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Wer fremde Sprachen nicht kennt, weiß nichts von seiner eigenen. 
 

Who foreign languages not knows, knows nothing about his own. 

'If you do not know foreign languages, you do not know anything about your own language.' 
 

(Goethe 1821, Maxime no. 91, cited from Goethe 1907: 18) 
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Methodisk Forsøg til en Fuldstændig Dansk Syntax  
hvoraf kan tages Anledning, ey al-ene til en ræt og tydelig Construction i vort Sprog,  

men og til des nøyere Indsigt i alle andre 
 

'Methodical Attempt at a Complete Danish Syntax,  
on which can be based not only a correct and clear construction of our own language, 

but also a better insight into all others' 
 

(this is the full title of Høysgaard 1752) 
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1. C-command and binding theory 

1.1 C-command 
C C-command (constituent command) is a relation between two nodes in a tree structure, and it is one 
of the most important relations in syntax (according to generative linguists). C-command provides the 
beginning of an account of a great many phenomena, including movement, co-reference, negative 
polarity elements, government, etc. C-command is e.g. part of the conditions for when reflexive 
pronouns are possible and when they are not. Two coindexed DPs are taken to be coreferential. 
 
Consider first the following two types of clauses: 
 
(1) En. a.  ... that Fred1 criticised himself1. 
  b. * ... that himself1 criticised Fred1. 
        
(2) Da. a.  … at Frederik1 kritiserede sig selv1. 
  b. * ... at sig selv1 kritiserede Frederik1. 
 
(3) 

 

(If you are not used to seeing the verb form a VP together with the 
object, you may want to have a look at Vikner 2016) 

 
(4) En. a.  We heard Fred1 criticise himself1. 
  b. * We heard himself1 criticise Fred1. 
         
(5) Da. a.  Vi hørte Frederik1 kritisere sig selv1. 
  b. * Vi hørte sig selv1 kritisere Frederik1. 
 
(6) 

 

 
A first hypothesis might simply be that the antecedent must precede the reflexive. But then consider 
the following: 

IP 

I' DP 

 I° 
 

VP 

DP 

himself1 

 

V° 
criticised 

 

Fred1 
 

IP 

I' 

I° 
 

VP 
 

V° 
heard 

 

DP 
We 

 

IP 
 

I' 
 

I° 

DP 
Fred1 

 VP 
 

V° 
criticise 

 

DP 
himself1 

(This is an example of ECM, 
exceptional case marking) 
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(7) En. a. * ... that a friend of Fred's1 parents photographed himself1. 
 Da. b. * ... at en ven af Frederiks1 forældre fotograferede sig selv1. 
 
(8) 

 

 
 
 
 

(= (7)a)  

 
 
We see above that the intended antecedent (Fred) does precede the reflexive but still cannot be 
coreferent with the reflexive. The hypothesis has to be revised. A second look at the trees above might 
indicate that the antecedent also has to be "higher in the tree" than the reflexive. However, consider 
now: 
 
(9) En a. * ... that Fred's1 parents took a picture of himself1.  
 Da. b. * ... at Frederiks1 forældre tog et billede  af sig selv1.  
 
(10) 

 

  
 
 
 

= (9)a  

 
In (9), the antecedent is "higher in the tree" than the reflexive. The hypothesis has to be revised again.  
 
The relative positions of the antecedent and the reflexive in the tree are crucial: The reflexive has to be 
part of the sister of the antecedent, hence the idea above that the antecedent has to be "higher in the 
tree" than the reflexive.  
 
(Actually "... to be the sister or part of the sister of ...") 
 
The technical term for this relation is c-command. The antecedent has to c-command the reflexive. 

CP 
 

C° 
that 

 

IP 
 

I' 
 

I° 

 
VP 

 
V° 

photographed 

 

DP 

himself1 

DP 
 

D° 
a 

 

NP 
 

N° 
friend 

 

PP 
 

P° 
of 

 

DP 

D' 

D° 
's 

 

DP 

Fred1 

 NP 
parents 

 

CP 
' 

X° 
that 

 

IP 
 

I' 
 

I° 

 

VP 
 

V° 
took 

 

DP 
 

D' 
 

D° 
's 

 

DP 

Fred1 

 NP 
parents 

 

DP 
 

D° 
a 

 

NP 
 

N° 
picture 

 

PP 
 

P° 
of 

 

DP 

himself1 
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(11)  C-command: X c-commands Y if and only if 
      a. all nodes that dominate X also dominate Y 
      b. X does not dominate Y, and 
      c. Y does not dominate X. 
 
In other words:  

• Y is part of the sister of X. 

• = If you can get from X to Y in the tree by taking one step upwards and then climb 
downwards the rest of the way, then X c-commands Y.  

 
(12) 

  
 
 
 

1.2 Binding theory 
Binding theory is about how different types of DPs are distributed with respect to each other. When 
one DP is c-commanded by and coindexed with another DP, the former is said to be bound by the 
latter. Binding theory contains three principles: Principles A, B, and C (Chomsky 1981: 188).  
 
(13) Principle A concerns anaphors (reflexives like herself and reciprocals like each other). 

Anaphors get their reference from another DP and they must be bound.  
 

 Principle B concerns pronominals, i.e. non-reflexive and non-reciprocal pronouns (she, her).  
  Pronominals may or may not corefer with other DPs and they may be bound,  
  but only from relatively far away. 
 

 Principle C is for R-expressions (referential expressions, e.g. full DPs like Jane, the student).  
  R-expressions may not be bound. 
 
 
The English situation can be summarised as in (14) below (cf. the Danish table in (16)/(26) below): 
 

(14)  Principle A  

= +self 

must have an  
antecedent inside  
the same clause 

Principle B  

= ‒self 

cannot have an  
antecedent inside  
the same clause  

No ±self distinction 

(possessives) 

                                        

  
myself, yourself 

himself, herself, itself, 

ourselves, yourselves,  

themselves 

(oneself) 

me, you,  

him, her, it, 

us, you, 

them 

(one) 

my/mine, you/yours 

his, her/hers, its 

our/ours, your/yours 

their/theirs 

(one's) 

 

IP 
 

I' DP 

I° 
 

VP 
 

DP 

himself1 

 

V° 
criticised 

 

Fred1 
 

IP 
 

DP 

DP 

himself1 

 

Fred1 
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2. The Danish system (sig, sig selv, hende, hende selv) 

2.1 Overview 
In e.g. Vikner (1985), Ehlers and Vikner (2017) and Vikner and Ehlers (2017), we have argued that 
the Danish reflexive system contains two different kinds of conditions: 
 

(15) a.  ±selv  depends on whether the element must have an antecedent inside the smallest clause 
 (+selv: mig selv, sig selv, hende selv 'me self/REFL self/her self')  

or 
cannot have an antecedent inside the smallest clause  
(–selv: mig, sig, hende 'me/REFL/her-ACC'). 
 

 b.  ±sig depends on whether the element must have an antecedent which is a subject inside 
the smallest finite clause (+sig: sig, sig selv, sin 'REFL/RELF self/REFL's), 

or 
cannot have an antecedent which is a subject inside the smallest clause  
(–sig: hende, hende selv, hendes 'her-ACC/her self/her-POSS'). 

 

The ±selv-distinction is the difference between columns in (16) – cf. the ±self-distinction in (14). 
The ±sig-distinction is the difference between rows in (16) – no parallel in English. 
 

Both distinctions can be "switched off":  
±selv plays no role for the possessive pronouns (i.e. for sin, hendes), and 
±sig plays no role outside the third person (i.e. for mig, mig selv, dig, dig selv, os, os selv, jer, jer 

selv), nor for the third person plural possessive deres – though the latter is currently 
changing, see § 3.3 below and Ehlers (2020; 2023). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

• There is symmetry concerning ±selv, and therefore there is no optionality sig/sig selv , 
provided that sig/sig selv is an argument in the clause,  cf. §4 below. 

 

• There is asymmetry concerning ±sig, and therefore there may be optionality sig/hende in non-
finite clauses.  

(16)  +selv 

must have an  
antecedent inside  
the same clause 

‒selv 

cannot have an  
antecedent inside  
the same clause  

No ±selv-distinction 

(possessives) 

+sig 

must have a subject 
as antecedent inside 
the same finite clause 

a. 
sig selv 
'REFL self' 

b. 
sig 
'REFL' 

c. 
sin 
'REFL's' 

‒sig 

cannot have a subject 
as antecedent inside 
the same clause 

d. 
ham selv, hende selv, 

den selv, det selv, 

dem selv 
'him self, her self 
it self, it self, them self' 

e. 
ham, hende,  

den, det, 

dem 
'him, her 
it, it, them' 

f. 
hans, hendes,  

dens, dets 

 
'his, her 
its, its' 

No ±sig-distinction 

(1st & 2nd person 
& deres) 

g. 
mig selv, dig selv, 

os selv, jer selv 
'me self, you self (sg.) 
us self, you self (pl.)' 

h. 
mig, dig, 

os, jer 
'me, you (sg.) 
us, you (pl.)' 

i. 
min, din, 

vores, jeres, deres 
'my/mine, your/s (sg.) 
our/s, your/s (pl.), their/s' 
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2.2 Only the ±selv-distinction: First and second person 
As each of the two distinctions can be neutralised, we shall start by discussing in this section the cases 
where only the ±selv-distinction is relevant, i.e. first and second person (non-possessives), then move 
on in §2.3 to the cases where only the ±sig-distinction is relevant, i.e. third person possessives, and 
then finally address in §2.4 the cases where both distinctions are relevant, i.e. third person (non-
possessives). 
 
Consider the distinction between mig 'me' and mig selv 'myself', i.e. the distinction referred to above 
as the ±selv-distinction. This distinction is familiar from the English reflexive system (cf. principles A 
and B in (13) and (14) above). The second person dig/dig selv and the first and second person plural 
forms os/os selv & jer/jer selv are parallel. (The underlined expressions are supposed to be coreferent, 
and the glosses in (17) are also valid for (18)-(24)). 
 
     ANTECEDENT/BINDER 

(17)  Da. a.  Jeg kritiserer altid mig selv. SUBJECT  
    I criticise always  myself (IN SAME CLAUSE) 
      

  b.  Anne og Bo fortalte mig en historie om mig selv. NON-SUBJECT  
    Anne and Bo told me a story about myself (IN SAME CLAUSE) 
      

  c. * Jeg overtalte Anne og Bo til [PRO at hjælpe mig selv]. SUBJECT OUTSIDE 
    I persuaded Anne and Bo to to help myself INFINITIVAL CLAUSE 
      

  d. * Anne og Bo lovede mig [PRO at hjælpe mig selv]. NON-SUBJECT OUTSIDE 
    Anne and Bo promised me to help myself INFINITIVAL CLAUSE 
      

  e. * Jeg tror [at Anne og Bo vil hjælpe mig selv]. SUBJECT OUTSIDE 
    I think that Anne and Bo will help myself FINITE CLAUSE 
      

  f. * Anne og Bo fortalte mig [at de ville hjælpe mig selv]. NON-SUBJECT OUTSIDE 
    Anne and Bo told me that they would help myself FINITE CLAUSE 
      

  g. * Rygterne om mig overraskede mig selv. [NO C-COMMAND] 
    Rumours-the about me surprised myself  
      

  h. * Anne og Bo kritiserede mig selv. [NO BINDER] 
    Anne and Bo criticised myself  
 
(18)  Da. a. * Jeg kritiserer mig altid. 
  b. ?? Anne og Bo fortalte mig en historie om mig.  
  c.  Jeg overtalte Anne og Bo til [PRO at hjælpe mig]. 
  d.  Anne og Bo lovede mig [PRO at hjælpe mig]. 
  e.  Jeg tror [at Anne og Bo vil hjælpe mig]. 
  f.  Anne og Bo fortalte mig [at de ville hjælpe mig]. 
  g.  Rygterne om mig overraskede mig.  
  h.  Anne og Bo kritiserede mig.  
 
Generalisations concerning mig & mig selv, (17) and (18), i.e. only the ±selv-distinction: 

• mig selv requires a binder, and this binder must be inside the minimal IP (its own clause), 
much like myself/himself, cf. principle A. 

• mig must be free inside the minimal IP (its own clause), much like me/him, cf. principle B. 
 
Admittedly, so far Danish looks quite a lot like English, but this is about to change. 
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2.3 Only the ±sig-distinction: Third person possessives 
Consider now the second distinction, the ±sig-distinction. This distinction is found between sin, the 
reflexive possessive, and hendes, the non-reflexive possessive (sine børn = 'REFL's children', hendes 

børn = 'her children'). This is a completely different distinction, independent from the ±selv-
distinction in §2.2 above, and there is nothing like this in English, as shown e.g. by the fact that 
English only has one possessive form for each person/gender/number combination, i.e. my, his, her. 
(For glosses, cf. (17) above.) 
 
(19)  Da. a.  Dorthe kritiserer altid sine børn.  
  b. * Anne og Bo fortalte Dorthe en historie om sine børn.  
  c.  Dorthe overtalte Anne og Bo til [PRO at hjælpe sine børn]. 
  d. * Anne og Bo lovede Dorthe [PRO at hjælpe sine børn]. 
  e. * Dorthe tror [at Anne og Bo vil hjælpe sine børn]. 
  f. * Anne og Bo fortalte Dorthe [at de ville hjælpe sine børn]. 
  g. * Rygterne om Dorthe overraskede sine børn. 
  h. * Anne og Bo kritiserede sine børn.  
 
(20)  Da. a. * Dorthe kritiserer altid hendes børn.  
  b.  Anne og Bo fortalte Dorthe en historie om hendes børn.  
  c.  Dorthe overtalte Anne og Bo til [PRO at hjælpe hendes børn]. 
  d.  Anne og Bo lovede Dorthe [PRO at hjælpe hendes børn]. 
  e.  Dorthe tror [at Anne og Bo vil hjælpe hendes børn]. 
  f.  Anne og Bo fortalte Dorthe [at de ville hjælpe hendes børn]. 
  g.  Rygterne om Dorthe overraskede hendes børn.  
  h.  Anne og Bo kritiserede hendes børn.  
 

Generalisations concerning sin & hendes, (19) and (20), i.e. only the ±sig-distinction: 

• sin requires a binder, and this binder must be a subject inside the minimal finite IP (not 
necessarily inside the minimal IP). 

• hendes may not be bound by a subject inside the minimal IP (notice the asymmetry, which 
allows for both (19)c and (20)c to be possible, cf. §3.2 below). 

 
 

2.4 Both the ±selv- and the ±sig-distinction: Third person 
Consider now the "full" situation, i.e. not first or second person, and not possessives. In the third 
person, where both the ±sig-distinction and the ±selv-distinction are relevant, we have to consider no 
less than four possibilities, (21)-(24). 

(For glosses, cf. (17) above, plus sig selv 'REFL self', hende selv 'herself', sig 'REFL', and hende 
'her'). 

 
(21)  Da. a.  Dorthe kritiserer altid sig selv.  
  b. * Anne og Bo fortalte Dorthe en historie om sig selv.  
  c. * Dorthe overtalte Anne og Bo til [PRO at hjælpe sig selv]. 
  d. * Anne og Bo lovede Dorthe [PRO at hjælpe sig selv]. 
  e. * Dorthe tror [at Anne og Bo vil hjælpe sig selv]. 
  f. * Anne og Bo fortalte Dorthe [at de ville hjælpe sig selv]. 
  g. * Rygterne om Dorthe overraskede sig selv.  
  h. * Anne og Bo kritiserede sig selv.  
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(22)  Da. a. * Dorthe kritiserer altid hende selv.  
  b.  Anne og Bo fortalte Dorthe en historie om hende selv.  
  c. * Dorthe overtalte Anne og Bo til [PRO at hjælpe hende selv]. 
  d. * Anne og Bo lovede Dorthe [PRO at hjælpe hende selv]. 
  e. * Dorthe tror [at Anne og Bo vil hjælpe hende selv]. 
  f. * Anne og Bo fortalte Dorthe [at de ville hjælpe hende selv]. 
  g. * Rygterne om Dorthe overraskede hende selv.  
  h. * Anne og Bo kritiserede hende selv.  
 
(23)  Da. a. * Dorthe kritiserer sig altid. 
  b. * Anne og Bo fortalte Dorthe en historie om sig.  
  c.  Dorthe overtalte Anne og Bo til [PRO at hjælpe sig]. 
  d. * Anne og Bo lovede Dorthe [PRO at hjælpe sig]. 
  e. * Dorthe tror [at Anne og Bo vil hjælpe sig]. 
  f. * Anne og Bo fortalte Dorthe [at de ville hjælpe sig]. 
  g. * Rygterne om Dorthe overraskede sig.  
  h. * Anne og Bo kritiserede sig.  
 
(24)  Da. a. * Dorthe kritiserer hende altid. 
  b. ?? Anne og Bo fortalte Dorthe en historie om hende.  
  c.  Dorthe overtalte Anne og Bo til [PRO at hjælpe hende]. 
  d.  Anne og Bo lovede Dorthe [PRO at hjælpe hende]. 
  e.  Dorthe tror [at Anne og Bo vil hjælpe hende]. 
  f.  Anne og Bo fortalte Dorthe [at de ville hjælpe hende]. 
  g.  Rygterne om Dorthe overraskede hende.  
  h.  Anne og Bo kritiserede hende.  
 
Generalisations concerning sig selv, hende selv, sig & hende, (21)-(24),  

i.e. both the ±selv-distinction and the ±sig-distinction: 

• sig selv requires a binder, and this binder must not only be inside the minimal IP, it also 
has to be a subject                                (= unites the requirements for mig selv and for sin). 

 

• hende selv requires a binder, and this binder must be inside the minimal IP, but it cannot 
be a subject                                               (=the requirements for mig selv and for hendes).  

 

• sig requires a binder, and this binder must be a subject inside the minimal finite IP, but sig 
may not be bound inside the minimal IP               (=the requirements for mig and for sin). 

 

• hende may not be bound inside the minimal IP (notice the asymmetry, which is why both 
(23)c and (24)c are possible, cf. §3.1 below)   (=the requirements for mig and for hendes). 
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2.5 Summary 
As in English, there is a difference between being bound inside or outside the minimal IP (i.e. the 

±selv-distinction, (25)a), but in addition to this, there is another difference which is not found in 
English (i.e. the ±sig-distinction, (25)b): 
 
(25) a.  ±selv  depends on whether the element must have an antecedent inside the smallest clause 

 (+selv: mig selv, sig selv, hende selv 'me self/REFL self/her self')  
or 

cannot have an antecedent inside the smallest clause  
(–selv: mig, sig, hende 'me/REFL/her-ACC'). 
 

 b.  ±sig depends on whether the element must have an antecedent which is a subject inside 
the smallest finite clause (+sig: sig, sig selv, sin 'REFL/RELF self/REFL's), 

or 
cannot have an antecedent which is a subject inside the smallest clause  
(–sig: hende, hende selv, hendes 'her-ACC/her self/her-POSS'). 

 
There are thus two different types of conditions,  

• the ±selv-distinction concerning the binding domain (like principles A and B, vertical columns 
in tables (16)/(26)) and  

• the ±sig-distinction concerning the binder (horizontal rows in tables (16)/(26)).  
 
The result is no less than nine types of elements, as the difference may be neutralised w.r.t. one 
distinction or w.r.t. the other distinction or w.r.t both:  
 

(26)  +selv 

must have an  
antecedent inside  
the same clause 

‒selv 

cannot have an  
antecedent inside  
the same clause  

No ±selv-distinction 

(possessives) 

+sig 

must have a subject 
as antecedent inside 
the same finite clause 

a. 
sig selv 
'REFL self' 

b. 
sig 
'REFL' 

c. 
sin 
'REFL's' 

‒sig 

cannot have a subject 
as antecedent inside 
the same clause 

d. 
ham selv, hende selv, 

den selv, det selv, 

dem selv 
'him self, her self 
it self, it self, them self' 

e. 
ham, hende,  

den, det, 

dem 
'him, her 
it, it, them' 

f. 
hans, hendes,  

dens, dets 

 
'his, her 
its, its' 

No ±sig-distinction 

(1st & 2nd person 
& deres) 

g. 
mig selv, dig selv, 

os selv, jer selv 
'me self, you self (sg.) 
us self, you self (pl.)' 

h. 
mig, dig, 

os, jer 
'me, you (sg.) 
us, you (pl.)' 

i. 
min, din, 

vores, jeres, deres 
'my/mine, your/s (sg.) 
our/s, your/s (pl.), their/s' 

 
(Let me repeat that the present section, §2, as well as the next one, §3, only cover reflexives/ 
pronominals which are arguments, i.e. which are assigned a thematic role. Thus they do not 
cover e.g. 
  Hun udtrykte sig dårligt.  /   She expressed herself badly.  /   Sie hat sich schlecht ausgedrückt. 
*Hun udtrykte os  dårligt.  / *She expressed us        badly.  / *Sie hat uns  schlecht ausgedrückt. 
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3. More on certain details of the Danish system  

3.1 The overlap between sig and ham/hende/dem 
Here are first some more examples where sig 'REFL' is bound from outside an infinitival clause 
(marked by []), i.e. the same type as (23)c above. 
 
(The examples (27)-(42) and (48)-(59) are all from the national web corpus of Danish, KorpusDK, 
http://ordnet.dk/korpusdk, maintained by the Society for Danish Language and Literature, Det Danske 
Sprog- og Litteraturselskab): 
 
(27) Da.  Han kom grædende tilbage og ...   
   He came crying back and    
 

   ... bad de andre om [ at hjælpe sig med at lede. ] 
    asked the others to  to help REFL with to look  
 
(28) Da.  Han bad en af Esbjergs tidligere ungdomstrænere ...          
   He asked one of Esbjerg's former youth coaches           
 

   ... om [ at hjælpe sig afsted til udlandet. ]       
    to  to help REFL off to abroad        
 
(29) Da.  De  [Stasi] havde 109.000 "frivillige" meddelere til [ at hjælpe sig. ]                
   They [the Stasi] had 109,000 "voluntary" informers to  to help REFL                 
 
(30) Da.  Hans magiske kunnen er nu så stor, ...                 
   His magic knowledge is now so big,                  
 

   ... at han ikke behøver Caramon til [ at hjælpe sig. ]               
    that he not need Caramon to  to help REFL                
 
(31) Da.  Hun måtte  have sin mor over nogle lørdage for [ at hjælpe sig. ] 
   She had (to) have REFL's mother over some Saturdays for  to help REFL  
 
(32) Da.  Han får hele  sjette klasse til [ at hjælpe sig. ] 
   He gets all (of) sixth form to  to help REFL  
 
(33) Da.  Da han har reddet sig ud af beskyldningerne, ...                 
   When he has got REFL out of charges-the                  
 

   ... presser han olieselskabets agent til [ at give sig en profitabel kontrakt. ] 
    pressures he oil-company-the-'s agent to  to give REFL a profitable contract  
 

(34) Da.  Han får Andersen til [ at give sig sit kørekort. ] 
   He gets Andersen to  to give REFL REFL's driving licence  
 
In all the above examples, ham, hende or dem, 'him', 'her' or 'them', would also be possible instead of 
sig, 'REFL'.  
 
 
This claim is supported by the following examples (also from KorpusDK) which have exactly parallel 
structures to the ones above, and nevertheless use ham, hende or dem, 'him', 'her' or 'them', just like 
(24)c above, rather than sig, 'REFL'. 
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(35) Da.  Så bad hun mig i stedet for om [ at hjælpe hende med at arrangere blomsteme. ] 
   Then asked she me instead about  to help her with to arrange flowers-the  
 

(36) Da.  Hvis danske ægtepar skulle få lyst til at tage til USA ...   
   If Danish married-couples should get wish to to go to the USA    
 

   ... for [ at få en donormor til at hjælpe dem ud af barnløsheden. ] 
    to  to get a donor-mother to to help them out of childlessness-the  
 
(37) Da.  Da ..., havde museet hyret ham til [ at hjælpe dem med at skabe en udstilling. ] 
   When ... had museum-the employed him to  to help them with to create an exhibition  

 
(38) Da.  De bestak også overtjeneren til [ at give dem et bord i restauranten. ] 
   They bribed also head-waiter-the to  to give them a table in restaurant-the  
 
(39) Da.  Han havde bedt hende om [ at give ham lidt rigeligt med. ]   
   She had asked her to  to gve him a bit much with    
 
(40) Da.  Mobutu har bedt mig om [ at give ham otte dage ...  
   Mobuto has asked me to  to give him eight days   
 

   ... til at overveje vores krav om, at han går af. ] 
    to to think-about our demands about that he goes off (= resigns)  
 
(41) Da.  Hun henvendte sig så til værkstedet og fik dem til [ at give hende medhold. ] 
   She adressed REFL then to garage-the and made them to  to give her agreement  
 
(42) Da.  Anders And, der tror han har hypnotiseret sin onkel til [ at give ham gaver, ... ] 
   Donald Duck who thinks he has hypnotised REFL's uncled to  to give him presents  

 
It would thus seem that the following two mean the same (cf. also that (23)c/(24)c above are both 
possible), provided of course that we take the underlined elements to be coindexed and therefore 
coreferent: 
 
(43) Da. a.  Bo bad lægerne hjælpe sig.     
  b.  Bo bad lægerne hjælpe ham.     
    Bo asked doctors-the help REFL/him     
 
But if you add kun, 'only', to the subject, it becomes clear that they actually do not mean exactly the 
same (inspired by the discussion of example (22a,b) in Anderson 1986: 79) : 
 
(44) Da. a.  Kun Bo  bad lægerne hjælpe sig.     
  b.  Kun Bo  bad lægerne hjælpe ham.     
    Only Bo  asked doctors-the help REFL/him     
 
Here they are again with logical specifications of their interpretation: 
 
(45) Da. a.  Kun Bo  bad lægerne hjælpe sig.                                                              
    = Bo was the only person X such that X asked the doctors to help X   
               
  b.  Kun Bo  bad lægerne hjælpe ham.     
    = Bo was the only person X such that X asked the doctors to help Bo   
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In other words, (45)a means that there was no other person who (selfishly?) asked for help for 
himself/herself, whereas (45)b means that the only person who cared enough for Bo to ask the doctors 
to help him was Bo himself. 
 
This can be seen in the following four examples, two of which are inconsistent or pragmatically ill-
formed (indicated by a #). 
 
(46) Da. a.  De sagde at kun Bo1 bad lægerne hjælpe sig1,   
    men det passer nu ikke, også Anne2 bad lægerne hjælpe sig2.   
       
  b. # De sagde at kun Bo1 bad lægerne hjælpe sig1,   
    men det passer nu ikke, også Anne2 bad lægerne hjælpe ham1.   
       
(47) Da. a. # De sagde at kun Bo1 bad lægerne hjælpe ham1,   
    men det passer nu ikke, også Anne2 bad lægerne hjælpe hende2.   
       
  b.  De sagde at kun Bo1 bad lægerne hjælpe ham1,   
    men det passer nu ikke, også Anne2 bad lægerne hjælpe ham1.   
       
    They said that only Bo asked the doctors to help REFL/him   
    but that isn't true, also Anne asked the doctors to help her/him   
 
 

3.2 The overlap between sin and hans/hendes 
Here are some more examples where sin 'REFL's' is bound from outside an infinitival clause, i.e. the 
same type as (19)c above. 
 
(48) Da.  Efter ... var Serena Williams blevet så imponeret af at se [ Martina Hingis   
   After ... had Serena Williams been so impressed by to see  Martina Hingis   
 

   ... nedkæmpe sin storesøster Venus i den anden semifinale ], at ...   
    beat REFL's big-sister Venus i the other semin-final  that    
 

(49) Da.  ... at hun havde magt over dyrene. ...                        
    that she had power over animals-the                         
 

   ... At hun kunne få dem til [ at lystre sine tanker. ]                        
    That she could make them to  to obey REFL's thoughts                         
 
(50) Da.  Han ... må bede en ældre dame om [ at tænde sine røgelsespinde  
   He  must ask an elderly lady about  to light his  joss-sticks  
 

   ... som han så selv anbringer i en krukke med sand. ]                   
    which he then himself puts into a jar with sand                    
 
(51) Da.  ... James Cameron vil vælge et manuskript, som fire      
    James Cameron will choose a manuscript which four      
 

   ... forskellige filmselskaber påstår, de har eneretten til.       
    different film-companies claim they have rights-the to       
 

   ... Så kan han få alle fire til [ at betale sine voldsomme udskejelser. ]   
    Then can he get all four to  to pay REFL's tremendous excesses    
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(52) Da.   Den store dreng med den lille banan blev set vandre omkring i fællesrummet ... 
    The big boy with the small banana was seen walking around in common-room-the  
 

   ... hvor han prøvede at overtale forskellige til [ at smage sin banan. ] 
    where he tried to convince various (people) to  to taste REFL's banana  
 

(53) Da.  Hvis man som  mor kunne få en fe til [ at give sit barn én bestemt ... 
   If one as (a) mother could get a fairy to  to give REFL's child one particular  
 

   ... egenskab  resten af dets liv, ] tror jeg, jeg ville vælge nysgerrigheden.  
    property for rest-the of its life,  think I, I would chose curiosity-the  
 

(54) Da.  Han får Andersen til [ at give sig sit kørekort. ]                         (= (34)) 
   He gets Andersen to  to give REFL REFL's driving licence   
 
In all the above examples, hendes, hans or ens, 'her', 'his' or 'one's', would also be possible instead of 
sin/sit/sine, 'REFL's'. This claim is supported by the following examples (also from KorpusDK) which 
have exactly parallel structures to the ones above, and nevertheless use hans or hendes, 'his' or 'her', 
just like (20)c above, rather than sin/sit/sine, 'REFL's'. 
 
(55) Da.  ... at Marie havde udnyttet den kærlighed som Robert Hirchsprung nærede til hende ... 
    that Marie had exploited the love that Robert Hirschsprung felt for her  
 

   ... ved at få ham til [ at betale hendes rejse til Paris. ]             
    by to get him to  to pay her journey to Paris              
 
(56) Da.  ... da den dygtige tekniker Emile M'Bouh måtte se                       

    when the eminent technician Emile M'Bouh had-to see                       
 

   ... [ Khidjatulin heade hans lob til hjørnespark lige foran målstregen ], og ...  
     Khidjatulin head his lob to corner right before goal-line-the  and   

 
(57) Da.  ... da han som elev på Skive Gymnasium forsøgte at få redaktøren af    
    when he as pupil at Skive High School tried to get editor-the of    
 

   ... skolebladet til [ at trykke hans tegninger på forsiden. ]  
    school-magazine-the to  to print his drawings on front-page-the   
 
(58) Da.  Han forsøger dog at få overtalt mor og far                
   He tries however to get persuaded mum and dad                
 

   ... til [ at servere hans livret i stedet, fx yoghurt med jordbær. ]  
    to  to serve his favourite-food in- stead e.g. yoghurt with strawberries   
 
(59) Da.  Hvis ikke ville han opsøge hende, bede hende [ blive mor for hans søn ] ...  
   If not would he visit her, ask her  become mother for his son    
 

   ... og bede hende om [ at blive hans hustru. ]    
    and ask her about  to become his wife     
 
It would thus seem that the following two mean the same (cf. also that (19)c/(20)c above are both 
possible), provided of course that we take the underlined elements to be coindexed and therefore 
coreferent: 
 
(60) Da. a.  Bo bad dyrlægerne hjælpe sin hund.    
  b.  Bo bad dyrlægerne hjælpe hans hund.    
    Bo asked veterinarians-the help REFL's/his dog    
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But if you add kun, 'only', to the subject, it is clear that they actually do not mean exactly the same: 
 
(61) Da. a.  Kun Bo  bad dyrlægerne hjælpe sin hund.     
  b.  Kun Bo  bad dyrlægerne hjælpe hans hund.     
    Only Bo  asked veterinarians -the help REFL's/his dog     
 
Here they are again with logical specifications of their interpretation: 
 
(62) Da. a.  Kun Bo  bad dyrlægerne hjælpe sin hund.                                                                
    = Bo was the only person X such that X asked the veterinarians to help X's dog   
               
  b.  Kun Bo  bad dyrlægerne hjælpe hans hund.    
    = Bo was the only person X such that X asked the veterinarians to help Bo's dog   
 
In other words, (62)a means that there was no other person who (selfishly?) asked for help for his/her 
dog, whereas (62)b means that the only person who cared enough for Bo's dog to ask the veterinarians 
to help it was Bo himself. 
 
This can be seen in the following four examples, two of which are inconsistent or pragmatically ill-
formed (indicated by a #). 
 
(63) Da. a.  De sagde at kun Bo1 bad dyrlægerne hjælpe sin1 hund,   
    men det passer nu ikke, også Anne2 bad dyrlægerne hjælpe sin2 hund.   
       
  b. # De sagde at kun Bo1 bad dyrlægerne hjælpe sin1 hund,   
    men det passer nu ikke, også Anne2 bad dyrlægerne hjælpe hans1 hund.   
       
(64) Da. a. # De sagde at kun Bo1 bad dyrlægerne hjælpe hans1 hund,   
    men det passer nu ikke, også Anne2 bad lægerne hjælpe hendes2 hund.   
       
  b.  De sagde at kun Bo1 bad dyrlægerne hjælpe hans1 hund,   
    men det passer nu ikke, også Anne2 bad dyrlægerne hjælpe hans1 hund.   
       
    They said that only Bo asked the veterinarians to help REFL's/his dog   
    but that isn't true, also Anne asked the veterinarians to help her/his dog   
 

3.3 Plural antecedents of sin  
Danish differs from Norwegian and Swedish in that the reflexive possessive sin/sit/sine cannot have a 
plural antecedent (Norwegian and Swedish examples from Hulthén 1944: 117): 
 
(65) Da. a. * De elsker sit barn.      
 No. b.  De elsker sit barn.      
 Sw. c.  De älskar sitt barn.      
    They love REFL's child      
 
(66) Da. a. * Alle bar de hjembygden i sine hjerter.   
 No. b.  Alle bar de hjembygden i sine hjerter.   
 Sw. c.  Alla bar de hembygden i sina hjärtan.   
    All carried they home-village-the in REFL's hearts   
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When Ludvig Holberg (1684-1754) uses sin/sit/sine with a plural antecedent, this is commonly taken 
as influence from Norwegian, e.g. by Skautrup (1953: 28, 37): 
 

(67) Da.  Ved det samme lærer de at kiende sine egne og andres Fejl ...    
   By the same learn they to know REFL's own and others' faults     
 

   ... hvilket ikke andet end være meget nyttigt.  
    which not other than be very useful  

(1731, Ludvig Holberg: Hexerie eller Blind Allarm, II.2) 
 

However, in present-day Danish, examples are becoming more and more common where sin/sit/sine 
refers to a plural antecedent (Ehlers 2020; 2023). The following are all actual examples, most of them 
from KorpusDK (and I personally find them all rather unacceptable): 
 

(68) Da.  Hertil kommer produktionsafgiftsfondene, der har sine indtægter ... 
   To this come production-duty-foundations-the which have REFL's revenues  
 

   ... fra afgift på kvæg, svin, høns, heste, kartofler, kaniner etc.  
    from charges on cattle, pigs, poultry, horses, potatoes, rabbits etc.  
 

(69) Da.  Selv om begge parter baserede sine beregninger på forslagets gennemførelse, 
   Even though both   parties based REFL's calculations on proposal-the's implementation 
 

   ... ville ingen spille ud med et konkret krav.                 
    would noone play out with a concrete demand                 
 

(70) Da.  Jeg er sikker på, at der er mange fædre, ...                  
   I am sure on that there are many   fathers,                   
 

   ... som gerne vil have sine børn boende hos sig.                 
    who gladly would have REFL's children living with REFL                 
 

(71) Da.  Tænk hvor mange gange det er lykkedes socialdemokraterne ...                
   Think how many times it is succeeded social-democrats-the                 
 

   ... at få det borgerlige Danmark til [ at finansiere sine velfærdsstatsideer. ]              
    to get the right-wing Denmark to  to finance REFL's welfare-state-ideas               
 

(72) Da.  Her sætter containerskibe sit store præg på den årlige opgørelse med 81 skibe.   
   Here leave container-ships REFL's large mark on the annual count with 81 ships   
 

(73) Da.  Når teenagere tænder sin første cigaret ...                 
   When teenagers light REFL's first cigarette                  

(Danish radio news, DR P1, 18:05, 03.02.2010) 
 
Even though all of (68)-(73) are ungrammatical, (72)-(73) somehow sound worse to my ears than the 
others. Similarly, (65)a is worse than (66)a.  
 
In other words, it seems to be even worse for singular sin/sit to have a plural antecedent than it is for 
plural sine to have a plural antecedent, i.e. if the DP that contains sin/sit/sine is itself singular, (75)b, 
then having a plural antecedent is even more of a problem than if the DP that contains sin/sit/sine is 
itself plural, (74)b: 
 

(74) Da. a.  Forældrene var kede af ikke at have tid nok til deres børn.   
  b. * Forældrene var kede af ikke at have tid nok til sine børn.   
    Parents-the were sad of not to have time enough to their/REFL's children   
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(75) Da. a.  Forældrene var kede af ikke at have tid nok til deres barn.   
  b. * Forældrene var kede af ikke at have tid nok til sit barn.   
    Parents-the were sad of not to have time enough to their/REFL's child   
 

PS:  Notice that a "conflict" in the other direction is completely unproblematic, i.e. as soon as the DP 
containing sin/sit/sine has a singular antecedent, it does not matter whether the sin/sit/sine-DP itself is 
plural or singular: 
 

(76) Da. a. * Hun elsker hendes børn.   
  b.  Hun elsker sine børn.   
    She loves her/REFL's children   
 

(77) Da. a. * Hun elsker hendes barn.   
  b.  Hun elsker sit barn.   
    She loves her/REFL's child   
 

(78) Da. a. * Faren var ked af ikke at have tid nok til hans børn.   
  b.  Faren var ked af ikke at have tid nok til sine børn.   
    Father -the were sad of not to have time enough to his/REFL's children   
 

(79) Da. a. * Faren var ked af ikke at have tid nok til hans barn.   
  b.  Faren var ked af ikke at have tid nok til sit barn.   
    Father-the were sad of not to have time enough to his/REFL's child   

 

 

4. Non-argument reflexives vs. argument ones  

4.1 Clear cases: Verbs that are never inherently reflexive vs. 

verbs that always are 
As set out above, I assume that sig in (80)a (and in (23)c and (27)-(34) above) is an argument, i.e. that 
it is assigned a thematic role. One clear indicator of this is that sig here can be replaced by other 
nominal expressions (note that underlining still marks coreference): 
 
(80) Da. a.  [ Mette hørte [ Lars kritisere sig. ]]      g. * [ Mette hørte [ Lars kritisere Troels. ]] 
  b. * [ Mette hørte [ Lars kritisere sig. ]]  h. * [ Mette hørte [ Lars kritisere Troels. ]] 
  c. * [ Mette hørte [ Lars kritisere sig. ]]  i.  [ Mette hørte [ Lars kritisere Troels. ]] 
  d. * [ Mette hørte [ Lars kritisere sig selv. ]]  j.  [ Mette hørte [ Lars kritisere hende. ]] 
  e.  [ Mette hørte [ Lars kritisere sig selv. ]]  k. * [ Mette hørte [ Lars kritisere hende. ]] 
  f. * [ Mette hørte [ Lars kritisere sig selv. ]]  l.  [ Mette hørte [ Lars kritisere hende. ]] 

Mette heard Lars criticise REFL/REFL self/Troels/her 

 
What we see here is that whereas sig selv as an object for kritisere 'criticise' must have an antecedent 
inside the smallest clause, (80)e, sig as an object for kritisere 'criticise' must have an antecedent 
outside the smallest clause, but inside the smallest finite clause, (80)a. The smallest clause that 
contains sig/sig selv is the embedded non-finite clause = the inner [], whereas the smallest finite clause 
that contains sig/sig selv is the entire finite main clause = the outer []. In other words, sig behaves 
here, exactly as described in §2 and §3 above. 
 
A very different situation from the one with criticise is the one with so-called inherently reflexive 
verbs. These are verbs that can only have a reflexive pronoun as an object, which means that this 
reflexive cannot be replaced by any other nominal expression: 
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(81) Da. a.  Mette skyndte sig.                                  f.  Lars skammede sig. 
  b. * Mette skyndte sig selv.   g. * Lars skammede sig selv. 
  c. * Mette skyndte hende.   h. * Lars skammede hende. 
  d. * Mette skyndte ham.   i. * Lars skammede ham. 
  e. * Mette skyndte Troels.   j. * Lars skammede Troels. 
    Mette hurried REFL/REFL self/her/him/T    Lars shamed … 

    'Mette hurried up'    'Lars was ashamed of himself' 
 
As shown by the fact that there are no non-reflexive options here, (81)b-e and (81)g-j, sig is not an 
argument, and we therefore conclude that sig is not assigned a thematic role by inherently reflexive 
verbs like skynde and skamme, as opposed to the situation with transitive verbs like criticise above.  
 
Here are three (!) lists of inherently reflexive verbs in Danish. In (82), there are corresponding 
inherently reflexive expressions in English and German (except for (82)r): 
 
(82)   English Danish German  
 a.  absent oneself absentere sig sich absentieren / sich verdrücken  
 b.  address oneself to X henvende sig til X sich an X wenden  
 c.  apply oneself  anstrenge sig sich anstrengen  
 d.  avail oneself of X benytte sig af X sich X bedienen  
 e.  behave oneself opføre sig / begå sig sich benehmen  
 f.  betake oneself begive sig sich begeben  
 g.  bethink oneself besinde sig sich besinnen  
 h.  busy oneself 

/ occupy oneself 

beskæftige sig sich beschäftigen / sich befassen  

 i.  comport oneself 

/ acquit oneself 

forholde sig sich verhalten  

 j.  content onself stille sig tilfreds med X   

/ lade sig nøje med X 

sich begnügen  

 k.  demean oneself nedværdige sig sich herabwürdigen  
 l.  express oneself udtrykke sig sich ausdrücken  
 m.  find oneself befinde sig sich finden  
 n.  ingratiate oneself indynde sig sich einschmeicheln  
 o.  make a fool of oneself   kvaje sig sich blamieren  
 p.  make oneself useful gøre sig nÿttig sich nützlich machen  
 q.  pride oneself rose sig af X (sich etwas loben)  
 r.  perjure oneself -- --  

 s.  present oneself indfinde sig sich einfinden  

 
The list in (83) contains inherently reflexive verbs in Danish which have German counterparts but not 
English ones:  
 

(83)   Danish German  
 a.  adskille sig sich unterscheiden 'differ' 
 b.  beklage sig / brokke sig   sich beschweren 'complain' 
 c.  boltre sig sich tummeln 'gambol' 
 d.  bugte sig sich schlängeln 'twist, wind' 
 e.  dreje sig om X sich um X drehen  'be about, concern' 
 f.  egne sig sich eignen 'be suitable for, be fit for' 
 g.  finde sig i X sich mit X abfinden 'put up with X, endure' 
 h.  forelske sig sich verlieben 'fall in love' 
 i.  fordybe sig i X sich in X vertiefen 'be immersed in' 
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 j.  formaste sig sich erdreisten 

/ sich erfrechen 

'presume to' 

 k.  forsluge sig sich überessen 'overeat' 
 l.  forstille sig sich verstellen 'dissemble' 
 m.  græmme sig over X sich über X grämen 'fret about' 
 n.  hygge sig sich es gemütlich machen   'feel at home, have a cosy time' 
 o.  koncentrere sig om X sich auf X konzentrieren 'concentrate on X' 
 p.  nærme sig sich nähern 'approach, get closer' 
 q.  påberåbe sig X sich auf X berufen 'invoke, refer to' 
 r.  se sig for sich vorsehen 'watche one's step' 
 s.  skabe sig sich anstellen 'carry on, make a fuss, play up'' 
 t.  skamme sig sich schämen 'be ashamed of oneself' 
 u.  skille sig ud sich abheben 'stand out, differ from' 
 v.  skynde sig sich beeilen 'hurry up' 
 x.  sove over sig sich verschlafen 'oversleep' 
 y.  tage sig af X sich um X kümmern 'take care of' 
 
Finally, the list in (84) contains inherently reflexive verbs in Danish which have neither German nor 
English counterparts:  
 
(84)   Danish  
 a.  betakke sig   'reject' 
 b.  flaske sig 'work out fine'  
 c.  slanke sig  'grow thinner'  
 d.  sno sig 'be a smooth operator' 
 e.  ømme sig  'wince' 
 
(These three lists include all the lexical entries containing sig among all "fixed expressions" in the 
Danish national web corpus, KorpusDK, https://ordnet.dk/korpusdk/faste-udtryk. The lists and their 
translations were enriched by consulting among others Thrane (1983), Huddleston & Pullum (2002: 
1487–1489), Helbig & Buscha (1991: 214–216) and various dictionaries.) 
 

4.2 Verbs that may be inherently reflexive or not, but with clear 

meaning differences  
Both when sig is an argument, as in (80), and when it is not, as in (81), it cannot just be replaced by 
sig selv. In (81) such a replacement with sig selv is simply impossible, and in (80)c sig selv is possible, 
with a completely different reference than sig would have in the same position, cf. (80)a.  
 
What then are we to do with KorpusDK examples like (85), (86) and (87), where both sig and sig selv 
are possible, with no difference in reference – unlike with kritisere in (80)a,c ? 
 
(85) Da. a.  Ungkommunisterne demonstrerede blandt andet på Jan Palach-pladsen, opkaldt 

efter den unge mand, [som brændte sig selv i protest mod Warszawa-pagtens 
 besættelse af Tjekkoslovakiet i 1968]. 
The young-communists demonstrated among other places on the Jan Palach  

Square, named for the young man who burned REFL self in protest against the 

 occupation of Czechoslovakia in 1968 by the Warsaw pact. 
  

  b.  Brændenælden er en af forårets første planter, og så længe den endnu ikke  
har foldet sine blade ud, kan man plukke dem uden [PRO at brænde sig]. 



Hand-out 1a. Intro: Reflexives in Danish and English (Vikner, ZAS, summer 2026)    p. 20 of 23 

The stinging nettle is one of the spring's first plants, and as long as it has not  

yet unfolded its leaves, one can pick them without stinging/burning REFL. 

 
(86) Da. a.  [Han slog sig selv med en stok], men så pludselig kunne det være nok. 

He hit REFL self with a stick, but then suddenly he had had enough. 
  

  b.  Jamen, om jeg da vil have, [at de stakkels små, [når de klatrer rundt i legehuse, 
træer og tov] skal slå sig, hvis de falder ned? 
Well, do I want that the poor small ones, when they climb around in playhouses, 

trees and ropes, should hit REFL if they fall down? 

 
(87) Da. a.  Det er vigtigt, for når man som arbejdsleder skal forsøge at få folk til at gøre 

noget andet, end det de plejer, [så må man forandre sig selv for at få en anden 
reaktion end normalt]. 
It is important, because when you as manager have to try to get people to do 

something different from what they normally do, then you have to change REFL 

self to get a different reaction than normally. 
  

  b.  Jeg synes, [at København har forandret sig meget]. 
I think that Copenhagen has changed REFL a lot. 

 
 
Along the lines of the analysis in in §2 and §3 above, I have to say that brænde 'burn', slå 'hit' and 
forandre 'change' have an object which is an argument (= they assign a thematic role to their objects) 
in (85)a/(86)a/(87)a, but not in (85)b/(86)b/(87)b.  
 
In other words, whereas kritisere assigns a thematic role to its object, also when it is sig/sig selv, (80), 
and and whereas skynde/skamme never assigns a thematic role to their object, (81) (and this is why it 
can only be sig), here we see two different versions of each of brænde 'burn', slå 'hit' and forandre 
'change': They can assign a thematic role to their object, (85)a/(86)a/(87)a, but they can also have an 
object which is not assigned a thematic role, (85)b/(86)b/(87)b.  
 
Please note that there is nothing dodgy about this move, i.e. that we not only have verbs of type A and 
verbs of type B, but we also have verbs that seem to belong to both types. This is a well-known 
situation, e.g. verbs like træffe 'meet' always only have one object, and verbs like give 'give' always 
have two objects, but this division of verbs into monotransitive and ditransitive verbs is not called into 
questions by the existence of verbs like købe and sælge which can have either one or two objects (Hun 

har købt en Porsche 'She has bought a Porsche' vs. Hun har købt sin datter en Porsche 'She has 
bought her daughter a Porsche'). 
 
The proposed analysis of (85)/(86)/(87) is suppported by the clear meaning differences between 
(85)a/(86)a/(87)a and (85)b/(86)b/(87)b, which can be explained by there being one thematic role less 
involved in the sig-examples than in the sig selv-examples. All three of brænde sig selv, slå sig selv 
and forandre sig selv involve both an AGENT and a THEME, whereas brænde sig, slå sig and forandre 

sig involve only involve a THEME and no AGENT. It is this lack of AGENT in (85)b/(86)b/(87)b which 
means that there is no intention involved, as opposed to (85)a/(86)a/(87)a where the AGENT does the 
burning, hitting or changing on purpose. 
 
Sætte sig selv 'sit/set REFL self' also involve both an AGENT and a THEME, whereas sætte sig 'sit/sat 
REFL' only involves an AGENT, and no THEME: 
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(88) Da. a.  Kenneth Jensen og Tommy Schram har sat sig selv på den danske transferliste, 
fordi deres kontrakter udløber 30. juni. 
Kenneth Jensen and Tommy Schram have set REFL self on the Danish transfer 

list because their contrancts expire on June 30. 
  

  b.  Kate satte sig på stolen, som lægen havde trukket frem.  
Kate sat REFL on the chair that the doctor had pulled out. 

 
Tillade sig selv 'allow REFL self' also involves three thematic roles, AGENT, BENEFACTIVE and THEME, 
whereas tillade sig 'allow REFL' only involves AGENT and THEME, and not BENEFACTIVE: 
 
(89) Da. a.  Andre spærrer kun sig selv, hvis de kommer alene. Med konen under armen 

tillader de sig selv at spille. 
Other (gamblers) only block themselves if they are on their own. With the wife 

under the arm allow they REFL self to gamble. 
  

  b.  Vist er der nogle bestemte regler for, hvad man sprogligt kan tillade sig og hvad 
ikke. 
Of course there are some definite rules for what one linguistically can allow 

REFL and what not. 

 
I have thus suggested the existence of (at least) three kinds of verbs: normal transitive verbs like 
kritisere, 'criticise', which assign a thematic role to their object (even when it is sig/sig selv), (80), 
inherently reflexive verbs like skynde/skamme, 'hurry'/'be ashamed' which never assigns a thematic 
role to their object, (81) (and this is why it can only be sig), and finally verbs like brænde 'burn', slå 
'hit' and forandre 'change', which may belong to either of these two groups, (85)/(86)/(87). 
 
 

4.3 Verbs that may be inherently reflexive or not, without clear 

meaning differences  
There is a special subgroup of the verbs that belong to both groups (i.e. normal transitive verbs and 
inherently reflexive verbs), like brænde, slå, forandre, sætte ned og tillade, (85)-(89). We are talking 
about verbs like vaske 'wash', barbere 'shave', frisere 'comb', and sminke 'apply make-up': 
 
(90)  Da. a.  Lars vasker  sig hver morgen. 
  b.  Lars vasker  sig selv hver morgen. 
    Lars washes REFL self every morning 

 
These verbs have in common with brænde, slå, forandre, sætte ned og tillade, (85)-(89), that both sig 
and sig selv are possible as objects, but what is different about the latter class is that for vaske, 
barbere, frisere, and sminke, there would seem to not be any particular difference in meaning between 
the two kinds of objects, i.e. between (90)a and (90)b. 
 
Nevertheless, I would like to suggest that sig in (90)a is not assigned a thematic role, whereas sig selv 
in (90)b is assigned the thematic role THEME. This is supported by a similar phenomenon in English, 
where there also does not seem to be any particular difference in meaning between wash having an 
object argument, (91)b, and wash not having an object argument, (91)a: 
 
(91)  En. a.  Lawrence washes  every morning. 
  b.  Lawrence washes himself every morning. 
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Therefore, vaske is the last verb you should think about if you are trying to figure out the difference 
between sig and sig selv. This does not mean that we should ignore vaske, but only that we should 
start with the other verbs, and then vaske will follow. 
 
By the way, it may very well be the case that the vaske-group contains not just the above-mentioned 
verbs of personal grooming, vaske 'wash', barbere 'shave', frisere 'comb' og sminke 'apply make-up', 
but also other verb, e.g. forsvare 'defend'. 
 
(92) Da. a.  Det var blevet klart, at atomvåben simpelt hen ikke kan bruges til [PRO at 

forsvare sig med]. 
It had become clear that nuclear weapons simply cannot be used to  

defend REFL with. 
  

  b.  USA bør først og fremmest bruge sine penge på [PRO at forsvare sig selv]. 
USA should first and foremost use its money on to defend REFL self. 

 
I therefore maintain the suggestion of (at least) three relevant types of verbs, namely normal transitive 
verbs like kritisere 'criticise', (80), inherently reflexive verbs like skynde 'hurry', skamme 'be ashamed', 
(81), and then verbs that belong to both types. This last group contains not just brænde 'burn', slå 'hit', 
forandre 'change', sætte 'set', and tillade 'allow', §4.2, but also vaske 'wash', barbere 'shave', frisere 

'comb' sminke 'apply make-up', and forsvare 'defend, §4.3.' 
 
 
 

5. Conclusion 
This hand-out laid out a set of analyses of the different aspects of the Danish reflexive system.  
 
§1 established some basics in §1.1 and some generalisations for the relatively simple system in 
English in 1.2. 
 
§2 went on to discuss the reflexive and non-reflexive pronouns that occur in argument positions (i.e. 
positions where they can be replaced by other nominal expressions) and argued for the analysis in 
(16)/(26), which said that there are two different conditions concerning coreference on each of the 
four reflexive/non-reflexive pronoun types in Danish, i.e. sig/sig selv/hende/hende selv. One type of 
condition is imposed (in two versions) on elements with and without selv (i.e. sig/hende vs. sig 

selv/hende selv), and a different type of condition is imposed (also in two versions) on elements with 
and without sig (i.e. sig/sig selv vs. hende/hende selv).  
 
In §3, some of the consequences of this analysis were examined in detail, especially concerning the 
partial overlaps between different elements in both §3.1 and §3.2, and also the ongoing change in 
which the possessive sin is losing its restriction to only singular antecedents, in § 3.3. 
 
In §4, the distinction between sig with argument status and sig without argument status was 
investigated in detail, which involved scrutiny of no less than four different types of verbs, not just 
normal transitive ones like kritisere 'criticise' and inherently reflexive ones like like skamme 'be 
ashamed', §4.1, but also two types of verbs that would seem to belong to both of these types. The first 
of these border-crossing verb types are the ones where the two uses have clearly different meanings, 
like brænde 'burn', §4.2, whereas the second border-crossing verb type contains verbs where the two 
uses have do not appear to have clearly different meanings, like vaske 'wash', §4.3. 
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Finally, if time had allowed, we could perhaps have gone into various predictions made by these 
analyses for data from the Danish national corpus, KorpusDK. These discussions can be found (but in 
Danish!) in Ehlers & Vikner (2017: 102–103, 112–118), and in Vikner & Ehlers (2017: 182–191), and 
the data from the corpus are shown to support the analyses suggested in this hand-out.  
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