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Goal and Predictions. It is widely agreed in the linguistic literature that there is a systematic relation 

between the members of the transitive-unaccusative alternation; i.e., that some linguistic rule or process 

governs the relation between the transitive verb and its unaccusative counterpart. However, there is no 

consensus regarding the nature of this relation. According to some theories, one verb is derived from 

the other (the unaccusative from the transitive – e.g., Chierchia 2004, Levin & Rappaport-Hovav 1995, 

Reinhart 2002, or the transitive from the unaccusative - e.g., Harley 2008, Pesetsky 1995, Ramchand 

2011, Rappaport-Hovav & Levin 2012), whereas according to others, the two verbs are not derived 

from one another, but are independently derived from a common root (e.g., Arad 2005, Doron 2003, 

Pylkkänen 2008). In order to shed light on this controversy, I conducted a psycholinguistic experiment 

comparing the relation between transitive-unaccusative pairs to the relation between pairs of verbs in 

two other groups: transitive-reflexive pairs and pairs of verbs that share a common consonantal root, but 

not a thematic concept (henceforth, 'common-root' pairs/verbs). 

 It is widely agreed that reflexive and transitive verbs are directly derivationally related: the 

reflexive verb is assumed to be derived from its transitive counterpart (e.g., Arad 2005, Reinhart & 

Siloni 2005). In contrast, 'common-root' verbs are assumed to be independently derived from a common 

root and not from one another (e.g., Arad 2005).  Thus, these two groups constitute a fine context to 

investigate the relation between members of the transitive-unaccusative alternation. Based on previous 

work showing that the reaction time for a lexical decision task is shortened when a word is presented 

following a related word (e.g., Allen and Badecker 2002b, Boudelaa and Marslen-Wilson 2000, 

Marslen-Wilson et al. 1994), it is expected that the relation between the items in the three groups would 

be reflected in the reaction time for a lexical decision task upon presentation of a pair member 

following its mate. My predictions were as follows:  

- If transitive and unaccusative verbs are derived from one another, the reaction time to the target 

they exhibit in a lexical decision task would be similar to the reaction time found in the transitive-

reflexive group.  

-  If transitive and unaccusative verbs are derived from a common root, independently of one another, 

the reaction time to the target they exhibit in a lexical decision task would be similar to the reaction 

time found in the 'common-root' group. 

Method. I conducted a reaction time experiment on 34 participants using a cross-modal priming 

paradigm. 54 prime-target pairs of verbs which were controlled for frequency, morphological 

complexity and root transparency were used in three experimental conditions: transitive-reflexive, 

transitive-unaccusative and 'common-root'. In addition, 54 filler pairs in which the target was a non-

word and 9 pairs in which the target did not share a root with the prime were added. In each trial, 

participants heard an auditory prime verb followed by a visually presented verb (ISI = 740ms) serving 

as target of a lexical decision task: participants had to decide as quickly as possible whether or not the 

target verb was an actual word in Hebrew. Reaction times to the target verbs were measured. Examples 

of primes and targets are presented in the table below. The common consonants of the root are bold.  

 transitive-reflexive transitive-unaccusative common root 

prime (auditory) raxac                  רחץ 

('washed') 

perek                          פרק 

('disassembled'-TRANS) 

xišev               חשב 

('calculated') 

target (visual) hitraxec          התרחץ 

('washed himself') 

hitparek                   התפרק 

('disassembled'-UNACC) 

hixšiv ב      החשי

('considered') 



Results. Repeated Measures ANOVA revealed that mean reaction time differed significantly between 

the three conditions (F(2, 66)=47.728, p<0.001). Post-hoc pairwise comparisons showed that reaction 

times for unaccusative verbs presented following their transitive counterparts were significantly shorter 

than reaction times for verbs presented following common-root verbs (Mtransitive-unaccusative=759ms; 

Mcommon-root=839ms, p<0.001). In addition, reaction times for reflexive verbs presented following their 

transitive counterparts were significantly shorter than reaction times for verbs presented following 

common-root verbs (Mtransitive-reflexive=750ms, p<0.001). Importantly, reaction times did not differ 

statistically between the transitive-reflexive condition and the transitive-unaccusative condition.  

Discussion. The results indicate that the relation between transitives and unaccusatives is indeed 

different from the relation between common-root verbs, and similar to the relation between transitives 

and reflexives. The findings are consistent with the claim that transitives and unaccusatives are directly 

derivationally related. A possible objection might be that a difference in semantic relatedness underlies 

the results. That is, it might be argued that the difference between the common-root group and the two 

other groups is due to the fact that the semantic relation between verbs in the common-root group is 

weaker than the semantic relation between verbs in the two other groups. However, previous 

experimental results from Modern Standard Arabic (Boudelaa & Marslen-Wilson 2000) suggest that the 

effect found here is indeed owing to a derivational relation, not a semantic one. In that study, no 

differences in reaction times were observed between semantically related noun pairs vs. semantically 

unrelated pairs sharing a consonantal root. Importantly, the semantically related nouns were 

nominalizations of verbs that share a thematic concept. Assuming that these nominalizations (in Arabic) 

are not derived from one another but rather from their corresponding verbs (e.g., Siloni 1997, Siloni & 

Preminger 2009), the fact that a difference was found in the present study but not in Boudelaa & 

Marslen-Wilson's study is expected, and supports the claim that a derivational difference, not a 

semantic one, underlies the current results. The study raises interesting questions regarding the relation 

between words of different categories (N, V, A, etc.), and paves the way for additional experiments that 

would investigate these questions. 
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