
THE LANGUAGES OF THE NEW HEBR I DES : 

I NTERNAL AND EXTERNAL RELAT I ONSH I PS 

1 . 0 .  I NT RO D U C T I O N  

D . T .  TRYON 

The Anglo-French Condominium o f  the New Hebride s con s i s t s  of an 
incomp lete double chain o f  more than 8 0  island s , of  which 11  or 1 2  may 
be cons idered maj or is lands . The New Hebride s archipelago stret che s 
from north-west to south-ea s t  for approximate ly 5 5 0  mile s , and l i e s  
between 12 and 2 0  degree s  S . Lat . and 1 6 5  and 1 7 0  degree s  E . Long . For 
admini strat ive purpose s t he Banks and Torre s  I slands are considered 
part of the New Hebrides . 

The language s of the New Hebrides are s t i l l  very poorly known com
pared with the l anguages of  other Austrone sian areas , espec ially 
Polyn e s ia and Microne s ia . Unt i l  the last  decade , pub l i s hed information 
on the language s of t he group went back to the early studies of such 
s c holars as von der Gabe lentz ( 18 61 and 1 8 7 3 ) ,  Codrington ( 188 5 ) , Kern 
( 1 9 0 6 ) and Ray ( 1 926 ) .  More recent informat ion was provided by Capell 
( 1 9 5 4  and 1 9 6 2 ) . 

During t he last decade there has been a considerable up surge in 
interest in the languages of the New Hebride s .  Studies  of ind ividual 
language s to app ear in recent y ears inc lude t ho s e  by Walsh ( 19 6 2  and 
1 9 6 6 ) ,  Kasarherou ( 1 9 6 2 ) ,  Hewit t ( 1 9 66 ) ,  Parker ( 19 6 8  and 1 9 7 0 ) , Schutz 
( 1 9 6 9a and 1 9 69b ) , Paton ( 1971 and 1 97 3 ) , Guy ( 1974 ) ,  Charpent i er 
( 19 7 4 ) and Lynch ( 19 7 4 ) .  Depth stud i e s  are c urrent ly in progre s s  on 
Paama ( T .  Crowley ) ,  Epi ( D . T .  Tryon ) ,  South Malekula ( J . M .  Charpent i er ) , 
while Lynch i s  continuing his study of the language s of the three 
s outhern i sland s . 

Since Cap e l l ' s  ( 1 95 4  and 1 9 6 2 ) , there have been few comparat ive 
studies  covering any large area of the New Hebrid e s , apart from t ho s e  
of  the pre sent wr it er ( Tryon 1 9 7 2 , 1 9 7 3  and 1 9 7 6 ) .  In the late s t  
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publicat ion ( Tryon 1 97 6 )  an int e rnal classification of all of  the known 
New Hebride s language s was pre sented , the main result s  of which are 
summari sed below . Lynch ( 1 9 7 5  and 1 9 7 6 , and thi s volume ) has provided 

cons iderabl e  subgrouping evidence for the language s of  the three south
ern i sland s .  

A s  far a s  the ext ernal relat ionship s o f  the New Hebrides l anguage s 
are concerned , previous attempt s have been made b y  Grace ( 19 5 5 ) , Dyen 
( 19 6 5 )  and Pawley ( 1 97 2 ) .  While the studi e s  of  the se three scho lars 
will be d i scussed be low , it should be stated here that the language s 
selec ted by them for subgroup ing on an Oceania-wide or Austronesia-wide 
b a s i s  were chosen mainly because mat er ial s  in the language s used w ere 
available , not because the language s were truly repre sentative of New 
Hebrides l anguage s .  This  shortc oming has been overcome in the pre sent 
paper ,  s inc e aft er lengthy fieldwork the writer was able to complete an 
internal subgrouping of all New Hebrides language s for t he first t ime 
( Tryon 1 9 7 6 ) ,  and was thus in a posit ion to select repre sentative lan
guage s when the ext ernal relationship s of  the language s of the se is lands 
were considered . 

It must be stre s sed , however , that whi le the internal subgroup ings 
e stabli shed have been based on a study of sound corre spondence s  and 
lexicostatist ical method s , requiring corroborat ion from the comparative 
morphological study at pre sent in train , the ext ernal relationships 
sugge sted in this paper are based on quant itat ive evidence alone and 
must be seen as a first approach to the subj ect only . As the language s 
both inside and out side the New Hebrides become better known , more 
definit ive progre s s  in s ituating the New Hebridean language s within the 
Oceanic and/or Aus trone sian framework can be anticipated . 

2 . 0 .  I NT E R N A L  R E LAT I O N S H I P S  

2 . 1 .  QUANT I TATI V E  E V IVENC E 

Between 1 9 6 9  and 1 9 7 4  some 3 5 0  wordli st s each of 3 0 9  items were 
collec t ed , mainly by the writ er , repre senting what is believed to be 
all of  the extant language s of  the New Hebrides . For the computat ion 
of cognate p ercentage s the number of the l i s t s  was reduced from 3 5 0  to 
1 7 8 , thus e l iminat ing l i s t s  which differed only minimally from each 
othe r .  The number of items on the l i s t s  was reduced from 3 0 9  t o  2 5 8  

on the basis of  difficulty of accur'ate e l ic itation i n  the Island 
Me lane sia region . ( For details see Tryon 1 9 7 6 : 9 6 ff . )  

All o f  the l i s t s  used in t he computation of cognate densi t i e s in
corporated the Swadesh 100 and 200 wordl i s t s  as modified by Samarin 
( 1 9 6 7 : 2 2 0 -3 ) ,  together with additional items cons idered suitable for 
thi s geographical area . 
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Cognate identificat ion was made on the basis o f  regular sound corres
ponden c e s  with the Pro to-Oceanic phoneme inventory as e stablished by 
Grace ( 1 9 6 9 ) ,  together with the addition o f  * n , as shown nec e s sary by 
Blust ( forthcoming ) . The method o f  cognate recognit ion adopted may be 
described a s  conservative , s ince in addition to re ference t o  regular 
sound correspondence s , doubt ful cognate s  were scored as non-cognat e .  

For purposes o f  the internal lexicostatist ical c l a s s i ficat ion the 
following percentage s were taken as diagno s t i c : 

Approximat e ly 8 1%-100%  Dial e c t s  o f  same language 
Approx imately 5 0%-80% Different language , same Subgroup 
Approximately 3 0 % - 4 9 %  Different Subgroup , same Group 

Approximate ly 20%-29%  Different Group , same ' Family ' 

The rationale behind the subgrouping percentage cut -offs warrants brief 
comment , as follows : 

( a ) 8 1 %  was chosen a s  t he demarcation line between language and diale c t  
o n  t h e  bas i s  o f  observed mutual intelligib i l it y ;  any lower figure proved 
unsatis fac tory in a New Hebrides-wide context . 

( b ) 5 0% was chosen to delimit languages belonging to the same subgroup , 
since it was ob serve d ,  in the New Hebrides context , that some sort o f  
natural division oc curs about t h i s  point , l anguages t ending to score 
s everal points higher or lower than the 5 0% .  

( c ) I t  was obs erved that languages which scored approximately 3 0 %  or 
higher with each other app eared to demonstrate struc tural and morpho
logical similarities  with each other , whereas languages who s e  percent ile 
score s  fell much below thi s mark were accompanied by a corre sponding 
falling away in struc tural s imilarit ie s .  

( d ) The t erm ' Family ' in the internal c l a s s i f ication does not imply 
that individual languages within the New Hebrides are more closely 
related to each other than to any language grouping outside the New 
Hebride s . Within the first part of this paper it s imply places a geo
graphical limitat ion on the language s considered . The mat ter o f  ' Family ' 
i s  t aken up again in the second part of the paper , when the ext ernal 
relationships of New Hebride s language s are cons idered . 

( e ) For purpos e s  o f  the c l a s s i fication adopted , it was t hought u s e ful 
to use  the princ iple o f  ' dial e c t  chaining ' in the New Hebride s cont ext . 
A dialec t  chain i s  a s erie s o f  speech communit i e s  such t hat the speech 
o f  Community A i s  mutually intelligible with that of Community B,  that 
of B with C ,  but not A with C ,  sett ing up an int elligibility chain , 
termed a ' dialect chain ' . In the New Hebrides this system has been 
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CHART I :  NEW HEBR IVES LANG UAGE C LASS I FI CATION 

WEST SANTO 

Valpei 
Nokuku 
Vunapu 
Piamatsina 
Tolomako 
Tasmate 
Wusi 
Akei 
Malmariv - -
Navut 
Lame tin 
Wai l apa 
Fortsenal 
Roria 
Amblong 
Morouas 

I Tang�a 
Arak1 I 
Mafea 
Tutub/ 
Aore 
Malo 
Narango 
Tantlotalo 

EAST SANTO 

SOUTH-EAST SANTO 

I 

NORTH & CENTRAL 
NEW HEBRIDES 

MALE KULA COASTAL 

Malua Bay 
Vovo 
Mpotovoro 
Mae 

I Vao I 11 Atchin I I Uripiv-Wala-Rano 
Unua 
Rerep 
Aulua 
Burmbar 
Port Sandwich 
Maskelynes 

r Axamb I l L Malt axal J 
South-West Bay J 

MALE KULA 
I NTERIOR 

NEW HEBRIDEAN 

IUBol 

SMALL NAMBAS 

Letemboi 
Repanb itip 
Dixon Reef 
Nas arian 

MALEKUU CENTRAL 

ERROMANGA 

(5i';I � 

EAST NEW HEBRIDES 

Hiw 
Toga 
Lehali 
Lehalurup 
Motlav 
Mota 
Vatrata 
Mosina 
Nume 
Koro 
Wetamut 
Lakona 1-
Marino 

r Mo<lov 

Central Maewo 
Baetora 

I N . E .  AobarJ 
Nduindui 

I Raga I 
Apma 
Sowa 
Seke 

Is a  
. N .  Amb!)::!!! ·1-

Lonwolwol 
Dakaka 
Port Vato 

"- l s • E . I Paama 
Ambr;tm l_ 

CENTRAL 
NEW HEBRIDES 

Kwamera 
Whitesands 
North Tanna 
Lenakel 

·S . W .  Tanna 
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carried a step furthe r ,  as there are chains of language s suc h that 
language A shares a re lative ly high percentage of common vocabulary 
wit h  language B ,  B with C ,  but not C with A ,  where the percentage i s  
considerably reduced . In the diagrammatic re pre s entation of the New 
Hebrides ' Family ' pre sented in Chart I ,  the chaining princ iple will be 
seen to have been applied throughout . 

In the East New Hebrides Subgroup , for example , language s A ,  B ,  C ,  
D ,  E ,  F ,  G ,  H ,  I ,  J ,  K ,  L ,  M all  form a s ingle subgroup on the basi s  
that the y  a l l  share more t han 5 0 %  cognate s ,  based o n  the t e s t  li st u s ed 
for the computat ion . However , language s C ,  D ,  E ,  F ,  G ,  H ,  I ,  J ,  K ,  L ,  
M ,  N ,  0 ,  P also form a subgroup , a s  do M ,  N ,  0 ,  P ,  Q ,  R ,  S .  I t  will 
be  seen , then , that a sy stem of overlap s is  operating in the New 
Hebride s language s .  This overlap or ' subgroup chaining ' ,  as it might 
be t erme d ,  goe s  some way towards resolving the problem of sharp cut
o ff s  between groups ,  and appears t o  answer to a soc iological realit y .  

In the diagrammatic repre sentation o f  the New Hebrides internal 
relationships p re sented in Chart I ,  t he chaining phenomenon ob served 

within the larger subgroups has been indicated by overlapp ing rectangle s .  
More than 5 0 %  cognate s  are s hared by languages within any re ctangle . 

A p erusal of t he chart will show that Vao , in the Malekula Coastal 
subgroup , ac t s  as a link-p in between the We s t  Santo , Maleku la and East 
New Hebrides subgroup s .  Such a feature i s  not unexp e c t e d ,  given the 
chaining ob s erved at the dialec t ,  language and subgroup levels . 

The lexic o st at i s t ic a l  c l a s s ification of New Hebride s language s ,  set  
out in the t radit ional form , follows . The overlap s  in subgrouping 
i llustrated in Chart I are not repeated in the c l a s sificat ion given 
be low . For tabl e s  o f  percentage s of shared cognate s , see Tryon 1 976 : 

95-1 6 2 ,  where they are set out in ful l . 

The New Hebrides ' Family ' 
1 .  East Santo Group ( 5  languages ) 

Sakao Subgroup : 

LANGUAGE 
Sakao 

South-East Santo Subgroup : 

LANGUAGE 
Lorediakarkar 
Shark Bay 
Butmas-Tur 
Polonombauk 

LOCATION 
E . Santo 

LOCATION 
E . Santo 
E . Santo 
E . Santo 
E . Santo 

SPEAKERS 
1 0 0 0  

SPEAKERS 
5 0  

1 5 0  

3 5 0  

5 0  
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2 .  Malekula Interior Group ( 12 language s ) 
Small Nambas Subgroup : 

LANGUAGE LOCATION 

Letemboi S . Malekula 
Repanb i t ip S . E . Malekula 
Dixon Ree f  W . Malekula 

Nasarian 
Malekula Central Subgroup : 

LANGUAGE 
Katbol 
Lingarak 
Vinmavis 
Lit z l i t z  
Larevat 
Maragus 
Big Namba s  

Labo Subgroup : 
LANGUAGE 
Labo 

3 .  Erromanga Group ( 2  languages ) 
Erromanga Subgroup : 

LANGUAGE 
S ie 
Ura 

4 .  Tanna Group ( 5  language s ) 
Tanna Subgroup : 

LANGUAGE 
Kwamera 
White sands 
North Tanna 
Lenakel 
South-We s t  Tanna 

5 .  Aneityum Group ( 1  language ) 
Aneit yum Subgroup : 

LANGUAGE 
Aneityum 

W . Malekula 

LOCATION 
E . Malekula 
E . Malekula 
W . Malekula 
E . Malekula 
W . Malekula 
N . E . Malekula 
N . W . Malekula 

LOCATION 
S . W . Malekula 

LOCATION 
Erromanga 
Erromanga 

LOCATION 
Tanna 
Tanna 
Tanna 
Tanna 
Tanna 

LOCATION 
Aneityum 

6 .  North & Central New Hebrides Group ( 77 languages ) 
East New Hebrides Subgroup : 

LANGUAGE 
Hiw 
Toga 

LOCATION 
Torres Is . 
Torres I s . 

SPEAKERS 
1 8 2  

6 0  

5 0  

2 0  

SPEAKERS 
2 5 0  

1 2 0  

1 4 0  

2 0 0  

1 0 0  

1 0  

1 2 00 

SPEAKERS 
3 5 0  

SPEAKERS 
6 0 0  

1 0  

SPEAKERS 
l l O O  
2 5 0 0  

2 0 00 

3000 

1 6 0 0  

SPEAKERS 
3 2 0  

SPEAKERS 
5 0  

1 5 0  
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LANGUAGE LOCATION SPEAKERS 

Lehali Ureparapara I s . 100 

Lehalurup Ureparapara Is . 6 0  

Motlav Mota Lava I s . 8 5 0  

Mota Mota I s . 2 7 0  

Vatrata Vanua Lava I s . 1 0 0  

Mos ina Vanua Lava I s . 4 00 

Nume Gaua I s . 1 2 0  

Koro Gaua Is . 7 0  

Wetamut Gaua I s . 7 0  

Lakona Gaua I s .  8 0  

Merlav Merig/Merelava I s . 8 5 0  

Marino N . Maewo 9 0  

Central Maewo C . Maewo 3 5 0  

Baetora S . Maewo 5 0 0  

N . E . Aoban N . E . Aoba 3 000 

Nduindui W . Aoba 3000  

Raga N . Pent e c o s t  2 3 0 0  

Apma C . Pentecost 3000 

Sowa C . Pentecost 20 

Seke C . Pentecost 200 

Sa S . Pentecost 1 2 0 0  

North Ambrym N . Ambrym 1 9 00 

Lonwo lwo l S . W . Ambrym 4 00 

Dakaka S . W . Ambrym 4 0 0  

Port Vat o  S . W . Ambrym 5 0 0  

South-East Ambrym S . E . Ambrym 1 000 

Paama Paama I s . 2000  

We st Santo Subgroup : 
LANGUAGE LOCATION SPEAKERS 

Valpei N . W . Santo 2 0 0  

Nokuku N . W . Santo 1 6 0  

Piamatsina N . W . Santo 1 5 0  

Vunapu N . W . Santo 1 0 0  

Tolomako N . Santo 3 5 0  

Tasmate W . Santo 1 0 0  

Wus i W . Santo 1 7 0  

Ake i  S �W . Santo 6 5 0  

Malmariv C . Santo 1 0 0  

Navut C . Santo 1 0 0  

Lametin C . Santo 1 0 0  

Wai lapa S . Santo 1 0 0  
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LANGUAGE 
Fort senal 
Roria 
Amblong 
Morouas 
Tangoa 
Araki 
Mafea 
Tut uba 
Aore 
Malo 
Narango 
Tambotalo 

Malekula Coastal Subgroup : 

Epi 

LANGUAGE 
Malua Bay 
Vovo 
Mpotovoro 
Mae 
Vao 
Atchin 
Uripiv-Wala-Rano 
Unua 
Rerep 
Aulua 
Burmbar 
Port Sandwich 
Maskelynes 
Axamb 
Mal faxal 
South-We st Bay 

Subgroup : 
LANGUAGE 
Lewo 
Bierebo 
Baki 
Mai i  
Bieria 

D . T .  TRYON 

LOCATION 
C . Santo 
C . Santo 
S . Santo 
C . Santo 
S . Santo 
S . Santo 
E . Santo 
E . Santo 
S . Santo 
S . Santo 
S . Santo 
S . Santo 

LOCATION 
N . W . Malekula 
N . Malekula 
N . Malekula 
N . Malekula 
N . E . Malekula 
N . E . Malekula 
N . E . Malekula 
S . E . Malekula 
S . E . Malekula 
S . E . Malekula 
S . E . Malekula 
S . E . Malekula 
S . E . Malekula 
S . Malekula 
S .W . Malekula 
S . W . Malekula 

LOCATION 
N . Epi 
Epi 
Epi 
Epi 
Epi 

Central New Hebrides Subgroup : 
LANGUAGE 
Namakura 
North Efate 
South Efate 

LOCATION 
Shepherd I s .  
Shepherds/Efate 
Efate 

SPEAKERS 
1 0 0  

1 0 0  

1 0 0  

1 0 0  

2 5 0  

7 0  

5 0  

1 0 0  

1 

1 5 0 0  

1 6 0  

50  

SPEAKERS 
2 0 0  

1 0 0  

1 2 0  

2 5 0  

9 0 0  

9 5 0  

2 3 0 0  

3 00 

2 0 0  

200  

350  

7 5 0  

6 5 0  

4 0 0  

4 00 

2 5 0  

SPEAKERS 
1000  

270  

100  

1 0 0  

7 0  

SPEAKERS 
2000  

2 5 0 0  

2 2 0 0  
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7 .  Polynes ian Out l i er s  
LANGUAGE LOCATION SPEAKERS 
Emae Emae I s . 150  

Fila-Mele S . Efate 1800  

Futuna-Aniwa Futuna/Aniwa I s . 600  

The l anguage s of the New Hebrides ,  t hen , w i l l  be seen to number 1 0 5 , 

inc luding the three Polyne s ian Out lier language s l i s ted under section 7 ,  

above . The s e  t hree language s w ere deliberate ly omitted from the 
classificat ion proper . The language name s and breakdowns used in this 
paper update Tryon 1 9 7 2 . Numbers of speakers , always approximate , have 
also been updated s ince that publicat ion , although no official c ensus 
has been taken for the whol e  of the New Hebride s since 1 9 67 . 

2 . 2 .  QUA L I TA T I V E  E VI V ENC E 

The qual itative e vidence for the internal subgroup ing o f  New Hebride s 
language s has been set out in full in an earlier publicat ion ( Tryon 
1976 : 9- 5 9 ) .  The maj or groupings sugge s ted by the phonological e vidence 
are a s  follows : 

( a )  All  areas o f  the New Hebrides apart from the Banks and Torre s  
I slands lo se POC * R  reflect ing * d a Ra ( q ) ' b � ood ' and * k u R i t a ' 8quid ' .  

( b )  A large subgroup in the Central New Hebride s ( Santo , except ing 
N . W .  Santo , Malekula ,  West  and South-East Ambrym , Paama , Epi , Efate 
and the Shepherd Islands ) would appear t o  be  defined by t he l o s s  o f  * R  

reflecting * pa R i  ' 8 t ingray ' .  

( c )  Several subd iv i s ions are sugge sted within t he Central New Hebrides 
subgroup , the main one s being a grouping which may be  cal led South
Central , consi s ting of the language s of South-East Ambrym , Paama , Epi ,  
Efate and the Shepherd I slands ( based on consonant alternation ) ,  and a 
North-Central subgroup , consi sting o f  the languages o f  East Santo and 
North Mal ekula ( based on apico-labial re flexes o f  POC b ilabial s ) .  

( d )  The southern i sl ands ( Tanna , Erromanga and Anei t yum) app ear t o  be  
set  apart, from t he Central and Northern areas , although t he evidence 
which inc lud e s  Erromanga is rather s c anty at this stage . 

The phonological evidenc e , t hen , sugge s t s  that the language s o f  the 
New Hebrides may be considered to fall into three subgroups ,  thu s : 

I .  Northern Subgroup : 
Banks and Torre s ,  Maewo , Aoba , North-We st Santo , Pentecost  and Nort h  
Ambrym . 
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I I .  Central Subgroup : 
Santo ( except N . W . Santo ) , Malekula , We s t  and South-East Ambrym , Paama , 

Epi , Efate and the Shepherd I sland s . 

III . Southern Subgroup : 
Erromanga , Tanna and Aneityum . While the three southern i slands would 
appear separate from the Central and Northern Subgroups on phonological 

grounds , the evidence adduced in Tryon 1 97 6  is  inconclus ive as to t he 
homogeneity o f  the Southern Subgroup . Lynch ( this volume ) has , however , 
provided evidence for the separate s tatus o f  the Southern Subgroup as 
a valid subgroup within Oceanic languages .  

2 . 3 .  MOR PHOLOG I C A L  E V IVENC E 

Tryon ( 1 9 7 3 ) di scussed some sele c ted morphological features o f  New 
Hebrides l anguage s ,  especially noun classification , numeral systems and 
verb systems and compared the sub groupings reached with s ampl e  lexico
stati s t ical groupings . The comparat ive morphological s t udy , whi le 
incomplete and necessarily so because of the current state of knowledge 
of these language s ,  sugge s t ed the following subgroupings : 

(a )  Based on Noun Classification : 
- a Nort hern Group , characteris ed by almo st identical categori es and 

noun c l a s s  marker s ; a prized pos se s s ion c las s , denoted by * p u l a ,  has 
not been found outside this group . The Northern Group include s the 
Banks and Torre s ,  Maewo , Aob a ,  north Pentecost , Malo and the larger 
part of Santo . 

- a Central Group , con s i s t ing o f  North-East Santo , North Mal ekula , 
Ambrym , Epi and the language s o f  Tanna in the sout h .  The se language s 
have been ob served to have more noun classes  than tho se o f  the north ,  
together with a number o f  different c ategorie s . 

- a Southern Group , consi s t ing o f  South Malekula , Efat e and the 
Shepherd I slands , Erromanga and Aneityum . This group has only two 
noun c la s s e s  for pos se s sion . 

(b )  Based on Numeral Systems : 
- the only coherent s ubgrouping sugge sted by a s tudy o f  the numeral 

systems operating in New Hebrid e s  language s ( dec imal , imperfe c t  
decimal and quinary ) appears to be  a Southern Group , con s i s t ing o f  
the languages o f  South-Ea s t  Ambrym , Paama , Epi ,  Efate and the 
Shepherd I slands , Erromanga , Tanna and Aneityum . Within these lan
guage s a quinary notation is in operation . 
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(c )  Based on Verb Systems : 
- an Extreme Northern Group ( Banks and Torre s Is lands ) 

- a Northern Group ( Maewo , Aoba , Pentecost and Santo )  

- a Central and Southern Group ( the remainder ) 

The two northern groups form a reasonab ly homogeneous uni t ,  the main 
di fference between the two being t hat in the Extreme Northern Group a 
free form particle system operat es , while in the Northern Group the 
verbal pronoun and t en se/aspe c t  markers are fused into a s ingle unit , 
t he morphemes being formally very simi lar between the two groups . The 
remaining group , the Central and Southern Group , on the other hand , i s  
characterised b y  a more complex verb morphology , rather different from 
that noted in the other two groups .  However , the Central and Southern 
Group cannot be described as homogeneous in terms o f  verb morphology . 

2 . 4 .  CONC L US IO NS A NV S YNTH ES IS 

As far as the internal re lationships of the New Hebrides are con
cerned , the sub groupings reached through a cons ideration o f  t he lexico
statistical evidence are in large part confirmed by the evidence from 
phono logy and comparative morphology , although t he phonologi c al and 
morphological evidence has not been as ful l as might be desired , largely 
as a re sult of the lack of data at pre sent availab l e . 

On lexicostat i s t i c al criteria there are six higher order groupings , 
as discus sed above . Of these six , the three southern i s land s ( Erromanga , 
Tanna and Aneityum ) are seen to be s eparate from each other and from 
the other New Hebrides language s .  The phonologic al evidence adduced 
support s the separation o f  t he southern language s from the language s to 
the north .  The evidence is  not suffic ient , however , to allow any 
pos it ive statement concerning the homogeneity or otherw i se o f  the lan
guage s of the three southern i slands . ( Lynch ,  this vo lume , sugge s t s  
that o n  t h e  b a s i s  o f  reconstruct ions , t h e  three may be  considered t o  
constitute a single subgroup o f  Oceanic . )  

The very large East New Hebrides Subgroup o f  the North and Central 
New Hebrides Group , b ased on lexicostat i s t i c s ,  corre sponds very c l o s ely 
to the Northern New Hebrides grouping sugges ted by the phono logic al 
evidence , the only areas at variance being the south-eas tern sec tion 
o f  Ambrym and Paama . 

In other areas the picture produced by comparing the lexicostati s 
t ical and phonologic al evidence i s  le ss  c l ear . The phonologi c al evi
denc e  produce s  a rather undi fferentiated pic ture which , although not 

conflic ting with t he lexic o s tatistical pic ture , fails to support as 
detailed a subgrouping as the quantitative evidence require s .  
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The morphological evidence produced to dat e doe s very little  except 

to confirm the north-eastern grouping sugge sted by the lexicostatistic al 
and phonological evidence .  For the remainder it is in conc lus ive . Whi le 
comparative morphological studie s are proceeding , the pre sent state o f  
knowledge i s  insuffi c i ent to allow a detailed morphologically-based 
c l a s s i f icat ion . For the t ime being ,  at least , the int ernal New Hebrides 
pic ture will have t o  rely upon mainly lexical and phonological data , as 
sugge sted above . 

3 . 0 .  E X T E R NA L  R E LAT I O N S H I P S  

3 . 1 . S E L ECTI NG R E PRESENTA T I VE LANGUAGES 

The Lexico statist ical c las s i fic ation o f  the language s o f  the New 
Hebrides revealed that internally at least there were s ix maj or group
ings , as fo llows : 

l .  North and Central New Hebride s Group 
2 .  Eas t  Santo Group 
3 .  Malekula Interior Group 
4 .  Erromanga Group 
5 .  Tanna Group 
6 .  Ane it yum Group 

The following language s were chosen to repre sent each of the six groups :  

Group 1 :  Mot a  and North-Eas t  Aoban 
Group 2 : Sakao 
Group 3 : Big Nambas 
Group 4 : Sie 
Group 5 : Lenakel 
Group 6 : Aneityum 

Because of the s i ze of the Group , two language s were chosen to 

repre sent Group 1 ,  Mot a  and North-Eas t  Aoban . 
In order to attempt to place the language s of the New Hebrides within 

the total framework of the Austrones ian languages of t he Pac i fic , it 
was decided to limit the study to exploring t he relationships of the 
New Hebrides language s wit h  the so-called Oceanic language s ,  or Eastern 
Austron e sian . While it had been hoped to consider phonological and 
morphological information , time and data available have limited the 
writer to a lexicostatistical computation of the external relationship s 
o f  New Hebrides languages only , at this stage . 

A s  a basis for selec t ing the language s to be compared wit h  the New 
Hebrid e s  representative s , reference was made to Grace ( 19 55 ) ,  who made 

the first attempt at an all-embracing subgrouping of Oc eanic language s .  
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In h i s  report , based on 4 0 0  Oceanic language s ,  and taking into account 
both lexical and morphological information , Grace produced a tentative 
c l a s si fication which resulte d  in his c l as sifying all Oceanic language s 

into 1 9  subgroups ( Grace 1 9 5 5 : 3 3 8 - 9 ) ,  as fol lows : 
1 .  New Caledonia 
2 .  Nengone ( Loyalty I s land s )  
3 .  Lifu ( Loyalty I slands ) 
4 .  Iai ( Loyalty I s lands ) 
5a . Southern New Hebride s ( Aneityum , Tanna , Erromanga) 

5b . Remainder o f  New Hebrid e s  except North-East New Hebride s/ 
Rotuma/Fij i/Po1yne s ian 

5c . Pentecost/Maewo/Aoba/Banks/Torres I s  
5d . Microne sian ( ? )  

6 .  Santa Cruz ( ? )  

7 .  South-eastern Solomons 
8 .  New Georgia Archipe lago 
9 .  Choiseu1 

1 0 .  Bougainvi11e Strait s ,  Bougainvi 11e , Buka 
11 . New Ire land , Hanover , Duke o f  York , North New Britain 
12 . South-We s t  New Britain , Kob e , French I s , Siassi  Is , Ke1ana , 

Tami , Yab im , Bukaua , Suam 
1 3 . Astrolabe Bay Area 
14 . Manam and Schouten I s  
1 5 . Remainder o f  Sepik District 
1 6 . Admiralty I s  and We s tern I s  ( except Wuvu1u and Aua ) 
17 . Wuvu1u and Aua 
1 8 . Central Distric t o f  Papua 
1 9 .  rU1ne Bay and Northern Di stric t s  o f  Papua . 

Pawley ( 1 9 7 2 : 5 ) report s that Grace has made some alterations to his  1 9 5 5  
grouping , and i n  a more recent paper ( Pawley forthcoming : 1 0 )  report s y e t  
another minor modifi c at ion b as ed on an unpublished paper ( Grace 1 9 71 ) . 
The pre s ent writer has pre ferred to select  languages repre sentati ve o f  
Grace ' s  1 9 5 5  grouping for compari son w ith repre sentative s of the s ix 
maj or New Hebrides group ings e s t abli shed ( Tryon 1 9 7 6 ) ,  largely because 
o f  materials available . The language s chosen for c omparison with the 
New Hebrides languages were a s  fol lows : 

1 .  Xarac i ( New Caledonia ) 
2 .  Nengone ( Loyal t ie s )  ( Grace ' s  original 2/3/4 , sub sequently merged ) 
3 .  Gi1berte s e  and Samoan ( Grace Group 5 )  
4 .  Kwaio ( South-east Solomons )  ( Grace Group 7 ;  Santa Cruz omitted ) 
5 .  Roviana ( Grace Group 8 ,  New Georgi a )  
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6 .  Sengga ( Choi seul , Grace Group 9 )  

7 .  Halia ( Grace Group 1 0 )  
8 .  Nakanai ( Grace Group 1 1 )  
9 .  Y abem ( Grace Group 1 2 ) 

1 0 . Gedaged ( Grace Group 1 3 )  
1 1 . Kairiru ( Grace Group 1 4 ) 
12 . Ali ( Grace Group 15 , Sep i k )  
1 3 . Titan ( Grace Groups 1 6/17 ; combined following Blust personal 

communicat ion ) 
1 4 . Motu ( Grace Group 18 ) 
15 . Kiriwina ( Grace Group 1 9 ) 1 

The above 1 6  non-New Hebrides languages ,  together with the seven New 
Hebrides language s s e lected as repre sentative s gave a total of 23 lan
guages compared .  For int ere s t ' s  sake , two l anguages were added , name ly 
Mor ( Irian Jaya ) and Toba Batak ( Indone s ia ) ; l the percentage s for these 
last two were computed but excluded from the subgrouping proposed , as 
they fe ll  outside the original Oceanic area as set up by Grace in 1 9 5 5 . 

3 . 2 .  THE QUA NT I TAT I VE E V I VENCE 

In order to make the computat ion on which the ext ernal relationship s 
of the New Hebrides language s is based , the wordlists used contained 
exactly the same items as tho s e  used for the calculation of the internal 
relat ionships ( see  Tryon 1 9 7 6 : 6 7 ff ) . A maximum o f  258  items were com
pared , with a minimum of around 2 0 0 . The perc entage s o f  s hared cognates  
computed is  as follows : 



1 

206 

2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 24 25 

206 183 206 188 216 174 188 181 223 241 209 130 084 157 162 159 193 194 188 189 179 133 184 146 XAR 
113 124 100 128 098 111 097 106 122 116 074 037 072 097 076 102 100 079 081 109 084 108 103 NEN 

183 113 257 161 190 174 179 167 229 226 216 142 119 193 208 158 192 207 174 164 211 154 205 167 GIL 
180 228 202 212 196 237 257 247 167 130 187 221 169 215 209 200 213 231 168 218 166 SAM 206 124 257 

188 100 161 180 

216 128 190 228 243 

243 150 131 145 267 289 199 142 120 175 169 188 182 168 161 139 158 134 161 166 SAK 

243 243 240 299 289 223 152 121 176 184 191 196 184 163 191 198 161 182 200 BIG .N 

174 098 174 202 150 243 

188 111 179 212 131 243 285 

285 270 240 211 206 142 107 175 162 167 203 195 165 156 174 159 170 194 SIE 

305 219 207 228 131 099 177 191 171 214 212 183 186 187 180 175 210 LEN 
181 097 167 196 145 240 270 305 

223 106 229 237 267 299 240 219 240 

240 226 208 134 110 158 166 163 183 170 187 186 175 130 157 175 ANE 

468 242 169 120 212 213 185 224 214 185 204 201 158 187 174 MDT 
241 122 226 257 289 289 211 207 226 468 

209 116 216 247 199 223 206 228 208 242 303 

303 201 170 243 254 198 232 228 213 209 214 154 222 214 NEA 

194 169 258 272 197 231 235 203 195 224 157 207 192 KWA 

130 074 142 167 142 152 142 131 134 169 201 194 

084 037 119 130 120 121 107 099 110 120 170 169 210 

210 223 142 143 141 143 130 136 161 109 157 155 ROV 
179 142 116 120 099 097 088 126 109 120 104 SEN 

157 072 193 187 175 176 175 177 158 212 243 258 223 179 

162 097 208 221 169 184 162 191 166 213 254 272 142 142 209 

209 202 189 212 164 170 168 130 185 208 HAL 
209 226 234 188 164 225 162 202 164 NAK 

159 076 158 169 188 191 167 171 163 185 198 197 143 116 202 209 

193 102 192 215 182 196 203 214 183 224 232 231 141 120 189 226 309 

309 249 217 200 179 173 171 188 YAB 

350 272 239 227 198 186 211 GED 
194 100 207 209 168 184 195 212 170 214 228 235 143 099 212 234 249 350 

188 079 174 200 161 163 165 183 187 185 213 203 130 097 164 188 217 272 301 

301 215 245 190 190 223 KAI 

249 225 189 185 215 ALI 
189 081 164 213 139 191 156 186 186 204 209 195 136 088 170 164 200 239 215 249 207 148 176 193 TIT 

179 109 211 231 158 198 174 187 175 201 214 224 161 126 168 225 179 227 245 225 207 

133 084 154 168 134 161 159 180 130 158 154 157 109 109 130 162 173 198 190 189 148 187 

187 204 219 MDT 
150 183 KIR 

184 108 205 218 161 182 170 175 157 187 222 207 157 120 185 202 171 186 190 185 176 204 150 

146 103 167 166 166 200 194 210 175 174 214 192 155 104 208 164 188 211 223 215 193 219 183 207 

Key to abbreviations : 1 .  Xaraci ;  2 .  Nengone; 3 .  Gilbertese; 4 .  Samoan ; 5 .  Sakao ; 6 .  Big Nambas ; 7 .  Sie ;  8 .  Lenakel ; 
9 .  Aneityum ; 10 . Mota;  11 . North-East Aoba ; 12 . Kwaio ;  13 . Roviana ; 14 . Sengga ; 15 . Halia; 
16 . Nakanai ;  17 . Yabem; 18 . Gedaged ; 19 . Kairiru; 20 . Ali ; 21 . Titan; 22 . Motu ; 23.  Kiriwina ; 
24 . Toba Batak ; 25 . Mor 

Percentages given to one decimal place ; thus 219 = 21 . 9% 

207 TOB 

IDR 
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3 . 3 .  TWO I NTERPRETATI ONS 

8 9 3  

The percentage figure s  have been arranged i n  the tradi tional tree 
form in Chart I I  above . They show , first o f  all , that the six higher 
order groups e st ablished for the internal New Hebrides c l a s s i fication 
hold good even when they are compared wit h other Oceanic group s . In 
order that a non-New Hebridean language should be a member o f  one o f  
the s ix New Hebrides group s e s t ab l i s hed ( Tryon 197 6 ) , i t  would have to 
share more t han 3 0 %  cognate s .  The only c a s e  in which thi s condition 
is ful fi lled is that of Kwaio , in the South-East So lomons and North

East Aoba , which share 3 0 . 3 % according to the computation carried o ut . 
In this cas e , the languages o f  the South-Ea s t  Solomons could tentatively 
be  included in the East New Hebrides Subgroup , as represented in Chart 
I ,  s ince Kwaio was chosen to represent the language s of t hat Grace 
e st ab l ished subgroup . 

The percentage s computed , see the table above , t end to fall into a 
uniform range , somet hing b e tween 1 0  and a l it t le over 20% , re sulting 
in a rather undifferentiat e d  subgrouping picture , as Chart II  shows . 
I t  was found that until the percentage s reached roughly 2 5 %  or higher , 
it was not pos sible t o  achieve any real different iat ion . For this 
reason , Chart I I I , based on cognat e densities  o f  higher than 25% , was 
produced , showing a di fferent iated group ing which sugge s t s  the 
fo llowing : 

( a )  The e x is tence of a New Guinea subgroup , within Oceanic language s .  

( b )  The existence o f  a South New Hebrides subgroup . 

( c )  The e x istence o f  a subgroup which takes in the remainder o f  the 
language groups o f  the New Hebrides ,  toge ther with representative s of 
the language s of the South-East Solomons , t o ge ther with Grac e ' s  Groups 
1 0  and 1 1 ,  and Micronesian ( as repre sented by Gilbert e se ) . 

( d )  That the remaining groups i s o lated by Grace do not have affil iations 
o f  the same order as a,  b and c ,  above . 

The above subgroupings must , o f  nec e s sity , be regarded only as very 
t entative , s ince they would require corroborat ive evidence from com
parative morphology and phono logy . The New Guinea sub group has in 
fac t been suppor t ed by Pawley ( forthcoming ) ,  and Lynch ( this volume ) 
provid e s  evidence for a higher order grouping which includes the three 
s outhern i s lands o f  the New Hebrides .  

Apart from t he fac t that they produce a rather und i f ferentiated 
pictur e ,  c ognate densities  in the very low range , say l e s s  than 20-25 % ,  

must b e  regarded as suspe c t , and consequently unre liable as a mean s o f  
subgrouping ,  for at such low p ercentage s  t h e  pos s ibility o f  not 
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recognising cognates becomes much higher than , say , i n  the range 6 0 -7 0 % ,  

where cognate recognition poses far fewer problems . Unless all sound 
correspondences have been determined , especially at this leve l ,  the 
number of doubtful cognates must increase in inverse proportion to the 
cognate percentages .  Mathematically , too , the problem o f  standard 
error and degree of confidence in the correctnes s  of recognitions be
come s  more pre ssing as the cognate densities become lower . In point 
of fact ,  it is  suggested that where percentage s of less than say 2 0-25 %  

are involved , lexicostatistics is  a t  best a most  unsatisfactory means 
of subgrouping . At this level the evidence of phonology , comparative 
morphology and lexical reconstruction must be pre ferred . 

When low percentages are involved , Guy ( forthcoming ) has proposed 
that a new technique involving linear regres sion might well be applied 
and prove more worthwhile than the lexicostatistical techniques that 
have become traditional . The t echnique has been applied to the per
centages computed for the languages considered in this paper , and 
appears as Chart IV . The c lusterings produced may be described as an 
index of predictabilit y ,  rather than a genetic subgrouping, for what 
the method achieves i s  to allow one , knowing the relationship that 
exists between two or more language s ,  to determine which language will 
best predict  the next in the string to be considered . The technique 
is at the experimental stage only , but the clusterings produced are 
worth considering, especially when compared to those of Chart III . 
Linear regression techniques  have been applied succes sfully to other 
disciplines , and may well  have a useful role to fill in linguistic 
theory as well .  

4 . 0 .  C O N C L U S I O N S  

The languages of the New Hebrides may b e  considered t o  fall into 
six higher order subgroups in terms of internal classification , based 
on quantitative evidence and supported to a large extent by qualitative 
evidence .  

In terms o f  external relationships , the findings presented here must  
be regarded as an approach to  the question rather than a definitive 
subgrouping , for , apart from the fact that they are based on quantita
tive evidence alone , the pre sent state of knowledge of the Austrone sian 
languages of Melanesia is such that it must preclude t he pos sibility 
of anything like definitive statements .  Other groupings , based on 
lexicostatistic s ,  have been produced in the past , but they too have 
been thwarted by the problem of uncertainty occasioned by low cognate 
densit ies . 



CHART I V  
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As regards the external relationships of the New Hebrides languages ,  
the best that may be said at present i s  that on lexicostatistical 
grounds the southern languages may be considered to constitute a sub
group within the Oceanic framework , while the remainder of the languages 
of the New Hebrides together with those of the South-East Solomons , 
the Gilberts and the general Bougainville area ( Grace ' s  Groups 10 and 
1 1 ) ,  constitute another large Oceanic subgroup . 

There i s ,  however , a considerable amount of research to be done 
before anything but a tentative statement of relationships may be made , 
for the evidence of comparative phonology and morphology as well as 
lexical reconstruction must be given careful consideration . For while 
data for quantitative studies is now reasonably widely available , such 
studies must be regarded as only a first step , requiring confirmation 
or modification as more detailed and systematic information becomes 
available . Detailed morphological s tudies are in progres s  in many areas 
of the New Hebrides ,  but given the large number of languages both there 
and in other areas of Melane sia , one might expect that statements con
cerning relationships  will remain tentative for some little time . 

N O T  E 

1 .  Thanks are due to  R . S .  Lawton ,  J . P .  Sarumpaet ,  R . L .  Johnston , 
D . C .  Laycock ,  J . F . Streicher , R . A .  Blust and others whose materials 
assisted greatly in the compilation of data . 
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