
Semantically restricted alternations for change of state verbs 
 
Causative verbs like Spanish romper ‘break’ have been claimed to be underspecified for 
the thematic nature of the causing participant, which can range from agents, instruments 
and natural causes, to events (1a) (Levin & Rappaport Hovav, 1995; Mendikoetxea 
1999). These verbs allow for the omission of the causing argument and regularly appear 
in the anticausative variant (1b). 
(1)  a. Juan/ el hacha/ el huracán/ el peso de los libros/ la explosión rompió la mesa. 

   ‘Juan/ the axe/ the hurricane/ the weight of the books/ the explosion broke the 
    table.’ 
b. La mesa se rompió. 
   ‘The table REFL broke.’ 

It has also been acknowledged that for certain object choices causative verbs like 
romper do not appear in the anticausative variant (Levin & Rappaport-Hovav, 1995; 
Piñón, 2011).  
(2) a. Rebecca rompió su promesa. 

   ‘Rebecca broke her promise.’ 
b. #Su promesa se rompió. 
 ‘Her promise  REFL broke.’ 

The difference in morphosyntactic alternations has been explained by postulating two 
separate entries for break (Levin & Rappaport-Hovav, 1995; Piñon, 2011), the 
equivalent to Spanish romper, and thus distinguishing between concrete and abstract 
breaking events, the latter of which Piñón claims lacks the anticausative alternation.  
 
Data extracted from corpus however proves that the anticausative alternation is possible 
for all kinds of physical objects (1) as well as a whole range of abstract objects (3), an 
observation that calls into question Piñón’s (2011) distinction: 
(3) a. La crisis inmobiliaria rompió el desarrollo económico de España. 

  ‘The housing crisis broke the economic development of Spain.’ 
b. El desarrollo económico de España se rompió. 
  ‘The development of Spain broke. 

To avoid multiplicity of senses, I provide a unified analysis for Spanish break ‘romper’, 
based on 1) the human intervention as a manner restriction and 2) the affectedness of 
the theme. I show that the necessary human intervention is a way of expressing the 
manner of causation (for Guerssel et al., 1985 and Levin & Rappaport Hovav, 1995) 
and illustrate that it is the theme’s lack of affectedness that plays a role in triggering 
some romper-VPs to be agentive.  
 
Alternating romper-VPs describe a true change of state in the theme, since they 
regularly pass affectedness tests, like the ones used in Beavers, (2011). In contrast to 
that in non-alternating romper-VPs the theme remains whole throughout the breaking 
event, as illustrated in (4) and the event describes rather the change in the status of the 
agent with respect to a state denoted by promesa or ley.  
(4)      Juan rompió la promesa/ ley, pero fue el único.  

‘Juan broke the promise law, but he was the only one.’ 

This in turn correlates with the lack of an anticausative variant (5):  

(5)     *Lo que le pasó a la promesa/ ley es que se rompió. 
‘What happened to the law is that it broke.’ 


