
A S KETCH O F  NOM I NAL CONCORD I N  ABU ' ( A N  A R A P E S H  LANGUAG E )  

O t t o N e k i t e l  

1 .  I NTRODUCT I ON I 

1 . 1  General 

There are a number of languages in Papua New Guinea ( PNG ) which have noun 
class systems ( see Fortune 194 2 ; and Cape l l  1969 ) . 

Abu ' is one of these languages . 2 It has a complex classif ication system 
with a regular system of concord within the Noun Phrase ( NP )  and Verb Phrase (VP) 
structures . Nouns in the language arbitrarily fal l into c lasses determined by 
their singular and plural forms . These forms in turn determine the forms that 
nominal modi fiers take in NPs as wel l  as the core ferential elements in VPs . 

During an introductory class in PNG languages at the University of Papua 
New Guinea in 1975 with Drs John Lynch and Adrianne Lang , it became apparent to 
me that the description of Arape sh noun c lasses given by Fortune ( 194 2 )  was 
inadequate . There were more noun c lasses in Abu ' than the 13 reported by 
Fortune for the c losely-related Mountain Arapesh dialect of his grammar . There­
fore , thi s study attempts to provide examples to show the system of nominal 
concordance and to sort out the number of noun c lasses in Abu ' , the language of 
my speech community . 

1 . 2  Bac kground 

Although Arapesh society has been the sub j ect of anthropological l i terature 
s ince 1 93 8 , 3 l i terature on the language is comparatively meagre , except for the 
work of Fortune cited above . Fortune ' s  study which was bas ically aimed at the 
description of Arapesh grammar , mentioned that there were 13 general noun c lasses 
in the dialect on which his study was based . He made a general statement about 
nominal concord but did not provide ful l  details of how nominal concord operates . 
The Mountain Arapesh grammar of Gerstner ( 1963 ) has not been consul ted . 

A few other people have either made some comments or referred to the lan­
guage . Glasgow and Loving ( 1964 ) in the ir classification of the Maprik District 
languages ,  made reference to the extens ion of Mountain Arape sh , with dialect 
changes into the Wewak and Aitape districts as far as the coastal vil lages of 
Matapau and Dagua ( see map) . They also mapped the distribution of the Arapesh 
languages as then known , namely Bumbita , Southern and Mountain Arape sh . The map 
published in this study i s  partly based on this mapping . Laycock ( 19 7 3 )  
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elaborated on the classification of Arapesh languages within the Torricelli 
Phylum , but , as  mentioned in note 2 ,  did not recognise Abu ' as  a separate lan­
guage . A brief note on the c lasses , with a bibliography mentioning early word­
l ists , is to be found in Laycock ( 19 7 5 ) . Capell ( 1969 : 12 2  fn . )  describes 
Arapesh as belonging to the same typological subgroup as the Baining language 
of East New Britain . 

Tuzin ( 1972 : 1 1 )  in his ethnographic description of the Ilahita ( Southern) 
Arape sh , briefly mentioned the fact that the common feature of the Arapesh 
languages is thei r  complex noun classi fication system . He made no further 
comments about the nouns or nominal concord as these were outside his area of 
ethnographic investigation . 

At the time this study was first written ( 197 7 ) , Bob and Jo Conrad were 
doing some work on the morphophonemic rules of the Buki dialect of Mountain 
Arapesh , which is spoken between Maprik and Yangoru . 4 

1 . 3  Mater i a l s 

The present study represents an analysis of mater ials collected by the 
author with the ass istance of his wi fe during the second hal f of 1976 and the 
first hal f of 1 9 7 7 . The materials are from Abu ' , which is c losely related to 
Mountain Arapesh . The form of Abu ' described is that spoken by about three 
hundred people l iving in Womsi s  village about 70 km west of Wewak . Two Abu ' 
dialects are spoken in Womsi s . 5 In this study I have concentrated on the 
Southern dialect since I am a native speaker of that dialect . 

1 . 4  Presenta t i on 

In this study the following orthography and other symbols are used for 
l isting and describing the Abu ' materials : 

1 . 4 . 1 Phonol ogy 

The fol lowing symbols are employed to represent 16 consonants and five 
vowel phonemes :  

Labial Apical Velar Rounded velar Glottal 

Voiceless stops ( p ) * t k kW 

Voiced stops b d 

Nasal s m m 

Fricatives f 5 

Laterals 

Flaps r 

Semivowel s  W y h 

* 
An introduced phoneme from Tok Pisin . 
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High 

Mid 

Low 

Other symbol s  and abbrev i at i ons  

Adj 

Adj C  

AdjQ 

Adj S  

Adv 

AdvL 

AN 

excl 

C 

-C 

-C-

dem 

incl 

N 

NP 

num 

o 

P 

pl 

S 

sen 

sg 

adj ective 

adj ec t ive of colour 

adj ective of qual ity 

adj ective of size 

adverb 

adverb of location 

Austronesian 

exclusive 

any consonant 

final consonant 

medial consonant 

demonstrative 

inc lusive 

noun 

noun phrase 

numeral/number 

obj ect 

past 

plural 

subj ect 

sentence 

s ingular 

Vowel s 

Front 

e 

Central 

TP 

vb 

v 

v­

-v-

-v 

vp 

a 

x/y 

1 

> 

< 

? 

v '  

* 

# 

iil 

Back 

u 

o 

Tok Pi sin 

verb 

any vowel 

initial vowel or syl lable 

medial vowel 

final vowel 

verb phrase 

x or y 

concord feature (underlined ) 

becomes 

derives from 

primary stress ( in phonetic 
transcriptions) 

glottal stop ( in phonemic 
representations) 

glottal stop ( in phonetic 
transcriptions )  

primary stress 

half length 

unacceptable item or 
borrowed TP word 

word boundary 

zero symbol 

The Abu ' phonetic system does not seem to have a voiceless bilabial stop 
but because of exposure to Tok Pisin whose phonetic system has the al lophonic 
variants [ p )  and [ f ) which are generally represented by the phoneme /p/ , Abu ' 
speakers are now using that sound espec ially in borrowed Tok Pisin words 
containing /p/ . 
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It  is apparent in this study that the voiceless bilabial fricative and the 
labio-dental voiceless fricative are allophonic variants of the same phoneme , 
represented in thi s  study by If I so that the phoneme If I has two allophone s ,  
[ f )  and [ � )  = [ � )  which occur in free variations in all positions . 

[ f )  � [ � ]  in all positions 

The voiceless alveolar stop and the voiceless velar stop are slightly 
aspirated in word-final position but remained unaspirated elsewhere . 

/ - # [ I t  I ] 
Ikl -> 

elsewhere 

The grooved voiceless alveolar fricative becomes an alveolar palatal 
fricative in word-final position . 

Is/  --> { [ 5 )  

[ 5 )  
/ - # 

elsewhere 

The l iquid sounds [ 1 ]  and [ r l  are flapped in word-ini tial and word-medial 
positions but are trilled in word-f inal position . 

I I I  -> { [ T l  / - # 

[ l )  elsewhere 

{ [ r )  / - # 

U l  el sewhere I r l  --> 

The voiceless velar stop k contrasts with the glottal stop which is 
represented in this study by the apostrophe ' 

1 . 4 . 2 Nasal i sa t i on 

A nasal optionally assimilates to the point of articulation of the fol lowing 
voiced obstruents .  Similarly a vowel is nasal ised when occurrinq between two 
nasal consonants or when the vowe l occurs next to a nasal , for example , [ ' u t a ba ) 1  
[ ' u t amba ) stone/stones ; [ m ' adu h ) / [ m ' and u h l  rope . This nasali sation ru le is 
non-obligatory . 

1 . 4 . 2 . 1 Lab i a l i sat i on 

It was suspected that the rounded voiceless velar stop kW may represent two 
separate units o f  sounds namely k and w .  However ,  the observation has been that 
both sounds are inseparable . They comprise a single segment and consequently 
contrast with k as the following minimal pair indicates : [ ' ka ru tu ) tree stands 
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as opposed to [ ' kWaru tu ] she stands . Also because of its function as a third 
person female subject prefix as i llustrated in the above example or as in kWahe ' 
she went in contrast with nahe he went , or it went and sahe ' they went. kW also 
occurs at the onset of words implying femininity as for example kWa ' a ra ka frog . 

1 . 4 . 2 . 2  Vowel s 

The semivowel Iyl varies freely with the high front unrounded vowel I i i  in 
all pos it ions . Seeing that vowel gl ides are predictable , it is plaus ible to 
suggest that I i i  = Iyl and lu i = Iwi so that is is equally acceptable to write 
l i ah l  = [ i ya h ]  road , I n i boal = I ' nTmbowa ] two days ago . 

The phoneme I i i  has two al lophones .  In word-initial and word-final posi­
t ions it remains a high front unrounded tense vowel but is generally lax in 
word-medial position . Hence : 

I i i  -> { [ � ] 

[ i ]  

/ c - c 

elsewhere 

1 . 4 . 2 . 3  Vowel l ength 

Vowels occurring in word-final positions are generally half-length . 
V -+ V ·  / -# . Stress falls on the initial syllable . V -+ V ·  / V- . 

Syllables may be open or closed . Neither stress nor tone appear to be 
phonemic in Abu ' . 

1 . 4 . 3  M i n i ma l / subm i n i ma l  pa i rs and other exampl es 

If I --> [ f ]  � [ � ]  or [�] in all environments , lu fafl  --> [ ' u faf ] or [ ' u �a � ]  
banana. I f  i f i k i l l -> [ f ' � f � k � 1 ]  o r  [ � '  l � L k l 1 ]  bone . 

I f  I � Ipl in all environments for borrowed words from Tok Pisin into Abu ' , 
as for instance : 

I pa te r l  
I p i pt i nl 
I b i  1 i pi 

priests [ ' pa t er ] . [ ' fa ter ] or [ ' �a t er ] . 
fifteen [ ' p l pt i l n ] . [ ' f l f t L n ]  or [ ' � � �t L n ] . 
belief or faith [ ' b L l L p ] . [ ' b L 1 L f ]  or [ ' b L 1 L � ] . 

I t  I and Id l contrast as indicated by the following minimal or subminimal 
pairs : 

l i da f l  
l i t a f l  
Ida l a t a l  
I t a tal  

[ / t / ] 
Ikl � 

[ '  i d a f ] � [ '  i d a � ]  split timber 
[ '  i ta f ]  � [ '  i ta � ]  earth, ground 
[ d ' a l a ta ] end of something 
[ ' ta t a ]  ro(?k 

[ :� 1 / - # 

[ k 

t 1 el sewhere 
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Hence : Inuba t l  
I l awakl 
I t a  t a l  
I ka k i  I 

[ '  nLJffiba t h ] 
[ ' l awa kh ] 
[ ' t a t a ]  
[ '  ka k i ] 

or dog 
tree 
rook 
that tree 

I kl and I ' I  di ffer as indicated by the fol lowing minimal pairs : lakupl 
[ ' a ku f ]  or [ ' a ku � ]  kind of tree ; la ' u f l  [ ' a ?uf ] or [ ' a ? u � ]  Liver. 

l i / � { [ L ]  I e  - C Iben i kohl [ ' ben i koh ] skin 

t i l  elsewhere { /# - I i yah I [ ' i a h ]  road 

1- # I em i I [ I em i ] who 

lsi  -> i [ 5 ]  

[ s ]  

1 - # les i sl [ ' es ? s L s ]  they/them 

elsewhere 

e . g .  1# - Isapasl [ ' sapa s ]  kind of ants 

I I I  � [ Y J  I C - c  la l u fl  [ l a Yu f ]  or [ l a Yu � ]  body 

I # I l a bu f l  [ ' I a bu f ]  or [ ' I a bu � ]  outmost division 
garden 

[ I ]  1 - # Ibake I I  [ '  bake 1 ]  s tiok 

I r l  � [ n  I C � C la rubl  [ ' a r u b ]  soot 

I # � Irabu f l  [ ' r a bu f ]  or [ '  rabu � ]  rib 

[ r ]  I - # I bu r I [ '  bu r ]  breakage 

Na sa l  i sa t i an 

Ibl  � [m b ]  nV - V 

Idl  � [ nd ]  mV - V 

Inobo i l l  � [ I nom bo i I ]  or [ l nobo i T J  marsh 

I n u ba t l  � [ I num bath ] or [ '  nu ba t h ] dog 

I n i bowal � [ I n  T boa ] or [ , n Lmbowa ] two days ago 

Imaduhl  � [ I madu h ]  or [mand u h ]  rope or vine 

of 

Imada ' a s l  � [ ' mada ? a s ] or [ ' mand a ? a s ] the men did the assigned task 

I i i  Iyl l i ahl  [ '  i ya h ]  

lui Iwl I n i boal [ l n Lmbowa ] 

Stress ru l e  

I ' v  - I kwaf i ta l  
Idabahl 
lu taml 

[ I kwaf L ta  ] 
[ ' d a ba h ]  
[ I ? u t am ]  

spoon 
finger 
stone 

road 

two days ago 

Neither stres s  nor tone are phonemic in Abu ' . Syllables may be open or 
c losed . 
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2 .  ORDER OF ADJECT I VES 

Since a considerable part of the study will deal with concord and adj ectives , 
it i s  better to give the regular order in which the ad jectives occur in various 
syntactic constructions . 

All adj ectives come after the noun in the fol lowing regular order : N + Dem 
+ Adj S + AdjC + Adj Q .  The nominal concord inflections occur as adj ectival suf­
fixes as for instanc e :  

A l  i f e n  ene et i n  u ba h i n i  a I i  a l  i n  i numehe l i n i 
N dem Adj N  Adj S  Adj C  Adj Q  

man this one big dark bad 
This one -big dark person is bad. 

Adverbs that modify adj ectives occur after them . For instance : 

A l emam mam i afum i 
N (pl)  dem AdjQ 
men these good 
These very good men. 

mam i 
adv 
very 

The word in Abu ' that functions as the English ' that ' changes its ending 
according to the noun it modifies and is phonemically s imilar in most occur­
rences to the Abu ' word for the adj ective intensi fier as indicated above . To 
dif ferentiate one from the other , the order in which they occur in the syntactic 
constructions is important . When it occurs before the adj ective it functions as 
a demonstrative and when it occurs after the adj ective it functions as an adjec­
tive intensi fier . In the fol lowing pages are samples of the various concord 
bearing syntactic structures . The concord elements in these structures are 
indicated by underlining . Incidental ly concord does not extend to all syntactic 
structures . For instance , possessive and locality expressions do not participate 
in concord as shown by the following examples 

and saka r f a ' uma Au l af i e i  
house my 
my house 

where they fought. 

3 .  CONCORD IN NOUN PHRASES 

A l emam b i om  u ba h i m i  mam i Two 
N num Adj S  adv 

Numa tawa b i awa u ba h i we r i waw i Two 

B a r a ka s  b i a ka s  u bah i kes i kek i s i  Two 

A l  i s  b i es u ba h i s i  ses i Two 

Mad u I i  h b i a  I i  h u ba h i l i h i  ha I i  h i Two 

Bakuh b i a ku h  u bahu k i h i  kaku h  i Two 

U t a ba b i a ba u ba h i be r i ba b i  Two 

N a i f  b i ef u ba h  i f i fef i Two - -

A l hu a b i s  b i eb i s  u ba h i b i s i  beb i s i  Two 

D i s u k  b i ok u bahu k i  kwa ku i Two 

Nu I u b  b i a l u b u bahu l u b i  ba l u i b i  7'wo 

very big men 

very big women 

very big heads 

very big skins or bodies 

very big ropes or vines 

very big sticks 

very big stones 

very big eyes 

very big eggs 

very big mountains 

very big bel lies 
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Re I i hes  b i es u ba h i s i  ses i 

Eheb  b i e b  u ba he b i  ba b i  

Dabakw i h  b i e kw i h  u baheh i heh i 

Two very big pieces of roadmesh 

Two very big cold river fish 

Two very big fingers 

Forms for diminutives and mass nouns are di scussed later . 

4 .  CONCORD I N  VERB PHRASES 

N .  sg . 

1 .  a I ema n  

2 .  numa ta ' 

3 .  ama I i  ek  

4 .  ba h i ' a tef  

5 .  i h i aburuh  

6 .  a l m i  I 

7 .  u tam 

8 .  ufu ' a l  

9 .  am i a  

10 . u naru ' 

1 1 .  a su bu I 

1 2 .  pa i p* 

nom . prefix 
Vb. stem 

n-ahe ' 

kW-ahe ' 

k-ahe '  

f-ahe '  

h-ahe '  

l -ahe ' 

m-ahe ' 

n -ahe '  

kW-ahe ' 
kW-ahe ' 

b-ahe ' 

p-ahe ' 

N .  pl . nom . prefix 
Vb. stem 

a l emam 

numa t awa 

ame l i es 

bah i ' a tas  

i h i bu  ru I i h 

a l i m i ku h 

u taba 

u fu ' e l i m 

am i awa 

u na ruwa 

asu l u b  

pa i p i hes  

m-ahe ' 

w-ahe ' 

s -a he ' 

s-ahe ' 

h-ahe ' 

h-ahe' 

b-ahe '  

m-ahe '  

w-ahe ' 

w-ahe ' 

b-ahe ' 

s -ahe ' 

Gloss 

man Past real go 

woman Past real go 

centipede Past go 

river fish variety Past go 

butterfly Past go 

bird Past go 

stone Past go 

male spirit Past go 

mother Past go 

cassowary Past go 

tradi tional singing Past go 

smoking pipe Past go 

The above data shows that a verb is influenced to agree with the noun of 
th VP structure , by a general rule that reproduced either the ultimate or the 
penultimate consonant of the noun with the VP structure in preverbal position . 
There are several alterations to the rule in that those nouns bearing mascu l ine 
or feminine implications take on the same preverbal nominal concord affix as 
the nominal prefix of nouns having masculine and feminine meaning as in 8 and 
1 0 . The preverbal affixes are summarised below : 

1 .  n- 6 .  
2 .  kW- 7 .  
3 .  k- 8 .  
4 .  f - 9 .  
5 .  h - 10 . 

5 .  MOD I F I E R  CLASSES AND CONCORD 

5 . 1 Adjec ti ves 

1 - 11 . w-
m - 12 . p -
t- 13 . Ma ss noun ( endings ) 
b-
s -

Abu ' is no di fferent from Chambri ( Pagotto 1976 : 16 )  i n  that a l l  adj ectives 
have been found to agree with whatever nouns they mod ified in number and class . 
The fol lowing table provides the stems of ad j ectives of quality , size , and 
colour in Abu ' . 
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sg . Adj . stem 

mad i n -

d i d i k i -

ker ' es ­

ka ' ama r -

u ba h ­

d i ba -

l ou ­

bad a ­

a f u ­

numehe l -

awe-

ko i o-

so ' sou -

mad e r ­

a l u ' -

p1 . Adj . stem 

mad i n -

d i d i k i -

ker ' es ­

l a ' ama r -

u ba h ­

d i ba-

l ou ­

bad a -

a f u ­

numehe l -

awe-

ko i o-

so ' sou -

mad e r -

a l u ' -

Gloss 

unripe 

hard, se lfish 

sharp 

b lunt 

big 

big ( northern dialect 
of Abu ' )  

tal l/long 

short 

good 

bad 

bad ( northern dialect ) 

small  

sma l l  ( northern dialect) 

minute 

ripe 

Except for ko i o' small  the above bound morphemes need to employ the various 
nominal singular and plural suffixes summarised in the General Noun Class Matrix 
( see J?age 192 ) . 

5 . 2  Demonstrat i ves 

Deictic morphemes in Abu ' that refer directly to the locational character­
istics of the noun about which an utterance is made and whose meaning is thus 
relative to that noun differ in their final vowels . Proximal deictic vowel s  
are : {ale } and distal deictic is { i }  and are the same for both the singular and 
plural form of the demonstrative s .  Consonants o f  these morphemes vary according 
to the noun c lass , and are reduplicated in plural forms : 

N .  sg . 

1 .  a l eman 

2 .  numa t a ' 

3 .  ba raka 

4 .  au l af 

5 .  mad u h  

6 .  ba ke 1 

7 .  au l 

8 .  u t am 

9 .  borotom 

this 

ana 

au ' a  

aka 

afa  

aha  

a ka l a  

a l a  

ama 

ama 

that 

nan i 

kwa ' i 

kak i  

faf i 

hah i  

ka k i  1 i 

l a  1 i 

mam i 

mam i 

N .  pl . 

a l emam 

numa tawa 

barakas 

au l as 

madu l i h  

bakuh 

a ku h  

u t a ba 

ber i t ef 

these 

ama 

awa 

a kese 

ese 

a l aha 

a kuha  

a ku ha 

aba 

efe 

those 

mam i 

waw i 

kek i  s i 

ses i 

ha l i h i  

kaku h  i 

ka kuh i 

ba b i 

f ef i 

Gloss o f  N .  

man 

woman 

head 

house 

vine/rope 

stick 

ee l/mosquito 

stone 

umbre lla 
tree 



N .  sg . 

1 0 .  wa l u b 

I I . d u ' i t  

1 2 . ke i na 

1 3 . a s u bu I 

14 . beseh 

1 5 . pa i p  
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this 

aba 

a t a  

ene 

ebe l e  

ehe 

apa 

that 

bab i 

ta t i  

nen i 

beb i I i 

heh i 

pa p i  

N .  pl . 

wa l u b i s  

d i s u k  

ke i nab  

asu l u b 

pa i s  

these 

ebese 

a u ka 

a ba 

a l eba 

ese  

those 

beb i s i  

kau k i  

ba b i 

ba l eb i  

ses i 

Gloss of N .  

river 

mountain 

bow 

singsing 

oratory/ 
speech 

smoking pipe 

The Abu ' demonstrative which is simi lar in meaning to the Engl ish ' this ' 
generally takes the fol lowing feature : aCa or eCe . The medial consonant i s  far 
more variable than the vowel s  and is usually identical phonemically with the 
final consonant of the noun the demonstrative modi fies . 

The demonstrative that functions l ike the Eng l ish ' that ' also takes two 
forms , namely : CaC i and Cec i . These are partial duplications of the ' this ' 
demonstrative ending in / -- i # .  

The demonstratives that bear plural ity as do the English ' these ' and ' those ' 
generally take on forms s imilar to the singular features given above but some 
add on an extra syllable medial ly . 

Apparently the demonstratives analysed above end in vowels .  These denoting 
di stance away from the speaker end in - i  which I understand to be a directional 
morpheme indicating distance away from the speaker , while those indicating 
distance within the speaker ' s  proximity end in -a or - e . 

5 . 3  Concord i n  quant i f i ers 

The Abu ' quantifier which approximates to the Engl ish ' many or a lot ' also 
adapts the endings of the various nouns in harmony with the nouns it modifies , 
as shown by the fol lowing examples . 

N .  pI . Quantifier Intensifier Gloss 

a l eman we l e i -m i  mam i very many men 

numatawa we l e i  -we r i waw i very many women 

ba r a ka s  we l e i - kes i ke k i s i  very many heads 

au l a s we l e i  - s  i ses i very many houses 

awa I i h  we l e i  - I  i h i ha I i  h i very many songs 

a l i m i kuh we l e i  -ku h  i kaukuh i very many birds 

u taba we l e i - be r i bab i very many stones 

a bef we l e i - f i  fef i very many breadfruit 
seeds 

s u ba r  i f  we l e i -f i ' f ef i very many grass skirts 

a l hu ' ab i s  we l e i - b i s i  beb i s i  very many eggs 

d i su k  we l e i - ku i  kau ku i very many mountains 
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Intensi fier Gloss N. pl . 

d a b a ku i h 

a ka 1 u b  

Quanti fier 

we l e i -h i  

we l e i - l u b i  

heh i very manu fingers 

ba 1 i u b i  very many coconut fronds 

5 . 4  Concord i n  col our terms 

The stems of basic colour terms in Abu ' are given in the table below . 

Colour term stem 

a l i a l - or ba rhab­

sekewe l -

ou ' es 

a t  i ' a  1 -

kered u ­

bebe i o-

a ' a ' a ' ah -

Glos s  

dark o r  b lack 

white 

red 

ye Z low 

b lue 

( light b lue) 

vermilion 

Colour terms , being adj ectives , change their endings to agree with the 
endings of the nouns they modify in number and class . Consider the fol lowing 
examples which take on the formula : NP + AdjC + VP . For example : 

A l eman a na a l i a l i - ner i n - a he '  
man this b lack he-went 
This b lack man went to the house .  

kan i 
to 

A l i m i l  sekewe l i h i l i  l a temu n l awa k 
bird white is-sitting on tree 
A white bird is sitting on a tree.  

Wa l u b  ou ' es i be r i 
river red 
A red river. 

5 . 5  Concord i n  numera l s  

au l af .  
house 

The Abu ' counting sys tem is a modi fied quinary system . The regular 
counting terms are given below . When these numbers are used as modifiers their 
singular or plural endings change to agree with whatever noun ending the number 
modifie s .  There seem to be no terms to express the cardinal numbers . The 
numbers have stems which employ the ending of the noun they modify . For 
instance , enen e - t i n  one thing , numala a - tu ' one woman and so on . 

Base form for numbers 
in Abu ' 

et i n  

b i es 

wen i s  

Literal translation 
in English 

one thinq 

two things 

three things 

Approximation in 
Arabic numerals 

1 

2 

3 
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Base form for numbers 
in Abu ' 

n u b a t  i 5 

l a ke l wa ' a r a ke l - ( i s ) 

l a ke l wa ' a r a ke l - ( i s ) e 
et i n  

l a ke l wa ' r a ke l  e b i es 

l a ke l wa ' a r a ke l  e wen i s  

l a ke l wa ' a ra ke l  e nubat i s  

l ake l  wa ' a r a ke l  
wa ' a r a ke l  

l ake l wa ' a rake l 
wa ' a r a ke l  e e t i n  

l a ke l wa ' a ra ke l  i 
wa ' a rake l e bu r ' a h  
a t u h  

l a ke l wa ' arake l i 
wa ' a ra ke l  e bu r ' a h 
a t u h  e e t i n  

l ake l wa ' a ra ke l  i 
wa ' a r a ke l  e bu r ' a h 
wa ' a rah  i wa ' a r a h  

l a ke l wa ' a ra ke l  i 
wa ' a r ake l e bu r ' a h  

Literal translation 
in Engli sh 

dog- things/four things 

other hand things 

other hand and one thing 

other hand and two things 

other hand and three things 

other hand and four things 

other hand and other hand 

other hand and other hand and 
one 

other hand and other hand and 
one leg 

other hand and other hand and 
other leg and one 

other hand and other hand and 
other leg and other leg 

other hand and other hand and 
other leg and other leg and 

wa ' a r a h  i wa ' a r a h  e e t i n  one 

Approximation in 
Arabic numerals 

4 

5 

5 + 1 6 

5 + 2 7 

5 + 3 8 

5 + 4 9 

5 + 5 10 

5 + 5 + 1 1 1  

etc . 

5 + 5 + 5 = 1 5  

5 + 5 + 5 + 1 = 1 6  

etc . 

5 + 5 + 5 + 5 = 20 

5 + 5 + 5 + 5 + 1 
= 2 1  

etc . 

Alternatively the count i ng system takes the fol lowing forms with the first 
three digital terms simi lar to the ones above . However a change to a system 
where each of the first three digits are doubl ed is followed . The doubling 
system mentioned by the way does not seem to extend to numbers beyond the term 
that approximates to the Arabic numeral five . 

e t i n  

b i es  

wen i s  

b i es i b i es 

wen i s  i wen i t  

n u ba t i s  i n u ba t i s  

l a ke l wa ' a ra ke l - i ­
wa ' a ra k i l i s 

three things + three things 

four things + four things 

five things + five things 

1 

2 

3 

4 

3 + 3 6 

4 + 4 8 

5 + 5 10 
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6 .  T EXT 

This is a short story about two men who were l iving together in a hollow 
tree for some time and then one of them died . The one who was still l iving 
fled unti l he reached a village where he was accepted and given a wife by the 
community and became the ancestor of the ' tree clansmen ' .  Concord between 
elements is indicated by underl ining . 

S awa kan i a l emam b i om mafan mara l awa k kaka r i 
long time ago men two- stay Past contained tree- hollow 
Long ago two men were living in a ho l low tree.  

M a fa n  r a ra i f  u - we- ' e  anana a l eman naka ' . Ana i nakefa n i 
they stay Past unti l and then one- man died. The living-one 
They s tayed unti l one of them died. The one who was living 

nasaha l e na l u ha .  Na l u ha r a r a i f  uma neke t a ka anabu l wabu l 
he-got up and pan away . He-ran away unti l he arrived at one village 
got up and ran away . He ran away unti l he reach a vi l lage . 

E s se i wabu l i s i  sa ' i  safan  uwe ' e  sa t i  ana i 
those vil lagers as t.hey were staying suddenly saw the one 
Suddenly the vi l lagers saw the alive one come running up 

naka f a n i nu bu l awa ned ek i er i 
alive he came running he came up 
( inferentially) to the village. 

E s s i s  sa ' i sa
'
saha l sa l u ha '  uwe ' e  na r i fes  na ' i fa ' i  

they- as about to get up run away but he told them why 
As they were about to get up and run away he told them not to run 

fasaha l f i l u ha ' uma me l e i n ? Fa i i ye mau ran i ye '  uma a l i fen 
do you want to run away for what? Don ' t  think I am a devil I am a hwnan being 
away because he was not a devi l but a human being 

E s s i s  sekem i ne '  na ' a - e  sau ' u l ana safan e sasa ' ana a ' u ' e 
they- heard such (story ) they received him and gave him a wife 
�aen they heard what he said they received and we lcomed him and gave him a wife 

nasa ' a '  nafan  uma nakara beto i s  esse i dauna  
he married and stayed so he bore chi ldpen those today 
and he married her and became the father of the chi ldren who 

s u kuha l a suma l awa k i s i .  
they cal l  tree-oJ-chi ldren 
are now cal led the tree c lansmen. 



7 .  GENERAL NOUN CLASS MATR I X  

Noun Class Example Noun sg ; pI 
Su ffix 

l . a .  a l eman ; a l emam - n  
b .  mohu n ;  mohu 1 i h i m  
c .  pa ter ; pa ter i m i *  

2 . a .  numa ta ' ; numa tawa - ' 
nes ; nes i wa* -C 

3 .  ba r a ka ; barakas -a 

4 . a .  a l u f ;  a l i  s - f  
b .  au l a f ;  au l a s  - f  

S . a .  mad u h ;  madu 1 i h - h  
b .  su ; su ] i h *  

6 . a .  bake l ; bakuh - 1  
b .  au 1 ;  a ku h  - 1  

7 .  u tam ; u taba -m 

B . a .  na i m ;  na i f  -VM 
b .  n i kam ; n i kef 
c .  bu tum ; b i t i f  
d .  berotom ;  ber i tef 

9 .  d u .' i t ;  d i su k  - t  

SINGULAR 

Adj . 
Suffix 

-ner i 

- I i  
- '  i 

- ker i 

- f i 
- f i 

- h i  
- n i  

- k  i I i  
- 1  i 

-m i 

-m i 
-m i 
-m i 

- te r i 

Verb 
Prefix 

n -

kw-
kw-

k-

f -
f -

h -
n -

k -
1 -

m -

m-
m -
m -

t -

Noun 
Suffix 

-m 
- 1  i h i m 
- i m i  

-wa 
-wa 

- s  

- s  
- s  

- 1  i h 
- I  i h 

- ku h  
- ku h  

- ba 

- i f  
-ef  
- i f  

- s u k  

PLURAL 

Adj . 
Suffix 

-m i 

-we r i 
-we r i 

-kas  i 

- s i 
- s i 

- 1  i h i 
- 1  i h i 

- ku h i 
- ku h i 

- be r i 

-fi 
- f i 
- f i 

- k i  

Verb Gloss 

Prefix 

m - man 
in- law 
priest 

w- woman 
w- nU1'se 

s - head 

s - skin 
s - house 

h - vine/rope 
h - shoe 

h - s tick ; eel/ 
h - mosquito 

b s tone 

f - eye 
f - taro 
f - penis 

umbre l la 
tree 

k - mountain 

Continued . . .  



SINGULAR 

Noun C lass Example 
Ad j .  Noun 

sg ; pI 
Suffix Suf f ix 

lO . a .  a l hu a b ;  a l hua b i s  - b  - b i  
b .  au n ;  aub i s  - n  - n i 

II . nubu 1 ; nu l u b - bu 1 - b  i I i  

12 . Diminutives - i k i n  - k  i n i 
- i k i 1 - i ku 1 i 
- t awa s - s  i r i I 

13 . Borrowed TP words 
ending in - i hes 
e . g .  r e  1 ;  r e I  i hes  -C -

1 4 .  Mass nouns -C -

15 . Proper names 
& and 

16 . Place name s 

17 . awa t a ; awa tawk - a  - ta r i 

18 . ehen ; eheb - n  - i n i  

19 . dabah ; dabakw i h  - h  - i h i 

Verb 
Prefix 

b-
n -

b -

-

-

" -

t -

n -

h-

Noun 
Suffix 

- b i s 
- b i s  

- l u b  

- ku h  
- i ku h 

? 

- hes 

-

-

-wk 

- b  

- kw i  h 

PLURAL 

Adj . 
Suffix 

- b i s i  
- s i 

- 1  i b i 

- h i s i  

-

-

- kwa k i 

- b i  

- i h i 

Verb 
Gloss 

Prefix 

s - egg 
s - moon, month 

b - be l ly ,  
stomach 

see examples 
on pp . 197ff 

s- rai l 

- see examples 
on pp . 2 00-201 

see examples 
- on p . 2 0 1  

kw- chicken 

- b  co Zd river 
fish 

h - finger 
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7 . 1  Noun c l a ss i fi cati on  

7 . 2  I n troduct i on 

It i s  apparent from the noun class summa+ised above , that there are 
altogether 19 noun classes . Classification is arbitrary and is done on the 
bas i s  of the plural suffixes of the nouns or by the concord suffixes of nominal 
modi f iers and verbal prefixe s .  Although the concord inflections found in the 
table of demonstrative s ,  quant i f iers , numerals and other concord bearing features 
appear to reduce the number of noun c lasses , it would be a bit misleading to go 
by demonstratives alone in determining the number of noun classes in Abu ' . The 
obj ection is based on the apparent principle raised earlier that the demonstra­
t ive reduplicates the ultimate syl lable of the noun it qual i fi e s  and it is 
evident that if a new phonemic sound is introduced into the Abu ' phonetic 
system , the demonstrative would inflect that sound thus increasing the number 
of noun classes as instanced by the Tok Pisin word pa ter  priest.  There is of 
course an Abu ' phonemic consonant namely Id l which i s  not inflected at all 
princ ipally because there are , according to one ' s  knowledge , no nouns ending 
in d .  

There are classes that appear to have subclasses such as 1 and 2 which 
are referred to in this study as male and female classes respectively because 
the maj ority of nouns assigned to thi s class are male or female or nouns 
implying both genders . 

The rest of the noun classes are determined on the bas i s  of either the 
plural suffixes or the nominal affixes of the nominal modifiers and there i s  
practically no semantics involved i n  determining the classe s .  In general 
therefore , the moment there are d i f ferences shown between nouns from the point 
of view of nominal concord , features , such nouns are ass igned to dif ferent 
classe s .  In the following paragraphs a brief mention will be made about each 
of the ' 19 noun classe s .  

For further clar i fi cation , Class 1 i s  practically a male class and the 
nouns assigned to this class end the ir singular in one of the following ways : 
- n ;  - a ;  or -C for borrowed noun s  l ike pa t e r . The plural suffixes forms for the 
male class are : - ha s / - hes  or - i m i  for borrowed Tok Pisin words . The nominal 
modi fiers l ike adj ectives take on two allomorphic suffixes namely -na r i  or 
- n e r i .  The occurrence of the former or latter al lomorph i s  conditioned by the 
preceding sound . I f  the preceding vocal ic sound of the adj ectival stem ends in 
a mid-low vowel la/ , the following suffix vowel will be the same but if the 
preceding vowe l is a high front unrounded vowel , the suffix vowel will be 
lowered to an lei as for instance in bad a - na r i short man , and u bah i - ner i big 
man . The vowe l attached to the end of the nominal modi f ier is a syncretistic 
feature which , in th i s  context , functions as an emphatic particle . 

Class 2 i s  princ ipally a female class but unl ike the male class above 
where all nouns denote mascu l in ity , the female class contains some nouns that 
do not seem to have any association with femininity , as indicated in the tabl e 
( see examples on p . 196 ) . Nouns assigned to this class end their s ingular 

forms in 1 ' 1  or IV ' I .  The plural suffix forms of these operate under the 
fol lowing rules : 1 ' 1  � 0/v - wa or lu ' l  � 0/v - 1 i wa # . 

Class 3 contains most nouns that have to do with eating except for a few 
inedible ones . The s ingular form ends in - ka and adds - s  to form the plural . 
The form o f  the plural i s  easy for thi s clas s : just add ls i as in English . 
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Class 4 contains a mixture o f  nouns from anatomical terms to assets . The 
s ingular suffix forms of these nouns end in lu f l  or If I but delete these 
suffixes and add on l i s l or l si respectively to form the

' 
plural , which could 

be summarised in the fol lowing rule : lu fl > l i s l or If I > ls i . The latter 
phono logical change from the labiodental voiceless fricative to a sibi lant 
( fricative ) seems to occur el sewhere as for example the intervocal ic If I of 
I f i f i k i l 1  becomes an intervocalic ls i in the plural form of the word . Hence 
If i f i k i l 1  > If i f i ku h l  � If i s i kuh/ . 

Class 5 has name s of trees and vines as wel l  as anatomical terms . Except 
for a few irregularities , all nouns end in Ihl in the singular which gets 
deleted in the environment between a V and I I I  in the formation of the plural 
form. The rule seems to be as follows : 

Ih/ } 0/V - 1 i h# 
I kl 

Class 6 also contains a mixture of all kinds of nouns . This class has 
been labelled the ku h class after the plural taken by the nouns assigned to 
this class . Nouns that operate under the rule that causes the singular suffix 
I I I  to go to zero in the environment between a vowel and the plural suffix 
I ku h l  have been assigned to thi s class . 

Class 7 is a small class containing names of plants or inanimate obj ects 
like stone s .  These nouns end i n  the singular i n  a bilabial nasal but delete it 
before adding the plural suffix Iba/ . It may be assumed that the plural form 
is a mere nasal isation of the singular form , but it has been noticed that 
nasal isation does not occur after non-nasal syllables in Abu ' . 

Class 8 has a few subclasses which are predictable on the basis of the 
fol lowing rule : -um#> i f# or om# >ef # . In other words the back vowels of the 
singular are fronted in the plural form before the labio-dental voiceless 
fricative . 

Class 9 is smal l .  Nouns assigned to this class end the singular suffix in 
' V t which is deleted before the adding of the plural suffix - s u k .  The f inal 
apical voiceless stop becomes l si . 

Class 10 contains edible nouns which end the ir singular in I bl and Inl but 
employ the suffix - b i s  to form the plural as in luwabl > luwab i s l  night or 
Iwa l en l  > Iwa l eb i s l wi � fowl variety . 

Nouns which metathesise their singular suffix form to form the plural are 
ass igned to C lass 1 1 .  This is a large class containing names of all kinds of 
nouns . The rule to change from singular to plural for thi s class is : - bu l  > 
l u b ;  for example n u bu l > nu l u b stomach. 

C lass 1 2  contains diminutives .  The diminutives do not take on the regular 
endings of their respective classes but take on three different singular endings 
name ly , - i k i n ;  - i k i l ;  and - tawa s . The se are approximated to the English - le t  
o f  pig let o r  -ette as i n  Zaundrette . 

Class 13 contains borrowed Tok Pisin words which usually retain the 
original singular form but which employ the su ffix - i hes  to form the plural . 
For example , tau l > tau l i hes  tOlve l ;  r e I > r e I  i hes rai l  (roadmesh) , etc . 6 

Class 14 contains mass nouns such as aba l water ; u n i l  pus or the borrowed 
Tok Pisin mass nouns l ike ra i s  rice ; so l salt ; suga sugar or b i a  beer . The se 
nouns do not take on any plural suffix form but the quantifier Iwe l e i - I a lot 
is used to indicate great quantity . 
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Classes 1 5  and 16 cQntain prQper names and place names respective ly . MQst 
prQper names and place name s have meanings which are assQciated with animals ,  
reptile s , places .or habituative actiQns . These nQuns dQ nQt have plural fQrms 
but i nstead numerals are used tQ enumerate the number .of peQple .or places i f  
there i s  mQre than .o n e  persQn .or place invQlved . 

Class 1 7  cQntains names .of birds , utens i l s , as well as .other nQuns which 
take .on the suffix -wk tQ fQrm the plural . FQr example , s e l  i t a > s e l  i tQwk 
yam/taro masher. 

Class 18 cQntains nQuns that merely add .on /b/  tQ pluralise . There are 
�lsQ bQrrQwed TP wQrds which fall intQ this class . 

Class 1 9  cQntains nouns ending the s ingular fQrm in /h/ but nQuns which 
delete 'it tQ emplQy the su ffix - kw i h  tQ fQrm the plural are ass igned tQ this 
class , fQr instance , dabah  > d a b kw i h  finger. 

Final l y ,  the Abu ' wQrd fQr ' f ire ' , /af i a b/ > /u n i h/ is an interesting wQrd 
in that its plural takes .on a suppletive fQrm , and nQ .other wQrds in this study 
have been fQund tQ fQllQW su it . It is highly plaus ible tQ cQnj ecture that it 
is an irregular nQun which changes in that way . The wQrd CQuld have been a 
bQrrQwing frQm an AustrQnes ian language . The secQnd cQnjecture is purely 
speculat ive and is based .on a piece .of infQrmation that the wQrd fQr ' f ire ' in 
Malay is a p i  ( CQdringtQn : rep : 1974 : 4 3 - 6 7 ) . 

CQdringtQn maintained that thi s  rQot fQr ' f ire ' is widespread in the 
Malayan , PQlynesian and AustrQnes ian languages suggesting an ancient di str ibutiQn 
( 1974 : 67 ) . The WQrds fQr ' f ire ' in the abQvementiQned languages c lQsely resemble 

.one anQther , fQr example , Malay a p i ;  PQlynes ian a h i ,  a f i and SQ .on : If the wQrd 
has been bQrrQwed it has becQme Abuani sed , ma intaining .only the f irst syllable 
a f i - .  FurthermQre , the wQrd fQr ' f ire ' in the neighbQuring AN language , Suain , 
is ( i ) yah frQm which I suspect Abu ' u n i h  tQ have been derived . The nQrthern 
dialect .of Abu ' has ( as ) i eh as the plural fQrm and it is highly plaus ible tQ 
cQnj ecture that - i eh sQunds like yah in Suain . At any rate , all .of this i s  
pu re specu lation and may incite interest amQng hi stQrical linguists t Q  dQ 
further analysi s . The wQrd af i a b > u n i h ;  CQuld be ass igned tQ Class 6 .or 18 
depending .on what .one chQQses . If  .one gQes by the singular fQrm .one WQuld 
assign it tQ Class 18 fQr the reaSQn that it takes .on s imilar cQncQrd affixes 
as the singular fQrms .of nQuns ass igned tQ Class 1 8 .  HQwever the plural fQrm 
u n i h  cQncQrd affixes harmQni se very well with nQuns .of Class 6 .  

7 . 3  Sampl es of noun c l asses  

C l a s s  1 : The mal e c l a s s  

S ingular Plural G1QSS 

a l eman > a l emam man 

anen > amum husband ; 3 rd perSQn sg . 

mQh u n  > mQhu l i h i m in- law 

ahan i na > aha l i h i m FaBr 

saha 1 i na > saha 1 i h i m  MoBr 

baah > be l heh i m  GrFa/GrSo 
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Borrowed Tok Pisin words : 

S ingular Plural 

pa t e r  > pa ter  i m  i 

k i a p  > k i a p i m i /k i a p i hes 

tu 1 tu 1 > tu 1 tu 1 i m i  I tu  1 tu 1 i hes 

kau n s  i 1 > kau ns i l i m i / kauns i l  i hes  

t i sa > t i sa i m i  

ka tek i s  > ka tek i s i m i  

C l a s s  2 :  The fema l e c l a s s  a nd other nou ns 

Singular Plural 

numa t a ' > numa tawa 

numa ' u '  > numa l i wa 

a ' u ' > awuw 

i sa ' u '  > i sa 1 i wa 

n i kau ' > n i ka l wa 

Borrowed Tok Pisin words : 

t i  sa  > t i s e i wa 

nes > nes i wa 

s i s te r  > s i s t e i wa 

hos tes  > hos tes i wa 

Other nouns denoting femininity : 

a ha ' > ahawa 

mof o '  > mofowa 

n i k i  l a '  > n i k i l awa 

u na ru ' > u na ruwa 

amu l a '  > amu l awa 

Gloss 

priest 

patrol officer 

vi llage chief 

a counci l lor 

teacher 

catechist 

Gloss 

woman 

FaBrWi 

wife 

GrMo/GrDa 

daughter 

fema le teacher 

nurse 

sister 

(air) hostess 

coconut or red parrot 

edib le river frog 

eart/u,)orm 

cassowary 

bird of paradise 

Nouns with no feminine meaning yet which take on similar concord affixes are 
given below : 

aba ' > abawa kind of tree 

woba ' > wobawa spear 

wa i u '  > wa i uwa ho le 

mu tu ' > mu tuwa nose 

I t  seems that kinship terms which end in lu ' l  drop it and insert an I I I  
intervocalically in the plura l .  
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C l a s s  3 :  The c l a s s  of nou ns assoc i a ted wi th eat i ng 

Singular 

ahaka 

a k  i a ka 

ama ka 

a 1 I a I naka 

awa ka 

ba r a ka 

ha l a ka 

baka 

numu n i ka 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

Plural 

ahakas 

ak  i a ka s  

ama kas 

a l ' a ' na ka s  

awa kas 

ba r a ka s  

ha l a kas  

bakas 

numu n i ka s  

C l a s s  4 :  Anatomi ca l  terms and others 

S ingular 

a l u f 

a ' u f 

rabu f  

O I O ' su f  

asaf  

au l af 

bah i a taf  

d u ' u ' na f  

i d a f  

i ta f  

i h i a f 

nabu l af 

suaf  

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

Plural· 

a l i s 

a ' u i s  

rab i s  

O I O ' S i s  

asas  

au l as 

bah i a tas  

d u ' u ' na s  

i d a s  

i t a s  

i h i a s 

nabu l as 

suas  

C l a s s  5 :  The  - 1  i h  c l a s s  

Singular 

awah 

bu r I a h  

l ahuh  

mad u h  

na l u h  

l ah 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

> 

Plural 

awa 1 i h  

bu r I a l i h 

l ahu 1 i h 

madu 1 i h 

ha 1 i h 

1 a l i h 

Gloss 

tongue 

ant (generic term) 

face 

sarui 

mass of eggs 

head 

kirui of sago pa lm 

sago pa lm fl'orui 

ugliness; shame/derogatory 

body 

liver 

rib 

bottom 

Gloss 

pubic covel'ing 

house 

scaly rivel' fish 

tree with edib le leaves 

fencing timber 

land, grourui 01' soi l 

s liced taro/yam 

tree used for making drums 

stone fol' sharpening knives 

Gloss 

song 

leg 

sago 

vine/rope 

tooth 

gouging utensi l 
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Singular Plural Gloss 

nubah  > nuba I i  h tree root 
ha l i h i f  > he l i h feather 
u s a k  > u sa I i h  net bag 

i h i abu r u h  > i h i abu r i I i  h butterfly 

mabu l ah > mabu l a  I i  h kind of tree 

nu kofu h  > n u kos i I i  h nave l 

C l ass  6 :  The - ku h  c l ass  

Singular Plural Gloss 

a l  i m i  I > a l i m i ku h bird 

abuna  I > a bu na ku h  green tree-snake 

a buhu t a na k i  I > abuhu tanaku h  wing of bird 

aha l > ahaku h  kind of tree 

au I > a ku h  eel; mosquito 

bake l > ba ku h  stick 

bu I > bu rkuh  pig 

i l a ke I > i l akuh tree mushroom 

l ake l > I akuh  hand 

f i f  i k i  I > f i f i kuh/f i s i ku h  bone 

C l ass  7 : The - ba c l ass  

S ingular Plural Gloss 

u t am > u ta ba stone 

i tam > i taba  kind of tree 

adum > adu ba right; right side 

I i kam > I i  kaba left;; left side 

C l a s s  8 :  Nouns  that opera te under Uml aut ru l e  

Singular Plural Gloss 

bu tum > b i t i f  penis 

na i m  > na i f  eye 

suba rum > suber i f  grass skirt 

was um > wes i f  p i t p i t (wild sugarcane with 
edib le top) 

a bom > a bef breadfruit seed 

na tam > n a t ef digging stick 
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Singular Plural Gloss 

n i kam > n i kef taro 

we i t am > we i tef testicle 

s u t u t u ram > su tu tu ref  kind of river lobster 

borotom > ber i tef umbre lla shape tree 

C l a s s  9 :  The - s u k  c l a s s  

Singular Plural Gloss 

du ' i t > d i su k  mountain 

a I I U t ,  > a I s u k  dusk 

Cl ass  1 0 : Ed i bl e  nouns 

Singular Plural Gloss 

a l hu a b  > a l hua b i s  egg 

bu b > bu b i s/ b i b i s  bete lnut 

uwab > uwa b i s  night 

wa l u b > wa l u b i s  river 

a u n  > 'au b i  5 moon, sun, month 

wa l en > wa l eb i s  variety of wood-fowl 

C l a s s  1 1 : Metathes i s  noun c l a s s  

Singular Plural Gloss 

a f u r u bu I > a f u r u l u b  dribb le 

a ka bu I > a ka I u b  frond 

a subu l > asu l u b  singing, i . e .  traditiona l dance 

a t a bu l > a ta l u b ridgepo le 

d a bu I > d a l u b  garden fence 

doh i r i b  i I > doh i r i  I i b  Zip 

dok i bu I > dok i l u b  pimp le 

nabu I > na l u b  magic vine 

nahubu I > nahu l u b  yam fibre 

n u bu I > nu I u b  belly 

numabu I > numa l u b  twisted netbag string 

wabu l > wa l u b  village, home , place 

wa l a kabu l > wa I a ka I u b  plant with broad leaves used for 
wrapping 

safabu l > safa l u b  kind of tree 
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C l a s s  1 2  : D i mi nuti ves 

Singular Plural 

bu 1 i k i  n > bu 1 i ku h 

asau l i k i n  > asau  1 i ku h 

n i kam i k i 1 > n i kef i ku h 

a l  i m i  1 i k i  n > a 1 i m  i 1 i ku h 

u tam i k i  1 > u ta bakuh 

l eh i t awas > 1 eh i t awasu ku h  

r a i t awas > r a  i t awas i ku h 

f i f i k i l i k i n  > f i f i k i 1 i ku h 

d u bau n i k i n  > d u bau s i ku h 

a l eman i k i n  > 

num a t a ' i k i n  > numa tawa ku h 

d u b a r i n i k i n  > d u ba r  i n i kuh 

d u ' i t i k i n  > d u ' i t  i ku h 

uwa b  i k i n  > uwa b i ku h  

C l a s s  1 3  : Borrowed Tok P i s i n  words 

S ingular Plural 

r a i pe l  > ra i pe l  i hes 

r e l  > r e l i hes  

sad e l  > sade 1 i hes 

wi 1 > w i  1 i he s  

t rave l > t rave l  i hes  

kand e l > ka nd e 1 i hes 

ba l u s > ba l u s i hes  

tos  > tos i hes 

mas i n  > mas i hes 

su ku 1 > s u ku 1 i hes 

p i ksa  > p i ksa i hes 

C l a s s  1 4 :  Ma s s  nou ns  

aub  

a ba l 

a b i f  

n i k i r i s 

end i ng 

Gloss 

piglet 

tree. grub 

sma l l  taro 

sma l l  bird 

sma ll-sized stone 

sma l l  portion of sago 

sma l l  portion of rice 

small  bone 

small  river lobster 

small  man 

small  woman 

sma I I  hornbi I I  

small  mountain or hi ll  

twilight 

i n  - i hes 

Gloss 

rifle 

rai l (roadmesh) 

sandal 

whee l 

trave l  

candle 

p lane 

torch 

machine 

schoo l 

picture 

coconut 

water 

breath 

fat 
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u h i n  wind 

u n  i I pus 

u ba excrement 

beseh speech 

masuk  dirt 

ou i h fur; body hair 

ku I '  i s  vomit 

u s i be l  b lood 

a l i b i 5 urine 

C l a s s  1 5  and 1 6 :  Proper names and pl aces 

C l a s s  1 7  : The -wk 

Singular 

awa t a  > 

a h a t a  > 

ba ta > 

ber i t a  > 

kwap i t a > 

se I i t a > 

s i bu ' a ta  > 

akata  > 

Cl a s s  1 8 :  The - b  

Singular 

ehen > 

bu bu ran  > 

d u ba u n  > 

Proper names 

Nekitel 

Abel iwa 

Unaruwa 

So ' osin 

Nalapan 

Na il iah 

Kwail iah 

c l a s s  

Plural 

awa tawk 

a h a t awk 

ba t awk 

ber i t owk 

kwa p i towk 

se I i  towk 

5 i bu ' a t awk 

a ka tawk 

c l a s s  

Plural 

eheb 

bu bu rab  

d u ba u b  

Place names 

Womehis 

Erinikama 

Iduanama 

Laut 

Geteh 

Sokou ' kama 

hen 

marsh 

bamboo 

bed 

spoon 

masher 

Gloss 

kind of bird 

back 

Gloss 

cold river fish 

ladle made from coconut she ll  

lobster, crayfish 
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Singular 

ked i n  

d u ba r e n  

> 

> 

Plural 

ked i b 

d u ba r u b  

Borrowed Tok Pi sin words : 

t i n  > t i na b  

s u p u n  > supunab  

p i n  > p i na b  

b a t e n  > batenab 

C l a s s  1 9  : The - kw i h  c l a s s  

Singular Plural 

d a ba h  > d a bakw i h  

ha l eh > ha l ekw i h  

i ya h  > i yokw i h  

numu nah  > numunakw i h  

wa l u h  > wa I u kw i  h 

sa l ah > sa l a kw i h  

sa ' a '  I i '  a h  > sa ' a ' l i ' akw i h  

l u f a h  > .  l u fokw i h  

8 .  CONCLUS ION 

Gloss 

softwood tree 

hombi ll  

tin, can 

spoon 

pin 

button 

finger 

Gloss 

breadfruit tree/fruit 

path/road 

dayj daytime 

fog 

lands lide 

kind of river crab 

l ap l ap ,  i . e .  piece of loinc loth 

Nominal concord inflec t ions as shown on the various syntactic structures 
have corresponding phonemic and syl labic s imilarities with the nouns they mod i fy .  
Even after a l l  these presentations , I am more than sure that the non-Arapesh 
reader would still wonder about how the Arapesh speaker operate s the ' complex ' 
noun system and how we , the Arapesh speakers , handle the concord princ iple so 
naturally.  The non-Arapesh reader may be puzzled at the way Arapesh speakers 
get to know at the cl ick of a second the plural form of a noun and the instan­
taneous choice of correct inflections to make nominal modi f iers agree with the 
noun in usage . Obviously this may sound involved and the data provided may 
look intricate but let me assure the reader that the Arapesh system is quite 
s imple and learnable just like learning A ,  B ,  C .  Chi ldren can manipulate most 
of it by age six.  

An obvious feature in the data provided so 
modi fied form of sound (vocal i c  or consonantal )  
syntacti c  structures i n  which concord operates . 
affixes are , to a degree , monophonous with that 
cases such as the metathesised noun class . 

far is the presence of a very 
harmony as shown in the various 

As previously noted the concord 
of the head except for anomalous 

Admittedly the inconsi stenc ies of the plural suffixes and nominal modifier 
a ff ixes require a very careful phonological analysis in order to achieve some 
degree of workable pattern . At this juncture , only a few but very general 
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phonological changes have surfaced as we have previously noted . There i s , for 
instance , an Umlaut rule which fronts the back vowe ls and vice versa . There 
is the general rule whereby certain sounds go to zero in certain linguistic 
environments as for example in intervocalic position the If I -> lsi or 
It I � lsi  and the insert ion rule where I I I  is inserted intervocalically before 
#/C - /Vk# and so on . 

One thing I hope this study has achieved is a better picture with concrete 
examples of noun c lasses and better samples of how nominal concord operates in 
Abu ' . Thi s  study is the first lingu istic attempt at description of noun classes 
and nominal concord in Abu ' and I hope this will serve as a bas is for further 
expansion of the morphophonemic behaviour of Abu ' and its related languages 
and dialects . 

9 .  NOTES 

1 .  This i s  a somewhat revised version of my 1977  B . A .  Honours thesis submitted 
to the University of Papua New Guinea , under the title ' A  sketch of nominal 
concord in the Abu ' dialect of Mountain Arapesh ( West Sepik Province ) Papua 
New Guinea ' .  Details of the analysis of the concord system have not been 
changed , although the author now feels that some of the classes could be 
treated differently . 

2 .  In previous literature ( e . g .  Laycock 1973 , 1 9 7 5 )  Abu ' has been regarded as 
a dialect of Mountain Arapesh . It is regarded by the present author as a 
distinct language , within the Arapesh famil y ,  spoken in the villages of 
Aspeis , Balup , Mal in , Walihiga , Woms i s ,  Amom , Womsak No . 1  and Womsak No . 2 .  
( Laycock ( 1 9 7 3 )  incorrectly given the last two vil lages as speaking 
Southern Arapesh ) .  As all the languages of the Arape sh family share a 
s imilar system of noun-clas sification , the group is sometimes referred to 
in this paper s imply as Arapesh . 

3 .  See Margaret Mead ( 1938-49)  for more information . 

4 .  Bob and Jo Conrad are members of the Summer Institute of Linguistics , Papua 
New Guinea Branch , based at Ukarumpa in the Eastern Highlands . Their 
publications in the Buki dialect ( which they call Bukiyip , or Bukiyup) are 
mainly literacy and rel igious material ( see Bibl iography ) .  The dialect is 
fairly difficu lt for me to comprehend with ease . 

5 .  In an Oral History article entitled ' The hi story of Woms is ' ( see Neckitelly 
1 9 7 5 )  a c laim was made that there are two languages spoken concurrently in 
womsis village today . However ,  during the course of this study , an analysis 
of lexical and phonological differences of the two so-cal led languages 
indicated very minor di fferences which led the author to maintain that these 
are dialects and thus not languages as such . Examples of lexical differences 
between the two Abu ' dialects are provided below . 

Southern 
dialect 

bu nohu ka 

akabua 

Northern 
dialect 

we I i  h i ka 

ko r eh i s 

Gloss 

(TP)  ba l ba l  big shady cora l tree 
with bright red flowers during wet 
season; Erythrina indica 

wrapping leaves 
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6 .  

Southern 
dialect 

n i k i to k  

l eh i n  

s i r a h  

u na k  

ou ru f 

numa ' i ta 

Northern 
dialect 

au reh 

kw i n  

u r am 

warua  

u rah 

na ' u r  

Gloss 

play/sport 

stirred sago 

basket 

pumpkin leaves 

bush; " jungle 

in- law 

Regarding borrowed Tok Pisin words , Fortune ( 194 2 : 10 )  had noted that when 
nouns are borrowed from Engl ish [ Tok pis in ] into the dialect his study was 
based , they are made to conform to the Arapesh rules of noun classif ication . 
This has been found to be true also for Abu ' . However , this study has 
specifically noted that when nouns are assimi lated into Abu ' they retain 
the original singular Tok Pisin form but the plural suffixes adapt the 
various suffixes which are determined morphophonemically (as for example 
the male and female nouns )  or cond itioned by phonological changes .  
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