
GRAMMA T I CAL DECAY I N  PAPUAN LANGUAGES 

S . A .  W u rm 

Many Papuan languages have very highly complex morphological systems , both 
in the verb morphology and in the noun morphology . A feature found in the noun 
phrase of many Papuan languages is the presence of complex to very complex 
classi fication systems , often with elaborate concordance features .  

It has been observed in a number of instances that during the last few 
decades there have been tendencies of varying strength towards a simplification 
of such elaborate morphological features in Papuan languages in the speech of 
young people , with these simplifications remaining in use as they grow up and 
the entire community adapting its language use to it as ' o lder speakers of the 
more elaborate forms of the language die out . This decay of grammatical com
plexity is apparently contributable to soc iolingu istic factors and to language 
influence resulting from increasing contact between speakers of di fferent lan
guages ,  the incidence of the use of lingue franche such as Tok Pisin ( New Guinea 
Pidgin) and Solomon Islands P i j i n ,  and the increasing disuse of the local 
languages in favour of the l i ngue franche in many s ituations by the young 
generation , as wel l  as increasing loss of contact with the traditional culture 
in which , in many cases , the principles underlying noun classi fications for 
instance , are anchored . 

the very One striking example of this phenomenon is the gradual loss o f  
highly complex verb morphology i n  dialects of Southern Kiwai , which 
in the Fly delta area of the Western Province of Papua New Guinea . 
has four main dialects : 

are spoken 
The language 

- I s land Kiwai , main�y on Kiwai Island 

- Coastal Kiwai , on the south-eastern and eastern coast of the 
Trans-Fly area 

- Doumor i  Kiwai , on Doumori I sland in the western part of the Fly 
delta and a vil lage on the ·left bank of the Fly , downstream from 
Doumori I s land 

and finally 

- Daru Kiwai , on Daru I s land off the south-eastern coast of the 
Trans-Fly area . 
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Of these dialects the I sland Kiwai dialect was reduced to writing and used 
as a missionary language by the London Missionary Society in the Fly delta area 
before the turn of the century . 

The main features of the complex verb morphology of I s land Kiwai are as 
fol lows ( Wurm 1 97 3 )  : 

Four numbers are distinguished , i . e .  singular , dual , trial and plural . 
They are marked by prefixes and suffixes . However , only two persons , speaker 
and non-speaker , are differentiated - they are marked by prefixes . The verb 
stem , and sometime s pref ixes added to it , undergo changes to denote non
s ingularity of the obj ect , e . g . oruso eat one, i r i so eat more than one . 

A variety of aspects , such as puncti liarity , repetitiveness and continuity , 
are indicated by suffixes added to the verb stem , while prefixes to the verb 
stem denote modes . of actions , such as spontaneity , reflexivity , appl ication , an 
action with something . Combination of a number of such pref ixes on one verb 
form appear in many instances .  

There are two past tenses , one present tense and three future tenses . They 
are indicated by tense forms of subj ect prefixes , together with combinations of 
pre fixes , suffixes and tense forms of the affixes indicating the number of the 
sub j ect . In many verb forms tense is s ignalled several times , often first in a 
general form by the shape of the subj ect prefix with which only present , past 
and future are distinguished , and this general indication is then fol lowed by 
the indication of a specific past or future tense through additional suffixe s .  

A s imi lar repe�ted s ignal ling o f  number i n  a verb form i s  also found fre
quently . So , for instance , the changes of the verb stem mentioned above , which 
refer to the number of the object , only serve to signal singularity versus non
s ingularity.  The indication of the specific number of a non-singular obj ect ,  
i . e .  whether it i s  dual or trial or plural , is marked by the addition of suffixes , 
i . e .  o r u so eat one , i r i so-ama eat two , i r i so-b i eat three , i r i so-potoro eat more 
than three. separate ones , whereas i r i so indicates to eat more than three at the 
same time . 

In addition to thi s ,  there is a complex system of habitual forms in which 
four tenses , present , near past , definite past and future are di stinguished , a 
range of different imperative forms denoting actions ordered to be carried out 
immediately , or in the near future , or at some future time , or repeatedly or 
habitually or as something that must or should be done , or as something whose 
performance is only advised and not definitely ordered . Four numbers are 
distinguished in all these forms . A number of permissive and conditional forms 
exists as wel l ,  as wel l  as verbal nouns .  

A characteristic feature of the I s land Kiwai dialect and incidentally of 
a l l  Kiwaian languages is the fact that the elaboration of the verb forms as 
mentioned above is restricted to the affirmative . In the negative , only two 
basic forms occu r , one denoting past and present , and one the future . A 
comparable paucity of negative forms exists in the imperative forms : only an 
ordinary and a strong prohibitive are present . 

The person of the obj ect is indicated in a number of verb forms through 
pre fixes . Other prefixes appear to denote assertion or certainty , completion 
of an action , incompletene ss of an action , repeated action , actual performance 
or succession of actions , affirmative and negative interrogation , temporal 
condition , etc . 
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In contrast to this highly elaborate verb morphology o f  the Island Kiwai 
dialect , the Coastal Kiwai dialect shows a somewhat simpler verb morphology . 
Especially constructions containing verbal nouns formed by pref ixes appear 
instead of complicated tense forms . In general , the appearance of tense markers 
in verb forms with non-singular sub j ects tends to be optional with past tenses , 
if the context is c lear . Doumori Kiwai is s imilar in verb morphology to I sland 
Kiwai , but Daru Kiwai shows a greatly simpli fied verb morphology when compared 
with the other dialects of Southern Kiwai . Constructions containing verbal nouns 
appear extensively in the place of tense forms , tense markers in verb forms with 
non-singular sub j ects are much more rarely used than in Coastal Kiwai , the dual 
and trial obj ect markers are largely optional and the tense system is greatly 
s impl ified . It seems l ikely that the loss , or only rare optional use , of much 
of the elaborate Kiwai verb morphology in Daru Kiwai may be due to a pidgini sation 
process attributable to the use of this dialect as a l ingua franca by a large 
number of speakers of other languages l iving on Daru I s land . 

This s implification of the Daru Kiwai dialect as a result of its use as a 
lingua franca is not an unusual phenomenon . However ,  a s impl i fication process 
of the morphology of the other three dialects of Southern Kiwai is observable 
with descending age of the speakers , and is s lowly but steadily progressing . 
Some of thi s  phenomenon may be attributable to influence from the Daru Kiwai 
dialect . Daru i s .  the administrative centre of the area and tends to be visited 
by speakers of other dialects of Southern Kiwai . However ,  that influence by 
itse l f  appears to . be no reason for speakers of these other dialects to start 
introducing morphological simplifications into their dialects when they speak 
to each other within their own dialect area . Al so , it may be s ignificant that 
the morphological simplifications observable in these other d ialects of Southern 
Kiwai are directly proportional to decreasing age of the speakers of the 
dialects , which at the same time means that they are directly proportional to 
an increasing knowledge of English and increasing modern educational sophisti
cation on the part of its speakers . At the same time , there appears to be a 
tendency in Southern Kiwai , as evidenced by the Coastal Kiwai dialect , towards 
moving obligatory marking of grammatical forms into the optional sphere . The 
fixing of these markings in a largely obl igatory form in the I sland Kiwai 
dialect may be attributable to the reduction of writing of this dialect a lmost 
a hundred years ago and its long use in printed material s , with the apparent 
insi stence of the creators of the written form of the language on maximal use 
of the morphological fac ilities of the language for c larity of expression , e . g .  
in trans lations o f  Scripture . Thi s  tendency for ' ful lness o f  express ion ' ha s 
been observed by myself when working with informants in Coastal Kiwai who , when 
giving stories , sentences and other volunteered material , show a tendency for 
fuller usage of the morphological possibil ities of the language than in ordinary 
conversational situations . 

All these factors and , in addition , the tendency of the younger generation 
in that area , as is the case in many other parts of Papua New Guinea and the 
Solomon I s lands , to oppose traditional features of their culture , which in cases 
extends to opposition to the use of , or features of , their traditional language , 
may we l l  be a better explanation of the s impl i fication phenomenon referred to 
than the as sumption that it is caused by a direct inf luence of the s implified 
Daru Kiwai dialect . Thi s  as sumption is supported by the observation that there 
are other cases , which wil l  shortly be mentioned , in which a comparable simpli
fication of morphological complexity of languages has taken place , without the 
availabil ity , to the speakers , of an already extant simplified mode l of the 
respective languages to fol low . 
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Another striking example of such grammatical decay in a Papuan language i s  
provided b y  the Buna language of the East Sepik Province of Papua New Guinea . 
This language , fOr which Kirschbaum ( 1926)  reported the presence of a complex 
noun-class system comprising 1 2  c lasses , has been found by Laycock ( 19 7 5 )  to 
have no noun-class system at all today . The same situation appears to be 
present with Murik of the same province for which Schmidt ( 195 3 )  reports the 
presence of a noun-class system , but during his fieldwork in 1970-7 1 , Laycock 
( 19 7 3 )  was unable to find any trace of it . Similarly , Laycock ( 19 7 5 )  reports 

the tendency towards a breakdown of the elaborate noun-class system in Mountain 
Arapesh . 

A s ituation in which the breakdown and decay of an elaborate noun-class 
system i s  at present in progres s  and is in direct proportion to the descending 
age of the speakers ,  is observable in the Ayiwo language of the Reef I slands of 
the Santa Cruz Archipelago at the extreme eastern end of the Solomon I s lands 
chain . This language has an almost totally semantically based multiple-c lass 

" nominal classi fication system in which the noun c lasses are marked by pre fixes 
on the nouns . Sixteen of the noun c lasses show concordance of varying types . 
The concordance i s  limited to the noun phrase and is found with qual itative 
adjuncts , numerals and possessives (with the latter only if pos session is 
emphasised) (Wurm 1981 ) . 

The following types of concordance are distinguished with various noun 
c lasses : 

( 1 )  Five o f  the noun c lasses show full concordance within the noun phrase , 
with qual itative adj uncts , numerals and possessives . 

( 2 )  With four noun c lasses , concordance i s  present with qual itative adj uncts 
and possessives ( i f  pqssess ion is emphas ised) , but with numerals the 
concordance is marked by the prefix of another noun c lass , the so-cal led 
person class , for all four of them . 

( 3 )  With f ive o f  the noun c lasses , concordance i s  present with qualitative 
adj uncts only , though a few cases have been observed in which numerals 
have the class prefix . 

( 4 )  With two c lasses , concordance i s  present with numerals only . 

( 5 )  With other noun c lasses which are present i n  the language i n  addition to 
the 16 noun c lasses referred to , no concordance has been observed , but 
qualitative adj uncts are preceded by a special adjunct prefix which can 
also appear with possession markers if possess ion is emphas ised . Over 3 0  
such additional noun c lasses have s o  far been found t o  exist i n  the lan
guage . 

It has been observed that with decreasing age of the speakers ,  there i s  an 
increasing tendency of concordance as described above under points ( 1 ) - ( 4 ) , to 
be replaced by the system described under ( 5 ) . Even old speakers today show a 
tendency towards free variation between the types of concordance described under 
( 1 ) - ( 4 ) , and what has been described under ( 5 ) . 

It appears that in all cases referred to , increased exposure to the Western 
world and turning away from the traditional culture in which many of the morpho
logical complexities of languages are anchored as reference systems , constitute 
the maj or reasons for the decay of complex grammatical features of Papuan lan
guages . 
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