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Whims of the Old English Prefix ge- revisited 
(To the memory of Prof. Antonín Beer) 

Stanislav J. Kavka, Miroslav erný 

Abstract 

There is one principal point in which linguists differ from other people: they will marvel at things that 
other people take for granted. And indeed, who would ever stop to think about the little ‘prefixating’ 
syllable ge-, which the Germans and the Dutch utter so frequently, while the English are entirely 
unaware of it? It will be worthy of note what the reasons are like that the prefix is now missing in our 
tongue. Is it only due to purely phonetic circumstances, as linguists have often claimed? The present 
article is meant to show that the more plausible explanation lies in certain facts of semantic and 
syntactic character: the most substantial changes are believed to be the ones that took place in the 
system of inflection, word order, and so-called phrasal verbs. All this discussion is framed into a 
larger sociolinguistic context; here the issues of language contact and diglossia seem to have played 
the most important role. 
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with the generally accepted opinion that this reduction was begun in northern dialects first and 
only then was it spread southwards. In this light, the Chaucer’s i-forms must seem to have 
retained the state synchronically abandoned elsewhere in the North. And indeed, as  
Heusler (§125) proved, in Old Icelandic, for instance, the Germanic prefix ga- disappeared as 
early as in old writings. 

In order to make the picture yet more complex, let us notice that phonetic laws play their 
role also in those languages which have used the prefix ever since. Its velar realisation, be it 
phonetically a plosive [g] as in German or a fricative [ ] as in Dutch, hinders the kind of 
reduction which was noted for the English palatalised / /, i.e. [j]. And yet, the prefix ge- 
[ge]/[ e] has not been used consistently: as Wright (§§335, 488) claimed, the vowel [e] (<[i]) 
in ge- began to disappear before [l], [a], [r] as early as in Middle High German, and, what is
more important, the prefix gi- would be left out altogether in verbs containing another 
unaccented prefix (corresponding to the New High German be-, ent-, er-, ver-, zer-, etc.). 
Hence it follows that its presence or absence has been a function of stress position; for
example, ge schrieben vs. stu diert. 

However, the outlined explanation on phonetic grounds may only be fairly satisfactory if 
we apply one constant, namely the present state of matters. Thus Modern English does not use 
the ge- prefix any longer, whereas Modern German does, though not in all cases expected. 
Expressed more precisely, the resultant state in either language was only facilitated by 
phonetic laws. On the other hand, the English unstressed [i] y/i could have lived without the 
impeding phonetics, as well as the German [ge] ge can be pronounced in any phonetic 
context, perhaps with only a modicum of difficulty. Put in another way, if the old ga-/ ge- was 
still to be used, it would be endorsed by all phonetic laws possible. 

It seems that phonetics alone will not help us much to elucidate fully one fundamental 
question, namely, why English can do without the ge- prefix. As was adumbrated here above, 
nothing seems to impede its loss, and nothing would have impeded, as it also seems, its 
retention. A feasible explanation has to very probably be sought in the sphere of semantics, 
namely, in asking about meaning(s) of the very prefix. In other words, we have to zero in on 
the functions that the prefix must have performed and which must have been taken on through 
other language means when it ceased to exist. As anywhere else within the language system, 
the passing and arising of new functional means must have existed simultaneously and 
vicariously for considerably long periods of time; on the other hand, we have to admit that the 
case of ge- prefix is a little aberrant, at least from this point of view, inasmuch remarkable is 
the difference between Middle English and Old English. Its occurrence in the language, 
though in a phonetically altered form, is reduced drastically, to such an extent that one may 
tend to doubt its functional significance at all. Luckily enough, one simple objection puts this 
awkward idea on the right way immediately: Would language use any of its means so 
frequently and consistently, as Old English really did in the case of ge- prefix, without any 
good reason of doing so?4

Even though it is possible for one function to be performed simultaneously by two or more 
linguistic means, it will only be so for a limited period of time of the language evolution. It is 
due to the economy of language that sooner or later one of the “competing” means either
fades away, having been substituted in its function by another means, or it is ascribed a 
different function. Any level of language is inert to this kind of change, which make language 
exist as a dynamic system. For all those reasons the paragraphs of the present study are 
construed on the following hypothesis: The Old English prefix ge-, as a direct descendant of 
its Proto-Germanic form, must have inherited most of its functions it had had. However, had it 
not been for the well-known social changes on the Isles, which made the later English be a 
strikingly different language from Anglo-Saxon, or, in other words, had English evolved 
smoothly from Anglo-Saxon, the prefix ga-, in some specific phonetic form, would still be in 
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