
METATHES I S  I N  AUSTRONES I AN :  R I R I O  AND OTHER CASES 

Don Laycock 

Among Austronesian languages ,  a widespread form of metathes is involves reversing 
cv to VC - usually, but not always , the final CV .  This type of metathesis is fairly 
common in language families other than AN when the consonant is a liquid , or when the 
vowel is high ( and becomes a semivowel after metathesis ) ; but all the examples 
involving other consonants and vowels given by Ultan ( 1978)  come from AN languages . 
If  we take this as a representative sample ,  we have a form of metathesis that is 
common in AN ,  but rare in other language families . 

Evidence for the metathesis comes from cognate forms in other languages , or from 
reconstructed proto-forms ; or else from unmetathesised forms in the same language , 
when the metathesised forms have a syntactic or stylistic function . Cl ear-cut 
examples of such metathesis are found from Timor (Timorese , reported also for Mambai 
and Helong) to Rotuma , with a number of 'metathesising languages ' being found in the 
central and western Solomon Islands . Supporting data come from additional languages 
outside this area . 

Some examples will show the type of metathesis involved : 

Timorese (Middelkoop 1950) 

a/o fa l o  'earring ' fau l 
kano 'plait ' ka un 
ma fo 'shade ' mauf 

a/u ma fu  'drunk ' mau f  

e/a 1 eka t 'end ' l ekte 

el i  napen i 'he gets ' nape i n ,  napen 

e/o mete ( unglossed) meot , meot 

e/u tenu 'three ' teun 
ameput 'worker ' ameupte 

i /o s i mo 'receive ' s i um 
t i mo  'poteka ' t i um 

i / u h i t u 'seven ' h i ut 
n i t u 'guest ' n i u t 
t i t u 'watch ' t i ut 

o/ i tot i s  'attempt ' to i t s e  

u/ i but i 'roU into a bal l ' bu i t  

u/u  l u l ut 'end ' l u l te 
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(The difference between the forms is syntactic , but Mlddelkoop provides no further 
information , or data . Note that forms originally ending in a consonant acquire an 
epenthetic -e , but do not otherwise seem to affect the metathesis . )  

Kwara ' ae ,  Malaita ( Deck 19 34 , Fox 1950)  

ala 

ale? 

al i 

al i ,  

a/o 

a/u 

e/a 

i /a 

i /o 

u/ i 

u/u 

a/u 

ta l a  ana 
fanga 'food ' 

saema ( ?  misprint for saena ) 

a l  i a l  i 
ban i a 'that one ' 
ka rang i a  
ofodang i 

sas  i akau 

kafo 

ta i f i l i a ku 
aabu 
s i ramu 

l eka 'go ' 
ta ' ena 

P i ta 'Peter ' 

I i  kota i 

b u l  i 
kus i ' NEG ' 

nau ku • . .  'I + pv ' 

ta l an 
fang 

sean 

a i  l a  i I 
ba i n  
ka reng 
ofda i ng 

sas i ako 

ka f 

ta i f i I auk 
aub 
s i raom 

l eak 
taen 

P i a t 

I i okta i 

b u i  I 
ku i s  

nauk 

(An undescribed register of Kwara ' ae ;  both authors say only ' rapid speech ' .  Forms 
unglossed in sources ; some glosses have been added from indications elsewhere in 
Deck ( ' PV '  means 'preverbal marker ' ) . Note apocope where Vl=V2 . Metathesis operates 
on roots rather than on suffixes ( I  i kota i ) , and prior to redupl ication ( a l  i a l  i ) . )  
Sissano , NW Papua New Guinea (Laycock 1976 ) 

POC *man u { k }  ma i n  'bird ' 
'�ndanu {m} ra i n  'water ' 
'�kutu  te ' u i t  'louse ' 
'�kan i ' a i n  'eat ' 
'�rlPOl) i  po i n  'night ' 

(Metathesis of final I i I only , after development of original " 'u to '� i .  Final alveolar 
consonants are non-phonemically palatalised ; the sequence l u i l  is reali sed as [ u ] . )  

Rowa, Banks Is ( Fox 1950) 
Mota I i wo 'tooth ' I i ew 

I i to 'firewood '  I i et 
s i nga 'shine ' s i eng 
s i wo 'down ' s i ew 

( Described by Fox as "Mota transposed" . Rowa is listed by Tryon ( 1972 ) , but in his 
1976 classification is equated with Lehalurup - which , for the first two of the 
above forms shows l owo-k 'my tooth ', l ew 'tusk ', I yet 'firewood ' . )  
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Lolsiwoi , Aoba , New Hebrides (Tryon 19 76) 
Ngwatua f)gwe ta f)gweat  'taro ' 
Lolomatui mbaeko mbaeak 'breadfrui t ' 
Ngwatua fu l a  vuo l 'moon ' 
Ngwatua uha wuos 'rain ' 
Ngwatua f i l a  v i e l  ' lightning ' 
Ngwatua fohe  voas 'paddle '  
Ngwatua fuhu vus 'bow ' 
Wailengi f)gwa l oana f)gwa l oan 'fight ' 
Lolomatui mae to maea t 'black ' 
Lolomatui manoka manak 'cooked ' 
Lolomatui mamaha mamas ' d:t>y , 
Lolomatui maya may 'heavy ' 
Ngwatua ka-to l u ke-to l  ' three ' 
Ngwatua ka-vat i ke-vet 'four ' 
Ngwatua ka - l  i ma ka - l  i m  'five ' 
Ngwatua ko-ono ke-on 'six ' 
Ngwatua ka-mb i t u ke-mb i t  'seven ' 
Ngwatua ka-kwa l u  ke- kwo l 'eight ' 
Ngwatua ka-h i kwa ke- s i ok 'nine ' 
Ngwatua haf)vu l u  saf)vu l 'ten ' 
Ngwatua naf)ahe naf)es 'when ' 
Ngwatua ka -v i ha ke-v i e s  'how many ' 
Ngwatua mavuka mavok 'tomorrow ' 
Ngwatua mbof) i mbof) 'night ' 
Ngwatua n i f)go n i ok 'thou ' 
Ngwatua k i ta k i et 'we (pl . inc l )  , 
Ngwatua mbet e mbet 'give ' 
Ngwatua rOf)o rOf) 'hear ' 
Ngwatua maraka ma rak 'stand ' 
Ngwatua mat u r u  ma t u r  'sleep ' 

(A selection of exampl es showing both apocope and metathesis ; cognate forms shown 
from various other languages of Aoba . Original data slightly modified for typo­
graphical convenienc e ,  by repl acing � by v and lowering superscribed prenasalisation 
and labial isation . Scattered instances of similar metathesis occur in other languages 
of the New Hebrides . )  

Nengone ,  Loyalty Is ( Leenhardt 1946) 

l ae 
n i  bua 
yose l o  
n i c;let i l u  ome r i  
bua co kanon t e  j eu ' o re koe n i  retok 
l enge l o ' a  t h u  da i co kod a r u  
Menaku 
Ti t i 
Ro 

a l e  
uba i n  
soyeo l 
c;l i ne t u i l moe i r  
uba oc nakoned uej on uk i i n  terok 
nge l eo l o ' a  uth ad i oc doka ru  
Em ' nan uk 
I t  i t 
O r  

(Scattered examples , and village names , from examples in Nengone and Cara C ea ra ] ,  a 
secret language based partly on the chiefly language of Iwatenu ( Iwateno ) . Only 
examples showing CV reversal have been selected ; but it is clear that a more 
important mechanism is syllable-interchange , with occasional phonetic reversal and 
consonant transposition - see Laycock 1972  for an account of these mechanisms . )  
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Dehu, Loyalty Is  ( Leenhardt 1946 ) 

l ep i  l o l ooe the ' m i  te ke 
'out quickly - no s lacking! ' 

pua ka 'pig ' 

el e i p  o l o l eeo eth  i t i  ' me ek 

akaup 

(A secret language similar to the preceding , based partly on the chiefly language of 
' Umeng (Humeng ) . Most examples given show syl lable-interchange , phonetic reversal , 
and consonant transposition - the only instances of CV metathesis appear to be those 
above . )  

Rotuman ( Churchward 1940 ; Biggs 1959 , 196 5 ;  Haudricourt 19 58a , b ;  Milner 19 72 )  

ala 

ale 

al i 

a/o 

a/u 

e/a 

ele 

el i 

elo 

e/u 

i /a 

i /e 

i l  i 

i /o 

i /u 

o/a 

ole 

o/ i 

010 
o/u 

u/a 

u/e 

u/ i 

u/o 

u/ u 

haga [ haga ] 

1 aj e [ 1 e:j e ]  

kam i [ k::Jm i ] 

rako [ rako ] 
maho [ ma.ho ] 

hagu [ h::>g u ]  

seseva 

'feed ' 

'coral ' 

'dog ' 

'learn ' 
'get cold ' 

'wake ' 

' erroneous ' 

hag [ hag ] 

l aej [ l e:j ] 

ka i m  [ kcem ] 

raok [ ra k ]  
maoh [ ma.h ]  

hag [ h::>g ] 

seseav 
efe 'coconut pulp ' ef 
tep i [ t �p i ] 's low ' t e i p [ t�p ] 
( sources say -eCo > -ec , but no examples given ) 

hefu [ h�fu ] 'star ' heuf [ h�f ] 
1 i ma 'five ' 1 i am 
( sources say - i Ce > - i eC ,  but no examples given) 

tok i r i  'roll  ' tok i r 
t i ko 'fl esh ' t i ok 
t i mu 'heavy rain ' t i m  
hosa 'flower ' hoas 
mose 's leep ' moes [ ores ]  
hot i 'embark ' ho i t  [ h¢t ] 
hoto 'jwrrp , hot 
fo ' u  [ f9 ' U ]  fo ' [ f9 '  ] 

Rot uma 'Rotwna ' Rot uam 
p u re 'rule ' puer 
fut i 'pull ' fu i t  fyt  
( sources say -uCo > - uoC , but no examples given) 

t u t u ru 'pos t ' t u t u r  
( Rotuman is the classic citation for AN metathesis . Difference between forms is 
syntactic - ' indefinite ' versus ' definite ' ,  or list forms versus phrasal forms . 
Examples taken from all sources - but I follow Haudricourt for the phonetics , and 
Mi lner for the phonemic respelling . Note that reduplication operates after meta­
thesis ( ro rom i 'rush ' > ro rom) and that the umlauting effect may extend to other 
vowels in the word ( f u rfuruk i 'pimple ' > fu r furuk) , causing a problem for Milner ' s  
phonemicised orthography - given the fact that vowel sequences a i , o i  and u i  occur 
in the language with normal ( un-umlauted) values . Biggs regards sequences ea , i o ,  
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o a  and u e  a s  reducing to Iya/ , Iyol , Iwa/ , lwei ; if this extends throughout the series , 
there would be homophony between metathesised forms of oa /ua and i a/ea . In the 
Haudricourt analysis homophony is found only in the metathesised forms of - i C i /- i Cu 
and -eCe/-eCo - but -eCo perhaps does not occur . )  

T he case of  Ri rio  

Ririo , a dying language of Choiseul in the western Solomon Islands , differs from 
all preceding instances ( except perhaps that of Rowa and/or Lolosiwoi )  in that there 
is no al ternation between metathesised and unmetathesised forms within the language . 
To find unmetathesised forms , one has to turn to the closely-related language of 
Babatana , or , occasionally , to other languages of Choiseul . ( For this paper ,  it has 
proved necessary only to use Sengga ; forms in the left column are therefore always 
Babatana , unless otherwise speci fied . The forms in the right-hand column are Ririo . )  

When I carried out fieldwork in Susuka village on Choiseul in 19 78 , there were 
only eighteen surviving native speakers of Ririo - sixteen of whom were then resident 
in Susuka . All Ririo speakers used Babatana as their normal language of daily inter­
course ,  and their children and other family members spoke only Babatana . The full 
history of Ririo speakers has not been establ ished , but it seems that they sought 
refuge among Babatana speakers some time toward the end of the nineteenth century , 
after their population had been reduced by headhunting raids from Vella Lavell a ;  
they returned to their original villages in the 1920s o r  19 30s , but again sought 
refuge with Babatana speakers during World War II . This close interaction has led 
speakers of both Babatana and Ririo to regard Ririo as a kind of ' funny Babatana ' .  

Babatana has an established orthography based on Roviana ( in turn based upon 
Fij ian) ; the Ririo orthography in turn I based on Babatana , in consultation with 
informants , and is the same as that of Babatana with the addition of two vowels  and 
two consonants . In this account , the few examples cited from Sengga are written in 
the same orthography . 

Ri r io  orthography (w ith  phoneti c val ues ) 

p [ P J t [ t J  e [ t s J  k [ k J  ' [ ? J  
b [ mb J 

v [ v , � J  

m [ m J  

d [ nd J J  

r [ r  J 

n [ n J 

[ 1 J 

[ i J 
e e 

e [ e ] 

j [ ndz J 

z [ z , z v J  

5 [ 5  J 

u [ ¢ J 

0 [reJ 

a [a  J 

q [ 1)9 J 

9 [ y J  

n [ I) J  

u [ u J  

0 [ 0  J 
, [ ::> J 0 

Among the consonants , Babatana lacks lei and 1 ' / ,  and in earlier versions of the 
orthography Ij l was often written nz . Babatana lui ( nowadays more usually written 
10/ ) represents both [ ¢ J and [reJ (or [ t J , according to Whaley ( 1962) ) .  Ririo has in 
addition the two lowered vowels lei and 101 , which arise principally from metathesis . 
Whaley also claims contrastive vowel length for Babatana , but I am not entirely sure 
that this is not a function of stress and/or open versus closed syllables . 

Many Babatana words have cognates in Ririo that show a metathesis of root-final 
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cv ;  other words are identical in the two languages , but those that should have 
metathesised, according to the table below , are regarded as borrowings from Babatana . 
Even without the metathesis , the languages differ considerably in lexicon and syntax , 
so that Ririo is not just a ' metathesised Babatana ' .  

Because of the metathesis , many Ririo words end , in their basic form, in a con­
sonant ; all consonants except Ivl may occur finally , but final Ikl arising from 
metathesis (but not always apocope) becomes I ' I .  Al l words ending in a consonant 
have a form with an optional echo-vowel ;  this echo-vowel is frequent in fluent spoken 
Ririo , but at the suggestion of informants is not written . Similar echo-vowel s occur 
in roots which end in a consonant ,  and are deleted when a suffix beginning with a 
vowel is added ; the echo-vowels are also not written in this instance . ( Examples : 
kapt [ ka · pat ] 'skin ', kapte [ kapte ] 'his skin '; ko rs  [ krer-Es ] 'hand ', korse  [ l<.cErse ] 
'his hand ' . ) This causes no ambiguity , as no consonant clusters can occur within 

the syllable in Ririo . 

Most ,  but not all ,  instances of Icl are before high vowels I i i  and lui , and are 
pronounced by some older Ririo speakers as I t  I in some instances (except where there 
are minimal pair contrasts between Icl and It/ : t i n  'give ', c i n  'say ' ) ; this might 
suggest that it is a recent development in Ririo , but this appears contradicted by 
some of the metathesised examples ( see below) . 

In the fol lowing table ,  examples of metathesis involving all the five basic 
vowels /a e i o u/ of Babatana are given;  a few instances are given involving 
Babatana lui ,  but no rules can be given for these , as the vowel is of rare occurrence 
in Babatana , and is rarely followed by any vowel other than itsel f .  ( In Babatana 
many occurrences of lui appear to arise from an umlauting of (backed) lal before 
high vowels ; the Methodist Bible translation in Babatana writes qozo (quzu) for 
'tree ' and tobo ( tubu) for 'forbidden '; but my Babatana lists have qazu and tabu 

with which last compare Ririo tab . )  

Babatana and Ririo forms compared : 

ala madaka 'b lood ' madak 

ale pade 'house ' ped 

a l i  saq i 'bear young ' \ seq 
a/o va to 'manner ' vat 
a/u ka s u  'areca nut ' kas 
e/a qe l a  'cry , q i a l  
e/e seqe 'wash ' seq 
el i ( no instances ; probably no metathesis , or apocope) 

e/o neqo 'fifty ' n i oq 
e/u ( no instances ; I predict no metathesis)  

i /a n i qa 'egg ' n i qa 
i /e s i re 'housefly ' s i re 
i l  i v i  r i  'tobacco ' v i r 
i /o p i to 'black ' p i  to 

i /u p i r u 'wild ' p i u r 
o/a rota 'vein ' ruat 
ole bose 'man ' bues 
o/ i (no instances ; I predict no metathesis)  
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010 boko 'pig ' bo ' 

o/ u l o t u  'church ' l u t (only instance)  

u/a rupa 'darkness ' rupa 
u/e ku l e  'frog ' ku l e  
u/ i vumi 'beard ' vu i m  

u/o ( no instances ; I predict no metathesis )  

u/u  s us u  'breast '  sus  

'u/e kuke 'one ' k i k  

u/ i guk i 'eat ' gek 

lilli ku l u  'cal l '  ku l 

Some additional subrules for metathesis also need to be given . 

1 )  In  roots of  more than two syllables , where the final vowels of the Babatana word 
are identical , the metathesis affects the first two non-identical vowels :  

koma 1 a 'vil lage ' 
( Sengga) sa ruku 'morning ' 

kas uku 'fog ' 
naboko 'widow ' 

kuama l 
sork 
kos k  
nobk 

2 )  Reduplication and pronominal affixation i s  usually subsequent to metathesis : 

( Sengga) sa ruku 'morning ' 
soso l e  'naked ' 
v a l i -o 'ki ll  you ' 

sorsork 'early morning ' 
susue l  
ve l -o 

3) With the suffixed pronominal possessors - uq 'my ', - urn 'your ', ( Babatana -qu , -mu ) , 
however , the suffixes may metathesise first : 

ma taqu 'my eye ' matoq 
ma t a ram i 'our eyes ' ma ta rem 

4 )  The affrication of It I to Icl before high vowels usually precedes the metathesis , 
but in the final instance below must have developed after it : 

n a t u  'Burckel la tree ' 
vutu  'louse ' 
v i t u 'seven ' 
vat i 'four ' 
mas i 'sea, salt ' 

( contrast : vakas i 'canoe ' 
(Sengga) tona 'bow ' 

, noc 
vuc 
z i uc 

, vec 
mec ( ?  earlier 1'mat i )  
vakes )  
c uan 

5) Final Ikl resul ting from metathesis usually becomes 1 ' 1 but remains Ikl after 
apocope of al l final vowels except 10/) ; final Ivl is lost after metathesi s ,  but 
changes the sequence -ava to -0 : 

toka 'adze ' t ua '  
ro roko 'bird ' ro ro ' 
puka 'go up ' pua ' 
nava ' leg ' no 
tava 'day ' , to 
kaye 'spider ' ke 
l eke 'person ' l ek 

(Note that - uCa metathesises only when the C is k . )  
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The following additional examples of irregular metathesis would seem to show 
that Ririo metathesis is not operating directly on Babatana , but on a form of lan­
guage ancestral to both : 

n up i 'grasshopper ' n i p  
baku 'fruit bat ' buk 
vu t i n i  'know ' vesn 
nanana ' love ( intr) 

' } non nun i  'love ( trs) , 
ka rakone 'sand ' ka rku i n 
mo ro 'sick ' muar 
vu i 'hit ' v i  
j ope 'mouth ' j uap 
suku 'want ' s i o '  ( ?  earlier * s  i aku)  
kana so 'thirsty ' k6ns 

E xpl anati ons for metathes i s  

In looking for explanations for these widespread instances o f  metathesis , it is 
first necessary to ask whether we are dealing with one phenomenon , or many . There 
are clearly some similarities between the metathesis rules of one language and those 
of another ; nevertheless , there are striking dissimilarities . If the Ririo and 
Roturnan systems are compared with each other (Table I ) , there are probably more 
dissimilarities than similarities , even though a simple inspection of the metathesised 
forms makes the two languages look remarkably similar : 

Tab l e  I 

Ririo Roturnan 

Second vowel -+- a e i 0 u a e i 0 u 

First vowel 
-t 
a A IMr Mr l IMr Mrl A Mr Mr Mr Mr 

e Mw A X? Mw X? M liJ Mr liiJ A 

i X X A X M M M A M A 

0 Mw Mw X? A M M Mr Mr A M 

u X X M X? A M M Mr M A 

( X  = no metathesis ; A = apocope ( deletion of final vowel ) ;  M = metathesis ; Mr = meta­
thesis with reduction of the resulting cluster - including Roturnan examples where the 
resul ting vowel differs from that produced by apocope) ; Mw - raising of a mid-vowel 
to the corresponding high vowel or semivowel ; resul ting homphonous forms boxed . )  

I t  will be readily seen that on this analysis Ririo and Roturnan are similar 
only in their treatment of la/ , and in the apocope of final echo-vowels . The treat­
ment of I i i  and lui is almost diametrically opposed in the two languages . The 
similarities are slightly increased if  Biggs ' ( 1965)  view o f  the semivowel development 
of I i  e 0 ul before lower vowels in Roturnan is correct ; but this would seem to give 
rise to two more homophonous forms ( collapsing leal and l i a/ , and loal and lua/) for 
which there is no evidence in Churchward ' s  ( 1940) account .  The Kwara ' ae system may 
turn out to be similar to that of the Ririo one , but data is incomplete . Very little 
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can be said of the Timorese sytem , but in the raising o f  101 following lal and I i i  it 
does not closely resemble ei ther Ririo or Rotuman . Nothing much can be said of the 
other systems cited , but it seems that apocope of final echo-vowels is widespread . 

I f  the systems of metathesis are not the same , it does not seem entirely 
reasonable to search for a singl e explanation to account for them - apart from the 
fact that it is a priori unlikely that a singl e explanation could account for lan­
guages so distant from each other , both in geography and subgrouping . For Rotuman , 
the suggestion has been made by Churchward ( 19 5 3 ) , and again by Haudricourt ( 19 58a ,b )  
that the metathesis may have its  basis in something like the stress-shi fting rule  in 
Tongan , where the stress shifts to the final vowel in definite forms of nouns 
( corresponding to the unmetathesi sed forms in Rotuman) ( see also Thompson 1969 )  
But no explanation of this type will work for Ririo , which has essentially the same 
stress patterns as Babatana . 

There may be a clue in the Kwara ' ae ' rapid speech ' metathesis . In rapid speech , 
anticipations of later segments is common , resulting in umlauting ( a  special case of 
cv metathesis : note Gothic gas t i ns ,  OHG ges t i , perhaps from an earlier '�ga i s t i ;  NHG 
Gas t e  'guests ' ) , and metathesis with echo-vowels (which may then be deleted under the 
echo-vowel deletion rule ;  thus Babatana z i ru 'they twO '3 Ririo z i u r ,  perhaps from an 
earlier ," z i u r u , Rotuman pue r < '�puere < pu re) . 

But in such cases we might also expect umlauting in the unmetathesised forms in 
Rotuman - [ h¢ t i ] for ho t i ,  and [ mEs e ] for mos e .  Also , in Ririo , the final optional 
echo-vowels which are current in the language are th e modified vowels , not the 
original vowels - though this could be accounted for by postulating a later sound­
change of progressive assimilation : 

Babatana 
( perhaps : 

pade 'house ' > '�paede > Ririo pede , ped 
pade > *paede > *pede > pede , ped) 

There is some difficulty in assumptions of regular sound-change in the treatment 
of loanwords in Ririo and Rotuman . The loanwords from English ( or Fi j ian , in one 
Ririo instance) can hardly be older than about a hundred years , and yet they show the 
metathesis . Either the metathesis is quite recent (perhaps even a matter of living 
memory) , or the loanwords have been artificially modified , by analogy with existing 
metathesised forms . Note : 

Rotuman j aku 
j�ku 
uaj 

Ririo k i as 
l u t 
manob 

[ j ::>ku ] 'jug ' 
[ j ::>ku ] 'ahalk ' 

'watah ' ( unmetathesised form uj a)  

'aash ' 
'ahu:r>ah ' 
'papaya ' 

(Babatana kesa)  
(Babatana l o t u) 
(Babatana manepo < *man i apa < "'mam i apa 'mamnee apple '  
irregular metathesis) 

In Rotuman , where the metathesis is still  productive , it is not unreasonable for 
loanwords to participate in both directions in the metathesising process - though it  
is not at  all clear why 'jug ' should have been borrowed with a mid back vowel ( if  the 
borrowing does not antedate the raising of la/) . This may however reflect a borrow­
ing from a particular dialect of British English . 

In Ririo , however , i f  the loans entered the language after the metathesis , there 
is no reason why they should not have been borrowed in unmetathesised forms ; 
unmetathesised -eCa and -oCu occur , often as (probably recent) loans from Babatana . 
It  is possible that the loanwords were metathesised by analogy with similar words 
which were perceived to be metathesised between Babatana and Ririo , which would 
argue for a certain amount of del iberateness in the metathesis in at least this 
instanc e .  
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Is there then a case for ' deliberate ' metathesising - that is , a form of play­
language of the ' pig-latin ' type - in any of the languages with CV reversal? It is 
certainly a tempting expl anation , and has been invoked more than once , both for the 
languages under discussion ( e . g .  K . J .  Hollyman in the discussion of Biggs 1959 ) , and 
to account for other forms of metathesis in AN languages ( e . g .  Fox 1950 , Schuhmacher 
1972 ) . But the authors of these remarks do not make it clear what kind of metathesis 
they are discussing . The documented AN ' play-languages ' ,  or secret languages , or 
special registers , usually make use of interchange of adj acent syl lables , or asym­
metric transposition of syllables , or word-reversal by syllable , or interchange of 
successive ( rarely non-successive ) consonants , or word-reversal by phonemes (pre­
dominantly written) - plus some other non-metathesising forms , often involving 
arbitrary suffixation , or devices based on written forms of the language . (For 
explanation of these mechanisms , and examples from Javanese , Tagalog,  Malay , Marquesan , 
Manam , Nengone , and Dehu, see Laycock 19 7 2 ,  and also Ultan ( 1978)  for Toba , von den 
Steinen ( 1905)  for Marquesan ,  and Schultz ( 190 5 )  for Samoan . D . J .  Prentice has 
supplied me with an additional example for Murut . Examples could be multiplied ; 
but such forms of play-language have no bearing on the CV metathesis described here , 
and seem to have little effect on the regular languages - though this would need to 
be examined further . There is certainly no instance of an AN language which has a 
consistent syllable-interchange throughout , either as a separate language , or as a 
grammatical ( as opposed to a register ) variant of the normal language . 

More importantly , there is no clear-cut evidence of any play-language in any AN 
group that consistently makes use of CV reversal . The sporadic instances for Nengone 
and Dehu cited above may be considered significant (although I think the CV reversal 
is an artefact of other mechanisms , such as phonemic reversal ) ,  and the Kwara ' ae 
case comes close , if  we can learn more about the conditions under which the special 
register operates . The Rowa examples may j ust possibly be an instance of a play­
language form of Mota . But without further data on these languages it is not 
possible to postulate a widespread play-language based on CV reversal . 

In the Ririo case , however ,  there is some evidence for at least modern deliberate­
ness about the metathesising . I have cited the loanwords ; a few additional socio­
linguistic facts are relevant . Imperfect speakers of Ririo ( such as the children of 
native Ririo speakers ) will , if asked for a Ririo word , give a metathesised Babatana 
word , which often differs from the true Ririo word . Thus , one such informant , in an 
older wordlist of ' Ririo ' ,  gave as the word for 'tree ' the form qoz , which is a 
metathesised form of Babatana qazu ;  however , all true speakers of Ririo agree that 
the Ririo word is the non-cognate ve . Further , I travel led down the coast of 
Choiseul with a Ririo speaker , who named all the villages we passed in metathesised 
form : Zo r for Zaru , Nua tob for Nua tabu . These villages are well outside the normal 
Ririo-speaking area , and are unlikely to have formed part of the normal Ririo vocabu­
lary;  I believe they were deliberately metathesised by analogy . Such analogous 
metathesising may also account for some of the anomalous metatheses in Ririo . 

It is also worth observing that , in Ririo , metathesis does not usually occur 
in the sequences - i Ca and - uCa . Metathesised forms of these sequences would be 
homophonous with the metatheses of -eCa and -oCa . It seems a lot to expect of a 
phonologically-motivated sound-change that it would cease to operate j ust where 
ambiguity would occur , and one may wish to see a human consciousness in this .  ( It 
is obvious that metathesised forms in a language cannot give rise to too much homo­
phony without drastically altering the structure , or the lexicon of the language . 
Ririo does permit homophonous forms to arise from the metathesis of -ace/-ac i and 
-aCu/-aCo only , and Rotuman restricts its homophony - pace Biggs - to the metathesis 
of -eC i /-ecu . )  

A final remark . I am grateful to Jacques Guy (ANU) for the observation that cv 
metathesis resul ts in no loss of information ( unless homophony resul ts ) in languages 
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whose structure is predominantly ( C) VCV (C )  - unl ike syl labl e-transposition and con­
sonant interchange , which can easily give rise to forms homophonous wi th other words 
in the l anguage . But it is still unclear how we can make use of this insight in 
explaining CV metathesis in Austronesian languages . 

ADDENDUM 

Thanks to comments made by participants at the Third International Conference on 
Austronesian Linguistics in Bali , it is now possible to add a little additional data 
on Timorese and Kwara ' ae .  For the former R . A .  Blust adds the following examples from 
his fieldnotes (personal communication) :  

Atoni (Timorese) 

m�s £ ?  .l _  n ua 
tenu 
h f t u  
fanu .l natun m£s £  .t _ n l ma 
?at  m�nT 

? 
m�n� t £ b ?  
n�ka 

'one ' 
't;wo '  
' three ' 
'seven ' 
'eight ' 
'one huru:J:r.ed ' 
'hand ' 
'to laugh ' 
'dead ' 
'bird 's egg ' 
'head ' 

m£s .l _  nua 
teun 
h f ut  
faun  
n�ut  m£ s 
nfma? 
?a t  m�Tn  
ma£ t 
m�un t £ b ?  
n�ka 

He comments further that there appear to be no examples of metathesis involving 
final -a or a ? ,  and that the metathesised forms are to be regarded as ' normal ' speech , 
the underlying forms as ' careful speech ' ,  with no syntactic difference between them . 

Gary Simons adds the following phonetic corrections and glosses to the Kwara ' ae 
data : 

t a l a  ' ana 
sae-na 
' a l  i 'a I i  
ka rang i a  
' ofodang i 
sas i akau 

ka fo 
ta i f i  I i a -ku 
abu 
s i ra-mu 
ta ' ena 
I i  kota i 
b u l  i 
kus i 

(metathesised form probably saean ) 
(metathesised ' a i l ' a i l )  
(metathesised ka ra i ng )  

'himself ' 
'its inside ' 
'quiakly ' 
'near ' 
'morning , 
(perhaps = 
is a normal 
'water ' 

sas i -a ka u 'do it thither '; in any case the 101 for laul 
fast-speech contraction , not metathesis )  

'I alone ' 
'holy ' 
'your belly ' 
' today ' 
'quiakly ' 
'aowrie shel l ' 
' 1st  sg neg ' 

He confirms that the metathesised forms are the normal ones in ' normal rapid speech ' ,  
whereas the underlying forms are used in careful speech , and singing . The statement 
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that "metathes is operates on roots rather than suffixes , and prior to reduplication " 
is not strictly correct ;  metathesis is conditioned rather by the stress patterns of 
Kwara ' ae (penul timate syllable and every second preceding syl lable ) ; the metathesised 
syllables are those fol lowing stress . For further details see Simons ' mimeo paper 
' A  Kwara ' ae spelling list ' (Working Papers for the Language Variation and Limits to 
Communication Proj ect No . 6 ,  1977) . 

B I BL IOGRAPHY 

BIGGS , Bruce G .  

1959 Rotuman vowels and their history . Te Reo 2 : 24-26 . 

196 5 Direct and indirect inheritance in Rotuman . Lingua 14 : 383-41 5 .  

CHURCHWARD , C .  Maxwell 

1940 Rotuman grammar and dictionary . Sydney : Australasian Medical Publishing 
Co . 

1953  Tongan grammar . London : Oxford University Press . 

DECK , Norman C .  

1934 Grammar of the language spoken by the Kwara 'ae people of Mal a ,  Bri tish 
Solomon Islands . Journal of the Pol ynesian Society Reprint No . 5 .  

FOX, C . E .  

1950 Some notes on Nggel a  grammar . Journal of the Polynesian Society 
59 : 135-169 . 

HAUDRICOURT , Andr� G .  

19 58a 

1958b 

L ' accent d ' agencement en m�lan�sien de Rotuma . Bull etin de la Societe 

de Linguistique 53/1 : xvi-xvi i .  

L a  phonologie des voyelles en rotumien (Oc�anie ) . Bull etin de la Societe 

de Linguistique 53/1 : 268-27 2 .  

LAYCOCK , Donald C .  

1972 

1976 

Towards a typology of ludlings , or play-languages . Linguistic 
Communica tions 6 : 61-11 3 .  

Austronesian languages : Sepik Provinces . In : S .A .  Wurm , ed . New Guinea 
area l anguages and language study , vol . 2 :  A ustronesian languages , 399-418 . 
PL , C- 39 . 

LEENHARDT , Maurice 

1946 Langues et dialectes de l 'A ustro-Melanesie .  Traveaux e t  M�moires de 
l ' Institut d ' Ethnologie , vol .46 . Paris . 

MIDDELKOOP , Pieter 

19 50 Proeve van een Timorese grammatica . Bijdragen von der Taa l - ,  Land- , en 
Volkenkunde 106 : 375-51 7 .  



METATHESIS IN AUSTRONESIAN : RIRIO AND OTHER CASES 281 

MILNER, George B .  

1972 Fi j ian and Rotuman . In : Thomas A.  Sebeok , ed . Current trends in 

l inguistics ,  vol . 8 :  Linguistics in Oceania ,  397-4 2 5 .  The Hague : Mouton . 

SCHUHMACHER , W .W .  

1972 A note on metathesis or disguised speech in Oceanic languages .  Oceania 

4 3 : 1 53-154 . 

SCHULTZ , Erich 

1905 Eine Geheimsprache auf Samoa . Globus 88 : 1 7 .  

STEINEN , Karl von den 

1905 Proben einer frUheren polynesischen Geheimsprache . Globus 8 7 : 119-121 . 

THOMPSON , Laurence C .  and M .  Terry THOMPSON 

1969 Metathesis as a grammatical device . Interna tional Journal of American 

Linguistics 35 : 21 3-219 . 

TRYON , D . T .  

1972 

19 76 

The languages of the New Hebrides : a checkl ist and general survey . 
PL , A- 35 : 43-84 . 

New Hebrides languages : an internal classifica tion . PL , C-50 . 

ULTAN , Russel 

1978 A typological view of metathesis . In : Joseph H .  Greenberg , ed . 
Uni versals of human language , 367-402 . Stanford : Stanford University 
Press . 



Laycock, D. "Metathesis in Austronesian: Ririo and other cases". In Halim, A., Carrington, L. and Wurm, S.A. editors, Papers from the Third International Conference on Austronesian Linguistics, Vol. 1: Currents in Oceanic. 
C-74:269-281. Pacific Linguistics, The Australian National University, 1982.   DOI:10.15144/PL-C74.269 
©1982 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.


	Don LAYCOCK�269
	Metathesis in Austronesian: Ririo and other cases.

