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Main clause word order in Dutch and German can be generated as in (1): 
 

 1 2 subj object(s) adverbial(s) nonfinite 
verb 

finite 
verb 

subclause order   John a book yesterday bought has 
main clause order: prefield middlefield  
1. the finite verb in (2)  has John a book yesterday bought - 
2. the subject in (1) John has - a book yesterday bought - 
2. the object in (1) A book has John - yesterday bought - 
2. the adverbial in (1) Yesterday has John a book - bought - 
 
Modern Dutch and German, then, exhibit “verb-second”: as long as the finite verb ends up in 
second place, any constituent from the clause can precede it in the prefield. The evidence from 
Old English and possibly also from Old High German (Hinterhölzl & Petrova 2010) suggests that 
“verb-second” represents the outcome of what were originally two distinct verb-placement rules: 
 
 prefield  middlefield 

focused constituent demarcator 
of focus 

   1.  

wh-/Negation finite verb pron. 
subject 

- NP subject 

link to previous discourse - old 
information 

demarcator 
of old from 
new info 

new info 2.  

adverbial/object/subject - pron.subject finite verb NP subject 
Table 1: word order and information structure in (pre-)Old English 

 
The rule that placed the finite verb in the high position may originally have been motivated by a 
need to mark off focus, i.e. any information that evokes the presence of alternatives: questioned 
constituents, negation, or constituents that are modified by elements with meanings like only or 
precisely. This rule survives in Present-Day English as subject-auxiliary inversion in wh-
questions and in sentences like (1a-b), with some of its functions replaced by the emergence of 
clefts (as in 1a'-b') in the 15th Century, the same period in which verb-second declined in English 
(van Kemenade 1987, Warner 2007). 

 The rule that placed the finite verb in the low position may originally have been 
motivated by a need to mark off given from new information: it demarcated a domain for local 
discourse links and topics, effectively leading to a verb-third ordering, as in (2) below. 
Motivation (2) connects with claims in the psycholinguistic literature that the first position in a 
verb-second language plays a crucial role in a typological distinction between verb-second 
German and non-verb-second Present-Day English – a distinction that goes much deeper than 



syntax and has repercussions for what has been called “macrostructural planning”: “deciding 
what to say, and how to say it” (Von Stutterheim, Carroll & Nuese 2004).  

In the absence of native speakers, I will use a parallel Old English and Present-Day 
English translation of the same text to duplicate these psycholinguistic findings, and suggest that 
English has undergone a typological switch, from a “bounded” to an “unbounded” system. Such a 
scenario suggests that a number of changes (the decline of verb-second, the rise of it-clefts and a 
grammaticalized progressive) that have always been regarded as independent phenomena are, in 
fact, interrelated. Further data are provided by syntactically parsed corpora of historical texts, a 
selection of which have been annotated with referential information, and by data from verb-
second L1 EFL texts. 

 
 
Data (finite verb in bold): 
 
Present-Day English: 
 

(1) a. Only after I had been in the room for a few minutes did I realize that everyone was 
staring at me 
a'. It was only after I had been in the room for a few minutes that I realized that everyone 
was staring at me 
b. ?For this reason did I start with a negative comment (Internet forum) 
b'. This was why/the reason that I started with a negative comment 

 
Old English: 
 

(2) And seo eadiga Margareta hire handan upp ahof and hi to gode gebæd  
 and the blessed Margaret her hands up lifted and her to God prayed 
 and þus cwæð: On þe ic gelefa... < LS 14 (MargaretAss) 119> 
 and thus spoke: On thee I believe 
 ‘And the blessed Margaret lifted up her hands and prayed to God and spoke thus: “In 

you I believe...”’ 
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