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Abstract  
One of the defining features of the Southern Vanuatu language family 
is the echo-subject (ES) marker (Lynch 2001: 177 -178).  Canonically, 
an ES marker indicates that the subject of the clause is coreferential 
with the subject of the preceding clause.  This paper begins with a 
survey of the various ES systems found in Southern Vanuatu.  Two 
prominent differences amongst the ES systems are: a) the level of 
obligatoriness of the ES marker; and b) the level of grammatical 
integration between an ES clauses and the preceding clause.  The 
variation found amongst t he ES systems reveals a clear path of 
grammaticalisation from the VP coordinator *ma in Proto ðSouthern 
Vanuatu to the various types of ES marker in contemporary Southern 
Vanuatu languages. 

1. Introduction  
All languages of the Southern Vanuatu language family (e.g. Lynch 2001) are 
described as having an ôecho-subjectõ (ES) prefix or proclitic.  Depending on the 
language, and in some cases the person specification of the subject, an ES marker is 
used obligatorily or optionally in place of a normal subject cro ss-reference 
prefix/particle to indicate that the subject of the clause is coreferential with the 
subject of a linearly preceding clause.  The following is an example from Lenakel.  
Canonically, in Lenakel the ES prefix m- is obligatorily used in a non -ini tial clause to 
indicate that the subject is coreferential with the subject of the preceding clause.  A 
clausal coordinator like kani ôandõ can optionally occur between the two clauses.1 

(1) r-ɨm-va  (kani)  m-ɨm-auѕɨn. 
 3SG-PST-come  (and)  ES-PST-eat 

ôHei came and (hei) ate.õ  (Lynch 1983: 212) 

In contrast, the use of a normal subject cross-reference prefix in a non -initial 
coordinated clause obligatorily indicates that the subject is disjoint -referential with 
the subject of the preceding clause.  (See §2.1.1 for rare exceptions.)  

                                           
1  All vernacular texts (italicised) have been conver ted from orthographic representation to IPA -

phonemic representation.  All voiced plosive phonemes in the Oceanic languages exemplified in 
this paper are prenasalised phonetically. 
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(2) r-ɨm-va  (kani)  r-ɨm-auѕɨn. 
 3SG-PST-come  (and)  3SG-PST-eat 

ôHei came and hej ate.õ  (Lynch 1983: 212) 

This paper begins with a brief survey of the ES systems found in the Southern 
Vanuatu languages.  The most salient difference amongst the various ES systems is 
the level of syntactic dependency of the ES clauses.  The least dependent ES clauses 
are found in North Tanna where the ES clauses can have an overt subject NP and 
inflect independently for most TAM categories .  At the other extreme is Anejomἷ, 
where the ES proclitic is actually a VP coordinator which coordinates VPs that share 
all of their TAM and subject expressions (i.e. the entire string of VPs exists within 
the same clause).  Other important differences include the range of references which 
a subject of an ES clause can be coreferential with (e.g. the subject of an ES clause 
can be coreferential with a non -subject in some but not all languages), and the 
obligatoriness versus optionality of ES marking in relation to normal subject cross -
referencing. 

The paper then proceeds to the historical development of the ES markers in Southern 
Vanuatu.  All ES markers in Southern Vanuatu contain the consonant m, and they 
are the reflexes of the VP coordinator *ma in Proto ðOceanic (Moyse-Faurie & Lynch 
2004).  We will see that the ES markers in various Southern Vanuatu languages 
represent different stages in the development of the ES markers: at one extreme is 
Anejomἷ where the ES marker is still a VP coordinator, and at the other extreme is 
North Tanna, where the ES marker marks a ôbarely dependentõ clause which can be 
preceded by a (contemporary) coordinator, and have its own subject and (some) 
TAM.2  

2. Survey of Southern Vanuatu ES systems  
The Southern Vanuatu language family (e.g. Lynch 2001) is part of the Southern 
Oceanic Linkage, which in turn is part of the Oceanic branch within the 
Austronesian language family.  Figure one is a linguistic map of Vanuat u and New 
Caledonia with prominent linguistic divisions.  All languages in Vanuatu and New 
Caledonia ñ with the exception of four Polynesian outlier languages ñ are part of 
the Southern Oceanic Linkage (according to Lynch, Ross & Crowley (2002)).  The 
Southern Vanuatu languages are more-closely related to the New Caledonian 
languages than the other Vanuatu languages.  Figure two shows the position of the 
Southern Vanuatu family within the Oceanic family.  

                                           
2 There are five other Vanuatu languages to the north of Southern Vanuatu wh ich are reported as 

having ES markers or something similar, but they are not dealt with in this current paper.  None of 
these ES markers are cognates with the m-series of ES markers in Southern Vanuatu: kai in South 
Efate (Thieberger 2006: 112), ka- in Võ±nen Taut (Fox 1979: 82), ko- in Nese (Crowley 2006b: 80), 
d(ɨ)- in Tape (Crowley 2006a: 145), and ana- in Aulau (Paviour -Smith forthcoming).  South Efate 
is spoken in Efate Island in Central Vanuatu, and the remaining four are spoken in Malakula Island 
in Northern Vanuatu.  See de Sousa (forthcoming) for discussions on the ES markers in these 
languages.  
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Figure 1:  Map of Vanuatu and New Caledonia and promin ent divisions within the 
Southern Oceanic Linkage (Lynch, Ross & Crowley 2002: 113) 
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Figure 2:  Partial genealogy of the Southern Oceanic linkage 
(Lynch, Ross & Crowley 2002) 
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There are three islands in (linguistic) Southern Vanuatu: Tanna, Erromang o and 
Aneityum. 3  The rest of this section is a basic survey of the ES systems found in these 
three islands: the languages in Tanna are dealt with in §2.1, Erromango in §2.2 and 
Aneityum in §2.3.  The ES construction is the least grammatically integrated i n 
Tanna and most integrated in Aneityum.  Erromango is intermediate, but resembles 
Tanna more than Aneityum.  

2.1  Tanna 
There are five languages spoken in Tanna: Lenakel, Southwest Tanna, Kwamera, 
Whitesands and North Tanna.  We will concentrate on Lenakel, of which the ES 
system is currently the most-described amongst Tanna languages.  We will then 
briefly outline the ES systems in the other Tanna languages, which do not seem to 
differ significantly from the one in Lenakel (based on the comparatively little  
amount of information available on them).  

2.1.1 Lenakel 
Canonically, the subject of an independent clause in Lenakel has to be disjoint -
referential with the subject of the preceding clause which it is coordinated with (see 
below for exceptions).  The foll owing example satisfies this requirement as the 

                                           
3 The two remaining smaller islands in geographic Southern Vanuatu ñ Futuna and Aniwa ñ speak 

the Polynesian Outlier language called Futuna-Aniwa or West Futuna(n).  This Polynesian language 
does not have an ES system and is not discussed in this paper.  Further south are the Matthew and 
Hunter Islands, two uninhabited islands which are claimed by both France (as part of New 
Caledonia) and Vanuatu. 




