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SOUTH -EAST AS I A  

D . C .  L ay c o ck 

Thi s  paper is b ased on two b rief remarks in Laycock ( 19 7 3 )  - remarks 
I never expected to be called on t o  j us t i fy ,  and whi ch will  hardly be 
j us t i fied in this art i c le . The remarks are : 

S ome o f  t h e  f e a t ur e s  o f  Torri c e l l i  Phy l um l anguage s  a l s o  t e n d  t o  
s ugge s t  a p o s s i b l e  c o nn e c t i on w it h  t h e  ab o r i g i n a l  l anguage s ( Se no i , 
Semang ) o f  t h e  Mal ay s i an are a ;  but a gre at de al more dat a i s  
requi r e d  b e fo re s u c h  a hypot h e s i s  c an b e  ade quat ely t e s t e d .  
( 19 7 3 : 7 ) . 
I t  m ay not  b e  t o o  far- fet c h e d  t o  try t o  f i n d  a S outh-E a s t  A s i an 
o r i g i n  for s p e ak e r s  o f  Sko  Phylum l anguage s .  Fi r s t ly , t h ey u s e  
l arge s e agoing  c an o e s  - t ac k i n g  c ano e s , where as t h e  r e s t  o f  
Mel an e s i a  u s e s  t h e  reve r s in g  c an o e  o n ly . Se c o n dly , t h ey s p e ak a 
l anguage that i s  h i ghly t on al , w i th c o mp l ex ve rb m o rp h o l o gy , an d 
extremely h e t e r o rgan i c  c on s o n ant  clust e rs - f e at ur e s  dup l i c at e d  
i n  Burme s e . P e r h ap s  i t  woul d b e  g o i n g  t o o  far , h owever , t ol att empt 
t o  as s o c i at e  t h i s  group d i r e c t l y  w i t h  th e D o n g s o n  [ b r on z e s ] found 
not too far from Sko  v i l l ag e s  at L ake S e n t an i  ( Van H e ek e re n  ( 19 5 8 ) ;  
de Brui j n  ( 19 5 9 » . ( 19 73 : 57 ) . 
The se cond remark i s  e as i ly disposed o f ;  there is nothing t o  add to 

the information given the re , except that it  is  now clear that the speakers 
of Sko Phy l um language s have no known lingui s t i c  relat ives anywhere else  
in the  New Guinea area ,  or  even beyond . Typo logic ally , t he languages are 
odd for the New Guinea are a ,  but a great deal of the lexi con appears to 
consist of loanwords from Trans -New Guinea Phy l um language s ,  with con­
s iderab le phonologi cal distort i on . The ment ion of Burme s e  should not ,  
of course , be t aken as a serious s ugge st ion of a link between Burmic 
language s and Sko Phy l um languages ;  nevertheless , it remains t rue that 
the typological features of Sko Phylum languages are duplicated in no 
c loser region . 

The first s t at ement cannot be dismi s sed so readily , though it would 
b e  tot ally false to assert that there i s  any real evidence which would 
l ink Torrice l li Phy lum languages of P apua New Guinea with the so-called 
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' ab original ' languages of the Malay peninsula ; rathe r ,  there are a hand­

ful of typo logical re semb l ances whi ch would make the suggestion worth 
following up - pre ferab ly by s omeone wit h extens ive lexical material s 
on the Senoi/Semang l anguage s .  

Dat a on the Torrl celli Phylum lan guage s ,  for the purposes o f  this 
p ape r ,  is  t aken from the 5 0  words in 2 7  Torric e l l i  Phylum language s in 
Lay cock ( 19 6 8 )  - s upplement e d ,  where neces sary , by unpub l i shed field­
not e s . However , reliab le dat a  on Senoi and Semang language s are hard 
to find , and modern dat a ,  and informat ion on grammar , almost impos sible . 
I have used Skeat and Blagden ( 19 0 6 )  as the maj or source o f  the lexicon 

o f  both Semang and Senoi ( which for the purposes of this p ap e r ,  are not 
usual ly different iated from each other ) ;  Carey ' s  grammar ( 19 6 1 ) of 
Temiar (a Senoi language ) is  useful for b as ic morphology , and a few fac ts  
can b e  g leaned from Asmah Haj i Omar ' s  t antalis ingly brief grammat i cal 
notes ( 19 6 3 ) on a Semang l anguage . I have he s i tated t o  use the Senoi 
( S akai of Batang-Padang)  material o f  Tauern ( 19 14 ) , as the grammat ical 
s t atement s are so patently wrong ; he mi sses , for examp le , t he s ub j e ct­
prefixes ( t reating them as  arbit rary variations in the verb ! ) ,  and h i s  
s t atements about the ' primit ivene s s '  of Senoi a l s o  do not inspire con­
fidence . 2 Ethnographic data , trib al c las s i fi c at ions , and s ome s c attered 
lexic al items can be found in S chebesta ( 19 2 7 : Semang ) , Noone ( 19 3 6 : Senoi ) , 
Dent an ( 19 6 8 : Senoi ) ,  and Leb ar and others ( 19 6 4 : Senoi and Semang ) ,  b ut 
again the maj or source is Skeat and B lagden ( 19 06 ) ,  who give an extens ive 
b i b liography . I have not bothered with works pri or to the twentieth 
century . 

Grammati cally , both the Senoi/Semang l anguage group and the Torri cel l i  
l anguage group are characteri sed b y  t he marking of s ubj ect in verb s by 
prefi x ;  in world terms , this may not be an unusual feature , but it  i s  
st riking in the New Guinea area , where it i s  found only i n  Aus t ronesian 
language s o f  the area ,  in l an guages of the Sko Phylum, in l anguages of 
the Torricelli Phylum ,  and in language s o f  the Bird ' s  Head area o f  Irian 
Jaya ( mainly l anguages o f  the West Papuan Phy l um) . In Torricelli Phylum 
lan gu age s , the prefixes are remarkab ly s t ab l e  from one end of the phy l um 
t o  t he othe r ;  a list o f  the maj or forms in 17 language s i s  given by 
Lay cock ( 19 6 8 : 40 ) .  Tab le I be low i s  adapted from this , giving the most 
charac teristic  forms for comparison with those of a Senoi l anguage 
( Temiar : Carey 1 9 61 ) .  Torricelli  forms are given in the order of their 
frequency of occurrence throughout the phylum; the less common forms are 
p l aced in s quare b racke t s .  
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TAB L E  I :  SUBJECT PREFI XES I N  TEMIAR (S
'
ENO I )  , AND I N  

TORR I CE L L I  PHYLUM LANGUAGES 

Temiar Torricelli Phylum 

S g .  1 i - k - , (1 - , m- [ kw - , X - , y - ]  
2 h a - (1 - , k - , y - [ n - , X - , Y - , t - ]  
3m . } n - [ I  - , r - w - ] n a - , 
3 f .  w - [ p - , n - 1 - kw - ] , , 

Du . lin c . a - } [ f - , kH - ,  m - ] w - p - , 
lex c . y a -
2 k a q a - y - [ f - , p - , w ·· ] 

3m. } p - , y - ,  m- [ J - , h - n - , t - ] we - , 

3 f .  p - , y - , J - [ m - .  n - ]  

P I .  linc . a - } [ p - . f - ]  m-
lexc . k i -

2 n y o b - y - [ f - • p - , w ·· ] 
3m . } u n - } J - [ h - . t - ]  p - • y - . m- n -. • 
3 f . 

It i s  immediate ly apparent that t he prefixed forms in the t wo groups 
of languages b ear lit t le re semb l ance to each other ( except perhaps in 
the s ingular ) ,  and that the categori es do not coincide ; Temi ar dist in­
guishes inc lus ive/exc lus ive in first person dual and p lural , but n o  
gender in t hird person pronouns , whereas t he reverse i s  the c a s e  in 
Torric e l l i  Phylum languages ( though here t he gender di s t inct ions are 
maint aine d in non-s ingular numb ers in only a few languages ) .  I c annot 
find clear- cut data on the Semang cat egories ,  but they appear s imilar . 
I t  i s  pos sib le , o f  course , that t he differences in expressed categories 
could have come ab out by influence from other languages - in the Senoi/ 
Semang case , prob ab ly from Malay . 

Lexical re semb lances b etween the two groups o f  language s are s l i ght , 
as must neces sarily be the cas e ,  given t he t ime-depth t hat would have 
to be as sumed if t hey are relate d .  Tab le II give s s ome of t he more 
s triking lexic al resemb lances ; as nothing i s  c l aimed on the b as is o f  
t he s e  re semb lance s , however , i t  w a s  n o t  t hought necessary t o  identify 
t he individual l anguage s , which can b e  found from the sources o f  the 
vocabulary i t ems ( Laycock 1968  and Skeat and B l agden 1906 ) .  
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TAB L E  I I :  SUGGESTIVE LEXI CAL RESEMBLANCES BETWEEN TORR I CE L L I  

PHYLUM LANGUAGES AND SENO I /SEMANG LANGUAGES 

English 

man 

ahi Z d  

father 

m o t her 

you 

tongue 

day/sun 

water 

ground 

s tone 

two 

Torricell i  Phylum languages 

m a n a ,  m a l) k o , m e t e n e ,  m o n o l , 

me t f a i n e ,  m l t i k ,  ma s i n ,  

m a s i n ,  m a t e i , m a i k a n , 

m a k e n t i , m a s am i y e n , m a s a n , 

m a t an , m u k u n , m a s an , m o h o n , 

m i k  

k a n , k a t a ,  k a t , ka n a f  

a y a , a l y e ,  ay i 

a m a , e m a ; m u k e i , m i ye ,  m a i ,  

m i k a n , m e l) , me ; n a ' a i , 
n a k i , n u k a  

p o , p e  i 

l i fe ,  k a l e p , ya l i p ,  w u l a f 

ke p l i ,  e p l i ,  w u p l i ,  kw i p l l ,  
k w a p  I i ,  w u p  I i 

t e p e , t i p e l , t a p a l , t i p a l , 
s a p an , h i mp e l , h i pe l , b t6 r  

t e f ,  t a u ,  t a f , t a ku l u ,  t t , 
t a x , s a u , t a p , s a p ,  s y a p , 

h a p , h a p a  

t a : ma ,  t u ma l a ,  t o : m u , 

t a l m a n a f  

w i l) ke s , w l l) e ,  w i y a m , w i y u m , 

w i k a t , w i ye m , w i l a l , w i ye , 
f i y a ,  p i y a ,  p i y a k , p i y am i , 
w i y e u , b i u m 

Senoi/Semang languages 

m a h , m e n d i ,  me n i k , h a me , 

m i , s e m i a h , m a i 

k o h a n , k u ad , ke - n u n , 

k e n , k o n  

a i , e 

ame , ame n g ; me k n , m a k ;  
n a t< , n a  I 

b o  

l e - pe h , I e - p e s , I Tp e s  

b r i , m a t b r i  

t om ,  b e t i u ,  t i u ,  t e u  

t e k , t a  i ,  t e h , t e  i , 
t e i k  

t e - m u h , t e - m u , t m u , g m u  

u i i ,  b i ,  b e , b e h , b i e  

In Tab le I I , only forms having a wide distribution in each group have 
been t aken ; some more striking , but nece s s arily more suspect , resemb lanc e s  
could have b e e n  quoted if t he l e s s  common words had b e e n  used . 

There is l it t le that can be concluded from Tab le I I ;  there are a few 
good resemb lances in basic  vocabulary between the groups as a whole , but 
these would almo s t  certainly s ink to a chance level if any two individual 
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languages were compared .  There is  the further problem t hat the Senoi/ 
Semang languages are now firmly c las s ified as Aust ro-As iati c ,  and thereby 
related to Mon-Khmer languages ,  as documented by S chmidt ( 19 0 1 )  over 
seventy years ago .  I t  seems , a priori , unlikely that Torric e l l i  Phyl um 
languages could be re l ated t o  Mon-Khmer l anguage s ;  a relat i onship with 
Senoi/Semang would have t o  be  with the pre-Austro-Asiatic and Aust ro­
nesian . Further, some of t he Senoi/Semang items in Tab le I I  have good 
cognat e s  in Mon and Khmer . 

I f  the l inguistic data i s  something much le s s  than conclus ive , we 
cannot make much o f  evidence from other fields . Racially , the Semang 
' Negritos ' could - in the ab sence of s olid genet i c  evidence either way -

4 conceivab ly be related t o  the short-statured Torri celli Papuans , but the 
Senoi , in at least Skeat and Bl agden ' s  account ( 19 0 6 ) appear racially 
very different . On the othe r hand , the inhabi t an t s  o f  the Torricelli 
Range s in New Guinea - or at  least those who speak l an guages be longing 
t o  the Torrice l li Phylum - share one very s triking cul tural trait with 
the Senoi peoples : their aversion t o  warfare . Thi s  t rait i s  s tres sed in 
Dent an ' s  ( 19 6 8 )  s t udy of the Senoi Semai as ' a  nonviolent people of 
Malaya ' ,  and is  evident also in Fortune ' s  ( 19 3 9 ) account o f  what little 
warfare i s  recorded for the Arapesh (a  Torric e lli-phylum people ) .  My 
own ob s ervat ions , espe cial ly in the western Torricelli  ( Lumi ) are a ,  
support a view of Torric e l l i-phylum peopl e s  ( whose main form o f  defence 
is  sorcery ) as b e ing non-aggre ss ive , and as having an exaggerat ed retreat 
( ' shame ' )  reaction t o  aggre s s ive crit icism;  compare also what S cheb e s t a  
( 19 2 7 : 21 )  was told by a m an  who had ' forty years of experience ' with 
the Semang : 

" Ab ove all , don ' t  b e  t o o  ab rupt w i t h  t h em " , h e  r e p e at ed again 
and agai n .  " Th e y  c an ' t  s t a n d  a g ruff w o r d  an d s e n s e  e vi l  i n  
e ve ry un f r i e n dl y  g e s t ure " . 

Such sub j e c t ive impre ss ions are of l i t t le value , and are s e t  down here 
only for what they may be wort h ;  but it  s eems unlikely that such a 
culture-trait could in any case have perpetuated i t s e l f  for whatever 
time-depth would be neces sary to permit a relat ionship ( 5 , 00 0  years , or 
1 0 0 , 0 0 0  years ? ) ,  in the face of cultural influences from many di fferent 
source s .  

In view o f  all  the preceding , it  would b e  extremely foolhardy to 
attempt t o  as sert a relat ionship b etween the language s o f  the Torri c e l l i  
Phy lum o n  t h e  one hand , and t h e  Senoi/Semang l anguage s o n  the othe r .  
The postulat ing of such widespread lingui s t ic re l at ionships is  current ly 
in disrepute , l argely owing to the abus es of t he nineteenth- century 
l ingui s t s , who were not averse to c laiming Semit i c  origins for New 
Hebridean l anguages ,  or Dravidian origins for Australian Aboriginal 
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language s . Neverthe le s s , I fee l  it is des irab le' that lingui s t s  should 
be aware of the pos s ibility of linguistic  rel at i onships ext ending beyond 
their own immediate are a ,  and shoul d conscientious ly s et down any c lues 
they h ave t hat point in any not totally impossible direct ion . On this 
b as i s , I have tried t o  detail in this paper the basis o f  my remarks in 
Laycock ( 19 7 3 ) . No more is  c l aimed . 
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N O T  E S 

1 .  The original note has ' pottery ' ,  an unfortunate lap6 u� calami not 
picked up in the proofreading . 

2 .  For examp le : ' Der niedrigen Kultur der S akai ent sprechend , i s t  die 
Sprache sehr primit iv . '  And further : ' Die Sakai -Sprache b e s i t z t  nur 
Worter , did man im Wald gebrauchen kann , alle anderen s ind dem Malaiis chen 
ent lehnt , z . B .  Eisen et c . , und Konj unktionen , die in der ursprunglichen 
Sprache nicht notig waren , da man nur in Einzel sat zen sprach und auch 
heute noch spricht . . .  ' Also s omewhat amus ing are his inst ruct ions on 
imi t at ing Senoi voice-quality : ' Urn die S timme der Sakai nachzuahmen , 
s t re ckt man beim Spre chen am besten den Kopf etwas vor und macht den Mund 
nicht weit auf ,  dagegen wird di e Mundhohle soweit a l s  m�glich gemacht . '  

3 .  ' It i s  cert ain that the Semang dialects  were not original ly memb ers 
of the Mon-Annam family ' ( Skeat and B lagden 1 9 0 6 : 46 2 ) . 

4 .  Skeat and Blagden ( 1 9 0 6 : 2 7 )  righ t ly pour cold water on Miklukho­
Makl aI ' s  b e l i e f  that the ' Orang Semang ' and ' Orang S akai ' ( ' Senoi ' )  are 
' pur s ang Melanes i ans ' ;  in any case , Miklukho-MaklaI was prob ab ly t hink­
ing more of the Aus t rone sians within t he Me l anesian area than of the 
' Papuans ' .  

9 1 1  



D . C .  LAYCOCK 

B I B L I OGRAPHY 

ASMAH HAJI OMAR 
1 9 6 3  Baha6 a S emang - diale� Kenta� b o ng .  Kuala Lumpur . Jab atan 

Penaj ian Me 1ayu , Univers it i Malaya . Mime o .  

CAREY , ISKANDAR 

1 9 6 1  Tengleq Kui S e�o � : a 6 tudy 0 6  t h e  Temia� languag e ,  with an 

ethno g�aphical 6 umma�y . Kuala Lumpur.  Dewan Bahas a dan 
Pus taka . 

DE BRUIJN , J . V .  
1 9 5 9  ' New archae ological finds at Lake Sent ani ' .  NGS 3 . 1-8 . 

DENTAN , ROBERT KNOX 
1 9 6 8  T h e  S emai : a nonviolent p eo ple 0 6  M alaya . New York . Holt , 

Rinehart and Win s t on .  

FORTUNE , REO 
1 9 3 9  ' Arapesh warfare ' .  AmA 4 1 . 22- 4 1 . 

LAYCOCK , DONALD C .  
1 9 6 8  ' Language s o f  the Lumi Sub-district ( West  Sepik Dis trict , 

New Guinea ) ' .  O L  7 . 36-6 6 .  

1 9 7 3  S epi� lang uag e6 - che c�li6 t a n d  p�elimina�y cla6 6 i 6icatio n .  

P L , B . 25 .  

LEBAR , FRANK M. , G . C .  HICKEY , and J . K .  MUSGRAVE 
1 9 6 4  Ethnic g � o up6 0 6  mainland So uth ea6 t A6ia . New Haven . Human 

Re lat ions Area Files Pres s .  

9 12 



2 . 16 . 1 .  WIDER CONNECTIONS : SOUTH-EAST ASIA 

NOONE , H . D .  
1 9 3 6  ' Report o n  the s e t tlement s and we l fare o f  t h e  Ple-Temiar 

Senoi of the Perak-Ke lant an wate rshed ' .  J o u�nal 0 6  the 

Fede�ated Malay S tate� Mu� eum� 1 9 . 1- 8 5 . 

SCHEBESTA ,  P .  

9 1 3  

1 9 2 7  Among t h e  6 0� e� t  dwa�6� 0 6  Malaya .  London . Hutchinson and 
Co . 

SKEAT , WALTER WILLIAM and CHARLES OTTO BLAGDEN 
1 9 0 6  Pagan �ace� 0 6  t h e  Malay p enin4 ula . London . Macmil l an .  

SCHMIDT,  W.  
1 9 0 1  ' Die Sprachen der S akei und Semang auf Malacca und ihr 

Verhaltni s zu den Mon-Khmer-Sprachen ' . Bijd�TL V  52 . 3 9 9 - 5 8 3 . 

TAUERN , 000 D .  
1 9 1 4  ' Versuch einer S akai-Grammatik ' .  Anth�opo� 9 . 5 3 2 - 8 . 

VAN HEEKEREN , H . R. 
1 9 5 8  T h e  B�o n ze - l�on  Ag e 0 6  I ndone4ia.  The Hague . Martinus 

N i j hoff . 

WILKINSON , RICHARD JAMES 
1 9 1 5  A v o cabula�y 0 6  C ent�al S a�ai ( dialect 0 6  the A b o �ginal 

communitie4 in th e Go peng Valley ) .  Kuala Lumpur . Federated 
Malay States Government Press . 



Laycock, D.C. "Possible Wider Connections of Papuan Languages: South-East Asia". In Wurm, S.A. editor, New Guinea area languages and language study, Vol. 1, Papuan languages and the New Guinea linguistic scene. 
C-38:905-914. Pacific Linguistics, The Australian National University, 1975.   DOI:10.15144/PL-C38.905 
©1975 Pacific Linguistics and/or the author(s).  Online edition licensed 2015 CC BY-SA 4.0, with permission of PL.  A sealang.net/CRCL initiative.


	D.C. Laycock�905
	2.16.1. Possible Wider Connections of Papuan Languages: South-East Asia

