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Hypothesis: 

There is a future infinitive emerging in present 
day German – 

contrary to what is assumed in the literature 
(e.g., Heine 1995: 120f, Zifonun et al. 1997: 
1686, Marschall 2005: 22, Hentschel 2009: 
180f). 
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1. 1241 instances of a possible future infinitive 
collected 

– using mainly COSMAS II and WebCorp Live 

– searching mainly for 
infinitive + werdeninf + finite verb 
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 POS-tag 

 43 of the 
most frequent 
verbs 
according to 
Ruoff 
1981:440 

 POS-tag 

 all forms of 
all modals + 
of werden 
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2. The hypothesis of an (emerging) future 
infinitive makes correct predictions: 

a. The pattern 
infinitive + zu werden 
occurs, too. 

e.g. spielen zu werden 

b. Instances of a possible double future occur. 

e.g.: dass er spielen werden wird (Rothstein 
2012, 2013) 
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Prediction a.: infinitive + zu werden 

• At least 141 of the 1241 examples collected 
contain the pattern [infinitive zu werden]. 
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Prediction b.: double futures 
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BUT: 

1. Does the hypothesis also make any incorrect 
predictions? 

2. Are there alternative analyses possible? 

3. Is the (supposed) future infinitive really new? 
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1. Possibly incorrect predictions 
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2. Alternative analyses 
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Possible order in colloquial German 
(Sapp 2011:111) 
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3. New? 
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Summing up evidence: 

• There is evidence. 

• But it has to be backed up by corpus studies 
with diachronic corpora (e.g. DTA) as well as 
by questionnaire studies. 
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Implications 

1. The verb werden is not a modal (contrary to 
Vater 1975 and subsequent literature). 

Why: 

Vinf + werdeninf + Vfin     

Vinf + zu werdeninf 

vs. 

No infinitives of epistemic modals in German 
(Kiss 2005:118, cf. also Leiss 2012:43) 
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Corroboration by Rothstein (2013:117): 

Vinf werden werde/wirst/wird/… 

vs. 

*Vinf + ModViinf
 + ModVifin 

e.g.: *…dass er das machen können kann. 
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2. A potential problem for Katz-style accounts 
of infinitival complements 

Katz 2004: 

VF + to V 

e.g. Fritz expects Arnim to laugh. 
⟦expect⟧(w,t,x,P) = 1 iff "àw',t'ð Í Dox(w,t,x) $t'' [t'' > t' & P(w', t'') = 1] 

vs. 
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3. „System“ and language change 

• A future infinitive would fill a paradigmatic 
gap. 

• But would it be „systemangemessen“ in the 
sense of Wurzel 1984, 1994? 
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Conclusion 

• There might be a future infintive emerging in 
present day German. 

• To do: diachronic corpus search, questionnaire 
study, take into account other 
languages/varieties and language perception 
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Thank you… 

…for your attention! 
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