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Word order in Old and Middle English: The role of information structure 
and first language acquisition 
 
 

In the history of English one finds a mixture of V2 and non-V2 word order in declaratives for 
several hundred years, with frequencies suggesting a relatively gradual development in the 
direction of non-V2. Within an extended version of a cue-based approach to acquisition and 
change, this paper argues that there are many possible V2 grammars, differing from each other 
with respect to clause types, information structure, and the behavior of specific lexical elements. 
This variation may be formulated as micro-cues. Child language data from present-day mixed 
systems show that such grammars are acquired early. The apparent optionality of V2 in the 
history of English may thus be considered to represent several different V2 grammars in 
succession, and it is not necessary to refer to competition between two major parameter settings. 
Diachronic language development can thus be argued to occur in small steps, reflecting the loss 
of micro-cues, and giving the impression that change is gradual. 
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1. Introduction 
This paper argues that it is necessary to consider aspects of information structure and pro-
cesses in first language acquisition in order to understand the variation found in declaratives 
in the history of English with respect to verb second (V2) word order. A comparison is made 
with Norwegian dialects, where synchronic word order variation in wh-questions has been 
argued to reflect a diachronic change in progress. The optionality between V2 and non-V2 is 
illustrated in the following examples from Old English (OE) and present-day Norwegian 
(Tromsø dialect): 
 
(1) On his dagum sende Gregorius us fulluht. 

in   his days    sent    Gregory     us baptism 
“In his time, Gregory sent us Christianity.”  
(from Haeberli 2002: 88, ChronA2 18.565.1) 

(2) &    fela    ðinga swa gerad man sceal don.  
and many things so   wise    man must  do 
“And such a wise man must do many things.”  
(from Haeberli 2002: 90, Law 4 448.5.4) 

(3) Kor     bor de  norske       studentan        når     dem er   i  York? 
 where live the Norwegian student.PL/DEF when they are in York 
 “Where do the Norwegian students live when they are in York?” 

(4) Ka    studentan        like best i  York?     
 what student.PL/DEF like best in York 
 “What do the students like best in York?” 
 

Within the generative framework, V2 word order is generally considered to be the result 
of a parameter, which should be set for either + or –V2. One reason for postulating the 
existence of parameters has been to explain children’s ease and speed of acquisition. That is, 
children would only need to be exposed to a limited set of the relevant constructions to set a 
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parameter to the right value, and once that has been done, the pattern will be generalized to 
other similar contexts. Strictly speaking, this means that a language should not display mixed 
word orders such as those illustrated in (1)-(4), since this would provide conflicting evidence 
for the child in the process of parameter setting. When such optionality appears in historical 
data, this is often referred to as grammar competition (see e.g. Pintzuk 1991, Kroch 1994). In 
this paper I argue that this kind of word order variation should be accommodated within one 
and the same grammar, if it can be shown that the syntactic optionality is related to relevant 
linguistic categories or subcategories and is easily learnable by children. I investigate a small 
corpus of texts from Old and Middle English (OE/ME) and identify different V2 grammars, 
distinguished by patterns of information structure and certain initial elements which trigger a 
specific word order. This is compared with a present-day mixed V2 system, the Tromsø 
dialect of Norwegian, where variation among adult speakers suggests that similar V2 
grammars exist today. Data from child language show that these mixed systems are acquired 
early. Using a Split-CP model of clause structure (Westergaard and Vangsnes 2005, Wester-
gaard in press/2008) and an extended version of Lightfoot’s (1999, 2006) cue-based approach 
to acquisition and change, I identify what I call micro-cues for V2 and argue that this word 
order may be lost when the frequency of the trigger (for a particular micro-cue) falls below a 
critical level in the input. This approach cannot completely do away with the concept of 
grammar competition, but moves it from major parameters down to a level of relatively fine 
linguistic distinctions.  

The paper is organized as follows: In the next section I outline the phenomenon of V2 
within a Split-CP version of a cue-based model of acquisition and change, and argue that 
there are many types of V2 grammars and corresponding micro-cues in the input, at least one 
for each clause type. In section 3 I give a brief overview of V2 in the history of English, 
sketching some previous accounts and presenting the data for analysis in the present paper. In 
section 4 I make a comparison with some Norwegian dialect data which display a similar 
variation between the two word orders. In section 5 I return to the history of English and 
argue that the development reflects several V2 grammars in succession, differing from each 
other with respect to the behavior of certain initial elements and the way patterns of informa-
tion structure interact with syntax. Finally, section 6 contains a brief summary and conclusion. 
 

2. V2 and cue-based acquisition and change in a split-CP model 
As is well known, all Germanic languages except English are so-called V2 languages. This 
means that the finite verb must appear in second position, as illustrated by the wh-question 
from Standard Norwegian in (5) and the German non-subject-initial declarative in (6), where 
the verbs are assumed to have moved across the subject.  
 
(5) Hvor ofte   drikker hun rødvin?/*Hvor ofte hun drikker rødvin? (Norwegian) 
 how  often drinks   she  red.wine 
 “How often does she drink red wine?” 
(6) Rotwein  trinkt  sie  jeden Tag/*Rotwein sie trinkt jeden Tag. (German) 
 red.wine drinks she every day  
 “Red wine she drinks every day.” 
 

According to standard syntactic accounts of V2, the verb has moved to C, the topmost 
head position in the clause (see e.g. den Besten 1977, Vikner 1995). In a Split-CP approach 
such as Westergaard and Vangsnes (2005) or Westergaard (in press/2008), the verb is 
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assumed to move to some head in the CP-domain. In the latter model, the ForceP of Rizzi 
(1997) is split into several heads with different features for different clause types, expressing 
the illocutionary force of the sentence. This means e.g. that V2 in wh-questions is verb 
movement to an Int(errogative) head, while V2 in declaratives involves a Top(ic) head, as 
illustrated by the structures in (7)-(8).1 
 
(7)        IntP 

 3 
          Spec      Int’ 
          wh  3 
             Int°        .... 
             V        TP 
          .... 
 
(8)     TopP 

 3 
          Spec      Top’ 
          XP  3 
              Top°         .... 
              V     TP 
             .... 
 

Present-day English is generally not considered to be a V2 language. However, English 
displays what is often called ‘residual V2’ (Rizzi 1996) with inversion between the subject 
and an auxiliary in questions, a process which also applies to main verb be, as shown in (9a, 
b). English also has verb movement in certain declaratives, often referred to as Stylistic 
Inversion. This type of inversion affects not only the finite verb, but the whole verbal cluster, 
and it typically centers around the verb be, as in (10a). When other verbs are involved, often 
unaccusative verbs such as sit, lie, come, etc., this is normally referred to as Locative 
Inversion, illustrated in (10b), see e.g. Bresnan (1994).  
 
(9) a. What have you been wearing to work lately? (S-Aux inversion) 
 b. Where are you?/*Where you are? 

(10) a. Most sought are upper-income people, who tend to keep large balances 
with the bank. (from Birner 1995: 239) 
b. They have a great big tank in the kitchen, and in the tank are sitting all of 
these pots. (from Birner 1995: 241).  

 
Within traditional grammar, this is often called subject-verb inversion (e.g. Quirk et al. 

1985), or VP inversion (e.g. Haukenes 1998). According to Birner (1995), this type of 
inversion in declaratives is related to information structure, in that it is restricted to 
intransitive verbs that are informationally light. This explains why be is the most frequent 
verb in this construction, as this verb is inherently light with respect to information weight. 
Birner also shows that this kind of V2 word order is not restricted to be and unaccusative 
verbs, as it may also occasionally appear with intransitive unergatives such as work in (11), if 

                                                
1 Note that this analysis differs from that of Rizzi (1997, 2001), where wh-elements are argued to be in a lower 
projection in the CP domain, the Foc(us)P. 
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the verb has already been mentioned in previous discourse and the subject is informationally 
heavy. In sections 4 and 5, information structure will be argued to be important also for the 
Norwegian and the historical English data.  
 
(11) I sat alone in an office while across the hall the sound engineer, the pop-eyed, silent 

but hyper James Hill, worked behind a heavy wooden door lined with what looked like 
foam-rubber waffles. On the third floor worked two young women called Marianne 
Thompson and Ava Brent, who ran the audio library and print room. 
(from Birner 1995: 246) 

 
According to Lightfoot’s (1999, 2006) cue-based approach to language acquisition and 

change, children scan the primary linguistic data (PLD) for designated cues, which are ab-
stract structures in speakers’ I-language (‘internalized language’, see Chomsky 1986), pro-
duced as a result of certain triggers in the input. The cues must be relatively robustly 
expressed in the PLD, and historical language change occurs when there is a statistical shift in 
the input, causing the frequency of a trigger to fall below the critical level for acquisition. 
This means that, even though there may be gradual development in language use over time (in 
the E-language, ‘externalized language’), real language change should constitute I-language 
differences between generations of speakers, i.e. what Lightfoot calls ‘catastrophes’.  

Within a syntactic model with an unsplit CP, Lightfoot formulates the cue for V2 syntax 
as in (12). This is an I-language structure where the finite verb appears in the C position, 
triggered by a child’s exposure to the word order in non-subject-initial clauses.  
 
(12)  Cue for V2 syntax:  CP[XP CV...]               (from Lightfoot 2006: 86) 

 
Lightfoot also argues that there must be a UG requirement that the verb is obligatorily in 

C in this configuration, as a child adopting (12) as an optional structure, and as a result pro-
ducing a mixture of V2 and non-V2, would need negative evidence (i.e. corrections) in order 
to reach the target grammar. Negative data of this kind are generally not available to children, 
nor do children respond to correction when it is provided, see e.g. Pinker (1999). Therefore, 
this becomes a classical poverty-of-stimulus argument, where the obligatory nature of (12) 
must come “for free” (Lightfoot 1999: 93). 

However, Westergaard (in press/2008) points out that there is great variation among 
present-day V2 languages with respect to which clause types require this word order. For 
example, standard Norwegian is V2 in all main clause questions and declaratives, while non-
V2 appears in exclamatives and generally in embedded clauses.2 And while Icelandic and 
Danish are similar to Norwegian with respect to the two former clause types, they differ from 
Norwegian (and each other) in that Icelandic has verb movement in embedded declaratives 
and Danish in (certain) exclamatives. This means that the finite verb is not always in C, and 
that children acquiring these languages are exposed to both word orders in the PLD. Thus, in 
terms of the cue as it is formulated in (12), these children have conflicting evidence for V2. 

According to Lightfoot (1999: 92), “learners have two or more grammars when their trig-
gering experience leads to incompatible analyses.” This situation is often referred to as gram-
mar competition, which in this particular case would mean competition between two different 
                                                
2 Verb movement is occasionally possible across adverbs or negation in embedded contexts in Norwegian, 
mainly in complements to so-called bridge verbs, see e.g. Vikner (1995). Bentzen (2005) also shows that there is 
considerable regional variation with respect to the types of verbs and adverbs that allow verb movement in 
embedded clauses. 
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parameter settings for V2. The idea of grammar competition is often found both in work on 
historical language development (e.g. Pintzuk 1991, Kroch 1994, Kroch and Taylor 1997) and 
on acquisition (e.g. Roeper 1999, Yang 2002). The historical literature typically focuses on 
the ‘big’ parameters, in order to explain major changes that have taken place over several 
centuries, e.g. the change from OV to VO in English, although it is obviously recognized that 
the diachronic variation is sometimes dependent on linguistic factors, see e.g. Pintzuk and 
Taylor (2006). 

It is an important question how children deal with this kind of mixed input. Kroch (1994) 
discusses the existence of morphological doublets, where there is clear competition between 
two forms, e.g. between a regular and an irregular past tense, both historically and in acqui-
sition. He extends this competition analysis to syntactic phenomena that are dependent on the 
properties of heads, e.g. head movement, thus including V2.3 Kroch predicts that in such 
situations, children “learn one or the other form in the course of basic language acquisition, 
but not both” (Kroch 1994: 185). The other form will have the “status of a foreign element”, 
he claims, and will be learned later in life. However, with respect to mixed V2 in different 
clause types in present-day Norwegian, Westergaard (in press/2008) shows that there is early 
and error-free acquisition of both word orders in Norwegian child language, with no over-
generalization between clause types, despite very different input frequencies. There does not 
seem to be any evidence that children are exposed to conflicting triggers in the input in these 
cases, and thus we have no argument from child language data that there is grammar 
competition with respect to V2 and non-V2 appearing in different clause types. That is, when 
exposed to different word orders, children must be able to easily distinguish between different 
types of C. 

In Westergaard’s (in press/2008) Split-CP model, where each clause type is distinguished 
from all others in the CP domain, cf. examples (7)-(8) above, it is possible to identify 
different V2 grammars by assuming that the various types of ForceP have different 
requirements for a filled head position. While Norwegian has a requirement for filled Int° and 
Top° and lacks it for the heads involved in embedded declaratives and exclamatives, Icelandic 
and Danish differ from Norwegian (and each other) in the requirement of the two latter heads. 
This means that it is not necessary to refer to competition between a V2 and a non-V2 
grammar in these cases; instead there are many V2 grammars which differ from each other in 
systematic ways, i.e. with respect to the clause types that require this word order. In 
accordance with this Split-CP model, one may extend Lightfoot’s cue-based approach and 
formulate several ‘micro-cues’ for V2, one for each clause type. This means that there are 
separate cues for V2 in e.g. wh-questions and declaratives, illustrated in (13)-(14).  
 
(13) Cue for V2 in declaratives:  TopP[XP Top°V...] 

(14) Cue for V2 in wh-questions:  IntP[wh Int°V...] 
 

While Lightfoot’s cue in (12) must compete with an I-language structure where the verb 
is not in C, the micro-cues in (13)-(14) are not in competition with each other, and a language 
may have one or the other (or both or neither). The micro-cues may thus account for the 
attested target-consistent word order found in early child language as well as the lack of word 
order overgeneralization across clause types. In section 4.3 below, we will see that, in order to 
account for the fine distinctions relevant for word order variation, the formulation of micro-
cues must include even more detail. 
                                                
3 I am here disregarding remnant movement analyses of V2 such as Nilsen (2003) and Müller (2004). 
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A consequence of this model of micro-cues for historical language development is that 
word order change should typically affect only one clause type at a time, leaving others un-
changed, e.g. declaratives vs. questions in the history of English. Thus, it is not expected that 
a V2 grammar should change into a complete non-V2 grammar in one fell swoop, but deve-
lopment should take place in small steps, as a result of changes in minor cues responsible for 
this word order in different environments. Extending Lightfoot’s (1999) terminology of ‘cata-
strophic’ change, I would therefore consider gradualism in historical data to reflect ‘many 
small catastrophes’. In the next section I present some word order facts from the history of 
English, briefly discuss some previous accounts, and introduce the data to be analyzed in this 
paper. 
 

3. V2 in the history of English 
3.1 Some word order facts and previous accounts 

According to Lightfoot (2006), the cue formulated in (12) above should be an obligatory con-
figuration in the I-language of children acquiring a V2 grammar. However, it is well known 
that both V2 and non-V2 word orders are attested simultaneously in the history of English, 
see e.g. van Kemenade (1987) or Bech (2001). This was illustrated by the examples in the 
Introduction, repeated here. Note that both sentences are declaratives, which means that the 
Split-CP model sketched in the previous section, where word order may differ across clause 
types, does not immediately account for this variation within a clause type. That is, even if the 
cue for V2 in declaratives is something like (13), a child learning OE still seems to have been 
exposed to conflicting triggers. 
 
(1’) On his dagum sende Gregorius us fulluht. 

in   his days    sent    Gregory     us baptism 
“In his time, Gregory sent us Christianity.”  
(from Haeberli 2002: 88, ChronA2 18.565.1) 

(2’) &    fela    ðinga swa gerad man sceal don.  
and many things so   wise    man must  do 
“And such a wise man must do many things.”  
(from Haeberli 2002: 90, Law 4 448.5.4) 

 
Lightfoot (1999) accounts for the loss of V2 in English by referring to grammar competi-

tion. He bases his argument on a finding reported in Kroch and Taylor (1997), who identify a 
northern ME dialect, most clearly attested in one text, The Northern Prose Rule of St. Benet.4 
This text displays virtually exclusively V2 word order, and Lightfoot thus argues that, due to 
influence from Scandinavian, there must have been a northern dialect of English that was con-
sistently V2, i.e. with the finite verb in C (as specified by the cue in (12)), and a southern dia-
lect that was not V2 “in the usual sense” (Lightfoot 1999: 155). The two dialects came into 
contact with each other when northerners moved south, and both word orders were then attes-
ted in speakers’ production. This resulted in a situation of grammar competition, causing the 
cue for V2 syntax to decrease in the PLD. At some point the frequency of the cue fell below a 
critical level for language acquisition, with the result that northern children ignored it and 
developed a grammar without V2. This means that the variation was really only an E-
                                                
4 Kroch and Taylor (1997: 312f) mention other northern texts that display more mixed word order and suggest 
that this indicates that there was competition between V2 and non-V2 grammars also within this dialect area. 
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language phenomenon, according to Lightfoot, and the I-language change from a V2 to a non-
V2 grammar represents a ‘catastrophe’, reflecting an abrupt change between two generations 
of speakers. 

But as Lightfoot acknowledges himself, this cannot be the whole story, as the southern 
dialects also display characteristics of a V2 grammar. It has often been recognized that the 
choice between V2 and non-V2 in the history of English seems to be dependent on the cate-
gory of several of the elements involved, the type of subject, the class of verb, and the clause-
initial element. First and foremost, V2 is generally chosen if the subject is a full DP, see 
sentence (1) above, while pronominal subjects normally appear before the verb, as in (15).  
 
(15) Hiora untrymnesse he sceal ðrowian on his heortan.  

their   weakness      he shall atone      in  his heart 
“He shall atone in his heart for their weakness.”                   
(Haeberli 2002: 90, CP 60.17) 

 
This has often been accounted for by arguing that pronouns in southern dialects of OE are 

clitics, see e.g. van Kemenade (1987), Pintzuk (1991), Kroch and Taylor (1997). According to 
Kroch and Taylor (1997: 305), these pronominal clitics appear at “the CP/IP boundary”, and 
therefore surface in front of the verb, which is assumed to move to I. This makes OE what 
they refer to as an IP-V2 language, like present-day Yiddish or Icelandic, but in contrast with 
present-day German or Dutch, where the verb moves to C. In a Split-CP model, Roberts 
(1996) and van Gelderen (2004) also argue that the verb in OE declaratives moves to a head 
that is lower than the landing site for the verb in wh-questions, more specifically Finº (the 
lowest head in the CP domain). Van Gelderen (2004: 52) further assumes that the non-
subject-initial element is in SpecTopP and the clitic subject in the head of this projection, 
which is below ForceP in her system. If pronominal subjects are clitics, many of the 
exceptions to V2 in the history of English may still be considered to reflect a V2 grammar, in 
that sentences such as (15) are also classified as V2. Thus, it is typically argued that both the 
northern and southern dialects of English are V2 languages, differing from each other in that 
the former has verb movement to C, while the latter is an IP-V2 grammar with pronominal 
clitics. The loss of V2 in southern dialects during the late ME period is then argued to be 
partly due to pronouns losing their clitic status. According to Platzack (1995), this is caused 
by children misinterpreting subject clitics as weak pronouns at a stage when triggers for V2 
were decreasing, due to the change from OV to VO and the loss of object clitics. 

However, the clitic hypothesis is unlikely to be correct, for various reasons. First, there is 
a considerable number of exceptions, both in OE and ME, to the generalization that pronouns 
do not invert while full DPs always do, see e.g. sentence (2) above. Seven early ME Midlands 
texts studied by Kroch and Taylor (1997: 311) display an inversion rate of 74.7% (266/356) 
for DPs and 10.2% (48/469) for pronouns, leaving as much as 25.3% (90/356) of DP subjects 
uninverted. This corresponds to findings in OE reported in Haeberli (2002). Investigating ten 
text samples from the Brooklyn-Geneva-Amsterdam-Helsinki Parsed Corpus, he finds that in 
non-subject-initial declaratives with DP subjects, the unexpected non-V2 word order is 
attested 28.7%. An example is provided in (16). 
 
(16) Sumum monnum God seleð ægðer ge good ge   yfel gemenged  
 some    persons   God gives both        good and bad mixed 
 “God gives some people both good and bad things.” 

(from Haeberli 2002: 90, Bo 133.21) 
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Second, as shown in van Kemenade (2000), the difference between pronominal and DP 

subjects persists in negative questions well into late ME and even early Modern English, with 
pronouns typically appearing in front of not and full DPs after, see (17)-(18). It does not seem 
unreasonable that the distinction between pronouns and DPs in this context is related to the 
behavior of these categories in non-subject-initial declaratives (resulting in V2 or non-V2), 
and if this is the case, one would expect the loss of clitic status to affect pronouns in negative 
questions simultaneously with the loss of V2. 
 
(17) yet ne wolde he nat answere sodeynly.  
(18) also ne accordeth nat the poeple to that. 
 (from van Kemenade 2000: 69, Chaucer, Melibee 2222 and 2132) 
 

Third, certain initial elements behave differently from others with respect to the require-
ment for inversion. Most notably, this concerns the adverbs þa/þonne ‘then’, which require 
V2 also with pronominal subjects, illustrated in (19). This makes these initial elements similar 
to wh-constituents or the negative particle ne, which also requires V2, see (20). 
 
(19)  þa    siglde he þonan        suðryhte      be      lande.    
 then sailed he from.there southwards along coast   

“Then he sailed from there southwards along the coast.”  
(from Bech 2001: 3, Or 14:16) 

(20) ne  mihton hi    nænigne fultum æt     him begitan.  
 not could    they not.any  help     from him get               
 “They could not get any help from him.”  

(from Kroch and Taylor 1997: 303, Bede 48.9-10) 
 

Sentences with þa/þonne are therefore somewhat problematic for the clitic analysis. This 
is often solved by arguing that these adverbs are operators in OE/early ME (van Kemenade 
1987, Pintzuk 1991, Kroch and Taylor 1997), which attract the verb to a higher position in the 
syntactic structure than fronted non-operators. That is, while the verb in sentences with non-
operator fronting moves to I, the verb in sentences with operators in initial position moves all 
the way to C and appears in front of the pronominal (clitic) subject. According to Kroch and 
Taylor (1997), the distinction between operator and non-operator fronting is important, 
because it also explains why V2 was retained in questions in English, when this word order 
was lost in declaratives. Note, however, that in the present Split-CP model, where different 
clause types have different heads in the ForceP and there are consequently many different 
cues for V2, this development is in fact expected, and the analysis of þa/þonne as operators 
becomes unnecessary. Furthermore, these adverbs are eventually affected by the change from 
V2 to non-V2 in English, cf. section 5, and an analysis in terms of operators would then need 
an explanation for why the operator status of þa/þonne is lost.  
 
3.2 The data 

The historical data to be discussed in this paper are taken from Bech (2001) and consist of 
altogether 5000 main clause declaratives from nineteen text samples, 1250 from each of the 
four periods early/late OE and early/late ME. An overview of the texts is given in (21). In this 
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section I consider the word order in the corpus as a whole, while section 5.3 provides a closer 
look at the individual texts.  
 
(21) Early OE: Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People, King Alfred’s West-

Saxon version of Gregory‘s Pastoral Care (CP), The Old English Orosius, King 
Alfred’s Old English version of Boethius.  
Late OE: The Blickling Homilies, Ælfric’s Lives of Saints, The Old English 
Apollonius of Tyre, The Homilies of Wulfstan, The Peterborough Chronicle.  
Early ME: The Peterborough Chronicle, Old English Homilies, Vices and Virtues, 
Sawles Warde, Dan Michel’s Ayenbite of Inwyt.  
Late ME: The English works of Wyclif, Middle English Sermons, The Bodley version 
of Mandeville’s Travels, The works of Sir Thomas Malory: The tale of King Arthur, 
Caxton’s Mirrour of the World.  

 
Bech (2001) is a study of many different word order facts in the history of English, pre-

senting detailed overviews of the various structures found. I focus on the word orders classi-
fied as XVS and XSV in her data, as, according to the cue-based approach outlined in section 
2, the former sentences express the cue for V2 in the input to children acquiring English at the 
various stages, while the latter may constitute conflicting evidence.5 Calculating the relative 
percentage of these non-subject-initial declaratives (conjunct and non-conjunct clauses), I find 
that approximately 70% of the relevant contexts in OE appear with V2, illustrated in Table 1. 
The frequency of V2 constructions decreases from OE into ME and then again during the ME 
period, displaying what looks like a relatively gradual development, from about 70% to 50% 
and finally only 30% V2.6 
 
Table 1: Overview of V2 word order (XVS) in non-subject-initial declaratives, based on 5000 
main clauses from 19 text samples (raw data from Bech 2001).  

Early OE (900-1000) Late OE (1000-1150) Early ME (1150-1350) Late ME (1350-1480) 
71.0% (391/551) 72.4% (336/464) 53.0% (266/502) 31.0% (187/603) 

 
It should be noted that in the XVS category (V2) Bech has included examples where the 

initial element and the subject are separated by either the finite verb only or the whole verbal 
cluster. This means that in addition to sentences like (1), where there is only a lexical verb, 
the V2 category includes examples such as (22) and (23). The former type of inversion corre-
sponds to subject-auxiliary inversion, while the latter type often appears with unaccusative 
verbs such as come. As noted in section 2, this has to some extent survived until the present 
day, cf. examples (10)-(11). 
 
(22)  ant  þet  schulen alle uuele   fondin        ant  ifinden  
  and that shall      all   wicked experience and find-out 

 “and that all the wicked shall experience and find out” 
(from Bech 2001: 54, Sawles W 98:30) 

                                                
5 Bech’s data also include a number of sentences with two initial elementes, XXVS and XXSV (35 vs. 18, 43 vs. 
10, 28 vs. 20 and 24 vs. 51 for the four periods). Including them in Table 2 would increase the basis for the com-
parison, but generally not alter the proportions of V2 vs. non-V2. 
6 The figures in Tables 1-3 in this section include non-subject-initial declaratives introduced by þa/þonne ‘then’ 
as well as the negative particle ne. In section 5, the data are re-evaluated without these initial elements. 
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(23) [Gode men] nu   beoð icumen þa bichumeliche da°es and þa haliga da°es uppen us 
  good men    now are    come    the acceptable      days  and the holy    days   upon  us 

 “Good men, now the acceptable and the holy days have come upon us.”  
(from Bech 2001: 54, Homilies 11:9) 

 
The data in Table 1 indicate that not only is it the case that a grammar is not clearly V2 or 

non-V2 within the same clause type; it also seems possible that grammars can be more or less 
V2, displaying a 70/30 proportion (OE), a 30/70 proportion (late ME), or a 50/50 mixture 
(early ME). There is also considerable variation among the individual texts, ranging from 
86.2% V2 (69/80) in Bede to 56.4% (66/117) in CP, both attested in early OE, and from 
55.1% (65/118) in Mirrour to 12.5% (9/72) in ME Sermons, both from the Late ME period. 
This shows that there must also have been considerable synchronic variation. An important 
question is whether this is only due to sociolinguistic or stylistic choices that should not be 
accounted for by a description of the I-language (see discussion in Lightfoot 2006), or 
whether it could reflect different V2 grammars in the minds of speakers (as I will argue). The 
time period represented in Table 1 spans several hundred years, which means that many gene-
rations of children have been exposed to mixed input with different proportions of V2.  

On a model that assumes competition between two major parameter settings, a V2 and a 
non-V2 grammar, the gradual development could be seen as representing different strengths 
of the two grammars, one slowly winning over the other. However, as we saw in the previous 
section, the variation between V2 and non-V2 in the history of English is not random, but 
partly dependent on the type of subject. Investigating the subject types in these historical texts 
in more detail, we find a developmental pattern across the OE and ME periods, illustrated in 
Table 2.7 In early OE, subjects in V2 clauses are more or less equally divided between full 
DPs and pronouns, 55.3% vs. 44.7%, while non-V2 is clearly preferred with pronouns (77.5% 
vs. 22.5%). This changes considerably in Late OE, when there is a clear preference for DPs in 
V2 constructions (76.5% vs. 23.5%), a situation which persists into the ME period. For sen-
tences with non-V2 word order, there is a majority of pronominal subjects across the two OE 
periods and into early ME, which displays a very clear distinction between the two subject 
types, 86.8% vs. 13.2%. But then we witness a major change between early and late ME, as 
the subject preference becomes more even, i.e. 38.1% vs. 61.9%.8  
 
Table 2: Percentage of full DP/clausal vs. pronominal subjects in non-subject-initial declaratives. 

Early OE Late OE Early ME Late ME Word 
order DP/cl Pron DP/cl Pron DP/cl Pron DP/cl Pron 
V2  55.3% 

(213) 
44.7% 
(172) 

76.5% 
(251) 

23.5% 
(77) 

71.2% 
(183) 

28.8% 
(74) 

76.8% 
(142) 

23.2% 
(43) 

Non-V2  22.5%  
(36) 

77.5% 
(124) 

18.1% 
(23) 

81.9% 
(104) 

13.2% 
(31) 

86.8% 
(204) 

38.1% 
(158) 

61.9% 
(257) 

 
As suggested by an anonymous reviewer, one may also consider this from the point of 

view of word order choice, given a particular subject type. This arguably gives a better illu-

                                                
7 The numbers in Table 2 do not exactly match those in Table 1, as for various reasons, Bech has disregarded a 
small number of subjects. 
8 If one only considers non-conjoined declaratives, the development from early to late ME becomes even clearer, 
as the proportion of DP/clausal vs. pronominal subjects in non-V2 clauses is more or less the same in late ME, 
with 46.3% DPs and 53.7% pronouns (see Westergaard 2005a).  
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stration of the properties of the I-language grammar, while Table 2 could be said to reflect the 
nature of the input to a child acquiring English at the various stages. Table 3 provides infor-
mation about the frequency of V2 with pronominal or full DP/clausal subjects.  
 
Table 3: Percentage of V2 with different subject types in non-subject-initial declaratives. 

Subject type Early OE Late OE Early ME Late ME 

DP/clause 85.5% (213/249) 91.6% (251/274) 85.5% (183/214) 47.3% (142/300) 
Pronoun 58.1% (172/296) 42.5% (77/181) 26.6% (74/278) 14.3% (43/300) 

 
Table 3 shows that V2 is preferred with both subject types in early OE (appearing more 

than 50%), and considerably more with DPs than pronouns. There is then a gradual decrease 
of V2 with pronominal subjects across the four periods, to only 14.3% in late ME. This 
gradual development could indicate that the change from V2 to non-V2 is related to the 
behavior of pronouns, e.g. loss of clitic status. However, a closer study in section 5.1 reveals 
that, when a distinction is made between different types of initial element, there is in fact no 
gradual development with pronominal subjects, non-V2 being preferred in all four periods. 
With respect to DP subjects, V2 is strongly preferred during the first three periods, but then 
the percentage falls below 50% in late ME, showing that at this time it is non-V2 that is 
(slightly) preferred.9 At this point there is also a considerable difference between conjunct and 
non-conjunct clauses, V2 being preferred 58.7% (98/167) in non-conjunct clauses and only 
33.1% (44/133) in conjunct clauses.10 It should be noted that the type of verb presumably also 
plays a role for the word order choice, but Bech (2001) does not provide information about 
the verbs appearing in combination with the different subject types across the four periods. 
However, she notes that the verbs occurring with V2 in late ME are mainly the copula and 
existentials/unaccusatives (beon/wesan ‘be’, cuman ‘come’, æteowian ‘appear’, gelimpan/ge-
weorðan ‘happen’, etc.). 

It is of course difficult to translate historical frequencies into representations for indi-
vidual I-language grammars. With the reservation that the pattern illustrated in Tables 1-3 
represents a collection of several speakers’ (or rather writers’) production, I would neverthe-
less like to argue that it indicates that there is more than a gradual decrease of V2 word order 
taking place. Early OE seems to be a more or less default V2 grammar, occurring with any 
kind of subject, pronoun or full DP, while non-V2 generally appears with pronouns. In late 
OE, V2 has become more specialized, occurring mostly with DP subjects. This situation is 
stable in the ME period for V2, but now there is a change in the non-V2 pattern: From being a 
word order typically appearing with pronominal subjects in early ME, it suddenly takes over 
the default status that V2 had in early OE in that it is more likely to occur with any type of 
subject (especially in non-conjunct clauses). It thus looks like we are dealing with a default 
V2 grammar (early OE), a truly mixed grammar (early ME) and a default non-V2-grammar 
with certain cases of remnant V2 (late ME). In section 5, we will both confirm and to some 

                                                
9 The slight rise in V2 with DP/clausal subjects in late OE (91.6%) compared to early OE and early ME 
(approximately 85%) may simply be due to individual variation in the selected texts; see Table 10. 
10 There is also a difference between the two clause types during the three earlier periods with respect to the pro-
portion of V2 with pronominal subjects, V2 appearing 64.6% (144/223) in non-conjunct clauses and only 16.7% 
(9/54) in conjunct clauses in early OE for example. However, this difference disappears when sentences intro-
duced by þa/þonne are disregarded, as these are much more frequent in non-conjunct clauses (see section 5.2). 
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extent modify this picture, split up the data with respect to type of initial element and also 
have a closer look at the individual texts.  

In the next section, we consider mixed word order within clause types from a present-day 
V2 language, more specifically a Norwegian dialect, where distinctions between the two word 
orders are similar to those attested in the history of English. Data from early child language 
also indicate that such distinctions are easily learnable. 

 

4. Word order variation in present-day Norwegian dialects 
4.1 Variation dependent on the initial element 
In addition to the word order variation discussed in section 2, there are also exceptions to the 
general word order typically found in certain clause types, what one might call ‘pockets of 
V2/non-V2’. These are often related to specific initial elements. In Norwegian declaratives 
this mainly concerns the adverb kanskje ‘maybe’. While declaratives generally require V2, 
both word orders are grammatical with this particular adverb, illustrated in (24). There does 
not seem to be any difference in meaning between the two word orders, but in spontaneous 
speech, non-V2 is clearly preferred, appearing approximately 95% (see Westergaard in 
press/2008). 
 
(24)  Kanskje kongen   kommer./Kanskje kommer kongen.  

maybe   king.DEF come.PRES 
“Maybe the king will come.” 

 
This adverb allows non-V2 also in Swedish and Icelandic, showing that this particular 

property has survived over several centuries. Historically, it has developed from the 
modal+lexical verb combination kan skje ‘may happen’, and it has been suggested by 
Platzack (1998) that it has verbal features in present-day Swedish and thus appears in the 
position of the finite verb, in C. However, children learning the present-day language 
obviously have no awareness of this diachronic development, and I therefore consider it likely 
that sentences introduced by kanskje in speakers’ I-language grammars simply constitute an 
exception to the word order generally found in declaratives.11 

Another example of the initial element playing a role for word order is found in wh-
questions in many Norwegian dialects, see e.g. Vangsnes (2006) or Westergaard and 
Vangsnes (2005). In the dialect spoken in Tromsø, the monosyllabic wh-elements, which 
make up the majority of all wh-questions in spontaneous speech (approximately 95%, see 
Westergaard in press/2008), allow either word order, while the long wh-elements require V2, 
as shown in (25)-(26). Distinctions between long and short wh-elements arguably correspond 
to differences between clitic-like and strong forms in the sense of Cardinaletti and Starke 
(1999), and such distinction are also found in other languages, e.g. Italian dialects, see Poletto 
and Pollock (2004).  
 
(25) Ka      slags bøker  les    du?/*Ka slags bøker du les?   (Tromsø) 
 which kind   books read you 
 “What kind of books do you read?” 

                                                
11 The idea that kanskje ‘maybe’ is in C is somewhat more plausible in Swedish than in Norwegian, as this 
adverb may also appear in second position in Swedish, between the subject and the verb, e.g. han kanske 
kommer “he maybe comes”. The corresponding sentence is completely ungrammatical in Norwegian. 
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(26) Ka    les    du?/Ka du les?  
 what read you 
 “What are you reading?” 

 
This means that the long wh-elements have a special status in the clause type, similar to 

the initial adverbs þa/þonne ‘then’ or the negative element ne in the history of English, which 
also require V2 although declaratives in general appear with mixed word order, cf. examples 
(1) and (15) vs. (19). This mixed word order is discussed in the next section. 

 
4.2 The role of information structure 

In an investigation of a sample of spontaneous speech from the Tromsø dialect, produced by 
an adult investigator (INV) in a corpus of child language, Westergaard (2003) finds that the 
word order in questions with monosyllabic wh-elements is almost equally divided between V2 
and non-V2 (45.3% V2, 136/300).12  Although both word orders are grammatical with any 
kind of verb or subject combination, as in examples (3)-(4) above, the variation in actual 
language use is not random. In this sample, V2 mainly occurs with the verb være ‘be’ and full 
DP subjects (or the demonstrative det), while non-V2 generally appears when the subject is a 
personal pronoun and the verb any other verb than ‘be’. This is illustrated in examples (27)-
(28) from the corpus, see also Table 4 below. Note that the subject choice for the two word 
orders is very similar to what is found in declaratives in the history of English. 
 
(27) kor      er pingvinen   henne? (INV, file Ole.16) 
        where is penguin.DEF LOC 
       “Where is the penguin?”  

(28) kem du   bruke å leke  med når     du   er  i  barnehagen? (INV, file Ole.13)  
  who you use    to play with when you are at daycare.DEF 

“Who do you normally play with when you are at daycare?”  
 
These patterns indicate that information structure plays a role here. That is, V2 word 

order is used when the subject is discourse new, often a full DP, while non-V2 is used when 
the subject conveys given information, often a pronoun. This is illustrated in the example 
from context in (29), adapted from Westergaard (2003: 93), where the three questions from 
the adult show that V2 is used when something new is brought into the conversation, while 
non-V2 is used when the subject has been mentioned in previous discourse. Note that also full 
DPs appear in non-V2 constructions if they are discourse given. 
 
(29) CHI: xx mjau mjau     sir         pusekattan. 

    meow meow say.PRES kitty.DEF/PL 
“xx meow meow say the kitties.” 

 INV:  <ka   sir> [/]     ka    sir    hunden da?   V2 
  what says/         what says dog.DEF then 
  “What does the dog say then?” 
 CHI:  voff voff. (Child imitates a dog.) 

                                                
12 The corpus of child language has been recorded in Tromsø and consists of altogether 70 files (corresponding 
to approximately one-hour recordings). For further information about the corpus, see Anderssen (2006).  
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 INV:  og   eselet          da   #   ka    det  sir?    Non-V2 
  and donkey.DEF then # what that says 
  “And the donkey then – what does that say?” 
 A few lines later: 
 CHI:  hanen         # og   den +/. 
  rooster.DEF # and that  
  “The rooster – and that...” 
 INV:  ka    hanen         sir?      Non-V2 
  what rooster.DEF says 
  “What does the rooster say?” 

 
In Westergaard (2005b) these word order facts are analyzed syntactically in terms of van 

Gelderen’s (2004) Head Preference principle. This has been used to account for several well-
known cases of diachronic development from phrase to head, e.g. relative that in the history 
of English. Head Preference is an economy principle, which is formulated in the following 
simple way: “Be a head, rather than a phrase” (van Gelderen 2004: 11). This principle must 
be due to tendencies for economy in language acquisition, e.g. economy of structure building 
(Clahsen, Eisenbeiss and Penke 1996). In accordance with this principle, I have argued that 
the monosyllabic wh-elements in the Tromsø dialect are reanalyzed as heads. Consequently, 
when they are attracted by the cue which triggers wh-movement to clause-initial position, they 
move into the Intº head that the verb previously moved to, not to SpecIntP. This blocks verb 
movement and makes non-V2 possible in questions with the monosyllabic wh-elements. 

The V2 word order that appears with discourse new subjects is argued to be the result of 
verb movement to a lower head in the CP domain, the Low Top(ic)P (see Rizzi 1997). Note 
that this projection is different from the (high) TopP responsible for declarative force, illustra-
ted in the structures in (8) and (13) above. The L-Top° head is argued to have a feature which 
attracts informationally light elements, e.g. the verb be (to the head position) or pronominal 
subjects (to Spec). In the former case this results in V2 word order, in the latter non-V2. Thus, 
the reanalysis of the short wh-words as heads and the following loss of verb movement to Int° 
are I-language changes which are masked by verb movement (sometimes) applying to a lower 
CP head. In this way the apparent word order optionality is the result of a syntactic operation 
that is dependent on information structure. 
 

4.3 Acquisition and micro-cues 
Irrespective of the syntactic analysis of this variation, it remains a fact that both word orders 
are attested in the PLD, and even if the micro-cue is formulated as in (14), repeated here, 
children should be exposed to conflicting evidence.  
 
(14’) Cue for V2 in wh-questions:  IntP[wh Int°V...] 
 

But data from child language again do not provide evidence for competing grammars. If 
this word order variation represented conflicting parameter settings, one would expect 
children to learn one word order first and then massively overgeneralize (cf. section 2). But 
Westergaard (2003) showed that the mixed word order in wh-questions is attested as soon as 
children start producing relevant utterances, with the same subject and verb preferences as in 
the adult data, illustrated in (30)-(31). That is, V2 typically appears with DP subjects and be 
and non-V2 with pronominal subjects and other verbs. Given that these patterns reflect a 
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distinction between given and new information, this indicates that children have an early 
sensitivity to information structure.  
 
(30) kor      er Ann sin dukke hen? (Ann.04, age 1;11.0) 

where is  Ann POSS doll   LOC 
“Where is Ann’s doll?” 

(31)  ka     du   skal finne? (Ina.05, age 2:0.5) 
        what you shall find 
 “What do you want to find?” 
 

Furthermore, the long wh-elements generally appear with target-consistent V2 only, as 
illustrated in (32), despite an extremely low frequency of these questions in the input, cf. 
section 4.1. This shows that children are also able to distinguish between relevant types of 
initial elements at an early age. 
 
(32) korfor gjør      han det? (Ole.17, age 2;8.24)  
 why    do.PRES he   that 
 “Why is he doing that?” 

 
These variation and acquisition facts indicate that there are further micro-cues to be iden-

tified. That is, I-language grammars may distinguish not only between different clause types 
(e.g. wh-questions vs. declaratives) with respect to word order, as argued in section 2, but also 
between short vs. long wh-elements or discourse given vs. discourse new subjects. The corre-
sponding micro-cues should therefore be formulated as in (33)-(34), the former structure 
showing that when a phrasal wh-element appears in SpecIntP, the verb must obligatorily be in 
Intº, while the latter expresses that verb movement to a lower CP head (the L-Topº) occurs 
when the wh-element itself occupies Intº (i.e. is a head) and the subject is marked with the 
feature [+FOC], indicating new information.  
 
(33) Cue for V2 in questions with long wh-elements: IntP[ XP[+wh] Int° V...  

(34) Cue for V2 in questions with monosyllabic wh-elements: 
IntP[ Intº [wh ] L-TopP[ L-Top°V SU[+FOC] ... 
 

In truly exceptional cases such as non-V2 with the adverb kanskje ‘maybe’ in declara-
tives, the children also display target-consistent behavior early on, see (35). In this case, it 
cannot be argued that there is a natural distinction provided by UG between kanskje and other 
adverbs. But according to Westergaard (in press/2008), this adverb appears in initial position 
in as much as 12% of all non-subject-initial declaratives in typical child-directed speech, and 
children’s early acquisition could therefore be linked to high input frequency. This means 
that, in addition to the cue for V2 in declaratives in (13), repeated here, children must be 
paying attention to the I-language structure illustrated in (36). 
 
(35) kanskje dem krangla. (Ole.14, age 2;6.21)  
 maybe  they fight.PAST 
 “Maybe they were fighting.” 

(13’) Cue for V2 in declaratives:  TopP[XP Top°V... 
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(36) Cue for non-V2 in declaratives with kanskje: TopP[ kanskje TP[ SU V...  
 

The cues formulated in this section are somewhat more complex than the one originally 
suggested by Lightfoot (2006) in (12) above. But the variation between V2 and non-V2 has 
been shown to be dependent on several fine syntactic distinctions, and these must be part of a 
speaker’s I-language grammar. As mentioned in section 3.1, the cue in (12) is in competition 
with an I-language structure where the verb is not in C, and the conditions for when the cue 
applies must then be stated somewhere else in the grammar. When cues are formulated as 
micro-cues, on the other hand, the context is specified as part of the cue, which means that 
there is no competition and thus no need for constraints stated in another grammar 
component. An exception to this is when the variation is lexical and not dependent on a 
syntactic distinction, as in the case of the adverb kanskje ‘maybe’. The cues in (13) and (36) 
are in competition with each other, as the latter could be subsumed under the former. Thus, 
while input frequency does not seem to play a role for the other micro-cues (as children very 
early pay attention to linguistically relevant distinctions), frequency should be a factor for the 
acquisition and survival of exceptional cases such as kanskje. 
 

4.4 Different V2 grammars 
Now that several cues for V2 word order have been formulated, variation among different 
languages may be seen as a function of the combination of cues found in individual 
languages. As argued in section 2, there are thus many types of V2 grammars, where word 
order may be dependent on syntactic factors such as e.g. clause type or class of initial 
element. In section 4.2 we also saw that, in cases where there is apparent optionality 
according to pure syntactic factors, V2 may be dependent on information structure. Since this 
was also given a syntactic analysis (in terms of movement to the L-TopP), information 
structure may also distinguish between different I-language grammars.  

The spontaneous production discussed in section 4.2 could be described as the result of a 
mixed V2 grammar, where the choice of the two word orders is dependent on a linguistically 
relevant distinction, i.e. whether the subject is given or new information. Westergaard 
(forthcoming/2008) investigates the word order in wh-questions produced by seven further 
adults in the corpus and finds considerable variation among the speakers with respect to the 
proportions of the two word orders, from as little as 2.5% V2 to approximately 69%. Again, 
the variation is not random. Based on the subject and verb preferences used by the individual 
speakers, it is possible to identify three systematically different grammars: a mixed grammar 
(such as the one described above), a default V2 grammar (with a predominance of V2), and a 
default non-V2 grammar (with a clear predominance of non-V2). 13 

The subject and verb preferences found in the three grammars are illustrated for indivi-
dual speakers in Tables 4-6, which provide information about how often V2 is chosen with 
the different subject and verb combinations. In Table 4, V2 is clearly preferred with be and 
DP subjects (82.6%), and clearly dispreferred with pronominal subjects and all other verbs 
(1.7%). That is, this is a mixed grammar where the two word orders are chosen in virtually 
non-overlapping contexts. In the default non-V2 grammar in Table 5, this word order is 

                                                
13 This kind of argumentation is well-known in the acquisition literature. For example, Valian (1990) argues that 
when English-speaking children produce null subjects, it is not because they have set the pro-drop parameter to 
the wrong value. This argument is partly based on a study showing that English-speaking children produce a 
considerably lower percentage of null subjects than Italian children (approximately 30% vs. 70%), reflecting a 
different I-language grammar. 
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preferred with all subject and verb combinations (i.e. all combinations appear with less than 
50% V2), even the one which predominantly appears with V2 in the mixed grammar. An 
important difference between the two grammars is thus that the speaker in Table 5 prefers 
non-V2 in an environment where the speaker in Table 4 prefers V2, i.e. with the verb be and 
full DP subjects. This means that patterns of information structure are not decisive for word 
order in the grammar illustrated in Table 5. However, V2 survives to some extent with this 
subject and verb combination (43.1%), which is similar to the situation in present-day 
English, cf. section 2. This could be seen as some kind of ‘syntactic freezing’ of an 
information structure pattern, possibly due to early acquisition and high frequencies of be, see 
Westergaard (2007). Finally, in the default V2 grammar in Table 6, we find the opposite 
situation, viz. that V2 is preferred with (almost) all combinations. The combination 
pronominal subject and verbs other than be appears somewhat less than 50% with V2, but still 
considerably more often than in the other two grammars. This has to do with further micro-
variation across the monosyllabic wh-elements that is beyond the scope of this paper (see 
Westergaard forthcoming/2008).14 
 
Table 4: Percentage of V2 with different subject and verb combinations in non-subject questions 
with monosyllabic wh-words, mixed grammar (45.3% V2). 

Subject \ Verb være ‘be’ Other V 
Full DP/det 82.6% (128/155) 20.8% (5/24) 
Pronoun 20% (1/5) 1.7% (2/116) 

 
Table 5: Percentage of V2 with different subject and verb combinations in non-subject questions 
with monosyllabic wh-words, default non-V2 grammar (14.8% V2). 

Subject \ Verb være ‘be’ Other V 
Full DP/det 43.1% (106/246) 3% (3/100) 
Pronoun 13.6% (3/22) 0.5% (2/403) 

 
Table 6: Percentage of V2 with different subject and verb combinations in non-subject questions 
with monosyllabic wh-words, default V2 grammar (68.4% V2). 

Subject \ Verb være ‘be’ Other V 
Full DP/det 94.9% (37/39) 62% (18/29) 
Pronoun - (0/1) 40% (12/30) 

 
Syntactically, the three grammars can be said to differ in the following way: While the 

mixed grammar has verb movement to the L-Top° head in the CP domain when the subject is 
informationally new, as described above, the default V2 grammar generally has verb move-
ment to the Int° head (as in Standard Norwegian, which is strictly V2). The default non-V2 
grammar generally has no verb movement, except in remnant cases involving the verb be (see 
Westergaard 2005b). 

                                                
14 In Westergaard (forthcoming/2008), similar tables are provided for the three grammars, but calculated 
differently. There, the tables take the two word orders as the starting point and specify how often they appear 
with particular subject and verb combinations (cf. Table 2 above), while Tables 4-6 here use the different 
combinations as the starting point, specifying how often they appear with a particular word order (V2 in this 
case).  
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The patterns displayed in Tables 4-6 are very similar to the situation found in the history 
of English – the predominantly V2 grammar of OE, the predominantly non-V2 grammar of 
late ME, and the mixed grammar of early ME, as well as the corresponding subject (and to 
some extent verb) preferences linked to the different grammars. In the next section we return 
to the historical English data and look more closely at some further details of the variation. 
 
5. A return to declaratives in the history of English 
5.1 Different V2 grammars 
The word order development in the OE and ME data investigated in section 3 was illustrated 
in Tables 1-3 - an overall decline of V2 and a change in the subject types appearing with the 
two word orders: While V2 seems to occur with any type of subject in early OE, it is mainly 
reserved for DP subjects in late OE and throughout ME. The development for non-V2 is the 
other way around, from being generally restricted to pronominal subjects in the early periods 
to occurring more often with both types of subject in late ME.  

In the previous section we identified three different V2 grammars in the Norwegian data, 
and a similar analysis may now be carried over to the historical English facts. That is, the 
pattern in Tables 1-3 could be argued not to reflect competition between a V2 and a gradually 
stronger non-V2 grammar, but rather a development from a predominantly V2 grammar in 
OE (approx. 70%), to a mixed grammar in early ME (approx. 50%) to a default non-V2 
grammar in late ME (approx. 30% V2). The syntactic analysis provided for the three 
grammars found in Norwegian may also generally be transferred to the English data. In the 
mixed grammar of early ME, word order is the result of the requirements of the L-TopP, 
which attracts informationally light elements, either the subject or the verb, and ensures that 
non-V2 generally appears when the subject is discourse given (mostly pronouns), while V2 is 
preferred with DP subjects and verbs that are informationally light (be, existentials, 
unaccusatives). The cue for this operation could be formulated as in (37), cf. the similar cue 
for word order in wh-questions in Norwegian in (34). This means that there is no need to treat 
pronominal subjects as clitics, and more importantly, this syntactic analysis also accounts for 
the relatively large number of DP subjects also appearing in non-V2 constructions 
(approximately 25-28%, cf. section 3.1) 
 
(37) Cue for V2 in declaratives with informationally new subjects: 

TopP[ XP L-TopP[ L-Top°V SU[+FOC]] ... 
 

Further evidence for the importance of information structure in the historical data comes 
from Bech’s own classification of subjects (pronouns as well as DPs) in terms of low or high 
information value (IV). This classification is mainly based on a contextual criterion, i.e. 
previous mention in the text. According to her findings, 89.8% of all subjects in non-V2 
constructions have low IV and only 10.2% high IV in early ME (the mixed grammar), while 
the corresponding figures for V2 clauses are 39.4% vs. 60.6%.15  

The examples in (15) and (22) from the historical data, repeated here, can thus be given 
the following syntactic analysis: In the non-V2 example in (15), the light (pronominal) subject 
is attracted to the Spec position of the L-TopP, while in (22) the light verb (a modal) has been 

                                                
15 These percentages are based on raw figures for conjunct and non-conjunct clauses in Table 5.4 in Bech (2001: 
169). The relatively high percentage of subjects with low IV in V2 clauses (39.4%) indicates that the grammar 
also has certain elements which require V2, regardless of information structure (see below). 
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attracted to the L-Top° head, resulting in V2 word order. This directly corresponds to the ana-
lysis of the Norwegian data and is illustrated in the trees in (38)-(39). Note that this is similar 
to the previous analyses sketched in section 3.1 (e.g. Pintzuk 1991, Kroch and Taylor 1997, 
van Gelderen 2004, which argued that the verb in OE declaratives moves to Iº or Finº), in that 
the verb moves to a lower head than in wh-questions. But the present analysis crucially differs 
from these approaches in two ways: information structure is considered to be an important 
factor for syntactic movement, and pronominal subjects are not clitics and therefore appear in 
a Spec position (SpecL-TopP). 
 
(15’) Hiora untrymnesse he sceal ðrowian on his heortan.  

their   weakness      he shall atone      in  his heart 
“He shall atone in his heart for their weakness.” 
(Haeberli 2002: 90, CP 60.17) 

(22’) ant  þet  schulen alle uuele   fondin        ant  ifinden.  
  and that shall      all   wicked experience and find-out 
  “and that all the wicked shall experience and find out” 

(from Bech 2001: 54, Sawles W 98:30) 
 
(38)  TopP          
          3 
       Spec L-TopP 
      Hiora untrymnesse3 
   Spec      L-Top’ 
           he           3 
           L-Top°       ... 
       TP ... 

(39)       TopP 
  3 
 Spec        L-TopP 
 þet       3 

             L-Top° ... 
             schulen        TP 
                3 
         alle uule           ... 
 

The example in (23) above, also repeated here, is somewhat different from what is found 
in Norwegian, in that not just the finite verb, but the whole verbal cluster (and in some cases 
the full VP) appears in front of the subject, a structure that Warner (2007) refers to as ‘late 
subjects’.16 Nevertheless, the information structure of these clauses is similar to that of (22), 
i.e. a heavy subject and a relatively light verb (often an unaccusative), indicating that this 
word order is also the result of the requirement of the L-TopP. But the full VP, or part of it, 
may not move to a head position. However, the L-TopP attracts informationally light 
elements either to its Spec or to its head position. Thus, I would argue that this is an example 
of a remnant movement operation (i.e. movement of a phrase containing a trace), moving the 

                                                
16 In traditional generative analyses of unaccusative verbs, the subject originates in object position; thus there is 
not necessarily any verb movement involved in these constructions at all. 
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VP to SpecL-TopP. Assuming that the subject originates VP-internally, this must first move 
out of the VP, to SpecTP. Other elements (objects or adverbials) may also escape the VP. 
After the relatively heavy and informationally new subject has moved, the rest of the VP (in-
cluding the subject trace), being considerably lighter than the subject, may then undergo rem-
nant movement to the Spec of the L-TopP, as illustrated in (40). This means that the tradi-
tional term ‘VP inversion’ for this construction may in fact be an appropriate name (cf. 
section 2). 
 
(23’) [Gode men] nu   beoð icumen þa bichumeliche da°es and þa haliga da°es uppen us. 
  good men    now are    come    the acceptable      days  and the holy    days   upon  us 

  “Good men, now the acceptable and the holy days have come upon us.”  
(from Bech 2001: 54, Homilies 11:9) 

 
(40)       TopP 

 3 
Spec 

           nu   Top’ 
        3 

Top°            L-TopP 
                          3 
                          Spec                  ... 
        VP[ti beoð icumen... ]        TP 
                   3 
     Spec 
       [þa bichumeliche da°es and þa haliga da°es]i           ... 
 

Early ME thus seems to be a mixed grammar where word order is clearly dependent on 
the information value of the subject. We now move on to the grammar of late ME. This is 
similar to the Norwegian grammar illustrated in Table 5, where non-V2 is preferred with both 
DPs and pronouns (cf. Table 3). This may therefore be considered to be a default non-V2 
grammar which generally has no verb movement, causing non-V2 to appear with any type of 
subject. Just like in the Norwegian non-V2 grammar, there are certain remnant cases with 
informationally light verbs, which in the Norwegian data only occur with the verb være ‘be’. 
As mentioned in section 3, the verbs appearing with V2 in late ME are mainly the copula and 
existentials/unaccusatives, which are also typically informationally light. Bech (2008) shows 
that these verbs make up as much as 65.1% in non-conjunct clauses with V2 in late ME, and 
37.6% in conjunct clauses. This situation has arguably survived to some extent to the present 
day, see the examples in section 2 from Birner (1995), and may be caused by what may be 
referred to as ‘syntactic freezing’ of an information structure pattern. That is, when 
information structure no longer plays a major role for word order, certain forms may still 
survive as V2 linked to a specific class of verbs, due to high frequency and early acquisition 
(see Westergaard 2007, van Kemenade and Westergaard in prep.). 

Finally, we turn to the grammar of OE. A natural question is whether this is similar to the 
default V2 grammar described for Norwegian in Table 6, in the sense that it generally has 
verb movement to the high Top° head (responsible for declarative force). The answer is most 
likely no. On closer inspection, the predominance of V2 in OE texts (approximately 70%, cf. 
Table 1) seems to be due to a number of specific initial elements which have a syntactic 
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requirement for this word order, irrespective of information structure, i.e. þa/þonne ‘then’ and 
negative ne, illustrated in sentences (19)-(20) and repeated here.  
 
(19’)  þa   siglde he þonan        suðryhte      be      lande.   
 then sailed he from.there southwards along coast   

“Then he sailed from there southwards along the coast.” 
(from Bech 2001: 3, Or 14:16) 

(20’) ne  mihton hi    nænigne fultum æt     him begitan.  
 not could   they not.any   help    from him get               
 “They could not get any help from him.”  

(from Kroch and Taylor 1997: 303, Bede 48.9-10) 
 

In section 4.3, we saw from the Norwegian child language data that children learn dif-
ferent word orders extremely early. That is, they seem to be sensitive to fine distinctions ex-
pressed in the input, also those that are related to the initial element of the clause. Thus, it 
seems reasonable to split off the sentences introduced by these specific elements from the rest 
of the non-subject-initial declaratives in the historical English data, as these must represent 
separate micro-cues for learners. Furthermore, excluding sentences where word order is the 
result of syntactic factors should reveal the information structure patterns more clearly. 

The adverbs þa/þonne ‘then’ were extremely frequent in OE, and according to Bech 
(2001: 98), the majority of V2 constructions with pronominal subjects involves sentences 
introduced by these adverbs. This means that the more or less equal distribution of pronouns 
and DPs in clauses with V2 in OE is changed radically if sentences with þa/þonne and ne are 
excluded. This is illustrated in Tables 7 and 8, which provide a very different picture from the 
one we saw in section 3 (cf. Tables 2 and 3). 
 
Table 7: Overview of full DP/clausal vs. pronominal subjects in non-subject-initial declaratives 
(excluding þa/þonne and ne). 

Early OE Late OE Early ME Late ME Word 
order DP/cl Pron DP/cl Pron DP/cl Pron DP/cl Pron 
V2  88.8% 

(151) 
11.2% 
(19) 

94.5% 
(138) 

5.4%  
(8) 

86.2% 
(144) 

13.8% 
(23) 

80.7% 
(134) 

19.3% 
(32) 

Non-V2  22.2%  
(35) 

77.8% 
(123) 

17.5% 
(22) 

82.5% 
(104) 

13.1% 
(30) 

86.9% 
(199) 

35.5% 
(130) 

64.5% 
(236) 

 
Table 8: Percentage of V2 with full DP/clausal vs. pronominal subjects in non-subject-initial 
declaratives (excluding þa/þonne and ne). 

Subject type Early OE Late OE Early ME Late ME 

DP/clause 81.2% (151/186) 86.2% (138/160) 82.8% (144/174) 50.8% (134/264) 
Pronoun 13.4% (19/142) 7.1% (8/112) 10.4% (23/222) 11.9% (32/268) 

 
First and foremost, Table 7 shows that when þa/þonne and ne are excluded, there is no 

equal distribution of DP and pronominal subjects in V2 constructions in early OE. Instead 
there is a clear predominance of DPs throughout all periods, approximately 80-95%. And in 
Table 8, we see that V2 is always dispreferred with pronominal subjects, the percentage being 
as low as approximately 7-13% throughout the four periods. That is, there is no gradual 
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decline of V2 with pronouns, seen in Table 3. A comparison of Tables 3 and 8 is illustrated in 
Figure 1. The lines for declaratives excluding þa/þonne and ne show a relatively stable mixed 
grammar, where the two word orders are clearly preferred in different contexts, and then a 
development in the direction of non-V2 with DP subjects in late ME.  
 

 
Figure 1: The percentage of V2 word order in declaratives with full DP/clausal and pronominal 
subjects, including those introduced by þa/þonne/ne (black lines) and excluding these elements 
(grey lines), across OE/ME. 

 
This picture also corresponds to Bech’s (2001) assessment of subjects as conveying high 

or low IV: she claims that the proportion of the two subject types in V2 constructions in early 
OE are very similar if þa/þonne are included, 56.4% low IV vs. 43.6% high IV, while exclu-
ding sentences with þa/þonne changes the proportion to 30.1% low vs. 69.9% high IV.17 This 
means that, like early ME, OE is also generally a mixed grammar in non-subject-initial decla-
ratives, displaying a clear preference for informationally new subjects in V2 constructions. 
The difference between OE and early ME is the high frequency of certain initial elements 
which required V2, irrespective of the information value of the subject. Syntactically, OE may 
then also be described as generally having verb movement to the L-Top° head, in cases when 
the subject is discourse new, while non-V2 appears when an informationally light subject is 
attracted to the Spec of this projection. The next section considers the development of these 
special initial elements in the data. 

 
5.2 The development of specific initial elements 

In this section I discuss the importance of initial elements which appear with an exceptional 
word order, focusing on þa/þonne ‘then’. Recall from section 3 that initial þa/þonne were 
argued to be operators by e.g. van Kemenade (1987), Pintzuk (1991), or Kroch and Taylor 

                                                
17 These percentages are based on raw figures extracted from Tables 5.1 and 5.3 in Bech (2001: 162, 164). 
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(1997), attracting the verb to a higher position than other initial elements, i.e. to C. This was 
done partly to explain the different development of questions and declaratives in the history of 
English. As noted in section 3, this is not necessary within a syntactic model of micro-cues, as 
declaratives and questions are assumed to have different features in the ForceP and conse-
quently different cues for acquisition. Furthermore, adverbs corresponding to ‘then’ are not 
universally operators, which means that their special status has to be learned from input. 
Thus, I would argue that þa/þonne were simply lexically marked to appear with a specific 
word order, similar to the adverb kanskje ‘maybe’ in present-day Norwegian. Recall that 
children were shown to have no problem distinguishing between sentences introduced by 
kanskje and other declaratives, presumably due to a high input frequency for this adverb. 
Similarly, þa/þonne may be considered to trigger verb movement to the high TopP, and the 
specific cue for this operation formulated as in (41), cf. (36).  
 
(41) Cue for V2 with þa/þonne: TopP[þa/þonne Top°V...] 
 

In a cue-based approach to acquisition and change, the frequency of þa/þonne should 
then play a role for the development of word order with these adverbs. Table 9 provides 
figures for the occurrence of initial þa/þonne in Bech’s corpus. The last row of the table 
shows that these sentences occur with virtually 100% V2 throughout the OE and early ME 
periods, and then there is a sharp decline to 27.9% in late ME. The figures in the second row 
show that these elements are extremely frequent in OE, constituting more than 36% of all 
non-subject-initial declaratives in both early and late OE. The overall percentage of þa/þonne 
then decreases sharply to about 15% in early ME and to only 11.3% in late ME. This means 
that the cue for verb movement to the high Top° head in these sentences is expressed much 
less frequently in the language children in the early ME period were exposed to, simply 
because þa/þonne somehow “fall out of fashion”.18 

 
Table 9: Development of initial þa/þonne ‘then’ across OE and ME. 

 Early OE Late OE Early ME Late ME 
þa/þonne w/V2 + pronominal 
subjects, of total X-initial decl. 

25.4% 
(134/528) 

12.7% 
(56/440) 

8.1% 
(39/482) 

1.8% 
(11/603) 

þa/þonne of total X-initial decl. 36.7% 
(194/528) 

36.1% 
(159/440) 

15.4% 
(74/482) 

11.3% 
(68/603) 

þa/þonne w/V2 99%  
(192/194) 

99.4% 
(158/159) 

94.6% 
(70/74) 

27.9% 
(19/68) 

 
But the cue for verb movement in these special cases is unambiguously expressed only in 

sentences with pronominal subjects, since sentences with initial þa/þonne and full DP subjects 
could be interpreted as having the verb in the L-Top° head, as in all other non-subject-initial 
declaratives in the language, see the cue formulated in (37). And when we consider these 
examples only, in the first row of Table 9, we see that the percentage of þa/þonne with 
pronominal subjects decreases considerably already between early and late OE. It is unclear 
why this should be, but given that this is a change in ‘the right direction’ compared to the 

                                                
18 A cautionary note is in order here. Obviously, this argument assumes that the frequency of þa/þonne in the 
written texts reflects a similar frequency in the input to children. Although þa/þonne are presumably typical of 
oral style, there is unfortunately no way of knowing what their actual frequency was in the everyday spoken 
language. 
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general development of the language, it is not unlikely that this is linked to the postverbal 
position being increasingly identified as a position for informationally new subjects. This ten-
dency continues into the early ME period, when pronominal subjects in declaratives with 
þa/þonne appear in as little as 8.1% of the relevant constructions. Together with the overall 
decline of þa/þonne that we also witness in this period (row 2), this fact causes the specific 
cue for V2 with these adverbs to be expressed even less in the input to children. The critical 
level for this micro-cue has apparently been reached in the early ME period, resulting in a 
clear change in the grammar, in that the special status of þa/þonne is lost, and these adverbs 
are no longer different from other non-subject-initial elements with respect to word order 
(27.9% cp. to 31% V2 overall in Table 1). This development is also illustrated in Figure 2, 
where non-V2 with these adverbs (grey solid line) begins to increase when the frequency of 
the trigger (V2 with pronominal subjects, black broken line) has reached a very low level. 
 

 
Figure 2: The development of word order in declaratives introduced by þa/þonne. 

 
Another clause-initial element which requires V2 in the history of English is the negative 

element ne (cf. example 20 above). Since negative elements are typically different from other 
adverbs, possibly universally, the special behavior of ne is presumably easy to spot in the 
input, cf. the distinction between long and short wh-elements in the Norwegian data. Thus, 
children are not as dependent on frequency to pick up this distinction as they are for a micro-
cue that is a clear exception, such as the one involving þa/þonne. Declaratives with clause-
initial ne are also relatively infrequent in Bech’s corpus, 23, 24, 20 and 0, across the four 
periods. Interestingly, these clauses also have a slight predominance of pronominal subjects 
(19, 13 and 12), indicating that such clauses must have been acquired as exceptions to the 
general word order pattern in declaratives and thus as a result of a separate micro-cue. The 
historical development is in this case a complete loss of the trigger, as clause-initial ne 
virtually disappears from the language in late ME. Thus, the loss of this micro-cue simply 
corresponds to the loss of a V2 context, which must have taken place for independent reasons.  
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5.3 Further variation 
In this final section I take a closer look at the word order variation across the 19 text samples 
in Bech’s corpus. As mentioned in section 3, there are considerable differences among the 
texts with respect to the proportion of V2, also within the same time period. This continues to 
be the case also when þa/þonne ‘then’ and the negative particle ne are excluded. Considering 
the synchronic variation found across individual speakers in the Norwegian data (cf. 
Westergaard forthcoming/2008), this is not surprising. Table 10 provides the percentage of 
V2 in non-subject-initial declaratives for all 19 texts. 
 
Table 10: The percentage of V2 in non-subject-initial declaratives (excluding þa/þonne and ne). 

Early OE Late OE Early ME Late ME 
Bede  
65.6% (21/32) 

BlHom 
40.9% (18/44) 

ME Peterb 
53.5% (46/86) 

Wyclif 
18.2% (24/132) 

CP  
46.8% (44/94) 

ÆLS 
(62.4% (58/93) 

Homilies 
27% (17/63) 

ME Sermons 
10.2% (6/59) 

Or  
63.4% (90/142) 

ApT 
32.4% (11/34) 

Vices&Virtues 
45.2% (42/93) 

Mandeville 
48.4% (60/124) 

Bo  
38.2% (21/55) 

WHom 
56.1% (32/57) 

Sawles W 
48.4% (30/62) 

Arthur 
14.8% (16/108) 

 OE Peterb 
70% (35/50 

Ayenbite 
40.2% (41/102) 

Mirrour 
55.4% (62/112) 

 
In order to investigate whether the individual texts display characteristics of any of the 

different V2 grammars identified in section 5.1, it is necessary to consider the subject types 
appearing with the two word orders. According to the figures based on a combination of the 
texts from each period, we would expect all texts in late ME to be default non-V2 grammars 
and all texts the three previous periods to be mixed grammars in terms of information struc-
ture. However, a closer investigation of the word order choices made with pronominal vs. full 
DP/clausal subjects reveals that only three of the late ME texts are default non-V2 grammars 
(Wyclif, ME Sermons and Arthur). The remaining two are mixed grammars, like all the other 
individual grammars in the corpus, except possibly Bede in early OE, which has 
characteristics of a default V2 grammar (although numbers are very low). Table 11 shows the 
word order preferences for the two subject types in three individual texts that represent 
different grammars, a default V2 grammar, a mixed grammar and a default non-V2 grammar 
(cf. Tables 4-6 for the Norwegian data).19 
 
Table 11: The percentage of V2 word order with different subject types in three texts 
representing default V2, mixed and default non-V2 grammars. 

Subject type Bede (early OE) ÆLS (late OE) Wyclif (late ME) 
DP/clause 85.7% (12/14) 88.9% (48/54) 23.6% (21/89) 
Pronoun 50% (9/18) 25.6% (10/39) 7.0% (3/43) 

                                                
19 Unfortunately, the verb types appearing with these subject types across the four periods is not available in 
Bech’s corpus. A more detailed investigation of the combination of subject and verb types involved in inversion 
in ME is found in van Kemenade and Westergaard (in prep.). 
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The mixed grammar, represented here by the text Ælfric’s Lives of Saints, shows clearly 

that the two word orders are used in different contexts, non-V2 typically with pronouns 
(which normally represent informationally given subjects) and V2 with full DP/clauses 
(normally representing new or focused subjects). In the former case, V2 is chosen only 
25.6%, in the latter, as much as 88.9%. In the default non-V2 grammar of Wyclif, on the other 
hand, non-V2 is preferred with any subject type, appearing much less than 50% with both 
DPs and pronouns. The grammar of Wyclif thus differs from the grammar of Ælfric in that the 
former prefers non-V2 in a context where the latter prefers V2 (with full DP/clausal subjects). 
One may then ask the question whether there have been default V2 grammars in the history of 
English, i.e. grammars where V2 is the word order that is preferred with any subject type 
(more than 50%). As shown in Table 11, this is (almost) the case in Bede, which may be an 
example of such a grammar. Default V2 grammars must also clearly have existed in the north, 
and a good example is the northern text discussed in section 3, The Northern Prose Rule of St. 
Benet. According to Kroch and Taylor (1997: 313), V2 appears 94.7% (108/114) with full DP 
subjects in this text and as much as 92.6% (226/244) with pronouns. 

This means that some of the variation found in the history of English, both diachronically 
and synchronically, may be taken care of by identifying separate V2 grammars and corre-
sponding micro-cues. However, as mentioned in the Introduction, it does not make the con-
cept of competing grammars completely unnecessary, but it moves the possible competition 
from the level of major parameters down to a level of much smaller linguistically relevant 
distinctions. 
 

6. Summary and conclusion 
Within a Split-CP model and a version of a cue-based approach to acquisition and change 
which is based on micro-cues expressed in the input, this paper has argued that there are many 
possible V2 grammars, differing from each other with respect to clause types, information 
structure, and certain exceptional initial elements. On this view, the apparent optionality of 
V2 in the history of English may be considered to represent several different V2 systems in 
succession, and it is not necessary to refer to competition between two major parameter 
settings. In the history of English I have identified a default non-V2 grammar with remnant 
cases of V2 (late ME), a mixed grammar (early ME), a default V2 grammar (northern 
dialects), and a mixed grammar with several frequent initial elements which require V2 (OE, 
southern dialects). The different grammars involve patterns of information structure 
interacting with syntax, in the sense that V2 in the mixed grammar is preferred when the sub-
ject is discourse new, and non-V2 when it is discourse given. Similar patterns and corre-
sponding V2 grammars are also attested in present-day Norwegian dialects. Diachronic 
language change can therefore be argued to occur in small steps – as one (fully learnable) 
grammar develops into another. 

In a cue-based approach to word order development such as the one adopted in this paper, 
these small steps correspond to changes in various micro-cues. This means that the change 
from V2 to non-V2 in English declaratives may have many causes. This issue is not really 
within the scope of this paper, but a few of these have been considered above, e.g. the loss of 
the micro-cue for word order in sentences with þa/þonne, argued to be due to a considerable 
decline in the overall frequency of the cue (declaratives with V2 and pronominal subjects), 
causing children to ignore it and develop a grammar where these elements behave just like 
other non-subject-initial constituents. With respect to clauses with initial negative ne, these 
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disappear from the grammar due to a complete loss of the trigger itself. But what about the 
variation that is dependent on information structure? As shown in section 4, this is a distinc-
tion that children are sensitive to and acquire early, which means that such grammars should, 
strictly speaking, be historically stable. This is not completely untrue for the corpus investi-
gated, as this grammar survives over several centuries. In fact, remnants of this grammar have 
even survived into present-day English, as shown by examples (10)-(11) above, see also 
Westergaard (2007). However, over time, this system may be affected by what Westergaard 
(2005a, b) calls an ‘information structure drift’. It is well known that subjects tend to be given 
information, see e.g. figures for ME data in Haukenes (1998). This is the case also in child-
directed speech, where it has been shown that as much as approximately 90% of all subjects 
are realized as pronouns (Westergaard submitted). It is therefore to be expected that a word 
order that is linked to informationally given subjects should be more frequent in language use 
than a word order that is linked to discourse new subjects. As a result of this, the latter word 
order is vulnerable to change, as it may fall below the threshold for acquisition for those 
children who either get very little input or most of their input from other children. Thus, at 
some point children may ignore the infrequent input of the mixed grammar and develop a 
default non-V2 grammar, in which V2 only survives in special cases.20 In this way informa-
tion structure may have played a role together with factors in acquisition in bringing about the 
changes that have led to the word order system of present-day English.  

Compared to a traditional account of V2 in the history of English, where the variation is 
considered to represent competition between two parameter settings, the micro-cue analysis 
seems to be able to better account for the facts. The inclusion of information structure into the 
syntax of V2 makes it unnecessary to consider pronouns in OE to be clitics (see section 3.1), 
and this also accounts for the relatively large number of full DP subjects appearing in non-V2 
constructions, already in OE. Furthermore, treating the behavior of certain initial elements 
such as þa/þonne as a result of separate micro-cues makes it unnecessary to attribute them to a 
different category (operators), which then requires an extra explanation for the loss of this 
categorial status. More importantly, however, the micro-cue approach takes into consideration 
the enormous variation that exists in historical and present-day V2 languages with respect to 
the contexts in which this word order appears. Finally, this approach also reflects new 
findings in acquisition data, showing that children are sensitive to fine distinctions in syntax 
and information structure at an early age. 
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20 The reason why some things tend to survive is linked to frequency in child-directed speech as well as to the 
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see Lightfoot and Westergaard (2007) for a brief discussion. 
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