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Chapter 1

ABBREVIATIONS

INTRODUCTION

CA

Common Austral ian

Du

dual

F

feminine

1. GENERAL

In

inclusive

M

mascu line

Ng

Ngandi

Nu

Nunggubuyu

PI

PI ura I

PNgNu

Proto-Ngandi-Nunggubuyu

PWaMaAI

Between 1973 and 1977 I have carried out fieldwork on several languages
of eastern Arnhem Land, Austral ia, as a research fellow for the Austral ian Institute of Aboriginal Studies. During this period I did
basic research on Nunggubuyu, Ngandi, Ritharngu, and Warndarang; for
each language a grammar, text collection, and dictionary have been
completed or are in progress. The present volume is a study of I inguistic diffusion among these four languages. Other languages in the area
are considered here to a lesser extent; data from them are used here
primari Iy to provide comparative background.

Proto-Warndarang-Mara-Alawa

Ri

Ritharngu

Sg

singular

Wa

Warndarang

It turns out that the particular area I worked in is extremely
favou rab I e to th is kind of study. First, because Abor i gina I languages
and cultures have generally survived in this area longer than in other
parts of Austral ia, it was possible to get the basic descriptive material. Secondly, the languages are quite remote from each other
genetically, which makes it relatively easy to distinguish recent
diffusional sharings from common retentions. Thirdly, diffusion of
al I kinds of I inguistic features has been very extensive in the area,
due mainly to demographic factors such as the rate of interlinguistic
marriage.
In other parts of Austra I ia, the Ianguages tend to be much more
closely related to each other genetically than they are in this part
of Arnhem Land.
In many of these areas, moreover, key languages have
disappeared before being adequately recorded, or the few surviving
informants tend to mix dialects and languages. Therefore it would seem
that Arnhem Land is the most suitable laboratory within Austral ia for
the study of diffusion across establ ished language boundaries.
The data presently avai lable are sufficient to justify a volume on
the diffusion of structural features of language: phonological systems,
grammatical morphemes (affixes, etc.), and morphosyntactic patterns. It
is hoped that a second volume, on lexical diffusion, wi II follow when
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more data are available on languages which surround the four languages
we are concerned with here.

be articularly close; within the southern group RithDyaang u seem to
p
hat divergent from the others. Thus the tentams to be somew
'F'
1
see
'f'
tion
proposed here is as shown In Igure ,
arngu
tlve subclassl Ica

2. THE YUULNGU LANGUAGES

TABLE 1
---

The language fami Iy here termed IYuulngu l (yu:l~u) has become famous
in the anthropological I iterature as the 'Murngin' or 'Wulamba' groups.
The term Yuulngu, based on the word for 'human, man, Aboriginal' has
been suggested by B. Schebeck and is certainly superior to the others.
There is some question concerning the genetic affi I iation of certain languages on the northwestern fringe of the Yuulngu group, on
which I have no material. Disregarding these, the languages which
belong clearly to the Yuulngu group are these: Nhaangu, Dhaangu,
Djaangu, Dhuwal, Dhuwala, Dhay?yi, and Ritharngu. The first six of
these are named, by the natives as wei I as I inguists, after the form
of the demonstrative 'this' (na:~u, ga:~u, ja:~u, Quwal, guwala,
~ay?yi). The term Ritharngu is not, properly speaking, a language
name, rather a term for one of the social groups (maia) which speak
the language. Since the term riiarQu can be used as a language term,
particularly by other language groups such as the Nunggubuyu to the
south, and since there is no other suitable language name, I use
Ritharngu as the name for the seventh Yuulngu language. In the anthropological I iterature this is sometimes called the Dhiyakuy (giyakuy)
language, but this term was not understood by the speakers of the
language itself (perhaps it is used by speakers of other Yuulngu
languages to refer to it). The word for 'this' in Ritharngu is yakuy,
not *giyakuy, though the latter OCcurs in the Dhay?yi language as the
instrumental case form of gay?yi 'this'. To be consistent we could
speak of the Yakuy language, but since this term has never been used
I wi I I avoid it and use the term Ritharngu instead.

loe
abl
aII

Dyaangu

Ritharngu

-0

-0

-0

-g,u/-y

-g,u/-y

-Qu/-y

-g,u/-yu

-g,u/-yu
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-D,a/-n

-D,a

-D,a
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-gu/-wa
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-gu

-gu

-gu
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-~ur;-

-Qur;-

-Qar;-a
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-Qur;-
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-Qur;-u
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-QU r;-u
-I (i)

-gu/-wa
-~u

0

0

0

FIGURE 1
Ritharngu
Dhay?yi
..........? - - - -

Dhuwa I
Dhuwala

Proto-Yuu I ngu

' -__------~~---Dhaangu
Dyaangu

In addition to extensive material on Ritharngu, I have sUbstantial
material on Dhuwal. More importantly, I have seen unpubl ished material
(mostly paradigms) on the Yuulngu languages by B. Schebeck, who worked
mainly on northern Yuulngu languages which I did not come into contact
with.
Comparison of the paradigms shows that most of the morphology is
identical except for internal phonological developments in each language, minor analogical reshapings, and minor semantic shifts. The
sharings are clearly due to common retention of a proto-system, rather
than due to recent diffusion. Consider, for example, the partial case
systems (for noun stems) from Schebeck's and my data shown in Table 1.

Dhaangu

Dhay?yi

-0
nom
erg- inst -g,u
-D,a
ace
gen-dat

Nhaangu

Dhuwal

Dhuwala

Nhaangu

3. THE PREFIXING LANGUAGES

Table 1 is somewhat oversimpl ified. Nevertheless, the close
genetic relationship which it suggests for the seven languages is confirmed by consideration of verbal paradigms, the form of independent
pronouns, and so forth.

The term 'prefixing languages , WI'II be app I ,ied to the non-Yuu
t I ngu
)
This
languages of Arnhem Land (NunggubuytU, Nlg:~dl i ~:~~1ar:~~i i:dCto'Aborterm has been used by Cape I I as a YPO 0 lC~
,
_
b
iginal languages which have pro~omin~~ pr~f~xe~h:t~:~~e~/~S:~ei~e~he
(the Yuulngu languages ~ack suc pret~x~sw~ can speak of 'Proto-Prepresent work as a ~enetlc label, so
a
fix i ng' and the like.

The internal subclassification of the Yuulngu group is not entirely clear at this point. On the basis of an overal I comparison of the
paradigms available to me, I incl ine to divide the family into a
northern group (Nhaangu, Dhaangu, Dyaangu) and a southern group (Dhuwala,
Dhuwal, Dhay?yi, Ritharngu). Within the northern group Dhaangu and

lAo Capel I, A New Approach to Australian Linguistics, Sydney:
Linguistic Monographs, no.1, 1966.
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Oceania

The prefixing languages are much less homogeneous than are the
Yuulngu languages.
It is clear, however, that Ngandi and Nunggubuyu
are closely related. Consider, for example, the paradigms for -ma'to pick up, to get' in the two languages, shown in Table 2.2
TABLE 2

Nunggubuyu

Ngandi

past-l

-mi-n

past punctual

-ma-y

past-2

-ma-I}i

past continuous

-ma-I} i

nonpast-l

-ma-I}

future

-mi-ya-I}

nonpast-2

-ma-ni
-mi :-,

present

-ma-ni

nonpast-3

potential

-ma-I}an

evitative

-ma-I}an

evitative

-ma-yi

negative stem

-ma-c-

v

It is possible to derive both attested systems from a single protosystem by means of phonological and analogical developments. Nunggubuyu
past-l -mi-n, used in the past punctual, can reflect *-ma-y since Nunggubuyu has analogically extended the al lomorph -[ (found in some Ngandi
past punctual forms) at the expense of *-y, and since Nunggubuyu *~ can
be fronted to 1 before [. Nunggubuyu past-2 -~~, used in the past
continuous, past potential, and al I past negative forms, is obviously
identical to Ngandi past continuous ~ma~~L.
As for the nonpast forms, Nunggubuyu nonpast-l -ma-I} probably
reflects *-mi-ya-I}, with analogical level I ing of the irregular inherited
form to -ma-I} on the basis of comparison with other simple nonpast-l
forms with suffix -~ (found also in some Ngandi verb classes without
p reced i ng augments like -.Y.£-). The Nunggubuyu nonpast-l is the form
used in the present negative and in the future punctual, so there is a
partial functional overlap with the Ngandi future. The Nunggubuyu
nonpast-2 form -ma-ni, used in the present and in the future continuous,
is identical to the Ngandi present form -ma-ni. Nunggubuyu nonpast-3
-mi :-', used in the future negative, is historically identical to
Ngandi evitative -ma-yi. The evitative is a sort of undesirable potential category, translatable as a 'lest' clause (for example, 'Give it
to me, Zest I hit you!'). The Nunggubuyu evitative, for its part, is
etymologically identical to the Ngandi potential form, hence -ma-I}an in
both languages. The Ngandi negative stem -ma-c- (past -ma-c-ic, present
-ma-c-may?, future -ma-c-i) has no paral leis in Nunggubuyu, where
negation is expressed by means of particles I ike wa:ri and~.

2Mos t categorial labels in this table and some following ones, for
simpl icity, omit the term 'positive', which is however to be suppl ied
for combinations not specified as negative. There are minor exceptions
but these are not of central importance.
4

Such comparative analysis shows that Nunggubuyu and Ngandi are
t' ally close and it is possible to reconstruct a good deal of the
genehlclOgical str~cture of their common ancestor, which we may cal I
morp
0
. I sh
'
Proto-Ngandi-Nunggubuyu
(PNgNu). A few morpho Ioglca
arlngs
may be
due to recent diffusion, but most of them are clearly due to common
retention.
Although Ngandi and Nunggubuyu do form a subgroup wi:hin the.
refixing group, it would be misleadi~g to exaggerate their genetic
Proximity. Both languages, but especial Iy ~unggubuyu, ha~e undergon~
p b tantial development since the PNgNu period. The suffixes shown In
~~b~e 2, for example, happen to be cognate for the most part (a:ide
from some analogical operations in Nunggubuyu), but the gram~atlcal
f
tions carried out by each suffixal category are rather different
fU~~ one language to the other. In Ngandi, suffixes by themselves
i~dicate the tense, aspect, mood and negati~ity of the ~erb. In.
Nunggubuyu, on the other hand, the six suffixal cate~orles are.t~ghtly
interwoven with the use of independent negativ~ particles (~ I~ some
mood forms, wa:ri in others), and with the choice between two series
(A and B) of pronominal prefixes; etymologically, most of the B forms.
of the prefixes are simply the A form~ plus a ~or~heme whose synchronic
base form in an abstract morphophonemic analysIs IS /-w2an-/ (~and .
simi lar symbols wi I I be explained later). Thus the past-2 form -m~-I}I,
for example, does not tel I us whether the verb complex as a wh~le IS
past continuous, past potential, past negative, or past potential negative; we have to know whether ~ or wa:ri is present a~d wheth~r the
pronominal prefix is of type A or B.. ~orm I}aw~-ma-I}I ~eans I .
picked it up. ' (past continuous), whl Ie I}al}gu-ma-I}~ means ,I w~s go~ng
to pick it up. ' (past potential), wa:ri I}al}gu-ma-I}I m~ans I ~~d ~ot
,
pick it up. ' and vag i I}al}gu-ma-I} i means 'I was not gomg to p~ck ~t up.
(past potential negative). The prefixes I}awu-.and I}al}gu-, ~ and B
respectively, both indicate ISg subject and third person object of noun
class ANA .
wu
The point is that Ngandi and Nunggubuyu are not mere dialects of
each other. The two are quite distinct in many respects, and mutual
intell igibil ity is completely impossible. If anything, the forms shown
in Table 2 make the two languages seem closer than they really are,
since a cognate verb stem was chosen. A great many high-frequency
stems (nouns, verbs, etc.) are in fact not cognate between the two, and
even when cognates are at hand they are often obscured by phonological
shifts, semantic developments, and the I ike.
The genetic relationship between PNgNu and Enindhilyagwa, spoken
on Groote Eylandt to the east of the Nunggubuyu area~ is problematic . .
Ful I morphological data on this language are not aval lab!e to me ~t this
time. Prel iminary inspection of data which I collected In two brief
sessions suggests that Enindhi Iyagwa is rather remote from the ot~er
prefixing languages, particularly in pronominal and tense-aspe~t. Inf~e~
tion of verbs and in case suffixes. However, there are some similarities
between Enindhilyagwa, Nunggubuyu, and Ngandi in the forms of independent pronouns, so perhaps the three are close genetica! Iy; in th~s ~vent,
we wou I d have to conc I ude that En i ndh i I yagwa has reta I ned a rcha.1 c I ndependent pronomi~al forms whi Ie innovating very extensively in its.verb~1
and nominal inflection. In this work I will leave open the relationship

5

of Enindhi Iyagwa to the other prefixing languages, though it wi I I be
an interesting problem for future research.
With the possible exception of Enindhi Iyagwa, PNgNu is most closely
related genetically to several languages to the west and north: Ngalkbon
(including Dalabon and Dangbon, perhaps also Buan), Ngalakan, Rembarrnga,
Gunwinggu, etc. 3 The precise relationships are not clear at this time,
and it is I ikely that other languages on which I have no data at this
time are also involved in this group.
In most respects the precise
relationships are not essential to the material discussed in the present
work.
To show the connection between PNgNu and some of these languages
to the west and north, compare Table 2 to Table 3.
TABLE 3

Ngalk60n

Gunwinggu
past punctual

-me-y

past punctual

-me-y

past continuous

-ma-f)i

past continuous

-ma-f)in

past negative

-ma-yi

evitative

present

-ma-f)

-me-yi or
-ma-f)i

imperat ive

-ma-.el

present

-ma-f)

future

-m i-ya-n

generally in its paradigms, Ngandi has future -~ in most paradigms
while retaining -~ in a few; Nunggubuyu allows only -.!land -~ (the
latter perhaps from *-Q, since it occurs chiefly after l). Ngandi
-mi-ya-f) could represent *mi-ya-n, with analogical intrusion of the -.!l
future a I Iomorph.

I

Present -ma-f) in Ngalkbon (actually, redupl icated present -ma-ma-f),
near-future -ma-f)) shows an otherwise unattested suffix -.!l, whi Ie other
Ngalkbon verbs show another al lomorph, usual Iy -~. Gunwinggu has -~
with a few other verbs besides -ma-, but also has stems with present -no
It is I ikely that there is a connection between present -n in these
languages and present -~ and -~ in various Ngandi and Nunggubuyu
paradigms (-~ with -~-). Although it looks at first sight as though
Gunwinggu and Ngalkbon -ma-Q matches Nunggubuyu nonpast-l (including
present negative and future punctual) -rna-f), in fact there may well be
no direct connection. If *-ma-Q is the oldest present form, it would
seem that PNgNu had reshaped it as *-ma-n(i), by analogy to other stems
with *-Dill in this tense; Nunggubuyu -ma-Q would then have to be
considered an analogically reshaped form of PNgNu future *-mi-ya-f), as
I suggested earl ier.
Data such as these show that there is a reasonably close relationship between Gunwinggu, Ngalkbon, Ngandi, and Nunggubuyu, and others
such as Ngalakan and Rembarrnga can surely be added.
It seems that
Ngandi and Nunggubuyu (and possibly Enindhilyagwa) form one subgroup
within this complex, while Gunwinggu, Ngalkbon, Ngalakan, and Rembarrnga (among others) form another subgroup. A more detai led analysis
should be possible in a few years as more data become avai lable.

It is clear that -me-y in these two languages matches PNgNu *-ma-y
(less likely *-me-y); it is not certain whether the shift of /§/ to e
in this form is a recent innovation, or an old feature which has been
level led out in Ngandi and Nunggubuyu. Past continuous -ma-Qi and
-ma-Qin in Table 3 correspond to PNgNu *-ma-Qi. The al lomorph -Qin is
common in Ngalkbon verbs (and note that in this paradigm it distinguishes the past continuous form from a variant of the evitative, -ma-f)i);
it occurs also in a few Gunwinggu paradigms, while Ngandi and Nunggubuyu show no traces of it.

In addition to these languages, there are also a number of prefixing languages to the south. One important subgroup consists of
Warndarang, Mara, and Alawa (along with the extinct and unrecorded
Yugul ).4 Although I agree with M. Sharpe that these languages constitute a genetic subgroup, and hence descend from a proto-language which
we may refer to as 'PWaMaAI', it should be made clear that the three
attested languages are rather divergent from each other, more so than
Ngandi and Nunggubuyu. It is difficult, for example, to reconstruct
very much of the morphology of PWaMaAI.

Gunwinggu -ma-yi and Ngalkbon -me-yi correspond to PNgNu *-ma-yi.
The form is foun~various negative, potential, and evitative senses;
in its negative uses (Gunwinggu, Nunggubuyu) it is accompanied by a
negative particle.

One structural feature found in the three languages is an auxi I iary-verb system, whereby only fifteen or twenty stems can be directly
inflected; a few of these are used as main verb stems only, others as
auxi I iaries only (with preposed uninflected main verb), most as either
ma in verb stems or auxi I iaries. Thus contrast Nunggubuyu f)anu-na-n i
'I saw him. ' with Warndarang war f)a-wi~9i-ma 'I salJ him. I In Nunggubuyu
(as in Ngandi, Gunwinggu, etc.) the verb is directly inflected, while in
Warndarang (as in Mara and Alawa) there is a particle-I ike main verb
(war 'to see') fol lowed by an inflected auxi I iary (here -~-, which
indicates a dative or benefactive relationship).

The Ngalkbon future form -mi-ya-n matches Ngandi -mi-ya-f)
except for the final future suffix. While Ngalkbon shows future-n
3Ngalkbon material in this volume is from my own fieldwork. Rembarrnga
material is from G. McKay, personal correspondence; McKay's 1975 doctoral dissertation (Austral ian National University) was not avai lable
at the time when this volume was submitted. Ngalakan material from my
1976 fieldwork, postdating the submission of this volume, has been
included only where essential. Gunwinggu material is from L. Oates, A
Tentative Description of the Gumn.:nggu Language, Sydney: Ocean i aLi nguistic Monographs, no. 10, 1964.

on Warndarang and Mara presented here are from my own fieldwork.
Data on Alawa are from M. Sharpe, AlalJa Phonology and Grammar, Canberra:
Austral ian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1972.

4 Data
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7

I

However, the actual inventory of inflected verbs in Alawa, Mara,
and Warndarang is quite different, suggesting that the three languages
may have converged structurally following their breakup. PWaMaAI may
have had a larger inventory, which has been independently and to a
large extent differently reduced in each of the three languages, so
that some old inflected verbs Survive only in Alawa, others in ~ara,
and others in Warndarang.

would need to demonstrate the common origin of their verbal inflectional systems in at least a few cases. This is difficult, since as
noted above Warndarang, Mara, and Alawa each preserves only a few
directly inflectable verb stems, and those paradigms which have survived have become severely reshaped by analogical innovations, semantic
si,igs cf the lnflecticr,al categories, and so forth. hOWever, there
are some striking paral leis which suffice to establ ish a genetic
relationship which is reasonably close by northern Austral ian standards.
For example, Warndarang has several archaic-looking -CV- inflectable
verbs, such as -~- 'to give', -jy- (citation form -jura) used as an
auxi I iary with several stance verbs, and -nV- (citation form -nura)
'to sit' which match stems in Nunggubuyu and/or Ngandi (cf. Ngandi -wo'to give', -ctV- 'to stand', -~- 'to sit'). Some paradigmatic detailS
are also the same, so that -jy- and -~- in Warndarang have a past
continuous suffix -ra (hence -jura and -nura) requiring ~-vocal ism of
the root, exactly matching the Ngandi type -Qu-Qa 'stands' and -~u-~a
'sits' (Warndarang I. can match Ngand i £). Nunggubuyu -la-ra 'stands'
can reflect *-Qu-qa if we posit a somewhat irregular vowel-assimi lation.

Stil I, there is considerable lexical and morphological evidence
(for example, the forms of pronominal prefixes added to verbs) suggesting that the three languages are a genetic subgroup, albeit a rather
diffuse one, and not al I of the sharings can be accounted for as diffusional.
It is difficult to determine the relationship of these languages
to those found to the west, for example, Mangarai. More data on these.
languages wi I I become avai lable in the next few years and the historical
picture wi I I then be clarified. To the south, we find the Barkly
Tablelands group of languages: Binbin-ga, Ngarndji (Ngewin), Djingili,
the extinct and unrecorded Wi langarra, etc. The present evidence
suggests that these languages are not closely related genetically to
the Warndarang-Mara-Alawa group or other prefixing languages, although
the historical position of the Barkly group is difficult to pin down in
view of the paucity of morphological machinery in their verbal systems.
To the southeast of the Warndarang-Mara-Alawa group, along the Gulf
coast, we find languages I ike Yanyula and Garawa which appear not to be
genetically close to them. 5
The Warndarang-Mara-Alawa group appears to be a distant offshoot
of the p ref i xing I anguages to the north, such as Nunggubuyu and Nga I kbon.
A rigorous demonstration of the genetic relationship cannot be given
here, but it can be noted that there are clear genetic affinities among
al I these languages in the structure of pronominal prefix complexes.
In particular, PWaMaAI had transitive prefix complexes involving *-~
and *-n- as accusative (or, more generally, obi ique) case allomorphs,
with *~~- used after a consonant and *-~- after a vowel. This situation is preserved in Alawa, whi Ie Mara and Warndarang have lost *-~-,
preserving only *-~- (Mara -~-, Warndarang -~- with an unexplained
nasal isation). The same system probably underl ies Ngandi and Nunggubuyu, since Ngandi has general ised -~- as a sl ightly skewed inverse
morpheme, while Nunggubuyu has generalised /-!i-/ (from *-~-) in the
same function. Some other prefixing languages such as Gunwinggu and
Rembarrnga preserve *-~-, though *-~- is lost; Ngalkbon, however, has
rather thoroughly restructured its pronominal prefix system. 6
To securely establ ish the genetic relationship between the Warndarang-Mara-Alawa group and the more northerly prefixing languages, we

5 The

few remarks about Yanyula presented in this work are from J. Kirton,
personal communication.

history of *-~- and *-~- is described in Part 2 of J. Heath,
'Substantival Hierarchies: Addendum to Si Iverstein', in R.M.W. Dixon,
ed., Grammatical Categories in Australian Languages. Canberra: Austral ian Institute of Aboriginal Studies, 1976.
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Mara shows fewer obvious paradigmatic affinities with Nunggubuyu
and Ngandi. However, the paradigm of Mara -~- 'to see' is obviously
related to those of Ngandi -~- 'to see' and Nunggubuyu -~- 'to see'
(Warndarang lacks this root). Consider the partial paradigms in Table
4.
TABLE 4

Mara:

Ngand i :

-mi-na-ni

past continuous

-na-yi

past potential

-mi-na-jini

present (non-3rd
person)

-I)a-ni

past continuous

-I)a-yi
v.

Nunggubuyu:

evitative
•

-I)a-clnl

present

-na-ni

past continuous

:-0

future negative

-n i

-na-yi:

present (and
future continuous)

Disregarding the prefix -mi- in some Mara categories, the forms
shown here are cognate. The three past continuous forms, al I with
suffix -ni, cal I for no comment. The correlation between the Mara
past potential (used in the past negative, as well as in senses I ike
'should have'), matching the Ngandi evitative, and Nunggubuyu future
negative -ni :-0 reflects the same *-na-yi. Ngandi -Qa-cini and Nunggubuyu -na-yi: point to PNgNu *-na-jini (there are no real difficulties
in showing how this developed into the two attested forms), and this
obviously matches Mara (-mi)-na-jini. These correlations are striking
since, except for the ending *-11 (the second form in each of the
three mini-paradigms) the suffix allomorphs in question are unp:oductive, restricted to two or three high-frequency monosyllabic verbs.
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It is not yet possible to do a thorough study of the history of
verbal inflections among all of these languages, and until this has
been done we are not In ~ position to make definitive statements about
genetic subclassification. However, the general I ines of the final
sclu+lor have become fairly clear. The northern prefixing languages Nunggubuyu, Ngandi, Ngalkbon, Rembarrnga, Ngalakan, Gunwinggu, etc. appear to form one division within the prefixing group, whi Ie the
Warndarang-Mara-Alawa group to the south forms another. The two
divisions are rather remote from each other genetically, but their
genetic connection is assured in that we know they are closer to each
other genetically than either is to the Yuulngu group, the Barkly
group, Yanyula, etc.
A rough subclassification of the prefixing languages is given in
Fi gure 2.
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FIGURE 2
Gunwinggu
~~____-----Rembarrnga
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Ngalakan
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It should again be emphasised that the groups shown here are not
exhaustive; there are many other prefixing languages which remain to
be fitted into the classification. Some of these may have to be put
into some of the subgroups shown in the figure; others wi I I go into
new subgroups of their own.
It should also be noted that whereas Proto-Yuulngu was a relatively recent proto-language, Proto-Prefixing was quite ancient. ProtoYuulngu may have been approximately contemporary to PNgNu, and was
probably younger than PWaMaAI.
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4. THE CONNECTION BETWEEN THE YUULNGU AND PREFIXING LANGUAGES

o

There is a growing feel ing among Austral ianists that al I Austral ian
languages are genetically related. However, this has not been easy to
demonstrate. Only a tiny handful of affixes and lexical items can be
reconstructed for Common Austral ian (CA).
11
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Within the overal I Austral ian I inguistic picture, the prefixing
languages of Arnhem Land and the Yuulngu languages are not closely
related. Indeed, the two subgroups are as remote from each other
genetically as any two subgroups in the continent. It is apparent
that the two have come into contact due to migrations, after having
evolved quite separately in different parts of the continent.
AI I Austral ianists who have commented on the problem agree that
the Yuulngu group belongs to the Pama-Nyungan fami Iy, which includes
we I lover ha I f of a I lAbor i gina I languages. Thus, th rough some combination of migrations, a Pama-Nyungan enclave has been stranded in
northeastern Arnhem Land, separated geographically from the remainder
of the Pama-Nyungan group, which stretches from Cape York Peninsula
through the rest of Queensland, New South Wales, Victoria, South
Austral ia, and the central and southern portions of the Northern Territory and of Western Austral ia. This enclave is now surrounded by
prefixing languages, which include a number of subfami I ies distinct
from Pama-Nyungan, as shown in Map 1.
The precise position which the Yuulngu group occupies within the
Pama-Nyungan fami Iy is difficult to pin down. It has been suggested
that the Yuulngu and Western Desert groups have a particular affinity.
Since, however, my own competence is I imited to languages in the
Arnhem Land area and does not encompass the Western Desert group,
am unable to discuss this problem here.
The important point for our purposes is that the Yuulngu and prefixing groups have come together by migrations after having developed
separately. By the time they came together, the two groups had diverged structurally and lexically to the point where only a handful of
cognate affixes. and lexical items could be found, and where even some
of these had been obscured by various internal phonological, analogical,
and semantic developments. Thus the areal situation approximated the
s i tuat i on where genet i ca I IY un re Iated I anguages are in contact. It is
comparable to the Balkan situation, where Roumanian, South Slavic,
Albanian, and Greek have combined to form a Sprachbund; these languages
al I descend ultimately from Proto-Indo-European, but the relationship
is so remote and each language has evolved to such an extent that an
areal I inguistic study can proceed as if the languages were unrelated.
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5. GEOGRAPHICAL RELATIONSHIPS
The approximate position of the language groups of interest to us is
shown in Map 2, as it was early in this century just before the missions
and other settlements were bui It. The precise boundaries of the language groups are difficult to pinpoint. Territory was owned not by
language groups as such, rather by smaller patricians and lineages.
It is generally possible to determine the approximate location of each
clan's territory, but in some cases it is difficult to determine to
which language group a given clan originally belonged. Thus the Warndarang language is extinct, and whereas clans which unti I recently
included old men and women who knew the language describe themselves
as Warndarang, others which lost the language several decades ago may
cal I themselves Nunggubuyu or Mara, or may be unsure of their original
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Thus, quite aside from the abundant evidence that Ngandi and
Ritharngu have undergone much mutual diffusion of I inguistic features,
there is independent ethnographic attestation to the close relationship
between the two. A long text by a Ngandi narrator describing the
present and p3S+ state of Aboriginal ceremonial activity in the area,
which wi I I be publ ished in my volume on the Ngandi language, refers
constantly to associations between the two groups. He tel Is how various
Ritharngu-speaking clans used to come together with Ngandi clans to hold
ceremonies, which in many cases lasted for months at a time. Very
I ittle mention is made of Nunggubuyu clans, though the Warndarang are
briefly mentioned.
My Ritharngu informants I ikewise emphasised their close connection
with the Ngandi. The Ritharngu, I ike other Yuulngu groups, have an
elaborate ideology of I ingUistic relationships not found in the groups
to the south. Each clan (maia) is assigned a particular dialect, so
that the natives do not usually speak of the Ritharngu language as a
whole (covering several maia, including the wa:gi lak, ma~arpa, etc., as
wei I as the riiarQu proper); rather, they speak of the wa:gi lak language and so forth.B These dialects were assigned by the dreamtime
cult totems, and are inherited patri lineally as part of clan identity.
Moreover, there are myths which account for special relationships
among various maia, even those which speak quite different languages
(in the I inguist's sense). Thus I have recorded myths where two dreamtime beings belonging to different maia (for example, ma~arpa and
~alwaQU, the latter belonging to the Dhay?yi group) came together and
exchanged I inguistic rights, so that the present ma~arpa people have a
secondary right to use the ~alwaQu language and vice versa.
I did not obtain such a myth specifically I inking the Ritharngu
with the Ngandi. However, I was told by a rei iable ma~arpa informant
(a native Ritharngu speaker) that the Ritharngu, Ngandi, and Rembarrnga
were 'company' (that is, had close associations), and that therefore
he had no trouble understanding Ngandi and Rembarrnga whereas he could
not understand Nunggubuyu or Warndarang. In this native theory it is
clear that social interaction, especially when 'chartered' by myth,
direct I y determ i nes mu I til i ngua I patterns. Idea I I y, one does not have
to learn languages, one inherits them, and this appl ies to second and
third languages as wei I as to one's native language. Multi I ingual ism
is considered to be not a chance by-product of interaction, but rather
an aspect of social relationships.
BThe term 'clan' has been appl ied in various ways to the Yuulngu group
(including the Ritharngu). I am applying it here to the group called
maia in the Yuulngu languages; this is a conceptually sal ient grouping
with important ritual functions, etc., and is associated with a 'dialect' in the native theory. More inclusive groups are the moieties
and weakly developed 'phratries' resembl ing semi-moieties to the south,
as described in various papers by Warren Shapiro. There are also
groups often smaller than the maia clans, sometimes cal led mala or
ba:puru (these are loosely defined terms generally meaning 'group'),
which may be the important units for subsistence, marital al I iances,
etc. These smal I groups have sometimes been cal led 'clans' in the
anthropological I iterature, but I wi I I not deal with them here.
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Note: especially close relationships are shown with a double line.

The average population of language groups in this area was on the
order of 150 to 200. The present figure for the Nunggubuyu is nearly
300, but this includes some formerly Warndarang clans which have been
absorbed, and also reflects recent population increases. The Nunggubuyu were never depopulated by massacres or epidemics. Counting only
the four (or five) original Nunggubuyu clans, +he populatle~ for this
language group was probably between 150 and 200 before European contact.
The Warndarang population is more difficult to assess since this
language group has been scattered to a much greater extent than the
Nunggubuyu. This is because the Warndarang were affected by the estabI ishment of cattle stations just south and north of the Roper River, as
wei I as the establ ishment of Roper River Mission (now Ngukurr settlement), which date back to the twenties. However, I would estimate the
original Warndarang population at about 150 to 200.
Ngandi, on the other hand, was spoken by a relatively sma I I population. Whereas the Nunggubuyu, Warndarang, and Ritharngu each included
four or more c(ans of fairly good size, the Ngandi group consisted
basically of three fairly sma I I clans. A population estimate is difficult since the Ngandi, I ike the Warndarang, have been scattered for some
time. However, a pre-contact population on the order of 60 or 70 persons seems reasonable.
The population of the Ritharngu group is difficult for me to estimate, mainly because I had contact with only a smal I proportion of it.
It is apparent that the Ritharngu are a relatively large group, perhaps
on the order of 300 or 400. At any rate, the Ritharngu are a larger
group than the Ngandi.
Of the languages less directly involved in this work, we may indicate that the Mara and Alawa seem to have had the same general population size (that is, around 150). Somewhat higher figures may have held
for the Ngalakan, Ngalkbon, and Rembarrnga, although I have no rei iable
figures for these groups and have not contacted them personally. To
the north, the Dhay?yi seem to be a fairly large group numbering several
hundred. The Enindhilyagwa group is also quite large, probably exceeding 1000 speakers.
Our principal languages (Ritharngu, Nunggubuyu, Warndarang, Ngandi)
consist of approximately four or five patricians each. The average size
of a patrician is about 40 persons, though among the Yuulngu languages
this figure may occasionally be much higher (several hundred).
The Ritharngu, Ngandi, and Nunggubuyu have named patrimoieties
which are strictly exogamous. The most common marriage is with a
classificatory matri lateral second cousin (MMBDD), though alternative
marriages such as with FZDDD are also allowed. Because of moiety
exogamy and various genealogical restrictions, it is often difficult to
find a spouse within one's own language group.
The Warndarang and Mara have named patri lineal semimoieties, cal led
in Warndarang muruQun, mambal i, wuyal, and bu9al. The first two correspond to the gu:wa moiety in languages to the north, while the final
two correspohd to yirica. Despite The terminological differences between the Warndarang and Mara on the one hand and the more northerly
prefixing languages on the other, the basic marriage rules are essential Iy the same.
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Under these conditions it was obviously impossible to insist on
language-group endogamy. Indeed, I have found no evidence that there
is or was any particular normative preference fo~ such endo~amy. The
language group has no significant pol itical or ritual functions as
h consisting merely of a number of clans which tended to congregate
during part of each year. Particularly in
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At this late stage it is unfortunately difficult to produce statistical data on the rate of interl inguistic marriage. The Warndarang
and Ngandi have been scattered by European cont~ct ~ince no later.than
1920. Although the Ritharngu and Nunggubuyu maintained an approxlmat~ly
traditional existence unti I around 1950, the very fact tha! the N~a~dl
and Warndarang had been affected by post-contact demographic con~ltlons
since 1920 had an effect on intermarriage between them and the Rltharngu and Nunggubuyu.
The settl ing of Aboriginal groups in various missions.and settlements, often not corresponding to traditional tribal group~ngs, has had
a major impact on marriage patterns in recent decades. This can largely
be attributed to the fact that the groups which have come together at
the settlements have in many cases been groups which originally would
In addition, the entire .
have had I ittle contact with each other.
system of wife bestowa I (and mother- in-I aw bestowa I) has been curta I led
under European (including mission) influence.
Nevertheless, it is apparent that interl inguistic marriage in this
area is not only common now, but has always been common. Many of the
oldest Nunggubuyu men I worked with, for example, had mothers from other
I anguage groups (espec i a I IY Warndarang).
For a small group I ike the Ngandi, consisting as it did essentially
of three smal I clans, intermarriage with other I~nguage.groups was
especially frequent. Even if there had been an I~eol~g~ca~ preference
for marriage within the language group, demographic vlcls~lt~des ~nd
the I ike would have forced Ngandi men to obtain non-Ngandl wives In.a
large percentage of cases - and there was no such preference to begin
with.
___ _
Indeed, in some language groups exogamy has become. institutionalised. This appl ies particularly within the Yuulngu.famlly,.where (for
example) one large language group, the Dhuwal, consists entirely of
clans of the du:wa moiety (now total I ing more than 1,000 persons).
Since intra-m~iety marriage was never tolerated, this means that every
Dhuwal man had to find a wife from another language group, and hence
every Dhuwal chi Id had a non-Dhuwal mother. Other Yuulngu languages .
show similar imbalances, though not to this extreme extent; the DhaY?YI
group includes a large clan of the yirica moiety and a much smaller
Qu:wa clan, whi Ie the Ritharngu also have more yirica than Qu:wa members.
Each language group corresponded to a group of clans which tended
to congregate together during a portion of the year. The most favourable time for congregating was toward the end of the dry season, when
large swamps are drying up. These swamps provide abundant vegetable
food at this period; the sedge Eleoaharis dulais, for example, has
edible corms which can be collected en masse. The Nunggubuyu clans

used to come together during the end of the dry season in the general
area of the wurindi swamp; the Warndarang often congregated at a place
cal led ma~ajara near the Phelp River; for the Ngandi the most common
meeting place was warpani; I do not know for sure where the Ritharnou
congregat~d, but the places na~e~ ~u:nJi, bU09ulum, and ~uru~upal h~ve
been mentioned as important areas .
Typically, major ceremonies were held during these congregations.
There was considerable mobil ity in the area, and the men organising a
ceremony ofte,n invited clans from other language groups to attend.
Thus the Nunggubuyu and Warndarang often got together, as did the
Ngandi and Ritharngu. The constitution of these larger gatherings was
not fixed, so that on occasion the Nunggubuyu might attend a ceremony
in the Ritharngu area, and so forth. Thus in this area there was considerable social interaction among the various language groups. This
naturally faci I itated the arranging of interl inguistic marriages.
As generally in Austral ia, the wife usually joined her husband's
group, so if a Ritharngu woman married a Nunggubuyu man she would go to
I ive with the Nunggubuyu.
It was thus often the case that a child would
grow up as a member of language group X, but with a mother whose native
language was Y. In this event the chi Id would normally learn both
languages wei I. He might begin by learning the mother's language but
would also acquire the father's language at an early age. As the'chi Id
grew up and became a functioning member of his language group, he would
naturally tend to use his father's language most, since this was also
the language of most other members of the community. Among the Yuulngu
groups, including the Ritharngu, this pattern was reinforced by a strong
normative insistence that the child use his father's language as his
principal medium of communication, at least after a certain age.
Despite this, the individual would always retain a special secondary identification with his mother's language. Although descent is
patri I ineal, a male EGO has important rights and duties vis-a-vis his
mother's clan.
In ceremonies, for example, men of clan A cannot paint
their own totemic designs on their bodies. Instead, men of other clans
(8, C, etc.) whose mothers are in clan A perform this duty. Thus a man
must devote considerable time in his ritual training to learning the
totemic designs for his mother's clan. The term ju~gayi, translated
'lawyer' or 'manager', describes a man's status vis-a-vis his mother's
clan. There are many other ramifications of this relationship outside
the narrow area of ritual obi igations; major pol itical decisions made
by clan A are typically made in consultation with the jUQgayi group.
As a result, a man (to a lesser extent, a woman) has a lasting
relationship with his mother's clan and thus has many occasions to
speak its language. In the Yuulngu group, although EGO must use his
father's language as his primary medium according to the norm, he also
has a special secondary right over the language of his mother's clan.
Since each clan ideally has its own language (despite difficulties in
reconci I ing this with the I inguistic real ity as observed by the I in~
guist), in the Yuulngu group the mother's clan's language is always
considered to be distinct from the father's clan's language, so EGO is
always normatively bi lingual.
It is no longer possible to observe the actual dynamics of bi-
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I ingual ism (code-switching, etc.) under traditional conditions. The
settl ing of various Aboriginal groups in settlements and missions (the
most recent of which was establ ished in 1952), and the varying fates
of the different languages, have completely altered the original situation. Warndarang is extinct as of 1974, Ngandi is now spoken only by a
sma I j number of old and middle-aged persons, whi Ie NJnggJb~yJ has ~ecome
the standard language at Numbulwar Mission (assimi lating some Warndarang
clans and a few Ngandi). There is sti I I a fair amount of intercommunity
marriage, but in cases where the spouses have different languages there
is a strong tendency to use Engl ish or Pidgin Engl ish as the medium.
It should be emphasised that the diffusion described in this work
is not the result of these post-contact disturbances. My Warndarang
informant (an old man who dIed in 1974 at the age of around 70) grew
up under approximately traditional conditions as a young boy, but then
spent much of his I ife in cattle stations south of the Roper River. He
had much contact with Mara and Alawa speakers, but I ittle with Nunggubuyu speakers during most of his I ife. Thus the fact that the language
shows considerable diffusion from Nunggubuyu indicates that the interference in question was pre-contact. Even though this man was the last
Warndarang speaker, he knew the language wei I and was able to remember
obscure paradigms and to give lengthy narrative texts in the language.
The very fact that Warndarang had not been in use as a vernacu Iar for
30 years or so before my work with this man probably preserved the
language in archaic form instead of resulting in the extensive innovations characteristic of gradual 'language death' in situations where a
language is sti I I spoken to some extent.
Simi larly, though only a few good speakers of Ngandi remain there
can be I itt Ie doubt that the mater i a I I co I Iected was an authent i c
indication of pre-contact Ngandi. My informants were quite fluent, and
there is no indication whatsoever that any important structural borrowings from Ritharngu have occurred in the post-contact period. Nunggubuyu and Ritharngu are viable vernaculars and it can hardly be seriously
suggested that either has borrowed from decl ining languages I ike Ngandi
and Warndarang in recent decades.
This situation contrasts with what is found in some other parts of
Austral ia (for example, parts of Cape York Peninsula), where I am told
that some languages and dialects are half-remembered by a few informants
who have trouble keeping them apart, so that what the I inguist obtains
may be a melange of a noun from one language, a verb from a second,
and suffixes of a third. This mixing is faci I itated not only by the
fact of language death, but also by the original simi larity among the
languages or dialects. In Arnhem Land, on the other hand, not only did
I have fluent informants, but the languages are sufficiently remote
genetically, and disparate in terms of morphological structure and the
I ike, that recent artificial mixture cannot be taken as a real possibi I ity. The most I wi I I concede is that a very I imited amount of recent
lexical borrowing (which is outside the scope of this work) may have
taken place, especially Ritharngu loans into Ngandi. I emphasise these
points so that other Austral ianists working in less favourable field
situations wil I appreciate that my own situation was much better and
that the data dealt with in this work cannot be dismissed as reflecting
recent mixing under artificial post-contact conditions.
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We may summarise the demographic background as follows. In this
part of Arnhem Land a language corresponded basically to a
I
h' h
group of
Pat'
ric ans,w IC assembled annually toward the end of the dry season
for ecological reasons and in order to hold major ceremonies
There
was ::te~s!ve inte~marriage among language groups. There wa~ a fair
amOU1l1 aT InTeraCTion (especially between the Ritharngu and Ngandi and
between the Nunggubuyu and Warndarang) on ceremonial occasions but i
general each language group I ived apart, and during the wet se~son an~
early dry ~eason.the economic and residential unit was the clan or a
smaller unit, which of course was a subset of the language group
Exposure t~ ~econd and third languages was thus primari Iy through the
women w~o JOined the clan as spouses (and later, mothers). The average
POPul~tlon for a language group was between 150 and 200 persons, with
Ngandl the smal lest and Ritharngu probably the largest.

7. AIMS OF THIS STUDY
!he goal of th!s st~dy iS,to identify and describe a large number of
I~sta~ce~ of diffUSion, direct or indirect, of various aspects of
lingUistic structure: It is thus fundamentally a case study rather
than ~ general treatise on areal I inguistics. However, I wi I I attempt
to raise a number of general issues on which the present data have
some bearing, and wi I I also discuss a number of methodological points.
Diffusion among the languages in question is not a recent phenomenon. Such reconstructed proto-languages as PNgNu and Proto-Y I
show som e s "
uu had
ngu
ImI
I a r 't'
I Ies wh'Ich suggest that d i ffus i on between them
already taken place., Howe~er, for methodological reasons we wil I
con~ern ourselves mainly With recent diffusion postdating these intermediate protO-languages. By carefully examining a number of instances
of dem~nstrable diffusion, under conditions where we can compare the
resulting ~tructure to a prior reconstructed structure we can put
our~elv~s In a good ~os!tion to comment on the actual historical proces_es I~vo!ved. ThiS IS methodologically more satisfactory than
merely listing synchronic simi larities.
This study presupposes basic comparative reconstruction within
each relevant fami Iy, although only a portion of this reconstruction
wi I I be pre~ented here. The Yuulngu material avai lable to me permits
reconstruction of the basic phonological and morphological systems of
Proto-Yuulngu~ and,some of its syntax can also be recovered. This
al lows uS,to Identify a number of significant innovations in the development of Rlth~rngu. Simi larly, PNgNu can be reconstructed by applyin
the comparative metho~ to Ngandi and Nunggubuyu, with some problematTc
matters resolved by Wider comparison to other prefixing languages I ike
Ngalkbon. The reconstruction of PWaMaAI is less straightforwa d
'
not al I descriptive facts on Mara are clear at this point sin~e'a~;nce
three atte~ted langu~ges seem to have innovated extensivei y in morphol~gy, an? since the time-depth separating them from the proto-Iangua e
IS conSiderable. However, a number of basic features of PWaMaAI ca~ be
reconstructed at this point. Therefore for al I four of our principal
languages we can trace a development from a reconstructed ancestor to
the attested language.
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This development consists of a combination of internal processes
such as al I languages undergo through time - phonological chang~s,
analogical restructurings, semantic shifts, etc. - and c~anges ~nduced
by contact with neighbouring languages. In most cases dlrect dIffusion where a word or morpheme from one language is borrowed into
ano;her, is easy to iaenTify .. However~ diff~sion ca~ als~ take an
indirect form, where one language readjusts Its own Inherlted.morpho~
logical material in such a way that it moves closer to the ne~gh~ourlng
language structurally. There is no sharp boundary between this Indirect diffusion and the usual internal structural changes brought
about by analogy, etc. Some phonological and morphosyntactic changes
seem to have been due to diffusion, but only at a rather abstract
level.
Our object, then, is to detect phonological and morphosyntactic
diffusion of both the direct and indirect varieties, and to draw whatever general isations about them seem possible. In the case of d~rect
borrowing of grammatical morphemes, we want to know whether particular
kinds of morphemes but not others have been diffused, and if so we
want to know what factors are relevant to this discrepancy. In the
case of indirect diffusion, the most important question is to what
extent it results in highly specific structural convergence and to
what extent it operates on a more general, less tangible level. That
is do we end up with exact structural isomorphism (that is, one-to-one
I i~ear intertranslatabi I ity of morphemic strings from one language to
another), or less specific paral lei ism? Does the diffusion primari Iy
involve formal patterning (for example, order of elements), or the
overal I information content of surface structures? For many such
questions a satisfactory answer is possible.
In addition to such theoretical questions, however, we wi I I
concentrate on developing a methodological framework adequate to the
task of handl ing a Sprachbund where substantial dif:us~on ~f gr~mmatic
al morphemes has occurred. We want to be able to distinguish diffusional sharings from retentionistic ones, in view of the fact that al I
four languages in question are ultimately genetical Iy re~ated. Moreover when a diffusional explanation is decided on we Stl I I need
tech~iques for determining the direction of the diffusion.
Fortunately, the basic comparative research which.h~s been do~e.
within each fami Iy provides historical depth which faci I Itates decIsions
on these questions. For example, suppose that we have a language
fami Iy X with daughter languages Xl, X2, and X3, and another fami Iy Y
with daughter languages YI, Y2, and Y3. We reconstruct Proto-X and
Proto-Y using standard comparative techniques, and find that a morp~eme
M is reconstructable for Proto-X in function F (for example, ergative
c~se suffix). We can show that MI did not occur in Proto-Y; the best
way of doing this is to show that some other morpheme M2 is recon:tructable for Proto-Y in the same function F. However, MI does occur In YI,
which is in close contact with Xl and which has borrowed other morphemes from it. This strongly suggests that YI has borro~ed the
morpheme from Xl, or possibly one of the other languages In the X group.
It may be possible to clearly specify Xl (rather than X2 or X3 ) as
the source of the borrowing. Suppose the Proto-X form of MI was *-~,
and its reflexes in the daughter languages are -ka (Xl), -wa (X2), and

-a (X3).
If the form taken by MI in language YI is -ka, we can be
fairly sure that YI borrowed the morpheme from Xl after *-~ became
-~ in this language.

I,

This example is oversimpl ified and perhaps gives an unreal istic
impression of absolute methodological rigor. Nevertheless, it does
qive an idea of how important the basic comparative background is for
~ny worthwhi Ie study of morphological diffusion.
However, this method is not always appl icable. In addition to it,
I suggest, we need to develop an expl icit method of internal reconstruction simi lar to that used in historical (especially Indo-European)
I inguistics, but adapted to fit a diffusional study rather than the
study of internal analogical processes. In particular, we want to be
able to determine the relative antiquity of shared morphemes in different languages where there is a possibi I ity of diffusion. Thus if MI
is a morpheme found in languages Xl and YI, but not in other members
of either the X or Y groups and not reconstructable for Proto-X or
Proto-Y, we can be fairly sure that diffusion has taken place but we
have no comparative evidence bearing on the directional ity problem.
This may also be the case in deal ing with two languages (for example,
Ngandi and Nunggubuyu) which are subgrouped together but may also
have undergone diffusion since their breakup. If, in the case of Xl
and YI, we can show by internal reconstruction that MI is I ikely to
be relatively archaic in Xl and shows no evidence of being archaic in
YI, then we can conclude that Xl was the probable source language and
YI has done the borrowing. Internal reconstruction of this type
involves consideration of irregular al lomorphic special isation, unusual
functional special isation and/or restrictions, degree of integration
into the morphosyntactic system, and the I ike.
Thus it should be possible to develop a rigorous methodology for
handl ing direct diffusion of grammatical morphemes. As for indirect
diffusion of phonological and morphosyntactic patterns, we have the
problem that the developments in question apply to inherited rather
than borrowed morphological material, and that the kinds of changes
which have taken place are often identical to the kinds of changes
which are wei I-attested in Indo-European and other language fami lies
where diffusional pressures have played I ittle or no role. Thus the
decision whether to claim that a given 'internal' development in YI
phonology or syntax has been in some indirect fashion stimulated or
triggered by contact with Xl is not an easy one to make.
What I wil I try to do in such cases is give a general overview
of the various innovations which a given language has undergone since
its spl it from the most recent proto-language. If it can be shown
that a considerable proportion of such developments result in convergence on some level of analysis with neighbouring languages, then
a strong case can be made for a diffusional explanation of the overal I
set of changes, and hence for any individual change. On the other
hand, if only a smal I proportion of the developments bring about such
structural convergence, we have no right to interpret any individual
instances as of diffusional origin. The only exception would be that
a particularly unusual development ~say, the creation of an ~ncommon
category, such as the originative case category to be de~cribed in a
later chapter) would require a diffusional explanation if a simi lar
pattern is found in a nearby language.
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Thus this work, if successful, wi I I be of some methodological
value particularly for the study of diffusion under demographic
conditions such as those described above; admittedly, these conditions
are rarely met with outside of coastal Austral ia. The work wi I I also
hopefully be of value to general areal I inguistics as a case study of
what can happen under these pecul iar demographic conditions. Because
we wI I! be a~le tc dcc~~e~~ ~irec~ ~crphclc~!ca: drff~sicG of a kind
rarely found except in dialectological contexts, we wi I I be in a
uniquely favourable position to observe general tendencies for this
kind of diffusion. We can ask, and in many instances answer, specific
questions concerning the nature of the phonological, morphological,
and semantic factors which determine what kinds of direct morphological
diffusion are possible.

Chapter 2

PHONOLOGY

1. PRELIMINARIES
It may be useful to begin with a brief survey of some of the literature
on phonological diffusion. For Mei I let, the champion of the comparative method in historical I inguistics, diffusion was I imited to the
area of vocabulary, whi Ie phonology and morphosyntax formed 'closed
systems' which resisted mixture.
La prononciation et la grammaire forment des systemes fermes;
toutes les parties de chacun de ces systemes sont I iees les unes
aux autres. Le systeme phonetique et Ie systeme morphologique se
pretent donc peu a recevoir 'des emprunts'.
Au contraire, les mots ne constituent pas un systeme; tout
au plus forment-i Is de petits groupes ... ; chaque mot existe pour
ainsi dire isolement. Aussi peut-on emprunter a des langues
etrangeres autant de mots que I 'on veut; i I suffit qu'une langue
etrangere ait un prestige .•. pour que les emprunts se multipi i ent. 9
However, when Mei Ilet said that pronunciation is not diffusable,
he was talking about indirect diffusion, where speakers of one language
modify the pronunciation of their own inherited words to imitate
pronunciation patterns in the other language. Mei I let was wei I aware
that when words are borrowed, they may introduce phonemes which did
not originally occur in the borrowing language. Thus Mei I let's position was that phonological diffusion is the result of direct diffusion
of vocabulary rather than the result of indirect diffusion by imitation.
Some members of the Prague school devoted considerable attention
to phonological processes associated with lexical borrowing. Some of

9
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A. Me i I let, 'Le p rob Ieme de Ia pa rente des Iangues ' . In Linguistic
historique et Unguistique generale, vo I. 1i Pa r is 1921, p. 84. Or i ginally publ ished in 1914.
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the most important work was done by Jakobson, who studied the areal
distribution of consonant palatal isation and of accent systems in
Europe. Jakobson also suggested a number of general isations which
grew out of the structural phonological analysis which he, Trubetzkoy,
and others were in the process of developing. Jakobson stressed the
importance of the adaptation process by which words from one language
were ccrve~+e~ ir~c p~crclcglca: strings which were acceptabie in The
borrowing language.
La solution la plus simple, et, semble-t-i I, la plus usitee, est
cel Ie qui consiste a adapter les mots d'origine etrangere aux
lois de la structure indigene. 10
Moreover, even when languages undergo some phonological changes
due to an influx of loanwords, these changes are I ikely to be those
which are relatively natural given the pre-existing structure, while
more severe restructuring is blocked.
La langue n'accepte des elements de structure etrangers que quand
i Is correspondent a ses tendances de developpement.ll
Thus the borrowing of vocabulary was not viewed as a simple
mechanical process, but as dependent in a complex fashion on the structure of the source language and especially of the borrowing language.
Structural factors determined the receptivity of the borrowing language
to particular teatures in the source language.
Some attention was paid by the Prague school I inguists to a
variety of social and cultural factors in vocabulary borrowing. Jakobson, for example, noted that loanwords could be fully integrated into
the borrowing language and thus no longer distinguishable from inherited vocabulary, or they could be sti I I recognised by speakers as basically foreign words. In the latter case, phonological pecul iarities of
the loanwords did not affect the basic phonological system of the
borrowing language; there was one system for inherited vocabulary,
another for fore i gn words. 12 It was on I y when such loanwords became
an integra1 part of the lexical stock of the borrowing language that
they could bring about reinterpretation of phonological systems.
Ainsi nous voyons que les emprunts par eux-memes ne modifient pas
la phonologie propre de la langue: ce n'est que leur assimi lation
qui est capable d'y introduire des elements nouveaux. 13

lOR. Jakobson, 'Sur la theorie des affinites phonologiques entre les
langues'. In Jakobson, Selected Writings, vol.1, The Hague 1962,
p.240. Originally publ ished in 1938, revised French edition pubI i shed 1949.

110p. cit., p.241.
12 The term 'synchronically foreign words' has been appl ied to such
cases by J. Vachek, 'On the Interplay of External and Internal
Factors in the Development of Language', irl B. Malmberg, ed.,
Readings in Modern Linguistics, Stockholm 1972.
13 J a k obson, op. c~t.,
•
p.240.
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Moreover, phonological idiosyncracies of different languages
uld acquire conscious symbol ic value for their speakers; one group
~~ght feel proud of its own phonetic patterns and ridicule those of
a nearby language.
A particularly interesting remark was made by V. Mathesius,
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be systematically kept apart from native vocabulary by retaining, and
even general ising, phonetic pecul iarities of the former, ~o that two
coexisting systems result. When loanwords show such special features,
.,. on peut ordinairement constater que Ie son dont i I s'agit
ne participe pas aux differences phonologiques et, partant,
n'appartient pas au systeme phonologique. Le changement de t
en ;;;L'
n
surtout au voislnage de I iquides, qui se
produit ( en
~
tscheque populaire uniquement dans les mots etrangers par ex.
krem, cirkus, bicycl, balkon, plakat), alors que dans les mots
autochtones k demeure dans toutes les positions - a I 'exception
de la prononciation de mots kdo, kde, kdy - une pure sourde ~
(comp. avec les mots etrangers cites ci-dessus les mots tscheques
su ivants: krev pfrko vyniki, palka, plakat), montre bien qu'i I
" de conscience d'une difference
".
."..".
ts
existe une sorte
entre les elemen
indigenes et etrangers. 14
Martinet, though recognising a range of cultural and prosodic.
factors in phonological change, focused his attention on the analYSIS
of the confl icting structural, functional, and economising factors
inherent in particular phonological systems, bel ieving that many
phonological changes could be largely explain~d on the basis
such
internal considerations. He incl ined toward Internal explanations
wherever possible, having recourse to diffusional explanations only
where no such internal one was avai lable.

0:

Un examen de I 'economie du systeme de la langue ou se produit Ie
phenomene etudi~ eourra~souvent permettre d'etabl ir s~ ceo .
phenomene est du a une evolution purement locale que Justlfle
pleinement Ie con!exte structural, ou si I 'on doit pense~ au ~
resultat d'interferences parce que Ie changement ne paralt guere
avoir trouve d'appui dans Ie systeme ou on Ie constate. 15
Simi larly, Sapir recognised that phonological diffusion was
possible, and its implementation not I imited to the d~ffusion of .
vocabulary, but insisted that such interference was highly con~tralned
by the 'native drift' (that is, inherent developmental tendenCies) of
the borrowing language.
The result [of 'unconscious stimulus' from language A of a phonological change in language BJ would be that both A and B have an
important phonetic trait in common. Eventually their phonetic
systems, judged as mere assemblages of sounds, might even become

14V. Mathesius, 'La structure phonologique du tscheque moderne',
Travaux du Cercle Linguistique de Prague 1(1929), p.68.
15 A. Martinet, Economie des changements phonetiques, Berne 1955, p.194.
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completely assimi lated to each other, though this is an extreme
case hardly ever real ised in practice. The highly significant
thing about such phonetic interinfluencings is the strong tendency
of each language to keep its phonetic pattern intact. So long as
the respective al ignments of the simi lar sounds is (sic) different, so long as they have differing 'values' and 'weights' in the
unrelated languages, t~ese languages cannot be said to have
diverged materially from the I ine of their inherent drift. In
phonetics, as in vocabulary, we must be careful not to exaggerate
the importance of interl inguistic influences. 16
The I inguists whom we have cited above are in general agreement
that diffusion is a relatively minor factor in phonological change.
Phonology is viewed as a closed system, or at least as a highly integrated structure which cannot easi Iy accommodate foreign intrusions.
Much of what appears at first sight to be phonological diffusion turns
out on closer inspection to be the product of independent drift in the
languages involved.
.
As far as the actual mechanism of phonological diffusion, the
authors we have quoted emphasise the importance of direct diffusion of
lexical items. The notion of indirect diffusion, whereby a language
develops new pronunciation patterns which bring it into I ine with
patterns in a nearby language, and appl ies these new patterns to its
own inherited lexical and morphological material, is adumbrated briefly
in some of these authors' works, but is not formulated very precisely
or exempl ified adequately.
This suggests certain I ines of inquiry which can be appl ied to
the Arnhem Land situation. We want to determine to what extent phonological systems have been modified by diffusional pressures, and to
what extent the diffusion has been direct or indirect. In the case
of indirect diffusion, we would also I ike to know whether the diffusion has been concrete and highly specific, so that the resulting
systems are essentially identical across language boundaries, or
whether diffusional pressures have been only one of several sets of
factors which have interacted in a complex fashion so that only certain
aspects of the resulting structures are identical.
We might also consider the possible contribution of generative
phonology to phonological diffusion. This approach views phonological
systems, not in terms of surface patterning, but in terms of a col lection of transformational (rewrite) rules converting nonsurface representations at various levels of abstraction into progressively more
concrete surface representations. Over the years, generative phonologists have gradually retreated from their earl ier position that the
formal statement of rules goes to the heart of phonological dynamics
(synchronically and diachronically). In the last few years they have
'discovered' paradigmatic level I ing, recognised that overly abstract
analyses are difficult to reconci Ie with historical change, and conceded that the status of a rule is largely dependent on its concrete

16 E. Sapir, Language, New York 1939, p.201.
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urface manifestation (hence Kiparsky's notion of 'rule opacity,).17

~n other words, generative phonology has been slowly but surely
converging with
though it sti I I
alternations as
to) account for

traditional, surface-oriented phonological analysis,
prefers to think in terms of rules rather than surface
such whenever this has any possibi I ity of (appearing
the facts.

For the purposes of this work we want to ask whether considering
phonological syste~s aS,sets ~f rewrite rules hel~s us to understand
the phonological diffusion which has taken place In the area, For
example, have phonological rules as such been diffused? If so, what
was the historical mechanism underlying this transfer?

2. LEXICAL DIFFUSION
Since I hope to produce a study of lexical diffusion in the area at a
later date, I wi I I merely outl ine its approximate extent here in order
to give an idea as to the role of lexical borrowing in phonological
diffusion.
The genetic relationships among the languages, especially between
the Yuulngu and prefixing groups, are sufficiently remote that we
would expect few cognates to occur. There are only about twenty noun
and verb stems which are sufficiently widespread in Aboriginal languages to have any chance of being reconstructable,for CA. ,A fa~r
number of these are monosyllabic *CV- verb stems I Ike *~- to h~t,
to kiZZ'. There are also some noun stems I ike *maraQ 'hand' which
occur widely, but in almost every such nominal example there are
I imits to its geographic dist~ibution or other problems which make
CA reconstruction uncertain.
The prefixing and Yuulngu groups are genetically distant, and it
is probable that the two have come together at some relatively recent
period due to migrations. Aside from a smal I stock of shared retentions from CA, then, vocabulary sharing involving the two groups can
on Iy be accounted tor as the resu I t of recent d i ffus ion. In fact,
we find that Ng and Ri share a very high proportion of noun and verb
stems, on the order of 50 J:ler cent of a II items attested (around 1,300
items for each language).18 Even 'core' vocabulary such as is often
used in glottochronological investigations has been diffused rather
freely. For example, let us consider body-part terms (including terms
for bodi Iy substances and secretions), a domain usually rather resistant to borrowing. Of about 70 such terms attested for Ng, eighteen
are clearly shared with Ri: shoulder blade, nai I, body hair, scrotum,
ankle, mouth, flesh, tongue, skin, sinew, wrist, rib, heel/foot, elbow,

17p. Kiparsky, 'Historical Linguistics', in W.O. Dingwall, ed., A
Survey of Linguistic Science, Col lege Park, Maryland 1971, pp.621-22.
laThe four major languages wi I I be henceforth abbreviated as Nu (Nunggubuyu), Ng (Ngandi), Ri (Ritharngu), and Wa (Warndarang)'. Names of
other languages wi I I not be abbreviated, so that 'Ng' wi I I always
refer to Ngandi, never to-Ngalkbon or Ngalakan.
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sa I iva, bone, nave I, sweat. 'Tongue' cou I d poss i b IY be a retent ion
from CA, but I doubt it, and the others are clearly due to recent,
local diffusion. The phonological divergences are mainly expectable
ones involving sl ight changes in vowel length and qual ity, and there
are few semantic divergences.
In nominal domains genera! !y, ~g has at least as many sharings
with Ri as it does with Nu, though it is incomparably closer to Nu
genetically. Some of the Ng-Nu sharings may be diffusional, but many
are clearly common retentions from PNgNu, and show various internal
phonological and semantic developments (especially in Nu) which show
that recent diffusion cannot have been responsible.
Ng and Ri also show many sharings in their stock of verb stems.
Some of these are old CA monosyllables I ike *bu- 'to hit, to kill',
and since both languages show paradigmatic irregularities we must take
these stems as common retentions from CA. However, even some mono- syllabic stems with partly irregular paradigms have been diffus~d (for
example, Ng -~-, Ri ~:-, Nu -~- 'to chop').
Ng and Ri also share 100 or more verbs belonging to productive
classes of thematic stems which can occur in uninflected 'root forms'
serving as abbreviations of fuller forms, and which require a thematising suffix before inflectional suffixes can be added. The thematising
suffix itself has been diffused from Ri (-du-, -~-, etc.) to Ng (-du-),
so the entire verb class (its thematising ~ffix, most of its stems:and its associated morphosyntax) has been borrowed into Ng. Presumably
the stems have been borrowed in their simplest shape, the root form,
and have then been rethematised independently in the borrowing language.
Because of verbs I ike these, Ng and Ri share more verb stems than
do Ng and Nu. However, the closer genetic relationship between Ng and
Nu is brought out by the fact that in other verb classes, which occur
only in overtly inflected form and are thus less easi Iy diffused, Ng
and Nu share a number of verbs not found in Ri (for example, Ng _~_,
Nu -~- 'to Y'eturn'). These typ i ca I IY show i nterna I phono Iog i ca I
developments, and sometimes semantic special isation (hence Ng _~_
'to hold', Nu -w1 a ba- 'to ~Y'ap up') which suggest common retention
rather than recent diffusion.
'Cognate' percentages between Ng or Nu and Wa are not so high as
between Ng and Ri, even though at least Nu and Wa have been rather
closely related areal Iy. I attribute this in large part to structural
differences in verbal morphology.19 Whereas the common possession of
a thematising process applying to verbal root forms faci I itated diffusion of verbs between Ng and Ri, the considerable structural difference
19 Mei I let may be mentioned as one of the first I inguists to stress the
role of structural factors in inhibiting lexical diffusion:
La grammaire rend P9rfois les emprunts malaises: une langue
qui, comme Ie fran~ais, a des substantifs sans flexion, mais une
conjugaison compl iquee, emprunte volontiers des substantifs, mais
relativement peu de verbes.
See Mei I let, op. cit., p.84.

teen the Wa verbal system (based on verbal particles fol lowed by

~ef~ected auxi I iary verbs) and the corresponding Nu system (with
~~rectIY inflected stems, most of which have no root form) prevented
d'ffusion of verb stems between the two languages, so that the only
s~arings are a few old cognate monosyllabic stems (auxi I iaries, in Wa).

~,,~ ?""'C ~!'-.1 do sha:8, ho"vev8;-, a fair nur.:ber of r,G~n stems, par'tlculariy

~a ;~ch

domains as flora-fauna, implements, and the I ike.

and Nu is far less than the very high figure for Ng and RI.

Thus the significance of lexical diffusion as a mechanism for
honological change has been much greater in the case of Ng and Ri
~han in the case of Nu and Wa (or Ng and Wa). Since, as we wi I I show
below Nu has been substantially affected phonologically by contact
w'Ith Wa , we wi I I have to explain this mainly in terms of indirect
t '
diffusion, whereby the pronunciation patterns of one language rigger
convergent historical developments in the other.
I shou I d add that I found I itt Ie ev i dence for the systemat i c
distinction between native and foreign vocabulary within any given
language, along the I ines suggested by the quotation fro~ Mathesius in
the preceding section. It is true that informants occasionally observed that particular words 'really' belonged to another language
although they could be used in the informants' own language. However,
in most cases this knowledge was not coded in the phonological form
of the words, which was generally compatible with the ~ound pattern,o:
the borrowing language. Rather, the knowledge was derived from faml I 1arity with the source and borrowing lang~ages and their cultural and
environmental backgrounci. For example, If language A has three or
four synonyms denoting a tree species, and one of the less common
synonyms happens to be the common word for that species in another
language B, speakers of A may regard their word aS,basical Iy a B wor?
Or if languages A and B share a single word referring to a :ree species
which occurs primari Iy in the territory of the people speaking B,
speakers of A may regard -the word as belonging to B.
A possible exception is that Ri words with the vo~els ~ or Q ,
(not part of the normal Ri vowel system) may be recognised as, f~relgn
on phonological grounds. However, such words are usually assimilated
by converting the ~ or Q into a Ri vowel (l, ~, ~), and, If the w~rd
is at al I common this is I ikely to happen. No systematic retention
of foreign or pseudo-foreign phonological patterning2~uch as reported
by Mathesius for colloquial Czech has been observed.
Thus cultural
20An exception is that Ri speakers do not see~ to ~honologic~1 Iy,
integrate terms for subsections (a type of marriage class whl~h
the Ri and other Yuulngu groups have taken over from languages In
the Katherine and Oenpel I i areas), hence gela, gocon, etc.
It has been claimed by some anthropologists that the sUbsection
system came into the Yuulngu group not from the Oenpel I i and Katherine areas to the west and southwest, but rather from the Nunggubuyu
to the south. That this is wrong is shown not only by the phono(Footnote 20 is continued on next page)
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There has

~n n relatively I ittle diffusion of 'core' nominal vocabulary between
t~: two languages. The total amount of vocabulary sharin~ between Wa
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factors as such seem to have played I ittle role in the phonological
history of these languages.
clusters I ike ~
ous, and certain
detai Is of which
and Ri. This is
items.

3. NGANDI AND RITHARNGU
There,has been rather I ittle recent phonological diffusion be+wee~ ~~
and,RI, bu+ +~Is is mainly because Proto-Yuulngu and PNgNu were already
baslca~ Iy congruent except in their vowels. The reconstructed consonantal Inventory for both proto-languages and for attested Ng and Ri
is as shown in Figure 4 . 2 1 '
,

There is one respect in which Ri diverges from the other Yuulngu
languages but converges with Ng (and Rembarrnga). This does not
involve the phonemic inventory as such, rather the distribution of
g Iotta I stops. In Ng, the g Iotta I stop 1 is found ch i ef Iyin morphemefinal 22
position, especially at the end of noun stems and thematic verb
stems.
Examples are wa[an? 'hill coolibah tree', buruburu? 'nearby',
bi I? 'sharp point', etc. Final? can fol Iowa sonorant, but not a
st~p or another 1· In stems with final 1, this is clearly pronounced
both word-finally and presuffixally.
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Interdental n occurs in a number of high-frequency stems and
morph~mes in Ritharngu and other Yuulngu languages, but is generally
restricted to morpheme-initial position. This consonant apparently
did not occur in PNgNu; the only Ng example is a recent loan (mana
'heron sp. ') from Nu.
,
In bO~h proto-languages, fortis and lenis stops are distinct only
Intervocal Ical Iy and in the environment VS
V, where S is a nonnasal
sonorant. In oth~r positions only a single-5eries occurs; on phonetic
grounds I transcribe such neutral stops as lenis syllable-initially
as fort is sy I I ab I e-f i na I Iy.
,
In addi~ion,to ~he simi larity in phonemic inventory, Ng and Ri
share most distributional restrictions, and these can in nearly al I
?a~e~ be attributed to the proto-language as wei I. Thus no wordInitial consonant clusters are permitted, and only certain word-final
Footnote 20 continued
logical forms of the terms, which
found in Nu, but also by the fact
terms (though they are aware that
a general word ma: Ig 'subsection,

21Th~

include vowels and consonants not
that the Nu do not have subsection
western groups have them, and have
correct marriage classification').

columns are, from left to right, these: bi labial, interdental,
aplcoalveolar, retroflexed (apicodomal), laminoalveolar (I ike
Engl !sh palatoalveolars, but more fronted), and velar. The two
rh~tlcs are ~~ a flap (usually apicoalveolar), and [, a retroflexed
g I Ide resemb I I ng Ameri can Eng Ii sh ~.

are tolerated. Word-medial clusters are more numertriple clusters such as rl)g are found. Even minor
clusters are permitted are-usually the same in Ng
due, in part, to massive diffusion of actual lexical

On the other hand, in a Yuulngu language I ike Dhuwal final glottal
stops are used more sparingly, particularly in noun stems (they are
common in thematic verb stems, as in Ng). Case suffixes and the I ike
cannot end in glottal stops. Words which end in an underlying glottal
often omit it, so that the only rei iable way to determine whether a
noun stem, for instance, has a final underlying glottal is to examine
its form with a suffix (for example, I)acai i?-I i I 'to the smoke', cf.
suffixless I)acai i 'smoke').
Ri diverges from this Yuulngu pattern in several respects. First,
as in Ng, when a stem ends in a ,final glottal this is clearly pronounced even in word-final position. Secondly, many suffixes which
lack glottals in other Yuulngu languages show a final glottal in Ri,
apparently showing a Ri innovation rather than an archaic retention
(for example, Ablative -I)UCu?, Pergressive -kuru?). In some cases,
as with dyadic dual suffix -ka? with kin terms (ba:pa-ka? 'father and
child' from ba:pa 'father'), the actual suffix has been borrowed from
Ng (see Chapter 3, section 9), but in the case suffixes just mentioned
the new glottal is attached to an old Yuulngu morpheme which has no
cognates or close correlates in Ng.
In general, final glottals in noun stems are more common (as wei I
as more rigorously pronounced) in Ri than in other Yuulngu languages,
conforming to the Ng pattern. Compare, for example, Dhuwal man?jar
'leaves' with Ri manjar? and Ng manjar? (same gloss); this shows that
Ri and Ng share a preference for noun-final glottals and against stemmedial glottals, differing at least statistically in this respect from
other Yuulngu languages I ike Dhuwal. Such Ri stems apparently reflect

22

Glottal stops also occur at the beginning of a few suffixes and
postpositions I ike -?wanji? 'like'. Rarely they Occur stem-medially,
as in -gur?war-g,u- 'to shoot'. In the suffix-initial instances
the 1 is always before a consonant, and the? can be thought of as
a kind of junctural element.
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either straight borrowing from Ng, or at least repronunciation 23 of
inherited lexical items on the model of Ng pronunciation.

I'

Although in consonantism Ri and Ng have thus come to the point of
complete convergence, their vocal ic systems have remained divergent.
Ng, I ike some other prefixing ~anguages (Rembarrnga, etc.l, has a fivevowel system with l, ~, ~, £,~. There is a length contrast, but the
total number of stems with long vowels is around a dozen; this list
includes a couple of loanwords I ike ba:guru 'armband' (from Nul, and
some monosyllables I ike Qa: 'mouth' where length is predictable. Thus
for practical purposes we can say that Ng lacks vowel-length contrasts.
On the other hand, Ri and the other Yuulngu languages have three
basic qual ities (l, ~, ~l and an important vowel-length contrast in
word-initial syllables. 2'+ In subsequent syllables only short vowels
occur, so there are six vocal ic phonemes in initial syllables and three
elsewhere. Some instances of £ and ~ occur in unintegrated loanwords
from languages I ike Ng and Rembarrnga into Ri, but in general Ri speakers integrate such words by converting e into i or a, and converting 0
into u or a. 2 5
23 By 'repronunciation' I mean the phonological reshaping of a morpheme
or stem due to interference from another language or dialect which
has a phonologically and semantically simi lar morpheme or stem; the
term 'phono Iog i ca I contam i nat i on' cou I d a Iso be used. In a d i a Iecta I
situation such examples may abound when one dialect attains the
status of a national language, as in Italy. See, for example, G.P.
CI ivio, 'Language Contact in Piedmont: Aspects of Ital ian Interference in the Sound System of Piedmontese', in E.S. Firchow, et al., eds.,
Studies for Einar Haugen, The Hague 1972, pp.119-131.
Incidentally, CI ivio has an interesting theory as to why Piedmontese remained fairly stable for many centuries and only recently has
'decayed~ under the influence of standard Ital ian.
He suggests that
in earl ier periods French and Ital ian both exerted influence on Piedmontese, and these confl icting pressures in effect cancel led each
other out. When French ceased to be a factor, Ital ian interference
on Piedmontese produced rapid changes.
2'+There are only a handful of minimal pairs involving vowel length, but
we may mention wa:Qa 'camp' and waQa-0 'speaks'.
251t is not certain under exactly what conditions Ng e becomes Ri i
instead of a, or Ng 0 becomes Ri u instead of a. That the rules-are
perhaps not-rigorously determinable is suggested by occasional Ri
doublets I ike baragar? and burugur? from Ng borogor? 'river whistling

tree' .
Another problem is that some Ng words borrowed from Ri seem to
have replaced Ri l or ~ with Ng ~, and Ri ~ or ~ with Ng ~ instead of
the expected diaphonic conversions (Ri l + Ng l, etc.l. This makes it
very difficult to determine direction of borrowing in many instances,
which in turn makes it difficult to find evidence for particular
diaphonic conversion rules.
(Footnote 25 is continued on next pagel
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It would seem, then, that PNgNu and Proto-Yuulngu differed only
in two respects: the distribution of *1 and the vowel systems. In
the first case Ri has innovated to match the Ng pattern, partly by
direct diffusion of loanwords, including the repronunciation of shared
words on the Ng model. In the case of the vowel systems, Ri and Ng
have remained divergent.
Aside from recent, local diffusion in the case of the glottal
stops, there has obviously been a long history of diffusion lying
behind the congruence in consonantal systems between Proto-Yuulngu and
PNgNu. The system shown in Figure 4 is found in the Yuulngu languages
and in a block of nearby prefixing languages such as Ng, Ngalkbon,
Gunwinggu, and Rembarrnga (it can be reconstructed for Pre-Nul. However, the system is quite different from the consonantal systems of
other subgroups in the Pama-Nyungan fami Iy to which Yuulngu is related,
and from those of other groups of prefixing languages including PWaMaAI
and its descendents. In particular, the occurrence of two stop series
(fortis and lenisl and of the glottal stop is an unusual feature in
Austral ia, and must be considered a local Arnhem Land development. At
present I am not prepared to say whether this developed in Yuulngu and
spread to the adjacent prefixing languages, or vice versa; in both
groups we can find contrasts involving inherited, unborrowed vocabulary
so it is clear that both groups have had the system for a considerable
time.
Within the prefixing languages, Ng and Nu (as wei I as Enindhi Iyagwal
are unusual in having a series of interdental consonants (1, )1, sometimes nl. This series is missing from other prefixing languages to the
north ~nd west (Rembarrnga, Ngalakan, Ngalkbon, Gunwinggul, and also
from those to the south (Wa, Mara, Alawal except in a few nouns (apparently loanwordsl with Q. The interdental series reappears in Yanyula,
further southeast along the Gulf coast, but in view of geographical and
genetic distances it is doubtful that we can directly connect these
interdentals with those of Nu and Ng.
Interdentals seem to be archaic in the Yuulngu group. The uncommon phoneme 0, for example, occurs precisely in high-frequency
grammatical morphemes such as ""'-na: 'what?' and its derivatives, Accusative -oa, Past suffix allomorph -.~.! and so forth. In some cases,
notably verbal suffixes, there are alternations of the type -oa/-na
depending on verb class, and it may be that interdental 0 and--lamTnoalveolar n have spl it off from a single laminal phoneme <this requires
further research uti I ising other Pama-Nyungan groups to the southl. It
is possible that d and j (as wei I as fortis t and cl have likewise
spl it off from a ~ingle-Iaminal type, but I know oT no internal Yuulngu
evidence for this. Although we thus have hints of how interdentals may
have arisen in Yuulngu, they seem to have been firmly establ ished wei I
before the Proto-Yuulngu period.
Footnote 25 continued
The term 'diaphonic', by the way, is taken from the many publ ications on bi I ingual ism by a teache~ of mine, Einar Haugen. I am using
the term here in the context-of historical processes associated with
lexical and other morphemic borrowings.
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In the prefixing languages, we have noted that Interdentals occur
In Ng (t, d) and Nu (d, I). (Interdental n In these languages Is
restr I cted=to a coup I~ of f Iora-fauna term~.) Nu I ref Iects *d (see
Chapter 2, section 4). Thus PNgNu had Interdental~ only in th~ stop
series, whereas Proto-Yuulngu also had Interdental nasals.
In PNgNu
the only cases of 'r+erderta!s ir 9ra~~atrca! affIxes tur~ o~t to be
explainable (on other grounds) as borrowings from RI; examples are Ng
ergative-Instrumental -iu (see Chapter 3, section 3), Ng Inchoative -il(Chapter 3, section 10)-,-and thematlslng augment -~- (Chapter 3,
section 11). Another suffix, Ng denominative verbal Iser -~-, may also
be borrowed from RI (which has factitive -ia-), though here the situation Is less clearcut.
Quite a few noun and verb stems Involving Interdentals are shared
between RI and Ng and/or Nu, and In many such cases It can be shown
(largely on distributional grounds) that RI Is the source. Examples
are Ng 9,owo and Nu La:wu 'word, story' from RI (and ·general Yuulngu
g,a :wu 'word'.
However, there are also cases where Ng and/or Nu show Interdentals In Inherited stems. For example, compare Ng -~u-9a 'stands'
and Nu -Ia-ra 'stands' with Wa -ju-ra and Mara -ju-Iu (Intransitive
Aux used-chiefly with stance/position verbs and the· I Ike). These
forms reflect *-Ju-ra or possibly *-Ju-da 'stands', with some kind of
laminal stop *{. It Is quite possible that Proto-Prefixing had *-ju-ra
(*-ju-da) with lamlnal *1, and that when *1 then spl It up Into lamlnoalveolar *1 and Interdental *2 In PNgNu the Interdental reflex occurred
In this particular form. (Nu-and Mara also show vocalic assimilation,
but In different dlrectlons.)26
As In the Yu'ulngu languages, at this point It Is not possible to
pinpoint the conditions under which Interdentals spl It off from lamlnoalveolars In PNgNu. In view of the fact that Interdentals do not occur
In the neighbouring prefixing languages, It would seem that PNgNu has
Innovated In developing Interdentals (If there are any Indirect arguments
for positing them In earlier stages of other prefixing languages, I am
unaware of them).27 In view of the fact that the affixes In Ng and Nu
which contain Interdentals appear to be al I or nearly al I borrowings
from RI, and since many nouns and verbs with them likewise seem to have
been borrowed from this source, the bulk of the evidence points to the
conclusion that Interdentals originated first In Yuulngu and have then
spread, by direct as well as indirect diffusion, Into PNgNu.

If a language has a phone P occurring only In a tiny handful of
he mes It may stimulate a development whereby new Instances of P
morp
,
are generated
(for example, by having another p honeme _pI merge WI'th 't)
I .
Th 'IS Is because the sound _P Is already pronounceable for speakers of
this language, so that the shift *E' ~ E d~e7 not create a new sound
~"crO(""'l\/el'""
r"'IrAcisel\' h(:'lr~'lc:e p ,c: or!:;j!!,,31 ',/ of low freque~cy
~~~~~e 'ha~~I~w' fu~~tl~nal' I;;d):-there~ Is little or no functional
pressure keeping E and E' distlnct. 29
,

Adapting this notion to our present ~r~blem, we m~y observe that
the Introduction of loanwords (perhaps originally few In nu~ber) from
some form of Yuulngu Into PNgNu would have Introduced some ~nterdentals
(*t and *d, probably not *rr), especially In noun stems. This meant
th~t Inte~dentals were now-pronounceable In PNfg~U, s~ttdhatl t~er~ ~~s
no constraint against having some instances 0 Inherl e
amlna
~ or
*1 becoming interdental *1 or *g. However, in o:h~r Instance 7 these
honemes remained lamlnoalveolar (the exact conditions for this have
~ot been worked out at this point).

4. NUNGGUBUYU AND WARNDARANG:

STOPS

Of the four main languages dealt with here, Nu has undergone by far
the most severe phonological (and morphological) changes. The attested
Nu data are entirely compatible with the reconstructed consonantal
system shown In Figure 4 In the last section; the Nung~ubuyu vowel
system could likewise be derived from a proto-system I Ike that of,Ng
(*1 *e *a *0 *u). However, a considerable number of phonological
dev~lop~ent~ h~~e Zonverted this Ng-I Ike system Into a much different
system rather simi lar to that of Wa.
The two most Important changes In the consonantal system have been
the loss of the fortls/lenls opposition In stops and the loss of glottal
stops. The particular historical chan~e which result~d In the loss of
the fortls/lenls opposition was the shift of old fortis to modern
simple stops (usually phonetically lenls); old lenls sto~s In most,cases
became continuants. Thus, In those positions where fortis and le~6s
stops contrasted, Nu has undergone the changes shown In Figure 5.
The changes shown In Figure 5 are, however, somewhat oversimplified.
In severa I Instances 0 I d fort Is *c has rema I ned fort Is; I n terms of the
new consonantal system I now Inte;pret this sound as a cluster Ql

We owe to Martinet the Interesting notion of catalyst (Icatalrseur
phonologlque l ) In the Internal phonological history of a language. 8

26 RI g,a:ra- 'to stand' may be a distant cognate of these verbs In the
prefixing languages, but probably does not represent recent diffusion.
27At this point we cannot rule out the posslbl I Ity that some cases of
PNgNu
and *g may have developed out of older aplcoalveolar *i
and *g.
-

*t

28Martlnet, op. cit., p.90.
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29 We should also observe that when a new phoneme arises In one position
(say, word-Initial position), It may serve as a catalyst for the
development of the same phoneme In other positions.
30Examples of Nu reflexes of PNgNu stems (preserved exactly In Ng),show
most of these changes: *-gopa- ~ -wlaba- 'to wrap up'; *buialak ~
wudalag 'ochre'; *gutu? ~ wudu 'tree sp.'; *ml~lwlrl? ~ m191~lrl
,
'p;;ssum sp." *-wakl- ~-a:gl- 'to return'; *-maka- ~ -maga- to tell ;
,
' *ma.a
d k ar (')v
*-benf)a- ~ -W2anf)a'to step on'; *-9,0- ~ - La- ,to c h
op;
I ,c
~ macagar(l)j 'dangerous, violent'; *-jo!k-9,u- ~ -ya[g,a- 'to go past.
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(compare Ng -baca- with Nu -w2adja- 'to hit').
not uncontestably attested.
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C~ntinuants reflecting old lenis stops can undergo a synchronic
~ardenln~ process which in effect reverses the historical process shown
In the. flg~re. The regular hardened forms of Nu continuants are those

shown In Figure 6. 31

FIGURE 6
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The environment for hardening is position after a stop or nasal.
Thus -w2adja- 'to hit' forms -jam-badja 'to hit on top of the head'
and so forth. Although it might appear that the stops (b d et )'
cou~d be taken.as syn~hronical Iy underlying and the contT~u~~ts ~~
derive?, espec~al ~y s~nce this avoids the problem of having two morphophonemlca~ Iy dlstlng~lshed ~ phonemes, this is quite impossible. Not
only.contlnuants derived from old lenis stops, but also etymological
co~t~nuan!s now sh~w the hardening seen in Figure 6 (for example
nun-Ja~a-n ~ou sa~d' from root -yama-, cf. Ng -yima- 'to say').' Thus
ther~ IS no mo~phophonemic difference between derived and etymological
con:lnuants which would suggest that the former are sti I I synchronically
der~ved from stops. Moreover, there are now many stops which cannot be
lenlted, so we have one phoneme whose surface form is always Q, a

31 E
I
.,
xamp ,es: simple pergress!ve suffix -w2a,j (-wa,j, -ba,j); -la- 'to
stand (-la-, ~g,a-); locative -ru,j (-ru,j, -du,j); -ruma- 'to go' (-ruma-quma-)i relative suffix -yinu9 (-yinu9, -,jinu9)i ~I lative suffix:
'
~
(-wuy, -JlI:!.Y).
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phoneme whose surface forms are Q or ~, but no phoneme ~ which does
not harden to a stop in a hardening environment. 32 The first phoneme
I represent as /gj, the second as /~1/' etc. Hence we need two underlying ~ phonemes, /~1/ morphophonemical Iy related to Q and /~2/ morphophonemical Iy related to Q.
I should add that the hardening of Ii! to £ is found with only two
morphemes, locative -!J:!.l and the noun riga9 'mother' (mi-digi-j 'mother
and children' from /mij-riga-j/). Only a handful of other morphemes
begin with ~, and these do not harden the ~ to £.
I should also note that in some instances the change from lenis
stops to continuants did not take place, so the result is a stop which
is noW identical to a stop derived from an old fortis stop. Thus
contrast (w)u-bal)ja 'wing' with w2a~ja (*ba,:ja) 'arm'. The former is
a special derivative with one of a set of derivational (not inflectional)
noun-class prefixes. Although the prefix (w)u- is etymologically just
*~- (not, for example, *~-), it and other simi lar prefixes have the
effect of blocking lenition of following lenis stops to continuants, so
that synchronically we have either a special morphophonemic hardening
rule here, or we have to use base forms I ike /uO-/ or /~-/ for the
prefix in order to generate the correct surface form. 33
Nevertheless, the shifts shown in Figure 5 do in fact represent
the usual fate of old fortis and lenis stops. What I would now claim
is that this overal I set of shifts was stimulated primari Iy by contact
with Wa, which has no fortis/lenis opposition and whose stops are
generally phonetically lenis. Wa speakers trying to speak Nu would
have tended to pronounce Pre-Nu fortis stops as lenis stops, and I
suggest that this was largely responsible for the shifts on the lefthand side of Figure 5. I am wei I aware that this type of phonological
change is attested in countless languages where diffusion has not
played a decisive role. However, since the Nu shift brings the Nu
consonantal system into I ine with the Wa system, since we know that the
Nu and Wa groups were closely associated socially, and since in several
other respects Wa has exerted indirect (as wei I as direct) diffusional
pressures on Nu, this particular claim seems to me to explain best why
Nu rather than another language (Ng, Ngalkbon, Rembarrnga) has lost
its old fortis stop series.

32Examples, respectively, are these: -garaja- 'to jump' (never *-waraja-)i -w1aba- 'to wrap up' (-waba-, -gaba-). No stem or morpheme
beginning in ~ fai Is to convert this to g (W1) or Q (W2) when preceded by a stop or nasal. There are some ~'s which never occur in
such a hardening position, so we cannot tel I whether they are ~ or
W2, but this is a neutral ised (indeterminate) w rather than a third
dlstinct type of~. Etymological *~ is either-deleted totally, or
becomes one of the new ~ phonemes (usual Iy ~).
331 use /0/ as a morphophonemic symbol for a stop which cannot be
specified for point of articulation; it (I ike other stops) has a
hardening effect on a fol lowing continuant.
39
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If we think of the lenition of old fortis stops as the earl iest
shift, we can understand other shifts as readjustments designed to
maintain as many as possible of the old oppositions in new form.
Martinet's notion of a 'chain reaction' in historical phonology is
34
worth mentioning here.
As the old fortis stops were gradually being
lenited, the old lenis stops were themselves further lenited in many
!b~t ~ot a: I) cases to continua~ts. This permi~~ed retention of the
old fortis/lenis opposition in a new guise.
From the functional viewpoint, it might be thought that the
lenition of lenis stops to continuants was counterproductive, saving
the old fortis/lenis opposition only by neutral ising the old opposition
between lenis stops and continuants. However, the fortis/lenis
opposition clearly had greater functional yield, so we can think of
a relatively marginal set of oppositions being sacrificed to maintain
a more crucial set of oppositions.
Returning to Figure 4, we may observe in this connection that *1
did not occur in the proto-language, so the shift from *d to I did not
create any new ambiguities. This is significant since *~ was~very
common, so the shift *~ + 1 should be weighted as more important than,
for example, the shifts *d + r (if this occurred at al I) or *d + r. As
for the sh i fts *~ + Y2. and *.9..-+::!.L, it wou I d seem at first s ignt it;
though they merged *Q, *.9.., and *~ into a single surface segment, which
could of course result in numerous cases of homophony. However, many
cases of old *~ (and a few of *::!.L from *.9.. and of *W2 from *b) have
35
been totally deleted.
There is thus a synchroni~opposition between
~ and ! w~ich pa~tly maintains the old three-way opposition. Moreover,
In hardening environments the three-way opposition is maintained in
the form.9.. from /~ versus b from /W2/ versus !.36

34Martinet distinguishes push chains (chaines de propulsion) and drag
chains <Chaines de traction). See Martinet, op. cit., p.59. In the
present case we are deal ing with a push chain. The old fortis stops
become lenis, pushing the old lenis stops into continuant status
which in the case of *~ has pushed the continuant away from its ~Id
status (becoming !).
35 Examp Ies where *~ has been de Ieted: La: I 'country' <Cf. Ng dawa I, Ri
£lawai); li:rj 'wild cassaVa tree' <Cf. Ng giwir?); -a:gi- 't; return'
(cf. Ng -waki-); -a:ru- 'to abandon' (cf. Ng -waiu-, with irregular
i/r correspondence). An example where *.9.. + *WI + 0 is arjambal
tantelopine kangaroo' (cf. Ng garcambal, presupposing intermediate
Pre-Nu *warjambal). Deletion of *Y2. from older *~ is very uncommon
except in pronominal prefixes, where for example a second person
morpheme *~- (preserved as ~- in many combinations) shows up as
wa- or a- in some combinations.
36Thus cons i der -wlaba- 'to wrap up', -w2anf)a- 'to step on',
'to abandon'. If we prefix /f)an-/, marking first singular
and nonhuman ANA0 class object in the future positive (for
we get f)af)-gaba-f) 'I will wrap it up', f)am-banf)a-f) 'I will
and f)an-da:ru-n 'I will abandon it'. In the final example
inserted; cf. section 10 of this chapter.
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and -a: rusubject
example),
step on it',
d has been

Lest it be thought that the synchronic hardening of continuants
to stops would result in homophony between such synchronically derived
stops and synchronic underlying stops (representing old fortis.stops),
e may mention that in most hardening environments an epenthetlc mor;heme -~ is inserted before an underlying stop. Thus Nu -j~ra- 'to
",,,ph' is keot distinct from -yura- 'to transpoY't'; when prefiX /r")'1n-i
i~added, we get f)a-f)u-jura-f) 'I 'lJill push it' versus f)an-jura-f) 'I
will transport it'. This epenthetic morpheme is an innovation in Nu;
it may be a special lsed form of an obi ique-case morpheme *-~- (in
Alawa, Mara, Ng) or *-~- (in Wa) found in pronominal prefix complexes. 37
Thus the lenition of old fortis stops seems to have triggered a
variety of compensatory phonological developments designed to maintain
at least most of the old oppositions so that excessive homophony would
not result. To keep the lenis stops apart from the gradually leniting
fortis stops, the former were further lenited to become continuants.
The loss of *w can be accounted for as a device to keep *~ distinct
from the new
consonants created by the lenition of *Q and *.9.., since
in positions (for example, stem-initial) where a consonant is otherwise
obi igatory a new!, though phonetically nul I, ca~ be in effect.distinctive. The special isation of -f)U- as an epenthetlc morpheme which
prevents the surface neutral isation of hardened continuants with underlying stops can be seen as another readjustment designed to maintain
functional oppositions.

w

The role of diffusional pressures in all of this was I imited to
the initial tendency to lenite the old fortis stops; as I have suggested,
this was probably triggered by the pronunciation patterns of Wa people,
who could not easi Iy pronounce the fortis stops. The other Nu shifts
have been entirely internal developments, generally interpretable as
compensatory readjustments designed to salvage as many as possible of
the old functional oppositions.

5. NUNGGUBUYU AND WARNDARANG: GLOTTAL STOPS
We have seen in section 3 of this chapter that Ng has a phonemic glottal
stop found chiefly at the end of some noun stems and thematic verb
stems: manjar? 'leaves', -90w?-£lu- 'to strip bark off'. It is also
occasionally found suffix-initially before another consonant, as in
-?wanji? 'like' (for example, gu-mulmu-?wanji? 'like grass'), and
rarely morpheme-medially between two consonants (for example, -gur?warQU- 'to shoot'). Despite its quasi-junctural status, it is not predictable and must be included in base forms.
Nu, on the other hand, has no glottal stop. Where Ng has a glottal,
the Nu cognate shows !, .9.., or 1. Examples are Ng manjar? and Nu manjar
'leaves', Ng bulu? and Nu wulug 'honey-eating implement', and Ng Qiwir?
and Nu li :rj 'wild cassava tree '. In other cognate sets, N~ .9.. in this
position corresponds to Ng ~, whi Ie Nu 1 corresponds to Ng c. Examples:
Ng jojk and Nu ja!g 'to go past' (uninflected root form), Ng garpic and

37 See Heath, op. cit. (footnote 6 to Chapter 1).
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Nu larb i j 'thigh'.

II

•

We thus have the correspondences shown in Fi gure 7.
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These correspondences occur in the same basic environment: at
the end of a nominal or thematic verbal stem, after a vowel with or
without an intervening I iquid or semivowel. It should also be noted
that the difference between fortis and lenis stops in languages I ike
Ng which distinguish them is neutral ised in syllable-final position.
We thus seem to have five correspondences for what we would expect to
reconstruct as three PNgNu phonemes: *1, *~, and *r.
Since Ng consonantism is generally conservative - that is, very
simi lar to that found in prefixing languages to the north and west I feel confident that Nu rather than Ng has innovated, specifically
by converting PNgNu *1 into Nu ~, Q, or 1 in a somewhat sporadic
fashion. Nu Q and 1 created by this shift have merged with Nu Q and
1 from PNgNu *~ and *r.
Aside from the comparative evidence suggesting that Ng is conservative, and the general tendency for Nu to reshape its consonantal
system (section 4 of this chapter), there are other reasons for taking
this position. Although there would be no reason, either structural
or diffusional, for Ng to convert some instances of *~ and *c into 7
(as we would have to suppose if Nu, rather than Ng, were taken as
conservative), there is a good diffusional reason why Nu should have
lost or shifted PNgNu *7. This is simply that Wa, I ike other languages
to the south (Mara, Ala;a, etc.) has no phonemic glottal stop, and no
consistently pronounced surface glottal stop. Therefore, just as Wa
speakers were unable to pronounce Pre-Nu fortis stops (section 4 of
this chapter), they could not pronounce Pre-Nu *1, and consequently
would have tended either to drop it or to replace it by a more fami liar
consonant such as Q or 1.
It may seem strange that *1 could become a true stop; the reverse
shift would appear more natural. However, it should be emphasjsed that
in these languages syllable-final Q and 1 are unreleased and nearly
inaudible, so that their principal acoustic manifestation may be an
abrupt cessation of sound somewhat I ike what is found with final
glottal stops. Thus in Nu wulug 'honey-eating implement' it is very
difficult for,a I inguist to hear the final Qat al I; the most secure
way to arrive at a definifive transcription is to see whether fol lowing case suffixes take the hardened or simple forms. Since 'to the
honey-eating implement' is ama-wulu-guy we know the simple stem is
wulug, whereas had we gotten *ama-wulu-wuy we would have transcribed
the stem as *wulu. Final 1 in Nu is simi larly very hard to hear, at
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least after l or ~ and to some extent after I iquids, though when it
directly fol lows ~ ~, ~, or ~ it can usually be detected on the
basis of formant transitions.
By suggesting, in effect, that the Ng consonants in Figure 4
ref Iect the PNgNu forms wh i Ie Nu has innovated, I am forced to conc I ude
that the reflexes of *1 in Nu have been sporadic and unpredictable.
However, we would have a simi lar situation if Nu were taken as conservative, since we would then have to explain why *~ and *r (Nu Rand
1) have been treated sporadically in Ng. By this analysis, which I
reject, PNgNu *~ would become Nu Q, but either ~ or 1 in Ng, whi Ie
PNgNu *r (Nu 1) would I ikewise become Ng r or 1. Thus both analyses
require recognition of irregular sound shifts. Applying strict comparative methods based on neogrammarian assumptions, we should in
theory posit five original consonant phonemes to account for the five
correspondence sets in Figure 7, but this would be unreal istic since
the broader comparative evidence shows that only three consonants
(*1, *~, *~) can be reconstructed in this position.
The analysis I have adopted requires us to recognise irregularities in the development of Nu, but some of these are independently
motivated anyway and we are therefore innocent of outrageous crimes
against methodological principles. Some instances of final R in Nu,
whether reflecting PNgNu *1 or *~, either alternate with ~ or have a
variant with 1, with different informants usually preferring a single
form. For example, a mangrove species cal led lalgur (cf. Ng ~alkurk)
by my more rei iable informants was pronounced lalgurg by some others
(the opposition is heard more clearly in case-marked forms I ike
al lative ama-lalgur-wuy versus ama-lalgur-guy). Another example is
I)a:jig, variant I)a:jij 'sfwub species' (d. Ng I)ajik). This fluctuation is not very surprising in view of the fact that final Rand 1
are often very difficult to hear in unsuffixed forms, as indicated
above. It is therefore not unreasonable to suppose that PNgNu *1
may have had a sporadic treatment in Nu, becoming Q or 1 in many cases
but disappearing entirely in others.
One general isation we can make is that PNgNu *1 at the end of a
stem becomes Nu ~ when directly preceded by a nasal. An example: Ng
wa!an7 and Nu wajan 'hill coolibah tree'. This is simply because the
cl usters *t!il and *!::U (or *~ and *Nc), where !i is any nasa I, are
impossible in this position in Nu as in other languages in the area.
The attested Nu consonantal system is shown in Figure 8. Interdental n occurs only in three or four flora-fauna terms of uncertain
origin.= Other than this, the only discrepancy between Nu and Wa is
that Nu but not Wa has 1 (loanwords from Nu into Wa replace Nu 1 with
Wa ~). Nu also differs-at the morphophonemic level in distinguishing
~ from ~, whi Ie Wa does not, but at the surface phonemic level Nu
and Wa each have only one w. The Nu and Wa system shown here (Figure
8, below) may be contrasted with the system shown in Figure 4, which
is attested in Ng and reconstructable for PNgNu.

6. NUNGGUBUYU AND WARNDARANG: VOWELS
The vocal ic system of Nu differs from that of Ng in showing only
three basic qual ities (l, ~, ~) instead of the five-vowel system
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(l, ~, ~, £., ~) found in Ng.. Moreover, Nu has a d i st i nct i on between
long and short vowels in nearly al I syllabic positions

whi Ie N h

o~l~ha handful of stems and morphemes with phonemic lo~g vowelsg(s~~e

~

° ese are loans). Thus, omitting some very marginal phonemes the
aSlc systems of the two languages are as shown in Figure 9.
'
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Nu long vowels have been created by various processes, including
contractions such as *~-+~just seen, also many instances of
*awa -+ a: and the I ike. Moreover, we must mention the intrusion into
N~f lQ;nwords with long vowels, especially from Ri (for example,
Nu la:wu from Ri da:wu, cf. Ng dowo also from Ri). Nu has also
cre~ted some long ~vowels in prefixes and suffixes by more radical
truncations. Suffixal examples are dual -~ from *-bula (Ng -~),
-~ 'like' from *-(?)wanji? (Ng -?wanji?) via intermediate *-~,
etc. Prefixal examples mostly involve a nonsingular morpheme -rV-,
as in 3PI -+ 3PI pronominal prefix wa:- (variant of wara-). In some
cases the Nu long vowe lis unexp Ia i ned: wu I)a : r i 'fight', appa rent I y
borrowed from Wa wU-l)ari 'fight' (with noun-class prefix wu-).

1
r

rOI)- and Nu ral)- (3rd person possessive prefix with kin terms), Ng
and Nu -la- 'to chop', Ng -jo!k-£(u- and Nu -ya!£(a- 'to go past',
N9 -bo: -m and Nu -W2 a -1) (w i th .!2. from word-f i na I *~ as usua I) 'hit'
(past punctual), Ng -1)0-1) and Nu -I)a-I) 'ate', and one or two others.
Examples of *~ -+ ~ are Ng -benl)a- and Nu -w2anl)a- 'to step on', past
.. _··s .!."""'
'-' ' ' 's I• °l"c
fV'a"i_.-i
r/.J'
f-!.rrd'Y' *""""a'Ke-~e -I-~
~ ,....J~~
conTllIUVU
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t\.,-"~~,,,r\.1
I.' 'nrv'1"1
v
'VJuu~t:::.!l.JT
occasional retentions I ike causative past continuous -gube-ce alongside -gubi-r i ) and Nu cognate -maga:-' (with deletion of *c and
contraction of the resulting vowel-cluster).
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7. NUNGGUBUYU AND WARNDARANG: SUMMARY

We have seen that the Nu consonantal system has been radically transformed, due ultimately to the lenition of old fortis stops which we
attribute to the influence of Wa. It is interesting to note that the
readjustments which Nu made in the face of the threatened merger of
fortis and lenis stops (the lenition of lenis stops to continuants,
the loss of old *~, etc.) in some respects created new discrepancies
between Nu and Wa. In particular, the shift *d -+ I, which enabled Nu
speakers to save the old opposition between *l=and=*i in a new form,
created a new phoneme which is found in no other nearby language
(except Enindhilyagwa). In particular, it is not found in Wa, and
in loans Wa speake~s replace Nu 1 with their y (Nu luni borrowed as
Wa yuni 'ochre', Nu liribala borrowed as Wa yiribala 'inside').
Paradoxically, this divergence is ultimately a secondary by-product
of a diffusional convergence in the pronunciation of stops.
Simi larly, the restructuring of the Nu vowel system need not be
taken as reflecting Ri influence, but rather can be adequately understood by taking Wa as the language which exercised the diffusional
pressure. This is so even though the resulting Nu system is more
simi lar to the Ri system (which has vowel-length oppositions in wordinitial syllables) than to the Wa system (which has no vowel length
at al I). Although a few Ri loanwords with long vowels have contributed
to Nu's stock of stems with long vowels, it may wei I be that the first
long vowels in Nu were those created by the loss of intervocal ic *~,
whereby for example *awa became~.
Once such contracted long vowels
could occur on the surface, they could have acted as catalysts, al lowing the incorporation of unaltered Ri loans with long vowels, and
stimulating some of the radical truncations seen in suffixes and
prefixes. Without such catalysts, Ri loans might well have been
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assimi lated somehow into the older system of five short vowels, as
most Ri loans have been in Ng (which sometimes shows ~ for Ri ~,
and so forth). Thus the loss of intervocal ic *w appears to have been
crucial, and this loss can best be understood as the final I ink in a
cha in react i on of. consonanta I sh i fts tr i ggered by the in it i a I Ien i t i on
of for+is s+ops caused by +he inf!uerce of Wa. T~US aga!r we ~ave
a case where an initial convergence between Nu and Wa has triggered
various secondary readjustments in Nu which have in some respects
resulted in new divergences.
A methodological point which might be made here is that the mere
cataloguing of synchronic simi larities among the languages dealt with
here would not bring out the true nature of the diffusional relationships. Superficial inspection of the phonemic systems involved would
lead us to I ink Nu with Ri (and other Yuulngu languages) to a greater
extent than is necessary. These two languages both have interdental
consonants (Ri t, Q, u versus Nu Q, l, rarely ~), and both have
vowel-length distinctTons; Ng agrees with them in the first respect
but not in the second, whi Ie Wa agrees with them in neither respect
(disregarding a handful of Wa nouns with i, al I probably recent loans).
Yet the occurrence of interdentals in Nu reflects ancient diffusion
involving PNgNu and Proto-Yuulngu, and so does not indicate recent
contact at a I I, wh i I e the fact that Nu has vowe I Iength like Ri is
to a large extent historically accidental and is due indirectly to the
influence of Wa more than to that of Ri. It is only by actually
reconstructing the historical development of the languages, combining
the usual comparative reconstruction with a study of diffusional
influences and distinguishing various historical periods, that we can
appreciate the nature of the historical processes which have operated.·

8. A BALKAN PARALLEL: ROUMANIAN CONSONANTS
Whi Ie the methodological points of the last section are sti I I fresh,
I would I ike to digress briefly to mention a paral lei in Balkan areal
I inguistics to which they might be usefully appl ied. Roumanian, a
Romance language, has been substantially affected in phonology and
other grammatical components by contact with certain Slavic languages.
In particular, Roumanian has developed a series of palatal ised consonants such as p~simi lar to the palatal ised series found in some Slavic
languages in the area. This has been accompl ished partly through
lexical diffusion, but also by means of 'internal' phonological developments in Roumanian, so that *Iupi becomes lupand so forth.
In addition to this palatal ised series, however, Roumanian has
also developed a simi lar rounded (labial ised) series, so that for
example *Iupu becomes lu~. Thus where Slavic languages basically have
a palatal ised/plain opposition, Roumanian has a three-way opposition
between palatal ised, plain, and rounded consonants. The question is,
how do we explain this development?
Petrovici, who has done research on the areal influences on
Roumanian phonology, suggests that the Roumanian rounded consonants
were model led on an earl ier series of rounded consonants in Slavic,
which has however been level led out in the attested Slavic languages,
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aside perhaps from a few dialects. The evidence for this rounded
series in Slavic seems rather weak, and it is uncertain whether the
eries was ever wei I-establ ished. Furthermore, in Roumanian dialects
!hich are sti I I under heavy Slavic influence the rounded series seems
to be being phased out, merging with plain consonants. Petrovici's
position is stated thus;
La conservation de la valeur phonologique de la labial isation des
consonnes ..• en roumain constitue une sorte d'archaYsme slave
dans la phonetique et la phonologie roumaine. Ce trait conservteur du roumain s'expl ique par I 'affaibl issement de I 'action
exercee par Ie slave sur Ie roumain. La ou Ie slave a continue
a influencer fortement les dialects (sic) roumains, les correla.
· de d .IsparalAt re ... 3 8
tlons
consonan t .Iques son t en train
Since my ignorance of Balkan and Slavic languages is encyclopaedic,
I have no wish to become embroiled in this particular problem. I would,
however, make the general point that it is not necessary for Petrovici
to assume Slavic influence in the creation of the Roumanian rounded
series. As the gradual shift from *Iupi + lup took place, perhaps
partly due to Slavic influence, *Iupu might perfectly easi Iy have
developed into lu~ by internal Roumanian developments determined by
the general structural paral lei ism between *Iupi and *Iupu. That is,
the progressive weakening of word-final *l, leading to its incorporation into the preceding consonant as a simple feature, could wei I have
entai led the paral lei weakening of *~ in the same position, without
specific Slavic influence in this latter case. That labial isation
has caught on in Roumanian to a greater extent than in Slavic might
be explained by the importance of Roumanian desinences in *~ which had
to be maintained in .some form, but perhaps I should leave this issue
to the Balkanists.
The methodological point, once again, is that indirect phonological diffusion may be a complex process, involving shifting of
phonetic patterns due to foreign influence, but also triggering
various internal readjustments determined by structural and functional
considerations, particularly when the neutral isation of previously
distinct phonemes is threatened. It is unwise to assume that every
phonological shift undergone by languages in close areal contact
must be conditioned by simple diffusional pressures; we must also
consider internal structural and functional pressures in particular
phonological systems. It is equally unwise to seize on occasional
divergences, such as the development of 1 in Nu despite its absence
in Wa, or the development of Roumanian rounded consonants despite
their at best sporadic status in Slavic, as evidence that phonological
diffusion has been an unimportant factor - some such divergences may
be secondary readjustments directly attributable to earl ier shifts
brought about by diffusion.
.

38

E. Petrovici, 'Interpenetration d)une phonologie slave et d'une
morphologie romane', in MeZanges Zinguistiques, Bucharest 1957, p.85.
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9. REDUPLICATION
AI I four of our main languages have redupl ication patterns in both
verbal and nominal morphology, although the nominal patterns are of
low productivity in some languages. Comparison particularly of Ng
and Ri shows evidence of diffusional convergence. Nu is shown to
have innovated extensively from an old Ng-I ike pattern. This +ime,
however, the Nu developments were not heavi Iy influenced by Wa in
any obvious fashion; I wi II suggest that there is a structural reason
for this.

•

In Ritharngu, the usual verbal redupl ication is an initial
CIVIC 2V2?- type, where VI shows the underlying vowel length of the
ini-rial vowel of the stem. Thus g,a:ra- 'to stand' is reduplicated as
/~a:ra?-~a:ra-/, surface form ~a:ra?-~ara- after the appl ication of a
rule shortening long vowels in noninitial syllables. 39 If the verb
is monosyllabic but is followed by a syllabic inflectional suffix,
the first syllable of the suffix is included in the redupl ication, so
that bu-mara 'killed' is redupl icated as buma?-bu-mar a •
A different pattern is used for the large class of thematic
verbs - those verb stems which occur in an uninflected root form and
must be thematised by a suffix (-~u-, -~-, etc.) before inflectional
suffixes can be added. Redupl icatTon is nearly always of the root
minus al I suffixes, regardless of its canonical shape. Thus baQgu[?-yu'to return' is redup Ii cated as baQgu [?-baQgu [?-yu-. I n a few cases the
thematising suffix is now frozen to the root, which cannot occur in the
uninflected form (this is typical of roots ending in ~ and a few other
consonants) . In th is event the redup I i cat ion is of the regu Ia r type:.
mUQgu- (*muQ-gu-) 'to drink', redupl ication mUQgu?-muQgu- (not *muQmUQ-gu- as we might once have had).
Only a handful of noun stems can be redupl icated; most examples
are of the CIVIC2V2- type, as in guya-guya or lenited guya-wuya from
guya 'fish'.
Verbal redupl ication generally indicates repetition, occasionally
prolongation or distributivity (multipl icity). Nominal redupl ication
indicates multiple plural ity, and is found chiefly with nonhuman
nouns which cannot normally take plural -wac.

'Vvllc;!lllv!

.'Ivll

,,,t::;;IGI,

IIG,

A handful of old thematic stems, however, preserve an old rootredupl ication, now unsegmentable and treated as a sy~onym or semantically special ised variant. It happens that -wIul~a- IS one of :hese
stems so we have a by-form -wiulgul~a- (*-gulk-gulk-~u-). This by-form
does ~ot function as a variant of the synchronic redupl ication -wIulg,uw ulda- but is rather a synonym of -wIul~a-, and can itself be red~plTcated now as -wiulgu-wiulgul~a-. Thus the redupl ication
old
thematic verbs has been completely assimi lated into the productive
patterns, but occasional fossi Is I ike -wiulgul~a- betray the former
occurrence of Ng-I ike root-redupl ications.

0:

Ng redupl ication is essentially identical to the Ri system, with
some differences in the distribution of final glottal stops in redupl icative segments. In nonthematic verbs the usual type is CI VI C2V2- without glottal stop, as in -rukba-rukba- from -rukba- 'to fall'. Thematic
forms show the same root-reduplication seen in Ri, hence such examples as
-juqu?-juqu?-~u- from -juqu?-~u- 'to catch fish' and -qak-qak-~u- from
-dak-du 'to cut'. Nominal redupl ication is restricted to a sma I I set
of st~ms: ~aku-~aku 'children' from ~aku 'child', wiri?-wir:ipu 'others'
from wiripu 'other'. Note that the glottal stop occurs in Some such

The productive redupl ication in Nu has innovated not on~y by
becoming CIVIC2VI- instead of CIVIC2V2-, but also by dev~lopl~g a
monosyllabic form CIVI-. This is used when the st~m begins with an ,
underlying stop, so that -garaja- 'to leap' reduplicates as -~a-garaja-,
not as *-gara-garaja-. Another difference between Nu and Ng IS that
whereas in Ng a derivational prefix is usually disregarded so that :he
redupl ication appl ies to the initial syllables,of the ~tem,proper, I~
Nu the reduplication usually begins with the first derlvatlo~al prefl~
(that is the first prefix other than an inflectional pronominal prefix).
Thus com~a re Ng r]a r-m iii ?-bu-y~ i -el 'lest you fig~t' : root -~ ~ and, i:s
redupl ication r:ar-mi I i?-buy~~~~u-y~i-el wher~ derlv~tl~nal ~refl~ -~I I I?is disregarded, and Nu /Qa-anjl-Qu-bura-a~, I ~,s~tt~ng w~th (~t)
(root -bura-) and its redupl ication /Qa-anja-anj I-Qu-bura-a/ where
comitative derivational prefix /-anji-/ gets redupl icated (this Nu .
example is given in underlying form to avoid discussion of low-level
morphophonemic alternations).

39There is a tendency to shorten word-initial long vowels in words of
several syllables, so ~ara?-~ara- is another possible surface form
for this redupl ication.

Nominal redupl ication in Nu is much more common than in Ng or Ri.
Plural ity is marked for human nouns either by adding a prefix ~- or
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example 7· The meaning of redupl ication in Ng is essentially the same
as in RI.
It is clear that the near-identity between the Ri and Ng redupl ica.
ystems cannot be due to chance and must reflect diffusion. The
t I on s blem is determining whether we have had recen t d'I f f uSlon
.
.Invo I vonly
proS8 two languages spec/llea.i'y',
'Co
! ' .h~"'h~~ "'h~'~ sh~r;~~~ ~~~~I\i
.
or
III~':::;'
Ingfl inet the older and broader diffusional
' t
pat ·
ernlng. S 'Ince th ere are
~ed,eCations
(see below) that the Ng pattern was inherited
In Ic
,
b from PNgNu
or take a few glottal stops), more research will e necessary
'
~~~~~e we can pinpoint the historical processes behind the Ri/Ng
sharings.
Nu has innovated extensively in its redupl ication patterns, but
th re are traces Gf an older Ng-I ike system. For example, consider
NUe_WIul~a- 'to cut', cognate to Ng -gulk-~u- 'to cut', a thematic verb.
The redupl icated form in Ng is, of course, -gulk-gulk-~u-. The Nu stem,
and
how e ver , is now unsegmentable since the root form, does not thoccur,
there
is no longer any difference between thematic and non, ema t'IC v~r b s
in redupl ication. Thus -wIul~a- is subject to the productive redupl Ication rule, which happens to convert this stem in:o -wIul~u-~IUI~~-.
Like the productive rules for nonthematic verbs In Ng and RI, this
redupl ication is initial and bisyllabic, ~u: differs in t~at the second
vowel of the redupl icative segment is assimilated in quality to the
first (and third), so we have a CIVIC2VI- type.

49

I

by redupl ication (but not both), and if adjective-I ike nouns are
counted the majority take redupl ication rather than ~-.
The stem
yiwaQgu 'old man' (singular yiwaQgu-nuQ, dual yiwaQgu-wa:) is one of
the few stems which take either plural form, mi-jiwaQgu or yiwi-yiwaQgu.
Nominal redupl ication is basically the same in form as verbal redupl ication, except that the nominal type usually begins with the stem, disregarding derivational prefixes (especially compounding elements).
The numerous phonological and grammatical developments which have
taken place in Nu redupl ications cannot be explained as due to interference from Wa. In Wa the entire verbal structure is different, being
based on verb-I ike particles ('main verbs') fol lowed by inflected
auxi I iaries, as in war Qa-windi-ma 'I saw him' with war 'see' and
auxi I iary -wi~9i. Th~ redupiication of this is wac-war Qa-wi~9i-ma,
showing root-redupl ication of the 'main verb'. Note that this is
paral lei to Ng and Ri root-redupl ication of thematic verbs; indeed
there are general simi larities between the Ng and ~i system of thematising verb-I ike particles (root forms), al lowing them to become inflected,
and the Wa (also Mara, Alawa) system of adding inflectable auxi I iaries.4o
In the infrequent case where a Wa verb complex consists only of an
inflected stem, which then functions semantically as the main verb,
redup I icat i on app lies to it, as in wU-Qa Ia-gaya-ga-ya-0 'We will keep
taking it.' (root -ga-). This example shows bisyl labic redupl ication
(-gaya-), but other examples have the monosyllabic type: wu-ru-ga-gayama-0 'They will hear it.' (root -gaya-). Although there is a superficial analogy to the Nu distinction between bisyl labic and monosyllabic
redupl ications, in Wa the difference is unpredictable and not correlated
with the initial consonant of the stem (note that both examples given
here have a). Moreover, the Wa type is so uncommon (since most verb
complexes have a verb-like particle) it could hardly have served as a
prototype for the much more productive Nu system.
As far as nominal redupl ication is concerned, Wa has a few more
examples than Ng or Ri but does not have a type anywhere near as productive as that of Nu. The Wa nominal type seems to be uniformly CI VI C2V2with occasional lenition of stops to continuants (jawulba 'old man',
multiple plural jawu-yawulba). The Wa type differs from Nu in being
uniformly bisyl labic, in ending in V2 rather than VI (hence not *jawayawulba), and in being much less productive. In these respects the Wa
type resembles Ng and Ri more than Nu; Wa lacks the glottal stops found
in Ng and Ri but only because 1 is not a Wa phoneme.

10. NUNGGUBUYU

~-INSERTION

In this section I wi I I deal with a possible instance of a phonological
rule in Wa having been borrowed by Nu.
In Wa there are certain phonological processes which apply only at
ne
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This boundary is distinct from both the usual
In rd boundary and the usual word-internal morpheme boundary. The most
~Oportant rule which appl ies to this special boundary inserts a stop
I~ter a main verb ending in a nasal when the fol lowing inflected verb
~egins with a vowel; this happens only in the cas~ of potential prefix
lu-I. The stop added is homorganic to :he £recedlng nasal, e~cept that
we find a rather than expected 1 fol lowlng~. Thus the stop Inserted
is as indicated in Figure 10.
FIGURE 10
b

is inserted following
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is inserted following
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Examples: nim forms nimb u-Qa-ga-ya 'I will make a camp. '; 9iwan
produces diwand u-Qa-b-inu 'I will cook it.'; from wun we get wung
u-0-naQi-r~Ja-0 'It (sun) will shine. '.41
In Nu there are two separate rules which have some simi larity to
this Wa process. One is a rule inserting g, or sometimes~. This rule
appl ies only at a morpheme boundary where
stem (or derivational prefix) beginning in a vowel, usual Iy~, is preceded by a morpheme ending
in a stop or nasal. For example, the combination /-Qara~-abi-/ 'all
to jump' shows up as -Dara~-gabi-. The inserted consonant is ~ after
al I stops and certain nasals (especial Iy ~), ~ after other nasals (most
instances of ~ and 11)'

a

There is I ittle evidence, however, that this Nu velar-insertion
rule is due to diffusional pressures, and it can be accounted for
satisfactorily as an internal innovation. The stems in question, such
as -abi- 'to jump', have been produced by the historical deletion of
an initial *w, or less often by deletion of *~ lenited from earl ier *~.
The prototype of this stem, for example, was *-woPgu- and is attested
without change in Ng.

Thus it seems that diffusional explanations for the Nu developments
are unmotivated, unless later research shows that Enindhi Iyagwa was
somehow involved. The fact that Wa was unable to significantly influence Nu redupl ication patterns is, I think, mainly due to the fact that
the most important redupl icative type - the verbal one - could not have
been diffused because of the sharp difference between the usual verbcomplex structures in the two languages.

We know that such lenitions as *a + ~ and *~ + ~ have been part
of a sweeping series of consonantal changes in the history of Nu. Since

40J. Heath, 'Northeast Arnhem Lar.d Paral leis to Mara-Alawic Auxi I iaries',
in Dixon, ed., op. cit. (footnote 6 to Chapter 1).

410bviously, since a phoneme is being inserted at a morpheme boundary,
it could be transcribed as part of the first morpheme (as in the
transcriptions shown) or as the initial phoneme of the second morpheme.
This notational problem is of I ittle importance to us.
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stop-lenition of the type *g +!!.L occurred only in intervocal ic,
word-initial, and certain other positions, it created alternations
such as g/w (which I represent as morphophonemic ~), and there are a
number of clear cases where old *~ analogically adopted such alternations (hence ablative *-wala. seen also in Ng -wala, shows up in Nu as
-wlala, hardened form -~) .. Stems I ike *-wabi- would probably have
de'leI8pec! :n~o *--Cw)aci- in Pre-~~u, with the *~ retained only after
certain consonants, and thus could easi Iy develop the hardened form
-~-.
Synchronically, we must now assign this stem the base form
/-abi-/, and take the surface form -~- as reflecting a special rule
inserting.9.. Since there is no particular simi larity between this
rule and the Wa rule, which appl ies only after nasals (the Nu rule
inserts ~ most often after stops, often ~ after nasals), it would be
difficult to support a diffusional correlation.
There is, however, another Nu rule which inserts a i under very
restricted morphological conditions. One minor example is the plural
form mand-irija for the moiety term yirija (base here p,erhaps /irija/).
The main examples, on the other hand, involve pronominal prefix complexes ending in underlying /~ when fol lowed by a stem or derivational
prefix beginning with an underlying vowel. Thus /-abi-/ 'to jump'
forms ~and-a:bi-n 'I will jump' from /~an-abi-n/. Note that the steminitial vowel has been lengthened in conjunction with i-insertion.
This rule is clearly an innovation postdating the PNgNu period,
since as we have just seen stems I ike -abi- once began with *~, so the
forms must have been of the type *~an-wabi-n without *d. What I think
happened here was that the *~ was deleted, with compensatory lengthening of the fol lowing vowel, hence *~an-a:bi-n (or *~an-a:bi-n with
*~ -7 *g).
I see no other exp Ianat ion for the lengthen i ng of the
vowel. The insertion of i must have taken place at a later period.
It may help us to understand the origin of the d-insertion rule
if we point out that it was functionally beneficial,-permitting restoration of morphological distinctions which had been neutral ised on the
surface. This can be seen by examining transitive verb stems beginning
in a vowel when preceded by certain pronominal prefixes. For example,
consider -a:ru- 'to abandon' and -u-ma-na 'hits, kills'. The forms
with i-insertion are of the type ~and-a:ru-n 'I will abandon it.' and
~and-u:-ma-na 'I will hit it.'.
Were it not for d-insertion these
would be *~an-a:ru-n and *~an-u:-ma-na. However,~hese would be homophonous with the actually attested forms ~ana:-'ru-n 'I abandoned him/
I will abandon him.' from base /~anu-a:ru-n/ and~anu:-'-ma-na 'I am
hitting him/I will hit him.' from base /~anu-u-ma-na/. That is, the
prefix /~an-/ would be indistinguishable from a different prefix
/~anu-/ after VV-contraction rules with such vowel-initial stems. By
developing the i-insertion rule with the consonant-final prefix type
/~an-/ and by not using it with vowel-final prefixes I ike /~anu-/,
the surface oppositions were restored after being temporari Iy neutralised (in this environment).
We sti I I have to explain how i-insertion developed in the
place. There is no o~vious analogical source for it within Nu
no instance where a true *i might have been reinterpreted as a
phonemically inserted segment, thus permitting the spread of a
insertion process to other combinations. The form man-dirija,
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first
itself
morphodplural

f the moiety term YlrlJa, shows historically secondary i as in the
°ronominal prefixes just described (the morphemes here are plural *man-,
Peen also in Ng, and yirija from Ri and Yuulngu yirica). Therefore
~hiS cannot be the prototype for i-insertion in the pronominal prefixes
(or if it is, we sti I I have to explain how man-dirija got its i).

•
,
."
.

~~ is +~~S e+ !east cc~se~va~!e ~~at t~e Wa r~le !~ser~!~g
homorganic stops might have played some role in stimulating the Nu
development. The Wa rule appl ies in a somewhat analogous environment,
involving a morpheme boundary near the beginning of a verb complex.
As noted above, when the main verb (the verb-particle) ends in ~ the
rule inserts i, as in 9iwand u-~a-b-inu (cf. above).

I personally doubt that diffusion has been at work here, though.
For one thing, there are only three or so Wa main verbs ending in ~,
none of them terribly frequent in texts, and the insertion of i occurs
only in certain rather marked verbal categories (future, some potential
forms). We would expect that if a phonological process is going to be
diffused it is I ikely to be a productive one in the source language,
rather than an extremely marginal one I ike this.
Secondly, although we have found difficulties in pinning down an
internal analogical source for Nu i-insertion, it may be that we can
sti I I attain success with this approach. We have noted that Nu has
a ~-insertion rule which is somewhat simi lar to i-insertion in that it
converts an underlying /C-V/ sequence at a morpheme boundary into
surface C-CV. This may have provided at least a crude analogy from
which i-insertion could have developed.
Why, then, did i-insertion develop, instead of simply having
extend into the pronominal prefix forms (and man-dirija)?
Apparently the fact that the morpheme-final segment was *~ in these
examples (and is fairly uncommon in compounds, and the I ike, to which
~-insertion appl ies) somehow insured that homorganic i was inserted
rather than~. Another consideration may have been that converting
stem-initial /-V:/ into /-dV:/ would not cause any mergers with
instances of tr~e inheriteCl*-dV: (which were rare, and could not
occur in the relevant positionssince a rule inserting -.2!:!.- before
*-dV: would have appl ied, hence *-~u-dV:). On the other hand, converting *-~ into *-~ in this position would have produced a merger
with forms with underlying *-WIV:, which does occur in a number of
stems.
~-insertion

The origin of d-insertion admittedly remains somewhat mysterious,
but languages have been known to do strange things under intense
functional pressures to restore threatened oppositions. If the Wa
process played any role at al I in the Nu development, it did so only
by providing a general model whichNu then adapted to its own particular requirements.
At any rate, because of the unusual functional pressures underlying this development, it does not establ ish rule-borrowing as a
regular or recurrent mode of phonological diffusion.
Moreover, even if diffusion is involved here, we can as~ whether
a rule was borrowed, or whether what was borrowed was a surface alternation (with neither variant give~ a privi leged status as The underlying
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did the diffusion involve a mode of converti~g base
form). That IS,
I ) or a relationship among sur ace
into surface structures (a r~ue the relevant 'rules' effectively
structures? In b~thWa and
'1-. ·tial allomorphs of a morpheme
describe a ~i:u~tlon wheref~~;ece~~~in consonants such as liquids,
occur word-Initially and a
t
at the beginning of the
. t·
I onsonan occu rs
but where an addl lona c
h e ending in a stop or nasal.
morpheme when it is precedednbYd~f~~~~O~;1 explanation for Nu ~-inser
It seems to me, then, ~hat a y I I . terms of surface patterning
tion could be handled Just as we . In
instead of by positing rule-borrowing as such.

11. OTHER PHONOLOGICAL RULES: WARNDARANG
.
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For Wa we find the fol lowing kinds of rules:
(a)

Stop-lenition in redupl ications, of the type -biyi-wiyima
from -biyima.

(b)

d
t the beginning of third person
An alternation ~f - an il a -.a 'He told him.' but ,:,al) ga-ja
pronominal prefixes, hence a J
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.
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(c)

Stop-insertion after nasa Is, described in section 10 of this
chapter.

(d)

~ ~

(e)

rr
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(g)

(h)

(i)
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ndula 'foot' ~ dula (cf. wu-ndula with noun-class prefix).
We have already discussed (c) in connection with a Nu rule in
section 10 of this chapter. Of the other rules, can any be interpreted
as instances of true rule borrowing?
To begin with, we should f"lo+e +I;:::-!- s8'i8ra: oft-he ruies are
clearly manifestations of surface pronunciation constraints, notably
(e, i, j, k), so that the language has very I ittle freedom in formulating its rule. Others such as (a, b, c, g) are more abstract rules not
closely dependent on surface pronunciation patterns, and perhaps
appl icable only at certain types of boundary.
Let us now go over each rule in the I ight of the areal association
of Wa with Nu, in contrast to its genetic (as wei I as areal) association with Mara and Alawa. An areal explanation would be strongly
motivated only if Wa can be shown to have diverged from Mara and Alawa
and converged with Nu in particular rules.
Wa rule (a) appears to resemble a Nu rule which produces such
alternations as -bara-wara- from -bara- 'to he crooked'. However, the
Nu rule appl ies mainly to verb stems of adjectival meaning which also
have nominal forms Ccf. bara-waru-j 'crooked'). The Wa rule, on the
other hand, appl ies to a few inflected verbs (auxi I iaries) and to a
few multiple plural redupl ications of noun stems. Moreover, Mara has
a number of simi lar stop-continuant alternations in redupl ications,
hence -jaga-yagayi from a stem meaning 'to take' and so forth, so
there is no necessity of connecting the Wa and Nu rules. Moreover,
note that the stop-continuant alternations can be described as surface
alternations as wei I as in terms of a rule.
Rule (b) superficially resembles a Nu rule inserting il or ~
before a stem or derivational prefix beginning in a vowel when the
preceding morpheme ends in a stop or nasal; see section 10 of this
chapter for examples (-I)aran-gabi- from -abi-, etc.). However, the
Wa rule simply reflects older alternations of the type *wa-I*~(now ~-/~-), seen also in cognate prefixes in Mara of the type
~-/~-, ~-/~-, etc. Thus a genetic retention rather than a case
of diffusion is at hand. Wa has innovated merely in dropping initial
*~ in such forms; a simi lar innovation has Occurred in Alawa in the
cognate prefixes (for example, ~_).
Rule (c) has been dealt with above in section 10.
paral leis in Mara than in Nu.

It has closer

Rule (d) resembles a portion of the Nu hardening rule (Figure 5,
above), namely y ~ 1. However, the Wa rule is much more restricted
than the Nu rule. Moreover, alternations of y and 1 OCcur in Mara,
Alawa, and various other languages. If diffusion has been at work at
all in shaping the Wa rule, we should explain this as diffusion on the
level of surface constraints, since clusters with y fol lowing a stop
or nasal are avoided in Wa (hence absolute suffix _~ has an allomorph
-~ after a stop or nasal).
Rule (e) is not found in
at any level. A simi lar rule
few combinations, and in view
diffusion involving Ng and Wa

Nu, where the Irrl cluster does not occur
is found in Ng,!)ut is restricted to a
of the general lack of phonological
there is I ittle I ikel ihood of diffusion
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in this case. The Wa rule is a simple reflection of the fact that the
surface cluster *rr would violate the language's pronunciation constraints. That tne Ir./ rather than the IE.! is deleted can be explained
on simple functional grounds, since it prevents homophony between
wu-nir-a lu-nir-ral 'we will go' and wu-ni-ra 'you will go", etc.
Rule (f) has only pariial parai leis in ;,u, whErE /~I ;;-, ;::c;-+i~"I"r
is often nasal ised before Q or another nasal, as in min-Qalanji ImijQalanjil 'girls '. The process is sufficiently natural that no diffusional explanation need be looked for. If diffusion is involved, we
observe again that what is really going on is that a surface pronunciation pattern whereby stop-nasal sequences of certain kinds are unstable
has been diffused.
Rule (g) has no paral leis in Nu or Ng, and can be explained as an
internal analogical development based on reinterpretation of forms
involving the obi ique morpheme -~- (cf. Mara and Alawa -~-).
Rule (h) has no close parallels in Nu or Ng, and represents a
routine type of haplology, whereby I~ becomes Iya-VI and then
contracts further.
Rule (i), VV-contraction, is found in various forms in all of
the other languages in the area. This is because al I of the languages
have a general surface constraint forbidding sequences of vowels. The
precise form of the rule differs from one language to another, and in
most cases these differences can be explained on functional grounds.
That is, in general each language has a VV-contraction rule which
results in the fewest cases of surface homophony; Nu, for example,
treats clusters I ike luil in different ways depending on the morphological environment. That all languages share the subrule V1Vl -+Vl
or (Vl:), hence aa -+ a (or a:), should hardly surprise anyone. As for
the treatment of~nderlying-nongeminate vowel clusters, we may observe
that whereas Wa has ua -+ u and au -+ a, Nu has ua -+ a: and au -+ u: in
the majority of instances~ Wa Vi -+ I (that is~£i :-l and ui -+ l) is
partly matched by Nu £i -+~, but as just noted Nu treats ~ in various
ways and the result is u: in the most important combinations. Thus if
diffusion has been at work, it is only at the level of surface pronunciation constraints, and certainly not in terms of the actual form of
the rule.
Rule (j) has parallels in many languages in the area, but is
clearly the result of a surface pronunciation constraint preventing
word-initial *l or *~ without a preceding phonetic semivowel.
Rule (k) has parallels in Mara, and simply represents a surface
pronunciation constraint preventing word-initial nasal-stop clusters
(or other consonant clusters, for that matter). The rule is needed
also in Nu, but only because Wa Qgurya 'excrement' has been borrowed
into Nu as mana-Qguriya, and Nu needs a rule I ike (k) to account for
the form guriya without noun-class prefix. The Wa rule can certainly
not be accounted for in terms of diffusion from Nu.
The general conclusion, then, is that Wa phonological rules have
not been directly borrowed from Nu, despite the close Sprachbund
relationship between the two languages. In a few instances there is a
possibi I ity, but no more than that, that Nu surface pronunciation
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pattern~ have affected Wa surface pronunciation patterns.
In this
event, If both languages have underlying representations which violate
the"surf~ce constraints, both need rules to convert these representations Into acceptable surface strings. In such cases both lang
"" lar rules (though in VV-contraction for
uages
may en d up WI"th par t I y simi
cxemDle, the ru~es tu~n out to be highlv dissimilar). However: i t
would be very misleading to suggest that phonological rules as such
have been borrowed. At most we could possibly argue that surface
alter~atio~s have been diffused in some form, and this could be
described In terms of phonological rewrite rules if that is what we
wish, but rules which are too abstract to result in easi Iy observed
surface alternations have not been borrowed.

12. OTHER PHONOLOGICAL RULES: RITHARNGU
Ri is not especially rich in phonological rules, and most of those
which are found seem to occur in at least some other Yuulngu languages.
The principal rules in Ri are these:
in non initial syllables, hence da:ra?-darafrom I~a:ra?-~a:ra-I, redupl ication of ~a:ra: 'to stand'.

(a)

~-shortening

(b)

Lenition of fortis stops to lenis stops after stops, nasals,
or 1, hence ImayaQ-kuru?1 -+ mayaQ-guru? 'along the river'.

Cc)

Leni:-ion, usually optional, of lenis stops (.!2.., 1, g) to
continuants (~, ~, ~) in suffix-initial position after a
vowel or nonnasal sonorant, hence -~ -+ -wu, etc.

(d)

-+ 1 and ~ -+ i after stop or nasal, with or without intervening glottal stop, hence ~ -+ ~ in the form walan? ja

~

'hill coolibah tree'.
(e)

Hardening of lenis stops to fortis stops in suffix-initial
position after pronouns and interrogative pronouns, hence
IQara-gul -+ Qara-ku 'my'.

(f)

Altern~tions

(g)

Thematising augment -~u- has phonologically conditioned
al lomorphs -~-, -~-,-etc.

(h)

J3!.. -+ E

(i)

VV-contraction, as fol lows:

(J")

such as -na - -~ - -na depending on the
preceding vowel and the lexical class of the preceding verb
stem.

(semivowel insertion, bleeding the next rule); in
one combination simi larly ~ -+ ~.

i -au -+ -'
u -ua -+ _.
a
-ai -+ -'
V
_-ha~m?ny
in a few demonstrative adverbs with fol lowing
enclitic, hence QU8?8ara 'there' -+ 8UQ?8iri before ~i.

Rule (a) reflects a su~face constraint against having lo~ vowels
in non initial syllables; this seems to hold for other Yuulngu languages
as we) I .
Rule (b) is I ikewise a direct result of a constraint which disal lows surface clusters of a nasal fol lowed by a fortis stop. This
rUle and this constraint are found in Ng, but also occur in other

Yuulngu languages. Thus rules (a) and (b) in Ri need not be explained
as borrowings from Ng.

(a)

Rule (c) appl ies i~ one form or another in other Yuulngu languages,
and certainly does not occur in Ng, which has tended historically to
harden lenis stops to fortis ones in this position, rather than len itfn9 the~ to continuants as in Ri.
As for rule (d), the y ~ 1 part has paral leis in other Yuulngu
languages and need not be a borrowing from Ng. The only paral lei in
Ng is a rule y ~ 1 fol lowing coronal stops (1, 1, and vacuously e),
which cannot be the model for the Ri type. The-Ri shift r ~ d occurs
in initially truncated forms of the first singular pronoun (f)a)ra-.
This is also found elsewhere in the Yuulngu group (specifica~
Dhuwal) when this truncation is permitted. The rule r ~ d does not
occur in Ng; there are two examples of the rule in Nu, notably locative
-ruj (-~ after stop or nasal), but the rule in Nu is not productive
and is unl ikely to have affected Ri phonology since NJ and Ri are
generally rather divergent phonologically.
Rule (e) is an old Yuulngu process, and although Ng has certain
hardening rules appl icable to suffix-initial lenis stops the resemblances between the Ng and Ri rules are so weak that a specific
diffusional relationship is very unl ikely.
Rule (f) is restricted to a few suffixes, is an old Yuulngu
process, and has no parallels in Ng. Rule (g) is at least in part a
Ri (or, more generally, southern Yuulngu) innovation, but there is no
parallel in Ng. As we wi II see in the next chapter, Ng actually
borrowed the Ri thematising augment, but shows only a single al lomorph
-gu-.
Rule (h) is not found in Ng, where the cluster
occur at any stage.

I~

does not

Rule (i), VV-contraction, has only sporadic parallels in Ng,
where there are few underlying vowel clusters. The only Ng examples
involve the shift ~ ~ l, which is consistent with the Ri subrule
£l ~ i. However, this is too I ittle for a convincing claim of a
diffusional relationship, especially since the Ri and Ng rules appear
to have been inherited from proto-languages, and since the shift
Yl ~ l (instead of Yl ~~) is functionally motivated in both Ri and
Ng. In Ri ~ ~ l permits surface contrasts of the type ga:ra-0 'is
standing' versus ga:r-i Iga:ra-il 'will stand', whi Ie in Ng it permits
overt indication of the reflexive suffix -i-, as in -dak-d-i- from
-qak-gu- 'to cut'.
- .
~
Therefore it appears that Ri phonology (in the sense of rewrite
rules converting underlying into surface forms) has not been directly
affected by contact with Ng, despite the close relationship of the
two in terms of phonemic inventory and surface pronunciation constra i nts.
13. OTHER PHONOLOGICAL RULES: NGANDI

We now examine Ng to see whether its phonological rules have been
borrowed from Ri. The major rules are these:

Alternations of retroflexed and apicoalveolar stops

d

~asals at,the ,be~inning of stems and noninitial pref~:es

(b)

e~ce,a-nl-?
delctlc stem

I_~_I.

Ha rden i ng

I

~~;~~
(c)

(d)

(g)

(h)

(i)

(k)

'

r,+
~"

, I

,.

>Ie -~ TO -K

as

£).

Fortis stops become lenis after a stop, nasal, or

1.

Fort i s stops become Ien is in second and fourth sy I I b l i n
verbal redupl ications: -f)u-eini 'eats' ~ f)Uji-f)U-ji~i .es
Fortis sto~s become lenis in suffix-initial position when
the preceding two syllables contain a fortis stop or a 'hard'
cluster: ergative -tu in gu-bieiri-gu 'file snake'.

I

I

accounts for redupl ications
d I t
I.af) I.af)-gu- from -bl !af)?-gu- 'to lick'; another
f~re_~~ataa~ft~~s~'s:op; a tthird , simi la~ to (g), accounts
In f)aya-~u-wala 'I f?-rst'.

I
I
I

,'j

f-dedle~ion before l in a few combinations I ike nar-ima-na-?
0

from stem -yima-.

.ill/

rr,~~' Also, deletion of r in redupl ication of -~u9.u- 'to
go , hence -~ugu-gu- from 1~~u9.u-ugu-l.
Geminate-cluster contraction: CICl~ Cl.

(I)

BY ~ .[.

(m)

~~harmony in noun-class prefixes with lal
first vowel is Q, hence la-wolol ~ o-woTO before stems whose
'that '.
~ ~ l in several combinations before y n e
-qak-gu- 'to cut', negative stem -dak-di~~--' 1, as in

(n)

,J

7~~:r~~,~uI~~,1eleting 1· On~

We

(j)

'th

, WI

.,
I and a I Iat i ve -.9J...£ t
k' v
demonstrative pronouns,
in gu-na-ri-kic ~toOtha~c
..

eca-'-"

.

Hardening of stem-initial lenis stops to fortis in certain
stems ?nly: when preceded by a compounding stem or b a
redup I I cat Ive segment: -do- 'to chop' ~ wi' t
't Y h
d'
- a I - 0a c op
woo ,-bu-ygi- 'to fight' redupl icated as -buYgi-pu-ygi_.
y ~ 1 after a coronal stop (1,1,

(e)
(f)

.

th?-s' versus a-ja-ni-? 'now this'

.

~

Yl

(p)

Minor rules accounting for a h df I
tions.
an u of vowel-length alterna-

l·

d

Ii

.

(0)

~

/i
"

Rule (a) is not found in Ri since this language has no real
retroflexion. However, Ng comes close to Ri
constraints on apicals: both al low retroflexed
'hither,)Pand t
I~r,c?nsonants word-initially (exception: Ri I iii
shows more alt!r~~~;:~;I:!~~e (~~C~~~i~:~ R~ghdemonistbrattiVe ste~s~g
I as e a ora e preflxation.
Ri ha:u~~ ~~~s:as inherited fr?m PNgNu since there are vestiges in Nu;
rule (c).
parallels. Neither-does Ri have any parallels to

~~t~~nations involving
but n~tg:n~:~~I~~~face

We observed in the preceding section that Ng rule (d) is roughly
I

I
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simi lar to a more general rule in Ri. Rules of this sort are common
in languages of the area, but there are so many differences in detai Is
that a diffusional relationship is uncertain. Moreover, the Ng rule
is the result of a surface constraint against clusters such as /!1I,
so that even if diffusion from Ri has occurred here it has been at
the level of surface constraints.
Rule (e) is found in Ri, other Yuulngu languages, and probably
some other prefixing languages to the west and north; it reflects a
surface constraint against clusters where a fortis stop fol lows another
stop, a nasal, or?
Diffusion is certainly involved, but again what
is diffused is a surface pronunciation pattern, not a rule as such.
The Ng rules (f) qnd (g) have no parallels in Ri, nor so far as
I know in other languages (with the possible exception of Rembarrnga).
The rules mentioned in (h) are lacking in Ri, except for the rule
which deletes 1 after a stop. This is clearly the re~ult of a surface
constraint against clusters such as /k?/.
The Ng rule (i) has no parallels in Ri. The same is true of rule
(j). We have mentioned earl ier that rule (j) occurs also in Wa, but
concluded that a diffusional relationship was unl ikely.
Rule (k) is shared by Ri, but both Ng and Ri inherited such rules
from their proto-languages. This type of rule is quite routine, given
a surface constraint against geminates, and no diffusional explanation
is cal led for. The rule is also found in Nu, other Yuulngu languages,
etc.
I know of no Ri paral leis to rule (I), which is a low-level rule
call ing for no special comment. Rule (m) has no close parallels in
Ri, which has a different vowel-system than does Ng. Rule (n) has a
number of paral leis in Nu, and thus is probably reconstructable at
least in embryonic form for PNgNu, and there are no simi lar rules in
Ri. We have commented above on Ng Vi -+ i and its doubtful connection
with Ri VV-contraction. The vowel-length rules referred to in (p) are
partly shared by Ri, but this is because both languages have sharp
restrictions on long vowels, whi Ie preferring CV: to CV in monosyllables with open syllable.
Thus we conclude that Ri has exerted negl igible influence on Ng
so far as phonological rules are concerned. A few rules are simi lar
or identical in the two languages, but most of these were inherited
from the respective proto-languages and thus do not fal I within the
time span relevant to this study, and/or they are direct reflec;.tions
of shared surface patterning.

(a)

Semivowel-deletion affecting some forms of -W2U- 'to hit'
(-+ -~-) and -Yi..- 'to give' (-+ -l-).

(b)

Word-initial

(c)

~

(d)

L-insertion in a very few forms I ike /ni-wlara-/ -+ /ni-ara-/ -+
ni-yara-.

(e)

~~n~~ deleted in a few prefix combinations, hence /ni-w2an-/ -+

(f)

Lenition of stops to continuants in a few redupl ications I ike
-bara-wara- from -bara- 'to be bent" appl ies especially to
adjective-like verbs.
'

(g)

We saw in several previous sections that Nu has undergone many phonological innovations as the result of its loss of the fortis/lenis
opposition in stops. A number of the historical shifts have been
context-dependent, resulting in numerous alternations and therefore an
abundance of phonological rules. It is not possible to go over al I of
these, but we may mention several of the more important ones:
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l-+

Yi..,

is often deleted intervocal ical Iy and word-initially,
hence /wlara-/ -+ ara-.

Hardening of .continuants /~, 1, r, c, y, WI/ to stops
Q., if,., .9.., .2..' 1., .9. after a stop or nasal ,-as-in case-suff i x
variants -w2aj/-baj, -yinu~/-jinu~, etc.

(h)

.9..-insertion, described in section 10 of this chapter.

(i)

~

(j)

.9. is deleted before most consonants.

( k)

-+ Q in a few combinations, hence mascul ine dual /-r-ni/ -+
-Qi in demonstrative pronouns.
Flap r is deleted after another I iquid, as in /-la:l-ruj/ -+

-La: I =-uj .
(I)

Stops, espec i a I I Y 1, may be nasa I i sed before a nasal, as in
/mij-~a!anji/ -+ min-~a!anji ~ipls '.

(m)

~

(n)

A variety of ~-ablaut rules changing the final vowel of a
morpheme before particular suffixes as in /-yambi-/ plus
/-~/ -+ -yamba-~ 'will speak'.
'

(0)

~-shortening

(p)

~-Iength

(q)

Some minor ~-Iengthening rules appl icable to certain prefixes,
for example /~-/ -+ na:- in some combinations.

( r)

VV-contracti?n, a~ follows (regular forms only given here) :
VI VI -+ V1 :, iJ... -+ ..!..i.., ~ -+ ~, ~ -+ ~, ~ -+
~ -+ u: .
Truncation rules: ~ -+ wa:- in some combinations, etc.

(s)

14. OTHER PHONOLOGICAL RULES: NUNGGUBUYU

~ -+~,

or ~ may becomel before Y...., 1, n in certain combinations,
as in /-manda-n/
-+ -mandi-n
'made'.
.......
......

rules found in some compounds and redupl ications,
a I so before Hie nons i ngu Iar morpheme -rV-.

shift, only in forms of gu:gu 'watep', as in
/a-gu:gu/ -+ a:-gugu.

s

M?st of th~se ru ~ es lack close para I Ie lsi n nearby languages,
Wa, with which Nu has been in the most intensive contact .
This remark appl ies particularly to rules (a) (e) (j) (k) (n)' (p)
.

In~ludlng

(q),

(s).

,

,

,

,

,

Rule (b) is also found in Wa, but is clearly the result of a
surface constraint which is also appl icable to other languages in the
area.
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,

Rule (c) corresponds to a historical process deleting *w in some
Wa forms. The Wa process has been I imited to word-initial position
before *a. The Nu process, on the other hand, has appl ied wordmedially-as wei I as word-initially, and before *l as wei I as *~. Moreover, the historical process deleting *~ in Wa has in most cases not
lef+ behind any al+erra+ions (except of the tvpe ~-/~- in third
person pronominal prefixes, where ~ represents hardened *~), so we
could hardly speak of diffusion of a ~-deletion rule. The most one
could say is that Nu and Wa share a general tendency for *~ to be
unstable, but this is true to v~ry different degrees in the two
languages. Since other languages I ike Alawa are simi lar to Wa in
this respect, it is unl ikely that Wa has been affected by Nu here, and
even less I ikely that Nu has been influenced by Wa.
Rule (d) has no parallels in Wa, and the only language with anything simi lar is Ri, where ~ -+ l.:@.. However, rule (d) in Nu is ~f
limited appl icabi I ity, since most underlying ~ sequences become ~
by rule (r), VV-contraction. Rule (d) appl ies only when VV-contraction
is blocked for-some reason, or when the ~ sequence is created by rules
which fol low VV-contraction. Since the development of ~ to l.:@. is
quite routine--in situations where contraction is not possible, and
since only a handful of Ri forms are affected by the ~ -+ l.:@. rule in
that language, it is very unl ikely that diffusion of any kind has been
at work in this instance.
We have already observed that rule (f) is sufficiently unl ike a
superficially simi lar Wa rule that no diffusional relationship is
like Iy.
Some languages in the area have partial analogues to Nu rule (g),
for example various rules of the type y -+ 1 in some combinations.
However, the Nu rule is much more productive and elaborate than any
of these other rules. Moreover, the Nu rule can be explained as the
result of the consonantal shifts seen in section 4 of this chapter
along with various internal analogical readjustments.
We have dealt with rule (h) in section 10 of this chapter. Rule
(i) is also found in the same morphological combinations in Ng (and
Enindhi lyagwaJ and has thus almost certainly been inherited from
PNgNu.
Rule (I) is partly similar to a Wa rule. If there is any diffusion here, it is on the level of surface pronunciation patterns which
make stop-nasal clusters unstable.

important detai Is (thus Ng al lows long vowels in only a handful of
morphemes, whi Ie Ri al lows them in word-initial position only), so
there is no clear evidence of a diffusional relationship.
The VV-contraction rule is found in one form or another in al I of
our languages, and it is probable that an areal Dattern is resDonsible
for the absence of surface ':l'i. clusters. Nu actua I IY vi 0 Iates th is in
the case of some recently formed aa clusters (distinct from a:) derived
from *~, but even these are contracted to ~ by some speakers. Although we can conclude that diffusion may be involved at the level of
surface pronunciation constraints, the actual detai Is of the VV-contraction rules differ substantially from one language to another. For
example, Nu differs from Wa, the most closely related language in
diffusional matters, in that Nu au -+ u: and ua -+ a:, whereas in Wa we
find ~ -+ ~ and ~ -+~. Thus the-form-of the-rule-is quite different
in the two languages. The Ng rule, whereby Yl -+ l (examples involve
reflexive -l- added to a verb stem), is simi lar to what happens in Nu,
where in this particular reflexive combination we get the same result
(elsewhere £l -+ ~ but ~ -+ ~ in Nu). However, this is undoubtedly a
retention from the proto-language rather than a diffusional sharing,
and in any event this rule or subrule is functionally motivated in
both languages since it permits overt differentiation of simple and
reflexive verb forms. Paral leis between Ri and Nu VV-contraction can
be found, but since the Ri rule was inherited from Proto-Yuulngu it
cannot have been influenced by Nu, whi Ie Nu for its part cannot have
been influenced by Ri since the Ri rules apply only to a handful of
verb forms and since Nu and Ri show I ittle evidence of having influenced each other's phonological systems.
Once again, we must conclude that the system of phonological
rules found in Nu has not been elaborated by direct borrowing of rules
from any other language. To the extent that there has been any diffusion at al I, it has been almost entirely at the level of surface pronunciation patterns. Thus the Nu phonemic system has been rearranged
to make it fit in with Wa pronunciation patterns, as we saw in several
earl ier sections. This resulted in many new alternations requiring us
to set up synchronic phonological rules, but in most cases these rules
have no close paral leis in Wa.
15. SUMMARY

Rule (m) occurs also in Ng, and thus must have been inherited
from PNgNu. Since detai Is differ in the two languages, we must assume
that both Ng and Nu have elaborated and extended the rule to some
extent.

One of the questions we wanted to answer was whether phonological
diffusion in the area came about mainly as the result of direct diffusion of loanwords, as Mei I let suggested it normally did, or whether it
took the form of indirect diffusion of general pronunciation patterns
appl ied by the borrowing language to its own inherited morphemes.

The rules mentioned in (0), shortening vowels in some multisyllabic
words such as compounds and redupl ications, are in part reflections of
the fact that Nu vowel length is very difficult to detect in any
pos i t i on. It is man i fested by minor stress, i ntonat i on, and length
variations, which however are to a large extent level led out in longer
words. There are no paral leis to these rules in Wa, which al lows long
vowels at no level. Superficially simi lar rules in Ng and Ri differ in

On the whole, indirect rather than direct diffusion seems to have
been more important. In the case of Ng and Ri, direct diffusion has
been significant in the one recent diffusional innovation - the adoption by Ri of the Ng distributional pattern for glottal stops. However,
even in this case Ri has developed glottal stops in a fair number of
morphemes (especially case suffixes), though glottal stops are not
phonetically obi igatory in that position.
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Diffusion between Nu and Wa has been primari Iy of an indirect
At a~ e~rl ier stage, perhaps when the two language groups
were Just beginning to have a close social relationship, Nu had a
number of consonants and vowels which were not present in Wa such as
fortis stops and the glottal stop, and the mid vowels *e and'*o. Nu
did borrow a fair number of lexical items (chiefly nouns) butthis
process bv itself could nct have brought abOUT the innova;ions which
Nu has experienced, since Nu already had every phoneme found in Wa
~nd could thus assimi late Wa loans without altering its own phonemic
Inventory. Even the relative frequency of Nu phonemes could not have
been appreciably altered, since the number of Wa loans in Nu is much
smaller than that of Ri loans in Ng, for example. The changes which
Nu underwent, then, are simi lar to the diaphonic rules we find in
imperfect bi I ingual ism, where native speakers of one language (Wa)
pronounce words in another language (Nu) with their own (Wa) phonetic
patter~s. Thus Wa speakers might have pronounced Pre-Nu fortis stops
as lenis, and would have dropped Pre-Nu *1 or shifted it to a more
fami I iar consonant I ike a or 1. What seems to have happened is, in
effect, that Nu speakers ended up by adopting Wa diaphonic rules for
their own (Nu) language.

natur~.

The only instance of direct diffusion between Nu and Wa has been
the development of ~ in Wa. However, this phoneme occurs in only a
handful of nouns borrowed from Nu, and a number of other loans from
Nu have undergone a shift from Nu d to Wa 1. Thus direct diffusion
has had a negl igible effect on Wa,=and no effect whatever on Nu.
We have given only brief mention to phonological changes which

pre-d~te our proto-languages. However, we did note that PNgNu developed Interd~ntals after coming into contact with the Yuulngu languages,
and that whl Ie many Ng and Nu interdentals are in loanwords there are
also some archaic stems and morphemes where interdentals appear to
hav~ devel~ped.ou: of old laminals (for example, *1 + ~). Thus once
again we find Indirect as wei I as direct diffusion.
We should a!so note tha: ~hereas direct phonological diffusion by
.
Its very.nat~re IS usually limited to the introduction of new phonemes
and combinations (for example, Wa interdentals in loans from Nu), we
have found that indirect diffusion has been at work both in creating
~ew phon~mes by phonemic spl it (*1 + 1, ~), and in reducing phoneme
Inventories (for example, the loss of the fortis/lenis opposition in
Nu) .
It is difficult, however, to weigh the relativ8 contribution of
direct an? indirect diffusion in the introduction of new phonemes.
Although In most cases both types of diffusion seem to have been
involved, it is not possible to determine which type occurred first.
!t may be, for e~ample, that in the case of the development of PNgNu
Interdentals, this proto-language first borrowed some lexical items
with *b an? *g from Pro:o-Yuulngu, and then underwent a spl it *1 + 1, ~
affect I ng I ts own mater Ia I. In th i s event we wou I d have direct d i ffus-=ion creating infrequent *~ and *i phonemes, which could then have
~cted as catalysts, encouraging the language to internally develop more
Ins:a~ces of these phonemes. This point, however, appl ies only to the
addition of new phonemes; so far as reductions in phonemic inventory
are concerned, indirect diffusion has certainly been the dominant
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factor in the clearest cases we have (Nu consonants and vowels).
Another question is whether diffusion has been highly selective,
occurring only when the borrowing language has structural or functional
features favouring the particular changes recorded. This was the
position of Sapir and Martinet, among others. One problem with this
view is that it is sufficiently vague to be appl icable ex post facto
to virtually any diffusional change. My general conclusion is that
inherent 'drift' has played only a marginal role in the developments
we have dealt with in this chapter.
For example, we can hardly consider the adoption by Ri of the Ng
pattern for the distribution of 1 as a manifestation of a bui It-in
tendency in Ri. The other Yuulngu languages have not undergone this
shift, which seems to have had I ittle effect on the rest of the phonological system and to have had few functional consequences.
The clearly diffusional developments which have affected Nu
(the shift of fortis to lenis stops, the loss or shift of *1, the
merger of mid vowels *~ and *£ with *~) are I ikewise hardly describable
as due to inherent developmental tendencies. None of these changes,
for example, has occurred in Ng or other prefixing languages to the
north and west. Indeed, the Nu developments have required the language
to undergo a wholesale restructuring of its entire phonemic system in
order to maintain a reasonable number of phonological oppositions. It
could hardly be claimed, for example, that the old fortis-Ienis
opposition was of low functional yield; the fact that old lenis stops
have in most cases become Nu continuants, thus escaping merger with
old fortis (now lenis) stops, specifically contradicts this.
Finally, it would be difficult to describe the development of
interdentals in PNgNu, or their more marginal introduction into Wa, as
a change which was especially encouraged by the pre-existing phonological system of the borrowing language. Interdental stops are not
exceptionally common in the languages of the world, and given a prior
system with five points of artiCUlation (hence *~, i, 1, £, t) it would
not normally occur to us that the interdental 'slot' was a glaring gap
which had to be fi I led.
In general, then, I do not think that the idea of selectivity in
borrowing gets us very far in the area of phonological diffusion. It
could perhaps be invoked to explain why Ng retains its five vowels
(i, e, a, 0, u) despite pressure from Ri (which has i, a, u in long
a;d short varIeties). However, Nu started out with the-same vowel
system and the same lexical and morphological inventory as Ng in the
PNgNu period, yet Nu has squeezed its five vowel qual ities into three
under Wa influence, and has also developed a long-short opposition.
The most important role for internal structural and functional
factors, along the I ines worked out chiefly by Martinet, has turned
out not to be in the selection of which phonological features are
borrowed, but rather in determining the internal readjustments which
languages have undergone in the wake of a diffusional Iy motivated
phonological innovation. The Nu evidence in particular shows that Nu
was virtually powerless to prevent the reduction of its phonemic
inventory to essentially match that avai lable to Wa speakers. However,
during the resulting innovations (lenition of old forti~ stops, etc.),
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vowel clusters, but do not permit such clusters on the surface (with
marginal exceptions in Nu). However, when we look at the particular
forms taken by the VV-contraction rules, we find that in one language
/ua/ becomes~, in another~, in a third ~, and so forth. An areal
swrface canon is at hand here, but languages are granted considerable
!a+i+ude in how they attain it.

and in their immediate aftermath, we have seen that Nu underwent a
series of internal readjustments which prevented the complete destruction of the old system of phonological oppositions. These secondary
readjustments can only be understood in the context of structural-functional analysis of the sort Martinet envisaged.
The other question we warted +0 a~swer was whether formal generative phonology provides a useful tool in the study of phonological
diffusion in the area. However, we have found rather few simi larities
between Ng and Ri, or between Nu and Wa, in their systems of phonological rules despite the fact that these language pairs have obviously
been involved ln extensive phonological diffusion, as seen in their
convergences in phonemic inventory and sequencing restrictions. In
most cases where the language pairs seem to share a phonological rule,
or to have simi lar rules, it turns out that the rules are direct
consequences of shared surface pronunciation constraints. For example,
Ng and Ri both have rules converting clusters I ike !~ into clusters
I ike mb with lenis instead of fortis stop, but this rule is due to
surface constraints which do not al low fortis stops after nasals. Thus
it is misleading to speak of diffusion of a phonological rule; we
can instead speak of diffusion of surface patterning.
In fact, by looking at surface patterning (phonemic inventory,
co-occurrence restrictions, etc.), we find much stronger evidence for
diffusion than we find by looking at formal generative systems. It is
possible, for example, for two languages to have virtually identical
surface pronunciation patterns, but to differ considerably in their
phonological rules. 42 This is because one language might have base
forms which are already very close to the surface canons, requiring
very few rules to produce surface representations, whi Ie the other
language might have underlying base forms which differ considerably
from the surface forms and require many phonological rules. Such
rules, of course, are needed primari Iy to account for discrepancies
between base and surface forms, so that diffusion of surface patterns
alone (without corresponding diffusion of base forms) need not result
in convergence of the system of rules. Since diffusion of base forms
can hardly take place, short of replacing one language by another,
diffusion of rules as such is unl ikely to be a natural form of phonoIog i ca I d iff us i on .
Moreover, it is possible for two languages to simultaneously have
simi lar base forms and simi lar surface structures without identical
phonological rules. For example, al I of our languages have underlying
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In several of our languages there are special ised phonological
rules which occur only at word-internal morpheme boundaries. For
example, Ng has several rather pecul iar rules affecting suffix-initial
stops (~+~, ~ +~, etc.). These rules have nothing to do with
surface pronunciation constraints, since the underlying as wei I as
output forms are perfectly pronounceable (as can be seen by observing
that the rules wou.ld not have appl ied in the absence of a morpheme
boundary). Thus we have a good test case where there is clearly a
phonological rule (that is, a clear surface alternation), but where it
does not relate to word-level pronunciation constraints. For example,
Ng /gu-na-ri-gi/ 'at that one' would be easi Iy pronounceable, but
happens to become gu-na-ri-ki by a special hardening rule converting
/g/ i nto ~.
It turns out, however, that this kind of rule has not been
diffused. Both Ri and Ng have a number of such rules, but all are
inherited from proto-languages or internally developed, with no indication of diffusion of any kind.
The one possible exception to this is the Nu ~-insertion rule
described in section 10 of this chapter, which may have been stimulated
by certain alternations in Wa (though this is far from certain). This
example, however, involved the creai-ion of a rule rather dissimilar
in form to the Wa model, and appl icable only to a very restricted set of
morphological combinations. The Nu rule was also created under unusually
urgent functional pressures, involving the restoration of important
oppositions among various transitive pronominal prefixes.
Of course, we also saw that some diffusion involving the form
and meaning of redupl ication processes has occurred. However, redupl ication is only loosely describable as a phonological rewrite rule in
the usual sense; it is not so much a process converting an underlying
representation into a surface one as it is a grammatically meaningful
mark, roughly comparable to adding a compounding stem. It is also in
part iconic, since it indicates repetition (among other things) with
verbs and plural ity with nouns. For these reasons redupl ication rules
can be diffused much more readi Iy than ordinary rewrite rules.

42A simi lar conclusion was reached by Gumperz and Wi Ison in a~study of
a contact situation in South Asia:
Work sti I I in progress further indicates that the three local
varieties are also identical in phonetics although they have
different morphophonemic rules.
See J. Gumperz and R. Wi Ison, 'Convergence and Creol ization: A Case
from the Indo-Aryan/Dravidian Border in India', in D. Hymes, ed.,
Pidginization and CreoZization of Languages, Cambridge 1971 (paperback edition 1974), p.155.
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Sapir took a simi lar position. He had worked intensively on
the classification of North American Indian languages, pinpointing
netic relationships and beginning the work of historical reconstrucf~on in several fami I ies. He bel ieved that the diffusionist theories
w~ich had been invoked by some other I inguists to account for synchronic simi larities among nearby languages had been overwork~d, a~d
that in many cases the simi iarities were due to common reienilons Trom
proto-languages rather than to recent areal diffusion.

Chapter 3

DIRECT DIFFUSION OF MORPHEMES

Even when genetic relationships could not be proven, Sapir
incl ined toward retentionist explanations. He bel ieved that he had
discovered a typology based on the most fundamental organising principles of I inguistic structure, and that each :ype was ~xt~emely
resistant to change so that a giVen language might retain ItS typological status formi Ilennia despite total turnover in its morphemic
inventory. Given this strong view on the inherent character of each
language, it is not surprising that Sapir suspe~ted t~a: ge~etic
identity was behind many instances of morphological simi larlty among
languages. In cases where such genetic identity cannot be proved.
AI I we can do is to say that the evidence for relationship is not
cumulative enough to make the inference of common origin absolutely necessary. May it not be, then, that many instances of
morphological simi larity between divergent languages of a restricted area are merely the last vestiges of a community of type and
phonetic substance that the destructive work of diverging drifts
has now made unrecognisable. 44

1. PRELIMINARIES
In this section we deal with the direct diffusion of grammatical
morphemes such as prefixes, suffixes, postpositions, independent
pronouns, and various demonstrative forms.
Over the years, many I inguists have taken strong positions on
the resistance of morphology to diffusional pressures. As we saw in
Chapter 2, section 1, some of these I inguists have I ikewise asserted
that phonological systems were immune to significant diffusional
interference. Thus Mei I let, whi Ie recognising that lexical diffusion
could be virtually I imitless in a contact situation, insisted that
'Ia prononciation et la grammaire' were closed systems which could not
be penetrated by diffusional borrowings.

Whi Ie recognising that some I imited morphological diffusion
(mostly indirect rather than direct, see Chapter 4) had occurred in
certain areas, Sapir minimised its significance. So far as direct
diffusion of grammatical morphemes was concerned, Sapir agreed with
Mei I let that it was I imited to minor derivational morphemes of marginal
importance to the overal I system such as Engl ish -ise and -able.
Such examples as these are hardly true evidences of a morphological influence exerted by one language on another. Setting aside
the fact that they belong to the sphere of derivational concepts
and do not touch the central morphological problem of the express i on of re Iat i ona I ideas, they have added noth i ng to the structural pecul iarities of our language. 4s

Mei I let was aware that some direct morphological diffusion had
taken place among Indo-European languages, but he insisted that such
diffusion had been minimal, and restricted to minor derivational
processes.
I I Y a aussi des emprunts grammaticaux; mais, comme les emprunts
de phonemes qu'on vient de voir, i Is sont I ies a des emprunts de
mots, et i Is concernent ce quI i I Y a de moins grammatical dans
la grammaire. II n'y a pas d'example qu'une flexion comme celie
de j'aimais, nous aimions ait passe d'une langue a une autre; on
n'emprunte une chose de ce genre que si I 'on emprunte tout Ie
systeme d'un coup, c'est-a-dire si I 'on change de langue. 43
ThusMei I let would concede that borrowing of morphemes such as
Engl ish -ess in princess from French could occur, but only in the form
of direct borrowing of morphologically complex words including such
morphemes.

By 'relational' as opposed to 'concrete' categories, Sapir means
any notions which I ink the arguments of a sentence to its predication
and to the broader discourse context, including (in Engl ish) definiteness of NP's, modal ity (declarative, imperative, etc.), case relations,
number (since verbs agree with third person subjects in number), and
tense. Thus Sapir is saying that direct diffusion of morphemes is
typically I imited to derivational (concrete) categories such as agentive and diminutive morphemes.

44Sapir, op. cit. (see footnote 16 to Chapter 2), p.204.
4 3Me i I let, op. cit. (see footnote 9 to Chapter 2), pp .86-87.
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A sl ightly less severe position against morphological diffusion
has been taken by a number of European structural I inguists. Thus
Vachek, deal ing with phonological as wei I as morphosyntactic diffusion,
felt that the internal structure of the (potential) borrowing language
acted as a fi Iter, permitting the introduction of only those foreign
elements which su1ted it.

Selon nous, cette question ne depend pas du caractere de la
structure grammaticale des langues en contact, mais d'une serie
de facteurs de nature sociale ... 49

...

'" the influence of external factors upon the development of the
structure of language could only assert itself because its
I
assertion was in harmony with the needs and wants of the structure "
exposed to that influence. 46
:
Moreover, the few examples which Vachek gives of morphological
diffusion are of the indirect variety, where the borrowing language
merely adjusts its own inherited morphemic inventory to suit a morphosyntactic pattern found in an adjoining language. Presumably Vachek
would view direct diffusion of bound morphemes as particularly uncommon, although his general structural ist position- would seem to leave
the door open for direct diffusion in cases where it would enhance or
at least be compatible with the structure of the borrowing language.
Vachek's position is rather simi lar to Sapir's, since both view the
morphosyntactic apparatus of a language as a finely wrought, del icately
balanced structure which would be upset by the intrusion of foreign
elements.
Sommerfelt's position was along these same I ines. Structural
considerations constitute a fi Iter which, though not directly causing
internal or diffusional changes, definitely constrain them.
The nature of the I inguistic system and the psycho-physiological
process are conditions determining the character of the change
but they are not its cause. 47
ne went bn to say that morphological diffusion is usually of the
indirect kind, and that direct diffusion of bound morphemes is rare.
Elsewhere, Sommerfelt noted the occasional borrowing of grammatical morphemes, for example the introduction of Engl ish plural -s
into Welsh dialects in some borrowings from Engl ish, but then also
spreading to a few native nouns. His explanation is rather picturesque.
Welsh dialects ... use the Engl ish plural ending -~ not only in
Engl ish loan-words but also in some native words. That was
possible because Welsh had so many different plural endings that
one more or less was of no importance. 48
Coteanu, describing the Slavic influence on a Roumanian dialect,
put more emphasis on what Vachek and Sommerfelt had cal led 'external'
factors. Coteanu says this about the extent of diffusion in the
Roumanian case:
46Vachek, op. cit. (see footnote 12 to Chapter 2), pp.221-222.
47 A • Sommerfelt, 'External Versus Internal Factors in the Development
of Language', Norsk'Tidsskrift for Sprogvidenskap 19(1960), p.297.
48 A• Sommedelt, 'Mixed Languages Versus Remodelled Languages, 'Norsk
Tidsskrift for Sprogvidenskap 19(1960), p.324.
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However, closer inspection shows that Coteanu's position is not
harply different from that of Sapir and the above-quoted structuralsists. vo,c:;:
+~"'~"
...... ,,:..., ""l,,+S C"+ +h-+ Pr"~-n'l-n "as ~orro'··erl roe +er -0 \'''UU''r
'good', neuter bur-~) and iterative -~ (cantil. 'to sing', !tera:-ive
cantav~i) from SlavIc.
However, he found no eVidence for diffusion of
some other morpheme classes, and concluded
0
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\,AI

II.d.
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vv
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Les prepositions, les conjonctions et I 'article, en tant qu'outi Is
grammaticaux, passent diffici lement d'une langue a une autre. 50

.
p.:.'.
f

Coteanu also suggested that much of the Slavic influence on
Roumanian had been indirect, and in particular that Roumanian morphology had been simplified because of its contact situation. Thus
Coteanu's position is not very different from the structural ist position of Vachek and Sommerfelt; al I agree that morphosyntactic diffusion is primari Iy indirect, and that structural considerations determine
the type of direct and indirect diffusion. Coteanu's divergence from
Vachek and Sommerfelt consists solely in his greater emphasis on the
degree of social interaction as a determinant of the extent of morphosyntactic diffusion.
The most important overal I study of morphemic diffusion has been
that of Weinreich. He criticises Mei I let's extreme anti-diffusionist
position on the one hand, Schuchardt's equally extreme position that
diffusion is unconstrained on the other hand. Weinreich offers a
general analytical framework for studying diffusion, particularly
diffusional changes in progress in the speech of bi I inguals. He lists
a large variety of structural, semantic, socio-demographic, and
cultural factors, though without taking a strong position on the
relative weight of any particular group of factors. His principal
objective was to provide an analytical framework within which questions
such as the relative significance of the different factors could be
investigated. To this end he tentatively proposed a number of principles which could be tested out in various case studies.
In so far as direct diffusion of bound morphemes is concerned
Weinreich notes that minor derivational affixes have generally been
more easi Iy diffused than highly bound inflectional affixes. Sti I I,
some instances of diffusion of the latter are attested. Weinreich
mentions that one Roumanian dialect has converted lSg suffix *-~ into
-~ and 2Sg *-l into -is on the model of Bulgarian, wher~vthe corresponding endings in the productive verb class are -~, -~. Two
or three other examples of this type of diffusion are mentioned, but
these involve different pairs of languages. 51 Weinreich reports no

49 1 • Coteanu, 'A propos des langues mixtes (sur I' istro-roumain), ,
Melanges linguistiques, Bucharest 1957, p.147.
sOOp. cit., p.133.
Weinreich, Languages in Contact, The Hague 1968, p.32.
ally publ ished New York 1953.F
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~----instances of a single language adopting large numbers of morphemes
from another language. Thus Weinreich's data do not contradict the
v;ew that d;rect d;ff",;oo of bo"od morpheme, ;, extremely re,tr;cted,

We;ore;ch '"gge,t, a o"mber of factor, wh;ch may favo"r d;ff",;oo
in particular cases. As I read the relevant passages, which are
52
claims.
"ofort"Oately
q";te br;ef, We;ore;ch ,eem, to be mak;og the fol low;og
(a)

r"

Morphem <Cd; ff,,; 00 tyo <c"

!., ;"vo; ve, borrowed
rep lac( og a morpheme *M,
from another

-!-he borrowing language by a morpheme -M

2
laog"age, rather thao the creat;oo of a oew morpholog;cal category by
borrow,og -M"
Th", Wel,h borrow, pl"ral
from Eog",h, wh;ch ;,
",der,taodable
;0
that
Wel,h
aod
Eogi
;,h
already
the oot;oo of
a plural category.

_~

,ha~d

Indeed, it stands very much to reason that the transfer of
morphemes is facil itated between highly congruent structures;
[footnote omitted] for a highly bound morpheme is so dependent
on its grammatical function (as opposed to its designative value)
that it isforuseless
function
it.53 in an al ien system unless there is a ready

(b) 10 morphem <c d Ufo>; 00 (t ;, typ <Ca I for a ooo-zero corp heme to
replace a zero one, or for a long form (for example, -CV) to replace
a very 'hart form (for example, -f), The Ro"mao;ao example whereby
+ -.!:!.!I!., etc., is ment i oned in th is connect i on.

*-~
(c)

Ao "obo"od (free) morpheme I, I ;kely to replace a more bo"od ooe,

Id) If 00:' laogoage ha, ao array of a Ilomorph, -M'a, -M'b, -M,c, etc"
for a part,c"'ar morpheme, aod a Oe;ghbo"r;og laog"age ha, a ,Iogl
allomorph -M" d;ff",;oo ;, more I;kely to go from the ,ecood laog"age
e
to
language.
the f;r,t, w;th -M, replac;og the var;o", al lomorph, ;, the f;r,t
(e) A morpheme who,e grammat;cal f"oct;oo caooot be "oder,tood except
be
;0 diffused.
the cootext of a broader morpho'yotact;c eov;roomeot ;, "01 ;kely to
Other things being equal, and cultural considerations apart,
morphemes with complex grammatical functions seem to be less
I eke I y to 5be'> treo, fe rred by tbe b; I ; og"a I theo tho,e w(th ,; mp Ier
functions.

We;ore;ch', example, '"gge,t that by complex f"oct;oo, he doe, oat
mean portmanteau status, but rather functional embeddedness.

Affect;~

P~ce"e"

(f)
morpholog;cal aod morphophooem;c
diminutive, are particularly susceptible to diffusion.

52Op.

cit. , Pp.31-37.
cit. , p.33.
54 0p .
cit. , p.34.
53 0p .

""ch a, the

In section 18 of this chapter I wi I I present a someWhat different
lysis of the factors which seem to have been operative in favouring
anablocking
diffusion
in Arnhem Land.
o
r
. of particular kinds of morphemes
d
I
Although the analytical framew~rk there devel~pe has some g~nera . .
features in common with Weinreich's, the partl~ula~ factors. I~ent~fled
differ in most cases fromthose p:opose~ bY.Wel"re!~h . 1 wi I i Drlefly
inrlica+e here sO~e respeCTs In which Weinreich's prinCiples are
co~tradicted by the Arnhem Land data.
Weinreich's prinCiple (a) suggests that morphemes are usually
borrowed in such a way that they replace an old morpheme, formally
renewing rather than creating a category. However, we wi I I see below
examples where an ergative-instrumental category was created by . .
morphemic diffUSion (section 3 of this chapte~); where a new genltlvedative-purposive morpheme was borrowed, al lOWing the old morpheme to
survive in a new 'originative' case category (section 6 of this chapter); where a series of new noun-class prefixes for. nonhuman nouns
was created by morphemic diffUSion (section 8 of this chapter); where
a new thematising process for verbal 'root forms' was created by
diffusion (section 11 of this chapter); and so forth. Thus prinCiple
(a) seems to be of very doubtful uti I ity.
Principle (b) is consistent with much of my material, but in most
cases where diffusion has resulted in morphemic replacement (rather
than creation of a new category) the old morpheme was of the same
general phonological shape as the new, borrowed morpheme. Thus
ablative *~ and *-~ seem to h~ve been b~rrowed back and f~rth
(section 5 of this chapter); inchoatlve *-~_ IS replaced by *-il(section 10 of this chapter); etc. In many cases we sUspect that
morphemic replacement has oCcurred but we cannot recover the phonological shape of the old morpheme, so principle (b) is merely of
3peculative value. Moreover, in one case genitive-dative-purposive
*-gunuQ was replaced in its primary function by a new suffix *_~,
which clearly contradicts factor (b).
As for prinCiple (c), we should simply note that nearly al I of
the cases described in this chapter involve diffusion of bound morphemes rather than unbound ones. A particularly clear counterexample
to this prinCiple is the borrowing of negative suffix (or postpOSition)
-?maLZ into
Ri, replacing the unbound negative particle yaka in its
primary
functions.
PrinCiple (d) is inconSistent with the fact that there are several
examples where an al lomorph -MIa from among several allomorphs in one
language is borrowed into another, either creating a new category, or
replaCing a morpheme which had a single al lomorph (this may survive in
an originally secondary function). For example, Ri has genitivedative-purposive -~and -.!2!:!. (and -~has a surface all
ph-.!3:!..
omor
determined by a special morphophonemic rule), but _~ was
borrowed
into Ng to(which
!ater hardened
to
relegating the old morpheme
-kunUQ
a secondary
function.
~

*-~

-.!S~),

Principle (e) seems to be val id, and wi I I be adopted in the
present analYSis (section 18 of this chapter).
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PrinCiple (f) is consistent with the fact that a diminutive suffix
has
been
diffused,
explain this
fact. though I doubt that this prinCiple is necessary to
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The main problem with Weinreich's framework is that he overemphasises the significance of the notion of formal renewal. Principles
(a-d) essentially boi I down to saying that morphemic diffusion is
purposive in nature, and is designed to renew a pre-existing grammatical category in such a way that it is expressed by a single morpheme,
preferably unbound and highly characterised phonologically. In the
Arnhem Land case, formal renewal seems to have played a marginal role.
Functional considerations (section 19 of this chapter) seem to have
been important only in the creation of new categories, rather than in
the formal renewal of pre-existing categories.

2. INTERNAL RECONSTRUCTION
An important tool in the study of morphemic diffusion is an adaptation
of the technique of internal reconstruction. This method is, of course,
usually appl ied to the study of the internal evolution of a language,
and is especi~1 Iy important in the historical analysis of languages
with no close genetic affi I iations.
Our adaptation of this method wi I I not emphasise the recovery of
precise detai Is in the historical development of particular morphemes.
Rather, it wi I I emphasise the recovery of the relative time depth of
shared morphemes in different languages. Suppose a morpheme ~ is
found in only two languages (for example, Ng and Ri), and that it
cannot have been merely a shared retention. Suppose further that the
usual comparative techniques do not establ ish the origin of the morpheme, hence do not suggest the direction of diffusion. We may then
be able to apply internal reconstruction separately to the two languages, in an effort to determine which language has had ~ the longest.
If, for example, we find that ~ has probably been in Ng for a long
period, but appears to be of recent origin in Ri, we strongly suspect
that M was borrowed from Ng into Ri.
There are a number of indications of antiquity which can be
looked for in connection with a bound grammatical morpheme. To begin
with, we look for allomorphic special isation. If the morpheme ~ has
several al lomorphs MI, M2, etc. in one language, but a single al 10morph in the second language, this is evidence for ~'s greater time
depth in the first language. Of course, we must exclude surface
'al lomorphs' which are automatic results of productive phonological
rules. Thus the Ng ergative-instrumental suffix -tu has a lenited
variant -gu in certain positions, but since this is-predictable from
regular phonological rules this does not count as al lomorphic specialisation for the purposes of evaluating time depth.
It should be noted also that in morphemic diffusion it is often
the case that only the most sal ient al lomorph in the source language
is borrowed. Thus if we find al lomorphs MI, M2, and M3 in one language
and a single al lomorph M4 in the second language, and where M4 is the
regular diaphonic correspondence for the most sal ient al lomorph MI in
the first language, a good case can be made for the position that M4
was borrowed from MI in the first language. This is especially so if
the other al lomorphs M2 and M3 cannot be shown to have recently spl it
off from MI in the development of the first language.
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In addition to al lomorphic special isation, we can also consider
functional special isation to be useful evidence for time depth. The
idea here is that a borrowed morpheme (and, more generally, an innovative morpheme) usually lacks pecul iar functional special isation, and
can thus be label led with some simple categorical tag (for example,
'past', 'negative', 'plural', 'ergative'). On the other hand, a"
archaic morpheme may have developed several functional pecul iarities.
Taking FI as the primary function, we can speak of special isation as
taking two forms: new secondary functions are added (FI plus F2, etc.),
and/or unexpected restrictions are introduced so that certain subfunctions which we would expect the morpheme to fulfi I are now carried
out by other morphemes (FI minus subfunction FIa ). Thus in comparing
a shared morpheme in two languages, it is not a question of whether
in one language it has a broader distribution than in the other.
Rather, it is a question of whether the statement of the distribution
of the morpheme is more pecul iar or compl icated (involving special
secondary functions and/or special restrictions) in one language than
in the other. The idea is that a morpheme with such functional specialisation is I ikely to be relatively archaic, and that in the course of
morphemic diffusion functional simpl ification is I ikely to result,
so that distributional pecul iarities of the morpheme in the source
language are level led out by the borrowing language.
Of course, the notions of allomorphic and functional special isation are partly inter-related. If a morpheme ~ has allomorphs MI,
M2, M3 in different morphological environments, we could speak of the
functional special isation of each al lomorph.
Another indication of relative antiquity of a morpheme is what I
wi I I cal I 'penetration'. For example, a morpheme M which originates
as a nominal suffix (for example, a locative case marker) may develop
secondary functions as a verbal suffix. In other words, the morpheme
has penetrated more deeply into the overal I morphological structure
of the language. This is really kind of functional special isation,
and suggests that the morpheme has at least fair antiquity within the
language. In the borrowing process it may well be that only one
major function of the morpheme is adopted by the borrowing language.

3. ERGATIVE-INSTRUMENTAL

-~u

Comparative analysis shows that at an earl ier period a large number of
prefixing languages lacked an overt ergative-instrumental case suffix.
In other words, so far as the suffixal system was concerned, the
nominative (zero) case was used for transitive subject, transitive
object, intransitive subject, and (apparently) instrumental. This is
sti I I the Nu and Wa situation, except for the optional use of a new
instrumental suffix.
It is conceivable that some of these languages had partial distinctions between nominative and ergative-instrumental by using different fqrms of noun-class prefixes (research on this point is in progress).
However, if such a prefixal opposition once existed in al I of these
languages it has been lost in most of them, probably for some time, and
the point remains that ergative-instrumental and nominative became
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indistinguishable at some point in the history of several of these
languages.
It is probable that this situation arose as the result of the
loss of an earl ier ergative-instrumental suffix. A suffix -yi? is
found in a number of prefixing languages just west of our focal area
(for example, Rembarr~ga, ~~ga!kbon, ~!ga!akar.), ar.c i+ is qui+e possible
that this was once more widespread.
So far as PWaMaAI is concerned, no definitive reconstruction of
an ergative-instrumental suffix is possible. Alawa has -Ii and -jJ)-n,ji, but this is also locative (and the latter is very possibly the
original function). Mara has no ergative-instrumental suffix, distinguishing ergative-instrumental from nominative only by noun-class
prefix alternations (for example, mascul ine singular nominative ~ vs.
non-nominative Qa-), with zero suffix and non-nominative prefix
expressing ergative-instrumental. Wa has no distinction at all betwe·en
nominative and ergative-instrumental.
It is fairly clear, then, that whatever ergative-instrumental
suffixes are reconstructed for proto-forms of the prefixing languages,
they have been unstable. Some languages I ike Nu and Wa have tolerated
the lack of formal oppositions between transitive subjects and objects,
relying on cross-reference with case-marked pronominal prefixes added
to verbs; Nu and Wa have, however, developed a new instrumental suffix
(see section 4 of this chapter). Other languages have restored the
ergative-instrumental category in some fashion. Thus Alawa merges
the ergative-instrumental with the locative, thus neutral ising one
opposition but keeping transitive subjects distinct from objects.
Mara has specia,lised an old masculine noun-class prefix Qa- as an
ergative-instrumental prefix (the old sense is retained Tn pronominal
art i c Ies, etc.).
Of particular interest to us here is the Ng ergative-instrumental
suffix -iu, which is predictably lenited to -~u in some phonologically
defined contexts. This is a borrowing from R~ where -~u is the
predominant ergative-instrumental allomorph. Comparative reconstruction shows that -~u is archaic in the Yuulngu group, and is certainly
reconstructable for Proto-Yuulngu (and even more remote proto-languages). On the other hand, there is no evidence from other prefixing
languages suggesting that Ng -iu has a long history.
In Ri, the surface al lomorphs of the suffix are -~u, -y, -iu and
-I i. The -iu al lomorph can be derived from -~u by a special ise~
morphophonemTc rule hardening lenis to fortisstops at the beginning
of a suffix fol lowing a personal or interrogative pronoun. The only
combination affected is ua:-~~y what?; by means of what?' since
personal pronouns do not use an ergative-instrumental suffix (they
have a nominative-accusative system). The hardening rule also appl ies
to genitive-dative-purposive -~ (hence Qara-ku 'of me, for me') and
a few other suffixes. Thus the Ri -du/-tu alternation need not be an
underlying al lomorphic variation and~doe~ not by itself indicate time
depth.
However, the occurrence of -yand -_I_i as ergative-accusative
al lomorphs alongside -~u suggests a certain time depth for each of
these al lomorphs by our-conventions for internal reconstruction. The
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4. INSTRUMENTAL -miri
We have ~een.that a number of prefixing languages at one time lacked
:n ergatlv~-Instr~mental affix, or at least that no such aff~x has had
stable history In these languages~
Nu still has no ergative s-uff'IX, an d th us does not distinguish
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transitive subjects and objects in nominal morphology. However, it
does have an instrumental suffix -miri, as in raoa-miri 'by means of
the stick (raoag)'.
This same suffix is found in Wa, as in wu-Jiba-miri 'by means of
paperbark'. The Wa case system is very simi lar to that of Nu, includirg t~e lack of a specra! erga~Ive affix.
Enindhi Iyagwa instrumental -mira also seems to be related. Most
(or al I?) words in this language now end with a. Enindhi Iyagwa also
lacks an ergative case affix.
My suggestion is that these instrumental suffixes were borrowed
from Ri (and perhaps Dhay?yi), where we find -miri as a nominal suffix
deriving a 'having X' noun from another noun ('X'). Presumably Nu
borrowed this suffix first, special ising it as an instrumental, then
Wa and Enindhi Iyagwa borrowed it from Nu.
One problem with this suggestion would seem to ~e the sharp
semantic discrepancy between a 'having' derivative and an instrumental
case suffix. Indeed, a 'having' derivative is itself syntactically a
noun, and can take subsequent suffixes for number and case. Thus Ri
wa:oa 'camp' has a derivative wa:oa-miri 'having a camp, one who has a
camp' (that is, 'a married man'), which can occur in forms I ike wa:oamiri-wac-du with plural -wac- and ergative -duo It would seem, then,
that a 'h~ving' derivative-would differ from~n instrumental case
form rather sharply in semantics and even in syntactic status.
However, such forms as wa:oa-miri-wac-~u are in practice a minority, and it is more common to find the simple type wa:oa-miri. Even
when it wou I d be techn i ca I IY poss i b I e to add such suff i xes as -wacand -Qu, they are often omitted. Thus derivatives in -miri are often
used in a sort of adverbial function, not clearly functioning as noun
phrases on the surface. An example:
motorcar-miri
having a motorcar

Qa Ii
they

wa:ni-na
went

'They went in a motorcar. '
Here 'having a motorcar' can be construed strictly as a noun in
apposition to 'they', and could therefore have taken plural -wac In
agreement, but this plural-marking was omitted. The effect of 'having
a motorcar' is basically adverbial in sentences I ike this.
Note moreover that 'motorcar-miri' here could also be taken as an
instrumental noun phrase 'by means of a motorcar'. This is not the
regular instrumental case form in Ri (cf. ergative-instrumental -gu),
but in many examples derivatives with -miri come very close to inStrumental sense.
Therefore there are no val id semantic objections to claiming that
Nu instrumental -miri was borrowed from Ri 'having' derivational
suffix -miri. Once we have shown that Nu could have borrowed it from
Ri, there-iS no great difficulty in seeing how Enindhi Iyagwa and Wa
could have borrowed it from Nu.
That this was the actual direction of diffusion is suggested both
by comparative and internal reconstruction. The 'having' suffix -miri
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's wei I-establ ished in al I Yuulngu languages and is certainly reconOn the other hand, in the prefixing
languages we find it only in a block of three continuous languages
(Nu, Wa, Enindhi Iyagwa) which do not form a genetic unit. Note
particularly that -miri is not found in Ng, despite the fact that Nu
3~d Ng form a close genetic subgroup.

~tructable for Proto-Yuulngu.

There is also clear internal evidence for the antiquity of Yuulngu
-miri. Not only is this a nominal derivational suffix, it also shows
up-Tn verbal morpho~ogy ~s the present and future, fo~m of the ~eflex
ive-reciprocal suffix -~- (present and future -ml-rl, past -~,
etc.). In this use -!!l.l- is regularly preceded by an augment -~-, -~-,
etc. In most verb classes the form of this augment is the same as the
form of a nominal ising suffix (-~-, etc.) used only before spatial
case suffixes, as in barc-u-na-I i? 'to the spearing' (with allative
_I i?). Thus we could easi Iy imagine an old 'having' derivative of
t~type *Verb-na-miri, based on a nominal isation in *-~- of a verb
stem. In fact, this type occasionally survives, as in wa:ni-na-miri
'having going' (that is, 'capab le of walking, not cripp led') .
What presumably happened was that *Verb-na-miri was reinterpreted
as a predicative (that is, pure verbal) form, so that 'having hitting'
in its use as a predicate nominal ('They are having-hitting.') came to
mean 'are fighting'. This de facto verbal isation of what was originally a nominal formation led to the development of a verbal paradigm
model led on that found in other verb classes, hence a past tense form
*Verb-na-miri-na, later shortened to Verb-na-mi-na (for example,
waoa-na-mi-na 'They speak to each other.') .55
All of this presupposes very considerable time depth, and since
reflexive-reciprocal -~- is found in al I Yuulngu languages these
developments must have occurred before the Proto-Yuulngu period. On
the other hand, there is no simi lar evidence for time depth of -miri
in Nu, Wa, or Enindhi Iyagwa. The suffix has one minor functional
special isation in Nu, seen in ba-gu-miri 'right there' from ba-gu
'there'. However, since nearly all case suffixes in Nu have special
functions in demonstrative morphology this particular special isation
is not too surprising.
It is thus fairly certain that Nu, Wa, and Enindhi Iyagwa have
borrowed 'having' suffix -miri from the Yuulngu languages, adopting
it as an instrumental suffix to fi II a gap left by the absence of a
stable instrumental or ergative-instrumental affix in the relevant
proto-languages.

5. ABLATIVE -wala
A considerable number of prefixing languages show an ablative suffix
*-wala (Nu -wiala, Ng -wala, Rembarrnga -wala, Ngalkbon -waluo). The
55Regarding the loss of *~ in *-miri-na (attested -mi-na, with
'palatal ised' variant -mi-na), note that galki-(ri-) 'to faU' shows
an intermediate stage where the segment -~- is retained before
palatal ised -na (galki-ri-na 'fell') but is omitted before simple
-~ (galki-na~ This suggests that *~ has been gradually deleted
before *-~*-na, beginning in certain forms and then (with -mi-)
spreading to others.
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Ngalkbon suffix may have been phonologically reshaped under the
influence of the only other bisyl labic case suffix, comitative -doru~,
and may thus reflect *-wala I ike the others.
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In these languages *-wala may simply have been inherited separate_
ly from the relevant proto-language, although more comparative work
may suggest a partly diffusional explanation. It is oarticular!v
rn~erest;ng, however, to note that ablative -wala Is also found in Wa.
It is missing from Mara and Alawa, with which-wa-is subgrouped. Mara
has -~ (an? -ya~a, chiefly with place names), and Alawa -~ Is
cognate to this; since Alawa frequently shows historically unstable
word-final vocal Ism (cf. feminine suffix al lomorph -~ from *-~ara)
we should reconstruct *-~*-yana for PWaMaAI. This Is also found
in Ngalkbon (-~, apparently synomynous with _~).
Since the distribution of the two ablative suffixes, *-wala and
*-~*-~, does not correspond very wei I with subgroup boundaries
we have a right to suspect diffusion. In particular., it would appea~
that Wa borrowed -wala from Nu (and perhaps also Ng), since it looks
as though PWaMaAI did not have *-wala. This would be the second Nu
case suffix borrowed into Wa, the other being instrumental _~.
The internal structural evidence fits fairly wei I with this
suggested direction of diffusion. In Nu, *-wala has had a rather
complex history, involving a spl it into two SUffixes whose synchronic
base forms are I-wlalal and I-alai, respectively. The former Is the
regular ablative suffix. The latter Is found only with demonstrative
pronouns and adverbs, and is best described as a centripetal suffix,
though its semantic contribution Is more complex than this label
suggests.
With demonstrative adverbs, I-alai Indicates direction toward
'
,
-e here of the speech act. Thus with ba-gu Ithere' we get ba-ga:'Ia Iba-gu-alal, which not only means Ifrom there I but specifically
Ifrom there to~ard here I. This type of centripetal adverb, with ba-gu
or other locative adverbs translatable Ithere l , Is the usual way of
translating English l(tO) here' as in IHe ran here. I.
th

With demonstrative pronouns, whether used predlcatlvely (lis here l )
or attributively ('this l ), I-alai can mean either that the referent
of the pronoun Is moving In a-oBntripetal direction, or that the
speaker or hearer Is moving toward the referent or Is likely to do so
soon. Thus I can say simply yuwa:-gl IHe is there. I , but If the
referent Is moving toward the speaker and hearer I wi I I usually say
yuwa:-gl-' la 'He is coming there. I , and I wi I I also use this if I am
moving toward the referent or If the addressee Is. This particular
use of I-alai might therefore be cal led 'approximative', since It
Indicates a reduction In the distance between the referent and a participant In the speech act.
There are some other special ised functions of -wlala and -ala In
. Nu, and In general there Is abundant evidence for the time dept~f
*-~ in this language. In Ng there is also some evidence of time
depth. In particular, alongside the usual ablative case suffix -wala
we find a special lsuffix -?wa~ added to ergative pronouns, trans----latable as Ifirst as In this example:

f)ama-l]a-ni
it saw me

ma-wan-g,u-?wala
it first

'It saw me first (i.e. before I saw it). I
On the other hand, in Wa we find no real evidence for the time
ab!a+i'/e -'d313. ','!3, like rJ;;, has sporadic imitations of the
~u~centripetal use of *-wala, but these Imitations are of diffusional
origin and do not represent Internal functional specialisation. Thus
the internal structural evidence Is compatible with the view that Wa
borrowed -wala from Nu.
"e~-I-h of

6. GENITIVE-DATIVE-PURPOSIVE

-~U,

-yinuf), etc.

The term 'genitive' Is used here In Its usual adnominal possessive
sense. The terms 'dative' and 'purposive' designate case categories
which form part of the basic case-frame of a verb. A dative NP is
cross-referenced in the verb complex or encl itic complex by a pronominal object-marker, whi Ie a purposive NP is not. Another term,
'relative', is used In Ng and Nu for a case category which can be
translated 'about, concerning I but can also be genitive; it has a
broad usage in Nu (including use as a relative-clause marker and as
the regular genitive ending), but a highly restricted one in Ng (where
it is used only with nouns after another case suffix).
I wi I I claim that there have been at least two Instances of
diffusion involving this complex of case categories. First, Ng genitive-dative-purposlve -ku was borrowed from Ri -~, which has the
same range of functlons.--Secondly, the uncommon Ng relative suffix
-~ was borrowed from Nu relative -~, which Is ultimately
cognate to another Ng suffix, 'originative' -kunuf).
The demonstration that diffusion has been responsible for these
sharings requires a fairly substantial discussion of the history of
case suffixes involving these functions, especially in the prefixing
languages. In particular, we want to show that Ng -~ cannot have
been simply retained from ancestral proto-languages underlying the
prefixing group. This is difficult since genitive-dative *-~ is very
widespread among Austral ian languages, so a case could be made that
Ng -~ and Ri -~ are simply independen~ retentions of a single protoform.
Indeed, I wi II show that Ng does contain a relic of an old
suffix *-~- which is ultimately identical to Ri case suffix _~.
However,1 will also show that the Ng reflex of *-~- has been functionally special ised since ancient times, and thus cannot have been the
proto-type for Ng genltlve-dative-purposive -~.
I wi I I suggest, then,
that the reconstructable genitive-dative-purposive suffixes in the
prefixing languages are *-~ (for example, *-~) In the north and
west (Ngalkbon, Rembarrnga, etc.) and *-gunuf) (In PNgNu), which may be
related to each other. Although these may just be extended forms of
an older *-~, the point is that neither *~~ nor *-gunuf) can be the
direct proto-type for Ng -ku, which therefore must have been borrowed
from RI -~. I wi II also show that PNgNu *-gunuf), originally perhaps
a general genitive-datlve-purposive suffix, survives as Ng originative
-kunuf) (to be explained below) and as Nu relative -~. The latter
has been re-borrowed Into Ng as a sporadic relative suffix _~.
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We wi I I first dispose of Ng -~-, a reflex of CA genitive-dative
This Ng morpheme is now an inverse case-marker in pronominal
prefix complexes, hence contrast direct ~a-(a- 'ISg + A' with inverse
~a-gu-(a- 'A + lSg', where A is a nonhuman noun class.
*-~.

f

~
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i

I have shown elsewhere (Chapter 1, footnote 6) that the developiToent of dative *-~ into an in'verse morpheme in Ng is the end product
of a number of morphological developments. At stage 1, there were
nominative-accusative pronominal paradigms including a type *X-n-Y('Y + X') with accusative *-~-, and a corresponding nominative-dative
type *X-~-Y- ('Y, for the benefit of X') with dative *-~-. At
stage 2, these two paradigms were squashed together into a single
transitive paradigm, with the *X-~-Y- type surviving when *X- ended in
a vowel, the *X-~-Y- type general ising when *X- ended in a consonant.
There was now a single paradigm with *-~- and *-~- as al lomorphs of
an obi ique suffix; perhaps by this stage there was a benefactive
prefix used in the dative interpretation or some o~her device for
distinguishing accusative from dative interpretations (cf. Ng ~a-nu
'ISg + 3MSg' accusative, versus ~a-nu-bak- 'ISg, for the benefit of
3MSg' with benefactive -bak-; languages with auxi I iary constructions
simply use a dative auxiliary verb like 'to give' instead of an
accusative one I ike 'to hit'). At stage 3, the type *X-~-Y- generalised analogically at the expense of *X-.Q..-Y-, mainly because in several
cases *-Y- began with *.Q.. or another nasal so that the *-.Q..- morpheme
was el iminated by a cluster-contraction rule, resulting in ambiguity
between *X-n-Y- and direct *X-Y-.
Stage 2 is represented in Alawa, and seems to have been the
situation in the intermediate proto-languages from which al I of tha
prefixing languages mentioned in this work have sprung. Some languages
I ike Nu have general ised the *X-.Q..-Y- type and lost the *X-~-Y- type,
whi Ie only the latter type survives in languages I ike Mara and Wa.
Thus stage 2 is a very ancient pattern in the area.
This entire reconstruction merely presupposes an initial situation
where *-~- occurred as a dative morpheme in bound pronominal complexes;
it says nothing about the form of the nominal case system. AI I of the
developments, from stage 1 through stage 2 to stage 3, are explainable
in terms of the internal development of the transitive pronominal prefix system, requiring no new analogical interaction with the case
system of independent nouns. Thus even though Ng -~- is ultimately
cognate to CA genitive-dative *-~, it does not indicate that the
nominal genitive-dative-purposive suffix was *-~ or *-~ in any
recent proto-language. Since *-~ and *-~ are in fact not found as
nominal case suffixes in the prefixing languages of the area, except
in Ng and Nu (which are suspected of having borrowed it from Ri),
there is no val id evidence suggesting that these suffixes occurred at
any recent or intermediate period in these proto-languages. We wi I I
show below that other genitive-dative-purposive suffixes can be reconstructed.
Before doing thi~, however, we wi I I reconstruct the basic system
of spatial (concrete) cases for PNgNu. The suggested reconstruction,
along with reflexes of each suffix in Ng, is shown in Table 5.
In Nu, not only have there been a number of regular phonological
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developments, there have also been some semantic shifts. A new
locative suffix -~ of uncertain origin has displaced the old locative,
and some of the other reconstructed suffixes have also shifted in
meaning. The attested forms are shown in Table 6.
TABLE 5

PNgNu

Ng

Locative

*-guy/*-kuy

-gi/-ki

A I Iat i ve

*-gaC!*-kac

-giC!-kic

Ablative

*-wala

-wala

Pe rg ress i ve

*-bac (*-pac)

-PIC

• v

TABLE 6

Locative

-ruj

A I I at i ve

-WIUY

Ablative

-wlala (*-wala)

Simple pergressive

-W2aj (*-bac)

Retrospective pergressive

-wlaj (*-gac)

(*-guy)

Thus the old locative is now al lative, and the old al lative is
now a special kind of pergressive. Whereas the simple pergressive is
translatable 'through, among' and also as 'in, at' with a term designating a diffuse terrestrial, zone (for example, ama-mag,a[a-baj 'at
the beach'), the retrospective pergressive adds the nuance of looking
back (hence ama-mag,a[a-gaj 'back at the beach'). The two Nu pergressives are distinguishable only in their hardened forms, -ba,j from
-W2a,j and -~ from -wla,j.
A trace of the former locative sense of *-~*-~ survives in
Nu. In Ng, the choice between ~ and ~ (-gl/-ti, also al lative -gic/kic) is determined morphologically, with the hard form in ~ used after
demonstrative pronouns, hence gu-mulmu-gi 'in the grass' but gu-na-riki 'in that'. Nu has a suffix -.9l. (~here reflects *~), now interpreted as a human singular noun-class suffix, in demonstrative pronouns I ike ya:-gi 'this one'. Since the special noun-class suffixes
with demonstrative pronouns in Nu are clearly innovative, and since
there is no obvious analogical source for -.9l. from elsewhere in the
morphology, we are forced to conclude that -.9l. has been reinterpreted
and must once have had a different function. Since demonstratives
like ya:-gi 'this one' are often used predicatively, in which case
they function as a kind of locative adverb (~s here'), it is quite
possible to see how an old locative ending *-ti could have become Nu
noun-class suffix -.9l.. Since *-~ is another possible proto-form,
given the tendency in Nu for *~ (and *~) to become l before ~, ~, or 1,
we can connect -.9l. (*-~) with dative -~ (*-~), showing the same
fortis/lenis alternation attested in Ng in the same morphological
contexts. It would be very difficult, on the other hand, to see how
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Nu -£l could have evolved out of *-~ if the latter were originally
an allative suffix; reconstructing a locative sense, as in Ng, is much
preferable. Thus Nu ~~, which is now al lative as an independent
case suffix, must have undergone a semantic shift from locative to al la_
tive in the relatively recent development of Nu. It has also now
acquired dative functions, so it would be more appropriate to lebe! it
the al lative-dative suffix.
Looking over the PNgNu reconstructions in Table 5 we can see that
at least *-~*-~ could be taken as an extended form of the old CA
genitive-dative *-~. However, since as we have seen *-~*-~ was
probably locative in PNgNu, not al lative-dative as in Nu, there is a
semantic difficulty in correlating *-~*-~ with the old genitivedative suffix. I wi II. leave this question open, but at any rate Ng
genitive-dative-purposive -~ does not seem to have any connection
with locative -glj-ti.
The reconstruction given above for PNgNu accounts for the spatial
case suffixes, but does not tel I us what genitive, dative, or purposive
suffixes were avai lable. The relevant attested forms are displayed
here in Table 7.
TABLE 7
Ng

Nu

Genitive-dative-purposive

-ku

AI Iat i ve-dat i ve

-WIUY

Originative

-kunul)

Purposive

-yul)guyul)

Re Iat i ve

-yinul)

Originative

-mira:9,u

Relative

-yinul)

9

At any rate, Ng -kunul) can derive from PNgNu *-gunul) since Ng
often hardens suff i x- in it i a I Ien i s stops to fort i sones, as in the case
of pergressive -pic from *-bac. On the other hand, Nu -yinul) can
derive from PNgNu *-gunul) by lenition of *a to *~, fronting of *~ to
i before *~, and weakening or palatal isation of *~ to y before l,
her;.:s *-gurtJ~ -+ *-wlunu'J -+ *-'1/1 f~lJf) -+ -yi~Uf). ,A.!! of these changes Gre
wei I-establ ished on the basis of other evidence.
suggest that *-gunul) was once the regular genitive-dative-purposive suffix in PNgNu, or a sl ightly earl ier form of this proto-language, simply because we know that *-~ in the other prefixing languages had this broad range of functions, and all of the competing
suffixes (Ng -~, ~, Nu -~, -yugguyug, -mira:du) seem to be
recent borrowings, innovations, or semantic shifts, and thus cannot be
securely reconstructed in genitive, dative, or purposive function for
i ntermed i ate proto-I anguages. I n other words, the range of app I i cat i on
of *-gunul) has been progressively narrowed by competition with these
innovative or semantically shifted suffixes. In Ng, -kunul) special ises
as an originative, or de-possessive, suffix, used in examples I ike 'I
eat fish from (i.e., provided by) my father.' This particular semantic
special isation was probably influenced by Ri, which inherited an
originative suffix (-~) from Proto-Yuulngu.
In Nu, -~ is sti I I a productive genitive suffix, and is also
translatable 'about, concerning' and forms relative clauses when added
to a verb; I refer to it as the 'relative' suffix. However, its old
dative functions are now taken care of by -~, and its purposive
functions by -yul)guyug.

*-~-/*-~)

Ng -~ is found only rather sporadically, as a sort of relative
suffix ('about, concerning') fol lowing another case suffix such as
gcnitive-dative-purposive -~ or locative -£l. Examples are very
infrequent and it is difficult to pin down the exact semantic nuances
of the suff i x in Ng. It seems c Iear to me that Ng -~ has been
borrowed recently from Nu, after *-gunug became -yinul) through various
phonological developments pecul iar to Nu.

If we look at other prefixing languages to the north and west, we
find a genitive-dative-purposive *-~ with variable vowel, often *-~
(Ngalkbon -~-g+n < *-~, Gunwinggu -~ < *-~, Ngalakan -?gVn
with V specified by regressive assimi lation, Rembarrnga -.9.£~)'. There is
no regular way for this to lose its final nasal, so this *~'cannot
have been the direct proto-type of Ng -~. The form *gunul). on the
other hand, could well be an extended variant of *-~ (*-~), perhaps
from *-gun-yul) with absolute *_~.56

Ng genitive-dative-purposive -~, then, seems not to have been
simply retained from CA *-~, since there is no evidence supporting a
reconstruction *-~ or *-~ as a nominal case suffix for any recent
proto-language in the prefixing group of languages. I can only conclude that it was borrowed from Ri. In this language we find genitivedative-purposive -~, with the following allomorphs: -~ optionally
after noun stems ending in vowels and some consonants, in free variation with -~; -~ regularly after noun stems ending in stops, nasals,
and some other consonants; -~ or sometimes -~ with personal and
interrogative pronouns, where -~ could be derived from underlying
I-mY by a hardening rule, but where -~ is just a distinct allomorph.
Examples: garamu-gu or garamu-wu 'of/for the man', 9,il)?-gu 'of/for the
woman', I)ara-ku 'of/for me', QU-I)U 'of/for you'. With some variation
these al lomorphs (and others such as -~) occur in the other Yuulngu
languages and are reconstructable for Proto-Yuulngu.

We have already seen that Nu al lative-dative -~ (from locative
represents a semantic shift. Of the remaining forms, I
want to claim that Ng -ku is a borrowing from Ri, whi Ie Nu -kunul) and
Nu -yinul) represent an Old genitive-dative-purposive suffix *-gunul),
now somewhat restricted semantically. Ng -~ is a recent borrowing
from Nu, whi Ie Nu -mira:gu is perhaps an obscure derivative of instrumental -miri, and Nu -yugguyul) (*-yug-gu-yul)) may also contain *-~
borrowed from Ri.

56The absolute suffix is not a case marker I ike the absolutive nonergative case in Eskimo. Rather, as I use the term in the context of
these languages' grammar~, the absolute suffix indicates that the NP
to which it is added is an independent constituent functioning as an
argument (but not predicate) in a sentence. For various vestiges of
the absolute in Nu see the discussion of purposive suffix -yul)guyul)
below.
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As we would expect, then, Ng has el iminated the complex al lomorphy
of the suffix(es) in the source language in the course of borrowing the
principal al lomorph -~, which Ng hardened to -~ (a process we have
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seen in other borrowed and native case suffixes). Moreover, in Ri and
other Yuulngu languages we find functional special isation of a rather
unusual kind, in that the future tense suffixes for one class of verb
stems are -~ (*-.9.~), :...~, and -Js.i:!. (the latter only with .!E.:....- 'to hear').
Since these are precisely the three al lomorphs of the genitive-dative_
purposive suffix, we can hardly regard the simi larity as accidental,
and we must conclude that this verb class has formed its future tense
with what are etymologically genitive-dative-purposive suffixes. However, this special isation and morphological penetration in Ri are not
matched by Ng -~, which has no special functions in verbal morphology.
In other words, Ng -~ shows no al lomorphic or functional special isation suggestive of great time depth, which is precisely the situation
we expect provided Ng -~ is a borrowing from Ri.
Nu purposive -yul)guyul) is somewhat more problematic. I would
take it etymologically as *-~-~-~, with double occurrence of an
abso I ute suff i x *-~ (Nu -~-nul), Ng -~, etc.)., Th is abso I ute
suffix has lost its original function in Nu, and has spl it up into a
number of suffixes with various synchronically unrelated functions.
In some other cases it has become fused with another suffix, as in the
case of dual allomorph -W2 i :yul) used with third person kin terms
instead of the usual dual suffix -W2a: (hence -w2i :yul) is interpretable
historically as -W2a: < *-bula plus *-yul)). Since this -w2i:yul) is
added to a form of the kin term ending~ -~/-nul), marking third
person 'possessor' but historically yet another special ised reflex of
absolute *-~, we get sequences I ike na-ni-nara-yum-bi :yul)/na-ni-naraYUI)-W2 i :yul)/ 'his two fathers' where h istoricall y -W2a: (earl ier *-bula)
is sandwiched between two occurrences of the absolu~ This is simTTar
to the sequence *-yul)-gu-yul) which we posit as the proto-type for
-yul)guyul). Note also that the old genitive-dative-purposive *-gunul) in
PNgNu is possibly a frozen combination of earl ier *-gun-yul), though
this is not certain.
The sequence *-yul)-gu-yul) is rather puzzl ing, however, since we
do not find *-~ becoming attached in this manner to other case
suffixes. The only suggestion I can make is that the *-~- here was
borrowed from Ri, as was Ng -~. From a simple nominal form *N-~
with the absolute suffix, a new form *N-yul)-gu might have been created
when *-~ was borrowed. However, since the usual position of case
suffixes was before rather than after *-~, the sequence *-yul)-gu
was irregular and might have become frozen and unsegmentable. The
regular absolute *-~ could have been superimposed onto this, creating
*-~-~-~. This historical explanation is somewhat clumsy, but it
seems to be the only satisfactory one avai lable.
Although not every detai I is clear, I feel completely certain
that Ng relative -yinul) is a borrowing from Nu, and fairly certain that
Ng -Js.i:!. (and perhaps *-~- in Nu -yul)guyul)) is a borrowing from Ri -~.
Thus we have added more instances of direct diffusion of a bound case
suffix.

7. DIMINUTIVE

-~anal)?

A diminutive suffix -ganal)? (or a variant thereof) is found in Ri
and several prefixing languages; it may wei I occur in other Yuulngu
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languages, but this is not clear at this stage.
In Ri the suffix is -ganal)? or -I)anal)?, apparently in free variation: yu:tu 'child', yu:tu-ganal)? or yu:tu-I)anal)? 'small child'. In
Ngandi we find -gana? without the final nasal, as in gu-ganda?-gana?
'smaU tree'.
In Rembarrnga both variants, -ganal)? and -gana?, are
found in free variation (McKay, personal communication). -rn-wa, which
has no phonemic glottal stop, we find -gana, as in wu-balba-gana 'small
river',
In none of these languages does the suffix also appear as an
independent adjectival noun 'small'.
Nu adjectival noun w2inig 'small' is probably related to this set,
though there are phonological difficulties. There is an irregular
'redupl icated' plural w2una:nUI) (human mij-buna:nul)). The stem w2inig
(and its plural form) can be used as the second member of a noun-noun
compound, as in ga!am-binig 'small egg', The structural simi larity
between the use of -w2inig in this example to the diminutive suffixes
in the other languages is clear.
The phonological history of w2inig can be partially clarified by
noting that it has been influenced by another adjectival noun w2 iri g,
also meaning'smaU', though less emphatically diminutive than w2inig.
This w2irig is cognate to Ngandi -girikirin (apparently redupl icated
from *-girin), an uncommon diminutive suffix. Nu w2irig has an irregular 'redupl icated' plural w2 ura :YUI).
Suppose that Nu inherited diminutive suffixes *-gana(I))? and
*-girin from PNgNu. We can partially explain the development of the
former into attested W21n1g by assuming that the vocal ism was analogically reshaped to match that of *-girin. If the final *12 was not pronounced (*-gana?), then the regular Nu reflex after this vocal ic reshaping shoUid'be something I ike *w1inig, since final *? after a vowel
often becomes Nu.9.. The remaining problem is accounting for why *~
(alternating with .9.) became ':!:!.L (alternating with Q); I have no specific
suggestion to make here, but there are cases of fluctuation between
~ and ':!:!.L (for example, -wlayama- or -w2ayama- 'to move along'), Once
*-ganal)? had become w2inig, *-girin (which should have become *-wlirin,
or with the same shift ~ + w2~irin) was analogically reshaped as
w2irig, adopting the final consonant .9. from the other form. Somewhere
along the line, w2inig and w2irig came to be used as independent adjectival nouns as wei I as in diminutive compounds (assuming that Ri, Ng,
etc., are conservative in showing -ganal)? only in bound combinations).
This discussion suggests that Nu w2inig is related to -ganal)?, etc.,
though difficulties remain (especially in accounting for the anomalous
plural form). It is not yet clear whether the morpheme was borrowed
by the prefixing languages from Ri or other Yuulngu languages, or vice
versa, and we wi II need more information on the distribution of the
morpheme in other languages before an educated guess can be made.

8. NOUN-CLASS PREFIXES
A number of prefixing languages in north-central and north-western
Austral ia, along with some other groups just to the south (for example,
the 8arkly Tablelands group), have a system of lexical noun-classes.
These are marked by noun-class prefixes in most languages, though the
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Barkly group has suffixes, and Nu has developed a special set of
suffixes used only with demonstratives. In some languages the nounclass system consists only of a gender-number system for human nouns,
with nonhuman nouns either unmarked or merged into one of the human
singular categories. Some languages (for example, Nu, Ng, Wa) have
more elaborate svstems with as many as eleven (Nu) noun classes including some specifically nonhuman classes.
The overal I history of these noun-class systems is very difficult
to reconstruct for a number of reasons. For one thing, many languages
have several morphological series of noun-class affixes, used in different contexts; thus Nu has inflectional noun-class prefixes, derivational
noun-class prefixes, noun-class suffixes with demonstratives, noun-class
elements in pronominal subject- and object-markers in the verb, and so
on. Each such series shows al lomorphic variation. Historically, it is
difficult to compare one language's noun-class system with another's,
because there may be no agreement in the number and,usage of different
series, and since even if one series in one language can be identified
historically with the corresponding series in another language, we
would sti I I have to reckon with the fact that each language may have
undergone analogical level I ing involving interaction among several of
its series. Thus the study of the historical development of noun-class
prefixes is a treacherous business, requiring careful internal and
comparative reconstruction at every stage.
Although the period preceding such proto-languages as PNgNu is
outside of the time span we are mainly concerned with, it should be
indicated that the spread of noun-class systems over much of northcentral and north-western Austral ia may wei I have been largely accompi ished through direct diffusion of the actual affixes, rather than by
independent developments in each language group. For example, in
languages I ike Nu, Ng, and Wa there is no internal etymology for any
of the noun-class affixes found (except to some extent in the recently
developed Nu noun-class suffixes with demonstrative stems, where some
of the suffixes are old case endings or the I ike, now reinterpreted).
That is, whi Ie in some languages a correlation can be made between
some noun-class affixes and particular noun stems (for example, ~as a nonhuman noun-class prefix and a stem I ike ~ meaning 'vegetable food'), this is not possible in Nu, Ng, or Wa. There is consequently a strong probabi I ity that the noun-class systems in these
languages were borrowed from languages to the west.
Be that as it may, our principal concern here is with recent
I inguistic history. The main forms of the inflectional noun-class
prefixes used with noun stems in Wa, Ng, and Nu are set out in Table 8. 57
In general,
languages in the
since MSg Qa- is
be reconstructed

there is I ittle evidence of diffusion among these
human prefixes. Wa MSg Qa- is cognate to Nu ~-, but
found also in Mara and leaves traces in Alawa it can
for PWaMaAI as wei I as for PNgNu, and thus probably

does not constitute recent diffusion. However, the use of Wa nadirectly attached to nouns in any case category (for example ~a-'
Ib
') d' t'
,
, . Jawu a
't he 0 ld man, IS Ingulshes Wa from Mara, where MSg nominative nais onlY,use? In pr~nouns and articles (for example, Qa-na jawulb~'the
old mc:-n , with ~rtl~le stem -.Q£). In Mara, Qa- before a noun stem is
:;se n In nOIl-110mllla+'Ve csses, an:::! ~'ia pGrhapspr-eserves a trace of an
obi ique case-marking sense of Qa- in that except with human nouns it '
re~tricted almos~ entirely to PTace names (for example, Qa-warwar), IS
which thus constitute nonhuman class I. Therefore it may wei I be that
the, influence of,Nu h~s induced Wa to alter the morphosyntactic distribution of Qa-, diverging thus from Mara. This would then be a case of
indirect dTTfusion, rather than of direct (recent) diffusion of the
prefix itself.

TABLE 8
HUMAN:

OTHER:

numbering system used here for nonhuman noun classes is different
from those systems used elsewhere by myself or by other linguists.
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Ng

Nu

MSg

Qa-

Qi-

na-(MSg, MOu)

FSg

I)i-

Qa-

I)a ra- (FSg, FOu)

Ou

yiri-

bari -(MOu)

Paucal

yi I i-

PI

(3+)

wuru-

ba-

wara-

I

Qa-

Qi-

na-/y i :-

II

I)i-

Qa-

I)ara-/yi :-

( r)a-

a-

ana-/a-

IV

wu-

gu-

(=

V

ma-

ma-

mana-/ama-

III

II I )

Simi larly, the other human prefixes in Wa (~-, LLcl-, YllL-,
w~ru-) ~re pos~ibly cognate ultimately with Nu and Ng prefixes, but
since more obvIous cognates in most cases can be found in Mara and
Alawa, the Wa prefixes have probably just been retajned from the protolanguage PWaMaAI rather than having been recently borrowed from Nu or
Ng.
,
T~e Ng and Nu human prefixes are sufficiently dissimi lar to make
It ~nl Ikely that either has borrowed from the other subsequent to
their breakup from ~NgNu: The plural prefixes ba- and ~- probably
both reflect something I Ike *bar-, whi Ie Ng MOu bari- (used only when
~oth r~fer~nts are m~le, thus destroying a universal or two!) reflects
bar~nl- with mascul Ine *-~- seen also in Ng MSg Qi- (retroflexion is
f~e~lctable w~rd-i~itial Iy). ~g FSg Qa- may ref!ect something I ike
~ (~r pOSSibly da-, .f~u~d In some other prefixing languages, with
ana!oglcal adoption of Initial ~ as in MSg Qi-). Some of the discrepanc Ies be~ween Ng and Nu ref lect different analog i ca I interact i on with
other series of noun-class affixes within each language.
the

57 The

Wa

On the other. hand, a good case can be made for diffusion involving
Classes I and II may be disregarded,' since they
are Infrequent and are closely I inked to the MSg and FSg human classes
~onhuman prefixes.
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in all three languages. However, classes III, IV, and V are specifically nonhuman.
It would appear I ikely that Wa has borrowed these
prefixes from Ng, or (more I ikely) from some stage of Pre-Nu preceding
certain Nu morphological innovations.
The oldest form for class III was *ra-, seen in Wa (r)a-, Ng ~-,
and Nu allomorph ~-. That the Ng form was once *Ca- is shown cieariy
by the occurrence of -Ca- in some pronominal prefiX combinations (for
example f)a-gu-ra-' 11[+ 1Sg'), and note also Ri loans such as caf)arac
v
,
'
Th e I .In Wa*~( )
'snake' , from Ng • a-f)aracv (earl ier *ca-f)arac)
sna ke.
is pronounced at least optionally. Nu~, however, has lo~t the £
completely. Among cognates in other languages we may mention Yanyula
(r.)a- with optional I'
Class IV prefixes in Wa, Ng, and Nu reflect *~-, cf. Gunwinggu
~_ and other cognates. Nu has lost *~- as an inflectional noun-class
prefix, but sti I I has /uD-/ (*~-, via *wu-, with arc~iphoneme /Q/ now
needed for morphophonemic purposes only) as a derivational noun-class
prefix, and also has -WIU- as a pronominal subject- and object-marker
in verbs. Wa wu- may refiect lenition from older *~- (cf. wuyal, a
semimoiety ter~ varying with guyal, which is also found in Mara) . .
However, Wa wu- may also simply have been borrowed from Nu before thiS
language lost *wu- as an inflectional noun-class prefix.
The class V prefixes reflect *ma-, which is also found in numerous
languages well to the south and west. Nu allomorph ama- prob~bly
reflects *ma- and has been analogically remodelled on the basIs of
classllia-.
Nu allomorphs ana- (III, IV) and ~- (V) appear to reflect *c an and *man-, respectively, contrasting with alternatives *C a - and *ma-.
Research on the problem of such *-n- (and elsewhere *-~=T increments
to the noun-class prefixes is in progress. It appears now that the *-~
was used chiefly in nominative (intransitive subject, transitive object,
sometimes transitive subject) forms, whi Ie the forms without *-n- were
used in various obi ique case categories. Reflexes of this *-~- are
rather scattered (Nu, Mara, Ngalakan, Gunwinggu, and others, each with
its own twists), and a complete historical study wi I I be postponed for
now. Neither Wa nor Ng preserves *-~ (except that Wa has a few noun
stems beginning with D..£. which may contain *-.Q.- historically>.

,

i

'

Since we have shown that Pre-Nu at one stage probably had three
nonhuman noun-class prefixes - *(r.)a-, *wu-, *ma-, and their extensions
with *-n- - it seems probable that Wa borrowed these prefixes (in the
form without *-n-) from Pre-Nu. It is less I ikely that Ng was the
source, though this cannot be ruled out.
Neither Mara nor Alawa, which are subgrouped with Wa genetically,
has any direct or indirect reflex of *(r)a- or *ma-. However, some
Mara forms appear to reflect *~-, the prototype~or Pre-Nu *~~. The
forms in question are ~- in the article (n-)ga-na, and the nominal
prefixes n- (nominative) ahd na- (non-nominative, that is, obi ique).
The class-of nouns using these articles and prefixes consists of nonhuman nouns, chiefly body-part terms along with a few topographic terms
and the word for 'sun'.
The form na- is etymologically obscure, but nominative n- may be
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what is left
article stem
ass imi lation
singular Qa-

of *ga-n-, i~ view of the preservation of ~- with the
-~.
The shift from *~- to ~- can be taken either as
in ga-na (*gu-na), or as due to analogy with mascul ine
and other prefixes with ~-vocal ism.

The p~int I want to make is that, even if.Q.- is a reflex of *ga-n(nence LJt~lm~teiy ~f *~-), and if *ga-n- or *gu-n- thus goes back to
PWaMaAI, It IS unlikely that we can get Wa wu- from this. What really
see~s t~ ha~e h~ppened is that Wa inherited a Mara-I ike system with
nomlna~lve ~- In some body-part terms and the I ike, but non-nominative
*n~- ~Id not s~rvive (~f. it goes back to the proto-language at al I).
ThiS .Q.-.was either eliminated by level I ing, or (notably when followed
by an apical stop) became fused to the stem. Thus contrast Wa (wu-)ndula 'leg'. with Mara (n-)Qula (non-nominative na-yula). So the prefix
~-.cons~ltutes a new etymological layer - it is not just a reflex of
an Inherited morpheme. Neither the phonological form nor the distribut~on of Wa w~- are accoun~ed for by internal genetic explanations, and
Since there IS not the slightest evidence that *ma- or *(r)a- ever
occurred ~n PWaMaAI we are forced to conclude that Wa has' recently
borrowed Its.three nonhuman noun-class prefixes, most probably from
Pre-Nu. (and If not from there, then from Ng). This diffusionist explanation accounts for every detai I of the form and distribution of the
Wa pref i xes.
9.

KIN-TERM DYADIC DUAL SUFFIX -ko?

Some of these languages have a special suffix which when added to a
kin t~rm ~, produces a syntactically dual noun meaning 'a pair of
rela;lves, one of whom cal Is the other ~'. Thus in Ng we can form narako? father and son/daughter' from nara- 'father'. This is distinct
fr~m the usua I dua I (for examp Ie, 'two fathers'), wh i ch is formed by
~slng the regular dual affixes.
I wi II refer to the Ng suffix -ko? and
ItS correlates elsewhere as a 'dyadic dual' suffix.
--As in Ng, the suffix takes the form -ko? in Ngalakan. In Nu, on
the other hand, the regular form is -iYl.lJ.. If the proto-form was
*-ko?, presumably the most I ikely reconstruction, we need a derivation
*-k~? + *-.9Ql + *WIO? + *-WIOC + *-Wl ic + -Yil to reach the Nu form.
As I~ tur~s out, each such step is justified by paral leis elsewhere in
Nu historical phonology. For example, al I suffixes now begin in under~ying co~tinuan!s (or vowels), so we can get from *~ to the correspondIng*contlnuant ~, presumably via *~. (This *~ would become hardened
to ~ after st~ps and ~asals, but !he continuant was now the underlying
form.: The shift of final *1.. to *~ (that is *1, since *c and *1 were
not distinct in thi~ position at.any stage) also has several paral leis,
cf. Chapter 2, section 5. Fronting of vowels to *i before a laminoalveolar consonant is also common in Nu. Finally,-*Wl is regularly
deleted or changed to y before l.
-In the Y~ulngu I~nguages, the dyadic dual suffix is usually -?man,ji
?r a phonological variant thereof. In Ri, however, the suffix -ma~,ji?
IS found ~s the regular dual suffix, whi Ie -ka? shows up as the dyadic
dual suffiX: ba:pa-ka? 'father and child'. This has evidently been
borrowed from Ng (it cannot, of course, have been borrowed from any
recent stage of Nu).
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The antiquity of *-ko? in Nu and Ng is suggested by the fact that
in Nu the dyadic dual forms of kin terms are often highly irregular,
involving special suppletive roots distinct from the usual form of the
kin term, etc. Thus we have baba or ni-nara 'father' (the former stem
used in vocatives and the first person possessive forms, the latter in
second and third person forms), but 'father and son/daughter' is
awa';1-?1 i J . ! -:- is ccr:ce i ','a~ i e that a\va~l- is u I t i mate lyre I ated to ~,
but the formation is clearly thoroughly irregular.
Aside from the above considerations (which in themselves are more
than sufficient to demonstrate that the prefixing languages are the
source, and Ri the borrower, in this instance), we may note that the
shift -ko? + -ka? is expected in going from Ng to Ri, whi Ie if Ng had
borrowedlRi -ka? we would have expected Ng *-ka? instead of attested
-ko? .

10. INCHOATIVE -iiIn the Yuulngu languages, -!J- is a derivational suffix which is added
to nouns (including 'adjectives') to form intransitive verbs. If N is
the noun, the verb N-~- means 'to be/become N', and therefore -llcan be referred to as the' inchoative' verbal ising suffix (this term
has been used by B. Schebeckl. An example is Ri 9a :1 'strong, firm',
inchoative Qa: I-ii- 'to be/become strong, firm'.
Ri also has a number of irregularities, where it appears that
*-ll- has weakened to *-Yl- and has then contracted with the final
vowel of the preceding stem. The best example is mi9ikU?-Qu 'bad'
(with adjectival suffix -~), inchoative miQiki- 'to be bad' (from
*mi9iku-ii- or the I ike). Another example is marani- 'to be full',
where however the independent noun stem is unattested.
The inchoative form in -ll- has a rather unusual set of inflectional endings in Ri and other Yuulngu languages, and it is partly by
examining inflectional paradigms that forms I ike mi9iki- and maran i can be identified as old inchoatives. The present form is -ti-ri,
the past -ti-na or -ti-na, and the future form is -t-i /ti-i~--

""'-- --

=--- =--

""'-- --

In particular, present ending -~ is otherwise found only with
reflexive-reciprocal -mi- (actually, -mi-ri can be future as wei I as
present). As suggeste~in section 4 o~thTs chapter, -~-~ was once
a single morpheme *-miri which has now been reinterpreted and resegmented. It is simi larly I ikely that -iL-~ was once a single morpheme
~liri, and indeed forms of this sort are found elsewhere in Austral ia,
often with reflexive and/or reciprocal meaning. In some other languages we find just -~- in this function.
Although there is a semantic discrepancy between an inchoative
and a reflexive-reciprocal suffix, both are derivational suffixes
creating intransitive verbs. It might wei I be that the Yuulngu reflexive-reciprocal with -~- has displaced -t.!..- from its original
function, whereupon it shifted into its attested inchoative verbal ising
function.
At any rate, there is ample comparative evidence that -ti- has a
long history in the Yuulngu languages, and probably in the P~a-Nyungan

fami Iy more generally. It is apparently found in al I Yuulngu languages,
and shows occasional formal irregularities in cases I ike mi9iki- and
maran i -.
Ng has borrowed inchoative -~- from Ri, so that we now find
examples I ike Ng bir 'many', inchoative -bir-ii- 'to be many'. There
is no eviaence that Ng -ii- can have been retained from a proto-language such as PNgNu. Nu has an inchoative suffix -~-, hence -ruQgalma- 'to become big'. Since this -~- is also found in Rembarrnga,
which is on the opposite side of Ng from Nu, and since a cognate -mais also found among the Wa-Mara-Alawa group, it is clear that al I
relevant proto-languages in the prefixing group have had *-ma- instead
of *-1l-. The only possible cognate of Ri -ll- shows up in prefixing
languages as a reciprocal suffix (Ng -~- and other al lomorphs, Nu
-nji- < *-~-, Wa -Yl or archaic al lomorph -ll-), and it is not
possible to explain Ng inchoative -ii- as a development from its reciprocal -~- for phonological reasons.
As for internal structural evidence, we may merely note that Ng
inchoative -ti- (unl ike its inherited reciprocal suffix -ygi-) has no
unusual al lo~orphic alternations, and no particular functional specialisation. There is thus no structural indication that inchoative -11..has any time depth in Ng.
The only remaining problem is how Ng integrated forms with the
borrowed suffix -ti- into its inflectional system. What happened was
that Ng did not b~row Ri inflectional endings, but rather substituted
its own endings. Thus whi Ie -ll- in Ri has present -ti-ri and past
-ll-na, Ng has present -ji-na, past punctual -1i-~, p~t-Continuous
-ti-ni, and so forth. The inflectional endings are identical to those
u~d-With other stems ending in l, including reflexives in -i-, reciprocals in -~-, and simple stems I ike -waki- 'to return'.
Leaving out morpheme breaks (which in this case have no phonological manifestation), Ng speakers were confronted with the fol lowing
Ri forms: present -.1!L!., past -~ or ~, and future -ii. It
would have been conceivable for Ng to borrow the inchoative suffix as
-tiri- or -tina-, for example, reinterpreting one of the Ri inflected
f-;-;::ms as a~ derivational suffix. In fact, however, Ng took the
suffix over as -~-, in effect reproducing the cor-rect Ri morphemeboundary analysis (-ii-ri, -ii-na, etc.). Two factors may be mentioned
in accounting for th1S:-(a)Rifuture -ll might have been taken by Ng
speakers as representing the minimal form of the inchoative suffix;
(b) Ri past tense ~ (-ii-na) has an ending -~ which looks superficially I ike Ng present ending -~, so that Ng speakers would have
tended to segment -iina as :li~ (as indeed Ri speakers do).

11. THEMATISING AUGMENT

-gu-

In the Yuulngu languages, the most productive verb class is one which
al lows verb roots to occur in a totally uninflected 'root form', which
can be used as an abbreviation of a longer verb form in discourse, is
sometimes used as a rude imperative, and so forth. An example is Ri
baQgu!? 'to return'. The most common canonical shapes for such roots
are eve and eveve, where the medial and final C's may be clusters. A
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great many such roots end in glottal stops provided this is phonologically possible (glottal stops cannot fol low stops, but can fol low vowels
and sonorants). In some cases a root of this verb class is c!early
related to a noun or particle, and in such cases the verb root may
show a final glottal not found in the simple stem, hence ba:nu 'rejected, not ~anted' (as interJection: 'Get rid of it!'), verbal root form
ba:nu?
Such verbs can be inflected, but before this can be done they must
be thematised by adding a thematic suffix. In some northern Yuulngu
languages it appears that -du- is the regular form of the thematising
augment. In Ri we find a n~mber of allomorphs, including -~- after
coronal stops and nasals, -~- after vowels and some I iquids, and
others. AI I of these may have developed from *-~-; we find ~ in some
other morphemes as a weakened form of earl ier *~, for example (cf.
gug,a[?-yu- 'to cook', variant guya[?-yu-). Thus baf)gu[? in Ri has
inflected forms I ike past baf)gu!?-yu-na and future Daf)gu!?-yu-ru. The
form *baf)gu!?-yu with the thematiser but without an inflectional suffix
does not occur. Under certain syllabic conditions the thematiser may
be el ided, so that past baf)gu!?-yu-na is optionally reduced to baf)gu!?na, but this is impossible before some inflectional suffixes (for
exarnp Ie, present -~ and future -.C!:!), and even in the past form is
impossible with certain verb roots (for example, mUf)-gu- 'to drink',
where the thematiser, here -~-, is no longer easi Iy segmentable from
the root).
This thematising process was borrowed from Ri into PNgNu. It is
now fully productive in Ng, but has been analogically level led out to
a large extent in Nu. Since the actual thematising augment -~- is
found in Ng, and in vestigial form in Nu, it is clear that direct
diffusion has taken place. The augment -~- does not occur in any
other prefixing languages in the area. What look at first sight I ike
paral leis in other prefixing languages I ike Rembarrnga turn out to be
reflexes of a verb *-g,V- (*-gi-, *-g,u-, etc.) 'to stand', which can
occasionally be used EiSa kina-of auxiliary stem with a preceding
particle in a compound construction. This stem *-~- is also found in
Ng and Nu, where it is entirely distinct from the thematiser -gu- and
has a totally different paradigm. The thematiser -~- thus occurs only
in Ng and Nu among the prefixing languages of the area.

.1

ma:ra-) shows this same root form bat. In both Ri and Ng, the class
of verbs which take thematiser -du=-ls the largest, most productive
verb class in the language.
=There are yet other simi larities between the Ng and Ri thematic
verb classes, but we have seen enough to persuade ourselves that Ng
has borroweci -~-, its special redupl ication paitern, its associated
morphosyntax, etc. We should also mention that a great many verbs in
the thematic class are shared by the two languages.
Nu presently has only a vestigial thematising process. Root forms
are no longer productively related to simple thematic verb stems. There
are root forms for some twenty or thirty verbs, but the root forms are
now strictly interjection-i ike, added mainly for styl istic force. The
r?ot forms ~re in many case~ suppletive, or at least phonologically
divergent; In some cases, like -ya!g,a- (*-jo!k-g,u-) 'to go past', root
for~ ~a!g~ the simple stem has undergone phonological changes (mostly
lenition In one form or another) which the emphatically pronounced
root forms have escaped.
As suggested by the transcription -ya!g,a- instead of *-ya!-g,a-,
in many cases an old thematic form *-CVC-du- or the I ike is now an
unsegmentable unit. The old root-redupl i~ation (for example, *-CVCCVC-g,u-) has been replaced by the regular verbal redupl ication patterns
so that -ya!g,a- is now redupl icated as -yalda-yalda-. There are occas-'
ional vestiges of the old *-CVC-CVC-g,u- red~pl ic~tion, but they are
generally now treated as distinct from the *-CVC-du- stem and can
themselves be redupl icated regularly; hence -wlulgulda- (*-gulk-gulk-du-)
'to cut', synchronically a near synonym of -wlulda- (*-gulk-du-) cf.~
their respective redupl ications -wlulgu-wulgulda: and -wluld~-wuida(see Chapter 2, section 9).
~
~
~
These fact~ sh~w that fhe thematiser *-~- occurred in PNgNu, and
that the formation IS sti I I productive in Ng but has become fossi I ised
in Nu. Since t~e formation is found in al I of the Yuulngu languages,
and ~hows som~ Internal evidence of being archaic in these languages,
but IS found In only two adjoining prefixing languages, it seems clear
that PNgNu borrowed it from the Yuulngu group rather than vice versa.
~ can see ~o 2x~lanation for how *-~- could have originated through
Internal historical processes in PNgNu.
,
The, remaining question is how speakers of PNgNu incorporated *-g,uInto their language. That is, how did they segment the morpheme as-*-~-, and then how did they choose inflectional suffixes for forms
with this morpheme?

In Ng, the thematiser takes the form -g,u- and shows no al lomorphic
variation. As in Ri, verb stems of this class can occur in the uninflected root form, so that Ng -~ak-g,u- 'to cut' occurs in the root
form ~ak. As in Ri, these roots can be inflected, but only after the
thematiser -du- is added, hence past punctual -~ak-g,-i /-~ak-g,u-y/,
past continu~us -~ak-g,u-f)i, etc. In Ng the thematiser is never el ided,
so there are no paral leis to Ri baf)gu!?-na 'returned' from fuller
baf)gu!?-yu-na.
In Ri, verbs of this class take a special root-redupl ication unl ike
the usual verbal redupl ication pattern. The same special root-redupl ication is found in Ng, hence -~ak-~ak-g,u-f)i, etc. In Ri, two or three
stems in other classes which do not have a regular root form have
special suppletive root forms, hence ma:ra- 'to get' shows an uninflectable root form bat. Some of these special suppletive root forms occur
also in Ng, so that -ma- 'to get' (perhaps distantly related to Ri

If we take Ri as reasonably archaic in its inflection of -duwhich seems reasonable on the basis of the comparative inflecti~ai
material avai lable to me, there were the fol lowing inflectional forms:
pa~t *-guna, present *-gun, future *-g,uru (medial morpheme breaks
omitted). The morpheme break between the root and the thematiser was
sharp, since the roots often occurred in the uninflected root form, so
there were clear contrasts of the type *R versus *R-duna *R-dun etc
We sti I I have to show, however, how PNgNu speakers segme~ted rhe'mor-·
Phem*e as *-gu-, rather than taking the thematiser as *-g,una-, ~-g,un-,
or -~-.
--In the first place, the canons of PNgNu required verb stems to end
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in a vowel, so the morpheme could not have been borrowed as *-~-.
There were at least two reasons why it was borrowed as *-~u- rather
than as *-duna- or *-~uru-. For one thing, the past form~R-~una
ended in a~syl lable*na which resembled the PNgNu present ending *-~
(Ng -!2£., Nu -!2£.), which was used after stems ending in *ior *~. Thus
*R-duna miqht easi Iv have been segmented as *R-gu-na by PNgNu soeakers,
as ~el I as~by the Yuulngu speakers themselves. Secondly, PNgNu already
had some roughly simi lar verbal derivational suffixes and 'auxi I iary'
verbs, the predominant canonical shape of which was *-CV- rather than
*-CVCV-. Among the auxi I iaries we may mention *-ma- 'to get', -~
(*-~-, *-~-) 'to stand', *-~- 'to hit', and *-~- 'to.carry', .and
since these were added to otherwise uninflectable verb-I Ike particles
(for example, Ng -bit-bu- 'to climb' with particle -bit-) there was a
fairly close paral lei functionally as wei I as phonologically to the
thematic forms in *-~-.
The inflectional endings used with -~- are essentially identical
to those used with the Ng stems -ma- 'to get, to pick up' and -££'to chop'. Moreover, the same endings are used with denominatives and
some other verbs apparently in al I cases based on another thematic
suffix *-da- (or *-ta-). It is not certain at this point whether *-~
is an oldiPNgNu morPheme (unfortunately, Nu does not distinguish *-~
from *-du- which is now found with a-vocal ism). If it is old, then it
=--- '
is undoubtedly
the direct source for - the paradigm of -~-. If *-~aitself was a borrowing from Yuulngu factitive -ia-, then we simply say
that the paradigms for both *-~a- and -~u- in Ng-are derived from those
of -maand -do=- with only minor change~
We can thus explain how *-~- acquired its inflectional paradigm
in PNgNu. It would be more difficult to explain how Yuulngu -~- got
its paradigm if we considered it a borrowing from the prefixing languages. Yuulngu -du- shares its paradigm essentially with a smal I
group of stems ending in ~ (for example ~upa- 'to follow'), but it
seems puzzl ing why this particular class should have assimi lated thematic stems with *-du-. It seems clear that Yuulngu -~- is ancient, on
a variety of gro~ds.

12. COMITATIVE bata-, rayTwo derivational prefixes roughly describable as 'comitative' (that is
implying or specifying the existence of a NP in an accompanying sense
or the like) are shared by Ng and Ri. In Ng the forms are ~- and ri.-,
whi Ie in Ri we find ~- and cay-/yay-.
In Ng, both prefixes are used with verb stems. The prefix ~
does not change the voice category (intransitive, transitive) of the
verb and the comitative NP is not pronominally cross-referenced in it.
From'ni-n-i:
'He sat with (it).'
. 'he sat' we get ni-bata-n-i:
.

.

..

The other use of this prefix in Ng is in nominal 'having' derivatives, where it typically co-occurs with suffix -wic, as in bata-watuwic 'having a dog'.

:0

The prefix Il- is added to intransitive motion verbs
create
surface transitives where the object is essentially the thing transported: ~i-bolk-~-i 'He came out.', ~iya-ci-bolk-~-i 'He brought it
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out,

He came out with it.'

Here there is pronomi na I cross-reference

for the 'comitative' object.
Ri has exact correlates of the verbal uses of bata- and ri-, hence
bata-uina- 'to sit with (it)', cay-ba~gul?-Yu- or y~aQgul?~u- 'to
bring hack, to come back with'.
There is a kind of paral lei to the nominal derivational use of Ng
bata- in Ri. However, where Ng uses ~- as a prefix, Ri has a suffix
~a-~u (including the common adjectival ending -~), meaning roughly
'7right/ul) owner of'. An example is ~i~?-bata-~u 'rightful owner of
woman' (that is 'proper husband', as opposed to wife-stealer or eloper).
We do not find Ri bata- in the ordinary Ri 'having' construction with
suffix -miri (~i~?~i 'having a woman, married man').
It is not en{irely certain whether Ng or Ri is the source for
this obviously diffusional set. The form bat a- is quite widespread
(Rembarrnga bata-, etc., in the prefixing group, whi Ie Yuulngu languages
like Yuulngu~at least find the -bata-~u nominal derivatives), making
it difficult to pin down its origin. On the other hand, it does seem
that Ng r.i- and Rembarrnga re- make it at least fairly I ikely that this
set originated in the prefiXing languages; Ri r.ay- or ~- do not occur
in my Ohuwal material, and it is possible that Ri is the only Yuulngu
language to share this prefix with the prefixing languages.
The phonology of this set is a I ittle troublesome. Perhaps Ri
ray- was a direct imitation of Rembarrnga re-, though I must say there
an3 no other examples known to me where Ri<rwhich lacks the e phoneme)
has borrowed *~ as~. Perhaps Ng rl- reflects *Cey- or *Cay- (there
are other examples of *':!i.. becoming Ng i), either of which could be
borrowed into Ri as ray-. The ~- variant in Ri probably reflects the
general instabi I ity or:-initial *C in Ri (there are several other instances where *c has become L in-this position, and Ri has some other
doub Iets like Canbu I u and yanbu I u 'palm sp.' I concede that th i s
apparent al lomorphic special isation normally indicates reasonable time
depth, and this does not agree wei I with the view that Ri is the
borrowing language here, but even so the evidence avai lable now seems
to point to a borrowing from the prefixing languages into Ri rather
than vice versa.

13. malk- 'times', bala- 'side'
Two special compounding elements creating 'nouns' which are generally
used as adverbs are shared by several languages in the area.
A morpheme malk- 'times' forms such adverbs when attached to a
quantifying noun stem in Ng, Ri, and Nu (at least). Examples are Ng
malk-yapan? 'twice' from yapan? 'two', and Ri malk-bulal-miri 'twice'
from bulal- 'two' (as noun bulal-manji? with dual suffix -manji?).
Note that Ri usually adds proprietative -miri 'having' in this construction (see section 4 of this chapter).
---In Nu we find forms like ma I-bu I a-wa: 'twice' from W2U Ia-wa: 'two'
(with dual -w2a:). The base form for the first morpheme in Nu can be
represented as /maIO-/, where /0/ is an unspecified stop which is
needed for morphophonemic purposes; one could also write this as /malg-/,
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but the stop is always deleted and thus cannot be specifically identified as /g/ synchronically.
A morpheme bala- 'side' is found in compounds with a following
noun in Ng and R-i-.-For example, in Ng we get bala-warjak 'bad (i.e.,
~eft-har!d) side' from wa r j a k 'bad'.
In Ri we get forms like ba I a-w i r i pu
'other side' from wiripu 'other'.
Until it is known in what other Yuulngu and prefixing languages
these elements occur, I wil I not take a position on the direction of
diffusion.

i'

!i"j

I
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14. -?warUi? 'Uke'
A suffix or postposition -?wanji? added to nouns and translatable as
'like, similar to' is found in Ng and Ri. Examples are Ng a-wa1 u?wanji? 'Uke a dog', Ri bakara-?wanji? 'Uke a tortoise".
At first sight, the functional equivalent in Nu, a suffix -~,
seems to be historically unrelated. However, in fact this could
reflect *-?wanji? and thus be cognate to the Ng suffix. Nu always
loses morpheme-initial glottal stop, and often syllable-final glottal
stop as wei I, so we are left with *-wanji. Nu can get -~ from this
by the fol lowing steps: *-wanji + *-wli: + yi:.
The first step,
contraction of a bisyl labic suffix *-C1V1C2V;-tO a monosyllabic form
*-C1V2:, is also seen in dual -W2a: from *-bula and in some other
examples. If the *w survived atall, it w~most I ikely become
morphophonemic *~ -(that is, would alternate with *a rather than with
*b), as in the case of ablative -wlala from *-wala. The assimi lation
Of*Wl to Lbefore i is seen also----rri"d"yadic duaT"="(y)ij from intermediate proto-type *-wlij and in some other examples:--Thus Ng -?wanji?
and Nu -yi: could both derive from a PNgNu form *-?wanji?
It is,
of cours~impossible to account for Nu -yi: as a recent borrowing from
Ng or Ri .
In this I ight I am incl ined to regard Ri -?wanji? as a borrowing
from Ng or from PNgNu. This suffix did not turn up in my Dhuwal fieldwork, for example, and in the Yuulngu group it may therefore be restricted to Ri. Dhuwal has a particle uakun 'like; as well as' which is
found also in Ri (nakana or nakanalj); in the latter language it competes
with -?wanji? and ~ometimes ~o-occurs with it. This suggests that
nakun and its variants are old in Yuulngu, and that the intrusion of
:?wanji? into Ri has brought about a decl ine in productivity of the old
particle, exactly as has happened with negative elements in Ri, to which
we now turn.

15. NEGATIVE -?maY?
One of the few important borrowings from Ng into Ri is a negative
suffix -?may?
In Ng this can be used after a noun or other non-verbal
constituent, as in a-wa1u-?may? 'not a dog'. However, it is most
common in verbal morphology. Each verb has a negative stem with suffix
-c-, to which is added one of three special negative endings: past -ie,
present -?may? (+ -may? by a rule deleting glottal stops after a stop),
or future~ For example, -watu- 'to abandon' forms past negative
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-w~ii-j~ic, prese~t n~gative -waii-c-may?, and future negative -waii-j-i

(with

-~-

from /-£-/ In the first and third examples).

In Ri, -?may? is used as in Ng with non-verbal constituents, hence
wa1u-?may? 'not a dog'. With verbs, it differs from Ng -?may? in being
used In al I tense-mood inflections, and instead of being added to a
special negative stem is simply s~perimposed upon an ordinary (positive)
verb form. Thus.ga:ra- 'to stand' forms past ga:ra-ua, present ga:ra-0,
and future ga:r-I, and each of these is negativised by adding -?may?
(ga:ra-ua-?may?, ga:ra-0-?may?, ga:r-i-?may?).
----There are several reasons for thinki~g that Ri borrowed the suffix
:rom Ng ~ather than vice versa. To begin with, the fact that Ng -?may?
IS restricted to the present tense, whi Ie Ri -?may? is used in al I
tenses, means that the Ng suffix shows a functional restriction not
found in Ri. It is typical of borrowings to eliminate minor restrictions and other functional special isations, so it would be natural to
regard Ri as the borrowing language in this instance. Note also that
Ri negative forms are based directly on the corresponding positive
forms, whereas Ng has a complex system of special negative forms which
suggests a fair degree of antiquity for this system.
.

The view that Ri rather than Ng has been the borrowing language
supported by c?mparative evidence within the Yuulngu group. Only
RI h~s -?may?, while other Yuulngu languages have independent negative
particles usually based on a stem yaka. Thus corresponding to Ri
Verb-?may? we find combinations like ~ Verb or yaka Verb in Dhuwal,
Dhay?yi, etc.
I~

Indeed, this yaka survives in Ri in two forms. The simple form
yaka is used in prohibitives (negative imperatives) of the type yaka
Ui: wa:n-i 'Don't go!' (Neg you go). This contrasts with the usual
future ne~ativ~ type wa:~-i-?may? Ui: 'You will not go.' The stem yaka
also survives In the nominal form yaka-Iju (with 'adjectival' -~)
translatable as 'nothing' or 'no-one' at times, but used more gen~ral Iy
as an emphatic negative particle.
What seems to have happened, then, is that Ri inherited negative
*yaka from Proto-Yuulngu. It has borrowed -?may? from Ng in the
productive verbal negative form, and in the simple negative type watu?may? 'not a dog' with non-verbal constituents. It retains yaka oni y
In I:s.f?rmer~y secondary functions. Thus Ri now distinguishes a
prohlb~tlv~ with yaka from an ordinary future negative with -?may?,
resulting In a useful surface opposition which may not otherwise have
been possible (Ri cannot distinguish positive imperatives from positive
future forms). It also keeps yaka-Iju in some emphatic functions not
carried out by -?may?
.
The origin of Ng -?may? in the prefixing languages is difficult to
pin down exactly, although several prefixing languages have tantal isingIy simi lar negative morphemes. Ngalkbon, for example, has negative
mak, .usual Iy preposed to the verb. Nu independent negative particles
~ '(actual) and ~ (potential) are unrelated, but Nu also has some
unusual negative endings with predicate nominals: past -ma:, present
-maga:, future -~. The past and future forms are interpretable as
forms of inchoative verbal iser -ma-, but the present tense form is
anomalous (from -ma- we would expect *-ma-Ij rather than -maga:). It
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is possible that these endings have a complex history, involving
partial reinterrretation of a negative ending beginning with *-ma ...
as a form of inchoative -ma-, with some consequent reshaping of the
different forms. It is even conceivable that future -~ is a reinterpreted *-?may?, since such a form could become Nu -~ by regular
phonological changes.

I

Although the detai Is are obscure, there is at least some hope of
taking Ng -?may? as an archaic, inherited morpheme. This is not
possible for Ri -?may? in the absence of this suffix in the rest of
the Yuulngu group-ana-in the absence of internal structural evidence
for time depth of this morpheme.

16. POSTPOSITIONS -?Qiri?,

-bu~i?

'only'

Most languages in the area have a handful of postposed forms (final
suffixes or encl itics) which ca~ be added to any of seVeral word-classe~
The morphemes -?wanji? and -?may? discussed in preceding sections can
be considered to belong to this group.
In addition to these, Ng has -?Qiri? 'as well as, also', -~
'only, still', and -burkayi 'really, very much'. At least the first
two of these are found in other languages in the area as wei I.
In Ri we find -?I)iri? in a somewhat different sense, 'only, just'.
Thus contrast Ng ~i-munuma-?I)iri? 'as well as Munuma (man's name)' with
Ri munuma-?I)iri? 'only Munuma'.
In Rembarrnga, we find -I)ere? (not
*-?nere?) in the sense 'only' (McKay, personal communication), agreeing
with the Ri sense. Nu and Wa show no related postpositions. It is
unclear whether Yuulngu and/or prefixing languages further north have
related forms, and therefore the directional ity problem is up in the
air at this point.
Ng -bugi? 'only, just' is matched by Nu -w2ugij and Wa -~ in
the same meaning. Ri has -buki? in this meaning, though since this
competes semantically with ~i? it is not very common.
The phonological problem here is that we would expect Ng to have
*-buki? (as in Ri) instead of attested -~. The Nu form -w2ugij
would be a regular reflex of *-buki?, but because of lenition rules it
would be difficult to derive -w2ugij from PNgNu *-bugi?
Wa, I ike Nu,
has no ~R opposition, so its form -~ could have been derived or
borrowed from either *-buki? or *-bugi?
Ri -buk.i? has consonantism
clashing with that of Ng -~, since no matter which way the borrowing went we would expect the two languages to agree in the consonants.
Perhaps PNgNu did in fact have *-buki?
This would account for
the Nu form with no difficulties. This *-buki? may have been borrowed
More
from a Yuulngu postposition which is reflected in Ri -buki?
likely, Ri -buki? was borrowed from PNgNu *-buki? (I suggest this since
in other cases where Ri and Ng share a postposition, notably -?may?
and -?wanji?, it is probable that Ng is the source and Ri the borrowing
language). Ng then un,expectedly converted *-buki? into -bugi?, either
due to partial interference from Nu -w2ugij (hardened form -~) or
due to some obscure factor discouraging fortis stops in suffix-medial
position. Wa -~, if it is a borrowing, could have been taken over
from PNgNu *-buki? or from Ng -bugi?
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17. MORPHEMES RESISTING DIFFUSION
In the fol lowing section (18) we wi I I try to make some general isations
about which kinds of bound grammatical morphemes have been susceptible
to diffusion. To lay groundwork for this, in the present section we
wi I I mention some of the more important types of grammatical morphemes
which seem not to have been diffused.
One very important class of morphemes which have not been diffused
are verbal inflectional suffixes, which mark tense, aspect, and sometimes other categories such as mood and negativity. In Nu, Ng, and Ri
there are numerous verb classes, each with a characteristic paradigm
distinguishing from about five to ten inflectional categories. There
are also several irregular verbs in each language, including especially
a number of high-frequency stems of the shape CV- or CV:-.
There is thus a considerable amount of morphological detai I in verbal
inflection in each language, with each inflectional cetegory typically
showing numerous al lomorphs, each found in one or more verb-class
paradigms. However, there is no clear evidence that any direct diffusion of actual inflectional endings has occurred. As we have seen, even
when Ng borrowed inchoative verbal iser -1l- and thematising augment -~
from Ri, it did not borrow their Ri inflectional endings, but instead
substituted Ng inflections adopted from pre-existing Ng paradigms.
The same is true in instances where a verb stem has been diffused.
The set consisting of Ri ~:-, Ng -~-, and Nu -~- 'to chop' is clearly
diffusional in nature since cognates cannot be found outside of Arnhem
Land. In Ng and Nu, the stem has a paradigm similar to that of -ma'to pick up, to get' (for example, past punctual *-go-y, past continuous *-go-I)i, present *-g,o-ni in PNgNu). In Ri, on the other hand, it
has a defective paradigm; so far as this paradigm goes it is related
to that of thematic verbs with -~- (for example, past gu:-ni, present
~u:-n).
In general, then, inflectional verb suffixes have been highly
resistant to diffusion.
In Wa, verbal inflection is messy and in parts fragmented, since
only a handful of stems are directly inflectable (others are used in
auxi I iary constructions). Several of the inflectable stems are defective, so that a complete auxi I iary paradigm may have to be pieced
together with bits from several defective paradigms. So far as I can
determine, there has been no direct diffusion of inflectional endings
from Nu into Wa. Thus, although Wa has been closer areal Iy to Nu than
to a language I ike Alawa, we find substantially more affinities between
Wa and Alawa inflection than between Wa and Nu. This indicates that
Wa inflectional verbal morphology has been derived from PWaMaAI, with
many internal analogical developments but no indication of direct
diffusional interference.
Another important class of affixes which have resisted diffusion
are verbal pronominal prefixes. In the prefixing languages, finite
verb forms require a prefix or prefix complex specifying pronominal
categories of the subject and object, hence Nu I)a-nu-na-ni 'I saw him. '
('I-him-see-past'), Ng I)a-nu-Qa-ni 'I saw him.', Wa l)ara-ya-0' 'It bit
me.' ('3Sg/1Sg-b ite-past').
Such prefixes are not found in the Yuulngu languages, so of course
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no direct diffusion involving them has occurred between Ri and Ng or Nu.
The question is then whether any diffusion has Occurred among the
prefixing languages themselves.
So far as I can determine, no clear instances of diffusion can be
cited. There are some simi larities between Nu and Wa, for example, but
it seems I ikely that al I of this can be explained in terms of cc~mcn
retention from a distant proto-language. The simi larities between Nu
and Wa are much less striking than those between Nu and Ng, or between
\A/a and Mara and Alawa. In other words, the closest simi larities are
among languages with close genetic, rather than areal, affinities.
Some remarks should also be made about independent pronouns and
demonstratives. Ri has essentially inherited the Proto-Yuulngu system
of independent pronouns, with minor analogical changes. The only
important innovation is third plural pronoun ~al i, which is not found
in this sense in other Yuulngu languages, oj-hough a stem ~a: Ii 'g:l'OUP'
in some of these languages may be the proto-type of .the Ri form. This
innovation has nothing to do with diffusion from Ng or Nu, and is just
a manifestation of a general Yuulngu tendency for the third plural
pronoun to be unstable (cf. Dhay?yi wuru, Dhuwal walal, etc.).
Nu and Ng (and also, to some extent, Enindhi Iyagwa have clear
simi larities in some pronominal forms, but these are clearly due to
shared retentions from PNgNu. On the other hand, despite the close
areal relationship between Nu and Wa there is no evidence for diffusion
of pronouns. For example, compare Wa lSg QiQa, lOuin nana, and 2Sg
ninu with Nu lSg Qaya, lOuin naga-wa:, and 2Sg nagaQ.
The only possible diffusion involving independent pronouns may be
in the third person forms, which in Nu, Ng, and Wa consist of a nounclass prefix fol lowed by a pronominal stem. This stem takes the
fol lowing form with these third person pronouns: Nu _~_, Ng _~,
Wa -iwa.
Examples: Nu ma-gu-ru, Ng ma-wan, Wa m-iwa /ma-iwa/. It
is conceivable, though unl ikely at this point, that the Wa stem is a
borrowing from the Ng stem. If so, we would want to claim that the Wa
stem shape -iwa, rather than *-~, reflects analogical reinterpretation
of third mascul ine singular *~i-wa and third feminine singular *Qi-wa
as n-iwa /na-iwa/ and Q-iwa /Qi-iwa/, respectively; the former might
have been borrowed from Ng
creating a discrepancy between the
inherited Wa mascul ine prefix oa- and the new form *Oi-, resolved by
attributing the *1 in the latter to the fol lowing stem. Then the stem
shape -iwa could have spread, ousting earlier *-~. I should stress
that this historical explanation is highly tentative at this time.

~i-wan,

With this possible exception, there has been no signific~nt
diffusion involving independent pronouns, and we must conclude that
these forms have been highly resistant to borrowing.
Demonstrative stems have been highly unstable in the area. Ri
differs substantially from other Yuulngu languages in its array of
demonstrative pronouns and adverbs. The Ng and Nu systems show no
apparent cognate stems, unless Nu immediate (mid-distant) stem da- is
related to Ng nonproximate stem -~- (perhaps from *-da-, with consonant reshaped by analogy from the other stem, proximate _~_).
The ful I set of Nu stems is proximate ~-, immediate 2£-, distant
~uwa:-, distant anaphoric ~-, and Ng clearly lacks cognates of the

first, third, and fourth of these; it also lacks a cognate of Nu
suffix -u, which adds a concrete nuance to the immediate o~ distant
anaphoric stems. Simi larly, Wa stems (proximate -~-, nonproximate
-ni-) diverge sharply from Mara and Alawa forms. All in all, then,
even genetically closely related languages seem to show few or no
coanates In their demo~strative stems, so ThaT we must aSSume espe~ial
Iy rapid innovation in the history of demonstratives in each
language.
This instabi I ity does not seem to have been due to diffusional
interaction, however. The tantal ising simi larity between the Wa and
Ng systems, with -~- and -~- as the two basic stems an~ ~ith. .
various derivational suffixes added to them for more specific delctlc
and anaphoric se~ses, becomes less attractive when we real ise that.
in Wa -na- is proximate and -~- nonproximate (in the few contrastive
enVironments), whi Ie in Ng the semantic opposition is reversed. The
Nu and Ri innovations seem to have no diffusional basis. In general,
then there is no proof of any diffusion of demonstrative stems, and
even' if the Wa-Ng correlation turns out to have a partially diffusional
basis we must conclude that borrowing has been a minor factor in the
evolution of these demonstrative systems.
Various adverbial types based on demonstrative stems (for example,
'there', 'that way', 'to there', 'from there', 'on that side', 'that
kind of thing', 'just past there') abound in each language. However,
I cannot cite a single clear instance of direct diffusion of such a
form. This contrasts sharply with what happens to cardinal direction
adverbs ('north', 'south', 'east', 'west', 'up, uphill', 'down', 'downhi I I ') which have been freely diffused throughout the area. Thus Nu
has
argal i 'west' and even its special allative. form
i-ni
'westward' from Wa where -ni- is productive as an al latlve ending
with cardinal dire~tion adverbs. Ri and Ng share terms for 'west' (Ng
i
Qat:J , Ri Qat:J i ), 'south' (Ng ba:gay, Ri baka y )" 'east'.(N~ rawara, Ri
rawaraQ), 'north' (Ng Quri, Ri Qururuy), and up, uph1-U (Ng garwa:-,
Ri garwar)· Yet there has been no diffusion between these two languages affecting any of the adverbial types based on demonstrative
stems.

bo~rowed

a~gal

The grammatical morphemes and stems (the latter including pronominal and demonstrative stems) which have been most resistant to
diffusion are therefore these: (a) verbal inflectional suffixes;
(b) pronominal prefixes and prefix complexes added to verbs; (c) independent pronouns; (d) demonstrative stems; (e) adverbial forms based
on demonstrative stems.
There are some other types of morphemes for which we have not
documented instances of direct diffusion, but none of them qual ify as
clear cases of resistance to diffusion. Beginning with nominal morphology, we should mention number, and human noun-class affixes.
As for number affixes, in section 9 of this chapter I indicat:d
that Ri -ka?, a dyadic dual ending, was borrowed f~om Ng -~o?
As
for the usual nominal number markers, the problem IS that In the
prefixing languages the human noun-class prefix system includes at
least some number-marking.
In Wa this system includes the only numbermarking found, whi Ie in Ng and Nu number is marked by a combination of
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noun-class prefixes and special number suffixes, notably dual *-bula
(Ng -~, Nu -~). The history of this dual ending is too complex
to go into here, but since Yuulngu languages have bulal- as the
numeral stem 'two' (cf. also Nu -w2ula-, but unrelated yap an? in Ng)
a diffusional history of some sort cannot be ruled out. Moreover, a
redupl ication pattern indicating multiple plural ity is found in Ri,
Ng, and other nearby languages (Chapter 2, section 9). Thus it ~annot
be stated with any confidence that number-markers have been partIcularly immune to diffusion.
We have not dealt in any detai I with human noun-class prefixes.
The Yuulngu languages lack such prefixes, so there is no question of
diffusion between them and the prefixing languages. Ng and Nu seem
to have inherited a PNgNu system of human noun-class prefixes, though
each language has innovated to some extent. Wa, which as we saw in
section 8 of this chapter has probably borrowed a ful I set of nonhuman prefixes from Ng or Pre-Nu, has a system of human ~refixes
(mascul ine na-, feminine ~-, dual ~-, plural wulu-, with variant
vocal ism inlJronominal forms) which is sufficiently unl ike the Ng and
Nu systems (for example, Nu mascul ine na-, feminine 9ara-, plural
wara-) to rule out extensive borrowing. Most of the Wa prefixes have
~east possible internal etymological sources, though there are many
problems and we cannot rule out some borrowing, especially in singular
forms.
As for verbal morphology, we have already dealt with inflectional
suffixes and pronominal prefix complexes, so we are left now with
derivational morphemes. Derivational prefixes can be borrowed (section 12 of this chapter), though the number of clear instances documented is not great. Derivational suffixes I ike the causative,
reflexive, and reciprocal, which are interposed between the verb root
and the inflectional suffix, have not been diffused between the Yuulngu
and prefixing groups, unless Ri factitive -~- ('causative' of denominative inchoative verbs with -ti-) is related to Ng -ta-/-da-, a verbal
thematic suffix which forms s~e active denominative=Verb~1 ike
-gole-a- (*-gole-~a-) 'to poison fish' from gole 'tree sp. whose wood

is used in poisoning fish'.
Ng and Nu have inherited reflexive *-l- (Ng -l-, Nu -l-) and
reciprocal *-~- (Ng -~-, Nu -nji-) from PNgNu. Wa reflexive -land reciprocal -Yi- (-ll- in some archaic forms), are related, but
it is not clear at the moment whether these sharings are diffusional
or retentionistic; it would be prudent for the time being to consider
them common retentions. Therefore we can make no strong statements
concerning the diffusabi I ity or resistance to diffusion of such
derivational suffixes.

TABLE 9

Di ffusab Ie

Nond i ffusab Ie

case a ff i xes

independent pronouns

number aff ix

bound pronominals

noun-class affixes

verbal inflectional affixes

diminutive affix

demonstrative stems

derivational verbal affixes

demonstrative adverbs

negative affix
other postpositions
inchoative verbal iser
thematising augment
special compound initials
In order to make sense out of this I ineup, we need to recognise
a number of factors which have favoured or inhibited diffusion. One
way to approach this problem would be to suggest an inherent hierarchy
of diffusabi I ity based on the semantic and grammatical character of
each type of morpheme. Just as it was bel ieved for many years that
numerals and certain other types of lexical items were especially
resistant to diffusion, it could be proposed that there is something
inherent about the semantics of the elements I isted in the 'nondiffusable' column which makes them invulnerable to borrowing.
Unfortunately, this approach really amounts to saying that these
elements have not been diffused because they are nondiffusable; that
is, it does not help us understand why they have not been borrowed.
Moreover, it is doubtful whether such a universal hierarchy based
solely on semantic features can be supported; I suspect that one would
find considerable variation along these I ines in different areas of
the world. For example, in Arnhem Land we have found numerous examples
of borrowing of case suffixes, whereas in European languages this is
one of the rarest kinds of direct morphemic diffusion.
Instead of simply constructing a hierarchy which cannot explain
what is going on, let us try to conceive of various phonological,
semantic, and other features which might favour or impede direct morphemic diffusion. In my view, the factors suggested in Table 10
provide a satisfactory framework for accounting for the Arnhem Land
facts which I have detai led.
TABLE 10

18. ANALYSIS

We now have a reasonable idea of what kinds of bound morphemes have
been diffused and which have not. There are sti I I some uncertain
types (for example, reflexive, reciprocal, and causative derivational
verbal suffixes), but leaving these classes aside we have the situation shown in Table 9.
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Factors favour i ng diffusabi I ity
s YI I a b i city

Factors impeding d i ffusab iii ty
nonsyllabicity

sharpness of boundaries
unifunctional ity

haziness of boundaries
portmanteau status

categorial clarity

categoria I opacity
analogical subordination

analogical freedom
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By syl labicity we mean that the bound morpheme is independe~tly
pronounceable in a form which satisfies the canons of :he borrowln~
language as a syllable or seque~c~ of.syl lables: The ~~portant thing
is pronounceabi I ity, not syl lablclty In and of Itself.

r

I

;

The notion of sharpness of morpheme and/or word boundarie~ flanking the morpheme to be borrowed-needs furt~ler refir.err,er.t . . Bas:cally,
the criterion I have in mind is contrast with zero: That I~, I: a
stem X can occur in isolation, and can also occur In a combination X-Y
between
(
Y-X) with some bound morpheme Y, then the morpheme boundary
X X- Y .Insures
Xorand Y is sharp. Note that the paradigmatic OppOSI·t·Ion:
the sharpness of the syntagmatic contrast betwee~ X and.Y In :he composite form X-Yo In cases where X ~ann~t occur In the Isolation form,
but only occurs in a series of combinations X-Y 1 , X-Y2, etc., th~
morpheme boundary between X and the suffixes is not as.sharp as It
would be if there were an unmarked form X. In the se~les X-Yl, X-:2,
the morpheme boundary must be abstracted from a paradigm, wher~as In
the opposition of X to X-Y the segmentation is sharply and unmistakably
drawn.
As a secondary indication of sharp boundaries, we can ~ccept any
phonological features which are typical of morphe~e boundarle~ alone.
In Ng and Ri, for example, glottal stops occur chiefly word-finally
and at the boundary between noun stems or thematic verb stems.and
fol lowing suffixes. Thus a glottal stop could be taken as eVlden~e
for sharp boundaries in other cases as wei I. However, con:rast with
zero is the most useful criterion for sharpness of boundaries and we
wi I I stick to it to the extent possible.
By unifunctional ity I mean that the morpheme in question has.a
single function; the most useful symptom of this is t~at we. can :Ind
a simple categorial label for it from our normal t~rmlnologlcal I~vent
ory. Thus an ergative affix is unifunctional, as IS a plural affix,
but an affix simultaneously ergative and plural would be a portmanteau
morpheme (bi- or multifunctional). Unifunctional ity does not neces~ar
i Iy mean, in this context, that the morpheme has no secondar~ functions
in special ised environments, but rather that in its most salient uses
it has a single predominant function.
By categorial clarity I mean that the morpheme can be label led
(for example, as ergative) without having to examine the broader
58 Ac tually some diffusable morphemes begin with fortis stops :forexample,'Ri -ka? from Ng -ko?, the.kin-te~m dyadic dual suffiX), or
with a sequence ?C (for example, RI negative -?may? from Ng -?may?).
These initial segments are not pronounceable as such (:i~c~ only
phonetically lenis stops occur word-initially, and no Initial clu:ters
are permitted). However, there are simple ways to convert the:e Into
pronounceable sequences: a fortis stop is pronounced as a lenls stop,
and an initial preconsonantal glottal stop is deleted. On the other
hand, when the morpheme is of the canonical shape -f, for.example,
there is no phonological process found in the language which could
convert it into an independently pronounceable form (for example,
there are no productive epenthesis rules appl icable to such a morpheme) .
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morp~osyntactic environment in which it occurs. For example, one of
the Inflectional suffix categories in Nu verbs is 'past-2' which can
be spe~ified more clearly as past continuous, past negativ~, past
potential, or past negative potential only by considering the entire
verb complex, including the choice between two types of pronominal
Drefix and the oresence or absence of regative particles. Thus a
past-2 suff!x must be characterised as opaque. On the other hand, Ng
verbal suffixes are more clear categorial Iy, since a particular suffix
by itself specifies the verb as past continuous (positive) or the I ike
without reference to prefixes or particles.

By analogical freedom and subordination I mean the absence or
presence of unidirectional synchronic analogical pressure from another
morpheme class. For example, verbal inflectional suffixes (tense
aspect, etc.) are in general analogically free, since there is no'
other class of morphemes which exerts any particular analogical influence on them. Their historical development can be understood in terms
of various analogical and other changes which operate within the system
of inflectional suffixes, not in terms of changes responding to influences from other morphemic systems in the same language.
Simi larly, case suffixes form a relatively closed system which
develops in each language according to its own internal tendencies
plus diffusional interference from the corresponding systems in adJoining languages. In general, language-internal analogical operations
radiating from other morphemic systems and affecting the system of case
suffixes do not occur.
The suggestion is that in situations where a morphemic system is
analogically subordinated to another morphemic system in the same
language, this wi I I hinder diffusional intrusions from other languages
into the subordinated system. lam thinking particularly of the relationship between independent pronouns and the various types of bound
pronominals (subject- and object-marking pronominal prefix complexes
in verbs, pronominal possessive affixes added to nouns in those few
languages where such affixes occur, etc.). Since the bound pronominals
are subject to constant analogical influence from the system of indep~ndent pronouns, direct diffusion of bound pronominals is hindered,
since as a rule such diffusion would result in greater formal divergence between the independent and bound pronominals. This hindrance
would not apply in the accidental case where the diffused bound pronominal happened to result in greater formal symmetry between the independent and bound systems in the borrowing language.
In addition to this independent/bound analogical pressure, we
should also mention the relationship between simple and derived forms
(formes de fondation and formes fondees in Kurylowicz's terminology).59
Given a stem X and a derivative X-Y (or Y-X), for example a simple
demonstrative stem and a derived adverbial (for example 'this' versus
'f rom here'), we can see that there is synchronic analogical
'
influence
emanating from the simple form and applying to the derived form.

59 J • Kurylowicz, 'La nature des proces dits analogiques', in E. Hamp,
et aZ., eds., Readings in Linguistics II, Chicago 1966, pp.158-174.
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II

The directions of analogical influence positedohere~ independb
d
d simple + derived, are the primary directions of analog~ntl+Ch~~~e ~~ historical I inguistics. The historical development of
~~~nominal systems (for example, Roman~e, uto-Adztecan) oca~sb~nS~~~ as a
f creating or reshaping boun pronomlna
constant process 0
.
,hlrh;~ +ho mns+ ex+reme instances
analogy of independent pronct.;"s, v.,,,~ .. d"'~ '~b a new bound series
involves the replacement of an old boun series y
t
h O h is simply an old independent series having attached ~tself 0
w IC
tOt ents as affixes or cl itics. There IS very

FIGURE 12

0

~~~~~eo~n~~~~~c~~n~e~le~~pm~~ty ~~s~:~e~t~~rt~~r~~::~n~fw~:~~~~n~n~:~~~~~

ent pronouns are ana oglca
from bound pronominal systems.
Simi larly the analogical primacy of X over its d~riva!ive X~Y
has been stres~ed expl icitly by Kurylowicz an~ oth~r h:storlca~hl Inot
Thus in pronominal inflection the third slngu ar'oas
e
gUls ~'d
t
is the fulcrum of analogical restruct~rlng in a
unmatr e ca egory, That is in the event of an initial system with
grea many c a s e s . ,
h
II
ff i xes are
3S X-V
2Sg X-Y2 lSg X-Y3, and so forth were a
su
is
g
l'X_Y can be reinterpreted as a unit Z, whereupon 2Sg X-Y2
nonzero,
1
X-V _Y) lSg X-Y3 is reshaped as Z-Y3
~~=~a~~d)aSa~~Y~o(~~~~h~~O Inlge~e~al, when the structurally p~imary
(unm~rk!d) form of a noun stem is reshape~ or reinterpreted, o~hl~n~~~c_
shaping is I ikely to be analogically carried through al I of I s
tions and derivatives.
So far as diffusion is concerned, the claim being made here can
L1
be i I I ustrated d i agramma t oIca I Iy. Suppose two languages in contact,
h
morphemic systems each ofowhlc IS
a nd L2, have corresponding closed
I
from other morpheml c systems
free from synchronic analoglc~ pr~ssu~e
11
in the same language. This Situation IS represented in Figure
.
0

0

0

0

0

FIGURE 11
L2

Ll

81
A, }

A2

-+

82
83

A3

Here there is no special obstacle preventing diffusion of a morpheme, say AI, from Ll to L2, either replacing an inherited morpheme 81
or fi II ing a functional gap.
On the other hand, consider the Sl°t ua toIon where the morphemes
th or81,
82, and 8 3 are analogically subordinated to other morphemes In
el
own language, as shown in Figure 12.
0

Watkins, Indo-European Origins of the Celtic Verb, vol. 1, Dub~ in
1962, begins with a dis~ussion of the role of the third singular In
paradigmatic restructuring.

60 C.
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Here the intrusion of a morpheme Al into L2 would disrupt the
analogical relationship between 81 and Cl, except in the atypical and
accidental case where Al happens to already be in the appropriate
formal relationship to Cl in the other language. Aside from this
atypical case, the situation shown in Figure 12 should discourage direct morphemic diffusion.
Let us see, then, how the analyti~al factors suggested in Table 10
handle the distinction between diffusable and nondiffusable morpheme
types in Table 9.
So far as syl labicity is concerned, we find that al I diffusable
morpheme types are syllabic (-~, -~ -miri, -wala, -ko?, -ganaf)?,
bata-, ray-, -ti-, -du-, malk-, bala-). The only apparent exceptions
~suc~uffi~s an~postpositions as negative -?may? which begin with
a sequence of glottal stop plus consonant. Here, however, the 1 tends
to pattern as a junctural element, so such counterexamples are not
convincing. The important point is that we do not find diffusion of
morphemes of the shape -~, for example.
The diffusable morphemes generally show sharp morpheme boundaries,
as manifested primari Iy by contrasts of the sort X versus X-V, where Y
is the bound morpheme. Case suffixes contrast with zero because each
language has an important nominative case with zero suffix (that is,
with no suffix). The dyadic dual suffix contrasts with zero in both
the source language Ng (bari-nara 'your two fathers', bari-nara-ko?
'father and child') and in the recipient language Ri (ba:pa 'father',
ba:pa-ka? 'father and child'). Noun-class prefixes contrast with zero
since they are optional. The diminutive suffix contrasts with zero
since there is no obi igatory morpheme in its 'slot'. Derivational
verbal affixes (for example, the comitative prefixes) contrast with
zero in underived forms. The negative suffix -?may? contrasts with
zero in the source language Ng when it is used with nonverbal constituents, and contrasts with zero in the borrowing language Ri in all cases.
Postpositions I ike -?f)iri? and -~ are optional and thus contrast
with zero. Compounding initials I ike malk- and bala- forms derivatives
which contrast with simple nominal (adjectival) stems, so these initials
I ikewise contrast with zero.
The only two problems are with thematising augment -~- and inchoative verbaliser -ti-. In both cases the initial boundary is sharp,
since we get contr~ts in Ri of the types V versus V-~-X (V is a verb
root, X an inflectional suffix), and N versus N-ji-X (N is a noun ste~).
In the case of -du-, there is no simple contrast between V and
*V-du, since the latt:r form does not occur in the source language, Ri.
Ins~ad there is a contrast between V and V-du-X, and our analytical
framework wou I d I ead us to suspect that the ~cond morpheme boundary in
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v-~-x was rather hazy, though the first was sharp.

In the case of
-ti-, we could invoke the future form -t-i I-ti-i/, which can be rei;terpreted as -ti-0 (that is, -til, so=w8 co~think of a contrast of
the type N versu~ V-ti (future).=-However, since the future is a rather
marked category it might be best not to attribute to it such importance.
As we have seen, the boundary Detore -du- and -tl- is made sharp
by contrast with the uninflected form V or ~ whi Ie the boundary
fol lowing -~- or -tl- is somewhat hazier. By our criteria, we might
suspect that these morphemes could only be diffused with great difficulty. However, I have shown iri sections 10 and 11 of this chapter
that there are particular circumstances which favoured the segmentation
of the morphemes in question as -du- and -ti-, such as the simi larity
between Ri inflectional endings like past :na and Ng endings I ike
present -~, and also the existence in Ng (the borrowing language) of
a pattern favouring -CV- as the canonical shape for thematising verbal
suffixes. Thus, whi Ie the diffusion of -du- and -ti- at.first sight
appears inconsistent with the notion of sharpness ~ morpheme boundaries
which we have suggested as a factor favouring diffusability, actually
this is not the case; we merely need to recognise that contrast with
zero is not the only criterion for determining the sharpness of morpheme
boundaries.
The third factor we suggested was unifunctional ity of the morpheme
to be diffused, at least in its most sal ient or most accessible occurrences in the source language. This criterion is satisfied by the
majority of the diffusable morphemes mentioned in Table 9.
Two apparent counter-examples are the ergative-instrumental and
genitive-dative-purposive case suffixes, borrowed from Ri into Ng. As
the hyphenated labels suggest, these suffixes are multifunctional.
However) the crucial point to be made here is that the different senses
of each suffix are syntactically distinguishable; a given occurrence of
the ergative-instrumental suffix, for example, is either ergative or
instrumental but not simultaneously both. The suffix is thus not a
portmanteau, jointly indicating two categories, as it would be if it
were an ergative-plural suffix. Moreover, especially in the case of
the genitive-dative-purposive, the several senses are closely I inked
semant i ca I I y.
None of the diffusable morphemes is especially opaque in the sense
that its sense can only be determined by examining the broader morphosyntactic context. Each such morpheme can be assigned a simple categor i ca I I abe I like 'ergat i ve- i nstr'umenta I' or 'negat i ve'. Of cou rse,
some of the diffusable morphemes can be described as 'abstract' or
'relational', but this is not the same as the notion of opacity which
I had in mind. To repeat, opacity is here defined as the situation
where two or more grammatical morphemes must be simultaneously examined
before a spec i f i c categor i a I Iabe I can be ass i gned to either morpheme
or to their combination. Such 'relational' morphemes as inchoative
verbal iser -ti- and thematising augment -~- are not opaque in this
sense.
The final factor which we suggest has favoured diffusabi I ity is
analogical freedom. The diffusable morphemes I isted in Table 9 seem
to me to be independent of synchron i c ana log i ca I i nf I uence from other
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negative potential, depending on which prefixes and negative particles
are present in the verb complex. Simi larly, Wa has a continuous suffix
category which can be past or future (but not present), depending on
whether a potential (future) prefix is also present; a number of other
suffixal syncretisms of this sort are found in many other Wa paradigms.
However-, in Ng and Ri the inflectional suffixes are 'Js'Jal Iy clear r3 th er
than opaque.
Although inflectional suffixes are not analogically subordinate,
we have seen that they are in several other respects characterised by
features shown in Table 10 as impeding diffusabil ity (nonsyllabicity,
haziness of boundaries, portmanteau or opaque qual ity). I would
suggest that the most important factor has been haziness of boundaries,
since this appl ies to virtually all inflectional suffixes in these
languages, whereas the other factors are appl icable to only certain of
the suffixes.
Let us move on to the bound pronominal systems. Ri, as we wil I
see in the next chapter, has developed a series of subject- and objectmarking encl itics, which are just reduced forms of the independent
pronouns and are thus clearly analogically subordinated to them.
In
the prefixing languages, we find a system of subject- and object-marking pronominal prefixes attached to verbs and other predicative elements.
As we have seen, even among the prefixing languages it seems that
no diffusion of actual pronominal prefixes has occurred. This can be
explained by noting that such prefixes and prefix complexes are characterised by several features which we suggest have impeded diffusabi I ity.
Most pronominal prefixes are syllabic, so this factor does not
impede their diffusabi I ity. However, it can be argued that the morpheme
boundaries between prefix complexes and the fol lowing morphemes (stems
or derivational prefixes) are not sharply drawn. In most prefixing
languages there is no ~- pronominal prefix, or if there is such a
prefix it is a semantically highly marked transitive prefix which cannot
have played an important analogical role in sharpening the morpheme
boundaries after the more common prefix complexes. Thus Wa has no ~
prefix, whi Ie Nu has ~- only in the very uncommon transitive combination
where subject and object are both in certain nonhuman noun-classes,
whi Ie Ng has ~- only in certain 3Sg + 3Sg transitive combinations where
both subject and object are human (3FSg + 3FSg, 3FSg + 3MSg, sometimes
3MSg + 3FSg, but not 3MSg + 3MSg). Thus at the most the ~- prefix
could conceivably playa role in sharpening the boundary between a
transitive pronominal prefix complex and a fol lowing transitive verb
stem.
A number of pronominal prefixes, especially transitives, are
portmanteaus even under the most abstract analysis. Thus Nu 3PI + 1Sg
Qambambi- (one of two forms) can be analysed as /Qa-N-w2an-w2i-/ ('1SgInverse-B-3P I " wher~ the B morpheme marks this as distinct from the
other 3PI + 1Sg combination, which I cal I A) under an ambitious and
abstract analysis involving a 'deep' phonological analysis. However,
even with this kind of. analysis we wi I I be stuck with numerous portmanteau morphemes, such as ~- (nonhuman + nonhuman) and (w)a- (one of
two 1 + 2Sg forms). If the abstract analysis of combinations I ike
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Qambambi- is rejected as synchronically unreal istic, then the number
po~tm~nteau morphemes 7k~rockets.
Alt~ough Nu is particularly
In Irregular and semi-Irregular prefix combinations they can
also be found in Ng and Wa.
'

0:rich

It should also be noted that in Nu there are two forms A and B
Tnese ar; used in'
different tense-aspect-mood-negativity combinations, and so the choice
between A and B forms, along with the choice of suffixal inflections
and the presence or absence of negative particles form an overal I
fun~tional system which specifies tense-aspect-mood-negativity categories of verb complexes. This feature is not found in Wa and Ng.

f~r each intransitive and transitive combination.

. Finally, we should mention that bound pronominal systems I ike
this are genera~ Iy analogically subordinated to independent pronoun
systems. Thus In those languages which have acquired noun-class
systems wit~ indepe~dent nouns and pronouns, the pronominal prefix
system has In some Instances been reshaped to include noun-class
marking for third person pronominals (Nu, Ng), though this has not
happened in Wa where much of the noun-class system seems to have been
recently borrowed. Thus there are a number of factors which together
can account for the fai lure of pronominal prefixes to be diffused
across language boundaries.
This account takes care of pronominal prefixes with verbs, and
the systems of bound pronominal possessives found in some of these
languages (notably with kin terms). However, we sti I I have to explain
the status of the independent pronouns.
. In genera~, the factors hindering diffusabi I ity seem only weakly
app~ Icable to Independent pronouns.
They are syllabic, are categorlally.c~ear rather than opaque, and are analogically free (except
to the. limited extent that analogical back-formation pressures can be
recognised). The morpheme and word boundaries flanking independent
pronouns are generally sharp, since derivatives and inflected forms
of the ty~e.X-Y contrast with the simple nominative type X, which not
only clarifies the segmentable status of affixes Y but also that of
the pronominal stem X. Pronouns can be said to be portmanteau only
in the trivial sense that 2Sg, for example, can be decomposed into a
per~on elemen: (2) and a number element (Sg), and so forth, by componential analysIs. However, since roughly the same pronominal categories
are found in each language, this portmanteau status would not seem to
be significant in blocking diffusion. 61
One thin~ which should be mentioned is that independent pronouns
are not especially common in the prefixing languages at least. Because

61For a possible case of diffusion of independent pronouns among
Austral ian languages see R.M.W. Dixon, 'Tribes languages and other
boundaries in northeast Queensland'.
In N. Peterson, ed., Tribes
and Boundaries in Australia, Canberra, Austral ian Institute of
Aboriginal Studies, 1976, pp.207-238. The relevant passage is pp.
224-225. I am told by E. Hamp that a Slavic first singular pronoun
may have been borrowed from -I ran i an.
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verbs and other predicative elements have obi igatory subject- and
object-marking pronominal prefixes, independent nominative, ergative,
and accusative pronouns would be generally redundant and thus restricted to emphatic status. Indeed, special derivatives of pronouns
stressing a change in the subject NP, or other focal NP, of one clause
as opposed to the preceding clause are more common in Ng and Nu than
simple nominative pronouns. For example, Nu ni-ga:-'yuQ Ini-ga-ayuQ!
'as for him' is more common than ni-ga 'he, him'. Pronouns are also
common in spatial cases as in Nu ni-ga-wi-wuy 'to him' where there
are no alternative means of expressing the pronominal category. Thus
pronouns occur chiefly in derivatives and in nonzero case forms, and
this may have had some negative effect on the diffusabil ity of the
simple pronouns.
However, these considerations do not suffice to rule out the
possibi I ity of diffusion of independent pronouns. It would seem, for
example, that such diffusion would be more I ikely to occur than
diffusion of bound pronominal prefixes, or of inflectional verbal
suffixes, for example. Although no clear examples of borrowing of
independent pronouns occur in the area investigated here, we should
certainly keep our eyes open for possible instances as we obtain data
from other languages in the same general region.
Demonstrative stems are another class of grammatical morphemes
which seem not to have been easi Iy diffused. One feature about
demonstrative pronouns in Nu, Ng, and Wa is that whereas in nouns it
is possible to omit noun-class prefixes, with demonstratives they are
obi igatory. Thus whi Ie any noun can occur in the simple form N, as
opposed to forms with noun-class prefix X-N, a demonstrative stem D
occurs only in the combination X-D. Thus the morpheme boundary must
be abstracted by examining an array of several such forms Xl-D, Xz-D,
X3 -D, etc., with different noun-class prefixes. Since the stem D is
always part of a conglomerate structure, and the morpheme breaks are
not as sharp as they would otherwise be, it would seem that they should
be relatively unl ikely to be directly diffused.
Moreover, even the simplest demonstrative forms can often be
analysed into several elements, quite aside from noun-class prefixes.
Thus in Nu we find four demonstrative stems (~, da-, yuwa:-, ~-),
but two of these (da-, ba-) occur frequently in combination with a
concretising suffix !-~. Simi larly, Ng has only two stems (-~-,
-na-), but there is always a suffix of some sort (-7, -ri, -n) adding
various deictic and anaphoric nuances. The situation is-similar in
Wa, where we find stems -na- and -ni- (only -ni- in demonstrative
pronouns, both in adverbial forms);-along wit~a number of suffixes
(-ni, -~ etc.); there is also a prefix ~- simi lar in function to Nu
suffix I-u/. Ri has perhaps the simplest forms of al I, but even in
this language we can decompose stems I ike proximate yaku(y) 'this'
into several morphemes (ya-kuy or ya-ku-y), and even the nominative
forms are often accompanied by half-fused encl itics I ike ~ and ~.
Because of this morphological complexity it might have been rather
difficult to directly borrow a demonstrative stem from one language
into anothe r.
Demonstrative adverbs are generally derived from these stems by
adding special 'case' affixes, producing locative and other adverbial
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forms ('here', 'from here', 'on this side', 'to here', 'this kind of
thing', etc.). The forms are often rather obscure, so that Nu buguni
'to there' is relatable to the stem ba- only with some phonological
difficulties (hence bu-guni), but in-other cases the relationship is
more transparent (ba-gu 'there', ba-ga:-' la 'from there', etc.) and
even In the obscure type there Is always at least some phonological
simi larity to the basic stem. Thus it is possible to consider al I
demonstrative adverbials as analogically subordinated to the stem (as
manifested especially in the demonstrative pronouns). This provides
an explanation for why such demonstrative adverbs have been extremely
resi~t~nt to direct diffusion.
It would be somewhat presumptuous to attempt a formal 'factor
analysis' of the characteristics mentioned in Table 10 as they apply
to the array of diffusable and nondiffusable morphemes shown in Table 9.
This is because the data are quite finite, not lending themselves to a
rigorous statistical analysis, and also because some of the factors
are subjective and cannot be appl ied in a simpl istic fashion to al I
types of morphemes.
However, it does appear that the inventory of factors in Table 10
is on the right track. The morphemes which have been diffused have in
nearly every case been characterisable in terms of the factors favouring diffusabi I ity shown in the table. The morpheme classes which have
been particularly resistant to diffusion have turned out to have one
or more charactericsfromamong the list of factors impeding diffusabi I ity in the table.

19. FUNCTIONAL CONSIDERATIONS
In the preceding section we described a number of what might be cal led
'structural' factors favouring or impeding the diffusabi I ity of morThe
phemes, based mainly on formal and analogical characteristics.
factors favouring diffusabi I ity may be seen as constituting a fi Iter,
so that morphemes not satisfying the various conditions favouring
diffusabi I ity are impeded from being borrowed. However, in claiming
that a morphemic class such as case suffixes is subject to diffusion,
we of course do not claim that every such affix has been freely
diffused across language boundaries. Only certain morphemes of each
such morphemic class have in fact been diffused. The thought arises
that perhaps the choice of the particular morphemes which have been
diffused is based on functional considerations; only those morphemes
have actually been diffused which contribute something to the borrowing
language which was previously lacking. In this approach, morphemic
borrowing is viewed in its therapeutic aspect. Borrowings are interpreted as devices to fi I I functional gaps, to create or renew useful
distinctions, to establ ish a more symmetrical system, and so forth.
Let us see whether this functional approach can be usefully appl ied.
In the case of ergative-instrumental and instrumental suffixes·
which have been borrowed (Ng -~ from Ri -~, Nu -miri from Ri and
Dhay7yi -miri), a good functional case can be supported. It appears
that no stable case-markers for these categories occurred in PNgNu.
Nu sti II lacks an ergative case, thus confusing transitive subjects
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with objects in nominal morphology; the same is true of Wa, whi Ie Mara
can be shown to have innovated in special ising its most common ergative-instrumental prefix Qa- (formerly a noun-class prefix). Thus the
introduction of a borrowe~ergative-instrumental suffix into Ng, and
of an instrumental suffix into Nu (and from it into Wa and Enindhi 1yagwal =a~ te tho~ght of as therapeu+ic developmerts.
The introduction of Ri genitive-dative-purposive -~ into Ng as
-ku, on the other hand, has no obvious functional basis. It is true
that the old suffix *-gunuQ occurs in Ng as originative -kunuQ, so we
could say that the introduction of -~ permitted an opposition between
the genitive-dative-purposive and the originative. However, the
latter is an unusual case category, whose existence has probably been
inspired indirectly by Ri (which inherited such a category from ProtoYuulngu), and we would hardly look upon PNgNu as unbalanced simply
because the originative category was not yet present. Simi larly, the
distribution of the two ablative suffixes, *-wala and *-~, suggests
diffusion since neither distribution correlates with genetic subdivisions, but there is no obvious functional explanation for why a
given language should have replaced *-~ by *-wala or vice versa.
Diminutive -ganaQ? and its other variants express a useful grammatical category. However, we do not know whether diffusion created
the diminutive category in the borrowing languages, or whether it
merely replaced an older diminutive with another. Moreover, the
borrowing languages must have had adjectival nouns meaning 'smal I'
all along, and since several languages (Ri, Ng, Nu, though only rarely
Wa) have noun-adjective compounding processes they could have formed
the equivalent of a diminutive by making compounds I ike 'river-smal I'.
Noun-class prefixes are potentially very useful in discourse,
particularly in cross-reference and anaphora. Because of the elaborate
systems found in Nu, Ng, and Wa, it is often possible to refer t~ a
particular referent merely by using a class-specified pronoun, since
the addressee can often deduce the referent from the context together
with the noun-class specification. However, Wa has borrowed the nounclass system from Ng or Pre-Nu without adapting it as wei I to its own
morphosyntax as Ng and Nu have. In particular, Wa has not introduced
noun-class specification into its system of pronominal prefixes used
with verbs. Thus whi Ie Nu can express, with a single verb form, something like 'ItCclass III) saw him(MSg)', Wa verb forms can only express
things I ike '3Sg saw 3Sg', where no gender or noun-class marking is
possible. Wa does use noun-class marking effectively to I ink 'adjectives' to the correct nouns, and with independent pronouns and demonstratives, but has not taken advantage of al I the functional possibi 1ities for noun-class prefix systems. It is not clear whether the
attested Wa noun-class system is worth its 'cost' by i~s rather limited
functional contribution.
The introduction of the dyadic dual suffix -ka? into Ri (from Ng
-ko?) could perhaps be described as a useful development.
It permits
the distinction between ba:pa-manji? 'two fathers' (simple dual of
'father') and ba:pa-ka? 'father and child' (reciprocal-dyad dual).
However, other Yuulngu languages I ike Dhuwal already have ways to make
this distinction. using inherited affixes, so Ri may simply have
replaced an old affix by a new one.
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The introduction of inchoative verbal iser -ti- from Ri into Ng
made no functional contribution, since it merely=replaced an old
verbal iser *-ma-, attested in Nu and Rembarrnga. The suggestion that
the borrowing-Was helpful, in that this *-ma- might have been confused
with *-~- 'to pick up, to get' (Ng -ma-, Nu -~-. etc.) does not
carry much conviction since the two have Quite different paradigms in
Nu and since *-ma- 'to pick up, to get' would be used with a preceding
noun stem only Tn compounds of the type Nu -lan-ma- 'to get firewood',
which would have transitive pronominal prefix complexes (for example,
Nu Qa-wu-lan-ma-Qi 'I used to get firewood') contrasting with the
intransitive prefixes used with inchoative *-~- (for example, Nu
Qa-ruQgal-ma-n 'I became big'). The fact that both inchoative -~
and the transitive verb -ma- are sti I I productive in Nu suggests that
there was no real clash favouring replacing one of them in PNgNu.
The borrowing of thematising augment -~- from Ri into PNgNu
can be seen as funct i ona II y mot i vated to some extent. It is poss i b Ie
that -du- essentially replaced an older thematising process, involving
intran~tive *-ma- (retained in this function in Ngalakan, for example),
thus helping to-Create an opposition between thematising -gu- and
de-adjectival inchoative senses of *-~- (this opposition survives
in Nu, whi Ie as just noted Ng has replaced *-ma- in this function by
-ti-). However. this functional special isation probably had little
b;neficial effect, since the two original uses of *-ma- (thematiser,
de-adjectival inchoative) are unl ikely to have been confused.
The diffusion of elements I ike comitative ~- and ~-, negative
-?may?, and other postpositions such as -?wanji? 'like' and -?Qiri?
'only', can be seen as of possible functional benefit to the borrowing
languages. However, in several cases such morphemes undoubtedly just
replaced a pre-existing element, so that the resulting system was the
functional equivalent of the old system. In the case of negative
-?may?, borrowed into Ri from Ng. it is true that we do get a distinction between a future negative with -?may? and a prohibitive with the
old negative particle yaka. However, it is very questionable whether
the borrowing was 'designed' to produce this distinction; I rather
suspect that -?may? was initially borrowed in forms with nonverbal
constituents, where the segmentabi I ity and status of -?may? was clearest in the source language, Ng. As for -?wan,ji?, we can simply note
that Ri now has the luxury of having both -'lwanji? (borrowed from Ng)
and the particle nakana(Q) (inherited from Proto-Yuulngu), showing
no sharp difference in meaning, so that the borrowing of -?wan,ii? has
not contributed anything new and has merely succeeded in compl icating
the formal apparatus of the language.
In general, then, whi Ie functional considerations can playa role
in particular instances - especially when it can be shown that the
borrowing language initially had some sort of functional gap or
problematic homophony - on the whole they do not account for very
much of the morphemic diffusion we have described. Contact among
these languages has been sufficiently intense that some morphemes have
been' diffused with I ittle regard for their functional potential in the
borrowing languages.
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20. EVALUATION OF INTERNAL RECONSTRUCTION METHODS
Before c Ios i ng th i s chapter, I wou I d like once aga into emphas i se the
util ity, and indeed indispensabil ity, of internal reconstruction as a
technique in investigating direct morphemic diffusion. In virtually
every case where this technique was simultaneously appl icable with the
usual comparative methods, t~e two were in general agreement as to the
direction of diffusion.
For example, in several instances where several I ines of reasoning
pointed to language X as the source and to language Y as the borrower,
we found that the source language had several al lomorphs whereas the
borrowing language had only one: Ng ergative-instrumental -tu from Ri
-~-~-1!-1l, Ng genitive-dative-purposive -~ from Ri -~ku/-~,
PNgNu thematising augment *~~- from Yuulngu -~-I-~-I-~- (these
are the Ri forms). In some instances we found similarly that the
source language had special functional restrictions and/oe special
secondary functions. Hence Ng has an overal I ergative-instrumental
suffix, whereas Ri (the source) restricts this category to nouns (not
pronouns); Ng borrowed the Ri genitive-dative-purposive suffix, but in
Ri the same al lomorphs are also used as future tense suffixes with one
verb class and this secondary function was not adopted by Ng; some
restrictions on the use of Ng negative -?may? in particular tense
categories with verbs were el iminated when the morpheme was borrowed
into Ri.
Internal reconstruction of time depth is particularly viable and
useful in the case of diffusion of grammatical morphemes and wi II
prove much less feasible in treating lexical diffusion, since noun
and verb stems typically have a single al lomorph and since semantic
multifunctional ity with such stems may be quite spontaneous and need
not presuppose much time depth. However, internal reconstruction for
noun and verb stems may be possible to some extent if archaic, unproductive inflectional classes can be identified.

, Chapter 4

INDIRECT MORPHOSYNTACT/C DIFFUSION

1. PRELIMINARIES
It is important to specify at the outset exactly what is meant by
'indirect' diffusion in this chapter. It will be recalled that in
phonology we have used the term 'direct' diffusion to refer to phonological changes resulting from the introduction of loanwords, whi Ie
'indirect' diffusion has been used to describe instances of apparently
internal phonological shifts involving inherited morphemes and stems
when such shifts have been influenced by the phonological structure
of a foreign model and when they result in structural convergence
between the innovating language and the model language.
In morphosyntax, by 'direct' diffusion we have meant the borrowing
of actual morphemes, as dealt with in the preceding chapter. By
'indirect' diffusion, as described in the present chapter, we mean
a process whereby one language rearranges its inherited words and
morphemes under the influence of a foreign model, so that structural
convergence results. Indirect diffusion thus involves patterns, whi Ie
direct diffusion involves actual morphemes.
Indirect diffusion in this sense should be distinguished from
internal, secondary readjustments within a language which result from
diffusion. In Chapter 2, for example, we saw that Nu has undergone
a number of secondary readjustments which are best understood as
by-products of shifts determined by (indirect and direct) diffusional
pressures. I have not referred to such secondary adjustments as
instances of 'indirect diffusion', since they are not diffusional at
al I, and may even result in new divergences.
Consider also the case of Arabic and Persian. Modern Persian
contains a great many Arabic loanwords, including many verbs. Most of
these verbs, however, were borrowed in their nominal ised form, since
for structural reasons it would have been impossible for PeFsian to
borrow Arabic inflectable stems. As a secondary by-product of this
diffusion of nominal ised verbs j Persian developed an el~borate system
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of auxi I iary verbs, permitting the nominal ised verbs to be conjugated.
Although this Persian development was clearly caused by the influx of
Arabic loans, I would not refer to this as 'indirect diffusion' in the
sense this term is being used in here. This development is a secondary
by-product, but is not diffusional at al I, and has resulted in an
important structural divergence between Persian and Arabic. 62
f

I

As we have seen, some I inguists earl ier in this century (for
example, Mei I let and Sapir) minimised the possibi I ity of any type of
significant morphosyntactic diffusion, whether direct or indirect (see
Chapter 3, section 1). Sapir comments as fol lows:
We may ... recognize that certain languages have, in al I probabi I ity, taken on structural features owing to the suggestive
influence of neighboring languages. An examination of such cases
[footnote omitted] however, almost invariably reveals the significant fact that they are but superficial additions on the morphological kernel of the language. So long as such direct historical
testimony as we have gives us no really convincing examples of
profound morphological influence by diffusion, we shall do well
not to put too much rei iance in diffusion theories. 63

•

!
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In subsequent decades many I inguists have modified the somewhat
extreme Mei I let-Sapir position on indirect diffusion in morphosyntax.
Even some linguists who firmly bel ieved that direct diffusion of
grammatical morphemes is virtually impossible agreed that indirect
diffusion is an important process. One such I inguist was Sommerfelt:
I t~ir.k ... that t~e L:sual fom of grammatical influence from
language on language inside a cultural area is not one of direct
borrowing of elements but an adaptation of native elements to
correspond to the model of the language which exercises the
cultural influence. 66
Much of the work that has been done on some of the best-known
Sprachbunde (the Balkans, South Asia, etc.) has focused heavi lyon
indirect diffusion, mainly because there is I ittle direct diffusion to
report. Sandfeld, whose summary of areal linguistics in the Balkans is
an important classic of areal linguistics, observed numerous instances
of morphosyntactic convergence among the languages, although each language generally retained its own morphological material (Roumanian
used Romance morphology, Bulgarian used Slavic morphology, etc.).
..• on est frappe que bien souvent c'est seulement Ie lexique et
la flexion qui changent et que la maniere de s'exprimer reste
essentiellement la meme sur tout Ie territoire couvert par ces
langues. On ne tardera pas
se convaincre que ces langues sont
animees d'un seul et meme esprit, comme on aurait dit autrefois. 67

The kinds of examples of 'suggestive influence' (that is, indirect
diffusion) which Sapir recognised included these:
... the presence of postpositions in Upper Chinook, a feature that
is clearly due to the influence of neighboring Sahaptin languages;
or the use by Takelma of instrumental prefixes, which are I ikely to
have been suggested by neighboring 'Hokan' languages (Shasta, Karok).64
These examples show that Sapir was wi I I ing to recognise diffusional
influence only in cases where the attested structures were congruent
forma I I y and funct i ona I Iy. Thus Ch i nook has converged with Sahapt i n in
developing postpositions (a formally defined morpheme class), presumably
with the same range of functions, whi Ie Takelma has developed a morpheme
class which contains prefixes (formally defined) which indicate instrumental (functionally defined) categories.
In many instances where other I inguists had scented indirect
morphosyntactic diffusion, I inguists I ike Mei Ilet and Sapir were incl ined to regard the responsible innovations as internal developments
determined by 'drift', or as reflecting recurrent typological features
which required no diffusional explanation. Mei Ilet presumably would
have insisted that indirect diffusionist explanations could only be
securely establ ished when the attested structures had no close genetic
affi I iation and when the structural simi larities were highly specific
and unusual (concordances singul ieres).65
62See, for example, Z. Telegdi, 'Remarques sur les emprunts arabes en
persan', Acta Linguistica (Hungarica) 23 (1973), pp.51-58.
63Sapir, op ..cit. (see Chapter 2, footnote 16), pp.205-206.
6~Op.

cit., p.206 footnote.
65Mei I let generally used this expression in discussions of val id evidence for genetic relationships, but the notion is of course also
appl icable to diffusional relationships.
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The most important morphosyntactic convergences which Sandfeld
describes. in his book are these: (a) the postposition of the article;
(b) the disappearance of a productive syntactic infinitive; (c) creation of a periphrastic future tense form including the verb 'to want'
as an auxi I iary; (d) the occurrence of a single case form used both as
genitive and dative.
Sandfeld's principal theoretical interest was not, however, the
structural analysis of the indirect diffusional process. Having identified diffusional convergences, he was less interested in probing their
structural aspects than in determining the direction of diffusion. His
conclusion was that most of the important morphosyntactic developments
shared by the Balkan languages originated in Greek, the dominant
language of higher culture in the area, and had trickled down to the
less prestigious languages. Much subsequent work on Balkan linguistics
has focused on the directional ity problem, though some have disputed
Sandfeld's position that Greek has been decisive in most of the developments. 68
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Sommerfelt, 'External Versus Internal ... ' (see footnote 47, Chapter
3), p.311.

67 K. Sandfeld, Linguistique haZkanique: prohZemes et resuZtats, Paris
1930, pp.6-7.
68 See , for example, E. Seidel, 'Probleme und Methoden der Balkanl inguistik', in Omagiu Zui Iorgu Iordan, Bucharest 1958, pp.775-788.
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Because Sandfeld's interest was not primari Iy in structural
considerations, he did not provide us with an expl icit theory of what
kinds of indirect morphosyntactic diffusion are possible, nor did he
give us expl icit indications of how diffusional sharings are identified
(that is, distinguished from accidental typological simi larities). The
examples of morphosyntactic diffusion which he described, as listed
above, seem to involve a combina+lon o~ ~or~a! si~i !arlt:as :thJS the
article is Postposed) and functional ones (for example, coalescence
of the genitive and dative case categories).

from one language into another), the natives avoid such mixing in careful sp~ech, apparently because there are cultural pressures favourin
the maintenance of each language in reasonably unadulterated f
72 g
orm.
I~ contrast to other borrowings which were freely el icited, items
I Ike the above, when heard on taoe, were regarde~ as ~rong or
funny uy natives. They were not repeated voluntari Iy
Su h
d'
t·
.
c paraIgma Ical!y structured i~flectional morphs seem to be at the core
of the native speakers (s~c) perception of what constitute 'different languages,.73

r

Another notorious Sprachbund is South Asia, especially India. 69
Not only are there a number of widespread features permitting the
del ineation of a broad, somewhat internally diversified Indian I inguistic area, there are also a number of wei I-documented local Sprachbunde.
A particularly interesting study is that of Gumperz and Wi Ison, who
describe a vi I lage where Marathi, Kannada, and Urdu are spoken.

. It would therefore.see~ tha: th~ dominance of indirect as opposed
t~ dl~ec: morphosyntactlc diffusion In this situation is due not to
I In~ulstl~ ~tructural factors, but rather to the cultural constraint
against miXing languages, as manifested chiefly in inflectional morphology.

The authors show that the local variants of the three languages
have been modified in such a way that 'the codes used in code-switching
situations in Kupwar have a single surface structure' 70 (their ital ics).
Gumperz and Wi Ison give examples of sentences in the three languages
showing the same structure, down to the last detai Is of morpheme order.
The sentences in this example are lexically distinct in almost
every respect, yet they have identical grammatical categories and
i dent i ca I con st i tuent structu res ... It is poss i b Ie to trans I ate
one sentence
into the other by simple morph for morph substitution. 71
Despite the total indirect diffusion which has occurred In this
vi I lage, direct diffusion has been I imited. Although 'content words'
have been diffused to a considerable extent, grammatical morphemes have
in general not been diffused systematically. Although recordings of
actual speech reveals numerous instances of morphological interference
(for example direct borrowing of a dative suffix or a past tense suffix

69

For a general overview of South Asia as a I inguistic area (that is,
an area where numerous morphosyntactic patterns are shared) see C.P.
Masica, Defining a Linguistic Area: South Asia, Chicago 1976.
Masica's study offers an interesting methodological difference from
the present work. His study embraces hundreds of languages, so that
his correlations are of a statistical magnitude which excludes explanations based on coincidental convergences. However, to do this he
has to sacrifice depth of coverage of particular languages, and
specifically defers the study of the actual historical developments
which have produced the attested simi larities (p. xi i).

Much of the pioneering work on areal I inguistics in South Asia
has been done by Murray Emeneau; see, for example, his' India as a
Linguistic Area', Language 32 (1956), pp.3-16. John Gumperz has
also worked ext~nsively in this area; see reference below.
70Gumperz and Wi Ison, op. cit. (see footnote 42, Chapter 2), p.155.
71 0p . cit., p.155.

Ano:her point made by Gumperz and Wi Ison is that contact has had
levelling
effect, resulting in simpler, more regular surface struca
tu res.
... almost al I the changes can be interpreted as reductions or
general izations that simpl ify surface structure in relation to
underlying categories and relationships.74
This ~s.explained by suggesting that one-to-one morphemic intertranslatabl I Ity has not merely been a passive by-product of contact
but has been actively sought after by the languages, as it were.
I~
order to enable spea~ers to translate morpheme by morpheme, it has
been necessary for minor compl ications in the initial form of each
I~nguage to be e! iminated. :hus Gumperz and Wilson perceive a connection between their contact Situation and the process of pidginisation.
.

The simpl ifying aspect of language contact has also been emphaCoteanu, for example, observed that Roumanian
d~alects ~ad :ended to become simpler morphologically in close contact
with SlavIc dialects, even though these Slavic dialects were them~elves morphologically complex. The impl icit suggestion behind this
IS that contact by its very nature encourages simpl ification. 75

s~sed by other writers.

This position was expl icitly formulated by Vogt:

72M

73

th"
ara. I IS generally used as an official or publ ic language and is
'socially neutra!' since it is the home-group language of v~ry few
persons I~ the VI! lage. The home-group language, usually Kannada
~r Urdu, IS used In the home, in rituals, etc., and helps emphasise
the s~parateness of the home environment and of the home-group ... '
(op. mt., pp.152-153).

Op. cit., pp.161-162.
0 p. 'C~·t . , p. 164.
75 Cote n t h '
,§.
a u~s~ys. IS:
;~ter I~s compl ications morphologiques est une
characterlstlque de I evolution des langues mixtes ... ', op. cit.
(see footnote 49, Chapter 3), p.143.
74
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On observe souvent qu'une langue, ou un patois, perd des distinctions formelles dans des circonstances qui rendent I 'hypothese
d' influence etr~ngere assez naturel Ie. Mais la creation de
nouvelles categories morphologiques au sens etroit du mot sous
I' influence d'un autre systeme semble se presenter assez rarer:ient. 76
The comments and quotations presented so far in this section
suggest various ways of approaching the problem of indirect morphosyntactic diffusion. On the methodological side, w~ need w~ys to
distinguish indirect diffusion from accidental sharl?g of ~Idespread
typological features. On the substantive and analytical side, ,we want
to know on what level the diffusion has taken place, and what ItS
overal I consequences have been for the innovating languages. We also
should compare the general extent of direct and in~irect morph~syn
tactic diffusion to see how Arnhem Land compares with South ASia.

A second substantive question is whether indirect diffusion in
this area has had a simpl ifying and regularising effect (as suggested
by Gumperz and Wi Ison, Coteanu, Vogt, etc.), has had a compl icating
effect, or has been somewhere in between. I wi I I suggest that no
significant simpl ification has resulted from indirect diffusion in
these languages.

So far as methodology is concerned, there are two rafher obvious
criteria which can be appl ied. First, we would agree with Mei I let
that an unusual convergence (concordance singul iere) - that is, the
sharing of a typologically rare category or syntactic fe~ture - is ,
much better as an indication of indirect diffusion than IS the sharing
of a r-ecurrent feature. In the latter case it is very difficult to
decide whether diffusion or natural drift has been involved.

Finally, there is the question whether indirect diffusion nas
been significantly more extensive, less extensive, or about equally
extensive to direct diffusion of grammatical morphemes as described
in Chapter 3. I wi II indicate that both kinds of diffusion have been
extensive and that no simple hierarchy such as proposed by Gumperz and
Wilson for their particular case study can be supported for the Arnhem
Land area.

Secondly we can make a fairly good case for indirect diffusion
,
' +
even of typologically
common features provided
we can h
s~ow , a t a
whole series of innovations in one language can be attributed to
diffusional influence. To this end, I wi II show in the following
sections that the several important morphosyntactic innovations in Ri
can al I be interpreted as reflecting indirect diffusion from Ng.
Having demonstrated a general pattern of indirect diffusion, the arguments in favour of diffusionist versus accidental-convergence explanations for each particular innovation are strengthened. On the other
hand if we found that of several major innovations only one could be
expl~ined as diffusional, we would be incl ined to doubt even this one
instance since no ovsral I pattern of diffusion would have been estabI i shed.
The substantive and analytical framework which we wi I I adopt wi I I
of course be closely I inked with the methodological position just
outl ined. The analysis of which kinds of diffusion have taken place
depends crucially on how I iberal we are in recognising diffusional
interaction.
There are basically three substantive questions which should be
asked. First, we want to know whether diffusion has been on the ,
purely functional level (for example, diffusion of ce~tain grammatical
categories regardless of the manner of formal expression), the purely

formal level (for example, diffusion of a preference for suffixes as
opposed to prefixes, without consideration of the categories expressed
ther'eby), or a combined formal-functional level (for example, diffusion
of a preference for suffixation, not prefixation, of a particular
functionally defined class of morphemes). I wi II suggest that the
furctiona! leve! has been most significant in indirect morphosyntaciic
diffusion in Arnhem Land, and that so far as the formal level has been
involved at al I it involves rather abstract formal features not tied
down to precise morpheme-order patterns.

2. RITHARNGU: ENCLITIC PRONOMINALS
Perhaps the single most significant morphosyntactic innovation in Ri
has been the development of a series of encl itic pronouns marking the
category of subject and object. These encl itics are identical to the
corresponding ful I independent pronouns, except that in some cases
the initial syllable may be dropped. Thus whi Ie 2Sg ni: takes the
same form as an independent pronoun or an encl itic, 1sg-oara is
usually truncated to ~ in encl itic function.
These pronominals are sentence encl iticsj that is, they occur
directly after the first constituent in the clause, regardless of what
word class this belongs to. For example, consider encl itic ra in the
following two exampl-es, which are synonymous except perhaps fOr minor
differences in focus:
g U9ar puy
tomorrow
wa:n-i
will go

ra
I
ra
I

wa:n-i
will go
g U9ar puy
tomorrow

In a transitive sentence there is usually an accusative encl itic
fol lowed by a nominative (subject) encl itic:
ua:-wala

saw

na
him

ra
I

76Vogt, Actes du V~ Oongres International des Lin~u~stes, Paris 1948,
p.39 (reply to the question: 'Dans quel Ie: conditions ~t dan~
quelles I imites peut s'exercer sur Ie systeme morphologlque dune
langue I 'action du systeme morphologique d'une autre langue?').

Pronominal encl itics are generally obi igatory even when a subject
or object NP is present in the clausej in this event the pro~ominals
cross-reference the NP's and may be redundant:
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sc:;,;

~a ramu-y
gil)?-wac-p,a
da I i -na
I)ay
p,a:-wala
the women (acc) man (erg)
he
them
saw
The man saw the women;
In effect, here we have a nuclear clause p,a:-wala gal i-na I)ay 'He
-:::r:er.:.' 'ii~ic~i is ela!:::cra+e~ !:::y tl:e ac!c!;+lo:o of ful' f\!P's.

The only time when pronominal encl itics are not required is when
there is a ful I independent pronoun in the clause, normally clauseinitial with encl itic particle ~, here emphatic in function:
I)a ra

ya

I

wa:n-i
will go

gu<jarpuy
tomorrow

will go tomorrow.
Note that we do not get *I)ara ya ra wa:n-i gu<jarpuy with lSg
enclitic ra in addition to the lSg independent pronoun I)ara.,
I

In transitive clauses, usually only one clause-initial emphatic
pronoun can occur, so the other pronominal fol lows it as an encl itic:
I)ara
I

I

I,
f

l
n

ya

na
him

p,a:-wala
saw

I saw him.
Thus, whi Ie it would not be true to say that enclitic pronominals
are obi igatory, we can state that some pronominal element (usually
encl itic) is obi igatory in normal speech for subject, and in transitive
clauses also for object.
This encl itic system is not found in the other Yuulngu languages,
since their pronominals are essentially independent pronouns which
can occur in various positions in the clause, I ike other NP's. When
the subject and/or object take the form of a ful I NP containing a noun
stem, this is only occasionally cross-referenced by a pronoun. Thus
an intransitive clause in Dhuwal usually takes the form Noun + Verb
or Pronoun + Verb, and only rarely takes the Ri-type form Noun +
(coreferential) Pronoun + Verb. In discourse where the same NP turns
up in several juxtaposed clauses, in its non initial occurrences it
is often deleted totally, hence 'The man sat dOlJn, then the man went'
is I ikely to end up in the structure Noun + Verb 1 (sut), Verb2 (went)
with no surface manifestation of 'man' in the second clause at al I.
In Ri we would usually get Noun + Verbl, Verb2 + Pronoun for this
sequence in normal speech.
It is quite I ikely, then, that Ri has innovated in developing its
encl itic pronominal system (the forms in which are obviously derived
from full independent pronouns, sometimes with the first syllable
omitted). Was this a diffusional or an internal development? I
suggest it reflects the influence of the prefixing languages such as
Ng.
In these languages, 1 ike Ri but unl ike other Yuulngu languages,
there are obi igatory pronominals in al I normal verbal clauses (even
verbal root forms often take pronominals). Whereas Ri has sentence
encl itics, Ng and Nu have pronominal subject- and object-marking
prefixes attached to the verb (or, in some cases, to a predicative
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adjective or the like). Thus in Ng I)a-nu-na-cini 'I see him' we find
lSg ~- and 3MSg -nu- just before the verb' root -na- 'to see'. The
corresponding Nu form is I)a-nu-na-yi:.
-'The~e is ~o strikin~ formal congruence between the Ri and NU/Ng
systems In theIr expressIon of pronominal categories. Ri has sentence
encl itics which are omitted wnen an emphatic independent pronoun occurs'
Nu and Ng have verbal prefixes which are obi igatory even when an
'
emphatic independent pronoun is used. In Ri the encl itic and independent pronouns are formally identical, except for some initialsyllable dropping in the former, while in Nu and Ng the forms of the
pronominal prefixes differ significantly from the forms of independent
pronouns.

I

Nevertheless, if we look to a more abstract level we can see
that diffusion has been involved. Ri has not copied the morpheme-order
of ~u and Ng clauses, but has adopted from them (specifically, from Ng)
an Important pattern. The significant point about the Ri innovation
is ~hat it pro~uced a situation where pronominals are obi igatory for
subject and object even when ful I NP's are present in the same clause.
This permits a kind of construction whereby a nuclear clause (verb
plus pronominals) is then expanded by adding NP's providing fuller
specification of the subject and object. Since the NP's are not an
essential part of this nuclear clause, they are often added as 'aftert~oughts' fol ~owing,a pause:
'He went, the man.' (Ng Qi-CiQ.-i,
QI-yul-yul); RI wa:nl-na I)ay, <jaramu va). This afterthought construction is less common in other Yuulngu languages such as Dhuwal where
NP's are less often cross-referenced by pronouns and are thus' more
tightly integrated into the clause.
Moreover, Ri (I ike Ng and Nu, unl ike Dhuwal) normally shows at
least complete nuclear clauses, even in discourse contexts where
Dnuwal would omit pronominals entirely. In Dhuwal discourse one often
finds clauses I ike marci-n 'went', with the subject unspecified, so
that ~ne ~as to determine it from discourse context. This el I ipsis is
ra re In R I, so we usua I I Y get someth i ng like wa: n i -na I)ay 'He went. '
o~ ~a:n~-~a ra 'I went.' with the subject specified.
In this respect
RI IS sImIlar to Ng and Nu, which ordinari Iy do not permit ell ipsis of
pronominal specification.
We therefore have to look beyond mere morpheme-ordering in order
to detect the presence of diffused patterning here. Ri has borrowed
a functional principle - the obi igatory presence of pronominals in
most clause types - and concomitantly a kind of choppy discourse
organisation involving 'afterthought' constructions.

3. RITHARNGU: SUBORDINATED CLAUSES
Another ve~y striking divergence between Ri and al I other Yuulngu
languages IS the type of subordinated clauses in use. AI I Yuulngu
languages have some sort of nominal isation or infinitive which in Ri
involves a suffix -rawu added to an augmented form of th~ verb (for
example, Verb-n-rawu, Verb-p,a-rawu). This infinitive is nonfinite
(that is it does not take the usual clausal adjuncts I ike nominative
ergative, or accusative NP's). If the subject and/or object are
'
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ssed

they generally show up in genitive form as surface 'possess-

~~~~eOf the nominal ised verb, or also occur in some local case such as

1

ablative.
In other Yuulngu languages, the infinitive is us~d in a variety
of subordinated constructions. In addition to purposlve.clauses and
some t pes of complement clauses, they are used as relat~ve cla~ses
and ev~n in clause-internal transformations such as partial equivalents
.
to the Engl .IS h passive
ru Ie • 77
In Ri on the other hand, the infinitive in -cawu is used only as
a purposiv~ clause or, with a f€w matrix verbs I ike waQa- 'to ~ell'
(as in 'I told him to go. '), as a complement clause: I: fun;tlo~s
essentially I ike a dative NP, and indeed -rawu (nomln~llser -ra plus
genitive-dative-purposive *-~) contains a frozen dative morpheme.
Even in these uses, it is apparently always possible to repla~e the .
infinitive clause with a complete finite clause in the poten!lal mood.
la-n-r awu

wa:ni-na

ra

#

nan-Qu

wa:ni-na

ra

#

la-n-Qu-wa

spearing
his
I
went
I went (in order) to spear him. (infinitive)
na

ra

would have speared him
I
went
I went (in order) to spear him. (potential clause)
In the latter example, the purposive clause ~s ~ormal Iy a compie-Ie main clause meaning 'I would have speared h1"m. or the. I ike.
There is no overt subordination of this clause to the preceding one,
as there is in the first example.
Because in Ri infinitives compete with finite clause types, their
productivity is restricted. Moreover, whereas other Yuulngu I~nguages
use some form of them nonfinite infinitive type for most relative
clauses (and some types of gerundial), Ri instead has a.claus~ type
with suffix -~ added to the verb in a finite clause WhiCh, without
-~, would be an ordinary main clause:
wa:ni-na-Qu

ra

baQgul?

return
I
having gone
Having gone, I returned.
yu: I-Qu ,

Quk i

nu

who had gone, returned.

I

Qay

n i : na-0-Qu

who sits
now he
that
man
The man who is sitting there now

,

. -- .

It appears that Ri has developed this clause type, f~und nowhere
else in the Yuulngu group, by expanding the us~ of a suffix -~ used
ch~efly with adjectives and a few other nouns In the other Yuulngu

languages (for example the very term yu:I-Qu 'man, person, Aborig-

inal,).78

The alternative would be to assume that Ri alone has retained an
old Proto-Yuulngu clause type with *-~, whi Ie the other languages
have developed or extended an originally very restricted infinitive
clause type. It seems odd, however, that this putative development
should have taken place even in languages I ike Dhuwal which are subgrouped with Ri, as wei I as in languages I ike Dhaangu which are not .
It is also odd that a highly productive clause-type in *-~ would not
even have left a trace in the six or so. Yuulngu languages other than
Ri; if this were the basic Proto-Yuulngu subordinated clause form we
would expect at least residual occurrences of it in some minor syntactic constructions in these six languages. In the view adopted here,
Ri -~ clauses are an innovation, but we do recognise the residual
occurrence of the older infinitive type, in somewhat more restricted
functions than are posited for it in Proto-Yuulngu.
Moreover, in the position taken here we can account for the
innovation in Ri by recognising diffusional influence from Ng.
In
this language, there is a subordinating prefix -~- used with finite
clauses (which without -~- would be normal main clauses), in the
same range of functions (relative clauses, certain types of gerundial)
seen with Ri -~. Examp Ie: ~ i -r i 90- i 'he went', but ~ i -ga-r i 90- i 'the
one who went; He, having gone, ... ' (Ng verbs with -~- are also used
in certain clause-internal focus constructions; these have paral leis
in Ri but -~ is not involved.)
Hence both Ng and Ri have a clause type consisting of a single
affix attached to the verb of an otherwise complete main clause, with
nominal case-marking and pronominal prefixation exactly as in main
clauses (unl ike the situation with Yuulngu infinitives), in a simi lar
range of subordinated functions. It appears that this convergence is
due chiefly to developments in Ri rather than Ng, since other prefixing
languages I ike Nu and Ngalakan are typologically simi lar to Ng in
avoiding nonfinite infinitives (though I know of no certain cognates
of Ng -~- in these languages, unless Ngalakan subordinating suffix
-~ is related).
Again, if the diffusionist explanation is accepted we must
observe that the diffusion has operated on a level more abstract than
that of morpheme-order rules. Where Ng has a prefix, Ri has a suffix.
The diffusion has worked on the levels of function (for example,
semantic range of the construction types) and of abstract rather than
concrete form (the notion of finite, main-I ike clause being significant
whereas precise order of morphemes is not).

4. RITHARNGU: VERBAL CATEGORIES
This section wi I I be somewhat speculative since I do not yet have
satisfactory information concerning the verbal inflectional systems of

77 B.

Schebeck, 'Thangu and Atjnjamathanha'.

cit. (footnote 6 to Chapter 1), pp.516-550.
128

In R.M.W. Dixon, ed., op.

78 B.

Schebeck, 'Yuulngu'.
(see especially p.360).

In R.M.W. Dixon, ed., op. cit., pp.352-382
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al I Yuulngu languages. For the purpose of this section I wi I I use
Dhuwal, which! do have such information f~r, a: representative.of
the main block of Yuulngu languages, and WI I I discuss respects I~
which Ri diverges from the Dhuwal pattern in the context of pOSSible
diffusion from Ng and other prefixing languages.
The inflectional categories of Dhuwal (Djambarpuyngu dialect) are
essentially as shown in Table 11.
TABLE 11
Category

Example

past simple
past continuous

bu-mac 'killed'
b u-o.a 'killed'

present

bu-ma ka 'is killing'
bu-ma yur 'will kill'

future

{

imperative

bu-ma tu
bU-f)u 'kill! '

Note that there is a single present/future Inflection form, which
is disambiguated by the use of particles ~ and ~ (or ~). The .
corresponding negative forms are constructed simply by ~ddi~g nega:lve
particles bayf)u or yaka (the latter especially in negative Imperatives).
Consider now the categories of the verbal system in Ri, shown in
Table 12.
TABLE 12
Category

Example

past simple
past continuous

bu-mac a 'killed'
bu-o.a 'killed'

present

bu-ma 'is killing'

future/imperative

bU-f)u 'will kill; kill! '

potential

bu-w-a

These are negated simply by adding negative -?may?, except that
the negative imperative is formed with negative particle ~.
Except for bu-w-a, the Ri forms are cognate to the Dhu~al forms.
The semantics of the past simple and past continuous (of wh~ch the
former is less marked and more common) is roughly the same In the two
languages, and in both there are. some ve~b cl~sses which do not make
the distinction so Ri has not diverged In this respect. However,
whereas Dhuwal bU-f)u is used chiefly as an imperative (tho~gh it is.
also used sporadically as an indicative, indicating no~mat~ve ~e~av~our
patterns as in describing abstract kinship duties), wh~ Ie I~ RI It IS
also the regular future form. If this is a Ri innovation, It conforms
to the pattern found in Ng and Nu whereby there is a single form for
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future and imperative (which are thus, in most cases, formally indistinguishable) .
Concomitantly, the form bu-ma is restricted in Ri to the present
tense. The present/future syncretism in Dhuwal, which is usually but
not rigorously disambiguated by the free particles, would have been
counter to the ~g;~u pattern whereby present and future are clearly
distinct inflectional categories. Again, if Ri has innovated in
restricting bu-ma to the present tense, this can be seen as having a
diffusional basis.
Finally, Ri has a (past) potential form, here bu-w-a, which can
be translated as 'should have killed', 'would have killed', or the
I ike. It is also used in both parts of the past contrary-to-fact
conditional construction (for example, 'If he had come, I would have
killed him.'). This category is missing from Dhuwal, which generally
uses the past continuous (bu-na) in this instance.
If the (past) potenti~tegory in Ri is an innovation, again
we can detect the influence of Ng and other prefixing languages (Nu,
Ngalakan, etc.), which have the same kind of category and likewise
use it in past contrary-to-fact conditionals. As for the particular
formal expression of the Ri (past) potential, it is usually formed by
adding a suffix /-~, of unclear etymology, to the future/imperative
(that is the nonpast potential) form. For the stem bu-, it happens
that one future/imperative allomorph -.!l!:!.. is used in the simple form,
whi Ie another al lomorph /-wu-/ is used in the form with /-~, whi Ie
in most other verb classes the same al lomorph is used with or without
/-~.
Thus the (past) potential in Ri is the only inflectional form
which is morphologically composite, with one suffix superimposed upon
a pre-existing inflectional form; this can perhaps be taken as evidence for its secondary origin.
Disregarding negative forms (which in Ng involve mergers of some
positive categories), the resulting Ri inflectional system is more
simi lar to that of Ng than to that of Dhuwal. The chief differences
are (a) that Ri has not developed an evitative form (though it has a
construction, with encl itic particle ta? 'for a while', which approximates the Ng construction), and (b) that the past simple/past continuous opposition in Ri does not quite match the Ng past punctual/past
continuous opposition (Ri also merges the two in some verb classes,
whi Ie Ng does not).
The claims made in this section are, to repeat, contingent on the
val idity of our assumption that Dhuwal is representative of other
Yuulngu languages and of Proto-Yuulngu. This has not yet been estabI ished conclusively.

5. NGANDI: THE ORIGINATIVE CASE
The originative case, a category found in Ng and in the Yuulngu languages, indicates the provider (usually human) of a commodity. In Ng
the originative suffix is -kunuQ, reflecting PNgNu *-gunuf) and corresponding to Nu relative (including genitive) -yinuf). As we saw in
section 6 of Chapter 3, *-gunuf) wa's probably at one time a general
genitive-dative-purposive suffix, I ike *-~ or *-~ found in
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prefixing languages to the west and north, but has been reduced to
a narrower range of functions in Ng and Nu. In Ng, -kunul) has been
displaced from its originally primary functions by the suffix -~,
borrowed from Ri.
In Nu, it has been displaced from some of its
functions by purposive -yul)guyul), possibly a borrowing from Ri, and
by dative-al lative -W1UY, en ir.rerited suffix which has shifted its
functions.
The originative case is an unusual category, and so far as
know is missing from other prefixing languages in the area, except
that Nu -mira:Qu is a partial parallel. It is doubtful, then, that
Ng -kunul) can be explained as having formally renewed an old category.
I suggest, then, that the special isation of Ng -kunul) as an
originative suffix constituted the creation of a new category in that
language, and that this development was stimulated by indirect diffusion from Ri and other Yuulngu languages, which have inherited an
originative suffix (Ri -g~~) from Proto-Yuulngu. That i's, by borrowing genitive-dative-purposive -~ from Ri -~ to replace -kunul) in its
traditional uses, and by special ising -kunul) as an originative suffix,
Ng arrives at a case system more exactly congruent to that of Ri.

6. NUNGGUBUYU: CASE SUFFIXES

congruent to the Wa.system. To do this, Nu has had to compl icate
rather
than reduce
f · Its system of categorial oppositions • Th e one
.
d Iscrepancy 0. d anyd·Importance between the two languages in the cases
we. ha~e consl ere. IS that Nu ~ut not Wa has an originative suffix
-m~r~.gu:
T~o pOints about this should be noted:
first, the Nu
originative IS much less common than that of No or Ri' second th
creation of the Nu originative can perhaps be ~een as'refl t:
e
. d·
t d·ff .
ec Ing
~n Ire~
I uSlon from Ng and Ri. Thus al I of the Nu developments
~nvolvlng the categories considered here can be understood as reflectIng, or at least as consistent with, indirect diffus·lonal pressures primari Iy from Wa, to a lesser extent from Ng and Ri.

7. NUNGGUBUYU AND WARNDARANG: VERBAL ASPECT
Virtually al I prefi~i~g I~nguages in the area have a punctual/continuous ~spectual opposition In verbs in the past positive actual (but
not In the past negative or past positive potential). This is not the
result of a recent convergence, and it is evident that this pattern
was also typical of various recent proto-languages within this group
of languages.
Nu and Wa seem to be the only two prefixing languages in the area
expanded the aspectual system so that a punctual/continuous
opposition now occurs also in the future positive. Although this
general isa:ion is a rather common type of morphological change the
fact that It ha~ occ~rred ~n this area only in two adjacent la~guages
suggests that d I ffus Iona I Interact i on has played a tr i gger i ng ro Ie.
which.h~ve

As shown in sections 4 and 6 of Chapter 3, Nu has undergone a great
many changes in the forms and categories in its case system. Although
many of these changes can only be accounted for as internal developments, certain changes can perhaps be explained as partial convergences
with Wa to the south.
.
In particular, as we have seen in section 6 of Chapter 3, Nu
inherited a genitive-dative-purposive suffix *-gunul) (or at least a
suffix which sti I I had most of these functions), and so far as we can
tel I it did not inherit an originative suffix. Corresponding to the
single, wide-ranging suffix *-gunul) we now find several suffixes:
al lative-dative -~ (replacing *-gunul) in its dative functions),
purposive -yul)guyul), relative (including genitive) -yinul), and the
very rare originative -mira:Qu. Here -yinul) is the reflex of *-gunul),
_~ is a semantically shifted (formerly locative) suffix, -yul)guyul)
may be a borrowing from Ri (section 6, Chapter 3), and -mira:gu is
perhaps an extended form of instrumental -miri.
In effect, then, Nu has broken up the old genitive-dative-purposive category into several formally distinct categories. This compl ication of the case system can perhaps be attributed to the influence of
Wa, which distinguishes dative, purposive, and genitive forms. The
dative takes the unmarked nominative form, but is marked in the verb
by the combination of a pronominal object-marker and the benefactive
prefix ~-. The purposive is expressed by a nominal case suffix -~
(also found in Mara). The genitive is expressed by adding a possessive
postposition I ike a-gi 'his, her, its', with optional juxtaposition of
the nominal possessor in nominative form: wu-yilba a-gi 'its burrow',
wu-yi Iba a-gi ca-wa<;labir 'the goarma's burrow'.
Since this Wa pattern seems to have been inherited, it looks as
though Nu has innovated to convert its system into one more closely
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It is not ~o~sible to determine which language extended the
opposition to the future positive first.
In Nu, which
Inherited a future form with suffix *-~ (Nu -~ or -n), a new future
for~ based on the present positive form has sprung up. Nu has two
series of pronominal prefixes, A and B, which are used in different
tense-as~e~t-mood-negativity combinations, so that A is used in the
p~st positive actual, B in the past negative and past positive potentlal, etc. Nu has taken advantage of this to spl it the old present
f~rm (for e~amp Ie, -na-y i: 'sees' from *-na-,j in i) into a p resent form
wlth.A prefl~ (for example, I)awu-na-yi: 'I see it.') and a future
~on;lnuous with B prefi~ (f~r example, I)al)gu-na-yi: 'I will be seeing
~t: ).
The latte~ combination contrasts with the old future in *-1),
which has been reinterpreted as specifically punctual (for exampleI)ar)gu-na-r) 'I will see it.'); this form happens to take the B prefix.
~spec:ual

A

s~m~what

pa ra I Ie I deve Iopment has ta ken p Iace in Wa. In the
there is a ~unctual .a~d a continuous form (for example,
~ and -~, respectively, with transitive auxi I iary -~-).
:he p~esent tense form ends in -~ (-~). What appears to be the
Inher~ted future form ~as a suffix -iriu (or -riu with obi igatory
fronting ~! the p~ecedlng vowel), and requires potential prefix wu(~u-r)a-g-Inu 'I w~ll do it. '). To create a new future continuou~'Wa
slmp~y uses the past continuous form (-~) with this potential
prefl~ (h~nce r)a-ga-ya 'I used to do it.' versus wU-r)a-ga-ya 'I will
be do~ng ~t. '). The form with -iriu is now punctual.
~as~_~osltlve,

It should be noted that the precise mechanism for the creation of
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the new future continuous form was different in the two languages. Nu
bui It its new form from the present form, whi Ie Wa bui It its form from
the past continuous.' Thus, looking at the attested morphological structures from a purely formal point of view, we see a discrepancy in that
Nu uses the same suffixal category ('nonpast-2') for the present positive and future positive continuous, whi Ie Wa uses a single suffixal
ca'tegory for the past positive continuous and future positive continuous. We may add that Nu also has 'neutral ised' such suffixal oppositions as that between future positive punctual and present negative
(both with -8 and -n), and that between past positive continuous and
past negative, which result In additional formal divergences from Wa.
However, Nu keeps these 'neutral ised' categories apart by using negative particles, by taking advantage of the opposition between A and B
pronominal series, etc.
Thus there is very little simi larity between the Nu and Wa verbal
systems if we look at one formally defined morpheme class Dt a time.
The system of suffixal oppositions is quite different; the choice
between Nu A and B pronominal series does not coincide with the present
versus absence of Wa potential prefix wu-; Nu has two different Independent negative particles, whi Ie Wa has a single basic negative prefix
plus a somewhat redundant third person negative morpheme. If one looks
at the formal structures In this way, not only do we not find one-toone morphemic intertranslatabi I ity as in South Asia, we do not find the
slightest resemblance between the two languages.
On the other hand, if we look at the overal I system of verbal
categories expressed in each language (for example, past positive
punctual, past positive continuous, etc.), we find a fairly close
convergence. The identity is not complete by any means, but it does
appear that the major innovations in the recent history of both languages have tended to reduce rather than exacerbate the discrepancies.
In particular, we have shown that Nu and Wa have both developed an
aspectual opposition in the future positive - a development which has
not occurred in Mara or Alawa to the south, In Ri to the north, or in
Ng, Ngalkbon, Rembarrnga, Gunwinggu, or other languages to the west
and northwest.
If diffusion has taken place, as I think It has (though
I respect the right of readers to remain unconvinced in this instance),
it has operated on the functional level. Nu and Wa have converged,
not in the formal structure of verb complexes, but rather in the overal I
system of tense-aspect-mood-negativity categorial oppositions.

8. WARNDARANG: ABSOLUTE NOUNS
Ng and Nu have a nominal category, marked by a suffix -~ (with various
allomorphs In Nu), which I call 'absolute'. This category cuts across
case categories, and essentially what it does Is to Indicate or emphasise that the noun or pronoun in question Is an autonomous (that Is,
not incorporated) nonpredicative constituent within a sentence. This
sense Is seen clearly in Ng, where (however) the suffix Is often omitted.
In Nu, the suffix has become specialised In various ways in different
contexts (for example, with kin terms is now a third person possessive
marker, with other nouns marks human singular, with Independent pronouns
emphasises a shift in discourse topic, etc.), but retains essentially
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its old function with demonstrative pronouns. The most common reflexes
of this suffix in Nu are -yu8 and -nu8 (only the former occurs with
demonstrative pronouns). -I-n-Its most common function (human singular),
there is a tendency to use the -nu8 al lomorph after stems ending in ~,
although there are other confl icting tendencies and it is best to list
~~e

relevan+ a l lomorph In dlc+ionary en+rles.

In the Mara language, which is separated from Nu by Wa, we find
a locative/al lative suffix -~, as in na-radbur-yu(r) 'at/to the
camp'. This patterns I ike any other case suffix.
In Wa we find a suffix -yu/-nu/-gu/-u (allomorphs phonologically
conditioned, -m!.. and -~ probably Identical In base forms) which Is used
much I ike Ng -~ and is thus best referred to as the 'absolute' suffix
(as in Nu, It also Indicates third person possessor with kin terms).
What seems to have happened is that Wa Inherited a locative suffix *-~
from PWaMaAI, but has specialised It phonologically and functionally,
under the Influence of Ng and probably also of earlier stages of Nu
where *-~*-nu8 was stili essentially a true absolute suffix.
The evidence for this Is that, whereas in Nu and Ng the absolute
cuts across case categories and shows no evidence of ever having been
invoived in the case-marking system, in Wa there are distributional
peculiarities of -yu/-nu/-gu/-u which betray Its recent shift from
(locative) case-marker to absolute marker. The Wa suffix can be used
in the zero nominative case, but with nonzero case suffixes it cannot
be used. There Is one telltale exception: with locative -ya8a (without apparent PWaMaAI etymology) the absolute suffix must be used. Thus
from wu-balba 'tree' we get simple nominative wu-balba, absolute nominative wu-balba-nu, ablative wu-balba-wala, purposive wu-balba-nl, but
locative wu-balba-nu-ya8a.
Evidently, Wa -yu/-nu/-gu/-u was originally a locative case suffix
which, because of Its phonological simi larlty to the Ng and Pre-Nu
absolute suffixes, was partially reinterpreted. It then spread to the
sufflxless nominative as a genuine absolute suffix, though It has not
been able to penetrate into the other nonzero case categories. Because
this was no longer a rei lable marker of locative case, a new locative
suffix has been created (-ya8a), resulting In the sequence -yu-y a 8a
(-nu-ya8a, etc.) which is synchronically puzzling but historically
revea II ng.
As In Nu, the Wa absolute suffix has acquired the third singular
possessive sense with kin terms (~a-bljaja-nu 'his/their mother's
father'), even though In Wa this Is redundant (8a-bljaja 'my/our
mother's father' and 0-bljaja 'your mother's father' would be distinct
from ~a-bijaja-nu even without -nu, since only the latter form has
regular noun-class prefix, here MSg ~-).
In this use, of course, the
absolute occurs In al I case categories so the restrictions mentioned
above do not apply.
It Is even possible that the al lomorphs found in Wa, such as -nu
in particular, reflect diffusion from Nu where we find -nu8 alongside
-~.
There are some simi laritles In the al lomorphlc dist~lbutions~
since Wa -nu Is used after a and u whi Ie -~ occurs after ~, and this
approximates at least the broad patterns of the more irregular al 10morphlc rules In Nu. However, Mara -~ regularly becomes -nu(r)
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after some consonants, so Wa may simply have sl ightly rearranged the
distribution of archaic al lomorphs (rather than creating new al lomorphs
on the Nu pattern).

I

9. SUMMARY
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A more detai led study of indirect morphosyntactic diffusion would be
desirable. However, one problem is that it is very difficult to
reconstruct exact morphosyntactic structures for the proto-languages,
so it is not always possible to determine which features of a given
language are recent innovations. Since our emphasis throughout this
book has been on documenting clear cases of recent innovation, and
assessing these in a diffusionist perspective, we have had to restrict
our attention in this chapter to a few selected instances where recent
innovations have clearly occurred.
As comparison of the grammars wi I I show, there is considerable
morphosyntactic congruence among these languages. The pronominal
systems are basically identical in structure (except for the absence of
noun-classes in the Yuulngu group), differing in such minor respects as
whether there is a special first person inclusive trial form. The
demonstrative systems are also simi lar, involving a basic deictic
opposition proximate/immediate/distant, with the superimposition upon
this of a deictic/anaphoric opposition at least in the distant category.
Demonstrative adverbs typically include locative, al lative, and ablative
types, as wei I as special forms translatable as '(on) this side', 'this
kind of thing', etc. Thus there is reasonable congruence at the functional level, though formal analysis shows that the demonstrative
oppositions, for example, are expressed in rather different ways in
different languages (for example, Nu has four demonstrative stems, two
of which can co-occur with a concretising suffix; Ng has two demonstrative stems but several suffixes, resulting in an overal I system
functionally comparable to that of Nu; Wa has basically two demonstrative stems, plus another defective one, and several suffixes and prefixes, again producing a system formally divergent from but functionally
comparable to that of Nu).
So far as syntax is concerned, we may note that word order is
rather free in all languages, with nonverbal constituents taking clauseinitial position for emphasis (there are also special topic-switching
pronominal formations in each language). None of the languages has a
productive agentive or passive participial formation, or a productive
action nominal isation process; Ri is the only language in the area with
a syntactic infinitive, but as we have seen in section 3 of this chapter
it has decl ined. Discourse in al I of the languages consists primari Iy
of juxtaposition of formally complete clauses, with only occasional
formal subordination (typically by simply adding a subordinating morpheme to a complete finite clause). The syntactic uses of (past and
present) potential verb forms, for example in both clauses of a contraryto-fact conditional, or in the translation equivalents of purposive
clauses, are very sim.ilar from one language to another. Causal clauses
in these languages are complete clauses plus a particle or sentence
enclitic translatable 'because' (yamba in Nu and Ri, occasionally in Ng,
aru in Wa and sometimes in Ng, showing clearly diffusional distributions

cutting across genetic divisions). An unusual kind of case-spreading
transformation, converting 'to my house' into 'to me, to the house'
where the possessor becomes an appositive NP with the same (spatial)
case as the possessed noun rather than taking a genitive suffix, is
found in several languages in the area (for example, Nu and Ri).
f'

I

I

l'

These simi larities are mentioned here mainly to indicate that the
few instances of indirect morphosyntactic diffusion described in the
preceding sections have not exhausted the synchronic simi larities, but
have instead merely scratched the surface. That only a few instances
have been discussed in detai I here is due to our methodological insistence on deal ing with recent, local innovations which are relatively
accessible to study, rather than just I isting a large number of
synchronic simi larities. Many of the simi larities just I isted are
found in a number of other Austral ian languages and may therefore
reflect diffusion on a much larger geographical scale and during a
much larger time span than these considered here. We can say very
I ittle about directional ity, the actual processes which have resulted
in the simi larities, etc., so we wi I I not discuss these instances of
diffusion in detai I here.

~I

,Ii

.1

11

1

Despite al I of these diffusional sharings, recent and ancient,
each language preserves its own particular characteristics. Particularly when we compare the formal structure of words (nouns, verbs,
demonstratives, etc.) or of tightly knit phrases (for example, Wa
auxi I iary verb complexes), we find very I ittle simi larity from one
language to another.
I·

This is consistent with the conclusions drawn in sections 1-7 of
this chapter, where we showed that the indirect morphosyntactic
diffusion which has occurred recently and which can be identified at
this time has been mostly of a functional nature, so that the languages
have converged in the kinds of morphological categories recognised and
so forth, with I ittle regard to the precise formal mechanics for
expressing them. What formal patterns have been diffused have been
abstract and general, involving such notions as the difference between
finite and nominal ised clauses in subordination, rather than minor
formal detai Is of morpheme order and the I ike.
Another substantive question raised in section 1 of this chapter
is whether indirect diffusion has had a simpl ifying and regularising
effect, as in pidginisation. So far as I can see, despite considerable
recent diffusional pressures none of the languages in our area has
become simpler or more regular than the proto-languages which we can
reconstruct. AI I of the languages are somewhat weak in complex syntax,
but this was probably true of the proto-languages in most cases, so
diffusion has produced no recent simpl ification. As for the basic
morphology and morphophonemics of the attested languages, I doubt that
anyone who attempts to wade through my grammars wi I I conclude that the
languages are especially simple or transparent. AI I of the languages
have a number of verb classes with entirely different paradigms, as
wei I as a number of irregu~ar verbs with special paradigms of their
own. Nu in particular has an immensely compl icated morphology, with
the most elaborate noun-class system in Austral ia, an abundance of
verb classes and irregular verbs, an incredibly complex demonstrative
system including all kinds of adverbial formations, and a system of
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pronominal prefix complexes added to verbs comprl:l~g hundr~ds.of
intransitive and transitive combinations and requiring sophisticated
techniques of morphophonemic and structural ana~ysis (for exam~le, a
direct-inverse process) to analyse them. Both In morphophonemlcs and
morphological structure Nu seems to have become considerably more
compl icatea tnan F~g~u.
We have described in some detai I a number of particular instances
of indirect morphosyntactic diffusion which have resulted in.the
addition of new features rather than in reduction of complexity. Ri
now distinguishes independent and encl itic pronouns where Proto-Yuulngu
had just an independent series; it has a distinction between clauses
with subordinator -~ and infinitive clauses with -~, where ~r~to
Yuulngu probably only had the type with -~; Ng now has an orlgln-.
ative case category which PNgNu lacked; Nu now has several case s~fflx
es corresponding to what was once a single genitive-dative-purposlve
suffix' etc. It is clear from these developments that indi~ect diffusion ha~ not resulted in any net simpl ification or regularisation. I
would not go so far as to claim that it has had an .ove~al I compl i~ating
effect since it could be that some diffusional Iy Inspired reductions
have e~caped my notice since features which have been lost in several
languages are very difficult to reconstruct for the proto-languages.
However, we can certainly conclude that contact has not led to general
simpl ification or regularisation in this area.
There remains the question of whether direct morphemic diffusion,
or indirect morphosyntactic diffusion, has been quantitatively greater
in this area. Despite the difficulties in quantifying these pr?cess~s
in any meaningful sense, we can still compare the Arnhem Land situation
with other Sprachbunde I ike the Balkans and South Asia. ~n all three
areas indirect morphosyntactic diffusion has been extenSive, though
it ha~ reached its extreme in South Asia. However, whi Ie direct
morphemic diffusion has been quite restricted (for exam~le,.a few
minor derivational affixes) in the Balkans and South ASia, It has been
quite extensive in Arnhem Land as was shown ~n Chapter.3 . . In the
Arnhem Land situation we cannot make any radical quantitative distinction between direct and indirect diffusion; both have been extensive,
though neither has been entirely unconstrained.

Chapter 5
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CONCLUSION

1. GENERAL
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In Chapter 2, I showed that phonological diffusion in the area has been
both direct and indirect in some instances (especially in the creation
of new phonemes, or redistribution of old ones), exclusively indirect
in others (especially in the loss of old phonemic oppositions). In
the case of Ng and Ri, the relevant proto-languages were already so
close phonologically that there was I ittle potential for further convergence, but Ri did move toward Ng (and Rembarrnga) in its distribution of glottal stops, though Ri and Ng maintain their distinct vowel
systems. In the case of Nu and Wa, the more complex phonemic system
(Pre-Nu) was reduced to the simpler system of Wa by the loss of the
old fortis stop series, the loss of *7, and the loss of mid vowels *e
and *Q (these losses took the form of-mergers with other phonemes, or
occasionally total deletion in the case of *7). The initial diffusional
pressures of Wa on Nu in this respect triggered off a series of compensatory readjustments in Nu which had the effect of maintaining most
of the old functional oppositions; in the course of this readjustment
process the new phoneme 1 was created, and a new series of phonemic
long vowels was created,-both of which resulted in divergences from the
Wa pattern. The point was made that analysis of the actual historical
processes brings out the diffusional influence of Wa on Nu much better
than does simple I isting of attested synchronic simi larities.
The other point was that generative phonology does not provide a
useful analytical framework for describing diffusional changes in
phonology in these languages. Since generative phonology describes the
relation between surface strings and (putative) underlying representations, but does not directly describe overal I surface patterning, it.
cou I d be usefu lin a d i ffus iona I study on I y if it cou I d be shown that
phonological rules as such (that is, ways of converting underlying into
surface strings) have been directly borrowed. Except for redupl ication
rules, and one doubtful example of a d-insertion rule in Nu, there is
I ittle evidence for the diffusion of rules in this sense. Even in
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situations where two languages have converged almost exactly in overal I
word-level phonemic and distributional patterning, showing clear
diffusional interaction, the set of phonological rules in the two is
usually vastly different; the only shared rules are low-level rules
closely dependent on surface constraints, and even these rules (for
example, VV-contraction rules) are often quite different in form. The
redupl ication and d-insertion rules, moreover, can be looked at as
instances where a surface alternation (that is, a relationship among
different surface structures, rather than between underlying and surface
strings as such) has been reproduced in one language on the model of
another language.
Probably the most theoretically interesting chapter in this book
is Chapter 3, which describes a considerable number of instances where
a bound grammatical morpheme has been borrowed. Whereas in most other
Sprachbunde, even wei I-known ones I ike the Balkans and the Indo-European/Dravidian border in South Asia, very I ittle of such dJrect morphemic diffusion is reported, in Arnhem Land we have found an establ ished pattern of such diffusion. The sheer number of clear instances where
a morpheme has been diffused has permitted at least a rough analysis of
the factors faci I itating and obstructing diffusion. A number of factors
of various sorts (phonological, paradigmatic, analogical, etc.) have
been identified as useful in this respect; others, including crude
functional considerations, have been found unworkable.
In the course of Chapter 3, I also stressed methodological issues.
As in Chapter 2, emphasis was placed on demonstrable recent innovations
of a diffusional nature, rather than on just I isting synchronic parallels. In some cases it was necessary to delve into phi lological trivia
in order to establ ish comparative background necessary to rule out a
retentionist explanation for particular sharings of morphemes. Moreover,
a flexible technique of internal reconstruction, aimed chiefly at
identifying archaic versus new morphemes, proved very useful.
In Chapter 4, I tried to show that indirect morphosyntactic
diffusion in the area has occurred, but has often resulted in functional
convergence (so that the basic morphological categories and other
functional features of one language are repl icated in another) rather
than exact one-to-one morphemic intertranslatability. It was also
shown that indirect diffusion of this sort has not had a level ling
effect, resulting in progressive simpl ification and morphophonemic
regularisation of the affected languages.
Instead, such indirect
diffusion has in numerous instances resulted in the creation of new
morphological categories, new syntactic construction types, and so
forth, and overal I has had no simpl ifying effect.

2. LINGUISTIC DIFFUSION AND SPEECH COMMUNITIES
As we have seen, the most striking difference between Arnhem Land and
the South Asian situation described by Gumperz and Wi Ison is that in
the former we find SUbstantial direct borrowing of grammatical morphemes along with relatively mi Id and diffuse indirect morphosyntactic
diffusion, whereas in the latter we find very I ittle direct morphemic
diffusion but maximal indirect diffusion resulting in exact surface
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morphosyntactic congruity. Let us see if we can interpret these
differences in the context of the different kinds of bi I ingual ism
practised in these speech communities.

-.I

I n the case of Marath i, Kannada. and Urdu in the vi I Iage stud i ed
by Gumperz and Wi Ison, the languages are sharply stratified and hence
functionally speci~lised. Marathi is used in various public situations
and as a general ~~ngua f~anca, whi Ie the home-group language (usually
Urdu or Kannada) IS restricted to more fami I iar situations. Consequently, virtually al I members of the community acquire a good speaking
compe:ence in Marathi and one other language, and usually moderate
speakln~ co~pet~nce and good comprehension of the third language.
C~de-s~ltc~lng IS a constant concomitant of moving from one speech
s~tu~tlon ~nto another. Koreover, in some situations code-switching
Within a Single conversation is reported as frequent especially when
the situation is ambivalent (as when two persons who'would normally
use a shared home-group language are conversing on a subject usually
talked about in Marathi):
As far as can be determined, almost all local men are bi- or
multi-I ingual. Marathi serves as the main local medium of intergro~p comm~nication.
Jains, for example, use it in talking to
their Muslim or untouchable field hands. We furthermore have
recorded conversations where Jains discussing business affairs
seem to be switching freely between Kannada and Marathi. 79
The development of isomorphism in surface structures in the local

v~rieties of the three languages can be understood in this light.
:In~e al I members of t~e community engage in constant code-switching,

Indirect morphosyntactlc diffusion has naturally been extensive so
that speakers in effect have only to learn a single grammar. The three
lan~uages are kept distin~t by using different lexical items and grammatical morphem~s .. Were It not for the pressures favouring keeping
the languages distinct, as sociol inguistic indexes related to the
stratif!cation of groups and domains, it is I ikely that one language
(Marathl?) would have won cut entirely.
The !evel! ing ef~ect noted by Gumperz and Wi Ison, whereby most
In~o~atlons have resulted in greater al lomorphic and
categorlal simplicity and regularity, results from the strong tendency
toward surface-s:ructure isomorphism. If, for a given grammatical
category, Mar~thl has two al lomorphs MI and M2, whi Ie Kannada and Urdu
each have a Single al lomorph, the most natural way to achieve isomorphism is for Marathi to level out its al lomorphic alternation
perhaps general ising MI. It would be more difficult to achieve isomorphism in the other possible fashion, whereby Kannada and Urdu would
acquire an allomorphic alternation parallel to that found in ~~arathi
~side from. the fact t~at this approach would require two languages t~
Innovate, Instead of Just one, it would have to face the problem that
there may be no obvious source for the required new al lomorphs in
Kannada and Urdu. Borrowing of an al lomorph from Marathi would be
morphol~glca!

79Gumperz and Wi Ison, op. cit. (see footnote 42 to Chapter 2), pp.152153.
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discouraged, since we have seen that speakers try to keep the languages
distinct and especially avoid mixing of grammatical morphemes.
Thus the situation described by Gumperz and Wi Ison, though exceptionally interesting, is. by no means typical of all contact situations,
and !t is i~pcr+3~+ "0+ +0 base a Dutativelv universal model of I inguistic diffusion on it. The purely I inguistic (structural) factors
bearing on diffusion have been seriously interfered with by the social
pressures favouring maintenance of a tri I ingual speech community which
might otherwise not have survived, and discouraging direct morphemic
diffusion which might otherwise have occurred. This has had the effect
of making certain kinds of diffusion more prominent than others.
In the Arnhem Land situation, social pressures of this sort have
been quite weak. Language is of I ittle importance in defining one's
social identity among the Nu, Ng, Wa, and other groups of prefixing
languages (although nowadays the surviving languages are Decoming
symbols of the opposition Aboriginal/White). The Ri and other Yuulngu
groups are an exception, since each mata (clan) is associated with and
partially defined by a particular dialect in the native theory. However, this native theory works on a highly abstract level and seems to
have had no important effect 'on the ground' - the norm/real ity gap is
especially glaring here. The theory that each mata has a particular
dialect is directly contradicted by the fact that several mata groups
speak the same language with no regular phonological or other differences, and that some mata groups are divided into several subclans
which speak mutually unintell igible languages.
Moreover, as we have seen in Chapter 1, each language corresponds
roughly to a group of clans which habitually congregated to form a
single community during part of the year. In each such community there
was one dominant language, along with minor languages spoken by imported
wives and by any visitors who happened to be present. Within the clans
and smaller units, which were the usual subsistence units during the
wet season and early dry season when the larger congregations had to
spl it up, there was I ikewise a single dominant language which was the
native language of all men and chi Idren and which imported wives typically had some competence in.
Although it is not possible to observe the extent of code-switching in this reconstructed pre-contact situation, we must suppose that
it was less extensive than in the South Asian situation described by
Gumperz and Wi Ison. Although a man might acquire reasonable competence
in one or two languages other than his native one, he was I ikely to use
them only in certain situations. If his mother came from a different
langua~~gF6~p (which was often, though by no means always, the case),
he might use her language when speaking to her, though they could use
the father's language if the mother had learned it wei I. Other languages might be used when visiting other communities or when speaking
with visitors, during ceremonial occasions. On the whole, though, the
need for bi- or multi I ingual competence was more restricted than in the
South Asian situation, and a man might wei I go for several months during
the wet season and early dry season without speaking a second language.
These differences are reflected in the kinds of I inguistic diffusion attested. Whi Ie in the South Asian case direct morphemic diffusion
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was rare because of pressures to keep the languages, distinct in Arnhem
Land there are abundant instances of such diffusion. Whereas in the
South Asian case indirect morphosyntactic diffusion has been maximal,
in Arnhem Land it has been fairly substantial but far from complete,
and we do not find one-to-one morphemic intertranslatabi I ity or even a
strong tendency in this direct!o~: this
presumably due to the lesser
extent of code-switching, especially on a day-to-day basis or within
single conversations.

's

Because there seem to have been no major social or cultural factors affecting I inguistic diffusion in Arnhem Land (other than, of
course, the basic demographic facts), the present study is useful since
it suggests what kinds of diffusion are possible when I inguistic structural (and functional) factors are primary. The I inguistic systems
have been in close contact, but there have been no particularly strong
cultural factors favouring or inhibiting particular kinds of diffusion.
This is not to say that the Arnhem Land case is a more typical
example of diffusion than the South Asian one and that it therefore
ought to become a model. Indeed, the Arnhem Land situation is unusual,
since in a great many contact situations there are cultural factors
such as stratification, language loyalty, frequent code-switching, and
the I ike. What the Arnhem Land case does provide, however, is an indication of what kinds of diffusion can take place in the absence of
important interfering cultural factors of this sort. Whi Ie not representative of al I contact situations, the Arnhem Land case is valuable
analytically, since in the absence of certain factors which are present
in most other cases we can focus on the nature of the remaining (structura I) factors.

3. DIRECTIONS OF DIFFUSION
We have seen that the primary avenues of diffusion have been between Ng
and Ri, and between Nu and Wa. We wi I I now examine both of these pairs
of languages to see whether diffusion has been asymmetrical or roughly
even.
Ng has borrowed more actual morphemes from Ri than Ri has from Ng,
so far as can be determined at present. Ng has borrowed its ergativeinstrumental suffix -tu, its genitive-dative-purposive suffix -ku, its
inchoative verbal iser==-1..i..-, and its thematising suffix -~- (though at
least this last instance predated PNgNu and is thus not a recent borrowing). Ri has borrowed from Ng negative suffix -?may? and the kin-term
dyadic dual suffix -ka?
Not only have the Ri ~ Ng borrowings been
more numerous, they have also been more significant structurally. However, there are also several sharings where directional ity is not yet
clear: diminutive -ganaQ?, comitative ~- and cay-, various compound~
ing initials and postpositions, etc.
Indirect phonological diffusion has not been substantial between
Ri and Ng in recent periods, but the one important development involved
repl ication in Ri of the Ng pattern for glottal stops. Indirect morphosyntactic diffusion has worked in the same direction in several instances (notably the development of Ri encl itics and subordinated
clause types), but there are examples of its operation in the opposite
direction (hence Ng develops an originative case category).
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The overal I diffusion between Ng and Ri has therefore been roughly
even. However, before a final decision on this point is reached it
wi I I be necessary to expand our horizons somewhat and assess the importance of diffusion between Ng and Ri and other languages which we
have not considered in detail in this work. For example, some of the
Indirect phonological and rnorphosyntactlc diffusion resulting In Ri
Innovations may not have been model led solely on Ng, but simultaneously
on Ng and Rembarrnga, with which RI has also been In contact and which
has inherited many of the same structural features seen In Ng. In this
event we may eventually have to downgrade the influence of Ng on Ri to
some extent, so that the overal I diffusion wi I I appear to have been
sl ightly asymmetrical, with the bulk of borrowings going from Ri into
Ng. This would be in accord with the fact that the Ri language group
is substantially larger In demographic terms than the Ng group.
In the case of Nu and Wa, the direct morphemic diffusion has been
mostly from Nu to Wa rather than vice versa. We may mention instrumental suffix -mlri and the noun-class prefix system, and perhaps
ablative suffix -wala.
On the other hand, indirect phonological diffusion has been mainly
from Wa to Nu, since Nu has gone from a phonemic system I Ike that of Ng
(and Ri) to a system very simi lar to that of Wa. As for indirect
morphosyntactlc diffusion, It is difficult to establ Ish clear cases and
even more difficult to establ ish directionality at this stage, so no
position wi I I be taken here on this.
I am incl ined to think that Nu h~s exerted more Influence on Wa
than vice versa In overal I diffusional terms. The fact that the Nu
phonemic system has been adapted to the Wa system, rather than vice
versa, can be explained in structural terms: the inherited Pre-Nu system
was more complex, including several oppositions not found in Wa, and
was simpl ified so that the attested Nu system is basically the same
as the Wa system. Moreover, future research may show that Enlndhi Iyagwa
in addition to Wa has exerted simplifying Influence on Nu, so the role
of Wa in this process may have to be weakened somewhat. On the other
hand, Wa has borrowed several suffixes from Nu whi Ie apparently no
productive suffixes have been borrowed in the other direction, and since
no simple structural explanation for this can be advanced I feel that we
should recognise the somewhat greater diffusional influence of Nu on Wa.
However, since the number of such borrowings is I imited we should perhaps not make too much of this.
AI I of these conclusions are tentative, and must be continually
reassessed In the light of future research covering a broader range of
languages In the area.

4. PROSPECTS FOR GENETIC CLASSIFICATION
The question arises whether I inguistic diffusion such as has been
described here is I ikely to make genetic classifications of these languages difficult. Fortunately, in the particular area I have worked on
it is possible to determine genetic relationships to a reasonable degree
of precision, and thus to distinguish inherited from diffused sharings
to a considerable extent.
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However, this is true mainly because of the great time depth
separating such groups as the Yuulngu and prefixing fami I ies of languages (for example, Ri and Ng). There has been considerable diffusion
of various kinds back and forth between these groups, but the relevant
intermediate proto-languages were so dissimilar that diffusion has not
totally obscured the genetic relationships. For al I of the respects
in which Ng and Ri have converged, one glance at the verbal paradigms,
for example, tel Is us immediately that Ng is closely subgrouped with
Nu, whi Ie Ri belongs with the other Yuulngu languages. Simi larly, Nu
and Wa share many features, but examination of verbal paradigms and to
some extent pronominal prefix paradigms shows that Wa is closer to Mara
and Alawa than to Nu and Ng.
Unfortunately, this favourable result may only have been made
possible by the great time depth involved in certain language-group
boundaries, and I cannot say that the results would be so favourable
elsewhere in Austral ia. In eastern Arnhem Land the genetic distances
from one language to another are probably greater than those found In
any other part of Austral ia. In these other areas, then, even if
I inguists are able to obtain rei iable descriptive data on al I relevant
languages in an area (which is impossible in most areas because of the
extinction of crucial languages which were never adequately recorded),
because the languages are so close genetically it may be impossible to
clearly distinguish diffusional from inherited sharings, and It may
thus be difficult to work out the precise genetic relationships.
What the Arnhem Land case study shows is that considerable (though
not totally unconstrained) diffusion can occur, given certain demographic conditions, even across wei I-establ ished language boundaries
representing exceptional t:me depth. It stands to reason that in areas
where the same demographic conditions are found, and where there are
no exceptional cultural factors inhibiting diffusion, we should expect
even greater diffusion among languages which have only recently diverged
and which therefore have basically simi lar structures to start with.
If Ng can borrow a number of bound grammatical morphemes from Ri, and
Wa from Nu, then in areas with less genetic distance among the languages
(for example Cape York Peninsula, perhaps the Kimberleys, etc.) we
should expect considerable morphemic diffusion as wei I. Thus in many
cases where a morpheme is shared bV two languages which are known to be
fairlv close genetical lV, a diffusional explanation as wei I as a retentionist one is plausible. It would be very dangerous to arbitrari IV
assume that in such situations the retentionist explanation is to be
automatical IV preferred. The best evidence for a retentionist explanation would be the demonstration that the shared morpheme has undergone
separate phonological development in both languages, and/or has undergone semantic shifts, since such arguments may rule out the possibi I itV
of recent diffusion. However, where the two languages have the same
phonological IV specified morpheme in the same function, and where the
morpheme satisfies the kinds of factors favouring diffusabi I itV described in section 18 of Chapter 3, a diffusional explanation for the
sharing may be just as I ikelv as the retentionist one.
Having made these methodological remarks, I must nevertheless
teave the final decision on such matters to special ists in the different
areas.
It would be unreasonable to suppose that the Arnhem Land
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s i tuat i on is exact I y rep I i cated in other pa rts of Austra I i a.
I am not
even certain to what extent the demographic facts are the same as those
found elsewhere, and in particular it seems that in much of central
Austral ia (for example, the territory of the Warlbiri, Aranda, Western
Desert, and other language groups) we find different patterns whereby
+he language grOUDS included a thousand or so Dersons each (not two
hundred) and where interl inguistic marriage rates were low (for example
ten per cent). One would expect considerably less I inguistic diffusion
under these conditions, and it would be wrong to use the Arnhem Land
case study presented here as a model appl icable to this part of Austral ia. To what extent Arnhem Land demographic patterns are repl icated
in other regions in Austral ia remains to be seen, but I would think
that approximately the same patterns should be found in Cape York, the
Kimberleys, and some other coastal and subcoastal regions.
Although in some of these areas diffusion may be difficult to
disentangle from inherited sharings, I do not want to condemn attempts
at genetic subgrouping, either at the local or continent-wide levels.
The key to such classification is, of course, historical morphology
If, as
(and to some extent morphosyntax) as well as morphophonemics.
appears to be the case in Arnhem Land, some classes of morphemes (for
example, inflectional verbal suffixes, pronominal prefix complexes,
etc.) turn out to have been particularly resistant to diffusion, then
we can base a genetic classification on a careful historical reconstruction of such morphemic subsystems, beginning with relatively wei 1defined sub-groups and perhaps eventually reaching the continent-wide
level. Verbal inflection may wei I be the single most useful material
for such research, since pronominal prefix complexes have a compl icated
history due to analogical interaction with independent and perhaps
cl itic pronouns, and may have been variously reshaped or simpl ified
depending on the fate of noun-class prefixes. Independent pronouns may
also be useful, but must be used with caution since some diffusion of
them seems to have occurred (we do not yet know how substantial this
diffusion has been). Demonstratives may also have been fairly resistant
to diffusion, but are usually subject to rapid internal turnover and
thus may not be of much use for reconstructions beyond a certain time
depth; in the Arnhem Land languages dealt with here the demonstrative
stems are often totally different even between closely related languages.
The prospects for comparative reconstruction and for genetic
classification are thus reasonably good, provided we carefully distinguish diffusion from inheritance and concentrate on those morphological domains least subject to diffusional turnover. We are relatively well-off in those areas where such domains, especially verbal inflection, involve numerous paradigms (one for each verb class or irregular
verb) each of which has numerous affixes. This is certainly the case
in Arnhem Land, in the Yuulngu as well as prefixing groups. There is
reasonable complexity in many other parts of Austral ia. However, there
are unfortunately some areas (for example, the 8arkly Tablelands) where
the system of inflectable verbs has been reduced to a handful of opaque
'auxi I iaries' which are difficult to segment and analyse synchronically,
let alone to work into historical reconstructions. Therefore the
prospects for comparative reconstruction differ from one part of Austral ia to another simply because of features of the I inguistic structures
at hand.

146

Blake B
case fon
Chadwic
dictiona

Dixon F
of pape
individu
The adj

index. ~
Douglas
110p., !

Douglal
$2.50.

Eades [

coast. 1

Osborn!
tionl. c
cassette
Sharpe
traces,
Sutton
$11.50.

Yallop
vocabul
FORTI

Crowle
Smyth,
Hudsor
Revisec

Heath.
Prices
postagl
Full lis
Institu 1
Distrib

