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Though linguistic properties of middle constructions, as in (1), have been extensively studied, the
syntactic structure remains debated. Recent work argues that middles are structurally identical to
passives (Stroik, 1992; Hoekstra and Roberts, 1993; Medová, 2009), unergatives (Fagan, 1992;
Ackema and Schoorlemmer, 1994), or reflexives (Massam, 1992; Steinbach, 2002). In this talk, I
provide evidence that middle constructions are unlike passives, unergatives, and reflexives in
that they form propositionally complex structures. I argue that even though the structure of
middles is transitive-like, the structural complexity is not a result of two arguments being merged
in the structure. Instead, the two-proposition structure arises as a result of the internal argument
undergoing an operator triggered A’-movement, followed by A-movement.
(1)
a. The book reads easily.
b. The bread cuts easily.
Puzzle: Bale (2007) observes that there is an interesting correlation between the propositional
complexity of a VP and its internal structure. Specifically, non-stative, transitive verbs allow
again to introduce presuppositions that do not involve the verb’s subject, whereas intransitive
verbs and stative, transitive verbs must include the subject. We can use this observation as a
diagnostic for the structure of middles. An example of this paradigm is in (2):
(2)
Context: John drove the car quickly, but then he sold it. Assuming Mary buys the car for
its rapid acceleration, it is safe to say that…
a. Mary drives the car quickly again.
c. The car drives quickly again.
b. #Again Mary drives the car quickly.
d. Again the car drives quickly.
Middle sentences, (1c) and (1d), do not pattern with intransitive or stative, transitive verbs,
instead they share propositional properties with non-stative transitive verbs. This finding
suggests middles are propositionally complex. In other words, the understood subject is not a
functional argument of the verb and the understood object and verb form one propositional level.
This evidence is further supported by reconstruction diagnostics, namely the Coordinate
Structure Constraint (Fox 2000) and the Epistemic Containment Principle (von Fintel and
Iatridou, 2003), where middles and active transitives pattern alike. Consider the examples in (3):
(3)
a. John must boil the noodles and a chef stir the sauce.
Active
b. *Eggs must have been cracked and a vegetable have been chopped.
Passive
c. Cakes must cut easily and flour mix without difficulty.
Middle
Since middles seem to be transitive-like in their propositional properties, the question that arises
is: What causes this behaviour? As the following examples in (4) show, this structurally complex
behaviour cannot result from having a covert external argument in the structure as there is a ban
on agent-oriented adverbs (4a) and agentive by-phrases (4b) in middles constructions.
(4)
a. *The bread cuts carefully.
b. *The bread cuts easily by the chef.
Therefore, middle constructions are propositionally complex structures without an agent present
in syntax. This raises the question of whether an alternative approach can account for the
syntactic behaviour of middles.
Proposal: I propose that the internal argument is extracted using a two-step derivation, similar to
Collins’s (2005) smuggling strategy. Specifically, an operator triggers the internal argument to
move out of its functional projection (A’-movement). The operator introduces a generic
interpretation with modal properties, which are necessary for the dispositional reading (Lekakou,
2005). After the initial step, the internal argument moves to the subject position (A-movement).
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