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An analysis of the impersonal construction by digitizing and comparing the
printed editions of The Canterbury Tales
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This research aimed to clarify the detailed process of the historical change

of the impersonal (e.g. me ought) to the personal (e.g. I ought) construction. Unlike previous
studies using large historical corpora, the research surveyed 14th-century manuscripts and
15th-century printed editions of The Canterbury Tales, focusing on how one example in the earliest
manuscript was treated in the later editions. Specifically, the two verbs that express "preference"
and the two verbs that express "obligation / necessity" were examined.

The results are the following: overall the editions prefer the personal construction in a similar
way as other 15th-century works, and especially the verbs of obligation / necessity have a strong
tendency towards the personal construction when they take a second-person subject. This means that
the transition is not uniform.
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HG: God help me so / me list ful yuele pleye
EL: God help me so / me list ful yuele pleye
X1: God helpe so me lust ful lityl to play
X2: God helpe so me lust ful lytyl to play
PY: God helpe me so I lust ful litel to pley
WY: God helpe so me lust full lytyll to playe
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HG: Hengwrt EL: Ellesmere X1: Caxton 1 X2: Caxton 2 PY:
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Hg: The causes that oghten moeuen a man to contricioun been .vj.
El: The causes that oghte moeue a man to Contriciou / been .vj.
X1: These causes that meue a man to contricion ben .vj.

X2: These causes that meue a man to contricyon ben vj

WY: The causes that ought moue a man to contrycon ben .vi.
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