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Abstract 
Psychological verbs with the argument of the Experiencer in the syntactic position of the object, 
especially those with an argument which is –animate in the subject position, are believed by some 
to be unaccusative verbs and by others to be causative verbs but with no external argument. The 
purpose of the present study is to determine whether these verbs in Greek are unaccusative verbs, 
causative verbs with no external argument or causative verbs with an external argument. In this 
paper, I claim that psychological verbs which syntactically realize the Experiencer in the object 
position are causative verbs and they do have an external argument, irrespective of whether this 
argument is an animate or an inaminate entity. 
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                                    ✦ 

1. Introduction 

The present paper aims at analyzing a specific category of Greek psychological verbs; 
those which syntactically realize the argument with the thematic role of the Experiencer 
in the object position (usually called Object-Experiencer psychological verbs). More 
specifically, I will describe their syntactic behavior and in doing so, I will attempt to 
determine whether this behavior can be explained by some well-known studies for 
psychological verbs of other languages or by some studies that have been proposed for 
the Greek data. The specific aspects on which I will focus during my analysis are a) the 
issue of causativity, that is whether the verb is a prototypical transitive verb and its 
argument structure contains an argument that denotes the cause of the event or state 
expressed by the verb and an entity undergoing change, and b) the question of whether 
these particular verbs in Greek have an external argument. 

The present paper is structured as follows: in section 2 I define psychological verbs 
and present some well-known studies for these verbs in Italian, English and Greek. Then, 
in section 3 I propose a new classification of Greek psychological verbs based on their 
syntactic structure and their voice morphology and I attempt to describe the syntactic 
behavior of a particular category of these verbs. In section 4 I present an analysis which 
seems to capture the nature of these verbs and explain their syntactic behavior and finally, 
in section 5 I draw the most important conclusions of my analysis. 

 
 



112 Antigone Kalamida 
 

 

2. Theoretical background 

Psychological verbs (psych verbs) are verbs that denote an emotion or a psychological 
situation (such as fear or frighten). The argument structure of psychological predicates is 
traditionally claimed to contain two arguments: one with the thematic role of the Theme 
and another one with the thematic role of the Experiencer (Belletti & Rizzi, 1988), 
though not all researchers completely agree with that. For example, Pesetsky (1995) 
suggests that the theta role of the Theme in psych verbs can be analyzed in three different 
thematic roles: a) the Target, b) the Subject Matter and c) the Causer. According to this 
analysis, the subject of psych verbs with the Experiencer in the object position is not a 
Theme as Belletti & Rizzi suggest, but it is always a Causer, that is the entity that brings 
about the change of the psychological state of the Experiencer. Accordingly, the object of 
the psych verbs with the Experiencer in the subject position always bears one of the two 
thematic roles: the Target of Emotion, that is the target of the emotion that the 
Experiencer feels, or the Subject Matter of Emotion, that is the object of that emotion. 

The seminal word of Belletti & Rizzi (1988) about psych verbs in Italian demonstrates 
that psych verb structures with the argument of the Experiencer in the object position are 
anticausative, which means they have no external argument. In these structures the 
argument of the Theme is generated in the position of the internal argument and is moved 
to the surface subject position through A-movement, thus being syntactically realized as 
the subject of the verb. According to this analysis, the syntactic structure of a sentence 
with the argument of the Experiencer in the object position will look like this: 
 

1) I ikonomiki katastasii stenahori ei to Jani. 
The economical situation-NOM bothers-3SG-ACT the Jani-ACC 
‘The economical situation bothers John.’ 

 

As a result, in the cases of psych verbs which assign the θ-role of the Theme to the 
subject and the θ-role of the Experiencer to the object, even though superficially the 
Thematic Hierarchy1 is violated since the Experiencer should be realized higher in the 
structure than the Theme, with this analysis Belletti & Rizzi claim that the problem is 
solved: in the Deep Structure the Thematic Hierarchy is preserved, since the Theme is in 
fact generated in a lower position than the Experiencer. 

Grimshaw (1990) agrees with Belletti & Rizzi in that psych verbs with the 
Experiencer as the object do not have an external argument. However, she does not agree 
with the fact that the Theme is base-generated in the position of the internal argument and 
that these psych verbs license movement of the internal argument to the surface position 
of the subject. According to Grimshaw, these verbs are in fact causative verbs, since their 
event structure contains the argument that denotes the cause of the change of the 
psychological state of the Experiencer. However, when this argument that is the cause 
does not have the semantic characteristic of being animate, then although it is a subject in 
the Deep Structure, it does not qualify as an external argument. This can be explained in 

                                                        
1 There is a diversity of proposals as far as the order of the thematic roles in the Thematic Hierarchy is 
concerned. Here, I cite two versions which include the theta role of the Experiencer: Grimshaw’s (1990) 
version of the Thematic Hierarchy is Agent>Experiencer>Goal/Source/Location>Theme, and Bresnan & 
Kanerva’s (1989) version is Agent>Benefactive>Recipient/Experiencer>Instrument>Theme/ 
Patient>Location. For a more detailed presentation of the versions of the Thematic Hierarchy, see 
Rappaport Hovav et al. (2007). 
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the frame of the a-structure theory and the theory of prominence that Grimshaw poses 
and according to which the external argument is the argument which is the most 
prominent both in the thematic hierarchy and in the aspectual hierarchy. In the case of 
these psych verbs the Cause is the most prominent in the aspectual hierarchy, but it is not 
also the most prominent in the thematic hierarchy that is why it is not realized as an 
external argument. As a result, these verbs do not have an external argument, since there 
is no argument that is the most prominent in both hierarchies. 

Accordingly, Anagnostopoulou (1996; 1999) supports that Greek psych verb 
structures with the Experiencer as the object are invariably causative structures. She 
distinguishes between two categories of these verbs: a) those with the psychological 
meaning in which the argument of the Theme lacks the semantic characteristic of being 
animate and b) those with the agentive meaning in which the argument of the Theme has 
the semantic characteristic +animate. She believes that when the psych verb has the 
agentive meaning, the argument in the subject position has in fact the theta role of the 
Agent and is thus an external argument, while when the psych verb has the psychological 
meaning the argument in the subject position does not have the theta role of the Agent but 
rather that of the Cause and thus, it does not qualify as an external argument. Finally, she 
tries to justify these claims by attempting to show that in the first case the argument with 
the theta role of the Experiencer has the structural accusative case, which is assigned by 
the verb since the verb here has an external argument (following Burzio’s 
generalization2), while in the second case the Experiencer has the oblique accusative case 
and behaves like a quirky subject.  

In the next section, I will present a classification of Greek psych verbs based on their 
syntactic structure and their voice morphology and I will attempt to describe how a 
particular category of these verbs behaves syntactically. 

3. Greek psychological verbs: classification and syntactic behavior 

While Belletti & Rizzi’s (1988) classification of psych verbs into three main categories 
(Object Experiencer, Subject Experiencer and the piacere verbs) has been widely used in 
the description of psych verbs, including Greek psych verbs (Anagnostopoulou, 1996; 
1999), here I propose a new classification based on the syntactic structure in combination 
with the voice morphology of the verbs. I claim that this classification captures better the 
nature of this category of verbs and the alternations in which they often take part. 

To begin with, there are two main categories of Greek psych verbs: a) those with 
alternating transitivity/syntactic structure and b) those with stable transitivity/syntactic 
structure. The first category contains verbs that can alternate their syntactic structure from 
realizing the Experiencer as the object to realizing the Experiencer as the subject 
(tromazo ‘frighten’-tromazo ‘be frightened’, eknevrizo ‘irritate’-eknevrizome ‘be 
irritated’), and the second category includes verbs that can have only one syntactic 
structure, that in which the argument of the Experiencer is in the subject position 
(apolamvano ‘enjoy’, erotevome ‘fall in love’, agapo ‘love’). In this article, I will talk 
about the verbs that alternate their syntactic structure from assigning the role of the 
Experiencer to the object to assigning the role of the Experiencer to the subject, and 
                                                        
2 According to Burzio’s generalization “Case is assigned to the object if a θ-role is assigned to the subject” 
(Burzio, 1986:178). 
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especially the structure in which the Experiencer is the object. The corresponding 
structure in which the Experiencer is the subject will be studied in the future. 

These psych verbs which realize the Theme as their subject and the Experiencer as 
their object (tromazo ‘frighten’, eknevrizo ‘irritate’) can be further classified into two 
subcategories, according to their morphology: a) the ones that do not alternate voice 
morphology, while they alternate their syntactic structure  
 

2) a) I arahnes tromazoun ta koritsia. (active morph., Exper.-Object)  
    The spiders-NOM frighten-3PL-ACT the girls-ACC  
   ‘Spiders frighten the girls.’ 

b) Ta koritsia tromazoun me tis arahnes. (active morph., Exper.-Subj.)  
    The girls-NOM frighten-3PL-ACT with the spiders-ACC                     
   ‘The girls are frightened with spiders.’ 

b) The ones that alternate their morphology from active to passive, while at the same time 
alternating their syntactic structure 
  

3) a) O Kostas eknevrizi ti Maria. (active morph, Exp-Obj)  
     The Kostas-NOM irritates-3SG-ACT the Maria-ACC  
     ‘Kostas irritates Mary.’ 

 b) I Maria eknevrizete (me ton Kosta). (passive morph, Exp-Subj)      
     The Maria-NOM is irritated-3SG-PASS (with the Kostas-ACC)      
    ‘Maria is irritated (with Kostas).’ 

In the next section, I will discuss the question of whether these verbs should be treated as 
causative verbs which license an external argument or not and why. 

4. The issue of causativity in Greek psychological verbs 

In this analysis, I claim that Greek psychological verbs with the argument of the 
Experiencer in the object position are invariably causative and do have an external 
argument, whether their Theme is an animate or an inanimate entity. In other words, 
irrespective of whether the argument in the subject position is an animate or an inanimate 
being, these psych verbs always have an external argument which brings about the 
change of the psychological state of the Experiencer. As we will see, the difference is that 
when this argument is +animate, it bears the theta role of the Agent, while when it is 
animate, it bears the theta role of the Cause. Let’s look closely into each of the two 
subcategories of Greek psych verbs with the Experiencer in the object position. 

4.1. Verbs with alternating transitivity and stable (active) voice morphology  

The first subcategory includes those verbs which do not alternate their morphology, being 
always in the active voice (tromazo ‘frighten’, aidiazo ‘disgust’, anisiho ‘worry’, 
aganakto ‘exasperate’), but alternate their syntactic structures from being Experiencer-
object to being Experiencer-subject. These verbs support the previous analysis, since they 
do seem to have an external argument. This is supported by the fact that verbs of this 
category in Greek present a very interesting characteristic: they take part in the causative-
anticausative alternation (or causative-inchoative alternation or ergative alternation), in 
which only verbs with an external argument can participate (Schäfer, 2009): 
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4) a) O Kostas/o thorivos tromazi ti Maria. (causative struct.-act. morph.) 
                    The Kostas/the noise-NOM frightens-3SG-ACT the Maria-ACC 
                    ‘Kostas/ the noise frightens Mary.’  
 
                  b) I Maria tromazi me ton Kosta/apo ton thorivo. (anticaus.struct.-act.morph.) 
                      The Maria-NOM frightens-3SG-ACT with Kostas/by the noise-ACC 
                     ‘Mary is frightened with Kostas/by the noise.’ 

 
These verbs behave like other causative verbs in Greek that take part in the causative-
anticausative alternation: 
 

5) a) O Kostas espase to potiri. (causative structure-active morphology) 
                     The Kostas-NOM broke-3SG-ACT-PAST the glass-ACC 
                    ‘Kostas broke the glass.’ 
   
                  b) To potiri espase. (anticausative structure-active morphology) 
                       The glass-NOM broke-3SG-ACT-PAST 
                      ‘The glass broke.’ 

 
The verbs that participate in the causative alternation are verbs that have an intransitive as 
well as a transitive use, where the intransitive use typically expresses a change-of-state 
event undergone by some entity and the transitive use denotes that this change-of-state 
event has been brought about or caused by some different entity. A central characteristic 
of this causative alternation is that the only argument of the intransitive use bears the 
same semantic relation to the verb as the object of the transitive use. In the case of psych 
verbs the argument which is the subject in the intransitive structure has the same theta 
role as the object in the transitive structure that is the theta role of the Experiencer. 

Cross linguistically, the overwhelming number of verbs participating in the alternation 
denotes a change of state or a change of degree (break, close, freeze, melt, open, widen, 
etc). This is something that Greek psych verbs which take part in the causative alternation 
(tromazo ‘frighten-be frightened’, aidiazo ‘disgust-be disgusted’) share with these verbs. 
That is, they express a change of the psychological state of the Experiencer brought about 
by another entity both when the Experiencer is a syntactic subject in the anticausative 
structure and when it is a syntactic object in the causative structure. 

As can be deduced from the above, it is assumed that in order for a verb to undergo the 
alternation it must, first of all, express a change-of-state. In addition, there are further 
meaning components associated with individual change-of-state verbs which determine 
the verb’s behavior (Schäfer, 2009). This means that change-of-state verbs are considered 
to have a complex event structure as in (6a, b). The same is true for Greek psych verbs 
which can alternate their syntactic structure while keeping their voice morphology always 
active (tromazo, anisiho). Intransitive change-of-state verbs involve a result state 
predicated over the theme and a BECOME predicate that takes a resultant state as its 
argument. Transitive change-of-state events have, in addition, a cause predicate that takes 
the BECOME predicate as one argument and also introduces a causer argument: 

 
6) a. [BECOME [y <STATE>]]  

b. [x CAUSE [BECOME [y <STATE>]]] 
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As a result, psych verbs of this category can be said to have the same event structure as 
the change-of-state verbs which undergo the causative alternation. 

Since psych verbs with the Experiencer in the object position in Greek can be the 
causative counterparts in the causative-anticausative pair, it seems that none of the 
analyses presented in the theoretical background can fully describe the behavior of Greek 
psych verbs as it was outlined above. To begin with, Belletti & Rizzi’s (1988) claim that 
all verbs with the Experiencer in the object position are anticausative is not supported by 
the fact that these verbs take part in a syntactic alternation, which resembles the 
alternation in which some causative verbs take part, like spao ‘break-be broken’, anoigo 
‘open-be opened’, klino ‘close-be closed’. Consider the examples in (2), which are 
repeated below as (7): 
 

7) a) I arahnes tromazoun ta koritsia. (active morph., Exper.-Object)  
    The spiders-NOM frighten-3PL-ACT the girls-ACC  
    ‘Spiders frighten the girls.’ 

b) Ta koritsia tromazoun me tis arahnes. (active morph., Exper.-Subj.)  
     The girls-NOM frighten-3PL-ACT with the spiders-ACC                   
    ‘The girls are frightened with/by spiders.’ 

According to Belletti & Rizzi’s analysis the first structure in which the Experiencer is the 
object should be considered unaccusative. However, I believe that (7) (a) can by no 
means be considered unaccusative, since it is used in a transitive environment, meaning 
that the verb has the active morphology, it licenses a syntactic subject and it can assign 
the accusative case to its syntactic object. Moreover, the fact that this structure can be 
transformed into the anticausative structure of (b) puts the verb tromazo in the same 
category as some other causative verbs in Greek which can form anticausative structures 
as well (spao, anoigo, kleino), as we already saw in the examples in (5). Therefore, psych 
verbs like tromazo which have the Experiencer in the object position cannot be 
considered anticausative in their transitive structure, but rather causative. 

The same reasoning leads me to be skeptical against Grimshaw’s and 
Anagnostopoulou’s analyses, since their claim that these verbs do not have an external 
argument when the argument in the subject position is inanimate cannot hold for Greek 
data. Since verbs like tromazo in Greek take part in the causative-anticausative 
alternation, they cannot lack an external argument in their causative structure, even when 
the subject is an inanimate entity. 

It is interesting to note that while this causative-anticausative alternation of psych 
verbs is possible in Greek, the same does not happen with English psych verbs which 
have the Experiencer in the object position3: 
 

8) a) Somebody broke the glass.    
 The glass broke. 

                             b) Somebody frightened John.   
 *John frightened. 

 

                                                        
3 There is very limited number of psych verbs which can be said to participate in the causative alternation in 
English, like cheer and worry (see Schäfer, 2009:650). 
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This leads Grimshaw (1990) to claim that these psych verbs do not license an external 
argument. However, as we conclude from the above, the causative-anticausative 
alternation is possible with Greek psych verbs, meaning that these verbs do have an 
external argument when the Experiencer is the object, independent of whether their 
subject slot is filled with an argument that is +animate or with an argument that is –
animate. 

Another similarity between psych verbs of this category and the causative verbs that 
take part in the causative-anticausative alternation is that the anticausative structure can 
appear with a prepositional phrase introduced with the preposition apo meaning “by”, 
even though the verb is in the active voice. This prepositional phrase denotes the cause: 
 

9) I porta anikse apo ton aera. 
The door-NOM opened 3SG-ACT-PAST by the wind-ACC 
‘The door opened by the wind.’ 

 
10) I Maria tromakse apo ton thorivo pu ekane to aftokinito. 

The Mary-NOM frightened-3SG-ACT-PASS by the noise-ACC that made-3SG-ACT-   
PAST the car-ACC 

                            ‘Mary was frightened by the noise that the car made’. 

 
If we take this prepositional phrase to express the external argument like in the passive 
structures, then this means that the corresponding causative structure does have an 
external argument which can be suppressed if the structure is transformed to 
unaccusative, in the same way it is suppressed during the process of passivization of 
transitive verbs. In (10) above the prepositional phrase apo ton thorivo expresses the 
external argument O thorivos in the corresponding causative structure O thorivos 
tromakse ti Maria (‘The noise frightened Mary’), which has been suppressed in the 
anticausative construction. 
     However, we must keep in mind that the anticausative construction with psych verbs 
(exactly like the other anticausative constructions which are part of the causative 
alternation) can only be accepted with this prepositional phrase when the cause is 
inanimate and not when the cause is animate: 
 

11) I Maria tromakse apo to thorivo. 
The Mary-NOM frightened-3SG-ACT-PAST by the noise-ACC 
‘Mary was frightened by the noise’. 

 
12) *I Maria tromakse apo to Jani. 

 The Mary-NOM frightened-3SG-ACT-PAST by the Jani-ACC  
‘Mary was frightened by John’. 

 
In the case where the cause is animate, that is when the external argument is actually an 
Agent, the anticausative structure can be accepted with a prepositional phrase which is 
introduced with the preposition me meaning ‘with’ and not with the preposition apo ‘by’: 
 

13) I Maria tromakse me to Jani. 
The Mary-NOM frightened-3SG-ACT-PAST with the Jani-ACC  
‘Mary was frightened with John’. 
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This means that the prepositional phrase which appears in the anticausative construction 
cannot be the prepositional phrase which expresses a suppressed external argument. This 
intuition can be substantiated with a number of well-known tests that show that while 
passives and middles have an implicit external argument, anticausatives do not (Manzini, 
1983; Baker et al., 1989; Levin and Rappaport Hovav, 1995; Reinhart, 2000).  

This differentiation between the causative and the anticausative structures is one of the 
reasons which lead to the conclusion that these verbs have originally one argument in 
their argument structure and the causative construction is derived from the anticausative 
construction. According to this view, alternating verbs are basically monadic predicates 
and the causative alternant is derived from the anticausative/inchoative via 
causativization (Hale & Keyser, 1986; 1987; Pesetsky, 1995, among others). However, 
there is another view according to which, alternating verbs are basically dyadic predicates 
and the anticausative alternant is derived from the transitive one via a process of 
detransitivization (Chierchia, 2004; Levin and Rappaport Hovav, 1994; 1995; Reinhart, 
2000, among others).  

Here, I will follow Levin and Rappaport Hovav’s (1995) proposal, according to which 
all verbs undergoing the causative alternation are inherently transitive and have the 
causative lexical- semantic representation seen below: 

 
14) [x DO-SOMETHING] CAUSE [y BECOME <STATE>]] 

These verbs which Levin and Rappaport Hovav call “externally caused verbs” are meant 
to ‘imply the existence of an “external cause” with immediate control over bringing about 
the eventuality denoted by the verb’ (Levin and Rappaport Hovav, 1995:92). The same 
causative lexical-semantic representation can be said to apply to psych verbs: 

15) tromazo: [[x DO-SOMETHING] CAUSE [y BECOME <FRIGHTENED>]].  

 
The verb tromazo both in its transitive and in its intransitive use has a complex lexical 
semantic representation that contains the predicate CAUSE, just like another predicate 
that takes part in the causative alternation, like spao ‘break’. In other words, the meaning 
of the verb is represented as being comprised of two subevents, each of which is an 
argument of the predicate CAUSE (this analysis was also proposed by Pustejovsky, 
1991). The two subevents are the subevent that causes the feeling of fear to the 
Experiencer and the second subevent is the central subevent that is connected to the 
emotional change that the Experiencer undergoes. Each of the verb’s arguments is linked 
to each one of the subevents; the causer is linked to the causing subevent and the 
Experiencer is linked to the central subevent. 

4.2. Verbs with alternating transitivity and alternating voice morphology  

The other subcategory of the Greek psych verbs which realize their Experiencer as their 
object are the ones that alternate their morphology from active to passive while at the 
same time alternating their syntactic structure from Experiencer-object to Experiencer-
subject (eknevrizo ‘irritate’-eknevrizome ‘be irritated’, provlimatizo ‘puzzle’-
provlimatizome ‘be puzzled’, enohlo ‘bother’-enohlume ‘be bothered’). As with the 
previous subcategory, these verbs are also causative verbs with an external argument in 
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their active form, even though they do not present the characteristic of forming the 
causative-anticausative alternation as it was described above: 
 

16) O Kostas/ o thorivos enohli ti Maria. 
The Kostas/ the noise-NOM bothers-3SG-ACT the Maria-ACC     
‘Kostas/ the noise bothers Mary.’ 

Again, these verbs in their active form where the Experiencer is the object have the same 
complex lexical semantic representation as the verbs which do not alternate their voice 
morphology. This representation contains the predicate CAUSE, which has two 
arguments, each of which is connected to each of the subevents from which the meaning 
of the verb is constituted: the causer is connected to the subevent that causes the feeling 
to the Experiencer and the Experiencer is connected to the subevent that denotes the 
change of his/her emotional state. 

The mediopassive4 form of these causative constructions could be said to be passive 
both syntactically and in terms of meaning, but there are certain arguments against this 
claim. For example, such mediopassive constructions are not always accepted with the 
prepositional phrase found in passive structures which is introduced by the preposition 
apo ‘by’: 
 

17) I Maria enohlite apo ton Kosta/ ton thorivo. 
                            The Maria-NOM is bothered-3SG-PASS by the Kostas/ the noise-ACC 
                            ‘Mary is bothered by Kostas/the noise.’ 

 
But, if we take another verb of this category, the result is not so easily accepted as it is in 
the case of enohlo ‘bother’: 
 

18) ?I Maria eknevrizete/provlimatizete apo ton Kosta. 
                             The Maria-NOM is irritated/is puzzled-3SG-PASS by the Kostas-ACC 
                             ‘Mary is irritated/puzzled with Kostas’, 

 
While the same structures are perfectly accepted with the preposition me ‘with’: 
 

19) I Maria eknevrizete/provlimatizete me ton Kosta. 
                             The Maria-NOM is irritated/is puzzled-3SG-PASS with the Kostas-ACC 
                             ‘Mary is irritated/puzzled with Kostas.’ 

 
The question of how we should treat these structures both syntactically and in terms of 
meaning arises here. It seems to me that semantic features, like the event structure or the 
aspect of each verb (Jackendoff, 1990) play a crucial role in the way we will interpret 
such structures with psych verbs. This, however, will be studied within the scope of my 
future research. 

In the next section, I will present an analysis, which seems to capture the nature and 
behavior of Greek psych verbs with the Experiencer in the object position. 

                                                        
4 Here, I use the term mediopassive since it describes a category that covers the different interpretations 
(the middle and the passive), as well as the morphological realization of voice (see Roussou, 2009:406). 
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5. A straightforward semantic analysis 

So far, I have discussed the behavior of psych verbs which realize syntactically the 
argument of the Experiencer in the object position. I claimed that these verbs are 
causative verbs with an external argument irrespective of whether the argument in the 
subject position is an animate or an inanimate being. In Greek these verbs present an 
interesting characteristic: the same verb can change its syntactic structure from being 
Experiencer object to being Experiencer subject; while doing this some of these verbs 
keep their voice morphology active, while others change their voice morphology from 
active to passive. I claimed that those which are always in the active voice can take part 
in the causative alternation, meaning that the structure where the cause is the subject and 
the Experiencer is the object is indeed causative and does contain an external argument. 

The question that rises here is in what way one could explain this behavior of these 
psych verbs. What special characteristics do these verbs share, so that we can claim that 
they are causative with an external argument? 
If we think of the Experiencer as the entity that is affected by the event or the state that 
the verb describes, which is as a kind of Patient, then this gives us the opportunity to 
apply in Greek psych verbs the theory of the Action tier that Jackendoff (1990) proposed. 
To begin with, according to Jackendoff’s theory, the roles Theme, Agent etc. are not 
semantic archetypes or primitives, but they rather constitute “relational notions defined 
structurally over conceptual structure” (Jackendoff, 1990:47). These roles are not marked 
as annotations to Deep Structure (Government and Binding Theory) or specified at a 
special level of representation such as Williams’ (1984) argument structure. In other 
words, theta roles are considered to be structural relations in a conceptual structure and 
the constraints in their number and their type come from the constraints that apply to the 
conceptual functions that are necessary in order to express the meaning of verbs.  

One of the implications of this is that there is not a theta role of the subject as in 
Baker’s theory (1988). The subject is rather a syntactic relation and not a conceptual one, 
meaning that subjects can bear different thematic roles. This has important implications 
for the category of psych verbs, where we see the same verb (and sometimes with the 
same voice morphology as happens with Greek psych verbs, as we saw above) in one 
case having a subject with the theta role of the Cause or the Agent or the Theme and in 
another case having a subject with the theta role of the Experience. 

According to this analysis, psych verbs with the Cause in the subject position share a 
common semantic feature, which is not shared by psych verbs with the Experiencer in the 
subject position: their event structure contains the conceptual function AFF (AFFECT). 
This conceptual function assigns the argument of the Patient to the object position and 
since here the Experiencer is a kind of Patient, as I mentioned above, this function assigns 
the argument with the theta role of the Experiencer to the object position. This 
representation can be seen below: 
 

20) a) X tromazi Y (X frightens Y).  [AFF  ([X], [Y])] 
b) X enohli Y (X bothers Y).  [AFF   ([X], [Y])] 
 

Therefore, the argument which undergoes the emotional change that the verb expresses 
(that is the Experiencer) is always realized as a syntactic object, irrespective of whether 
the argument in the subject position is an animate or an inanimate being. This means that 
these verbs always have an external argument realized as a subject which denotes the 
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entity which brings about the change of the psychological state of the Experiencer, which 
is the syntactic object. The difference is that when this argument is +animate, it bears the 
theta role of the Agent, while when it is –animate, it bears the theta role of the Cause. 
This follows inevitably from the semantic characteristics of the arguments in the subject 
position; when this argument has the characteristic +animate, then it is an Agent since it 
is capable of acting volitionally, while when this argument has the characteristic –
animate, it cannot be an Agent, since it is incapable of acting volitionally, but it can be a 
Cause since it causes the change of the emotional state of the Experiencer. 

This analysis of the Action tier that Jackendoff proposed seems to capture the nature 
of Greek psych verbs with the Experiencer in the object position. These verbs share a 
common characteristic in their meaning, a common conceptual function which is 
responsible for their syntactic behavior; the Experiencer is syntactically realized as the 
object of the verb, while in the subject position there lies the external argument of the 
verb which brings about the change of the psychological state of the Experiencer, 
whether this argument is an animate or an inanimate entity. 

 Finally, it seems to me that this analysis seems to explain the linking problem 
between thematic roles and syntactic positions in psych verbs, that is the problem that 
refers to psych verbs with the same meaning which can alternate syntactic structures from 
realizing the Experiencer as the subject to realizing the Experiencer as the object (often 
mentioned as the “fear-frighten verbs”). The reversal of the grammatical relations follows 
from a conceptual difference in meaning which explains the position of the arguments of 
the verb in the case where the Experiencer is the object and in the case where the 
Experiencer is the subject. 

6. Conclusion  

Greek psychological verbs which syntactically realize the argument of the Experiencer in 
the object position are causative verbs with an external argument. This is true both for 
psych verbs which do not alternate their morphology, being always in the active voice 
(tromazo ‘frighten-be frightened’), and for psych verbs which alternate their morphology 
from active to passive (eknevrizo ‘irritate’-eknevrizome ‘be irritated’). In the case where 
the syntactic slot of the subject is filled with an argument which has the semantic 
characteristic +animate, the external argument bears the theta role of the Agent, while in 
the case where this argument has the characteristic –animate, it bears the theta role of the 
Cause. Finally, we saw how the study of the semantic features of the event structure of 
psychological verbs can help us interpret their syntactic behavior. 
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