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Introduction*



We present a grammatical sketch of Wala (ISO 639-2 [lgl]), an Oceanic language spoken in west central Malaita Island, Solomon Islands. Ethnologue lists the speaker population of Wala as 7,000 (Lewis et al., 2013). Wala is also referred to as “Langalanga” in some sources. Given the source of the data (see § 1.1 below), information on dialectal variation is not available, so it is not known whether there exists more than one dialect of the language.1



1.1 Source of the data The process by which we have gathered data for this grammatical sketch of Wala is unconventional, and perhaps controversial. Source data consists almost entirely of a translation of the New Testament into Wala (Wycliﬀe Bible Translators, 2007). While there are good reasons for doubting the reliability of data from bible translations, we believe that bible translations are a good source for determining basic grammatical properties of a language. To the extent that they are of high quality, they may even be useful in determining some non-basic grammatical properties of that language.2



In this section we outline the drawbacks and the advantages of



our approach. Bible translations are unlikely to serve as a useful model of how a language is used on a day-to-day basis in the community where it is spoken. They are also unlikely to reveal much detailed information about the environment where the language is spoken. We cannot expect, for example, that a bible translation will reveal clear information about any grammaticalized system of spatial orientation based on a particular geographic locale.3 Use of a bible translation as source data also prevents all but the broadest inquiries into a language’s semantics. Some of the pitfalls of using a bible translation, however, are also found in grammars based primarily on data gathered from ﬁeldwork. A bible translation is likely to contain sentences which involve calques *



This grammar began life as a class project for a seminar on Austronesian Languages given by Matthew Dryer in Spring 2011. We would like to thank Matthew Dryer for encouraging us to continue working on the project, and for reading various drafts of the manuscript. We would also like to thank Frank Lichtenberk for his comments on an earlier draft, as well as two anonymous reviewers.



1



The Ethnologue (Lewis et al., 2013) entry does not indicate whether more than one dialect exists.



2



See Bradshaw (2001) for an example of a work using only a bible translation of Iwal to outline the basic structure of the grammar of that language. See also Dryer (2013), which resulted from the same seminar as the present work.



3



There is a suggestion from related languages that such a system is likely to be typologically interesting (e.g., Hill, 1997).



1



2 – Previous research on Wala



from the source language, and may fail to represent certain constructions and constructional possibilities. The same is true of linguistic data obtained through elicitation by means of a contact language, and the second part is also true (though to a lesser extent) for naturalistic data collected by a linguist when the corpus size is small. There are certain aspects of bible translations that put them on favorable footing with respect to data collected from ﬁeldwork. First, people who write bible translations are likely to be more ﬂuent in the relevant language than would be the average linguist doing ﬁeldwork. In the case of the Wala bible, it was prepared by a team which included native speakers of Wala trained in the orthographic system.4 The sheer size of a New Testament translation provides a very large number of examples for grammatical analysis, reducing the chance of accidental errors. Our corpus exceeds 270,000 words. Two facts can help to put this number in perspective. First, Nichols (2005) recommends that basic documentation of a language be based on a corpus of “[a]bout 100,000 running words, which appears to be the threshold ﬁgure adequate for capturing the typical good speaker’s overall active vocabulary.” Second, our corpus is comparable in size to corpora used by ﬁeld linguists to write full-length grammars: it just barely surpasses the 250,000 word corpus for Goemai gathered over the course of 14 months of ﬁeld work by Hellwig, on which her grammar was based (2011:7–8). Our corpus exceeds by almost an order of magnitude the 40,000 word corpus for Mungbam used in the ﬁrst author’s dissertation project (Lovegren, 2013). The point here is not to characterize with any exactness the evidential base of grammars recently completed by ﬁeld linguists, but rather to draw attention to the fact that, though we have not had the convenience of relying on exploratory elicitation in drawing our conclusions, our corpus is of comparable size, and often larger than, the body of texts on which most descriptive grammars rest. Nevertheless, the conclusions of this work must be considered tentative, given the nature of the data. We put forward this work as a way of providing useful data for language scholars where none was before, with hopes that it will be useful for ﬁeldworkers or native linguists interested in making a more complete description of the language. We also hope that our work might be of interest within the community where Wala is spoken.



1.2 Previous research on Wala The amount of available linguistic information about Wala is limited. In fact, its extent can be more or less exhaustively summarized in this short section. The PARADISEC archive contains recordings of three short Wala narratives (Capell (recorder), 1960), though these are untranslated and not accompanied by any notes. We comment brieﬂy on these recordings in § 2. Tryon and Hackman (1983) give transcriptions for basic vocabulary items of the language. Tryon and Hackman’s data are considered by Lichtenberk (1988) in classifying Wala among other MalaitaCristobal languages. Damutalau (2000) is a short paper written by a native speaker of Wala which deals with the lexical semantics of Wala verbs referring to cutting and breaking events. The authors of the present work have produced a sketch grammar as part of a class project in early 2011, though that work is completely superceded by the present one. 4
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There are two published sources of Wala data that we know of which have apparently been created not for an audience of linguists, but for the purpose of making information about Christianity available to Wala speakers. The ﬁrst is a set of recordings of bible stories and Christian sermons, almost thirty minutes in total, accompanied by English translations (n.a., 1978). We have not had the opportunity to consult these recordings in any detail since they came to our attention relatively late in the process of preparing this manuscript. The second is a written translation of the New Testament into a Wala orthography (Wycliﬀe Bible Translators, 2007), on which we base the present description.



1.3 Methods The complete text of the Wala New Testament was copied into a computer database, with each verse constituting a record. Similarly formatted databases were prepared for the authorized King James version (KJV), the Japanese Colloquial (Koogoyaku) version, and the Latin Vulgate version. A set of command-line programs were written in Perl and used to facilitate access to the corpus. One group of programs was used to build, maintain and search a wordlist with part of speech information and relevant notes on individual lexical items. A second group of programs was used to implement a regular-expression enabled search of the Wala text. These programs interfaced with the lexical database to allow for the use of part-of-speech variables in search strings. A ﬁnal set of programs was used to print search results in context, with or without parallel text from the KJV, Japanese or Vulgate versions. The ability to tokenize and count matches was also built in. While most grammatical patterns could be drawn out from the Wala text and the parallel L2 text alone, we would like to point out that our analysis likely would not have proceeded to the point that it did without the heuristic guidance we received from many published descriptions of other, better-described Malaita-Cristobal languages, including comprehensive grammars (Capell, 1971; Hill, 2011; Keesing, 1985; Lichtenberk, 2008b), dictionaries (Fox, 1974; Keesing, 1975; Lichtenberk, 2008a), and shorter articles on individual topics (Ivens, 1929; Lichtenberk, 2006, 2007, 2011). We also beneﬁtted from various comparative studies set in a broader Oceanic perspective (Clark, 1973; Durie, 1988; François, 2005; Lichtenberk, 1985, 1988, 1991, 2000a,b, 2002, 2005, 2007, 2009, 2010, 2011; Moyse-Faurie and Lynch, 2004; Moyse-Faurie, 2007). While typological comparisons do not at any point substitute for argumentation based on Wala data, we have often found it opportune to use descriptions of related languages in formulating initial guesses while exploring possible analyses for our Wala data. The theoretical framework within which this study is made is that of Basic Linguistic Theory (Dixon, 2010), although concepts and terminology from Role and Reference Grammar (Van Valin, 2005) are sometimes resorted to when they prove useful in making a clear and simple description. Tree diagrams are used occasionally to aid in presenting constituent structure. The English translations we give in the examples are based on the text of the King James Bible, but we have altered most of these to provide clearer and more direct equivalents of the Wala sentences. Following the English translation is a reference to the book, chapter, and verse in the Wala New Testament from which the example was drawn. Bible books are abbreviated in accordance with the recommendations of the Chicago Manual of Style.



2



Phonology



Since our data is comprised almost entirely of text in an orthographic representation, our understanding of most aspects of the language’s phonology is very limited. In this chapter we summarize ﬁndings based on the analysis of two short sound clips we have obtained of narratives told by a Wala native speaker (§ 2.1). We also present results from two frequency-based investigations considering written forms found in our corpus as primary data (§§2.2 – 2.3).



2.1 Wala audio data 2.1.1 Description of source materials The ﬁrst of the two audio samples is a two minute sound clip of a Wala speaker named Pio, a church leader from Guaidalo village and a member of the bible translation team, reading several verses from the book of John, recorded in 2011.1 An IPA transcription of the full recording is given in appendix A.1. The second recording is an approximately ﬁve minute long recording made by Arthur Capell (1960), and housed in the PARADISEC archives. It contains three short untranslated narratives told by one speaker whose name is not known. The titles are spoken in English by Dr. Capell immediately before each text begins. The texts are a version of the Lord’s Prayer and of the Apostle’s Creed, as well as a folk tale called ‘The boys and the coconuts’. Though the two recordings were collected about 50 years apart from each other by diﬀerent researchers, they seem to be representative of speech of the “same” community: we were able to analyze most of Capell’s untranslated texts based only on our experience analyzing the more recent bible translation. We detect only two phonetic diﬀerences between the two recordings. First, in the earlier recording, the sound corresponding to the grapheme sounds more like a labialized velar than it does a labial velar. Second, the 1960 recording has trisyllabic words consisting of three light syllables, where the second syllable is stressed. Our analysis based on the 2011 recording (§ 2.1.3) would predict stress on the ﬁrst syllable instread. Two excerpts from the 1960 texts are given in (2-1) – (2-2), together with a passage from the Lord’s Prayer of the current bible translation in (2-3), to illustrate the diﬀerence in wording. (2-1)



'E too a-la



me 'au,



ka tofu-a



fe liu



gi. Wela gi ka gou-ﬁ-a



3SG have at-3.PERS CLF machete SEQ cut.down-3.OBJ CLF coconut PL



child PL SEQ drink-TR-3.OBJ



kwai li. water DEF



‘He had a machete, and cut down the coconuts. The boys drank the water.’ (Capell (recorder), 1960:The boys and the coconuts) 1



We are thankful to Cynthia Rollins of SIL Solomon Islands for making this data available to us.
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6 – Wala audio data



(2-2)



ko



kwate 'amami



fana 'ami



2SG.SEQ give



1EXCL.PL.BEN food



ta'a



tau-a



'ami



tara'ela, ?? ko



1EXCL.PL day



bulono-si-a



me 'are



?? 2SG.SEQ forget-TR-3.OBJ CLF thing



?? gi



be.bad 1EXCL.PL do-3.OBJ ?? PL



‘…give us our food [each] day, and forget the bad things that we have done…’ (Capell (recorder), 1960:The Lord’s prayer)



(2-3)



'O kwate-a mae fa-mami



fana 'e



2SG give-3.OBJ hither DAT-1EXCL.PL.PERS food



kwailufa 'ali-a forgive



ta'a-na



'amami



totolia fe atoa 'e



DEM.PROX be.able CLF day



li.



'O



DEM.PROX DEF 2SG



gi



INS-3.OBJ be.bad-NMLZ 1EXCL.PL.NSBJ PL



‘Give to us food that is suﬀicient for this day. Forgive our wickednesses…’ (Mt 6:11–12)



2.1.2 Sound correspondences of graphemes In this section we give the approximate sound values of the graphemes, based on the 2011 recording. A complete transcription in IPA is included in appendix A.1. Table 2.1: Correspondences between graphemes and approximate phonetic values. grapheme diﬀers from the IPA symbol, the grapheme is enclosed in angle brackets.



When the



Consonants p (?) b ɸ m



t d s n l r



k ɡ



k͡p ɡ͡b (?) 



ʔ 
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