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Abstract 

Doku [lgr] speakers produce what they describe as “heavy” sounds. A study of reduplication in the lan-
guage reveals that these are the result of vowel syncope in CV~ reduplicants. While reduced reduplica-
tion of this type is not uncommon in Oceanic languages, Doku is the only language in the Southeast Solo-
monic subgroup that shows evidence of the phenomenon. As interesting as this is, perhaps more interest-
ing is the fact that reduced reduplication creates a favourable environment for stressed vowel syncope in 
Doku. Interaction with papers by Blevins (2005, 2008, 2009) and Blust (2007) on the subject does not 
lead to a satisfying solution to this “unnatural and extremely rare” (Blevins 2008:16) behaviour. As such, 
the case of Doku stressed vowel syncope in environments of reduced reduplication deserves considera-
tion in any further study of the matter. 

 
The Conference On Oceanic Linguistics (COOL) is a one week conference held every two to three 

years. Only one session runs at a time, so people can attend all the presentations. Participants look for-
ward to these times of focused interaction and renewed friendships. July 10–15, 2017, the 10th Confer-
ence On Oceanic Linguistics (COOL10), Honiara, Solomon Islands, was co-sponsored by the Solomon Is-
lands National Museum, led by Tony Heorake, Museum Director, and the Solomon Islands Translation 
Advisory Group (SITAG), led by Karen Ashley, as Conference Coordinator. COOL10 papers are published 
as a mini-series in SIL LCDD, issue numbers 41–50, as Proceedings of the conference. The co-editors of 
these issues also have connections to SITAG: Brenda Boerger, as a former member, and Paul Unger, as a 
current member 
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Abbreviations 

C   consonant 
dir   directional 
IMP   imperative 
k.o.   kind of 
LOC  locative 
N   noun 
NEG  negative 
PAN  Proto-Austronesian 
PMP  Proto-Malayo-Polynesian 
POC  Proto-Oceanic 
PS  possessive 
RDP  reduplication 
SG   singular 
V   vowel 
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1 Introduction 

Doku1 [lgr] speakers from all dialects (of which there are four) and from a range of demographics (fe-
male and male, youth and elder) produce what they describe as “heavy” sounds. While it is not known 
when it started, Doku people have been producing “heavy” sounds since at least 1953, as a recording by 
WWII hero Jacob Vouza (1953) demonstrates.2 We became aware of this phenomenon early on in our 
fieldwork, but it was a Doku dialect survey (Unger and Yue 2011) that provided the data for the present 
analysis of word-initial geminate consonants in the language. 

It was of a “heavy” /t/ sound that one Doku speaker said (in SI Pijin), “Olsem tang hemi pas lelebet 
long bihaen long tit bifoa yu saonem wod ia,” that is, “It’s like the tongue is a little bit stuck behind the 
teeth before you sound the word.” For example, a Doku speaker would describe the sound quality of 
mmala ttupa in (1) as “heavy” when compared to the normally weighted mala tupa: 
 

(1) normal  “heavy” 
 mala tupa ~ mmala ttupa 
 ‘naked nut’  ‘lightweight [for] jumping’ 

 
The potential of a significant semantic difference between a normal and a “heavy” utterance makes 

it important to get this right.3 
In a process similar to numerous other Oceanic languages (Blust 2013:228), Doku’s geminate conso-

nants are the result of vowel syncope in CV~ reduplicant prefixes (i.e., CV~ → C~). However, unlike 
most other Oceanic languages with geminate consonants, those in Doku do not appear in any environ-
ment other than word initial. Doku consonants of a variety of types—voiced and voiceless stops, voiced 
and voiceless fricatives, and nasals—are all subject to gemination. As for vowels, those of all heights—
high, mid, and low—are subject to syncope. Based on available data, Doku’s geminate consonants appear 
to be unique in the Southeast Solomonic (SES) subgroup, but even more unique is the apparent stressed 
vowel syncope in disyllabic words. This seems to be an innovation not just in Oceanic, but on an even 
wider scale. 

This paper is organised as follows: Since the phenomena that this paper deals with happen in the 
context of reduplication, I begin in §2 with a brief overview of reduplication in Doku. In §3 I explore the 
nature of word initial geminates in Doku that result from vowel syncope in CV~ reduplicants. Since 
there doesn’t seem to be a name for this particular process in the literature, I refer to anti-antigemination 
of this type as “reduced reduplication” (RR). I close this section with the observation that the existence 
of geminate consonants gives Doku a conspicuous place in the Southeast Solomonic subgroup. While the 
evidence of a language change underway is interesting in its own right, of equal interest are some of the 
typological oddities that the data present, which I discuss in §4. Of particular note is stressed vowel syn-
cope in disyllabic words that results in single syllable forms. This is counter to both Blust’s (2007:10) ar-
gument for restorative disyllabism, and also to Blevins’ (2008:16) assertion that stressed vowel syncope 
is “unnatural.” Since the reduplicated form of the directly possessed local noun ta is one of the most fre-
quent targets of stressed vowel syncope in Doku, I discuss the word’s history and current status in the 
language in §4.2. In §4.3 I briefly distill a discussion that played out between Juliette Blevins (2005, 
2008, 2009) and Robert Blust (2007) about the nature of geminate consonants in Austronesian ~ Oce-
anic languages, particularly the apparent deletion of stressed vowels. And finally, after considering the 
                                                   
1 In much of the previous literature the name of the language is Lengo. This is the name in the Ethnologue 
(http://www.ethnologue.com/language/lgr), and Glottolog (http://glottolog.org/resource/languoid/id/leng1259) as 
well. However, I use the name “Doku,” as it is the language community’s preferred autonym. 
2 This is the earliest recording of Doku that we are aware of. In the first 90 seconds of the recording Vouza says, for 
example, /ttuŋgu/ (0:04.5), /ssoko/ (0:22.8), /pposo/ (0:45.5), and /ŋŋata/ (1:21.7), indicating that it is not a rare 
phenomenon in his speech. The earliest Doku document we have seen in print—the Catholic Shorter catechism of 
1917—does not show any orthographic evidence of geminate consonants. 
3 Example (1) comes from a time when my wife was watching volleyball on the sidelines with some Doku ladies. 
They said of one of the players, “E mmala ttupa” ‘He’s light for jumping’. When she, as a good language learner, par-
roted back “E mala tupa,” the ladies fell to the ground laughing, as she had just called the player a ‘naked nut’! 

http://www.ethnologue.com/language/lgr
http://glottolog.org/resource/languoid/id/leng1259
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explanations that Blevins advances, I suggest in §4.4 that, while stressed vowel syncope may be unnatu-
ral, given the other typological norms that Doku disregards in the context of reduplication, perhaps it is 
not entirely unexpected. 

2 Doku reduplication 

Doku is rich in reduplication, as well as innovative. As is commonly found in the Oceanic context, Doku 
speakers use reduplication to derive nouns from verbs and verbs from nouns, as well as to add aspectual 
(e.g., durative, iterative) or augmentative (quantity [e.g., size, number] or quality [e.g., intensity, em-
phasis]) meaning. What is less common is Doku’s word medial and word final partial reduplication, both 
of which are rare in Oceanic. 

There are a variety of patterns of reduplication in Doku: full, partial, and reduced. Example (2) pre-
sents samples of full reduplication: 
 

(2) /ɣu/ ‘shout’ → /ɣu.ɣu/ ‘shout loudly, intensely’ 
 /ŋga.ru/ ‘peel a fruit’ → /ŋga.ru~ŋga.ru/ ‘kind of skin disease’ 
 /u.ŋa-ði/ ‘shade something’4 → /u.ŋa~u.ŋa/ ‘shadow’ 

 
Stems with CV, V.CV, and CV.CV syllables reduplicate fully; CV.CV.CV stems do not. The examples 

demonstrate the reduplicative function of derivation as well as adding augmentive meaning. 
Examples of partial reduplication are given in (3): 

 

(3) a. /mu.su/ ‘kiss’ → /mu~mu.su/ ‘suck; gulp’ 
  /ndu.a.ra/ ‘pour’ → /ndu~ndu.a.ra/ ‘overflowing’ 
  /a.la/ ‘v. lead’ → /a.l~a.la/ ‘marching’ 
  /ta.ve/ ‘flow; downstream (dir.); flood’ → /tae~ta.ve/ ‘current’ 
 b. /ða.ɣa.ta/ ‘something is bad’ → /ða~ɣa~ɣa.ta/ ‘something is very bad’ 
  /pi.li.u/ ‘a bird turns an egg in the nest’ → /pi~li~li.u/ ‘someone turns one eighty, about face’ 
 c. /ta.va/ ‘hawk; sail with the wind’ → /ta.va~va/ ‘a bird soars, flares to land’ 
  /va.ðu/ ‘give birth to’ → /va.ðu~ðu/ ‘be in labour’ 

 
Partial reduplication is found in all possible positions: the examples in (3a) show word initial partial 

reduplication, those in (3b) word medial, and word final examples are in (3c). Reduplicants are of the 
type: CV, V.C, and CVV. And again, derivations and the addition of aspectual and augmentive meanings 
are evident. 

Finally, examples of reduced reduplication are shown in (4): 
 

(4) /pa.ra/ ‘hot; bamboo pitcher’ → /p~pa.ra/ ‘very hot; accuse’ 
 /ka~kau/ ‘crab; poke w/ a stick’ → /k~kau/ ‘crab; poke w/ a stick’; cf. /kau/ ‘dog’ 

 
As reduced reduplication is the focus of this paper, it will be discussed in the next section. However, 

before moving to that discussion, some of the other patterns deserve further comment. 
Like reduced reduplication in (4), one of the patterns of partial reduplication in (3a) also features 

vowel syncope, that is: /ˈa.la/ → /a.ˈl~a.la/ (ˈV.CV → V.ˈCØ~V.CV). This pattern, however, does not re-
sult in geminate consonants since there is a stem initial vowel to retain a CV syllable. There is also a pat-
tern of consonant syncope in (3a), that is: /ta.ve/ → /tae~ta.ve/ (see Blevins 2005 for an excellent anal-
ysis); but most examples of consonant syncope are fossilized in the Doku lexicon; for example,  

                                                   
4 The suffix /-ði/ is an instance of the short transitive suffix -Ci. 
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baubathu ‘promise’, ghuighuri ‘k.o. banana’, koekobe ‘defend’, vuivuni ‘start’, for which there are no corre-
sponding un-reduplicated CV.CV stems.5 

Word medial reduplication, as shown in (3b), is not common in Oceanic.6 While it isn’t highly pro-
ductive in Doku, there are a few quality words that have what looks like word medial reduplication, for 
example: 
 

(5) /madau/ ‘something is clean’ → /ma~da~dau/ ‘something is very clean’ 
 /manilu/ ‘something is sweet’7 → /ma~ni~nilu/ ‘something is very sweet’ 
 /matibu/ ‘someone looks good, attractive’ → /ma~ti~tibu/ ‘healthy life’ 
 /tangasa/ ‘someone smashes food’ → /ta~nga~ngasa/ ‘smashing (continuous)’ 

 
It could be argued that these were reduplicated before the stative verb derivative prefixes ma- and 

ta- (reflexes of POC *ma- and *ta-; see Evans and Ross 2001) were added. While this is a possibility, the 
prefixes ma- and ta- are no longer productive in Doku, and all statives that might have been derived this 
way appear to be fossilised in the lexicon; that is, there are no corresponding words without the ma- / ta- 
prefix. The examples in (3b), however, demonstrate unambiguous word medial reduplication; both 
thaghata ‘bad’ ( > POC *saqat ‘bad’) and piliu ‘a bird turns an egg in the nest’ ( > PMP *biliŋ ‘turn, re-
volve’) reflect monomorphemic words. 

According to Blust, word final reduplication is not common in Oceanic, either. Concerning the 
larger family of Austronesian he (2013:429) observes that, “Although historical examples are visible in 
derivations... suffixal syllable reduplication is rare both diachronically and synchronically. Known cases 
include [examples] from Chamorro and Yapese of western Micronesia, Manam of northeast New Guinea, 
and Sye of southern Vanuatu.” Of these, Manam and Sye are Oceanic. Based on the samples in (3c), 
Doku should be added to that short list. 

While SES languages show a fair amount of diversity in reduplication patterns, according to the 
available data, none of them practise word medial or word final reduplication. In this respect—and with 
respect to reduced reduplication—Doku is innovative in the subgroup. 

3 Reduced reduplication 

The examples in (1) and (4) above show the “heavy” sounds in Doku, that is, geminate consonants that 
are the result of vowel syncope in word initial partial reduplicants of the CV~ type. The nature of these 
will now be discussed further. 

The data for the current section come from a Doku dialect survey (Unger and Yue 2011). Partici-
pants were asked to repeat each of the 216 items in the word list three times. In some instances, the re-
sults were unexpected. Not only did we find geminate consonants, but they were always in free variation 
with singleton counterparts.  

The dialect survey data used in this paper—that presented in figure 1 and table 2—come from four 
different participants. While some of their survey samples followed the pattern found in figure 1 (that is, 
a leading geminate token followed by two singleton ones), other patterns were ‘geminate – geminate – 
singleton’, ‘singleton – geminate – singleton’, and ‘singleton – geminate – geminate’. Not once was the 
pattern uniformly ‘geminate – geminate – geminate’. This free variation is interpreted as evidence of a 
language change in process, that is to say, a change in language practise that has not yet arrived at a 
point of stasis. 

                                                   
5 The word kobe ‘area, territory, zone (e.g., a garden) marked by a boundary vovota’ is a possible exception. One 
could extend the semantic range to ‘defense’. 
6 The only other Oceanic languages that I’ve been able to find with evidence of word medial reduplication are Bali-
Vitu, Maleu, and Paamese (Ross 1998:111–112), as well as Tokelau (Hovdhaugen et al. 1989:115). Of the wider 
Austronesian family Blust (2013:428) observes that, “Reduplicative infixes, like infixes in general, are rarer than pre-
fixes or suffixes.” 
7 Possibly from PAN *(ma-)ŋilu ‘painful, as of teeth on edge from eating something very sour’? 
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A corollary of this free variation is that it is difficult to pin down any kind of motivation for reduced 
reduplication. The occurrence of singleton and geminate utterances is unpredictable; it is not confined to 
a particular context nor have we found it to have a set syntactic or semantic function—in fact, many 
times there is no semantic difference. Further research at this point is required, though given that this 
appears to be a change in process, it may take a while for reliable results to become evident. 

The free variation between /ttoka/ and /totoka/ is clearly seen in figure 1, which shows the three 
tokens—geminate – singleton – singleton—from a 50-something male’s response to the dialect survey 
item ‘to cut’. 

 
 

Figure 1. Closure duration for /tt/. 

The closure duration preceding the first token—that is, the gap between /e/ and /ttoka/—is 216 
ms, as shown by the highlighted area in figure 1. This is significantly longer than the closure duration 
preceding the second and third tokens, even though they are all consecutive responses to the same dia-
lect survey cue. Measurements of the closure durations for the four /t/s in the second and third tokens 
are given in table 1: 

Table 1. Closure duration times for /t/ 

 totoka totoka 
segment t1 t2 t3 t4 
duration (ms) 61 64 67 61 

 

The mean duration of /t/(1,2,3,4) is 63 ms, which gives a ratio of /tt/ to mean /t/(1,2,3,4) of 3.43:1. 
Given Ladefoged and Maddieson’s (1996:92) criteria of 1.5 to 3 times the closure duration of geminates 
to singletons in careful speech, it is appropriate to distinguish between singleton and geminate /t/s in a 
speech sample such as the one shown in figure 1. 

The dialect survey provided samples for geminate consonants of the classes of voiced and voiceless 
stops, nasals, and voiced and voiceless fricatives. Again, these were all in free variation, with two of the 
three tokens provided being either singleton or geminate. The samples are shown in table 2: 

Table 2. Geminate / singleton tokens in free variation 

/ˈmbbi.ði/ /mbi~ˈmbi.ði/ /mbi~ˈmbi.ði/ ‘it is cold’ 
/pa~ˈpa.ra/ /ˈppa.ra/ /pa~ˈpa.ra/ ‘it is hot’ 
/ˈkku.mbu/ /ku~ˈku.mbu/ /ku~ˈku.mbu/ ‘it is short’ 
/ma~ˈmao.ne/ /ˈmmao.ne/ /ˈmmao.ne/ ‘sand’ 
/ˈŋŋa.ta/ /ŋa~ˈŋa.ta/ /ŋa~ˈŋa.ta/ ‘it is strong’ 
/ˈssi.ŋgi/ /si~ˈsi.ŋgi/ /si~ˈsi.ŋgi/ ‘it is dry’ 
/ˈvva.na/ /ˈvva.na/ /va~ˈva.na/ ‘he shoots’8 

                                                   
8 Blevins (2009:36) observes that, “Short unstressed vowels are the canonical targets of syncope because, generally, 
unstressed vowels are shorter than stressed vowels, and short unstressed vowels are shorter than long unstressed 
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The measurements made for the sample in figure 1 were also made for the closure durations and 
ratios between singleton and geminate consonants of the dialect survey recordings represented in table 
2. The results are given in table 3: 

Table 3. Geminate / singleton closure duration ratios (in ms) 

 Geminate Singleton Ratio 
/mb/ 295 142 2.08:1 
/p/ 305 113 2.70:1 
/k/ 288 115 2.50:1 
/m/ 131 84 1.56:1 
/ŋ/ 252 99 2.55:1 
/s/ 341 116 2.94:1 
/v/ 153 85 1.80:1 

 
The ratios for the closure duration of all of these consonants are within the range that Ladefoged 

and Maddieson suggest, and attest to the existence of geminate consonants in Doku. They appear only in 
the context of reduced reduplication, that is, as the result of vowel syncope in CV~ reduplicants. 

Doku speakers “reduce” the reduplicants of mono- and disyllabic words. The syllable patterns in (6) 
represent the reduced reduplication process and show—from left to right—the form of the unredupli-
cated stem, the reduplicated form, and that which remains after a vowel has syncopated: 
 

(6)  Stem  Reduplication  Vowel syncope 
 a. ˈCV(V).CV → CV~ˈCV(V).CV → ˈCØ~CV(V).CV 
 b. ˈCV(V) → ˈCV~CV(V) → ˈCØ~CV(V) 

 
As might be expected, “reduced” syllables affect stress patterns. Reduced reduplication necessitates 

a couple of stress realignments since stress in Doku is generally on penultimate syllables.9 First, when 
reduplication happens, stress is assigned following the general pattern; that is, it remains on—or moves 
to, in the case of single syllable stems—the penultimate syllable as required. This move is shown in the 
reduplication column of (6b). Second, as the vowel syncope column of (6a) indicates, when the vowel of a 
CV~ reduplicant of a disyllabic stem is syncopated, stress is reassigned to incorporate the geminate con-
sonant (this is not required in [6b]). This shift of stress to the syllable with geminate consonants surely 
contributes to the Doku speakers’ impression that these sounds are “heavy.” 

The emergence of geminate consonants puts Doku in select company among Solomon Islands lan-
guages, and gives it a conspicuous place in the Southeast Solomonic subgroup of Oceanic languages. Of 
the seventy one living indigenous languages that the Ethnologue (2018) lists for Solomon Islands, there 
are only four with descriptions or dictionaries that mention them having geminate consonants.10 Two of 
these are Western Oceanic languages: 

  

                                                   
vowels. Cross-linguistic studies of intrinsic vowel duration show that high vowels are typically shorter than low vow-
els (Lehiste 1970), so it is not surprising that in some languages, a high vowel is the sole target of syncope.” As these 
data show, Doku targets high, low, and—as presented in the case of /te~te/ → /tte/ below—mid vowels. 
9 This is not “hard and fast.” Trisyllabic exceptions include: /ˈᵐbo.ᵐbo.lo/ ‘pomelo’, /ˈgi.li.o/ ‘dolphin’, /ˈsa.li.u/ 
‘overshoot’, /ˈsi.ᵑɡi.o/ ‘snail’, /ˈsi.mi.u/ ‘parcelling leaf’, /ˈsi.pi.u/ ‘octopus’, and /ˈva.nu.a/ ‘village’. Single syllable 
content words can also be stressed in connected speech, for example: /ˈba/ ‘go’, /ˈbe/ ‘pig’, /ˈghu/ ‘shout’, /ˈpe/ 
‘hide’, and /ˈvi/ ‘where’. 
10 According to Blust (2013:231) the evidence for Pileni (Vaeakau-Taumako [piv]) is inconclusive. Næss and 
Hovdhaugen (2011:37) report what they call “emphatic aspiration” of which they say, “Another possible source of 
aspiration is the deletion of the vowel of a reduplicated syllable, resulting in geminate consonants, which subse-
quently become aspirated single consonants.” 
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• Babatana ([baa]; Tryon and Hackman 1983:77,89) on Choiseul, and 
• Kokota ([kkk]; Palmer 2009:54-57) on Isabel; 

 

and two are Polynesian languages: 
• Bellonese ([mnv] but not Rennellese; Elbert 1988:17) south of Guadalcanal, and 
• Sikaiana ([sky]; Donner 2012) east of Malaita.11 

 
Based on available descriptions for SES languages, Doku is the only one of the 26 languages that 

comprise the subgroup that has geminate consonants.12 
Doku also seems to be in select company in terms of where geminates appear in words. Blust 

(2013:228) observes of Oceanic languages with geminates that, “Most of these languages have geminates 
both initially and medially,... [h]owever, Sa’ban of northern Sarawak and Iban of southwest Sarawak are 
typologically unusual in having geminate consonants only word-initially (Blust 2007b).” Doku also has 
geminate consonants only in word initial position. This unusual typological behaviour proves significant 
to the discussion in §4.4. 

Having provided evidence for geminate consonants which results from reduced reduplication in 
Doku, the only SES language to have them, I will now discuss the stressed vowel syncope that reduced 
reduplication gives rise to. 

4 Stressed vowel syncope 

While documenting the unique instance of geminate consonants in Southeast Solomonic is interesting, of 
equal interest is the deletion of stressed vowels in reduced reduplication. In a number of papers in the 
noughties, a discussion played out between Juliette Blevins (2005, 2008, 2009) and Robert Blust (2007) 
concerning the nature of geminate consonants in Austronesian ~ Oceanic languages, particularly the ap-
parent deletion of stressed vowels in Mussau. Doku also appears to delete stressed vowels, and since—as 
Blevins (2008:16) puts it succinctly—this is “unnatural,” the Doku data need to be considered in light of 
their discussion. 

4.1 The data: /ˈte.te/ > /ˈtte/ 

There are few single syllable content words in the Doku lexicon, and there are fewer still that provide a 
congenial context for reduced reduplication; that is to say, not all words reduplicate, let alone all single 
syllable ones. One single syllable word that frequently reduplicates and reduces, however, is the locative 
noun ta-. 
  

                                                   
11 Blust (2013:229) reports that 93 Austronesian languages have geminate consonants, including four which he lists 
for the Solomon “geographical zone.” In his (2013:231) discussion, however, he lists Bellona, Takku, Pileni, Sengga, 
Lömaumbi, and Avasö. Of the latter three, it should be noted that Tryon and Hackman (Blust’s source) list them as 
dialects of the language that they refer to as “Central-East Choiseul” (1983:20). The Ethnologue and Glottolog also 
both group Sengga, Lömaumbi, and Avasö as dialects of Babatana. Of Takku, it should be noted that it is politically 
part of Papua New Guinea, not Solomon Islands. Interestingly, Blust includes neither Kokota (Western Oceanic; 
Palmer 2009:56) nor Sikaiana (Polynesian; Donner 2012) in his discussion, both of which are described as having 
geminates. 
12 While it is beyond the scope of the present paper, the question of the origin of Doku’s geminates is intriguing. 
There is significant physical distance between Doku and the other four Solomon languages with geminate conso-
nants, which makes the idea of contact induced influence unlikely. There is also a fair bit of distance to travel up the 
language family tree—to Central-Eastern Oceanic for the Polynesian languages, and all the way up to Oceanic for 
the Western Oceanic ones—before shared branches with Doku are found. Further, I have not found any suggestion 
that geminates are a feature of Proto-Oceanic. These factors make a genetic link rather unlikely as well. 
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Figure 2 shows a sample of the word /ˈtte/ ( < /ˈte.te/):13 

Figure 2. Stressed vowel syncope. 

The sentence represented in figure 2 is analysed as: 

(7) ko mo mai mo i ttagu ko dea i tte
k-o mo mai mo i ta~ta-gu k-o dea i ta~ta-a
IMP-2SG NEG come NEG LOC RDP~N.LOC-PS.1SG IMP-2SG go LOC RDP~N.LOC-PS.3SG

‘you don’t come to me [to sort out your problem]—you go to him’

Note that in (7) both instances of ta- ‘N.LOC’—ttagu and tte—have gone through the reduced redupli-
cation process of vowel syncope. According to Blevins (2005:522), vowel loss between identical conso-
nants in Austronesian languages “is restricted to the unstressed vowel of the CV- reduplicant prefix.” 
While this adequately addresses reduplicated disyllabic stems like Doku /ˈtta.ŋgu/ (< /ta~ˈta.ŋgu/), this 
claim is difficult to maintain when the vowel of a CV~ reduplicant is stressed, as is the CV~ reduplicant 
of the single syllable stem in the word /ˈte~te/. 

The Doku word tte ‘RDP~N.LOC-PS.3SG’ found in (7) is morphologically complex; it has undergone: 
reduplication, a stress shift, direct possession, vowel raising, vowel harmony, and vowel syncope—in 
that order. As background, it is important to know that Doku has a vowel raising process which occurs 
when the 3SG possessive suffix -a is joined to a stem ending in /a/—the resulting /aa/ raises to an /e/. 
This vowel raising process triggers a vowel harmony process when applicable, such that any /a/ to the 
left is also raised, unless interrupted by a vowel other than /a/. Rules representing these processes are 
given in (8): 

(8) Doku vowel raising and harmony
1) aa → e / _a# + -a ‘PS.3SG’
2) a → e / _Ce

The examples in (9) demonstrate how these rules apply: 

(9) tina ‘mother’ + -a ‘PS.3SG’ → tine ‘his mother’
tama ‘father' + -a ‘PS.3SG’ → teme ‘her father’ ghalagha ‘up.coast’ + 
-a ‘PS.3SG’ → gheleghe ‘its up.coast side’
kabula ‘thigh’ + -a ‘PS.3SG’ → kabule ‘his thigh’ [not kebule]

13 The closure duration for /tt/ here of 204 ms (highlighted) is quite similar to the 216 ms shown for /tt/ in 
figure 1. 
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Of these examples, note gheleghe in particular. It belongs to the class of locative nouns that are 
directly possessed. 

As discussed in 4.2, ta- is a locative noun which means that it is also directly possessed; and since it 
ends in /a/, it is subject to the vowel raising process. When ta- is reduplicated, the vowel harmony pro-
cess also becomes applicable. Recall from the reduplication patterns shown in (6) that when a monosyl-
labic stem is reduplicated, stress is reassigned to follow the predominant penultimate pattern, that is: 
ˈCV(V) → ˈCV~CV(V). Putting this all together with the stem ta- looks like (10): 

(10) ˈta- + RDP → ta~ˈta- 
 ta~ˈta- + stress shift → ˈta~ta-

ˈta~ta- + -a ‘PS.3SG’ → ˈta~ta-a
ˈta~ta-a + vowel raising + harmony → ˈte~te
ˈte~te + RR → ˈtØ~te
ˈtØ~te → ˈtte.

When the reduplicant is reduced as in the word tte ‘RDP~N.LOC-PS.3SG’, the deletion of a stressed 
vowel is unexpected. 

4.2 The ‘locative noun’ ta- 

Since a form of ta- figures in the discussion of Doku stressed vowel syncope, it is worth taking some time 
to place it historically as well as in Doku currently. 

The reconstruction of POC *ta-, which Doku ta- reflects, has been adjusted over the years. Following 
Pawley (1973), Ross (1988:104) initially reconstructed it for Proto-Oceanic as the “preposition *ta- ‘loca-
tive, possessive’.”14 A few pages later he proposed that some scant evidence “implies that POC *ta- was 
originally some sort of semantically bleached inalienable locative noun” (1988:117). The evidence in 
question is the co-occurrence of the locative i and ta- plus possessive pronominal suffixes in Mussau 
(where *i ‘locative’ is reflected as e) and in Gela. Though Ross acknowledged that his data for Gela were 
limited, the Doku data are plentiful: as in (7) above, i and ta-PS regularly—though, admittedly, not al-
ways—co-occur (pace Ross 2007:284), with ta- behaving very much like the inalienable locative nouns to 
which Ross compares it.15 

Later Ross referred to *ta- as an “inalienably possessed dummy noun” (2004:185), perhaps indicat-
ing a strengthening of his view that *ta- is nominal in nature. Further evidence of a possible strengthen-
ing is that just down the page Ross called the POC “preposition” *ta- anomalous: “...‘anomalous’ because 
it was apparently the only preposition to take a possessor suffix agreeing with its governee noun phrase.” 
Most recently, Ross, Pawley, and Osmond (2007:232) describe *ta- as follows: “If such a noun was used 
in an adjunct construction it was preceded by the sequence *i ta- … In this construction *ta- was a mono-
valent semantically empty noun. In most Oceanic languages where this latter construction is reflected, 
however, *i has dropped out, leaving *ta- as a preposition.”16 

Lynch, Ross, and Crowley (2002:79) summarize that, “These facts suggest that originally *ta- was 
neither a regular preposition nor a regular possessive classifier, and there is evidence that it was in fact a 
directly possessed local noun... That is, *ta- was itself preceded by a preposition, *i ‘locative’, and was 
therefore a directly possessed noun, as the possessor suffix implies... Deletion of *i led to the  

14 Ross (1988:105) also reconstructs the reduplicated form *tata-, “used when no noun phrase follows.” 
15 According to Tryon and Hackman (1983:468), Doku is more closely related to Gela—at 60.1%—than any of the 
Guadalcanal languages. The Ethnologue (2018) lists Doku and Gela as the only two languages in the “Gela” branch of 
Southeast Solomonic. 
16 Ross (2004:187) makes the distinction between “meaning-imparting constructions” in relation to *i and *i ta- ex-
amples, calling the former “local constructions” and the latter “adjunct constructions.” The use of *ta- in a locative 
phrase added the meaning ‘identity not taken for granted’, therefore needing to be specified. While *ta- may have 
been semantically empty lexically, as part of a construction it contributed significant meaning. 
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reinterpretation of *ta- as a preposition in early Oceanic.” Presumably, retention of i would not lead to 
the reinterpretation of ta- as a preposition, and it would remain a directly possessed local noun. Since 
Doku regularly retains i ‘locative’ in the context of ta-, I continue to analyse ta- as a noun. 

4.3 The discussion between Blevins and Blust 

Blevins and Blust began their work on Austronesian syncope together but, as Blevins (2009:33, n. 1) puts 
it, “the work split seamlessly into two distinct studies.” In Blust’s (2007:10) “brief but fairly comprehen-
sive survey of known cases” of anti-antigemination in Austronesian languages, he identifies three Oce-
anic languages that appear to delete stressed vowels: Takuu, Totoli, and Mussau. Apart from resorting to 
the ad hoc solutions he advances (something he is not keen on doing), Blust (2007:31) sees no way to 
avoid the conclusion that these three languages delete stressed vowels. 

Blevins (2008) offers a variety of analyses of the Mussau data in an attempt to avoid the same con-
clusion, some phonological and some analogical. She begins with the suggestion that some words had 
historical final copy vowels that required a lexicalisation of antepenultimate stress, rather than the more 
common penultimate pattern. This means that what look like syncopated stressed vowels actually are 
not. For other words she posits that monosyllabic CV stems actually triplicate in a two-stage historical 
process, though the stress remains on the original stem (i.e., the final syllable). Again, this is different 
from the expected penultimate pattern, and means that what look like syncopated stressed vowels are 
not. And finally, she advances the theory that other apparent instances of stressed vowel deletion are ex-
plainable by analogy to “a productive pattern of reduplication in Mussau [that adds a] prefix CV- to his-
torically CV-initial forms which have undergone syncope… On the basis of these forms, other words with 
apparent CV- reduplicative prefixes could be reformed as prefixes to geminate-initial bases” (2008:11). 
In this analogical explanation as well, a conclusion that allows stressed vowel syncope is avoided. This 
enables Blevins to reaffirm her position that, “Syncope of unstressed vowels is natural and common, 
while syncope of stressed vowels is unnatural and extremely rare” (2008:16). 

4.4 The challenge of the Doku data 

On the basis of existing data, Blevins’ analyses don’t apply to single syllable Doku words that undergo 
the reduced reduplication process. In the first instance, antepenultimate stress requires a three syllable 
stem. The Doku stem in question—tete—is only two syllables before vowel syncope, and there is no indi-
cation that it was any more than that historically (see §4.2). 

The second analysis—that of triplication of a stressed monosyllable and a corresponding retention 
of syllable final stress—also doesn’t hold for the Doku data. While the single syllable stem /ˈte/ has pri-
mary stress, when it reduplicates the stress is reassigned to the penultimate syllable as /ˈte.te/ (see [6b]). 
In addition, there is no evidence that Doku ta- triplicates. 

The final analysis—analogy—also fails to account for stressed vowel syncope in Doku. As noted in 
§3, Doku is one of very few “typologically unusual” Oceanic languages with only word initial geminate 
consonants. There is only one source of geminate consonants in Doku—reduced reduplication; there is no 
historical or present context of geminate consonants in the language that could serve as an analogy to 
help explain stressed vowel syncope in Doku. 

5 Conclusion 

The Southeast Solomonic subgroup of Oceanic languages has been described as, “a seemingly very con-
servative innovation-defined subgroup, and its conservatism makes it valuable for Oceanic comparative 
studies” (Lynch, Ross, and Crowley 2002:110). It is notable, then, that the contexts of reduplication and 
reduced reduplication in Doku provide for some innovative behaviours within the subgroup, let alone 
Oceanic as a whole. In terms of reduplication, Doku has word medial and word final reduplication—both 
typological rarities in Oceanic. The Doku process of reduced reduplication also stands out in that it is the 
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only instance of vowel syncope that affects CV~ reduplicants in Southeast Solomonic. In addition, it is 
one of very few Oceanic languages that has geminate consonants only in word initial position. And,  
finally, it is perhaps the only language in Oceanic in which the process of reduced reduplication can lead 
to the deletion of a stressed vowel. If, as Blust (2007:4,27) observes, anti-antigemination is rare outside 
of Austronesian, and if, as Blevins (2008:16) asserts, syncope of stressed vowels is extremely rare, then 
Doku is in limited company indeed. 

Blevins (2008:17) concludes her paper saying, “Will further cases of phonetically unmotivated 
sound change hold up to intense scrutiny? By pooling accumulated knowledge of phonetic explanation 
and attested sound change, we may one day be able to answer this question.” While I cannot say with 
absolute certainty that there isn’t a historical explanation for the Doku data, based on that which is 
available, Doku presents an instance of stressed vowel syncope that warrants further consideration. 
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