
Whitesands Echo Subject in Clause Linkage 
In this paper, I investigate clause linkage in the Oceanic language Whitesands (ISO: TNP). 
Whitesands, like its sister languages of the southern Vanuatu sub-group, uses a switch 
reference-like system called the Echo Subject (ES) (see Lynch 2001:177 and Crowley 
2002:201). I first present a general description of the system in its most canonical forms for 
Whitesands. I then attempt to harmonize the ES system into the RRG theoretical framework, 
focusing on the layered structure of the clause in complex sentences. Of particular interest 
is how both arguments and the selected operators are shared across the complex structures. 
I address the following questions: Does the ES system support RRG predictions (see Van 
Valin and LaPolla 1997:49 and Van Valin 2005:201-2) that operators further from the 
nucleus will be first shared in complex sentences? What type of complex clause 
arrangements can the ES be used in? 

Whitesands is a head-marking language with a pragmatically unmarked SVO word order. 
There is prefixing on the predicate making a distinction of subject person (1EXCL, 1INCL, 2, 
3), number (SG, DU, TR, PL) and various TAM distinctions (the primary tense axis 
distinguishes PAST from NONPAST). In (1) we can see the agreement between the nominal 
argument ilau ‘3DU’ and the prefixing k-am-w- ‘3-PST-DU-’. 

(1) ilau k-am-w-atul  pen ukunu 
3DU 3-PST-DU-stand  GOAL3 here 
They (DU) stood here.hi_full_3013 

The m- ‘ES’ inflection is prototypically used when two adjacent predicates share the same 
reference for the subject. The m- replaces the person agreement and tense operators in the 
second clause. In (2) the m- indicates co-reference of the subject of the predicate with the 
subject of the preceding predicate with no other tense or person operators present. In a 
prototypical alternative, a different subject clause such as (3), full inflection –both person 
agreement and tense– is required on both predicates (even if there is no overt nominal 
reference). 

(2)  ia-am-ø-uven  apaha iVila  kani m-ø-uven apaha itehi 
 1EXCL-PST-SG-go LOC Port.Vila and ES-SG-go  LOC saltwater 
 I went to Port Vila and went to the beach.fn2_29 

(3) ia-am-ø-ek  kapiel apiapwei kani t-us  nelma-k 
 1EXCL-PST-SG-touch stone hot  and 3SG.NPST-bite hand-1SG 
 I touched a hot stone and it burnt me (lit. it bit my hand).fn2_49 



However, there is varying behaviour with the aspect and number operators. The data 
suggests that, despite the indication of co-reference, number operators are near obligatory 
across ES clauses. In (4) and (6) the number operator l- ‘TRIAL’ is explicit in all predicates. 

(4) k-l-eni   ama m-l-eru 
1INCL.NPST-TRIAL-say just ES-TRIAL-see 
We (TRIAL.INCL) just talked and saw.ALL01_261 

Further, Whitesands clearly makes a morphological distinction between aspect and tense 
that is further reinforced in the behaviour of adjacent clauses. While tense is obligatorily 
shared, aspect is not: it can be differentially marked with ES clauses as in (5), or indeed not 
marked on either clause as in (2) and (4). 

(5) in t-at-atiŋ ama … kani m-ø-uven m-at-ø-ol             skul 
 3SG 3SG-PROG-live only … and ES-SG-go ES-HAB-SG-make   school 
 He has just been living … and he goes to school.ALL01_134 

Finally, illocutionary force ‘IF’ is also shared across ES clauses. Examples (2) and (4) above 
show declarative IF being shared between an antecedent and the ES predicate. In contrast, 
an imperative clause is marked by the absence of tense and person as in (6). It is clear that 
these too can be chained together using the ES. In fact out of context the ES clause m-l-
amnəm ‘ES-TRIAL-drink’ in (6) is formally no different from m-l-eru ‘ES-TRIAL-see’ in (4). 

(6) ø-l-ua  m-l-amnəm 
 IF-TRIAL-come ES-TRIAL-drink 
 Come (TRIAL) and drink!fn2_62 

The data from the Whitesands ES system appears to support the most of the RRG predictions 
of co-subordinate clause operator sharing. In particular, I show that number is obligatorily 
marked with the ES and aspect is, at the least, optional in ES clauses. Contrastingly, it is 
clear that without the antecedent clause, an ES clause is ambiguous for illocutionary force, 
tense and person. Thus, this under-specification of illocutionary force, tense and person 
shows that they must be shared and therefore ES exemplifies clausal co-subordination. 
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