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Leonid Kulikov

The decline of labile syntax in Old
Indo-Aryan: A diachronic typological
perspective

Abstract: The ancient Indo-European languages, such as early Vedic or (Homeric)
Greek, are usually considered to be characterized by a high degree of lability. Ac-
cording to the communis opinio, they had a considerable number of labile verbs
or verbal forms that could be labile, cf. rudra rtasya sadanesu vavrdhuh ‘Rudras
have grown [intransitive] in the residences of the truth’ ~ indram ukthani vavrdhuh
‘The hymns have increased [transitive] Indra’. This paper offers a general over-
view of the Vedic verbal forms for which labile patterning is attested. I will argue
that, for most of these forms, the secondary character of lability can be demon-
strated. Thus, for many labile forms with middle inflection (in particular, forms
belonging to the present system), labile patterning results from the polyfunction-
ality of the middle diathesis (self-beneficent / anticausative). The secondary tran-
sitive usages of some fundamentally intransitive verbs such as pusyati ‘prospers;
makes prosper’ originates from the syntactic re-analysis of content accusative
constructions of the type ‘X prospers (in) Y’ - ‘X makes Y prosper’. I will further
demonstrate that, within the Old Indo-Aryan period, we observe the decline of
the labile type. Already in the second most ancient Vedic text, the Atharvaveda,
we find very few labile forms. Thus, most of the active perfects which show labile
syntax in the Rgveda are either attested in intransitive usages only, or in transitive
usages only, or do not occur at all. I will also discuss the main mechanisms of the
loss of labile pattern in Old Indo-Aryan.

Keywords: Vedic, Indo-European, labile, transitivity, causative, perfect, middle,
stative, aorist, nominalization
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1 Introductory remarks

The present paper offers a general perspective of the historical development
of labile syntax and labile verbs in one of the oldest attested Indo-European

Leonid Kulikov: Linguistics Department, Faculty of Arts and Philosophy, Ghent University,
Blandijnberg 2, 9000 Ghent, Belgium. E-mail: Leonid.Kulikov@UGent.be
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languages, Old Indo-Aryan, which can be roughly identified with Vedic Sanskrit
and dated between the end of the second millennium and the first half of the first
millennium B.C.!

1.1 Basic definitions and theoretical preliminaries

The term labile refers to verbs (or, to be more exact, verbal forms) which can show
valency alternation (for instance, can be employed both intransitively and transi-
tively) with no change of form in the verb.2 Typical examples of labile patterning
are given under (1-4):

(1) a. John ate the cake. S=Atype
b. John ate.
(2) a. John broke the chair. S = O type, P-lability

b. The chair broke.

(3) a. John reads this book with pleasure. S =0 type, P-lability
b. This book reads with pleasure.

(4) Vedic

a. indram ukthani vavrdh-uh
Indra:Acc.SG hymn:NOM.PL grow:PF-3PL.ACT
‘The hymns have increased Indra.’

(RV 8.6.35a)

b. rudra rtasya sadanesu vavrdh-uh
Rudra:NOM.PL law:GEN.SG residence:LOC.PL grow:PF-3PL.ACT
‘Rudras have grown in the residences of the truth.’

(RV 2.34.13b)

In what follows, I will focus on pairs of the type illustrated in (2)-(4). Unlike (1),
sentences (a) and (b) in (2)—(4) do not have the same noun phrase as the subject,
but the object of the transitive clause in the (a) sentences, typically a Patient in
terms of semantic roles, corresponds to the subject of its intransitive equivalent in
the (b) sentences (whence the terms S = O type or P-lability), and the meaning of
the verb in (2a), (4a) can be roughly defined as ‘CAUSE’ + the meaning of the verb

1 On the chronology of Vedic texts, see, for instance, Witzel 1995.
2 Other terms referring to this class of verbs include ambitransitive (e.g. Dixon 1994: 18, 54 et
passim), which is somewhat less commonly used, however.
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in (b) (e.g. ‘cause to open; make open’ etc.). The type is usually labelled causative/
inchoative (cf. e.g. Haspelmath 1993), causative (cf. Levin 1993) or ergative alter-
nation (see Kulikov [1999a: 225-227] for a terminological discussion); the type
exemplified by (3) can be labeled transitive/(potential) passive.

P-lability is common in many languages with ergative alignment, but it is also
well-attested in a number of languages of the nominative-accusative type, in par-
ticular, in modern Greek or in English (as well as in many other Germanic and in
Romance languages).

1.2 Proto-Indo-European and the ancient Indo-European
syntactic type: labile or not?

While the systems of labile verbs in several modern Indo-European languages
(particularly in the Western part of the Indo-European area) are relatively well-
studied, our knowledge of the situation that existed in ancient Indo-European
languages is more limited. The ancient Indo-European languages, such as early
Vedic or (Homeric) Greek, are usually considered as characterized by a high de-
gree of causative lability. According to the communis opinio, they had a consider-
able number of labile verbs and verbal forms. Being one of the most intriguing
aspects of (ancient) Indo-European syntax, this phenomenon has even caused
quite desperate claims expressed by some Indo-Europeanists, in particular, by
Victor Henry in his review of Brugmann’s Indo-European Compendium:

...je demande: Que signifiait donc [la forme proto-indo-européenne] *e-lig-é-s? Etait-ce ‘tu
laissas’ ou ‘tu restas’? Si I’'un des deux, comment est-il devenu ’autre? Si tous les deux, il
faut convenir que nos ancétres manquaient de clarté. (Henry 1893: 121)

Nearly half a century later, Hermann Hirt in his seminal Indogermanische
Grammatik (VII/2: Syntax) has formulated his views less emotionally, but hardly
more optimistically:

Bei den Sitzen mit Verben mufl man [...] unterscheiden, ob das Verb allein steht oder
noch eine Ergdnzung, ein Objekt, fordert, ob es nach der gew6hnlichen Ausdrucksweise
intransitiv oder transitiv ist. [...] Nun ist aber die Unterscheidung nicht so wesentlich, da
intransitive Verben transitiv und transitive intransitiv werden konnen. Ware sie von grof3er
Bedeutung, so wiirden wir wohl eine Verschiedenheit der Form zwischen den beiden
Kategorien antreffen. (Hirt 1937: 28)

On closer examination, it becomes clear, however, that various branches of Indo-
European drastically differ from each other as far as the feature of P-lability is
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concerned. On the one hand, for instance, in Greek we observe the expansion
of the labile patterning from the Classical period onwards (see, in particular,
Lavidas 2004 and Karantzola and Lavidas, this issue). On the other hand, the
productivity of the labile type in the Indo-Iranian branch is constantly de-
creasing, and this process is well-documented, in particular, from early Vedic
onwards.

Thus far we have no full treatment of the phenomenon of lability in the
ancient Indo-European languages in general or in Vedic in particular (for a pre-
liminary survey, see Kulikov 2003). I will of course make no attempt to present
the full inventory of the labile forms attested during the documented history of
Vedic. Rather, I will confine myself to an overview of the parts of the verbal para-
digm where labile patterning was most common in early Vedic, above all in the
most ancient Vedic text, the Rgveda (RV), that can be dated to approximately
the second half of the second millennium B.C. (Section 2). I will argue for the sec-
ondary character of lability in most such cases. In Section 3, I will briefly outline
some basic scenarios of the decline and disappearance of the labile type in the
middle and late Vedic periods. The concluding Section 4 will offer a sketch of
some general tendencies in the evolution of the verbal system which could be
responsible for the decline of the labile type by the end of the Old Indo-Aryan
period.

2 Labile patterns in Vedic: The main types
and their origins

2.1 Labile syntax of the middle present forms
2.1.1 Labile middle present (class I) forms (type cédate ‘impels / hastens’)

In a number of middle forms of the system of present, labile patterning results
from the polyfunctionality of the middle diathesis. The middle inflection can
express either the auto-benefactive (self-beneficent) meaning with no valency
change (cf. the textbook example act. ydjati ‘sacrifices’ ~ mid. ydjate ‘sacrifices
for oneself”), or an intransitivizing derivation, most often, anticausative (decaus-
ative). The auto-benefactive meaning includes several subtypes, the most import-
ant of which are the auto-benefactive proper, as in (5), and possessive-reflexive
usage, when the subject is referentially identical with the possessor of the refer-
ent of another argument, usually the object, as in (6); for details, see Kulikov
2012b: 172-179.
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(5) uksanam pisnim apacanta viras
bull:Acc.sG motley:ACC.SG.M COOK:IMPF:3PL.MID hero:NOM.PL
‘The heroes cooked the motley bull for themselves.’

(RV 1.164.43c)

(6) dtha pani dva  nenik-te
then hand:Acc.ou down wash:INTENS-3SG.MID
‘Then he washes his hands.’
(SB 1.2.5.23)

Correspondingly, in the cases where the middle diathesis can have both func-
tions, its middle forms can be employed either transitively with the self-
beneficent meaning, or intransitively, so that we are confronted with labile
patterning.

These labile class I present formations (i.e., full grade thematic root presents)
include:
— svddate ‘makes sweet (for oneself) / is sweet’
- codate ‘impels (e.g. he impels his horse) | rushes, hastens’
- ndmate ‘bends [transitive] (e.g. he bends arrows for himself)? / bends [intr.]’
—  bharate ‘brings (for oneself) / brings oneself’
- vahate ‘carries (for oneself) / drives, goes’
- Srayate ‘lays, fixes on, fastens (for oneself) / leans on’

Cf. (7-8):

(7) a. svada-svau* indraya pavamana
be/make.sweet:PRES-2SG.IMPV.MID Indra:DAT.SG Pavamana:voc.SG
pitaye
drink:INF
‘Be sweet for Indra, O Pavamana (= Soma sap), for drinking.’

(RV 9.74.9d)
b. svada-sva havya

be/make.sweet:PRES-2SG.IMPV.MID oblation:ACc.PL
‘Make the oblations sweet [for yourself].’
(RV 3.54.22)

3 See, for instance, Goto 1996 [1987]: 193-196 for a detailed discussion of the middle forms of this
verb.
4 The symbol U shows that the sandhi has been undone.
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(8) a. visa coda-sva mahaté  dhdnaya
bull:NOM.SG  rush:PRES-2SG.IMPV.MID big:DAT.SG prize:DAT.SG
‘Rush [like] a bull for a big prize!’
(RV 1.104.7b)

b. visne coda-sva su-stutim

bull:DAT.SG impel:PRES-2SG.IMPV.MID good-praise:ACC.SG
‘Send forth your beautiful praise for the bull.’
(RV 8.75.6¢)

The lability of the type cédate ‘impels / hastens’ (that is, the labile verbs such as
svddasva or codasva) is only attested in early Vedic; see Section 3.1 for details.

2.1.2 Labile thematic presents with nasal affixes

Labile patterning is also attested for some presents with nasal affixes, i.e. with the
suffixes -né-/-nu-, -na-/-ni- and with the infix -nd-/-n- (= classes V, IX and VII in
the traditional notation), especially for their thematicized variants, such as the
labile thematic middle present prndte ‘fills; fills oneself’:

(9) a. a  vaksanah prd-dhvam
PREV udder:AcC.PL  fill:PRES-2PL.IMPV.MID
‘Fill your udders, (o rivers).’
(RV 3.33.12)

b. sdvanesu sémair[...]  prna-dhvam

pressing:LOC.PL Soma:INS.PL fill:PRES-2PL.IMPV.MID
‘At the [Soma-]|pressings fill yourself with the Soma[-sap].’
(RV 7.37.1)

The origin of the secondary intransitive usages of forms such as prnddhvam re-
quires an explanation. Perhaps, it is due to the secondary association between
the thematicization and middle diathesis,> which may have lead to the transfer of
some features of the middle diathesis (in particular, its intransitivizing function)
to the thematic type of stem.®

5 Cf. pairs such as act. rindti ‘makes flow’ ~ mid. riyate ‘flows’, act. jundti ‘impels’ ~ mid. javate
‘hurries’, where thematic middle presents are opposed to athematic transitive-causative active
presents with nasal suffixes (see, e.g., Joachim 1978: 27-28).

6 This may account for the fact that, in rare cases, labile syntax is also attested for active themat-
icized presents, such as ynvati ‘sets in motion’ [transitive] / ‘moves, rises’ [intrans.] (e.g. at RV
6.2.6); see Kulikov 2000 for details.
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2.2 Labile patterning of the type pdsyati ‘prosper’ / ‘make
prosper’ and constructions with content accusatives

Another type of Vedic and Indo-European lability is represented by the verbs
of the type pusyati, employed both in the intransitive usage ‘prosper, thrive’
and the transitive-causative usage, meaning ‘make prosper, make thrive’,” as in
(10a)-(10b):

(10) a. taranir ij  jayati kséti
fast:NOM.SG only win:PRES:3SG.ACT dwell:PRES:3SG.ACT
pusya-ti

prosper:PRES-3SG.ACT
‘Only the one who is fast is victorious, dwells (in peace), prospers.’

(RV 7.32.9¢)

b. sd muda kav,ya purii
that:NOM.SG.M jOy:INS.SG poetic.inspiration:ACC.PL many
visvam bhiimau iva pusya-ti

all:Acc.SG.N earth:NOM.SG like prosper:PRES-3SG.ACT

‘By [his] joy, he (sc. Agni) [makes thrive] many poetic inspirations, as the
earth makes everything thrive.’

(RV 8.39.7cd)

Elsewhere (Kulikov 1999a) I have argued that only intransitive constructions, as
in (10a), represent the original, authentic usage of this verb. The overwhelming
majority of the occurrences with the accusative are, in fact, (i) constructions with
the etymological accusative (pusti- ‘prosperity’, pésa- ‘prosperous thing’), or (ii)
constructions with the content accusative (Inhaltsakkusativ), referring to some
aspect(s), parameter(s) or scope of prosperity; cf. (11-15):

(11) tvdm... S$ravo vdso pustim nd
you:NOM glory:ACC.SG Vasu:vVOC.SG prosperity:ACC.SG as
pusya-si

prosper:PRES-2SG.ACT

‘You, o Vasu, prosper in glory [=you are glorious], as [one prospers] in
prosperity [= as one is prosperous].’

(RV 6.2.1)

7 See Bohtlingk and Roth’s dictionary (1865: Sp. 808) s.v. piis-: a) ‘gedeihen’; b) ‘gedeihen
machen, gedeihen lassen’.
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(12) sa vit su-vira mariidbhir
that:NOM.SG.F tribe:NOM.SG good-man:NOM.SG.F Marut:INS.PL
as-tu [...] pusya-nt-i
be:PRES-3SG.IMPV.ACT ~ Prosper:PRES-PART.ACT-NOM.SG.F
nrmndm
manliness:ACC.SG
‘Let this tribe be full of valiant sons with [the help of] Maruts, . . . prospering
in manliness.’

(RV 7.56.5)

(13) eté ta indra jantavo visvam
this:Nom.PL.M your Indra:voc.sG people:NOM.PL all:ACC.SG.N
pusya-nti varyam

prosper:PRES-3PL.ACT desirable.good:ACC.SG
‘These men of you, O Indra, prosper in all desirable goods.’
(RV 1.81.9ab)

(14) ...tasmad raja pasiin nd pusya-ti
therefore  king:NOM.SG cattle:ACC.PL not prosper:PRES-3SG.ACT
‘... Therefore the king does not prosper in cattle.’
(SB13.2.9.8 =TB 3.9.7.2)

(15) jamadagnih sarvan posan apusyat
J.:2Nom.sG  all:Acc.PL.M prosperous.thing:AcC.PL prosper:IMPF:3SG.ACT
‘Jamadagni prospered in all prosperous things.’
(PB 22.7.2)

Such constructions with the content accusative are erroneously translated by
some scholars as transitive-causative (‘make prosper, make flourish’), cf., for
instance, the erroneous translations offered for (14): ‘[...] whence the king does
not rear cattle’ (translation by Eggeling [1900: 326] of the passage SB 13.2.9.8);
‘[...] Therefore [...] the king does not feed cattle’ (translation by Dumont [1948:
484] of the passage TB 3.9.7.2).

As to the rare transitive-causative usages (illustrated in (10b)), they probably
result from the reanalysis of constructions with the content accusative, in accor-
dance with the following semantic scenario: bhiima vivam pusyati ‘the earth
prospers in everything [which exists on it]’ - ‘the earth makes everything [which
exists on it] prosper’ (see Kulikov 1999a: 239-240 for details).?

8 Cf. a comparable, albeit not identical, semantic development attested for the middle forms
of the verb cyu, in particular, for the middle present cydva-*¢ ‘move, come into motion [intr.];
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Again, this type of lability is exclusively limited to the early Vedic period. In
the post-RVic language, when causatives with the suffix -dya- become very pro-
ductive, the causative posdyati completely replaces the -ya-present pusyati in
transitive-causative usages (‘make prosper’).

2.3 Labile syntax of athematic middle participles
with the suffix -ana-

Labile patterning is also very common for middle athematic participles with the
suffix -ana-. While the corresponding finite forms are only employed transitively,
the -ana- participles are attested both in transitive and intransitive (passive)
constructions. Intransitive usages are typically instantiated by passive construc-
tions, as in (16a) or (18a). This fact was noticed already by Delbriick in his seminal
Altindische Syntax (1888: 264).

For instance, the participle hinvand- (root hi ‘impel’), taken by all grammars
as the middle participle of the nasal present with the suffix -né-/-nu- (class V in
the Indian tradition), occurs 18 times in intransitive (all passive) constructions,
as in (16a), and 10 times in transitive constructions, as in (16b), in the Rgveda:

(16) a. somo hi-nv-ano arsati
Soma:NOM.SG impel-PRES-PART.MID:NOM.SG.M  flow:PRES:3SG.ACT
‘Soma, being impelled, flows.’

(RV 9.12.8)

b. ...indraya  pavase [...]
Indra:pDAT.SG  purify:PRES:2SG.MID
hi-nv-ané vacam
impel-PRES-PART.MID:NOM.SG.M speech:ACC.SG
matibhih kavinam

thought:INS.PL  poet:GEN.PL

‘You (sc. Soma) become clean / purify yourself for Indra, impelling
(your) speech with the (religious) thoughts of the poets.’

(RV 9.97.32)

perform (an activity)’. The latter, transitive, construction may be based on lexicalization of the
original causative, i.e., ‘perform (an activity)’ < ‘set (an activity) into motion’, rather than on a
construction with the content accusative or a construction with a goal accusative, as Goto (1996
[1987]: 143) explained it (‘sich an eine Sache begeben’ > ‘eine Sache unternehmen’).
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By contrast, the finite middle forms derived from the same stem (3pl.mid. hinvdte
etc.), with which hinvand- is supposed to belong, can only be employed transi-
tively, meaning ‘to impel’, as in (17):

(17) hi-nv-é vajesu vajinam
impel-PRES-1SG.MID prize:LOC.PL runner:ACC.SG
‘I spur on this runner [in the race] for prizes.’
(RV 9.65.11c)

Likewise, the participle yujand- (root yuj ‘yoke’) occurs 8 times in intransitive
(passive) constructions (as in (18a)) and 14 times in transitive constructions (as in
(18b)) in the Rgveda:

(18) a. ratho nda mahé Sdvase
chariot:NOM.SG like great:DAT.SG.N power:DAT.SG
yuj-andah

yoke:AOR-PART.MID:NOM.SG.M
‘... like a chariot yoked for the great power.’
(RV 6.34.2c)

b. yuj-ané® harita rdathe
yoke:AOR-PART.MID:NOM.SG.M fallow:AcC.DU chariot:LOC.SG
‘... (Tvastar,) yoking two fallow [horses] to the chariot.’

(RV 6.47.19a)

Vedic grammars treat yujand- as a middle participle of the root aorist (see,
for instance, Whitney 1885: 132; Macdonell 1910: 370). However, again, as in the
case of hinvand-, the corresponding finite forms (3sg. dyukta etc.) can only be
employed in transitive usages, as in (19):

(19) dyuk-ta saptd haritah
yoke:AOR-3SG.MID seven fallow:ACC.PL
‘He has yoked (now) his seven fallow [horses].’
(RV 7.60.3)

Elsewhere I have demonstrated that the grammatical characteristics of such
passive -ana-participles should be reconsidered (Kulikov 2006b). In my view,

9 -6 is the same ending as in yujan-dh in (18a), resulting from the sandhi before a voiced conso-
nant (-ah h- > -6 h-).
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these participles are homonymous, or morphologically (grammatically) ambigu-
ous. Thus, the participle hinvand- in its transitive usages, meaning ‘impelling’,
belongs to the paradigm of the transitive nasal present (hinvdte etc.). But it is a
member of the paradigm of the stative (3sg. hinvé, 3pl. hinviré), i.e. a stative parti-
ciple, when employed intransitively (passively), meaning ‘impelled’. Likewise,
yujand- is a member of the paradigm of the (transitive) root aorist (dyukta etc.)
when employed transitively (‘yoking’), but it is a member of the paradigm of the
passive aorist (3sg. dyoji, 3pl. ayujran), i.e. a passive aorist participle when em-
ployed in passive constructions (‘yoked’), as shown in Figure 1:

(i) hi ‘impel’ (ii) yuj ‘yoke’
PRESENT STATIVE ROOT AORIST  PASSIVE AORIST
3pl. hinv-ate  3sg. hinv-é 3sg. a-yuk-ta  3sg. a-yoj-i
transitive intransitive-passive transitive intransitive-passive
‘impelling’ ‘impelled’ ‘yoking’ ‘yoked’
hinv-ana- yuj-and-

Fig. 1: Middle present and root aorist participles vs. passive aorist and stative participles

Although traditionally, Vedic grammars do not include participles into the
paradigms of statives and medio-passive aorists, the assumption that passive
-ana-participles should be added to these paradigms seems quite attractive, since
it easily explains their abnormal syntax. The labile syntax of forms such as
hinvana- ‘impelling; impelled’ and yujand- ‘yoking’; yoked’ can be accounted
for as a direct corollary of their morphological (grammatical) ambiguity. The
transitive occurrences of hinvand- belong with the present paradigm, while its
intransitive-passive attestations belong to the paradigm of the stative. Likewise,
yujana- is a middle root aorist participle in transitive usages and a medio-passive
aorist participle in intransitive-passive usages.

2.4 Middle perfects and statives

The same type of explanation which has been offered in the preceding section for
the allegedly labile middle participles with the suffix -ana- holds for forms with
the endings of the 3rd sg. and 3rd pl. middle perfects, -e and -re, as well as for
the corresponding middle perfect participles. That is, transitive forms with the
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endings -e and -re should be taken as 3sg. and 3pl. forms of the middle perfect,
while the same forms attested in intransitive (passive) constructions (‘is put / has
been put’; ‘are yoked / have been yoked’) belong with the stative paradigm (for a
detailed discussion, see Kulikov 2006a).

For instance, the form dadhé (root dha ‘put’) should be taken as a 3sg. form of
the middle perfect when meaning ‘has put’, as in (20a), and as a 3sg. form of the
stative when meaning ‘is put / has been put’, as in (20b):

(20)a. a yé visvani varya
PREV who:NOM.SG.M all:ACC.PL.N desirable:ACC.PL.N
vastini hastayor dadh-é

goods:Acc.PL  hand:LOC.DU put:PF-3SG.MID
‘The one who holds / has put all desirable goods in his hands ...’

(RV 9.18.4abh)

b. hdstesu khadis ca  krtis ca
hand:Loc.PL. brooch:NoM.sG and sword:NOM.SG and
sam dadh-é

together put:STAT-3SG.MID
‘Brooch and sword are put in [your] hands.’
(RV 1.168.3d)

Likewise, the 3pl. form yuyujré is middle perfect of yuj ‘yoke’ when employed
transitively, as in (21a), and stative when employed passively, as in (21b):

(21) a. vatan hy dsvan dhur,y a-yuyuj-ré
wind:Acc.PL since horse:Acc.PL shaft:LOC.SG PREV-yoke:PF-3PL.MID
‘Since [the Maruts] have yoked the winds as their horses into the
shaft...
(RV 5.58.7¢)
b. dhiya yuyuj-rat® indavah
thought:INS.SG  yoke:STAT-3PL.MID drop:NOM.PL
‘The [Soma-]drops have been yoked with a religious thought.’
(RV 1.46.8¢)

The same holds true, mutatis mutandis, for middle participles made from perfect
stems and employed in passive usages. Such forms should be taken as belonging

10 -ra is the same ending as in -yuyuj-ré in (21a), with a resulting from the sandhi before a vowel
(-ei->-ai-).
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with statives rather than with middle perfects, as in the compound yuyujana-
sapti- ‘with yoked horses’:

(22) ta ndvyaso jaramanasya  manmav
that:NOM.DU.M youngest:GEN.SG.M praiser:GEN.SG prayer:ACC.SG
upa bhusato yuyuj-ana-sapti

to  further:PRES:3DU.ACT yoke:STAT-PART.MID-horse:NOM.DU

‘Those two [A$vins], with yoked horses, further the prayer of the youngest
praiser.’

(RV 6.62.4ab)

2.5 Labile patterning of active perfects

The labile patterning of active perfects may be of a more authentic character.
Typical examples are perfects of the verb vydh ‘grow, increase’. Both active and
middle perfect forms of this verb can be employed either intransitively or transi-
tively. For instance, the 3rd person plural active form vavrdhith occurs in the
Rgveda 6 times in intransitive usages, as in (23a) (=(4b)), and 14 times in
transitive-causative usages, as in (23b) (= (4a)) (see Kiimmel 2000: 469-473 for
details):

(23) a. rudra rtdsya sddanesu vavrdh-uh
Rudra:NOM.PL law:GEN.SG residence:LOC.PL grow:PF-3PL.ACT
‘Rudras have grown in the residences of the truth.’

(RV 2.34.13b)

b. indram ukthani vavrdh-uh
Indra:ACcC.SG hymn:NOM.PL grow:PF-3PL.ACT
‘The hymns have increased Indra.’

(RV 8.6.35a)

Another perfect verb form which is common both in intransitive and transitive
usages is tan ‘stretch’ (see Kulikov 1999h: 32-34, 36; Kiimmel 2000: 208-211), cf.:

(24) a. ydh Sdvasa pdfica krstih...
who:NOM.SG.M power:INS.SG five people:Acc.PL
tatan-a. ..

stretch:PF-3SG.ACT
‘... who has stretched with his force across five peoples.’
(RV 10.178.3)
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b. a siiryasya  duhita tatan-a $ravo
PREV SUN:GEN.SG daughter:NOM.SG stretch:PF-3SG.ACT glory:ACC.SG
devésu. ..
god:LOC.PL
‘The daughter of the sun has stretched (her) glory among gods.’
(RV 3.53.15)

The labile syntax of the early Vedic perfect (especially common in the RV) may
originate in the predominant intransitivity of the Proto-Indo-European perfect, of
which some traces can still be found in early Vedic and Homeric Greek.!* A de-
tailed discussion of the syntactic development which the Proto-Indo-European
perfect could have undergone goes beyond the scope of the present paper, but an
approximate scenario can be outlined as follows. Originally, the active/middle
opposition was not applicable to perfect forms. This assumption is supported
by the existence of verbs for which the active perfects are employed in the
same usage as the corresponding middle presents (non-passive intransitives);
cf. middle present pddyate ‘falls’ ~ active perfect papada ‘has fallen’, middle
present mriydte ‘dies’ ~ active perfect mamara ‘has died’.!2 In other words, such
active perfects serve as the perfect tense pendants of both middle (intransitive)
and active (transitive) presents. This fact may account for the ability of the
active perfects of the type vavrdhuh to be employed both intransitively and
transitively, as in (23), that is, for their labile syntax. The former, intransitive-
anticausative, usage was probably more common however (split transitivity; see
Kulikov 1999h).

Another possible reason for the labile syntax of the proto-perfect might be the
nominal origin of it assumed by some scholars (see, e.g., Kurylowicz 1964: 62;
Cowgill 1979; Hart 1988); this issue will be discussed in the next section.

2.6 Nominalizations and labile syntax
In many languages with morphological voice and/or valency-changing catego-

ries, where the lability is uncommon for both finite and non-finite forms of the
paradigm, deverbal nouns (in particular, action nouns, or nomina actionis) may

11 For Greek, see, for instance, Chantraine 1927: 26—44; for Vedic, cf. Renou 1924; 1925: 144-148.
For a general discussion of this phenomenon (‘split causativity’) in a typological perspective, see
Kulikov 1999b.

12 See e.g., Hoffmann 1976: 590; Kiimmel 2000: 296-297, 370-372 et passim.
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crucially differ in their syntactic properties from the forms belonging to the verbal
paradigm. In particular, since action nouns (nomina actionis) typically lack any
morphological marking to encode changes in valency, the same noun can be used
for a variety of syntactic patterns, thus being labile (unlike the forms belonging to
the verbal paradigm, which show overt marking of transitivity and voice).!3 For
instance, the Russian action nouns such as ispolnenie ‘(musical) performance’
allow for both instrumental and genitive encoding of the Agent argument (for
details, see Paduceva 1974: 201; Koptjevskaja-Tamm 1993: 8-15; 197-201) and thus
show labile syntax, as illustrated in (25):

(25) Russian

a. Ego vceraSnee ispoln-eni-e Ravelja bylo
His vyesterday:ADj perform-NMz-NOM.SG Ravel:GEN was
velikolepno.
wonderful
‘His performance yesterday of Ravel was wonderful.’

b. Ispoln-eni-e im Ravelja vcera bylo
perform-NMz-NOM.SG he:INS.SG Ravel:GEN yesterday was
neumestno.

out.of.place
‘His performance yesterday of Ravel was out of place.’

This feature is also quite common for many Vedic deverbal nouns. In particular,
a number of root nouns may correspond either to the intransitive or to the
transitive-causative usage of the corresponding verb. Consider the root noun
vidh- (derived from the verbal root vrdh ‘grow, increase’; cf. (23)), which, in
various compounds, may correspond either to the intransitive usages of the
corresponding verb (‘grow’), meaning ‘the one who has grown’ or the like (as in
(26a)—(26Dh)), or to the transitive-causative ‘make grow, increase’, meaning ‘the
one who is making / has made [sth.] grow, the one who is making / has made
[sth.] increase’ (as in (26¢)) (see Scarlata 1999: 513-525):

13 Notice that in Western Slavic languages, e.g. Polish and Czech, deverbal nouns can take re-
flexive morphology. This may account for the fact that their syntactic features are quite different
from what we observe in Russian and other Slavic languages. In particular, they normally do not
demonstrate labile syntax, so that, for instance, the translation equivalent of (25b) in Czech, with
the instrumental encoding of the Agent argument (Provedeni *jim Ravela . . .), is ungrammatical
(I am thankful to the anonymous reviewer who has pointed out this fact to me). For further
details, see, in particular, Hron (2005) and Hron (2012: 76-135).
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(26) Early Vedic

a. ghrténa dyava-prthivi abhivrte
ghee:INS.SG Heaven:NOM.DU-Earth:NOM.DU surrounded:NOM.DU.F
ghrta-$riya ghrta-pica ghrta-vidh-a

ghee-beauty:NOM.DU.F ghee-mix:NOM.DU.F ghee-grow-NOM.DU.F
‘Heaven and Earth are surrounded with ghee, adorned with ghee, mixed
with ghee, grown by ghee.’
(RV 6.70.4ab)

b. ny arpayatam vrsand
down move:CAUS.PRES:2DU.IMPV.ACT bull:voc.DU
tamo-vidh-ah
darkness-grow-ACC.PL.M
‘Throw down, o you two bulls (sc. Indra and Soma), those who have
grown in darkness!’

(RV 7104.1b)

c. suprdtike vayo-vidh-a
beautiful.face:ACC.DU.F energy-grow-ACC.DU.F
yahvi rtdsya matara
youngest:ACC.DU.F order:GEN.SG mother:ACC.DU
dosam usasam imahe

night:AcC.SG dawn:ACC.SG approach:PRES:1PL.MID

‘We approach those two with beautiful faces, who increase vital energy,
the youngest mothers of order, Night and Dawn.’

(RV 5.5.6)

Apparently, in examples (26a) and (26b) the first constituent of the compound
corresponds to the oblique objects (Instrument or Location) of the syntactic
construction with the verb vrdh, while in (26¢) the syntactic source of the first
constituent has the role of Direct (accusative) Object. There are some reasons to
assume that the Indo-European perfect ultimately goes back to a nominal forma-
tion!4 (for instance, the perfect form vavdrdha might mean ‘growing’ or the like,
later developing a complete finite paradigm), this might account for its syntactic

14 In particular, as an anonymous reviewer has pointed out to me, the fact that the stem of the
perfect tense had the o-grade of ablaut alternation in Proto-Indo-European (cf. Greek AéAowma
‘has left’), which is also found in a plethora of nominal formations (cf. Greek Aow6¢ ‘remaining
over’), may serve as additional support for the hypothesis regarding the origin of the Indo-
European perfect in a deverbal noun.
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flexibility. The labile syntax of the Indo-European perfect might be then a vestige
of its nominal origin.

2.7 Vedic labile forms and Iranian influence

There are some isolated instances of labile syntax for a number of forms which
may be due to the copying of syntactic patterns from another, non-Indo-Aryan,
language(s).

Thus, the present risya-t almost exclusively occurs in intransitive construc-
tions in Vedic texts, meaning ‘be hurt, injured’ (for details, see Kulikov 2012a:
609-611), as in:

(27) sa gha viré na ris-ya-ti
that:NOM.SG.M PRTCL man:NOM.SG not be.hurt-PRES-3SG.ACT
‘That man is not hurt ...

(RV 1.18.4a)

The transitive-causative pattern ‘Y, injures X,..’ occurs only once in Vedic,*
in book VIII of the RV:

(28) rdudarena sdkhya
having.pleasant.nature:INS.SG.M companion:INS.SG
saceya y6 ma
follow:PRES:1SG.OPT.MID which:NOM.SG.M I:AcCC
nd ris-yed dhary-asva
not hurt-PRES:3SG.OPT.ACT fallow-horse:voc.sG.M
pitah

drink:PART.PF.PASS:NOM.SG.M

‘I wish to be in friendship with the companion of pleasant nature, who may
not hurt me, when he is drunk up, O one with fallow horses (sc. Indra).’
(RV 8.48.10ab)

The labile syntax of risya-t, albeit exceptional for Vedic -ya-presents, matches
well (i) with the labile patterning of the thematic aorist arisat (cf. RV 1.94.1 ma
risamad ‘may we not be hurt’ ~ transitive participle risant-, risant- ‘injuring’, e.g.,

15 This occurrence was noticed already by Delbriick (1897: 29); see also Joachim 1978: 146;
Oettinger 1992: 136.
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in RV 1.12.5);1¢ and (ii) with the syntax of its Avestan cognate present iriSiieiti;’
see Kulikov (1999a: 232-233) for details and discussion. It is probable that the sole
transitive-causative occurrence of the present risya-t in book VIII of the RV is a
syntactic feature of the dialect of the Kanvas, a half-mythical lineage of the Vedic
poets (rsis), to which book VIII is ascribed. There are some reasons to believe
that at least some of the Kanvas could have been bilingual, i.e., speakers of both
an Old Indo-Aryan (Vedic) dialect and a non-Indo-Aryan (Iranian?) language
(Hoffmann 1940: 142 [= Aufs. 1, 9]; Stanley Insler p.c.). This could facilitate copy-
ing some syntactic patterns from Old Iranian into the Old Indo-Aryan dialect of
this book of the RV.

Parallels to the mechanism of the emergence of labile verbs through the bor-
rowing of syntactic patterns can be found in a number of languages, for instance,
in Estonian, which considerably increased the number of labile verbs under the
influence of German in the 18th century (Kehayov and Vihman this issue); or in
Late Latin, where the influence of Greek could support a general tendency to-
wards an increase in the number of labile verbs, especially in texts written by
speakers of Greek or in translations from Greek (Gianollo this issue).

3 The decline of labile syntax in middle
and late Vedic

After the Rgveda, we observe the decline of the labile patterning for most groups
of verbal formations which are still labile in the earliest period of Vedic. Although
the mechanisms of this decline and the loss of lability may differ for different
classes of labile forms, they all share a remarkable tendency to limit the syntax of
the corresponding forms either to intransitive or to transitive usages only.

3.1 The decline of the labile syntax of middle presents

The labile syntax of middle presents is virtually unattested after the RV, that
is, already in the second most ancient Vedic text, the Atharvaveda (AV). This

16 Note also the transitive usage of the desiderative ririksa- ‘want to injure’ (see Heenen 2006:
212) as well as of the nominal derivatives resin- (in purusa-resin- AVP-Kashm. 20.50.7 (?; ms.
°risinim), KausS ‘people-injuring’), °risd- ‘injuring’ (in nagharisa- AV (lit.) ‘surely-not-injuring’,
i.e., ‘harmless’; see Zysk [1985: 316-317], with fn. 15).

17 Transitive usages (‘harm, make hurt’) are attested, e.g., in V 15.12 (iriSiieiti), 7.38 (subj. iriSiiat);
intransitive constructions (‘be hurt’) appear, e.g., in V 13.37 (irisiiat), V 15.48 (iriSiign ‘they will
not be hurt’); see Bartholomae 1904: 1485-1486; Liihr 1994: 89.
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suggests that some drastic changes in the verbal syntax can be dated as early as
the very end of the epoch of the RV, which is chronologically contemporaneous
with the earliest layers of the AV, i.e. approximately at the turn of the second
millennium B.C. Most often, one of the two usages (transitive or, more rarely, in-
transitive) merely disappears after the RV. Thus, of the six labile middle presents
of class I listed in 2.1.1, one (céda-* ‘rush, hasten; impel’) does not occur in
post-Rgvedic texts at all, while three other (ndma-t ‘bends’, $rdya- ‘lean on; lay
on, fix on, fasten’, and svdda-* ‘be sweet; make sweet’) only appear in intransitive
usages:

Table 1: Labile middle presents in the Rgveda and the decline of lability in later texts

Intransitive Transitive
céda-t ‘rush, hasten; impel’ only RV only RV
ndma-* ‘bends’® RV+19 only RV2°
vdha-t¢ ‘carries; drives, goes’ RV+ RV, AV7.97.4 ~YV™, |B 2.254:5
$rdya-¢ ‘lean on; lay on, fix on, fasten’ RV+ RV (2x21)
svdda-* ‘be sweet; make sweet’ RV+ RV (2x), MSP 3.1.9:12.1022

In some cases, the non-labile character of the middle presents after the RV is
trivially due to the fact that the corresponding is unattested at all, as is the case
with céda-¢ ‘rush, hasten; impel’, which is unattested after the RV.

Although the scenarios of the loss of lability may vary for different presents,
the general decline of labile syntax within this group of forms may be due to a

18 It is interesting to note that, from the RV onwards (but especially after the RV), the active
present ndma-* attests the labile syntax. For the explanation of this rare (and probably second-
ary) instance of lability, see Goto 1996 [1987]: 195-196.

19 IL.e., from the RV onwards and in later texts.

20 Except for two transitive occurrences in middle and late Vedic: KS™ 18.2:266.8 (sdm ...
namate) and AA 2.1.7:106.17 (samnamante), both probably due to erroneous text transmission;
see Gotd 1996 [1987]: 193-194.

21 2x = ‘attested two times’ (RV 7.45.3, 10.85.37; both occurrences with the preverb vi; see Gotd
1996 [1987]: 312).

22 This only attestation in middle Vedic (MS) may be an archaism, according to Gotd (1996
[1987]: 341, fn. 839).
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general tendency to rebuild the verbal system and, in particular, to the loss of one
of the basic functions of the Vedic middle. Already in early Vedic, the binary op-
positions of the type mid. vdardhate ~ act. vardhati, mid. codate ‘rushes, hastens
(intr.)” ~ act. cédati ‘urges, impels (tr.)” are often complicated by a third member,
the more characteristic causative with the suffix -dya-: vardhayati, codayati.
While, initially, the active/middle opposition alone bears the function of encod-
ing the transitivity of the verbal form, in later period this function is transferred to
the opposition of present stems (class I thematic root presents vs. -dya-presents),
as shown in Figure 2:

act. vardhati act. codati
mid. vardhate < mid. cédate <
act. vardhayati act. coddyati

Fig. 2: Causative/anticausative opposition within the system of the present

In post-Rgvedic texts, the causative meaning is even more regularly rendered by
the suffix -dya-, which still further decreases the functional weight of the active/
middle opposition. Furthermore, the middle forms such as svddate become
limited to intransitive usages, so that the labile type svddate ‘be sweet / make
sweet’ virtually disappears by the end of the early Vedic period.

3.2 The decline of the labile syntax of active perfects

The loss of labile forms is particularly obvious in the case of active perfects that
attest the labile syntax in the RV. Already in the second-most ancient Vedic text,
the Atharvaveda (AV), we find very few labile forms. Most of the active perfects
which show labile syntax in the Rgveda are either attested in intransitive us-
ages only (e.g., (@) vavdrta ‘has turned / has made turn’, both intransitive and
transitive in the RV, as opposed to AV -vavarta ‘has turned’ (intr.); see Kiimmel
2000: 462-469), or in transitive usages only (RV mamada ‘has rejoiced, has
been exhilarated / has exhilarated’ (tr.), as opposed to AV 7.14.4 3sg.subj.act.
mamddat ‘he should exhilarate’ (transitive); see Kiimmel 2000: 356-360), or do
not occur at all (as is the case with RVic vavrdhiih ‘have grown / have increased’,
ruructth ‘have shone / have made shine’). Cf. Table 2, which summarizes these
developments:
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Table 2: Labile active perfects in the Rgveda and the decline of lability in the Atharvaveda

Rgveda Atharvaveda
(@) vavdrta ‘has turned’ (intr.) / ‘has made turn’ (tr.) ‘has turned’ (intransitive)
mamada ‘has been exhilarated’ (intransitive) / ‘has 3sg.subj.act. mamddat AV
exhilarated’ (transitive) 7.14.4 ‘he will exhilarate
[him]’ (tr.)
vavrdhih ‘have grown’ (intr.) / ‘have increased’ (tr.) -
ruructh ‘have shown’ (intr.) / ‘have made shine’ (tr.) -
3sg. pipadya, ‘has, have swollen’ (intr.) / ‘has, have made -2

3du. pipyathur swell’ (tr.)

4 Concluding remarks

4.1 Old Indo-Aryan lability: archaism, innovation, or both?

The lability of the Old Indo-Aryan (Vedic) verb, however common it might appear,
is mostly of secondary character. In contrast to the situation in English or many
Daghestanian (East-Caucasian) ergative languages, where labile patterning ap-
pears to be one of the inherent features of verbal syntax, lability in Old Indo-
Aryan may, in part, represent the scattered debris of an earlier system, which,
furthermore, tends to disappear within the earliest stage of the historical period.
Alongside with a few archaisms, we also find a number of labile formations of
clearly secondary character. These scattered phenomena can be grouped into a
few well-delineated classes:
i. A few groups of forms which may continue the older, presumably Proto-
Indo-European, types of labile forms. These include:
i.a. active perfects
i.b. middle presents
ii. A few formations which could become labile through the rapid restructuring
of the older (Proto-Indo-Iranian or Proto-Indo-European) verbal system and
because of the creation of new forms supplying some gaps in the verbal par-
adigm, which, in turn caused grammatical homonymy. These must include:

23 This perfect does not appear in the Atharvaveda, but occurs in somewhat younger texts, in
the mantras of the Yajurveda - that is, at the very end of the early Vedic or at the beginning of the
middle Vedic period.
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ii.a. newly-built transitive middle perfects, which share stems and inflection
(3sg. -e and 3pl. -re) with passive statives built on perfect stems, thus
being homonymous with them;

ii.b. middle participles belonging to the passive aorist and stative paradigms,
which again share stems and are homonymous with middle root aorist
and perfect participles.

iii. Some isolated instances of forms which could become labile due to reanaly-
sis of certain constructions (as in the case of piisya- ‘prosper; make prosper’)
or influence of non-Indo-Aryan (Iranian?) dialects (as with risya-t ‘be hurt,
injured; injure’).

4.2 The decline and disappearance of Old Indo-Aryan
lability in a diachronic typological perspective

In the course of the history of Indo-Aryan languages, from the Old Indo-

Aryan (Vedic) period onwards, we observe two basic tendencies which deter-

mine the main changes in the verbal system and syntax (see Kulikov 2012b for

further details and a broader Indo-European and typological perspective). These
include:

i. the rise and development of new valency-changing categories, causatives
with the suffix -dya- and passives with the suffix -yd-, which, in general, man-
ifests a drift towards more overt and non-syncretic morphological marking of
the transitivity oppositions;

ii. the degrammaticalization of the middle diathesis, most intransitivizing func-
tions of which are transferred to specialized markers.

These two processes are accompanied by a few other minor developments,
the most important of which is the loss of the category of stative (which is histor-
ically related to the Proto-Indo-European middle, probably going back to the
same source).

These basic tendencies, the grammaticalization of new valency-changing
categories, and the degrammaticalization of the middle, may be responsible, in
part, for the third development, the loss of labile syntax, as attested within Old
Indo-Aryan period. The earliest layers of Old Indo-Aryan, attested in the most
ancient Vedic text, the Rgveda (particularly, in its oldest parts), appear to preserve
the same, relatively high, degree of lability that can be reconstructed for Proto-
Indo-European syntax. However, from the end of the RV and, especially, from the
second most ancient Vedic text onwards, the Atharvaveda, we observe drastic
changes in the verbal syntax that affect, in particular, the system of labile verbs
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and, eventually, lead to the decline of labile patterning. Already in the middle
Vedic period this syntactic feature appears to have heavily deteriorated. Due to a
number of dramatic changes in the morphological system of Indo-Aryan in the
Middle Indic period (in particular, collapse of the Old Indo-Aryan verbal mor-
phology), further development of this phenomenon is not always straightfor-
ward, and unexpected deviations from the general tendency to decrease the
number of labile verbs are not exceptional (for details, see Keidan, this issue and
Kulikov 2013). Nevertheless, and even in spite of these deviations, the basic trend
remains unchanged, so that, eventually, we observe the loss of lability after the
Middle Indo-Aryan period. A detailed study of the most important developments
in the (late) Middle Indo-Aryan as well as their continuation in New Indo-Aryan
languages, based on thorough scrutiny of evidence available from the last two
millennia of the history of this branch of Indo-European language family remains
a desideratum for further research.
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Appendix A: Abbreviations of texts (text sigla)

AA Aitareya-Aranyaka

AV(S) Atharvaveda, Saunakiya recension
AVP AV, Paippalada recension
AVP-Kashm. AVP, Kashmir manuscript

]B Jaiminiya-Brahmana

KausS Kaus$ika-Statra

KS Kathaka(-Sambhita)

MS Maitrayani Samhita

PB Paficavim$a-Brahmana

RV Rgveda

SB Satapatha-Brahmana

TB Taittiriya-Brahmana

Vv Videvdat

Xm/p mantra or prose part of text X
YV Yajurveda(-Sambhita)

Appendix B: Grammatical abbreviations
in morphological glosses

ACC accusative
ACT active

AD]J adjective
AOR aorist

DAT dative

DU dual

F feminine

GEN genitive
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IMPF
IMPV
INF
INS
LOC

MID
NMZ
NOM
PART
PF
PL
PREV
PRTCL
PRES
SG
STAT
vocC

imperfect
imperative
infinitive
instrumental
locative
masculine
middle
nominalizer
nominative
participle
perfect
plural
preverb
particle
present
singular
stative
vocative
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