


Leonid Kulikov 

The Labile Syntactic Type in a Diachronic Perspective: The 
Case of Vedic * 

Abstract 

Ancient Indo-European verbal syntax, as attested in early Vedic Sanskrit, exhibits 
numerous examples of the labile syntactic pattern: several verbal forms can show 
valence alternation with no formal change in the verb; cf. pres. sVlidate 'he makes 

sweet' / 'he is sweet'; perf. ViivrdhU~ 'they have grown' (intr.) / 'they have increased' 
(tr.). 

I will argue that the labile patterning of the Vedic verb, however common it may 
appear, is mostly of a secondary character. There are a limited number of reasons which 
give rise to labile syntax: (i) the polyfunctionality of the middle inflection (which can be 
used to mark the anticausative, passive and reflexive functions, on the one hand, and the 
self-beneficent meaning of the transitive forms, on the other); (ii) the homonymy of 
some middle participles "shared" by passive (medio-passive aorist, stative) and non­
passive formations; (iii) the syntactic reanalysis of intransitive constructions with the 
accusative of parameter/scope (content accusative) as transitive-causative. As to the 
perfect, it could probably be employed both intransitively and transitively already in 
Proto-Indo-European, although the intransitive usages were prevalent. In the historical 
period the newly-built perfect middle forms have largely taken over the intransitive 
function, but active perfects are still quite common in the (more archaic) intransitive 
usages in early Vedic . 

• The original version of this paper (which is an extended and revised version of 
Kulikov 1999a) was presented at the symposium "Approaches to Historical Syntax" 
held at the University of Joensuu Mekrijarvi Research Station (September 19-22, 2002). 
I would like to take this opportunity to express my thanks to the audience of the 
symposium for suggestions and friendly discussion. I am also thankful to Meri 
Laljavaara, Robert Ryan, and two anonymous reviewers of SKY Journal of Linguistics 
for valuable remarks and corrections. I also acknowledge the Netherlands Organization 
for Scientific Research (NWO) for financial support, grant 220-70-003 for the PIONIER 
project "Case cross-linguistically." 
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The analysis of the development of lability in Vedic uncovers general mechanisms 
of the rise and decay of the labile syntactic type and thus furnish important evidence for 
its typological study. 

1. Preliminary remarks 

The term "labile" refers to verbs (or, to be more exact, verbal forms) which 
can show a valence alternation with no formal change in the verb. Typical 
examples oflabile patterning are (1-5): 

(I) Russian 
a. Ivan citaet knigu 

'Ivan is reading a book.' 

b. Ivan citaet 
'Ivan is reading.' 

(2) a. Mary gave John an apple. 

b. Mary gave an apple to John. 

(3) a. John opened the door. 

b. The door opened. 

(4) French (LaIjavaara 2000: 216ff.) 
a. Jean cuJpabilise Marie. 

'J. makes M. feel guilty.' 

b. Marie cuJpabilise. 
'M. feels guilty.' 

(5) Lezgian (Haspelmath 1993a: 289) 
a. Ajal.di get'e xa-na 

child (ERG) pot break-AoR 
'The child broke the pot.' 

b. Get'e xa-na 
pot break-AoR 
'The pot broke.' 
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Correspondingly, alternations like those between (a) and (b) in the above 
examples can be said to exemplify different kinds of labile patterns. Since 
the (a) and (b) members of pairs like (1) and (3-5) also differ in terms of 
the transitive/intransitive distinction, the phenomenon of lability can be 
qualified as "fluid transitivity" (cf. Dixon 1994: 6). 

Leaving out of consideration labile patterns like (1) (transitive vs. 
objectless transitive, often also referred to as absolute transitive), as well as 
valence alternations exemplified by (2), I will focus on pairs like (3-5). 
Unlike the sentences in (1-2), sentences (a) and (b) in (3-5) do not share 
the subject. However, the object of the transitive clause (a) corresponds to 
the subject of its intransitive equivalent (b) (whence the terms'S = A type' 
for the cases like (1) and'S = 0 type' for the cases like (3-5) (cf. Dixon 
1994», and the meaning of the verb in (a) can be roughly defined as 
'CAUSE' + meaning of the verb in (b) (e.g. 'cause to open; make open' 
etc.). This type is generally termed "causativelinchoative" (cf. e.g. 
Haspelmath 1993), "causative" (cf. Levin 1993; Levin & Rapoport 1994) 
or "ergative" alternation. I 

It has long been noted that the causative type of lability is common in 
the languages of the ergative syntactic type, and it is no accident that the 
term "labile" was coined in the grammars of the Caucasian languages, in 
which the ergative type is fairly common. 

The same phenomenon is well-attested in English, however, which 
clearly outranks many ergative languages in the number of verbs with 
labile patterning (like open in (4». Moreover, many newly-built or 
borrowed verbs, including numerous technical and scientific terms, follow 
the same pattern; cf. liberalize, oxidize, etc. 

2. Where do labile verbs come from and how do they disappear? 

Lability and labile verbs are not among the most extensively studied 
subjects in the typological literature, but a large amount of relevant 
information can be extracted from grammars of individual languages and 
especially from studies on North-Caucasian, Germanic (particularly 

I Other tenns used for such verbs as Eng. open are "amphibious" (Visser 1970: 99), 
"ambitransitive" (e.g. Dixon 1994: 18, 54, 217f. et passim), "causative-decausative" 
(Dolinina 1989: 26f.), "voice-neutral" (cf. Tchekhoff 1980), "S = 0 verbs" (e.g. Dixon 
1994), "optionally transitive" (cf. Miller 1993: 179f.), "voiceless" or "non-diathetic" 
(both in Schrnalstieg 1982: 124); see also Kulikov 1999a for a survey. For tenns used in 
the French tradition, see LaIjavaara 2000: 218ff. 
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English) and Romance languages. For Caucasian, see e.g. Tchekhoff 1980; 
Hewitt 1982; Sejxov 1987. For English, one has to mention the classical 
grammar by Jespersen (1927: 332-337), where he draws attention to what 
he calls the "Move and Change-class," i.e. one of the main semantic classes 
of verbs displaying causative lability (move, turn, boil, improve, etc.); cf. 
also Smith 1978. Among more recent studies, see, for instance, Keyser & 
Roeper 1984; Levin 1993; Levin & Rapoport 1994; Kitazume 1996. For 
French, cf. e.g. Bernard 1972: 227ff.; Junker 1988 and, most recently, a 
comprehensive monographic study by M. Latjavaara (2000). 

In what follows, I will focus on some of the diachronic aspects of 
lability. There is no need to argue that languages differ in the number of 
labile verbs, ranking from just a few (as is, for instance, the case with 
Russian) to some hundreds (English). Nor is there any doubt that the degree 
of (causative) lability (which can be specified by the number oflabile verbs 
in the dictionary) does not remain unchanged in the history of languages. 
There must be then a limited number of mechanisms and scenarios which 
lead to the rise or loss oflabile patterning. Surprisingly enough, this subject 
has not been paid sufficient attention to in general and typological 
linguistic studies. 

For instance, Germanic languages (and, particularly, English) have 
considerably extended the range of labile verbs. The well-documented 
history of English and other Germanic languages provides us with rich 
evidence for this process. 

On the one hand, there are some causes of linguistic change of a 
purely phonological nature. For instance, the Old English intransitive 
meltan and transitive-causative mieltan, myltan have merged in modem 
English melt (cf. Visser 1970: 131ff.). 

On the other hand, several syntactic processes contributed to the 
increase of labile verbs. In particular, some (basically) transitive verbs can 
already be employed intransitively both with and without a reflexive 
pronoun (cf. hide / hide himself, etc.) in Old English, but in later periods 
the tendency to suppress the reflexive marker seems to have become 
stronger (Hermodsson 1952: 65f.; Visser 1970: l45ff.). 

One also has to mention an interesting attempt to arrange English 
labile verbs as a continuum according to whether transitive uses occur 
earlier, later or simultaneously with the intransitive ones (Kitazume 1996). 
Correspondingly, labile verbs ("ergatives" in Kitazume's terms) fall into 
"transitive-base" (e.g. fasten: the earliest transitive and intransitive 
attestations in 900 and 1225, respectively, according to the Oxford English 
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Dictionary), "intransitive-base" (e.g. fly: 1607 and 1000, respectively) and 
"transitive-intransitive-base," or "typically ergative" (e.g. open: both 
transitive and intransitive around 1000). The same approach applied by 
Junker (1988) to the French de-adjectival labile verbs, like grandir ( .... 
grand 'big, tall') 'grow, make taller', embellir ( .... bel- 'beautiful') 
'become/make beautiful, embellish', reveals that verbs with a derivational 
prefix (like em- in embellir) are initially transitive, i.e. their transitive uses 
are attested earlier (cf. embellir: transitive usages are attested since 1100 
and intransitive since 1671), while prefixless verbs are initially intransitive 
(cf. grandir: transitive since 1460 and intransitive since 1260). 

3. Labile patterning and the ancient Indo-European syntactic type 

While labile alternations in English, French and some other modem 
languages are relatively well-studied, little has been done in the grammar 
of the ancient Indo-European languages. And yet, its importance and 
relevance for the ancient (or Proto-) Indo-European syntax can hardly be 
overestimated. 

It has long. bee been commonly accepted that the Indo-European 
syntactic type changed considerably, and in some of the oldest Indo­
European languages, like Vedic (especially the language of the most 
ancient Vedic text, the ~gveda, hereafter RV) and (Homeric) Greek, a 
number of verbal forms could be used both intransitively and transitively, 
while in later periods this phenomenon is less frequent or exceptional. To 
state it in terms of lability, the ancient Indo-European (and, presumably, 
Proto-Indo-European) syntactic type is supposed to be much more labile 
than that attested in younger languages. Two explicit statements made on 
this issue are worth quoting here: 

"Bei den Siltzen mit Verben muB man ... unterscheiden, ob das Verb allein steht 
oder noch eine Erganzung, ein Objekt, fordert, ob es nach der gewohnlichen 
Ausdrucksweise intransitiv oder transitiv ist. ... Nun ist aber die Unterscheidung 
nicht so wesentlich, da intransitive Verben transitiv und transitive intransitiv 
werden konnen. Ware sie von groBer Bedeutung, so wiirden wir wohl eine 
Verschiedenheit der Form zwischen den beiden Kategorien antreffen." (Hirt 1937: 
28) 

" ... je demande: « Que signifiait donc [la forme verbale proto-indo-europeenne] 
*e-liq-e-s? » Etait-ce 'tu laissas' ou 'tu restas'? Si l'un des deux, comment est-il 
devenu l'autre? Si tous les deux, il faut convenir que nos ancetres manquaient de 
clarte." (Henry 1893: 121) 
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Thus far we have no full treatment of the phenomenon oflability in ancient 
Indo-European languages, although several valuable observations and 
remarks are scattered throughout the grammars and special studies on 
Vedic, Greek, etc. A comprehensive description of syntactic classes and 
types capturing the main correlations between transitivity and lability of 
verbal forms, on the one hand, and morphological categories and 
oppositions, such as diathesis (active/middle), tense (present/perfect/aorist), 
finite/non-finite distinction, on the other, still remains a desideratum for the 
grammars of individual Indo-European languages (in particular, Vedic) 
and, in my opinion, a prerequisite for studying (Proto-)Indo-European 
syntax. 

I will of course make no attempt to present the full inventory of the 
labile forms attested in Vedic. Rather, I will confine myself to some 
preliminary remarks, pinpointing several areas in the verbal paradigm 
where labile patterning seems to be especially common, and outlining a 
few of the mechanisms which may have led to the rise of this phenomenon 
in Indo-European. 

4. Labile patterning of the Vedic verb 

4.1 Middle present forms 

Labile patterning in middle forms results from the polyfunctionality of the 
middle diathesis. Specifically, the middle inflexion can express either the 
self-beneficent meaning with no valence change (cf. the textbook example 
act. yajati 'sacrifices' ~ med. yajate 'sacrifices for oneself), or an 
intransitivizing derivation, like passive, reflexive, anti causative 
(decausative). Correspondingly, in the cases where the middle diathesis can 
have both self-beneficent and some of the intransitivizing functions 
(usually, anti causative or reflexive) with a given verb, its middle forms can 
be employed either transitively with the self-beneficent meaning, or 
intransitively, and thus display labile patterning. 

4.1.1 Class I presents 

The full list of the thematic full grade root presents (= "class I presents" in 
the traditional notation, the largest and most productive present type in the 
Vedic verbal system) which attest labile patterning can be found in Got6 
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1987: 48ff. Here belong the following verbs: codate 'impels / rushes, 
hastens', namate 'bends', bhGrate 'brings (for oneself) / brings oneself, 
vahate 'carries / drives, goes', srayate 'lays, fixes on, fastens / leans on', 
svadate 'makes sweet / is sweet'. Cf.: 

(6) a. (RV 9.74.9) 
svada-sva.J, 2 

be/make.sweet:pREs-2sG .IMPV .MED 
pftaye 
drink:INF 

indrtiya pavamtina 
Indra:DAT.SG Pavamana:VOC.SG 

'Be sweet for Indra, 0 Pavamana (= Soma sap), for drinking.' 

b. (RV 3.54.22) 
svada-sva havya 
be/make.sweet:PREs-2sG.IMPV.MED oblation:ACc.PL 
'Make the oblations sweet [for yourself].' 

(7) a. (RV 1.104.7) 

vf~ti coda-sva 
bull:NOM.SG rush:PRES-2sG.IMPV.MED 
'Rush [like 1 a bull for a big contest!' 

b. (RV 8.75.6) 

vf~l).e coda-sva 
bull:DAT.sG impel:PREs-2sG.IMPV.MED 
'Sena forth your beautiful praise for the bull.' 

mahate dhantiya 
big:DA T.SG contest:DA T.SG 

su-~tutim 

good-praise:Acc.sG 

4.1.2 Nasal presents and their thematicizations 

Vedic presents with nasal affixes (i.e. with the suffixes -no-/-nu-, -na-/-nf­
and with the infix -na-/-n- = classes V, IX and VII in the traditional 
notation) are typically employed in transitive-causative usages, irrespective 
of diathesis (active/middle). They are often opposed to intransitive 
(anticausative) present formations with a different suffix (e.g. -ya-) made 

from the same root, cf. rf- 'flow': act. rif)ati, med. rif)Ue 'makes flow' ~ 

rzyate 'flows', ju- 'hurries, impels': act. junati 'impels' ~ javate 'hurries' 
(see Got6 1987: 156). There is, however, a group of nasal presents, the 
athematic forms of which are employed intransitively almost without 

2 The symbol .J, shows that the sandhi has been undone. 
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exceptions, but the corresponding thematicized forms can also appear 
(although rarely) in intransitive usages (for details, see Kulikov 1995, 
2000), thus displaying the labile patterning. Cf. the labile syntax of the 

thematic middle present Prf).ate 'fill', as opposed to the transitive-causative 

act. p[f).ati / med. prf).fte: 

(8) a. (RV 3.33.12) 

a va~aQ.a~ pJ:Q.a-dhvam 
PREY udder:Acc.PL fill:PRES-2pL.IMPV.MED 
'Fill your udders, (0 rivers).' 

b. (RV 7.37.1) 

savane~u somair... pJ:Q.a-dhvam 
pressing:Loc.PL Soma:INs.PL fill:PRES-2pL.IMPV.MED 
'At the [Soma-]pressings fill yourself with the Somal -sap].' 

Note that the intransitive usage is attested even for active forms of some of 

these thematic presents, for instance, for [f).vati 'sets in motion' (transitive) 

/ 'moves, raises' (intransitive, e.g. at RV 6.2.6) (~ athematic [f).oti 'sets in 
motion'). 

The origin of the intransitive syntax of these forms requires an 
explanation. Of course, due to thematicization the morphological structure 
of the nasal presents could be blurred, so that, as a matter of fact, the 

original transitivizing affix has become part of a new (quasi-)root (Prf).-, 

rf).v-, etc.), but the exact reasons for the change in syntactic properties of 
the corresponding forms are unclear to me. Perhaps, it is due to the 
secondary association between the thematicization and middle diathesis/ 
which may have lead to the transfer of some features of the middle 
diathesis (in particular, its intransitivizing function) to the thematic type of 
stem. 

3 Cf. pairs like act. riQ.ati 'makes flow' - med. rlyate 'flows',junati 'impels' - javate 
'hurries', quoted above, where thematic middle presents are opposed to athematic 
transitive-causative presents (see, e.g., Joachim 1978: 27f.). 
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4.2 Present p{tf~yati 'prosper' / 'make prosper' 

Another fonnation often mentioned in the Sanskrit scholarly literature as an 
instance of the labile patterning is the present pu~yati, employed in both 
intransitive (cf. (9a)) and transitive-causative (cf. (9b)) usages, viz. both in 
the intransitive sense 'prosper, thrive' and the transitive 'make prosper, 
make thrive'. (See Bohtlingk & Roth's dictionary (1865: Sp. 808) s.v.pu~-: 
a) 'gedeihen'; b) 'gedeihen machen, gedeihen lassen'). 

(9) a. (RY 7.32.9) 
taraDir ij jayati k~eti pu~ya-ti 

fastNoM.SG only wins dwells prosper:PREs-3sG.ACT 
'Only the one who is fast is victorious, dwells (in peace), prospers.' 

b. (RY 8.39.7) 

sa muda kavya puru 
he joy:INs.SG poetic.inspiration:Acc.PL many 

visvam bhuma.J- iva pu~ya-ti 
everything:ACC earth:NoM.SG like prosper:PRES-3sG.ACT 
'By [his] joy, he (sc. Agni) [makes thrive] many poetic inspirations, as the 
earth makes thrive everything. ' 

Elsewhere (Kulikov 1 999a) I have argued that only intransitive 
constructions are original, whereas the transItIve-causative usages arise 
from the syntactic reanalysis of intransitive constructions with content 
accusative. This is a phenomenon fairly common in ancient Indo-European 
languages. These reanalyzes include: 

(i) constructions with the "etymological" accusative, i.e. with the 
accusative of an abstract nominal derived from the root pu~, meaning 
'prosperity, thriving' or the like, such as pu~ti- 'prosperity', p6~a­

'prosperous thing'; cf. (10,11); cf. also English live a life,jight ajight), 
and 

(ii) constructions with the accusative referring to some aspect(s), 
parameter(s) or scope of prosper it/ (as in (12)): 

4 This semantic type is discussed in detail by Oertel (1926: 31ff.), who rightly argues 
that the accusative in such constructions is to be regarded "as an accusative of content 
or reference ... rather than as accusative of the direct object" [emphasis mine - LKJ; 
see also Gaedicke 1880: 88ff.; Delbriick 1888: 175f.; Jamison 1983: 29, fu. 9. Other 
terms used in the literature to refer to such accusatives, "accusative of relation" and 
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(10) (RV 6.2.1) 
tval11 ... srava 
YOU:NOM glory:Acc .SG 
pu~ya-si 

prosper:pres-2sg.act 

vasa 
Vasu:VOC.SG 

pu~til11 
prosperity:ACC.SG 

na 
as 

'You, 0 Vasu, prosper in glory [= you are glorious], as one [prospers] 
inprosperity [= as one is prosperous].' 

(11) (Paficavil11sa-Briihmru:ta 22.7.2) 

jamadagnil; sarvtin pa~tin 

Jamadagni:NOM.SG all:Acc.PL prosperous.thing:Acc.PL 
apu~yat 

prosper:IMPF:3sG.ACT 
'Jamadagni prospered in all prosperous things.' 

(12) (RV 7.56.5) 

sa vit su-vzrti marndbhir as-tu 
this tribe:NoM.SG good-man:NOM.PL Marut:INS.PL be:PRES-

pu~ya-nt-f nrmr;tam 
3SG.IMPV.ACT prosper:PRES-PART-NOM.SG.F manliness:Acc.SG 
'Let this tribe be full of valiant sons with [the help of] Maruts, ... prospering 
in manliness.' 

The similarity between these two accusative patterns (i.e. transitive­
causative, as in (9b), and intransitive with accusative of parameter, as in 
(12)) has given rise to numerous misinterpretations and erroneous 
translations, cf., for instance, Geldner's translation of (13): 

(13) (RV 1.81.9) 
ete 
these 

ta indra 
your Indra:voc 

jantavo 
people:NOM.PL 

visvam pu~ya-nti varyam 
all:Acc prosper:PREs-3pL.ACT desirable.good:Acc.SG 
'Diese Leute hier bringen fiir dich, Indra, allen begehrenswerten (Besitz) 
zur Bliite.' (Geldner 1951: I, 105) 

Geldner's translation, albeit syntactically impeccable, conforms badly to 
what we know about Vedic mythology. It is typically the function of the 
deities, not of men, to augment or bring to prosperity goods of all kinds 

"accusative of result," appear to be somewhat misleading. I prefer to call this type 
"accusative of parameter/scope." 
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(visvarp varyam). No doubt, this construction belongs to the same syntactic 
type as (12) and should be rendered as 'these peoples of yours, 0 Indra, 
prosper in all desirable goods'. 

The parallelism between the two accusative constructions attested 
with pu~yati (transitive proper and intransitive with accusative of 
parameter), suggests the following scenario concerning the rise of labile 
patterning: 

Stage I 
<XNOM + prospers> : (e.g.) The sacrificer prospers 

The intransitive verb takes a semantically empty "etymological accusative" 
(i.e. the accusative of a nominal derived from the root pu~, meaning 
'prosperity, thriving' [p"u~]): 

Stage II 

<XNOM + P"U!ACC + prospers> : The sacrificer prospers (in prosperity) 

Instead of an "etymological accusative," the verb can be constructed with a 
semantically non-empty "non-etymological accusative," referring to 
parameter or scope of prosperity (P): 

Stage III 
<XiNOM + (Xi,S) P ACC + prospers>: The sacrificer prospers in wealth 

The parameter (property) expressed by the accusative is reinterpreted as 
being possessed by someone non-identical with the subject: 

Stage N . 
<X'NOM + (yj,s) P ACC + makes prosper, increases> : Agni makes wealth increase 

The turning point in this scenario is the III -- IV transition, when the 
reference of the possessor of P ACC is "switched" (i _ j). This process, 
which might be called "alienation of parameter," seems to be one more 
possible way to arrive at causative lability. Example (9b) is particularly 
instructive as an illustration of the ease of the transition from an intransitive 
with a content accusative to a transitive. The intransitive interpretation of 

bhuma visvam pu~yati 'the earth thrives in everything [what exists on it]' is 
almost undistinguishable from the corresponding transitive, 'the earth 
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makes thrive everything [what exists on it]'. By analogy and, particularly, 

by means of similes like [agni~] kavyii pu~yati 'Agni makes thrive poetic 

inspirations' ~ bhuma vi§vam pu~yati 'the earth makes thrive everything', 
this transition could have expanded to other constructions, giving rise to the 
labile patterning of pu~yati 'prospers / makes prosper'. 

The scenario of the syntactic evolution of Vedic pu~yati outlined 
above can be placed into a broader perspective. Although our discussion 
did not go beyond the scope of one particular verb, pu~yati, its syntactic 
features are important evidence for a typological study of lability. An easy 
transfer from the content accusative constructions to the transitive­
causative pattern may imply that languages where intransitive constructions 
with a content accusative are common have at their disposal an additional 
resource which feeds this type of causative lability. 

4.3 Middle athematic participles 

Labile patterning is also very common for middle athematic participles 
with the suffix -iina- (noticed already by Delbruck in his seminal 
Altindische Syntax (1888: 264)). Two typical examples are the participles 
hinviina- and yujiina-. hinviina- (root hi- 'impel') occurs 18 times in 
intransitive (passive) constructions (as in (14a)), and 10 times in transitive 
constructions (as in (14b)) in the :B.gveda, cf.: 

(14) a. (RV 9.12.8) 
soma hinv-ano ar~ati 

Soma:NoM.SG impel:PREs-PART:NoM.SG.M flows 
'Soma, being impelled, flows.' 

b. (RV 2.21.5) 

dhiyo hinv-ana 
thought:Acc.PL impel:PREs-PART:NoM.PL.M 
'USijas, impelling the (religious) thoughts ... ' 

usijal;. 
Usija:NoM.PL 

The participle yujiina- (root yuj- 'yoke') occurs 8 times in intranSItIve 
(passive) constructions (as in (15a)), and 14 times in transitive 
constructions (as in (15b)) in the :B.gveda (see Kiimme11996: 90): 
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(15) a. (RV 6.47.19) 
yuj-ana harita rathe 
yoke:AoR-PART.MED:NOM.SG.M fallow:Acc.Du chariot: LOC.SG 
' ... (Tva~tar,) yoking two fallow [horses 1 to the chariot.' 

b. (RV 6.34.2) 
nitho ml mahe savase 
chariot:NOM.SG like great:DA T power:DA T.SG 

yuj-anaiJ 
yoke:AoR-PART.MED:NOM.SG.M 
, ... like a chariot yoked for the great power.' 

In my view, the labile patterning of such -ana-participles results from the 
homonymous character of their stems, as shown in the figures below: 

(i) hi- 'impel' 
PRESENT ST A TIVE 
3sg. hinu-te 3sg. hinv-e 

intransitive-passive v 
hinv-ami-

(ii) yuj- 'yoke' 
ROOT AORIST PASSIVE AORIST 
3sg. a-yuk-ta 3sg. ti-yoj-i 

intransitive-passive 

v 
yuj-anti-

(i) The stem hinu-/hinv- is shared by the nasal present (3sg.act. hin6ti, 
3sg.med. hinute etc.), which never occurs in passive constructions (hinute 
can only be used transitively: 'he impels'), and stative hinve (3sg.), which 
can only be employed as passive ('he/it is impelled'). 

(ii) Likewise, the stem yuj- (yoj-) is shared by the root aorist (3sg.med. 
ayukta etc.), never used in passive constructions (ayukta can only mean 
'(he) yoked', not 'was yoked') and the medio-passive -i-aorist (3sg. ayoji, 
3pl. ayujran), always employed as passive ('it was yoked'). 

A similar account seems appropriate for some other -ana-participles 
which show labile syntax. An example would be indhana-, made from the 
root idh- 'kindle', which occurs 5 times in transitive usages ('kindling') 
and 3 times in passive usages (,kindled') in the B.,gveda, and thus belongs 
to the transitive nasal present in(d)dhe and stative indhe (RV 7.8.1) 'is 
kindled', respectively (see Kulikov 2001: 46-47; 2003a). 

Although participles are not included into the paradigms of statives 
and medio-passive aorists in standard Sanskrit grammars, the assumption 
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that passive -ana-participles belong with these formations is quite 
attractive, since it easily explains their labile syntax. 

4.4 Labile perfects 

Yet another part of the paradigm which is relevant for the discussion of 
lability is the perfect tense system. Most interestingly, perfect forms of 
some verbs show labile syntax regardless of diathesis. Typical examples 

are perfects of the verb vrdh- 'grow, increase'. Both active and middle 
forms of this verb can be employed either intransitively or transitively. For 

instance, the 3rd person plural active form vavrdhit~ occurs 6 times in 
intransitive usages (as in (l6a)) and 14 times in transitive-causative usages 
(as in (16b)) in the ~gveda (see Kumme12000: 469ff. for details): 

(16) a. (RV 2.34.13) 

rudra rtasya scidane~u vtivrdh-u~ 
Rudra:NoM.PL law:GEN.SG residence:Loc.PL grow:PF-3pL.ACT 
'Rudras have grown in the residences of the truth.' 

b. (RV 8.6.35) 

in dram ukthani vtivrdh-u~ 
Indra:Acc.sG hymn:NoM.PL grow:PF-3pL.ACT 
'The hymns have increased Indra.' 

Another perfect verb form which is common both in intransitive and 
transitive usages is tan- 'stretch' (see Kulikov 1999b: 32-34,36; Kummel 
2000: 208ff.), cf.: 

(17) a. (RV 10.178.3) 

ya~ savasti paiica lq~tt~... tatan-a ... 
who:NoM.SG.M force:INs.SG five peopie:Acc.PL stretch:PF-3sG.ACT 
, ... who has stretched with his force across five peoples.' 

b. (RV 3.53.15) 

suryasya 
prev son:GEN.SG 
deve~u ... 
god:LOC.PL 

duhita tatan-a sravo 
daughter:NoM.sG stretch:PF-3sG.AcT giorY:Acc.SG 

'The daughter of the son has stretched (her) glory among gods.' 
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The labile syntax of the early Vedic perfect (especially common in the 
-Rgveda) may originate in the predominant intransitivity of the Proto-Indo­
European perfect, of which some traces can still be found in early Vedic 
and Homeric Greek. 5 A detailed discussion of the syntactic development 
which the Proto-Indo-European perfect could have undergone goes beyond 
the scope of the present paper, but an approximate scenario can be outlined 
as follows. There are good reasons to assume that the Indo-European 
categories 'perfect' and 'middle' are etymologically related and probably 
go back to one single proto-category.6 Thus, originally, the activelmiddle 
opposition could be irrelevant for perfect forms. This assumption is 
supported by the verbs, the active perfects of which are employed in the 
same usage as the corresponding middle presents (non-passive 

intransitives); cf. middle present padyate 'falls' II active perfect papada 

'has fallen', middle present mriyate 'dies' II active perfect mamara 'has 
died,.7 (Active) perfect forms could probably be employed both 
intransitively and transitively, although the former usages are likely to 
prevail ("split transitivity"; see Kortlandt 1983: 319ff.; Kulikov 1 999b ). 

Later on (but still in the prehistoric period), in some Indo-European 
languages (in particular, in Vedic and Ancient Greek), the activelmiddle 
distinction was introduced into the perfect paradigm under the influence of 
the present system forms (for details, see Renou 1925: Ch. 5-8; Jasanoff 
1978: 16, 81f.; Kiimmel 2000: 94). Correspondingly, by analogy with the 
present tense pairs like med. vardhate 'grows' (intransitive) ~ act. vardhati 
'makes grow, increases' (transitive-causative), the newly-built perfect 
middle forms have taken over the intransitive function. However, this 
process was not yet completed by the time of the -Rgveda, and active 
perfects are still quite common in the (more archaic) intransitive usages, 
hence the labile syntax of some of the perfect forms. 

5 For Greek, see, for instance, Chantraine 1927: 26ff.; for Vedic, cf. Renou 1923; 1925: 
144-148. For a general discussion, see Kulikov 1999b. 
6 On this hypothesis, going back as far as Kurylowicz 1932 and Stang 1932, see, in 
particular, Kurylowicz 1964: 56ff.; Jasanoff 1978; Kortlandt 1979: 66f.; 1981; Neu 
1985. 
7 See e.g. Hoffmann 1976: 590; Jasanoff 1978: 15; Kiimmel 2000: 296f., 370ff. et 
passim. 
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5. Labile patterning in middle and late Vedic 

To conclude, a few remarks on the later developments of the labile 
patterning in Vedic are in order. In the post-~gvedic language we observe 
the decay of the labile type. Thus, already in the second-most ancient Vedic 
text, the Atharvaveda, we find very few labile forms. In particular, most of 

the active perfects which show labile syntax in the ~gveda (e.g., (a) vawlrta 

'has turned / has made tum', mamada 'has rejoiced, has been 

exhilarated / has exhilarated', viivrdhU~ 'have grown / have increased', 

rurucu~ 'have shone / have made shine') are either attested in intransitive 
usages only (-viivarta 'has turned'; see Kiimmel 2000: 462ff.), or in 
transitive usages only (the only attested perfect form of mad, 3sg.subj.act. 
mamadat AV 7.14.4 'he should exhilarate', is transitive; see Kiimme12000: 

356ff.), or do not occur at all (viivrdhU~, rurucu~). 
It seems that the disappearance of the labile patterning essentially 

correlates with two morphological processes within the Vedic verbal 
system: 

(i) The rise and development of two valency-changing categories (not 
yet well-established in early Vedic), causatives with the suffix -aya- (see 
Jamison 1983) and passives with the suffix -ya- (see Kulikov 2001), which 
thus leads to a more overt morphological marking of the transitivity 
oppositions; 

(ii) The degrammaticalization of the middle diathesis (for details, see 
Kulikov 2003b). Several functions of the (Proto-)Indo-European middle are 
transferred to specialized markers. Thus, the reciprocal meaning ('each 
other'), still rendered (although rarely) by bare middle forms in early 
Vedic, is regularly expressed by the adverb mitMs 'mutually', by the 
preverb vi- (in the ~gveda and Atharvaveda) and by the pronominal 
expression anyo 'nya- (lit.) 'another-another' (in middle and late Vedic). 
The reflexive meaning (,oneself), sometimes rendered by middle forms in 
Vedic (though mostly with idiomatic semantic shifts) is more commonly 

expressed by the pronouns tanu-, originally meaning 'body' (in the ~gveda 
and Atharvaveda), and iitman-, originally meaning 'breath' (from the 
Atharvaveda onwards). 
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6. Conclusions 

To sum up, the lability of the Vedic verb, however common it appears, is 
mostly of a secondary character, and thus Vedic stands in contrast to 
languages such as English or Tonga, where the labile patterning appears to 
be one of the crucial features of the verbal syntax. There is a limited 
number of reasons which give rise to labile syntax: (i) the polyfunctionality 
of the middle inflection (which can be used to mark the anticausative, 
passive and reflexive functions, on the one hand, and the self-beneficent 
meaning of the transitive forms, on the other); (ii) the homonymy of some 
middle participles 'shared' by passive (medio-passive aorist, stative) and 
non-passive formations; (iii) the syntactic reanalysis of intransitive 
constructions with the accusative of parameter/scope (content accusative) 
as a transitive-causative. It seems that the relevance of the labile patterning 
for the (Proto-)Indo-European syntactic type in general should not be 
overestimated, although for more definitive conclusions we need of course 
an exhaustive description of this phenomenon in Vedic, Ancient Greek and 
other ancient Indo-European languages, as well as a description of the 
syntactic classes of verbs and the syntactic properties of verbal forms 
belonging to different tense systems. 

Abbreviations 

ACC accusative LOC locative 
ACT active M masculine 
AOR aorist MED middle 
AV Atharvaveda NOM nominative 
DAT dative PF perfect 
DU dual PL plural 
ERG ergative PRES present 
F feminine PART participle 
GEN genitive PREY preverb 
IMPF imperfect RV :Rgveda 
IMPV imperative SG singular 
INF infinitive subj. subjunctive 
INS instrumental tr. transitive 
intr. intransi ti ve voc vocative 



110 LEONID KULIKOV 

References 

Bernard, Georges (1972) La transitivite de verbe en fram;ais contemporain. Lille: 
Service de reproduction des theses. 

Bohtlingk, Otto & Roth, Rudolph (1865) Sanskrit-Worterbuch. Vierter Theil. 
St.Petersburg: Buchdruckerei der Kaiserlichen Akademie der Wissenschaften. 

Chantraine, Pierre (1927) Histoire du parfait grec. Paris: Champion. 
Delbruck, Berthold (1888) Altindische Syntax. Halle a.S.: Verlag der Buchhandlung des 

Waisenhauses. 
Dixon, Robert M.W. (1994) Ergativity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

(Cambridge Studies in Linguistics; 69). 
Dolinina, Inga B. (1989) Sintaksiceski-znaCimye kategorii anglijskogo glagola. 

Leningrad: Nauka. 
Gaedicke, Carl (1880) Der Accusativ im Veda. Breslau: Koebner. 
Geldner, Karl F. (1951) Der Rig-veda aus dem Sanskrit ins Deutsche abersetzt ... 3 Bde. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. (Harvard Oriental Series; 33-35). 
Goto, Toshifumi (1987) Die "1. Priisensklasse" im Vedischen: Untersuchung der 

vollstufigen thematischen Wurzelpriisentia. Wien: Verlag der Osterreichischen 
Akademie der Wissenschaften. 

Haspelmath, Martin (1993a) A grammar of Lezgian. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 
(Mouton Grammar Library; 9). 
(1993b) More on the typology of inchoative/causative verb alternations. In 
Comrie, B. & Polinsky, M. (eds.). Causatives and transitivity, pp. 87-120. 
Amsterdam etc.: Benjamins. 

Henry, Victor (1893) Rev. of: K. Brugmann. Grundriss der vergleichenden Grammatik 
der indogermanischen Sprachen II, II, 2. (Strasbourg, 1892). Revue critique 
d'histoire et de litterature 35 (7): 120-123. 

Hermodsson, Lars (1952) Reflexive und intransitive Verba im iilteren 
Westgermanischen. Uppsala: Almquist & Wiksells. 

Hewitt, Bernard George (1982) 'Anti-passive' and 'labile' constructions in North 
Caucasian. General Linguistics 22 (3): 158-171. 

Hirt, Hermann (1937) Indogermanische Grammatik. Teil VII. Syntax II. Die Lehre vom 
einfachen und zusammengesetzten Satz. Heidelberg: Winter. 

Hoffinann, Karl (1976) Die Aoristbildungen von ved. V[t. In Karl Hoffinann, Aufsiitze 
zur Indoiranistik. Bd. 2, pp. 589-592. Wiesbaden: Reichert. 

Jamison, Stephanie W. (1983) Function and form in the -aya-formations of the Rig 
Veda and Atharva Veda. Gottingen: Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht. 

Jasanoff, Jay H. (1978) Stative and middle in Indo-European. Innsbruck: Institut fur 
Sprachwissenschaft der Universitat Innsbruck. (Innsbrucker Beitriige zur 
Sprachwissenschaji 23). 

Jespersen, Otto (1927) A modern English grammar on historical principles. Pt. III. 
Syntax. Vol. 2. Heidelberg: Winter. 



, 

THE LABILE SYNTACTIC TYPE IN A DIACHRONIC PERSPECTIVE III 

Joachim, Ulrike (1978) Mehrfachpriisentien im ~.gveda. Frankfurt am Main: Lang. 
(Europiiische Hochschulschriften: Reihe XXI, Linguistik 4). 

Junker, Marie-Odile (1988) Transitive, intransitive and reflexive uses of adjectival verbs 
in French. In David Birdsong & Jean-Pierre Montreuil (eds.), Advances in 
Romance linguistics, pp. 189-199. Dordrecht: Foris. 

Keyser, Samuel Jay & Roeper, Thomas (1984) On the middle and ergative constructions 
in English. Linguistic inquiry 15 (3): 381-416. 

Kitazume, Sachiko (1996) Middles in English. Word 47 (2): 161-183. 
Kortlandt, Frederik (1979) Toward a reconstruction of the Balto-Slavic verbal system. 

Lingua 49: 51-70. 

Kortlandt, Frederik (1981) 1st sg. middle *-H2' Indogermanische Forschungen 86: 

123-136. 
- (1983) Proto-Indo-European verbal syntax. Journal of Indo-European Studies 11: 

307-324. 
Kulikov, Leonid I. (1995) Vedijskie kauzativnye prezensy s nosovymi affiksami i ix 

tematiceskie varianty [Vedic causative presents with nasal affixes and their 
thematic variants]. In Nikita V. Gurov & Yaroslav V. Vasil'kov (eds.), 
Sthapakasraddham. Professor G.A. Zograph commemorative volume, pp. 94-115. 
St. Petersburg: Peterburgskoe vostokovedenie. 
(1999a) May he prosper in offspring and wealth: A few jubilee remarks on the 

typology of labile verbs and Sanskrit pu~yati 'prospers; makes prosper'. In 
Ekaterina V. Rakhilina & Yakov G. Testelets (eds.), Tipologija i teorija jazyka: 
at opisanija k ob"jasneniju. K 60-letiju A.E. Kibrika. [Typology and linguistic 
theory: From description to explanation. For the 60th birthday of Aleksandr E. 
Kibrik], pp. 224-244. Moskva: Jazyki russkoj kul'tury, 1999. 
(1999b) Split causativity: remarks on correlations between transitivity, aspect, and 
tense. In Werner Abraham & Leonid Kulikov (eds.), Tense-aspect, transitivity and 
causativity. Essays in honour of Vladimir Nedjalkov, pp. 21-42. Amsterdam: 
Benjamins. (Studies in language companion series; 50). 
(2000) Vedic causative nasal presents and their thematicization: a functional 
approach. In John Ch. Smith & Delia Bentley (eds.), Historical linguistics 1995. 
Selected papers from the 12th International Conference on Historical Linguistics 
... Vol. 1: General issues and non-Germanic Languages, pp. 191-209. 
Amsterdam: Benjamins. (Current Issues in Linguistic Theory 161). 
(2001) The Vedic -ya-presents. PhD diss. Leiden University. 
(2003a) Remarks on the syntax of the Vedic middle participles. Paper presented at 
the 12th World Sanskrit Conference (University of Helsinki, July 2003). 
(2003b) Valency-reducing categories and degrammaticalization of the middle in 
Vedic. Paper presented at the XVIth International Conference on Historical 
Linguistics (University of Copenhagen, August 2003). 

Kiimmel, Martin (1996) Stativ und Passivaorist im Indoiranischen. Gottingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht. (Historische Sprachforschung. Erganzungsheft 39). 
(2000) Das Perfekt im Indoiranischen. Eine Untersuchung der Form und 
Funktion einer ererbten Kategorie des Verbums und ihrer Entwicklung in den 
altindoiranischen Sprachen. Wiesbaden: Reichert. 



112 LEONID KULIKOV 

Kurylowicz, Jerzy (1932) Les desinences moyennes de I'indo-europeen et du Hittite. 
Bulletin de la Societe de Linguistique de Paris 33 (1): 1-4. 

- (1964) The inflectional categories of Indo-European. Heidelberg: Winter. 
LaJjavaara, Meri (2000) Presence ou absence de I 'objet: Limites du possible en fram;:ais 

contemporain. Helsinki: Helsingin yliopiston verkkojulkaisut. 
Levin, Beth (1993) English verb classes and alternations. Chicago etc.: University of 

Chicago Press. 
Levin, Beth & Rappaport Hovav, MaIka (1994) A preliminary analysis of causative 

verbs in English. Lingua 92: 35-77. 
Miller, D. Gary (1993) Complex verb formation. Amsterdam etc.: Benjamins. 
Neu, Erich (1985) Das friihindogermanische Diathesensystem. Funktion und 

Geschichte. In Bemfried Schlerath (ed.) Grammatische Kategorien: Funktion und 
Geschichte. Akten der VII. Fachtagung der Indogermanischen Gesellschaft, pp. 
275-295. Wiesbaden: Reichert. 

Oertel, Harms (1926) The syntax of cases in the narrative and descriptive prose of the 
Briihmaf).as. I. The disjunct use of cases. Heidelberg: Winter. 

Renou, Louis (1923) VMique viivrdhe, ViiVrdhu~. Bulletin de la Societe de Linguistique 
de Paris 24 (3): 185-188. 

- (1925) La valeur du parfait dans les hymnes vMiques. Paris: Champion. 
Schmalstieg, William R. (1982) The shift of intransitive to transitive passive in the 

Lithuanian and Indo-European verb. Baltistica 18 (2): 119-134. 
Sejxov, t.M. (1987) Labil'nye glagoly i labil'naja konstrukcija predlozenija v 

lezginskom jazyke [Labile verbs and labile construction of sentence in Lezgian]. 
Eiegodnik iberijsko-kavkazskogo jazykoznanija 14: 282-287. 

Smith, Carlota S. (1978) Jespersen's 'Move and Change' class and causative verbs in 
English. In M.A. Jazayery et al. (eds.), Linguistic and literary studies in honor of 
Archibald A. Hill. Vol. II. Descriptive linguistics, pp. 101-109. The Hague etc.: 
Mouton. 

Stang, Christian S. (1932) Perfektum und Medium. Norsk tidsskrift for sprogvidenskap 
6: 29-39. 

Tchekhoff, Claude (1980) The organization of a voice-neutral verb: An example in 
Avar. International Review of Slavic Linguistics 5: 219-230. 

Visser, Fredericus Th. (1970) An historical syntax of the English language. Part 1. 
Syntactical units with one verb. Leiden: Brill. 

Contact information: 

Dr. Leonid Kulikov 
University ofNijmegen 
Faculty of Arts, Dept. of Linguistics 
PO Box 9103 
NL-6500 HD Nijmegen 
The Netherlands 
E-mails:L.Kulikov@let.kun.nl;L.Kulikov@let.LeidenUniv.nl 




	000
	093
	094
	095
	096
	097
	098
	099
	100
	101
	102
	103
	104
	105
	106
	107
	108
	109
	110
	111
	112
	200

