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Hungering and Lusting for Women and Fleshly Delicacies:  
Reconstructing Grammatical Relations for Proto-Germanic 

 
Syntactic reconstruction has virtually been outlawed in historical-comparative research 
for a long time, more or less ever since Watkins’ (1964, 1976) influential work on the 
problems of reconstructing word order for Proto-Indo-European (cf. Jeffers 1976, 
Lightfoot 1979, 2002, 2006, Winter 1984, Harrison 2003, Pires & Thomason 2008, 
Mengden 2008, inter alia). Recently, through the emergence of Construction Grammar, 
where complex syntactic structures are regarded as form–function pairings, a resurgence 
of syntactic reconstruction is made possible, as complex syntactic structures become a 
legitimate object of the Comparative Method (cf. Barðdal & Eythórsson 2011).  

Given the legitimacy of syntactic reconstruction, and hence the possible 
reconstruction of argument structure constructions, a major question arises as to whether 
also grammatical relations are reconstructable for earlier undocumented language 
periods. We argue that if the constructions singling out grammatical relations can be 
reconstructed for a proto-branch, the grammatical relations following from these are also 
reconstructable for that proto-branch. In order to illustrate our methodology, we show 
how a reconstruction of the subject function in Proto-Germanic may be carried out, more 
specifically of predicates selecting for oblique subjects, like ‘hunger’, ‘thirst’, ‘lust’ and 
others.  

Starting from the subject behavior in the Modern Germanic languages, we have 
investigated seven different subject properties: Clause-Bound Reflexivization, Long-
Distance Reflexivization, Conjunction Reduction, Subject-to-Object raising, Subject-to-
Subject raising, Control Infinitives and, finally, Clause-initial Position and Subject-verb 
Inversion. Three of these behavioral properties, Clause-Bound Reflexivization, Long-
Distance Reflexivization, and Conjunction Reduction, are not reconstructable for Proto-
Germanic for different reasons. However, the remaining four behavioral properties 
clearly single out the subject relation, as opposed the object relation (cf. Eythórsson & 
Barðdal 2005), in all the three branches of Germanic, i.e. North Germanic, West 
Germanic and East Germanic.  

Of these four subject behaviors, Control Infinitives are unanimously taken to be 
the most conclusive subject test crosslinguistically. In addition to the well-known examples 
from Old Norse-Icelandic, Old Swedish and Early Middle English, we present an 
indisputable example of the verb luston ‘lust, desire’ occurring in such a control infinitive 
in 5th century Gothic. This verb selects for the Acc-Gen case frame, and it is the 
accusative subject-like argument that is being left unexpressed in this control infinitive, on 
the basis of a nominative subject in the matrix clause. This example therefore shows that 
oblique subjects in Germanic already behaved syntactically like subjects as early as in 
Gothic. Thus, it is incontrovertible that subject-like obliques behaved syntactically like 
nominative subjects in the early daughters of all three subbranches of Germanic, and are 
as such reconstructable for Proto-Germanic.  

By using the Comparative Method in syntax, we show that there are systematic 
correspondences found in argument structure constructions and other syntactic 
constructions across the early Germanic daughter languages. The reconstruction will be 
modeled with the formalism of Sign-Based Construction Grammar (Sag 2011, Michaelis 
2010, 2011), and both argument structure constructions and the constructions singling 
out the subject relation will be reconstructed for a common Germanic proto-stage.   
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