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1  Applicative constructions: An introductory 

overview
Abstract: This chapter presents and contextualizes the definition of applicative con-
structions used in the present book. (Although our definition is conservative in several 
respects, it is broader than some alternative definitions and narrower than others; in 
particular, we argue that a number of similar constructions are best regarded as looka-
likes rather than as types of applicatives.) The chapter also surveys the main morpho-
logical, syntactic, and semantic parameters of variation of applicatives identified in 
the previous literature, and outlines the structural characteristics of the applicatives of 
Classical Nahuatl, the language for which the term was first used. Lastly, we provide a 
roadmap for the book and comment on its coverage and coherence.

1 Introduction
This chapter introduces the terminological and analytical prerequisites for the study of 
the phenomena at the center of attention in the present book. After this brief roadmap, 
Section ! presents not only the definition of applicative constructions employed here 
but also the characteristics of several constructions that show both important similar-
ities and crucial differences to them. Sections " through # survey the known variation 
of applicative constructions regarding morphology, syntax, and semantics, respectively. 
Section 5 outlines the applicatives of Classical Nahuatl, the language for whose descrip-
tion the term was first used. We have included this not only to show how multi-faceted 
applicativization can be, even in one single language, but also to prepare the reader 
for the kind of content and structure they will encounter in most of the chapters of 
the book. Section % presents the historical background of the term &''()c&+),- and dis-
cusses some relevant aspects of its present-day usage. Lastly, Section . comments on the 
structure, the scope, and the coherence of the book as a whole.
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comments on the position paper that evolved into this chapter, as well as to the series editors for their 
comments on a previous version of the chapter. Many thanks also go to Drew Hancock-Teed, Jean Rohleder 
and especially Kevin Negele for their valuable help with the formatting of many chapters of the book.
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1.1 Applicatives defined

An &''()c&+),- c/ns+r3c+)/n (henceforth: AC) is defined here in opposition to a b&s- 
c/ns+r3c+)/n (henceforth: BC) with respect to several formal features, including those 
of one particular constituent of the former that bears a non-agentive semantic role, 
namely the &''()-d 'hr&s- (henceforth: AppP; see also Creissels, forthcoming). Example 
(!) from a Tlacolula Valley Zapotec variety illustrates such an opposition with a clause 
pair that most present-day linguists consider an instance of applicativization. In (!a), 
the co-Agent Jwaany ‘John’ is the AppP, an argument in P role of the clause headed by 
the applicativized verb ‘sing with’. The same participant is expressed as an optional 
adjunct (cëhnn Jwaany ‘with John’) in (!b), where the verb is in its base, non-derived, 
form and simply means ‘sing’:

(!) San Lucas Quiaviní Zapotec (Zapotecan; Munro "000: "85–"8%, glosses adapted)
a. B-ìi’lly-nèe Gye’eihlly [Jwaany].

'-rf-sing-&''( M. J.
‘Mike sang with John.’ (AC)

b. B-ìi’lly Gye’eihlly [cëhnn Jwaany].
'-rf-sing M. with J.
‘Mike sang with John.’ (BC)

This conforms to the following definition, which we use in the present chapter and in 
the rest of the book:

The base construction (BC) and the applicative construction (AC) are related as 
follows:
i) The predicates in both constructions are built upon the same root, but the one in 

the AC bears additional overt marking that distinguishes it from the one in the BC.
ii) The participant encoded as S or A in the BC appears as S or A in the AC.
iii) The AC includes a noun phrase in a role other than S or A, the applied phrase 

(AppP), which refers to a participant that either requires a non-core coding in the 
BC different from its coding in the AC or cannot be expressed at all in the BC.

We follow mainstream usage whenever there is no potential confusion and employ the 
term &''()c&+),- as shorthand for either an applicative construction (e.g., the whole 
clause in [!a]) or an applicative marker (e.g., the verbal suffix -nèe in [!a]).

One morphological feature of ACs, namely the marking asymmetry between the 
predicates, is treated disparately in the literature: it is an almost constant hallmark of 
ACs in functional-typological studies but not a criterial feature in some strands of for-
malist studies (see § %."). Other features of ACs, like their productivity, morphological 
regularity, and semantic predictability, are typically assumed to be present but rarely 
characterize the construction per se. Periphrastic constructions can be subsumed under 
our definition insofar as they show evidence of monoclausality. Nevertheless, as with 
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other periphrastic voices (see, for instance, the abundant literature on periphrastic 
causatives), it may be difficult to draw the line between a bona fide periphrastic applica-
tive and a biclausal construction that is merely the translational equivalent of an AC.

One syntactic feature of ACs, namely the syntactic status of the constituents cor-
responding to the same referent in the different constructions, shows variation that 
is entwined with the defining traits of the construction and is addressed in Sections 
!." and :. Our definition uses the syntactic roles S and A; they correspond to the single 
essential argument of (a major subclass of) monovalent predicates and to the agentive 
argument of prototypical bivalent predicates, respectively. The other three roles used 
in our model of syntax are A’s patientive counterpart P (i.e., a direct or primary object), 
a “dative role” D found with trivalent predicates and indirective alignment (i.e., an indi-
rect object), and an ordinary oblique role X; these non-S/A roles are addressed in the 
context of applicativization in Section :.!. All these comparative concepts used in align-
ment typology are understood here as in what Haspelmath ("0!!) calls the “Comrian 
approach” (Comrie !;8;; Lazard !;;#; Creissels "00%); specifically, A and P are “syn-
tactic terms whose prototypes are defined in semantic terms” (Comrie !;8;: !!!). We 
use terms like s3b<-c+ and /b<-c+, which refer to language-and-construction-particular 
alignment patterns, only language-specifically.

Applicativization is a subtype of verb-coded valency alternation: more specifically, 
several of its subtypes are special cases of n3c(-&+),)=&+)/n, that is, an operation that 
allows participants not encoded as core terms in the base construction to be encoded 
as such in the derived construction. We elaborate on this contextualization in Section %, 
after reviewing the variation of applicatives in Sections " through #.

1.2 What applicatives are not: Lookalikes

Applicative lookalike constructions (henceforth: ALC) are either syntactically or mor-
phologically similar to true ACs. We discuss them in turn in what follows.

1.2.1 Syntactic lookalikes

Pairs of constructions whose syntactic make-up conforms to the above definition of an 
AC-BC pair, but whose morphology does not, come in several types, depending on the 
formal relationship holding between the predicates of the two constructions involved 
(Comrie et al. "0!5; Creissels, forthcoming). The alternation between the predicates of 
both clauses can be coded or uncoded, and asymmetrical or symmetrical. Table ! sum-
marizes the possibilities; the numbered examples provided further down are cross-ref-
erenced in the table. Applicativization appears in the upper left-hand cell; the alterna-
tions listed in the other cells correspond to different syntactic lookalike types.
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Table 1: Morphological marking of ACs and syntactic lookalikes.

C'()( (“+',-)”. U/-'()(
A+,--./01234 Privative marking:

Applicativization (1)–(2)
—

S,--./01234 – Suppletivism (3)
– Equipollent marking (4)

Flexivalency (5)–(9)

The applicatives discussed in the functional-typological literature typically cor-
respond to the 'r),&+),-->&r?)ng alternation type, in which the AC predicate shows 
higher morphological complexity than the BC predicate—more precisely, an element 
analyzable as an applicative marker, which in turn leads to a voice alternation.! Exam-
ples (!) above and (") below illustrate such an opposition:"

(") Boumaa Fijian (Oceanic; Dixon !;88: #5)
a. E-la’o-va a suka a marama.

:sg.sb<-go-&''( d-f sugar d-f woman
‘The woman is going for sugar.’ (AC)

b. E-la’o a marama.
:sg.sb<-go d-f woman
‘The woman is going.’ (BC)

By contrast, the s3''(-+),- alternation type consists in the predicates showing a 
formal difference that cannot be analyzed as a particular instance of some regular pattern. 
Instead of arbitrarily postulating a transitivizing (= applicativizing) or detransitivizing 
(= antipassivizing) “suppletive derivation”, it seems best to treat such pairs as simply 
alternating. (The abbreviation in inverted commas “BC” here and elsewhere signifies 
that that construction is the equivalent of the base construction if its counterpart were 
an applicative.) The following example illustrates this case:

(:) Akhvakh (Northeast Caucasian; p.k.)
a. Ri!̥’i q̥’am-a!

meat eat-)>'
‘Eat some/the meat!’ (ALC)

1ASince it is not a syntactic lookalike of applicativization, we are glossing over the latter’s mirror image 
here, namely antipassivization (where the undirected predicate is morphologically more complex than 
its directed counterpart, as in Mandinka dómó-rì ‘eat [)n+r]’ vs. dómò ‘eat [+r]’). See Creissels (forthcom-
ing: Ch. !0) for more details.
2AThe marker -va can have other functions in Fijian, but we gloss polysemous markers in this chapter 
according to their function in the example under discussion. The same applies to Indonesian -kan in 
(#0)/(#:)/(##), for instance, which can also function as a causative.
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b. #k-a!
eat-)>'
‘Eat!’ (“BC”)

In other cases, the predicates in both clauses also show the same number of 
morphemes, but neither predicate is zero-marked for voice; rather, they are -B3)'/(-
(-n+(C >&r?-d; the predicates themselves are not unmarked, but the alternation is not 
morphologically oriented (i.e., the marking of the predicates provides no evidence that 
one of the constructions is basic and the other one derived). For instance, in (#), both 
predicates take a so-called final suffix: the “benefactive” transitive animate -o in (#a) 
and the animate intransitive -aa in (#b).: (Note that the argument to analyze the verb 
stem ending in -o as somehow derived from any of the related verb stems is semantic, 
or possibly syntactic, rather than morphological.# Compare this formal opposition to the 
Blackfoot applicative -omo in [:!].)

(#) Blackfoot (Algonquian; Frantz "00;: !0", glosses adapted)
a. Iihpómm-o-yii-wa-áyi ónnikiS-i.

's+.buy-+&-d)r-:sg.'r/D-:sg milk-ns'-c
‘S/he bought (some) milk for him/her.’ (ALC)

b. Iihpómm-aa-wa ónnikiS-i.
's+.buy-&)-:sg.'r/D milk-ns'-c
‘S/he bought (some) milk.’ (“BC”)

With the last valency alternation type, both predicates show the same degree of 
morphological complexity (i.e., neither predicate is marked for voice), and instead of an 
applicative voice alternation there is a f(-D),&(-ncC &(+-rn&+)/n (Martin Haspelmath, 
p.c.; Creissels, forthcoming: Ch. !5; Heidinger "0!; uses the related term “polyvalency” 
instead). Pr-d)c&+- (&b)()+C—more precisely: ambitransitivity—can be either weak or 
strong (Creissels "0!#). With the former, the alternating clauses differ formally only 
with respect to the presence vs. absence of an argument NP (e.g., Evan drinks tea vs. 
Evan drinks). With the latter, the alternating clauses differ formally in other respects as 
well (most notably, in the coding of the shared argument NP in both clauses; e.g., Gareth 

3AÓnnikii ‘(some) milk’ is a secondary object in both the AC and the BC—a grammatical relation that 
does not trigger indexing on the verb; the suffix -wa indexes the subject in both clauses. Primary objects 
appear indexed on the verb when non-:rd-person (but the :rd-person AppP in [#a], an instance of such a 
primary object, is visible only via the direct marker -(y)ii, which implicitly signals syntactic transitivity). 
The :sg index -áyi refers to the primary object, but the conditions governing its appearance are uncon-
nected to applicativization (see Frantz "00;: Ch. ;).
4AThere are four related verb stems meaning ‘buy’ in Blackfoot, namely animate intransitive (&)/) 
ohpomm-aa- ‘buy (things)’, transitive inanimate (+)) ohpomm-atoo- ‘buy (inanimate)’, and two transi-
tive animate (+&) stems, namely ohpomm-at- ‘buy (animate)’ and ohpomm-o- ‘buy (things/inanimate/
animate) for (animate)’.
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broke the vase vs. the vase broke). In the case of weak lability, as in the English conative 
alternation (5) and benefactive alternation (%), the only formal difference between both 
clauses is the syntactic asymmetry regarding the phrase expressing the non-agentive 
participant (and its flagging).

(5) English (Germanic; Levin "0!5: %#)
a. Kelly kicked the intruder. (ALC)
b. Kelly kicked (at the intruder). (“BC”)

(%) English (p.k.)
a. Alun baked Gwen cookies. (ALC)
b. Alun baked cookies (for Gwen). (“BC”)

Something analogous is found in the German dative alternation in (.), where the 
"nd-person indirect object dir ‘(to) you’ (.a) contrasts with the oblique an dich ‘to you’ 
(.b), and in the English alternation in (8), where the non-agentive participant is an 
oblique in both clauses, albeit with different flagging (viz. for vs. instead of). In both 
instances, the verb remains unaltered:

(.) German (Germanic; p.k.)
a. Ich schrieb dir den Brief.

!sg.n/> wrote[!sgE "sg.d&+ &r+.>.sg.&cc letter
‘I wrote you the letter.’ (ALC)

b. Ich schrieb den Brief an dich.
!sg.n/> wrote[!sgE &r+.>.sg.&cc letter on/to "sg.&cc
‘I wrote the letter to you.’ (“BC”)

(8) English (p.k.)
a. Caitlín spoke up for the deputy. (ALC)
b. Caitlín spoke up instead of the deputy. (“BC”)

In the case of strong lability, as in the Mandinka alternation in (;), there is also some 
marking difference between the clauses (here: the aspectual markers yè and -tá), but 
that difference does not relate the predicates derivationally to each other:

(;) Mandinka (Mande; p.k.)
a. Díndí$ò yè $ɰ jélè.

child.d-f c/>'(.+r !sg laugh
‘The child made fun of me.’ (ALC)

b. Díndí$ò jélè-tá.
child.d-f laugh-c/>'(.)n+r
‘The child laughed.’ (“BC”)
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1.2.2 Morphological lookalikes

Constructions whose morphological make-up corresponds to that of an AC, but some 
other features of which (e.g., systematicity or syntax) do not, also come in several types. 
Consider the overview in Table "; the numbered examples provided further down are 
cross-referenced in the table.

Table 2: Main morphological lookalike subtypes.

C3454-t)5,7t,- L48)9
Non-compositional meaning Lexicalized applicatives (10)
No unmarked predicate Applicative deponents (11)
No valency change Semantic effect Syntax-neutral intensification (12b)

Pragmatic effect Oblique registration (14b/d), (17), (18b)

First, verbal markers that applicativize some predicates can also irregularly and/
or unproductively appear in so-called (-D)c&()=-d &''()c&+),-s.5 Compare the semantic 
roles of the German direct object in the regular pair steigen ‘climb ()n+r)’ vs. besteigen 
‘climb (+r)’ with their counterparts in the irregular pairs in (!0):

(!0) German (p.k.)
dürfen ‘may, be allowed to’ bedürfen ‘need, require’ (formal)
kennen ‘know (sb.)’ bekennen ‘confess, admit’
kommen ‘come’ bekommen ‘receive’
schreiben ‘write’ beschreiben ‘describe’

Despite the suggestive morphology of the derived predicates, and perhaps even a syntax 
comparable to that of bona fide ACs, the semantics of such pairs is unpredictable. (See 
Zúñiga, Arkadiev, and HegedFs, this volume, for more data and references regarding 
such German phenomena.)

Second, it is not uncommon to find &''()c&+),- d-'/n-n+s (also called applicativa 
tantum), that is, verbs that only occur with the marker that distinguishes base and 
applicativized versions of other verbs. For example, the following German be-prefixing 
verbs lack counterparts without that prefix:

(!!) German (p.k.)
beabsichtigen ‘intend’ ✶absichtigen
beanspruchen ‘claim, require, demand’ ✶anspruchen
bejahen ‘affirm, approve’ ✶jahen
bewerkstelligen ‘accomplish, put into execution’ ✶werkstelligen

5ASee Pacchiarotti ("0"0: !0#f) on the lexicalized “pseudo-applicatives” of Tswana in this context.
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Third, the applicative-like marker can distinguish two related clauses without there 
being an applied phrase, that is, predicate derivation may not bring about valency 
modulation. Consider that it is cross-linguistically common for a given morphologi-
cal element to fulfill distinct functions in a particular language. On the one hand, the 
element in question may be an applicative marker in constructions that fully meet the 
definition of applicative construction given above. On the other hand, a homophonous 
element may be found in constructions where its presence marks a term of the clause 
as prominent in one way or another, without affecting its coding, or the coding of any 
other term. Such constructions are like applicative constructions as conceptualized 
here in that both operate on non-nuclear participants (i.e., participants other than those 
coded as A, S, or P in the base construction), or on circumstantials (i.e., participants 
bearing peripheral semantic roles). They are unlike applicative constructions, however, 
in that they do not involve a valency alternation.

This phenomenon appears to come in at least two distinct guises. In the first, the 
contrast between the marked and unmarked clauses is semantic and orbits notions 
like aspect (e.g., completion, repetition, iteration, or continuativity) and manner (e.g., 
intensity, persistence, or excess). Such constructions might be called instances of sCn-
+&D-n-3+r&( )n+-ns)f)c&+)/n. The pair in (!") illustrates such a case, where the applica-
tive marker -ir appears in both (!"a) and (!"b) accommodating the AppP ‘the children’, 
but the second instance of -ir in (!"b) does not introduce another AppP:

(!") Nyole (Bantu JE.:5; Wicks "00%: !0.)
a. Ba-hayuh-ir-a aba-ana.

:.sb<.II-shout-&''(-f, II-child
‘They shout at the children.’ (AC)

b. Ba-hayuh-ir-ir-a aba-ana.
:.sb<.II-shout-&''(-asp-f, II-child
‘They are always shouting at the children.’ (ALC on AC)

Compare this with (!:), where the applicative -ñma introduces an AppP every time it is 
suffixed to the verb; there is one AppP in (;b) (Kuan ‘Juan’) and two AppPs in (;c) (Kuan 
‘Juan’ and tañi fotüm ‘his son’):

(!:) Mapudungun (isolate; based on Salas "00%: !"")
a. Weñe-i waka.

steal-)ndG:.sb<E cow
‘S/he stole a/the cow.’ (BC)

b. Weñe-ñma-fi-i waka Kuan.
steal-&''(-:./b<-)ndG:.sb<E cow J.
‘S/he stole a/the cow from Juan.’ (AC)
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c. Weñe-ñma-ñma-fi-i waka Kuan tañi fotüm.
steal-&''(-&''(-:./b<-)ndG:.sb<E cow J. :.'sr son.of.man
‘S/he stole a/the cow from Juan’s son.’ (AC on AC)

The second kind of valency-neutral applicative-like marking serves a chiefly prag-
matic purpose. For instance, in the following examples, mó s̤ 'fápáánò$' ‘on a cross’ is 
an adjunct in both (!#a) and (!#b); in the latter, however, the adjunct is focused and 
actually obligatory. Note that the same verb can occur with the applicative marker in 
an AC (!#c), and even with both the applicative and the applicative-like focus marker 
stacked (!#d):

(!#) Tswana (p.k.)
a. D(̤ ɰs)ɰ )ɰ-nè à-sw-á (mó s̤ '-fápáánò-$').

I.J. :.sb<.I-&3D :.sb<.I-die-f, (/c VII-cross-(/c
‘Jesus died (on a cross).’ (BC)

b. D(̤ ɰs)ɰ )ɰ-nè à-sw-ʌɰl-à mó s̤ '-fápáánò-$'.
I.J. :.sb<.I-&3D :.sb<.I-die-f/c-f, (/c VII-cross-(/c
‘Jesus died on a cross.’ (ALC)

c. D(̤ ɰs)ɰ )ɰ-nè à-r̤ ɰ-sw-ʌɰl-à.
I.J. :.sb<.I-&3D :.sb<.I-!'(./b<-die-&''(-f,
‘Jesus died for us.’ (AC)

d. D(̤ ɰs)ɰ )ɰ-nè à-r̤ ɰ-sw-ʌɰl-ʌɰl-à mó s̤ '-fápáánò-$'.
I.J. :.sb<.I-&3D :.sb<.I-!'(./b<-die-&''(-f/c-f, (/c VII-cross-(/c
‘Jesus died for us on a cross.’ (ALC on AC)

In order to avoid confusion in the discussion of markers that act as applicative 
markers in some of their uses only—as we did for the Nyole semantically-motivated 
clause alternation shown in (!")—we use the term /b()B3--r-g)s+r&+)/n c/ns+r3c+)/n 
for constructions involving verbal coding of the pragmatic prominence of an oblique 
without any change in the structure of the clause, like the one illustrated in (!#). The 
term r-g)s+-r-d /b()B3- can be used for the phrase whose pragmatic status is high-
lighted. (The alternative terms “oblique-highlighting construction” and “highlighted 
oblique”, respectively, could also be used.)%

6AAn alternative terminology distinguishes “promotional applicativization proper” from “non-promo-
tional registration applicativization” (see Hernández-Green "0!% for some references). Nevertheless, 
Nichols (!;;") and many later studies use r-g)s+r&+)/n in a different sense, according to which most 
default applicative markers are instances of registration (i.e., they do not express any features of the 
dependent—like person, gender, or number of the AppP—on the verbal head), as opposed to indexation 
(i.e., they do express some features of the dependent on the head). See also Pacchiarotti’s ("0"0) Type-D 
applicatives for Bantu in the context of valency neutrality.
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Further consider Examples (!5)–(!.) below from three Mayan languages, where 
clauses with a fronted and focused constituent expressing a machete (bearing the 
semantic role of Instrument) and whose predicate takes the marker -b’e contrast with 
simple clauses with the machete as a postverbal adjunct (omitted here). In K’iche’ (!5), 
the result of the b’e-operation is an AC with the Instrument ch’iich’ ‘machete’ promoted 
to primary object. In Tz’utujil (!%), the resulting AC looks just like the one in (!5), but the 
Instrument machat ‘machete’ is actually a secondary object (among other things, it is 
not cross-referenced on the verb). Lastly, in Kaqchikel (!.), the result of b’e-suffixation 
is not applicati vization, since the fronted participant is still an adjunct with instrumen-
tal marking (rik’in), despite the applicative-like verbal marking (see Mora-Marín "00: 
for the individual analyses):

(!5) K’iche’ (Mayan; Kaufman !;;0: .8)
Ch’iich’ k-Ø-in-rami-b’e-j lee chee’.
machete )nc/>'(-:sg.P-!sg.A-cut-&''(-+r d-+ wood
‘A machete is what I cut the wood with.’ (AC)

(!%) Tz’utujil (Mayan; Dayley !;8!: ".)
Machat x-in-re-ch’oy-b’e-ej.
machete c/>'(-!sg.P-:sg.A-cut-&''(-+r
‘It was a machete that he cut me with.’ (AC)

(!.) Kaqchikel (Mayan; Dayley !;8!: ".)
R-ik’in jun machät x-i-ru-sok-b’e-j.
:sg-)ns a machete c/>'(-!sg.P-:sg.A-wound-/b(r-g-+r
‘With a machete he wounded me.’ (ALC)

Finally, note that Examples (!5)–(!.) above from Quichean Mayan show a situation 
where applicativization and oblique registration appear in different languages. Some 
Oaxaca Mixean languages are remarkable because applicativization and oblique regis-
tration coexist there in the same language; Zavala ("0!5) convincingly argues that this 
is the case in the Mixean varieties spoken in Totontepec and Tamazulápam. In (!8) from 
the latter, for instance, a monotransitive base verb ja:p ‘shovel’ occurs in three alternat-
ing constructions. In the first two, we find the Instrument as a non-core participant and 
the element më:t ‘with’, occurring as a preposition in (!8a) and as a so-called preverb in 
(!8b). In (!8c), however, the Instrument is a primary object, that is, it is in P role. There-
fore, the verbal prefix të- has two related but distinct functions in the language: it is an 
oblique-registration marker in (!8b) and an applicative marker in (!8c):

(!8) Tamazulápam Mixe (Mixe-Zoquean; Zavala "0!5: "!#–"!5)
a. N-ja:p-py më:t päl.

!.A-shovel-)nc/>'(.)nd-' with shovel
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b. Päl më:t n-të-ja:p-y.
shovel with !.A-/b(r-g:)ns-shovel-)nc/>'(.d-'

c. Päl n-të-ja:p-py.
shovel !.A-&''(-shovel-)nc/>'(.)nd-'

       All three: ‘I shoveled it.’ (Sp. lo levanté con la pala in the original)

1.2.; Summary

Table : below schematically summarizes an important part of the constructional space 
covered by applicatives and lookalikes. (Lexicalized applicatives are not included here; 
the numbered examples provided in §§ !.".!–!."." are cross-referenced in the table.)

The vantage point / reference construction is represented by cell (a) in the table 
and consists of an [S/A V (X)] clause, which features an argument in S/A role, a pred-
icate—represented as V for convenience here—and either an X argument in oblique 
role (in the case of an optional applicative) or nothing (in the case of an obligatory 
applicative).. The prime symbol (H) represents formal differences in the predicate (V vs. 
VH; these differences must be privative) and the oblique (X vs. XH; these differences can 
be of any kind). This constructional space is structured through four binary distinc-
tions. The first two are morphological and consist of the formal opposition between 
unmarked and marked predicates (viz. the two columns) and the difference in formal 
marking between the two obliques X and XH (viz. the first and second rows). The other 
two distinctions are syntactic and concern the status of the non-S/A argument, that is, 
the distinction between oblique and non-oblique on the one hand and the one between 
non-core and core on the other (viz. the second, third, and fourth rows).

Table ;: Selected applicatives and applicative lookalikes.

Non-S/A argument Predicate morphology
Unmarked Marked

Oblique (a)(S/A(V((X) (e)(S/A(VH((X)
(12b) and (14b)

(b)(S/A(V(XH
(((((8a)

(f)(S/A(VH(XH

Non-oblique Non-core (c)(S/A(V(D
(((((7a)

(g)(S/A(VH(D

Core (d)(S/A(V(P
(5a), (6a), and (9a)

(h)(S/A(VH(P

7AFor reasons of readability, Table : ignores the following detail: the reference construction may also 
feature an argument in P role that undergoes no change, unless another argument is installed or pro-
moted in P-role, in which case the initial P may be demoted depending on language-specific rules.
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The non-shaded cells (f)–(h) represent different syntactic types of applicatives (viz. 
those promoting or installing either a core argument in P role, a non-core, non-oblique, 
argument in D role, or an oblique argument in X role). Cell (h) actually represents one 
of the narrowest definitions of the phenomenon: having both overt predicate marking 
and P status for the non-S/A argument.

The shaded cells (b)–(e) represent different kinds of lookalikes. Cells (b)–(d) rep-
resent syntactic lookalikes that participate in uncoded alternations with (a); the mor-
phosyntactic status of the argument in non-S/A role in these clauses shows variation, 
but the predicate is invariably unmarked. One kind of morphological lookalike is only 
indirectly represented in the table: applicative deponents are found in constructions of 
the types (f)–(h) when there is no (a)-construction because the unmarked verb is not 
in use. Cell (e) represents a morphological lookalike of a different kind: the predicate 
bears applicative-like marking, but the syntactic status of the non-S/A argument in the 
clause in question and in the vantage clause in (a) are the same. That clause structure 
is the product of what we have labeled “syntax-neutral intensification” and “oblique 
registration” here (distinguishing the two subtypes we identified in § !.".").

2  Morphological variation in applicative 
constructions

The main parameters of morphological variation in ACs are the wordhood status (§ ".!), 
the grammaticalization status (§ "."), the allomorphy (§ ".:), and the specificity (§ ".#) 
of applicative markers.

2.1 Wordhood

The grammatical/morphosyntactic and phonological/prosodic autonomy of applicative 
markers shows variation. As a rough first approximation, markers can be either com-
pletely dependent (i.e., affixes) or completely autonomous (e.g., verbs or particles). They 
can also fall in between: they can be grammatically autonomous but phonologically 
dependent (i.e., clitics), or grammatically dependent but phonologically autonomous 
(i.e., “unclitics”, as per Woodbury "0!!, or “anticlitics”, as per Zúñiga "0!#). All exam-
ples of applicatives provided hitherto illustrate the affixal type; some exceptions are 
given in Section ".".
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2.2 Grammaticalization status of applicative markers

Incipient applicative markers may be virtually indistinguishable from their lexical 
etymons, which, if they are verbs, may head their own clause. Markers that have 
evolved further along Hopper and Traugott’s ("00:) “cline of grammaticality”, however, 
may retain part of their semantic content and morphosyntactic features but occur as 
functional, rather than as fully lexical, elements in monoclausal constructions. A special 
case of this consists in &''()c&+),- '-r)'hr&s-s (Creissels "0!0). These may be either 
serial verb constructions, as in Baule (!;), or converbal constructions. In one subtype 
of the latter, the functional verb (e.g., a verb of giving) appears in a finite form while 
the lexical verb appears as a converb, as in Marathi ("0), Japanese, and many other 
languages. In the other subtype, the lexical verb appears in a finite form while the func-
tional element is a converb, as in Mankon ("!); this seems to be a much rarer pattern.

(!;) Baule (Kwa; Creissels and Kouadio "0!0: :#)
Ákísí à-t+ 'n duô à-màn Kòfí.
A. '-rf-cook yam '-rf-give K.
‘Akissi has cooked yam for Kofi.’

("0) Marathi (Indo-Aryan; Pardeshi !;;8: !#.–!#8)
R,m-ne Sit,-l, b,g z,--.n di-l-/.
R.--rg S.-d&+ garden(fI sweep-c,b give-'s+-sg.f
‘Ram swept the garden for Sita.’

("!) Mankon (Grassfields Bantu; Leroy "00:: #5;)
Mà mJḁ ɰ fàấá ̍Já mbó zǃɰ ʤɰ.
!sg f3+ work give.nf)n to :sg.-n3nc
‘I will work for him.’

Note that the coverage of the present book is skewed toward grammaticalized 
affixal applicatives. Only few chapters address applicativizing particles (in European 
languages), compound applicatives (in Papuan and Kiranti languages), or applicativizing 
particles and auxiliaries (in Cushitic languages).

2.; Allomorphy

Some applicative markers are invariable, like English out- in outgrow and Mapudungun 
-tu in illkutun ‘get angry with’. Others show phonologically conditioned allomorphy, like 
Mapudungun -ñma in (!:) above: roughly, the marker appears as -ñma after vowels, as 
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-ma after glides and some other sonorant non-vocoids, and as -üñma elsewhere.8 Like 
other grammatical markers, applicatives sometimes fuse with adjacent formatives in 
some languages.

Yet other markers show grammatically conditioned allomorphy. For instance, while 
the primary applicative -omo of Blackfoot in (:!) below is invariable, several of the 
secondary applicatives are not. The locative applicative is ist- in the imperative and it- 
elsewhere. The associative applicative is iihp- word-initially, omohp- immediately after 
personal prefixes, and ohp- elsewhere (as in [";] below). Lastly, the allomorphs iiht-, 
omoht-, and oht- of a marker targeting several different semantic roles follow the same 
allomorphy rules as the associative applicative (Frantz "00;: ;"–;#); Example (:!b) 
illustrates the second of these allomorphs, whereas the following examples illustrate 
the first (""a) and the third (""b):

("") Blackfoot (Frantz "00;: ;", glosses adapted)
a. Iiht-waawayáki-aa-wa miistsís-i.

's+\s-c.&''(-hit.+&-d)r-:sg.'r/D stick-ns'-c
‘S/he was hit with/by a stick.’

b. Nit-yáak-oht-waahkayi áípottaa-wa.
!-f3+-s-c.&''(-go.home.&) plane-'r/D.sg
‘I’ll go home by plane.’

Finally, some applicatives show lexically conditioned allomorphy. The benefactive/
malefactive applicative of Aguaruna, for instance, is -tu for some verbs (":a) and -hu 
for others (":b):

(":) Aguaruna (Chicham; Overall "0!.: :0:, :"0)
a. Ami=na bala=na ǧ$kǧ-tu-hama-ka-mḁ ɦ.

"sg=&cc bullet=&cc put.in-&''(-"./b<-'f,-:.r-c.'s+.d-c(
‘He’s loaded his gun (to shoot) you.’

b. Wi numi=na tsupi-hu-ka-ta-himǧ-i.
!sg wood=&cc cut-&''(-'f,-)>>.f3+-!K"'(-d-c(
‘I will cut wood for you ('().’

2.4 Specificity of applicative markers

Applicative markers can be dedicated or polysemous. Well-known cases in which the 
markers may also have other, arguably related, functions in the same language include 
those that applicativize some verbs but passivize, antipassivize, causativize, or decaus-

8ASee Zúñiga ("00;, this volume) for more details.
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ativize others. See Zúñiga and Kittilä ("0!;: § 8.".!) for a brief overview and some 
references. See also Malchukov ("0!5, "0!%) for more on such “voice ambivalence” / 
“ambivalent voice”, and Bahrt ("0"!) for an in-depth study of co-expression patterns of 
voice markers / valency operators (for applicatives, see §§ #.:.!, #.#, 5.".:, 5.:.:, and ..% 
therein, as well as Malchukov "0!.).

For instance, -aấam can either applicativize or antipassivize the same verb q’ʤtxw- 
‘burn’ in Sliammon ("#):

("#) Sliammon (Coast Salishan; Watanabe "0!5: !::!, !:".)
a. Q’ʤtxw-ʤxw-Ø=ɠ ðʤ=ʄ=pipa-h-u:.

burn-n+r-:./b<=!sg.sb<.)nd d-+="sg.'sr=paper--'-'s+
‘I burned your paper.’

b. Q’ʤtxw-aấam-ʄi=tLʤm ấʤ=tʤ=pʤp-pipa.
burn-&''(-c+r:"sg./b<=!sg.sb<.)nd.f3+ /b(=d-+='(-paper
‘I will burn the paper for you (sg).’

c. Q’ʤtxw-aấam=ɠ ấʤ=tʤ=pipa.
burn-&n+)'=!sg.sb<.)nd /b(=d-+=paper
‘I burn paper.’

Likewise, -esh can either applicativize or causativize the same verb -men ‘break’ in Kin-
yarwanda ("5):

("5) Kinyarwanda (Bantu JD.%!; Jerro "0!.: .5:)
a. Habimana y-a-men-a igi-kombe.

H.(I) :.sb<.I-'s+-break-)'f, VII-cup
‘Habimana broke the cup.’

b. Habimana y-a-men-esh-eje igi-kombe in-koni.
H.(I) :.sb<.I-'s+-break-&''(-'f, VII-cup IX-stick
‘Habimana broke the cup with a stick.’

c. Habimana y-a-men-esh-eje umw-ana igi-kombe.
H.(I) :.sb<.I-'s+-break-c&3s-'f, I-child VII-cup
‘Habimana made the child break the cup.’

The use of the same marker for applicative and causative constructions is particularly 
frequent cross-linguistically. Labels usually employed in the literature in order to refer 
to the phenomenon include “causative/applicative syncretism” (Shibatani and Pardeshi 
"00": !!%–!""), “applicative/causative isomorphism” (Peterson "00.: %#–%8, !::–!#0), 
“causative-applicative polysemy” (Malchukov "0!.: #0:; Creissels, forthcoming: Ch. 
!#.#.!), and “causative-applicative syncretism” (Bahrt "0"!: ;:–;%); a slightly different 
term has been proposed by Croft ("0"": "85): “causative-applicative co-expression”.

It is common to find lexical restrictions on such co-expression patterns. For 
instance, while many Kinyarwanda verbs from several semantic verb classes allow 
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both the instrumental-applicative and the causative interpretation of -esh, patientive 
intransitives (e.g., rumbur- ‘bloom’) usually exclude the former, and transitives that 
entail the use of an Instrument (e.g., kat- ‘cut’) typically exclude the latter (Jerro "0!.: 
.5.). Similarly, the Walapai verbal suffix -(w)o applicativizes agentive intransitives like 
‘sing’ ("%a–b) and transitives like ‘make’ ("%c–d) but causativizes patientive intransi-
tives like ‘cry’ ("%e–f):

("%) Walapai (Yuman; Ichihashi-Nakayama !;;%: ""8–":!)
a. Jean-ch swa:d-k-i.

J.-sb< sing-:-&3D
‘Jean is singing.’

b. Jean-ch ba ma-swa:d-o-y-k-i.
J.-sb< '(./b< :K"-sing-&''(-f3+-:-&3D
‘Jean will sing for you all.’

c. Nya-ch he’ yo:v-wi-ny.
!sg-sb< dress make-&3D-'s+
‘I made a dress.’

d. Nya-ch he’ nyi-yo:v-ò-wi-ny.
!sg-sb< dress !K"-make-&''(-&3D-'s+
‘I made you a dress.’

e. Nya-ch mi:-yi.
!sg-sb< cry-&3D
‘I am crying.’

f. Ma:-ch nya mi-mi:-wo-ng-wi-ny.
"sg-sb< !sg "K!-cry-c&3s-"-&3D-'s+
‘You made me cry.’

See Section :.# for instances in which it is the intransitive-transitive divide that plays a 
central role in the distribution of such co-expression patterns.

; Syntactic variation in applicative constructions
The main syntactic parameters along which applicative constructions vary are the 
status of the applied phrase (§ :.!) and the status of the participant bearing the same 
semantic role as the applied phrase in the base construction (§ :."). Other important 
parameters are the status of different objects in the applicative construction (§ :.:) and 
the sensitivity of applicatives to predicate valency (§ :.#).
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;.1 Status of the AppP in the AC

In most of the examples given hitherto, the AppP is encoded as P. ACs with AppPs that 
are syntactically less prominent include arguments in D role (i.e., indirect objects or 
“datives” with the Recipient of verbs of giving as semantic prototype, and whose coding 
differs from the one of the direct object while sharing with it some properties that make 
it more core-like than oblique-like; see Creissels, forthcoming), as well as those in an 
oblique X role. For comparative purposes, then, we can distinguish between P-, D-, and 
X-&''()c&+),-s.; For descriptive, language-specific purposes, we may use traditional ter-
minology and distinguish between d)r-c+, 'r)>&rC, )nd)r-c+, s-c/nd&rC, and /b()B3- 
&''()c&+),-s.

Examples of D-applicatives are found in Kartvelian and Northwest Caucasian. In 
the following sentence pair, for instance, the Beneficiary is encoded differently from the 
argument in P role in (".a)—st’at’ia ‘(an) article’—and is outside the clausal core (i.e., it 
is an adjunct) in (".b):!0

(".) Georgian (Kartvelian; Manana Topadze, p.c.)
a. Da-v-u-ts’er-e bavðv-s st’at’ia.

',b-!sg-&''(-write-!sg.&/r child-d&+ article[n/>E
‘I wrote an article for the child.’ (AC)

b. Da-v-ts’er-e st’at’ia (bavðv-isa-tvis).
',b-!sg-write-!sg.&/r article[n/>E child-g-n-for
‘I wrote an article (for the child).’ (BC)

Examples of X-applicatives are found in Atlantic languages. In Seereer ("8), for 
instance, the base verb -ret ‘go’ takes an argument expressing Destination (optionally 
marked by the semantically underspecified preposition na in ["8a]) and cannot take 
a Source argument unless applicativized. Note, however, that the coding of the latter 
argument is even less P-like in ("8b) than in ("8a), na now being obligatory:

("8) Seereer (Atlantic; Renaudier "0!": !8:)
a. A-ret-a (na) marse.

:sg.sb<-go-c/>'( 'r-' market
‘S/he went to the market.’ (BC)

b. A-ret-it-a na marse.
:sg.sb<-go-&''(-c/>'( 'r-' market
‘S/he left the market.’ (AC)

9ACreissels (forthcoming) also uses P-, D-, and X-applicatives, but the latter type specifically refers to 
constructions expressing a participant that cannot appear in the BC.
10AThe markers u- (:rd person) and i- (!st/"nd person) are called “version” markers in Georgian studies; 
see Tuite (this volume).
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A different brand of X-applicatives can be found in Algonquian languages. In 
Examples ("") above and (";) below from Blackfoot, as well as in Example (:0) below 
from Ojibwe, for instance, the introduced participant can be expressed in a monoclausal 
construction only as an AppP; the latter is a Comitative (‘with that book’) in (";) and bears 
a less usual semantic role (‘in the form of a man’) in (:0). This constituent is arguably 
a secondary object in Blackfoot, which seems to lack bona fide obliques; Rhodes ("0!0) 
shows that the Ojibwe AppP is less syntactically prominent than a secondary object but 
more like a core argument than an adjunct:!!

(";) Blackfoot (Algonquian; Frantz "00;: ;"; underlying form and glosses adapted)
Yáak-ohp-innisi’yi-yi-aaw om-yi sináákia’tsis-yi.
f3+-s-c.&''(-fall.&)-:'(-:'( d->-)n&n.sg book-)n&n.sg
‘They will fall with that book.’

(:0) Ojibwe (Algonquian; Rhodes "0!0: :0%)
Aniniw-ing=sh go naa o-gii#iN-aabam-aa-an
man-(/c='+c( '+c( '+c( :.A-'s+#&''(-see.+&-:.P.&n)>-/b,
aniwi manidoo-an.
this./b, spirit-/b,
‘He saw the spirit in the form of a man.’ (AC)

Some languages have distinct applicatives that allow different kinds of AppPs, 
as illustrated in (:!) from Blackfoot. In (:!a), the P-applicative / primary applicative 
marker -omo follows the verb stem and introduces a Beneficiary as primary object;!" in 
(:!b), the X-applicative / secondary applicative marker omoht- precedes the verb stem 
and introduces a Source as secondary object:

(:!) Blackfoot (Frantz "00;: !0:, ;:, glosses adapted)
a. Nit-ii-yIssksipist-omo-aa-wa n-itákkaa-wa w-óta’s-iksi.

!-'s+-tie.+&-'r).&''(-d)r-:sg.'r/D !-partner-'r/D.sg :-mount-'(.&n)>
‘I tied up his horses for my partner.’

b. N-omoht-o’too Lethbridge.
!-s-c.&''(-arrive.&) L.
‘I came from Lethbridge.’

11ARhodes ("0!0) calls this grammatical relation “relative root complement” and the oblique applicative 
marker “relative root”. Frantz ("00;) calls Blackfoot secondary applicative markers like ohp- in (";) and 
omoht- in (:!b) “linkers” and does not address the syntax of the arguments they introduce.
12ABlackfoot has both an equipollent benefactive marker -o (#a) and a benefactive applicative -omo 
(:!a). The former is the only so-called final suffix on the stem while the latter is always added to another 
final; all the related stems meaning ‘tie’ (viz. transitive animate yIssksip-ist-, transitive inanimate yIssk-
sip-i-, and animate intransitive yIssksip-ist-aki-) feature final suffixes of their own.
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Finally, consider the following example from a variety of Southern Quechua:

(:") Ayacucho Quechua (Quechuan; Parker !;%;: .!)
Ñuqa-paq rima(-pu-wa)-nqa.
!sg-for speak-&''(-!./b<-:.sb<.f3+
‘S/he will speak for me (in my stead or on my behalf).’

The sentence is also grammatical without the applicative -pu and the !st-person-object 
marker -wa on the verb, in which case the constituent ñuqapaq ‘for me’ is simply an 
optional adjunct. With those two suffixes, however, the status of the non-agentive con-
stituent in the clause cannot be unambiguously characterized; it is neither a run-of the-
mill object (since such arguments take either accusative -ta, allative -man or perhaps 
even sociative -wan instead of benefactive -paq) nor a simple oblique (since such con-
stituents do not trigger object marking on the verb). The status and the distribution of 
such apparent morphology-syntax mismatches are under-researched topics.

More generally, little is known about the distribution and the evolution of different 
syntactic types of applicatives. Further research should also explore the extent to which 
ACs conform to or deviate from the rest of the morphosyntactic patterns of any given 
language, that is, the extent to which some ACs are best seen as subtypes of clause types 
already present, as novel clause types complementing the existent ones, or as some-
thing else entirely.

;.2 Status of the semantic equivalent of the AppP in the BC

In Example (!) from Zapotec, the co-Agent is an adjunct in the base construction. Never-
theless, the participant corresponding to the applied phrase may be obligatorily absent 
from the base construction, as in (::) from Tswana. In the latter language, the only way 
to express a participant with the role of Beneficiary in a monoclausal construction is 
via the AC:

(::) Tswana (p.k.)
a. Kì-t:àà-bʌɰrʌɰk-ʌɰl-à Kíts+ɰ màíts̤ ɰb)';á.

!sg-f3+-work-&''(-f, K.MII evening(VII
‘I’ll work for Kitso this evening.’ (AC)

b. Kì-t:àà-bʌɰrʌɰk-á màíts̤ ɰb)';á.
!sg-f3+-work-f, evening(VII
‘I’ll work this evening.’ (BC)
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Terminologically, we capture the difference between cases like those like Zapotec in (!) 
and those like Tswana in (::) by distinguishing /'+)/n&( from /b()g&+/rC &''()c&+),-s.!:

The participant bearing the same semantic role as the AppP in the BC may also 
occur as a low-prominence object, as in (:#) below. Rather than being a double-object 
construction (henceforth: DOC),!# the BC in (:#b) has a P argument (Schokolade ‘choco-
late’, a direct object in the accusative) and a D argument (den Kindern ‘to the children’, 
an indirect object in the dative):

(:#) German (p.k.)
a. Wir be-schenk-en die Kind-er mit Schokolade.

!'(.n/> &''(-give.as.gift-!'( &r+.&cc.'( child-'(G&ccE with chocolate
‘We present the children with chocolate as a gift.’ (AC)

b. Wir schenk-en den Kind-er-n Schokolade.
!'(.n/> give.as.gift-!'( &r+.d&+.'( child-'(-d&+ chocolate
‘We give the children chocolate as a gift.’ (BC)

Table # below summarizes the different applicative types discussed based on the 
syntactic status of the participant corresponding to the applied phrase.

Table 4: Status of the AppP participant.

Status in BC
X
(optional)

—
(obligatory)

Sta
tu

s  
in 

AC

P P-3554
D D-3554
X (?) X-3554

The two cells at the bottom of the table merit special attention. The one on the right-
hand side is what Creissels (forthcoming) calls “X-applicative” (see Footnote ;) and is 
illustrated in (:5); the pot in which the porridge is to be cooked is expressed as an X in 
the AC but cannot be expressed in the BC:

13AAlternative terminologies distinguish “dynamic applicatives” from “non-dynamic applicatives” 
(Donohue "00:) and “applicatives” from “objectives” (Cysouw "0":). See also Pacchiarotti’s ("0"0) 
Type-B and Type-A applicatives.
14AThe term usually refers to clauses with two morphologically indistinguishable objects. Further note 
that the comparative term “double-P construction” is narrower, because it refers to instances in which 
both non-S/A arguments show the coding properties that characterize P’s (not D’s) in monotransitive 
clauses.
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(:5) Tswana (p.k.)
a. L)'rát+ɰ !)ɰ-t:áá-àpʌ '-ʌ 'l-à m)'-t+ '<+ɰ mó pìtsé-$'

L.(I) :sb<.I-f3+-cook-&''(-f, sg-porridge(III) (/c pot(IX)-(/c
é !t)= :nà.
(?.IX big.IX
‘Lorato will cook the porridge in the big pot.’ (AC)

b. L)'rát+ɰ !)ɰ-t:áá-àpàj-à m)'-t+ ':<+ɰ.
L.(I) :sb<.I-f3+-cook-f, sg-porridge(III)
‘Lorato will cook the porridge.’ (BC)

The cell on the left-hand side could logically exist, but we are not aware of any concrete 
instances in which the participant in question can appear as oblique in both BC and AC, 
specifically with a different coding.

Further research should explore whether present-day obligatory applicatives may 
have originated in erstwhile optional constructions (and the BC has ceased to be used 
with a counterpart of the applied phrase of the AC, for instance). Alternatively, ACs may 
begin as obligatory and become optional later, perhaps constrained by lexical or gram-
matical factors. Some data from the languages of Senegal suggest that language contact 
may play a role, with sporadic occurrences of prepositional coding of Beneficiaries 
modeled after another language in more or less pidginized varieties of languages that 
normally code beneficiaries via an obligatory P-applicative construction.

;.; Status of different objects in the AC

Some P-applicative constructions are DOCs; in such cases, the literature has captured 
similarities and differences in the status of those two objects (i.e., two P’s) via the ter-
minological distinction between sC>>-+rC and &sC>>-+rC. Some authors distinguish 
between sC>>-+r)c and &sC>>-+r)c &''()c&+),-s (e.g., Pylkkänen "008) while others 
distinguish more generally between sC>>-+r)c&(-/b<-c+ and &sC>>-+r)c&(-/b<-c+ 
(&ng3&g-s (e.g., Bresnan and Moshi !;;:). The following examples from Kikuyu (:%) 
and Chingoni (:.) illustrate the difference between the two types. Despite the superfi-
cial similarity of the postverbal constituents in both sentences, diagnostics regarding 
constituent order rigidity, passivization, and indexing show that the two objects in (:%) 
are equally prominent, whereas the object closest to the verb in (:.) (vandu ‘people’) 
outranks the rightmost constituent (ugimbi ‘beer’):

(:%) Kikuyu (Bantu E5!; Ngonyani and Githinji "00%: :5)
M>-geni a-ra-g>r-?-ire ci-ana m>-bira.
I-guest :.sb<.I-'r/g-buy-&''(-&s' VIII-child III-ball
‘The guest bought children a ball.’
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(:.) Chingoni (Bantu N!"; Ngonyani and Githinji "00%: :5)
M-geni i-gul-i va-ndu u-gimbi.
I-guest 'rs-buy-&''( II-person XIV-beer
‘The guest is buying beer for people.’

DOCs may be restricted or even absent in a given language. In such cases, ACs 
may be almost valency-neutral, as in (:#) above, where the BC has P and D arguments  
(a direct and an indirect object), and the AC has a P and an X instead (a direct and an 
oblique object). Alternatively, they may be r-d)r-c+)ng, as in (:8) below, where the P 
and the X argument (the direct and the oblique objects) merely become rearranged 
semantically and the operation is valency-neutral (see also § :.#):

(:8) German (p.k.)
a. Wir be-sprüh-te-n die Pflanzen mit Pestizid.

!'(.n/> &''(-spray-'s+-!'( &r+.&cc.'( plant-'( with pesticide
‘We sprayed the plants with pesticide.’ (AC)

b. Wir sprüh-te-n Pestizid auf die Pflanz-en.
!'(.n/> spray-'s+-!'( pesticide on &r+.&cc.'( plant-'(
‘We sprayed pesticide on the plants.’ (BC)

;.4 Sensitivity to syntactic valency

This parameter refers to the number of core syntactic arguments in the base construc-
tion. In (:;) below, for instance, the base predicate is syntactically monovalent and has 
no objects; since the psych verb illku- ‘get angry’ has only two semantic arguments (viz. 
Experiencer and Stimulus), the BC has no other non-agentive participants that might be 
core syntactic arguments; ñi chaw mew ‘with my father’ in (:;b) is an optional adjunct. 
(The clause can also include adjuncts expressing spatiotemporal Locations, but these 
are not relevant in the present context.)

(:;) Mapudungun (p.k.)
a. Illku-tu-fi-n ñi chaw

get.angry-&''(-:./b<-!sg.)nd !sg.'sr father
‘I got angry with my father.’ (AC)

b. Illku-n (ñi chaw mew).
get.angry-!sg.)nd !sg.'sr father '/s+' 
‘I got angry (with my father).’ (BC)

ACs with syntactically bivalent BC counterparts are by no means rare, as shown in 
Polinsky ("0!:) and Moroz and Polinsky (this volume). Example (#0) illustrates an instance 
where the AC has two objects (teman saya ‘my friend’ and nasi gorengnya ‘theN fried  
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rice’) while the BC has an object (nasi gorengnya ‘the fried rice’) and an adjunct (untuk 
teman saya ‘for my friend’):

(#0) Indonesian (Malayic; Vamarasi !;;;: .:)
a. Ibu memasak-kan teman saya nasi goreng-nya.

mother +r.&,.cook-&''( friend !sg rice fried-d-f
‘Mother cooked my friend the fried rice.’ (AC)

b. Ibu memasak nasi goreng-nya untuk teman saya.
mother +r.&,.cook rice fried-d-f for friend !sg
‘Mother cooked the fried rice for my friend.’ (BC)

In some languages, only oppositions like the one with Mapudungun ‘get angry 
(with)’ in (:;) exist, namely between a bivalent AC and a monovalent BC. (Mapudungun 
is not one of those languages; see Zúñiga, this volume.) In others, only oppositions like 
the one with Indonesian ‘cook’ in (#0) exist, namely between a trivalent AC and a biva-
lent BC; even though ACs with trivalent BCs are less widespread, they do exist as well.

In yet other languages, different kinds of opposition coexist and sometimes require 
specialized markers. In Salishan, for instance, some applicatives derive bivalent predi-
cates from base monovalent ones (in which case the AppP is typically a Stimulus, Goal, 
or Topic of Speech) while others derive trivalent or bivalent predicates from base biva-
lent ones (in which case the AppP is a Recipient, Beneficiary, Source, or Possessor). 
Examples (#!)–(#") illustrate such a division of labor:

(#!) Okanagan (Interior Salishan; Kiyosawa and Gerdts "0!0: ")
a. N-x‵ íA-mʤ-nt-s-ʤn.

(/c-afraid-&''(-+r-"sg./b<-!sg.sb<
‘I got scared of you (sg).’ (AC)

b. Kʤn n-x‵ íA.
!sg.sb< (/c-afraid
‘I got scared.’ (BC)

(#") Shuswap (Interior Salishan; Kiyosawa and Gerdts "0!0: :)
a. M-kBúl-x-t-s ̍ núx‵ Cʤnx‵ C tʤ mimD x.

'-rf-make-&''(-+r-:.sb< d-+ woman /b( basket
‘She made a basket for the woman.’ (AC)

b. M-kBúl-n-s ̍ mimD x.
'-rf-make-+r-:.sb< d-+ basket
‘She made the basket.’ (BC)

Base predicate valency may constrain applicativization in principle, as a tendency, 
or not at all. AC may begin as a monotransitivization device (i.e., ‘X get scared’ K ‘X get 
scared of Y’), a ditransitivization device (i.e., ‘X make Y’ K ‘Y make Y for Z’), a general 
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transitivization device (i.e., applicable to both), etc., and later become either more freely 
applicable or more limited. Further research may unearth clear cases of ACs extending 
their applicability range due to contact.

Table 5 below summarizes the different applicative types discussed above based 
on the valency of both related clauses. R-d)r-c+)ng &''()c&+),-s are valency-neutral 
and occupy the top-left-to-bottom-right, shaded, diagonal (the !-! cell is logically empty, 
since applicatives do not introduce arguments in S/A role). Tr&ns)+),)=)ng &''()c&+),-s 
are valency-increasing and occupy the cells immediately below the previous diagonal. 
The cell corresponding to v: K v" operations is a special case of detransitivization (e.g., 
with German schenken/beschenken ‘give as a gift’ in [:#]).

Table 5: Valency correspondences.

BC valency
1 2 3

AC
 va

len
cy

1
2 -676/0 0.810 8./0
3 81/0 0.810
4 /01/0

4 Semantic variation in applicative constructions
The parameter of semantic variation that has received most attention in the literature is 
whether the semantic role of the AppP has to be inferred from the context or is denoted 
by the particular construction (§ #.!). A parameter that has received disparate treat-
ment in the literature is the kind of semantic role borne by the AppP (§ #.").

4.1 Semantic role specificity

Broad applicatives are not difficult to find; Indonesian -kan, for instance, derives not 
only benefactive (as in [#0] above) but also instrumental applicatives:

(#:) Indonesian (Sneddon !;;%: .;)
a. Dia meng-ikat-kan tali ke anjing.

:sg &,-tie-&''( rope to dog
‘He tied the rope to the dog.’ (AC)

b. Dia meng-ikat anjing dengan tali.
:sg &,-tie dog with rope
‘He tied up the dog with a rope.’ (BC)



1)Applicative constructions: An introductory overview( (20

Peterson ("00.: :;) calls such constructions—“when a single applicative marker refers 
to multiple thematic participant types (regardless of whether or not these participants 
are treated identically in terms of morphosyntax)”—g-n-r&()=-d &''()c&+),-s. Note 
that the term covers not only instances where a particular marker can applicativize 
the same predicate with different semantics but also those where the marker behaves 
differently with predicates from different classes (e.g., valency classes).!5

Further note that Indonesian -kan can function as a benefactive/instrumental 
applicative with monotransitives, as in (#:) above, but as an (optional) “antibenefac-
tive” marker with ditransitives, as in (##) below. The construction in (##b) promotes the 
Theme and demotes the Recipient vis-à-vis the DOC in (##a):

(##) Indonesian (Chung !;8:: ":#, cited in Malchukov "0!.: !8)
a. Ali beri [wanita itu] [surat].

A. give woman the letter
‘Ali gave the woman a letter.’

b. Ali beri(-kan) [surat] [kepada wanita itu].
A. give-&''( letter to woman the
‘Ali gave a letter to the woman.’

Malchukov ("0!.: !.–"!) calls this phenomenon “applicative reversal” (and considers it 
a special case of his “markedness reversal”).

Semantically specific applicatives are easy to find as well, especially those that 
introduce Beneficiaries, Instruments, accompanying Agents/Themes, and Locations 
(Peterson "00.). Hakha Lai is particularly interesting in that it has not only the cross-lin-
guistically common benefactive, instru mental, and comitative applicatives but also a 
series of idiosyncratic and rare applicatives, namely additional-benefactive -tseấm (#5a), 
malefactive-allative -hnoấ (#5b), prioritive -kaấn (#5c), and relinquitive -taak (#5d):

(#5) Hakha Lai (Tibeto-Burman; Peterson "00.: #!, !;)
a. Thi$ ấa-ka-laak-tseấm.

wood :sg.sb<-!sg./b<-carry-&''(!
‘He carried wood for me (in addition to carrying wood for himself).’

b. Khee$ ấa-ka-hloấn-hnoấ.
dish :sg.sb<-!sg./b<-throw-&''("
‘She threw the dish at me.’

15ANote Gil’s even broader notion: “A generalized voice marker is a marker M which, when applied to 
form X, marks the argument of X bearing the thematic role T as having a set of properties P” ("00": 
".%, emphasis in the original). This author sees such voice markers as ranging from “weak” to “strong”, 
depending on how many properties—for instance, morphosyntactic subject properties—the target argu-
ment shows. The term is also used differently by some theoretical studies, where additional aspects of the 
grammar-and-lexicon architecture are relevant (see, e.g., Svenonius "0!#; but cf. Polinsky, this volume).
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c. Booy ấa-ka-toon-kaấn.
chief :sg.sb<-!sg./b<-meet-&''(:
‘He met the chief ahead of / before me.’

d. ấa-law ấa-ka-thloấ-taak.
:sg.'sr-field :sg.sb<-!sg./b<-weed-&''(#
‘He left me and weeded his field.’

Just as benefactive and malefactive applicatives are sometimes distinguished 
overtly (as in Amharic; see Amberber, this volume), the comitative type cannot be simply 
lumped together with what Messerschmidt ("0""), following Melnar (!;;8), labels 
“portative”. With the (rather broad) comitative type, the AppP is “understood to be a 
co-participant with the subject in the performance of the action described by the verb” 
(Peterson "00.: !8); see Example (!) above and Example (#%) below from Hakha Lai:

(#%) Hakha Lai (Peterson "00.: !8)
Ka-law ấan-ka-thloấ-pii.
!sg.'sr-field :'(.sb<-!sg./b<-weed-&''(
‘They weeded my field (together) with me.’

By contrast, the (narrower) portative type found in Caddoan languages and Osage 
occurs with motion verbs and allows the derived predicate to take an argument in P 
role that is portrayed as being carried by an Agent that is also a Theme (i.e., an Agent-
cum-Theme argument) in S/A role, that is, as a Patient that is also a Theme (i.e., a Patient-
cum-Theme).!% See the following illustration of the use of portative-applicative ni- in 
Caddo with the verb wid(i)- ‘arrive’:

(#.) Caddo (Caddoan; Melnar !;;8: !.0)
a. Kac’ikán=ấawi-wid-ah.

'r)/r.B3/+=&bs.sg-arrive-'-rf
‘They say he’s (already) here.’

b. Ni-wid-ah.
&''(-arrive-'-rf
‘He brought it.’ (Lit. ‘He arrived carrying it.’)

16AThe semantics of ni- and its allomorphs is probably broader in Caddoan, as seen from instances 
where the applicative marker co-occurs with a prefix denoting an animate Patient: ‘arrive’, ‘come’, and 
‘go’ all become ‘follow’ then (see Rood !;.%:." for Wichita and Melnar !;;8: !.! for Caddo). Messer-
schmidt herself cites a similar example from Sierra Popoluca, where the addressee is told to ‘take (= 
&''(+go) a dog’ and ‘bring (= &''(+come) a man’, and “it can be really difficult to tell [.N.N.] whether it is a 
sociative causative, a portative or a comitative construction” ("0"": !.%).
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Among the many cross-linguistic generalizations discussed in Peterson ("00.: 
"0"–":0), one that has become received wisdom in studies of valency and voice is the 
implicational relationship between different semantic roles. AppPs denoting Locations 
and those expressing Causes presuppose the existence of other applicatives, while 
instrumental, comitative, and benefactive/malefactive applicatives occur alone much 
more freely, “as anchors, as it were, for the development of distinct morphology (via 
extension of already existing applicative morphology or by grammaticalization of 
independent applicative constructions)” (p. "";). From this perspective, the exact 
synchronic distributions and diachronic connections between different applicatives in 
the same language and linguistic group are particularly interesting.

4.2 Semantic role kind

Semantic roles can be seen as central or peripheral, either in binary terms or along 
a continuum of involvement (Lehmann "00%). Central, maximally involved, roles are 
constitutive of the state of affairs and include Agents, Forces, Themes, and Patients. 
Peripheral, rather loosely involved, roles presuppose the presence of central ones and 
include Comitatives, Instruments, and Beneficiaries. Other roles, like Sources, Goals, 
Recipients, and Experiencers, occupy an intermediate zone.

Lehmann ("00%) and many other studies have noted the cross-linguistic tendency 
for central roles to be granted core argument status in the syntax and for peripheral 
roles to be routinely expressed as oblique objects or adjuncts. Accordingly, there seems 
to be a cross-linguistic tendency for ACs to work on peripheral roles; Comitatives, 
Instruments, and Beneficiaries are indeed the most common roles with applicatives 
worldwide (Peterson "00.). ACs that are supposedly less common work on central roles 
like Themes and Patients, as illustrated by the following Tolai example:!.

(#8) Tolai (Oceanic; Mosel !;;!: "#8)
a. A vavina i mim=e ra tava.

&r+ woman :.sb< drink=&''( &r+ water
‘The woman drank the water.’ (AC)

b. A vavina i momo.
&r+ woman :.sb< drink
‘The woman drank (something).’ (BC)

17AMesserschmidt ("0"") reanalyzes some causatives and other applicatives as portative applicatives, 
which leads her to regard the latter construction—which has a Patient-cum-Theme in P role—as fre-
quent: she finds it in "" out of #; languages in her convenience sample (second only to benefactive 
applicatives, with ". languages, and significantly outranking her third type, viz. locative-directional 
applicatives, with !0).
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Finally, consider the question of the exact interpretation of the semantic role of the 
AppP. The literature has often noted that German be-ACs are systematically close, but 
not identical, semantic counterparts of their BCs. In the following pair, for instance, the 
old house is a Location in (#;a) but rather a (non-prototypical) Patient in (#;b). Some 
studies have claimed, however, that this h/()s> -ff-c+ may well be the result of direct 
object status and/or accusative coding, rather than of applicativization per se (Wechsler 
"0!5: :08–:0;):

(#;) German (p.k.)
a. Wir wohn-te-n damals in ein-em alt-en Haus.

!'(.n/> dwell-'s+-!'( at.the.time in one-d&+ old-d&+.sg house
‘We lived at the time in an old house.’ (BC)

b. Wir be-wohn-te-n damals ein alt-es Haus.
!'(.n/> &''(-dwell-'s+-!'( at.the.time one[&ccE old-&cc.sg house
‘We occupied at the time an old house.’ (AC)

That the exact interpretation of the semantic role of the AppP can be related to the 
applicative marker, however, is seen in (50), where ihr Auto ‘their car’ is an accusa-
tive-marked direct object in both versions. In (50a), with packen ‘pack’, the Millers pack 
the inside of their car; in (50b), with bepacken ‘pack’, the object is interpreted as cover-
ing both the trunk and the top of their car:

(50) German (based on Brinkmann !;;.: 58–5;)
a. Müllers packen ihr Auto immer als blieben sie ein halbes Jahr lang weg.
b. Müllers bepacken ihr Auto immer als blieben sie ein halbes Jahr lang weg.
Both: ‘The Millers pack their car as if they will be away for half a year.’

This effect seems to be a special case of a more general topological restriction placed on 
German be-verbs: the be-AC “resists interpretations in which the event denotes move-
ment into the interior of an object”—an “exteriority constraint” (Wechsler "0!5: :0;). If 
the outlet in (5!a) and the glass in (5!b) are interpreted as (atypically) referring to the 
exterior of the corresponding entities, the clauses are grammatical; if they are intended 
to refer to their interior, they are not:

(5!) German (Brinkmann !;;.: 58)
a. Ted be-wirft [die Wand] / (✶)[den Abfluss] (mit Dreck).

T. &''(-throws &r+ wall &r+ outlet with dirt
Lit. ‘Ted throws the wall / the outlet with dirt.’

b. Sue be-gießt [den Braten] / (✶)[das Glas] (mit Wasser).
S. &''(-pours &r+ roast &r+ glass with water
Lit. ‘Sue pours the roast / the glass with water.’
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5  Applicatives and applicative lookalikes  
in Classical Nahuatl

This section outlines applicativization in the language for whose description the term 
was first introduced (see § %.! for an outline of the term’s subsequent history). We do not 
provide an introduction to Classical Nahuatl as a languoid here, but we otherwise follow 
the same blueprint as many chapters of the present book: we first provide the basics of 
Nahuatl clause and verb structure required for the discussion of applicatives (§ 5.!); then 
we list morphological (§ 5."), syntactic (§ 5.:), and semantic hallmarks of applicatives in the 
language (§ 5.#); lastly, we make some remarks on the most prominent lookalikes found 
(§ 5.5). All examples given here are from Launey (!;.;: !;"–"0;); translations are from 
the English version of that work by Christopher Mackay (Launey "0!!: "0"–""!). For the 
description and analysis of applicatives, we consulted both that source and Launey (!;;#: 
!;5–!;;). The reader is referred to Newman (!;%.), Sullivan (!;88), and Andrews ("00:) 
for other sources that present a very similar view of applicativization in the language.

5.1 Basics of Nahuatl morphosyntax

5.1.1 Core argument realization

In Classical Nahuatl, the existence of a grammatical relation “subject” conflating the 
single argument of monovalent verbs and the most Agent-like argument of bivalent verbs 
is uncontroversial. Neither subjects nor objects are flagged. !st- and "nd-person subjects 
are obligatorily indexed by means of prefixes (which are also used for non-verbal pred-
icates), and there is no overt :rd-person subject prefix; irrespective of person, subject 
plurality is marked by a suffix. Objects of monotransitive verbs and primary objects of 
ditransitive verbs are obligatorily indexed by means of markers from a paradigm that 
differs from the one used for subjects and includes a non-zero form for :rd person. More 
generally, primary objects of ditransitive verbs behave identically to objects of monotran-
sitive verbs. Secondary objects of ditransitive verbs share a number of properties with 
primary objects (including accessibility to antipassivization) but differ from them in 
other respects. The basic constituent order in verbal clauses is VSO, but discursively 
salient subjects or objects (either topicalized or focalized) can move to preverbal position.

5.1.2 Morphological structure of verbal predicates

The structure of Classical Nahuatl verb forms can be schematized as a sequence of mor-
phological slots. Tables % and . below give an overview of the main fillers found in the 
slots that precede and follow the root, respectively.
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Table 6: Pre-root slots of Nahuatl verb forms.

–8 –7 –6 –5 –4 –3 –2 –1 0

+9: 69: 54 810.2 -18 37/151 37/152 IN Root

The first three preradical slots correspond to argument indexes. SlotN–8 can be filled 
by a subject index of first and second person; no overt marker occurs in this slot with a 
third-person subject. The imperative marker x(i)- (which implies a second-person subject) 
can also occupy this slot. SlotN–. can be filled by an object index. With transitive verbs, an 
overt object index obligatorily occurs in this slot with all persons. With ditransitive verbs, 
only the primary object is indexed. SlotN–% can be occupied by im-, which marks :'( 
objects (either primary or secondary).!8 SlotN–5 can be occupied by a directional marker.

SlotsN–# throughN–" correspond to voice categories. SlotN–# can be filled by the 
middle voice marker (viz. no- with a !sg subject, to- with a !'( subject, mo- with a "nd- 
or :rd-person subject, and ne- in the “impersonal middle”, i.e., if the passive marker is 
also included in the verb form). SlotsN–: andN–" can be filled by the human antipassive 
marker tE- and the non-human antipassive marker tla-, respectively.

Lastly, the slot immediately preceding the root can be filled by an incorporated 
nominal lexeme.

Table 0: Post-root slots of Nahuatl verb forms.

0 1 2 3 4 5

Root 23;+ 3554 53++ /3- 54

The first three postradical slots also correspond to voice categories. Slot ! can be 
filled by the causative marker -(l)tia.!; Slot " can be filled by the applicative marker, 
which has the allomorphs -lia, -ia, -huia, or -lhuia. Slot : can be filled by the impersonal 
marker -hua or the passive marker -lo, the uses of which overlap to some extent.

Slot # can be filled by a variety of +&> suffixes, including the so-called particip-
ial suffix (which by itself expresses a value that can be labeled “narrative past”),"0 the 
sequence [z- + participial suffix] (which expresses the value “future”), the incompletive 
past marker -ya, the potential marker -ni, and others (Launey !;;#: ";).

18AThe marking of object plurality by means of im- is not governed by the plurality of referents, but 
by plurality marking on the corresponding object NP. The general Nahuatl rule (which allows for some 
exceptions) is that only animate NPs can be marked for plural.
19A-tia is generally used for causatives of intransitives, and -ltia for causatives of transitives, but there 
are exceptions.
20AThe “participial suffix” selects a special form of the verb stem and has four distinct allomorphs (in-
cluding a zero allomorph).
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The final slot can be occupied by a formative marking subject plurality. Subject 
plurality is obligatorily marked in this slot, whereas subject singularity is not overtly 
marked."!

In addition to the morphological slots listed above, the verb form may be preceded 
by particles that are not attached to the verb morphologically, but have limited mobil-
ity and contribute to the expression of grammaticalized +&> values. These particles 
include F (conventionally written as if it were a prefix), which, in combination with the 
“participial suffix” in the +&> slot, expresses a perfect meaning; the optative particle m, 
and its negative counterpart m,camo; ye ‘already’; and oc ‘still’.

5.1.; Some remarks on ditransitive verbs and causativization

Two successive object indexes in the same verb form are not allowed, but a prefix im- 
marking :'( objects may encode the plurality of two distinct participants. This justifies 
the recognition of ditransitive verbs—such as maca ‘give (sth.) to (sb.)’ or ilhuia ‘tell (sth.) 
to (sb.)’—which have a primary object (indexed) and a secondary object (not indexed).

The primary object represents an animate Goal. The secondary object (the Theme) 
shares with the primary object the lack of flagging, plurality marking on the verb, and 
accessibility to antipassivization. Unlike the primary object, the secondary object is not 
accessible to passivization.

Causatives of intransitive verbs behave like regular underived monotransitive 
verbs, with the causee in the role of object. Causatives of transitives behave like regular 
ditransitive verbs, with the causee in the role of primary object and the initial object in 
the role of secondary object.

5.2 The morphology of Nahuatl applicatives

The applicative suffixes are -lia, -ia, -huia and -lhuia; the former is the most common 
one. They do not differ semantically; their distribution is partly determined by the pho-
nological nature of the ending of the stem to which they attach, but there is some free 
variation between them. These markers may not only trigger modifications of the stem 
but also undergo morphophonological modifications triggered by the formative that 
follows them.

Exceptionally, applicative constructions can be marked by a suffix identical to the 
causative suffix -tia, as in cu/ca-tia ‘sing for (sb.)’ < cu/ca ‘sing’ and n,mac-tia ‘sell (sth.) 
to (sb.)’ < n,maca ‘sell (sth.)’.

21AAs with object plurality marking, the marking of subject plurality by means of this suffix is not gov-
erned by the plurality of referents, but by plurality marking on the corresponding subject NP.
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Applicative markers seem to freely combine with markers expressing other valency 
operations, provided the combination is semantically felicitous. Nevertheless, Launey 
provides no example of the combination [c&3s + &''( + '&ssE.""

Example (5") illustrates the possibility of converting the applied object into the 
subject of a passive construction. Note that the initial object remains unindexed in the 
[&''( + '&ss] construction.

(5") Classical Nahuatl (Uto-Aztecan; Launey "0!!: "08)
G-ni-cu/-l/-lF-c in no-m/l.
'-rf-!sg.sb<-take-&''(-'&ss-'s+ d-f !sg-field
‘I’ve had my fields, my land taken from me.’ /
‘My fields and my lands have been taken from me.’

In (5:), the applicative marker combines with the two antipassive markers (human and 
non-human): cui (transitive) ‘take’ > cu/-lia (ditransitive) ‘take for’ > tE-tla-cu/-lia (intran-
sitive).

(5:) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: "0:)
Ni-tE-tla-cu/-lia.
!sg.sb<-&n+)'!-&n+)'"-take-&''(
‘I take (unspecified) things from (unspecified) people.’

Example (5#) illustrates the possibility of impersonalizing the intransitive construction 
of (5:) by the addition of the passive marker.

(5#) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: "08)
TE-tla-cu/-l/-lo.
&n+)'!-&n+)'"-take-&''(-'&ss
‘(Unspecified) things are taken from (unspecified) people.’

The examples in (55) illustrate the combination of applicativization and reflexivization.

(55) Classical Nahuatl
a. Ni-c-ne-tl,t/-lia in y,Ftl.

!sg.sb<-:./b<->)d-hide-&''( d-f enemy
‘I hide (myself) from the enemy.’ (Launey "0!!: "0.)

22AApart from the case where homophonous markers co-occur on a predicate with different functions 
(see § !."."), the previous sections have not addressed the issue of multiple marking, either involving 
several applicative markers or an applicative and other voice markers / valency operators. Nevertheless, 
we asked our authors via the questionnaire to explore this issue when examining the morphology of 
applicatives in their languages.
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b. C,mpa ni-c-no-cu/-l/-z in no-tlàtlacFl?
where !sg.sb<-:./b<->)d-take-&''(-f3+ d-f !sg-food
‘Where shall I get food for myself?’ (Launey !;.;: !;%)

Example (5%) illustrates the applicativization of a causative construction.

(5%) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: "0;)
Ti-nEch-in-cua-lt/-lia nacatl in no-pil-hu,n-totFn.
"sg.sb<-!sg./b<-'(-eat-c&3s-&''( meat d-f !sg-child-cs+r.'(-d)>.'(
‘You are making my children eat meat.’

5.; The syntax of Nahuatl applicatives

Classical Nahuatl applicatives are P-applicatives. In general (but not always, see Exam-
ples [%:]–[%#] below), they can be characterized as obligatory applicatives that increase 
the valency of the verb. Applicativization is possible for both intransitive and transitive 
verbs, but it is more productive with the latter. The possibility of applicativization of 
ditransitive verbs is not mentioned in the sources.

Applicativization converts intransitive BCs into monotransitive ACs with the 
applied phrase in the role of object (5.); see also Example (%.) in Section %.!.

(5.) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: "0#)
a. Ni-tlaxtl,hua.

!sg.sb<-pay
‘I pay.’

b. Ni-mitz-tlaxtl,hu-ia.
!sg.sb<-"sg./b<-pay-&''(
‘I pay you.’

Applicativization also turns transitive BCs into ditransitive ACs with the applied phrase 
in the role of primary object and the initial object encoded as the secondary object, as 
in (58)–(5;).

(58) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: "05)
a. Ni-c-cui in tomin.

!sg.sb<-:./b<-take d-f money
‘I take the money.’

b. Ni-mitz-cu/-lia in tomin.
!sg.sb<-"sg./b<-take-&''( d-f money
‘I take the money from you.’
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(5;) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: "0#)
a. Ni-qu-ixca tFtoltetl.

!sg.sb<-:./b<-fry egg
‘I am frying eggs.’

b. Ni-mitz-ixqu-ia tFtoltetl.
!sg.sb<-"sg./b<-fry-&''( egg
‘I am frying eggs for you.’

Applicatives from intransitives behave like underived monotransitive verbs, and 
applicatives from transitives behave like underived ditransitive verbs.

5.4 The semantics of Nahuatl applicatives

Applied objects mostly express the semantic roles of Beneficiary/Maleficiary, and more 
generally animate Goals. These roles include those implied by the lexical meaning of 
the verb, and consequently cannot be deemed “non-essential”, as in Example (5.) above 
with ‘pay’. Launey (!;;#) provides additional examples with ‘declare (sth. to sb.)’, ‘send 
(sth. to sb.)’ and ‘throw (sth. to sb.)’.

A comitative meaning is possible with some verbs, for example ‘share’ > ‘share with’:

(%0) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: "0%)
G-ni-c-xelô in nacatl. —
'-rf-!sg.sb<-:./b<-share.'s+ d-f meat
Hkin F-ti-c-xel-huî?
who '-rf-"sg.sb<-:./b<-share-&''(.'s+
‘I shared out the meat. — Who did you share it out with?’

Inanimate applied objects expressing ‘up to’ or ‘beyond’ are found with motion verbs:

(%!) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: "0.)
G-ni-c-chol-huî in ,toyatl.
'-rf-"sg.sb<-:./b<-flee-&''(.'s+ d-f river
‘I fled to the other side of the river.’

There are also isolated cases of inanimate applied objects that do not seem to lend them-
selves to semantic generalizations:

(%") Classical Nahuatl
a. Ni-c-chFqui-lia in no-tlàtlacFl.

"sg.sb<-:./b<-cry-&''( d-f !sg-sin
‘I cry for (with reference to) my sins.’ (Launey "0!!: "0.)
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b. Xi-c-tl,li-li iztatl in ,tl.
)>'-:./b<-put-&''(.)>' salt d-f water
‘Put salt in the water.’ (Launey !;.;: "00, :;#)

A particularity of Classical Nahuatl applicativization is that objects modified by an 
adnominal possessor show a strong tendency to occur in an applicative construction in 
which the applied object is coreferential with the adnominal possessor of the secondary 
object. Rather than adding a participant, such ACs emphasize the fact that the referent 
of the adnominal possessor can be viewed as concerned by the participation of the ref-
erent of the possessee in the event. The non-applicative monotransitive constructions 
(%:a) and (%#a) are possible, but the same meanings are more commonly expressed as 
(%:b) and (%#b), respectively.":

(%:) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: "0%)
a. Ni-qu-in-tlazòtla in mo-pil-hu,n.

!sg.sb<-:./b<-'(-like d-f "sg-child-cs+r.'(
‘I love your children.’

b. Ni-mitz-in-tlazòti-lia in mo-pil-hu,n.
!sg.sb<-"sg./b<-'(-like-&''( d-f "sg-child-cs+r.'(
‘I love your children (for you).’

(%#) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: "0%)
a. Ni-c-mati in mo-tlàtlacFl.

!sg.sb<-:./b<-know d-f "sg-sin
‘I know your sins.’

b. Ni-mitz-machi-lia in mo-tlàtlacFl.
!sg.sb<-"sg./b<-know-&''( d-f "sg-sin
‘I know your sins (regarding you).’

By contrast, if the object is incorporated, the possessor is treated as the object of a 
non-applicative monotransitive construction; compare (%5a) and (%5b). Applicative 
marking does occur in the more complex configuration illustrated by (%5c):

(%5) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: "!0)
a. Ni-mitz-p,qui-lia in mo-cu,.

!sg.sb<-"sg./b<-wash-&''( d-f "sg-head
‘I wash your head for you.’

23AThe nominal suffix encoding that the noun is modified by an adnominal possessor is labeled “con-
struct form marker”.
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b. Ni-mitz-cu,-p,ca.
!sg.sb<-"sg./b<-head-wash
Lit. ‘I head-wash you.’ / ‘I wash you in terms of the head.’

c. Ni-mitz-cu,-p,qui-lia in mo-pil-tzin.
!sg.sb<-"sg./b<-head-wash-&''( d-f "sg-child-d)>
Lit. ‘I head-wash your son (for you).’

5.5 Nahuatl applicative lookalikes

The language has lexicalized applicatives. For instance, pFhua ‘count, read’ is compatible 
with two applicative suffixes, -lia and -ia, but pFhui-lia has the regular meaning ‘count/
read (sth.) to (sb.)’, whereas pFhu-ia unpredictably expresses ‘hex, cast a spell on’."#

Interestingly enough, verb forms combining middle-voice marking and causative 
or applicative marking can be used with a conventionalized meaning distinct from 
their literal meaning ‘make oneself V’ or ‘V for oneself’. The combination [>)d + c&3s] 
can be used as the honorific form of intransitive verbs (%%a), whereas the combination 
[>)d + &''(] can be used as the honorific form of transitive verbs (%%b), without any 
change in valency:

(%%) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: "!:, "!5)
a. Ti-mo-coch/-tia.

"sg.sb<->)d-sleep-h/n
‘You are sleeping.’ (honorific) (Lit. ‘You are making yourself sleep.’)

b. Qui-mo-ch/hui-lia.
:./b<->)d-do-h/n
‘He makes it.’ (honorific) (Lit. ‘He makes it for himself.’)

6 The notion of applicativization in context
6.1 Historical background

To the best of our knowledge, the term verbo aplicativo ‘applicative verb’ was first used 
in Rincón (!5;5), one of the earliest descriptions of Classical Nahuatl, and was later 
adopted by Carochi (!%#5) for his own description and by Uto-Aztecan studies ever 
since. As already presented in some detail in Section 5, Nahuatl intransitive and transi-

24ALauney’s French original gives “je lui jette un sort” ‘I cast a spell on him’ (!;.;: !;#), but Mackay’s 
English translation gives “I read his fortune (through divination with kernels of corn)” ("0!!: "0#).
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tive predicates can take the applicative suffix -lia or one of its allomorphs and thereby 
accommodate an (additional) object in the clause; (%.) illustrates this with intransitive 
tzàtzi ‘shout’:

(%.) Classical Nahuatl (Launey "0!!: #", "0:, glosses added)
a. Ni-tzàtzi.

!sg.sb<-shout
‘I shout.’

b. Ni-mitz-tzàtzi-lia.
!sg.sb<-"sg./b<-shout-&''(
‘I shout after you.’ / ‘I call you by shouting.’

A comparable phenomenon is found in Bantu languages, and the term is regularly 
used in that descriptive tradition as well. In Kinyarwanda, for instance, many verbs can 
take the applicative suffix -iish and thereby accommodate another object in the clause 
they head; (%8) illustrates this with transitive -andik- ‘write’:

(%8) Kinyarwanda (Kimenyi !;80: :")
a. Umukoôbwa a-ra-andik-a íbárúwa n’-ííkárámu.

girl :sg.sb<-'rs-write-f, letter with-pen
b. Umukoôbwa a-ra-andik-iish-a íbárúwa íkárámu.

girl :sg.sb<-'rs-write-&''(-f, letter pen
Both: ‘The girl is writing a letter with a pen.’

Examples (%.) and (%8) look quite similar, but they differ in a number of important 
ways—which partly explains the fact that different descriptive traditions have gravi-
tated towards different ideas about what “canonical” applicatives look like (see § %." for 
more on this issue). Regarding syntax, the base verbs applicativized by the markers -lia 
and -iish in the two languages belong to different valency classes, at least in the examples 
chosen here: the new object is alone in the Nahuatl example but co-occurs with another 
object in the Kinyarwanda clause. Regarding semantics, the new object can have various 
semantic roles in Nahuatl, namely Beneficiary, Maleficiary, Goal, etc.; it can only be an 
Instrument with Kinyarwanda iish-applicatives. Regarding morphology, the applicative 
markers occupy quite different niches in their respective semiotic ecologies. In Nahuatl, 
a homophonous suffix -lia also occurs on honorific verbs, but the causative -tia has a 
different shape. Kinyarwanda does not have honorific verbs, but its causative is also 
marked by -iish, and applicative constructions with an applied phrase expressing roles 
other than Instrument require a different marker. Lastly, the broad applicative illus-
trated in (%.) is typically the only way to accommodate that particular non-agentive par-
ticipant in the clause in Nahuatl, whereas the instrumental applicative normally allows 
Kinyarwanda speakers to choose from the two roughly synonymous expressions given 
in (%8).
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Unlike Uto-Aztecan studies, early descriptions of Bantu languages show significant 
terminological disparity regarding the treatment of applicatives. In his descriptive 
sketch of Kongo, Brugiotti (!%5;: #0) used the term verbum respectivum ‘respective verb’ 
(opposed to the unmarked verbum absolutum ‘absolute verb’); Bleek (!8.:: 8) used “rel-
ative form of the verb” for southern languages, and Endemann (!8.%: %#) used the term 
direktiv ‘directive’ for Sotho. Bantuist terminology seems to have unified in the late 
!;th century: Bentley (!88.: %".) and Steere (!88#: !58) used the term “applied form” 
in their studies of Kongo and Swahili, respectively, and “applicative” is found—occa-
sionally alongside other terms—in Torrend (!8;!), Stapleton (!;0:), Meinhof and Van 
Warmelo (!;:"), Watkins (!;:.), Guthrie (!;%.–!;.!), Meeussen (!;%.), as well as in 
later studies. (See Dammann !;%!: !%0–!%! for a review of the labeling of applicatives 
in Bantu studies in particular and Pacchiarotti "0"0: "8–:! for a more detailed termino-
logical survey in general.)

Authors working in other descriptive traditions have sometimes used alternative 
terms, e.g. “rule of Dative” (e.g., Chung !;.% for Indonesian) and “object advancement” 
(e.g., Norman !;.8 for Eastern Mayan, as well as Aissen !;8:, !;8. for Tzotzil). Modern 
Mayanists not working in the Relational-Grammar framework have customarily used 
the term applicative (e.g., Grinevald and Peake "0!": :8), and some scholars working on 
Philippine languages have employed it as well (e.g., Bell !;8: for Cebuano). Other terms 
have not spread beyond descriptive, often language-specific, studies. For instance, work 
on Kartvelian uses “version”, a coinage derived from Georgian kceva ‘turning, change, 
behavior’; Salas ("00%: !!;) labels the Mapudungun applicative markers sufijos indirec-
tizantes “indirecting suffixes”; Ainu descriptions have used the terms “appropriative” 
and “demonstrative” (Bugaeva "0!0: .5"); and several dictionaries of linguistics from 
the !;50s and !;%0s use the term “accommodative”, possibly under the influence of the 
traditional term dativus commodi (Pacchiarotti "0"0: :0).

Despite this variation, the applicative has led until recently a comparatively quiet 
life as a technical label, even by the somewhat inauspicious standards of late-"0th-cen-
tury theoretical linguistics, where crucially related notions like transitivity, valency, and 
voice have aroused some analytical controversy and spawned a non-negligible variety 
of interpretations and sub-classifications. Unlike notorious terms like subject, ergative, 
and even passive, which have not only attracted considerable interest but also proven 
to be lasting sources of disagreement, applicative and the phenomena it covers seem to 
have drawn just the right amount of attention for the label not to become contentious.

6.2 Present-day usage

Even though applicatives are less problematic than several other linguistic terms, 
modern studies do show some variation regarding both the place the applicative occu-
pies in a theory of grammar and its exact definition. This is hardly surprising: even 
though classical languages have similar constructions—consider Latin pairs like ridere 
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‘laugh (at)’, which can be intransitive or transitive, vs. deridere ‘laugh at’, which is 
transitive—the traditional language descriptions of antiquity provided neither the ter-
minology nor the analytical apparatus to study such occurrences as the conspicuous 
grammatical phenomenon they are in many languages. Moreover, as prominent and 
pervasive as applicatives are in Uto-Aztecan, the descriptions of those languages have 
never been at center stage in Western linguistics; it is the description of familiar Euro-
pean languages and the theorizing they have spawned that have informed the accounts 
of non-European linguistic structures.

6.2.1 Applicatives and their counterparts

With respect to the company applicatives keep in linguistic theory, the general consen-
sus among present-day scholars is that such constructions are best regarded as a kind of 
voice."5 Functional-typological studies of transitivity, valency, and voice customarily dis-
tinguish between operations that increase the valency of the predicate and those that 
decrease it; applicatives are routinely placed in the first group. Another customary dis-
tinction made is whether the operation preserves the base inventory of semantic argu-
ments or alters it. Interestingly enough, applicatives are placed either in the former or 
in the latter group, depending on how they are interpreted. Kroeger ("005), for instance, 
sees applicatives as “increase[ing] the syntactic valence of a verb by introducing a new 
primary object, [.N.N.] [t]ypically [.N.N.] ‘promot[ing]’ an oblique argument [.N.N.], and so [the 
applicative] does not affect the argument structure of the verb” (p. ".:, our emphasis). 
By contrast, Kulikov ("0!!) sees applicatives as “introduc[ing] a Direct Object (lacking 
in the initial structure), [.N .N .] [which] may denote an entirely new participant in the 
situation, or it can be promoted from the periphery of the syntactic structure, where it 
surfaced as an Oblique Object in the non-derived diathesis” (p. :8;), and as an example 
of the operations that “do not preserve the inventory of semantic roles” (p. :85, our 
emphasis).

Applicatives in which the applied phrase is a core argument (i.e., P-applicatives) 
constitute a special case of a morphosyntactic operation some recent studies call 
n3c(-&+),)=&+)/n. Nucleatives allow a participant not encoded as a core argument in 
the initial construction to be encoded as a core argument in the derived construction. 
(Their mirror images, denucleatives, need not concern us here.) We employ Creissels’s 

25AMel’Ouk ("00%) is a notable recent example in the functional-typological tradition that proposes a 
rather narrow notion of voice. Not only does that study distinguish between diathesis and voice based 
on the predicate-marking parameter (as others do, e.g., Kulikov "0!! and Zúñiga and Kittilä "0!;), but it 
also distinguishes categories like “active”, “passive”, and “reflexive” (i.e., Mel’Ouk’s “voices”) from those 
like “causative”, “decausative”, and “applicative” (i.e., his “[de-]transitivizers”, which “are similar to 
voices in that they also entail a modification of the basis diathesis” but “express some [essentially addi-
tional] propositional meaning”, p. !;#).
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(forthcoming) use of the term, according to which nucleatives distinguish an S/A and a 
P version, and P-applicatives are a special case of the latter. Note from Table 8 that, by 
definition, applicatives targeting lower-prominence (i.e., non-core) grammatical rela-
tions are not nucleatives."%

Table 1: Applicatives and syntactic types of nucleatives. 

Status of new argument
S/A P D X
S/A-nucleatives P-nucleatives = 

P-applicatives
D-applicatives X-applicatives

Incidentally note that portative constructions mentioned in Section #.! are problematic 
neither for the definition of applicative employed in the present book nor for how we 
propose to capture different types of applicatives. In our view, the Caddo portative as 
described by Melnar (!;;8) is simply a P-applicative.

Zooming in on different types of nucleatives, and also following Creissels (forth-
coming), we distinguish between agentive and non-agentive S/A-nucleatives here; we 
can additionally distinguish the same semantic types of P-nucleatives (see Table ;).". 
Some examples follow.

Table 2: Semantic and syntactic types of nucleatives.

S/A-nucleatives P-nucleatives
Agent non-Agent Agent non-Agent
causative
S/A-nucleatives
(25c) and (26f)

non-causative
S/A-nucleatives
(69) and (70a)

non-applicative
P-nucleatives
(70b)

applicative
P-nucleatives

This chapter has already provided numerous examples of applicative (P-)nu cle-
atives, which we neither repeat nor cross-reference here; for examples of causative 
S/A-nucleatives, see Examples ("5c) and ("%f). Example (%;) below from Ilocano shows a 

26AZúñiga and Kittilä ("0!;) use the term nucleativization for the installment of arguments in semantic 
structure irrespective of their realization, whereas Creissels (forthcoming) frames the concept—as we 
do here—in terms of the (semantic-)syntactic roles S, A, P, etc. In addition, Zúñiga and Kittilä’s ("0!;) 
employ labels for language-specific grammatical relations and consequently distinguish between sub-
jective and objective nucleatives.
27AZúñiga and Kittilä ("0!;) distinguish between subjective and objective nucleatives. Note that these 
authors’ taxonomy regards causatives as prototypically subjective and applicatives as prototypically 
objective.
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non-causative S/A-nucleative; the clause corresponds to a construction combining the 
effects of applicativization and passivization. Beneficiaries can simply appear in an 
oblique role in Ilocano clauses, but, thanks to the circumfix i-.N.N.-an (i.e., the so-called 
benefactive voice marker), the predicate ‘buy’ can also accommodate such participants 
in S/A role:

(%;) Ilocano (Philippine Austronesian; Rubino "005: ::.)
I-gatáng-an=n=ak man iti bagás.
b,-buy-b,="/:sg=!sg.&bs please /b( rice
‘Please buy some rice for me.’

Example (.0b) illustrates a non-applicative P-nucleative; the clause corresponds to a 
construction combining the effects of causativization and the reversal of grammatical 
relations without detransitivization. Mapudungun l-causatives often behave in a famil-
iar way: they install a causer-Agent in the clause, the erstwhile argument in S/A role 
appears in P role, and the verb is in the (unmarked) Agent Voice (.0a). Nevertheless, 
when an obviative/non-topical :rd person acts on a proximate/topical :rd person, as in 
(.0b), the syntax of the language requires that the former be in P role and the latter in 
S/A role; the verb is in the inverse-marked Patient Voice instead:

(.0) Mapudungun (p.k. and Golluscio "00.: "!!; orthography and glosses adapted)
a. Ti wentru aye-l-fi-i ta malen.

d-+ man laugh-c&3s-:.P-)ndG:E d-+ girl
‘The man ('r/DI made the girl M/b,I laugh.’

b. Tañi chaw aye-l-e-i-mew ta malen.
:.'sr father laugh-c&3s-)n,-)nd-:.AG:E d-+ girl
‘The girl’s father (/b,) made her ('r/D) laugh.’
(Lit. ‘Her father made the girl laugh.’)

6.2.2 Applicatives and their types

With respect to how broadly applicatives are defined in the recent literature, there is 
more variation than regarding their place in theories of grammar. Our term is broader 
than Kulikov’s ("0!!), for instance, whose applicative is limited to our P-applicatives; 
this author suggests using the label “benefactive” for D-applicatives and does not 
address X-applicatives. Further note that our terminology is not explicitly framed in 
terms of prototype vs. periphery—unlike Zúñiga and Kittilä’s ("0!;), which distin-
guishes prototypical applicatives, which target direct/primary objects, from non-pro-
totypical applicatives, which target grammatical relations of lower prominence, e.g., 
indirect/secondary objects and obliques. (We will return to the prototype vs. periphery 
issue further down.)
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Our applicatives have the syntactic status of the applied phrase in the applicative 
construction as an explicit parameter of variation, and are therefore subclassified into 
P-, D-, and X-applicatives; the status of the companion non-agentive argument in the 
applicative clause (if any) is an additional parameter of variation, captured by the dis-
tinction between symmetrical and asymmetrical. By contrast, Beck’s ("00;: 5:;–5#0) 
taxonomy conflates these two parameters. He first distinguishes direct applicatives, 
which “realize the applied object as a direct object”, from non-direct applicatives, which 
“add an additional indirect or oblique object”. Then he says that a third type might be 
worth distinguishing, but instead of subclassifying his non-direct applicatives (as we 
do), he splits up his first type: while one subtype of direct applicatives of transitive 
stems “add a direct applied object, displacing the original direct object”, this additional 
type “creates ditransitives with equally ranked (Upper Necaxa Totonac [.N.N.]) or symmet-
rical objects (Kichaga [.N.N.])” (p. 5#0).

Table !0 below compares these three different terminologies with the one we use it 
in this book (which is the same as in Creissels, forthcoming).

Table 1:: Some syntactic types of applicatives.

P D X
Kulikov (2011) applicatives benefactives —
Zúñiga and Kittilä (2019) prototypical

applicatives
non-prototypical

applicatives
Beck (2009) direct 

applicatives 1
direct 

applicatives 2
non-direct applicatives

This book P-applicatives D-applicatives X-applicatives
asymmetrical symmetrical

At their most exclusive, definitions of applicative constructions use the term 
only for a clause type that grants direct object status to a non-agentive adjunct of a 
related, base, construction. Until relatively recently and on both sides of the function-
alist-formalist divide—at least before Baker’s proposed extension, see further down—
overt morphological marking on the predicate was normally seen as a requisite as well. 
Such an arguably rather narrow understanding of applicatives owes an important debt 
to studies conducted in formalist traditions (viz. Relational Grammar in the !;80s, Gov-
ernment and Binding in the !;80s and !;;0s, Lexical Functional Grammar in the !;;0s, 
and Minimalism in the "000s and "0!0s). As a consequence, even less restrictive notions 
found in the current mainstream tend to see applicativization as essentially syntactic 
(more specifically: valency-increasing and promo tional).

Functionally oriented studies of voice and related phenomena have not fundamen-
tally departed from this tenet (see, e.g., Peterson "00.; Kulikov "0!0; Givón "00!). A 
case in point is Shibatani’s (!;;%) proposed terminology, which is superficially similar 
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to Kulikov’s ("0!!). Shibatani explicitly excludes X-applicatives from his definitions but 
argues in favor of distinguishing his “applicatives” (= locative/instrumental P/D-applic-
atives) from his “benefactives” (= benefactive P/D-applicatives) rather strictly, based 
both on their respective semantics and on the following cross-linguistic observation: 
the former type “generally allow[s] intransitive bases, while [the latter] seldom admit[s] 
intransitive bases” (p. !%0). Notice that we are not aware of many authors that follow 
this proposal; not even this author himself distinguished these notions as sharply in 
later studies (e.g., Shibatani "00%).

At their most inclusive, characterizations of applicative constructions delineate a 
family of clause types employed to give a selected non-agency-related element of the clause 
some kind of syntactic, semantic, and/or pragmatic prominence vis-à-vis the (lower) status 
that constituent has in the base construction. A subset of such characterizations concen-
trates on syntactic prominence and regards some syntactic applicative lookalikes as applic-
atives—but it is worth noting that such approaches have not usually made it into the func-
tional-typological mainstream. For example, Shibatani ("00%) restricts the focus of attention 
to constructions installing or promoting to P or D status (thereby excluding X-applicatives), 
but it abstracts from morphological parameters, thus conflating diathesis and voice: his 
“benefactive/malefactive/applicative” category subsumes Germanic and Romance exter-
nal-possession constructions with unmarked verbs, the Japanese benefactive converbal 
applicative periphrasis with yaru ‘give (to non-human or inferior)’, and the Guarijío ben-
efactive affixal applicative with -ke. Similarly, Croft ("0"") distinguishes between “overtly 
verb-coded voice strategies” and “zero verb-coded voice strategies”; he consequently labels 
oppositions like the English dative and locative alternations “zero coded simple predicate 
[i.e., non-periphrastic, F.Z.N& D.C.] strategy for applicative constructions” (pp. "80–"8.).

Studies in the Chomskyan tradition take a similar tack (although they usually 
exclude both D- and X-applicatives). Baker’s (!;88: "80–"88) influential study of incor-
poration first distinguishes alternations involving Recipient-Beneficiaries and verbs 
marked with some (non-null) reflex of ✶-̤d in Bantu from the English so-called dative 
shift by calling only the former applicatives. Then, he argues that the syntax of those two 
kinds of alternations is comparable, later claiming that the valency-increasing mecha-
nism is the same in both kinds, namely preposition incorporation. Crucially, Baker ends 
up analyzing English verbs occurring in double-object constructions as follows: “for 
the relevant small and semi-idiosyncratic set of verbs, the applied affix is syntactically 
present but is simply not seen morphologically” (p. "8#). The same reasoning and con-
clusions are found in Marantz (!;;:: !!#–!!5), and are later applied to wider samples of 
languages and phenomena, for example in Jeong ("00.: :) and Pylkkänen ("008: !!–!").

It is not uncommon to find descriptive studies that work with notions that are not 
overly restrictive, presenting applicatives as coming in “prototypical” and “peripheral” 
versions—occasionally framed in terms of “canonical” and “non-canonical” versions. 
First, applicative constructions are seen as clauses typically headed by predicates that 
are overtly derived from those heading base constructions; “unmarked applicatives” 
are regarded as non-canonical. Second, the syntactic status of the applied phrase in the 
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AC is seen as prototypically being the P role, that is, that of a direct or primary object; 
applicatives featuring less prominent syntactic roles are regarded as non- canonical. 
Third, the canonical applicative construction is an optional variant, equivalent in 
terms of its truth value to the base construction; ACs that do not have a monoclausal 
BC counterpart (i.e., “non-promotional applicatives”) are seen as non-canonical. Lastly, 
the semantic role borne by the applied phrase is required to be not only non-agentive 
but also peripheral; applicatives targeting central non-agentive roles like Theme and 
Patient, but also arguably intermediate roles like Stimulus and some Location-related 
notions are considered non-canonical."8

Our definition treats “unmarked applicatives” as an oxymoron—more accurately: 
applicativized predicates are morphologically marked by definition; constructions 
that are analogous but lack morphological marking are called “syntactic lookalikes” 
here. Regarding the other three domains, however, our definition simply includes the 
non-canonical cases: the exact grammatical relation borne by the applied phrase, the 
optionality or obligatoriness of the AC to express a given state of affairs, and the exact 
(kind of) semantic role and are left open; rather than definitional stipulations, they are 
parameters of variation. Therefore, our terminology is simultaneously narrower and 
broader than many, if not most, canon-based terminologies. It is narrower because we 
do not treat the boundary between applicatives and their syntactic and morphological 
lookalikes as fuzzy: it may be that different languages show different frequencies of 
tokens or types of particular applicatives and lookalikes, but such quantitative assess-
ment does not inform the notional distinction between the phenomena. Our terminol-
ogy is also broader, because we explicitly take different syntactic, morphological, and 
semantic subtypes into account, but especially because we abstain from stipulating that 
one particular bundle of features is the prototype and others are deviations thereof.

Irrespective of the terminological treatment given to “non-canonical applicatives”, 
there are good reasons to have a closer look at such phenomena, and the reader is 
referred to Pacchiarotti and Zúñiga ("0"") for recent contributions to our knowledge 
of some of them. The phenomena specifically showcased in that book include co-ex-
pression patterns / instances of polysemy that are not restricted to other voice cate-
gories (e.g., denominal and deadjectival verbalization, nominalization, and relativiza-
tion), functions of applicative-like morphology that are not semantically neutral (e.g., 
covering aspectuality, pluractionality, and intensity), and functions that are related to 
information-structure categories (e.g., focalization and topic continuity). It was not the 
editors’ intention to use the results of such explorations to justify broadening or nar-
rowing some received definition, however; rather, they thought it was important to use 

28ASee in this context Lehmann and Verhoeven ("00%) for a terminological proposal that has not been 
widely accepted. These authors argue in favor of recognizing a whole range of transitivization processes 
targeting non-agentive participants in Yucatec Maya. This range can be seen as having two poles: one for 
lexical derivation that targets central semantic roles with syntactic consequences (“extraversion”) and 
another for syntactically regular promotion that targets peripheral semantic roles (“applicativization”).
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them to deepen our understanding of applicatives and lookalikes in particular, as well 
as of phenomena related to transitivity, valency, and voice in general.

Since the turn of the century, mainstream functional-typological linguistics has 
tended to favor grammatical-category labels that are not excessively narrow on the 
one hand and, at least partly, to move away from prototype-vs.-periphery character-
izations on the other (especially those that do not address the radial structure of the 
notions explicitly, as well as those with fuzzy boundaries)."; It is in this spirit that we 
propose the definition of applicative constructions used for the present book. Taking 
into account predicate morphology and syntactic status of the applied phrase here only, 
our applicative covers the uncontroversial case: the structure represented in cell (h) 
vis-à-vis cell (a) in Table !! (adapted from Table : in § !.".:). Following several other 
studies, we have broadened the applicative to include the structure depicted in cell (g). 
Following Creissels (forthcoming), we have added the structure of cell (f) to the cate-
gory, and we have made explicit that the oblique X in cell (a) need not be expressible.

Table 11: Selected applicatives and applicative lookalikes.

Status of
non-S/A argument

Predicate morphology
Unmarked Marked

Oblique (a)(S/A(V((X) (e)(S/A(V<((X)
(b)(S/A(V(X< (f)( S/A(V<(X<

Non-oblique Non-core (c)( S/A(V(D (g)(S/A(V<(D
Core (d)(S/A(V(P (h)(S/A(V<(P

We have stopped short of including in our definition the two most prominent 
related structures of the table, that is, those represented in cells (d) and (e). The former 
is a syntactic lookalike; including it would equate applicativization with a syntactic 
operation, namely X-to-P promotion, and blur the distinction between diathesis and 
voice, thereby additionally contradicting the spirit of the term as originally employed in 
the description of Classical Nahuatl (there, it refers to a derived verb form). The struc-
ture represented in cell (e) is a morphological lookalike; including it would equate the 
applicative with the overt predicate marker, which would in turn presumably correlate 
with some broad notion of “functional” (i.e., semantic and/or pragmatic) prominence of 
the argument in non-S/A role. Our notion is, we think, reasonably conservative (since we 
do not abstract from either the morphology or the syntax) while also reasonablyNnon- 

29AAn example of an explicit (if uninfluential) canon-based approach is Dixon and Aikhenvald (!;;., 
"000) and especially Dixon ("0!": Ch. "5), with its rather restrictive definition of the applicative pro-
totype and several “extensions” (e.g., he regards our obligatory applicative as peripheral and labels it 
“quasi-applicative”).
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restrictive (since we do not require the applied phrase to be in P role). Our goal has not 
been to define the “correct” applicative but, rather, to make the analysis of the variation 
found with applicatives and applicative-like constructions across and within languages 
as consistent and principled as possible.

0  Structure, coverage, and coherence  
of the present book

The first part of this book contains this introductory overview; a questionnaire designed 
to be used as a brief checklist for exploring applicative constructions in individual lan-
guages or language groups (Ch. "); and a very short chapter that includes maps depict-
ing the approximate geographical locations of the languages addressed in the book, 
as well as those languages’ genealogical affiliations (Ch. :). The second part includes 
twenty-five case studies, grouped in three sections according to whether they deal with 
individual languages or with areal or genealogical overviews. The third part includes a 
chapter that comments on several terminological and theoretical issues raised by this 
introductory chapter (P/()ns?C); a chapter that provides an update of Polinsky’s ("0!:) 
typological survey of applicatives (M/r/= &nd P/()ns?C); and a chapter summarizing 
what we believe to be the main results of the case studies (Cr-)ss-(s &nd ZPQ)g&).

The chapters in the second part of the book deal with a sample of individual languages 
or language groups that we thought were necessary, important, or especially interesting 
in a comparative survey of applicative constructions. Chapters covering phenomena 
found in the Americas include four that address three groups identified by M/r/= &nd 
P/()ns?C. G-rd+s—who has already co-authored a comprehensive survey of applicatives 
in Salishan in general (Kiyosawa and Gerdts "0!0)—describes in detail the applicatives 
found in the variety of Halkomelem spoken in Vancouver Island. M/n+g/>-rC-And-rs/n 
describes the applicatives of the Mayan family, with a special focus on the Chontal lan-
guage of southern Mexico. Reflecting both the historical importance and the comparative 
significance of Uto-Aztecan applicatives, two chapters cover considerable part of the phe-
nomena found in those languages: Th/rn-s covers languages from the Northern branch, 
and Á(,&r-= G/n=R(-= &nd Es+r&d& F-rnRnd-= cover languages spoken in Northwest-
ern Mexico. Several chapters cover families and languages beyond those mentioned by 
M/r/= &nd P/()ns?C’s survey: M)+h3n gives an overview of the applicatives found in Eski-
mo-Aleutian, L/c?S//d &nd M&c&3(&C survey those found in Algonquian, and H-rnRn-
d-=-Gr--n &nd LT'-= N)c/(Rs present applicatives and lookalikes in Otomi and Zapotec. 
B-c? outlines applicativization in a Totonacan language spoken in south-central Mexico; 
C-ns&b-((& covers Toba/Qom, a Guaicuruan language spoken in northern Argentina; and 
ZPQ)g& covers Mapudungun, an isolate of southern Chile and south-central Argentina.

Regarding Africa, M/r/= &nd P/()ns?C say that applicatives are found “mostly in 
Bantu”, and two chapters address them here: P&cch)&r/++) gives an overview for the 
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family, and Cr-)ss-(s covers in detail the applicatives of Tswana, a language spoken 
in Botswana and South Africa. Also belonging to the Niger-Congo group, Atlantic lan-
guages have been comparatively neglected in the literature dealing with voice(-related) 
phenomena; V/)s)n &nd Cr-)ss-(s’s chapter contributes to rectifying this neglect. P&Cn- 
surveys the applicatives of Nilotic (Nilo-Saharan), V&nh/,- those of Cushitic (Afro-Asi-
atic), and A>b-rb-r zooms in on the applicatives of Amharic (Ethio-Semitic).

M/r/= &nd P/()ns?C also mention Austronesian in the western Pacific region. Two 
chapters deal with those languages, namely McD/nn-(( &nd Tr3/ng, who cover applic-
atives in languages of western Indonesia, and M3sgr&,-, W&C&n Ar?&, &nd R&<-g, who 
cover them in Standard Indonesian. Two further chapters complete the picture for that 
part of the world: F/(-C and A3s+)n survey applicatives in Papuan and Australian lan-
guages, respectively.

Lastly, Polinsky ("0!:) briefly commented on “the dearth of applicatives in Eurasia” 
and mentioned some Northwest Caucasian languages as an exception to the rule. Ar?-
&d)-,, L&nd-r, &nd B&g)r/?/,& cover precisely that family; T3)+- surveys the applic-
atives of Kartvelian in the southern Caucasus. The two final chapters address groups 
not singled out by Polinsky’s "0!: piece: J&cB3-s &nd L&h&3ss/)s cover Kiranti (Sino-Ti-
betan), and ZPQ)g&, Ar?&d)-,, &nd H-g-dUs cover applicativizing preverbs in a number 
of European languages (Germanic, Balto-Slavic, and Hungarian).

The titles in the Comparative Handbooks of Linguistics series face the challenge of 
striking a balance between comparability across chapters and state-of-the-art analytic 
coverage. In order to ensure comparability, we asked our authors to work with both a 
significantly shorter version of this introductory chapter (in the form of an 8,500-word 
position paper) and the two-page questionnaire mentioned above, as well as to follow a 
thematic blueprint “morphology-syntax-semantics-lookalikes” rather closely in the con-
clusions section of their own chapters. The purpose of the position paper and the ques-
tionnaire was to provide the individual contributors with a suitable descriptive meta-
language—which is, ideally, both theoretically neutral and descriptively effective—and 
a frame of reference. In order to ensure adequate analytic coverage, we explicitly gave 
our authors relatively free rein not only as to how they may want to structure their 
chapters—the thematic blueprint worked better in some instances than in others—but 
also as to which phenomena they may want to include in their discussion in addition to 
those explicitly mentioned in the questionnaire.

Consequently, chapters dealing with individual languages or groups first give an 
introduction to the language(s) covered and their basic morphosyntactic structures, 
and then survey morphological, syntactic, and semantic features of the applicatives and 
lookalikes found in them, but they do not necessarily follow this structural template. 
For example, ZPQ)g&’s chapter on Mapudungun follows it rather closely, but Cr-)ss-(s’s 
chapter on Tswana does not, favoring instead a structure largely based on syntactic 
aspects of the phenomena it surveys. (We sent early versions of these two chapters to 
our authors alongside the position paper and the questionnaire.)



5:( (Fernando Zúñiga and Denis Creissels

Even though our contributors had considerable leeway when it came to structuring 
their chapters, many did follow the thematic template, thereby giving a distinct formal 
coherence to the book. We probably erred on the side of restrictiveness by imposing 
some terminological coherence as well—hopefully in a reasonable way. For instance, 
some Mesoamerican studies have employed the term registration applicative to refer 
to some constructions we prefer to treat as lookalikes, and we asked Néstor Hernán-
dez-Green and Oscar López Nicolás to exert special care when using potentially con-
flicting terms and to make the correspondences between the labels used by Mesoameri-
canists and ours explicit. By the same token, Kartvelian studies traditionally employ the 
term version to refer to the relevant part of those languages’ applicative morphology, 
and we asked Kevin Tuite to make sure that both Kartvelologists and typologists could 
follow his presentation and analysis comfortably. We proceeded in the same manner 
regarding the traditional Algonquianist terms relative preverbs and relative roots in 
Hunter Lockwood and Monica Macaulay’s contribution.

Abbreviations
A Agent-like argument of bivalent/trivalent predicate
AC applicative construction
322 accusative
31 animate intransitive
316 animate intransitive with an object
ALC applicative lookalike construction
371- animate
37/15 antipassive
360 aorist
3554 applicative
AppP applied phrase
30/ article
3+5 aspect
3= Agent voice
BC base construction
23;+ causative
26-54 completive
2/0 control transitivizer
2+/0 construct form marker
2=9 converb
D Recipient-like argument of trivalent predicate
83/ dative
8.24 declarative
8.> definite
8.- demonstrative
8./ determiner
8./0 detransitive
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81- diminutive
810 direct
810.2  directional
81/0  ditransitive
.7;72  enunciative
.5  epenthesis
.0?  ergative
>  feminine
>62  focus
>;/  future
>=  final vowel
?.7  genitive
h67  honorific
1--  immediate
1-5  imperative
IN  incorporated nominal
1737  inanimate
1726-54  incompletive
178  indicative
17810  indirect
17+  instrumental
17/0  intransitive
15>=  imperfective
4A  linker
462  locative
-18  middle
-676/0  monotransitive
7>17  nonfinite
76-  nominative
7+5.2  nonspecific
7/0  noncontrol transitivizer
69:  object
694  oblique
6940.?  oblique registration
69=  obviative
P  Patient-like argument of bivalent predicate
53++  passive
5.0>  perfect
5>=  perfective
54  plural
56+/5  postposition
501  primary
50160  prioritive
506?  progressive
506B  proximate
5+0  possessor
5+/  past
5/24  particle
5=9  preverb
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C;6/  quotative
0.2  recent
S  single argument of monovalent predicate
+9:  subject
+.2  secondary
+?  singular
SR  semantic role
/3  transitive animate
/3-  tense-aspect-mood
/1  transitive inanimate
/0  transitive
/01/0  tritransitive
Vs  verbs
1, D, ' grammatical persons
I, II, . . . noun classes
- default morpheme boundary
= clitic morpheme boundary
# phonological word boundary
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