Pacific

Languages

AN INTRODUCTION

Marquesan

JOHN LYNCH



Pacific Languages



Pacific
Languages

AN INTRODUCTION

John Lynch

University of Hawai's Press
Honolulu



© 1998 University of Hawai'‘i Press
All rights reserved
Printed in the United States of America

98990001020354321

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Lynch, John

Pacific languages: an introduction / [John Lynch].

p. cm.

Includes bibliographical references and index.

ISBN 0-8248-1898-9 (alk. paper)

1. Pacific Area—Languages. I. Title.
P381.P3L96 1998
499—dc21 97-24552

CIP

University of Hawai‘i Press books are printed on acid-free paper and meet the
guidelines for permanence and durability of the Council on Library Resources

Designed by Josie Herr

QIoclo

This book is licensed under the terms of Creative Commons Attribution-
NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International (CC BY-NC-ND 4.0), which
permits readers to freely download and share the work in print or electronic for-
mat for non-commercial purposes, so long as credit is given to the author.
Derivative works and commercial uses require permission from the publisher.
For details, see https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

The Creative Commons license described above does not apply to any material
that is separately copyrighted. Please refer to the credit lines and source nota-
tions in the book to determine the copyright holders for images and other third-
party material.

The open-access ISBNs are 9780824842581 (PDF) and 9780824881832
(EPUB).

The open-access editions of this publication were made possible by The Univer-
sity of the South Pacific (USP) OER Course Conversion Grant. This competitive
funding program is open to all USP faculty and staff wishing to integrate open
materials into mainstream teaching and learning.



To

Andonia,
Brendan,
and
Steven






Contents

Illustrations X
Preface xiii
Acknowledgments xvii
Terms Used xix

Chapter 1 Linguistics: Some Basic Concepts 1
1.1. The Structure of Language 1
1.2. Common Grammatical Categories and Functions 5
1.3. Reconstructing Linguistic History 9
Part 1: Geography and History 21
Chapter 2 The Languages of the Pacific 23
2.1. How Many Languages? 23
2.2. Linguistic Demography 27
2.3. Language Names 40
2.4. A Brief History of Pacific Language Research 41
Chapter 3 The History of the Austronesian Languages 45
3.1. The Austronesian Family 45
3.2. The Oceanic Languages 46

VII



VIII Contents

3.3.
3.4.

Chapter 4
4.1.
4.2.
4.3.
4.4.

The Settlement of Oceania
Reconstructing Culture

The History of the Papuan and Australian Languages
Interrelationships of Papuan Languages

Interrelationships of Australian Languages

Possible External Links

Implications for Prehistory

Part 2: Structure

Chapter 5
5.1.
5.2.
5.3.
5.4.
5.5.

Chapter 6
6.1.
6.2.
6.3.
6.4.
6.5.
6.6.

Chapter 7
7.1.
7.2.
7.3.
7.4.
7.5.

Chapter 8
8.1.
8.2.
8.3.
8.4.
8.5.

Sound Systems
Oceanic Languages
Papuan Languages
Australian Languages
Orthographies
Summary

Oceanic Languages: Grammatical Overview
Pronouns

Nouns and Noun Phrases

Possessive Constructions

Verbs and the Verb Complex

Sentences

Similarities and Differences

Papuan Languages: Grammatical Overview
Pronouns

Nouns and Noun Phrases

Possessive Constructions

Verbs and the Verb Complex

Sentences

Australian Languages: Grammatical Overview
Pronouns

Nouns and Noun Phrases

Possessive Constructions

Verbs and the Verb Complex

Sentences

51
58

60
61
68
69
69

73

75
75
87
91
94
99

100
100
105
122
130
148
165

166
166
169
171
172
177

185
185
187
194
195
198



Contents IX

Part 3: The Social and Cultural Context 203
Chapter 9 Languages in Contact 205
9.1. The Social Context of Language Contact 205
9.2. The Linguistic Effects of Contact 208
9.3. Three Case Studies 213
9.4. Historical Implications 218
Chapter 10 Pidgins, Creoles, and Koines 220
10.1. Pidginization, Creolization, and Koineization 220
10.2. Melanesian Pidgin 221
10.3. The Pidgins of the Motu Traders 232
10.4. Fiji Hindi 235
Chapter 11 Language, Society, and Culture in the Pacific Context 237
11.1. The Vocabulary of Pacific Languages 237
11.2. Counting Systems 244
11.4. Languages in Use 256
11.5. Language Use in Pacific Nations 261
11.6. Shift, Survival, Death, Revival 268
Conclusion Ideas about Pacific Languages 272
Suggestions for Further Reading 279
Appendices 283
1. Data Sources 285
2. Phonetic Symbols 291
3. Sample Phoneme Systems 295
4. Glossary of Technical Terms 299
Notes 313
References 321

Index 345



Illustrations

Tables

1. Pacific languages by region and country
2. Polynesian Outliers

3. Languages of Melanesia

4. Papuan language families

5. Anejom pronouns

6. Baniata independent pronouns

Figures

. Genetic relationship

. Subgroups of a family

. Subgroups of Proto East-Central Papuan
. Establishing migration patterns

. Time limits on comparative linguistics

. An Austronesian family tree

. The Polynesian subgroup

. Partial classification of Anejor terms for marine life

© 00 N O U s~ W N

. A moiety system

—
(=]

. Njamal kinship terms

[EN
—_

. Anejom kinship terms



Illustrations

Maps

© 00 N O U s~ W N

e e e e e T
S U W N =, O

. Reconstructing migration patterns
. The Pacific

. Languages of Polynesia

. Languages of Micronesia

. Languages of Fiji and Rotuma

. New Caledonia

. Vanuatu

. Solomon Islands

. Papua New Guinea

. Irian Jaya

. Australia

. Austronesian languages

. Oceanic subgroups in Melanesia
. Austronesian migrations

. Papuan language families

. Possible wider groupings of Papuan families

XI






Preface

This book was born out of frustration. I have lost count of the number of
times people have asked me to recommend to them a “good general book
on the languages of the Pacific.” There are any number of good specialist or
technical books on the Austronesian languages as a whole, or on the Papuan
languages, or on Australian languages, or on certain subgroups or individual
languages—but virtually all of these are aimed at readers who have studied
a considerable amount of linguistics.

There are, however, many nonlinguists who want or need to know some-
thing about the languages of this region. Language is an important topic of
conversation, an important political and social phenomenon, in many if not
all Pacific countries and territories. Pacific peoples want to know more about
their languages—what other languages they are related to, where they came
from, how they compare with, say, English and French, what the other lan-
guages in the region are like. People working in Pacific countries need some
general information on the languages of the country or the region to assist
them in their work and in their appreciation of the cultures and societies
of the Pacific. Teachers, sociologists, community workers, government offi-
cers, high school and university students—all are affected by language, and
most would like to know more.

Hence this book. It has been a long time in the making, but I hope that
it will serve a useful purpose. I have tried to steer a middle course between
being too simplistic and being too technical. Obviously, to provide detailed
coverage in any book of the sound systems and grammars of fourteen hun-
dred languages, their interrelationships and connections with languages
outside the region, their history and current status, and the relationships
between language, culture, and social organization is quite impossible.

XIII



XIV Preface

What I have tried to do is to give the general reader a feel for what these
languages are like (with a minimum of references) and at the same time
offer linguists something to get their teeth into (with references to sources
they can follow up).

The book has three major sections. Part 1 describes the geographical
distribution of Pacific languages and attempts to summarize what is known
of their history. Part 2 is an overview of the phonological and grammatical
structure of these languages. This discussion is far from exhaustive. Many
areas (e.g., complex sentences) and many thorny problems (e.g., the Polyne-
sian “passive”) are omitted or glossed over. But there is enough information
to give a general picture of what Pacific languages are like, in what ways
they are similar, and how they differ both from each other and from met-
ropolitan languages like English or French. Part 3 looks at the relationship
between Pacific societies and cultures and their languages from a number of
different points of view. In the Pacific as elsewhere, language is very much a
social and cultural phenomenon.

The careful reader will notice a bias toward Oceanic languages in part
2. This results partly from my own professional background and partly from
the fact that, while there are good general surveys of Papuan and Australian
languages (Foley 1986 and Dixon 1980), there is nothing comparable for
Oceanic languages.

The orthography I use in citing language data is generally the standard
orthography of the language. For languages lacking such an orthography,
I have used a standard set of phonetic symbols (see appendix 2). This has
often meant modifying the orthography of the original sources. Similarly, I
have consistently used the same name for the same language, even when
some sources use different names.

Phrase and sentence examples are presented as shown below.

Fijian
E a rai-ci irau na yalewa na cauravou.
he PAST see- (TRANS) them:two  the woman the youth

‘The young man saw the two women.’

¢ The first line, in italics, is the phrase or sentence in that language,
with hyphens marking morpheme breaks within a word; underlin-
ing is used to focus on the particular aspect of grammar being
discussed (in this example, the transitive suffix -ci).

» The second line is a word-by-word and morpheme-by-morpheme
translation. Where a single morpheme expresses more than one
item of meaning, these are separated by a colon (thus irau ‘the
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two of them’ is glossed as ‘them:two’). Grammatical categories are
given in capitals; a few of these are abbreviated (thus TRANS = tran-
sitive), and a list of all such abbreviations appears below. I have
tried not to be too technical with these grammatical terms, and
have used, for example, “the” or “with” rather than abbreviations
like ART (for article) and coM (for comitative), even if these are
sometimes too general. Readers interested in more technical as-
pects of the grammars of any languages cited should consult the
sources (appendix 1).

* Thelastline, in single quotation marks, is the free English translation.

I have tried to be consistent in my use of grammatical terms throughout
the book, even where this means using a different term from that in the orig-
inal source. So, for example, I consistently use “continuous,” even though
some writers may have used terms like “progressive” or “durative,” and I
use “completive” where others use “perfective.” I have used small capitals
when a technical term is introduced for the first time in the text. There is a
glossary of such terms in appendix 4.

I have generally not directly quoted sources of language data in the text,
since this would unnecessarily clutter the text with references. However, a
list of data sources for all languages from which data are cited can be found
in appendix 1, and the languages’ locations are indicated on maps 3 through
7. 1 have also provided suggestions for further reading at the end of the
book.
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proto-language

Zero
first person

second person

third person

construct suffix
different subject

exclusive
inclusive
nominalizer
object
plural
possessive
subject
singular
same subject
transitive
verb
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CHAPTER

1

Linguistics:
Some Basic Concepts

1.1. The Structure of Language

Linguistics is the systematic study of language, and descriptive lin-
guistics is the branch of linguistics that deals with the analysis and descrip-
tion of languages. Each language is a system with various units and rules
for the combination of these units into larger units. These rules are not al-
ways formulated in grammar books, but they are there nevertheless—in the
brains of speakers of the language.

One simple way of seeing the operation of these rules is through the mis-
takes children make when they are learning a language. When a four-year-
old says *The mans goed away, the sentence is clearly incorrect English. It
does, however, follow a pattern. First, the child has deduced that, to make a
noun plural in English, you add s to it. She has already produced large num-
bers of plural nouns, like dogs, cats, cups, bananas, and so on, following this
rule. Second, she has also deduced that, to put a verb into the past tense,
you add ed to it. Again, she has already produced many English verbs in the
past tense this way—Ilaughed, cried, kicked, washed, etc.

In producing the sentence *The mans goed away, the child is not imitat-
ing what adults say, since no adult speaker of English would say that sen-
tence. Instead, she is applying two of the many rules she has formulated on
the basis of observing how English is spoken.

1. NOUN + s = PLURAL
2. VERB + ed = PAST TENSE

The only problem is that the noun man happens to be an exception to rule
(1), and the verb go an exception to rule (2). Looking at this ungrammatical
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utterance gives us insight into how the child’s brain is functioning in terms
of rules that combine units into larger units.

What are these units I have been talking about? If you asked a non-
linguist that question, the answer would probably be sounds, words, and
sentences. Unfortunately, the situation is more complex than that.

1.1.1. The Sounds of Language

At the “lowest” level of language we have sounds, which linguists enclose in
square brackets [ ] to distinguish them from letters. Individual sounds, like
[t], [e], and [n] are meaningless in themselves. Only combinations of sounds
provide meaningful utterances: [t] + [e] + [n] = ten, [n] + [e] + [t] = net.

No language uses all the speech sounds human beings can make, and
the sound systems of different languages are organized in different ways.
The study of sounds is known as phonetics, and the study of the way in
which sounds are organized into a system in a language is called phonology
(or sometimes phonemics). (A chart of all phonetic symbols used in this
book appears in appendix 2.)

Let us take as an example the sounds [p] (represented by the letters p
or pp) and [f] (represented by f or ff). These are quite different sounds, but
is the difference between them important? In some languages, for example
English, it is, as the pairs of words below show.

pull full
pig fig
supper suffer
cup cuff

The only difference in sound between the words in each pair is the difference
between the sounds [p] and [f], but each word has a very different meaning.
In English, the sounds [p] and [f] belong to different phonemes; that is, they
are different significant units of sound in the language. And linguists write
phonemes in slant lines / / to distinguish them from both sounds and letters.
Thus English has the phonemes /p/ and /{/.

Compare the same two sounds in the Tok Pisin language of Papua New
Guinea:

paia faia both mean ‘fire’
pasim fasim both mean ‘tie’
mipela mifela both mean ‘we’

lap laf both mean ‘laugh’
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In this language, the difference between [p] and [f] is not significant. You can
use either sound without changing the meaning of a word. In Tok Pisin, [p]
and [f] belong to the same phoneme, usually written /p/. The same sounds in
different languages may therefore have quite different functions in the sys-
tems in which they occur, and quite different relationships with each other.

Note that we are dealing with sounds and phonemes here, not with the
letters that are used to write them. In the English words we looked at above,
the phoneme /f/ is represented by the letter fin full as well as by the combi-
nation ff in suffer. The same phoneme /f/ is also represented by ph in phone,
by gh in enough, and so on. Our principal concern is with the sound systems
of Pacific languages, though we will also look at their orthographies, or
writing systems.

1.1.2. The Composition of Words

Phonemes combine to form larger units. Consider the following English ex-
amples:

act
acted
react
reacted

Each of these consists of a number of phonemes, and each is also a word, since it
has meaning by itself and, in the written language, appears with a space before
and after. The second and third words, however, can also be divided into two mean-
ingful parts, act ‘carry out’ + ed ‘past tense’ and re ‘back’ + act. The fourth word
consists of three meaningful parts: re + act + ed.

These smallest meaningful units are called morphemes. Some single mor-
phemes are words (act, dog, house, desire, for example). Other words (acted, re-
act, reacted, dogs, housewife, desirable, for example), consist of multiple mor-
phemes. The study of morphemes and of the way morphemes combine to form
words, is known as morphology, a term also used to refer to the patterns by which
morphemes combine to form words in a particular language.

The examples given above show one other feature of morphemes. While
act can stand on its own as a word (as a free morpheme), re and ed cannot.
Morphemes like re and ed are known as affixes, and they must be attached
to another morpheme. There are a number of different kinds of affixes, the
most common being prefixes, which, like re, come before the root in a word,
and suffixes, which, like ed, come after the root. The convention in linguis-
tics is to write prefixes with a following hyphen (re-) and suffixes with a
preceding hyphen (-ed), the hyphen indicating where the join takes place.
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Another kind of affix occurs in some Pacific languages, namely, the infix,
which is placed within the root. In Roviana (Solomon Islands), for example,
verbs are converted to nouns by inserting the infix -in- (note the hyphens
both before and after the infix) before the first vowel of the root:

habu ‘to fish’ hinabu ‘a catch of fish’
kera ‘to sing’ kinera ‘a song’

moho ‘to be sick’ minoho ‘sickness, disease’
toa ‘to be alive’ tinoa ‘life’

zama ‘to talk’ zinama ‘language’

When morphemes combine to form words, the sounds at the boundaries
of these morphemes often change. For example, I said above that the four-
year-old had learned to form plurals by adding the suffix -s, but this is not
strictly true. The regular plural morpheme has two spellings and three or
four pronunciations in English. The pronunciation of the letter s in plurals
like cats, cups, socks is indeed the phoneme /s/, but the letter s of plurals
like dogs, bugs, homes is pronounced as the phoneme /z/, not as /s/; and the
same letter in plurals like inches, buses, dishes is pronounced /1z/ or /az/, de-
pending on the dialect. I also said that the child had learned to form the past
tense by adding -ed to verbs. Again, this is not strictly true. The pronunci-
ation of -ed is /1d/or/ad/ in words like banded and slotted, /d/ in killed and
conned, and /t/ in laughed and kissed.

In these examples, the sound at the end of the noun or verb determines
the pronunciation of the plural or past-tense suffix. The study of sound
changes that take place when morphemes combine to form words is known
as morphophonemics.

1.1.3. Above the Word Level

Words combine to form phrases. A phrase is a group of words that func-
tions as a unit in a sentence. Look at the following English sentence (where
/ marks the boundary between phrases):

The young boys / were killing / the cats / on the beach.

Each of these phrases is a unit. When each is moved to some other position
in the sentence, it must be moved as a whole entity. For example, the passive
equivalent of the sentence above is

The cats / were being killed / by the young boys / on the beach.
and not something like

* The young the cats were being killed by boys on the beach.
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(The asterisk marks the sentence as ungrammatical.) That is, it is not just
the noun boys that moves in this change from active to passive, but the
whole noun phrase the young boys.

There are different types of phrases. In this book, I refer to noun phrases,
which are phrases that function like nouns and can be replaced by a single noun
or a pronoun—the young boys and the cats in our sentence above are both noun
phrases (and could be replaced, for example, by they and them). I also refer to
prepositional phrases, which are noun phrases introduced by a preposition:
on the beach and by the young boys in the examples above are prepositional
phrases, introduced by the prepositions on and by. I use the term verb com-
plex to refer to phrases that function like verbs: were killing and were being
killed in the sentences above are both verb cornplexes.1

Phrases combine to form clauses. A clause is a group of phrases containing
a subject (the topic being talked about) and a predicate (what is being said
about the topic). A sentence is a group of one or more clauses that can stand
alone. If we return to our example of the cat-killing boys, none of the following is
a sentence, since each requires other phrases to make it complete.2

*The young boys
*Were Kkilling the cats
*The young boys on the beach

English and many other languages usually require each predicate to con-
tain a verb complex, so that a sentence must have at least one verb. Many
languages of the Pacific, however, do not require this, since in these languages
there is no verb equivalent to English be (with its various forms is, are, etc.). So,
for example, English demands the verb be in equational sentences like That man
is a doctor, but many Pacific languages have no verb in equivalent sentences. In
the Lenakel language of Vanuatu, for example, the same sentence would be Wus
aan tokta, literally ‘man that doctor,” with no verb.

1.2. Common Grammatical Categories and Functions
1.2.1. Subject and Object

The terms subject and object traditionally refer to the performer and re-
ceiver of the action of the verb, respectively. In the sentence The boy is
petting the pig, the performer of the action, the boy, is called the subject,
and the receiver, the pig, is the object. In many languages the verb changes
with a change of subject. In the sentence The boys are petting the pig, the
plurality of the subject, the boys, causes the verb to change from singular (is
petting) to plural (are petting).
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This fact is important, because the subject is not always the performer
of the action. Look at these sentences:

The boy likes the pig.
The boy was bitten by the pig.

In these sentences, the boy is still the subject, because we can see the same
kinds of changes in the verb when the boy becomes plural:

The boys like the pig.
The boys were bitten by the pig.

In the second case, however, the boy is not performing the action. The pig is
performing the action on the boy.

In other languages, the subject and the object behave in ways different
from the way in which English subjects and objects behave, and we cannot
give a universal definition of these concepts. But the subject often performs
the action, and the object usually receives it.

1.2.2. Transitivity and Voice

A sentence that contains no object is intransitive, while one that does con-
tain an object is transitive. Examples:

Intransitive: Mele is eating.
The dogs are sleeping.

Transitive: Mele is eating a banana.
The dogs chased the children away.

An active sentence—a sentence in the active voice—is one in which the
subject performs the action or where the object has the action performed on
it. A passive sentence is one in which the action is performed on the subject.
For example:

Active: Mele ate the banana.
The men cut down the tree.

Passive: The banana was eaten by Mele.
The tree was cut down.

1.2.3. Adjectives and Verbs

Many Pacific languages do not distinguish between adjectives and verbs in the
same way English does. The distinction in English is related to the existence of
the verb be. In English, an adjective—like good, for example—can either pre-
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cede the noun it describes or follow the verb be (or similar verbs like seem or
appear), as in A good chief looks after his people and Our chiefis/seems good.

In many Pacific languages, however, adjectives belong to a class of
stative verbs, verbs that indicate a state rather than an action. In Fijian, for
example, a verb is marked as stative by one of a number of markers (e.g., e
‘third person singular subject’). In the first sentence below, the verb is kana
‘eat,” and the word levu ‘big’ follows the noun it modifies, vuaka ‘pig’:

E kana na vuaka leva 0qo.
‘This big pig is eating.’ it eats the pig big this

In the next sentence, the word levu ‘big’ behaves like a verb, that is, just as
kana ‘eat’ does in the sentence above.

E levu na vuaka 0qo.
‘This pig is big.’ it big the pig this

A stative sentence is an intransitive sentence expressing a state rather than
an action. Thus while Mele is eating expresses an action, Mele is fat or Mele
is a teacher express a state.

1.2.4. Person, Number, and Gender

In English, we are used to distinguishing first, second, and third person
pronouns as well as subject, object, and possessive forms. Both nouns and
pronouns occur in singular and plural, and in some cases they have mascu-
line, feminine, or neuter gender. The English subject, object, and possessive
pronouns illustrate this:

Singular Plural
First person I, me, my we, us, our
Second person you, your you, your
Third person
Masculine he, him, his they, them, their
Feminine she, her they, them, their
Neuter it, its they, them, their

Pacific languages differ in a number of ways from the English model.

1. Most Pacific languages do not show gender in pronouns. Raroton-
gan (Cook Islands) ia, or Fijian o koya, or Anejom (Vanuatu) aen all
mean ‘he,’ ‘she,” and ‘it.’

2. Alarge number of Pacific languages distinguish two types of first per-
son pronouns. Inclusive first person pronouns refer to the speaker
and the addressee(s). Exclusive first person pronouns refer to the
speaker and some other person(s), but not the addressee(s). In Bis-
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lama, the national language of Vanuatu, for example, yumi is the first
person inclusive pronoun (‘I + you’), while mifala is the first person
exclusive pronoun (‘I + he/she/it/them [not you]’).

Many Pacific languages distinguish more than two numbers, the most
common (apart from singular and plural) being the dual number,
which refers to two and only two; the trial number, referring to three
and only three; and the paucal number, used for a few (three to six or
s0), or to a small group that is part of a much larger one.

The function of the plural changes depending on how many num-
bers a language recognizes. In a language with a singular, a dual, a
trial or a paucal, and a plural, the role of the plural is much smaller
than it is in a language with only a singular and a plural. In Fijian, for
example, we have o koya ‘he/she/it’ (singular), o irau ‘they two’ (dual),
o ira-tou ‘they (a few)’ (paucal), and o ira ‘they (many)’ (plural).

Many Pacific languages have separate object and possessive forms
of the pronoun, as English does. But in addition, and unlike English,
many also distinguish between an independent pronoun and a sub-
ject pronoun. The independent pronoun can be used as an answer
to a question, and may be used as a subject, but when it is it is
usually emphatic. In Lenakel, for example, in is the third person
singular independent pronoun, and r- is the corresponding subject
pronoun. The sentences In r-am-apul and R-am-apul both mean ‘He/
she is asleep.” But while the second one is a neutral statement, the
first emphasizes that it is he or she, not someone else, who is asleep.

1.2.5. Possessives and Classifiers

In languages like English, there is usually only one kind of possessive con-
struction. No matter what the possessed noun refers to, or what the posses-
sor’s relationship is to that noun, the same construction is used: my hand,
my father, my house, my dog are all possessed in the same way, by means of
the possessive, my.

Now look at translations of those four phrases in Motu (spoken around

Port Moresby in Papua New Guinea), in which the suffix -gu translates ‘my.’
The nouns are ima, tama, ruma, and sisia:

ima-gu ‘my hand’
tama-gu ‘my father’
e-gu ruma ‘my house’
e-gu sisia ‘my dog’

Here we can see that there are two different constructions: The words for
‘hand’ and ‘father’ attach -gu directly to the noun. I call this type a direct
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possessive construction. The words for ‘house’ and ‘dog’ do not attach -gu
directly to the noun, but attach it instead to the morpheme e-, and this word
(e-gu) precedes the noun. This I call an indirect possessive construction.

In one way or another, most Pacific languages distinguish two types of
possessive constructions to which different linguists have given different
labels, and which have different semantics. These two types could be classi-
fied as follows:

* Close, or subordinate, or inalienable possession is often manifested
by direct constructions. This involves the possession of something over
which the possessor has no control, and which cannot (normally) be ac-
quired or disposed of. It may be an integral part of the possessor (like a
hand), or a relative (we cannot control who our father is).

* Remote, or dominant, or alienable possession is frequently mani-
fested by indirect constructions. This involves the possession of
something over which the possessor has control. It can be acquired
and disposed of, given away or sold, like a house or a dog.

Some languages are more complex than this, using a system of classifiers,
often in both possession and counting, to show what type of thing the noun is,
just as in English we normally do not say ten cattle or four breads, but ten head
of cattle or four loaves of bread, using head and loaf as kinds of classifiers. Look
at the following examples from Ponapean (spoken in Pohnpei, Micronesia):

kene-i-mahi
edible:thing-my breadfruit

‘my breadfruit’

nime-i uhpw
drinking:thing-my coconut
‘my drinking coconut’
sehu pah-sop

sugarcane four-stalk

‘four stalks of sugarcane’

Ponapean has more than twenty possessive classifiers (like kene- and nime-
above), and approximately thirty numeral classifiers (like -sop above).

1.3. Reconstructing Linguistic History
1.3.1. Genetic Relationship

All languages change. The process of change is gradual, but it is also con-
stant. There are various kinds of evidence for this. For example, earlier
written records show a version of the language different from the modern
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version, though both are often still recognizable as the “same” language.
The two examples given below, of the beginning of the Lord’s Prayer in the
English of about 1400 and in modern English, illustrate this principle.
Oure fadir that art in heuenes halowid be thi name, thi kyngdom come to,
be thi wille don in erthe es in heuene.
Our Father, who is in heaven, may your name be kept holy. May your king-
dom come into being. May your will be followed on earth, just as it is in
heaven.

Even if a language does not have written records going back a long
time, the fact that people of different generations speak the same language
slightly differently shows that languages change. We can even observe
changes taking place in a language when we notice competing forms, like
the two different pronunciations of a word like either in English (one with an
initial vowel sound like that of niece and the other with a vowel like that of
nice), or the past tense of the verb dive—dived and dove—in many dialects of
American English. Perhaps the most obvious example of language change,
however, is the continual introduction of new words into all languages (and,
less obvious but also quite frequent, the gradual loss of words that, for one
reason or another, have become obsolete).

Imagine now that we have a single speech community speaking a lan-
guage we will call X. This community splits into four separate groups, A,
B, C, and D. Because language change is inevitable and continuous, after a
few hundred years these four communities would speak different dialects of
the same language.® But after a thousand years or more, these four dialects
would have changed so much that they had become separate languages, as
shown in figure 1. The languages would share many similarities in vocabu-
lary and grammar, since language change is relatively slow. But a speaker
of language A would have considerable difficulty in holding a conversation
with a speaker of B, C, or D.

Languages A, B, C, and D in figure 1 are all genetically related to
each other, because they all descend from language X, which is their com-
mon ancestor. Languages A, B, C, and D are often referred to as daughter
languages of X, and all four languages belong to the same language fam-
ily. Figure 1, which represents their relationship, is their family tree.

Where there are historical records of the ancestor language and of the
whole period of change, it is easy to establish the relationship between the
daughter languages and to see how diversification took place. But in the
Pacific, as in many other parts of the world, such records do not go back any-
where near far enough for us to have concrete proof of diversification and
relationship. How, then, do linguists establish such languages’ relationship?

Related languages share a number of similarities in vocabulary, pronun-
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ciation, and grammar. Linguists look for similarities between various lan-
guages, and if the similarities are numerous enough, they assume that the
languages involved are related despite the absence of documentary proof
and derive from a hypothesized common ancestor, which is referred to as a
protolanguage.

But not all similarities between languages can be attributed to genetic re-
lationship. There are two other possible explanations. One is that the similar-
ities are purely accidental. In Motu, Fijian, and many other Pacific languages,
the word for ‘eye’ is mata, while in Modern Greek the word for ‘eye’ is mati.
This, however, is a purely accidental resemblance, as there are no other con-
nections between Greek and Motu or Fijian. If two or more languages share
only a few similarities, these are probably coincidental. It is virtually impossi-
ble, however, that languages could accidentally have hundreds of similarities.

The second explanation for similarities between languages is copying
or borrowing—that a language has adopted a word (or some other linguistic
feature) from some other language. For example, in many Pacific languages
the word for ‘radio’ is something like retio or ledio. This word has been
copied from English, but this does not mean that these languages are related
either to English or to each other.

Copying is a very common phenomenon in all languages (see chapter 9).
When new items of technology, new social practices, or new ideas are intro-
duced into a society from outside, often the words for them, modified to fit
local pronunciation, will be brought in at the same time. English is full of
words copied from other languages: Algebra, boomerang, coup, demonstra-
tor, ghetto, junta, taboo, thug, and yen are just a few examples.

Copying is more likely to take place in certain areas of the lexicon than
in others. For example, words like snow, coconut, ice cream, church, team,
and television could be easily introduced into a language, since they represent
things or concepts that are by no means found in all cultures or environments.
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But words like hand, leg, one, two, black, white, eat, sleep are much less likely
to be taken from another language, since all languages probably have their
own words for these concepts, irrespective of the culture of their speakers or
the physical environment in which they live. There would be no need for a lan-
guage to supplement its vocabulary by borrowing them. For similar reasons,
certain aspects of grammar (the morphological structure of words, for exam-
ple) are less likely to be borrowed than others (like word order).

If similarities between two languages are only in areas where we might
expect to see copying, they do not constitute evidence of genetic relation-
ship. If, however, the similarities are in areas of vocabulary and grammar
where borrowing is much less likely to take place, we can reasonably con-
clude that these are not due to chance or borrowing, but to genetic in-
heritance. The words and structures were present in some form in an an-
cestor language and have been retained, usually in a modified form, in the
daughter languages. This then leads to the conclusion that the languages
sharing these similarities are related, belong to the same language family,
and derive from the same protolanguage.

1.3.2. Reconstructing a Protolanguage

In addition to being able to show, with reasonable confidence, that a set
of languages are related and derive from the same common ancestor,
historical-comparative linguists can reconstruct what many of the sounds,
words, and grammatical structures in the protolanguage were probably like.
An important principle in reconstruction, especially in dealing with simi-
larities in vocabulary, is that of the regularity of sound correspondences.
Look at the following examples from the Aroma, Hula, and Sinagoro lan-
guages spoken on the coast east of Port Moresby in Papua New Guinea:

Aroma Hula Sinagoro

‘father’ ama ama tama
‘milk’ laa laa lata
‘sew’ uli uli tuli
‘grandparent’ upu upu tubu
‘sago’ lapia lapia labia
‘pigeon’ pune pune pune
‘skin’ opi kopi kopi
‘bird’ manu  manu manu
‘mosquito’ nemo nemo nemo

There are a number of correspondences between identical phonemes.
Aroma m corresponds to Hula m and Sinagoro m. This correspondence is
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abbreviated as m:m:m. We can also see all the vowels (a:a:a, i:i:i, and so
on). But there are also some correspondences between different phonemes:
First, although we have the set p:p:p (as in pune : pune : pune ‘pigeon’), we
also have another set p.p:b (as in lapia : lapia : labia ‘sago’). Then, we also
have the set 0:6:t (where 6 represents the absence of a sound), as in uli: uli:
tuli ‘sew.” The important thing about both types of correspondence sets is
that they are regular. They are not random, but occur again and again in
many words. Even in the short list above, you can see a number of examples
of each.

In the case of correspondence sets of the type m:m:m, the original lan-
guage almost certainly had m, and the daughter languages have not altered
it. The protolanguage, then, had a phoneme *m, where the asterisk denotes
a reconstructed form.

In the case of correspondence sets of the type p:p:p and p:p:b, however,
one or more daughter languages has changed. The logical assumption here
is that the set p:p:p reflects an original *p, while the set p:p:b represents an
original *b, which Aroma and Hula have changed to p. The merger of pho-
netically similar phonemes is a very common phenomenon, and this is what
seems to have happened: The distinction between the two phonemes p and b
has been lost in these two languages (in the same way as the distinction be-
tween the voiced w in witch and the voiceless w in which is being lost in most
varieties of English). Similarly, the set 0:0:t probably represents an earlier
*t, which has been lost in Aroma and Hula; again, loss of a phoneme is far
more common and natural than the addition of a phoneme.

Using this principle of regularity of correspondence, and also making
use of what linguists know generally about language change, it is possible
to reconstruct elements of a protolanguage—to make an educated guess
about what the phonemes, words, and grammar of the ancestor language
might have been. Given that Aroma nemo, Hula nemo, and Sinagoro nemo
all mean ‘mosquito,’ for example, and that the correspondences n.n.n, e:e:e,
m:m:m, and 0:0:0 are regular, linguists would reconstruct the word *nemo
‘mosquito’ in the language ancestral to these three languages. The full set of
protoforms for the words given above would be:

*tama ‘father’

*lata ‘milk’

*tuli ‘sew’

*tubu ‘grandparent’
*labia ‘sago’

*pune ‘pigeon’
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*kopi ‘skin’
*manu ‘bird’
*nemo ‘mosquito’

1.3.3. Families and Subgroups

The original split of a community may be followed by later splits. Similarly,
the original split of a protolanguage may be followed by subsequent splits
in intermediate ancestral languages, sometimes called interstage lan-
guages. Look at the family tree in figure 2, which represents the following
historical sequence of events.

First, the original ancestral language, X, initially split into three daugh-
ter languages, P, Q, and R. Some time later, (1) language P suffered sufficient
divisions to result in the modern languages A and B; (2) language Q split
into Z and the modern language C; (3) language Z itself underwent a further
split, into the modern languages D and E; and (4) language R split, giving
rise to the modern languages F, G, and H.

All of these languages are related, since they all derive from a common
ancestor, X. There are, differing however, degrees of relationship in this fam-
ily tree. For example, languages A and B are more closely related to each
other than either is to any other modern member of the family because they
share a period of common development that the other languages do not—the
period when language P was separated from the others. Similarly, languages
F, G, and H are more closely related to each other than to any other modern
member of the family. Languages C, D, and E can also be grouped together,

X

A B C D E F G H

Figure 2. Subgroups of a Family
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but within the group, D and E are more closely related to each other than ei-
ther is to language C.

Linguists generally use the term subgroup to refer to two or more lan-
guages within a family that are more closely related to each other than to
the rest of the family. In figure 2, A and B form one subgroup and F, G, and H
another. C, D, and E make up a third subgroup within which exists a further,
lower-level, subgroup (sometimes called a subsubgroup), D and E.

When the history of a language family is known through written records,
the subgrouping of languages within that family can also usually be estab-
lished by examining those records. But how do we determine subgroups of
a language family in an area like the Pacific, where written records of lan-
guages either do not exist at all or date only from recent times?

One technique for doing this is known as lexicostatistics. This involves
the comparison of the basic vocabulary of the languages we are interested
in (using a standard one-hundred-or two-hundred-word list), and expressing
the degree of relationship between any two languages in the sample as a
percentage, which represents the cognates (similar vocabulary items pre-
sumed to derive from the same original word in the protolanguage) shared
by each pair of languages. A higher percentage corresponds to a closer rela-
tionship, and members of subgroups should show the highest percentages.

Lexicostatistics has the advantage of allowing quick formulation and quan-
tification of the internal relationships of a language family, but it also has many
problems. Some of these are theoretical or methodological and need not concern
us here. One obvious problem, however, is that a list of even two hundred words
represents only an extremely small part of a whole language, and the figures ob-
tained from comparing such lists may not accurately represent the relationship
between two languages. Today, most linguists do not rely heavily on lexicostatis-
tics as a method for subgrouping languages, although they might use it to get a
preliminary indication of the possible subgrouping.

The chief method linguists use to establish subgroups is examination of
shared innovations. If you go back to the Aroma, Hula, and Sinagoro exam-
ples in the last section, you will see that two changes, or innovations, have
taken place: (1) original *t has been lost in both Aroma and Hula (but not in
Sinagoro); and (2) the distinction between original *b and *p has been re-
tained in Sinagoro, but it has been lost in both Aroma and Hula, where these
two phonemes merge as the single phoneme p.

Aroma and Hula share two innovations that Sinagoro does not, which
would suggest that the two languages are more closely related to each other
than either is to Sinagoro. The family tree in figure 3 shows how these three
descendants of Proto East-Central Papuan are related.

Rather than suggesting that Aroma and Hula both quite independently
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Proto East—Central Papuan

Proto Aroma-Hula

Aroma Hula Sinagoro

Figure 3. Subgroups of Proto East-Central Papuan

made the changes *t > 6, *b > p inferred from a comparison of cognates, it
seems logical to assume that the changes happened only once, in the inter-
stage language, Proto Aroma-Hula. In this way Aroma and Hula came to
share two innovations missing in Sinagoro, which suggests that they belong
together in a subgroup.

There are various kinds of innovations which, if shared by two or more
languages exclusive of others in the family, can be solid evidence for assign-
ing those languages to the same subgroup. Phonological innovations (like
the example above) and innovations in morphology are fairly strong evi-
dence; innovations in vocabulary and syntax (sentence structure) are less
strong, since changes take place in vocabulary much more easily and rapidly
than in phonology or morphology. Quantity is also a factor. Generally speak-
ing, if languages share more innovations (of the stronger kind) the hypothe-
sis that they form a subgroup is more secure.

1.3.4. Reconstructing Linguistic and Cultural History

What use can linguists and others can make of the conclusions reached
about the relationships between languages, the subgroups of a language
family, and the reconstructed protolanguage?

The branch of linguistics I have been discussing is known as com-
parative linguistics or historical-comparative linguistics. It involves
comparing languages in order to find out something about their history.
This branch of linguistics is one of the disciplines contributing to the study
of prehistory, the time preceding the existence of written records. (Other
such disciplines include archaeology, social anthropology, the study of oral
literature and oral traditions, and so on.) So, what can comparative linguis-
tics tell us about prehistory?



Linguistics: Some Basic Concepts 17

First, the fact that languages are related implies that they have a com-
mon origin. This often (though not always) implies that the people who
speak those languages have a common origin as well, telling us something
about the origins of and historical connections between the peoples of a
region.

Second, information about subgroupings can give us an idea of the
chronology of language divisions (and presumably also divisions in a com-
munity), as well as providing indications about the directions in which peo-
ple migrated. As an example of this, let us consider just the following Pacific
languages: Fijian, Tongan, Pukapuka (spoken in the Cook Islands), Tahitian,
and Rapanui (Easter Island). A simple family tree for just these five lan-
guages would look like the one in figure 4.

The most recent split in this family (which includes hundreds of other
languages) is that between Tahitian and Rapanui, with the next most recent
that between Pukapuka and the ancestor of Tahitian and Rapanui. Some-
what earlier Tongan and “Proto Pukapuka-Tahitian-Rapanui” divided, and
the first split was between Fijian and all the other languages. As you can see
by looking at map 1, the splits proceeded from west to east.

On the basis of this subgrouping, most linguists would assume (1) that
the original homeland of this group of people was probably somewhere
around the Fiji-Tonga area; and (2) that the general direction of migration
of these peoples was probably from west to east, as shown in map 1. Note
that I have used the terms “assume,” “probably,” and “somewhere.” These
conclusions are merely the best educated guesses we can make from the
data. We would still want to find supporting evidence from other disci-
plines—archaeological dates, oral traditions, or the like—before adopting
these conclusions firmly.

Third, comparative linguistics can tell us something about the culture
of the people who spoke the protolanguage, and about the changes that
have taken place in that culture. If a set of words can be reconstructed for

Proto Central Pacific

Proto Polynesian
Proto Pukapuku-Tahitian-Rapanui

Proto-Tahitian-Rapanui

Fijian Tongan Pukapuka Tahitian Rapanui

Figure 4. Establishing Migration Patterns
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Map 1. Reconstructing Migration Patterns

a protolanguage, the items or concepts they refer to were probably also
present in the protoculture. For example, if we could reconstruct for a pro-
tolanguage words for taro, yam, coconut, and breadfruit, then we could
presume that these items were in the original culture of the people who
spoke that language. And if the daughter languages have quite unrelated
words for peanut, rice, coffee, and sweet potato, then we could assume that
these items were not in the original culture, but represent later innovations.
The identification of copied words can also tell us quite a bit about another
aspect of linguistic and social history—cultural contact between groups of
people speaking (related or unrelated) languages.

1.3.5. Time Depths

Finally, a word of warning. The principles and techniques of comparative lin-
guistics allow linguists to trace relationships between languages going back
perhaps eight or ten thousand years, and to make associated conclusions
regarding migrations, cultures, and so on. If, however, the initial breakup
of a language family took place longer ago than about ten thousand years,
linguists often cannot find sufficient evidence to prove that the languages in-
volved are related. The changes that have taken place in each language over
the millennia are usually so great that very few similarities can be distin-
guished or reconstructed.

The hypothetical family tree in figure 5 helps illustrate this point. The
similarities currently existing between the modern languages P through Y
would probably lead comparative linguists to divide them into four unre-
lated families:
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Figure 5. Time Limits on Comparative Linguistics

1. the C family, with members P and Q;

2. the D family, with members R, S, and T;
3. the E family, with members U and V; and
4. the F family, with members W, X, and Y.

The true historical picture is presented in the diagram, which shows
how all these languages are related, deriving from a common ancestor X.
Because of the length of time involved, however, the changes have been so
great that most similarities between, say, languages P and Y have been lost,
which is why linguists would treat these languages as belonging to four dis-
tinct families.

The study of prehistory relies heavily on comparative linguistics for
many different kinds of information. But it is important also to realize
that—at least with the techniques currently at our disposal—comparative
linguistics has limitations.
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CHAPTER

2

The Languages
of the Pacific

When different people speak of the Pacific region, they often mean different
things. In some senses, people from such Pacific Rim countries as Japan and
Korea, Canada and the United States, and Colombia and Peru are as much
a part of the region as are those from Papua New Guinea, Fiji, the Marshall
Islands, Tonga, and so on. In this book, however, I use the term “the Pacific”
to refer to the island countries and territories of the Pacific Basin, including
Australia and New Zealand.

This Pacific has traditionally been divided into four regions: Melanesia,
Micronesia, Polynesia, and Australia (see map 2). Australia is clearly sepa-
rate from the remainder of the Pacific culturally, ethnically, and linguisti-
cally. The other three regions are just as clearly not separate from one
another according to all of these criteria. There is considerable ethnic, cul-
tural, and linguistic diversity within each of these regions, and the bound-
aries usually drawn between them do not necessarily coincide with clear
physical, cultural, or linguistic differences. These regions, and the bound-
aries drawn between them, are largely artifacts of the western propensity,
even weakness, for classification, as the continuing and quite futile debate
over whether Fijians are Polynesians or Melanesians illustrates.

Having said this, however, I will nevertheless continue to use the terms
“Melanesia,” “Micronesia,” and “Polynesia” to refer to different geographi-
cal areas within the Pacific basin, without prejudice to the relationships of
the languages or the cultures of people of each region.

2.1. How Many Languages?

This book deals mainly with the indigenous languages of the Pacific region.
There are many other languages that can be called “Pacific languages,” for

23
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example, languages that have developed fairly recently, such as Hawaiian
Creole, Fiji Hindi, Hiri Motu (Papua New Guinea), Melanesian Pidgin
(known as Tok Pisin in Papua New Guinea, Pijin in Solomon Islands, and Bis-
lama in Vanuatu), Broken and Kriol (Australia), and others. There are also
the languages of the metropolitan powers, particularly English and French,
which are widely used throughout the region, but also Bahasa Indonesia in
Irian Jaya and Spanish in Easter Island. And there are small but substantial
numbers of speakers of various Chinese languages, of Vietnamese, and of
other “intrusive” languages in Pacific towns. (These languages receive some
attention in part 3.)

When it comes to what we might call “true” Pacific languages, we find
that this region is probably the most linguistically complex in the world.
There are, or were, almost fourteen hundred distinct languages spoken in
the Pacific, or about one quarter of the world’s languages. And these four-
teen hundred languages are spoken by not much more than 0.1 percent of
the world’s population!1 Further, so far as we can tell, these languages do
not all belong to a single language family. There are a number of language
families in the Pacific.

Let us look first at the nature of the differences between languages
in this region. Many people describe the languages of the Pacific as “di-
alects,” partly because most are spoken by small populations and are
unimportant in terms of world politics, and partly because many are un-
written. But linguists use the terms “language” and “dialect” with quite
specific meanings.

Speakers of the same language living in geographically separate
areas often speak differently, though these differences are usually not
great enough to prevent communication between them. For example,
many Americans say sidewalk, diaper, and flashlight where English peo-
ple would use footpath, nappy, and torch. And while most English people
pronounce words like half, past, and mast with the same vowel as the
first vowel in father, most Americans pronounce them with the same
vowel as in hat. But despite these obvious differences in vocabulary, in
pronunciation, and in grammar as well, the Americans and the English
can still communicate quite easily. We would therefore say that they are
speaking different dialects of the same language. But Americans or Eng-
lish people must learn French to understand a French person, as English
and French are different languages.

Mutual intelligibility—whether speakers from one group can or cannot
carry on a normal conversation with speakers of another—is just one way of
looking at the distinction between language and dialect. In many parts of the
Pacific, it is difficult to test for mutual intelligibility, because people not only
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speak the language of their own community, but also acquire an understand-
ing, either active or passive, of the languages of neighboring communities
from a very early age. People from two communities can quite often carry on
a conversation in two different languages, so testing for mutual intelligibil-
ity is fraught with all sorts of problems. In cases like these, linguists have to
use their own judgment about how many languages are involved.

Perhaps more important than the issue of mutual intelligibility is the is-
sue of social identity. People believe that their language is the same as—or is
different from—another group’s language for a variety of social rather than
linguistic reasons. Here are two examples of this:

1. On the basis of mutual intelligibility, Hindi and Urdu would be
classified as dialects of the same language. Hindi is the national
language of India. It is written in the Devanagari script and is
closely associated in people’s minds with Hinduism. Urdu is the
national language of Pakistan. It is written in Arabic script and
is closely associated with Islam. For these nonlinguistic reasons,
most speakers would say that Hindi and Urdu are two different lan-
guages.

2. Many people refer to Fijian as if it were one language. It is associ-
ated with a group of people who are ethnically and culturally fairly
homogeneous, and there is just one written version, which all lit-
erate Fijians read and write. But people in the eastern part of Fiji
cannot understand people from the western area when they speak
(unless they have learned the western Fijian language).

There is a further problem with differentiating and counting languages
that relates to the phenomenon known as a dialect chain. A dialect chain
is found in a series of communities in which each community has a different
dialect. Close neighbors can quite easily understand each other, but people
have greater difficulty in understanding or communicating with people from
communities farther along the chain. Imagine that the following villages are
spread along the coast of a large island:

A B C D E F G H I J

People from, say, village C can easily communicate with their close neigh-
bors (A and B to the west, D and E to the east); they have some difficulty
communicating with people from F and G; and they cannot communicate
well at all with people from H, I, and J. On the other hand, people from
village E can communicate easily with those from C, D, F, and G, have
some difficulty with those from B, H, and I, but find people from A and ]
unintelligible. People from A would be unable to communicate with those
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from J, so it would seem from looking just at the two ends of the chain
that two different languages are involved. But there is nowhere in the
middle of the chain where we can draw a language boundary, since every-
one can communicate with their immediate neighbors. So are we dealing
with one language or two?

In one sense, this is really a problem only when one tries to count the
number of languages, to tidy up the situation with a neat classification.
Some linguists would say that the villages I have described share one lan-
guage, made up of a complex dialect chain. Others would say it is two, with,
however, no distinct boundary between the western language and the east-
ern one. Situations like this are found in Fiji, in the Caroline Islands of
Micronesia, and in a number of areas in Papua New Guinea. This is one rea-
son that different authorities give different numbers of languages for certain
areas of the Pacific.

Despite these complications, when I say that there are about fourteen
hundred languages spoken in the Pacific, I do mean languages, not dialects.
Some, of course, are quite similar to each other, as French is to Spanish and
Italian, or even as Hindi is to Urdu. But there are also differences of the
same order of magnitude as those between English and Chinese. And many
of these languages are spoken in a number of dialects as well.

There are two other reasons why we cannot be exact about the number
of languages in the Pacific. Some languages are moribund—that is, at last
report they were spoken by just a small number of old people—and there-
fore are almost extinct. Many Australian languages fall into this category,
but there are some in Melanesia as well. The other reason is that, at least
in certain parts of the Pacific, we have insufficient information. The interior
of Irian Java is an especially good example, though not the only one. In such
cases we are forced to make educated guesses.

Table 1 gives the number of languages spoken in each of the main re-
gions of the Pacific and in each of the countries and territories within each
region. For the reasons discussed above, the figures given are approximate.

2.2. Linguistic Demography
2.2.1. Polynesia and Micronesia

With a few exceptions, we can say that in Polynesia there is generally one
language per island or perisland group. Ignoring minor problems (“Are they
two languages or two dialects?”), there are twenty-one languages spoken in
what is referred to as the Polynesian Triangle (including the extinct Moriori
language).2 Map 3 shows the location of all these languages.
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Table 1. Pacific Languages by Region and Country

Melanesia 1151+
Irian Jaya 205+
Papua New Guinea 750+
Solomon Islands 63
Vanuatu 105
New Caledonia 28

Micronesia 16
Belau 1
Northern Marianas and Guam 28
Marshall Islands 1
Kiribati 1
Nauru 1
Federated States of Micronesia 11

Fiji and Polynesia 22
Fiji, including Rotuma 3
Tonga 2
Niue 1
The Samoas 1
Tuvalu 1
Tokelau 1
Wallis and Futuna 2
Cook Islands 3
Hawai'i 1
French Polynesia 5
Easter Island 1
New Zealand 1

Australia 200P

Total 1389+

80ne of these is a dialect of Carolinian, other dialects of which are spoken in
the Federated States of Micronesia.

bMany of these have become extinct or are moribund.

Speakers of many of these languages now live outside their home coun-
tries. There are significant communities of speakers of, for example, East
Uvea (Wallisian) in New Caledonia and Vanuatu, and of Tongan and Samoan
in both New Zealand and the United States. About as many Rarotongan
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speakers, and many more speakers of Niuean, live in New Zealand as in the
Cook Islands and Niue, respectively.

Some Polynesian languages have large numbers of speakers. Samoan
probably has about 250,000 speakers, Tongan, Tahitian, and New Zealand
Maori each approximately 100,000. Rarotongan, with more than 30,000
speakers, and Wallisian, with 10,000, are also large in Pacific terms. In con-
trast, some of the languages of French Polynesia other than Tahitian are
spoken by fewer than a thousand people.

Micronesia is similar to Polynesia in having—as a rule—only one language
per island or island group, although there are difficulties in deciding exactly
how many languages there are. Bender and Wang (1985, 54-56) have a good
brief discussion of this problem. While many of the speech traditions of Microne-
sia are clearly identifiable as discrete languages, the Trukic group of speech
communities, extending from Chuuk (Truk) Lagoon to Tobi, presents a major
problem. Different linguists have divided this complex continuum into three,
seven, and eleven distinct languages, which makes the exercise of counting lan-
guages difficult and probably futile. I have taken Bender and Wang’s figure of
three languages for this continuum, and this gives the somewhat arbitrary figure
of sixteen languages spoken in Micronesia. Map 4 shows the location of these
languages, but also indicates the named varieties of the three Trukic languages
that some linguists treat as distinct.

Many speakers of Micronesian languages also live outside their home coun-
tries, particularly in Guam and the United States. Fiji, Nauru, and Solomon Is-
lands possess sizable Kiribati-speaking communities. Kiribati and Chamorro,
each with more than 50,000 speakers, have the greatest number of speakers in
Micronesia. Lagoon Trukese, Ponapean, and Marshallese all have about 20,000
speakers, and most of the other languages (depending on how they are defined)
number in the thousands. A number of languages or dialects, how-
ever,—including Sonsorolese, Satawalese, Namonuito, Ngatikese, Kapingama-
rangi, and Nukuoro—have fewer than a thousand speakers.

2.2.2. Melanesia

For the purposes of this discussion, Melanesia is taken as including the in-
dependent states of Papua New Guinea, Solomon Islands, Vanuatu, Fiji, the
Indonesian province of Irian Jaya, and the French overseas territory of New
Caledonia. Melanesia differs from Polynesia and Micronesia; here it is the
rule rather than the exception for there to be many languages per island. In
this general survey of the linguistic situation in Melanesia, maps 5 through
10 locate all the languages of Melanesia mentioned in this book.
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Fiji and Rotuma

Rotuma is home to a distinct language spoken by around 10,000 people,
but linguists disagree about how many languages are spoken in the rest of
Fiji. Certainly there are many different varieties of “Fijian” spoken by the
300,000 or so ethnic Fijians in Viti Levu, Vanua Levu, and the offshore is-
lands. The situation is further complicated by the fact that the dialect of the
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Map 5. Languages of Fiji and Rotuma
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island of Bau, southeast of Viti Levu, has been adopted as the standard for
the written language, for education, and for certain public occasions, so that
many Fijians who speak another dialect also know that one. “Fijian” consists
of a chain of perhaps thirty or forty dialects. Most linguists would probably
divide this chain into two languages, Western Fijian (spoken in the western
half of Viti Levu), and Eastern Fijian (spoken in the rest of the country, ex-
cluding Rotuma).

New Caledonia and the Loyalty Islands

There are twenty-eight languages in the French territory of New Caledonia,
all spoken by small populations. The two languages with the largest number
of speakers are Drehu, with about 7,000 speakers, and Paici, with just under
5,000; but five of the territory’s twenty-eight languages have fewer than two
hundred speakers. (Map 6 shows only those languages that I mention in this
book.)

164'W 166'W 168°W
A
ﬁ BELEP IS. OUVEA = Island name
Cemuhi = Language name

— 20's 4 FAGAUVEA = Polynesian Outlier language
FAGAUVEA — LOYALTY IS.

Jawe X
laai § OUVEA

LIFOU

GRANDE-TERRE Drehu

MAREY&

—22's

ILE DES PINS

Map 6. New Caledonia (showing languages referred to in the text)
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Vanuatu

The Republic of Vanuatu is home to between one hundred and 110 lan-
guages (Tryon 1976). As in New Caledonia, all of these are spoken by very
small populations. Recent estimates (Tryon and Charpentier 1989) show
that Northeast Ambae on Ambae Island, with 4,300 speakers, Lenakel and
Whitesands on Tanna, each with 4,000, and Apma on Pentecost, with 3,800
have the largest number of speakers.’ Forty-one languages, or almost half
the languages of the country have two hundred speakers or fewer; five of
these forty-one have fewer than fifty speakers. (Map 7 shows only those lan-
guages mentioned in the text.)

Solomon Islands

The most recent linguistic survey of Solomon Islands (Tryon and Hackman
1983) lists sixty-three languages as being spoken in that country. Those with
the largest populations are the North Malaita dialect chain, with 13,500, and
Kwara’ae, with 12,500, both on Malaita. No other language has more than
10,000 speakers. Twelve languages have fewer than two hundred speakers;
six of these twelve have fewer than fifty. (Map 8 includes only those lan-
guages discussed in the text.)

Papua New Guinea

Papua New Guinea is probably the most linguistically diverse nation in
the modern world. A population of around four million people speak well
over seven hundred distinct languages. Wurm and Hattori’s (1981) lin-
guistic atlas of the region estimates that there are 750 languages spoken
in Papua New Guinea. This may be a slightly conservative figure. Other
estimates usually count more than these. Some differences lie in the dis-
tinctions made between dialect and language. Map 9 shows only a few
of these languages.

According to Wurm and Hattori’s figures, in the 1970s, nine of the lan-
guages of Papua New Guinea were spoken by more than 40,000 people. All
of these except Tolai are spoken in the Highlands. These languages are:

Enga 165,000 Huli 60,000
Kuman (Simbu) 140,000 Kewa 48,000
Hagen 100,000 Mendi 45,000
Kamano 85,000 Wahgi 45,000
Tolai 65,000

At the same time, a staggering 114 languages in Papua New Guinea are
listed as being spoken by populations of fewer than two hundred people.
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Irian Jaya

The situation in Irian Jaya is less clear than anywhere else in the Melanesian
region, since much less research has been done on these languages than
on those of any other part of the Pacific. Wurm and Hattori (1981) believe
that slightly more than two hundred languages are spoken in this Indonesian
province, only four of them by 40,000 people or more. These four are:

Western Dani 100,000
Grand Valley Dani 75,000
Ekagi 65,000
Biak-Numfor 40,000

In contrast, Wurm and Hattori list forty languages—20 percent of those
in the province—as being spoken by two hundred or fewer people. (Map
10 names only the languages mentioned in this book.)
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Map 10. Irian Jaya (showing languages referred to in the text)
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2.2.3. Australia

Dixon (1980) says that, at the time of first European settlement, there were
probably about two hundred different languages spoken in Australia. We will
never know the exact figure, since many languages had disappeared before
any linguistic work had been carried out on them. Of these two hundred, the
Western Desert language had the largest number of speakers, around 6,000.
It was spoken over an area of about 1.3 million square kilometers.*

The survival of Australian languages (and of the people who speak them)
has been severely threatened in the last two centuries. Whole tribes and
their languages died out in many areas, while other tribes assimilated to
varying degrees to the invading culture, losing their languages in the
process. Of the current language situation in Australia, Dixon says:

Of the 200 languages spoken in Australia before the European
invasion 50 are now extinct, the last speakers having died some
years ago; in most cases there are still some people who would
claim tribal membership but they know only a dozen or so isolated
words of what was once a full and flourishing language. Then there
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Map 11. Australia (showing languages referred to in the text)



40 CHAPTER 2

are probably around 100 languages that are on the path towards
extinction. Some are remembered by only a handful of old peo-
ple, and will cease to be spoken or remembered within a very few
years; others may be being learnt by children in a few families but
the total number of speakers is so small—a few dozen or less—that
these languages seem bound gradually to drop out of use over the
next few generations. Finally, perhaps 50 languages are in a rel-
atively healthy state—spoken as first language by a few hundred
(or, in one or two cases, by a few thousand) people and preserving
their full range of use in everyday affairs and in ceremony and rit-
ual. (Dixon 1980, 18)

While the languages of the rest of the Pacific region are generally quite
viable, the Australian languages, which once spread right across the conti-
nent, are in rapid decline. The number of speakers of each diminishes with
the shift toward English and the decimation of the population.

2.3. Language Names

Language names in the Pacific can be problematic. Some languages are
known by one, and only one, name. It may be the people’s own name for the
language (Nakanamanga in Vanuatu), the name of the people themselves
(Motu in Papua New Guinea), an English version of a local name (Tongan),
or a compound expression referring to some feature of the language (Pitjan-
tjatjara, the name of a dialect of the Western Desert language of Australia,
which means “having the word pitjantja ‘come’”).

In some areas, however, people do not have a name for their own lan-
guage, but refer to it as “the language,” “our language,” or “correct/good
language.” The Tolai language of New Britain, for example, has been re-
ferred to in the literature as Tuna, from a tinata tuna ‘the real language.’
Languages of this kind are often named in the literature after the locality in
which they are spoken. For example, linguists call the languages spoken on
the islands of Paama and Mota in Vanuatu Paamese and Mota.

People sometimes invent names for languages lacking a specific
appellation. Discussing the names of some languages of the Torricelli Phy-
lum in the Sepik area of Papua New Guinea, Laycock (1975b, 774) says, “The
languages are named, when not after a village or area, by the translation
into that language of no or there u none; this practice has been widespread
in the Lumi area for some time, and may antedate European contact, and the
principle has been extended in naming languages outside the Lumi area.”
This practice explains why a number of languages in this area have very sim-
ilar names (Olo, Alu, Galu, Aru, Aruop, and so on).
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Even when people do have their own name for a language, some other
name is often given, usually a geographical one. On the island of Tanna
in Vanuatu, for example, the “real” names of the languages spoken in the
Lenakel and Whitesands areas are, respectively, Netvaar and Nirak. But
these languages are almost universally known as Lenakel and Whitesands
not only to outsiders but also to their speakers.

In many cases the same language goes by a number of different names,
a name in the local language and a geographical name, or a series of names
for different dialects or different localities in the language area, for example.
The language spoken (in two dialects) on the islands of Rennell and Bellona
in Solomon Islands is known variously as Rennell-Bellona, Rennellese, Bel-
lonese, Moiki, Munggava, and Munggiki. The Nakanamanga language of
central Vanuatu is perhaps better known to linguists as Nguna or Ngunese,
which is the dialect that has received the most attention.’

Again, there are cases where names may refer only to different dialects.
West Guadalcanal (Solomon Islands), for example, has a number of named
dialects, some of which appear in the linguistic literature as if they were sep-
arate languages (Gari or Ghari. Kerebuto, Nggae, Sughu, and Vaturanga).
Early mission grammars or dictionaries often named the language after
the location of the mission, while the name in current use is different
(Lamalanga [name assigned by missionaries] for Raga, spoken in Pentecost
Island in Vanuatu). Hyphenated language names (e.g., Mono-Alu in Solomon
Islands) can indicate that there are (at least) two named dialects but no over-
all local name for the language. Spelling variations also occur. The name of
the Baniata language of Rendova in Solomon Islands has also been spelled
Bafiata and Mbaniata, while another Solomons language, spoken in New
Georgia, has been variously spelled Bareke, Bariki, Mbareke, and Mbariki.

In this book I try to use the most generally accepted name for any lan-
guage with consistency, even if (1) the language has other names, and (2)
these other names are used in my sources.

2.4. A Brief History of Pacific Language Research

The first information on Pacific languages came from European navigators,
who published lists of words and occasional sentences in various languages
(and sometimes commented on the similarities between some of them). Mis-
sionaries followed, translating religious materials into various Pacific lan-
guages, but also producing grammars, dictionaries, and the like. Some colo-
nial government officials also made contributions.

Professional linguists were rather late on the scene. In general, their in-
terests have been threefold.
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1. Comparative-historical: attempting to establish relationships be-
tween languages within the Pacific, and between Pacific languages
and languages outside the region, thus contributing to the study of
Pacific prehistory.

2. Descriptive: analysis of the grammars of Pacific languages,
compilation of dictionaries, and so on.

3. Theoretical: testing or formulating general claims about the nature
of language and of language change on the basis of data from Pa-
cific languages.

2.4.1. Fiji and Polynesia

Our knowledge of the Fijian and Polynesian languages is more complete
than our knowledge of most other Pacific languages for a number of reasons.
There is usually only one language per country (or island). The languages
are not especially difficult phonologically and are quite closely related, so
that a knowledge of one makes a good stepping-stone to learning another.
And in general, the Polynesian languages and Fijian have been studied for
far longer than have those of the rest of the region.

Missionary endeavors and the work of some colonial officials provided
a firm foundation for the description of many of these languages, with a
good number of grammatical studies and dictionaries being written in the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. The first grammar and the first
dictionary of Fijian, for example, were published in 1850 (Hazlewood 1850a,
1850Db), and there were also early studies of the languages of Tonga, Samoa,
and various parts of eastern Polynesia, including New Zealand. In many of
the countries of Polynesia, governments have also taken a keen interest in
the preservation of traditional culture and language, encouraging the use
of Polynesian languages in schools and churches, on radio and television, in
books and newspapers, and elsewhere in the public domain. So there are
good grammars and/or dictionaries for most of the languages of Fiji and
Polynesia, and there are numerous publications in and on these languages
of both an academic and a general nature.

2.4.2. Micronesia

Given Micronesia’s checkered colonial history, it is not surprising that little
was known about most of its languages until after the Second World War.
Some of the early information on Micronesian languages was written in Ger-
man or Japanese.

Bender (1984, viii-x) gives a brief summary of the history of Microne-
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sian linguistics since 1945. Initial studies focused on applied linguistics to
assist the American government in education and other areas. But these
studies often had a more academic side as well. The decision in 1966 to send
Peace Corps volunteers to Micronesia meant that language courses had to
be written, providing a fresh impetus for linguistic research. These language
lessons often developed into full-scale grammars and dictionaries, mainly
under the auspices of the University of Hawai’i, which continues to be the
major center for the study of Micronesian languages.

As a result of the last fifty years’ research good grammars or dictio-
naries exist for most Micronesian languages. Orthographies have been de-
veloped for virtually all the languages, and many are or have been used as
classroom languages in Micronesian educational systems.

2.4.3. Melanesia

In Melanesia, some languages have been well known to linguists for a long
time, but a very large number remain almost completely unstudied. Apart
from a few wordlists published by early explorers, it was once again the mis-
sionaries who undertook the first serious study of any of the Melanesian
languages. For many of these languages missionary grammars and dictio-
naries (in French, German, or Dutch as well as English) remain the only
publications of a linguistic nature. By the turn of the twentieth century, there
were publications on a handful of these languages, including the compara-
tive studies of von der Gabelentz (1861-1873). Codrington (1885), and Ray
(1926), which presented grammatical sketches of a number of languages.
But even into the 1920s, very little indeed had been published about the lan-
guages of Melanesia.

During the twentieth century, missionary linguistic work has continued
in anglophone Melanesia. Scholars from various universities have also pub-
lished grammatical and lexical studies of a number of Melanesian languages,
while the Summer Institute of Linguistics has engaged in a massive amount
of research into languages of the New Guinea area especially. Until recently,
the pioneering work of Leenhardt (1946) remained the major source of infor-
mation for the languages of francophone Melanesia, though recent work by a
number of French and other linguists has dramatically increased our knowl-
edge of the languages of New Caledonia and the Loyalty Islands.

2.4.4. Australia

Apart from a few missionaries and colonial officials, very few of the early
white settlers paid much attention to Australian languages. Given their atti-
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tudes toward Aboriginal people and Aboriginal society, which ranged from
classifying them as primitive, attempting to assimilate them, and treating
them with “benign neglect” to downright extermination and genocide, one
would not have expected much linguistic work to be done on these lan-
guages in the first century of contact.

In the earlier part of the twentieth century, some linguistic study accom-
panied anthropological studies. In his survey of the languages of Australia
Dixon notes that, in the fifty years between 1910 and 1960, there was only
one linguist, Arthur Capell, active in the field. In more recent years, linguists
from a number of universities in Australia and elsewhere, as well as those
working with the Summer Institute of Linguistics, have produced a consid-
erable body of descriptive and comparative work. Much of this falls into the
category of salvage linguistics, recording a language before it becomes ex-
tinct. Many salvage attempts are just sketches, containing gaps in lexicon
and grammar that can never be filled.
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The History of the
Austronesian Languages

Comparative-historical linguists have divided the fourteen hundred or so
languages of the Pacific into three broad groups. About 450 are classified as
belonging to the Austronesian family, a very large family of languages with
another six or seven hundred members spoken outside the Pacific Basin.
Seven hundred or so languages spoken on the island of New Guinea, or on
islands not far from it, belong to a number of apparently unrelated families.
All are grouped under the cover term Papuan. The two hundred Australian
languages belong to a third broad genetic grouping. We know much more
about both the present and the past of the Austronesian languages of the Pa-
cific than we do about the Papuan or Australian languages. For this reason I
discuss the history of the Austronesian languages first.

3.1. The Austronesian Family

The Austronesian language family is one of the two largest language fami-
lies in the world in number of member languages. (The other is the Benue-
Congo family in Africa.) The family as a whole has somewhere between a
thousand and twelve hundred languages, spoken by almost three hundred
million people.1 Map 12 shows the distribution of Austronesian languages.
Outside the Pacific Basin, Austronesian languages are spoken in Taiwan, in
Malaysia and a few small pockets on the Asian mainland, in Madagascar, and
in almost all of island Southeast Asia. All the languages of the Philippines
and almost all the languages of Indonesia (excluding most of Irian Jaya) are
Austronesian.

About 450 Austronesian languages are spoken within the Pacific region.
These include all the languages of Polynesia, Micronesia, Fiji, New Caledo-
nia, and Vanuatu, as well as almost all the languages of Solomon Islands.
Only about one quarter of the languages of the New Guinea area belong
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Map 12. Austronesian Languages

to this family, however. Speakers of these languages generally occupy New
Guinea’s offshore islands and some coastal areas, but very few inhabit in-
land areas.

While linguists are still not in full agreement as to the major subgroups
of Austronesian, figure 6 shows one widely accepted view of the higher-or-
der branches of this family. Nearly all of the Austronesian languages dis-
cussed in this book belong to the Oceanic subgroup. The family tree sug-
gests an Asian origin for speakers of Austronesian, and the archaeological
evidence tends to corroborate this.

3.2. The Oceanic Languages

Two languages spoken in Micronesia, Palauan and Chamorro, belong to one
of the Western Malayo-Polynesian subgroups of Austronesian, and the Aus-
tronesian languages of the western part of Irian Jaya belong to the South
Halmahera-West New Guinea subgroup. All of the other Austronesian lan-
guages in the Pacific belong to the Oceanic subgroup. This subgroup was
originally established by the German linguist Dempwolff (1934-1938). He
referred to it as Urmelanesisch ‘Proto Melanesian.” All Oceanic languages
share a number of phonological, grammatical, and lexical innovations that
are absent from the other Austronesian languages.

3.2.1. Internal Relationships of the Oceanic Languages

Scholars have been debating the internal relationships of Oceanic for some
time. They agree that the initial branching of Oceanic was in the western
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part of the Pacific, but the poor state of our knowledge of Melanesian lan-
guages has made it difficult to determine just what that initial branching
looked like. Fijian and the Polynesian languages have been thoroughly stud-
ied for more than a century, and their interrelationships are fairly clear.
They form, however, only one small subsubgroup of Oceanic, and studying
them has not helped a great deal in determining the overall structure of the
Oceanic subgroup.

Proto Austronesian

Proto Malayo-
Polynesian

Proto
Central-Eastern
Malayo-Polynesian

(possibly more
SueraiEt Proto Eastern
order subgroup) :
Malayo-Polynesian
(perhaps 10-20 (status as
subgroups) subgroup
uncertain)
Formosan Western Central South Halmahera— Oceanic
Malayo- Malayo- West New Guinea
Polynesian Polynesian

Figure 6. An Austonesian Family Tree
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Only in fairly recent years has a coherent picture of the Oceanic sub-
group begun to emerge. Currently the groups within this subgroup include:

1. Yapese, spoken on the island of Yap in Micronesia (Ross 1995). This
may prove to form part of the Admiralty Islands group.

2. The Admiralty Islands group, namely, the languages of Manus and
neighboring islands to the north of the New Guinea mainland.

3. The Saint Matthias Islands group, two languages spoken on small
islands immediately to the north of New Ireland in Papua New
Guinea. This also may prove to be part of the Admiralty Islands group.

4. The Western Oceanic group, a very large grouping consisting of:

a. The North New Guinea subgroup, comprising all the Oceanic
languages of western and southern New Britain plus those spo-
ken along the northern coast of Papua New Guinea from just
south of the Markham Valley westward to the Irian Jaya border.

b. The Papuan Tip subgroup, all the Oceanic languages of the
Papuan mainland and the neighboring islands.

c. The Meso-Melanesian subgroup, made up of the Oceanic lan-
guages of northern and eastern New Britain, New Ireland,
Bougainville (and their offshore islands), and the Oceanic lan-
guages of the western half of the Solomon Islands (excluding a
handful of Polynesian Outlier languages—see 3.2.2 below).

d. The Sarmi-Jayapura subgroup, made up of the Oceanic lan-
guages of the northeast coast of Irian Jaya (Ross 1996). (These
are included here because they may turn out to be part of the
North New Guinea subgroup.)

5. The Southeast Solomons group includes the Oceanic languages
of Guadalcanal, Malaita, and Makira, plus Bughotu on Isabel. This
group may possibly also include the languages of Utupua and
Vanikoro in the Temotu Province of Solomon Islands, though it is
more likely that these form one or even two separate subgroups.

6. The Southern Oceanic group (Lynch 1997), consisting of:

a. The North-Central Vanuatu subgroup, in which are the non-
Polynesian languages of north and central Vanuatu from the
Torres Islands in the north to Efate in the central south.

b. The Southern Melanesian subgroup, with the non-Polynesian
languages of Southern Vanuatu (Erromango, Tanna, and Ane-
ityum), New Caledonia, and the Loyalty Islands.

7. The Micronesian group, all non-Polynesian Oceanic languages in
geographical Micronesia, excluding Yapese; note that the status of
Nauruan within this group is still problematic.
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8. The Central Pacific group, consisting of Rotuman, the languages
of Fiji, and all Polynesian languages, including the Polynesian Out-
liers discussed below.?

Attempts have been made to try to link two or more of these groupings
together into a higher-order group, but they have so far been unsuccessful.
Groups 5-8 above have recently been linked into a putative Central-Eastern
Oceanic subgroup (Lynch, Ross, and Crowley 1998) whose validity is still be-
ing investigated. Because of this, trying to present a family tree of Oceanic
would serve no real purpose at this stage of our research.

3.2.2. Oceanic Subgroups and Geographical Regions

Given the subgrouping of Oceanic just outlined, it should be obvious that the
boundaries dividing the three traditional geographical-cultural regions of the
Pacific—Melanesia, Micronesia, and Polynesia—do not correspond to the lin-
guistic facts. About twenty languages are spoken in the geographical area
known as Polynesia. Outside Polynesia are fourteen other languages that are
very clearly genetically “Polynesian.” These are referred to as Polynesian
Outliers, and most scholars assume that they are the result of migrations into
Melanesia and Micronesia from western Polynesia after its settlement by the
ancestors of the modern Polynesians. Table 2 gives a list, with locations, of the
fourteen Polynesian Outliers. (See also maps 4, 6-9). Figure 7 shows the in-
terrelationships of the Polynesian languages and their immediate relatives in
the Central Pacific group. The primary split in Polynesian occurred between
the Tongic subgroup (consisting of just Tongan and Niuean) and the Nuclear
Polynesian subgroup (consisting of all other Polynesian languages including
the Outliers). The closest Outliers’ relatives within Polynesian appear to be
Samoan, Tokelauan, Tuvaluan, East Uvea, East Futuna, Niuafo‘ou, and Puka-
puka. Although all the languages of Polynesia are Polynesian in the genetic
sense, not all Polynesian languages are spoken in Polynesia.

In Micronesia the situation is somewhat different. The “Micronesian” sub-
group consists of most, but not all, of the languages of geographical Microne-
sia. Not only are two Polynesian Outliers, Nukuoro and Kapingamarangi, spo-
ken in Micronesia, but Yapese appears to be a single member of a subgroup
separate from all other Oceanic languages. To complicate matters further, the
nature of the relationship of Nauruan to the other Micronesian languages is
unclear, and Palauan and Chamorro are not even Oceanic languages at all, but
have as their closest relatives languages in Indonesia and the Philippines.

Nowhere, however, is the mismatch between so-called cultural areas
and linguistic classification more glaring than in Melanesia. Hundreds of
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Table 2. Polynesian Outliers

Country or territory Location Language
Federated States of Mi- Nukuoro Island Nukuoro
cronesia
Kapingamarangi Island Kapingamarangi
Papua New Guinea Nukuria Island Nukuria
Mortlock Island Takuu
Tasman Island Nukumanu
Solomon Islands Ontong Java Luangiua
Stewart Island Sikaiana
Rennell Island, Bellona Rennellese
Island
Duff Island Pileni
Tikopia Island, Anuta Tikopia-Anuta
Island
Vanuatu Emae Island Emae
Port Vila harbor Ifira-Mele
Futuna Island, Aniwa West Futuna
Island
New Caledonia Ouvéa, Loyalty Islands Fagauvea (West
Uvea)

Papuan languages are spoken in Melanesia, as are a number of Oceanic lan-
guages, including a dozen or so Polynesian Outliers (see table 3).

But more important is the fact that, although we can speak of a Polyne-
sian subgroup, and even of a Micronesian subgroup, that have some corre-
lation with geography, there is no such thing as a Melanesian subgroup of
Oceanic. Of the eight major subgroups of Oceanic, six are located wholly or
partly in Melanesia.

3.3. The Settlement of Oceania

Linguists construct hypotheses about the interrelationships of languages to
attempt to find out about the past. These theories about past languages and
language splits generally lead to theories about the origins and migrations
of peoples. In many cases, one can compare linguistic and archaeological hy-
potheses in an effort to put both on a firmer footing.

3.3.1. Origins of Oceanic Speakers

The Oceanic subgroup’s position on the Austronesian family tree (figure 6)
indicates that the speakers of Proto Oceanic migrated from Southeast Asia
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(Proto Central Pacific)
Proto Polynesian
Proto Tongic Proto Nuclear Polynesian
Proto Samoic-Outlier Proto Eastern Polynesian
Proto
Central-Eastern
Polynesian
Tongan, Samoan, Tokelauan, Hawaiian, Marquesan, Rapanui
Niuean Tuvaluan, East Uvea, Tahitian, Tuamotuan,
East Futuna, Niuafo'ou, Mangareva, Rapa,
Pukapuka, Nukuoro, Penrhyn, Rarotongan,
Kapingamarangi, Takuu, Maori, Moriori

Nukuria, Nukumanu,
Luangijua, Sikaiana,
Rennellese, Pileni,

Tikopia-Anuta, Emae,

Tfira-Mele, West
Futuna, Fagauvea

Figure 7. The Polynesian Subgroup
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Table 3. Languages of Melanesia

Austronesian Papuan Total
New Caledonia 28 — 28
Vanuatu 105 — 105
Solomon Islands 56 7 63
Papua New Guinea 210 540 750
Irian Jaya 45 160 205
Totals 444 707 1151

to the Pacific region. This thesis is almost universally accepted. Some evi-
dence suggests that the closest external relatives of the Austronesian lan-
guages may be (1) the Thai-Kadai group of languages, spoken mainly in
Thailand and Laos, and (2) the languages of the neighboring Austroasiatic
group, spoken mainly in Cambodia and Vietnam. Both of these groups also
have members in southern China and in parts of Malaysia. Archaeologists
suspect that dramatic improvements in agricultural practices, accompanied
by significant population growth, led to expansions of human populations on
the Southeast Asian mainland around 5,000 B.c. (Bellwood 1995).

The Austronesians were one of these populations. The linguistic family
tree presented in figure 6 is compatible with the archaeological evidence
pointing to an Austronesian homeland on the Asian mainland. The first no-
ticeable expansion was into Taiwan, and then, after some centuries, from
Taiwan to the Philippines. Later some Austronesian speakers migrated to
Malaysia, Indonesia, and Madagascar.

The closest relatives of Oceanic are its immediate western neighbors
in the Cenderawasih Bay area and the Halmahera Islands in western Irian
Jaya. The immediate ancestors of the Proto Oceanic speakers migrated from
eastern Indonesia through western Irian Jaya into the Bismarck Archipelago
(Manus, New Britain, and New Ireland), and settled there—possibly around
the Willaumez Peninsula in New Britain—for some time. Map 14 gives some
idea of the various migrations.

3.3.2. The Dispersal of Oceanic Speakers

Oceanic speakers were not the first to arrive in the New Guinea area; speak-
ers of Papuan languages had been there for a long time. The New Britain
area, for example, has been settled for more than thirty thousand years,
and parts of the mainland of New Guinea for much longer even than that.
Contact between the original Papuan-speaking settlers and the invading
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No