
THE CYCLE OF L I NGU I ST I C  D I VERS I F I CAT ION I N  OCEAN I C  I S LAND GROUPS1 

This paper i s  about the non-linguist ic proc e s s e s  whic h  governed 
lingu i s t ic spec iat ion in the Austronesian-speaking reg ions of Oceania . 
Under what condit ions did an originally unified language community 
maintain it s l inguist ic unity ,  d iver sify into a dialec t  c hain , or spl it 
into d i screte language communit i e s ?  An e xplanation i s  sought for the 
patterns of language d istribut ion found in the i sland group s of 
Melane sia , Polyne sia and Microne s ia . Of part icular int ere st i s  the 
striking variat ion betwe en Polynes ia , where the norm i s '  one language 
per i sland group , and Melane sia , where the norm is many language s p er 
i sland group . Scholars have long been puzzled by suc h regional vari­
at ions and have put forward a number of d i fferent hypothe ses t o  e xp lain 
ll . 

Aft er briefly reviewing some widely rece ived hypothe s e s  I will 
pre sent an alt ernat ive exp lanat ion of the contrast betwe en Polyne sian 
and Mel ane sian pat t ern s of language d i st ribution . In this alt ernat ive 
reconstruc t ion , Polyne s ian homogene ity and Melanes ian d iver s ity are 
seen as  part of a s ingle sc heme of t h ing s ,  as  repre sent ing different 
st ages in a sequence of cultural and lingui s t ic development s t hat has 
recurred in many i sland groups inhabited by Austron e sian speakers .  It 
has often been a s sumed t hat the contrast between Me lane s ia and Polyne sia 
is due largely to t he ir having been occup ied by p eopl e s  bear ing cul ­
tures of originally d i fferent typ e s ; t hat the anc ient Melane sian lan­
guage c ommunit ies d iverged in technology , pol it ical structure , and in 
other feature s of  l ife st yle from t he seafaring , soc ially strat ified 
Polyn e s ian s .  The fac t s  provided by l inguist ic s and arc haeology are , 
however , more consist ent wit h t he view that the various Austrone sian 
communit ie s  who e st ab l i s hed themselves on the high is land group s of 
Melane s ia and Polyne s ia shared a s imilar culture , at first - a culture 
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inherited from the Proto-Oceanic speech communit y .  Proto-Oceanic 
speaker s had a marit ime -adapted technology wit h a hort icultural base 
and a soc ial struc ture in which inherited rank wa s important , in short , 
a culture who se e s s ent ial c harac terist ic s have been pre served in a 
number o f  Polyne s ian and Microne s ian soc i et i e s ,  and are more widely 
r e fl e c t ed in Melane s ia t han has been allowed in some ac count s . The 
great er l ingu i s t ic d iv er sity found within i s land groups in Melane sia , 

a s  opposed to the other two regions , i s  attr ibutable mainly to the 
effe c t s  of  two variable s on the di stribut ion and communic at ion patterns 
of local populat ion s .  ( a )  Time and ( b )  geographic condit ions provided 
t he bas is  for a constellat ion of d emographic and soc ioec onomic c hang e s  
which were repeat ed in t h e  high i sland groups settled by Austrone sian 
speakers .  The se change s underlay the cycle of l ingu i s t ic diver s ifica­
t ion which ha s recurred in different region s . Regional var iat ions are 
explainable , at least in part , in terms of difference s  in geography 
and in t ime depth available for local diver sificat ion . Thu s ,  mo st 
Melane s ian i sland group s contain larger land ma s s e s  t han mo st Polyne sian 
group s ,  and have been settled muc h longer by Austrone s ian speakers ;  
they are , there fore , further along in the d iversificat ion cycle . 

In the cour s e  of discus sing the fit between the d ivers ificat ion cycle 
hypot he s i s  and the ev� dence for spec ific i sland groups we will  be led 
to sugge st t hat some previous e st imat e s  of  t he geographic locat ion and 
ext ent of the Proto-Oceanic and Proto-Polyne s ian language communi t i e s  
need to b e  revised . The argument will be t hat these communit i e s  were 
spread over a larger area than has commonly been suppo sed . 

N O T  E 

1 .  A summary only of the Conference pap er is  given here , as the paper 
is basically int ended to become a chapter of a fort hcoming sympos ium on 
Pac ific I sland s biogeography , as yet unt it led . 
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