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Recipient-prominence vs. beneficiary-prominence

SEPPO KITTILÄ

Linguistic Typology 9 (2005), 269–297 1430–0532/2005/009-0269
c©Walter de Gruyter

Abstract

Surveying the encoding of the semantic roles of recipient, beneficiary, and
recipient-beneficiary from a crosslinguistic perspective, the paper has two goals.
First, by focusing on the encoding of the dual role of recipient-beneficiary, it
tries to show that languages vary in the marking of this role: they either encode
it the same way as they encode recipients or beneficiaries; in the case of recipi-
ent and beneficiary this variation is excluded. Second, current definitions of the
label benefactive will be scrutinized, since this notion is split in a number of
languages and the terminology proposed here is empirically more appropriate
in some cases.

Keywords: beneficiary, dative, ditransitive, ‘give’, grammatical relations,
grammaticalization, indirect object, recipient

1. Introduction

As has often been noted,1 recipients and beneficiaries (or benefactives) have a
number of properties in common. The most salient of these properties is that
recipients and beneficiaries usually benefit from the events they are parts of.
Furthermore, “the beneficiary prototypically exerts potential possessive control
over the benefactum” (Lehmann et al. 2000a: 93; see also Lichtenberk 2002:
440). This is also the case with prototypical recipients who, as the result of an
event, become possessors of a thing that enters their domain of possession (or
sphere of control). Despite the shared features, differences are easy to find too.
For example, the notion of benefaction is far more prominent with beneficiaries

1. See, e.g., Goldberg (1995: 147–151); Shibatani (1996); Tuggy (1996: 428); Song (1998a);
Newman (1996: 217–223, 1998: 17–18, 1999: 132–133); Lehmann et al. (2000a: 93–100,
2000b: 68–87); Leino (2001: 73); Lichtenberk (2002: 439–442).
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270 Seppo Kittilä

(or recipient-beneficiaries and beneficiaries in the terminology employed
here) than with recipients, in addition to which the nature of benefaction is
different.

It is typical of works concerned with the encoding of beneficiaries that the
notion is contrasted to the recipient. In this sense the notion of benefactive
comprises any (animate) role of a three-participant event apart from recipients.
It also refers to overt encoding. The label is usually taken for granted and not
defined in any detail, but its use is compatible with the simple definition pro-
posed here (see, e.g., Song 1998b and Lichtenberk 2002: 440); or different
instances of the notion are not explicitly distinguished from each other (see,
e.g., Sebba 1987: 177 who uses the labels benefactive and “benefactive”,
with the latter, in quotes, corresponding rather closely to the definition of ben-
eficiary in the present paper). The label is used in this sense throughout this
paper. It should also be noted that the label benefactive is here only used in
reference to the works of others, since the terminology of the present paper is
different. The recipient, then, covers the recipient of canonical three-participant
events like ‘give’ and ‘send’. The examples in (1) illustrate the heterogeneity
associated with the notion of benefactive.

(1) Hokkien Chinese (Sino-Tibetan)
a. chiat

cut
pîn-kó
apple

hŌ

give
goá
me

‘Cut an apple for me.’
b. papa

dad
thàn
earns

lúi
money

hŌ

give
goá
me

‘Dad earns money for me.’
c. chhìu

sing
koa
song

hŌ

give
goá
me

‘Sing a song for me.’
d. gı̄m

hold
pîn-kó
apple

hŌ

give
goá
me

‘Hold the apple for me.’
e. John

John
khì
go

Wellington
Wellington

hŌ

give
goá
me

‘John went to Wellington for me.’ (Newman 1996: 220)

In Hokkien, all entities that somehow benefit from events bear the same coding
even though the nature of benefaction differs.2 For example, (1a) involves an
entity that receives a thing as a result of an event in addition to benefiting from
the event, while reception is lacking in (1d) and (1e). (1a) thus exemplifies a

2. For an even more de-semanticized grammaticalization see Song (1998a).
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Recipient-prominence vs. beneficiary-prominence 271

more recipient-like entity, while (1d) and (1e) merely involve a beneficiary,
since the nature of the profiled event excludes reception.

Due to the heterogeneity of the label benefactive, as illustrated in (1), the
notion is divided into two in the present article. The two distinct semantic roles
encoded in the same way in Hokkien will be labelled recipient-beneficiary
(Rb for short) and (pure) beneficiary. Example (1a) represents an Rb, while
(1d) and (1e) exemplify a beneficiary as the roles are to be understood here.
In brief, the distinction is based on whether the entity referred to receives a
concrete entity transferred to its sphere of control as a result of the event it
partakes in or whether it merely benefits from it. (Section 2 will have for more
elaborate definitions.) I have opted for using the seemingly complicated label
recipient-beneficiary in order to prevent confusion with the traditional use
of benefactive, which in most cases also includes pure beneficiaries. The role
of recipient is understood in the traditional sense, i.e., as the animate non-agent
or non-theme role of three-participant events like ‘give’ or ‘send’. A division
similar to the one proposed here (yet not as explicit) is found in Newman (1996:
220, 1999: 131): “[. . .] where we find the give morpheme extended to a ‘true’
benefactive, where the beneficiary does not need to be a recipient of anything
passed”. Also, de Stadler (1996: 287) states that some events of the beneficiary
schema are rather similar to events of the recipient subschema in Afrikaans.

The goal of this article is twofold. First, I wish to examine which of the
two notions, reception or benefaction, determines the encoding of recipient-
beneficiaries. This is based on whether Rbs are encoded as Recipients or as
Beneficiaries. The first type of languages will be called recipient-prominent
and the latter beneficiary-prominent. In doing this I hope to show that the
label benefactive as traditionally used does not always do justice to actual
linguistic data, since the notion is formally split in many languages. I do not
wish to say that the label should be abandoned altogether, but I rather hope
to show that the label formally covers different kinds of “benefactive areas”
in the languages of the world, and thus a unified label in the form typically
proposed is not appropriate. In some languages Rbs are coded as Recipients,
while in others their encoding corresponds to Beneficiaries. In the former case
the “benefactive area” is smaller than in the latter case.

Since the notions of semantic role and argument are central to the discussion,
a terminological note is in order. The label semantic role is employed in a
traditional sense. For instance, the semantic role of recipient is represented by
cases like ‘the dentist gave the book to the teacher’. Semantic here means
merely non-linguistic, and the distinction between semantic and cognitive roles
is immaterial for present purposes: semantic role (or, for short, role) covers
both. The term argument, on the other hand, refers to the encoding of seman-
tic roles and is used in a purely syntactic sense. Moreover, it is used in reference
to any formal manifestation of roles. To make the distinction of semantics and
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272 Seppo Kittilä

overt form explicit in the following sections, the labels with initials capitals,
like Recipient and Beneficiary refer to arguments, while the lack of initial cap-
itals indicates semantic roles. As regards recipient-beneficiary, RB is used in
reference to an argument, whereas Rb denotes the corresponding semantic role.
It should also be noted that in Section 3 the denotation RB is always used in
reference to form regardless of whether the language exhibits a distinct RB
argument or not. Moreover, roles are encoded, while arguments are marked.

The present paper is a typological study insofar as it presents a formal typol-
ogy. However, the study does not present any statistical data on the distribution
and the frequency of the types distinguished. The primary reason for this is the
low number of languages for which I have reliable data. I have consulted some
350 reference grammars for the study, but I could find reliable information only
in perhaps 10 per cent of these. In addition, I have used informants for some
languages. The major problem in data collection was that sometimes I was not
able to definitely state which of the roles we are dealing with. For example, it is
rather difficult to decide whether an argument refers to a recipient-beneficiary
or a beneficiary in clauses like The dentist baked a cake for me, which are am-
biguous in many languages (including English). Pragmatics and contextually
inferred information is very important here (Section 3.7), and it is not always
possible to discuss this in a reference grammar due to limitations of space. I
have therefore tried to use clear cases whenever possible. This also constitutes
a major reason for a more fine-grained distinction of benefactive. Taking into
consideration only the encoding of Rbs may result in misinterpreting the data.
Furthermore, even though ‘give’ clearly is the best example of an event with
a recipient (see, e.g., Tuggy 1998: 35), the verb is formally rather anomalous
in a number of languages (see Kittilä forthcoming a). The role of recipient can
be defined without problems in light of the event ‘give’, but there are more
problems related to defining the Recipient argument. If we take ‘give’ as the
starting point in every language under study, some languages may be analyzed
incorrectly due to an overgeneralization of Recipient encoding (Recipient is
encoded differently from ‘give’ in the majority of cases, see, e.g., (9a)). In
these cases, I have opted for using another verb when defining the Recipient.
Last, I will only deal with the Rb or beneficiary readings of the relevant cases.
Other possible uses associated with the marking concerned (like experiencers
or indirect causation related to Beneficiary encoding) will be ignored.

2. Defining the roles

Before proceeding, it is in order to define the roles at issue. The most relevant
single features on which the division of the roles is based are reception and
benefaction. This is not to say that this is the only way to define these roles.
A finer-grained distinction between different instances of beneficiary might be
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Recipient-prominence vs. beneficiary-prominence 273

possible, and perhaps even necessary in other contexts, but this is not relevant
to the present study. The distinction made is not arbitrary, though, since it is
backed up by data, as Section 3 will show. The following presentation is based
on clear cases and illustrates the roles as idealizations. Moreover, the focus of
the present section lies on the semantic basis of the roles, even though some
examples of their encoding will be given as well.

The semantic roles of recipient, beneficiary, and recipient-beneficiary can be
defined on the basis of the notions of reception and benefaction.3 Reception
refers to the fact that as a result of an event a (concrete) entity enters a recip-
ient’s sphere of control or domain of possession, as in ‘the teacher gave/sent
me a book’ or ‘the ticket won me a thousand Euro’. Whether the reception re-
sults from an actual transfer from an agent to a recipient is irrelevant, which
means that the latter case is considered as well. Benefaction, on the other hand,
implies that the occurrence of an event is beneficial to an entity other than the
agent itself. Benefaction can be understood in (at least) two different ways.
These are here called substitutive and concrete benefaction, with the
former more important for present purposes. Substitutive benefaction refers to
benefaction in events like ‘the teacher parked the car for me/on my behalf’
and ‘the dentist went downtown for me/on my behalf’, in which benefaction
consists in not having to carry out the profiled event oneself. This means that
someone is substituting for the beneficiary as the agent of the profiled event
(cf. the “true benefactive” of Newman 1996: 220). Whether the result of the
event is regarded as beneficial is less relevant here. The other major type of
benefaction is illustrated by cases in which the beneficiary benefits from an
event in that s/he can make some use of its result, but, in contrast to reception,
without receiving anything concrete. Examples include the likes of ‘the profes-
sor built a house for me’ (not ‘the professor built me a house’) or ‘the teacher
lied for me’. One of the readings of the former is that an agent has built a
house for him/herself, and also for being able to accommodate another person
occasionally. The agent itself is the true recipient here (i.e., the house enters
his/her domain of possession), and the beneficiary benefits from the event in
question in having accommodation when s/he needs it. In the latter case (i.e.,
‘the teacher lied for me’), the event may have the result that the beneficiary
avoids a punishment, since someone else is lying for him/her. A substitutive
reading is less probable (yet not completely impossible) in both of these cases.
With concrete benefaction the relation to reception is evident, since the bene-
ficiary gains direct benefit from the events, e.g., by being able to use the result
for his/her purposes.

3. See also de Stadler (1996: 275–287) for discussion of recipient and beneficiary subschemas
in Afrikaans.
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274 Seppo Kittilä

Table 1. The roles of recipient, beneficiary, and recipient-beneficiary defined schemati-
cally

Reception Substitutive benefaction Concrete benefaction

recipient + − 0
beneficiary − + 0
recipient-beneficiary + + 0

On the basis of the notions of reception and benefaction the three roles can
be illustrated as in Table 1. A plus naturally implies that the role has the feature,
while a minus indicates the lack of it; a zero means that the feature is irrelevant.

The characteristic feature of the role of recipient is reception. This does not
exclude concrete benefaction, but it is not a mandatory part of the recipient.
Recipients (as a semantic role) are thus animate entities that receive something
concrete transferred to their sphere of control or domain of possession. The
recipient archetype is illustrated by the recipient of the event ‘give’ (with the
proviso that formally ‘give’ may be a very atypical trivalent verb). The irrel-
evance of benefaction is also manifest in the fact that reception can also be
detrimental, as in ‘the dentist gave me this piece of junk’ or ‘the dentist sent
me a packet with anthrax’, which are usually not considered beneficial events.
Moreover, Beneficiary marking is deemed ungrammatical with genuine recip-
ients in languages like Mupun (2) and Finnish (3).

(2) Mupun (Chadic, Afroasiatic)
a. n-sin

1sg-give
siwol
money

n-wur
prep(to)-3m

mb@

prep
makaranta
school

‘I gave him money (for the school).’
b. *n-sin

1sg-give
br@N-n@

horse-def
mb@

prep (for)
audu
Audu

(For: ‘I gave the horse to Audu.’) (Frajzyngier 1993: 227)

(3) Finnish (Finno-Ugric, Uralic)
a. opettaja

teacher.nom
anto-i
give-3sg.past

poja-lle
boy-all

kirja-n
book-acc

‘The teacher gave the boy a/the book.’
b. opettaja

teacher.nom
juoks-i
run-3sg.past

poja-n
boy-gen

vuoksi
for

‘The teacher ran for the sake of/instead of the boy.’
c. *opettaja

teacher.nom
anto-i
give-3sg.past

kirja-n
book-acc

poja-n
boy-gen

vuoksi
for

(For: ‘The teacher gave the boy a/the book.’)
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Recipient-prominence vs. beneficiary-prominence 275

As shown in Table 1, beneficiaries have substitutive benefaction as their
only positive feature value. The notion of reception is completely lacking here,
which makes the bearers of this role pure beneficiaries. The semantic and also
linguistic differences from recipients are very evident as seen in (4).

(4) Finnish (Finno-Ugric, Uralic)
a. puutarhuri

gardener.nom
anto-i
give-3sg.past

poja-lle
boy-all

kirja-n
book-acc

‘The gardener gave a/the book to the boy.’
b. *hän

3sg.nom
lö-i
hit.past-3sg

mies-tä
man-part

minu-lle
1sg-all

(‘S/he hit the man for (lit. to) me.’)
c. hän

3sg.nom
lö-i
hit.past-3sg

mies-tä
man-part

minu-n
1sg-gen

vuokse-ni
for-1sg.poss

/
/

puolesta-ni
for-1sg.poss
‘S/he hit the man for me/as a favor to me, instead of me.’

In Finnish, ‘give’ governs a Recipient in the allative case. The use of allative is
possible only if the denoted event involves a recipient, as in (4a). The complete
lack of reception and the very prominent nature of benefaction (which follow
from the nature of the event) in (4b) render the clause ungrammatical. Instead,
Beneficiary marking, as in (4c), has to be employed. The role of this argument
is pure beneficiary.

Recipient-beneficiary represents a combination of recipient and beneficiary,
and it thus comprises both reception and (substitutive) benefaction (see Table
1). Neither of the two notions alone suffices to capture the real nature of Rbs.
Canonical instances of Rbs are illustrated by cases like ‘the dentist baked me a
cake’ or ‘the professor built me a house’. The use of recipient is in order here,
since similarly to typical recipients a thing enters the Rb’s sphere of control
or domain of possession (or the Rb is at least an intended recipient, see Jack-
endoff 1990: 184 and Goldberg 1995: 32). On the other hand, in contrast to
recipients of events like ‘give’, substitutive benefaction is a crucial part of Rbs.
For example, the benefaction in events like ‘the professor baked me a cake’
means that the event is carried out on behalf of the Rb.4 This distinguishes Rbs
from recipients, and it is also the most important feature in common for Rbs
and beneficiaries. A substitutive reading is not available for a canonical recip-
ient. This can be explained by whether the events in question are regarded as
a unified whole or as consisting of two (or more) subparts. Events like ‘give’

4. See also Goldberg (1995: 36–37), who states that the actual transfer scene may be lacking
with Rbs, which makes the notion of subsitutive benefaction even more prominent.
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276 Seppo Kittilä

and ‘send’ are considered single events that obligatorily involve a recipient.
Rbs (and beneficiaries), on the other hand, constitute optional parts of events,
which also has the consequence that events with Rbs or beneficiaries can be
regarded as involving two subevents. In more concrete terms, this means that
the event ‘the dentist baked me a cake’ comprises a baking scene followed by
a transfer scene, and the event can be rephrased as ‘the dentist baked a cake
and the dentist gave the cake to me’. The first event has to be completed before
the second can take place. As the rephrasing of the event ‘the dentist baked me
a cake’ makes clear, the Rb partakes only in the second part of the event. The
(substitutive) benefaction refers to the fact that the Rb is not involved in the
first phase, i.e., it does not need to partake in the event that creates the thing
to be transferred to its sphere of control. The nature of benefaction of Rbs is
thus very much the same as with beneficiaries, in which the benefaction also
consists mainly in that the beneficiary does not need to be involved in an event
him/herself. On the other hand, the event ‘give’ cannot be divided into subparts
in the same way, which excludes substitutive readings.

To summarize, the three roles discussed here display differences, but also
share common features. The roles of recipient and beneficiary are distinguished
based on the notion of reception vs. the lack of it. Reception does not exclude
concrete benefaction, but in favorable contexts recipients can be regarded as
beneficiaries, since they can use the transferred thing for their purposes. How-
ever, substitutive benefaction is lacking for recipients, which is the most rele-
vant type of benefaction with regard to the purposes of the present paper. Rbs,
in turn, exhibit features of both of the two other roles. They are similar to re-
cipients in that they receive a thing transferred to their sphere of control (which
is excluded in the case of beneficiaries), while they are similar to beneficiaries
in that both involve substitutive benefaction.

3. Typologizing languages: Tripartite, recipient-prominent, beneficiary-
prominent, neutral, fluid

3.1. Preliminaries

In this section languages will be examined with regard to how they formally
encode the roles of recipient, recipient-beneficiary, and beneficiary as defined
in Section 2. The typology is based on whether Rbs are coded like Recipients or
like Beneficiaries (which are formally distinct in most languages). I will speak
of recipient-prominent and beneficiary-prominent coding accordingly. It needs
to be noted that recipient-prominent vs. beneficiary-prominent languages are
meant as purely formal categories. This means that semantically both reception
and benefaction are parts of Rbs irrespective of which of them is emphasized
formally. Pure instances of each type are illustrated first, after which I proceed
to illustrate optional marking of the relevant differences.
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Recipient-prominence vs. beneficiary-prominence 277

Table 2. Schematic representation of the language types examined

Tripartite languages: [Rec] �= [RB] �= [Ben]
Recipient-prominent languages: [Rec = RB] �= [Ben]
Beneficiary-prominent languages: [Rec] �= [RB = Ben]
Neutral languages: [Rec = RB = Ben]

There are four pure types schematically illustrated in Table 2. The logically
possible fifth type in which the marking of Recipient and Beneficiary coin-
cides and differs from RB ([Rec = Ben] �= [RB]) is unsurprisingly not attested
in any of the languages I have data for. In the following subsections the four
types are illustrated in the order in which they appear in Table 2. The typology
is concerned only with the linguistic identity or differences in the encoding
of the three roles, without regard to whether the identical or different coding
uses cases, adpositions, or whatever, or whether the roles are encoded as di-
rect/indirect or primary/secondary objects. In a similar vein, it is not relevant
to the following discussion whether the Recipient bears a monofunctional cod-
ing as Recipient or is rather marked as a general locative phrase. The typology
will, however, show that Recipients are always more core-like arguments than
RBs and Beneficiaries if a language displays variation in this regard as some do
(the variation is not obligatory). This is not unexpected, since, as discussed in
Section 2, only recipients are integral parts of certain events while the presence
of Rbs and beneficiaries is always optional. If possible, more than one strategy
is usually illustrated when different language types are discussed, merely to
illustrate the differences in the formal encoding of the roles.

It should also be noted that the form of the Recipient is, whenever possible
and plausible, decided on the basis of the verb ‘give’. The event ‘give’ consti-
tutes semantically the best starting point when discussing the role of recipient,
since, as noted above, the event ‘give’ mandatorily involves a recipient, which
also makes it possible to label the argument encoding the role of recipient as
the canonical Recipient of any language. However, ‘give’ constitutes a rather
anomalous verb formally. ‘Give’ deviates from all other trivalent verbs in some
languages including Maltese (see, e.g., Borg & Comrie 1984) and Southeast-
ern Tepehuan (see (9) and also Kittilä forthcoming a), in which features like
verb morphology or case marking distinguish between ‘give’ and other verbs
of similar valency. Thus, employing the verb ‘give’ as the canonical trivalent
verb potentially poses problems for the analysis below, although these prob-
lems are not very severe. First, I have used another trivalent verb as the basis
of classification in cases in which ‘give’ accords the Recipient a deviant mark-
ing. Second, the differences of ‘give’ and other verbs of similar valency only
rarely cause real problems, since the differences between the arguments are ev-
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278 Seppo Kittilä

ident anyway. Thus, either recipient-prominence or beneficiary-prominence is
maintained.

3.2. Tripartite languages ([Rec] �= [RB] �= [Ben])

Languages in which all three roles receive formally distinct encoding provide
evidence that the three semantic roles are distinct. (In a similar vein, the se-
mantic roles of agent, theme, and recipient can be distinguished, since they
are encoded in different ways in a number of languages.) This type, however,
seems to be rather rare crosslinguistically, and the only genuine realizations
of it I have come across are in Germanic languages, namely English (5) and
Icelandic (6; courtesy of Jóhanna Barðdal). The roles are given explicitly for
English for the sake of convenience, and because the roles are largely defined
on the basis of these kinds of canonical cases.

(5) English (Germanic, Indo-European)
a. s/he gave the book to me [recipient]
b. s/he gave me the book [recipient]
c. s/he baked a cake for me [recipient-beneficiary]
d. s/he baked me a cake [recipient-beneficiary]
e. s/he went to the market for me [beneficiary]
f. *s/he went me to the market [beneficiary]

(6) Icelandic (Germanic, Indo-European)
a. maðurinn

man.nom
gaf
gave

konu/konunni
woman/woman.dat

bók
book

‘The man gave the woman a book.’
b. *maðurinn

man.nom
gar
gave

bók
book

til
to

konunnar/hennar
woman/her

(For: ‘The man gave a book to the woman.’)
c. *hann

he.nom
bakaði
bake.past

mér
me

köku
cake.acc

(For: ‘He baked me a cake.’)
d. hann

he.nom
bakaði
bake.past

köku
cake.acc

handa
for

mér
me

‘He baked me a cake.’
e. hann

he.nom
bakaði
bake.past

köku
cake.acc

fyrir
for

mig
me

‘He baked me a cake/he baked a cake for me (instead of me).’
f. hann

he.nom
lagði
park.past

bílnum
car.acc

fyrir
for

mig
me

‘He parked the car for me.’
g. *hann lagði mér bílnum
h. *hann lagði bílnum handa mér
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Recipient-prominence vs. beneficiary-prominence 279

Examples (5a–b) illustrate the two forms of Recipient in English. The mark-
ing is (optionally) different from RBs, since the preposition in the antidative
(as (a) and (c) are termed by Dryer (1986: 822)) is different (to vs. for). Both
Recipients and RBs allow dative shift, which distinguishes them from Benefi-
ciaries, as illustrated in (5f) (see also Givón 1984: 155). Thus, in English, the
relevant traits of the arguments are as follows: Recipients are marked with to
in antidative and they allow dative shift, RBs are marked with for in antidative,
and they also allow dative shift, while Beneficiaries are preceded by for with-
out the possibility of dative shift. In Icelandic, the distinction is the same, but
its linguistic manifestation is different. The Recipient archetype cannot be an
adpositionally marked indirect object, as (6a–b) show. RBs and Beneficiaries
take prepositions, but different ones: RBs take handa, while Beneficiaries take
fyrir. Constructions with two direct object-like arguments are not possible in
these cases, as the ungrammaticality of (6c) and (6g) shows. The distinction be-
tween the three arguments is especially clear in Icelandic, which uses distinct
mechanisms for each argument. In English, on the other hand, the marking
of RB is a genuine combination of Recipient and Beneficiary properties. The
possibility of dative shift makes RBs similar to Recipients, while the use of
the preposition for stresses their relation to Beneficiaries. English thus nicely
illustrates the dual nature of the Rb formally.

As noted above, the tripartite type appears to be very rare crosslinguisti-
cally. This is perhaps best explained by economy. Since Rbs involve features
of both recipient and beneficiary, languages have the option of encoding the
role identically to either Recipients or Beneficiaries. Moreover, the three roles
can usually be distinguished on the basis of verb or clause semantics (or prag-
matics), which makes a distinct RB argument rather redundant. This means, for
example, that verbs denoting inherently three-participant events like ‘give’ and
‘send’ involve a recipient, while verbs like ‘bake’ and ‘build’ which denote the
creation of a thing are most natural with an Rb reading, while verbs that cannot
denote a transfer like ‘park’ or ‘walk’ only allow a beneficiary reading. (There
are also cases in which this generalization does not hold.) The rare occurrence
of the tripartite language type does, however, not demolish the proposed typol-
ogy, since crosslinguistically the role of Rb can be shown to be real, insofar as
languages vary with regard to whether they encode this role like a Recipient or
like a Beneficiary. This kind of variation is absent in the case of recipients and
beneficiaries.

3.3. Recipient-prominent languages ([Rec, RB] �= [Ben])

As noted above, due to the dual nature of Rbs they can be encoded as either Re-
cipients or Beneficiaries. This section examines languages that have a distinct
marking for Recipients and Beneficiaries, and in which the marking of RBs is
identical to Recipients. The type is illustrated in (7)–(9).
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(7) Finnish (Finno-Ugric, Uralic)
a. kuningas

king.nom
anto-i
give.past-3sg

poja-lle
boy-all

kirja-n
book-acc

‘The king gave a/the book to the boy.’
b. hammaslääkäri

dentist.nom
leipo-i
bake-3sg.past

puoliso-lle-en
spouse-all-3.poss

kaku-n
cake-acc

‘The dentist baked his/her spouse a cake.’
c. hän

3sg.nom
lö-i
hit.past-3sg

mies-tä
man-part

minu-n
1sg-gen

vuokse-ni
for-1sg.poss

/
/

takia-ni
for-1sg.poss
‘S/he hit the man for me/as a favor to me/on my behalf.’

(8) Yoruba (Niger-Congo)
a. ó

he
fi
put

owó
money

náà
the

fún
give

mi
me

‘He gave me the money.’
b. rà

buy
á
it

fún
give

mi
me

‘Buy it for me.’
c. bá

bá
mi
me

lo
ġo

s’
to

ó
˙

jà
market

‘Go for me to the market.’ (Sebba 1987: 176–177, cited from
Rowlands 1969: 83–84)

(9) Southeastern Tepehuan (Uto-Aztecan)
a. añ

1sg
dyo
pe

gui-m
clr-2sg

maqui-a’
give-fut

ji
emp

ja’p
thus

sap
reu

t1tda
told

‘ “I will give it to you”, he told me.’
b. jaró

who
ba-m-b11-dya-c
twd-2sg-pass-appl-pi

gu-m
art-2sg

sa’ua?
blanket

‘Who brought you your blanket?’
c. ma’n-ap

one-2sg
jiñ-som-dya-‘
1sg-sew-appl-fut

gu
art

cutun
shirt

‘Please sew a shirt for me.’
d. chiñi-a’-ap

ask-fut-2sg
gu-m
art-2sg

xix
sibling

cu-m
so-2sg

t1miñ-xi-dya-‘
lower-ben-appl-fut

gu-m
art-2sg

sa’ua
blanket

na
sub

gu’
but

të’cov
high

dá
sit

‘Ask your (older) sibling to get your blanket down for you be-
cause it’s up high.’ (Willett 1991: 76–77, 182–183)

In Finnish, the case marking of RBs coincides with Recipients (both occur
in the allative), while the marking of Beneficiary is adpositional. There are no
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options available for the marking, and the use of allative is completely ungram-
matical for Beneficiary (see (4b)). In Yoruba, the verb used in the serial verb
construction distinguishes the arguments. The verb fún ‘give’ is used for Re-
cipients and RBs, while the verb used for Beneficiaries is ba.5 Southeastern
Tepehuan differs from the other languages in that the difference between the
roles is encoded via verb affixes. The affix -dya- is employed for Recipients and
RBs, while the benefactive affix -xi- is additionally employed for Beneficiaries.
Example (9a) is given here in order to illustrate the marginally tripartite nature
of Tepehuan, along with the potential problems related to ‘give’. ‘Give’ lacks
-dya-, which distinguishes it from both typical Recipients and RBs. However,
‘give’ is the only verb in the language that allows this, which makes it ques-
tionable to classify Tepehuan as genuinely tripartite. Taking the encoding of the
majority of inherently three-participant events as the starting point is more ap-
propriate, and in this view Tepehuan is clearly a recipient-prominent language.

Examples in (7)–(9) illustrate languages that have mostly been ignored in
discussions of benefactives. They also seriously call into question the justifica-
tion of the label benefactive as it is typically used in the literature. As noted
in the introduction, the notion usually covers both Rbs and beneficiaries, and
also the corresponding (in many cases) identical arguments. However, in these
languages, the notion is formally split, and the use of a unified label is not jus-
tified. The proposed label recipient-prominence better captures the nature
of these languages. Reception determines the marking whenever it is present,
while Beneficiary marking is possible only if the notion of reception and thus
the role of recipient is lacking altogether. Whether events inherently involve
three participants or not appears to be irrelevant, but the marking is determined
by either reception (Recipients and RB’s) or benefaction (Beneficiaries).

3.4. Beneficiary-prominent languages ([Rec] �= [RB, Ben])

Since Rbs involve both recipient-like and beneficiary-like traits, we can predict
that there will also be languages that have grammaticalized the notion of bene-
faction as the decisive factor in the encoding of this role. Formally, this means
that the marking of Recipient is distinct from RBs and Beneficiaries, which are
marked identically. Some examples are given in (10)–(13).

(10) Tamil (Dravidian)
a. raman

pn
biravy-ukku
pn-dat

pant-ai
ball-acc

kuúu-tt-aan
give-prt-3sg.m

‘Raman has given Biravy a ball.’ (Lehmann et al. 2000a: 93)

5. Not discussed in any more detail by Sebba (1987). See also Kouwenberg (1994: 394–395) for
Berbice Dutch Creole for a similar case.
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b. avan
3sg.m

en-ukk-aaka
1sg-dat-ben

oru
a

ttopi-yai
hat-acc

vangi-n-aan
buy-prt-3sg.m

‘He has bought a hat for me.’ (Lehmann et al. 2000a: 76)
c. rani

pn
piííai-akk-aaka
child-dat-ben

muúi-yai
hair-acc

vari-viúúaaí

comb-compl-3sg.f
‘Rani has combed the child’s hair (for him/her).’ (Lehmann et al.
2000a: 70)

(11) Iranian Azari (Turkic, Altaic)
a. män

1sg
kitab-ı
book-acc

ušag-ya
child-dat

ver-di-m
give-past-1sg

‘I gave the book to the child.’
b. män

1sg
kitab-ı
book-acc

ušag-ıčın
child-ben

al-dı-m
buy-past-1sg

‘I bought the book for the child.’
c. ali

pn.nom
män-ıčın
1sg-ben

üz-dü
swim-3sg.past

‘Ali swam for me.’ (Dehghani 2000: 146, 150, 159)
(12) Maori (Polynesian, Austronesian)

a. kei te
t/a

whakamaarama
explain

ia
3sg

i
prep

ngaa
the.pl

koorero
talk

pakitara
fiction

ki
prep

ngaa
the.pl

tamariki
children

‘She is explaining the stories to the children.’
b. kua

t/a
mahi-a
make-pass

e
by

pani
pn

he
a

kapu
cup

tii
tea

maa
prep

raatou
3pl

‘Pani has made them a cup of tea.’
c. i

t/a
hoatu
give

ahau
1sg

i
do

te
the

maaripi
knife

ki
prep

tana
sg.gen.sg

hoa
friend

maa
prep

hone
John

‘I gave the knife to John’s friend for John.’ (Bauer et al. 1993:
272)

(13) Sochiapan Chinantec (Otomanguean)
a. kaL-heL

past-offer.ti.3
cúM

3
kãuM

one.in
siíM

book
NiiHkõM

to
hnáHL

1sg
‘S/he offered a book to me.’

b. hmuL

make.ti.fut.3
cúM

3
hmáïH

fiesta
(PiL)
(comp)

kaL-tï
past-regard

míHTiúH

mother.3
‘They will make a fiesta/party for their mother.’

c. kaL-hũL

past-die.ia.3
cúM

3
(PiL)
(comp)

kaL-taH

past-regard.ia.3
hnoPH

we.pl
‘He died for us.’ (Foris 2000: 287–288)
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In Tamil and Iranian Azari, the distinction between Recipients vs. RBs and
Beneficiaries is reflected in case marking. In Tamil, Recipients bear dative
marking, while RBs and Beneficiaries are marked with both dative and bene-
factive. If Beneficiaries were marked with -aaka only, Tamil would be similar
to English, where RBs also combine the features of Recipients and Benefi-
ciaries. However, this is not the case, as (10c) shows, and Tamil represents a
typical beneficiary-prominent language in which Recipient is formally distin-
guished from RB and Beneficiary. In Iranian Azari, the difference is between
dative and benefactive marking. Dative marks Recipients, as in (11a), while the
affix -ıčın encodes both RBs and Beneficiaries, as in (11b, c). Maori works very
much like Tamil and Azari, but with the difference that it lacks morphological
case marking, and the arguments are distinguished by prepositions. Recipients
are preceded by ki, while maa precedes RBs and Beneficiaries. The formal dif-
ferences between the arguments are more drastic in Sochiapan Chinantec. Re-
cipients are marked with the preposition NiiHkõM , as in (13a), while RBs and
Beneficiaries appear as parts of complement clauses. This also manifests the
semantic differences between the roles under study here, since Recipients are
closer to the clause core than RBs and Beneficiaries. This is closely related to
the difference between single events (13a) and events comprising distinct sub-
parts (13b, c), since the latter are encoded using bi-clausal constructions (see
Section 2). Despite these evident formal differences the same coding principle
is at work here.

Languages like Tamil and Maori (see (10)–(13)) are the exact opposite of
those illustrated in Section 3.3 also in another important respect. As noted
above, languages like Finnish and Yoruba constitute the best starting point for
arguing against the traditional label benefactive as a single category: the no-
tion is split in (7)–(9). In contrast, for languages examined in this section this
use of the label is very appropriate. RBs and Beneficiaries are explicitly dis-
tinguished from Recipients and marked identically to each other, which is in
line with the traditional use of the label benefactive. The role of beneficiary
determines the marking of arguments whenever it is present, not only when the
role of recipient is lacking, as was the case in Section 3.3. Thus, as opposed
to (7)–(9), only if the role of beneficiary is lacking altogether does the role of
recipient determine the marking, as in the (a)-examples above.

The formal differences in the encoding of the roles in (10)–(13) may also
be said to be based on whether or not the roles are integral parts of events.
Recipients constitute integral parts of events like ‘give’ and ‘send’, while Rbs
and beneficiaries are always optional parts of events. Hence, another way of
analyzing the languages in (10)–(13) is to regard them as languages in which
the encoding of the roles is based on the inherence of their presence rather than
the notion of benefaction. This would, however, imply that reception cannot
condition the marking in cases like ‘the teacher threw the ball to me’, since
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the recipient is not an integral part of these events, and should thus be marked
as a Beneficiary in case the encoding would be determined by inherence only.
Beneficiary prominence is strongest if a language uses Recipient marking also
in these cases, since in this case the marking is sensitive to the roles of recipient
and beneficiary, not to whether these roles are integral parts of events or not. Be
this as it may, the languages examined in this section best illustrate a unified
benefactive notion, and if all the languages in the world would work on the
same principle there would be no reason for modifying the label benefactive
in any way.

3.5. Neutral languages ([Rec, RB, Ben])

Languages in which Recipient, RB, and Beneficiary are identical can be called
“neutral”. Three different realizations of this type are illustrated in (14)–(16).

(14) Warlpiri (Pama-Nyungan, Australian)
a. karnta-ngku

woman-erg
ka-rla
pres-3dat

kurdu-ku
baby-dat

miyi
food

yi-nyi . . .
give-nonpast

‘The woman is giving food to the baby [. . .].’
b. nyampu

this
ka-rna-la
pres-1sg-3dat

kurlada
spear

wurduju-ma-ni
good-caus-nonpast

‘I am making this spear for him.’
c. karnta

woman
ka-rla
pres-3dat

kurdu-ku
child-dat

parnka-mi
run-nonpast

‘The woman is running for the sake of the child.’ (Simpson 1991:
206, 380–381)

(15) Lolovoli dialect of North-East Ambae (Oceanic, Austronesian)
a. mo

real
bete
give

lawe
dat

na
acc

tangaloi
people

haro
random

‘S/he gives to just anybody.’
b. na=ni

1sg.s=irr
solo
wash

na
acc

gawu-mu
clothes-2sg.p

lawe=go
dat/ben=2sg.o

‘I’ll wash your clothes for you.’
c. nu

1sg.s.tel
wehe
kill

samwegi-ni=e
be.unable-tr=3sg.o

siu
then

mo
real

wehe=a
kill=3sg.o

lawe=eu
dat/ben=1sg.o

‘I couldn’t kill it, so he killed it for me.’
d. go=ni

2sg.s=irr
mas
must

uli
write

na
acc

leta
letter

lawe=eu
dat/ben=1sg.o

‘You must write a letter to/for me.’ (Hyslop 2001: 147–148)
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(16) Thai (Daic)
a. kháw

he
sòN

send
còdmǎaj
letter

hâj
give

phŷan
friend

‘He sends his friend a letter.’
b. dEEN

pn
jiN
shoot

nóg
bird

hâj
give

sùdaa
pn

‘Deng shoots a bird for Sudaa.’
c. dEEN

pn
paj
go

talàad
market

hâj
give

sùdaa
pn

‘Deng is going to the market for Sudaa.’ (Bisang 1992: 366)

In these languages Recipients, RBs, and Beneficiaries all bear the same mark-
ing, i.e., the semantic differences between the encoded roles have been neutral-
ized. The three languages illustrate three different manifestations of the neutral
type. In Warlpiri, all the arguments bear dative marking. In Lolovoli, on the
other hand, the preposition lawe is used to mark these three arguments. The
neutrality of this preposition is best illustrated in the ambiguity of (15d), in
which both a recipient and a pure beneficiary reading are possible with no
formal differences in the encoding of the roles. Thai, in turn, illustrates a lan-
guage in which the verb ‘give’ can occur in a serial verb construction regard-
less of whether this is compatible with the original semantics of ‘give’ (see also
(1) from Hokkien). We may thus perhaps say that in Thai (and also Hokkien)
the verb ‘give’ has developed into a general de-semanticized preposition in
cases like (16) without any connection with its original meaning (see also Song
1998a).

There are no formal differences between Recipients and Beneficiaries in
(14)–(16), which means that the starting point for examining recipient-promin-
ence or beneficiary-prominence is lacking. Only the origin of the marking and
the “direction” of grammaticalization can be examined in these cases. Different
(hypothetical) paths of grammaticalization may be helpful here. There are two
ways of analyzing languages like Warlpiri, Lolovoli, and Thai. First, we may
say that the original semantics of recipient has faded making it possible for Rbs
and beneficiaries to be encoded as Recipients as well. This seems rather plau-
sible at least for Thai in which this origin is still manifest, since the verb used
for this is ‘give’. The original semantics of ‘give’, however, is rather obscure
in (16b) and (16c) (see also (1)). The other possible origin is that the marking
of Recipient has emerged on the basis of RBs and/or Beneficiaries, in which
case the benefaction would be more prominent. The latter does, however, seem
far less probable given the fact that RBs and Beneficiaries are always optional
constituents of clauses. It is more important for a language to have the means
of expressing mandatory arguments. This is also in accordance with Heine et
al. (1991: 159), who state that the degree of grammaticalization of dative is
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higher than that of benefactive. For present purposes this means that reference
to the recipient is grammaticalized earlier, which makes the second proposed
development rather unlikely (even though I cannot rule it out without concrete
diachronic data). The first proposed grammaticalization path is more probable
also in light of the fact that ‘give’, despite the very prominent role of recipient,
also displays beneficial traits in favorable conditions. We can thus think of a
grammaticalization path that produces neutral languages like Warlpiri, Lolo-
voli, and Thai. Certain changes and reanalyses are required, since originally
the substitutive benefaction is not a part of the verb ‘give’.

3.6. Fluid languages

Thus far, I have examined languages in which the role encoding is constant:
roles are either distinguished formally (Sections 3.2–3.4) or they are not (Sec-
tion 3.5). In addition, there are languages in which these roles are only option-
ally encoded distinctively: there are options as regards the form of Recipient,
RB, and Beneficiary. In what follows, different types of this will be examined.

As noted in passing in Sections 1 and 2, Rbs allow two readings due to
the dual nature of the role in question. Put more concretely, clauses like ‘he
built the house for me’ allow both an Rb and a pure beneficiary reading. Even
though the intended reading is often retrievable from context, some languages
have additional strategies of disambiguating cases like these. In what follows,
I will look at how languages deal with this ambiguity. It needs to be stated here
that roles other than Rb may be considered as well, as long as there are un-
ambiguous mechanisms for either recipient(-beneficiary) or beneficiary read-
ings. Some of the cases discussed below may thus fall outside the scope of the
article in a very strict sense. They do, however, provide us with clear exam-
ples of recipient-prominence and beneficiary-prominence. In accordance with
Sections 3.3 and 3.4, languages will be divided into recipient-prominent and
beneficiary-prominent types. The distinction is based on whether the languages
have an unambiguous mechanism available for Recipient or Beneficiary. The
languages to be discussed below differ from those in Sections 3.3 and 3.4, in
which the marking of Rbs is identical to one or the other of the two roles with-
out any semantic consequences. In the examples that follow, in contrast, either
recipient-like or beneficiary-like traits of Rbs are completely absent, which
makes an unambiguous reading of a clause possible. In addition to pure op-
tional languages, languages in which the marking is more semantically-driven
will be touched upon.

3.6.1. Optionally recipient-prominent languages. Languages discussed in
this section have the means of disambiguating clauses in favor of a recipient
reading. Two examples are given in (17) and (18).
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(17) Thai (Daic)
a. dEEN

pn
sǑOn
teach

lêeg
math

hâj
give

sùdaa
pn

hâj
give

phŷan
friend

‘Deng teaches Sudaa math for a friend.’
b. dEEN

pn
sǑOn
teach

lêeg
math

kÈE

prep
sùdaa
pn

hâj
give

phŷan
friend

‘Deng teaches Sudaa math for a friend.’ (Bisang 1992: 367, cited
from Pongsri 1970: 123)

(18) Babungo (Grassfields Bantu, Niger-Congo)
a. m@̀

I
kÒ

give.perf
fá
thing

tí
to

wùumbǎ
friend

Nwāa
my

‘I gave something to my friend.’
b. m@̀

I
g@̀

go.perf
táa
to

yìwìN
market

tí
to

wùumbǎ
friend

Nwāa
my

‘I went to the market for my friend.’
c. m@̀

I
kÒ

give.perf
wùumbǎ
friend

Nwāa
my

n@̀

with
fá
thing

‘I gave something to my friend.’ (Schaub 1985: 144)

Thai uses serial verb constructions for accommodating Recipients, RBs, and
Beneficiaries (the verb is usually ‘give’, see also (16)). The verb sǑOn ‘teach’
can mark its arguments in two different ways: either both Recipient and Benefi-
ciary are preceded by hâj (17a), or the Recipient is marked with the preposition
kEE, as in (17b). The Beneficiary retains the marking with hâj also in this case.
In Babungo, the situation is very much the same. There is an optional construc-
tion for an unambiguous recipient reading illustrated in (18c). The changes are
more drastic in Babungo, and they affect the clause structure as a whole.

Further examples of optionally recipient-prominent languages are English
and Icelandic, categorized as tripartite in Section 3.2. In English, clauses like
He baked the cake for me are ambiguous between a substitutive beneficiary
reading and an Rb reading. The ambiguity can be resolved in favor of the Rb
via dative shift, which excludes the pure beneficiary reading (thus, the clause
He baked me a cake necessarily involves an RB). In Icelandic, on the other
hand, there are two distinct prepositions for RBs and Beneficiaries, i.e., handa
and fyrir. The latter of these is potentially ambiguous, while the former only
allows an Rb-reading, which means that the ambiguity can be resolved by em-
ploying the preposition handa. Despite the optionality of the differences, En-
glish and Icelandic can be regarded as tripartite, since the three arguments can
be explicitly distinguished. This is not possible in Thai or Babungo, which have
only two mechanisms for encoding three roles.
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3.6.2. Optionally beneficiary-prominent languages. In Section 3.6.1 option-
ally recipient-prominent languages were discussed. The other optional type are
languages that optionally mark the Beneficiary explicitly.

(19) Qiang (Tibeto-Burman, Sino-Tibetan)
a. sum

teacher
the:-tC@
3sg-gen

pi:-xs@-lA
pen-three-cl

de-l
dir-give

‘The teacher gave him three pens.’
b. mA:

mama
qA-tC@
1sg-gen(ben)

fA
clothing

ùpetC
sew

‘Mama sews my clothes/mama sews clothing for me.’
c. the:

3sg
qA-XuAni
1sg-because

s@
firewood

ge-k@

chop-go
‘He went to chop wood for me.’ (LaPolla 2003: 578)

(20) Manipuri (Tibeto-Burman, Sino-Tibetan)
a. @y-n@

1sg-nom
tomb@-gi
pn-gen

yum
house

l@y
bought

‘I bought Tomba’s house/a house for Tomba.’
b. @y-n@

1sg-nom
tomb@-gi-d@-m@k
pn-gen-loc-only

yum
house

l@y
bought

‘I bought a house for the sake of Tomba.’
c. ma-n@

3sg-nom
@y-gi
1sg-gen

s@Ngom
milk

yon-bi
sell-ben

‘He sells milk for me (on my behalf).’ (Bhat & Ningomba 1997:
131)

(21) Mandarin (Chinese, Sino-Tibetan)
a. tā

3sg
xiěle
write.past

xìn
letter

gěi
to/for

wǒ
1sg

‘S/he wrote letters to/for me.’
b. tā

3sg
gěi
to/for

wǒ
1sg

xiěle
write.past

xìn
letter

‘S/he wrote letters for me.’ (Sebba 1987: 180)
c. wǒ

1sg
gěi
give

tā
3sg

xiě
write

yì
1

fēng
cl

xìn
letter

‘I am writing a letter to/for him.’
d. wǒ

1sg
tì
replace

tā
3sg

xiě
write

yì
1

fēng
cl

xìn
letter

‘I am writing a letter for him.’ (Bisang 1992: 171)

Qiang is a seemingly recipient-prominent language, as the identity of Recip-
ient and RB marking illustrated in (19a, b) shows. Example (19b) illustrates the
ambiguity of RBs, in which case the possible readings are possessor and Rb.
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The ambiguity can be resolved, as shown in (19c), where only the beneficiary
reading is possible. The close relation of possessors and Rbs and/or beneficia-
ries (see, e.g., Lichtenberk 2002) makes overt disambiguation necessary. The
situation is very much the same in Manipuri, in which there are two disam-
biguating mechanisms. First, the marking of the RB/Possessor can be manip-
ulated and changed into (unambiguous) Beneficiary, as in (20b), where only
a beneficiary reading is possible. The other option is to modify the verb mor-
phology, which also disambiguates the semantic role of the genitively marked
argument in favor of the beneficiary. Mandarin is also a language with two
ways of dealing with the ambiguity at issue. In (21a) and (21c), two readings
(recipient vs. beneficiary) are possible. However, only a beneficiary reading is
allowed if the Recipient/Beneficiary argument immediately follows the Agent,
as in (21b). The other way of resolving the ambiguity is to change the serial
verb from gěi ‘give’ to tì ‘replace’, as in (21d). In this case, the word order
remains constant, but as in (21b) an unambiguous reading is assured.

Languages like Qiang, Manipuri, and Mandarin are the best examples of
cases in which either the recipient-like or the beneficiary-like traits of Rbs are
completely absent. As stated in Section 2, (concrete) benefaction is an optional
part of recipients in that the thing transferred to the recipient’s sphere of con-
trol or domain of possession is usually regarded as somehow beneficial. On the
other hand, pure beneficiaries are never recipients. This means that in (19)–
(21) one of the relevant notions (reception or benefaction) of Rbs is completely
lacking in the unambiguous cases, even though the bearers of the role option-
ally have this feature, which is illustrated in (19b), (20a), and (21a, c).

The changes illustrated in (19)–(21) have resulted from the ambiguity as-
sociated with RBs. For example, in Mandarin, serial verb constructions with
‘give’ render two readings possible, because of which an overt disambiguation
may be needed in case the intended reading is not contextually retrievable. A
somewhat different case is seen in (22).

(22) Vietnamese (Mon-Khmer)
a. tôi

1sg
mua
buy

cho
‘give’

Giáp
pn

quy`̂en
class

sách
book

này
dem

‘I buy this book for Giap.’ (Bisang 1992: 314)
b. tôi

1sg
ąi
go

cho
˙
˘

market
cho
‘give’

me
˙mother

‘I go to the market for mother.’ (Bisang 1992: 314)
c. bà

2sg.hon
ąua
bring

hình
photo

tôi
1sg

cho
give

ba
˙

n
friend

giùm
help

tôi
1sg

‘Would you please give this photo to my friend for me.’ (Bisang
1992: 315)
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At first sight, Vietnamese appears to be a typical neutral language, since Re-
cipients, RBs, and Beneficiaries are all accommodated through the verb ‘give’.
However, as the shift from ‘give’ to ‘help’ in (22c) shows, there is an unam-
biguous encoding mechanism available for the role of beneficiary. The unam-
biguous marking seems to be confined to cases where both Recipient/RB and a
Beneficiary are present (dative and benefactive in terms of Bisang 1992: 314),
which distinguishes between Vietnamese and the other languages.

3.6.3. Semantically conditioned optionality. In the cases examined in the
previous subsections the conditioning factor for the changes is the disambigua-
tion of two (equally) probable readings (like Rb and beneficiary or possessor
and beneficiary). As such, the meaning remains constant even though the num-
ber of possible readings decreases (from two to one). However, nothing new is
added to the meaning of clauses in (17)–(22), since the highlighted reading is
a part of the meaning of these clauses also in the ambiguous cases. This kind
of (optional) marking may also have semantic consequences. This means that
a language has at least two ways of encoding one of the three roles, but in con-
trast to (17)–(22), the variation is semantically conditioned, and thus affects
the meaning of clauses. Typical examples of this are in (23)–(25).

(23) Maori (Polynesian, Austronesian)
a. i

t/a
hoatu
give

a
pers

mere
Mary

i
do

te
the

keke
cake

ki
prep

tana
sg.gen.3sg

tama
son
‘Mary gave the cake to her son.’ (to carry, to look after, without
any necessary expectation what to do with it)

b. i
t/a

hoatu
give

a
pers

mere
Mary

i
do

te
the

keke
cake

maa
int.gen

tana
sg.gen.3sg

tama
son
‘Mary gave the cake to her son.’ (for himself to keep, with the
expectation that he will eat it) (Bauer et al. 1993: 272)

(24) Khmer (Mon-Khmer)
a. khñom

1sg
nẀN

fut
bÈt
close

tvì:@r
door

Paoy
give

‘I close the door for him.’ (Bisang 1992: 425)
b. kÒ@t

3sg
ba@k
open

tvì:@r
door

sOmrap
use

khñom
1sg

‘He opens the door for me (in order that it remains open and I
can make a use of this favor).’ (Bisang 1992: 426)

Brought to you by | Helsinki University Main Library
Authenticated

Download Date | 10/18/18 3:13 PM



Recipient-prominence vs. beneficiary-prominence 291

c. Po:pùk
father

tèñ

buy
si@vphÈ̀u
book

Paoy
give

khñom
1sg

‘Father bought a book for me.’ (Bisang 1992: 424)
d. khñom

1sg
tèñ

buy
si@vphÈ̀u
book

nìh
dem

sOmrap
use

ko:n-pros
son

‘I buy this book for my son (in order that he will use it).’ (Bisang
1992: 425)

(25) Epena Pedee (Chocó)
a. warrá-pa

son-erg
pháta
plantain

tee-hí
give-past

či
ref

nawe-má-a
mother-loc-dat

‘The boy gave the plantain to his mother.’
b. jose-Pithée

pn-for
m1-a
1sg-erg

hápa
canoe

óo
make

tee-hí
give-past

‘I made a canoe for José.’ (Harms 1994: 67–68)

In a purely formal sense, examples in (23)–(25) are very similar to those in
Sections 3.6.1 and 3.6.2. However, differences arise if we take the semantic
consequences of the changes into account. In (17)–(22), the different ways of
encoding the roles are to some extent interchangeable, especially if the direc-
tion is from unambiguous to ambiguous readings. As opposed to this, formal
changes always coincide with semantic changes in (23)–(25). The prototype
of this kind of change seems to be whether the intended recipient is actually
going to use the transferred thing for his/her purposes, or whether the clause
only focuses on the transfer with no further implications for what happens af-
ter that. This is clearly the conditioning factor in Maori and Khmer, in which
the ‘to’- or ‘give’-variant merely denotes an event in which a thing is trans-
ferred to the recipient’s sphere of control or domain of possession without
any implication about what the recipient is going to do with the transferred
thing. (See also Roberts 1891: 149 for Khasi.) The motion is decisive here.
The ‘for’- or ‘use’-variants, on the other hand, imply that the recipient is going
to use the transferred thing (or the result of the event in the case of (24b)) for
his/her purposes. The English to/for-variation in the case of bring is also very
close to this in meaning. A similar case is also attested in Afrikaans, where
the prepositions aan vs. vir vary according to how permanent the transfer is
(de Stadler 1996: 276). In Maori, the preposition employed in the semantically
more specific construction is the same that is usually used for Beneficiaries
or RBs. In Khmer, the serial verb is the semantically more specific “use”. In
contrast to Khmer and Maori, the variation is governed by a different factor in
Epena Pedee. The form of the Recipient varies depending on whether an actual
physical transfer is involved or not. This variation is also understandable, since
‘give’ is an event that can merely indicate a change in the possession relations,
or there can also be concrete transfer involved. In some cases it might be nec-
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essary to distinguish between the two. The three languages diverge in that in
Maori and Epena Pedee the argument relevant to the variation is the Recipient,
while in Khmer it can be either Beneficiary (24b) or RB (24d).

3.7. Closing words

The discussion in Sections 3.2–3.6 is based on clear cases in which it is rather
easy to determine what role we are dealing with and to analyze the languages
accordingly. In this section I will examine a couple of less than clear cases and
discuss some factors relevant to how clauses are interpreted.6

In many of the cases above the lexical information allows only one reading.
For example, the event ‘he gave me the book’ clearly involves a recipient, while
‘he baked me a cake’ involves an Rb and ‘he parked the car for me’ contains a
beneficiary. However, as was noted above, constructions with RBs allow varia-
tion between Rb and pure beneficiary readings in many languages. This is also
the case in English in which clauses like He baked a cake for me can involve an
Rb as well as a beneficiary. In the former case, the referent of for me receives
the transferred thing, while in the latter the event in question is carried out by
someone instead of the beneficiary. This variation follows from the nature of
the event denoted. In the world we live in both readings are equally possible
(both semantically and pragmatically). In this particular case, the theme of the
event is such that it can be received and used for further purposes; the usual
thing to do with a cake is to eat it. Context usually resolves potential ambigu-
ity. On the other hand, there are numerous events whose nature strongly favors
one reading, but the other one cannot be excluded. An example of this is (26).

(26) Finnish (Finno-Ugric, Uralic)
a. isä

father.nom
tappo-i
kill.past-3sg

perhee-lle-en
family-all-3poss

hirve-n
moose-acc

‘The father killed a moose for his family.’
b. !isä

father.nom
tappo-i
kill.past-3sg

perhee-lle-en
family-all-3poss

miehe-n
man-acc

‘!The father killed a man for his family.’

Example (26a) profiles a typical event in an environment in which hunting
game constitutes an important means of getting food. This example implies
that the killed moose will be eaten, which means that the allatively marked
Recipient refers to a typical Rb. On the other hand, the pragmatically more
natural reading of (26b) is that the referent of the Theme has been killed as a
favor to the family. Example (26b) would thus be pragmatically appropriate,
for example in case that a man has been threatening a family, which will not be

6. For a more detailed examination of similar cases in Finnish, see Kittilä (forthcoming b).
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the case after the profiled event has occurred. In languages with an ambiguous
RB, this would certainly be the expected reading of (26b). However, in Finnish
the allative can only mark Recipients and RBs, whence for (26b) to be gram-
matical, a reading of this kind has to be made possible. This occurs, if (26b) is
interpreted in the same way as (26a), i.e., if the theme is going to be used for a
specific purpose after the event has taken place. Examples of this include prac-
ticing necrophilia or cannibalism, but since these are relatively rare activities
in modern society, this reading has to be forced. What is important, however,
is that (26b) is not ungrammatical.

In principle, recipient, recipient-beneficiary, and beneficiary are clearly de-
fined roles, even though it is a less straightforward matter which of them is the
most appropriate reading semantically or pragmatically, as the brief discussion
above shows. However, there are also borderline cases in which it might be
difficult to state definitely which role we are dealing with, as exemplified by
(27).

(27) Finnish (Finno-Ugric, Uralic)
a. oppilas

pupil.nom
ava-si
open-3sg.past

opettaja-lle
teacher-all

ove-n
door-acc

‘The pupil opened the door for the teacher.’
b. oppilas

pupil.nom
ava-si
open-3sg.past

ove-n
door-acc

opettaja-n
teacher-gen

puolesta
instead.of

‘The pupil opened the door instead of the teacher.’
c. !opettaja

teacher.nom
ava-si
open-3sg.past

oppila-i-lle
pupil-pl-all

ikkuna-n
window-acc

‘The teacher opened the window for/because of the pupils.’

Pragmatically, all the examples in (27) seem to denote beneficial events.
One of the reasons for this is that the nature of the event does not render a
concrete transfer possible. Opening a door or a window does not result in the
door or window being transferred into the sphere of control of the referent of
the allatively marked argument. Nonetheless, both (27a) and (27c) are fully
grammatical in a very strong recipient-prominent language like Finnish. The
conditioning factor here is that the teacher is going to use the result of the
profiled event for his/her purposes. For example, in (27a) s/he has to enter or
exit a room whose door has been opened for him/her. In the case of a pure
beneficiary reading we have to resort to Beneficiary marking, as in (27b). In
this case, the door has been opened instead of the teacher for getting some fresh
air, for instance. Example (27c) further illustrates the effects of pragmatics on
the reading of clauses with allatively marked arguments in Finnish. Opening
windows is more typically carried out as a favor without any implication that
the result of the event will be used for any specific purpose. Thus, (27c) seems
odd at first. However, the use of allative is fully grammatical here too in case
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the reading is the same as in (27a), i.e., the students will exit or enter through
the window. The examples in (27) are somewhat similar to (23)–(25), where
the marking was seen to vary on the basis of whether the recipient, Rb, or
beneficiary is actually going to use the transferred thing or the favor in question
for his/her purposes.

4. Conclusions

In this paper different ways of encoding the roles of recipient, recipient-bene-
ficiary, and beneficiary have been illustrated. It has been shown that languages
can be divided into four types on the basis of how the roles are encoded. In
some languages all these roles are distinguished formally, while in others the
role of recipient or that of beneficiary is more important in this respect. In ad-
dition, there are also languages in which the distinction is not formally mani-
fested at all (Section 3.5), while in some languages the differences are optional
(Section 3.6). The languages were thus divided into recipient-prominent and
beneficiary-prominent languages on the basis of which role primarily deter-
mines the marking of the relevant arguments.

The role of recipient was defined on the basis of events, like ‘give’ or ‘send’,
which inherently involve an entity that receives a thing transferred to its sphere
of control. Beneficiaries, in turn, benefit from events without receiving any-
thing concrete. Recipient-beneficiary represents a combination of the two, and
thus the notions of reception and benefaction are both relevant to this role. The
corresponding arguments were defined as the formal manifestation of these
semantic roles. The encoding of Rbs usually corresponds to either Recipient
or Beneficiary depending on which of the roles present a given language has
grammaticalized as the more important one. By typologizing languages, I have
shown that on the basis of the differences in the encoding of the three roles,
it is justified to conclude that the label benefactive as typically used in the
literature is rather problematic for some languages. The most important lan-
guages in this regard were illustrated in Sections 3.2 and 3.3. In both of these,
the notion of benefactive is formally split, and this necessitates dividing the la-
bel into two. The solution suggested here is to divide the notion into two. The
division is not ad hoc, since there are clear semantic differences between the
roles treated as one (Section 2), in addition to which the division is also lin-
guistically relevant, as the discussion above has shown. The traditional use of
the label benefactive is appropriate only in beneficiary-prominent languages
(Section 3.4), since in these cases the two non-recipient roles are encoded in
the same way. Neutral languages are not readily analyzable in either way, even
though it is far more likely that the origin of the marking is ‘give’ or some other
verb of similar valency. What is also noteworthy here is the rarity of tripartite
languages. Since languages usually have the means of encoding the roles of

Brought to you by | Helsinki University Main Library
Authenticated

Download Date | 10/18/18 3:13 PM



Recipient-prominence vs. beneficiary-prominence 295

recipient and beneficiary in isolation, it is more economical to extend the form
of either Recipient or Beneficiary to RBs, which have features of both. In case
the encoded role would be completely different from (instead of a combination
of) recipients and beneficiaries, we would expect more languages to exhibit a
formally distinct RB.

The problems associated with the label benefactive have been recognized,
for example by Newman (1996: 220, 1999: 131) and Sebba (1987: 177), but the
kind of division proposed in the present paper has not, to my knowledge, been
made to date. It would be very fruitful to study the behavior of verbs like ‘give’,
‘buy’, ‘bake (for)’, ‘build (for)’, ‘go to X (for)’, and ‘close X (for)’ across
languages, since detailed studies on this area of grammar are still lacking for
the great majority of the world’s languages. Table 3 suggests a list of relevant
sentences to elicit, which would help us to understand the notions of reception
and benefaction better.

Table 3. Crucial sentences, listed for the benefit of future fieldworkers

1. The man gave the book/fish to the boy
2. The man bought a book/fish for the boy
3. The man baked bread for the boy
4. The man built a house/a hut for his family
5. The man went to the village for his family
6. The man closed the door for the boy

One further issue that needs to be studied in more detail is the distribution of
the language types. My findings suggest that beneficiary-prominent and neutral
languages are the most frequent, but the number of languages I have reliable
data for is too low to make any generalizations. It might also be interesting to
study whether the number of formally ditransitive (i.e., double object) verbs
correlates with either strategy illustrated here. We may predict that languages
with few formally ditransitive verbs are more prone to beneficiary prominence:
Rbs constitute a deviation from the recipient archetype, and since the number
of genuine recipients is low to be begin with, changes occur in the case of
Rbs. In this respect, the formal mechanisms employed in the encoding of the
roles may also be relevant, since a high formal transitivity (like double object
marking) may favor beneficiary-prominence, since here too Rbs deviate from
the recipient archetype and the marking needs to be replaced with a formally
less transitive strategy.
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