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1. INTRODUCTION
The core structural characteristics of any sentence are partially determined by the main verb’s
valency: its capacity to select a certain number of arguments (Chelliah and de Reuse 2011). How-
ever, the number of arguments in a sentence is not determined purely the verb: most languages
also demonstrate productive morphological operations to alter valency, changing the functional
relations between arguments as a result.

For instance, a common valency-altering operation in English is that of passivization, which
reduces the valency of a verb by one. In passivization, the thematic patient, which starts out as
the grammatical object, is promoted to become the grammatical subject. Meanwhile, the thematic
agent is backgrounded to an oblique - becoming optional, rather than a argument of the verb. The
following examples demonstrate the alternation between active and passive voice in English:

(1) The professor wrote a paper about voiceless nasals. active

(2) The paper about voiceless nasals was written (by the professor) passive

While passivization is common in English, it is not a universally present phenomenon. Many
South-Central Tibeto-Burman (SCTB) languages, for example, do not have a passive construction.
However, they do demonstrate other, valency increasing operations, some of which are typologi-
cally unusual (Peterson 1998). One of these is the applicative construction, in which a verbal affix
signifies the promotion of an oblique object to argument status (Jeong 2007).

The aim of this short paper is to provide a description of applicatives in Hnaring Lutuv (Lautu)
Chin (Maraic, South-Central Tibeto-Burman). This description is informed by a comparison with
applicatives found in Hakha Lai (Central, South-Central Tibeto-Burman), as described by Peterson
(1998, 2004). Lutuv is a Maraic language spoken in Chin State, Burma/Mynamar and in diaspora
communities around the world, with Ethnologue estimating a native-speaker population of around
15,000 (Eberhard et al. 2024, Berkson and Par 2022). The data compiled in this report have been
collected in group and solo elicitation sessions with Ms. Sui Hnem Par by the author and other
members of the Fall 2024 Field Methods class at Indiana University.

The remainder of the paper is organized as follows: Section 2 discusses previous literature
relating to cross-linguistic analyses of applicative constructions. Section 3 provides an overview
of the function of two applicative affixes in Lutuv, and Section 4 provides a categorization of these
applicative affixes with respect to the methods discussed in Section 2. Section 5 concludes.

2. BACKGOUND
Jeong (2007:2) defines an applicative as: ‘a construction in which a verb bears a specific morpheme
which licenses an oblique (non-core) argument that would not otherwise be considered a part of
the verb’s argument structure.’ Simply stated, applicative morphemes increase the base valency of
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a verb by one. The examples below demonstrate the alternation between an instrumentally-marked
oblique with an instrumental applicative construction in Hakha Lai. The crucial observation is
that, in these examples, the instrument ‘boat’ appears as an optional oblique in (3), marked with
the instrumental case marker =Pin. In (4) on the other hand, we observe that ‘boat’ is promoted to
argument status in that it is no longer marked as an oblique through instrumental case-marking.

(3) (tilooN=Pin)
(boat=INST)

tivaa
river

(khaa)
DEIC

kan-tan
1PS-cross

‘We crossed the river (using the boat).’

(4) tilooN
boat

tivaa
river

(khaa)
DEIC

kan-tan-naak
1PS-cross-INST

‘We used the boat to cross the river.’ Peterson (1998:102)

It is important to note that in most languages, applicative constructions have periphrastic coun-
terparts along the lines of the alternation observed in (3-4). However, what differentiates a mor-
phological applicative from similar structures (e.g., prepositional phrases) is that the object it in-
troduces becomes an obligatory argument required for grammaticality: sentences that utilize an
applicative affix become ungrammatical if the additional object is not included, while periphrastic
applicatives do not (see e.g., (3)). Peterson (1998) illlustrates this with examples such as (5), in
which the applied instrumental object is obligatory:

(5) a. ka-naam
1S.POSS-knife

khaa
DEIC

tsewmaN=niP
Tsewmang=ERG

Pa-n-tshuPn-naak
3SS-2SO-stab-INST

‘Tsewmang stabbed you with my knife.’
b. *tsewmaN=niP

Tsewmang=ERG

Pa-n-tshuPn-naak
3SS-2SO-stab-INST

Intended: ‘Tsewmang stabbed you.’ Peterson (1998:145)

Cross-linguistically, applicatives are classified typologically according to two distinctions, the
first of which is referred to as ‘The Symmetric-Asymmetric distinction,’ as formulated in (6):

(6) The Symmetric-Asymmetric distinction:
In a symmetric applicative, the applied and base objects behave similarly. In asymmetric
applicatives, the applied and base objects behave differently.

This distinction is a morphosyntactic one, based on the behavior of the applied and base object with
respect to a number of morphosyntactic behaviors. Peterson (2004) provides a list of diagnostic
tools used to categorize a given applicative construction into symmetric or asymmetric:

(7) Diagnostics for symmetric vs. asymmetric applicatives
a. Order of objects with respect to the verb
b. Coding of objects by verbal pronominal morphology or agreement
c. Case marking of objects
d. Availability of object participants for other valence-affecting constructions

(e.g. passive)
e. Interpretation of object participants in reflexivization/reciprocalization
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f. Availability of objects for relativization
g. Availability of objects to act as controllers in cross-clausal coreference relationships
h. Potential for the objects’ quantifiers to float
i. Potential for objects to act as controllers for depictive secondary predicates (DSPs)

The second typological distinction useful in the classification of applicatives, concerns the
difference between so-called ‘high’ and ‘low’ applicatives, as described in (8):

(8) The High-low distinction (Pylkkänen 2008):
High applicatives denote a thematic relation between an individual and an event, while low
applicatives denote a possession relation between the base and applied object.

Here, the terms ‘high’ and ‘low’ refer to the attachment point of the Appl head, as shown in the
following structures:

(9) High applicative structure

vP

v′

ApplP

Appl′

VP

themeV

Appl

ApplObj

v

subj

(10) Low applicative structure

vP

v′

VP

ApplP

Appl′

themeAppl

ApplObj

V

v

subj

The close thematic relation between the two objects in a low applicative is modeled by directly
relating them through the Appl head, which is then merged below VP. For high applicatives, the
relationship between the applied object and the event is shown by merging the Appl head above
VP. Canonical low applicatives are ditransitives; canonical high applicatives are benefactives.

Notably, McGinnis (2001), as cited in Peterson (2004), notes a correlation between asym-
metrical object treatment and low applicative status. Asymmetrical applicative constructions are
expected to pattern as low, while symmetrical applicative constructions are expected to pattern as
high. Peterson has shown that applicatives in Hakha Lai seem to pose an exception to this gener-
alization, patterning as asymmetric but high, not low. In the following sections, I will show that
Peterson’s observations also appear to hold for Lutuv.

3. APPLICATIVE SUFFIXES IN LUTUV
While Hakha has seven applicative morphemes (Peterson 2004, 1998), only two have been iden-
tified (so far) in Lutuv. The first is -khyi, which seems to function as a comitative marker. This
morpheme signals the addition of an object participant that is interpreted as an equal participant in
the action denoted by the verb. Sentences utilizing this morpheme may have an assistive reading:
the object participant ‘helps’ the subject perform the action, as shown in the following examples.
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(11) Sui
Sui

ta
AGT

Iti
Iti

kha
FAM

ahe
mango

a-calyi-khyi.
3SS-buy-COM

‘Sui bought a mango along with Iti.’

(12) Ngaa
fish

na
FOC

i-ø-e-khyi.
1SS-3SO-roast-COM

‘He helped me roast the fish.’

The second attested applicative morpheme in Lutuv is benefactive -pa, which introduces an af-
fected object. This morpheme signals the addition of an object participant that is in some way
affected by the action denoted by the verb. The object participant may be the direct beneficiary
of the action or the subject may be performing the action in the place of the affected object. This
ambiguity is similar to the use of the English preposition for, which can also be used as either a
benefactive or a substitutive, as demonstrated in the following example.

(13) Ngaa
fish

na
FOC

i-ca-e-pa.
1SS-2SO-roast-APPL

‘I roasted the fish for you’ = {in your place/to your benefit}

4. MORPHOSYNTACTIC BEHAVIOURS OF APPLICATIVES IN LUTUV
A key observation from Peterson (1998) relates to the similarities in behaviour between the applica-
tive affixes. With the exception of the instrumental, all Hakha applicatives demonstrate agreement
with the affected object. Additionally, they possess the ability to left-dislocate the affected object,
but not the base object. Coreference between the affected object and the subject is allowed in
reflexives, while coreference between the base object and the subject is not. Peterson attributes
the differing behavior of the instrumental to the obligatory inanimacy of the affected object in an
instrumental construction.

Peterson (2004) later analyzes the behaviour of the seven affixes in the context of the symmetric-
asymmetric and high-low distinctions. As Hakha generally treats applicative vs. base objects dif-
ferently with respect to the behaviors mentioned above, it is expected to pattern as a low-applicative
language. However, Hakha allows applicativization of unergative and static predicates, and allows
control of Depictive Secondary Predicates (DSPs) by any event participant. According to Peter-
son, this demonstrates that applicatives in Hakha denote thematic relations between events and
individuals, instead of possession relations between base and applied objects. This behavior leads
Peterson to conclude that overall, applicatives in Hakha have the distributional status of high ap-
plicatives even if their status is clearly asymmetrical. The high-asymmetrical distribution of Hakha
applicatives is highly unusual, contrasting with McGinnis’s previous analysis.

The following subsections focus on similarities between applicatives in Hakha and Lutuv, with
the objective of determining whether Lutuv also demonstrates the high-asymmetrical distribution
present in Hakha. Special attention has been paid to the particular diagnostics below.

4.1. CODING OF OBJECTS BY VERBAL PRONOMINAL MORPHOLOGY OR AGREEMENT
As in Hakha, Lutuv applicatives show agreement with the applied object, rather than the base
object. In (14), the object agreement morpheme in the verbal complex appears in the second person
singular form, because it agrees with the applied object ‘you’ (rather than 3rd person ‘mango’).
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(14) Ahe
mango

na
FOC

i-ca-calyi-pa.
1SS-2SO-buy-APPL

‘I bought a mango for you.’

4.2. ACCESSIBILITY OF OBJECTS FOR RELATIVIZATION
Lutuv also shares with Hakha that it allows for relativization of the affected object in an applicative
construction, as shown in (15). (The head of the relative clause is indicated in bold.)

(15) [[RC

[[RC

Ahe
mango

na-calyi-pa
2SS-buy-REL

]
]

cawsaa
person

]
]

kha
FAM

a-law.
3SS-be.thankful

‘The person who you bought the mango for was thankful.’

Relativization of the base object seems to invoke a different strategy than relativization of the
affected object, resulting in an internally headed relative clause structure:

(16) [RC

[RC

Ahe
mango

ina-calyi-pa-pa
1SO-buy-APPL-REL

]
]

ca
TOP

kha
FAM

a-pahuo-sa.
3SS-be.delicious-INT

‘The mango that you bought for me was delicious.’

(17) [RC

[RC

Ngaa
fish

ina-e-pa-pa
1SO-roast-APPL-REL

]
]

ca
TOP

kha
FAM

a-pahuo-sa.
3SS-be.delicious-INT

‘The fish that you roasted for me was delicious’.

In both of the above examples, the head of the relative clause remains in its position within the em-
bedded clause, consistent with descriptions of internally headed relative clauses in South-Central
Tibeto-Burman languages (see e.g., Flego 2019 on Hakha Lai; Benavides and Hanink 2025 on
Lutuv). This contrasts with (15), where the head follows the relative clause. These structural
differences between (15) and (16-17) might reflect an asymmetry between relativization of the
affected object and relativization of the base object, though more work is needed in this area.

4.3. APPLICATIVIZATION OF UNERGATIVE/STATIC PREDICATES
Finally, like Hakha, Lutuv allows for unergative predicates to appear in applicative constructions:

(18) Chadaw
store

luo
LOC

na
FOC

i-ruo.
1.SUBJ-run

‘I ran to the store.’

(19) Chadaw
store

luo
LOC

na
FOC

i-ca-ruo-pa.
1.SUBJ-2.OBJ-run-APPL

‘I ran to the store for you.’

However, preliminary evidence suggests that Lutuv does not allow for stative-type predicates (ver-
bal adjectives) to appear in applicative constructions:

(20) *Sui
Sui

ta
AGT

Iti
Iti

kha
FAM

a-nuo-khyi.
3SS-be.happy-COM

Int: ‘Sui helped Iti be happy.’
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4.4. SUMMARY
In Lutuv, applicative and base objects are clearly treated differently with respect to relativization,
and are also treated differently with respect to agreement. Lutuv also allows unergatives to appear
in relative constructions, but seems to disallow stative-type predicates to appear in applicative
constructions. Based on this preliminary data, it appears that applicative constructions in Lutuv
demonstrate the same unusual high-asymmetrical distribution as those in Hakha. Further research
in this area should focus on DSP control, left-dislocation, and wh-movement in Lutuv applicatives.

5. CONCLUSION
This report has presented a preliminary description of applicative constructions in Lutuv. In partic-
ular, applicatives in Lutuv were compared directly with similar constructions in Hakha Lai as de-
scribed in Peterson (2004, 1998). While Lutuv exhibits fewer applicative morphemes than Hakha,
the applicative constructions it does display demonstrate similar morphosyntactic and semantic
properties to those in Hakha. For instance, Lutuv applicatives demonstrate verbal agreement with
the affected object, and display asymmetric behavior with regards to relativization of the applied
vs. base object. Additionally, Lutuv allows for unergatives to appear in applicative constructions,
but disallows applicative statives. This shows evidence in favor of Lutuv as demonstrating a high-
asymmetric applicative distribution, which is a distribution unattested outside the South Central
Tibeto-Burman language family.

While this distribution is unique to South Central Tibeto-Burman languages, it is unclear
whether all South Central Tibeto-Burman languages demonstrate high-asymmetric applicatives.
Further work on the unusual valency-altering operations in this language family should investigate
whether the high-asymmetric distribution is common among SCTB languages, or whether it is
restricted to Hakha Lai and Lutuv. Further work in this area has the potential to strengthen foun-
dational analyses of valency and typology in the study of South Central Tibeto-Burman languages.
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