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1 Introdu
tion

Deponents, broad de�nition: Verbs that take only non-a
tive (middle or passive) morphol-

ogy, but are semanti
ally and synta
ti
ally a
tive (Lat. d	e-p	onere `lay aside', s
. the verb's

passive meaning), in languages whi
h morphologi
ally distinguish between an a
tive and a

syntheti
 non-a
tive voi
e.

Often used synonymously with the term Media tantum.

Examples:

• Classi
al Greek: a
tive vs. middle, e.g., a
t. loú-	o `wash' � mid. loúo-mai `wash

myself'

(1) Greek deponent: Homer, Iliad, 3.278-9:

kaì

and

hoì

who.nom.pl

hupenérthe

beneath

kamóntas

passed.on.pt
p.a

.pl

anthr

´̄
opous

men.a

"




tínusthon

punish.2du.pres.mid.

�and (you) who in the underworld punish the men who have passed on�

• Vedi
 Sanskrit: a
tive vs. middle morphology, e.g., a
t. várdha-ti `grows sth.' � mid.

várdha-te `grows' (itr.)

(2) Vedi
 deponent: RV 2.23.4:

tr

´̄
aya-se

prote
t-2sg.pres.mid

jánam

˙
man.a



yás

who.nom

túbhyam

˙
you.dat

d

´̄
a±	an

worship.3sg.subj.a
t

�You prote
t the man who worships you�

• Latin: a
t. vs. passive endings, e.g., am-o `love' � am-or `am loved'
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(3) Latin deponent: Plautus, Mer
ator, 4.2.4-6:

sed

but


oquos


ooks.a

.pl

... ita

so

horta-ba-tur

urge-ipf-3sg.pass

�But ... so he urged on the 
ooks�

The goals of this talk:

• Show that a stri
ter de�nition of deponen
y is needed

• Deponen
y = feature mismat
h, verbs that do not instantiate any of the 
anoni
al

uses of non-a
tive morphology

• Argue that deponents are agentive (i.e., not experien
er verbs, self-benefa
tives, et
.)

• Deponen
y o

urs in the 
ontext of an imperfe
tive aspe
tual head

1.1 Deponents 6= Media tantum

Some examples of deponents in the broad use of the term

1

(e.g., Lavidas and Papangeli

2007, Xu et al. 2007, Zombolou and Alexiadou 2013, and mu
h of the histori
al linguisti
s

literature, e.g., Flobert 1975) :

(4) a. Vedi
 Sanskrit:

´̄
aste `sits', ±áye `lies', ma«yate `thinks', módate `enjoys', b

´̄
adhate

`atta
ks', tr

´̄
ayate `prote
ts'

b. Classi
al Greek: ke��mai `lie', aiskhúnomai `am ashamed', dékhomai `a

ept,

re
eive', óssomai `see', díz	emai `seek'


. Latin: loquor `speak', vagor `roam, wander', orior `rise', vereor `revere', sequor

`follow', hortor `exhort'

d. Hittite: 	e²ari `sits', kittari `lies', ki²ari `happens', pah

ˇ
²ari `prote
ts', h

ˇ
attari

`slits', h

ˇ
annari `sues'

e. Modern Greek: ime `am', erhome `
ome', fovame `fear', gevome `taste', metah-

irizome `use', eberevome `trade', epititheme `atta
k'

• The broad use en
ompasses too many di�erent verb 
lasses to be insightful

→ Determine whi
h uses of non-a
tive morphology are 
anoni
al. The rest = deponents

1

Citation forms: Vedi
 Sanskrit, Hittite: 3sg.pres.; Latin, Classi
al & Modern Greek: 1sg.pres. I am

grateful to Artemis Alexiadou and Katerina Zombolou for sharing their 
orpus of Modern Greek deponents

with me. Most of the Modern Greek data 
ited here are from this 
orpus or from Zombolou and Alexiadou

2013.
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1.2 Canoni
al uses of non-a
tive morphology

Middle/non-a
tive morphology tends to have the same set of fun
tions 
ross-linguisti
ally

in languages that have an a
tive�non-a
tive voi
e opposition (Klaiman 1991, Kemmer 1993,

1994, Embi
k 1998, Kaufmann 2007, Alexiadou 2012, et
.):

(5) a. Anti
ausatives/in
hoatives

b. (Naturally) re�exive verbs, (naturally) re
ipro
al verbs, (self-benefa
tives)


. Dispositional/generi
 middles

d. Medio-passives, (passives)

Des
riptively �oppositional� middles: the middle is opposed to a 
orresponding a
tive 
on-

stru
tion, e.g.:

(6) Modern Greek:

a. Anti
ausative: a
t. keo `burn' (tr.) � nona
t. kegome `burn' (itr.)

b. Re�exives: a
t. pleno `wash' � nona
t. plenome `wash oneself'


. (Medio)passive: a
t. skotono `kill' � nona
t. skotonome `be killed'

Non-oppositional/non-alternating 
anoni
al uses of the middle (Kemmer (1993), Zombolou

and Alexiadou (2013)):

(7) Modern Greek:

a. States: ime `am', kime `lie',

b. Motion (translational/non-translational): erhome `
ome', a�knume `arrive'


. Psy
h verbs/experien
er verbs/verbs of 
ognition: fovame `fear', gevome `taste',

esthanome `feel'

d. Denominal/deadje
tival verbs: ironevome `am ironi
' (ironikos `ironi
'), selini-

azome `am a�e
ted by the moon' (selini `moon')

1.3 Summary: �Feature mismat
h�

If being a deponent means �laying aside� the 
anoni
al fun
tion asso
iated with middle (or,

in general, non-a
tive) morphology, then the term should only be used for verbs with non-


anoni
al syntax and meaning.

Table 1: Uses of middle morphology

Canoni
al Non-
anoni
al

Oppositional middles Non-oppositional middles (Media tan-

tum)

Deponents

Anti
ausative Psy
h/experien
er/
ognition verbs Agentive

Re�exive/re
ipro
al Verbs of motion

Dispositional Denominal/deadje
tival

Medio-passive States
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(8) De�nition of deponen
y (general)

�In an a
tive�non-a
tive voi
e system, all �nite forms of a deponent verb are mor-

phologi
ally non-a
tive, but synta
ti
ally a
tive and do not instantiate any of the


anoni
al uses of non-a
tive voi
e.�

�Canoni
al uses� established above based on 
omparative/typologi
al work.

Voi
e mismat
h verb: A verb that ful�ls the de�nition of deponen
y in (8).

Cp. the papers in Baerman et al. (2007) on feature mismat
hes.

2 The syntax of mismat
h verbs

Deponents (as de�ned in (8)) are transitive and agentive (Embi
k 1997, 1998, 
ontra Zom-

bolou and Alexiadou 2013):

2.1 Agent nouns

(9) Vedi
 deponent agent nouns

a. tr	a-tár- `prote
tor' (tr	a `prote
t')

b. 	�d

˙
i-tár- `praiser, worshipper' (	�d

˙
`praise')


. ks

˙
at-tár- `server' (ks

˙
ad `serve, prepare')

(10) Greek deponent agent nouns

a. r	u-t

´̄
er `prote
tor' (ér	umai, rúomai `prote
t, guard')

b. l	eis-t

´̄
er `robber' (l	eízomai `rob, plunder')


. l	ob	e-t

´̄
er `slanderer' (l	obáomai `slander, mistreat')

(11) Latin deponent agent nouns

a. hort	a-tor `in
iter' (hortor `urge, in
ite')

b. v	en	a-tor `hunter' (v	enor `hunt')


. t	u-tor `wat
her, prote
tor' (tueor `wat
h, prote
t, guard')

Cp. Experien
er/psy
h verbs

(12) English:

a. *fearer

b. *smeller


. *feeler

d. *forgetter

2.2 Passivization

Passivization of deponents is possible i� passive morphology that is distin
t from middle

morphology is available.
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Vedi
: distin
t passivizing morpheme -yá- available in the imperfe
tive (�present�) stem,

deponents passivize (pa
e Gonda 1979):

(13) Vedi
 deponent passives

Root Deponent Passive

	�d

˙
´̄
�t

˙
-t

˙
e `praises' 	�d

˙
-yá-te `is being praised'

praise-3sg.nonpast.mid praise-pass-3sg.nonpast.mid

idh ind-dhé `kindles' idh-yá-te `is being kindled'

kindle-3sg.nonpast.mid kindle-pass-3sg.nonpast.mid

rabh rábha-te `seizes' rabh-yá-te `is being seized'

seize-3sg.nonpast.mid seize-pass-3sg.nonpast.mid

Not possible in stri
tly bivalent voi
e systems (Latin, Modern Greek, Hittite), 
reating the

impression that passivization of deponents is generally impossible.

2.3 Modern Greek

All examples from Embi
k (1997).

2.3.1 Cliti
 doubling

With 
ertain psy
hologi
al predi
ates, the agentive reading with an animate subje
t does not

require 
liti
 doubling of the obje
t ((14) a.), but the psy
hologi
al reading is ungrammati
al

without the doubled 
liti
 ((14) b.).

(14) a. I

The

Maria

Maria.nom

enohli

bothers

ton

the

Petro

Petros.a



�Maria bothers Petros�

b. Ta

The

epipla

furniture.nom

*?(ton)


l.a



enohlun

bothers

ton

the

Petro

Petros.a



�The furniture bothers Petros�

Transitive agentive deponents: no 
liti
 doubling → their external argument is an agent

rather than a 
ause/theme.

(15) I

The

Maria

Maria

hriazete

needs.na
t

ton

the

Petro

Petros.a



�Maria needs Petros�

2.3.2 Cliti
 left dislo
ation

Fronting of the obje
t of a non-psy
h verb results in a marked 
liti
 left dislo
ation (CLLD)

stru
ture. Transitive deponents trigger this CLLD 
onstru
tion, experien
er verbs do not

(fronting of their obje
t does not trigger CLLD):
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(16) hriazome `need' (deponent)

a. O

The

Petros

Petros.nom

hriazete

needs

to

the

vivlio

book

�Petros needs the book�

b. To

The

vivlio

book

to


l

hriazete

needs

o

the

Petros

Petros

�The book, Petros needs�

2.4 Con
lusion

Deponents (narrow use) are transitive and agentive.

3 Deponen
y and aspe
t

• Di�erent approa
hes to deriving non-a
tive voi
e morphology, most assume a synta
ti


operation that �absorbs� an argument (
p. the passive)

Embi
k (1998): Non-a
tive morphology is assigned post-synta
ti
ally a

ording to the

following rule:

(17) V → V-VOC[NonA
t℄/_ No external DP

�Non-a
tive voi
e is assigned when v does not introdu
e an external argument�

• Assume that external argument means agent

• Kratzer (1996): The external argument is merged in the spe
i�er of vP

• This rule 
overs all of the 
anoni
al uses of non-a
tive voi
e morphology (anti-
ausative,

re�exive (?), dispositional/generi
, mediopassive) in
luding the non-oppositional/media

tantum uses (verbs of motion, statives, experien
er/psy
h verbs, (
ertain) denomi-

nal/deadje
tival verbs)

• ... but it does not 
over �mismat
h� 
ases be
ause these do have agents

Embi
k: Assume that deponents have an inherent, lexi
al [NonA
t℄ feature.

Alternative: Transitive deponents are predi
ted by (17), but their external argument is

merged by a fun
tional proje
tion above vP:

(18) XP

DP

agent

vP

Ø v

v

[NonA
t℄

VP

DP

6



3.1 XP = imperfe
tive aspe
t

Vedi
 Sanskrit: Alternating verbs make a present and an aorist stem, deponents usually

only make a present (= imperfe
tive) stem.

Table 2: Vedi
 deponents and aspe
t

pres.a
t. pres.mid. aor.a
t. aor.mid.

a. Alternating " " " "

b. Deponent 1 % " % %


. Deponent 2 (rare) % " % "

d. *Deponent 3 % % % "

Sample derivation:

(19) Vedi
 deponent 3sg.ipf. rábh-a-ta �was seizing�

TP+AgrP

T

[past℄

-ta

AspP

DPAGENT Asp

Asp

[ipfv℄

vP/Voi
e

v/Voi
e

v/Voi
e

[NonA
t℄

VP

V

-a-

RP

R

-rabh-

DP

1. Root node merges with a �verbalizing� 
ategory VP (
p. Harley 2009)

2. vP/Voi
eP is merged and re
eives a [NonA
t℄ feature be
ause there is no external

argument in its spe
i�er

3. Phase boundary: Voi
eP/vP (
p. Collins 2005: passive Voi
eP = phase). The [Non-

A
t℄ feature on Voi
e is �frozen� via Spell-Out.

4. Asp[ipfv℄ is merged, introdu
ing an external argument. This step is responsible for

the a
tive, agentive syntax of the verb, but 
annot a�e
t the [nona
t℄ feature on

Voi
e, sin
e this has already been sent to Spell-Out.
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5. T+Agr is merged. T+Agr+Voi
e spelled out together at Vo
abulary Insertion via

morphologi
al merger (Embi
k and Noyer 2001, 2007):

a. T ↔ /-Ø/

b. AGR ↔ /-t-/


. VOICE[nona
t℄ ↔ /-a-/

→ 3sg.past.mid. /-ta/

4 Con
lusion

• Separating deponents from the 
anoni
al uses of non-a
tive voi
e morphology allows

for 
learer pi
ture of the expe
ted distribution of a
tive vs. non-a
tive morphology.

• Deponents display a mismat
h between their synta
ti
 behavior (a
tive, transitive,

agentive) and morphologi
al exponen
e (non-a
tive). Their external arguments are

agents.

• A post-synta
ti
 approa
h in the spirit of Embi
k (1998) predi
ts the distribution of

non-a
tive morphology in its 
anoni
al uses.

• Assuming that the external argument of deponents is introdu
ed by an imperfe
tive

aspe
tual proje
tion above vP derives the non-
anoni
al 
ases from the same prin
iple

as the 
anoni
al ones.
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