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Two types of lexical influence: Anticausatives of object experiencer verbs in German, 
Spanish and beyond 
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Abstract 
Object-experiencer verbs (OE verbs) are transitive verbs that take an experiencer as their direct 

object, e. g. frighten, surprise, amaze. They are characterized cross-linguistically by remarkable 

peculiarities at the syntax-semantics interface. At the same time, they cannot be said to form a 

homogeneous class: OE verbs show considerable diversity in their semantics, e. g. in lexical 

aspect, agentivity and implicit causality, and in their syntax, e. g. in word order and case marking 

of the experiencer. 

Despite not denoting prototypically causative relations, OE verbs form anticausative constructions 

in numerous languages. Several instances of the phenomenon have already been described in the 

literature (e.g. Marín & McNally 2011, Alexiadou & Iordăchioaia 2014). Anticausative as 

understood in this talk is a morphologically markable valency-reducing operation that derives a 

non-causative verbal construction from a transitive base verb. The anticausative may be the only 

function, main function or one of several productive functions of the construction. The marker 

may be an exclusive anticausative marker, a bound voice marker (e.g. middle voice) or a reflexive 

pronoun. 

The reflexive marking option is present in German and Spanish anticausatives. Both languages use 

anticausative constructions with OE verbs, both languages show asymmetries with respect to the 

argument syntax of OE verbs, and taking a closer look, we observe that in both languages there is 

lexical influence on the distribution of the anticausative construction with OE verbs. However, the 

patterns that this influence produces in the two languages are not congruent. This talk aims at 

describing and analyzing the contrast between the patterns. 

In Spanish, lexical semantics of the verb influence the frequency of the anticausative construction. 

While nearly all Spanish OE verbs are compatible with the construction, the frequency of 

anticausative occurrences among all occurrences of the verb varies dramatically. This variation is 

visible and measurable in corpus data. In German, while frequency effects are not absent (cf. 

Verhoeven 2017), we also observe influence of another kind. Only a subset of German OE verbs 
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is compatible with the anticausative construction. For the rest of the set, one can identify several 

semantic factors that block the anticausative; the anticausative construction with German OE verbs 

is lexically restricted. German and Spanish exemplify two types of lexical influence on the 

argument syntax of OE verbs. This talk will contrast these types with each other as well as with 

other possible types. However, it will also carve out a common denominator: Significant 

consistency can be found among the semantic parameters exerting the influence. 

The findings about German and Spanish will then be subject to further cross-linguistic comparison. 

We look for evidence for the two aforementioned types in related languages, as well as in non-

European languages such as Tswana (Bantu < Niger-Congo). In Tswana for instance there seem 

to be restrictions with respect to which kinds of feelings can be expressed in anticausative 

constructions of OE verbs. We will shed light on possible universal semantic factors interacting 

with language-specific parameters, which leads us to a set of new research questions. We end the 

talk with presenting a starting point for a typology of anticausative constructions of OE verbs. 
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