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Leverhulme Centre for  
Human Evolutionary Studies 

 

 
PIONEERS OF ISLAND MELANESIA 

 
Post-Doctoral Appointment 

 
Applications are sought for a post-doctoral researcher at the Leverhulme Centre for 
Human Evolutionary Studies at the University of Cambridge, to work on a multi-
disciplinary project investigating the population history of Island Melanesia. The aim 
of the project is to contribute towards the understanding of the populational, 
biological, cultural and linguistic history of the region, with a view to understanding 
the processes and mechanisms by which linguistic diversity is established and 
maintained, and the interaction of biological and cultural processes. Overall 
researchers in the project employ linguistic, archaeological, genetic and biological 
methods.  
 
The successful candidate will be expected to work with Dr Marta Mirazón Lahr and 
Dr Robert Foley and on the development of a database of material cultural diversity 
for the region, and to develop and apply analytical methods to its analysis in relation to 
biogeographical, linguistic and biological data. 
 
The successful candidate will be expected to hold a Ph.D. in a relevant field, to have 
research experience in anthropology, archaeology or a related field, and to be able to 
work with quantitative techniques. A willingness to engage in inter-disciplinary 
collaborations is essential. The position will involve periods of fieldwork in Melanesia. 
The position is available from 1 October 2003, or another date by agreement. 
 
Salary: £18,265 - £22,191 according to experience. 
 
The project is funded by the AHRB, through the European Science Foundation 
Eurocores Programme, and involves institutions from the UK, The Netherlands, 
Germany and Sweden. 
 
Collaborating Institutions: 
University of Cambridge (Marta Mirazon Lahr, Robert Foley) 
University of Oxford (Christopher Gosden) 
Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics, Nijmegen (Stephen Levinson, Angela 
Tirrell, Michael Dunn, Ger Reesink) 
Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology, Leipzig (Mark Stoneking, 
Manfred Kaiser) 
University of Stockholm (Eva Lindstrom) 
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Project Summary 

In the islands of the Bismarck Archipelago (New Britain, New Ireland), Bougainville, 
and the Solomons chain (what we can call 'Island Melanesia'), there are currently a 
large number of languages spoken which belong to the Oceanic branch of the 
Austronesian family. Apart from these languages, there is a smaller set distributed 
through this area known as the East Papuan languages, which have no demonstrable 
relationship to the Austronesian languages, and which are difficult to relate even to 
each other. It is now widely accepted that the Oceanic languages spread with the 
Lapita culture-complex, which appears on the archaeological record between 4000 and 
3500 before the present (BP). Radiocarbon dating has shown that Island Melanesia 
was inhabited by humans by at least 35000 BP, and it is widely thought that the East 
Papuan  languages are descendants of languages spoken by at least some of these 
earlier, pre-Lapita, populations.  

Our hypothesis is that these relic Papuan populations hold the key to understanding 
the pre-Austronesian past. There have been few waves of immigration moving through 
Island Melanesia; after the initial Sahul expansion there is no evidence for other 
influxes of people until the Lapita expansion. The special geographic situation of Island 
Melanesia, both its isolation and its position at the very end of a possible migration 
route, gives us an unusual opportunity to untangle prehistoric layers of settlement. This 
situation is in stark contrast to other areas of the world, such as Europe, where 
constant population movements have obscured this level of deep prehistory beyond 
hope of detailed reconstruction. An interdisciplinary approach to the area is most likely 
to be revealing; we plan to combine linguistic, biological anthropological, 
archaeological and genetic sources of information in a methodologically well-informed 
manner. 

The project will investigate the original settlers of Island Melanesia, and by combining 
evidence from different disciplines, it will build a composite picture of the settlement 
patterns, population structure and linguistic relationships between these pioneering 
peoples. 

Investigation into the Papuan languages of the area can tell us much about early 
contact relationships between the languages and thus their speakers. In particular the 
project will investigate whether there is any linguistic evidence of smaller divisions or 
zones of intensive contact between the Papuan languages. An archaeological survey will 
begin to assemble a catalogue of pre-Austronesian technological features, as well as 
clarifying how widespread the early population of the outlier islands was. Collection of 
genetic and biological anthropological material from some of the outlier Papuan 
groups will enable us to assess levels of genetic relatedness between the populations. 
Through comparison of anthropological features we will situate our emerging picture 
of the populations in their ecological context. Methodological development in the 
modelling of linguistic, demographic and ecological change will place patterns found in 
Island Melanesia within a strong theoretical framework, which in turn will allow us to 
separate out layers of cultural influences. In addition we will investigate the extent to 
which the populational history of Melanesia provides insights into processes and 
mechanisms of cultural, linguistic and evolutionary change. 

It is envisaged that from this composite picture of deep prehistory it might ultimately 
be possible to show evidence of wider relationships between the East Papuan languages 
and peoples and the languages and peoples of mainland New Guinea, or Australia. 
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Applications 
Applications should be sent to Dr Robert Foley, Leverhulme Centre for Human 
Evolutionary Studies, University of Cambridge, Downing Street, Cambridge, CB2 3DZ, 
to reach him not later than 15 July 2003. Applications (two copies) should consist of: 
an application form (available at http://www.human-evol.cam.ac.uk/opportunities.htm/ 
in PDF form, or by request from Ms Madeline Watt, mmw23@cam.ac.uk; phone: +44 
(0)1223 763419); a CV; a two page summary of research experience and interests, and 
how these relate to the project, and the names and addresses of two referees. 
 
 
For further details about:  
 
Pioneers of Island Melanesia Project: 
 http://www.eastpapuan.ling.su.se/index.html?Pioneers-intro.html 
 
LCHES:  
http://www.human-evol.cam.ac.uk/ 
 
University of Cambridge 
http://www.cam.ac.uk/ 
 
Further enquiries can be made to Dr Robert Foley at r.foley@human-evol.cam.ac.uk, 
or telephone +44 (0)1223 335455. 
 
 
The University of Cambridge is an equal opportunities employer. 


