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More than 1,000 of 
the  world’s 

languages are in the 
Pacific

http://www.odt.org

Ocean to land ratio of 300:1

Ocean size ~179 million sq km 

~25,000 islands

Languages:  non-Austronesian (‘Papuan’ – 
60,000 years)

Austronesian (4,000 years) 



Toukelau Takau speaking in Nafsan, Oceanic language, Efate, Vanuatu

https://catalog.paradisec.org.au/collections/NT5/items/TokelauThatch



‘Papuan’ (non-Austronesian) languages
Mian [mpt] PNG

Unnamed speaker recorded by Sebastian Fedden
https://admin-catalog.paradisec.org.au/repository/SF1/010

https://iso639-3.sil.org/code/mpt
https://admin-catalog.paradisec.org.au/repository/SF1/010
https://admin-catalog.paradisec.org.au/repository/SF1/010
https://admin-catalog.paradisec.org.au/repository/SF1/010


Time depth
First occupation around 50,000 BCE

• Probably ‘Papuan’ languages

Austronesian migration (Lapita)
• Homeland origin in Taiwan, migration 

south beginning around 3,500 BP

Depopulation in nineteenth century, 
disease, blackbirding. 
Pidgin languages developed in Melanesia

Teouma site, Lapita cemetery



This map shows the dir ection of the Austronesian expansion from Taiwan into the Pacific. PNAS 112/44 Matisoo-Smith et al, CC BY-ND

Movement of Austronesian people

https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.1518576112
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.1518576112
https://www.pnas.org/doi/10.1073/pnas.1518576112
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nd/4.0/


Austronesian languages



Map p. 3 from Lynch, J., Ross, M. and Crowley, T. 2002. The Oceanic Languages. Richmond UK 

Louse: Papora (Taiwan) huci, Thao (Taiwan) kuti, Bunun (Taiwan) kuti, Paiwan (Taiwan) kutji, 

Puyuma (Taiwan) kuti, Mele (Vanuatu) kutu, Rapanui (Easter Island) kutu, Maori kutu
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Bislama
Solomons Pijin
Tok Pisin

Three creoles developed as lingua francas in Melanesia 



Papua New Guinea 900Solomon Islands 70

Vanuatu 140

New Caledonia 30

Melanesian languages



38 Polynesian languages

Largest Polynesian languages, by number of speakers, are 

Tahitian, Samoan, Tongan, Māori, and Hawaiian

Rarotongan

https://admin-catalog.paradisec.org.au/repository/RE1/RARA3

https://admin-catalog.paradisec.org.au/collections/RE1/items/RARA3
https://admin-catalog.paradisec.org.au/collections/RE1/items/RARA3
https://admin-catalog.paradisec.org.au/collections/RE1/items/RARA3


French 
Polynesia
http://alex.francois.online.fr/AF-LAFP_e.htm#a



The role of the languages

Most are still used as everyday means of communication

But many are under threat from urbanisation and the impact of 
English, French, and national languages

Varying roles in schools/government depending on the country



Phonological notes

Avava (Malakula)
Labiovelar Bilabial Alveolar Velar Glottal

Nasals m̃ m n ŋ

Voiced 
stops

b̃ b d g

Voiceless 
stops

p̃ p t k

Fricatives ṽ v s h

Voiced 
trills

B D

Lateral l

Rhotic r

Glides w y



Interesting features

Demonstratives, e.g., Roviana

Near Speaker Near 
addressee

Distant from 
both

SG hie isa hoi

PL hire isara hiroi



Mood in pronouns – 
Nafsan

Subjects

Objects



Mood in pronouns – 
Nafsan

Subjects

Objects



Mood in pronouns – 
Nafsan

Realis

Irrealis



Mood in pronouns – 
Nafsan

Realis

Irrealis



Mood in pronouns – 
Nafsan

Inclusive / exclusive

We (not you)
We (including you)

We (two)
You (two)
They (two)
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Interesting features

Some languages, e.g. Taiof (Autonomous Region of Bougainville) 
have gender marking in nouns, 4 classes 

• 1 – most common nouns
• 2 – plants, objects made of wood, non-count nouns
• 3 – personal names, kinship nouns
• 4 – place-names

All noun phrases begin with an article which indicates the gender of 
the noun



Possession

Longgu (Solomon Islands)
Alienable or indirect possession
• Tia ngaia ‘his/her mother’

• Mama ngaia ‘his/her father’

• vua ngaia ‘his/her grandparent / grandchild’

• sa’i ngaia ‘his sister’s child/his/her mother’s brother’

Inalienable or direct possession (personal possession, part/whole)
• Zata-na ‘his/her name’

• Nun-na ‘his/her shadow’

• Walu-na ‘his/her voice’

• Tatala-na ‘his/her footprint’

• Anoa-na ‘his/her ancestor’s spirit’



Possession
Tape (Malakula)

- edible, chewable, drinkable, general

Lamen (Central Vanuatu, near Epi island)

- general, edible and some others, drinkable and some domestic items

Sakao (Santo)

- food, inhabitants of a place; drink; shadows, vomit; smells; indispensible 
possessions, parts of wholes, canoes; general

Anejom̃

- food; drink and ‘wet’ foods (mangoes, watermelons); items from which juice is 
sucked (sugarcane, breasts); land, villages, gardens etc.; passive, incl. kinterms; 
general



General features of Pacific languages

• Typically SVO (some OVS)
• Often the S and O are a prefix/suffix/clitic and are required, and can co-

occur with coreferential NP

• Temporal complexity, is it tense, is it aspect?
• Transitivity issues,  valence-increasing/ decreasing operations
• Serial verbs
• Directional systems (inland/to the sea, up/down, to wind directions)
• Numerals – decimal, quinary 
• Clause chaining



Directionals

ra ko-qisu-me       kavia kuda 

I 1SG:REAL-carry-hither  some coconut 
‘I have brought some coconuts.’  

göi ma-zo-la                            Susuka
s/he      3SG:IRR-walk-thither     Susuka

 ‘S/he is going to Susuka village.’ 

Babatana (Choiseul): 



Verbs and transitivity

Verb combinations, serial verbs, can be very productive

Hit-kill,   Get-come,  Get-go, Tell-come, Smell-know, See-know

Roviana

Totoso ene   nuguru la ghami …

when   walk  enter    go  we:EXC

‘When we walked in …’



Verb pairs in Nafsan (nuclear-layer serial verbs)



Verbs and transitivity

How do you know a verb has more than one part? Test: bipartite negation, wraps around the verb 

Ni-ro-kan             vis-tei ouh.
1SG:DIST.FUT-NEG1-eat try-NEG2 yam
‘I will not try to eat the yam.’ (Paamese)

Ki-ro-va-tei                   ki-hol?
2SG:IRR-NEG1-go-NEG2    2SG:IRR-dance
‘Won’t you go dancing?’ (Paamese)



Clause chain

A series of clauses in which one or more is deficient in TMA marking.

In Nafsan, which is an SVO language, the latter kind of clause chaining does occur. The feature 
distinguishing clause chains from other clause linkage types in South Efate is the absence of subject 
marking on sequential or chained clauses.

A=pan tai lop,               Ø=mai,    a=preg-ptak-ki,      Ø=tai-ptak-ki. 

1sgRS=go cut bamboo Ø=come 1sgRS=make-ready-TR  Ø=cut-ready-TR 

I go and cut bamboo, come, I make it ready, cut it ready. 



Académie marquisienne.

https://www.academiemarquisienne.com/





123 languages: Grammar 1-5, Lexicon 1-5, Texts 1-5, Media corpus 1-5
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Documentation index out of 20

Documentation index, Vanuatu languages (early 2000s)





https://www.farevanaa.pf/



Pacific and Regional Archive for Digital Sources in 
Endangered Cultures (PARADISEC)

http://catalog.paradisec.org.au 

1,400 languages

813 collections

45,972 articles

470,891 files

19,680 hours (audio)

3,880 hours (video)

297 terabytes

February 2026

http://catalog.paradisec.org.au/




Reading 
Lynch, John. 1998. Pacific Languages: An introduction. 

Honolulu: University of Hawai‘i Press
Lynch, John, Malcolm Ross, & Terry  Crowley. 2002. The 

Oceanic Languages. Curzon Press.



Australian Research Council DP0450342, DP0984419,  
FT140100214, CE140100041, LE220100010

Thanks to:

Language Data Commons of Australia
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