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Introduction: Opinions vary regarding the nature of the mental lexicon and the atomic elements of 

which it consists. One perspective holds that the lexicon is a mere list of lexical items, where no 

operations take place (e.g., Marantz 1997;Borer 2005). The minimal elements (i.e., the lexical 
items) comprising such a mental lexicon are roots, since words are not formed there; rather, the 

stored roots undergo operations in the syntax in order to become words. The opposite perspective 

argues that the lexicon is more than a storage apparatus, as it also serves as a platform for certain 
arity (valence changing) operations (e.g., Reinhart 2002; Siloni 2002; Horvath & Siloni 2009). The 

atomic building blocks of such an active lexicon are words at the very least (i.e., it may include 

both words and roots, but it has to include words). Phrasal idioms and semantic drifts can provide 

us with evidence regarding the nature of the mental lexicon and its building blocks (Horvath & 
Siloni 2009). A semantic drift is an already existing form which is extended in use (Grzega & 

Schöner 2007): e.g., the Hebrew verb halax 'walked' has undergone a semantic drift and it can also 

mean 'died': halxu šney xayalim ba-krav 'Two soldiers died in the battle.' Since the root-based 
lexicon contains only roots, an idiom and a semantic drift have to be specified regarding a root, and 

they are hence predicted to be available for the different diatheses of the root. The word-based view, 

in contrast, argues that at least certain diatheses are formed in the mental lexicon and listed there. 
In this case, it is possible for only one diathesis of a certain root to head an idiom or to undergo 

semantic drift (if it is a lexical entry), while the other diatheses do not necessarily have to (although 

they can) share the idiom/the altered meaning with it. That is, under this approach, idioms and 

semantic drifts pertain to words, not roots, and are therefore not expected to be necessarily 
available for all of the diatheses of a certain root. If not all processes of derivation must be 

attributed to the syntax, diatheses that are lexically formed and listed, and only them, can bear their 

own idioms and semantic drifts. Horvath and Siloni's (2009) study of Modern Hebrew (MH) verb-
headed phrasal idioms provides some significant evidence in favor of the word-based storage and 

the active lexicon. This talk shows that MH semantic drifts can also provide us with evidence 

regarding the active nature of the mental lexicon. 

 

The Study: I have conducted a quantitative corpus-based study of MH semantic drifts, in line with 

the study of MH idioms (Horvath & Siloni 2009). I, too, have focused on voice alternations that 

have to do with verbal diatheses, including active-passive and transitive-unaccusative (causative-
anticausative) alternations. I have explored the distribution of four diatheses in MH semantic drifts: 

unaccusatives, transitives, adjectival passives and verbal passives. The idea was to check whether 

each of these diatheses can head a unique semantic drift, i.e., a semantic drift that a given diathesis 
does not share with its root-counterpart, to which it is (most reasonably) derivationally related. 

Specifically, unaccusative and adjectival passive semantic drifts were considered unique if the new 

meaning was unavailable for the transitive alternate. Transitive semantic drifts met with the 

uniqueness requirement if they were unavailable for their unaccusative alternates. I have inspected 
a random sample of 60 predicates and checked which of the predicates has undergone (one or 

more) semantic drift(s). Using four different slang dictionaries, I have supported my own 

judgments regarding the various semantic changes. Those that were not included in the dictionaries 
were authenticated via MH linguistics blogs, online MH slang dictionaries and/or Google searches. 

Afterwards, I determined which of the semantic drifts were unique to the diathesis. I counted the 

predicates which gave rise to unique semantic drifts, according to their predicate type. The results 
of the corpus study are presented in the following table. Each cell indicates the number of 

predicates of a certain diathesis that gave rise to unique semantic drifts, out of 60 predicates per 

diathesis. 

Verbal Passives Unaccusatives Transitives Adjectival Passives 

0/60 15/60 16/60 14/60 

The amount of unique semantic drifts of verbal passives (0) was significantly different from the 
amount of unaccusative unique semantic drifts (χ

2
 = 14.93333, p < .001), transitive unique semantic 

drifts (χ
2
 = 16.22596, p < .0001), and adjectival passive unique semantic drifts (χ

2
 = 13.66577, p 

< .001). On the other hand, the difference between the amount of unique semantic drifts of 

unaccusatives, transitives, and adjectival passives was statistically insignificant (χ
2
(2) = 0.177778, 



p = .914947). Out of 60 verbal passives, none has undergone a unique semantic drift. If a verbal 

passive has borne an innovative meaning, it always shared this new meaning with its transitive 
counterpart. Unaccusatives, transitives and adjectival passives, in contrast, did give rise to unique 

semantic drifts. Thus, for instance, the unaccusative hitpocec 'expolded' can mean 'laughed hard' (as 

in ron hitpocec me-ha-bdixa šel dan 'Ron laughed hard at Dan's joke'), but its transitive alternate 

pocec 'expolded' does not share this new meaning. Similarly, the adjectival passive mešufšaf 
'chafed' can assume the meaning of 'experienced' (e.g., hu mešufšaf ve-yode'a ma hu ose 'He's 

experienced and knows what he's doing'), while its transitive alternate šifšef 'chafed' does not 

assume this meaning. 

 

Discussion: The described corpus study shows that it is not the case that the same semantic drift is 

available for all diatheses of a certain root. The root-based approach falls short in explaining these 
findings, as it predicts semantic drifts to be listed with roots (not diatheses), and thus expects them 

to be available for all the diatheses of the semantically-drifted root (modulo gaps due to 

independent reasons). The storage of "special meanings" in the Encyclopedia of Distributed 

Morphology (Marantz 1997, Harley & Noyer 1999) cannot explain the distinct behavior of verbal 
passives. Moreover, the suggestion that the addition of the external argument or the functional 

voice (little-v) head, which derives transitive structures in the syntax, might limit the domain of 

"special meaning" (Marantz 1997), is also inadequate in face of the findings presented here. Under 
the word-based view, in contrast, the results can be straightforwardly accounted for as follows. 

Following Horvath and Siloni (2009), I assume that only items that are lexical entries can easily 

acquire an innovative, drifted meaning, as otherwise this meaning cannot be directly listed. It 
follows that if transitive verbs, unaccusative verbs, and adjectival passives are lexically listed, they 

can head unique semantic drifts, as the new meaning can be stored. Thus, the semantically drifted 

words are listed, and those that did not assume the new meaning are simply not registered anew. In 

contrast, if verbal passives are not lexically formed and listed, they cannot acquire a new meaning, 
as it cannot be registered. Indeed, verbal passives are commonly assumed to be created 

postlexically (Baker, Johnson & Roberts 1989; Collins 2005; Horvath & Siloni 2008; Meltzer 2011, 

among others). The above findings also challenge strictly lexicalist views (LFG, HPSG), where 
even verbal passivization is a lexical operation (Bresnan 1982, Pollard & Sag 1994). The 

component of grammar where unaccusatives, transitives and adjectival passives are formed is 

debated, but some studies argue that transitive verbs are lexical entries, and that unaccusative verbs 

and adjectival passives are derived from them by a lexical operation (e.g., Reinhart 2002, Siloni 
2002, Horvath & Siloni 2009; Horvath & Siloni 2011). The findings reported here reinforce the 

claim that unaccusatives, adjectival passives and transitives, in contrast with verbal passives, are 

lexically listed. They thus cohere with Horvath and Siloni's (2009) idiom study results, and with 
their conclusions that the lexicon is an active component, comprised of words. First, if transitives, 

unaccusatives and adjectival passives are lexical entries, it follows that the lexicon must list words, 

and not (only) roots. Second, since it is a standard practice to assume that adjectival passives are 
derived entries, it follows from the fact that they are lexical entries, that their derivation must be 

lexical and hence, that the lexicon is an active component. Third, it follows that lexical arity 

operations do not apply each time anew: the distribution of semantic drifts and phrasal idioms show 

that their outputs must be lexically listed. 
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