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O bject order and the Them atic H ierarchy
in older G erm an1

Abstract
The relative order of dative and accusative objects in older German is less free than it 
is today. The reason for this could be that speakers of the direct predecessor of Old 
High German organized the referents according to the Thematic Hierarchy. If one 
applies a Case Hierarchy Nom>Acc>Dat to this, the order Nom -  Dat -  Acc falls out. 
It becomes apparent that the status of the Thematic Hierarchy is not a factor govern­
ing underlying word order, but a factor inducing scrambling. Arguments from bind- 
ing theory, whose validity is discussed, indicate that the underlying order is ‘accusa­
tive before dative’.

1. Introduction
This paper is concerned w ith  the relative position of accusative (direct) and 
dative (indirect) object full noun phrases in  the history of G erm an. The cen­
tra l hypothesis, which was brought forward in  Speyer (2011), is that Germ an 
underw ent a period in  which the relative order was relatively rigid -  this pe- 
riod includes Old and M iddle H igh G erm an (OHG; MHG) and the earlier 
parts of Early New High G erm an (ENHG), while only from  the 16th century 
onward we notice a considerable variability. In Speyer (2013) it was also shown 
that the new ‘freedom ’ in  positioning is m ostly a phenom enon of w ritten G er­
m an, whereas in  spoken G erm an (and in  w ritten texts tha t are highly influ- 
enced by the spoken register, voluntarily or not) even today the order ‘dative 
object before accusative object’ (Dat > Acc) is alm ost the norm , far outnum - 
bering the order ‘accusative object before dative object’ (Acc > Dat).

The m ain goal of this paper is to present a theory  why the order of objects in 
older stages of G erm an was relatively rigid. This can be explained by the con- 
cept of Them atic H ierarchy in  the tradition  of Dowty (1991), as fu rther devel-

1 T h is  p a p e r  e la b o ra te s  o n  m a te ria l th a t  I h ave  p re s e n te d  a t  th e  H is to ric a l C o rp o ra  c o n fe re n ce  in  

F ra n k fu rt, D e ce m b e r 2012. P a rts  o f  th is  m a te r ia l w e re  p re s e n te d  a lso  a t  ta lk s  a t  th e  u n iv e rs itie s  o f  

C o lo g n e , G ö ttin g e n , a n d  S a a rb rü c k e n  b e tw e e n  M arch  2011 a n d  Ju ly  2012 as w ell as th e  L in g u istic  

E v idence  2012 co n fe re n ce  a t  T ü b in g en  in  F e b ru a ry  2012. M y  th a n k  goes to  th e  au d ie n ce s  a t  th is  

ta lk s  a n d  o th e r  co lleagues , e sp ec ia lly  Jo st G ip p e rt, R o la n d  H in te rh ö lz l, M ich ae l Job, Jü rg en  Pafel, 

In g o  R eich  as w ell as  a n  a n o n y m o u s  rev iew er, fo r  th e ir  c o m m e n ts  a n d  su g g estio n s . A ll re m a in in g  

e r ro rs  a re  m y  responsib ility .
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oped by Prim us (2002a; 2002b; 2004; 2011). In addition to that, th is paper 
follows a secondary goal, closely related to its m ain  goal, viz. to address the 
question whether the Them atic H ierarchy determ ines the base order or is 
rather a factor for short scrambling. There is evidence in  favor of the second 
option, nam ely the binding argum ent know n from, e.g., M üller (1999). This 
argum ent was attacked, e.g., by Rothm ayr (2006), so in  order to use it it is 
necessary first to discuss whether Rothm ayr’s criticism  is valid (which we will 
see is no t the case).

The paper is organized as follows: In section 2, after m entioning some factors 
that influence the object order in  M odern G erm an (ModG), the central evi- 
dence tha t suggests th a t the object order was relatively rigid is reviewed. Sec- 
tion 3 offers an explanation in  term s of them atic roles and the Them atic Hier- 
archy as know n from  D ow ty and Prim us. Section 4 addresses the question 
what the status of the factor is and w hat the consequences for the underlying 
structure are. The discussion is briefly sum m arized in  section 5.

2. Evidence for the lacking freedom of relative object order

P art of the evidence was already presented in  Speyer (2011 and 2013). I sum- 
m arize here the pieces of evidence relevant for the present purposes and add 
some new evidence in  Tables 1 and 2.

Let us say first a word about word order in  M odG.2 The influential factors that 
are under discussion are num erous.3 Alongside factors tha t are gram m atical 
in  the stricter sense (such as: the subject usually stands before the objects, the 
dative object tends to stand before the accusative object, pronouns are put 
before lexical noun phrases, and so on) there are factors of a more cognitive- 
sem antic nature (such as: agent first, anim ated referents before inanim ate ref- 
erents, etc.) and pragm atic / inform ation-structural factors (topic before com- 
m ent, given inform ation before new inform ation, etc.). In an earlier paper 
(Speyer 2011) I concentrated on the interaction between the factor that an 
unm arked order arises if the dative object stands before the accusative object 
(referred to as Object Condition) w ith w hat I call A nim acy Condition (ani­
m ated referents are m entioned before inanim ate referents) and the tendency

2 I u se  th e  t ra d it io n a l te rm  w o rd  o rd e r  h ere , a lth o u g h  it is c le a r th a t  th e  d iscu ss io n  m o s tly  c en te rs  

o n  th e  re la tiv e  o rd e r  o f c o n s ti tu e n ts .

3 O n  fa c to rs  cf., e.g., L en erz  (1977); L ö tsc h e r (1981); H ö h le  (1982); Z u b in /K ö p ck e  (1985); Reis 

(1987); F o r tm a n n /F re y  (1997); H o b e rg  (1997); M u sa n  (2002); P r im u s  (2004, 2011).
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that given Inform ation is placed before new Inform ation, dubbed here G iven -  

ness C o n d itio n . In the present paper I keep to this selection.4

None of these factors dom inates the other in  ModG. In  short, we observe an 
acceptable constituent order if at least one of those conditions is fulfilled. 
Nevertheless, the Object C ondition (or, rather, gram m atical factors in  gener­
al) plays a slightly m ore central role in  that a Dat>Acc order is unm arked in 
any case, no m atter whether the Anim acy or the Givenness C ondition are 
obeyed or not, whereas sentences w ith  the order Acc>Dat are unm arked only 
if the Givenness Condition is fulfilled (Lenerz 1977). The same goes for the 
A nim acy Condition: There is a set of systematic exceptions from  the Object 
Condition, in  verbs such as a u sse tze n  ‘subject s.o. to s.th.’, or a u slie fe rn  ‘sur­
render s.o. to s.th.’. Here, Acc>Dat is the unm arked order (1).

(la) ... w e il d e r  S p o r tle h re r  d ie  S ch ü ler

because the PE-teacher [the pupils].ACC

d ie se r  u n m en sch lich en  G efa h r  a u sse tz te .

[this inhum an  danger].DAT subjected

(lb) ?*... w e il d e r  S p o r tle h re r  d ie se r  u n m en sch lich en  G efah r

because the PE-teacher [this inhum an  danger].DAT

d ie  S ch ü ler a u sse tz te .

[the pupils].ACC subjected

‘because the PE-teacher subjected the pupils to th is inhum an  
danger.’

As typically the accusative object denotes a person that is subjected or sur­
rendered to som ething abstract or at least non-personal, the unm arked word 
order results from  the A nim acy Condition in  these cases.

So the picture is quite complex in  M odern Germ an. A closer look on the his- 
torical stages of G erm an m ight help to evaluate the factors. The null hypo th­
esis would be that G erm an behaves diachronically like English or the Ro- 
m ance languages in  that it drifts from  a relatively ‘free’ word order to a word

4 A  fa c to r  w h ic h  is n e c e s s a ry  to  in c lu d e  in  f u tu r e  w o rk  is d e f in ite n e ss .  A  c e n t r a l  q u e s t io n  in  th is  

c o n te x t  is w h e th e r  th e  d e f in ite n e s s  e ffe c t (i.e. th a t  d e f in ite  N P s  s ta n d  b e fo re  in d e f in i te  N P s; cf. 

a lso  L e n e rz  2 002) is d u e  to  d e f in ite n e s s  in  a  s e m a n tic  sen se  o r  to  th e  fo rm a l m a r k in g  o f  d e f in i te ­

ness . In  th e  la t te r  c ase  w e  s h o u ld  e x p e c t th e  d e f in ite n e s s  e ffe c t to  p la y  a  ro le  o n ly  a f te r  th e  d e f i­

n ite  a r t ic le  h a d  d e v e lo p ed . P re s e n tly  th e  in v e s t ig a tio n  o f  th is  q u e s t io n  is u n d e r  p ro g re ss .
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order m ostly governed by gram m atical factors. Note tha t ‘free word order’ 
does not m ean that anything goes or that G erm an is non-configurational or 
the like,5 but simply that there is a big im pact of non-gram m atical factors on 
word order so that it is no t possible to predict the word order in  a given sen- 
tence by gram m atical factors alone (which in  English or French would be pos­
sible as a rule). So in  OHG or other historical stages, we would expect tha t the 
word order in  general and the object order in  particular were m ostly governed 
by factors such as the Givenness Condition and the A nim acy Condition, and 
less so by the Object Condition.

A closer look at the OHG data suggests that this is not true (Speyer 2011). 
W hile the nature of the OHG data is such th a t it does not allow direct state­
m ents about th is question,6 we can at least gather indirect evidence: In the 
Evangelienbuch by O tfrid  (mid 9th century AD), all clauses containing a full 
NP accusative and dative object show the order Dat>Acc (2).

(2) bräht er therera worolti diuri ärunti 
brought he [the world] .DAT [precious message].

‘He brought a precious message to the w orld’
(Otfrid Ev. 1,5,4)

This is the more surprising because one should expect more license in  poetic 
texts. The fact that O tfrid  does not m ake use of th is license suggests that for 
h im  the production of a word order Acc>Dat is highly m arked, at least too 
m arked to be used just for m aking verses rhyme or the like, and perhaps even 
not possible.

The evidence from  the translation texts points in  the same direction. O f 
course we do find quite often cases in  which the translator simply copied the 
Latin constituent order. But every now and then  the translator deviates from  
the original. So we find cases in  which the Latin original has Acc>Dat, but the 
translator renders it as Dat>Acc in  G erm an (3).

5 Cf. th e  d iscu ss io n  in  W eb e lh u th  (1992: 40ff.)

6 T h e re  a re  n o  so u rces  o f  th e  n a tu re  n e ce ssa ry  fo r  su ch  in v estig a tio n s, i.e., la rge  o rig in a l p ro se  tex ts. 

A ll th e re  is in  te rm s  o f  la rg e  tex ts , is a n  o rig in a l p o e tic  te x t (O tf r id  v o n  W e iß en b u rg ’s E v a n g e lie n ­

b u c h ,  a  G o sp e l h a rm o n y  in  m e tr ic a l fo rm ), a n d  so m e  tra n s la tio n s  f ro m  L atin , th e  T a tia n  (a  G o sp e l 

h a rm o n y ), a  f r a g m e n ta ry  tra n s la tio n  o f  Is id o r  o f  Seville’s C o n tra  Iu d a e o s  (a ll 1st h a lf  o f  th e  9 th c e n ­

tu ry )  a n d  th e  tra n s la tio n s  o f  seve ra l tex ts  b y  N o tk e r  L ab eo  (a ro u n d  1000 A D ), a m o n g  th e m  a  

c o m m e n ta ry  to  th e  p sa lm s  a n d  B o e th iu s’ C o n so la t io  P h ilo so p h ia e .
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(3) D e r  a llen  m e n n isc o n  e zen  g ib i t  

who [all hum ans].DAT food.ACC gives 

‘who gives food to all people’
(Notker Ps. 134 (505,17))

Latin original:
q u i d a t  esca m  o m n i ca rn i 

who gives food.ACC [all flesh].DAT

Interestingly, there are very few examples in  which a Latin order Dat>Acc is 
translated as Acc>Dat in  Germ an. We should expect th is to occur frequently, 
however, if Acc>Dat was an acceptable option in  Germ an. Under this view, 
the deviation from  the Latin Acc>Dat order to G erm an Dat>Acc actually 
gives a h in t tha t the translator here ‘corrected’ according to his ‘S p ra ch g efü h l’.7 
So this evidence suggests strongly that in  OHG the ‘norm al’ word order was 
Dat>Acc, whereas Acc>Dat was either no option at all or very highly m arked.

This im pression is confirm ed by looking at M HG and ENHG evidence (see 
Speyer 2011, 2013). In a selected p art of Berthold von Regensburg’s S e rm o n s ,8 
94 of 96 clauses containing a full NP dative and accusative object show the 
order Dat>Acc (~ 2%). We get sim ilar num bers for the early periods of ENHG. 
In fact, only after c.1500 the order Acc>Dat occurs w ith  some frequency, and 
there it is due to the Givenness C ondition which did no t play a role for word 
order before.

So it looks as if the object order in  OHG, M HG and early ENHG is governed 
mainly, if no t exclusively, by the Object Condition.

7 W e k n o w  th a t  n e ith e r  th e  tra n s la to r(s )  o f  T a tian  n o r  N o tk e r  a re  c o n s is te n t in  c o rre c tin g  th e  tex t 

in to  na tiv e -lik e  G e rm a n . S o m e tim e s  th e y  s im p ly  a re  n o t  ab le  to  d o  it; in  T a tian , fo r  in s tan ce , th e  

G e rm a n  lin e  h a s  to  re n d e r  th e  v e rb a l m a te r ia l o f  th e  L a tin  line , a n d  since  th e  lin e s  a re  re la tive ly  

sh o rt, a  d e v ia tio n  f ro m  th e  L a tin  te x t w ith  re s p ec t to  w o rd  o rd e r  o f  fu ll N P s w as im p o ssib le  in  m o s t 

cases. S o m e tim e s  th e y  s im p ly  d o  n o t  c are  a b o u t d o in g  it, w h ic h  h as  to  d o  w ith  th e  c h a ra c te r  o f  th e  

tra n s la tio n  w h ic h  w as m o re  o f  a  ‘c ru tc h ’ th a n  a  re a d ab le  te x t o n  its o w n . T h is  is t ru e  w ith  o th e r  

p h e n o m e n a  as w ell, e.g. th e  u se  o f  su b jec t p ro n o u n s , w h ic h  w e re  a lm o s t o b lig a to ry  in  O H G  b u t  

a lm o s t a lw ays d ro p p e d  in  L atin . N ev erth e less, th e  t ra n s la to r  o f  th e  T a tian  d ro p s  it q u ite  o ften , 

w h e re a s  O tf r id  (rem e m b e r, a n  o rig in a l tex t)  d ro p s  it se ld o m .

8 S e rm o n s  1-15 in  th e  e d itio n  b y  P feiffer; th e  sam p le  c o n ta in s  ro u g h ly  80 ,000 w o rd s .
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For M HG and ENHG, where we have direct evidence, the interaction between 
the Object Condition and the Givenness C ondition is given in  Table 1, the 
interaction between the Object Condition and the A nim acy Condition in 
Table 2.9

IO > DO DO > IO
g>n n>g g>g n>n g>n n>g g>g n>n

B e r th o ld 29 13 30 16 2 - - -

L a n c e lo t 9 2 16 4 1 2 3 1
E N H G  s e r m o n s 1 - 4 2 1 - 2 2

E N H G  n a r ra t iv e 16 - 9 4 1 3 3 1

total 55 15 59 26 5 5 8 4

Table 1: Given (g) and N ew  (n) Information in MHG and EN H G  prose texts

IO > DO DO > IO
a>i i>a a>a i>i a>i i>a a>a i>i

B e r th o ld 69 - 17 8 - 2 - -

L a n c e lo t 27 - 7 - - 3 4 -

E N H G  s e r m o n s 4 - 2 1 - 3 1 1
E N H G  n a r ra t iv e 2 4 - 6 - - 7 1 -

total 124 - 32 9 - 15 6 i

Table 2: Animated (a) and inanimate (i) referents in MHG and EN H G  prose texts

Table 1 illustrates that there is no interaction between the Object C ondition 
and the Givenness Condition: given>new and new>given is attested w ith  bo th  
orders, Acc>Dat and Dat>Acc. The picture changes dram atically if we look at 
Table 2. Here we note striking gaps: there are no examples of Dat>Acc that 
violate the Anim acy Condition. At the same tim e, there are no examples of

9 T h e  u n d e r ly in g  te x ts  a re : B e r th o ld : s e r m o n s  1-15; L an ce lo t: P r o s a -L a n c e lo t ,  p a r t  I, pp . 1-231; 

E N H G  s e rm o n s : A l td e u t s c h e  P r e d ig te n ;  J o h a n n e s  T au le r: P r e d ig t  d e  N a t iv i ta te ;  E N H G  n a r r a t i ­

ve: B u c h  d e r  A l tv ä te r ;  R u lm a n  M e rsw in : B u c h  v o n  d e n  z w e i  M a n n e n ;  H a n s  M a ir : T r o ja ; H e len e  

K o tta n e r in :  D e n k w ü r d ig k e i te n .  A ll E N H G  te x ts  a re  ta k e n  f ro m  th e  B o n n e r  F r ü h n e u h o c h ­

d e u ts c h k o rp u s  (h ttp ://korpora .o rg /F nhd/). T h e  M H G  te x ts  h av e  b e e n  s e a rc h e d  t h r o u g h  m a n u a lly , 

m o s tly  a s  a  te s t  w h e th e r  th e  m e th o d  to  s e a rc h  fo r  s am p le  v e rb s  o ffe rs  s a tis fa c to ry  re su lts . It d oes: 

T h e  o u tp u t  o f  th e  e x h a u s tiv e  s e a rc h  in  th e  M H G  te x ts  w a s  a lm o s t  c o m p le te ly  d e p e n d e n t  o n  

v e rb s  th a t  s ta n d  o n  th e  s am p le  v e rb  l is t  u s e d  fo r  O H G  a n d  E N H G .

http://korpora.org/Fnhd/
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Acc>Dat that obey the Anim acy Condition. All examples of Acc>Dat either 
are neutral w ith respect to animacy, or they violate the Anim acy Condition.

By consequence, there m ust be a strong connection between the A nim acy 
Condition and the Object Condition. In other words, the unm arked Dat>Acc 
order could be the result of the A nim acy Condition as well as the Object C on­
dition, simply because bo th  conditions lead to the same output.

There are no parsed corpora available for either Old High G erm an or any 
other historical stage of G erm an (with a few exceptions in  ENHG), so another 
m ethod for which the available resources sufficed was used. There are cor­
pora for each period of older G erm an tha t are equipped w ith  a word search 
engine. For OHG, the m ost relevant texts are available in  the TITUS database 
(G ippert/M artinez/K orn (eds.) 1987ff.), for ENHG, there are some texts in  the 
‘Bonner Frühneuhochdeutschkorpus’ (Besch et al. (eds.) 1972-1985). The 
m ethod here was to search for verbs w ith  dative and accusative object. For 
OHG, a list of verbs could be composed using Greule (1999), for ENHG, a list 
of verbs was compiled for M odern G erm an and applied to ENHG. The hits of 
searches for these verbs were m anually filtered such that at the end only hits 
rem ained in  which bo th  dative and accusative objects are realized as a full 
noun phrases and in  which neither of them  stood in  the pre-field (i.e., before 
the finite p art of the verb form) or unam biguously in  the after-field (i.e., after 
the infinite p art of the verb form). In the case of M HG, the search had to be 
done m anually as at least m ost of the Berthold text is not included in  the M id­
dle H igh G erm an database (Springeth/Schm idt/Pütz (eds.) 1992).

3. The profiling of the Thematic Hierarchy

As m entioned before, there is one detail in  the historical data tha t suggests an 
interaction between two factors. In Table 2, there is a conspicuous d istribu­
tion pattern  visible: W hile quite a num ber of Dat>Acc cases have also an order 
‘anim ated before non-anim ated referent’, and several Dat>Acc cases are inde­
pendent of the anim acy of the referents, there is no t one example in  which 
Dat>Acc conform s to an order ‘non-anim ated before anim ated referent’. This 
suggests a strong interaction. But w hat kind of an interaction is it?

Prim us (2004, 2011) suggests that in  m any languages, word order is influ- 
enced by the Them atic Hierarchy. Following Dowty (1991), them atic roles are 
not conceptualized as discrete entities, i.e., participants w ith  a well-defined 
set of properties, bu t rather as points on a scale. Depending on w hat agent-like
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of patient-like properties the participants have, they can be ordered on the 
scale, the high-point of which is the m axim um  of agent-like properties (Proto- 
Agent), and the low-point, the m axim um  of patient-like properties (Proto- 
Patient). Table 3 gives a list of typical agentive / patient-like properties, adapt- 
ed from  Prim us (2002a, b). The variable e denotes an event or state denoted by 
the verb, x  denotes the role-bearer, y  denotes some other partic ipant in  the 
verbal event. In a norm al three-place predicate such as give or show, the agent 
(subject) would be high on the scale, the recipient (indirect object) would be 
somewhere in  the m iddle, as it comprises agent-like properties such as physi- 
cal activity (A5) w ith  patient-like properties such as that s/he is no t the par- 
ticipant that initiates the verbal action, but is causally affected (P3), while the 
patient (in give) or stim ulus (in show) is lowest on the scale.

Agent-like properties Patient-like properties

A1 x  is volitionally involved in e P1 x  is controlled by y

A2 x  shows sentience / perception of e P2 x  is the target of sentience by y

A3 x  causes e P3 x  is causally affected by y

A4 x  causes change of state in y P4 x  undergoes a change of state

A5 x  shows physical activity P5 x  is physically manipulated by y

A6 x  undergoes movement 
(relative to the position of y) P6 x  is moved by y

A7 x  exists independently of e P7 x  is dependent on y  or e

A8 x  possesses y P8 x  is possessed byy

Table 3: Typical agent-like and patient-like properties

Linking works in  Prim us’ (2011) system such tha t a Case Hierarchy Nom> 
Acc>Dat is evoked in  accusative languages like Germ an. The participant 
highest on the Them atic H ierarchy links w ith the highest case in  the Case 
Hierarchy. The second highest case, the accusative, does no t link  w ith the 
next highest element on the Them atic Hierarchy, bu t w ith  the lowest element 
in  the Them atic Hierarchy, while participants in  the m iddle link w ith  the da­
tive as the lowest case in  the Case Hierarchy (Fig. 1).
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Thematic
Hierarchy: Proto-Agent Proto-Patient

Case Hierarchy:

Figure 1: Linking in Primus’ (2011) system

If in  a language the word order is governed by the Them atic Hierarchy, and if 
the case linking works in  the way Prim us (2011) envisages, the order 
Nom>Dat>Acc in  trivalent verbs comes for free as it is a d irect result of the 
linking m echanism .

Similarly, the Anim acy Condition falls out for free. Anim acy is no t a suffi- 
cient condition of agenthood. It is, strictly speaking, no t even a necessary con­
dition, bu t it is a typical property  of agenthood nevertheless as it is a necessary 
condition of agent-like properties such as control of situation or physical ac- 
tivity. This is no t to say that patients are typically inanim ate, but anim acy is 
no precondition for any prototypical patient-like property. So, if the partici- 
pants in  a verbal event are ordered according to the Them atic Hierarchy, 
chances are high tha t in  the end anim ated participants are positioned before 
inanim ate participants in  the sentence.

If bo th  the Object Condition and the A nim acy Condition fall out from  an 
ordering following the Them atic Hierarchy, we m ay conclude tha t the object 
order in  OHG, M H G  and early ENHG in reality did no t follow either the O b ­
ject Condition or the Anim acy Condition, bu t instead was governed by the 
Them atic Hierarchy, which in  tu rn  was closely connected to the Case Hierar- 
chy and followed the linking m echanism  described by Prim us (2011).

W hat happens is in  later ENHG and up to M odG? Is the Them atic Hierarchy 
still a crucial factor governing word order? And is the linking to the Case Hi- 
erarchy still as strict? Relevant in  this respect is the fact that from  the 16th 
century onward, trivalent verbs like aussetzen, w ith  an anim ate accusative 
and an inanim ate dative object are attested (Speyer 2011). But note again that 
anim acy or, rather, the lack thereof, is not a crucial condition of patienthood.
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The referent of the accusative object shows rather typical patient-like proper­
ties (following the list of Prim us 2002a and 2002b, see Table 3): it is controlled 
by another participant (P1), it is subjected to a situation that came about by 
another participant (P3), P4 and P5 can also apply. The referent of the dative 
object, i.e., the entity the referent of the accusative object is subjected to, on 
the other hand, shows neither agent-like nor patient-like properties. Thus, it is 
actually higher on the Them atic H ierarchy than  the accusative. So the linking 
is as we would expect it from  the Them atic Hierarchy: the dative is attached to 
the less patient-like object, the accusative to the m ore patient-like object. The 
word order, on the other hand, does not follow the Them atic H ierarchy in 
such cases, bu t rather the Anim acy C ondition which was originally a mere 
derivative side-effect of the ordering following the Them atic Hierarchy. So it 
looks as if  G erm an underw ent a notable change: originally, tha t is, at some 
tim e before the OHG attestation sets in, the Them atic H ierarchy was the m ain 
if no t the only factor governing object order.10 Descriptive generalizations fol­
lowing from  the Them atic H ierarchy (which we can m ake but which language 
learners can make, too) are the Object C ondition and the Anim acy C ondi­
tion. As all three conditioning factors lead roughly to the same output, how 
should a language learner decide which one is the decisive factor? The fact 
that verbs like aussetzen came about at some tim e suggests tha t at least from  
this tim e on, the Anim acy Condition is independent from  the Them atic H ier­
archy and tha t language users view the A nim acy Condition as the crucial fac­
tor, while they m ay view the Them atic H ierarchy as a subordinate factor or no 
factor at all. We m ay assume that som ething sim ilar happened to the Object 
Condition at some stage. So the m odern stage of affairs came about in  which 
there is a m ultitude of factors that interact somehow.

10 I c a n  s p e a k  c o n f id e n t ly  o n ly  o f  H ig h  G e rm a n .  I t  is p o ss ib le  th a t  th e  c h a n g e s  d e s c r ib e d  h e re  in  

fa c t  c o n c e rn  o n ly  H ig h  G e rm a n .  P r e l im in a r y  sea rc h e s  o n  O ld  S ax o n  te x ts  sh o w  th a t  h e re  th e  

o rd e r  o f  d a tiv e  a n d  a cc u sa tiv e  is a c tu a l ly  less  r ig id  th a n  in  O H G , w h ic h  m a y  su g g es t s ev e ra l 

th in g s :  1) th e  T h e m a tic  H ie ra rc h y  a n d /o r  th e  A n im a c y  C o n d i t io n  d id  n o t  p la y  s u c h  a  c ru c ia l  

ro le  fo r  w o rd  o r d e r  h e re , f re e in g  th e  s e r ia l iz a tio n  fo r  o th e r , e .g . in f o r m a t io n - s t r u c tu r a l  fa c to rs  

(cf. P e tro v a  /  Z e ld e s , th is  v o lu m e , o n  M id d le  L ow  G e rm a n  a n d  O ld  F r is ia n  c o n s t i tu e n t  o rd e r) ; 2) 

th e  le x ic o -s e m a n tic  s t ru c tu re  o f  th e  v e rb s  m ig h t  h av e  b e e n  s o m e w h a t d if f e r e n t  f ro m  O H G . N o te  

th a t  in  M o d e rn  E n g lish , fo r  in s ta n c e , a  v e rb  su ch  as to  g iv e  c a n  b e  re p re s e n te d  in  tw o  w ays (cf. 

R a p p a p o r t /L e v in  1988): A: [[give]] = XzXyXx. [x c au se  [y to  c o m e  in to  s ta te  [y h a s  z]]] (y ie ld in g  

se n te n c e s  like : M a r y g a v e  J o h n  a  b o o k ) ,  B: [[g ive]] = XyXzXx. [x c a u s e  [z to  c o m e  in to  s ta te  [z is a t 

y]]] (y ie ld in g  se n te n c e s  lik e  M a r y  g a v e  a  b o o k  to  J o h n ) .  T h is  p o s s ib il i ty  is n o t  (a n y  m o re )  p o ss ib le  

w ith  sev e ra l t r iv a le n t  v e rb s  in  G e rm a n  (a m o n g  w h ic h  is g e b e n  ‘to  g iv e ’). So  th e re  m ig h t  b e  a  

c o n n e c t io n .  W e a re  c u r r e n t ly  w o rk in g  o n  th is  p ro b le m .



OBJECT ORDER AND THE THEMATiC HiERARCHY iN OLDER GERMAN 111

4. On the structure of trivalent verbs in German

It is no t im m ediately clear w hat the status of the word order Dat>Acc is in 
structural term s. The first question is whether bo th  orders are base-generat­
ed, or whether one order is derived from  the other. In the following I w ant to 
argue that the base order is Acc>Dat (the m arked option), from  which the 
Dat>Acc order is derived.

One m ay ask why the unm arked order Dat>Acc is not granted the status of a 
base-generated order. The reason is the well-known binding effect which 
clearly suggests that the accusative object c-com m ands (and thus binds) the 
dative object (cf., e.g., M üller 1999). This effect could not be derived if one as- 
sum ed base-generation of the dative higher th an  the accusative. In the follow­
ing I briefly illustrate the argum ent, m ostly paraphrasing M üller (1999).

Crucial are sentence pairs like (4). Here, the accusative and the dative object 
refer to the same entity, that is to say, distributively to identical m em bers of 
the same set. We know  tha t in  such cases the reference to one of the instances 
is done by an anaphor (reflexive or reciprocal pronoun in  non-generative ter- 
minology). This is w hat sentence pair (4) shows. Principle A of Binding Theo- 
ry  (Chomsky 1981) requires that the anaphor has to be bound by the corefer- 
ent antecedent. The antecedent binds the anaphor by c-com m anding it.

(4a) Ich sehe, dass Jörg [die Gäste], einander, vorstellt.
I see tha t Jörg.NOM [the guests]. each-other introduces

‘I see tha t Jörg introduces the guests to each other’

(4b) * Ich sehe, dass Jörg [den Gästen], einander, vorstellt.
I see tha t Jörg.NOM [the guests].DAT each-other introduces

‘I see tha t Jörg introduces the guests to each other’

The crucial difference between (4a) and (4b) is that in  (4a) the accusative ob­
ject is realized by an R-expression, while the dative object is realized by an 
anaphor, whereas in  (4b) it is the other way round. This has no thing to do w ith 
surface word order, as the sentence pair (5a, b), in  which the anaphor precedes 
the R-expression, shows the same gram m aticality contrast as (4a, b).

(5a) Ich sehe, dass Jörg einander, [die Gäste], vorstellt.
I see tha t Jörg.NOM each-other [the guests]. introduces

‘I see tha t Jörg introduces the guests to each other’
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(5b) * Ich sehe, dass Jörg einander, [den Gästen], vorstellt.
I see tha t Jörg.NOM each-other [the guests]. T introduces 

‘I see tha t Jörg introduces the guests to each other’

As (4a) is gram m atical, we m ay assume tha t Binding Theory is obeyed in  this 
case, which requires a configuration in  which the accusative object c-com- 
m ands the dative object. This m eans th a t the accusative object has to be gen­
erated higher in  the tree, resulting in  a structure like (6a), which would result 
in  a constituent order {NP-nom, NP-acc, NP-dat, V} if flattened out w ithout 
fu rther movement.

(6a) [vP NP-nom  [v [VP NP-acc [V, N P-dat t j ]  V1]]

(6b) *[vP N P-nom  [v, [VP N P-dat [V, NP-acc t1]] V1]]

As (4b) shows, the R-expression cannot be realized by a dative if the anaphor 
is realized by an accusative. This indicates th a t in  G erm an no gram m atical 
configuration exists in  which the dative object c-com m ands the accusative 
object (6b). The only way to deal w ith this gram m aticality contrast is to as­
sume th a t (6b) cannot be base-generated by the syntactic system of G erm an 
(as opposed to other Germ anic languages such as English). As the flattened 
out version of (6b) would be {NP-nom, N P-dat, NP-acc, V}, it is clear that this 
word order m ust be derived somehow and cannot reflect the base-generated 
word order. This comes surprising at first glance, since this serialization cor­
responds to the unm arked order w ith m ost verbs, bu t it is not unusual to have 
unm arked word orders tha t are structurally  complex in  that they obligatorily 
involve movement. The well-known clustering of pronouns to the left edge of 
the middle-field (W ackernagel-position) is clearly a case in  which the p ro ­
nom inal dative and/or accusative object are moved over the non-pronom inal 
subject (7a, b). This is m ost evident in  cases like (7c) where the accusative re­
flexive is bound by the subject.

(7a) ... weil ihr Markus das Buch geliehen hat.
because her.DAT M arkus.NOM [the book]. lent has

‘because M arkus lent her the book’

(7b) ... weil ihn ihr Markus vorgestellt hat.
because him .ACC her.DAT M arkus.NOM introduced has 

‘because M arkus introduced h im  to her’
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(7c) ... weil sich. ihr Markus. vorgestellt hat.
because himself.ACC her.DAT M arkus.NOM introduced has 

‘because M arkus introduced him self to her’

A nother piece of evidence that Acc>Dat is the base order is that it is the un- 
m arked order in  the pronom inal complex, as m ultiple m ovem ent should be 
structure-preserving. So nothing hinders us to assume that the base-generat­
ed order is Acc>Dat, as is suggested by the historical data.

This argum ent hinges crucially on the reliability of Binding Theory in  such 
contexts. Rothm ayr (2006) tried to show th a t this is not a case in  which Bind­
ing Theory can apply. Her m ain argum ents are the following:

a ) Dative plurals are no real plurals.

ß) Reciprocals are sem antically complex and thus need no t be subject to 
Binding Theory.

y) Picture nouns offer direct counterevidence against the binding 
argum ent.

Ad a): This argum ent rests partly  on problematic premises, on which I will 
not elaborate. One piece of evidence is tha t dative objects fail to agree w ith  the 
predicate in  passivization, contrary  to accusative objects (8; c, e adapted from  
Rothm ayr 2006: 207).

(8a) Laura unterstützt die Kinder.
Laura supports [the children].ACC

‘Laura supports the children.’

(8b) Die Kinder werden unterstützt.
[the children].NOM become.pL supported 

‘The children are supported.’

(8c) Irmi hilft den Kindern.
Irm i helps[the children].DAT 

‘Irm i helps the children.’

(8d) * Den Kindern werden geholfen.
[the children].DAT become.pL helped 

‘The children are helped.’
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(8e) Den Kindern wird geholfen.
[the children].DAT becom e.SG helped 

‘The children are helped.’

Note, however, that we would not expect agreem ent in  the first place as the 
dative object fails to be prom oted to subject position and to receive nom ina­
tive case, contrary  to the accusative object in  (8a, b). Nom inative case seems to 
be a prerequisite for agreement. If we believe in  an independent IP-architec- 
ture also in  G erm an, this would follow easily from  m ovem ent of the subject to 
SpeclP (or the highest I-projection such as TP -  the in ternal structure of IP 
does not play a role for the argum ent) where it bo th  agrees w ith the verb by 
c-com m anding it and receives nom inative case. Datives never agree w ith  the 
verb -  bu t crucially accusatives do not either (9b). So this argum ent is not 
relevant, as we have no asym m etry between dative and accusative.

(9a) M ir/ Uns (ist/*bin/*sind) kalt.
Me.DAT Us.DAT is am  are cold 

‘I/we am /are cold’

(9b) M ich/ Uns (friert/ fr iere / frieren).

M e.ACC U s.ACC freeZe.3.SG freeZe.1.SG ^ ^ . P L
‘I/we am /are freezing’

The question is rather, why datives cannot be prom oted to subject position. If 
we assume, contra M einunger (2007), that dative is an inherent case in  two- 
place predicates such as helfen ‘help’, whereas accusative is a structural case, 
the dative object, already being equipped w ith  case, could no t be moved to a 
position where it receives case, such as the subject position.11

Ad ß): This argum ent rests on the premise th a t the binding effect is to be seen 
only w ith reciprocals. The reason why the usual examples (such as (4)) exhibit 
reciprocals is simply that it is m uch easier to come up w ith  examples in  which 
a pluralic referent is used for d irect and indirect object. That does no t m ean 
that it is impossible to find examples in  which the com m on referent of the 
direct and indirect object is a singularic entity which is referred to by an ordi- 
nary  reflexive. If we take a psychotherapy-context, for instance, and assume a 
case in  which a patient is traum atized, part of the therapy is to m ake the pa­
tient go through the traum atic experience again mentally. In such a case it is *

11 F o llow ing  a  m o d e l th a t  a llow s fo r  IP  in  G e rm a n , su ch  as S u c h s lan d  (1988) o r  Sabel (2000).
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possible to say that the patient is subjected to himself. The G erm an version of 
this sentence is (10a), w hich sounds norm al (if you accept the scenario) and in 
which the accusative binds the dative, whereas (10b) w ith  the dative binding 
the accusative is deviant.12 Note tha t it is not a m atter of the unm arked word 
order acc>dat w ith  verbs like a u sse tze n  ‘subject s.o. to s.th.’. To dem onstrate 
this, let us stay in  the same context: The psychotherapist succeeds w ith his 
treatm ent, the patient is healed, and a friend of the patient congratulates the 
psychotherapist in  saying that she gave the patient back to himself. The Ger­
m an wording (10c) involves again an  accusative binding a dative, whereas the 
opposite case (10d) sounds ungram m atical. The unm arked word order w ith 
words like (w ie d e r )g eb en  give (back)’ is no t acc>dat.

(10a) D ie  P sy c h o th e ra p eu tin  h a t  d e n  P a tie n ten , sich. a u sg ese tz t. 

the psycho-therapist has [the patient].ACC him self subjected

‘The psycho-therapist subjected the patient to h im self’

(10b) * D ie  P sy c h o th e ra p eu tin  h a t  d e m  P a tien ten , sich. a u sg ese tz t.  

the psycho-therapist has [the patient].DAT him self subjected 

‘The psycho-therapist subjected the patient to h im self’

(10c) D ie  P sy c h o th e ra p eu tin  h a t  d en  P a tien ten , sich. w ied erg eg eb en . 

the psycho-therapist has [the patient].ACC him self given-back 

‘The psycho-therapist gave the patient back to h im self’

(10d) * D ie  P syc h o th e ra p eu tin  h a t  d e m  P a tie n ten , sich. w ied erg eg eb en . 

the psycho-therapist has [the patient].DAT him self given-back

‘The psycho-therapist gave the patient back to h im self’

So we receive the same contrast as in  (4) w ith  respect to binding in  cases that 
do no t involve reciprocals but o rdinary  reflexives. Consequently, the binding 
facts are real and cannot be dismissed w ith reference to the weirdness of re- 
ciprocals or problem s specific to pluralic entities.

12 T h e  m o re  n a tu ra l w ay  o f  e x p re ss in g  th is  w o u ld  b e  w ith  ‘sich  selb s t’, b u t  w ith o u t  s e lb s t it is m a rg i-  

n a lly  p o ss ib le  as  w ell. T h e  g ra m m a tic a lity  c o n tra s t  is th e  sam e  w ith  se lb s t.
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Ad y): This is Rothm ayr’s strongest argum ent. However, it is well-known that 
binding in  picture nouns is a general problem  of binding theory  rather than  
a special problem  of binding between direct and indirect object (see, e.g., 
Pollard/Sag 1992).13

That the problem  is on m ore general lines can be dem onstrated easily. In  
R othm ayr’s example (31 on page 210), here slightly adapted in  order to avoid 
the reciprocal (11), it seems indeed as if the dative object binds a reflexive pro- 
noun inside the accusative object.

(11) weil Irm i [dem Kind], [ein Foto von sich . ] zeigte.
because Irm i [the child].DAT [a photograph of h.-self]. showed

‘because Irm i showed the child i a picture of h .-se lf’

The problem  is that we get sim ilar effects also in  configurations like (12), 
where an accusative object binds a reflexive inside the subject. Here it is obvi- 
ous that the subject is generated higher th an  the object, yet we obtain the same 
binding effect.

(12) Es ist klar, dass [ein Bild von sich, in der Zeitung]
It is obvious that [a picture of him self in  the paper] .NOM 

auch den Jörgi beeindruckt.
even [the Jörg]. impresses

‘It is obvious th a t a picture of h im self in  the newspaper impresses 
even Jörg.’

Thus it is evident that the binding peculiarities of picture nouns do no t offer 
evidence for structural dom inance.

In sum, Rothm ayr’s argum ents against the validity of the binding argum ent 
are in  itself questionable so that, in  m y opinion, nothing speaks against as- 
sum ing Acc>Dat as the base structure. This fits nicely w ith  the historical data 
where it can be argued on independent grounds tha t Acc>Dat behaves as if it 
was the base-generated order, whereas Dat>Acc can be derived by other 
factors.

13 T h e re  h ave  b e e n  seve ra l a tte m p ts  to  re co n cile  p ic tu re  n o u n  reflex ives w ith  B in d in g  T h e o ry  (e.g.

P o lla rd /S ag  1992 , R e in h a r t/R e u la n d  1 993) as w ell as  p sy ch o lin g u is tic  re s e a rc h  o n  th e  m a tte r

(e.g. R u n n e r /S u s sm a n /T a n e n h a u s  2005), b u t  a  d iscu ss io n  w o u ld  le a d  to o  fa r  a p a r t  f ro m  th e  p u r-  

p o ses  o f  th is  paper.
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So the order Dat>Acc m ust involve some sort of m ovem ent Operation. It is 
clear that, if it is a sort of scram bling, it m ust be VP-internal scrambling. This 
can be dem onstrated easily w ith  examples tha t involve an  adverbial that 
m arks the boundary  of VP, such as gerne ‘willingly’ (cf. Jackendoff 1972: 59ff.; 
Frey/Pittner 1998). If we assume tha t the subject is moved to SpecIP also in 
G erm an (e.g. Sabel 2000), it is outside the VP; consequently the norm al posi­
tion of adverbs like gerne m ust be after the subject. This is shown to be correct 
in  (13), where (13a) gives the version w ith Acc>Dat-order, while (13b) gives the 
(more natu ral sounding) Dat>Acc-version. The positioning of the adverb in 
front of the subject is definitely less acceptable, and it is not a felicitous answer 
to a question involving wide focus (13c), whereas (13b) would be a felicitous 
answer to the question in  (13c).

(13a) (0 dass [ Jörg2 [ gerne [ t2 sein neues Auto
that Jörg.NOM willingly [his new car].ACC 

seiner Freundin t]] zeigt]
[his girl-friend].DAT shows

‘tha t Jörg likes to show his new car to his girl-friend’

(13b) dass [ Jörg2 [ gerne [ t2 seiner Freundin3
that Jörg. nom w illingly [his girl-friend].DAT 
sein neues Auto t t]] zeigt]
[his new car]. shows

‘tha t Jörg likes to show his new car to his girl-friend’

(13c) (Was siehst du?)
W hat see you

#/* Ich sehe, dass gerne Jörg seiner Freundin 
I see that willingly Jörg.NOM his girl-friend.DAT 

sein neues Auto zeigt. 
his new car.ACC shows

‘W hat do you see? -  I see that Jörg likes to show his new car to his 
girl-friend.’

We m ay assume that the adverb is adjoined outside of VP. This is demon- 
strated in  (14). If the VP is moved to the prefield, adverbials like gerne m ust be 
stranded (14b), indicating that they are no t part of the m axim al projection of 
the moved verb zeigen ‘show’.
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(14a) (?)Sein  n eu es A u to  d e r  L a u ra  ze ig en  w ir d  Jörg  gern e .

[his new car]. [the Laura].DAT show will Jörg willingly

‘Jörg will like to show Laura his new car.’

(14b) D e r  L a u ra  se in  n eu es A u to  ze ig e n  w ir d  Jörg gern e .

[the Laura].DAT [his new car]. show will Jörg willingly 

‘Jörg will like to show Laura his new car.’

(14c) * G ern e  d e r  L a u ra  se in  n eu es A u to  ze ig en  w ir d  Jörg. 

willingly [the Laura].DAT [his new car]. show will Jörg 

‘Jörg will like to show Laura his new car.’

Note that even under fronting of the VP the m arkedness (in Höhle’s sense) of 
the Acc>Dat-option remains, in  the sense that Acc>Dat requires contrastive 
focus (14a, b). This indicates that the generation of the Dat>Acc-order does not 
involve adjunction outside VP, as then rem nant movement of the VP should 
only be possible in  the base-generated Acc>Dat-option. If an outside-adjoined 
adverbial like g e rn e  m ust be stranded under VP-fronting, an outside-adjoined 
element like the dative object should have to be stranded as well if the order 
Dat>Acc were the result of adjunction of the dative outside the VP.14 

It is no t possible to find conclusive evidence that the dative object really has 
moved in  cases of stylistically unm arked word order. A classical argum ent 
would derive from  the Freezing Principle (W exler/Culicover 1980, Müller 
1998) which basically says that a moved constituent becomes an island, i.e., it 
is no t possible to move m aterial out of an already moved constituent. This test 
is not applicable to gather evidence for m ovem ent of the dative indirect object, 
as dative NPs functioning as indirect objects are islands anyway, no m atter 
where they stand (15).15

14 N o te  th a t  w e a re  n o t  ta lk in g  h e re  a b o u t sc ram b lin g  to  a  p o s itio n  b e tw e e n  su b jec t a n d  V P -b o u n d -  

a ry  ad v erb ia ls  o f  th e  ty p e  d a ss  H a n s  d a s  B u c h  g e r n e  g e le se n  h a t .  C h o c a n o  (2007: 14) suggests  th a t  

th e  an a ly sis  o f  su ch  sc ram b lin g  w ith  sc ram b lin g  to  a  p o s itio n  h ig h e r  th a n  th e  su b jec t is e ssen tia lly  

th e  sam e, w h ic h  seem s to  b e  co rre c t. T h is  d o e s  n o t  en ta il th a t  V P -in te rn a l s c ram b lin g  in  th e  sense  

u s e d  h e re  c an  b e  s u b su m e d  u n d e r  th is  a cc o u n t, too .

15 T h e  effec t is v isib le  a lso  in  cases in  w h ic h  th e  da tiv e  is th e  o n ly  o b jec t: W h e re a s  (i) is m a rg in a lly  

a ccep tab le , (ii) is d e fin ite ly  n o t. T h e  sen te n c e  (iii), w ith  th e  sam e  m e a n in g  as (ii) b u t  a n  accu sa tiv e  

in s te a d  o f  th e  d a tiv e  o b jec t, is accep tab le .

(i) ? [Von w e m ] , h a t  P e te r  [ d e r F r a u  t]  g e h o lfe n ?

o f  w h o m  h as  P e te r  [ th e  w ife].DAT h e lp e d  

‘T h e  w ife  o f  w h o m  d id  P e te r  h e lp ? ’
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(15a) * [Über wen]2 verdankte Max [einer Studie t2]l
on whom  owes Max.NOM [a study].DAT 

sein hohes Ansehen t?
[his high reputation] .ACC

‘A study on whom  helped M ax gain his good reputation?’

(15b) * [Über w en] verdankte Max sein hohes Ansehen
on whom  owes Max.NOM [his high reputation].ACC 

[einer Studie t]?
[a study] .d a t

‘A study on whom  helped M ax gain his good reputation?’

It can, however, be used as fu rther evidence that the order Acc>Dat cannot be 
the result of a m ovem ent operation. As direct objects are no t islands per se, we 
should get a Freezing effect in  Acc>Dat orders if they were derived from  
Dat>Acc orders by m ovem ent of the accusative object. However, as (16) shows, 
there is no noticeable gram m aticality difference between the Dat>Acc and the 
Acc>Dat version (apart from  the general m arkedness of Acc>Dat orders).16

(16a) [Über w en] hat der Max der Laura [ein Buch t]
on whom  has [the Max] .NOM [the Laura] .DAT [a book] .ACC

geschenkt?
given

‘O n  w hom  did M ax give a book to Laura as a present?’

(16b) [Über w en] hat der Max [ein Buch t] der Laura
on whom  has [the Max].NOM [a book].ACC [the Laura].DAT

geschenkt? 
given

‘O n  w hom  did M ax give a book to Laura as a present?’

(ii) * [G eg en  w a s] , h a t  P e te r  [e in e r  P e t i t io n  t.] g e h o lfe n ?

a g a in s t w h a t h a s  P e te r  [a p e ti t io n ] .DAT h e lp e d

‘A g a in s t w h a t  d id  P e te r  s u p p o r t  a  p e titio n ? ’

(iii) [G egen  w a s] , h a t  P e te r  e in e  P e ti t io n  t]  u n te r s tü tz t?

ag a in s t w h a t h a s  P e te r [a p e ti t io n ] .ACC s u p p o r te d  

‘A g a in s t w h a t  d id  P e te r  s u p p o r t  a  p e titio n ? ’

16 Cf. C h o c a n o  (2007: 86ff.) o n  th e  g e n e ra l p ro b lem s, w ith  ev id en ce  f ro m  Freez ing .
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Still, one could say that the effect shown above (4, 5) tha t the dative noun 
phrase cannot bind an  accusative anaphor -  which was taken here as evidence 
that the accusative is necessarily structurally  higher th an  the dative -  m ight 
hinge on the particular verb vorstellen ‘to introduce’. But if other verbs are 
substituted for it, and the reciprocal changed to a simple reflexive, it is not as 
easy any more to come up w ith a naturally  sounding scenario. However, if one 
succeeds, one sees that the same gram m aticality judgm ents prevail (17, 18).

(17a) Der Vater hat [die Eheleute], {sich/ einander}, versprochen.
the father has [the spouses] .ACC themselves/each other prom ised

(17b) * Der Vater hat [den Eheleuten], {sich/ einander}, versprochen.
the father has [the s p o u s e s ] .T themselves/each other promised

‘The father has prom ised the spouses to each other’

(18a) Jörg, hat [den Mann], s i c h i m  Spiegel gezeigt.
Jörg has [the man] .ACC him self in-the m irro r shown

(18b) Jörg, hat [dem Mann], sich,, im Spiegel gezeigt.
Jörg has [the m an].DAT him self in-the m irro r shown 

‘Jörg showed the m an to him self in  the m irror.’

5. Concluding remarks

The older stages of G erm an (that is, H igh G erm an un til about 1500) show a 
relatively rigid object order w ith the dative before the accusative object. This 
effect could be traced back to the Them atic Hierarchy: G erm an surface word 
order originally followed closely the Them atic Hierarchy, and as the case link- 
ing is directly dependent on the Them atic Hierarchy, we get the im pression of 
a fixed argum ent order ‘nom inative > dative > accusative’. We also get the im ­
pression of a serialization according to animacy, simply because anim acy is a 
typical property  of Proto-Agents; consequently, the argum ents m ore to the 
‘left’ (the agentive pole of the scale) are typically anim ated whereas the ones 
on the ‘right side’ (the patient-like pole of the scale) are no t necessarily an i­
mated. This situation can easily lead to a re-interpretation of the factor gov­
erning serialization, in  tha t the Them atic H ierarchy is not recognized any 
more as the crucial factor by language learners and instead, derivative factors 
such as case and anim acy are interpreted as the decisive factors. This obvi-
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ously happened at some stage in  the history of G erm an, at latest at the poin t at 
which accusative-dative verbs such as aussetzen ‘subject s.o. to s.th.’ begin to 
be used. G rim m ’s dictionary gives no dates of first attestation of the accusa­
tive-dative verbs before around 1500 (see Speyer 2011). Note tha t th is is the 
same tim e in  which inform ation structural factors begin to play a role for se- 
rialization, so we can be fairly certain  to point the change away from  the T he­
m atic H ierarchy as the decisive factor for serialization around 1500. The 
change concerned only the surface word order. The underlying word order, at 
least in  M odern G erm an, is accusative before dative (this is suggested by Bind- 
ing facts, the lack of Freezing effects) and probably was so th roughout the 
history of the language (this is suggested by the distribution patterns of the 
data). One m ight ask why the underlying order never changed, even in  the 
period in  which the surface order was strictly ‘dative before accusative’, at 
least for lexical noun phrases, and thus the evidence for the language learner 
apparently overwhelming against Acc>Dat as the underlying order. The an ­
swer is probably that w ith pronoun NPs, the order typically is Acc>Dat, and 
since pronom inal reference is m uch more com m on, especially in  spoken lan- 
guage (which is the relevant register here), the evidence for Dat>Acc was in 
fact not th a t overwhelming bu t represented a m inority  pattern. Note that the 
ordering according to the Them atic H ierarchy concerns only lexical NPs, not 
pronouns. So the language learner, confronted w ith paradoxical evidence 
(pronouns Acc>Dat, lexical NPs Dat>Acc), can identify a non-gram m atical 
factor for Dat>Acc, bu t no t so for Acc>Dat; (s)he will settle for Acc>Dat as the 
underlying order from  which Dat>Acc is derived if  lexical NPs are involved.
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