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1. INTRODUCTION

T hough it is w orth  remem bering tha t “ the lexicon is no t just verbs” 
[ P u s t e j o v s k y  1991: 410], recent research in the G overnm ent and Binding 
theory o f gram m ar (and related syntax-oriented fram eworks) seems to  be 
concentrated m ainly on verbs and constructing appropriate  lexical represen
tations for them. And the problem  central to this research is diathesis: the 
relation  between the semantic (i.e. them atic) roles subcategorized for by 
a  verb o r predicate, and the surface expression o f these roles as argum ents. 
In  this paper I discuss different approaches to  them atic roles in generative 
gram m ar and their inadequacies. I also provide an  alternative approach  
which enables a m ore coherent in terpretation o f syntactic constructions 
w ithin the fram ew ork o f conceptual semantics. The syntactic construction 
under analysis is the so called middle verbal diathesis.

In  the standard  G overnm ent and Binding m odel o f  generative gram m ar, 
lexico-semantic inform ation associated with a predicate is provided by 
a theta-grid (th-grid). T he th-grid o f a verb is a list o f the argum ents tha t 
the p red icato r requires. Each o f these argum ents is identified by the 
sem antic relation it bears to  the predicator (i.e. its them atic role -  th -ro le)1.

* This is an extended and revised version of a paper presented at the 1993 Kazimierz 
Conference on Semantics and Lexicography, and published in: H. K o r d  el  a  and G.  P e r s s o n  
(eds), New Trends in Semantics and Lexicography. Acta Universitatis Umensis 1995: 151-165.

1 The relation between arguments and roles is governed by the Theta-Critcrion, a biuniqueness 
condition on th-role assignment, which forces the requirements of the lexicon to be projected 
into the syntax. The standard formulation of the Theta-Criterion relates roles to arguments 
[ C h o m s k y  1981: 36]: (i) Theta-Criterion: Each argument bears one and only one th-role, 
and each th-role is assigned to one and only one argument.



A  typical th-grid is given in (1). In form ation  included in this grid 
specifies th a t put is a triadic verb which requires three argum ents: an  A gent, 
a  Them e, and a Location, as in (2):

(1) put: <  A gent, Them e, Location > ,
(2) John  pu t the book on the shelf.

A gent Them e Location.

2. THEM ATIC ROLES

T hem atic roles used by researchers in the GB fram ew ork originate from 
the early work connected with lexical semantics, especially F i l l m o r e  [1968] 
and G r u b e r  [1965]. Both Fillm ore and G ruber postu late a finite set o f 
underlying categories which serve to  unite the sem antic and syntactic levels.

F o r F i l l m o r e  [1968: 20] it is Case which is an  “ underlying syntac
tic-sem antic relationship” . Cases can be identified both  sem antically and 
syntactically . T he sem antic identification proceeds th ro u g h  po in ting  to  
intuitive natu ra l classes based on the way in which we conceptualize states 
and events, whereas the syntactic identification is done by showing covert 
gram m atical distinctions in the ways in which nom inals behave in the 
syntax. F i l l m o r e  [1968: 24-25] suggests tha t the following cases exist: 
agentive, dative, instrum ental, factive, locative, objective (sentential and 
nom inal), benefactive and tem poral.

G r u b e r  [1965] proposed a set o f  thcmatic relations, originally based 
on verbs o f m otion. The system was further elaborated by J a c k e n d o f f  
[1972], and incorporated into the theta-theory m odule o f the GB fram ew ork 
[cf. C h o m s k y  1981; S t o w e l l  1981; W i l l i a m s  1981]. T he following 
is a list o f them atic relations developed by J a c k e n d o f f  [1972] together 
with som e later m odifications and additions:
(3) Agent -  an N P expressing will tow ard the action,

Them e -  fo r verbs o f  m otion : the m oving object, fo r verbs o f 
location: the thing which is located,
Location -  the N P (usually within a PP) expressing location,
Source -  the initial position o f the Them e,
G oal -  the final destination o f the Theme,
Experiencer -  the individual who feels or perceives the event, 
Percept -  an entity which is experienced or perceived,
Patient -  an entity which undergoes an action,
Instrum ent -  the object with which the action is perform ed, 
Benefactive -  the entity for whose benefit the event took  place.



T he Fillm ore -  G ruber -  Jackendoff account is based on the following 
m ain assum ptions:
(4) a. Them atic relations are atom ic labels draw n from a fixed list,

b. T he labels are ordered in a hierarchy and linked to  the syntactic 
positions,

c. Every argum ent has exactly one them atic role.
A different approach is advocated by A n d r e w s  [1985]. H e suggests 

th a t there are p robably  infinitely m any sem antic roles significant for 
a gram m ar o f a language. T he ones he m entions belong to  tw o m ain 
groups: the Participatory roles (“ borne by w hat one would think o f as 
actual participants in the situation implied by the verb” , 1985: 68), and 
the Circumstantial roles (“borne by entities that do no t really participate, 
but instead form part o f the setting o f the event” , 1985: 69).

There are two Participatory roles -  Agent (“A ” -  vaguely characterized 
as a partic ipant which the m eaning o f the verb specifies as doing o r causing 
som ething, possibly intentionally) and Patient (“ P ” -  a partic ipant which 
the verb characterizes as having som ething happen to  it, and as being 
affected by w hat happens to it). The Circum stantial roles include D irectional 
(Source -  “ S” , and G oal -  “ G ” ), Experiencer (“ E ”), Recipient (“ R c”), 
Inner Locative (“ IL ”), Them e (“T h ”), C auser (“ C ” ), Instrum ental (“ I ” ), 
R eason (“ R ”), Benefactive (“ B”), O uter Locative (“ O L ”), C ircum stantial 
Com itative (“ C C ”), and Tem poral (“T ”).

T he following sentences provide examples o f the above m entioned roles 
[ A n d r e w s  1985: 70]:
(5) a. T iger sn ak es^  inhabit Australian.,

b. GeorgeA/Th walked from /to  the shores/G,
c. IE love Lucy,
d. F rederikac annoys m eE,
e. BruceA handed D arleneR a steakTh,
f. BillA prodded the snakeP with a stickj,
g. T he earthc attracts the m oonxh,
h. T he car-n, is expensive,
i. Susan caught a lizard in the garden0L.
j. Bruce barbecued a steak for D arleneB,
k. Alvin shot up a sign for funR,
1. Shirley went diving with a spearguncc,
m. Jack ate a sausage during the raceT.

A n d r e w s  [1985: 70] stresses the fact th a t “no presently know n system 
o f  sem antic roles can be comprehensively applied in a convincing m an n er” . 
Nevertheless, various researchers have suggested tha t reference to  th-role 
labels is involved in the description o f num erous linguistic phenom ena: 
gram m ar o f  anaphora  [ J a c k e n d o f f  1972], theory o f control [ J a c k e n -



d o f f  1972], adjectival passive form ation [ W i l l i a m s  1981], m iddle cons
tructions [ R o b e r t s  1987], etc.2

3. PROBLEMS WITH ГНЕТА ROLES

T here is, however, no consensus am ong linguists on the im portance and 
contents o f  th-roles, and some researchers seem to diverge from  explicit 
reference to th-role labels. This tendency is m otivated by the fact tha t there 
appear not to exist any clear criteria for determ ining w hat th-roles given 
argum ents bear. F o r example, H o e k s t r a  [1984: 34] states th a t the specific 
content o f  notions such as Agent, Them e, etc., m ay be o f some relevance 
for the ultim ate sem antic representation, but no t for the purposes of 
sentence grammar. J a e g g l i  [1986: 588] points to the frequent “indeterminacy 
surrounding the nature o f  the particular them atic role assigned to  any 
particular argum ent” , and therefore he introduces the following sym bols to 
cover the th-roles (w ithout attributing to  them any theoretical significance):
(6) th-s -  represents the th-role assigned to the subject o f a predicate, 

th-d -  represents the th-role assigned to the direct object o f a predicate, 
th-1 -  represents the traditional Location,
th-g -  represents the traditional G oal, etc.

in form ation  provided in such th-grids is very limited when com pared 
to  earlier representations (cf. (1) above):
(7) put: th-s, th-d, th-1 [J a e g g l i  1986], 

put: th-1, th-2, th-3 [ H o e k s t r a  1984].
M ore recently, R o z w a d o w s k a  [1989] proposes a feature-based ap 

proach to  th-roles. A fter analyzing derived nom inals, Polish im personal 
constructions, Polish reflexive verbs, and binding o f anaphora in experiential 
constructions, she comes to a conclusion that instead o f treating th-roles as 
discrete undecom posable atom ic wholes, it is m ore appropriate  to  view 
them  as bundles o f features, such as [ + / - sentient], [ + / - cause], and 
[ + /  — change].

W ith features it is possible to  account for a great deal o f overlap am ong 
th-roles, however, even a very small set of features can be com bined in 
such a way tha t it produces definitions not corresponding to any attested 
roles. This is also true abou t the system devised by Rozw adow ska -  o f 
the 9 possible feature com binations, two ( [ + sentient, - c a u s e ,  -c h a n g e ]  
and [—sentient, +  cause, +  change]) seem not to define any know n relations.

2 For a comprehensive discussion o f these issues see L e v i n  [1985], R o z w a d o w s k a
[1992], S t a l m a s z c z y k  [1992].



Still o ther researchers -  J a c k e n d o f f  [1987], R a p p a p o r t ,  L a u g -  
h r e n  and L e v i n  [1988], and Z u b i z a r r e t a  [1987] -  present several 
argum ents against any usage and reference to the contents o f  th-roles.

And so, J a c k e n d o f f  [1987: 378] argues tha t some concepts, though 
o f the same form al type as Source or G oal, do  not have any trad itional 
label, such as the role o f the object N P o f the verb pass in (8):
(8) John  passed the house.

Also the direct object NPs o f jum p, approach, pierce in sentences (9) 
have no standard nam es for their th-roles [ J a c k e n d o f f  1987: 378]:
(9) a. John  jum ped the gorge,

b. John  approached Harry,
c. The arrow  pierced the target.

A nother problem  arises with argum ent NPs having m ultiple th-roles, 
such as the subject o f  give which is an agent and a Source at the same 
time. T he subject o f roll down the hill could be an Agent or a Them e. 
Also in sentences with verbs such as buy, sell, exchange, trade, tw o actions 
are going a t the same time, and therefore the subject and the (prepositional) 
object NPs bear two th-roles each. As pointed out by J a c k e n d o f f  [1987: 
382] another verb with m ultiple th-roles on each N P argum ent is chase. 
This is so because for an  action o f the form  X  chase Y  to be true, at 
least three conditions m ust be satisfied (JackendofTs (21), from which it 
follows tha t X  has two roles and Y three:
(10) a. Y is in m otion,

b. X  moves tow ard (or in path  of) Y,
c. X  intends to go to  (or catch) Y.

J a c k e n d o f f  [1987: 382-383] also discusses cases where m ultiple N Ps 
hold a single th-role, as illustrated below:
(11) a. The box  has books in it,

b. The list includes my nam e on it.
In both  (11a) and ( l i b )  two different NPs in the same sentence satisfy 

the same th-role. Together with cases o f argum ents which have m ultiple 
th-roles the sentences in (11) constitute counterexam ples to  both  clauses of 
the Theta-C riterion as form ulated by C h o m s k y  [1981: 36].

J a c k e n d o f P s  [1987: 378-379] conclusion is clear: “ them atic relations 
are to be reduced to structural configurations in conceptual structure; the 
nam es for them  are just convenient m nem onics for particularly prom inent 
configurations [...] the term s Them e, Agent, and so on are not primitives 
o f semantic theory” 3.

3 Z u b i z a r r e t a  [1987: 12] arrives at a similar conclusion: “ [...] substantive notions like 
theme, patient, goal, experiencer have no grammatical import: rules and principles o f grammar 
are never formulated in terms of these notions” .



Several o ther papers clearly dem onstrate that in a num ber o f m o rp 
hological processes and syntactic alternations appropriate  rules (or genera
lizations) are “ th-blind” . L e v i n  and R a p p a p o r t  [1986] and R a p -  
p a p o r t ,  L a u g h r e n  and L e v i n  [1988] discuss the adjectival passive 
form ation  (A PF). Previous accounts o f A PF [ex. W i l l i a m s  1981] used 
the th-role Them e to single out the argum ent o f  a verb which become the 
external argum ent o f the related adjectival passive. However, as dem onstrated 
by Laughren, Levin and R appaport, reference to  this role is bo th  unnecessary 
and untenable, and it is possible and desirable to  recast the rule o f A PF 
as a rule which results in the externalization o f a single argum ent o f  the 
base verb. T he interaction o f various principles o f gram m ar ensures tha t 
the appropriate  argum ent is externalized, w hat is im portan t however, is 
th a t the principles discrim inate between argum ents in term s of manner of 
th-role assignm ent w ithout referring to  their content. U nder this account 
the th-grid becomes an  annotated  list o f  argum ents4:
(12) put: X < y , P z >

Similar conclusions follow from the analysis o f non-agentive -er nom inals 
[ L e v i n  and R a p p a p o r t  1988], relations between m orphology and 
syntax in D u tch  and English w ord-form ation  [ B o o i j  1992], and the 
direction o f th-role assignm ent [ T r a v i s  1984]. In discussing such issues 
the term  th-role is used as a synonym of the term ‘argum ent’ and particu lar 
sem antic content o f this argum ent is irrelevant for the m orphological or 
syntactic processes.

A dditionally, an analysis o f  such phenom ena as the locative alternation, 
m iddle, unaccusative and inchoative constructions, po in ts tow ards the 
existence o f deep semantic processes, m ore general than  those described by 
conventional th-roles5.

4. THE MIDDLE CONSTRUCTION

A n in-depth analysis o f just one construction m ay bring interesting 
results for the theory o f gram m ar. In recent studies related to  the G ovem - 
m ent-B inding fram ework one o f the constructions undergoing com prehensive 
analyses is the middle construction. T he m ost im portan t studies include 
K e y s e r  and R o e p e r  [1984], F e l l b a u m  [1986], F e l l b a u m  and 
Z r i b i - H e r t z  [1989], H a l e  and K e y s e r  [1986, 1987, 1988], R o b e r t s

4 Cf. W i l l i a m s  [1981] for a discussion of argument types, and S t a l m a s z c z y k  [1992] 
for mechanisms of argument identification and various aspects o f lexico-syntactic representations 
for verbs.

5 Cf. the discussion in G u e r s s e l  [1986], and H a l e  and K e y s e r  [1986, 1987, 1988].



[1987], Z u b i z a r r e t a  [1987], F a g a n  [1988, 1992], A c k e m a a n d  S c h o -  
o r l e m m e r  [1993] and H o e k s t r a  and R o b e r t s  [1993].

T he construction in question is exemplified by the following sentences 
(ex. (a.-d) from F a g a n  1992: 247; (e.-h) from Q u i r k  et al. 1985: 744)6:
(13) a. Glass recycles.

b. (N asturtium ) Does not transp lan t well.
c. Um brella-style fram e sets up easily.
d. Clear plastic doors lift up  for access.
e. H er books translate well.
f. T he sentence reads clearly.
g. M y teapot pours w ithout spilling.
h. T he sheets washed easily.

I t is w orth  noting here, that there exists a huge discrepancy between 
the alm ost com plete lack o f interest in this construction in trad itional and 
university gram m ars (cf. the very brief notes in Q u i r k ,  et al .  [1985: 744], 
o r D o w n i n g  and L o c k e  [1992: 124]), and considerable interest within 
various theoretical frameworks (early Transform ational Generative G ram m ar, 
G overnm ent-Binding Theory, Lexical Functional G ram m ar, W ord G ram m ar, 
D ixon’s ‘G ram m ar on Semantic Principles’, etc.).

In  this paper I present properties o f this construction and problem s 
connected with devising an appropriate  lexico-semantic representation for 
verbs entering the m iddle alternation7.

5. BASIC PROPERTIES OF THE MIDDLE CONSTRUCTION

T he M iddle C onstruction (M C) is derived from  basically transitive 
verbs, the verb has active m orphology, and the S-structure subject corresponds 
to  the object o f transitive constructions (the gap in (14b, d) represents this 
position). In this respect middles resemble inchoatives (unaccusative verbs), 
cf. (15b, d):
(14) a. John  read the book.

b. This book reads ___ easily.
c. M ary ironed the clothes.
d. T he clothes iron well.

6 In this paper I discuss only the English middle; for studies dealing with other languages 
see: A c k e m a  and S c h o o r l e m m e r  [1993], H o e k s t r a  and R o b e r t s  [1993] for Dutch; 
F a g a n  [1988, 1992] for German; F e l l b a u m  and Z r i b i - H e r t z  [1989] for French; and 
Z u b i z a r r e t a  [1987] for Romance.

1 The discussion of properties (together with most examples and judgments) is based upon 
the papers mentioned above, especially the work of Fellbaum and Fagan.



(15) a. H e broke the cup.
b. T he cup broke __ .
c. The enemy sank the boat.
d. T he boat sank ___ .

Traditional gram m ars treat this alternation as a subtype o f m orphological 
conversion [ Q u i r k  et al .  1985: 1565]; in W ord G ram m ar the construction 
is analysed as an example o f a w ord-form ation relation [ R o s t a  1992: 327]; 
and according to  D i x o n  [1991: 327] the m iddle is a m arked construction, 
representing the process of prom otion-to-subject. On the o ther hand, early 
T G  studies suggested a transform ational account o f the m iddle, whereas 
Lexical F unctional G ram m ar [ex. В r e s  n a n  1980: 115-116] introduced 
rules affecting gram m atical functions8.

The prom otion o f the D -structure object (the internal, direct argum ent 
in the sense o f W i l l i a m s  1981) m akes the process o f m iddle form ation 
reminiscent o f passivization: in both  cases there is an  implied agent, lacking 
in the unaccusative constructions (cf. (15b, d)).

However, in the M C  the m issing agent argum ent cannot be lexically 
represented and there is no possibility o f re-linking it, in contrast to  the 
6j>-phrasc option available for passives:
(16) a. This book was read by John.

b. * This book reads well by John.
From  the above properties it follows that a t the level o f A rgum ent 

S tructu re (i.e. the lexico-syntactic representation) verbs displaying the 
m iddle a lternation  have the following representa tion  (where x  is the 
external, and y  the internal argum ent, cf. W i l l i a m s  1981):
(17) read -  a. (transitive): V [x < y > ] ,

-  b. (middle): V [ < y > ] .
A  closer analysis o f the prom oted direct object reveals tha t there exists 

a constrain t on the type o f objects which can become subjects in M C , as 
illustrated by the contrast in (18):
(18) a. This poem translates easily.

b. * This poem learns by heart easily.
c. Old cars sell easily
d. * Old cars buy easily.

T he class o f transitive verbs which m ay appear in the M C  is restricted 
to  those requiring an  affccted internal argum ent (with som e possible 
exceptions, as for ex. the verb read). The affectedness constrain t on M C  
is further confirmed by the fact tha t only one group o f the psych-verbs 
can appear in this construction:

'  For an overview of some previous accounts of the middle construction, cf. S t a l m a s z c z y k
[1993].



(19) a. Jo an  fears mice.
b. * M ice fear easily.
c. M ice terrify Joan.
d. Jo an  terrifies easily.

Using traditional them atic relations it m ay be said tha t the M C  is 
a T hem e-oriented construction: it states th a t any A gent can/m ay/w ill 
perform  the action, tak ing  under account som e invarian t o r inherent 
properties o f the Them e9.

6. ANALYSES OF THE MIDDLE CONSTRUCTION

Analyses within the GB fram ew ork consider the M C  form ation  at two 
levels: syntactic and pre-syntactic (or lexical)10. In K e y s e r  and R o e p e r  
[1984] it is assumed that middles are derived from their transitive counterparts 
by m eans o f a lexical rule th a t absorbs the objective case and the subject 
th-role. In contrast to unaccusatives, m iddles emerge from the lexicon as 
transitives, and a syntactic rule o f m ove-а (in this case N P-m ovem ent) 
m oves the D -structure object into the S-structure subject position.

T he M C  is derived through a lexical rule; in form ulating this rule 
Keyser and R oeper follow the standard approaches to R om ance languages 
and establish in the gram m ar o f English an abstract, phonologically null, 
reflexive clitic si which absorbs objective case and the subject th-role. 
However, as pointed out by J a e g g l i  [1986], it does not seem reasonable 
to  assum e the existence o f a null clitic on the one hand, and the existence 
o f a phonologically spelled out clitic on the other, while the postulated 
abstract element lacks relevant properties o f the R om ance reflexive se/si 
m orphem e.

A m ore recent analysis is due to  R o b e r t s  [1987], who introduces 
a m iddle form ation rule o f the form  “Externalize (Theme)” , roughly in the 
sense o f W i l l i a m s  [1981]. This rule is an operation on  th-grids, where 
the Agent role is suppressed and the Them e is externalized11:
(20) [Agent, Theme] — ► [(Agent), Theme}.

Rule (20) restricts the class o f verbs undergoing m iddle form ation  to 
transitive verbs as it can only affect verbs with Themes. Restricting the 
notion o f Them e, R oberts can apply this rule to the relevant class o f

9 In the case of psych-verbs (ex. terrify) the construction is Experiencer-oriented and the 
unexpressed argument is a Percept.

10 Cf. the discussion in A c k e m a  and S c h o o r l e m m e r  [1993].
11 The following rule represents one sub-class of psych-verbs, (cf. (19) above): (i) [Percept, 

Experiencer] —» [(Percept), Experiencer].



transitives, i.e. the ones w ith an  affected in ternal argum ent (Affected 
Theme). A  very im portan t aspect o f  rule (20) is that it m akes the claim 
th a t the A gent th-role is no t elim inated, but only prevented from  being 
assigned to  the external argum ent (i.e. it is unprojected and unlinked). Still 
o ther properties o f the M C  point tow ards the im portance o f a m ore 
sem antically based approach.

T he M C  receives a non-eventive, generic, habitual or potential in ter
preta tion , and according to  K e y  s e r  and R o e  p e r  [1984] because o f this 
property it is incom patible with the progressive, perfective past or imperative 
(though judgm ents vary, especially in the case o f (21b, c))12:
(21) a. This book reads easily.

b. * This book reads easily at the m om ent.
c. * This book read easily yesterday.
d. * R ead easily, book!

Sentences (21b, c) contrast with the non-deviant unaccusative constructions:
(22) a. T he boat is sinking.

b. T he boat sank yesterday.
Sentence (21a) can have the following, generic, interpretation:

(23) It is easy, for everyone, to  read this book.
One recent approach explicitly dealing with the sem antic properties of 

m iddles is advocated by Sarah Fagan. In her recent work [ F a g a n  1988, 
1992], she proposes to trea t m iddle form ation as an example o f a general 
process o f  genericization. Genericization is a process which assigns a gene
ric in terpretation  to  a th-role tha t is subsequently left unrealized (unlin
ked). U nderlying this conception is the notion o f saturation o f  th-roles 
developed by R i z z i  [1986]. Saturation is understood as an association of 
a th-role with some referential content -  “ tha t is, when we can unders
tand  ‘who does w hat’ in the situation referred to ” [ R i z z i  1986: 508]. 
Typically, the Projection Principle and the T h-C riterion ensure th a t sa tu 
ra tion  is accom plished in the syntax. Rizzi, however, allows fo r the 
possibility th a t the Projection Principle operates in the lexicon through 
the rule o f arbitrary interpretation. According to  R i z z i  [1986: 512] arb it
rary  in terpretation should be characterized by a collection o f  features 
[ + hum an, -fgeneric, + /  — plural]. Such features are inherent in certain 
nom inal elements (G erm an man, French on, Italian  si, etc.) or are assig
ned through (24):
(24) Assign -f-arb to  the direct th-role.

12 Cf. different judgments in K e y  s e r  and R o e p e r  [1984] and R o s t a  [1992]; and the 
discussion in F a g a n  [1992]. According to D i x o n  [1991: 326] ‘present’ is the most common 
choice but past tense is also possible.



T he direct th-role is the direct argum ent th-role, i.e. the only role 
directly th-m arked by the verb, th-roles which are saturated lexically are 
n o t realized in the syntax, and therefore Rizzi presents a reform ulation o f 
the Projection Principle [ R i z z i  1986: 509]13:
(25) Categorial structure reflects lexically unsaturated them atic structure

at all syntactic levels.
T he Projection Principle as stated in (25) asserts that only unsaturated  

argum ents are accessible to syntactic interpretation.
In sum m ary, th-roles can be saturated  in the syntax th rough  the 

standard  Projection Principle, o r in the lexicon -  by virtue o f bo th  (24) 
and (25). I f  a th-role is saturated already in the lexicon it never appears 
in the syntax, nevertheless it m ay be understood because it still belongs to 
the lexical m eaning o f  the verb. The two different ways o f saturating  
th-roles m ay be observed in the contrasting behaviour o f verbs like eat and 
devour:
(26) a. F ran k  ate an enorm ous burger in the bar.

b. F ran k  ate in the bar.
c. F ran k  devoured an enorm ous burger in the bar.
d. * F rank  devoured in the bar.

In  (26a, c) the Patient th-role assigned by the verbs to  the object is 
saturated  syntactically and therefore overtly projected into the syntactic 
structure o f the sentence. In  (26b) the th-role is not projected into the 
syntax, but is saturated lexically, proving th a t there exist two options for 
satu ra tion  in the case o f  the verb eat; however, the sem antically related 
verb devour requires syntactic saturation  o f the relevant role (i.e. the 
argum ent bearing the role m ust be explicit -  cf. (26d)).

F agan  incorporates R izzi’s observation into her w ork, and suggests that 
there exist tw o rules responsible for middle form ation [ F a g a n  1988: 198]14:
(27) Assign +arb to  the external th-role.
(28) Externalize the direct th-role.

By rule (27) the external th-role o f  m iddle verbs -  usually, bu t not 
always, an Agent -  is no longer associated with a structurally projected 
position though it is still understood (generically). Rule (28) accounts for 
the fact th a t the direct th-role of the transitive verbs becomes the external 
argum ent of the detransitivized m iddle verb. This rule bears some sim ilarity 
to  R oberts’ rule (20), it is, however, m ore adequate as it deals with

13 I he standard formulation of the (Extended) Principle is provided by C h o m s k y  [1981: 
29] and [1982: 10]: Projection Principle: (i) Representations at each syntactic level (i.e. LF, 
and D- and S- structure) are projected from the lexicon, in that they observe the subcategorization 
properties o f lexical items. //  (ii) Every IP (S) must have a subject.

14 l a g a n  [1992: 160-170] further elaborates these rules in order to  provide an account 
for French and German middles.



positions o f argum ents in the A rgum ent Structure o f the verb and no t with 
the specific content o f  the roles.

F agan  assumes tha t by assigning the index arb to a role, it becomes 
lexically saturated, and therefore it will not be realized syntactically. U nder this 
account m iddle form ation is treated as an operation on the A rgum ent 
Structure o f a verb. A  possible, negative, consequence o f such an approach is 
the existence o f two external roles (arguments): the original external argument, 
and the externalized Them e (i.e. the internal argument). One way o f avoiding 
this problem  is to  assume that lexical saturation deletes the prim ary external 
argum ent at the lexico-syntactic level of representation (for ease o f presenta
tion, in the rules below the assignment o f <  + a r b >  replaces the external 
argum ent). Schematically, the derivation o f a M C  m ay be presented as the 
following operation on A rgum ent Structure (where: *  -  external argum ent, 
y  -  direct argum ent, y x  -  externalized direct argument):
(29) 1. Underived AS: V [x < y > ] ,

2. Assign <  +  arb> to x: V [ < + a r b >  < y > ] ,
3. Externalize y: V [y j,
4. Derived AS: V [у].

H owever explicit the above solution m ight seem, it does not take under 
account all im portan t (semantic) properties o f the M C.

The subject o f  the M C  m ust have certain inherent qualities th a t trigger 
the process denoted by the verb15:
(30) a. These figures add up to  1000.

b. W hich apples bake best?
c. Oranges peel easily.

Keeping this property in m ind, we might further paraphrase sentence (21a):
(31) It is easy, for everyone, to  read this book because o f its certain 

properties (such as large print, or clear style, etc).
T he M C  requires the presence o f a m odifier -  adverbial, negation, 

contrastive stress, em phatic do, reflexive, etc.16:
(32) a. This novel reads quite well.

b. M odern feminist literature simply doesn’t read.
c. GB papers read like detective stories.

This property seems more explicit in languages which require reflexives in middle 
constructions, сГ. the German and Polish equivalents o f (21a): (i) Das Buch liest sich leicht. 
/ /  (ii) Ta książka czyta się łatwo.

16 Discussing this property, D i x o n  [1991: 325] suggests that “prom otion to  subject is 
possible when there is some marker of the success of the activity” . L a k o f f  [1977: 251-252] 
discussing sentences in (i) argues that (i.a) is an instance of an agent-focused construction, 
as opposed to patient-focused middles: (i) a. Rollce Royces drive themselves. / /  b. * Rollce 
Royces drive themselves easily.

However, the impossibility of (i.a) follows rather from a general constraint on multi-adverbial 
modification: (ii) a. * This book reads easily well. //  b. * John reads easily well.



d. B ureaucrats BRIBE.
e. Bureaucrats do bribe!
f. G ood cars drive themselves.

T he m odifier denotes the quality o f the process and emphasizes the 
generic, habitual or potential interpretation. The inherent properties o f the 
M C  subject are often stressed by the use o f  the verb will, especially in the 
negative form:
(33) a. T he figures will no t add.

b. This book w on’t sell.
c. T he suit-case would no t lock.

As often noted [cf. F e l l b a u m  1986; F a g a n  1988] the nature o f the 
m odification, or even its very presence, is connected with pragm atically 
given inform ation, as attested by (34):
(34) a. This um brella folds up.

b. This dress buttons.
c. T hat dress zips up.
d. Glass recycles.

T he above sentences dem onstrate tha t in some cases it is no t the generic 
in terpre tation  („people in general” ) which is m ost characteristic o f  the M C , 
bu t ra th e r the specific qualities o f  the subject, often in terpre ted  and 
properly understood because o f some extralinguistic factors.

All o f the above m entioned approaches to the M C take for granted 
the existence o f  the Agent th-role (or external argum ent) in the underlying 
representation o f the m iddle verbs. In R oberts’ account this th-role is still 
present after the application o f rule (20), though it is unprojected and 
unlinked. Fagan, on the o ther hand, argues for a process o f genericization 
which leaves the syntactically unexpressed argum ent understood in a generic 
sense.

7. M IDD LE CONSTRUCTIONS AND CONCEPTUAL STRUCTURE

Below I suggest a different approach, namely that there is no Agent th-role 
in the M C  at any level o f  representation. This is the position taken by H  a 1 e 
and K e y s e r  [1987] which I adopt and implement with ideas stemming from 
the above discussed rules o f saturation  and genericization. W ithin the fram e
w ork o f  Conceptual Semantics, as developed by J a c k e n d  о f f  [1987, 1990], 
the following lexical representations for the verb break can by provided:
(35) John  broke the cup,

AS: V [x < y > ] ,
LCS: [X CA USE (Y BECOM E “ B R O K E N ”)],



(36) The cup broke,
AS: V [y],
LCS: [Y BECO M E “ B R O K E N ”].

In  C onceptual Sem antics the lexical sem antic represen ta tion  which 
encodes the m eaning o f a verb is called the Lexical Conceptual Structure 
(LCS). LCS is a representation o f the concept nam ed by the verb and the 
partic ipants in the action (represented by variables); m eaning is encoded 
through  predicate decom position. Lexical Conceptual S tructure is com posed 
o u t o f  elem ents from  a universal set o f  prim itive functions and the 
background assum ption is tha t a t some level o f  representation the m eanings 
o f verbs are no t unanalyzable entities. A ccording to P u s t e j o v s k y  [1991] 
lexical decom position is possible if it is perform ed generatively, i.e. if 
generative devices construct sem antic expressions.

C A U SE  and B EC O M E are the prim itive functions o f  C onceptual 
S tructure, X  and Y the argum ents, and “B R O K E N ” is an  abbreviation 
for a m ore articulated expression17. The appropriate representation for the 
m iddle variant o f  break is identical with the one for the unaccusative 
variant:
(37) C hina cups break easily,

AS: V [y],
LCS: [Y BECO M E “ B R O K E N ”].

T he option in (35) -  a causative predicate w ith an agent partic ipant
-  is the only one with the external argum ent present a t the deepest level 
o f  representation. I claim here tha t no agent (external argum ent) is present 
in the CS representation for unaccusatives and m iddles, and th a t the 
relation between dyadic (35) and m onadic (36) and (37) is governed by 
a causative rule [cf. H a l e  and K e y  s e r  1986: 19] which em beds the 
m onadic CS as a com plem ent o f the general causative function:
(38) [X CA U SE (Y...)]
where (Y...) can be interpreted as “Y undergo change” . This CS (“ undergo 
change”) defines the crucial property o f  verbs which allow the m iddle 
varian t and points directly to  the affectedness o f the object. T he rule 
responsible for middle form ation (40) is an  instance o f a m ore general 
ru le (39):
(39) [X P R E D IC A T E  (Y...)] — ► [Y...],
(40) [X CA U SE (Y “ undergo change” )] — ► [Y “ undergo change”].

H a l e  and K e y  s e r  [1987: 20] call this rule the Ergative-Middle Alter
nation, and state that: “ on this view a m iddle does no t differ in any 
interesting sense from  the unaccusative m em ber in an  ergative a lternation” .

17 On the status of primitive functions, cf. H a l e  and K e y  s e r  [1987, 1988] and Z u b i z a r 
r e t a  [1987].



C om parison  o f the  represen ta tions in (35)-{37), and especially the 
existence o f  the com m on, embedded, element in all three representations, 
suggests a possible “deeper” level o f representation, em bodying crucial 
aspects of transitives, unaccusatives and middles. Such a deeper representation 
has in fact been proposed by G u e r s s e l  [1986] and adopted in H a l e  
and K e y s e r  [1987, 1988].

G u e r s s e l  [1986: 69] states that “ a m ore basic level o f  conceptual 
structure, to  be referred to  as the Primitive C onceptual S tructure (PCS), 
m ust be posited. PCS is intended to be m ore basic than the LCS in its 
expression o f the m eaning o f a predicate in th a t it simply expresses the 
notion conveyed by a predicate, and does no t involve the representation 
o f the  partic ipan ts in term s o f variab les” . Guerssel suggests th a t the 
primitive hum an classification o f processes recognizes a class whose realization 
is always the result o f  some external force o r condition.

H a l e  and K e y s e r  [1987, 1988] follow GuerssePs ideas in assum ing 
th a t the PCS (or in their term inology, adopted here, the Elementary Lexical 
Conceptual Structure -  ELCS) is the m ost elemental representation o f  LCS, 
a “ prelinguistic” level, and it is devoid o f linguistic elements o f  LCS (such 
as the argum ent variables which project into syntax and the event position, 
in the sense o f  H i g g i n b o t h a m  1985). L ater on, however, they do  no t 
discuss the “pu re” ELCS but ra ther equip it with tw o different sets o f 
variables: unrestricted and restricted. U nrestricted variables (o f the form  X, 
Y, Z) represent the arguments o f a predicator which are associated obligatorily 
with gram m atical functions (G F s, as defined in C h o m s k y  1981) in 
Lexical S tructure (i.e. A rgum ent Structure). Restricted variables on  the 
o ther hand , are only optionally projected as G F s in syntax. T here is one 
restric ted  variable o f  im portance for this discussion -  the conceptual 
category -  Circumstance (“ C ”).

A  proposed ELCS for verbs with a transitive, unaccusative and m iddle 
variant is given in (41a), with reading as in (41b):
(41) a. С — ► [Y “ undergo change”],

b. Some circum stance “ C ” results in Y ’s change.
In  the system originally proposed by Guerssel the PCS for a verb like 

break (and its nom inalizations) is simply (42):
(42) PCS: [BREAK].

As a PCS it is intended to  represent the notion o f breaking and does 
no t involve a form al representation o f the participants. However, it seems 
possible and justified to  introduce an abstract, unspecified variable (represented 
as “ Q ” ), realized at the lexico-semantic level as an argum ent (variable), 
constan t (cf. the case o f eat ), o r unprojected variable (cf. the case o f 
wash). T he idea behind this notion m ay be explained with a brief discussion 
o f  the appropria te  semantic representations for verbs behaving like eat and



wash. As has already been noted in the discussion o f the contrast exempli
fied in (26), there exist two variants o f  the verb eat', transitive and 
in transitive18. I assume here that they have different lexico-semantic re
presentations, with the intransitive variant containing a constan t argum ent 
“F O O D ” :
(43) a. eat: [X EAT Y],

b. eat: [X EA T “F O O D ”].
This constant, unlike variables, and constants in idioms, is no t projected 

from  LCS onto  other levels o f representation and therefore the respective 
argum ent structure grids (i.e. m odified and restricted th-grids) have the 
following form:
(44) a', eat: V [x < y > ] ,  

b'. eat: V [x].
The tw o variants o f eat have different LCS representations (43a) and 

(43b), however, it seems reasonable to postulate the existence o f a m ore 
prim itive level of lexico-semantic representation from which bo th  LCS 
form s are derived (cf. Guerssel’s PCS). F o r this purpose I propose the 
following prim itive LCS for the verb eat:
(45) eat: [X EA T Q].

In  (45) “ Q ” is an abstract, unspecified variable, realized as “Y ” in the 
transitive variant, or as “F O O D ” in the intransitive one. “ Y ” is further 
projected onto  the syntactic representation (and appears as the N P object 
o f  the verb), “F O O D ” on the o ther hand, is no t projected [cf. Z u b i z a r 
r e t a  1987: 10]:
(46) cat: [X EAT Q] — > a. [X EAT Y],

AS: V [x < y > ],
b. PC EAT “F O O D ”],
AS: V [x].

T he in troduction o f constants and abstract variables a t appropriate  
levels o f lexical representation o f verbs allows for an elegant and com p
rehensive treatm ent o f verbal diathesis, as illustrated by the following 
lexico-semantic representation for verbs like dress, shave, wash, etc. Verbs 
o f  this type appear in transitive constructions, constructions with a reflexive 
object, and intransitive constructions:
(47) a. M ary washed the baby, 

b M ary washed herself.
c. M ary washed.

18 As observed already by G r u b e r  [1965], intransitive eat has a  more restrictive meaning 
than transitive eat : sentence (i) cannot be interpreted as (ii), i.e. it can only mean that the 
baby ale food: (i) The baby ate. / /  (ii) The baby ate a piece o f chalk. Cf. also the discussion 
in Z u b i z a r r e t a  [1987: 10].



The three variants have the respective LCSs:
(48) a. wash : [X W ASH Y],

b. wash : [X W ASH X],
c. wash : [X W ASH X].

In  LCS (48b) there are tw o identical variables, the second being spelled 
out in the syntax as an appropriate  reflexive. In (48c) the variable is 
unprojected, and so it does no t appear in argum ent structure (and syntax). 
A unified entry for wash has thus the following form:
(49) wash : [X W ASH Q] — > a. [X W ASH Y]

AS: V [x <  y >  ],
b. [X W ASH X]

AS: V [x; <У ;> ],
c. [X W ASH X]

AS: V [x].
The abstract variable is realized as a transitive object (47a), reflexive 

object (47b), o r as an  unprojected variable, yielding the intransitive cons
truction  (47c).

It is also possible to  use the abstract variable in constructing the 
prim itive, elemental CS for the verb break:
(50) break: [Q CA U SE ( BECO M E “ B R O K E N ”)].

If  the variable “ Q ” is projected onto  the CS it is realized as an  external 
argum ent o f CA U SE and yields the transitive configuration (35); next, this 
argum ent is saturated in syntax, in accordance with the Projection Principle. 
On the o ther hand, the variable “ Q ” m ay be saturated  already at the 
deepest semantic level (and thus unprojected), yielding the unaccusative (36) 
and m iddle (37) constructions. In order to explain the difference between 
these tw o constructions I reintroduce the feature [ +  / — arb], where [+ a rb ]  
abbreviates all relevant features of the M C: inherent property, non-eventive, 
generic and potential interpretation, etc. (cf. the discussion in F a g a n  1988, 
1992)19.

N ow  the derivation o f transitive, m iddle and unaccusative variants of 
break proceeds as below:
(51) Transitive:

ELCS: [Q CA U SE (Y BECO M E “ B R O K E N ”)],
LCS: [X CA U SE (Y BECO M E “ B R O K E N ”)],
AS: V [x (y)].
(Saturation in syntax).

lg The motivation for retaining this feature is similar to the one discussed in the context 
o f the thematic role agent in Z u b i z a r r e t a  [1987: 12], where it is pointed out that this 
notion is “perhaps a remnant of a primary semantic category in early stages o f language 
acquisition” .



(52) Middle:
ELCS: [Q CA U SE (Y BECO M E “ B R O K E N ”)] — ►

[X — <  +  arb >  CA U SE (Y BECO M E “ B R O K E N ”)],
LCS: [Y BECO M E “ B R O K E N ”],
(Satura tion  in LCS),
AS: V [у].

(53) Unaccusative:
ELCS: [Q CA USE (Y BECO M E “ B R O K E N ”)] — ►

[X — <  — arb  >  CA U SE (Y BECO M E “B R O K E N ”)],
LCS: [Y BECO M E “ B R O K E N ”],
(Saturation in LCS),
AS: V [y]-

F o r a verb to enter the m iddle alternation, the following sem antic 
conditions m ust be fulfilled:
(54) 1. T he ELCS has the form: [Q CA USE (Y...)].

2. (Y ...) is interpreted as “Y undergo change” ; this in terpre tation  
accounts for the affectedncss o f the object.

3. T he abstract variable “ Q ” is realized as [+ a rb ]  and it is saturated  
in the LCS, yielding the m onadic LCS [Y...].

T he obligatory presence o f the CA U SE com ponent in the underlying 
representation for the M C  is confirmed by the following paradigm :
(55) a. Jo an  wiped the dishes.

b. * These dishes wipe easily.
c. Joan  wiped the dishes dry.
d. These dishes wipe dry easily.

(55b) is ill-formed because the appropriate  LCS for the transitive structure 
lacks the notion CAUSE:
(56) [X “W IP E ” Y],

H ow ever, the characteristic feature o f  resultative fo rm ation  is the 
em bedding o f the simple structure (56) into a CA U SE function:
(57) [X CA U SE (Y BEC O M E Z) BY (X “W IPE ” Y)].

Structure (57) complies with the requirem ents for m iddle form ation  and 
therefore the resultative m iddle (55d) is well-formed.

One m ore aspect o f the M C remains so far unexplained: the presence 
o f  an  adverb, or o ther m odifying element. Sentences (58) dem onstrate that 
the adverb in the M C  is process-oriented, in con trast to  the agent-oriented 
adverb in transitive sentences (59):
(58) a. This oven cleans easily.

b. New cars sell easily.
c. This book reads effortlessly.

(59) a. Jo an  cleaned the oven easily.
b. D ealers sell new cars easily.
c. John  reads books effortlessly.



In  sentences (58) the properties o f the derived subject are responsible 
for the ease o f cleaning, selling, reading. It is therefore possible to  assume 
th a t the presence o f the m odifier is triggered by the feature [4-arb]. This 
m ay be an effect o f some sem antic “ incom pleteness” forced by the feature 
[+ a rb ] , Z u b i z a r r e t a  [1987: 148] suggests a possibility o f explaining the 
obligatory presence o f a m odifier in terms o f an interaction o f  focus and 
A rgum ent Structure. W hen the variable “ Q ” is realized as “X ” (i.e. 
a variable projected onto  the external argum ent position) the presence o f 
a m odifier is optional, however, when it is realized as X — < + a r b >  it 
requires a concluding element: adverb, negation, contrastive stress, etc. This 
concluding element appears in the CS after the “ Q ” variable is realized as 
X  — <  +  arb >  ; its presence m ay be captured by adding a m anner com ponent 
to  the CS:
(60) ELCS: [Q CAUSE (Y...)] — [ X - < + a r b >  CA U SE (Y...)], 

LCS: [(Y...) (IN  M A N N E R  Z)].
Above, I have provided the following generic in terpretation  for sentence 

(21a) (repeated here as (61)):
(61) This book reads easily,
(62) It is easy, for everyone, to  read this book.

The form alism s introduced above enable now providing a m ore accurate 
in terpretation o f sentence (61):
(63) F o r X — < + a r b > ,  it is possible th a t X  R E A D  Y in m anner 

Z  (because o f inherent PR O PE R T Y  o f Y).
In this LCS, the variable X  is bound by the operator X — <  + a r b >  

and therefore only the variable Y  can be projected on the level o f AS. In 
addition, the LCS also specifies the obligatory presence o f a m odifying 
element. Technically, this requirem ent is realized by creating a place in the 
AS to be saturated  by an  adjunct. If  the m odifying element is an adverbial 
it appears as an obligatory adjunct in the AS, and in syntax it is C hom s- 
ky-adjoincd to  projections o f  V(erb). T he account o f  negation m ight be 
similar. C ontrastive stress is m ore problem atic as we have to  take under 
consideration  the level o f  Phonetic Form . However, in the m odel o f 
gram m ar presented by J a c k  e n d  о f f  [1987, 1990], there exist correspondence 
rules which link phonological, syntactic, and conceptual levels.

T he concluding element o f the M C  modifies the process described by 
the m iddle verb, and it seems plausible to  suggest tha t the sem antic (or in 
som e cases even pragm atic) in teraction  between the m odifier and the 
predicate results in the sense o f agency felt to  be present in the M C  and 
attribu ted  in the previous accounts to  an  implicit A gent role.
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Piotr Stalm aszczyk

TEM ATYCZNA I KONCEPTUALNA SEM ANTYKA ANGIELSKICH CZASOW NIKÓW
MEDIALNYCH

Celem autora jest omówienie wzajemnych związków semantyki i składni we współczesnej 
gramatyce generatywnej (zwłaszcza modelu Chomsky’ego). Pierwsza część artykułu zawiera 
analizę różnych teorii ról tematycznych i problemów związanych z wyszczególnieniem wszystkich 
typów ról w teoriach wypracowanych przez Fillmore’a, G rubera i Jackendoffa, a stosowanych 
przez gramatyków gencratywnych.



Druga część artykułu poświęcona jest analizie jednej konstrukcji -  angielskiej stronie 
medialnej (np. This book reads easily -  Ta książka czyta się łatwo) i czasowników w niej 
występujących, tzw. middle verbs. Po przedstawieniu właściwości składniowych i semantycznych 
tej konstrukcji konieczne staje się zaproponowanie odpowiednich poziomów rcpezentacji 
leksykalnych dla middle verbs.

Analiza zaproponowana w artykule zakłada, że na żadnym poziomie reprezentacji w kon
strukcjach medialnych nie występuje rola tematyczna agensa. Właściwe rozwiązanie polega na 
zaproponowaniu elementarnej reprezentacji leksykalno-semantycznej, z której można derywować 
poszczególne konstrukcje, w tym również stronę medialną. Semantyka konceptualna leżąca 
u podstaw przyjętej w artykule analizy w znacznym stopniu nawiązuje do propozycji Raya 
JackendolTa.


