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When I was first asked by Prof. Abbi to speak, I thought I would say fulsome 
words in praise of her intrepid research, the importance of this documentation 
project and the grammar she has written, even of how much she means to me 
personally and as an individual; but when I actually started to think about what I 
would say, I find my ruling passion is envy. As Scott Fitzgerald once said, 
“Nothing is as obnoxious as other people's luck.”  To have the luck to work on 
such an amazing language, to be able to render this service to humanity and to 
the peoples and communities that we have endangered is an opportunity that I 
wish I could have. However, mindful of the caution that Bauvard gives about the 
deadly sin of envy in Some Inspiration for the Overenthusiastic– “envy  is for 
people who don’t have the self-esteem to be jealous” – the few scattered remarks 
that I will make with regards to this extremely fascinating book will be in service 
of moving to the higher state of jealousy.  
 
Having had innumerable discussions over the last four years of Professor Abbi’s 
documentation of the Great Andamanese language family, I have always been 
moved by the poignance of the extended moment that she has sought to record – 
the slow but inexorable disappearance of a people, a way of life, which may be 
alternatively cast as  poor when viewed from the perspective of the world of 
money, or as ‘rich’ when viewed from the perspective of nature and crime. The 
little we knew about the Great Andamanese culture previous to this study 
essentially cast it as unknowable – all that we knew was that thousands of years 
of isolation followed by a few decades of lethal colonial policies brought about a 
brutal and swift decimation of these peoples – by 1875, Great Andamanese tribes 
were already perilously close to extinction. We now know that with this near 
extinction our attempts to explore human prehistory have suffered – genetic 
evidence suggests that the Andamanese were earliest settlers of India during the 
coastal migration and that they have a long history of tens of thousands of years 
on the islands. 
 
While this external view, which sees peoples as the expressions of their genetic 
haplotypes, serves one kind of knowledge, it does not complete the picture that 
modern linguistics and anthropology would like to sketch. Prof. Abbi’s work 
shows us that despite the isolation, despite the premodern modes of survival, the 
vestiges of the GA culture show a social organization of language that is 
reminiscent of what happens on the ‘modern’ ‘Indian’ mainland. Just like us, 
marriage outside the community is rare; however, even the small community left 
behind is neither monolingual nor monocultural. Just like us, the Great 
Andamanese people are multilingual -- an average Great Andamanese could be a 
Khora speaker, married to a Sare, and speaks Jeru to her neighbours and 
Andamani Hindi to her children. Just like us, the 54 surviving Andamanese 
people also consider one of the ten languages of the group as more prestigious 
than the others, so that irrespective of ancestry, almost everyone claims Jeru as 
their mother tongue, resulting in a situation that the other heritage languages are 
clearly marginalised and ignored. Finally, just like many of us the Greater 
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Andamenese are partial with the truth when they say they speak Jeru – only 14 of 
the 56 people that Prof. Anvita Abbi could be considered semi-speakers or best 
speakers of the language, and are all of above 40 years old. All ten of the non-
speakers of Great Andamanese are young. 
 
The Great Andamanese then are a microcosmic, quite literally, example of what is 
happening to minority and endangered languages across the globe. In India, we 
know that are about 570 mother tongues that may meet the same fate, as they 
are spoken by less than 10,000 speakers. However, even the big languages are 
also endangered in this sense, as the same attrition of domains that we see in the 
Great Andamanese  situation is true of many of our big languages. Prof. Abbi 
shows us that a major casualty of language attrition has been the construction of 
narrative – history, story, myth  -- and storytelling as an activity hardly exists 
among the Great Andamanese anymore. Although some songs do survive --  as 
she observes  “music is a memory-based activity and narration is based on 
language use” – it is only a few old women who have kept this treasure alive; the 
number of men who could sing these traditional songs was negligible compared 
to the women.   
 
The moribundity of Great Andamanese can thus be read as a cautionary tale for 
big and small languages alike; of the necessity of encouraging the preservation of 
a language by promoting its actual use in as many registers as possible, of the 
need for a multilingual education that promotes the equal use of all the languages 
in the ecology, the necessity of keeping the stories alive, of recognizing the 
crucial role that women play, and so on. At the same time, as this book 
masterfully shows, the nature of the great Andamanese language as it is spoken 
today represents a challenge that linguistic theory can vastly benefit from.  
 
Dr Abbi has just mentioned what can be called the central organizing principle of 
the grammar of the Great Andamanese  language – the body division markers, 
that do not only classify nouns, but verbs, adjectives and adverbials. For example, 
all human subjects and objects are preceded by the proclitic a= which represents 
the body division class marker 1 to indicate ‘origin’; the same proclitic is attached 
to a verb that signifies any mouth-related activity or origin, an adjective that is 
mouth\face related or predicates a quality of a person, as well as deictic elements 
that refer to front\back location or a time that is anterior or posterior to the 
present. This typologically unattested property to date raises many questions.  
 
The two dominant approaches in the field of formal linguistics today – language 
typology and generative linguistics today are both united in that they consider 
languages to superficially resemble chemical compounds: they are made of 
pieces (phonemes, morphemes, words, etc.), combining in various ways to yield 
complex objects (phrases, sentences, etc.) with complex properties. One 
important goal for chemists has been to inventory existing compounds and to try 
to determine whether their complex properties could be seen as arising from the 
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properties of a smaller inventory of smaller pieces (atoms, molecules, etc.) and 
the way in which these smaller pieces are arranged. The Great Andamanese data 
we have been presented suggests that the level of interactive organization is 
extremely abstract, but nevertheless there.   
 
For me personally, this data extremely interesting from the perspective of the 
minimalist generative lexicon. Chomsky in most of his recent work has 
conjectured that linguistic atomism is reflected in formal features. Chomsky 
speculates that such features must be part of a universally available inventory 
from which each language assembles a lexicon by two equally relevant processes: 
feature selection (selection of a subset of F) and feature assembly (assembly of 
features of that subset into particular lexical items of that language. Chomsky 
characterises both selection and assembly as one- time processes, triggered by 
exposure to the available linguistic input. The two processes result in each 
language selecting a particular subset of the universal feature set and assembling 
it into a particular LEX. 
 
What Great Andamanese might show us is that the procedure may be much more 
complex than may be imagined. Is the choice of using body division markers 
across various categories of the grammar made at the level of feature selection or 
at the level of feature assembly? If it is at the level of feature selection, then is the 
typological distinctiveness of Great Andamanese due to some ‘ghost in the 
machine’ that spreads the features selected for nominal classes across the other 
categories of the grammar? 
 
It is often said that the job of science is not to provide the answer but to forever 
seek new ways to formulate and refine the question. This grammar does that job 
in a myriad ways, and I am sure that generations of linguists that follow will 
puzzle over the extraordinary riches Prof. Abbi’s labours have produced. 
 
 
    
 


