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The majority of the Oceanic (i.e. Austronesian) languages spread throughout the western half
of Melanesia have been grouped within the Western Oceanic linkage of Oceanic (Ross 1988).
It remains unclear whether this group descended from an ancestor other than Proto Oceanic
(i.e. the progenitor of all Oceanic languages), since its internal genealogical structure is
tangled, pointing to patterns of dialect differentiation.
In my presentation, I will focus on the reconstruction of preverbal subject markers, one
of the most characteristic features of the grammar of Western Oceanic languages, with the
aim of sifting the evidence for them as a distinct subgroup of Oceanic. Here, I will show how
this reconstruction points to a cyclical history of grammaticalization and paradigm
(re)formation, which seems to mirror the prolonged history of forward and backward
movements of Oceanic-speaking peoples in the region (Anceaux 1965: 428).
The choice of reconstructing subject markers is due to the major role played by
pronouns in the traditional method of linguistic reconstruction. Moreover, with the notable
exception of Ross & Lithgow (1989), left-headed morphology in Oceanic languages has
received relatively little attention. Yet, subject markers are relevant grammatical markers, in
that they not only index the subject argument on the VP, but may also carry the additional
function of expressing TAM distinctions. As a consequence, a number of Western Oceanic
languages have two or more sets of subject markers, according to the TAM category they
encode. This is exemplified in (1) and (2) below from Wogeo, a Western Oceanic language of
northern Papua New Guinea, where subject marker forms are differentiated between Realis
(REAL) vs. Irrealis (IRR).
(1) Va o-mia~mia
kaman
1SG 1SG.SBJ.REAL-live~RED here
“I live here”
(2) Va mo-lako
Vokeo
1SG 1SG.SBJ.IRR-go Vokeo
“I will go to Vokeo”

(Ross 1976-1982)

Portmanteau forms like those above reflect multiple layers of grammaticalization of “formerly
unbound morphemes into the verb phrase” (Ross 1988: 103). Both their pronominal and
TAM-marking formatives point to a variety of sources (e.g. free pronouns, possessive
pronouns, articles, conjunctions, etc.), and different processes of formation that often result in
segmentation asymmetries. Despite hindering a sound reconstruction, these factors may tell us
more about the prehistory of Western Oceanic.
In my presentation, I will provide (i) a typology of subject markers based on their
formal and functional features, and (ii) a bottom-up reconstruction of these forms in a number
of Western Oceanic subgroupings. After comparing (ii) with Ross’ (in prep.) reconstruction of

Proto Oceanic subject markers, I will show that in spite of a dramatic history of loss and
renewal, Western Oceanic languages seem not to show exclusively shared innovations.
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