
2 . 16 . 2 .  POSS IBLE W I DE R  CONNECT I ONS OF PAPUAN LANGUAGES : 

TORRES ST RAIT AND NORTH AUSTRAL I A  

2 . 1 6 . 2 . 1 .  I NT RO DU CT O R Y  R E MA R KS 

S . A . Wurm 

It had b een long b e lieved that Torres S t rait con s t i t ut e d  a c lear 
lingui s t i c  b oundary between the Australian and Pap uan language areas , 
with the western is lands o f  Torres Strait cont aining an Australian lan­
guage , Mab uiag,  and t he eastern one s  a Papuan language , Miriam ( Ray 
19 0 7 ) . Only t owards the mid-sixt ies , at t ent i on ,�as b eginning t o  b e  
drawn t o  t h e  s omewhat un-Aust ralian phonology of Mab uiag,  and t o  the 
fact t hat a p ort ion of its basic vocab ulary was c le arly of Miriam origin 
and t here fore Papuan ( O ' Grady , Voe ge lin and Voege lin 19 66 ) . Earli e r ,  
Cape l l  ( 19 5 6 )  had pointed out t h e  un-Aust ralian features of t h e  phonol­
ogies o f  s ome Cape York Peninsula languages ,  imp lying the p o s s ib i lity 
o f  un-Aust ralian influence on the se languages . Hale ( 19 6 4 , 19 6 6 )  could 
demonstrat e that the un-Aust ralian characteri s t i c s  of these languages 
were due to t heir phonologies undergoing s trong changes from a normal 
Australian s o und system whi ch he re const ructe d .  Howeve r ,  h e  d i d  not 
dis c us s  the p os s ib le caus e s  o f  t he s e  s ound changes . 

No att emp t  had been made unt i l  re cent ly ( Wurm 19 7 2 a )  t o  s tudy the 
possib le influence of Australian languages upon Papuan languages of the 
s outh coast of the New Guinea mainland . 

In Wurm 19 7 2 a ,  the author invest igat ed p o s s ib le mut ual influences 
and conne ct i ons of Papuan and Aus t ralian languages . 

2 . 1 6 . 2 . 2 .  T H E L AN GU A G E S  O F  T O R R E S  S T RA I T  

Of the two languages ment i oned above in 2 . 16 . 2 . 1 . , Mabuiag i s  
unques t i onab ly b a s i cally Australian in much o f  i t s  s t ruct ure and a p art 
of i t s  b as i c  vocabulary , and has been c las s i fied as const i t ut ing a 
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separate group within the extens ive Pama-Nyungan' Fami ly o f  the Aus t ralian 
Phy lum ( O ' Grady , Voe ge lin and Voege lin 19 66 ; Wurm 19 72b ) .  

However ,  some fe at ures of i t s  phono logy are un-Australian : all  
Australian languages have at  least four , b ut more frequent ly five or 
six,  l inear distin ct ions with s t ops and nasals , with the number of the 
( oral ) line ar dist inct i ons with s t ops and nasals ident ical in a given 
language . At the s ame t ime , in the great maj ority of Aus t rali an lan­
guages , only one series of s t op phonemes is  present . Many of them have 
two or s e veral linear dis t inct i ons with I -s ounds , only three vow e l  pho­
neme s  and almos t  all of them at least two distinct r-phonemes ( O ' Grady , 
Voege lin and Voe ge l in 19 6 6 ;  Wurm 1 9 7 2b ) .  

H oweve r ,  the phonemi c invent ory of Mab uiag is  as fo l lows : 

p � ( t )  k u 
b R ( d )  9 e 0 
m n Q a 

5 

z 

r 

w y 

The phonemi c cont rast b et ween the interdental and dent al s t ops was 
only dis c overed in 19 70  by T . J . K loke id ( Bani and Klokeid 19 7 1 ) . The 
phonemes t and d are s t at i s t ically very rare and the nat ure of the pho­
neme invent ory is indicat ive of the possib ility of the incomp lete adop­
t ion of an Aust ralian phonological system by speakers of a non-Aust ralian , 
pres umab ly Papuan , language . 

The mos t  s trikin g feat ure different iat ing the Mab uiag phoneme inven­
t ory from t he usual Aus t ra li an ones is the di fference in the numb e r  of 
linear dist inct ions of s t ops and nasals , with the number of line ar 
dist inct ions ob servab le with nasals in Mab uiag being be low t he Aus t ralian 
minimum . From a s t at is t i c al point of view , i t  shows a t e ndency t owards 
only t hree line ar dis t inct ions , with the presence of four with s top s 
cons t it uting a very rare phenomenon . Thi s  picture , t ogether with t he 
appe arance of two series of s t op phoneme s ,  of a phonemic cont rast b etween 
voiced and voice le s s  fri cat i ve phonemes at t he s ame point of art iculat ion 
( a  fe at ure ab s ent from Aust ralian language s in which even the presence 
o f  fri cat ive phonemes as s uch is quite rare ) ,  of only one I and one r 
phoneme and of five vowel phonemes , makes the Mab ui ag phoneme invent ory 
look qui te s imi lar t o  t hat of a phonologi cally s imp le Papuan language -
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in fact , it i s  very c lose t o  that of the neighb ouring Papuan Miriam 
language which has the following phoneme invent ory : 

P 

b 

m 

w 

t 

d 

n 

5 

z 

r 

k u 

9 e o 

a 

y 

Ap art from the s t at is t i ca l ly rare and low-productive phonological 
contrast between 1 and t ,  and � and d in Mab uiag, the only di fference 
between the two invent ories is  the presence of Q in Mab uiag which i s  
ab sent from Miriam. The pre sence of a n  Q phoneme is , at t he s ame t ime , 
a uni versal feat ure of Austra li an languages .  However , the appearance 
of an Q phoneme and of three or even four linear dis t inct ions with b oth 
s t op s  and nasals  is  not unknown in Papuan languages : in fact , it  is  a 
characteri s t i c  of the maj ority o f  the language s of the ( sub-phy lum-leve l ) 
Trans-Fly Stock of t he Trans-New Guinea Phy lum ( see Wurm 19 7 1 ; al s o  
2 . 6 . 1 . i n  t h i s  volume ) which oc cupies the part of the New Guinea main­
land c losest to Torres Strai t and Cape York Peninsula,  and to which 
Miriam also b e l ongs . It i s  o f  c ourse , c onceivab le that this charac­
t eris t i c  of these Papuan languages may be due t o  Australian influence : 
s ome Trans -Fly Stock languages , e . g . Gidra of the Eastern Trans -Fly 
Fami ly in it , have phoneme invent ories which show s ome Australian 
characteris tics  along w it h  un-Aust ralian features . The ab sence of s uch 
Australian-type feat ure s from Miriam which is  also a member of the 
Eastern Trans-Fly Family , is  notab l e  and its phonology is  quite s imp le 
in c ontras t to that of Gidra and other members of the Fami ly . This may 
we l l  have re s ulted from Miriam having been exposed t o  the influence o f  
t h e  phonologi cal ly quite s imp le Southern Kiwai language , i t s  geograph­
ical  neighbour, which has influenced it very strongly on the lexical 
leve l .  Thi s  Kiwai influence appears t o  have led t o  a p art i a l  bre akdown 
and s imp l i fi c at i on of it s phonologi cal system, re s u lt ing in one which 
is  l argely share d b y  the s t ructurally and le xically predomin an t ly 
Australian Mabuiag whose phonology may well have b een originally that 
of Miriam .  

In genera l ,  t h e  Mabuiag phoneme invent ory s eems t o  b e  more un­
Aust ralian in it s b as i c  charact eri s t i c s  than those of the phono logically 
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h i gh ly aberrant Cape York Peninsula languages . In spite of di fferences 
in det a i l  and on the s urface ,  the phoneme invent ori es of the lat t er show 
a l l  the b as ic features of Australian phonologies ,  s uch as i dent ity of 
t he number of linear distinctions with s tops and nasals , and the presence 
of at least two dis t in ct r-phonemes . Howeve r ,  the Mabuiag di fferences are 
fundament a l  and deep-going ,  and this and the Papuan nat ure of s ome of 
its b as i c  vocabulary makes it le s s  Australian , and more Papuan , than 
the Cape York Peninsula languages which look quite un-Australian at 
first glance , b ut whose phono logical  ab errat ions can b e  exp l ained in 
t e rms of regu lar changes from a s t andard Australian phonology , and in 
which these change s do not affe ct t he b as i c  principles of Australi an 
phonologi e s . At the s ame t ime , t heir b a s i c  vocab ularies are large ly 
Australi an . 

The Papuan basic vo cabulary items in Mab uiag pose some prob lems . 
Much o f  them are c learly Miriam, b ut the close re lat ionship of that 
language t o  one other member of the Eastern Trans -Fly Family t o  which 
it b e longs may perhaps ob s cure the p o s s ib ly more immediate connect i on 
of s ome Mabuiag lexical e lemen t s  whth those of other member language s 
of that fami ly . Connect ipns of s ome Mab uiag words with lexi cal e lements 
of languages of other fami lies of the Trans -Fly Stock s uch as the Kiwai 
and Pahot uri River Families ( Wurm 19 7 1 ;  see als o 2 . 6 . 1 . in this volume ) 
are a lso p o s s ib le . However ,  t he large ly Miriam-type nat ure of Mab uiag 
phonology makes it  s eem likely that the maj or s ource of the Papuan 
e lement in it is Miriam . 

Regarding Miriam i t s e l f ,  it appears t o  b e  s t ruct urally a typical 
Papuan l anguage and , as has re cent ly been est ab lished by t he present 
wri t e r ,  a memb er o f  the Eastern Trans -Fly Fami ly ( of the sub -phy lum­
le ve l  Tran s -F ly Stock of the Trans-New Guinea Phy lum) t o  which , in 
addition to Miriam , also Bine , Gidra and Gizra belong (Wurm 19 7 1 ; see 
also 2 . 6 . 1 . in this volume ) . St ructurally and lexi cally , Gi zra i s  the 
c losest re lat i ve of Miriam . The s imp l i fied nature of Miriam phonol o gy 
when compared with the other members of the Eastern Trans-Fly Fami ly , 
and which is most prob ab ly att ributab le t o  Southern Kiwai influence , 
has already b een ment ioned above . 

Apart from s ome Mabuiag loan-words of Australian ori gin , Aus t rali an 
infl uence in Miriam is negligible in contras t t o  the quite s t rong 
Papuan influence in Mab uiag . 

2 . 1 6 . 2 . 3 . P O S S I B L E  P A P U AN L I N G U I S T I C  I N F L U E N C E  ON C A P E  Y O RK P E N I N S U LA 

L A N G U A G E S  

In 2 . 16 . 2 . 2 .  ab ove , ment ion w a s  made of t h e  seemingly quit e ext ens ive , 
b ut in reality not deep-gOing,  nat ure of the deviat i ons from the 
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Australian s t andard , of phonologi c ally aberrant Aus tralian languages of 
Cape York Penins ula . The languages o f  four groups in the Cape York 
Penins ula area are es�ecially involved in t hi s , i . e .  those of t he Nort hern 
Pama and Central Pama Sub group s of the Pama-Mari c Group and those of the 
Lamalami c and Mbabaramic Groups (Wurm 19 72b ) . 

The que s t ion may b e  rai sed as t o  what may have caused t he s t rong 
phonologi c a l  changes in these languages . In the l ight of the very high 
leve l  of phono logi c a l  uni formity ob servab le in Aus t ralian languages 
( O ' Grady , Voege lin and Voege lin 19 6 6 ,  Wurm 1972b ) which may well b e  
attrib utab le t o  t he fact t hat mos t  Australian languages have apparent ly 
been free from out s ide lingui s t i c  influence for thous ands of years , i t  
seems p lausible t o  sugges t  that t h e  far-reaching phonologi cal changes in 
the Cape York Peninsula languages re ferre d to are due to out s ide lin­
gui s t i c  influence and c ontact , and it seems logi cal to look t o  New Guine a 
and Papuan lingui s t i c  influence as the s ource of this . That influence 
from New Guinea has b een prevalent in the Cape York Peninsula area seems 
evident from the racial  appearance of Cape York Peninsula Ab origine s ,  
and lingui s t i c  infl uence may we l l  have come the s ame way . 

In trying t o  look for the exact ori gin of Papuan lingui s t i c  influence 
in Cape York Peninsula,  Miriam and the languages of the Trans-Fly area 
of New Guinea appear t o  b e  ob vious s ources . Howeve r ,  very few of the 
phonologi cal feat ure s of present-day Cape York Peninsula languages show 
any evident s imi larity t o  those of these P;puan languages ,  except for 
the appearance of fricative and aspirated s t op allophone s .  At the s ame 
t ime ,  the un-Aust ralian syl lab le patt erns obs ervab le in present -day Cape 
York Peninsula languages are not dire c t ly c omparab le to those of the 
Papuan languages ment i oned . When t aking a l l  this into acc ount , and 
rememb ering the fact t hat t h e  as s umed outs ide , and prob ab ly Papuan , 
linguist i c  influence h as not des t royed the fundament a l  Australian nature 
of the Cape York Peninsula languages , it may be proposed t hat this 
influence has b een relat i vely superfi cial despite i t s  pronounced s urface 
effe ct s ,  and t he pre c i s e  point or points of origin of it in New Guinea 
cannot , at this j unct ure , be even s ugge s t e d .  It may we l l  be t hat this 
influence has been b rought about by very s mall groups of,  perhaps re fugee , 
Papuan speakers - or even on ly a few individuals - from diverse regions 
in or near the Trans-Fly area who got int o lasting cont act with sma l l  
groups of speakers o f  various Aus tralian language s i n  Cape York Penins ula 
in c omparat ively recent t imes . 

2 . 1 6 . 2 . 4 . A U ST RA L I AN L I N GU I S T I C  I N F L U E N C E I N  N EW G U I N E A  

The p o s s ib i lity o f  influenc e o f  Cape York Penin s ula language s on 
languages in the adj acent part s of s outhern New Guinea h ad not b een 
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inve s t igat e d  unt i l  1 9 7 2 , though the que s t i on of 't he p o s s ib i lity of lin­
gui s t i c  and cult ural c onnect ions or s imil arities between Cape York 
Peninsula or Aus t ralia as a whole and p art s of New Guinea has b een 
rai s e d ,  but not looked int o in det ai l  ( s ee 2 . 16 . 3 . 1 . ) .  

The present writ er (Wurm 19 7 2 a )  was the first t o  inve s tigat e whether 
or not evidence of Aust ralian lingui s t i c  influence from Cape York 
Penins ula c ould be found in Papuan languages of t he Trans -Fly region . 
The intere s t ing result of this was the dis c overy of a number of s imi­
lari ties  betweep forms reconstruct e d  by Hale ( as listed in S ommer 1969 ) 
for a number o f  Cape York Peninsula languages and re ferred t o  by him as 
prot o-Paman , an d lexi cal items in l anguages of the Eastern Trans-F ly 
Family , especially the Gizra language . S ome of t he s e  i tems in the 
Eastern Trans -Fly Fami ly language s are obvious ly Aust ralian loans which 
have entered these languages at a p oint of t ime ante dat ing the phonol­
ogi cal changes mentioned above in 2 . 16 . 2 . 3 . as s uffered b y  Cape Y ork 
Penins ula languages as a result of prob ab ly Pap uan lingui s t i c  influence .  
In the case of other i tems , t he s i t uat ion i s  not s o  c lear . One of the 
most s t riking c as e s  of prot o-Paman loanwords in languages of the Eas tern 
Trans-Fly Family i s  the Gizra word for man, p e rs on which is p a : m .  This 
is c learly prot o-Paman * p ama = p e rs on .  The other t hree languages of 
the Eastern Trans-Fly Fami ly have different , but interre l at e d ,  words 
for man, pe rs o n ,  i . e .  Gidra r ag a ,  Bine ro r i e , and Miriam I e . 

Other apparent prot o-Paman !oanwords of the Eastern Trans-Fly Fami ly 
are : 

Prot o-Paman * k u ma n  = thigh , Gidra and Gizra g � �m- k a k ,  whereas Bine has 
w aw e  and Miriam w a k e l . 

Prot o-Paman * t Y u l p i  b e t ty ,  Gizra d u p i -w a r .  Gidra has k � : m ,  Miriam 
k e m  and B ine a m u g e  whi ch appear t o  be derived from Prot o-Paman * k a m p u  = 

s t omach . 

Prot o-Paman *m u y u  = hus b and,  Gizra myre r a ,  Miriam k i - m i a r ,  whereas 
Gidra has r l v i and Bine ro r i e  ( = man ) . 

Prot o-Parnan * � a R a ente r ,  Gizra t ub a - � a r i , whereas Miriam has b o d a r l . 

Prot o-Paman * p u r a  = p u t l ,  Gi zra a - m u r a , Miriam - m u d a  and Bine s u g re ­

ma  I i  - t i . 

Prot o-Parnan * y a � a n  = hair of head,  Gi zra a r - � a l n , whereas Gidra has 
m�k� a z , Bine e d l n g a l i  and Miriam m u s  or e d . 

Les s  ob vious Prot o-Paman loanwords may b e : 
Prot o-Parnan * k a : p a z flo od, heavy rain ,  Gizra � u : p a ,  B ine � u : pe ,  

whereas Gi dra has p i  r o  and Miriam i me r , all meaning rain .  

Prot o-Paman * t Y a : r a or * t Y a : w a  = mouth , Gi zra t a : l ,  Miriam t e ,  Gidra 
t u : mo r  and Bine t a g e . 
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Proto-Paman * m a  = t a k e  - a l s o  Common Australian * * m a  - Gizra p a ,  

whereas Gidra has eoo t ,  Bine e a t e  and Miriam a i s .  

A few Common Australian prot o- forms which are not found in Prot o­
Paman seem t o  be present as loanwords in Trans -Fly languages , e . g . 

Common Aust ralian * * k u l i  = hear ( prot o-Paman * Q a m i ) ,  Gizra a r - k u r u , 

Gidra u t - k u n , Bine a t i - i z e and Miriam a s o l l .  It i s  however conceivab le 
t hat Gizra a r - k u r u  is derived from prot o-Paman * k u Ru = e y e  rather than 
from Common Australian * * k u l i .  

Common Aus t ra lian * * k a m p u  e gg ,  Gizra u r - g u : p ,  Gidra koop , Bine k u ,  

whereas Miriam has we r .  The p rot o-Kiwai form ( Wurm 19 5 1 ) i s  * k i k op u ,  

Agob ( Pahot uri River Fami ly , Trans -Fly St o c k )  has koo p and At uru ( T irio 
Fami ly , Tran s -Fly S t o c k )  has l o - k u mo . ( There i s  a di fference in t he 
t radit ions of Common Aust ralian * * k a m p u  = e gg and p rot o-Paman * k a m p u  a 

s t omaah ment i oned ab ove . )  At the s ame t ime ,  s imi lar and prob ab ly 
conne c t e d ,  forms are found in other part s of New Guinea , mos t ly meaning 
frui t .  In many p art s of New Guinea , either one le xeme means b ot h  egg 

and frui t or i tems meaning e gg in one language are cognat e with i tems 
meaning frui t in other languages . S o ,  for inst ance , in Huli ( We s t  
Central Fami ly , E a s t  New Guine a Highl ands Stock , Trans-New Guinea Phy lum 
( s ee 2 . 7 . 2 . 2 .  in this volume ) )  h ab a ( n a ) is frui t ,  in Kamano ( Eas t 
Cent ral Fami ly , same s tock ) a m u  = e gg ,  in Kuman ( Chimb u  proper)  ( Central 
Fami ly , s ame s t ock ) k o a m u g l o  = egg.  

This rais e s  the prob lem of the pre sence , in a number of widely s cat­
t e red Papuan languages , of lexical it ems whi ch look like ( loan ? )  cognat e s  
of Common Aust ralian o r  prot o-Paman items . One o f  these is  Common 
Australian * * Q a m a Q  = b reas t ( prot o-Paman * Q a ma /Q am u  = mother,  b re a s t )  

which has apparent cognates in many Papuan languages , e . g . Trans -Fly 
Stock : Gi zra Q yoom , Gidra Q o : m , Bine Q a me ,  Miriam n e m  ( Q  is ab sent 
from Miriam) , Coas t a l  Kiwai a m o ;  East New Guinea High lands Stock : Kuman 
( Chimbu proper)  mm u ,  Kamano a m i ; Cent ral and South New Guinea Stock : Duna 
a m u , Kaet i a m ,  Syiagha ome ; S uki-Gogodala St ock : Gogodala omo ; Fini s t e rre 
Stock : Rawa n o mo , Gusan n om ;  Huon Peninsula S t ock : Ono Q a m u ,  Dedua n am u ; 

Binandere St ock : Binandere am i ;  Sent ani St ock : Sentani n i m ; et c .  All t he s e  
languages are memb e rs of the very large Trans-New Guinea Phy lum ( s ee 2 . 5 . 
in this volume ) .  Howeve r ,  probab le cognat es are als o encountered in 
languages not re lat e d  to this phylum, e . g . Monumb o  ( Torri ce l l i  Phyl um ,  
s e e  2 . 12 .  i n  t h i s  volume ) n i ma Q . The fact t hat , a s  may not b e  clear 
from t he few s e lected examp le s  given above , diachron i c al ly lat e r  forms 
s uch as forms without initial nasal predominat e  in areas which are geo­
graphically more distant from Cape York Peninsula t han others , may s ug­
gest t hat these forms are in fact Aust ralian loanwords which have ent ered 
New Guine a from Cape York Peninsula and spread widely through New Guinea .  
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In addit i on t o  the lexi cal phenomena dis cussed above , the appearance 
of an 8 phoneme in the maj ority of the l anguages o f  the Trans -Fly S t ock 
( it i s  ab sent from Miriam and t he language s of the Kiwai Family which 
are the ge ographical neighb ours of Miriam )  may perh aps b e  t he result of 
Australian influence :  it is  not a common phoneme in Papuan languages . 
The s ame may app ly t o  t he comparat ive ly frequent presence of palatal 
s t op and palat a l  nasal phoneme s in Trans -Fly Stock languages : these are 
also  rather rare in Papuan language s in general . A ls o ,  the ident ity of 
the n umber o f  linear dis t inct ions with s t op and nas a l  phoneme s  in s ome 
of these languages w,hich re sults from t he pre sence of 8 and palat alized 
s t op and palat alized nasal phoneme s in them,  gives a p art of t heir 
phoneme invent ori es an Australian appearance . 

2 . 1 6 . 2 . 5 .  CON C L U D I N G  R E MA R K S  

From what has been s t at e d  ab ove in 2 . 16 . 2 . 1 . - 4 . , i t  appears t hat , 
apart from a few t enuous lexical and other links which remain unexplained 
at t h i s  st age , connect i ons b etween Papuan and Aust ralian language s acro s s  
Torres St rait can b e  at t ribut e d  t o  mut ual l ingui s t i c  influence and t h e  
adopt ion of loanwords . It seems that the influences have gone in both 
direct i ons , with a nort hward Aust ralian lingui s t i c  influence antedat ing 
a scatt ered s o uthward Papuan l ingui s t i c  influen ce . At the s ame t ime ,  
spe akers of a Papuan language mi grat ing t o  the western is lands of Torres 
St rai t  seem t o  have adopted an Australian language whi le mai nt aining 
much of their Papuan phonologi cal hab i t s  and s ome of their Papuan b as i c  
vo cabulary . 
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