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EXPL   Expletive 
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F_CL   F-class 
GPST   General past 
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HORT  Hortative 
HPST   Hesternal past 
IMMACT Immediate action  
INCH   Inchoative 
INCL   Inclusive 
INTERJ  Interjection 
IPFV   Imperfective 
IRR   Irrealis 
ITER   Iterative 
IU    Intonational unit 
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M_CL  M-class 
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QUOT  Quotative 
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REFL   Reflexive 
RECP   Reciprocal 
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S    Intransitive subject 
sb    somebody 
SBJ   Subject 
SC    Sentential complement 
SG    Singular 
SI    Short interval 
SIM   Simultaneous 
SEQ   Sequential 
sp.    species 
SS    Same subject 
sth    something 
SURP   Surprise 
SVC   Serial verb construction 
TOP   Topic 
TP    Tok Pisin 
V    Verb 
VBLZ  Verbalizer 
VN   Verbal noun 
VOC   Vocative 
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2     1. The language and its speakers 
 

 

1.1. Mian wéng: The Mian language 
 
Mian (also known as ‘Mianmin’ or ‘Miyanmin’ in the literature, ISO mpt) is a 
Papuan language of the Ok family. The term ‘Papuan’ is not to be understood 
as a name for a well-defined language family but as a residue category for the 
non-Austronesian and non-Australian languages of the south-west Pacific 
(Foley 1986, 2000). 
 The Ok family of languages belongs to the larger Trans New Guinea 
(TNG) family, and is of roughly the same order of internal diversification as 
Germanic within Indo-European (Healey 1964a, Wurm 1982, Pawley 2005). 
The Ok languages are named after the widespread cognate ok ‘river, water’ in 
these languages.2 Mian is spoken by fewer than two thousand people in the 
north-west of Telefomin District in Sandaun Province, Papua New Guinea. 
 

 
Map 1.1. The Ok languages of Papua New Guinea 
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1.1. Mian wéng: The Mian language     3 
 

 

Geographically, the Mianmin area is delimited by the August and May Rivers 
in the west and east, respectively, and the Hindenburg Range in the south. 
This area is roughly located between the 141st and 142nd degrees of longitude 
and between the 4th and 5th parallels. Mianmin airstrip and the villages 
Timeilmin and Temsakmin, where the data used in this description of the 
language were obtained, is located at 4º 54' south and 141º 37' east. 
 Mian has about 1,750 speakers according to the 2000 census (Lewis 2009). 
Two dialect varieties can be distinguished: West Mian (also known as 
Wagarabai or Skonga)3 in and around Yapsiei, a government and Catholic 
mission station about 15 km east of the border to Papua (Irian Jaya) with 
approximately 350 speakers, and East Mian in the villages around Mianmin 
airstrip (Timeilmin, Temsakmin, and Sokamin), in Gubil, Fiak, and Hotmin 
with approximately 1,400 speakers. While the western dialect is contiguous to 
several other Ok languages to the west and to the non-related Abau language 
(Bailey 1975) upstream from Yapsiei, the eastern dialect is in contact with the 
closely related Ok languages Telefol to the east and south and Tifal to the 
southwest. Some men above 50 years of age speak or at least understand 
Telefol. The map shows geographical contiguity with the Lowland Ok 
language Ngalum as well but there are no traditional ties between Mian and 
Ngalum speakers. 

Both Mian dialects are under strong influence from English and Tok Pisin, 
the local variety of Neo-Melanesian pidgin (Verhaar 1995). Although the 
former is clearly the most prestigious of the two and school education and 
official business is conducted in English, Tok Pisin serves as a lingua franca 
throughout the area. Only old speakers (above 75 years of age) have little or 
no Tok Pisin. Mian speakers are aware of the influence of these non-
indigenous languages, especially their destructive influence, and some 
regularly identify words and grammatical constructions which are inspired by 
or calqued from either Tok Pisin or English. They describe these words and 
constructions as wan wéng funin or tablasébwali wéng funin, meaning ‘Tok 
Pisin thinking’ and ‘English thinking’, respectively.4 As is the case in many 
parts of the world, creoles and pidgins like Tok Pisin and the languages of the 
European colonizers in combination with the prestige associated with these 
idioms and the inferiority associated with the tok ples, i.e. the local, 
indigenous languages, endanger the future of both Mian dialects. One speaker 
(a local school teacher) estimated that Mian will have vanished in favour of 
Tok Pisin and English in 50 to 100 years. My impression is that the eastern 
dialect is even more susceptible to this development because the speakers are 
generally more educated, have better English and higher chances of finding 
work outside the speech community or going to college or university where 
Mian is no good as a means of communication so that they are forced to speak 
Tok Pisin or English. 

Brought to you by | New York University Bobst Library Technical Services
Authenticated

Download Date | 10/16/15 4:09 PM



4     1. The language and its speakers 
 

 

1.2. The Ok languages 
 
This section gives information on Ok as a language family and the previous 
research on this family. 
 
 
1.2.1. The Ok languages as a family 
 
Figure 1.1 below is a family tree of the Ok languages based on Healey (1964a) 
and Voorhoeve (2005). The basic division is between Mountain Ok consisting 
of Mian, Faiwol, Telefol, Tifal, and Bimin and Lowland Ok comprising Kati 
(also known as Muyu), Yonggom, Ninggerum, and Iwur5). The Ngalum 
language has been omitted from the figure because its position within the Ok 
family is unclear (see below). 
 

 
Figure 1.1. The Ok languages, based on Healey (1964a) and Voorhoeve (2005)  
 
Healey (1964a: 38) further subdivides the Mountain Ok languages into a 
Division A consisting of Faiwol, Tifal, Telefol, and Bimin and a Division B 
comprising Mian and Wagarabai, i.e. the west Mian dialect (Wurm 1982: 
137). This is plausible because both dialects of Mian show a lower number of 
cognates than the Mountain Ok languages of Division A. More importantly, 
however, Mian reflects a sound change which is characteristic of Lowland Ok, 
namely that word-initial /f/ becomes /h/ in some contexts. Compare the 
cognate words in table 1.1. Tone for all languages except Mian is only marked 
if indicated by Healey (1964a). Mian tones are based on my own analysis. 
Dashes indicate no known cognate form. 
 
 
 

Ok family 

Lowland Ok 

Mountain Ok 

Muyu 
Yonggom 
Ninggerum 
Iwur 

Bimin 
Telefol 
Tifal 
Faiwol 
Mian 
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one of five tonal melodies (H, L, LH, LHL, and HL) is the phonological word, 
not the syllable. Lexemes are specified for one tonal melody and an accent 
which serves as the anchor point for the melody. Tonal melodies spread over 
the entire phonological word including all affixes and most clitics. Verbal and 
nominal compounds are treated as a single word phonologically, i.e. they have 
one tonal melody (i.e. a composite of both stem tones) and one accent. The 
tonal inventory of compounds is a proper subset of the tonal melodies found 
on monomorphemic words. While the function of tone is mainly to make 
lexical distinctions, there is one tense (the non-hodiernal past) which is 
marked tonally for some verbs in addition to a suffix. 
 There is hardly any nominal inflectional morphology. The only inflectional 
noun suffix is -wal, which signals plural and only attaches to a subset of the 
noun vocabulary to boot, namely kin nouns, dyads, and proper names, where it 
indicates an associative plural. If a noun is used referentially, it is followed by 
a cliticized article which is etymologically related to the third person free 
pronouns. There is a tendency to use inanimate nouns without this marker, 
even if they are used referentially.  There are several derivational noun 
suffixes which derive adverbs from nouns and express meanings like 
instrumental, e.g. sbun-dum ‘with a spoon’. Furthermore, there is a 
derivational suffix -an, which attaches to either nouns or adjectives to form 
verbs. The meaning is inchoative, e.g. ayam ‘good’ and ayam-an- ‘become 
good’. These derived forms are further inflected as intransitive verbs.  
 Mian has four genders: Masculine, feminine, neuter 1 and neuter 2 which 
are defined by sets of agreement markers. Agreement targets are the 
adnominally used pronouns, the article and demonstratives, and the 
pronominal affixes on the verb. 
 The structure of the noun phrase is relatively simple and constituent order 
within the noun phrase is fixed. The leftmost position is the possessor slot. It 
can be filled by a possessive pronoun or a noun phrase expressing the 
possessor. Most adjectival modifiers and quantifiers follow the noun. The 
adjectives sin ‘old’ and memâ ‘new’ tend to precede the noun but they can 
also follow it. The rightmost position in the noun phrase is reserved for a 
determiner, e.g. a clitic pronominal article or an adnominally used emphatic 
pronoun. The clitic article can be distributed throughout the noun phrase and 
show up on the head noun, all adjectival modifiers, and on numerals. Mian has 
prenominal and head-internal relative clauses. The former are unmarked 
clauses embedded in the noun phrase before the head noun, the latter are 
essentially clausal noun phrases and end with a determiner, such as an article. 
 Mian only has postpositions many of which have a noun origin. 
  About half of the Mian verbs show an aspectual stem distinction with 
formally distinct perfective and imperfective stems. This is a typical feature of 
the Ok languages and also found in Telefol and Tifal. Outside of Ok, aspect 
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distinctions in the stem can be found in the Papuan languages Marind and 
Kiwai (Foley 1986: 146-148), in Korafe (Farr 1999: 22-23) and in Abui 
(Kratochvíl 2007: 82-86). Some verb stems (approximately 50) are defective 
and lack either the perfective or the imperfective stem. The rest of the verb 
stems are trans-aspectual and do not have a formal perfective-imperfective 
distinction. 

Verbal morphology is complex. Mian is mainly a nominative-accusative 
language though in a limited number of cases argument marking proceeds on 
an absolutive basis, mainly – but not exclusively – with classificatory prefixes, 
which index transitive objects and intransitive subjects. Alignment in 
ditransitives is indirective. 

Mian is basically head-marking at the clause level and mildly 
polysynthetic. Core arguments are subject (S) in intransitive clauses, subject 
(A) and object (O) in monotransitive clauses, and subject (A), object (O) and 
recipient (R) in ditransitive clauses. There is no morphological case- or 
adpositional marking for these. Core arguments are cross-referenced on the 
verb by cross-referencing affixes. These index all subjects and recipients. The 
language is not fully head-marking at the clause level because many transitive 
verbs do not index their object. Object prefixation is only found in a small 
number of transitive verbs, including ‘see’, ‘kill’, ‘grab’, and ‘bite’. 

In the perfective, recipient arguments are introduced through a compound 
construction with -(û)b’- ‘give’, or allomorphs thereof. In contemporary Mian, 
-(û)b’- ‘give’ and its allomorphs serve a quasi-applicative function. In the 
imperfective, recipient suffixes immediately follow the verb stem. The notion 
of ‘recipient’ is semantically relatively general and includes benefactives and 
malefactives, possessors, goals of ballistic motion, and experiencers.  

In addition to the argument affixes, which work on a nominative-
accusative basis, Mian has a set of classificatory verb prefixes which are 
obligatory for some verbs, most of which involve the handling or 
manipulation of objects, including predications such as ‘take’, ‘throw’, ‘give’, 
and ‘fall’. The classificatory prefixes classify a verbal argument according to 
semantic criteria, such as biological sex but also shape and function on an 
absolutive basis, i.e. classification extends to the subject of intransitive verbs 
and the object of transitive verbs. These prefixes are in many ways 
reminiscent of classificatory verbal elements in various North-American 
languages, e.g. Navajo and Diegueño. 
 Inflectional tense, aspect, and mood marking is moderately complex. The 
verb has two slots for TAM suffixes which are on either side of the subject 
suffix slot. The pre-subject slot is filled by various tense, aspect, and mood 
markers. The post-subject slot can only be filled by tense markers (which are 
formally and semantically distinct from those in the pre-subject slot). There 
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are some co-occurrence restrictions pertaining to the suffixes in these two 
slots.  

Verbs are inflected directly for some TAM categories, but for others the 
verb must be serialized with an auxiliary before the respective TAM suffixes 
can attach. 
 Mian makes pervasive use of chaining constructions. Verbs can be 
serialized at the core or the nuclear level of the clause. Serialized verbs share 
the same subject which is marked on the last verb in the construction. An 
exception is the causative serial verb construction, in which subject marking 
indexes the causer on the first verb of the serialization and the causee on the 
second verb. The predications expressed by a core serial verb constructions 
are of relatively low semantic integration and serialized transitive verbs 
commonly have their own overt object noun phrases. Serializations on the 
nuclear level of the clause are possible. They are tighter-knit than core 
serializations and do not allow separate objects. 

Clause chaining is very common in Mian. Verbs can be medial and 
function as the predicate of a medial clause or final and function as the 
predicate of an independent sentence or the last clause in a clause chain. 
Medial verbs show switch-reference morphology indicating whether the 
subject of the succeeding clause is co-referent or disjoint in reference, in 
addition to marking events as sequential or simultaneous. In languages that 
use clause chaining, medial verbs are often morphologically impoverished. 
Mian medial verbs, however, only have the morphological restriction that they 
cannot be marked for polarity, irrealis or deontic mood or be followed by one 
of the sentence-final illocutionary clitics. The Mian switch-reference system 
has a typologically unusual property in that ‘same subject’ marking by -n only 
forces the following subject to be co-referent in the first person singular. In all 
other person-number combinations the switch-reference meaning of -n is 
suspended and the suffix only indicates sequentiality of events. 

Adverbial clauses with temporal, locative or conditional meaning – like 
head-internal relative clauses – are clausal noun phrases and function as 
referring expressions in Mian. They are followed by the default neuter article 
=o. Other embedded structures found in the language are embedded questions 
and quotatives.  

Unmarked constituent orders in medial and final clauses and independent 
sentences are SV and AOV. Due to the head-marking characteristics of the 
language, constituent order is relatively flexible with the mandatory restriction 
that the verb be clause-final. The verb can only be followed by =ba, signalling 
negative polarity, and/or an illocutionary clitic particle, which marks 
independent sentences or whole clause chains as declarative, exclamative, 
interrogative, quotative, or hortative. Post-verbal locative adverbials following 
motion verbs are possible but rare and always constitute their own intonational 
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unit. Under no circumstances can the verb be followed by an overt core noun 
phrase argument. 

 
 

1.4. Note on the revised version 
 
The present volume is a heavily revised version of my dissertation (Fedden 
2007a). I compiled the Mian corpus on which the analysis presented therein 
was based during a total of nine months of fieldwork in the Mian-speaking 
communities of Mianmin and Yapsiei in Telefomin District, Sandaun 
Province, Papua New Guinea.  
 The present volume is wider in scope and tries to get rid of some of the 
problems and rough edges of the dissertation. Since my days as a Ph.D. 
student I have been back to the field for two more months expanding the 
corpus and tying up loose ends in the analysis. This larger corpus, the critical 
and helpful comments of the external reviewers, as well as two years of 
turning over in my mind various issues of Mian grammar, helped me to 
develop a clearer view of many of these issues. The following paragraphs 
highlight the main differences between the dissertation and the description in 
this volume.  
 The phonological description, especially the analysis of tone, stands more 
or less as it was in the dissertation. The tone derivations have been tidied up 
and specifications of verb tone have been included in all examples and the 
sample texts. 
 The chapter on word classes is more fine-grained now and distinguishes a 
separate class of postpositions. I streamlined the pronoun section and included 
sections on ideophones and grammatical relations in the clause. 
 The chapters on gender and classificatory prefixes have been left largely 
unchanged, apart from cutting back the discussion of the respective merits of 
the two possible alternative analyses of the Mian gender system.  
 The noun phrase chapter is shorter now because some phenomena 
previously discussed under this heading have been moved into a new chapter 
on postpositional phrases. 
 The chapters on verb morphology and argument structure underwent 
substantial changes. I reanalysed three formatives, which were formerly 
treated as tense suffixes, as mood suffixes and abandoned the distinction 
between direct and indirect object. In the thesis, ‘give’ was analysed as a zero 
morpheme followed by the applicative suffix -b. In the present volume, the 
form -ûb’- is identified as ‘give’, thereby getting rid of the zero stem ‘give’.  

Furthermore, the tables illustrating the inflectional possibilities for Mian 
verbs have been cleaned up to make them more accessible for the reader. 
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 The section on chaining, operator scope, and embedding saw many 
changes which necessarily followed from the changes in the chapter on verb 
morphology. The discussion of the apparent inconsistencies of switch-
reference marking in Mian has been curtailed. 
 Apart from these specific changes, a few general things are handled 
differently now. The examples in Fedden (2007) had four lines, the first being 
a text line which gave the phonetic representation of the utterance. This line 
specified surface tones rather than underlying ones and made all segmental 
phonological rules (e.g. assimilation) explicit. The other three lines were the 
usual ones: morpheme-by-morpheme segmentation, glosses, and free 
translation. Following standard linguistic practice, I removed the first line in 
the present description. Consequently, the line giving segmented morphemes 
now shows phonological representations, i.e. underlying tones and segments 
before they have undergone any conditioned phonological changes. However, 
to maintain the readability of the examples, vowels undergoing vowel 
harmony are still made explicit, rather than operating with unspecified 
underlying vowels, and [d] and [nd], which are syllable-initial allophones of 
the phoneme /l/, are both consistently spelled <d>. 
 
 
1.5. Fieldwork and consultants 
 
I compiled the corpus that forms the data basis of this grammar during three 
field trips to Papua New Guinea from January 8th to July 8th 2004, from 
September 9th to December 11th 2005, and from June 30th to August 28th 2008. 
The first two trips comprising nine months were fieldwork conducted for my 
Ph.D. research. Out of these nine months I spent a month and a half in Yapsiei 
station, where the western Mian dialect is spoken, and seven and a half 
months in Mianmin in the east Mian area. The third field trip of two months 
(exclusively to Mianmin) was conducted as part of my work as a postdoctoral 
fellow at the Max Planck Institute (MPI) for Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen. 
The description in this grammar is based on the eastern dialect.  
 I worked with two consultants more or less on a daily basis: Kasening 
Milimab, the councillor of Mianmin, a man who is now in his late fifties, and 
Asuneng Amit, a man in his late sixties. Neither of them have any formal 
education, both speak Mian and Telefol as well as Tok Pisin. Mr Milimab 
used to work closely with the SIL linguists Jean Smith and Pamela Weston 
and Mr Amit used to work equally closely with the anthropologist George 
Morren. 

I worked occasionally with two local pupils: Liden Milimab, Mr Milimab’s 
son, (now about 22 years old) and Raymond Davai (now about 20 years old). 
Both of them speak Mian and Tok Pisin as well as English.  
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I obtained historical accounts and descriptions of traditional initiation 
rituals from two men in their late eighties, Ibalim Soubgena, who passed away 
in 2006, and Beitap Fenobi, who passed away in 2007. Both Mr Soubgena and 
Mr Fenobi spoke Mian and Telefol only. 
 I mainly obtained spontaneous data in the form of recorded texts and 
speaker observation but also used structured elicitation to complement natural 
data. Genres represented in the spontaneous corpus are: myths and ancestor 
stories, historical account, accounts of initiation ritual, conversations, songs, 
and procedural texts. The recorded corpus comprises about four hours of 
spontaneous texts and about twenty hours of elicited material including work 
on the Mian dictionary. In addition to that, I used Dahl’s (1985) questionnaire 
on tense and aspect categories and the video clips designed by the Max Planck 
Institute for Psycholinguistics in Nijmegen for the Reciprocals Project (Evans, 
Levinson, Enfield, Gaby, and Majid 2004), each with one speaker. 
 
 
1.6. The Miantén: The Mianmin people 
 
This section provides some topographic and ethnographic information on the 
Mianmin and the environment in which they live. 
 
 
1.6.1. Landscape and climate 
 
The Mianmin area belongs to the Highlands fringe. The Yapsiei and Hotmin 
airstrips are at about 200 metres above sea level, but elevation increases 
towards the east and south reaching 760 metres above sea level at Mianmin 
airstrip, which is located at 4º54' S and 141º37' E. There are peaks ranging 
from 1,000 to 2,800 metres throughout the area. The landscape is 
characterized by hills and mountains covered by primary and secondary 
rainforest and a tangle of rivers. These conditions make the terrain in parts 
almost impassable on the ground, so that 15-minute trips by plane can easily 
take a week on foot.  

As the area is both rugged and remote, transport relies on a mixture of the 
most modern and the most ancient means of getting around: planes and human 
legs. Apart from airstrips, there is hardly any material infrastructure. The 
ruggedness of the landscape can probably only be appreciated if one tries to 
follow people on their way to their gardens on paths which sometimes are 
hardly twenty centimetres wide and adapt to the constant ups and downs of the 
country. The remoteness, on the other hand, never became more obvious to 
me than when the plane, which usually lands at Mianmin airstrip on a weekly 
or fortnightly basis and on which I depended for food and letters, stopped its 
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women spend more time in the gardens, it is exclusively the men who hunt 
large animals, such as pigs and cassowaries. The women are responsible for 
supplementing the diet with small animals like reptiles and rodents. The boys 
practise their skill with bow and arrow or slingshots on birds and small 
reptiles which are usually prepared and eaten where they were killed. 

Mianmin hunting is undergoing changes for the worse because of game 
depletion. During my first three months in the field only two wild pigs were 
killed and the people assured me that there were hardly any cassowaries in the 
forest anymore. This shortage of game creates pressure on Mianmin society. 
In former times it was able to dissolve this pressure by a semi-sedentary 
lifestyle which involved movement of a group which was more or less 
determined by the availability of meat in the vicinity and soil quality for 
gardening. If either of the two became dissatisfactory, the pressure to move 
increased (Morren 1986). Nowadays, however, immobile infrastructure such 
as the airstrip but also schools, hospitals, and aid posts keep the people where 
they are. 

Domestic pigs and chickens are kept in small numbers in not particularly 
confined places. The number of domestic pigs and chickens used to be high, 
but it was decreased through a political decision to reduce hookworm 
infections which thrive in pig faeces and enter the host organism by 
penetrating the soft skin between the toes or an open wound on the foot. 
Occasionally, domestic pigs are slaughtered. They are led on a leash into the 
jungle where they are killed. Back in the village, the hair is singed off and the 
animals are taken apart with knives. Sometimes axes have to be used to open 
the ribcage of large pigs. Finally, the pieces of pork are sold at fixed prices. 
 Other animals hunted for their meat are birds, lizards, non-poisonous 
snakes, rodents, and fish (near large rivers, e.g. the August river near Yapsiei 
– the rivers Hak and Sek around Mianmin are too shallow for anything but 
casual fishing). There are two dry-goods stores in Mianmin which offer a 
small range of PNG-produced tinned meat and fish, but these are not readily 
available like taro or bananas, for it takes money to supplement one’s diet with 
protein from the can.   

In traditional Mianmin society, there was no need for money. Nowadays, 
however, there are both goods which must be bought, and services which have 
to be paid for, first and foremost the school fees, which are an enormous 
financial burden on the parents of school children. Furthermore, certain local 
jobs, such as teachers, aid post orderlies, and nurses, which were established 
after the arrival of educational and health support services, involve cash 
salaries or wages. For some families, financial pressure is very high and the 
possibilities of earning money on the village level are limited. The only 
chance for the men is to do contract labour for a company, for example as a 
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carpenter, builder or janitor, or to work on a tea or coffee plantation in the 
Highlands. 

Other ways of earning money are to try one’s luck as a gold panner (e.g. at 
the Frieda river) or – at least around Yapsiei – to look for agarwood 
(commonly known by its Indonesian/Malay name gaharu), a dark, resinous 
substance from which incense can be produced. Gaharu can develop in trees 
of the Aquilaria species, which are very sparsely distributed through the 
forest, and only as the result of an immune response to an infection. So while 
gaharu is a very valuable substance, it is exceedingly rare. Gaharu does not 
grow around Mianmin because the altitude is too great. 
 
 
1.6.3. Food preparation 
 
The inhabitants of the Highlands fringe are also called the ‘taro people’ and 
their menu is indeed centred around the tuberous rhizome of the taro plant. 
Taro is served either boiled, cooked in the fire, or cooked in a leaf oven (fal). 
Peeled taro can be boiled in hot water like potatoes. Alternatively, the tuber 
can be put in a small fire. After a quarter of an hour the skin is cut off and the 
tuber is buried in the hot ashes where it is cooked for another half hour. Before 
eating, the ashes are removed with a knife.  

Preparation of food in a leaf oven is more involved. Stones (of the size of 
cobblestones) are thoroughly heated on a burning rack of wood. After the 
wood pile has turned to ashes, the hot stones are put to the side with the help 
of huge wooden tongs (itó) about 1.5 metres in length. Banana leaves are put 
on the hot ground8 and the food, usually taro or scraped taro, that is the pulpy 
interior of the taro corms scraped out of the skin with the help of a small 
bamboo scraper (yaam), vegetables, and sometimes the fruits of the pandanus 
palm, meat, or fish) is put on the leaves in layers. Each layer of food is 
covered by another layer of banana leaves. The stones are heaped on top of the 
uppermost leaf cover. A final layer of leaves goes on top and is weighed down 
by pieces of wood against gushes of wind and hungry dogs. Depending on the 
contents and size of the oven, the food has to be cooked between half an hour 
and half a day.  

A speciality of the local cuisine is “Mianmin pizza” (éim). The umbel-
shaped fruits of the pandanus palm (which come in bright red, orange, and 
yellow, with considerable difference in their appearance but only slight 
variation in taste, at least to my palate) are cut open lengthways and the hard 
interior is removed. The seeds are put in bowls and cooked together with 
peeled taro tubers in a leaf oven. To soften the cooked tubers, they are beaten 
with a small wooden club (imensít blalin) and kneaded into a big lump of 
dough which is spread out on pieces of bark in a circular shape. The pandanus 
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seeds are mixed with water. The men preparing the food take handfuls out of 
the bowls and squeeze a signal-red (-orange, -yellow) sauce-like substance 
onto the dough. The seeds remain in the hands and are discarded. When the 
dough is covered completely, people gather around the pizza and start eating 
using stick-like implements (atit) in order to cut the dough and transport the 
colourful food safely to their mouths. Traditionally, the pandanus pizza was 
only prepared and eaten by initiated men, even today the preparation lies 
almost exclusively in male hands. On special occasions, the men still eat 
separated from the women and children.  
 
 
1.6.4. Political organization 
 
On the political level, ancient and modern modes of organization exist next to 
each other. Traditional leaders (komók) still exist, but now there is also a 
councillor (kaunsol). Whereas being a bigman is not an office but rather a 
social distinction that involves authority and influence but no power to 
actually make decisions, the councillor is an office, albeit one that does not 
pay any money. From the early 1990s onwards, the councillor and local level 
government elections are combined with provincial and national elections. 
The people vote for somebody from their midst to become councillor for 
seven years. 

This office is a mixture of mayor, local policeman, and judge. The 
councillor is the spokesman of the community and represents it at the district 
level in Telefomin and at the provincial level in Vanimo. He has to discuss 
and solve any problems with the district and provincial authorities. He also 
organizes community work. Furthermore, he is supposed to investigate minor 
offences like theft or public misdemeanour and conduct small courts where he 
can administer appropriate punishment, normally small fines which have to be 
paid in cash and are used for the benefit of the community. The councillor 
does not have the authority to deal with crimes. 
 
 
1.7. Notes on examples and the orthography 
 
1.7.1. Examples 
 
The Mian examples I use to illustrate and support my analysis come from six 
different sources. The ranking below reflects the frequency with which the 
different types of examples are used in this grammar. The glossing 
conventions adhere to the Leipzig Glossing Rules (Comrie, Haspelmath and 
Bickel 2004). 
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1) The inventory of tonal melodies consists of the melodies L, H, LH, 
LHL, and HL. 

 
2) Stems can be either unaccented or accented. The former are either all-

low or all-high, i.e. the tones L or H are simply spread over the whole 
word. The latter are lexically specified for (i) one tonal melody and (ii) 
an accent (marked * in the derivations below) to which the melody 
attaches. The accent regularly falls on the final stem syllable. 

 
3) Tone-bearing units (TBUs): Syllables are tone-bearing units. 

 
4) Maximum number of tones per syllable: Every TBU is entitled to bear 

exactly one tone out of a tonal melody (Goldsmith 1990: 167). 
However, a TBU in a word-final syllable is allowed to have two or in 
rare cases even three tones. This situation arises when leftover tones at 
the right edge of the word are dumped onto the final syllable (cf. tone 
‘dumping’ under tone assignment rule 5b below) or when the LHL 
melody is associated with a monosyllabic word. Hence, under these 
circumstances, a word-final TBU may end up bearing more than one 
tone. 

 
5) Rules for tone assignment 

a) Tone association: The last but one tone in a tonal melody is 
associated with the TBU in the accented syllable. Having 
established this first association line, all remaining unassociated 
tones and vowels are automatically associated in a one-to-one 
fashion, radiating outward from the first association line (Goldsmith 
1990: 14).  

 
b) Tone dumping: Any unassociated tone at the right edge of the word 

is dumped onto the last syllable. Dumping makes sure that there are 
no leftover tones at the right edge of the prosodic word. Due to this 
rule, contour melodies are created. 

 
c) Spreading rules: Once all tones are associated with TBUs in a one-

to-one fashion, the leftmost and rightmost tones in a tonal melody 
are spread over to and associated with any leftover vowels. 
Spreading occurs in both directions. Spreading only applies to 
single tones at the edge of a melody not to the whole contour. Mian 
tonal melodies are sequences of L and H tones rather than unitary 
tonemes. 
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Figure 2.17. Waveform and fundamental frequency for /HLina|nota/ ‘she did thus and 

then ...’ 
 
Tone in the Mian verb is grammatically relevant in the marking of certain 
forms of the non-hodiernal past in which the subject marker following the 
tense suffix receives a high tone (see section 2.8.5). Such grammatical 
functionality is not attested outside of verbs. 
 
 
2.8.4.1. Accent and tonal melodies 
 
Like non-verb words, Mian verb stems are either unaccented or accented. 
Unaccented verbs are not specified for an accent position. They are simply 
assigned a low tone to the stem which spreads over the whole word from left 
to right. 

Like accented non-verb words, accented verb stems have an underlying, 
lexically specified accent which indicates where the complex tonal melody is 
to be inserted. Accented verbs are also specified for one of two possible tonal 
melodies, namely LHL or HL. 
 According to the formalism introduced in 2.8.2 above, the penultimate tone 
in these melodies is initially associated with the accented syllable. The domain 
of application of any given tonal melody is the entire phonological verbal 
word. In other words, a verb specified for LHL will have one prominent 
syllable which is higher in pitch, while a verb specified for HL will have 
consecutive high-pitched syllables up to the inflection point from which 
onward pitch drops to low for the rest of the word. The tone-segment 
association process will be illustrated with examples below. 

i n a n o t a

/inanota/ (HL)

‘she did thus and ...’
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Chapter 3 
Word classes and grammatical relations 
 
 
 
3.0.    Introduction 
 
Nouns, adjectives, and verbs constitute open word classes. While the classes 
of nouns and adjectives readily accept loans from Tok Pisin or English, verbal 
loans from Tok Pisin or English cannot be inflected like native Mian verbs, 
but rather such loans have to be followed by the function verb ke ‘do’ in a 
function verb construction. Mian is typically Papuan in that it makes a very 
clear formal distinction between nouns and verbs (Himmelmann 2005: 126-
131). 

All other word classes are closed, and with the exception of verbs rather 
small. The closed word classes comprise the following parts of speech: 
 

Articles 
Prenominal modifiers 
Adverbs 
Pronouns 
Directionals 
Postpositions 
Quantifiers 
Conjunctions 
Ideophones 
Particles 

 
In order to determine the defining features of a given word class, a 
combination of morphosyntactic and distributional criteria will be employed.  
 
 
3.1. Nouns 
 
Nouns are by far the largest word class in Mian. Tok Pisin or English loans are 
readily accommodated into the noun vocabulary of the language. Nouns are 
used to refer to objects (persons, cultural or natural objects, substances), 
locations, and abstract notions which are important components of the world 
inhabited by the Mianmin. 
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word for the purpose of tone assignment. On the syntactic structure of the 
noun phrase, see chapter 6. 
 Within the clause, noun phrases function as overt core arguments and 
possessors. Apart from these core functions, nouns can be locative adjuncts of 
intransitive verbs of motion. Noun phrases can function as the predicate in 
non-verbal clauses (see 9.11). 
 
 
3.1.2. Compound nouns 
 
The overwhelming number of compound nouns are N-N compounds. A-N and 
N-V compounds are marginal in the corpus with only one or two examples 
each. Most compound nouns consist of two stems. Compounds consisting of 
three stems are possible but very rare. In the two attested examples all three 
stems are monosyllabic (see below). 
 The non-final members in a compound are always bare nominal stems, i.e. 
they are never followed by an adnominal determiner. This is to be expected 
because non-final noun stems in Mian compounds are never used referentially 
and nouns which are used non-referentially typically are not followed by 
articles. 

All compound nouns have in common that they have a composite tonal 
melody. The set of composite tonal melodies is exactly the set of the tonal 
melodies found on monomorphemic nouns, namely L, H, LH, HL, and LHL 
(see 2.8.3.3). In each of the following examples I will give the tones of the 
individual stems and the resulting composite melody. 

Proper names of various natural landmarks can be compounded with the 
nouns for the landmarks that they are the names of. The examples below 
illustrate this for the landmark nouns taman (L) ‘valley’, tibín (LH) ‘river 
head’, fib (L) ‘river confluence’, and bil (L) ‘flat ground’: 
 
(1)  Hak-taman 

(L+L>L) 
Haktaman ‘river Hak valley’ 

 Sek-taman 
(L+L>L) 

Sektaman ‘river Sek valley’  

 Fu-taman 
(L+L>L) 

Futaman ‘river Fu valley’ 

 Aki-taman 
(L+L>L) 

Akitaman ‘river August valley’ 

 Tekein-taman 
(L+L>L) 

Tekeintaman ‘river Sepik valley’ 

 Sek-tibín 
(L+LH>LH) 

Sektibín ‘head of the river Sek’ 
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woman’, afok ‘grandmother, all sisters of grandparents and all wives of 
brothers of grandparents, any female ancestor’, baliam ‘male 
ancestor/descendent’, mín ‘son’, món ‘daughter’, aaling ‘father’s younger 
brother’, ayàab ‘father’s older brother’, andanek ‘husband’s father-in-law’, 
andlok ‘husband’s mother-in-law’, aneis ‘in-law’.  

It is uncommon among adults to use a person’s name in direct address. 
Rather, kin terms are used. Parents call their children by their first names more 
often. Both proper names and kin nouns are used with the vocative clitic 
particle =o when addressing someone, e.g. Kasening=o [PN=VOC] 
‘Kasening!’, biém=o [mum=VOC] ‘Mum!’. 
 Both proper names and kin nouns can be suffixed with -wal. Affixation of  
-wal to proper names forms associative plurals (Moravcsik 2003) of the 
pattern ‘X and associates’, e.g. Kasening-wal ‘Kasening and his 
people/family’ (Tok Pisin ‘lain bilong Kasening’). With kin nouns, -wal can 
either signal plural or associative plural, e.g. awók-wal ‘the mothers’ or ‘the 
mother and her people/family’. The plural suffix -wal is also used with dyads 
but generally not with common nouns. However, most nouns denoting offices, 
such as kiab ‘patrol officer’ and kaunsol ‘councillor’ behave like kin nouns in 
that they take -wal in the plural, e.g. kiab-wal ‘patrol officers’ and  
kaunsol-wal ‘councillors’. -Wal is also used to mark the plural of agkit 
‘female (animal)’ and yolowôk ‘giant beetle species’. However, in these two 
cases the use of -wal to mark plural is optional. -Wal is possibly also present 
as a fossilized part of the noun bebuali ‘butterfly’. 

Kin nouns tend to occur with the collective article =o (following the plural 
suffix -wal) instead of regular =i for animate plural. 
 
 
3.1.8. Dyads 
 
Dyadic terms (Evans 2003a, 2006) refer to a social or a kin relationship 
between two or more people and encode relational opposites. There is some 
marginal metaphorical extension to relations between inanimates. Mian has 
five dyadic lexemes, which are given in (20):  
 
(20) dum ‘father and child (of either sex)’ 
 hat ‘mother and child (of either sex)’ 
 mikim ‘siblings of opposite sex’ 
 dab ‘siblings of same sex’ 
 kam ‘(married) couple’ 
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subject, polarity or illocutionary force. Mian allows verb serialization at the 
core or the nuclear level. See 11.1 for a detailed description of verb 
serialization. 
 Directionals can be directly inflected to form intransitive verbs of motion, 
for example from daak ‘down’: 
 
(45) daak-n-i=a  
 down-SS.SEQ-1SG.SBJ=MED  
 ‘I go down and then I…’.  
 
These directly inflected directionals are described in more detail in 9.1.2. 

Finite verbs in Mian are marked for subject. All finite verbs have a 
pronominal suffix cross-referencing the subject. 
 There are two types of non-finite verb forms, M-forms and verbal nouns. 
Most verbs have a perfective and an imperfective M-form, which are formed 
by affixing -nam to the perfective stem (46) and -m to the imperfective stem 
(47): 
 
(46) fuela-nam  
 bathe.PFV-PFV  
 ‘bathe (PFV, M-form)’  
 
(47) bu-m  
 hunt-IPFV  
 ‘hunting (IPFV, M-form)’ 
 
These are discussed further in 8.7.1. M-forms are used in purposive 
serializations (see 11.1.6).  

Verbal nouns are formed by suffixing -in to either of these to form the 
perfective and imperfective verbal noun, respectively: 
 
(48) fuela-nam-in  
 bathe.PFV-PFV-VN 
 ‘(instance of having a) bath’ 

 
(49) fua-m-in  
 bathe.IPFV-IPFV-VN  
 ‘(activity of) bathing, of having a bath’ 
 
Verbal nouns are described further in section 8.7.2. 
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3.2.1. Notation conventions for verbs 
 
Throughout this grammar, I will use the following conventions for indicating 
aspectual stem alternation. For biaspectual verbs, the perfective stem is given 
first, separated from the imperfective stem by a slash, e.g. baa/o ‘say’, where 
baa is the perfective and o the imperfective stem. For defective verbs, the 
absence of the perfective or the imperfective stem is indicated by ‘—’, e.g. 
kaan/— ‘die’ without an imperfective stem and —/ei ‘fly’ without a perfective 
stem. For trans-aspectual verbs, one stem is given which can be used for 
perfective and imperfective verb forms, e.g. fu ‘cook’. 
 When single aspectual verb stems are cited that are either perfective or 
imperfective, the aspect value is indicated in the gloss, e.g. baa ‘say (PFV)’, o 
‘say (IPFV)’, kaan ‘die (PFV only), and ei ‘fly (IPFV only)’. 

Argument-indexing affixes are indicated with dashes on verb stems as 
follows: 
 
- Vstem: Verb does not index the object or does not have one, e.g. fu 

‘cook (transitive)’, —/un ‘hum, drone (intransitive)’.   
- -Vstem: Verb obligatorily indexes its object by a pronominal prefix, e.g. 

-têm’/-temê’ ‘see’, or a classificatory prefix, e.g. -ò/— ‘take’. 
- -Vstem-: Verb obligatorily indexes two objects, i.e. theme (with a prefix) 

and recipient (with a suffix), e.g. -ûb’-/-ka-  ‘give’. 
- Vstem-: Verb obligatorily occurs compounded with the verb ‘give’, 

which is followed by an object suffix in the perfective and requires an 
object suffix (from a somewhat different set) but no compounding with 
‘give’ in the imperfective, e.g. fote- ‘chase away, rout’. 

- A dash in brackets, e.g. (-)ba ‘put into (pfv)’, indicates that the affix is 
optional. Optional prefixes can be left out without changing the 
valency of the verb. 

 
 
3.2.2. Verb compounds 
 
Verb compounds consist of two (bare) verb stems. Table 3.1 lists examples of 
verb compounds. Stems which are only attested in compounds appear in 
brackets. In V-V compounds the aspect of the two compounded stems must 
not be at variance, though either can be trans-aspectual. V-V compounds in 
which one stem is perfective and the other imperfective are not possible. 

Verb compounds are lexicalized items and are treated as single 
phonological verbal words. That means they have one accent, which specifies 
the inflection point for one tonal melody. The accent can lie outside the 
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Verb compounds are often non-compositional or at least not fully 
compositional in their semantics, e.g. habù ‘hide’ consists of hà ‘break (PFV)’ 
and -bù ‘bury’ and yoma ‘create’ of yo ‘initiate, beget’ and -ma ‘plant (PFV)’. 
Also they may contain stems which are not attested outside of a particular 
compound, e.g. -di in bali ‘bear fruit’. 
 Mian has a limited number of compounds where an adjective or a 
directional are incorporated into the verb. The adjective or directional precede 
the verb stem and bear a classificatory prefix, which is obligatory in these 
formations, e.g. -sbal-mâa’ ‘strengthen’, composed of the adjective sbál 
‘strong’ and mâa’ ‘stand (PFV)’, and -tab-ba/-tab-bu ‘fill up’, composed of the 
directional tab ‘down(river)’ and (-)ba/(-)bu ‘put into (PFV)’: 
 
(55) om-ò-n-e=a 
 3SG.F_CL.O-take.PFV-SEQ-3SG.M.SBJ=MED 
  
 om-tabba-Ø-e-bio=be 

3SG.F_CL.O-fill_up.PFV-REAL-3SG.M.SBJ-GPST=DECL 
‘He took it (a string bag) and filled it up.’ [Selimin] 

   
 
3.2.3. Denominal and deadjectival verbs derived with -an 
 
Mian has one morphological process which productively derives intransitive 
verbs from nouns and adjectives with the suffix -an. Such denominal (56) and 
deadjectival (57) verb stems can then be regularly inflected. 
 
(56) Pita Paka gwán-an-Ø-e=be 
 PN PN  spider-VBLZ-REAL-3SG.M.SBJ=DECL 
 ‘Peter Parker became a spider.’ [in an oral summary of the film 

“Spiderman”] 
  

(57) háang-an-s-e=a  
 dry-VBLZ-DS.SEQ-3SG.N1.SBJ=MED 
 ‘it got dry, so I…’ [Rolling smokes] 

 
It might be assumed from example (56) that the form of the verbalizer is 
simply -a followed by -n ‘Realis’. Especially because the /n/ in the suffix -an 
is sometimes left out, possibly on analogy with the alternation -n ~ -Ø ‘Realis’ 
in directly inflected verb forms (see 8.6.1.7). Thus, gwánaebe ‘he became a 
spider’ is also possible. Example (57), however, shows that the form of the 
verbalizer is indeed -an and not just -a: *háangasea. 
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3.2.4. Function verbs 
 
There are two function (or ‘light’) verbs: ge/ga~gena ‘say’ and ke ‘do’, which 
combine with a coverb in a complex predication. The coverbs of the former 
are ideophones (e.g. fong ‘whistle’), while the latter typically occurs with a 
noun (e.g. tekein ‘knowledge’), but serves a wider range of functions (see 
below). Ge/ga~gena ‘say’ is also used in quotatives and embedded questions 
(see 13.1). Complex predicates involving function verbs will be discussed in 
detail in section 8.9.  

Two examples follow: 
 
(58) fong ge-s-e=a 
 whistle say.PFV-DS.SEQ-3SG.M.SBJ=MED 
 ‘he whistled and then someone else ...’ [Crows] 

  
(59) naka homòn unáng homòn=i 
 man   many   woman   many=PL.AN 
  
 tekein ke-n-ib=ta 
 knowledge do-SEQ-2/3PL.AN.SBJ=DECL 
 ‘Many man and women knew (of it), and ...’ [Sofelok, 2] 
 
The function verb ke ‘do’ has a range of other functions, which I only mention 
in passing here. A more detailed description can be found in 8.9.2. The 
function verb ke ‘do’: 
 
- can follow an adverb, e.g. heb ke [fast do] ‘hurry’. 
- productively takes Tok Pisin noun and verb loans as coverbs to form 

new (complex) verbs, e.g. kot ke [court do] ‘stand trial’, sakim ke [suck 
do] ‘suck’.  

- can follow any of the basic numerals asú ‘two’, asusûna ‘two’, and 
asumâtna ‘three’ to express that a group consists of a certain number 
of individuals, e.g. asumâtna ke [three do] ‘be three of’. 

 
  
3.3. Articles 
 
3.3.1. The pronominal article and referentiality 
 
Mian noun phrases are followed by a pronominal article, if they are used 
referentially. I call the articles pronominal because they are segmentally 
identical to the third person forms of the free pronouns series (see 3.7.1). 
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