Viktoria Albert. From SOV to SVO: a complete breakdown in law and order?

YIK 81°367=811.111°04/06
DOI https://doi.org/10.32447/2663-340X-2019-6-1

FROM SOV TO SVO: A COMPLETE BREAKDOWN IN LAW AND ORDER?

Viktoria Albert
PhD in Linguistics,
Full Professor at the Department of the English Language and Literature,
Kodolanyi Janos University,
Frangepan str., 50-56, 1139 Budapest, Hungary

The present article attempts to shed light on the external and internal influences behind the shift of synthetic
SOV towards analytic SVO word order pattern. Furthermore, it also discusses a variety of reasons why SOV
remained around for so long well into the Middle and Early New English periods. There is a general consensus
that the right-branching SVO word order is universally preferred over an SOV order. The shift from a SOV to an
SVO word order, which is basically the change from a verb-final word order towards a word order in which the
verb is placed in the medial position, is one of the most elaborate and striking in the history of Indo-European
languages with English being one of them. The SOV word order stayed around for centuries in English mainly
because of the strong Latin and Christian influence. When England was converted by the Romans, not only was
the new religion introduced but also the Bible and, of course, Latin. In the years that followed, many churches,
monasteries, and scriptoria were built across the country where monks, priests, and scribes were educated to
read and write in Latin in order to be able to preach Christianity together with the Roman missionaries. So, the

sole language of the Church became Latin which was unknown to almost 99% of the population of England.
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Introduction. Unlike before the 1960’s, the past
decades of the 20" and 21* centuries are characterized
by a considerable attention to sentence study in dia-
chronic and synchronic perspective and especially to
the shift of dominant word order in the Old and Mid-
dle English simple sentence. A relatively large num-
ber of outstanding linguists [7; 8; 9; 11; 12; 15; 17,
18; 25] have dealt and still deal with this topic each
attempting to identify the major causes and outcomes
of grammaticalization which is “not only a syntactic
change, but a global change affecting also the mor-
phology, phonology, and semantics” [21, 160].

The purpose of the study. The principle goals
of this article are to discuss the indispensable role of
the Latin influence and several limitations regarding
the first translations of the Bible into English in main-
taining the SOV word order whilst the language had
already been drifting towards the SVO due to the lev-
elling and disappearance of morphological inflections.
Since this process resulted in the coexistence of various
word order patterns in the simple sentence during the
Old and Middle English periods, the paper further aims
to show that the changes of such tremendous scope
are not abrupt, but rather measured and consistent.

Methods of the research: philosophical enquiry
which allows to critically analyse and synthesise
research conducted in the field of word order devel-
opment in English.

Research findings. Since language is dynamic
and it is constantly changing, this means that this
change can “affect an entire system or subsystem of
the language” [23, 9] and at a various pace. In other
words, “Generation by generation, pronunciations
evolve, new words are borrowed or invented, the

meaning of old words drifts, and morphology devel-
ops or decays. The rate of change may vary from one
place to another but whether the changes are faster or
slower, they do happen and they happen for a good
cause” [16; 20, 1]. Slowly but steadily, “they build up
until the “mother tongue” becomes arbitrarily distant
and different. After a thousand years, the original and
new languages will not be mutually intelligible” [27].

Besides, one tiny language change may result in
a series of events leading to the restructuring of the
whole language system, but in a way that these alter-
ations will become interdependent and reciprocal.
Thereby, it was the stress shift from the last to the
first syllable in Proto-Indo-European language which
triggered this long-lasting and systematic change.
Gradually, initiating certain morphological reorgan-
ization, the stress shift managed to completely trans-
form the syntax of the English language.

There is a general consensus that the right-branch-
ing SVO word order is universally preferred over an
SOV order. The shift from a SOV to an SVO word
order, which is basically the change from a verb-fi-
nal word order towards a word order in which the
verb is placed in the medial position, is one of the
most elaborate and striking in the history of Indo-Eu-
ropean languages with English being one of them.
Li, for instance, also supports this view and regards
this shift as “the most drastic and complex category
of syntactic change” [19, 2].

According to many accounts, Old English is an
OV, that is a verb-final, language, and the movement
from OV to VO is usually described as an abrupt
grammatical reanalysis occurring at a definite period
in Old English. Of course, there is no such thing as
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“a certain point” because “it should be obvious that
a language cannot change its basic word order over-
night” [9, 17299]. Yet, languages do not work that
way. A change of such kind does not happen sud-
denly and in all the dialects simultaneously, but it
rather entails a transition period of a certain duration
which involves a “synchronic competition between
two grammars” [25, 258].

Normally, there is a phase in which more several
word orders are used in between periods of relatively
rigid word order. Word order change is then all about
frequency of use. The word sequence that is used the
most in this period of comparatively “free” or flex-
ible word order slowly establishes itself as the new
basic word order of a language simply because it is
reanalysed as such when the former is used less and
less frequently [9; 25]. This switch begins before Old
English and continues well into the Middle English
period and onwards.

Historically, SOV is a much older word order.
Old English inherited it from Proto-Indo-European,
which sustained all through Old Germanic. In his
own words, Givon concludes that the overwhelming
majority of languages which currently do not exhibit
any traces of SOV syntax “can be reconstructed via
a judicious use of internal and comparative methods,
to a period usually not earlier than 6000-7000 B.C.”
[10, 275]. Hence, the VO grammar, which is “deriv-
able from OV base structure” [7, 150], emerges early
in the Old English period, and competes with the old
existing OV grammar throughout these periods until
the old system decays.

However, it does not mean that SVO is non-exist-
ent in Old English. In fact, there is countless evidence
of this pattern’s recruitment in literary texts through-
out this period, but it is not yet as commonplace as
the verb-final word order [4, 44; 14, 87-90]. By the
end of Old English, a tendency towards verb-second
order can be clearly observed, and during Middle
English this process speeds up as a response to the
demise of many grammatical inflections.

Indeed, if nouns, adjectives, verbs, and adverbs no
longer contain much grammatical information that
inevitably leads to an ambiguous structure, the lan-
guage system immediately responds and initiates a
compensation for this loss of information in order to
maintain clarity once provided by the inflections. For
instance, The girl likes the cat can be interpreted as
SVO or OVS. As a result, turning to analytical means
appears quite practical and becomes fundamental.
Therefore, the application of prepositions, auxiliaries
and, finally, the fixation of SVO word order secure
the relationship among constituents in the sentence
by eliminating morphological ambiguity between
the subject and the object [6; 12]. Due to this case
syncretism, Modern English, even though exhibit-
ing some remnants of OV, is surely a VO language
and relies heavily on word order to convey essential
grammatical information.

Why was SOV in use for so long? The SOV word
order stayed around for centuries in English mainly

because of the strong Latin and Christian influence.
When England was converted by the Romans, not
only was the new religion introduced but also the
Bible and, of course, Latin. In the years that fol-
lowed, many churches, monasteries, and scriptoria
were built across the country where monks, priests,
and scribes were educated to read and write in Latin
in order to be able to preach Christianity together
with the Roman missionaries. So, the sole language
of the Church became Latin which was unknown to
almost 99% of the population of England.

Nevertheless, the Church intentionally kept the
Bible out of reach for its devotees. According to Foot,
the Church aspired to supervise every single aspect
of every member of the population’s lives. As a mat-
ter of fact, “the Church regulated lives by controlling
what people did during the day and what they did in
bed” [3]. That is why, it forbade its translation into
English and discouraged people from reading and
interpreting it for the fear that it would be perceived
in a way that may not be favourable for the Church.

Moreover, the scribes were not very compe-
tent either in Latin or Greek. The absence of relia-
ble mono- and bilingual dictionaries was another
setback that put many scribes off this activity since
they dreaded to twist or falsify the Word of God. In
addition, early Old English and Latin shared similar
grammars both operating with a very well-developed
inflectional system and similar OV word order [2].

It is noteworthy that Old English was already
evolving towards the VO-type due to the grammat-
icalization of its word order towards the end of this
period. Nonetheless, the translators were expected
to demonstrate a strong adherence to the syntax and
vocabulary of the original texts. In most cases, they
did keep the verb-final word order well into Middle
English for the above stated reasons. Consequently,
when some translators tried to retain the Latin word
order in their translations, it made no sense in English.

The translators’ attempt to move the literary texts
towards the reader was quite a long ordeal due to a
large number of limitations. But some were in favour
of making their texts more available and made more
concessions to the grammar of English by reflecting
the teachings of the Bible through spoken word. Such
improvement ensured that the laypeople were able to
comprehend and, thus, cultivate a personal relation-
ship with God [2].

As it can be seen, not all the translators were appre-
hensive of the Church and its bloody persecutions but
were rather daring and recognized the Bible’s indis-
pensable role in ordinary people’s lives. They had
courage and means to modify the text of the Bible
in order to bring it closer to ordinary English people
even though they knew they risked severe judgement
by the Church, persecution, or even death [2].

Why did the word order change? According to
Aitchison, the causes of such linguistic change can
be divided into two broad categories. On the one
hand, “there are external sociolinguistic factors —
that is, social factors outside the language system.
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On the other hand, there are internal psycholinguis-
tic ones — that is, linguistic and psychological factors
which reside in the structure of the language and the
minds of the speakers” [1, 134].

Clearly, there were also certain internal and exter-
nal forces which triggered the switch to a VO order in
English. As it has been mentioned above, the restruc-
turing of the whole system towards SVO had already
begun in Proto-Germanic due to the stress shift initi-
ating their morphological fading and then to the loss
of endings resulting in the final fixing of SVO. Thus,
the language was gradually losing its synthetic char-
acter and was turning analytic, where grammatical
relationships in the sentence started to be expressed
by a stricter word order implementing the large use of
prepositions and auxiliaries [4, 32; 7, 49].

Conversely, English was subject to different
external influences which acted as distinct triggers
for the development of VO. In this sense, Norman
French did not bring any significant syntactic inno-
vations that were as striking as the introduction of
new lexical items [11, 21]. OlId Norse, for instance,
exercising a substantial influence on English, was
also a synthetic language and had a complex system
of suffixes. When the Vikings arrived in Britain, their
task was to communicate with the Anglo-Saxons as
this was primarily “an oral world” [22]. Generally,
all language changes emerge in speech first, and only
after are they introduced in writing. As a result, this
was the case with a VO distribution in English.

The switch towards SVO was governed by both
conscious and subconscious bias. To support the
view expressed above, Crystal in his You Say Potato
speaks about “accent accommodation” also known as
“accent buddies” [5]. He emphasizes that people are
prone to change their way of speaking several times
during their lifetime. This means that this switch can
be conscious, ie., when the speaker is governed by
the feeling of shame towards one’s own accent or
dialect, or by the desire to fit in. Alternatively, this
change can also be subconscious, that is with no spe-
cific intent on the speaker’s side. So the claim: “I will
sound a bit more like you, and you will sound a bit
more like me, and it is the accent way of saying, “We
are buddies™ [5] appears to be more than relevant
in such circumstances, and one can speak of “dialect
accommodation” as well.

Therefore, as Hickey puts it, “contact situations
have a number of further consequences for the lan-
guages involved. If contact is accompanied by exten-
sive bilingualism then there is a distinct tendency
for both languages to simplify morphologically to a
more analytic type” [13, 53].

In support of this theory, it is necessary to mention
that the Old Norse and English roots were more sim-
ilar than their inflections. When these peoples talked
to each other, all those inflections must have been
very confusing for both parties. As this being quite
tempting, the speakers of Old English and Old Norse
just started to leave the endings off consciously and

subconsciously in order to facilitate comprehensibil-
ity and communication since the languages at that
point were mutually intelligible “on account of their
close relationship within the family of Germanic lan-
guages” [26, 82; 22]. This certainly led to the imple-
mentation of the restricted SVO word order accom-
panied by the extensive use of prepositions and
auxiliaries in order to avoid miscommunication.

Additionally, in those places where the Vikings
were densely concentrated, intermarriages were
quite common, and children who were born into such
families became the native speakers of this rendered
and “incomplete English” [22]. To endorse this view,
much written evidence has been found which attests
to the fact that the loss of endings started exactly in
the Northumbrian dialect spoken in the very same
area where these foreigners were accumulated. This
implies that all these oral linguistic innovations
occurred in the North first, but towards the end of the
Middle English period spread across the country and,
finally, were codified in writing.

Of course, this would not have happened without
the speakers of the language. In this case the anthro-
pological perspective related to language change
seems quite relevant. Quoting Ottenheimer, “There
are many factors influencing the rate at which lan-
guage changes, including the attitudes of the speak-
ers toward borrowing change. When most members
of a speech community value novelty, for example,
their language will change more quickly. When most
members of a speech community value stability,
then their language will change more slowly. When
a particular pronunciation or word or grammatical
form or turn of phrase is regarded as more desira-
ble, or marks its users as more important or power-
ful, then it will be adopted and imitated more rap-
idly than otherwise... The main thing to remember
about change is that, as long as people are using a
language, that language will undergo some change”
[24, 276].

Conclusions. Overall, it is important to highlight
that the loss of endings in English is not ultimately the
result of contact with Old Norse. The Scandinavians
just reinforced and accelerated the internal process
which had already begun in Old Germanic caused by
the stress shift in Proto-Indo-European dialect. Due
to the dialect contact between northern and southern
varieties of English, the word order started to gradu-
ally manifest the same innovative features in all the
dialects. This new feature which appeared in speech
first, centuries later became the correct usage and was
codified in writing as standard. All things consid-
ered, this was the perfect “recipe for what eventually
became Modern English” [22].

Further research within word order change in
English could include, for instance, studying these
developments in a diachronic perspective based on
the non-extended and extended types of the absolute
infinitive construction in Middle English, Early New
English and Modern English.
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3CYB BIJI SOV 10 SVO: HE3BOPOTHI HIJISIX 1O MTEPEBOPOTY?

Aub0OepT BikTopis
KaHouoam NiH28icmuKu,
npoghecop xkagheopu aneniticbkoi Moeu ma iimepamypu,
Yuieepcumem Kooonani Anoc,
@paneenana, 50-56, 1139 Byoanewm, Y2opwuna

Y ecmammi 0ocniodcyromucs ninegicmuyni ma eKCmpaninegicmuysi pakmopu, noe 's3aui 3i scyeom cunmemuunozo SOV
v bix ananimuunozo SVO nopsaoky ciie 8 auenivicvkiti mosi. Kpim moeo, y x00i 00CioxcenHss 062080PI0OI0MbC MONCIUBT
npuuuny, yepes axi SOV max 00620 621cu8ases y cepednvo- ma panHbOHOB0AH2NIUCLKOMY Nepiodi. IcHye 3azanvha OymKa,
Wo nopaook cie npagoeo pozeanyxcenus SVO nepesadxcae nao nopsaoxom SOV. Ilepexio 6io SOV do crnogonopsaoxy SVO,
SKULL, 8 OCHOBHOMY, € 3MIHOI0 8i0 DIECI080-0CMAMOYHO20 NOPSIOKY CJli6 HA NOPSIOOK CIi8, 8 AKOMY OIECI080 POIMIUYEMbCS
6 MeOianbHOMY NOJIONCEHHI, € OOHUM 3 HAUOITbUL PO3POONEeHUX | ACKpagux 8 icmopii IH00e8poneticoKux Mos, aHenilicbka
moea € oduieto 3 Hux. Ilopsadok cnie SOV npomseom cmonime 36epizagcsi AHMINICOKOI0 MOBOIO 20108HUM HUHOM Yepe3
CUNbHUL IamMUHCLKUl ma Xxpucmusncokuti ennus. Konu Awenis 6yna nepemsopena pumnanamu, Oyia esedena He
mineku Hosa penicis, ane i bibnis i, 36uyaiino, 1aMUHCbKa M06A. Y Hacmynui poku no 6ciil Kpaini 6y10 no6y0oeano
Oaeamo yepKkos, MOHACIMUPIE MAa CKPURMOPIi8, 0e MOHAXU, C6AUJCHUKYU MA KHUICHUKY HAGUATUCS YUMAmu ma nucamu
JIAMUHCBLKOIO MOBOIO, W00 Mamu 3M02y NPONoGioyeamu XpUcmusHCmeo pa3om i3 pumcbkumu micionepamu. Tax, eounoio
Mo8010 Llepxeu cmana namuncovka, axa Oyna Hegiooma matixce 99% nacenenus Auenii.

KurouoBi ciioBa: egonioyis mosu, nopsaoox cuig, namuncoka mosa, SOV (cy6’ckm-06 exm-diccnoso), SVO (cyo exm-
01€C1080-00 €KM), CIMAPO-HOPBE3bKA, CIMAPO-AHIATICHKA, CEPeOHbOAHRTIIICOKA A PAHHLOHOBOAHTIICOKA MOBU.
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