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1 Introduction
• A prominent question in generativist (mainstream) linguistics (cf. Chomsky, 1957) relates to how
the semantic content of lexical items interacts with the syntactic structures that lexical items occur
in.
• Such a question has spiked a lot of interest mostly because of Chomsky’s (1981; 1986) proposal
regarding the role the lexicon plays in the building up of linguistic structure.
• Although it is a common assumption that the lexical items of the syntactic structure are provided
with semantic content, linguists do not agree with whether such a semantic content comes from the
lexicon or instead semantic content is provided by the syntactic structure.
• What are generally known as lexicalist approaches (cf. Jackendoff, 1983, 1990; Pinker, 1989; Levin
& Rappaport Hovav, 1995; Rappaport Hovav & Levin, 1998) hold that the semantic content of lexical
items constrains or determines syntactic structure, i.e., lexical information is taken to be prior to
syntax.
• The lexicon thus holds a privileged status insofar as it is the component that governs word formation.
A consequence of this view is that the lexical information lexical items carry is said to be projected
from the lexicon into the syntactic structure.
• Lexical items thus carry semantic content prior to syntax which is taken to determine the syntactic
structures they can be associated with.
• In contrast, neoconstructionist approaches (cf. Halle & Marantz, 1993; Harley, 1995; Marantz,
1997; Borer, 2003, 2005a,b, 2013) propose that syntactic structure is not determined by the semantic
content of lexical items. On this view, the semantic interpretation of lexical items is derived from
the syntactic structure that lexical items occur in.
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• Syntax is thus the only engine that derives linguistic structure. In contrast to lexicalist approaches,
structural meaning is provided by the syntax, as there is no need to posit an additional generative
engine such as the lexicon to derive word formation.
this talk
– In this talk, I explore the validity of the theoretical postulates as described above. In particular,
I provide evidence that calls for a middle ground between neoconstructionism and lexicalism.
– The evidence that I provide shows that verbal classes appear to be more elastic regarding the
types of syntactic structures they can be associated with, in contrast to what lexicalist approaches have been arguing for.
– However, I show that there are still clear incompatibilities between certain verbal classes and
syntactic structures in that semantic content seems to impose clear restrictions on the syntactic
structure verbal roots can be associated with.
– The main goal of this talk is thus to reconcile and make clearer the roles that syntax and the
lexicon play in the building up of linguistic structure.
roadmap
– Section 2: I provide a detailed overview of what probably is the most influential lexicalist approach, i.e., that developed by Levin & Rappaport Hovav.
– Section 3: I discuss a radical approach within neoconstructionism which proposes that lexical
items are never constrained regarding the types of syntactic structures they can be associated
with.
– Section 4: After discussing data that challenge both lexicalism and neoconstructionism, I discuss how such data call the need for a middle ground between lexicalism and neoconstructionism.

2 Lexicalism: Grammatically relevant components of meaning
• Within lexicalist approaches, Rappaport Hovav & Levin (1998, 2010) have influentially proposed
that the lexicalization of a manner or result component determines syntactic structure.
• In particular, Rappaport Hovav & Levin argue that verbs fall into two semantic classes, i.e., manner
verbs (1-a), which encode a manner of carrying out an action, and result verbs (1-b), which encode
a result state, i.e., a change of state or location.
(1)

a.
b.

Manner verbs: wipe, run, poison, scrub, sweep, etc.
Result verbs: clean, arrive, kill, clear, remove, etc.

• Rappaport Hovav & Levin (1998, 2010) have influentially proposed that the lexicalization of a manner or result component has grammatical consequences for syntax as it determines the types of syntactic structures verbs can be associated with (further see Levin & Rappaport Hovav, 1991, 1995,
2005, 2006, 2013, 2014; Rappaport Hovav, 2014, 2017; Levin, 2017).
2

• For instance, canonical manner verbs such as sweep (2) and scrub (3) permit object deletion, whereas
canonical result verbs like break (4) and dim (5) do not.
(2)

a.
b.
c.

John swept the floor.
All last night, John swept.
Cinderella outswept her stepsisters.
(Rappaport Hovav & Levin, 2002: 275)

(3)

a.
b.
c.

John scrubbed the floor.
All last night, John scrubbed.
Cinderella outscrubbed her stepsisters.
(Rappaport Hovav, 2008: 23)

(4)

a. John broke the vase.
b. *All last night, John broke.
c. *Kim outbroke the other vase-smasher.
(Beavers & Koontz-Garboden, 2012: 339)

(5)

a. John dimmed the lights.
b. *All last night, John dimmed.
c. *Our stage-hand outdimmed your stage-hand.
(Rappaport Hovav, 2008: 24)

• In addition, canonical result verbs appear to disallow so-called nonselected objects (7), whereas
nonselected objects are permitted by manner verbs (6).
(6)

a.
b.
c.

(7)

Kim scrubbed her fingers raw.
(Rappaport Hovav & Levin, 2010: 21)
The joggers ran the pavement thin.
(Levin & Rappaport Hovav, 1995: 53)
The child rubbed the tiredness out of his eyes.
(Rappaport Hovav & Levin, 1998: 7)

a. *The toddler broke his hands bloody.
(Rappaport Hovav & Levin, 2010: 22)
b. *Kim dimmed her eyes sore.
(Beavers & Koontz-Garboden, 2012: 340)
c. *We cooled the people out of the room with the air-conditioner on too high.
(Rappaport Hovav, 2008: 23)

• The logic behind this is that in nonselected object constructions, the verb is a modifier of the event
as it provides the manner of action with which a result state is brought about. Thus, only manner
verbs are expected to occur in these constructions, as they lexicalize a manner of action.
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• For instance, (6-a) can be paraphrased as Kim caused her fingers to become raw by scrubbing. Since
result verbs lexicalize a result state, but not a manner of action, result verbs are predicted not to
permit nonselected objects.1

3 Neoconstructionism: A free distribution approach
• A very influential approach within neoconstructionism which is at odds with lexicalism holds that
lexical items do not have semantic content that is grammatically relevant.
• Rappaport Hovav (2017) calls these approaches Free Distribution approaches and are significantly
represented in works by Arad (2003, 2005); Borer (2003, 2005b, 2013); Acquaviva (2008, 2014);
Harley (2009); Mateu & Acedo-Matellán (2012); Acedo-Matellán & Mateu (2014); Dunbar & Wellwood (2016); Acedo-Matellán (2016).
• On this view, lexical items such as verbs are not constrained in terms of the syntactic contexts they
can occur in since in principle any verb can appear in any syntactic context.
• This line of approaches strongly argues in favor of a view of verb meaning in which the syntactic
and semantic properties of the verbs are exclusively determined by the syntactic structure.
• The overall picture then is that the same lexical item, a verb in the present case, can be associated with
distinct semantic interpretations as well as distinct syntactic properties depending on the syntactic
structure the verb occurs in.
• For instance, on this view, that the same verb whistle can appear in a variety of distinct syntactic contexts is unsurprising, as the verbs are predicted to have this verbal elasticity, in contrast to lexicalist
approaches such as Levin & Rappaport Hovav’s.
(8)

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.
f.
g.
h.
i.

Kim whistled.
Kim whistled at the dog.
Kim whistled a tune.
Kim whistled a warning.
Kim whistled me a warning.
Kim whistled her appreciation.
Kim whistled to the dog to come.
The bullet whistled through the air.
The air whistled with bullets.
(Rappaport Hovav & Levin, 1998: 2)

• Similarly, the fact that the lexical item siren can be both a noun and a verb is naturally accounted
for since the interpretation of siren as a noun or a verb is derived when this lexical item is integrated
into a nominal or verbal syntactic structure.
1

Note that this explanation is a simplification of the approach that Rappaport Hovav & Levin develop, since I just provide
a brief overview of their claim that manner and result verbs have distinct syntactic properties. See Rappaport Hovav & Levin
(1998, 2010) for their formal implementation of manner and result regarding the architecture of event structure.
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(9)

a.
b.
c.
d.
e.

The factory horns sirened throughout the raid.
The factory horns sirened midday and everyone broke for lunch.
The police car sirened the Porsche to a stop.
The police car sirened up to the accident site.
The police car sirened the daylight out of me.
(Borer, 2003: 40)

• The fact that siren as a verb has different uses, as illustrated in the example above, is also accounted
for since it follows from the fact that siren can be associated with distinct verbal structures, e.g.,
intransitive, transitive, causative etc.
• Borer (2013: 403-17, 436-70) for instance argues that lexical items are phonological indices without
any content insofar as content is only introduced when lexical items appear together with some
specific grammatical context.
• Similarly, Acedo-Matellán & Mateu (2014) (also Borer, 2005b; Acedo-Matellán, 2010; Mateu &
Acedo-Matellán, 2012) assume that lexical items have idiosyncratic content, yet it is not taken to
be grammatically relevant.
• Consequently, lexical items are predicted to appear in any context and cases of apparent ungrammaticalities are incompatibilities between the semantics introduced by the syntactic structure and
the idiosyncratic content of the lexical items.
• For instance, Acedo-Matellán & Mateu (2014: 20) argue against Rappaport Hovav & Levin’s (1998;
2010) claim that result verbs like break can only be interpreted as result, i.e., as providing the result
state of the event, by showing that result verbs can also be structurally interpreted as manner.
(10)

a.
b.
c.
d.

The strong winds broke the glass.
The glass broke.
The hammer head broke off.
The boy broke into the room.
(Acedo-Matellán & Mateu, 2014: 20)

• Namely, whereas in (10-a)-(10-b) the verb break provides the result state of the event, i.e., in (10-b)
it is the case that the glass becomes broken, (10-c) and (10-d) do not entail that the subject referent
becomes broken, but rather the verb provides the manner of the event, e.g., in (10-c) the breaking is
the means by which the hammer head gets separated, as break is structurally interpreted as manner,
according to Acedo-Matellán & Mateu (see also Embick, 2004; McIntyre, 2004; Harley, 2005; Mateu,
2012; Mateu & Acedo-Matellán, 2012).
• In short, Free distribution approaches strongly reject the assumption that lexical items can have
content that is grammatically relevant.
• On this view, there is thus a strong division of labor between the lexicon and syntax insofar as only
syntax determines the semantic and syntactic properties of the lexical items.
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4 The need for a middle ground
• I show, however, that neither lexicalism nor neoconstructionism successfully capture the syntactic
distribution of (result) verbs.
• In particular, I note that neoconstructionist approaches overgenerate, as there is a class of verbal
roots that are highly constrained regarding the types of syntactic structures they occur in.
• In contrast, I note that lexicalist approaches, in particular Rappaport Hovav & Levin’s, undergenerate, as a class of verbal roots appear to be more elastic regarding the types of syntactic structures
they can be associated with.
• Recall that Rappaport Hovav & Levin argue that only manner verbs can provide the manner of the
event, e.g., John scrubbed his fingers raw. This is because manner verbs encode a manner of carrying
out an action, and therefore occur in structures in which they provide the manner of event.
• In contrast, insofar as result verbs encode a result state, but not any manner of action, Rappaport Hovav & Levin argue that this class of verbs do not appear in structures in which they provide the
manner of the event, as in nonselected object constructions, e.g., *John broke his fingers bloody.
• In this way, the lexicalist approach by Rappaport Hovav & Levin highly constrains the types of syntactic structures verbal classes occur in depending on their semantic content.
• I note, however, that a class of result verbs do appear in nonselected object constructions, contra
Rappaport Hovav & Levin. This shows that some result verbs can provide the manner of the event,
despite not encoding a manner of action.2
(11)

a.
b.
c.

Samson, who ripped him free of his bindings and pulled him to safety. (Web)
Six times we broke her loose from the rocks only to have her catch again. (GBooks)
With a few slices of her claws, she tore him free. (GBooks)

(12)

a.

The power of the wind was used to move water [...] to crush the oil out of linseed and
rapeseed. (COCA)
Rigaut tore a piece off one of the letters. (COCA)
Solar energy can be used [...] for splitting hydrogen out of water molecules to create
a fuel for vehicles. (COCA)

b.
c.

(13)

a.
b.
c.

Scientists just melted a hole through 3,500 feet of ice. (Web)
I stuck my GoPro under some ice and then shattered a hole right above it. (Web)
A discharge of those energies burned a hole in his forehead and killed him. (COCA)

• These data show that result verbs can be associated with syntactic structures in which they are
structurally interpreted as providing the manner of the event. This provides evidence in favor of
2

Unless explicitly indicated, the examples in this presentation are extracted from Google Books (GBooks), Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) and Corpus of Web-Based Global English (GloWbE).
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a neoconstructionist approach, i.e., that the interpretation of lexical items depends on the syntactic
structure lexical items occur in (cf. Acedo-Matellán & Mateu, 2014).
• However, I also provide data that strongly suggest that the syntactic distribution of verbal classes in
the syntactic structure is not completely unconstrained, as one would expect under a neoconstructionist approach (cf. Borer, 2003; Arad, 2003; Acedo-Matellán & Mateu, 2014).
• In other words, the data I analyze show that it is not the case that any class of verbs can in principle
appear in any syntactic context. My point of departure is Embick’s (2009) observation that not all
classes of result verbs can provide the manner of the event, as illustrated below.
(14)

a.
b.
c.

Mary broke the package open.
Mary cut the package open.
Mary split the package open.
(Embick, 2009: 7)

(15)

a. *John opened + DP + Result XP.
b. *John darkened + DP + Result XP.
c. *John blackened + DP + Result XP.
(Embick, 2009: 7)

• In particular, Embick observes that the roots of deadjectival result verbs, e.g., open, darken, blacken,
do not appear to function as event modifiers, i.e., they do not seem to be able to provide the manner
of action of the event. Further consider the additional examples provided below.
(16)

a. *The kid opened the ball into the garden.
cannot mean: the kid caused the ball to go into the garden by opening (a door).
(Alessandro Bigolin p.c.)
b. *The sky darkened the city hard to see.
cannot mean: The sky caused the city to become hard to see by darkening.
(Louise McNally p.c.)
c. *The dentist whitened his teeth clean.
cannot mean: The dentist caused the teeth to become clean by whitening.
d. *We cooled the people out of the room with the air-conditioner on too high.
cannot mean: We caused the people to be out of the room by cooling (the room).
(Rappaport Hovav, 2008: 23)
e. *Kim dimmed her eyes sore.
cannot mean: Kim caused her eyes to become sore by dimming (the lights).
(Beavers & Koontz-Garboden, 2012: 340)
f. *I thinned the soup tasteless.
cannot mean: I caused the soup to become tasteless by thinning (the soup).
(Rappaport Hovav, 2014: 276)

• These examples show cases of deadjectival result verbs in constructions like the ones in (11)-(13):
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the deadjectival result verbs are intended to be inserted into structures in which they are interpreted
as providing the manner of the event.
• The intended reading is thus that the result state denoted by the result phrases (e.g., clean, into the
garden) is brought about by the action the verbs denote.
• These data thus show that the roots of deadjectival result verbs such as open, darken, whiten, dim,
thin cannot function as event modifiers, contra what one would expect under a neoconstructionist
approach (e.g., Borer, 2005b, 2013; Mateu & Acedo-Matellán (2012); Acedo-Matellán & Mateu,
2014).
• In other words, this class of result verbs cannot be structurally interpreted as providing the manner
of the event that brings about a result state.
• In short, these data strongly suggest that syntactic distribution of lexical items such as verb classes is
not completely unconstrained, since some classes of verbs do not allow certain association patterns
with the syntactic structure.
• These data thus show that, in contrast to lexicalist approaches as the ones developed in Rappaport Hovav & Levin which have been shown to undergenerate, neoconstructionist approaches overgenerate, since under these approaches, the data in (16) should in principle be possible.
• Namely, neoconstrucionist approaches predict that any class of verbs should be able to function
as event modifiers and provide the manner of action of the event. This is because the semantic
interpretation of lexical items depends on the syntactic structure lexical items occur in.

4.1 A more nuanced view of verb distribution
• The data provided in the previous section seem to provide evidence in favor of an approach in which
the contributions of the lexicon and syntax need not be mutually exclusive, but can complement each
other.
• Namely, the data that challenge both lexicalism and neoconstructionism provide evidence in favor
of an approach that needs to recognize the role that both the lexicon and syntax play in the building
up of linguistic structure.
• In particular, while certain lexical items appear to be more elastic regarding the types of syntactic
structures they occur in, contra what lexicalist approaches argue, there are still clear incompatibilities between some classes of verbs and the types of syntactic structures they can be associated with,
contra what one would expect under a neoconstructionist approach.
• Here, I tentatively propose that the data that challenge lexicalist and neoconstructionist approaches
can be accounted for if one assumes an approach whereby the distinct semantics that classes of verbs
can have heavily bears on their distribution in the syntactic structure.
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• In particular, the semantics of verbal roots determine syntactic distribution, and therefore whether
a certain class of result verbs can provide the manner of the event is largely determined by the semantics of such a class of verbs.
• I argue that broadly speaking there are two classes of result verbs with respect to their association
with the syntactic structure.
√
• On the one hand, there are result verbs derived from roots of the break sort that involve what
Beavers & Koontz-Garboden (2020) have called Result Roots, i.e., roots which predicate a state of a
√
√
unique participant but require that such a state must be the result of a change, e.g., break, split,
√
√
√
melt, freeze, crush etc.
(17)

√
J ResultRK= λxλs[state’(x, s) ∧ ∃e’[become’(e’, s)]]

• I propose that Result Roots can be structurally interpreted as manner or as result, i.e., they can
provide the result state or the manner of action action.
(18)

a.
b.

John broke the vase.
John broke him free.

√
• On the other hand, there are result verbs derived from roots of open sort that involve what Beavers
& Koontz-Garboden (2020) have called Property Concept Roots, i.e., roots which predicate a pure,
√
simple state of a unique participant without entailing that an event gives rise to the state, e.g., open,
√
√
√
√
√
cool, wide, thin, dark, black.
(19)

√
J PropertyRK= λxλs[state’(x, s)]

• I propose that Property Concept Roots always provide the result state of the event, and therefore
coercion into event modifiers is not possible, contra what one expects under a neoconstructionist
approach.
(20)

a. John opened the door.
b. *John opened the ball into the garden.

• I argue that the difference between Result Roots and Property Concept Roots regarding their association patterns with the syntactic structure boils down to the different semantics these two classes
of roots have.
• Both classes of roots are predicates of states, but only Result Roots introduce an entailment of change
that gives rise to the state they denote.
• It naturally follows that Property Concept Roots are therefore prime candidates for providing the
result state of the event, as they denote simple, pure states with no eventive properties.
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• The fact that Result Roots can function as event modifiers can be explained if this class of roots has
eventive properties as part of their semantic denotation, i.e., an entailment of change. In particular,
the eventive properties allow them to associate with the syntactic structure as event modifiers.
• In contrast, I propose that Property Concept Roots are never associated with the syntactic structure
as event modifiers as they denote pure, simple states, i.e., the root is completely stative with no
eventive properties.

5 Conclusion
• The present proposal is critically different from lexicalist approaches since I acknowledge that some
meanings are constructional, i.e., syntax does indeed determine the semantic interpretation of some
classes of lexical items (e.g., when result verbs provide the manner of the event).
• The present proposal, however, sides with lexicalist approaches in sharing the assumption that some
lexical information can indeed be grammatically relevant as it can determine or constrain the syntactic structures certain lexical items can be associated with.
• Further, the present proposal is also critically different from neoconstructionist approaches since
I assume that syntactic distribution of lexical items is grammatically constrained, i.e., not all verbs
appear in the same syntactic structures. In this respect, syntax is not taken to be the sole engine to
derive linguistic structure.
• I have proposed that it is the distinct semantics that classes of verbs have which need to be compatible
with the semantics of the syntactic structure. The locus of ungrammaticalities should be sought
in terms of clashes between the semantics of the lexical items and the semantics of the syntactic
structure.
• The take-home message of this approach is that one should analyze the restrictions lexical items
impose on the syntactic structure while acknowledging at the same time that syntactic structures
can also impose restrictions on the types of semantic interpretations they generate.
• Thus, the ultimate goal one should aim for is to analyze in detail how such an interaction between
the restrictions imposed by lexical items and the syntactic structure exactly works in order to successfully derive linguistic structure.
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