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1. Introduction 
 
 This paper discusses two types of reflexive pronouns in Spanish. The 
first is the so-called aspectual reflexive, argued to possess inherent 
aspectual properties (Sanz 2000). An example is given in (1a). The second 
is the so-called dative of possession. The denotation of this reflexive is 
interpreted as the possessor of the direct object. An example is given in 
(1b): 
 
(1) a. Me       comí  la   paella. 
  myself  ate-I  the paella 
  ‘I ate the paella.’ 
 

 b.  Me       lavé         el  coche. 
  myself washed-I the car 
  ‘I washed my car.’ 
 
In this paper, I argue that these reflexive pronouns are the same reflexive 
pronoun. It is introduced as the complement of a null locative preposition, 
which is ultimately responsible for any attested aspectual properties. 
Positing the presence of this null preposition allows for a straightforward 
account of a restricted range of interpretations available in the presence of 
the reflexive; it also transparently explains behavior shared by these 
reflexive pronoun constructions and constructions with overt goal 
prepositional phrases. 
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2. Aspectual properties of reflexives 
 

2.1. The so-called aspectual reflexive 
 
 The so-called aspectual reflexive has been argued to be a marker of 
delimited events (Nishida 1994, Zagona 1994). Delimited events are 
incompatible with durative phrases, but compatible with punctual phrases. 
When the reflexive pronoun is present in the utterance, the durative phrase 
is incompatible (2a) while the punctual phrase is compatible (2b): 
 
(2) a. Me      comí la   paella  *durante media hora. 
  myself ate-I the paella  *for         half    hour 
  ‘I ate the paella for half an hour.’ 
 

 b.  Me      comí la   paella  en media hora. 
  myself ate-I the paella  in  half    hour 
  ‘I ate the paella in half an hour.’ 
 

Delimited events are also incompatible with bare plural nouns. The 
reflexive pronoun cannot be present when there is a bare plural noun in the 
utterance (3): 
 
(3) (*Me)  comí paellas. 
 myself ate-I  paellas 
 ‘I ate paellas.’ 
 

From data of the sort in (2-3) several authors have concluded that this 
so-called aspectual reflexive is a marker of delimited events (Nishida 1994, 
Zagona 1994). In particular, Sanz (2000) has argued that the reflexive has a 
+telic feature and is introduced into the head of an event phrase that takes 
TP as a complement.1 Throughout the paper, I refer to this account as the 
aspectual analysis. 
 
2.2. The so-called dative of possession reflexive 
 
 The so-called dative of possession reflexive shows the same aspectual 
pattern as the so-called aspectual reflexive. It is incompatible with durative 
phrases (4a), compatible with punctual phrases (4b), and incompatible with 
bare plural nouns (4c): 
 
 
                                                      
1. Sanz (2000) also argues that the reflexive has phi-features and receives no 
theta-role. For the present paper, it is only relevant that the reflexive has a +telic 
feature and is introduced into a phrase above TP. 
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(4) a. Me      lavé         el   coche *durante media hora. 
  myself washed-I the car     *for        half     hour. 
  ‘I washed my car for half an hour.’ 
 

 b. Me       lavé         el  coche en media hora. 
  myself washed-I the car     in  half    hour. 
  ‘I washed my car in half an hour.’ 
 

 c.  *Me      lavé         coches. 
  myself washed-I cars 
  ‘I washed cars.’ 
 
The so-called dative of possession patterns aspectually with the so-called 
aspectual reflexive. I conclude from this that they are the same reflexive 
pronoun.  
 Following the reasoning of the aspectual analysis, we might conclude 
that the reflexive pronoun in (4) is introduced into the head of a phrase 
above TP and has only a +telic feature (see Sanz 2000 & footnote 1). 
However tempting this conclusion may be, the data presented in the next 
section suggest that there is more to this reflexive than just telicity. 
 
3. Inalienable possession licenses the reflexive pronoun 
 
 The data in this section suggest that the reflexive pronoun in the so-
called dative of possession construction is licensed by an inalienable 
possession relationship between the subject and the direct object (see also 
Dumitrescu 1990 and Kliffer 1983 for a similar conclusion regarding the 
dative of possession).  

Canonical inalienable nouns are body parts (see Chappell & McGregor 
1996 and references therein). The reflexive pronoun is obligatory when a 
body part is the direct object (5):2 
 
(5) *(Me)  lavé         el   pelo. 
 myself washed-I the hair. 
 ‘I washed my hair.’   
 

Temporary possession is not associated with inalienable possession 
(see Chappell & McGregor 1996 and references therein). If possession is 
temporary, there is no inalienable possession. In a car-wash scenario in 
which a car-washer is temporarily assigned cars to wash, the car-washer 

                                                      
2.  The reflexive is obligatory for the interpretation that the hair is part of the 
subject’s body. Without the reflexive, the hair is interpreted as some object that is 
not the subject’s body part. 
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cannot utter sentence (6) to express that he has washed his assigned car; he 
cannot use the reflexive pronoun in this case:3 
 
(6) (*Me)  lavé         el   coche. 
 myself washed-I the car 
 ‘I washed my car.’ 
 

Within the literature on inalienable possession, it is observed that there 
is some variation among speakers of even the same dialect as to whether an 
object is considered inalienable or not (see Chappell & McGregor 1996 and 
references therein). In Spanish, this type of variation is found with an object 
like dog. The speakers who tend to treat dog as an inalienable object are 
typically dog-owners and allow the presence of the reflexive, while those 
who do not treat it as an inalienable object do not allow the presence of the 
reflexive. The percent sign in (7) is intended to express this variation among 
speakers: 
 
(7)%Me      lavé         el   perro. 
 myself washed-I the dog 
 ‘I washed my dog.’ 
 

Finally, there are often objects within a language that are typically not 
treated as inalienable (see Chappell & McGregor 1996 and references 
therein). In Spanish, it seems that one’s boss is not treated as an inalienable 
object and, as such, the reflexive pronoun is not possible when el jefe is the 
direct object (8): 
 
(8) (*Me)  lavé         el   jefe 
 myself washed-I the boss 
 ‘I washed my boss.’ 
 

Based on the data in (5-8), I conclude that the reflexive pronoun in 
these constructions is licensed by inalienable possession. If this conclusion 
is motivated, then clearly there is more to these reflexives than just telicity. 

                                                      
3. Note that when the car belongs to the subject, sentence (6) can be uttered with 
the reflexive pronoun, as in (1b) from above. It is not uncommon for languages to 
treat a certain class of ‘culturally basic possessed items’ as inalienable (Chappell & 
McGregor 1996). Vergnaud & Zubizarreta 1992 observe that in French car and 
computer (among others) are treated grammatically as inalienable nouns. They refer 
to this class of nouns as ‘extended inalienables’. In Spanish, car is a noun of this 
class. These all seem to be objects that typically fall within the possessor’s ‘personal 
sphere’ (Bally 1996). 
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If there is more to these reflexives that just telicity, it is not clear how the 
aspectual analysis can account for these data. 

 
4. The proposal: The null preposition hypothesis 
 

4.1. The machinery  
 
 I argue that the reflexive pronoun is introduced as the complement of a 
null locative preposition. The verb merges with this prepositional phrase, 
then the direct object enters the derivation, resulting in a VP shell. The 
derivation proceeds normally and the clitic undergoes clitic movement. A 
partial derivation of (1a) is given in (9): 
 
(9)   vP                   
     ty             
 (yo)           v’ 
 (‘I’)       ty 
             v            VP 
                             ty 
                         DP            V’ 
                    4       ty 
               la paella   V           PP 
                             comí      ty 
                             ‘ate’     P          DP 
                                         Ø         4 
                                                            me 
                               ‘myself’ 
 
4.2. The nature of the null preposition 
 
 The null preposition is essentially a locative preposition, expressing 
that the direct object is in the same location as the denotation of the 
reflexive; the direct object is with/on the denotation of the reflexive. Given 
that the direct object is with/on the denotation of the reflexive, and that the 
reflexive is coindexed with the subject, the direct object is interpreted as 
with/on the subject. Moreover, given that the action expressed by the verb 
takes place on the direct object and the direct object is with/on the subject, 
the action expressed by the verb takes place in the location of the subject. 
Therefore, when the reflexive pronoun is present in an utterance, we expect 
that the location of the event expressed by the verb is restricted to the 
location of the subject. The data in (10-11) support this conclusion. 
 In (10a) there is a reflexive pronoun present and the shirt is interpreted 
as necessarily on the subject at the time of the buttoning event. The shirt 
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cannot be on a hanger when the subject utters (10a). Compare (10a) to 
(10b) in which there is no reflexive present. The shirt in (10b) is NOT 
necessarily interpreted as on the subject, the shirt could be on a hanger 
during the buttoning event. Consequently, in the presence of the reflexive, 
the buttoning event takes place on the shirt and the shirt is on the subject, 
therefore, the event is restricted to the location of the subject:  
 
(10) a. Me      abroché     la   camisa.  → NECESSARILY on subject 
  myself buttoned-I the shirt 
  ‘I buttoned my shirt.’ 
 

 b. Abroché    la   camisa.    → NOT necessarily on subject 
  buttoned-I the shirt 
  ‘I buttoned the shirt.’ 
 
 Let us look at another example. In (11a) there is a reflexive present in 
the utterance and the subject is interpreted as necessarily carrying out the 
washing himself. Compare (11a) to (11b) in which there is no reflexive 
present; the subject is NOT interpreted as necessarily carrying out the 
washing himself. He could have dropped the car off at the car wash and let 
some other individual wash it for him. Consequently, in the presence of the 
reflexive, the washing event takes place at the car and the subject is 
interpreted as doing the washing; therefore, in as much as the subject must 
be washing the car himself, the event is restricted to the location of the 
subject. 
 
(11) a. Me       lavé         el  coche.  → NECESSARILY the subject 
  myself washed-I the car 
  ‘I washed my car.’ 
 

 b. Lavé        el   coche.    → NOT necessarily the subject 
  washed-I the car 
  ‘I washed the car.’ (cf. ‘I got the car washed.’) 
 
 In the presence of the reflexive, the event expressed by the verb is 
restricted to the location of the subject. Once we posit a null locative 
preposition with the appropriate semantics, this interpretation falls out 
naturally. 
 
4.3. Accounting for inalienable possession 
 
 The null preposition hypothesis can straightforwardly account for the 
inalienable possession restriction discussed in section 3. Intuitively, only 
objects that are located with/on the denotation of the reflexive (and via 
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coindexation with/on the denotation of the subject) are compatible with the 
reflexive. Only objects that are inalienably possessed are with/on the 
denotation of the reflexive. More formally, we can assume that the 
restriction to inalienable nouns in direct object position is controlled by 
theta-role assignment. In particular, I assume that the verb in combination 
with the prepositional phrase that houses the reflexive assigns a 
compositional theta-role to the direct object (see Larson 1988). The 
prepositional phrase-reflexive construct restricts the theta-role to those 
objects that can be with/on the denotation of the reflexive, i.e. those objects 
inalienably possessed. Consequently, as the denotation of the reflexive 
varies, so does the range of objects that are treated as inalienable.4 This 
handles quite straightforwardly the noted variation with respect to the 
objects treated as inalienable among speakers of the same dialect (see 
section 3).5 
 It is worth taking the time to return briefly to the original case of the 
so-called aspectual reflexive. I repeat example (1a) as (12) below: 
 
(12) Me       comí  la   paella. 
 myself  ate-I  the paella 
 ‘I ate the paella.’ 
 
(12) is a classic example of the class of so-called aspectual reflexives 
because it expresses that some object is ingested.6 Given that the direct 
object comes to be ingested, the direct object comes to be with/on the 

                                                      
4. With examples such as i) Beethoven gave the 5th symphony to the world. and ii) 
Beethoven gave the 5th symphony to his parent., Larson (1988: p.340) shows that the 
theta-role assigned to the direct object varies with the complement of the goal 
prepositional phrase. Thus, in i) the 5th symphony is understood as an abstract entity 
because of the effect that the world in combination with the preposition has on the 
theta-role assigned to it; and in ii) the 5th symphony is understood as a stack of pages 
because of the effect that his parents in combination with the preposition has on the 
theta-role assigned to it. Likewise, the theta-role assigned to the direct object in the 
constructions under discussion varies as an effect of the denotation of the reflexive 
in combination with the null preposition. 
5. Also note that under this strategy there is no proliferation of lexical items, as 
there is no need to posit two entries for each lexical item: i.e. one as alienable and a 
second as inalienable (cf. Vergnaud & Zubizarreta 1992 who take such a position). 
6.  Other examples of classic cases of so-called aspectual reflexives include 
beberse ‘drink’, fumerse ‘smoke’, and tomarse ‘have’ (as in have something to 
drink/eat). Each of these requires a direct object and expresses that the direct object 
is ingested. 
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denotation of the reflexive (and the subject).7 Quite naturally then, the 
original cases of the so-called aspectual reflexive can be characterized by 
the present conception of inalienable possession. 
 
4.4. Accounting for delimited events 
 
 The null preposition hypothesis can straightforwardly account for the 
aspectual effects that result from the presence of the reflexive. It is well 
known that goal prepositional phrases can delimit an event, turning an 
activity into an accomplishment (see Dowty 1979, Pustejovsky 1991, Tenny 
1994 among others). An example is given in (13). In (13a) there is no 
prepositional phrase and the durative phrase is compatible, while the 
punctual phrase is incompatible, typical of non-delimited events. In (13b) 
when a goal prepositional phrase is added, the event becomes delimited 
and, as a consequence, the durative phrase becomes incompatible while the 
punctual phrase becomes compatible: 
 
(13) a. I pushed the cart                        for an hour/*in an hour. 

 b. I pushed the cart to the store  *for an hour/  in an hour. 
 
In the same way that an overt goal prepositional phrase delimits the event—
turning an activity into an accomplishment—the null prepositional phrase 
that takes the reflexive as a complement also delimits the event and turns an 
activity into an accomplishment. Let us now turn to two other ways in 
which the null prepositional phrase proposed here patterns with overt goal 
prepositional phrases. 
 
5. Parallel behavior between the null P° and overt goal PPs 
 

5.1. Scopal ambiguity of casi ‘almost’ 
 
 It is well observed that almost is unambiguous with activities and 
ambiguous with accomplishments (see Dowty 1979, Pustejovsky 1991 
among others). Thus, in (14a) below in which no prepositional phrase is 
present, almost has only a counterfactual interpretation8 in which I had the 
intention of pushing, but never actually pushed the cart. Compare (14a) to 
(14b) in which there is a goal prepositional phrase present. Almost is 
ambiguous in the presence of the goal prepositional phrase. It still retains 

                                                      
7. Zagona (1994: p.288) notes that Zubizarreta’s (1987) analysis of reflexive se 
involves the interpretation that ‘the object is ‘at’ the subject, for verbs of 
consumption…’. This is similar to the present understanding of examples like (12). 
8. The term counterfactual used for this interpretation is adopted from Rapp & 
von Stechow (1999). 
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the counterfactual interpretation, but it also receives another interpretation 
in which the pushing of the cart to the store began, but the cart never 
reached the store. I refer to this interpretation as the incompletive 
interpretation. 
 
(14) a. I almost pushed the cart.     

→  COUNTERFACTUAL 
 

 b. I almost pushed the cart to the store.  
→  COUNTERFACTUAL  &  INCOMPLETIVE 

 
We find the same pattern of interpretation in the reflexive pronoun 

constructions under discussion. When no reflexive pronoun is present (15), 
casi ‘almost’ is unambiguous, with only the counterfactual interpretation in 
which I had the intention, but did not start to eat the paella (15a), and in 
which I had the intention, but did not start to wash the cars (15b). When the 
reflexive is present in the utterance (16), casi is ambiguous. The 
counterfactual interpretation is still available, but there is also an 
incompletive interpretation in which I started to eat the paella, but did not 
finish (16a), and in which I started to wash the cars, but did not finish 
washing them all (16b): 
 
(15) a. Casi    comí  la   paella. 
  almost ate-I  the paella  
  ‘I almost ate the paella.’ 
  → COUNTERFACTUAL 
 

 b. Casi    lavé         los coches. 
  almost washed-I the cars 
  ‘I almost washed my cars.’ 
  → COUNTERFACTUAL 
 

(16) a. Casi    me       comí  la   paella. 
  almost myself ate-I  the paella 
  ‘I almost ate the paella.’ 
  → COUNTERFACTUAL  &  INCOMPLETIVE 
 

 b. Casi    me       lavé         los coches. 
  almost myself washed-I the cars 
  ‘I almost washed my cars.’ 
  → COUNTERFACTUAL  &  INCOMPLETIVE 
 

To accommodate these facts, let us assume that accomplishments are 
composed of an initial process and a final state (Pustejovsky 1991) and that 
casi/almost is scopal (see Rapp & von Stechow 1999). As casi/almost is 
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scopal, it can scope over the initial process or the final state (Pustejovsky 
1991).  When casi/almost has scope over the initial process the result is the 
counterfactual interpretation and when casi/almost has scope over the final 
state, the result is the incompletive interpretation. Given that the 
incompletive interpretation is only available in the presence of the null/goal 
prepositional phrase, it is reasonable to conclude that the null/goal 
preposition introduces the final state. Support for the conclusion that the 
preposition introduces the final state over which almost takes scope for an 
incompletive interpretation comes from the data in (17) in which almost 
follows the direct object. Notice that there is no prepositional phrase in 
(17a) and the sentence is ungrammatical with almost in that position. When 
the goal prepositional phrase is added (17b), almost can remain in that 
position. It receives only the incompletive interpretation: 
 
(17) a.  * I pushed the cart almost. 

 b. I pushed the cart almost to the store. 
  → INCOMPLETIVE ONLY 
 

Under the null preposition hypothesis, we predict the same pattern for 
these reflexive pronoun constructions. The data in (18-19) show that the 
prediction is born out. In (18), in which no reflexive is present and casi 
intervenes between the verb and the direct object, the sentences are 
ungrammatical. When the reflexive is added (19), casi can remain in that 
position. It receives only the incompletive interpretation: 
 
(18) a.  * Comí casi     la   paella. 
  ate-I  almost the paella 
  ‘I almost ate the paella.’ 
 

 b.  * Lavé        casi     los coches. 
  washed-I almost the cars 
  ‘I almost washed the cars.’ 
 

(19) a. Me      comí casi     la   paella. 
  myself ate-I almost the paella 
  ‘I almost ate the paella.’ 
  → INCOMPLETIVE ONLY 
 

 b. Me      lavé          casi     los coches. 
  myself washed-I almost the cars 
  ‘I almost washed the cars.’ 
  → INCOMPLETIVE ONLY 
 
 The adverb placement and corresponding interpretation facts in (18-19) 
can be accounted for straightforwardly under the null preposition 
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hypothesis. In the same way that the overt goal preposition introduces a 
final state over which casi/almost can scope, the null preposition also 
introduces a final state. In this way, the null preposition patterns with the 
overt goal preposition. Let us turn to another way in which the null 
preposition patterns with the overt goal preposition. 
 
5.2. Idiom deformation 
 
 Goal prepositional phrases are able to deform idiomatic interpretation 
(20), while location prepositional phrases are not (21): 
 
(20) a.  # John kicked the bucket to the barn.  

 b.  # John spilled the beans into the sink. 
 

(21) a. John kicked the bucket on the sofa. 
 b. John spilled the beans in the kitchen. 
 

Let us assume that idiom deformation arises from a disruption of a 
local idiom environment. A structural difference exists between goal and 
location prepositional phrases that can potentially explain the difference in 
their respective idiom deformation abilities (see 20-21). Evidence from do-
so constructions suggests that goal prepositional phrases are complements 
of the verb9 and that location prepositional phrases are adjoined to vP. In 
do-so constructions goal prepositional phrases are odd at best (22a), while 
location prepositional phrases are perfectly fine (22b): 
 
(22) a. ??John pushed the cart to the school  

and Frank did so to the church. 
 

 b.  John played soccer at the school  
and Frank did so at the church. 

 
Given that goal prepositional phrases are complements of the verb, they are 
in an appropriate configurational relationship with the local idiom 
environment such that they can disrupt the idiomatic interpretation. Given 
that location prepositional phrases are outside of the local idiom 
environment (as they are adjoined to vP) they are not in an appropriate 
configurational relationship with the local idiom environment and cannot 
deform idiomatic interpretation. These facts, in combination with the null 
preposition hypothesis, predict that the presence of the reflexive pronoun in 
Spanish should deform idiomatic interpretation. This prediction holds, as 

                                                      
9. Larson (1988) makes this claim as well.  
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the data in (23-24) show.10 In (23a) the idiomatic interpretation is that Juan 
is a sponger. When the reflexive pronoun is added (23b), the idiomatic 
interpretation is lost. In (24a) the idiomatic interpretation is that Jose broke 
up with Ana. When the reflexive is added (24b), the idiomatic interpretation 
is lost: 
 
(23) a. Juan come la  sopa  boba. 
  Juan eats   the soup stupid 
  ‘Juan is a sponger’ 
 

 b.  # Juan se come la sopa boba. 
 

(24) a. Jose cortó los lazos con Ana. 
  Jose cut    the ties   with Ana 
  ‘Jose broke up with Ana.’ 
 

 b.  # Jose se cortó los lazos con Ana. 
 

Given the null preposition hypothesis these data are straightforwardly 
handled; the null prepositional phrase is in the same structural configuration 
as the overt goal prepositional phrase. Thus, being a complement of the 
verb, the null prepositional phrase is in the appropriate structural 
configuration to be able to deform idioms.11 
 
6. Conclusion 
 
 In this paper, I have argued that the so-called aspectual reflexive and 
the so-called dative of possession are the same reflexive pronoun and that 
they are introduced as the complement of a null locative preposition. By 
positing the presence of this null preposition, parallel behavior between the 
presence of the reflexive pronoun and overt goal prepositional phrases can 
be accounted for straightforwardly, as well as a restricted range of 
interpretations available in the presence of the reflexive pronoun. 
 
 
                                                      
10. De Miguel & Fernández Lagunilla (2000) observe that the (so-called aspectual) 
reflexive deforms idiomatic interpretation. The examples in (23-24) above are not 
from de Miguel & Fernández Lagunilla (2000). 
11. It is worth noting that these idiom facts pose a very particular difficulty for the 
aspectual analysis. As stated, the aspectual analysis argues that the reflexive is 
introduced into the head of a phrase that is above TP. Given that location 
prepositional phrases are analyzed as adjoined to vP and that they do not disrupt 
idiomatic interpretation, the aspectual analysis actually makes the prediction that the 
reflexive pronoun should not deform idiomatic interpretations at all. This predicts 
the opposite of what the facts are. 
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