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Based on a thoroughdescription, a simple analysis of theTelugu verbal reflexive is presented:
it assigns two thematic roles to one syntactic argument. The resulting theory, in eschew-
ing an active lexicon, simplifies the grammar while improving on the empirical coverage of
earlier models. The analysis also has consequences for the study of thematic relations and
mapping theories of argument structure.

1 Introduction

Natural languages predominantly mark reflexivity in two different ways: on the verb as in
the boldfaced element in the Telugu sentence in (1), which I will call the verbal reflexive, or
in the form of a nominal anaphor, as in the English translation of (1).1

(1) amith
amith

(tana-ni
(3SG-ACC

tanu)
3SG)

pogud. u-kunn-ææ-d. u
praise-KUN-PST-3MS

‘Amith praised himself ’

Much work in the study of reflexivity has attempted to unify the two strategies (Reinhart
& Reuland, 1993, Reuland, 2001, Sauerland, 2013, Patel-Grosz, 2013, Ahn, 2015, McKillen,
2016, Safir & Selvanathan, 2017a, a.m.o). However, results from recent work suggest that
the behaviour of verbal and nominal reflexives are not entirely identical: they have differ-
ent empirical profiles both structurally and interpretively (Safir, 2004a, Sportiche, 2023, Pa-
parounas, 2023, Akkus&Paparounas, 2025). If the prospects of a unified theory of reflexivity
are questionable, then in its wake are needed theories of nominal and verbal reflexivity.2

This paper contributes to our understanding of verbal reflexivity by offering a detailed de-
scription and analysis of the verbal reflexive in Telugu (Dravidian). Telugu is particularly
informative for the study of verbal reflexivity because the two reflexive strategies are inde-
pendent of one another. The verbal reflexive can occur either by itself, or co-occur with the
nominal reflexive, as in (1). The nominal reflexive, too, can occur by itself (2).3 Not only
1 The Telugu data in this paper reflects the judgements of five native Telugu speakers, including the author.

The glosses follow the Leipzig glossing rules, except for kun, which is simply glossed as KUN throughout
the paper, regardless of its reflexive or anticausative use.

2 This is as good a place as any to note that I do not include reflexive clitics as found, for instance, in Romance
languages (cf. Sportiche, 2014), or agreement morphology that tracks reflexives as in the Bantu languages
(cf. Marlo, 2015) in the class of verbal reflexives. While they may descriptively be ‘verbal’, I take their
behaviour to be in the remit of a theory of nominal reflexives

3 Subbarao&LalithaMurthy (1999) suggest that the verbal reflexive is obligatorywhen the subject is identical
to the direct object, the indirect object or a locative adjunct (p. 226). However, they provide no negative
data to this effect. To be sure, (2) is marked in out of the blue contexts, but is acceptable with a suitable
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does this independence provide further grounds for pessimism about a unified theory, it
also helps us isolate the verbal reflexive’s properties.

(2) amith
amith

tana-ni
3SG-ACC

tanu
3SG

pogud. u-ææ-d. u
praise-PST-3MS

‘Amith praised himself ’

The central claim of the paper is that the Telugu verbal reflexive kun(n) has the semantics
in (3). It introduces two thematic roles, one of which is agent, making kun a flavour of
‘Voice’ — the locus of agent introduction (Kratzer 1996; cf. Labelle 2008, 2022, McGinnis
2022, Paparounas 2023, i.m.a). The second is an indefinite thematic role ranging over a list
of roles. In contrast, the reflexive anaphor, optional in (1), has the semantics of a regular
pronoun. See Messick & Raghotham 2025 for more on the reflexive anaphor.

(3) a. ⟦VOICEREFL⟧ = λxλe. agent x e ∧ ∃R ∈ Θ′ ∶ Rx e
b. Θ = { Agent, Theme, Goal, Loc, Ben, Instr, Cause, (…) }
c. Θ′ = Θ − {Agent}

In defending its proposal for the verbal reflexive, this paper makes two positive contribu-
tions: an argument for exo-skeletal treatments of argument structure, and a procedure for
differentiating thematic relations. Along the way, I argue, on empirical grounds, against the
existence of mapping theories specifically devoted to argument structure like the Theta Cri-
terion (Chomsky, 1981), the Universal Theta Assignment Hypothesis (Baker, 1988b), and
their descendants.

I describe the various properties of kun and show how the analysis accounts for these facts
in §2. The consequences of the proposal to theories of argument structure and to our under-
standing of thematic relations and their place in the grammar is the subject matter of §3. In
§4, I discuss the combinatorial restrictions on kun. In §5, I argue that the anticausative use
of the same string kun is due to a different morpheme, syncretic with the verbal reflexive.
Points of comparison with alternate analyses are highlighted where appropriate throughout
the paper.

2 Reflexive Voice in Telugu

In this section, I describe various properties of the verbal reflexive, and show how the anal-
ysis in (3) accounts for them. In so doing, I will have occasion to refer to one or both of the
entities or thematic roles involved in the reflexivity. I will call these the (reflexive) associates,
with the context clarifying whether it is the thematic role or the entity that is being referred
to.

context: in a list for instance (John praised Bill, Sue praised Mary, (2)). See §2 for various other instances
where the nominal reflexive can occur on its own.
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2.1 Agent Orientation

Cross-linguistically, verbal reflexives seem to be agent-oriented (Reinhart, 2002, Reinhart &
Siloni, 2005, Alexiadou, 2014, Reuland, 2017, 2018). Telugu is no different. To see that kun
is restricted to agents alone, first consider (4), where the goal and theme of the ditransitive
predicate are co-construed, and the verbal reflexive unacceptable. In contrast, the sentences
in (5), where the two associates are the agent and an internal argument, are perfectly accept-
able.

(4) miina
miina

raju-ki
raju-DAT

tana-ni
3SG-ACC

tana-ku
3SG-ACC

paričayam
introduction

čees-(*kun)-in-di
do-KUN-PST-3FS

‘Meena introduced Raju2 to himself2’

(5) a. miina
miina

tana-ku
3SG-DAT

tanu
3SG

pustakam
book

ičču-kun-in-di
give-KUN-PST-3FS

‘Meena1 gave the book to herself1’
b. miina

miina
kumari-ki
kumari-DAT

tana-ni
3SG-ACC

tanu
3SG

paričayam
introduction

čees-kun-in-di
do-KUN-PST-3FS

‘Meena1 introduced herself1 to Kumari2’

To discount a description of kun as subject-oriented, consider the sentences in (6). Like
in many other languages of South Asia, subjects of psych predicates (6a) are often marked
dative (Subbarao&Bhaskararao 2004, cf. Verma&Mohanan 1990, Bhaskararao&Subbarao
2004 i.a.). However, maruvu ‘forget’, in (6b), is an experiencer subject verb whose subjects
are marked nominative (Subbarao & Lalitha Murthy, 1999, p. 234).4 The incompatibility
with either case shows that kun places restrictions on the thematic role, and not the case of
the subject.

(6) a. fatima-ki
fatima-DAT

tana-miida
3SG-ON

tana-ku
3SG-DAT

koopam
anger

vačč-(*kun)-in-di
come-KUN-PST-3NS

‘Fatima got angry at herself ’
b. fatima

fatima
tana-ni
3SG-ACC

tanu
3SG

marači-poo-(*kun)-in-di
forget-go-KUN-PST-3FS

‘Fatima forgot herself ’

The present analysis bakes this orientation into kun: since it introduces the agent thematic
role, one of the reflexive associates has to be an agent.
4 Balusu (2014, 2019) claims that the light verb poo ‘go’ in (6b) is only compatible with unaccusatives and

analyzes it as selecting verbs without an ‘INIT’ feature, in the framework of Ramchand 2008. As the example
shows, poo is compatible with transitives so long as the subject is not an agent, in line with Balusu’s analysis,
but not his description.
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2.2 Thematic Variability

The two reflexive associates in (1) are agent and theme. However, Telugu does not restrict
the non-agent reflexive associate to any particular role. (5a) displays agent–goal reflexivity.
The examples below show kun associating various other participants with the agent. (7a)
has a self-benefactive reading, while (7b) displays agent-location reflexivity (interpreted as
‘silently’), and (7c) agent–instrument.

(7) a. sowmya
sowmya

(tana-kosam
(3SG-BEN

tanu)
3SG)

talupu
door

moosu-kun-in-di
close-KUN-PST-3NS

‘Sowmya closed the door for herself ’
b. akhil

akhil
(tana-lo
(3SG-LOC

tanu)
3SG)

sowmya-ni
sowmya-ACC

pogud. u-kunn-aa-d. u
praise-KUN-PST-3MS

‘Akhil praised Sowmya silently’ (silently = within oneself )
c. akhil

akhil
( tana-to
3SG-INSTR

tanu
3SG

) banti
ball

aapu-kun-aad. u
stop-KUN-PST.3MS

‘Akhil stopped the ball with himself ’

Notice that the anaphor is optional in all examples in (7). In the absence of an anaphor, the
strings in (7) can mean what the translations suggest, but need not. For instance, the strings
in (7b) and (7c), minus the anaphor, also readily admit a self-benefactive interpretation.
(7a), on the other hand, does not admit a self-locative reading in the absence of an anaphor.
Even in the presence of an appropriately case-marked anaphor, the sentence is odd (8). This
is not surprising: one cannot close doors ‘within oneself ’

(8) #sowmya
sowmya

(tana-lo
(3SG-LOC

tanu)
3SG)

talupu
door

moosu-kun-in-di
close-KUN-PST-3NS

‘Sowmya closed the door within herself ’

I take it that the choice of second associate is governed by the felicity of the predicate with
that interpretation, as well as the discourse of the utterance as a whole.5 Context, in short.
On the present analysis, this context-dependence of the associate can be thought as contex-
tual domain restriction on the existential quantifier over thematic roles.

2.3 Structural position

Structurally, kun is found between the verbalizing suffixes and the passive suffix.6 Consider
the behaviour of the verb karugu ‘melt’. Unadorned, it is an intransitive verb (9). Adding the
causative suffix -inc transitivizes it (10). The verbal reflexive—here, adding a self-benefactive
reading—is suffixed beyond the causativemorpheme but before the passivemarker (11–12).
5 The possibility of a covert anaphor dictating the interpretation of the sentence, when there are no overt

anaphors, is discounted in §2.5 and §3.2.
6 Telugu verbal morphology is purely suffixal.
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(9) aisu
ice

karig-indi
melt-PST.3NS

‘The ice melted’

(10) sarita
sarita

aisu
ice

karig-inc-indi
melt-CAUS-PST.3FS

‘Sarita melted the ice’

(11) sarita
sarita

aisu
ice

karig-incu-kun-indi
melt-CAUS-KUN-PST.3FS

‘Sarita melted the ice for herself ’

(12) aisu
ice

karig-incu-kuna-bad. -indi
melt-CAUS-KUN-PASS-PST.3NS

‘The ice was melted (by someone for themselves)’

Assuming themirror principle (Baker, 1985), the set of examples above show that the verbal
spine is articulated, at least, as in (13). The CAUS morpheme is also used as a verbalizer, es-
pecially for Sanskrit borrowings (see Bandi-Rao & den Dikken, 2014). I take this behaviour
to suggest that the causative morpheme is a flavour of v, the verbalizer. I also assume that
the passive in Telugu, which is fully productive, is not a type of ‘Voice’, but rather a head that
selects Voice. This much seems to be an uncontroversial possibility in the literature on pas-
sives, regardless of whatever else may be analytically open (Chomsky, 1957, Doron, 2003,
Collins, 2005, 2024, Bruening, 2013, Alexiadou &Doron, 2012, Alexiadou et al., 2015, Kast-
ner, 2019, 2020). Arguments grounding the assumption are deferred to an other occasion.

(13)
√

ROOT « CAUS « KUN « PASS

In conjunction with its agent-orientation, the position of the verbal reflexive can be identi-
fied with that of other ‘Voice’ heads.7 For these other flavours, see §5.

2.4 Restricted freedoms

Reflexive anaphors across languages exhibit an interpretive freedom that’s absentwith verbal
reflexives. For instance, reflexive anaphors allowproxy or statue readings (Fauconnier, 1985,
Abusch, 1989, Jackendoff, 1992, et seq.,).8 Telugu anaphors show similar behaviour. Witness
(14): the complex anaphor can receive a proxy interpretation in the absence of the verbal
reflexive (indicated with a subscript ‘P’).
7 The structure in (13) differs from the conclusion reached by Sundaresan & McFadden (2017) for Tamil

(another Dravidian language) in not positing a ‘voice’ head between the verbal reflexive and the causative
morpheme. The argument is based on amorphophonological reflex of active voice on verbs in the language,
which they capture by positing a voice head, and separating the verbal reflexive from it. These facts can be
captured on the present proposal too; see §5.

8 Another example of this freedom is the possibility of strict interpretations under ellipsis, comparative dele-
tion and in focus alternatives for reflexive anaphors (Hestvik, 1995, McKillen, 2016), but not with verbal
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(14) Ringo
Ringo

tana-ni
3SG-ACC

tanu
3SG

pogid. -ææ-d. u
praise-PST-3MS

‘Ringo praised himselfP’

When the verbal reflexive is present, the situation is complicated somewhat. The reflexive
anaphor can receive a proxy reading only when another reflexivity is in the mix—that is,
Ringo the drummer must play some other role in the praising event. In (15), uttered out of
the blue, a self-benefactive reading is the most natural second reflexivity, without which a
proxy reading of the theme is impossible.

(15) Ringo
Ringo

tana-ni
3SG-ACC

tanu
3SG

pogud. u-kun-aa-d. u
praise-KUN-PST-3MS

‘Ringo1 praised himselfP *(for his1 benefit)’

Before seeing how the proposal here captures these facts, some background. The crucial fact
about proxy readings in the context of reflexive behaviour is the distinctness of interpretation
between antecedent and anaphor. In (16a), the theme’s interpretation is not identical to that
of the agent; but it is in (16b). The latter does allow an interpretation where the theme of the
dressing is Ringo’s statue so long as the agent is the same statue. In contrast, (16a) admits an
interpretation where the drummer dresses his statue.

(16) a. Ringo dressed himselfP in the wax museum
b. Ringo dressed in the wax museum

This difference can only be captured if there is a representational contrast between a reflex-
ive anaphor and its antecedent in the logical form.9 On this, all are agreed (Abusch, 1989,
Jackendoff, 1992, 1997, Lidz, 1996, 2001b, Safir, 2004a,b, Reuland &Winter, 2009, Reuland,
2011, 2017, Sportiche, 2023, Paparounas, 2023). For otherwise, the interpretive distinction
between the examples in (16) is predicted to not exist. For the purposes of this paper, this
consensus suffices.

The representational contrast is indicated here through different subscripts on the anaphor
and the antecedent in the logical form (17). The different subscript on the theme in (17a)
is to be understood as an abbreviation for one’s favourite theory of proxy readings. (17b)
captures the intuition that the asymmetric-proxy ban in (16b) is due to a single syntactic
argument being assigned two roles (Jackendoff, 1992).

reflexives (Lidz, 2001b, Sportiche, 2023). The analysis of proxy readings allows us to make the point about
representational contrast in the logical form succinctly. The same point can also bemade, of course, by con-
sidering ellipsis, but given the rich literature, it requiresmore setup. On this point, see especially Dalrymple
et al. 1991.

9 I should note that a satisfactory theory of proxy readings of anaphors should not rely on properties of reflex-
ive anaphors not shared by pronominals and other nominals, for proxy readings are a general phenomena.
See Safir 2004a and Raghotham 2024 for some discussion.
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(17) a. ⟦(16a)⟧ = ∃e ∶ dress e ∧ agent r1 e ∧ theme r2 e ∧ locationwm e
b. ⟦(16b)⟧ = ∃e ∶ dress e ∧ agent r1 e ∧ theme r1 e ∧ locationwm e

On to Telugu. The analysis must capture the need for a ‘second reflexivity’ in the presence
of a proxy anaphor; and it does. Consider the interpretation of (15) in (18) before the exis-
tential is resolved to a specific thematic role.10

(18) ∃e ∶ praise e ∧ agent r1 e ∧ ∃R ∈ Θ′ ∶ Rx e ∧ theme r2 e

The indefinite thematic role can be resolved in multiple ways; a relevant subset is given in
(19). If it is resolved to say, beneficiary, then a second reflexivity (but not its need) is derived
(19a). If R is resolved to theme however, two elements get assigned the same thematic role.
This state of affairs potentially violates Thematic Uniqueness (Carlson, 1984, Parsons, 1990,
Landman, 2000), one formulation of which is (20).

(19) Different resolutions of R in (18)

a. ∃e ∶ praise e ∧ agent r1 e ∧ beneficiary r1 e ∧ theme r2 e
b. ∃e ∶ praise e ∧ agent r1 e ∧ theme r1 e ∧ theme r2 e

(20) Unique Role Requirement (Landman, 2000, p. 38)
If a thematic role is specified for an event, it is uniquely specified.

We now have all the ingredients to derive the Telugu facts. In a situation like (19b), the only
way to not run afoul of Thematic Uniqueness is if the anaphor (r2) and the antecedent (r1)
receive identical interpretations. In other words, Thematic Uniqueness is only satisfied if
the reflexive anaphor receives a non-proxy interpretation.11 Conversely, for the anaphor to
receive a proxy interpretation, Rmust not be resolved to theme, but rather to some other the-
matic role. The need for the second reflexivity with proxy readings of anaphors in sentences
like (15) is now derived.12

The observation that kun disallows proxy readings of its associates can now be used to probe
other properties of kun. This task is taken up in the following subsection.

2.5 Structural constraints on kun’s reflexivity

So far, we have seen kun associate an agent and either a theme, a beneficiary, a location, a
goal, or an instrument. The account of kun’s thematic variability here relies on contextual
10 While I speak as if the indefinite is always resolved to a specific thematic role, this is not always the case. I will

continue to use the ‘resolve’ locution for expository convenience so long as it doesn’t cause any confusion.
11 Or the odder option, the agent of praising is also a statue
12 Note here if I am right in arguing that the proxy reading of the nominal reflexive is blocked due to thematic

uniqueness in (19b), then it cannot be the case that thematic uniqueness is a linguistic constraint, pace
Paillé (2025). Rather, it is best treated as a general cognitive constraint on event individuation.
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resolution of an indefinite thematic role assigned to the subject (in addition to agent), which
predicts the lack of any structural constraints on the choice of the second associate. Two
possible sources of such a restriction are AGREE and movement; the predictions of each are
investigated in turn below.

The ditransitive examples in (5) already suggest the lack of a structural restriction on the
second associate. It is well-known however that the two objects in a double object con-
struction are symmetrical for some syntactic phenomena in many languages (Baker, 1988b,
Alsina &Mchombo, 1990, Bresnan &Moshi, 1990, Holmberg et al., 2019, i.a.). Lubukusu is
one such ‘symmetric object’ language (Diercks & Sikuku, 2013), but displays asymmetries
in the behaviour of its verbal reflexive in double object constructions (Sikuku, 2011, Safir &
Sikuku, 2011, Baker, 2022).13

As (21) shows, only the goal in a true double object construction can be anaphoric to the
agentwith the verbal reflexive.14 (22) schematically represents the state of affairs in Lubukusu,
as well as Baker’s analysis of the facts: two probes, one upward- and the other downward-
looking, come together on the verbal reflexive. The asymmetry, then, is an intervention
effect; the goal blocks the theme from being probed. The existence of such intervention
effects is predicted by any theory that takes AGREE to be behind the choice of the second
associate regardless of how the first associate is chosen (e.g. Murphy & Meyase 2022, Baker
& Camargo Souza 2020).

(21) Lubukusu

a. Maria
Maria

a-a-i-elesy-a
CL1-PST-REFL-gave-FV

omw-eene
CL1-own

si-anua
CL7-gift

‘Maria gave herself a gift’
b. *Yohana

John
a-a-i-okesy-a
CL1-PST-REFL-show-FV

bab-aana
CL2-child

omw-eene
CL1-own

‘John showed the children himself ’

(22) [ agent … KUN … goal … theme ]
7

Unlike Lubukusu, where a theme anaphor simply cannot co-occur with a verbal reflexive in
the presence of a DP goal, Telugu anaphors are independent of the verbal reflexive. In (23),
the two reflexive associates are the agent and the theme, where as in (24), they are the agent
and the beneficiary.
13 As is the case in many ‘symmetric object’ languages, the symmetry is not always present (Holmberg et al.,

2019). For other instances of asymmetry in Lubukusu, see Baker et al. 2012.
14 The theme can be anaphoric to the agent with the verbal reflexive present, so long as the goal is embedded

in a prepositional phrase (Sikuku, 2011, Baker, 2022).
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(23) val.l.u
3PL

ravi-kosam
ravi-FOR

tama-ni
3PL-ACC

tamu
3PL

kot.t.u-kunn-aa-ru
hit-KUN-PST-3PL

‘They hit themselves for Ravi’s benefit’

(24) val.l.u
3PL

tama-kosam
3PL-FOR

tamu
3PL

ravi-ni
ravi-ACC

kot.t.u-kunn-aa-ru
hit-KUN-PST-3PL

‘They hit Ravi for their own benefit’

However, given that the other internal argument in the examples above are not anaphors,
one could appeal to a relativized probingmechanismwhich skips non-anaphoric arguments
(Hicks 2009; cf. Béjar & Rezac 2009). This is where the ban on proxy readings comes in
handy. An AGREE-based account of the second associate predicts that in a sentence with kun,
and multiple internal (anaphoric) arguments, the highest internal argument must always
receive a non-proxy interpretation. Alas, this is not true.

Consider (25) with three anaphors, one theme, one beneficiary, and one location. This sen-
tence is licit in all three contexts in (27): each context ensures that two of the three anaphors
receive a proxy interpretation and one necessarily does not (proxies are in boldface and
non-proxies in italics).15 These contexts also control for Telugu’s relatively free word order,
which by itself does not inform us of the height of an argument. Schematized in (26) are the
thematic roles of participants which receive non-proxy interpretations and the contexts in
which they receive them.

(25) amit
amit

tana-kosam
3SG-BEN

tanu
3SG

tana-lo
3SG-LOC

tanu
3SG

tana-ni
3SG-ACC

tanu
3SG

pogud. u-kunn-aad. u
praise-KUN-PST-3MS

‘Amit praised himself in himself for his own benefit’

(26) [ agent … KUN … ben … loc … theme ]
(27a)

(27b)
(27c)

(27) a. Locative and Theme Proxies
There is a wax museum shaped like Amit, which he also owns. While standing
inside this museum shaped like him, Amit sees a group of visitors near a life-sized
statue of his own. He goes on to praise his statue and the skill that went into it, in
the hopes that these visitors get more of their friends to visit the museum – in the
end benefiting him.

b. Benefactive and Theme Proxies
Amit owns a wax museum. One day, Amit finds out that museum has run out of
space and hence needs to get rid of some statues. The two options are his own

15 There is a fourth possible scenario not reported here, where all three anaphors receive a proxy interpre-
tation. The sentence is acceptable in such contexts too, as predicted. For some pertinent discussion see
§3.1
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statue and that of a footballer. While mulling over his choices, he praises the
craftsmanship of his own statue. Retaining it would also benefit the statue be-
cause there is no anti-melt coating on it, whereas the footballer’s does. So, this
internal monologue praising his statue has the added advantage of benefiting his
statue.

c. Benefactive and Locative Proxies
There is a wax museum shaped like Amit. While standing inside this museum
shaped like him, Amit finds out that the museum has run out of space and hence
is planning on getting rid of some statues. To prevent his statue frombeingmelted
or sold, Amit praises himself in the hope that the museum admin realise his im-
portance and the value his statue adds to the museum.

Important here is the fact that all three anaphors can receive proxy interpretations. The
felicity of (25) in all three contexts tells us that intervention is not at play here; for if it were,
two of the three contexts would disallow it. Notice that since the three competitors are all
anaphors, (25) and its felicity in the contexts above also argues against relativized probing
of anaphors too. I conclude therefore that kun’s behaviour cannot be modeled by AGREE.

The second possible source of a structural restriction on reflexive associates (other than
agent) is movement (Reinhart & Reuland 1993, Patel-Grosz 2013, Ahn 2015, Paparounas
2023, Akkus & Paparounas 2025, i.m.a). First, any account of movement that treats move-
ment as a by-product of AGREE cannot account for the Telugu facts, for reasons just dis-
cussed. There, however, is another game in town: the ‘free-merge’ approach to movement
(Chomsky 2004, 2013, 2015, Safir 2010, 2019, Ott 2010, Boeckx 2010) which requires us to
consider its predictions for Telugu.

Since it is an open question as to what exactly moves to establish the nature of the second
associate, consider both a possible head movement account, as well as a phrasal movement
account. On the head movement account, each thematic role is introduced by a particular
head. If the head moves to Voice, then the agent and the holder of the head’s thematic role
are interpreted as being identical.16 On the phrasal movement approach, kun requires that
some nominal (other than the agent) be internally merged into its specifier. Merge is free,
so it doesn’t restrict which DP/PP can move.17

Ellipsis rules against both possibilities. Consider (28). The first sentence has a verbal reflex-
ive but no overt anaphor. The second sentence has elidedmaterial (an instance of ‘stripping’
16 While Telugu does not have overt applicative heads, given that cross-linguistically one finds applicative

heads that seem to introduce arguments bearing the thematic roles of the second associate considered here
(Polinsky, 2013, Marantz, 1993, Bruening, 2001, Pylkkänen, 2008), this is not an entirely otiose exercise.
To be sure, there are other applicatives reported in the literature, like the comitative and the suppressive
(Peterson, 2007, Tyler, 2021), whose arguments bear roles not considered here. See §3.1 for pertinent
discussion.

17 Theremight be language-particular restrictions onmovement. For instance, A-movement of goals in Greek
ditransitives is generally unavailable, reflected, on this analysis, in the impossibility of agent-goal reflexivity
in the language (Alexiadou, 2014, Spathas et al., 2015, Paparounas, 2023).
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or similarly high ellipsis). One possible (and attested) interpretation of this pair of sentences
is given in the second line of the translation: while the antecedent has agent-beneficiary re-
flexivity, the elided clause shows agent-location reflexivity. That such a ‘mixed’ interpreta-
tion is possible argues against both head-movement analyses, as well as phrasal movement
analyses of kun.

(28) akhil
akhil

sameer-ni
sameer-ACC

tit.t.u-kun-aa-d. u.
scold-KUN-PST-3MS.

shreyas
shreyas

kuud. a
ALSO

‘Akhil scolded Sameer. Shreyas did too.’
↝ ‘Akhil scolded Sameer for Akhil’s benefit. Shreyas scolded Sameer silently’

To see why (28) is problematic for head-movement analyses of kun, consider what the struc-
tures of the antecedent and the elided clause would have to be. On the head-movement anal-
yses, since the second associate of kun depends on which head moves to Voice, one would
have to posit distinct structures for the verbal domain of the antecedent and elided clauses.
(29) shows the relevant part of the structure for the two clauses above. While examples of
mismatches in ellipsis have been uncovered, so far as I know, none have been in the verbal
domain below Voice, the part of the structures at stake here (Thoms, 2013, Merchant, 2013,
Rudin, 2019, Ranero, 2021). Pending evidence that documents such mismatches with overt
applicatives, the head-movement analysis can be set aside.

(29) a.

scold v BEN
Voice

b.

scold v LOC
Voice

The structures below represents aDP-movement analysis of kun’s thematic variability, mod-
eled on Ahn’s (2015, 2016) proposal for Kannada: different (possibly silent) anaphors in the
syntax associate with kun via movement to its specifier. The structures in (30), on this ac-
count, are the structures for the antecedent and elided clause on the interpretation being
considered. (The structures are agnostic about the nature of how these anaphors enter the
derivation: as adjuncts, arguments of applicative heads, …)

(30) a. Voice

DPBEN

DPAGT

DPBEN scold v
Voice

b. Voice

DPLOC

DPAGT

DPLOC scold v
Voice

11



When the anaphor is overt in the antecedent, the relevant reading is unavailable (31). A
benefactive anaphor in the antecedent clause demands a self-benefactive reading for the
elided clause: Shreyas in (31) scolds Sameer for his own benefit. If DP-movement were the
source of kun’s associate, then the overtness of the anaphor should have no bearing on the
acceptability of non-identical associations in the antecedent and elided clauses—i.e., there
should not be a contrast between (28) and (31).

(31) akhil
akhil

sameer-ni
sameer-ACC

tana-kosam
3SG-BEN

tanu
3SG

tit.t.u-kun-aa-d. u.
scold-KUN-PST-3MS.

shreyas
shreyas

kuud. a
ALSO

‘Akhil1 scolded Sameer for himself1. Shreyas did too.’
↝‘Akhil1 scolded Sameer for himself1. Shreyas2 scolded Sameer for himself2 too.’
↝̸ ‘Akhil scolded Sameer for himself1. Shreyas2 scolded Sameer silently’

On the present account, the distinct interpretations of (28) follow naturally. Both the ellipsis
site and the antecedent are interpreted identically: with agent and the indefinite thematic
role as the two associates. The mismatch in interpretation is a live possibility here due to
the underdetermination of the second associate’s thematic role that the indefinite affords.
The ellipsis examples also helps us make the case that the second associate is an indefinite
thematic role, as opposed to a thematic free pronoun.

It seems from the preceding discussion that neither AGREE nor movement constrain the
choice of the second associate. This state of affairs sits naturally with the treatment of kun
in (3). Since the second associate is an indefinite thematic role, it is predicted that there are
no syntactic constraints on how it is resolved.

2.6 ECM

The discussion so far has concentrated on reflexivity between two arguments of a predicate.
A confounding factor here is that the two arguments considered were also clausemates. We
can tease these two notions apart by considering ECM predicates. It becomes all the more
important to consider these given the fact that the Romance se clitic, whose behaviour is
similar to kun’s, can signal reflexivity between the matrix and embedded subjects in ECM
cases (32).

(32) French (Kayne 1975 cited in Dobrovie-Sorin 2017)
Jean
Jean

se
SE

considère
considers

intelligent
intelligent

‘Jean considers himself intelligent’

Telugu kun on the other hand, behavesmuch likeHebrew in not allowing the verbal reflexive
to signal reflexivity in ECM contexts. With ECM predicates, an anaphor is necessary (33–
34).18

18 See Messick & Raghotham 2024 for arguments that Telugu indeed has ECM, and that the examples in (34)
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(33) Hebrew (Reinhart & Siloni 2005, ex. 12)

a. *Dan
Dan

mitxašev
considers.REFL

intelligenti
intelligent

b. Dan
Dan

maxšiv
considers

et
OM

acmo
himself

intelligenti
intelligent

Dan considers himself intelligent

(34) a. *akhil
akhil

buddivantud. u
intelligent

ani
COMP

bhaav-incu-kun-t.aa-d. u
consider-CAUS-KUN-NPST-3MS

‘Akhil considers himself intelligent’
b. akhil

akhil
tana-ni
3SG-ACC

tanu
3SG

buddivantud. u
intelligent

ani
COMP

bhaav-is-taa-d. u
consider-CAUS-NPST-3MS

‘Akhil considers himself intelligent’

The present account predicts this behaviour since kun’s bailiwick is the predicate it attaches
to. While ECM allows an embedded subject to be part of a higher syntactic domain, it is
semantically still very much restricted to the lower predicate.

2.7 Interim Summary

This section showed how the proposal in (3) accounts for the following properties of kun:
agent-oriention, thematic variability, the ban on proxy readings, the lack of syntactic restric-
tion on reflexive associates, and its incompatibility with ECM predicates. The conequences
of this proposal are discussed in the following section.

3 Consequences

3.1 The inventory of thematic relations

I have treated the second thematic role introduced by kun as an indefinite thematic role.
A consequence of this proposal is the existence of an inventory of thematic relations: the
domain of the existential. What roles populate this inventory?

There does not seem to be a consensus in the literature. Baker (1997), following Dowty
(1991), leans towards a list of three proto-roles with a prototype structure that are then pos-
sibly precisifed at the CI interface. Larson (1988, 1990), working with a thematic hierarchy,
lists at least four roles relevant structurally with further possible precisifications. Reinhart
& Siloni (2005), and others working with the ‘Theta system’ of Reinhart 2002, use two bi-
nary features to derive up to nine possible roles (Everaert et al., 2012, Siloni, 2012, Reinhart

instantiate it, the COMP notwithstanding.
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et al., 2016, a.o.). At the other end, Pietroski (2005) suggests we can make do with just two:
internal and external.19

There do, however, seem to be at least two points of near consensus: first, we need at least
two, to distinguish participants in the logical forms of sentences like (35). Second, what-
ever these roles are, their existence must be independent of particular predicates, and hence
must admit a degree of imprecision in their interpretation (see Parsons 1990, Parsons 1995,
Schein 2002 for discussion).

(35) Mariam saw Nargis

The Telugu data does not help us clarify this debate once and for all. But it does allow us
to make some observations that can be used to better answer the question. In principle, the
data we have considered so far is compatible with treating the second associate as bearing an
underspecified role (see Sundaresan 2012 for such an account of a cognate). If the second
role were indeed underspecified, we can recast (3) as (36), where υ is an underspecified
thematic role that encompasses all possible non-agent roles.

(36) ⟦kun⟧ = λxλe. agent x e ∧ υ x e

Thehallmark of underspecification is the possibility ofmixed readings. For instance, the fact
that verbal reflexives seem to be compatible with not only reflexive and reciprocal scenarios,
but also mixed scenarios, leads Murray (2007, 2008) to posit an underspecified semantics
for the Cheyenne verbal reflexive. The same facts hold of the Telugu verbal reflexive too
(37). The verbal reflexive merely demands reflexivity in the cumulative event of praising
which can be satisfied in various ways.20

(37) abbayilu
boys

pogud. u-kunn-aa-ru
praise-KUN-PST-3PL

‘The boys self-praised’
a. ‘The boys praised themselves’
b. ‘The boys praised each other’
c. ‘Some of the boys praised themselves and some praised each other’

If υ, the underspecified role that allows precisification to various thematic relations, were
what kun assigned (in addition to agent), thenwe should expect similarmixed readings with
19 Schein (2017) goes further in making the case for a single thematic role participates, but this reduction is

accompanied by an increase in the number of events and relations between events found in the logical
forms of sentences. The question of how many ways arguments can relate to events (i.e. the contents of
the inventory of thematic relations) can be reproduced with Schein’s supermonadicity. See also Ramchand
2007, 2008.

20 Mixed readings with kun are available so long as an anaphor (reflexive or reciprocal) is absent. In the
presence of the reflexive anaphor, mixed readings are much harder to get, just like in the case of English.
With a reciprocal anaphor, they are impossible.
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plural subjects. As (38a) shows, mixed readings of thematic roles are impossible. Consider
the impossible paraphrase in (38b), where I assume that (38a) has a distributed reading and
that ‘beneficiary’ and ‘location’ are precisifications of υ.

(38) a. pillalu
children

akhil-ni
akhil-ACC

pogud. u-kunn-aa-ru
praise-VR-PST-3PL

‘The children praised Akhil { silently/ for their own benefit }’
*Some praised A. silently and some others praised him for their benefit

b. There is an event of praising, whose agent is a group of children, the theme Akhil,
and whose υ is the same group of children. This praising event is a collection
of praising sub-events, such that each sub-event has a member of the group of
children as an agent, and Akhil as the theme. Some of these sub-events are such
that the agent is also the υ=beneficiary, and some other sub-events are such that
the agent is also the υ=location. ≠ (38a)

To be sure, there is an assumption that can rule out (38b) as a possible paraphrase of (38a):
that however υ is precisified, it is done at the level of the cumulative event, with the choice
trickling down to the sub-events.21 This restriction makes (36) indistinguishable from (3)
in its predictions of kun’s behaviour. However, the assumption does not seem to follow for
any principled reasons. The examples above show that no one underspecified role can cover
both location and beneficiary roles. Similar conclusions can be drawn for the pairs beneficiary
and theme (39), beneficiary and instrument (40), and beneficiary and goal (41). (3) remains
an adequate meaning for kun.

(39) pillalu
children

pogud. u-kunn-aa-ru
praise-KUN-PST-3PL

‘The children praised {themselves/some salient individual for self-benefit}’
*‘Some praised themselves and some others praised x for their own benefit’

(40) pillalu
children

banti-ni
ball-ACC

aapu-kun-aa-ru
stop-KUN-PST-3PL

‘The children stopped the ball {with themselves/for themselves}’
*‘Some children stopped the ball with themselves and some others, for themselves’

(41) pillalu
children

bahumatulu
gifts

pampu-kunn-aa-ru
send-KUN-PST-3PL

‘The children sent gifts to themselves/to x for their benefit’
*‘Some children sent gifts to themselves and some others to x for their benefit’

While I have argued that the second role kun contributes cannot be maximally underspeci-
fied, the proposal is not incompatible with a lesser degree of underspecification in thematic
21 The cumulativity assumption for thematic roles in, e.g., Champollion 2016, 2017 is orthogonal to this as-

sumption.
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content. Indeed, suchunderspecification is required by any theory of predicate-independent
thematic relations, and I make use of one such underspecified role in §5.22 Moreover, no-
tice that the possible thematic roles of the second associate do not fall neatly into any of the
natural classes Reinhart’s (2002) Theta-system predicts.

This section began by asking what inventory of thematic relations constitutes the domain of
the existential quantifier over thematic roles. The set in (42) provides a preliminary set of
thematic roles in natural language that kun helps us differentiate. Since kun already assigns
it, agent is presumably not part of the domain of the existential. This latter set I assume is
the same as Θ except without agent (43). I am presupposing here that kun doesn’t assign
thematic roles redundantly, but nothing hinges on this choice.

(42) Θ = { agent, theme, goal, location, beneficiary, instrument, (…) }

(43) Θ′ = Θ – { agent }

Moreover, the ellipsis leaves open the possibility of other members of the set. For instance,
causee and experiencer are two roles often put to use in description and analysis, but are
absent from this list. Their absence from the list is not because of my lack of conviction
regarding their existence, but because kun doesn’t help us differentiate them from instrument
and goal respectively.23 The latter pair appears in the list rather than the former for the sake
of generality. I defer settling the question of these (and other) roles’ existence to another
occasion.

3.2 UTAH and the Theta-Criterion

The existence of a set of thematic roles brings with it a theory of thematic role assignment.
Two principles from the GB era that govern this assignment still hold sway after nearly
four decades: The Theta Criterion (44) and the Uniformity of Theta Assignment Hypoth-
esis (45). Both theories require biuniqueness between thematic role and (syntactic) argu-
ment/position:
22 I suspect such underspecification is required even for thematic relations that don’t generalize beyond a

predicate, to account for the interpretive contrast between ‘Jack hit Bill’ and ‘Jack hit a homerun’ for exam-
ple.

23 Other parts of the grammar of Telugu might help make the case that causee and instrument are the same
role, the former simply being animate versions of the latter:

(i) *nenu
1SG

akhil-{to/čeeta}
akhil-INSTR

četla-nu
trees-ACC

god. d. ali-to
sickle-INSTR

narik-inč-ææ-nu
cut-CAUS-PST-1SG

‘I made Akhil cut trees using a sickle’

If the two are indeed the same role, then thematic uniqueness explains the unacceptability of the sentence
above.
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(44) Theta Criterion24 Chomsky (1981)
Each argument bears one and only one theta role and each role is assigned to one and
only one argument

a. Each argument bears one and only one theta-role
b. Each theta-role is assigned to one and only one argument

(45) Uniformity of Theta Assignment Hypothesis (UTAH) Baker (1988a)
Identical thematic relationships between items are represented by identical structural
relationships between those items at the level of D-structure.

a. Each theta-position is associated with a specific theta-role
b. Each theta-role is associated with a specific theta-position

With the dissolution ofD-structure as a distinct level of representation, UTAHand theTheta
Criterion are no longer principles of grammar that filter representations and aid acquisition
(Chomsky, 1995, Baker, 1997).25 However, they can still be thought of as generalizations or
theorems of the theory, to be derived from more general principles of the grammar (Baker,
1997, Hale & Keyser, 2002, Harley, 2011, Larson, 2014). Whether or not these should be
derived is ultimately an empirical question.

Previous work has argued against these generalizations, or at least one half of them (Horn-
stein, 1999, Borer, 2005, Ramchand, 2008, Sundaresan, 2012, Bruening, 2013, Legate, 2014,
Myler & Mali, 2021, i.m.a.). (44a) has been called into question on empirical grounds, with
secondary predication and reflexive interpretations of English grooming verbs playing an
early role (Higginbotham 1985, fn. 14; Chomsky 1986, p. 97); the same considerations also
apply to (45a). On the other hand, (44b) has been much less controversial and shows up in
various forms in different theories (e.g., Uniqueness of Bresnan 1982 and Thematic Diver-
sity of Pesetsky 1996). Indeed, Reinhart & Siloni (2005), for whom theta roles are syntactic
objects that can percolate and be checked, think the condition is “obvious”.

The proper treatment of Telugu reflexivity demanded by the data in §2.4 shows that far
from being obvious, (44b) is plain wrong. Recall that to derive the interpretive possibilities
of nominal anaphors with verbal reflexives, we made crucial use of theme in two different
places. The condition is wrong because it is crucially a theory of the mapping between
24 There are other formulations of the theta-criterion that render the constraint merely syntactic. Effectively,

they restrict movement from a θ-position to another (Chomsky, 1986, Collins, 2024). On this view, the
θ-positions themselves can bear two thematic roles and hence are compatible with the present proposal.
Indeed, this situation motivates Chomsky’s (1986) reformulation (p. 97). While they do not comment (ex-
tensively) on twopositions bearing the same thematic role, that too can be presumed legal. These variations,
while retaining the name, are not linking theories in the way UTAH and the Theta Criterion of Chomsky
(1981) are. I have nothing to say about these formulations, except to point to the reader to analyses of re-
flexives where movement into theta positions is invoked (Drummond et al., 2011, Kastner, 2017, Akkus &
Paparounas, 2025, i.m.a).

25 See Chomsky 2021 for a return to an axiomatic view of the theta-criterion.
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structure and meaning, and if my analysis of the Telugu facts is right, such a condition on
the mapping cannot exist. The same argument applies to (45b).

Now there is a way of rescuing the condition that a given thematic role is assigned to only one
argument (or to occupants of only one position): by treating the theta-criterion as a purely
syntactic constraint (and hence theta-roles as narrowly syntactic objects).26 I did not treat
thematic roles as syntactic objects in the previous section, but the required translation is
simple enough.27 On this view, since the role assigned by kun is an indefinite and not theme,
there is no violation of the uniqueness condition on theta-role assignment. While this view
captures the facts, it goes against the spirit of Reinhart’s Theta System or the Theta Criterion
ofChomsky (1981), where a θ-role is fundamentally an interpretive atomwhose distribution
is governed by the syntax. Rescuing (44b), then, requires us to dilute the concept of a θ-role
— throwing out the baby to preserve the bath water.

The Theta Criterion and the UTAH, then, are not viable mapping theories of the argument
domain. Without something else to replace them, it might seem that we are in a lawless
land. Note though that the impetus behind a theory like UTAH is the overwhelming cross-
linguistic regularity of first-merge positions for agents and themes. Such a regularity is not
a proprietary feature of the argument domain by any means—it is the object of inquiry for
the Cartographic enterprise (Rizzi, 1997, Cinque, 1999, Cinque & Rizzi, 2009, i.m.a). The
past three decades are witness to multiple proposals arguing for a syntactic separation of
arguments from verbal roots (Schein, 1993, Kratzer, 1996, Williams, 2009, Lohndal, 2014,
Ahn, 2022, Elkins et al., 2024, i.m.a). If argument introduction is to be handled by different
heads in the verbal extended projection, said cross-linguistic regularity is a special case of
the cartographic regularity of natural language syntax and we need posit no special devices.

3.3 Lexicalism

Setting thematic variability aside, the proposal for kun here greatly resembles the ‘bundling’
hypothesis for verbal reflexives defended in Reinhart & Siloni 2004, 2005 and fruitfully em-
ployed by the ‘Theta System’ tradition (Everaert et al. 2012, Reinhart et al. 2016, a.m.o; cf.
Dimitriadis & Everaert 2014). On this account, Bundling (46) is an operation that applies to
two θ-roles (say, agent and theme), combining them into a complex θ-role (agent–theme).
Bundling has no effect in the semantics: assigning a bundled role to an argument is equiva-
lent to assigning the component roles to the argument individually (Dimitriadis, 2012). Its
26 A clear counter-example for uniqueness as a syntactic principle might come from languages with (i) verbal

reflexives restricted to agent-theme reflexivity that can (ii) co-occur with a nominal theme anaphor, block-
ing otherwise available interpretive freedom. I haven’t been able to find such a language yet. Moyse-Faurie
(2008) and Gaby (2008) report examples from Hmwaveke (Oceanic) and Kuuk Thaayorre (Paman) that
could possibly fit this bill, but much descriptive work needs to be done before we are certain.

27 As Uriagereka & Pietroski (2002) note, it is puzzling indeed that no language seems to lexicalize thematic
roles, unlike any other syntactic object. (Although, see Kastner 2019 and Krishnan & Sarma 2023 for
the morphosyntactic benefits of positing something approximating an agent in the lexicon.) While I am
sympathetic to their argument and their conclusion that thematic roles are not syntactic objects, I do not
adopt this line of argument here.
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effects in the syntax are governed by two parameters: The Lexicon-Syntax Parameter, and
the Structural Accusative Case parameter. I will only focus on the former here.

(46) Bundling (Reinhart & Siloni, 2005, p. 400)
[θi][θj]→ [θi − θj], where θi is an external θ-role.

(47) The Lex-Syn Parameter (Reinhart & Siloni, 2005, p. 398)
Universal Grammar allows thematic arity operations to apply in the lexicon or in the
syntax.

According to (47), the bundling operation can take place either in the syntax or in the lexi-
con, and languages ‘choose’ a parameter setting. A diagnostic for the setting is the possibility
of verbal reflexives associating the agent of a matrix verb and the subject of an embedded
clause in ECM constructions. Since the latter is thematically related only to the embedded
predicate, the thematic role it receives cannot be bundled with that of the matrix agent in
the lexical grid of the matrix predicate — only Syntax languages allow verbal reflexives with
ECM. As we saw in §2.6, kun is incompatible with ECM. This behaviour would classify
Telugu as a Lexicon language.

The Lexicon-Syntax parameter crucially relies on an active lexicon: instead of the lexicon
being a mere repository of idiosyncratic information, there are also lexical operations, like
Bundling, which apply before lexical items are put to use by the narrow syntax. Let us call
this view Operationalism. Subscribing to an active lexicon necessitates what we might call
Projectionism: the view that the argument structural properties of a clause are projected
from its predicate’s lexical information. In what follows, I argue that the behaviour of Telugu
reflexives renders Projectionism untenable. Since Operationalism requires Projectionism,
the former is untenable too — natural language lexica cannot be active.

The argument comes from the optionality of anaphors with kun (48). Projectionism about
argument structure requires that the effect of the verbal reflexive on the syntactic realization
of the anaphor be uniform — the anaphor must be either uniformly present or uniformly
absent in the syntax.

(48) a. amith
amith

tana-ni
3SG-ACC

tanu
3SG

pogud. u-kunn-aa-d. u
praise-KUN-PST-3MS

‘Amith praised himself ’
b. amith

amith
pogud. u-kunn-aa-d. u
praise-KUN-PST-3MS

‘Amith praised himself ’

In (48a), the anaphor behaves like a bona fide argument: it receives accusative case, the
theme role (see §2.4), and necessarily antecedes reflexive themes in ellipsis sites (see §2.5).
The verbal reflexive, therefore, cannot require the anaphor’s absence. On a projectionist
view of argument structure, the anaphor, then, must be uniformly present when a predicate
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is modified by kun. The apparent optionality in (48) must bemerely surface optionality; the
only difference between the two examples above must be in the phonological realization of
a syntactically projected anaphor. In §2.5 we already saw some suggestive evidence against
locating the optionality of the anaphor in the phonology.

The behaviour of reflexive-marked passives provides another argument against a uniform
syntactic treatment of (48a) and (48b). In what follows, I argue that in passives of reflex-
ives there is no syntactically projected agent. Since reflexive anaphors in Telugu require a
c-commanding antecedent, there cannot be a syntactically projected anaphor either. How-
ever, the verbal reflexive can also happily co-exist with a syntactically projected anaphor
(48a). This dual possibility is incompatible with Projectionism since it requires that the
syntactic behaviour of a predicate’s arguments be uniform in a language.

Passivization and subject oriented reflexives are famously incompatible (Rizzi 1986, Rein-
hart & Siloni 2005, Ahn 2015, i.a.). Intuitively, this is unsurprising and especially so for
kun. Passivization suppresses agents, but agent-oriented reflexives like kun need an agent
to be oriented to. Another naïve expectation is that passivizing a transitive predicate with a
reflexive object should also not be possible. (49) confirms this expectation for English.28

(49) a. They praised themselves
b. *They were praised (by themselves)
c. *Themselves were praised

And yet, some languages allow it. Among theGermanic languages, at least German (50) and
Icelandic (51) seem to allow passives of reflexives, unlike their relatives English and Dutch
(Árnadóttir et al., 2011, Schäfer, 2012).

(50) German (Schäfer, 2012, ex. 3)

a. Hier
here

haben
have

die
the.NOM

Römer
romans

sich
REFL.ACC

gewaschen
washed

b. Hier
here

wurde
became

sich
REFL

(von
(by

den
the

Römern)
Romans)

gewaschen
washed

‘Here, the Romans washed’

(51) Icelandic29 (Schäfer, 2012, ex. 16)
28 To be sure, citing examples like (i.–ii.) some authors argue that English does allow passivization with

reflexives, but only in a small number of environments (Baker et al., 1989, Collins, 2005). This then feeds
into their theories of passives where the agent of the passive is syntactically active.

i. Such privileges should be kept to oneself
ii. Damaging testimony is always given about oneself in secret trials

See Bruening (2024, §3.2) for discussion of these examples.
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a. Börnin
the.children

leika
play

sér
REFL.DAT

allan
all

daginn
the.day

‘The children are playing all day’
b. Það

EXPL
var
was

leikið
played

sér
REFL.DAT

allan
all

daginn
the.day

‘People played all day’ (Lit: ‘There was playing all day’)

Telugu allows passives of reflexives as well (see also Sundaresan & McFadden 2017 for
Tamil). In (52) are examples of passives of reflexive-marked transitive predicates. In all
these examples, the internal argument of the predicate is distinct from the understood agent,
and with the given translations, the thematic roles involved in the reflexivity are agent and
beneficiary.30 With co-construed agent and theme, passives of reflexives are unacceptable
(53).

(52) a. annam
rice

vand. u-ko-bad. -in-di
cook-KUN-PASS-PST-3NS

‘Rice was cooked (by someone for themselves)’
b. mamidikaya

mango
kosu-ko-bad-in-di
cut-KUN-PASS-PST-3NS

‘A mango was cut (by someone for themselves)’
c. vaad. u

3MS
vimaršincu-ko-bad. -ææ-d. u
criticize-KUN-PASS-PST-3MS

‘He was criticized (by someone for their own benefit)’

(53) a. *kosu-ko-bad-in-di
cut-KUN-PASS-PST-3NS
Intended: ‘Something was cut (by itself )’

b. *vimaršincu-ko-bad. -in-di
criticize-KUN-PASS-PST-3NS
Intended: ‘There was a self-criticism ’

One might wonder whether the possibility of passives of reflexives in the language is due
to the thematic variability displayed by kun. However, with ditransitives, in addition to
29 Schäfer (2012) gives the judgement for (51b) as “(?)” to indicate that some authors in the literature judge

it marginal. The surrounding discussion however makes it clear that Icelandic speakers from Inner Reyk-
javik (whose dialect Schäfer is studying) predominantly judge it acceptable. I take the judgement and free
translation for (51b) from Eythórsson (2008).

30 That the parentheses in the translation have beneficiary as the second role in (52) and (54c) is merely a
matter of convenience. On the present account, the second role is an indefinite thematic role, and can in
principle be resolved to various roles, so long as the context allows it. For instance, (52c) could just as easily
have been translated as ‘He was criticized (by someone, silently)’ where the indefinite is resolved to location.
Henceforth, I will simply talk of ‘second roles’ and not the more appropriate ‘resolutions of the second role’
for ease of readability.
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beneficiary, the second role can be either theme or goal (54). So the passive doesn’t place a
blanket constraint on how the existential can be resolved.

(54) a. pustakam
book

ičču-ko-bad. -in-di
give-KUN-PASS-PST-3NS

‘A book was given (by someone to themselves)’
b. vaad. i-ki

3MS-DAT
paričayam
introduction

čeesu-ko-bad. -in-di
do-KUN-PASS-PST-3NS

‘To him was introduced (someone by themselves)’
c. vaad. i-ki

3MS-DAT
pustakam
book

ičču-ko-bad. -in-di
give-KUN-PASS-PST-3NS

‘A book was given to him (by someone for their own benefit)’

Indeed, a passive of reflexive with theme as the second associate is possible with a predicate
like muddu pet. t.u ‘kiss’ (55). The predicate here is complex, with pet. t.u ‘put’ a light verb
hosted by the nominal muddu ‘kiss’. (56) shows that this is not a garden variety ditransitive
use of ‘put’ (e.g. ‘they placed kisses on each other’): the reciprocal receives accusative case. In
its standard use, the location where something is placed is marked with locative case (57).
See Balusu (2014) for an overview of complex predication in Telugu.

(55) muddu
kiss

pet.t.u-ko-bad. -in-di
put-KUN-PASS-PST-3NS

‘There was a kissing’

(56) vaal.l.u
3PL

(okari-ni
(ONE-ACC

okaru)
ONE)

muddu
kiss

pet.t.u-kunn-aa-ru
put-KUN-PST-3PL

‘They kissed (each other)’

(57) nenu
1SG

table-miida
table-LOC

pustakam
book

pet.t.-ææ-nu
put-PST-1SG

‘I put a book on the table’

The difference between (55) which allows agent-theme reflexivity, and the examples in (52)
which don’t, I suggest lies in the fact that the former has a nominal as part of a complex
predication. This difference can be seen with passives of non-reflexive predicates as well
(58). guraka pet. t.u ‘work’ is an N-V complex predicate unlike navvu ‘laugh’. Upon noticing
a noise in an otherwise silent audio recording, I can utter (58a) if I hear a snore, but not
(58b) even if I hear a laugh.

(58) a. guraka
snore

pet.t.a-bad. -in-di
put-KUN-PASS-PST-3NS

‘There was a snoring’
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b. *navva-bad-in-di
laugh-PASS-PST-3NS
Intended: ‘There was a laughing’

The descriptive generalization we arrive at given these examples is (59). I interpret this
generalization as providing evidence for an EPP requirement in the language. I assume
that this requirement is to be satisfied at TP, although nothing hinges on this choice.31 Since
Telugu is a pro-drop language, it should be the case that covert nominals in the syntax suffice
to satisfy this requirement (60). The generalization in (59), combined with the fact that
covert nominals suffice for the EPP, further suggests that there are no covert nominals in
(58b). Therefore, the agent of the passive must not be projected in the syntax.32

(59) Generalization
Passivization in Telugu is possible as long as there is a nominal in the structure.

(60) vel.l.-ææ-nu
go-PST-1SG
‘I went’

Messick & Raghotham (2025) show that there exists a syntactic link (AGREE) between the
reflexive anaphor and its antecedent in Telugu. Therefore, the antecedent must have a syn-
tactic life to license an anaphor. If the internal argument associate of kun is always syntacti-
cally projected, given the nature of anaphors in the language, their antecedents (in this case,
agents) must be too. We have just seen, however, that in passives of reflexives, the agent
is not syntactically projected and hence unable to license anaphors. The internal argument
associate of kun, must also therefore not be projected in the syntaxwhen no anaphor is overt.

This conclusion is trouble for the projectionist. On the one hand, when there is an overt
reflexive anaphor in the presence of kun, it behaves like a genuine internal argument and
bears an (argumental) thematic role. On the other hand, the same thematic role is available
for interpretation even when there is no syntactically projected anaphor. If one is inclined
31 Telugu is an SOV language with pro-drop and no expletives and no obvious raising verbs. These properties

make it difficult to establish whether or not there is an EPP requirement in this language. The argument
from passives, then, is a novel argument for the EPP in Telugu.

32 NPs embedded in postpositions can’t bind anaphors (i-ii). So assuming the presence of a silent PP might
help save the syntactic uniformity of agents in active and passive sentences, but they nevertheless will be
unable to license an anaphor, overt or covert.

(i) *akhil
akhil

ravi-pakkana
rav-BESIDE

tana-{ni/pakkana}
3SG-{ACC/BESIDE}

tanu
3SG

kuurčo
sit

pet.t.-ææ-d. u
put-PST-3MS

Intended: ‘Akhil put Ravi1 next to himself1’

(ii) *pustakam
book

pillali-dwaara
children-BY

val.l.a-ku
3PL-DAT

val.l.u
3PL

ičču-ko-bad. -in-di
give-KUN-PASS-PST-3NS

Intended: ‘The book was given to themselves by the children’
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to steer clear of epicycles, as I am, then the only available recourse is to reject projection-
ism about argument structure. An active lexicon, whose bedrock is projection, must also
therefore be rejected.

4 Causatives and Combinatorial Restrictions

I have so far remained reticent about the verbal reflexive’s combinatorial restrictions. It
is incompatible, as we saw earlier, with experiencer subject verbs (61). This restriction, I
suggested, was the result of kun’s agent orientation: it introduces an agent; therefore the ex-
ternal argument can no longer remain an experiencer. Agent orientation also helps explain
the unacceptability of kun in copular clauses since their subjects are not agents (62).33

(61) *fatima
fatima

paper
paper

marači-poo-kun-in-di
forget-go-KUN-PST-3FS

‘Fatima forgot the paper (for her benefit)’

(62) *aame
3FS

president
president

kaa-kun-di
BE.NEG-KUN-3NS

‘She is not the president’

While this explains why the particular examples above are unacceptable, it doesn’t suffice to
explain the wider incompatibility of these predicates with the verbal reflexive. For once we
reject projectionism, as I have argued we should, absent a constraint barring kun in certain
configurations, we should expect (61) for example to be acceptable, with Fatima interpreted
as the agent. Such an interpretation is unavailable here, indicating the need for a constraint
on the combinatory possibilities of the verbal reflexive.

Moreover, kun is also incompatible in configurations where agents are licensed — with in-
gestive verbs like eat and drink (63), and with verbs of deictic motion like come and go (64).
All the examples below are intended to show agent-beneficiary reflexivity, which should be
possible given that Ravi is an agent in all of them. This once again signals the need for a
constraint on kun’s distribution.

(63) a. *ravi
ravi

annam
rice

tin-kunn-aa-d. u
eat-VR-PST-3MS

‘Ravi ate rice for himself ’
b. *ravi

ravi
sod. a
soda

taagu-kunn-aa-d. u
drink-VR-PST-3MS

‘Ravi drank soda for himself ’
33 (62) has a negation since the positive counterpart has no verbal morphology and hence unable to (even hy-

pothetically) host the verbal reflexive. Even though BE.NEG and 3NS are separated by amorpheme boundary
here, they form one unit, and the ϕ-features on the negation don’t covary. They’re only separated here to
affix kun in the most plausible position — between the copular and agreement-hosting nodes.
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(64) a. *Ravi
Ravi

int.i-ki
house-DAT

vačču-kun-aa-d. u
come-VR-PST-3MS

‘Ravi came home for himself ’
b. *Ravi

Ravi
int.i-ki
house-DAT

vel.l.u-kun-aa-d. u
go-VR-PST-3MS

‘Ravi went home for himself ’

Notice here that kun is compatible with all of the predicates listed above, once they are
causativized (65–68). I take this repair to be diagnostic of the restriction on kun, which, I
suggest, selects complex events. In each case below causativization results in the creation of
a complex event, with the root denoting a predicate of eventualities which ‘end’ the complex
event (Pietroski, 2005, Williams, 2015, Zimmermann & Amaechi, 2025).

(65) nenu
1SG

fatima-to
fatima-INSTR

paper
paper

marip-inču-kun-aa-nu
forget-CAUS-KUN-PST-3NS

‘I made Fatima forget the paper for my benefit’

(66) nenu
1SG

aame-nu
3FS-ACC

president
president

čeesu-kunn-aa-nu
DO-KUN-PST-1SG

‘I made her president for my benefit’

(67) nenu
1SG

ravi-ki
ravi-DAT

id. li
idli

tinip-inču-kunn-aa-nu
eat-CAUS-KUN-PST-1SG

‘I fed Ravi id. li for my benefit’

(68) nenu
1SG

Ravi-ni
Ravi-ACC

int.i-ki
home-DAT

rapp-incu-kunn-aa-nu
come-CAUS-KUN-PST-1SG

‘I made Ravi come home for my benefit’

All configurations in which kun is incompatible are those which denote a simplex event (or
state). I take this conclusion for copular and psych-verb constructions to be uncontroversial.
For the cases of ingestive andmotion verbs, making the positive case that the configurations
in (63) and (64) are simplex is tricky. The unavailability of restitutive readings with again
serves as a diagnostic here. As (69) shows, a restitutive reading with vačč ‘come’ is not avail-
able.34

(69) Ravi
Ravi

mal.l.i
again

int.i-ki
house-DAT

vačč-ææ-d. u
come-PST-3MS

34 I should note that test here is not for any interpretive ambiguity with again. Given the possibility of ‘low’
repetitive readings (Bale, 2007), we expect, given the structure for agent introduction, an ambiguity to be
generally available with agentive predicates. See Bale 2007, Smith & Yu 2022, 2024, Asami & Bruening 2025
for discussion.
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‘Ravi came home again.’
↝ Ravi came home once; He came home again.
↝̸ Ravi was home; He left and came home again.

With ingestive verbs, making the claim is trickier still. Many analyses posit a complex event
structure for ingestive verbs (Jackendoff, 1992, Krejci, 2012, Smith & Yu, 2024). Since my
main goal in this paper is not to argue for one representation for these verbs over another,
I will simply point to the fact that restitutive readings with ingestive verbs are unavailable
even with a context that makes them plausible (70).35 If the representations of these verbs
included states of being in someone then the unavailability of restitutive readings is surpris-
ing.

(70) We are teamed up in a game of multi-player Pacman against the ghosts: there are two
‘Pacmen’ on the board, striped pink and blue, simultaneously trying to clear the board.36
Ghosts in Pacman, recall, can regenerate after being eaten. In every board of this hypo-
thetical version, the ghosts corresponding to the Pacmen’s colours are ‘pre-eaten’: absent
at the beginning, and appear some seconds after the beginning of the game at the loca-
tion of the corresponding player and make their way home. We’re discussing the fate of
the blue ghost:

nenu
1SG

dan-ni
3NS-ACC

mal.l.i
again

tinn-aa-nu
eat-PST-1SG

‘I ate it again’
↝ I ate it, and then I ate it once more. repetitive
↝ You ate it, and then I ate it. low-repetitive
↝̸ It was eaten first (at the beginning), then I ate it. restitutive

Again is fairly liberal in its licensing of restitutive readings, such that even verbs that don’t
participate in the causative alternation and without any discernible morphological com-
plexity also allow them (von Stechow, 1996, i.a.). The fact that the configurations which are
incompatible with kun do not allow even this, I take to be evidence of their simplicity.

I implement the restriction on kun’s distribution as a semantic definedness condition (71).
An alternate possibility is to treat this as syntactic selection of a head that builds complex
events. Given the data in (65–68), the causative head is a natural contender. Although I
prefer the semantic variant over the syntactic selection analysis, for the purposes of this
paper, they are equivalent, and the reader is welcome to choose their preferred version.
35 Low-repetitive readings with ingestive verbs are easily available provided the right context contra Smith &

Yu (2024), and in line with Asami & Bruening (2025).

I should also note that Smith & Yu (2024) point to restitutive readings with vomit in examples supplied
by a reviewer: e.g. Is it okay to let my dog eat the vomit again once they have vomited?. This seems to
be a counter-directional reading, made available by the egress associated with vomiting, as opposed to a
genuinely restitutive reading. See Patel-Grosz & Beck 2019, Iyer 2023 for some discussion.

36 The standard version is playable at this link.
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(71) ⟦kun⟧ = λx λe ∶ ∃e′[end e′ e]. agent x e ∧ ∃R ∈ Θ′[Rx e]

In analyzing kun as being restricted to configurations with complex events, the present anal-
ysis greatly resembles the proposal of Sundaresan (2012), for whom kol. , the Tamil cognate
of kun, selects a result state (introducing projection). The difference between the proposals,
as far as the combinatorial restrictions are concerned, lies in their locality. For Sundaresan,
the verbal reflexive has to be local to the state projection (technically, an aspectual projec-
tion that introduces the result state). As (72) shows, the verbal reflexive is compatible with
pogud. u by itself, and also when it is causativized — if kun required that its sister be the lo-
cus of state introduction, then a causative morpheme cannot intervene in (72b) because the
locality conditions of kun are already met in (72a).37

(72) a. akhil
akhil

nayana-ni
nayana-ACC

pogud. u-kunn-aa-d. u
praise-KUN-PST-3MS

‘Akhil praised Nayana’
b. ravi

ravi
akhil-to
akhil-INSTR

nayana-ni
nayana-ACC

pogud. u-incu-kunn-aa-d. u
praise-CAUS-KUN-PST-3MS

‘Ravi made Akhil praise Nayana’

Another feature of the present proposal, which speaks in its favour is the treatment of both
thematic roles introduced by the verbal reflexive as properties of the same event. This re-
quires a treatment of causatives as complex but mono-eventive. Consider our explanation
of how the verbal reflexive comes to block proxy readings of a theme anaphor. In (73), the
standard semantic representation of causative verbs (e.g. Parsons 1990, Pylkkänen 2008,
Myler & Mali 2021) does not represent the subject and direct object as the agent and theme
of the same event (73b). I suggested that the proxy reading of the direct object anaphor is
blocked when the indefinite thematic role is resolved to theme. However, given the different
events here, Thematic Uniqueness plays no role in blocking the proxy readings. A postulate
such as (74) might rescue the analysis, but as we will shortly see, it is not sufficiently general.
On the other hand, the ban on proxy readings follows naturally if all syntactic arguments
name participants of the same event as on the present account (73c).

(73) a. akhil
akhil

ravi-to
ravi-INSTR

vaad. i-ni
3MS-ACC

vaad. u
3MS

pogid. -incu-kunn-aa-d. u
praise-CAUS-KUN-PST-3MS

‘Akhil1 made Ravi praise himself1’
b. ∃e[agent a e ∧ ∃R ∈ Θ′[R a e] ∧ ∃e′[cause e e′ ∧ praise e′ ∧ instr r e′ ∧ theme a1 e′]]
c. ∃e[agent a e ∧ ∃R ∈ Θ′[R a e] ∧ praise e ∧ instr r e ∧ theme a1 e ∧ ∃e′[end e′ e]]

(74) cause e e′ ∧ theme x e′ ⊧ theme x e (Pietroski, 2005, p. 193)
37 I assume that the result state in both examples here are the same.
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If the causative morpheme introduced a separate event, represented as such, we should ex-
pect the felicity of say, two beneficiaries, one for the caused event — here an applied argu-
ment— and one for the causing event, introduced by kun. While we rescued the bi-eventive
analysis for themes by appealing to a reasonablemeaning postulate, such recourse seems un-
available here. As (75) shows, that isn’t possible. In (75a), it might well benefit Akhil, if Ravi
praising Shreyas benefits Sameer, in a kind of benefit-chain, but that is crucially not the
interpretation we’re after. (75b) brings out the distinction slightly more clearly: imagine a
context where Ravi runs a charity which pays school fees for children; Akhil donates to this
charity, and this helps reduces his taxes. A bi-eventive analysis of causatives predicts that
Akhil’s action of donating is independent of its down-stream effects and each can have their
own beneficiary. Such a reading is impossible here.

(75) a. akhil
akhil

ravi-to
ravi-INSTR

sameer-kosam
sameer-FOR

shreyas-ni
shreyas-ACC

pogid. -incu-kunn-aad. u
praise-CAUS-KUN-PST-3MS

‘Akhil, (*for his benefit), made Ravi praise Shreyas for Sameer’
b. akhil

akhil
ravi-to
ravi-INSTR

sameer-kosam
sameer-INSTR

school
school

fee
fee

kat.t.-inču-kun-aa-d. u
pay-CAUS-KUN-PST-3MS

‘Akhil, (*for his benefit), made Ravi pay school fees for Sameer’

While the combinatorial restrictions on kun showed the need for a complex event, the
proper treatment of causatives, given kun’s behaviour, requires that the syntactic arguments
be participants of the same event. This tension can be resolved once we recognize that
events can include their end-points as parts of themselves (Pietroski, 2005, Williams, 2015,
Zimmermann & Amaechi, 2025).

5 Homophonous anticausative marking

Awide variety of genetically and areally unrelated languagesmake use of the same element to
mark reflexive and anticausative verbs (Haspelmath, 1993). This multifunctionality admits
two possible explanations: homophony or underlying unity. In this section, I show that
the two uses of the string are the result two different abstract morphemes and model the
homophony as a case of syncretism.

The Telugu verbal suffix kun, too, has a reflexive use, which I have focused on here, and an
anticausative use (76). Even though Dravidian languages are relatively underrepresented in
the generative literature, the properties of kun and its cognates are among the most well-
studied aspects of the family (see Kissock 1995, Mohanan & Mohanan 1998, Subbarao &
Lalitha Murthy 1999, Lidz 2001a, 2004, Sundaresan 2012, 2016, Sundaresan & McFadden
2017, Ahn 2015, Safir & Selvanathan 2017b, Balusu 2019, Baker 2022, i.a.). These analyses
of the verbal reflexive and its multifunctionality cover the full range of plausibility. Instead
of arguing against the specific aspects of these proposals, I will simply make my case here.
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(76) talupu
door

moosu-kun-in-di
close-KUN-PST-3NS

‘The door closed’

As noted above, there are two possible families of explanations for this multifunctionality:
one in which it is the same morpheme in the two uses and another in which the two uses
correspond to two different morphemes that are either homophonous or syncretic (Alexi-
adou et al., 2015, Balusu, 2019, a.o.). The first family includes analyses where themorpheme
is uniformly reflexive (Chierchia, 2004, Koontz-Garboden, 2009, Sundaresan, 2012, a.o.) or
where themorphememarks the absence of an argument (Kissock, 1995, Embick, 1998, Lidz,
2004).

We have already seen evidence in the preceding sections that no arguments need be missing
in the presence of the verbal reflexive—they may, but they need not. Before arguments can
be made against the uniformly reflexive analysis, some relevant background. Recall that
kun is necessarily agent oriented. In addition to experiencers, it is also incompatible with
non-agentive causes (77).38

(77) a. #bombu
bomb

(dan-ni
(3NS-ACC

adi)
3NS)

pel-ču-kun-in-di
burst-CAUS-KUN-PST-3NS

‘The bomb exploded itself ’
b. #toofanu

storm
addaan-ni
window-ACC

viru-ču-kun-in-di
break-CAUS-KUN-PST-3NS

‘The storm broke the window (for itself )’

Descriptively speaking, detransitivizing some predicates simply requires the absence of the
causative morpheme. In a transitive configuration, virugu ‘break’ needs a causative mor-
pheme (78a). In the intransitive variant, while the absence of the causative suffices, kun can
optionally be suffixed (78b). With some other predicates like teruvu ‘open’, the intransitive
variant requires kun on top of the causative morpheme (79). I assume that the two classes
are listed.

(78) a. amit
amit

addam
window

viri-č-ææ-d. u
break-CAUS-PST-3MS

‘Amit broke the window’
b. addam

window
virug-(kun)-in-di
break-KUN-PST-3NS

‘The window broke’

(79) a. amit
amit

talupu
door

teri-č-ææ-d. u
open-CAUS-PST-3MS

‘Amit opened the door’
38 The sentence becomes acceptable if the bomb or the storm are construed as capable of agency.
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b. talupu
door

teru-ču-kun-in-di
open-CAUS-KUN-PST-3NS

‘The door opened’

Back to the argument. Four facts speak against a uniformly reflexive analysis: First, kun-
marked anticausatives cannot be interpreted reflexively (80). Second, they are incompatible
with agent-oriented adverbs (81), and we know that reflexive kun needs an agent and not
simply an ‘effector’. Third, reflexive anaphors are incompatible with anticausative kun (82).
The reflexive anaphors themselves are not agent-oriented: an indirect object can bind a
direct object anaphor (Messick & Raghotham, 2025). Finally, for verbs of the break-class,
a reflexive interpretation is only possible when the causative morpheme is present, unlike
(78b).

(80) addam
window

virugu-(kun)-in-di
break-KUN-PST-3NS

‘The window broke (# itself )’

(81) #addam
window

jaagrattagaa
carefully

virugu-(kun)-in-di
break-KUN-PST-3NS

‘The window broke carefully’

(82) *addam
window

dan-ni
3NS-ACC

adi
3NS

virugu-kun-in-di
break-KUN-PST-3NS

‘The window broke’

Indeed, as we saw in the previous section, reflexive kun requires its complement to be in-
terpreted as a complex process which we diagnosed by the presence of an ambiguity with
again: (83) shows no ambiguity, with or without kun, and only admits a restitutive read-
ing. If kun-marked anticausatives are in fact marked with just reflexive kun, they should
allow a reflexive interpretation, agent-oriented adverbs, reflexive anaphors, and in general
pattern like other reflexives. They don’t. Anticausative and reflexive kuns, therefore, cannot
be identical.

(83) addam
window

mal.l.i
again

virug-(kun)-in-di
break-KUN-PST-3NS

‘The window broke again’ 7 (low) repetitive

Arguing against a uniformly reflexive analysis for marked anticausatives in Indo-European,
Schäfer & Vivanco (2016) suggest that the marked anticausatives form a scale with their
causative counterparts. The existence of this scale results in the anticausative contributing
an implicature that no particular cause can be identified. Such an analysis predicts that
the implicature can be cancelled by a follow-up explicitly identifying the agent/cause. The
Telugu facts, unlike the languages S&V study, don’t conform to this prediction (84).
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(84) a. talupu
door

teru-ču-kun-indi
open-CAUS-KUN-3NS

‘The door opened’
b. #in

in
fact,
fact,

Amith
Amith

terič-ææ-d. u
open-CAUS-PST-3MS

‘In fact, Amith opened it’

Since we are left with no off the rack analyses, I suggest stocking our shelves with a ‘no initia-
tor’ presupposition. On this view, initiator is a thematic role that subsumes both agent and
cause. That the Hey, Wait a Minute! clause, where the relevant reading of ‘by themselves’ is
‘no particular initiator’ (Alexiadou et al., 2015) is felicitous in (87), but not (85) suggests that
kun contributes the ‘no particular initiator’ presupposition (cf. von Fintel 2004). Similarly,
the clause can also follow sentences from the P-family (88).

(85) addam
window

virig-in-di
break-PST-3NS

‘The window broke’

(86) #HWAM! I didn’t know windows could break by themselves

(87) addam
window

virugu-kun-in-di
break-KUN-PST-3NS

‘The window broke’ 3 … (86)

(88) addam
window

virugu-kun-ind-aa
break-KUN-3NS-Q

‘Did the window break?’ 3 … (86)

The present treatment of anticausative kun also predicts that the presupposition it con-
tributes can be filtered in conjunctions (Karttunen, 1973). The proposed presupposition
of anticausative kun is exactly what an overt ‘by itself ’ asserts. Assuming that by itself is an
adverbial modifier, its place in the semantic representation for (89) is a conjunct modify-
ing the breaking event with kun’s semantic contribution serving as another conjunct. The
HWAM! clause is no longer a felicitous follow-up in (89) with an overt by itself, showing that
the presupposition is now filtered. Concretely, I submit (90) as anticausative kun’s semantic
value.

(89) a. addam
window

daan-anta-ku
3NS-BY-DAT

adi
3NS

virugu-kun-indi
break-KUN-3NS

‘The window broke by itself ’ # … (86)

(90) ⟦kunAC⟧ = λPλe ∶ ¬∃x[initiator x e].P e
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Phonology Voice Semantics

/kun/ ⇐Ô
[–A, +K] Ô⇒ λPλe ∶ ¬∃x [initiator x e] .P e
[+A, +K] Ô⇒ λxλe.agent x e ∧ ∃R ∈ Θ [Rx e]

∅ ⇐Ô
[+A, –K] Ô⇒ λxλe.agent x e
[–A, –K] Ô⇒ λα.α

Table 1: Voices, and their interpretation at the interfaces

This proposal makes another prediction: the presupposition of anticausative kun implies
that (87), with the anticausative kun, cannot be felicitously followed by a clause identifying
the breaker, but (85), without it, can. This is true (91–92).

(91) addam
window

virig-in-di
break-PST-3NS

… in
… in

fact,
fact,

Amith
Amith

viri-č-ææ-d. u
break-CAUS-PST-3MS

‘The window broke … in fact, Amith broke it’

(92) addam
window

virugu-kun-in-di
break-KUN-PST-3NS

… #
…

in
in

fact,
fact,

Amith
Amith

viri-č-ææ-d. u
break-CAUS-PST-3MS

‘The window broke … # in fact, Amith broke it ’

The data so far argues (in sympathy with Balusu 2019) that the reflexive and anticausative
uses of kun arise from an underlying difference, obscured on the surface. The difference
here can be captured either by appealing to an accidental homophony, or due to syncretism.
Given the crosslinguistically robust multifunctionality, I suggest that the two morphemes
are syncretic, and capture it with underspecification of the vocabulary item kun.

In particular, I suggest that the anticausative and reflexive morphemes in Telugu share a
purely formal feature, [+K].39 I also assume, following Alexiadou et al. 2015 and the fact
that anticausative kun can be suffixed to the causative morpheme, that the former is another
flavour of voice. The syncretism then, is the result of spelling out two different flavours of
Voice that share a feature. (1) summarizes the possible voices. The regular Voice morpheme
that introduces agents has, on this view, the features [+A, −K]. The last cell in the paradigm,
[− A, −K] is given for completeness — given it has neither a semantic nor a phonological
contribution, detecting this is rather tricky.
39 The natural class picked out by this feature might have a diachronic source, but on my analysis there is no

synchronic grounding, a bullet I am happy to bite. The class(es) of latinate plural taking nouns in English
can be fruitfully analysed in similar terms. Of course, it could also turn out that on the final analysis, the
reflexive and the anticausative are merely homophonous and not even syncretic. This state of affairs seems
perfectly compatible with the broader claims about the two uses made here.
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6 Conclusion and Outlook

This paper provided a thorough description and analysis of theTelugu verbal reflexivewhere
themorpheme assigns two thematic roles to the nominalmerged in its specifier. This theory,
in conjunction with the possibility of an indefinite thematic role, and a need for complex
process events, I argued, makes for a descriptively adequate theory of Telugu verbal reflex-
ivity.

Along the way, I made the case for a rich inventory of thematic roles. Given the thematic
variability of the Telugu verbal reflexive, it seems to me that the program of reducing the-
matic roles to a shorthand for syntactic configuration needs to be rethought (Hale & Keyser
2002, Ramchand 2008, Borer 2005). However, reifying thematic roles as objects of the the-
ory does not need to come with a theory governing their distribution. I argued against two
such theories with lasting relevance: The Theta Criterion and the UTAH. While reduction
and the two mapping theories are too strong, it need not be replaced by a lawless world of
argument introduction. I suggested here that the advances of the reductive theories should
be seen as contributing to our understanding of the regularity of syntactic maps, while at
the same time admitting a degree of flexibility.

If a morpheme in a language can assign an indefinite thematic role in conjunction with
another thematic role then it is possible that there exists a language where a morpheme
solely assigns the indefinite thematic role. That is, we predict the existence of applicative
morphemes with a meaning like (93). The applicative head in Chichewa comes close —
it’s choice is restricted to beneficiary, instrument, location, as well as purpose (Alsina &
Mchombo, 1990, Mchombo, 2004). Whether or not the Chichewa applicative or an ap-
plicative in another language exactly fits the bill remains to be seen. The analysis of the
causative in isiXhosa by Myler & Mali (2021) makes use of a similar indefinite ranging over
a smaller set of roles.40

(93) ⟦ApplFC⟧ = λx λe.∃R ∈ Θ′ [Rx e]

I alsomade the case against theories where argument structural configurations are projected
from individual lexical items. If we can’t have projection, then there can be no lexical op-
erations either. Of course, this is not to deny that individual lexical items seem to place
restrictions on argument structural configuration they can find themselves in. What is be-
ing denied is that these restrictions apply in the grammatical component of the language
faculty (Borer, 2005, Marantz, 2013, Lohndal, 2014).
40 [Anonymized, P.C.] raises another intriguing possibility, that although should generally be countenanced

on any theory that admits bundling of argument structural functions, the present account brings to the fore:
a morpheme that assigns two thematic roles, either to two different nominals (λx λy λe. θ1 x e ∧ θ2 y e), or
one role to one nominal and another to an indefinite. The second optionmight be a fruitful way of analyzing
anti-passives. If multiple externally merged specifiers, or delayed saturation à la Myler 2016 are allowed,
then the first option could be thought of as an analysis of an ‘anti-reflexive’ element. Whether or not such
elements exist, and what their proper treatment is, I must leave for future work.
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In differentiating the reflexive use and the anticausative use of the string kun, I argued that
the two aremerely syncretic, and not identical. I also suggested that while the reflexive intro-
duces an agent, the anticausative contributes a ‘no initiator’ presupposition. This discovery
adds to the typology of marked anticausatives. I must stress, however, that my arguments
against unifying reflexive and anticausative uses are restricted to Telugu, and the present
proposal is perfectly compatible with unificatory approaches to similar morphemes in other
languages (Alexiadou et al., 2015, Kastner, 2017).

Indeed, if universal grammar is impoverished, we should expect cross-linguistic variation in
the behaviour of categories hitherto considered monolithic (Legate, 2021). Reflexive voice,
on this view, is not a monolithic category with uniform cross-linguistic behaviour to be
chosen (or not) in the course of acquisition. So long as the behaviour of verbal reflexives
in different languages is compatible with independently attested operations — e.g., mov-
ing from one ‘theta-position’ to another (Kastner, 2017, Akkus & Paparounas, 2025), or a
‘bundling’ of thematic role assignment (this paper, Paparounas 2023), or AGREE (Baker &
Camargo Souza, 2020, Baker, 2022) — they fall squarely within the realm of possibility.
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