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This talk

Eva Lindström (Stockholm Uni) 
Background

Michael Dunn (MPI, Nijmegen)
Investigating language relations with 
statistical methods

Ger Reesink (Radboud Uni, Leiden Uni) 
And the genetics?
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So, minimally two strata

ancient (>40.000 years) = “Papuan”
more recent (3,500 years) = Austronesian

... but probably multiple arrivals in ancient times
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Austronesian, Papuan, and 
the Comparative Method (CM)

• the CM is a time-honoured method for establishing 
linguistic relatedness

• it proceeds by establishing cognate forms between 
two languages presumed to be related

• differences have to be systematic: sound 
correspondences

• branches and sub-branches in the family tree 
are based on shared innovations
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Reconstruction (I)
AN: allows for recon-
struction because 
there are enough 
related forms retaining 
the same (or closely 
related) meanings

*taRiŋa
*mat(e)
*mata

tariŋakariŋa-talinga‘ear’
matemaemat‘die’
matamāmata, mete‘eye’
AnutaArosiLavongai

*Caliŋa 
*m-aCay
*maCa 
POc
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Reconstruction (II)
Papuan: too little shared 
vocabulary

→ few similar forms 
meaning the same thing

→ no sound correspon-
dences

→ no reconstruction of 
ancestral forms

→ no family trees

*??
*??
*??

ho'vulogotokikinəm‘ear’
kiuyuza-parə‘die’
lemiberoirəma‘eye’
LavukaleveTouoKuot
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So, CM for Austronesian ...

• the Austronesian languages form a family; the result of 
relatively recent dispersal 

• CM is the one universally accepted 
method for determining linguistic 
relatedness

• because of the CM, we know that five and panc
are cognate, while day and dia are not
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... but no CM for Papuan
no telling beyond ~8000 years

• attrition: sound changes and 
gradual vocabulary replacement 
obscure any original correspondences 

• accretion: lexical loans and contact-induced 
structural changes give similarities between 
unrelated languages

??? ???
?

but some lower-level families can be seen, e.g. 
south Bougainville
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So, how to investigate Papuan?
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There are indications of ancient relations among Papuan 
languages in Island Melanesia.

• grammatical gender
• verb-final word order
• no distinction between /r/ and /l/
So the structure of systems can be investigated, even if the 
actual forms cannot.

A number of structural features, absent from Austronesian 
languages, are suspiciously frequent in IM Papuan, e.g:
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DATA • 125 binary 
characters

• 16 Oceanic, 15 
Papuan

• Fit known variation 
of the region

• Broad coverage of 
grammatical topics 
(sketch grammars)

• Eliminate logical 
dependencies

• Did not eliminate 
typological universal 
tendencies
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Austronesian languages

Dunn et al 
(2005: Science)
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Papuan languages

Dunn et al 
(2005: Science)
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Papuan-AN contact: conflicting signal



In this version, the following slides have been removed 
from the genetics section for copyright reasons – other 
slides have been substituted: 
• Friedlaender et al., in press. A. Pawley& M. Ross (eds) 
Papuan Pasts: mtDNA haplogroups in near Oceania (B P 
Q E N M7 F M27 M28 M29) 
• Friedlaender et al., in press. A. Pawley& M. Ross (eds): 
Papuan Pasts: mtDNA haplogroups in the Bismarcks and 
Bougainville (B P Q1 Q2 E M27 M28 M29)  
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Merriwether et al 
(2005: PNAS)

mtDNA: M in the SW Pacific
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mtDNA: B, P & Q in the SW Pacific
Friedlaender et al 
(2005: Mol. Biol. 
Evol.)



Trejaut et al (2005: 
PloS Biology)
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Friedlaender et al 
(2005: Mol. Biol. 
Evol.)

mtDNA: B, P & Q in the Bismarcks 
and Bougainville
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Kayser et al 
(2003: Am. J. 
Hum. Genet.)

Y Chromosome haplogroups in NG



“Humans walking on earth” by JAO aka J. A. O'Baoighill (USA), 2001
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mtDNA haplogroup relations
L3 (African)
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