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German V1 sollen conditionals

(1) (At the op+cian)
Sollte es drücken, schauen Sie nochmal vorbei.
‘Should it [the glasses] fit poorly, come over again.’

(2) Dialect of Hohenlohe (Baden-WürIemberg/Germany)
Souldschd frier dro sei, nimmschd eifach dn Bus.
‘Should you be early, just take the bus’
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Hypotheses

1. Germanic (bare) V1 conditionals emerged as a result of particle
reduction.

2. German V1 sollen conditionals form a productive pattern in spoken
language.

3. The lexical and morphological choice, i.e. the preterite subjunctive 
soll-t- results in a perfective conditional clause. 
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Why (bare) V1 conditionals?
(3) OE Hæfde ic ælteowe þenas, nære ic þus eaðelice oferswiðed.

‘If I had faithful servants, I would not be so easily overcome.’ (ALS 226.2623; Ringe & Taylor 2014: 409)

(4) OHG fliuhit er in then se, thar giduat er imo we
‘If he flies to the sea, he will harm him there.’ (O 1.5.55; Schrodt 2004: §S 145)

(5) OFris Deth hi eniga monne enigene skatha binna tha godishuse ieftha buta, a twibete
and twifrethe ‘If he harms anyone in or outside the church, he has to be charged with double fine 
and double tribute for peace.’ (R1 VIII 8; Lühr 2007: 228 )

• Traditional answer: Jespersen (1917), Behaghel (1928), Heusler (1921)

• Rhythm-based answer: stresslessness of sentence particles

! from lexically marked conditionality to an ambiguous structure
3

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/%C3%86lfric%27s_Lives_of_Saints


Why (bare) V1 condi:onals?

Foot formation in Old Germanic

• Foot: 2 moras (MHG 'mîn 'my') or 3 moras (MHG 'mae.ren 'stories')
• Stress-based quantity: 

! all unstressed syllables are short (1 mora)
! systematically unstressed syllables are reduced/deleted
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Why (bare) V1 conditionals? 
Systematic stresslessness of conditional sentence particles: monomoraic -ba-

Goth. þauh ga-ba-dauþniþ, libaid (John11:25)
though die:act.3sg.ind.pret live:3sg.act.ind.pres

if: encl.particle

1 mora
(no foot)

no rhythmic 
stress

‘[he who believes in me] will live, even if he dies.’



Why (bare) V1 conditionals? 

Systematic stresslessness of conditional sentence particles: monomoraic iþ

Goth. … iþ 'weseis her, ni þau gadauþnodedi broþar meins.
conj be:2Sg.act.opt.pret there

1 mora 2 moras
(no foot) (=foot)

no rhythmic rhythmic 
stress stress

‘if you had been here, my brother would not have died.’



Why (bare) V1 conditionals?

Proposed path of development

Unspecific Germanic V-Early word order

Dele+on of unstressed sentence par+cles

Seman+cisa+on of word order



Today‘s German V1 conditionals

• Domains of V1 conditionals in written language: 
Instructions, legal texts, proverbs, advertising (cf. Auer/Lindström
2011: 226)
• Spoken language: 

Special status among the modal verbs emerges for the verb sollen, 
more precisely for the preterite subjunctive soll-t; (cp. the
unambiguity of conditionals introduced by should Dancygier 1998: 
192)
• Main “competing“ structure: wenn-introduced subordinate clauses

(cp. if clauses)

! Soll-t- as a desemanticised marker of conditionality?
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Today‘s German V1 sollen conditionals

(1) Sollte es drücken, schauen Sie nochmal vorbei.
‘Should it [the glasses] fit poorly, come over again.’

• Compositional presentation (cf. Klein 1999)
- a	verbal	lexeme	(drück-)
- a	morphological	operation	which	turns	the	lexeme	in	an	infinite	form	(infinitive	or	
past	participle	plus	infinitive	auxiliary)	(drücken)

- a	syntactic	operation	which	adds	the	verbal	lexeme	soll- in	first	position	to	the	
structure (Soll- …)

- a	morphological	operation,	which	turns	soll- into	the	preterite subjunctive	(soll-t-)
- the	filling	of	argument	variables	(es)
- syntactic	operation	which	applies	the	finite	structure	to	the	base	of	the	sentence	
(and	leads	to	a	special	semantic	effect)
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DGD query for V1 
sollen conditionals

• FOLK Forschungs- und 
Lehrkorpus Gesprochenes
Deutsch [research corpus and 
teaching corpus of spoken 
German], 2003-2021

• Manual selecCon

• Green: criteria apply

• Result: 20 occurrences of 
spoken language V1 sollen
condiConals (=0.4% of sollen
occurrences in the corpus)
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Occurrences of soll-t- in the FOLK corpus



DGD query for V1 sollen conditionals

A falconer presents two desert buzzards, an eagle owl, a red kite and a barn
owl one after the other. In between, the falconer also takes out two female
spectators from the audience to join in the show briefly. 

(6) Verstehste? (0.22) °h solltest du aber jetz auf die dumme idee kommen 
den doch loszulassen (.) °h dann kann der bis hier fliegen °h kommt 
zurück un landet hier °h un ich sach dir (0.27) dat (.) piekt wie sau 
(FOLK_E_00167_SE_01_T_02_DF_01_c32.wav)

‘Understand? (0.22) But if you get the stupid idea to let him go (.) °h he can fly to this
place °h comes back and lands here °h and I tell you (0.27) it (.) stings like hell‘ 
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DGD query for V1 sollen conditionals

List of infinite verbs and verbal structures:
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1 sollte … es so weit kommen

2 sollte … es eine Bürgerbefragung geben

3 sollte … Probleme geben

4 sollte … nicht hinkommen

5 sollte … aufgebraucht sein

6 sollte … aufgebraucht sein

7 sollten … erwähnt werden

8 sollte … zu reaktivieren sein

9 sollte … zu der Erkenntnis kommen

10 sollten … zu keinem Ergebnis kommen

11 sollten … zu einer tragfähigen Regierung kommen

12 sollte … sein

13 sollte … kommen

14 sollten … beteiligt sein

15 sollte … Elliptisch

16 solltest … auf die Idee kommen

17 sollte … haben

18 sollten … brauchen

19 sollte … passieren

20 sollte … zu einem Austritt kommen

• 6x kommen 'come'
• 4x „Funktionsverbgefüge“ 

(function verb structures)
• 4x passive
• 2x geben 'give‘

• But see also: drücken 'to press' etc.



Why V1-sollen conditionals?

• Periphrastic modal:
- soll-: future reference
- soll-t: epistemic judgement

• Periphrastic structure:
• preterite subjunctive as a „fake tense“
• "perfective verbs“ (lexical aspect)
• protasis has perfective aspect
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Example: Proverbs

If the children are small, we have to help them take root. But if they are big, 
we must give them wings. (Proverb from India; sprichwoerter.woxikon.de)

(7) Sind die Kinder klein, müssen wir ihnen helfen Wurzeln zu fassen. Sind
sie aber groß, müssen wir ihnen Flügel schenken.

(7') Wenn die Kinder klein sind, müssen wir ihnen helfen Wurzeln zu fassen. 
Wenn sie aber groß sind, müssen wir ihnen Flügel schenken.

(7'') ?Sollten die Kinder klein sein, müssen wir ihnen helfen Wurzeln zu 
fassen. Sollten sie aber groß sein, müssen wir ihnen Flügel schenken.
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Hypotheses

1. Germanic (bare) V1 conditionals emerged as a result of particle
reduction.

2. German V1 sollen conditionals form a productive pattern in spoken
language.

3. The lexical and morphological choice, i.e. the preterite subjunctive 
soll-t- results in a perfective conditional clause. 

!German has not developed sollen as a pure conditional marker. 
Instead, it has developed from an ambiguous V1 structure a 
morphologically supported aspectually fixed variant.
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