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The Alternating Behavior of the Verb ‘Like’ in Old Norse-
Icelandic: Facts or Fiction?”

Wannes Elens, Joren Somers & Johanna Barddal
Ghent University

Abstract

In a recent article, Sigurdsson & Vidarsson (2020) put forward the hypothesis that
the Modern Icelandic Dat-Nom verb /ika ‘like’ may have been an alternating Dat-
Nom/Nom-Dat verb in Old Icelandic, based on two subject tests, word order and
control. While we do not question the analysis of their control examples, we still
have doubts about the quality of their dataset, which mostly stems from translated
texts. In order to verify Sigurdsson & Vidarsson’s claims, we collect ca. 200 tokens
of lika from Old Norse-Icelandic texts, involving both native texts and translations,
and we compare these with corresponding numbers of tokens of /ika in Modern
Icelandic. This comparison reveals a major difference between native and translated
texts, with native texts clearly preferring the Dat-Nom word order. When peeling
away the effect of topicality by excluding examples with nominative demonstrative
pronouns, the difference between the word order statistics for /ika in Old Norse-
Icelandic and Modern Icelandic become negligible, indeed speaking against an
alternating analysis of /ika in Old Norse-Icelandic.

1 Introduction

In a recent article, Sigurdsson & Vidarsson (2020) claim that the verb lika ‘like’ in Old Norse-
Icelandic is an alternating Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat verb, as opposed to Modern Icelandic where this
same verb is uncontroversially a non-alternating Dat-Nom verb. The difference between the
two is that alternating verbs may instantiate two diametrically opposed argument structures, i.e.
Dat-Nom and Nom-Dat, while non-alternating Dat-Nom verbs only instantiate one of these,
namely the Dat-Nom argument structure (Bernddusson 1982, Barnes 1986, Jonsson 1997-98,

* For comments and discussions, we thank Johan Brandtler and the audience at ICHL-26 in Heidelberg (2023),
where an earlier version of this research was presented. This work is a part of a larger project on Language
Productivity at Work (Co-PI Johanna Barddal), generously funded by Ghent University’s Special Research Fund's
Concerted Research Action Scheme (BOF-GOA grant nr. 01G01319). Contributions: JB and JS designed the
research; JB planned the manuscript; JB, JS and WE wrote the text; WE gathered and coded the data; all authors
contributed equally to the discussion and the interpretation of the results.
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Barddal 1999, 2001, 2023: Ch. 3, Barddal, Eythorsson & Dewey 2014, 2019, Platzack 1999,
Rott 2013, 2016, Wood & Sigurdsson 2014, Somers & Barddal 2022, Somers, Jenset & Barddal
2024, inter alia).

One set of examples for each of these two types, alternating and non-alternating ones
are given in (1-2) below, in that order:

Alternating falla ‘like, please’

Dat-Nom
(1) a Pad var audszilegt a0 honum hafdi ekki fallid svario sem ...
it was obvious that him.DAT had not liked answer.the.NOM which
‘It was obvious that he had not liked the answer that ...
Nom-Dat
b. bad var audsilegt ad svario hafoi ekki fallid honum sem ...

it was obvious that answer.the.NOM had not liked him.DAT which
‘It was obvious that the answer had not been to his liking, which ...’

Non-alternating lika ‘like’

Dat-Nom
2) a. Pad var audszilegt a0 honum hafdi ekki likad svario sem ...
it  was obvious that him.DAT had not liked answer.the.NOM which
‘It was obvious that he had not liked the answer that ...’
*Nom-Dat
b. *bad var audsxilegt ad svario hafoi ekki likad honum sem ...

it wasevident that answer.the.NOM had not liked him.DAT which
Intended meaning: ‘It was obvious that the answer had not been to his liking,
which ...

The examples in (1) with the verb falla ‘like, be to sb’s liking’ shows that either word order,
the dative-before-nominative and the nominative-before-dative, are equally good in Modern
Icelandic. In fact, native speakers of Icelandic agree that either order is equally neutral, meaning
that no topicalization or movement of any kind has taken place. Note that there is a slight nuance
in meaning between the two word orders, as falla means ‘like’ in the Dat-Nom argument
structure in (1a), but ‘be to sb’s liking’ in the Nom-Dat argument structure in (1b).

In contrast, /ika ‘like’ may only have the meaning ‘like’ and not ‘be to sb’s liking’ in
Modern Icelandic, also evident from the fact that only the dative-before-nominative word order
is grammatical with /ika. Of course, this does not exclude the nominative object from being
topicalized to first position, although notice that this triggers a subject-verb inversion of the
dative and the verb, as the example in (3) below reveals, again corroborating the uncontroversial
status of the dative as a subject and the nominative as the object of /ika in Modern Icelandic:

3) Svarid hafoi honum ekki likad sem ...
answer.the.NOM had him.DAT not liked which
‘The answer, he had not liked, that ...



Now, Sigurdsson & Vidarsson (2020) base their claims on both language internal Old Norse-
Icelandic evidence and on the comparative evidence from the other early Germanic languages
(Fischer & van der Leek 1983, Allen 1986, 1995, Barddal 1998, Eythorsson & Barddal 2005).
Starting with the comparative evidence, it has been argued for Old English that lician is an
alternating verb in that language (Allen 1995: 141) and the same has been argued for galeikan
in Gothic (Eythorsson & Barddal 2005: 833).

Turning to the language internal evidence for an alternating analysis of /ika in Old
Norse-Icelandic which Sigurdsson & Vidarsson introduce, this consists of data involving two
subject tests, 1) control infinitives and ii) word order. Sigurdsson & Vidarsson (2020: 53)
present several examples of control infinitives with the verb /ika where it is indeed the
nominative and not the dative that is left unexpressed in such structures. A few of these are
shown in (4) below:

4) a. pbu girnizt  peim ath lika, en ek  girnumzt
you.NOM wish.2SG them.DAT to PRO.NOM like.INF but .NOM wish.1SG
gudi einum at lika

God.DAT alone.DAT to PRO.NOM like.INF
‘you wish to please them, but I wish to please only God’
(Luc 434.24, ca 1425-1445)

b. suaat hann girnez enskiss nema lika  guoe
so that he.NOM wishes.3SG nothing.GEN except PRO.NOM like.INF God.DAT
‘so he wishes for nothing except for pleasing God’ (Thom 144.16, ca 1300)

c. bvi at umattolecterat lika  guoi fyri utan trv
because that unfitting is to PRO.NOM like.INF God.DAT for out faith
‘because it is unfitting to please God without faith’ (Alk 53.3, ca 1200-1225)

While we agree with Sigurdsson & Vidarsson on their analysis of the relevant control infinitives
in (4) above, in that there is no doubt that these examples show that it is indeed the nominative
that is left unexpressed and not the dative, we still call into question the relevance of their
dataset. As they acknowledge themselves, all their examples of control infinitives are from
translated texts, although they argue that this is a direct consequence of the fact that the earliest
Old Norse-Icelandic texts are translations of religious nature, older than the Old Icelandic
Sagas. Thus, Sigurdsson & Vidarsson claim that the alternating character of /ika in Old Norse-
Icelandic is a genuine property of this verb, with the Nom-Dat alternant having fallen into
disuse, at least before the recording of the Old Icelandic Sagas, since no examples of this type
are found in the medieval Saga texts.

Of course, translated examples may well be taken to speak for authenticity, but for
examples of this type, we believe that the relevant translations are most likely word-for-word
glosses of the Latin verb placere ‘like, please’, as is implicit in Fritzner’s (1883—-1896: 520)
claims that Old Norse-Icelandic /ika corresponds to Latin placere. This is also acknowledged
by Sigurdsson & Vidarsson who disclose that /ika in (4a) above is a direct translation of Latin
placere. While Sigurdsson & Vidarsson have not scoured for the Latin originals of all their



control infinitives, they do point out that at least one of their examples, (4b) above, does not
have an equivalent in the Latin source text.

Recently, however, Cluyse, Somers & Barddal (2024) have argued that Latin placere is
also an alternating Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat verb, with either the meaning ‘like’ or ‘please’,
depending on its argument structure. The two word orders, representing the two argument
structures, Dat-Nom and Nom-Dat, are shown in (5) below (cf. Cluyse, Somers & Barddal
2024: 2):

Dat-Nom
®)) a. At mihi iam puero caelestia sacra placebant
and LDAT even boy.DAT mystic.NOM services.NOM liked.IMPF.3PL
‘And I, even as a boy, liked the mystic services’
(Ov. Tr. 4,10,19, 1c. BC-1c. A.D.)
Nom-Dat
b. Si mos antiquis placuisset matribus  idem

if practice.NOM of.olden.times.DAT pleased.SBJV.3SG mothers.DAT same.NOM
‘If the same practice had pleased mothers of olden times.’
(Ov. A4m. 2,14,9, 1c. BC-1c. A.D.)

In (5a) we find the dative-before-nominative word order, while (5b) represents the nominative-
before-dative word order. Cluyse, Somers & Barddal (2024) show that either argument of
placere, the dative or the nominative, passes the six subject tests established by Barddal et al.
(2023) for Latin, while the other argument behaves syntactically as an object. Thus, it can by
no means be excluded that the alternating behavior of placere in Latin may have influenced the
apparent alternating behavior of /ika in Old Norse-Icelandic, as at least a part of that verb’s
native Old Norse-Icelandic behavior, i.e. its occurrence in the Dat-Nom argument structure
construction, would have been shared with Latin placere.

Likewise, Sigurdsson & Vidarsson (2020: 47-49) also present a handful of examples
involving word order distributions, which are incompatible with a Dat-Nom analysis of the
argument structure of /ika, and call instead for a Nom-Dat analysis of the relevant structures.
All four of their examples are given in (6) below:

(6) a. ok likadi  pat  o¢llum vel
and liked.3SG it.NOM all.DAT well
‘and everybody liked it.’ (Njals saga, Ch 6, ca. 1300)!

! Sigurdsson & Vidarsson (2020: 47) state that Kalfalaekjarbok, the manuscript in which this example from Njala
stems, is from ca. 1350. However, Lassen (2021) claims that Kalfaleekjarbok is older than that, namely from around
1300.



b. pa likar hon mer. yuir allar per er ec  heu
then likes.3SG she.NOM me.DAT over all.ACC them.ACC which [.NOM have
fyr  seet oc heeyrtt
earlier seen or heard
‘then she is pleasing to me, more than all of those whom I have heard or seen
earlier’ (Barl 68.12, ca 1275)

c. Hvenear likadi  Abraham gudi ...
when  liked.33G Abraham.NOM God.DAT
‘When was Abraham to God’s liking ...’ (Silv 263.17, ca 1425-1445)

d. En mapr eN ma a engalund lica gupe  nema fyrtrv
but man.NOM one.NOM may.3SG on no.way like.INF God.DAT unless for faith
‘But a man may not in any way be pleasing to God unless due to faith’
(IsIHO6m 98r13, ca 1200])

It is interesting that the first three examples all involve the midfield, i.e. the position
immediately following the finite verb, which is well known to be subject to different types of
restrictions in several (early) Germanic languages, in particular when it comes to pronouns
(Delsing 1999, Kroch & Taylor 2000, Haugan 2001, Hinterh6lzl 2010, Jonsson 2018, inter alia).
Starting with (6a), it is well known that quantifiers like g//um “all’ may occur later in the clause
than definite pronouns. It is also well known for the earlier Germanic languages that light
pronouns precede heavier ones, although this would not explain (6b) as both pronouns there are
light. Since the dative in (6¢), gudi ‘God’, is indefinite, it naturally follows the nominative,
Abraham. The example in (6d), in contrast, is an instance of a raising-to-subject structure where
it is the nominative, mapr ‘man’ and not the dative, gupe ‘God’, that is raised to subject, a clear-
cut behavioral subject test which Sigurdsson & Vidarsson, however, fail to mention.

To conclude, the only native Old Norse-Icelandic example in Sigurdsson & Vidarsson’s
dataset is (6a), where the dative is a quantifier, o/lum ‘all’, thus naturally occurring later in the
clause than otherwise. As Sigurdsson & Vidarsson also acknowledge themselves, the remaining
word order examples, compatible with a Nom-Dat analysis, are all from translated texts.
Therefore, in order to shed light on this issue, the remainder of this article is dedicated to a
study on the word order of /ika in Old Norse-Icelandic.

2 Methodology

In addition to gathering material for /ika in Old Norse-Icelandic, we have also gathered material
for another verb which is an alternating Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat verb in Modern Icelandic, and
presumably also in Old Norse-Icelandic, i.e. duga ‘suffice’; this in order to provide a baseline
to which lika may be measured. Thus, a total of 1260 clauses containing either /ika or duga
have been collected from two Icelandic historical corpora and one Old Norse-Icelandic
dictionary. The historical corpora, the Saga Corpus and Islenskt Textasafn, are both hosted at



the Arni Magniisson Institute at the University of Iceland, while the Old-Norse-Icelandic
dictionary, the Dictionary of Old Norse Prose, is hosted at the University of Copenhagen. Each
of these is now described in turn:

The Saga Corpus is a historical corpus which consists of two collections of Icelandic
Sagas: [slendingasogur I (Torfason, Témasson & Thorsson 1985) and II (Halldorsson et al.
1986) in which a total of 46 sagas are published. The Saga Corpus also includes Heimskringla
(Kristjansdéttir et al. 1991), Sturlunga saga (Thorsson et al. 1988) and Islendingabok—
Landnamabok (Benediktsson 1968). The corpus is annotated and lemmatized, allowing for both
word form and dictionary form to be searched, and it is automatically tagged with an accuracy
of 92.7% (Rognvaldsson & Helgadottir 2011). All the texts in the Saga Corpus use Modern
Icelandic spelling.

The Islenskt Textasafn is a collection of Icelandic texts. Apart from the islendingaségur,
Heimskringla and Sturlunga saga, all of which also appear in the Saga Corpus, the Islenskt
Textasafn also includes standardized versions of some legendary sagas, sagas of saints, some
Old Icelandic tales and poems. Only the Old Icelandic texts which are not a part of the Saga
Corpus are included in our data collection. While the Islenskt Textasafn is not annotated, it still
allows for the inclusion of all word forms of a specific lemma in their searches.

The Dictionary of Old Norse Prose includes various types of Old Icelandic prose texts.
It 1s not limited to the Old Icelandic sagas, but also includes biblical and scholarly texts.
Whereas the aforementioned corpora are limited to Old Icelandic texts, the dictionary includes
texts which are translated from Latin into Old Norse-Icelandic. The relevant source texts are
mostly edited versions of the Old Norse-Icelandic manuscripts.

The data gathering has yielded a total of 201 tokens of /ika in finite clauses, of which
161 stem from native texts, while 40 come from translated texts. For duga ‘suffice’, in contrast,
we have only been able to recover 96 tokens, of which 67 are from native texts and 30 from
translated texts. Each clause has been annotated for word order, case marking and parts of
speech, 1.e. whether the argument is a full NP or a pronoun, in addition to native vs. translated
texts.

3 Findings

We start by introducing statistics for /ika and duga in Modern Icelandic, based on a dataset
gathered by Somers & Barddal (2022) and Somers, Jenset & Barddal (2024). Their material is
collected from the Icelandic Web 2020 Corpus (isTenTen20, Jakubicek et al. 2013), which
consists of 520 million words. The dataset gathered contains 200 examples of each of the two
verbs, annotated according to the same principles as described in Section 2 above for Old Norse-
Icelandic.

Table 1: The distribution of /ika and duga across word orders in Modern Icelandic

DAT-NOM NoOM-DAT

LiKA 193 96.5% 7 3.5%
DUGA 20 10.0% 180  90.0%




In Modern Icelandic the verb /ika instantiates the dative-before-nominative order in 96% of the
cases, which supports a Dat-Nom analysis of /ika, with the nominative-before-dative order
being a topicalization. The numbers for duga ‘suffice’ are very different, as is shown in Table
1, where only 10% of the tokens instantiate the Dat-Nom order and 90% the Nom-Dat order.
These numbers might suggest that duga is not an alternating verb in Modern Icelandic, as 10%
is well within the topicalization limit of 20% which Barddal & Eythdrsson (2012) establish on
the basis of counts from the diachronic IcePaHC corpus (Régnvaldsson et al. 2012). However,
native speakers confirm that either word order with duga, given in (7) below, is equally neutral
in Modern Icelandic:

7 a. Segir ad orkan hefoi  att ad duga Joni.

( g g
says that energy.the.NOM had.3SG should.PP to suffice.INF John.DAT
‘Says that the energy should have been sufficient for John.’

b. Segir a0 Joni hefdi  att ad duga orkan.
says that John.DAT had.3SG should.PP to suffice.INF energy.the.NOM
‘Says that John should have found the energy sufficient.’

Compare the numbers in Table 1 from Modern Icelandic with the corresponding numbers in
Old Norse-Icelandic given in Table 2, again for the same two verbs, lika and duga. Once more,
the Nom-Dat tokens are in majority for duga and the Dat-Nom tokens in majority for lika,
although the numbers are considerably more even in Old Norse-Icelandic than in Modern
Icelandic. It is particularly interesting that the numbers for /ika are fairly even, namely 56%
Dat-Nom and 44% Nom-Dat, which, at first sight, appears to corroborate Sigurdsson &
Vidarson’s claims that /ika is an alternating Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat verb in Old Norse-Icelandic.

Table 2: The distribution of /ika and duga across word orders in Old Norse-Icelandic

DAT-NOM NOM-DAT
LIKA 112 55.7% 89 44.3%
DUGA 34  35.0% 63 65.0%

However, when divided into native and translated texts, the picture emerging is somewhat
altered, as is shown in Table 3, where 63% of the native Old Norse-Icelandic tokens of /ika
instantiate the Dat-Nom word order, while 37% instantiate the Nom-Dat order. This
distribution, however, is still compatible with an alternating Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat analysis of Old
Norse-Icelandic /ika. For the translated texts, the distribution is exactly the opposite, namely
showing an overwhelming Nom-Dat order of 75%, while the Dat-Nom order only amounts to
25%. There is thus no doubt that within the category of translated texts, the Nom-Dat word
order is highly preferred, while the situation is the opposite in native Old Norse-Icelandic texts.



Table 3: The distribution of /ika across word orders in native vs. translated texts in Old
Norse-Icelandic

DAT-NOM NOoM-DAT
NATIVE TEXTS 102 63% 59 37%
TRANSLATIONS 10 25% 30 75%

Calculating significance levels for the distribution of //ka tokens across the two types of texts,
native texts and translations, using chi square, reveals the following: y*> = 17.58; df = 1; p <
0.001, which means that the differences between the two categories, native and translated texts,
are significant.

Consider now Table 4, where the corresponding numbers for duga in Old Norse-
Icelandic are given. The distribution across the two word orders is relatively even for the tokens
belonging to native texts, i.e. 45% Dat-Nom and 55% Nom-Dat, while the distribution is
considerably skewed towards 87% Nom-Dat for the translated tokens. These numbers indeed
corroborate an alternating Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat analysis for duga in Old Norse-Icelandic, exactly
as has been shown for its descendant in Modern Icelandic.

Table 4: The distribution of duga across word orders in native vs. translated texts in Old
Norse-Icelandic

DAT-NOM NOoM-DAT
NATIVE TEXTS 30 44.8% 37  55.2%
TRANSLATIONS 4  13.3% 26  86.7%

Even though there are considerably fewer tokens of duga in the Old Norse-Icelandic dataset,
the difference between native texts and translations is still significant against the 1% level: x>
=17.67;df=1; p <0.006.

One of the findings of Somers & Barddal (2022) and Somers, Jenset & Barddal (2024),
following Barddal (2001: 65), is that discourse factors, or rather topicality, is one of the major
factors affecting native speakers when choosing between the Dat-Nom and Nom-Dat word
orders for alternating verbs. Since Old Norse-Icelandic is well known to be considerably more
sensitive to information structure than Modern Icelandic (Haugan 2001, Jonsson 2018, Booth
& Beck 2021), it is reasonable to assume that information structure may have a greater effect
on the numbers in Tables 2-3, than on the numbers for Modern Icelandic in Table 1. In order
to address this issue, compare the word order statistics of /ika in Old Norse-Icelandic in Table
5, with examples involving nominative demonstrative pronouns excluded from the statistics,
irrespective of text type.

Table 5: The distribution of /ika across word orders in native vs. translated texts in Old
Norse-Icelandic, excluding nominative demonstrative pronouns

DAT-NOM NoOM-DAT

NATIVE TEXTS 102 90% 11 10%
TRANSLATIONS 10 31% 22 69%




There is no doubt that controlling for the issue of topicality by excluding examples with
nominative demonstrative pronouns shows, once and for all, that /ika is not an alternating verb
in Old Norse-Icelandic, as the Dat-Nom word order goes up from 63%, for all configurations
including full NPs and pronouns, to 90% in the category of native texts when controlling for
topicality. In contrast, there is a slight increase from 25% to 31% Dat-Nom word order for the
translated texts. In other words, these numbers support a Dat-Nom analysis for /ika in Old
Norse-Icelandic and not an alternating Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat analysis, contra Sigurdsson &
Vidarsson’s claims.

For a final comparison, consider the statistics for both /ika and duga in Modern Icelandic
native texts, given in Table 6, when excluding nominative demonstrative pronouns. The
numbers for /ika increase from 96.5% Dat-Nom in Table 1 to 99% Dat-Nom in Table 6. Clearly,
the effect of nominative demonstrative pronouns in Modern Icelandic is marginal, as would be
expected since /ika is not an alternating Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat verb in Modern Icelandic, but a
fixed non-alternating Dat-Nom verb.

Table 6: The distribution of /ika and duga across word orders in Modern Icelandic, excluding
nominative demonstrative pronouns

DAT-NOM NoM-DAT
LIKA 193 99% 1 1%
DUGA 17 12% 124 88%

The corresponding numbers for the alternating duga in Modern Icelandic also reveal a slight
increase from 10% Dat-Nom in Table 1 to 12% in Table 6, thus confirming only a marginal
effect of nominative demonstrative pronouns for that verb as well.

To conclude, this study has shown that /ika 1s not an alternating Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat
verb in Old Norse-Icelandic, as Sigurdsson & Vidarsson conjecture. When peeling away the
effect of translated texts and the effect of information structure, which is considerably stronger
in Old Norse-Icelandic than Modern Icelandic, the word order statistics for /ika do not deviate
notably between the two periods of Icelandic.

4 Summary and Conclusions

In a recent study, Sigurdsson & Vidarsson (2020) put forward the claim that the Modern
Icelandic verb /lika, which is an uncontroversial Dat-Nom verb, was most likely an alternating
Dat-Nom/Nom-Dat verb in Old Norse-Icelandic. They present two types of language-internal
evidence for this claim, examples involving control infinitives and a handful of word order
examples which clearly suggest that the nominative behaves syntactically as a subject and the
dative as an object. The legitimacy of these examples would certainly support an alternating
analysis of /ika in Old Norse-Icelandic.

In this paper, we have called into question the validity of Sigurdsson & Vidarsson’s
analysis, due to doubts about the quality of their dataset, as all their control examples are from
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translated texts and the same is true for all but one of their word order examples. In order to
investigate this issue, we compare word order statistics for the verbs /ika and duga across
Modern Icelandic and Old Norse-Icelandic, as duga is, uncontroversially, an alternating Dat-
Nom/Nom-Dat verb in both stages of Icelandic.

It turns out that there is a major divide between native and translated texts. This means
that in texts originally written in the Old Norse-Icelandic vernacular, /ika prefers a Dat-Nom
order, unless the nominative contains a demonstrative pronoun, then the Nom-Dat word order
is preferred. This suggests that /ika could only instantiate the Dat-Nom argument structure
construction in texts originally written in Old Norse-Icelandic, with the Nom-Dat word order
representing topicalizations, exactly as in Modern Icelandic. In contrast, in the translated texts,
the Nom-Dat word order with /ika is the preferred word order, irrespective of parts of speech.
Therefore, since any “alternating” behavior of /ika is confined to translated texts, we conclude
that this seeming behavior is a translation effect.

Our alternative analysis of the data involving Old Norse-Icelandic /ika above makes a
certain prediction, namely that the existing alternating analysis of Old English /ician and Gothic
galeikan may be equally faulty as the analysis provided by Sigurdsson & Vidarsson, as most if
not all instances in Old English and Gothic are also translations. In other words, our analysis
predicts that the apparent alternating behavior of ‘like’ in Old English and Gothic is also a
translation effect. We leave this for future research.

Corpora

Icelandic Text Archive = Stofnun Arna Magnassonar. In [slenskt Textasafn.
http://corpus.arnastofnun.is/leit.pl.

ONP = Dictionary of Old Norse Prose. In M. Arvidsson, S. Battista, H. Degnbol, P. Ellyton, b.
Helgadéttir, B. C. Jacobsen, E. b. J6hannsson, A. S. Kjeldsen, J. E. Knirk, J. Lindholm, E.
Rode, C. Sanders, A. Sigurdardottir & T. Wills (Eds.). University of Copenhagen.
https://onp.ku.dk/onp/onp.php.

Saga Corpus = Stofnun Arna Magnussonar. In Saga Corpus.
https://malheildir.arnastofnun.is/?mode=fornrit#?lang=en.
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Lexical Case Absorption in Icelandic Raising
Hrefna Svavarsdottir
University of Iceland

Abstract The following paper examines case marking variations in Icelandic raising infinitives in
instances where a lexical case (here of accusative or dative subjects) yields to a structural case in
subject-to-object raising on the one hand, and subject-to-subject raising on the other. In
grammaticality judgment tasks, subject-to-subject raising showing the preservation of a lexical case
never received more than a 24% acceptance rate. In contrast, equivalent case absorption sentences
with a structural nominative subject received acceptance rates of up to 50%. Furthermore, a corpus
study identified significantly fewer examples of accusative and dative preservation in subject-to-
subject raising than those of lexical case absorption. I propose that the high ratio of dative and
accusative absorption results from two factors. Firstly, I argue that it is due to the rarity of these
constructions in modern-day spoken Icelandic, particularly with lexical subject cases. Secondly, I
suggest that instances of case absorption could be explained as a consequence of reinterpretation,
where speakers reinterpret the raising infinitives as control infinitives. The scarcity of the
construction might explain why speakers do not acquire rules regarding it, while reinterpretation
involves speakers interpreting that the subject is assigned its theta-role by the verb in the matrix
clause instead of the verb in the infinitival clause.

1 Introduction

While finite subordinate clauses in Icelandic usually contain an overt subject, most infinitival
clauses do not (1a—). However, an exception from that are so-called Accusative with Infinitive
structures (henceforth ACI), or ECM (exceptional case marking) (1d):

(1) a. Afi var vanur [ad bjoda okkur pylsu  og is ].
Grandpa was used to offerneus  hot-dogs and ice-cream

b. Ragnheidur akvad [adfd  sér hund |.
Ragnheidur decided to getinr herself a-dog

c. Hundinn virdist [langa 1t].
Dog-the seems wantmnr outside
'"The dog seems to want to go outside.'
d.i.  Malfredingurinn telur  [kenninguna vera urelta . (active)
Linguist-the believes theory-theacc benr outdated
"The linguist believes the theory to be outdated.'
ii.  Kenningin er talin [  vera urelt ]. (passive)
Theory-thenomis believed bewr outdated
"The theory is believed to be outdated.'

Icelandic infinitival clauses can be classified into several groups (see, e.g., Sigurdsson 1989:49,
2002 and Prainsson 2005:409—433, 2007:410-443). In this paper, the focus will be on two of
them: raising infinitives (1c) and ACI (1d). Various terms have been used to describe the ACI
(Lat. accusativus cum infinitivo), such as subject-to-object raising (SOR) or exceptional case
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marking (ECM). These various terms will be accounted for in section 2.1. The main
distinguishing element of these two types of infinitival clauses—raising infinitives (1¢) and the
ACI (1d)—is the subject position. On the one hand, raising infinitives do not have an overt
subject. This is usually explained by assuming that the subject raises from the infinitive clause
to the matrix clause, which has no subject at D-structure (Prainsson 2005:431, 2007:149). On
the other hand, ACI (or ECM/SOR) deviates in that it seems to have an overt subject for the
infinitive. In Icelandic, this construction mainly occurs with verbs of saying and believing, such
as telja 'believe, think', segja 'say', dlita 'believe', think', halda 'think, believe' and kveda 'say’,
as illustrated in (1d) above.!

The structural case of this overt subject is accusative in the active (1d, i) and nominative
in the passive (1d, ii). Lexical subject cases, such as accusative or dative subjects, should,
according to prescriptive grammar, be preserved in this construction, as has been pointed out
before (cf. Zaenen, Maling & Prainsson 1985). In this paper, however, I will discuss variations
in the case marking of these verbs that usually take a lexical subject. Specifically, I will examine
situations where lexical accusative or dative subjects change to a structural case in subject-to-
object raising (i.e., the active, 2a) and in subject-to-subject raising (i.e., the passive, 2b).

(2) a. Eg tel henni leidast —  Egtel hana leidast
I believe herpar to-be-bored I believe heracc to-be-bored
b. Hana er sagt skorta aga —  Hun ersogd skorta aga
Sheacc is said to-lack discipline Shenowm is said to-lack discipline

Out of the two construction, subject-to-subject (2b) raising shows the most variation and in
grammaticality judgment tasks, those kind of sentences showing the preservation of a lexical
case never received more than a 24% acceptance rate. In contrast, equivalent case absorption
examples with a structural nominative subject received acceptance rates of up to 50%.
Additionally, a corpus study found significantly fewer instances of the original accusative and
dative preservation in subject-to-subject raising compared to case absorption. In the following
sections, I will argue that this high ratio of dative and accusative absorption could result from

!'Icelandic sensory verbs, such as heyra 'hear' and sjd 'see' (i-ii) and the verb ldta 'make, let' are often categorized
as taking the ACI-construction, since they take an infinitive with an accusative subject (Sigurdsson 1989:83 and
brainsson 2005:437):

L Eg heyrdi [Viking Heidar  spila Goldberg-tilbrigdi i utvarpinu].

I heard Vikingur Heidaracc playmr  Goldberg variations-the on radio-the
'T heard Vikingur Heidar play the Goldberg variations on the radio.’

il. Hann sa [flugvélina lenda & Keflavikurflugvelli].
He saw airplain-theacc landnr at Keflavik-airport
'He saw the airplian land at Keflavik airport.'

ii. Kennarinn 1ét [nemendurna lesa  Snorra-Eddu].
Teacher-the made students-theacc readinr Prose Edda
'The teacher made the students read the Prose Edda.'

Infinitival clauses with these verbs are, however, of a different nature than the construction that occurs with verbs
of saying and believing, as pointed out in Sigurdsson (1989). In English, for example, these verbs take infinitives
without infinitival participles, unlike with verbs of saying and believing. These sensory verbs, as well as /dta, will
therefore not be discussed further; when referring to the ACI-construction henceforth, it will only apply to verbs
of saying amd believing.
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two factors. Firstly, I propose that it is due to the rarity of the construction, particularly with
lexical accusative and dative subjects. Secondly, I suggest that case absorption instances could
be a consequence of reinterpretation, where raising infinitives are reinterpreted as control
infinitives. The rarity of the construction may account for speakers not acquiring rules about it,
while reinterpretation would involve speakers interpreting that the raised NP is assigned its
theta-role by the verb in the matrix clause instead of the verb in the infinitival clause. I will
begin, in section 2, by giving an overview of Icelandic raising infinitives and case marking in
the passive. In section 3, I will then introduce the corpus study and its findings, before turning
to the judgment tasks in section 4, along with discussion about their main results in section 5.
Finally, section 6 includes further data interpretation and discussions.

2 Background

2.1 Raising Infinitives

In Icelandic, raising verbs such as virdast 'seem' and synast 'appear' take so-called raising
infinitives (Prainsson 1979:ch. 6.3, Sigurdsson 1989:96—-100). These raising verbs do not assign
theta-roles to their subjects. However, the subject of the infinitival, which is theta-marked by
the infinitive verb, raises to fill the empty subject position of the matrix clause:

3) a.  virdist [ stulkuna skorta allan aga]. (before raising)
seems the-girlacc ~ lackmr all discipline
b. Stulkuna; virdist [4 skorta allan aga]. (after raising)
The-girlacc seems lackinr all discipline

"The girl seems to lack all discipline.'

In (3), the accusative DP stulkuna is theta-marked and assigned accusative case by the verb
skorta in the infinitival clause (Stulkuna skortir petta 'The girlacc lacks this'), and not by the
raising verb virdast 'seem' of the matrix clause (*Stulkunaacc virdist petta). The same goes for
the dative subject Nemendunum 'the students' in (4a—b), which is assigned its case by the dative
subject verb leidast 'be bored', and the genitive subject dhrifanna 'the influence' in (4c—d),
which is assigned its case by the dative subject verb geeta 'be perceptible':

4) a. _ virdist [nemendunum leidast fyrirlesturinn].
seem the-studentspar be-boredinr the-lecture
b. Nemendunum; virdist [ leidast fyrirlesturinn].

The studentspat seem  be-boredmnr the-lecture
"The students seem to be bored by the lecture.'

c. _ virdist [ahrifanna gxta vida].
seem the-influencecen be-perceptiblenr widely
d. Ahrifanna; virdist [# gaeta vida].

The influencegen seems  be-perceptiblemnr widely
'"The influence seems to be widely perceptible.'
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Other such raising verbs in Icelandic are synast 'appear’, reynast 'prove' and pykja 'be regarded'
(Prainsson 2005:431). Subject raising in Icelandic is, however, not confined to these raising
verbs. It also occurs with infinitive compliments of verbs of saying and believing, such telja
'believe' and segja 'say', either when raised to the object position in the active, i.e. in subject-
to-object raising (sometimes labelled exceptional case marking), or to the passive subject
position, subject-to-subject raising, as will be further explained in the following sections.

In Icelandic, ACI occurs with verbs of saying and believing, mainly felja 'believe', segja
'say', dlita 'consider’, halda 'think', hyggja 'believe', gruna 'suspect' and kveda 'say'. In the ACI-
construction, these verbs take an accusative NP before an infinitive without an infinitival
particle (Prainsson 2005:425-431, 2007:149, 436—439; Sigurdsson 1989:89):

(5) a. Eigendurnir s6gdu [hundinn vera meinlausan].

Owners-the said dog-theacc bemr harmless
'"The owners said that the dog was harmless.'

b. Saksoknarinn alitur [radherrana vera vanhafa].
Attorney-the believes ministers-theacc bemr unqualified
"The attorney considers the minister to be unqualified.'

c. Platon taldi ~ [heiminn byggja 4 frummyndum].
Plato believed world-theacc consistine of forms
'Plato believed the world to consist of forms.'

These same verbs all allow the same meaning to be phrased with an that-clause with a
nominative NP and a finite subordinate clause instead of the ACI:

(6) a. Eigendurnir s6gdu [a0 hundurinn veri meinlaus].
Owners-the said  that dog-thenom.sc weresupi3sg.past harmless
'"The owners said that the dog was harmless.'
b. SaksOknari  alitur [ad radherrarnir séu vanhaefir].
Attorney-the believes that ministers-thenom.pL aresusy.spL.pres unqualified
'"The attorney believes that the ministers to be unqualified.'
c. Platon taldi ~ [a0 heimurinn byggdi a frummyndum].
Plato believed that world-thenom consistedsusy.asg.past of forms
'Plato believed that the world consisted of forms.'

The passive construction corresponding to the ACI (5) is often called Nominative and Infinitive
(Lat. nominativus cum infinitivo, NCI). As the term indicates, the accusative case of the active
ACI corresponds to the nominative subject of the passive. Hence, the active sentence in (5a)
could be compared to the following passive (7). This is what we will henceforth call subject-
to-subject raising:

(7) Hundurinn; er sagdur [ #; vera  meinlaus].
Dog-thenowm 1s said to-benr harmless
"The dog is said to be harmless.'
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A precise analysis of the accusative NP in the (active) ACI-construction has long intrigued
syntacticians, as it simultaneously exhibits the characteristics of the object of the matrix clause
and the subject of the infinitival clause. On one hand, the NP exhibits object-like properties by
appearing in accusative case, which is the structural case for direct objects in Icelandic,
following a transitive verb. On the other hand, the theta-role assigned to the NP by the infinitive
suggests that it functions as the subject of the verb in the subordinate clause, as is evidenced by
corresponding that-clauses in (6).

One of the derivations that has been proposed to account for the ACI assumes that the
accusative NP belongs to the daughter sentence as its subject but that its case marking is
exceptional in that the finite verb of the matrix clause assigns the accusative case to a NP of
another clause. According to another account, the accusative NP is said to originate in the
subject position of the infinitival clause but later raised to the object position of the matrix
clause by subject-to-object raising (see Postal 1974; Prainsson 1979:332-334, 366-368;
2005:429). In the corresponding passive (the NCI) it is assumed in the same manner that the
subject of the infinitival clause raises to the matrix clause. In the passive, however, the NP
raises to the subject position of the matrix clause (cf. (7)) and the movement is therefore called
subject-to-subject raising. To avoid delving too deep into the structural difference of these two
explanations, I will assume that the accusative NP in the ACI-construction (and the nominative
in the NCI) is a result of subject raising. The active will thus be called subject-to-object raising,
and the passive will be called subject-to-subject raising. Those terms are convenient for the
current topic, as the intention is to make it clear what the NP's position is in each case.

The topic of this paper is the case marking in constructions where the main verb of the
infinitival clause is impersonal, either assigning accusative or dative case to its subject. These
are for example sentences like those shown in (8) with the impersonal verb misbjoda 'be
offended', which takes a dative subject. Example (8a) shows subject-to-object raising with the
active of segja 'say' and (8b) shows subject-to-subject raising with the passive er sagt 'is said':

(8) a. bau segjaskildinu [  misbjoda gagnrynin].

They say poet-thepat be-offendedinr critique-the
'The say that the poet is offended by the critique.’

b. Skaldinu ersagt [ misbjoda gagnrynin].
Poet-thepar is said be-offendedinr critique-the

'"The poet is said to be offended by the critique.'

Before delving into the case marking of these sentences, I will briefly discuss Icelandic case
marking on a more general basis.

2.2 Case Marking and the Icelandic Passive
2.2.1 Case Absorption and Case Preservation

Icelandic has four different morphological cases: nominative, accusative, dative and genitive.
Case marking is either structural or lexical (Zaenen, Maling & Préinsson 1985; Yip, Maling &
Jackendoff 1987 and Jonsson 1997-1998). When a nominal gets assigned structural case, the
morphological case is dependent on its position in the construction and is, in that sense,
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predictable. The nominative case is the structural case of subjects in Icelandic and accusative
the structural case of direct objects. Lexical case, on the other hand, is assigned by certain words
regardless of structural case, such as when impersonal verbs like finnast 'think' or pykja 'think,
feel' demand a dative case on its subject instead of the structural nominative case.

Lexical case is further divided into two subcategories: thematic case and quirky case.?
The thematic case is more regular than the quirky case because it is predictable from lexical
semantics (Jonsson 2003, 2013, Jonsson & Eypoérsson 2003:12—13). For example, oblique
subjects that have the theta-role of experiencers usually have the dative case rather than either
accusative or genitive. The dative subjects of the verbs finnast 'feel, think' and synast 'think,
believe' are therefore regular in the sense that in both cases, it is a psych-verb that assign its
experiencer-subject the dative case.’ In contrast, the quirky (idiosyncratic) case is completely
irregular and unpredictable. An example of the quirky case are genitive objects (e.g., with verbs
such as krefjast 'demand', minnast 'commemorate', sakna 'miss') or accusative subjects (e.g.,
with verbs such as langa 'want, long for', dreyma 'dream', gruna 'suspect’). In both instances,
case assignment cannot be related to the semantics of the verb in any obvious manner.

Whenever the syntactic role of an argument is changed, e.g., when an object becomes a
subject, the fundamental difference between structural case and lexical case becomes clear.
While the lexical case remains unchanged, the structural case adapts to whatever case general
rules stipulate, for example, that the subject is nominative and the direct object is accusative
(Jénsson 1997-1998, 2003, and Maling 2002). This can be clearly seen when comparing an
active sentence with its corresponding passive. If the direct object in the active clause is
accusative, it corresponds in the passive sentence to the structural case of the subject, i.e.,
nominative. This is called case absorption:

9) a. Eglas bokina. (active)
I read book-theacc
b. Bokin var lesin. (passive)
Book-thenom was read

On the other hand, if case has been assigned lexically, the NP does not undergo such case
absorption but remains unchanged, despite the altered syntactic role. This difference arises from
the fact that the structural case is independent of the properties of the verb with which it stands,
whereas the lexical case is not. This can be called the case preservation of the lexical case (or
lexical case preservation):

(10) a.Egstal békinni. (active)
I stole book-thepat
b. Bokinni var stolid. (passive)

Book-thepat was stolen

2 The thematic case has also been called semantic case and the quirky case idiosyncratic case (Jonsson 2003).
3 For addition information about Icelandic thematic cases and the syntax-semantic interface, see Jonsson (1997—
1998; 2003; 2013) and Maling (2002).
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When sentences like (10b) do not show the preservation of the lexical case, but instead ‘lose’
their case to nominative in non-standard variations, the variation could be called lexical case
absorption (Ice. fallglotun 'case damnation', see Benediktsdottir 2023). Now, the focus shifts to
these absorption instances.

2.2.2 Dative Absorption in the Passive

Although the Icelandic morphological case system is generally more conservative than those
of many other related languages, there are various examples of case marking variations where
an irregular case pattern gives way to a more regular case pattern. An example of such a
phenomenon is the so-called 'dative substitution' (Ice. pagufallshneigd), also termed 'dative
sickness' (Ice. pagufallssyki), alongside the nominative substitution' (Ice. nefnifallshneigd). In
the context of the dative substitution, the dative case becomes generalized for subjects of psych-
verbs that typically take an accusative or nominative subject (Jonsson & Eyporsson 2003 and
Eyporsson 2000:188):

(11) a.Hana — Henni svimar.*
Heracc — par feels-dizzy
'She feels dizzy.'
b. Hin — Henni kveid fyrir préfunum.
Shenxom — paT  Wwas-anxious about exams-the
'She was anxious about the exams.'

In the so-called nominative substitution, the quirky case also yields to a more regular case.
More specifically, the structural nominative case is generalized instead of the accusative or
dative subjects of verbs of movement and change, such as reka 'drift' and hvolfa 'capsize":

(12) a. Bilnumpar hvolfdi. — BillinnNOM hvolfdi.
Car-the capsized
b. Batinnacc rak a0 landi. — Baturinnnowm rak ad landi.
Boat-the drifted to land

Related to the nominative substitution is the lexical case absorption (Ice. fallglotun) which
concerns the case marking variation that occurs when lexical case is not preserved between the
active (13a) and the passive (13b) (see Benediktsdottir 2023, Eyporsson 2017:110):3

(13)  a. Brynhildur leikstyrdi verkinu.
Brynhildur directed piece-thepar
b. Verkinu  — Verkio var leikstyrt af Brynhildi.
Piece-thepatr — nom  was directed by Brynhildur

4 These sentences are from Jonsson and Eyporsson 2003.
5 This kind of dative absorption exists in other related languages like Faroese and is, in that case, in fact an active
rule for direct objects (see Prainsson et al. 2012:266—274 and Eypodrsson 2012).
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In the following, the term 'lexical case absorption' will also be used for the variation which
occurs when lexical cases are not preserved in subject-to-object and subject-to-subject raising.
In the next section I will explain that variation.

2.3 Oblique Subjects and ACI

As explained in section 2.1 about the ACI-construction, nominative subjects appear as
accusative in subject-to-object raising like that in (14b). However, in the corresponding passive
(14c¢), i.e. in subject-to-subject raising, the accusative is absorbed, just as in a 'simple' passive.
Thus, the accusative hana 'her' in (14b) becomes the nominative subject Aun 'she' in (14c¢):

(14) a. HaGn er gafud.

Shenowm is intelligent

b. Folk  telur [hana vera gafada].
People believe heracc be intelligent
'People believe her to be intelligent.'

c. Han ertalin  [vera gafud].
Shenow is believed be intelligent
'She is believed to be intelligent.' (Prainsson 2005:426-27)

Case marking of this kind is, however, generally limited to examples where the verb in the
subordinate clause takes a nominative subject. When the verb in question takes an oblique
subject, however, the lexical case (here, accusative or dative) should be preserved. This case
preservation is like the one explained in section 2.2.1, where the lexical case does not undergo
case absorption but remains unchanged despite a change in syntactic role. In (15), the case
preservation thus consists of the fact that the dative henni, assigned by the dative subject verb
pykja, is preserved, and does not become accusative like the nominative subject in (14):°

(15) Egtel [henni hafa alltaf pott Olafur leidinlegur].
I believe herpat have always found Olaf  boring
'I believe her always to have found Olaf boring.  (Zaenen, Maling & Prainsson 1985)

In the corresponding passive, i.e., in subject-to-subject raising, the standard Icelandic case
pattern also assumes the preservation of the dative subject. Prainsson (2005:427, 2007:182-3)
has pointed out the following sentences as an example of that:’

6 Sentences of this kind existed in Old Icelandic as well (see Bernddusson 1982; Rognvaldsson 1996:58—61;
Barddal & Eyporsson 2003:449—451):
a. bordur ... kvad [Porgeiri mjog missynast] (Ljosvetninga saga, p. 1657)
bordur said Porgeirpat much be-mistakenine
'Pordur ... said that Porgeir was very mistaken.'
b. Ingo6lfur ... sagdi [peim  vera mal ad setjast um kyrrt] (Floamanna saga, p. 730)
Ingolfur said thempar bemr timeto sit  on still
'Ingolfur ... said that it was time for them to settle down.'

7 Régnvaldsson (1996) and Barddal & Eyporsson (2003) have also written about subject-to-subject raising in Old
Icelandic. However, their examples are all of raising-verbs and so-called s#-verbs (such as virdast 'seem', kvedast
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(16) a.Hennier Kkalt.
Herpar isp cold
'She is cold.'
b. beir telja  [henni vera kalt].
They believe herpar bemnr cold
"They believe her to be cold.’
c. Henni ertalid [vera kalt].
Herpar is believed bemr cold
'She is believed to be cold.'
(17) a. beim hefur leidst.
Thempat havenp been-bored
'"They have been bored.'
b. Vid teljum [peim hafa leidst].
We believe thempathavemnr been-bored
'We believe them to have been bored.'
c. beim ertalid [hafa leidst].
Thempar is believed havemr been-bored
'"They are believed to have been bored.'

Furthermore, Maling and Zaenen (1990:45) have demonstrated the following examples of
subject-to-subject raising where the accusative case is preserved:

(18) a. Batana hefur brotid i spon.
Boats-theacc has  broken into pieces
'"The boats have broken into pieces.'
b. Allir telja [batana hafa  brotid i  spdn].
All believe boats-theacc havemr broken into pieces
'All believe the boats to have broken into pieces.'
c. Batana ertali0 [hafa brotid i  spon].
'Boats-theacc is believed havemr broken into pieces
"The boats are believed to have broken into pieces.'

That being said, it appears that this case preservation of oblique subjects in subject-to-object
and subject-to-subject raising is not an active rule among all native Icelandic speakers, as is
demonstrated by the results of grammaticality judgment tasks, which will be discussed in
section 4. In these tasks, many people accepted the structural case instead of the lexical case in
comparable sentences—i.e., case absorption instead of case preservation—but declined
examples of case preservation in sentences as those demonstrated in (16b—c), (17b—c), and
(18b—c).

The variation in case marking of oblique subjects in subject raising will be analyzed
here as an example of lexical case absorption. On the one hand, this case absorption occurs in

'say' and segjast 'claim') but not of passives with verbs of saying and believing as is the centre of attention in this
paper.
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subject-to-object raising, where the accusative case replaces the dative case before the infinitive
of a verb that typically assigns the dative case to its subject:

(19) Egtel henni leidast petta. — Eg tel hana leidast petta.
I believe herpar be-boredinr this. — 1 believe heracc be-boredmnr this
'l believe her to be bored by this.'

Lexical case absorption also takes place in subject-to-subject raising, where the NP, whether
accusative (20a) or dative (20b), raises to the subject position of the matrix clause in the passive,
yielding to the structural nominative case of the subject position:

(20) a.Hana ertalid langa heim. — Hun er talin langa heim.
Heracc is believed wanting home — Shenowm is believed wantng home
'She is believed to want to go home.'
b. Henni er talid leidast. — Han er talin leidast.
Herpat is believed be-boreding — Shenow is believed be-boredinr
'She is believed to be bored.'

In the nominative variant, the passive verb agrees with its subject, since there is always gender
and number agreement between nominative subjects and the past participle of the passive it
stands with in Icelandic (see, for example, Sigurdsson 1990-1991, Prainsson 1979:466,
1990:212, Andrews 1982). This agreement is, however, not true for the impersonal dative
subjects, where the passive er falio stands 'frozen' with default agreement in the third person,
singular, neuter, i.e., not agreeing with the standard dative subject 'henni'.

Although the form of the verb itself is not the focus of this study, it is important to be
aware of this because often the declension of the past participle alone indicates whether the
sentence shows lexical case absorption or preservation, e.g., if the raised noun phrase in
question is ambiguous, e.g., because of syncretism:®

(21) a. Hann; er talio [ti langa heim)].
Hemasc.sing.Nnom/acc is believedpast parTNsGNom — Wantiny home
b. Hann; er talinn [tilanga heim].

Hewmasc.sina.Nom/acc 1S believedpast parT.M.sGNoMm — Wantine home
'He is believed to want to go home.'

In (21b), the agreement of the participle reveals the lexical case absorption of the original hann,
which is then in the nominative case rather than the accusative case since it agrees with the
participle, while (21a) shows default agreement on the participle, indicating that the subject has
the lexical accusative case. The same observation applies to examples with an empty subject
position, such as in relative clauses:

(22)  a. barna eru stelpurnar; [sem __ ; r.sG.Acc) er sagt [tilanga heim]].
There are girls-the ~ whocong. are saidpasT PARTN.SGNoM ~ wantine home

8 Syncretism will be further discussed in section 6.4.
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b. Parna eru stelpurnar; [sem i (rsG.Nom) eru sagoar [¢ilanga heim]].
There are girls-the  whocons are saidpast PARTFPLNOM Wantiny home
'"There are the girls who are said to want to go home.'

Thus, (22a) is an example of case preservation while (22b) shows lexical case absorption of the
accusative subject.

2.4 Prior Research

In a 2015 talk, Rognvaldsson discussed changes in complements of verbs of saying and
believing in the passive (i.e., in subject-to-subject raising), where he briefly mentioned the use
of the nominative with verbs that usually take oblique subjects. There, he highlighted examples
similar to those listed in (17) and questioned whether it represented a new language change,
considering the scarcity of instances demonstrating the preservation of lexical cases. In the talk,
Rognvaldsson proposed that the lexical case absorption arises from speakers reinterpreting the
infinitive as a control infinitive instead of a raising infinitive. This idea will be explored later.
However, first, it is fitting to briefly discuss the nature of control infinitives in general.

The primary distinction between control infinitives and raising infinitives lies in the
assignment of two distinct theta-roles to the subjects of the matrix clause and the infinitival
clause in the former, whereas in raising infinitives, only one theta-role is assigned. This occurs
because with raising infinitives, the matrix clause has an empty subject position at D-Structure,
as explained in section 2.1, whereas in control infinitives the subject position of the matrix
clause is not. While raising infinitives assume a trace (¢), cf. (23), in control infinitives, in
contrast, the infinitival clause contains the (covert) subject PRO, which is co-referential with
an NP in the matrix clause (24):

(23) a. _ virdist [henni vera kalt].
b. Henni; virdist ¢ vera kalt.
Shepar seems  beinr cold
'She seems to be cold.'
(24) Hun; vonasttil [ad PRO; verda ekki kalt].
Shenom hopes for to becomer not cold
'She hopes not to get cold.'

In addition to the fact that Icelandic control infinitives have an infinitive particle, whereas
raising infinitives do not, the difference between the two infinitival clauses mainly consists in
the fact that in raising infinitives (23), only one theta-role is assigned, while in control
infinitives (24), two theta-roles are assigned; one in the matrix clause and another in the
infinitival clause. Consequently, it is possible that the theta-roles of the subjects are not the
same in control infinitives. In the reinterpretation of raising infinitives as control infinitives, as
proposed by Rognvaldsson (2015), it is thus implied that the subject of the matrix clause is
assigned another theta-role independently of the verb in the infinitival clause. Consequently,
the sentence in (25a—b) would replace the case preservation inherent in the subject raising in
(25¢):
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(25) a.__ ersagt[raunveruleikastjornuna langa heim til Los Angeles].
is said reality-TV-star-theacc ~ wantir home to Los Angeles
"The reality TV star is said to want to go home to Los Angeles.'
b. Raunveruleikastjornuna; er sagt [#; langa heim til Los Angeles].
Reality-TV-star-theacc is said wantiny home to Los Angeles
c. Raunveruleikastjarnan; er sogd [PRO; langa  heim til Los Angeles].
Reality-TV-star-thenom 1s said wantiny home to Los Angeles

This proposal for the reinterpretation of raising as control will be discussed in section 6.3.

As mentioned earlier, this specific case variation has not been previously studied.
Therefore, it is important to consider other research on case variation in Icelandic. The study
most closely related to the topic of this paper, and therefore often referred to when interpreting
the data, is Benediktsdottir's (2023) study on dative absorption in Icelandic passives. In that
study, Benediktsdottir discovered that lexical case absorption in 'simple' passives, such as
Mpyndinni — Myndin var leikstyro 'The moviepat—nom was directed', is quite prevalent in
Modern Icelandic. According to her, this phenomenon appears most commonly with the dative
case of direct objects (as illustrated in the example mentioned above). Consequently, it was
expected that the dative absorption would also occur in passive sentences with verbs of saying
and believing, i.e., with subject-to-subject raising (such as Honumpat var talio leidast —
Hannnowm var talinn leidast '"He was believed to be bored').

Accusative, on the other hand, never appears as a lexical case of a subject in the 'simple’
passive that Benediktsdottir explored. This is because the accusative direct object in active
sentences corresponds to the nominative subject in the passive, as discussed in section 2.2.1
regarding case absorption (e.g., Eg las bokinaacc 'l read the book' and Bokinnom var lesin 'The
book was read'). In fact, accusative never appears as the lexical case of subjects in passive
constructions, except in the specific construction under consideration here, namely subject-to-
subject raising with verbs of saying and believing, in accordance with Wood's (2017)
Accusative-Subject Generalization (ASG).” Previous studies on Icelandic case marking
variations have suggested that the frequency of a form influences the extent of non-standard
variations from the standard case. In other words, less common forms are more likely to exhibit
greater variation (see Jonsson & Eyporsson 2003). Given the rarity of passive accusative
subjects, it was therefore expected that these examples would demonstrate significant variation,
as was the case.

Research on the dative substitution (or 'dative sickness') has further confirmed the
decline of the accusative as a lexical case for subjects (see, for example, Svavarsdottir 1982,
2013; Jonsson & Eyporsson 2003; Nowenstein 2012, 2014). Consequently, it could also be
anticipated that in some cases, accusative subjects in subject-to-subject raising would be
replaced by nominative cases, as was indeed observed. With that in mind, we will now proceed
to examine natural data of subject-to-object and subject-to-subject raising from the Icelandic
Gigaword Corpus.

® Wood's (2017) ASG states that accusative subjects are never related thematically to a morphologically
intransitive verb.
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3 The Data

3.1 The Icelandic Gigaword Corpus

When examining lexical case preservation and case absorption in subject-to-object and subject-
to-subject raising in Icelandic, the Icelandic Gigaword Corpus (henceforth IGC) was utilized.
The IGC is tagged with morphosyntactic information and lemmas, including information about
word class, grammatical gender, number, case, tense, voice, and mood (Steingrimsson et al.,
2018). It consists of texts from diverse sources, such as news media, academic journals,
administrative documents, social media, and blogs. The IGC was initially released in 2018 with
1259 million running words, and its latest edition, published in 2022, contains nearly double
the amount, totaling 2429 million words. The most recent edition incorporates texts from
published books, children's books, social media, and chat sites like Bland.is, adding a valuable
resource for studying informal language that was previously underrepresented in the database.
This study utilized the 2022 edition of the IGC. In the following section, an overview of the
searches conducted in the IGC will be provided.!?

3.2 Dative Absorption in Subject-to-Object Raising

In total, the searches in the IGC yielded 144 examples of dative absorption compared to 2647
cases of dative preservation. Examples of dative absorption in subject-to-object raising thus
accounted for 5% of all the examples. The results are presented in Table 1 below. Only the
verbs that showed more than twenty examples, either with the absorption or preservation of the
dative case, are listed here.!! The verbs are arranged here based on the rate of dative case
absorption:

Table 1: Dative Absorption and Preservation in Subject-to-Object Raising.

Pt fs e Examples Exzfmples of Total number Percentflge of case
.. . of dative dative absorption of total
(in infinitive) X . of examples
absorption | preservation examples
T/era abota\'/ant be 17 53 70 4%
incomplete
takast 'succeed' 42 183 225 19%
mistakast 'fail' 14 79 93 15%
vera brugdid 'be dismayed' | 5 40 45 11%
ltka (vid) 'like' 3 31 34 9%
finnast 'think' 15 208 223 7%
lida 'feel' 21 291 312 7%
Dbykja 'feel' 6 97 103 6%
feekka 'decrease’ 3 131 134 2%
bregoa 'be startled' 2 130 132 2%

10 Here, the focus will be on the results of the corpus study, but not on specific details on individual search string
and the design of various searches. All such information can be found in Svavarsdéttir (2023:20-30), with specific
details about every search string and more methodological details.

' A comprehensive list of all the verbs that were examined, along with a more detailed table showcasing the results
of the searches, can be found in Appendix F in Svavarsdottir (2023).
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litast d 'think of' 1 58 59 2%
fjolga "increase’' 4 401 405 1%
henta 'suit' 0 209 209 0%
seema 'be fitting' 0 165 165 0%
berast 'receive' 0 164 164 0%
ljiika 'be concluded' 0 78 78 0%
hraka 'worsen' 0 56 56 0%
synast 'appear to oneself' 0 26 26 0%
in total 144 2637 2781 5%

In (26), three search results exhibiting lexical dative absorption in subject-to-object raising are
shown for comparison with three examples of standard case preservation in (27). The absorbed
NPs in (26) and the preserved datives in (27) are shown in bold, and the infinitive dative subject
verb is italic:

(26)

(27)

a.

Ogmundur Jénasson segir pingmenn  Vinstri graenna pykja vel koma til
greina a0 lekka virdisaukaskatt 4 lyfjum.
Ogmundur Jénasson says membersacc of-Left Green considerine well come  into
consideration to reduce VAT on medicines
'Ogmundur Jonasson says that members of the Left Green Party consider it a good
idea to reduce VAT on medicines.'
Olafur segir ibiana finnast edlilegt ad greida vegtoll ...
Olafur says inhabitants-theacc findinr fair to pay toll
'Olafur says that the residents find it fair to pay toll ..."
... hann taldi keerasta hennar, brotapolann, vera illa  vid sig.
he believed boyfriend her victim-theacc beinr hostile towards himself
... he believed her boyfriend, the victim, to dislike him.'
Biskup Islands ...  segir kirkjunnar  félki bléskra pad ...
Bishop of-Iceland ...says church's-the peoplepar be-appalled-byinr that
"The Bishop of Iceland says that the community of the church is appalled by that...'
Hvalaskodunarmenn segja hrefnum hafa feekkao.
Whale-watching-workers say minkiespat haver become-fewer
"Whale watching workers say that minkies have become fewer ...
Vilhjalmur segir sioferdilegum alitamalum fjolga ...
Vilhjalmur says ethical problemspat increaseir
'Vilhjalmur says that the number of ethical problems is increasing ..."

Since the majority of search results from the IGC belong to collections such as legal documents,
parliamentary speeches, and news—which are formal, proofread texts—it was not unexcepted
that there was a disparity between the results from the IGC and those obtained from the
judgment tasks, and that case absorption generally appeared to be less widespread according to
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the corpus study than the judgment tasks.!? That being said, let us now turn to the results of the

corpus study.

3.3

Case Absorption in Subject-to-Subject Raising

3.3.1 Accusative Absorption

A corpus search on accusative preservation and absorption in subject-to-subject raising gave
49 instances of lexical accusative absorption, where nominative replaced accusative, but only
15 examples were found in the corpus of the standard accusative preservation. In (28), three

instances of absorption are juxtaposed with three examples of case preservation in (29):

(28)

(29)

a.

Raunveruleikastjarnan  Khloe Kardashian er s6go hafa
langad heim til Los Angeles ...
Reality-TV-star-ther sg.nom Khloe Kardashian is saidpast.parT.F.sG.NoM havemr
wanted home to Los Angeles
"The reality TV star Khloe Kardashian is said to have wanted to go home to Los
Angeles ..."
... er hann sjalfur sagour hafa  rekio 1 rogastans ...

is he  selfw.scNowm saidpastparT M sG.Nom haver drifted to amazement
... himself, he is said to have been flabbergasted ...."
Hann er sagour skorta pa manngerd ... sem atlast sé til
af forseta Bandarikjanna
Henomm.sc. is saidpast.parT.M.sG.Nowm lackine the character  which expected is
of president of-United-States-the
'He is said to lack the qualities expected of the President of the United States.'
ba er talio skorta virdingu fyrir bradinni.
Themwm pracc is believedpart.nsc.nom lackin respect  for pray-the
'"They are believed to lack respect for the pray ..."
Kronprinsa Arabiurikjanna  tveggja ... er sagt
greina a  um stefnu rikjanna ...
Crown-princesm.pL.acc of-Arab-Republics two is saidpAST PART N.SG.NOM
disagreemr on stand of-republics-the
"The crown princes of the two Arab Republics are said to disagree on the republics'
stand ...
... er Diageo t.d. talio vanta 1éttvin & solulistann
... 1s Diageomc sG.acc €.g. believedpast.part.N.sGNom lackine wine  on sales-list-the
'Diageo is e.g. believed to lack wine on the sales list.'

12 Because of this high percentage of formal texts, the corpus results are less likely to exhibit variations that do not
conform to the standard. Therefore, these texts may not always provide a realistic representation of the extent of a
particular variation. In contrast, the judgment tasks rely on individual assessments without systematic corrections
of deviations from the standard.
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A total of 64 examples were found of subject-to-subject raising with an infinitive of an
accusative subject verb. Given the limited number of examples, the statistical presentation of
the search results is not included in a table.

Most accusative subject verbs yielded more examples of case absorption than
preservation in subject-to-subject raising. These results align with what Rgnvaldsson (2015)
pointed out in his lecture, i.e., that there were almost no examples to be found of subject-to-
subject raising of accusative NPs. The verb skorta 'lack' exhibited significantly more instances
of absorption compared to other accusative subject verbs, making up almost half of all examples
of lexical accusative absorption. There is no obvious explanation for that. Although dative
substitution has been noted with the verb (see, for example, Vidarsson, 2009), no studies have
indicated a preference for nominative substitution. Furthermore, as will be discussed later,
raising verbs like virdast 'seem' do not demonstrate nearly as much case absorption in subject
raising.

In previous studies on case marking variations in Icelandic, it has been noted that non-
standard variations are less likely to appear in the most common verbs and more likely to appear
in the less common ones (see, e.g., Jonsson & Eypodrsson 2003). This is because the more
frequently speakers encounter specific verbs, the easier it becomes for them to acquire the case
marking pattern. In other words, the rarity of the verb skorta might contribute to the level of
variation observed in the raising construction. Other more common accusative subject verbs
yielded fewer examples of lexical case absorption.

3.3.2 Dative Absorption

A total of 69 examples were found of subject-to-subject raising with a dative subject verb in
the infinitive. Among them, 27 demonstrated lexical dative absorption, accounting for almost
40% of the total number of examples. The dative subject verbs that provided examples with
dative absorption include bleda 'bleed', finnast 'think', heilsast 'fare', hugnast 'like', lioa 'feel’,
lika vio 'like', litast 'like', mistakast 'fail', takast 'succeed', and pykja 'feel'. The verb lika vio
exhibited the highest number of examples, totaling five. In (30) below, three instances of dative
absorption are presented for comparison with three instances of standard dative preservation in
(31):

(30) a. Kanye West, fyrrverandi eiginmadur ~ Kim Kardashian, er sagdur
finnast hann  algerlega  hjalparvana ...
Kanye West, former husbandm.sgnom of-Kim Kardashian, is saidpast.parT.M.s6.N0M
feeliwr himself completely helpless
'Kanye West, the ex-husband of Kim Kardashian, is said to feel completely helpless.'

b. Pence er sagour ekki hugnast pessi leid.
Pencemscnomis saidpastrpartMscNom not like this plan
'Pence is said to dislike this plan.'

c. Filippus er sagour pykjia Karl  veraallt of veikgedja.

PhﬂipM,SGANOM is saidpastparTMsG.NoMm findine Charles be way too weak-willed
'Philip is said to find Charles to be way too weak-willed.'
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(31) a. Timabili helleniskrar heimspeki er yfirleitt talio ljuka arid

Periodn sg pat of-Hellenistic philosophy is usually believedpast part.n.scnom ending year
31 £Kr. eda27 fKr. ...
31BC or 27BC
"The period of Hellenistic philosophy is usually believed to have ended in 31 BC or 27
BC!

b. ... barninu er talio bregda mjog i fodureett"
... child-then sg.par is believedpast.parTN.sG.NoM appearne very in father's-side"
'the child is believed to strongly resemble its father's side"...'

c. ...er Theresu May forsaetisradherra sagt ofbjoda
asakanir af pvisem Dpar for fram.
... 1s Theresa Mayrsg.acc prime-minister  saidpast.parTN.sGNoMm be-appalled-bymr
allegations of that which there went on
'Prime Minister Theresa May is said to be appalled by the allegations about what
happened there.'

If the percentage of absorption examples with dative subject verbs is compared with that of
accusative subject verbs, the former exhibit fewer instances of absorption, accounting for
approximately 40% absorption with dative subject verbs in contrast to 77% with accusative
subject verbs. This difference is not surprising when considering that speakers are generally
more acquainted with constructions featuring a dative passive subject than those with
accusative passive subjects. Therefore, speakers should find it easier to acquire patterns
involving dative passive subjects.!*> A 'simple' passive (i.e., without the raising) can have a
subject in the lexical dative case (10b), while the lexical accusative case on a passive subject
does not occur in any other syntactic context apart from the subject-to-subject raising discussed
here. In all other constructions, the accusative is absorbed.

3.4 Comparison with other Constructions

The statistics presented above indicate that oblique subject-to-subject raising with verbs of
saying and believing is not common in Icelandic. However, these statistics specifically pertain
to raising with verbs of saying and believing (also called ACI verbs). Therefore, to get a better
idea of the bigger picture, other subject-to-subject raising constructions with oblique subject
verbs should also be considered, particularly those involving raising verbs such as virdast 'seem'’
and reynast "prove to be'. In this section, I will show that comparison with these raising verbs
indicates that the construction with raising verbs such as virdast and reynast is more common
than subject-to-subject or subject-to-object raising with verbs of saying and believing,
especially when it comes to oblique subjects. Additionally, lexical case absorption appears to
be relatively less frequent with raising verbs such as virdast and reynast than with verbs of
saying and believing. Here, however, it is worth emphasizing that raising with verbs like virdast
is only comparable to subject-to-subject raising with verbs of saying and believing, and not

13 The connection between construction frequency and language change within the context of language acquisition
will be further explored in later sections. In essence, the concept suggests that the less frequently children are
exposed to a particular form or construction, the more challenging it becomes for them to acquire and subsequently
transmit it to succeeding generations. This process continues until there are few, if any, learners remaining.
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subject-to-object raising, because in the latter construction, the NP does not move to the subject
position of the matrix clause, but to its object position (which is not the case for raising with
raising verbs like virdast). The comparison is therefore conducted by examining the results of
searches like those in section 3.3, where the passive form of the verb of saying or believing is
replaced by a raising verb such as virdast. For the time being, there is only space to provide a
few samples, giving an idea of the bigger picture, for comparison with the verbs of saying and
believing. One accusative subject verb was therefore examined with a raising verb, along with
one dative subject verb. The verbs skorta 'lack' (ACC) and mistakast 'fail' (DAT) were selected
for this purpose.!'

Skorta yielded a total of 144 results of subject raising with the raising verb virdast.
Among these, 85% of the examples demonstrated case preservation, while the remaining 15%
exhibited lexical case absorption. This starkly contrasts the findings in section 3.3.1 on subject-
to-subject raising with verbs of saying and believing, where nearly 83% of the skorta examples
exhibited absorption and just over 17% showcased case preservation. Similarly, when the dative
subject verb mistakast was examined with the raising verb virdast, the search gave 30 examples
of subject raising, all of which maintained case preservation. This stands in contrast to the
raising with a verb of saying or believing, where four out of five examples revealed lexical case
absorption.!> This brief search thus suggests that lexical case absorption is considerably more
prevalent in subject raising with verbs of saying and believing compared to subject raising verbs
like virdast. Possible reasons for this disparity will be further explored in later sections.

Another comparison relevant here is that with explanatory clauses (or ad 'that'-clauses),
given the fact that all examples of raising infinitives with verbs of saying and believing can be
paraphrased as that-clauses in Icelandic (cf. (6) in section 2.1). As explained in more detail in
Svavarsdottir (2023:30-33), a corpus study shows that in addition to being significantly more
common than raising infinitives with verbs of saying and believing, Icelandic that-clauses are
proportionately even more common than the infinitival clauses when the verb of the daughter
sentence takes a non-nominative subject. In other words, the difference in frequency between
the two constructions that verbs of saying and believing can take becomes even more significant
in this context, suggesting that Icelandic speakers are even less likely to choose subject-to-
object or subject-to-subject raising constructions when lexical subject cases are involved.

14 The following search strings are based on the one on p. 25 (example 37) in Svavarsdottir (2023). Here is the one
for the accusative subject verb skorta is the following:
i.  Caseis NOM/ACC

il. Baseform is virda and voice is MIDDLE
1il. 0-3 words in between
1v. Word is skorta/skort

An exaxmple of case preservation was Ldgmanninnacc virdist ekki skorta sjalfstraust 'The lawyer doesn't seem
to lack self confidence' (DV.is, 2014) but an exaxmple of lexical case absorption was Bjarni Benxowm virdist skorta
solumannsheefileikana 'Bjarni Ben seems to lack the talents of a salesman' (Mdlefnin.is, 2009). The search string
for dative subject verb mistakast is the following:
1. Case is NOM/DAT

ii. Basform is virda and voice is MIDDLE

1il. 0-3 words in between

iv. Word is mistakast/mistekist
An example found of case preservation is e.g. Heimdallipat virdist hafa mistekist ad leera af hruninu 'Heimdallur
seems to have failed to learn from the financial crisis,’ (DV.is, 2009) but no examples were found of lexical case
absorption in this particular search.
15 Cf. Appendix F in Svavarsdottir (2023:67-78).



32

4 Grammaticality Judgments

4.1 Methodology and Variables

To get more precise answers to the question of to what extent Icelandic speakers accept a
structural case instead of a lexical one in subject-to-object and subject-to-subject raising with
infinitives of accusative and dative verbs, grammaticality judgment tasks were administered to
over 1000 native Icelandic speakers. Given the limited number of examples found in the corpus
study, the judgment tasks played a crucial role in this study.!®

The survey encompasses two primary variables: firstly, case, which involves either
preservation or absorption of the lexical case, and secondly, the position of the nominal, which
determines whether it is the object or subject within the matrix clause (i.e., in the active or
passive voice). As a result, there was a total of six types of relevant sentences:

Table 2: Six types of judgment sentences.

verb of saying/believing DAT INF dative

subject . . . .
) in the active voice subject verb

i. | preservation - .
e.g. Kennarinn taldi krokkunum leidast fyrirlesturinn.

subject-to-object 'The teacher believed the Kidspar to be bored by the lecture.’

raising with a dative
subject verb subject

verb of saying/believing INF dative
. . . ACC .
in the active voice subject verb

ii. absorption -
e.g. Kennarinn taldi krakkana leidast fyrirlesturinn.

'"The teacher believed the kidsacc to be bored by the lecture.'

ACC verb of saying/believing in the INF accusative
passive voice (non-agreement) subject verb
bi bi ili. = preservation
subject-to-subject e.g. Logregluna er talid skorta mannafla.
raising with an "The policeacc is believed to lack force.'
accusative subject . .. .
verb NOM verb of sayln.g/behevmg in the INF gccusatlve
passive voice (agreement) subject verb
iv. absorption
e.g. Logreglan er talin skorta mannafla.
"The policenow is believed to lack force.'
DAT verb of saying/believing in the INF dative
passive voice (non-agreement) subject verb
v. | preservation . . ;
. . e.g. Henni er sagt pykja veent um nemendur sina.
subject-to-subject 'Shepar is said to be fond of her students'
raising with a dative . - :
subject verb NOM verb of sayln.g/behevmg in the INF dative
passive voice (agreement) subject verb

vi. absorption .. . .
P t.d. Hin er s6go pykja veent um nemendur sina.

'Shenowm is said to be fond of her students'

To achieve these combinations, verbs of saying and believing were chosen that take subject-to-
object raising in the active voice but can also occur in the passive voice with subject-to-subject

16 That being said, it is important to note that while judgment tasks are valuable, they also have their limitations,
like other research methods. Although no shortcomings were identified in the surveys presented here, it is generally
recognized that various factors can influence respondents, leading them to answers based on language standards
and norms rather than their own linguistic intuition. Issues such as the phrasing or content of sentences may also
affect participants' responses (see, for example, Prainsson et al., 2013:53).
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raising. The two most common verbs, segja 'say' and telja 'believe', were therefore chosen, but
other verbs of saying and believing with which the construction occurs are much less frequent,
if not ungrammatical, in the passive voice. Given the decision to use only these two verbs in all
the test sentences, it was evident that the test sentences had to be distributed widely throughout
the judgment task so that the two verbs, segja and telja, would not be so prominent as to expose
the research topic to the participants. Consequently, it was decided to divide the survey into
two, with each participant taking only one of the two sets of judgment tasks. Each combination
of the six appeared once in each survey.

Various factors were taken into consideration during the design of the test sentences,
with a focus on maintaining consistency in their structure. The matrix clause was kept as simple
as possible, as seen in combinations outlined in Table 2. Additionally, the past participle in the
passive form of the verbs of saying or believing always contained the same number of syllables,
achieved by selecting the feminine singular form of their subject. This resulted in pairs like
SOgOPAST PART.F.5G.NoMm for sentences demonstrating case absorption and nominative agreement,
and sagtrastParRTN.SGNoM for cases displaying non-agreeing oblique case preservation—both
forms being monosyllabic. For instance, sagdirpastparTMPLNOM and SagfpAST PART.N.SG.NOM
would have displayed a dissonance of two syllables in the former and one in the latter. Neuter
nominals were intentionally omitted from the judgment sentences due to their nominative-
accusative syncretism (e.g., Barnio nom/acc er talio langa heim "The child is believed to want
to go home').!”

4.2  The Structure of the Grammaticality Judgment Tasks

As mentioned before, each survey consisted of six test sentences: three with the original lexical
case preservation and three with lexical case absorption. Additionally, there were four filler
sentences for each test sentence. Therefore, the test sentences accounted for one-fifth (20%) of
the total number of sentences, which amounted to thirty in each set of grammaticality judgment
tasks.!® Filler sentences primarily served the purpose of concealing the survey's main topic to
the participants. This was achieved by incorporating various other grammatical phenomena in
the test sentences, in addition to those concerning preservation or absorption of the lexical
case.!” Among these filler sentences, three were used to decide the overall reliability of the
participants' responses. This was done by asking individuals to judge, on the one hand,
sentences that should be grammatical to most or all Icelandic speakers, and on the other, those
that should be unequivocally ungrammatical. If responses to these three sentences contradicted
these expectations, all responses from that participant were excluded from the overall statistical
analysis. Participation figures will be further elaborated on in the subsequent section.

Test sentences were evenly distributed throughout the surveys, with careful attention
given to ensuring that they were not presented at too brief an interval. Test sentences were
structured so that the sentence displaying lexical case absorption in one survey was presented

17 Syncretism will be discussed in section 6.4.

18 The survey was designed to be completed within five to ten minutes. The goal was to ensure that as many people
as possible could finish it without finding the length burdensome or abandoning it halfway. According to the
participants who took the preliminary surveys, this timeframe was accurate.

! When determining which syntactic phenomena to incorporate into the filler sentences, earlier studies with a
similar structure were taken as models (specifically Toémasdottir 2021, Snorrason 2021, and Frioriksdottir 2022).
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with standard case preservation in the other. This approach allowed for a direct comparison
between different speakers' assessments of lexical case preservation and absorption in minimal
pairs. For example, sentence (32a) appeared in the first survey for one group of participants,
and the corresponding sentence (32b) in the second for another group of participants:

(32) a Friorik  taldi hana finnast maturinn vondur.
Frederick believed heracc to-find food-the bad
b. Fridrik  taldi henni finnast maturinn vondur.

Frederick believed herpart to-find food-the bad

When participants were asked to evaluate the sentences, they were provided with three response
options; either "Yes: A normal sentence, I could say this," or "?: Questionable sentence, [ would
hardly say it like this" or "No: An unacceptable sentence, I would not say it lake this."

The surveys were administered using the online service Google Forms. Prior to the
distribution of the main surveys, a preliminary survey was shared with a selected group of
native Icelandic speakers to identify any areas that required improvement, such as unclear
instructions, technical issues, excessive survey length, or any patterns in their survey responses
that suggested the need for adjustments. No major issues were found, and the main survey was
subsequently administered.?’

4.3 Execution

As mentioned earlier, the grammaticality judgment tasks were divided into two surveys. Instead
of each participant answering sixty questions in one lengthy survey, each participant was only
asked to complete one of the two surveys, i.e., thirty sentences.?! The final participation figures
were 547 for the first survey and 675 for the second, totaling 1222 individuals. Among these,
the answers of 1054 participants were utilized, with 482 from the former and 572 from the
latter.??

Before initiating the data processing, the responses of certain participants were
excluded. As previously stated, three filler sentences in each survey were employed as
benchmarks—namely, sentences that were expected to be perfectly grammatical or entirely
ungrammatical to most, if not all native Icelandic speakers. For instance, an example of a
perfectly grammatical sentence is Orwell var ekki kommunisti 'Orwell was not a communist',
while an example of a completely ungrammatical sentence is *Tulipanarnir hun keypti eru

20 More details regarding the structure of the preliminary survey and the main survey can be found in Appendixes
A and B in Svavarsdéttir (2023).

2 To ensure clarity regarding participation in only one survey (not both), a systematic alphabetical order was
followed for the distribution. Participants with first names starting from A to H were assigned the first set of
judgment tasks, while those with names starting from I to O were directed to the second set. Furthermore, the
survey instructions explicitly stated that each participant should take part only once. With this strategy, the aim
was to achieve a relatively even distribution of participants for each survey.

22 The surveys were posted on the social media platforms Facebook and Twitter on Tuesday, March 14th, 2023,
and remained open for nearly two days. They were shared on the author's profile where many friends and family
members helped spread it by further sharing it to their profile. The processing of these responses will be explained
in the following section.
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raudir.?® If a participant provided answers that contradicted the anticipated responses for any
of these sentences, all their responses were removed. The survey was structured in a manner
that prevented participants' answers from being submitted unless they completed the entire
survey, thus obviating the need to delete the responses of those who only answered a part of the
questions. The final numbers were 482 responses from the first survey and 572 from the second,
totaling 1054, representing over 86% of the initial number of participants.

Participants were asked to provide their age, gender, and the highest level of education
they had completed. The social demographics of the participants in the two surveys were
similar: in both surveys, 76% of the participants were women, and the most prevalent age range
was 20-29 years. The education of the participants was notably high, with approximately 60%
having completed either undergraduate studies at the university level, a master's degree, or a
doctorate. The subsequent section will provide a more detailed discussion on social variables
and their impact on the participants' responses.*

5 Primary Results

Previous studies on variations in case marking of oblique subjects in Icelandic have
demonstrated that uncommon case patterns tend to yield to more prevalent ones. Notably,
among these studies, several observations have been made regarding the 'dative sickness' or
'dative substitution' in Icelandic, as outlined in Svavarsdoéttir (1982, 2013), Jonsson &
Eyporsson (2003), Nowenstein (2012, 2014), among others. The variation study most relevant
to the present paper is Benediktsdottir's (2023) forenamed study on dative absorption in the
passive voice,?> which concluded that since no participants in the judgment tasks rejected all
instances of case preservation, lexical dative case absorption in the passive voice still is a case
marking variation alongside dative case preservation. However, that is not the case in the
current study, where lexical accusative and dative absorption in subject raising is under
consideration. In the grammaticality judgment tasks, a significant portion of participants (14%
in the first judgment task and 18% in the second) rated all examples of standard case
preservation as ungrammatical.

In total, two different sentences were tested for each of the three oblique subject raising
constructions under consideration: two demonstrating dative subject-to-object raising (e.g.,
Kennarinn taldi krékkunumpat leidast fyrirlesturinn), two accusative subject-to-subject raising
(e.g., Logreglunaacc er sagt skorta mannafla), and two dative subject-to-subject raising (e.g.,
Hennipar er sagt pykja veent um nemendur sina). For every sentence exhibiting lexical case
preservation, a corresponding sentence demonstrating absorption was included in the other set
of judgment tasks. Interestingly, none of the sentences received notably favorable responses.
However, both the sentences with lexical case preservation and the ones with absorption
garnered a considerable number of respondents selecting the answer option '? = I would hardly

23 The sentence is ungrammatical in Icelandic because it lacks a relative conjunction sem (or the relative pronoun
hverja) at the beginning of the relative clause:

*Tualipanarnir _ han keypti eru raudir.
Tulips-the she bought are red

24 A more detailed elaboration can be found in Appendix C in Svavarsdottir (2023).
% In sentences like the one shown in (14).
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say it like this." On average, 26.8% of participants selected this option for each test sentence, a
notably high percentage.

The subsequent section will delve deeper into the responses to the test sentences,
focusing first on those demonstrating subject-to-object raising with a dative subject verb,
followed by the sentences illustrating subject-to-subject raising with an accusative subject verb.
Lastly, the analysis will examine the responses to sentences showcasing subject-to-subject
raising with dative subject verbs.

5.1 Dative in Subject-to-Object Raising

The construction that received the most positive judgments was dative subject-to-object raising.
These were the standard sentences (1.8) Kennarinn taldi krokkunumpar leidast fyrirlesturinn
'"The teacher believed the kids to be bored by the lecture' and (2.16) Fridrik taldi hennipat
finnast maturinn vondur 'Frederick believed her to dislike the food', which were judged
grammatical by an average of 36.8% of the participants. However, it is noteworthy that the
percentage of participants who found the same sentences to be ungrammatical was not much
lower, at 34.1%. See Figure 1 below.

WYesm? mNo

(1.8) Lexical case preservation:
Kennarinn taldi krokkunum leidast fyrirlesturinn. 52,1% 25,7%
Teacher-the believed kids-thepat
to-be-bored-bynr lecture-the.

(2.8) Lexical case absorption:
Kennarinn taldi krakkana leidast fyrirlesturinn.
Teacher-the believed kids-theacc
to-be-bored-byr lecture-the.

37,8% 21,9%

(2.16)  Lexical case preservation:

21,5% 32,5%
Friorik taldi henni finnast maturinn vondur. g s
Frederick believed herpat to-thinkng foot-the bad.

(1.16)  Lexical case absorption:
Friorik taldi hana finnast maturinn vondur. 24,3% 27,8%
Frederick believed heracc to-thinking foot-the bad

Figure 1: Dative Preservation and Absorption in Subject-to-Object Raising

There was a notable disparity between the two sentence pairs; the first one was more favorably
received in both versions. The reason for this contrast is uncertain, but it might be linked to the
fact that the verb finnast 'think' takes a more complex construction compared to leidast 'be
bored'. Following finnast, there is the small clause maturinn goour. Conversely, the verb leidast
only takes the direct object fyrirlesturinn; in other words, the sentence structure is simpler.

5.2 Accusative in Subject-to-Subject Raising

Sentences demonstrating subject-to-subject raising with oblique subjects received significantly
lower ratings compared to the examples of subject-to-object raising discussed in the previous
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section, especially with accusative subject verbs. These included the sentence (1.4) Agiistu er
sagt minna ad Bretarnir hafi verio vinalegir and (2.27) Logregluna er sagt skorta mannafla (cf.
glossaries in Figure 2 below). On average, these sentences obtained a 15.3% approval rate when
displaying the standard case preservation, contrasting with a 63.1% rating them as
ungrammatical. As emphasized before, it is plausible that the reason for the low ratio of
accusative preservation in this construction is the unfamiliarity of speakers with the subject of
a passive construction being in the accusative case, as it does not occur in any other syntactic
context apart from this.

HYesH? mNo
Lexical case preservation:
Agtistu er sagt minna ad Bretarnir hafi verid vinalegir. 6.2% 11,8%
Aglstaacc is said to-recallir that the British had been friendly.

Lexical case absorption:

Agiista er s6gd minna ad Bretarnir hafi verid vinalegir. - 29.0%
Agiistanow is said to-recallinr that the British had been friendly. Jls -
Lexical case preservation:

Logregluna er sagt skorta mannafla.

. . . 24,3% 31,5%
Police-theacc is said to-lackinr force. ° :

Lexical case absorption:
Logreglan er sogd skorta mannafla. 40,0% 31,1%
Police-theacc is said to-lackmr force.

Figure 2: Accusative Preservation and Absorption in Subject-to-Subject Raising

As illustrated in Figure 2 above, the absorption example Logreglan er s6gd skorta mannafla
(1.27), with a nominative subject instead of an accusative one, received a notably higher number
of positive ratings compared to the other three sentences. This notable approval of the lexical
accusative absorption with the verb skorta 'lack' aligns with the findings from the corpus study.

Test sentences featuring the accusative subject verb minna 'recall' received the poorest
judgments among all the tested sentences, regardless of preservation or absorption. While there
are examples of dative substitution with the verb (cf. Prainsson et al., 2015), this scarcely
accounts for the unfavorable judgments regarding the accusative preservation, as the subject
Agista exhibits accusative-dative syncretism, with its form being identical in both the
accusative and dative case. Moreover, it is worth noting that, according to the Icelandic
Frequency Dictionary, the verb minna 'recall' ranks among the most common accusative subject
verbs. Thus, one might have expected it to receive higher judgments with the standard
accusative subject than it did. Consequently, the low ratings cannot be attributed to dative
substitution or the verb's low frequency. Instead, it is more likely that the nature of the
complement within the infinitival clause, i.e., whether it is a simple nominal or an explanatory
clause, is a contributing factor. The distinction in the speaker's assessments of raising
constructions with skorta and minna would then primarily be attributed to the fact that the verb
minna takes a more complex complement, namely a whole explanatory clause, as opposed to
the simple accusative direct object that skorta takes.
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5.3 Dative in Subject-to-Subject Raising

Sentences demonstrating dative subject-to-subject raising were the third and final construction
examined in this study. As anticipated based on the findings from the corpus study, these
sentences received comparatively more positive judgments on average than those
demonstrating accusative subject-to-subject raising. The distribution of judgments regarding
dative preservation and absorption in subject-to-subject raising is depicted in Figure 3:

EYes W ? No

(1.22)  Lexical case preservation:
Henni er talio lika vel vio nyja forstjorann.

Herpar is believed to-likenr the new CEO. 19,3% 26,8%

(2.22) Lexical case absorption:
Hun er talin lika vel vid nyja forstjorann.
Shenow is believed to-likemr the new CEO.

17,5% 32,5%

(2.13) Lexical case preservation:
Henni er sagt pykja veent um nemendur sina. 20,1% 26,6%
Herpar is believed to-ber fond of students herposs.

(1.13)  Lexical case absorption:

Hun er s6g0 pykja veent um nemendur sina. 49,6% 30,7%

Shenow is believed to-bemr fond of students herposs.

Figure 3: Dative Preservation and Absorption in Subject-to-Object Raising.

Sentences demonstrating dative preservation had approximately a 20% approval rate but was
rejected by nearly 55% of the participants. Sentence (2.22)—with a lexical dative absorption
and a structural nominative subject—yielded similar judgments. However, almost half of the
participants found sentence (1.13) grammatical, where the nominative replaces the accusative
in the subject position of the matrix clause. The reason for this high acceptance rate is unclear,
but it may be due to so-called garden-path effects, i.e., that participants may have been unsettled
by the similarity between the example of dative preservation, Henni er sagt + INF ('She is said
to..."), and a 'simple' passive construction like Henni er sagt ad + INF ('She is told to ..."), where
the dative subject corresponds to the indirect object in the active voice. The only distinction
between the S-Structures of these two constructions is the infinitive particle ad.?® That being
said, further observations are necessary to determine the exact cause.

26 These garden-path sentences would then lead the reader to subconsciously anticipate the most likely continuation
of the sentence. However, confusion arises when the continuation diverges from what was predicted. Hence, it can
be assumed that the matrix clause Henni er sagt... leads the speaker to expect a control infinitive with an infinitive
particle, where the dative henni corresponds to the indirect object of the verb segja 'say'. However, the sentence
suddenly becomes ungrammatical when it deviates from the expected pattern; in this case, the absence of the
infinitive particle ad 'to', which would be present in the 'simple' passive construction with a control infinitive, as
in Henni er sagt ad pykja ... 'She is told to think...".
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5.4 Social Variables

The participants' age and education were the two social variables that were shown to play a
significant role in this study, while gender did not seem to have any impact.?’ The statistical
significance of the difference in responses based on age and education was assessed using a
chi-squared test (y° test) conducted in RStudio (R Core Team 2023).2® The significance level
was set at 5%, implying that variations between different groups were deemed significant if the
p-value was 0.05 or lower. The p-value then indicates the probability of the null hypothesis®
being accurate. For instance, when the p-value is 0.05, there is a 95% probability of rejecting
the null hypothesis. Additionally, apart from this p-value, a correlation coefficient denoted as
't' was calculated. The value of 'r' falls within the range of -1 to +1, where -1 indicates a perfect
negative correlation, +1 represents a perfect positive correlation, and 0 implies no correlation.
First, the study explored the potential correlation between participants' ages and their positive
evaluation of sentences demonstrating lexical case absorption. Secondly, it examined the
correlation between participants' education levels and their positive evaluation of the same
sentences. In each case, Fields' scale (2005:32) was employed to assess whether the correlation
was high or low. Fields' scale indicates that an r-value between 0.1 and 0.3 suggests a weak
correlation, while a range of 0.3 to 0.5 indicates a moderately strong correlation. A value of 0.5
and above suggests a strong correlation. With this in mind, we will now delve into the findings
of the grammaticality judgment tasks.

There was a statistically significant difference in the number of positive answers both
regarding the participants' ages and education levels in all but one test sentences. The sentence
that showed no statistically significant difference at all was one of two examples that showed
lexical accusative absorption in subject-to-subject raising: (3) Agiistanom er s6gd minna ad
Bretarnir hafi verid vinalegir. Most of the respondents, regardless of education or age, found
that sentence ungrammatical, but only 36 (6.2%) found it grammatical. The possible reasons
for this were discussed in section 5.2.

Table 3 shows the percentage of positive judgments of lexical case absorption in subject
raising, classified by the participants' age. Here, p stands for p-value, r for r-value, and N for
the total number of responses. The highest percentage of positive responses for each sentence
is shown in bold:

27 A detailed overview of the social variables is shown in Appendix C in Svavarsdéttir (2023).

28 I would like to thank Gudrin Svavarsdottir and Arni Kristjansson for their invaluable assistance with statistical
calculations and data processing in RStudio.

2 In statistics, the term 'null hypothesis' refers to a statement that can be refuted or rejected based on the existing
data. For instance, when examining whether there is a distinction between the responses of various age groups, the
null hypothesis would suggest that there is no difference in the participants' assessment of lexical case absorption
sentences with regard to their age. This null hypothesis can be refuted by conducting a chi-square test, revealing a
p-value lower than 0.05.
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Table 3: Positive judgment of lexical case absorption in subject raising, classified by the participants' age.

Lexical case absorption sentence <19 | 20-29 | 30-39 | 4049 | 50-59 | >60 | p r N

(2.8) Kennarinn taldi krakkana /eidast
fyrirlesturinn.

'"The teacher believed the kidspar—acc to
be bored by the lecture.'

62.1 | 534 | 324 | 286 | 24.6 | 26.0 | .000 320 | 572

(1.17) Fridrik taldi hana finnast
maturinn vondur.

'Frederick believed herpar—acc to find
the food bad.'

214 | 415 | 247 | 23.1 9.0 7.8 1.000 | 292 | 482

(2.4) Agusta er s6gd minna ad Bretarnir
hafi verid vinalegir.

'Aglstaacc—now is said to recall that the
British were friendly.'

34 3.6 5.7 8.6 123 | 8.8 | .069 | -.108 | 572

(1.28) Logreglan er s6g0 skorta
mannafla. 429 | 503 | 472 | 404 | 256 | 27.0|.000 | .202 | 482

'

'The police-ace—nNowm is said to lack force.

(2.23) Hun er talin /ika vel vid nyja
forstjorann.

'She par—nNowm 1s believed to like the new
CEO.'

379 | 197 | 21.0 12.9 10.8 | 88 | .000 .140 | 572

(1.13) Hn er s6gd pykja vent um
nemendur sina.

'She par—~owm is said to be fond of her
students.'

429 | 69.2 | 483 | 462 | 37.2 | 30.0 | .000 | .270 | 482

As previously mentioned, and as is evident from the p-values in Table 3, a statistically
significant difference was observed in the responses of various age groups for all sentences
except sentence (2.4), Agiistanom er s6gd minna ad Bretarnir hafi verid vinalegir. As expected,
the lowest correlation was found for that same sentence. On the other hand, all the other test
sentences exhibited some positive correlation between a younger age and a favorable
assessment of absorption examples. The strongest correlation was observed in subject-to-object
raising (sentences (2.8) and (1.17)), where a moderate correlation was identified between the
positive evaluation of lexical case absorption examples and the participants' young age.

The results of the judgment tests regarding the participants' education levels are
presented in Table 4 below. Similar to the age variable (as shown in Table 3), sentence (2.4)
stood out, where differences in the participants' responses based on their education were not
statistically significant. While statistically significant differences were noted between the
groups for all other test sentences, the correlation was consistently low and notably lower than
with the age variable shown in Table 3. Consequently, the participants' le