Recovering prehistory in the Solomon Islands: a linguistic perspective.
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Four distinct language types are found in the Solomons region of the Pacific. These include languages from three different subgroups of the Oceanic family, namely Northwest Solomonic, Southeast Solomonic and Polynesian, and the unrelated Papuan languages. The generally accepted view of the region’s prehistory, based on correlations of archaeological and linguistic research, is that each linguistic group reflects a movement of different peoples into the region. While much of the linguistic research has focussed on the genetic relatedness and diversification of the languages, there are a number of references in the literature to language contact. For example, the innovativeness of the Northwest Solomonic languages, in contrast to the conservatism of the Southeast Solomonic languages, is attributed to linguistic change resulting from contact with Papuan languages. This suggests that the extent and type of social interaction between different groups of peoples was rather different. It is this issue that I am currently investigating. Can a shift in research focus from genetic relatedness to contact-induced change add to our knowledge of the prehistory of the Solomons region?

In this seminar I will introduce this project by setting out a number of the issues and questions the project will examine. I will also present some initial results of my investigations on linguistic contact between speakers of Northwest Solomonic and Southeast Solomonic languages.
