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1 German word order
German has a rather flexible word order for arguments (and adjuncts). Unless otherwise
excluded, all orderings possible (though not equally felicitous in all contexts):

(1) a. Dummerweise
unfortunately

hat
aux

der
the.nom

Walter
Walter

dem
the.dat

Zeugen
witness

das
the.acc

Foto
photo

gezeigt.
shown

b. Dummerweise hat der Walter das Foto dem Zeugen gezeigt.
c. Dummerweise hat dem Zeugen der Walter das Foto gezeigt.
d. Dummerweise hat dem Zeugen das Foto der Walter gezeigt.
e. Dummerweise hat das Foto der Walter dem Zeugen gezeigt.
f. Dummerweise hat das Foto dem Zeugen der Walter gezeigt.

‘Unfortunately, Walter showed the photo to the witness.’

Two basic kinds of approaches:

fixed base order Arguments have to combine with predicate in fixed order, alternative
orders via movements (standard view, sketched in (2b))

free base generation Arguments can combinewith predicate in any order (minority view,
sketched in (2a))
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(2) a. [[das Foto] [[dem Zeugen] [[der Walter] gezeigt.] ] ]
b. [[das

the.acc
Foto]i
photo

[[dem
the.dat

Zeugen]j
witness

[[der
the.nom

Walter]
Walter

[tj [ti gezeigt.] ] ] ] ]
shown

(German is an OV-language, we are not looking at verb-second related phenomena here.)
Despite decades of research issue not settled. Overview article by Salzmann (2025):
– Empirical evidence for fixed base orders inconclusive for the most part
– One of the few arguments he considers convincing: intervention effects with indef-

inites and floating quantifier alles (‘all’) (Heck & Himmelreich 2017)
We will concentrate on their argument, showing that it does not go through and that their
approach faces severe empirical issues and misses a generalisation. Then we will show that
an approach assuming free base generation can account for the data just as well.

2 Floating quantifier alles

The morphological invariant floating quantifier alles …
– is to be distinguished from the inflected quantifier alle(s) (‘all’) (Reis 1992).
– requires association with a wh-phrase in the same minimal clause (some other op-

erators possible too, but no simple NPs, Reis 1992).

(3) Wer
who.nom

/ *die
the

Frau
woman

/ *eine
a

Gruppe
group

Männer
men

hat
aux

euch
you.dat

alles
all

geholfen?
helped

‘Who all helped you?’ / intended: ‘The woman all / a group of men all helped
you.’

– indicates the expectation that the answer contains more than one individual and
demands it to be exhaustive (Reis 1992; Zimmermann 2007)

Acceptability of sentences containing alles depends on its positioning relative to argu-
ments (Pafel 1991):

(4) a. (Heck & Himmelreich 2017: 51, their judgments)
*Wer
who.nom

hat
aux

einem
a.dat

Professor
professor

alles
all

gratuliert?
congratulated

‘Who all congratulated a professor?’
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b. Wem
whom.dat

hat
aux

ein
a.nom

Professor
professor

alles
all

gratuliert?
congratulated

‘Whom all has congratulated a professor?’
(5) a. Wer

who.nom
hat
aux

alles
all

einem
a.dat

Professor
professor

gratuliert?
congratulated

‘Who all congratulated a professor?’
b. ? Wem

whom.dat
hat
aux

alles
all

ein
a.nom

Professor
professor

gratuliert?
congratulated

‘Whom all has congratulated a professor?’

When citing examples from (Heck & Himmelreich 2017), we will keep their *s. But note
that 1. even on their account judgments are subtle and 2. on our account these examples
are neither completely unacceptable nor ungrammatical.

3 (Heck & Himmelreich 2017)
3.1 Data presentation

Heck & Himmelreich (2017) deal with several phenomena in German and Czech syntax
where they see evidence for opaque intervention effects, floating-quantifier alles is only
one of them (but the one relevant for the debate about base orders)
Way they see patterns with alles:
– Stands in need of an associated wh-phrase (6)

(6) (Heck & Himmelreich 2017: 50, their judgments)
a. Wer

who.nom
hat
aux

euch
you.dat

alles
all

geholfen?
helped

‘Who all helped you?’
b. Wem

whom.dat
habt
aux

ihr
you.nom

alles
all

geholfen?
helped

‘Whom all did you help?’

– If associate subject, no indefinite object allowed to intervene (7a = 4a)
– Indefinite direct object may not intervene between indirect object wh-phrase and

alles (7b)
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(7) (Heck & Himmelreich 2017: 51, their judgments)
a. * Wer

who.nom
hat
aux

einem
a.dat

Professor
professor

alles
all

gratuliert?
congratulated

‘Who all congratulated a professor?’
b. * Wem

whom.dat
hat
aux

sie
she.nom

einen
a.acc

Professor
professor

alles
all

vorgestellt?
introduced

‘Whom all did she introduce a professor to?’

– Subject can intervene (8a)
– Indefinite object can intervene if associate direct object (8b)

(8) (Heck & Himmelreich 2017: 51, their judgments)
a. Wem

whom.dat
hat
aux

ein
a.nom

Professor
professor

alles
all

geholfen?
helped

‘Whom all has a professor helped?’
b. Wen

who.acc
hat
aux

sie
she.nom

einem
a.dat

Professor
professor

alles
all

vorgestellt?
introduced

‘Who all did she introduce to a professor?’

– With definites everything OK (9)

(9) (Heck & Himmelreich 2017: 52, their judgments)
a. Wer

who.nom
hat
aux

dem
the.dat

Professor
professor

alles
all

gratuliert?
congratulated

‘Who all has congratulated the professor?’
b. Wem

whom.dat
hat
aux

sie
she.nom

den
the.acc

Professor
professor

alles
all

vorgestellt?
introduced

‘Whom all did she introduce the professor to?’

3.2 Analysis

Derivational framework with VP, vP, TP

– Object(s) merged within VP, (canonical) subject in Spec,v
– Internal arguments found outside VP must have passed through Spec,v

(due to Phase Impenetrability Condition, in Heck & Himmelreich’s 2017:58 version
“The domain of a head H of a phase HP is not accessible to operations outside of
HP. Only H and its edge domain are accessible.”)
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– Movement to Spec,v order-preserving
(driven by edge-feature that keeps searching even after fitting element is found.
Elements to be moved are placed on amovement-stack that works like a push-down
automaton: returns element last added first, Heck & Himmelreich 2017: 61–63)

– External argument is merged after moved objects (Heck & Himmelreich 2017: 58–
59)

– alles: adverb in lowest Spec,v position (in cases relevant here, Heck & Himmelreich
2017: 66, section 5.1)

– In an example with a ditransitive verb with dat–acc base order with alles at the
end of the midfield, we then get (10) when both objects move. Note that first target
postition for movement from VP is above alles and that the external argument is
base-generated after moved objects.

(10) [vP nom [vP dat1 [vP acc2 [vP alles [v’ v [VP t1 [V’ t2 V] ] ] ] ] ] ]

– Association with alles requires c-commanding wh-phrase antecedent
– Association established via Agree
– Two relevant features. Alles and associate must match on both when matching on

one
(Heck & Himmelreich 2017: 67, Full Match Requirement: “A probe on H does not
value a goal on H’ unless there is a full match between H and H’.”)

– Indefinites (but not definites) in Spec,v can value one of them, blocking association
with higher wh-phrase (no full match)

(11) (based on Heck & Himmelreich 2017: (37,38))

[vP wer [vP einem Professor [vP alles [v’ v … t1 … ] ] ] ]
①

②×

3.3 Verb classes with other base orders

Heck & Himmelreich (2017: 84–87) observe that patterns change with verb class.

Reversal in acceptability patterns with dative-object experiencer-object psych verbs
(dat–nom, (11)) and dative-object unaccusatives: Now it is the order nom alles that is
less acceptable, while dat alles is fine.
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(12) (Heck & Himmelreich 2017: 86, their judgments)
a. *? Was

what
für
for

Professoren
professors.dat

könnte
could

ein
a.nom

Berufswechsel
career.change

alles
all

gefallen?
appeal.to

‘What kind of professors could a career change appeal to?’
b. Was

what
für
for

Berufswechsel
career.changes.nom

könnten
could

einem
a.dat

Professor
professor

alles
all

gefallen?
appeal.to

‘What kind of career changes could appeal to a professor?’

This follows in their framework if these verbs have a fixed dat–nom base order within
VP (as often assumed): Then the nominative merges first above alles and destroys the
opportunity for the dative to agree with it:

(13) [vP dat1 [vP nom2 [vP alles [v’ v … t1 t2 … ] ] ] ]
①

③

②×
Reversely, the differences can be explained if there are predicate-specific fixed base
orders.

3.4 Against free base generation

Heck & Himmelreich (2017: 87–88) also provide an explicit argument against free base
generation. Consider:

(14) (Heck & Himmelreich 2017: 87, their judgments)
a. * Wem

whom.dat
hat
aux

sie
she

einen
a.acc

Professor
professor

alles
all

vorgestellt?
introduced

b. Wem hat sie alles einen Professor vorgestellt?
‘To whom all did she introduce a professor?’

(8a) Wem
whom.dat

hat
aux

ein
a.nom

Professor
Professor

alles
all

geholfen?
helped

‘Whom all has a professor helped?’

They ask how (14a) can be excluded if both arguments are freely base-generated.

1. Assume base-generated order is wem einen Professor alles.
→Hypothesis I to exclude (14a): Indefinites between alles and associate interrupt
association
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2. Does not work: base-generated einen Professor wem alles should also be possible,
but after wh-movement one gets (14a) then.
→Hypothesis II: wh-movement cannot cross indefinite without breaking associ-
ation
We dispute that II is required: Base-generation approach need not assume that order
of acc and dat arbitrary!

3. Then (8a) cannot be derived anymore.

4 Roadmap
We …
– introduce the issue and discuss Heck & Himmelreich’s analysis (done)
– discuss a number of issues with the proposal → no argument for fixed base orders
– show that an alternative analysis assuming free base-generation can capture the

data
General line:
– Acceptability patterns have nothing to do with intervention effects
– Alles is stranded (Pafel 1991; Reis 1992; Doliana 2021; 2022)
– Acceptability of sentences with floating-quantifier alles corresponds to acceptabil-

ity of sentences with NP comparable to associate in position of alles (Pafel 1991)

5 Issues with (Heck & Himmelreich 2017)
5.1 Animacy effects
– Linearization preferences in German are not solely predicate-specific
– E.g., the experiencer-object psych verb gefallen (‘to appeal to’) prefers dat–nom

with inanimate subjects, but both dat–nom and nom–dat are equally acceptable
with animate subjects (Masloch & Poppek & Kiss 2024)

– While Heck & Himmelreich (2017) find a difference with an inanimate subject (12),
there is no preference when both subject and object animate (15)
→ pattern is not predicate-specific

(15) a. Was
what

für
for

enttäuschten
disappointed

Wählern
voters.dat

könnte
could

ein
a.nom

unabhängiger
independent

Kandidat
candidate

alles
all

gefallen?
appeal.to
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‘What kind of disappointed voters could an independent candidate appeal
to?’

b. Was
what

für
for

unabhängige
independent

Kandidaten
candidates.nom

könnten
could

einem
a.dat

enttäuschten
disappointed

Wähler
voter

alles
all

gefallen?
appeal.to

‘What kind of independent candidates could appeal to a disappointed voter?’

5.2 Optionality

– Heck & Himmelreich’s analysis does not predict optionality in VP-internal order:
All landing sites for movement are above alles, so only base order should be fine

– For some ditransitives, both possible orderings of the objects are equally acceptable
once some of their properties are manipulated

– (16) is based on a plain test item from (Ellsiepen & Bader 2018: 16–17) where this is
the case.

– Both orders are equally acceptable.

(16) a. Wer
who

hat
aux

alles
all

einem
a.dat

Zeugen
witness

das
the.acc

Foto
photo

gezeigt?
showed

b. Wer
who

hat
aux

alles
all

das
the.acc

Foto
photo

einem
a.dat

Zeugen
witness

gezeigt?
showed

‘Who all showed the photo to a witness?’

5.3 Alles preceding the subject

– Heck & Himmelreich’s analysis does not cover acceptable sentences in which alles
precedes the subject because alles must be merged before external argument (see
also Doliana 2021: 52; Gould 2023: 531 sq. attempts a fix)

– (17) acceptable when professor focussed, e.g. in a context like A: The minister con-
gratulated Daniels, Schmidt, Yıldırım and Nowak. B: Fine, but …

(17) Wem
whom

hat
aux

alles
all

der
the.nom

Professor
professor

gratuliert?
congratulated

‘Whom all did the professor congratulate?’
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5.4 Gradients vs. Categorical (Un-)Acceptability

Heck & Himmelreich (2017) treat subtle and gradient acceptability contrasts as indica-
tive of categorical grammaticality differences, but they are subtle and may be better
explained in a different way.

5.5 Pafel’s (1991) generalisation missed
– Acceptability differences parallel to the ones in the sentences containing alles are

observed in corresponding examples with full NPs and without alles (Pafel 1991;
Doliana 2021; 2022)

– An intervention analysis is not feasible for them
– (18) shows this for (4a), but all examples so far behave this way (see Appendix).
– Remains mysterious on Heck & Himmelreich’s analysis

(18) a. ? Wem
whom

hat
aux

sie
she

einen
a.acc

Professor
professor

alles
all

vorgestellt?
introduced

‘Whom all did she introduce a professor to?’
b. ? Gestern

yesterday
hat
aux

sie
she

einen
a.acc

Professor
professor

einem
a.dat

Studenten
student

vorgestellt.
introduced

‘Yesterday, she introduced a professor to a student.’

6 Intermediate conclusion

Heck & Himmelreich’s proposed analysis for data with floating quantifier alles faces
severe empirical problems and misses a longstanding generalisation

→ Not the kind of grounds to build an argument for fixed base orders on

7 Alternative analysis

As a proof of concept, we will show how the data can be captured under an approach
assuming free base generation
(This would work for fixed base orders in a similar way. The point is that an argument
against free base generation cannot be build on these data.)
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Ingredients:
– Stranding approach to floating-quantifier alles:Alles and associate form constituent

which is left by associate through movement (Pafel 1991; Reis 1992; Doliana 2021;
2022). Standard approach anyway

– Maximum Entropy Grammar (Goldwater & Johnson 2003; Hayes 2022): Contrasts
between ordering variants modelled via interacting weighted violable constraints

Then:
– Stranded floating quantifier counts in the same way as the whole NP would
– Acceptability differences independent of floating quantifier per se, implementing

Pafel’s (1991) generalisation
– Blocking constraint Hypothesis II is not needed, undermining Heck & Himmel-

reich’s argument against free base-generation

7.1 Linearisation constraints

Acceptability differences reducible to general linearisation preferences, which we cap-
ture via linearisation constraints:
– There is a long tradition of using violable constraints to model constituent order in

German (i.a. Zubin & Köpcke 1985; Uszkoreit 1986; 1987; Jacobs 1988; Müller 1999;
Heck 2000; Ellsiepen & Bader 2018)

– E.g. heavy ≺ light, animate ≺ inanimate, agent ≺ non-agent, non-focus ≺
focus

– We assume them to be weighted (like i.a. Zubin & Köpcke 1985; Jacobs 1988; Pafel
2009; Ellsiepen & Bader 2018)

– Can be implemented in Maximum Entropy Grammar (Goldwater & Johnson 2003;
Hayes 2022), a probabilistic variant of Optimality Theory:
(We do not need any typological commitments etc., just the assumption that preferences
between in principle syntactically well-formed candidates are determined by weighted
violable constraints)

𝑃 (𝑦 ∣ 𝑥) =
exp (∑𝑚

𝑖=1 𝑤𝑖𝑓𝑖 (𝑦 , 𝑥))
∑𝑦 ∈𝑌 (𝑥) exp (∑𝑚

𝑖=1 𝑤𝑖𝑓𝑖 (𝑦 , 𝑥))

Where: 𝑦 : candidate, 𝑥 : context, 𝑚: number of constraints, 𝑤𝑖: weigth of 𝑖th con-
straint, 𝑓𝑖: 𝑖th constraint, 𝑌 (𝑥): candidate set

– All ordering variants can be freely base-generated
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– Acceptability of sentence depends on probability relative to other candidates within
set (cf. Ellsiepen & Bader 2018)

– Phrase containing alles + associate evaluated with respect to constraints just like
normal NPs, capturing Pafel’s (1991) generalisation (We don’t care today if this hap-
pens prior to movement etc.)

– Candidates for (4a)/(5a): (19), corresponding to (5a), will be preferred because it does
not violate agent ≺ non-agent. (4a) is odd because there is a better candidate, not
because of some intervention.

(19) V’

NPnom

wer alles

V’

NPdat

einem Professor

V’

gratuliert hat

(20) V’

NPdat

einem Professor

V’

NPnom

wer alles

V’

gratuliert hat

7.2 Definiteness effect explained

Wh-phrase is indefinite, so with a definite other argument as in (9a), definite ≺ in-
definite (and probably given ≺ new) counterbalance agent ≺ non-agent.

(9) (Heck & Himmelreich 2017: 52, their judgments)
a. Wer

who.nom
hat
aux

dem
a.dat

Professor
professor

alles
all

gratuliert?
congratulated

‘Who all has congratulated the professor?’
b. Wem

whom.dat
hat
aux

sie
she.nom

den
a.acc

Professor
professor

alles
all

vorgestellt?
introduced

‘Whom all did she introduce the professor to?’

7.3 Reversed judgments without diverging base orders

Masloch & Poppek & Kiss (2024) argue that once all other factors are equalled out, no
thematic constraints like agent ≺ non-agent are relevant for verbs like gefallen (‘to
appeal to’).
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→ animate ≺ inanimate relevant for (12) with inanimate subject, but no constraint
applicable with animate subjects as in (15), hence no preference.

(12) (Heck & Himmelreich 2017: 86, their judgments)
a. *? Was

what
für
for

Professoren
professors.dat

könnte
could

ein
a.nom

Berufswechsel
career.change

alles
all

gefallen?
appeal.to

‘What kind of professors could a career change appeal to?’
b. Was

what
für
for

Berufswechsel
career.changes.nom

könnten
could

einem
a.dat

Professor
professor

alles
all

gefallen?
appeal.to

‘What kind of career changes could appeal to a professor?’
(15) a. Was

what
für
for

enttäuschten
disappointed

Wählern
voters.dat

könnte
could

ein
a.nom

unabhängiger
independent

Kandidat
candidate

alles
all

gefallen?
appeal.to

‘What kind of disappointed voters could an independent candidate appeal
to?’

b. Was
what

für
for

unabhängige
independent

Kandidaten
candidates.nom

könnten
could

einem
a.dat

enttäuschten
disappointed

Wähler
voter

alles
all

gefallen?
appeal.to

‘What kind of independent candidates could appeal to a disappointed voter?’

8 Conclusion
– Acceptability contrasts observed with floating-quantifier alles are not due to inter-

vention effects
– Pafel’s generalisation naturally falls out when a stranding approach to floating

quantifier alles is combined with violable linearisation constraints
– This is possible while assuming free base generation as well as with fixed base

orders

⇒ Data involving floating quantifier alles do not favour a fixed-base-order account to
German clausal syntax
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Appendix
Illustrating Pafel’s (1991) generalisation: Parallel examples with full NPs and identical
judgments for all examples by Heck & Himmelreich (2017) cited. (Pafel (1991) used
definite NPs, in our judgment it only works with indefinite ones.) Judgments hold for
out-of-the blue contexts. All examples are grammatical and they are fully acceptable in
an appropriate context.

(4′) a. ? Gestern
yesterday

hat
aux

einem
a.dat

Professor
professor

eine
a.nom

Ministerin
female.minister

gratuliert.
congratulated

‘Yesterday, a minister congratulated a professor?’
b. Gestern

yesterday
hat
aux

ein
a.nom

Professor
Professor

einer
a.dat

Ministerin
female.minister

gratuliert.
congratulated

‘Yesterday, a professor congratulated a minister.’
(6′) a. Gestern

yesterday
hat
aux

euch
you.dat

ein
a.nom

Kellner
waiter

geholfen.
helped

‘A waiter helped you guys yesterday.’
b. Gestern

yesterday
habt
aux

ihr
you.nom

einem
a.dat

Kellner
waiter

geholfen.
helped

‘You guys helped a waiter yesterday.’
(7′) a. ? Gestern

yesterday
hat
aux

einem
a.dat

Professor
professor

eine
a.nom

Ministerin
female.minister

gratuliert.
congratulated

‘Yesterday, a minister congratulated a professor.’
b. ? Gestern

yesterday
hat
aux

sie
she.nom

einen
a.acc

Professor
professor

einem
a.dat

Studenten
student

vorgestellt.
introduced

https://doi.org/10.1515/ling.1986.24.5.883
https://doi.org/10.1515/ling.1986.24.5.883
https://doi.org/10.18148/sub/2007.v11i0.669
https://doi.org/10.1075/sl.9.1.04zub
https://doi.org/10.1075/sl.9.1.04zub
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‘Yesterday, she introduced a professor to a student.’
(8′) a. Gestern

yesterday
hat
aux

ein
a.nom

Professor
professor

einer
a.dat

Ministerin
female.minister

geholfen.
helped

‘Yesterday, a professor helped a minister’
b. Gestern

yesterday
hat
aux

sie
she.nom

einem
a.dat

Professor
professor

eine
a.acc

Ministerin
female.minister

vorgestellt.
introduced

‘Yesterday, she introduced a professor to a minister.’
(9′) a. Gestern

yesterday
hat
aux

dem
a.dat

Professor
professor

eine
a.nom

Ministerin
female.minister

gratuliert.
congratulated

‘Yesterday, a minister congratulated the professor.’
b. Gestern

yesterday
hat
aux

sie
she.nom

den
the.acc

Professor
professor

einem
a.dat

Studenten
student

vorgestellt.
introduced

‘Yesterday, she introduced the professor to a student.’
(12′) a. ?? Nur

only
selten
seldom

könnte
could

ein
a.nom

Berufswechsel
career.change.nom

einem
a.dat

Professor
professor

gefallen.
appeal.to

b. Nur selten könnte einem Professor ein Berufswechsel gefallen.
‘Only seldom could a change of career appeal to a professor.’

(14′) a. = (7′b)
b. Gestern hat sie einem Studenten einen Professor vorgestellt.

‘Yesterday, she introduced a professor to a student.’
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