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At the two extremes of the Polynesian triangle, Abraham Fornander in
Hawaii and Edward Tregear in New Zealand independently and simul-
taneously concluded that Polynesians shared an Aryan ancestry with
Europeans. Fornander outlined this proposition in volume one of his
Account of the Polynesian Race,  which appeared in 1878, but it was
volume three, subtitled a “Comparative Vocabulary of the Polynesian
and Indo-European languages,” published in 1885 that contained his
most substantive evidence. Tregear’s  Aryan Maori was also published in
1885.1 Their general thesis was that about four thousand years ago an
Aryan people whose homeland was on the high plains east of the Cas-
pian and north of the Himalayas moved off in two great migrations.
One went westward into Europe and provided the populations that
eventually spoke the Greek, Latin, Celtic, Slavonic, Teutonic, and
Romance languages. The other swept southward over Persia and India,
dividing into two with one eventually speaking Zend, the other San-
skrit. It was the Sanskrit-speaking Aryans who became the ruling peo-
ples of India. Meanwhile some Aryans continued moving through
India, into the Southeast Asian archipelago, and onward to the most
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far-flung islands of the Pacific. For Fornander the Polynesians were “a
chip of the same block from which the Hindu, the Iranian, and the
Indo-European families were fashioned.“ 2 Tregear expressed it: “The
ordinary European who counts in his ranks the Bengalee, the Savoyard,
and the Portuguese as Aryans, need not blush to own his brotherhood
with the beauties of Hawaii or the heroes of Orakau.“ 3 Both authors
found in Maori and Hawaiian language, mythology, and customs so
many remnants or survivals of an ancient Aryan heritage that they
believed that an investigation of them could provide clues as to the very
formation of Aryan culture itself. Fornander explained:

There must have been a time when the Celt, the Slav, the Goth,
the Latin, the Greek, the Persian and the Hindu-neither of
whom can now understand the other-must have spoken a
common language. . . . Modern philological science, by taking
Sanskrit as a standard, has discovered their kindred to each
other, but has as yet only partially reproduced that ancient
form of speech, of which the Sanskrit and its contemporary sis-
ter dialects were the comparatively modern developments. In
my humble opinion a critical examination of the Polynesian
language will throw a very considerable amount of light on a
vast number of those roots. 4

Tregear was of the opinion that “these uncivilized brothers of ours
[the Polynesians] have kept embalmed in their simple speech a knowl-
edge of the habits and history of our ancestors, that, in the Sanscrit,
Greek, Latin, and Teutonic tongues, have been hidden under the dense
aftergrowth of literary opulence.“ 5 A number of reviewers greeted such
propositions with scorn and ridicule, claiming that Fornander and Tre-
gear had misused the findings of comparative linguistic scholarship or
misunderstood Polynesian language and culture. 6 Yet Fornander and
Tregear helped to establish both a popular and scholarly orthodoxy
about the Caucasian or Aryan origins of Polynesians that survived
largely intact until the 1930s and beyond.

It is not my intention here to examine their particular works, nor to
discuss the psychological or other reasons why, of all Pacific writers,
Tregear and Fornander most enthusiastically embraced Aryan theory.
Rather I will outline some of the intellectual forerunners of their gen-
eral conclusions to illustrate that while much of their information on
Polynesian history and culture was novel, not to say highly imaginative,
their basic premise as to the Aryan origins of Polynesian people was any-
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thing but original. Such an idea in fact had a lengthy tradition, espe-
cially in the field of comparative linguistics.

It is now well accepted that, to quote Professor M. P. K. Sorrenson,
“European theorists read into Maori [and Polynesian] origins and cul-
ture what they wanted and expected to find, on the basis of theories
derived from their own cultural and philosophical traditions.“’ In very
general terms scholars searching for the original Polynesian “homeland”
in pre-Darwinian days tended to find a Semitic one. The next genera-
tion of scholars, influenced by evolutionary doctrines and the new com-
parative “sciences,” created an intellectual context in which the suppos-
edly more advanced “natives” could be attributed Aryan origins. But
seeing such a clear-cut ideological turning point at about mid-century
obscures a hundred years of linguistic research that led, perhaps almost
inevitably, to Fornander’s and Tregear’s conclusions.

Alongside the many early nineteenth-century references to the Poly-
nesians’ Semitic origins can be found discrete observations by visitors to
the Pacific islands as to possible Hindu influences. But the more sub-
stantive argument for such influences originated with linguistic re-
search that initially had nothing to do with the Pacific but instead with
investigations into the origins of modern European languages.

British rule in India brought Sanskrit to the attention of European
philologists. The discovery of links between Sanskrit and European lan-
guages, at first specifically Greek and Latin, and more tenuously
“Gothic,” “Celtic,” and “Persian,” was announced by Sir William Jones
(the founder of the Asiatic Society) in 1786. Jones’s belief that Sanskrit
was “more perfect than the Greek, more copious than the  Latin, and
more exquisitely refined than either” 8 stimulated an Orientalist tradi-
tion that regarded Indian thought and literature as perhaps the finest in
the world. Jones’s linguistic discovery was quickly elaborated upon by a
succession of scholars over the first half of the nineteenth century, many
of them Germans such as the von Schlegel brothers, Franz Bopp, Ras-
mus Rask, Jacob Grimm, A. F. Pott, and A. Schleicher. Most of them
spent some time in Britain studying Sanskrit and other Indian docu-
ments at East India House and interviewing members of the Indian civil
service. Their work gradually unraveled the complex relationships that
existed among languages belonging to what became known as the Indo-
European family, which included Sanskrit, Persian, Greek, Latin, as
well as Celtic, Slavonic, Teutonic, Baltic, and Romance languages.
Piece by piece they illustrated the history of these relationships through
the reconstruction of earlier forms of these languages and drew up pre-
cise “laws” to trace and account for phonetic changes over time-Grass-
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man’s Law, Grimm’s Law, Verner’s Law. The German linguistic tradi-
tion remained very strong throughout the century. Other scholars
trained in Germany pursued the science of language elsewhere, such as
Max Müller in England and William Dwight Whitney in America. The
techniques of comparative linguistic science that were developed during
the study of the Indo-European language family amounted to one of
the more impressive intellectual achievements of the nineteenth century
and became the basis for the modern comparative study of language.
Yet certain interpretations of many of these nineteenth-century linguists
reflected various beliefs and values that have long since lost their cur-
rency, in particular the assumed centrality of Sanskrit and things
Indian, the assumption (first enunciated by Friedrich von Schlegel) that
language could be equated with race, and the concept of an Aryan
brotherhood.9

The classification of languages into families was pursued vigorously
for other parts of the world, including the Pacific islands. European
explorers in the latter half of the eighteenth century immediately noted
similarities in languages between such distant places as New Zealand,
Hawaii, and parts of the Southeast Asian archipelago and concluded
that most Pacific Islanders probably once shared a common homeland.
By the early nineteenth century the languages of the Pacific islands,
parts of Southeast Asia, and Madagascar had been categorized into a
single family-the Malayo-Polynesian language group. Linguists subse-
quently argued for decades about the precise relationship between
Malay and the Oceanic languages: did the latter emerge from the for-
mer or was the Malay a later, or earlier, arrival? 10 This debate will not
be discussed in detail since it is only partially relevant to the theme of
this article. Of more direct relevance was the attention given to the pos-
sibilities of a link between the Indo-European and the Malayo-Polyne-
sian language families.

Wilhelm von Humboldt, in his pioneering study of a Javanese lan-
guage, found numerous Sanskrit words in Malay, Javanese, and Bughis
languages but not in any other languages of the Malayo-Polynesian
group. This suggested that such words were introduced relatively
recently, after the Polynesian and Madagascan peoples had moved on
from the Malay region. Humboldt, however, believed that Polynesian
and Madagascan languages contained traces of a much older form of
Sanskrit or “pre-Sanskrit,” though he did not elaborate on this notion.”
Franz Bopp, in his  Über die verwandfschaft der Malayisch-Polynesis-
chen sprache mit den Indo-Europäischen,  published in Berlin in 1841,
argued that Malayo-Polynesian had emerged from a Sanskrit so de-
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cayed that grammatical affinities between Sanskrit and Malayo-Poly-
nesian could never be found. But comparison of isolated words was pos-
sible, Bopp claimed, and he gave numerous examples. He concluded:

It might be coincidental that e.g. the New Zealand word  ra the
sun sounds like Sanskrit  ravi, or wetu the star like Sanskrit  ketu
comet, or  wai water like [Sanskirt]  vari, or awa river like
[Sanskrit] apa water . , . or rere to fly like [Sanskrit]  di, or
pakau the wing like [Sanskrit]  paksa, or reo speak like [San-
skrit] rava voice. . . . But it is unbelievable that just coinci-
dences trifled with all these words and with all the others from
the same area of usage which we can compare with Sanskrit,
especially as there is nearly complete unison in some classes or
words, namely the pronouns and numerals which are pre-
dominantly important for the demarcation of the families of
languages. 12

Bopp, though an acclaimed authority on the comparative philology of
Aryan languages, met with almost universal condemnation from his
colleagues for what, in their view, were such arbitrary and fanciful ver-
bal comparisons between Sanskrit and Malayo-Polynesian. Subsequent
studies of Polynesian languages, such as by Horatio Hale of the U.S.
Exploring Expedition, suggested that Polynesian languages had a sim-
ple or “primitive” structure rather than being remnants of such a highly
complex language as Sanskrit, even if it were in a state of “decay.” But
the appealing notion of links between Polynesian and Indo-European
languages persisted. J. F. Logan, editor of the  Journal of the Indian
Archipelago and Eastern Asia,  conducted extensive studies of Malay
and Indian languages and claimed analogies between customs and lan-
guages of the “Bhotiya” of India and the peoples of southeast Malaya
and Polynesia. 13

None of the scholars mentioned so far had extensive experience of life
and language in Polynesian itself. What they knew of Polynesian lan-
guages came from brief visits or, more commonly, from word lists or
dictionaries and biblical translations from mission presses in various
parts of Polynesia. Among the first island-based European scholars who
considered the possibility of Polynesian and Aryan/Indo-European con-
nections (as opposed to earlier views on Semitic origins) was John Rae
from Maui, Hawaii. Rae was one of the more original intellects in the
nineteenth-century Pacific. A Scotsman with medical training, Rae first
pursued schoolteaching in Canada. There he wrote a treatise on politi-
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cal economy that, though a commercial failure, influenced the likes of
John Stuart Mill. In retrospect this work has been hailed as a major con-
tribution to economic thought and has been republished twice this cen-
tury. Rae moved to the Californian goldfields, where he failed to make
his fortune, and in 1851 ended up living a rather sad and lonely exist-
ence in the isolated Hana district of Maui. He tried farming and was
variously employed by the Hawaiian government as a doctor, teacher,
and magistrate. 14 Rae had a strong philosophical bent and was passion-
ately interested in the classics, geology, and science generally. Some of
his speculations on aeronautics, mechanics, and geology were genera-
tions ahead of his time. Among his surviving papers 15 are accounts, too,
of his interest in the Hawaiian people and of how, through studying
their language and customs, he believed that he gained insights into
human antiquity and cultural development.

I was I think first led to think of this from their language as my
ear became accustomed to it seeming to babble so strangely of
the Greek-like a child with its imitative propensities playing
with the sounds. . . . I one day put this to a sort of test. The
Hawaiian being eminently a vowel language they speak one
rotundo and having scarcely concealed contempt for our
tongue with its sibilants and sounds forced out between the lips.
I have often caught them ridiculing our talk by giving a sort of
caricature imitation of it. On the day to which I refer about
half a dozen of them were in a room with me when one of them
took up an English book and pretending to read gave utterance
to sounds such as might be expressed thus psha psi chi cho sharo
turn etc. I made them understand that that was not the way to
read and taking up the volume and fixing my eyes on the page
as if I was reading I gave them some of Homer’s rolling hexame-
ters and fearing to get aground there turned to an ode of Ana-
creon. They pricked up their ears in profound attention and
uttered expressions of surprise and delight such as “Maikae
maoli” “a thing truly and naturally good” etc and made me
understand that they had never heard English read so before.  l6

Rae quickly concluded that the Hawaiians were “remnants of a race
once extensively dominating in Asia” that then colonized the Pacific
islands in  “very very  remote antiquity . . . antecedent to the formation
of the Sanscrit & consequently all other known languages.” He then set
about to prove his case by trying to collect suitable research materials:
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I am somewhat lame on the subject of conjectural attempts to
trace real primitives the only book I have studied with refer-
ence to the subject being Damn’s Lexicon of Homer. I believe a
good deal has been done by the Germans but I am no German
scholar. You might help me considerably by giving Mr Willson
the name of any English, French or Latin work of character on
the subject. I have also written Mr W. to send me copies of the
Bible in the New Zealand and Tahitian tongues and any gram-
mars & dictionaries of them that may be to be had. Also such
works on the Sanscrit as may enable me to trace the derivatives
in that Language. 17

In 1862 he published an article in a Honolulu newspaper (edited by
Abraham Fornander) about “two discoveries” that he considered of
“very great and decided importance”:

One of these implies that the original seat of the Polynesian race
was in Central or Western Asia. I believe that it will be found
that all those tongues which we designate as the Indo-Euro-
pean languages have their true root and origin in the Polynesian
language. I am certain that this is the case as regards Greek and
Sanscrit; I find reason to believe it to be so as to the Latin and
more modern tongues, in short, as to all European languages,
old and young. The precise relation which these bear to it is not
so easily traced, but it is that of filiation; they are not cognate.

Rae’s second discovery was that the study of Polynesian language “gives
us the key to the original formation of language itself, and to its whole
mechanism.“18 Language, Rae believed, originated from gesture and
facial expression-a notion that was considered seriously in the 1930s. l9

Rae’s “two discoveries” were of sufficient interest to be mentioned
favorably by Max Müller in his second volume of  Lectures on the Sci-
ence of Language, 1864:

Strange as it may sound to hear the language of Homer and
Ennius spoken as an offshoot of the Sandwich Islands, mere rid-
icule would be a very inappropriate and very inefficient answer
to such a theory, It is not very long ago that all the Greek and
Latin scholars of Europe shook their heads at the idea of tracing
the roots of the classical languages back to Sanskrit, and even at
the present moment there are still many persons who cannot



74 Pacific Studies,  Vol. 11, No. 2--March 1988

realize the fact that, at a very remote, but very real period in
the history of the world, the ancestors of the Homeric poets and
of the poets of the Veda must have lived together as members of
one and the same race, as speakers of one and the same idiom. 20

Bopp’s notion that Polynesian languages were a remnant of a decayed
Sanskrit never again gained currency. Rae’s idea that Polynesian pre-
dated Sanskrit became the accepted opinion of those who saw links
between Polynesian and Indo-European languages.

W. D. Alexander, a Yale graduate and son of a missionary in Hawaii,
taught Greek at Honolulu’s Punahou School. He followed up Rae’s
Honolulu article in 1864 with a brief overview of the history of linguis-
tic research into Polynesian languages, supported the idea of an ancient
Asiatic and Indian origin, and made an impassioned plea for further
linguistic research: “By the student of language in a future age the beau-
tiful thought of Max Muller may yet be realised, so that to him the thou-
sand languages of the earth will be ‘like a chorus of innumerable voices
to which the more intensely he listens, the more all discords will melt
into one majestic trichord or unison is heard as at the end of a sacred
symphony.’“21 The search for the Polynesian-Sanskrit connection was
then pursued vigorously in New Zealand in the 1870s by armchair
theorists in the pages of the  Transactions and Proceedings  of the New
Zealand Institute.  Edwin Fairburn argued for a relationship between
Maori and “the Sanskrit, English, German, Greek, Latin, and Moorish
languages” and that Maori was “a mixture of the Indo-European and
Semitic.“22 J. T. Thomson wrote a series of articles claiming, on linguis-
tic and other grounds, that the Maori had at least part Aryan ancestry
and originated in Barata, or south India. 23 Echoing Müller’s statement
that language was “fossil poetry,“ 24 he went in search of Barat “fossil”
words in Malay and Polynesian languages. He concluded that “Sanscrit
and Hindu are the connecting links between European and Polynesian
languages, but not as regards their roots, only abstract or secondary
terms having been imprinted in the latter.“ 25 W. Vaux of the British
Museum later argued in the same journal that the application of
Grimm’s Law on phonetic change to Malay and Polynesian languages
suggested that “Malay and Polynesian, alike, ultimately came from
some part of Central Asia.“ 26

By the late 1870s and early 1880s it was commonly assumed in schol-
arly circles that there was some connection between Polynesian lan-
guages and those of the Indo-European family, though there was con-
siderable debate over the actual route into the Malay region-was it
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direct from south India or did it come from north India via the south
Asian mainland? 27 A number of writers at the time investigated Polyne-
sian legends and claimed to find in them similarities with European
tales.28 Just as Rae reversed the assumed relationship between Sanskrit
and Polynesian languages, the same was done for mythology. Edward
Shortland in New Zealand, for example, argued:

When we consider the great remoteness of time at which it is
possible that a connection between Aryans and Polynesians
could have existed, we are carried back to the contemplation of
a very primitive condition of the human race. In the Polynesian
family we can still discover traces of this primitive condition of
the human race. We can also observe a similarity between the
more antient form of religious belief and mythological tradition
of the Aryans and that still existing among Polynesians; for
which reason we think it allowable to apply to the interpreta-
tion of old Aryan myths the principle we discover to guide us as
to the significance of Polynesian Mythology. 29

But in many respects all these arguments had not added substantively
to Bopp’s assertion a generation earlier that there  was a connection
between Polynesian and Indo-European. What was needed to “prove”
the notion was an extensive comparison of Polynesian and Indo-Euro-
pean language and culture. That could only be accomplished by some-
one very well versed in both a Polynesian language and culture and the
Sanskrit and linguistic scholarship of Europe. Such a combination of
skills was unlikely, but was met in modified form by Fornander and Tre-
gear. These two men had remarkably similar backgrounds. 30 Tregear
grew up in Southampton, England; Fornander in Oland, Sweden.
From their earliest years they developed an acute sense of their respec-
tive European histories and folklores, and were very keen students of
Greek and Latin language and literature. Both lost their fathers in their
mid-teenage years. Both left their comfortable family homes and schol-
arly studies and traveled to the other side of the world where they expe-
rienced considerable physical hardship. Tregear spent many years sur-
veying in the wilds of New Zealand’s central North Island; Fornander
went whaling in the Pacific. Both eventually settled down to domestic
life, in New Zealand and Hawaii respectively, and became influential
government administrators. Both became passionately interested in the
language, history, and culture of Maori and Hawaiian people respec-
tively. Both immersed themselves in the works of a number of Euro-
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pean-based scholars, particularly the German-born Oxford professor of
comparative linguistics, Max Müller.

Müller was the leading British Orientalist with a particular expertise
in Sanskrit and the history and cultures of India. 31 He translated many
volumes of sacred Hindu texts including the  Rig-Veda (in Müller’s
words “the first book of the Aryan nations”) 32 and was something of an
academic cult figure in England with his astonishingly popular lectures
and books on the “science” of language, religion, and mythology. Mül-
ler not only extolled ancient Indian literature and culture, which he
believed had played a fundamental role in the development of Western
intellectual and cultural tradition, but also was obsessed with the
notion of a single, glorious Aryan ancestry that he believed most mod-
ern Europeans and Indians shared. Müller was rather extreme in his
insistence on the centrality of Sanskrit and the concept of an Aryan
brotherhood. Other British scholars like John Crawfurd (known as “the
Objector-General”) wrote considered and hard-hitting critiques of
“Aryan theory” and the identification of language with race. 33 Müller
remained a devout adherent to the notion of an Aryan brotherhood,
though he admitted in an 1872 lecture in Germany the fallacy of “argu-
ing from language to blood-relationship.“ 34 But most of his followers
elsewhere in the world who already had his major books on their shelves
were unaware of this apparent change of heart.

Müller considered the science of language to be one of the natural or
physical sciences. His philological studies did not have mere linguistic
purposes but, along with studies of plants and animals, human societies,
the earth and the heavens, were a means of investigating broad histori-
cal and philosophic issues concerning the biological and cultural origins
and development of mankind. Müller was a popularizer and generali-
zer. His works were sufficiently eclectic and historiographic to expose
the likes of Fornander and Tregear not only to the development and
findings of comparative philology and mythology but also of other
related sciences. “The study of mankind,” Müller wrote, “is making
rapid progress in our days. The early history of the human race . , . has
now been taken up in good earnest by men who care for facts only.”
Thus the comparative study of religion, legends, laws, customs, and
manners could also reveal, as could language, fossils, or survivals of
ancient lifestyles that, claimed Müller, provided “a real and living idea
of the early ancestors of our race.“ 35 Steeped in such ideology, Fornan-
der and Tregear respectively examined Hawaiian and Maori language,
myth, and culture and claimed to detect in them remnants or survivals
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from those ancient times when Aryan civilization first emerged on the
high tablelands of Tartary and when some of its members voyaged
through India and on to the islands of the Pacific.

Both Tregear and Fornander acknowledged their indebtedness to
Müller, in particular to his two-volumed  Lectures on the Science of
Language (1861, 1864) and his four-volumed  Chips from a German
Workshop (1868-1875) from which they drew a good deal of their non-
Polynesian information as well as their understanding of comparative
philology and mythology. Tregear idolized Müller and expressed the
most extreme confidence in the techniques of “Comparative Philology
and Comparative Mythology . . . the two youngest and fairest daugh-
ters of Knowledge.“ 36 While Müller was perhaps the major European-
based influence on Fornander and Tregear, both men were familiar
with much of the literature on Aryan origins for  Polynesians mentioned
above. Fornander offered his indebtedness to Bopp “for the first idea of
comparing the Polynesian and Aryan language with a view to establish-
ing their common origin,” though he rejected Bopp’s contention that
Malay was “a corrupted daughter of the Sanskrit” and that Polynesian
was “a still worse corrupted grand daughter.“ 37 But Fornander sup-
ported Bopp’s technique of word comparison and spent considerable
time in the introduction to his third volume countering the criticism
that scholars like W. D. Whitney and A. H. Sayce had leveled at Bopp
for his methods of Polynesian and Indo-European linguistic compari-
son.38 Fornander also thanked John Rae, who “first called attention to
the extreme antiquity of the Polynesian language.“ 39 Tregear noted that
his interest was first stimulated by Thomson’s articles in the  Transac-
tions and Proceedings of the New Zealand Institute. 40

While both Tregear and Fornander acknowledged their indebtedness
to a long tradition of linguistic and related scholarship, they neverthe-
less made considerable claims for the originality of their views. Having
demonstrated to their own satisfaction that Polynesians had Aryan ori-
gins, they tended to assume that this  was their  discovery. Fornander
explained that he had seen “so many varying theories about the origin of
the Polynesians, and all of them extra-forensic” that he “determined to
set forth the data which the Polynesians themselves possessed about
their Origin and Migration.“ 41 He felt that the Hawaiian people would
not hesitate to accept his views but claimed that he was somewhat diffi-
dent about offering his conclusions to the “literati of foreign lands” since
he considered himself a “pioneer in an untrodden field.“ 42 Tregear had
no such real or feigned modesty. He positively boasted about his
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pioneering role and rather misleadingly proclaimed himself to be “the
first to apply the scientific method to the Maori language, and to prove
the fellowship of the Polynesian with the races of Europe.“ 43

Once both men became aware of each other’s work, they indulged in
mutual congratulations. Tregear sent Fornander a copy of his  Aryan
Maori. Fornander praised Tregear for having “on independent grounds
arrived at the same conclusion” as himself.

It is a great pleasure to me, and a matter of unalloyed satisfac-
tion to notice that the Polynesian question is coming to the front
more and more, and that gentlemen of education and literary
attainments are turning their attention toward it. . . . The
Asiatic, Caucasian, Aryan origin is the one that will receive the
attention of the ethnologists and linguists in the future. . . . We
have doubtless made many mistakes in our linguistic compari-
sons: bones for the critics to gnaw and to worry us with; but
after all such mistakes and errors have been sifted out, I think
the principle we contend for will remain intact and be estab-
lished as an ethnological fact. 44

This self-assessment proved remarkably accurate. For the next fifty
years virtually every ethnographer/anthropologist of note examining
Polynesian cultures believed them to have had some Aryan ancestry. 45

However, it should be noted that many European linguistic scholars
were, by the end of the nineteenth century, very skeptical of claims for
Aryan/Polynesian linguistic links. Furthermore, nonspecialist readers of
this article should be aware that modern scholarship rejects the theory
of Aryan origins for the peoples of Polynesia. So-called Polynesian lin-
guistic and cultural characteristics are now thought to have evolved
largely within the region of Polynesia. The ancestors of these people can
be traced back to the region of the South China Sea some four to six
thousand years ago.

NOTES
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sity of Hawaii’s Hamilton Library, and at the Bishop Museum.
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