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Abstract
The way people classify the same thing differently in different languages often has cultural explanations.  This paper considers the semantic values of the possessive marking system in Raga, spoken on the northern part of Pentecost Island in Vanuatu.  In this system the possessive classifier bila- is used for referents of cultural and economic value, as is also the case with cognate forms in several closely related neighbouring languages in northern Vanuatu.  It will be shown in this paper that the possessive classifier bila- in Raga extends beyond this to include atatu ‘people’ and  vwavwa  a kin term that covers the females in the father’s clan, particularly  ‘father’s sister’, ‘father’s sister’s daughter’ and ‘father’s sister’s daughter’s daughter’, etc.  Vwavwa is the only referential kin term in Raga that deviates from the normal direct possessive construction associated with kin terms in many Oceanic languages.  This paper explores both the cultural reasons underpinning this deviation from the normal direct possessive construction to the use of the possessive classifier bila- as well as the circumstances underlying the usage of bila- to refer to ‘people’.
1.  The Raga Possession Marking System
Raga, one of over 100 languages of Vanuatu, spoken on the northern part of Pentecost, an island in the north of Vanuatu, follows other Oceanic languages in having a complex possessive marking system.  Apart from distinguishing broadly between alienable and inalienable nouns, it also expresses different sorts of alienable possession using several classifiers.  For indirect possession Raga has five possessive classifiers: ga- possession of food for possessor to eat as in (1),   ma- possession of liquid for possessor to drink as in (2),  wa- possession of sugarcane for possessor to chew as in (3),  bila- possession of economically and culturally valuable referents as ins in (4),  and  no- general possession of other referents as in (5),  according to the semantic  relationship that the possessor has in relation to the possessed noun as illustrated in (1) –(5).  
Values for abbreviations used in all examples are explained below.

(1) ga-ku 
 niu
CL-1SG coconut

‘my coconut (for me to eat)’

(2) ma-¾u
 niu
CL-1SG coconut (for me to drink)

‘my coconut (for me to drink)’
(3) wa-n
 toi

CL-3SG sugarcane

‘his/her sugarcane (for him/her to chew)’

(4) bila-n
 boe

CL-3SG pig

‘his/her pig (that he/she owns and rears)’

(5) no-n 
bua

CL-3SG knife

‘his/her knife’


Raga also has a category of direct possession, using possessive personal pronouns suffixed to noun stem relating to body parts, bodily products, some items of personal use, special places and things, personal attributes, spatial and temporal relations, and all referential kin terms except for vwavwa, a kin term that covers most females in the father’s clan, particularly father’s sister, father’s sister’s daughter and father’s sister’s daughter’s daughter, etc. (henceforth referred to as vwavwa
).
1.1  Possession of kin and valuables
Studies on Oceanic possessive construction show a distinction between directly and indirectly possessed nouns corresponding broadly to the distinction between inalienable and alienable possession.  Lynch et al. (2002:41) state that the detailed semantic content of directly possessed inalienable nouns varies from language to language but, in general, it includes body parts, locative parts, referential kin terms and abstract nouns.  In Raga, except for vwavwa, all referential kin terms are categorised under direct possession where the possessive markers are suffixed to the referential kin terms as in (6)–(8). When the possessor is a proper noun, a construct suffix –n is used to link the possessed kin term to the possessor as in (9) – (11).  However, it is important to note that Raga has three –n suffixes, one having the possessive relator, possessive linker or construct suffix as illustrated in (9)-(11), the second, which, with –na, is one of a pair of allomorphs, having the 3rd person singular possessive pronouns function as illustrated in (8) and (12-16), and tense marker function as illustrated in (13), (15) and (17).

 (6) 
tama-gu



father-1SG



‘my father’
(7)
nitu-mwa


child-2SG


‘your child’

(8)
tasala-na


wife-3SG


‘his wife’

(9)
tama-n 
         Jason


father-CONST Jason


‘Jason’s father’

(10)
nitu-n
 Bori


child-CONST Bori


‘Bori’s child’

(11)
ira tasala-n            ira   vagahi


PL wife-CONST   PL teacher


‘the teachers’ wives’

In Pawley (1972:87 &115) the grammatical evidence for what was at that time termed a North Hebridean-Banks (NB) subgroup included Proto-NB *(m)pula ‘possessive marker for animal or household property’,  based on reflexes in some languages of the Banks and Torres Islands, Ambae, Maewo, North Pentecost and Espiritu Santo.  Further reflexes of *(m)pula have since been documented in several more languages of the region, including the Apma  language in Central Pentecost (Walsh 1982:43), the Tamambo language of Malo (Jauncey (1997:224), the Lolovoli dialect of the North –Eastern Ambae, (Hyslop 2001:178) and Araki language of South Santo (François 2002: 98), with glosses in the range of ‘possessive marker for ownership of animals, crops, economic goods and natural entities’.

Table 1 shows that Raga bila- is used for possession of animals, items of economic, cultural or personal value such as plants, crops, gardens, traditional dances, adornments, musical instruments, recently introduced items such as radios,  and also for atatu ‘people’ in certain contexts and the referential kin term vwavwa.  In his early studies of Raga, Walsh (1966) documented the use of the possessive classifier bila- to refer to ‘valued possession’.  Walsh (1990:115) further noted the use of bila- for the referential kin term vwavwa, when comparing his data on Raga descent group and kinship nomenclature gathered during the period between 1969 and 1974 to River’s 1914 data.  
Table 1.   Examples from areas associated with the possessive classifier bila-
	Areas associated with ‘bila’
	Example                         Gloss
	Examples from data

	Plant
	  niu

 vele

 tavoa


	‘coconut’
‘bush nut’
‘tropical almond’
	Nu              rivu   bila-n      niu

3SG:PERF plant CL-3SG  coconut

‘He planted his coconut’ 

	Crop
	 bweta

 damu

 sinu


	‘taro’
‘yam’
‘cabbage’

	bweta   bila-n               Aleki

taro      CL-CONST   Aleki

‘Aleki’s taro’ (that he planted)’

	Garden
	 loloara          

 aragogona    
	‘garden’

‘sacred garden’
	bila-ra  loloara

CL-3PL garden

‘their  garden’


	Animal
	  boe

  vwiriu

  toa

  manu
	‘pig’
‘dog’
‘chicken’
‘bird’
	Boe kea,   boe   bila-n          David.

Pig DEM pig   CL-CONST David

‘that pig is David’s’

	Adornment
	vag(e                         

 lalau                       

 don(o 

bani                                            
homu                     

vagalala                 

gai-huri-n bwero     

 bwatiban          
	‘ankle rattle’

‘feather’

‘head dress’  

‘bracelet’

‘necklace’

‘ring’

‘ear ring’

‘armlet’


	Borogai         mwa            dari    bila-n     don(o 

Banded-rail 3SG:CONT   wears CL-3SG  head.dress.

‘Banded-rail puts on its head dress’

	Traditional dance
	havwa

gori

sin(sin(i

dorodoro
	‘traditional dance’
‘traditional dance’

‘slit gong’

‘slit bamboo’
	Mwa            dau     bila-n            havwa

3SG:CONT  put  CL-CONST    dance

‘She performed her traditional dance’

	Property
	alo

 bi

 redio

 kita

tep
	‘watch’

‘marble’
‘radio’
‘guitar’

‘tape-recorder’
	Nu                 dau    bila-n      alo    behe

3SG:PERF    put    CL-3SG   watch where

‘Where did he put his watch?’



	Paternal aunt (kin)
	vwavwa
	‘father’s sister’
	Vi             bol lalau      lalai        bila-n            vwavwa.

3SG:FUT  pays feather  DAT    CL-3SG     father’s sister.
‘She will pay  for the feather to her father’s sister/father’s sister’s daughter/ father’s sister’s daughter’s daughter’



	People

Atatu
	‘people’
	Atatu bila-n       Praem Minista   ra-n              lai-®o®o-ni-a
People CL-CST Prime Minister 3PL-PERF  welcome-TR-3SG

‘The Prime Minister’s people (in his constituency) welcomed him’


 1.1.1 Possession of atatu ‘People’ 
Raga has two words for ‘people’ sinobu ‘people (plural only) and atatu ‘person, people’.  The possession classifier used with sinobu is no- ‘general possession’ as shown in the examples (12 - (14). 
(12)   Ratahigi mwa

 ®o®o   mai        no-n           sinobu     la    gamali-ra

          Chief    3SG:CONT 
meet   ACC     CL-3SG      people   LOC public meeting house-3PL
          ‘The chief is having a meeting with his people in their public meeting house’
(13)  No-n
 sinobu
 ra-n 

ro¿ro¿tai 
  batena be     nu  

avo.

         CL-3SG 
people
 3PL-PERF
  listen  

   when  
     3SG:PERF 
speak

         ‘His people listened when he spoke’

(14)  Tarilinago   mwa             do      mai        no-n           sinobu    la         vanua-ra
         Tarilinago  3SG:CONT   stay   ACC   CL-3SG       people    LOC    village-3PL
        ‘Tarilinago stays with his people in their village’

However, people are referred to as atatu  using the classifier ‘bila-’ when the possessor is a chief or a politician as illustrated in examples (15) –(17).   In these examples, the classifier ‘bila-’ establishes the value that the chief or the politician places on his/her people for various reasons.  The chief depends on his people for his chiefly role as does the politician.  These people put them up in their leadership roles and continue to support them in that role. These people are always there to ensure that their orders are carried out as well as to provide the chief or the politician with a supporting role. From the chief or the politician’s perspective, they are a valuable asset to his political career or chiefly role and as such, they are referred to using bila-, the possessive classifier for economically and culturally valuable items rather than no- which is used to refer to general property.
(15)  MP  Willie Jimmy     nu                   mai     mai      bila-n         atatu  ivusi.
         MP  Willie Jimmy 3SG:PERF     come   ACC   CL-3SG     people  many.

        ‘The Member of Parliament, Willie Jimmy came with many of his supporters/people’
(16)  Tarili¿nago  mwa                 ha¾o    bila-n     atatu      ivusi     mai-a

         Tarili¿nago   3SG:CONT    keep   CL-3SG   people   many    ACC-3SG

        ‘Tarili¿nago keeps many of his men/supporters by his side’
(17)  Atatu bila-n      
 Praem Minista  
 ra-n            
  lai-®o®o-ni-a

       People CL-CONST
 Prime Minister
3PL-PERF 
welcome-TR-3SG

       ‘The Prime Minister’s people /supporters welcomed him’
1.1.2 Possession and the cultural role of vwavwa 
As noted above, vwavwa ‘father’s sister’, ‘father’s sister’s daughter’ or ‘father’s sister’s daughter’s daughter’
is the only Raga referential kin term with which possession is marked by the classifier bila- rather than by a suffixed possessive pronoun.  That there may well be a cultural explanation for this, is considered below. 

The cultural significance of the role of vwavwa in Raga society in relation to different stages in the life cycle of a person could partly explain why it is the only referential kin term that is referred to using the possessive classifier bila- which is associated with economically and culturally valuable possessions. Referring to vwavwa using the possessive classifier bila- establishes the cultural value of this referential kin term due to the important role she plays in ceremonies associated with rites of passage, in particular child-births, marriage and death ceremonies as illustrated in table 2.

Table 2.  Roles of vwavwa towards her brother’s children (directly or indirectly) 

	Paternal lineage
	tata
	Paternal lineage is ensured through the children of vwavwa. Ego [M/F] calls the vwavwa’s son ‘tata’, a vocative term for father’s brother that accompanies paternal responsibilities.

	Potential marriage partners


	bibi
	Ego [F]’s daughters, will refer to the son of her vwavwa as bibi, a kin term establishing him as their potential husband

	Birth
	dau ¾oro mabi 
(engagement)
	When [Ego F] gives birth to a baby girl, her vwavwa can engage the  baby, dau ¾oro mabi, as a future bride for their son

	Childhood
	horahora
send-REDUP


	Horahora is a very strong Raga tradition in which vwavwa can command her brother’s child, either deliberately or in anger, to do something. Through this tradition, the vwavwa seems powerful. This habit or kind of spell is broken when the brother gives something appropriate to her as an apology.

	Marriage
	alo               vavine

go around   girl

(official acceptance of bride)


	In the bride’s village, the groom’s vwavwa is part of the party that walks four times around the bride, who sits beside her father with all her belongings. This signifies the agreement between the bride and the groom’s family and their official acceptance of her into her new family. The exchange of bride price will take place in the groom’s village (see alo voli-n vavine)

	
	alo             voli-n            vavine

go around pay-CNST     girl

(official acceptance of the bride’s price)
	In the groom’s village, the bride’s vwavwa is part of the party that walks four times around the groom and the bride’s bride-price that his family has put together.  In the bride’s vwavwa’s hand is a reed that signifies that the bride has now come to her new home where she will bear children and will eventually die and be buried in that village.

	
	payment for adornments
	Before the bride leaves her father’s compound (sara), she pays for cultural adornment received from her vwavwa.

	
	rau-n          lo¾o

leaf-CNST pudding

(bride price in the form of red ceremonial mat)
	In addition to the bride price in the form of pigs that the bride’s parents and mother’s brothers receive, those aunts who are referred to as vwavwa are the only ones who also receive it in the form of bwana ‘red ceremonial mats’ referred to as rau-n lo¾o.

	
	Savwagoro-n   rau-n           lo¾o

dance-CNST    leaf-CNST  pudding

(traditional dancing by the bride’s vwavwa)
	After receiving the bride price in the form of  red ceremonial mat and eating a yam pudding in coconut cream prepared by the groom, these vwavwa will dance through the night in front of the bride and the groom’s house.

	Women’s Chiefly title
	haroro-ana  la      gamali

Enter-NOM LOC  public meeting house 

(Ascending the female chiefly rank)
	Ego [F] buys the right from her vwavwa, who has already ascended the chiefly rank, to ascend the chiefly rank through the ceremonial rite of passage. 

	Traditional dancing ceremonies
	vwelu~ bwelu

(dance)
	Whenever ego [M/F] takes a leading role in a traditional dance or when ego [M] dances to present a pig during a pig killing ceremony, it is their vwavwa who gets up and dance with open hands making a show that publicly declares that she is their vwavwa. This public show by the vwavwa requires the leading person’s mother and sisters to reward her.

	Death 
	mwahalu

(ceremony associated with death)
	Pigs and ceremonial mats are presented to the deceased’s father’s family, including the deceased’s vwavwa, to enable the smooth transition of the deceased’s spirit to the next world




The remainder of this section provides some commentary on, and amplification of, various points noted in table 2.

Firstly, the continuation of one’s paternal lineage is ensured through children of the vwavwa.  In Raga, one addresses both the son of one’s vwavwa and one’s father’s brother as tata ‘father’.  In a situation where a man with children dies, his brother or his sister’s son or his sister’s daughter’s sons will automatically assume that fatherly responsibility in term of the orphan’s welfare, education and marriage.
Secondly, from the point of view of a female, the sons of her vwavwa are the potential marriage partners for her daughters.  Ego [F]’s daughters will refer to the sons of her vwavwa as bibi, a term which establishes them as their potential husbands. The continuation of the paternal lineage through a vwavwa is very important.  These marriage alliances are important to preserve chiefly blood lines and land ownership.  The absence of a vwavwa would mean that one’s daughters would have no potential marriage partners, as there are high risks involved in developing new marriage relationships outside the established connections.
Thirdly, a vwavwa plays several important roles during the marriage ceremonies of the daughter of a brother.  On the wedding day in the bride’s village, in her father’s compound, her vwavwa takes a lead in the ceremony for the payments of the right to wear various adornments such as  lalau ‘feather’,  livo-n boe, ‘boar’s  tusk’ and others more.  This ceremony is more an exchange of adornments between the bride and her vwavwa for pigs and bwana ‘red ceremonial mats’.  The groom makes the final bride price payments in his village.  Pigs are tied onto small poles standing in the public space in front of the public meeting house.  The right numbers of bwana ‘red ceremonial mats’ are laid out before the bride’s parents, and  her vwawva are asked to come out to receive them.   By way of accepting the payments, the bride’s father would lead his party walking in a single file four times around the pigs, red ceremonial mats and the standing groom.  The bride’s vwavwa takes the last position in that single file.  In her right hand, she carries a reed.  The reed is significant in that it gives out two unspoken messages to the groom and the bride and all who are part of the marriage ceremony.  Firstly, the reed is used as a measuring tool generally, and specifically in death, it is used to measure the length and width of a grave.  In effect, the girl’s vwavwa is telling everyone present that the bride has come to her new village, will bear children and will die and be buried in that village, and eventually becomes part of the land.  Secondly, the reed represents an unspoken message specifically to the bride.  The message is short and specific.  In the event that the bride bears some daughters, then their potential husbands are the sons of her vwavwa. 

In terms of bride price, vwavwa is the only aunt who receives bride price, apart from the uncles.  The bride price in terms of pigs goes to the father’s brothers and the mother’s brothers, while the bride price in terms of ‘ceremonial mats’ bwana referred to as rau-n log(o lit. ‘leaf-of-pudding’ goes to the aunties referred to as vwavwa.  These vwavwa will also eat a log(o ‘pudding’ of grated yam in coconut cream specially prepared for them by the groom.  The bride price in the form of bwana ‘red ceremonial mat’ and the pudding of yam in coconut cream which is prepared by the groom are ways in which the groom is indirectly thanking the vwavwa for taking care of their niece who has become his wife.  After eating the pudding, these vwavwa will dance throughout the night in front of the bride and the groom’s house. Through their dancing, the bride’s vwavwa are demonstrating their happiness for the newly wed couple as well as their happiness at the prospect of any daughter that the newly married couple might have would become a potential bride for their sons. 
Fourthly, there is a powerful aspect of the Raga culture known as horahora which can only be carried out by those who are referred to as vwavwa.  Through this process, the vwavwa seems very powerful in the sense that she can command her brothers’ children to continuously doing something which can become a positive or a negative habit. Once a vwavwa commands a niece or nephew to do something as a habit, the child will continue doing that as if they are under a spell.  This habit or kind of spell can only be broken after the brother has given the child’s vwavwa some appropriate gifts. 
Fifthly, vwavwa plays an important role in the female ceremonial rites of passage of which haroro la gamali is one. This ceremony is performed for females who wish to ascend the chiefly rank system.  The ceremony involves the female exchanging pigs and ceremonial mats for more adornments and the right to enter the nakamal ‘public meeting house’ in a ceremonial manner.   The ceremony can only be conducted by a vwavwa who has already ascended the chiefly system and who is knowledgeable in the process and is able to give advice to the newly initiated. 
Sixthly, when a person takes a lead in a traditional dancing ceremony, such as when a male dances in the sara ‘open space’ with a pig that he presents during the pig killing ceremony, it is their vwavwa who gets up in the public arena and dance with hands spread out, showing off publicly that they are this person’s vwavwa. This act requires the person’s mother and sisters to reward the vwavwa with red mats known as bari, which they will hang on her hands while she is dancing.

Lastly, vwavwa also plays an important role in the ceremonies associated with death.   When a person dies, the deceased’s mother’s relatives have to perform a ceremony referred to as mwahalu. This ceremony is regarded as the last episode or the final part to be performed by the mother’s relatives to the father’s relatives of the deceased.   The mwahalu ceremony involves the presentation of pigs and ceremonial mats by the deceased’s mother’s family to the deceased’s father’s family, including the deceased’s vwavwa. The significance of this ceremony is to enable the spirit of the deceased to travel safely through the passage belonging to the father’s relatives, led by its deceased paternal ancestors towards the vatag(ele, a stone representing paradise. 

If the mwahalu is not performed or is performed to the wrong people then it is believed that the spirit of the deceased cannot make its journey to paradise, but will remain in the vicinity of the village.  Therefore, during death ceremonies, culturally, a vwavwa is still considered an important person when preparing the last formalities that will enable the spirit of the deceased to travel safely to paradise.
These reasons could partly explain why vwavwa is referred to using the possessive classifier bila-, signifying the cultural value of this particular kinship role in almost all aspects of life in Raga society.
Summary

People in Raga normally refer to people using the possessive classifer for general items no-, while all expressions of a relationship between referential kin terms in many Oceanic languages are referred to using the direct possessive construction. However, this paper presents the circumstances and the reasons underlying why atatu ‘people’ and the referential kin term vwavwa a term that includes most females in the father’s clan, especially, ‘father’s sister, father’s sister’s daughter and father’s sister’s daughter’s daughter’, etc are referred to using the possessive classifier bila- which is associated with things of cultural and economic value.  People are referred to using bila- when the possessor is a chief or a politician.  Referring to the people using the classifier bila- establishes the high value the chief has for his people and at the same time confirming their supporting role for his chiefly or political career.  The difference in the classification of the referential kin term vwavwa from other kin terms in the Raga society can only be explained semantically from a cultural perspective. The possessor’s semantic relationship towards his/her vwavwa reflects her value, culturally and economically in Raga society in terms of the significance of her role in almost all aspects of life starting from birth through other ceremonies such as the ceremonial rites of passage, marriage and until death.
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� ACC ‘accompaniment’, CL ‘possessive classifier’, CONST ‘construct suffix’, CONT ‘continuous’, DAT ‘dative’ DEM ‘demonstrative’, FUT ‘future’,  LOC ‘location’, NUM ‘numeral’, PERF ‘perfective’, PL ‘plural’,1SG ‘first person singular’, 2SG ‘second person singular’, 3PL ‘third person plural’, 3SG  ‘third person singular’


� This referential kin term vwavwa covers most females in the father’s clan, particularly father’s sister, father’s sister’s daughter as well as the father’s sister’s daughter’s daughter, etc.





