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VOICE AND VALENCY DERIVATIONS IN OLD INDO-ARYAN
IN A DIACHRONIC TYPOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE:

THE DEGRAMMATICALIZATION OF THE MIDDLE
AND OTHER TRENDS IN THE VEDIC VERBAL SYSTEM* 

LEONID KULIKOV

1. PRELIMINARIES

1.1. Diachronic vs. synchronic typology of linguistic categories 

The present paper concentrates on the diachronic aspects of the typol-
ogy of transitivity oppositions and valency-changing categories, focusing on
evidence available from one branch of Indo-European, Indo-Aryan. It also
aims to draw attention to the regrettable imbalance of the synchronic and
diachronic typological studies. 

On the one hand, we dispose of rich catalogues and a detailed syn-
chronic analysis of the systems of valency-changing derivations attested in
the languages of the world. On the other hand, a systematic treatment of
these categories in a diachronic perspective is lacking. The rise, develop-
ment and decline of these categories mostly remain on the periphery of the
typological interests.

It seems advisable to start a diachronic typological research with col-
lecting evidence from languages (language groups) with a history well-doc-
umented in texts for a sufficiently long period of time (around 1000 years
or more). When approaching the history of a particular valency-changing
category, such as passive or causative, it might be useful to outline some
kind of diachronic typological portrait of the relevant category in the given
language group or family, tracing it from the earliest attested texts in an
ancient language (L0) onwards up to its reflexes in the daughter languages
(L1, L2 etc.). Of particular interest would also be – if available – evidence
from the sister languages of L0, which can serve as a basis for a tentative
reconstruction of the hypothetical history and possible sources of the cate-
gory under study in the proto-language. 



In order to achieve a uniform presentation of the data obtained in the
course of research and to make the results of the study more accessible for
general linguists and typologists, it is advisable to develop a typological
questionnaire. Questionnaires are commonly used in synchronic typologi-
cal studies on various grammatical categories, in particular, in the frame-
work of the St. Petersburg Typology Group, for a synchronic study of
valency-changing categories, such as causative, passive, reflexive, reciprocal
etc. In our case, we will need a diachronically-oriented questionnaire; for
details, see Kulikov 2010.1 

One of the best objects for a diachronic typological study of linguistic
categories in general and valency-changing categories, in particular, is, for
instance, the Indo-Aryan group of the Indo-European language family. We
have at our disposal evidence from the uninterruptedly documented histo-
ry of Indo-Aryan for a period of more than 3.000 years, starting with the
Old Indo-Aryan (OIA), which can be roughly identified with (Vedic)
Sanskrit,2 and continued in Middle Indo-Aryan (Pāli and Prakrits) and New
Indo-Aryan (Hindi-Urdu, Bengali, Marathi, Sinhalese, etc.). Thus, on the
one hand, the rich material collected by the Indo-European comparative
linguistics offers a good basis for hypotheses about the origin and possible
sources of the morphological and syntactic categories attested in OIA, and
thus provides important material for a retrospective diachronic typological
study. On the other hand, evidence from late Vedic and Middle Indo-Aryan
texts as well as from New Indo-Aryan languages allows for a prospective
diachronic study (how the OIA categories develop into their reflexes in
Middle and New Indo-Aryan). 

In what follows, I will offer an overview of several features of the
Indo-Aryan, and, particularly, of OIA system of voices and valency-chang-
ing categories, which are relevant in a diachronic typological perspective.
The main tendencies which determine the evolution of the Vedic (OIA)
system of transitivity oppositions include: (i) the decline of the middle
diathesis, which, as I will argue, amounts to its degrammaticalization; (ii)
the rapid growth of new valency-changing categories, passives and
causatives; and (iii) the decline of the labile patterning. 
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1. The diachronic typological questionnaire outlined in Kulikov 2010 was devel-
oped for the preparation of the Workshop “Diachronic typology of voice and valency-
changing categories” (Turku, Finland, August 2006) and for editing the volume based on
the Workshop materials. This questionnaire is also published on the web-site of the
Department of Linguistics of Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology, Leipzig;
see http://www.eva.mpg.de/lingua/tools-at-lingboard/questionnaires.php. 

2. The most ancient Vedic text, gveda (RV), dates to the 2nd half of the second
millennium B.C. For the chronology of Vedic texts, see Witzel 1995: 96ff. (with bibl.). 



1.2. Indo-European middle and its functions: general remarks 

The diathesis, also labelled ‘active/middle voice’ in the Indo-
European and Sanskrit scholarship, is a grammatical category of the
Ancient Indo-European verb that surfaces in the type of the verbal person-
al inflexion. For instance, in the present tense the Vedic verb has endings
2sg. -si, 3sg. -ti etc. in the active paradigm, as opposed to 2sg. -se, 3sg. -te
etc. in the middle. 

The status and value of this category does not remain unchanged in
the course of the history of Vedic and Indo-Aryan, in general. One the one
hand, Indo-Aryan languages attest the rapid growth of new valency-chang-
ing categories, foremost in the present tense system: passives with the suf-
fix -yá- and causatives with the suffix -áya-. One the other hand, we observe
the loss of several grammatical functions of the ancient Indo-European
middle. The middle diathesis is usually said to function as a syncretic mark-
er of several intransitive derivations: passive, anticausative (decausative),
reflexive, reciprocal. This might be the case indeed in the protolanguage.
However, one of the oldest documented Indo-European languages, Vedic
Sanskrit, rather attests the decline of the original system. Already in the lan-
guage of the earliest texts, gveda (RV) and Atharvaveda (AV), these func-
tions are largely taken over by special markers, the only function remaining
stable is autobenefactive. 

In Section 2, I will briefly discuss evidence for this latter tendency, the
decline of the middle diathesis; in Section 3, I will concentrate on the auto-
benefactive usages of the middle. Section 4 will offer a short outline of the
labile syntax and its decline in Old Indo-Aryan. Sections 5 and 6 present a
short overview of the general trends attested in the Vedic verbal system,
placing them in a broader typological context. 

2. THE DECLINE OF THE MIDDLE DIATHESIS IN VEDIC

2.1. Passive 

Traditionally, the middle is regarded as one of the main morphologi-
cal categories responsible for the expression of the passive function. Thus,
according to the communis opinio, alongside with characterized passive
formations (-ya-presents, medio-passive i-aorists and statives; see Kulikov
2001 and Kümmel 1996), there is a plethora of non-characterized middle
forms in all the three tense systems that allegedly function as passives (cf.
the shadowed column in the midst of Table 1).
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3. The following abbreviations are used for Vedic texts: AB – Aitareya-Brāhmaṇa,
AV – Atharvaveda, Br. – Brāhmaṇas, Xp – prose part of text X, MS – Maitrāyaṇī Saṃhitā,
RV – gveda, ŚB – Śatapatha-Brāhmaṇa, Sū. – Sūtras, TB – Taittirīya-Brāhmaṇa, TS –
Taittirīya-Saṃhitā, YV – Yajurveda(-Saṃhitā). 

PASSIVE 

Table 1 - Passive in Old Indo-Aryan: traditional view 

 However, as I argued elsewhere (Kulikov 2006), within the three main
tense systems, i.e. those of present, aorist, and perfect, passive is expressed
by characterized formations. In fact, the non-characterized (bare) middle
forms attested in passive usages include two large groups of formations:
middle perfects and middle athematic participles with the suffix -āna- (see
Delbrück 1888: 264). For instance, the participle hinvāná- (root hi ‘impel’),
taken by all grammars as the middle participle of the nasal present with the
suffix -nó-/-nu- (class V in the Indian tradition), occurs 18 times in intran-
sitive (passive) constructions (as in (1a)), and 10 times in transitive con-
structions (as in (1b)) in the gveda: 

(1) a. (RV 9.12.8)3

sómo hi-nv-ānó arṣati
Soma:NOM.SG impel-PRES-PART.MED:NOM.SG.M flow:PRES:3SG.ACT

‘Soma, being impelled, flows.’
  
b. (RV 9.97.32) 
… índrāya pavase …  hi-nv-ānó
Indra:DAT purify:PRES:2SG.MED impel-PRES-PART.MED:NOM.SG.M
vā́cam matíbhiḥ kavīnā́m 
speech:ACC.SG thought:INS.PL poet:GEN.PL

‘You (sc. Soma) purify yourself for Indra, impelling (your) speech with the
(religious) thoughts of the poets.’ 
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By contrast, the finite middle forms made from the same stem
(3pl.med. hinváte etc.), with which hinvāná- is supposed to belong togeth-
er, can only be employed transitively, meaning ‘to impel’, as in (2): 

(2) (RV 9.65.11) 
hi-nv-é vā́jeṣu vājínam
impel-PRES-1SG.MED price:LOC.PL runner:ACC.SG

‘I spur on this runner [in the race] for prices.’ 

Likewise, the participle yujāná- (root yuj ‘yoke’) occurs 8 times in
intransitive (passive) constructions (as in (3a)) and 14 times in transitive
constructions (as in (3b)) in the gveda: 

(3) a. (RV 6.34.2c) 
rátho ná mahé śávase yuj-ānáḥ
chariot:NOM.SG like great:DAT power:DAT yoke:AOR-PART.MED:NOM.SG.M
‘… like a chariot yoked for the great power.’

b. (RV 6.47.19a) 
yuj- ānó harítā ráthe
yoke:AOR-PART.MED:NOM.SG.M fallow:ACC.DU chariot:LOC.SG

‘... (Tvaṣṭar,) yoking two fallow [horses] to the chariot.’ 

Vedic grammars treat yujāná- as a middle participle of the root aorist
(see, for instance, Whitney 1885: 132; Macdonell 1910: 370). However,
again, as in the case of hinvāná-, the corresponding finite forms (3sg. áyuk-
ta etc.) can only be employed in transitive usages, as in (4):

(4) (RV 7.60.3)
á-yuk-ta saptá harítaḥ
AUG-yoke:AOR-3SG.MED seven fallow:ACC.PL

‘He has yoked (now) his seven fallow (horses).’ 

Similarly, the middle perfect forms of the verb dhā ‘put’ (3sg. dadhé,
3pl. dadhiré) can be employed transitively, meaning ‘has (have) put (on)’,
instantiating, in particular, possessive-reflexive (in (5a)) or auto-directional
(in (5b)) usages, or in passive constructions, meaning ‘is put / has been put’,
as in (5c): 



(5) a. (RV 9.18.4) 
ā́ yó víśvāni vā́ryā vásūni hástayor dadh-é
to who all desirable:ACC goods:ACC hand:LOC.DU put:PF-3SG.MED

‘The one who holds / has put all desirable goods in his hands ...’ 

b. (RV 1.85.2) 
ádhi śríyo dadh-ire pśni-mātar-aḥ, 
on glory:ACC.PL put:PF-3PL.MED Pśni-mother-NOM.PL

‘[The Maruts,] whose mother is Pśni, have put on glory.’ 

c. (RV 1.168.3) 
hásteṣu khādíś ca ktíś ca
hand:LOC.PL brooch:NOM.SG and sward:NOM.SG and

sáṃ dadh-e
together put:STAT-3SG.MED

‘Brooch and sward is put in [your] hands.’ 

Elsewhere I have demonstrated (Kulikov 2006) that the grammatical
characteristics of such passive -āna-participles and middle ‘perfects’ should
be reconsidered. In my view, these participles are homonymous, or mor-
phologically (grammatically) ambiguous. Thus, the participle hinvāná- in
its transitive usages, meaning ‘impelling’, belongs to the paradigm of the
transitive nasal present (hinváte etc.). However, it is a member of the para-
digm of the stative, i.e. a stative participle (3sg. hinvé, 3pl. hinviré), when
employed intransitively (passively), meaning ‘impelled’. Likewise, yujā­ná-
is a member of the paradigm of the (transitive) root aorist (áyukta etc.)
when employed transitively (‘yoking’), but it is a member of the paradigm
of the passive aorist (3sg. áyoji, 3pl. ayujran), that is, a passive aorist partici-
ple, when employed in passive constructions (‘yoked’): 

(i) hi ‘impel’ (ii) yuj ‘yoke’ 
PRESENT STATIVE ROOT AORIST PASSIVE AORIST

3pl. hinv-áte 3sg. hinv-é 3sg. á-yuk-ta 3sg. á-yoj-i
transitive intransitive-passive transitive intransitive-passive 

‘impelling’ ‘impelled’ ‘yoking’ ‘yoked’ 

hinv-āná- yuj-āná- 

Leonid Kulikov166
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4. These include, for instance, class I present stávate ‘is praised’ and class IX present

Finally, forms such as dadhé (dhā ‘put’) or yuyujré (yuj ‘yoke’) should be
taken as a 3sg. or 3pl. forms of the middle perfect when meaning ‘has put’ or
‘have yoked’, and as 3sg. or 3pl. of the stative when meaning ‘is put / has been
put’ or ‘are yoked / have been yoked’.  

To conclude this short discussion of the passive paradigm, let it be men-
tioned that the subparadigm of present is in fact defective, too. We mostly find
3sg. and 3pl. forms of the present tense, as well as participles. Next to present
tense forms proper, there are rare imperatives (some 10 forms in the RV and
AV). Only exceptional attestations of other tense-moods are found, which
makes the sub-paradigm of present much more similar to those of the aorist
and perfect. The early Vedic passive paradigm is summarized in Table 2. It
includes (i) in the present system: the presents with the accented suffix -yá-;
(ii) in the aorist system: the medio-passive aorist with a defective paradigm,
consisting of the 3sg. form in -i, 3pl. form in -ran/-ram, and participle in -āna-;
and (iii) in the perfect system: the statives, also with a defective paradigm (3rd
person sg./pl. in -e/-re and participle) (for details, see Kulikov 2006). Different
types of shadowing show the status of the corresponding forms: dark grey =
lacking and morphologically impossible; middle grey = morphologically pos-
sible but unattested or only exceptionally attested (underdeveloped part of the
paradigm); light grey = morphologically possible but rare. 

Alongside with these ‘paradigmatic’ passives, there are only exceptional
and isolated non-characterized (bare) middle forms.4 Correspondingly, the
middle diathesis cannot be said to serve as the marker of the passive voice. 

Table 2 - Passive paradigm in early Vedic
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gṇīté ‘is praised’, which are likely to be based on the stems of the statives stáve (see Narten
1969) and gṇé ‘is praised’, instantiating a sort of back derivation (Rückbildungen). A few
sigmatic aorists (mostly 3pl. forms): ayukṣata ‘(they) have been yoked’, ádkṣata ‘(they) have
been seen, visible, (they) have appeared’, áskṣata ‘(they) have been set free’ must be
replacements of the medio-pasive 3pl.aorists in -ran, which disappear after the RV. 

5. See e.g. Speijer 1896: 48; Gotō 1987: 27, 49 et passim. 
6. ‘Autocausative’ in accordance with Geniušienė’s (1987) classification of intransi-

tive derivations. 

2.2. Reflexive

The reflexive is another valency-decreasing (intransitivizing) deriva-
tion traditionally associated with the middle diathesis. There are indeed
some doubtless instances of the reflexive usage of the middle forms (see
Gonda 1979: 50; Delbrück 1888: 236ff.; Speijer 1896: 48f.), such as abhy
àṇkte ‘he anoints himself’ in ŚB 3.1.3.7, pipiśe ‘[Rudra] has adorned him-
self’ in (6) or śíśīte ‘sharpens himself’ in (7): 

(6) (RV 2.33.9)
pipiś-e híraṇyaiḥ
adorn:PERF-3SG.MED golden.decoration:INS.PL

‘[Rudra] has adorned himself with golden decorations.’ 

(7) (RV 1.36.16)
yó mártyaḥ śíśī-te áty aktúbhir
who:NOM.SG.M mortal:NOM.SG sharpen:PRES-3SG.MED over night:INS.PL

‘The mortal who sharpens himself by night …’ (� who is too nimble …)

Such examples are relatively few, however, and in many cases the
term ‘reflexive’ is misleading. In fact, many occurrences of middle forms,
traditionally qualified as ‘reflexive’,5 instantiate anticausatives; cf. p ‘fill’:
pū́ryate ‘becomes full’ (not ‘fills oneself’); pū ‘purify’: pávate ‘becomes
clean’ (not ‘purifies oneself’); or vah ‘carry, convey’: váhate ‘drives’.6

Furthermore, several non-passive intransitives which may historically go
back to true reflexives, exhibit idiomatic semantic changes, cf. śap ‘curse’:
śápate ‘swears’ (←*‘curses oneself’); śā ‘sharpen’: śíśīte ‘is too nimble’ (←
*‘sharpens himself’); for a detailed discussion, see Kulikov 2007b. Instead,
the reflexive meaning is typically expressed in Vedic by two pronouns of
substantive origin, tanū́- (originally meaning ‘body’), and ātmán- (‘breath’),
as in (8-9): 
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7. Cf. also the compound mithas-túr- ‘surpassing each other’, derived from the same
root as the form tarete in (10). 

(8) (RV 1.147.2) 
vandā́rus te tanuvàṃ vande agne 
praiser:NOM.SG your self:ACC.SG praise:PRES:1SG.MED Agni:VOC.SG

‘As your praiser, I praise myself, o Agni.’ 

(9) (MS 1.6.4:93.3) 
híraṇyaṃ dadā-ty ātmā́nam evá téna punī-te 
gold:ACC.SG give:PRES-3SG.ACT self:ACC.SG thereby purify:PRES-3SG.MED
‘He gives gold; thereby he purifies himself.’ 

2.3. Reciprocal 

Forms where the middle type of inflexion alone expresses the recipro-
cal meaning are few in number. One such example is the dual form tarete
in RV 1.140.3 (see Kulikov 2007a; Gotō 1987: 161): 

(10) (RV 1.140.3) 
ubhā́ tarete abhí mātárā śíśum
both:NOM.DU overrun:PRES:3DU.MED towards mother:NOM.DU child:ACC.SG

‘The both parents overrun one another towards the child (sc. Agni, fire).’ 

Again, as in the case of passive or reflexive, the regular markers of rec-
iprocity include several special morphemes which typically co-occur with
the middle type of inflexion: preverbs sám ‘together’ and ví ‘asunder’;
adverb mithás ‘mutually’;7 and periphrastic constructions with anyó(a)nyám
‘another-another’; for details see Kulikov 2007a.  

2.4. Anticausative 

The causative/anticausative distinction is the only valency-changing
derivation which, unlike passive, reflexive and reciprocal, is regularly
expressed by the active/middle opposition, at least in early Vedic, as in
med. várdhate ‘grows’ ~ act. várdhati ‘makes grow, increases’, med. réjate
‘trembles’ ~ act. réjati ‘makes tremble’. However, even in that case the con-
tribution of the middle diathesis to the marking of a valency-decreasing der-
ivation is rather limited. The middle type of inflexion is not the only mark-
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8. On this class of verbs, see, in particular, Jamison 1983: 153ff. 
9. See Kulikov 2011 for further details and references. 

er of anticausative, being supported by the stem opposition – which, even-
tually, weakens the role of the middle as a marker of anticausative within
the system. 

First, there are several types of causative/non-causative oppositions,
where causative and anticausative differ both in diathesis (active/middle)
and type of stem. Thus, transitive-causative presents with nasal affixes are
commonly opposed to anticausative class I presents or class IV presents
(with the suffix -ya-), cf. pávate ‘becomes clean’ ~ punā ́ti makes clean’;
ŕīyate ‘flows, bubbles’ ~ riṇā́ti ‘makes flow, makes bubble’. 

Second, already in early Vedic the binary oppositions of the type med.
várdhate ~ act. várdhati, med. réjate ‘trembles (intr.)’ ~ act. réjati ‘makes
tremble’ are often complicated by adding a third member, the more char-
acterized causative with the suffix -áya-: vardháyati, rejáyati,8 cf. (11-12):

act. várdhati act. réjati

(11) med. várdhate (12) med. réjate

act. vardháya   ti act. rejáyati

In later texts, the causative meaning is still more regularly rendered by
the suffix -áya-, which decreases the functional weight of the active/middle
opposition even further.

 
3. THE AUTOBENEFACTIVE FUNCTION OF THE MIDDLE FORMS

3.1. Benefactive and autobenefactive: preliminaries and definitions 

The only functional domain which the middle diathesis does not cede
to or share with other markers, is the group of functions which can be qual-
ified as ‘self-beneficent’, or ‘autobenefactive’. 

Here it will be in order to remind the definition of the benefactive der-
ivation within the framework developed by the Leningrad/St. Petersburg
Typology Group, in terms of a calculus of possible relations between two
main levels of presentation of the linguistic structure.9 These include: (i) the
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10. For some situations, this semantic role is closely related to or even (almost) iden-
tical with that of the Recipient.

11. Another term, taken from the Kartvelian grammatical tradition, is ‘objective ver-
sion’; see, in particular, Boeder 1969; 2005: 34ff. 

level of semantic arguments, or semantic (macro-)roles (Agent, Patient,
Experiencer, etc.); and (ii) the level of grammatical relations, or syntactic
functions (Subject [S], Direct Object [DO], Indirect Object [IO], Oblique
Object [Obl]). Voices (active, passive, antipassive) and valency-changing
categories (causative, etc.) can be determined as patterns of mapping of
semantic arguments onto syntactic functions (grammatical relations). 

Adding an Indirect Object to the set of arguments and the meaning
‘for (the sake of)’ to the meaning of the base proposition typically yields the
derivative called ‘benefactive’. The Indirect Object refers to a participant,
which usually bears the semantic role of Beneficiary,10 corresponding to the
person or entity benefiting from the performed activity – hence the term
‘benefactive’, cf. (13):11 

(13) Benefactive 

An important (and typologically quite common) type of verbal deriva-
tion based on the benefactive is called the ‘self-beneficent’. The self-benefi-
cent, or ‘affective’, derivation (also termed ‘subjective version’ in Kartvelian
grammar) can be described as the result of a successive application of two
elementary derivations, the benefactive and the indirect reflexive; cf. (14): 

(14) Self-beneficent (subjective version) 



Here it will be helpful to quote a few examples from a language which
can regularly encode in verbal forms both benefactive (cf. (15b, 16a)) and
self-beneficent (cf. (16b)) meanings, Georgian: 

(15) Georgian: Benefactive (‘objective version’) 

a. Sandro-m ḳoḳa-ø ga-ṭex-a
sandro-ERG jug-NOM PRV-break-3SG.AOR

‘Sandro broke the jug.’ 

b. Sandro-m bavšv-s ḳoḳa-ø ga-ø-u-ṭexa
sandro-ERG boy-DAT jug-NOM PREF-IND.OBJ:3SG-OBJ.VERS-BREAK-3SG.AOR

‘Sandro broke the jug for the boy.’ 

(16) Georgian: Benefactive vs. self-beneficent (‘subjective version’) 

a. šen m-i-ḳrep vašl-s
you:NOM IND.OBJ:1SG-OBJ.VERS-pluck:PRES apple-DAT

‘You pluck an apple for me.’ 

b. šen i-ḳrep vašl-s
you:NOM SUBJ.VERS-pluck:PRES apple-DAT

‘You pluck an apple for yourself.’ 

The self-beneficent meaning (as illustrated in (17)) was one of the
main functions of the Vedic, and, in general, ancient Indo-European mid-
dle (presumably going back to the proto-language): 

(17) (RV 8.31.1) 
yó yájā-ti yájā-ta ít 
who:NOM.SG.M worship:PRES:SUBJ-3SG.ACT worship:PRES:SUBJ-3SG.MED only 
‘… who worships [a god] for someone’s sake [or] for oneself only…’ 

3.2. The autobenefactive functional domain in Vedic 

The self-beneficent meaning is one of the functions of the middle
diathesis in Vedic that belong to the wider functional domain, which might
be called ‘autobenefactive’. 

The autobenefactive functional domain of the middle includes: (i) the
self-beneficent meaning proper (‘to do smth. for oneself’), (ii) possessive-
reflexive (the subject is referentially identical with the possessor of another
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12. Most of the examples quoted below are taken from Delbrück 1888: 236ff. and
Speijer 1896: 48f. 

13. The symbol ‘ᴗ’ indicates that a sandhi has been undone.

argument: ‘to yoke one’s chariot’, etc.); and (iii) autodirectional, which
includes transitive verbs of caused motion, typically referring to the motion
of the referent of the direct object caused by the Agent. Their middle coun-
terparts, most often used with preverbs such as ā́ ‘to(wards)’, denote the
process of the motion of the object towards the Agent, such as obtaining or
taking of the object by the Agent. A handbook example of this type is the
conversive pair dā (active) ‘give’ ~ ā -dā (middle) ‘take’. 

3.2.1. Self-beneficent meaning proper 

The self-beneficent, or canonical, subtype of the autobenefactive
function (‘to do smth. for oneself’, as in the handbook example (17) yájati
‘worships, sacrifices’ ~ yájate ‘worships, sacrifices for oneself’), was briefly
discussed above and does not requires special comments. Cf., for instance,
the active and middle forms of the verbs pac ‘cook’ in (18-20), k ‘make’
(21) and gh ‘take, seize’ (22-23):12 

• pac ‘cook’:

(18) (ŚB 3.3.4.17)
yáthā yébhyaḥ pakṣyá-nt s-yā́-t
like who:DAT.PL.M cook:FUT-PART.ACT:NOM.SG.M be-OPT-3SG.ACT

tā́n brūyā́d: ity-ahé 
they:ACC.PL.M say:OPT:3SG.ACT such-day:LOC

vaḥ pak-tā́́ᴗ13 as-miᴗ íti 
you:DAT cook-FUT.II be(AUX)-1SG.ACT thus

‘Like the one would say [to those] for whom he will cook (a meal): “On such
and such a day I will cook (a meal) for you” ...’ 

(19) (ŚB 5.3.5.4)
rā́́jā tvā pak-ṣya-te 
king:NOM.SG you:ACC cook-FUT-3SG.MED
‘The king will cook you for himself’ [said towards an animal].



(20) (RV 1.164.43) 
ukṣā́ṇam pśnim apaca-nta vīrā́s 
bull:ACC.SG motley:ACC.SG.M cook:IMPF-3PL.MED hero:NOM.PL

‘The heroes cooked the motley bull for themselves.’ 

• k ‘make’: 

(21) (AB 1.23.1) 
te devā abruvan: puro   vā ime 
that:NOM.PL.M god:NOM.PL say:IMPF-3PL.ACT fortress:ACC.PL this:NOM.PL.M

’surā imāl lokān akr-ata ; puras 
asura:NOM.PL this:ACC.PL.M world:ACC.PL make:AOR-3PL.MED fortress:ACC.PL

imāl lokān prati karavāmahā iti 
this:ACC.PL.M world:ACC.PL against make:PRES:3PL.SUBJ.MED thus 
‘Those gods said: These Asuras (demons) have made these worlds [their]
fortresses for themselves; we shall make these worlds [our] fortresses in
response.’ 

• gh ‘take, seize’: 

(22) (TS 6.4.11.1) 
tā́bhyām etám āśvinám aghṇ-an
they:DAT.DU.F this:ACC.SG.M of.Aśvins:ACC.SG.M take:IMPF-3PL.ACT
‘They (PL.) took for these both (DU.) this [cup] appointed for the Aśvins.’

(23) (TS 6.4.9.1) 
té devā́ āgrayaṇā́grān gráhān apaśyan ; 
that:NOM.PL.M god:NOM.PL āgrayaṇā́grān:ACC.PL vessel:ACC.PL see:IMPF:3PL.ACT

tā́n aghṇ-ata 
that:ACC.PL.M take:IMPF-3PL.MED
‘Those gods saw the āgrayaṇā́grān-vessels; they took them [for themselves].’ 

3.2.2. Possessive-reflexive type 

The possessive-reflexive type suggests that the subject is referentially iden-
tical with the possessor of some other argument (‘to wash one’s hands’, etc.). It
has two important subtypes, (a) DO-oriented possessive-reflexives, where the
subject is referentially identical with the possessor of the referent of the direct
object; and (b) other verbs, where the subject is referentially identical with the
possessor of the referent of some other argument (for instance, oblique). 
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(a) DO-oriented possessive-reflexives are attested, for instance, for
the middle forms of the verbs kt ‘cuts (off)’, nij ‘wash’ and k ‘make’, as in
(25, 27-29); cf. also (4, 5a): 

(24) (TS 6.1.8.4) 
aháṃ rákṣaso grīvā́ ápi kntāmi 
I:NOM Rakṣas:GEN.SG neck:ACC.PL cut.off:PRES:1SG.ACT
‘I cut off the necks of the Rakṣas-demon.’ 

(25) (TS 6.1.1.2) 
nakhā́ni ní knta-te 
nail:ACC.PL down cut.off:PRES-3SG.MED
‘He cuts off his nails.’ 

(26) (TS 7.2.10.2)
yéna pā́treṇaᴗ ánnambíbhrati yát tán ná nirṇénij-ati ...
which vessel food brings if that:ACC.SG.N not wash:INTENS-3PL.ACT
‘If they do not wash that vessel with which one brings the food ...’ 

(27) (ŚB 1.2.5.23) 
átha pāṇ áva nenik-te 
then hand:ACC.DU down wash:INTENS-3SG.MED
‘Then he washes his hands.’ 

(28) (RV 1.55.1) 
śíśī-te vajrám 
sharpen:PRES-3SG.MED vajra:ACC.SG

‘He sharpens his vajra …’  

(29) (TS 7.5.8.5) 
yáthā suparṇá ut-patiṣyáñ chíra uttamáṃ kuru-té 
like bird:NOM.SG up-fly:FUT:3SG.ACT head:ACC.SG high:ACC.SG.M-N make:PRES-3SG.MED

‘Like a bird, when it is going to fly up, raises its head …’ 

(b) Rarer are examples of co-referential relation between the Subject
and the Possessor of another argument, Oblique object – e.g. Instrumental,
as in (31), or Locative, as in (32):  

(30) (RV 9.26.6) 
táṃ tvā hinv-anti vedhásaḥ
that you:ACC impel:PRES-3PL.ACT adept:NOM.PL

‘The adepts impel you (for running).’ 
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(31) (RV 9.72.1) 
hinv-áte mat
impel:PRES-3PL.MED prayer:INS.SG

‘They urge [the race horse] by means of their prayer.’ 

(32) (ŚB 1.8.1.14)
sá hótur ihá ní limpa-ti;
he:NOM.SG.M hotar-priest:GEN.SG here besmear:PRES-3SG.ACT

tád   dhótāᴗ óṣṭhayor ní limpa-te 
then Hotar:NOM.SG lip:GEN-LOC.DU besmear:PRES-3SG.MED
‘He besmears the Hotar-priest’s [fingers] here [with clarified butter]; then
the Hotar-priest smears on his lips [with it].’ 

Parallels to this meaning can also be found in other Indo-European
languages, in particular, in Ancient Greek (see, for instance, Allan 2003),
cf. (33):

(33) (Hdt. 2.178.1) 
ἔδωκε χώρους ἐνιδρύσασθαι βωμοὺς καὶ τεμένεα θεοῖσι

gave lands set.up:INF.MED altars and sanctuaries god:DAT.PL

‘… he gave lands where they might set up altars and sanctuaries to their
gods.’

3.2.3. Auto-directional type

The auto-directional type includes transitive verbs of caused motion,
typically referring to the motion of the referent of the direct object caused
by the Agent. Their middle counterparts, most often used with preverbs
such as ā ́ ‘to(wards)’, denote the process of the motion of the object
towards the Agent, such as obtaining or taking of the object by the Agent. 

(a) The most important subgroup of this class includes middle verbs
which denote obtaining or taking of the object by the Agent. This type of
the auto-directional function is typically attested for middle forms with
preverbs (i.e. verbal prefixes, which in early Vedic may still appear as free
morphemes). This function is particularly common for the verbs com-
pounded with the preverb ā ́ ‘to, towards, here, directed towards the
speaker’, which very often contributes to the change in the orientation of
the activity. The handbook example of this type is the conversive pair dā
(active) ‘give’ ~ ā-dā (middle) ‘(α) ‘take, seize’ [cf. (35-36)]; (β) ‘receive’
[cf. (37)]: 



• dā (active) ‘give’ ~ ā-dā (middle) (α) ‘take, seize’ ; (β) ‘receive’: 

(34) (RV 6.27.8)
viṃśatíṃ gā́ḥ [...] maghávā máhyaṃ samrā́ṭ
twenty:ACC cow:ACC.PL liberal:NOM.SG.M I:DAT emperor:NOM.SG

abhyāvart [...] dadā-ti
Abhyāvartin:NOM.SG give:PRES-3SG.ACT
‘The liberal emperor Abhyāvartin gives me 20 cows.’

(35) (RV 1.8.3):
ā́ vayáṃ vájraṃ [...] dad-ī-mahi jáyema [...] sprdhaḥ
to we:NOM club:ACC.SG give:PRES-OPT-1PL.MED win:OPT:1PL.ACT rival:ACC.PL

‘May we take the club (and) win over our rivals!’ 

(36) (RV 1.32.3) 
ā́ sā́yakam maghávāᴗ adat-ta vájram 
to missile:ACC.SG liberal:NOM.SG.M give:IMPF-3SG.MED club:ACC.SG

‘The liberal [Indra] seized the missile, the club.’ 

(37) (RV 2.23.9) 
spārhā́ vásu manuṣyā́ dad-ī-mahi 
desirable goods:ACC.PL human:ACC.PL.N give:PRES-OPT-1PL.MED
‘May we obtain the desirable human goods.’ 

This type of meaning is attested not only for the verb dā ‘give’, but for
a number of verbs of caused motion, in particular, for verbs of putting and
verbs of throwing, such as dhā ‘put, place’, ún-nī ‘take out, bail’ and as
‘throw’; cf. (38-44): 

• dhā (active) ‘put, place’ ~ (ā́-)dhā (middle) ‘take’ 

(38) (RV 10.21.6) 
tváṃ vásūni kā́myā [...] víśvā dadhā-si dāśúṣe 
you:NOM goods:ACC.PL.N desirable all put:PRES-2SG.ACT pious:DAT.SG.M
‘You put all desirable goods for the pious one.’ 

(39) (RV 6.18.9) 
dhi-ṣvá vájraṃ háste 
put:AOR-2SG.IMPV.MED vajra:ACC.SG hand:LOC.SG

‘Take (lit. put) the vajra-weapon in your hand.’  
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Note that (39) can also be analyzed as an instance of the sub-type (b)
of the possessive-reflexive meaning: the Subject is referentially identical
with the Possessor of the referent of the Locative (see Gonda 1979: 58). 

(40) (RV 3.44.4)
dhat-ta ā́yudham ā́ vájram bāhvór
put:PRES-3SG.MED weapon:ACC.SG to vajra:ACC.SG arm:LOC.DU

‘He takes the weapon in his hands.’

(41) (ŚB 4.4.1.12)
áto hí devébhya unnáya-nti 
therefrom because god:DAT.PL take.out:PRES-3PL.ACT
‘... because from there they bail [Soma juice] for the gods.’ 

Example (42) shows that, in some cases, we cannot draw with accura-
cy the border between the auto-directional and self-beneficent meanings: 

(42) (TS 6.2.4.1) 
téṣāṃ yá unnáya-te h�ya-ta evá 
that:GEN.PL.M who:NOM.SG.M take.out:PRES-3SG.MED leave:PRES-3SG.MED

‘[The one] of them who takes out [a little food] for himself is left behind.’ 

• as (active) ‘throw’ ~ ā-as (middle) ‘take, receive’: 

(43) (RV 1.103.3c) 
vidvā́n vajrin dásyave hetím 
skillful:NOM.SG.M vajra-holder:VOC Dasyu:DAT.SG weapon:ACC.SG

asya-ø 
throw:PRES-2SG.IMPV.ACT
‘O vajra-holder, the skillful one, throw the weapon at the Dasyu.’ 

(44) (ŚB 1.5.2.1) 
ghtávatīm adhvaryo srúcam ā́ᴗasya-sva 
with.ghee:ACC.SG.F priest:VOC spoon:ACC.SG to throw:PRES-2SG.IMPV.MED
‘O priest, take a spoon with ghee (in your hand).’ 

• (ā́-)hū ‘call’: 

(45) (ŚB 11.2.2.6) 
áthaᴗ enam eṣā́hutir ... ā́ hvaya-ti 
and he:ACC.SG.M huti:NOM.SG to call:PRES-3SG.ACT
‘And this �huti[-priest] calls out to him.’ 
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(46) (ŚB 11.4.1.2) 
hántaᴗ enaṃ brahmódyam āhvá yāmahai 
well he:ACC.SG.M dispute:ACC.SG to call:PRES:1PL.SUBJ.MED
‘Well, we shall call him (lit.: � obtain by calling) for a dispute.’ 

(b) Another subtype of the auto-directional class includes middle
verbs denoting putting the referent of the direct object on the Agent’s sur-
face. The verbs of this class are also commonly used with spatial preverbs
such as pári ‘around’, úd ‘up’, and some others. Typical representatives of
this class are verbs which denote putting on clothes, armour or protection,
as is the case with the verb nah ‘tie’, well-attested with a variety of preverbs:

(47) (ŚB 1.3.3.14)
tád vármaᴗ eváᴗ etád agnáye nahya-ti
then armour:ACC.SG this:ACC.SG.N agni:DAT.SG tie:PRES-3SG.ACT
‘Then he buckles this armour on Agni.’ 

(48) (TS 7.4.2.4) 
ātmána evá tád yájamānāḥ
breath:DAT.SG verily thus sacrificer:NOM.PL

śárma nahya-nté ’nārtyai 
protection:ACC.SG tie:PRES-3PL.MED non-perdition:DAT

‘Verily thus the sacrificers put on a protection for the breath, to avoid perdition.’ 

Cf. also ádhi śríyo dadhire ‘[the Maruts] have put on glory’ in (5b). 

The auto-directional function represents one of the most interesting
subtypes of the autobenefactive group. The relation between the middle
member of the pair and the corresponding active verbs is not quite symmet-
ric. The large variety of types of motion expressed by the active verb (put,
give, throw, tie, twist, etc.) is reduced to mere taking, obtaining or putting,
that is, to the meaning which retains virtually no traces of the semantics of
the base verb. Semantically, this idiomatic shift in the meaning of the base
verb is easy to explain: apparently, the meanings such as ‘take’, ‘put on
(clothes)’ eventually go back to the meaning of the base verb + the compo-
nent ‘for oneself’: literally ‘give for oneself’, ‘throw for oneself’, ‘put for
oneself’, etc. 
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4. DEVELOPMENT OF THE NEW VALENCY-CHANGING CATEGORIES

The decline of the middle is compensated by and goes essentially par-
allel with the development of the new valency-changing categories, fore-
most within the system of present. 

4.1. Causatives

Causatives with the suffix -áya- dramatically increase their productivity
already within the OIA period. In early Vedic (and probably in Proto-Indo-
European) they can only be derived from intransitives and intransitive/tran-
sitives (I/T) verbs of perception and consumption (dś ‘see’, vid ‘know’, pā
‘drink’) (Thieme 1929; Jamison 1983). In middle Vedic (in the language of
Vedic prose, or Brāhmaṇas) we find first occurrences of causatives of tran-
sitives, such as k ‘make’ – kāráyati (Br.+) ‘cause to make’, vac ‘speak’ –
vācáyati (YVp+) ‘make speak’, h ‘take, carry’ – hāráyati (YVp+) ‘make take,
make carry’ (see e.g. Hock 1981). Finally, late Vedic and post-Vedic texts
(Sūtras and Epics) attest first examples of causatives with double character-
ization in -āpaya-: aś ‘eat’ – aśāpayati (Mānava-Ghya-Sūtra) (~ simple
causative āśayati (Br.+)), kṣal ‘wash’ – opt. kṣālāpayīta (Sū.) (~ simple caus.
kṣālayati (Br.+)). These formations correspond to (and may actually origi-
nate in) Middle and New Indo-Aryan double causatives. 

4.2. Passives

Present passives with the suffix -yá- likewise increase their productiv-
ity. In early Vedic, these formations are attested for some 40 roots, which
only include non-derived transitives. In middle Vedic (young mantras,
Yajurveda, Brāhmaṇas), we find first examples of -yá-passives derived from
secondary stems (desideratives and causatives of intransitive verbs). Finally,
in  late Vedic and post-Vedic (from the Śrauta-Sūtras onwards), passives of
causatives derived from transitives first appear (cf. caus. dhāpáyati ‘makes
put’ – ni-dhāpyamāna- ‘being caused to put [its foot]’ (Vaitāna-Sūtra), caus.
pāyáyati ‘makes drink’ -pāyyamāna- ‘being caused to drink’ (Āpastamba-
Śrauta-Sūtra); for details, see Kulikov 2001. 

To sum up, we observe two parallel tendencies in the history of Indo-
Aryan. The loss of most original (intransitivizing) functions of the middle
and the lexicalization of many middle forms suggests that the diathesis
opposition, albeit physically preserved in the paradigm, loses a large part of
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its functional content, thus being degrammaticalized (see Section 6). This
process is supported and, as a matter of fact, compensated by the grammat-
icalization of several new categories, such as, first of all, -yá-passives and 
-áya-causatives, reflexives with ātmán- and reciprocal constructions with
anyo’nya. 

5. DECLINE OF LABILE SYNTAX

The third important tendency which determines the development of
the Old Indo-Aryan verbal syntax is the decline of lability. The term ‘labile’
refers to verbs or verbal forms which can show a valence alternation with
no formal change in the verb, cf. Eng. The door opened ~ John opened the
door; Vedic rudrā́­tásya sádaneṣu vāvdhuḥ ‘Rudras have grown [intransi-
tive] in the residences of the truth’ ~ índram ukthā́ni vāvdhuḥ ‘The hymns
have increased [transitive] Indra’ (see (57) below). The ancient Indo-
European languages, such as early Vedic and (Homeric) Greek, are usual-
ly considered as characterized by a high degree of lability. According to the
communis opinio, they had a considerable number of labile verbs and ver-
bal forms. Being one of the most intriguing aspects of the (ancient) Indo-
European verb, this phenomenon has even caused quite desperate claims
expressed by some Indo-Europeanists, such as:

“Que signifiait donc [la forme proto-indo-européenne] *e-liq-ê-s? Était-ce ‘tu
laissas’ ou ‘tu restas’? Si l’un des deux, comment est-il devenu l’autre? Si tous les
deux, il faut convenir que nos ancêtres manquaient de clarté” (Henry 1893: 121)

Almost a half-century later, H. Hirt in his seminal Indogermanische
Grammatik (VII/II: Syntax) has formulated his views less emotionally, but
hardly more optimistically:

“Bei den Sätzen mit Verben muß man <...> unterscheiden, ob das Verb allein
steht oder noch eine Ergänzung, ein Objekt, fordert, ob es nach der gewöhnlichen
Ausdrucksweise intransitiv oder transitiv ist. <...> Nun ist aber die Unterscheidung
nicht so wesentlich, da intransitive Verben transitiv und transitive intransitiv werden
können. Wäre sie von großer Bedeutung, so würden wir wohl eine Verschiedenheit
der Form zwischen den beiden Kategorien antreffen” (Hirt 1937: 28)

In fact, however, the productivity of the labile patterning in such
ancient Indo-European languages as Vedic is strongly exaggerated.
Unfortunately, till now we have no full treatment of the phenomenon of
lability in ancient Indo-European languages. In what follows, I will confine
myself to pointing out several parts of the Vedic verbal paradigm where
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labile patterning was particularly common, arguing for the secondary char-
acter of lability in most such cases (for details, see Kulikov 2003). 

5.1. Lability of middle present forms

In a number of middle forms of the system of present, labile pattern-
ing results from the polyfunctionality of the middle diathesis. The middle
inflexion can express either the selfbeneficent (auto-benefactive) meaning
with no valency change (cf. the textbook example act. yájati ‘sacrifices’ ~
med. yájate ‘sacrifices for oneself’, as in (17)), or an intransitivizing deriva-
tion, most often, anticausative (decausative). Correspondingly, in the cases
where the middle diathesis can have both functions, its middle forms can
be employed either transitively with the self-beneficent meaning, or intran-
sitively, so that we are confronted with labile patterning, as in the case of
verbs svádate ‘makes sweet / is sweet’; códate ‘impels / rushes, hastens’,
námate ‘bends’, bhárate ‘brings (for oneself) / brings oneself’, váhate ‘car-
ries / drives, goes’, śráyate ‘lays, fixes on, fastens / leans on’. Cf. (49a-b):

(49) a. (RV 9.74.9)
sváda-svaᴗ índrāya pavamāna pītáye
be/make.sweet:PRES-2SG.IMPV.MED Indra:DAT.SG Pavamāna:VOC.SG drink:INF

‘Be sweet for Indra, O Pavamāna (= Soma sap), for drinking.’ 

b. (RV 3.54.22) 
sváda-sva havyā́­
be/make.sweet:PRES-2SG.IMPV.MED oblation:ACC.PL

‘Make the oblations sweet [for yourself].’ 

Labile syntax is also attested for presents with nasal affixes (i.e. with
the suffixes -nó-/-nu-, -nā́-/nī- and with the infix -ná-/-n- = classes V, IX and
VII in the traditional notation), particularly for their thematicized variants
(see Kulikov 2000), such as the thematic middle present pṇáte ‘fills; fills
oneself’. 

5.2. Verbs constructed with content accusatives: type púṣyati ‘prosper’ /
‘make prosper’

Another type of the Vedic and Indo-European lability is represented
by the verbs of the type púṣyati, employed both in the intransitive usage
‘prosper, thrive’ and the transitive-causative usage, meaning ‘make prosper,
make thrive’, as in (50a-b): 
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(50) a. (RV 7.32.9) 
taráṇir íj jayati kṣéti púṣya-ti 
fast:nom.sg only wins dwells prosper:PRES-3SG.ACT

‘Only the one who is fast is victorious, dwells (in peace), prospers.’ 

b. (RV 8.39.7) 
sá mudā́ kā́vyā� purú 
he:NOM.SG.M joy:INS.SG poetic.inspiration:ACC.PL many 

víśvam bhū́maᴗ iva puṣya-ti 
everything:ACC earth:NOM.SG like prosper:PRES-3SG.ACT

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

Elsewhere (Kulikov 1999) I have argued that only intransitive con-
structions, as in (50a), represent the original, authentic usage for this verb.
The overwhelming majority of the occurrences with the accusative are, in
fact, either (i) constructions with the ‘etymological’ accusative (puṣṭí- ‘pros-
perity’, póṣa- ‘prosperous thing’), or (ii) constructions with the content
accusative (Inhaltsakkusativ), referring to some aspect(s), parameter(s) or
scope of prosperity; cf. (51-53): 

(51) (RV 6.2.1)
tváṃ ... śrávo váso puṣṭíṃ ná puṣya-si
you:NOM glory:ACC.SG vasu:VOC.SG prosperity:ACC.SG as prosper:PRES-2SG.ACT

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

(52) (TB 3.9.7.2)
tásmād rā́jā paśū́n ná púṣya-ti
therefore king:NOM.SG cattle:ACC.PL not prosper:PRES-3SG.ACT

‘...therefore the king does not prosper in cattle.’ 

(53) (RV 1.81.9) 
eté ta indra jantávo 
this: NOM.SG.M your Indra:VOC people:NOM.PL

víśvam puṣya-nti vā́ryam
all:ACC prosper:PRES-3PL.ACT desirable.good:ACC.SG

‘These men of you, O Indra, prosper in all desirable goods.’14 
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scholars as transitive-causative. Cf. Renou’s translation of (53): ‘[T]oi, tu fais fleurir le



The rare transitive-causative usages, as the one illustrated in (50b), are
likely to result from the reanalysis of constructions with content accusative,
in accordance with the following semantic scenario: bhū́ma víśvam puṣyati
‘the earth thrives in everything [what exists on it]’ → ‘the earth makes
thrive everything [what exists on it]’. 

5.3. Middle athematic participles and middle perfects

Labile patterning is also very common for middle athematic partici-
ples with the suffix -āna-. However, as I argued in Section 2.1, the labile
syntax of forms such as hinvāná-‘impelling; impelled’ and yujāná-‘yoking’;
yoked’ is a direct corollary of their morphological (grammatical) ambigui-
ty. The transitive occurrences of hinvāná- belong with the present para-
digm, while its intransitive-passive attestations belong to the paradigm of
the perfect/stative. Likewise, yujāná- is a middle root aorist participle in
transitive usages and a medio-passive aorist participle in intransitive-pas-
sive usages.  

The same holds for the allegedly labile 3rd sg. and pl. middle perfects
as well as for the corresponding middle perfect participles. Transitive forms
such as dadhé (dhā ‘put’) (‘has put’) or yuyujré (‘have yoked’) should be
taken as a 3sg. or 3pl. forms of the middle perfect, as in (5a-b), while pas-
sive occurrences (‘is put / has been put’; ‘are yoked / have been yoked’; cf.
(5c)) belong with the stative paradigm. 

5.4. Active perfects 

Of more authentic character is the labile patterning of the active per-
fects. Typical examples are perfects of the verb vdh ‘grow, increase’.15 Both
active and middle forms of this verb can be employed either intransitively
or transitively. For instance, the 3rd person plural active form vāvdhúḥ
occurs in the gveda 6 times in intransitive usages (as in (57a)) and 14
times in transitive-causative usages (as in (57b)) (see Renou 1924; Kümmel
2000: 469ff. for details): 
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renom (des hommes) comme une floraison (de richesses), ô (dieu qui t’étends) au loin sur
les populations, ô Vasu.’ (Renou, 1964 [EVP XIII]: 36; see also Renou 1958: 13). Cf. also
the translation offered by Dumont (1948) for (52): ‘... Therefore ... the king does not feed
cattle’. 

15. The labile syntax of the early Vedic perfect (especially common in the gveda)
may originate in the predominant intransitivity of the Proto-Indo-European perfect, some



(57) a. (RV 2.34.13) 
rudrā́ tásya sádaneṣu vāvdh-uḥ
Rudra:NOM.PL law:GEN.SG residence:LOC.PL grow:PF-3PL.ACT

‘Rudras have grown in the residences of the truth.’ 

b. (RV 8.6.35) 
índram ukthā́ni vāvdh-uḥ
Indra:ACC.SG hymn:NOM.PL grow:PF-3PL.ACT

‘The hymns have increased Indra.’ 

After the gveda, we observe the decline of the labile syntax. Already
in the second most ancient Vedic text, the Atharvaveda, we find very few
labile forms. Most of the active perfects which show labile syntax in the
gveda are either attested in intransitive usages only (e.g., (ā́) vā̆várta ‘has
turned / has made turn’, both intransitive and transitive in the RV, as
opposed to AV -vāvarta ‘has turned’ (intr.); see Kümmel 2000: 462ff.), or in
transitive usages only (RV mamā́da ‘has rejoiced, has been exhilarated / has
exhilarated’ (tr.), as opposed to AV 7.14.4 3sg.subj.act. mamádat ‘he should
exhilarate’ (transitive); see Kümmel 2000: 356ff.), or do not occur at all (as
is the case with RVic vāvdhúḥ ‘have grown / have increased’, rurucúḥ ‘have
shone / have made shine’). 

6. DEGRAMMATICALIZATION OF THE MIDDLE IN OLD INDO-ARYAN

To sum up, already in early and, especially, in middle Vedic, the intran-
sitivizing functions of the middle are largely taken over by specialized mor-
phemes (present passive suffix -yá-, reflexive pronouns tanū́- and ātmán-,
reciprocal adverb mithás and preverb ví-, etc.), while the autobenefactive
meaning proves to be more stable and becomes the main function of the
middle diathesis. The stability of the autobenefactive subclass of the func-
tions of the middle diathesis as opposed to the transitivity-changing (intran-
sitivizing) functions, such as passive, reflexive, reciprocal, and anticausative
is preserved until the very end of the Vedic period. 

The loss of many original functions of the middle and the lexicaliza-
tion of middle forms suggests that the diathesis opposition, albeit physical-
ly preserved in the paradigm, loses a large part of its grammatical content.
The Indo-European middle, which is likely to have been employed as a syn-
cretic marker of several intransitive derivations in the proto-language, loses
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traces of which can still be found in early Vedic and Homeric Greek’; for details, see
Kulikov 2003; 2006. 



one by one its intransitivizing functions, thus being degrammaticalized.
This process is supported by the grammaticalization of several new cate-
gories (-yá-passives and -áya-causatives, reflexives with ātmán- and recipro-
cals with anyo’nya); in other words, the grammaticalization of new valen-
cy-changing categories (as well as new reflexives with ātmán- and recipro-
cals with anyo’nya) runs parallel with the degrammaticalization of the
diathesis (middle/active) opposition. This is an important counter-example
against one of the crucial claims of the grammaticalization theory, on the
unidirectionality of grammaticalization (see e.g. Heine & Kuteva 2002). 

7. CONCLUDING REMARKS: INDO-ARYAN WITHIN AND BEYOND THE INDO-
EUROPEAN TYPOLOGICAL CONTEXT

To sum up, we observe three main tendencies in the evolution of the
Indo-Aryan syntax, which are partly related to, but not entirely dependent
from, each other. The decline of the labile patterning essentially runs parallel
with two processes: the rise and development of new valency-changing cate-
gories, causatives with the suffix -áya- (see Jamison 1983) and passives with
the suffix -yá- (see Kulikov 2001), which brings the language to a more overt
morphological marking of the transitivity oppositions; and (ii) the degram-
maticalization of the middle diathesis, which amounts to transferring most
functions of the (Proto-)Indo-European middle to specialized markers. 

Importantly, these tendencies are not shared with most other branch-
es of Indo-European. It will now be in order to consider the situation in
Indo-European in a diachronic typological perspective. On the one hand,
several groups of Indo-European, including most Germanic, Romance and
Slavic languages, replace the old syncretic marker of the valency-reducing
categories, the middle diathesis, with a new one, mostly going back to the
Proto-Indo-European reflexive pronoun *s(u)e- (for this issue, see, in par-
ticular, Cennamo 1993). On the other hand, a number of Romance and
Germanic languages attest the emergence and expansion of labile pattern-
ing (which becomes particularly common and productive in English); the
expansion of labile verbs is also well-attested in Greek. Furthermore, the
Proto-Indo-European causative morpheme *-eie-, still well-attested in
Gothic (jan-verbs; see e.g. García García 2005) and Old Church Slavonic
(i-causatives; see Gołąb 1968; Nichols 1993), has left only few traces in
modern Germanic and Slavonic languages. This type of evolution, well-
attested in the Western part of the Indo-European area, might be called
‘syncretic’. 

By contrast, several other daughter languages, mostly those which
belong to some Eastern branches of Indo-European, radically abandon the
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syncretic strategy and develop special markers for several intransitive deri-
vations. These include, in particular, Indo-Aryan and Armenian markers of
morphological passive going back to Proto-Indo-European suffix *-ie/o-;
the Indo-Iranian reflexive pronoun tanū́- (originally meaning ‘body’) and
Indo-Aryan ātmán- (← ‘breath’); Indo-Iranian reciprocal pronouns.
Furthermore, morphological causatives become quite productive in some
Eastern branches,16 in particular, in Armenian (causative marker -uc‘anem
based on the nasal present derived from a sigmatic aorist; see Kortlandt
1999) and Indo-Iranian (productive morphological causative suffixes -áya-,
-aiia- going back to Proto-Indo-European *-eie/o-).17 An interesting feature
(isogloss) shared by several Eastern Indo-European languages of the non-
syncretic type, such as Indo-Aryan, Iranian, and Armenian, is the parallel
development of the new non-syncretic passive and productive morpholog-
ical causative. The Proto-Indo-European middle diathesis is degrammati-
calized and eventually disappears. The labile syntax, even if attested in
some ancient languages of the Eastern branches, tends to disappear in the
course of their history. This type can be labelled ‘antisyncretic’. 

Thus, we observe two basic types of evolution, or two evolutionary
types, attested in the history of the system of transitivity oppositions and
valency-changing categories in Indo-European: syncretic type found in
many Western branches and anti-syncretic type attested at least in some
Eastern branches, in particular, in Indo-Aryan. 

Typologically, the Eastern type, as attested in Indo-Aryan, shares
more features with some non-Indo-European families, such as Turkic or
Altaic in general, rather than with the Western Indo-European type, as
attested in Germanic or Greek. Like Indo-Aryan, Turkic has productive
morphological valency-changing categories, such as causative or recipro-
cal, and there is some evidence for the decline of labile patterning (still
present in Old Turkic) as well as the underdeveloped middle voice, as
shown in Table 3.
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16. On the corresponding synchronic type, ‘causativizing’ (or ‘transitivizing’) lan-
guages, see Nichols et al. 2004.  

17. Another important tendency attested in Indo-Iranian is the change from the mul-
tiple to the single causative. That is, starting from quite an intricate system of causatives,
which includes -áya-presents, causatives with nasal affixes, and some other morphological
types, Indo-Aryan ends up with the system with clear preponderance of the -áya-causatives,
which become the only productive causative formation already by the end of the Vedic peri-
od.  It is interesting to note that the final point of the evolution of system of causative for-
mations from Old Egyptian to Coptic (C. Reintges, p.c.) resembles in several respects the
starting point of the evolution of the system of causative oppositions in Indo-Aryan.
Apparently, these two language groups represent two opposite evolutionary types as far as
the causative system is concerned. 



Table 3 - Voice and transitivity: diachronic typological features of some language families 

The Western type has no such clear non-Indo-European parallels as
the Eastern type, although we probably can observe some affinities with
such families, as, for instance, Kartvelian or Egyptian. 

The origins of these features and the anti-syncretic evolutionary type,
in general, instantiated by Indo-Aryan is a difficult problem on its own. It
may be (partly) due to the influence of the substrate languages of the Altaic
or Dravidian type. These languages could be responsible for some other
features of Indo-Aryan as well, in particular, for the dramatic restructuring
of the case system, loss of many Proto-Indo-European cases and the emer-
gence of the new, agglutinative, case systems. 
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