synchronic	grammar.	Causing	syntactic	variation.	
	
Syntactic	retention:	the	null	subjects	retain	properties	from	their	grammaticalization	
contexts.	Null	1sg	in	ZG+Swabian,	null	1pl	in	Övdalian,	Central	Bavarian	-ma.	

4.7. Common properties of thematic null subjects in modern 
Germanic 
	
4.7.1.	The	emergence	on	null	thematic	subjects	in	modern	Germanic	
	
4.7.2.	Diachronic	development	and	synchronic	grammar	(?)	
	
4.7.3.	Thematic	null	subjects	in	contemporary	German	
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