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Numerals and Rituals in Tutuba

Maho NAITO

Abstract

More than 100 vernacular languages are spoken on the 83 islands of the Republic of Vanuatu. One of them, the
Tutuba language, is spoken by approximately 500 people on Tutuba Island. In this language, numbers over 21 are
constructed with cardinal numbers with ordinal numbers (e.g., 20 30th 1), though numbers up to 19 are constructed
with two cardinal numbers and the word that means “plus” (e.g., 10 plus 9). Since this unique counting method over 21
is different from the reconstructed Proto-Oceanic and most other cognate languages, it implies the language change
occurred in the Tutuba language itself.

In this paper, I will first introduce the numeral system in the Tutuba language. Then, I will describe when the
numbers are used in the lives of Tutuba speakers. After that, I will show how numbers over 21 are used in the
rituals or marriage ceremonies on Tutuba Island and explain the reason why such large numbers are needed at these
ceremonies. Finally, I will show the possibility that this unique counting over 21 was developed to meet the needs of
traditional rituals that require large numbers.
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