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Afrikaans, uniquely within Germanic, exhibits Differential Object Marking (DOM):

(1) a. Ek
I

sien
see

alweer
already

*(vir)
for

jou/Marie!
you Marie

‘I’m seeing you/Marie again!’
b. Ons

us
ken
know

nie
not

(vir)
for

daardie
that

mense/
people

sulke
such

droogte
drought

nie.
POL

‘We don’t know those people/such drought.’

Here the indirect object-marking preposition vir (‘for’) obligatorily (1a) or optionally (1b) marks
direct objects.

DOM is a long-standing property of spoken varieties of Afrikaans (den Besten 2000), and it
is distributionally widespread, being compatible, either obligatorily (1a) or optionally (1b), with
the full range of potentially DOM-marked nominals identified for other languages (Biberauer to
appear). Like other grammaticalized DOM-markers (see i.a. Fábregas 2013 on Spanish a), DOM-
marking vir synchronically lacks properties associated with lexical-P vir (Molnárfi 1999, 2002).
(2), for example, shows that it cannot be stranded, unlike lexical-P vir (stranded Ps surface in
modified form, as in Dutch; see de Vos 2013)

(2) a. Ek
I

het
have

die
the

boek
book

vir
for

Marie
Marie

gegee.
given

> Wiei
who

het
have

jy
you

die
the

boek
book

voor
for

ti gegee?
given

‘I gave the book to Marie.’ ‘Who did you give the book to?’
b. Ek

I
het
have

vir
for

Marie
Marie

gesien.
seen

> *Wiei
who

het
have

jy
you

voor
for

ti gesien?
seen

‘I saw Marie.’

The question that now arises is what DOM-marking vir is, if not a P. Double Object Constructions
(DOCs) flag a partial answer, while also highlighting a previously unnoticed pattern.

(3) demonstrates that Afrikaans exhibits the dative alternation:

(3) a. Jan
Jan

gee
give

die
the

boek
book

vir
for

Marie.
Marie

‘Jan gives the book to Marie.’ (prepositional dative/PD)
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b. Jan
Jan

gee
give

Marie
Marie

die
the

boek.
book

‘Jan gives Marie the book.’ (DOC)

Like English (Bruening 2010, 2018), Afrikaans has idioms that require the DOC:

(4) a. Gee
give

[DP hom]
him

hel!
hell

“Give him hell!” (DOC)
b. *Gee

give
hel
hell

[PP vir
for

hom]!
him

“Give him hell!” (PD)

Strikingly, these DOC-requiring idioms optionally permit vir-marking on the indirect object:

(5) Gee [DP (vir) hom] hel! (cf. (4a))

That this is indeed DOM-marking on an indirect object and that it is more widely available in
DOC-structures is evident from the contrast between (6) and (7):

(6) a. Jan gee vir Marie die boek. [putative DOM-marked DOC; see (3b)]
b. *Wiei

who
gee
give

Jan
Jan

voor
for

ti die
the

boek?
book

Intended: “Who does Jan give the book?”

(7) a. Jan gee die boek vir Marie. [PD=(3a)]
b. Wiei

who
gee
give

Jan
Jan

die
the

boek
book

voor
for

ti?

‘Who does Jan give the book to?’

P-stranding, which is possible in PDs ((7b); see also (2a)), is, just like DOM-marking vir-stranding
(see (2b)), barred where the recipient is a vir-marked first object (6b). Apparently, then, DOM-
marking vir has undergone downwards grammaticalization, becoming an unstrandable part of the
nominal functional structure and differentially marking not just (inter)subjectively prominent direct
objects, but also indirect objects.

Its precise nominal identity remains to be uncovered. One analysis that presents itself is that vir
is a dative case marker, but this is hard to reconcile with well-known typological case hierarchies,
since Afrikaans lacks genitive case marking, and the only case-marked forms in the language are
a few pronouns which distinguish between a nominative and a generalized oblique form.

A note on the Afrikaans data in this Snippet:
Unless otherwise indicated, all the Afrikaans data has been constructed by the author, a native-speaker.
Although none of the data is in any way controversial, it has been systematically checked with and verified
by further native-speakers who speak a range of Afrikaans varieties.
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