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ABSTRACT 

In South Asian languages with SOV word order as an aerial feature, a 
compound verb construction appears as V1+V2 where V1 is the main 
verb and V2 the light verb. The semantic content that a light verb has 
is a grammaticalised one, in a V+V construction. The light verb 
usually contributes grammaticalised meanings, aspect/aktionsart, 
speaker evaluation etc. The light verb has an independent lexical 
meaning when it occurs solely as a main verb. Light verbs are also 
called as Explicator verbs and Vector verbs. They are found in 
Compound Verb Constructions as a verb that modifies the main verb. 
The main verb is called as a Polar verb and the light verb is called as 
a Vector verb. The V+V construction is variously called as a 
Compound verb, Serial verb etc. This paper is the first of its kind to 
explore the area of light verbs in Tulu. Apart from listing out the light 
verbs in Tulu (which is definitely not an exhaustive one), this paper 
compares them with their counterparts in Tamil, checking meanwhile 
if they are at all etymologically related. The etymological relation 
between the Tamil and Tulu light verbs is sought after because they 
both belong to the Southern branch of Dravidian languages. 
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What are Light Verbs? 

In South Asian languages with SOV word order as an 
areal feature, a compound verb construction appears 
as V1+V2 where V1 is the main verb and V2 the light 
verb. The semantic content that a light verb has is a 
grammaticalised one, in a V+V construction. The 
light verb usually contributes grammaticalised 
meanings, aspect/aktionsart, speaker evaluation etc. 
The light verb has an independent lexical meaning 
when it occurs solely as a main verb. Light verbs are 
also called as Explicator verbs and Vector verbs. 
They are found in Compound Verb Constructions as a 
verb that modifies the main verb. The main verb is 
called as a Polar verb and the light verb is called as a 
Vector verb. The V+V construction is variously 
called as a Compound verb, Serial verb etc. For 
example, let us consider the following Hindi 
sentence: 

voː ɑː gə-jɑː 

He come GO-pst 

‘He came’ 

In the above sentence the V2 gəjɑː is the light verb. It 
has a lexical meaning (that meaning a word has  

 
independent of any construction) which is ‘go’. It has 
a grammatical meaning (as part of the V1+V2 
construction) as a marker of perfectivity. So it means 
that ‘ɑː’, the action of ‘coming’ is complete/perfect. 

There are many such light verbs among the languages 
of the linguistic area of South Asia. Each of them has 
an independent lexical meaning and a grammatical 
meaning. The grammatical meanings that the set of 
light verbs encode in a language are diverse. Abbi & 
Gopalakrishnan (1991) classifies these diverse 
meanings into three semantic subtypes - Aspectual, 
Adverbial and Attitudinal. The following is a Tamil 
sentence: 

ɪn̪d̪ə pɑːʈː-ə keːʈ-ʈɯ  pɑːrɯ 

this song-ACC listen-CVB SEE 

‘Try listening to this song’ 

*CVB is the abbreviation of Converb marker, also 
called as the marker of adverbial participle. 

In the above sentence, the word pɑːrɯ does not mean 
‘see’ even though that is what it means as an 
independent verb. It however means ‘to try X’ where 
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X is the main verb. So ɛɖɯt̪ːɯ pɑːrɯ means ‘try 
taking’ (ɛɖɯ means ‘take’), oːɖɪ pɑːrɯ means ‘try 
running’ (oːɖɯ means ‘run’). 

Compound verbs also occur in N+V constructions. 
The function of the light verb in these constructions is 
to incorporate the noun in the VP by verbalising it. As 
an illustration, consider the following Tamil sentence: 

t̪əɳːɪ  əɖɪ 

liquor HIT 

‘drink liquor’ 

While the noun t̪əɳːɪ in the above sentence means 
‘water’ which is a euphemism for liquor, the light 
verb əɖɪ means ‘hit’ when occurring as a main verb. 

This paper is the first of its kind to explore the area of 
light verbs in Tulu. Apart from listing out the light 
verbs in Tulu (which is definitely not an exhaustive 
one), this paper compares them with their 
counterparts in Tamil, checking meanwhile if they are 
at all etymologically related. The etymological 
relation between the Tamil and Tulu light verbs is 
sought after because they both belong to the Southern 
branch of Dravidian languages. 

Comparison of Light verbs in Tamil and Tulu 

1. Tamil 
The Tamil main verb pɑːrɯ ‘see’ also functions as a 
light verb in a compound verb construction, meaning 
‘to try X’ where X is the main/polar verb.  

oːɖ-ɪ  pɑːrɯ 

run-CVB SEE 

‘try running.’ 

Tulu 
The Tulu main verb t̪uː ‘see’ though not 
etymologically related to the Tamil pɑːrɯ, also 
functions as a light verb with the same meaning as the 
above mentioned Tamil light verb. 

beːlɛ-nɯ  məl-t̪ɯ  t̪uː-lɑː 

work-ACC  do-CVB  SEE-2.SG 

‘try doing the work.’ 

2. Tamil 
The Tamil main verb vɪɖɯ ‘leave’ functions as a 
light verb as a marker of perfectivity. 

solː-ɪ    vɪʈː-ɑ̃ː 

tell-CVB  LEAVE-3.SG.M 

‘He has said.’ 

Tulu 
An etymologically related word to the Tamil vɪɖɯ is 

buɖɯ in Tulu. It too functions as a marker of 
perfectivity as a light verb.  

iː pɑːt̪rɛ-nɯ  aʊlu  d̪iː-d̪ɯ   buɖɯ 

this vessel-ACC there keep-CVB LEAVE 

‘keep this vessel there.’ 

3. Tamil 
The Tamil verb poː1 meaning ‘go’ functions as a light 
verb marking a change of state, as in the following 
sentence: 

nɑːjɪ sɛ-t̪ːɯ poː-Ø-cːɯ 

dog die-CVB  GO-PST-3.SG.N 

‘The Dog is dead.’ 

There is yet another light verb of the same form poː2 

which expresses future intention. 

nɑ̃ː  kulɪ-kkə  poː-r-ẽː 

I bathe-INF GO-PRS-1.SG 

‘I am going to bathe’ 

Tulu 
Tulu uses the same root verb poː1 as a light verb in a 
similar sentence: 

 ɛn-kɯ mərə-t̪ːɯ  poː-Ø-ɳɖɯ 

me-DAT forget-CVB GO-PST-3.SG.N 

‘I forgot.’ 

Tulu also has a poː2 which expresses future intention. 

nɑːji səj-t̪ːɯ  poː-t̪ːɯ-ɳɖu 

Dog die-CVB  GO-PST-3.SG.N 

‘The dog is dead.’ 

4. Tamil 
The Tamil root verb t̪iːr means ‘complete, finish’. 
But when it functions as a light verb in a V1+V2 
construction, it means ‘to do V1 at any cost’. Take the 
following sentence for instance: 

ɑːɖ-ɪ   t̪iːr-ə=ɳum 

dance-CVB COMPLETE-INF=OBLG 

‘have to dance at any cost.’ 

*OBLG is the Obligation modal marker 

Tulu 
Tulu uses the very same root verb t̪iːr as a light verb 
in exactly the same way as Tamil. 

iː gobːu-nɯ  gɛn̪d̪ɯ=d̪eː  tiːr.u-v-æ 

this game-ACC win=EMP COMPLETE-FUT-1.SG 

‘I will win the game at any cost.’ 

5. Tamil 
The Tamil root verb poːɖɯ means ‘put’. This light 
verb comes under the semantic subtype 
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ATTITUDINAL, according to Abbi & 
Gopalakrishnan (1991). It expresses the speaker’s 
opinion that the subject shows a lack of care towards 
the object of the event (Annamalai 1982:68). 

nɑ̃ː əd̪-ə  vɛʈː-ɪ   poːʈ-ʈ-ẽː 

I that-ACC cut-CVB PUT-PST-1.SG 

‘I cut that carelessly.’ 

Tulu 
Tulu uses a cognate paːɖɯ of Tamil poːɖɯ to be 
used in a V1+V2 construction. As a light verb, it adds 
a perfective aspect to the construction unlike the 
attitudinal meaning conveyed by its Tamil 
counterpart. 

jɑːnɯ  ɑː beːlɛ-nɯ  məl-t̪ɯ  pɑːɖ-ɪj-æ 

I that work-ACC do-CVB PUT-PST-1.SG 

‘I did that work.’ 

6. Tamil 
As a light verb, the Tamil verb vai acts as a causative. 
It has the meaning ‘keep’ when occurring as a main 
verb. 

sɑːpːɪɖ-ə vaɪ 

eat-INF KEEP 

‘make (him) eat’ 

In Modern Tamil, causativisation happens 
morphologically as well as periphrastically. The 
above light verb construction is the periphrastic 
strategy, while the suffixation of -vɪ to the verb stem 
is the morphological strategy (e.g. ərɪ-vɪ ‘make 
know’). The light verb vai and the auxiliaries pəɳːɯ 
and cɛy (both meaning ‘do’) occur after an infinitival 
form of the main verb to form the periphrastic 
causative construction. 

Tulu 
The Tulu d̪iː is not a cognate of Tamil vai, even 
though they both mean the same i.e. ‘keep’. This Tulu 
light verb however differs from the Tamil one, as it 
marks for perfective aspect and is not a causative. 

beːlɛ-nɯ  məl-t̪ɯ  d̪iː-lə  

work-ACC  do-CVB KEEP-2.SG 

‘you do the work.’ 

7. Tamil 
The Tamil verb koɖɯ expresses benefaction when it 
occurs as a light verb. As an independent verb, it 
means ‘give’. It occurs after the adverbial participle 
form of the main verb. 

solː-ɪ  koɖɯ 

tell-CVB GIVE 

‘Teach’ 

Tulu 
Tulu has a cognate korɯ which forms a very similar 
construction to the one above, as a light verb. 

pəɳɖɯ-d̪ɯ  korɯ 

tell-CVB  GIVE 

‘teach’ 

8. Tamil 
The Tamil verb root vaː1 means ‘come’. It is 
grammaticalised as a light verb in the following 
construction to express future intention. This 
expression of future intention is also conveyed by the 
light verb poː. 

keːkː-ə  və-r-ẽː 

ask-INF  COME-PRS-1.SG 

‘I am going to ask.’ 

There is yet another light verb vaː2 which is 
grammaticalised as the modal ‘can’ which expresses 
ability.  

ɛnə-kkɯ pɑːɖ-ə  vər-um 

I-DAT   sing-INF COME-FUT 

‘I can sing’ 

Tulu 
The Tulu cognate baː1 is also employed in a similar 
construction as a marker of intended future actions. 

keːɳɖɯ-d̪ɯ bər-p-æ 

ask-CVB  COME-PRS-1Sg 

‘I am going to ask.’ 

Tulu too, like Tamil, has yet another baː2 which is a 
modal verb expressing ability. 

ɛn-kɯ pəd̪ə pən-ræ bər-pu-ɳɖɯ 

I-DAT song tell-INF COME-FUT-3.N 

‘I can sing.’ 

9. Tamil 
The following is not a V1+V2 construction but rather 
a N+V construction where a light verb irɯ is 
employed. The lexical meaning of irɯ is ‘sit’. As a 
light verb however it functions as a stative verb of 
possession. 

ɛnə-kːɯ kɑːt͡ ʃːəl irɯ-kːɯ-Ø 

I-DAT fever SIT-PRS-3.N 

‘I have fever.’ 

Tulu 
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An equivalent to the above Tamil sentence is the 
following employing kulːɯ (meaning ‘sit’) as a light 
verb acting as a stative verb of possession. 

ɛn-kɯ jwərɑ kul-d̪u-ɳɖɯ 
I-DAT fever SIT-PST-3.N 
‘I have fever.’ 

Summary 

The above is not an exhaustive list of light verbs in Tulu. We have listed only those salient light verbs and their 
counterparts in Tamil that yield some comparison. It is beyond the scope of this comparative paper to dwell on 
why there is a similarity between the light verbs of Tamil and Tulu, whether it is due to inheritance from a proto-
language or due to areal influence. 

S. 

No. 

Tamil light 

verb 

Tulu 

equivalent 

Lexical 

meaning 
Grammatical role as a light verb 

1. pɑːrɯ t̪uː ‘see’ Expresses the meaning ‘try (something)’ 
2. vɪɖɯ buɖɯ ‘leave’ Marker of perfectivity 
3. poː1 poː ‘go’ Marks a change of state 
4. poː2  ‘go’ Expresses future intention 
5. t̪iːrɯ t̪iːrɯ ‘complete’ Expresses the meaning ‘to do something at any cost’ 
6. poːɖɯ paːɖɯ ‘put’ Marker of perfectivity 
7. vaɪ d̪i: ‘keep’ Causative 
8. koɖɯ korɯ ‘give’ Marker of benefactive case 
9. vɑː1 bɑː ‘come’ Marker of intended future actions 

10. vɑː2  ‘come’ Modal marker of ability 
11. irɯ kulːɯ ‘sit’ Stative verb of possession 

The following table summarises the etymological relatedness (using the Dravidian Etymological Dictionary) of 
the light verbs in Tulu and Tamil: 

S. No. Tamil Light Verb Tulu equivalent Etymologically related? DED entry no. 
1. pɑːrɯ t̪uː NO - 

2. vɪɖɯ buɖɯ YES 5393 

3. poː poː YES 4572 

4. t̪iːrɯ t̪iːrɯ YES 3278 

5. poːɖɯ paːɖɯ YES 4581 

6. vaɪ d̪i: NO - 

7. koɖɯ korɯ YES 2053 

8. vɑː bɑː YES 5270 

9. irɯ kulːɯ NO - 
 

Acknowledgement 

I would like to thank Mr Pradyoth Hegde for his kind 
and immense help in being more than just an 
informant. He not only supplied me with Tulu data 
but did some reflecting on his own to identify light 
verbs in Tulu. I would also like to thank Mr Surya 
Sanjay for his glossing corrections. 

References: 

[1] Heine, Bernd, Tania Kuteva, and Heine Bernd. 
World lexicon of grammaticalization. 
Cambridge University Press, 2002. 

[2] Abbi, Anvita, and Devi Gopalakrishnan. 
"Semantics of explicator compound verbs in 
South Asian languages." Language Sciences 
13.2 (1991): 161-180. 

[3] Krishnamurti, Bhadriraju. The Dravidian 

languages. Cambridge University Press, 2003. 

 
[4] Slade, Benjamin. "The diachrony of light and 

auxiliary verbs in Indo-Aryan." Diachronica 
30.4 (2013): 531-578. 

[5] Butt, Miriam. "The light verb jungle: Still 
hacking away." Complex predicates in cross-

linguistic perspective (2010): 48-78. 

[6] Burrow, Thomas, and Murray B. Emeneau. "A 
Dravidian etymological dictionary." (1984). 

[7] Lehmann, Thomas. A Grammar of Modern 

Tamil. Pondicherry, India: Pondicherry Institute 
of Linguistics and Culture, 1989. Print 

[8] Annamalai, E. 1982. Dynamics of verbal 
extensions in Tamil. In International Journal of 
Dravidian Linguistics 11.22-166. 

 


