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1. Introduction

Many languages express reflexivity and reciprocity with the same form (Lichtenberk 1985,
Nedjalkov et al. 2007, König and Gast 2008). It is also the case with Romance languages: in
Italian both interpretations can be conveyed with the element si when the subject is plural:
(1) can either be interpreted with Mary and Irene punishing themselves or each other. On
the other hand, only a reflexive interpretation is available with a singular subject (2).

(1) Mary
Mary

e
and

Irene
Irene

si
SI

puniscono
punish.PRES.3PL

‘Mary and Irene punish themselves/ each other’

(2) Mary
Mary

si
SI

punisce
punish.PRES.3S

‘Mary punishes herself’

The pattern shown above and its widespread nature led to questions about the relation
between reflexivity and reciprocity in languages that express both meanings with the same
form. An issue that has been raised in the literature concerns whether such constructions
are ambiguous or vague between these two interpretations. This question is not only crucial
for the semantics of reflexivity and reciprocity, but also for understanding how these two
meanings interact and whether they require to be analyzed independently of one another.

Some approaches suggested that constructions expressing both reflexivity and reci-
procity must be ambiguous, thus implying a lexical distinction between these two meanings
(Gast and Haas 2008, Heine and Miyashita 2008). On the other hand, some proposals ar-
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gued in favour of an analysis of such constructions in terms of vagueness: these works
imply that reflexivity and reciprocity are only two of the possible instances of the same
meaning. In support of this type of analysis, Murray (2008) argued that the Cheyenne re-
flexive/reciprocal affix -ahte allows a so-called ‘mixed’ interpretation: a situation that is
partially reflexive and partially reciprocal. A possible instance of a ‘mixed’ scenario is de-
picted in Figure 1, where A, B, C and D stand for four different individuals, some of them
carrying out an action on themselves, some carrying out an action on each other.

A B C D

A B C D

Figure 1: Schematic representation of a possible mixed reading

Accordingly, the Cheyenne example in (3) should truthfully describe a situation where
some children scratched themselves and some children scratched each other. Various works
took up Murray’s idea and went further analyzing reflexivity and reciprocity as two in-
stances of the same meaning (Dotlačil 2010, Cable 2014, Haug and Dalrymple 2018).
These works assume that mixed readings could be available in any language that conveys
reflexivity and reciprocity with the same form. Yet, the empirical evidence on which they
rely is not the outcome of a systematic cross-linguistic comparison, and so far there have
been no claims in the literature about languages that might challenge this universal.

(3) Ka’ėškóne-ho
childPL.AN

é-axeen-ahtse-o’o
3-scratch.AN-ahte-3PL.AN

‘Some children scratched themselves/ each other’
(Murray 2008:464)

The present paper contributes to this line of research by focusing on the relation between
reflexivity and reciprocity in Italian. We present empirical data in favour of ambiguity,
showing that Italian si-constructions do not generally support the so-called ‘mixed’ read-
ing exemplified in Figure 1. Moreover, this paper illustrates a confound that plays a crucial
role with respect to the availability of mixed interpretations in Italian, namely lexical reflex-
ivity. It will be shown that mixed readings do sometimes emerge in Italian si-constructions,
but they are restricted to verbs that have a lexical reflexive entry, such as lavare ‘to wash’
or vestire ‘to dress up’. We argue that such cases should not be taken as a general strategy:
lexical reflexive verbs leave underspecified whether agent and patient coincide (Doron and
Rappaport Hovav 2009), thus the availability of mixed readings with these verbs is a se-
mantic epiphenomenon of the meaning denoted by their lexical entry.

The paper is structured as follows. In §2 we provide a brief overview of the notions of
vagueness or ambiguity. In §3 we explore the confound introduced by lexical reflexivity
in the interpretation of Italian si-constructions. We first draw a distinction between lexical
and grammatical reflexivity: we argue that in the former, the grammatical subject does not
necessarily function as both agent and patient of the action described by the verb (Doron
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and Rappaport Hovav 2009). As a result, lexical reflexive verbs with plural subjects allow
a wide array of interpretations, subsuming a ‘mixed’ reading. In §4 we present the results
of a questionnaire showing that mixed interpretations are available with lexical reflexive
verbs, but only marginally accepted with grammatical reflexives. We discuss the findings
as support for ambiguity of si-constructions. In §5 we provide general conclusions.

2. A brief note on ambiguity and vagueness

Vagueness and ambiguity are crucial notions in semantic research; before getting to the
core of the research question of this paper, let us provide a brief overview of how these
concepts are intended here.

By ambiguity we refer to the existence of two different semantic representations. With
respect to the reflexivity/reciprocity distinction, ambiguity translates into two different op-
erators for these two meanings: an operator conveying reflexivity and an operator convey-
ing reciprocity. By vagueness, we indicate that a meaning is underspecified enough to cover
different types of situations. With respect to the reflexivity/reciprocity question, vagueness
would be defined in terms of one single operator, covering both reflexive and reciprocal
interpretations. There are different syntactic and semantic tests to distinguish between am-
biguity and vagueness; for the sake of this paper, let us introduce only the identity test.

2.1 The identity test

The identity test (Zwicky and Sadock 1975) is a variation of the more well-known zeugma
test (discussed in Lakoff 1970, Tuggy 1993, inter alia) which relies on conjunction reduc-
tion. The idea underlying the identity test is that if two different interpretations of the same
predicate are available when applied to a conjoined argument, then the predicate is vague
between the two senses, otherwise it is ambiguous. For instance, the possibility of the sen-
tence in (4) to describe a context where A is a girl and B is a boy, suggests that the lexical
item child must be vague in terms of gender. On the other hand, (5) cannot accurately de-
scribe a situation where A refers to a financial institution and B refers to a river bank: the
fact that the lexical item bank in (5) cannot cover the two different senses simultaneously
suggests that it must be ambiguous between these two interpreations of bank. Similarly, the
si-construction in (6) cannot describe a situation where A and B punished themselves while
C and D punished each other.

(4) A and B are children
(context: A is a girl and B is a boy)

(5) #A and B are banks
(context: A is a monetary institution and B is a river bank)

(6) #A,
A,

B,
B,

C

C

e
and

D

D

si
SI

puniscono
punish.PRES.3PL
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‘A, B, C and D punish each other/themselves’
(context: A and B punish themselves, C and D punish each other)

The construction in (6) could accurately refer to a situation where each of the individuals in
the subject punished herself, or to situations where they punished each other. However, the
reflexive and the reciprocal interpretations do not seem concurrently accessible: a ‘mixed’
reflexive/reciprocal situation, such as the one previously represented in Figure 1, is ruled
out. Thus, if applied on Italian si-constructions, the identity test suggests ambiguity be-
tween reflexivity and reciprocity.

In an apparent contradiction with this claim, in the literature it has been assumed that
Romance languages could allow mixed readings (Cable 2014). In the rest of the paper, we
will argue that while mixed interpretations do indeed emerge with a restricted set of Ital-
ian verbs, it is inaccurate to generalize that such readings are systematically accessible in
si-constructions. We will propose that mixed readings appear as the result of the lexical
reflexive entry of the verbs involved in the examples, and therefore such cases do not con-
tribute to the general vagueness/ambiguity question. In the next section, we will introduce
lexical reflexivity and illustrate how this concept comes into the picture.

3. Lexical and grammatical reflexivity

Let us first lay down some terminology. We refer to grammatical reflexivity as the pro-
ductive strategy by which any transitive verb can convey a reflexive interpretation; in the
case of English, this is realized with a reflexive pronoun. The interpretation of instances of
grammatical reflexivity requires the subject to simultaneously refer to agent and patient of
the action described by the verb: in (7) Mary is necessarily the person punishing Mary. This
interpretation also holds when the subject is plural: in (8) each individual in the denotation
of the subject carried out the action on herself.1

(7) Mary punished herself

(8) Mary, Irene, Lisa and Linda punished themselves

Reflexive si-constructions in Italian yield parallel interpretations. Accordingly, in (9) Mary
is the agent and the patient of the punishing event, while in the reflexive interpretation of
(10) each individual performs the action on herself.

(9) Mary
Mary

si
SI

punisce
punish.PRES.3S

‘Mary punishes herself’
1Grammatical reciprocity also allows a proxy reading (Jackendoff 1992): (7) could describe a situation

where Mary punished a statue of herself. This reading is not relevant for the present paper and will not be
included in our discussion.
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(10) Mary,
Mary,

Irene,
Irene,

Lisa
Lisa

e
and

Linda
Linda

si
SI

puniscono
punish.PRES.3PL

‘Mary, Irene, Lisa and Linda punish each other/themselves’

On the other hand, lexical reflexivity is not a productive strategy, but is only available
with a restricted set of verbs; it is for instance the case of verbs like bathe in English, which
describe a reflexive configuration in their intransitive entry (11).

(11) Mary bathed

(12) Mary, Irene, Lisa and Linda bathed

The interpretation of such constructions may differ from that of grammatical reflexivity
(Doron and Rappaport Hovav 2009). In (11) the subject does not obligatorily coincide with
the agent and the patient of the action described by the verb: the only obligatory identity
holds between subject and patient, as long as the subject is volitional. For instance, (11)
can be truthfully uttered if Mary is a kid who was bathed by one of her parents, while being
volitional and collaborative. The same sentence, however, cannot describe a situation where
Mary was forcefully washed against her will. Note that the agent can possibly (and perhaps
preferably) coincide with the subject (i.e., Mary can be the person bathing Mary in (11)),
but not obligatorily. Throughout the paper, we will refer to this interpretation as Passive-
collaborative (PCo): the subject coincides with a collaborative patient, while the agent is
unspecified.

Let us now look at instances of lexical reflexivity with a plural subject. In (12), the PCo
reading is required to hold for each individual in the subject: both Mary, Irene, Lisa and
Linda were bathed by an unspecified agent, while being collaborative. It follows that each
of them was bathed either by herself or by someone else. For instance, (12) could be true
if Mary, Irene, Lisa and Linda each bathed herself, or if they were all bathed by someone
else while showing volition, or if they collaboratively bathed each other. The sentence
supports a variety of interpretations, including a ‘mixed’ one: (12) would hold true if Mary
and Irene bathed themselves, while Lisa and Linda bathed each other (and each of them
showed volition during the act). Therefore, as long as a PCo reading is possible with a
singular subject, a mixed reading can emerge with a plural subject.

In Italian it is not possible to distinguish morpho-syntactically between grammatical
and lexical reflexivity in finite clauses, but PCo readings are available with a number of
verbs. Let us take lavare ‘to wash’ as an example. This verb requires the element si to
convey reflexivity; yet, both (13) and (14) allow a PCo interpretation. The sentence in
(13) is true regardless of whom washes Mary, as long as she is collaborative. The same
holds for each individual in the subject of (14): this sentence is consistent with a ‘mixed’
interpretation, for instance with Mary and Irene washing themselves and Lisa and Linda
washing each other.
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(13) Mary
Mary

si
SI

lava
wash.PRES.3S

‘Mary washes (herself)’

(14) Mary,
Mary,

Irene,
Irene,

Lisa
Lisa

e
and

Linda
Linda

si
SI

lavano
wash.PRES.3PL

‘Mary, Irene, Lisa and Linda wash (each other/themselves)’

The PCo meaning subsumes reflexive, reciprocal and mixed situations, among others: it
supports any interpretation where each individual in the subject collaboratively undergoes
the action described by the verb. Thus, the availability of a mixed reading for (14) is a
manifestation of the PCo interpretation associated with lexical reflexivity, and such a case
has little to say about the general vagueness/ambiguity question between reflexivity and
reciprocity. We have seen, in fact, that with the lexical reflexive verb bathe the mixed
reading is available even in English, a language where there is no structural overlap between
reflexivity and reciprocity.

If ‘mixed’ scenarios can arise as a result of lexical reflexivity, this confound should be
taken into account when considering the emergence of a mixed interpretation as evidence
for vagueness between reflexivity and reciprocity. We hypothesize that in Italian, mixed
readings are only possible with verbs that also allow PCo readings with a singular subject,
while other verbs disallow such an interpretation, as hinted by the instance of the identity
test that we presented in the previous section.

3.1 Lexical and grammatical reflexivity in Italian

We have illustrated that mixed readings emerge with verbs that allow a PCo interpretation in
the first place, and that such interpretations are generally associated with lexical reflexivity.
In Italian, predicting the availability of PCo readings requires independent evidence for the
detection of lexical reflexivity in this language. In fact, there are no morpho-syntactic cues
to identify lexical reflexive verbs in finite clauses, as illustrated by the identical surface
realization of (9) and (13): si is required in both sentences, although only the latter allows
a PCo interpretation.

Independent evidence for the lexical reflexive status of some Italian verbs comes from
the causative construction (Doron and Rappaport Hovav 2009). In this construction si is
disallowed, and verbs embedded under the causative verb fare ‘to make’ generally get a
passive interpretation: (15) is interpreted with Mary being punished, necessarily by some-
one different from herself. However, on top of this passive reading, the verb lavare ‘to
wash’ in this construction also generates a reflexive/PCo interpretation, according to which
Mary washed: in (16) Mary was possibly the person washing Mary.

(15) Ho
have.AUX.1S

fatto
make.PP

punire
punish.INF

Mary
Mary

‘I caused Mary to be punished’
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(16) Ho
have.AUX.1S

fatto
make.PP

lavare
wash.INF

Mary
Mary

i.i ‘I caused Mary to be washed’
ii. ‘I caused Mary to wash’

The reflexive reading that is available for (16) must originate from the lexical entry of the
verb itself, as there are no other components in the sentence that might be responsible for
such an interpretation. Thus, we take the possibility to generate a reflexive interpretation
without si in causatives as an indication of lexical reflexivity.

We have explained how to identify lexical reflexivity in Italian, and why it may have
an effect on the availability of mixed readings. At this point, it is possible to elaborate
on our proposal. We propose that Italian verbs that allow a reflexive reading without si in
causatives have a lexical reflexive entry. Thus, they may allow a PCo reading with a singu-
lar subject; if they do, they will also have access to a mixed reading in the plural. On the
other hand, Italian verbs that do not allow a reflexive reading without si in causatives are
not lexical reflexives. Accordingly, they do not allow a PCo reading in si-constructions with
a singular subject, nor a mixed reading with a plural subject. The absence of mixed inter-
pretations of si-constructions with verbs without a lexical reflexive entry provides evidence
for ambiguity between reflexivity and reciprocity.

4. Empirical support for ambiguity: data from a questionnaire

Lexical reflexivity and its possible effects influencing the availability of mixed readings
have not been explicitly taken into account in the semantic works that propose vague-
ness between reflexivity and reciprocity. According to such accounts, we would expect
the mixed reading to emerge in Italian, regardless of the verb that is used. We hypothe-
size, however, that mixed interpretation will be only available with verbs that show a PCo
interpretation in the first place.

To provide empirical support for our hypothesis, we collected data with a question-
naire: a truth-value judgement task to assess the acceptance of si-constructions as describ-
ing ‘mixed’ situations (partially reflexive and partially reciprocal) and PCo interpretations
(where an individual is the volitional patient of an action carried out on herself by someone
else), both for lexical reflexives and for transitive verbs without a lexical reflexive entry.
Based on the possibility to generate or to not generate reflexivity without si in causatives,
we picked five transitive verbs without lexical reflexive entry (votare ‘to vote’, ammirare
‘to admire’, criticare ‘to criticize’, punire ‘to punish’, premiare ‘to give a prize’) and five
lexical reflexive verbs (lavare ‘to wash’, depilare ‘to epilate’, vestire ‘to dress up’, truccare
‘to apply make up’, pettinare ‘to comb’).

Materials: Each item consisted of a short written story, accompanied by a si-construction
to be judged as TRUE or FALSE. All the stories were different from each other. Each verb
was tested in two scenarios:
i. ‘mixed’ scenario: a story with four individuals A, B, C and D, two of which carried out
an action on each other while the other two carried an action on themselves, accompanied
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by a sentence containing the following construction: ‘A, B, C & D si verb’.
ii. PCo scenario: a story with an individual A who had an action performed on herself by
another person while being collaborative, accompanied by a sentence with the following
construction: ‘A si verb’.

Procedure: The questionnaire also contained control stories accompanied by questions
with an indisputably true or false answer, included to assess the accuracy of participants.
The questionnaire had a between-subject design: each participant was exposed to five tar-
get items and ten control items. No participant was exposed to any verb more than once.
The target items were split into two main versions, each of them subsequently split into
two sub-versions:
- 1a: 3 L. reflexive verbs in PCo scenarios, 2 trans. verbs in mixed scenarios
- 1b: 2 L. reflexive verbs in PCo scenarios, 3 trans. verbs in mixed scenarios
- 2a: 2 L. reflexive verbs in mixed scenarios, 3 trans. verbs in PCo scenarios
- 2b: 3 L. reflexive verbs in mixed scenarios, 2 trans. verbs in PCo scenarios
The questionnaire was run online with LimeSurvey.

Participants: 527 participants took part in the questionnaire and their participation was
voluntary. The results below are for 373 participants selected based on 100% accuracy on
the controls.

Results: The results of the questionnaire are illustrated in Table 1, which contains the ac-
ceptance rate of each verb (i.e., the percentage of participants that answered TRUE to the
target item). Mixed readings are marginally accepted with the transitive verbs that were
tested, while they are almost unanimously accepted with the lexical reflexives. A similar
pattern characterizes the acceptability of the PCo interpretation: nearly absent for transitive
verbs but widely accepted for lexical reflexives. The results are in line with our hypothesis
that mixed readings in Italian are available with lexical reflexive verbs that allow a PCo
reading in the singular form, while the lower acceptance of mixed readings for transitive
verbs is in favour of an ambiguity of the si-construction.
Discussion: Our hypothesis that the availability of mixed readings would depend on the
availability of PCo interpretations seems to be borne out. However, the higher acceptance
rate in mixed readings compared to PCo, which constitutes a rather stable pattern, does
not follow from our prediction. It also emerges from the data that the acceptance of mixed
readings with transitive verbs is low, but not absent: as Table 1 shows, an average of 29%
of participants accepted the mixed interpretation with transitive verbs.
Nonetheless, the results do follow the pattern predicted by our hypothesis. Our proposal
accounts for the data more accurately than a vagueness hypothesis, which would predict
mixed readings to be widely accepted with all verbs. In other words, while an ambiguity
account cannot explain the 29% average acceptance in mixed readings of transitive verbs, a
vagueness account cannot explain the average 71% of rejection, nor the striking difference
between the two classes of verbs that we tested.
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Type of Verb Verb PCo Mixed
transitive votare ‘to vote’ 1 % 39 %

ammirare ‘to admire’ 0 % 10 %
criticare ‘to criticize’ 6 % 24 %
punire ‘to punish’ 13 % 35 %
premiare ‘to give a prize’ 0 % 39 %

average 4% 29%
lexical reflexive lavare ‘to wash’ 78 % 97 %

depilare ‘to epilate’ 83 % 98 %
vestire ‘to dress up’ 98 % 96 %
truccare ‘to apply make-up’ 87 % 92 %
pettinare ‘to comb’ 42 % 96 %

average 78% 96%

Table 1: Acceptance rates for all tested verbs

5. Conclusions

The goal of the paper was to investigate whether Italian si-constructions, which convey both
reflexivity and reciprocity, are vague or ambiguous between these two interpretations. We
provided empirical support in favour of ambiguity: the outcome of a questionnaire show
that si-constructions do not generally support mixed interpretations (i.e., partially reflexive
and partially reciprocal), unlike what has been claimed in the literature for other languages
that also employ one construction for both meanings (Murray 2008, Cable 2014).

We have argued that lexical reflexivity plays a crucial role in the availability of mixed
interpretations: Italian verbs with a lexical reflexive entry may allow a mixed interpreta-
tion when they appear in si-constructions, as a result of their intrinsic lexical meaning.
In fact, such verbs, with a singular subject, often allow an interpretation that we labeled
here Passive-Collaborative (PCo), which is underspecified with respect to the agent of the
action. Accordingly, lexical reflexive verbs that appear in si-constructions with a plural
subject can truthfully describe an array of scenarios where each individual in the subject
had the action performed on herself while being collaborative (regardless of whom was the
agent), including a so-called ‘mixed reading’.

The data illustrated in the paper are based on Italian and they cannot be immediately
generalized cross-linguistically. However, PCo readings are also available with lexical re-
flexive verbs in other languages, and that could influence tests that are intended to examine
the availability of mixed readings. It is therefore crucial for further research on the topic to
to take into account lexical reflexivity and its possible effects.
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