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The argument structure of verbal reflexives arguably involves a single projected argument, associated 
with two thematic roles. We consider the evidence for this dual view, and its implications for some 
constructions involving secondary predication. 

In contrast to argument reflexives such as the English reflexive anaphor, verbal reflexives (Faltz 
1977) involve detransitivization of the verb, so that a single argument satisfies what would be two 
roles in the equivalent transitive predicate. Syntactically, this can be described as suppression of one 
argument, and there is a lengthy literature on the question of whether the internal or the external ar-
gument was suppressed (Marantz 1984, Pesetsky 1995, Sportiche 1998, Reinhart and Siloni 2004, 
2005). From the semantic viewpoint, however, it is incontestable that the single argument of reflexives 
satisfies both thematic relationships of the underlying transitive predicate. For example, John shaves 
states that John is both the agent and patient of shaving. In other words, at some semantic level the 
second argument has not so much been removed as identified with the first, and their syntactic realiza-
tion is the subject, John. Accordingly, Reinhart and Siloni (2005) propose that reflexivization is not 
reduction (complete elimination) of a theta role, but a new operation termed bundling, which com-
bines two theta roles into a compound one that is projected as a single argument. While this neatly 
captures the semantic side of reflexivization, is there evidence that the distinctive semantics of reflex-
ives are relevant to their syntax?  

We address this question by considering syntactic diagnostics for the kinds of arguments appear-
ing with verbal reflexives. Some tests, like en-cliticization in French, are purely structural, but we can 
also specifically test for the presence of an agent or patient. Tests of agentivity include allowing im-
personal passives (if the language has them) and allowing modification by adverbs like intentionally 
or carefully. There are fewer tests for the presence of a theme or patient, but reflexives appear to pass 
these as well (cf. Levin & Rappaport Hovav 2005). Modifiers like “completely” and “painfully”, 
which generally require a syntactically accessible patient, are compatible with suitable reflexives. 

We conclude that reflexive verbs retain both theta roles of the underlying transitive predicate, in 
the syntactic as well as the semantic sense –to the extent that these can be distinguished in the context 
of theta roles– supporting the bundling analysis. The mixed results of the diagnostics for unaccusativ-
ity are (partially) explained by their sensitivity to the theta roles present. 

Since bundling combines two theta roles in one, the syntax assigns a double theta role to the sub-
ject, not two separate ones; thus avoiding a violation of some versions of the theta criterion. A related 
mechanism may be involved in secondary predication constructions, which directly or indirectly as-
sign multiple thematic roles to the same logical referent. We consider, inter alia, resultatives and mo-
tion verbs with telic directional phrases (Hoekstra & Mulder 1990, Levin & Rappaport Hovav 1995). 
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