
Argument structures and alternations of mittō
‘send’ in Early and Classical Latin

1. Object of study
• Ditransitive constructions consist of a (ditransitive) verb,

an agent argument (A), a theme argument (T) and a
recipient-like argument (R) (Malchukov et al. 2010).

• mittō ’send’ has an ‘indirective alignment’(T = P ≠ R): A
takes the nominative case, T the accusative case, and R
shows different coding patterns (Table 1) (Napoli 2018).

Table 1: coding patterns of R arguments

• Alternation with animate Rs:

1. [ad + Acc]R
[ad Pistoclerum]R [litteras]T misi

‘I sent letters to Pistoclerus.’ (Plaut. Bacch. 389-390)

2. DatR
[lenoni]R ... [epistulam]T mittit

‘(He) is sending this letter to the pimp.’ (Plaut. Pseud. 998)

• Research question: Construction alternation of animate R
arguments of mittō ‘send’ is related to:

a) Animacy of Ts and Rs (animate vs. inanimate)

b) Semantic roles of Rs (e.g. recipient, direction)

2. Data and methodology
• Corpus: Plautus’ comedies; Cicero’s Epistulae ad Atticum;

Caesar’s Commentarii belli Gallici; Sallustius’ De
coniuratione Catilinae and Bellum Iugurthinum.

• 837 occurrences of the lemma mittō ‘send’ were collected
with the online resource Perseus.

• Manual extraction of the ditransitive constructions with
animate Rs. à total: 189 instances.

• The sample comprises constructions with active and
passive verb forms and ditransitive constructions with null
objects.

3. Analysis and results

Direction PPs: ad + 
ACC; in + ACC

Dative marking

Animate Rs only ad + ACC Yes 
Inanimate Rs Yes No 
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a) Animacy

• Animate Ts select Rs expressed by ad + ACC.
• Inanimate Ts occur with dative or prepositional Rs in

similar percentages. Objects of communication events
(e.g. littera, epistula ‘letter’ and scriptum ’writing’) are
found with both the constructions.

b) Semantic roles
• Rs are expressed with ad + ACC when they can be

metonimically viewed as places where animate
participants reside à animate directions (Kittilä 2014).
They can occur with direction /source constituents.

(3) legatos ad Dumnorigem .... mittunt
deputy.ACC to Dumnorix.ACC send.3PL

‘(They) send deputies to Dumnorix.’ (Caes. Gall.1.9.2)

• Rs are expressed with the dative when Ts: (i) are
concretely transferred to animate participants (true
recipients); (ii) are considered beneficial (e.g. munera
‘gifts’, pecunia ‘money’) à recipients are also
beneficiaries.

4. Conclusion and future works

• Construction alternation can be related to: a) animacy of
Ts; b) semantic roles of Rs.

• Other parameters: constituent order, pragmatic aspects
(e.g. topic/focus); intermediate stages of animacy-
hierarchies (e.g. personal pronouns, proper nouns etc.).

• Enriching the sample and studying argument structures
of other transfer verbs: dō ‘give’ and ferō ‘bring’.
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dative ad + ACC Total

Animate Rs 52 137 189

dative ad + ACC Total 
Animate Ts 10 88 98
Inanimate Ts 26 32 58

Table 2: Distribution of the coding patterns of animate Rs

Table 3: coding patterns of Rs with animate/inanimate Ts.
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