
Semantic factors governing the order of object and verb in Walman, a language of 
Papua New Guinea 

 
 In most languages that allow both orders of object and verb, the factors 
conditioning the choice of order are usually pragmatic, although the length of object noun 
phrases is sometimes also a factor.  It is very rare for the order to be determined lexically 
or semantically.  One of these rare cases is Koyraboro Senni, where some verbs require 
OV order while other verbs require VO order (Heath 1999).  Although the choice might 
be seen as lexically governed, there is a clear semantic principle governing the two 
classes of verbs: if the object is a patient or theme, the object precedes the verb but if the 
object bears some other semantic role, the object follows the verb. 
 
 In this talk we describe a similar phenomenon in Walman, a language in the 
Torricelli family spoken on the north coast of Papua New Guinea.  As in Koyraboro 
Senni, there are two classes of verbs, except that in Walman one of the classes allows 
either OV or VO order while the other one requires VO order.  The semantics associated 
with the two classes of verbs is similar to that in Koyraboro Senni.  As in Koyraboro 
Senni, with verbs whose object is something other than a patient/theme, the object must 
follow the verb.  With verbs whose object is a patient/theme, Walman is slightly 
different: in Koyraboro Senni, objects of such verbs must precede the verb, while in 
Walman they may either precede or follow the verb. 
 
 This principle actually applies not only to the order of object and verb, but to the 
order of any nonsubject and verb, including the complements of the verbs for ‘hear’ and 
‘put in a pile’, which are morphologically intransitive and do not exhibit object inflection 
for the complement. In particular, the complement of the verb for ‘hear’ must follow the 
verb, since it is not a patient or theme, while the complement of the verb for ‘put into a 
pile’ can either precede or follow the verb, since it is a theme.  Similarly the recipient 
noun phrase of the verb for ‘give’ (which is treated as the object in that there is object 
inflection for it on the verb) must follow the verb because it is neither patient nor theme, 
while the theme noun phrase (which is not treated as an object by object inflection on 
verbs) can either precede or follow the verb.  
 
 Discussions of semantic roles in the recent literature question whether semantic 
roles like patient and theme actually play a role in grammar.  But the Walman evidence 
suggests they do.  In addition, discussions of semantic roles in the semantic literature do 
not always agree on what counts as a patient or theme.  For example, while linguists often 
assume that the object of verbs meaning ‘hit’ are patients, Jackendoff (1972) argues that 
the object of hit in English is a goal, since the act of hitting involves moving some object 
towards the thing that gets hit.  Yet, word order in Walman implies that the object of the 
verb for ‘hit’ is treated as a patient/theme since it can precede the verb, whereas if it were 
a goal it would have to follow the verb. 
 
 


