
Microvariation as Diachrony: A View from Acquisition 

This paper discusses some microvariation found in main clause wh-questions in Norwegian 
dialects, where V2 (verb-second) word order occurs alongside non-V2. The microvariation is 
related to the type of wh-constituent present and is argued to represent different stages of a 
diachronic development (see also Vangsnes 2005, Westergaard 2005). The paper investigates 
a corpus of spontaneous speech from eight adults and three children (altogether 70 hours of 
recordings), all speaking Northern dialects of Norwegian (mainly Tromsø). It has often been 
argued that there is a word order distinction in the Tromsø dialect based on the length of the 
wh-constituent, long wh-words and full wh-phrases requiring V2, and monosyllabic wh-words 
allowing both word orders. This paper shows that the distinctions are finer than this: All 
speakers show a somewhat higher frequency of non-V2 with the question word ka ‘what’ than 
the other two monosyllabic wh-elements kor ‘where’ and kem ‘who’. Two of the speakers 
allow non-V2 also with longer wh-elements, but for these there is a considerable difference in 
frequency between the monosyllabic and the disyllabic wh-words, and then again between the 
latter and the full wh-phrases. Thus, the option to use non-V2 is a clear function of the 
complexity of the wh-element. This is illustrated for one individual speaker in Table 1. 

Table 1: The percentage of non-V2 across different wh-questions, MOT Ann.01-21, N=863. 
Wh-element: ka ‘what’ kor/kem 

‘where/who’ 
korsen/korfor/katti 
‘how, why, when’ 

Long wh-phrases 

% of non-V2 91.3% (481) 72.1% (176) 20.5% (9) 8.5% (4) 

These findings are compared to some recent data from German dialects, discussed in 
Bayer&Brandner (2006). According to their investigations, there is a distinction in embedded 
questions with respect to the ‘doubly filled COMP’ filter, in that the presence of the comple-
mentizer daß ‘that’ in C (which is ungrammatical in the standard language) is dependent on 
the length of the wh-constituent: daß is more or less required after full wh-phrases, less so 
after disyllabic wh-words and least preferred after the monosyllabic wh-words. Similar data 
can be found in certain Southern Swedish dialects, where the presence of the complementizer 
som in C in embedded non-subject questions is more acceptable the longer the wh-constituent 
is (Christer Platzack, p.c.). According to the Split-CP model in Westergaard&Vangsnes 
(2005) and Westergaard (in press), there are many types of V2 grammars (dependent on 
which clause types require a filled C head), and the difference between the dialects and the 
standard should then simply be due to different requirements on C in embedded questions.  

The Norwegian data are given a diachronic analysis in terms of a theory of cue-based 
acquisition and change (Lightfoot 2006). Following Westergaard (2006), I also argue that 
gradualism in historical data is not due to grammar competition, but is the result of many 
small I-language changes involving microparameters. Bayer&Brandner (2006) discuss the 
German data in terms of a ‘latent C feature’, which is argued to be present in the short wh-
elements in certain dialects. In this paper I argue that this C feature should be latent in all 
varieties, and I relate it to the Head Preference principle of van Gelderen (2004), which 
explains (well-known) diachronic processes from phrase to head in terms of economy. The 
latent C feature is thus a result of a general preference for heads, and I argue that this is again 
a result of natural tendencies for economy in acquisition. On this view, the least complex (and 
most head-like) wh-element ka ‘what’ is first affected by the Head Preference principle, then 
the somewhat more complex kor ‘where’ and kem ‘who’, and then finally the disyllabic wh-
words. The frequency of the short wh-elements in the input (shown to make up approx. 95% 
in a sample of child-directed speech) will eventually cause the cue for V2 to fall below a 
critical level in the input, the result being that wh-questions lose the requirement for a filled C 
head. Similar analyses may be carried over to the German and Swedish dialect data. 



 
REFERENCES 
 
Bayer, Josef and Ellen Brandner. 2006. ‘Doubly filled COMP revisited.’ Ms., University of Konstanz. 

Gelderen, Elly van. 2004. Grammaticalization as Economy. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Lightfoot, David. 2006. How New Languages Emerge. Cambridge University Press. 

Vangsnes, Øystein A. 2005. ‘Microparameters for Norwegian wh-grammars.’ Linguistic Variation 
Yearbook 5, pp. 187-226. Amsterdam and Philadelphia: John Benjamins. 

Westergaard, Marit R. 2005. ‘Optional word order in wh-questions in two Norwegian dialects: a 
diachronic analysis of synchronic variation.’ Nordic Journal of Linguistics 28.2, pp. 269-296. 

Westergaard, Marit R. In press. ‘Triggering V2: The Amount of Input Needed for Parameter Setting in 
a Split-CP Model of Word Order.’ To appear in A. Belletti et al. (eds.), Language Acquisiton 
and Development: Proceedings of GALA 2005, 658-671. Cambridge Scholars Press. 

Westergaard, Marit R. 2006. ‘Many Small Catastrophes: Gradualism in a Microparametric Perspec-
tive.’ Paper presented at DiGS9, Trieste, 8-10 June. 

Westergaard, Marit R. and Øystein A. Vangsnes. 2005. ‘Wh-questions, V2, and the left periphery of 
three Norwegian dialects.’ Journal of Comparative Germanic Linguistics 8, pp. 117-158. 


