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Preface
This is a substantial revision of my dissertation on applicative constructions,
filed at the University of California, Berkeley, in 1999. I have reworked and
added new material to most of the chapters, including a second case study of
an applicative system and extensive discussions of causative–applicative isomorphism. In addition, I have overhauled the typological survey, supplementing and re-evaluating sources used in the original study, and in some
cases substituting new members for those of the original sample; an extensive
appendix which in the dissertation provided justification for all coding
choices for each language will be made available on the author’s website,
along with a running list of corrections that are suggested to me and an
assessment of their relevance for the findings of the typological survey. To this
version I have also added a brief appendix giving suggestions for just what
issues researchers should try to address when they are working on a language
they know to have applicative constructions. It is only by widening our
knowledge of the construction type beyond the two dozen or so languages
which have well-understood systems that we will be able to formulate more
sophisticated models of applicative typology.
Since I left Berkeley in the fall of 1999, I have spent a good deal of time in
Bangladesh working primarily on documentation of Kuki-Chin languages,
though these do not have applicative systems like the one I first ran across in
Hakha Lai, which figures prominently in this study. When I have not been in
the field, I was hosted first by the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary
Anthropology in Leipzig. I thank all scientific staff members in Leipzig and
the administrative personnel, who made my postdoctoral stay there so fruitful. Also thank you to all of the guests who passed through when I was there.
I am grateful to have had the opportunity to interact with you.
Since 2003, I am fortunate to have found a home at Dartmouth College,
where I enjoy a quality of scholarly interaction on a par with that which I had
in Berkeley and Leipzig. Thank you especially to Ioana Chitoran, Lenore
Grenoble, Tim Pulju, and Lindsay Whaley for your unflagging support.
Concerning the study itself, I should first express my gratitude to my
original committee—Johanna Nichols and Gary Holland, my advisers, and
Sam Mchombo and Tom Shannon, who constituted the rest of the committee.
Ken VanBik has been instrumental at all stages in providing and discussing

x

Preface

Lai data. Without their tireless work in helping me lay the foundations, the
study would never have gotten to its present form.
Others who I wish to thank for extensive and helpful criticism of different
versions of the manuscript are Bernard Comrie, Mark Donohue, Matt Shibatani, Lindsay Whaley, and especially two reviewers for OUP, Lutz Marten
and Anna Siewierska, whose comments and criticisms were among the most
crucial. I hope that my implementation of their suggestions will meet with
their satisfaction. Donna Gerdts and Masha Polinsky have also contributed
significantly by reading the original and discussing various issues related to
applicative constructions with me, and by asking good questions at conference presentations of this and related work. Others who contributed in
various capacities throughout the production of the present manuscript
include Balthasar Bickel, Matthew Dryer, Jeff Good, Larry Hyman, Wanjala
Khisa, Nicole Kruspe, Jim Matisoff, Kevin Moore, Doris Payne, Eva SchultzeBerndt, Angela Terrill, Pilar Valenzuela, and especially Bill Weigel. Many
thanks to you all!
DAP
Hanover, December 2005
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1
Introduction

1.1 The applicative construction
Applicative constructions are a means some languages have for structuring
clauses which allow the coding of a thematically peripheral argument or
adjunct as a core-object argument. Such constructions are signalled by overt
verbal morphology. For instance, in Ainu there is the alternation between
non-applicative and applicative instantiations of locative arguments seen
in (1) (from Shibatani 1996b: 159).
(1) a. poro cise
ta horari
big house in live
‘He lives in a big house.’
b. poro cise
e-horari
big house
app-live
‘He lives in a big house.’
In (1a), we see an oblique instantiation of a locative argument in a postpositional
phrase. Sentence (1b) shows instantiation of the locative argument as a direct
object of the verb (note the absence of any postposition), with concomitant
verbal morphology (e-) marking the construction. The construction in (1b) is
an applicative construction since it allows what would otherwise be coded as
an oblique object (the locative of (1a)) to be coded instead as a core object.
Another straightforward example is provided by Munro (2000: 285–6)
from San Lucas Quiavinı́ Zapotec, given in (2).
(2) a. B-ı̀i’lly
Gye’eihlly
perf-sing
Mike
‘Mike sang with John.’

cëhnn
with

b. B-ı̀i’lly-nèe
Gye’eihlly Jwaany
perf-sing-with Mike
John
‘Mike sang with John.’

Jwaany
John
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In (2a), a comitative participant is encoded by means of a preposition. In (2b),
on the other hand, the comitative is expressed as a bare noun phrase and the
verb has a morphological marker (-nèe) indicating that the bare object of
the verb is a comitative participant.
The term ‘applicative’ originated at least as early as the 1600s, when
missionary grammars of Uto-Aztecan languages made use of the term ‘verbos
applicativos’ to designate a verbal form in those languages which indicated
that the verb was directed towards another person (Carochi 1983: 63). Later,
the words ‘applicative’ or ‘applied’, possibly inXuenced by the Uto-Aztecan
grammatical tradition, although I know of no evidence for a direct link
between the two, were used in Bantu studies to refer to a comparable verbal
derivation in that family (e.g. Stapleton 1903). Elsewhere, designations such as
prepositional, indirective, benefactive, and instrumental (depending largely
on the type of applicative construction) have been used to refer to essentially
the same phenomenon.
Applicative constructions are typically described as transitivizing, since if they
involve an intransitive base verb, they result in a verb which has a direct object.
In the case of formation of an applicative verb from a transitive base verb,
languages diVer in terms of whether the applicative construction serves to make
the verb even more transitive (i.e. a double-object verb), or simply results
in rearrangement of argument structure (as Comrie 1985 characterizes it), rather
than augmentation of it. Sometimes languages fall on a continuum somewhere
between these two extremes in their treatment of transitive base verbs.

1.2 About this study
Applicative constructions have been instrumental in the development of
core areas in numerous synchronic syntactic theories: Relational Grammar,
Government-and-Binding Theory’s Incorporation, and Lexical Functional
Grammar’s Lexical-Mapping Theory. Each theory has provided more or less
satisfactory synchronic accounts for many of the basic morphosyntactic
properties of applicative constructions (see the last section of chapter 3 for
a brief summary and critical evaluation of these and related approaches).
Since these synchronic accounts have been based mostly on individual
sentences taken out of context, however, at least three aspects of applicative
constructions have not been studied in a systematic manner. First, synchronic
syntactic accounts have not paid attention to the pragmatic status of applicative constructions, and consequently, have not fully accounted for what
speakers are doing by using them. That is, what the constructions’ discourse
function is has not been thoroughly investigated. Secondly, while there have
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been a few attempts to show the origin of applicative constructions, their
sources and evolution have never been studied in detail for a large number of
language families in order to yield a coherent account of where their semantic
and syntactic properties derive from. Thirdly, syntactic theories have made
few claims about what other typological features of languages correlate with
the presence of applicative constructions of various types. To address these
issues will therefore be the primary goal of this study.
In this study, I would like to argue, using applicative constructions as
a speciWc case, for the more general theoretical position that it is crucial to
approach the typology of morphosyntactic phenomena from at least these
three diVerent directions. We can recognize typologies of constructions based
on their discourse function—what speakers actually appear to be doing with
them when they speak. We can also recognize typologies of constructions
based on their grammaticalization sources—where the morphology that
marks them came from. And of course, we can recognize typologies of
a more canonical sort, those based on synchronic morphosyntactic and
semantic characteristics and tendencies for particular synchronic characteristics to co-occur. Ideally, the evidence from all of these separate typologies
converges to yield an integrated picture of the construction.
In what follows, I will show that this is the case when we consider these
three aspects of applicative constructions. The synchronic morphosyntactic
and semantic properties of applicative constructions and other typological
characteristics of the languages which exhibit them are intrinsically linked
with what they grammaticalized from and what purpose they are used for
synchronically in discourse.
In the Wrst main chapter, in order to demonstrate the morphosyntactic
nature of applicative systems, I provide descriptions of families of applicative constructions in a Bantu language, Bukusu, and a Tibeto-Burman
language, Hakha Lai. While the Wrst language displays characteristics well
known from studies of closely related languages, the applicative system of the
second language is quite a bit diVerent, not just in terms of the semantics of
the constructions, but also in terms of the argumentation which must be used
to demonstrate the properties of the constructions.
With this detailed examination of the Bukusu and Hakha Lai applicative
systems as background, I then survey in more general terms aspects of the
syntactic and semantic variation exhibited cross-linguistically in applicative
constructions. The end of Chapter 3 brieXy surveys synchronic approaches to
accounting for the properties of applicative constructions.
In the next chapter, I use narrative texts from two languages with applicative constructions to look at the discourse role of applicatives in terms of two
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approaches to the quantiWcation of relative topicality (Givón 1983 and
Thompson 1990). In addition, I examine the constructions that are used in
conjunction with applicative constructions in order to determine if there is
any more purely syntactic or structural motivation for their use in addition to
discourse-functional considerations. This aspect of applicative constructions
is important, because, as I will argue, the synchronic use of applicative
constructions may largely dictate what these constructions develop into.
To address this issue, Chapter 5 provides a detailed discussion of the historical
sources for the development of applicative constructions and their evolution
using evidence from several language families. We will see that discourse
factors are crucial in the motivation of such developments.
The last main chapter, Chapter 6, uses a 100-member sample of languages
with and without applicative constructions to determine whether there are
any major structural correlates for diVerent types of applicative construction.
Here we will again see ties between structural correlates of applicative
constructions and both their discourse function and aspects of their historical
development.
By way of conclusion, Chapter 7 evaluates the discourse-functional, historical, and typological explanations provided for the properties of applicative
constructions in the present study. I outline the ways in which these independent typologies converge to yield a coherent view of their morphosyntax
and use, and reiterate areas in which I believe future research eVorts into
applicative constructions may most fruitfully be directed.

2
Two case studies of applicative
morphosyntax

2.1 Introduction
In this Wrst main chapter, I will look at the morphosyntax of two applicative
construction families in some detail, both to illustrate the phenomenon and
to give some initial coverage of the relevant morphosyntactic and semantic
characteristics for which applicative constructions may vary; this variability
will be considered from a wider cross-linguistic perspective in the following
chapter. These case studies might additionally serve as models for persons
describing applicative constructions in the languages they work on, which, as
we will see later, will be crucial to developing a more sophisticated understanding of their typology. Minimally, the types of questions asked here for
these languages should be asked by any researcher working on these issues in
another language.
The Wrst of these applicative families is the system found in Bukusu,
a Narrow Bantu language (Kenya, Guthrie classiWcation E.30); of particular
note in Bukusu is the issue of relative animacy of multiple objects, which is
a frequent complication in otherwise straightforward systems. The second
system is that of Hakha Lai, a Tibeto-Burman language of the Kuki-Chin
group spoken in Chin State, Burma. Lai’s system shows both considerable
similarities and diVerences with that of Bukusu. DiVerences in Lai’s overall
syntax also lead us to consider constructions other than the ones typically
used to evaluate the relative status of objects.1
1 In this chapter I treat Bukusu with less detail than Lai, as I have not had the opportunity to
investigate its system of applicatives as thoroughly. Nevertheless, I think it is a worthwhile inclusion
here for several reasons; these include the fact that Bantu applicative systems have been instrumental in
the development of our understanding of applicative constructions from the very beginning of their
recognition in synchronic theory, and consequently readers who have experienced the basic Bantu
facts will be reminded of their nature and have this prototype in mind as we move on to the somewhat
divergent Lai system of applicatives in the second part of the chapter. In addition, there are certain
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2.2 Bukusu
In terms of its morphosyntactic character, Bukusu is very much like other
northeastern Bantu languages (e.g. Swahili, Luganda). Such language
structures are familiar to most linguists, so I will restrict my description of
Bukusu here to just a few short observations. It exhibits largely verb-medial
word-order characteristics and extensive noun-class-agreement phenomena.
Verb morphology is highly agglutinative, and includes agreement in
some cases for up to three participants preWxally, and considerable suYxal
valence-aVecting morphology (passive, causative constructions, etc.). It has
no case marking.
Bukusu has a system of applicative constructions which conforms in many
respects to those found in Kinyarwanda (Kimenyi 1980), both in terms of
form and their morphosyntactic characteristics. There are, however, some
diVerences in both areas. In sections 2.2.1 and 2.2.2, I discuss the basic
morphosyntactic characteristics of the benefactive and instrumental applicative construction types, which are marked by the same morphological piece
(or, alternatively, by homophonous morphological pieces). In section 2.2.3,
I discuss locative applicatives, which involve distinct morphological markers.
2.2.1 Object properties in benefactive applicative constructions
One of the salient features of applicative constructions which varies from
language to language is the morphosyntactic treatment of the two objects of
verbs bearing the applicative marker, the morphological marker of the
construction. Eastern Bantu languages typically either treat both objects
(almost) identically, or treat only the object associated with the applicative
marker as the ‘true’ object. Languages may also have applicative constructions
which divide so-called object properties between the two objects associated
with the applicative verb. Furthermore, superWcially similar constructions
may diVer in their treatment of objects depending on what the semantic
role of the applicative object is. In Bukusu, if one of the two objects is a
beneWciary, both objects are to a considerable degree treated the same way for
most standard tests of Bantu objecthood. On the other hand, if one of the two
objects is an instrument or a locative argument, there is more of a split
in terms of which object exhibits the prototypical object properties.
constructions in some Bantu languages (locative applicatives) which specialists tend to resist calling
applicative constructions, and I would like to make my position clear that these constructions are in
fact applicatives of a fairly routine sort when their properties are considered from an extra-Bantu
perspective.
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The benefactive/instrumental applicative marker in Bukusu has four
allomorphs, seen in (1a–d).2
luu-saala
(1) a. n-a-lim-il-a
1sS-tense-cultivate-app-fv cl11-stick
‘I cultivated with the stick.’
b. n-a-keend-el-a
1sS-tense-walk-app-fv
‘I walked for the woman.’

omu-xasi
cl1-woman

c. n-a-ar-ir-a
e-nyuungu
1sS-tense-break-app-fv
cl9-pot
‘I broke the pot with the stick.’

luu-saala
cl11-stick

en-goxo
e-yaywa
d. wanjala e-er-er-a
Wanjala 3sS.tense-kill-app-fv cl9-chicken cl9-axe
‘Wanjala killed the chicken with the axe.’
This allomorphy involves two harmony processes acting in tandem. First, the
basic l of the suYx assimilates to a Wnal r of verbal roots (as in 1c–d). Second,
the vowel of the suYx is either i, if a root has either a high or low vowel
(1a and 1c), and e if the root has a mid vowel (as in 1b and 1d; the form
bon-el-a ‘see with’ shows that it is not just e in a root which the suYx vowel
assimilates to). For the examples in this section, however, I have controlled for
these factors, and the only allomorph represented is the one seen in (1a).
Beginning from a basic sentence like (2) with a benefactive applicative verb,
it is the -il suYx which conveys the semantic role information that the woman
is a beneWciary of the event the verb describes, and which licenses the presence
of this additional participant in the Wrst place. There are two objects in this
sentence which appear to be of equal status, so the question which immediately arises is whether there is any diVerence in their syntactic behaviour. In
what follows, I will refer to the object associated with the basic (underived)
verb root as the base object, and the object associated with the applicative
marker as the applicative object, terminology which has become standard in
discussions of applicative constructions.
(2) wanjala a-a-kul-il-a
omu-xasi
sii-tabu
Wanjala 3sS-tense-buy-app-fv cl1-woman cl7-book
‘Wanjala bought the book for the woman.’
2 The examples from Bukusu in this chapter and most of the ones from Hakha Lai were directly
elicited. Inasmuch as I would like to encourage studies of applicatives to make use of naturalistic data,
given their generally low text-frequency, direct elicitation will always be essential to Wguring out the
details of their morphosyntax in a systematic way.

