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The puzzle

• Four very closely related languages.

• Each with a different version of the verb for “be like”, with
various stem alternations.

Language Realis Potential Neg. Pot. Distal

Daakie ome obe one
Daakaka ge ki ge ki
Dalkalaen m-ii b-ii n-ii t-ii

Rec. Past Irrealis Non-rec.pst

North Ambrym (m-)yi (b-)yi yi/fhe
Daakie data from Manfred Krifka (p.c.), North Ambrym from Michael Franjieh
(p.c.)
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Structure of the talk

1 The Oceanic Predicate Complex
Oceanic languages
General structure
Morphological cycles

2 Verb stem alternations
Verb stem alternations in Oceanic
Verb stem alternations in Central Vanuatu
Verb stem alternations in Ambrym languages

3 Conclusion
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The Oceanic Predicate Complex Oceanic languages

Oceanic languages

Figure: Oceanic languages and subgroups. Published under a CC-BY-SA
license by kwami on wikimedia.
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The Oceanic Predicate Complex General structure

The Oceanic Predicate Complex

Subject TAM (reduplication)-verb-(suffixes)
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The Oceanic Predicate Complex General structure

Wordhood in the predicate complex

(1) Nalögo (Santa-Cruz-Reefs)
te=lë-mno=lü
NEG1=3AUG.PFV-stay=NEG2

ma
DEM1.PROX

“No, they were not here.” (Alfarano, 2021: 249)

(2) Tinrin (New Caledonia)
kevi
1PL.EXCL

re
HAB

see
NEG

ta
kill

poka
pig

“We did not hunt pigs in those days.” (Osumi, 1990: 175)

Kilu von Prince Morphological micro-cycles Vielfaltslinguistik 8 6 / 18



The Oceanic Predicate Complex General structure

Wordhood in the predicate complex

(3) Nalögo (Santa-Cruz-Reefs)
te=lë-mno=lü
NEG1=3AUG.PFV-stay=NEG2

ma
DEM1.PROX

“No, they were not here.” (Alfarano, 2021: 249)
(4) Tinrin (New Caledonia)

kevi
1PL.EXCL

re
HAB

see
NEG

ta
kill

poka
pig

“We did not hunt pigs in those days.” (Osumi, 1990: 175)
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The Oceanic Predicate Complex Morphological cycles

Unstable systems?

• Two opposing pressures:

1 frequent sequences tend to increase in fusionality;
2 for preverbal morphemes to remain separate from the verb

root (Himmelmann, 2014)
• This might lead to a permanently unstable situation,
prompting languages to cycle rapidly through different stages.
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Verb stem alternations Verb stem alternations in Oceanic

Oceanic
Lynch (1975):

• Alternations between oral and nasal consonants are
wide-spread across Austronesian, e. g. Tagalog Dempwolff
(1934: 30):

• kita “see”→ma-ŋita “having looked for”;
• bili “buy”→ma-mili “having bought”;

• But the spread cannot be traced back to a single inherited
trait, because the alternation has opposite functions in
different languages:

• oral > nasal : irrealis > realis, e. g. Nguna (Schütz, 1969):

• k>g [ŋ] kani > ganikani “to eat”;

• oral > nasal: realis > irrealis, e. g. Erromangan:

• oɣhi > aŋhi “to see”;

• The alternation must have developed independently, through
fusion of either realis marker PO *m or irrealis marker *n to
the verb root.
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Verb stem alternations Verb stem alternations in Central Vanuatu

Vanuatu languages

North Vanuatu Linkage

Central Vanuatu Linkage

South Vanuatu Linkage
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Verb stem alternations Verb stem alternations in Central Vanuatu

Verb stem alternations

Crowley (1991)
• Depending on the language, some of the following consonant
alternations are common, especially in Central Vanuatu
languages:

• v, w→ b
• k→ ŋ(g)
• r, t→ t, ⁿd

• Clark (1985: 223ff) reconstructs a contrast between voiceless
and prenasalized stops for Proto-North Central Vanuatu.

• This would suggest that this group of languages was
particularly predisposed to reanalyising prefixed TAM markers
as part of the verb root.
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Verb stem alternations Verb stem alternations in Central Vanuatu

Distribution of verb stem alternations (preliminary)

Alternations

0

1

>1
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Verb stem alternations Verb stem alternations in Ambrym languages

Ambrym languages

Dalkalaen

Daakaka

Daakie

Nord-Ambrym

Vatlongos
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Verb stem alternations Verb stem alternations in Ambrym languages

Wordhood in the Daakaka predicate complex:
Potential mood I

(5) Enclitic /p/:
Da=p
1D.IN=POT

lyung
bathe

vyan
go

pyan!
under
“Let’s dive!”

(6) Monoconsonantal
proclitic /w/:
ko
2SG

w=en
POT=eat

we!
first

“Please eat!”

(7) Vowel-harmonic proclictic /wV/:
sam
2SG.POSS

oko=an
travel=NMLZ

ka
ASR

wu=vu
POT=be.good

“your journey will be successful.”
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Verb stem alternations Verb stem alternations in Ambrym languages

Wordhood in the Daakaka predicate complex:
Potential mood II

(8) Syllabic with disharmonic vowel:
ka
ASR

wa
POT

mini
drink

vyos
coconut

“she will drink a coconut”
(9) Not realized before bilabial consonant:

Da=∅
1.INCL.DU=POT

vyan
go

“Let’s go!”
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Verb stem alternations Verb stem alternations in Ambrym languages

Language Realis Potential Neg. Pot. Distal

Daakie ome obe one
Daakaka ge ki ge ki
Dalkalaen m-ii b-ii n-ii t-ii

Rec. Past Irrealis Non-rec.pst

North Ambrym (m-)yi (b-)yi yi/fhe

Table: Verb stem alternations for “be like” in the languages of North and
West Ambrym
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Verb stem alternations Verb stem alternations in Ambrym languages

Alternations in action I
(10) Daakie (Manfred Krifka, p.c.)

a. na-m
1SG-RE

téé
look

m-ome-lé,
RE-be.like-PRX

na-m
1SG-RE

lehe
see

e-tong-tong
NOM-light.REDUP

soo
IDF
“I looked around like this, I saw a torch.” (Abel3.093)

b. a-na-p
FUT-1SG-PT

mas
MUST

towe
break

b-obe-lé,
PT-be.like-PRX

a-na-p
FUT-1SG-PT

tii-ne
stick-TR

lon
in

too
garden

“I will have to break them in this way, I will stick them
into the garden.” (Jemis2.181)
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Verb stem alternations Verb stem alternations in Ambrym languages

Alternations in action II

(11) Daakaka:
a. ma

REAL
ge=vi?
be.like=HOW

“How is it?/ How are you?” (Common greeting)
Ka
MOD

na=p
1SG=POT

gene
do

wa
POT

ki=vi?
be.like=HOW

“How should I do it/ what should?” (von Prince,
2013: 5501)
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Conclusion

Inheritance or predisposition?

• The languages of North and West Ambrym show different
patterns of variation for the verbs meaning be like.

• Daakaka shows the alternation between [k] and [ᵑg] probably
inherited from Proto Central Vanuatu.

• This alternation has been lost in the other languages, but
partially replaced by a high degree of fusion with TAM
markers.

• Languages seem to reproduce alternations based on a
fundamental wordhood instability in the predicate complex.
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Fusionality, affix position and word order
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The idea of the morphological cycle

isolating

fusional
agglutinating

Figure: The idea of the morphological cycle based on von der Gabelentz
(1901)Kilu von Prince Morphological micro-cycles Vielfaltslinguistik 8 5 / 6



Unstable systems?
• Himmelmann (2014) suggests that prosody prevents
pre-lexical morphemes from attaching to subsequent roots.

• Lexical roots have a greater set of alternatives compared to
functional morphemes.

• Selecting a lexical root therefore takes longer than selecting a
functional morpheme.

• In the order FUNCTIONAL MORPHEME – ROOT, this regularly
produces a pause between the functional morpheme and the
root, preventing the formation of a single word unit.

• In the SVO languages, with sequences of functional
morphemes before the verb root, there are two opposing
pressures:

1 for frequent sequences to increase in fusionality;
2 for preverbal morphemes to remain separate from the verb

root.

• This might lead to a permanently unstable situation,
prompting languages to cycle rapidly through different stages.
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