
Constituent Structure and Grammatical Functions in the Hebrew Action Nominal

Hebrew noun phrases in general, and action nominals in particular, pose interesting theoretical and
descriptive problems. In NPs in general, there are three types of geniti ve constructions ill ustrated in (1). In the
free geniti ve, the possessive nominal is marked by the preposition šel. In the construct state geniti ve, the
possessive immediately follows the head noun, and the head noun appears in a special morphological form
traditionally called the construct state. The double geniti ve combines a pronominal suff ix on the head noun (in
a form phonologicall y related to the construct state) with a PP headed by šel. In action nouns (2), a clearly
nominal head can be followed by an accusative object and an adverb.

Such facts about Hebrew noun phrases have been discussed in a series of studies in the Government/
Binding (GB) and Minimalist Program (MP) variants of transformational theory (Ritter 1988, Hazout 1995, Siloni
1997, Engelhardt 1998). The analyses, although they differ from each other in detail s, all  posit head movement
from N to a functional head position (generall y identified with D), and most of them hypothesize V-to-N head
movement in the action nominal. For example, nominal phrases li ke those in (3) are hypothesized to have the
structures similar to those in (4).

The claim to be made here is that various aspects of this analysis are unmotivated, in particular detail s
of the constituency and the presence of the functional category D. It will  be argued that the standard GB/MP
analysis is the consequence of a theory in which grammatical functions are represented in terms of constituent
structure, and that an LFG-based approach is better able to account for both the grammatical functions and the
constituency. On the other hand, we will  support the hypothesis that the structure of the action nominal in Hebrew
includes both verbal and nominal projections. The Hebrew action nominal is a “mixed category”  in the sense of
Bresnan (1997); it will  be argued that a lexicali st implementation of the NP-over-VP analysis of mixed categories
is superior to the derivational implementation in the analysis of Hebrew action nominals.

The first problem is the positing of a category Determiner. As observed by Wintner (2000), there is no
evidence in Hebrew for such a category. The Hebrew “definite article” ha- is a prefix, not a word (Engelhardt
1998). It provides what in Hebrew is an inflectional feature of definiteness, one which triggers agreement on
modifying adjectives. The only reason for positing D is to provide a landing site for the noun.

Second, as argued by Sadler (2000) for similar analyses of Welsh, the constituency itself is inconsistent
with traditional constituency tests, li ke coordination. Such tests argue for (5) rather than (4). The kinds of
structural relations represented in conventional analyses are better represented at f-structure.

Abstracting away from the different methods of reali zing a POSS, there are basicall y two ways for a
Hebrew action nominal to express its arguments (6). In one, the subject argument of the corresponding verb is
reali zed as a POSS and the object argument as an accusative-marked phrase. In the other, it is the object argument
that is projected into the syntax as POSS, with the subject argument surfacing optionally as a by phrase. We will
refer to these as the “accusative” and “non-accusative” forms of the action nominal. The non-accusative form is
the more common version.

The accusative form of the action nominal has attracted much attention in the literature. Since accusative
Case is otherwise attested only in the objects of verbs, it has invited an analysis in which the structure of the NP
includes an embedded VP. In a derivational framework, the most straightforward way to implement this is to
insert the nominalized verb in V position and for it to undergo head-movement to a higher N. In LFG, following
the proposal of Bresnan (1997), this NP-over-VP analysis of mixed categories is treated in terms of head sharing.
They result from a mixed argument structure with verbal and nominal characteristics (Bresnan 1997; Bresnan and
Mugane 2000). The verbal argument structure requires that its c-structure correspondent be a VP, and the nominal
argument structure requires that its c-structure correspondent be an NP (7). As a result, both nominal and verbal
projections appear in the c-structure. The word itself is a noun, and thus occupies the structural position of the�

 head of the NP. The theory of head-sharing stipulates that the head occupy the head position of the highest
projection, so the NP dominates the VP.

The NP-over-VP mixed category analysis is superior to alternatives. Siloni (1997) argues against an NP-
over-VP analysis of the Hebrew action nominal, but her arguments are invali d. Contrary to her claims, action
nominals can be modified by adverbs and the accusative Case on the objects of action nominals is the same
accusative Case as on the objects of verbs. Malouf (1998) argues (in HPSG) for an analysis of mixed categories
based on a concept of intermediate categories. However, Hebrew action nominals display the phrasal coherence
predicted by the NP-over-VP analysis.

The more common non-accusative version of the Hebrew action nominal, which has sometimes been
analyzed as a passive, is best analyzed as a noun-li ke argument mapping, as discussed by Laczkó (2000). Such
an analysis is plausible under the LFG approach to mixed-categories, but is not implementable under a
derivational approach.



Examples

 (1) a. ha- iša šel ha- politi kay
the- wife of the- politi cian

b. ešet ha- politi kay
wife.CONSTR the- politi cian

c. išt- o šel ha- politi kay
wife- his of the- politi cian

‘ the politi cian’s wife’

 (2) a. ibud ha- mumxim et pitkey hahacbaa yadanit
processing the- experts ACC ballots manually
‘ the experts’ manual processing of the ballots’

b. sgirat ha- mankal et ha- misrad zmanit
closure.CONSTR the- director ACC the- off ice temporaril y
‘ the director’s temporary closure of the off ice’

 (3) a. ha- gina ha- metupax- at šel ha- more
the- garden the- cared.for- FSG of the- teacher(M)

b. ginat ha- more ha- metupax- at
garden(F).CONSTR the- teacher(M) the- cared.for- FSG

‘ the teacher’s tended garden’

 (4) a. [DP haginai [NP hametupaxat [NP [šel hamore] ti]]]
b. [DP ginati [AGRP hamorej ti [NP hametupaxat [NP tj ti]]]]

 (5) a. [NP [NP hagina hametupaxat] [šel hamore]]
b. [NP ginat hamore hametupaxat]

 (6) a. mexikat ha- maxšev et ha- kvacim
erasing.CONSTR the- computer ACC the- files

b. mexikat ha- kvacim (alyedey ha- maxšev)
erasing.CONSTR the- files (by the- computer)

‘ the deletion of the files by the computer’

 (7) a. (
�
 PRED) = ‘erase �  � x, y � v � n

b. v: VP �  �  ( � � 1 (PRED 
�
))

n: NP �  �  ( � � 1 (PRED 
�
))
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