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Abstract 
 
Old English (OE) and Modern English (ModE) differ significantly from each other, 

including the sound system, grammar, word order, clause structure and vocabulary. OE 

contained many structural phenomena that are no longer in use, such as impersonal 

constructions. Impersonal constructions were widely used in OE in different types of 

clauses. Similarly to all other languages, OE changed and lost many of its structures over 

time.  Loss of case assignment and changes in meanings of some verbs and their uses are 

two of these changes. This thesis aims to determine the types of impersonal constructions 

in OE and analyse them with examples, showing how they were used in different contexts. 

Additionally, the interpretations of several linguists who have studied the OE impersonal 

constructions are also discussed, including those of Willem Van der Gaaf (1904), Otto 

Jespersen (1927), Willy Elmer (1981), David Lightfoot (1981), and Olga Fischer and 

Frederike C. Van der Leek (1983). Their research mainly focused on the structure of OE 

impersonal constructions, their demise and development. This thesis will also briefly 

analyse comparable Icelandic constructions and their implications for an analysis of OE. 
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Introduction 

This thesis aims to analyse the impersonal verbs in Old English (OE) and their types, how 

they developed and later fell out of use. At the earliest stages, English was a 

morphologically rich language which had many impersonal verbs. Throughout the 

Middle English (MidE) and Modern English (ModE) periods the language underwent 

numerous changes, and the impersonal constructions gradually ceased to be used until 

they were lost altogether.  

It is necessary to explain the term “impersonal verb” before proceeding with the 

analysis. Impersonal verbs appear in the third person singular, the infinitive and the 

gerund. Fischer and van der Leek (1983, p. 346) define impersonal verbs as follows:   

 

The term ‘impersonal’ verbs refer to a class of verbs which have a 

common semantic core: they all express a physical or mental/cognitive 

experience which involves a ‘goal,’ in this case 

an animate ‘experiencer,’ and a ‘source,’ i.e., something from which the 

experience emanates or by which the experience is effected. 

 

The impersonal verbs in Old English are often divided into three groups: zero-

place impersonals, one-place impersonals, and two-place impersonals (Hogg, 2002, p. 

99). An example of a one-place impersonals is shown below (Denison, 1993, p. 68):   

 

(1) Longað hine   hearde  

yearns  him (ACC) grievously.  

‘He feels great discontent’ 

 

In the example above, the experiencer1 is in the accusative case, whilst the cause2 (hearde) 

is shown as an adjective. Apart from that, the dummy ‘it’ and ‘there’ in OE, still 

used in ModE, are pronouns which are needed when a sentential complement is 

expressed (Allen, 1986, p. 465). However, for the sake of this thesis, only “it” will be 

discussed since it was primarily used in the OE period. More details about the groups of 

 
1 The entity that receives unintentional locus of a sensory impression or psychological state (Payne,2007). 
2 The event that caused the action in the first place; „because of what“ (Payne, 2007). 
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impersonal verbs and dummy it will be addressed in the first chapter. The second chapter 

will look closely at the dative movement in the passive forms of impersonal verbs and 

how they changed through Middle English and Modern English.  

Many linguists have studied the impersonal construction in detail. The most 

prominent among the earlier authors who tried to offer an explanatory account 

of impersonals include Van der Gaaf (1904), Jespersen (1927), Elmer (1981), Lightfoot 

(1981), Fischer and Van der Leek (1983), and Allen (1999).3 We will look at their 

different arguments regarding impersonal verbs, as well as those of some other linguists, 

in the third chapter.   

Chapter four discusses some essential accounts of the impersonals in terms of the 

clause structure. The focus of this work is on whether or not certain OE impersonal 

clauses could be used in different clause structures. 

As all-natural languages, English has lost some of its constructions in the course 

of time. The use of impersonal verbs and clauses diminished throughout the development 

of English until they were eventually lost. Many verbs have undergone a transformation 

from impersonal to personal. Among the possible reasons for their change is the merging 

of various inflectional endings that resulted in the confusion of subject, object, and 

relations to the components of a sentence (Dons, 2004, p. 116). These verbs, their 

meanings and how their use changed will be discussed in the fifth chapter, alongside a 

comparison with how the impersonals have been used in Icelandic.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
3 Allen, 1981, p. 375. 
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1. Impersonal Verbs in Old English 

The various types of impersonal verbs are often divided into three subtypes according to 

their characteristics. Type one impersonals, which will be labelled as Type (i), occur when 

there is no nominative Noun Phrase (NP) argument (a truly subjectless construction), or 

when a clausal argument is indicated by an oblique pronoun (Denison, 1993, p. 66). Type 

(ii) involves the cause – or theme4 – subject, and Type (iii) involves the experiencer, 

which is a subject if there is a nominative NP in argument function (it becomes subject-

full). The range of arguments in Old English is usually up to two; however, the WEATHER 

verbs, such as RINAN ‘rain’, discussed in subsection 1.1., are here labelled Type Zero 

because they do not have an argument. The verb HYNGERIAN ‘hunger’ has a single NP 

argument, while the verb TWEOGAN ‘doubt’ has two arguments. The following two 

subsections will look closely at the diverse types of place-impersonals with examples. 

 

1.1. Type Zero: Zero-Place Impersonals 

Zero-place impersonals occur in sentences that have neither an experiencer nor a cause. 

Table 1 below shows the OE and MidE examples of zero-place impersonals, the 

WEATHER verbs with their meaning in ModE. 

 

OLD ENGLISH VERBS MEANING IN MODERN ENGLISH 

dagian dawn 

hagalian hail 

rinan rain 

sniwan snow 

styrman storm 

þunrian thunder 

Table 1: Zero-place impersonal verbs in OE 

 
 
 

 
4 A participant of a sentence that undergoes an action and changes its state (Payne, 2007). 
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1.1.1. Examples of Zero-Place Impersonals 

This subsection compares the verbs SNIWAN in OE and ÞUNRIAN in MidE, which are 

taken from Denison (1993 p. 67, 68) and Sigurðardóttir and Eythórsson (2019, p. 100). 

As can be seen in the examples, with the weather verbs, the dative case is used. 

 

(2)  OE     (3) MidE 

 Norþan  sniwde   Thunret full throly 

 from-north (DAT) snowed  thundered very severely 

 ‘It snowed from the north’   ‘It thundered very loud’ 

(4) OE 

 Sva  miclum  sniwde 

 so much (DAT) snowed 

 ‘So much snowed’ 

 

1.1.2. Type (i/ii): One and Two-Place Impersonals / Type S 

Type (i) includes constructions that do not contain a nominative NP argument. They also 

either do not include a clausal argument or include a clausal argument followed by an 

oblique pronoun. Type (ii) is considered subject-full if a nominative NP is an argument 

in the clause (Denison, 1993, p. 66). If so, it is either considered type (ii), when the cause 

or theme is the subject, or type (iii), when the experiencer is the subject. Otherwise, it is 

indeterminate, which is shown as type (i/ii). More on type (iii) will be discussed in 

subchapter 2.2. 
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According to Denison (1993, p.66), the verbs below can either be one-place or 

two-place: 

VERB CLASS VERBS MEANING 

 

“Hunger” verbs 

calan 

hyngrian 

þyrstan 

geyflian 

be(come) cold 

hunger 

thirst 

become ill 

“Seem” verbs 
þyncan 

beon 

seem 

be known 

“Please” verbs 

cweman / miscweman 

leofian / beon 

(ge)lician 

please 

be dear 

please 

Table 2: One and two-place impersonal verbs in OE 

 

1.1.3. Examples of One and Two-Place Impersonals 

Examples regarding one of the “hunger” verbs, ÞRYSTAN ‘thirst’ in OE and MidE are 

given below (Denison, 1993, p.68): 

 

(5) OE (i) 

& ne  þyrst  þone  næfre ðe on me gelyfð. 

and not  thirsts  the-one (ACC) never who  in me believes. 

‘and he who believes in me will never thirst’ 

 

(6) MidE (i) 

… so thrusted hym that he | Was wel ny lorn 

‘He was so thirsty that he was well-nigh lost’ 

 

It can be seen that ÞONE in (5), which is a pronoun with the meaning of ‘the one’, is used 

in the accusative. Some verbs appear for the first time in MidE, such as ÞYNCAN ‘seem, 

appear’, whereas in OE, this sentence would have had an oblique as a dative and a 

nominative: 
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(7) (i) & sweetest him  þuncheð   ham5 

and sweetest  him (OBL) seem(s)/thinks (3 SG or PL) them (OBL) 

‘and sweetest they seem to him’ 

 

Old English had five cases: nominative, accusative, dative, genitive, and 

instrumental (which indicates an instrument used to achieve something). However, during 

the OE period, the instrumental significantly decreased and merged with the dative 

(Hogg, 2002, p. 19). In the example below, the dative form of the personal pronoun is 

used after the verb OFLICIAN ‘displease’ and BILUUEN/BILOVEN ‘please’: 

 

(8) OE (i/ii) 

ða oflicode me ðearle  þæt ic eft to ðam lichaman   

then displeased me grievously that I back to the body   

sceolde  fram ðære  stowe wynsumnysse6 

had-to  from that place joy (GEN) 

          ‘then it was most displeasing to me that I had to return to the body from that place 

 of joy’ 

 

(9) MidE (i/ii) 

he easked ham ʒef ham  biluueð to heren hime ane hqile7 

he asks     them if  them (OBL PL) pleases (3 SG)  to hear   him   a    while 

‘he asks them if it pleases them to listen to him for a while’ 

 

The form ham ‘them’ is used as an oblique argument in (9), referring to a situation in the 

clause where a nominal case is used when a NP is the object of either a verb or a 

preposition. According to Denison, Types (i) and (ii) have been found in a group of words 

which had not been recorded as impersonals in OE, such as the verb BILOVEN in example 

(9) (1993, p. 72). There is a further type (type N) that should be considered, which 

involves experiencer constructions. 

 

 
5 Denison, 1993, p. 70 
6 Denison, 1993, p. 71 
7 Denison, 1993, p. 71 



 13 

1.2. Type N 

As mentioned, Type N involves experiencer constructions, where the experiencer is in an 

oblique (non-nominative) case (Allen, 1999, p. 136). In this respect, the experiencer can 

be found in the nominative (if it is in an oblique case), accusative, and dative case, 

whereas the theme appears in the genitive or nominative, or it is the object (of a 

preposition). Allen (1999, p. 137) shares a list of OE experiencer verbs, which includes 

TWEONIAN ‘cause doubt’, OFHREOWAN ‘cause or feel pity; rue’, LICIAN ‘please’, 

ÞYNCAN ‘seem’, as can be seen in Table 3. The verbs in the table have ambiguous case 

markings, so the table is intended to show how the arguments of these verbs could be 

assigned their cases in specific examples. For instance, LICIAN ‘please’ takes only the 

dative experiencer, but me licaþ (me liketh ‘I like’), which is considered as a Type N 

construction, would be structurally ambiguous if the experiencer were accusative (Allen, 

1999, p. 137). 

 

Verbs Experiencer Theme 

tweonian DAT 

NOM 

ACC 

NOM 

GEN/PP 

PP 

GEN/PP 

ACC8 

ofhreowan DAT 

DAT 

NOM 

NOM 

GEN 

GEN 

þyncan DAT 

DAT 

NOM 

GEN/PP 

lician DAT NOM 

Table 3: Case frames of Experiencer verbs in OE (Allen, 1999, p. 137) 

According to Allen (1999), Type N verbs can be alternated with Type (ii). As in Type 

(ii), the experiencer receives the highest thematic role that is assigned to the subject. 

However, there is a difference between these two types: the experiencer is “lexically” 

assigned to the dative or accusative case in Type N, but not in Type (ii) (p. 137). The 

 
8 According to Allen, there is only one example in OE where the ACC case is the theme for this particular 

verb (1999, p. 137). 
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experiencer of the Type N construction is normally in a preverbal position and mostly 

precedes the theme, as Allen claims (1999). The reason why the experiencer precedes the 

theme is due to semantic role. According to Allen’s view, the idea is that the experiencer 

is placed before the verb in order to meet the requirements for the verb-second target 

constraint. Even though the experiencer is the object, it should be placed before the verb. 

The verb is not always in its second position: as in example (10), the experiencer (men 

‘men’) is both preverbal and preceded by another element (Allen, 1999, p. 105): 

 

(10) for ðæm þynge men  lyst ælces  þara   

 for that reason men (ACC) desires each (GEN) the (GEN) 

 gooda  þe hi  lyst 

 goods (GEN) that them (ACC) desires 

 ‘For that reason, there is desire in men for each of the goods for which there is 

 desire in them.’ 

 

If ‘men’ is the object of the example above, the verb would already be in its second 

position because of the topicalised PP, so there is no need to move the experiencer into a 

preverbal position, as Allen suggests (1999, p. 112). Furthermore, in the Type N 

constructions the experiencer controls the deletion of coordinate subjects more often than 

a dative or accusative object.  

Apart from what has already been discussed, one of the most important features of 

impersonal constructions was the insertion of dummy (h)it ‘it’, which will be examined 

closely in the next subchapter. 

 

1.3. Dummy ‚it‘ 

The dummy it refers to the pronoun that has the purpose of being present in a sentence in 

order to keep the grammatical completeness. Such elements do not have any lexical 

meaning, which makes them semantically empty (Alwan, 2018, p. 383). Dummy 

pronouns are used to refer to weather, time, or specific situations that occur 

unintentionally (e.g., It happens to be there!). There are two dummy subjects in English: 

it and there. But for the sake of this thesis, only it will be discussed. 
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 In the sentence It rains, there is not a proper subject. If the subject is not available, 

it is waiting to help. Although the action is understandable (that the rain is falling), the 

antecedent of the sentence is not clear; in this case, it is the unnamed it. The action is 

placed on the verb itself instead of the doer of the verb. In OE, (h)it was used widely to 

refer to the weather statements (O'Conner and Kellerman, 2015). There are differences in 

clauses with and without (h)it. Denison (1993, p. 97) proposes that the following three 

developments are correlated with the use of it as syntactic dummies: 

 

1. The rise of V-2 word order in main clauses 

2. The rise of SVO word order 

3. Growing requirement for a surface subject for every finite 

clause 

 

Some scholars have discussed the possibility of whether (h)it could indeed be a “dummy” 

subject. According to Bolinger (as cited in Denison, 1993), all instances of it in MidE, 

including the it that is used in weather clauses (e.g., It rains), are meaningful and therefore 

have reference to the action in the sentence. According to this claim, some uses of it in 

ModE are truly non-argument NPs (if they are meaningful, they should be considered as 

arguments), and it seems to be a gradience from dummy to fully anaphoric use (Denison, 

1993, p. 97). 

Denison (1993, p. 98) claims that the use of it had been non-existent with 

PLEASE/DESIRE verbs until the thirteenth century, present with BEHOVE from late OE 

onwards, but absent with HAPPEN (unless used with þæt ‘that’ for hit) until the twelfth 

century, and rare with SEEM until the thirteenth or fourteenth century. Elmer (as cited in 

Denison, 1993, p. 98) claims that the use of hit was optional in Types (i) and (ii) without 

the experiencer argument and was not frequently chosen to be used, especially in the 

example below: 

 

(11) gedafenaþ hit þæt9 

 is-fitting it that 

 

 
9 Denison, 1993, p. 99 
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The insertion of the dummy (h)it was the most convenient and helpful tool for adapting 

impersonal constructions to Old English since the its syntax required a preverbal, possibly 

a nominative constituent for all sentences (Seefranz-Montag von, 1984, p. 526). The 

development of dummy h(it) will be discussed further in later subsections. 

 

2. Dative Movement in the Passive Form of Impersonal 

Verbs 

There are two different forms of passive that must be kept distinct in this chapter: direct 

passive and indirect passive. Direct passive has a subject (the theme) that corresponds to 

the direct object in the active. Indirect passive takes a NP (the benefactive) as its subject 

corresponding to the indirect object in the active. For expository purposes, the examples 

below (Denison, 1993, p. 103) are given in ModE; then, we will be identifying the direct 

and indirect passives in OE. For three-place verbs, such as GIVE, ModE allows two 

different kinds of active complementation, which can be seen in (12a, b). 

 

(12) a. Tom gave presents to Mary. 

 b. Tom gave Mary presents. 

(13) a. Presents were given to Mary (by Tom). 

 b. Mary was given presents (by Tom). 

 

The terms benefactive and theme are important in this context. The benefactive person in 

a sentence is the one who benefits from a situation or action (Payne, 2007). In the example 

(12a), since Mary is getting a reward, she is the benefactive of the sentence. When the 

direct object (in this case, presents) plays a semantic role, it is called a theme. In (12a, b) 

above, Mary becomes the indirect object. The direct passive is a traditional passive with 

a subject (theme) that complies with the direct object in the active (Denison, 1993, p. 

103). In this case, (13a) represents the direct passive. When a sentence takes a NP 

(benefactive) that corresponds to the indirect object in the active as its subject, it is called 

indirect passive (Denison, 1993, p. 103). The example in (13b) fits perfectly this 

definition of the indirect passive.  

Their position in OE varies within different subgroups of three-place verbs (more 

on the three-place verbs will be explained in subchapter 2.2.). According to Denison 
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(1993), OE used dative case marking rather than prepositional marking for Benefactive 

NP (p. 103). Benefactive usually occurs in to-phrase with verbs such as FORLÆTAN 

‘surrender’ and CWEÐAN ‘speak’. OE had passive where the benefactive remained in the 

dative case (Denison, 1993, p. 103). When the finite verb is in the third person singular 

and lacks a nominative subject, the sentence becomes impersonal passive. When the 

theme is the subject of the passive, then the sentence becomes direct passive. 

The examples (14) and (15) below represent the structure in OE with ModE words 

(Denison, 1993, p. 104): 

 

(14) a Presents (OBJ) were given her (OBJ). 

 b Her (OBJ) was given presents (OBJ). 

(15) a Presents (SUBJ) were given her (OBJ). 

 b Her (OBJ) were given presents (SUBJ). 

 

The examples in (14a, b) show impersonal passives since the finite verb give is in the 

third person singular and lacks a nominative subject. Even though presents in (14a) is 

thought to be the subject, Denison classifies it as an object (Denison, 1993, p. 104). The 

examples in (15a, b) are direct passives: the finite verb give is not subjectless since the 

nominative NP, which is in the role of the theme, is a subject of the passive (Denison 

1993, p. 104). Many examples of OE are either with a theme in singular NP or a clause 

of uncertain case, and the verb is in 3SG, which causes neutralisation in distinction 

between the examples (14a, b) and (15a, b). 

 It is important to explain the appearance of new forms in Middle English with to 

in (12a) and (13 a), and a new indirect passive form, which is illustrated in (12 b), as well 

as the loss of the passives illustrated in (13a, b) and (14b) (Denison, 1993, p. 104). 

However, we first need to examine the datives governed by two-and-three place verbs 

both in the active and passive. 
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2.1. Two Place Verbs 

As discussed by Denison (1993, p. 104), many verbs in OE took a single object in the 

dative case (either in variation with other cases or not). The example below shows the 

dative in the passive and the verb in the second, and third person singular: 

 

(16) … on urum agenum dihte hu us  bið  æt Gode 

 … in our own power how us (DAT PL) will-be (3SG) by God 

 gedemed10 

 judged  

 ‘… in our own power as to how we shall be judged by God’ 

 

Dative marking was replaced from early MidE onwards using the proposition to usually 

in the active: 

 

(17) … uor to kueme kueadliche to  þe wordle.11 

… for to please sinfully to the world. 

‘… to please the world sinfully’ 

 

From the MidE period, two-place verbs began to show properties of transitive 

verbs, i.e., whether or not a verb may take objects and if so, how many objects the verb 

may take (Carnie, 2013). LEVEN (MidE), LÆFAN (OE) ‘leave’ has always been a 

transitive verb; and the verb LIEN (MidE) ‘lie’, LEOGAN (OE) ‘lie, to be wrong’, in the 

example below, was used very often in OE but is intransitive in ModE (Denison, 1993, 

p. 105). Example (18) shows the transition of these verbs. Here, using the bare pronoun 

(instead of a PP with to) as a dative was still acceptable, even when it would also seem 

like an accusative. The sentence is MidE, but it would be translated into OE as: Ne nylle 

ic næfre ma him leogan ne hine læfan with separate dative and accusative pronouns. 

 

 

 

 
10 Denison, 1993, p. 104 
11 Denison, 1993, p. 104 
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(18) ne nulle  ich neauer mare him lihen  ne 

nor not-will I never more him prove-false-to nor

 leauen12 

 leave 

 ‘Nor I will ever more prove false to him or leave him’ 

 

2.2. Three-Place Verbs in the Active and Passive 

2.2.1. Active 

OE has many verbs that have a benefactive meaning with the dative case, as seen in these 

examples: 

 

(19) Ðam acennedan Cyninge we bringað gold. 

 the born  king (DAT) we bring gold (ACC) 

 … Stor   we him   bringað, gif…13 

 … incense (ACC) we him (DAT)  bring,  if… 

 ‘To the born King we bring gold… Incense we bring to him, if…’ 

 

(20) þonne eyðe   hit  man  þam cyninge14 

 then tell (3 SG. SUBJ) it (ACC) one (NOM) the king (DAT) 

 ‘then let one tell it to the king’ 

 

Denison (1993, p. 106) claims that the loss of explicit dative inflexions in the construction 

continues to the present day with the benefactive (or if a case-marked pronoun, objective) 

case. 

 The example below shows topicalised word order (topic is indicated in bold): 

 

(21) To kiþenn ʒuw þatt all follc iss Nu cumenn mikell bliss15 

 To inform you that all people is now come  great bliss 

 ‘to inform you that to all people great bliss has now come’ 

 
12 Denison, 1993, p. 105 
13 Denison, 1993, p. 106 
14 Denison, 1993, p. 106 
15 Denison, 1993, p. 106 
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2.2.2. Passive (where Benefactive  Subject) 

In OE, the direct passive can be understood when the theme is used as a subject in a 

sentence. For the indirect passive, the theme (þam þeo ‘that thigh’) is used as a retained 

object. There are many direct passives in OE, such as in the example below (Denison, 

1993, p. 108): 

 

(22) & þam þeo  wæs agifen  seo ærre hælo 

 and that thigh (DAT) was granted the earlier health (NOM)

 ‘and health was granted the sooner to that thigh’ 

 

The example above includes DEPRIVE verb (which is thought of as the antonym of 

GIVE).  Denison (1993) claims that both the GIVE and DEPRIVE verbs appear in 

impersonal passives of Type (iii); only when the theme is in the genitive (p. 108) or with 

the group-verb LÆTAN (blod): 

 

(23) ac him   næs  getiðod ðære lytlan lisse 

 But him (DAT) not-was granted that small favour (GEN) 

 ‘But he was not granted that small favour’ 

 

(24) Sægde þæt hiere  niowan  blod læten wære in earme 

 said that her (DAT) newly blood (ACC) let was in arm  

 ‘She said that she had lately been bled blood from the arm’ 

 

Throughout the last sections, we have examined many types and arguments regarding 

the Old English impersonal verbs, which have been the subject of considerable scholarly 

interest. The next chapter looks more closely at the arguments and interpretations of 

impersonal verbs. 
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3. Analyses of Impersonal Verbs (involving reanalyses) 

3.1. Van der Gaaf 

Dutch linguist Willem Van der Gaaf (1904, as cited in Allen, 1986) interpreted the 

impersonal verbs in OE by distinguishing between “really impersonal” and “quasi-

impersonal” expressions; this distinction implies that the former cannot have another 

subject than it (e.g., it happened) (Möhlig-Falke, 2002, p. 11). He focused on the 

construction change in the MidE period and while ignoring many OE words which had 

been lost in the same period, as well as WEATHER verbs, which have survived and 

undergone a slight change in syntax.16 Denison (1993, p. 76) mentions that Van der 

Gaaf’s evidence includes anaphora (which is to refer back to a constituent that is already 

mentioned)17 and syncretism (which refers to the merging of forms following the loss of 

inflextions).18 The example below explains the evidence (Denison, 1993, p. 76): 

 

(25) Sone se þu   telest  te  betere þen anoðer 

 as-soon as you (SUBJ)  reckon (2 SG) yourself better than another 

 … ant houest  of ei  ouerhohe, and þuncheð 

 and have (2 SG) for anyone  disdain,    and seems (3 SG) 

 hofles  ant hoker  of  eawt þet me seið þe oðer 

 unreasonable and contemptible concerning anything that one tells you or 

 deð ʒetten,  þu  merrest þin meiðhad… 

 does moreover you (SUBJ) harm (2 SG)  your virginity… 

 ‘As soon as you reckon yourself better than another… and feel contempt for 

 anyone, and find unreasonable and contemptible anything that is said or 

 moreover done to you, you defile your virginity…’ 

 

If we compare this passage to ModE, two of the clauses lack “you”: ant houest ‘and (you) 

have...”, and þuncheð ‘and (to you) seems...’  The latter clause containing the verb 

þuncheð ‘seems’, with a missing oblique ‘you’, is considered impersonal. 

 

 
16 In OE, it was possible to say ‘yesterday rained’, without any it, but in ModE, we must not leave it out: 

‘yesterday *(it) rained’. 
17 typically, a pronoun refers back to a complete NP (Denison, 1993, p. 475). 
18 Crystal, 2008, p. 469 
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3.2. Jespersen 

Otto Jespersen claimed (1927, as cited in Allen, 1986) that the OE impersonal 

construction was subject to disappearing from the language. As Van der Gaaf, he also 

focused on the change in construction in the MidE period. One of his most cited examples 

(26) will be considered in this subsection: 

 

(26) a    þam cynge  likodon peran19 

       the king (DAT) pleased (PL) pears (NOM.PL) 

 b  The king likeden peares 

 c  The king liked pears 

 d  He liked pears 

 

As can be seen from the transformation, at stage (26a), the experiencer is inflected for the 

dative, while the nominative controls verb arrangement, which made the verb licodon 

plural. In (26b), the agreement between the NP and the verb can still be seen, but the 

experiencer is neutral for its case due to lack of inflexions in nouns (Loureiro-Porto, 2010, 

p. 680). In (26c), pears is interpreted as an object since the verb has undergone a change 

in its meaning from ‘cause pleasure to’ to ‘receive pleasure from’, while nominal endings 

have disappeared (Fischer and van der Leek (1983, p. 338). The change that occurred is 

shown in (26c): the loss of nominal and verbal inflexions, which makes the sentence as 

either OVS or SVO. It goes without saying that SVO would later become the fixed word 

order in English. In (26d), ‘the king’ has clearly become the experiencer subject of the 

sentence. As Loureiro-Porto claims, we can see the stiffening of the SVX (Subject-Verb-

word order) which relates to the interpretation of the preverbal element as a subject (2010, 

p. 681).20 

 

 

 
19 Fischer and Van der Leek, 1983, p. 338 
20 In SVX word order, X refers to the clause element apart from the subject and finite verb (Takahashi, 

2017, p. 3). 
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3.3. Elmer 

Willy Elmer (1981, as cited in Allen, 1986) wished to provide a more organised definition 

of sentences that do not include a subject, such as REWEN ‘rue’ and LIKE. Below, there 

is an example through which he explains the idea of the positional behaviour of oblique-

case experiencers being identical to the subject NPs in OE grammar (he calls the 

experiencer NP a “pseudo-subject, in terms of subject deletion”): the same occurs in the 

example which shows the subject of the impersonal verb CWÆÞ ‘say’ trundled as it is 

correlated with the oblique NP of the clause with OFHREOW ‘cause or feel pity’ 

(Denison, 1993, p. 77): 

 

(27) gode  ofhewow þa and hraþe  Ø cwæþ to þam engle 

 Obl.Np  had pity            then and quickly Ø said     to the angel 

          ‘God had pity, then, and quickly said to the angel’ (Loureiro-Porto, 2010, p. 677) 

 

(28) Ða ungelæredan preostas gif hi hwæt  littles 

 The ignorant  priests (NOM) if  they somewhat little 

 understandað of  þam Lydenbocum, þonne þingð  him 

 understand from the Latin-books,  then seems (3SG) them (DAT) 

 sona  þæt hi magon   mære  lareowas 

beon 

immediately that they have-the-power famous  teachers be 

(INF) 

 ‘The ignorant priests, if they understand a smattering of the Latin books, then it 

 immediately seems to them that they can be famous teachers.’ (Denison, 1993, 

 p. 77) 

 

In example (28), it can be seen that the anticipation of a dative experiencer is in a left 

dislocation structure involving a NP, þa ungelæredan preostas, which is nominative 

(Denison, 1993, p. 77), as well as hi ‘they’. Elmer anticipates the pattern when a cause or 

a theme is essential; the basic word order is experiencer – V – S (where S is a sentential 

cause or theme). The sentence above shows an example of one-and two-place impersonals 
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(Types (i) and (ii)), as Denison names them (1993, p. 77) corresponding to Elmer’s Type 

S. Elmer also deals with the syntactic behaviour of SEEM in MidE.  

Apart from this argument, Elmer claims that SEMEN ‘seem’ and THINKEN ‘seem’ 

were almost semantically identical. However, SEMEN ‘seem’ is used when there is not 

an experiencer argument in a sentence, whereas it is completely the opposite case for 

THINKEN ‘seem’. Elmer called this difference “thematic structure”, which is a 

progression from “theme”21 to “rheme” (Denison, 1993, p. 77). What is meant by the 

thematic structure is that the only lexical NP which occurs as theme with SEMEN is the 

theme argument, whereas with THINKEN the experiencer is often the theme. However, 

THINKEN did not occur in raising22 constructions, whereas SEMEN did: 

 

(29)  þe tre þat semed  to bren23 

  the tree that appeared to burn 

 

3.4. Lightfoot 

David Lightfoot (1981, as cited in Allen, 1986) reinterpreted Jespersen’s idea, discussed 

above, and claims that OE had a structure as in the example below: 

 

(30) peran [VP þam [DAT cynge] licodon]24 

 

In the sentence above NP includes a rule called NP Postposing, which refers to NP 

moving into a latter position in the clause, rather than staying in its expected position. 

Due to this particular rule, the subject peran is moves to the right. Lightfoot assumed that 

the phrase structure of OE generated the SOV order (Allen, 1986). If OE had SVO word 

order like MidE, the new structure would be: 

 

(31) peares [VP likeden [DAT the king]]25 

 

 
21 “Theme” in this case is used as a label for the most semantically neutral argument of a verb. 
22 A transformation which moves the subject of a lower clause into the next higher clause, which is S in 

tree diagrams (where S is either the independent or the root clause) (Denison, 1993, p. 477). 
23 Denison, 1993, p. 78 
24 Denison, 1993, p. 78 
25 Denison, 1993, p. 79 



 25 

The NP Postposing of peares is followed by NP Preposing (which is the opposite of NP 

Postposing) of the king. As Denison (1993) comments, this movement caused a swap of 

NP arguments between initials, while the Transparency Principle26 caused a reanalysis of 

structurally uncertain sentences such as in the example (26c) (p. 79). Reinterpreting 

Jespersen’s idea with the same data, Lightfoot claims that in OE, with the canonical word 

order pattern SOV, sentence (26a) represents the derived word order OVS; therefore, the 

positioning of the NP would be from left to right (cf. Fischer and Van der Leek, 1982, p. 

340). The EModE form of the sentence (26b) follows the same explanation. Example 

(26d) represents the word order of ModE, which is SVO, whereas (26c) represents the 

stage when the change from SOV to SVO was still developing (Fischer and Van der Leek, 

1982, p. 340). Shown in a tree diagram, the NP movement looks like this: 

 

Figure 1: NP Preposing (Fischer and Van der Leek (1983, p. 340) 

Elmer (as reported by Fischer and Van der Leek, 1983, p. 340) supports this idea because 

he assumes it represents an abductive change which is forced upon the language learner 

by a universal principle of grammar. Accordingly, Elmer claims, no other analysis can be 

available because of the subject-verb agreement. The movement of the object NP with 

the NP Preposing would cause a violation of the Trace Erasure Principle,27 which forbids 

derivations that are too opaque for a language learner (cf. Fischer and Van der Leek,1983, 

p. 341). Three kinds of evidence are offered for that case (Butler, 1977, as cited in 

Denison, 1993): 

 
26 Transparency refers to which the meaning of a compound word or idiam can be inferred from its parts 

(Sherko, 2015, p. 590). 
27 Traces of a NP can not be replaced by an arbitrary NP, only with a designated morpheme (Faarlund, 

1990, p.179) 
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• Sporadic instances of verb agreement triggered by an oblique pronoun 

• Conjoining of personal and impersonal verbs, especially with null (i.e., zero) 

anaphora in one clause 

• Sporadic sentences like the first clause of (32): 

•  

(32) Chaucer, CT, Cl, IV.10628 

 For certes, lord, so wel us  liketh  yow  

 for certainly, lord so well us (OBJ) likes (3SG) you (OBJ PL) 

 and al youre werk 

 and all your work 

 ‘Certainly, Lord, so well we like you and all your work.’ 

 

4. Analyses of Impersonal Verbs (without reanalysis) 

4.1. Fischer and Van der Leek (1983) 

Fischer and Van der Leek (1983) assume a structure for all OE impersonal clauses 

because they think it is not appropriate to explain LICIAN ‘please’ with reference to the 

OVS order, as done by Jespersen and Lightfoot, since this pattern 

is  rare. According to the tree diagram in Figure 2, the verb must 

be subjectless since no role is available for a subject NP. Denison 

(1993) claims that the verb is assumed to be clause-final unless the 

cause (such as seo adle ‘the illness’ in the example (33)) is a clause 

rather than an NP (p. 81). If both NPs are assigned a lexical case, 

for instance, dative and genitive, the word order would be OOV. 

If one of the NPs is assigned a lexical case, the caseless NP moves 

by NP-movement (Denison, 1993, p.81) to the empty subject position, where the tense 

governs the nominative case. If the experiencer or the cause is moved to the subject 

position, then the word order would be SOV. The OSV form cannot be generated 

properly, so we come across the chain-government.  Fischer and Van der Leek (1983, 

359) explain the chain government as “Chain-government is considered as a relaxation 

 
28 Denison, 1993, p. 79 

Figure 2:Illustration of a 

subjectless verb in syntax tree 

(Denison, 1993, p. 81). 
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of government in that the ‘minimality’ condition built into government is dropped.” As 

an example, if X governs Y, then Y governs Z then X chain-governs Z: 

(33) and him  næfre syþþan… seo adle  ne  

 and him (DAT)  never afterwards… the illness (NOM) not  

 eglode29 

 troubled  

 ‘and the illness never troubled him afterwards’ 

 

Under the chain-government, the experiencer (him) gets the dative case of the verb. 

According to Denison (1993, p. 82), the nominative is not assigned to an argument that 

is already in the lexical case (e.g. dative). The cause (seo adle) remains in the VP as the 

object; however, it gets the nominative case because it is governed by the V, and the tense 

governs the V. 

 Chain-government is no longer used in ModE grammar. This is due to the changes 

occur during the MidE period: the change of word order from SOV to SVO, and the 

weakening of the morphological case system. These changes will be discussed in 

subchapter 5. 

Fischer and van der Leek (1983, as cited in Möhlig-Falke, 2012, p. 20) claim that 

Old English had a receptive and a causative meaning. Causative meaning is associated 

with a personal construction and involves a nominative experiencer. Receptive meaning 

is related to impersonal dative or accusative case-marked experiencers. The examples 

below show the impersonal constructions of OFHREOWAN from Ælfric, which means 

‘cause or feel pity, rue’ (Denison, 1993, p. 63): 

 

(34) him  ofhreow  þæs  mannes 

 to-him (DAT) there-was-pity  because-of-the-man (GEN) 

            ‘He was sorry for the man’ 

 

The example above does not have a nominative subject, which makes it a true impersonal 

construction. The cause is in the genitive, and the experiencer is in the dative. 

 
29 Denison, 1993, p. 79 
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Nevertheless, some scholars claim that the dative can be the subject (Denison, 1993, p. 

103). 

 

(35) Þa ofhreow ðam munece þæs hreoflian mægenleast 

 Then brought-pity to-the monk (DAT) the leper’s feebleness (NOM)

 ‘then the leper’s feebleness made the monk feel sorry’ 

 

Example (35) has the experiencer in the dative and the cause in the nominative, which 

makes the sentence a cause-subject construction. Cause-subject occurs if the nominative 

NP stands for the stimulant, cause, or source (Loureiro-Porto, 2010, p. 678). 

 

(36) se  mæsse-preost þæs mannes  of-hreow30 

 the  priest (NOM) because-of-the-man (GEN)  felt-pity 

 ‘the priest felt pity for the man’ 

 

The experiencer of the example in (36) is in the nominative, and the cause is in the 

genitive. If the nominative NP is the experiencer, the verb instantiates an experiencer-

subject construction. However, Fischer and Van der Leek consider the proper impersonal 

constructions those which do not have a nominative constituent (Loureiro-Porto, 2010, p. 

678). Fischer and Van der Leek’s claim that the combination of semantic, morphological, 

and syntactic elements has the effect that subjects are always morphologically marked by 

the nominative. This claim is rejected by scholars such as Allen, who argues that the 

subjects should be determined by the rule of syntax, not by morphology (Loureiro-Porto, 

2010, p. 678).  

 It has been shown that the OE impersonal verbs were widely used for many 

centuries in OE. But the question remains: How did they develop in the history of the 

English language? We shall turn to this topic in the next section. 

 

 

 
30 Loureiro-Porto, 2010, p. 678 
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5. Development and Demise of Old English Impersonal 

Constructions 

So far, I have discussed a specific range of OE impersonal verbs and how they were used. 

Some of the impersonal verbs that have been found in thirteenth-century manuscripts are 

ordered below alongside their meanings in ModE: 

calan to become/be cold 

(ge)sweorcan to become dark be saddened angry 

(ā)þrēotan to be tiresome to displease / disgust 

(ge)lustfullian to be delighted 

(of)earmian to be pitiful 

(of)hearmian to cause grief 

mislimpan to turn out unfortunately 

Table 4: OE impersonal verbs in 13th-century manuscripts and their translations in ModE (translated on 

www.oldenglishtranslator.co.uk) 

Möhlig-Falke (2012) claims that although these OE verbs were lost throughout time, their 

disappearance did not affect the loss in impersonal constructions (p. 205). Only fourteen 

verbs survived with their impersonal constructions throughout the EModE period,31 

namely: ail, become, ache, miss, loath, wonder, long (for), hunger, thirst, rue, shame, 

like, need, behoove. The graph below shows the impersonal use of these verbs, recorded 

during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century: 

 

 
31 Some of them still occur in ModE; however, they are rare in speech. 
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Figure 3: OE impersonal verbs that were recorded in impersonal use in the ME and EModE period 

(Möhlig-Falke, 2012, p. 206-207). 

Most of the impersonal verbs were lost by the end of the OE period, mainly because they 

were infrequent. However, most impersonal verbs (see appendix) fell into demise by the 

end of the OE period. The reason for their loss was not their “impersonal” nature, but 

rather that they were either infrequent, poetic, or alliterating alternatives (Ogura, 1990, p. 

43). The morphological demise of the passive and middle voice had already been lost by 

the beginning of OE period. Therefore, OE had to develop a way to supply the deficiency 

of morphological forms of middle and passive voices: 

PreOE OE 

Active Active 

Medial Reflexive 

Passive 
Impersonal 

Periphrastic passive 

Table 5: Development of morphological forms of middle and passive voices (Ogura, 1990, p. 44.) 

The periphrastic passive is currently used as “Passive Voice” in the English language 

(i.e., be + past participle). When the language developed the periphrastic passive or 

reflexive pronouns, most of the verbs were lost as unidiomatic (Ogura, 1990, p. 44). 

 According to Allen (1999), the final stage of demise of OE impersonals would be 

the complete loss of the lexical case (p. 450). If this loss is seen as a change in the lexical 
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parameters, which means the verbs can no longer be assigned to a lexical argument, the 

change would be a lexically implemented change in the parameters. This change was 

implemented when the impersonal constructions were still in use. However, it eventually 

disappeared with other verbs which had become infrequent. In subchapter 3.1, I gave an 

example of Jespersen’s view on impersonal constructions. He claimed that impersonal 

constructions were subject to disappearing from the language. Throughout time, we could 

see the disappearance of the nominal endings and difference in both ‘like’ and ‘please’ 

verbs (see example (26), repeated here), and the subject “the king” becomes the natural 

experiencer.  

 

(26) a þam cynge  likodon peran 

       the king (DAT) pleased (PL) pears (NOM.PL) 

 b the king likeden pears 

 c the king liked pears 

 d he liked pears 

 

I provided many examples on the lexical assignments and NP arguments with their 

assigned cases from the demise period. However, Fischer and Van der Leek (1983, p. 

363) claim that the descendants of OE and ME impersonal verbs can no longer appear 

with a pre-verbal non-nominative NP.  

Fischer and Van der Leek also claim that assignment to a lexical NP can no longer be 

done with more than one case through government. Only one of the two NPs that 

impersonal verbs they have subcategorised in OE and ME can receive a case from their 

verbs through government (1983, p. 364). This statement means that an impersonal verb 

can no longer occur with two NP arguments when it comes to case assignment. 

Additionally, one of the two NPs should receive its case from another available category, 

the tense (Fischer and Van der Leek, 1983, p. 364). An example for this explanation could 

be the “methinks/seems (that)” type construction. The lexical case is lost from the 

language; the verb governs the pre-verbal NP, and it also receives the case from the verb. 

As Fischer and Van Der Leek mention, due to the weakening of the OE case system, 

the numerous constructions collapsed into one, which resulted in the semantic uncertainty 

and obsolescence of some verbs and their primary and other meanings (1983, p. 338). 

Fischer and Van der Leek also explain why the two nominative construction types (the 



 32 

experiencer-subject type and the cause-subject type) ceased to be used together. Although 

these types fit very well into the ModE grammatical construction, due to case 

neutralisation, they cannot be distinguished anymore.  

 

5.1. Towards Modern English 

According to von Seefranz-Montag (1984), the system of grammatical relations in most 

Indo-European languages were stabilised by the change or elimination of their 

morphology, new adaptations, and word order (p. 523). Grammaticalization of some 

types of arguments of verbs is increased, and connected with the loss of semantic 

specificity and formation of grammatical relations such as subject, object, and direct 

object. She also claims that the loss of distinctive marking of semantic argument devices 

is combined into the lexical meaning of verb stems, for example, in MidE me liketh and 

ME I like (p. 522).  

(GE)LICIAN is one of the most-discussed impersonal verbs. Ogura (1990) 

discusses the history of this verb, by saying that LICIAN had a non-human cause NP 

(sometimes used with a human NP), whereas the synonym CWEMAN (to please, like) had 

a human NP. However, the use of CWEME (with the first person singular) decreased 

significantly and LIKE gained the dominancy in personal use, and PLEASE adopted both 

the personal use of CWEMAN and the impersonal use of LICIAN (p. 40). The use of these 

verbs in both the personal and impersonal structure can be seen below: 

 

Table 6: The change in Use of the Three Verbs in Both Personal and Impersonal (Ogura, 1990, p.40) 

Miura (2015) claims that the use of LICIAN changed over time with its case marking of 

the experiencer – from dative to nominative (p. 30). However, this change did not affect 

GE(CWEMAN), and, in fact, it survived into the MidE period. The word PLEASE was 
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taken from French in the late fourteenth century to take over the functions of 

(GE)CWEMAN (p. 32). 

 

5.1.1. Varieties and Their Development 

The development of impersonal verbs was classified in several ways. Van der Gaaf’s 

Type A contains the verbs that govern a dative or an accusative, such as methinks, 

meseems, meneeds, melists, it behoves me, and woe is me (Ogura, 1990, p. 41). All these 

verbs are included in this class as long as they have a dative/accusative experiencer. This 

use corresponds to the situation found in Icelandic (Eythórsson, 2000, p.27): 

 

(37) Mig > mér  vantar  hníf. 

 me (ACC) me (DAT) needs knife (ACC) 

            ‘I need a knife.’ 

 

Eythórsson (2000, p. 27) claims that the accusative case is replaced by the dative case 

with the subjects of experiencer verbs. This change is called Dative Sickness (DS). On 

the other hand, Nominative Substitution or Nominative Sickness (NS) involves a 

propensity for impersonal constructions to become personal, whereas either accusative or 

dative NPs that occur with the finite verb in 3SG become nominative, and NS is motivated 

by the syntax (Eythórsson, 2000, p. 28): 

 

(38) Bátinn  > báturinn  rak  að landi 

 the boat (ACC) the boat (NOM) drifted (3SG) to land 

 ‘The boat drifted to the shore.’ 

 

(39) Tröllkonuna > tröllkonan  dagaði  uppi 

 the giantess (ACC) the giantess (NOM) dawned (3SG) up 

             ‘The giantess was caught by the daylight.’ 

 

Turning now again to OE, either the accusative or dative NP occurs with the finite 

verb in the third person. The oblique NP may become nominative, agreeing with the finite 

verb. I would like to remind the reader of the examples (34), (35), and (36) since they 
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show case alternations with OFHREOWAN ‘feel pity’, where the verb occurs with a 

dative experiencer ((34) and (35)), and both a genitive and a nominative theme. In (36), 

the verb occurs with a nominative experiencer. 

 

(34)  him  ofhreow  þæs  mannes 

 to-him (DAT) there-was-pity  because-of-the-man (GEN) 

            ‘He was sorry for the man’ 

(35) Þa ofhreow ðam munece þæs hreoflian mægenleast 

 Then brought-pity to-the monk (DAT) the leper’s feebleness (NOM)

 ‘then the leper’s feebleness made the monk feel sorry’ 

(36) se  mæsse-preost þæs mannes  of-hreow 

 the  priest (NOM) because-of-the-man (GEN)  felt-pity 

 ‘the priest felt pity for the man’ 

 

According to von Seefranz-Montag (1984), the transformation of the impersonal 

construction is a result of historical changes in the functional properties of the 

grammatical “subject”. Although the loss of impersonal constructions in OE could be 

associated with historical changes, Eythórsson (2000, p. 35) claims that Icelandic has 

maintained its morphological case endings for centuries. 

Me hungreth, me aliketh (+ theme NP or infinitive clause) are thought to be 

efficient syntactic patterns in OE and EMidE. Except for some quasi-adverbial clauses 

such as methinks, meseems, subjectless constructions were lost from English around the 

middle of the sixteenth-century (Seefranz-Montag von, 1984, p. 526). Alongside this 

development, the insertion of dummy (h)it had become mandatory in weather sentences 

(40a) in OE around the ninth century, together with one and two-place impersonal 

expressions (40b), with the aim of filling the topic slot (in TVX32 word order), and 

impersonal passives (40c): 

 

(40) a. hit sniwþ33 

  it snows 

 
32 T: Topic, V: Verb: X: rest of the sentence 
33 Seefranz-Montag von, 1984, p. 526 
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 b. yet were me lever to dey 

  it were me leuer…to dye 

  ‘I had rather … die’ 

   

 c. me was toold 

  me was told 

  ‘I was told’ 

 

Impersonal constructions with TVX word order were replaced by SVX word order, which 

became dominant in the fourteenth century. Afterwards, (h)it sentences were replaced by 

expressions with a nominative experiencer around the thirteenth century, that lasted 

through the fifteenth century; however, they survived only in these constructions: it 

behoves me, it becomes me + theme, and as an alternative to the experiencer-subject 

constructions i.e. it ails/grieves/happens/seems (to) me (+ theme) (Seefranz-Montag von, 

1984, p. 527). 

Change in the verb valance could be seen as well, which is connected to the 

process of personalisation from this structure: “DAT/ACC – verb – NOM/GEN/INF/clause” 

to “NOM – verb – ACC/PP” as in the example below: 

 

(41) me (DAT/ACC) remembreth of the day of dome (PP)34 

 I (NOM) remember something (ACC) 

 

Von Seefranz-Montag (1984) claims that this change caused many morphosyntactic 

changes, such as transformations to periphrastic and passive constructions (e.g. I am 

hungry/thirsty/angry, I am ashamed/annoyed/horrified (+PP)). Apart from that, the 

reduction of causative components in semantics of these verbs: like (changed from 

‘please’ to ‘like, need, want’ (Seefranz-Montag von, 1984, p. 531). 

 In subsection 3.1., it was mentioned that the meaning of ‘please’ changed during 

the demise period of impersonal constructions. Fischer and van der Leek (1983, as cited 

in Lourerio-Porto, 2010) assert that there are three reasons why this change occurred: 

 
34 Seefranz-Montag von, 1984, p. 531 
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1) Some verbs split and survived with two lexical entries (e.g. ail, which may have 

a non-nominative subject and a dative object in a sentence such as what ails him? 

meaning what bothers/troubles him? Ail may also occur with an animate 

nominative experiencer as subject, as in he is ailing meaning ‘he is ill’. 

2) Some verbs survived with the insertion of the mandatory dummy it, as in it seems 

to me that you are good at your job. 

3) Some verbs acquired impersonal features although they faced loss of inflections. 

For instance, please entered the English language from French as a personal verb, 

but acquired impersonal features during the ME period, and in ModE, many 

speakers use it as a substitute of like. The experiencer takes a dative object and 

the subject may be a NP or a dummy it. These examples support this argument: 

That book pleases me, and It pleases me that you have joined us. 

 

Accordingly, impersonal constructions were lost and transformed into the personal one. 

This change, however, led the lexical case markings to be still used (as it was in OE), but 

with more verbs, such as ought, þurfan, mister, etc. In early thirteenth century, verbs 

ceased to assign lexical cases to their objects, as direct objects were no longer inflected 

for the accusative and indirect objects were no longer inflected by the dative. Through 

the late fourteenth and fifteenth century, lexical case marking became optional for almost 

all verbs. Loureiro-Porto (2010, p. 684) claims that this case marking became optional, 

in the late fourteenth century rather than a semantic-based choice. Finally, through the 

ME period, mid-sixteenth century, lexical case marking in English language was limited 

to fixed clauses, or expressions, such as methinks and meseems, as we are familiar in 

Shakespeare’s works. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 37 

Conclusion 

Throughout the paper, I have tried to closely analyse the types and classes of Old English 

impersonal constructions, their development, demise, and some of their characteristics in 

comparison to Icelandic. Impersonal constructions are divided into three categories, 

which are named one, two, and three-place impersonals, and which are in turn divided 

into three different types. Type (i) occurs when there is not any nominative NP argument 

(which becomes subjectless). Type (ii) usually involves the cause – or theme – subject 

and Type (iii) is the experiencer – subject if there is a nominative NP in argument function 

(it becomes subject-full). Zero-place impersonals consist of WEATHER verbs, and they 

belong to sentences, which have neither an experiencer nor a cause. Some verbs are used 

with two-place impersonals: HUNGER, SEEM, and PLEASE verbs, as we discussed in 

the first section. Type N considers the experiencer constructions, where the experiencer 

is in an oblique (non-nominative) case. However, it can either be in the accusative or 

dative cases, whereas the theme is either in the genitive or is the object of a preposition. 

The “dummy (h)it” is a widely used impersonal construction, even in ModE. 

English speakers still use it when the subject is not available in a sentence. The use of hit 

in HAPPEN words in OE started around the twelfth century, and it was the most 

convenient tool to adapt impersonal constructions. Apart from the dummy (h)it, we 

discussed the dative movement in the passive form of impersonal verbs, where OE had 

passive, where the benefactive remained in the dative case. When the finite verb lacks a 

nominative subject and is in the third person singular, the active structure becomes an 

impersonal passive. Many linguists have studied impersonal verbs from different 

perspectives, for example how and why the impersonal constructions were lost over time. 

Van der Gaaf focused on the change in the construction in the MidE period, while 

Jespersen, on the other hand, claimed that OE impersonals were subject to disappear from 

the language due to changes in its case marking system. Lightfoot reinterpreted 

Jespersen’s idea by proposing that the SOV word order in OE was responsible. His 

proposal was to move the NP to the left, by NP Postposing. Fischer and Van der Leek 

have continued this work on the demise of OE impersonals.  

Over time, the use of many verbs has decreased. The meaning of certain verbs, 

such as LICIAN and CWEMAN changed, LIKE gained dominancy over CWEMAN and 

adopted the personal use, rather than staying impersonal. With methinks, meseems, 
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meneeds, etc., it has been observed that English has undergone a similar change in use of 

case as Icelandic.   

Overall, the change in impersonal constructions had demised around the late 

fourteenth to fifteenth century with the reduction in lexical case marking, since they were 

not widely used by speakers. Over time, they have been limited to fixed expressions, such 

as methinks and meseems, as found in Shakespeare’s works. 
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Appendix 

In this appendix, I have collected all the verbs that demised by the end of the OE period 

and translated them into ModE35. These verbs were usually infrequent, poetic, or 

alliterating alternatives. The verbs that are shown with asterisk fell into disuse before or 

during the ME period (Ogura, 1990, p. 47). 

 
(a)behofian: to have the need of 

achen/aken: to ache, to be painful 

agan: to own, possess 

agen/owen: to own 

*(a)grisan: to shudder 

*(a)þreotan: to weary 

availen: to help (sb.), assist 

beon + adjective: to summon 

(be)fallen: to fall downward 

*belimpan: to happen, occur 

beirnan: to run into/by 

*(be)þurfan: to need 

biluven: to be inclined, to like 

*calan: to be or get cold 

chance: to occur (for unexpected) 

destinen: to foreordain (sth.) 

deynen: to consider (sth.) 

dremen: to have a dream/dreams 

drincan: to drink 

*forscamian: to make/be ashamed 

forþinken: to regret (having done sth.) 

gainen: to avail, to be useful to (sb.) 

gebyrian: to happen, to be involved in 

gedafenian: to be seem, be fit 

 
35 These verbs were translated on www.oldenglishtranslator.co.uk, www.quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-

english-dictionary, also with the help of (Miura, 2015). 

(ge)gan(gan): to go, walk, come in 

(ge)hreowan: to rue, to pity 

(ge)hreowsian: to repent, to feel sorrow 

(ge)hyngrian: to be hungry 

(ge)lician: to please, appeal to 

*(ge)limpan: to happen, occur 

*gelustfullian: to be delighted 

(ge)lystan: to cause pleasure 

*(ge)mætan: to dream, to occur (to sb.) 

*geneah: to be sufficient 

*genyhtsumian: to suffice abound 

*gerisan: to rise (together) 

*(ge)sælan: to happen, to take place 

(ge)scemian: to feel shame 

*(ge)spowan: to succeed, to thrive 

 (ge)timian: to happen, fall out 

*(ge)tweogan: to doubt 

*(ge)tweonian: to seem doubtful 

(ge)þyncan: to seem, appear 

*(ge)weordan: to become 

*(ge)yflian: to injure 

gleden: to blow sparks 

gomenen: to rejoice 

gramien: to make (sb.) angry 

http://www.quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary
http://www.quod.lib.umich.edu/m/middle-english-dictionary
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greven: to injure (sb.), harass 

*grullen: to distress, fear 

hleoðrian: to make a sound, to cry out 

langian: to long, to yearn for 

laþian: to loathe 

magan: to be able, to be capable of 

manian: to bring to mind, to urge 

menen: to be in line for, to direct 

(sb./sth.) 

merveillen: to be filled with wonder 

minnen: to reduce, diminish 

misfallen: to have evil fortune 

(mis)happen: to be unfortunate 

mislician: to displease 

*mislimpan: to turn out badly 

*misspowan: to succeed badly 

misteren: to need or require 

*mistiden: to have bad luck, miscarry 

mistimen: to suffer from misfortune 

misþyncan: to be mistaken 

motan: to be allowed 

neden: to force (sb. or sth. to do sth.) 

*(of)earmian: to be pitiful 

*ofhreowan: to cause or feel pity 

oflician: to displease 

*ofþyncan: to give offence, insult 

*onhagian: to be possible or convenient 

payen: to satisfy 

plesen: to please or satisfy 

reccan: to extend, to reach out to (sb.) 

repenten: to feel regret, to be sorry 

semen: to settle a dispute between people 

smerten: to cause physical pain 

standan: to stand 

*swefnian: to appear in a dream 

*sweorcan: to darken, to be obscured 

þrystan: to thrist 

wanten: to be in need for (sth.) 

*wlatian: to gaze, look uopn, behold 

wonder: to feel wonder (about sth.) 
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