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Abstract

Reflexive and reciprocal verbs constitute a special class both in the English and
Armenian verbal system. As for their semantics, they manifest similarity, but morpholog-
ically and syntactically they show some differences. In English the meanings of reflex-
ivity and reciprocity are expressed both by single verbs and their combination with the
respective pronouns. In Armenian these categories are designated by means of the suffix
í. The English reflexives may be used with the pronouns without apparent semantic
change, whereas the Armenian counterparts normally do not take them. Used with other
words than the respective pronouns these verbs lose the meanings of reflexivity and
reciprocity and function as common transitive verbs.  

Key words: reflexivity, reciprocity, self-pronoun, objectless transitive construction,
symmetric action.

Reflexive and reciprocal verbs constitute a special class both in the English and
Armenian verbal systems. Reflexive verbs show actions occurring within the same
entity; reciprocal verbs indicate actions that are reciprocated by two or more entities
(participants). In English  the combinations of these verbs with the pronouns (self pro-
nouns for reflexives and each other or one another  for reciprocals) are often referred
to  as voice forms, since “the agent both  acts and is acted upon” (Payne 2011:306).
There have been various attempts to acknowledge two more voice forms in English:
reflexive and reciprocal. Thus, B. Ilyish speaks of two approaches to the status of the
pronoun in these constructions: 1) the pronoun is the auxiliary of the voice form, 2) the
pronoun is a separate word functioning as a direct object (Ilyish 1971:116-119). M.
Blokh claims that the reflexive and reciprocal pronouns within the framework of the
hypothetical voice identification should be looked upon as the voice auxiliaries. The
linguist concludes that this question is still open to consideration (Blokh 1983:181-
182). This problem becomes more complicated when the reflexive verbs dress, shave,
wash, etc. and the reciprocal verbs part, divorce, kiss, etc. are used without the respec-
tive pronouns.

We think it rational to view these verbs in terms of structural dichotomy as it is sug-
gested by some linguists. Thus, Th. Payne points out two types of reflexive and recipro-
cal verbs in English: lexical and analytic (Payne 2011:306-311). Lexical reflexives and
reciprocals are represented by verbs only. Analytic verbs which are also referred to as
syntactic reflexives and reciprocals are used with the respective pronouns.  

Naturally, in the deep structure both the elements are present: the agent and the
patient  expressed by the verb and the reflexive or reciprocal pronoun, but in the surface
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structure the second element does not usually find explicit expression. So we can have
equally:  to wash oneself = to wash, to dress oneself = to dress, etc. or to divorce each
other = to divorce, to kiss each other = to kiss. Semantically they preserve their reflex-
ive and reciprocal meaning in both cases. Therefore almost all linguists agree that these
verbs retain the category of reflexivity or reciprocity irrespective of the presence of the
corresponding pronoun (Carter and McCarthy 2006:385-386). J. Lyons refers to these
objectless verbs as implicit reflexives or reciprocals.  The linguist argues that construc-
tions with reflexive verbs preserve the meaning of reflexivity even when they occur
without reflexive pronouns (Lyons 1978:383). The same can be said in regard to recip-
rocal verbs.

If a sentence contains more than one argument, there arises ambiguity as in the fol-
lowing sentences:

They want [John to help himself].
They want [John to help themselves]. 

A. Radford tries to interpret this phenomenon by introducing the concept of local

antecedent. Accordingly, he claims that the first sentence is grammatically correct as the
antecedent of the reflexive pronoun himself  is the noun John contained within the same
help-clause as himself.  Conversely, the second sentence is ungrammatical because the
reflexive pronoun themselves does not have an antecedent within the help-clause; its
antecedent is contained in the want-clause, which is farther away (Radford 2006:92).

Now let us see what is the state of things with the reflexive and reciprocal verbs in
Armenian. First of all it should be pointed out that both classes of verbs in English and
Armenian show semantic similarity. As to their status in the Armenian verbal system, lin-
guists display different approaches to this issue. We think the most rational definition is
given by H. Barseghyan, who claims that these verbs belong neither to active nor passive
voice, since they cannot have an outer object; besides, and the agent is associated with
the subject rather than the object (Barseghyan 1953:128-129). Another difference con-
cerns the structure of the verb: in Armenian the categories of reflexivity and reciprocity
are expressed morphologically – by means of the suffix í: Ñ³·Ýí»É, Éí³óí»É (reflex-
ive); μ³Å³Ýí»É, Ñ³Ùμáõñí»É (reciprocal). 

However, the Armenian reciprocals may occur in combination with the pronouns
Çñ³ñ, ÙÇÙÛ³Ýó. μ³Å³Ýí»óÇÝ Çñ³ñÇó. But the presence of the reciprocal pronoun
normally requires the verb in the active voice. Üñ³Ýù  ·ñÏ³Ë³éÝí»óÇÝ / Ýñ³Ýù
·ñÏ»óÇÝ Çñ³ñ, Ñ³Ùμáõñí»óÇÝ/ Ñ³Ùμáõñ»óÇÝ Çñ³ñ (Asatryan 1970:190-191). As for
the Armenian reflexives, they usually do not take the reflexive pronoun, though it is
implied in the deep structure: Ü³ Éí³óíáõÙ ¿ = Ü³ Éí³ÝáõÙ ¿ Çñ»Ý:

Below are examples to illustrate the morphological and structural differences
between the uses of the English and Armenian reflexive and reciprocal verbs.1

a) He had just shaved for there was a white spot of lather on his cheek-
bone. 
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Ð»Ýó Ýáñ ¿ñ ë³÷ñí»É, áñáíÑ»ï¨ ³ÛïáëÏáñÇÝ û×³éÇ ÷ñ÷áõñ ¿ñ
Ïå³Í:                                                                          

b) When Dick knocked, she had just dressed and been watching the
rain...  

ºñμ ¸ÇùÁ ¹áõéÁ Ã³Ï»ó, Ý³ Ñ»Ýó Ýáñ ¿ñ Ñ³·Ýí»É ¨ Ý³ÛáõÙ ¿ñ
³ÝÓñ¨ÇÝ...

c) In Sibyl’s room they parted. 
êÇμÇÉÇ ë»ÝÛ³ÏáõÙ Ýñ³Ýù μ³Å³Ýí»óÇÝ: 
d) We kissed each other. I can’t describe to you what I felt
at that moment. 
Ø»Ýù Ñ³Ùμáõñí»óÇÝù: â»Ù Ï³ñáÕ ³ë»É, Ã» ÇÝã ½·³óÇ ³Û¹

å³ÑÇÝ: 

English reflexive verbs are usually used without self- pronouns when they denote daily-
routine actions (I wash / dress / shave, etc.). However, used with reflexive pronouns they
acquire new connotations. As R. Carter and M. McCarthy put it, used in this way these
verbs would mean that a person is unable to do these things on his own or it may merely
be an unexpected, surprising action (Carter and McCarthy 2006:385-386). In Armenian this
meaning of the English reflexive is rendered by means of the adverb ÇÝùÝáõñáõÛÝ.

e.g. a) She was no longer able to wash herself.
Ü³ ³ÛÉ¨ë ã»ñ Ï³ñáÕ ÇÝùÝáõñáõÛÝ Éí³óí»É:
b) I was surprised to find out that she was able to wash herself that
morning.
ºë ½³ñÙ³ó³, »ñμ å³ñ½»óÇ, áñ ³Û¹ ³é³íáï Ý³ Ï³ñáÕ³ó»É ¿
ÇÝùÝáõñáõÛÝ Ñ³·Ýí»É:
c) The child is old enough to wash herself.
ºñ»Ë³Ý μ³í³Ï³Ý³ã³÷ Ù»Í ¿ áñå»ë½Ç ÇÝùÝáõñáõÛÝ Éí³óíÇ:  

In other cases used with the reflexive pronoun the verb suggests that
the action is done with deliberate care. (Biber et al 2000:148)

e.g. a) There, since it would be in some sense an official visit, I dressed
myself with care so as to make a proper impression on the captain. 
b) So he had risen in the bitter cold of four-fifteen, washed himself in
the prescribed fashion, dressed and put on his father’s astrakhan cap. 

Th. Payne also points to ‘special situations’ in which these verbs take reflexive pronouns.

e.g. a) The photographer had dressed himself in clothes that were less fop-
pish than his usual attire.  
b) Next, I bathed myself with a soapy cloth in the appropriate hygien-
ic order.
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When reflexives are used without the pronoun, this may lead to ambiguity. Let us
consider the following sentence:  

e.g. He never shaves before lunch.

J. Lyons interprets this sentence in two ways: a) the man never shaves anybody before
breakfast, b) he never shaves himself before breakfast. In the first case we deal with an
objectless transitive verb, in the second case we have an implicit reflexive verb (Lyons
1978:383).

Below is another example adduced by Ch. Kreidler.

1. Harvey drowned his mother-in-law.
2. Harvey drowned. 

In the first example Harvey is the instigator of the action and his mother-in-law - a
victim, i.e. the object. As to the second sentence, it is ambiguous. That would depend on
whether Harvey committed suicide by drowning or he drowned accidentally. Whichever
is the case, the information is not in the sentence (Kreidler 2002:79).    

Verbs which are not characterized by reflexivity can take reflexive pronouns as direct
objects, in which case they function as ordinary transitive verbs. This is observed in both
English and Armenian.

a) He stooped and kissed her forehead.
b) ¸ÇùÁ Ïé³ó³í ¨ Ñ³Ùμáõñ»ó Ýñ³ ×³Ï³ïÁ:
c) She washed the child in haste and put it in bed.
d) ì³ëÇÉÇë³Ý »ñ»ëÁ Éí³ÝáõÙ ¿, ·ÉáõËÁ ë³ÝñáõÙ:     
e) ²Ù»Ý ³Ý·³Ù, »ñμ Ý³ áñëÇ ¿ñ ·ÝáõÙ, ¹áõñë ¿ÇÝ μ»ñáõÙ ¹Åμ³Ëï

μ³Ýï³ñÏÛ³ÉÇÝ, Éí³ÝáõÙ: 
f) Þï³å Ñ³·³í ßáñ»ñÁ ¨ Ãé³í ÷áÕáó: 
g) ÂáÕ Ùáï ·³Ù, í½áí¹ ÁÝÏÝ»Ù:

ø»½ Ñ³Ùμáõñ»Ù ÙÇ ³Ý·³Ù: 

Reciprocal verbs basically function in the same way. As we have mentioned, English
reflexives occur both with the reciprocal pronouns or without them. As for the choice of
each other or one another, many linguists do not see any semantic difference between
them. As M. Swan notes “if there is any difference, it seems to be that we prefer one
another when we are making very general statements, and not talking about particular
people.” (Swan 1982:191-192). No difference is observed between the Armenian recip-
rocal pronouns Çñ³ñ  and ÙÇÙÛ³Ýó. 

a) They adore one another. 
b) ä³ßïáõÙ »Ý Çñ³ñ: 
c) But both of us loved each other all the time… 
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d) ´³Ûó ³ÙμáÕç Å³Ù³Ý³Ï ëÇñáõÙ ¿ÇÝù ÙÇÙÛ³Ýó… 
e) They are accusing one another vehemently.
f) Üñ³Ýù Ù»Õ³¹ñáõÙ »Ý ÙÇÙÛ³Ýó:

However, our factual material allows us to make the following observation:  each
other may show more intimacy, friendliness than one another. On the contrary, one
another emphasizes distance, coldness in human relationship. Thus, when D. du Maurier
describes the relations between the main characters Maxim and Caroline (“Rebecca”) at
different periods of their life, she uses one another to show a breach in their relationship,
and each other when they regain their trust and love after a long period of bitter disap-
pointment and distress.

e. g. a) He never spoke to me. He never touched me. We stood beside one
another, the host and the hostess, and we were not together. 
b) We can’t lose each other now.

The English reciprocal verbs used without the pronouns denote: 

1) emotional actions (embrace, kiss, hug)
a) When they kissed, he felt the same stirring.        
b) They embraced and wept and promised to keep in touch.
c) They put their arms around each other and hugged. 

2) communicative actions (talk, speak, interrupt, interrogate)
a) We talked on the phone for an hour. 
b) Would you not mind interrupting all the time?  

3) physical interaction (clash, collide, contact, fight)
a)  They regularly collide over policy decisions. 
b) Two men fighting over a parking space were arrested earlier today. 
c) The two sets of supporters clashed outside the stadium. 

4) mental interaction, cooperation (agree, argue, squabble, quarrel)
a) Ultimately the two sides could not agree, and negotiations were

abandoned. 
b) Jim and Beth seem to spend all their time arguing. 
c) Whenever they meet they end up quarreling. 

5) various forms of movement, joining, connection, disconnection
(meet, divorce, join, link)

a) My parents divorced when I was seven years old.       
b) How do these two pieces join?      
c) We parted at the entrance.
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All these examples show that the actions of participants are symmetrical, therefore
the omission of the object does not entail any semantic changes in the sentence. But as
Ch. Kreidler claims it is not always the case. Let us consider the following two sentences:

1. The truck and the bus collided.
´»éÝ³ï³ñ Ù»ù»Ý³Ý áõ ³íïáμáõëÁ μ³Ëí»óÇÝ (ÙÇÙÛ³Ýó Ñ»ï):

2. The truck collided with the bus.
´»éÝ³ï³ñ Ù»ù»Ý³Ý μ³Ëí»ó ³íïáμáõëÇ Ñ»ï:

In the second case we cannot state that the actions of the participants are symmetri-
cal: the truck collided with the bus, the same cannot be said about the bus.

As for the first example, it contains some kind of ambiguity. The truck and the bus
collided may be assumed as the result of ellipsis. For example, we can assume that the
truck and the bus collided with a taxi. Then we will have a) The truck collided with a taxi.
b) The bus collided with a taxi (Kreidler 2002:107-109). 

If the participants’ actions are not symmetrical, the object is not deleted and the verb
is not regarded as reciprocal. Consider the following sentences.  

a) Landau embraced his protégé.
b) She kissed me swiftly, patting my shoulder at the same time…

c) She divorced her husband.  

Here the verbs embrace, divorce and kiss function as ordinary transitive verbs taking
a direct object. The same is observed in Armenian.

a) ì³ëÇÉÇë³Ý »ñ»ëÁ Éí³ÝáõÙ ¿, ·ÉáõËÁ ë³ÝñáõÙ:
b) Þï³å Ñ³·³í ßáñ»ñÁ ¨ Ãé³í ÷áÕáó:

To conclude: English and Armenian reflexive and reciprocal verbs display similar
semantic features but in other aspects they show some differences. Reflexives as well as
reciprocals in Armenian are formed morphologically - by means of the suffix í. Reflexive
verbs in Armenian do not usually combine with the respective pronouns, while reciprocal
verbs may or may not take these pronouns.  The analysis shows that objectless construc-
tions with the lexical verbs under consideration are more common in use than those having
the second element denoted by the reflexive or reciprocal pronoun. Reflexive and recipro-
cal verbs both in English and Armenian preserve the meanings of reflexivity and reciproc-
ity irrespective of the presence or absence of the respective pronouns in the structure of the
sentence. The presence of the self-pronoun in the construction may entail semantic changes
in the meaning of the English reflexive construction. Objectless constructions with reflex-
ive and reciprocal verbs in English may cause ambiguity, which can be removed by a wider
context. Used with other words than the respective pronouns these verbs lose the categories
of reflexivity and reciprocity and function as ordinary transitive verbs.  
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Note:

1. The examples used in this paper are taken from various sources (dictionaries and fic-
tion).
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²Ý¹ñ³¹³ñÓ ¨ ÷áË³¹³ñÓ μ³Û»ñáí Ï³éáõÛóÝ»ñÁ ³Ý·É»ñ»ÝáõÙ 
¨ Ñ³Û»ñ»ÝáõÙ

Ðá¹ í³ ÍáõÙ ¹Ç ï³ñÏ íáõÙ »Ý  ³Ý· É» ñ» ÝÇ ³Ý¹ ñ³ ¹³ñÓ ¨ ÷á Ë³ ¹³ñÓ  μ³ Û» ñÇ »ñ -
Ïáõ ï» ë³ ÏÁª μ³ é³ ÛÇÝ ¨ í»ñ Éáõ Í³ Ï³Ý: ¼áõ ·³¹ ñ³ Ï³Ý í»ñ Éáõ ÍáõÃ Ûáõ ÝÁ Ç Ñ³Ûï ¿
μ» ñáõÙ Ï³ éáõó í³Í ù³ ÛÇÝ ¨ ß³ ñ³Ñ Ûáõ ë³ Ï³Ý ï³ñ μ» ñáõÃ ÛáõÝ Ý» ñ, áñáÝù ³é Ï³ »Ý
»ñ Ïáõ É» ½áõ Ý» ñáõÙ ïíÛ³É μ³ Û» ñÁ å³ ñáõ Ý³ ÏáÕ Ï³ éáõÛóÝ» ñáõÙ: Æ Ù³ë ï³ ÛÇÝ ³ éáõ -
Ùáí »ñ Ïáõ É» ½áõ Ý» ñáõÙ ¿É ÑÇß Û³É Ï³ éáõÛóÝ» ñÝ áõÝ»Ý ÝÙ³ ÝáõÃ ÛáõÝ Ý»ñ, Ã»¨ ³Ý¹ ñ³ -
¹³ñÓ μ³ Û» ñÇ ¹»å ùáõÙ ãÇ Ï³ ñ» ÉÇ Ëá ë»É μ³ ó³ñ Ó³Ï ÝáõÛ ÝáõÃ Û³Ý Ù³ ëÇÝ:

Êîíñòðóêöèè ñ âîçâðàòíûìè è âçàèìíûìè ãëàãîëàìè â àíãëèéñêîì 
è àðìÿíñêîì ÿçûêàõ

Â ñòàòüå ðàññ ìàò ðè âàþò ñÿ äâà òè ïà âîçâ ðàò íûõ è âçàèì íûõ ãëà ãî ëîâ â àíã ëèéñ êîì
ÿçû êå: ëåê ñè ÷åñ êèå è âçàèì íûå. Ñî ïîñòà âè òåëü íûé àíà ëèç âûÿ âèë òå ñòðóê òóð íûå è
ñèí òàê ñè ÷åñ êèå ðàç ëè ÷èÿ, êî òî ðûå ñó ùåñò âóþò ìåæ äó êîíñò ðóê öèÿ ìè ñ äàí íû ìè ãëà -
ãî ëà ìè â îáîèõ ÿçû êàõ. Â ñå ìàí òè ÷åñ êîì ïëà íå äàí íûå êîíñò ðóê öèè ïðîÿâ ëÿþò  îá -
ùèå ÷åð òû, çà èñê ëþ ÷å íèåì êîíñò ðóê öèé ñ âîçâ ðàò íû ìè ãëà ãî ëà ìè, ãäå íàá ëþ äàþò ñÿ
îï ðå äå ëåí íûå ðàç ëè ÷èÿ.
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