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In this presentation, I summarize evidence in favour of the view that many, perhaps most, lexical verb 
restrictions that are often treated as arbitrary in fact have semantic motivations. This evidence comes from 
experimental studies of (a) the English ditransitive and (b) locative alternations, (c) the English, Balinese, 
Hebrew, Indonesian and Mandarin active/passive alternations and (d) the English transitive/periphrastic-
causative alternation, and morphosyntactic equivalents in Hebrew, Hindi, Japanese and K’iche’ Mayan. 
 
In each case, native-speaking adult participants rated verbs for semantic properties sometimes argued to be 
characteristic of one or both constructions in each alternation (see Table 1; properties taken primarily from 
Pinker, 1989; Levin, 1993; Shibatani & Pardeshi, 2002). Highly correlated properties were then combined into 
composite factors using principal components analysis. Finally, the resulting composite predictors were 
correlated with adult speakers’ judgments of the acceptability of each verb in each construction of the pair. For 
each alternation, a different set of semantic properties predicted verbs’ relative acceptability in each 
construction of the pair. That is, different semantic properties predicted verbs’ relative acceptability in (a) 
prepositional versus double-object ditransitives, (b) figure- versus ground- locatives, (c) actives versus passives 
and (d) transitive versus periphrastic causatives. 
 
Table 1. Rated semantic properties for each alternation 

(a) Prepositional/doube-object dative (b) Figure/ground locative (c) Active/passive (d) Transitive/Periphrastic causative 
A acts on B, causing it to go (either 
literally or metaphorically) to C 

The word describes the particular 
manner/way in which the action 
occurs 

A causes (or is 
responsible for) 
some effect/change 
involving B 

B chooses to carry out/undergo the 
ACTION/EVENT/CHANGE vs  
A forces B to carry out/undergo the 
ACTION/EVENT/CHANGE, whether B likes it 
or not" A has B and then causes it to enter into 

the possession of C 
The word describes the end-state of 
an action 

A enables or allows 
the change/event 

Transfer is mediated by a separation in 
time and space 

Someone presses A against B and 
moves A around 

A is doing 
something to B 

A can only ask/tell/instruct B to undergo the 
ACTION/ EVENT /C HANGE vs A can ensure 
that the ACTION/EVENT/CHANGE happens 
by physically manipulating B 

A instantaneously imparts force in some 
manner onto B, causing ballistic motion 

Someone vertically arranges A on B A is responsible 

A continuously imparts force in some 
manner onto B, causing accompanied 
motion 

Someone applies force to A causing 
it to "shoot off" onto B 

A makes physical 
contact with B 

B's ACTION/EVENT/CHANGE and A's 
causing of it are two separate events, that could 
happen at different times and/or in different 
points in space vs B's ACTION/ EVENT/ 
CHANGE and A's causing of it merge into a 
single event that happens at a single time and a 
single point in space 

The verb specifies the direction of 
motion more than its manner 

Someone causes A to move onto B 
in a widespread or nondirected 
distribution 

B changes state or 
circumstances 

A makes some commitment that C 
can/cannot have B in the future 

Someone enables A to move onto B 
via the force of gravity 

B is responsible B's ACTION/EVENT/CHANGE could come 
about with absolutely no involvement from A vs 
B's ACTION/EVENT/CHANGE requires A's 
involvement, and could not happen without A 

B is something that C deserves, needs, or 
is worthy of 

Someone puts A (a flexible object) 
around B 

It would be possible 
for A to deliberately 
[VERB] B 

The verb comes from - or is related to - a 
noun 

Someone causes A to move from 
inside an entity, out onto B 

The event affects B 
in some way 

 

C benefits from the action Someone causes A to become 
attached to B 

The action adversely 
(negatively) affects 
B 

 

A successfully causes C to know 
(/perceive/apprehend/be aware of) B (an 
idea or stimulus) 

The verb specifies some particular 
type of substance 

  

The verb specifies the manner of 
speaking (by A) 

Someone forces A into B against 
the limits of B's capacity 

  

B is usually abstract rather than concrete Someone puts A into B, allowing B 
to accomplish its function 

  

The verb specifies A's attitude with 
respect to the truth of B (an idea or 
statement) 

Someone causes A to completely 
cover B 

  

The verb specifies an instrument or 
means of communication 

Someone adds A onto B causing an 
aesthetic change in B 

  

 Someone causes A and B to become 
coextensive (i.e., "the same" object) 

  

 Someone causes A to prevent (1) 
movement of B (2) movement of an 
object from B to another location or 
(3) movement of an object through 
B 

  

 Someone distributes A (a set of 
objects) over B 
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