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All dialects spoken in Madagascar belong to the Indonesian subgroup
of the Austronesian family and they are sufficiently homogeneous that nearby
populations can easily reciprocally understand but not faraway ones.

The Indonesian language most closely related to Malagasy is probably
Maanyan of South-east Kalimantan with a 45 percent of shared basic
vocabulary, but close languages can be found in Sulawesi, Malaysia and
Philippine Islands. For this reasosn, the history of Madagascar peopling and
settlement is subject to dispute and alternative interpretations among. scholars.
It seems that Indonesian sailors reached Madagascar by a maritime trek at a
time which is disputed and can be between one and two thousand years ago,
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furthermore it 1s not' clear if there were multiple settlements duting centuties
or a single one. More mystery is added by the fact that the Maanyan, which
seems to be the closest language to Malagasy, is spoken by 2 population which
lives along the rivers of Kalimantan and which does not possess the necessary
skill for long maritime navigation. A possible explanaton is that they arrived as
slaves of Malay sailors and, in this case, the dialects should show both 2 Malay
and a2 Maanyan contribution.

In our research we would like to try to answer to these problems by a
glottochronological analysis based on the automated method recently
proposed by the authors (Serva and Petroni 2008, Holman ef 2/ 2008, Petroni
and Serva 2008, Bakker ¢ 2/ 2009).

The data were collected by one of us (M.S.) at the beginning of 2010
‘with the mvaluable help of Joselini Soafara Néré and consist in a vocabulary
of 200 words for 23 dialects covering all areas of the Island, probably the
largest collection of comparative Swadesh lists for what concerns Madagascar.
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The automated method uses Levenshtein normalized distance to
compute distance between words with same meaning and it averages on all the
words contained in the list to obtain distance between pairs of dialects or
languages. Then, these lexical distances are transformed, by a simple rule, in

separation times (genealogical distances).

We are able to compare pairs of Malagasy dialects or a Malagasy dialect
with an external language (like Maanyan). We obtain results concerning the
internal relationships among the 23 Malagasy dialects considered, which can
give both information about dates and modalities of the settlement, as well we
obtain results concerning external relationships, which can give information

concerning the Indonesian origin of Malagasy ancestors.
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We only show in this abstmct the tree that we obtam for the 23 -

Malagasy dialects. It can be seen that they are divided into two main g“oups
south-west and east-center-north. This differs from previous results (Vérin e
al. 1969) which found 2 main division north/others. Our results are confirmed
by a network analysis based on a method that we recenty proposed (Blanchard
¢t al. in press).
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