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Most historical studies of change in the English system of complementation track the rise or demise of 

one or more complement types (Fanego 1996; Rudanko 1998; Los 2005; De Smet 2007). In Verbs of 

implicit negation and their complements in the history of English, Yoko Iyeiri changes the perspective, 

approaching the history of the English system of complementation through an elaborate case study on 

a cluster of semantically related verbs and the various complement types they appeared with over time.  

 The group of verbs at issue consists of eleven 'verbs of implicit negation', including forbid, 

refuse, forbear, avoid, prohibit, prevent, hinder, refrain, fear, doubt (as well as question, when mean-

ing 'doubt') and deny, all of which "imply negation in English" (p.1). Their status as covertly negative 

items appears from the fact that in earlier stages of the language they are found to combine with that-

clauses with expletive negation, as in (1).  

 

(1) They did prohibit that no man shoulde ... sell openly ... wine of Candie or Spaine. (p.81) 

 

Using the quotation database of the electronic Oxford English Dictionary, supplemented by data from 

the British National Corpus, the BROWN-family of corpora, the Helsinki Corpus of English texts and 

The Bible in English on CD-ROM, Iyeiri traces the development of each of these verbs, with specific 

attention to the major changes in their patterning with different complement types.  

 The history of the verbs of implicit negation generally reflects what Vosberg (2006) has called 

"The Great Complement Shift", whereby to-infinitives developed at the expense of that-clauses and 

gerunds subsequently developed at the expense of to-infinitives. For example, that-clauses following 

prohibit as in (1) above were ousted by to-infinitives as in (2) and later to-infinitives were ousted by 

gerunds as in (3).  

 

(2) The reading of history prohibyteth reprouable persons to do mischeuous dedes. (p.84) 

(3) The London Government Act of last year ... prohibited women serving as alderwomen or coun-

cillors on borough Councils. (p.85) 

 

Against this general background, however, Iyeiri demonstrates that the complement shift is considera-

bly more complicated than the name implies, and the main contribution of her study lies in revealing 

the various factors that complicate complement shifts.  



 For a start, more constructions are involved than the three main patterns introduced above and 

so there is much more variation and competition. The rise of gerunds is complicated by the appearance 

of gerunds introduced by from as in (4) (or, very occasionally, other prepositions), which often com-

pete with simple gerunds as in (3) above. Among the latter, there is further competition between ge-

runds with a possessive subject and with an oblique subject.  

 

(4) The Assistant District Attorney tossed out the charges saying that although the law prohibits 

Klansmen from appearing in public, the faces of the 24 were visible. (p.85) 

 

Similarly, the history of that-clauses is not only marked by competition with to-infinitives, but also by 

variation between that-clauses with and without overt that, by variation between that-clauses with and 

without expletive negation, by occasional variation with whether-clauses, if-clauses and even open wh-

clauses as in (5), and by the rise of lest-clauses and but-clauses as in (6). With respect to the latter, 

Iyeiri argues that but-clauses have for some time served specifically as a way of avoiding that-clauses 

with expletive negation.  

 

(5) Some doubted how far such volage expressions inferred treason, being but lubricum linguæ 

(p.141) 

(6) I do not doubt but you want constant every-day debaters. (p.151) 

 

Finally, for some verbs, Iyeiri proposes that the function of that-clauses has been (partly) taken over 

by epistemic parentheticals as in (7). An exception here, however, is presented by the parenthetical 

God forbid as in (8), which is shown to have fossilised at an early stage, to have later developed into 

the last stronghold of that-clauses with forbid, but in the end to have briefly merged back with the 

small residue of remaining that-clauses following forbid.  

 

(7) Take my armour of quickly, 'twill make him swoune, I feare. (p.131) 

(8)  But God forbyd that I shulde synne so vnto the LORDE ... (p.36) 

 

 Another complication to the overall picture of the Great Complement Shift is that where com-

plement types compete, the resultant variation is constrained by a variety of factors. For example, Iyei-

ri points out the relevance of Rohdenburg's (1996) Complexity Principle to the development of ge-

runds with and without from following prevent (invoking the principle also to argue that from a histor-

ical point of view the variant without from cannot have been derived from the variant with from, as 

some synchronic analyses maintain). She also points to the effect of horror æqui, which not only gives 

rise sporadically to an unusual choice of complement (e.g. using a to-infinitive following avoiding to 

prevent direct consecution of two -ing-forms) but also seems to bias the forms the main verb takes (e.g. 



with language users generally steering clear of the form avoiding because avoid is normally followed 

by another -ing-form). Another surprising constraint on variation relates to the origin of a given verb, 

with verbs of Romance stock (e.g. avoid) being generally found to be more open to innovative patterns 

than the verbs of Germanic stock (e.g. forbear), presumably because with the latter older uses are 

more firmly established.  

 Finally, complement shifts do not necessarily bring about the disappearance of a pattern. For 

many verbs variation lingers on and in some cases the expected directionality of a particular change is 

even reversed. For example, it is argued that that-clauses following deny first declined under the pres-

sure of the to-infinitive but later recovered. Similarly, it is shown that with fear, that-clauses with un-

expressed that initially advanced on the variant with overt that, but in Present-day English the trend 

seems to have changed.  

 The overall picture that emerges, then, is one in which the history of each of the verbs examined 

is to some extent unique. That is, while each of the verbs is affected by the same changes taking place 

in the English system of complementation, each verb still responds to these in its own way. The timing 

for the rise of to-infinitives and gerunds differs from verb to verb, the pace and eventual outcome of 

developments varies, and even within a single verb there may be variation as to how a given change 

unfolds. The most striking illustration here comes from fear and doubt, which undergo complement 

shifts to a different extent in negative and affirmative contexts.  

 As such, Iyeiri's work must be praised for showing the full complexity of diachronic comple-

ment shifts. However, although the study is on the whole very thorough and produces interesting (at 

times surprising) insights in the workings of complement shifts, it also has a few weaknesses – though 

it should be added that these do not detract from its general merits, as outlined above. The choice of 

the Oxford English Dictionary as main data source may be criticized, as the nature of the data makes it 

hard to compare frequencies across periods and the collection of quotations is (from a corpus linguistic 

point of view) essentially unprincipled. Smaller but better-balanced and better-documented data 

sources, such as the Helsinki Corpus of English texts, the Penn-Helsinki parsed corpus of Early Mod-

ern English or the Lampeter Corpus could perhaps have been used more systematically to check his-

torical trends at least for the most frequent patterns. At the same time, one must also sympathize with 

the author here, and recognize that a larger-sized corpus of (especially) Early Modern English is on 

many Anglicist's wish list.  

 At the more theoretical level, Iyeiri may underestimate the value of the semantic approach to 

complementation, which argues that different complement types serve essentially different functions 

(e.g. Bolinger 1968; Wierzbicka 1988; Langacker 1991). She invokes the critiques by, among others, 

Curme (1931), Quirk (1974) or Noël (2003) on the semanticist approach, and is probably justified in 

pointing out that the very occurrence of complement shifts contradicts the idea that different comple-

ments (exist to) serve different functions (p.195). Further, the fact that a group of more or less seman-



tically similar verbs is found to undergo quite diverse developments does not speak in favour of the 

semanticist view. Nevertheless, some findings could have been linked to semantic explanations.  

 For example, Noonan's (1985) distinction between dependent and independent time reference 

could partly account for the ease with which a non-finite clause (which lacks temporal and modal 

grounding) can replace for a finite clause, since some matrix verbs automatically specify the temporal 

and modal status of the event in the complement clause, whereas others do not. Avoid, for instance, 

predicts that the event in the complement clause is (at the time of avoiding) unfulfilled. Therefore, this 

information need not be redundantly encoded in the complement clause, and so a non-finite clause will 

be unproblematic. By contrast, doubt readily combines with states of affairs in the past, present or 

future and so makes no predictions as to the temporal status of its complement, which therefore still 

needs to be marked in the complement clause, restricting the potential for non-finite complements. 

That avoid and doubt respond differently to the Great Complement Shift is therefore not entirely sur-

prising.  

 As another example, when a verb allows both finite that-clauses and subject-controlled non-

finite clauses, competition is only possible to the extent that the subject of the that-clause is typically 

co-referential with the subject of the matrix clause. Here too the semantic potential of a given com-

plement type codetermines its likely role in complement shifts, yet the opportunity to involve seman-

tics in the account here has been missed. 

 That said, Verbs of implicit negation and their complements in the history of English presents an 

excellent piece of research that will be useful to anyone studying complementation (in English and in 

other languages) or other areas of competition between grammatical variants in language history. It 

demonstrates very convincingly the intricacy of change in the system of complementation, specifically 

pointing to the lexical differences that (in this case) strongly affect competition processes in grammar.  
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