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I  Introduction

The island of New Guinea and its surround-
ing islands are located in Papua New Guinea 
and Indonesia, a region where more than 1,000 
languages are spoken. Approximately 13% of 
the world’s languages are found here, including 
Papuan (or Non-Austronesian), Austronesian, 
Indonesian languages, alongside English, and 
the English-based creole Tok Pisin. This re-
markable linguistic diversity distinguishes the 
area as a significant area of interest in linguistic 
studies (cf. Foley (1986)).

The focus of this research is the Madang re-
gion, specifically Madang Province in Papua 
New Guinea, which is located in the north-
eastern part of New Guinea Island. Madang 
Province, which is comparable in size to Tai-
wan, is home to approximately 270 languages. 
While the majority belong to the Papuan lan-
guage group (or precisely Trans-New Guinea 
language family), approximately ten belong to 
the Austronesian language group. Given the 
substantial differences in vocabulary and gram-
mar between these two language families, Tok 
Pisin functions as the primary lingua franca 
alongside English. This sociolinguistic environ-
ment facilitates widespread interling ual 
communication, resulting in extensive language 
contact within the province (Nose 2020).1）

This study investigates and analyzes the 
grammatical dimensions of language contact 
among the languages of Madang Province, with 
a specific focus on the imperative mood. It ex-
amines five distinct languages from the region: 
three Papuan languages, one Austronesian lan-
guage, and Tok Pisin.

The remainder of this paper is structured as 
follows. Section 2 outlines the research back-
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1) The Madang area of Papua New Guinea has been a re-
gion of ongoing linguistic research by the author since 
his first visit in 2005.
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2) In fact, within the author’s research area, the New 
Guinea language Amele and the Austronesian language 
Bel are geographically adjacent, resulting in significant 
and ongoing language contact between them. 

ground of the New Guinea languages and 
introduces the sample languages under investi-
gation. Section 3 articulates the research 
questions, and Section 4 details the methodol-
ogy. Section 5 presents the empirical data from 
each language and highlights the observations 
derived from the analysis. Section 6 discusses 
the primary findings, and Section 7 provides 
concluding remarks.

II Research background of
  the New Guinea languages

This section outlines the linguistic diversity 
of the New Guinea region and introduces the 
languages sampled in this study. New Guinea 
Island and its surrounding areas, including 
Papua New Guinea, host nearly 1,000 languag-
es. Over half of these are classified as Papuan 
(or Trans-New Guinea) languages, which are 
indigenous to the island and believed to have 
been spoken by populations who settled the re-
gion approximately 30,000 to 50,000 years ago. 
Subsequently, between 5,000 and 7,000 years 
ago, Austronesian-speaking populations ar-
rived, settling predominantly along the coasts 
and on adjacent islands (cf. Lynch 2018; Foley 
1986).2）

Western influence began in the 19th century, 
bringing contact with languages such as Dutch, 
German, and English. Extensive interaction 
with English, particularly from Australia, led 
to the development of Tok Pisin, a creole lan-
guage that draws heavily on English vocabulary 
and grammar. Tok Pisin is now widely spoken 
as the lingua franca in Papua New Guinea, 
while Indonesian serves this role in West Papua 
on the western side of New Guinea Island.

Numerous studies have highlighted the ex-
traordinary linguistic density of this region. 
For instance, Madang Province alone contains 
up to 270 languages, the majority of which be-
long to the Trans-New Guinea (TNG) phylum  
(see Figure 1 for a linguistic map of the area). 
Although these languages share certain broad 
typological features—such as complex verbal 
morphology with inflection for tense and per-
son/number, subject-object-verb (SOV ) 
constituent order, and noun–adjective or 
noun–numeral ordering—their specific lexi-
cons and grammatical constructions diverge 
significantly, as illustrated in Table 1 (Nose 
2020, 2022).

Table 1 provides an overview of personal pro-
nouns (f irst ,  se cond,  and third-person 
singular), the verbs ‘go’ and ‘come’, and the nu-
merals ‘one’, ‘two’, and ‘three’ across the five 
languages examined in this and previous stud-
ies: Amele, Girawa, Waskia, Kobon, and Usan. 
Although all five are classified within the 
Trans-New Guinea phylum, they display dis-
tinct variations in these foundational lexical 
items. As Foley (2000) notes, while Papuan (or 
TNG) languages frequently exhibit complex 
verbal morphology, SOV word order, and ver-
bal agreement for person, number, and tense, 
their pervasive lexical divergence makes it diffi-
cult to establish fine-grained grammatical 
commonalities across the family.

Indeed, although Amele, Girawa, Waskia, 
Kobon, and Usan are genetically related within 
the TNG phylum, their pronominal systems, 
verbal roots for go and come, and numeral sys-
tems (1–3) are entirely distinct. Structurally, 
these languages are loosely grouped together, 
yet their lexicons diverge to the extent that mu-
tual intelligibility is nonexistent, and there is 
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4) Ross (1978, 2002) distinguishes between the Bel and 
Takia languages; however, the author’s observations sug-
gest that they are linguistically hardly distinguishable. 
Therefore, in this study, Bel and Takia are treated as a 
single linguistic entity. For clarity, the variety spoken on 
Karkar Island, adjacent to Waskia, is referred to as Ta-
kia, while the variety spoken on the New Guinea main-
land is designated as Bel.

5) According to Figure 1, Bel is spoken on the mainland 
of New Guinea, while Takia is spoken on the nearby is-
land of Karkar, where it is found a longside Waskia . 

3) Girawa lacks a numeral corresponding to “three.” 
This phenomenon is observed in many languages of Pap-
ua New Guinea, where numerals typically exist only up 
to about five, with quantities beyond that generally ex-
pressed as “many.” In fact, the Amele language possesses 
numerals only up to five. This raises the question of how 
Girawa expresses numbers greater than or equal to three. 
It is believed that such numbers are represented through 
combinations, such as “1 and 2” or “2 and 2.” Similarly, in 
the Austronesian Takia language, only the numerals 
“one” and “two” exist, and numbers beyond two are ex-
pressed by combining these basic numerals.

virtually no shared vocabulary. Nonetheless, 
certain structural shifts are observable across 
these systems; for instance, none of these lan-
guages grammatically distinguish gender (i.e., 
no distinction between ‘he’ and ‘she’) in their 
third-person singular pronominal systems3）.

This study selected five languages from 
Madang Province as representative samples: 
three TNG languages, one Austronesian lan-
guage, and Tok Pisin, a creole language. All are 
spoken within 100 kilometers of Madang, the 
provincial capital, and may linguistically influ-
ence each other. Comprehensive descriptive 
grammar is available for each sample language. 
While some data in this study come from field-
work, most information is sourced from these 
existing grammars.

The list of the five sample languages and the 
referenced descriptive grammars appears below 
in (1).

(1) Five sample languages spoken around 
Madang town

1:Amele: Trans New Guinea; Roberts (1987), 
my data (Nose 2024)

2:Bel (Takia)4）: Austronesian; Dempwolff 
(n.d.), Ross (2002), my data5）

3:Girawa: TNG; Gasaway and Sims (1992)
4:Waskia: TNG; Ross (1978)
5: Tok Pisin: Creole; Mühlhäusler (1985), my 

data

Figure 1 presents a language map of Madang 
Province, Papua New Guinea, which includes 
the sample languages listed in (1). In this map, 
circles represent TNG languages, while squares 
indicate Austronesian languages. The sample 
languages selected for this study, as shown in 
(1), are located relatively close to one another, 
suggesting the possibility of contact among 
them.

Earlier research has identified several gram-
matical characteristics in the languages of 

Table 1: Basic vocabulary of the Trans-New Guinea languages of Madang Province

I, you, he/she to go / to come one, two, three
Amele ija, ina, uqa nuga/ hoga osol, leis, ijed
Girawa is, na, ko man/ pe karar, oiroror, (no three)
Waskia ane, ni, nu namer/ tair itoketa, itelala, iteltoke
Kobon yad, ne, nipe ar/ au nöbö, igwo, igwo aŋ nöbö
Usan ye, ne, wo isu/ di gâri, ombur, ombur gâri
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6) A prominent example of a Sprachbund can be found 
among the languages of the Balkan Peninsula in Europe, 
which include Albanian, Modern Greek, Romanian, 
Bulgarian, Macedonian, and Serbian. Despite their dif-
fering linguistic lineages and vocabularies, these lan-
guages exhibit notable grammatical differences. Chief 
among these are the postposed definite article and the 
formation of the future tense using a verb originally 
meaning “to want,” paralleling the development of the 
English future auxiliary “will” from the verb for “will” 
or “wish.”

However, based on the author’s observations and the ac-
counts of Takia and Bel speakers, Bel and Takia are so 
similar that speakers can readily communicate with each 
other, suggesting that they are essentially the same lan-
guage. Of course, some works, such as Ross (2001, 2002), 
treat them as separate languages. Whether to classif y 
these varieties as distinct languages or dialects is a com-
plex issue, even for linguists. In this study, based on the 
grammars referenced (Dempwolff, Ross, and the au-
thor’s field data), Bel and Takia are analyzed as a single 
language.

Madang Province that are influenced by lan-
guage contact: meatypy, linguistic convergence, 
borrowed vocabulary, and contact-induced 
grammatical changes.

1: Metatypy
(2)
Takia: 	
ŋai 	 tamol 	 an 	 ida
I 	 man 	 determiner 	 with.him
Waskia:
ane 	 kadi 	 mu 	 ili
I 	 man 	 determiner 	 with.him
“the man and I”
Takia:	
tamol an 	 ŋai   i-fun-ag=da
man determiner	 me   he-hit-me=imperfective
Waskia: 
kadi mu 	 aga 	 uno-so

man determiner me	 hit-present-he
”The man is hitting me.”

Ross (2001: 140) described metatypy, a gram-
matical shift in the Takia (Austronesian) and 
Waskia (TNG) languages of Karkar Island, 
Madang Province. Through long-term contact, 
these unrelated languages have developed simi-
lar grammar, including syntactic and semantic 
borrowing, as shown in (2).

2: Sprachbund (Linguistic area)6）

The manifestation of Sprachbund phenome-
na is well-attested cross-linguistically. A 
notable example can be found among the lan-
guages of the Balkan Peninsula in Europe, 
where, despite belonging to distinct language 
families, verbs display significant grammatical 
convergence owing to prolonged language con-
tact. Similarly, the languages spoken in Madang 
Province are considered to constitute a loose 
Sprachbund, encompassing both TNG and 
Austronesian languages. Although there are 
clear differences in their vocabularies, these 
languages demonstrate notable grammatical 
similarities.

3: Lexical borrowings (Loanwords)
Amele (TNG) and Bel (Austronesian) lan-

guages exhibit lexical borrowing, particularly 
in time-related vocabulary (Nose 2016). While 
Haspelmath and Tadmor (2009) studied loan-
words broadly, Nose (2016) focused on specific 
terms. The findings show that Amele and Bel 

Figure 1: A partial linguistic map of Madang Province 
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borrow vocabulary from each other, as illus-
trated in (3).

(3)
Amele, TNG; sain gaid (always), cabi gel 

(garden fence; year) 
Bel (Takia), Austronesian; sain dagan (al-

ways), umaz (garden fence; year) 

4: Contact-induced language change
(4) Contact-induced grammaticalization: He-
ine and Kuteva (2006:81)
a. Speakers notice that in language M there is a 
grammatical category Mx.
b. They create an equivalent category Rx in lan-
guage R on the basis of the use patterns 
available in R.
c. To this end, they draw on universal strategies 
of grammaticalization, using construction Ry 
in order to develop Rx.
d. They grammaticalize Ry to Rx.

Heine and Kuteva (2006) suggest that Tok 
Pisin grammar has been incorporated into oth-
er TNG and Austronesian languages. In 
Amele, Tok Pisin words replace those not in its 
lexicon, and Tok Pisin (M) influences its gram-
matical structure. For instance, the Amele (R) 
temporal conjunction sain (“time”) is bor-
rowed and adapted from Tok Pisin’s taim 
(“time”> “when”).

III Research Questions

The primary objective of this study is to ana-
lyze the grammar of the imperative mood 
across five languages spoken in the vicinity of 
Madang City. Specifically, it addresses how 
each language formally encodes imperative se-

mantics, whether these forms exhibit areal 
commonalities, and to what extent these paral-
lel structures result from language contact (cf. 
Aikhenvald 2010; Crowley & Bowern 2010; 
Meyerhoff 2015; Heine & Kuteva 2005). Mov-
ing beyond the broader areal descriptions in 
Nose (2020), this study focuses strictly on the 
mechanisms of contact-induced change within 
imperative paradigms.

To achieve this, the study addresses the fol-
lowing three research questions:

1. What are the precise morphological and 
syntactic strategies used to express impera-
tive meanings in each of the five sample 
languages?

2. Do these imperative constructions share 
structural features that cross genetic 
boundaries within the Madang region?

3. Can these shared features be attributed to 
language contact and convergence rather 
than genetic inheritance?

IV Methodology

The empirical foundation of this study relies 
on existing descriptive grammars (see reference 
list (1)) supplemented by the author’s field 
notes on Amele and Tok Pisin. The analytical 
framework targets the morphosyntax of the 
imperative mood, alongside its sociolinguistic 
distribution in discourse.

Following Aikhenvald’s (2010, pp. 1–2) typo-
logical framework, the imperative mood is 
defined as a speech act aimed at eliciting “obe-
dience, execution, action, [or] obligatory" 
behavior from the addressee, whereas the pro-
hibitive (negative imperative) functions to 
prevent an action. This study examines both af-
firmative and negative paradigms to map the 
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structural motivations and contact pathways 
driving imperative usage in Madang Province.

To systemize the cross-linguistic data, a typo-
logical checklist was implemented, as outlined 
in (5):

(5) Analytical Checklist for Imperative Para-
digms

1. Morphological Shape of Imperatives: 
Evaluation of formal marking strategies, 
including bare verbal roots, inflectional 
paradigms, suffixation, and prefixation 
(e.g., English bare forms vs. Japanese in-
flected forms like akete ‘open’).

2. Person and Number Distinctions: Track-
ing agreement contrasts, particularly 
between second-person singular and plural 
subjects.
◦ Amele (2SG): ho-ga! “Come (singular)!”
◦ Amele (2PL): ho-iga! “Come (plural)!”

3. Semantic Extensions: Analysis of direct 
commands vs. hortative/cohortative forms 
(e.g., “Let’s...”) and modal nuances.

4. Prohibitive Structures: Formal strategies 
for negative imperatives and the morpho-
syntax of the negative marker (e.g., French 
ne . . .pas ,  German nicht/kein ,  Japanese 
-naide).

5. Politeness Strategies: Morphosyntactic 
modification for mitigated or polite im-
peratives (e.g., “Please do,” “Could you 
please...”).

Parameters 1 and 2 target the core morpho-
syntactic structure of the clause; parameter 3 
examines semantic configurations; parameter 4 
evaluates negative alignment; and parameter 5 
assesses pragmatic and sociolinguistic mitiga-
tion.

V Imperative Data and
  Findings

This section reviews imperative construc-
tions and data for each language, as detailed in 
the sample language checklists.

First, Amele (example set (6)), a New Guinea 
language, demonstrates the formation of the 
imperative mood via an imperative suffix at-
tached to the verb. Previous research has 
established that Amele’s verb morphology is 
notably intricate: the verb stem is followed by a 
tense suffix, an imperative suffix, and person 
and number agreement markers. Regarding 
person marking, Amele distinguishes between 
second-person singular and plural forms in its 
imperative sentences. Notably, the imperative 
form in Amele is generally regarded as lacking 
inherent mood-based semantics and instead 
conveys a direct or realis-based meaning. The 
negative imperative (prohibition) is achieved 
by prefixing the negative particle “ain,” yielding 
a construction analogous to English prohibi-
tive forms such as “Don’t do.” Politeness is 
expressed through the use of Tok Pisin “please” 
or through the construction “Please do,” which 
signifies courtesy.

A closer analysis reveals that both second-
person singular and plural imperative pronouns 
may co-occur in Amele alongside the verb’s im-
perative inflection. Additionally, using the 
invitation marker “ke” before an imperative 
sentence allows speakers to express inclusive 
commands or suggestions, akin to English 
phrases such as “Let’s” or “Shall we.” In the for-
mation of negative invitations (“Let’s not…”), 
neither the ‘ain’ marker nor the ‘ke’ proposal 
marker appears; instead, future negative verb 
inflections are used, often corresponding to the 
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although geographically proximate, there is limited in-
teraction between Girawa spea kers and the A mele-
speaking community.
<<https://www.ethnologue.com/language/bbr/>>

7) Girawa is reportedly spoken in regions adjacent to 
Amele-speaking villages. However, despite conducting 
fieldwork for over ten years, the author has not encoun-
tered any speakers of Girawa. According to the Ethno-
logue website, the number of Girawa speakers is estimat-
ed to be fewer than 10,000, yet the language does not ap-
pear to be immediately endangered. It is possible that, 

second-person plural forms. Furthermore, 
while “please,” borrowed from Tok Pisin, is 
widely used to convey politeness, the native ex-
pression “odi ain” exists but is reportedly rare 
among Amele speakers (according to the au-
thor’s language consultants).

(6) Example set of Amele:
1: Imperative verb forms: imperative suffix
Verb-today’s past tense inflection(=imperative 
suffix)-person/number
2: Imperative persons: 2. sg/pl difference
(Ina: 2sg) English iwaldo-ga! “Study English”
(Age: 2pl) English iwal-do-iga! 
3: Imperative meanings: not-mood, rather rea-
lis meaning
4: Prohibitive, negator: “Ain”
Ain nu-ag-aun! Don’t go; toward 2sg “you”
5: Polite imperative
Please marasin jiga!   “Please take medicine” 
(code-mixing)
Odi ain (thus+don’t> please) + verb-today’s 
past tense
Odi ain marasin ja-ga! “please take medicine”: 
toward singular “you”

Turning to Bel (example set (7)), an Austro-
nesian language, its imperative form consists of 
the bare verb accompanied only by person and 
number agreement. Although descriptive 
grammar lacks specific data on person distinc-
tions, it is reasonable to infer differences 
between the second-person singular and plural 
imperatives, as follows. Unlike the realistic se-
mantics observed in Amele, Bel’s imperative 
can have non-real (irrealis-based) or even futu-
rate interpretations. The negative imperative is 
formed using the particle “moi,” which denotes 
unwillingness, and produces a serial (impera-

tive) verb construction. Politeness may be 
conveyed via the enclitic suffix “-yan” or the af-
f ixes  “-pa/-pe” attached to verb stems. 
(Dempwolff n.d.)

(7) Example set of Bel:
1: Imperative verb forms: Bare verb form-per-
son/number agreement 
Fud (banana) en (the) w-ani! (2sg-eat) “Eat 
this banana!”
2: Imperative persons
No data, but there may be 2nd person sg/pl dif-
ference
3: Imperative meanings: irrealis, future mean-
ing
ø-moi (2sg-desist/stop) do-p (continuous-irre-
alis) “Wait!” 
4: Prohibitive, negator “moi” (not want):  im-
perative serial construction
Mau (taro) an (the) w-ani (2sg-eat) u-moi (2sg 
not want)! 
“Don’t eat that taro!”
5: Polite imperative: By using enclitic –yan/ 
suffix –pa/-pe
Uso-yan! “Please return”
Agaze-pe “Please write”

Girawa (example set (8)), another New 
Guinea language, shares similarities with 
Amele; specifically, the imperative is marked by 
an imperative suffix added to the verb. Second-
person singular, plural, and formal distinctions 
are observable in the imperative sentences. An 
invitation meaning is expressed using first-per-
son plural inflectional form. Prohibitive 
constructions employ the negative marker “wa” 
preceding the verb, coupled with the negative 
verb inflection “-au.” No data on polite impera-
tive forms was available in the data sources7）.
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(8) Example set of Girawa: Gasaway and Sims 
(1992)
1: Imperative verb forms: imperative suffix in-
flectional forms
Man-o (go-2 singular-imperative) “You (singu-
lar) go”
2: Imperative persons: 2. sg/pl difference 
Man-e (go-2 plural-imperative) “You (plural) 
go”
3: Imperative meanings: First person plural: 
Let’s meaning
Man-omwe (go-1 plural-imperative) “Let’s go”
4: Prohibitive, negator “wa”
Wa wai-au! “Don’t cry!” negative suffix: au 
5: Polite imperative: No data

Waskia (example set (9)), a New Guinea lan-
g u a g e  w i t h  s i g n i f i c a n t  c o n t a c t  w i t h 
Austronesian Takia (Bel), displays unique 
grammatical features. Its imperative is realized 
using an unreal verb mood suffix, which also 
encodes future and desiderative meanings (see 
(10), irrealis subject-tense-mood suffixes). Sec-
ond-person singular and plural distinctions are 
encoded in the unreal suffix paradigm. Prohibi-
tive imperatives utilize the negative marker 
“me.” There is no documented evidence of po-
l ite  imperative forms in Waskia either. 
Importantly, the presence of real and unreal 
tense/mood suffixes (10)—where the former 
indicates present, past, and habitual actions 
and the latter denotes future, imperative, and 
desire—is attributed to prolonged linguistic 
contact with Takia(Bel); this real/unreal differ-
ence is absent in Amele and Girawa.

(9) Example set of Waskia: Ross (1978)
1: Imperative verb forms: irrealis-tense-mood 
suffix: -ko 

Ul-ko: Take it!
2: Imperative persons: 2. sg/pl difference
Ul-ko (2 person singular)/ Ullw-anko (2 per-
son plural) “Take it”
3: Imperative meanings: future, desiderative 
(optative: want to) 
4: Prohibitive; negator “me”
Me no-ko! “Don’t eat!”
5: Polite imperative: No data

(10) Two Realis-irrealis verb suffixes (Ross 
1978: 67-68)
1: Realis subject-tense-mood suffixes: -sam > 
present, past habitual, past simple
2: Irrealis subject-tense-mood suffixes: -uki > 
future, imperative, desiderative

Tok Pisin (example set (11)), a widely spoken 
creole in Papua New Guinea, derives much of 
its structure from English and incorporates 
several elements from Malay. Imperatives are 
typically formed by placing the bare verb at the 
beginning of the sentence, sometimes preceded 
by verbs such as “come/go” (e.g., “come+do,” 
“go+do”). Person marking does not distinguish 
between second-person singular and plural. 
The imperative exclusively conveys direct com-
mand. Negative imperatives employ particles 
such as “no ken” and “tambu.” Polite requests 
are constructed by placing “please” at the be-
ginning of the sentence, consistent with the 
Amele usage.

(11) Example set for Tok Pisin: 
1: Imperative verb forms: bare verb form, 
“come/go”+verb
Study! Kaikai! “Eat (it)!”, Sanap “Stop (it)!” ; 
Go study! 
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2: Imperative persons: There is no 2. sg/pl dif-
ference
3: Imperative meanings: Direct imperative only
4: Prohibitive; negator “no ken” “tambu”
No ken kaikai / Tambu kaikai “Don’t eat (it)!”
5: Polite imperative: “Please Verb”
Please study, Please kaikai

In summary, the imperative checklists across 
the five sample languages reveal both cross-lin-
guistic patterns and individual peculiarities, as 
shown in Table 2. Both TNG and Austrone-
sian languages generally mark imperatives with 
specific suffixes, whereas Tok Pisin relies on an 
uninflected verb form. Most languages posi-
tion neg ation markers  before the verb, 
although Bel attaches “-moi” after the stem. 
Formal distinctions between second-person 
singular and plural forms are common among 
the TNG languages. The meanings of the im-
p e r a t i v e  a n d  p r o h i b i t i o n  f o rm s  va r y, 
intersecting with invitations, unreality, and fu-
turity. Morphological markers for politeness 
exist in Bel, while Amele adopts Tok Pisin bor-

rowings for this purpose. Table 1 provides a 
synthesized overview of the imperative charac-
teristics and tendencies of each language.

In the context of TNG and Austronesian 
languages, imperative constructions are typi-
cal ly marked with specific  suffixes and 
inflectional patterns. Tok Pisin, by contrast, is 
notable for employing a distinct, uninflected 
form for the imperative. Generally, negation 
precedes the verb; however, the Bel negator 
“moi” (‘not want’) is an exception to this pat-
tern.

TNG languages make formal distinctions 
between second-person singular and plural in 
their imperative forms. Certain imperative 
constructions may also express nuances such as 
“let’s,” irrealis mood, or future intent. Further-
more, Bel uses a dedicated morphological 
marker to indicate the polite imperative.

Amele adopts the Tok Pisin term “please” to 
form polite imperative expressions (see (13) be-
low).

Table 2: Summary of contrastive imperative forms and functions

Imperative forms Second person 
sg/pl difference

Irrealis 
meaning 
included

Negator form Politeness 
nuance

Amele (TNG) Suffix Yes No Ain+Verb Please
Girawa (TNG) Suffix Yes No Wa+Verb No data
Waskia (TNG) Suffix Yes Yes Me+Verb No data
Bel (Takia) 
(Austronesian)

Bare form with 
second person marker

No data (prob-
ably, yes)

Yes Verb+Moi 
(not want)

Suffix

Tok 
Pisin(creole)

No (bare form) No No Noken+Verb Please
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VI Discussion

The contrastive data demonstrate that the 
morphosyntactic pathways driving imperative 
formation in the Madang region vary signifi-
cantly. According to Aikhenvald’s (2010) 
typological framework, the grammaticalization 
of imperative markers typically proceeds from 
a restricted set of lexical or grammatical sourc-
es, as summarized in (12).

(12) Cross-Linguistic Grammaticalization 
Pathways to Imperatives (Aikhenvald 2010, Ch. 
10)

1. Pathway 1: Venitive verbs (“come”) >>> 
Imperative marker

2. Pathway 2: Andative verbs (“go”) >>> Im-
perative marker

3. Pathway 3: Desistive/Abandative verbs 
(“leave”, “abandon”) >>> Prohibitive/Im-
perative marker

4. Pathway 4: Second-person singular pro-
nominal forms >>> Imperative syncretism

5. Pathway 5: Future tense / Irrealis modality 
/ Subjunctive mood >>> Imperative para-
digm

6. Pathway 6: Past tense / Optative mood 
>>> Imperative paradigm

In terms of regional alignment, Tok Pisin di-
rectly mirrors Pathways 1 and 2 through its use 
of directional serial verbs (kam(come)/go + 
Verb) to encode commands. Pathway 3 is not 
actively operational among the sample languag-
es. Pathway 4, involving derivation from or 
syncretism with [2SG] features, characterizes 
the Girawa system. Crucially, Pathway 5—the 
structural evolution of imperatives out of 

broader future-oriented or irrealis domains—is 
prominent in Bel and Waskia. Finally, Pathway 
6, where past-tense morphology shifts through 
an optative intermediary stage into an impera-
tive, is attested in Amele.

When analyzed through the lens of contact 
linguistics, these findings offer compelling in-
sights into areal convergence. Although the 
indigenous TNG and Austronesian languages 
exhibit profound structural and genetic dis-
tance, their imperative configurations display 
non-trivial architectural parallelisms. Bel (Aus-
tronesian) systematically derives its imperatives 
from an irrealis/future base; significantly, this 
exact typological profile is duplicated in 
Waskia. Because Waskia is genetically a TNG 
language, its alignment with a realis/irrealis bi-
n a r y  s y s t e m  c a n n o t  b e  e x p l a i n e d  b y 
inheritance; rather, it represents a clear in-
stance of contact-induced structural borrowing 
from Takia (Bel).

Pragmatically, explicit bound morphology 
for politeness is absent across the TNG group, 
with honorific strategies predominantly re-
stricted to Austronesian Bel. To fill this 
functional gap, Amele speakers structurally in-
corporate the Tok Pisin borrowing plis into 
their indigenous clause structures.

From a sociolinguistic perspective, these lin-
guistic choices are deeply intertwined with 
community ecolog y. Except for Tok Pisin, 
these languages are spoken in small, highly in-
t e g r at e d  v i l l a g e  s o c i e t i e s  w h ere  d a i l y 
interactions are characterized by dense social 
networks. In the Madang hinterland, although 
TNG languages exhibit strong resistance to 
heavy lexical borrowing, their grammatical 
structures show clear signs of structural align-
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ment. The strategic deployment of the Tok 
Pisin borrowing plis by Amele speakers (see 13) 
highlights a shift in pragmatic context.

(13) Sociolinguistic Code-Mixing for Pragmat-
ic Mitigation
◦ Plis kam! (please come) — “Please come.” 

[Pure Tok Pisin]
◦ Plis ho-ga! (please come-2SG.IMP) — 

“Please come.” [Mixed Amele-Tok Pisin 
Structure]

In egalitarian, non-hierarchical village set-
ting s,  highly articulated morphological 
politeness markers are functionally redundant 
because interactions occur among close kin. 
However, when communicating outside these 
immediate networks or engaging in inter-eth-
nic communication, the pragmatic demand for 
overt deference increases. This sociolinguistic 
pressure accounts for the borrowing and struc-
tural integration of Tok Pisin’s plis into native 
imperative frames.

Ultimately,  the imperative systems of 
Madang Province reflect a dynamic tension be-
t w e e n  g e n e t i c  i n h e r i t a n c e  a n d  a r e a l 
convergence. TNG languages maintain conser-
vative traits, such as robust second-person 
number contrasts and suffixal inflection. Con-
currently, Austronesian contact has introduced 
innovative realis/irrealis binary oppositions in-
to languages like Waskia, while the expanding 
role of Tok Pisin as a regional lingua franca 
provides a uniform template for pragmatic mit-
igation.

VII Conclusion

This study demonstrates that while the five 
sample languages of Madang Province exhibit 
minimal direct lexical borrowing, they form a 
distinct linguistic area characterized by struc-
tural convergence, with Tok Pisin acting as a 
primary catalyst for ongoing change. The gram-
matical architecture of the imperative mood 
reflects a clear typological divide: core TNG 
imperatives are anchored in realis-based para-
digms, whereas Austronesian languages—and 
Waskia, via contact-induced convergence—
subsume the imperative under an irrealis 
framework.

This structural distribution is geolinguisti-
cally bounded rather than genetically inherited. 
While profound differences in core semantic 
configurations remain, long-term bilingualism 
has fostered widespread structural parallelisms 
and shared usage patterns. Finally, the isolating 
imperative syntax of Tok Pisin continues to ex-
ert a powerful prestige influence, reshaping 
both the grammatical boundaries and the prag-
matic mitigation strategies of the indigenous 
languages within the region.
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Imperative Forms and Areal Features 
in the Madang Region of Papua New Guinea

Masahiko Nose

This study examines imperative construc-
tions across five languages in the Madang 
region of Papua New Guinea, an area charac-
terized by extraordinary linguistic diversity and 
intense multilingual contact. Home to over 270 
languages from the Trans–New Guinea (TNG) 
and Austronesian families, alongside the Eng-
lish-based creole Tok Pisin, this region offers a 
unique setting for investigating areal grammati-
cal phenomena. Although these languages 
exhibit profound lexical and grammatical di-
vergences, long-term contact has fostered 
notable structural convergence. Focusing spe-
c i f i ca l l y  on  th e  imp erati ve  m o o d— an 
understudied domain in Papuan–Austronesian 
comparative research—this paper analyzes how 
imperative forms are constructed, interpreted, 
and potentially reshaped by language contact 
in Amele, Girawa, and Waskia (TNG), Bel/Ta-
kia (Austronesian), and Tok Pisin.

Drawing on descriptive grammars and origi-
nal field notes, the study employs a comparative 
checklist addressing imperative morphology, 
person/number distinctions, semantic exten-
sions, prohibitive constructions, and politeness 
markers. The findings reveal substantial cross-
linguistic parallels in imperative marking. The 
three TNG languages and Bel/Takia utilize 
suffixation, whereas Tok Pisin relies on unin-
flected verbal roots, often embedded in 
directional serial verb constructions. All TNG 
languages maintain morphological distinctions 
between secondperson singular and plural 
forms, contrasting with Tok Pisin’s neutralized 
number alignment. Semantic configurations 

vary: Amele and Girawa express direct impera-
t i ve s  a n d  h o r tat i ve s  thr o u g h  d i s t i n c t 
inflections, whereas Bel and Waskia exhibit ir-
realisbased imperative semantics encompassing 
futurate and desiderative interpretations. Pro-
hibitives predominantly employ preverbal 
negation, except in Bel, which utilizes a post-
verbal auxiliary construction (moi, ‘to refuse’). 
Politeness strategies remain marginal in most 
TNG languages; however, Bel possesses dedi-
cated polite suffixes, and Amele structurally 
incorporates the Tok Pisin borrowing plis, re-
flecting contemporary contactinduced change.

Areal analysis suggests that these imperative 
systems reflect a dynamic interaction between 
genealogical inheritance and contactdriven 
convergence. The syncretism of irrealis mor-
phology and imperative functions in Waskia 
indicates structural borrowing from neighbor-
ing Austronesian languages like Bel/Takia. 
Conversely, Tok Pisin acts as a primary lexical 
donor for pragmatic mitigation in adjacent 
TNG speech communities. Despite pervasive 
multilingualism, direct lexical borrowing 
among indigenous Madang languages remains 
highly restricted; nonetheless, their imperative 
constructions exhibit parallel structural ten-
dencies consistent with a loose Sprachbund. 
Ultimately, this study demonstrates that imper-
ative systems in the Madang region provide 
critical evidence of contact-induced grammati-
calization, morphological alignment, and 
sociolinguistic adaptation, advancing current 
understandings of areal typology and language 
contact dynamics.
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