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Avoiding semantic trespass 

and etyma-larceny: 
Collaborative lexicography for 

under-resourced languages: 
An example from Vanuatu

Nick Thieberger

Introduction
In a discussion of dictionary making on Tanna (southern Vanuatu), 
Lindstrom (1985) observes that the inclusion of certain terms or senses of 
terms in a dictionary could amount to what he terms ‘semantic trespass’ 
or ‘etyma-larceny’, especially significant in cultures where knowledge 
may be owned by individuals, and so the knowledge of words and their 
meanings is not necessarily freely available in the way that a dictionary 
normally portrays them to be. While a dictionary is a seemingly innocuous 
compilation, its compiler, being a ‘harmless drudge’ as Johnson1 suggested, 
the work can become divisive within the speaker community, for example, 
if it is aligned with one family or faction within the community, or can be 

1	  A Dictionary of the English Language, by Samuel Johnson, 1735, 1755, ‘lexicographer, n.s.’, 
johnsonsdictionaryonline.com/1755/lexicographer_ns.

http://johnsonsdictionaryonline.com/1755/lexicographer_ns
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ignored due to a lack of relevance, or the wrong orthographic choice.2 One 
way to mitigate these dire outcomes is by the development of the dictionary 
as a collaborative endeavour in which as many speakers of the language as 
possible have input into the form the dictionary will take.

A dictionary of a small language3 has certain distinguishing characteristics. 
Typically, it has been the work of a linguist, usually initiated by them as a 
form of exchange for their fieldwork on the language. It is often one of the 
few written works available in the language and so enters an environment 
in which the written word is mostly associated with religious texts and the 
consequent tradition of the authority of the written word. Earlier word 
lists and translations in Nafsan, made since the 1860s, vary in their quality, 
but, nevertheless, for speakers of the language, these documents have the 
perceived authority of the true form of the language. Further, a dictionary 
will usually be the only dictionary for the language, a single edition, funded 
as part of the linguist’s grant, and unlikely to be revised for publication 
again. If a source file (the documentation dictionary as in Corris et al. 2002, 
330) for the dictionary is archived, then it leaves open the possibility that 
someone in future can resume the role of harmless drudge and prepare 
a new edition.

Collaborative language documentation has received some attention recently 
(Yamada 2007; Krajinović et al. 2019), but collaborative lexicography has 
not had the same attention in the literature. While lexicography is necessarily 
collaborative (see Anderson 2020), requiring insights into meanings and 
discovery of new terms that only speakers can provide, this is not always 
explicitly acknowledged. Stebbins (2002) is an exception, noting that the 
formation of a dictionary committee gave rise to dynamic activity involving 
a large number of colleagues and resulting in richer representation of the 
Sm’algyax language, and a wider audience for the project (2002, 75).

Sear and Turin (2021, 242) note the need to lift ‘local agency in the 
structural and discursive legacy of traditional lexicography’. This chapter 
offers observations on the local agency resulting in the production of the 

2	  Some readers may find it strange that an orthographic choice, for example, the use of one symbol 
instead of another, could render an entire dictionary unusable, reflecting some historic difference that 
continues to resonate in the community. They could reflect on an apparently trivial issue that we see in 
the culture wars in Australia over the use of terms like ‘invasion’ or ‘stolen generation’ and the way the 
use of each is prohibited by conservative commentators and can negate any curriculum that uses them. 
3	  The term ‘small’ language is from Dorian (2014). Other terms used to describe these languages 
include endangered, Indigenous, historically marginalised, or under-resourced languages (e.g. Sear and 
Turin 2021).
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Nafsan dictionary. It is offered in a spirit of praxis, which is, as Freire 
(1972, 52) says, ‘reflection and action upon the world in order to transform 
it’, recognising that too much current academic writing is divorced from 
active outcomes, apparently seeing the development of theoretical positions 
and pronouncements as sufficient ends in themselves. Further, I want to 
be clear about my role in arranging funding, ‘drudgework’ data entry and 
organisation that were central to the dictionary being produced.

Corris et al. (2002, 332), in reviewing lexicographic practices for endangered 
languages, note that ‘there is little record of negotiations between speakers of 
endangered languages and dictionary makers’. While collaborations around 
the form and content of the dictionary are clearly crucial, the amount of 
detail to be managed and the editorial attention required is probably best 
taken up by the linguist, as can also be seen in the observation by Stebbins 
(2002, 74) that her title of ‘Technical Advisor’ in the dictionary reflects that 
she was the only person who could operate the dictionary database.

Dictionaries of small languages can have particular requirements that 
distinguish them from dictionaries of mainstream languages (Mosel 2011, 
337), for example, needing development of orthographies or construction of 
a corpus (Prinsloo 2015; Spence 2021), as discussed in chapters in Frawley, 
Hill and Munro (2002) or Bartholomew and Schoenhals (1983) and a special 
issue of the Journal of Lexicography in 2011 titled ‘Dictionaries of Endangered 
Languages’ (cf. Thieberger 2011b). A more recent issue (Vol. 31, no. 2, 
2018) titled ‘Lexicography of Smaller Languages: Between Foreignism and 
Purism’ dealt with European languages that are in quite different contexts to 
small indigenous languages. Neither of these collections addresses the kinds 
of collaborative development of the dictionary discussed here.

The dictionary of Nafsan
The dictionary of Nafsan (Thieberger et al. 2021) is the result of my 
fieldwork beginning in the mid-1990s, followed by a number of village-
based workshops and the deliberations of an online discussion group. 
In this chapter, I outline the process we have gone through in building the 
dictionary and what the roles of the various participants are. I will show the 
kinds of decisions made in the course of this work that would not have been 
made by me making the dictionary on my own. I show that a corpus on its 
own provides only a small number of words, so I then discuss the kinds of 
exploration methods used to add more terms to the dictionary.
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Nafsan is an Oceanic language of central Vanuatu with around 6,000 speakers, 
making it one of the bigger Vanuatu languages (François et al. 2015). Despite 
this, it shares with many of the world’s small languages the fact that the earliest 
literature was restricted to Christian translations of biblical texts, hymns and 
so on, with only one secular work (Wai et al. 1983) published prior to the 
1990s when I started learning the language. I was working at the Vanuatu 
Cultural Centre in the mid-1990s and began learning Nafsan from the then 
fieldworker for South Efate, Silas Alban, in Eratap village. He had made a 
word list of a hundred or so words and correspondences in Bislama. I then 
started recording stories and transcribing them with Kalsarap Nemaf in 
Erakor village, before returning for concerted fieldwork in the late 1990s with 
a number of speakers of all ages in Erakor village.

The dictionary of Nafsan was initially the result of glossing texts, which 
was a necessary step in writing a grammar of the language. These texts were 
transcribed from recorded narratives, and a selection of some 75 texts was 
produced in a book4 (Thieberger 2011a) and created as a linked text and 
media corpus, used for the grammatical analysis, and permitting citation 
to media for all example sentences.5 The glossed texts formed part of the 
corpus analysed in Toolbox6 and later moved into FLEx.7 The lexicon 
extracted from those texts forms the basis for the dictionary, but, as we 
will see, it provides only 29 per cent of the headwords, the rest coming 
from elicitation.

Many decisions about how the dictionary is organised and what spelling 
conventions to use are the result of workshop discussions and ongoing use 
of a Facebook Messenger group (‘Dictionary ni Nafsan’). This online group 
was very responsive to queries from me in Melbourne, especially during 
2020 and 2021 when my travel to Vanuatu was restricted by the COVID-19 
pandemic.

The dictionary has grown over time, starting as a word list collected from 
texts and from elicitation of plant and animal names from stimulus sources 
like biological identification books. A first draft photocopied word list was 

4	  The book was produced using a print-on-demand printer, initially at the University of Melbourne, 
and then via Amazon’s CreateSpace.
5	  Happily, this is now a more accepted, if still not common, practice. My grammar was innovative in 
presenting a media corpus together with and linked to the analysis and citing archival data.
6	  Toolbox, v.1.6.4. SIL International, 2019, PC.
7	  FLEx (Fieldworks Language Explorer), v.9.1.X. SIL International, 2021, PC, software.sil.org/field​
works.

http://software.sil.org/fieldworks
http://software.sil.org/fieldworks
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produced in 1997, while I was working at the Vanuatu Cultural Centre, 
for use in Erakor school (Alban, Kalsrap and Thieberger 1997). It also 
included a finderlist and a topical list. Subsequent drafts were produced 
when I returned for fieldwork (Thieberger 2002, 2005, 2017, 2018).

As part of Catriona Malau’s DOBES project we produced dictionaries 
of three Vanuatu languages (Vurës, Tamambo, and South Efate/Nafsan) 
in HTML,8 available both on the internet and locally on a computer in 
the Vanuatu Cultural Centre, online since 2011, and including audio of 
headwords in the Vurës and Nafsan dictionaries.

Once the dictionary was edited for publication, the FLEx version was easily 
exported to a phone app9 that includes images of plants and animals, and 
audio of headwords. However, the app version of the dictionary may not 
have great utility for speakers who, in general, have not expressed a desire 
for such an app and who are not likely to use it. It may help with spelling 
queries, but, in my experience, there is not a general need among speakers 
to look up words to find their correct spelling. The app is appreciated by 
speakers as it helps to illustrate the value of the language: Nafsan is validated 
in their eyes by having an app in addition to a paper dictionary, a reflection 
of what Corris et al. (2002, 330) call the symbolic value of a dictionary. 
Usage statistics on the app show that it currently has 120 users, 102 of 
whom are in Vanuatu.

One motivation for producing a draft dictionary was that school vernacular 
literacy programs in Vanuatu have, at various times, required a dictionary 
(Crowley 2000, 81) as a prerequisite. For similar reasons, I produced a 
volume of some 70 narratives that can be used in schoolwork, transcribed 
from villagers whom I recorded, presented under the headings of traditional 
(or kastom) stories, history or personal history. These volumes, photocopied 
or produced as print-on-demand, were also a physical manifestation of the 
work I had done that I could present to the villagers who had helped me, 
and each volume was welcomed and treated as a valuable resource. The 
dictionary drafts became the basis for a series of workshops that included 
a number of speakers of Nafsan and that resulted in decisions (discussed 
below) about the form and content of the dictionary that were different to 
decisions I had made in the earlier drafts.

8	  Dictionaries of Vurës, Tamambo and South Efate, paradisec.org.au/vandicts/index.htm.
9	  ‘The Nafsan Dictionary App’, last updated 2 December 2021, rebrand.ly/NafsanApp.

http://paradisec.org.au/vandicts/index.htm
http://rebrand.ly/NafsanApp
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The context into which these volumes are placed is one in which there is 
little literature in the language beyond the hymnal and portions of the Bible 
translation. There is an acceptance among Erakor villagers of the written 
word as having authority, mainly based on the Bible and translations dating 
back to the 1860s and the notion that the written Christian doctrine is an 
authority to be followed. Early Christian writings in Nafsan can be seen as 
authoritative by today’s Nafsan speakers: they are the first writing in the 
language, and religions of the book assign great significance to the text. The 
missionary Geddie, who worked on the southern island of Aneityum from 
1847, is quoted as saying ‘I saw the day when the natives feared the sight 
of a book, as something that generated disease and death; but now I fear that 
a few go to the opposite extreme, and value a book as a charm to keep away 
these evils’ (quoted in Patterson 1882, 312). During the workshops that will 
be discussed later, some participants would look up how a word was spelled 
in these early translations in order to inform the present discussion, treating 
this earliest written form as the authority. While the spelling used in these 
early sources is, on the whole, quite good, it is inconsistent, both within a 
single document and over time and, as with many early manuscripts, needs 
to be interpreted rather than taken as an authority.

Uses of a small corpus
Prinsloo (2015), discussing corpus-based lexicography for small (he refers to 
them as ‘lesser-resourced’) languages, notes that ‘raw corpora built only from 
written data, although not reflecting an ideal situation, can substantially 
assist the lexicographer in the compilation of especially small bilingual and 
monolingual dictionaries’. Clearly, there are degrees of ‘lesser-resourcedness’ 
and the languages that Prinsloo reports on have a 10 million-word corpus 
(Sepedi) and a 130 million-word corpus (Afrikaans). For small languages, 
with few speakers and little tradition of literacy, the corpus is restricted 
to transcripts of recordings, usually made by a linguist in fieldwork. 
Spence (2021) distinguishes corpus-driven lexicography from corpus-
based lexicography, with the latter being more realistically achievable with 
language documentation projects, and basing lexicographic exploration in 
language as actually used by fluent speakers (2021, 431).
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Following Simpson’s formulation,10 an assemblage of records is most, 
if not all, of the material created in the course of a research project, from 
which a collection is created for archiving, and a corpus is refined from the 
collection by identification of exemplary texts that are then analysed and 
annotated. My assemblage of Nafsan material includes fieldnotes, historical 
materials, images, video, audio, transcripts linked back to primary media, 
and text.11 There are also collections of my Nafsan materials deposited 
in the Pacific and Regional Archive for Digital Sources in Endangered 
Cultures (PARADISEC).12 The textual corpus was initially created in the 
late 1990s for my PhD research (Thieberger 2004) and has grown since 
then, including more historical manuscripts as I am able to convert them 
into textual format. I have also been collecting text from a number of 
Facebook pages in Nafsan, which are not archived due to privacy issues. 
To illustrate the value of creating an accessible, licensed, and archived 
interlinear corpus, it has been re-used in several other research projects: the 
ARC Centre of Excellence for the Dynamics of Language corpus project;13 
MelaTAMP;14 MuliCAST;15 DORECO;16 and AGGREGATION.17 
Further, Ana Krajinović’s PhD fieldwork research was based on the corpus 
before she undertook fieldwork to pursue novel research questions around 
tense and mood (Krajinović 2020). Similarly, Rosey Billington’s phonetic 
work (Billington, Thieberger and Fletcher 2021) on Nafsan began with the 
corpus before she also went into the field for more focused information. 
Both Ana and Rosey then worked with a group of villagers I had not met 
before, leading to new participants and collaborators on the dictionary.

10	  Nick Thieberger, ‘Texts and More Texts: Corpora in the CoEDL’, Endangered Languages and Cultures 
(blog), 28 February 2018, www.paradisec.org.au/blog/2018/02/texts-and-more-texts-corpora-in-the-coedl/.
11	  Described in Nick Thieberger, ‘Guide to the Nafsan, South Efate Collection’, last updated 20 July 
2025, rebrand.ly/Nafsan-Material.
12	  PARADISEC, ‘PARADISEC Catalog: Collections’, rebrand.ly/NafsanCollections.
13	  catalog.paradisec.org.au/collections/CCC1/items/Nafsan.
14	  Humboldt-Universität zu Berlin, ‘MelaTAMP: Project Description’, last modified 27 March 2017, 
www.projekte.hu-berlin.de/en/melatamp.
15	  Nick Thieberger and Timothy Brickell. 2019. ‘Multi-CAST Nafsan’. In Multi-CAST: Multilingual 
corpus of annotated spoken texts, edited by Geoffrey Haig and Stefan Schnell. Version 2311. Bamberg: 
University of Bamberg, doi.org/10.48564/unibafd-nzvjx-4x932.
16	  DoReCo, ‘Languages’, doreco.info/languages/#nafsan.
17	  Department of Linguistics, University of Washington, ‘The AGGREGATION Project: Automatic 
Generation of Grammars for Endangered Languages from Glosses and Typological Information’, depts.
washington.edu/uwcl/aggregation.

http://www.paradisec.org.au/blog/2018/02/texts-and-more-texts-corpora-in-the-coedl/
http://rebrand.ly/Nafsan-Material
http://rebrand.ly/NafsanCollections
http://catalog.paradisec.org.au/collections/CCC1/items/Nafsan
http://www.projekte.hu-berlin.de/en/melatamp
http://doi.org/10.48564/unibafd-nzvjx-4x932
http://doreco.info/languages/#nafsan
http://depts.washington.edu/uwcl/aggregation
http://depts.washington.edu/uwcl/aggregation
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What difference did the workshops make 
to the dictionary?
Dictionary workshops, each of a week’s duration, were held in Erakor village 
in 2015, 2016, 2017 and 2018. Initially, Joel Kalpram, a Nafsan speaker 
living in Australia, helped organise logistics: a venue, catering by villagers 
and publicity. While there was a different set of people at each workshop, 
there was also a core of participants who attended every workshop. The 
group of people, up to 30 participants at each workshop, was very engaged 
and kept coming for a full week of work. My funding covered provisions 
(i.e.  morning and afternoon tea and lunches, consisting of local food 
produced by people in the village). In the most recent workshops, copies 
of the draft dictionary were split into sections, and groups of three or four 
people took a section each to read through, to comment on and to correct.

The existing Nafsan orthography, created initially by missionaries from 
the 1860s, was adequate, but not always internally consistent, in that the 
same phonemes were written with different characters in single texts. The 
orthography did not distinguish the coarticulated labiovelars, nor did 
it capture vowel length. At some point in the 20th century, a tilde was 
placed over the /p/ and /m/ to indicate a labiovelar phoneme, but its use 
was inconsistent in the few publications that exist in the language. With 
computers and mobile phones, it was not simple to render a tilde over other 
characters, and various solutions have been tried on social media, including 
writing two characters (e.g. /kp/, /gm/). Nevertheless, the decision arrived 
at by the workshops was to use the tilde in this dictionary.

The strictly phonemic ordering in the dictionary should be as follows:

a aa e ee f g i ii k l m m̃ n o oo p p̃ r s t u uu w

The order of items in the 1997 draft (Alban, Kalsrap and Thieberger 1997) 
was given as follows:

a e f g i k l m m̃ n o p p̃ r s t u w (y)

The letter /g/ represents a velar nasal, a common convention in Oceanic 
languages, and is here alphabetised as /g/ and not as /ng/. Vowel length was 
not considered phonemic in this draft, and labiovelars were alphabetised 
separately, following the principle that they are phonemes and so deserve 
their own section and alphabetical order. However, this was discussed with 
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users of the dictionary, and subsequent drafts reflected a different order, 
considered less confusing, in which labiovelars are ordered together with 
their corresponding labial consonants, and (in later workshops) long vowels 
with their corresponding short form, as follows:

a/aa e/ee f g i/ii k l m/m̃ n o/oo p/p̃ r s t u/uu w (y)

Other principles that were adopted in the workshops included identifying 
words from earlier sources that were still known today and adding them, 
but not if they were no longer recognised. In general, Bislama terms were 
excluded, even if they occurred with some frequency in everyday speech 
or in the texts, except for very common terms like ale, a Bislama term so 
ubiquitous in introducing new topics in discourse that it was accepted as 
having a place in the dictionary.

Discussion in the workshops exposed more senses of words and also revealed 
idiomatic usage that has been included in entries. Prinsloo (2015, 299) 
notes that idioms would not be expected to be found in a corpus until it 
consists of 10 million words or more, so the informal discovery procedure 
of workshop discussion was a valuable adjunct method.

The finderlist gives an alphabetical list of English terms, pointing back to 
headwords in the dictionary. A topical finderlist was included in the earliest 
draft, but not in subsequent drafts, mainly to save paper in these working 
drafts. A compromise arrived at for the final dictionary is to include topics 
within the finderlist – for example, birds, coconut, fish, plants, shellfish – 
listing terms under those headings in addition to the terms occurring under 
their individual alphabetical listing.

The workshops provided a consultative atmosphere, but there is no reason 
to expect that decisions made in a workshop will necessarily hold once 
the work is published: decisions can be contingent on the make-up of the 
workshop, and events at the time may have influenced who had the authority 
to speak. A major value of the workshops was to provide something like what 
Kroskrity (2015) calls ideological clarification, a common understanding 
about the function of the dictionary between workshop participants, and 
between me as the outsider linguist and the participants.
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Issues in Nafsan lexicography
In order to list the words of Nafsan for the dictionary, there has to be 
a way of citing those words, and, indeed, of deciding what constitutes a 
word in the language. Nafsan has clearly identifiable words, but also has 
some phonological processes that change the shape of a stem when some 
suffixes are added. Citation forms for verbs and some nouns in Nafsan 
need to be selected from several possible forms. Verbs can have suffixes 
that encode transitivity, and some have clitic object markers attached using 
unpredictable vowels, so a single form needs to be selected as the headword. 
The verb root is given as the headword, but is followed in parentheses by 
the form with a 3rd singular or plural object, depending which is most 
unpredictable, for example sor (sro) ‘to light a fire’ in which the form sro 
‘to light it’ is actually soro, with medial vowel deletion applied (a common 
process in the language).

Verb compounding is productive and some compounds are more 
conventionalised than others. For example, each of the following includes 
sok as the second verb in a compound: katsok* (kat ‘bite’ bite and hold), 
nepsok* (nep ‘throw’, weigh down with a rock), plaksok* (plak ‘be with’, 
teach), leesok (lee ‘look’ look carefully), pregsok (preg ‘get, take’), satsok (sat = 
slat ‘fetch’), puetsok* (puet ‘carry’), kraksok* (krak ‘crawl’, understand). It is 
not always clear what sok means in these examples, but it is also used in the 
second position to emphasise the action of the verb. Only those marked 
with an asterisk are included as headwords in the dictionary, and, as can 
be seen, the meaning of the compound form does not necessarily have a 
transparent relationship to the meaning of the first verb.

Some Nafsan nouns are marked for possession (known as inalienable or 
direct possession in the Oceanic literature) which involves the addition of 
one or two vowels followed by a consonant to indicate person and number 
of the possessor. For example, natu ‘leg’; natuen ‘his/her/its leg’; natuok 
‘your leg’; natuom ‘my leg’. The citation form used in the dictionary is the 
root followed by the third person singular in parentheses – natu (natuen) 
– and the complete list of forms is not given. The form of the 3rd singular 
is usually diagnostic of all other forms, hence the need to include it with 
the headword. The unpossessed form of these nouns does occur when the 
referent is detached, for example, a chicken’s leg, when on a plate to be 
eaten, would be natu too ‘leg fowl’ rather than natuen.
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Another productive process is nominalisation, which makes nouns 
from verbs by preposing the determiner na and postposing -an/ien/wen. 
So,  for example: mro ‘to think’, namroan ‘thought’; metmatu ‘to be wise’, 
nametmatuan ‘wisdom’; nrom ‘to love’, nanromien ‘gift’. Where such forms 
are lexicalised, they are included as headwords, and this decision was 
informed by speakers’ intuitions.

Some, but not all, p-initial Nafsan verbs alternate the initial sound with a 
lenited f when used in the irrealis or in imperatives. For example, preg / freg ‘to 
make, do’; pes / fes ‘to speak’; pei / fei ‘to show’. Rather than giving full entries 
for each form, the citation form used in the dictionary is the realis p-initial 
form, and the f-initial form is listed with a reference back to the p-initial form.

Nafsan has a rich set of pronouns that precede the verbal complex and, in 
my analysis, they are proclitic and I wrote them as attached to the following 
material. In the missionary materials, they are sometimes written as attached 
to or sometimes as isolated from the following verbal material. For speakers 
in the workshops, these pronouns had variable representation, with some 
written as part of the following word and some not, but the preference was 
for them to be written separately. In part, this helps avoid long strings of 
letters, breaking up the text to make it easier to read. However, this decision 
meant that all example sentences had to be edited to separate the subject 
pronouns from the following verbal complex.

How to find other words
A major benefit of using software such as Toolbox18 or Fieldworks Language 
Explorer (FLEx)19 is that all words in the text collection are added to a 
lexicon, which forms the basis of a dictionary. The Nafsan text collection is 
mainly composed of transcripts of recordings (some 30 hours of transcribed 
narratives), prepared in ELAN20 as time-aligned transcripts and then moved 
into FLEx. This corpus has 13,000 unique morpheme types with 76,400 
tokens. Many of the types are proper names or Bislama words that do not 
appear in the dictionary, reducing the unique morpheme count in the texts 
to just 1,047.

18	  Toolbox, v.1.6.4. SIL International, 2019, PC.
19	  FLEx (Fieldworks Language Explorer), v.9.1.X. SIL International, 2021, PC, software.sil.org/field​
works.
20	  ELAN, v6.3, Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics, The Language Archive, 2024, PC, archive.
mpi.nl/tla/elan.

http://software.sil.org/fieldworks
http://software.sil.org/fieldworks
http://archive.mpi.nl/tla/elan
http://archive.mpi.nl/tla/elan
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Using a slightly different wordcount, but included here to give an idea of 
the proportion of word distribution in the texts, 244 words occur once, 839 
occur from two to 100 times, 93 between 101 and 500 times, and 14 occur 
over 1,000 times, with the most frequent form (the 3sg pronoun subject i=) 
occurring 5,169 times.

The dictionary contains 3,561 headwords and it surprised me that 2,514 
words (or around 71 per cent) do not appear in the texts that I recorded. 
The words that do not appear in the texts are typically plant and animal 
names elicited from stimulus materials (either from walking in the bush 
or from plant or animal identification books), and words discovered in 
informal conversation, found in historical sources, or arising in workshops. 
Having created a number of dictionary drafts, the earlier of which were 
based on the texts, I needed to find additional words. Several methods to 
discover words and the senses of words were used in the workshops.

I wanted a way to generate possible wordforms that could be put to 
speakers, based purely on the phonotactics of the language. In 2015, I had 
funds to develop a tool to do this and had Andreas Scherbakov produce 
the WordGenerator21 (Shcherbakov, Vylomova and Thieberger 2016), 
a freely available tool which takes a list of words in a language, infers the 
phonotactics from that list, and then generates a list of additional possible 
words, avoiding known existing words. There are a number of settings that 
can be used to arrive at different outcomes, but it can generate up to 5,000 
words. I gave this list to speakers to jog their memories about words, and 
from this exercise I found that the generated words included a number of 
words that were similar to known words, or were inflected forms of known 
citation forms. The return on this work was not great, but it was nevertheless 
an enjoyable activity for the speakers who engaged with it.

Another activity was based on using a list of English words that could be 
considered ‘basic’ and are expected to have equivalents in the language. This 
came from a list produced by Cliff Goddard (n.d.), which contains 4,500 
English words extracted from the Collins dictionary. I edited the list and 
then took printed copies for speakers to read and comment on. It was useful 
to stimulate discussion, but it did not result in many new terms.

21	  Word Generator, v1.2, PARADISEC, 2015, paradisec.org.au/wordgen/wg.php, sourcecode is at 
github.com/andreas-softwareengineer-pro/word-generator.

http://paradisec.org.au/wordgen/wg.php
http://github.com/andreas-softwareengineer-pro/word-generator
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The Facebook dictionary group
Following the workshop in 2018, the group decided to use Facebook 
Messenger as a way to keep in touch, and they set up the ‘Dictionary ni 
Nafsan’ group. This allowed ongoing discussion among village participants, 
and with me in Melbourne. Some members of this group are very active, so 
I am able to post questions and get almost instant replies. As I was glossing 
texts, I would find words that were not in the existing corpus and was able 
to check meanings by posting the word in its context to the group. Almost 
as soon as the manuscript went to press, the Facebook discussion threw 
up words that are not in the dictionary, but that is to be expected, and the 
database continues to grow.

I asked A muurin paus ki mus, nlaken iku u muur diksnari? ‘I want to ask you, 
why do you want a dictionary?’ Some of the responses are presented below.

A mro ki nag komam u muurin nlaken kin koi pe tok pes ki nafsan 
laap go u tok metpakor nafsan nig Erakor

‘I think that we want it because we talk many languages and we are 
forgetting the language of Erakor.’

Te kaaru raki nawian nig teesa nig matol nen kin tuk tap kraksm̃anr 
nafsan negakit mau

‘The other (reason) is about the wellbeing of children of tomorrow 
who may not have learned our language.’

Nafsan Dictionary kefo pi napugmas keskei nen kefo to. Ipi 
namroperkatwen gag mai pak natkon imaoui. Ngo ipi toskei kefi 
namroperkatwen ning nagmer pei nen ru pes psas ki nafsan ning 
south Efate.

‘The dictionary will be a customary gift that will endure. It is a 
keepsake from you to the whole village and it is also a memory of 
the first people who spoke the language in South Efate.’

Nafsan ko misleo nengakit Erakor kipe tau mtaotao pak ntalfan 
(precipice) pan kat nmaien nig nagmer nig nlaun potae. Seluan 
nawesien nig natfangien nig Tus Tiltae negakit kitok tuleng, itok 
welu kit tunom nen tuk psaki nafsan go misleo leng negakit nlaken 
seluan tu koi tok psaki nafsan skot tete nmasil misleo potae, tesa nig 
matol rukfo pasakp kai totoluk ki nafsan. Psawi kik Nick nag kupi te 



PROJECTING VOICES

606

namtaluaan mai skot mam wes. Yofa kefo skotik nawesien wi perkati 
nag ku ptu ki mal wi negag kai mai welu mam nen misleo go nafsan 
nig Erakor kefo tap tut maloput msleo potae mau.

‘Our Erakor language and our sound was getting near the edge of 
the cliff because of the number of people from other places. When 
work on Christian translation began it helped all of us produce the 
language and the sound of it correctly because we had been using 
bits of different languages, and children of tomorrow would turn 
their back on our language. Thanks Nick that you helped us and 
came to be with us. Jehovah be with this great work that you gave 
your time to come and help us so that the sound and the language of 
Erakor will not drown in other languages.’

The future of the dictionary
The dictionary was peer-reviewed and published by the University of 
Hawai’i Press in September 2021, with authorship listed as being me and 
members of the Erakor community. After some consideration, copyright was 
assigned to me as the main author. In part, this is based on my observation 
of projects with multiple copyright holders, which then require permission 
from each of them for any reworking or addition to the dictionary in 
future. Copyright is not particularly important given that the work and the 
source files are freely available, and no funds are made from the sale of the 
dictionary that would benefit copyright holders.

With grant funds, I ordered 60 paperback copies for participants in the 
workshops in Erakor village, as well as copies for the school and for the 
National Library. A PDF version is available for people in Erakor, as is the 
Android app. The primary data are also archived in PARADISEC. A reason 
for archiving the primary files is so that future editions can be built on 
the current work. I have had the experience of working with speakers to 
retrieve the text of a dictionary produced a generation or more ago, for 
example, working to convert the Tahitian dictionary (Vernaudon et al. 
2021) to a structured format, or scanning and OCRing other dictionaries 
before attempting to create a structured version of it.22 It would be much 
easier to start working from well-structured files rather than having to 

22	  See further discussion of this topic here: Nick Thieberger, ‘Reviving Dictionaries’, Endangered 
Languages and Cultures (blog), PARADISEC, 10 October 2021, www.paradisec.org.au/blog/2021/10/
reviving-dictionaries/.

http://www.paradisec.org.au/blog/2021/10/reviving-dictionaries/
http://www.paradisec.org.au/blog/2021/10/reviving-dictionaries/
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perform lexicographic archaeology to retrieve the content of a dictionary. 
Anderson (2020, 48) points out the difficulty of using an earlier dictionary 
for revitalisation work, or for any purpose other than that for which it was 
designed, and this difficulty can be mitigated by having access to the files that 
allow various versions of the original work to be produced. So, another aspect 
of collaborative lexicography is collaboration with future lexicographers, 
and making their task easier by the way we carry out our work today. Some 
of the tensions noted by, for example, Hinton and Weigel (2002) around 
the different requirements of academic and community dictionaries can be 
avoided to some extent by producing a range of dictionaries from the same 
underlying set of data, and by the kind of negotiation that was a feature of 
the workshops for the Nafsan dictionary (see also Corris et al. 2002, 343).

I have discussed the nature of the collaboration that has informed 
the development of the Nafsan dictionary. Enthusiastic participants in the 
workshops and on the Facebook group have provided information that I have 
wrangled into a structured format that has been published as a book, as per 
community wishes. Using the same files, I have also produced an online 
HTML dictionary and an Android phone app. The exploration of meaning 
senses and the discovery of new terms was a joint endeavour, but I had to 
keep track of it all and make sure it was all entered into FLEx, and then, as 
the harmless drudge, attend to editing and proofreading of the manuscript. 
I applied for funding that covered provisions, airfares for myself and Joel 
Kalpram, and then paid for copyediting, page design and purchasing copies 
of the published book to be returned to the village. The work is richer for the 
range of insights added by the collaboration that this allowed. The community 
has participated in the development of the dictionary and enthusiastically 
greeted the appearance of the printed work in the village.
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