2.
ROTUMAN VOWELS AND THEIR HISTORY

(Summary of a paper read to the Linguistic Society
of New Zealand on August 10th, 1959.)

Bruce Biggs

Non-phonemic statements, of wnich there are seve?al,‘
fail to agree on the number of vowels in Rotuman. Five,
seven, ten, twelve, and fourteen have all been suggested.
Recent work with an informant in Auckland attested ten
contrasting vowel phonemes arranged as follows:

Front central unrounded Back
Unrounded rounded rounded
i b u
e 0 o
ae [+ a 0

i unon
/®/ does not occur finally; /u,0,0/ occur only

medially; /a,i,e,u,0,5/, occur in all positious.

Morphology:

Bach base (major word) in Rotuman has two forms,
called 'long' and 'short!, The short form is predictable
from the long form, but the reverse is not the case. Long
forms are always stressed on the penultimate syllable, short
forms on the last syllable. Since forms differing only
in the position of stress occur it is considered to be
phonemic. e.g. /f&fa/ await /fafd/ challenge.

A long form is always at lsast two syllables long.
The short form is always one syllable shorter than the
corresponding long form.

Vowel pairs occur in long forms only, the first vowel
of the parr, if stressed, being phonetically long. Each
vowel is best considered as being in a different syllable,

e.g. /vbi/ [v5:i].
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In the corresponding short forms the less sonorous
of the two vowels becomes phonetically (and phonemically)
a semi-vowel in the same syllable as the other vowel,
e.g. /vbi/ (two syllables) /v8y/ (one syllable).

Both /e/ and /i/ become /y/. Both /u/ and /o/
become /w/.

The history of the vowels:

Rotuman is closely related to Fijian and to Polynesian,
The long forms of Rotuman bases are very similar in shape
to their cognates in Polynesian, and to the reconstructed
Fiji-Polynesian proto-forms, The sound correspondences
are regular and fairly simple. Since Rotuman short
forms do not have counterparts in any of the closely

related languages they can be regarded as unique and fairly
recent innovations,

Similarly the vowel system of Rotuman is unique
among these languages, and it too, may be regarded as
an innovation. At an earlier stage Rotuman had the
usual Polynesian five vowel system, consisting of a

front-back opposition at high and mid tongue positions,
plus a low unopposed vowel,

This low unopvposed vowel in Rotuman had positional
variants ranging from low front [ae ] to low back [a]
or [on].

The development of short forms from the long forms
of bases seems to have taken place in two stages. The
first step (which can only be inferred) involved metathesis
of the last syllable. e.g. mbse=*moes; 20li=*7uil;
[kbmi]l=*[koim]; ©~éfer= *7cef; piko=—*piok; [mdi]
remained the same, etc.

The second step involved the loss of one syllable ,
This is achieved in one of thme ways:

1 The less sonorous of two vowels becomes a scmi-
vowel. e.g. “*piok>=>pydk; [mdil =/mby].

2 A vowel is lost from an identical vowel pair,
e.g. *Pecf=>"é&f,
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3 A back rounded vowel and a front unrounded

vowe
! gul i;aiesce to form a front rounded vowel.
*Be oes>>mls; *koim™=kfm; *°uil==""1,

5. results in the additi v seri
of thrce front rounded vowels bein;na32e3 Eiwti;rliznemic
inventory. The short forms in general result inpthe
front and back allophones of the hith:rto unopposed
/a/ phone@e being raised to phonemic statusy because
of such minimal pairs as [4& f] thousand, [Sf} line;

[ r5°] carry, [r&”] wound.

The adoption of short versus long forms of bases
is thus seen as the dynamic which gave Rotuman ten
vowel phonemes in place of five, What triggered
the morphological change is unknown.

Note: In the discussion that followed this

paper Dr. K.J. Hollyman pointed out that secret languages
involving metathesis of normal word forms are known from
Mclanesia, and suggested that some such phenomenon

might have provided the initial stimulus towards the

Rotuman short forms.



