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Abstract: Speakers of Coastal Marind, a Papuan language of the Anim family, use a special inflectional form
of the verb to signal that the state of affairs that the verb describes is outside the addressee’s current focus
of attention. A central claim of the paper is that speakers use this verb form, which I call the Absconditive,
to signal that the addressee should realign their attention to achieve shared access to the state of affairs.
The paper describes the function of this attentional-epistemic grammatical category and provides examples
of its use, mostly drawn from video recordings of face-to-face interaction. I also contrast the Absconditive
with constructions with related functions, such as the use of morphology expressing information-structural
notions (narrow focus), and a verb form that appears to express shared access to a referent.

Keywords: Engagement, demonstratives, Papuan languages

1 Introduction
The grammar of CoastalMarind, a Papuan language of SouthernNewGuinea, provides speakerswith an array
of inflectional options formarking a simple statement suchas ‘Mother is coming’. Three of the inflectional pos-
sibilities are shown in (1). In this paper I will argue that a key to understanding the uses of these alternatives
is that they reflect differences in the attentional and/or epistemic states of the speaker and addressee—the
types of grammatical meanings for which Evans et al. (2018a,b) propose the label engagement.

(1) a. an
mother(II)

k-a-
ntrl.pres-3sg.a-

man-em
come-ven

b. an
mother(II)

u=
II=

ka-hat-ø-
ntrl.pres-prstv-3sg.a-

man-em
come-ven

c. an
mother(II)

up-ø-
absc:II-3sg.a-

man-em
come-ven

(a–c): ‘Mother is coming.’

Although the propositional content is identical in the three versions, which only differ in the strings of
prefixed material before the verb stems, each of them would be appropriately used under a different set of
discourse circumstances. (1a) is a focus construction, and would make a good reply to a content question
(‘Who is coming?’) or a partial correction of a previous, incorrect statement (‘Father is coming—No,Mother is
coming’). In contrast to (1a), (1b) would be fine as an out-of-the-blue utterance, but also adds an attentional
element. The Presentative prefix hat-, typically in combination with a gender proclitic, is mainly used in
situations where the state of affairs is accessible to both speaker and addressee, e.g. because they are looking
in the samedirectionandcan seeMother approaching. (1c) likewisehas anattentional component, and shows
the structure thatwill be themain concern of this paper: a verb prefixedwith theAbsconditive prefixVp-, here
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in its gender II shape up-. In a typical context for this utterance, the speaker sees Mother approaching, while
the addressee does not, e.g. because the addressee is sitting facing away fromMother, andwould have to turn
around in order to align their attention with that of the speaker.

I invented the label Absconditive, based on the Latin participle absconditus ‘hidden, concealed’, which I
intend to reflect the idea that a verbmarked with this prefix describes a state of affairs to which the addressee
can only gain access by redirecting their attention. The state of affairs is in some sense hidden from the ad-
dressee.¹ The Coastal Marind Absconditive expresses the addressee’s lack of attention, or lack of epistemic
access, to the state of affairs conveyed by the verb. This is almost a mirror image of the Presentative prefix
in (1b), which primarily is found when both speaker and addressee are already attending to the referent or
the situation that the sentence is about. The meanings of these categories relate to one of the most central
aspects of communication: themonitoring andmanagement of the interlocutors’ attentional states. The pres-
ence of affixes with such functions at the core of a language’s inflectional system could appear exotic given
the predominance of TAM, person and number in more familiar systems of verbal inflection. But Evans et al.
(2018a,b) survey a range of languages whose grammars provide “grammaticalised means for encoding the
relative mental directedness of speaker and addressee towards an entity or state of affairs” (2018a: 110), and
propose that these systems can be viewed as part of the larger grammatical domain engagement. It should be
clear why I believe that engagement is a relevant concept for describing the Absconditive (and probably also
the Presentative) prefixes if one compares the sentences given in (1b–c) above with the examples that Evans
et al. chose as their initial illustration of the engagement notion. The authors discuss ways of expressing
the message ‘the day is dawning’ in Andoke, and show that this language, spoken in the Colombian Ama-
zon, draws amorphological distinction between the expression of a mutually accessible event (as when both
speaker and addressee arewatching the sun rise together), and an event towhich the addressee has no access
(as when the addressee is just waking up, and is not yet paying attention to the rising sun; Evans et al. 2018a:
114). This distinction is, at least on the surface, almost identical to my description of (1c) as being uttered
when the approaching mother is appearing outside of the attention of the addressee, and (1b) when she is
approaching from where both speaker and addressee are looking.

The goal of this paper is descriptive. It contributes to the study of engagement by providing an example of
how engagement is realised in the morphosyntax of a particular language, how it is used in interaction, and
how it can be studied. I will give some prerequisites about Coastal Marind grammar and outline the formal
side of the Absconditive in Section 2. The core of the description is presented in Section 3, which outlines my
understanding of how the Absconditive is used in face-to-face interaction. Such uses are contrasted with the
use of other categories with engagement-like semantics, such as the Presentative structure in (1b), as well as
with the focus construction in (1a), which stand in opposition to the Absconditive, but probably are less clear
instances of engagement categories (Section 4). Section 5 concludes the paper.

The description of the Absconditive presented here is based on observations and video-recordings from
fieldtrips undertaken during my doctoral studies, mainly in April–October 2015 and August 2016–January
2017. The transcribed corpus consists of about 8 hours of video recordings, of which approximately 2 hours
are naturalistic conversational data, featuring 22 main speakers of all age groups (plus frequent comments
from bystanders). The account in this paper is compatible with the description given in Olsson (2017: 449–
455), but expands it considerably. The forms that I label Absconditive are also described in the accounts of
Marind grammar produced during the Dutch colonial period. Geurtjens (1926: 57–58) lists the prefixes (along

1 To my knowledge, the participle absconditus is most often encountered as part of the Christian concept Deus absconditus,
‘the hidden God’ as popularised primarily by the French mathematician Blaise Pascal. As a Roman Catholic missionary, Petrus
Drabbe—the foremost scholar of Marind—was no doubt familiar with Pascalian theology, and I find it a noteworthy coincidence
that the most systematic use of the Absconditive that I have come across is found in Drabbe’s translation of the catechism, more
specifically in 2nd person verb forms addressed to God (which must mean ‘You, who are hidden from me’). Although I have not
used Drabbe’s catechism as a source in my work on Coastal Marind, and although Drabbe’s published grammatical description
of the relevant prefixes is not very helpful (see below), his choice of form of address is perhaps a sign that Drabbe would have
approved of the label Absconditive. Note that the grammatical term ‘Absconditive’ relates to the English verb abscond just like
‘Accusative’ relates to the English verb accuse, i.e. not at all.
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with various others) under the heading “locus”, but other than some vague references to locational deixis
(he calls them plaatsaanduidende praefixen), Geurtjens provides no explanation of their use. The grammar
by Drabbe (1955) has the major advantage of a more consistent morphemic analysis, but offers few clues as
to the function of the forms: Drabbe identifies the prefix series as markers of present tense (1955: 37–39) but
notes that he can not find any difference inmeaning between these prefixes and the other forms that he labels
present tense (1955: 38).

2 Formal aspects

2.1 The place of the Absconditive within Coastal Marind inflection

Coastal Marind syntax can be classified as mildly verb-final, with the syntactic placement of non-verb con-
stituents being relatively free. The immediately preverbal position hosts a focussed constituent, e.g. the inter-
rogative pronoun or phrase in a content question. Nominal morphology is very limited: a few common nouns
have overt marking of gender and number, and some kinship terms have possessor prefixes. There is no case
marking of core argument roles. The main locus of complexity is the verb, which consists of a prefixal com-
plex hosting a large number of inflectional categories, and a verb stem. The categories realised in the prefixal
complex include participant indexing, markers of TAM and valency change, and a special set of prefixes that
indicate the presence and role of a preverbal focussed constituent—these will be seen in Section 4.2 below.
The verb stem follows the prefixal complex. Most verb stems can exhibit formal alternations realising a va-
riety of categories (indexing of a patient-like participant, pluractionality, applicative formation). A position
after the verb stem often hosts a suffix (marking e.g. aspect).

An important feature of the language is that phonological criteria split the morphological contents of the
verb into twounits: theprefixal complex is onephonologicalword, and the verb stem (includingany following
suffix) is another. Syntactically, however, the prefixal complex and the verb stem form an inseparable unit. In
the morphemic segmentation used in interlinear glossing, I indicate the phonological independence of the
two parts of the verb by means of a blank space, while simultaneously adding a hyphen after the final prefix
of the prefixal complex to indicate that the string of prefixes forms a morphosyntactic unit with the ensuing
verb stem. Although not licensed by the Leipzig Glossing Rules, I believe that this idiosyncratic solution is
useful for visualising the bipartite structure of the verb, while at the same time allowing for easier matching
of morphs with their category labels on the second line.

In Olsson (2017) I adopted a templatic model for the description of the prefixal complex, in which posi-
tion classes are set up according to the paradigmatic restrictions of the prefixes (which prefixes are mutually
exclusive) and their syntagmatic ordering (which prefix comes after which). Two prefixes are said to belong
to the same position class if they (i) are mutually exclusive and (ii) always occur in the same position relative
to prefixes belonging to other position classes. Applying these diagnostics, I arrived at a template with 17 pre-
fixal position classes preceding the verb stem (numbered from −17 to −1; see Olsson, 2017: 205). The position
class template can be thought of as a blueprint for composing a well-formed inflected verb: the template is
scanned from left to right, and the relevant prefixes are lined up before the stem in the order that corresponds
to their class membership. There is no obligation to add a prefix from any specific position class, but every
inflected verb must contain a prefix indexing person/number of the agent-like participant (with default 3sg
prefixing if the verb is avalent or only takes a patient-like participant); however, these ‘Actor’ prefixes belong
to different position classes depending on their person specification, so 1st and 2nd person are in one class,
and the 3rd person prefixes in another. All of the Actor prefixes still stand in paradigmatic opposition to each
other, which shows that prefixes may be mutually exclusive even if they belong to separate position classes
(another example is the Past Durative prefix, which is mutually exclusive with the Future prefixes, despite
differing position class membership).

Some prefixes are mutually exclusive with all prefixes from several adjacent position classes, in which
case I consider the prefix to be a “multi-class prefix” spanningmore than one position class. TheAbsconditive
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is one of these multi-class prefixes and is mutually exclusive with a range of other prefixes occurring at the
left edge of the position class template. The categories with which the Absconditive is incompatible on such
morphotactic grounds include: some tense markers (e.g. the Perfect prefix), a prefix marking the verb as
subordinate, the ‘Orientation’ prefix series indicating focus on the preverbal constituent, and various prefixes
that mark verbs in non-declarative contexts (questions, imperatives, prohibitives). For many of the prefixes
that compete with the Absconditive for the same prefixal slot, one could argue that they express conflicting
semantic categories and therefore stand in paradigmatic opposition. For example, I will argue in Section 4.2
that clauseswith theAbsconditive lack the ability to express constituent focus,which is an important function
of the Orientation prefixes. This difference would explain their mutual incompatibility, whereas for other
prefixes I am not aware of any non-ad hoc explanation of the cooccurrence restrictions.²

The Absconditive is also incompatible with some affixes in other parts of the verb, because of conflicting
semantics, e.g. the Past Durative prefix (the Absconditive is restricted to present time reference). The set of
prefixes with meanings that are the most closely related to the function of the Absconditive, which I labelled
the ‘Speaker attitude prefixes’ in Olsson (2017), do not belong to the same class as the Absconditive—as could
have been expected, were the template more neatly organised according to semantics—but appear in a sepa-
rate position class closer to the verb stem. Except for the Presentative prefix hat-, which was glimpsed in (1b)
and will be further discussed below, the combinatorics of the Absconditive and the Speaker attitude prefixes
are not particularly well understood and will not be discussed further here.³

The corollary of this complicated templatic architecture is that it is not possible to fit theAbsconditive into
any clearly defined, paradigmatically contrasting set of markers with opposing engagement values. In this re-
spect the engagement categories in Coastal Marind differ from the tight-knit engagement systems described
for Andoke (Landaburu 2007) and Kogi (Bergqvist 2016), which both have an affixal position that is filled
with one out of a set of mutually exclusive engagement markers. The system of oppositions that the Coastal
Marind Absconditive enters into involves choices between tenses, clause types, and morphological marking
of information structure, which has the consequence that the range of contexts that permit the engagement
use of the Absconditive is limited to declarative main clauses about present states of affairs, that are pre-
sented as ‘all-new’ information. These language-internal mechanisms conspire to make the functional range
of the Coastal Marind Absconditive comparatively limited, especially in comparisonwithmore ‘canonical’ en-
gagement markers in languages such as Andoke and Kogi, where the choice between different engagement
appears to be more or less obligatory.

2.2 The Absconditive and its relationship to the demonstratives

The shape of the Absconditive prefix series is easiest to grasp by comparing them to the independent demon-
stratives. Coastal Marind has three demonstrative series, which can be represented as a variable initial vowel
V-, realising agreement in gender and number, followed by a stem expressing one of three distance contrasts.
The three demonstrative series are Proximal Vhe, Distal Vpe and Remote Vhan. The meanings of the first two
series are straightforwardly glossed as expressing ‘here’ (the Proximal) vs. ‘there’, or perhaps rather, ‘not
here’ (the Distal). The semantics of the Remote series are more complicated but need not concern us here,
because only the Proximal and Distal demonstratives correspond to variants of the Absconditive (see Olsson,
2017: 84–86 for the Remote Vhan).

The independent demonstratives agree in gender and number whenever they are used in contexts that
require agreement, e.g. when used as attributive modifiers within an NP (‘this N’, ‘that N’), where they agree
in gender/number with the head nominal. The details of the gender system are not relevant here, suffice

2 For example, I have no semantic explanation for the incompatibility of the Absconditive with, say, the Continuative aspect prefix,
which is also a multi-class prefix covering the leftmost position classes of the verb template.
3 In addition to the Presentative hat-, the Speaker attitude prefixes are Actualis b-, Mirative bam-, Affectionate bat- and Self-
interrogative bah-. See the description in Olsson (2017: 455ff.).
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Proximal Distal
sg pl sg pl

I e-he i-he e-pe i-peII u-he u-pe
III e-he e-pe
IV i-he i-pe

Figure 1: The demonstrative

Proximal Distal
sg pl sg pl

I e-h- i-h- e-p- i-p-II u-h- u-p-
III e-h- e-p-
IV i-h- i-p-

Figure 2: The Absconditive

to say that gender I contains male humans (patul e-pe ‘that boy’), gender II contains female humans and
all other animates (nggat u-pe ‘that dog’), whereas inanimates are divided between genders III (yahun e-pe
‘that canoe, those canoes’) and IV (katal i-pe ‘that money’). Number is only distinguished for animates, and
is marked on the demonstrative, but not on the noun itself (patul i-pe ‘those boys’, nggat i-pe ‘those dogs’).
The gender-number forms of the demonstratives are tabulated in Figure 1, with the gender marking vowel
separated from the stem by means of a hyphen. In non-agreeing contexts, e.g. when used as demonstrative
adverbials, the demonstratives appear in their gender III form per default, e.g. ehe ‘here’ and epe ‘there’.

The Absconditive prefixes most likely derive from preposed demonstratives that have been incorporated
into the prefixal complex. As seen in Figure 2, the members of the Absconditive series are identical to the cor-
responding forms of the demonstratives, except that the final /-e/ of the demonstratives is missing. I stress
that this similarity should be understood in diachronic terms: although there are various constructions that
involve preposing a deictic element (sometimes realised as a proclitic) to the verb, it is clear that the Abscon-
ditive seriesmust be described as prefixes, because they trigger allomorphic alternations in adjacentmaterial
in the sameway as other prefixes do, and obey the kind ofmorphotactic combinatorics displayed by the other
categories in the position class template. Crucially, the Absconditive series also differs in meaning from the
independent demonstratives. In most uses the Absconditive lacks the concrete deictic function of pointing
to an entity, whereas this meaning is central to the demonstratives. This means that the contrast between
Proximal and Distal is largely neutralised for the Absconditive: the forms based on the Distal (Vp- etc.) can be
considered the unmarked form of the Absconditive, and the contrast between Proximal Vh- and Distal Vp- is
only relevant in the few contexts where the Absconditive retains the function of pointing to an entity, as dis-
cussed in Section 3.3. The difference in form between the free demonstratives and the Absconditive prefixes,
as well as the accompanying meaning differences, indicate that the development of the prefixes from the
demonstratives should be understood in terms of grammaticalisation, although I will have little to say about
the exact process here (but see Section 5 for a suggestion; see also Evans et al., 2018b: 159ff. and Schapper
and San Roque 2011 for the grammaticalisation of demonstratives into stance-marking particles with clausal
scope).

3 The Absconditive as an engagement marker
This section describes the most important aspects of the use of the Absconditive category. I discuss its re-
striction to clauses with present time reference (Section 3.1), its use to realign the attentional focus of the
addressee (Section 3.2), the lack of deictic contrast in most uses of the Absconditive, which clearly distin-
guishes it from the independent demonstratives (Section 3.3), and a use that seems to emphasise that the
information contradicts the beliefs of the addressee (Section 3.4).
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3.1 The present tense restriction

One of the primary conditions that restrict the distribution of theAbsconditive is its limitation to present tense
contexts. Tense prefixes such as the Past Durative d- or Future me- are incompatible with the Absconditive,
which only appears in verb forms that are unmarked for tense, and can be interpreted as having present time
reference.

(2) a. *upa-d-ø-
absc:II-dur-3sg.a-

ɣet
be.moving

‘She walked along.’
b. *upa-me-ø-

absc:II-fut-3sg.a-
ɣet
be.moving

‘She will walk along.’
c. up-ø-

absc:II-3sg.a-
ɣet
be.moving

‘She is walking along.’

The restriction to present time contexts also implies that the Absconditive only combines with verbs that
are aspectually durative, such as ɣet ‘be moving’. Punctual verbs may not appear in present time contexts,
unless they have been marked with durativising morphology, e.g. the ‘Extended’ suffix -la (-a after a conso-
nant), which derives stative-resultative verbs from the corresponding change-of-state verbs. Compare punc-
tual tapeb ‘fly away, take off flying’ with durative tapeb-a ‘be flying, in flight’:

(3) a. *uhyub
bird(II)

up-ø-
absc:II-3sg.a-

tap⟨e⟩b
fly.away⟨3sg.u⟩

b. uhyub
bird(II)

up-ø-
absc:II-3sg.a-

tap⟨e⟩b-a
fly.away⟨3sg.u⟩-ext

‘A bird is flying.’

The present tense restriction has the consequence that the Absconditive is largely absent from the text type
that dominatesmy corpus: past tense narratives.Most occurrences of theAbsconditive in narratives are found
in reported speech. In Coastal Marind narratives, such material is always rendered as ‘direct speech’, i.e. the
speech is quoted verbatim with pronouns, tense markers and other deictic elements remaining intact. There-
fore it is not surprising that the Absconditive is common in narrated dialogue, just like it is common in face-
to-face conversation. In this paper, I do not use reported speech data taken from narratives. My claim is that
a function of the Absconditive prefixes is to manage the addressee’s attention, which in the case of reported
speech would mean that the character to whom the speech is attributed is using the Absconditive to manipu-
late the attention of the character that s/he is addressingwithin the story. Using reported speech in narratives
to support my description of the Absconditive would depend on the interpretation of such imagined speech
situations. It is better to use video recordings of actual face-to-face interaction to study the use of the Abscon-
ditive, because the ability to observe the physical orientation of the interlocutors and the referent, along with
pointing gestures and gaze direction, makes it possible to avoid some of the subjectivity associated with the
exegesis of narrated dialogue.⁴

It is likely that there are other restrictions on the clause types in which the Absconditive can be used. The
Absconditive is so far unattested in negated clauses. As mentioned in Section 2.1, the prefix is not compatible
with the non-declarative morphology used to form questions and imperatives, although I have observed the
Absconditive in yes/no-questions formed with the tag-like sentence-final particle ay. Because of the lack of
data, I will leave the use of the Absconditive in such clause types for future studies.

4 As of November 2018, the total number of corpus tokens was 103 attestations of the Absconditive with lexical verbs, plus a few
more dozens with the copula. Of the 103 tokens, 38 were found in reported speech in narratives.
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3.2 Realignment of the addressee’s attention

The most straightforward, and probably most common, use of the Absconditive prefixes in face-to-face con-
versation is found in situations where the addressee is engaged in some activity and the speaker points out
something that is taking place outside the addressee’s field of vision or is judged to be outside the addressee’s
current focus. During the early stages of my fieldwork, when I was trying to understand how the Dutch colo-
nial descriptions of Marind related to the language spoken by villagers in Wambi, it struck me that I heard
the Absconditive prefixes (the “present tense” according to Drabbe’s grammar) mostly when speakers with
whom I was walking along the beach were pointing out something happening in the distance (“Mother is
sitting over there”) or when trekking through the bush with kids searching for birds to shoot (“A cockatoo is
flying there”). These observations correspond to the most concrete sense in which the Absconditive prefixes
mark a state of affairs as being outside the addressee’s focus of attention.

I will provide some initial illustrations of similar situations of non-alignment using data from a video
recording of some teenagers cleaning the well outside my house inWambi. The recording of this task—which
involved emptying most of the water in the well and removing algae from its bottom and walls—turns out to
be one of the most high-yielding sources of Absconditive tokens in my corpus, with a total of 7 occurrences
in the 15 minutes that I transcribed during my fieldwork. It is easy to see why: most of the action and the
accompanying conversation is focussed on the main project of emptying the well, but this sphere of shared
attention is occasionally punctuated by remarks (either by the main participants or by passers-by) about
other events unfolding in the proximity. Most of these statements are implicitly requesting the addressees to
redirect their focus of attention, and are therefore marked with the Absconditive prefixes.

Consider first the scene depicted in the video still of Figure 3. The youngman (Pau) on the left is drawing
water from the well (his blurred, right arm is pulling up a bucket) and has just instructed two children (the
boy on the right and the small girl in the background) to take off their clothes so that he can bathe them using
water from the well. The small girl responds enthusiastically and starts to remove her shirt, encouraged by
Pauwho addresses her while continuing to drawwater, whereas the small boy, who has just said that he does
not want to bathe at themoment, looks down into the well and announces that a fish is swimming in the well.
His utterance is given here as example (4). Pau, who is intended as the main addressee of this utterance, is
not attending to the bottom of the well, so the use of the Absconditive prefix is a signal to the addressee to
redirect his attention so that he can perceive the (in this case probably imagined) fish in the well.

(4) mbya ka,
no

ade!
exclam

kosi-awe
small-fish(II)

up-ø-
absc:II-3sg.a-

kw-aɣit-a
iness-run.around:3sg.u-ext

‘No, wait! There’s a little fish swimming around inside.’ [0006.27082015.1.wbi]

Figure 3: ‘No, wait! There’s a little fish swimming around inside.’; cf. example (4)
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Consider also the configuration in Figure 4, which represents the next occurrence of the Absconditive pre-
fix in this recording, a fewminutes later. In the image, Pau (in the middle) and his sister Yakoba (to the right)
are seen drawing water, while the speaker, Dula, is standing on the far left. Dula is watching a boy approach-
ing from further away, behind Yakoba’s back (not visible in the video still). The boy had been asked earlier
to bring buckets. Dula wants Pau and Yakoba to shift their attention away from the well to the approaching
boy, and signals this by using a verb prefixed with the Absconditive, as given in (5). Note that only the first
clause in his utterance employs the Absconditive; the second clause is a focus construction (with a focussed
preverbal object argument, so the ‘Object Orientation’ prefix m- is used) and can be seen as answering an
implicit question ‘How many is he bringing?’. Focus constructions do not allow the use of the Absconditive
prefixes, as mentioned in Section 2.1.

(5) ep-ø-
absc:I-3sg.a-

man-em,
come-ven

dua
two

ɣa
very

m-a-
obj-3sg.a-

ka-man
with-come

‘There he’s coming, he’s bringing two.’ [0103.27082015.1.wbi]

Figure 4: ‘There he’s coming, he’s bringing two.’; cf. example (5)

3.3 The deictic contrast

An important aspect of the claim that theAbsconditive prefix series has grammaticalised from free demonstra-
tives into bound engagement markers is the fact that the deictic contrast present in the demonstratives (ehe
‘this’, epe ‘that’) has largely been lost in their prefixed descendants. The Distal demonstrative series (based
on the stem Vpe) correspond to the unmarked Absconditive series Vp-, which is used in contexts of diverging
attention regardless of the location of the state of affairs described by the clause. This is a crucial detail, be-
cause it would not be particularly noteworthy if the Absconditive series retained the full meaning of the free
demonstratives, and the only feature that distinguished them were that the Absconditive prefixes are bound
to the verb. Instead, the Absconditive series has lost the most salient feature of the demonstratives (the de-
ictic distance contrast) and acquired a meaning that the demonstratives lack, viz. the attention-realignment
function (see e.g. Traugott (2003) for the development of subjective and intersubjective functions in grammat-
icalisation). In this section I discuss the lack of a distance specification in themain uses of Absconditive, and
also show that it is still retained in copula clauses.

The examples of theAbsconditive in use that have beenpresented so far are compatiblewith a description
of them as being ordinary demonstratives attached to the verb, retaining their deictic meaning. According to
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this description, themeaning of the Absconditive prefix up- in example (4) would be the same as themeaning
of the independent demonstrative upe ‘that’, i.e. pointing to a fish that is ‘not here’. Similarly, in (5) the prefix
ep-would be equivalent to the demonstrative epe ‘that’, pointing to the boy in the distance. This description
iswrong, inmy view: verbs prefixedwith theAbsconditive assert states of affairs, anddonot point to referents,
because they lack the function of spatial deixis associated with demonstratives. The clearest evidence for the
lack of a distance specification in the Absconditive is the use of the unmarked Vp- series (derived from the
Distal demonstratives) in contexts where the asserted state of affairs is ‘here’, e.g. is taking place within the
space that the speaker could not refer to by using the Distal demonstrative epe ‘there’. I will illustrate this
with an example from the corpus.

The utterance given in (6) occurs later in the same recording as the previous examples. The participants
had been looking for an additional rope for tying to a second bucket, which would enable two people to draw
water from the well simultaneously. As seen in Figure 5, the space around the well was getting crowded as
people from the surrounding houses came to see what was going on and what I was filming. The speaker in
this example—the young boy wearing a Jamaican-themed sleeveless shirt and grasping a stick with his left
hand—had been discussing where to find a bamboo pole to use for climbing down into the well when two
small children squeezed past on each side of him and peered down the well. He interrupts the discussion
about the bamboo and makes the jocular comment in (6),⁵ which in turn triggers a response from Yakoba
who screams at the children to go away.

(6) isahih
children

ap
also

ipa-n-um-e-
absc:I/II.pl-3pl.a-frus-2|3pl.dat-

y-alaw-e
2|3pl.u-search-ipfv

‘The children are also looking for a rope for you.’ [0163.27082015.1.wbi]

The utterance is (6) is intended for the participants drawing water from the well, and refers to the two small
boys peeking out on both sides of the speaker. If a demonstrative had been used to point to the small boys in
this spatial configuration, the only possible choice would have been the Proximal Vhe-series, i.e. ihe isahih
‘these children’, because the referents are in the close proximity of the speaker and the addressees are further
away. In contrast to the demonstratives, the Absconditive prefix in (6) is insensitive to the distance of the
referents and appears in its unmarked Vp-form.

Figure 5: ‘The children are also looking for a rope for you.’; cf. example (6)

5 The use of the Frustrative prefix um-means ‘in vain’ or ‘unsuccessfully’ in this context.
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Further support for the claim that the distance contrast is neutralised in the Absconditive comes from
the fact that the Vp-forms may combine with 1st person verb forms. No such forms occur in my corpus, but
speakers told me that this combination is natural and commonly used.⁶ The example in (7) was originally
composed by me and sent in a text message to a Coastal Marind speaker who lives in the provincial capital
Merauke. I was late for an appointment, and my friend texted me asking whether I was coming or not. I
guessed that my response might provide an appropriate context for an Absconditive 1st person form, but
when I arrived at the destination the recipient informed me that my wording had been wrong. He suggested
the following context for the appropriate use of this expression: a group of people are walking on a path
through the bush, and a person walking further ahead asks ‘Where is Bruno?’. Then I can reply by shouting
the form in (7).⁷

(7) epa-no-
absc:I-1sg.a-

man-em!
come-ven

‘I’m coming!’

Again, this form uses the unmarked Absconditive Vp-series, derived from the Distal Vpe-demonstratives,
but the Distal forms of the independent demonstratives would not be possible in a context where I refer tomy
own locationwhile addressing someone further away,whichwould require the ProximalVhe-demonstratives.
This distance contrast is not relevant for the Absconditive prefixes, in which the spatial deixis component has
been bleached, presumably as it went through the grammaticalisation process from free demonstrative to a
bound inflectional prefix.

As mentioned above, there is one environment in which the Absconditive series maintain the proxi-
mal/distal distance contrast, so that the Proximal Vh-series are usedwhen the referent is (presented as being)
close to the speaker, and the Distal Vp-when it is (presented as being) outside the vicinity of the speaker. This
happens when the Absconditive is prefixed to the copula, which in non-past contexts (recall that the Abscon-
ditive is restricted topresent tense clauses) consists of a zero stem (givenhere as ‘Ø’) optionally followedby the
Imperfective suffix -e. The use of the Absconditive in copula clauses differs from its use with standard verbs,
because such copula clauses are used to talk about the existence of some entity. Intuitively, such clauses
place emphasis on this entity, whereas in other contexts it is the entire proposition that the speaker tries to
bring to the attention of the addressee. Therefore it makes sense to talk about referentswhen discussing cop-
ula clauses, whereas I use the term state of affairs when talking about the crucial piece of information that
standard sentences with the Absconditive convey.

In copula clauses, the distance contrast between Vh- and Vp- is straightforward and can be illustrated by
the two observed utterances in (8) and (9) below. In the first example, an elderly, blindman is groping around
among his belongings looking for his tobacco. His son is sitting across the room with the father’s tobacco in
front of himself, and informs the father of this by saying (8). His utterance uses the Proximal version of the
Absconditive, because the tobacco is distant from the addressee, but close to the speaker, who is the deictic
centre. In this context, demonstrative reference to the location of the tobacco would likewise be made using
the Proximal demonstrative ehe ‘here’. In the second example, a mother is sitting with her daughter on her
lap, with the daughter facing the same way as herself (so that the daughter’s face is not visible to the mother).
Across from her sits her mother-in-law, who notices mucus coming from the child’s nose, and informs the
daughter-in-law of this by means of (9). Since the referent (the mucus) is distant from the speaker, she uses

6 See also the observed utterance in (10) below. Absconditive-marked verbs with 1st and 2nd person subjects are frequently
attested in relative clauses, but in this specific construction the Absconditive lacks the engagement semantics and simply marks
the verb as subordinate, as mentioned in Section 5. Independent verbs with 2nd person subjects marked with the Absconditive are
completely absent from my corpus—but see footnote 1.
7 My interpretation of the infelicity of (7) in this SMS conversation is that the context does not involve a realignment of attention.
The question ‘Are you coming or not?’ is appropriately answered by giving the correct alternative, e.g. no-manem ‘I’m coming’,
without the Absconditive, as the question already presupposes the possibility of me coming. In the context suggested to me by the
Coastal Marind speaker, the question ‘Where is Bruno?’ suggests that (the speaker believes that) Bruno is not here, and thus invites
a correction of this false belief in the form of a request to realign the focus of attention.
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the Distal version of the Absconditive, just like she could have used the Distal demonstrative epe ‘there’ to
refer to the location of the mucus. Note that throughout this paper, the Distal member of the Proximal/Distal
Absconditive pair is treated as the unmarked option, and glossed ‘absc’, whereas the Proximal is glossed
‘absc:prox’ in the morphemic analysis.

(8) roko
tobacco(III)

eh-ø-am-
absc:prox:III-3sg.a-2sg.poss-

Ø
cop

‘Your smokes are here.’

(9) mom
snot(III)

ep-ø-o-
absc:III-3sg.a-3sg.dat-

Ø
cop

u-pe
II-dist

‘There’s snot on her.’

In both of the examples in (8) and (9), the addressee’s attention must be realigned with that of the speaker
before the intended referents can be perceived,which iswhatmotivates the use of the Absconditive. Although
I have no clear explanation for why the distance contrast in the Absconditive is present with the copula but
not with standard verbs, it seems likely this has to do with the fact that this type of predication puts more
emphasis on the location of an entity than the type of activity in which it is involved. Such copula clauses are
primarily intended to make the addressee attend to the location of some entity, rather than a state of affairs,
which is reflected in the choice between the Proximal and Distal/unmarked versions of the Absconditive,
according to the relative proximity of the referent in question.⁸

3.4 Updating common ground: inaccessible and contradictory information

The data given above exemplified the use of the Absconditive in contexts where the addressee’s attention
needed to be redirected in order to achieve mutual access to the state of affairs. In this section I will claim—
although so far there is very little data bearing on the issue—that the Absconditive has a more abstract
attention-realignment use, because it can be used to assert a present state of affairs that the speaker judges
to be inaccessible to the addressee, not because of a lack of visual attention, but because the assertion of
the state of affairs contradicts some belief held by the addressee, or because it concerns something that the
addressee cannot have knowledge about (it is outside the addressee’s ‘epistemic realm’), such as the mental
activities of the speaker. This further supports the idea that the function of the Absconditive (at least when
used with verbs other than the copula) is not to point out entities, but rather states of affairs. As in the more
concrete uses in contexts of diverging perceptual attention, the use of the Absconditive should probably be
seen as a request that the addressee accept this attentional or epistemic update so that it becomes part of the
common ground. I base these claims mainly on observed—not recorded—uses, so my evidence is weak and
the claims must be reevaluated once more spontaneous language use has been documented.

The idea that the Absconditive can signal that the statement contradicts a belief of the addressee is based
on uses such as the one in (10). During a feast in the village, I had been assigned to a chair next to an elderly
womanwith whom I had not interacted previously. The woman spoke tome in Coastal Marind as wewatched
the festivities, but during a hiatus in the conversation the villagerwhohad assignedme to the chair happened
to walk past andmust have assumed that we had been sitting in silence, because he told the woman that she
should talk to me, so that I learn the language. The woman retorted as in (10). Based on the discourse context
and later discussion of this example with speakers, I interpret this use of the Absconditive as signalling that

8 But then one would also expect the distance contrast to be available when the Absconditive is used with verbs such asmil ‘be
sitting’ or itala ‘be standing’, which often have copula-like uses in Coastal Marind. This does not seem to be the case, however. A
reviewer points out that the retention of the distance contrast with the copula could “represent some interim stage of grammatical-
isation from the preposed demonstratives to the Absconditive prefixes, where the demonstrative semantics is not yet lost”. This is
certainly a possibility worth exploring once more is known about the diachrony of these prefixes and their cognates in closely
related languages.
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it asserts something that contradicts the assumptions of the addressee—in this case, that the woman had not
been talking to me.

(10) ep-ak-o-
absc:I-1sg.a-3sg.dat-

laɣ-e
talk-ipfv

‘I am talking to him.’

Note that the most common forms of such corrective statements involve replacive focus, as in the mini-
dialogue ‘Father is coming—No,Mother is coming’ mentioned in connection with (1a) above. Sentences with
constituent focus do not allow the use of the Absconditive. The statement in (10) does not involve constituent
focus, rather it expresses what is known as polarity focus (Halliday 1967) or verum focus (Lohnstein 2016),
emphasising the truth of the statement, as opposed to the belief of the interlocutor.

I have observed a possibly related use with statements that report private experiences that are not di-
rectly observable to others. For example, discussing video recordings and words written in my notebooks I
have heard speakers use the Absconditive with the verb ‘to see’, in the sense ‘Yes, I can see it’ (epano-idihe).
It seems reasonable that it is the inaccessibility to others of the private experience of being able to see some-
thing that motivates the use of the Absconditive. Support for this interpretation also comes from the textual
example in (11), which is an adapted⁹ version of a sentence from one of the texts collected by Petrus Drabbe.
This is one of the rare occurrences of the Absconditive (Drabbe: present tense) in the corpus of narratives
collected by Drabbe. It occurs with the verb hwetok ‘think, remember’, so one could speculate that the use
of the Absconditive reflects the fact that only the speaker has the ‘epistemic authority’ (see e.g. Heritage and
Raymond 2005 or Stivers et al. 2011) necessary for bringing this to the attention of the addressee.

(11) (Adapted from Drabbe, 1955: 176) Context: In the story, the grandfather ask his grandson if he still
recalls the instructions (about the grandfather’s funeral) that he had given him earlier.
kambet
ear

mbya
neg

ø-n-is-a-p-
ntrl-1.dat-sep-1.dat-contess-

kaway,
forget

epa-no-
absc:I-1.a-

hwetok-a
think-ext

amay
grandfather

‘I haven’t forgotten, I remember/am thinking about it, grandfather.’

I stress that the interpretations of examples (10) and (11) are tentative and need to be backed up by similar
attestations in video-recorded conversation.

4 The Absconditive contrasted
It is instructive to contrast the use of the Absconditive prefixes in contexts where the speaker tries to redirect
the attention of the addressee with uses of other prefixes in contexts where the speaker is not attempting to
redirect the attention of the addressee. Speakers often talk about presently occurring states of affairs without
recourse to theAbsconditive series, for examplewhenmutual accesshas alreadybeenachieved, or in contexts
where shared visual attention is not important or relevant for the discourse goals. In this section I discuss
two grammatical options used in such contexts, the Presentative (Section 4.1) and the focus construction,
especially as it is used in locative predication (Section 4.2).

9 The original is in the Eastern dialect of Coastal Marind; for consistency it is given here in the Western dialect, from which all
other examples are taken. The differences between the dialects lie mainly in pronounciation, with some minor differences in
lexicon and inflectional morphology. One of the speakers with whom I discussed this example kindly provided the translation into
his native dialect.
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4.1 Shared attention and the Presentative

A common option in contexts of shared attention is the Presentative prefix hat-which was introduced briefly
in connection with example (1b) above. This prefix typically occurs in the so-called Presentational construc-
tion, which involves either a gender proclitic or a demonstrative preceding the verb, which is inflected with
the ‘Neutral Orientation’ prefix k-, and combinesmainlywith intransitive verbs describing the positional state
or dynamic activity associated with the subject argument.

In the exchange given in (12) (see also the video still in Figure 6), Pau (A) is standing right behind Buang
(B), and askswhere he canfind a certain bamboopole. They are both oriented so that they have approximately
the same view of the surroundings. Buang replies as in line 2 and points in a direction that is more or less
directly in front of them.Unlike the contexts inwhich theAbsconditive is used, the addressee does not need to
reorient himself to gain access to the referent, as it is more or less right in front of him, and this is emphasised
by the use of the Presentative in Buang’s response.

(12) 1. A: tete
grandpa

Predi
P.

en
poss

e-pe,
III-dist

en
where

nda-ha-b-ø-
loc-rog-act-3sg.a-

Ø-e
cop-ipfv

namaɣa?
now

‘Grandpa Predi’s [bamboo pole], where is it now?’
2. B: onggat

coconut
mit
at

e=
III=

k-at-ø-
prs.neut-prstv-3sg.a-

hanituk-a
lean-ext

‘It’s leaning there by the coconut tree.’ [0194–0195.27082015.1.wbi]

Figure 6: ‘Grandpa Predi’s [bamboo pole], where is it now?—It’s leaning there by the coconut tree.’; cf. example (12)

I have often observed the use of the Presentative in utterances that follow an earlier turn using the same
verbmarkedwith theAbsconditive prefix. The turn featuring theAbsconditive is used beforemutual attention
has been achieved, after which the second turn, marked with the Presentative, confirms that the mutual lock-
in has been established. Example (13) shows one such exchange from the corpus. I was recording a narrative
monologue, and a dog was lying on the ground behind the person who was talking into the camera. Another
villager (A) was sitting behind the camera and watched the action on the monitor of the digital video camera
as I started the recording. She found it amusing that the sleeping dog was visible on the monitor, and alerted
a second villager (B) sitting nearby about this. The utterance given in line 1 employs a verb marked with the
Absconditive because the addressee’s attention is not yet on the video camera, and A wants B to lean over
and inspect the monitor so that she too can perceive the sleeping dog. B does so, and confirms that she sees
the dog using the exclamation in line 2. A then repeats the verb from the first turn, now prefixed with the
Presentative, which perhaps could be glossed as ‘There it is lying, as both you and I can see’.
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(13) 1. A: nggat
dog

up-a-p-
absc:II-3sg.a-contess-

tel-e
be.lying-ipfv

‘A dog is lying there.’
2. B: ane!

exclam
‘Oh!’

3. A: u=
II=

k-at-ø-
prs.neut-prstv-3sg.a-

tel-e
be.lying-ipfv

‘There it’s lying.’ [0015–0017.23092016.8.wbi]

Another context in which the Presentative is highly frequent is when a speaker hands over an item to
somebody and says ‘here you go’, which in Coastal Marind is rendered with the copula inflected with a 2nd
person Possessor prefix plus the Presentative, thus affirming shared attention on the gift that is being pre-
sented (cf. the discussion of the copula in Section 3.3).

In certain ways the Presentative seems to provide a mirror image of the Absconditive prefix, since it is
used in situations where the speaker and addressee share perceptual access to a referent or state of affairs
described by the verb. But a closer look at the more than 100 attestations of the Presentative in the corpus
suggests that its function should perhaps not be described as signalling shared access: rather it seems to
convey that the state of affairs is in ‘plain sight’, or easily perceivable, i.e. potentially accessible for anyone
to attend to if they wish to do so. (Note that it is not restricted to visual perception. The Presentative is often
used when the occurrence of a state of affairs is evident through sound only, e.g. a motorcycle approaching
in the distance.)

Evans et al. (2018a,b) emphasise that engagementmarkersmake reference to the attentional or epistemic
states of speaker and addressee, forming “grammaticalised systems formonitoring and adjusting intersubjec-
tive settings”—engagement is “grammaticalised intersubjectivity” (Evans et al., 2018a: 113). It is not clear that
the Presentative has an intersubjectivemeaning, and in fact I believe that this makes the Presentative amuch
less canonical engagement category than the Absconditive, whose tracking of the addressee’s non-attention
makes it more clearly intersubjective. My main reason for suggesting that the Presentative makes little or no
reference to the attentional state of the addressee is that it is common to hear the Presentative in discourse
contexts where the addressee does not have access to the relevant state of affairs, which would be surprising
on the assumption that the Presentative signals that the addressee already has access to the state of affairs
(or referent). Instead the Presentative seems to have the more general meaning that no effort is required to
gain access to the referent, either because it is right in front of the addressee or because it is easily perceptible
more generally.

The following two examples are taken from a recording of a multi-participant conversation in my host
family’s kitchen in Wambi, and will be used to support the point that the Presentative does not imply any
intention to redirect the addressee’s focus of attention. The setting of the first example is seen in the video
still in Figure 7. The two young men (Mili and Pau) leaning against poles in the left half of the picture are
attending to a scene in the opposite house, where a boy is searching an elderly man for lice (visible through
the door). In the background is Karel, who is trying to light a cigarette using ember from the stove, and has
not noticed the couple in the neighbouring house. Mili (on the far left) is clearly amused by the activity taking
place across from the kitchen, presumably because it is odd to see the couple (who live several houses away)
engage in social grooming in somebody else’s house, and in the middle of the day. Mili turns around and
addresses Karel (lighting the cigarette), saying:

(14) Kolum
K.

bapa
father

Tayon
T.

mbam
louse

i=
I/II.pl=

k-at-enam-
prs.neut-prstv-rcpr-

ka-n-alaw-a
iness-rcpr-search-ext

‘Kolum and Tayon are searching each other for lice.’ [0266.16092016.1.wbi]



150 | B. Olsson

Figure 7: ‘Kolum and Tayon are searching each other for lice.’; cf. example (14)

In (14), Mili prefixes the Presentative to the verb despite the fact that the state of affairs is not visible to
the addressee, and it is also clear from their interaction that he does not expect Karel to realign his attention
so that he can perceive the event (which would require getting up and approaching the door) because after a
short acknowledgement from Karel the conversation shifts to an unrelated topic.

Another similar use of the Presentative occurs later in the recording, when Yustina (the woman visible
on the far right in Figure 7) leaves the kitchen and walks into the adjacent room, which is separated from the
kitchen by a thin wall, against which I am leaning as I am recording the interaction in the kitchen. There she
notices a bunch of bananas that had been given tome by a neighbour, and that are hanging from a crossbeam.
The bananas are visible to anyone who enters the room, but they are not visible to me where I am sitting with
the video camera, nor to anyone else in the kitchen. Remaining in the adjacent room, Yustina addresses the
utterance in (15) to me. It is clear from the context that she intends this as a reminder for me to take care
of the bananas, perhaps by eating them, distributing them, or hiding them away. I interpret the use of the
Presentative in her utterance as emphasising the fact that the bananas are out in the open, plainly visible,
including to people who might steal them unless I stash them away.

(15) Bruno
B.

napet-eho
banana.sp

e=
III=

k-at-ø-am-
prs.neut-prstv-3sg.a-2sg.poss-

ka-hwaɣob-a
iness-hang-ext

‘Bruno, your bananas are hanging in here.’ [0473.16092016.1.wbi]

In summary, my understanding is that the Absconditive and the Presentative prefixes are far from com-
plementary in their meaning, although their distribution (the Absconditive in contexts of diverging attention,
the Presentative in contexts of shared access) might at first glance suggest that they encode opposite values
of some engagement parameter. But a speaker using the Presentative does not seem to be making any claim
about the attentional or epistemic state of the addressee. Instead, the focus is on the objective property of
the referent as being publicly visible or accessible, not on the (inter-)subjective state of the addressee as also
attending to or being aware of the referent (or state of affairs) that the speaker is pointing out.

This description is compatible bothwith the prototypical presentational uses of the Presentative (aswhen
the speaker presents an item by handing it over to the addressee), and with the uses that describe states of
affairs that the addressee is not able to perceive, as in examples (14) and (15) above. In the latter examples the
use of the Presentative seems to highlight that the states of affairs are in public view, which in (14) probably



The Coastal Marind Absconditive | 151

adds a comic nuance to the utterance, while in (15) it probably highlights the need to take care of the bananas
before they get stolen.¹⁰

4.2 Focus constructions and locative predication

A recurring context that involves a clear case of epistemic asymmetry, but inwhich the Absconditive is almost
never found, is furnished by questions and their answers. This was hinted at in connection with example
(1a), which provided an example of the specialised focus structure that is used in such question-answer pairs
in Coastal Marind. Content questions containing interrogative elements expressing who, where, etc. always
place this interrogative phrase in the immediately preverbal position, while the verb is prefixed by one of the
five so-called Orientation prefixes, marking the role of the interrogative in the clause (e.g. the Neutral k(a)- for
a preverbal subject, the Objectm(a)- for an object, and Locational nd(a)- for a preverbal constituent express-
ing a location; see further Olsson, 2017: 293ff). Like focus constructions more generally, these structures can
be seen as specifying a presupposed part (everything except the preverbal constituent) and an open variable
(the preverbal constituent) which provides information that relates to the presupposed part. Clauses with the
Absconditive, on the other hand, are essentially ‘thetic’, focus-less utterances (Sasse 1987), and present the
entire state of affairs as outside the addressee’s focus of attention. Although the Absconditive is common in
statements about present events taking place in some specific location, it is virtually never used in answers
to content questions. Answers to questions of the type ‘Where is X?’ typically receive a response consisting of
a preverbal focussed constituent expressing the location, followed by the copula (which has a zero stem in
non-past contexts) or a positional verb inflected by means of the Locational prefix nd-, as in

(16) milah
house

kumaɣ
inside

nd-a-
loc-3sg.a-

Ø-e
cop-ipfv

‘S/he’s inside the house.’ [0061.19052015.2.dmh]

A rare counterexample to the generalisation that the Absconditive never occurs in answers to content ques-
tions can be found in the recording of the youth cleaning the well—excerpts of which were used in examples
(4), (5) and (12) above—but I would suggest that this attestation supports the claim that the Absconditive
should be seen as an appeal to the addressee to align their attention with that of the speaker, because it is
found in an exchange in which the inquiring speaker fails to locate the referent on the basis of the answer
given as initial response.¹¹

The exchange is given in interlinearised form in (17), and represented by the video still in Figure 8. It
involves a passer-by (A, standing behind the camera and not visible in the still) inquiring about the where-
abouts of Meka, Yakoba (B), who is standing to the right of the well drawing water, and Yakobus (C), who
is standing to the left of the well. A’s yes/no question in line 1 indirectly asks ‘Where is Meka?’, and B an-
swers using a standard focus structure (line 2), while gesturing quickly with her right hand towards a nearby
house (her right hand is hidden behind her left arm, which is busy holding a rope attached to a bucket)
and ‘lip-pointing’ (which here involves directing her face towards the referent, while furrowing her brows
and making her lower lip protrude; she maintains this deictic gesture throughout the following turns) in the

10 There are some additional features of the Presentative—or rather the Presentational construction in which it occurs—that
further distinguish it from the Absconditive, most importantly that it is used in situations where there is more emphasis on a
prominent participant of the state of affairs rather than on the state of affairs itself. This is reflected in the fact that it almost
only occurs with intransitive verbs (such as verbs of motion or position) and transitive verbs used in intransitive frames (such as
reciprocals, and verbs with omitted objects; see also Olsson, 2017: 533–535) and that the deictic element preceding the verb shows
gender agreement with the highlighted sole participant. The Absconditive, on the other hand, occurs with verbs of all transitivity
types, and can agree in gender with any argument of the clause, because it usually does not single out any specific referent, but
rather brings attention to the state of affairs as a whole.
11 I do not consider the sentence in (7) to be a counterexample, since it is not a preferred response to the content question ‘Where
is Bruno?’, rather it denies the presupposition on which the question was based.
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same direction. B’s deictic efforts are unsuccessful, because A cannot locate the referent (perhaps expecting
Meka to be visible) and asks emphatically enda? ‘Where?’ (line 3).¹² At this point C makes his contribution
to the exchange by extending his arm in a full pointing gesture towards the house and uttering a verb form
marked with the Absconditive (line 4).

(17) 1. A: Meka
M.

ap-e-ka-p-
pst.q-2pl.a-pri-contess-

idih?
see:3sg.u

‘Have you seen Meka?’
2. B: Meka

M.
epe
there

nd-a-
loc-3sg.a-

Ø-e
cop-ipfv

‘Meka is there.’
3. A: enda?

where
‘Where?’

4. C: ep-ø-
absc:I-3sg.a-

ka-mil-e
iness-be.sitting-ipfv

‘He’s sitting there.’ [0138–0141.27082015.1.wbi]

Figure 8: ‘Have you seen Meka?—He’s sitting there.’; cf. example (17)

The use of the Absconditive in line 4 of example (17) runs counter to my observation that focus expres-
sions (such as the one in line 2) constitute the preferred turn type in answers to content questions. I would
suggest that C’s utterance is strictly speaking not an answer to A’s question about Meka, but rather an instruc-
tion explaining how A can make sense of B’s seemingly incorrect answer in line 2 (Meka is not visible in the
direction B is indicating). It is clear from C’s answer that Meka is sitting inside the house (the Inessive prefix
ka- is obligatory with positional verbs when they express position indoors)¹³ so C’s answer is a request that
A take this state of affairs into account, thereby shifting his attention away from the visible space in front of
the house and aligning it with the shared focus that B was trying to establish in line 2.

12 The locative-interrogative enda occupies a special place in the inventory of interrogative expressions since it has the distribution
of a full clause, and does not participate in phrasal syntax, unlike interrogative words ta ‘who, what’, en ‘where, which’ and entago
‘how, how many, what kind’. In combination with a preposed topic, e.g. the 2nd person singular pronoun oɣ, the utterance oɣ
enda? can mean ‘Where are you?’, ‘Where did you go?’ or, most commonly, ‘Where are you going?’.
13 The exact range of the Inessive is wider than just ‘indoors’, and also includes e.g. ‘in tall grass’, ‘(partly) submerged in water’.
See for example its use with the (aqua-)motion verb in example (4).
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I will end this section with another example of a focus structure with a demonstrative in the preverbal
position, given in (18). This utterance provides an exact parallel to the data in (13) above, but shows the use
of a focussed demonstrative, instead of the Absconditive, because the attentional focus of the addressee(s)
is not at issue in the context. The speaker in (18) is a passer-by who asked to inspect the monitor on my
video camera as I was filming the interaction around the well. He looked at the monitor, confirmed that the
participants were visible on the small screen,¹⁴ and left without commenting further.

(18) nok
1

mat-i-ap-
hort-re-cntess-

hyadih,
see:2|3pl.u

tepta,
oh.my

epe
there

nda-bat-na-
loc-aff-3pl.a-

lesad
draw.water

‘Letmehave a look at them [in the camera], ohmy, there they are drawingwater.’ [0150.27082015.1.wbi]

In contrast to the speaker in (13), who wanted to draw the attention of her interlocutor to the dog that was
visible on the monitor, it does not seem that the speaker in (18) expects any kind of attentional realignment
(or reaction) from the surrounding hearers, and therefore he does not employ the Absconditive.

5 Concluding remarks
Based on the description given above, I claim that the basic face-to-face uses of the Absconditive can be
understood and described as signalling that the speaker is urging the addressees to redirect their attention
to some state of affairs that is currently outside their ‘epistemic realm’, for example because the addressee
is looking in a different direction, or because the state of affairs is the exclusive knowledge of the speaker. It
seems useful to think of the Absconditive as tracking the “epistemic and attentional states of interlocutors”,
which Evans et al. (2018a) consider to be the core targets of engagement categories. As evidence formy claims
I used close readings of a fewvideo-recorded exchanges, alongwith discussion of additional corpus examples
and overheard utterances. Future work, andmore documentation of language in use, will undoubtedly refine
our understanding of these prefix series, but for now I hope to have shown that looking at the Absconditive
through the lens provided by the notion of engagement provides a much better descriptive framework than
the uninformative “present tense” label found in Drabbe’s—in most respects brilliant—pioneering work. To
emphasise that this should not be the last word on the Coastal Marind Absconditive, I end this essay, in lieu
of conclusion, with a note on a different facet of this grammatical category.

One frequent use of the Absconditive prefixes falls outside the engagement domain: its use in present
tense relative clauses. There are two strategies that are used for forming dependent clauses that can be em-
ployed to narrow down reference to an entity or location. Either the verb is prefixed with the ‘Dependent’
prefix ah- to form a relative clause with non-present time reference (i.e. past or future, as specified by addi-
tional tense inflection), or it is prefixed with the Absconditive to form a clause with present time reference.
Clauses of both types typically occur adjoined to the periphery of the main clause, e.g. as a left-detached
topic, and are often marked by a final demonstrative (which is also common with topics). A corpus example
is in (19). I will not go into any details about the syntax and semantics of this structure, only note that the
Absconditive here lacks the function of attention realignment that it has in independent clauses. A speaker
who wishes to use a present tense clause to convey nominal or locative reference has no other choice but to
attach the Absconditive to the verb of the dependent clause.

14 The fact that the screen is small has a grammatical reflex in the form of the ‘Affectionate’ prefix bat-, which adds an empathetic
nuance, and is almost invariably triggered by small graphic representations of humans. See further Olsson, 2017: 462ff.
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(19)
[
e-pe
III-dist

namakad
thing(III)

ep-o-
absc:III-2sg.a-

hat-a
hold:III.u-ext

e-pe,
III-dist ]

igih
name

ta
what

ka-ha-b-ø-
prs.neut-rog-act-3sg.a-

Ø?
cop

‘That thing that you’re holding, what’s it called?’ [0210.16092016.1.wbi]

Such uses are not a problem for the description of the Absconditive as having engagement semantics,
because there is no reason to expect grammatical categories to be monofunctional. The present tense rela-
tive clause constitutes a delimited context in which the Absconditive lacks what seems to be its main func-
tion in independent clauses. It is of course not unusual for grammatical elements to have one use in main
clauses and a quite different use in subordinate contexts—think of e.g. subjunctive verb forms or ‘pleonastic’
negation. The role of the Absconditive prefix in the formation of subordinate clauses is interesting from a
diachronic perspective, since many linguists believe that constructions that start their career as subordinate
or nominalised may acquire independent uses, often with modal- or stance-like meanings (e.g. Evans 2007,
Schapper and San Roque 2011). Little is known about the diachrony of Coastal Marind inflection, but it may
be worth investigating more closely the relationship between the independent demonstratives and the uses
of the Absconditive in subordinate andmain clauses, oncemore descriptions are available of other languages
in the fascinating Anim family.

Acknowledgement: I am indebted to Alan Rumsey, Bethwyn Evans, two reviewers, the editors of this special
issue, and the audience of the SLE 2017 workshop Emerging engagement, for useful comments. Most of all, I
am indebted to the Coastal Marind community for letting me study their language.

Abbreviations
A Actor
ABSC Absconditive
ACT Actualis
AFF Affectionate
ALL Allative
CONTESS Contessive
DUR Durative
EXT Extended
FRUS Frustrative
INESS Inessive
LOC Locational Orientation
NTRL Neutral Orientation
OBJ Object Orientation
PLURACT Pluractional
PRI Prioritive
PRSTV Presentative
RE Repetitive
ROG Interrogative
SEP Separative
U Undergoer
VEN Venitive
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