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UTAH (Uniformity of Theta Assignment Hypothesis) has been a useful 
hypothesis, but it has been proven wrong in various ways. The 
theoretical question raised in this paper is whether or not there is an 
alternative universal organizing principle that can replace UTAH and 
that can help guide syntactic derivations. Here I explore such a principle, 
which I call FASA (First Argument, Second Argument), and propose that 
it is general enough to be equally applicable to nominative-accusative 
(nom-acc) and ergative-absolutive (erg-abs) patterns, as well as equally 
applicable to verb phrases and noun phrases. This proposal takes 
inspiration in the description and analysis of an absolutive language, 
Tongan, by e.g. Tchekhoff (1973, 1979). The empirical focus of the 
paper is on Serbian “middle” se constructions, showing that they have an 
absolutive basis, and that they can best be accommodated by FASA.  
 
1. What is Wrong with UTAH? 
 
UTAH (Uniformity of Theta Assignment Hypothesis) is an influential 
hypothesis widely adopted/assumed in formal syntax, claiming that 
specific theta roles are associated with specific syntactic positions (see 
e.g. Baker 1988). For example, a theme is considered to be Merged in the 
                                                      
* Many thanks to Robert Henderson for very useful discussions of ergativity, as well as of 
the semantics of theta roles. I am also grateful to Johanna Nichols for her comments and 
suggestions, as well as to an anonymous reviewer for good observations.  
 



 

 

VP (First Merge), while an agent is considered to be Merged in the 
specifier of the vP shell (Second Merge in transitive structures). UTAH 
has played a useful role in sorting through the data of various languages, 
but now it seems clear that this hypothesis cannot be maintained, and that 
an alternative is needed.  
 
1.1  Non-Agents in vP 
The first type of problem faced by UTAH is on the vP end, and it 
concerns non-agent subjects being Merged in vP. Even when 
syntacticians say they adopt UTAH, they often generate theta roles other 
than agents in the light vP, or just remain silent with respect to where 
these non-agent subjects in transitive constructions should be generated 
(e.g. Chomsky 1995; Adger 2003): 
 
(1)  John saw/understood the problem.     (experiencer) 
(2)  John kicked the ball.            (agent) 
(3)   The hammer/the wind broke the window.  (instrument?) 
(4)   The escalation frightened John.       (theme?) 
 
It would not be wise to propose that the subjects in each of (1-4) are 
generated in distinct syntactic positions. Syntax provides fewer slots for 
generating arguments than we can postulate semantic/thematic roles. It 
seems firmly established that (mono-)transitive structures in English 
have two structural positions for Merging the internal and external 
arguments, the first inside the VP and the second inside the vP.1 On the 
other hand, not only are theta roles other than agents common as 
transitive subjects, but the differentiation among these roles is often not 
clear-cut.  
  To take just one example, one wonders if the role of the wind in (3) 
is that of an agent, an instrument, or something else? Linguists can argue 
and disagree over this, but regardless of what they conclude, the hammer 
and the wind in (3), as well as John in (2), are generated in the same 
syntactic position, such as the specifer of vP. My proposal here will build 
                                                      
1 In this paper, I am not considering di-transitive verbs, that is, those verbs which seem to 
take more than two arguments, as illustrated in (i). They require some special explanation 
on any account, and I leave them aside for now.  
(i) John gave Mary a book. 

 



 

 

on this observation that syntax can provide two structural positions for 
Merging arguments, but that these positions are not associated with 
specific theta roles.  
 
1.2  Agents in VP? Absolutives and Nominals 
In addition to the problems on the vP end, there are problems for UTAH 
on the VP end as well, and this has to do with agents Merging inside 
VPs. This will be illustrated in this section with absolutives in an 
ergative language, Tongan, and with nominals in English and Serbian, 
while Section 3 focuses on se middles in Serbian in this respect.  
  When it comes to absolutives in intransitive constructions, especially 
in languages which show both morphological and syntactic ergativity 
(e.g. Tongan and Dyirbal), there is no structural differentiation between 
the agent and the theme in the absolutive roles, and it would be wrong to 
analyze absolutive agents as syntactically distinct from absolutive 
themes. In other words, it would be erroneous to analyze the two 
interpretations in (5) from Tongan as involving two distinct syntactic 
structures.  
 
(5)  Oku   ui   ‘a  Mele        (Tchekhoff 1973: 283) 
   PRES   call  ABS Mary  
   ‘Mary calls.’ / ‘Mary is called.’ 
 
As Tchekhoff (1973: 283) characterizes the pattern in (5), Mary is 
neither an agent nor a theme, and the two translations in (5) just reflect a 
nom-acc bias. In his own words, in (5) “Mary is the only determiner [i.e. 
argument, L.P.], and the whole utterance gives us only the following 
information: present tense, verb call, Mary. And we don't know whether 
Mary was the agent of the calling, or the recipient of it. Nothing in the 
Tongan original informs us as to this particular point. Therefore, we 
cannot qualify an 'a determiner as anything more than ‘first determiner.’ 
It is first because it can appear alone, without the 'e determiner [ergative, 
as in (7) below, L.P.]. This latter's function is an explicit agent-function; 
it remains constant in all its uses.” 
  If so, then (5) should be analyzed semantically as in (6), where Mary 
is just an underspecified participant in the event of calling (see also 
Dowty 1991 for the idea of proto-roles).  
 



 

 

(6)  λx ∃e [C(e) ∧ Participant (x,e)]        
   ∃e [C(e) ∧ Participant (Mary,e)] 
 
What happens in (7) is that the addition of the (ergative-marked) agent 
renders the internal argument Mary as non-agent, due to the exhaustivity 
of theta-roles, that is, due to a prohibition against having two agents. But, 
basically, the ergative phrase can be analyzed as added to the absolutive 
(VP) layer. If so, then the semantics for (7) should be as given in (8).  
 
(7)  Oku ui   ‘e  Sione  ‘a  Mele    
   PRES  call  ERG  John  ABS  Mary  
   ‘John calls Mary.’ 
(8)  λy λx ∃e [C(e) ∧ Agent (x,e) ∧ Participant (y,e)] 
   ∃e [C(e) ∧ Agent (John,e) ∧ Participant (Mary,e)] 
 
  In (7) the ergative is interpreted as an agent, given that call takes an 
agent and a theme. However, in other cases the ergative is interpreted as 
e.g. an experiencer, as in the example (9) below from Dyirbal, given that 
the verb see takes an experiencer and a theme. In this case the absolutive 
argument is interpreted as non-experiencer, and thus as a theme. What 
the experiencer in (9) and the agent in (7) have in common is that they 
are both second arguments. What absolutives in (5), (7), and (9) have in 
common is that they are first arguments. These patterns thus reflect a 
grammar based on first vs. second argument, rather than a grammar 
based on theta roles.  
  Given this analysis, one can observe clear continuity between (5) and 
(7), as the role of Participant is there in both. In other words, the First 
Merge starts with an underspecified role, both in intransitive and 
transitive structures, and then, optionally, Second Merge adds a more 
specified role, a higher role, such as agent or experiencer. This is in line 
with some more recent proposals as well, such as Otsuka (2011), who 
has proposed that intransitive subjects in ergative languages 
(absolutives), whether unaccusative or unergative, are generated VP-
internally, in violation of UTAH. Likewise, Wiltschko (2006) has argued 
that in Halkomelem Salish, an ergative language, intransitive subjects are 
generated VP-internally, whereas transitive subjects are generated 
outside VP.  



 

 

  Dyirbal (Australian language spoken in northeast Queensland) is 
another ergative language which, like Tongan, exhibits syntactic 
ergativity, in the sense that the absolutive role, even when the ergative-
marked argument is present, continues to behave in a subject-like 
fashion, coordinating with intransitive absolutives (see e.g. Dukes 1998; 
Aldridge 2008), as illustrated below (Dixon 1994: 155): 
 
(9)  nguma   yabu-nggu  buran  banaganyu  
   fatherABS  motherERG  saw   return 

‘Mother saw father and (father) returned.’  
 
This clearly contrasts with English (10) below, in which a comparable 
coordinated structure yields the opposite result for the missing argument. 
However, if we were to coordinate a passive sentence and an active 
sentence in English (11), we would get the pattern comparable to the one 
in (9) from Dyirbal: 

 
(10)  Mother saw father and (mother) returned home.  
(11) Father was seen by mother, and (father) returned home.  

 
In (9) and (11), there is only one structural argument (call it First 
Argument), as the optional ergative or by-phrase can be seen as an 
adjunct, not affecting coordination possibilities. This is the sense in 
which the ergative phrase can be likened to the passive by-phrase (see 
e.g. Nash 1996 and Alexidou 2001). The by-phrase in (11), just like the 
ergative phrase in (9), is not the true, structural subject, but only the 
“logical” subject. According to Nash (1995: 119), nom-acc languages 
have external arguments in vP, while ergative languages may treat their 
(ergative) agents as adjuncts. Similarly, ergative is treated as an inherent 
case by e.g. Woolford (1997, 2006); Legate (2008); and Massam (2000, 
2001).2  
  It is also of interest that nominals (in nom-acc languages) have been 
analyzed as absolutive-like, as discussed in Alexidou (2001) (see also 
Picallo 1991; Bottari 1992; Alexiadou and Stavrou 1998). In the 

                                                      
2 In contrast, Otsuka (2011) treats ergative as structural, rather than inherent case, based 
on Levin and Massam (1985); Bobaljik (1993); and Laka (1993). It may well be that 
ergative languages can vary in this respect.  



 

 

examples below from English and Serbian, the only argument can be 
analyzed as not syntactically specified as theme or agent (12, 14, 15). 
Also, the addition of the optional by-phrase (13, 14, 16) has the same 
disambiguating effect as does the addition of the ergative argument in the 
erg-abs sentences in Tongan, as discussed above (see also Comrie 
1978).3  
 
(12)  John’s examination was unnecessary.  
(13)  John’s examination by the psychiatrist was unnecessary.  
(14)  John’s portrayal (by the media/of the media) was unfair. 
(15)  kritikovanje  studenata             
   criticizing   studentsGEN   
   ‘criticizing of/by the students’ 
(16)  kritikovanje  studenata    od  strane  profesora   
     criticizing     studentsGEN    by     professorsGEN 
 
  Both the Tongan examples and the nominals in English and Serbian 
above can thus be analyzed as essentially intransitive, with only one 
structural argument (First Argument) exhibiting an underspecified 
thematic role. The external argument (Second Argument) is not structural 
in these cases, but can be expressed optionally, as an ergative or by-
phrase. In other words, my proposal here is that the First Argument is 
thematically underspecified, and that it is only the addition of the 
external argument (Second Argument), whether as an adjunct or as a vP 
specifier, that disambiguates the role of the First Argument.4 The next 

                                                      
3 There is typically a preference for the only argument to be interpreted as a theme, if 
possible, but what these data show is that it is not necessary to do so. The preference may 
be stronger with some sentences, as in the following example offered by the reviewer (i). 
However, (ii) seems to freely allow the agent interpretation of the genitive noun phrase, 
suggesting that the interpretations can be manipulated by pragmatic context. For my 
argument to go through, it is enough that the agent interpretation of the genitive argument 
is in principle possible.  
(i)  Uništavanje  insekata    bilo   je   surovo.  
  destroying   insectsGEN   been  was  cruel 
(ii)   Uništavanje/razaranje  njihove  vojske   bilo   je   surovo.  
  destroying     their   armyGEN  been  was  cruel 
4 For the lack of neutral terminology, here I am referring to the agent/experiencer 
introduced in a by-phrase or in an ergative phrase as an argument of the verb, even 
though syntactically speaking these may be attached as (optional) adjuncts.  



 

 

section establishes that the absolutive-like pattern also underlies 
“middle” se constructions in Serbian. As will be argued, they also do not 
observe UTAH, and are analyzed in this paper as Merging their only 
argument as an underspecified (absolutive-like) thematic role (First 
Merge).  
 
2. The Absolutive Basis of se Middles 
 
The goal of this section is to provide a unified syntax and semantics for 
se middles in Serbian, which is only possible by embracing 
underspecification, and by giving up UTAH. This analysis establishes a 
common ground between absolutives in e.g. Tongan and se middles in 
e.g. Serbian.5 My proposal in Section 2.1 is to generate the only 
argument (First Argument) of se middles in VP, even when interpreted as 
an agent (as per FASA of Section 3, and contra UTAH). Importantly, the 
reflexive interpretation will follow for free from this analysis, and it will 
follow without a need to treat se as a reflexive pronoun. The problems 
for an alternative UTAH-based analysis are discussed in Section 2.2. 
 
2.1  Se Middles in Serbian: Some Surprising Data and Generalizations 
Consider now some well-known examples with se in Serbian: 
 
(17) Ljudi   se  briju.   
   people  SE  shave   
(18)  Jabuke  se  jedu.  
   apples  SE  eat 
 
One is tempted to analyze these as distinct constructions, so that (17) 
involves a reflexive pronoun (se), and people Merging in vP as an 
external argument, and so that (18) involves a passive-like middle, with 
apples Merging as an internal argument in VP, and se Merging in vP. 
This would be exactly the wrong way of approaching these data. This 
kind of differentiation comes to mind only because the pragmatics 
foregrounds these two respective readings. When one considers the data 
                                                      
5 Interestingly, Otsuka 2011 has postulated a null se pronoun in Tongan, even though 
Tongan does not have any (overt) reflexive pronouns. I interpret this as his observation 
that there is structural similarity between Tongan absolutives and se middles in this 
respect, although I would certainly not posit any null pronouns in Tongan.  



 

 

where pragmatics does not skew the readings so much, a different 
analysis suggests itself, involving underspecification/vagueness: 
 
(19)  Deca    se  tuku.   
   children  SE  hit  
   ‘The children are hitting each other.’ 
   ?‘The children are hitting themselves.’ 
   ‘The children are hitting somebody (else.)’ 
   ‘One spanks children.’  
 
Here, almost any interpretation involving children as a participant in the 
event of hitting is possible, and this calls for the underspecified 
semantics, along the lines in (20).  
 
(20)  λx ∃e [H(e) ∧ Participant (x,e)]             
   ∃e [H(e) ∧ Participant (Children,e)] 
  
  In support of the analysis in (20), various readings can overlap (be 
available at the same time), which is the hallmark of vagueness/ 
underspecification, as opposed to structural ambiguity (e.g. Kempson 
1977). The example in (19) can easily be interpreted as the children 
hitting themselves, each other, and others all at the same time. This kind 
of overlap does not seem possible with the clearly transitive structures 
below: 
 
(21)   Deca tuku (sama) sebe.  
   ‘The children are hitting themselves.’ 
(22)  Deca tuku jedni druge.  
   ‘The children are hitting each other.’ 
(23)  Deca tuku nekoga.  
   ‘The children are hitting somebody.’ 
 
As was the case with the absolutive arguments in the previous section, 
deca (First Argument) in (19) should be generated by First Merge in the 
VP regardless of the interpretation, rather than associating the sentence 
with a multitude of distinct syntactic structures.  
  From this underspecified (absolutive-like) semantics follow all the 
readings above (for additional readings, see below), including the 



 

 

reflexive reading, in which the expressed NP can be both an external 
argument and an internal argument at the same time, again, the hallmark 
of vagueness. Unlike sebe in (21), se is not a reflexive pronoun. I would 
like to submit that these se middles, due to their interpretation along the 
lines in (20), are particularly suited for expressing reflexive readings 
without using a reflexive pronoun, which is why such structures are often 
referred to as “reflexives,” and why se is often confused with a reflexive.  
  The following examples show comparable underspecification, with 
even some additional surprising readings: 
 
(24)  Deca    se  ljube.  
   children  SE  kiss  
   ‘The children are kissing each other.’ 
   ?‘The children are kissing themselves.’ 
   ‘The children are kissing someone (else).’ 
   ‘One kisses children.’ 
(25)  ∃e [K(e) ∧ Participant (children,e)] 



 

 

(26)  Pas  se  ujeda.     
   dog  SE  bites 
   ‘The dog bites (someone).’   
   ‘?The dog is biting itself.’  
   ‘??One bites dogs.’ 
(27)  ∃e [B(e) ∧ Participant (dog,e)] 
(28)  Marko  se  udara!       
   Marko  SE  hits   
   ‘Marko is hitting me/us.’  
   ‘Marko is hitting somebody.’  
   ‘Marko is hitting himself.’    
(29)  ∃e [H(e) ∧ Participant (Marko,e)] 
 
Remarkably, if uttered with a sense of urgency, the most probable 
interpretation in (28) involves the most salient discourse participant, the 
speaker, even though there is no morpheme or word corresponding to 1sg 
at all! The semantics proposed in (29) and elsewhere can easily 
accommodate the “me” readings, but such readings pose quite a 
challenge for alternative accounts, including the one discussed in Section 
3.2.  
  This “me” interpretation is hardly just a quirk of Serbian. As 
reported in e.g. Kański (1986: 195), a similar fact is observed in Polish 
imperatives with the “reflexive” clitic się (30), as replicated in Serbian 
(31).  
 
(30)   Nie  pchaj  się  pan! 
   not   push  SE  man   
   ‘Stop pushing me, man!’ 
(31) Ne   guraj  se! 
   not  push SE 
   ‘Don’t push me/us.’ 
   ‘Don’t push people./Don’t push around.’ 
 
As mentioned in Rivero and Milojević-Sheppard (2003), many have 
noted that reflexive clitics may denote a speaker or a hearer, but that the 
phenomenon is not well understood. These facts follow straightforwardly 
from the proposed semantics in e.g. (29), which only specifies that 
Marko or pan are involved in the events of hitting or pushing, 



 

 

respectively, and this can certainly include the interpretation on which 
the speaker is the one hit or pushed.  
 
2.2.  An Alternative UTAH-based Analysis of se Middles 
The solution that always comes to mind first is the following: why not 
treat se as an argument and generate it in VP vs. vP, depending on 
interpretation, following UTAH? Why not just impose order on argument 
structure? Rivero and Milojević-Sheppard (2003) offer such an 
alternative analysis of se middles, although for Slovenian and Polish, in 
which se is treated as an argument. According to Rivero and Milojević-
Sheppard (2003: 123) “the analysis in which indefinites are defective 
pronouns triggering movement in the syntax relates to the semantic 
proposal where they contain an existential quantifier and a human 
variable… Thus we unify the idea that defective pronouns/se-anaphors 
must trigger movement in the syntax and the view in dynamic semantics 
that indefinites are inherently quantificational.”  
  Rivero and Milojević-Sheppard do note that sometimes the 
interpretation of se is not existential/indefinite, and this includes, but is 
not limited to, the speaker/hearer interpretations given in (30). Their 
suggestion is that the unexpected “me” readings in e.g. (30) can be 
derived from their indefinite pronoun analysis of się, by allowing the 
reading along the lines of: “Do not push someone (who happens to be 
me).” One problem with this suggestion is that someone and its 
equivalents in other languages do not typically receive “me” 
interpretations, and certainly not as naturally as se middles do, especially 
those in (30-31).  
  But more generally, this kind of analysis does not extend to Serbian. 
As this paper argues, there is overwhelming evidence against it. First of 
all, such an analysis, which treats se as an argument generated either in 
VP or vP, would introduce multiple syntactic and/or lexical ambiguities 
in the absence of any morphosyntactic evidence for distinct structures. 
The analysis in this paper does not posit ambiguities (different structures 
and/or different lexical items for different interpretations), but instead 
posits one single structure for each example discussed above, which 
happens to be underspecified, and thus vague, but not ambiguous.  
  Second, the deep descriptive generalization would be missed, and the 
unified account of se lost. Third, we would have no explanation for why 
se, when generated VP internally as per UTAH, sometimes means self, 



 

 

sometimes each other, sometimes someone else, and other times me or 
us. One would not want to warrant several dictionary entries for se in 
Serbian, including those with an interpretation me or us, especially not if 
a unified analysis is available. Fourth, a syntactic approach which 
generates se in distinct syntactic positions cannot explain overlaps in 
interpretation involving multiple readings at the same time, such as those 
discussed in the previous section.   
  Last but not least, the following coordination tests show that the 
arguments in Serbian se middles can coordinate regardless of their theta 
roles. The following examples, in which se is shared, show that reflexive 
and null object readings are not distinct, as they can coordinate. If these 
readings were to involve two distinct lexical entries for se (somebody vs. 
self in (32)), then this coordination option would not be available.6 It is 
important to point out here that znojiti se is a verb that can only be used 
with se, so se must be shared between the two verbs in (32).  
 
(32)  Jovan se  ljubi   i    brije/znoji.  
   Jovan SE  kisses  and  shaves/sweats 
   ‘Jovan is kissing (somebody) and shaving/sweating (himself).’ 
  
The following examples show that reflexive and reciprocal readings are 
not distinct either. Again, if se were to involve two separate lexical 
entries in the two conjuncts in (33) (each other vs. self), then the 
coordination below should not be possible, contrary to fact: 
 
(33)  Oni  se   dodaju   loptom   i    znoje.  
   they   SE  pass        ballINST   and  sweat 

‘They are passing the ball to each other and sweating 
(themselves).’ 

 
  Even more dramatically, passive and reflexive readings can also 
coordinate. Again, radovati se is a verb that must occur either with an 
object or with se, which means that se in (34) must be shared. Likewise, 

                                                      
6 This example also, naturally, allows the reading on which both actions are reflexive, 
that is, the reading on which Jovan is kissing himself, and sweating (himself). This is the 
only reading that this alternative analysis should allow, and yet this reading is not even 
preferred, as it is pragmatically odd.  



 

 

smejati se must occur with se, which again indicates that se in (35) must 
be shared between the two verbs.  
 
(34)  ?U susednoj  sobi,    bebe   se   doje     i    raduju.   
        in  next     room   babies   SE   breastfeed  and  rejoice 
   ‘Next door, babies are being breastfed and are rejoicing  
   (themselves).’ 
(35) ? U   susednoj  sobi,    bebe   se  prskaju   vodom   i    smeju. 
       in   next     room   babies  SE  sprinkle   water INST  and   laugh  
   ‘Next door, babies are being sprinkled with water and are  
   laughing.’ 
  
If babies in the first (passive-like) conjunct of (34) were generated in VP 
as an object and se as an agent argument in vP, then this structure should 
not be able to coordinate with the second conjunct, in which se would be 
a reflexive pronoun on this analysis, presumably generated in VP, and 
babies would be an agent. Similar considerations hold of (35).7  
  On the other hand, these coordinations pose no difficulties for the 
analysis proposed in this paper: if se middles are analyzed as involving 
one single First Argument, generated in VP with an underspecified theta 
role, then these coordinations should be grammatical, subject only to 
pragmatic possibilities and probabilities. In this view, se is not an 
argument, but rather just a grammatical marker, as discussed further in 
Section 3.  

 

                                                      
7 The reviewer agrees with the judgments in the text, but brings up the example in (i) to 
suggest that these kinds of mixed-and-matched interpretations are not always available: 
(i)   Deca   se  ljube  i   udaraju.   
  children  se   kiss   and  hit 
For the reviewer, only those interpretations are available in (i) in which “deca” is either 
the theme argument, or the agent argument of both verbs. Again, there is no doubt that 
many examples will favor, or strongly favor, one vs. another interpretation, as is also the 
case with the initial examples in (17) and (18).  
In order to get the other interpretations, including the mixed-and-matched interpretations, 
one needs to construct specific contexts, such as using “babies” in (34) and (35) in the 
text. Such contexts, by excluding certain interpretations pragmatically, make the other 
(less likely) readings shine. This strategy is similar to the way inverse scope readings, 
typically hard to get, are made to shine by excluding the more likely interpretations 
pragmatically.    



 

 

3  The Proposal: First Argument, Second Argument (FASA)  
 
Given the discussion in the previous sections, my proposal is to replace 
UTAH with the following principle, which is inspired by the 
characterization of the absolutive and ergative arguments in Tongan by 
Tchekhoff (1973, 1979):8 
 
(36)  First Argument, Second Argument (FASA)  
   A)  If there is only one argument (First Argument), it will be    
     generated in the VP, and assigned a(n underspecified)  
     Participant role: 
      λx ∃e [E(e) ∧ Participant (x,e)] 
   B)  Only the presence of a higher Second Argument (e.g. agent/  
     experiencer) will render the First Argument (Participant) as a  
     non-agent/non-experiencer, as well as lead to the projection of  
     a vP in nom-acc patterns: 
      λy λx ∃e [E(e) ∧ Agent/Experiencer (x,e) ∧ Participant (y,e)] 
 
Tchekhoff (283) refers to the First Argument as First Determiner, as per 
the quote in Section 2.2. This suggests that the number of arguments, not 
just their nature, determines where they are Merged. Some appeal to a 
hierarchy of theta-roles will be needed (e.g. Fillmore 1968), which would 
prevent themes from being generated higher than agents/experiencers, 
but such a stipulation is also an integral part of UTAH.  
  Needless to say, this proposal has far-reaching consequences for the 
structure of the vP/VP shell. One important advantage of this proposal is 
that it can provide a common foundation for building structure (i) in both 
nominal and verbal domains, (ii) in both nom-acc and erg-abs patterns, 
and (iii) both across erg-abs and nom-acc languages. FASA works 
particularly well for absolutive phrases in syntactically ergative 
languages (e.g. Tongan), as well as for se middles in e.g. Serbian, as per 
the proposed (absolutive-like) analysis. It also carries over to 
unaccusatives (e.g. fall, collapse), as they also have only one argument 

                                                      
8 This is not incompatible with Borer’s (1994) fully configurational approach to argument 
linking, according to which there is no lexical distinction between subjects and objects in 
the VP; such distinctions can only be made with the help of functional projections such as 
vP. 



 

 

generated in VP; for example Chomsky (1995) and Kratzer (1996, 2000) 
analyze unaccusatives as projecting only VP, but not a vP shell. 
  However, the question now arises as to how to analyze unergatives 
and transitives with implicit objects. Consider first the verbs that seem to 
have an implicit object:  

 
(37)   Ovi psi ujedaju.   
   ‘These dogs bite (someone).’ 
(38)  Marko udara.  
   ‘Marko is hitting (somebody).’ 
(39) # Jabuke jedu.   
   ‘The apples are eating (something).’ 
 
What is relevant here is that without se, theta-underspecification vanishes 
in Serbian, resulting in implicit object interpretations, identical to the 
ones available in English translations. These are clearly nom-acc 
patterns, and the question now is whether FASA can extend to those as 
well. If these structures have only one argument, First Argument, then 
they should be equally underspecified, and allow the same type of 
vagueness found with Tongan absolutives and Serbian middles. One 
possibility is to say that there are two types of grammars at work, erg-abs 
grammar, which in Serbian gets flagged by the grammatical word se, and 
the nom-acc grammar, which has the familiar VP/vP properties, and is 
perhaps governed by some version of UTAH. I do not explore this 
analysis here, but just mention that it is in principle possible.  

Here, I briefly explore the strong version of FASA, the one in which 
all structure, including transitive structures in nom-acc patterns, are 
subject to FASA. According to this approach, the examples in (37-39) 
would have to be analyzed as having null objects, forcing a projection of 
vP, and the generation of the only overt argument in vP. This would be 
the only way under FASA to insure that the subjects in these sentences 
cannot be interpreted as internal arguments. This would then help 
differentiate between absolutive patterns (including se middles), which 
cannot have null objects, or objects of any kind, and nom-acc patterns, 
which are obsessed with objects, and which posit (null) objects wherever 
possible, perhaps even with unergatives.    
  Unergatives are considered in Minimalism to be intransitive verbs 
whose only argument is an agent (e.g. complain, laugh, sigh), generated 



 

 

in the vP. However, FASA would not allow Merging an argument in the 
vP without first Merging an internal argument (First Argument) in the 
VP. It is conceivable that the (implied) cognate objects of unergatives are 
syntactically present in the VP, forcing the overt argument to be agent-
like, generated in vP, as in (40) below. Alternatively, unergatives can be 
derived à la Hale and Kayser (1993, 2002), by an incorporation of a 
cognate noun into a light v, as in (41). In both cases, there would be an 
object in VP, allowing Peter to be generated in vP.    
 
(40) ? Peter sighed a sigh of relief. 
(41)  Peter made a sigh.  
 
I leave the resolution of this issue for future research, but if these 
structures are indeed to be analyzed as having null objects at some level, 
then this would follow from FASA.  

Finally, the question arises regarding the semantic and syntactic 
contribution of se in this analysis. To put it bluntly, what is se, if not a 
reflexive, and if not an argument? One possibility is along the lines of 
Franks (1995) and Progovac (2005), where se is analyzed as an expletive 
pronoun. More recently, Progovac (2013, 2014, 2015) has analyzed se as 
a proto-transitive marker, a transitional stage between absolutive-like 
structures and accusativity, but still more on the absolutive side, at least 
in Serbian. Synchronically, perhaps se can be seen as flagging erg-abs 
nature of syntactic structures, structures which can have no (accusative) 
objects. According to e.g. Kemmer (1994: 181), “the reflexive and the 
middle can be situated as semantic categories intermediate in transitivity 
between one-participant and two-participant events.”9 

This analysis also sheds some light on the typical presence of se with 
dative subjects, which can be likened to ergatives: 
 
(42)   Meni   *(se)   pije   kafa.    
   meDAT     SE   drinks  coffeeNOM  
   ‘I feel like drinking coffee.’   
 

                                                      
9 Kemmer (1994: 184) also points out that middle systems are quite widespread, 
being found in a large number of genetically and areally divergent languages.  

 



 

 

Nominative marking on the “object” is like absolutive, being also the 
case of intransitive subjects, while dative introduces an external 
argument, akin to an ergative. According to Nash (1996: 171), ergative 
subjects, like dative subjects, cannot co-occur with structural accusative, 
but instead appear with absolutive/nominative “objects.” As noted in 
Trask (1979: 398), the ergative case is often identical to the genitive, 
dative, or locative.  
 
4 Conclusion 
 
It is worth pursuing a unified analysis of se and its various uses in 
Serbian, but also in other languages. Some advantages of the proposed 
(absolutive-like) analysis of the only argument in se middles are the 
following. First, it captures the vagueness and overlaps in meaning in a 
straightforward fashion. Second, it derives reflexive interpretations (for 
free), without a need for treating se as a reflexive pronoun. Third, it 
establishes deep connections and common ground between erg-abs and 
nom-acc patterns. This analysis rejects UTAH, but UTAH is 
independently shown to be too strong.  

On the theoretical side, I propose to replace UTAH with a principle 
such as FASA (First Argument, Second Argument), which can provide 
better guidance as to how to build syntactic structure across languages 
and structures. FASA is comparable in scope to the role of UTAH, but it 
has better empirical coverage. In addition, FASA may be able to provide 
universal foundation (continuity) in building all structure: (i) in both 
nominal and verbal domains; (ii) in both nom-acc and erg-abs patterns; 
(iii) in both active and middle domains; (iv) in both intransitive and 
transitive domains.  

As an added bonus, this approach provides the right kind of 
scaffolding for a gradualist approach to the evolution of syntax. 
According to Progovac (2013, 2014, 2015), the initial stage of proto-
syntax was an intransitive two-word stage, which was absolutive-like. 
From there, languages diverged in their expression of transitivity in 
several different directions, including erg-abs and nom-acc. The 
postulated absolutive-like proto-layer is the most robust layer of 
structure, which still provides a necessary foundation for building more 
complex structures across languages and constructions. In this picture, 
middles in general can be seen as intermediate structures, straddling the 



 

 

boundary between transitivity and intransitivity, subjecthood and 
objecthood, passive and active.  
 
 
References 

 
Adger, David. 2003. Core Syntax: A Minimalist Approach. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press. 
Aldridge, Edith. 2008. Generative Approaches to Ergativity. Language 

and Linguistics Compass 2/5: 966-995.  
Alexiadou, Artemis. 2001. Functional Structure in Nominals: 

Nominalization and Ergativity. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 
Alexiadou, Artemis, and Melita Stavrou. 1998. On Derived Nominals in 

Greek. In B. Joseph, G. Horrocks, and I. Philippaki-Warbarton 
(eds.), Themes in Greek Linguistics II, 101-129. Amsterdam: John 
Benjamins.  

Baker, Mark. 1988. Incorporation: A Theory of Grammatical Function 
Changing. Chicago: Chicago University Press.  

Bobaljik, Jonathan. 1993. On Ergativity and Ergative Unergatives. In C. 
Phillips (ed.), Papers on Case and Agreement II. MIT Working 
Papers in Linguistics 19, 45–88. Cambridge, MA: MITWPL. 

Borer, Hagit. 1994. The Projection of Arguments. In E. Benedicto and J. 
Runner (eds.), University of Massachusetts Occasional Papers in 
Linguistics 17, 19-47. Amherst: GLSA. 

Bottari, Piero. 1992. Romance Passive Nominals. Geneva Generative 
Papers 0.0: 66-80. 

Chomsky, Noam. 1995. The Minimalist Program. Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press. 

Comrie, Bernard. 1978. Ergativity. In W. P. Lehmann (ed.), Syntactic 
Typology: Studies in the Phenomenology of Language, 329–394. 
Austin: University of Texas Press. 

Dixon, Robert M. W. 1994. Ergativity. Cambridge Studies in Linguistics 
69. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Dowty, David. 1991. Thematic Proto-Roles and Argument Selection. 
Language 67.3: 547-619. 

Dukes, Michael. 1998. Evidence for Grammatical Functions in Tongan. 
In M. Butt and T. Holloway King (eds.), Proceedings of the LFG 98 



 

 

Conference, the University of Queensland, Brisbane, 144-161. 
Stanford: CSLI Publications.  

Fillmore, Charles. 1968. The Case for Case. In E. Bach and R. T. Harms 
(eds.), Universals in Linguistic Theory, 1-8.  New York: Holt, 
Rinehart, and Winston. 

Franks, Steven. 1995. Parameters of Slavic Morphosyntax. Oxford: 
 Oxford University Press.  

Hale, Ken, and Samuel Jay Kayser. 1993. On Argument Structure and 
Lexical Expression of Syntactic Relations. In K. Hale and J.  Kayser 
(eds.), The View from Building 20: Essays in Linguistics in Honor of 
Sylvain Brombert, 53-110. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.  

Hale, Ken, and Samuel Jay Kayser. 2002. Prolegomenon to a Theory of 
Argument Structure. Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.  

Kański, Zbigniew. 1986. Arbitrary Reference and Reflexivity: A 
Generative Study of the Polish Pronoun się and its English 
Equivalents. Katowice: Uniwersytet Śląski.  

Kemmer, Suzanne. 1994. Middle Voice, Transitivity, and the Elaboration 
of Events. In B. Fox and P. J. Hopper (eds.), Voice: Form and 
Function, 179-230. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.  

Kempson, Ruth M. 1977. Semantic Theory. Cambridge Textbooks in 
Linguistics. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.  

Kratzer, Angelika. 1996. Severing the External Argument from Its Verb. 
In J. Rooryck and L. Zaring (eds.), Phrase Structure and the 
Lexicon, 109–137.  Dordrecht: Kluwer.   

Kratzer, Angelika. 2000. Building Statives. In L. Conathan et al. (eds.), 
Berkeley Linguistic Society 26:  385-399.   

Laka, Itziar. 1993. Unergatives That Assign Ergative, Unaccusatives 
That Assign Accusative. In J. Bobaljik and C. Phillips (eds.), Papers 
on Case and Agreement I. MIT Working Papers in Linguistics 18, 
149–172. Cambridge, MA: MITWPL. 

Legate, Julie A. 2008. Morphological and Abstract Case. Linguistic 
Inquiry 39: 55–101.  

Levin, Juliette, and Diane Massam. 1985. Surface Ergativity: Case/Theta 
Relations Reexamined. In S. Berman, J-W. Choe, and J. 
McDonough, Proceedings of NELS 15, 286–301. Amherst, MA: 
GLSA Publications.  



 

 

Massam, Diane. 2000. VSO and VOS: Aspects of Niuean Word Order. 
In A. Carnie and E. Guilfoyle (eds.), The Syntax of Verb Initial 
Languages, 97–116. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Massam, Diane. 2001. Pseudo Noun Incorporation in Niuean. Natural 
Language and Linguistic Theory 19:153–197. 

Nash, Lea. 1995. Argument Scope and Case Marking in SOV and in 
Ergative Languages: The Case of Georgian. Ph.D. Dissertation, 
Université Paris 8.  

Nash, Lea. 1996. The Internal Ergative Subject Hypothesis. In K. 
Kusumoto et al. (eds.), Proceedings of NELS 26, 195-210.  

Otsuka, Yuko. 2011. PRO Versus Null se: Case, Tense, and Empty 
Categories in Tongan. Syntax 14.3: 265–296. 

Picallo, M. Carme. 1991. Nominals and Nominalizations in Catalan. 
Probus 3: 279-316.  

Progovac, Ljiljana. 2005. A Syntax of Serbian: Clausal Architecture. 
Bloomington, IN: Slavica Publishers.  

Progovac, Ljiljana. 2013. Rigid Syntax, Rigid Sense: Absolutives/ 
Unaccusatives as Evolutionary Precursors. Proceedings of FASL, 
Bloomington, IN, 246-259. Ann Arbor: Michigan Slavic 
Publications. 

Progovac, Ljiljana. 2014. Degrees of Complexity in Syntax: A View 
from Evolution. In F. J. Newmeyer and L. B. Preston (eds.), 
Measuring Linguistic Complexity, 83-102. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Progovac, Ljiljana. 2015. A Program for Evolutionary Syntax. In Press. 
Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Rivero, Maria Luisa, and Milena Milojević-Sheppard. 2003. Indefinite 
Reflexive Clitics in Slavic: Polish and Slovenian. Natural Language 
and Linguistic Theory 21: 89–155. 

Tchekhoff, Claude. 1973. Some Verbal Patterns in Tongan. The Journal 
of the Polynesian Society 82.3: 281-292. 

Tchekhoff, Claude. 1979.  From Ergative to Accusative in Tongan: An 
Example of Synchronic Dynamics. In F. Plank (ed.), Ergativity: 
Towards a Theory of Grammatical Relations, 407-418. London: 
Academic Press. 

Trask, Robert L. 1979. On the Origins of Ergativity. In F. Plank (ed.), 
Ergativity: Towards a Theory of Grammatical Relations, 385-404.  
London: Academic Press. 

Ljiljana
Sticky Note
Can you please change the title of this book to just Evolutionary Syntax. Please drop "A program for"

Ljiljana
Highlight



 

 

Wiltschko, Martina. 2006. Inlocatives in Halkomelem Salish. In M. 
Kiyota, J. Thompson, and N. Yamane-Tanaka (eds.), Papers from 
the Forty First Conference on Salish and Neighbouring Languages. 
University of British Columbia Working Papers in Linguistics 18: 
286-310. 

Woolford, Ellen. 1997. Four-Way Case Systems: Ergative, Nominative, 
Objective, and Accusative. Natural Language and Linguistic Theory 
15: 181-227. 

Woolford, Ellen. 2006. Lexical Case, Inherent case, and Argument 
Structure. Linguistic Inquiry 37: 111-130. 

 
          progovac@wayne.edu 


