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SI makes unaccusative verbs unergative: the case of Italian pronominal motion verbs
Irene Amato - Università Ca’ Foscari

In a nutshell There is large debate on the nature of SI across languages and constructions. We contribute
with a case where SI is considered as a syntactic argument in a valency increasing construction. We focus
on Italian pronominal motion verbs (PMVs), where SI optionally combines with motion verbs. We propose
that the clitic SI is a syntactic argument in the specifier of an applicative head, which increases the valency
of the verb with a direct experiencer theta-role. Our analysis is an extension of Martin & Arunachalam
(2022)’s approach to other pronominal verbs. To the best of our knowledge, there are almost no theoretical
approaches to this well-know but understudied construction in Italian (with the exception of Pineda 2021).
Pronominal motion verbs In various Romance languages, verbs of several categories can be combined
with the clitic SI without changing the truth-condition of the clause (Campanini & Scahäfer 2011:4): Gianni
(si) beve un caffè ‘Gianni drinks a coffee’. Motion verbs also undergo this alternation (pronominal motion
verbs, PMVs): Gianni (se ne) va a casa ‘Gianni goes home’. In Italian, PMVs also obligatorily require
the clitic NE. The semantic contribution of SE-NE is not always clear. PMVs tend to focus the resultant
state as permanence in the reached location, or a source-related meaning (e.g., “away”-semantics); (Pineda
2021:268,276). PMVs also have an “emphatic” meaning, which depicts the subject as affected and engaged
in the motion event (Masini 2015; Pineda 2021:273). A corpus search by Masini (2015: 98) shows that the
clitics SE-NE are compatible with virtually all verbs of motion, including path verbs (e.g., uscire ‘go out’),
manner verbs of motion (e.g., volare ‘fly’), and also locative/stative verbs (e.g., restare ‘remain’).
Previous analyses (i) Masini (2015) investigates Italian PMVs in a corpus, identifying which verbs are in-
volved and discussing their meaning (see also Ondelli 2022). (ii) Pineda (2021) presents data from Spanish,
Catalan, Aragonese, Italian. She suggests that PMVs involve a causative subevent + a subevent denoting
a resultant state/location, providing this structure: [Voice [Appl-Locative/source [vcause [root [SC [PP ]]]]]]
(Pineda 2021:275). SI realizes vcause and signals that the subject is causer and holder of the new state
(also following Jimenez 2019); NE realizes a high applicative head (which is non-valency augmenting and
emphasizes a directionality meaning), which requires presence of vcause. Motion verbs without SE-NE do
not contain vcause. (iii) Martin & Arunachalam (2022) (M&A2022) do not deal with PMVs, but analyze
optional SI-constructions with transitive verbs and proposes two different applicative heads: (A) Low ap-
plicative Applloc with consumption verbs (e.g., mangiar-si ‘eat’) (already proposed in Campanini & Schäfer
2011): bieventive structure where the verbal event causes the resultant state, which consists of a possessive
relation between the the reflexive clitic and the theme DP (e.g., John causes, by eating, that he possesses the
apple). (B) High applicative Applexp with other verbs, introducing a ‘direct’ experiencer of the verbal event.
Unaccusative verbs become unergative ones In Italian PMVs, we observe (i) animacy restrictions of the
subject (cf. (1)), (ii) enriched agency and emphasis (not shown here), and (iii) resultant state (not visible
with path verbs because they are already telic; exemplified with a manner verb in (2)).

(1) a. Il fumo {va / ???se ne va} nella stanza. ‘The smoke goes into the room.’
b. Il fumo {esce / ???se ne esce} dalla cappa. ‘The smoke comes out of the hood.’
c. La strada {corre / ???se ne corre} lungo la costa. ‘The road runs along the coast.’

(2) a. Corre in camera. ‘S/he runs around the room/into the room.’ telic/atelic
b. Se ne corre in camera. ‘S/he runs into the room.’ telic/*atelic

We propose that PMVs require the two applicative heads proposed by M&A2022 (low Applloc with con-
sumption verbs, high Applexp with other verbs). The possibility of combining more than a single Appl head
is envisaged in M&A2022:24-25, but the combination of Applloc with Applexp is not discussed there. The
structure for PMVs with unaccusative verbs (e.g., Maria se ne va a casa ‘Maria goes home’ is given in (3).

(3) [TP Mariai T [ApplPexp sei Applexp [vP v va [ApplPloc ne Applloc [PathP <Mariai> Path [LocP a casa ]]]]]



ApplexpP introduces the direct experiencer role, which experiences the verbal event first hand (M&A2022:3).
This is assigned to a reflexive clitic, bound by the subject of the motion verb. Hence, this argument must be
animate, explaining the data in (1). The inferred enriched agency is a consequence of the direct experiencer
role. The subject’s referent is not just a patient (as the subject of unaccusative verbs), but a patient & a
direct experiencer. Agency can be inferred because being a direct experiencer means to be directly involved
in the event, which means to be an agent in this case (since the argument is already the undergoer of the
event). This makes the subject of PMVs more similar to the agentive subject of unergative verbs. The fact
that A-movement and binding do not give rise to ungrammaticality (in Italian, reflexive clitics cannot appear
in unaccusative clauses) also hints at an unergative behavior (McGinnis 2004: 87-91). Applloc introduces
a resultant state of locative inclusion of the theme DP (the locatum) within the argument introduced by the
applicative (the container) (M&A2022:2). In fact, NE establishes a resultant location (see (2)), or overtly
refer to the resultant state already present in the verbal root (as with path verbs). Hence, the interpretation of
(3) is: Maria causes, by going (as an agentive experiencer), that the end location (NE in Spec,Applloc) “pos-
sesses/includes” her. This results in the emphasis on the source/permanence in the location/away-semantics
(depending on the verbal root), the inference of enriched agency and the animacy restrictions.

This is a scenario where SI changes the valency of verbs it combines with, filling the experiencer theta-
role added by the high applicative head. The two applicative heads explain the presence of the two distinct
morphemes and the two semantic readings (emphasis/affectedness + focus on location/direction). Consider-
ing NE as the lexicalization of an Appl head, as in Pineda 2021, is not straightforward, as Appl0 is in general
null in Romance languages, and when it is overt (as in Bantu), it is realized by a verbal suffix, and not as a
clitic that otherwise has an argumental function. Identifying the difference between motion verbs and PMVs
in different functional heads other than applicatives (e.g., Voicecause in Pineda 2021) seems also not to be on
the right track, since with path verbs and locative verbs there is no clear causative and resultative difference
between the two variants (which instead is detectable with manner of motion verbs, cf. (2), meaning that
when pronominalized they enter a structure with PathP as (3)). It remains to be fully understood why with
motion verbs the two applicative heads are forced to be combined together. It has been recognized that high
applicatives impose some restrictions on the structure they combine with (for instance, in Italian they com-
bine with unergative verbs only when the cognate object is overt; Campanini & Schäfer 2011:3). The clitic
NE, introduced by Applloc, may play a similar role (note, however, that this NE is not the productive locative
clitic NE used to replace source PPs, and should be considered as an agreement morpheme replicating the
locative component present in the verbal root, see also Pineda 2021:276).

Since the subject of PMVs is both a patient and a direct experiencer, PMVs exhibit a more agentive
subject than other unaccusative verbs, making them similar to unergative verbs. The unergative behavior
can be detected through some tests: reduced relatives and participial clauses are possible with unaccusative
verbs, but not with unergative ones (other diagnostics are not available for independent reasons). PMVs
pattern with unergative verbs: reduced relatives (4) and participial clauses (5) are ill-formed with SE-NE.

(4) La bambina {andata/*andatasene} a scuola da sola ha gli occhi azzurri.
‘The girl who went to school alone has blue eyes.’

(5) {Andata/*Andatasene} a scuola Maria, Giovanni uscì di casa.
‘After Maria went to school, Giovanni left the house.’

Note that the string SE-NE can appear with other verbs in (4)-(5): e.g., vantatosene con tutti, ... ‘after
bragging about it to everyone, ...’, where ne pronominalizes a PP and the verb is inherently reflexive.
Selected references • Campanini & Schäfer (2011). Optional se-constructions in Romance: Syntactic encoding of conceptual
information. Talk given at GLOW 34. • Martin & Arunachalam (2022). Optional se constructions and flavours of applicatives in
Spanish. Isogloss. 8:1–34. • Masini (2015). Idiomatic verb-clitic constructions: lexicalization and productivity. Mediterranean
Morphology Meetings. • Pineda 2021. The role of SE and NE in Romance verbs of directed motion: Evidence from Catalan,
Italian, Aragonese and Spanish varieties. In Unraveling the complexity of se, 265–290. Springer.
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On the syntactic status of subjects in unergative SE constructions: derived or not? 
Grant Armstrong  

University of Wisconsin-Madison 
 

A widely described, but rarely analyzed, phenomenon in the investigation of SE constructions across 
Romance languages is the fact that the SE clitic appears with a range of intransitive verbs that have agent 
or experiencer subjects and may also take an oblique theme/patient argument, which are labeled 
antipassives, inherent SE or reflexive intransitives (among other labels) depending on the author (Burzio 
1986; Masullo 1992; Sánchez López 2002; Armstrong 2016; Saab 2020; Fábregas 2021; De Benito Moreno 
2022; High 2023). I use the term surface unergative verbs (SUVs) as an umbrella term for the entire 
category. Some examples from Spanish are shown in (1).  
 
(1) a. Alternates with a transitive variant 

    burlar=se de algo/alguien        ~  burlar a       alguien   [Others: olvidar=se ~ olvidar] 
     mock=SE  of something/someone mock  DOM someone                forget=SE      forget 
 b. Alternates with an intransitive variant 

    reír=se    (de alguien)    ~ reír    [Others: esperar=se ~ esperar] 
     laugh=SE (at someone)     laugh                wait=SE            wait 
 c. Idiomatic intransitive-transitive pair 

    despedir=se       de alguien   ~ despedir a      alguien      [Others: acordar=se    ~ acordar] 
                 say.goodbye=SE to someone     fire        DOM someone                     remember=SE     agree 
 d. No alternation 

    abstener=se (de     algo)            quejar=se     (de algo)               referir=se (a algo) 
     abstain=SE   (from something)  complain=SE (about something) refer=SE      (to something) 
 
The objective of this paper is to use SUVs as a way to comparatively evaluate competing proposals that 
treat the subjects of SUVs as either derived from a VP-internal position (Saab 2020) or as non-derived 
subjects that are directly merged in spec, VoiceP (Masullo 1992; Armstrong 2016; Fábregas 2021). 
SUVs have derived subjects: Saab (2020) has proposed SUVs can be integrated into a general analysis of 
all SE constructions as having derived subjects if we abandon certain long-standing assumptions about the 
relation between subcategorization and theta-marking. Verbs like quejar=se contain a subcategorization 
feature <D> but do not theta-mark the argument they subcategorize. They are also required to merge with 
a Voice head that cannot assign objective case but has an agent theta role. As a result, the subject Juan in 
(2a) merges first in a VP-internal position to satisfy the subcategorization feature of the verb. Voice, on the 
other hand, is thematic but has no argument in its specifier. The role of SE in Voice is to trigger A-movement 
from a VP internal position to spec, Voice as shown in (2b), where Juan saturates the agent role introduced 
in Voice.  
 
(2) a. Juan se        quejó  
     Juan SE.3sg complained 

b. [VoiceP [Juan] SE Voice<D,ș> [VP quejar<D> [Juan] ] ] 
 
SUVs have non-derived subjects: Abstracting away from details, various authors have proposed that the 
subject of SUVs is non-derived (Masullo 1992; Armstrong 2016; Fábregas 2021). One way of 
implementing this in a way that is maximally similar to Saab (2020) is to claim that SUVs have anaphoric 
Voice (McGinnis 2022, represented as SE below). This Voice head must establish an anaphoric dependency 
with a DP in its c-command domain or, in the absence of one, with the DP in its specifier, which is spelled 
out as a reflexive clitic that agrees in person with the goal. In the case of SUVs, there is no active DP in its 
c-command domain with which it can establish an anaphoric dependency, so it agrees with the DP in its 
specifier. 
 



(3) a. Juan se        quejó  
     Juan SE.3sg complained 

b. [VoiceP [Juan] SE Voice<SE> [VP quejar ] ] 
 

In what follows, I highlight a series of points of comparison between the two proposals that get at larger 
questions about SE constructions more generally.  
Theoretical parsimony: From a theoretical elegance perspective, the derived subject hypothesis is able to 
link SUVs in a more straightforward way to all other types of SE constructions (see Saab 2020) while the 
non-derived subject hypotheses must claim that there are different kinds of syntactic configurations that 
trigger the presence of SE. To the extent that delinking subcategorization from theta-marking is empirically 
justifiable, this is an advantage for the derived subject hypothesis. 
The “idiomatic” character of SUVs: while not discussed in much detail in the literature, it is important to 
note that most SUVs are idiomatic in some sense. They are verbs that either only have a meaning in the 
presence of SE, or have a special meaning and/or subcategorization properties in the presence of SE (e.g. 
reírse subcategorizes for a PP, but reír does not). We may think of SUVs as Voice structures in which a 
particular type of Voice head combines with a particular type of verb. It is the Voice head and verb that map 
to a pronunciation (with SE) and a meaning. Both approaches can account for this by claiming that the 
structure [SE Voice …] is linked to a particular meaning in the encyclopedia at LF.  
Oblique internal arguments: the derived subject hypothesis does not say anything specific about the 
nature of oblique internal arguments, which are exceedingly common with SUVs. While not necessarily a 
grave problem for the approach, it would require that verbs have a potential set of subcategorization features 
for both athematic and thematic arguments and that these are all generated VP-internally. The non-derived 
subject hypothesis can account for oblique internal arguments in a straightforward way. Since the internal 
argument position is open and only PPs are subcategorized; these arguments, when present, would not be 
active goals for the anaphoric agree relation with Voice and SE would still agree with the external argument. 
Unaccusativity diagnostics: SUVs give negative results for unaccusativity diagnostics, such as adjectival 
past participle formation in Spanish as shown in (4). 
 
(4) a. Me      olvidé de      ese  asunto 
     SE.1sg forgot about that event  
 b. *Olvidado de ese asunto, empecé a pensar en otras cosas 
       forgotten of  that event, I started to think  about other things 
 c. *Estoy olvidado  de      ese asunto  
       I am   forgotten about that event 
 
These facts are straightforwardly accounted for on the non-derived subject hypothesis since the subjects are 
not internal arguments. On the derived subject hypothesis, it would have to be argued that these properties 
are not indicative of syntactic positions but of lexical semantic entailments (Aranovich 2000). In essence, 
unaccusativity diagnostics become rather uninformative for investigating structural positions in a theory in 
which there is no longer a strict correlation between syntactic positions and theta roles.  
Historical considerations: While neither theory is necessarily concerned with the historical origin of SE in 
SUVs, it is worth highlighting that Cennamo (1999) has shown that the use of pleonastic accusative 
reflexives targeted a set of unergative verbs in Late Latin such se lamentare ‘to lament’, se plorare ‘to 
cry/lament/weep’, se reclamare ‘to protest’; se recognoscere ‘to realize’, se vacare ‘to deal with’, many of 
which have Romance counterparts. These verbs contrasted with simultaneous appearances of verbs with 
the reflexive dative sibi on the unaccusative end of the intransitivity continuum. SUVs may be thought of 
as reanalyzed versions of pleonastic accusatives. The non-derived subject analysis can account for this by 
claiming that anaphoric Voice is a fossilized agreement probe that used to stand for an internal argument. 
On the other hand, it is not clear what the potential source of the reanalysis of pleonastic accusatives as 
structures with derived subjects would be. 



SUVs raise important issues in one of the fundamental areas of inquiry on SE: whether or not all subjects 
in SE constructions are derived or not. I do not claim to have given a definite answer to this question, but 
have simply highlighted the importance of taking into consideration theoretical, empirical and historical 
issues in progressing towards an analysis of SUVs that captures both their unique properties and what they 
have in common with other SE constructions. 
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Lexical and grammatical reflexives in Basque and its Spanish mirror 

Kristina Bilbao (UPV/EHU) 
kristina.bilbao@ehu.eus  

The present study explores Basque reflexive constructions and argues that they instantiate the cross-
linguistic distinction between lexical and grammatical reflexives. This contrast has been widely 
discussed from both typological and theoretical perspectives (Faltz 1985; Kemmer 2003; Reinhart & 
Siloni 2005; Haspelmath 2008; Janic et al. 2023; Palmieri et al. 2025, among many others). Lexical 
reflexives are typically restricted to a small, semantically coherent set of verbs. Across languages, these 
verbs tend to belong to domains such as grooming and body care, like the verbs wash or dress. 
Following Alexiadou & Schäfer (2014), I refer to those verbs as Naturally Reflexive Verbs (NRVs), 
since they express actions typically directed toward oneself and carry an expectation of that their 
arguments will be correferential (Faltz 1985; Kemmer 2003). 

By contrast, grammatical reflexives are formed through productive grammatical strategies that can 
apply to a broad range of verbs. Such strategies include reflexive pronominals or verbal reflexive 
morphemes (Zúñiga & Kittilä 2019). Verbs like see or describe typically fall into this group. These 
verbs are here referred to as Naturally Disjoint Verbs (NDVs) (Alexiadou & Schäfer 2014), since they 
do not carry the expectation of coreference between their arguments, which are prototypically disjoint. 
Consequently, NDVs require grammatical strategies to express reflexivity, unlike NRVs, which convey 
reflexivity lexically. 

When it comes to Standard Basque, the distinction between lexical and grammatical reflexives surfaces 
in the use of a reflexive pronominal as an argument. Reflexive constructions involving NDVs such as 
ikusi ‘see’ or deskribatu ‘describe’ are transitive and include the reflexive anaphor X-re burua ‘Xself’ 
(lit. ‘X’s head’) (Rebuschi 1988, 1992; Salaburu 1986; Etxepare 2003; Artiagoitia 2003). In contrast, 
NRVs –typically grooming verbs like garbitu ‘wash’, dutxatu ‘shower’, orraztu ‘comb’, or jantzi 
‘dress’– form intransitive reflexives without a reflexive anaphor (Etxepare 2003): 

(1) Ane-k   bere burua  ikusi  du. 
Ane-ERG1  her head(ABS)  see.PFV  have(3ABS.3ERG).PRS 
‘Ane saw herself.’ 

(2) Ane   goizean  garbitu   da. 
    Ane(ABS) morning.in wash.PFV  be(3ABS).PRS 

‘Ane washed in the morning.’ 

Transitive (1) and intransitive (2) reflexives differ in case marking, agreement, and auxiliary selection. 
In transitive reflexives, the subject shows ergative case and agreement (Dixon 1994; Comrie 2013; Ortiz 
de Urbina 1989), whereas the object shows absolutive case and agreement. In contrast, the single 
argument of the intransitive reflexives (2) shows absolutive case marking and agreement. Additionally, 
Basque reflexive constructions exhibit auxiliary alternation (Hualde 2003): *edun ‘have’ is selected in 
transitive reflexives (1), while izan ‘be’ is selected in intransitive ones (2). 

Beyond differences in argument structure, example (1) shows that NDVs involve a grammatical 
reflexivization strategy, while NRVs, as in example (2), do not require grammatical means to express 
reflexivity. This indicates that the arguments of NRVs are interpreted as coreferential even in the 
absence of overt reflexive marking. The incompatibility of NRVs with the reflexive anaphor supports 
this claim; unlike NDVs (1), NRVs disallow transitive reflexives in non-contrastive contexts (3):  

 
 

1 These are the abbreviations used in the glosses: ABS = absolutive; ERG = ergative; PFV = perfective; PRS = present; PST = past; 
SG = singular. 
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(3) #Ane-k  bere burua  garbitu  du. 
Ane-ERG  her head(ABS)  wash.PFV have(3ABS.3ERG).PRS 
‘Ane washed herself.’ 

Thus, the contrast between lexical and grammatical reflexives is reflected in morphologically distinct 
reflexive constructions. In this respect, Standard Basque contrasts with Romance languages, where 
reflexive constructions show the same morphological form regardless of verb type. For example, in 
Spanish, both grammatical reflexives (formed with NDVs like mirar ‘look at’) and lexical reflexives 
(formed with NRVs like depilar ‘shave’) involve the same reflexive clitic se (Reinhart & Siloni 2005; 
Palmieri et al. 2025). 

However, in non-standard Basque, there are some instances of NDVs forming intransitive reflexives 
(4) (Etxepare 2003; Artiagoitia 2003):   

(4) Ane   ispiluan  ikusi   da. 
     Ane(ABS) mirror.in see.PFV  be(3ABS).PRS 

‘Ane saw herself in the mirror.’ 
 

In these cases Basque patterns with Romance languages. This is because grammatical reflexives like 
(4) are formally identical to lexical reflexives such as (2). Although both examples in (2) and (4) share 
the same form, I argue that (4) is a grammatical reflexive, where reflexivity is encoded through auxiliary 
selection. In contrast, in (2), the intransitive auxiliary does not contribute to the reflexive interpretation, 
as reflexivity is lexically coded in the NRV. 

Evidence for this claim comes from non-finite contexts, where auxiliaries are absent. In such contexts, 
only NRVs like garbitu ‘wash’ retain a reflexive interpretation, indicating that their reflexivity is 
encoded lexically. With NDVs, by contrast, the only possible interpretation in non-finite clauses is the 
impersonal one. This contrast suggests that NDVs rely on the intransitive auxiliary izan ‘be’ as a 
grammatical reflexivization strategy in intransitive reflexives such as (4). Thus, the auxiliary is 
necessary to obtain a reflexive reading, since this reading is lost in non-finite contexts where auxiliaries 
are absent. 

Finally, this work discusses that some NDVs can form reflexives through the prefix auto- (‘self’). This 
prefix is borrowed from Greek through Romance languages and it predominantly attaches to loan verbs 
from Spanish. In particular, it attaches to transitive NDVs such as engainatu ‘deceive’ or lesionatu 
‘injure’ and derives intransitive, obligatorily reflexive verbs like autoengainatu ‘self-deceive’ or 
autolesionatu ‘self-injure’. Interestingly, although this prefix applies to NDVs, the resulting intransitive 
verbs behave like lexical reflexives, as shown by their incompatibility with the reflexive anaphor bere 
burua ‘herself, himself’. In this respect, Basque goes in line with Spanish, where verbs derived with the 
prefix auto- ‘self’ also disallow the pronominal reflexive a sí mismo ‘(to) himself’ (RAE, n.d.): 

(5) Ana se auto-convenció   (*a sí misma). 
Ana SE self-convince.PST.3SG     to herself   
‘Ana convinced herself.’ 
 

Also, auto- cannot combine with NRVs like Basque makillatu ‘make up’ (*automakillatu ‘self-make 
up’) or Spanish maquillarse ‘do the make up’ (*automaquillarse ‘do oneself’s make up’), further 
confirming that NRVs express reflexive meanings on their own, without reflexivizers.  

In conclusion, NDVs in Basque instantiate grammatical reflexives, as they express reflexivity only 
through grammatical means –namely, a reflexive anaphor, the intransitive auxiliary or the prefix auto-
. In the absence of these strategies, they do not receive a reflexive interpretation. By contrast, NRVs 
encode reflexivity lexically and therefore do not require any overt reflexive marking. This pattern aligns 
Basque with established cross-linguistic generalizations and supports a distinction between lexical and 
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grammatical reflexives. The distinction appears to hold even in intransitive reflexives, as in (2) and (4), 
where both types of verbs appear in the same morphological form. In this respect, Basque mirrors 
Romance languages such as Spanish, where both lexical and grammatical reflexives are formed with 
the clitic se. 
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Between Voice and Presuppositions: The case of se+auto- constructions in Spanish as evidence for 
an epiphenomenal account of reflexivity 

 
Virginia Duerto (IIF-CONICET) 

 
Introduction: This contribution focuses on the co-occurrence of the “reflexive” clitic se and the prefix 
auto-. Such a co-occurrence leads to the conclusion that both elements cannot contribute in the same 
way to the reflexive interpretation. Therefore, I argue that auto- is, indeed, an inherently reflexive 
element, concretely, a semantic operator whose function is to modify the predicate it combines with by 
introducing a partial identity function containing a reflexive presupposition as its condition (Sauerland, 
2013). As for “reflexive” se, it is a mere syntactic probe. This analysis is framed within approaches that 
propose unified analyses of se/si within the Romance paradigm. Specifically, I adhere to accounts that 
explain this pattern through the central notion of u-syncretism (Embick 2004), according to which the 
clitic realizes a syntactic expletive generated in VoiceP, signaling the absence of an external-argument 
projection. In particular, I follow the analysis that takes se to be a probe responsible for triggering 
syntactic search and movement operations underlying A-movement phenomena (Saab, 2020). 
Data: In Spanish, the co-occurrence of se and auto- is grammatical and yields a clear reflexive 
interpretation, whereas a configuration in which auto- attaches to the predicate but the clitic se is not 
inserted in the derivation results in ungrammaticality. This leads to the first fundamental observation 
that the distribution of se and auto- is asymmetric. 
(1) 

a. Ana se boicotea. 
             Ana SE sabotages 
            ‘Ana sabotages herself’ 

b. *Ana boicotea. (as reflexive) 
             Ana sabotages 
(2) 

a. Ana se   autoboicoea. 
             Ana SE SELF-sabotages 
             ‘Ana self-sabotages (herself)’ 

b. *Ana  autoboicotea. 
              Ana  SELF-sabotages 
This same co-occurrence has been reported for French by Labelle (2008), who argues that the syntax 
of reflexive configurations corresponds to that of unergative predicates. According to her, auto- 
introduces an agent coreferential with the theme in the lexical entry of an unsaturated predicate, while 
the role of se in Voice is to introduce an agent identical to the one specified in the lexicon, to prevent 
Active Voice from introducing a distinct variable for the external argument. In addition to introducing 
a significant theoretical cost by requiring an exception to Kratzer’s (1996) generalization according to 
which the external argument is not a predicate-selected argument, a central assumption for accounting 
for argument alternation and syncretism phenomena such as the one under discussion, Labelle’s 
proposal fails to capture reflexive realizations in which auto- occurs in the absence of the clitic se: 
(3) Ana autoboicotea      su             futuro como cantante. 
     Ana SELF-sabotages her.POSS future  as a    singer 
    ‘Ana self-sabotages her (own) future as a singer’ 
The example in (3) sheds light on the contrast between the well-formedness (2a) and the 
ungrammaticality of (2b). What these cases share is merely a configurational similarity, namely, a 
particular syntactic environment that allows the satisfaction of the referential-identity condition 
introduced by the reflexive presupposition contributed by auto-. 
The reflexive nature of auto- as opposed to the status of se as a functional syntactic element is 
manifested not only in the already discussed patterns of distribution and co-occurrence, but also in the 
fundamental distinction between the type of judgment yielded by failures involving each element: 
while the judgments in (1b) and (2b) are, as noted, cases of ungrammaticality due to a selectional 
failure, this is not the case for, say, the following infelicitous counterpart of (3). 
(4) #Ana autoboicotea       el   futuro como cantante de su             hermano. 
        Ana SELF-sabotages the future as a    singer    of  her.POSS brother. 



In this case, the configuration is not ungrammatical but rather uninterpretable, resulting from the 
violation of the reflexive presupposition; concretely, the interpretation remains indeterminate due to a 
semantic failure encoded in the impossibility of establishing identity between the arguments at Logical 
Form. 
Proposal: The two elements under discussion participate in different instances of the 
syntax–semantics interface: while auto- is a genuinely reflexive element that can be identified as 
introducing reflexive content through predicate modification via the assignment of a presupposition, se 
does not contribute to the reflexive meaning of the sentence; rather, its role is restricted to ensuring 
that the minimal constraints and requirements of the computation are met. I propose the following 
lexical entry for auto-: 
(5) ⟦auto-⟧: λf: (x=y).f     (Adapted from Sauerland, 2013) 
The prefix does not mark a predicate as reflexive in the lexicon; rather, it merges into V (i.e., its 
adjunction results from a syntactic operation and therefore does not alter the argument structure of the 
predicate). At LF, it is interpreted as an operator that takes a predicate denoting a function f, which in 
turn takes an argument of type <e, <e,t>>, and returns f if and only if the presupposition e=e is 
satisfied: that is, it imposes the conditions for a reflexive interpretation at LF. Cases such as (3) can be 
accounted for under this presuppositional approach by appealing to the pragmatic mechanism of 
accommodation: when a presupposition fails, speakers may deploy repair strategies by updating the 
common ground, provided that the newly added information is not overly controversial. In this way, 
the process of accommodation guarantees a reflexive interpretation of the arguments within the scope 
of auto- even in cases where strict identity cannot be maintained, but rather some form of equivalence 
between the arguments is inferred (McKillen, 2016). As expected, these cases require a sufficiently 
informative context for the pragmatic resolution of the presupposition to succeed: 
(6) 

a. #Ana autoboicotea       los planes. 
              Ana  SELF-sabotages the plans 

b. Ana autoboicotea       los planes con   amigos.  
             Ana SELF-sabotages the plans   with friends 
            ‘Ana self-sabotages her plans with friends” 
These data seem to show that the co-occurrence of auto- with se is merely one of the available 
syntactic strategies for satisfying the identity condition, which would in fact be impossible if se were a 
reflexivizer that altered the argumental valency of the predicate (Chierchia 2004). Concerning the 
proposal for se, I adopt Saab’s (2020) analysis, according to which the clitic is a defective category 
originating in VoiceP that satisfies the D subcategorization feature of Voice and formally behaves as a 
probe. Consequently, it induces A-movement of the internal argument to SpecVoice, where it 
ultimately values nominative case and receives the agent role (in addition to the theme role assigned in 
its original complement position). 
Conclusions: The analysis of se+auto- constructions provides new evidence concerning (i) reflexivity 
as an epiphenomenon resulting from the interaction of elements and complex operations, including 
predicate-modification strategies based on presuppositions that have not previously been identified for 
the Romance paradigm; (ii) the essentially non-reflexive nature of se; and consequently, (iii) the 
advantage of analyses that aim to capture the systematic syncretic pattern based on the 
morphosyntactic properties of the element, the configurational properties shared by the structures in 
which the clitic is realized, and the minimal formal constraints and requirements of the computation. 
References: Chierchia, G. (2004). A semantics for unaccusatives and its syntactic consequences. In A. 
Alexiadou, E. Anagnostopoulou, & M. Everaert (Eds.), The unaccusativity puzzle (pp. 22–59). Oxford 
University Press. ● Embick, D. (2004). Unaccusative syntax and verbal alternations. In A. Alexiadou, E. 
Anagnostopoulou, & M. Everaert (Eds.), The unaccusativity puzzle (pp. 137–158). Oxford University Press. ● 
Kratzer, A. (1996). Severing the external argument from its verb. In J. Rooryck & L. Zaring (Eds.), Phrase 
structure and the lexicon (pp. 109–137). Kluwer Academic Publishers. ● Labelle, M. (2008). On the 
interpretation of reflexive pronouns: The French reflexive and reciprocal se. Natural Language & Linguistic 
Theory, 26(4), pp. 833–876. ● McKillen, A. (2016). On the interpretation of reflexives pronouns. [Doctoral 
dissertation, McGill University]. Department of Linguistics, McGill University. ● Saab, A. (2020). 
Deconstructing Voice: The syntax and semantics of u-syncretism in Spanish. Glossa: A Journal of General 
Linguistics, 5(1), pp. 1–50. ● Sauerland, U. (2013). Presuppositions and the alternative tier. In Semantics and 
Linguistic Theory, 23, pp. 156–173. 



Modal meanings of impersonal si/se in Italian and French 
Raffaella Folli (Ulster University) & Marc Olivier (Trinity College Dublin) 

 

In this paper we analyse previously unnoticed data where impersonal si/se constructions carry a modal 
reading in Italian and in French. In the literature, French is generally assumed to only form impersonals 
with the subject on, yet we show that the clitic se can also be used. Specifically, we identify the following 
readings: dynamic (ability, capacity, internal circumstances) (1), and deontic (2) (prohibition). 
 

(1) a. Non si entra  da     qui.  [It.] b. La  maison se voit  depuis la   colline. [Fr.]  
not  si enters from here                  the house   se  sees from    the hill                         
‘You cannot enter from here.’           ‘The house can be seen from the hill.’   

(2) a. Non si corre in casa. [It.]  b. La vraie mayonnaise se fait     sans      moutarde. [Fr.] 
          not  si  runs  in house      the real  mayonnaise se makes without mustard 
         ‘One must not run in the house’     ‘Real mayonnaise must be made without mustard.’   
 

Our goal is to compare impersonal si/se constructions that express modality (which we term ‘s‑modal’) 
in the two languages and to provide a syntactic analysis. Although s-modal occurs in both Italian and 
French, variation exists between the two systems. Broadly speaking, impersonal si-constructions are 
more productive in Italian and appear in a wider range of constructions (e.g., with postverbal subjects, 
with intransitives, and with various agreement patterns, cf. Cinque 1988). As a consequence, s-modal is 
more pervasive in Italian. We hypothesise that this variation is partly tied to the null subject parameter. 
 

For example, in Italian, the internal argument (IA) of transitives can stay in situ with s-modal (3), as 
with other uses of the impersonal (D'Alessandro 2007). With unergatives, however, there is not overt 
argument (1)-(4). In both cases, si is paired with a modal reading. 
 

(3) Non si  beve   [il cappuccino] a cena.  (4)  Si mangia bene qui.  
 not   si drinks the cappuccino at dinner   si  eats      well  here 
 ‘One must not drink cappuccino at dinner.’  ‘You can eat well here.’  
 

Turning to French, s-modal occurs only with transitives and requires an overt argument: it is 
systematically ungrammatical in contexts featuring an unergative (5a) or an unaccusative (5b) verb with 
expletive il. Put informally, these sentences appear to ‘lack’ an argument, and Dobrovie Sorin 1998 
argues that the construction violates Principle A. The requirement on the presence of an argument can 
be seen by comparing (5a) and (6), where manger appears with or without its IA – (6b) found online.  
 

(5)     a. * Il     se mange bien ici. [cf. (4)] b. * Il       ne  s’entre   pas  par        ici. [cf. (1a)] 
   EXPL se eats     well here         EXPL not si enters not through here 
  ‘You can eat well here.’             ‘You cannot enter from here. 
 

(6) a. Le  raisin  se mange ou s’utilise pour le vinaigre.        b. En Italie aussi, il se mange du  chat. 
         the grapes se eats     or se=uses  for   the vinegar             in  Italy  too  EXPL se eats some cat 
        ‘One can eat grapes or can use them to make vinegar.’    ‘In Italy, too, one can eat cat.’ 
 

In both languages, the external θ-role is absorbed by si/se. Unlike in Italian, the IA must be overt in 
French and appear either preverbally (6a)-(7a)-(8a), postverbally (6b)-(7b), or in a dislocated position 
(7c). Whenever the IA does not occupy Spec,TP, the expletive il is inserted. Crucially, the IA can occupy 
an object position only if it receives a partitive interpretation (introduced by de in French and resumed 
by the clitic en), unlike Italian (3). 
 

(7) a. Tard dans la nuit,  [des     bruits étranges]   s’entendent dans le couloir. 
     late   in    the night some noises strange      se=hear       in    the corridor 

b. Tard dans la nuit,   il       s’entend [des  bruits  étranges] dans le couloir. 
    late   in    the night EXPL se=hears some noises strange    in    the corridor 
c. Tard dans la nuit,   il        s’[en]       entend dans le couloir,   des    bruits étranges. 
    late   in    the night EXPL se=PART= hears   in    the corridor some noises strange      
   ‘Late at night, one can hear strange noises in the corridor.’ 

 

When the partitive reading is unavailable (i.e., when it cannot surface as a de-phrase), the IA must move 
to subject position (8). In all the cases we discuss, impersonal se-clauses have a modal reading. 

https://chatsdemoncoeur.forumactif.org/t9362-la-suisse-mange-du-chat-et-du-chien


 
 

(8)  a. Tard dans la   nuit, [les fantômes de mes ancêtres] s’entendent dans le couloir. 
     late   in    the night the ghosts      of  my ancestors se=hear        in    the corridor 

b. */?? Tard dans la nuit,    il        s’entend [les fantômes de mes ancêtres] dans le couloir. 
            late   in    the night EXPL se=hears   the ghosts     of  my ancestors  in    the corridor 
   ‘Late at night, one can can hear the ghosts of my ancestors in the corridor.’ 

 

Some speakers we consulted accept [se V un N] or even [se V le N], though these constructions remain 
limited and literary. This appears to reflect a diachronic development, as postverbal DP instances with 
s-modal occur more frequently in pre-Modern French with both indefinite and definite DPs. Note that 
postverbal DPs are accepted in V2-like structures, which are also literary in French, with V-to-C. 
 

(9) Dans cette ville se trouvent des    produits  exotiques. 
 in      this   city  se find        some products exotic 
 ‘One can find exotic products in this city.’ 
 

We propose that impersonal si/se includes a modal operator in our examples. To the best of our 
knowledge, this is a novel observation. Building on analyses that treat impersonal si/se as base-generated 
in the v/Voice domain (e.g., Folli 2002; Folli & Harley 2005; Basilico 2010; Armstrong 2013), we 
propose that s-modal features a functional head endowed with modal meaning (e.g., deontic, ability, 
etc.) where the impersonal clitic is merged. Following Cinque (2004), we assume that modals 
projections are merged between TP and VP, and we further adopt recent proposals that analyse them as 
light verbs, specifically v-heads (Roberts 2010; Olivier et al. 2023; Amato 2024). We call it vMod, and 
we take it to introduce a modal relation in the extended verbal projection. The s-modal construction is 
further characterised by the absorption of the external θ-role and Accusative case (Cinque 1988), and 
we add that si/se behaves as an external argument with modal properties (e.g., ‘obliged/permitted/capable 
agent’). In English, this modal operator is lexicalised as an auxiliary. The variation between Italian and 
French can be modelled on (i) how Nominative is licenced and (ii) the absence/presence of an EPP 
feature in TP. Because Italian is a null-subject language, it has no EPP and can license Nominative case 
on pro. As a consequence, the IA of unaccusatives can check Nominative in situ and be covert, therefore 
s-modal appears without an overt argument in (1a). French, on the other hand, lacks pro but has an EPP 
feature that requires the presence of an overt subject in Spec,TP. It follows that the unaccusative in (5b) 
lacks a theme-argument. This explains why French can produce either [EXPL se vMod V IA] where the 
overt argument checks Nominative and the expletive satisfies the EPP, or [IA se vMod V] where the IA 
moves to satisfied the EPP and also checks Nominative. The issue with sentences like (5) is that the verb 
lacks an argument and T’s Nominative feature remains unchecked. For unergatives, we assume that 
Italian si, unlike French se, can licence Nominative (cf. D’Alessandro 2007 on the Case of si). Lastly, a 
postverbal IA is grammatical without an expletive in (9) since it has moved to Spec,TP, whereas the 
verb is in C. Moreover, in French, specificity/definiteness demands stronger, preverbal Nominative 
licensing with agreement, while partitive/nonspecific DPs allow for postverbal Nominative licensing 
without agreement. Nominative licencing is shown in red for Italian (10a) and French (10b-c). 
 
(10)  a. [TP T [vModP si/se [VP V DP(pro) ]]]  b. [TP EXPL T [vModP si/se [VP V DP[-def] ]]] 
       c. [TP DPi [+def] T [vModP si/se [VP V ei ]]] 
 

Our main conclusions are that (i) impersonal si/se can express a specific modal meaning in Italian and 
French, (ii) variation exists between the two languages,  (iii) French does have impersonal se, contrary 
to common assumptions, and (iv) the productivity of the construction in Italian can be linked to pro-
drop. In this talk, we will expand on the modal meanings of impersonal si/se and we will put forth an 
analysis that captures the semantics of s-modal. We will also analyse the interaction of impersonal si/se 
with argument structure and provide additional data to capture the differences between Italian and 
French. Overall, this novel flavour contributes to the inventory of impersonal si/se in Romance. 
 

Selected references: Armstrong, G. (2013) Agentive reflexive clitics and transitive se constructions in Spanish. 
Borealis. An international journal of Hispanic linguistics. Basilico, David. 2010. The se clitic and its relationship 
to paths. Probus 22: 271-302. Cinque, G. (1988) On Si Constructions and the Theory of arb. Linguistic Inquiry. 
D’Alessandro, R. (2007) Impersonal si constructions. de Gruyter. Dobrovie Sorin, C. (1998) Impersonal se 
constructions in Romance and the passivization of unergatives. Linguistic Inquiry. Folli, R. & Harley, H. (2005) 
Consuming Results in Italian and English: Flavors of v. Aspectual Inquiries. 



The acquisition of si with anticausatives and reflexives in Italian 
Raffaella Folli (Ulster University); Juliana Gerard (Ulster University); Heidi Harley (University of 

Arizona); Balthazar Lauzon (Ulster University); Morgan Macleod (Ulster University) 

Context: Anticausative verbs in Romance languages have long been known to fall into three 
categories, depending on the presence or absence of SE/SI marking (cf. Folli 2001; Alexiadou et al. 
2015): 

1. verbs that require SE/SI marking (e.g. rompersi ‘break’) 
2. verbs that disallow SE/SI marking (e.g. guarire ‘heal’) 
3. verbs that permit optional marking (e.g. fondere/fondersi ‘melt’) 

While considerable debate has taken place regarding the semantic/pragmatic properties underlying 
these classes (for review see Martin et al. 2025), less attention has been given to children’s acquisition 
of these distinctions; previous work on the acquisition of SE/SI (e.g. Pizzuto & Caselli 1992, Barrière 
& Lorch 2006) places little emphasis on the differential behaviour of different types of anticausative. 
However, existing theoretical frameworks entail very different predictions for the acquisition of these 
constructions. In this study, we test these predictions using Italian corpora from CHILDES to 
understand how children acquire si marking, not only for anticausatives but for other constructions 
such as reflexives. 
Hypotheses: H1: Some analyses of anticausatives have proposed that their assignment to different 
classes is based on lexical-semantic/pragmatic properties, such as external causation (e.g. Doron & 
Labelle 2011), telicity (e.g. Folli & Harley 2005; Legendre & Smolensky 2017), or disambiguation 
between anticausatives and reflexives (Martin et al. 2025). Since these properties are less transparent 
than the semantics of true reflexives, such an analysis might predict that (a) the correct use of si with 
anticausatives would lag behind its use with reflexives; however, (b) once children have grasped the 
relevant semantic principles, they should produce few errors. Any remaining errors are predicted to 
result from more superficial phenomena such as processing factors. 
H2: Additionally, input frequency might play a role in the acquisition of these classes, with errors 
occurring primarily in verbs that are less frequent and thus less familiar. Unlike H1, input-based 
accounts typically exclude processing as a potential factor (e.g. Adani et al. 2017); errors for high-
frequency items are therefore predicted to be negligible. 
H3: Conversely, a “Growing Trees”-type analysis (cf. Friedmann et al. 2021) might invoke mainly 
syntactic factors; adult-like performance for si should emerge as soon as the syntax was sufficiently 
complete, and parallelism between anticausatives and reflexives would depend in whether si was 
generated in the same structural portion of the tree, namely the vP layer. As with H2, syntactic 
accounts tend to exclude processing factors as contributing significantly to observed behaviour (e.g. 
Rizzi 2018); accordingly, errors are predicted to disappear with the emergence of adult-like syntax. 
Method: We analysed all the Italian corpora in CHILDES (MacWhinney 2000) to include data from 
all monolingual Italian-speaking children. The total word count of these corpora was 208,313 child 
speech tokens. We searched the corpora for verbs identified as relevant in the previous literature 
(Alexiadou et al. 2015; Folli & Harley 2005; Lauzon et al. 2025), to extract 3,474 relevant child 
utterances; a subset of the corpus data was also searched for adult utterances, to provide data on verb 
frequencies in children’s input. Utterances were then coded for (a) presence or absence of si marking, 
(b) type (e.g. true reflexive v. anticausative, anticausative class), and (c) adult-like status. 
Results: We found few verbs that disallow SE/SI (e.g. guarire ‘heal’), either in type or in token 
frequency. In contrast, verbs that require SE/SI marking (e.g. rompersi ‘break’) were much more 
common. 

(a) For these verbs the error rate for si with anticausatives is higher than with reflexives. There 
are cumulatively more si omissions for anticausatives (15/126, or 11.9%) than for reflexives 
 



(18/461, 3.9%), χ²(1) = 11.937, p = 0.002. As Figure 1 shows, there are no individual age 
bands clearly at odds with this generalization. 

(b) The total rate of non-adult-like sentences for all verbs was relatively low, with only 46 
examples out of the 3,474 child utterances. Most errors (n=41) occurred below the age of 32 
months, with occasional sporadic errors thereafter. 

These results are consistent with the predictions of the semantic/pragmatic hypothesis (H1), 
suggesting that children grasped the relevant semantic principles early on. 

There is less of a clear association between the observed error patterns and input frequency. 
We compared input frequency, as measured by the proportion of tokens in adult speech of a given 
verb to tokens in adult speech of all verbs investigated here, and error rate, as measured by the 
proportion of non-adult-like uses of a given verb to all child tokens of the same verb. Verbs with 
fewer than 10 tokens in child utterances were excluded, owing to the difficulty of accurately assessing 
their error rate. The resulting correlation was just nonsignificant (Spearman’s ρ = 0.317, p = 0.056). 
Moreover, the correlation coefficient was positive, reflecting the occurrence of errors even with 
frequent verbs. These findings suggest that input frequency is not sufficient to account for the trends 
observed. 

In contrast to the predictions of a “Growing Trees”-type account, no correlation was found 
between adult-like performance for si and the completion of discrete syntactic stages. Such an account 
would ascribe si omission to the lack of a syntactic structure capable of hosting si. However, many 
non-adult-like utterances were produced by children at ages when they were already producing full 
sentences with auxiliary verbs, showing that their syntax was already capable of generating syntactic 
structures at the level of complexity that si marking would require under almost any model. 

In order to contextualize these findings, a closer examination was also conducted of the non-
adult-like sentences in context. Form this we conclude that most examples can be explained not in 
terms of a non-adult-like grammar, but rather as showing unfamiliarity with the semantic/pragmatic 
conventions governing si marking. Many examples also appear simply to be performance errors. Both 
these phenomena appear to provide greater support for H1 than H2 or H3. 
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An Agreement Accessibility Scale for the Variation of non-paradigmatic SE 
 

Ángel J. Gallego 
Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona 

 

1. PROPOSAL: This paper discusses the agreement behavior of “non-paradigmatic se” (NP-SE) 
sentences in different varieties of Spanish. Ormazabal & Romero (2024) (O&R24) have recently addressed 
this matter by postulating that agreement in NP-SE operates in the phonology, through a process of 
“number harmony”. We claim that NP-SE agreement can be accounted for by AGREE (Chomsky 2000, 
2001), its dialectal variation following from a “accessibility scale”. 
 

2. AGREEMENT IN NP-SE: Much of O&R24’s discussion revolves around the pair in (1)-(2), from 
Spanish (and where % indicates dialectal variation). As they rightly point out, number agreement varies, in 
part due to anymacy of the NP in the VP internal position. 
 

(1)  Se {% censuró / censuraron} los  documentos   (2) Se {censuró / % censuraron} a        los   oponentes 
       se       censor-3sg / 3pl           the  documents            se   censor-3s g / 3pl            ACC the   oponents     
      ‘The documents were censored’                                ‘The oponents were censored’ 
 

O&R24 point out that there is a more general asymmetry, depending on whether the internal argument is 
preverbal (and null) or postverbal: the former shows a much more stable behavior (number agreement being 
obligatory), whereas the latter exhibits an erratic nature, which they argue falls within a “post-PF procedure 
that we call Number Harmony”. In (3), the NP argument is preverbal, so O&R24 asume it is dislocated, “se” 
occupies [Spec,TP], and agreement manifests as verbal morphology ((3b)) or as an accusative clitic ((3a)). 
 

(3) a. (Los documentos) se los           censuró   b. (Los documentos)  se  censuraron 
       the documents     se  cl-them  censored-3sg      the  documents      se  censored-3.pl 
     ‘The documents were censored’                    ‘The documents were censored’ 
 

3. NUMBER HARMONY: O&R24 point out that “it is surprisingly common to find examples where 
agreement is not triggered by arguments, but in fact by temporal DP-modifiers,” as in (4): 
 

(4)  a. Se bailan        los lunes  b. Se abren      los  domingos     c. Se trabajan   los  festivos 
    se dance-3.pl the Mondays             se open-3pl the Sundays                  se  work-3pl the  holidays 

     ‘We/People dance on Monday’      ‘We open on Sunday’                       ‘We work on holiday’ 
 

O&R24 conclude that “subject agreement behavior is completely unexpected. Numbers are big enough to 
dismiss them as performance errors.” They further note that, unlike the data in (4), temporal nominal adjuncts 
fail to trigger agreement in other contexts, including impersonal verbs and unaccusative sentences (see (5)). 
 

(5)  a. Llueve / *Llueven  todas las tardes      /  los  domingos        b. Cayeron / *Cayó      almohadillas 
     rain-3sg / rain-3pl  all      the afternoons  the Sundays               fell-3pl   /   fell-3sg  small pillows 

    ‘It rains every afternoons / on Sunday’           ‘Small pillows fell’ 
 

The conclusion of O&R24 is as follows: “agreement facts in NP-SE do not work as predicted by theories 
based on syntactic agreement […] For postverbal NPs, the verb may show up marked with a default singular 
number or it may harmonize postsyntactically with a plural NP.” Such harmonization is defined as follows: 
 

(6)  CONDITIONS ON NUMBER HARMONY (NH) 
a. Syntax plays a minimal role: it simply provides a structure where the set of φ-features in T includes a 

[person] value supplied by “se” but no [number], and where there is an NP nearby in postverbal position.  
b. Agreement follows two different paths in that context: either it takes a default value (7a) or it adopts the 

value of the closest nominal (7b). When the nominal is singular, the verb never shows up in plural (7c). 
 

(7)   a. Se censuró       los documentos  b. Se censuraron los  documentos    c. *Se censuraron el   documento 
            se censor-3.sg the document          se censor-3.pl the documents            se  censor-3.pl  the document 
            ‘Documents were censored’            ‘Documents were censored’                ‘The document were censored’ 
 

Crucial here is the condition (6a), which takes HM to be computed in linear proximity terms. Although there 
are grammatical processes in which adjacency may indeed play a role, the possibility that agreement can also 
resort to linear order metrics raises conceptual and empirical questions that we address in the next section. 
 

4. PROBLEMS FOR NH: At the heart of O&R24’s analysis of NP-SE lies the claim that “the only option 
in these contexts is that agreement patterns are determined by extragrammatical factors […] [an] additional 
regularization process is a learned strategy imposed by means of socioeducative pressure” (our emphasis). 
Plausible as it may be, the proposal raises a series of conceptual questions, and—as we show—does not quite 
clear the empirical landscape of NP-SE. On the conceptual side, the first and more general question involves 
the very nature of agreement (and its side effect: structural Case; cf. Legate 2008): Does it operate both in 
the syntax and in the post-syntactic componen? If the answer is “yes,” it would be unexpected, if only because 
the other key computational operation (Merge) does not take place in different components. Of course, the 



 

properties of some phenomena (afterthoughts, heavy NP shift, head movement, etc.) have been attributed to 
their post-syntactic nature, but even in those cases the debate is far from settled. Empirically, we should start 
by considering why, descriptively, NH operates “to the right” (at least in the cases discussed by O&R24). If 
NH is akin to, say, vowel harmony, then it should operate to the right and to the left equally (Nevins 2010). 
A second consideration comes from the fact that what O&R24 refer to as NP-SE with “prevernal NP” or 
“postverbal NP” does not necessarily simply involve a difference in linear placement, but a deeper structural 
difference, involving or not a biclausal structure followed by ellipsis (in preverbal NP cases) (Ott 2014). To 
round up the empirical side, consider (6b) in more detail. If agreement is ruled by linear adjacency, then the 
prediction is that both (8a) and (8b) be possible. However, they are fully out. In (8a), the plural NP is closer 
to the verb than the internal argument; in (8b), the linearly closer NP is singular (clearly, it is sandwiched in 
some sort of parenthetical, but if all that matters is linear order, it is not clear what the problem is): 
  

(8) a. *Se amasan     los  lunes         el    pan  b. *Se abren,      la   tienda, los  lunes 
       se knead-3pl  the Mondays   the bread        se open-3pl  the shop     the Mondays 
      ‘Bread is kneaded on Monday’                                   ‘The shop opens on Monday’ 
 

In the same vein, it is not clear why, under O&R24’s system, the sentences in (9) do not behave in the same 
way. In all the examples, the verb is linearly adjacent to the a plural NP dos días (Eng., two days), but whereas 
agreement is expected in (9a) and (9b), it is not in (9c). The explanation cannot rely on linear order, but must 
capitalize on structural conditions instead: dos días is the internal argument in (9a), but it is neither in (9b) 
(where agreement targets the NP las postulaciones – the nominations), nor in (9c). 
 

(9)  a. Se abren       dos días  más   de plazo      b. Se abren       dos  días   después las  postulaciones 
     Se open-3pl two days more of deadline           se open-3pl two  days  after       the nominations 
     ‘Two more days of deadline are given’           ‘Nominations are opened two days later’     

c. *Se abren        dos días  después   el   sobre 
                    se  open-3pl  two days later         the envelop  ‘The envelop was opened two days later’ 
 

5. NH IS JUST SYNTACTIC NUMBER AGREEMENT: We assume a fully syntactic view of agreement, 
based on the Probe-Goal system outlined in Chomsky (2000), whose basic ingredients involve a Probe, a 
Goal, plus c-command. How can we, then, account for the dialectal variability that O&R24 (and others) have 
rightly observed? The key problematic observation about NP-SE is that T can optionally agree in number 
(plural) with an NP ‘to the right’. We make two assumptions to capture that: (i) agreement obtains if the Goal 
is in the c-command domain of T and (ii) there are different degrees of accessibility of the Goal, in accord to 
the scale in (10), where options go from more (= 10a) to less accessible (= 10d): 
 

(10) a. [ T … [ V … NP ]]     b. [ T … [ V … [ K [ NP ]]]     c. [ T … [ V …  [ P [ NP ]]]     d . [ T … [ V … ]]  [ NP ] 
                                                                                                                         ­______½                                  ­_____½ 
Let us call (10) the “NP-SE Accessibility Scale” (NP-SEAS, for short). (10a) is the easiest case: the NP is the 
internal argument, so plural agreement follows unproblematically (this is “passive SE”). (10b) concerns DOM 
sentences (“impersonal SE”), where a heads a Case (K) projection that complicates (but does not block) 
AGREE. (10c) and (10d) go one step further. They involve agreement with an NP that is within a bona fide 
lexical preposition (heading a selected PP) and an adjunct, respectively. Both scenarios are discussed in O&R24. 
We suggest that there is a reanalysis process in both cases, albeit less nuanced in (10c). Technically, we take the 
plural NP to undergo what Pestesky (2007, 2013) calls Under-Merge, which involves the merger of the NP in 
the complement position of V (similarly to what Larson 2004 argues for adjuncts, in a non-transformational 
fashion). Note that this covers the entirety of cases of O&R24 with no need to cast agremeent out of the syntax.  
 

6. CONSEQUENCES: There is at least one wrinkle left. Even when there is a plural NP to the right, 
agreement can be default. This is the (7a) case above. We claim (7a) may have different derivational sources. 
One of them is the same behind default agreement occurs in unacusative structures with postverbal subjects 
in Romance (Saura 2010, Rigau 1997, 2002). Following Obata et al.’s (2015) analysis of variation following 
from the ordering of operations, we take NP-SE to involve the structure [vP SE v [vP V NP] ], where SE is 
merged with the vP (as the external argument). At that point, we have two possible scenarios: (i) SE raises to 
the subject position ([Spec, TP]), and then AGREE targets the NP (leaving a copy, which does not block 
AGREE) or (ii) T AGREES with SE, which then raises to [Spec, TP]. The scenarios to consider are in (11): 
 

(11) OPTION A (plural agreement):  1. Internal-MERGE of SE   ® 2. AGREE (T, NP) 
 OPTION B (default agreement):  1. AGREE (T, SE)     ® 2. Internal-MERGE of SE 
 

Whatever the relevant analysis for default agreement with NP-SE sentences, it must address the question of 
how come the postverbal NP is Case licensed. We conjecture varieties may also differ in licensing this NP: 
it can receive accusative Case (if v is φ-complete) (see (8a)), it can receive the relevant Case associated to 
DOM (as in (2b)), or else it can be left Caseless, triggering deviance (for speakers barring (7a), to begin with). 
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1 Università di Modena e Reggio Emilia; 2 IUSS Pavia

Setting the stage. A commonly held view about SE-constructions in which differential object marking
is possible, as in, is that they represent impersonal configurations of a certain type (Dobrovie-Sorin 1998,
see also the discussion in Mendikoetxea and Battye 1990): arbitrary se is found in Spec, TP where it
absorbs the nominative Case, restricting verbal inflection to default 3rd person singular. The object,
in turn, is licensed as a structural accusative, and as a result of the presence of special features, such
as animacy, specificity, etc. (Bossong 1991, 1998; Aissen 2003, López 2012, Ormazabal and Romero
2013), is spelled out with dedicated oblique morphology, as a type of differential object marking (DOM).
Data from peninsular Spanish and European Portuguese confirm this hypothesis - agreement with the
differentially marked object is not possible (Fábregas 2021; Martins and Nunes 2016, a.o.):
(1) Se

SE
felicitó/*felicitaron

congratulate.PST.3SG/PST.3PL
a

DOM
los
DEF.M.PL

soldados.
soldier.M.PL

‘Someone congratulated the soldiers.’/‘The soldiers were congratulated.’ (peninsular Spanish)
(2) Como

how
se
SE

pôde/*pôdem

can.3SG/3PL
ve-los
see.INF-CL.ACC.3M.PL

a

DOM
eles?
they

‘How was it possible to see them?’ (European Portuguese)
However, despite this well-established picture, it has been observed that the ban on agreement is, in

fact, not strict across SE-DOM languages. Although much less discussed than the peninsular Spanish
pattern in (1) which blocks agreement, agreeing DOM with SE has been documented in various Ameri-
can Spanish varieties (Martı́n Zorraquino 1979; Ordóñez and Treviño 2011, 2016; Fábregas 2021:151;
Ormazabal and Romero 2022). As seen in, in these varieties, both the agreeing and the non-agreeing
structures are possible (Ordóñez and Treviño 2016; Ormazabal and Romero 2022). In this work we fo-
cus on previously unaddressed data from southern Italy languages in which agreement is obligatory with
DOM in SE constructions.

Agreeing DOM in SE-constructions: the view from southern Italy. The contexts involving DOM
and SE passive we examine come from the varieties of Ragusa, Catania (Sicily) and Francavilla in Sinni
(Basilicata). These three languages have the pan-Romance passive SE morpheme, under which the ex-
ternal argument is removed and an arbitraru interpretation is obtained instead. As seen in the examples
below. DOM is possible with SE passive. In fact, the languages closely follow the generalization in (3).
(3) Generalization on the distribution of DOM: Whenever DOM is required for transitive verbs with-

out se, it is also required for transitive verbs with se constructions. (Ordóñez and Treviño 2016).
The important observation is that, differently from Spanish (varieties) and European Portuguese, the

differentially marked argument triggers obligatory agreement. The native speakers mention that struc-
tures without agreement are either not well formed or not acceptable.
(4) ri

at
sira
night

si
SE

ciàmanu
call.3PL

e

DOM.DEF.PL
piccirid

˙
i/a

kid.PL/at
Ppasqua
Easter

si
SE

nesci
exit.3SG

o

DOM.DEF.SG.M
Gghiòia
Gioia

‘At night, the children are called.’/‘At Easter, the ‘Gioia’ is carried out.’ (Ragusa)
(5) a. si

SE
lavunu/*lavu
wash.3PL/wash.3SG

e

DOM.DEF.PL
picciriddi.
kid.PL

‘Someone is washing the children.’/‘The children are being washed.’
b. si

SE
rricevunu/*rricevu
receive.3PL/receive.3SG

al l’ambasciatori
DOM.DEF.PLambassador.PL

o
at

palazzu
palace

ro
of

prisirenti.
president

‘The ambassadors are (being) received at the presidential palace.’ (Catania)
(6) s@

SE
kjam@n@/??kjam@
call.3PL/call.3SG

a

DOM
kill@.
that.M.PL

‘Those are called.’/‘One calls those.’ (Francavilla in Sinni)
Some previous accounts. As the agreement patterns illustrated in (4)-(6) have rarely been addressed

theoretically, it would be useful to check whether the analyses proposed for agreeing DOM in Spanish

1



varieties can be extended to Italo-Romance. For the former languages, there is consensus in the literature
that agreement with DOM in SE passives is optional (see especially Ormazabal and Romero 2022 for
extensive discussion). As such, Ordóñez and Treviño (2011, 2016) indicate that both the examples in are
grammatical.
(7) a. Se

SE
rescató
rescue.PST.3SG

a
DOM

los
DEF.M.PL

alpinistas.
mountaineer.PL

‘The mountaineers were rescued.’
b. Se

SE
rescataron

rescue.PST.3PL
a

DOM
los
DEF.M.PL

alpinistas.
mountaineer.PL

‘The mountaineers were rescued.’ (Mexican Spanish, Ordóñez and Treviño 2016: ex.7,8;
glosses adapted)

For Ormazabal and Romero (2022), the presence or absence of agreement is a consequence of agreement
attraction under linear adjacency; thus, a processing problem. One argument for this hypothesis is that
plural agreement can be seen with other types of postverbal nominals which are linearly adjacent to the
verb, regardless of their syntactic status. In (8), in fact, agreement is seen with a linearly adjacent nominal
functioning as a circumstantial. Ordóñez and Treviño (2011, 2016), in turn, attribute the alternation in
(7) to a syntactic sources: objects with special (animacy, specificity, etc.) features need a special type of
licensing by an Agr head which might introduce a domain boundary. This blocks the probing by T into
the differentially marked object.
(8) Se

SE
trabajan

work.3PL
los
DEF.PL

fines
end.PL

de
of

semana.
week

‘One works (on) the weekends.’ (Spanish, Ormazabal and Romero 2022)
Given that in the southern Italy varieties discussed here agreement is not optional, these accounts propsed
for Spanish cannot be extended easily. Under the hypothesis that the special licensing of DOM might
introduce a domain boundary, the deeper question would be about the precise structure of southern Italy
DOM which does not introduce a domain boundary.

Agreement with DOM and SE in the syntax. The account we propose for the obligatory agreement
patterns in (4)-(6) build on the following ingredients. First, diagnostics generally used to probe the
projection of the implicit argument (standing for the implicit agent) give negative results (see especially
Šereikaitė 2021 for an extensive list); ex. depictives, reciprocals, etc. all result in ungrammaticality.
This indicates that the structure does not contain a pro element (standing for SE, and specified with
default singular features) intervening between T and the differentially marked argument. Thus, Agree
between T and DOM can, and in fact, must be established. This indicates that the structural accusative,
of which DOM is a representative, can be licensed in the absence of a syntactically projected IA in Spec,
Voice - see also recent work by Šereikaitė, regarding an existential construction (from Lithuanian) where
Voice checks accusative case in the absence of a syntactically projected IA in Spec, Voice. We follow
Dobrovie-Sorin (2021) in assuming that (4)-(6) involve a type of Voice which is ‘devoid of features‘
in the sense that it does not introduce an initiator (Voice{;}, see also Schäfer (2008), Alexiadou et al.
(2015), Wood (2015)). Assuming the presence of both � and Voice (following Legate 2014), we propose
that the locus of accusative Case licensing is �. DOM contains additional �-features (animacy, etc.); an
additional licenser, eg. López’ (2012) ↵ head (below VoiceP) is recruited and DOM gets licensed by
both � and ↵, as in (9). Subsequently, T will establish an Agree relation with DOM, and thus verbal
morphology will show plural agreement, if the differentially marked nominal is plural.
(9)

....Voice{;}
...↵

�

V

�P=DOM
[�:VAL, n;PLURAL]

[uC: ]
[�]

V

�

↵

Voice{;}

T[un ! PLURAL]
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Impersonal se and null subjects 
Jonathan MacDonald, UIUC 

Introduction: Since Beletti (1982) a link between being a pro-drop language and having impersonal se/si 
(Imp-se) in that language has been assumed. In fact, Belletti (1982:2) proposes that Imp-se configurations are 
"interpreted as a particular instance of the so-called pro-drop phenomenon". This forms the basis of her explanation 
for why French lacks Imp-se: French lacks Imp-se, because French lacks pro-drop, or in modern terms, French is 
not a consistent null subject (CNS) language. Researchers such as Chomsky (1981) Zubizarreta (1982) Cinque 
(1988) Dobrovie-Sorin (1988) and Mendikoetxea (2008) adopt this general approach to the lack of Imp-se 
in French, and thus, (implicitly) accept the link between being a CNS language and having Imp-se 
(henceforth, CNS®Imp-se link). Of course, as Dobrovie-Sorin (1998) correctly notes, however, being a 
CNS language is a necessary but not a sufficient condition for Imp-se, since Romanian is a CNS 
language, but it lacks Imp-se. Thus, it appears then that a language should independently be CNS in order 
for Imp-se to emerge. In this paper, I argue that by assuming a CNS®Imp-se link, a consequence for the 
syntactic position of the se clitic itself in Imp-se configurations results: it cannot be located in Spec,Voice 
(contra D'Alessandro 2007, Roberts 2010, 2019 Pescarini 2018, Saab 2021, Ormazabal & Romero 2019, 
2024 a.o.). I propose that in Imp-se configurations, what is in Spec,Voice is a null pronoun, the same 
referential pro found in CNS languages (see also Cinque's (1988) account of [-arg] se, and more recently 
Roberts 2019). One immediate implication of this approach is that se itself, then, cannot be in Spec,Voice; 
it must be in a structurally higher position than VoiceP. Following Mendikoetxea (2008), I suggest this 
position is a functional projection between TP and CP (see also Uriagereka's (1995) F projection). 
Moreover, assuming that a defining characteristic of Imp-se configurations is that there is a referential pro 
in Spec,Voice, we can establish a source of the CNS®IMP-se link and begin to understand how being 
CNS is a necessary condition on the emergence of Imp-se in a language. 
Two approaches to being CNS: We can identify two broad classes of approaches to null subjects in CNS 
languages: 1. Deletion/ellipsis accounts, in which under specific syntactic conditions a (weak) pronoun in 
Spec,Voice loses its phonetic content (Holmberg 2010, Roberts 2010, 2019, Sheehan 2006, 2016, 
Duguine 2013, Saab 2008, 2016, 2022, 2024, Martins & Nunes 2021, 2024); and 2. A pro account, in 
which a lexical item lacks phonetic content, but contributes to interpretation, and is available when a 
language can license and identify it (see Rizzi 1986, Barbosa 2019, and Koeneman & Zeijlstra 2023).  
se should be deleted: Setting aside some technical differences, deletion/ellipsis approaches to CNS are 
all designed for the phonetic properties of a weak or featurally deficient pronoun to be deleted as a result 
of an Agree or a Move relation with T. Thus, if se of Imp-se, a clitic pronoun, were in Spec,Voice, we 
would expect it to be null by design - se in Imp-se configurations, however, is not null. While in this 
paper, I focus mainly on Imp-se configurations headed by transitive predicates, it is important to 
recognize that this logic extends to Imp-se with unaccusative, periphrastic passive and copula 
configurations as well, where se might not be in Spec,Voice, but would be the highest structural argument 
(Ordóñez 2021), and would still either Agree with or Move to T.  
 Now, on Saab's (2022, 2024) ellipsis approach to CNS languages, there is one possibility that would 
preclude se from being null. If it were cliticized on T, ellipsis would be impossible because of his 
"Subword Deletion Corollary". Simplifying for space, fundamentally, a morphological subword cannot be 
made null unless the whole morphological word elides. He illustrates with Trentino, a northern Italian 
dialect, which has obligatory subject clitics, as in (1) (slightly modified from Saab 2022). 
(1)  El Mario *(el)                  magna. 
  the Mario cl.3p.masc.sg. eats 
As evidence for its subword status resulting from cliticization to T, Saab (2024) offers the coordination 
patterns in (2) from Trentino, in which the subject clitic cannot be factored out. 
(2)  *La   canta e     bala 
    she sings   and dances 
Were Spanish se of Imp-se cliticized onto T, it would be a subword and not subject to ellipsis and 
predicted to be overt in Imp-se configurations. However, observe that se can be factored out under 
coordination, suggesting that it is not cliticized on T, following the logic of Saab (2024). 
(3)  Se         compra y     vende aquí. 
  Imp-se buys      and sells here. 



  "One buys and sells here." 
 The consequence is that were deletion/ellipsis approaches to CNS languages correct and were se in 
Spec,Voice, we would expect se to be null in Imp-se configurations, but it is not. Moreover, given the 
well-known observation that the implicit argument in (transitive) Imp-se configurations is the external 
argument, there must be some element in Spec,Voice; referential pro is a promising candidate.   
The CNS®Imp-se link: The setting of the GB Null Subject Parameter was thought to produce a cascade of 
effects throughout the grammar of the language (Perlmutter 1971 and, especially, Rizzi 1982, 1986). Nevertheless, 
the cascade of effects (thought to be) tied to a single parametric setting have been shown to be tendencies, not 
biconditionals, in the context of the Null Subject Parameter (See discussions in Gilligan 1987, Biberauer et al. 2010, 
D’Alessandro 2015, and Roberts 2019). Arguably, then, the core property of a CNS language is the availability of a 
null referential pronominal subject (that can appear in a variety of syntactic contexts). If so, the availability of 
referential pro in a CNS language is a natural starting point to understanding the CNS®Imp-se link. In fact, I 
suggest that the presence of referential pro in Spec,Voice in Imp-se configurations is what make Imp-se "a particular 
instance of the so-called pro-drop phenomenon". Referential pro, licensed independently in a CNS language, is a 
necessary condition for Imp-se configurations. (Note: how the nullness of referential pro arises, i.e. by 
deletion/ellipsis or because it is lexically specified as null is tangential to this proposal.)  
A structural consequence: An immediate structural consequence of this assumption, as noted above, is that se 
itself cannot be in Spec,Voice, since it is occupied by referential pro. On the other hand, if se were above 
VoiceP, two sets of facts follow. First, we could explain the cross-linguistic distributional differences that 
have been observed between Romanian and Spanish se configurations. Romanian se cannot apply to 
unergative predicates, the periphrastic passive, or copula configurations, while Spanish se can (Dobrovie-
Sorin 1998). If, as I suggest, Spanish se merges higher than VoiceP, it would be outside the verb phrase 
and outside the syntactic domain associated with the argument structure properties of the verbal predicate. 
Thus, the distribution of se would not be tied to the argument structure properties of the predicate and se 
would be available with a wider range of predicates. In contrast, if we assume that Romanian lacks Imp-
se, and thus does not merge se outside of the verb phrase, like Spanish Imp-se, Romanian se would be in a 
syntactic position that might be constrained by the argument structure properties of the predicates it 
combines with and have a narrower distribution across predicate classes. This is exactly what Dobrovie-
Sorin (1998) observes. Second, the coordination patterns discussed in (3) above suggest that se could be 
even higher, above TP. As can be seen in (3) tense appears to be coordinated, yet, se is outside of the 
coordination site. Ciucivara (2009:25-26) observes for Romanian clitics that they cannot be factored out 
under coordination. We assume the same holds for Romanian se. If Spanish Imp-se were in a functional 
projection between T and CP, as proposed by Mendikoetxea (2008), its wider distribution with respect to 
predicate class and the coordination patterns follow. See also Uriagereka's (1995) F, a host for clitics. 
The identificational role of se: I assume the pro in Imp-se configurations in Spec,Voice is the same 
referential pro licensed in CNS languages. However, there are differences in feature specifications. 
Referential pro can have distinct feature specifications: 1st, 2nd, 3rd, singular or plural, while in Imp-se 
pro (or se) has been argued to lack a number feature, and potentially bear a deficient, or underspecified, 
person feature. (Suñer 1983, Otero 1986, Cinque 1988, Mendikoetxea 2008, Ormazabal & Romero 2024, 
a.o.). If, as we assume, pro is licensed independently in a CNS language, we can deduce that se must be 
involved in content identification of pro in Imp-se, in line with Cinque's (1988) approach to [-arg] se. 
Moreover, if we assume Frascarelli (2007) and Holmberg (2010) a.o. in which the feature specifications 
of referential pro come from a (null) Aboutness-shift (A-)topic in the left-periphery of the clause (via 
Agree), referential pro's features are a function of the features of the A-topic; pro does not enter the 
derivation with valued features. Part of the role of se in content identification relates to the non-
referentiality of pro in Imp-se, an idea that has been around since Otero (1986) and more recently invoked 
in Mendikoetxea (2008). I suggest that se, given its structural position, intervenes between pro and any 
potential A-topic. In this context, pro has "arbitrary" reference, defined by Cabredo-Hofherr (2006) as 
lacking a discourse antecedent. Any feature values that pro in Imp-se take on would be contextually 
determined. It has been observed that pro (or se) in Imp-se may be interpreted as 1st, 2nd or 3rd person 
(see Ormazabal & Romero 2019, who cite Oca 1914 for initially observing this).   
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Semantic underpinnings of aspectual se in Spanish 
 

Gabriel Martínez Vera 
Newcastle University 

 
Overview. This paper tackles the question of why it is possible for aspectual se to appear with dynamic 
(eventive) (1) and (some) stative (2) predicates, since the former are telic and the latter are atelic (Nishida 
1994; Basilico 2010; MacDonald 2017). My account adopts Beavers’s (2011) Figure/Path Relation and 
makes explicit that aspectual se requires that the theme and, if present, the scale/path of the predicate be 
maximized—dynamic predicates have both theme and scale/path arguments; stative predicates lack the 
latter. Since telicity arises when both the theme has a fixed quantity and the scale/path is bounded, 
dynamic predicates with se will be telic; stative predicates will be atelic, since only one of the two 
properties (i.e. the theme has a fixed quantity) is present.  
 

(1) Susana se comió la   manzana. (2) Susana se supo  la   lección. 
 Susana se ate      the apple  Susana se knew the lesson 
 ‘Susana ate up the apple.’  ‘Susana knew the lesson.’ 
 
Puzzle. Aspectual se combines with dynamic predicates (comerse ‘eat up’, beberse ‘drink down’, etc.) 
yielding telic predicates (3), but also with stative predicates (saberse ‘know’, creerse ‘believe’, etc.) 
yielding atelic predicates (see MacDonald 2017 for arguments that the latter are in fact stative). To show 
this, standard tests are used, i.e. adjunction of an in/for + time expression adverbial (in adverbials are 
compatible with telic predicates; for adverbials are compatible with atelic predicates) and adjunction of a 
since + time expression adverbial (which is compatible with atelic predicates). 
 

(3) Susana se comió la   manzana en 10 minutos / *durante 10 minutos.  (telic) 
 Susana se ate      the apple       in 10 minutes  for      10 minutes 
 ‘Susana ate up the apple in 10 minutes/for 10 minutes.’ 
(4) Susana se supo  la   lección desde el   lunes.     (atelic) 
 Susana se knew the lesson   since  the Monday 
 ‘Susana knew the lesson since Monday.’ 
 
Proposal. I adopt Beavers’s (2011) Figure/Path Relation (FPR) model. Entities fall in three domains: UP 
is the set of objects, UE is the set of events and UH is the set of connected, directed scales/paths. Entities 
in each domain are mereologically complex, such that for any x, x′ ∈ UX, x′ may be a subpart (<X) of x or 
a subpart  or equal (≤X) to x, x X x′ is the sum of x and x', and x is atomic iff for all x' ≤X x, x' =X x. A 
scale/path is a mereologically complex argument s  UH associated with a predicate, which represents the 
property of change (e.g., width) such that degrees on s are atomic subparts of s, subscales of s are non-
atomic parts of s, and there is a precedence relation «H such that for any non-overlapping s', s" < H s, either 
s' «H s" or s" «H s' (s is linearly ordered).  
 The FPR (5) consists of homomorphisms that ensure that the eventuality is measured out relative to 
the structure of a theme and a scale/path. It consists of a Figure/Eventuality Relation where the parts of 
the theme are mapped to the eventuality, and a Path/Eventuality Relation such that the scale/path is 
mapped to the eventuality. Regarding the Figure/Eventuality Relation I further assume the notion of cover 
(Brisson 1998; Morzycki 2002), which allows to pick out different parts (subgroupings) of an individual 
(e.g. the theme) in context: C is a cover of mereological object x iff C is a set whose sum is x (if the object 
is singular, then material parts are considered; if plural, then atomic parts are considered). Thus, cover C 
of x includes different subgroupings of x’s parts that are relevant in a given context. 
 

(5) Figure/Path Relation (FPR) θ relative to predicate ϕ holds of theme x, cover C, scale/path s and 
eventuality e, θϕ(x, C, s, e), iff (i) θ'ϕ(x, C, e) holds, which is the case iff C is a cover of x and for 
every y in C there is a unique part of e and vice-versa; (ii) ϵϕ(s, e) holds, which is the case iff for each 
subeventuality in e, there is a unique part in s and vice-versa (temporal adjacency in e corresponds 
to scalar/spatial adjacency in s); and (iii) the sum of all such subeventualities of e constitutes e. 

 

Change involves a transition for the theme between initial and final states/degrees on scale s in eventuality 
e, indicated by source σ and goal/result γ relations—dynamic predicates are assumed to always involve 
change (i.e. there are at least initial and final parts in the eventuality that are distinct). As for the source, 
σ(s, b, e) indicates that theme x is at state/degree b in s at the beginning of e. As for the goal/result, γ(s, g, 
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e) indicates that theme x is at state/degree g in s at the end of e. In this setup, a predicate ϕ is telic iff for 
any eventuality e ϕ describes, ϕ does not describe any subeventuality of e. Intuitively, this means that a 
predicate is telic if the theme has a fixed quantity and the scale/path is bounded. Stative predicates are 
only subject to the Figure/Eventuality Relation (5i), and thus are atelic, since there is no scale/path. Based 
on this setup, I define the semantic underpinnings of expressions with aspectual se, i.e. the requirements 
that se imposes, so that it can combine with a predicate.  
 

(6) A linguistic expression with aspectual se and predicate ϕ that takes theme x and cover C as arguments 
and describes eventuality e is true iff (i) x, in connection to C, has a (fixed) quantity, and the 
figure/eventuality relation relative to ϕ holds of x, C and e ((5i) holds); if ϕ is scalar, i.e., the 
path/eventuality relation relative to ϕ holds of scale/path s and e ((5ii) holds), s is bounded; and the 
sum of all such subeventualities of e constitutes e ((5iii)holds). 

 

(6) incorporates two issues: maximization of the theme and boundedness of the scale/path. Maximization 
is made explicit in (7)-(8). The theme is maximized (i.e. it has a fixed quantity) if the whole theme is 
considered (this is what good fit captures; see Brisson 1998). The scale/path is maximized (i.e. it is 
bounded) if the maximal degree in the scale is reached at the end of the event. 
 

(7) Theme maximization. For any predicate ϕ, θ'ϕ-max(x, C, e) holds of theme x, cover C and eventuality 
e iff θ'ϕ(x, C, e) holds and C is a good fit with respect to x, which is the case iff for every y ≤P x, there 
is a z in C such that y ≤P z and z ≤P x. 

(8) Scale/path maximization. For any predicate ϕ, if ϵϕ(s, e) holds of scale/path s and eventuality e, then 
γmax(s, g, e) holds, which is the case iff γ(s, g, e) holds and g is that degree such that there is no d <H 
s such that g «H d. 

 

Based on (6)-(8), it follows that (3) is telic: la manzana ‘the apple’ is considered as a whole such that it 
is consumed (comerse ‘eat up’ has an extent scale) as a result of transitioning in the event—both theme 
and scale/path are maximized (9). In contrast, (4) is atelic: la lección ‘the lesson’ is considered as a whole, 
but the predicate saberse ‘know’ has no scale/path, so the predicate is not telic (10). 
 

(9) ⟦se comió la manzana⟧ = λesg[θ'eat'-max(apple, C, e) & ϵeat'(s, e) & σ(s, b, e) & γmax(s, g, e)] 
(10) ⟦se supo la lección⟧ = λe[θ'know'-max(lesson, C, e)] 
 
Prediction. MacDonald (2017) leaves a question open: why is amar ‘love’ or odiar ‘hate’ incompatible 
with aspectual se, in contrast to, e.g. conocer ‘know’? My proposal provides an answer to it: stative 
predicate ϕ may appear with aspectual se iff ϕ includes a Figure/Eventuality Relation. In its absence, 
aspectual se cannot surface. I argue that conocer ‘know’, but not amar ‘love’ (or odiar ‘hate’) includes 
this relation. Consider (11)-(12). Suppose that Susana would like to taste Ecuadorian food; she’s been 
told it’s very tasty. She’s been told there are 5 key dishes that capture what Ecuadorian food is all about. 
Susana goes to an excellent Ecuadorian restaurant where she lives. She tries one dish, which she loved. 
She reports back to the friend that suggested Ecuadorian food. (11), with conocer ‘know’, is degraded; 
(12), with amar ‘love’, is not. I argue that this is so, because (11) is subject to the Figure/Eventuality 
Relation, and thus (all/most of) the theme needs to be considered to make (11) true; (12) is not subject to 
this relation, so only a part of the needs needs to be considered to make (12) true. Crucially, aspectual se 
requires that the predicate incorporate the Figure/Eventuality Relation in its denotation. 
 

(11) #Conozco la   comida ecuatoriana. (12) Amo la   comida ecuatoriana. 
 #know       the food     Ecuadorian  love   the food     Ecuadorian 
 #‘I know Ecuadorian food.’  ‘I love Ecuadorian food.’ 
 
Cross-linguistic issues. Maximization has been reported in two forms: event maximization in Slavic 
languages and Hungarian (Filip 2008; Kardos 2016), and degree maximization in Southen Aymara 
(Martínez Vera 2021). I suggest that aspectual se constitutes a new maximization strategy. The key 
differences are as follows. When event maximization takes place, theme (7) and scale/path (8) 
maximization occur as a one step matter (both take place as a single process). Aspectual se actually makes 
it possible to split these two maximization strategies, and thus it may appear with both dynamic and 
stative predicates (only theme, but not scale/path maximization has to apply in the case of statives). 
Degree maximization involves lexicalization of (8) only (theme maximization does not play any role). 
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Aspectual se, telicity and tense: an experimental approach 
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This paper addresses aspectual se in Spanish in an experimental psycholinguistic approach where 
sentences involving consumption predicates (comer ‘eat’, beber ‘drink’) with and without se vary in 
determiner for the theme object (specifically, the definite and the indefinite determiner with singular 
theme objects) and in tense (specifically, the indefinido (≈simple past) and the imperfecto (≈past 
progressive)). Our findings suggest that the presence or absence of se does not significantly correlate 
with a preference for telic interpretations where the sentence is understood as denoting a completed 
event. The key difference lies in the tense contrast—the difference in determiner is not significant either. 
The absence of any form of effect in connection to completion is surprising in approaches where 
aspectual se is proposed to be indicative of a telicity strategy. 
 
Theoretical underpinnings. The literature has proposed that aspectual se yields a telic interpretation 
of the eventive predicate in the sentence under consideration (Sanz 2000; Basilico 2010; MacDonald 
2017). In general, aspectual se may surface with consumption predicates, which may be either physical 
(comerse (la manzana) ‘eat up (the apple)’ or psychological (leerse (la revista) ‘read through (the 
magazine’) (see Table 1 for an example with the experimental conditions). As a telicity strategy, it has 
been proposed that predicates with se are interpreted as events where the theme object is completely 
consumed—more generally, a predicate P is telic iff for any event e P describes, P does not describe 
any subevent of e (Beavers 2011; inter alia). In this regard, it has been further argued that the theme 
must have a (specific) quantity (Martínez Vera 2021). For instance, the definite determiner with a 
singular theme object, as in, e.g., la manzana ‘the apple’, is assumed to incorporate a uniqueness 
presupposition (Heim 1991), which means that there is a specific quantity for the object (i.e., one apple). 
In contrast, no such requirement holds in the presence of the indefinite determiner, as in, e.g., una revista 
‘a magazine’; while a theme object with an indefinite may be understood as involving a specific quantity 
(e.g., one apple), this is not entailed (Martí 2015). Under a view where se is understood in terms of 
telicity marking, objects with definite and indefinite determiners would have to be interpreted in terms 
of a specific quantity (Martínez Vera 2021). In the absence of se (comer (la manzana) ‘eat the apple’, 
leer (la revista) ‘read the magazine’), while possible, the relevant predicates need not be telic—note 
that this further means that in the presence of the indefinite determiner, the theme need not be interpreted 
in terms of a specific quantity. The difference thus lies in mandatory telicity (with se) vs. optional telicity 
(without se). We further integrate this view of aspect (in connection to telicity) into a broader approach 
that also incorporates tense. In neo-Reichenbachian approaches (Partee 1984; Klein 1994; Kratzer 1998; 
inter alia), aspect relates to tense in that the latter provides a reference time T in which the event time 
E (that comes from the former) is situated. For the imperfecto, T is included in E, whereas for the 
indefinido, E is included in T (in both cases, these times precede utterance time U, since they are past 
tenses). What this means for current purposes is that a completed event will be understood as such more 
naturally with indefinido than with imperfecto.  

Under an approach in which aspectual se indicates a telicity strategy, we would expect that sentences 
with and without aspectual se will differ with different determiners and tenses in that sentences without 
se will be more readily interpreted as atelic when compared to sentences with it (as se ensures telicity) 
in the presence of the indefinite determiner and/or imperfecto, whereas in the presence of the definite 
determiner and/or indefinido a preference for telic interpretations is expected across the board. We do 
not anticipate any differences stemming from the verbs, since they are all consumption predicates. 
 
Methodology. 47 native speakers of Peninsular Spanish, within 18 and 35 years of age (M = 23.25; SD 
= 3.18) completed an online sentence interpretation task. In this task, we included 240 critical sentences 
created by a 2x2x2 design where we manipulated verbal tense (imperfecto vs. indefinido), presence of 
se (i.e., presence vs. absence), and nature of the determiner (definite vs. indefinite); as indicated, all 
verbs were consumption predicates (Table 1). In addition, 60 distractors were created to force 
participants into answering that an action is not started (30 sentences including future) or that the action 



is fully completed (30 sentences including past perfect). Each sentence included 10 (without se) or 11 
words (with se); if se was present, it appeared between the third and the fifth position in the sentence. 
In the experiment, participants read each sentence using a word-by-word self-paced reading task. After 
fully reading the sentence, participants answered the interpretation question of how complete the event 
was according to the sentence using a slider between 0% completion to 100% completion. The 
experiment was conducted using Gorilla.sc. To ensure that participants actually read the sentences, we 
excluded reading times (RTs) that were lower than 150ms or higher than 2000ms per word. To explore 
participant interpretation of the sentences, we z-normalized the answer to the slider, so that we could 
include this variable as a continuous dependent variable in a lmer model. In addition to verbal tense, 
presence of se, and nature of the determiner, we included the logarithmic transformation of RTs, as a 
continuous variable to account for individual differences during reading. 
 
Results/discussion. Overall, we found a main effect of verbal tense (t = -2.42; p = .015) showing that 
sentences including indefinido were judged as more completed than sentences including imperfecto 
(Figure 1). No main effect of presence of se (t = 1.72; p = .08), nor of nature of the determiner (t = 1.48; 
p = .13) reached significance. While the interaction between the effect of verbal tense and presence of 
se is significant (t = 3.18; p = .001), the effect is guided by the main effect of verbal tense (Figure 2). 
Importantly, the absence of any form of effect in connection to completion as tied to aspectual se is 
surprising under views where this element is understood in terms of a telicity strategy, as there is no 
effect in connection to its presence or absence such that se has an impact in connection to completion. 
In sum, this study fills a gap in the theoretical linguistic research field surrounding aspectual se through 
an experimental approach by targeting native speakers’ processing of aspectual se, contributing to the 
broader understanding of native language processing strategies in Spanish.  
 
Table 1. Examples of the eight different conditions: 2 x verbal tense (Imperfecto, Indefinido), 2 x presence of se (presence, absence) and 2 x 
nature of the determiner (definite, indefinite) 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 Imperfecto Indefinido 
 Absence of se Presence of se Absence of se Presence of se 

Definite 
El primo de Pablo 

bebía el refresco en 
la terraza 

El primo de Pablo se 
bebía el refresco en 

la terraza 

El primo de Pablo 
bebió el refresco en 

la terraza 

El primo de Pablo se 
bebió el refresco en 

la terraza 

Indefinite 
El primo de Pablo 

bebía un refresco en 
la terraza 

El primo de Pablo se 
bebía un refresco en 

la terraza 

El primo de Pablo 
bebió un el refresco 

en la terraza 

El primo de Pablo se 
bebió un el refresco 

en la terraza 

Free translation ‘Pablo’s cousin drank/drank down/was drinking/was drinking down the/a soda in the terrace’ 

Figure 1. Participants’ answer to the completion 
slider (0-100) by verbal tense, including individual 
answer distributions (coloured dots) and mean of 
response (black diamond).     

Figure 2. Participants’ answer to the completion 
slider (0-100) by verbal tense and presentence of se 
(0 = absence, 1 = presence), including individual 
answer distributions (coloured dots) and mean of 
response (black diamond). 
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Typological predictions in diachrony: frequency effects on the anticausative alternation 
of Italian and Spanish 
 
Giulia Mazzola (Newcastle University) & Guglielmo Inglese (Università di Torino) 
This paper explores the typological prediction, laid out by Haspelmath et al. (2014), that overt 
anticausative marking is triggered by the higher frequency of occurrence of a given verb in causal 
contexts, and that the frequency patterns of the past matter more than contemporary ones. To do so, 
we focus on anticausativization in Italian and Spanish. Our statistical analysis on historical corpus 
data shows that both contemporary and diachronic frequencies play a role in anticausative se-marking, 
but they are clearly not the sole explanation for the alternation of labile vs. se-marked anticausatives.   

In Romance languages causal events are typically lexicalized by morphologically simple 
transitive verbs, e.g. It. sciogliere ‘melt’ or bollire ‘boil’, whereas their noncausal counterpart is either 
marked by anticausative reflexives, as in (1a-b), or expressed via lability (2a-b). Notably, while some 
verbs obligatorily select either strategy, for other verbs both are equally available. 

(1) a.  la   neve  si  scioglie   [Italian]  
b.  la   nieve  se  derrite    [Spanish] 

‘The snow melts.’ 
(2) a.  l'  acqua   bolle   [Italian] 

b.  el   agua   hierve   [Spanish] 
 ‘The water boils.’ 
Language-specific studies in Romance have mostly described the motivation for the 

distribution of anticausative reflexives and lability, with a focus on semantic aspects: (i) reflexive 
marking is favoured in telic contexts; (ii) reflexive marking signals either suppression of the Agent or 
external causation (see, among several others, Mendikoetxea 1999; Folli 2002; Ježek 2003; Cennamo 
2021; Vivanco 2021; Vietri 2017; de Benito Moreno 2022; Bentley 2023).  

Typological studies have rather focused on two additional distinct cognitive/functional 
motivations: the spontaneity of the event and the role of frequency of usage. The spontaneity 
account (Haspelmath 1993: 104) relies on the notion of markedness: events that are more likely to 
come about spontaneously need overt/more explicit marking when used in causal contexts, and vice 
versa. Verbs are organised in a causative prominence scale: prototypically spontaneous verbs like 
‘boil’ and ‘freeze’ will recurrently prefer causative marking across languages, whereas verbs like 
‘break’, ‘close’ and ‘separate’, which tend to require an external agent, will be preferably occur in the 
anticausative pattern. The frequency account (Haspelmath et al. 2014; Vietri 2023) advocates for a 
correlation between marking patterns and causalness degree, that is, the quantitative relationship 
between the frequency of usage in causal and noncausal contexts of a certain verb (Heidinger 2015: 
566). The more a verb is used in noncausal contexts the more likely it is to favour the causative 
strategy, and conversely, a higher use in causal contexts correlates with the preference for the 
anticausative strategy. Crucially, these observations build a direct link between individual usage 
behaviour and language change: “[t]he frequencies that are responsible for the current patterns of 
languages are not the current frequencies, but the frequencies at the time when the current patterns 
were created” (Haspelmath et al. 2014: 601). 

In this work, we investigate in more detail the hypothesis by Haspelmath et al. (2014) based 
on Italian and Spanish diachronic data from the MIDIA (1200-1968) and the CDH (1140-2001) 
corpora, respectively, also discussing its diachronic implications. We analyse different coding patterns 
at different (significant) historical stages in each language. Specifically, we test the following 
predictions: (i) synchronically, we expect a correlation of higher frequency of causal uses with higher 
frequency of anticausative coding (vs. labile/zero coding); (ii) diachronically, anticausative marking at 
a given language stage displays a stronger correlation with the causalness degree of a previous 
language stage, rather than with the causalness degree measured over the same period. 

The data consist of causal and noncausal uses of 30 Italian lemmas and 22 Spanish lemmas 
(from the meaning of Haspelmath et al.’s work), yielding n=14,625 causal and noncausal tokens, of 
which n=5,154 noncausal. We first establish a bottom-up periodisation of our data with VNC (Gries 
& Hilbert 2008) for Italian and Spanish and then calculated the synchronic and diachronic causalness 



degree for unique combinations of lemmas and periods, yielding to 99 unique pairs, which are the 
basis for our quantitative analysis. In a first step, we tested the hypothesis that higher causalness 
degree synchronically correlates with higher percentage of anticausative marking for each stage in the 
two languages, with Spearman Correlation Coefficient. In a second step, we fitted a beta regression, 
with the frequency of anticausative marking as the response variable, and the synchronic and 
diachronic causalness degree by language as predictors. Our results show that synchronically, a 
higher causalness degree is significantly predicting a higher anticausative marking only in Italian; the 
diachronic causalness degree predicts a higher frequency of anticausative marking, regardless of 
language, but the effect is less prominent than the synchronic effect in Italian. This finding is itself a 
challenge to the frequency-based approach, and only partially confirms the predictions.  

Our findings also contribute to elucidating some aspects of the interplay between frequency, 
spontaneity, and coding. While frequency and spontaneity seem to clearly play a role, the rather 
moderate fit of the statistical model suggests that frequency only accounts for a limited amount of 
variation. This is not surprising, as previous studies (Inglese et al. forthc.) have shown that the lability 
/ anticausative alternation is sensitive to several semantic, morphosyntactic and processing factors, 
and only a truly multifactorial approach can account for that.  

 
References 
Inglese, Guglielmo, Giulia Mazzola, Eugenio Goria, Lorenzo Ferrarotti & Bert Cornillie. 

Forthcoming. Anticausativization and lability in Romance: a historical corpus study on 
Spanish and Italian. In Guglielmo Inglese, Giulia Mazzola & Eugenio Goria (eds.), 
Diachronic and typological perspectives on anticausativization. Amsterdam & Philadelphia: 
John Benjamins. 

Benito Moreno, Carlota de. 2022. The Middle Voice and Connected Constructions in Ibero-Romance. 
Amsterdam: John Benjamins.  

Bentley, Delia. 2023. Internally caused change as change by inner predisposition: Comparative 
evidence from Romance. Journal of Linguistics. Cambridge University Press 1–43.  

Cennamo, Michela. 2021. Anticausatives and lability in Italian and French: a diachronic-synchronic 
comparative study. In Silvia Luraghi & Elisa Roma (eds.), Valency over time, 265–304. 
Berlin: de Gruyter. 

Folli, Raffaella. 2002. Constructing telicity in English and Italian. University of Oxford PhD 
dissertation. 

Gries, Stefan Th & Martin Hilpert. 2008. The identification of stages in diachronic data: variability-
based neighbour clustering. Corpora 3. 59–81. https://doi.org/10.3366/E1749503208000075. 

Gries, Stefan Th. & Anatol Stefanowitsch. 2004. Co-varying collexemes in the into-causative. In 
Michel Achard & Suzanne Kemmer (eds.), Language, Culture, and Mind, 225–236. Stanford, 
CA: CSLI. 

Haspelmath, Martin. 1993. More on the typology of the inchoative/causative verb alternations. In 
Bernard Comrie & Maria Polinsky (eds.), Causatives and Transitivity, 87–120. Amsterdam: 
John Benjamins. 

Haspelmath, Martin, Andreea Calude, Michael Spagnol, Heiko Narrog & Elı̇f Bamyaci. 2014. Coding 
causal–noncausal verb alternations: A form–frequency correspondence explanation. Journal 
of Linguistics 50(3). 587–625. 

Heidinger, Steffen. 2015. Causalness and the encoding of the causative–anticausative alternation in 
French and Spanish. Journal of Linguistics. Cambridge University Press 51(3). 562–594.  

Ježek, Elisabetta. 2003. Classi di verbi tra semantica e sintassi. Pisa: ETS. 
Mendikoetxea, Amaya. 1999. Construcciones inacusativas y pasivas. In Ignacio Bosque & Violeta 

Demonte (eds.), Gramática descriptiva de la lengua española: Las construcciones sintácticas 
fundamentales. Relaciones temporales, aspectuales y modales, 1575–1629. Madrid: Espasa. 

Vietri, Simonetta. 2017. Usi verbali dell’italiano: le frasi anticausative. Roma: Carocci. 
Vietri, Simonetta. 2023. Causalness and the Encoding of the Causative/Anticausative Alternation in 

Italian Psych Verbs. Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale 57. 57–86. 
Vivanco, Margot. 2021. Scalar Constraints on Anticausative SE: The Aspectual Hypothesis Revisited. 

In Grant Armstrong & Jonathan E. MacDonald (eds.), Unraveling the complexity of SE, 291–
318. Dordrecht: Springer. 



Decomposing Internal Causation: SE and the Syntax of Voice in Change-of-State Verbs 
Enrique Merino, Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona 

BACKGROUND Alexiadou (2014) proposes to group verbs like blossom and rust under the same class 
of internally caused change-of-state (ICCOS) verbs. However, data from Romance languages reveal 
that these verbs display distinct morphosyntactic behavior. For instance, the Spanish counterpart of 
blossom is incompatible with SE (1), whereas SE is required in the inchoative use of enroñar ‘rust’ (2). 
 (1) El  cerezo   (*se) floreció.  (2) La  tubería *(se) enroñó. 
  the  cherry.tree SE  blossomed  the  pipe  SE  rusted 
  ‘The cherry tree blossomed.’     ‘The pipe rusted.’ 
If these verbs shared the same syntactic structure, this contrast would be unexpected. Contra Alexiadou, 
and building on Bentley 2023, I argue that ICCOS verbs should be divided into three subclasses: the 
blossom class, the rust class, and the ferment class. This paper focuses on the split between the blossom 
and rust classes and proposes a syntactic account that derives the observed distribution of SE. 
PROPOSAL The present proposal builds on two key ingredients: first, the notion of agent developed by 
Folli & Harley (2008), and second, the typology of Voice formulated in Alexiadou et al. 2015. The core 
hypothesis is that verbs like blossom are in fact agentive. Following Folli & Harley (2008), I define 
agents as entities that are teleologically capable of bringing about the event described by the predicate. 
Under this definition, a tree qualifies as a genuine agent of a blossoming event, since the event itself 
comes about by virtue of the tree’s own internal properties. At the same time, however, the tree can also 
be characterized as the holder of the result state, in that it ends up in a state of blossom as a result of the 
event. Thus, the subject of verbs like blossom exhibits hybrid behavior: it must qualify both as an agent 
and as a theme. This requirement can explain the unacceptability of (3) below: a balcony cannot be said 
to be a proper agent for a blossoming event and because of that a sentence like (3) is unacceptable.  
 (3) *El balcón ha  florecido. 
    the balcony has blossomed 
  *‘The balcony has blossomed.’ 

With all this in mind, I propose that the syntax 
of verbs from   the   blossom   class  includes a 
thematic Voice head that licenses the presence  

of an agentive argument. This Voice head is defective in the sense that it does not project an external 
argument and ergo does not assign accusative case. In Spanish, for example, the sole argument of a 
blossom verb cannot be substituted by lo, indicating that it does not bear accusative case (4). 
 (4) *Lo floreció. 
    LO blossomed 
    Intended: ‘It blossomed.’ 
The proposed syntactic structure for blossom-class verbs appears in (5), where dotted arrows signal role 
assignment. The clausal subject is born as an internal argument, within ResP; due to the defective nature 
of Voice, the argument does not receive accusative case, and must proceed to T to get nominative case. 
At LF, the only DP ends up receiving two roles: theme from its base position and agent from Voice (for 
the application of the same proposal to a different empirical domain, see Berro & Pineda 2020). 

Verbs belonging to the rust class, however, are not 
conceptualized as inherently agentive. Semantically, this        
can be seen in the fact that their subject is a canonical internal 
argument that does not have agentive properties. In fact, these 
verbs can combine with arguments more freely than verbs from 
the blossom class, as (6) shows. 
 (6) El hierro / El balcón / La cerradura se enroñó. 
  the iron the  balcony the  lock   SE rusted 
      ‘The iron / The balcony / The lock rusted.’ 



For these verbs, I argue that they behave like any other canonical change-of-state verb. Following 
Alexiadou et al. 2015, I propose that in their inchoative form they project an expletive active Voice 
whose specifier is filled by the clitic element SE. The structure for the inchoative form appears in (7).  

IMPLICATIONS  The proposed analysis captures a series of 
puzzling facts about the behavior of blossom-class verbs in 
Spanish. As discussed above, these verbs are incompatible with 
SE. Alexiadou’s account relies on the fact that these verbs do not 
project Voice. This is explained by the encyclopedic content of 
their root, which refers to an internally caused event. However, 
this clash can only be formalized in terms of an incompatibility 
in meaning. What is surprising, then, is that the verbs in question 
cannot combine with expletive Voice, as is the case with other 
inchoative verbs in Spanish. In other words, expletive Voice 

does not introduce agentive semantics in the interpretation, and because of that a meaning 
incompatibility should not be expected. Instead, the present proposal takes a purely syntactic approach 
to the meaning of these verbs. Internal causation is derived directly in the syntax, by having the same 
argument realize the agent and theme roles. As such, verbs of the blossom class are the only ones which 
are truly internally caused. Combination with SE-introducing expletive Voice would fail to derive the 
internal causation interpretation, and because of that, these verbs are incompatible with SE. The 
proposed argument structure also captures another interesting fact: verbs from the blossom class are 
incompatible with external arguments in Spanish, as (8) shows. 
 (8) *La brisa  templada  de la  primavera floreció  los  cerezos. 
    the breeze warm   of the  spring  blossomed the  cherry.trees 
    ‘The warm spring breeze blossomed the cherry trees.’ 
In fact, because the agent role introduced by Voice must be assigned to the only argument to derive the 
intended interpretation, there is no room for another external argument. Projection of canonical active 
Voice would introduce an extra argument to the structure and assign the agent role to it, in which case 
the internal argument would remain with just the theme role, failing to obtain the internal causation 
interpretation. This is not the case with verbs from the rust class, which in Spanish can combine with 
external arguments, as the contrast between (8) and (9) shows. Under the present analysis, which treats 
rust-class verbs like any other causative verb, the contrast is not surprising. 
 (9) La  humedad  del  aire enroñó la  cañería. 
  the  humidity  of.the air  rusted  the  pipe 
  ‘The humidity in the air rusted the pipe.’ 
CONCLUSIONS This paper has argued, contra Alexiadou (2014), that blossom and rust belong to distinct 
classes. The true ICCOS verbs are those belonging to the blossom class, where internal causation is 
syntactically derived through the realization of two roles, agent and theme, by the same argument. This 
has been argued to explain their incompatibility with SE and external arguments. By contrast, rust-class 
verbs behave like canonical change-of-state verbs and thus readily appear with SE and external 
arguments. The resulting picture is one where (i) roots are not inherently specified for internal vs. 
external causation, and (ii) argument-structure alternations are syntactic in nature. Furthermore, if on 
the right track, the present analysis also gives credit to a view of change-of-state verbs in Spanish 
according to which SE is a good indicator of inchoativity, and its absence probably signals the presence 
of a thematic Voic head, be it syntactically defective or not. Further work in other languages will help 
us better understand the semantic and syntactic behavior of these verbs. 
 
 



REFS.: Alexiadou. The problem with internally caused change-of-state verbs / Alexiadou et al. External 
arguments in transitivity alternations / Bentley. Internally caused change as change by inner 
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How to ‘eat’ without actually ‘eating’: Spanish se and Italian si as an accomplice to verb metaphor 
Chiyo Nishida & Cinzia Russi, The University of Texas at Austin 

Drawing from online corpora data, this study closely examines the relatively understudied use of Spanish 
se and Italian si, as exemplified in (1) and (2), respectively, and elucidates how the merger of se/si to a 
transitive verb may map one conceptual domain to many others through the cognitive mechanism of 
metaphor.   
(1) en 4 o 5 días   (… ) la selva se come los senderos y los cubre de nueva vegetación. (CREA) 
     ‘in 4 or 5 days (…) the jungle advances over/*eat the paths and covers them with new vegetation.’  
(2) Lo smottamento si è mangiato tutta la ‘spalla’ del fossato. (CORIS) 
     ‘The landslide destroyed/*ate the entire ‘shoulder’ of the ditch.’ 
In (1) and (2) se/si occurs with the consumption verb comer/mangiare ‘to eat’, and it is obligatory in 
order for these sentences to receive semantically coherent interpretations. Dealing with a similar (though 
construed) Italian sentence Il mare si è mangiato la costa ‘The sea ate away the coast’, Folli & Harley 
(2004) argue that action (agentive) verbs (vDO) like mangiare can denote change of states (in their 
participle-adjectival forms), depicting resultatives in causative constructions, as diagramed in (3).   
(3) [VP [DP          [V’ vCAUSE [SC DP           VADJ.              ]]]    
           Il mare             si       la costa    mangiato.        
Here, the light verb vCAUSE is spelled out as the clitic si and takes a (resultative) small clause (SC) as its 
complement. Unlike for vDO, the external argument for this light verb may but need not be animate.  
This analysis may be adequate for sentences like (1) and (2) but is clearly untenable for sentences like (4) 
and (5) below, where there is no object that undergoes a change of states to give rise to a small clause.   

(4) El rojo es el más vendedor, (…) el que se come a los demás. (CREA) 
     ‘The red (bottle) is the bestselling, (…) the one that outshines/*eats all the rest.’ 
(5) Sono in due a mangiarsi reciprocamente la scena e il finale di Turandot. 
     ‘There are two to reciprocally command/*eat the scene and the ending of Turandot.’ 

(https://www.altrodime.it/mangiarsi-la-scena/; accessed 09/26/24) 
Armstrong (2013) also rejects the analysis in (3) but on the ground that it would incorrectly predict that 

many more agentive verbs may occur with the obligatory se when taking an inanimate causer subject. 
Alternatively, Armstrong, categorizing sentences in (1)-(5) as ‘Transitive Reflexive Constructions’ 
(TRC’s), proposes that V+se in TRC’s constitutes a complex predicate, where merging se/si to a verb may 
induce varied effects, one of which is telicizing the predicate, as shown in (6). 
(6) El hombre se bebió todo el vino, (…). ‘The man drank up all the wine, (…)’. (CREA) 

Observing that TRC’s as in (1)-(5) do not depict events resembling “ingesting food”, Armstrong states 
that comer+se in these sentences is assigned “a different meaning in the encyclopedia” (p. 117). However, 
this lexical solution does not offer a systematic account of these TRC’s because it disregards their 
distinguishing semantic property: comer/mangiare are not used in the literal senses but in the 
metaphorical senses. In this study, we propose a more adequate and complete account of TRC’s as in (1)-
(5) by explicating how the meaning of comer/mangiare is extended to depict varied non-eating events by 
way of the cognitive process of metaphor. For our purpose, we follow the general tenets of Metaphorical 
Conceptual Theory (MCT) (Lakoff & Johnson 1980; Kövecses 2010; inter alia) and some recent work in 
psycholinguistics. In short, MCT describes how one conceptual domain, Source (DS), is related to another, 
Target (DT), by extending its meaning primarily on the basis of similarity. For instance, comer/ 
mangiare depict events (DS) in which xEATER places yFOOD-STUFF into his mouth, grinds it into pieces, and 
finally swallows it down. The core meaning comprising eating events can be generalized as xsubject’s 
overpowering dominance over yobject.  A broad range of non-eating events may be assimilated to the act of 
eating for including this core meaning (cf. ‘x advancing over y’, ‘x destroying y’, ‘x outshining y’, etc. to 
name a few) and may be used as metaphorical senses for comer+se/mangiare+se.    

https://www.altrodime.it/mangiarsi-la-scena/


 

 

 

Though not duly acknowledged, the verb metaphor with the obligatory se/si is also seen with non-
consumption verbs, as shown in (7)-(9), where V and V+se/si are contrasted in each instance. 
(7) a. Allí, el equipo de Miguel Angel Martín jugaba la fase final de la Copa del Rey. (CREA) 
    ‘There, the team Miguel Angel Martín was playing the last phase of the King’s Cup.’ 

b. En el programa un hombre se jugaba su vida (…) para intentar conseguir el premio. (CREA) 
         ‘In the program a man was risking/*was playing  his life (…) in order to get the prize.’ 
(8) a. … il Sowood Capital management, …, ha perso1,5 miliardi di dollari.(CORIS) 

      ‘… the Sowood Capital management, …, lost 1.5 billion dollar.’ 
   b. … avrebbe fatto di tutto per non perdersi l’evento. (CORIS) 

  ‘…he would’ve done anything in order not to miss out on/*lose  the event.’    
(9) a. Dos jóvenes (chico y chica) de unos 20 años saltan la valla. (CREA) 

        ‘Two young ones (boy and girl) of about 20 years old jump over the fence.’ 
      b. (…) son los que comen un pincho a media mañana y se saltan la ingesta del mediodía. (CREA)           

 ‘(…) they’re the ones who eat snack in mid-morning and skip/*jump over  the mid-day meal.’ 
In (7)-(9), we observe the characteristics commonly thought to condition metaphorical relations between 
two conceptual domains, DS and DT, represented by each pair of V and V+se/si, respectively: (a) DS and 
DT are semantically similar; (b) DS is physical while  DT abstract.  In particular, (b) appears to be more 
eminent in these cases than those with comer+se/mangiare+si.  However, the verb metaphors in (7)-(9) 
differ from those seen in (1)-(5) in that in each pair, the meaning of V+se/si is constant and predictable, 
not requiring much of the cognitive processing, as applied in the former cases. As observed by King and 
Gertner (2022), some metaphors become conventionalized through use over time. We postulate that all 
instances of V+se/si in (7)-(9) are conventionalized verb metaphors and the meaning of each V+se/si can 
be found in the dictionary, as proposed by Armstrong.  

Summarizing, we agree with Armstrong that se/si as used in (1)-(5) and (7)-(9) are verb affixes that 
agree with the Subject in person/number. However, parting with Armstrong, argue that the meanings of 
these TRC’s with an obligatory se/si are processed by a certain cognitive mechanism pertaining to 
metaphors unless we deal with conventionalized verb metaphors whose meanings are listed in the 
dictionary. Finally, Lewandowski (2021) proposes a Construction Grammar-based unified analysis of  all 
instances of se/si appearing in TRC’s, using a network that is “structured around the central “complete 
consumption” sense, which gives rise to several extensions” (p. 63). However, deriving metaphorical 
TRC’s from the complete consumption sense via a layer of various mechanisms (such as metaphor and 
metonymy) seems at times unnecessarily complex and forced mainly because these TRC’s do not always 
demonstrate the property defining complete consumption, i.e., involvement of an incremental theme that 
serves as quantized path for a telic event.  We postulate that historically the “metaphorizer” se/si has 
developed independently from the completive se/si and is assigned a function in their own right.   

To conclude, several issues still remain to be investigated in relation to the topic explored here. One 
such issue concerns whether there are other Romance languages besides Spanish and Italian that use 
TRC’s depicting metaphorical events.     
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Grammaticalization and Cyclical Change: rise and expansion of Spanish aspectual SE 
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Abstract 
 
This study addresses the so-called aspectual SE in Spanish from a historical perspective within the 
framework of generative grammar. Although several properties of these constructions have been 
explained in synchronic studies, the emergence and expansion of constructions with this type of SE 
remain largely underexplored. In principle, aspectual SE constructions can be illustrated with 
intransitive verbs, typically unaccusatives of direct motion, (1a)-(1b), and transitive constructions with 
verbs of consumption, creation, cognition, or action, (2a)-(2d).  
 
(1)  a. Juan *(se) fue de casa. 
 b. (Se) cayó el telón.  
(2) a. ¡(Te) comiste toda la torta! 
 b. (Me) leí el libro en una semana. 
 c. Juan (se) sabe la lección. 
 d. (Nos) bailamos todo. 
 
This type of clitic (paradigmatic, unselected, and agreeing with the subject) has been labeled in various 
ways: stylistic (Di Tullio, 2014) or optional SE (Campanini and Schäfer, 2011), since, in most cases, it 
is not mandatory and does not substantially modify the meaning of the sentence (Sánchez López, 2002); 
aspectual SE / marker / operator / particle, given that its contribution has been linked to the aspectuality 
of the predicate or other event properties (De Miguel and Fernández Lagunilla, 2000; Kempchinsky, 
2003; Nishida, 1994; Zagona, 1996); telic SE (Rodríguez Ramalle, 2005); agreeing aspectual dative 
(NGLE); SE as a marker of perfectivity (Bogard, 2000, 2006); emphatic clitic (Devís Márquez, 2020), 
among others. We assume the name aspectual SE as it is among the most frequent ones in the literature.  
According to previous diachronic research (Bogard, 2006), the first cases with this type of SE occur 
with intransitive verbs of direct motion and then transitive verbs of consumption and verbs of change. 
More recent studies follow the same development and focus on particular cases (Vivanco and Sánchez 
López, in press; Guzmán, 2025) or discuss dialectal variation (Martin and Arunachalam, 2022). 
However, the exact manner in which such a development took place in the history of Spanish is not 
fully accounted for and, in addition, no formal explanation for the emergence of aspectual SE 
constructions is provided in the literature. 
To tackle the first aspect, we show that an expanded search in the Corpus del Diccionario Histórico 
(CDH) reveals an expansion from transitive verbs such as comer and beber to other agentive verbs, 
including cocinar, bailar, lavar, and verbs such as saber and creer, in innovations observed especially 
from the 19th and 20th centuries onwards. These data help us describe a general development of verb 
types which have adopted the SE construction. In line with recent analyses of this type of SE 
(MacDonald 2017, Fábregas, 2021, Armstrong, 2013, 2018), we consider that transitive and intransitive 
configurations are different and the diachronic survey of the corpus reinforces this distinction.  
As regards the second aspect, we attempt to account for the rise of aspectual SE constructions with 
transitive verbs like those in (2), Romance innovations. Some of the cases with intransitives, on the 
other hand, seem to follow a certain trend in the transition from Latin to Romance, alongside other 
changes in the status of clitics in general (Martin Zorraquino, 1993; Pescarini, 2021).  
For transitives, we assume that the clitic heads a Voice Phrase under which an applicative structure is 
deployed so that the aspectual notions associated with the construction are the result of the interpretation 
of the elements within that configuration (MacDonald, 2017; Fábregas, 2021). Thus, aspectual SE 
transitive constructions can be explained as the result of processes of linguistic change that go beyond 
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the grammaticalization that gave rise to the reflexive clitic (Maddox, 2019). Specifically, we propose 
that these constructions arise as a case of cyclical interaction (van Gelderen, 2011; Bahtchevanova and 
van Gelderen, 2016) between grammaticalization of the reflexive clitic and the generalization of 
applicative structures, such as doubling with an indirect object, so that SE is an agreed dative or a 
"reflexive" indirect object marker.  
In all, the study seeks to contribute to the field of formal historical linguistics with an analysis that 
allows us to approximate the extension of the values of SE, already recognized in other cases in terms 
of syntactic change (Campbell, 2020), but which have not been formalized in all cases. In particular, 
the study aims to contribute to explanations of how SE constructions relate to the expression of 
aspectual phenomena, either as a modifier of aspect or as an element sensitive to it (Vivanco, 2021), 
and to other related factors, such as the reinforcement of subjective implication, expressivity, telicity, 
agentivity, (counter)expectation, among others. 
 
Keywords: aspectual SE; grammaticalization; cyclical change 
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Diagnosing Impersonal vs. Passive Constructions via Conditionals
(Florian Schäfer, HU Berlin - Gianina Iordachioaia, Universität Graz - Fabienne Martin,
Utrecht University - Chiara Melloni, University of Verona - Margot Vivanco, University of

Castilla La-Mancha)
A. We examine whether non-paradigmatic se/si constructions in French, Italian, Romanian,
and Spanish qualify as impersonals or passives. To this end, we test whether the argument slot
associated with se/si is bound by the quantificational adverb of conditional if -clauses (as with
canonical impersonal pronouns) or not (as with implicit arguments of canonical passives).
B. While short passives and impersonal sentences are functionally and semantically similar
(e.g., Koenig 1998), prototypical cases clearly di↵er morpho-syntactically (cf. French 1a, b).
Impersonals project a dedicated subject pronoun IMP (possibly covert proIMP ) triggering de-
fault agreement and ACC on internal arguments (IA). Canonical passives have an implicit
external argument (IEA), license adjunct by-phrases, and IAs receive NOM and trigger agree-
ment. These di↵erences follow if IEAs are present only at the semantic level (e.g. Reinhart 2000;
Bruening 2013) (or if they are syntactically weak; cf. Landau 2010, Roberts 2019, Collins 2024).

(1) a. On
IMP

les
them

a
has

appelés
called

(*par
by

Marie).
Mary

b. Ils
they

ont
have

été
been

IEA appelés
called

(par
by

Marie).
Mary.

C. Whether se/si constructions are passive or impersonal is under debate. i) se/si also marks
reflexive and anticausative verbs, which, like passives, involve arity operations (Reinhart 2000).
ii) But most se/si constructions do not license by-phrases (or only restrictively). iii) Finally,
they vary in verbal agreement. Transitive se/si structures in French and Romanian show
agreement with IAs, while in Spanish and Italian, they either show agreement with IAs or
default agreement. Many analyses (e.g., Cinque 1988, Dobrovie-Sorin 1998) consider agreement
decisive: if the IA agrees, se/si marks a passive with an IEA; if it does not, se/si acts as (or
licenses a covert) IMP. (Intransitive se/si structures show default agreement and are analyzed as
passive, impersonal, or ambiguous, depending on verb class/language.) However, this reasoning
has been contested. Ormazabal & Romero (2019, 2024) argue that Spanish se is an impersonal
subject clitic in both agreement patterns. If true, this calls for a re-evaluation across languages.
In fact, D’Alessandro (2007) also treats Italian si as an impersonal clitic in both patterns.
D. As stated in B, IMPs are projected in syntax, whereas IEAs exist only at the semantic level.
Since binding relations are established in syntax, this predicts that if a se/si construction is
impersonal, its IMP should enter binding relations, whereas if it is passive, its IEA should not.
Testing whether the argument slot related to se/si can act as a binder is, however, di�cult:
Anaphors are ruled out in agreement-triggering positions (Woolford 1999). Moreover, IMPs
(often) cannot bind personal pronouns, as they lack person features (e.g., Cabredo Hofherr
2010; Ormazabal & Romero 2019). Similarly, IMP cannot be bound by NPs (e.g., everyone).
Below we test if the argument slot related to se/si can be bound by non-nominal expressions.
E. Conditionals as in (2) are quantificational structures with a silent adverb of universal force
(cf. always), where the if -clause provides the restrictor and the main clause the scope (Kratzer
1991). In (2a), IMP in the if -clause and IMP in the main clause are necessarily co-valued,
as they are unselectively bound by the quantificational adverb (Chierchia 1995). Note that
grammar enforces this co-valuation even though it contradicts world-knowledge (authors do not
review their own books). By contrast, with passives, co-valuation of two IEAs is not enforced
(2b). Their interpretation depends on world knowledge (Borer 2020): while (2b) favors a disjoint
reading, (2c) favors co-valuation. Periphrastic passives in all Romance languages pattern like
(2b, c). (2a) is replicated in other Romance languages with the impersonal use of pro3rd.pl.

(2) a. Si
if

on1
IMP

publie
publishes

un
a

livre
book

sur
about

ce
this

sujet,
topic,

on1/⇤2
IMP

l’évalue
reviews

aussi.
it

b. Si
if

un
a

livre
book

sur
about

ce
this

sujet
topic

est
is

IEA1 publié,
published,

il
it

est
is

aussi
also

IEA1/2 évalué.
reviewed



c. Si
if

un
a

livre
book

sur
about

ce
this

sujet
topic

est
is

IEA1 acheté,
bought,

il
it

est
is

aussi
also

IEA1/2 lu.
read

F. When testing se/si in if -clauses, we use examples where world knowledge favors a disjoint
reading to see whether grammar yet enforces co-valuation (IMP1-IMP1/⇤2) or not (IEA1-IEA1/2).
French constructions are formed only with transitives. In conditionals, their external
arguments need not be co-valued, qualifying the construction as passive (cf. Zribi-Hertz 2008).

(3) Si
if

des livres
books

se
se

IEA1 publient
publish.3pl

sur
about

ce
this

sujet,
topic,

ils
they

s’
se

IEA1/2 évaluent
review.3pl

aussi.
also

Romanian constructions can be formed with transitive (4) and unergative verbs (5).
With both, the two EAs allow a disjoint interpretation. This confirms that Romanian se builds
(impersonal) passives (e.g., Dobrovie-Sorin 1998; Giurgea 2019). However, our test cannot
rule out that (5) is ambiguous between a passive and an impersonal construal.

(4) Dacă
if

se
se

IEA1 publică
publish.3pl

cărt,i
books

pe
on

sintaxa,
syntax,

acestea
these

se
se

(s, i)
also

IEA1/2 evaluează.
evaluate.3pl

(5) Dacă
if

se
se

IEA1 cântă,
sings,

se
se

IEA1/2 tace.
is.silent

Italian and Spanish can target the internal argument of periphrastic passives, a
use generally analyzed as impersonal. Indeed, the two IAs in (6a, b) must be co-valued (despite
conflicting with world knowledge), showing that our test can diagnose impersonal se/si.

(6) a.
b.

Se
Si
if

si
se
si/se

IMP1

IMP1

è
es
is

arrestati,
detenido,
arrested

si
se
si/se

IMP1/⇤2
IMP1/⇤2

è
es
is

premiati.
condecorado.
awarded

(It.)
(Sp.)

Italian and Spanish with unergatives and unaccusatives qualify as impersonals.
The obligatory co-valuation of the two subject slots renders (7a, b) contradictory without the
temporal adverb. (8a, b) are not contradictory only under the assumption of rebirth. This
suggests both languages lack impersonal se/si-passives (cf. Romanian (5)), pace Cinque (1988).

(7) a.
b.

Se
Si
if

si
se
si/se

IMP1

IMP1

canta,
canta,
sings

(poi)
(después)
afterwards

si
se
si/se

IMP1/⇤2
IMP1/⇤2

tace.
calla.
keeps.silent

(It.)
(Sp.)

(8) a.
b.

Se
Si
if

si
se
si/se

IMP1

IMP1

muore,
muere,
dies,

si
se
si/se

IMP1/⇤2
IMP1/⇤2

nasce.
nace.
is.born

(It.)
(Sp.)

For with transitives agreeing with the IA, our test confirms the previous passive
analysis, despite recent contestations (see C): in (9a, b), the two EAs can be disjoint. However,
as with (5), this test result does not exclude the possibility of a second, impersonal construal.

(9) a.
b.

Se
Si
if

si
se
si/se

IEA1

IEA1

pubblicano
publican
publish.3pl

libri di sintassi,
libros sobre sintaxis ,
books about syntax,

si
se
si/se

IEA1/2

IEA1/2

recensiscono.
reseñan.
review.3pl

(It.)
(Sp.)

Spanish with transitives exhibiting default agreement (due to a DOM-marked IA)
does not enforce co-valuation between the two EAs (10). While this confirms recent proposals
that structures as in (9b) and (10) share a grammatical core (Ormazabal & Romero 2019, 2024),
our test suggests that this core involves a passive IEA rather than an IMP.

(10) Si
if

se
se

IEA1 arresta
arrest.3sg

a
dom

Martin Luther King,
Martin Luther King

se
se

IEA1/2 libera
free.3sg

a
dom

M. L. King.
M. L. King

Italian with transitives and default agreement enforces co-valuation of the two EAs
(impersonals). Most varieties permit this construal only with clitic IAs (11). Some non-
standard varieties allow full DP IAs. The five speakers so far identified in these varieties diverge
on agreeing si in (9a): three interpret (9a) as passive, two interpret even (9a) as impersonal.



(11) Sui
on

libri di sintassi:
syntax-books

se
if

li
them

si
si

IMP1 pubblica,
publish.3sg

li
them

si
si

IMP1/⇤2 recensisce
review.3sg

anche.
also

G: French and Romanian align with prior work. Our test suggests that Italian and Spanish lack
impersonal se/si passives and their transitives partly diverge from earlier classifications. We
will compare our results with other binding-related tests (cf. MacDonald 2017; Giurgea 2019).
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Sauerland (Eds.), Agreement, case and locality in the nominal and verbal domains (pp. 163–
192). Language Science Press.
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Reflexive and impersonal voice in Spanish: A smuggling approach 
John David Storment (CUNY Queens College) / Francisco Ordóñez (Stony Brook University) 

1 

One way that Spanish marks impersonal voice constructions is with the pronominal clitic se (1b). 
 

(1) a. Escribió la carta   b. Se escribió la carta 
 

The example (1a) receives the interpretation of the verb having a referential agent, while (1b) receives an 
impersonal agent – or passive – interpretation. As opposed to passive morphology (e.g., La carta fue 
escrita), this construction is marked by the use of the se clitic, together with the lack of an overt agent. 
The use of impersonal se is striking as this clitic normally appears as a 3rd person reflexive. 
 

(2) (Ella) se ve en el espejo 
 

We present a uniform analysis of the pronominal clitic se as a phi-probe, accounting for its distribution 
across impersonal and reflexive clauses. We also show that the licensing of se is tied to grammatical voice 
as an operation that facilitates smuggling (Collins 2024a; Storment 2025). We make explicit the 
connection between impersonal se, reflexivity, and grammatical voice as smuggling. 
 

Reflexive pronominal clitics, despite denoting thematic objects (e.g., GOAL, THEME), do not end up in the 
same positions as other object clitics . Evidence of this is that they do not trigger PCC-effects banning the 
second object clitic in a sequence of two from being first or second person. 
 

(3) a. *Ella le me presentó  b. Ella se me presentó 
 

Additionally, a reflexive clitic can cooccur with two other object clitics (in which case it must always 
precede them), suggesting that it occupies a higher position (again, no PCC effects). 
 

(4) Muerte, ¿por qué te me lo llevaste tan pronto? 
 

We explain the distribution of reflexive clitics – as well as capturing descriptive generalizations on 
anaphor agreement (Collins & Postal 2012:16, a.o) – by analyzing reflexive clitics as phi-probes that 
acquire phi-values via Agree, as opposed to other kinds of argument clitics which come merged with 
valued phi-features. We assume that  reflexive THEME pronominal clitic is doubled with a deficient null 
argument DP (which is pronounced overtly in some contexts, e.g., Se ve a sí mismo) (Sportiche 1996). 
 

(5) [VP V[THEMEi  CLϕ:_ i V]] 
 

Assuming that Case assignment is driven by phi-agreement with a relevant functional head (i.e., AgrOP, 
represented below as “LP” – Licensor Phrase), a pronominal lacking valued phi-features is not visible to 
such a head until it has acquired phi-values of its own, and is thus unable to be Case-licensed in its base 
position as an object. Thus, the clitic needs both (i) identification (i.e., valuation), and (ii) licensing. 
 

(6) [LP Lϕ:_ [VP V[THEME  CLϕ:_ V]]] 
           ✘ 

Reflexive identification: Probing upward (Bjorkman & Zeijlstra 2019), the reflexive clitic undergoes 
Agree with the nonclitic AGENT DP once it is merged, resulting in the reflexive clitic moving (Roberts 
2010) onto the v head, thus solving the issue of identification for the reflexive clitic. 
 

(7) [vP AGENTϕ:X [v[CLϕ:X v] [LP L [VP  V[THEME t V]]]]] 
 

Reflexive licensing: The clitic has acquired the appropriate phi-values and is coreferent with the AGENT. 
This derivation, however, will still run into problems with Case-licensing of the clitic.  
 

Here, the reflexive clitic is not Case-licensed, and is unable to be licensed due to the intervention of the 
AGENT (7). 
 

(8) [LP Lϕ:_ [vP AGENTϕ:X [v[CLϕ:X v] [LP L [VP V[THEME t V]]]]] 
       ✘ 

It cannot be the case that the coreferent AGENT and clitic here can share a Case value (Yo-NOM me-OBJ 
lavo); a further way to Case-license the reflexive clitic is needed. We employ the idea that grammatical 
voice is “a way to mediate between argument structure and the licensing position of arguments” (Collins 
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https://ordinaryworkinggrammarian.blogspot.com/2024/10/cartography-and-passive.html?fbclid=IwY2xjawNTkkdleHRuA2FlbQIxMQBicmlkETExbVlDaWJzNGViR1ZDcjBJAR79mNRySQrmOwwJhnJ2ULNjMyEH_Ey98-M1_NCQSISxaXL_7J0vKt3aPvPn9w_aem_rJueGCngahwWiv4SqpfVcg
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2024b:1). Here, VoiceP is not an applicative head; rather, it facilitates the movement of arguments to 
allow new A-dependencies (Storment 2025:7). This is our way around the minimality problem in (8). 
 

A Voice head (as described above) then takes vP as its complement. This head attracts and incorporates 
the v head (along with the clitic), thus allowing the clitic to be visible over the AGENT to an A-probe. 
 

(9) [VoiceP [Voice[CLϕ:X [v Voice]]] [vP AGENTϕ:X [v[t ] [LP L [VP V[THEME t V]]]]] 
 

Ultimately, we analyze this as the same kind of voice movement described elsewhere as XP movement: 
smuggling. As opposed to passives, which facilitate smuggling via XP movement, smuggling in (9) is 
facilitated via head movement; the clitic is smuggled over the AGENT via VoiceP so that it can be Case-
licensed. The availability of smuggling via head movement or XP movement comes down to whether 
head incorporation is a productive means of manipulating syntactic objects in specific constructions and 
languages. Smuggling here allows for the clitic to be licensed without the external argument intervening. 
 

(10) [LP Lϕ:_[VoiceP [Voice[CLϕ:X [v Voice]]] [vP AGENTϕ:X [v[t ] [LP L [VP THEME V[t V]]]]]] 
 
Regarding impersonal clauses, which show the same PCC properties as reflexives in (3) and (4), we 
assume that the pronominal clitic phi-probe appears adjoined to the external-argument-introducing head 
(here referred to as vP), as clitic doubling of the AGENT (MacDonald 2015). 
 

Impersonal licensing: Normally, clitic doubling of an external argument AGENT is not permitted in 
Spanish because it would not be valued. As such, a discussion of how this is possible in impersonal 
clauses is necessary. The AGENT appearing in Spec,vP related to impersonal se clauses has been described 
as “ultra-indefinite” (Koenig 1999): it places arbitrary interpretation on the referent of the AGENT theta-
role.The identification and licensing must come from a different source than it does with the reflexive 
clitic. We propose that this semantic weakness follows from a syntactically-represented structural 
deficiency in the AGENT. Because of this arbitrary interpretation, the  ultra-indefinite AGENT cannot be 
licensed in the “strong” Infl domain of Spanish (Rizzi 1982; Alexiadou & Anagnostopoulou 1998). The 
clitic, which still must be Case-licensed, moves through VoiceP just as the reflexive clitic does. Reflexives 
and impersonal se are unified in that they start out as phi-probes which must move into a Voice projection 
in order to be licensed. In this way, licensing of the clitic is obtained in the same way as reflexives. 
 

(11) [LP Lϕ:_[VoiceP [Voice[CLϕ:X [v Voice]]] [vP ULTRAINDEFϕ:X [v[t ] … ]]]] 
 
Impersonal identification: The ultra-indefinite is smuggled to avoid licensing from strong tense by 
moving to Voice . Out of the domain of tense the ultra-indefinite linked to the se probe will be identified 
(i.e., valued) by an operator. Depending on the Romance languages we can identify various contexts for 
this operator: existential, generic, and even 1st/2nd person plural. Argument structure and other factors play 
a crucial role in which is identified. Thus, the clitics that appear in reflexive and impersonal constructions 
are unified under this analysis as phi-probes which require smuggling via VoiceP in order to be licensed, 
although their functions (as an anaphor and as a deficient subject licensor) are distinct. Specifically, both 
reflexive se and impersonal se are unified in the ways that they come to be (i) identified (valued) and (ii) 
licensed in a derivation. Reflexive se is valued by the AGENT, while impersonal se is valued by a null 
generic/ arbitrary operator. Reflexive se can be thought of as a doubled deficient THEME (or GOAL), while 
impersonal se is a doubled deficient AGENT. Both reflexive and impersonal se are smuggled via head 
movement via Voice0 to a position where they are able to be licensed. 
 

Ultimately, this work expands the typology of this understanding of grammatical voice, showing that the 
movement associated with voice alternations (i.e., smuggling) can function as head movement as well as 
XP movement. This understanding can ultimately be applied to other languages in which reflexives and 
passives behave uniformly as voice alternations, such as Guarani (Estigarribia 2020), and other similar 
cases of voice alternations affecting only the surface order of agreement heads such as Algonquian 
(Oxford 2023). 
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Acquiring Reflexivity in Romanian: The Use of SE and Null Objects in Child Romanian 
 
Adina Camelia Bleotu (University of Bucharest, University of Vienna) &  
Monica Alexandrina Irimia (Università degli Studi di Modena e Reggio Emilia) 
 
This study investigates the use of reflexive clitics and null objects with grooming verbs in child 
and adult Romanian (e.g. Alex se spală în fiecare zi ‘Alex SE washes every day’ vs. Alex spală în 
fiecare zi ‘Alex washes every day’). In adult Romanian, only the non-reflexive reading arises with 
a null object whose interpretation can be anaphoric or generic (Alex spală NULL OBJ ‘Alex washes 
something’, i.e. dishes). To express reflexivity, Romanian must use at least the se clitic for 
reflexivity (e.g., Alex se spală ‘Alex REFL.CL washes’), reflecting the Romance pattern of 
morphological encoding of reflexives (Kemmer, 1993; Reinhart & Reuland, 1993). As far as child 
Romanian is concerned, previous studies (Müller et al., 1996; Jakubowicz et al., 1996, 1997; 
Pîrvulescu 2006; Pérez-Leroux, Pîrvulescu and Roberge 2008) suggest that children go through a 
null object stage where the clitics may sometimes be dropped (Avram & Coene 2007; Schaeffer 
2000), especially if the (reflexive) interpretation is pragmatically recoverable. 
 In a previous study (Bleotu & Irimia 2025), we showed experimentally that Romanian 4-
year-olds accept both reflexive and non-reflexive interpretations for null objects of grooming 
verbs, while they seemed to handle se in a more mature manner. In the current study, we instead 
explore Romanian children’s and adult’s production preferences for grooming verb forms in non-
reflexive and reflexive contexts, asking whether children are non-adult-like not only in 
comprehension but in production too, or whether, similarly to adults, they may prefer reflexive se 
clitics in reflexive contexts and null anaphoric objects in non-reflexive transitive contexts. 
Previewing our results, most answers children give are adult-like but there are some non-target 
responses which reveal children sometimes overuse null objects in reflexive contexts and reflexive 
clitics in non-reflexive contexts. This suggests that children are at a stage in their development 
where, for some children at least, null objects and/or reflexive clitics can have both a non-reflexive 
and a reflexive syntax and semantics. 
Experiment 45 Romanian L1 adult 
speakers and 39 Romanian L1 
monolingual children (ages 4-5; mean 
age 4;06) participated in the 
task. In the test items (see 
Table 1), participants hear 
interlocutor A asking a 
question about whether a 
character still has the same 
habits. The question involves 
either (i) a reflexive verb (in 
the reflexive condition), such 
as Mai face duş in fiecare 
dimineaţǎ?/ Does he/she still 
shower every morning? or (ii) 
a verb followed by an explicit 
direct object (in the non-
reflexive condition), such as 
Mai spală vase în fiecare 
dimineață?/ Does he/ she still 
wash dishes every morning? Interlocutor B answers with a sentence involving the verb at issue 
and a null object, such as Alex/Laura spală în fiecare dimineață/ Alex/Laura washes every 
morning.  In contrast, Interlocutor C answers with a sentence involving the verb at issue preceded 

Non-reflexive object context Reflexive object context 
Romanian: 

 
Andrei întreabă de Alex:  
“Ce mai face Alex? Mai spală vase în 

fiecare dimineață?” 
 Elena răspunde:  
  “Alex spală în fiecare 
dimineață.”  
 Mara răspunde:  
     “Alex se spală în 
fiecare dimineață.” 

Romanian: 
 
Ana întreabă de Laura: 
“Ce mai face Laura?  Mai face duş in 

fiecare dimineata?  
Mara răspunde:  
 “Laura se spală în 
fiecare dimineață.” 
Elena răspunde: 
“Laura spală în 

fiecare dimineață.” 
 

                            
English version: 
Andrei asks about Alex:  
“How is Alex? Does he still wash dishes 
every morning?” 
Elena responds: “Alex washes every 
morning.” 
Mara responds: “Alex SE washes every 
morning.” 

English version: 
Ana asks about Laura: 
“How is Laura? Does she still shower 
every morning?” 
Mara responds: “Laura SE washes 
every morning.” 
 Elena responds: “Laura washes 
every morning.” 
 

Table 1. Examples of test items employed for the conditions non-reflexive and 
reflexive object context in Romanian  
 



by a reflexive clitic, such as Alex/Laura se spală în fiecare dimineață/ Alex/Laura SE washes every 
morning. Participants have to decide who gave a better answer: Interlocutor B or Interlocutor C. 
In other words, they have to associate reflexive contexts with answers involving SE clitics and 
non-reflexive transitive contexts with answers involving null objects. The answers given by B and 
C were randomized to avoid bias. The design made use of 2 within subjects conditions (reflexive 
vs. non-reflexive object context). Participants were exposed to 12 pairs of experimental items, 
employing 6 grooming verbs (a spăla/ to wash, a şampona/ to shampoo, a pieptăna/ to comb, a 
îmbrăca/ to dress, a peria/ to brush, a tunde/ to shave) in both the reflexive and the non-reflexive 
null object form, see Table 1. Additionally, there were 12 pairs of fillers (with reflexive and 
transitive verbs with overt objects).  
 Results (Fig. 1) Our results reveal that Romanian L1 adults chose 
null objects in non-reflexive contexts but reflexive clitics in 
reflexive contexts. Regarding child language, we 
notice an overall similar adult-like behavior on the 
part of Romanian children. However, we do notice 
a non-trivial rate of responses that are non-adult-
like: (i) reflexive uses of null objects, and (ii) non-
reflexive uses of se. We fitted a glmer analysis 
with Answer as a DV, Context (Reflexive, Non-
reflexive), Group (Romanian adults, Romanian 
children), and their interaction as fixed effects and 
random slopes per Participant and Item, and we 
found significant effects of Group (p < .01), 
Context (p < .01) and the interaction between 
Context and Group (p < .01).  Post hoc 
comparisons confirmed significant differences 
between Romanian adults and children in both 
contexts (p < .01).   
Discussion Overall, Romanian children appear more adult-like in production than in 
comprehension (see Authors 2025), an asymmetry also observed in other complex acquisition 
domains (e.g., modal verb interpretation versus use, Principle B). Given that the reflexive 
interpretation needs to be mapped to overt morphology, and assuming the Elsewhere Principle 
(Kiparsky 1973), the expectation is that null object configurations without an overt reflexive 
morpheme should not be interpreted as reflexive. Nevertheless, children produced some non-target 
responses, consistent with the fact that the acquisition of reflexivity and null objects is not 
complete. Reflexive uses of null objects suggest occasional overgeneralization of the null object 
pattern. Conversely, non-reflexive uses of se may reflect overextension of its multifunctionality: 
children are exposed to contexts in which se marks inchoative, passive, or other non-reflexive 
meanings, leading them to use this clitic in transitive contexts where a null object or an explicit 
object would be appropriate in adult language.  

These patterns are also theoretically informative. Adult and child responses support 
analyses of grooming verbs as transitive predicates, with se marking reflexivity without necessarily 
occupying a canonical object position. While various analyses (e.g. Reinhart and Siloni 2005) 
reject a structure in which reflexive verbs encode transitive predicates taking a reflexive object 
clitic, this does not preclude a null object position within the verb phrase, with se realized higher 
(e.g., in the vP domain or Aspect projections). Evidence from various domains (e.g., DOM, ECM 
predicates) further supports the presence of internal object positions in reflexives (Marantz 1984; 
Pesetsky 1995; Sportiche 1998), providing a structural account consistent with children’s 
occasional non-target productions. 

Overall, the findings suggest that Romanian children are in a transitional stage in which 
their handling of null objects and reflexive structures has not become fully adult-like. 

Figure 1. Rate of adult-like answers in 
non-reflexive and reflexive contexts 
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While the polysemic perception verb voir has already been addressed in numerous studies 

(Lacassain-Lagoin 2021, Viberg 1983, Willems 1983, Willems – Defrancq, 2000, Leeman – Guiraud 
2007), its reflexive form se voir introduces a particular semantic and pragmatic dimension, often linked 
to the modality or subjectivisation of the utterance. The reflexive form se voir is used in the sense of 
seeing one's image or meeting someone.  

However, its use in combination with the ‘chameleon’ pronoun on (Blanche-Benveniste 1988, 
15) remains largely unexplored. The indefinite, sometimes collective reference of on interacts subtly 
with the reflexive value and at the same time defines the valency of the verb. According to Tesnière 
(1959), verbal valency is understood as a lexical-syntactical attribute of a ‘lexie’, the latter being viewed 
as a realisation of a lexical unit in one of its significations. 

In this paper, we propose a semantic-pragmatic analysis of on + se voir based on the 
frTenTen2023 web corpus in Sketch Engine (Chalupníková-Volková 2013, Kilgariff et al. 2014), 
distinguishing contexts according to the presence or absence of adverbial modifiers. Our hypothesis is 
that this structure appears preferentially in adverbial environments, where it fulfills a modal or 
evaluative function, reflecting the speaker's perspective. Figure 1, directly excerpted from Sketch 
Engine software, shows the high potential of adverbs as canonical valency patterns of the ON + SE 
VOIR construction. Corpus examples of this usage, such as On se voit demain à la librairie / On se voit 
bientôt sur Londres alors (ou sur Cannes sinon) / C'était génial, on se voyait là-bas tous les soirs, on 
jouait avec de vrais instruments [et pas mes installations dans ma chambre], are in competition with 
adjectival structures, e.g., Mais, sans mémoire, on se verra contraint à tout recommencer de zéro et à 
tomber dans les mêmes pièges, and with verbal structures, e.g., Il y a quelques décennies, on se voyait 
vieillir vers 40-45 ans. Using quantitative analysis methods involving structure sorting, we will identify 
and analyse the structures most frequently represented in the corpus. This will be done by applying the 
inverted pyramid principle, starting with the most recurrent uses and moving on to the least represented 
ones, supported by semantic analysis based on various references of the pronoun ON. 

 

 
Figure 1: The distribution of collocations of canonical valency patterns of the ON + SE VOIR 

construction 
 
The study aims not only to establish a typology of meanings in context, but also to highlight the 

distributional and syntactic regularities specific to this combination, thus offering new insights into the 
articulation between indefinite pronoun and reflexive verb in contemporary French.  
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