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One common feature of World Englishes is subject-auxiliary inversion in embedded questions, as in
(1)-(2) from Singapore English (SingF), in which an embedded question shows the same subject-
auxiliary inversion as a matrix question would.

(1) So, I was beginning to wonder what would I be doing there? (ICE-Sing-sla-047; Hilbert
2011:132)
(2) Anyway, I ask is that Barry. ICE-Sing-sla-092; Hilbert 2011: 134)

This feature has been described and studied in Englishes globally (Hilbert 2008, 2011; Kolbe & Sand
2010; Davydova et al. 2011, énfer alia), and has been attested in 60% of the varieties documented by
Kortmann & Szmrecsanyi (2004). While at first glance EIQs do not appear to be on an obsolescing
trajectory, we contend that a closer examination of EIQ sub-types across World Englishes—and in
Irish English (IrE) in particular—shows that the variants follow divergent evolutionary pathways, with
conservative forms persisting in IrE but obsolescing in other varieties. We consider the socio-historical
evidence that sheds light on the conditions under which different varieties of English (including IrE)
arose (Corrigan 1997, 2010; Amador-Moreno 2019, 2024).

We begin by distinguishing the two sub-types of EIQ: Inversion in embedded w/-questions (wh-EIQ),
(1), and inversion in embedded yes/ 7o questions (yn-EIQ) (2). While both ate attested in, for example,
Indian English and SingE, yn-EIQs are shown to be vanishingly rare, appearing only with the verb 7
be (Hilbert 2011:134). We take this as evidence that yn-EIQs are obsolescing in these varieties, but
wh-EIQs are not. However, when varieties of English are compared across time and space, the
productivity of yn-EIQs in IrE has an interesting profile. Far from being rare, the comparative rate of
usage in contemporary IrE favours yn-EIQs over the wh-EIQ variant (Hilbert 2011: 133-135;
Merildinen & Paulasto 2017: 684; Corrigan & Robinson under review). By contrast, interrogating
historical corpora of IrE reveals that the two sub-types were once equally productive (Amador-
Moreno 2019, 2024). Additionally, Henry (1995: 106) finds that wh-EIQs are grammatically
unacceptable to some ItE speakers in Belfast. By extension, perhaps this indicates that wh-EIQ is
obsolescing in some IrE regiolects and sociolects, indicating that the evolutionary path — ostensibly
for similar constructions — is more complex than previously conceived. These facts suggest that wh-
EIQs and yn-EIQs should be examined independently, with the former productive across many
World Englishes, and the latter productive and persistent in IrE, yet obsolescing in other varieties
world-wide.

We consider two possibilities for this unique ItE characteristic. It could be due to the fact that IrE
evolved much earlier than other World Englishes and so reflects Middle English’s “robust verb-second
properties” (Filppula 2000: 440). Alternatively, the characteristic may have developed because ItE
originated in a bilingual context where English was in contact with a Celtic language so that the
dynamic of how EIQs operate in contemporary IrE is actually a relic of a substrate effect (Corrigan



1997, 2010; Filppula 1999, 2000, 2024). In this way, we show that trajectories of persistence and
obsolescence must be tied to the social history of the dialect under investigation.
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