
2 . 2 . 0 .  PAPUAI� LANGUAGE CLASS I F I CAT I ON PROBLEMS 

S . A .  Wurm and K .  M c Elhanon 

2 . 2 . 1  . I N T RO D U CT O R Y  R E M A R K S  

The discuss ions given below in t h e  various chapters of Part 2 . 3 .  

point out t he strong influences exercised by Papuan languages upon 
each other . It i s  c lear t hat t he s e  influences bear heavily on the 
que st ion of the class ificat ion of t he s e  language s and ,  in part icular , 
call int o que st ion t he value of t he lexicostat i s t ical approach whic h ,  
in many instanc e s , has been t h e  b a s i c  t ool for t he c la s s i fi c at ion o f  
Papuan language s unt il fairly recently . While the importance o f  this 
approach for an init ial crude att empt at c l as s i fy ing previously un­
c l a s s i fied language s is obvious , i t s  usefulne s s  in t he Papuan l ingui s t i c  
field must b e  regarded as very severely l imited because of t he almost 
ubiquituous pre sence of varied influences o f  language s upon each other 
on virtually all leve l s  which can reach a magnitude unrealised in t he 
framework of the lexicostat i s t i cal method and in the basic  princ iples 
of gene t i c  l inguis t i c s  in general . Basi c voc abulary items of one 
language which ac c ording to t he postulates of lexicostat is t ic s ,  are 
" unborrowab le " ,  are oft en encount ered as qui t e  obvious loan words in 
another unrelated language . S imi larly , pronouns , s ingly and in set s ,  
are taken over by language s from other language s ,  and the structure s 
of many language s have apparent ly undergone quite dras t i c  change s under 
the influence of other , somet ime s unrelat ed , language s .  Phonologies 
c an change extensively under such an influence , and the only apparent ly 
relat ively stab l e  and per s i s t ent i t ems and features in Papuan language s 
are const i t uted by verbs as lexical items , some s t ructural feature s of 
verb s and their underlying princip le s , principles underlying pronominal 
systems - but to a much l e s ser extent t he pronouns themselves as lexical 
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i tems - and semant i c  charac t erist i c s  o� the grouping o� lexical i t ems 
( e . g . , fi re and tree c an , in one language , be different meanings o� 
one lexical item, but in another , t he meanings of t wo dif�erent 
lexical i t ems : such . principles are preserved in a part i cular language 
even i� the lexical it ems themse lve s are borrowed into it from another 
language in which such it ems have semant i c  range s which are c omp letely 
di��erent �rom those pre sent in the borrowing language ) . In c on­
sequence ,  such i t ems and �eature s have c ons iderab le di agno s t i c  import­
ance in c omparat ive and c l a s s i �i c at ory work . So for instance , t here 
are several instances o� language s ,  e sp e c ially in the Sepik-Ramu 
Phylum , which show somewhat di ffering phonologies , relat ively l it t le 
c ognat ion in nouns , and great di ��erences in the �orm , but not the 
system, of their pronouns , but have many verb s in c ommon , t ogether 
with much o� their verb morphology . 

2 . 2 . 2 .  " M I X E D " L AN GUAG E S  

This i s  not the p lace t o  argue t he case o �  "mixed language s "  whose 
exi stence is st rongly denied by many comparat ive l inguist s with t he 
notab l e  except ion o� A .  Cape l l  who has o�t en been severely crit i cised 
for this  ( e . g .  in  t he c omment s t o  Capell 1 9 62 ) ,  and of A .  Pawley ( 19 69 ) ,  
but in t he l ight o� Grace ' s  ( 19 6 5 ) stat ement t hat very l it t le is known 
about language mixing , t here seems t o  be cons iderable merit in Pawley ' s  
comment s t hat the main reason for our cont inuing ignorance in this  
field i s  the fact t hat most l inguist s are re luctant to  believe t hat 
extens i ve ly mixed languages might exist . Thi s  is o� course largely 
attribut ab l e  t o  t he fact t hat t he genet i c  model does not allow �or 
mixed l anguage s which t here�ore const itute an unac ceptable concept as 
suc h .  Thi s  i s  rather unfortunate because the New Guinea area may o��er 
the probab l y  best laboratory situat ions in t he whole world �or t he 
study o� language mixing : in several areas , t wo di��erent , somet imes 
unre lated , languages are spoken in separat e village s ,  whereas in 
villages with mixed populat ions hai l ing from t he ot her v i llage s ,  
l anguages are spoken which appear t o  b e  "mixture s "  o �  the two di��erent 
language s .  A t horough st udy o� such languages by a c omparative l inguist 
and a s o c iol inguist would undoubtedly contribut e mat erially t o  our 
knowledge o� the nature of language mixing . 

It must be point ed out in �airne s s , t hat most comparat ive and 
geneti c  l ingu i s t s  are prepared t o  admit that a cert ain amount o� 
borrowing, or mixing , i s  pre sent in all language s - apart �rom obvious 
loans on t he lexical level - but they e it her appear to assume , at 
least by imp l i cat ion , t hat an inner core is pre sent in every language 
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whi c h  i s  impervious t o  borrowing and whi ch t here fore const itut e s  the 
component which i s  relevant in a gene t i c  c l a s s i fi c at ion of a language , 
( e . g .  Hamp 1 9 6 2 ) ,  or t hey seem t o  fee l  t hat one component of a language 
is always dominant , even if borrowing or mixing on all  leve l s  of a 
language may be pos s ible . Thi s  dominant element i s  in their view, t he 
one which i s  drawn upon in a genet i c  c l a s s i ficat ion of such a language , 
and it repre sent s that part i cular language in such an exerc i se . 

Pawley ( 1 96 9 )  expre s ses the opinion t hat such a geneti c  c la s si fi cat ion 
which del iberately i gnore s element s in a language which l ie out s i de the 
dominant component , s o  as to obtain an unamb iguou s ,  yes or no , c l a s s i­
ficat ory re sult , provide s no adequat e basis  for the recon st ruction of 
l inguist i c  event s ,  nor does it  give an adequate picture o f  l inguist i c  
re lationship s . 

Thi s  i s  undoubt edly t rue in extreme case s .  For instance , which i s  
the dominant component i n  language s such as Magori ( Dutton 1 9 7 2 , see 
also ( I I )  4 . 5 . 2 . ) in which the grammar is almost pure ly Aust rone s i an ,  
and the vocabulary most ly Papuan , or Mai s in ( Ray 1911 , Strong 1 9 1 1 ) in 
which t he reverse appears to be t rue in some ways ( see ( I I )  4 . 5 . 1 . ) ?  
Or in the language s of the Ree f  I s lands- Santa Cruz Family ( East Papuan 

Phylum ,  2 . 13 . 1 . 4 . )  in whi c h  ab out half t he basic  vocabulary is re­
constructabl y  Austrone s ian ( Wurm 19 70 ) ,  and the grammar an intricat e  
mixture of Papuan and Aust ronesian element s  ( Wurm 1 96 9 )  ( see ( I I )  4 . 5 . 3 . ) .  

However,  for less  extreme cases , the att itude could b e  t aken , in 
contrast t o  Pawley ' s  view , t hat a gene t i c  c l a s s i fi c at ion b ased on the 
dominant e lement only c an wel l  be of value in t he e st ab l i shment of 
l ingui s t i c  re lat ionship s , provided t hat t he pre sence and nature of the 
non-dominant element i s  not ignored , but t aken int o account and its  
presence explained as far as possible in t e rms of sub-strat a ,  borrow­
ings , influences by other language s and the l ike . In extreme cases 
such as those ment ioned above , W�rm suggest s t hat the dominant e lement 
in t he language s tructure , if one can be recognised,  should be regarded 
as the dominant element in t he language for the purpose of genet i c  
c la s s i fi c at ion , i . e .  Magori should be regarded as Austrone s ian , and 
t he Ree f  I slands-Santa Cruz Family language s as Papuan because t he 
Papuan structural element s in t hem are more basic  - e . g .  c onc ern the 
verb s t ructure - t han t he Austrone sian element s ( Wurm 1 9 6 9 ) . Mai s in 
i s  unclear even from this  point of view, because in spite of it s 
Papuan feature s ,  it may , when j udging from a sociolingui s t i c  point of 
view , probab l y  be originally Austrones ian rather t han Papuan ( Dutton , 
personal commun i cat ion )  ( see ( I I )  4 . 5 . 2 . ) .  
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The principles out lined above constitute , in es sence , the bas i s  
for t h e  c l a s s i fi c at ion of Papuan language s ,  but need t o  be e lab orated 
on ( see 2 . 2 . 4 . ) .  

2 . 2 . 3 . L E X I C O STAT I ST I CAL C L A S S I F I C AT I O N  A N D  S T R U C T U RAL E V I D E N C E  

The first linguist t o  discuss t he short comings and difficult ies  
of the applicat ion of the lexi cost at i s t ical method of Papuan languages 
was McElhanon ( 19 70 a ,  1970b , 1 9 71 ) . He has found t hat the main problem 
of t he use of the method as a survey t ool i s  the fact t hat the pre sence 
of many l oan words remains undet ected and the results are often skewed in 
the direct ion of a chain re lat ionship . He fee l s  that the frequent 
pre sence of dialect and language chains in lexicostat i s t ical c lassi­
ficat ions in the New Guinea area "provide s cons iderab le c i rcumstant ial 
evidence for conc luding t hat the lexicostat i s t ical method as usually 
app l ied i s  incapable of handl ing the phenomena caused by the wave 
princ iple and unab le in many cases , if not in most case s ,  of providing 
an accurate sub-classificat ion" ( McElhanon 19 70b : 2 2 7 ) . 

The e s sence of t h i s  statement is t hat the lexicostat i s t ical method 
can produce result s which are only approximat e .  

One obvious way t o  increase t he accuracy and re l iab ility of classi­
ficat ory result s arrived at by the lexi costat i s t i cal method would b e  
t o  ident i fy loanwords in a lexical c orpus which i s  to  b e  ut i l i z ed for 
lexicostat i s t ical purpo se s , by the applicat ion of the c omparat ive 
method , and to e liminate them from the c orpus . However , such an 
approach is often not feasible in the Papuan l ingui s t i c  field . There 
are two main reasons for t hi s : a )  det ai led c omparat ive work i s  only 
j ust beginning in some areas , with only prel iminary re sult s availab l e  
to  date , whereas in many other areas n o  comparat ive l ingui s t i c  work 
has been undertaken ; b )  in many instanc e s , loanwords may have entered 
a par t icular Papuan language thousands of years ago , and have under­
gone t he same s ound-change s as those words which are part of t he 
original , dire c t l y  inherited lexical stock of the language . I t  i s  
usually n o t  possible t o  detect  such loanwords in the l ight of t he 
low- leve l sophisticat ion of present -day Papuan c omparat ive l ingui st i c s . 
( However , it has been found t hat t here has always been a very sharp 
increase in t he number of obvious cognat es shared by two or more 
language s ,  over those e st ab l i shed by inspect ion only , as soon as some , 
however prel iminary , reconstruct ion work had been c arried out and 
possible proto-forms sugge sted - see below 2 . 2 . 5 . ) .  

To overc ome the difficulty presented by unrec ogni sed loan s , Thomas 
and Healey ( 1 9 6 2 ) have sugge sted a special refined lexicost at i s t i c al 
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approach which h a s  as i t s  aim the det ect i on of t he presence of such 
unre cognised loans and t heir special treatment in c omputat ions for 
the purpose of c ircumvent ing the prob lem of chaining . McElhanon 
invest igat e s  t he app l icab il it y  of this  approach to the lexicostatis­
t ical c l a s s i fi c at ion of the Huon Peninsula area language s ,  but 
questions t he val idity of it s as sumpt ions and expre s s e s  doubt s  about 
i t s  usefulne s s  ( McElhanon 1 9 70b ) . 

Having c hallenged the value of t he lexicostat is t ical method for 
the c l a s sification of t he . language s of the Huon Peninsula are a ,  and ,  
b y  imp l i c at ion , of  Papuan language s i n  general , McElhanon advocates 
the study of typological and st ructural criteria for this  purpose . 
He suggest s t hat such criteria are part icularly useful when a number 
of s t ructural feature s form a set or b lock which i s  asso�iated with a 
group of languages . On t h i s  bas i s , he finds it re lat ively easy to  
sub-divide the language of the Huon Peninsula Group - i . e .  what has 
later been recognised as the Huon Peninsula Stock ( McElhanon and 
Voorhoeve 1 9 7 0 ) - int o t wo famil i e s  along J.ine s which deviate s t rongly 
from t he resu l t s  of t heir lexicostat i s t i c al asses sment and t he prin­
ciples of lexicostat ist ical c l a s s i fi c at ion in general (McElhanon 1 9 7 0a ) . 
At the s ame t ime , a couple of obviously highly mixed language s are 
l e ft whose exact c l a s s i fi c atory posit ion s t i l l  remains indeterminabl e ,  
and McElhanon point s out t hat t he final de c i s ions in such cases are 
unavoidab ly arb itrary . 

Wurm i s  generally in agreement with McElhanon ' s  opinions on the 
sub j e c t , though he is inc l ined to take a somewhat more moderat e view . 

It may be ment ioned t hat , with more re sult s b ecoming available on 
the language s which have been regarded as constitut ing t he Huon 
Peninsula and Finist erre Stocks ( McElhanon and Voorhoeve 1 9 70 ) ,  the 
two stocks have been c ombined into a super- stock ( see 2 . 5 . 3 . 3 . 2 .  in 
this volume ) .  McElhanon himse l f  pre fers to regard t hem as const i t ut­
ing a single stock containing all  t he families and family-leve l 
i solates originally making up the two stocks ( see 2 . 8 . 1 . 2 .  in t hi s  
volume ) . The fact ors imp inging on family-leve l  classificat i on a s  
mentioned above remain however ful l y  valid in spit e of such a re­
c l a s s i fi c at ion . 

2 . 2 . 4 .  C R I T E R I A  F O R  T H E  C L A S S I F I CAT I ON O F  P A P UAN LAN G U A G E S  

I n  t he l ight of what has been said s o  far i n  t h i s  chapt er , two 
language s X and Y which share lexical cognat es and/or show other 
s imilarit ies , will be regarded as genet ically related i f  t he follow­
ing crit eria apply : 
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2 . 2 . 4 . 1 . L E X I CA L  C R I TE R I A  

A )  For language areas i n  whi ch at least some comparat ive l ingui s t i c  
work , with reconstruct ions , has been c arried out ( e . g . t he Trans-New 
Guinea Phylum area ) : 

a )  A number of the lexical items in Y can b e  shown t o  const itute 
reflexes of prot o-forms re constructed for t he language group to which 
X belongs , and are , in t he case of obvious ly only distant relat ion­
ship , not j ust s imple copies of the forms of these items in X when 
allowing for t he phonologi cal differences bet ween the t wo language s 
on the synchronic leve l . 

b )  The lexical it ems of Y ment ioned under a )  cont ain at least one 
verb , most import ant ly eat or say, speak, and , rather less  s ignifi­
c ant ly , at least two of t he range of pronouns pre sent in Y ,  more 
import ant ly pronouns denot ing the first or second persons s ingular 
or the first person plural , less  so that of t he t hird person s ingular . 

c )  The nouns amongst the lexical i tems of Y mentioned under a )  
c ont ain at least some o f  the following : arm ( or hand ) ,  bone,  breast 

(fema L e ) ,  ear,  e y e ,  fire,  Louse,  and less important ly mother,  skin 

and wa ter, and do not lack a high proportion of t hese whi l e  a con­
s i derable number of other nouns in Y const itute reflexes of the X 

group proto- forms . The nouns listed have been found t hrough empirical 
observat ion , to  be more commonly cognate in re lat ed Papuan language s 
t han others . 

d )  Semant i c  group ings of lexical items as observable in X are also 
present in Y even if  t he it ems concerned are t hemselves non-cognate .  

B )  For language areas for whi ch no c omparat ive l ingu i s t i c  work 
has been carried out , crit erion a )  reads as follows : 

a )  a number of the lexical it ems in Y appear to  b e  c ognat e t o  
their equivalent s i n  X and , i n  t he case of obviously only distant 
relat ionship , t he sound correspondences observab le in such apparent ly 
c ognate it ems appear to be great er t han may be expected in the l ight 
of the phonological differenc e s  between the two languages on the 
synchronic leve l . 

Criteria b ) ,  c )  and d )  apply as under A ) . 

2 . 2 . 4 . 2 .  T Y PO LOGI CAL  ANV STRUCTURA L C R I T E R I A  

a )  A number of t ypological and/or structural charact erist i c s  and 
feat ure s are shared by t he languages Y ,  and X and other language s of 
the group t o  which X belongs . Of  such shared charact eris t i c s , those 
c onnected with t he structure and typology of verb forms are part icularly 
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important and diagnost ically Inore valuab le t han others except that 
the sharing o f  principles underlying t he format ion ,  distribut ion and 
funct ion of verb forms has also high diagnos t i c  value even if t he verb 
forms concerned are formally different in t he languages X and Y .  At 
the same t ime , t he sharing of principles underlying pronominal systems 
has also cons iderable diagno s t i c  importance even if the pronouns 
themse lve s are formally different in the languages Y and X .  

b )  No typological and/or structural features are present in 
language s Y or X which are so contradict ory as to be deemed inc ompat­
ible and mutually exclus ive , and which affect the basic verb structure 
and/or principles underlying it , and/or t he princ iples underlying 
pronominal systems . 
Note : t h i s  c r it erion b )  i s  of low diagnost ic import ance because i t s  
appl i c ab i lity i s  very much dependent o n  personal j udgment , and because 
of the fact t hat t he influence of sub strata in Papuan language may in 
cases mani fest i t s e l f  on t h i s  very leve l . 

2 . 2 . 4 . 3 .  OTH E R  C R I TE R I A  

I n  the considerat ion o f  t h e  crit eria l i st ed i n  2 . 2 . 4 . 1 .  and 2 . 2 . 4 . 2 .  
in a part ic ular instance involving two language s ,  t he c umulat ive nature 
of evidence has to be t aken int o account and negat ive and posit ive 
evidence are mut ually c anc e l l ing to some extent . In t h i s , the criteria 
ment ioned in 2 . 2 . 4 . 1 .  A)  b ) , c ) , have much great er import ance t han 
t hat refe rred t o  in 2 . 2 . 4 . 1 . A ) a )  i f  the lat ter appears by i t s e l f  only 
without inc luding b )  and c ) . The c rit erion referred to under 
2 . 2 . 4 . 1 . A )  d )  is import ant , but only if other criteria point ing to t he 
probabl e  presence of a genet i c  relat ionship b et ween t he t wo languages 
are also  observab le . 

Of t he c r it eria di scus sed in 2 . 2 . 4 . 2 . , a )  i s  much more important 
t han b ) ,  and in genera l ,  the crit eria l isted in 2 . 2 . 4 . 2 .  carry gre ater 
weight than t hose given in 2 . 2 . 4 . 1 . , e specially in doub t ful case s ,  but 
their app l ic at ion i s  of somewhat doub t ful value if none of those 
given in 2 . 2 . 4 . 1 .  provide s po s it ive evidence in a c omparison of two 
given language s ,  unle s s  2 . 2 . 4 . 2 .  a )  supp l ies formal structural eviden c e  
o n  t h e  verb leve l , preferab ly ac c ompanied by some o n  t h e  pronominal 
l evel as wel l . 

There may st i l l  be cases  in which even t he applicat i on of a l l  the se 
crit eria may not yield reasonab l y  clear result s ,  be it  on whet her 
languages X and Y are genet i c ally relat ed,  or on whether the gene t i c  
relat ionship between Y and X should be regarded as c loser t han that 
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preva i l ing between Y and Z ,  with consequent b earings upon the c lassi­
fi cat ion of Y .  Such cases have to  be dec ided on their merit s by the 
c l a s s ifier ' s  j udgment in t he light of his experience with Papuan 
l anguage c l a s s i ficat ion . 

To comp let e t he picture , it may be ment ioned t hat t he nature and 
extent of the re lat ionship of one of two languages studied for c l a s s i­
ficat ory purposes , t o  a third language may somet ime s decide a difficult 
issue : if it appears t hat the relat ionship of Y which shows relat ion­
ship l inks with X ,  may be more plau s ible with Z in t erms of what could 
be regarded as t he " dominant c omponent " of Y at least for this given 
situat ion , it seems more appropriat e to c l a s s ify Y as related to  Z 
rather t han t o  X .  

2 . 2 . 5 .  D E G R E E S  O F  I N T E R RE L AT I O N S H I P  

To det ermine the degree o f  interrelat ionship o f  language s with a 
view t o  t heir inc lusion into sub- families  and familie s ,  stocks , and 
phyla , percent age figure s denot ing the ext ent of basic vocabulary 
sharing bet ween them have been t radit ionally resorted t o ,  t hough in 
t he l i ght of what has been said in 2 . 2 . 3 . , the value of such evidence 
by it s e l f  i s  often of a low order ( see below ) . The following principles 
have been adopt ed : 

Communalect s have been regarded as dialect s of the same language i f  
their c ognat ion percent age s are mo stly above 81% , and as separate 
language s i f  t hese percentage s  are mos t ly below 7 8 %  and rarely above 
81% , with t he deci sion regarding the presence or ab sence of c ognat ion 
based on regu lar sound corre spondence s  in t he maj orit y of the case s . 
They have been considered as members of the same sub- family i f  t hey 
show rarely below 45%  and mostly above 55% , but below 70%  basic  
voc abulary cognation , and as memb ers of the same family if the per­
centage s of basic voc abulary cognat es shared by them are rarely below 
2 0 % , and mostly above 2 8% . They have been looked upon as members of 
t he same stock i f  t heir cognat ion percentage s are usually below 2 8 %  
and more frequent ly below 20% , but only infrequent ly fal l below 1 2 % . 
They have been c lassed as memb ers of the same phylum if the percent age s 
are usually below 12% , but not lower than 5% . All these percentage 
figure s are based on t he use of a list  of about t wo hundred basic 
vocabulary items which is  a vers ion of the Swadesh l i s t  ( Swade sh 1 9 5 5 )  
a s  modified b y  Wurm . 

In the l ight of what has been said in this chapter 2 . 2 . 0 . , especially 
in 2 . 2 . 3 .  and 2 . 2 . 4 . ,  it seems c lear t hat the percentage figures 
ment ioned above as denot ing t he extent of basic  vocabulary sharing 



2 . 2 . 0 .  PAPUAN LANGUAGE CLASSIFICATION P ROBLEMS 1 5 3  

between languages can n o  longer be regarded a s  det ermining the degree 
of the int errelat ionship between communalect s  by t hemselve s ,  but t hat 
the evidence provided by such figure s has to be crit i c al l y  weighted in 
the l i ght of the general s imi larity bet ween the communale c t s  involved 
whi ch man i fe s t s  i t se l f  in similarities  on t he lexical , s t ruc t ural , 
semant i c  and t ypological leve l s , and especially in formal and system 
s imilarit ies and difference s  on the leve l of complex verb forms . Also , 
it has t o  b e  kept in mind t hat t he appl icat ion o f  c omparat ive methods , 
however pre l iminary , and t he work leading t o  the e s t ab l ishment of 
c ognat� chains within large group s of related language s has shown that , 
in general , lexical evidence for the int erre lat ionship of languages i s  
i n  many instances of a higher order t han has been bel ieved t o  b e  t he 
case . 

While the evidence for est2.b l i shing interrelat ionship , and i t s  
degree s ,  bet ween c ommunalect s has shifted cons iderab ly from t h e  lexico­
stat i s t i c al sphere int o wider and more varied orbit s ,  the terms 
denot ing the nature and ext ent of the relat ionship between languages 
and language group s ,  and within the lat ter , cont inue t o  keep the ir 
validi t y . Some remarks e laborat ing on t hem may be useful . 

"X-leve l  relat ionship " refers t o  the degree of relat ionship exist ing 
between memb ers of t he group repre sented by X and refers to t heir 
internal ,  intra-group re lat ionship . For instance , a family-level 
re lat ionship is t hat between various language s within a family , a 
s t ock-level relat ionship t hat between various fami lies ( or other 
fami ly-level memb ers such as family-level i so lates ) within a stock , 
e t c . 

An X-level group i s  a group which constitutes X with regard t o  i t a  
ext e rna l ,  inter-group relat ionship . For instance a family-level group 
is a family whose members show family-level relat ionship int ernally,  
but whose ext ernal relat ionship , as a group , to  other group s on t he 
same hierarchical leve l i s  a stock-leve l  relat ionship . S imilar l y ,  t he 
external relat ionship of a st oc k-level family t o  other s t ocks i s  on 
the phylum leve l . In other words : 

Group Constituent Internal relation- External relation-
members ship of members ship of the group 

within group to other groups 

dialect sub-diale c t s  diale ct-level language-level 
language dialect s language- level family-level 
family language s fami ly-level stock-level 
s t o c k  fami lies stock-level phylum-level 
phylum stocks phylum-level unrelated 
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In the l i ght o� the degree and nat ure of the differences and s imilar­
i t i e s  between language s belonging t o  the various stocks entering into 
the composit ion of various Papuan phyla , it has b een found useful to 
introduc e the concept s of sub-phyla and super-stocks t o  allow for 
greater t axonomic flexib i l it y .  

The following definit ions may b e  given for ' sub-phyla ' and ' super­
stocks ' :  

The term ' sub-phylum ' denotes a section o� a phylum whose stock­
leve l  members show the usual phylum-leve l relat ionship t o  each other , 
but which as a group di splays marked differences from other stocks 
within the phylum , be it through great er distance in relat ionship 
between the members o f  the sub-phylum and the remaining members o� the 
phylum ,  or through spec ial characteri s t i c s  of the members of the sub­
phylum which set s them apart �rom the remainder of the phylum and 
increases the difference between them and the other members of the 
phylum . The use of the term ' sub-phylum ' stresses  the difference 
between the members of a sub-phylum and other members of the phylum of 
whic h  the sub-phylum forms a part , and brings the external relat ionship 
o f  its stock-level members into focus . Each of these stock-leve l  mem­
bers of a sub-phylum is in a sUb-phylum-level relat ionship t o  other 
members of the phylum which are out s ide the sub-phylum and can be looked 
upon individually as a sub-phylum in contrast t o  them . 

The t erm ' super-stoc k '  refers t o  a number o� stocks within a phylum 
whi ch c an be grouped more c lo sely t ogether than other stocks within the 
phylum , be it through great er relat ional proximity b etween the members 
of a super- stock than is observable with regard to other stock-level 
members of the phylum t o  which they belong,  or be it because o f  the 
pre sence of special charac t erist i c s  shared by the members of a super­
stock whi ch makes them more s imilar to each other than is the case with 
other st ocks of the phylum . Membership o� a part icular stock t o  a 
super- stock does not neces sarily affect i t s  relat ional distance t o  other 
stocks within the same phylum which are not members of that super­
stock . The term ' super-stock ' brings the internal relat ionship o� i t s  
stock-leve l  members int o focus . Hierarchi cally , a super-stock i s  
sub ordinate t o  a sub-phylum ,  and a sub-phylum can consi s t  o �  a single 
super- s t o c k ,  or even a s ingle stoc k ,  fami ly , or language . 

Follow ing the t able given above , the following can be added with 
regard t o  the super- stocks and sub-phyla : 



Group 

supers t ock 
sub-phyl um 

2 . 2 . 6 .  
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Constituent Internal relation- External relation-

members ship of member s  ship of the group 

within group to other groups 

st ocks super-stock-level phylum-leve l 
s t ocks sub-phylum- leve l phylum-level 

S O M E  I L L U ST RAT I V E  E X AM P L E S  O F  T H E  A P P L I CAT I O N  TO D O U BT F U L  

CA S E S , O F  T H E  C R I T E R I A  D I S C U S S E D  I N  2 . 2 . 4 .  

2 . 2 . 6 . 1 . SKO STOCK L ANGUAGES 
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Language s of the Sko Stock in the northern border area between Irian 
Jaya and the we stern Sepik District o f  Papua New Guinea , in part icular 
Sko i t s e l f ,  contain a number of lexical it ems which are clearly proto­
Trans-New Guinea Phylum reflexe s ,  amongst them one verb ( s Z e ep ) . There 
are also t hree pronouns belonging to set I ( see 2 . 3 . 3 . 2 . ) ( t he pronoun 
set which is by far t he most prominent set in Trans-New-Guinea Phylum 
language s ) inc luding t he very basic  pronouns of the first persons 
s ingular and plural . At the same t ime , o f  the ten nouns ment ioned in 
2 . 2 . 4 . 1 .  A ) c ) , bon e ,  eye,  fir e ,  Zouse and skin are not proto-Trans-
New Guinea Phylum re flexes , and ear is doubt ful . On t he b a s i s  of this 
lexical evidence , Sko could perhap s be looked upon as an aberrant memb er 
of t he Trans-New Guinea Phyl um . However , it has l i t t le in common with 
t he language s of that phylum on the typologi cal and structural leve l s , 
and shows typological and struc t ural features in i t s  basic verb 
structure which are ent ire ly at variance with Trans-New Guinea Phylum 
characterist ic s .  I t  has there fore been dec ided not t o  include t he Sko 
s t ock in the Trans-New Guinea Phylum in spite of the quite s i zab le 
Trans-New Guinea Phylum lexical element in it whi ch ext ends t o  verb s 
and pronouns , b ut which i s  be ing regarded as t he re sult of the influence 
o f  Trans -New Guinea Phylum languages upon Sko Stock language s . At the 
s ame t ime , the l inks of the lat t er stock with members of other phyla 
are of a very much lower order than those whi c h  they show with the Trans­
New Guinea Phylum ,  and the Sko Stock has there fore been c l a s si fied as 
constituting an unrelated phylum by i t s e l f ,  t he Slco Phylum ( i . e .  phylum­
level Stock ) ( 2 . 1 4 . 1 . 1 . ) .  

2 . 2 . 6 . 2 .  PAUWAS I S TOCK LANGUAGES 

Members of t he Pauwas i  Stock in north-eastern Irian Jaya which 
Voorhoeve ( 1 9 7 1 ) re garded as unrelated to  the Trans-New Guinea Phylum , 
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have been found by Wurm to c ontain more lexical items whi ch are proto­
Trans-New Guinea Phylum re flexes than Sko . The se items inc lude one 
verb (eat ) ,  and two important set I pronouns ( first and se cond person 
singular ) are pre sent . Of the t en nouns listed in 2 . 2 . 4 . 1  A )  c ) , only 
ear, fir e ,  s kin and water are not proto-Trans-New Guinea Phylum reflexes . 
This i s  better lexical evidence than that presented by Sko which lacks 
four or five of t he seven more import ant diagnostic  nouns whereas the 
Pauwas i  language s lack only two , and which contains the verb s le ep as a 
Trans-New Guinea Phylum reflex whereas the Pauwas i  languages have e a t  

which i s  diagnost i c ally more important ( see 2 . 2 . 4 . 1 . A )  b ) ) . S k o  presen t s  
somewhat b e t t e r  evidence t han the Pauwas i  S t o c k  languages o n  t he pro­
nominal level only . Unfortunat ely , the t ypological and structural 
characteris t i c s  of the Pauwas i  Stock languages are not known , but on 
the bas i s  of t he good c omparative lexical evidence , it has b een t en­
tatively dec ided to inc lude t he Pauwasi Stock int o the Trans-New Guinea 
Phylum as a sub-phylic , i . e .  aberrant , member . 

2 . 2 . 6 . 3 .  KWOMTAR I  STOCK LANGUAGES 

The language s of the Kwomtari Stock in the north-east ern part of the 
We st Sepik District of Papua New Guinea contain about as many lexical 
items which are proto-Trans-New Guinea Phylum reflexes as i s  t he c ase 
with Sko except t hat there are no verb s amongst them . There are also 
two set I pronouns ( first and third person singular ) . Of the nouns 
l i sted in 2 . 2 . 4 . 1 .  A )  c ) , ear, louse , and s k in are not proto-Trans-
New Guinea Phylum reflexe s ,  and eye i s  doub t ful . The structure of t he 
language s i s  comparat ively s imple which in i t s e l f  constitutes a deviat ion 
from the general Trans-New Guinea Phylum patt ern , and neither st riking 
agreement s ,  nor disagreement s ,  with Trans-New Guinea Phylum typological 
and structural charact erist i c s  and structural prin c iples have been 
ob serve d .  Further studies may cont ribute t owards the c larificat ion o f  
the probl em of their c las si ficat ion , but o n  balance , i t  seems best  t o  
exc lude t he l anguage s o f  the Kwomtari Stock from t he Trans-New Guinea 
Phylum at pre sent . The pre sence of Trans-New Guinea Phylum elements in 
t hem is regarded as at tribut abl e  to Trans-New Guinea Phylum influence .  
Links between the Kwomtari Stock languages and members o f  other phyla 
are even l e s s  pronounced than those ment ioned in 2 . 2 . 6 . 1 .  with regard 
to the Sko Stock , and the Kwomtari Stock has t herefore been c l a s s i fied 
as const itut ing an unre lat ed phylum by i t se l f ,  the Kwomtari Phylum 
( i . e .  phylum-level Stock ) ( 2 . 1 4 . 1 . 2 . ) .  
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2 . 2 . 6 . 4 .  M I VV L E  S E P I K  STOCK LANGUAGES 
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The memb ers of t he Middle Seplk S t o c k  i n  t h e  East ern Sepik District 
contain a number of prot o-Trans-New Guinea Phylum reflexes in the ir 
vocabulary , amongst t hem one verb ( s L e e p ) . Four set I pronouns are 
pre sent inc luding t he important pronouns of the first person s ingular 
and plural . Of t he nouns l isted in 2 . 2 . 4 . 1 . A )  c ) ,  arm, bone,  e ar and 
eye are not proto-Trans-New Guinea Phylum reflexe s . This is fair 
lexical evidence , and in addition ,  some of the structural features of 
the Middle Sepik Stock language s are s imilar t o  Trans-New Guinea Phylum 
charac t erist i c s , such a s  t he presence of sentence-medial verb forms 
which differ according t o  whether the subj ect s of t he medial and final 
verb s are ident ical or different . There are however also typological 
feature s which contrast with Trans-New Guinea Phylum characteri s t i c s  
such as t h e  ab sence of classi ficatory verb s , the universal pre sence o f  
a two-gender dist inct ion i n  t h e  t hird , and usually a l s o  t h e  second , 
person s ingular pronouns , and phonological feature s ,  e . g . the pauci t y  
o f  vowe l phonemes . 

In general , the lexical and structural-typological evidence would 
make it feasible to sugge st t he pos s ib i l it y  of a distant re lat ionship 
o f  the Middle Sepik Stock language s t o  the Trans -New Guinea Phylum,  
and this was in fact p roposed in Wurm 19 7 1 . However , more recent 
studie s  ( Laycock 1 9 7 3 )  have c learly demonstrated that a very much c loser 
re lationship exi s t s  between the Middle Sepik Stock languages and other 
language s of the Sepik area which has made it possible to inc lude the 
former int o the Sepik-Ramu Phylum as a prominent member of the Sepik 
Sub-Phylum ( see 2 . 11 . ) .  

2 . 2 . 6 . 5 .  LANGUAGES O F  THE RAMU AREA STOCKS 

Languages of a numb er of stocks in t he Ramu River area in the 
west ern Madang District such as the Anr.aberg , Ruboni and Goam Stocks 
contain a good number of proto-Trans-New Guinea Phylum reflexes in t he i r  
vocab ularies , inc luding verb s , as we l l  a s  one o r  t w o  pronouns of set I 
in individual language s . Thi s  lexical evidence i s  a l i t t le better than 
t hat presented by other stocks further west such as t he Pihom , 
Josephstaal and Wanang Stocks which have been inc luded in the Trans-
New Guinea Phylum on t he sub-phylum leve l . However , some s t ructural 
and typological feat ure s o f  language s of the Ramu area stocks are quite 
markedly at variance with those of Trans-New Guinea Phylum language s ,  
and at the same t ime ,  their general relat ionship appears to  be con­
siderab ly c loser to language s of the Sepik area . They have t here fore 



1 5 8  S . A .  WURM and K .  McELHANON 

been included int o the Ramu Sub-Phylum of t he Sep ik-Ramu Phylum ( see 
2 . ll .  ) .  

2 . 2 . 6 . 6 .  S ENAGI FAM I L Y  LANGUAGES 

Language s of the Senagi Fami ly in the Irian Jaya-We st Sepik District 
border area which was regarded by' Voorhoeve ( 19 7 1 ) as a phylum-leve l 
family i solate c ont ains a fair number of proto-Trans-New Guinea Phylum 
reflexe s inc luding one verb ( s le e p ) . Three set I ( and Ia - see 
2 . 3 . 3 . 5 . ) pronouns are pre sent , inc luding the second and t hird person 
s ingular p ronouns . Of the ten nouns listed in 2 . 2 . 4 . 1 .  A )  c ) , only 
bre a s t is not a prot o-Trans-New Guinea phylum reflex , but an Austro­
nes ian loanword , and ear i s  doubt ful . Lexical agreement s between 
Senagi Family language s and member language s of neighbouring Trans­
New Guinea Phylum stocks such as t he Border and Pauwas i  Stocks are of 
a rather low order . On the s tructural-t ypological leve l ,  the language s 
seem t o  follow the general Trans-New Guinea Phylum patt ern without 
maj or deviat ions ( though the agreement s are not st riking either ) as 
far as c an be j udged from the very limited mat erial available , but 
t here is no informat ion at hand on t he existence or otherwise of 
sentenc e-medial verb forms and classificat ory verb s . Some reference 
t o  gender in the t hird person singular appears to  be pre sent in verb 
forms in at least one of the language s of the family - this would 
reflect a sUb st ratum phenomenon ob servable in many of t he Trans-New 
Guinea Phylum languages in t he centre and central south of the mainland . 
On balance , it seems quite j ust ifiable t o  include the language s of the 
Senagi Family int o t he Trans-New Guinea Phylum . However , it has been 
t entat ively ass igned sub-phylum status in view of the paucity of the 
informat ion available on it and t he possibility that maj or s t ruc t ural 
and t ypological deviat ions from the Trans-New Guinea Phylum may become 
evident upon further study , and also in t he light of the t enuous nature 
of it s lexical agreement s with neighbouring Trans-New Guinea Phylum 
stocks . 

2 . 2 . 6 . 7 .  K O L O POM ( O R FREVE R I K  H ENVR I K  I S LANV ) FAM I L Y  LANGUAGES 

The language s of the Kolopom Family on Frederik Hendrik Is land in 
s outh-eastern Irian Jaya show rather low lexical agreement with lan­
guages of Trans-New Guinea Phylum stocks of their general area except 
for their immediat e  neighb our s , but t he number of lexical it ems in t hem 
which are proto-Trans-New Guinea Phylum reflexes is not inconsiderab le 
and inc lude s verb s ,  amongst them say and s le ep . Also , four t o  five set 
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I pronouns are pre sent i n  them , inc luding those of t he f i r s t  and second 
persons singular and the first person plural . Of the t en nouns l i s t ed 
in 2 . 2 . 4 . 1 .  A )  c ) ,  only bon e ,  ear and wa ter are not proto-Trans-New 
Guinea Phylum reflexes . This  lexical evidence would const itute a fair 
basis for the inclus ion of the Kolopom Family language s into the Trans­
New Guinea Phylum , but the se languages di ffer rather markedly from the 
other language s of the Trans-New Guinea Phylum on the structural level 
in having particles instead of affixes as t hey are usually met with in 
the languages o f  t hat phylum . However , t he prin c iples underlying the 
funct ions of these part icles  compare quite well with those relat ing t o  
affixe s in other language s of t h e  phylum . Only a few feature s such as 
the marking of t he plural with nouns by a special part i c le are typolog­
ically in direct c ontrast with phenomena pre sent in t he bulk of the 
Trans-New Guinea Phylum language s ,  though some of t he special character­
i s t i c s  o f  the language s of t hat phylum such as classificat ory verbs and 
sentence-medial verb forms , seem to be ab sent . 

I t  seems that a strong sub st ratum is pre sent in the Kolopom Family 
language s ,  and t hat their anc estral language which was probably un­
related to t he Trans-New Guinea Phylum language s ,  was subj ect�d to  
strong influence by the lat t er and t ook over from them the Trans-New 
Guinea Phylum set I pronoun forms and system as well as a cons iderab le 
amount of basic  vocabulary inc luding verb s . They also seem t o  have 
adopted some of t he basic Trans-New Guinea Phylum t ypological principles 
without get t ing st rongly ass imilated t o  t he phylum language s on the 
structural level . 

In t he light o f  t he criteria o f  class ificat ion discussed in 2 . 2 . 4 . ,  
it appears t hat t here are better reasons for inc luding the Kolopom 
Fami ly languages int o t he Trans-New Guinea Phylum on t he sub-phylum 
level t han t o  exc lude t hem from it . The situat ion shows some paral lel­
i sm to t hat of the Sko Stock ( see 2 . 2 . 6 . 1 . ) which has been exc luded 
from the Trans-New Guinea Phylum , but the lexical evidence which would 
support i t s  inclusion is  much weaker t han t hat pre sent in the case of 
the Kolopom Family language s ,  and it s structural and typological feat­
ure s are to  a great ext ent , completely in c ontrast with those pre sent 
in the Trans-New Guinea Phylum language s whi c h  is  not t he case with 
those of t he Kolopom language s to  any comparab le degree . 

Recent work by Voorhoeve ( Voorhoeve 1975 ) has demonstrated that the 
languages o f  t he Kolopom Family show a fair amount of lexical links 
with languages of the southern Vogelkop area which have also b een 
included int o the Trans-New Guinea Phylum and const itute the Sout h 
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Bird ' s  Head Sub-Phylum in it ( se e  2 . 6 . 2 . 3 . 4 .  in this volume ) .  
Some of the c onnect ions between the two language groups appear to  

be at tribut able to  a non-Trans-New Guinea Phylum el ement wh ich i s  
pre s ent as a st rong sub st ratum in both . Thi s  has some bearing on 
linguis t i c  prehi st ory ( se e  3 . 4 . 1 . ) .  

2 . 2 . 6 . 8 .  PAWA I AN FAM I L Y  LANGUAGE ! S )  

The re lat ionship of t he language ( s )  ( see  2 . 7 . 5 . 3 . ) of  the Pawaian 
Family in t he central north of the Gulf District to  those of neighbour­
ing groups used t o  be regarded as only very distant and doubt ful ( Wurm 
1 9 7 1 ) b ecause of what was bel ieved to be t he low level of lexical 
relat ionship ob servab le between them , though the relat ively high degree 
of t ypologi c al s imilarity between t he Pawaian and these other language s 
had been recogni sed ( Wurm 1 9 6 4 ) .  Re c ent studies  have shown t hat the 
Pawaian language ( s )  cont ain ( s )  a fair number of prot o-Trans-New Guinea 
Phylum reflexe s ,  amongst them several verbs inc luding t he important verb 
say . Two set I pronoun forms are found , i . e .  of t he first person 
singular and first person plural which are both very important . Of the 
t en nouns listed in 2 . 2 . 4 . 1 .  A) c ) ,  arm, ear, bone and Zouse are not 
prot o-Trans-New Guinea Phylum re flexe s .  On t he structural and t ypolog­
i c al leve l s , a number of differenc e s  from the usual Trans-New Guinea 
Phylum patt ern are in evidence such as for inst ance the very low deve lop­
ment of s entence-medial verbal forms . The Pawaian language ( s )  also 
show ( s )  strong influence of a sub s trat um which i s  wide spread in many 
language s of the Southern Highlands , Western and Gul f Distri ct s ,  as 
we ll a s  of the adj ac ent part s of t he West ern Highlands and Chimbu 
District s ,  and which man i fe st s i t s e l f  in Pawaian in the pre s en c e  of an 
abundan c e  of nasal vowe l s ,  a l imit ed occurrence of bound subj e c t  markers 
and of s ent enc e-medial forms with verb s ,  as we ll as of a considerab l e  
number of aspectual d i s t inct ions within it ( see 2 . 3 . 2 . 3 . ) .  Howeve r ,  
in other structural and especially t ypologi cal fie lds , t he Pawaian 
language ( s )  show ( s )  a comp arat ively high level of agreement s with the 
usual Trans-New Guinea Phylum pat t ern ,  and it  seems quite j us t ifiab le 
t o  inc lude the Pawaian Family int o t he Trans-New Guinea Phylum on the 
sub-phylum leve l .  I t  may b e  point ed out t hat MacDonald ( 19 7 3 ) sugge s t s  
t h e  exist ence of c loser re lat ional l i nks between t he Pawaian Family 
language ( s )  and t hose of t he Teberan Family which i s  another sub-phylic  
member o f  t he Trans-New Guinea Phylum . In view of t h i s , it has  been 
d e c ided t o  include the Pawaian Family with the Teberan Family int o a 
sub-phylum- level superst ock . 
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2 . 2 . 6 . 9 .  THE OKSAPMIN  I S O LATE 

The Oksapmin language located in the c entra.l " hub " area of the main­
land shows quite high cognat ion percentage s  with language s of t he 
neighbouring Ok Family of the Central and South New Guinea Stock of the 
Trans-New Guinea Phylum , but t he s e  percent ages decrease rapidly in 
direct proport ion t o  geographical distanc e ,  and Healey ( 19 6 4 )  looks 
upon t hem as t he result of heavy borrowings in comparatively recent 
t ime s and as sume s that Oksapmin is  genet i cally unrelated to the Ok 
Family . Almost all the proto-Trans-New Guinea Phylum reflexes in 
Oksapmin are obviously closely cognate with Ok Family forms . S tructur­
ally and t ypologically it differs to some ext ent from the Ok Family 
language s ,  but not strikingly , and shows s ome deviations from the usual 
Trans-New Guinea Phylum p at t ern ,  but not to a very great extent . I t s  
posit ion remains doubt ful and i t  may well b e  classi fiable a s  a phylum­
leve l i solate which has been very st rongly influenc ed by Trans-New 
Guinea Phylum language s ,  e specially of t he Ok Family , with this influence 
being so recent that it is s t i l l  recognisable as a foreign element , at 
least on t he lexical level . At the same t ime , it is  not pos sible to 
s ay whether t he relat ive s imilarity of Oksapmin to the usual Trans-New 
Guinea Phylum pat t ern on t he structural and t ypological leve l s  is 
attributable to such an influence ,  or is  the result of a p o s s ib le 
re lat ionship of Oksapmin t o  the phylum , or is att ributable t o  chance . 
Added weight t o  the classi ficat ion o f  Oksapmin as a phylum-level isolate 
seems t o  be given by Laycock ' s  ( 1 9 7 3 ) sugge st ion that Oksapmin may be 
relat ed t o  t he Yuri I solat e  situated further nort h-west in the We st ern 
Sepik District . Yuri is apparent ly unre lated to any other language and 
not a member of any o f  t he e st ab l i shed phylic group s . 

Oksapmin used t o  be c la s sified as a doub t ful member of the Trans-New 
Guinea Phylum ( Wurm 1 9 71 ) , and unt i l  the situat ion has become clearer 
as a result of further study , thi s t entat ive class ificat i on will b e  
adhered t o ,  o n  t he understanding t hat as a n  alternat ive , Oksapmin may 
const itut e a small phylic group with Yuri and be regarded as not relat ed 
to  the Trans-New Guinea Phylum . 
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