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Middle voice systems and lexical restrictions: a diachronic perspective 
 
Guglielmo Inglese (KU Leuven) 
 
Middle voice systems (MVSs) have been variously described in the literature as polyfunctional 
constructions whose distribution lies halfway between the grammar and the lexicon (Kemmer 1993; 
Kulikov 2013). From a cross-linguistic perspective, middle voice systems can be conceived as 
constructions spanning on two macro-classes of verbs: oppositional and non-oppositional verbs. 
With oppositional verbs, middle marking alternates with non-middle marking to signal a cluster of 
valency reducing operations, including reflexive, reciprocal, passive, antipassive, and anticausative 
(cf. Kulikov 2010; Zúñiga & Kittilä 2019). By contrast, non-oppositional middles (or media 
tantum) are verbs that obligatorily carry middle marking and lack a non-middle counterpart. 
 Lexical restrictions operate on MVSs in two ways. On the one hand, the distribution of 
oppositional functions complies with well-known constraints on the distribution of specific valency 
operations, e.g. middle marking with anticausative function is incompatible with verbs lexicalizing 
specific causers (Koontz-Garboden 2008). On the other hand, non-oppositional middles are 
lexically restricted in the sense that, as argued by Kemmer (1993), they cross-linguistically tend to 
occur on a selected inventory of verb classes, including e.g. verbs of grooming, verbs of 
translational motion, naturally reciprocals, and spontaneous events. 
 In this paper, I take a closer look at the history and development of non-oppositional 
middles, with a two-fold aim. Data comes from a sample of 150 middle-marking languages (from 
Inglese 2020). In the first place, I discuss how the lexical distribution of non-oppositional middles 
comes about. The common opinion is that in the development of MVSs, it is consistently the case 
that oppositional functions come first and non-oppositional middles are a later development 
(Kaufmann 2007), possibly due the lexicalization of oppositional functions (Brinton & Traugott 
2005). The textbook example of this development is the evolution of the Latin reflexive pronoun sē 
into the middle marker of Romance languages (see e.g. Kemmer 1993; Cennamo 2020). However, 
there is evidence that the reverse process can also take place, with constructions that originally had 
a lexically based distribution developing valency-related oppositional functions over time: evidence 
for this hitherto neglected type of development comes from a number of languages, including e.g. 
Otomi (Palancar 2006), Yurakaré (van Gijn 2010), Bantu languages (Dom, Kulikov & Bostoen 
2016), and Hittite (Inglese 2020).  
 The existence of two pathways of development OPPOSITIONAL > NON-OPPOSITIONAL vs. 
NON-OPPOSITIONAL > OPPOSITIONAL casts doubts on the possibility to account for lexical 
restrictions in the distribution of non-oppositional on a purely functional synchronic level in a 
uniform fashion, as specific patterns of distribution are ultimately based on the historical sources 
and processes out of which MVSs emerge in the first place (cf. Cristofaro 2019). In particular, the 
fact that individual middle markers are restricted to some verb classes and not others can often be 
explained as a retention of the original semantics of their source constructions. For example, MVSs 
that originate in reflexive constructions will more likely drawn to grooming and body care 
situations, while those MVSs that originate in spontaneous and non-controlled events will show a 
greater affinity with anticausatives/passives. 
 In the second place, I discuss how the history of non-oppositional verbs may offer us 
interesting insights on the more general nature of lexical restrictions. While in some languages non-
oppositional middles tend to be eliminated over time (see e.g. Cowgill 1983 on Irish), in other 
languages one witnesses an expansion of this class in terms of number of verb (token/types) that 
instantiate it (see e.g. Flobert 1975 on Latin). The existence of such apparently contradictory 
developments shows that while non-oppositional verbs may indeed be treated as historical accidents 
whose synchronic outcomes are lexically distributed constructions difficult to acquire and process, 
hence prone to be eliminated, in other languages the lexically restricted distribution of non-
oppositional middles may be further exploited to motivate the structure of the verbal lexicon. 
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