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Summary 

Grammaticalization is a complex, gradual, directional, pervasive process of language change 

by which linguistic material is integrated progressively into the grammatical system of a 

given language. With a period of attestation spanning well over a millennium, the Germanic 

languages provide plentiful and variegated data for the qualitative and quantitative analysis of 
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grammaticalization processes and their impact on language systems. This includes word 

order-based clause-typing, associating positions of the verb with different sentence moods 

(verb-second, verb-first) or the absence thereof (verb-final), and clause structure (various 

types of bracketing, the obligatorification of the subject). It also includes grammaticalization 

processes in the nominal domain (giving rise, inter alia, to definite and indefinite articles, to 

prepositional phrases compensating for the loss of inflectional morphology and to new 

prepositions), in the verbal domain (including the grammaticalization of auxiliary-

incorporating verb forms like the perfect and the future, of modal verbs, of passive 

morphology and progressives, of phrasal substitutes for inflectional morphology etc.) and in 

clause-combining (whence the emergence of hypotaxis as a prototype, featuring clause-final 

position of the verb in Continental West Germanic, tight clause-integration, rich inventories 

of subordinating conjunctions). There is also evidence of changes that diverge from the 

canonical model of grammaticalization processes and have been discussed in the literature 

under labels like pragmaticalization (e.g. the rise of discourse markers and modal particles) 

and degrammaticalization (e.g. the deinflectionalization of genitive markers). Although the 

main theoretical trend in grammaticalization studies remains functionalist, evidence from the 

Germanic languages has been cited in formalist research on grammaticalization (e.g. 

parameter typology) and in debates over wider issues such as the systemic embedding and 

cyclical progress of language change. Given a functionalist concept of language as a complex 

adaptive system, grammaticalization can be shown to be motivated by such language-external 

factors as communication, cognition, contact and culture. Evidence from Germanic is also 

being cited in the debate over the relationship of grammaticalization with 

constructionalization, with some authors suggesting that the concept of grammaticalization 

should be integrated into Diachronic Construction Grammar, given that grammaticalization 

takes place within constructions, changes existing constructions and creates new ones.  
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1. Preliminaries 

Grammaticalization (also called grammaticization, especially in older literature) is a 

composite, gradual, directional, pervasive process of language change by which linguistic 

material (lexical or already grammatical items, constructions) is integrated progressively into 

the grammatical system (morphology, syntax) of a given language (Hopper & Traugott 2003: 

1-2, inter alia). With a period of attestation spanning well over a millennium, the Germanic 

languages provide plentiful and variegated evidence of grammaticalization and its impact on 

language systems. Present-day and historical information from the standard varieties of the 

larger Germanic languages is available, and continuing to become available, in sufficient 

measure to allow for the substantial qualitative and quantitative study of grammaticalization 

phenomena (as emphasized inter alia by Hilpert 2011). Relevant data tend to be sparser and/or 

more anecdotal for smaller and/or non-standardized languages such as Frisian, Faroese and 

Pennsylvania German and for most dialects; West Central German remains the only dialect 

group of Germanic whose grammaticalization processes have been systematically investigated 

in their own right (Girnth 2000). Individual book- or article-size studies of specific 

grammaticalization phenomena in Germanic languages are far too diverse and numerous to 

list, summarize or discuss comprehensively, and the Germanic languages figure prominently 

in handbooks on grammaticalization (e.g. Hopper & Traugott 2003, Narrog & Heine 2021). 

Still, only one Germanic language has so far had a graduate-level textbook dedicated to 

grammaticalization, i.e. German (Szczepaniak 2011). 

 When Meillet (1912: 131) first used the term “grammaticalization” – famously 

describing it as “l’attribution du caractère grammatical à un mot jadis autonome” (“the 

attribution of grammatical character to a formerly autonomous word”, ibid., my translation) –, 
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he initiated a seminal approach to grammaticalization that was later systematized by Lehmann 

(2015, originally semi-published in 1982). Under this approach, grammaticalization is seen as 

the reduction of the autonomy and substance of the linguistic sign, as enshrined by Lehmann 

(2015) in his six grammaticalization parameters. Classic examples from Germanic include the 

grammaticalization of reflexive pronouns as passive suffixes, of demonstratives as definite 

articles, of lexical verbs as auxiliaries and, with slight but necessary modifications, of adverbs 

and subordinators as discourse markers (Hilpert 2011). A complementary approach focuses 

on context expansion, i.e. the ability of grammaticalizing items to be used in new contexts 

(Himmelmann 1997: 28-33; cf. Cuyckens 2018 for discussion). Narrog & Heine (2021) 

combine both perspectives, suggesting four parameters of grammaticalization: context 

extension, desemanticization, decategorialization and erosion. Yet other approaches focus on 

the relationship of grammaticalizing items with other parts of the linguistic system or with 

older, less grammaticalized versions of themselves (Hopper 1991 on the co-existence or 

"layering" of older and newer expressions for the same function, on the "persistence" of older 

meanings during grammaticalization etc.) and on semantic-pragmatic changes like 

subjectification and intersubjectification that motivate formal changes (Traugott 2003a; cf. 

Kranich 2010b and papers in Van Olmen, Cuyckens & Ghesquière, eds., 2016, inter alia). In 

addition, it was gradually recognized by the 2000s that the grammaticalization of individual 

items necessarily takes place in specific contexts (Diewald 2002, Heine 2002) and in existing 

constructions, leading to the grammaticalization of new constructions (e.g. Traugott 2003b; 

Trousdale 2010, 2012; Traugott & Trousdale 2012). The rise of 'have'-based perfect 

auxiliaries, for example, was part of a change which first started when constructions with the 

lexical verb ‘have’ were used resultatively in discourse, leading to the emerging present 

perfect becoming part and parcel of the long-term evolution of tense systems, displaying 

varying degrees of grammaticalization in different Germanic languages (Szczepaniak 2011: 

129-139 on German, Łęcki_2010 on English). This construction-oriented view has given rise 
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to proposals for the integration of grammaticalization into Construction Grammar or vice 

versa (Cuyckens 2018, Narrog & Heine 2021: 263-270). Finally, a typologically-informed 

perspective has been proposed under the label of "grammaticalization scenarios" (Bisang, 

Malchukov, & Mainz Grammaticalization Project Team, 2020). From this crosslinguistic 

point of view, grammaticalization in Germanic is typically characterized by the co-evolution 

of meaning and form (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 152). 

The present article follows predecessors like Hilpert (2011), Szczepaniak (2011) and 

above all Nübling & Kempf (2020) in approaching grammaticalization through recent, rather 

than historical, processes of change and their outcomes from a qualitative perspective, thus 

privileging breadth of coverage over detail (particularly quantitative detail). At the same time, 

it differs from them due to its focus on word order. Using word-order as a prism not only 

helps organize the vast amount of material in a limited space, it also makes sense given the 

special role of word order in the typological profile of Germanic (Harbert 2007). The article 

begins with a summary of word order-based grammaticalization phenomena in the domains of 

clause-typing and clause structure, followed by discussions of grammaticalization phenomena 

in the noun phrase, in the verb phrase and in clause-combining, with links to word-order 

changes being emphasized where appropriate. Next, changes are highlighted that differ from 

canonical processes of grammaticalization and have been debated in the literature under labels 

like pragmaticalization and degrammaticalization. A brief survey of wider formalist, 

functionalist and constructionist perspectives on grammaticalization rounds the article off.  

 

2. Word Order  

2.1 Clause-Typing 

Whether word order change can be subsumed under grammaticalization depends on what is 

meant by word order change. Echoing von Humboldt (1963[1822]: 54-55), Meillet (1912: 

400) claims that grammar can originate in word order configurations as well as in words; 
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many authors have since agreed or disagreed on the link of word order change with 

grammaticalization (see Fischer 2010 for discussion, using data from Old Germanic and 

Romance; we may add Lehmann 1992 and Faarlund 2001: 1706-1708 to her references). 

Among those who propose to keep word order change separate from grammaticalization, 

Hopper & Traugott (2003: 59-63) offer a particularly elaborate argument, yet they miss part 

of the point by referring exclusively to changes in word order typology (e.g. from OV to VO, 

Faarlund 2001: 1707-1708 on Germanic) rather than to any phenomena of grammar that arise 

from the fixing of the position of the finite verb in different clause types (ibid.: 1708). 

According to Fischer (2010: 175), it is perfectly justified to include word order change in 

grammaticalization and to assume that word order change can be the first step in processes of 

grammaticalization. 

From the vantage point of Germanic, it clearly makes sense to assume that word order 

patterns can grammaticalize (cf. also Szczepaniak 2013 on German) and that this happened in 

the history of Germanic in a way unparalleled in other, similarly well-documented language 

families. Grammaticalization here refers to the fixation of different positions of the finite verb 

as markers of clause-types associated with different sentence moods, including the absence of 

sentence mood in subordinate clauses (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 137). The results are 

particularly salient in Continental West Germanic with its three-way paradigm of word-order 

based clause-typing: verb-second (V2) in assertive declarative clauses, verb-first (V1) in non-

assertive/non-declarative clauses (e.g. polar interrogatives), verb-final in subordinate clauses. 

English, by contrast, has changed to SVO with remnants of V1-structures (Harbert 2007: 

399). In North Germanic (a.k.a. Scandinavian) and in Yiddish (a Continental West Germanic 

language with a close sociocultural affiliation to the Jewish community), the three-way 

contrast has been reduced to a two-way one between V2 and V1. In spoken Afrikaans, the 

same change is underway (Ponelis 1993: 340, 345).  
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 Proto-Germanic was probably SOV (Hopper 1975), and verb-final declaratives are well-

attested in early Germanic (ibid.; Harbert 2007: 353-354, 360, 398; Faarlund 2001: 1708). A 

famous example is the runic inscription on the second of the Golden Horns of Gallehus (c. 

AD 400): ek Hlewagastiz Holtijaz horna tawidō ('I Hlewagastiz Holtijaz (the) horn.ACC 

made'; Nedoma 2022). V2 first arose when auxiliaries and other unaccented words moved 

from the final to the second position in the clause under a prosodic condition known as 

Wackernagel’s law (Hopper 1975: 18-19, 45). This phonological condition was then 

reanalyzed as a syntactic rule and extended to all finite verbs, leading to a basic V2 structure 

(Faarlund 2001: 1708). Alternatively, the pre-verbal topic position could be left vacant, and a 

division of labour arose under which V2 grammaticalized as the prototypical word-order in 

assertive/declarative clauses and V1 as a marker of other clause-types such as polar 

interrogatives (English Are you with me?), conditional subordinate clauses (German Scheitert 

der Euro, dann scheitert Europa 'Fails the Euro, Europe will fail', i.e. 'If the Euro fails, 

Europe will fail' - former German Chancellor Angela Merkel), optative exclamatives (Dutch 

Had ik toch maar meer geld! 'Had I but only more money!', i.e. 'If only I had more money!') 

and subjectless imperatives (Swedish Lämna mig ifred! 'Leave me in peace/alone!'). At first, 

V1 was used in some declaratives, too, signalling unknown/indefinite referents and/or 

theticity (i.e. the no-topic, all-comment/all rheme status) and hence the non-anchoring of the 

proposition in the present discourse universe (Kaltenböck, Heine & Kuteva 2011, Lenerz 

1984: 153). A typical V1 thetical can be seen in the earliest attested sentence in the history of 

Dutch, Hebban olla uogala nestas hagunnan hinase hic enda thu (literally: 'Have all birds 

nests begun except I and you', late 11th c.; Louwen 2009). Such V1-declaratives then declined 

and, insofar as they survive, are now associated with specific contexts such as jokes and other 

colloquial genres in which assertions are backgrounded or suspended in favour of narrative 

sequencing and framing (Önnerfors 1997; on German: Lehmann 1991: 527-530, Auer 1993, 

Reis 2000; on Yiddish: Reershemius 2001).  
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 In English, where V2 had always been more weakly grammaticalized than elsewhere in 

Germanic, V2 was in turn reanalyzed as SVO during Middle English (Pintzuk 1993, Los 

2012). Verb-final order disappeared (Stockwell & Minkova 1991), but significant vestiges of 

V1 survive, inter alia, in the form of subject-auxiliary inversion (Are you with me?), of which 

do-support (Do you often watch football?) and conditional inversion (Should it rain 

tomorrow, we'll stay at home) are special cases. In North Germanic, the V2/V1 opposition has 

remained in place, but V2 has been extended to subordinate clauses, with different positions 

for adverbs (including the negator 'not', e.g. Swedish inte, Danish and Bokmål ikke) signalling 

the distinction between main and subordinate clauses: the Swedish main clause detta är inte 

bra ('this is not good') has postverbal negation, while the subordinate clause att detta inte är 

bra ('that this is not good') has preverbal negation. In Icelandic, the grammaticalization of V2 

is weakest, with V1 remaining a routine option for declaratives (Sigurðsson 2018) and 

subordinate clauses displaying some word-order variation, too (Harbert 2007: 362-481, 

Vikner 1995).  

 

2.2 From Topic to Subject 

In all ancient Germanic languages, there were "different ways of filling the pre[-verbal] field", 

e.g. the topic (Axel 2009 on Old High German), and in most (except in English) there still are 

today. In all of them, however, the pre-verbal position has since become the prototypical 

position for subjects. Subject pronouns became obligatory, and oblique-case arguments which 

typically occurred in pre-verbal position were reanalysed as subjects, switching to the 

nominative (English me liketh > I like, me thinks > I think etc; German mich dünkt 'me thinks' 

> ich denke ‘I think’). Among present-day Germanic, only Icelandic retains the routine use of 

oblique-case subjects (Barðdal 2023). 

Another consequence of word order-based clause-typing was that word order became 

less amenable to information-status signalling. V2 had formerly been used with known 
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participants, V1 with new participants, making V1 useful for typical contexts of theticity such 

as introducing new texts or episodes in narration (Petrova & Solf 2008). The decline of V1-

declaratives was also compensated for by the grammaticalization of expletive 'there' or 'it' to 

fill the pre-verb position (Vikner 1995, Pfenninger 2009). Cases in point are the opening 

sentences of fairy tales: Dutch Er was eens een NP lit. 'there was once a NP', German Es war 

einmal ein/e NP lit. 'it was once a NP', Swedish Det var en gång en/ett NP lit. 'it was once a 

NP', English There once was a NP. In English, the consequences of the switch to SVO were 

particularly drastic and pervasive (Los 2012): amongst other things, English developed its 

"permissive" subjects (this book reads well, the order has finally shipped; Los 2018), enabling 

the grammaticalization of typologically unusual passives (I was shown a painting, with the 

beneficient as subject rather than dative object as in German mir wurde ein Gemälde gezeigt), 

and the near-unavailability of word order permutations for the signalling of information 

structure encouraged the grammaticalization of compensatory strategies like clefting (Los & 

van Kemenade 2012). Compare clefted English it was the father I saw, not the son with its 

non-clefted German equivalent den VaterACC habe ich gesehen, nicht den SohnACC, where the 

direct object is topicalized and readily identifiable as object thanks to the accusative. 

 

3. The Nominal Domain 

3.1 Bracketing 

Unusually from a typological point of view (Himmelmann 2001: 838), nearly all Germanic 

languages have both definite and indefinite articles. In West Germanic, the former are 

invariably pre-modifying, while the Continental North Germanic language have combinations 

of pre- and post-modifying article systems. Definite and indefinite articles arose through a 

process of "correlated grammaticalization" (Goldstein 2022) in which the definite articles 

emerged first, facilitating the subsequent rise of the indefinite articles while staying ahead of 

the latter in their degree of grammaticalization (cf. Sommerer 2018 on "article emergence" in 
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English with discussion of the grammaticalization view in the context of other approaches).  

The presence of highly grammaticalized pre-modifying articles along with other 

determiners like demonstratives etc. has enabled most Germanic languages to develop a 

bracket-like [determiner ... noun] structure for their noun phrases. In German, but not in its 

sister languages, this has favoured the preservation of case, number and gender as inflectional 

categories despite the general weaking of unstressed vowels which followed from the pan-

Germanic shift to word-initial stress (Ronneberger-Sibold 1993, 1997). As a result of this 

productive compromise, a distinctive system of "cooperative inflection" (Admoni 1982: 78) 

gradually stabilized across the noun-phrase bracket in German (cf. also section 3.3 below). By 

contrast, Icelandic, while preserving ancient Germanic inflectional morphology more than any 

other surviving Germanic language (English and Afrikaans are at the other, deflecting end of 

the scale, Nübling & Kempf 2020: 107), has not grammaticalized any pre-modifying articles, 

lacking a bracket-like structure in its noun phrases. 

 

3.2 Articles 

3.2.1 The Definite Article: West Germanic 

In the West Germanic languages, the definite article arose from the pre-modifying 

demonstrative pronoun the(r). During grammaticalization, the pronoun lost its original deictic 

meaning, and reliance on context in interpreting specific utterances was correspondingly 

reduced. Phonological reduction also occurred, albeit to varying degrees: whereas the definite 

article is formally distinct from demonstratives in Dutch (de/het) and English (the), German 

der/die/das remains identical between article and demonstrative unless stressed (der Mann 

'the man' vs. dér Mann 'that man'). When functioning as article, der/die/das is subject to 

cliticization in certain contexts (in dem > im etc.), exhibiting paradigmatization (Nübling 

1998, 2005). Nevertheless, precisely because German der/die/das can still function as a 

demonstrative if stressed, it reflects its path of grammaticalization more fully through its 
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present-day range of functions than do de/het and the (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 116-120; cf. 

also Schmuck 2020 and the contributions in Szczepaniak & Flick, eds., 2020). 

 Synchronically, the uses of der/die/das extend along a scale of increasing 

grammaticalization which includes not only the full range of pragmatic and semantic 

definiteness, but also some uses that are no longer motivated by either pragmatics or 

semantics. The last stage where the definite article is still motivated semantically (although 

expletive) is before proper names. In German this includes toponyms like der Rhein ‘the 

Rhine’, die Schweiz ‘Switzerland’ and das Elsass ‘Alsace’, the surnames of females like die 

Dietrich (i.e. Marlene), and increasingly first names like die Susanne and der Peter in spoken 

(especially Southern) German. The next steps are generic use, where the article is no longer 

referential and therefore no longer motivated semantically (e.g. Homo sapiens verdrängte den 

Neanderthaler ‘homo sapiens pushed out Neanderthal man’), and finally syntax, with the 

article serving as a nominal marker in support of bracketing as e.g. in das falsch geparkte, von 

der Polizei abgeschleppte Auto (lit. 'the illegally parked, by the police towed-away car'); this 

includes NPs where the noun happens to be a proper name (der stark verschmutzte Rhein 'the 

strongly polluted Rhine', der arme, von seinem Freund verlassene Peter lit. 'the poor, by his 

boyfriend left Peter'). The synchronic scale need not have arisen by a linear development 

diachronically. For example, the generic and bracketing uses both date back to Old High 

German, whereas the extension to bare first names (die Susanne, der Peter) is a recent, on-

going development (Nübling 2020).  

 While the definite article de/het in Dutch displays similar usage patterns to German 

der/die/das, English the has so far failed to grammaticalize beyond semantic definiteness 

(Homo sapiens pushed out Neanderthal man). Comparison of German and English highlights 

the diverging "structural propensities" of their NPs (Doherty 2006): whereas the bracket 

structure can be relied upon in German to delineate a middle field which can carry a high 

functional load, analogous cases in English have the zero article and place the attributive 
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information in an appositive or relative clause: poor Peter, (who has been) left by his 

boyfriend. Luxembourgish goes even further: not only does it exhibit preposition/article 

fusion as in German (e.g. an + dem > am, Christiansen 2016), it is the only Germanic 

language where the definite article has become obligatory with first names (de Pierre) and 

may even cliticize to the name (d’Claudine; Nübling & Kempf 2020: 120). 

 

3.2.2 The Definite Article: North Germanic 

In Scandinavian, the native definite article is post-modifying. In Continental Scandinavian, it 

co-exists with a more recent, pre-modifying competitor which originated in the South, 

probably motivated or encouraged by grammatical replication from Middle Low German, the 

language of the medieval German Hansa (Dahl 2004: 178). In addition, Continental 

Scandinavian has indefinite articles, and these have always been pre-modifying. By contrast, 

geographically peripheral Icelandic only has the native, post-modifying definite article and 

never grammaticalized any pre-modifying articles, whether definite or indefinite. 

 The grammaticalization of the post-modifying definite article started in the 14th 

century, proceeding from the Old Norse/Icelandic distal demonstrative hinn ‘that, the other’ in 

constructions involving postnominal adjectival attribution through loss of stress, reduction of 

hi-, and eventual attachment to the noun: Old Norse maðr hinn gamli lit. 'man that old' > 

maðrinn gamli 'man-the old' > maðrinn (gamli) (Barðdal, Jörgensen, & Larsen 1997: 302, 

cited in Nübling & Kempf 2020: 116). The result are two different versions of the post-

modifying system: the more conservative, insular version of Icelandic and Faroese, which 

involves double inflection on the noun and the erstwhile demonstrative, and the more 

progressive, continental version of Swedish, Norwegian and Danish, which is characterized 

by the loss of case endings on the one hand and influence from the West Germanic system on 

the other hand. If the noun is accompanied by an attribute, Norwegian and Swedish bracket 

the NP by means of two definite articles simultaneously: a younger pre-modifying one (often 
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called the adjective-article) and the older, post-modifying definiteness suffix. The 

consequence is “double determination” (Dahl 2004) as in Swedish den stora hunden ‘the big 

dog’: Jag såg hund-en 'I saw the dog' – Jag såg den stor-a hund-en ‘I saw the big dog’. 

Danish also has both strategies, but not simultaneously, as use of the pre-determiner precludes 

use of the suffixed marker: hund-en ‘the dog’ but den store hund ‘the big dog’. If the genitive 

suffix -s is used together with the post-modifying definite article, the genitive-s comes last in 

all three languages (hund-en-s 'of the dog'; Nübling & Kempf 2020: 116-118). 

 

3.2.3 The Indefinite Article 

All Germanic languages except Icelandic have grammaticalized indefinite articles. They are 

always pre-modifying and based on the numeral 'one', as seen in German ein Haus, Dutch een 

huis, Swedish ett hus ‘a house’. In Icelandic, indefinite reference is indicated by the zero 

article: ég sá hund-inn 'I saw dog-the' vs. ég sá hund-Ø 'I saw (a) dog'. In contrast to definite 

articles, indefinite articles in Germanic occur almost exclusively in the singular (English I saw 

the dogs – I saw Ø dogs), a clear case of persistence (in the sense of Hopper 1991) from the 

origin of indefinite articles in the numeral 'one' and an indication that indefinite articles are 

less grammaticalized than their definite counterparts (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 114-116) and 

than their counterparts in those Romance languages where the indefinite article has expanded 

into the plural (French des enfants 'children'). 

 In German, the grammaticalization of the indefinite article began in late Old High 

German with the backgrounding of the number information ('one') in favour of indefiniteness. 

English a(n) (< one) has lost more phonetic substance than its cognates, which as indefinite 

articles have tended to preserve the form of the original numeral, at least in the written 

standard languages. The grammaticalization of numerals as indefinite articles originated in 

contexts where reference is indefinite but specific (Szczepaniak 2016 on German). By 

contrast, generic use is characterized by non-specific reference, indicating extension into more 
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remote contexts where number is less and less relevant. As with definite articles, a high 

degree of grammaticalization in indefinite articles includes predicative-generic use. Such use 

is available in both German and English, but English generally prefers the article-less plural: 

cf. German Ein Hund gefällt mir besser als eine Katze vs. English I like dogs more than cats. 

In Swedish and Danish, the singular form of the noun may be used for predicative-generic 

reference, and the article may then be omitted: Swedish Hon har (en) hund. In West 

Germanic, the article is obligatory in such cases (German Sie hat einen Hund, English She has 

a dog, Skrzypek 2012), again suggesting a slightly higher degree of grammaticalization 

(Nübling & Kempf 2020: 114-116). 

 

3.3 Declension and Its Substitutes 

Whereas present-day German and Icelandic preserve four cases (nominative, genitive, dative, 

accusative) of the five attested in very early Germanic, and all three original genders, the 

other Germanic languages have reduced cases and genders more radically, sometimes to the 

point of elimination, grammaticalizing new substitutes in some cases (Nübling & Kempf 

2020: 120). In addition to the more or less thorough phonological reduction of case suffixes 

due to the shift to word-initial stress, parts of Continental West Germanic underwent the 

phonologization and subsequent grammaticalization of umlaut (Nübling 2013). Umlaut is 

pervasive in the morphology of German, Luxembourgish and Yiddish, as seen e.g. in the 

conjugation of strong verbs (German fallen > du fällst 'to fall > you fall') and the comparison 

of adjectives (German alt > älter/am ältesten 'old > older/oldest'). In the declension of nouns, 

the grammaticalization of umlaut has reached a point where umlaut is the sole plural marker 

in some nouns (e.g. German Vater – Väter ‘father – fathers’, Apfel – Äpfel ‘apple – apples’). 

In Dutch and English, by contrast, umlaut is now unproductive, although vestiges remain in 

irregular plurals like goose > geese and mouse > mice in English.  
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 Nominal gender marking started out as a classifier system providing semantic 

information about the denoted object, but is at an advanced stage of de-semanticization in the 

languages where it survives. Now mostly arbitrary with inanimate referents and no longer a 

provider of semantic information, its function has become grammatical, especially in German, 

where it interacts with number and case marking across the nominal bracket. The system 

governing the interaction, called "cooperative inflection" by Admoni (1982: 78), is fairly 

complex and not entirely consistent or transparent in all positions of the paradigm, yet it 

clearly constitutes a "phrasale Gestalt" (Himmelmann 1997: 135) in which the whole is 

greater than the sum of the parts. 

In the process of reducing the original synthetic cases of Proto-Germanic and re-

organizing the Germanic wealth of declension classes more generally (Dammel, Kürschner & 

Nübling 2010, Kürschner & Nübling 2011), all Germanic languages have to a greater or lesser 

extent grammaticalized new, analytic, case-equivalent expressions in various functional 

domains. In English, the original synthetic dative (preserved in German ich schreibe 

meinem.DAT Vater einen.ACC Brief) has been largely replaced by to-phrases (I'm writing a 

letter to my father vs. older I’m writing my father a letter – no dative marking in English, of 

course), allowing for different construals of the same situation and different information-

structural arrangements (Zehentner 2019). In the functional domain of possession, Faroese has 

abolished the synthetic genitive (except for some relics) and replaced it with the preposition 

hjá + dative in attributes expressing possession. Similar developments have occurred in 

Luxembourgish (vun), Yiddish (fun) and to a progressively lesser extent also in Dutch (van), 

English (of) and German (von). As a result, synthetic genitive case marking as in English my 

mother's dog is now in layering with prepositional 'of'-phrases in most Germanic languages, 

cf. English the dog of my mother. In addition, spoken German and Dutch have 

grammaticalized the so-called possessive dative: German dem (= my_DAT) Vater sein (= his) 
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Hund, Dutch mijn vader z'n hond 'my father's dog'. This construction only applies to animate 

possessors, however (*dem Haus seine Fenster; Nübling & Kempf 2020: 112, 120).  

 

3.4 Adpositions 

Not only are adpositions involved in the re-organisation of systems of case and declension, 

grammaticalization has also been feeding inventories of adpositions across Germanic with 

new, typically complex members (Lindqvist 1994 on German and Swedish). A well-known 

historical case is English because, which arose from Middle English bi cause ‘by cause (of)’, 

a part-loan of French par cause. Its German equivalent wegen grammaticalized from the 

dative plural form of the noun Weg ‘way’ in von NP wegen, its meaning shifting from ‘by 

way of’ through ‘on behalf of’ to ‘because of’ (Paul 2002: 1151). Wegen also shifted 

positions, becoming a member of the prepositional paradigm (wegen des Kindes ‘because of 

the child’) while retaining the older position and meaning as an option: des Kindes wegen 

‘because of (i.e. on behalf/for the benefit of) the child’. 

In more recent cases, layering has tended to arise as new, so-called secondary 

prepositions come to supplement older, primary ones. Many secondary prepositions are 

themselves based on PPs – as seen in Hoffmann (2005: 23), whose list of the 30 most frequent  

secondary prepositions in the British National Corpus ranges from in terms of (the most 

frequent) to by reference to – and therefore also qualify as cases of "secondary 

grammaticalization" (Breban 2014), Sources can be similar crosslinguistically as in English in 

the run-up to and its literal Dutch equivalent in de aanloop naar, which convey the idea of 

‘(immediately) before’ and are thus semantically richer than their older equivalents before and 

voor. In German, where im Vorfeld von merely differs in the metaphor used (Vorfeld lit. 

‘forefield’), the creation of secondary prepositions has been similarly rampant, with new 

members reflecting different degrees of grammaticalization (cf. univerbated aufgrund von' on 

the basis of' besides auf Grund von; the preposition von is replaced with a bare genitive NP in 



 

 

 17 

many contexts). German has also been grammaticalizing new von-based circumpositions like 

von … an and von … her which use the post-member to specify the basic ‘from’-meaning of 

von in various ways. They are structurally, but not semantically, modelled on older 

circumpositions like um … willen (‘for the sake of’; Lehmann 1991: 501-511, Bücker 2017). 

Dutch near-equivalents like vanaf and omwille van have been univerbated and are 

prepositional only. 

Grammaticalization processes proceed along recurrent paths from typical sources, and 

typical sources of new prepositions in Germanic besides PPs are nouns (German Richtung 

x/Dutch richting x ‘in the direction of’) and the present participles of verbs (cf. German 

während < währen ‘to last’, Dutch gedurende < duren ‘to last’, English during; cf. more 

recently English considering, Swedish motsvarande ‘corresponding to’; see Kortmann & 

König 1992 on the relevant process of change). The grammaticalization of participles has 

interesting consequences in German, where verbs govern morphologically marked cases. For 

example, German entsprechend ‘corresponding to, in accordance with’ grammaticalized from 

the present participle of the verb entsprechen, which governs the dative (das entspricht 

seinem Wunsch ‘this is in accordance with his wish’ > prepositional entsprechend seinem 

Wunsch ‘in accordance with his wish’). The dative continues to persist, but more recently 

entsprechend has come to be used with the genitive in colloquial usage (entsprechend seines 

Wunsches), distinguishing the re-categorized adposition from the original participle. The 

tendency to switch cases has also been affecting gemäß (a synonym of entsprechend) and 

other dative-governing adpositions like entgegen ‘in contrast to’ and nahe ‘close to, in the 

proximity of’, strengthening the genitive in this particular domain of usage overall (Di Meola 

1999, Vieregge 2019). 

 Dutch has an apparent pre-/post-positioning alternation that compensates for the loss of 

the dative/accusative distinction (van der Wouden 2006). In ik liep in de tunnel, for example, 

in ‘in’ functions as a preposition (proper), while in ik liep de tunnel in it functions as a 
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postposition, with a clear semantic distinction as a result: the former is locational (‘I walked 

in the tunnel’) and equivalent to the German dative (ich lief im Tunnel), the latter is 

directional (‘I walked into the tunnel’) and equivalent to the German accusative (ich lief in 

den Tunnel (hinein)). What may look at first sight like a re-grammaticalized, re-semanticized 

postposition (cf. section 6.2 below on re-grammaticalization) is in fact best analysed as a verb 

particle (cf. the infinitive: de tunnel inlopen ‘to walk into the tunnel’) which was initially 

grammaticalized from a preposition (Cappelle 2015). The grammaticalization of verb particles 

is pervasive in most Germanic languages and in some includes the systematic recruitment of 

adverbs such as German directional hinein (in den Tunnel hineinlaufen). English equivalents 

occur in particle verbs, with the particle invariably in post-position (to walk in, to wake up 

etc.).   

 

4.  The Verbal Domain 

4.1 Bracketing 

Besides their grammaticalization as clause-type markers, word order patterns contribute to the 

distinct typological profile of the Germanic languages due to clause-level bracketing – also 

known as "framing" or "bracing", whence "exbraciation" for cases where a constituent is 

placed outside the brace/bracket/frame. Bracketing was originally motivated by information 

structuring, marking the beginning and end of information units (Hinterhölzl 2010). It applies 

in three ways in V2 main clauses in Continental West Germanic which are respectively called 

grammatical bracket (Grammatikalklammer), lexical bracket (Lexikalklammer) and copula 

bracket (Kopulaklammer) in German (Szczepaniak 2011: 180). Grammaticalization processes 

are involved in all of them, but the grammatical bracket involves complex verb forms 

combining finite auxiliaries or modals with participles or infinitives ('I have seen him', 'you 

will see her', 'we should see them', 'they have been seen' etc.; see section 4.3 below). Their 

grammaticalization normally results in an increase of bondedness (Lehmann 2015: 157-167), 
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i.e. in adjacency of the finite and nonfinite components (English I have laughed, German ich 

habe gelacht etc.). In non-bracketing English and North Germanic, these components 

continue to be adjacent in the presence of additional syntactic arguments, as shown for 

example by the present perfect in English I have seen him, Swedish jag har sett honom and 

Icelandic ég hef séð hann. In most of Continental West Germanic, by contrast, bracketing 

consistently overrides adjacency, as seen in German ich habe ihn gesehen and Dutch ik heb 

hem gezien, where the clause-final main-verb participle is bracketed off from the second-

position finite auxiliary. Yiddish holds the middle ground, applying bracketing with pronouns 

as in ikh hob im gezeyn ('I have seen him') while disfavoring it with lexical NPs, preferring 

non-bracketed ikh hob gezeyn dem mentsh 'I have seen the person/man' over bracketed ikh hob 

dem mentsh gezeyn (Weissberg 1988: 152, Harbert 2007: 360, Santorini 1993: 234).  

 

4.2 Tense 

4.2.1 The Dental Preterite 

One of the oldest attested grammaticalization processes in Germanic, several centuries older 

than the processes dealt with so far, is the emergence of the strong/weak distinction in verbs. 

During the first half of the first millennium A.D., the ablaut-based 'strong' system of inflection 

came to be complemented by a 'weak' system in which the preterite and (later) the past 

participle are formed by means of a dental suffix without any change in the root vowel: 

English love – loved, German loben – lobte 'praise – praised', Swedish stänga – stängde 'close 

– closed' etc. (Szczepaniak 2011: 115). The dental suffix was grammaticalized from the 

preterite of the reduplicating Proto-Germanic verb *dōn ‘do’, which was used as a tense-

marking auxiliary, then cliticized to the root and finally became an obligatory inflectional 

marker. An intermediate stage of this process is attested in the plural of weak verbs in Gothic 

(4th century A.D.), e.g. salbō-dēdun ‘(they) anointed’, lit. 'anoint-did.3PL', where the 

emerging suffix still has the full form of the auxiliary.  
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 The rise of weak verbs led to a classic layering situation (Hopper 1991) in which the 

strong verbs form the older layer and the weak verbs the newer. In most of Germanic, weak 

inflection is now fully productive and strong inflection is holding up more or less well, in part 

because the verbs in question belong to the core set of frequent verbs in everyday use and may 

therefore be subject to a conserving effect. In Afrikaans, the strong/weak distinction has 

become irrelevant, as the synthetic preterite has been replaced by the analytic present perfect, 

and the past participle with which the latter is formed has lost all suffixes (skryf 'write' > ek 

het geskryf 'I have written/I wrote', cf. Dutch strong schrijven 'write' > ik heb geschreven 'I 

have written'/ik schreef 'I wrote'; Donaldson 1993: 222-224 on this and the handful of verbs in 

which historically strong forms survive). 

 

4.2.2 The Perfect 

All Germanic languages have grammaticalized perfects (and pluperfects) that involve 'have' 

and 'be' verbs as auxiliaries, with most now employing both auxiliaries in complementary 

distribution. The typologically unusual 'have'-perfect (e.g. German ich habe einen Baum 

gepflanzt 'I have planted a tree') started out as a present tense construction in which 'have' 

functioned as a lexical verb expressing possession and the present tense was interpreted as a 

resultative. A reanalysis then took place associating the completed action with the subject 

rather than the object. In simple terms, 'I have/own a planted tree' (where the tree may well 

have been planted by someone else) was reinterpreted as meaning ‘I have planted a tree’. The 

(morpho)syntax was simplified and the possessive meaning lost. ‘Be’-perfects arose by a 

similar grammaticalization path, often with verbs of motion: German er ist gekommen, 

Icelandic hann er kominn (both lit. 'he is come'). In English and Swedish, 'be' in the perfect 

has been ousted by generalized ‘have’ (English I have come; Swedish jag har kommit; 

Nübling & Kempf 2020: 124-125, Gillmann 2016). 
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 Once the perfect was basically in place and used increasingly to foreground the action 

that led to the result, the construction expanded into the functional domain of perfectivity. An 

opposition thus emerged between the perfect and the existing preterite on aspectual grounds 

(perfect: resultative/perfective vs. preterite: imperfective), a contrast preserved in present-day 

English and Swedish. In continental West Germanic, the grammaticalization has been carried 

further and the perfect has been de-aspectualized/temporalized, turning the contrast with the 

narrative preterite into a competition (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 125-126). Whereas the 

narrative preterite is holding out relatively well in Dutch and standard German, it has been 

ousted by the perfect in South German dialects, Luxembourgish, Afrikaans and Yiddish 

(Dammel, Nowak, & Schmuck 2010, Gillmann 2016, Abraham & Conradie 2001). The recent 

rise of the so-called double perfect in German (das habe ich schon gesagt gehabt lit. 'that 

have I already said had', i.e. ‘I have already said that’, avoiding the need for an auxiliary in 

the preterite) may be part of the same trend. Since the double perfect makes use of an already 

grammaticalized construction for its grammaticalization, it qualifies as another case of 

secondary grammaticalization, following on the heels of the primary grammaticalization of 

the perfect (Buchwaldt-Wargenau 2012). 

 

4.2.3 The Future 

All modern Germanic languages have periphrastic future constructions involving various 

auxiliaries and different degrees of grammaticalization (Hilpert 2008). In most Germanic 

languages, with the exception of the copula-based German werden-future, the constructions in 

question employ modal verbs which underwent secondary grammaticalization as future 

auxiliaries after grammaticalizing from lexical verbs being used as preterito-presents (e.g. Old 

English sceal = preterito-present of sculan 'owe, be obliged' > English shall, Dutch zullen, 

Swedish ska etc.; Coupé & van Kemenade 2009, Diewald 1999). Of all future constructions 

in Germanic, the English will-future shows the highest degree of grammaticalization: it is 
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largely obligatory (the futurate present being relatively rare and restricted), it can apply to any 

verb at all, it has a correspondingly high token frequency, and the auxiliary has developed a 

phonologically reduced cliticized form, 'll (Hilpert 2008; cf. Correia Saavedra 2021 with 

methods for the quantitative measurement of grammaticalization). 

 The most important grammaticalization paths for future auxiliaries in Germanic led to 

future from obligation (e.g. thou shalt not kill) or volition (e.g. Twelfth Night or What You 

Will, translated into German as Was ihr wollt 'what you.PL want'). Danish represents results 

of both paths, as skulle and ville alternate as future auxiliaries. While retaining their specific 

modal values in non-future contexts (with the exception of English will), the verbs in question 

have developed an additional function as temporal auxiliaries which express an action in the 

future – first in the near, then potentially in the remote future. In this respect, Dutch zullen, 

Frisian sille , English will and German werden are more grammaticalized than the most 

frequent future auxiliary in the Scandinavian languages, ska. The latter is typically used for 

intention-based actions (Dahl 1992) and thus displays more persistence in grammaticalization 

than its West Germanic cognates (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 132). 

 In several Germanic languages, alternative future constructions co-exist with the above-

mentioned constructions in classic layering situations. This includes the proximative futures 

of English (be going to do s.th.) and Dutch (iets gaan doen 'go do s.th.'). English going to has 

attained a relatively high degree of grammaticalization, even developing a contracted form of 

its own, gonna. In (Canadian) Pennsylvania German, contact with English has encouraged the 

grammaticalization of gehen ‘go’ as regular future auxiliary, as noted by Burridge (1995: 60-

61), who also discusses a future construction based on the progressive of zehle (‘count (on 

something happening)’, e.g. ich bin am zehle kumme ‘I am counting on coming’ > I will 

come) and one based on waerre ‘become’ which, however, is used only epistemically (er 

waert es hawwe, cf. German er wird es (wohl) haben ‘he probably has it’) and no longer with 

future time reference (ibid.: 60-64). 
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 The proximative going to-future of English and its Dutch near-equivalent, the gaan-

future, are both de-allative, arising from verbs expressing physical movement (in this case, 

'go') which then lost their directional and spatial semantics. Icelandic uses fara að ‘go to’ for a 

similar combination of proximate and inchoative futures: hún fer að horfa á sjónvarpið ‘she is 

going to/starting to watch TV’. Most German dialects manage without any future auxiliaries 

altogether, but de-allative and de-venitive futures are attested in Swiss German dialects, 

where incipient grammaticalization of gō ‘go’ and chō ‘come’ is attested (Lötscher 1993, 

Glaser & Frey 2011). A related grammaticalization path is de-ventive, starting out with 'come' 

verbs as in the Swedish komma (att) construction. This arose as komma till att + infinitive and 

continues to be used in Norwegian in this way, while Swedish has taken the 

grammaticalization one step further by shortening the complementizier att 'that' to [ɔ] and 

currently dropping it, yielding komma + infinitive in spoken Swedish (Nübling & Kampf 

2020: 131-132).  

 As suggested by the origin of werden in the copula 'become', the grammaticalization of 

the German werden future is unusual in the context of Germanic. Middle High German had 

pre-grammaticalized modals whose usage included future reference (sollen, wollen) and 

seemed set to go down the grammaticalization path of Dutch zullen and/or English will. In 

fact, however, the copula werden was extended from its inchoative meaning to the function of 

future auxiliary from the 14th century onwards, quickly replacing the modals in future 

contexts (Diewald & Wischer 2013, Harm 2001). Werden originally combined with a present 

participle which then lost its final -d and was reanalyzed as an infinitive (inchoative sie wird 

sprechend(e) ‘she starts speaking’ > future sie wird sprechen ‘she will speak’). The orginal 

construction occurred in the past tense as well as the present (sie ward sprechend(e) 'she 

became speaking' > 'she started speaking' > 'she will speak'), and the past tense form became 

obsolete. The fact that the copula werden already had other grammaticalized uses (cf. section 
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4.3.1 below on the passive) may have encouraged its recruitment as future auxiliary (Diewald 

& Habermann 2005).  

 Yiddish, finally, combines veln ‘will’ and vern ‘become’ in a suppletive paradigm in 

which the first persons use ‘will’ (a clear case of persistence from the original volitional 

meaning) while the other persons use ‘become’ as in German (Weissberg 1988, Abraham 

1989). The erstwhile vil-forms (e.g. modal ikh vil loyfn 'I want to walk') show lowering of i to 

e (e.g. futurate ikh vel loyfn ‘I’ll walk’), representing a case of paradigmatization by analogy 

as the uniformization of the stem vowel renders the suppletive paradigm more homogeneous 

(Nübling & Kempf 2020: 133). 

 

4.3 Other Constructions 

4.3.1 The Passive 

All Germanic languages have highly grammaticalized analytic passives, both stative and 

dynamic; the Scandinavian languages also have a synthetic passive (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 

121). The stative passives emerged first, then the dynamic passives, usually with distinct 

auxiliaries: 'be' for the former, 'become' for the latter. Continental West Germanic 'become' 

verbs use a root which goes back to *verþ-a- ‘turn’ (whence e.g. German werden, Dutch 

worden) and are thus cognate with the auxiliary verða that is still used, albeit rarely, in 

dynamic passives in Faroese, Icelandic and Nynorsk. Bokmål, Swedish and Danish use their 

own versions of 'become', viz. bli (Danish blive), a loan from Middle Low German blīven 

‘stay’ which grammaticalized as the copula 'become' (similar to its Dutch cognate blijven, e.g. 

het blijft regenen lit. 'it stays (to) rain', i.e. 'it continues to rain') and from there as auxiliary in 

the dynamic passive. Faroese has a corresponding bliva-passive, Icelandic does not. English is 

unusual in Germanic in grammaticalizing be for use in the dynamic passive as well as the 

stative to the exclusion of have; the key was stolen is therefore ambiguous between stative 

('the key was a stolen one') and dynamic ('the key was being stolen (by someone)') except in 
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the progressive, which inserts being to force a dynamic reading. Icelandic can still use vera 

‘be’ for the dynamic passive (barnið er klætt (af mér) ‘the child is (being) dressed (by me)’) 

alongside verða (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 121-124). 

 An unusual case of (secondary) grammaticalization in the dynamic passive took place in 

Luxembourgish, based on the lexical verb ginn ‘give’. This developed first into the inchoative 

copula ‘become’ and from there into the passive auxiliary: ech ginn der e Buch ‘I give you a 

book’ > ech gi krank ‘I get sick’ > ech gi gesinn ‘I am seen’. In this grammaticalization chain, 

the first step is typologically uncommon and remarkable given that ginn is a trivalent verb, 

but can be explained on the assumption that loss of the indirect argument, semantic bleaching 

and formal reduction coincided, turning ginn into an inchoative copula (Nübling 2006). The 

second step is less unusual, as passive auxiliaries often arise from copulae (as seen also in 

German werden and Swed./Dan. bli/blive). The process apparently started when constructions 

with past participles that stood in as predicative adjectives (e.g. German ich wurde enttäuscht 

'I became disappointed') were reanalyzed as the dynamic passive counterparts of active 

sentences: ich wurde enttäuscht 'I was (being) disappointed (by someone)' vs. active jemand 

enttäuschte mich 'someone disappointed me' (Nübling 2006). 

 All Scandinavian languages except Icelandic have an analytic 'become'-passive in 

layering with the older, exclusively Scandinavian, synthetic passive in -s (continental) or -st 

(insular). The -s/st-passives arose from the Old Norse reflexive pronoun sik in constructions 

with a mediopassive/anticausative reading: Swedish dörren öppna=s 'the door opens' 

(mediopassive; cf. German die Tür öffnet sich 'the door opens itself') / 'the door is (being) 

opened' (dynamic passive). Mediopassives are unmarked in English (This beer sells well), but 

they do employ reflexive pronouns in German (Das Bier verkauft sich gut) and to a lesser 

extent in Dutch (not e.g. in the case of verkopen 'sell': Het bier verkoopt *(zich) goed). In 

contrast to West Germanic, its post-verbal position in Scandinavian allowed the reflexive to 

grammaticalize from pronoun via clitic to suffix (Birkmann 1997, Enger 2002). A division of 
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labour between the analytic and synthetic passives in terms of style and semantics is reported 

from Swedish, Norwegian and Danish, with the use of the synthetic -s passive being more 

restricted in Norwegian and Danish in terms of style and tense, indicating a lower degree of 

grammaticalization than in Swedish (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 122-123). Finally, spoken 

Icelandic has been taking its highly grammaticalized -st-suffix one step further, having it 

switch positions with the agreement suffix: við köll-um-st we call-1.PL-REFL > við köllu-st-

um we call-REFL-1.PL 'we are called' (Birkmann 1997: 88). The semantically more relevant 

category, voice is moving closer to the verb stem, pushing the less relevant agreement marker 

to the periphery (Schmuck 2013: 283-293). 

 Most Germanic languages have been grammaticalizing the so-called “recipient” or 

“addressee” passive in which the indirect object of the corresponding active sentence is 

promoted to subject (not agent) in the passive (Lehmann 1991: 516-517, Szczepaniak 2011: 

152-158, Lenz 2013). The passive auxiliary derives from transitive ‘receive’-verbs: German 

bekommen and kriegen, Luxembourgish kréien, Dutch krijgen, English get (also have), 

Swedish/Danish få. In German, Er zog ihr einen Zahn is an active sentence ('He removed one 

of her teeth', literally: 'He pulled her a tooth') and Sie bekam (von ihm) einen Zahn gezogen 

the corresponding recipient passive ('She got/had a tooth removed/pulled (by him)'). The 

auxiliary has clearly been bleached enough to occur routinely with verbs that express 

privation rather than reception, the subject now in the role of malefactive rather than 

benefactive. In a further step along this grammaticalization path, the direct object may be 

omitted (das Kind kriegt eine Geschichte vorgelesen 'the child is being read a story to' > das 

Kind kriegt vorgelesen ‘the child is read a story’) and intransitive verbs may be allowed that 

would normally govern the dative: sie (= nominative) bekommt applaudiert ‘she is applauded’ 

instead of ihr (= dative) wird applaudiert. The corresponding construction in Luxembourgish 

has been extended to verbs that take inanimate subjects, leading to an increase in frequency, 

particularly in spoken usage (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 124, citing inter alia Lenz 2011). 
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4.3.2 The Progressive  

Most Germanic languages have been evolving progressive constructions with different paths 

and degrees of grammaticalization (Van Pottelberge 2004). Most West Germanic and some 

North Germanic progressives arose from constructions that combine the preposition 'on' with 

the copula 'be' and a verbal infinitive that has been converted into a neuter noun as in Dutch 

hij is aan het lezen (aan means 'on', het is the neuter article) and German er ist am Lesen 'he is 

reading' (am being a contraction of an ‘at, on’ and the definite article dem in the dative case); 

the Frisian oan't V wêze-progressive follows the same basic pattern, but with some formal 

reduction (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 126-127).  

 Whereas grammaticalization is very advanced in the English -ing-progressive (she is 

reading a book; Kranich 2010a), it is still incipient in the am V sein progressive of German 

and restricted largely to informal, spoken registers. The English progressive is almost 

unrestricted in terms of the verbs to which it can apply, including transitive ones, and has 

become a fully established member of the verbal paradigm, including the passive (the car is 

being repaired). Its German counterpart is always optional, has a bei 'at'-based competitor 

(ich bin beim Lesen ~ ich bin am Lesen 'I am reading') and remains restricted to intransitive or 

intransitively used verbs in supraregional usage. In some regional usage, especially in the 

West Central German (Rhenish, Ripuarian) dialect spoken in and around Cologne, 

progressives are more productive, also allowing for transitive verbs including their 

dependents (e.g. sie ist ein Buch am Lesen ‘she is reading a book’; Lehmann 1991: 513-515; 

Bhatt & Schmidt 1993; Flick 2016). Such usage, which only allows an, not bei, represents a 

clear case of context expansion and makes the progressive that much more frequent in the 

regional varieties in question. The corresponding aan het V zijn-progressive of neighbouring 

Dutch is routinely used in the more grammaticalized, Cologne-style manner even in the 

standard language, but is not obligatory (Van Pottelberge 2004; cf. Ebert 2000 in a Europe-

wide perspective). 
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 In other (especially North) Germanic languages, progressives of various other types are 

in a state of incipient grammaticalization. An example are Swedish pseudo-coordinations [V1 

CONJ V2] which combine a postural, semantically weak verb (mostly ‘sit, stand, lie’) with 

‘and’ and a finite full verb, e.g. Swed. hon sitter och läser lit. ‘she sits and reads’, i.e. ‘she is 

reading’ (Hesse 2009). ‘Sit’ is the most frequently used auxiliary in this type, more than 80% 

of subjects are animate, and the person is typically seated. Such persistence is fading in stå 

'stand' and ligga 'lie'. German is said to be on the cusp of grammaticalizing corresponding 

pseudo-coordinations with sitzen ‘sit’ and stehen ‘stand’ (Proske 2023). Frisian has a 

progressive construction, involving ‘run’ as finite auxiliary and an infinitive preceeded by te 

(Rindert rint in ferske te sjongen, lit. 'R. runs a song to sing', i.e. ‘Rindert is singing a song’), 

which is closely reminiscent of the corresponding Dutch zitten/staan/lopen te V construction 

(Tiersma 1999: 116). A Swedish coordinative construction with ‘take’ as auxiliary, often 

formally reduced, combines progressive and inchoative meaning as e.g. in Swedish jag ska ta 

och handla lit. 'I will take and shop', i.e. ‘I am starting to shop’ (Hesse 2009: 123-132). 

Lehmann (1991: 515-516) describes an emerging coordinative, de-allative construction from 

spoken North West German with hingehen ‘go (over) there’ whose meaning seems to be 

purely inchoative: Man könnte hingehen und das Ganze nochmal schreiben ‘One could go 

over there (i.e. go ahead, begin) and write the whole thing again’. 

 

4.3.3 Substitutes for the Subjunctive 

Set expressions like English be it … be it, Long live the king! etc. apart, the present 

subjunctive that the Germanic languages inherited from Indo-European has disappeared 

everywhere except in Icelandic, Faroese and German (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 133). In 

German it is called "subjunctive I" in contradistinction to the "subjunctive II", which is 

formed from, or in weak verbs identical to, the past tense (er ging 'he went' > er ginge 'he 

would go'). Both subjunctive I (e.g. sei es 'be it') and subjunctive II have been detemporalized 
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in the course of grammaticalization, with subjunctive I now used mainly to mark reported 

speech and subjunctive II to express irrealis and its applications, e.g. in polite requests 

(Könnten Sie bitte ... 'Could you.POLITE please ...'). Like the remainder of Germanic (i.e. 

English, Dutch, Frisian, Swedish etc.), German has evolved a new layer of periphrastic 

constructions which substitute for the inflectional subjunctive II. The auxiliary in question, 

würde, is itself the inflectional subjunctive II of werden (e.g. ich würde gehen 'I would go', 

synonymous with the analytic, past-tense based ich ginge; Smirnova 2006). The other 

Germanic languages have similarly grammaticalized periphrastic substitutes, using auxiliaries 

that in turn represent the inflectional subjunctive II of the respective auxiliary in future 

constructions, e.g. Swedish skulle 'I would' (jag skulle gå 'I would go'). The form in question 

is sometimes a special, reduced one: e.g. English would (< will) has shed the [l] in 

pronunciation and is colloquially abbreviated and cliticized as 'd. The relevant Frisian and 

Dutch forms have lost their dental suffix in the singular: Dutch zullen > singular zou 'would', 

but plural zouden (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 133-134). A slightly different pattern is seen in 

Luxembourgish géif, the inflectional subjunctive II of the copula ginn ‘become’ which is also 

the passive (but not future) auxiliary. Géif is in competition with déit, the subjunctive II of 

doën ‘do’. This is reminiscent of many German dialects, which have grammaticalized the 

German equivalent of déit, tät(e), not würde, in the periphrastic substitutes (ibid.: 134, Lenz 

2011).  

 The grammaticalization of existing auxiliaries to form substitutes for the subjunctive is 

especially notable in the case of German werden, which is also the auxiliary in the future 

tense (ich werde gehen 'I will go/leave') and the passive (ich werde geliebt 'I am (being) 

loved'). Werden is therefore a particularly clear case of "polygrammaticalization" (Craig 

1991), i.e. of the grammaticalization of the same source form for several distinct functions, 

resulting in homosemy. The recruitment of 'have' verbs as both tense auxiliary (English I have 
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gone) and deontic modal (I have to go) is a similar case of polygrammaticalization (see Łęcki 

2010 for a comparison of the two grammaticalization paths of have in English). 

 

4.4 Sentential Negation 

All Germanic (and Romance) languages have undergone the spiral-like grammaticalization of 

negation known as Jespersen's Cycle (Dahl 1979). In the traditional formulation of the cycle 

(cf. van der Auwera 2009 for discussion of different versions with up to six stages), a 

preverbal negator, which is originally the prototypical negative marker in the language in 

question (stage I), comes to be reinforced by a postverbal minimizer (whence e.g. French ne 

… (un) pas, literally: 'not … (a) step') but is later used so routinely that it loses its lexical 

semantics and is itself grammaticalized as the main negator (stage II), until the original 

preverbal negator is dropped altogether and the postverbal negator has become the 

prototypical strategy for sentential negation in the language in question (stage III). Compare 

Gothic ni wissedun 'they did not know' (lit. 'not they.knew'), which represents stage I, with 

present-day German sie wussten nicht (lit. 'they knew not'), which represents stage III (and 

incidentally also the obligatorification of the subject pronoun).  

 All Germanic languages have completed the cycle, but with significant differences 

(Breitbarth & Jäger 2018, van der Auwera 2009; cf. Walkden & Morrison 2017, who also 

discuss Scandinavian influence on English through the Danelaw). Postverbal negators like 

German nicht, Dutch niet and English not must have arisen as an emphatic alternative to the 

neutral preverbal negator rather than as a co-occurring reinforcement of the latter because 

they already incorporate negative ni/ne in combination with various minimizers signifying 

'not a single thing, not one being'. In Scandinavian, the cycle began earliest and the 

development of the postverbal negator was more complex, with preverbal ni being initially 

replaced with the postverbal clitic -at (probably related to 'one') and the latter then first with 

the negative ei/eigi/eigt and subsequently with the newly formed negative indefinite ekki 
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('none, no-one, nothing'), whence modern Danish and Bokmål ikke, Nynorsk ikkje, Faroese 

ikki, Icelandic ekki 'not'. In early Norwegian, the grammaticalization of ekki began in contexts 

where the postverbal negator was used specifically to negate discourse-old propositions; after 

several centuries of co-existence with ei/eigi/eigt, ekki began to be extended to discourse-new 

propositions rapidly around 1425, to take over altogether by 1550. In Swedish, the postverbal 

negator was replaced yet again, with enkti (whence present-day inte 'not') being an innovation 

which has now largely ousted ikke.  

Present-day Continental West Germanic dialects such as Bavarian and Thuringian in 

turn display their own results of the cycle (Breitbarth & Jäger 2018). Whereas their negators 

are invariably postverbal, present-day West Flemish has kept preverbal en in use, reanalyzing 

it as a marker of contrastive negation (Haegeman & Breitbarth 2014). West Flemish speakers 

thus employ it specifically when negating discourse-old propositions, just as speakers of early 

Norwegian did when they first introduced ekki.  

The most conspicuous version of negation in present-day Germanic is the brace-like 

double negation of Afrikaans (Donaldson 1993: 401-413). The standard negator is nie (ek 

weet nie ‘I don’t know’), but when nie co-occurs with another, pre-verbal negator as e.g. in hy 

nie kom vandag nie ‘he isn’t coming today’, ek sou dit nooit kon bekostig nie ‘I would never 

be able to afford this’ etc. (ibid.: 407), the pre-verbal item is analysed as the negator and 

postverbal nie as scope marker (ibid.: 401). This structure seems to have taken the Jespersen 

Cycle somewhat “off course” (Biberauer 2009: title), but whether it truly represents a 

regrammaticalization of the pre- and the post-verbal Jespersen positions for combined use 

remains uncertain (ibid.: 92 (fn.3), 113, and van der Auwera 2009: 49-52, both citing Roberge 

2000). 
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5. Clause-Combining 

5.1 Hypotaxis as Prototype 

Three distinct grammaticalization processes conspire in shaping hypotaxis as a syntactic 

prototype in Germanic languages: the formation of word order-based clause-type marking, the 

recruitment of subordinators from members of other, less grammatical word classes or from 

phrases, and the syntactic integration of the subordinate clause into the main clause (cf. 

Nübling & Kempf 2020: 134-140 for more details from a slighty different perspective; 

Szczepaniak 2015 on German). Clause-final positioning of the finite verb distinguishes 

prototypical subordinate clauses from V2 main clauses, but is restricted to the Continental 

West Germanic languages, cf. bracketing German dass ich ihn gesehen habe and Dutch dat ik 

hem gezien heb vs. non-bracketing English that I have seen him, Icelandic að ég hef séð hann 

and Swedish att jag har sett honom. In Yiddish (as in English) it has been lost, in spoken 

Afrikaans it is under pressure from English. 

 Subordinator inventories vary considerably both quantitatively and qualitatively, 

tending to be least rich in languages like Faroese which did not develop their written 

standards until recently, and in spoken dialects like e.g. North Frisian (Kortmann 1998: 525). 

The emergence of large, diversified subordinator inventories is a particularly salient result of 

the Ausbau (Kloss 1978: 25) of the languages in question. Subordinators in well-ausgebaut 

inventories tend to be semantically distinctive and to form paradigms, as suggested by pairs 

like English there/where, German da/wo, Swedish där/när, Dutch daarom/waarom 

('therefore' vs. 'wherefore', i.e. 'why') etc. in which the th/d-marked members specialize for 

parataxis and are generally older than the non-th/d-marked members, which specialize for 

hypotaxis. Especially in English, loans from French, Latin and Greek contributed to the 

subordinator paradigm (Rissanen 2012).  

 The third aspect of hypotaxis-as-prototype is the integration of the subordinate clause 

(when sentence-initial) into the pre-verbal position of the main clause in V2 languages. 
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Conditional sentences and their varieties display all three options in the relevant languages: 

not only full clause integration and resumption in the pre-verbal field by means of a deictic 

adverb (German Wenn ich schlafe, (dann) musst du still sein ‘if I sleep, (then) you must be 

quiet’), but also disintegration, with the main clause being a full V2 clause which has the 

subject or topic in the pre-verbal field (Selbst wenn ich nicht schlafe, du musst ruhig sein 

‘even if I don’t sleep. You must be quiet’). Full integration is a recent development (Lötscher 

2005, Axel 2004) and now the default with most clause types, taking the grammaticalization 

of V2 to a new, cross-clausal level. Conversely, disintegration has become a salient marked 

option, useful with clause types like irrelevance (’concessive’) conditionals in which the 

apodosis is asserted independently of the protasis and disintegration is thus well-motivated by 

diagrammatic iconicity (König & van der Auwera 1988, Leuschner 2006). 

 

5.2 Subordinators 

5.2.1 Relativizers 

Most present-day Germanic languages combine several relativization strategies (inflecting 

relative pronouns, immutable relative particles, asyndesis) in classic layering situations. Early 

Germanic already had relative particles (Gothic ei, Old Norse es/er, OE þe, OHG the) in co-

existence with demonstrative-based relative pronouns (Harbert 2007: 436, Hopper 1975). The 

recruitment of demonstratives as relative pronouns (and complementizers, see section 5.2.2 

below) and as articles (see section 3.1.1 above) is yet another case of polygrammaticalization.  

 The functional expansion of demonstrative-based pronouns (“D-relatives”, Schrodt 

2004: 176-177) at the expense of relative particles and asyndetic linkage is well attested 

across Germanic, as is the subsequent replacement of D- with W-pronouns. This trend has 

gone to completion in Yiddish, English and Afrikaans (Harbert 2007: 438) while attaining 

more modest stages elsewhere. While relative pronouns are a “famous typological quirk” of 

Standard Average European, especially in the standard languages (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 
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145 with references), many dialects of Germanic continue to favour relative particles, 

especially in German (Fleischer 2004). Their grammaticalization follows Keenan & Comrie’s 

(1977: 66) Noun Phrase Accessibility Hierarchy: lower positions tend to display the more 

elaborate marking, and grammaticalization proceeds from the lower to the higher positions. 

An example in German is the widely used relative particle wo (< adverb wo ‘where’), which 

seems to have begun replacing its D-based predecessor da ‘there’ from the lower, oblique 

positions and then expanded its contexts of use upwards along the hierarchy. The converse is 

exemplified by the former interrogative particle vos 'what' in Yiddish, which first developed 

into a relative pronoun and then shed its inflection (Fleischer 2010).  

 North Germanic relative constructions differ markedly from their West Germanic 

counterparts and arose by a different grammaticalization path (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 148). 

The Old Norse relative particle es/er came to co-exist with the comparative particle sem (> 

modern Swedish and Danish som) early on; the former was eventually replaced by the latter in 

most varieties, surviving in written Icelandic only. The grammaticalization of sem seems to 

have started in contexts where the comparative construction was structurally indistinguishable 

from a relative construction, notably when the object of comparison was a noun and the 

comparison amounts to identity as e.g. in Old Norse Þat var et sama sem hann hafne honum 

greitt 'That was the same (price) as he had payed him’, allowing for the comparative particle 

to be reanalyzed as a relative particle (Lehmann 1995: 1210). Sem/som continues to be the 

predominant relativizer in North Germanic even when other strategies are available (Harbert 

2007: 447). W-relatives, by contrast, have remained marginal in frequency and stylistic range.  

 

5.2.2 Complementizers 

Complement clause constructions are younger than relative clause constructions, and while 

their origins tend to be more complex, they are often similarly enabled by the "interlacing" 

(Lehmann 1988: 204-209) of clauses through cross-clausal deixis. English has a particularly 
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rich set of structural options for complementation, resulting from a complex interplay of 

desententialization, hierarchical downgrading and interlacing in grammaticalization. The so-

called raising construction, e.g. when the complement clause subject the car in (They saw 

that) the car pulled out is raised to matrix clause object in They saw the car pull out (cf. 

Hopper & Traugott 2003: 178), scores high on all three parameters. Different Germanic 

languages have grammaticalized such subject-to-object raising to varying degrees, with 

English ahead of the pack (cf. Hawkins 1986: 75-85, König & Gast 2018: 230-245).  

 Matrix verbs of non-factive cognition allow, indeed prefer, infinitival constructions, as 

exemplified by zu-infinitives in German: Ich hoffe/erwarte/…, dich morgen zu sehen 'I 

hope/expect/… to see you tomorrow'. Such 'to'-complementizers (German zu, English to, 

Dutch te etc., all from Proto-Germanic *tō) were grammaticalized from the allative 

directional prepositions with which they are still homonymous in English and German. The 

prepositions initially combined with nominalized verb forms inflecting for dative in Old 

English (to) and Old High German (zi). In this construction, to/zi was extended to evoke 

purpose ('in order to') and then grammaticalized, the nominalization being decategorized to an 

infinitive and to/zi desemanticized as an infinitive marker and complementizer (Haspelmath 

1989, Hopper & Traugott 2003: 188-190). The North Germanic languages have instead 

extended their demonstrative-based, 'that'-type complementizer (Swedish att etc.) from finite 

to nonfinite complementation. 

 'That' (i.e. factive) complementizers arose from the neuter nominative/accusative form 

of the demonstrative pronoun (Proto-Indo-European *tod) as seen in Gothic þat-, West 

Germanic that/dat/dass, North Germanic að/at/att (Harbert 2007: 415-417). Recent views 

(e.g. Lühr 2004, Axel-Tober 2012, Szczepaniak 2011: 167-169; independently: Hopper & 

Traugott 2003: 190-194) trace its grammaticalization to correlative structures in which 'that' 

occurred twice, i.e. in an anticipatory and a resumptive function. 'That' served as cross-clausal 

demonstrative pronouns in such constructions. According to Axel-Tober (2012: 91-126), it 
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then grammaticalized as a relative pronoun, from there as a relative particle and finally as 

complementizer. A corresponding path can be reconstructed for Yiddish vos 'that' (as in s’ iz 

efsheran aveyre, vos mir lakhn azoy 'it is perhaps a sin that we laugh like that'), except that in 

this case the D-pronoun had already been replaced by a W-pronoun when the process started 

(Fleischer 2004: 239). 

 The origin of nonfactive ('whether/if') complementizers across Germanic is different 

and even more diverse (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 140-143). The English nonfactive 

complementizer if 'whether' probably derives from the adverbial subordinator if, preserving 

the latter's hypothetical meaning. The etymology of English if and its cognates (Icelandic ef, 

Dutch of, German ob, Yiddish oyb) is opaque and controversial (Lühr 2007), but a plausible 

scenario is that they originated in a proto-Germanic interrogative particle that had previously 

been grammaticalized from a noun expressing 'doubt' and similar notions (Szczepaniak (2013: 

756-758 on German ob/Old High German ibu/iba). Later, as word order grammaticalized for 

clause-typing purposes and hypotaxis emerged, the particle underwent 

polygrammaticalization as a conditional subordinator ('if') and/or as a nonfactive 

complementizer ('whether'). English whether and Icelandic hvort have yet another source, i.e. 

dual W-pronouns ('which of the two') which were reanalyzed as complementizers as the dual 

became obsolete.  

 

5.2.3 Adverbial Subordinators 

The oldest adverbial subordinator of Germanic is conditional 'if'. Throughout present-day 

Germanic, syndetic 'if' conditionals are in layering with asyndetic V1-conditionals which have 

specialized to a greater or lesser extent for non-realis, most decisively in English, where only 

should, were (to) and had now occur as protasis verbs, as seen e.g. in should it rain and were 

it to rain 'if it should rain', had I known this earlier 'if I had known this earlier' (Leuschner & 

Van den Nest 2015). The original conditional subordinator of German, ob, was cognate with 
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Dutch of and English if, but this relationship was obscured when German ob was replaced 

with temporal wenn and Dutch of with temporal als. Ob and of themselves embarked on a 

path of secondary grammaticalization leading from conditionality to concessivity (Kortmann 

1997: 199-200) by combining with particles that gave them a concessive-conditional ('even 

if') and then a concessive (‘although’) reading, yielding univerbated German obwohl, 

obgleich, obschon and obzwar in German (De Groodt 2002) and Dutch ofschoon. 

 As in relativizers, W-pronouns are also a major source of adverbial subordinators: in all 

eight Germanic languages in the sample of Kortmann (1998: 520-521), adverbial 

subordinators marking place and simultaneity overlap are W-based, e.g., English where, 

when, German wo ‘where’, wenn 'when', wie ‘how’ etc. There is a link with complementizers, 

too, insofar as the constructional contexts in which (syndetic) adverbial hypotaxis emerged 

similarly tended to involve cross-clausal correlative links as e.g. in 'then P, then Q' which 

have been called “copy-correlatives” (Stockwell & Minkova 1991) or “correlative diptychs” 

(Lehmann 2015: 123) in contexts of adverbial subordination. In a lengthy process with much 

variation in detail, the first adverb was replaced with a distinctive W-based alternative to mark 

the clause as subordinate ('when P, then Q'); the second adverb became expendable ('when P, 

Q') and the subordinate clause positionally mobile ('Q when P') as required by pragmatic, 

information-structural factors.  

 Another prominent source for the grammaticalization of adverbial subordinators are 

combinations of prepositions with demonstratives or definite articles, e.g., English in that 

‘insofar as’, Dutch omdat 'because', Fering äfter dat ‘after’, German nachdem ‘after’, indem 

'by (doing X)', damit 'so that'; a complementizer may be added as in German sodass ‘so that’ 

and more often in non-SAE languages, e.g. Swedish därför att lit. ‘therefore that’, i.e. 

‘because’, efter att lit. ‘after that’, i.e. ‘after’; Icelandic eftir þvi sem lit. ‘after DEM.DAST 

REL’, i.e. ‘(just) as’; Yiddish nokh dem vos lit. ‘after DEM.DAT.SG COMP’, i.e. ‘after’ 

(Nübling & Kempf 2020: 149, Kortmann 1998: 492-493). In German, paradigmaticity is 
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signalled by stress on the final syllable: nachdém, trotzdém, indém, sodáss, obwóhl, damít. 

This stress pattern distinguishes the subordinators damít (final 'so that, with the intention that') 

and lesser-used trotzdém (concessive 'although') from the coordinating adverbs dámit 

(concomitance-marking 'therewith') and trótzdem ('nevertheless'). Like nachdém, whose stress 

pattern it replicates, trotzdem was grammaticalized from a prepositional syntagma (trotz/nach 

dem 'despite/after that'). Nachdém does not have any corresponding coordinating adverb, 

however. Instead, danach 'afterwards' (lit. 'there-after') is used, which in turn follows the 

morphological pattern of damit. 

 Yet another source for the grammaticalization of adverbial subordinators, especially in 

West Germanic, are nominal syntagmas. English because and Dutch terwijl ('while', originally 

'at the time/while') are transparent examples. English while and German weil arose from 

nominal '(all) (the) while (that)' constructions which initially expressed temporal overlap and 

then conversationally acquired a causal reading (Traugott & König 1991). The syntagma was 

reanalyzed as a complex subordinator and eventually shed all its components except the noun 

(Szczepaniak 2011: 171). From the same basic 'simultaneity' meaning, while acquired an 

adversative/concessive reading, whereas weil acquired a causal reading, as did English since 

and Swedish enär. While, während and since then retained their earlier temporal meanings, as 

did Dutch terwijl, whereas weil and enär became exclusively causal. The present-day 

translational equivalent of while in German is therefore not weil (which translates as 

'because') but während, itself grammaticalized from the present participle of währen 'to last' 

(i.e. 'lasting'). Während in fact polygrammaticalized as a preposition meaning 'during' and as a 

subordinator meaning 'while'. The acquisition of an adversative/concessive reading by while is 

theoretically relevant because it does not make while more grammatical structurally 

(Haspelmath 1992: 343), while under approaches treating (inter)subjectification as part of 

grammaticalization (Traugott 2003a; cf. Kranich 2010b), adversativity and concessivity 
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would be regarded as more subjective and therefore as a further step in the grammaticalization 

process. 

 

5.3 Asyndesis 

In addition to the prototypical, syndetic format of hypotaxis, many Germanic languages have 

asyndetically linked (i.e. subordinator-less) subordinate clauses in certain functional domains. 

German, e.g., has complement clauses (often with matrix verbs of cognition) that have the 

form of straightforward V2-declaratives: Ich weiß/hoffe/…, er reist heute ab 'I know/hope 

(that) he is leaving today'. Such structures cannot be explained from subordinator (‘that’) 

ellipsis because syndetically linked subordinate clauses in German are verb-final (dass er 

heute abreist). Instead, the German strategy suggests grammaticalization from a pair of 

declaratives in which the second one expresses the situation being cognized in the first one. 

These constructions have existed since Middle, if not Old High German times, and their early 

history is opaque (Axel 2012: 127-194). 

 Grammaticalization of hypotaxis from parataxis is controversial to a point where some 

authors, usually of a formalist and/or autonomist persuasion, have denied its very existence, 

even possibility (Harris & Campbell 1995: 282-313, Weiss 2020). While this position is 

exaggerated, apparent evidence of "grammaticalization across clauses" (Hopper & Traugott 

2003: 175-211) can be deceptive, as suggested by clause types with markers that are 

otherwise associated with interrogatives such as W-relatives (the man who was crossing the 

road) and V1-conditionals (Should it rain tomorrow, we'll stay at home). Far from newly 

grammaticalizing as part of independent interrogative clauses, W-pronouns expanded into 

pre-existing relative clauses, replacing D-pronouns (Harris & Campbell 1995: 293). V1-

conditionals, on the other hand, did grammaticalize from parataxis, but not from any pre-

existing V1-interrogatives (Leuschner 2016). Their grammaticalization was instead fed by 

two distinct, if interlocking, processes: the grammaticalization of V1 as a clause-typing 
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marker for non-assertive sentence mood in opposition to V2 and the grammaticalization of the 

first clause as conditional subordinate clause in a sequence of clauses in which it provided the 

non-asserted or thetical ground for the subsequent action or state of affairs. The V1-

conditional then entered into layering with 'if'-conditionals and, being the non-prototypical 

construction in a grammar where hypotaxis is prototypically syndetic, began to retreat into a 

non-realis niche (ibid.). 

 

6. Non-Canonical Grammaticalization 

6.1 Pragmaticalization 

6.1.1 Discourse Markers 

Changes labelled "pragmaticalization" (Erman & Kostinas 1993) lead to the rise of linguistic 

expressions that operate at the level of discourse rather than the clause and therefore seem to 

be less, rather than more, grammatical than their source items – a dilemma Diewald (2011) 

circumvents by defining pragmaticalization as “the grammaticalization of discourse 

functions”. More specifically, such changes violate Lehmann's parameter of scope reduction 

in grammaticalization (Lehmann 2015: 152-157). A canonical example of scope reduction 

occurs in the grammaticalization of lexical verbs like 'have' as auxiliaries: rather than function 

as the main verb of a whole clause, they come to function as the finite verb in a complex verb 

form, i.e. the perfect (I have a house vs. I have gone to a house). An often-cited example of 

non-canonical scope expansion are discourse markers like English anyway (We can do it in 

any way (we like) > adverb: We will do it anyway > discourse marker: Anyway, let's do it! – 

Haselow 2015) and its functional equivalents wie auch immer in German, hoe dan ook in 

Dutch and hur som helst in Swedish. Besides their primary function as clause-level markers 

of concessive conditionality, they have additionally come to manage topic shifts across 

stretches of discourse. In all these cases, the quantificational origin (the German, Dutch and 

Swedish expressions all mean 'however') persists in the discourse-level function, while the 
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lexical semantics of the original components (metaphorical 'way', modal 'how') have been 

bleached out (Leuschner 2006). 

 Attempts at reconciling pragmaticalization and grammaticalization tend either to refer to 

an increase in subjectification and intersubjectification as evidence of functional changes that 

may or may not be accompanied by canonical grammaticalization (Traugott 2003a), or to 

involve a re-definition of grammar to include discourse structure (Heine 2013; see section 7 

below for a third, constructionalization-based attempt). Under the re-definition approach, 

items undergoing pragmaticalization are said to be "co-opted" from sentence grammar into 

discourse grammar (ibid.). In this sense, the German subordinator weil 'because' has recently 

been co-opted from sentence into discourse grammar: having previously been extended from 

verb-final causal clauses to V2 reason clauses (where it competes with denn), weil has 

become a wide-scoping marker highlighting a new aspect of what has been said before and a 

general-purpose turn-keeping signal. In the cases of wobei, originally a relative adverb 

meaning 'where-with', and of the concessive subordinator obwohl 'although' the new 

discourse-marker function is corrective, questioning a previously made assertion on grounds 

of new evidence introduced by obwohl and wobei (Szczepaniak 2011: 185-191; Rawoens 

2015 on Swedish så att 'so that' as another example among many). 

 The case of obwohl is reminiscent of English though, which however has a unique use 

as clause-final particle (It’s been a nice day, though). Since the latter is functionally similar to 

pre-clausal discourse markers, Barth-Weingarten & Couper-Kuhlen (2002) discuss whether it 

is a case of pragmaticalization (or of degrammaticalization, cf. section 6.2 below). The results 

are inconclusive, leading the authors to suggest that grammaticalization should be treated as a 

prototype-like concept in order to accommodate more peripheral cases like discourse makers 

(2002: 357).  
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6.1.2 Modal Particles  

Modal particles are typically short, unstressed words with a fixed syntactic position which 

function at the level of discourse, are typical of spoken usage, and tend to be associated with 

specific types of speech acts and/or clause types. Like discourse markers, they are mostly 

derived from adverbs, adjectives and other lexical word classes, involving desemanticization; 

unlike discourse markers, they remain firmly part of sentence grammar. Their function 

usually involves signalling the speaker’s attitude towards or evaluation of (the truth or 

common-ground status of) the proposition at hand and making the speaker appear more or 

less polite, cooperative, emotional etc. as a result, giving rise to the idea that they could be 

instances of pragmaticalization (Diewald 2011, 2013). A classic, cross-Germanic case are 

modal particles deriving from the temporal adverb for 'now', i.e. German nun, Dutch and 

Swedish nu: they typically appear in interrogatives, both independent (Dutch Komt hij nu of 

niet? 'Is he 'now' coming or not?') and embedded (Dutch Ik zou willen weten of hij nu komt of 

niet 'I would like to know whether he is 'now' coming or not'), signalling an information gap 

on the part of the speaker who, as a result, may appear impatient.  

 In a major crosslinguistic study, Waltereit (2006) defines the function of modal particles 

as Abtönung ('shading, nuancing'), showing that the Romance languages have expressions that 

fulfill very similar functions. Many modal particles of Germanic are highly abstract and 

characterized by heterosemy (Autenrieth 2002), and the functional link with their respective 

source items can be opaque. Some of their individual paths of "grammaticalization" (Abraham 

1991 and also Diewald 2011, whose definition of pragmaticalization as “the 

grammaticalization of discourse functions” is designed to cover modal particles as well as 

discourse markers) can be reconstructed historically, given enough evidence (Hentschel 

1986), others can be read off patterns of present-day variation (see Helbig 1994 for 

explanations in this spirit with reference to German). In the case of ‘now’-based particles, the 

urgency of a question referring to the immediate present may provide a pragmatic basis for 
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the reanalysis of ‘now’ as a modal particle. With German doch, prosody provides both the 

link and the distinction: stressed doch is a contrastive adverb (Er kann dóch arbeiten 'he can 

work after all/nevertheless'), unstressed doch is a modal particle urging the hearer to add the 

proposition to the common ground regardless of any potential conflict with current 

assumptions (Er kann doch árbeiten! 'He can work, contrary to what you may/seem to 

suggest'). The underlying need to negotiate clashes of expectation and fact is not restricted to 

languages with modal particles, of course, and Waltereit’s distinction between the 

crosslinguistic functional domain of Abtönung and the language-specific types of Abtönung-

serving expressions therefore makes sense within Germanic, too. While English lacks both a 

middle field (the typical site of modal particles) and modal particles, its question tags (or tag 

questions) are functionally equivalent to consensus-seeking modal particles like German doch 

(Er kann doch árbeiten! 'He can work, can’t he'). In fact, some English adverbs like now and 

of course have been categorized as “modal” particles, at least with regard to some of their 

functions (Aijmer 2002, 2009). 

 

6.2 Re- and Degrammaticalization 

In re- and degrammaticalization, grammaticalization paths are at issue in a different way from 

pragmaticalization. Regrammaticalization is characterized by the “reinterpretation” of an 

already grammatical item “in a new function” that is also grammatical, but not part of its 

expected grammaticalization path (Greenberg 1991: 301). A notable case in Germanic is the 

recruitment of the definite article for the marking of alienable and inalienable possession in 

Fering-Öömrang (a group of North Frisian dialects spoken on the German North Sea islands 

of Föhr and Amrum; Nübling & Kempf 2020: 114, citing Ebert 1998). Here, the definite 

article has split into two paradigms: the unreduced “D-article” and the reduced “A-article”, 

which has lost its initial d-. The A-article has been exapted such that the former masculine and 

feminine form a now signals inalienability (as e.g. in one’s own body parts: hat hee't me a 
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blees 'she has problems with her bladder'), whereas the former neuter form at signals 

alienability (as e.g. when at blees refers to a sheep's bladder being used as a traditional toy). 

The reanalysis of some inflectional suffixes as linking elements in German compounds 

(Liebe-s-kummer ‘lovesickness’) has been called “regrammaticalization” by Wegener (2008), 

who however seems to presuppose that the linguistic material undergoing 

regrammaticalization must previously have been functionless “junk” and therefore treats 

“regrammaticalization” as a synonym of “exaptation” (cf. Van de Velde & Norde 2016 on 

these notions in linguistics). 

 Degrammaticalization is “a composite change whereby a gram in a specific context 

gains in autonomy or substance on more than one linguistic level”, thus contravening the 

general unidirectionality of grammaticalization (Norde 2009: 120). Its putative instances are 

often controversial. For instance, the recruitment in Germanic of adverbs and connectives as 

nouns (ups and downs, ifs and buts), of adverbs as verbs (to down a drink) and a few other 

changes were originally proposed as examples of degrammaticalization, but have since been 

dismissed as conversions (Norde 2009). The umbrella term "postgrammaticalization" (Hansen 

2016) provides a label for such cases without associating them with (de)grammaticalization 

directly  

 Three genuine types of degrammaticalization are listed by Norde (2009): 

degrammation, e.g. the development of modals into lexical verbs as in (Canadian) 

Pennsylvania German wotte ‘would want’, which has become a full lexical verb meaning 

‘wish’ in a development that is not unlike, but has gone much further than, the use of German 

möchte (‘would like’); deinflectionalization, e.g. the development of the genitive case marker 

from an inflectional suffix [N]-s/'s via a phrase-marking stage into a phrasal clitic with a 

syntactically conditioned distribution [NP]=s in English and the Scandinavian languages, 

resulting in the so-called group genitive (Norde 2006, 2009; on Danish: Herslund 2001) in 

which the marker attaches to the last word of the genitive NP regardless of word class 
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membership: English [the man upstairs]’s daughter, Swedish med [familj-en ovanpå]s ungar 

‘with [the family from above]=s children’, i.e. ‘with the children of the family living above’; 

and debonding, e.g. the use of the Dutch/Frisian/German suffixes -tig/-tich/-zig as quantifiers 

(German zig Mal ‘umpteen times’), of the Northern Swedish prefix bö- as lexical verb, and of 

the English suffix -ish as free qualifier (an easy day – ish). Debonding of affixes and related 

morphology has since been documented in other cases, too (e.g. Van Goethem & Hüning 

2015 and Battefeld, Leuschner & Rawoens 2018 on German Hammer, top in various 

Germanic languages, and other examples). The case of genitive -s has been especially 

controversial because the case-marking suffix has enlarged its scope and acquired an 

additional use as clitic, apparently tracking back along the usual grammaticalization path from 

clitic to affix (Nübling 1992: 112-118, Norde 2006: 205). In her discussion of several counter-

proposals, Norde (2006, 2009: 175-179) maintains that it is a case of degrammaticalization. 

 Finally, the question has been raised whether insubordination (i.e. the pragmatically 

suggestive, main-clause-like use of apparent subordinate clauses as in English If you want to 

put on your shoes now?, German Ob er endlich kommt? lit. ‘Whether he will finally come?’, 

i.e. ‘Will he finally come?', etc.) is a case of degrammaticalization. This possibility has been 

dismissed by some authors for various reasons (Traugott 2017, Beijering & Norde 2019), 

while others have treated insubordination as pragmaticalization (e.g. Lastres-López 2020). 

 

7. Wider Perspectives 

Grammaticalization is often regarded as a typical "invisible hand" phenomenon (Gaeta 2010, 

inter alia, referring to Keller 1994), yet approaches to it can otherwise differ considerably 

depending on theoretical orientation (Vincent & Börjars 2010). Grammaticalization has been 

integrated into minimalist syntax as an epiphenomenon of “upward reanalysis”, i.e. of the 

reanalysis of lexical items as functional heads (Roberts & Roussou 2003, cf. Sommerer 2018: 

114-127), or in other ways (van Gelderen 2004). Overall, however, research into 
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grammaticalization has been dominated by a panchronic, functionalist orientation, as 

represented by the approaches listed in section 1 above. Functionalists tend to regard 

grammaticalization as an epiphenomenon, too, but in a different sense, i.e. as an 

overwhelmingly unidirectional bundle of coordinated changes (cf. Language Sciences 23.2-3, 

2000, for discussion). In the spirit of Greenberg (1969), this orientation has a close affinity 

with typology, focusing on the role of grammaticalization in the formation of patterns and 

limits of structural variation within and across languages and in its involvement in long-term 

trends of change. For example, grammaticalization in Germanic has tended to favour the 

"analytical drift" which affected it along with other Indo-European language families and that 

this trend has been counterbalanced in Germanic by an increase in the productivity of 

composition and derivation in word-formation (Roelcke 2012; cf. Gaeta & Schlücker, eds., 

2012). A major boost was given to compounding by word order changes and the emergence 

of the nominal bracket (Nübling in Duden-Gr. 10 on German), leading inter alia to the 

grammaticalization of erstwhile nouns as affixoids and eventually affixes, as e.g. in adverbs 

(English -ly/German -lich/Dutch -lijk/Swedish -lik etc. all derive from a proto-Germanic noun 

meaning ‘body’, cf. Dutch lijk ‘corpse’; cf. also English -wise ‘manner’ as in weatherwise, 

contentwise), nouns (cf. German -heit/-keit/Dutch -heid/Danish -hed etc.) and adjectives 

(German -bar/Dutch -baar etc. involving the verb stem ‘bear’, dankbar/dankbaar originally 

meaning ‘thanks-bear(ing)’). In Continental West Germanic, the grammaticalization of 

analytic constructions like the present perfect involved past participles marked by the prefix 

ge- (Dutch ik heb haar gezien lit. 'I have her ge-seen', i.e. 'I have seen her'), which in turn had 

been grammaticalized secondarily from a telic marker (Gaeta 2010). The systemic embedding 

of change is a shared concern of functionalists and formalists, as is its cyclical nature (van 

Gelderen 2024 from a formalist perspective). Apart from such classics as Jespersen’s Cycle 

(cf. section 4.4 above), well-known cyclical (or more precisely: spiral-like) changes in 

Germanic include the grammaticalization of comparative constructions (Jäger 2018: 359-446 
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on German wie 'as', als 'than' etc.) and the recent grammaticalization of a new layer of modal 

verbs like gotta, wanna etc. in English (Krug 2000).  

The role of language contact in grammaticalization has also been emphasized (Heine & 

Kuteva 2011). A case in point is German werden, whose recruitment as a future tense 

auxiliary may have been encouraged by its lack of modal or motional meanings, as this 

enabled it to be perceived as equivalent to the highly grammaticalized, synthetic future tense 

of Latin when Latin texts needed increasingly to be translated into the vernacular (Diewald & 

Habermann 2005). While English and Afrikaans have been called the Germanic "contact 

languages par excellence" (van Coetsem 1988: 137), all Germanic languages have been 

involved in long-term language contact, resulting in areal patterning (van der Auwera & Van 

Olmen 2017). Family-internally, the spread of emergent features of Standard Average 

European (SAE; Haspelmath 2001, van der Auwera 2011) from the European centre to the 

periphery can be observed in the Mainland Scandinavian languages which, unlike Icelandic, 

grammaticalized indefinite as well as definite articles and re-structured both their 

determinator systems and their passives to accommodate grammatical replication from a West 

Germanic contact language, i.e. Middle Low German. Family-externally, periphrastic perfects 

and passives in Romance which can be traced back through post-Classical Latin to contact 

with Ancient Greek are said to have served as models for the early grammaticalization of 

perfects and passives in SAE, including (West) Germanic (Drinka 2003). Sustained contact of 

Yiddish with its Slavic adstrate languages led to substantial borrowing or replication in its 

grammar (Reershemius 2007). 

 An approach that specifically highlights the interaction of genealogical inheritance and 

areal patterning in explaining intra-Germanic divergences is the "Germanic Sandwich" model, 

which treats Dutch as hovering between German and English structurally as well as 

geographically (van Haeringen 1956). Starting with the 50-year anniversary volume (Hüning, 

Vogl, van der Wouden & Verhaegen, eds., 2006), this approach has given rise to much intra-
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(West) Germanic contrastive research (cf. also De Vogealaer, Koster & Leuschner, eds., 

2020). Observations often help establish crosslinguistic patterns of grammaticalization as e.g. 

in the auxiliarization of 'get' verbs (Dutch krijgen, German kriegen, English get, Landsbergen 

2006; cf. Askedal 1999, Stathi 2010) and the grammaticalization of 'stay' verbs as copulae 

(Dutch het blijft regenen 'it keeps raining' vs. German *es bleibt regnen, Schlücker 2006).  

 While Sandwich-style research tends to be synchronically oriented, the notion of 

"asynchronous grammaticalization" has been proposed in an attempt to diachronically explain 

synchronic contrasts between closely related languages, whether areally patterned or not 

(Leuschner & Van den Nest 2015). Besides the case of 'stay' verbs, where Dutch blijven is 

ahead of German bleiben, another example is the auxiliarization of modal verbs: while the 

non-auxiliary use of modal verbs that is familiar from Shakespearean English (I must away) 

has become ungrammatical in present-day English, which now requires a lexical verb (I must 

go away, or else I must leave), it is still fully grammatical in present-day German (ich muss 

weg(gehen); König 2012: 7). V1-conditionals, too, seem to be travelling at different speeds 

down the same grammaticalization path, gradually specializing for a non-realis niche (ibid.: 8-

9, Leuschner & Van den Nest 2015; cf. Hilpert 2010 on Swedish). Their development in 

English towards the exclusive use of should, had and were has been showcased as a seminal 

example of “parameter typology” (Biberauer & Roberts 2016), a formalist approach to 

grammaticalization which accommodates many functionalist insights.  

In contrast to the autonomist, modular orientation of formalist approaches, functionalist 

approaches to grammaticalization tend to view language as a complex adaptive system 

(Beckner, Blythe, Bybee, Christiansen, Croft, Ellis, Holland, Ke, Larsen-Freeman & 

Schoenemann 2009) which is continually being shaped by such language-external factors as 

communication, cognition, contact and culture. Interclausal relations illustrate these pressures 

particularly clearly. In discourse structure, subordinate clauses are associated with non-

asserted, subsidiary information to main-clause assertions, or in cognitive terms: with 
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propositional grounds that help profile propositional figures. If these roles are reversed, as e.g. 

when ‘I think’-type matrix clauses in complementation are backgrounded as epistemic 

markers qualifying the foregrounded subordinate clause (I think it will rain tomorrow; cf. 

Beijering 2015 on Mainland Scandinavian jeg/jag tror 'I think'), grammaticalization may 

reduce the matrix clause to an epistemic particle (German ich meine ‘I think’ > mein’, 

German scheint es ‘seems it’ > Southern German scheints ‘apparently, from hearsay’, 

similarly Dutch het schijnt 'it seems' > Belgian Dutch ‘t schijnt, Van Bogaert & Leuschner 

2015). Whereas such grammaticalization processes originate in spoken usage, others are 

influenced by the emergence of written registers and standardization (Ágel 2012, Szczepaniak 

2015). Even orthography, that salient symbol of standardization, has been linked to 

grammaticalization: since sentence-internal word-initial capitals are systematically and 

exclusively associated with a particular word class in German, i.e. nouns (including proper 

names and nominalizations), Maas (2007) speaks of the "grammaticalization" of 

capitalization. According to him this was a Europe-wide, German-influenced trend in Early 

Modern times which was then successively reversed in all other languages (ibid.: 386; cf. 

Nowak 2019 on German, Dutch and English).  

The emergence of written registers impacts language systems because of the different 

requirements of the written medium from the spoken. Whereas the language of immediacy 

(Nähesprache, Koch & Oesterreicher 1985) can afford to express interclausal relations 

covertly through semantically underspecified and/or paratactic linkage, the language of 

distance (Distanzsprache) benefits from the overt realization of interclausal relations by 

means of subordinators and tighter syntax, encouraging Ausbau (see section 5.1 above). The 

emerging subordinator inventory of English in particular benefitted from loans or calques 

from French, Latin and Greek (Rissanen 2012), and Swedish syntax strongly relied on Latin 

during its pre-modern phase of Ausbau (Höder 2010). The opportunity to observe the 

grammaticalization of equivalent structures in closely related languages supports the insight 
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that comparison of diachronies is the nearest linguistic equivalent to laboratory-based 

experimentation (Fleischer & Simon 2013). A case in point is the non-bracketing character of 

Yiddish compared with German, which is due at least in part to the fact that Yiddish first split 

off from German before the clausal bracket was in place and was then not subject to the same 

Ausbau-related pressures as German (Nübling & Kempf 2020: 139). That Yiddish 

nevertheless underwent an Ausbau process in its own right is shown by such adstrate 

borrowings among its subordinators as xoč (< Polish) and hasgam (< Hebrew) 'although' 

(Glinert 1990). 

 An important recent development in grammaticalization research, often supported with 

examples from Germanic (even including cases of degrammaticalization, Trousdale & Norde 

2013), is its cross-fertilization with Construction Grammar (CxG). (Usage-based) CxG views 

linguistic structure as a network of constructions, defined as cognitively entrenched, socially 

conventionalized form-function pairings (Schmid 2020). Language change is seen as the re-

arrangement of relations in a constructional network, the so-called constructicon, as 

constructional change affects existing form-function pairings and new ones are created by  

constructionalization (Traugott & Trousdale 2013). Just as the proposed (gradual) distinction 

between grammatical and lexical constructionalization (ibid.) offers a solution for the much-

discussed relationship of grammaticalization with lexicalization (Brinton & Traugott 2005), 

the inclusion of discourse-related information in the functional specification of constructions 

under CxG can reconcile grammaticalization and pragmaticalization (see section 6.1.1 above) 

on a new plane, that of constructionalization (Traugott 2022). Despite differences in theory 

and perspective, grammaticalization has been argued to be sufficiently compatible with CxG 

for unification under the umbrella of Diachronic CxG (Gildea & Barðdal 2023, Cuyckens 

2018, inter alia). From this point of view, grammaticalization (along with lexicalization and 

pragmaticalization) is seen as feeding into constructionalization, as exemplified inter alia by 

the grammaticalization of demonstratives as articles in abstracts schemas for NPs that include 
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a determiner slot (Flick 2019 on German, Sommerer 2018 on English), by the 

grammaticalization of lexical or modal verbs as auxiliaries in perfect, future and other verbal 

constructions (Szczepaniak 2011: 129-139 on German; on English, cf. Łęcki 2010, who does 

not, however, explicitly frame his investigation in constructionalist terms) and by the 

grammaticalization of V1-marked clauses as subordinate clauses in the V1 conditional 

construction (Leuschner 2016). 
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