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Background
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Latvian and Lithuanian: 
neighboring territories, not mutually intelligible

Impressionistically, the use of verbs and
valency patterns plays a significant role in
the lack of mutual intelligibility

Hammarström et al. 2024
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Previously on...

Based on the valency patterns 
in the BivalTyp database (Say 2020-),
Latvian and Lithuanian were shown
to belong to different clusters
(Alfimova 2024)

Alfimova 2024

↓
usage-based approach?

(Bybee 2010; Diessel 2020)

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1XI3PAOb_gj1O0gJADQZpsq1EKp36dOhsyXz4zbAPyTw/edit#heading=h.3whwml4
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1XI3PAOb_gj1O0gJADQZpsq1EKp36dOhsyXz4zbAPyTw/edit#heading=h.2bn6wsx


Research questions
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How many Baltic cognates are employed in parallel contexts, and does the
parallel use of cognates trigger valency matches?

What is the role of prefixes, especially directional prefixes (such as Latvian ie-
and Lithuanian į- ‘into’) in predicting valency matches? 

Can valency mismatches in Baltic languages always be explained by language
contact?



Data and descriptives
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parallel corpus of film subtitles ParTy (Levshina 2016)

two films with both Latvian and Lithuanian

↓

“Inception” (Christopher Nolan, 2010): 2105 lines



Annotation
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Assumption: Overt coding of corresponding referents in both languages

(the term valency pattern is understood in its broad sense and 
formally defined as the set of all referable participants of a single lexical verb)

↓

393 comparable verbs (lines)
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Annotation: simplified example

Sugrįžk                  į    realybę,         Domai.
come_back.IMP to  reality.ACC  PN

Atgriezies            īstenīb-ā,       Dom
come_back.IMP reality-LOC   PN

(1) (2)



source
_sente
nce

sourc
e_neg
ation

latvian_tran
slation

ja_
deb
itiv

latvian
_comp
arable

lithuania
n_transla
tion

lithua
nian_
comp
arabl
e

baltic_
prefixe
s

baltic_
dirprefi
xes

baltic_
cognat
es

baltic_
compa
red

Come
back to
reality,
Dom.

0
Atgriezies
īstenībā,
Dom.

0 LOC
Sugrįžk į
realybę,
Domai.

SD 1 0 1 FALSE

8

Annotation: simplified example

Atgriezies            īstenīb-ā,       Dom
come_back.IMP reality-LOC   PN

Sugrįžk                  į    realybę,         Domai.
come_back.IMP to  reality.ACC  PN

case → language-specific case annotation

adposition → comparative concepts:
spatial dynamic, 

spatial static, 
non-spatial temporal,

non-spatial non-temporal

(1) (2)
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Annotation: 3 contact languages
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H1: Cognates exhibit fewer valency mismatches than
etymologically unrelated verbs

12

(3) Cognates, match

Latvian (ACC)
Iznīcināt visu manu mantojumu?
destroy whole.ACC 1SG.POSS.ACC inheritance.ACC

Lithuanian (ACC)
Sunaikinti visą mano palikimą?
destroy whole.ACC 1SG.POSS inheritance.ACC

‘Destroying my whole inheritance?’

(4) Unrelated, mismatch

Latvian (NOM_T)
Es neizturami skumstu pēc tevis.
1SG.NOM unbearably miss after 2SG.GEN

Lithuanian (NOM_GEN)
Aš labai tavęs ilgiuosi.
1SG.NOM very 2SG.GEN miss

‘I miss you more than I can bear…’



the original set of 393 comparable parallel lines was reduced to
299 by excluding overly frequent lexical meanings (N ≥ 5), which
overwhelmed the data with one and the same valency pattern

'know', 'do', 'build', 'tell', 'wait', 'need', 'have', 'create', 'talk', 
'take somewhere', 'look', 'come back'

H1: Cognates exhibit fewer valency mismatches than
etymologically unrelated verbs
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H1: Cognates exhibit fewer valency mismatches than
etymologically unrelated verbs
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χ2 = 1.6902, df = 1, p ≈ 0.19



Main results
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Baltic cognates do not show significantly more valency matches than unrelated verbs.

This suggests that the ‘genealogical factor’, often cited as influencing valency matches,
is not necessarily rooted in shared verb origins. 

Instead, it is likely driven by a shared approach in assigning specific marking devices to
certain semantic roles, along with a common logic in word formation.

15



H2: Parallel prefixation increases the chances of a
valency match
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 (6) Unprefixed, mismatch

 Latvian (DAT_NOM)
 Taču kam tu tici?
 but who.DAT 2SG.NOM believe

 Lithuanian (INS_NOM)
 Bet kuo tu tiki?
 but who.INS 2SG.NOM believe

 ‘But what do you believe?

 (5) Prefixed, match

 Latvian (NOM_ACC_SD)
 Mēs iz-vilkām no jums visu informāciju.
 1PL.NOM ex-tract from 2PL.DAT whole.ACC information.ACC

 Lithuanian (NOM_ACC_SD)
 Mes iš-traukėm iš jūsų visą informaciją.
 1PL.NOM ex-tract from 2PL.DAT whole.ACC information.ACC

 ‘We extracted every bit of information you had in there.’



H2: Parallel prefixation increases the chances of a
valency match
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χ2 = 5.0142, df = 1, p ≈ 0.025



H2: Parallel prefixation increases the chances of a
valency match
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Main results

 2

Prefixed verbs match in valency significantly more frequently than unprefixed verbs.

This, again, highlights the importance of word formation for the valency choice.

Latvian appears to be more precise with prefixal direction encoding than Lithuanian,
which might compensate for the multifunctionality of the Latvian Locative case.

19



H3: Baltic mismatch → greater-than-chance probability
of a match with at least one contact language
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H3: Baltic mismatch → greater-than-chance probability
of a match with at least one contact language
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there are 219 data points coming from three contact languages
(German, Polish, Russian)



H3: Baltic mismatch → greater-than-chance probability
of a match with at least one contact language
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82 mismatches in Baltic valency patterns:

19 (23%) - no valency match with any contact language for either of the Baltic
languages

10 (12%) both languages match with one of the contact languages while not matching
in valency with each

11 (13%) - Latvian matches with one of the contact languages while not matching
with Lithuanian

 42 (51%) - Lithuanian matches with one of the contact languages while not matching
with Latvian



H3: Baltic mismatch → greater-than-chance probability
of a match with at least one contact language

confirmed for Lithuanian
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82 mismatches in Baltic valency patterns:

19 (23%) - no valency match with any contact language for either of the Baltic
languages

10 (12%) both languages match with one of the contact languages while not matching
in valency with each

11 (13%) - Latvian matches with one of the contact languages while not matching
with Lithuanian

 42 (51%) - Lithuanian matches with one of the contact languages while not matching
with Latvian



German Polish Russian

Total number
of matches
with Latvian

13 10 8 31 (23%)

Total number
of matches
with
Lithuanian

28 39 37 104 (77%)

41 (30%) 49 (36%) 45 (33%) 135

H3: Baltic mismatch → greater-than-chance probability
of a match with at least one contact language

confirmed for Lithuanian
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H3



Main results

3

In case of valency mismatches in Baltic, Lithuanian alignes with the major contact
languages significantly more frequently than Latvian.

Most likely, this follows from the fact that the Latvian language had/has more
genealogically unrelated contact languages ​​(Livonian, Estonian), which undermined the

retention power of the closely related contact languages (Lithuanian, Russian).
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Thank you! Key takeaways

The ‘genealogical factor’, often cited as influencing valency matches, is not
necessarily rooted in shared verb origins. Instead, it is likely driven by a

shared approach in assigning specific marking devices to certain semantic
roles, along with a common logic in word formation.

The more (genealogically) diverse the contact languages are, the less
retention power do closely related contact languages have.
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