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Introduction
Subject is one of numerous grammatical 

terms and concepts applied in structural description 
of a language. Being a fundamental notion, it creates 
considerable controversy concerning its  definition 
and properties [9, 28]. Traditionally, Subject is defined 
as  the  clause constituent that has Nominative case 
and  agreement with the  verb [1, 141]. Cognitively, 
the  prototypical Subject represents the  primary 
participant in  the  clause and  has the  highest claim 
to the status of Topic [5, 42]. 

The aim of  this article is  to give a  brief outline 
of  existing approaches to  defining and  analysing 
Oblique Subjects in  Germanic languages. It  is  also 
necessary to  give an  overview of  disputable issues 
concerning the syntactic status of subject-like NPs.

Theoretical Background
In terms of  the  layered clause structure analysis 

within the framework of Role and Reference Grammar, 
the distinction is made between predicating elements 
and  non-predicating elements, on  the  one hand, 
and  between those NPs and  adpositional phrases 
(prepositional or  postpositional phrases) which are 
arguments of  the  predicate and  those which are not 
[12, 25]. The  predicating element (normally a  verb) 
defines a syntactic unit in the structure of the clause, 
the  nucleus, and  forms the  core of  a clause together 
with its  arguments. Non-arguments, referred 
to as adjuncts, occur in a position outside of the core 
and constitute the periphery of a clause. They function 
as  secondary participants or  modifiers of  the  core. 
Therefore, the  clause is  a syntactic unit composed 
of  the core and periphery [12, 25–31]. Subject is one 
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of the core arguments, which are part of the semantic 
representation of  the  verb, and  it  is  marked 
as  ‘privileged syntactic argument’  — a  self-standing 
syntactic function assigned by the speaker to the central 
constituent of a clause [12, 352–353; 1, 142].

In the  various versions of  Generative Syntax, 
Subject is  treated as  a  ‘deep’ syntactic position, 
on  which different constituents may land via 
the  application of  transformational rules that are 
subsumed under the single rule of Move α in current 
theory. In the phrase structure tree, the subject phrasal 
category is  immediately dominated by  the  Sentence 
(S) node and is a sister to the verb phrase (VP) node, 
thus occupying [NP, S] position. The  development 
of  the  IP-model of  sentence structure in  the  X-Bar 
framework provided the  new notion of  subject 
position, that is, specifier of the inflectional projection 
[Spec, IP]. It  determines the  assignment of  certain 
semantic roles (notably the  Agent role), validates 
morphosyntactic features associated with subjecthood 
(nominative case on  the  subject, agreement 
morphology on the main inflectional element — finite 
verb, and the specification of finiteness for the clause) 
and becomes a target for movement. Due to such a wide 
range of different functions and relationships, the idea 
of a unitary subject position has been deconstructed, 
and subjecthood becomes reconceived as inhering not 
in a single syntactic position, but rather in a sequence 
of distinct but derivationally linked positions [12, 19; 
10, 198–203]. This led to formulating the VP-internal 
subject hypothesis which postulates that the  subject 
originates in  [Spec, VP] and  usually then moves 
to [Spec, IP]. The specifier position of the inflectional 
projection is  thus a  derived subject position only, 
and  most clauses will contain not a  unique subject 
position but rather at  least a  pair of  derivationally 
linked positions, each associated with distinct subsets 
of the set of subject properties [10, 204].

Although Subject is  traditionally associated with 
nominative case [11, 204], NPs that behave syntactically 
like subjects are not always canonically case-marked, 
i.  e.  they occur in  accusative, dative or  genitive. 
In particular, this phenomenon is observed in Germanic 
languages at  different stages of  their development. 
Such non-nominative arguments have been labeled 
as oblique  / quirky  /  logical subjects in  the  literature 
[2; 7; 8]. Consider the  examples from  Old English 
and Modern Icelandic [8, 124; 11, 209].

OE and him ðæs sceamode

and to-them DAT of-that GEN shamed

’And they were ashamed of that’ 
(ÆCHom I, 1 18.10).

MIc Mig vantaði hnífinn

Me ACC needed knife-the NOM

’I needed the knife’.

Methods
At least two contrasting viewpoints 

on  the  syntactic status of  oblique subject-like NPs 
are presented by  scholars; hence, the  issue is  still 
under debate [3; 7]. On  the  one hand, it  has been 
argued that Old Germanic languages, namely Old 
Icelandic, do not provide data to support an oblique 
subject analysis [7], so non-nominative logical 
subject arguments should be  regarded as  syntactic 
objects. Over the  course of  time, non-subject 
arguments may have acquired subject properties 
and  become the  structures that justify an  oblique 
subject analysis of Modern Icelandic. This diachronic 
process is defined as reanalysis leading to a change 
in  the  possible content of  the  Specifier position 
of  IP, whereby it  has become an  exclusive subject 
position. Non-nominative NPs in that position may 
have kept their oblique case, and  become oblique 
subjects [6, 825; 7, 99–110].

The reanalysis takes place in  three stages in  a 
specific order. At  the  first stage, subjects can 
be oblique (dative) and objects can be nominative. 
At  the  second stage, subjects can still be  dative 
but objects that were nominative at stage one have 
been replaced by accusative objects. At stage three, 
subjects that were dative at stages one and two have 
been replaced by nominative subjects and objects are 
accusative as  at  stage two. Consider the  following 
examples from  Old Icelandic, Middle English, 
and Faroese [8, 49–55]:

OIc likaðe yðr vel fínn finnskattrīn

liked 3SG you DAT PL well fine NOM SG 
finntax NOM SG
‘Did you like the fine tribute paid by the Finns?’ 
(1300, Egils saga).

ME þonne soðlice Gode licað ure drohtnunge
then truly God DAT SG likes 3SG our living 
ACC PL
‘Then truly, God likes our way of life’.

Fa Eg dámi væl hasa bókina
I NOM like 1SG well this ACC book ACC
‘I really like the book over there’.

On the other hand, the supporters of the oblique 
subject hypothesis claim that the  syntactic status 
of non-nominative subject-like NPs has not changed 
at all from object status to subject status: it was a change 
from  non-canonical to  canonical case marking, 
so-called ‘Nominative Sickness’, that has affected all 
the Germanic languages to a varying degree [3, 439]. 
According to this analysis, no change has taken place 
in  Icelandic, Faroese, and  German, where oblique 
subjects have been preserved. In  the  remaining 
Germanic languages, oblique subjects have changed 
into nominative subjects [6, p. 873].
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The following tests have been applied to determine 
prototypical subject properties and, thus, prove 
the oblique subject hypothesis:

(a) syntactic position;
(b) conjunction reduction;
(c) clause-bounded reflexivisation;
(d) long distance reflexivisation;
(e) subject-to-object raising; 
(f) subject-to-subject raising; 
(g) pro-infinitives (control infinitives) [2; 3, 

441–463; 8, 60–68]. 
The conclusiveness of  subjecthood tests varies 

depending on  the  language and  the  stage of  its 
development.

Results and Discussion
In order to  confirm the  subjecthood of  certain 

sentence constituents and  distinguish them 
from  other types of  constituents, normally objects, 
the  specific distributional properties have been 
used as  criteria. In  particular, subjects typically 
occur in  initial position in  declarative main clauses 
and  following the  complementiser in  embedded 
clauses; also, they invert with the  finite verb 
in questions and topicalisations [3, 444], as illustrated 
in the following examples from Old Swedish and Old 
Danish [4, 31–32]:

OSw honom drømde een drøm om ena nat 
he OBL dreamt a dream one night
‘he had a dream one night’.

OD tha gruede tegh ath ...
then feared you OBL that ...
‘then you were afraid that ... ‘

The occurrence in  first position in  main 
clauses and  inverted position when something else 
is  topicalised are regarded as unmarked word order 
properties of  subjects, that is, the  subject is  most 
normally situated in these positions. It is undeniable, 
however, that objects may demonstrate the  same 
distribution within a  sentence. Jan Terje Faarlund 
claims that a  canonical subject position, Spec IP, 
for  modern Germanic languages was not restricted 
to subjects at the earlier stages, given the occurrence 
of  objects between the  finite verb and  the  subject 
in  main clauses. This argument makes syntactic 
position test somewhat inconclusive, and interpreting 
oblique subject-like NPs as  objects remains 
an alternative, for example [4, 32; 3, 443–445]:

OIc Þá skal sínum húsum hver ráða

then shall self’s houses DAT each NOM rule

‘Then each shall decide over his own house.’

(The Law of Magnús lagabætir)

In Conjunction Reduction, the  subject of  a 
coordinated clause can be omitted if it is coindexed with 
the  subject of  the  main clause. In  Modern Icelandic, 
this occurs independently of  the  morphological case 
of  the  main clause subject and  of  the  morphological 
case of the subject of the coordinated clause [4, 29–30]:

MIc Hanni elskar bækur og (honumi) finnst þær 
skemmtilegar.
‘Hei NOM loves books and  (hei) DAT finds 
them entertaining.’

MIc Honumi leiðast bækur og (hanni) hatar að lesa 
þær
‘Hei DAT is  bored by  books and  (hei) NOM 
hates reading them.’

In long distance reflexivisation a  reflexive 
pronoun refers back to an antecedent in a preceding 
clause. Since it  is  the  subject that is  the  antecedent, 
and not the object, this test is considered a diagnostic 
for  subjecthood in  Modern Icelandic [3, 448]. 
In Clause-bounded reflexivisation, the reflexives are 
obligatory when referring to the subject of the clause, 
be it nominative or oblique:

MIc Hanni elskar bókina sínai
‘Hei NOM loves hisi book.’

MIc Honumi finnst bókin síni skemmtileg.
‘Hei DAT is amused by hisi book.’

When it  comes to  Old Icelandic, however, 
Conjunction Reduction and  Clause-bounded 
reflexivisation subjecthood tests are questionable, 
since not only subjects trigger reflexivization, but 
objects do so too. In  coordinated clauses, subjects 
can be  omitted either when they are coreferential 
with the subject or the object of the preceding clause. 
Nevertheless, the  supporters of  oblique subject 
analysis point out, even though the  results of  these 
tests do not prove the subjecthood of oblique subject-
like NPs, they do not speak against it  either. As  for 
Old English, the situation is different, as oblique NPs 
pass Conjunction Reduction test [4, 29–31]:

OE ac gode ne licode na heora geleafleast…
but God DAT not liked not their faithlessness 
NOM
ac__ asende him to fyr of heofonum
but __ send them to fire of heaven
‘But God didn’t like their faithlessness, but __ 
sent them fire from heaven.

In Subject-to-object Raising Constructions, 
the  subject of  the  subordinate predicate behaves 
as  the  object of  the  matrix clause. Where the  lower 
verb selects a nominative subject, its morphological 
case is  changed from  nominative to  accusative, 
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which is assigned by the higher verb. When the verb 
in  the  subordinate predicate selects a  lexically case-
marked subject, this subject keeps its lexically inherent 
case. Hence oblique subject-like NPs maintain 
their oblique case in  subject-to-object raising 
constructions. Consider the  following examples 
from Old and Modern Icelandic [4, 33–35; 3, 449]:

MIc Ég tel [Þig elska bókina]
‘I assume [you ACC love the book].’

OIc Þórður … kvað Þorgeiri mjög missýnast.
Thórður NOM said Thorgeir DAT much see-
wrongly
‘Thróður said that Thorgeir was much 
mistaken.’

(Ljósvetninga saga, p. 1657)

In Subject-to-subject Raising Constructions, 
the  subject of  the  subordinate (infinitival, lower) 
clause is raised to the subject position of the matrix 
clause, independently of  its morphological case [4, 
33–36]:

MIc Sveinn virðist þola illa hávaðann.
Sveinn NOM seems tolerate INF badly noise-
the ACC
‘Sveinn seems to tolerate the noise badly.’

MIc Sveini virðist leiðast hávaðinn.
Sveinn DAT seems be-bored INF noise-the 
NOM
‘Sveinn seems to be annoyed by the noise. ’

The nominative argument of  þola ‘ tolerate’ 
occurs as the subject of virðast ‘seem’, and the same 
is  true of  the  dative argument of  leiðast ‘be bored’. 
The object of the lower verb, however, cannot occur 
as the subject of virðast ‘seem’. Therefore, the property 
of  occurring as  the  subject of  such a  raising verb 
is confined to the subject of the lower clause and does 
not apply to the object [3, 452].

Subject-to-subject Raising Constructions with 
oblique subject-like NPs are also found in  Old 
Icelandic, Old Swedish, Old Danish, and Old English. 
Since a  raising rule only applies to  subjects, such 
examples strongly suggest the  presence of  Oblique 
subjects in these languages [4, 36–38].

OIc Árna kvaðst það illt þykja.
Árni DAT said REFL it badly feel INF
‘Arni said that he felt that it was bad.’

OSw them matte förtryta at the ...
they OBL should be sorry that they ...
‘they should be sorry that they ... ‘

OD hanum kwnne æy rodh tiil ryndhe.
he OBL knew not advice to run.
‘he could not think of any solution’.

OE pa ongan hine eft langian on his cyþþe.
‘then started he ACC to long for his kid. ‘

The ability to  be  realised as  the  unexpressed 
argument (PRO) of infinitives is a property confined 
to  subjects. In  the  following sentence from Modern 
Icelandic, the  control verb vonast til ‘hope, expect’ 
takes an infinitival clause introduced by að ‘to’ with 
the  verb leiðast ‘be bored, annoyed’, which selects 
for a dative subject [3, 456–457].

MIc Sveinn vonast til að — leiðast ekki 
krakkarnir.
Sveinn NOM hopes for to PRO DAT be-bored 
INF not kids-the NOM
‘Sveinn hopes not to be annoyed by the kids.’

Conclusions
 The fact that oblique subject-like NPs participate 

in  the  outlined constructions is  considered 
an indication of their subjecthood. The subjecthood 
property here is not merely being in certain positions 
but rather that being there is  the  unmarked 
alternative for  subjects. Considerable research has 
been done on  subject-like NPs, especially in  Old 
and  Modern Icelandic, in  the  attempt to  prove 
and  illustrate the  existence of  Oblique subjects 
in  this language. Yet,  certain doubts have been 
expressed as  to how convincingly the  tests prove 
subjecthood of oblique NPs, for it is still not entirely 
clear whether subjecthood tests reveal the properties 
of  syntactic or  semantic (logical) subject. Another 
question arises concerning the reasons for preserving 
or  eliminating oblique subjects from  different 
modern Germanic languages, which definitely calls 
for further research.
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