
FROM VERB SERIALISATION TO NOUN CLASSIFICATION 

W a l t e r  S e i l e r  

O .  I NTRODUCT I ON 

Two kinds of covert noun classificatory systems are widely found in Papuan 
languages :  nouns categorised by existent ial verbs and nouns classif ied by means 
of pro-verbs . Some languages display both types , e . g .  Kuman , a language of the 
Central Family of the East New Guinea Highlands Stock . I wi l l  brief ly outline 
these two systems in Section 1 .  A new and possibly unique type of noun c las­
sif ication has recently come to l ight. In Imonda , a language of the Trans-New 
Guinea Phylum and member of the Wari s  Fami ly , reana lys i s  of verb serialisation 
has given r i se to a system of noun c lassif ication . This has also happened in 
other languages of the same fami ly , such as War i s . Reanalysis of serial verbs 
is a common phenomenon but the languages of the Waris family may wel l  be unique 
in reinterpreting such verbs as class i ficatory affixes . At the beginning of 
Section 2 I will briefly i l lu strate some other cases of reinterpretation of 
serial verbs and then proceed to discu ss the particular case found in Imonda . 

1 . 1  Noun c l a ss i fyi ng existenti a l  verbs 

Enga has seven existential verbs that depend on the habitual posture of the 
obj ect as perceived by native speaker s .  For instanc� , katenge i s  used for NPs 
whose referent is tal l ,  large , strong , such as ' men ' or ' trees ' ;  petenge occurs 
with NPs whose referent is small and weak such as ' women ' or ' in sects ' ,  etc . 
Kuman has three existential verbs , which are not shape classifiers and which 
seem to be conditioned by animacy (Piau 1981 ) . Classificatory existential verbs 
occur in many Trans-New Guinea Phylum languages ; another example is Imonda . 
There we have three such verbs which can be used as full intrans it ive verbs as 
we l l .  When they are so u sed the meaning i s  s tand , sit and lie . That they are 
used as existential verbs i s  c lear from the fol lowing example : 

( 1 ) ne-na motor b i ke ka i l i -f-me 
2p-poss motorbike q lie-prs-q 
Do you have a motorbike ? [Does your motorbike exist?]  

Given the full verb meaning of these existentials it i s  c lear that they are 
conditioned by the character istic posture of the obj ects .  

Let u s  br iefly look at the second widespread type of classificat ion . 
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12 WALTER SEILER 

1 . 2  Noun c l a s s i fyi ng pro-verbs 

I n  many Trans-New Guinea Phylum languages we f ind a predication type that 
consists of one of a smal l  number of verbs plus an adjunct . The details vary 
from language to language and I will briefly i l lustrate this type of construc­
t ion with an example from Enga . The meaning of the predication i s  carried by 
the adjunct , which , with the exception of a handful of nouns , cannot occur 
independently , i . e .  outside the predication construction . The accompanying pro­
or auxiliary verb functions mainly as a peg to show tense , aspect and so on : 

( 2 )  yoko d upa apu l e  - l y  -am i -no 
leaf they dry utter-pres-3pl-dec 
The leaves are drying. 

( 3 )  baa-nya moko d oko pakel yo 

he-poss leg the scar 
His leg is scarred. 

5 i - l y  - a -mo 
hear-pres-3 sg-dec 

( 4 )  baa -me yame p i - l y  - a -mo 
he-Ag cover hi t-pres-3 sg-dec 
He is covering it .  

( Examples 2-4 from Lang 197 5 : 86 )  

Most adj uncts are nouns and only occur with one pro-verb ; s o  the noun 
classes in these languages are estab li shed on the basis of which pro-verb the 
nouns occur with (whether this type of construction is in fact an instance of 
noun classi f ication is questionable but I will not d i scuss this here ) . These 
few remarks mu st suffice to show the nature of the adjunct plus pro-verb noun 
c lass i f icatory system . ( For more d iscus s ion and references see Lang 1975 and 
P iau 1981 . )  

Having briefly outlined the two wel l-known classif ication systems we can now 
turn to the third type , where serial verbs were reinterpreted as noun classifier s .  
B y  way of compari son let u s  f irst look a t  a couple o f  other constructions in­
volving reanalysed serial verbs . 

2 . 1  From ser i a l i sat ion to prepos i t i on s  or cross-reference marki ng 

In African lingu i stics there has been a lengthy debate about how serial 
verb constructions are best interpreted synchron ical ly ( see Givan for a d i scus­
sion of this case and for further references ) .  Let us look at two Yoruba 
examples : 

( 5 ) mo mu ' i '
we ' wa ' fu ' n  0, 

I took book came gave you 
I brought the book for you . 

( 6) mo so, fu'n 0, 
I said gave you 
I said to you. 

( Givan 197 5 : 83)  

(Givan 197 5:83 ) 

In the f irst case ( 5 )  the element fu ' n  could still be interpreted literally 
as a full verb , whereas in the second example ( 6 )  this is impossibl e .  After 
stating the case for a reana lysis of originally full verbs as preposition s  in 
Niger-Congo language s ,  Givan takes up the question of how such a change may be 
expected to happen ; this we can ignore here . 
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In South-East Asian languages the same phenomenon is found . Here are two 
examples from Vietnamese : 

( 7 )  Lan  ch-:y v�1O vu-Cm 
run (goJinto garden 

Lan ran into the garden . (C lark 1978 : 110) 

( 8 )  L a n  nhln VilO , , 
ClJ'a - so 

look window 
Lan looked into the window. (Clark 1978 : I l l )  

The e lement vao i n  example ( 7 )  could b e  regarded a s  a verb yie lding the 
trans lation Lan ran, entering the garden. This is however impossible in ( 8 ) ; 
here vao has to be interpreted as a preposition . 

In Papuan languages too , we f ind reinterpreted serial verbs . In many lan­
guages the verb ' g ive ' functions as a benefactive marker . In Abelam , a member 
of the Ndu language family,  we find kwa y ,  which can occur as an independent verb 
' give ' , in the fol lowing example : 

( 9 )  ya t a  -kway-k� -wta -kw� 
carry Ben fut 1st non-past 
I wi l l  carry (it) for you. ( Laycock 1965 : 55) 

There are two ways of viewing the Abelam case ; either we state that there 
is a benefactive marker that is phonetically identical with the verb ' give ' and 
occupies the same s lot as the latter wou ld in serial constructions , or we do not 
keep the two forms apar and regard examples such as ( 9 )  as extensions of the 
meaning of ' give ' . The situation in Awtuw , a member of the Ram fami ly , is  
analogous : 

( 10 )  wan-e  y i yt e  ka -1owpa-kow- nem! 
Ist-O gate imp-open -ben-pI 
Open the gate for me! 

( 1 1 )  Aw t i y- r e  t ey aeye r okra-kow-ka 
Awtiy-o 3 f s  food cook -ben-pf 
She 's cooked food for Awtiy . 

( H .  Feldman , personal communication ) 

(H . Fe ldman , personal communication) 

The Ben marker -kow- occurs as an independent verb ' give ' , but the meaning 
of ' give ' need not be present in ( 1 1 )  and is certainly absent in ( 10 ) . 

Whether we call cases such as Abelam or Awtuw instances of extension or 
reanalysi s is a matter of terminology . 

Having looked at a couple of cases of reana lysis of ser ial verbs as prep­
ositions or benefactive markers ,  we will now turn to the case of Imonda . 

2 . 2  Reanal ysis of  seria l  verbs a s  noun c l assifiers 

Genera l characteristic s  of Imonda 

Like most Papuan languages Imonda i s  verb f inal . It exhibits s imple noun 
morphology and has compl ications in the verbal morphology . 5/00/10 are cross­
referenced on the verb . It has a case system which is conditioned by the 
syntactic statu s and semantic content of the NPs as we l l  as lexical properties 
of certain verbs . Verb stems can be strung together to form ser ial isation s .  
Apart from number marking and some aspect markers that d o  not have a verbal 
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base , nothing can intervene between the different verb stems . In Imonda we only 
f ind ' nuclear ' serialisation . By this term Foley and Olson refer to conj oined 
pred icates that share all core arguments and aspect marking . This is in contrast 
to core serialisation where the individual verbs se lect the core arguments 
independently ( see Foley and Ol son ( 1985 : 2 8 )  for a discuss ion of these two types 
with examples from Barai , another Papuan language ) .  Nuclear serialisation 
consists of at least two verbs , one of which belongs to an open class and the 
second to a restricted class of verbs . They establish a hierarchy of what sort 
of verbs are most l ikely to occur in the restricted slot . Active intran s itive 
motion verbs are most eligible for the restricted slot ; this type occurs in 
Imonda : 

( 12 )  t ::>b t ::>  wa i - s ah -w::> l -wag l - f 
fish acc-search-pl-go-pres 
She goes a long looking for fish (with her child) . 

I cannot go into any details of their hierarchy and the interested reader 
is referred to their article.  The top position in the hierarchy is occupied by 
certain Papuan languages ,  which al low mU ltiple open slots . Barai and Yimas 
display serialisat ion with two or more transitive verbs , as shown in the fol­
lowing Barai example : 

( 13 )  a na i ne t u a  kore-j - i e  
you I s tick break off throw- tran s-2 sg 
You broke off and threw a s tick at me . 

Now , in Imonda we f ind examples that seem entirely parallel to thi s pattern,  
i . e .  seriali sed transitive verbs (note the use of double quotes hereunder ) : 

( 14 )  i f  ka-m fat -a i - h  -u 
breadfruit 1-0 remove from fire-give- rec-imp 
"Remove the breadfrui t  from the fire and give it  to me. " 

( 15) sa ka-m p::>t -a i - h -u 
coconut 1-0 pick-give- rec- imp 
"Pick the coconut and give i t  to me. /I 

( 16 )  e-ne i pw i s -a i -h -u 
prox-dem cut-give- rec-imp 
"Cut this and give i t  to me . " 

( 17 )  e - ne i pw i s - ne-u 
prox-dem cut-eat- imp 
"Cut this and eat i t . " 

At first glance we seem to have straightforward examples of seriali sation . 
fat , p::>t and pw i s  all occur as independent verbs . The second verb in ( 17 )  also 
occurs independently : 

( 18 )  e-ne i ne-u 
prox-dem eat- imp 
Eat this . 

The element a i  however is not an independent verb ; it shows up only in 
serial constructions .  It is odd that a language should not have an independent 
verb ' give ' ; in fact , a bit of testing soon reveals that examples ( 14 )  through 
( 16 )  do not mean anything else but ' give ' .  The meaning of the f irst verbs in 
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the constructions ,  i. e. f a t  remove from fire , p�t  pick a hanging fruit and pw i s  
cut is not present. A breadfruit or a coconut may be lying on the ground or on 
a table and yet (14 ) and ( 15 )  have to be u sed if we want someone to give either 
of these objects to us . Likewise in ( 17 )  pw i s -ne -u only means eat , no cutting 
is involved. The difference between ( 17 )  and ( 18 )  is that in the former we have 
some idea what sort of food i s  being talked about whereas thi s is not so in the 
latter case. This additional information i s  carried by pw i s ,  the e lement which 
at first seemed to be a fu l l  verb taking part in a serial construction . Note 
that pw i s  ( f at and p� t )  does occur as free verb cut but has lost its verbal 
status in constructions such as the ones above. In other words ,  pw i s  has been 
reanalysed as a noun classif ier. The common factor of a l l  obj ects referred to 
by the nouns that trigger pw i s  on the verb is that they are u sually cut up before 
being eaten , such as meat. L ikewise the common factor of obj ects that take f a t  
is that people put them into the fire , such as breadfruit o r  f irewood. This shows 
that the range of obj ects a given classifier take s is determined by the original 
meaning of the verb from which it der ived . 

A question that arises concerns the number of these classifiers. Given 
their verbal origin and a ssuming that a i  was a full verb at an earlier stage of 
the language it is to be expected that there is a large number of c lassifier s 
as one can do many different things to obj ects and then pas s  them on. This is 
exactly what i s  found in Imonda. So far I have found about 60 classif iers. Not 
all of them are on the same footing however. Many are parallel to the ones 
given above , i. e. they have a related verb that is phonetically identical and 
native speakers can read i ly perceive the connection between the two. However , 
a number of the most frequently occurring c lassi fiers do not have any related 
verb at a l l , or if they do , then the connection is opaque to the speaker because 
of phonological reduction. Here are some of the more important of these opaque 
c lassi fiers. 

( 19 )  f l au i ka-m f - a i -h-u  
axe 1-0 c lass-give-rec-imp 
Give me the axe . 

( 2 0 )  j ahaf ka-m l -a i - h  -u 
gnetum 1-0 c lass-give-rec-imp 
Give me some gnetum Zeaves . 

( 2 1 )  sa ka-m pw i - a  i - h  -u 
coconut 1-0 class-give-rec-imp 
Give me the coconut.  

( 2 2 )  t�bt�  ka-m w-a i - h  -u 
fish 1-0 class-give-rec- imp 
Give me the fish .  

( 2 3 )  p o  ka-m i ( j ) - a  i - h  - u  
water 1-0 class-give-rec-imp 
GiVe me some water. 

( 2 4 )  t ah ka-m t - a  i -h - u  
firewood 1-0 c lass�give-rec-imp 
Give me firewood. 
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( 25)  sue ka-m g -a i  -h -u 
fire 1-0 c lass-give- rec-imp 
Give me fire. 

( 26 )  po i ka-m s - a  i -h -u 
pitpit 1-0 c lass-give- rec- imp 
Give me pitpit (saccharum) . 

Let us briefly look at these c lassifiers one by one : 

( 2 0 )  1-

This classifier collocates with greens , i . e .  leaves; it may be derived from 
the verb l esf put on top of each other , but nat ive speakers do not see any l ink 
between the two . Interest ingly , the loan word 'book ' can also take this c las­
sifier . 

( 2 1 ) pw i -

I n  this case the classifier seems to be re lated to the verb pw i wa l f  break 
in two . The range of obj ects is defined accordingly,  i . e .  whether they are 
normally broken or not .  The introduced item 'biscuit ' is subsumed under this 
category . 

( 2 2 )  w-

For thi s class ifier I was unable t o  find a related verb . The obj ects that 
go with it are smal l  animals such as f ish and frogs . So , presumably , thi s  verb 
(dropped out of use?) must have meant something l ike capture or ki l l .  

( 2 3 )  i (j) -

There i s  a related verb i f  scoop water out .  But this doe s not refer to 
the ordinary fetching of drinking water , but rather to the specific case of 
scooping water out of an area dammed up for the purpose of collecting fish.  
So the semantic l ink between the classifier and the verb is not transparent to 
the native speaker . 

( 2 4 )  t -

There i s  the verb t�f break and the range o f  objects accordingly consists 
of breakable obj ects . But again the verb has been reduced to a single consonan t ,  
thereby obscuring i t s  origin . 

( 2 6 )  s -

The related verb here is s ef remove from ground. Again the verb is reduced 
to a single consonant . 

( 19 ) + ( 2 5) f- + g -

These two c lassi fiers are by far the most frequently occurring ones . There 
is absolutely no hope of finding verbs from which they might have been derived , 
given the disparate sort of obj ects they col locate with . Quite often , and 
e specially so in the case of f - , the se classif iers can replace other s .  I t  i s  
therefore not surpr ising t o  learn that the vast majority o f  introduced items 
can co-occur with them . 
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The above classif iers give a c lue as to why re interpretation could take 
place . Phonological reduction seems to have played a major role . As pointed 
out ,  these classif iers occur very frequently and so it is not surpri s ing that 
they should have undergone reduc tion , thereby obscuring their verbal status . 
Where no reduction took place , such as in the case of p�t  pick fruit or pw i s  
cut ,  reinterpretation must have happened by analogy . 

Given that Imonda does not possess an independent verb ' give ' ,  i . e .  no 
verb 'give' without prefixed noun c lassifiers , i t  is intere sting to see what the 
language does with loan i tems . 

2 . 2 . 1 I ntegra t i on of l oan  i tems i nto the c l a s s i ficatory s ys tem 

Imonda has two opt ions for the integration of borrowed nouns into the 
c lassificatory system . E ither the co-occurring verb takes one of the two sem­
antically least marked c lassifiers , i . e .  f - or g - , or the new obj ect triggers 
one of the more spec ific classif iers if native speakers can assoc iate the 
introduced i tem with one of the ir traditional culture because of s imi larity in 
shape or use . Most of the introduced items can occur with one of these two 
c lassifiers , f - being more widely u sed . However there are some which do not : 

( 2 7 )  kopw i ka-m i ( j ) - a i - h  -u 
coffee 1-0 class-give-rec-imp 
Give me coffee ( Ziquid) . 

The u se of f a i hu or g a i hu wou ld render the above sentence ungrammatical .  
A lthough i t  has not been tested thoroughly i t  i s  my impression that most loan 
words can take one or the other of these semantically unmarked pre f ixes . Some­
t imes an informant would hesitate and would not be sure whether a g iven con­
struction is acceptable or not : 

( 28) ? b i a ka-m g - a  i - h  -u 
beer 1-0 c lass-give-rec-imp 
Give me some beer. 

It appears that in this example the classifier logw- , related to the verb 
' fi ll in ' is preferred . 

The use of more transparent c lassifiers is more reveal ing as far as 
re interpretation is concerned . Here we get additional support for the view 
that erstwhile full verbs were semantically depleted and reanalysed as 
c lassifiers . 

One of our f irst examples involved the c lassif ier p�t , which has a related 
verb of identical phonemic shape pick fruit.  Now , the introduced item 'bal l '  
also takes this c lassif ier . I t  i s  c lear that the l ink between bal l  and coconut 
is shape . Thi s , incidentally , was the main evidence for Brown to treat the 
c lassifiers as conditioned by shape ( Brown 198 1 ) . Brown was the f irst to draw 
attention to the classifiers in the war i s  language s .  He noted a set of 1 5  
verbal pref ixes and analysed them as being conditioned b y  the shape o f  the 
obj ect of the verb . He also mentioned that many of these prefixes seemed to 
have related verbs . However , he d id not d i scuss the l ink between verb and 
c lassi f ier and instead dedicated hi s attention to establ ishing the semantic 
domains of the ' shape c lassi f iers ' .  As we have seen the range of obj ects of a 
given classifier is determined by the meaning of the ful l  verb from which it was 
derived , i . e .  it is not shape that it is condi tioned by . However , examples such 
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as p�t  show that some reinterpretation in direction of c lassif ication on the 
basis of shape may be going on . The next example presents another apparent 
shape-based choice : 

( 29) we/ba n ka-m ku l -a i -h -u 
rope/belt 1-0 c lass-give-rec-imp 
Give me the rope/belt.  

The verb assoc iated with the c lassifier ku l - is ku l �f coil up. We have 
already seen another case of shape-based choice of classifier , namely that of 
' book ' which was classified together with ' greens ' ,  pre sumably due to its having 

many leaves , i . e .  pages , put on top of one another . Often one cannot dec ide 
whether it is shape or use which was the basis of the choice ; so for instance , 
introduced containers usually take the same classif iers as those of traditional 
origin . A typical example of u se-based choice is the c lassification of shot-gun 
along with the traditional bow. 

2 . 2 . 2  Some remarks  on the verbs that take the c l ass i fi ers 

The classifiers generally appear with verbs for which it would make sense 
to enter into serial constructions with the source verbs of the classifiers . 
We therefore find f a t  < remove from fire prefixed to verbs such as ' give ' , ' go ' , 
' come ' , ' throw ' , ' eat ' , but not to verbs such as ' see ' or ' like ' . As is to be 
expected , the c lassi fiers do not appear with verbs from which they are der ived . 
Nor are they used with verbs that denote activities that have to be performed 
before an item can be given/put/carried . 

We have seen above that some of the verbs that take c lassifiers such as 
nef eat can occur independently . Other examples are ' come ' and ' go ' : 

( 3 0) e -ne i pw i s -wag l -u 
prox-dem cut -go - imp 
Carry this. [< cut this and gO . l  

Given the loss of verbal status of pw i s  we now have to interpret wag l go 
as a different lexical item ' carry ' when it is pref ixed with the noun classifiers . 

Other verbs that take the c lassifiers such as ' give ' do not occur indepen­
dently . Other examples are ' put ' , ' throw ' and ' get ' . There are various 
pecu l iarities and irregularities associated with these c lassifier + verb con­
structions , which however I cannot di scuss here . I would like to mention just 
one point . Some of the verbs are phonologically very reduced in some forms . 
The most extreme case we find with - i a f  get , which disappears altogether in the 
imperative : 

( 3 1) s a  p.:>t - i a  -u  
coconut c lass-get- imp 
Get a coconut!  

( 3 2) sa  p�t - a b t  - u  
coconut class-dual- imp 
Get two coconuts .' 

Where the obj ect is dual as in ( 3 1) the verb ' get ' drops out complete ly . 
Phonological reduction of what used to be the second verb in ser ialisation and 
its dropping out of use as independent verb clear ly he lped to obscure the two­
verb status of these constructions and thus furthered reanalys is . 
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