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The Proto-Oceanic etymon *tabu has hardly been studied outside Polynesian,
yet it is attested in other Oceanic languages, albeit with different meanings.
This study describes the polysemies observed for modern reflexes of *tabu,
with an initial focus on Vanuatu. Sometimes, *tabu words simply refer to
the mundane warning signs put up in various locations to fend off unwelcome
visitors. But reflexes of *tabu are more often linked with supernatural powers,
good or evil, and with the sense of awe and fear they induce upon us. The root
may evoke the numinous power of high-ranked dignitaries; or the world of
ancestral spirits and ghosts, and the forces of death. The diverse array of mean-
ings attached to *tabu words is best synthesized in the form of a semantic map.
This visual tool helps picture the internal organization of the root’s polysemy,
and can be used as a background as we compare modern languages with each
other. By applying principles of the Comparative method, we can reconstruct
the meaning of *tabu at the level of Proto-Oceanic: ‘forbidden, off limits;
sacred, due to a sentiment of awe before spiritual forces.” Finally, semantic
maps reveal their full potential as we take a dynamic perspective, and retrace
the evolution of *tabu from its original meanings to the various polysemies it
has acquired in modern languages.
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1. THE PROBLEM: WHAT DID *tabu MEAN IN POc?!

1.1. A RELIGIOUS TERM? The English word faboo was borrowed in the
late eighteenth century by Captain Cook from Tongan fapu. Cook’s earliest
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account, dated from 1777, explained the term as essentially meaning
‘forbidden’:

“They were all taboo, as they said; which word has a very comprehensive
meaning; but, in general, signifies that a thing is forbidden.” (June 1777,
in Cook and King 1784:286; my emphasis)

“When any thing is forbidden to be eat, or made use of, they say, that it is
taboo.” (July 1777, in Cook and King 1784:410)

As Cook and his men pursued their travels and became acquainted with the
meanings of fapu in different Polynesian languages, it soon was clear that
the word did not refer to just any prohibition, that would apply to mundane
matters. Instead, tapu was usually associated with a sense of sacredness, and
with restrictions that the explorers would describe as “religious.” Here is the
account written by Captain King about the Sandwich Islands (Hawai‘i):

“This sort of religious interdiction they call taboo; a word we heard often
repeated during our stay amongst these islanders, and found to be of very
powerful and extensive operation. On our inquiring into the reasons of the
interdiction of all intercourse between us and the natives (...) we were told
that the bay was tabooed. (...)

They apply the word taboo indifferently both to persons and things. (...)

This word is also used to express anything sacred, or eminent, or
devoted.” (Cook and King 1793:163)

A few decades later, Ellis (1831:385) would also describe “fabu” in religious
terms:2

“In most of the Polynesian dialects, the usual meaning of the word tabu is
sacred. 1t (...) expresses a connexion with the gods, or a separation from
ordinary purposes, and exclusive appropriation to persons or things con-
sidered sacred. Those chiefs who trace their genealogy to the gods are
called arii tabu, chiefs sacred, from their supposed connexion with the
gods (...). This appears to be the legitimate meaning of the word fabu.”

In subsequent literature, from Marett (1914) or Williamson (1937) to Keesing
(1992) and beyond, the concept of fapu in Polynesian languages was often

assigned to the realm of religion—suggesting that fapu meant more than just
‘forbidden’.

2. Even though Polynesian forms all have a voiceless /p/ (tapu), the form was misheard and tran-
scribed with a b by early English authors, yielding such forms as taboo or tabu. It is an unrelated
coincidence that the word reconstructs in POC as a form *tabu (see section 2.3)—for what was
phonetically [tambu]. In this article, the starred form *tabu will always refer to the POcC etymon.



214 OCEANIC LINGUISTICS, VOL. 61, NO. 1

Such observations are also reflected in some dictionaries of Polynesian lan-
guages. While the term occasionally receives a minimal gloss ‘forbidden, pro-
hibited’, more elaborate definitions often add the notion of sacredness. Here is
how, for example, Williams (1957[1917]) defined tapu in his Dictionary
of Maori:

“1. adj. Under religious or superstitious restriction; a condition affecting
persons, places, and things, and arising from innumerable causes. Anyone
violating tapu (...) was certain to be overtaken by calamity. As a rule,
elaborate ceremonies were necessary to remove fapu and make anything
noa. 2. Beyond ones power, inaccessible. 3. Sacred. 4. n. Ceremonial
restriction.”

One way to acknowledge the religious aspects of Polynesian tapu is to gloss it
not just ‘forbidden’, but ‘unapproachable, off limits, due to a sacred character or
to a religious restriction’ (cf. Keesing 1992).

While a great body of literature has been dedicated to tapu in Polynesian
languages (see references above, and also Sachdev 1989; Fletcher 2007,
Gilmore et al. 2013), few authors acknowledge that this root is also attested
in Oceanic languages outside Polynesian. Indeed, the etymon reconstructs to
Proto-Oceanic (POC) as *tabu [tambu] (Blust and Trussel 2021); it has even
been proposed at the level of Proto Central Eastern Malayo-Polynesian
(PCEMP), as a form *tambu (ibid.).

Crucially, the gloss assigned by Blust and Trussel (2021) to *tabu is mini-
mal: ‘forbidden, taboo’. This might be interpreted literally, as an indication that
the only reconstructable meaning for that etymon is indeed the notion of pro-
hibition—perhaps in the general, mundane sense. If so, a possibility would be
that the religious meanings (‘sacred, holy; under a ritual restriction...”) were
developed by Polynesian languages separately from the rest of the family. In
comparison with other Oceanic cultures, the Polynesians are known for having
innovated various social practices—notably, the existence of hereditary chiefs,
endowed with religious sanctity—so it would not be implausible to propose that
the spiritual connotations of tapu emerged only in that branch of the Oceanic
family. In fact, Keesing (1992:237) seems to hint at such a possibility:

“[Tlabu/tapu is found not only in Polynesian languages, but in many other
Oceanic Austronesian languages, in Island Melanesia. Because the con-
cept there usually occurs without an association with hereditary chiefs
and their sanctity and political power, the Melanesian usages illuminate
the Polynesian ones.”

While the latter sentence does sound promising, Keesing’s text does not follow
up on that proposal: like other authors, he restricts his discussion to Polynesian
languages, saying little about Melanesian uses of the root *tabu.
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The present article intends to address this gap in our knowledge by exploring
the Oceanic root *tabu outside Polynesia. I will focus on one specific region of
Island Melanesia, namely Vanuatu.?* When useful, I will complement my obser-
vations with Oceanic languages from other areas.

1.2. OUTLINE OF THIS STUDY. What can we know about the semantics
of *tabu in the Oceanic languages that have preserved that etymon, in Vanuatu
and elsewhere? Do these languages also endow this word with religious mean-
ings, and if so, of what nature? What methods can help us reconstruct the poly-
semy of *tabu all the way to POC? What sorts of semantic innovations have
taken place among the reflexes of that root?

Map 1 shows the location of the Vanuatu languages cited in this study.
Within Oceanic, they all belong to the Southern Oceanic linkage—more pre-
cisely to the sublinkage known as ‘“North-Central Vanuatu” (Clark 2009).
Appendix B lists these languages, together with the word forms that reflect
*tabu, and my data sources.

Within Vanuatu, my primary focus will be the Torres and Banks Islands,
in the north. Indeed, this is where [ have collected firsthand knowledge, both
linguistic and ethnographic. My data, gathered during several field trips
between 1997 and 2011, include a literary corpus of 389 oral narratives
recorded in twenty-two languages (Frangois 2021a). (In the present study,
whenever the audio source of an example is accessible online, a footnote
will provide a link to the text.) In addition to these recordings, some data
were acquired through conversations during language immersion and par-
ticipant observation, as I learned and observed the languages in their social
context.

The second reason for focusing on the Torres and Banks Islands is that this
turns out to be the area of Vanuatu where reflexes of the root *tabu show the
richest array of meanings.

I will start this study with a preliminary discussion (section 2) meant to cir-
cumscribe the exact scope of our research. While various forms of linguistic
“taboos” exist in Vanuatu, they fall outside of our scope, as they are never
expressed through a reflex of the root *tabu. If we set aside loanwords, what
this article calls “*tabu words”—namely, modern lexemes going back to that
POcC etymon—are not always easy to detect; knowledge of regular sound
change in Vanuatu is sometimes necessary to ascertain the exact list of words
we want to examine.

Once that target list is established, section 3 will present their various mean-
ings in the context of the social practices, ancient and modern, with which they
are associated.

3. While the present article was under revision, Marie-France Duhamel published an article on
“the concept of taboo in Raga, Vanuatu” (Duhamel 2021), which originated in the same
2017 workshop as the present article. This is a positive sign that the topic is being increasingly
explored in non-Polynesian languages.



216

OCEANIC LINGUISTICS, VOL. 61, NO. 1

MAP 1. LANGUAGES OF VANUATU SHOWING REFLEXES OF *tabu,

AND CITED IN THIS STUDY.
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In order to make sense of the diversity of meanings attested, section 4 will
organize them into a semantic map. That map will then be useful to visualize
the commonalities and differences among modern languages.

Finally, section 5 will reconstruct the most likely meanings of *tabu at the
time of POc, based on a broader sample of languages. I will end this study by
discussing semantic change and lexical replacement, as it can be reconstructed
for various languages in the semantic domain of sacredness and prohibition.

I will show how POC *tabu revolves around the notion of proscription, with
two main facets: mundane acts of prohibition as a social practice; but also, reli-
gious types of proscription, linked to the awe-inducing presence of spiritual
forces. In other terms—to answer our earlier question—our empirical evidence
will show that the religious undertones of *tabu ought to be reconstructed all
the way back to ancient Proto-Oceanic society.

This research will be conducted in the spirit of Dumézil (1958, 1995[1968])
and Benveniste (1973), two scholars who used the insights of the linguists’
comparative method to reconstruct the religion of ancient Indo-European soci-
eties. Works by Robert Blust (1980, 1981, 1987), or volumes by Ross, Pawley,
and Osmond (1998-2016), have long established a similar scholarly tradition
within the realm of Austronesian studies. The present article will hopefully
provide anthropologist readers with another illustration of how linguists can
contribute, through methodical investigation, to the reconstruction of social
practices and cultural representations of past millennia.

As for linguists, they will find here a discussion of historical semantics
around a particularly polysemous etymon. I will make proposals for handling
its evolving polysemy, through the use of lexical maps (Frangois 2008, in press;
J. Francois 2013; Georgakopoulos 2019), coupled with some key principles of
the Comparative method. By combining etymology with visual representation,
this article offers an innovative approach to the analysis of semantic change.

2. CIRCUMSCRIBING THE SCOPE OF THIS STUDY. Before we pro-
ceed further, it is useful to circumscribe the exact scope of the present study.
I will start with a brief note on kinship taboos in northern Vanuatu, and explain
why they will not be the object of our research here (section 2.1). Our attention
will rather focus on “*tabu words,” that is, modern words descended from the
POcC etymon *tabu, setting aside loanwords from Polynesian (section 2.2).
I will explain the methodological principles necessary to the identification of
*tabu words—notably, the regularity of sound change (section 2.3).

2.1. A NOTE ON LINGUISTIC TABOOS. Besides its common use in
colloquial parlance, the English term faboo has also been employed in anthro-
pology to refer to various cultural practices involving restrictions, whether
religious or not (Steiner 1999[1956]; Blust 1981). Among these, the cultural
practice of avoiding specific words in certain social contexts, known as /inguis-
tic taboo (Allan and Burridge 2006; Pizarro Pedraza 2018), deserves a mention
here, as this sort of practice is well-attested in northern Vanuatu. I will briefly
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review them here, even though—as we will see—they will not be our primary
concern in this study.

One set of prohibitions include practices of tabooing certain words or names,
as witnessed also in various other parts of the world.* Contrary to Tahitian pi’i
which entailed the ban of certain words for entire communities (Ahnne 1994
[1917]; Vernier 1948), the naming taboos observed in Vanuatu are based on
kinship relations, and thus affect each person differently.

Those taboos are usually related to affine (in-law) relations.® I will cite three
linguistic prohibitions I observed firsthand in the Banks and Torres Islands:

1. In the central Banks (Vanua Lava, Motalava, Mota), I am forbidden from
uttering in public the names of an in-law, or even a word that sounds
similar to it;® I must instead use an avoidance strategy (e.g., employ a
kin term, a synonym, a periphrasis).

2. I am encouraged to use honorific dual in lieu of singular, when address-
ing (second person) or mentioning (third person) an in-law.’

3. In the Torres Islands, I am encouraged to use a special lexical register,
perceived as more respectful, in a sentence addressing or mentioning
an in-law.

While these practices could indeed be described in English as linguistic
taboos, they are never labeled locally using reflexes of the Oceanic root *tabu.
Instead, northern Vanuatu languages use words meaning ‘avoidance’:

* the language Mwotlap (Banks Is) has the noun na—plig /napliy/ ‘(i)
avoidance; (ii) hence social practice whereby one avoids uttering pub-
licly the names of in-law relatives’—from a verb /viliy/ ‘avoid, refrain
from’ (Frangois 2020: 322);

*  Hiw (Torres Is) has mane visevise /mano Pisofiso/ [literally ‘avoidance
speech’]: ‘respectful speech register used for showing respect to one’s
in-laws’ < /Piso/ ‘avoid, make a detour’ (Francois 2011:207).

Despite their interest for an anthropological exploration of taboos in
Melanesia, these social practices will not concern us here. Instead, I will focus
on those concepts of Vanuatu cultures that are expressed using reflexes of the
POcC root *tabu. As we shall see, these do include various forms of prohibitions
(whether related to land use, to ascetic rituals during male initiations, to gender

4. See Stasch (2011) on New Guinea; Dixon (1990) on Australia; Herbert (1990) on southern
Bantu; Treis (2005) on Ethiopia.

5. In the Banks and Torres Islands, the set of in-law relations linked with prohibitions include my

spouse’s parents; my spouse’s opposite-sex siblings; my opposite-sex siblings’ spouses; and my

children’s spouses. By contrast, taboo practices do not concern the same-sex siblings of my

spouse (wife’s sister, husband’s brother), or the spouses of my same-sex siblings (brother’s wife,

sister’s husband).

See Codrington (1891:44) on Mota, Malau (2016:12—14) on Vurés.

7. See Codrington (1891:45) on Mota, Frangois (2001:388, 2005b:121) on Mwotlap.

&
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relations, or to funeral ceremonies); yet, these restrictions are linked neither to
language behavior, nor to kin relations.

2.2. BORROWINGS FROM POLYNESIAN fapu. As we set out to study
the semantics of *tabu words outside Polynesian languages, we should start by
briefly mentioning the special case of Polynesian borrowings.

The pidgin—creole Bislama, now the lingua franca of Vanuatu,commonly
uses Tapu! as an interjection; it is uttered by parents to toddlers as a general
prohibition ‘Don’t [do that]! Stop!” It likely reflects a borrowing from a
Polynesian language, though the source is unclear. The interjection is some-
times heard in the vernacular languages too, in the same context,usually as
an instance of code switching with Bislama (cf. Duhamel 2021:31).

Another question is whether Polynesian fapu has been borrowed into the
lexicon of non-Polynesian languages, independently of Bislama. I have not
found any evidence of such borrowings in Vanuatu languages. All the forms
we discuss in this study descend from *tabu directly from POcC rather than
via Polynesian; indeed, as we will see (section 2.3), they reflect the expected
sound changes that would have affected a root */ta"bu/ from POC, rather than a
recent borrowing from fapu.

This is not to say that such borrowings have not occurred at all in Island
Melanesia, though. One good example is Teanu, the main language of
Vanikoro (Frangois 2009, 2021b) in the Temotu province of the Solomons,
close to northern Vanuatu. This language has been in sustained contact with
two Polynesian outliers, namely Tikopia and Vaeakau-Taumako.

Teanu has a form efapu, which is clearly borrowed from Polynesian e fapu
(‘is forbidden...”), coalesced into a single word. In Teanu, this loan has several
meanings. It can be used as an adjective ‘unapproachable, forbidden’:

(1) TeaNu
Lek’ iape etapu.
opp.sex.cross.cousin his  unapproachable
[In Vanikoro, opposite-sex cross-cousins (leka) must avoid crossing paths.]
‘His female cross-cousin was unapproachable to him.’
[Tnu.Mwasu.068]*

Etapu also means ‘sacred, holy’, either in a precolonial context or in a
Christian interpretation (see section 3.2.1):°

(2) Temaka etapu, temaka pe li-tamava ene.
place sacred  place REL 3pl-worship ANA

‘A sacred place is one where rituals are performed.’ [Tnu.IP1-05b]

8. The link https://doi.org/10.24397/pangloss-0003352#S68 provides direct access to the sentence
whence this example is taken, including the audio.

9. Glosses follow the Leipzig glossing rules. Additional glosses include the following: ANA, ana-
phoric; ART, noun article; BKG, background aspect; CPLT, complete aspect; HUM, gender classi-
fier for humans; 1PFv, imperfective; IRR, irrealis; LOC, locative; NPL, nonplural; OBL, oblique;
ORIG, originative; POT, potential, PROH, prohibitive; POT, potential; QUOT, quotative; REL, rel-
ativizer; STAT, stative aspect; SBJV, subjunctive.
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(3) Enga eo etapu.

name your sacred

‘hallowed be Thy name’ [Tnu.Father.02]

Along with those lexical senses, Teanu has also grammaticalized etapu as a
general prohibitive marker:

(4) U-madau etapu.

2s:Irr-fear  PROH

‘Don’t be afraid!’ [Tnu.Treasure.07]'°

Such grammaticalization, from an adjective meaning ‘unapproachable’ or
‘holy’ to a general prohibitive, illustrates what can be described as the
“secularization” of the root *tabu, as we also saw for Bislama. These illustrate
a mundane sense ‘forbidden,’ that can apply to just any action.

While such borrowings are instructive in themselves, it is unclear if their
polysemy was inherited from POcC or from their Polynesian source, or if it
reflects a local development. For example, the general meaning of prohibitive
is sometimes reported for Polynesian languages (Bender and Beller 2003), but
it does not show up in non-Polynesian languages of Vanuatu. Likewise, the
dimension of kinship illustrated in (1) was only found in Teanu, and not
observed in other non-Polynesian languages.

Given that we wish to explore the semantics of *tabu outside Polynesian,
it is thus methodologically cautious to concentrate on forms that are not bor-
rowings, but directly inherited from their Oceanic ancestor.

2.3. REGULAR SOUND CHANGE, A KEY FOR IDENTIFYING THE
PROPER REFLEXES. Since the times of POC, many words have gone
through drastic change both in form and in meaning, making them at times dif-
ficult to identify. It may, therefore, be useful to explain our method for detecting
with confidence the target words of this research. For example, Mwotlap has a
verb /tam/ ‘respect,” and a noun /netekp¥/ ‘graveyard’: do they both reflect POc
*tabu? or is only one of these two words a suitable candidate—and if so,
which one?

The POC root *tabu can be reconstructed based on reflexes in a large number
of Oceanic languages. Thus, Blust and Trussel (2021) reconstruct a POC ety-
mon of the form */tabu/ (spelled *tabu), with a prenasalized bilabial /™b/; and
assign it the meaning ‘forbidden, taboo.” (They also propose an earlier etymon
*tambu at the level of PCEMP, with the same gloss.) In many conservative lan-
guages, the root is easy to recognize, both in its form or meaning. These authors
cite Gela (Solomons) fambu ‘forbidden, taboo, sacred+’; or Wayan Fijian tabu
‘forbidden, prohibited; sacred, holy.’

There is discussion whether the POc etymon should be reconstructed with a
final consonant, that would have been retained in a handful of modern Oceanic
languages yet lost everywhere else. Blust (1978:216) once proposed to

10. Audio link: https://doi.org/10.24397/pangloss-0003269#S7.
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reconstruct *tabus for the level of Proto Eastern Malayo-Polynesian (PEMP),
an ancestor of POc. As far as Vanuatu is concerned, Lynch (2001:302) recon-
structs *tabur for Southern Vanuatu, based on such forms as tompor ‘holy,
sacred’ in Sye (Crowley 2000:137); supporting evidence from Malakula
includes Nasarian na-tabara and Lendamboi a-ta"bara, both meaning ‘tomb’
(Charpentier 1982:2.1.7)."" A putative etymon */ta"bur/ is not implausible:
knowing that all other languages of north-central Vanuatu have regularly lost
POc final consonants, they would regularly reflect that protoform as */tambu/
anyway. Yet knowing that Oceanic languages sporadically insert nonetymo-
logical consonants to their word endings (see Evans 2003:220), it might be the
case that the final *r results from a local development. Based on such a small
set of reflexes, it is difficult to reconstruct a final consonant all the way
to POc.

In the remainder of this article, I will follow common usage (e.g., Blust and
Trussel 2021; Clark 2009:186) and refer to the etymon simply as *tabu.

Among the 138 Oceanic languages that are spoken in Vanuatu (Francois
et al. 2015), map 1 (section 1.2) shows those that are cited in the present study.
These languages vary in how drastically they have been affected by sound
change since their reconstructed POC ancestor. Conservative forms include
tapu ‘taboo, proscription, forbidden...” in Kiai (Santo; Clark 2009:186-87),
which is unproblematic in form and meaning.

By contrast, it takes more effort to realize that efev ‘burial ground, grave’ in
the Sakao language of Santo Island is also a reflex of the same root */ta”bu/.
This is less easy to detect, due to the changes in meaning as well as in phono-
logical form: /etev/ shows loss of the etymon’s final vowel; change of the
stressed vowel *a > /e/ by umlaut (Guy 1977); lenition of the stop *™b to
a fricative /v/; and morphological accretion of the V- article to the word
(cf. Touati 2015): */(n)a tambu/ > */a-tapu/ > */o-tef/ > /etefd/. Yet, all these
changes can be shown to be regular in the phonological history of Sakao.

And indeed, this principle of regular sound correspondences provides the
key to identifying with certainty the reflexes of a particular protoform.

The initial consonant *t remained /t/ in most Vanuatu languages, yet it
changed to /°d/ in Namakir (*/tabu/ > /»dam/) and to a trill // in Araki:
*/tambu/ > /rapu-/. This change is systematic in Araki: for example, *tama- >
/rana/ ‘father’; *tani(s) > /rani/ ‘weep’; *toka > /roho/ ‘stay’ (Frangois 2002).
In Vera’a, *t is usually reflected by a glottal stop /?/ (Frangois 2016:31): thus, a
reflex of *tabu is a form /2u™bu/ (see section 3.1.2).

Duhamel (2021) provides a detailed discussion of a term sabuga /sa™buya/
in Raga. She follows Clark (2009:186-87) in seeing it as a reflex of *tabu, in
spite of the word’s unexpected form (irregular change *t > /s/, unproductive
suffix /-ya/). The present study will follow Duhamel and Clark’s proposal,
and present /sa™buya/ as a reflex of *tabu. Note, however, that neighboring
Apma has a form sambak ‘forbidden, sacred; holy; virgin’ (Gray and

11. I am grateful to John Lynch (p.c., November 2020) for directing me toward these two forms.
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Temwakon 2012) which is most probably cognate with Raga sabuga, but less
likely to be a reflex of *tabu. This suggests sabuga might reflect a different
etymon after all.

Many North Vanuatu languages historically went through a change in phono-
tactics, as a sequence of two open syllables *C;V;C,V, lost its final vowel,
and changed to a closed syllable /C;VC,/. Hence, */tambu/ > */tamb#/ > (Dorig)
/tamb/, (Mota) /tap/, and so on. In many languages, the new coda position
led the prenasalized stop to deoralize (Frangois 2016:31). This regular change
*.mp > /-m/ is reflected in Koro /téam/, Mwerlap /no-tom/, Namakir /*dam/.

In the northernmost islands, a rounded vowel tended to cause a preceding
bilabial stop to assimilate, leading to a labiovelar release: */™bu/ > */mb“u/. The
complex segment then became both velarized and devoiced: */mb%/ > */mghv/ >
/kp¥/. This is how, for example, Mwotlap regularly reflects the noun
*/na tambu/ (with article *na) as modern /ne-tekp™/. The two Torres languages
later delabialized their labial-velar phonemes, yielding a /k*/ segment: this is
how the regular reflex of */tambu/ in Hiw and Lo-Toga is a form /tokw/.!?

In the whole area, the process of final-vowel apocope was preceded by a
change in the quality of the preceding stressed vowel, in a general process
of umlaut or metaphony (Francois 2005a). A sequence *a4Cu in POC (where
C represents any consonant) yielded vowel reflexes that differed across lan-
guages, yet were regular within each language. Compare the reflexes of
*/tambu/ in a selection of Torres and Banks languages (arranged here in a north-
west to southeast order) with the reflexes of a similar etymon, */paRu/ ‘hibis-
cus’ (Francois 2013:192):

(5) *tabu /tambu/ ‘forbidden, taboo+’: _
Hiw /tak“/; Lo-Toga /tok*/; Mwotlap /ne-tekp“/; Mota /tap/;
Dorig /ta:mb/; Koro /té€am/; Mwerlap /no-tom/.
(6) *paRu ‘hibiscus’:
Hiw /Padr/; Lo-Toga /Bor/; Mwotlap /ne-Pej/; Mota /far/; Dorig /pa:r/;
Koro /péar/; Mwerlap /no-paer/.

The reliance on regular sound change is an important principle inherited
from the Comparative method. Thanks to this principle, we can be confident
that, for example, the form /ns-tskApW/ qualifies as a reflex of */tambu/, because
the sound changes it reflects are all regular in Mwotlap—including the velari-
zation */mb/ > */mbv/ > /kp*/ before a rounded vowel, or the particular pattern
of metaphony (umlaut) whereby *aCu is always reflected by /e/.

This criterion is helpful not only in identifying positive reflexes, but also in
ruling out tempting yet false candidates. For example, Mwotlap has a verb /tam/
meaning ‘love, esteem, respect.” At first glance, a form like /tam/ might have
looked like a possible reflex of */tambu/, since we saw that syllable-final *™b is

12. For a similar example, the POC etymon *tumbu- ‘grandparent’ is reflected as /tupu-/ in Mota,
/tumbu-/ in Koro, /t"bu-/ in Dorig, /?u™bu-/ in Vera’a ...—but as /itkp*u-/ in Mwotlap, and
/tuk"u/ in Lo-Toga (Frangois 2005a:501).
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often reflected as /m/; as for its meaning, it wouldn’t be implausible for a word
meaning ‘respect’ to have some semantic relation with ‘forbidden, taboo’,
which in turn would have shed light on the semantic evolution of *tabu words.
However, this hypothesis can be disproven in this case, by taking regular cor-
respondences into account. In Mwotlap, a vowel /a/ never reflects a sequence
*aCu; it can only have its origin in a sequence *aCe, *aCa, or *4Co (Francois
2005a:490).

As far as this word /tam/ is concerned, comparison with Hiw /tep/ or Vurés
/ftiam/ (same meaning), combined with knowledge of regular vowel corre-
spondences in the region, allow us to reconstruct with confidence a protoform
*/tambe/ rather than */tambu/:

(7) *tabe “to love, esteem, respect” > Hiw tep; Lo-Toga tep; Mwotlap tam;
Lemerig ?ap; Vurés tiam ...

This is in fact the same etymon as the *tabe ‘love, honour’ reconstructed
by Clark (2009:186) based on languages further south. This *tabe might be
a metaphorical extension of another verb *tabe ‘lift, raise’ (ibid.); at any rate,
it is unrelated to *tabu.

By applying this principle of regular sound correspondences, it is possible to
identify with certainty reflexes of *tabu in twenty-five languages of Vanuatu
(map 1); the relevant forms are listed in Appendix B. As regards other lan-
guages of the archipelago, I consulted various lexicographic sources (Lynch
[1977] for Lenakel; Crowley [2006b] for Tape; Guérin [2009] for Mavea;
von Prince [2017] for Daakaka; Malau [in press] for Vurés), yet have not iden-
tified any reflex of *tabu in any of them. In some cases, this may be caused by
limited data; but this may also be due to the actual loss of that etymon from
modern lexicons, resulting from historical processes of lexical replacement
(section 4.3). Several publications discussing taboo-like concepts in parts of
Vanuatu (e.g., for Pentecost: Jolly [1996] on Sa; Duhamel [2021] on Raga)
cite modern words for ‘taboo’ whose etymology reflects a different root,
such as *kona or *rogo. In spite of their interest, such forms fall outside the
scope of the present study, which is exclusively concerned with reflexes
of *tabu.

3. THE MEANINGS OF *tabu REFLEXES IN VANUATU. Now that we
have secured our list of relevant forms (and ruled out deceptive candidates), we
can proceed to an analysis of their modern meanings.

From this point onward, each new sense we identify of *tabu reflexes will be
identified by a number (meaning 1, meaning 2...); this will be useful when we
draw semantic maps in our final discussion (sections 4 and 5).

3.1. PROSCRIPTION AND BAN.
3.1.1. Forbidden. Reflexes of *tabu in modern languages are sometimes used
as adjectives, sometimes as verbs, and sometimes as nouns. If we first examine
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the reflexes used as adjectives,'> a widespread meaning is “(place, thing) off
limits, unapproachable, forbidden”:

bl

(8) *tabu > MEANING 1 ‘(place, thing) off limits, unapproachable, forbidden’:
Hiw tog; Lo—Toga toq; Lehali pu; Mota tapu ‘taboo, unapproachable,
not to be touched’; Raga sabuga; Tamabo fambu ‘forbidden’; Namakir
daka-tam; Nafsan tap.

In spite of the English translation as ‘forbidden’ or ‘prohibited,” adjective-
like reflexes of *tabu in Vanuatu normally do not refer to the trivial sense of the
word, as when someone, for example a parent, prohibits a certain action to their
children. Rather, reflexes of *tabu generally entail an aura of spiritual signifi-
cance: if a place or thing is *tabu ‘forbidden, unapproachable,’ that is usually
because they are associated with magical or spiritual forces. We will come back
to these meanings (‘sacred, holy...”), as they are central to the whole family of
meanings associated with reflexes of *tabu.

That said, the secular, mundane interpretation ‘forbidden [of any action]’ is
not entirely absent from *tabu reflexes in Melanesia. This is particularly the
case, as we’ll see now, with transitive verbs derived from *tabu.

3.1.2. Setting up a ban. In some languages, the root *tabu can be directly
used as a causative verb, meaning ‘make s.th. forbidden, prohibit’:

(9) *tabu > MEANING 2 ‘[V] prohibit, set apart’: Mwerlap tom.

Other languages, though, combine the radical with derivational affixes.
For example, Mota encodes this meaning using a derived form fapug
/tapu-y/ ‘[v.] to make tapu; [n.] a mark of tapu’ (Codrington and Palmer 1896:
199).

Other North Vanuatu languages render the causative meaning as *tabua.
The latter form is not attested as such, but it can be computed thanks to the
Comparative method and to regular sound correspondences. Indeed, such
modern forms as Mwotlap #6¢o /tokp¥o/ or Vera’a ‘ubu(a) /2u™bu ~ urbuu/
point to a trisyllabic etymon *tabua:

(10) *tabu — *tabu—a > MEANING 3
‘[v] ban access to a place by standing up a conventional sign’:
Mwotlap foqo; Vera’a ‘ubué ‘put up a ban (on an area)’.

This reconstruction will be confirmed by the Mota form tapua in (14). The
final (reconstructed) vowel in *tabua points to a fossilized 3sG suffix -a.

The type of prohibition mentioned here does not imply any form of sacred-
ness. Banning access to an area using a conventional sign is a regular practice
that people carry out when they wish to indicate ownership of a place—
typically, a house, a garden (11), a fishing spot on the reef (12), or a group

13. Torres-Banks languages have a category of adjectives that is distinct both from nouns and from
verbs: see Frangois (2003:48-53) for Mwotlap, Malau (2016:118) for Vurés, Francois (2017)
for Hiw.
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of trees (13), that they wish to reserve for themselves. These examples are from
my Mwotlap and Vera’a corpora:

(11) MworLAP
No mal toqé mahé goh ke,
Isg cpPLT ban  place this here

n-et tit-kalbat vehte.
ART-person NEG:POT;—enter NEG:POT;

‘I’ve put up a ban on this place, nobody can come in.’
[Mtp.Wild-boy.063]™
(12) MwoOTLAP
Ige mal toqé né-ne€lmet.
people CPLT ban  ART-reef

‘They’ve put up a ban on the reef.’ [Mtp.AP2-184]
(13) VERA'A

Maro-mrué ga ’ubu gor eén= ’uvu far.

uncle-2du STAT ban (prevent) ART= tree  Canarium

“Your uncle has put a ban on the Canarium trees.’ [Vra.Cave.03]"

The way such bans are announced is by means of a conspicuous sign made
of'aleaf (e.g., a coconut palm, cycas palm, or cordyline leaf) that the owner puts
up at the entrance of the area in question for everyone to see. By metonymy, the
verb *tabu or its derivative is sometimes converted to a noun to refer to the
(abstract) ban, or to the actual sign itself:

(14) *tabu — *tabu-a > MEANING 4 ‘[N] a ban imposed on a given area; a
sign set up to make that ban known’: Mwotlap na-tg6; Mota tapua ‘a
thing or place made taboo; a mark or sign set up.’

Figure 1! is a picture of such a ban sign (Mwotlap na-tqé [natkp*o]), made
of a wooden stick wrapped in coconut leaves. This sign was set up on a rock
above the lagoon of Motalava island, with the effect of prohibiting all fishing
activities in the area, so as to allow fish to reproduce for a period.

The two Torres languages have lost trace of any causative verb, but have a
noun that also points to a protoform *tabua. These nouns refer to the enclosure
dedicated to men’s initiation rituals:

(15) *tabu — *tabu-a > MEANING 5 ‘[N] an area or enclosure with restricted
access; especially enclosure reserved for men’s initiation rituals’:
Hiw teqd; Lo-Toga tege.

The semantic link between (10), (14), and (15) is one of metonymy: first, a
metonymy between the action ‘to ban access’ and the sign used to indicate that
ban; second, a metonymy between such an action and a special area or enclo-
sure affected by that restriction, in a religious context. As we will see in

14. Audio link: https://doi.org/10.24397/pangloss-0007411#S63.
15. Audio link: https://doi.org/10.24397/pangloss-0003326#S3.
16. Photo A. Francois, Motalava island, 2011.
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FIGURE 1. A ‘TABOO’ SIGN MEANT TO BAN FISHING ACTIVITIES
IN THE LAGOON FOR A PERIOD.

section 3.2.2, Torres languages indeed strongly associate the root *tabu with
initiation rituals.

3.1.3. Forbidden mention. One particular type of prohibition is one that pre-
vents speakers from mentioning a particular topic of conversation. This is the
sense closest to faboo in modern English:

(16) *tabu > MEANING 6 ‘[ADJ] taboo, not to be mentioned lightly in public’:
Hiw toq; Lo-Toga toq; Lehali tpu; Dorig tab; Koro tim.

This sense is illustrated by this sentence in Lo-Toga:

(17) Lo-Toca

Ne siga in na toq hiarét, dege tat
ART thing ANA STAT taboo INTSF  lincipl NEG:IRR

ho vese teltél vete pe qere wureri
POT mention around place REL HUM:PL children

mi gerqerg€ ve tog’ &.

and HUM:FEM:PL IPFV stay ANA:OBL

“This topic is extremely taboo, you can’t just mention it lightly when
you’re surrounded by children and women.’ [Ltg.q06:18]

3.1.4. A ban against evil spirits. Durand (2014) reports on a special kind of
ban found in the culture of Merelava (Banks Islands). In the Mwerlap language,
the noun no-tom /no-tom/ (< */na tambu/) refers to a conventional sign made
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with certain plants of high symbolic power: Ficus wassa, Cycas seemannii,
Codiaeum variegatum.

Besides its ordinary use as a sign for banning, say, 