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ON THE ORIGINS 
OF THE POSSESSIVE MARKERS 

IN CENTRAL PACIFIC LANGUAGES 
JOHN LYNCH 

UNIVERSITY OF THE SOUTH PACIFIC 

This paper's original impetus was to attempt to find the morphosyntactic origins 
of the well-known Polynesian o and a possessive-markers, and the origins of 
the phonologically and grammatically similar Rotuman markers ?o and ?e. In 
exploring these origins, some contribution is made to the development of the 
Oceanic possessive system in Proto-Central Pacific as a whole, and especially 
within the Fiji dialect chain. In particular, evidence is adduced to suggest 
that the Polynesian and Rotuman systems resemble those of Kadavu and 
Gone Dau more than those of Lau, and that this suggests that Geraghty's 
(1983) Tokalau-Polynesian hypothesis may require some reassessment. 

1. INTRODUCTION. Proto-Polynesian (PPn) and Rotuman both have posses- 
sive-marking systems that appear not to continue directly the Proto-Oceanic (POc) 
or Proto-Central Pacific (PCP) systems but that, on the surface at least, look very 
similar to each other. The well-known "alo distinction," which is not found out- 
side Polynesia/Rotuma, has received a great deal of attention in the linguistic lit- 
erature. But almost all of this attention has focused on the semantics of a- and o- 
marking. It is somewhat surprising that there has not been much discussion on the 
morphosyntactic history of these two markers. In this paper, I attempt to outline 
the historical development of the Polynesian and Rotuman possessive-marking 
systems, and also to cast some light on developments within Fiji itself. In so do- 
ing, I will suggest that the Central Pacific linkage may well be part of the Southern 
Oceanic linkage, most closely related to the languages of Northern Vanuatu.I 

2. SUBGROUPING HYPOTHESES. The Central Pacific subgroup of 
Oceanic consists of the Fijian dialect chain, Rotuman, and the Polynesian lan- 
guages. As far as external relationships are concerned, Pawley's (I972) "Eastern 
Oceanic hypothesis" (figure I) suggested that the closest relatives of Central 
Pacific are the languages of North and Central Vanuatu.2 Pawley subsequently 
withdrew the Southeast Solomonic group from Eastern Oceanic, and renamed the 
remainder Remote Oceanic (Pawley I977). 

Oceanic Linguistics, Volume 36, no. 2 (December I997) 
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FIGURE 1. PAWLEY'S EASTERN OCEANIC HYPOTHESIS 

Pawley's "Eastern Oceanic" (modified 1972 version) 

Southeast Solomonic North-Central Vanuatu/Central Pacific 

North-Central Vanuatu Central Pacific 

N.Vanuatu C.Vanuatu Fijian Rotuman Polynesian 

On the basis of more recent research, Lynch, Ross, and Crowley (forthcoming) 
propose the tentative classification of Oceanic languages outlined in figure 2. 
Following Ross (forthcoming), I use the term "family" to refer to an innovation- 
defined group of languages, the product of language fissure, whereas a "linkage" 
is an innovation-linked group of languages, the product of lectal differentiation. 
The term "subgroup" is used when it is not important to distinguish between a 
family or a linkage, or when the exact nature of the relationship has not been fully 
established.3 The Central-Eastern Oceanic subgroup is not particularly secure at 
this stage of investigation, but its validity as a subgroup is not germane to the con- 
clusions reached in this paper. 

Of particular interest to us here is the Southern Oceanic linkage, because it in- 
cludes the languages of northern and central Vanuatu that Pawley felt were the 
closest external relatives of the Central Pacific languages. The composition of this 
subgroup is outlined in figure 3 (Lynch forthcoming a, b), in which double under- 
lining represents a linkage. 

FIGURE 2. TENTATIVE SUBGROUPING OF OCEANIC LANGUAGES 

PROTO-OCEANIC 
Admiralties family 

Western Oceanic linkage 
North New Guinea linkage 
Papuan Tip linkage 
Meso-Melanesian linkage 
[Unclassified: Sarmi-Jayapura Bay family; 

cf. Ross (1996)] 
Central-Eastern Oceanic subgroup 

Southeast Solomonic family 
Utupua-Vanikoro subgroup 
Southern Oceanic linkage 
Central Pacific linkage 
Greater Micronesian family 

[Unclassified but possibly first-order subgroups 
Yapese 
St. Matthias family] 
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FIGURE 3. THE SOUT HERN OCEANIC LINKAGE 

Southern Oceanic 

Northern Vanuatu 
I I I I I 

various subgroups 
in northern 

Vanuatu 

Nuclear Southern Oceanic 
I I I I I 

various subgroups 
in central 
Vanuatu 

South Efate-Southern Melanesian 
I I 

S.Efate Proto-Southern Melanesian 

I 

Proto-Southern Vanuatu 

Erromango I I 
Tanna Anejoth 

Proto-New Caledonian 

Northern Southern Loyalty 
Grande-Terre Grande-Terre Islands 

If indeed Pawley was correct in theorizing that Central Pacific' s closest ex- 
ternal relatives are the languages of northern and central Vanuatu, and if the 
classification of Oceanic languages in figure 2 is also substantially correct, then 
one hypothesis would be that Central Pacific and Southern Oceanic form a single 
subgroup of Central-Eastern Oceanic, which I will call "Middle Pacific" so as not 
to preempt a better term if one is needed later. This is shown as tree (a) in figure 4. 
Another hypothesis would be that Central Pacific is one of the component link- 
ages of Southern Oceanic, a possible family tree being (b) in figure 4 (where 
the term "Middle Pacific" is used with a different referent). I show in section 
3.6 that (b) in figure 4 may be a more likely hypothesis, at least on the basis of 
the possessive-marking systems. 

FIGURE 4. CENTRAL PACIFIC WITHIN CENTRAL-EASTERN OCEANIC 

(a) Central-Eastern Oceanic 
I 

"Middle Pacific" 

S.E. Solomonic Utupua- 
Vanikoro 

(b) 

"Middle Pacific" 
, , I I 
I I I 

various 
subgroups 

in N. Vanuatu 

Nuclear Southern Oceanic 
l l l l 1! 

CENTRAL various 
PACIFIC subgroups 

in C. Vanuatu 

SOUTHERN 
OCEANIC 

CENTRAL 
PACIFIC 

Greater 
Micronesian 

South Efate-Southern Melanesian 
(as in figure 3 above) 

SOUTHERN OCEANIC 

I 
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3. POSSESSIVE-MARKING IN PROTO-CENTRAL PACIFIC. In this 
section I attempt to reconstruct the possessive-marking system of Proto-Central 
Pacific. 

3.1 THE PROTO-OCEANIC SYSTEM. Proto-Oceanic is reconstructed as 
having had a system of possessive-marking like the one in (I), which is based on 
Lynch (I996a, I996b). I use the generic labels KIN, PART, PASSIVE, FOOD, DRINK, 

and GENERAL in small capitals to refer to the widely recognized semantic catego- 
ries of Oceanic possession, without going into detail about their semantics. Note 
also that there may have been more than one GENERAL marker.4 

(i) Direct Possession: KIN; PART; PASSIVE 
Indirect Possession 

with *ka- FOOD 
with *ma- DRINK 
with *na-/*a- GENERAL 

One point that requires brief discussion here is the reconstruction of passive pos- 
session with direct marking. This point was argued in Lynch ( 996a), and has been 
developed further in Lynch (g996b). Passive possession is marked by direct pos- 
session in at least some members of every first- and second-order Oceanic sub- 
group. In some other languages in most (but not all) of these subgroups, PASSIVE 

merged with FOOD possession. The explanation for this appears to be related to the 
fact that the verb meaning 'eat' often has a secondary meaning 'to experience (of- 
ten negatively), to suffer, to take unto oneself' in many of these languages, and 
may possibly have had this meaning in POc. 

At some stage in the development of Oceanic, and certainly by what we 
might call the Pre-Proto-Central Pacific stage, the GENERAL marker *na-/*a- 
had been replaced by the marker *no-/*o-. This assumption is based not only 
on the preponderance of no-/o- in (eastern) Fiji, but also on the widespread 
form no- in Northern Vanuatu languages (Pawley I972:86, inter alia). I also 
assume that, in Pre-Proto-Central Pacific, PASSIVE possession was marked as it 
was in Proto-Oceanic-by direct possession-and that the merger of PASSIVE with 
FOOD in Fiji is a later innovation not shared by Proto-Polynesian or Rotuman. I 
justify this assumption in section 3.5 below. 

In commenting on my suggestion (Lynch I996a) that the POc GENERAL 
marker *na- may have derived from the POc article *na, Malcolm Ross (pers. 
comm.) has made the point that there appears to be a close link between pos- 
sessive markers and deictics more generally-the POc deictics being *e/*ne 
(or *i/*ni) 'proximal', *o/*no 'distal', and *a/*na 'immediate, unmarked'. In- 
deed, it may well be that the GENERAL possessive markers in POc originally 
were deictics, and there is evidence in some Western Oceanic languages that 
suggests that possessive suffixes were attached to deictics. This hypothesis is 
definitely worth further investigation. If it were correct, then it would explain a 
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couple of general features of Oceanic possessive marking: (a) the variability of 
the vowel in the GENERAL marker, with na-/a-, ne-/e-, and no-/o- all being quite 
widespread; and (b) the variability in the consonant, with na- and a- (for ex- 
ample) both being quite widespread. 

It would also explain a number of facts having to do specifically with the PCP 
system, which I will touch on later, such as (a) the change in Proto-Central Pacific 
from *na-/*a- to *no-/*o- as the GENERAL marker; (b) the alternation between na 
and a in the Fijian articles, and the correspondence between the presence or ab- 
sence of n in the article and the GENERAL possessive marker (Geraghty I983:253); 
and (c) the presence of a possessive-marker e- in an earlier stage of Western Fijian. 

3.2 THE PROTO-POLYNESIAN SYSTEM. Proto-Polynesian has changed 
both the system and the markers involved. The Proto-Polynesian system I re- 
construct below is based largely, though not entirely, on Wilson (I982), and I 
will explain the divergences shortly. 

(2) Direct Possession: KIN (some terms-see [3] below) 
Indirect Possession: 

with *(q)o- KIN (remaining terms); PART; PASSIVE 
with *qa- FOOD; DRINK; GENERAL 

Some comments on (2) are necessary. 
First, there are a number of Proto-Polynesian kin terms, listed in (3), that ap- 

parently took direct suffixation with singular possessors (Wilson I982:37). 

(3) *tahi- 'younger same-sex sibling' 
*tuaka- 'older same-sex sibling' 
*tina- 'mother' 
*tama- 'father' 
*m(a,o)kupu- 'grandchild' 
*tupu- 'grandparent' 

All other kin terms were possessed indirectly with *(q)o-, although there is 
some evidence that PPN may have been moving towards a system in which 
"acquired" relatives (spouses, affines, and children) were marked with *qa- 
(Wilson 1982:30-35). 

I take issue with Wilson on a second point. He reconstructs DRINK possession 
as being marked by *(q)o- rather than *qa-, based on the following facts: (a) In 
Eastern Polynesian languages, certain drinks (most notably kava and medicines) 
are possessed with reflexes of *(q)o-, though others are possessed with reflexes of 
*qa-. For example, "in Hawaiian, 'awa 'kava', that is intended to be drunk, is pos- 
sessed with 0, while all other potables, including water and medicine, take A" 
(Wilson 1982:27). (b) Tongan appears to generalize this further, using o-posses- 
sion with all drinks. (c) In Tongan and Rarotongan, sources of drinks (like wells, 
springs, and water tanks) are possessed with reflexes of *(q)o-. 
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It appears to me that a different hypothesis can be proposed here. It seems 
likely that DRINK possession involving "ordinary" drinks merged with FOOD 
possession (as in Rotuman and a large number of Oceanic languages further 
west), and that this category was marked with *qa- in PPn. However, "special" 
drinks like kava and medicines, drunk specifically for ceremonial or ritual pur- 
poses and/or to induce a change of physical state, were possessed in a PASSIVE 
construction, and were marked with *(q)o-. The Tongan situation outlined in 
(b) and (c) above can thus be treated as a later extension, with *(q)o- expand- 
ing its range of use from marking "special" drinks to marking all ingested liq- 
uids, rather than as a retention from PPN.5 

The actual form of the PPN possessive markers (*qa- and *(q)o-) also needs 
brief discussion. Wilson says that "reconstruction of initial glottal stop for all 
Proto-Polynesian simple possessives is suggested by comparison of simple pos- 
sessives [*qa-, *(q)o-] with irrealis and elliptical possessives [*maqa-, *moqo-, 
*taqa-, *toqo-, etc.],... [which] derive from simple possessives preceded by other 
elements. Both [irrealis and elliptical possessives] are clearly reconstructed with a 
glottal stop at the historical morpheme boundary initiating the simple possessive 
element. Good synchronic support for this glottal stop is restricted to Tongan, the 
only language where two crucial Proto-Polynesian features are preserved to- 
gether: (a) PPN *q and (b) the use of simple possessives phrase-internally.... 
Polynesian languages often neutralise the distinction between glottal stop and zero 
phrase-initially. In Tongan, simple A possessives always contain an initial glottal 
stop even phrase-internally, while simple 0 possessives may occur with or with- 
out an initial glottal stop" (Wilson 1982:48). 

Wilson (1982) in fact reconstructs a number of Proto-Polynesian possessive 
markers: the data in (4) below illustrate not only the variable presence or ab- 
sence of *q in the o-form, but also the fact that the first element is prefixed. I 
repeat these in full in (4) (from Wilson 1982:74 with slight modifications).6 

(4) a-FORM 0-FORM COMPARE 

Simple *qa *(q)o 
Definite preposed *te-qa- *t-o- *te definite article 
Indefinite preposed *sa-qa- *s-o- *sa indefinite article 
Definite elliptical *t-aqa- *t-oqo- *te definite article 
Indefinite elliptical *s-aqa- *s-oqo- *sa indefinite article 
Realis *ni-(q)a- *ni-(q)o- [see note 6] 
Irrealis *m-aqa- *m-oqo- *me irrealis 

It thus appears that the *q was definitely present in the marker *qa-, but has a 
more dubious history in the marker *(q)o-. That is, the original markers may 
have been *qa- and *o-, with *o- changing to *qo- (in some contexts in some 
languages) by paradigmatic analogy. 

3.3 THE ROTUMAN SYSTEM. Rotuman (Churchward 194o, Schmidt forth- 
coming) has also changed both the original system and the markers involved. 
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(5) Indirect Possession: 
with ?o- KIN; PART; PASSIVE; GENERAL 
with ?e- FOOD; DRINK 

The examples given in (6) are in phonemic rather than orthographic script. 

(6) ?o-n le? / kia / ri 
POSS-3SG child / neck / house 
'his child / neck / house' 

?e-n ?a?ana / tonu 
POSS-3SG taro / water 
'his taro (as food) / water (as drink)' 

Rotuman has lost direct possession altogether (which Proto-Polynesian was in 
the process of losing), and in other respects is superficially very similar to 
Polynesian. The major difference is that, while PPn has merged the FOOD/DRINK 
category with the GENERAL one, Rotuman keeps FOOD/DRINK distinct from 
GENERAL, but merges all other categories with GENERAL.7 

3.4 THE FIJIAN SYSTEMS. The Fijian languages do not form a subgroup 
in the same way that the Polynesian languages do.8 Proto-Central Pacific was 
a linkage that diversified into the Fijian dialect chain, Rotuman, and Proto- 
Polynesian, though there was apparently later convergence between some 
Fijian languages (Pawley I979, Geraghty I983). Unlike their other Central 
Pacific relatives, most Fijian languages retain the Proto-Oceanic system (with 
the exception of PASSIVE marking), though some of them have made changes 
in the form of one or more of the indirect markers, a topic to which I will return 
shortly. In discussing possessive-marking systems, I distinguish the following 
four subregions in Fiji, which are defined typologically and do not necessarily 
imply any statement about genetic relationship: 

* WESTERN FIJIAN: western Viti Levu and offshore islands 
* PERIPHERAL FIJIAN: Kadavu, and Gone Dau in Vanua Levu 
* CENTRAL FIJIAN: eastern Viti Levu and almost all of Vanua Levu 
* LAUAN: Lau and Vanua Balavu 

Table I summarizes Geraghty's (I983:247) more detailed analysis of the 

possessive markers in modern Fijian languages, incorporating additional data 
supplied by Paul Geraghty.9 In table I, PRO represents direct possession, the 
position of the hyphen showing whether the pronoun is suffixed or prefixed. I 
discuss the changes that have taken place in Fiji in section 4 below. 

3.5 THE PROTO-CENTRAL PACIFIC SYSTEM. Most of the Fijian 
possessive-marking systems described above are, with the exception of PART- 
and PASSiVE-marking, identical with the Proto-Oceanic system in (i). There 
were, however, changes in the possessive markers. 
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3.5.1 DRINK Possession. The DRINK marker seems to be universally me- in 

Fiji,'? which obviously derives from POc *ma- with a change in vowel that I will 
try to account for in section 3.6. This marker has been lost (through merger with 
FOOD) in Polynesian and Rotuman. I reconstruct Proto-Central Pacific *me-. 

3.5.2 FOOD Possession. In reconstructing the form of the FOOD marker, we need 
first to look at the Proto-Central Pacific velar protophonemes. The relevant PCP 
velars reconstructed by Geraghty (I986:3o5ff.) and their (diaphonemic) reflexes 
in Fijian, Proto-Polynesian, and Rotuman are given in (7) (where Geraghty's PCP 
symbols have been changed to conform to the more standard POc orthography). 

(7) POc *k-LENIS *k-FORTIS *g *q 
PCP *x *k *g *q 
Fijian k k q 0 
PPN *q *k *k *q 
Rotuman 0,? ? k 0, ? 

The forms of the food marker are generally ke- in Fiji (but note Nabukelevu na-), 
PPN *qa-, and Rotuman ?e-. This suggests that the initial consonant was PCP *x, 
deriving presumably from the lenis allophone of POc *k. Now POc *ka- was 
regularly preceded in POc and its immediate descendants by the article *na/*a, 
and thus the *k was intervocalic-a typical leniting environment. It is not surpris- 
ing that many Oceanic languages have a lenis reflex of *k in this form, as for ex- 
ample Tolai a-, Central Papuan markers like Motu a- and Hula ya-, and Proto- 
Southern Vanuatu *n-ya- (which has the historical accreted article-Lenakel nd/ 
ka-, Whitesands na/ga-, Southwest Tanna n/a-, Anejoffiin/ca- /inya-/). 

TABLE 1. FIJIAN POSSESSIVE-MARKERS 

KIN PART PASSIVE FOOD DRINK GENERAL 

Western Fijian 
Tubai na- PRO- ke- ke- me- na- 
Savatu -PRO PRO- ke- ke- me- la- 
Nadroga -PRO PRO- PRO- ke- me- le- 
All others -PRO PRO- ke- ke- me- le- 

Peripheral Fijian 
Nabukelevu (Kadavu) -PRO ne- na- na- me- ne- 
Other Kadavu -PRO no- ke- ke- me- no- 
Gone Dau -PRO o- ke- ke- me- o- 

Central Fijian 
C.-W. Vanua Levu, -PRO -PRO ke- ke- me- o- 

Labasa, Naweni, 
Tunuloa 

Other E. Vanua Levu -PRO -PRO ke- ke- me- no- 
Waidina -PRO -PRO ke- ke- me- ne- 
Other E. Viti Levu -PRO -PRO ke- ke- me- no- 

Lauan Fijian 
Lau, Vanua Balavu -PRO -PRO O- ke- me- o- 
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Now to the vowel of the FOOD marker. Geraghty (I983:383-384) notes that 
Lau and Vanua Balavu have irregular first person possessive forms for GEN- 
ERAL and FOOD-qou and qau for expected **o-qu and **ke-qu respectively: 
"The irregularity appears to be the result of metathesis: the expected oqu 
[ISG:GENERAL] is, in fact, found in Vanua Levu.... But if [the ISG:FOOD form 

qau] is the result of the same metathesis that produced qou, its source must have 
been *a-qu, rather than *ke-qu." If the Lau form was originally a-, the modern 
Lau FOOD possessive-marker ke "is an innovation of part of the Fijian dialect 
chain after the settlement of Polynesia" (Geraghty 1983:393). Nabukelevu also 
shows an a in the FOOD marker, and I will suggest later that Nabukelevu na- 
FOOD derives from *na ka- (ART FOOD) by lenition. So this suggests that the 

original form of the marker in Fiji was ka-. 
Oceanists have resorted to the concept of "assimilation" to explain the varia- 

tion in the vowels of the possessive markers (e.g., Pawley I973, Lichtenberk 
1985). The fact that the vowel in POc *ma- and *ka- is raised and fronted to e 
in most Fijian languages, for example, is often said to be due to assimilation to 
the following high (back) vowel of the high-frequency first and second person 
singular suffixes-original *ma-gu, *ka-mu, etc. producing me-qu, ke-mu, etc. 
The same concept of assimilation, however, is also often used to explain the 
raising and backing of the vowel in the GENERAL marker-*na-gu, *na-mu > 
no-qu, no-mu, which is contradictory. Note specifically in this context that vir- 
tually all Northern Vanuatu languages show ka- from *ka-, but nearly all show 
no- from *na-, suggesting that the *na- > no- and *ka- > ke- changes may have 
different explanations, and may have taken place at different times, *na- > no- 
preceding *ka- > ke-. 

I would suggest, therefore, that the Proto-Central Pacific FOOD marker was 
*xa- (and not *xe-, despite the prevalence of the mid vowel in Fiji and Rotuma). I 

I also suggest that, at some stage in the development of the Central Pacific lan- 
guages, a single Fijian language (probably one in Eastern Viti Levu) changed 
ka- to ke-, either because of the "assimilation" mentioned above or, perhaps 
more likely, through paradigmatic assimilation to the vowel of the DRINK marker 
me- (and maybe also to the ne- allomorph of the GENERAL marker discussed 
below), and that this ke- then spread to some other languages, as suggested by 
Geraghty. More recently, the influence of Standard (Bauan) Fijian may have 
caused other Fijian languages to change ka- to ke-. 

3.5.3 GENERAL Possession. On the basis of Northern Vanuatu and Fijian evi- 
dence, the GENERAL marker in PCP was probably *no-/*o-, and derived from, or 
actually was, the distal deictic. (In section 4.1, I look at the question of whether le- 
/la- in Western Fijian languages is a later innovation or has a different origin.) 
There is also fairly good evidence that this *no-/*o-, which occurred before pro- 
nouns, alternated with a form *ne-/*e-, which occurred before the proper pos- 
sessor marker *i. Such alternations are found in almost every region of eastern 
Fiji, with *ne-i occasionally surfacing as ni, and *e-i usually occurring as we-i. 
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3.5.4 PASSIVE and PART Possession. Although most Fijian languages merge 
PASSIVE with FOOD, Nadroga, Lau, and Vanua Balavu do not; nor do Polynesian 
and Rotuman. Nadroga, Rotuman, and Polynesian all retain the Proto-Oceanic 
system inasmuch as PASSIVE and PART are marked in the same way (though only 
Nadroga actually marks these with a direct construction), while Lau and Vanua 
Balavu merge PASSIVE with GENERAL. This implies that PASSIVE and FOOD were 
still distinct in Proto-Central Pacific and, as I mentioned above, the merger of 
FOOD and PASSIVE possession in many of the Fijian languages is almost certainly a 
more recent process postdating the breakup of Proto-Central Pacific. Because of 
this, I reconstruct PASSIVE as being marked by direct possession. 

3.5.5 Summary. I suggest therefore that the following set of possessive- 
markers should be reconstructed for Proto-Central Pacific: 

(8) Direct possession: KIN; PART; PASSIVE 
Indirect possession: 
with *xa- FOOD 

with *me- DRINK 
with *no-/*o- GENERAL (> *ne-/*e- / *i) 

The development of these markers in the daughter languages of PCP is sum- 
marized in table 2, where the label "Pre-Fijian" refers to the most conserva- 
tive reflexes (see section 4 for an elaboration of this). In sections 4 and 5, I try 
to explain how the Fijian, Proto-Polynesian, and Rotuman systems developed 
from this Proto-Central Pacific system. 

3.6 CENTRAL PACIFIC AND SOUTHERN OCEANIC. In section 2, I out- 
lined two hypotheses concerning the immediate external relatives of Proto- 
Central Pacific. One, diagrammed in figure 4(a), suggested that Central Pacific 
and Southern Oceanic were sister languages deriving from a putative "Middle 
Pacific" subgroup of Central-Eastern Oceanic. The other, diagrammed in fig- 
ure 4(b), suggested that Central Pacific is one of the subgroups of Southern 
Oceanic, and specifically that it is part of the Northern Vanuatu linkage. 

The languages of Northern Vanuatu generally have no- rather than na- as the 
GENERAL marker, whereas in Central Vanuatu na- is far more common than no. 

TABLE 2. POSSESSIVE MARKING IN PCP 
AND ITS DAUGHTER LANGUAGES 

CATEGORY PCP PRE-FIJIAN ROTUMAN PPN 

KIN Direct Direct ?o- *(q)o-; some residual direct constructions 
PART Direct Direct 7o- *(q)o- 
PASSIVE Direct Direct ?o- *(q)o- 
FOOD *xa- *ka- ?e- *qa- 
DRINK *me- *me- ?e- *qa- 
GENERAL *no-/*o- *no-/*o- ?o- *qa- 
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Although most languages in Vanuatu have a DRINK possessive marker in which 
the vowel is a or derives regularly from *a, the two languages of Ambae 
(Northern Vanuatu) have the form me-, which does not derive regularly from 
*ma-. Note the following West Ambae data. 

(9) FOOD: ka-rjgu bweta 
POSS:FOOD-ISG taro 

'my taro' 

DRINK: me-rjgu kwai 
POSS:DRINK-I SG water 
'my water' 

GENERAL: no-?gu bue 
POSS:GENERAL- I SG knife 
'my knife' 

These are the only languages of which I am aware that have me- rather than ma-, 
apart of course from the Fijian languages.'2 If the change *ma- > me- occurred 
only once, then it must have occurred in a language ancestral to both the Ambae 
languages and Proto-Central Pacific. This very small piece of evidence suggests 
that the hypothesis in figure 4(b) may be the correct one: that the closest relatives 
of Central Pacific are the Northern Vanuatu languages (and specifically the lan- 
guages of Ambae), and that there is a "Middle Pacific" subgroup of Southern Oce- 
anic that includes Central Pacific and the languages of Ambae (and possibly some 
other Northern Vanuatu subgroups). Obviously, this is a most preliminary hypoth- 
esis at this stage, but certainly one that deserves closer examination. 

4. DEVELOPMENTS WITHIN FIJI. Some of the developments that took 
place in the Fijian languages after the breakup of Proto-Central Pacific have 
been discussed in detail by Geraghty (1983) and Lynch (I996b), the former 
dealing most notably with the change from suffixed to prefixed direct marking 
for PART possession in Western languages, and the latter with the merger of 
PASSIVE and FOOD possession in most Fijian languages. In this section, I sum- 
marize these arguments and elaborate on other developments in Fiji, dealing 
with each of the typological subregions (see section 3.4) in turn. 

4.1 WESTERN FIJIAN. Modern Western Fijian languages show prefixed 
direct possession for PART and, in the case of Nadroga (Geraghty forthcoming), 
for PASSIVE as well. The examples in (10) are from Nadroga. 

(I ) KIN PART PASSIVE 

huna-qu qu-mata qu-itaba 
mother- I SG I SG-eye I sG-photo 
'my mother' 'my eye' 'my photo (taken of me)' 
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Paul Geraghty (pers. comm.) has suggested that the change from suffixed to 
prefixed possession may have proceeded via an intermediate indirect construc- 
tion using the possessive marker e-, as in (I I). 

(I I) *Noun-PRO > e-PRO Noun > PRO-Noun 

Evidence in support of this comes from the common western Fijian 3SG prefixed 
form e- (contrast the 3SG suffixed form -a). Some Wayan examples (Pawley and 
Sayaba I990) illustrate this in (12). 

(I2) na le-a were e-ulu 
ART POSS:GENERAL-3SG house 3sG-head 
'his/her house' 'his/her head' 

This suggests developments like the following in the PART/PASSIVE construction. 

(I3) ISG *Noun-qu > e-qu Noun > qu-Noun 
2SG *Noun-mu > e-mu Noun > mu-Noun 
3SG *Noun-a > e-a Noun > e-Noun 

Geraghty (1983:176) says that *e-a regularly becomes e in parts of western Fiji. 
His examples are only of verb-final e + 3SG object a, but it is possible that this 
phonological rule applied across any morpheme boundary, and that the result- 
ing e shortened to e in cases like (I3), possibly because it never receives primary 
stress in this environment (whereas it does in the verb-final environment). 

Where did this e- come from? I noted in section 3.I Malcolm Ross's sugges- 
tion that there is apparently a close link between possessive markers and deictics. 
The POc proximal deictic has been reconstructed as *e/*ne, and this may be the 
source of Western Fijian *e-. The fact that the deictic is proximal rather than distal 
and thus matches the semantics of "close" possession also suggests that this may 
be the correct hypothesis. 

The FOOD marker underwent a change from ka- to ke-, not only in Western 
Fijian, but in most Fijian languages, as discussed above. PASSIVE merged with 
FOOD in all parts of the West except Nadroga. It is impossible to say whether 
this was an early or a more recent development, and whether it happened once 
or more than once (see section 3.5.2). 

The change of the GENERAL marker from nV- to lV- in almost all Western 
Fijian languages is unexpected. Ross (I988:186-187) has raised the question 
as to whether a general possessive marker *le- should also be reconstructed 
for Proto-Oceanic in addition to *na-/*a-. He notes that reflexes of putative 
*le- are widespread in the North New Guinea linkage, occurring in Medebur 
and a number of members of the Ngero/Vitiaz family (including Kove, Bariai, 
Kilenge, Lamogai, Arawe, and Uvol): "In most languages that reflect it today, 
it is the general classifier, having displaced .. .*na-, but in two languages of 
the cluster [= linkage] it contrasts with the general possessive classifier, and 
appears to be associated in both Mangap . . . and Medebur with inchoative 
possession" (Ross 1988:186). 
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Sudest (Papuan Tip cluster) le- (Ross I988:I87) may also be a reflex of this 
marker. If the Western Fijian marker is related to these Western Oceanic forms, 
then this suggests that *le- GENERAL should be reconstructed for Proto-Oceanic 
and Proto-Central Pacific, probably as an alternate to *na-/*a-.13 

4.2 PERIPHERAL FIJIAN. The Peripheral Fijian type is now represented 
only by Gone Dau in Vanua Levu and the Kadavu languages, but it was possi- 
bly more widespread at some earlier time (cf. Geraghty I983:222-223, 321). 
Direct marking for PART and PASSIVE was lost, these two categories merging 
with GENERAL, marked by no-: the Nabukelevu form ne- may represent level- 
ing of the no-/ne- alternation or may reflect the proximal deictic *e-. Gone Dau 
shows a marker without initial n. 

Although in most Fijian languages a possessive construction is marked (obliga- 
torily or optionally) by a preceding article, "Kadavu is exceptional in disallowing 
nominal marking of possessive phrases" (Geraghty I983:252). In actual fact this 
is restricted to n-initial markers in Nabukelevu at least (Pawley and Sayaba 1982); 
I have no data on Tavuki. Compare the DRINK construction in (I4), in which the 
marker is me-, with the FOOD and GENERAL constructions in (15), which both use 
n-initial markers. 

(14) DRINK: na me-qu wai 
ART POSS: DRINK- I SG water 

'my water' 

(I5) FOOD: (*na) na-qu suli 
(*ART) POSS:FOOD-ISG taro 
'my taro' 

GENERAL: (*na) ne-qu vale 
(*ART) POSS:GENERAL-ISG house 
'my house' 

I suggest that the Pre-Kadavu GENERAL marker was *o-, and that the form no- 
is a coalescence of *na o- (ART GENERAL). The Peripheral Fijian FOOD marker 
was unchanged-as *ka-. Gone Dau and most Kadavu languages later changed 
this to diaphonemic ke- (phonemic /?e-/). However, Nabukelevu has na-, which 
may well derive from phonemic /na xa-/ by further lenition and coalescence of 
the vowels. 

4.3 CENTRAL FIJIAN. The Pre-Central Fijian system is similar to the Pre- 
Central Pacific one, except that PASSIVE had merged with FOOD. I suggest that 
the change in the PASSIVE/FOOD marker from *ka- to *ke took place at some 
later stage. Note also that central and western Vanua Levu languages have o- 
rather than no- as the GENERAL marker. 

4.4 LAUAN FIJIAN. Lau and Vanua Balavu retain direct marking for KIN 

and PART, but merge PASSIVE and GENERAL, marking this category with *o-. 
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I have already mentioned Geraghty's hypothesis that the Lau FOOD marker was 
a-. If this supposition is correct-and there is a lot of evidence scattered through- 
out Geraghty 1983 and elsewhere that suggests that "Standard Bauan" Fijian 
markers have replaced some markers in some other Fijian languages in at least 
some contexts-then we can assume that Lauan Fijian had made an innovation in 
the FOOD marker, losing the consonant of *ka-. 

4.5 FIJIAN DEVELOPMENTS: A SUMMARY. The conclusions reached 
in sections 4.1-4.4 are summarized in table 3. At some later stage, PASSIVE merged 
with FOOD in most non-Central languages, possibly as a result of Central influence. 
In addition, the FOOD (and PASSIVE) marker *ka- changed to *ke- in one or more 
languages, and this also spread almost throughout Fiji. It may be that these were 
two parts of a single process. 

5. DEVELOPMENTS IN ROTUMA AND POLYNESIA. As can be seen 
from table 2, the Rotuman and Proto-Polynesian systems, as well as the forms 
of the markers, are very similar. The major differences are: (a) Rotuman has 
merged FOOD and DRINK into a single category marked by ?e-, and has merged 
all other original categories into a second category marked by ?o-. On the other 
hand, Proto-Polynesian has merged FOOD, DRINK, and GENERAL into one cat- 
egory marked by *qa-, and all others into a second one marked by *(q)o-. (b) 
Rotuman has a different vowel from Proto-Polynesian in the FOOD/DRINK 

marker: Rotuman ?e-, PPn *qa-. 
The merger of FOOD and DRINK is very common within Oceanic and, when 

these two categories merge, it is almost universally the DRINK marker that is 
lost. So there is nothing surprising here, except that there is no evidence of this 
having occurred in Fiji, and therefore we cannot source this merger to any- 
where within Fiji. 

Rotuman shares one other apparent innovation with Proto-Polynesian in the 
area of possessive morphology: the irregular loss of POc *m in the 2SG suffix, 
*-mu being reflected as PPN *-u, Rotuman -u. However, both Rotuman and Proto- 
Polynesian show sporadic loss of *m before *u in other forms, while Waidina 
Fijian rather more regularly loses m before unstressed u (Geraghty I983:178- 

4 

TABLE 3. DEVELOPMENT OF POSSESSIVE MARKING IN FIJI 

CATEGORY PCP WESTERN PERIPHERAL CENTRAL LAUAN 

KIN -PRO -PRO -PRO -PRO -PRO 

PART -PRO *e- '*- -PRO -PRO 

PASSIVE -PRO *e- *o- *ka- *o- 

FOOD *xa- *ka- *ka- *ka- *a- 

DRINK *me- *me- *me- *me- *me- 

GENERAL *no-/*o- *le- *- *no- *o- 
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I79). I do not feel that this development, by itself, promises a close connection 
between Rotuman and Proto-Polynesian in terms of their possessive morphology. 
Indeed, the remaining possessive suffixes suggest very little common develop- 
ment, as table 4 shows. The nature of the relationship between Rotuman and 
Proto-Polynesian thus remains an open question for the moment. 

5.1 ROTUMAN. Rotuma lies some 450 kilometers north of Fiji, the nearest 
large island being Vanua Levu. The accepted view (GeraghtyI996:85) is that the 
immediate origin of Rotuman was probably somewhere in Vanua Levu: "The 
most plausible explanation for the linguistic facts regarding Rotuman is ... that it 
belonged to part of a Central Pacific continuum, presumably located in Fiji.... 
[T]he innovations Rotuman shares with Fijian languages appear to be distributed 
fairly evenly between Western Fijian and Vanualevu (especially the north coast). 
Since it appears that Vanualevu was originally more like Western languages, 
but heavily influenced in recent prehistory by languages of the coastal south- 
east Vitilevu prestige area (Geraghty I983:383, 386), I would tentatively pro- 
pose that Rotuman derived from Vanualevu at an early period, when that area was 
more similar to Western Fijian." 

The modern Vanua Levu language whose possessive-marking system most 
closely approximates that of Rotuman is actually the Peripheral Fijian language 
Gone Dau (spoken in northwest Vanua Levu). The Peripheral Fijian, Pre-Gone 
Dau, and modem Rotuman systems are presented in (I6). 

(I6) PERIPHERAL FIJIAN PRE-GONE DAU ROTUMAN 
KIN Direct Direct ? O- 
PART *O- *O- ?O- 
PASSIVE *O- *0- ?O- 
FOOD *ka- *?e- .e- 
DRINK *me- *me- ?e- 
GENERAL *O- *0- ?O- 

If we assume that Rotuman originated from an area in Vanua Levu where 
Peripheral Fijian languages were spoken, then we must also assume: (a) that the 
vowel change in the FOOD marker from a to e took place in Gone Dau (and some 
other parts of Fiji?) before Rotuman split off; (b) that the merger of PASSIVE with 
FOOD in Gone Dau took place after Rotuman had split off; (c) that the merger of 
FOOD and DRINK and the loss of direct marking for KIN were later developments in 

TABLE 4. ROTUMAN AND PPN POSSESSIVE SUFFIXES 

SINGULAR DUAL PLURAL 

ROTUMAN PPN ROTUMAN PPN ROTUMAN PPN 

I INCL -ta *-ta -tara *-taua -sa *-tautolu 

IEXCL -tou *-ku -tomira *-maua -tomisa *-mautolu 
2 -u *-u -mura *-(m)urua -musa *-muutolu 

3 -na *-na -ria *-laua -risa *-lautolu 
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Rotuman (both of which also took place in Polynesian); and (d) that Rotuman 
accreted the glottal stop on ?o-, either through paradigmatic analogy with the other 
marker ?e-, or through later Polynesian influence. 

5.2 PROTO-POLYNESIAN. The specific developments that took place in 
Proto-Polynesian are as follows: (a) merger of PART and PASSIVE as a single cat- 

egory, marked by *(q)o-; (b) subsequent (?) partial loss of the direct construction 
with some kinship terms, and merger of these with the PART/PASSIVE construction, 
marked by *(q)o-; (c) merger of FOOD and DRINK, marked by *qa- < PCP *xa- 
(throughout this section, I will assume that this was a later development); and (d) 
subsequent (?) merger of these two categories with GENERAL. 

5.2.1 Tokalau Fijian and Polynesian. Geraghty (I983:348) has suggested that 
the closest relatives of Polynesian are in eastern Fiji: "Very little evidence is found 
for a single language ancestral to all the Fijian and Polynesian languages, but a 
good deal of evidence to suggest that languages ancestral to those of eastern Fiji, 
especially Lau and Eastern Vanua Levu, underwent a period of common develop- 
ment with the language ancestral to the Polynesian languages. The area compris- 
ing Lau and Eastern Vanua Levu shall be called 'Tokalau Fiji' (tokalau 'east 
wind'), and the dialect chain comprising the languages ancestral to Tokalau Fijian 
and Polynesian languages 'Proto-Tokalau Polynesian'." If he is correct, then the 
first place to look for the origin of the Proto-Polynesian system is in Lau and east- 
ern Vanua Levu. That is, we should attempt to establish whether some or all of the 
differences between the Proto-Polynesian and the Proto-Central Pacific systems 
can be found in "Proto-Tokalau Polynesian." The problem here is that the 
Tokalau Fiji area contains languages belonging to the typologically different 
Lauan and Central Fijian groups established above. 

All Tokalau Fiji languages retain direct suffixation for KIN terms, as (to some 
extent) does Proto-Polynesian. However, while all Tokalau Fiji languages also 
retain direct suffixation for PART (though not PASSIVE) terms, this has been lost in 

Proto-Polynesian. Now eastern Vanua Levu languages also merge PASSIVE with 
FOOD, a merger that has not taken place in either Lauan or Polynesian. It thus ap- 
pears that, of the two Tokalau Fiji areas, Lauan bears closer resemblances to 
Polynesian than does Eastern Vanua Levu. The markers in Lauan and Proto- 
Polynesian are listed in (17). 

(17) PRE-LAUAN PROTO-POLYNESIAN 
KIN -PRO -PRO > *(q)o- 
PART -PRO *(q)o- 
PASSIVE *O- *(q)o- 
FOOD *a- *qa- 
DRINK *me- *qa- 
GENERAL *0- *qa- 
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There thus appear to be some formal connections between Lauan Fijian and 
Proto-Polynesian, but there are still a number of systemic differences, particu- 
larly to do with PART and GENERAL possession. 

5.2.2 Peripheral Fijian and Polynesian. The other possible "candidate" is 
Peripheral Fijian, because this also shows many similarities with Polynesian. 
Like Western Fijian and Proto-Polynesian, but unlike the other Fijian languages, 
the Peripheral Fijian languages lost direct marking for PART terms. This is an 
important feature, one not found in the Tokalau Fiji group. The Peripheral Fijian 
markers, together with what are probably the Pre-Kadavu and Pre-Gone Dau 
markers are listed below, together with the Proto-Polynesian forms. (I assume 
that Pre-Kadavu had by this stage lost the *k in *ka-.) 

(I8) PERIPHERAL PRE- PRE- PROTO- 
FIJIAN KADAVU GONE DAU POLYNESIAN 

KIN -PRO -PRO -PRO -PRO > *(q)o- 
PART *O- *O- *O- *(q)o- 
PASSIVE *O- *o- *o- *(q)o- 
FOOD *ka- *a- *?e- *qa- 
DRINK *me- *me- *me- *qa- 
GENERAL *0- *0- *0- *qa- 

This is even more similar to the Polynesian system. Note particularly that in 
Kadavu, as in Polynesian, the article attaches to a possessive-marking vowel 
(cf. [4] and section 4.2). 

5.2.3 Evaluation. I believe I showed fairly clearly in section 5.2.1 that the 
Eastern Vanua Levu area was probably not the immediate source of the Proto- 
Polynesian possessive marking system. We are left with Lauan and Peripheral 
Fijian as the two contending candidates and, as mentioned in the last paragraph, 
Peripheral Fijian seems to be the more likely of the two, because (a) it shares with 
Proto-Polynesian the loss of direct-marking for PART possession, and (b) it also 
shares with Proto-Polynesian the reanalysis of ARTICLE + POSSESSIVE MARKER 

sequences. The merger of GENERAL with FOOD in PPN was presumably a later 
development, as was the continuing loss of direct possession with KIN and the 

probable accretion of initial *q on the marker *(q)o-. What is unusual here is 
the merger of FOOD and GENERAL as the FOOD form *qa- rather than as the GEN- 

ERAL form *(q)o-, since the latter merger would be a more natural one (and it 
has indeed taken place in quite a range of Oceanic languages). 

6. CONCLUSIONS. This paper has looked at the immediate origins of the 
Central Pacific possessive-marking system, the developments of that system 
within Fiji, Polynesia, and Rotuma, and the development of the markers within 
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those systems. I believe I have shown fairly clearly that the Polynesian and 
Rotuman systems seem to have their origins within the Peripheral Fijian language- 
area, and that they thus may show a closer relation to Western Fijian than has 
earlier been proposed. This is in slight conflict with Geraghty's Tokalau Poly- 
nesian hypothesis, and will bear further investigation-as will the suggestion that 
Central Pacific is part of the Northern Vanuatu linkage of Southern Oceanic. 

NOTES 

I. This is a revised version of a paper delivered at the Third International Conference on 
Oceanic Linguistics (TRICOL), held at Hamilton, New Zealand, in January 1997. Joel 
Bradshaw, Ross Clark, Robert Early, Paul Geraghty, Andrew Pawley, and Malcolm 
Ross made detailed comments on an earlier draft of this paper. Paul Geraghty also 
shared with me his compendious knowledge of Fijian, while Hollingsworth Ala 
Ngwele and Evelyn Tavoa supplied the West Ambae data in section 3.6. I am grateful 
for their assistance, but take full responsibility for any errors of fact or interpretation. 

2. Some of the names in figure I are slightly changed from the original to reflect current 
usage (especially the replacement of "New Hebridean" with "Vanuatu"). I have also 
added Rotuman, which was classified as a Central Pacific language by Pawley in 1979. 
In view of what is discussed below, note specifically that Pawley did not at that time 
consider that the Southern Vanuatu and New Caledonian languages belonged to his 
Eastern Oceanic subgroup. 

3. Subgroups in bold in figure 2 are first-order subgroups, while those in normal font 
are second-order groups. It is possible (i) that the Sarmi-Jayapura Bay family may 
be part of the North New Guinea linkage, (ii) that the Utupua and Vanikoro families 
may be two distinct first-order subgroups of Central-Eastern Oceanic, and (iii) that 
Yapese and the St. Matthias family may turn out not to be first-order subgroups, but 
part of a "Greater Admiralties linkage" along with the Admiralties family. None of 
this, however, is material to the current discussion. 

4. Although the term "classifier" has often been used in the literature, I prefer the more 
neutral term "marker," which does not necessarily imply that noun-classification is 
involved. 

5. Joel Bradshaw (pers. comm.) has suggested that kava and medicines in a sense "con- 
trol" the possessor in ways that other drinks do not, which would reinforce the PAS- 
SIVE idea here; while Ross Clark (pers. comm.) has drawn my attention to the fact 
that, in many Polynesian languages, the o-category has come to be the "default" cat- 
egory, which may help to explain its extension in Tongan and other languages. 

6. There has been some discussion as to the origin of the *ni- realis prefix, with specula- 
tion that it may derive from a past tense marker (PPN *naqa/*ne) or from the genitive 
preposition (cf. Fijian ni) (Wilson 1982:49-51). If the deictic origin of possessives is 
accepted, then the realis prefix may well derive from the proximal deictic *ni. 

7. The FOOD/DRINK marker ?e is also used with nouns referring to the possessor's turn at 
doing something (like ava 'turn', maraya 'turn at preaching') and with some nouns re- 
lating to contests and challenging (like tu?u 'challenge', ?atua 'vanquished opponent') 
(Churchward 1940:148-149). 

8. I follow Geraghty (1983) in using the term "language" to refer to varieties of Fijian, 
even though in many cases one of the terms "dialect," "communalect," or "lect" might 
be more accurate. 
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9. I have generalized the data in table I as much as possible by geographical area, used 
Geraghty's diaphonemic orthography (thus what is given as ke- may in fact be /xe-/, 
/?e-/, or l/e-/ for any particular language-see Geraghty 1983:19-38 for details), and 
omitted certain minor details that are not relevant to the present discussion. 

IO. Geraghty (1983:245) quoted Cargill (I 839: 101 I) as saying that qau is used in Lau for 
both edibles and drinkables. However, he is now of the view (pers. comm.) that this 
was probably an error on Cargill's part. 

I I. Note that Tongan also has e < *qa in some possessive forms, but a in others. Wilson 
(I982:60, passim) suggests that the e is due to assimilation, and there is apparently 
no historical connection with the Fijian FOOD markers with e. 

12. Darrell Tryon (pers. comm.) mentioned at TRICOL that one or two languages of 
Malakula may have a DRINK marker me-, but I have no specific data on this. 

13. There is also the possibility of a connection with some Polynesian languages here. 
In Samoan, East Uvea, and East Futuna the common article is le- and the definite 
preposed possessive that derives from it is /-initial. In Emae, the forms are re and r-. 
This deserves further investigation. On the other hand, Andrew Pawley (pers. comm.) 
has pointed out that n ~ I variation is quite common in Oceanic, and so these 1-initial 
forms may derive (irregularly) from *na, thus considerably weakening the case for a 
reconstructed *l-initial form. 
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