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The grammar of German does not impose hard constraints on the linear order of Subject (SB), 
Indirect Object (IO) and Direct Object (DO) in the “midfield” of finite complement or adverbial clauses 
(the region between the subordinating conjunction and the clause-final verb). All six possible orders are 
acceptable, although with varying degrees of grammaticality (Keller, 2000). Given this flexibility, which 
factors control the actual linearization preferences of speakers/writers of German? 

Many investigations into this question have approached it from a linguistic angle and proposed 
linear precedence rules in syntactic terms, e.g. SB<<IO/DO; pronominal NPs<<full NPs; IO<<DO 
(Uszkoreit, 1987; Pechmann et al. 1996). Other studies have explored the impact of conceptual factors, 
e.g. definiteness (Kurz, 2000) and animacy (Dietrich & van Nice, in press). 

In a (semi-)free word order language like German, animacy can influence constituent order in at 
least two ways: (1) indirectly, via the assignment of grammatical functions; e.g., animate NPs are more 
likely to become Subject, and Subject NPs tend to precede other NPs (McDonald et al., 1993); and/or (2) 
directly: NPs with animate referents tend to be conceptualized, assigned a functional role, and attached to 
the surface structure prior to (and thereby leftward of) inanimate NPs (Feleki & Branigan, 1997; Kempen 
& Harbusch, 2003). 

We present the result of a corpus study aiming at evaluating the second hypothesis. From the Ger
man NEGRA-II treebank (Skut et al., 1997), we extracted all adverbial and complement clauses con
taining (SB,IO) and/or (SB,DO) pairs, possibly with an (IO,DO) pair. Each member NP of a pair was 
classified as animate/inanimate, definite/indefinite and pronominal/full. Of only two pair types, (SB-
full,DO-pronominal) and (SB-full,IO-full), both orderings of the member NPs occur with sufficiently 
high frequency to allow testing the influence of animacy. In both cases, animacy of an NP significantly 
increases the likelihood for this NP to precede the other member of its pair. This tendency cannot be 
attributed to definiteness of the NPs because animacy and definiteness turn out to be uncorrelated. 

In conclusion, the corpus data underpin the hypothesis that animacy can affect linearization inde
pendently of grammatical function assignment. We will argue that this result supports the view that the 
assignment of a grammatical function to a constituent is closely interlinked with its position assignment, 
and does not square well with the standard assumption of successive functional and positional production 
stages. 
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