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NOTES ON REFLEXIVITY AND CAUSATIVITY 
IN LITHUANIAN 

Gary H. Toops, The Wichita State University 

This study concerns so-called "curative" (parupinamasis (veiksrnazodisj)' or 
"passive causative" (neveikiamasis prieiastinis {veiksmazodisj)2 verbs derived 
from basic transitive verbs by means of the stern suffix -din, on the one hand, 
and the expression of identical causative meaning with non-causative verb forms, 
on the other; cf.: 

(1) (a) (pa)sifidinti kostiurno 
'to have a suit made (sewn)' 

(b) siudintis (pasisiudinti) kostiurno 
'to have oneself a suit made (sewn)' 

(c) siutis (pasisiuti) kostiurno (pas siul'~j(1, atelj~je) 
'to have oneself a suit made (by a tailor, in a shop)' 

(d) (pa)siuti kostiunl(l (pas siUl'~j(1, ateij~je) 
'to have a suit made (by a tailor, in a shop),' 

In the examples above, (b) and (c) are synonymous (in the context provided 
by the spatial adverbial phrases pas siuv~j(l [literally] 'at a tailor's,' ateijeje 'in 
a shop'). Examples (I)(a) and (d) are likewise synonymous. Examples (b) and 
(c) differ from (a) and (d) in that they are reflexive verb forms. The subjects of 
the reflexive verbs' are semantically interpretable as expressing both Indirect 
Agent ("Causer") and Beneficiary.' The reflexive verbs thus serve to convey 
here benefactive meaning and are synonymous with the corresponding non
reflexive verb forms used with the reflexive pronoun sau in its ethical dative 
function,' cf.: 

(2) (a) Jonas sifidinasi kostiilrno. 
(b) Jonas sifidina sau kostiurng. 

'John is having himself a suit made ("sewn").' 
(c) Jonas siuvasi kostillrno (pas siuvej(l). 
(d) Jonas siuva sau kostiilrno (atelj~je), 

'John is having himself a suit made ("sewn").' 
In view of the above examples, I propose to discuss briefly three main 

questions. First, does reflexivization (i.e., "-si-affixation") of passive causatives 
result in the same syntactic and semantic changes observable in other ("non
passive") causatives? Second, how is one to explain the use of non-causative 
verb forms for the expression of causative meaning? And third, why does 
Lithuanian tolerate, in most cases even prefer, in causative situations the use of 
non-causative verb forms, which are clearly ambiguous and subject to non
causative (mis)interpretation (i.e., Jonas sillva{siJ kostiurno can be "literally" 
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understood as Jonas pills si,lva[si] koslitln1(1 'John himself is making ["sewing"] 
a suit")? 

According to Jakaitiene, the stem suffix -din is simply a variant of another 
causative suffi", _in.' Both suffixes, -din and -ill, for example, occur with 
intransitive verb stems to form transitive verbs, cf.: 

(3) beg/Illi (ark/i) [< begt! 'to run'] 
'to makelIet (a horse) run' 

(4) U/dillli (mlsk,ls; p/aukus) [< zetli 'to grow'] 
'to plant (a forest); grow (one's hair) I let (one's hair) grow' 

According to Stang and Otrcbski, -din was not originally a suffix in its own 
right: thed was epenthetic and served to eliminate hiatus between a stem-final 
vowel and the suffix -In.' Because its original, phonologically conditioned 
function has been lost, synonymous pairs of transitive verbs exhibiting the 
suffixes -In and -din are not uncommon, cf.: 

(5) lip/Illi·- Iipd/1l1i (k{l) [< /lp/i 'to stick']" 
'to glue, stick (something)' (i.e., 'to make [something] stick') 

(6) sprog/nli - spl'ogd/Illi (kiJ) [< spl'6gti 'to burst'] 
'to burst (something)' (i.e., 'to make [something] burst') 

Apparently on the basis of such observations as these, Jakaitiene has 
concluded that curative, or passive causative, meaning is not an inherent property 
of the suffix -din. Instead, Jakaiticne points out that passive causative meaning 
is expressed only when the suffix is added to basic transitive verb stems.lI That 
is to say, if the llUffix occurs with basic intransitive verb stems as in examples 
(3)-(6), the direct objects of the resulting causative verbs are Agents of the 
"underlying" ca"sed action. If the same suffix occurs with transitive verbs, the 
resulting verb is a passive causative whose direct objects are Patients of the 
caused action, cf.: 

(7) dusdinli (d.udek/~) [< dustl 'to weave'] 
'to have (fabric) woven' 

(8) dlrbdillfi (laive/i) [< dil'bli 'to make'] 
'to have (a boat) made' 

(9) slaljdln/i ("'in1(1) [< slalyfi 'to build'] 
'to have (a house) built' 

Reasoning in this way, Jakaitiene maintains her thesis that -din and -in are, 
for the most part, arbitrary or, at best, lexically mnditioned variants of one and 
the same causative morpheme.12 Her thesis, however, runs counter to Stang's 
observation, "[ilm Lit[auischen] hat sich der Typus auf -dilla von demjenigen auf 
-ina losgerissen, und eine spezielle Funktion angcnommen. Der Typus drilckt 
aus, .daB man d[was] durch einen anderen lun Hillt .... "'l, In my opinion, 
Stang's observation is correct: the suffix -din did indeed "break away" from -in. 
at least partly. In speaking of -dill, one must ill fact distinguish between two 
homophonous suffixes: :din as an alternative to -in, as Jakaitiene proposes, on 
the one hand; andl -dill as a passive causative morpheme in its own right, on the 
other. My opinion is supported by cases like vdlgyli 'to eat' and va/gydlnti 'to 
feed, dine (someone); have (someone) eat,' cf.: 
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(10) va/gyti (duonfl) 
'to eat (bread)' 

(11) va/gydlllli (vaikus) 
'to feed (the children)' 

55 

Va/gyti is obviously a b'ansitive verb. If Jakaitienes thesis were correct, then the 
phrase va/gydlllli vaikus would have to signify 'to have the children eaten.'!4 
The reason va/gydlnti (k~) does not mean 'to have (something) eaten' is that the 
d in the suffix is clearly performing its original hiatus-eliminating function and 
that the suffix is really -in (not the curative -dill). 

Geniu~iene has shown that reflexivization (-si- affixation) in Lithuanian, like 
reflexivization in the Slavic languages, is best defined as a derivational process 
involving valence reduction (predicate lowering).!5 Causativity, on the other 
hand, inVOlves an increase in the valence of a given basic verb (predicate 
raising). Passivization is 'also a valence-reducing process, but ret1exivization 
differs from passivization in that passivization (given a basic transitive verb with 
accusative object governance) consistently entails omitting the Agent of a 
particular action and expressing the Patient of that action syntactically as subject 
rather than object,!' Reflexivization, in contrast, involves nothing more than 
valence reduction: the omitted participant (actant), from the viewpoint of the 
basic verb, may be either an Agent or a Patient, The semantic status of the 
remaining participant, expressed syntactically as the subject of the ret1exive verb, 
is therefore ambiguous: it may be Agent, Patient, or a combination of the two. 
The verb derived through ret1exivization accordingly expresses intransitive, 
passive, or reflexive meaning. Because Lithuanian ret1exive verbs can govern 

. accusative objects, the subjects of such verbs may also express Agent and 
Recipient (Beneficiary) simultaneously. "Benefactive" meaning is thereby 
expressed, cf.: 

(12) Ratas sukasi. [< sllkti 'to tum (trans.)'] 
Intransitive: 'The wheel turns.' 

(13) Dmig dllonos susiva/gil. [< suvalgyri 'to eat'] 
Resultative passive:17 'Much bread was eaten.' 

(14) Jonas skLlrasi. [< skusri 'to shave (tran:;.)'] 
Patientive (accusative) ret1exive: 'John is shaving (i.e., himself).' 

(15) (a) Jonas skutasi bm'zd(l. 
"Benefactive" (dative) reflexive: 'John is shaving his beard,'J8 
(b) M6tina siuvasi sukni!lc. [< silw 'to sew'] 
"Benefactive" (dative) reflexive: 'Moth,)r is sewing herself a dress.' 

As Geniu~iene has shown, reflexivization of (derived) causative verbs clearly 
entails valence reduction,19 assuming specifically a "decausative"" or "anti
causative"21 function. For example. from the basic intransitive ("monovalent") 
verb sugesti 'to break (down),' the trtmsitive ("divalent"") verb sugadlnti 'to 
break, damage' is formed by means of the causative suffix -in. According to 
Geniu~iene, affixing the rellexive particle -si- to sugadlnri reduces the valence 
of the causative by one actant, thereby producing another "monovalent" 
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verb-susigadlnti-which is virtually synonymous with the basic verb sugesri," 
cf.: 

(16)(a) Sugedo laikrodis. 'The clock broke.' 
(b) Sugadinau laikrodj. 'r broke the clock.' 

(i.e., 'I made the clock break.') 
(c) Susigadlllo laikrodis. 'The clock broke.' 

If reflexivization of a transitive verb derived through causative suffixation 
yields an intransitive verb that is synonymous with the basic intransitive verb, 
one might expect that reflexivization of a curative verb derived through causative 
suffixation of a basic transitive verb would likewise yield a synonym of the basic 
verb. This is not the case, however; cf.: 

(17) sugesli ..... sugadlllti ..... susigad)nti = sugest! 'to break' 
(18) pasiuti -~ pasit/dinti ..... pasisiUdinti '" pasiuti 'to sew' 
Reflexive formsof curative verbs, in fact, express only (accusative or dative) 

Ilreflexive" meaning, in the traditional sense of the term,24 cf.: 
(l9)(a) nusikifpdillti" 'to have one's hair cut' (cf. [14] above) 

(b) Ilusikifpdillti plaukus26 'to have one's hair cut' (cf. [15(a)] above) 
(c) pasistatydillti /liim" ( = pastatjdillii sau lUin1{l ) 'to have a house 

buill: for oneself' (cf. [15(b)] abov(,) 
As example (l9)(c) and my earlier examples (2)(b) and (d) demonstrate, 

benefactive meaning can also be expressed (in emphalic or contrastive contexts) 
by means of the non-reflexive verb form and the dative reflexive pronoun. 
However, where "accusative reflexive" meaning is expressed, i.e .. where the 
subject of the reflexive verb simultaneously functions as (Indirect) Agent and 
Patient (Et-{~n a.s Agent and Recipient), the non-reflexive verb witll the 
accusativ eflexiv~ pronoun save is inadmissible, cf.: 

(20) uki"prj/nti save 'to have one's hair cut'· 
In c , , lIlon-curative verbs formed from basic intransitive verbs by 

means of causative suffixation exhibit no constraint on {he occurrence of the 
accusative reflexive pronoun, cf.: 

(21)(a) gydyti (/ig6niJ [< gyti 'to convalesce; heal (intrans.),] 
'to trea!/heal (a patient)' 

(b) gydytis 'to treat/heal oneself' 
(c) gydyti save 'to treat/heal oneself' 

However, if Ilhe verb gydylis (like sifilis in [1(c)]) is used instead in the 
curative sense 'to have oneself treated'-i.e., as the equivalent of an 
unambiguously curative form gydydintis27 -then the occulTence of the reflexive 
pronoun save with the non-reflexive verb form is in fact precluded. Thus, even 
in the contrastive context The neighbor is having himself and his son treated at 
the hospital, the reflexive pronoun save cannot be used, cf.: 

(22)(a) 'Kaimynas gydo save if sfintl lig6nilleje. 
Instead, the verb 8ydyli must occur twice-once in its reflexive f0111), and again 
in its non-reflexive form, cf.: 

(22)(b) Kaimynas gydosi if gydo sfiny lig6nineje. 
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(Literally) 'The neighbor is having himself treated and is having his son 
treated at the hospital.'" 

Interestingly, the same constraint on the occurrence of the reflexive pronoun with 
what Nedjalkov has called "contextual causatives" (Russian kontekstnye 
kauzativy)" is observable also in the Slavic languages," 

Both morphological and syntactic reflexivization of passive causatives thus 
clearly differs from that of non-passive causatives, As we have seen in the case 
of gydyti(s), however, non-passive causatives do share with passive causatives 
the same constraint on the co-occurrence of the reflexive pronoun in those 
instances where the non-passive causative is apparently re-analyzed as a basic 
transitive verb tlmt can be used in a passive causative sense. (In other words, the 
accusative reflexive pronoun cannot be coreferential with a subject expressing the 
Indirect Agent of an action, regardless whether the subject actually governs a 
morphologically curative verb or not.) 

How do formally non-curative verbs come to be used as curatives? 
Geniu~iene, in discussing the vruious meanings attributable to the process of 
reflexivization, mentions the existence of "causative reflexives,1t3! These are 
verbs which, though formally non-causative (non-curative), acquire passive 
causative meaning in certain contexts. They exist not only in Lithuanian, but in 
Latvian and the Slavic languages as well, cf.: 

(23) Lithuanian: gydytis (pas speciallsto); krikstytis 
Latvirul: iirS/elies (pie specialista); kristilies 
Russian: leW'sja (u specialista); krestit'sja 'to have oneself treated 
(by a specialist)'; 'to have oneself christened' 

As Endzellns has stated, "both in the Baltic and Slavic languages, reflexive 
forms have developed in place of the original middle forms. ,,32 Margulies ruld 
I~enko similarly likened the use of reflexive verb forms in Slavic to the use of 
middle verb fonns in classical Greek." Indeed, Liddell ruld Scott provide 
unambiguously causative definitions for numerous middle verb forms, among 
them 6<X1rtt(ecr1'}m 'to get oneself baptized,' olM01cecr1'}m 'to have (another) 
taught,' 811cct~ecr1'}m 'to have one's case tried.''' As Benveniste has noted, the 
original voice opposition in Greek was active vs. middle, with special forms for 
the passive (in the future and aorist tenses only) eventually evolving from the 
middle." This suggests that the subjcct of an active verb form was semantically 
marked for Direct Agency, while the subject of a middle (or rather, "non-active") 
verb form was not so marked. Thus, the subject of such verbs could function as 
Agent, as Patient, and as Agent and Patient or Recipient simultruleously-just as 
the subjects of the Lithuanian reI1exive verbs cited in examples (12)-(15). One 
should not, however, overlook the fact that the concept of Agency (or 
"Agentivity"") is itself runbiguous: Agency may be Direct or Indirect. Agents 
are called Indirect if they "indirectly," i.e., through the medium of another 
(Direct) Agent, perform a particular action. That is to say, they cause a particular 
action to be performed. In view of the fact that the subjects of Lithuanian 
reflexive verbs are semrultically ambiguous in ways strikingly similar to those in 
which the subjects of Greek middle verbs ru'e, I propose that the curative 
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meaning which these verbs may exprcss is due to the ability of their subjects to 
function as Indirect Agents. For this reason. non-curative verb forms can 
frequently be used to convey curative meaning. 

Unfortunately. the foregoing observations do not adequately explain the use 
of non-reflexive, non-curative verb forms like (pa)siuli kOSliilfl1(l (pas siuvej", 
ateljeje) in example (l)(d). Given the fact that the accusative reflexive pronoun 
cannot be used with formally non-curative verbs used in curative contexts, I 
hypothesize that the use of non-reflexive verbs was originally pattemed after the 
curative use of reflexive verbs. That is to say, if gydytis can signify 'to have 
oneself treated,' i.e., if it can express reflexive curativity, then the use of gydyti 
for the expression of non-reflexive curativity ('to have [someone] treated') would 
seem to be a logical syntactico-semantic development. If this analysis is correct, 
then the inadmissibility of * gydy/i save in the sense' to have oneself treated' may 
be explained by stating that gYdylis. being primary, already sufficed for the 
expression of reflexive curative meaning. 

With regard to curative -din- suffixed verbs, Stang states: ,Derartige passive 
Kausativa' k6nnen zu allen mag lichen Verba gebildet werden.''' Indeed, F. 
Kurschat's Litauisch-deutsches WiMerbuch lists -din- suffixed passive and non
passive causative forms for practically everyone of its transitive and intransitive 
verb entries.38 A. Kurschat, in his pcsthumously published four-volume 
Litauisch-deutsches W6rterbuch, followed for the most part his uncle's 
exarnple.39 These observations suggest that curative verb formation by means 
of -din- suffixation is a sufficiently productive derivational process to make the 
expression of cumtive meaning by way of non-curative verb forms in Lithuanian 
rather superfluous. By this I mean that it seems "omewhat incongruous that one 
might ambiguously state. JOllas shlvasi kostiilmlJ (literally) 'John is sewing 
himself a suit,' when what one actually means is Jonas siudillasi kosliilll1(J 'John 
is having a suit sewn for himself.' Indeed, Senn's Handbuch der litauischen 
Sprache even hints that "contextual causativity" (i.e., the use of non-curative verb 
forms in a curative sense) is a Slavic influence. Among the German translations 
of the Lithuanian preposition pas, Senn cites the German gloss von and precedes 
this with the word "Slavismus" in parentheses.40 Actually, Lithuanian pils 
corresponds almost exactly to the Russian (Polish, Czech, Slovak) prepcsition u 
(German bei, Fr(meh chez). In the Slavic languages, however, this prepcsition is 
also used to convey the Direct Agent of a contextually implied caused action." 
Thus, the causative (curative) situation denoted by 'The neighbor is having his 
son treated by the doctor' is expressed in Russian as Sosed lei'il syna u vraca. 
The literal Lithuanian translation of the Russian conveys exactly the same 
curative meaning. It is only in such contexts, then, that Lithuanian pas could ever 
be functionally equivalent to Gelman VOII, cf.: 

(24) KaimYllas gydo SUlIlt pas gYdytoj". 
'Der Nachbar Wilt den Sohn vom Arzt behandeln.' 

In actual fact, however, curative verb formaljon through -din- suffixation is 
not as productive as non-native Lithuanian ~,holars have, it would seem, 
previously assumed. In response to queries regarding curative verbs-specifically, 
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gydydillti 'to have (someone) treated' « gydyli 'to. treat, heal') and 
(nuifotografl1odillti 'to have (someone) photographed' « fotografuoli 'to 
photograph')-Qne informant stated: "Most of th'~m are theoretically imaginable 
but sound extremely artificial and are never used in any living Lithuanian dialect 
... [including] standard Lithuanian. ,,42 In view of the numerous curative fonns 
cited in F. Kurschat's Wdrterbuch, however, this same informant conceded that 
"there is a possibility that such fonns were used in the Lithuanian dialect of East 
Prussia (which died out in the 19th century)." Nevertheless, as early as 1913, 
Jablonskis, in reviewing K. Jaunius's Lietuvos kalbos gramalika (sic: SI. 
Petersburg, 1911), agreed with the author Ihat F. Kursch.t's causatives 
(curatives?) begdinu 'lauren lassen,' gyvelldillu 'wohnen lassen,' stovedillu 
'stehen lassen,' "practically speaking. can in no way exist in a living dialect 
[imonill kalboje 'human language']."" Unfortunately, the twenty-volume 
Lithuanian Academy Dictionary is unreliable on this score, since numerous -din
suffixed verb entries appear to have been copied directly from F. Kurscha!'s 
Wdrterbuch, and their usage, unlike that of the Academy Dictionary's other verb 
entries, is not illustrated by any attested literary source." 

In sum, morphological and contextual causativity in Lithuanian, as far as I 
have been able to determine, remains an unsolved problem, on which my 
foregoing notes, I would hope, have nevertheless shed some additional light. 
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